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Preface 

The most wide-ranging and comprehensive collection of its kind, The Norton 
Anthology of Theory and Criticism offers one or more selections from 148 
figures, representing major developments from ancient to recent times, from 
Gorgias and Plato to bell hooks, Judith Butler, and Stuart Moulthrop. In 
contrast to comparable anthologies, it provides generous selections from pre
viously underrepresented fields, such as rhetoric, medieval theory, and,crit
icism by women and people of color, along with a' full complement of works 
from canonical figures such as Aristotle, Immanuel Kant, Karl Marx,-Cleanth 
Brooks, Mikhail Bakhtin, and Michel Foucault; From'canonical authors, it 
includes classic texts as wen as selections' newly revalued. The standard 
works of We stein theory and criticism from the ancient Greeks to the present 
are represented, as are texts from "forgotten" figures such as Moses Mai
monides, FriedrichSchleiermacher, and Frantz Fanon. The anthology is par
ticularly rich in modern and contemporary theory,-providing materials from 
93 writers and covering all the main schools and movements; ranging from 
Marxism; psychoanalysis, and formalism to poststructuralism; cultural stud
ies, race and ethnicity studies, and many more. We have'alsodrawn from 
vital minor currents, including body studies, media theory; theory of national 
literature and institutional analysis and history. This anthology consolidates 
the many gains won through the expansion 'of theory in recent, decades. 

In view of current changes, it is worth pausing for a moment to reconsider 
the configuration and meaning of "theory" itself. Today the term encoih
passes significant works not only of poetics, theory of criticism, and aes
thetics as of old, hut also of rhetoric, media and discourse 'theory; semiotics; 
race and ethnicity theory, gender theory, and visual and:popular cult:tfre 
theory. But theory in its newer sense' means still more' than, this broadly 
expanded body of topics and texts. It entails a mode, of questioning and 
analysis that goes beyond the earlier New Critical research into the -"liter
ariness" of literature. Because of the effects of poststructuralism, cultural 
studies, and the new social movements, especially the 'women's and civil 
rights movements, theory now entails skepticism toward' systems; institu
tions, and norms; a readiness to take critical stands and to engage in resis
tance; an interest in blind spots, contradictions, and distortions (often 
discovered to be ineradicable); and a habit, of linking local 'and 'personal 
practices to the larger economic, political,' historical, and ethical forces of 
culture. This theory-or "cultural critique,", as it is more deSCriptively 
termed..:!-is less concerned with elaborating conditions: of'possibility, as is 
Kantian critique, than with investigating and criticizing values, practices; 
categories, and representations embedded in cultural texts and surrounding 
institutions. To an earlier generation, such theory looks like advocacy rather 
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than a disinterested, objective inquiry into poetics and the history of)itera
ture. This revealing fault Hne that divides traditionalist literary critics from 
large numbers of contemporary theorists is perhaps today's version of the old 
Renaissance and neoclassical battles between the ancients and the moderns. 

The Table of Contents list figures and texts in chronological order. An 
Alternative Table of Contents recasts the 'chronological order, providing lists 
of figures in four categories commonly used iii studying theory: schools and 
movements; major genres; historical periods; and key issues and topics. Addi
tional ways of organizing the history and subject matter of theory and criti
cism are possible; the Alternative Table of Contents is meant to be suggestive 
and not comprehensive. Other figures in the anthology could he included in 
the existing categories. We decided against combining proponents and oppo
nents in the popular schools and movements categories,. as is sometimes 
done. Thus, for example, neither Leon Trotsky nor ·Mikhail Bakhtin appear 
under "Formalism" as its most celebrated critics. To list together antagonists 
and advocates would have created confusion and urtduly multiplied the num
ber of figures in our categories. Within each school and movement, of course, 
readers will encounter differences and disputes. One of the risks of the cat
egories we employ in the Alternative Table of Contents is that their groupings 
of figures and topics from different periods and moments unavoidably de
emphasize historical conflicts, evolution, and differences. That .noted, the 
editors hope our readers find the Alternative Table of Contents suggestive 
and useful. Many ways of configuring !;he materials in the anthology are 
outlined in M. Keith Booker's manual for instructors, Teaching with "The 
Norton Anthology oJ Theory and Criticism"; A Guide for Instructors, a rich 
source of planning options, classroom 'strategies, and examination and dis
cussion questions. 

The Introduction to Theory and Criticism that follows the two Tables of 
Contents consists of fifteen brief, semiautono.moussections that introduce 
students to the field of theory through its main historical periods, its major 
modern .and contemporary schools and movements, its perennial issues and 
problems, and its key terms. We are aware of no source offering students II 
quicker, more wide-ranging, or more lucid bird's-eye view of the history and 
nature of the ·field. Sections have been subtitled for easy reference in making 
assignments and in following the trajectory of the discussion. 

Each selection in the anthology is fully annotated so that students may 
focus on the texts and not have to consult reference sources for basic infor
mation. Headnotes to. each figure cover a range of topics. To begin with, they 
provide helpful biographical information and historical background. They 
discuss' sources and critical receptions as well as the relevance of the selec
tions for theoretical questions. They highlight each selection's main argu
ments, where necessary definihg key terms and concepts and pointing out 
related perennial problems in the field. They regularly refer to other works 
by the authors and note problems identified by later critics. They position 
the authors in relation to other figures in the anthology, picturing the history 
of theory not as a string of isolated pearls but as a mosaic in which each 
work fits into larger frames of ongoing discussions and arguments. Finally, 
an annotated selected bibliography is given for each figure, covering main 
texts and editions, biographical sources (when available), the best secondary 
sources and criticism, and bibliographies related to the author's works (where 
available). 
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In choosing the selections the editors have been guided by a range of 
criteria. We have looked ,for readable and teachable texts that reflect the 
scope of the history of theory .. This dO,es not mean, however, that challenging 
and difficult texts are missing. We have favored complete works and self
contained excerpts; snippets are the exception. Yet in a number of cases we 
have edited texts to focus on topics germane to the field and to save time, 
space for'other selections, and the energy of readers. We have sought out 
the best editions and translations; for Plato, Aristotle, Longinus, Kant, and 
Hegel, we introduce new, highly regarded translations. From the outset we 
have fol1owed the practice that no figure or selection could make it into the 
anthology without the agreement of at least half the editors. We have also 
made quite a few selections with an eye topai,ring or triangulating-for exam
ple, we chose the famous closing section on writing from Plato's Phaedrus, 
having in mind Derrida's landmark critique of that text in his Dissemination. 
When they occur, such fruitful counterpoints are indicated in the headnotes 
and in the Alternative Table of Contents. Of course, innumerable combi
nations and permutations are possible, and our accounts cannot be exhaus
tive. But we have noted typographically all cross-references in the headnotes 
and footnotes by putting in ~mall capitals the names of theorists and critics 
appearing in the anthology. While we have privileged standard works and 
contemporary classics of theory, we have also sought to resurrect forgotten 
texts and to discover overlooked gems; We believe you will be pleasantly 
surprised. . 

The Selected Bibliography of Theory a~d Criticism at the end of the 
anthology is the most comprehensive one in existence, containing works 
through the close of the twentieth century. It lists leading English-language 
sources in six main categories: Theory and Criticism Bibliographies; Anthol
ogies of Theory and Criticism; Histories of Criticism and Theory; specialized 
Glossaries, Encyclopedias, and Handbooks; Introductions and Guides; and 
Modern and Contemporary Critical Schools and Movements. We have 
divided the three longest of these parts into convenient subcategories: into 
historical period in the lists both of anthologies and of histories of criticism 
and into sixteen autonomous profiles in the schools and movements section. 
To make the bibliography of schools and movements most useful to students, 
we have organized and briefly annotated the sources in short essa)'Sl"rather 
than lists, presenting each of the sixteen profiles in a five-paragraph format: 
(1) groundbreaking texts; (2) introductions, overviews, and histories; (3) 
anthologies and readers; (4) school- or movement-specific reference works 
(handbooks, dictionaries, encyclopedias, etc.); and (5) "crossover texts." This 
last category attests to the increasing frequency with which contemporary 
works of theory are not limited to one or two domains of influence. It can 
be argued that in recent years many of the most innovative writings have 
been hybrid, crossover texts, mixing and matching strands from numerous 
schools and movements, and we have sought to illustrate this significant 
trend judiciously. 

In putting this anthology together, we have faced a number of challenges. 
One difficulty was coping with the impossibility of including every significant 
theorist. Our original list of 250 figures had to be shortened to 148: even a 
very long book such as this one imposes limits. A few of the lengthiest selec
tions-by Longinus, John Dryden, Percy Bysshe Shelley, and Adrienne Rich, 
for instance-had to be trimmed, and each editor had favorite figures 
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dropped. The enclosure of post-World War II theorY in the university and 
its I increased professionalization have meant that contemporary nonaca
demic critics, literary journalists, and writers' have' been largely excluded from 
the theory canon-a trend slowly being reversed, we hope. Theory'remains 
resolutely Eurocentric, but we 'look forward to a tim~.when;it.'wil1 go global. 
Our Selected, Bibliography posed its ,own' nagging: challenges. of iriclusion. 
and exclusion. To cite just one case, we had to be rigorously selective in'the 
category of guides and introductions to theory, since there ar~ so many 'avail
able. We trust we have not missed any major ,'resources. Our.Subject Index 
errs on the side of fullness; we calculated that this would help more than 
hinder the reader seeking assistance. ' ' 

The editors of this anthology were selected because of their, scholarly 
expertise. They combine knowledge, of canonical works with awareness of 
contemporary trends and extensive experience as' teachers.,' Each was 
involved in constructing the anthology's contents and design, and each was 
responsible for refining selections, drafting headnotes, compiling bibliogra
phies, and editing one another's work. In preparing the volume the editors 
have incurred obligations to many colleagues, whom we thank separately in 
the Acknowledgments. With their help, we believe we have made this a read
able and teachable anthology replete with significant texts for our contem
poraries, meaningful in the context of the history of theory, and able to 
enlighten and challenge today's students. :,' 

'. " 
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Introduction to 

Theory and CriticisIn 

In recent decades, theory and critic;:ism have grown ever more prominent in 
literary and cultural studies, treated less as aids to the study of literature and 
culture than as ends in themselves. As Jonathan Culler notes in Framing the 
Sign: Criticism and Its Institutions (1988), "Formerly tl:te history of criticism 
was part of the histpry of literature (the storY of changing conceptions of 
literature a.dvanced by great writers), but ... now the hist~ry of literature is 
part of the history of criticism." This dramatic reversal, which occurred grad
ually over the course of the twentieth century, means that the history of 
criticism and theory increasingly proVide!,! the general framework for stuslying 
literature and culture in 'colleges and universities. Some literary scholars and 
writers deplore' the shift toward theory, regarding it as a turn away from 
literature and its central .concerns. These "antitheorists," as they are called, 
advocate a return to studying literature for itself-yet however refreshing 
this position may at first appear, it has problems: it itself presupposes a 
definition of literature, and it p,romotes a certain way of i;crutinizing litera
ture ("for itself"). In other words, the anti theory' position turns out to rely 
on unexamined-and debatable-theories of literature and criticism. What 
theory demonstrates, in this case and. in others, isth~t there is no position 
free of.theory, not even the one called "common sense." . 

The history of theory and criticism from ancient times to the present is one 
of contending ideas and opinions about such apparently self-evident topics as 
"literature" and "interpretation." Historically, interpretation has been '£po
ceptualized in a number of different ways: as, for example, objective textual 
analysis or moral assessment or emotional response or literary evaluation or 
cultural critique. The same is also true of literature, which has been defined 
in terms of its ability to represent reality; or to express' its author's inner 
being, or to teach morality, or to cleanse olit emotions, to name only a few 
common but conflicting formulations. The history of criticism and theory 
contains many such arguments. Taken together, the antitheorists themselves 
adhere to very different; often contradictory understandings of literature 
and interpretation. Such~conflict points to the vitality, the excitement, and 
the complexity of the field of theory and criticism, whose expansive universe 
of perennial issues and problems engages ideas not only about literature, lan
guage, interpretation, genre, style, meaning, and tradition but also about 
subjectivity, ethnicity, race, gender, class, culture, nationality, ideology, 
institutions, and historical periods. In this anthology, students new to literary 
and cultural studies will discover a wide-ranging interdisCiplinary and com-



2 I INTRODUCTION TO THEORY AND CRITICISM 

parative field whose practitioners examine,. formulate, and assess all manner 
of theories and problems related to the study of literature and culture. 

In addftion, students'new to critiCism and theory Will encounter a rich 
array of technical terms and concepts, . critical approaches and schools, and 
literary and cultural theories and theorists. From signifier to deconstruction 
to cultural studies, . from Kant to F'oucault, the field/of theory and criticism 
is marked by a multitude of signposts sometimes unfamiliar to even the most 
widely read students. In this introduction as well as in the headpotes to each 
author, we help students make sense· of this corIiIiIe,x;ppt)-¢.ward,ing field. We 
begin the introduction by surveying an array of notable answers to two cen
tral questions-what is interpretation'? and what Is1iterature?~in order to 
establish our bearings. Shifting direction, we then survey the historical devel-
0Plllent of theory and criticism, from the. cla~s~caJ. to. the .nomantic,after 
which we provide brief overYiews of major schoot~,and, r:nov:el:neI;lts of the 
last century. Alongthe way, we discuss many ofthethe.~f.i;sts·i~:this amhol
ogy, explain perennial problems and issues, d.efine key concepts and t~rms, 
and illuminate the unde,rl}rfng structure of ~hefieId 'of theory aiic:lcrltidsm, 
including its most sigiiifica~ conflic::ts. ...,. . ".' . 

j' ~: ' .. 

WHAT IS INTERP'RETATIQNi" 

Within th~ field of theory and criticism, .various terms 'a~d' concepts are 
applied to the encounter between the' re'ader a~d the 'text: '(hi~. tra~saction 
which we will provlsionally call "reading" or, "~nterpretati9n,';'i:ypicalIy in~ 
volv~s such activit~es as persona. response, llP.predation, evaluation, 'histori
cal reception, explication, ~egesis, aiid ~ritiqU:~.N<?t 'surprisingly; the inas't~r 
words, irt~e,?,retatio~ ·an..d ·re.a~ii~~ ar~ themsel~es d~b~~able. In fact, In choos
ing a term or. terms to.'c.haracteriie the' eilco~nterJ?etween ~ext and reader, 
one takes a 'specific;theoretical position regarding the exaet nature ofreading 
and interpretation.' .' '. .' '. .' .. '. . 

Consider a few such keywords. WQereas explication and ex.egests stress the 
objective lab~r of deciphering a teXt in a fJ1ethodical way (line by line, in. the 
case of a short poem), perSonal respOns~ and apprerjiatioti etriph~sizethe . 
intimate, casual, and subjective aspects e:,f reading. Critique' and historical 
receptio":!; in turn, accentuate' the dist~nc~sin val!-1es and tiin~ be~wcren the 
interpreter and the. work. An exegesis of a text is not th~ same as an aPi>re
ciation or a critique. Exegesis preSQrneS ~. 4~n~e and enigmatic text in need 
of elaborate explanation; appr~ciat~(m implies a: .reader-friendly work just 
waiting to be enjoyed here and now;andcritiq4~ presupposes a hidden set 
of questionable or dangerous premises and v~lues, undergirding a complex 
docuinen..t; in the case of exegesis 'an interpretei:",need~~o'1?ea knowledge~ble 
puzzle solver; appreCiation posjtioriif 'the reader as an e~g~r and sympathetic 
hedonist; and critique c'alls fora critic at once suspiCious~nd.ethical, com
mitted to a set of values different from, or directly' qpposed to, those 
expressed in the text. tn depicting the critical encountet;,theories of reaq.irig 
and interpretation invariably' assign 'characteristics to teXts ~n~ allocat.e par-
ticular roles and tas~ to readers. . . ' ... ' . . .' 

Many of the sele.c::tions in this. antljology differ markedly itl how they char-
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aeterize interPretation and reading. For instance, Friedrich Schleiermacher 
draws a detailed accourtt .. of interpretation .both as historically informed 
grammatical explication and as psychological identification with the author. 
His 'View contrasts with the perspective of . Fredric Jatneson, who advocates 
an elaborate three-phase process of interpretation, focused specifically on 
ideology, critique of social contradictions, .class.'antagonisms, and· historical 
stages of social development: manifested in; texts. And Paul de' Man instead 
pictures reading as a mode of exegesis wherein' the reader~s rewriting or re
staging of the text replaces the original with an interpretive allegory: reading 
for him unavoidably becomes "misreadirig."That highly competent'theorists 
can propose completely different models of reading fuels continued theoret
ical debate' about interpretation. 

One of the most familiar ways of reading is. the mode of textual analysis 
developed by the New Critics, particularly Cleanth Brooks. During the mid
twentieth century, the New Criticism became the dominant critical practice 
in North American and British universities, and it remains' influential today, 
especiblly in the introductory. literature classroom. To interpret 'as a New 
Critic is to demonstrate through multiple (re)readings of poetic texts the 
intricacy of artistic' forms; "Meaning" ~s found neither in a simple paraphrase 
of the text, nor in propositions· extracted from it, but in carefully orchestrated 
and unified textual elements (for' example, images;· tropes, .tones, arid sym
bols). The.1iterarywork is (pre)conceived as an:autonomolIs; highly coherent, 
dramatic artifact {a ·~well.,wrought urn") separate from ·and above the life of 
the author and reader as well as separate front its ,social context and from 
everyday language~. Textual inconsistencies 'ate harmonized by being valor
ized as: literary ambiguities, paraooxes, or :ironies .. :. 

Yet there are .problems:with this seentinglysensible method. Various the
orists have complained that it posits an .overly aestheticized, narrow theory 
of meaning. The "close reading" or "practioal criticism" advocated rules out 
a great deal, including personal response, authdrial·intention, propositional 
meaning, .social and historical context, and.ideology.1t values retrospective 
analysis rather than the risky ongoing expel'ience or actual process of trying 
to make· sense of a work. It privileges freestanding sp~tial form over temporal 
flow arid critical distahce over the reader's personal participation. It makes 
textual unity mandatory,finessing gaps 'and loose ends. 'It favors W'dt~made 
and compact: rather than sprawling works and genres; The famous reading 
practice of New Criticism is a calculated emptying out of literary interpre
tation in order to highlight. intrinsic artistic craft and form While ruling out 
such· extrinsic matters as morality, psychology, and politics . 

. Even without sampling further the many theories of reading and interpre
tation presented in 'this anthology,· We can readily.see that there are no easy 
answers to the question "what is interpretation?" New Criticism has been 
si~.gled out to demonstrate how a practice. of reading might be questioned. 
hli: many of the other theories in this anthology could have served equally 
well. The problematic of interpretation/reading continues to be a major pre
occupationin the field of criticism and theory. All who think critically have 
an opportunity to engage various theories of reading and to formulate their 
own' views. 
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WHAT IS LITERATUREi' 

Another major question-"what is literaturei'''-can be, and reg~larly is, 
answered by associating literature.-withsuch key terms as representation, 
expression, knowledge, poetic or rhetorical language, genre, text, or discourse. 

In our ordinary understanding, literature represents life; it holds up, as it 
were, a mirror to nature and is thus "mimetic." The expressive theory of 
literature, which regards literature as stemming from the author's inner 
being, siinilarly depends on a notion of mirroring, though here literature 
reflects the inner soul rather than the external world of the writer. The didac
tic theory, which sees literature as a source of knowledge, insight, wisdom, 
and perhaps prophecy, is compatible with both the mimetic and the expres
sive theory: literature can depict external and internal realities while at the 
same time disseminating valuable knowledge and~larifying emo~ions. :The 
dominant view of literature as both mimetic and didactic, still alive toaay, 
arose with the ancient Greeks and was challenged by the Romantics and 
then the moderns. Though the theory of literature-or "poetics," as it is 
sometimes called-has been a contested topic throughout history, the tlebate 
has been especially fierce in modern a~d contemporary times. .'. 

Modern theorists often insist thai:;~li~ language -of literature, unlik~.that 
of newspapers and science, foregrounds poetic effects (particularly tropes 
and figures) that range frbm alliteratio~, assonance, metaphor, and parado,x 
to rhyth~ ~nd rhyme. In this:·fo~!.lil\-t" ~heory of literature or poeti~s, ne~
ther depIctIOn of external or mternaVteahty nor knc;>wledge about exIstence 
or refined emotion distinguishes literature from ordinary and scientific dis
course: instead, "literariness" (or "poeticity") renders literature distinctive 
and special. The theory first emerged during the nineteenth. century when 
poets such as Edgar Allan Poe and Ger~rd Manley Hopkins started exploring, 
sometimes extravagantly, the constituent materials of literature (especially 
sound effects), turning away from the notion of literature as simply~ reliable 
recorder of nature or source of morality. A similar transformation followed 
iri tHe visual arts; the postimpressionist painters focused on paint text,ureiil, 
bi-ush strokes, and color intensities rather than seeking photographic ,rea}i
ti~s. Writers and thedrists at the time often felt that to justify litertitti~e by 
polnting to its accuracy and realism was to put it in.compe~ition~ith tbe 
sciences, social sciences, journalism, arid photographyli..;"a competition they 
believed it could not win. Conversely, by i!!mphasizing the literariness; of Iit~ 
erature, they would accord it a distinctive and elevated aestheti~,status-over 
cO;Irlpeting domains and fields, ensuring its survival and dignity in chalh'ing~ 
irig times. Such a formalist theory of literature prevailecl in the early a~d 
mid-tfVentieth century among Anglo-American New ·Critics and SlaVic 
formalists, many of whom are represented in this anthology. 

A well-known heuristic device conveniently summarizes all the at:counts 
of literature discussed up to this point. Developed by M. H. Abrams in The 
Mirror and. the Lamp: Romantic Theory, and. the Critical Traditidn (I953), 
this study aid pictures the literary "work" at the center of a triangular struc
ture; the outer three points are occuple~ by the "universe," the "artist," and 
the "audience." Mimetic theory erriphasizes the relations between the work 
and the universe; expressive theory foregrounds the link between work and 
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UNIVERSE 
i 

WORK 
/ ~ 

ARTIST AUDIENCE 

artist; dida~tic theory highlights the tie between work and audience. For
malist theory focuses on the work itself; as we have just seen, it character
istically deemphasizes connections between the text and the universe, artist, 
or audience. Until the early Romantic era, literary theory dealt largely with 
the poem's relationship to the universe and the audience; in the nineteenth 
century it focused on the artist; and in the twentieth century it turned to the 
work itself. Most theories of criticism and literature, argues Abrams, juggle 
these four major elements and orientations, tending to privilege one. 

This classification scheme and its lessons have proven useful, especially 
in iIlustrathlg basic theoretical orientations and in delineating broad histor
ical trends. But the famous diagram has limitations, as any theorist will tell 
you. Perhaps the most serious is that it stops with modernism: it predates 
the appearance of such influential postmodern theoretical movements as 
structuralism, poststructuralism, feminism, postcolonial tlteory, and cultural 
studies. Abrams maps out a progression from mimesis lind didacticism to 
expressionism to formalism, but recent theory and criticism of literature have 
moved on to cultural critique. In the process, theorists have focused in turn 
on the imitation of reality and its lessons, on inner truths and visions, on 
poetic techniques and their orchestrations, and on sociohistorical and politi
cal representations and theit values. In this historical development the "old" 
problems recede from view but never disappear; instead, they undergo recon
figuration and occupy new conceptual relations. 

Consider, for instance, the structuralist or semiotic theory of Iit~rature 
that fits all literary texts into genre classifications. According to this per
spective, a genre is defined by arbitrary sets of conventions, such as those 
governing the haiku-a poem of seventeen syllables in three lines of five, 
seven, and five syllables, respectively. These conventions distance literary 
writing from ordinary reality, even when the conventions are calculated to 
give the appearance of direct reportage. In seeing literature as genre con
sisting of complex sets of codes, the structuralist retains the formalist view 
of literature as a separate mode of discourse that follows its own artistic rules 
but adds the key sociological concept of convention. Because conventions 
are not only literary but also linguistic and cultural, literature and society 
are reconnected thOrough discourse. 

Poststructuralist and deconstructive accounts of literature go one step 
further by problcmatizing the notion of mirroring, which, as we have seen, 
undergirds,expressive, didactic, and mimetic theories of literature. They do 
so through a close and technically complex examination of the worlUngs of 
language-seen as distant and different from reality, for it necessarily con
tains distorting rhetorical and genre devices. Language fs not It simple 
transparent medium. Any use of language, no matter how typical or ev~ryday, 
employs some combination of historical conventions and figurative devices, 
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which compromises its transparency. Moreover, language separates from 
"reality" at the very basic level of the sign because, strictly speaking, words 
are not things. The four letters b, i, r, d are not an actual feathered creature. 
In linguistic terminology, neither sigtJijiers (words) nor signifieds (concepts) 
are referents (things). Because language cons.sts of "floating signifiers" that 
are detached from reality, it simtilates or stimmons things as they are. Lan
guage deals in effects rather than things. The gaps between signifiers, sig
nifieds, and referents render the truthfulness and reliability of language 
undecidable· (a technical term from mathematics borrowed by poststructur
alism). Language is thus, to employ technical deconstructive terms, text or 
textuality, meaning acomple,dnterweaVing of self-referential, undecidable 
relationships. In extreme forms, this challenging theory of Hteratureas,tex
tuality Views language as thoroughly divorced from reality; in more moderate 
forms, language maintains a relation to reality, albeit a highly unstable one. 
At stake is literature's ability to reflect reality or impart reliable knowledge
and the uncertainty raises doubts about its truth claims and about 'earlier 
theories of literature. This area of inquiry is commonly'labeled the "crisis of 
reference" (or "referentiality"). 

The dizzying deconstru..ctive View of literature as text has been opposed by 
the widespread recent poststructuralist theory of literature as discourse, a term 
associated with the influential work of MiChel Foucault. Discourse theorists 
explicitly trace the language of literature to its source in the spoken language 
of everyday social life. Conceived by its many advocates as anti-'elitist, this 
materialist theory of discourse~whether it stems froin the work of Foucault, 
Mikhail M. Bakhtin, black aestheticians, New Historicists, cultural material
ists, queer theorists, psychoanalytic critics, or cultural studies scholars' (all 
allotted, space. in this anthology and discussed later in the introduction)
insists that language is uttered by embodied subjeCts situated historically in 
contentious social spheres that are regulated:by powerful institutions.Signif
icantly, this theory of the social text---,.oflanguage use as dialogical.,....-gives·new 
life to earlier Views of literature as mimetic, expressive, and didactic. 

Literature, according to these recent discourse theories, re-presents and 
refracts reality.· Indeed, language itself constitutes reality; it also produces 
distortions. This is mimesis with, a, difference: literature represents' reality; 
but reality is grounded in convention, riot nature, and'it is subject to illusion. 
Similarly, discourse theorists affirm that literature expresses the inner life of 
authors, but life is understood to be a regulated: social. phenomenon that 
differs with the time, location, and: group of the author.' In place of the 
solitary poet giVing unique expression to truths universal to all humankind, 
we find in recent. discourse theories an embattled '~scriptor" creatively mixing 
and .matching cultural codes derived from :her or his situation,.community, 
and tradition. In this account literature retains· didactic as . well as' mimetic 
and expressive powers. The ·knowledge it conveys 'is' of the ,"cultural un'con
scious"~that is, of the archive of historical words>, symbols, :codes'; instincts, 
wishes, and conflicts characteristic' of a people and its era. To treat discourse 
as social text pluralizes the theory of literature, .making a single universal or 
totalizing theory of literature, good for alltiines ,and, places; appear reductive. 
Literatures replaceliterattire. . 

Theories of· literature and theories of reading ,have' affinities with one 
another. Here are four instances. First, the formalist 'idea of literature· as a 
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well-made artistic object corresponds to the notion of reading as careful 
explication and evaluation of dense poetic style. Second, when viewed as the 
spiritual expression of a gifted seer, poetry elicits a biographical approach to 
criticism focused on ·thepoet's inner development. Third, dense historical 
symbolic works presuppose a theory of reading as exegesis or decipherment. 
Fourth, literature conceived as social text or discourse calls for cultural cri
tique.'While we can separate theories of literature from theories ofinterpre
tation, they often .work hand.in hand. 

CLASSICAL THEORY AND CRITICISM 

Anthologies covering the history of theory and criticism usually begin with 
the classical theorists,and rightly so; because their influence on its develop
ment has continued up to the present. The most influential classical theorists 
in Western culture are Plato and Aristotle, followed distantly by Horace. 
Recently, a renewed interest in rhetoric has brought Gorgias, Quintilian, and 
others into the picture-a change that illustrates the mutability of the canon 
of theory;·Taken together, the classical theorists represent a wide range of 
opinions about literature and its: significance developed over a millennium 
(from the fifth c.entury B.C.E. to the fifth centuryc.E.). To sample their 
groundbreaking work, we will consider some of their opinions on two leading, 
often interrelated issues of their time: literary mimesis and didacticism. 

On these two issues, Plato· and his student Aristotle' present the best
known views. Both agree that mimtJsis'·.(imitation or representation) is a key 
feature of poetry, but they conceive of and evaluate it quite differently. Plato 
has his spokesperson Socrates disapprove of'poetry's imitation of·reality on 
the grounds that poetry cannot depict truth and teach morality and that it is 
irrational-based on inspiration, not knowledge. As an idealist philosopher, 
he locates reality in a transcendent world of eternal Forms or Ideas that only 
reason can properly apprehend; this world is distinct from the illusory phe
nomenal world of our senses, which poetry represents. Fot Plato, "the mate
rial world is at best an imperfect copy of the original transcendent world of 
Ideas, and poetry is but a degraded copy of a copy. He concludes th~oetic 
representation. threatens social stability by offering false images and linsuit
able role models. In Republic,therefore~ he has Socrates recommend that it 
be banished from the ideal society, except perhaps that poetry which praises 
the gods and avoids representing them in an unseemly fashion. . 

Plato takes this severe position in part because he is reacting against the 
views of earlier sophists such as Gorgias arid Thrasymachus; whom he rep
resents as less concerned with truth than-with persuasion. They saw language 
as not simply representing reality but in effect producing reality by shap
ing the beliefs of an audience. As a result; in oratory' as well as in poetry, 
what matte~s most is bringing a particular audience to hold a specific point 
of view, not imitating an absolute truth. Some· sophists even boasted that 
in a debate they could argue any side of an issue" and ·win. Later rhetori
cians such as Quintiliari emphasized that the good orator was also a morally 
good man, but truth and honesty apparently mattered little to fifth-century 
Greek sopl)ists, who significantly influenced the formation of Plato's ethical 
position. 
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Less transcendental than plato and Socrates, ap.d more concerned with 
truth than the sophists, Aristotle asserts that poetic bhitation can reveal truth 
precisely because it does not passively copy appearances: it is a mo~~ creative 
act. Poetry in this view is ari prganized whole, whose parts are organically 
related and subordinated tO,a single objective. Because he focuses on tragic 
drama, Aristotle takes plot as the key example of the organization of poetry. 
For him, plot is not a random seqJlence of incidents but a unified whole with 
a beginning, middle, and en~,structured by logical necessity. Unlike history, 
which is built on accidental details, poetry rises above the description of par
ticulars to represent univers~l truths about nature. This new view of ir,nitation 
springs from Aristotle's belief that human beings have a natural instinct for 
imitation, which is generally pleasurable and connected with learning. 

Later developments in classical theory and criticism build on th~ ground
breaking work of the Greek rhetoricians, Plato, and Aristotle. Horace, a poet, 
follows Aristotle in asserting that poets can and must imitate nature, adding 
that it is also important for young poets to imitate great writers. As he 
approves of poetic' imitation, Horace stresses the importance of morality and 
decorum. For him, the pleasures of imitation are best yoked with moral 
teaching: he declares that the primary function of poetry is to combine "plea
sure with usefulness." This famous Horatian maxim has exerted considerable 
influence on all subsequent theorizing. 

MEDIEVAL THEORY AND CRITICISM, 
, hihj, , " 

Spanning the course of a millennium (from the fifth through the fifteenth 
century), medieval theory and criticism contain numerous documents 
related to the practices of reading and interpretation, to the theory of lan
guage, and to the p.ature and use of literature. 

Much medieval literary theory evolved out of the interpretation of sacred 
Scriptures. Drawing on the Neoplatonism of ~lotinus and his disciple Pro
c1us, medieval writers explored how to read the Book of God's Word (~l:le 
Bible) as a d~vinely authorized representation of the Book of God's Wi:)i-ks 
(nature). Hugh of St. Victor, for 'i~stance, describes interpretation as the 
reflection, or imitation, of God's works in his words. For Hugh; the whole 
visible world is a book written by tJ"te finger of God. Thus in reading one 
discovers not a pale imitation of na,lure, as Plato believed, but the ways in 
which reading a text and reading the world are parallel activities .. 

This medieval theory of hermeneutics (the art and science of interpreta
tion) is grounded in Augustine's notion that human language is a divinely 
ordained reflection of the Logos (the Word of God), which is said to guar
antee the unity of meaning in the Bible and the book of nature, even if that 
meaning is not readily discernible. Language truthfully portrays the world as 
it is, in spite of the confusion caused by the multiplication of tongues at 
Babel. In other words, language is "transparent." According to Augustine, 
language exists only to convey a meaning that'preexists it; it cannot be reflex
ive or playful (as it may be in poetry); and it must efface itself in pointing to 
the preexistent truth it represents. 

Most medieval writers accepted the Augustinian theory of language, and 
they also shared Augustine's deep distrust of poetic fables and figurative 
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language. But they constantly faced serious theoretical contradictions. Try 
as they might to assert the "truth" of language and the uselessness of poetic 
fictions, medieval writers could not overlook the presence of both poetry and 
fables in the master text of Christianity, the Bible. The most common if still 
not entirely satisfactory response was to argue that the transcendental maj
esty of God could be represented only indirectly, through poetic or figurative 
language. In this view, the heroic songs and psalms of the Old Testament, 
as well as Christ's parables in the New Testament; function as metaphoric 
mediations, creating similitudes between this world and the next. Such simil
itudes are necessary, Augustine argues, so that "by means of corporeal and 
temporal things we may comprehend the eternal and spiritual." Ultimately, 
the medieval defense of poetry was based on Macrobius's key distinction 
between fables that "merely gratify the ear" and those that "encourage the 
reader to good works." 

In exploring such issues, medieval writers relied primarily on the textual 
techniques of exegesis. Particularly important were the exegetical genres of 
the gloss and the commentary, derived from the works of ancient grammar
ians and expanded for explication of the Bible. Glosses are elucidations of 
individual words or phrases, written in the margins or between the lines of 
a text; commentaries are much more extensive textual expositions, appearing 
at first as local and marginal remarks (like footnotes) but later produced as 
freestanding continuous texts (see, for example, Bernardus Sylvestris's 
twelfth-century Commentary on the First Six Books of Virgil's "Aeneid"). 
Known as the enarratio poetarum (exposition of the poets), these interpretive 
genres shaped the basic approach to all authoritative texts, which were trans
mitted in manuscripts filled with glosses and commentary that retained space 
for future textual exegesis. 

The dominant technique of medieval gloss and commentary is allegory, a 
method of reading texts for their underlying esoteric meanings. Quintilian's 
definition of allegory as meaning "one thing in the words, another in the 
senses:' was the basis of all medieval definitions of allegory; but what was for 
him a figure of speech became, when combined with the Augustinian belief 
that poetry is a revelation of an otherwise inaccessible transcendent world, 
a critical tool to explain and control the dissemination of meanings in sacred 
Scriptures. Only later would it become a literary genre. Following Qui1i'tilian, 
medieval writers eventually elaborated four levels of allegorical interpretation 
to be u~ed in the study of the Bible: the literal, or historical; the allegorical, 
or spiritual; the tropological, or moral; and the anagogical, or mystical. In the 
New Testament story of Christ's raising of Lazarus from the dead, for exam
ple, the'medieval exegete would recognize first that on the literal level, the 
story is a record of an event that actually took place. On the allegorical level, 
the story prefigures Christ's death, descent into hell, and resurrection. On 
the tropological level, it represents the sacrament of Penance, whereby the 
individual soul is raised from the death of sin. And on the anagogical level, 
it portrays the resurrection of the body after the Last Judgment. 

By the twelfth century, medieval writers had extended allegorical biblical 
interpretation to the study of pagan mythologies and great classical works of 
art, such as Virgil's epic poem, the Aeneid. Medieval Christians could not 
literally accept pagan gods, nor could they simply read the stories as "fables," 
but they could see them as expressions of philosophical ideas. Eventually, 
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allegorical interpretation was applied, to contemperarywriting; 'a's' in D~nte's 
own reading of his Divine Comedy. in' "Letter ttj Can .Grande. l' Although .it 
Slowly passed out of favor after the Middle Ages, allegorical interpretation 
reemerged as a significant influence in ·the late twentieth ·century,....;.,especially 
in the work of Northrop Frye and Fredric Jamesc;m,,,both of whom' developed 
schemes for interpreting texts .based 'on multipleJevels of interpretation. 

Medieval theory and criticisrh;,significantiy, concerns itself with prescrip
tive poetics: that is, with how to Write poetry. Inspired.by Horace's ArsPoe
tica, . this pragmatic criticism synthesizes :classical· Yiews' on rhetoric; 
grammar, and style, often taking the form of guides. to composition. Perhaps 
the best-known medieval Horatiancritic is Geoffrey' of Vinsauf, who adopts 
and revises Horace's fundamental principle of deqorum for' a medieval audi
ence. For. Geoffrey,. the poet's objective is not to invent new subject matter 
but to develop new ways of treating traditional themes. In this 'regard, the 
poet is like the medieval exegete, who preserves theipast;and develops intri-
cate'ways of extending it. . ' 

RENAISSANCE AND NEOCLASSICAL THEORY,AND 
CRITICISM 

While Renaissance and. neoclassical literary theory and criticism display a 
renewed interest in Greek and Latin classics, they also manifest:a new con
cei'n with vernacular languages and national literatures. Spanning. the six
teenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, :thedebate :between the 
an dents and the moderns began in Italy :andextended throughout -western 
Europe, setting the framework for much of the theory and criticism of the 
time-,-and addressing'problems that are. still with us ·today. 

The defenders of the ancients .directed attention to 'classical genres such 
as tragic drama and epic, holding them up ,as .models for composition; At 
first, the ideal was not just to imitate the genres of :antiquity but to uSe their 
languages, especially Latin. The arguD)erit. for strictlyadhenngto classical 
forms grew out- of a unique synthesis of Aristotle's Poetics and Horace's Ars 
Poetica. From the Poetics,·Renaissance critics developed an appreciation for 
isolating and distinguishing genres; which .they tended to treat prescriptively 
rather than ·descriptively. The most famous instance is the doCtrine. of the 
"three unities" (action, place and time), whkh,.extrapolates from Aristotle's 
notion of the unity of action to demand that drarrlas 'have not only one action 
but, also one setting and a brief span of fictional time (not exceeding one 
day). Here Aristotle's original description ofa body of preexisting Greek trag
edies is turned into a set of rules for the writing of plays. This position, which 
first emerged in the commentaries on Aristotle by the Italian Renaissance 
critic Ludovico Castelvetro, found its most influential expression a century 
later in the critical Writings of the neoclassical French dramatist Pierre Cor
neille and the English poet John'Oryden---both of whom in their creative 
worki were dedicated to their native languages and literatures and thus com
bined modern and ancient perspectives. . 

Joined to the doctrine of the three unities was.a special Horatian concern 
with "veiisimilitude."ln practice, thisnieant depicting historical realities and 
facts and excludingfarttastic- beings and events (except those that could be 
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explained by Christian beliefs, such :as the 'actions of God and demons). 
Critics often pOinted to significant· passages in Horace' that ,stressed the 
importance of decorum and of copying the techniques and'strategies of one's 
accomplished literary predecessors. The general sense was that by imitating 
classics, . modern Renaissance and neoclassical Writers were also imitating 
nature. This position was strongly advocated by the Italian critic Julius Cae
sar Scaliger and was later summed up memorably in one of the m'any witty 
neoclassical couplets of Alexander Pope's Essay on. Criticism. Pope notes that 
the youthful poet Virgil scorned to represent anything except nature when 
he set' dut' to write his epic, the Aeneid:' "But when ·t'examine ev'ry Part he 
came; . / Nature and Homer were, he found" the same.'" Pope concludes from 
Virgil's ~xample; "Learn hence.for Ancient Ru~s a:just Esteem; / To copy 
Nature is to copy Them." 

, In contrast to,the ancients, the hIodernsnot only appreciated but cham
pioned new literary forms that departed from the various claSSical genres. 
One among many examples is Giambattista Giraldi's defense of the new 
Renaissance romantic epic, epitoniizedby Ludovico Ariosto's Orlando Furi
oso and·later by Edmund Spenser's Faerie Queene';'Critics'of ~hese long 
poems pointed out that they lacked unity and verishnilitude and that they 
deviated markedly from ·the classical' epict but Giraldi praised the variety of 
Ariosto's poem as, well as its "matvelous"·lhcidenfs, claiming that'it consti
tuted a new genre not subject to classiClil rules.' Itt a parallel move; Giacopo 
Mazzoni supported Dante's dream allegory in the Divine Comedy, stressing 
the importance of purely imaginary imitation. Informing both Mazzoni's 
and Giraldi's argumentS is a view bf the poet's 'creative powers as unbounded. 
Sir' Philip Sidney ,captured ·the·,etlsenceof this;position,-which set the stage 
for Shakespeare,' when he' state,d,'''Nature never 'set· forth the earth 'in so 
rich tapestry'as divers poets·havedone,.neither with pleasant rivers, fruit
ful trees,. ·sweet smelling ,flowers; nor whatsoever; else :may' make the too 
much loved, earth more lovely; Her 'wdrld -is brazen, the poets only deliver a 
golden." 
, • With this defense of the unfetteted powetsof the poet· also came a defense 
of the; use of vernaculat,langtiages in plac~ 'of Latin. Critics and poets· began 
to believe that they could rival the greatlitefary; achievements of Greece and 
Rome with their respective native languages. This trend began as1!iirIy as 
Dante, who~e Divine: Comedy was composed . in . I talian1 butiil the' Renais
sance it spread across western Europe. The ·Italian language was defended 
by Giraldi arid Mazzoni, the ;French 'language by JoachIm ·du Bellay·and 
Pierre de Honsard, and the English language by Sidney and George Putten
ham. The turn to the vernacular reflected' the growing national· conscious
ness of the time' and an increasirlg' preoccupation' With distinct national 
literary traditions. 

ROMANTIC THEORY AND CRITICISM 

The Romantic movement in the; arts developed in the: latter half of the eigh
teenth cEmtury,'inspired in part by. the Atnerican'and~French Revolutions, 
and flourished in the early nineteenth century, !;preadirig throughout Europe 
and-the New World. Although it manifests a'vari'ety of forms in specific social 
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and historical contexts, the major characteristic of Romanticism is argua~y 
its focus on the individual. Romantic theory was significantly influenc~d. by 
the philosopher Immanuel Kant's attention to the ways in which subjectivity 
determines our apprehension of the world. It was also influenced by_ the 
developing regard for individual sensibility and originality, a concern. first 
memorably manifested during the mid-eighteenth century in the critical· 
work of the poet Edward Young. . . 

In Romantic theory and criticism, emphasis on the individual led to an 
unprecedented focus on poetry as the personal expression of the poet~a de
velopment that aimed to counter the' decorum, traditionalism, and preoc
cupation with genre characteristic of neoclassicism. Romantic poets such as 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, William Wordsworth, and Percy Bysshe Shel
ley all saw their art as intimately bound up with their personal impressions, 
moods, feelings, and sentiments, while Romantic critics such as Schleier
mac her called for readers' sympathetic identification with the author. 
I In discussions of poetry, Romantics frequently drew attention to how the 
imagination transforms and synthesizes discrete sense perceptions, creating 
unique organic poems. Perhaps the most celebrated instance·of this focus 
appears in Biographia Literaria, where Samuel Taylor Coleridge claims that 
the poet "diffuses a tone and spirit of unity, that blends, and (as it were) 
/uses, each into each, by that synthetic and magical power, to which we have 
exclusively appropriated the name of imagination." This Romantic view ·of 
th~ poem as an organic form developed by the individual imagination was 
contrary to the neoclassical dictate that artists must imitate previous works 
of art and follow the rules of their genre. As exemplified by Coleridge;Eliz~ 
abeth Robinson Montagu, and others, it led to a renewed appreCiation of the 
unique creative genius ·of Shakespeare, whose unusual and irregular plays 
were often criticized by neoclassical theorists for ignoring the unities of 
action, time, and place. Later the Romantic concept of organic form, shorn 
of theorizing about the author, would inspire early-twentieth-century for
malist theories of intricate poetic str~cture and coherence. 

The Romantic fascination with the synthesizing power of the imagination 
paralleled an abiding concern with the symbol, displayed most famously in 
the writings of Coleridge and Ralph Waldo Emerson. For the Romantics, 
the poetic symbol magically expressed universal ideas through particular con
cret~ details, images, and metaphors. Un.like allegory, which they widely con
derqned as a mechanical imposition of rpeaning and morality onto poetry, 
the poetic symbol manifested its meaning organically, providing aesthetic 
p~ea!1ure and beauty as well as moral truth. According to Friedrich von Schil
I~r, the process of reading a poem was an experience of "play" -a· serious 
play that reconciled the particular arid the general and brought an uplifting 
sense of freedom to the reader and the peet, saving them from the alienation 
and despair of the modern world. For the Romantics, poetry-through the 
symbol-humanized an increasingly dehumanized world. 

The genre of choice during the Romantic era was the lyric poem, which 
displaced the epic poem favored by neoclassical writers (longer Romantic 
poems tended to be arrangements of lyric pieces, as in Wordswotth'sPre
lude). Of all the available genres, the lyric p~em was best suited for the 
expression of individual emotion. Not uncommonly, the lyric appeared as a 
"fragment," a technique that further stressed the break with neoclassicism, 
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which valued unity, wholeness, and rational design. Many lyrics aimed to 
attain a sublimity associated with robust imaginative grandeur, infinity, irra
tionality, and fear and terror, which was achieved less through sophisticated 
style and rhetoric (as in the classical writer Longinus, the earliest theorist of 
the sublime) than by the force of individual genius. 

The long struggle of the novel to be regarded as a serious literary form as 
yet had little effect on theory and criticism, though this genre (especially the 
Gothic novel) thrived during the Romantic period. The classical hierarchy 
of literary genres-epic followed by tragic drama and then by lyric poetry
left little room for the humble and prosaic novel until Victorian times. And 
still today the novel cedes pride of place in literary history to epic poetry and 
tragic drama, though perhaps no longer to lyric poetry. 

A final significant trait of Romantic theory was an emphasis on historical 
stages of development. The changing social, political, and economic condi
tions around them prompted many thinkers to ponder literary and cultural 
history. In theory and criticism, such attention led to repeated attempts
by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, G. W. F. Hegel, Thomas Love Peacock, Ger
maine de Stael, and others-to correlate specific forms of literature and the 
arts to specific historical periods. Often, poetry was identified-as it had 
earlier been by Giambattista Vico--'-with "primitive" forms of society, in 
which people were purportedly less rational and more intuitive. This concern 
with the dynamics of history was to have a significant impact on the influ
ential work of Karl Marx. 

MARXISM 

From ancient times, literature and the arts have portrayed, and criticism and 
theory have discussed, differences in people's social class and history. But 
with the spread and maturation of capitalism through its various stages, eco-· 
nomic and other disparities have more visibly polarized wealthy and poor 
classes, .city residents and ghetto dwellers, inhabitants of the first and third 
worlds, whites and people of color, men and women. Class formations, class 
consciousness, a'nd class tensions form part of the historical experience of 
moderniZ/ltion, and theory and criticism have been grappling with th~and 
related issues for several centuries now. 

Many of the current concepts, terms, and issues related to social class 
derive from Marxist criticism, a diverse and influential source for literary and 
cultural t!teory that stems from the work of the nineteenth-century German 
philosopher and economist Karl Marx. One of its grounding concepts is 
Marx's theory of "modes of production." According to Marx, human history 
is divided into seven successive historical modes of production-tribal 
hordes, Neolithic kinship societies, oriental despotism, ancient slaveholding 
societies, feudalism, capitalisrtl , and communism. Class conflict within a 
specific mo4e of production follows a batic overall pattern. The capitalist or 
bourgeois mode of our time has been characterized mainly by the conflict 
between the industrial working class (the proletariat, or labor) and the oWn
ers and manipulators of the means of production (the bourgeoisie). Other 
classes, including the unemployed and criminals (the lumpenproletariat) as 
well as the dwindling aristocracy, watch this conflict from the historicalltide-
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lines. Sooner or later, Marx predicted, international labor· will win and the 
communist mode of production will emerge triumphant, eventually leading 
to a society free from rampant inequalities, exploitation, and dass struggle. 

According to Marxist theory, the socioeconomic elements of society con
stitute its base (or foundation), while its cultural spheres---":specifically its 
politics, law, religion, philosophy; and arts~compose its superstructure. Ide
ology consists of the ideas,. beliefs, forn'ls, and values of the ruling class that 
circulate through all the cultural spheres. Members of the working class who 
ascribe to bourgeois ideas 'and':values exhibit "false· consciousness," since 
such values ignore the socioeconomic realities of their. own working-class 
lives. Hegemony designates· the continuous ·ideologicaldomination· of all 
classes by the ruling class through . such nonviolent . stabilizing " and 
consensus-buildirtg institutions as' church, school, ·family,.the'rnedia, the 
mainstream arts, trade unions, business interests, and technoscieritific estab
lishments. These institutions are what the celebrated Marxist theorist Louis 
Althusser calls "Ideological State' Apparatuses" (ISAs): they manage social 
instability and conflict to ·impose and maintain hegemonic order; working 
for the most part outside of official state power . 
. Culture and the arts ,in the Marxist view are neither· innocent entertain

ment nor independent of social forces; they play a.significant role in trans
mitting ideology and shoring up the hegemoniC order. Tbis is not to say that 
artists and intellectuals are merely mouthpieces of the dominant social class, 
because many explicitly protest the ruling systems' and implicitly address 
their contradictions and shortcomings. The ideological orientations of a lit
erary work can be quite complicated: a text often contains mixed and con
tradictory messages that reflect its broad social milieu rather than its author's 
personal philosophy. From a Marxist perspective, artistic works frequently 
present fugitive, alternative, and counterhegemonic images sometimes'sug~ 
gesting liberatory possibilities and lending them a socially critical undertone. 

Viewed from the vantage point of stylistics (the branch of linguistics that 
analyzes literary style),· the conflicts of classes and groups in soch~ty produce 
what Bakhtin famously called' "heteroglossia"-that is; the complex stratifi
cation of a language like English into different dialects; generational slangs, 
professional argots, speech genres', group codes, literary genres,.and class 
mannerisms. Many novels (for example, James Joyce's· Ulysses) ..incorporate 
such social conflicts in the form of heteroglot discourse, a carnivalization of 
different languages that revolt against official style. '. 

With the rise of consumer and multinational capitalism,- many have found 
Karl Marx's concepts of the commodity, Commodity fetishism, and commo
dification increaSingly useful for understanding culture and society, and thus 
the·terms often appear in the' writings of contemporary critics and theorists. 
Commodities are goods' '·or services produced· primarily for monetary 
exchange and 'profit-a carpenter may, for example,' build a· table ta sell, not 
to use. For him, or her, this .commodity has exchange value; 'not, use value. 
Labor itself has come to' be bought· and sold in a money economy; rather 
than being applied by isolated.workers to the production of goods J~r per
sonal use, it is more typically used in the service of an'other to 'earn and then 
exchange money for items necessary for subsistence. The fetishism' of the 
commodity' describes both our fascination' as we· stand before a glittering 
array of products in a store and our forgetting the paid labor of workers that 
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went into the products. This displacement of use value from the commod
ity-its transformation into cash exchange-results 'in the alienation of 
workers from their own labor: carpenters in the factory care' little about the 
tables they assemble. Moreover, the extraction of profit· by oWners from their 
workers' labor results in exploitation, which is a key element of all commodity 
exchange. The term commodification names this whole acceleratingphenom
enon of producing goods and services not· for their use value but their 
exchange value, a phenomenon that threatens to permeate every sphere of 
life in our time. Marxist cdtics complain that commodification promotes 
reification, the tendency to view people and human' relations as things or 
objects with price tags. In the arts, for instance, commodification leads artists 
to hawk their works anxiously to gain profits in an impersonal, competitive 
market, and it has positioned critics as the hired advisers to moneyed col
lectors. Observing this process, theorists have begun to wonder if criticism 
and the arts can any longer possess a socially critical dimension. 

Indeed, contemporary Marxist critics and cultural studies scholars (who 
are indebted to Marxism) increasingly worry about the co-optation by the 
market (and the media) of every form of resistance, ranging across the arts 
and popular culture. If outrageous radical vanguard movements such as sur
realism and punk can become profitable commodities, is opposition to 
hegemony possible? The agencies of commodification and hegemonic incor
poration threaten to defuse the radical force of all subversive artistic prac
tices, transforming them into hot news stories and merchandise destined for 
the market economy. Marxist criticism and cultural studies frequently aim 
their critical inquiries at this system and its dynamics. 

PSYCHOANALYSIS 

It is often said that Sigmund Freud discovered the unconscious, but it is 
more accurate to say that he and other psychoanalysts mapped its spaces 
and mechanisms. The findings of psychoanalysis have filtered into literary 
and cultural criticism and theory, providing a battery of terms, concepts, and 
problems that reach beyond those critics who describe themselves as...psy
choanalytic. 

According to psychoanalysis, the human psyche consists of unconscious 
and conscious spheres, with most of its contents lodged out of sight in the 
unconscious and covered over by a relatively smaller and less dense con
sciousness. The keys to the dark and inaccessible unconscious lie, psycho
analysts say, in free association, fantasies, slips of the tongue (so-called 
Freudian slips), and especially dreams, all of which reveal deeply buried, 
repressed, and self-censored wishes. The techniques used to interpret such 
unconscious materials, particularly dreams, have been useful to literary and 
cultural critics as well as psychoanalysts, since they are all in the business 
of deciphering cryptic symbolic texts. 

The nightly formation of dreams, or the dream-work in Freudian termi
nology, involves the censorship of unconscious wishes (frequently sexual) 
that undergo four kinds of deliberate, positive distoition on their way to 
consciousness: condensation, displacement, symbolization, and secondary 
revision or elaboration. These unconscious processes explain why dreams 
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usually emerge as garbled "nonsense." The task of the psychoanalyst is, with 
the help of the patient, to make sense of dream texts. Here, psychoilnalysis 
asserts that nonsense is meaningful and that ·distortion is inescapable and 
creative. Both assertions are taken seriously by many 'critics and theorists as 
they work to understand texts, especially since literary discourses 'are,pften 
as seemingly nonsensical and distorteq as d~eam5' Psychoanalytic dec,oding 
of symbols has proved particularly illuminating to critics, notably those fol
lowers of Carl Jung who have made' hwentories of archetypes-univer~al 
symbols such as the garden and the desert, water and fire, the hero and the 
monster, the river journey and the ordeal, birth and death-that they believe 
are stored in humanity's collective unconsCious. ' 

Many highly influential modern and postmodern theories of literature are 
indebted to psychoanalysis and it~ foundational concept of the unconscious. 
Two examples of such psychopoe~~cs-Harold Bloom's "anxiety of influence" 
and French feminism's ,§criture j,§minine-illustrate the richness and com
plexity of psychoanalytic theories. According to Bloom, each major 'poet in 
the Anglo-American tradition from the early Romantics to the late modern
ists has suffered a devastating yet productive anxiety of influence, as the 
newcomer poet selects a role model both to imitate and to compete against, 
wishing ultimately to emerge as a major poet who tt:iumphs over (but tri
umphs because of) the poetic precursot. PriOI' to the neoclassical and 
Romantic periods, literary influence was ~lmostentirely beneficial (as in the 
case, say, of Spenser's influence on Milton). With the rise of the subjective 
lyric poem as a major genre, influence became baleful, involving the aspiring 
poet's primal repression of the precursor plus a series of later psychological 
defenses against this parent figure, including masochistic reversals, subli
mations, introjections, regressions, and prpjections. These all entail what 
Bloom calls "misprision" (mistaking,'misreading, misinterpreting), the ines
capable and necessary creative distortion enacted unconsciously in the new
comer's poems in imitation of, and competition with, the loved but hated 
precursor. Bloom's complex psychopoetics has been criticized for focusing 
on competition instead of collaboration,' for favoring tanonieal poets over 
less well known poets, and ,for omitting nearly all writing by women, but 
Bloom's critics have rarely questioned the usefulness of his theoretical 
understanding of distortion or of unconscious repression, two key psycho
analytical concepts widely used in the field of theory and criticism. 

The literary theory of ,§criture f~minine (feminine/female' writing) derives 
from the work of the celebrated psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, as creatively 
revised by the French feminist Hel~ne Cixous. According to Lacan's chal
lenging theory, an infant moves during its earliest psychosocial development 
from an "Imaginary order"-a mother-centered, non subjugated, presym
bolic, pre-oedipal space of bodily 'drives and rhythms (linked with the uncon
scious)-to a "Symbolic order" of separation between self and (m)other, of 
law and patriarchal social codes, and of loss and associated desire (linked 
with consciousness). ECrituref,§tninine is a radical, disruptive mode of "fem
inine" writing that is opposed to patriarchal discourse with its rigid grammar, 
boundaries, and categories; tapping into tlte Imaginary, it gives voice to the 
unconscious, the body, the nonsubjective, and polymorPhous drives. Even 
though such feminine ,writing can be produced by male as well as female 
writers (for example, by Jean Genet and James Joyce), it is a psychopoetics 



INTRODUCTION TO THEORY AND CRITICISM I 17 

positioned by Cixous explicitly against patriarchal values and practices. 
In both the anxiety of influence and ecriture feminine, as in psychoanalysis 

generally, Freud's theory of the "Oedipus complex" plays a key role. Accord
ing to this theory, an infant must successfully complete various stages of 
development- (oral, anal, oedipal) to ensure later psychological well-being. In 
the oedipal stage, the (male) child must separate from the mother and iden
tify with the father on his way to entering the Symbolic order. The Oedipal 
complex is displayed by those males whose failure to negotiate the oedipal 
stage of development leaves them deeply attached to their mothers and often 
feeling rivalry with their fathers. Bloom's theory of the anXiety of influence 
presents a parallel rivalry with the father. And ecriturefeminine is a feminist 
effort to reconceive the pre-oedipal sphere as a highly positive source of 
creativity and liberation, rather than simply an infantile domain of irrational 
instincts that we must all abandon. 

Perhaps the most famous contemporary revision of Freudian oedipal the
ory appears in Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari's Marxist and psychoana
lytical Anti-Oedipus, a book that criticizes many aspects of Freud's work
notably, the bourgeois presupposition that the nuclear family is the universal 
framework for all normal human development. According to Deleuze and 
Guattari, Freudian theory subjugates the disruptive unconscious-with its 
often antisocial desires and flows-to the hegemonic order of the patriarchal 
family, the ni.le of law, and the capitalist economy. Freud's psychoanalysis, 
focused as it is on the oedipal triangle, is unable to acknowledge the truly 
complex nature of subjectivity, seen by Deleuze and Guattari as an open
ended process of becoming in which multiple contradictory positions and 
roles coexist and clash. 

FORMALISM 

Formalist criticism rose to prominence in the early twentieth century, usually 
defining itself in opposition to subjectivist theories of literature such as 
Romanticism, which was perceived to be both solipsistic and relativistic. 
Formalist criticism is not interested in the feelings of poets, the individual· 
responses of. readers, or representations of "reality"; instead, it attenHs to 
artistic structure and form. The two best-known schools of formalist criticism 
are Anglo-American New Criticism and Russian formalism. 

As discussed above, New Critics approach literature-particularly poetry
as an autonomous entity. They focus on the form of the literary object, self
consciously separating literary criticism from the study of sources, biography, 
reception, social and historical contexts, politics, and other "extrinsic" mat
ters. They advocate intrinsic analysis or "close reading" that avoids para
phrase and thematic statements, examining instead the complex stylistic 
orchestrations that compose poetry. What New Critics seek in their studies 
of poetic form is a set of "organic" relationships of literary elements (images, 
symbols, tropes, features of genre and style, settings, and tones), whose over
all unity often depends on ambiguity, paradox, or irony. This special state of 
aesthetic suspension-reminiscent of Kant's earlier "purposiveness without 
purpose" and Coleridge's "balance or reconciliation of opposite or discordant 
qualities"-is for them a defining feature of poetry. It distinguishes the lit-
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erary from the more ordinary uses of language found in journalism, everyday 
speech, scientific writing, and so on, where direct communication, not highly 
wrought aesthetic form, is most important. . 

Similarly,. Russian formalist critics such as Roman Jakobson and Boris 
Eichenbaum distinguish between the literary and the nonliterary. They view 
literature primarily as a verbal art, rather than as a reflection of reality or·an 
expression of emotions, Separating literary criticism from such fields as psy
chology, sociology, arid intellectual history, they fucus on the distinguishing 
features of literature, its "literariness." What most separates literature.from 
other modes of discourse is that it draws attention to its own medium, that 
is, to a complex texture of formal devices and strategies that include versi
fication, style, and narrative structure. Whereas New Critics study the artful 
convergence of elements in a literary structure, Russian formalists examine 
the creative deviation of elements from the background of literary norm·s and 
conventions. 

The importance of formalism, especially the Anglo-American variety, can
not be underestimated, Because it is the dominant mode of modem criticism 
against which much later theory typically defines itself in whole or in part, 
we will return to it later in this introduction. 

READER-RESPONSE THEORY 

Contemporary critical theory offers a rich panoply of types of readers-ideal 
readers, superreaders, implied readers, virtual readers, real readers, historical 
readers, resisting readers, critical readers, and more. Such terms are usually 
found in reader-response theory and reception aesthetics, realms that focus 
on theories of readers and meaning. 

In reading a ~ovel, one can sometimes extrapolate from it an implied 
reader, a figure whom the text seems to be addressing and who occasionally 
functions as a character in the work (for example, the characters to whom 
Marlow tells his story in Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness), An. implied 
reader differs both from a virtual reader, to whom the text is vaguely 
addressed by the author, and from a historical reader, who actually reads the 
text at the time of its publication. The hypothetical perfect decoder of the 
work, who knows everything necessary to make sense of it, is the ideal reader; 
but the most original and'innovative texts require a superreader, a special. 
ideal reader endowed not only with extensive linguistic and literary knowl
edge but also with superior aesthetic sensibility. Both the critical and the 
resisting reader, situated in definite historical moments and possessing 
strong values and interests, find themselves opposing and interrogating texts 
(imagine an average American today reading Hitler's Mein Kampf), Real 
readers are people whose actual responses to novels, plays, poems, and other 
texts have been recorded by theorists and, in some cases, analyzed for their 
individual styles and for the personal psychological qUirks that they revea)' 

Theories of meaning accompany these accounts of various readers. Some 
reader-response theories construe meaning as an entity located in the text 
or in a paraphrase of the text and thus view readers as discovering objective 
textual meanings. But other reader-response theories argue that insofar as 
reading occurs through time and involves the continuous adjustment of per-
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ceptions, ideas, feelings, and evaluations, the meaning of a work is the 
moment-by-moment experience of it, not something separate or left over. 
Meaning is therefore a process, not a product; it is an event, not a retro
spective reconstruction or intellectual reformulation. This subjectivist theory 
of meaning has several obvious limitations, however: it endorses the idea of 
reading as private consumption, and it construes experience as a straightfor
ward, unconditioned, and knowable process. 

Some reader-response theorists see meaning as a production dependent 
on preexisting social codes and protocols of interpretation. In this view, every 
interpretive community-for example, psychoanalytical critics-employs a 
particular set of interpretive strategies for (re)writing (that is, producing) 
texts and for constituting their properties, intentions, and meanings. Such 
preestablished strategies determine the shape of meaning, which thus is nei
ther prior to nor independent of the act of interpretation. 

The New Critics approach meaning quite differently. They warn against 
the "heresy of paraphrase," emphasizing that it is a mistake for a reader to 
paraphrase a work's content in order to distill its propositional meaning. 
Textual paraphrases usually end up being moral or utilitarian statements, 
putting literature on a level and in competition with other disciplines such 
as philosophy, religion, or politics. By invoking the "affective fallacy" and 
"intentional falla·cy," two related and equally famous New Critical concepts, 
they forbid us to locate meaning in the emotional responses of the reader or 
in the intentions of the author, respectively. According to the New Critics, 
the literary artifact does not need the support of such external agents if it is 
well made. The sense of meaning becomes complex and abstract for these 
formalists. On the one hand, it is a secondary, relatively unimportant feature 
of literary structure; on the other, it is an aesthetic concept of organic unity 
that reconciles textual incongruities in the name of irony, paradox, or ambi
guity. New Criticism is most celebrated for telling us what meaning is not: 
it is not .propositional truth, nor the author's intention, nor a reader's 
response. 

To help clarify the concept, some theorists, such as E. D. Hirsch Jr., have 
added the notion of significance. While significance changes, meaning does 
not. Here meaning is construed as a fixed, self-identical, reproducibl~bject 
derived from the author's intention. Significance, which builds on meaning, 
adds the reader's personal associations, interests, values, and contexts. Over 
time a text may come to have a different significance but not a different 
meaning. ·The reader therefore operates on two levels, one subjective and 
one objective, with the latter seen as higher. 

Meaning is often understood as having multiple levels, with the reader 
playing different roles as part of one complicated task. Consider approaches 
as different as the medieval division of textual meaning into four levels (lit
eral, allegorical, moral, mystical), which emphasizes the spiritual realm, and 
Fredric Jameson's Marxist attention to three horizons of meaning (social 
stratification, class struggle, mode of production), which aims to discover the 
utopian elements of cultural texts. Such levels or horizons inevitably are set 
in hierarchies, a process that leads to disagreements among theorists as they 
argue over which should take priority. 

No concepts of meaning or notions of the reader and the reading process 
should be taken at face value by students of theory. They should be thought 
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of as complex problematics perennially at issue, likely to crop up at any point 
in discussions about criticism and interpretation., ; ;:. 

STRUCTURALISM AND SEMIOTICS 

Pioneering concepts and methods of structural linguistics and a~thropology 
have strongly influenced how modern . theory and criticism understand 
cultural phenomena. Out of structuralist methodology has. come the disci
pline of semiotics or semiology, a field that studies· sign systems, codes, 
and conventions of all kinds, ranging from human to animal languages, the 
language offashion to the lexicon of food, the codes of diagnostic ·medicine 
to those of written literature. By extension, literary semiotics construes its 
primary object of analysts to be literature as a system; while social (or 
cultural) semiotics explores culture as a set of interlocking systems and 
subsystems. 

The model for structuralist thinking is Ferdinand de Saussure's pioneering 
linguistics, which centers not on indiVidual utterances but on the underlying 
rules and conventions that enable .language to operate. Saussurean struc
turalism analyzes the social or collective dimensions of language, focusing 
on grammar rather than usage; rules :rather than actual expressions, and 
langue (the system of language) rather than parole (actual speech). This 
linguistics is concerned with the infrastructure of language common to all 
speakers at a given time (which operates on an unconscious level), and not 
with surface phenomena or historical chartge. Thus it attends to the syn
chronic (that which exists now) not the diachronic (that which exists and 
changes over time). 

In valuing deep structure over surface phenomena, structuralism strongly 
resembles Marxism and psychoanalysis, both of which examine underlying 
causes and transpersonal forces of complex systems, shifting attention away 
from indiVidual human consciousness and choice. Structuralism thereby 
shares in the widespread and ongoing modern antihumanism that decenters 
the indiVidual, portraying the self as a cortstruct and a consequence of imper
sonal systems. IndiViduals neither originate nor control the conventions of 
their social existence, mental life, or mother tongue. Rather, they are created 
by social and cultural systems, within which they. are subjects. For this rea
son, many contemporary theorists, especially structuralist, Marxist, and psy: 
choanalytical critics, prefer the terms subject and subjectivity to person or 
individual. 

To get a sense of the kinds of projects that .structuralism and semiotics 
might undertake, consider the fashion system. As members of a society, peo
ple know which items of clothing, textures, colors1 and styles go with which. 
In most Western societies today, . sneakers don't fit with.a tuxedo, a top hat 
doesn't work with jeans and a T-shirt, and a pair of red shoes, an orange 
skirt, and a purple blouse simply don't go together. Few people would be 
able to supply a complete written description of all the unconscious but well
known rules of dress, but such a list could be created-by structuralists and 
semioticians. Similarly, sophisticated readers as ,well as authors possess a 
considerable amount of knowledge in the form of not-quite-explicit conven
tions and rules of reading, which structuralist poetics aims to chart. Most 
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stories can be reduced to one of a few underlying basic plots, and most 
characters are variations on a few types, which structuralist narratology aims 
to inventory. 

POSTSTRUCTURALISM AND DECONSTRUCTION 

In recent decades, poststructuralism has set the terms and the agenda for 
many of the major developments and debates in the :field of theory and crit
icism. It has played a significant role in shaping the direction of other schools 
and movements, particularly feminist criticism, postcolonial theory, cultural 
studies, film studies, and queer theory. Originally a vanguard movement of 
French literary inte1lectuals and philosophers who came into prominence 
during the 1960s and 1970s and who all were critical of structuralism, it 
quickly spread to intellectuals around the globe. By the close of the twentieth 
century, poststructuralism had become the leading edge of postmodernism 
and was often labeled "postmodern theory." 

We have already touched on some of the main features of poststructur
alism. They include the problematizing of linguistic referentiality, an empha
sis on heteroglossia, the decentering of the subject, the rejection of "reason" 
as universal or foundational, the criticism of humanism, and a stress on 
difference. 

PoststructuraHst accounts of literature often stem from deconstructive 
theory, especially its three interconnected concepts of textuality (or floating 
signifiers), rhetoricity, and intertextuality. Because the signifier (word) is dis
connected from the signified (concept) and the referent (thing), language 
floats or slides in relation to reality, a condition made more severe with the 
additional sliding introduced into language by figurative language, such as 
metaphors and metonymies. Such rhetoricity (as it is called) adds layers of 
substitutions and supplements (more differences) to floating signifiers. Tex
tuaHtyand rhetoricity are conditioned by yet a third sliding or differential 
element, intertextuality-a text's dependence on prior words, concepts, con
notations, codes, conventions, unconscious practices, and texts. Every text 
is an intertext that borrows, knowingly or not, from the immense archive of 
previous culture. The term (inter)textuality, with the parentheses, captures 
the sense of textuality as being conditioned by this inescapable historical 
intertext. 

The technical term dissemination is commonly employed to name the 
deconstructive concept of textual meaning; rather than being simply ambig
uous or paradoxical, as in earlier New Criticism, meaning here is sliding, 
abyssal, undecidable. The linguistic, rhetorical, and hltertextual properties 
of language undermine or deconstruct stable meaning. Poststructuralist the
ories of language, whether they focus on floating signifiers, rhetoricity, inter
textuality, dissemination, ecriture feminine, or elsewhere, typically bring 
traditional mimetic, expressive, didactic, and formalist theories into crisis 
but do not flatly invalidate their claims. This "undecidability," a particular 
hallmark of Jacques Derrida's and Paul de Man's deconstruction, galvanizes 
opponents-particularly when joined to the related poststructuralist claim 
of the "death of the author," which explicitly disconnects the text from any 
grounding in authorial intention or psychology. 
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Deconstructive conceptions of reading as both misreading and misprision, 
discussed earlier, do not signal an end to textual interpretation but change 
its grounds. The redoubled reading typical of much deconstruction rests on 
claims of interest and irisight, not of validity or truth. A reading or interpre
tation of a text does not prove but persuades: it is more or less compelling, 
productive, original, or useful. This pragmatic set of criteria links decon
struction with contemporary U.S. neopragmatism, an influential philosophy 
that insists on the contingency of aU human arrangements and concepts. 

Deconstruction originated in the name of a special difference (or differ
ance), stemming from both structural linguistics and phenomenological phi
losophy. It denotes the structure of differences that defines both the sliding 
(differential) operation of the Signifier-signified complex and, more 
abstractly, the· being of entities that are already differentiated and divided 
because they necessarily exist in space artd in time. Leftist-oriented decon
struction extends these concepts of ontological difference and dif
ferential meaning to include sociopolitical differences in class, gender, 
sexuality, race, and ethnicity. There is perhaps no more vexed term in con-
temporary poststructuralist theory than difference. . 

Deconstruction is noUust a school but also an analytic procedure devel
oped by Derrida, a historian of philosophy, that has become a methodological 
instrument widely used by all manner of literary and cultural theorists and 
critics. "A deconstruction" involves inversion and reinscription of a traditional 
philosophical opposition. First, one locates in a chosen text. a significant 
conceptual opposition (for example, nature/culture, PUrity/contamination, 
animality/humanity, or male/female) at a moment of maximum instability. 
To invert the binary pair,one shows how the belated second term is actually 
indispensable and constitutively prior to the primary term. For instance, it 
is from the vantage point of culture that nature is named and definedr 'sim
i1arly, the id~a of purity depends on the prior possibility of contamination. 
To reinscribe the terms of the' opposition~ one must destabilize and trans
form-deconstruct-the usual understanding of thecoricepts, especially 
their temporal and hierarchical relation's.· Thus Derrida famously decon
structed the speech/writing opposition by showing how writing precedes 
speech; characteristically, he reinscribes the concept of writing (ecriture in 
French) to mean any and all forms bf inscription and at the same time under
cuts the privileging of speech as face-to-face spontaneous utterance. 

Certain significant strands of poststructuralism focus on desire, the body, 
and subjectivity rather than on textuality, rhetoricity, and deconstruction. 
Two cases mentioned earlier (in the discussion of psychoanalytic criticism) 
are the theories of ecriture pminine and the anti-oedipus. In this domain
where psychoanalysis, gender studies, cultural studies, and poststructuralism 
intersect-the problems of subject formation, gender identity, and political 
. resistance link poststructuralism not only with cultural studies and feminist 
theory but also with postcolonial criticism, queer theory, and related move" 
ments and schools. By comparison, the deconstructive strands of poststruc
turalism concerned with the rhetoricity and undecidability of literary texts 
seem narrowly focused, conservative, formalistic, and apolitical. Poststruc'
turalism in its political form is also interested in popular culture, minority 
literatures, radical politics; "deviant"subjeetivities, and the dynamics ofheg
emonic institutions. A great deal of common ground, therefore, is shared by . 
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politically oriented poststructuralism, Marxism, and postmodern social activ
ism such as the feminist, lesbian and gay rights, and ethnic civil rights move
ments. The commingling of approaches, disciplines, and movements can be 
quite confusing, but it has produced some of the most interesting and orig
inal criticism and theory of recent times. 

FEMINISM AND QUEER THEORY 

Feminist criticism is part of the broader feminist political movement that 
seeks to rectify sexist discrimination and inequalities. While there is no single 
feminist literary criticism; there are a half dozen interrelated projects: expos
ing masculinist stereotypes, distortions; and omissions in male~dominated 
literature; studying female creativity, genres, styles, themes, careers, and 
literary traditions; discovering and evaluating lost and neglected literary 
works by women; developing feminist theoretical concepts and methods; 
examining the forces that shape women's lives, literature, and criticism, rang
ing across psychology and politics, biology and cultural history; and creating 
new ideas of and roles for women, including new institutional arrangements. 
Feminist theory and criticism have brought revolutionary change to literary 
and cultural studies by expanding the canon, by critiquing sexist represen
tationsand values, by stressing the importance of gender and sexuality, and 
by proposing institutional and socia] reforms. 

Theorists of a "feminist aesthetic" argue that women have a literature of 
their own, possessing its own images, themes, characters, forms; styles, and 
canons. In Elaine Showalter's pioneeri~g account' of British novelists from 
the early nineteenth 'century to the 19705, for example, women writers form 
a subculture sharing distinctive economic, political, and professional reali
ties, all of which help determine specific problems and artisticpreoccupa
tions that mark women's literature. Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar 
propose that nineteenth-century women writers had to negotiate alienation 
and psychological disease in order to attain literary authority, which they 
achieved by reclaiming the heritage of female creativity, remembering their 
lost foremothers, and refusing the debilitating cultural roles of angel and 
monster assigned to them by patriarchal society. Countering Harold-BIoom's 
masculinist "anxiety of influence" (explained above), Gilbert and Gubar's 
"anxiety Qf authorship" depicts the precursor poet as a sister or mother whose 
example enables the creativity of the latecomer writer to develop collabora
tively against the confining and sickening backdrop of forbidding male lit
erary authority. Diseases common among ·.women in male-dominated, 
misogynistic societies include agoraphobia, anorexia, bulimia, claustropho
bia, hysteria, and madness in general, and they recur in the images, themes, 
and characters of women's literature. 

As Judith Fetterley insists iti The Resisting Reader: A Feminist Approach 
to American Fiction (1978), women read differently than men. She examines 
classic American fiction from Irving and Hawthorne to Hemingway and 
Mailer and points out that this is not "universal" but masculine literature, 
which forces women readers to identify against themselves. Such literature 
neither expresses nor legitimates women's experiences, and in reading it 
women have to think as men, identify with male· viewpoints, accept male 
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values and interests, and tolerate sexist hostility and oppression. Under such 
conditions, women must become "resisting readers" rather .than assenting 
ones, using feminist criticism as one way both to challenge male domination 
of the instit':1tions of literature and to change society; 

As concepts such as the anxiety of authorship, ~criture f~minine, and the 
potential of the Imaginary order suggest, psychoanalysis is fundamental to a 
great deal of feminist theory and criticism. However, feminist psychoanalysis 
is typically revisionist: it has had to work through and criticize the "phallo
centric" presuppositions and prejudices of Sigmund Freud, Jacques Lacan, 
and other pioneering psychoanalysts. For example,the feminine anxiety of 
authorship-in its opposition to the masculine anxiety of influence-recon
figures the "oedipal" relationship between. Writers as cooperative and 
nurturing rather than competitive and rivalrous. Similarly, ~crituref~minine 
transforms Lacan's idea of the Imaginary, casting it not simply as an infantile 
sphere of primary drives superseded on the way to the patriarchal Symbolic 
order but as a liberating domain of bodily rhythms and pulsations associated 
with the mother that permeates literature, especially modern experimental. 
poetry. Moreover, the pre-Symbolic Imaginary order, a realm of bisexual! 
androgynous/polymorphous sexuality, opens the possibility of sexual libera
tion from the suffocating confines of the "compulsory heterosexuality" that 
dominates patriarchal culture. . 

Within feminist circles, ,there are political differences and conflicts of 
interest among women of color and white women, women from different 
classes, women of different sexualities, women belonging to different nations 
and groups, and·women.who are liberals, conservatives, radicals, and revo
lutionaries. Black women have complained that white middle-class women, 
in academia as well as in the mass media, often end up speaking for feminism 
or for all women, even though they tend to represent only their own interests. 
Third world women, abroad and at home· (Latinas, aboriginals, Asian 
women), feel similarly silenced and unrepresented in mainstream. social 
agendas, which rarely consider their needs or issues. Lesbian women have 
likewise organized themselves to ensure that their voices are heard. The 
"politics of difference" opens onto a world of differences and multiple iden
tities among and within women themselves. 

One of the main flash points among feminist critics has been identity 
politics, by which is meant a politics of difference based on some fixed or 
definable identity (as a middle-class white woman, a working-class black 
woman, a third world brown woman, and so on). Critics of identity politics 
have several major complaints. To begin with, defining feminist identity by 
giving priority to race or class or geography tends to essentialize these fea
tures, reducing people to social indicators whose "real essence" is deter~ 
mined by race or class or country of origin. Moreover, an' emphasis on the 
multiplicity of female identities undermines the solidarity and united front 
of feminists. Advocates of the politics of difference respond, in turn,that 
the act of herding all women into -one homogeneous category (Woman) is 
a reductive totalization and very. unlikely to disturb the dominant order. 
They argue that alliances and coalitions, in strategic cooperation with other 
new social movements, will best and most democratically address issues of 
equality and recognition. In the spheres of theory and criticism, the politics 
of difference opposes universal notions of traditional humanism and pro
motes two key ideas: there are many women's literatures across the 
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glob~, and there are many modes of resistance and of resisting reading. 
An influential field that has built on-ideas from feminist criticism, gender 

studies, women's studies, and lesbian' and gay studies is queer theory. It 
begins by criticizing the dominant heterosexual binary, masculine/feminine, 
which enthrones "the" two sexes and casts other sexualities as abnormal, 
illicit, or criminal. Queer theory attacks the homophobic and patriarchal 
basis o£ heterosexuality. It aims beyond lesbian and gay rights philosophies 
to study other so-called perverse, deviant, and alternative sexualities. For 
example, queer theorists investigate the historical developments of such cat
egories as sodomite, hermaphrodite,. and homosexual, as well as woman and 
man, stressing the socially constructed character-of s-exualities. Of particular 
interest are transgressive phenomena such as drag; camp, cross-dressing, and 
transsexuality, all of which highlight the nonbiological, performative aspects 
of gender construction. To be "masculine" or "feminine" requires practicing 
an array of rituals (which cross-dressers faithfully mimic and parody in the 
production of gender identity). 

-POSTCOLONIAL STUDIES AND RACE AND ETHNICITY 
STUDIES 

Postcolonial studies is an interdisciplinary field that examines the global 
impact of European colonialism, from its beginnings in the fifteenth century 
up to the present. Broadly speaking, it aims to describe the mechanisms of 
colonial power, to recover excluded or marginalized "subaltern" voices, and 
to _theorize the complexities of colonial and postcolonial identity, national 
belonging, and globalization. 

One major issue concerns the nature of representation. Following the 
groundbreaking example of Edward Said's Orientalism, postcolonial critics 
have examined the ways in which Western representations of third world 
countries serve the political interests of their makers. Postcolonial critics 
problematize "objective" perception, pointing out the unbalanced power rela
tions that typically shape the production of knowledge. They argue that the 
West has constructed the third world as an "Other." Such ideological pro-

. jections typically become the negative terms of binary oppositions tlfwhich 
the positive terms are normative representations of the West. Further, these 
damaging stereotypes circulate through anthropological, historical, and lit
erary texts, as well as mass media such as newspapers, television, and cinema. 

A related line of inquiry in postcolonial theory studies how institutions of 
Western education function in the spread of imperialism. Historical docu
ments such as Thomas Babington Macaulay's "Minute on Indian Education" 
show that education-including the study of English literature and the 
English language-plays a strategic part in ruling over colonized peoples. As 
it inculcates Western Eurocentric values, literary education supports a kind 
of "cultural colonization," creating a class of colonial subjects often burdened 
by a double consciousness and by divided loyalties. It helps Western coloniz
ers rule by consent rather than by violence. The nature of this enterprise has 
led some-for example, Ngugi wii Thiong'o, Henry Owuor Anyumba, and 
Taban 10 Liyong in "On the Abolition of the English Department"-to call for 
the dismantling of institutions of Western education in the third world. 

The realization of the extent to which the cultures of colonizers and col-
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onized interact has prompted reflections on the hybrid nature of culture. No 
culture, one argument goes, is ever pure. 'This insight is everywhere evident 
in our own era of globalized postindustrial capitalism: .the nationalism that 
undergirds notions of pure culture is daily called into ·question by the inter
national flows of commodities, money, information, technology, and work
ers. These dynamics of globalization, hybridization, and nationalism 
preoccupy scholars of postcolonial studies. 

Postcolonial literary criticism focuses specifically on literatures produced 
by subjects in the context of colonial do~ination, most notably in Africa, 
Asia, and the Caribbean. Building on knowledge of the institutions of West
ern education and the hybrid nature of culture, the analysis of postcolonial 
literature characteristically eXplores the complex interactions and antago
nisms between native, indigenous,. "precolonial" cultures and the imperial 
cultures imposed on them. 

The concerns of postcolonial literary studies overlap with those of race 
and ethnicity studies, a broad field that examines a wide array of topics 
(including literature) related to minority ethnic groups; iil North America 
these would include African, Asian, Hispanic, and Native peoples, among 
others. Consider the case of African Americans, whose history has included 
deportation, slavery, oppression, and struggle. Some scholars argue that the 
black community in the United States has evolved a distinctive and separate 
way of life, neither Anglo-Saxon nor African. The character of African Amer
ican arts is communal rather than individualistic, their psychology is repu
diative rather than accommodative of racism, and their tradition is 
oral-musical rather than textual: they possess their own values, styles, cus
toms, themes, techniques, and genres. In the past, mainstream white critics 
have found the black arts to be grotesque, humorous, entertaining, inferior. 
African American artists have responded variously; sometimes adopting 
white values and forms, or rejecting them outright, or blending them into a 
hybrid. Literary critics engaged in race and ethnicity studies analyze the 
nature and dynamics of minority literatures, usually focusing on one litera
ture but occasionally examining as well the context of dominant cultures 
(thereby overlapping with postcolonial studies). 

CULTURAL STUDIES AND NEW HISTORICISM 

Theories concerned with . literature and its interpretation almost inevitably 
touch on ideas about culture. If we define culture as the aggregate of lan
guage, knowledge, belief, morality, law, custom, and art collectively acquired 
by human beings, then it is easy to see how the contents and forms of culture 
supply the materials and procedures of literature and criticism. As a way of 
life (and sphere of struggle), culture obviously encompasses elements not 
only of elite but also of popular and mass arts and practices. Yet the contem
porary recognition of "low-" and "middle-brow" culture is something new in 
the long history of modern cultural criticism, which for several centuries has 
focused mainly on exceptional and elite forms. In recent decades cultural 
critics have started paying serious attention to mass, popular, and everyday 
materials, usually in the context of their ideologies (dominant ideas and val
ues). Those in the discipline now called cultural studies, in particular, have 
begun studying such discourses as television, cinema, advertising, rock 
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music, magazines, minority literatures, and popular literature (thrillers, sci
ence fiction, romances, westerns, Gothic fiction), characteristically focusing 
on how such materials are produced, distributed, and consumed. 

While researchers in cultural studies employ various methods, including 
surveys, field-based studies, textual interpretations, historical background 
studies, and participant observations, institutional analysis and ideology cri
tique have been especially important. Critics interested in present-day pop
ular romances, for instance, have examined the practices of institutions such 
as publishing companies and bookstores in shaping and maintaining the 
rules of the romance genre as well as in packaging and promoting successful 
reproductions of the form. Since institutions overlap and connect with sat
ellite institutions, an investigation into one often leads to another. In the 
case of romance, one who began by scrutinizing the genre's presence in 
television soap operas and women's magazines would soon find links to pub
lishers, literary agents, booksellers, television programmers, magazine edi
tors, and authors. Because circuits of institutions play such important roles 
in creating, conditioning, and commodifying cultural discourses, their anal
ysis is central to the enterprise of cultural studies. 

Ideology critique critically examines the ideas, feelings, beliefs, values, and 
representations embedded in, and promoted by, the artifacts and practices 
of a culture or a group. It overlaps with institutional analysis. For instance, 
in English in America, Richard Ohmann describes how the institution of 
English studies itself disseminates not only the practical skills of analysis, 
organization, and literacy but also the values of detachment, caution, and 
cooperation, all of which aid the smooth operation of contemporary capitalist 
societies. Associated with the professional managerial classes, such attitudes 
and manners (ideology) are invisible yet ever present in English classrooms, 
as well as in places of employment. 

Some literary critics have opposed cultural studies, particularly criticizing 
the twin displacements of the canon (the body of works traditionally accepted 
'as "great") by popular culture and of poetic explication by sociological anal
yses, especially ideology critique. Because cultural studies deals with iSsues 
of conflict, domination, class struggle, minorities, state power, and ideology, 
they fault it for politicizing the discipline .. Often this debate sets multicul
turalism and analysis attentive to race, class, and gender against -itterary 
appreciation and close reading. 

Yet many literary scholars have incorporated the concerns of cultural stud
ies into the historical analysis of literature, examining class conflicts, hege
monic forces, and racial and gender codes in such texts as William 
Shakespeare's plays, Charles Dickens's novels, and Walt Whitman's poetry. 
Particularly important in this regard is the critical movement known as the 
"New Historicism" (a term coined in the early 1980s by Stephen Greenblatt). 
New Historicists study literary texts not as autonomous objects but as material 
products emerging out of specific social, cultural, and political contexts. This 
view of literature breaks down the traditional distinction between literary and 
nonliterary texts and forms. Typically, New Historicists demonstrate the ways 
in which the power relations of a particular era shape how literature is pro
duced, distributed, and consumed, making use of.a wide range of contempo
rary materials-everything'from diaries and travel writings to legal documents 
to medical and penal records. Some dismiss such historical literary investiga
'tions as watered-down, co-opted,cultural analysis, not cultural studies proper. 
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Cultural studies advocates argue that what counts as literature changes 
from one time, place, and group to another. Before the eighteenth century 
in western Europe; the word literature designated all books and writing. Only 
during the neoclassical and Romantic eras did literature come to be more 
nanowly defined as belles lettres. Perhaps contemporary debates over the 
concept of literature may be seen as staging a return to the older definition; 
in any case, they explicitly contest the aestheticizing or refining of literature 
typical of the modern age. 

Cultural studies offers distinctive answers to the two key questions with 
which we began-'-what is interpretation? what is literature? First, literature 
consists of popular, mass, and minority genres as well, as elite canonical 
works. It includes a wide array of discursive materials, from writings in 
standard literary genres to rap lyrics, blues poems, oral legends, diaries, 
magazines, movies, posters, romances, soap operas, and so on. With a dif
ferent population or in another time or place, literature would be differently 
defined. There is one constant in this culturally relative definition: literature 
is symptomatic of the state of its society. Second, interpretation employs 
institutional analysis, ideology critique, and field-based research, as well as 
textual explication, exegesis" aesthetic appreciation, and personal response. 
For cultural studies, personhood (or subjectivity) involves three things: the 
operations of our unconscious, the effects of surrounding sociohistorical 
forces; and the multiple subject positions that each individual occupies. 
This complex view of subjectivity applies to the author, not just the critic: 
authored texts by definition contain unconscious and socially symptomatic 
materials unique to specific times, places; and persons. It is thus no surprise 
that cultural studies and formalist literary criticism are, seen a's opposed, 
antagonistic critical projects-one expansive and wide-ranging, the other 
contracted and tightly focused; one engaged with psychology, sociology, and 
politics; the other wedded to aesthetics and poetics. 

There are very good reasons that, as Jonathan Culler observes, contemporary 
theory now frames the study of literature and culture in academic ,institu
tions. Theory raises and answers questions about a broad array of ftmda-' 
mental issues, some old and s.ome new, pertaining to reading and interpretive 
strategies, literature and culture, tradition and nationalism, genre and gen
der, meaning and paraphrase, originality and intertextuality, authorial inten
tion and the unconscious, literary education and social hegemony, standard 
language and heteroglossia, poetics and rhetoric, representation and truth, 
and so on. In addition, theory opens literary and cultural studies to neigh
boring disciplines and numerous national traditions. And it reinvigorates the 
field not only by reexamining the canonical-list of great works and the tool 
kit of basic concepts and . methods but also by recasting the received inter
pretations of old texts and frameworks and by revealing interesting new zones 
of meaning and possibilities for future critical inquiry. 

Theorists are fond of pointing out'that everyone has a theory, about the 
world as well as about literature and interpretation, and that theories must 
be examined, debated; and tested. Plato suggested long ago that the unex
amined life is not worth living, providing a worthy credo for philosophers~ 
and for students of theory and criticism. 
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GORGIAS OF LEONTINI 
ca. 483-376 B.C.E. 

With its observations on the power of speech (logos), Gorgias's "Encomium of 
Helen" develops a classical rhetoric antithetical to Platonic poetics, one that antic
ipates JACQUES DERRIDA's twentieth-century critique of PLATO. Where Plato com
mends moral content, Gorgias praises elegant form; where Plato is didactic, Gorgias 
aims, to persuade through performimce; where Plato-and those who followed him, 
like AUGUSTlNE-condemns rhetoric as . dangerously false, Gorgias embraces it. 
Speech, Gorgias wrote in another fragment, "summons whoever wishes [to com
pete], but crownll.the one who 'is able." The highly wrought style for which he is 
justly famous, with its freq~et:lt use of paradox, antithesis, balancing clauses, and 
rhyme, hl!,s .its closest modem parallel in, OSCAR WILDE's celebrated epigram
ma~lc style. Like, Wi,de, Gorglas ra.ises significant issues about the radical contin
gency of aU truth, claims" issue!! ,that have been central to contemp~JrI,lry theoretical 
debates. , " 
. Gorgias came from a Greek colony in Sicily and, by all accounts, lived to be more 

than one hundred years old. N~thing is known ,of his life until he came to Athens In 
427 R.C.E. as part of an embassy from his native Leontini. There his dazzling oratorical 
style, whose force is difficult to captute in translation, made him' something of a 
sensation; he, quickly became one of the most influential of the sophists, a group of 
itinerant teachers who went from city to city earning their living by instructing ~thers 
in subtle argumentation. Although later writers would c,redit them with philosophical 
doctrines, in particular a skepticism about the claims of reason to arrive at truth, the 
sophists were members of a profession and not a school of thought. That we today 
us'e the term sophistry to refer to plausible but fallacious arguments reflects tlftrihflu-
ence of the sophists' critics. ' 

Gorgias confined himself almost exclusively to the teaching of oratory-rhetoric
which was the main road to success in Greek city-states. In the Meno, Plato writes 
that he admired Gorgias because he did not claim to'be a teacher of arete, or virtue; 
"in fact, he laughs at others he he!lrs making such promises. He thinks one should 
maJte men ~killful at speaking." Only fragments of Gorgla~'s ~hetorical works survive, 
primarily in the form of commonplaces, or rhetorical exercises that were used to 
lristruct others.The "Encomium of Helen" is an exa~ple of this genre, as is the longer 
fragineht iOn defense of Plllainides, a mihor Greek hero at Troy. Gorgias concludes 
his defense of Helen, "i wished to write this speech for Helen's' ehcomium and my 
amusement," suggesting that like the other fragrilents of his speeches that survive, it 
was an epideictic composition--'-a display piece intended to demonstrate the princi
ples of rhetoric to his pupils, presumably accompanied by a verbal commentary that 
has not survived. 

29 
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The extant "Encomium of Helen" illustrates Gorgias's flamboyant style, which 
Plato later parodied in Agathon's speech in the Symposium. The defense of Helen 
of Troy, a character long vilified by poets, proves a fitting challenge for the even 
most accomplished rhetorician. But it also serves as a pretext for a discussion of 
the power of speech, which Gorgias equates With the force of compulsion, an 
argument developed in modern times by many critics, most notably FRIEDRICH 
NIETZSCHE and PAUL DE MAN. Gorgias likens the power of speech to persuade to 
the power of magical charms or drugs to alter the mind or body. He has none of 
Plato's firm belief that right reasoning will ultimately lead to truth. Speech is as 
likely to lead to "evil persuasion" as to correct action. The elaborate antitheses and 
paradoxes of Gorgias's style may express the belief that 'since truth exists but is 
contingent, a clear expression of contrasts and alternatives is needed if one is to sift 
through the competing claims of ' persuasive speech. In the history of theory and 
criticism, rhetoric continually raises such problems as the truth status of language, 
the power and pleasure of persuasive discourse, and the reliability of figures and 
tropes. 
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• JI:' 

FTO~ 'Encowil,lm of Belen I 
. . . 

[1] For a city the finest ador,nment (kosmos) is a good citizenry, for a body 
beauty, for a soul wisdom, for an action arete,Z and for a speech truth; and 
the opposites of these are indecorous. A man, woman; ,speech, deed, city 01; 
action that is worthy of praise should be honored with, acclaim, but the 
unworthy should be branded with blame. For it is equally error and ignorance 
to blame the praiseworthy and praise the blameworthy. [2] The man who 
speaks correctly what ought to be said has 'a duty tt;, refute' those who firid 
fault with Helen. Among those who listen to the poets a single-voiced,single
minded conviction has arisen about this woman, the notoriety of whose riame 
is now a reminder of disasters. My only wjsh ~s to bring reason to thedebate; 
eliminate the cause of her bad reputation, demonstrate that her detractorli 
are lying, reveal the truth, and put an end to ignorance. 

I, Translated by Michael Gagarln and Paul Wood
ruff. who occasionally include the Greek In paren-

theses, 
2. Excellence or virtue (Greek). 
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[3] That the woman I speak of is by nature and birth the foremost of the 
foremost, men or women, is well known by a,1. 3 Clearly her mother was Leda 
and her father in fact a god, but in story a m9rtal: Zeus and Tyndareus. One 
was thought to be her father because he was, the other was reported to be 
becaulle he said he was; one wall mightiest of men, the other tyrant of all. 
[4] Born from such as these, she equaled the gods in beauty, not concealed 
but revealed. Many were the erotic passions she aroused in many men, and 
her one body brought many bodies full of great ambition for great deeds; 
some had abundant wealth, some the glory of ari old noble lineage, some th~ 
vigor of personal valor, and some the power of acquired wisdom. All came 
for love that desires to conquer and from unconquerable desire for honor. 
[5] Who it was or why or how he took Helen and fulfilled his love, I shall 
not say. For to tell those who know something they know carries conviction, 
but does not bring pleasure. Now that my speech has passed over the past, 
it is to the beginning of my future· speech that I proceed and propose the 
likely reasons for Helen's journey to Troy. ':' 

[6] Either she did what she did because of the will of fortune and the 
pl~n of the gods and the decree of necessity, or she was seized by force, or 
persuaded by words, (or captured by love). If she left for the first reason, 
then any who blame her deserve blame themselves, for a human's antici
pation cannot restrain a god's inclination. For 'by nature the stronger is not 
re!!trained' by the weaker but the weaker is ruled and led by the stronger: 
the stronger leads, the weaker follows. Now, a ~od is stronger than a human 
in strength, in wisdom, and in other respects;, and so if blame must be 
attached' to fortune and god, then Helen must be detached from her ill 
repute. 

[7] If she was forcibly abducted and unlawfully violated and unjustly 
assaulted, it is clear that her abductor, her assaulter, engaged in crime; but 
she who was abducted and assaulted encountered misfortune. Thus, the 
undertaking undertaken by the barbarian was barbarous in word and law 
and deed and deserves blame in word, loss of rigJ'lts in law, and punishment 
in deed. But she who was violated, from her country separated, from her 
friends isolated, surely (eikotos) deserves compassion rather than slander. 
For he did and she suffered terrible things. It is right to pity her but hate 
him. ....",.' 

[8] If speech (logos) persuaded and deluded her mind, even against this it 
is not hard to defend her or free her from blame, as follows: speech is a 
powerful master and achieves the most divine feats with the smallest and 
least evident body.4 It can stop fear, relieve pain, create joy, and increase 
pity. How this is so, I shall show; [9] and I must demonstrate this to my 
audience to change their opinion. 

Poetry (poiesis) as a whole I deem and name "speech (logos) with meter." 

3. According to the Greek myth, Helen was the 
daughter of Zeus. who took the form of a swan 
before raping her mother, Leda. Before he would 
give her in marriage, Helen's human father, Tyn .. 
dareus, made all the Greek princes swear an oath 
that If any wrong were done to her husband they 
would come to his aid. Thus the Trojan prince 
Paris's abduction of Helen from her husband, 

Menelaus, preclpltBted the Trojan War. Paris had 
been asked to judge the beauty of three Roddesses; 
he declared the fairest to be Aphrodite, goddess of 
love, who had promised him the love of the world's 
most beautiful woman (I.e., Helen) if he chose her. 
4. Gorglas seems to be describing speech as if it 
were a physical body, so small it cannot be seen, 
moving from person to person. 



32 / GORGiAS OF LEONTINI 

To its listeners poetry brings a fearful'shuddering, a'tearful pity, and ~ griev
ing desire, while through its words the soul feels its own feelings for good 
and had' fortune' in the affairs and lives of others.' Now, let me move :from 
one argument to another. [10] Sacred incantations with words inject plea
sure aild reject pain, for in associating with the ,opinion of the mind, the 
power of an incantation enchants, persuades, and alters 'it through bewitch
ment. The twin arts of witchcraft a-nd magic have been discovered, and these 
are illusions of mind and delusion!; of judgment., [11] How many men on 
how many subjects -have persuaded and do persuade how many others by 
shaping a false speechl For if all men on all subjects had memory of the past, 
(understanding) of the present, and foresight into the future; speech would 
not he the same in the same way;~ but as it is', to remember- the past, to 
examine the present, or to prophesy the future is not'easy; and so most men 
on most subjects make opinion an ad~ser to their minds. But opinion is 
perilous and uncertain, and hrings those who use it to p~rilousand uncertain 
good fortune. [12] What reason is there, then, why HeletJ. did not go just as 
unwillingly under the influence of speech as if she ,were seized' by the vio
lence of violators? For persuasion expelled her thought-------persuasion, which 
has the same power, ~}lt not the' same' form as compulsion (ananke). A 
speech persuaded a soul that was persuaded;,artd forced if to -be persuaded 
by what was said and, to consent to what was done. The persuader, then-, is 
the wrongdoer, because he· compelled her, while she who was-persUliided is 
wrongly blamed, because she was compelled by the speech. [13] To see' that 
persuasion, when added to speech, indeed molds the mind as it wishes; one 
must first study the arguments of astronolhers, who'replace opinion with 
opinion: displacing one but implanting another, they make incredible, invis
ible matters appatent to the eyes 'of opiniorh Seebtid; compulsory debates 
with words,6 where· a single speech' to alarg'e crowd'pleases and periuades 
because written with skill (techd);not'spoken with truth. Third, contests of 
philosophical arguments, where it is shown that speed bf th'ought'alsomakes 
it easy to change a conviction based on opinion. ,[ 14] The power of speech 
has the same effect on the disposition' of,the' soul esthe disposition of drugs 
~n the nature of bodies. Just as different'drugs draw forth different humors 
from the body-some putting a stop to disease, others to life-so too with 
words: some cause pain, others joy, some strike fear, some stir the audience 
to boldness, some benumb and bewitch the soul with evil persuasion. 

[ 1 5] The case has heen madel if she was persuaded by speech, her fortune 
was evil, not her action. The fourth reason, I discuss in my fourth argument. 
If it was love that did all these things, she will easily escape blame for the 
error that is said to have occurred. 

.. .. .. 
[19] So if Helen's eye, pleased by Alexander's7 body, transmitted to her soul 
an eagerness, and striving for" lo,:,e" why is ~hat surprising? If love, is, a god, 
with the divine power of gods" how could a weak~r person refuse and reject 
him? But if hive is a hilmari sickhess and a mental weakness, it inilst not be 
blamed as mistake, but claimed as misfortune.' For it 'came, as it came, snared 

5, Text uncertain, but ihe sense clearly Is "the 
same 85 it is now" [translators' note], 
6. This expression probably designates speeches 

In law courts' [translat~rs', note]. 
7. Paris. ' 
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by the mind; nat prepared by thought, u'nder the compulsion of love, not the 
provision :of art (techne). ' ., 

, [20J How thEm can the blame of Helen be considered just? Whether she 
did what she did, 'invaded by love, persuaded by speech, impelled by force 
or., compelled by d~vine n~cessity, sh"e escapes all bla~e entirely., . 

[21] Wi~Jl my speech I have .removed t~'js ,wqman'~ ill ,repute; i have ab~ded 
by the_ rule .laid down at the beginning of;my speech; I h!!ve tried to dispel 
the injustice of blame· and the ignorance ,of opinion; I wished to write this 
speelZh for, Helen's encomium and my amusement. 

ca. 400 B.C.E. 

PLATO 
ca~ 427-ca.347 ·B.C.B: 

A monumental figure in the history of. Western philosophy; Plato looms nearly as 
lar.ge·in the history of European literary theory. Indeed, for many literary scholars he 
marks the beginning of the tradition of literary theory, although. his choice of the 
dialogue format, in which historical personages convey particular arguments, suggests 
that the issue he raises had IIlready been debated before he' took them up-as do the 
extant fragments of the writings of the pre-Socratic philosophers. The several dozen 
dialQRues attributed to Plato engage almost every issue that. interests philosophers: 
thenalure of being; the question of how we come to know things; the proper ordering 
of human society) and the nature of justice, truth; the good, beauty, and love. 
Although Plato did not set out to'wrI~e systematic literary theory-unlike his student 
ARISTOTLE, who produced a .tieatiseon poellcs-,-hls consideration of ,philosophical 
Issues in several of the dialogues leads him to reflect:on pbetry, and those reflections 
have often set the terms of literary debate in the West. ' 

What binds together Plato's various discussions of poetry is a distrust of mi~sis 
(representation or· imitation). According to Plato, /Ill ;trt..,-induding poetry-is a 
mimesis of nature, a copy of objects in the physical wotld .. But those objec£lt-in the 
material world, according to the idealist philosophy that Plato propounds, are them
selves· only mutable copies of timeless' universals, called Forms or Ideas. Poetry is 
merely a copy of a copy, leading away from the truth rather than toward it. Philoso
phers and literary, critics ever since, from PLOTINUS. in the third century C.E. to 
JACQUt;;s DERRIDA in the late twentieth century, have wrestled with the terms of Plato's 
critique of poetry, revising it or attempting to point out inconsistencies in his argu
ment. 
e .. Plato was born about four ,years after the beginning of the twenty-five-year-Iong 
Peloponneslan War between Athens and Sparta and just after the death of the great 
Athenian. statesman Pericles, who had overseen the city's artistic. golden age. His 
parents both came from distinguished Athenian.families, and ·his stepfather, an asso
ciate of Pericles, was an active participant in the political and cultural life of fifth
century Athens. Plato had two older brothers, Glaucon and Adeimantus, who appear 
as characters .inhislongest dialogue; Republic (ca. 375 B,C.E.). As a young man, 
'gtowing up in aeity at war and.in constant political turmoil, he seems to have been 
destined for a ,political career. But after'the Peloponnesian War ended in 405, with 
the defeat and humiliation of Athens, the excesses of Athenian political life under 
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the oligarchical rule (404-403) of the so-called Thirty Tyrants and under the restored 
democracy left Plato disillusioned with political life. The execution in 399 of Socrates, 
on charges of impiety and corrupting the young, was a turning point in his life. -The 
older philosopher was a close friend of Plato's family, and Plato's writings attest to 
Socrates' great influence on him. Indeed, the position of Socrates in European phI
losophy is unique. Though he apparently never wrote a word, his influence on sub
sequent thought through his' followers, i'iato hi particular, is incalculable. 

Mter Socrates' death Plato retired from Athenian political life and traveled for a 
number of years. In 388 he journeyed to Italy and Sicily, where he became the friend 
of Dionysius I, the ruler of Syracuse, and his brother-In-law ~ion. The following year 
he returned to Athens, where he founded the Academy, aft'institution devoted to 
research and instruction in philosophy and the sciences; he taught there for the rest 
of his life. Plato envisioned the Academy as a school for statesmen where he could 
train a new kind of philosopher-ruler (or "guardian") according to the principles set 
forth in his Republic. Unlike the older sophist GORGIAS or Plato's contemporary rival 
Isocrates, who both taught the arts of rhetoric and persuasion, Plato focused primarily 
in the Academy on mathematics, logic, and philosophy. However, when Dionysius 
died in 367, Dion Invited Plato to return to Syracuse to undertake the philosophical 
education of the new ruler, Dlonyslus II. Plato went, perhaps with the hope of putting 
the theory of Republic into practice; but philosophy proved no match for local politics 
and Dionysius's suspicions. Indeed, a return visit resulted In Plato's brief Imprison
ment; by 360 he was back at the Academy for good. 

Plato is recognized as a master of the dialogue form and as one of the great prose 
stylists of the Greek language; His published writings;' apparently all of which are 
preserved, consist of some twenty-six dramatic dialogues on philosophical and related 
themes. The central problematic posed by this form is that it pecomes virtually impos
sible to attribute any statement directly to Plato: he never speaks in his own person. 
The only exceptions are a series of thirteen letters (whose authenticity is still a matter 
of scholarly debate) written In the last decades of Plato's life, most addressing the 
political situation in Syracuse. Only the seventh-and longest-letter takes up phil
osophical issues. For the most part, Plato places his arguments in the, mouths of 
characters who mayor may not be based on historical persons. The' speakers can 
never be assumed'to be voicing Plato's own views or the views of those whose names 
they bear. In almost all the dialogues, Socrates is ~he focal character and Plato's 
mouthpiece, but Plato's Socrates is not the historical Socrates. These complications, 
which thwart efforts to fix Plato's thought within a series of propositional statements, 
have attracted much attention, especially from late-twentIeth-century poststructur
alist philosophers like Derrlda. 

The chronology of Plato's dialogues is highly controversial, but most scholars 
divide the works roughly into three periods. The earliest works, begun after 399, 
include the Apology of Socrates and Crito, in which PI~to defends Socrates against 
the charges that led to his death; Gorgias, in which Socrates' opponent is the sophist 
Gorgias; and Ion (one of our selections), which examines poetry as a kind of divine 
madness. Characteristic of these early Platonic dialogues is Socrates' disarming 
claim of ignorance and a formal technique of cross-examination called elench'us. a 
method of questioning designed to lead a learner through stages of reasoning and 
to expose the contradictions in an opponent's original statement.rThis method of 
"emptying out" the question by Socrates to reveal his opponents' ign~rance is espe
cially evident in his discussion of poetry with Ion. a rhapsode (professional reciter 
of epic poetry). The middle period, from 380 to 367, includes th~ Symposium, Cra
tylus. and Republic, all begun after the founding of the Academy; they develop the 
theory of Forms or Ideas anticipated in the early dialogues. The Forms constitute a 
realm of unchanging being to which the world of individual mutable objects is sub
ordinate. Because the Forms are immutable, they are more real-and more true
than the changeable material world. The Form of the Good enjoys a unique status, 
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for it is responsible for the being and intelligibility of the world as a whole. Plato's 
famous "Allegory of the Cave" in book 7 of Republic (one of our selections), a 
passage that has generated much interest among poststructuralist theorists, provides 
a memorable introduction to the Platonic theory of Forms, which is reiterated in 
book 10's equally well known critique of artistic imitation. Cratylus is of interest to 
theorists of language because the dispute in this dialogue concerns the "correctness" 
of names: do they point unproblematically to the "I]ature of things"-that is, to the 
Forms-as Hermogenes contends, or are they merely a matter of convention, as 
Cratylus argues? Socrates concludes that the matter is unresolvable, but that "no 
one with any understanding will commit himself or the education of his soul to 
names, or trust them or their givers to the point of firmly stating that he knows 
something." To the late period (366-360) belong Timaeus, which throughout the 
Middle Ages was Plato's most widely known work; Critias; Sophist; and Phaedrus, 
the latter closing with a notorious attack on writing. 

In Ion, our opening selection, Plato's Socrates engages Ion in a debate about the 
nature of the rhapsode's knowledge of poetry, about the nature of poetry, and about 
the status of knowledge itself. Poetry, Socrates maintains,· is not an art; it is a form 
of divine madness: "the poet is an airy thing, winged and holy, and he is not able to 
make poetry until he becomes inspired and goes out of his mind." This debate between 
the claims of inspiration and those of art would subsequently have a long history in 
European literary criticism. Is poetry primarily a craft with a set of rules that can be 
taught and learned, as HORACE, GEOFFREY OF VlNSAUF, and ALEXANDER POPE argue, 
or is it primarily the result of inspiration or genius, as LONGINUS, PLOTINUS, FRIED
RICH VON SCHILLER, WILLIAM WORDSWORTH, RALPH WALDO EMERSON, and others, 
following Plato, have maintained? 

Plato's Socrates goes a step further. Not only is poetry a form of divinely inspired 
madness, but so is criticism. "You are powerless to speak of Homer," he tells Ion, "on 
the basis of knowledge or mastery." Socrates uses the image of a magnet as a metaphor 
for divine inspiration: as a magnet attracts iron and passes that attraction along, so 
tbe gods inspire the artist, who inspires the In.terpreter, who, In turn, inspires the 
audience. For Plato's Socrates, the work of poet and critic is not divided between 
inspiration and rational analysis, as it is for most modern critics (see, for instance, 
MATTHEW ARNOLD and the New Critic CLEANTH BROOKS); rather, it lies on a contin
uum, and the work of the critic Is no more rational than that of the poet, the.critic's 
knowledge no more truthful. : :,'. . 

However, it is helpful when reading Plato to remember that his dialogues don't 
always present a straightforward argument qr aiTIve at a single unambiguous .conclu
sian. The process of elenchus and Socra~es' per.sIstent irony often make it difl'it:"ult to 
pin him down to anyone position. In Ion, is Socrates making fun of the pomposity 
of the rhapsode, or does he seriously believe that whatever truth emerges from poetry 
and the interpretation of poetry results only from divine madness? 

On the surface, it might seem that Ion treats poetry very differently than does the 
later Republic, OUT second selection, where Plato's Socrates argues that far from being 
divinely inspired, poets lie and ought to be banished from the ideal republic~or, at 
the very least, heavily censored and kept in check. But Ion presents a view of knowl
edge that is consistent with the weightier arguments fn Republic. However divinely 
inspired, Socrates argues, poets' and critics' knowledge is of a different order than, 
and one decidedly inferior to, the knowledge of charioteers, fishermen, orphiloso
phers. To the modern student of literature, this denigration of the poet's learning 
appears downright odd. Surely the standards by which the knowledge of a charioteer 
or a fisherman or a mathematician would be judged are irrelevant in judging the value 
of poetry. Why demand that the poet "know"about horses in the same way that a 
horseman "knows" about horses? 

To understand Socrates' remarks about knowledge, the modern reader needs to 
understand the centrality of poetry to Greek education. In a culture in which literacy 
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was a relatively new and suspect technology, knowledge was frequently encoded and 
passed :on through the mnemonic deVices of music imd poetty:The instruction pro
vided·by.the sophists imd by Plato's main rival, Isocrates, was almost exclusivelyrhe
torical and literary. Even in Republic, a book concerned with the ideal education of 
the guardians and citizens, Socrates divides schooling:into physical training for the 
body and mllsic and poetry for the soul. Socrates' criticism of poetry and its repre
sentations appears to be' directed against a culture· that ,believed literally "that poets 
know all crafts, all human affairs." In such a culture/Socrates'insistence makes more 
sense: a poet needs to·know.a horse the way a horseman knows a -horse .. In his 
Academy, however, Plato -promoted a,learning whose fouiidation was dialectics, dia
logue, and philosophical ,reaSon in g._ .' 

. Both the Allegory of -the Cave and Republic 10'5 infamous critique of mimesis 
explore the-nature of knowledge aiidits proper objects. The world we perceive through 
the senses, Socrates argues, is illusory and deceptive, It depends on a prior realm of 
separately existing Forms, organized beneath the Form of Good. The realm of Forms 
is accessible not through the senses, as is the world of appearances,.but only through 
rigorous philosophic discussion and thought, based on 'mathematical reasoning. For 
Plato's Socrates, measuring, counting, and weighing all bring us closer to the realm 
of Fornis than do poetry's pale representations of nature. All' art and poetry, because 
they represent what is already an inferior representation of the true original (the 
Forms), can only lead furtb~r away from the truth, and further into a.world of illusion 
and deception. Virtually .every subsequent defense of poetry (memorable examples 
include those by Aristotle. SIR PHILIP SIDNEY, APHRA BEHN, and PERCY BYSSHE SHEL
LEY) has had to come to terms with Plato's devastating attack on poetry as inferior 
and deceptive mimesis. 

Plato's Phaedrus (from which our final selection has been taken) has been of inter
est to contemporary literary theory for: its discussion of the -evils. of. writing. There 
Plato has Socrates relate the story of the- invention· of writing by the .Egyptian god 
Theuth (Thoth), who offers it to King Thamus. Thamus declines the .offer, deciding 
that humans are better off:without writing because·it substitutes an alien inscrip
tion-lifeless signs.,..-for·the·authentic living presence ·of spoken.lan~uage. Far from 
aiding memory, writing will cause it_to atrophy. For Plato, the only good memory is 
anamnesis, the recollection of spiritual truths :through 'genuine; living wisdom! that 
is, through philosophy. Plato reiterates· this point In: his Seventh Letter, iwhere he 
says: "anyone who Is seriously studying high matters will be the last to,write about 
them and thus expose his thought to the envy and criticism elf men. i. [W]henever 
we see a book, whether the,.}aws of a-legislator or a composition on any other subject, 
we can be sure that if the author is really serious; the book does ·not contain his ·best 
thoughts; they are stored away with the faIrest of his possessions. And if,he has 
committed- these serious thoughts to writing, it is because men, not the gods, 'have 
taken his wits away.' !' Yet Plato's use of a myth in PhaedruS to frame his philosophical 
objections to writing raises questions of its own, since presumably myths suffer from 
the same defects as the texts of the sophists,- rhetoricians; poets, and other purveyors 
of false wisdom whom Plato criticizes elsewhere. Derrida offers a celebrated unrav
eling of the logic of Plato's argument against writing in his Dissemination (see.below), 
which.may be the most significant encounter between a twentieth-century p~iloso
pher and Plato. 
. Plato is the progenitor of Western didadic criticism and ·theory:· the idea that lit
erature should serve moral and social functions: Republic, where. he. describes an 
ideal well-regulated community in which the educational curriculum _promotes 
respect for law, reason, authority, self-discipline; and piety, has been especially influ
ential. Although Plato's Socrates loves and regularly.cites Homer's Iliad and Odyssey\ 
he calls for the censorship of many passages in these -works.;that .represent sacri'
legious;· sentimental; unlawful, and· irrational behavioI'. Above all else, he· requires 
that literature teach goodness and grace. Plat(j's relentless application of this standard 
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to all literature marks one of the ·most noteworthy beginnings of the ancient quarrel 
between philosophy and poetry. 
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[530] SOCRATES:2 Ion! Hello. Where have you come from to visit us this 
time? From your home in Ephesus? 

, ION: No, no, SQcrates. From Epidaurus, from the festival.of Asclepius. 3 

'I I ,Translated by Paul Woodruff, who sometimes 
'adds clarifying' words or phrases in square brack
ets: also In square brackets In the text are the Ste
phanus numbers used almost universally in citing 
Plato's works: they refer to the pages of a 1578 
editlon published by Henri Estienn ... 

2. Greek philosopher (469-399 B.C.E.) and Plato's 
spokesperson. 
3. Greco·Roman hero and god of healing. Epidau
rus. 'small Greek state on a peninsula of the 
Saronlc Gulf, famed For its 4th-century R.C.E. tern· 
pIe of Ascleplu •. 



38 I PLATO 

SOCRATES: Don't tell me the Epidaurians hold a con.te~t for rhapsodes4 in 
honor of the god? . . 

ION: They" certainly dol They do it for every sort of poetry and music. 
SOCRATES: Really! Did you enter the contest? And how did it go for you? 
ION: First prize, Socrates! We carried it off. . 
SOCRATES: That's good to hear. Weil, let's see that we win the .games at 

Athens, next. . 
ION: We'll do it, Socrates, god willing. 
SOCRATES: You know, Ion, many times I've envied you rhapsodes your 

profession. Physically, it is always' fitting for you in your profession to be 
dressed up to look as beautiful as you can; and at the same time it is necessary 
for you to be at work with poets-many fine ones, and with Homer! .above 
all, who's the best poet and the most divine-and you' have to learn his 
thought, not just his verses! Now that is something to envyl I mean, no one 
would ever get to be a good rhapsode if he didn't understand what is meant 
by the poet. A rhapsode must come to present the poet's thought to his 
audience; and he can't do that beautifully unless he knows what the poet 
means. So this all deserves to be envied. . .. 

ION: That's true, Socrates. And that's the part of my profession that took 
the most work. I think I speak more beautifully than anyone else about 
Homer; neither Metrodorus of Lampsacus nor Stesimbrotus of Thasos nor 
Glaucon6 nor anyone else past or present could offer as many beautiful 
thoughts about Homer as I can. 

SOCRATES: That's good to hear, Ion. Surely you won't begrudge me a dem-
onstration?' . 

ION: Really, Socrates, its worth hearing how well I\'e got Homer dressed 
up. I think I'm worthy to be crowned by the Sons of "ornerY-With a golden 
crown. 

SOCRATES: R~ally, I shall make time to hear that later. [531] Now I'd just 
like an answer to this: Are you so wonderfully clever about Homer alorte-
or also about Hesiod and Archilochus?8 ' 

ION: No, no. Only about Homer. That's good enough, I think. . 
SOCRATES: Is there any subject on which Homer and Helij6d both say the 

same things? . 
ION: Yes, I think so. A good many. 
SOCRATES: Then, on those subjects, would you explain Homer's verse bet-

ter and more beautifully than Hesiod's? . ' 
ION: Just the same So~rates, on those subjects, aqyway, where they say 

the same things. , 
SOCRATES: And how about the subjects on which they do not say the same 

things? Divination, for example. Homer says something about it and so does 
Hesiod. 

ION: Certainly. 

4. Professional orators who recited poetry. espe
cially that of Homer and the other epic poets. 
5. Greek epic poet (ca. 8th c. B.C.E.). ~o whom the 
Iliad Bnd the Oay"ey Bre attributed. ", 
6. Plato had an elder brother with thl.· name. 
Metrodorus (ca. 33O-ca. 277 B.C.E.), ii·follower 
and friend of the Athenian philosopher Eplcurus 
and one of the most Important teachers of Eplcu-

reanlsm. Steslmbrotus (active late 5th c. B.C.E.) 
biographer of Hom"r. 
7. The HomeridBe. a guild of rhapsodes devoted 
to reciting Homer's poetry who originally claimed 
to be his descendants: . . 
8. Earliest Grea lyrIc poet (active ca. 650 B.C.E.). 
Heslod (active ca. 700 B.C.E.), Greek epic didactic 
poet. 
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SOCRATES: Well. Take all the places where those two poets speak of div
ination, both where they agree and where they don't: who would explain 
those better and more beautifully, you, or one of the diviners if he's good? 

ION: One of the diviners. 
SOCRATES: Suppose you were a diviner: if you were really able to explain 

the places where the two poets agree, wouldn't you also know how to explain 
the places where they disagree? 

ION: That's dear. 
SOCRATES: Then what in the"world is it that you're clever about in Homer 

but not in Hesiod and the other poets'? Does Homer speak of any subjects 
that differ from those of all the other poets'? Doesn't he mainly go through 
tales of war, and of how people deal with each other in society-good people 
and bad, ordinary folks and craftsmen'? And of the gods, how they deal with 
each other and with men? And doesn't he recount what happens in heaven 
and in hell, and tell of the births of gods and heroes'? Those are the subjects 
of Homer's poetry-making, aren't they'? 

ION: That's true, Socrates. 
SOCRATES: And how about the other poets'? Did they write on the same 

subjects? 
ION: Yes, but Socrates, they didn't do it the way Homer did. 
SOCRATES: How, then? Worse'? 
ION: Much worse. 

, SOCRATES: And Homer does it better'? 
ION: Really better. 
SOCRATES: Well now, Ion, dear heart, when a number of people are dis

cussing arithmetic, and one of them speaks best, I suppose someone will 
khow how to pick out the good speaker. 

ION: Yes. 
SOCRATES: Will it be the same person who can pick out the bad speakers, 

or someone else? 
ION: The same, of course. 
SOCRATES: And that will be someone who has mastered arithmetic; right? 
ION: Yes. 
SOCRATES: Well. Suppose a number of people are discussing healthy nutri

tion, arid one of them speaks best. Will one person know that the best-speaker 
speaks best, and another that an inferior speaker speaks worse? Or will the 
same man know both? 

ION: Obviously, the same man. 
SOCRATES: Who is he? What do we call him? 
ION: A doctor. 
SOCRATES: SO, to sum it 4P, this is what we're saying: when a number of 

people speak on the same subject, it's always the same person [532J who will 
know how to pick out good speakers and bad speakers. If he doesn't know 
how to pick out a bad speaker, he certainly won't know a good speaker-on 
the same subject, anyway. 

ION: That's so. 
SOCRATES: Then it turns out that the same person is "wonderfully clever" 

about both speakers. 
ION: Yes. 
SOCRATES: Now you claim that Homer and the other poets (including 
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Hesiod and Archilochus) speak on the samesubjeots, but not equally well. 
He's good,. and they're inferior.. ., . 

ION: Yes, and it's true.· ,.:r: 

SOCRATES: Now if you really do know who's speakihgwell, you'll know 
that the inferior speakers 'are· speaking -Worse.' , " ,.' , , . 

ION:, Apparently so. . "'.. . '. ;, ." .. , 
SOCRATES: You're superb! So if we say thatl,Ionis equally.·dever·about 

Homer and the other poets, we'll make no mistake. Because! you agtee your
self that the same person will be an adequate -judge of all who speak on the 
same· subjects, ahd that almost all the 'poets do treat the s'ame subjects. 

ION: Then how in the world do you·explain what I do, Socrates,?'When 
someone discusses another poet I pay.noattention, and I have no power to 
contribute anything worthwhile: I simply doze off. But let someone mention 
Homer and right away I'm wide awake and I'm paying attention and I have 
plenty to say. " : .' 

SOCRATES: That's not hard to figure out, my,friend. Anyone· can tell that 
you are powerless to speak about Homer on the basis.'of the knowledge or 
mastery; Because if your ability came by mastery; you would be able to speak 
about all the other poets as well. Look, there is an art of poetry as a whole; 
isn't there'? : • 

ION: Yes. 
SOCRATES: And now take the whole of any other subject:'won't it ·havethe 

same diScipline throughout'? And this goes for every subjeCt-that can be mas-
tered. Do you need me to tell you what I mean by this, Ion?', . 

ION: Lord, yes, I do,Socratee; .1 love to hear you wise merl!talk.· 
.. SOCRATES: I wish that were true, Ion. 'But:wise? !Surely yo~iai'e the wise 
men, you rhapsodes and actors, you and the'poets.whose work-you sing. Ali 
for me, I say nothing but the truth, as you'd expect from an ordinary man. I 
mean,even this question I 'asked 'you .......... look ·how commonplace arid ordinary 
a matter it' is. Anybody could understand what I meant: don't you .use·,the 
same discipline throughout whenever you master the whole of·a subject'? 
Take this for discussion--'-pairitingis' a subject ·to be mastered as a whole, 
isn't it'? 

ION: Yes; 
SOCRATES: And there are many:painters, good and bad; and there· have 

been many in the past.'·i'· , 
ION: Certainly. 
SOCRATES: Have you ever known anyone who is clever .at·showing.what's 

well painted and what's not in the workof·Polygnotus,9,butwho's powerless 
to do that for other painters'? [533] Someone who dozes off when the wbrk 
of other painters is displayed, and is· lost; and has nothing to contribute
but when he has to give judgment on Polygnotusorany: other painter (so 
long as it's just one), he's wide awake and he's paying attention and he has 
plenty to say~have you ever known anyone like that'? ' 

ION: Good lord no, of course -not! ., ' .; 
SOCRATES: Well. Take sculpture. Have you ever known anyone who is 

clever at" explaining which statues are well made in the, ,case of Daedalus, 
son of Metion, or Epeius, son of Panopeus, or Theodorus cjf Samos,I' orariy 

9. Greek painter from Thasos (ca. 500~a. 440. 
B.C.E.), later an AthenIan citizen. " 
J. Greek architect and sculptor (active ca. 550 

i, ,B.C. E.). Dae.lalus: In Greek mythology. a c"msum
. 'nililely skilled Athenian artisan and aitist. 'Epelus: 

mythological builder of the Trojan Horse. . 



other single sculptor,' but who's lost -when he's among the products of other 
sculptors, and he dozes off and has nothing' to say? 

ION: Good lord no. I haven't. . ,. 
SOCRATES: And further,. it is my opinion, you've· never known anyone 

ever-not in flute-playingjnot incithara-playing, not in sirlging to the cith
ara, and not in rhapsodizing .......... yo·u'venever known' a 'IDao- who is clever at 
explaining Olympus or. Thamyras 'or Orpheus Or. Phemius? the rhapsode 
from Ithaca, but-who has nothing to contribute about Ion" the thapsode from 
Ephesus; and· cannot tell when :he does his work well and when he doesn't-
you've never known a man like that.. . 

ION: Lhave:nothing to say against you..on that point, Socrates. But this I 
know about myself: I speak about Homer more beautifully than anybody else 
and I have lots to say; and everybody says I do it well. But about the other 
poets·I do not. Now See what that·means. 

SOCRATES: -I do see; Ion, and -I'm going to announce to you what I think 
that is. As I said earlier; that's not! a subject you've mastered-speaking well 
about .Homer; it'li a divine power that moves you, as a "Magnetic"· stone 
moves iron rings. (That's what Euripides called it; most people call it "Her
aclian.'!)3 This stone not only: pulls thdse 'rings, if-they'.re iron, 'it also puts 
power in the rings, so that tliey in 'turn (jan do just what the ·stone does
pull other rings--'-so that there's sometimes· a very long chain of iron pieces 
and rings hanging from one another .. And the power in all of them depends 
on this stone. In the same way, the Muse4 makes ·some people inspired her
self, and,then'through:those who are,inspirc!d a"chain of other enthusiasts 
is·suspended. You know, none of the epic poets, if they're good, are' masters 
of theirsubjectl'they are inspired, possessed, and ·that ,is how they utter all 
those beautiful poems. The same goes for lyric poets if they're good: just as 
the Corybantes' [534J are not in their right minds when they dance, lyric 
poets, too; are not in their right minds when theY'make those beautiful lyrics, 
but as. soon as. they sail into harmony and rhythm they are possessed by 
Bacchie frenzy. Just as -Bacchus worshipp~rs6 when they are possessed draw 
honey and milk from rivers, but not when they are in their right minds-the 
soul of a lyric poet does this too, as they say themselvesl For of course poets 
tell us that they gather songs at honey-flowing springs-, from glades and gar
dehs of-the Muses, and that they bear songs to,us as bees carry hoIMy', flying 
like ,bees. And what they say is true. For a poet is an airy thing; winged and 
holy, and he is not able to make~poetry until· he ibecomes inspired and goes 
out of his mind and his intellect· is no longer in him. As long as a human 
being has his intellect in his possession he will always lack the power to make 
poetry or sing prophecy. Therefore because it's not by mastery that they make 
poems or· say many lovely things about their subjects (as you do about 
Homer}-Lbut because"it's by a· divine .giff ..... ·-'each poet ·is able to compose 

2: .. ~.ourt singer in the' palac,", of Odysseul In. 
homer's Odysssji. Olympus: Greek mountain, 
famed as the home of the gods. Thamyras: myth
ological Thracian bard who challenged the MU'ses; 
Orpheus: Gree.k musician unrivaled among mor-
tals. .'; . '",' . 
3. 'Natural magnet. apparently came from ;Mag
nesia and Hera'clia In Caria In Asia Minor, and 
were called after those places [translator', note), 
Euripides (ca. 485-':il. 406 O.'C.E.), Athenian tra" 
gedlan. . 
4. One of the 9 daughters of Memory who preside 

over. the a~~ "qd all .. intellectual pursuits. 
5. l>riests of 'the goddess Cybele, the Great 
Mother of the gods (whose worohlp spread west 
from ·Asia Minor); her followers engaged in wild 
and sometimes bloody dances, , 
6. Bacchus worshippers apparently danced them· 
selves ·lnto.8 frenzy In which they found streams 
flowing with honey and milk (Euripides, Bace""" 
708-11) [translator's note). Bacchus, Greek and 
Rontan god of wine (Bakchos I. one of the names 
of Dionysus). 
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beautifully only that for which the Muse has aroused him: one can do dith
yrambs, another encomia, one cari do dance songs, another, epics, 'and yet 
another, iambics; 7 and each of them is worthless for the other types of poetry. 
You see, it's not mastery that enables them to speak those verses, but a divine 
power, since if they knew how to speak beautifully on one type of poetry by 
mastering the subject, they could do so for all the others also. That's why 
the god takes their intellect away from them when he uses them as his ser
vants, as he does prophets and godly diviners, so that we who hear should 
know that they are not the ones who speak those verses that are of such high 
value, for their intellect is not in them: the god himself is the one who speaks, 
and he gives voice through them to us. The best evidence for this account is 
Tynnichus from Chalcis,8 who never made a poem anyone would think worth 
mentioning, except for the praise-song everyone sings, almost the most beau
tifullyric-poem there is, and simply, as he says himself, "an invention of the 
Muses." In this more than anything, then, I think, the god is showing us, so 
that we should be in no doubt about it, that these beautiful poems are not 
human, not even from human beings, but are divine and from gods; that 
poets are nothing but representatives of the gods, possessed by whoever pos
sesses them. To show that, the god deliberately sang the most beautiful lyriC 
poem [535) through the most worthless poet. Don't you think I'm right, Ion? 

ION: Lord yes, I certainly do. Sorriehow you touch my soul with your words, 
Socrates, and I do think it's by a divine gift that good poets are able to present 
these poems to us from the gods. 

SOCRATES: And you rhapsodes in turn present what the poets say. 
ION: That's true too. 
SOCRATES: So you turn out to be representatives of representatives. 
ION: Quite right. . 
SOCRATES: Hold on, Ion; tell me this. Don't keep any secrets from me. 

When you recite epic poetry well and you have the most ·stunning effect on 
your spectators, either when yousirig of Odysseus9-how he leapt into the 
doorway, his identity now obvious to the suitors, and he poured out arrows 
at his feet-or when you sing ofrAchilles charging at Hector, or when yo,=," 
sing a pitiful episode about Andromache or Hecuba or Priam,1 are you at .. 
that time in your right mind, or do you get beside yourself? And doesn't your 
soul, in its enthusiasm, believe that .it is present at the actions you describe, 
whether they're in Ithaca or in TroY-or wherever the epic actually takes place? 

ION: What a vivid example you'ye given me, Socrates! I won't keep secrets. 
from you. Listen, when I tell a sad si:ory, my eyes are full of tears; and when 
I tell a story that's frightening or awful, my hair stands on end with fear and 
my heart jumps. 

SOCRATES: Well, Ion, should we say this man is in his right mind at times 
like these: when he's at festivals .or celebrations, all dressed up in fancy 
clothes, with golden crowns, and he weeps, though he's lost none of his 
finery-or when he's standing among millions of friendly people and he'.s 

7. A meter based on the syllable pattern short
long; iambic trimeter was regularly used In the dia
[ague and set speeches of tragedy. "Encomia": 
hymns of praise. "Dithyrambs": choral poems orig
inally sung In honor of Dionysus, later associated 
with highly excited mu.lc and Impassioned lan
guage. 
8. Greek poet known .olely for his paean to 
Apo1Jo, which does not survive. 

9., King of Ithaca, the hero of Homer's OdYSS"Y1 he 
pours·out arrows In Odyssey 22. . . 
I. King of Troy; he appears in Homer's rtUul. 
Achtlles: greatest Greek warrior of the Trojan War 
and central character of the Iliad. Hector: oldest 
son of Priam and the greatest of the Trojan war
riors, slain by Achilles (see Iliad 22). Andromache: 
wife of Hector. Hecuba: wife of Priam and mother 
of Hec:tor. 
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frightened, though no one is undressing him or doing him any harm? Is he 
in his right mind then? 

ION: Lord no, Socrates. Not at all, to teU the truth. 
SOCRATES: And you know that you have the same effects on most of your 

spectators too, don't you? 
ION: I know very well that we do. I look down at them every time from up 

on the rostrum, and they're crying and looking terrified, and as the stories 
are told-they are filled with amazement. You see I must keep my wits and 
pay close attention to them: if I start them crying, I will laugh as I take their 
money, but if they laugh, I shall cry at having lost money. 

SOCRATES: And you know that this spectator is the. last of the rings, don't 
you-the ones that I said take their power from each other by virtue of the 
Heraclian stone[the magnet]? The middle ring is you, [536] the rhapsode or 
actor, and the first one is the poet himself. The god pulls people's souls 
through all these wherever he wants, looping the power down from one to 
another. And just as if it hung from that stone, there's an enormous chain 
of choral dancers and dance teachers and assistant teachers hanging off to 
the sides of the rings that are suspended from the Muse. One poet is attached 
to .one Muse, another to another (we say he is "possessed," and that's near 
enough, for he is held). From these first rings, from the poets, they are 
attached in their turn and inspired, some from one poet, some from another: 
some from Orpheus, some from Musaeus,2 and many are possessed and held 
from Homer. You are one of them, Ion, and you are possessed from Homer. 
And when anyone sings the work of another poet, you're asleep arid you're 
lost about what to say; but when any song of that poet is sounded, you are 
immediately awake, your soul is dancing, and you have plenty to say. You 
see it's not because you're a master of knowledge about Homer that you can 
say what you say, but because of a divine gift, because you are possessed. 
That's how it is with the Corybantes, who have sharp ears only for the specific 
song that belongs to whatever god possesses them; they have plenty of words 
and movements to go with that song; but they are quite lost if the music is 
different. That's how it is with you, Ion: when anyone mentions Homer; you 
have plenty to say, but if he mentions the others you are lost; and the expla
nation of this, for which you ask me-why it is that you have plenty to !>ay 
about'Homer but not about the others-is that it's not mastering the subject, 
but a divine gift, that makes you a wonderful singer of Homer's praises. 

ION: You're a good speaker, Socrates. Still, I would be amazed if you could 
speak well enough to convince me that I am possessed or crazed when I 
praise Homer. I don't believe you'd think so if you heard me speaking on 
Homer. 

SOCRATES: And I really do want to hear you, but not before you answer 
me this: on which of Homer's subjects do you speak well? I don't suppose 
you speak well on all of them. 

ION: I dc;>, Socrates, believe me, on every single one! 
SOCRATES: Surely not on those subjects you happen to know nothing 

about, even if Homer does speak of them. 
ION: And these subjects Homer speaks of, but I don't know about-what 

are they? 
[537] SOCRATES: But doesn't Homer speak about professional subjects in 

2. Mythical sinRer, closely connected with Orpheus. 
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many places, and say a great deal? Chariot driving, for example, I'll show 
you, if I can remember the lines. 

ION: No,.I'll recite them. I do remember. 
SOCRATES: Then tell me what Nestor says to his son Antilochus, when he 

advises him to take care at the turning post in the horse race they held for 
Patroclus'3 funeral. 

ION: "Lean," he says, 

Lean YQ!,irself over on the smooth-planed chariot . . 
Just to·the lefi'of the pair. Then the horse ontpe.right
Goad him, shout. him on, easing the reins with j/0ur hands. 
At the post let your horse on the left stick tight to' the turn 
So you seem to come right to the edge, with tHe hub' . 

. Of your welded wheel. But escape cropping the stone ... " . 

SOCRATES: That's enough. Who would know better, Ion, whether Homer 
speaks correctly or not in these particular verses-a doctor or a chadoteer? 

ION: A charioteer, of course. 
SOCRATES: Is that because he is a master of that profession, or for some 

other reason? 
ION: No. It's because he's.a master of it. . 
SOCRATES: Then to each profession a god has granted the. ability to know 

a certain function. I mean, the things navigation teaches:us-we won't learn 
them from medicine as well, will we? 

ION: Of course not. 
SOCRATES: And the things medicine teaches us we won't learn from archi

tecture. 
ION: Of course not •. 
SOCRATES: And so it· is for every other profession: what we learn by,mas

tering one profession we won't learn 'by mastering another, right? ·But first, 
answer me this. Do you agree that there are different professions~hat one 
is different· from another? 

ION: Yes. . .... 
SOCRATES: And is this how you determine which ones are different? When 

I find that the knowledge [involved in one case] deals with different subjects 
from the knowledge [in another case], then I claim that· one is a different 
profession from the other. Is that what you do? . 

ION: Yes. 
SOCRATES: I mean if there is some knowle<Ige of the same subjects, then 

why should we say there are two differentprofessioris?-Especially when 
each of them would allow us to know the same subjects I Take these fingers: 
I know there are five of them, and. you know the same thing about them that 
I do. Now suppose I asked you whether it's the same profession--'arith
me tic-that teaches you and me the same things, :or wHether it's two differ
ent ones. Of course you'd say it's the same one. 

ION: Yes. 
[538] SOCRATES: Then tell me now what I was going to, ask you earlier. , 

~. Achilles' dearest friend, ~ll!!ln by Hector. Nestor: 
the oldest of the Greek generals at Troy: In the 
II/ad, he often gives advice. His son Antilochus 

'. later died fightil1g at Troy. .' 
. 4. Illtul 23.335-40 (translator's note). 
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Do you think it's the same way for every profession-the same profession 
must teach the same subjects, and a different profession, if it is different, 
must teach not the same subjects, but different ones? 

ION: That's how I think it is, Socrates. 
SOCRATES: Then a person who has not mastered a given profession will 

not be able to be a good judge of the things whiCh belong to that profession, 
whether they are things said or things done. 

ION: That's true. 
SOCRATES: Then who will know better whether or not Homer speaks beau

tifully and well in the lines you quoted? You, or a charioteer? 
ION: A charioteer. 
SOCRATES: That's because you're a rhapsode, of course, and not a chari

oteer. 
ION: Yes. 
SOCRATES: And the rhapsode's profession is different from the char-

ioteer's. 
ION: Yes. 
SOCRATES: If it's different, then its knowledge is of different subjects also. 
ION: Yes. 
SOCRATES: Then what about the time Homer tells how Hecamede, Nes

tor's woman, gave barley-medicine to Machaon to drink? He says something 
like this-

Over wine of Pramnos she grated. goat's milk cheese 
With a brazen grater .... And onion relish for the drink ... ' 

Is Homer right or not: would a fine diagnosis here. come from a doctor's 
profession or a rhapsode's? 

ION: A doctor's. 
SOCRATES: And what about the time Homer says: 

Leaden she plunged to the floor of the sea like a weight 
That is fixed to a field cow's horn. Given to the hunt 
It goes among ravenous fish, carrying death.6 

Should we say it's for a fisherman's profession or a rhapsode's to tell whether 
or not he describes this beautifully and well? -r . 

ION: That's obvious, Socrates. It's for a fisherman's. 
SOCRATES: All right, look. Suppose you were the o·ne.asking questions, and 

you asked ITle, "Socrates, since you're finding out which passages belong to 
each of the professions Homer treats-whiCh are the passages that each 
profession should judge-coITle tell ITle this: which are the passages that 
belong to a diviner and to divination, passages he should be able to judge as 
to whether they're well or badly composed?" Look how easily I can give you 
a .true answer. Often, in the Odyssey, he says things like what TheoclYITlenus 
says-the prophet of the sons of Melampus: 

[539] Are you mad? What evil is this that's upon you? Night 
Has enshrouded your hands, your faces, and down to your knees. 
Wailing spreads like fire, tears wash your cheeks. 

5. Iliad 11.639-40 with 630 [translator's note). 
Machaon: a fighter and healer in the Iliad. 

6. Iliad 24.80-82 (translator's note). 
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Ghosts fill the dooryard, ghosts flll the hall, the; rush 
To the black gate of hell, they drop below darkness, Sunlight 
Has died from a sky run over with evil mist,7 

, . 
And often in the Iliad, as in the battle at the wall,- There he says: 

There came to them a bird as they hungered to cross over, 
An eagle, a high-flier, circled th~ army's left 
With a blood-red serpent carried in its talons, a monster, 
Alive, still breathing, it has not.yet forgotten its warlust, 
For it struck its captor on the brea,st, by the neck; 
It was writhing back, but the eagle shot it groundwards 
In agony of pain, and dropped it in the midst of the throng, 
Then itself, with a scream, soared on a breath of the wind,9 

I shall say that these passage~ and those like th~m belong to a diviner. They 
are for him to examine and judge. 

ION: That's a true answer, Socrates. 
SOCRATES: Well, your answers are true, too, Ion. Now you tell me-just 

as I picked out for you, from the Odyssey and the Iliad, passages that belong 
to a diviner and ones that belong to a doctor and ones that belong to a 
fisherman-in the same way, Ion, since you have more experience with 
Homer's work than I do, you pick out fpr me tile passages that belong to the 
rhapsode and to his profession, the pa,sages a rhapsode should be able to 
examine and to j~dge better than anY;ohe else. 

ION: My answer, Socrates, is "all of them." 
SOCRATES: That's not your answer, Ion. Not "all of them." Or are you really 

so forgetful? But no, it would not befit a rhapsode to be forgetful. 
[540] ION: What do you think I'm forgetting? 
SOCRATES: Don't you remember you said that a rhapsode's profession is 

different from a charioteer's'? 
ION: I remember. 
SOCRATES: Arid didn't you agree that because they are different they will 

know different subjects'? 
ION: Yes. 
SOCRATES: So a rhapsode's profession, on your view, will not know every-

thing, and neither will ~ rhapsode. . ,: 
ION: But things like that are exception~, Socrates. . 
SOCRATES: By "things like that" you mean that almost all the subjects of 

the other professions are exceptions, don't you'? But then.what sort of thing 
will a rhapsode know, if not everything'? . 

ION: My opinion, anyhow, is that he'll know what it:s fitting for a man 
or a woman to say-or for a slave or a fteeman, or for a follower or a 
leader, 

SOCRATES: So-what should a leader say when he's at sea and his ship 
is hit by a storm-do you mean a rhapsode will know better than a nav
igator'? 

ION: No, no. A navigator will know that. 

7. Odyssey 20.351-57; line 35415 omitted by Plato 
(translator's note). 

8. The city wall of Troy. 
9. lII .. d 12.200-207 [translator', note). 
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SOCRATES: And when he is in charge of a sick man, what should a leader 
say-will a rhapsode know better than a doctor? 

ION: Not that, either. 
SOCRATES: But he will know what a slave should say. Is that what you 

mean? 
ION: Yes. 
SOCRATES: For example, what should a slave who's a cowherd say to calm 

down his cattle when they're going wild-will a rhapsode know what a cow-
herd does not? . 

ION: Certainly not. 
SOCRATES: And what a woman who spins yarn should. say about working 

with wool? 
ION: No. 
SOCRATES: And what a man should say, if he's a general, to encourage his 

troops? 
ION: Yes! That's the sort of thing a rhapsode will know. 
SOCRATES: What? Is a rhapsode's profession the same as a general's? 
ION: Well, I certainly would know what a general should say. 
SOCRATES: Perhaps that's because you're also a general by profession, Ion. 

I mean, if you were somehow both a horseman and a cithara-player at the 
same time, you would know good riders from bad. But suppose I asked you: 
"Which profession teaches you good horsemanship~the one that makes you 
a horseman, or the one that makes you a cithara-player?" 

ION: The horseman, I'd say. 
SOCRATES: Then if you also knew good cithara-player; from bad, the pro

fession that taught you that would be the one which made you a cithara
player, not the one that made you a horseman. Wouldn't you agree? 

ION: Yes. 
SOCRATES: Now, since you know the business of a general, do you know 

this by being a good rhapsode? 
ION: I don't think there's any difference. 
[541J SOCRATES: What? Are you saying there's no difference? On your 

view is there one profession for rhapsodes and generals, or two? 
ION: One, I think. 
SOCRATES: So anyone who is a good rhapsode turns out to be _good 

general too. 
ION: Certainly, Socrates. 
SOCRATES: It also follows that anyone who turns out to be a good general 

is a good rhapsode too. 
ION: No. This time I don't agree. 
SOCRATES: But you do agree to this: anyone who is a good rhapsode is a 

good general too. 
ION: I quite agree. 
SOCRATES: And aren't you the best rhapsode in Greece? 
ION: By far, Socrates. 
SOCRATES: Are you also a general, Ion? Are you the best in Greece? 
ION: Certainly, Socrates. That, too, I learned from Homer's poetry. 
SOCRATES: Then why in heaven's name, Ion, when you're both the best 

general and the best rhapsode in Greece, do you go around the country 
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giving rhapsodies but not commanding troops? Do you think Greece really 
needs a rhapsode who is crowned with a golden crown? And does not need 
a general? I . 

ION: Socrates, my city is governed and commanded by you [by Athens); 
we don't need a general. Besides, neither your city nor Sparta would choose 
me for a general. You think you're good enough for that yourselves. 

SOCRATES: Ion, you're superb. Don't you know Apollodorus of Cyzicus? 
ION: What does he do? 
SOCRATES: He's a foreigner who has often been chosen by Athens to be 

their general. And Phanosthenes of Andros and Heraclides ofClazomenae
they're also foreigners; they've demonstrated that they are worth noticing, 
and Athens appoints them to be generals or other sorts of officials. And do. 
you think that this city, that makes such appointments, would not select Ion 
of Ephesus and honor him, if they thought he was worth noticing? Why? 
Aren't you people from Ephesus Athenians of long standing?Z And isn't Eph
esus a city that is second to none? 

But you, Ion, you're doing me wrong, if what you /lay is true that what 
enables you to praise Homer is knowledge or mastery of a profession. You 
assured me that you knew many lovely things about Homer, you promised 
to give a demonstration; ·tsut you're cheating me, you're a long way from giving 
a demonst.ration. You aren't even willing to tell me what it is that you're so 
wonderfully clever about, though I've been begging you for ages. Really, 
you're just like Proteus,3 you twist up and down and take many different 
shapes, till finally you've escaped me altogether by turning yourself into a 
general, [542] so as to avoid proving how wonderfully wise you are about 
Homer. ; 

If you're really a master of your subject, and if, as I said earlier, you're 
cheating me of the demonstration you promised about Homer, then you're 
doing me wrong. But if you're not a master of your subject, if you're possessed 
by a divine gift from Homer, so that you make many lovely speeches about 
the poet without knowing anything-,-as I said about you-then you're not 
doing me wrong. So choose, how do you want us to think of you-as a man 
who does wrong, or as someone divine? 

ION: There's a great difference, Socrates. It's much lovelier to be thought 
divine. 

SOCRATES: Then that is how we think of you, Ion, the lovelier way: it's as 
someone divine, and not as master of a profeSSion, that you are a singer of 
Homer's praises. 

I. The memory DC Athens' deCeat In the Pelopon
nesian War (which ended in 404 D.C.E.) was per
haps still fresh In Plato's mind when he wrote this 
dialogue. . 
2. For mo.t of the 5th century, Ephesus, an 
important center oC trade Counded by Ionian col-

ca. 390 D.C.E. 

onlsts on the west c.oast of Asia Minor, belonged 
to an alliance led by Athen·. against the Persians. 
3. Son DC Poseidon (Greek god of the sea), who 
had both the .po...."r pf prophecy and the power to 
change shape; when he was held Cast, he would 
answer questions (see Odyssey 4.385-570). 
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From Republic l 

From Book II 

• • • 
'All right, then let's devise a theoretical education for these people,2 as if 

we were making up a story and weren't worried about time.' 
'Yes, that's a good idea.' 
'How shall we educate them, then? Or is it hard to improve on the 

educational system which has evolved over a long period of time? This, as 
you know, consists of exercise for the body and cultural studies for the 
mind. 3 

'Yes.' 
'And shall we begin the cultural programme before the physical one?' 
'Of course.' 
'Cultural studies include literature, don't you think?' I asked. 
'I do.' 
'Aren't there two'kinds of literature, ,true and false?'· 
'Yes.' ' 
[3'77] 'Should we include both kinds in our educational system, and start 

with the untrue kind?' 
'I don't understand what you're getting at,' he said. 
'Don't you realize,' 1 asked, 'that we start by telling children stories which 

are, by and large, untrue, though they contain elements of truth? And stories 
precede physical exercise in our education of children.' 

'True.' . 
'Which is why 1 suggested that cultural studies should be taken up before 

physical .exercise.~ 
'It was a good suggestion,' he said. 
'Now, do you appreciate that the most important stage of any enterprise 

is the beginning, especially when something young and sensitive is involved? 
You see, that's when most of its formation takes place, and it absorbs every 
impression that anyone wants to stamp upon it.' 

'You're absolutely right.' -'J' .... 

'Shall we, then, casually aIiow our children to listen to any old stories, 
made up by just anyone, and to take into their minds yiews which, on the 
whole, contradict those we'll want them to have as adults?' . 

'No, we won't allow that at all.' 

1. Translated by Robin Waterfield. The numbers 
In square brackets are the Stephanus numbers 
used almost universally In citing Plato'. work.; they 
refer to the pages of a 1578 edition published by 
Henri Estlenne. 
2. At this point in Republic, the philosopher Soc
rates (469-399 B.C.E .• Plato's spokesperson) and 
Adeimantus are discussing what education the 
future rulers (or "guardians") of the perfect state 
~hould have. Socrates (speaking here) lead. the 
discussion and Adellllantus follows (Socrates' 
other interlocutor in oUr selection. from Republic 
is Adelmantu.'s brother ,Glaucon) , 
3. Nowadays we think of education, especially 
school education, in terms of information and 

skills above all. But it Is Important to realize that 
the kind of education Plato I. offering here, which 
is primarily education of character (though read
Ing, writing, and elementary arithmetic would be 
covered by the gr ..... matIsUS. the teacher resron
sible for literature, as It was In Athens), Is al the 
education a contemporary Athenian child could 
expect: he' would be taught by a grammatistls, a 
1 .. thomu. (music and lyric poetry). and a l"'iJo~ri
bll. '(physical exercise). Higher (I.e., Intellectual) 
education of any kind was a noVelty, introduced by 
the sophist. [translator's note). Sophists: itinerant 
teacher. of the 5th century D.C.E., they were 
Greece's first profeSSional teachers (see GORGJAS). 
4, I.e'; fiction or non-fiction [translator's note), 
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'So our first job, apparently, is to oversee the work of the story-writers, and 
to accept any good story they write, but reject the others. We'll let nurses 
and mothers tell their children, the acceptable ones, and we'll have them 
devote themselves far more to using these stories to form their children's 
minds than they do to using their hands to form their boclies. However, we'll 
have to disallow most of the stori~s they currently tell.' 

'Which stories?' he asked. . :. . 
'If we examine the grander kind of story,' 1 said, 'that will give us insights 

into the more lightweight kind as well, because the same principle must be 
involved and both kinds are bound to have the sarneeffect, don't you think'?' 

'That sounds fine to me,' he replied; 'but I don't even understand which 
stories you're describing as grander." 

'The ones which Hesiod, Homer,5 and their fellow poets tell us. In the 
past, it's always been the poets who've composed untrue stories to tell people, 
and it's no different nowadays.' . . 

'Which stories'?' he asked. 'And what's their defect, in your view'?' 
'There is no defect which one ought ·to condemn more quickly and more 

thoroughly,' I replied, 'especially if the lies have no redeeming feature.' 
'Yes, but what is this defect?' ! 

'Using the written word to give a distorted image of the nature of the gods 
and heroes, just as a painter might produce a portrait which completely fails 
to capture the likeness of the original.' ., .: . 

'Yes,' he said, 'it's quite right to find fault with that sort of thing. But how 
do they do that'? What kinds of things do they say'?' . 

'First and most importarit, since the subject is so important,' • said, 'there 
is no redeeming feature to the lies which Hesiod repeats, about Uranus' 
deeds and Cronus' revenge on Uranus. [378] Then there are Cronus' deeds 
and what his son did to him.6 Now, I think that even if these stories are true, 
they oughtn't ~o be told so casually to young people and people who lack 
discrimination; it's better to keep silent, 'and if one absolutely has to speak, 
to make them esoteric secrets told to as few people as'possible, who ate to 
have sacrificed no mere piglet,' 'but something so large and rare that the 
smallest conceivable number of people get to hear them.' 

'Yes,' he said, 'these stories are definitely dangerous.' 
'And we must censor them in our community, Adeimantus/. said. 'No 

young person is to hear stories which 'suggest that were he to commit the 
vilest of crimes, and were he to do his utmost to punish his filther's crimes, 
he wouldn't be doing anything Qut of the ordinary, but would simply be 
behaving like the first and the greatest gods.' 

'No, I absolutely agree,' he said. '. share your view that these stories are 
unsuitable and shouldn't be repeated.' . 

5. Greek epic poet (ca. 8th c. B.C.E), to whom the 
Iliad and the Odyssey are attributed. Heslod (active 
ca. 700 B.C.E.), Greek epic didactic poet. 
6. Heolod, Tne0IlOfty 154-210, 453-506. Uranus 
(Heaven) hated his children and kept them packed 
In their mother Earth's womb, to her agony. One 
of the children, Cranus, was persuaded by Earth 
to castrate his father when he ·came to have sex 
with Earth. Cranus then became lord of creation. 
Cronus wanted to remain king, so he swallowed all 
of his children In case one of them might take over 

someday. Their mother Rhea, howe~r, hid one of 
them away on Crete and gave Cranus a rock to 
swallow Instead .• In due course the child, Zeus, 
overthrew Cranus and established himself as king 
of the gods. [translator's notel." .' 
7, A pig or plalet was a ,standard small sacrifice 
and was usual before Initiation Into the Eleualnlan 
mysteries' [translator's not.,), "Eleuolnlan' myster
leo": secret cults.at Eleusls In honor of Demeter, 
godde.s of grain, and her daughter Persephone, 
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'And that's not all,' I said. 'The stories which have gods fighting and schem
ing and battling against one another are utterly unsuitable too, because 
they're just as untrue. If the prospective guardians of our community are to 
loathe casual quarrels with one another, we must take good care that battles 
between gods and giantsB and all the other various tales of gods and heroes 
coming to blows with their relatives and friends don't occur in the stories 
they hear and the pictures they see. No, if we're somehow to convince them 
that fellow citizens never fall out with one another, that this is wrong, then 
that is the kind of story they must hear, from childhood onwards, from the 
community's elders of both sexes; and the poets they'll hear when they're 
older must be forced to tell equivalent stories in their poetry. But we'd better 
not admit into our community the story of Hera being tied up by her son, or 
the episode when Hephaestus9 is hurled away by his father for trying to save 
his mother from a beating, or any of the battles between the gods which 
Homer has in his poetry, whether or not their intention is allegorical. The 
point is that a young person can't tell when something is allegorical and when 
it isn't, and any idea admitted by a person of that age tends to become almost 
ineradicable and permanent. All things considered, then, that is why a very 
great deal of importance should be placed upon ensuring that the first stories 
they hear are best adapted for their moral improvemenL' 

'Yes, that makes sense,' he said. 'But suppose we were once again to be 
asked, in this context as well, what stories we meant,. how would we respond?' 

'Adeimantus,' I said, 'you and I are not making up stories at the moment; 
we're founding a community. [379] Founders ought to know the broad out
lines within which their poets are to compose stories, so that they can exclude 
any compositions which do not conform to those outlines; but they shouldn't 
themselves make stories up.' 

'You're right,' he said. 'But that's precisely the point: what are these guide
lines for talking about the gods?' 

'They'd be something like this,' I said. 'Whatever the type of poetry-epic, 
lyric, or tragic-God must of course always be portrayed as he really is.'1 

'Yes, he must.' 
'Well, isn't God good, in fact, and shouldn't he be described as such?' 
'Of course.' 
'And nothing good is harmful, is it?' ~. -
'I don't think so.' 
'Now, can anything harmless cause damage?' 
'No, of course not.' 
'Can anything incapable of causing damage do anything bad?' 
'Again, no.' 
'And something which never does bad couldn't be responsible for bad, 

could it?' 
'Of course not.' 

8. For example. the war between Zeus and the 
Titans, who were his father's siblings, and the later 
revolt by the giant., defeated by all the gods and 
Herodes. The Giganlomachia was a popular sub
ject for sculpture. 
9. Greek god of fire and metalworking. According 
to one legend, he was lamed when Zeus cast him 
out of heaven for defending his mother, Hera, 

queen of the god. (see Iliiul 1.591-97). According 
to another myth, Hephaestus fashioned a throne 
for Hera with hidden chain., to punish her for 
rejecting him. 
1. The Greek philosophers tend to talk equally of 
"God" and the "god": ·there Is a single Divine of 
which the gods are various manifestations [trans~ 
lator's notel. 
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'Well now, is goodness beneficial'?' 
'Yes.' 
'And it's responsible for doing good, then'?' 
'Yes.' 
'So goodness is not responsible for everything: it's responsible for things 

that are in a good state, but bad things cannot be "attributed to it.' _ 
'Exactly,' he said. 
'The same goes for God too, then,' I said. 'Since he is good, he cannot be 

responsible for everything, as is commonly said. He is responsible only for a 
small part of human life, and many things cannot be attributed to him-I 
mean, there's far more bad than good in the world. He and ,he alone must 
be held responsible for the good things, but responsibility for bad things must 
be looked for elsewhere and not attributed to God.' 

'I think you're absolutely right,' he said. 
'So,' I said, 'we shouldn't connive at Homer or any other poet making the 

stupid mistake of saying about the gods, "Two jars sit on Zeus' threshold: 
one is full of good destinies, but the other is full of wretched destinies", and 
that if Zeus mixes the two up together and doles them out to someone, that 
person "sometimes meets with bad, sometimes with good"; whereas if he 
doesn't mix them up, but allots the pernicious ones to someone in an un
adulterated form, th~t person "is driven over the glorious earth by the evil of 
poverty".2 Nor will we connive at them claiming that "Zeus is the dispenser 
of both good and evil". 

'Moreover, we'll disapprove of the attribution of Pandarus' perjury and 
truce-breaking to the agency of Athena and Zeus,3 and of the gods' quarrel 
and its resolution to Themis and Zeus;4 [380] and we'll not allow the younger 
generation to hear the idea which Aeschylus5 expresses as ''When God wants 
to visit utter ruin on"a household, he implants the cause in men." No, if plays 
are composed (such as the one these lines are from) about Niobe's afflictions, 
or about the trials and tribulations of the descendants of Peiops,6 or about 
the Trojan Wat, the playwrights must either be prohibited from saying that 
God was responsible for these events, or if they do attribute them to God, 
they have to come up with an explanation which approximates to the one 
we're looking for at the moment, and say that what God did was right and 
good, in the s~nse that the people in queStion were being punished and 
therefore benefited; but poets should be prohibited from saying that these 
people were in a bad way as a result of being punished and that this was 
God's doing. The claim that the sinners were badly off because they were in 
need of punishment, and that in punishing them God was benefiting them, 
is permissible; but the claim that God, who is good, is responsible for any 
instance of badness is to be resisted as forcefully as possible by anyone who 
wants a well-regulated community, until it is never spoken and never heard 

2. Iliad 24.527-32 [translator's note}. 
3. IUad 4.20-72 [translator's note}. Pandarus: 
Trojan archer favored "by Apollo. Athena: Greek 
goddess of wisdom and war and the patron god of 
Athens; In the passage cited, she takes on the form 
of a Trojan and persuades Pandarus to break the 
truce (as Zeu~ has bid her to do). 
4. Perhaps IlIad 20.1-74 or 15.12-217 [transla
tor's note} Themls: Greek goddess of justice, wis
dom. and good counsel. 

5. Greek tragedian (525-456 D.C.E.); from his 
Niobe (a lost play). Because Niobe, wife of a leg
endary king of "Thebes, boasted that she had more 
children than the goddess Leto, Leto's children, 
Apollo and" Artemis, killed her sill sons and "sll< 
daughters (see Iliad 24.602-17). 
6. I.e., the iII-"starred Atreus, Agamemnon, Ores
tes, and Electra: see especially Aeschylus'. Ores
telan trilogy [translator's note]. 
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by anyone, of whatever age, whether the tale is told in verse or in prose. And 
the reasons are that the voicing of these views is sacrilege, they do us no 
good, and they are inconsistent with one another.' 

'I approve of this law,' he said. 'I'll be right behind you when you cast your 
vote for it.' . 

'So now we have the first of the laws and guidelines which pertain to the 
gods,' I said. 'Any spoken words or composed works will have to conform to 
the principle that God is not responsible for everything, but only for good.' 

'Well, I'm certainly happy with it,' he said. 
'All right, then. What about a second principle, as follows? Do you think 

that God is a sorcerer and can by exercising his will vary his appearance from 
time to time, sometimes by actually changing and transforming his appear
ance into a large number of forms, and at other times by deluding us into 
thinking that's what he's done? Or do you think he's uniform and extremely 
unlikely to abandon his own appearance?' 

'I'm not in a position to say just at the moment,' he replied. 
'Look at it this way. Isn't it inevitable that if anything sheds its form, the 

change is due either to itself or to something else?' 
'Yes.' 
'Now, really good things are extremely unlikely to be altered or moved by 

an external agent, .aren't they? Par instance, a human body is altered by food, 
drink, and exercise, and plants are altered by the heat of the sun and by wind 
and phenomena like that; but the more healthy and strong a thing is, the 
less likely [381] it is to be altered.' 

'Of course.' 
'And the more courageous and intelligent a mind is, the less likely it is that 

an external agent would disturb it and alter it?' 
'Yes.' 
'Moreover, the same principle applies universally even to manufactured 

items, such as utensils, houses, and clothes: things which are well made and 
are in good condition are less likely to be altered by time and other phenom-
ena. 

, . 
'True.' 
'So anything which is in a good state-whether that is due to nature or 

human skill or both-can hardly be changed at all by an external agent'! 
'That sounds right.' 
'But God and the divine realm are of course in all respeCts as perfect as 

anything can be.' 
'Of course.' 
'Prom this point of view, then, God is extremely unlikely to have at his 

disposal a large number of forms.' 
'Yes, extremely unlikely indeed.' 
'Would he, however, change and alter himself internally, by his own 

resources?' 
'If he changes in the first place,' he said, 'then obviously this must be how.' 
Well, does he enhance and improve himself, or does he worsen and debase 

himself?' 
. 'If he changes;' he said, 'then it must be for the worse, since it's unthink

able that Godis goodness and excellence are anything less than perfect.' 
'You're absolutely right,' I said. 'And, Adeimantus, in this context, do you 
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think that anyone-human or divine-deliberately makes himself deteriorate 
in any respect?' 

'That's impossible,' he said. 
'It is equally impossible, then,' I said, 'for God to want to change himself. 

Since, as we have found, the divine nature is as perfect and as good as 
anything could be, then any god ·reta;ns his own form in a uniform; direct 
fashion for ever.' 

'I think that's absolutely inevitable,' he said. 
'It follows, Adeimantus,' 1 said, 'that none of our poets is to say, "The gods 

travel around human habitations disguised as all sorts 'of visitors from other 
lands,"? Nor are they to tell lies about Proteus and Thetis,lI or present Hera 
in a tragedy or any other kind of poem in an altered form; as a mendicant 
holy woman begging alms "for the life-giving children of the Argive river 
Inachus",9 or repeat the mass of other similar lies that have been told. Fur
thermore, we should neutralize the. poets' influence on mothers, which 
makes them scare their children with terrible stories about how some gods 
tend to prowl·around during the hours of darkness in a wide variety of un fa
miliar human guises, so that we ,stop' the mothers blaspheming against the 
gods, and at the same time stop them making their children too timid.' 

'Yes, we should,' he said. . 
'But even if it isn't in the gods' nature actually·to change;' 1 said, 'do they 

magically delude us into seeing them appear in all kinds of. guises?' . 
'It's not inconceivable,' he said. 
[382] 'Well, would God willingly mask the truth behind appearance and 

deceive us by his words or actions'?' 1 asked. 
'I don't know,' he answered. 
'Don't you know that a true falsehood (if you'll allow me the phrase) is 

loathed by everyone, divine or human?' I asked. 
'What do you m.ean?' he asked. 
'I mean,' 1 said, 'that no one chooses and wants to be deceived in the most 

important part of himselfand about the most important things. The presence 
of falsehood there is his worst fear.' 

'I still don't understand,' he said. 
'That's because you think I'm trying to make a high-powered point,' 1 said. 

'But all I'm saying is that no one is at all happy at being lied to arid deceived 
in his mind about the facts; no one likes being ignorant, and the existence 
and presence of falsehood there are' extremely unwelcome to everyone; they 
particularly hate it there.' 

'They certainly do,' he said. 
Well, I might have been perfectly correct when I described this state a 

moment ago as true falsehood-the state. of. misapprehension caused by 
falsehood in the mind. 1 mean, a spoken lie is a kind of copy and subsequent 
reflection of the mental condition, and no pure lie, don't you think?' 

'Yes.' 
'Now, a genuine lie is hated by men' as well as gods.' 

7. Odyssey 17.485-86 (translator's note). 
8. A sea nymph who was fated to bear a son might
ier than his father; she married the hero Peleus and 
bore Achilles. Proteus: prophetic son of Poseidon, 
Greek god of the sea, who had the power to change 
shape. 

9. Both a river and a river god. Argive: of.Argos, a 
city-state on the Peloponnese. The "children" are 
presumably the river's tributaries with their "lIfe
giving" water. The quotation I'; from The X .... trull, 
a lost play by Aeschylus. . 

. .j 
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'I think so.' 
'What about a spoken lie? Aren't there occasions and situations when tell

ing lies is helpful and doesn't therefore warrant hatred? What about when 
we're dealing with enemies, or with people we count as friends, but who are 
trying to do something bad because they've gone mad or have somehow taken 
leave of their senses? Isn't telling lies helpful under these circumstances as 
a preventative medicine? Moreover, consider those stories we were discuss
ing not long ago: we cannot know the truth about events in the past, so we 
make something up which approximates as closely as possible to the truth, 
and that helps us, doesn't it?' 

'Yes,' he said, 'you're quite right.' 
'Which of these reasons, then, makes telling lies helpful to God? Would 

he make up something which resembles the truth because he doesn't know 
the past?' 

'That's a ridiculous suggestion,' he said. 
'So there's nothing of the lying poet in God.' 
'I don't think so.' 
'Would he lie out of fear for his enemies·?' 
'Hardly.' 
'Because his friends have taken leave of their senses or gone mad?' 
'Anyone witless or insane is no friend of God,' he said .. 
'So God has no reason to lie.' 
'No.' 
'So it is not in the nature of deities or gods to deceive.' 
'Absolutely not,' he said. 
'Whether acting or speaking, then, God is entirely uniform and truthful. 

He doesn't actually change himself, and he doesn't delude others either, 
during their sleeping or their waking hours, in how he appears or in what he 
says or in the signs he ·sends.' 

[383] 'Listening to you speak,' he said, 'I find myself agreeing with you.' 
'So do you agree,' 1 said, 'that this is the second principle to which religious 

discussions and literature must conform~that the gods are not shape
shifting wizards and do not mislead us by lying in what they say or do?' 

'I agree.' 
'Although there is much to commend in Horner, then, we won't apprtrve 

of the passage when Zeus sends the dream to Agamemnon.t Likewise, we 
won't approve of the bit of Aeschylus2 where Thetis says that at her wedding 
J\pollo "celebrated in song how happy my children would make me-how 
they wouldn't know sickness and would live for many long years---:and went 
un and on about how lucky I was and how the gods smiled on me, until he 
made my heart glad. And since Phoebus3 is a god and abounds in prophetic 
skill, I expected his words to be true. But for all his singing, for all his sharing 
of our feast, for all these claims of his, it is he who has now killed my son." 
We'll come down hard on anyone who says anything like this about the gods: 
we'll refuse him a chorus and ban teachers from using his works to educate 

I. Zeus sends a lying dream to Agamemnon that 
the coplure of Troy is Imminent in Iliad 2. Nutice 
that Plato is not denying the exislence uf omens 
anti portents, only that they can he false or that 
false ones can be sent by the gods; it is we who 
I"nisillterpret the gods' messages [translator's note]. 

Agamemnon: klng of Mycenae and commander of 
the Greek expedition against Troy. 
2. From a lost play [translator's notel. 
3. Apollo, god of prophecy as well as healing and 
music. 
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our children. Otherwise, our guardians won't grow up to be religious people, 
or to be as godlike themselves as is humanly possible.' 

'I'm in complete agreement with these principles,' he said, 'and would want 
them enshrined as laws.' 

From Book III 

[386] 'All right, then,' I said. 'If people are going to revere the gods, respect 
their parents, and not belittle friendship with one another, then apparently 
those are the kinds of stories they should and shouldn't hear about the gods, 
from childhood onwards.' 

'I'm sure we're right about this,' he said. 
What about if they are to be brave? Won't they also need stories. which 

are designed to make them fear death as little as possible? I mean, don't you 
think that courage and fearing death are mutually exclusive?' 

'Yes, I certainly do,' he answered. 
'What about the idea that Hades4 doesn't just exis~, but is terrifying'? Do 

you think this goes with facing death fearlessly and with preferring death in 
battle to defeat and slavery'?' 

'Of course not.' . -
'So here's another aspect of story-telling for us to oversee, apparently. We 

must ask those who take on the job of telling stories not to denigrate Hades 
in the simple fashion they have been, but to speak well of it, because oth
erwise they'll not only be lying, but also not speaking in a way that is con
ducive to courage in battle.' 

'Yes, we must,' he said. 
'Then we'll start with the following lines,' I said, 'and delete everything 

which resembles them: "I'd rather be a slave labouring for someone else~ 
someone without property, who can hardly make a living-than rule over all 
the spirits of the dead"; and "The vile, dank halls, which even the gods hate, 
might appear to men and gods"; and "Amazing! The soul, .the lik.eness of a 
person, really does exist in Hades' halls, but'it is completely witless"; and 
"He alone had consciousness, while the rest were darting shadows"; and "His 
soul flew from his body and went to Hades bewailing its fate, forfeiting cour
age and the glory of young manhood"; [387] and "Like a wisp of smoke, his 
soul went down to the underworld with a shrill cry"; and "As.when bats flit 
about squeaking in the depths of an awful cave, when one of them loses its 
perch on the crowded rock, and they cling to one another, so the flock of 
souls went with shrill cries.'" We'll implore Homer and the rest of the poets 
not to get cross if we strike these and all similar lines from their works. We'll 
explain that it's not because the lines are not good poetry and don't give 
pleasure to most people; on the contrary, the better poetry they are, the more 
they are to -be kept from the ears of children and men who are to be'auton
omous and to be more afraid of losing this freedom than of death.' 

'Absolutely.' _ . 
'Now, we'd better get rid of all the frightening and terrifying names which 

crop up here. I mean names like Cocytus and Styx,6 ghost arid wraith, and 

4. The Greek underworld. . 
5. Quoted from, respectively, Odyssey 11.489-91, 
Iliad 20.64-66, iliad 23.103-4, Odyssey 10.495, 
Iliad 16.856-57, Iliad 23.100-101, and Odyssey 

24.6-9 [tranilator'. note]. 
6. Two of the rivers of Hades-Lamentation and 
Hateful [translator's note]. 
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so on-all.the names which are designed to make everyone who hears them 
shudder. In another context, they may have a useful purpose to serve; but 
our worry is that this shivering might make our guardians too feverish and 
enervated.' 

'It's a legitimate worry,' he remarked. 
'Should we blm them, then?' 
'Yes.' 
'It's names which have the opposite effect that should be used in both 

prose and poetry, isn't it?' 
'Clearly.' 
'Shall we also remove the passages where eminent men weep and wail in 

mourning, then?' 
'We have to,' he said. 'It follows from what we've already done.' 
'Let's see whether or not we're right to remove them,' I said. 'We can agree 

that one good man will not regard death as a terrible thing for another good 
man-a friend of his-to suffer.' 

'Yes, we can.' 
'So a good man won't mourn as if the other person had suffered something 

terrible.'-
'No.' 
'Moreover, we can also agree that a good man is preeminently capable of 

providing himself with a good life entirely from his own resources, and is 
absolutely the last persoh to need anyone or anything else.' 

'True.' 
'So he'd be the last person to be overwhelmed by the loss of a son or a 

brother or some money and 50 on and so forth.' 
'Yes, definitely.' 
'He'll also be the last person. to mourn, then, when some such disaster 

overtakes him: no one will endure it with more equanimity than him.' 
'Very true.' 
We'd be right, then, not to have famous men mourning. We can allow 

women to do that (as long as they aren't admirable women) and any bad'men 
there might be, [388] so that th~ people we claim to be training for guardi
anship of our land find all that.sort of behavior distasteful.' 

'That's right,' he said. -'1'-

'So we have a further request to make of Homer and the rest of the poets. 
We'll ask them not to portray Achilles, who was the son of a goddess, "at one 
point lying on -his side, then later on his back, and then on his front; and 
then getting to his feet and sailing. crazed with grief, over the sands of the 
bitter sea", or as "pouring handfuls of filthy ashes over his head", 7 or generally 
as weeping and wailing to the extent and in the fashion that the poet portrays 
him. And we'll ask them not to have Priam, a close relative of the gods by 
birth, "begging and rolling in the dung as he calls out to each man by name".8 

We'll be even more forceful, however, in our request that they don't portray 
the gods lamenting and saying things like, "Oh, poor me! How wretched I 
am to have borne the noblest of children!";9 or -at the very least they ought 
to ·stop short of giving such an inaccurate portrait of the greatest of the gods 

7. Iliad 24.10-13, 18.23-24 [translator'. note). 
Achille.: the greatest of the Greek warriors at Troy 
and the central figure of the Iliad. 
8. Iliad 22.414-15 [translator's note). Priam: the 

last king of Troy, descended from zeus. 
9. I1lad 18.54 [translator's note). The speaker is 
Thetis. 
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that they have him saying, "Alas! The man I now see being chased around 
Troy is dear to me, and my heart grieves", and "Alas that Sarpedon, the 
dearest .of men to me, is destined to fall at the hands of Patroclus the son of 
Menoetius."1 

'The point is, my dear Adeimantus, that if the young men of our com
munity hear this kind of thing and take it seriously, rather than regarding it 
as despicable and absurd, they're hardly going to regard such behaviour as 
despicable in human beings like themselves and feel remorse when they also 
find themselves saying or doing these or similar things. Instead, they won't 
find it at all degrading to be constantly chanting laments and dirges for trivial 
incidents, and they won't resist doing so.' 

'You're quite right,' he said. 
'And what we've just been arguing, in effect-and at the moment no one's 

come up with a better argument, so we should stick to this one-is that we 
must prevent this happening: 

'Yes, we must.' 
'Now, they'd better not be prone to laughter either. I mean, the stronger 

the laughter, the stronger the .consequent emotional reaction too-that's 
almost inevitable.' 

'I agree,' he said. 
We should, .therefore, refuse admittance to any poetry which portrays 

eminent humans as being overcome by laughter, and [389] do so· even more 
vigorously if it shows gods in that state.' 

'Yes, indeed,' he said. 
'So we'll'also reject the lines of Homer where he .says about the gods, 

"Unquenchable laughter arose among the blessed gods as they watChed 
Hephaestus bustling about the house."2 According to your argument, we 
should disallow this type of passage.' \. 

'Yes, if you w~nt to. attribute the argument to me,' he said. 'At any rate, we 
should disallow it.' 

'Next, they must rate honesty highly. You see, if we were right.in what we 
were saying a short while ago, and the gods really have no use for falsehood, 
although it can serve as a type of medicine for us humans; then clearly lying 
should be entrusted to doctors, and laymen should have nothing to do with 
it.' 

'Clearly,' he said. 
'If it's anyone's job, then, it's the job of the rulers of our community: they 

can lie for the good of the community, when either an external or an internal 
threat makes it necessary. No one else, however, should have anything to do 
with lying. If an ordinary person lies to these rulers of ours, we'll count that 
as equivalent in misguidedness, if not worse, to a patient lying to his doctor 
about his physical condition, or someone misleading a ship's captain, with 
respect to his ship or crew, by telling him lies about his own state or that of 
one of his fellow crewmen.' 

'You're absolutelY'right,' he said .. 
'So if anyone else is caught lying in our community-"any artisan, whether 

diviner or healer of ills or carpenter"3-he is to be punished on the grounds 

L lIlad 22.168-69 [Hector is being chased by 
Achilles], 16.433 [translator's note]' Sarpedon', a 
son of :zeus who fought with the Trojans. Patro-

c1us: the best friend of Achilles. 
2. I1Uul 1.599-600 [transl"tor's note]. 
3. Odyssey 17.383-84 [translator's note]. 
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that he's introducing a practice which is just as liable to wreck and ruin a 
community as a ship.' 

'Yes, it would,' he said, 'if what people did was influenced by what he had 
said.' 

'Now, won't the young men of our community need self-discipline?' 
'Of course.' 
'And aren't the most important aspects of self-discipline, at least for the 

general rank and file, obedience to those in authority and establishing one's 
authority over the pleasures of drink, sex, and food?' 

'I think so.' 
'So I'm sure we'll approve of the kind of thing Homer has Diomedes say

"Sit down, shut up, and listen to me"4-and related passages, like "Exuding 
an aura of courage, the Greeks advanced in silence, respecting their lead
ers",' and so on and so forth.' 

'Yes, we will.' 
'Well, what about lines like ''You're groggy with wine, you have the eyes 

of a dog and the heart of a deer"6 and the next few lines? Are they all right? 
[390] And what about all the other impertinent things people have said to 
their rules in works of prose or poetry?' 

'We won.'t approve of them.' 
'That, I suppose, is because they don't encourage self-discipline in their 

audience, .though they may well be enjoyable from another point of view. 
What do you think?' 

'I agree,' he said. 
'What about having your cleverest character saying that in his opInIon 

the best thing in the world is when "The nearby tables are laden with 
bread and meat, and the steward draws wine from the ·mixing-bowl, brings 
it, and pours it into the cups"?? Do you think this is the right material for 
a young man to hear if he is to be self-controlled? Or "There is no death 
worse than death by starvation, no more wretched fate. to face"?8 And then 
there's the passage where, while everyone else-mortal and immortal;-:-is 
asleep, Zeus stays awake to do some planning, but in no time at all it is 
driven completely out of his mind by his sexual desire, and he is so over
whelmed by the sight of Hera that he doesn't even want to go to th~ir 
room, but wants to have sex with her there and then, on the groun~and 
he says that he's feeling more desire for her even than the first time they 
slept together, "without our parents knowing".9 And the story of how 
Hephaestus ensnared Ares and Aphrodite for ·similar reasons is equally 
inappropriate material for them to hear.'! 

'I couldn't agree with you more,' he said. 'It's quite unsuitable.' 
'On the other hand,' I said, 'it's worth their paying attention to the portrayal 

4. mad 4.412 [translator's note). Diomedes: a lord 
of Argos who was one of the hest Greek flghters at 
Troy. 
5. A combination of Iliad 3.11 and 4.431 [transla
torls note]. 
6. mad 1.225; Achilles i. insulting his leader Aga
memnon by calling him a lecherous, cowardly 
drunk [ translator's note). 
7. Odyssey 9.8-1 0 [translator's note). The lines are 
spoken by Odysseus, who i. often described as 
cI~ver or scheming, 

8 . .odyssey 12.342; the point is that this sentiment 
encouraged Odysseus'. men to steal the Sun-god's 
cattle [translator's note). 
9.' Iliad '14~294-351; quotation, 296 [translator's 
note). , 
]. Odyssey 8.266-366 [translator's note). When 
Hephaestus learned that his wife, Aphrodite, the 
Greek goddess of 10"" and beauty, was committing 
adultery with Are., the god of war, he fashioned a 
metal net' and caught the pair in bed. 
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on stage or in writing of occasions when famous men express, by theIr words 
or actions, resistance to all kinds of temptations. For.instance, there are the 
lines, "He struck his breast and spoke sternly to his heart: 'Patience, heart
you've put up with worse in the past.' " '2 

'Absolutely,' he said. 
'Then again, we shouldn't let them be mercenary or avaricious.' 
'Of course not.' 
'So they shouldn't repeat the verse "Gifts win over even gods and magnif

icent kings".3 And we won't compliment Achilles' attendant Phoenix on his 
restraint in advising Achilles to accept the gifts he was being offered and 
help the Greeks in their fight, but not to refrain from his "wrath" unless he 
was bribed. It will also go against our wishes and our convictions for Achilles 
himself to be mercenary enough to accept Agamemnon's gifts·and to refuse 
to release a corpse [391] until he'd been given a ransom.4 

'Yes, it would be wrong to approve of that kind of behavior,' he said. 
'Now, the fact that it's Homer makes me hesitate,' I said, 'but I'm not sure 

it's not actually sacrilegious for us to say things like this about Achilles and 
accept them when others say them. The same goes also for.when Achilles 
says to Apollo, "There's no god more baneful than you-you with your aloof
ness. You misled me, arid I'd pay you back if I could.'" We shouldn't believe 
that he refused to obey the river-god either, and was ready.to fight him, and 
that he said of his hair, which was dedicated to another river; the Spercheius, 
"I hereby give my hair to the hero Patroclus: may he take it with him", 6 when 
Patroclus was dead-we shouldn't believe that he did this, And we'll deny 
the truth of the stories that he dragged Hector around Pattoclus' tomb and 
slaughtered prisoners on his funeral pyre. 7 And we won't allow our citizens 
to believe that Achilles-the child of a goddess and of Peleus (who was 
himself a model of self-discipline and a grandson of Zeus) and tutored by 
the sage Cheiron-was so full of turmoil that he suffered from the two con
flicting diseases of mean-spirited avarice and disdain for gods and men.' 

'You're right,' he said. 
'Moreover,' I went on, 'we won't believe or tolerate the story about those 

horrific kidnap projects by Theseus and Peirithous, who were respectively 
the sons of Poseidon8 and Zeus; and in general, we find it unthinkable that 
anyone with a god as a parent, or any hero, would be unscrupulous enough 
to do the terrible, sacrilegious things people falsely attribute' to them. No, 
we should force the poets to deny either that the heroes did these things or 
that their parents were gods, but not to say both; and they :should also be 
forcibly prevented from trying to persuade the young men of our community 
that the gods are the source of evil and that the heroes are no better than 

2. Odyssey 20.17-18 [translator's note). 
3. A r.roverb, possibly originating with Hesiod 
[trans ator's note). 
4. Achilles accepts Agamemrion'. gifts at Iliad 
19.278-81; Priam brings him gifts to. release Hec
tor's body at IliAd 24.469-595 [translator'. note). 
5. I1itul 22.15, 20 [translator'. note). 
6. The river Scamander In IliAd 21.211-382; the 
river Sperchelu8, I1itul 23.151. The river was sul'
posed to guarantee Achilles' safe return from .the 
war; because It ha. failed to do 10, Achilles tells It 
off and bitterly re-dedlcates his hair to hll dead 

companion Patroclus. It was a primitive Greek 
practice to dedicate your hair to a river; the fact 
that hair grows makes It an external manifestation 
of one's life-force, so in .dedicatlng your hair, you 
are dedicating yourself [translator's note). 
7. I1itul24.14-18, 23.175-77 [translator's note). 
8. Greek god of the sea. Theseus: legendary hero 
and king of Athens, who was assisted by his friend 
Pelrithous both In carrying off Helen and in 
attempting· to retrieve Persephone from the under
world. 
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ordinary people. We demonstrated earlier the impossibility of bad things 
originating with the gods; so, as we said then, these stories are not only 
sacrilegious, but also false.' 

'Of course.' 
'And they have a pernicious effect on their audience as well, in the sense 

that no one will find his own badness reprehensible once he's been persuaded 
that these things are and always have been done by "immediate descendants 
of the gods, close relatives of Zeus, people whose altar to Zeus, their father
protector, is high on Mount Ida, above the clouds" and "in whom the blood 
of deiti~s is still fresh".9 That's why We must put an end to stories of this 
nature: if we don't, they will engender [392J in the young men of our com
munity a casual attitude towards badness.' 

'I quite agree;' he said. 
'Now,' I said, 'if we want to distinguish what in literature should be allowed 

and what should be censored, there's one further type of writing we should 
still look at, isn't there? I meari, we've discussed how gods must be por
trayed-and deities, heroes, and the dead . 

. 'Yes.' 
'So wouldn't we be left with writing which has human beings as its sub-

jed?' . 
'Yes, ·obviously.' 
'In fact, though, we can't evaluate this kind of writing at the moment.' 
Why not?' 
'Because' what we'd claim, 1 'imagine, is that poets and prose-writers mis

represent people in extremely important ways, when-'as they often do
they portray immoral people as happy and moral people as unhappy, and 
write about the rewards of undiscovered immorality and how morality is good 
for someone else, but disadvantageous to oneself. 1 suppose we'd proscribe 
assertions of that kind,' and tell them that their poems snd stories are to 
make the opposite points, don't you think?' 

'I'm certain we would,' he said. 

.. .. .. 
'It follows, then, that good use of language, harmony, grace, and rhythm 

all depend on goodness of character. I'm not talking about the stat~hich 
is actually stupidity, but which we gloss as goodness of character; I'm talking 
about when the mind really had equipped the character with moral goodness 
and .excellence.' 

'Absolutely,' he l said. 
'And shouldn't the young people of our community take every opportunity 

to cultivate these qualities, if they are to do their jobs?' 
'Yes, they should.' 
[401] 'Now, painting and related arts, and weaving, embroidery, architec

ture, and the manufacture of utensils in general, and also the physical struc
tures of creatures and plants, are all pervaded by these .qualities, in the sense 
that they may display grace or inelegance. And inelegance, lack of rhythm, 

9. Both passages are from the Niobe of Aeschylus; 
Niobe Is talking about her father Tantalus, 8 noto
rious criminal who.e father was Zeus [translator'. 

note). Tantalus cooked his own son, Pelops, and 
served him to the god •. 
1. Glaucon. 
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a,nd disharmony are allied to abuse of language and a corrupt-character, 
whereas their opposites·are allied to al).d reflect a disciplined and·good char,. 
acter.' 

'Absolutely,' he said_ . 
'Is it. only the poets we should oversee, then, .and compel to choose between 

imbuing their composition With the:imageo£.goodness'of character or not 
practising their art in our. community? Don't we also have to oversee artisans 
in general and stop them imbuing their portraits of ariimals, their edifices, 
and whatever else. they may produce, with corruption, lack of self-restraint, 
meanness .of spirit, and inelegance, and punish failure to comply with, a ban 
on working in our community? Otherwise, during their upbringing our 
guardians will be surrounded by the pernicious pasturage of images of bad
ness, which will be so common that they'll often be nibbling and feeding on 
them, day in and day out; a little at a time, until without realizing it they'll 
amass badness in their minds. No, we must .look for craftsmen who have the 
innate gift of tracking down goodness. and grace; so that the young people 
of our community can live in·a salubrious region where everything is bene
ficial and where their eyes and ears meet no influences except those of fine 
works of art, whose effect is like a breeze which brings health from favorable 
regions, and which imperceptibly guides them, from childhood onwards, 
until they are assimilated to, familiar with, and in harmony ,with the beauty 
of reason.' 

'Yes, that would be an outstandingly fine upbringing for them,' he said. 
'Now, Glaucon,' I said/ 'isn't the prime importance of cultural education 

due to the fact that rhythm and harmony sink more deeply into the mind 
than anything else and affect it more powerfully than anything else and bring 
grace in their train? For· someone· who is given a correct education, their 
product is grace; but in the opposite situation it is inelegance. And isn't its 
importance aJso due to the fact that a proper cultural education would enable 
a person to be very quick at noticing defects arid flaws in the construction 
or nature of things? In other words, he'd find offensive the things he ought 
to find offensive. Fine things would be appreciated and enjoyed by him, and 
he'd accept them into his mind as nourishment and would therefore become 
truly good; [402] even when young, however, and still incapable of rationally 
understanding why, he would rightly condemn and. loathe contemptible 
things. And then the rational mind would be greeted like an old friend when 
it did arrive, because anyone with this upbringing would be more closely 
affiliated with rationality than anyone else.' 

'Yes,' he said, 'to my mind those are the kinds of reasons for cultural edu
cation.' 

'It's analogous to the process of becoming literate, then,' I .said. 'We 
weren't literate until we realized that, despite being few iri number, the letters 
are fundamental wherever they occur, and until we appreciated their impor
tance whether the word which contained them was great or, ·small,and 
stopped thinking that we didn't need to take note of them, but tried hard to 
recognize them everywhere, on the grounds that literacy would elude us until 
we were capable of doing so.' 

'True.' 
'And we won't be able to tell which letters are which when they're reflected 
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in water ·or a mirror either, until we can recognize the letters themselves, 
will we? It takes the same expertise and training, doesn't it?' 

'Absolutely.' 
'Then this is incredibly similar to what I've been saying. We won't be cul

tured either (and this doesn't apply only to us, but to the people we're claim
ing to educate for guardianship) until we recognize the types
self-discipline, courage, generosity, broadness of vision, and all the qualities 
which are allied and opposed to them-wherever they occur, and notice 
instances of their presence, whether it is the qualities themselves or their 
reflections that we are noticing, and don't underestimate them whether the 
situation in which they're occurring is great or small, but bear in mind that 
it takes the same expertise and training. Right?' 

'Definitely,' he said. 
'Now;' I went on, 'imagine a situation where someone combines beautiful 

mental characteristics with physical features which conform to the same 
principle and so are consistent and concordant with the beauty of his mind. 
Could there be a more beautiful sight for anyone capable of seeing it?' 

'Hardly.' 
'And the more beautiful a thing is, the more lovable it is?' 
'Naturally.' 
'Therefore, the more people are of this type, the more a cultured person 

will love them. If they're discordant, however, he will not love them.' 
'No, he won't,' he said, 'if they have a mental defect; but if their flaw is 

physical, he'll put up with it and not refuse his affection.' 
'I appreciate what you're saying,' I said. 'I know you are or were in love 

with someone like that, and I concede the point. But answer me this: can 
self-discipline and excessive pleasure go together?' 

'Of course not,' he said. 'Pleasure deranges people just as effectively as 
distress.' 

'Can excessive pleasure partner any of the other virtues?' 
[403] iNo.' 
What about promiscuity and dissoluteness?' 
'Yes, they're its chief partners.' 
'Can you think of any pleasure which is greater and more intense than 

sexual. pleasure?' --4' . 

'No, I can't,' he said, 'and I can't think of any pleasure which is more manic 
either.' 

'And authentic love is a disciplined and cultured love of someone who is 
restrained as well as good-looking. Yes?' 

'Definitely,' he said. 
'Authentic love should have no involvement, then, with anything manic or 

anything which bears the trace of dissoluteness, should it?' 
'No, it shouldn't.' 
'Doesn't it follow, then, that lovers and their boyfriends who love and are 

loved authentically should have no involvement with this pleasure and 
should have nothing to do with it?' 

'That's right, Socrates,' he said. 'They most certainly should not.' 
'So you'll apparently be making a regulation in the community we're found

ing to the effect that although a lover can (if he can persuade his boyfriend 
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to let him) kiss and spend time with and touch his boyfriend, as he would 
his son-which is to saYi' for honourable reasons-still his relationship with 
anyone he cares for will basically be such that he never gives the impression 
that there is more to it than that. Otherwise, he'll be liable to condemnation 
for lacking culture and moral sensibility.' 

'Exactly,' he said. 
'Now, do you join me in thinking that we've completed our discussion of 

cultural studies'?' I asked. 'At any rate, weive reached a good place to finish: 
I mean, it's good for cultural studies to lead ultimately to love of beauty.' 

'I agree,' he said. 

• • • 
From Book VII 

[514] 'Next/ I said, 'here's a situation which you can use as an analogy for 
the human condition-for our education or lack of it. Imagine: people ,living 
in a cavernous cell down under the ground; at the far -:nd of the cave, a long 
way off, there's an entrance open to the outside world. They've been there 
since childhood;' with their legs and necks .tied up in away which keeps them 
in one place and allows them to look only straight ahead, but. not to turn 
their heads. There's firelight burning a: long way further up the cave behind 
them, and up the slope between the-fire and the prisoners there's a toad; 
beside which you should imagine a low wall has been built-like the partition 
which conjurors place between themselves and their audienc:e and. above 
which they show their tricks.'. ". -

'All right,' he2 said. 
'Imagine also that there are people.on the other side ofthis·waU who are 

carrying all sorts of-artefacts. These artefacts; human statuettes, andal'limal 
models carved in stone and wood [515] and all kinds of materials stick out 
over the wall; and as you~d,expect, some .of the people talk as. they carry .these 
objects along, while others are silent.' 

'This is a strange picture you're painting,', he·saidi,~with strangeipriSQners.' 
'They're no different from us,' I said. 'I mean,dl} the first ·place,· do. you 

think they'd see anything of themselves and one ailQther,e'xcept. the shadows 
cast by the fire on to the cave wall directly opposite them'? 

'Of course not,' he said, 'They!re forced. to spend their lives without moving 
their heads.'. 

'And what about the objects which were being .carried along'? Won't they 
only see their shadows as well'?' 

'Naturally.' '.', ~: " 
'Now,s-uppose.they were able to talk to.one another,: don't you think they'd 

assume that theit/,w-ords applied to what: they. saw, passing iby in front· ,of 
them'?') . 

'They couldn't think otherwise: .' ., .. 
"And what if sound echoed off the prison wall opposite them'?, When any 

of the passers-by spoke, don't you think they'd,be bound to' assume. that· the 
sound came from a. passing shadow'?' 

2. Glaucon. . 
3. In Platonic terms, this shows the extent of the 

::." 

prlsone .. ' deh.i.I~h, .In~~ ~dr ;,voMs re~liy r~fe;. (0 
type. [translator's note]. 
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'I'm absolutely certain of it,' he said. 
'All in all, then,' I said, 'the shadows of artefacts would constitute the only 

reality people in this situation would recognize.' 
'That's absolutely in~vitable,' he agreed. 
'What do you think would happl'ini. then,' I asked, 'if they were set free 

from their bonds and cured of their inanity? What would it be .like if they 
found that happening to them? Imagine that one of them has been set free 
and is. suddenly made to stand up, to turn his head and walk, and to look 
towards the firelight. It hurts him to do all this and he's too dazzled to be 
capable of making out the objects whose shadows 'he'd formerly been looking 
at. And suppos~someone tells him;that what he's been seeing all this time 
has no substance, and that he's now closer to reality and is seeing more 
accurately,! because of.the greater. .reality of the things in front of his eyes
what do youimBgine his reaction would be? And what do you think he'd say 
if he wer~ shown .any of the passing objects and had to . respond to being 
asked.what·it was'? Don't you think,he'd be be~ldered and ,would' think that 
there was more reality in what he'd been seeing before than in what he was 
being shown now'?' 

'Far more,' he said. 
'And if he were forced to look at'·the actual firelight, don'tl.you think-it 

would hurt his· eyes'? Don't you thinkihe'd turn :away and, run back to the 
things he could make out, and would take the truth of the matter to be that 
these things are clearer than what he was being shown?' , 

'Yes; '. he-agreed •. 
:,'And imagine him being dragged forCibly away from there ·tip the·rough; 

steep. slope,' I went on, 'without being released, until he's been pulled out 
into: the sunlight. Wouldn't this treatment cause him pain and distress?;[ 516] 
And ,once !J.e'sreached the sunlight; he wouldn't be able to see a single one 
of the things which· are currently taken to .be real, would he, because his eyes 
would·.be o\t'erwhelmed by the sun's. beams'?' 

'No, he wouldn't,' he answered, 'not straight away.' . 
'He wouldn't be able to see things up on the surface of the earth, I suppose, 

until .he'd got used to his situation.: At· first, it would be a shadows that he 
cO,I.ild .most easily, make out, then he'd move on to·the reflections of people 
and sO'on In water,4 and later he'd be able to see the actual things·theiWtelves. 
Next; he~d,feast his eyes on the heavenly bodies and the heavens themselvesj 
which wouldo be easier at night: he'd ,look at .the light of the stars and the 
moon, rather than at·the sun and-sunlight'during the daytime.' 

'Of course/, : ; .. 
" 'And at:lastlJ imagine, he'd be able to discern:.an,d feast his eyes on the 
sun-no~;the·.displaced irrlage of the sun in. water or: elsewhere, but the sun 
on. its oWDo.in its _proper place:'5, .. ' ..... . 
. ,,(Wes, ·h~~d inevitably come to that,' he .said. 
,"After that;:he'd .start to think about the Bun and he'd deduce that it is the 

source of the seasons and the yearly cycle; ·that the whole of the visible realm 

4. The stage of looking at reflections and ,50 on 
outside the cave does not differ In terms of objects 
from the .stage of lo.oking at the effigies In the cave. 
But .I.~ dlfferslh ~hat It iii now more difficult for one 

to ~turn to the safety of convention [translator's 
note]. 
5. The sun In the allegory Is, of course, goodness 
[trillls.,itor's note). 
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is its domain, and that in a sense everything which he and his peeJ;s used to 
see is its responsibility.' . 

'Yes, that would obviously be the next point he'd come to,' he agreed. 
'Now,' if he recalled the cell where he'd originally lived and what passed 

for knowledge there and his former fellow prisoners, don't you think he'd 
feel happy about his own altered circumstances, and sorry for them?' 

'Definitely.' 
'Suppose that the prisoners used to assign prestige and credit to one 

another, in the sense that they rewarded speed at recognizing the shadows 
as they passed, and the ability to remember which one~ normally come earlier 
and later and at the same tinie as which other ones, imd expertise at using 
this as a basis for guessing which ones would ~rrive nex~. Do you think our 
former prisoner would covet these honours and would envy the people who 
had status and power there, or would he much prefE:!~;.,as Homer describes 
it, "being a slave labouring for someone else-someone· Without property",6 
and would put up with anything at all, in fact, rather than share their beliefs 
and their life?' 

'Yes, I think he'd go through anything rather than live that way,' he said. 
'Here's something else I'd like your opinion about,' I said. 'If he went back 

underground and. sat down again in the same spot, wouldn't the sudden 
transition from th~ sunlight ·mean that his eyes would be overwhelmed, by 
darkness?' 

'Certainly,' he replied. 
'Now, the process of adjustment would be quite long this time, and sup

pose that before his eyes had.settled down apd while he wasn't seeing well, 
[517] he had; once again to coinpete against those same old prisoners at 
~dentifying those sh~dows. Wouldn't he make a fool of himself? Wouldn't 
they say that .he'd coine back from his upward journey with his eyes ruined, 
and that it wasn't even worth trying to go up. there? And wouldn't they-if 
they could-grab hold of anyone who tried to set them free and take them 
up there and kill him?" 

'They certainly would,' he said. . 
Well, my dear Glaucon,' I said, 'you should apply this allegory, as a whole. 

to what we were talking about befc:>re. The region which is accessible to sight 
should be equated with the prison cell, and the firelight there with the light 
of the sun. And if you think of the upward journey and the sight of things 
up on the surface of the. earth as the mind's ascent to the intelligible realm, 
you won't be wrong-"-at least, I don't think you'd be wrong, .and it's my 
impression that you want to hear. Only God knows if it's actually true, how
ever. Anyway; it's my opiiiion that the-las~ thing to be seeri""-and it isn't easy 
to see either-in the ~ealm of knowledge is goodness; and ~he sight of the 
character of goodness testis one to deduce that it is responsible for everything 
that is right and fine, whatever the circum,stances, and that in the visible 
realm it is the progenitor of light. and of ~he source of light, and in the 
intelligible realm it is the source and provider of truth and knowledge. And 
I also think that the sight of it is a prerequisite for intelligent conduct either 
of one's own private affairs or of public business.' 

'I couldn't agree more,' he said. 

6. Odyssey 11.489 [translator'. note). I,n Homer, 
the compadson is between being a liVing slave and 
ruling over the dead-a passage that, according to 

Republic 3·.386<: (see above), ohould be deleted. 
7. A. Socrates was killed [translator's note). found 
guilty of Impiety and coi-ruptlng Athens' youth. 
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'All right, then,' I said. 'I wonder if you als~ agree with me in not finding 
it strange that people who've travelled there don't want to engage in human 
business: there's nowhere else their minds would ever rather be than in the 
upper region-which is hardly surprising, if our allegory has got this aspect 
right as well.' 

'No, it's not surprising,' he agreed. 
'Well, what about this?' I asked. 'Imagine someone returning to the human 

world and all its misery after contemplating the divine realm. Do you think 
it's surprising if he seems awkward and ridiculous while he's still not seeing 
well, before he's had time to adjust to the darkness of his situation, and he's 
forced into a contest (in a lawcourt or wherever) about the shadows of moral
ity or the statuettes which cast the shadows', and into a competition whose 
terms are the conceptions of morality held by people who have never seen 
morality itself?' 

'No, that's not surprising in the slightest,' he said. 
[518] 'In fact anyone with any sense,' I said, 'would remember that the 

eyes can become confused in two different ways, as a result of two different 
sets'of circumstances: it can happen in the transition from light to darkness, 
and also in the transition from darkness to light. If he took the same facts 
into' consideration when he also noticed someone's mind in such a state of 
confusion that it was incapable of making anything out, his reaction wouldn't 
be unthinking ridicule. Instead, he'd try to find out whether this person's 
mind was returning from a mode of existence which involves greater lucidity 
and had been blinded by the unfamiliar darkn'ess, or whether it was moving 
from relative ignorance to relative lucidity and had been overwhelmed and 
dazzled by the increased brightness. Once he'd distinguished between the 
two conditions and modes of existence, he'd congratulate anyone he found 
in the second state, and feel sorry for anyone in the first state. If he did 
choose to laugh at someone in the second state, his amusement would be 
less absurd than when laughter is directed at someone returning from the 
light above. 

'Yes,' he said, 'you're making a lot of sense.' 

.. .. .. 
From Book X ~. 

[595] 'You know,' I said, 'the issue of poetry is the main consideration
among many others-which convinces me that the way we were trying to 
found our community was along absolutely the right lines.' 

'What are you thinking on' he8 asked. ' 
'That we flatly refused to admit any representational poetry.9 I mean, its 

total unacceptahility is even clearer, in my opinion, how that we've distin
guished the different aspects of the mind.' 

'How is it clearer?' 
Well, this is just between ourselves: please don't denounce me to the tragic 

playwrights and all the other representational poets. But it looks as though 
this whole genre of poetry deforms its audience's minds,l unless they have 
the antidote, which is recognition of what this kind of poetry is actually like.' 

II, Glaucon. 
9. Tragedy and epic; insofar as they are imitative, 
they are by definition removed from ... allty, The 
total ban here r;.eems to c\)ntrudict Repuhlic 2 and 

3, where Socrates encourages literary representa· 
tion of behavior that is appropriate and good, 
I. Poetry deforms minds In tbe sense that It feeds 
our lower mind and, by virtue oC the fact that its 
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. 'What do you mean? What do you have in mind?!,he asked. 
'It's fairly, clear,' I said, 'that all these fine tragedians trace' their lineage 

back to Homer: they're. Homer's studentsand.disciples, ultimately. And'this 
makes it difficult for me: to say what I have to say, because I've had a kind 
of fascinated admiration for Homer ever since I was young. Still, we should 
value truth more than we value any person, '50, as I "ay., I'd better speak out.' 

'Yes,' he said. ' ' . 
'And you'll listen to what I have to. say, or rather respond to any questions 

I ask?' 
'Yes. Go ahead and ask them.' 
'Can you tell me what representation basically is? You see,' I don't ,quite 

understand its point myself.' ' , ;. 
'And I suppose I do!' ~e said: 
'It wouldn't surprise me if you did,' I said. 'Just because a person can't see 

very well, it doesn't meah that [596] he won't often see things before pe6ple 
with better eyesight than him.' .' . 

'That's true,' he said. 'All the same; I'd be too shy·,tp explain any views I 
did have in front of you, so please try to come. up with an answer yourself.' 

'All right. Shall we get the enquiry.going by drawing on familiar ideas? Our 
usual position is, as you' know, that any given plurality of things which have 
a single name constitutes a single speCifio type.2, Is that clear to you?' 

'Yes! , 
'Soriow let's take any plurality you want. Would it be ·all right with youjf 

we said that there were, for instance, lots of beds .and tables?' ,'. 
" 'Of course.' ; ', ... 

:'But these items. of furniture comprise· only two types~the type: of bed 
and the type of table,' 

'Yes.' . ',' '. 
'Now, we also ,invariably claim' .that the manufacture of 'either of these 

items of furniture ·involves·thecraftsman looking to. the type and then making 
the beds or tables (or whatever) which we use. The point is that the tyPe 
itself is not· manufactured by any craftsm~n. How could· it be?'· . 

'It couldn't.' 
'There's another kind of craftsman too. I wonder what you think of him.' 
'What kind?' 
'He makes everything-all the, items which every. single mlilnufact,urer 

makes.' . '. . ., 
'He inust be extraordinarily gifted.' ". . .' ;" : 
Wait: you haven't heard the half of it yet. It's .not just a case of h~s -being 

able to manufactur~ al~ ~,h~ artefacts ,tJ:t~re:are:. e,,:ery.plant too, ~very creature 
(himself inclu~e~),d~~ e!l~th, thehe~vens, g04s, a~d ;everyt.h~.t:tg in the,hea;V~ 
ens and in Had.es under the earth--;-all these are,~aa«r. and Heated ~yt~~~ 
one manl' . " 

~He really must b.e, ex~raordina~Iy';c;lev~rt~,J:te,.aid. , '.' .',. . '. 
'Don't yo~ believe,me~' I aske~, ,7.~U:~~,.do you doubt that thi~ kind of 

craftsm~~ could exist ~nder any,ci~cum~tanceSt orAo you a,c;ln;lit the possi~ 
bility that a person could-~n one sense, at le!ist~~reate aJl these. things~ I 

domain is appearance, doe. ncit feed th.ilt Inner 
organ which can perceive .truth and I,'t'illliy (trans-

lator's note). 
2. 'thiltla, the Idea or Form. 
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mean, don't you· realize that you yourself could, under certain circumstances, 
create all these things?" 

'What circumstances?' he asked. 
'I'm not talking about anything complicated or rare;' -I said. 'It doesn't take 

long to create the drc::umstances.,The qUickest method, I suppose, is to get 
hold of a mitror· and carry it arouhd 'with you everywhere: You'll soon be 
creating everything I mentioned a moment ago--the sun and the heavenly 
bodies, the earth, yourself, and all ,other creatures;' plants, and so on.' 

'Yes, but I'd be creating appearances, not actual real things,' he said . 
. 'That's a good.point,' I said. 'You've arrived just in time to save the ai'gu

ment. I mean, that's presumably the kind of craftsman a painter is. Yes?' 
'Of course.' 
'His creations aren't real, accotding to you; but do you agree that all the 

same there's a sense in which even a painter cteates a bed?' 
'Yes,' he said, 'he's another one who creates an apparent bed.' 
[597] 'What about a joiner who specializes in making beds? Weren't we 

saying. a short -while ago that what he makes is a particular bed, not the type, 
which is (on our view) the real bed?' 

'Yes, we were.' 
'So if ; there's no reality to his creation, then it isn't real; it's similat to 

something real, but it isn't ·actually real. It looks as though it's wrong to 
attribute full reality to a joiner's or any artisan's product, doesn't it?' 

'Yes,' he said, 'any serious student of this kind of argument would agree 
with you." ' 

'It shouldn't surprise us, then; if,we·find.,that·,even these products are 
obscure when compared with the truth/ 

'No, it shouldn't.' . ' 
'Now, what about this representer we're trying to ,understand? Shall we 

see if these examptes help us?' I asked. 
'That's fine by me,' he said. . 
Well,' we've got these three beds. First, thete's the r~al orie, and' we'd say, 

I imagine, that it is the product of divine craftsmanship.' lmeari, who' else 
could have made it?';;' 

'No one, surely.' . " 
'Then there's the one the joiner makes.' ~ . 
'Yes,' he'said. . 
'And then 'there's the one the painter makes'. Yes?' 
'Yes, agreed;' 
'These three, then-painter, joiner, God-are responsible for three differ

ent kinds of bed.' 
'Yes, that's; right.' 
'Now; God has produced only that one real bed. The restriction to only 

one might have been his own choice, or it might Just be impossible for him 
to make more than one. But God·neverhas; alid never could, create two or 
more su~h beds.' 
1,:IWhY'ilot?' he asked. 

'Even' if he were to make only two such beds,' I said, 'an 'extra one would 
emerge, and both the other two would be of that one's type. It, and not the 
two beds~ would be the real bed.' 

. 'Right,' he said. 
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'God realized this, I'm sure. He didn't want to be a kind of joiner, making 
a particular bed: he wanted to be a genuine creator and make a genuine bed. 
That's why he created a single real one.' 

'I suppose that's right.' 
'Shall we call him its progenitor, then, or something like that'?' 
'Yes, he deserves the name,' he said, 'since he's the maker of this and every 

other reality.' 
What about a joiner'? Shall we call him a manufacturer of beds'?' 
'Yes.' 
'And shall we also call a painter a manufacturer and maker of beds and so 

on'?' ' 
'No, definitely not.' 
'What do you think he does with beds; then'?' 
'I think the most suitable thing to call him would be a representer of the 

others' creations,' he said. 
'Well, in that case,' I said, 'you're using the term "representer" for someone 

who deals with things which are, in fact, two generations away from reality, 
aren't you'?' ' 

'Yes,' he said. 
'The same goes for tragic playwrights, then, since they're representers: 

they're two generations away from the throne of truth, and so are all other 
representers.' 

'I suppose so.' 
'Well, in the context of what we're now saying about representation,' I've 

got a further question about painters. [598] Is it, in any given instance, the 
actual reality that they try to represent;' or is it the craftsmen's products'?' 

'The craftsmen's products,' he said. 
'Here's another distinction you'd better make: do they try to represent 

them as they are, or as they appear to be?' 
'What do you mean?' he asked. 
'I'll tell you. Whether you look at a bed from the side or straight on or 

whatever, it's still just as much a bed as it ever was, isn't it? I mean, it doesn't 
actually alter it at all: it just appears to be different, doesn't it? And the same 
goes for anything else you can mention. Yes'?' 

'Yes,' he agreed. 'It seems different, but isn't actually.' 
'So I want you to consider carefully which of these two alternatives paint

ing is designed for in any and every instance. Is it designed to represent the 
facts of the real world or appearances'? Does it represent appearance or 
truth'?' 

'Appearance,' he said. 
'It follows that representation and truth are a considerable distance apart, 

and a representer is capable of making every product there is only because 
his contact with things is slight and is restricted to how they look. Consider 
what a painter does, for instance: we're saying that he doesn't have a clue 
about shoemaking or joinery, but he'll still paint pictures of artisans working 
at these and all other areas of expertise, and if he's good at painting he might 
paint a joiner, have people look at it from far away, and deceive them-if 
they're children, or stupid adults-by making it look as though the joiner 
were real.' 

'Naturally.' 
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'I think the important thing to bear in mind about cases like this, Glaucon, 
is that when people tell us they've met someone who's mastered every craft, 
and is the world's leading expert in absolutely every branch of human knowl
edge, we should reply that they're being rather silly. They seem to have met 
the kind of illusionist who's expert at representation and, thanks to their own 
inability to evaluate knowledge, ignorance, and representation, to have been 
so thoroughly taken in al! to believe in his omniscience.' 

'You're absolutely right,' he said. 
'Now, we'd better investigate tragedy next,' I said, 'and its guru, Homer, 

because one does come across the claim that there's no area of expertise, 
and nothing relevant to human goodness and badness either-and nothing 
to do with the gods even-that these poets don't understand. It is said that 
a good poet must understand the issues he Writes about, if his writing is to 
be successful, and that if he didn't understand them, he wouldn't be able to 
write about them. So we'd better try to decide between the alternatives. 
Either the people who come across these representational poets are being 
taken in and are failing to appreciate, when they see their products, that 
these products are [599] two steps away from reality and that it certainly 
doesn't take knowledge of the truth to create them (since what they're cre
ating are appearances, not "reality); or this view is valid, and in fact good 
poets are authorities on the subjects most people are convinced they're good 
at writing about.' 

'Yes, this definitely needs looking into,' he said. 
Well, do you think that anyone who was capable of produc~ng both orig

ina~s and images would devote his energy to making images, and would make 
out that this is the best thing he's done with his lifer' 

'No, I don't.' 
'I'm sure that if he really knew about the things he was copying in his 

representations, he'd put far more effort into producing real objects than he 
would into representations, and would try to leave behind a lot of fine prod
ucts for people to remember him by, and would dedicate himself to being 
the recipient rather than the bestower of praise.' 

'I agree,' he said. 'He'd gain a lot more prestige and do himself a great deal 
more good.' -,," " 

Well, let's concentrate our interrogation of Homer (or any other poet you 
like) on a single area. Let's not ask him whether he can tell us of any patients 
cured by any poet in ancient or modern times, as Asclepius3 cured his 
patients, or of any students any of them left to continue his work, as Ascle
pius left his sons. And even these questions grant the possibility that a poet 
might" have had some medical knowledge, instead of merely representing 
medical terminology. No, let's not bother to ask him about any other areas 
of expertise either. But we do have a right to ask Homer about the most 
important and glorious areas he undertakes to expound-warfare, tactics, 
politics, and human education. Let's ask him, politely, "Homer, maybe you 
aren't" two steps away from "knowing the truth about goodness; maybe you 
aren't involved in the manufacture of images (which is what we called rep
resentation). Perhaps you're actually only one step away, and you do have 
the ability to recognize which practices-in their private or their public 

3" Hero and god of hculing (in the Iliad, a mortal). 
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lives~improve·people and which ones impair them. But in that',case, just as 
Sparta has its Lycurgus4 and communities of. all different sizes , have their 
various reformers, please tell us which community has you to thank for 
improvements to its government. Which community attributes the benefits 
of its good legal code to you? Italy anp. Sicily name Charondas in this respect, 
we Athenians name Solon.5 Which country names you?" Will· he have 'any 
reply to make?' 

'I don't think so,' said Glaucon. 'Even the Homeridae'6 themselves don't 
make that claim.' 

[600] Well, does history record that there was any war fought in Homer's 
time whose success depended on his leadership' or advice?' 

'No.' 
Well then; are a lot of ingenious inventions attributed to him, as they are 

to Thales of Miletus and Anacharsis ·of 8cythia?7 I meah the kinds.of inven
tions which have practical applications in the arts and crafts and elsewhere. 
He is, after all, supposed to be good at creating things.' '. 

'No, there's not the slightest hint of that sort of thing.', 
'All right, so there's no evidence of his having been a public benefactor, 

but what about in private? Is there any evidence that, during his lifetime, he 
was a mentor to people': and that they used to value him for his teaching and 
then handed down to their successors a particular Homeric way of life?' This 
is what happened to Pythagoras:8 he wasn't only held in: extremely high 
regard for his teaching during his lifetime, but his succes,sorseven now·call 
their way of life Pythagoreim and somehow seem to 'stand 'out from all. other 
people.' '., ",:,' 

'No, there's no hint of that sort of thing either/ hesa,id.'l mean; Homer's 
associate Creophylus'9 cultural attainments would turn out to be even more 
derisory than his name suggestS they are, Soorates, ifthe stories about Homer 
are true. You see, Creophy~us is,said to have more or less disregarded Homer 
during his lifetime.' , . 

'Yes, that·is what .we're told: I agreed. 'But, Glaucon, if Homer ,really had 
been an educational expert whose products were better people.-.which,is to 
say, if he had knowledge in this sphere and his abilities were not limited to 
representation-don't you think he'd have been surrounded by hordes of 
associates, who would have admired him and valued"hiscornpany highly? 
Look at Protagoras of,Abdera, Prodicus of Ceos,' and all the rest of them: 
they can use their exclusive tuition to make their contemporaries believe that 
without them in charge of their education they won't be capable of managing 

4. Traditional founder of the Spartan political, 
social,' and legal systems; 
5. Athenian statesman and pbet, (ca. 638-559 
D.C.E,) who reformed the city's constitution. Char. 
ondas (6th c. D.C.E.); 'lawgiver of Catena and othet 
colonies of Chalcls In Sicily. ' , ; " 
6. The "guild" of people, who c1al,med descent 
from Homer, In 'the' sense' of mahltillnlng and per· 
petuatlng hi. poems, illso claimed inside knowl. 
edge of all aspects of the 'poet's .life and 
perpetuated a lot of apocryphal tales about him 
ltranslator'. note], Homerida.. literally means 
If,Sons of Homer," .. : . 
7. Scythia'n prince (6th c. R.C.E.) who traveled 
widely In Greece and gained a reputation for wls-

dom; he was said to have Invented the potter'. 
wheel. Thille. (6th c. ·B.C.E.) reputed founder of 
geometry and physical science, who calculato!d 
eclipses and discovered the solstice. , 
8. Greek philosopher and mathematician (6th c. 

,B.C.Bi).· " 
9. Greek poet; his name literally means ·~meat· 
kin!' G1aucon's meaning :Is that meat was a more 
Important f.art of a coarse athlete's dlet,than a cul

.. tured Intel ectual); and It ~uld have been a sign 
of . culture 'ini Creol'hylus's' part not to' have 
neglected hi. mentor [translator's note];. . 
1. Greek sophist, a contemporary of Socrates. Pro· 
tagoras (5th c. S.C.E.), Greek philosopher, one' of 
the most successful of the sophists. ., " 
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their own estates; let alone their communities, _and they're so appreciated 
for this expertise of'theirs that their associates almost carry them around on 
their heads.2 So if Homer or Hesiod had been able to help people's moral 
development, would their contemporaries have allowed them to go from 
town to town reciting their poems? Wouldn't they have kept a tighter grip 
on them than on their money, and tried to force them to stay with them in 
their homes? And if they couldn't persuade them to do that, wouldn't they 
have danced attendance on them wherever they went, until they'd gained as 
much from their teaching as they could?' 

'I don't think anyone could disagree with you, Socrates,' he said. 
'So shall ,we classify all poets, from Homer onwards,' as representers of 

images of goodness (and of everything else which occurs in their poetry), 
and claim that they don't have any contact with the truth? The facts are as 
we said a short while ago: a painter creates an illusory shoemaker, when not 
only does he not understand anything about shoemaking, [601] but his audi
ence doesn't either. They just base their conclusions on the colours and 
shapes they can see.' 

'Yes.' 
'And 1 should think we'll say that t"e same goes for a poet as well:' he uses 

words and phrases to block in some of the colours of each area of expertise, 
although all he understands is how to represent things in a way which makes 
othersup'erficial people, who. base their conclusions on the-words they can 
hearo' think that he's, written a really good poem about shoemaking or military 
command or whatever .else it is that he's set to metre, rhythm, and ·music. It 
only takes these features to cast this powerful a spell: that's what they're for. 
But when ,the poets' work is stripped of -its musical hues and expressed in 
plain words, 1 think you've seen what kind of impression it gives, so you ,know 
what"I'm talking about.' -

'I do,' he said. 
'Isn't it,' I asked, 'like what noticeably happens when a young man has 

alluring features, without actually -being good-looking, and then this charm 
of his deserts him?' ,. 

'Exactly,' he said. 
, 'Now, here's another point to consider. An ,image-maker, a repre~enter, 

understands only appearance, while reality is beyond him. Isn't that oUf posi
tion?' 

'Yes.' 
,'Let's not leave the job half done: let's give this idea the consideration it 

deserves.' 
'Go on,' he said. 
'What a painter does, we're saying, is paint a picture of a horse's reins and 

a bit. Yes?' 
"Yes.' 

, 'While they're made by a saddler and a smith, aren't they?' 
'Yes.' . 
'Does a painter know what the reins and the bit have to be like? Surely 

2.' ~ effigies' ai,d Images of the god. were carried through the st";"',. during a ritual proc~.sio;" [translator'. 
note). 
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even their makers, the smith.and the saddler, don't know this, do they? Only 
the horseman does, because he's the one who knows how to make use of 
them.' . 

'You're quite right.' 
'In fact, won't we claim that it's a general principle?' 
'What?' 
'That whatever the object, there are three areas of expertise: usage, man

ufacture, and representation.' 
'Yes.' 
'Now, is there any other standard by which one assesses the goodness, 

fineness, and righ~ness of anything (whether it's a piece of equipment or a 
creature or an activity) than the use for which it was made, by man or by 
nature?' 

'No.' 
'It's absolutely inevitable, then, that no one knows the ins and outs of any 

object more than the person who makes use of it. He has to be the one. to 
tell the manufacturer how well or badly the object he's using fares in actual 
usage. A pipe-player,! for example, tells a pipe-maker which of his pipes do 
what they're supposed. to do when actually played, and goes on to instru(:t 
him .in what kinds of pipes to make, and the pipe-maker does what he's told.' 

'Of course.' . " 
'So as far as good and bad pipes are concerned, it's a knowledgeable person 

who gives the orders, while the other obeys the orders and does the manu
facturing. Right?' 

'Yes.' 
'Justified confidence, then, is what a pipe-maker has about goodness and 

badness (as a result of spending time with a knowledgeable person and 
having to listen to him), wlWe knowledge is the province [602] of the person 
who makes use of the pipes.' 

'Yes.' 
'Which of these two categories does our representer belong to? Does he 

acquire knowledge about whether or not what he's painting is good or right 
from making use of the object, or does he acquire true belief because of 
havjng to spend time with a knowledgeable person and being told what to 
p~int?' 
. 'He doesn't fit either case.' 
. 'As far as goodness and badness are concerned, then, a representer doesn't 

have either knowledge or true beliefs about whatever it is he's representing.' 
"Apparently not.' 
'How nicely placed a poetic representer is, then, to know what he's writing 

about!' 
'~ot really.' 
'No, because all the same, despite his ignorance of the good and bad 

aspects of things, he'li go on representing them. But what he'll be repre
senting, apparently, is whatever appeals to a large, if ignorant, audience.' 

'Naturally.' 
'Here are the points we seem to have reached a reasonable measure of 

agreement on, then: a representer knows nothing of value about the things 

3. Or "flute player." 
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he represents; representation is a kind of game, and shouldn't be taken seri
ously; and those who compose tragedies in iambic and epic verse4 are, with
out exception, outstanding examples of representers.' 

'Yes.' 
'So the province of representation is indeed two steps removed from truth, 

isn't it'?' I said. 
'Yes.' 
'But on which of the many aspects of a person does it exert its influence'?' 
'What are you getting at'?' 
'Something like this. One and the same object appears to vary in size 

depending on whether we're looking at it from close up or far away.' 
'Yes.' . 
'And the same objects look both bent and straight depending on whether 

we look at them when they're in water or out of it, and both concave and 
convex because sight gets misled by colouring. Our mind obviously contains 
the potential for every single kind of confusion like this. It's because illusory 
painting aims at this affliction in our natures that it can only be described 
as sorcery; and the same goes for conjuring and all trickery of that sort.' 

'True.' 
'Now, methods have evolved of combating this-measuring, counting, apd 

weighing are the most elegant of them-".-and. consequently of ending the 
reign within us of apparent size, number, and weight, and replacing them 
with something which calculates 'and measures, or even weighs. Right'?' . 

'Of course.' 
'And this, of course, is the job of the rational part of the mind, which is 

capable of performing calculations.' 
'Yes.' 
'Now, it's not uncommon for the mincl to have made its measurements, 

and to be reporting that x is larger than y (or smaller than it, or the same 
size. as it), but still to be receiving an impression which contradicts its ~ea
surements of these very objects.' 

'Yes.' 
'Well, didn't we say that it's impossible for a single thing to hold contra

dictory beliefs at the same time about the !lame objects'?' 
'Yes, we did, and we were right.' ~ .. 
[603] 'So the part of the mind whose views run counter to the measure

ments must be different from the part whose views fall in with the measure
ments.' 

'Yes.' 
'But it's the best part of the mind which accepts rneasurements and cal

culations.' 
'Of course.' 
'The part which opposes them, therefore, must be a low-grade part of the 

mind.' 
'Necessarily. ' 
'Wep, all that I've been saying has been intended to bring us to the point 

where we can agree that not only does painting-or rather representation in 

4. The meter of epics i. dactylic hexameter (a 
6-foot line :based on the syllabic patterns long
short-short); Iambic trimeter (11 3-fool line based 

on the syllabic pattern short-long) was the most 
common meter of dialogue and set speeches in 
tragedies. 
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general-produce a product,which is far from truth, but it also forms a close, 
warm, affectionate relationship with a'part of-us which'is,in'itsoturn, far 
from intelligence. And nothing healthy or authentic can' emerge from this 
relationship.' . 

'Absolutely,' he said. 
'A low-grade mother like representation, then, and an equally low-grade 

father produce low-grade children.' 
'I suppose that's right.' 
'Does this apply only to visual representation,' J asked, 'or to aural.repre

sentation as well-in other words, to poetry'?' 
'I suppose it applies to poetry as well,' he said. 
'Well, we'd better not rely on mere suppositions based on painting,' I said. 

'Let's also get close enough to that part of the·mind which poetic represen
tation consorts with to see whether it's of low or high quality.' 

'Yes, we should,.' 
- 'We'd better start by having certain'ideas out' in' the, open. We'd say that 
representational poetry represents people doing thirigs, willingly or unwill
ingly, and afterwards thinking that they've ,been' successful or unsuccessful, 
and throughout feeling distressed or happy. Have I missed anything out'?' 

'No, nothing.' : - , 
Well, does a person remain internally unanimous throughout all this iI, We 

found that; in the, case of sight, there's conflict and'people have contradictory 
views Within themselves at the same time about the same objects. ,Is it like 
that when one is doing things too'? Is there internal conflict and dissent'? But 
it occurs to me that,there's really no need for'us to decide where we stand 
on this issue now, because we've already done so, perfectly adequately, inan 
earlier phase of the discussion,5 when we concluded that, at any given 
moment, our minds are teeming with countless thousands of these kinds of 
contradictions. ' 

'That's rignt/ he said. 
'Yes,' I said. 'But that earlier discussion of oilrs was incomplete, and lthink 

it's crucial that we finish it off now.' 
'What have we left out'?' he asked. . . 
'If a good men meets with a misfortune'suchas losing a son'or'somethins 

else he values very highly, we've already said,es,you know, that he'll endure 
this better-than anyone else. ' 

'Yes.' ,,-
'But here's something for us to think about. Will he feel no grief, or is that 

impossible'? If it's impossible, is it just that he somehow keeps his pain within 
moderate bounds?" , 

'The second alternative is closer to the truth,' he said. ' ,,' 
[604] 'But now I've got another question for you about him. Do you think 

he'll be ,more likely to fight and resist. his distress when, his peers ,can. see 
him, or when he's all alone by himself in some secluded spot'?' ,.-

'He'll endure pain far better when there are people who can see him, of 
course,' he said. ' 

When he's all alone, however, I imagine ,he won't stop 'himself-expressing' 

5. In Repu.blic 4.439b-4448; .here Socrates argues that each mind or sou] is divid~d tnt~ three·distih;~ 
and sometimes warring parts (the rational. the spirited, and the desiring), !,' 
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a lot ;of. thirtgs he'd be ashamed of anyone hearing, and doing a lot of things 
he'd hate anyone to see him do.' . 
• ' 'That's ,right,' he agreed. ' 

'Isn't it thltcase that reason and convention recommend resistance, while 
the'actual'e~ent pushes him towards distress?' 

"l'tue.' ' ., .',,' 
'Wh~n a'person is simultaneouslyptilledln opposite directions in response 

to a single object, we're bound to conclude 'that he haidwo' sides.' 
'Of course.' ' 
'One of which is prepared to let convention dictate the proper coUrse of 

action, isn't it?' 
'Can you explain'how?' 
'Convention tells us, as yoU know, that it's best to remldn as unruffled as 

possible when disaster strikes and not to get' upset, on the grouhds that it's 
never clear whether an incident of this hature is good or bad; that nothing 
positive is gained by taking it badly, that no aspect of human life is worth 
bothering about 'a gr~~t deal, 'and that 'grief blocks our access to the very 
thing we need to have available as qUickly as possible in. these Circumstances.' 

'What do you have in mind?' he ask~d. " " 
'The ability to think about the'incident;' ] r~plied, 'and, under the guidance 

of'teBson, to'trl.like the best possible: use of one's situation, as one would in 
a gal'l'le'of. dice··when' faced with 'how the dice' had fallen. When children 
bump into,thingsj they:clutch the hurt "spot and spend time crying; 'instead 
efbehavinglike that,'we should:t:onstan'tlytbe,training our minds to waste 
no,time before tryirlg to heal anything which is unwell, and help anything 
Which: has fallen get' up from the floor-'-tobanish mourning by it1e~ns of 
medicine.' ' , .' 

'Yes, that's the best way to deal with misfortune,' he' said. 
, . 'Now, our'position is that the he!:t lJsrtof our rttinds is perfectly happy to 

be gUided by t'easoti like this.' ' i 

'That goes without saYing! . 
'Whereas there's anoi:her part of out"minds which \irke~ 'us to tt'imember 

the bad times and to express our grief, and whicH'is-in~atiably greedy for 
tears. ,What :tan We say' about it? 'ThaUt'sh:'i(:ilpl1bleof listening to r~.pn, 
that "ft'can't face hard wurk, that it goes' hand In'hllhdWith being frightened 
of hardship?' ' ,'; " " , 

'Yes, thBt'.:right;' . , ' ,;' . 
'Now, although the petulant'part'bf uslS'ric:h'in a \rariety ofreptesentable 

possibilities, the intelligent and calm side of our characters is pretty well 
(!onstl1ntand"t.lft(:h~ngi·ng. 'This makes 'it not' only diffitiult to tepresent, but 
w'so difficult' to :understand when it is' tept~sented; particularly when the 
audiettce is ,the kind of motley crowd ,you, find 'craml'nedinto a theatre, 
because they're simply not 'acquainted with the experiehde that's 'beihg rep~ 
r~sented to them." , , , .. ,,' 
"'-[605] 'Abs6lutely.' 
,i "Evidently, ·then, Ii representational 'poet has nothing to do with this part 
of the'lnind: his skill isn't made for its pleasur~;,because otherwise he'd lose 
hlll:popular' appeal. He's concerned with, the 'petulant and varied side of our 
characters, 'because it's easy to teprese'nt.' 
,i. 'Obviously.' 
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'So we're now in a position to see that we'd be perfectly justified in taking 
hold of him and placing him in the same category as a painter. He resembles 
a painter because his creations fall short of truth, and a further point of 
resemblance is that the part of the mind he communicates with is not the 
best part, but something else. Now we can see how right we'd be. to refuse 
him admission into any community which is going to respect convention, 
because now we know which. part of the mind he wakes up. He destroys the 
rational part by feeding arid fattening up this other part, and this is equivalent 
to someone destroying the more .civilized members of a community by pre
senting ruffians with political power. There's no difference, we'll claim, 
between this and what a representational poet does: at a personal level, he 
establishes a bad system of government in people's minds by gratifying their 
irrational' side, which can't even recognize wha:t size· things are-an object 
which at one moment it calls big, it might call small tbe .n'ext moment-by 
creating images, and by being far removed from truth.' 

'Yes.' 
'However, we haven't yet made the most serious allegation· against repre

sentational poetry. It has a terrifying capacity for deforming even good peo
ple. Only a very few escape.' 

'Yes, that is terrifying. Does it really do that'?' 
'Here's my evidence: you can make up your mind. When Homer or another 

tragedian represents the grief of one of the heroes, they have him deliver a 
lengthy speech of lamentation or even have him sing a dirge and beat his 
breast; and when we listen to all this, even the best of us, as I'm sure t'c)u're 
aware,. feels pleasure. We surrender ourselves, let ourselves be carried along, 
and share the hero's pain; and then we enthuse. abou~ the skill. of any p()et 
who makes us feel particularly strong feelings,' 

'Yes, I'm aware of this, of course.' 
'However, you .also appreciate that when we're afflicted by trouble in our 

own lives, then we take prjde in the opposite-in our ability to endure pain 
without being upset. We think that this .is manly behaviour, and that only 
women behave in the way we were. ~anctioning earlier.' 

'I realize that/he said. '. 
'So,' I said, 'instead of being rep~lsed by the .sight of the kind of person 

we'd regret and deplore being ourselves, we enjoy the spectacle and sanction 
it. Is this a proper way to behave'?' .. 

'No, it certainly isn't,' he said. 'It's pretty unreasonable, I'd say.' 
[606] 'I agree,' I said, 'and_here's even more evidence.' 
'What'?' 
'Consider this. What a poe~ satisfies and gratifies on these occasions is an 

aspect of ourselves which we forcibly restrain when tragedy strikes our own 
lives-an aspeCt which hungers after te~rs and the satisfaction of having 
cried until one can cry no more, sin'ce that is what it is in its nature to want 
to do. When the part of us which is i.nherently good has been inadequately 
trained in habits enjoined by reasori, it relaxes its guard over this other part, 
the part which feels sac:l' Other people, not ourselves, are feeling these feel
ings, we teU ourselves, and i~'s no disgrace for us to sanction such behaviour 
and feel sorry for someone, who, even while claiming to be good, is over
indulging in grief; and, we think, we are at least profiting from the pleasure, 
and there's no point in throwing away the pleasure by spurning the whole 
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poem or play. You see, few people have the ability to work out that we our
selves are bound to store the harvest we reap from others: these occasions 
feed the feeling of sadness until it is too strong for us easily to restrain it 
when hardship occurs in our own lives.' 

'You're absolutely right,' he said. 
'And doesn't the same go for humour as well? If there are amusing things 

which you'd be ashamed to do yourself, but which give you 'a great deal of 
pleasure when you see them in a comic representation or hear about them 
in private company-when you don't find them loathsome and repulsive6 -

then isn't this exactly the same kind of behaviour as we uncovered when 
talking about feeling sad? There's a part of you which wants to make people 
laugh, but your reason restrains it, because you're afraid of being thought a 
vulgar clown. Nevertheless, you let it have its way on those other occasions, 
and you don't realize that the almost inevitable result of giving it energy in 
this other context is that you become a comedian in your own life.' 

'Yes, that's very true,' he said. 
'And the same goes for sex, anger, and all the desires and feelings of plea

sure and distress which, we're saying, accompany everything we do: poetic 
representation has the same effect in all these cases too. It irrigates and tends 
to these things when they should be left to Wither, and it makes them our 
rulers when they should be our subjects, because otherwise, we won't live 
better and happier lives, but quite the opposite.' 

'I can't deny the truth of what you're saying,' he said. i 

'Therefore, Glaucon,' l went on, 'when you come acroSS people praising 
Homer and saying that he is the poet who has educated Greece,7 that he's a 
good source for people to learn how to manage their affairs and gain culture 
in their lives, and that one should structure the whole of one's life in accor
dance with his precepts, [607] you ought to be kind and considerate: after 
all, they're doing the best they can. You should concede that Homer is a 
supreme poet and the original tragedian, but you should also recognize that 
the only poems we can admit into our community are hymns to the gods ~nd 
eulogies of virtuous men. If you admit the entertaining Muse of lyric a~d 
epic poetry, then instead of law and the shared acceptance of reason as the 
best.guide; the kings of your community will be pleasure and pain.' 

~. 

'You're quite right,' he agreed. 
'So,' I said, 'since we've been giving poetry another hearing, there's our 

defence: given its nature, we had good grounds for banishing it earlier from 
our community. No rational person could have done any different. However, 
poetry might accuse us of insensitivity and lack of culture, so we'd better 
also tell her that there's an ancient quarrel between poetry and philosophy. 
There are countless pieces of evidence for this enmity between them, hut 
here are just a few: there's that "bitch yelping and baying at her master"; 
there's "featuring prominently in the idle chatter of fools"; there's "control 
by a crowd of know-ails"; there are those whose "subtle notions" lead them 
to realize that they do indeed have "notional incomes".8 All the same, we 

6. It is important to remember in this paragraph 
lhal Greek Old Comedy relied exl"emely heavily on 
V('''y crude sexual humor [translator's note]. 
7, Herodotus said thaI Homer lind He.lod had 
described th'e form and function of the gods for 
the Greeks. In general, Homer was stl1l in Plato's 

day considered an essential part of one's education, 
not only as/oetry, but as a source of wisdom, 
morality, an all kinds of Information. This is the 
background to Plato'. attack [translator'S notel. 
8. We know the author of none of these snatches 
of verse [translator's notel. 
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ought to point out that if the kinds of poetry and representation which are 
designed merely to give pleasure can come up with a rational argument for 
their inclusion in a well·governed community, we'd be delighted-short of 
compromising the truth as we see it, which wouldn't be right-to bring them 
back from exile: after all, we know from our own experience all about their 
spell. I mean, haven't you ever fallen under the spell of poetry, Glaucon, 
especially when the spectacle is provided by Homer?' 

'I certainly have.' 
'Under these circumstances, then, if ·our allegations met a poetic rebuttal 

in lyric verse or whatever! would we be justified in letting poetry retutn?' 
'Yes.' 
'And I suppose we'd also allow people who champion poetry because they 

like it, even though they can't compose it, to speak on its behalf in prose, 
and to try to prove that there's more to poetry than mere pleasure-that it 
also has a beneficial effect 011" society and on human life in general. And we 
won't listen in a hostile frame of mind, because we'll be the winners if poetry 
turns out to be beneficial as well as enjoyable.' 

'Of course we will,' he agreed. . 
'And if it doesn't; Glaucon, then we'll do what a lover does when he thinks 

that a love affair he's involved in is no good for him: he reluctantly detaches 
himsel[ Similarly, sirlce we've been conditioned by our wonderful societies 
until we have a deep-seated love for this kind of poetry, [608] we'll be 
delighted if there proves to be nothing better and closer ,to the truth than it. 
As long as it is incapable· of rebutting our allegations, however, then while 
we listen to poetry we'll be chanting these allegations of ours to. ourselves as 
a precautionary incantation against being caught once more by that .childish 
and pervasive love. Our message will be that the commitment appropriate 
for an important matter with access to the truth shouldn't.be given to this 
kind of poetry. People should, instead, be worried about the possible effects, 
on'one's own' inner political system, of listening to it and should tread cau
tiously; and they should let our arguments guide their attitude towards 
poetry.' 

'I couldn't agree more,' he said. 
'You see, my dear Glaucon,' I said, 'what's in the balance here is absolutdy 

crucial-far more so than people think. It's whether one becomes a good or 
a bad person, and consequently has the calibre not to be distracted by pres
tige, wealth, political power, or even poetry from applying oneself to morality 
and whatever else goodness involves.' 

'Looking back over our discussion,' he said, 'I can only agree with you. 
And I think anyone else would do the same as well.' 

.. .. . 
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From Phaedrus l 

.. .. .. 
SOCRATES: Well, then, that's enough about artfulness and artlessness in 

connection with speaking. 
PHAEDRUS: Quite. 
SOCRATES: What's left, then, is aptness and ineptness in connection with 

writing: What feature makes writing good, and what inept? Right? 
PHAEDRUS: Yes. 
SOCRATES: WelJ, do you know how best to please god when you either use 

words or discuss them in general? 
PHAEDRUS: Not at all. Do you? 
SOCRATES: I can tell you what I've heard the ancients said, though they 

alone know the truth. However, if we could discover that ourselves, would 
,we still care about the speculations of other people? 

, PHAEDRUS: That's a silly question. Still; tell me what you say you've heard. 
SOCRATES: Well, this is what I've heard. Among the ancient gods of Nau

datis in Egypt there was one to whom the bird called the ibis is sacred. The 
name of that divinity was Theuth,2 and'it was he who first discovered number 
and cjllculation; geometry and astronomy, as well as the games of checkers 
and dice, and, above all else, writing. 

Now the king of all Egypt at that time was Thamus, who lived in the great 
city in the upper region that the Greeks call Egyptian Thebes; Thamus they 
call Ammon.~ Theuth came to exhibit his arts to him and urged him to dis
seminate them to all the Egyptians. Thamus asked him about the usefulness 
of each art, and, while Theuth was explaining it, Thamus praised him for 
whatever he thought was right in his explanations and criticized him for 
whatever he thought was wrong. 

The story goes that Thamus said much to Theuth, both for and against 
each art, which it would take too long to repeat. But when they came to 
writing, Theuth said: "0 King, here is something that, once learned; will 
make the Egyptians wiser and will improve their memory; I have discovered 
a potion for memory and for wisdom." Thamus, however, replied: "0 most 
expert Theuth, one man can give birth to the elements of an art, bittronly 
another can judge how they can benefit or harm th(,)se who will use them. 

'~ And now, [275] since you are the father of writing, your affection for it has 
'or made you describe its effects as the opposite of what they really are. In fact, 

it will introduce forgetfulness into the soul of those who learn it: they will 
not practice using their memory because they will put their trust in writing, 
which is external and depends on signs that belong to others, instead of trying 
to remember from the inside, completely on their own. You have not discov-

I. Translated by Alexander Nehama. and Paul 
Woodruff. The parilclpapts In the dialogue are the 
philosopher Socrates, (469-399 B.C.Il., Plato', 
spokesperson) Bnd Phaedrus (ca. 450-400 B.C.E.), 
8 Socratic philosopher. The riumbers In squore 
brackets are the Stephan us numbers used almost 
universally in'clting Plato's works; they refer to the 
pages of a 1578 edition published by Henri 
Estienne. 

2. Also known as Thoth, whom the Greeks iden
tified with Heriiles, the messenger of the gods. 

, Naucratls: a Greek trading colony In Egypt. The 
following story, which reworks elements of Greek 
and E~tlan mythology, Is probably an invention 
of Plato s. 
3. Chief god of the Egyptians, Identified by the 
Greeks with an aspect of Zeus. 
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ered a potion for remembering, but for reminding; you provide your students 
with the appearance of wisdom, not· with its reality. Your invention will ena
ble them to hear many things without being ,properly ,faught, and they will 
imagine that they have come to know much while for the most part they will 
know nothing. And they will be aifficult to get along: with, ilince they will 
merely appear to be wise instead of really being so.", .' 

PHAEDRUS: Socrates, you're very good at making up stories from Egypt or 
wherever else you want! 

SOCRATES: But, my friend, the priest of the temple of Zeus at Dodona4 say 
that the first prophecies were the words of an oak. Everyone who lived at 
that time, not being as wise as you young ones are today, fourid it rewarding 
enough in their simplicity to listen to an oak or even' a stone, so long as it 
was telling the truth, while it seems to make a difference to you, Phaedrus, 
who is speaking and where ·he: -comes from. Why, though, 'don't you just 
consider whether what he says is right or wrong? 

PHAEDRUS: I deserved that, Socrates. And I agree that: the Theban king 
was correct about writing. 

SOCRATES: Well, then, those "",hothink they can leave written instructions 
for an art, as well as those who accept them, thinking that writing can yield 
results that are clear or certain, must be quite riaive.and truly ignorant ·of 
Ammon's prophetic judgment: otherwise, how could they possibly' think that 
words that have been written down can do more than reinirid .those who 
already know what the writing is about? 

PHAEDRUS: Quite right. 
SOCRATES: You know, Phaedrus, writing shares a strange feature with 

painting. The offsprings of painting stand there as if they are alive, but if 
anyone asks them anything, they remain most solemnly silent. The same is 
true of written words. You'd think they were- speaking as if they had some 
understanding, but if you question anything that has been said because you 
want to learn m'ore, it continues to signify just that very same thing forever. 
When it has once been written down, ·every discourse rolls about everywhere, 
reaching indiscriminately those with -understanding no less than those who 
have no business with it; and it doesn't know to whom it should -speak and 
to whom it should not. And when it is faulted and attacked unfairly, it always 
needs its father's support; alone, it can neither defend itself nor. come to its 
own support. -

PHAEDRUS: You are absolutely right about·that,-too. , 
[276] SOCRATES: Now tell me, can we discern another kind of discourse, 

a legitiinate brother of this one? Can we say how it comes about, and how 
it is by nature better and more capable? 

PHAEDRUS: Which one is that? How do you think it comes about? 
SOCRATES: It is a discourse that is written down, with knowledge, in the 

soul of the listener; it can defend itself, and it knows for whom it should 
speak and for whom it should remain silent. 

PHAEDRUS: You .. t:nean the living,- breathing discourse orthe~ai1. who 
knows, of which the written one can be fairly called ·an image. 

4. A sanctuary of Zeus in I;:plrus famous as the center of ar\ oracle. which was said.lp speak through an 
oak tree (see Odyssey 14.327-28. 19,296-97; Herodotus 2.55,1).. .. 
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SOCRATES: Absolutely right. And tell me this. Would a sensible farmer, 
who cared about his seeds and wanted them to yield fruit, plant them in all 
seriousness in the gardens of Adonis5 in the middle of the summer and enjoy 
watching them bear fruit within seven days? Or would he do this as an 
amusement and in honor of the holiday, if he did it at all? Wouldn't he use 
his knowledge of farming to plant the seeds he cared for when it was appro
priate and be content if they bore fruit seven months later? 

PHAEDRUS: That's how he would handle those he was serious about, Soc
rates, quite differently from the others, as you say. 

SOCRATES: Now what about the man who knows what is just, noble, and 
good? Shall we say that he is less sensible with his seeds than the farmer is 
with his? 

PHAEDRUS: Certainly not. 
SOCRATES: Therefore; he won't be serious about writing them in ink, sow

ing them, through a pen, with words that are as incapable of speaking in 
their own defense as they are of teaching the truth adequately. 

PHAEDRUS: That wouldn't be likely. 
SOCRATES: Certainly not. When he writes, it's likely he will sow gardens 

of letters for the sake of amusing himself, storing.up reminders for himself 
"when he reaches forgetful old age" and for everyone who wants to follow in 
his footsteps, and will enjoy seeing them sweetly blooming. And when others 
turn to different amusements, watering themselves with drinking parties and 
everything else that goes along with them, he will rather spend his time 
amusing himself with the things I have just described. 

PHAEDRUS: Socrates, you are contrasting a vulgar amusement with the 
very noblest-with the amusement of a man who can while away his time 
telling stories of justice and the other matters you mentioned. 

SOCRATES: That's just how it is, Phaedrus. But it is much nobler to be 
serious about these matters, and use the art of dialectic.6 The dialectician 
chooses a proper soul and plants and sows within it discourse accompanied 
by knowledge-discourse capable of helping itself as well as the man who 
planted it, [277] which is not barren but produces a seed from which more 
discourse grows in the character of others. Such discourse makes the seed 
forever immortal and renders the man who has it as happy as any human 
being can be. ~. 

PHAEDRUS: What you describe is really much nobler still. 
SOCRATES: And now that we have agreed about this, Phaedrus, we are 

finally able to decide the issue. 
PHAEDRUS: What issue is that? 
SOCRATES: The issue which brought us to this point in the first place: We 

wanted to examine the attack made on Lysias7 on account of his writing 
speeches, and to ask which speeches are written artfully and which not. Now, 
I think that we have answered that question clearly enough. 

PHAEDRUS: So it seemed; but remind me again how we did it. 

5. Pots Dr window boxes used for forcing plants 
during the festival of Adonis, a Greek mythological 
figure whose cult is associated with vegetation and 
fertility. 
6. That is. use logic to investigate the nature of 

truth I hrough critical analysis of concepts find 
hypotheses. 
7. Athenian orator (ca. 459-ca. 380 R.C.E.), whose 
oration on love provides the occasion for the ,lis
cusslon In Pha,.drus. 



84 /PLATO 

SOCRATES: First, you must know the truth concerning everything you are 
speaking or writing about; you must learn how to define each thing in itself; 
and, having defined it, you must know how to divide it into kinds until you 
reach something indivisible. Second; you must understand the nature of the 
soul, along the same lines; you must determine which kind of speech is 
appropriate to each kind of soul, prepare and arrange your speech accord
ingly, and offer a complex and elaborate speech to a complex soul and a 
simple speech to a simple one. Then, and only then, will you be able to use 
speech artfully, to the extent that its nature allows it to be used that way, 
either in order to teach or in order to persuade. This is the whole point of 
the argument we have been making. 

PHAEDRUS: Absolutely. That is exactly how it seemed to us. 
SOCRATES: Now how about whether it's noble or shameful to give or write 

a speech-when it could be fairly said to be grounds for reproach, and when 
not? Didn't what we said just a little while ago make it clear-

PHAEDRUS: What was that? 
SOCRATES: That if Lysias or anybody else ever did,or ever does write

privately or for the public, in the course of proposing some law-a political 
document which he believes to embody clear knowledge of lasting impor
tance, then this writer deserves reproach; whether anyone says so or not. For 
to be unaware of the .difference between a dream~image and the reality of 
what is just and unjust, good and bad, must truly be grounds for reproach 
even if the crowd praises it with one voice. 

PHAEDRUS: It certainly must be. 
SOCRATES: On the other hand, take a man who thinks that a written dis

course on any subject can only be a great amusement, that no discourse 
worth serious attention has ever been written in verse or prose, and that 
those that are recited in public without questioning and explanation, in the 
manner of the rhapsodes,8 are given only in qrder to produce conviction. 
[278J He believes that at their very best these Can only serve as reminders 
to those who already know. And he also thinks that only what is said for the 
sake of understanding and learning, what is truly written in the soul con
cerning what is just, noble, and good can be clear, perfect, and worth serious 
attention: Such discourse· should be called his own legitimate children, first 
the discourse he may have discovered already within himself and then its 
sons and brothers who may have grown naturally in other souls insofar as 
these are worthy; to the rest, he turns his back. Such a man, Phaedrus, would 
be just what you and I both would pray to become. 

PHAEDRUS: I wish and pray for things to be just as you say. 
SOCRATES: Well, then: our playful amusement regarding discourse is com

plete. Now you go and tell Lysias that we came to the spring which is sacred 
to the Nymphs9 and heard words charging us to deliver il message to Lysias 
and anyone else who composes speeches, as well as to Homer and anyone 
else who has composed poetry either spoken or sung, and third, to Solon I 
and anyone else who writes political documents that he calls laws: If anyone 
of you has composed these things with a knowledge of the truth, if you can 

8. Professional orators who recited poetry, espe
cially that of Homer and the other e·plc poets. 
9. In Greek mythology, goddesses of lower tank. 
often associated with aspects of nature (the ocean, 

trees, etc.). 
I. Athenian. statesman and poet (ca. 638-559 
f.I.C~E.), who· reformed the city's constitution. 



PHAEDRUS I 85 

defend your writing when you are challenged, and if you can yourself make 
the argument that your writing is of little worth, then you must be called by 
a name derived not from these writings but rather from those things that you 
are seriously pursuing. 

PHAEDRUS: What name, then, would· you give such a man? 
S()CRATE~: To call him wise, Phaedrus, seems to me too much, and proper 

only 'for a god. To call him wisdom's lover-a philosopher-or something 
similar ~ould fit him better and be more seemly. 

PHAEDRUS: That would be quite appropriate. 
SOCRATES: On the other hand, if a man has nothing more valuable than 

what he has composed or written, spending long hours twisting it around, 
pasting parts together and taking them apart-wouldn't you be right to call 
him a poet or a speech writer oJ' an author of laws? 

PHAEDRUS: Of course. 
SOCRATES: Tell that, then, to your friend. 
PHAEDRUS: And what about you? What shall you do? We must surely not 

forget your own friend. 
SOCRATES: Whom do you mean? 
PHAEDRUS: The beautiful Isocrates.2 What are you going to tell him, Soc-

rates? What shall we say he is? . 
SOCRATES: Isocrates is still young, Phaedrus. But I want to tell you [279] 

what I foresee for him. 
PHAEDRUS: What is that? 
SOCRATES: It seems to me that by his hature he can outdo anythihg that 

Lysias has accomplished in his speeches; and he also has a nobler character. 
So I wouldn't be 'at all surprised if, as he gets older and continues writing 
speeches of the sort he is composing now, he makes everyone who has ever 
attempted to compose a speech seem like a child in comparison. Even more 
so if such work no longer satisfies him and a higher, divine impulse leads 
him to more important things. For nature, my friend; has placed the love of 
wisdom in his mind. 

That is the message I will carry to my beloved, Isocrates, from the gods of 
this place; and you have your own message for your Lysiss. 

PHAEDRUS: So it shall be. But let's be off, since the heat has died down a 
bit. ~. 

SOCRATES: Shouldn't we offer a prayer to the gods here before we leave? 
PHAEDRUS: Of course. 
SOCRATES: 0 dear Pan3 and all the other gods of this place, grant that I 

may be beautiful inside. Let all my external possessions be in friendly har
mony with what is within. May I consider the wise man rich. As for gold, let 
me have as much as a moderate man could bear and carry with him. 

Do we need anything else, Phaedrus? I believe my prayer is enough for me. 
PHAEDRUS: Make it a prayer for me as well. Friends have everything in 

commOh. 
SOCRATES: Let's be off. 

2. Athenian orator, rhetorician, and teacher (436-
338 D.C.E.), whose school attracted pupils from all 
over Greece and greatly influenced laler Inethods 
of education. 

ca. 370 B.C.E. 

3. Greek god of shepherds and flocks, usually 
depicted as part human, part goat; he is invoked 
becau.e this conversation has token place in the 
countryside. 
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ARISTOTLE 
384-322 B.C.E. 

,. 

Alongside his teacher PLATO, Aristot1~ is the great founding figure ~f W~~tern. phi
losophy and literary theory. Aristotle invented· the scientific method of arialysis and, 
in a wide-ranging series of treatises; codified the diVisions of kl10wledge into ciisci
plines and subdisciplines that carry on to the present day, such as physics; chemistry, 
zoology, biology, botany, psychology, politics, logic, and episterrtology:Unlike Plato, 
who uses the dialogue to dramatize paths of thinking in a conversational literary form, 
Aristotle relies in his extant works on categorization and logical differentiation in a 
straightforward propositional manner. He focuses on the distinctive qualities of any 
given object of study, whether of plants or of poems, systematically describing their 
specific features and construction. . ... . 

Plato and other ancient writers often commented on literary ·~orks, but Aristotle 
inaugurated the systematic and distinctive discipline of literary criticism. and theory 
with the Poetics. It is perhaps the most infhien·tial work in the history of criticism and 
theory, shaping future considerations of genre, prosody, style, structure, and form. 
Its modern impact began in the Renaissance, when .it wits rediscovered from frag
mentary manuscript sources and taken as a rulebook for literary composition. Its 
descriptions of formal unity influenced seventeenth-century European writers, such 
as the French dramatist PIERRE CORNEILLE, and eighteenth-century writers reviving 
its precepts as "neoclassicism." In twentieth-century literary theory the Poetics was 
foundational for formalist methods, which apply objective modes of analysis to lin
guistic artifacts and discern the structural attributes of literary works; it influenced a 
wide array of critics, ranging from the Russian formalists (like BORIS EICHENBAUM) 
and the American New Critics (like WILLIAM K. WIMSA'lT JR. and MOI'!ROE C. BEARD
SLEY) to the archetypal critics (notably NORTHROP FRYE) and the French structuralists 
(like TZVETAN TODOROV). 

Aristotle's Rhetoric suggests a different avenue for the study of literature. Rather 
than seeing literary works in terms of their distinctive features and internal construc
tion, it opens for consideration their affective and political dirnensions as forms of 
public speech. Because of its focus on types of public speaking, the Rhetoric's influ
ence on literary study has been less direct than that of the Poetics, but its emphasis 
on audience response undergirds subsequent theoretical approaches concerned with 
the reader, interpretation, and the political effects of literature. Although Aristotle 
himself does not favor one avenue of investigation over another, his distinction 
between poetics and rhetoric reflects a perennial division in literary theory: the split 
between theories concerned with the internal properties of literature and those con
cerned with literature's external effects, especially on readers and society. 

Aristotle was born in Stagira in northern Greece, which was under. the rule of 
Macedonia. His father, Nicomachus, was the personal physician to and a friend of 
Amyntus II, the king of Macedonia, Scholars speculate that his father's practice as a 
physician inculcated in Aristotle a pragmatic interest in biology and the natural world, 
and Aristotle's ties to the Macedonian court affected his subsequent career. In·367 
R.C.E. Aristotle went to study at Plato's Academy in Athens, where he distinguished 
himself as one of Plato's best students and eventually became a teacher himself. In 
347, around the time of Plato's death, Aristotle left Athens; he traveled first to Assos 
in Asia Minor, where he taught in a colony of Platonists for three years, and then to 
the island of Lesbos, where he did the biological research that grounded his later 
scientific treatises. In 344 or 343, Amyntas's son, King Philip, invited Aristotle to 
tutor his heir, Alexander (later known as Alexander the Great), who was then about 
thirteen years old. While he had contact with and received the patronage of Alexander 
until his death, Aristotle concluded his tutoring in 340, after which he probably lived 
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in Macedonia or Stagira, perhaps then completing the Rhetoric. In 335, when Alex
ander acceded to the throne and departed for his campaigns in Asia, Aristotle returned 
to Athens and began his own school at the Lyceum. He taught poetics, rhetoric, 
politics, ethics, and metaphysics, and probably at this time worked on his famous 
treatises, including the Politics, the Nicomachean Ethics, and the Poetics. After the 
death of Alexander in 323, when public sentiment against Macedonia was rising, 
Aristotle left Athens to live in Chalcis on the island of Euboea, where he died in 322. 
For Aristotle the life of the philosopher was not reclusive and scholarly but unfolded 
in the midst of public affairs. 

Only about a fifth of Aristotle's prodigious 150 reported works survive-transmit
ted, usually imperfectly, through manuscript copies in the Middle Ages. His treatises 
are known as "esoteric" works, because they were not copied by scribes to be distrib
uted but were available only in libraries for study by others; some seem to be lecture 
notes or study guides rather than polished works. This accounts for their compressed 
style and sometimes abrupt transitions, frequent repetitions, and shorthand refer
ences to other works or writers. It also makes the works particularly difficult to date, 
since they were probably composed and revised over a period of time. The Poetics, 
very likely gathered from a sct of incomplete notes, survived only in a few faulty copies. 
Scholars speculate that we have only half the original text and that the missing second 
half dealt with comedy. 

Aristotle's early writings, now known only by the reports of ancient writers, were 
written in the form of dialogues, obviously showing the influence of Plato. His more 
mature works, however, depart from his teacher's model in a number of significant 
ways. Stylistically, he replaces the literary approach with systematic expositions of 
particular subjects, more in the form of technical manuals ,than dramatic accounts. 
Methodologically, Aristotle operates through analysis, which in its root sense entails 
examining objects by studying their component parts, and through differentiation and 
classification. For instance, in biology Aristotle starts with the most general cate
gory-living organisms; he then examines them according to what differentiates 
them-as plants, animals, and so on; further classifies them into particular species; 
and catalogues their distinctive traits. Philosophically, Aristotle grounds his research 
on a more pragmatic basis than Plato, looking at nature and the objects of the real 
world. In so doing, he tacitly rejects Plato's fundamental concept of transcendent 
Ideas or Forms that govern and generate reality. In his own terms, Aristotle often 
works from induction, drawing his general conclusions from the particular objeCts he 
observes, whereas Plato usually works from deduction, drawing particular conclusions 
from his general metaphysical concept of being. 

The Poetics demonstrates Aristotle's analytical method, which here paral,Wls that 
of his examinations of biology or zoology. Aristotle turns to the various categories of 
human artifacts, differentiating those made in language and eventually focusing on 
poetry and especially on the species-specific traits of epic and tragedy. He assumes a 
distinction between the wide class of objects that are humanly made and those that 
are naturally produced-between, say, a chair and a tree. (The Greek word for a 
"poetry," poiesis, is itself based on the verb "to make.") In treating poetry as a craft, 
Aristotle differs from Plato, who discusses poetry in terms of inspiration and the 
emotive transport of the poet-a strain that continues in nineteenth-century Roman
ticism, exemplified by WILLIAM WORDSWORTH's definition of poetry as "the sponta
neous overflow of emotion." Aristotle limits his study of poetry to its observable kinds 
and its formal construction, more or less ignoring questions about its affective origins, 
which he regards as falling under the auspices of other pursuits, such as psychology 
or rhetoric. 

Drawing on a wide range of literary examples, . especially Sophocles' celebrated 
tragedy Oedipus Rex, Aristotle adduces six salient parts of tragedy, in order of their 
importance-plot, character, thought, diction, music, and spectacle. He spends the 
most time on the first, specifying the key features of good plots. Central to Aristotle 
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is imitation (mimesis), and he judges the best plots to have verisimilitude: they must 
be plausible (even if impossible). He also stresses a logically connected order (an 
appropriate starting point, elaboration, and a dramatic end or resolution), centered 
on one unified action rather than depicting multiple, divergent, or unnecessary 
actions. The best kind of resolution is one that shows a reversal (peripeteia) of position 
for the main character, as well as the character's recognition (a"as"orisis) of his or 
her fate. Aristotle reasons that the characters in tragedy should come from high posi
tions, otherwise their tragic circumstances would not be remarkable; he also pre
scribes that their fates be linked to their own error (hamartia, literally "missing the 
mark," though frequently translated as "flaw"), rather than from some accident or 
wickedness. Aristotle concludes somewhat technically by classifying parts of speech 
(in his discussion of diction), sketching solutions to problems of interpretation, and 
comparing the genres of tragedy and epic. 

Though rooted in the literature of its time (and focusing especially on a form of 
drama quite different from ours), the extant Poetics has continued to powerfullyinflu
ence criticism. Aristotle's systematic categorization of genus and species and his com
parison of tragedy and epic underlie all genre theory. Notably, they undergird modem 
considerations of the historical movement from epic to the novel,such as those of 
GYORGY LuKACS and MIKHAIL BAKHTIN. Perhaps most decisively, Aristotle's systematic 
description of plot and its component parts ground contemporary narrative theory, 
in particular the technical field of narratology. 

His scientific examinati6n of poetry has been championed by the New Critics Wim
satt and CLEANTH BROqKS as "Aristotle's answer" to Plato, ,responding both to Plato's 
view of poetry as a degraded imitation twice removed from the reality of eternal Ideas 
or Forms and to his suspicion of poetry as stirring emotions in a way that is dangerous 
for society. Instead of directly disagreeing with Plato, Aristotle implicitly validates 
poetry by examining It as a legitimate branch of study. Countering Plato's notion of 
poetry as degraded imitation, Aristotle sees poetry as a source of universal ,knOWledge 
of human behavior: unlike history, which produces knowledge only of specific situ
ations, poetry describes the actions of characters who might be any humans. More
over, he claims that good poetry has a positive emotional effect on its audience, which 
he calls katharsis-perhaps the most important and variously interpreted word in the 
Poetics. Some' commentators have interpreted the te,rm in a medical sense, as a pur
gative that flushes out the audience's unwieldy emotion; others see it in terms of 
moral purification. More recently, critics have equated catharsis with ethical and 
intellectual clarification. 

In other treatises, Aristotle analyzes natural objects in terms of four component 
"causes," schematized as material, formal, efficient, and final. If we apply this rubric to 
poetry, the material cause of a poem would be its raw material-'-language; the formal 
cause, the shape of the resulting object-the poem; its efficient calise, what makes it
the poet; and the final cause, the end use-its effects on an audience, emotionally as 
well as educationally and politically. Although Aristotle alludes to audience response in 
his discussion of catharsis, in the Poetics he is most concerned with the material and for
mal causes of poetry. This concentrated focus has strongly marked modem Iiterarycrit
icism~notably that of the New Critics, who explicitly disallow considerations of the 
audience as "the affective fallacy," in the phrase of Wimsatt and Beardsley. However, . 
Aristotle is by no means so dismissive. Instead, he treats considerations of the audi
ence-the final cause~as a different line of research, taken up in his Rhetoric. 

We have come to understand rhetoric as the study of figures of speech, following 
the medieval and Renaissance traditions (and the modem practice of writers like ,PAUL 

DE MAN), but Aristotle defines it more broadly as the ability to see the available means 
of persuasion. In typical ArIstotelian fashion, the Rhetoric begins in book 1 by differ
entiating three elements of persuasion in public speech: the arguments a speaker 
uses; the ethos or character of the speaker; and the disposition of the audience. 
Additionally, it differentiates three species of public speeches: deliberative, which deal 
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with future events, as in politics; judicial, which concern past events, as in law courts; 
and epideictic, which are concerned with the present as they praise or blame a person, 
as in a eulogy or declamatory attack. Aristotle 'stresses the importance of argument 
in part to challenge the then prevalent teachings of the sophists, such as GORGIAS in 
an earlier generation, who he believed used rhetoric irresponsibly, lacking concern 
for valid reasoning. 

However, Aristotle also acknowledges the elements of persuasion outside the realm 
of reasoning, paying particular attention to the emotions that speeches induce in their 
audiences. In book 2, Aristotle adduces the first systematic study of affect, differen
tiating emotions such as anger, calmness, fear, confidence, shame, pity, indignation, 
envy, and emulation. In book 3, paralleling his examination of diction in the Poetics, 
Aristotle concludes with a discussion of lexiS (variously translated as "style," "word 
choice," or "form of expression"). Perhaps the most important term in the Rhetoric 
is telos-the final cause, end, objective, or goal of persuasion-effected through emo
tion and style as well as argument. The Rhetoric highlights the public ends oflanguage 
rather than its formal properties. 

Although its influence has not been as sustained or decisive as that of the Poetics, 
the Rhetoric proposes what the twentieth-century philosopher MARTIN HEtOEGGER 
called the first work of hermeneutics; that is, it considers how response is a factor in 
interpretation. In its delineations of emotions,. it presages the aesthetic tradition, 
whose concern is the affective dimensions of literary works, and it provides a ground
ing for reader-response theory, which centers on subjective audience interaction 
rather than the 'objective features of the work itself. Perhaps most significantly, it 
suggests the historical and political significance of literature in its role as public 
discourse. 

Whether acknowledged or not, Aristotle's seminal distinction between poetics and 
rhetoric. has been crucial in contemporary debates over the proper object of literary 
criticism. Against the tendency fostered by the New Critics and later the deconstruc
tive critics who advocated a narrow lingUistic study of literature, recent decades have 
witnessed a "rhetorical turn" toward methods faVOring attention to the personal, his
torical, and social effects of literary texts. Some object that such approaches address 
topics outside the purview of literary study. That is, they urge. a strict poetic view, 
arguing that literary criticism should focus on the distinctive attributes of literary 
works; But when we take account of his RhetoriC alongside the Poetics, we see that 
Aristotle does not disallow these other topics;· he opens literary study to a consider
ation of its pedagogical and social ends as well as its distinctive formal properties. 
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Poetics l 

[1, 1447a] Our topic is poetry. in itself and. its kinds, and what p()t~~tial each 
has; how piots should be constructed if the composition is to turnout well; 

I. Translated by Richard Janko, who sometime. ' " ' 
adds clarifying words or phrases In square brackets 
and Includes the Greek In parentheses. Also In 
square brackets In the text are the traditional chap-
ter divisions inserted by Renaissance editors and 

the Bekker numbers used almost universally In dtC 

Ing Arlstotle's works; they refer,to the page num, 
bers and columns of an 1831 edition by Immanuel 

, Bekker.· .' , . , 
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also, from how many parts it is [constituted], and of what sort they are; and 
likewise all other aspects of the same enquiry. Let us first begin, following 
the natural [order], from first [principles]. 

Epic and tragic composition, and indeed comedy, dithyrambic composi
tiori,2 and most sorts of music for wind and stringed instruments are all, 
[considered] as a whole, representations.] They differ from one another in 
three ways, by using for the representation (i) different media, (ii) different 
objects, or (iii) a manner that is different and not the same. 

Some people use colours and forms for representations, making images of 
many objects (some by art, and some by practice), and others do so with 
sound; so too all the arts we mentioned produce a representation using 
rhythm, speech and melody, but use these either separately or mixed. E.g., 
the art of [playing] the oboe and lyre, and any other arts that have the same 
potential (e.g. that of [playing] the pan-pipes), use melody and rhythm alone, 
but the art of dancers [uses] rhythm by itself without melody; for they too 
can represent characters, sufferings and' aCtions, by means of rhythms given 
form. 

But the art of representation that uses unaccompanied words or verses 
[1447b] (whether it mixes these together or uses one· single class of verse
form) has to the present day no name. For we have no common name for 
the mimes of Sophron and Xenarchus and the Socratic dialogues," and would 
not have one even if someone were to compose the representation in [iambic] 
trimeters, elegiacs5 or some other'such verse. But people attach the word 
"poet" to the verse-form, and name some "elegiac poets"and other "epic 
poets," terming them poets not according to [whether they compose a] rep
resentation but indiscriminately, according to [their use of] verse. Thus if 
someone brings out a work of medicine or natural science in verse, they 
normally call him a poet; but there is nothirig in common between Homer 
and Empedocles6 except the verse-form. For this reason it is right to call the 
former a poet, but the latter a natural scientist rather than a poet. Likewise, 
if someone produced a representation by intermingling all the verse-for~s, 
just as Chaeremon7 composed his Centaur (a recitation which mixes all the 
verse-forms), he must still be termed a poet. This, then, is how we should 
define these matters. 

Some arts use all the media we have mentioned (i.e. rhythm, song4;.-"td 
verse), like the composition of dithyrambic poems; that of nomes,s and trag
edy and comedy; they differ because the former use all the media at the same 
time, the latter [use them only] in certain parts .. So these are what I mean 

2. Greek choral poetry originally sung In honor of 
Dionysus, the god of wine worshipped in an 
ecstatic cub. 
3. From the Greek ftdmesis t translated as "repre
sentation" or "imitation." 
4. The philosophical works of I'LATO (ca. 427-ca. 
327 !J.e.E.), which are written as dialogues feBtur
ing- his teacher, Socrates (469-399 D.C.E.), and 
one or more interlocutors. "Mimes": imitative per
formances usually featuring .hort scenes from 
daily life. Sophron of Syracuse (5th c. D.C.E.) wrote 
lnimcs in rhythmic prose; hh; son Xenarc:hus also 
wrote mimes. 
5. A verse form con.isting of couplets whose fir.t 
line is in dactylic he)(8meter (i.e., a 6-foot Jine 
I".sed on the syllabic pattern long-short-.hort), the 

meter of epic, and whose second line replaces the 
3d and 6th foot with one long syllable. "Iambic 
trJmeters": the verse form of most dia]ogue and set 
speeches In tragedies (a 3-foot line based on the 
pattern short-long), 
6. Pre-Socratic Greek natural philosopher (Cll. 
493--433 B.e.E.), who wrote In epic meter (dactylic 
hexameter). Homer (ca. 8th c. B.C.E.), Greek epic 
poet to whom Is attributed the Iliad and the Odys
sey; the ancient Greeks also credited him with a' 
number of 105t shorter epics; Including the comic 
MAgril .... 
7. Greek tragedian (mid-4th c. B.C.E.). 
8. Originally, melodies (for lyre or flute) created 
to accompany epic texts; later. choral composi
tion •. 
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by the differences between the arts in the media by which they produce the 
representation. 

[2, 1448a] Since those who represent people in action, these people are 
necessarily either good or inferior. For characters almost always follow from 
these [qualities] alone; everyone differs in character because of vice and 
virtue. So they are either (i) better than we are, or' (ii) worse, or (iii) such [as 
we are], just as the painters [represent them]; for Polygnotus used to make 
images of superior persons, Pauson of worse ones, and Diopysius9 of those 
like [us]. 

Clearly each of the [kinds on representation we mentioned will contain 
these differences, and will vary by representing objects which vary in this 
manner. For these divergences can arise in dancing and in playing the oboe 
and lyre. They can also arise in speeches and unaccompanied verse: e.g. (i) 
Homer [represents) better persons; (ii) Cleophon [represents] ones like [us), 
and (iii)Hegemon of Thasos, who was the first to compose parodies, and 
Nicochares' who composed the Deiliad, [represent] worse ones. [They can 
arise) likewise in dithyrambs and nomes: for just as Timotheus and Philox
enus [represented] Cyclopes,2 [so) one may represent [people in different 
ways]. Tragedy too is distinguished from comedy by precisely this difference; 
comedy prefers to represent people who are worse than those who exist, 
tragedy people who are better. 

[3]Again, a third difference among these [kinds] is the manner in which 
one can represent each of these things. For one can use 'the same media to 
represent the very same things, sometimes (a) by riarrating (either (1) becom
ing another [person], as 110mer does, or (ii) remaining the same person and 
not changing), or (b) by representing everyone as in action and activity. 

Representation, then, has these three points of difference, as we said at 
the beginning, its media, its objects and its manner. Consequently; in one 
respect Sophocles is the same sort of representational artist as Homer, in 
that both represent good people, but in another he is like Aristophanes,3 
since both represent men in action and doing [things). 

This is why, some say, their works are caned "dramas," because they rep
resent men "doing" (drontas). For this reason too the Dorians4 lay claim to 
both tragedy and comedy. The Megarians' here allege that comedy arose 
during the time of their democracy, and the Megarians in Sicily claim it; for 
Ephicharmus was from there, though he was not much prior to Chionides 
and Magnes.6 Some of the Dorians in the Peloponnese lay claim to tragedy. 
They produce the.naines [of comedy and drama] as an indication [of their 
origins): they say that they call villages komai but the Athenians call them 
demoi, on the assumption that comedians were so called not from their rev-

9. Painter from Colophon. Polygnotus (ca. 500-
ca. 440 B.C.E.). one of the first great Greekpalnters. 
Pauson (late 5th c. B.C.E.). Athenian caricaturist. 
I. Athenian comic poet (active ca. 390 B.C.E.). 
whose Delllad (deilos means "cowardly") parodied 
heroic epic. Cleophon (4th' c. B.C.E.), Athenian 
tragic poet. Hegemon (5th c. B.C.E.). poet whose 
parodies won competitions In Athens. 
2. Mythical one-eyed giants. Timotheus of 
Mlletus (ca. 450- ca; 360 B.C.E.) and Phlloxenus 
of Cythera (ca. 435-ca. 380 B.C.E.) were both 
Greek dithyrambic poets. .' . 
3. Greatest poet of Greek Old Comedy (450-385 

B.C.E.). Sophocles (ca. 496-406 B.C.E.), great 
Greek tragedian. 
4. A people (probably !>rlginally from southwest 
Macedonia) that Invaded Greece ca. 1100-1000 
B.C.E., reaching south Into the Peloponnese. 
5. Residents of a Dorian city on the Isthmus of 
Corinth (west of Athens); .It was a democracy In 
the .6th century B.C.E. 
6 .. Aristotle 'names three early comic poets: Epl
charmus was Sicilian (active early 5th c. S.C.E.) 
and wrote in Doric Greek. while Chlonides (active 
ca. 485 II.C.E.) and Magnes (active ca. 470 S.C.E.) 
were Athenian. 
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elHng (komazein), but because they wandered around the villages, ejected in 
disgrace from the town. (1448b] They also say that they term "doing" dran, 
but that the Athenians term it prattein. 

Anyway, as for the points of difference in representation, and how many 
and what they are, let this account suffice. 

(4] Two causes seem to have generated the art of poetry as a whole, and 
these are natural ones. 

(i) Representation is natural to human beings from childhood. They differ 
from the other animals in this: man tends most towards representation and 
learns his first lessons through representation. 

Also (ii) everyone delights in representations. An indication of this is what 
happens in fact: we delight in looking at the most detailed images of things 
which in themselves we see with pain, e.g. the shapes of the most despised 
wild animals even when dead. The cause of this is that learning is most 
pleasant, not only for philosophers but for others likewise (but they share in 
it to a small extent). For this reason they delight in seeing images, because 
it comes about that they learn as they observe, and infer what each thing is; 
e.g. that this person [represents] that one. For if one has not seen the thing 
[that is represented] before, [its image] will not produce pleasure as a rep
resentation, but because of its accomplishment, colour, or some other such 
cause. 

Since by nature we are given to representation, melody and rhythm (that 
verSes are parts of rhythms is obvious), from the beginning those by nature 
most disposed towards these generated poetry from their -improvisations, 
developing it little by little. Poetry was split up acc?rding to their particular 
characters; the grander people represented fine actions, i.e; those of fine 
personsl·the more .ordinary people represented those of inferior ones, at first 
composing invectives, just as the others composed hymns and praise-poems. 
We dono.t know of any composition of this sort by anyone before Homer, 
but there·wereprobably many [who composed invectives}. Beginning with 
Homer {such compositions} do existj e.g. his Margites etc. In these the iambic 
verse~form arrived too; as is appropriate. This is why it is now called "iambic", 
because they used to lampoon (iambizein) each other in this verse-form. 
Thus some of the ancients became composers of heroic poems, others of 
lampoons. . , ~ . 

Just as Homer was the greatest composer of serious poetry (not that he 
alone composed well, but because he alone composed dramatic representa
tions), so too he was first to indicate the form of comedy, by dramatising not 
an invective but the laughable. For.his Margites stands in the same relation 
to comedies as do the Iliad and Odyssey to tragedies. [1449a} When tragedy 
and comedy, appeared, people were attracted to each (kind of] composition 
according to their own particular natures. Some became composers of com
edies instead of lampoons, but others presented tragedies instead of epics, 
because comedy and tragedy are greater ancl more honourable in their forms 
than are lampoon and epic. To consider whether tragedy is now fully (devel
oped] in its elements or not, as judged both in and of itself and in relation 
to its audiences, is a different topic. 

Anyway, arising from an improvisatory beginning (both tragedy and com
edy-tragedy from the leaders of the dithyramb, and comedy from the leaders 
of the phallic processions which even now continue as a custom in many of 
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our cities), [tragedy] grew little by little, as [the poets] developed-whatever 
[new part] of it had, appeared; and, passing through many changes, tragedy' 
came to a halt, since it had attained its own nature. 

(i) Aeschylus7 was first to increase thE! number of ,its .actors from':one to 
two; he reduced the [songs] of the chorus, and made speech play the main 
role. Sophocles [brought in] . three ·actors and scenery. . ;. 

(ii) Again, as for its magnitude, [starting] from trivial plots and.laughable 
diCtion, because it had changed from a satyric [composition],8 [tragedy only] 
became grand at a late date. Its verse-form altered from the tetrameter9 to 
iambic verse. For at first [poets] used the tetrameter,because the composi
tion was satyric and mainly danced; but when [spoken] diction came in, 
nature itself found the proper verse-form. The iambic' is the verse most suited 
to speech; and indication of this is that in [everyday] speech with each other 
we use mostly iambic [rhythms), but rarely hexameters. and [only) when we 
depart from the intonations of [everyday) speech. . 

(iii) Again, as for the number of its episodes, I and how each of its other 
[parts] is said to have been elaborated, let them pass as described; it would 
probably be a major undertaking to go through their particulars. 

[5) Comedy is; as we said, a representation of people who are rather infe
rior-not; ·however, with respect to every [kind of] vice, but the laughable is 
[only) a part of what is ugly. For the laughable is a sort of error and ugliness 
that is not painful and destructive, just as, evi,dently, a laughable mask is 
something ugly and distorted without pain. ' 

The transformations of tragedy, and [the poets] who brought them about, 
have not been forgotten;. but comedy was disregatded;from the begi~ning, 
because it was not taken seriously. [1449b) 'For the magistrate granted a 
chorus of comic. performers· at ,8 .late date-they had .been volunteers. The 
record of those termed its poets begins from [a time] when' comedy ah:eady 
possessed some of its forms. It is unknown who, introduced masks, prologues, 
a multiplicity of actors, etc. As for. the composing of plots, Epicharmus and 
Phormis2 [introduced it]. In the beginning it came from Sicily; and,; of the 
poets at Athens, Crates3 was the first to. relinquish the form of the lampoon 
and compose generalised stories, i.e; plots. , 

Epic poetry follows tragedy insofar as it is a'representation of serious peo
ple which uses speech in verse; but they differ in that [epic) has a single 
verse"form, and is narrative. Again, with respect .to length,tragedy attempts 
as far as possible to keep within one revolution of the sun or [only) to exceed 
this a little, but epic is unbounded in time; it does differ in this respect, even 
though [the poets) at first composed in the same way in tragedie!! as in epics. 
As for their parts, some are the same, others are particular to tragedy. For 
this reason, whoever knows about good and inferior tragedies ·knows.about 

7. The earliest bf the 3 great Greek tragedians 
(525--456 D.C.E.). 
8. That Is, like the satyr plays that formed part of 
the spring festival of Dionysus in early-5th-century 
D.C.E. Ath"ns. Each of the poets cOlnpeting wrote 
three tragedies and one satr, play; the latter pre
sented grotesque versions 0 ancient legends, with 
the chorus· dressed as satyrs (half-man; 'half-soat, 
and wea~ing a p.hallus). . ' 
9. That is, trochaic tetrameter (a 4-foot line based 
on the syllabic pattern long-short); though acca-

sio~ally used Ctir 'diai~gue Intragedi"s,- this fast: 
moving line' was thought less'stately.than Iambic 
meter.. The choru~es I~ . tragecJies. used other 
meters: .". 
J. The sections of a tragedy that are positioned 
between two choruses. . 
2. Syracusan writer of comedy, apparently a con
temporary of Eplcharmus. 
3. Athenian comic poet (active ca. 45O-ca. 430 
D.C.E.). 
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epics too. Tragedy possesses all [the parts] that epic has, but those that it 
possesses are not all in epic. 

[6] We will discuss representational art in hexameters, and comedy, later. 
Now let us discuss tragedy, taking up the definition of its essence that results 
from what we have said. 

Tragedy is a representation of a serious, complete action which has mag
nitude, in embellished speech, with each orits elements [used] separately in 
the [various] parts [of the play); [represented] by people acting and not by 
narration; accomplishing by means of pity and terror the catharsis4 of such 
emotions. 

By "embellished speech," I mean that which has rhythm and melody, i.e. 
song; by "with its elements separately," I mean that some [parts of it] are 
accomplistJ,ed only by means of spoken verses, and others again by means of 
song. . 

Since people acting produce the representation, first (i) the ornament of 
spectacle will necessarily 'be a part of tr~gedy; and then (ii) song and (iii) 
diction, for these are the media in which they produce the representation. 
By "diction" I mean the construction of the [spoken] verses itself; by "song" 
I mean that of which the meaning is entirely obvious. 

Since [t~agedy] is a representation of an action, and is enacted by people 
acting, these people are necessarily of a certain sort according to their char
acter and their reasoning. For it is because of these that we say that actions 
are of a certain sort, [1450a] and it is according to people's actions that they 
all succeed or fail. So (iv) the plot is the representation of the action; by 
"plot" here, I mean the construction of the incidents. JJy (v) the "characters," 
I mean that according to which we say that the· people in action are of a 
certain sort. By (vi) "reasoning," I mean the way in which they use speech 
to demonstrate something o~ indeed to make soine general statement. 

So tragedy as a whole necessarily has six parts, according to which tragedy 
is of a certain sort. These are plot, characters, dictio~, reasoning, spectacle 
and song. The media irt which [the poets] make the representation comprise 
two parts [i.e. diction and song], the manner in which they make the· rep
resentation, one [i.e. spectacle], and the objects which they represent, three 
[i.e. plot, character and reaso~ing]; there are no others except these. Not a 
few of them, one might say, use these elements; for 'they may have instlmces 
of spectacle, character, plot, diction, song and reasoning likewise. 

But the most important of these is the structun~ of the incidents. For (i) 
tragedy is a representation not of human beings but of action and life. Hap
piness and unhappiness lie in action, and the end [of life] is a sort of action, 
not a quality; people are of a certain sort accordin~ to their characters; but 
happy or the opposite' according to their actions. So [the actors] do not act 
in order to represent the characters, but they include the characters for the 
sake of their actions. Consequently the incidents, i.e. the plot, are the end 
of tragedy, and the end is most important of all. 

(ii) Again, without action a tragedy cannot exist, but without characters it 
may. For the tragedies of most recent [poets] lack character, and in general 
there are many such poets. E.g. too'among the painters, how Zeuxis5 relates 

4. A much-debated Greek term. related to a verb 
meaning "to cleanse" or "purify", usually left 
lIntranslated and understood as "purgation," it can 

also mean "clarification." 
5. Greek painter from Heradea in southern Italy; 
he was in Athens ca. 400 R.C.E. 
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to Polygnotus--'Polygnotus'is a good character~painter;:btit zeu"is' painting 
contains no character at all. 'I;. ':01 

(iii) Again, if [8 poet] puts in sequence speeches f!ill -of chatacter, ,well
composed in diction and reasoning, he will not achieve'what was· [agreed' to 
be] the function of tragedy; a tragedy that employs these less adequately, but 
has a plot (i.e. structure of incidents), willlichieve it· much'more.' 

{iv) In addition, the most important things With which Il'ttllgedyenthralls 
[us] ate parts of plot-reversals and recognitions. ' . 

(v) A further indication is that people whtl'ttj their hand at composing 
can be proficient in the diction and characters before they are able to'struc
ture the incidents; e.g. too almost all the early;poets. ., 

So plot is the origin and as it were the soul of tragedy, and the characters 
are secondary. It is very similar [I 450bl!n the case of painting too: if some
one daubed [a surface] with the finest pigments indiscrimimitely, he would 
not give the same enjoYment as if he had sketched an image in black and 
white; Tragedy is a representation of an action, and for the sake of the action 
above all [a representation] of the. people who are aGting. 

·Reasoning comes third, i.e, being able :to ,-6Y what is possible and appro
priate, which is its function in the case of'the speeches of civic life 'and 
rhetoric; The old [poet§] made people speak like citizens, but the recenlones 
make them speak like rhetoricians. Character is that which reveals decision, 
of whatever sort; this is why those speeches in which' the speaker decides or 
avoids ilOthingat all do not have character .. Reasoning, on·the other hand, 
is that with which people dem<>nstrate that something is I or is not, or make 
some universal' statement. 

Diction is fourth. By "diction" [mean, .. as we. said earlier, communication 
by means of language, which has the same potential in the case of both verse 
and [prose] speeches. . 

Of the remaining [parts], song is the most important of the· embellish
ments .. Spectacle is· something enthralling, but is very artless and 'least par· 
ticular to the art of poetic composition. The potential of tragedy exists even 
without a performance and actors;. besides, the designer'sllrt is more essen
tial for the accomplishment of spectacular [effects] than is the poets'. 

[7] Now that these definitions have been given, let us next discuss what 
sort of structure of the incidents there should be, since this is the first and 
most important [part] of tragedy. We have laid down that tragedy is the 
representation of a complete i.e. whole action which has some magnitude 
(for there can be a whole with no magnitude). A whole is that which has 'a 
beginning, a middle and a conclusion. A beginning is that which itself does 
not of necessity follow something else, but after which there 'naturally is, or 
comes into being, something else. A conclusion, conversely, is that which 
itself naturally follows something else, either of netessity or for the most 
part, but has· nothing else after it. A middle.is that which itself naturally 
follows something else, and' has something else after it. Well-constructed 
plots, then, should neither begin from a rartdom"point nor conclude at a 
random point, but should use the elements We have mentioned [i.e. begin
ning, middle and conclusion] • 

Further, to be fine both an animal and every thing which is constructed 
from some [parts] should n9t only have these [ps'tt's]hi order, ~ut also pos~ 
sess a magnitude . that is not random. For fineness lies in magnitude and 
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order. For this reason a fine animal can be neither very small, for observation 
becomes confused when' it" approaches an imperceptible instant of time; nor 
[can it be] very large, for [1451a] observation cannot happen at the same 
time, but its unity and wholeness vanish from the observers' view, e.g. if 
there were an animal a thousand miles long. Consequently, just as in the 
case 'of bodies and of animals these should have magnitude, but [only] a 
magnitude that is easily seen as a whole,; so too in the case of plots these 
should ·have length, but [only] a length that is 'easily memorable. 

As for the limit on their' length; one limit relates to performances and the 
perception [of them], not to the art [itself]. If the performance of a hundred 
tragedies were required [at one tragic: competition], they would be performed 
"against the clock," as the saying goesl But as for the limit according to the 
nature of the thing [itself], the larger the Vlot is, the finer it is because of its 
magnitude, so long as the whble is still clear. To give a simple definition, in 
whatever magnitude a change from misfortune to good fortune; or from good 
fortune to'misfortune, can come about by a sequence of events in accordance 
with probability or necessity-this is an adequate definition of its magnitude. 

[8] A plot is not unified, as some suppose, if it concerns one single person. 
An·indefinitely large number of thin~s happens tO'One 'person, in some of 
which there ,is no unity. So too the actions of One person are many, but do 
not turn bUb a single action, For this reason, it seems, all those poets who 
composed a Heracleid, a Theseid6 or similar poems are in error. They suppose 
that; . because Heracles was a single person, his story' too must be a single 
story. But, just as Homer is superlor'inuther respects,'it seems that he saw 
this clearly as well (whether by art or by nature). In ctimposingthe Odyssey, 
he did not put into his poem everything that happened to Odysseus/ e.g. that 
he was wounded 'on Parnassus and pnitended to be insane during recruit
ment;whether one of these things happened did not make it·necessary or 
probable that the· other would happen. But he constructed the Odyssey 
around a single action of the·kind·we are discussing, and the Iliad similarly. 

Therefore, just as in the other representational arts a single representation 
is of a single [thing], so' too the plot; since it is a representation of action, 
ought to represent a single action, and a whole one at thatl and its parts (the 
incidents) ought to be so constructed that; when some part is transposed or 
removed, the whole is disrupted and disturbed. Something which, ~elher 
it is present or not present, explains nothing [else], is no part of the whole. 

[9] It is also obvious from what we have said that it is the function of a 
poet to relate not things that have.happened, but things that may happen; 
I.e. that are possible in accordance with probability or necessity. For [1451 b] 
the historian and the poet do not differ according to whether they write in 
verse or without verse-the writings of Herodotus8 could be put into verse, 
but they would be no less a sort of history in verse than they are without 
verses. But the difference is that the forrtIer relates things that have hap
pened; the latter things that may happen: For this reason' poetry is a more 
philosophical and more serious thing than· history; poetry tends to speak of 

6. In ancient Greece, there were several epic Her
ad.ids . and 'l1t.s.ids-poems depicting; respec

. tlvelYi the heroes Her'ades and Theseus. 
7. The wily klng of Ithaca whose efforts to return 
home to Greece after the Trojan War are chroni-

c1ed in the Odyssey. 
8. Gi'eek historian (ca. 484-425 R.C.E.), chiefly of 
the Persian Wars; sometimes called "the father elf 
hlstory.~' 
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universals, history of particulars. A universal is the s()!-"t of thing that a certain 
kind of person may w~ll say or do in accordance with probability ,or, neces
sity-this is what poetry aims at, although it assigns nallles [to the people]. 
A particular is what Alcibiades9 did or what he suffered!"' 

~n the case of comedy this has already become clear. When [comic poets] 
have composed a plot according to probability, only then do they supply the 
names at random; they do not, like the composers of lampoons,' compose 
[poems] about particular: individuals. In the case of tragedy [the poets] keep 
to actual names. The reason is that what is possible is believable; we do not 
believe that what has never happened is possible, b~t things which have 
happened are obvi04sly pOSSible-they would not have happened, if they 
were impossible. Nonetheless, even among tragedies some have only one or 
two'well-known names, and the rest made up; and some have not one, e.g. 
Agathon's· Anthem: In this [drama] the incidents and' the names alike are 
made up, and it is no less delightful. Consequently. one must not seek to 
keep entirely to the traditional stories which tragedies are about. In fact it is 
ridiculous to seek to do so, since even the well-known [incidents] are known 
only to a few people, but even so everyone enjoys them, 

So it is clear from these arguments that a poet must .. be a composer of 
plots rather than of verses, insofar as he is a poet according to representation, 
and represents actions. So even if it turns out that he is representing things 
that happened, he is no less a poet; for there is nothing to prevent some of 
the ~hings that have' happened from being the sort of things that may happen 
according to probability, i.e. that are possible, which is why he can make a 
poetic composition about them. ' 

Among simple plots and actions, episodic [tragedies] are the worst. By 
"episodic" I mean a plot in which there is neither probability,nor necessity 
that the episodes follow one another. Such [tragedies] are composed by infe
rior poets because of themselves, but by good ones because of the actors. 
For in composing competition-pieces, they extend the plot beyond its poten
tial and [1452a] are often compelled to distort the sequence. ' 

The representation is not only of a complete action but also of terrifying 
and pitiable [incidents]. These arise to a very great or a considerable extent 
when they happen contrary to expectation but because of one another. For 
they will be more amazing in this way than if [they happened] on their own, 
i.e. at random, since the most amazing even among random' events are those 
which appear to have happened as it were on purpose, e.g. the way the statue 
of Mitys at Argos2 killed the man who was the cause of Mitys' death, by 
falling on him as he looked at it. Such things, do not seem to happen at 
random. Consequently plots of this kind are necessarily finer. 

[10] Among plots, some ~re :simple and some are complex; for the actions, 
of which plots are representations, are evidently of these kinds. By "simple," 
I mean an action which is, as we have defined it, continuous in its course 
and single, where the transformation comes a~out without reversal or rec
ognition. By "complex," I mean an action as a re:sult of which the'transfor
mation is accompanied by a recognition, a reversal or both. These should 

9. Athenian politician and general (ca. 450--404 
B.C.E.).' " 
I. Innovative Athenian tragedian (d. ca. 401 
B.C.E.); less than 40 lines of his works remain. 

2. The proyldentlal punishment of the murderer 
of Mltys <If'Argos happened some time before or 
around 3'4 B.C.E. [translator's notel. 
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arise from the actual structure of the plot, so it happens that they arise either 
by necessity !Jr by probability as a result of the preceding events. It makes a 
great difference whether these [events] happen because of those or [only] 
after those. 

[1 1] A reversal is a change of the actions to their opposite, as we said, and 
that, as we are arguing, in accordance with probability or necessity. E.g. in 
the Oedipus,] the man who comes to bring delight to Oedipus, and to rid 
him of his terror about his mother, does the opposite by revealing who Oed
ipus is; and in the Lynceus,4 Lynceus is being led to his death, and Danaus 
follows to kill him, but it comes about as a resul~ of the preceding actions 
that Danaus is killed and Lynceus is rescued. . 

A recognition, as the word itself indicates, is a change from ignorance to 
knowledge, and so to either friendship or enmity, among people defined in 
relation to good fortune or misfortune. A recognition is finest when it hap
pens at the same time as a reversal, as does the one in the Oedipus. There 
are indeed other [kinds of] recognition. For it can happen in the manner 
stated regarding inanimate objects and random events; and one can recog
nise whether someone has done something or not done it. But the sort that 
most belongs to the plot, i.e. most belongs to the 'action, is that which we 
have mentioned: for such a recognition and reversal [1452b] will contain 
pity or terror (tragedy is considered to be a representation of actions of this 
sort), and in addition misfortune and good fortune will come about in the 
case of such events. 

Since recognition is a recognition of people, some recognitions are by one 
person only of the other, when the identity of one of them is clear; but 
sometimes there must be a recognition of both persons. E.g. Iphigeneia is 
recognised by Orestes' as a result of her sending the letter, but it requires 
another recognition for him [to be recognised] by Iphigeneia. These, then, 
reversal and recognition, are two parts of plot. A third is suffering. Of these, 
we have discussed reversal and recognition. Suffering is a destructive or 
painful action, e.g. deaths in full view, agonies, woundings etc. 

[12] Regarding the parts of tragedy, we stated earlier which ones should 
be used as elements. The quantitative parts, i.e. the separate parts into which 
it is divided, are as follows: (i) prologue, (ii) episode, (iii) exit and (iv) choral 
[part], with this divided into (a) processional and (b) stationary [song]-t~e 
are shared by all [dramas], and [songs sung] from the stage, i.e. dirges
these are particular [to some]. 

(i) A prologue is a whole part of a tragedy that is before the processional 
[song] of the chorus. 

(ii) An episode is a whole part of a tragedy that is between whole choral 
songs. 

(iii) An exit is a whole part of a tragedy after which there is no song of the 
chorus. 

3. Oedipus Rex (ca. 430 D.C.E.), by Sophocles-a 
play to which Aristotle frequently refers us H model 
for his definltlon of tragedy. Unknowingly, Oedi
pus kills his father, Laius; tukes hi. father's place 
HS king of Thebes; and marries hi!; mother,jocBsta. 
VVhen he learns that he has not escaped the fate 
foretold, he gouges out hi. eyes and banishes him
self, hence undergoing a reversal from king to out
Cl1!;t. 

4. Lo.t tragedy by the orator and tragic poet Theo
deete. (ca. 375-334 lI.e.E.), about the daughters 
of King Danaus of Argos, who ordered them to kill 
their husbands (all obeyed excep~ Hypermestra, 
whose husband was Lynee";.). 
5. In Ip'tlgenela in T"urls (ca. 413 lI.e.E.), by 
Euripides (ca. 485-ca. 406 D.e.E.), the youngest of 
the 3 great Greek tragedians .. 
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(iv) Of the choral [part], (a) a processional is the first whole utterance of 
the chorus; (b) a stationary song is a song of the 'chorus without anapaestic6 

trochaic verse; and (c) a dirge is a lament shared by the chorus and [those] 
on stage. 

Regarding the parts of tragedy; we stated earlier which ones should' be 
used [as elements]; the quantitative ones, i.e the separate· parts into which 
it is divided, are these. . 

[13]· After what we have just been ·saying, we must perhaps discuss next 
what [poets] should eim at and what they should beware of in constructing 
plots, ,i.e. how tragedy will achieve its function.' Since the construction of 
the finest tragedy should be not simple but compleX, and moreover it should 
represent terrifying and pitiable events (for this is particular to representation 
of this sort), first, clearly, it should not show (i) decent men undergoing a 
change from good fortune to misfortune; for this is neither terrifying nor 
pitiable, but shocking. Nor [should it show) (ii) wicked men [passing] from 
misfortune to good fortune. This 1s most untragic of all,· as it has nothing of 
what it should; for it is neither morally satisfying nQr pitiable nor terrifying. 
[1453a] Nor, again, [should it show] (iii) a thoroughly villainous person fall
ing from good fortune into misfortune: such a structure can contain JilOral 
satisfaction, but not ptty or terror, for the former is [felt] for a person 'unde· 
serving of, his misfortune; and the latter for a person like. [ourselves]. Con
sequently the outcome will be neither pitiablendr terrifying .. 

There remains, then, the person intermediate between these. Such a per
son is 'one who neither is superior [to us] in virtue andjustice,nor undergoes 
a change to misfortune~because of-vice and wickedness; but because of some 
error, 'and:who is one -of those people'with a great reputation: and a good 
fortune, e.g. Oedipus, Thyestes7 and distinguished men from similar families, 
NecessarilYi then, a plot that is fine is single rather than (as some say) double, 
and involves a change' not from misfortune to good fortune, but conversely, 
from good fortune to misfortune, not because of wickedness but because of 
a great error by a person' like the one mentioned, or by Il better person rather 
thana worse one;" . 

An indication [that this is so] is what is coming about. At first the poets 
recounted stories at random, but now the finest tragedies are constructed 
around a few households; e.g. about Alcmeon, Oedipus, Orestes, Meleager; 
Thyestes, Telephus and.the·others; who happen to have had dreadful things 
done to them, or to have done them.s So the tragedy which is finest according 
to the [principles of the] art results from this structure. For this reaso~, people 
make the same error when they bring against Euripides the charge that he does 
this in his tragedies, and 'many of his [tragedies] end in misfortune; for this; as 
we said, is correct. A very important indication [that this is so is the followin~]. 

6. Based on a foot of the syllabic pattern short
short-long (,o,!,etimes known as marching meter 
because of Its regularity).· .' 
7. Like Oedipus, a popular subject for Greek trag
edy, though none survive; hi. story has numerous 
variants. He unknowingly ate the flesh of his own 
sons, served by his brother Atreus; and follOWing 
the advice of an oracle, he committed Incest ·with 
his daughter to beget the son who would avenge 
him. 
8. Few of the tragedies Involving these characters 

survive. A1cmaeon and Orestes kill their mothers, 
Eriphyl.e and Clytemnestra, to avenge their fathers' 
deaths and are driven mad by the Furies (female 
demons who punish kin-murderers); Meleager kills 
hi. uncles, and as B result hi. mother kills him; and 
Telephus, fated to kill his great-unclesj Is exposed 
by his grandfather (a tragedy. by Euripides told of 
Telephus'.· wound, received from Achilles as the 
Greeks were preparing to sail for Troy, that'would 
not heal). '. . . 
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On stage, i.e. in performanCe, tragedies of this sort, ifthey are done correctly, 
ate obviously the most tragic, and although Euripides manages badly in other 
respects, he is obviously the most tragic of poets. 

The second[-best] structure is that which some say is first, the [tragedy] 
which has a double structure like the Odyssey, and which ends in opposite 
ways for the better and worse [persons]. This [structure] would seem to be 

\ first because of the weakness of the audiences; the poets follow the. specta
tors, composing to suit their wishes. But this is not the pleasure [that comes] 
from tragedy, but is more particular to comedy. There the bitterest enemies 
in the story, e.g. Orestes and Aegisthus,9 exit as friends at the conclusion, 
and nobody kills anyone else. 

[14, 1453b] That which is terrifying and pitiable can arise from spectacle, 
but,it can also arise from the structure of the incidents itself; this is superior 
and belongs to a better poet. For the plot sh'ould ,be constructed in such a 
way that, even without seeing it, someone who hears about the incidents will 
shudder and feel pity at the outcome, as someone may feel upon hearing the 
plot of the Oedipus. To produce this by means of spectacle is less artful and 
requires lavish pro~uction. Those [poets] who use spectacle to produce what 
is only monstrous and nottemfying flavenothing in contmon with tragedy. 
For we should not seek every [kind of] pleasure from tragedy, but {only] the 
sort which· is particular to it. Since the poet should use representation to 
produce the pleasure [arising] from pity and terror, it is obvious that this 
must be put into the incidents. 

Let us consider, then, what sorts'of occurrence arouse dread orcompas
sion in us. These sorts of action against each another necessarily 'take place 
between friends,enemies or people who are neither. If it is one enemy [who 
does the action] to another, there is nothing pitiable, whether he does it or 
is [only] about to do it, except hi the suffek-ing'itself. Nor [is it pitiable] if the 
people are·neither [friends nor enemies] .. But when suffering happen within 
friendly relationships, e.g. brother against brother,son against father, mother 
against son or son' against mother, when someone kills someohe else, is ilbout 
to, or does something else of the same sort ........ these are what must be sought 
after. 

[The poet] cannot undo the traditional stories, I mean e.g. that. g!ytae
mestra is killed by Orestes or Eriphyle byAlcmeon; but he should invent for 
himself, i.e: use the inherited [stories]' well. Let me explain more clearly 
what ·1 mean by' "well." , 

The action may arise (i) in the way the old [poets) made people act know
ingly, i.e. in full knowledge, just as Euripides too made Medeal.kill her chil
dren. Or (ii) they may be going to act, in full knowledge, but not do it. Or 
(iii) they may act, but do the dreadful deed in ignorance, and then recognise 
the friendly relationship later, as Sophocles' Oedipus [does]. This is outside 
the drama; but [they may .~o the deed] in the tragedy itself, as ASlydamas' 
Alcmeon or'i'elegonus in the Wounded Odyssew;2 [do]: Again, fourth beside 

9. Clytemnestra's lover (and Agamemnon's 
cousin). whom '(in the version told In Aeschylus's 
Ag ....... mnon) Orestes also kills. 
I. A ,sorceress from Colchls. In M"th .. (431 
D.C.E.). to 'avenge herself on Jason. who has 
deserted her for the daughter of a king. she kills 
his-and her-children. 

~. A lost play by Sophocles In which Telegonus, the 
son of Odysseus and Circe. fatally wounds hi. father 
without· knowing hi. Identity. Astydamas (active 
ca. 390 R.C.E.). a prolific Athenian ,tragedian; 
Alcma...,.. (and all but a few lines of his works) 'S 
lost. 



102 I ARISTOTLE 

these [ways] is (iv) to be about to do something deadly in ignorance [of one's 
relationship], but to recognise it before doing so. Beside these there is po 
other way; for the act is necessarily either done or not done, and those who 
act either have knowledge or do not. 

Among these [ways], (i) to be about to act in full knowledge, but not do 
it, is the worst. For this is shocking and also not tragic, as there is no suf
fering. For this reason nobody composes in this way, [1445a] except rarely, 
e.g. Haemon against Creon in the Antigone.3 (ii) To act is second[-worst]. 
(iii) To act in ignorance, but recognise [the relationship] afterwards, is better. 
This has nothing shocking in it, and the recognition is astonishing. (iv) The 
last [way] is the best. I mean e.g. the Cresphontes, where Merope is abou~ 
to kin her son, but does not kin him and recognises him; the Iphigeneia, 
where [it is the same for] the sister and her brother; and the Helle, 4 where 
the son is about to hand over his mother but recognises her. This ,is why, as 
we said a while ago, tragedies are not about many fam1lies. [The poets] 
sought to produce this sort [of effect] in their plots, and discovered how to 
not by art but by chance; so they are obliged to concern themselves with 
those households in which such sufferings have happened. 

As for the structure of the incidents, and what sort of plots there should 
be, let this suffice. 

[15] Regarding characters, tftere are four things at which [the poet] should 
aim. 

(i) First and foremost, the characters should be good. [The tr~gedy] will 
have character if, as we said, the speech or the action makesobvioils a deci
sion of whatever sort; it will have a good character, if it makes obvious a 
good decision. [Good character] can exist in every class [of person]; for a 
woman can be good, and a 'slave can, although the first of these [classes] 
may be inferior and the second'wholly worthless. . 

(ii) Second, [they should be] appropriate. It is possible to ~e manly in 
character, but it is not appropriate' for a woman to be so manly'o'r clever. 

(iii) Third, [the character should be Iife-] like. This is different from making 
the character good and appropriate in the way already stated. 

(iv) Fourth, [the character should be] consistent. If the model for the 
representation is somebody inconsistent, and such a character is intended, 
even so it should be consistently inconsistent. 

An example of unnecessary villainy of character is the Menelaus' in the 
Orestes; of the unsuitable and inappropriate, the lament of Odysseus in the 
Scylla, and the speech of Melanippe;5 and of the inconsistent, the Jphigeneia 
at Aulis (the girl who begs [f~r her life] does not seem at all like the later 
Iphigeneia).6 ' . 

In the characters too, ex~c~ly as in the structure of the incide~~s, [the 

3. By Sophocles (ca. 441 a.c.E.). Haemon. who 
loves Antigone. tries to kill his father (Creon. king 
of Thebes). who is responsible for her suicide. 
4. Nothing more is known of this play. The Cres
phontes (now lost) and lphlg .... 1a '" T .... rIs are both 
by lSurlpldes. , 
5. In Melonip".. the Wise, a lost plByby Euripides; 
the heroine apparently argues with a philosophical 
sophistication Inappropriate for a woman. Mene
laus In the Orestes; In Euripides' play (408 a.c.s:). 
Menelaus basely refuses to help his nephew, 

Scylla: a I';st dithyramb by Timotheus. In which 
Odysseus weeps in an unmanly way for his crew 
members killed by the monster Scylla. 
(j. Th'at Is. lphlgenla .. t T .... rIs. Euripides' play set 
at AuUs (ca. 405 a.c.E.) depicts Iphlllel)la about to 
be sacrificed by her father. AgameMnon. so that 
the Qi-eeks may have fair winds as they lIall to Troy; 
according to one version of the myth, .he wal 
saved by Artemis and transported Ear away to 
Tauris. where she becomes high prlestes. (and 
where Orestes later come.). 
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poet] ought always to seek what is either necessary or probable, so that it is 
either necessary or probable that a person of such-and-such a sort say or do 
things of the same sort, and it is either necessary or probable that this [inci
dentJ happen after that one. 

It is obvious that the solutions of plots too should come about as a result 
of the plot itself, [1454b] and not from a contrivance, as in the Medea and 
in the passage about sailing home in the Iliad. 7 A contrivance must be used 
for mat~ers outside the drama--either previous events which are beyond 
human knowle4ge, or later ones that need to·be foretold or annQunced. For 
we grant that the gods can see everything. There should be nothing improb
able in the incidents; otherwise, it should be outside the tragedy, e.g. that in 
Sophocles' Oedipus. 

Since tragedy is a representation of people who are better than we are, 
[the poetJ should emulate the good portrait-painters. In rendering people's 
particular shape, while making them [life-Jlike, they paint them as finer [than 
they are]. So too the poet, as he represents people who are angry, lazy, or 
have other such traits, should make them such in their characters, [butJ 
decent [too]. E.g. Homer [made] Achilles8 good as well as an example of 
stubbornness. [The poet] should guard against these things, as well as against 
[causingJ reactions contrary to those that necessarily follow from the art of 
poetry. In fact one can often make errors in these; there is a sufficient 
account of them in my published work. 

[] 6J We stated earlier what recognition is. As for the kinds of recognition, 
(0 the first is the least artful, which [poets] make most use of from lack of 
resourcefulness-recognition by signs. Of these, (a) some are congenital, 
e.g. "the spear-head that the earth-born bear," or [the birth-marks like] stars 
such as Carcinus9 [made upJ in his Thyestes. (b) Others are acquired. Of 
these (1) some are on the body, e.g. scars, and (2) others are external, e.g. 
necklaces, and e.g. [the recognitionJ by means of the dinghy in the Tyro. I 

These can be used more or less well; e.g. Odysseus was recognised from 
his scar in one way by the nurse, and in another by the swineherds.2 For the· 
latter recognitions, and all similar ones, are less artful because of the [means 
of) proof; but those that result from a reversal, like that in the "Bath-scene," 
are better. .-J';' 

(ii) Second are those recognitions made up by the poet, which is why they 
are not artful. E.g. in the lphigeneia, how Orestes makes it known that he is 
Orestes; for Iphigeneia is recognised by means of the letter, but he himself 
says what the poet wants, not what the plot does. For this reason, this rec
ognition is not far from the error we Uust] mentioned; Orestes could have 
brought some actual objects. Also "the shuttle's voice" in Sophocles' Tereus." 

7. [n Iliad 8.155-81, only the arbitrary interven· 
tion "f the goddess Athena prevents the Greeks 
from giving up the light at Troy and going home. 
The Medea: after killing her children, Medea flies 
off in the chariot of the sun·god Helios, her grand
filth~r; this ,tcontrivance" is the deu..~ ex .,.".cldnao 
II. The greatest warrior among the Greeks and the 
central character of the IlIad. He display. his 
"stubbornness" by long refusing to enga~e in the 
hallie heclluse of his anger with Agamemnon, the 
lender of the Greek force.. . 
9. PJ'C)lilic Greek tragic poet (early 4th c. IJ.C.L). 
The p."ct:cdiItR quotation may be rmln Euripides' 

lost Antigone. 
I. A lost play by Sophocles; Tyro'. sons are aban
doned In a small boat that leads to their later rec· 
ognition.-
2. Odysseus Is recognized artfully (because inevi· 
tably) by his nurse when he shows them his scar 
in the "bath scene" (Odyssey 19.386-475); but his 
declaration of hi. Identity to the swineherd., when 
he shows them the scar as proof (21.205-25), i. 
manufactured by the poet. 
3. A lost play. Philomela tells her sister the story 
of her rape by Tereus, who has tom out her tongue 
to .i1ence her, by weaving a picture of It. 
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(iii) The third [kind of recognition] is by means of a memory, when some
ohe reacts to something he sees; [1455a] like the one in Dicaeogenes' Cyp
riots where he bursts into tears upon seeing. the painting, or the one in the 
"Tale told to Alcinous"4 where Odysseus hears the lyre-player and weeps at 
his memories, as a result of which they recognise him) . 

(iv) Fourth is recognition resulting from an' inference, e.g.· in the Libation 
Bearers, on the grounds that "someone like [Electra] has cornel but there is 
nobody like [her] except Orestes; it is he, then, who has come".5 Or the 
recognition [proposed by] the. sophist Polyidus concerning Iphigeneia: it 
would be reasonable, he said, for Orestes to infer that "his sister. was sacri
ficed; and it [now] falls to him to be· sacrificed himself." Or in Theodectes' 
Tydeus, on the grounds that "he came to find a son, but is .to die himself." 
Or the recognition in the Sons of Phineus:6 when' the women see the place 
they infer their .fate,. on the grounds that "they are fated to be killed there, 
for [the boys] were left to perish there."· 

There is also a combiIied recognition resulting from a false inference by 
the audience; e.g. in Odysseus the Palse. Messenger:7 fOT the fact that [Odys
seuscould] bend the bow; but: nobody else [could], is made up by the poet 
and is a premise, and [so is Odysseus'] saying that he would recognise the 
bow which he had hot :seen; but the way he is expected to make himself 
known by the former means,butdoes so by the latter, is a [case of] false 
inference. 

(v) The best recognition of all.is that which re~ults from the incidents 
themselves, when our astonishment comes about by means of probable [inci
dents], e.g. in Sophocles' Oedipus and the Iphigeneia:, it is probable that 
Iphigeneiawouldwish to dispatch a letter. For such recognitions alone are 
without made,,:up [incidents] and ·neckiaces.Recognitions as a result of infer
enceare second[-best]. 

[17] In. constructing his plots and tisingdiction .to' bring them to 
completion, [the poet] should put [the events] before his eyes as much as 'he 
can; Irt this way. seeing them very vividly as if he Were actually present at 
the actions [he represents], he can. discover what is suitable,. and is least 
likely to miss contradictions, An indication of'this is the [contradiction] for 
which Carcinus was criticised. His Amphiaraus comes up out of a shrine;8 
this· would have been missed by anyone notseeb;tg it asa·spectator. But [the 
play] failed on stage, as the spectators were upset about it. 

As far as possible, [the poet should] also bring [his plots] to completion 
with gestures. Given the same nature, those [poets] who experience the emo
tions [to be represented] are most believable, te. he who is agitated or furious 
[can represent] agitation and anger most truthfully. ·For this reason, the art 
of poetry belongs to the genius or the madman; of these, the first are adapt
able, the second can step outside themselves. 

As for his si:ories; both tho~¢ ·[alreadyJ. made up and those he compos~s 
himself, [1455b] he should set them out as universals; and .only then intr.oc 
duce episodes,i.e . .extend them. l meai1~hat,heniight investigate vvh~t,'i!l 

4. King of the Phaeaclans and Odysseus's host In 
Iliad 7-12 (for the telltale weeping, see 8.521-34). 
Dicaeogenes (late 5th c. 8:C.6.), a !nlnor Greek tra
gedian. 
5. Aeschylus, Libation Bearers (458 0;C.6.), lines 

168-234. , 
6. Lost. as Is Tydeus. Polyidus (early 4th C.II.<i:.E.), 
perhaps the poet and critic Polyidus of·So!lymbria. 
7. A lost play by an unknown author. ;".' 
8. In a lost play. 
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universal in them in the following way, e.g. [the story] of Iphigeneia: "a girl 
has been sacrificed and disappears in away unclear to the people who sac
rificed her. She is set down in another country, where there is a law that 
foreigners· must be sacrificed to the goddess'; this is the priesthood she is 
given. Some time later it turns out that -the. priestess' brother arrives •.. ; ." 
The 'fact that the oracle commanded him to' go there, for some reason that 
is not a universal, and his purpose [in going], are outside the plot. "After. he 
arrives, he 'is 'captured. When he is about to be sacrificed [by his sister], he 
makes himself known [to her]," efther as Euripides or as Polyidus arranged 
it, "by saying~as would be probable-that it was not only his sister's fate to 
be sacrificed, but his.own too. This leads to the rescue." After this [the poet] 
should now supply the names and introduce episodes. Take care that the 
episodes are particular [to the story], e.g.: in Orestes' case his madness 
through which' he is captured, and his rescue by means of the purification. 

In dramas the episodes are brief, but epic is lengthened out with them. 
The story of the .odyssey is not long: "someone has been away from home for 
many years, with a god on the watch for him', and he is· ·alone. Moreover 
affairs at home are such that his wealth is being consumed by [his wife's] 
suitors, and his son is being plotted against [by.them]. H~ arrives after much 
distress, makes himself known to some people, and attacks. He is rescued, 
his enemies annihilated." This is what is :proper [to the Odyssey]; its other 
[parts] are episodes. 

[18] [Part] of every tragedy is the complication, and [part] is the solution. 
The [incidents] outside [the tragedy] and often some of· those inside it are 
the complication, and the rest is the solution. By "complication," I triean the 
[tragedy1 from the beginning up to the final part from which th~re is a trans
formation towards good fortune or misfortune; by ""Soltition," the . [tragedy1 
from the beginning of thetransformation:up to the end. E.g.:in TheodeCtes' 
Lynceus, the prior incidents, the capture of the baby andtheri .its parents' 
explanation is the complication, and the [tragedy] from the demand for the 
death penalty. tip to the end is the solution .. 

There are four kinds of tragedy. (for· we said that its parts too are of the 
same number): (i) the complex tragedy, the whole of which is reversal and 
recognition; (ii) the tragedy of suffering; e.g. the [tragedies called] Ajax and 
[1456a] Ixion;9(iii) the tragedy of chanicter,. e;g. the Women of PhthiiMrnd 
the Peleus;1 (iv) the fourth [kind1 is spectacle, e.g. the Daughters ofPhorC}'s, 
the Prometheus~ and [dramas set] in Hades. Preferably [the poet1 should 
attempt to have all [the parts]; otherwise, the most important and the major
ity of them, espeCially given the way people belittle poets nowadays. Since 
there have been poets good at each part [of tragedy], they demand that a 
single [poet] surpass the particular good [quality] of each one; but it is not 
right to call a tragedy the same [as another] or different according to anything 

9. No play of this name survfves.lxlon was the first 
10 murder kin and attempted to rape Hera, queen 
of the gods; as punishment for the second crime, 
he Is chained foreVer to a wheel In the underworld. 
Ajax, Sophocles' play (ca. 445 D.C. E.) tells the story 
of the Greek warrior·drlven mad by Athena who 
then commits suicide out of shame. , 
1. Both lost works revolve around the family of 
Achilles, who was the son of Peleus and came from 
Phthia. Women of Phth/a ts by Sophocles; both 

Sophocles and Euripides wrote plays titled Pe/ens. 
2. Perhaps Aeschylus'. Prometheus Bound, whose 
hero speaks 'whlle bound to the rocks In the Cau
cilsus. ·Daughters of Phorcys: perhaps by Aeschylus. 
Phoreys was a sea god, and his daughters were 
monsters: the 3 Graeae, old women who shared 
one tooth and one eye, and the.3 serpent-haired 
Gorgon., the sight of whom turned humans to 
stone. 
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so much as the plot, that is, [plots] with the same development and soluti~n. 
Many [poets] develop [the plot] well and solve it badly, but one should har
monise both [parts]. 

[The poet] ought to remember what we have often said, and not compose 
a tragedy with an epic structure (by an "epic" structure, I mean one with 
mOre thijn one plot), e.g. if someone were to compose [a tragedy withJ the 
whole plot of the Iliad. For there, the parts receive suitable magnitude 
because of the length [of the epic]; but in dramas the result is far from one's 
expectation. 

An indication [that this is so is the followingJ: those [tragediansJ who 
composed a Sack of Troy as a whole and not in part like Euripides, or a 
Niobe3 and not like Aeschylus, either fail or compete badly, since even Aga
thon failed in this one respect. In reversals and in simple incidents, they aim 
to arouse the amazement which they desire; for this is tragic and morally 
satisfying. This is possible when someone who is clever but villainous is 
deceived, like Sisyphus,4 or someone who is brave but unjust is defeated. 
This is even probable, as Agathon says; for it is probable that many things 
will happen even against probability.· 

[The poetJ should regard the chorus as one of the actors. It should be a 
part of the whole, and contribute to the performance, not as in Euripides 
but as in Sophocles. In the rest the sung [partsJ belong to the plot no more 
than they belong to another tragedy. For this reason they sing interludes; 
Agathon was first to begin this. Yet what difference is there between singing 
interludes and trying to adapt a speech, or a whole episode, from one [dramaJ 
to another? 

[19J We have discussed the other elements [of tragedy]; it remains to 
discuss diction and reasoning. As for reasoning, what was said about it in 
my Rhetoric5 should be assumed; for this is proper rather to that enquiry. All 
[the effects] that have to be produced by speech fall under reasoning. The 
types of these are' O} demonstration and refutation, (ii) the production of 
emotions [1456b] (e.g. pity, terror, anger, etc.), and again (iii) [arguments 
about things'] importance or unimportance. . 

In the incidents too [the poetJ clearly should use some of the same ele
ments when he needs to make things [e.g.J pitiable, dreadful, important or 
probable, except that there is this difference, that these [effectsJ should be 
apparent without a production, but those dependent on speech should be 
produced by the speaker and arise from speech. What would be the 
speaker's function, if the element were apparent even without [the use of] 
speech? 

Among matters related to diction, one kind of investigation is the forms 
of the diction. Knowledge of this belongs to the art of delivery and to the 
person with mastery in it. [I mean] e.g. what is a command, what is a wish, 
a statement, a threat, a question, an answer, etc. No criticism at all. made 

3. There are no known epics concerning Niobe; 
Aeschylus's Niobe Is lost. Sack of Troy: a poem in 
the epic cycle, by Lesches of Mytiline (ca. 7th c. 
H.C.E.) or Arctlnu. of Mlletus (ca. 8th c. H.C.E.). 
Euripides treated lome of the aame eventa In his 
Trojan W.",...n and H.e,,"a. 
4. A sly trleklter who murdered travelers and once 
even chained the lod of death, he \I punished eter· 

nally fOr betraying Zeus's secrets; he tries to roll a 
stone over the top of a steep hill, but always fails 
and must try again from the bottom. Aeschylus, 
Sophocles, and Euripides all wrote plays on SIIY' 
phul. . . 
,. In a dllcUlslon of typel of araumenti lee nlse.· 
Drill 1356a-135Ba. 
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against the art of poetry, that is based on knowledge or ignorance of these 
[forms], actually deserves to be taken seriously. What error could anybody 
consider there to be in "Sing, goddess, of the wrath," which Protagoras6 

criticises on the grounds that [Homer] supposes he is making a wish, but is 
giving an order'? (For Protagoras says that telling someone to do something 
or not do it is an order.) For this reason let us leave this investigation aside, 
as it belongs to another art and not to that of poetry. 

[20] The parts of diction in its entirety are as follows: (i) the element [i.e. 
letter]' (ii) the syllable, (iii) the particle, (iv) the conjuqction, (v) the name 
[i.e. noun or adjective], (vi) the verb, (vii) the inflection, (viii) the utterance. 

(i) The element is an indivisible sound-not every [kin40f] sound, but 
one from which it is natural for a composite sound to arise. For wild animals 
too make indivisible sounds, none of which I mean by an element. The types 
of this [kind of] sound are (a) the vowel, (b) the semi~vowel and (c) the 
consonant. 

(a) A vowel is that which has an audible sound without a contact [between 
the parts of the mouth]. (b) A semi-vowel is that which has an audible sound 
with [such] a contact, e.g. sand r. (c) A consonant is that which has no 
audible sound in itself with [such] a contact, but becomes audible together 
with those elements that have a sound of some sort; e.g. g and d. 

The elements differ according to the forms of the mouth, the places [in 
the mouth where they are produced], aspiration, non-aspiration, length, 
shortness, and also high, low or intermediate pitch. One must investigate 
the particulars of these matters in works on versification. 

(ii) A syllable is a non-significant sound composed of a consonant and [an 
element] which has sound. In fact gr without an a is a syllable, and [it is also 
a syllable] with an a, as in gra. But the investigation of the differences 
between these also belongs to the art of versification. 

(iii) A particle is (a) a non-significant sound which neither precludes, 
[1457a] nor brings about, the production of a single significant sound that 
by nature is composed of several sounds [i.e. an utterance], and which it is 
not appropriate to place at the beginning of an utterance on its own, e.g. 
men, etoi, de. Or [it is] (b) a non-significant sound which by nature pro
duces, as a result of Uoining together] several sounds that are significant,......,. 
a sing.le significant sound [i.e. an utterance]' e.g. "about," "concerning" 
etc. 

(iv) A conjunction is a non-significant sound which makes clear the begin
ning of an utterance, its end or its dividing-point, and which by nature is 
placed both at the extremities and in the middle [of an utterance], e.g. "or," 
"because," "but." 

(v) A name [i.e. noun or adjective] is a composite significant so~nd without 
[an indication of] time, no part of which is significant in itself. For in double 
names we do not use [any part] as being significant in and of itself: e.g. in· 
"Theodore" [i.e. "gift of god"] dore is not significant. , 

(vi) A verb is a composite significant sound with [an indication of] time, 
no part of which is significant in itself, just as in the case of names. For 
"human being" or "white" does not signify when, but "walks" or "walked" 

6. Pre·Socratic philosopher (5th e:. B.C.":.). who WaR one: of the mOlt lue:e:e.arul of the lophlatl, or Itinerant 
tench.·". "Slnll ... ": the Rrst word. uf the IlIad. 
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signifies this as well, present time in the first case, and past time in the 
second. 

(vii) An inflection of a name or verb is either (a) the inflection according 
to the [part] that signifies "of him," "for· him," etc., or.(bLthat according to 
the (part] that signifies "one",or "many ... ·e.g. "person" or "persons/' or (c) 
that according to the delivery, e.g. according to [whether it is] a question or 
an order; for "did he walk?" or "walk!" is an inflection of·the verb according 
to these kinds. 

(viii) An utterance is a composite significant sound, some parts of which 
signify something in themselves. For not every utterance· is. composed of 
verbs and names, e'.g. the definition Of·i.l human being, but there can bean 
utterance without verbs. However, aqutterance will always have a part that 
signifies something [in it'self], e.g. "Cleon"in "Cleon walks." 

An utterance cart be single in two ways, either (a) by signifying one thing, 
or (b) by a conjunction of several things. E.g. the Iliad is one by a conjunction 
[of many things], but the definition of a human being is 'one by signifying 
one thing .. " .. 

[21] The kinds of name are (i) single (by "single,''' I mean that which is 
not composed from (part!;] that are significant, e.g; "earth"), and (ii) double. 
Of the double name, (a) one (kind] is. composed of [a part] that is signi~cant 
and [a part] that is ~on~significant~ except,that.these [parts] are not signifi
cant and non-significant in the [double] name [itself]; (b) the other [kind] is 
composed of.(parts] that are significant. There· can be a triple, and a quad
ruple name, even a multiple one: e.g .• most of. the names. of.. the, peopJe of 
Marseilles, :!Hermocaicoxanthus/ who ·prays to Zeus." [l457b] Every name 
is either (i) standard, (ii) exotic, (iii) a metaphor, (iv) an ornament, (v) made-
up, (vi) lengthened; (vii) reduced or (viii) altered. . 

By (i) "standard," I mean a name. which a particular people uses; by (ii) 
"exotic," I mean one which other people Uses .. Consequently it is obvious 
that it is possible for the same (name] to ,be both exotic-and standard, but 
not for the same people. For sigunon ("spear") ··is· standard for the Cypriots,8 

but exotic for us; and. "spear" is .standard for us, but eXotic· for the Cypriots. 
(iii) A "metaphor" is. the application (to something] of a name belonging 

to something else, either (a) from the genus to', the species, or'(b) from the 
species to the genus, or (c) from a species to [another] species, or (d) accord
ing to analogy. 

By (a), "from genus to species," I mean e.g. "here stands my ship": for (the 
species] lying at anchor is a [part ofthe gertus] standing. By (b);'~from species 
to genus," I mean e.g.' "truly has .Odysseus done ten .thousand 'deeds ·of 
worth": for [the species] "ten thousand" is [part of the genus] "many," and 
[Homer] uses it here instead of "a.lot". By·(c); "from species to species," I 
mean e.g. [killing a man by] "draining out his life with bronze" [ile.a 
weapon], and [drawing water by] "cutting it ,with long-edged bronze" [i.e. a 
bowl]: for here [the poet] calls cutting "draining'~ and draining "cutting". 
Both are [species. of the genus] "taking away." By (d);-"analogy," I mean when 
b is to a as d is to C; for [the. poet then] will say d .instead of:h, or b instead 
of d. 

7. A comical name compounded from the names 
of three rivers (Hermu5, Carcus. and Xanthtis) In 
western Asia Minor. where the founders of Mar-

sellles (then called Mas.alla) originated. 
8. That Is,. those .speaking the dialect of Greek 
used on theJ.land of Cyprus. 
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'Sometimes 100 [poets] add [to the metaphor] the thing to which the name 
re.Iates~ instead:of what It means. I mean e.g. that the wine-bowl stands to 
I)ioriysusas: the: shield does to Ares:9 so [the poet] will: call a wine-bowl 
"shield -of, Dionysus" and a shield" ~'wine~bowl of Ares." Again, as old age 
stands to life, so the evening stands to the day: so [the poet] will call evening 
"old age of the day," as Empedocles does, and old age "the evening of life" 
or~'the sunset ofJife." 

There may be rio current name for ·some of the things in the analogy, but 
even so they will be expressed in the same way. E.g; Jo'scatter seed is to sow, 
and tQscatter radiance from the ·sun· has ·no name; but ,thisha.s the: same 
relation to the sun·as sowing does to the seed. For this reason [the poet] says 
'isowing god-wrought radiance."; . 

This manner .of, [making a]metaphof:ca'n be. used in another way too. After 
terming something by a name that belongs to something else, one can deny 
to iUme of the things particular to Tthat other thing], e.g. if [a poet] called 
a shield not "wine~bowl of Ares" but "wine-bowl without wine!' 

(iv) [An "ornament" is • •• )1 
.(v) A "made-up [name]" is one which is wholly unused ·by people, but 

which the poet supplies ,himself. There would seem to be sollie such names, 
e.g. "branchers" for "horns" or "prayer-man" for I~priest." 
, (vi)-(vii) &. for lengthened [1458a] 01' shortened names, the former is one 
which, uses a longer vowel than ,the one particular [to it], or an inserted 
;;yllable,. The latter is one some [part] of which has been shortened. A length
ened .[name] i$ e.g. pol~os for poleijs "of the city," and Peleiadeo for·Peleidou 
"son of,Peleus"; a shortened [name] is e.g. kri [forkrith~] "bar1eYI" do [for 
dama] "mansion"·and, in "one seeing comes from both [eyes] ,"ops .(for opsis] 
"seeing." 

(viii) An altel:ed [name] is when [the poet] leaves· some of the appellation 
{unaltered], but .makes up some of it, e.g. "by her· righter breast" instead of 
ffrigh~~ :':.. .: . I • " .. 

Aniong names (in] themselves, (a) some are masculine, (b) some are fern· 
ininej Bnd (o) some are in between (i.e. neuter].2, (a) Masculine names are 
those that end in n, T, s and the elements that are composed of s;there are 
two of these, ps and x [i.e. ks]. (b) Feminine names are (i) those that end in 
the vowels that are always lbng, i.e. in ~ and D, and (ii) those that eftt\. in a 
al1l{)ng the vowels, that may be lengthened. Consequently the elements in 
which the masculine and feminine names end turn out to be equal in number 
(i.e. three], for ps and x are ~omposite. 'No names end in a consonant, nor 
in a short vowel. [that is always short]. There are only three names ending in 
i, "honey," "gum" and "pepper" (~li, kommi" peperi); there are five ending 
in u, "spear," "fleece," "mustard," "knee" and "city" (doni; pou, napu, gonu, 
astu). The [names] that are in between end in these elements [a, i and u], 
and in n, [d and S', '" . 

[22] The virtue of diction is to be clear and not commonplace. Diction 
made up of standard names is clearest, but is commonplace. An example is 
the poetry of Cleophon and that of SthenE7lus~3 Diction that uses unfamiliar 

9. Greek god of war. 
I.' 'Arlitotle dlsilngulshe. between ornamental and 
standard names, but hi. account here Is missing In 
all surviving manuscripts. 

2. Some editors condemn thIs paragraph (which 
cO)1tBins mud:t. that I~ riot tr1;le) as spurious. 
3, 'Perbaps a tragic poet whose .tyle waS mocked 
by Aristophanes (translator'~ note].' ' 
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names is grand and altered from the everyday. By "unfamiliar," I mean the 
exotic [name1, metaphor, lengthening and everything that is contrary to what 
is standard. But if someo~e makes all [the names] of this sort, [his 'poem] 
will be either a riddle or gibberish; If [it is composed] of metaphors, it will 
be a riddle; if of exotic [natrles], gibberish. For it ~s ~~e,~orm of a riddle to 
us~ an impossible com.binal~on [of ~a~es] in saying tHinijs that ar~the c~se. 
This canndt be done with tH~;combmatlon of the other names, buh~;posslble 
with metaphor, e.g. "I saw a man glue bronze on a man with fire," etc. Things 
[composed] of e;l!:otic names 'are gibberish. [The poet], then, should mix these 
[two kinds] in some way. The first (e.g. the exotic name, rpetaphor, ornament 
and the other kinds we mentioned) will produce that which is not everyday 
and commonplace, and the ,tandard name will producecl~i-ity. ':, , ' 

Lengthenings, curtailmen~s and alterations of names make no small con
tribution [I458bltowards ma~ng the diction clear arid riot everyday. These 
will produce what is not everyday, because of their variation from what is 
standard, as they are contrary to the norm, but clarity will come from what 
they have in common with the norm. Consequen~'y those who criticize this 
manner of speech and ridicule the poet [for using it] ~lre not correct to abuse 
him. E.g. old Euclides, to show that it is easy to compose if [a poet] is allowed 
to lengthen [names] as much as he wishes, composed as a lampoon in his 
words "I saw Epichares walking to Marathon" and "not mixing hellebore for 
him."4 To use this manner in some obvious way is laughable. [The need for] 
due measure is ,shared by all the types [of unfamiliar names]. For' [a ,poet] 
who purposely uses metaphors, exotic [names], and the other kinds unsuit
ably, with a view to arousing laqghter, can accomplish the same [effect]. 

How much what is appropriate is superior [to what is inappropriate] clm 
be observed, in the case of lengthened [names], by inserting ,the [standard] 
names into the verse [instead]. In the case of exotic [riames], as well as 
metaphors and the other forms; someone who substitutes the st~ndard 
names can see that what we are saying is true. E.g. when Euripides composed 
the same iambic verse as Aeschylus, and substituted only one name, an exotic 
name instead of the usual stan4~rd one, his verse seems fine, but Aeschylus' 
seems ordinary. For Aeschylus in his Philoctetes~ composed the verse 

"the gangrene which eats at the flesh of my foot," 

but Euripides substituted "feasts on" for "eats at." Also, [in the verse] 

"now I am a paltry man, nothing worth and plain,"" 

suppose that someone substituted the standard names to say 

"now I am a little man, a 'feeble (me and ugly." 

Compare too 

"setting down a squalid hassock and a paltry table,"? 

4, The two phrases are unrelated; both contain 
words with arbitrarily lengthened syllables. Euc,U
des: Identity unknown; both an Athenian magis
trate and a Megaran philosopher of that name wefe 
active ca. 400 D.C.E. Eplchares: a common name 
In Athens. Marathon: a large Attic city On the 
northeast coast. "Hellebore": an herb thought tb 
be a cure for madness. 
5. A lost play (the Plallocr .. ,.,. of Sophocles but not 

EUripides survives). Phlloctete., who used the bow 
and arrows of Heracles, sailed with the Greeks fat 
Troy l!ut was left behind on an Island because" 
wound on hi. foot, ca\lsed by snakebite, produced 
a horrible smell. He remained alone for 10. years, 
until on the advice of an oracle he and his bow 
were brought to Troy. 
6. Odyssey 9.515. 
7. 0""".,, 20.259. 
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with 

"setting down a nasty hassock and a lit~le table," 

or "the headlands bellow" with "the headlands yell." . 
Again, AriphradesH ridiculed the tragedians on the grounds that they use 

things which nobody would say in his [everyday] speech, e.g. "without the 
palace" and not "outside the palace," "of thee," "mine own," [1459a] "Achil
les round" and not "around Achilles," etc. Because all such [names] are not 
among the standard ones, they produce what is not everyday in the diction. 
But Ariphrades was ignorant of this. 

It is important to use each of the [kinds] mentioned suitably, both double 
names and exotic ones, but the metaphorical [kind] is the most important 
by far. This alone (a) cannot be acquired from someone else, and (b) is an 
indication of genius. For to make metaphors well is to observe what is like 
[something else]. 

Among names, double ones are most appropriate for dithyrambs, exotic 
ones for heroic [verses]9 and metaphors for iambic verses. In heroic verses 
all the [kinds] mentioned are useful. In iambic verses, because these repre
sent [everyday] diction as far as possible, those [kinds] of names are appro
priate which one can use in [prose] speeches too. These are the standard 
name, metaphor and ornament. 

As for tragedy, i.e. representation by means of acting, let this account 
suffice us. 

[23] As for the art of exposition and representation in verse, it is clear that, 
just as in tragedies, [the epic poet] should construct plots that are dramatic 
(i.e. [plots] about a single whole action that is complete, with a beginning, 
middle [parts] and end), so that it will produce· the pleasure particular to it, 
as a single whole animal does. The constructions [of oft he incidents] should 
not be like histories; in these it is necessary to· produce a description not of 
a single action, but of a single time, with all.that happened during it to one 
or more people; each (event] relates to the others at random. Just as the sea
battle at Salamis and the battle against theCarthaginians in Sicily happe·ned 
at the same time, I but did not contribute to the saine end, so too in sequential 
[periods of] time one thing sometimes comes about after another, but from 
these there comes about no single end. But this is what the majority, aBnost, 
of [epic] poet do. 

For this reason, as we said already, Homer appears marvellous compared 
to the others, in that he did not undertake to put jnto his composition even 
the [Trojan] war as a whole, although it has a beginning and an end. For the 
plot would probably have been too big and not easily seen as a whole; or, if 
it were moderate in magnitude, Tit would have been too] cornplex in its variety 
[of incidents]. As it is, selecting a single part [of it], Homer has used many 
of them as episodes, e.g. he diversifies his composition with the "Catalogue 
of Ships"2 and other episodes. The other [poets] compose about a single man, 
a single time, or a single action that has many parts,e.g. he who composed 
the [1459b] Cypria and the Little Iliad. 3 Consequently one or at most two 

H. An unknown comic poet. 
9. That is, verses in the meter of epic (dactylic 
hexameter). 
I. According to Herodotus (7.166.1), the victory 
of the Greek neet over the Persians at Salamis and 
the victory of the Sicilian Greeks led by Gelon over 

the Carthaginian. occurred on the same day in 480 
D.C.E. 
2. Iliad 2.484-759. . . 
3. Poems in the epic cyele, of unknown authorship: 
the Cypria related the origins of the Trojan War 
and the Little Iliad events after the end of the Iliad. 
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tragedies in each case are produced from the Iliad and the Odyssey; but many 
[are produced] from the Cypria, and from the Little Il~ more, than eight, 
e.g. the Judgment of Arms, Philoctetes, Neoptolemus, Eurypylus, Vagabond
age, Laconian Women, Sack of Troy, Embarkation, Sinon, and Trojan 
Women. 4 

[24] Again, epic must have, the same kinds as tragedy, for [it must be] 
either (i) simple or (if) complex, (iii) an epic of character or (iv) one of suf
fering. Its parts, except for song and spectacle, are the same; in fact it needs 
reversals, recognitions' and sufferings. Again, ,the reasonings and diction 
should be fine. 

Homer is first and foremost in the use of all of these. In fact each of his 
poems is constructed in each of the two ways-the Iliad is simple and full 
of suffering, the Odyssey is complex (for it is recognition right through) and 
full of character. In addition, he has surpassed all [othersJ in diction and 
reasoning. 

Epic differs [from tragedy] in (i) the lengthofits [plot-Jstructure, and (ii) 
its verse. , 

(i) As for its length, the definition that we stated is sufficient; it should be 
possible to see at one ,view its beginning and end; This would be so, if the 
structures were smaUer than the ancient ones, but reached [the length of] 
the number of tragedies presented at a single hearing. 

For extending its magnitude; epic has an [advantageJ very particular [to 
itJ. In tragedy, it is not possible for many parts [of theactionJ to be pre
sented as being done at the same time, but only the part of the actors on 
the stage. But in epic, because it is exposition, it is possible to put in many 
parts which are accorhplished at the same time; with these-provided they 
are particular [to itJ-the weight of the poem is increased. Consequently 
epic has this advantage [over tragedyJ, both (a) for [giving it] splendour, 
and (b) for diveiting the listener and introducing episodes that are unlike 
[one anotherJ. For likeness [in episodesJ is soon boring and makes trage
dies fail. 

(ii) As for its verse-form, heroic verse has been found appropriate from 
experience. If anyone produced an expository representation in some other 
verse-form, or in many, it would obviously be unsuitable. Heroic verse is the 
stateliest and weightiest of the verse-forms. For this reason, it most readily 
admits exotic names, metaphors and lengthenings-for expository represen
tation exceeds the other [kindsJ in this too. But the iambic and tetrameter 
[1460aJ verse-forms are [fast-Jmoving, as the first is -related to action, and 
the second to dance. It would be still more odd if someone mixed them, as 
Chaeremon did. For this reason, nobody has composed a long structure in 
any verse other than the heroic; but, as we sa,id, nature itself teaches [poets) 
to choose [the verse-form] that is appropriate to it. . 

Homer deserves acclaim for many things; but especially because he 
alone among [epic] poets is well aware of what he himself should do. The 
poet should say very little himself; for this is not the way in which [a poet] 
represents. The other [epic poets) do the performing themselves right 
through [the poem], but represent few [people speaking) and do so rarely. 

4. Only Sophocles' Phlloctllffl5 and Euripides' Troja .. Women are extant; lome editors doubt that Aristotle 
Is responsible for all the titles In this list. 
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But Horner, after a brief preamble, immediately brings on a man, a 
woman, or some other [person]-and none of them characterless, but [all] 
with character. 

[The poet] should put what is amazing into his tragedies; but what is 
improbable, from which amazement arises most, is more admissible in epic 
because [the audience] does not see the person,in action. For the passage 
about the pursuit of Hector' would obviously be laughable on the stage, with 
the Greeks standing still and not pursuing him, and Achilles forbidding them 
to do so, but it passes unnoticed in the epic verses. What is amazing is 
pleasant. An indication [of this is that] everyone narrates [stories] with addi
tions, so as to please. 

Horner above all has taught the other [poets] to tell untruths in the right 
way, that is, [by] a false inference. For if, whenever p exists or comes to be, 
q exists or comes to be, people suppose that if the latter (q) exists, the former 
(p) also exists or comes to be. But this [supposition] is untrue. For this 
reason, if the former (p) is untrue, but it follows from its existence that 
something else (q) exists or comes to be, [the poet] should add it [i.e. q]. 
Because we know that this (q) is true, our soul falsely infers that the former 
(p) exists too. An example pf this is the passage in the "Bath-scene."6 

Impossible [incidents] that are believable should .be preferred to possible 
ones that are unbelievable,· and stories should not be constructed from 
improbable parts, but above all should contain nothing improbable; other
wise, it should be outside the plot-structure, like Oedipus' not knowing how 
Laius was killed. Butit should not b~ within the drama, like the people who 
narrate [the accident at] the Pythian games in the Electra, and the person 
who comes to Mysia from Tegea without speaking in the Mysians. 7 Conse
quently it is ridiculous to say that the plot would have been iuirted [without 
the improbability]; such plots should not be constructed in the first place. 
But if one is set up, and it appears fairly .logical, . even an oddity can be 
admitted. For even the improbabilities in the Odyssey over the putting ashore 
[of Odysseus]8 would clearly not be tolerable, if an [I460b] inferior poet 
composed them. But as it is, the poet makes the oddity disappear by using 
his other good [qualities] for embellishment. [The poet] should take great 
pains with the diction in the slack parts [of the poem], i.e. those with neither 
character nor reasoning. For in turn excessively resplendent diction ~tures 
characters and reasoning. ' 

[25] As for the questions that are raised [about epic poetry] and their 
solutions, it may become obvious to how many kinds they belong, and of 
what sort they are, if we investigate them as follows. 

(i) Since a poet represents; just like a painter or some other maker of 
images, at any moment he is necessarily representing one of three things, 
either (a) things as they were or are; or (b) things as people say and think 
[they were or are], or (c) things as they should be. 

5. Iliad 22.131-207; Hector, eldest son of the 
king of Troy and the greatest Trojan warrior, ini
tially nees Achilles. 
6. That is, Penelope's false inference, from the 
disguised Odysseus's accurate description of some 
clothing, that his tale of being a Cretan who met 
her husband Odysseus is true (Odyss"" 19.165-
250). 

7. A play of Aeschylus or Sophocles; Tegea in the 
Peloponnese is far distant from Mysia In northwest 
Asia Minor. Electra: Sophocles' tragedy (ca. 414 
D.C.E.) contains a false account (lines 680-763) of 
Orestes' death In it charlot crash In the Pythian 
games, whiCh were founded centuries after the 
events of the play. 
8. 0"""",, 13.116-25. 
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(ii) Thes~ things are expressed in diction in which: there are exotic names, 
metaphors ilnd many modifications of diction; we grant these to poets. 

(iii) In addition, there is not the same [standard of] correctness in the art 
of civic life as in that of poetry, nor is there in' any other art as in that of 
poetry. Error in the art of poetry itself is of two sorts; .(a) error in the art 
itself, (b) error in it by coincidence. For if [art artist] decided to represent [a 
horse correctly, but erred in the representation because of his] lack of ability, 
the error belongs to the art itself; but if he decided to represent it incorrectly, 
and [represented] the horse with both right legs thrown forward, [it is] an 
error in the individual art (e.g. one in medicine or another art of whatever 
sort), not in the art of poetry itself. 

Consequently one should consider and solve the criticisms that are among 
the questions raised [starting] from these [principles]. 

(i) First, some [criticisms should be solved] with reference to the art itself. 
[If] impossibilities have been produced; there is an error; but it is correct, if 
it attains the end of the art itself. The end has been stated [already, i.e.] if 
in this way it makes either that part [of the poem],or another part, more 
astonishing. An example is the pursuit of Hector. 

However, if the end [of the art] could have been brought about better or 
no worse [without erring] according to the art concerned with these. matters, 
the error is not correct. For [the poet] should, if possible, have' made no 
errors at' all. 

(ii) Again, to which sort does the error belong, to·those irl the art (itself], 
or' [to those in it] by coincidence'? The error is less, if [an 'artist] did not know 
that a female deer has no horns, than if he paintedwlthout representing 
[anything]. 

(iii) In addition, if [the poet] is criticised for representing things that are 
not true, perhaps he is representing them [as] they should be; :e.g.as Soph~ 
odes said that he himself portrayed people as they should be, but Euripides 
portrayed them aathey ,are~there is the solution. 

,(iv) If [the 'solution] .is in neither of.these ways, then [it may be] on the 
grounds that people say [it is] so, e.g. the [stories] about the gods. These are 
perhaps neither.better [told this way] rior true, but are possibly [lies] [1461a] 
as Xenophanes9 thought; yet people say litis] so. 

(v) Some things are perhaps not better [than they should be], but were so, 
e.g. the passage about the weapons; 

. "their spears, [set] upright on the. 'butt-spike . " ."1 

This was the custom then, as it is among the Illyrians even now. 
, (vi) As for whether someone's saying or action is fine or not so fine; one 

must consider not only what was said or done itself, to see whether it is good 
or inferior, but also the person saying or, doing it, and to whom, at whattime, 
by what means and to what end, e.g. whether it is to bring about a greater 
good, or to avert a greater evil. 

(vii) Some [criticisms] must be resolved by looking at the diction, e.g., by 
[assuming] an exotic name in "the oureis first":Z perhaps [Homer] means 'not 

9. Pre-Socratic philosopher and poet (CB~ 57O--ca. 
480 R.C.E.) who denounced immoral tilles of the 
Greek gods. . 

I. IiimllO.152-53. 
2. Iliml 1.50, where the Greek wonl< ... rlas mily 
derive either from ore .... (mule) Or OII",S (sentlnal). 
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"mules" but "sentinels." As for Dolon3 "who was evil in form," [Homer may 
mean] not that his body was misproportioned; but that his face was ugly; for 
the Cretans call someone fair of face "well-formed." Also by "mix it purer" 
[he may mean] not "[mix the wine] stronger," as if for drunkards, but "mix 
it faster." 

(viii) Some things are said with a metaphor, e.g. "all gods and men slept 
all night long," but [Homer] says at the same time "but when he gazed at the 
Trojan plain, [he marvelled at) the din of flutes and pipes." "All" is said for 
"many" with a metaphor; for "all" is a lot. So too "[this constellation] alone 
has no share [in the baths of Ocean]" is said with a metaphor; for what is 
best known is "alone." 

(ix) [Some questions should be solved] with reference to the pronuncia
tion, as Hippias of Thasaos4 solved [the question of] "but grant that he gain 
his prayer" [instead of "we grant"], and "part rotted by rain" [instead of "not 
rotted"]. 

(x) Some [should be solved] by punctuation, e.g. Empedocles' "at once 
were things mortal born, that learnt before to be immortal, and things were 
mixed, pure before." 

(xi) Some [should be solved] by [assuming] an ambiguity, [e.g.) in "more 
of the night has gone," "more" is ambiguous. 

(xii) Some [should be solved] with reference to a habit of diction. People 
call mixed [wine] "wine," whence [Homer] composed "a greave of new
wrought tin" [i.e. of bronze, copper mixed with tin); and they call men who 
work iron "bronze-smiths," whence his 'calling. Ganymede' "wine-pourer of 
Zeus," although [gods] do not drink wine [but nectar]. This could also be 
[!!olved] with reference to a metaphor. 

Whenever any name would seem to signify something contradictory, one 
should consider how many ways it may signify in the passage, e.g. in '''there 
the brazen spear was held" consider how many· ways it can mean "was 
stopped there," one way or another as best one may understand it, according 
to the exact opposite of what [1461b] Glaucon6 says. 

Again, some people illogically make some prior assumption, and judging 
it right themselves make inferences [from it]. If there is a contradiction to 
their own supposition, they criticise [the poet] as if he had said what tRey 
think. This has happened in the case of Icarius. People suppose that Icarius 
is a Lacedaemonian: so they think it odd that Telemachus7 does not meet 
him when he goes to Lacedaemon. But perhaps it is as the Cephallenians 
say; they say that Odysseus took a wife from among them; and that [Penel
ope's father] was Icadius and not Icarius. It is probable that the question 
[has arisen] because of an error [by Homer's critics]. 

In general, (i) the impossibility should be explained with reference either 
to (a) the composition, or to (b) [making something] better [than it is], or to 
(c) opinion. In relation to [the needs of} the composition, a believable impos-

All the following examples in this passoge come 
from the Iliad, sometimes abbreviating the origi
nal. 
3. A Trojan scout killed by the Greeks (Iliad 
10.314-457). 
4. An unknown figure (possibly an individual who 
died in Athens In 404 D.C.E.). 

5. A beautiful young Trojan prince sei • .ed and car
ried to Olympus by Zeus's eagle; he became a 
minor Greek god. 
6. Perhaps the Interpreter of Homer named by 
Plato In Ion 530d (see above). 
7. Odysseus's son. Icarlus: Penelope's father, from 
Sparta (LacedRemonia). 
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sibility is p~eferable to an unbelievable possibility. For it may be impos~ible 
that there a"i'e people like those ZeUxis painted, but [it isJ better [soJ. For [the 
artistJ should improve on his model. . 

(ii) Improbabilities [should be explained] with reference to what people 
say; for one must solve them in this way, and on the grounds that sometimes 
an improbability is no improbability: for it is probable that things will happen 
even against probability. 

(iii) Sayings that are contradictory should be considered just like refuta
tions in arguments, as to whether it is the same thing [that is meant], relates 
to the same thing, or is said in the same way. Consequently [these] must be 
solved with reference either to (a) what [the poet] himself says or to (b) what 
a sensible person may assume. 

Criticism of improbability and wickedness is correct when, with no neces
sity at all to do so, [the poetJ uses an improbability, as Euripides uses 
Aegeus,8 or villainy, as EUripides uses Menelaus in the Orestes. 

So the criticisms that people make are of five kinds-that things are impos
sible, improbable, harmful, contradictory, or incorrec:;t in terms of [anotherJ 
art. Solutions must be looked for among the items we have stated; there are 
twelve of them. 

[26J One may be puttied about which is better, epic or tragic represen
tation. If the less vulgar representation is better, and the less vulgar is always 
that which relates to better spectators, it is very clear that the one which 
represents in all respects is vulgar. Assuming that [the spectatorsJ will not 
react unless [each actorJ adds something himself, they use a lot of move
ment, like inferior oboe-players who whirl about if they have to represent a 
discus, and drag the chorus-leader about if they are playing the Scylla. So 
tragedy is [a representation] of this sort. Compare too how the earlier actors 
regarded those who came after them. Mynniscus used to call Callippides a 
monkey, on the grounds that he went to great excesses, and the opinion about 
Pindarus9 was similar. [1462a] As the later actors stand to them, so the whole 
art [of tragedy] stands to epic. So people say that epic relates to decent 
spectators, who have no need of gestures, but the· tragic [art] relates to infe
rior ones. Therefore, if it is vulgar, clearly it would be worse [than epic]. 

So let us discuss these matters. (1) First, the charge is not against the art 
of [tragic] composition but against that of [the actors'] delivery: For [visual] 
signs can be overworked even in reciting an epic, as Sosistratus did, and in 
singing, as Mnasithesus of Opus· did. 

(ii) Next, not all movement is to be rejected, unless dance is to be too, but 
[only] that of inferior [people], such as that for which Callippides was crit
icised, and others now are, on the grounds that they represent women who 
are not free born. 

(iii) Again, tragedy can produce its own [effect] even without movement; 
as epic does. For it is obvious from reading it what sort "[of tragedy] it is. So 
if tragedy is superior in all other things, this at any rate does not necessarily 
belong to it. 

8. In Melka (line. 663-758). Aegeus, king of Ath
ens, happens to pass through Corinth and see 
Medea; he promises her future asylum. 
9. Presumably an actor. Mynnlscus of Chads 

(active ca. 460--420 a.c.E.), an actor known for 
roles In Aeschylus'. play •• Callippldes (active ca. 
427-400 D.C.E.), a Greek actor. ". 
I. Both unknown. 
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(i) Furthermore, [tragedy is superior] because it has everything that epic 
has; for it is even possible to use its verse [in tragedy]. 

(ii) Again, it also has as ho small part of it music and spectacles, by means 
of which its pleasures are constructed very vividly. 

(iii) Next, it has vividness in reading as well as in performance. 
(iv) Again, [it has the advantage] that the end [l462b] of the representa

tion is in a smaller length. What is more concentrated is more pleasurable 
than what is diluted with a lot of time [in performance]. I mean, e.g. [the 
effect] if someone put Sophocles' Oedipus into as many epic verses as the 
Iliad. 

(v) Again, the epic poets' representation is less unified. An indication [of 
this is] that more than one tragedy comes from any [epic] representation. 
Consequently, if they compose a unified plot, it appears either docked, if it 
is briefly presented, or watery, if it accords with the length [appropriate to] 
the verse-form. [By "less unified"], I mean, e.g. [the effect] if it is composed 
of several [complete] actions, just as the Iliad and the Odyssey have many 
such parts, which have magnitude even in themselves. Yet these poems are 
as well constructed as [epics] may be, and are, as far as possible, represen
tations of a single action. 

So if tragedy is superior in all these ways, and also in [achieving] the 
function of the art (for tragedy and epic should produce not a random plea
sure, but the one we have mentioned), it is obvious that it will be superior 
to epic as it achieves its end more than epic does. 

So regarding tragedy and ~pic, in themselves, their kinds and their parts, 
as to how many there are and how they differ, and what are the causes of 
doing well or not [in them], and regarding questions raised and their solu
tions, let this account suffice. 

ca. 330 B.C.E. 

From Rhetoric l 

From Book I 

FROM CHAPTER 2 ~ .. 

Let rhetoric be [defined as] an ability, in each [particular] case, to see the 
available means of persuasion. This is the function of no other art;2 for each 
of the others is. instructive and persuasive about its own subject: for example, 
medicine about health and disease and geometry about the properties of 
magnitudes and arithmetic about numbers and similarly in the case of the 
other arts and sciences. But rhetoric seems to be able to observe the per
suasive about "the given," so to speak. That, too, is why we say it does not 
include technical knowledge of any particular, defined genus [of subjects]. 

Of the pisteis,3 some are atechnic ["nom1rtistic"], some entechnic ["em-

I. Translated by George A. Kennedy, who some
times adds clarifying words or phrases in square 
brackets, Also In square brackets In the text are the 
Bekker numbers used almost universally In citing 
Aristotle's works; they refer to the paRe numbers 
and column. of an 1831 edition by Immanuel Bek-

ker. 
2. In Greek, techN<!o Aristotle distlngulshe. be
tween human arts, such as rhetoric or poetics, and 
sciences J such as physics or logic, which adduce 
verifiable results. 
3. Proof. or mea'!. of persuasion (Greek). 
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bodied in art, artistic"]. I call atechnic those that are not provided by "us" 
[i.e., the potential speaker] but are preexisting: for example, witnesses, tes
timony of slaves taken under torture, qmtracts, and such like; and artistic 
whatever can be prepared by method and by "us"; thus, one must use the 
former and invent the latter. [1356a] Of the pisteis provided through speech 
there are three species: for some are in the character of the speaker, and 
some in disposing the listener in'some way, and some in the argumentitself, 
by showing or seeming to show something. 

[There is persuasion] through character whenever the speech is spoken in 
such a way as to make the speaker worthy of credence; ,for we believe fair
minded people to a greater extent and more quickly [than we do others] on 
all subjects 'in general and completely so in cases where there -is not exact 
knowledge but room for doubt. And this should result from the speech, not 
from a previous opinion that the speaker is a certain kind of person; for it is , 
not the case, as some of the technical writers propose in their treatment of 
the art, that fair-mindedness on the part of. the speaker makes no contribu
tion to persuasiveness; rather, character is almost, so to speak, the control
ling factor in persuasion. 

[There is persuasion] through the hearers when they are led to feel emo· 
tion by the speech; for we do not give the same judgment when grieved and 
rejoicing or when being friendly and hostile. To this and only .this ,we said 
contemporary technical writers-try to give their attention. The details on this 
subject will be made clear when we speak about the emotions. 

Persuasion occurs through ,the arguments when w~ show the truth or the 
apparent truth from whatever is persuasive in each case.: 

• • • 
FROM CHAPTER 3 

The species of rhetoric are three in number; for such is the number [of 
classes] to which 'the hearers of speeches belong. A speech [situation] con
sists of three things: a speake~ and a subject on which he speaks and someone 
addressed, [1358b] and the objective4 ' of the speech relates to the last (I 
mean the hearer). Now it is necessary for the hearer to be either a spectator 
or a judge, and [in the latter case] a judge of either past of future happenings. 
A member of a democratic assembly is an' example of one judging about 
future happenings, a jury-man an example of one judging the past. A spec
tator is ,concerned with the ability [of the speaker]. Thus, there would nec
essarily be three genera of rhetorics, deliberative, judicial, demonstratiye.' 
Deliberative advice is either protreptic ["exhortation"] OJ; apotreptic ["dis~ 
suasion"]; for both those advising in private and those speaking in public 
always do one or the other of these. In the law court tnere is either accusation 
or defense; for it is necessary for the disputants to offer one or the other of 
these. In epideictic, there is ,either praise or blame. Each of these has its own 
"time": for the ,deliberative speaker, the future (for whether exhorting or 
dissuading he advises about future events); for the speaker in ,court, the past 
(for he always prosecutes or defends concerning what has been done); in 
epideictic the present is the most important; for all speakers praise or blame 

4. In Greek, telos, also translated. as fiend" or 
"goal." 

5, In Greek. ep;a..iktilco ... also tra';slated as "~pl
delctlc." . 
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in regard to existing qualities, but they often also make use of other things, 
both reminding [the audience] of the past and projecting the course of the 
future. The "end" of each of these is different, and there are three ends for 
three [species]: for the deliberative speaker [the end] is the advantageous 
and the harmful (for someone urging something advises it as the better 
course and one dissuading dissuades on the ground that it is worse), and he 
includes other factors as incidental: whether it is just or unjust, or honorable 
or disgraceful; for those speaking in the law courts [the end] is the just and 
the unjust, and they make other considerations' incidental to these; for those 
praising and blaming [the end] is the honorable and the shameful, and these 
speakers bring up other considerations in reference to these qualities. Here 
is a sign that the end of each [species of rhetoric] is what has been said: 
sometimes one would not dispute other factors; for example, a judicial 
speaker [might not deny] that he has done something or done harm, but he 
would never agree that he has [intentionally] done wrong; for [if he admitted 
that,] there would be no need of a trial. Similarly, deliberative speakers often 
grant other factors, but they would never admit that they are advising things 
that are not advantageous [to the audience] or that they are dissuading [the 
audience] from what is beneficial; and often they do not insist that it is not 
unjust to enslave neighbors or those who have done no wrong. And similarly, 
those who praise or blame do not consider whether someone has done 
actions that are advantageous or harmful [to himself] [1359a) but often they 
include it even as a source of praise that he did what was honorable without 
regard to the cost to himself; for example, they praise Achilles because he 
went to the aid of his companion Patroclus6 knowing that he himself must 
die, though he could have lived. To him, such a death was more honorable; 
but life was advantageous. 

.. .. .. 
From Book II 

FROM CHAPTER 1 

These [topics, set forth in book I] are the proper sources of exhortation"and 
dissuasion, praise and blame, and prosecution and defense, and the kinds of 
opinions and propositions useful for their persuasive expression; for enthy
memes? are concerned with these matters and drawn from these sources, so 
the result is speaking in a specific way in each genus of speeches. But since 
rhetoric is concerned with making a judgment (people judge what is said in 
deliberation, and judicial proceedings are also a judgment), it is necessary 
not only to look to the argument, that it may be demonstrative and persuasive 
but also [for the speaker] to construct a view of himself as a certain kind of 
person and to prepare the judge; for it makes much difference in regard to 
persuasion (especially in deliberations but also in trials) that the speaker 
seem to be a certain kind of person and that his hearers suppose him to be 
disposed toward them in a certain way and in addition if they, too, happen 

6. In storie. of the Trojan War, Achilles' closest 
,. .. iend; Achilles rejoined the battle Lo avenge hi. 
death at the hands of the Trojan hero Hector" 
7. Rhetorical argument hy deduction, applying 
r.,enernl principles to specific cu!;es, that leaves one 

of it. premises unstated. l; .... thymeme. use a looser 
form of reasoning than syllogisms, which are tech
nical logical argument. that follow a rigid 3-part 
procedure. "' " 
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to be disposed in a certain way [favorably or unfavorably to him]. For the 
speaker to seem to have certain qualities is more useful in deliberation; for 
the audience to be disposed in a certain way [is more useful] in lawsuits, for 
things do not seem the same to those who ate friendly and those who are 
hostile, nor [the same] to the angry and the calm but either altogether dif
ferent or different in importance: [1378a] to one who is friendly, the person 
about whom he passes judgment seems not to do wrong or. only in a small 
way; to one who is hostile, the opposite; and to a person feeling strong desire 
and being hopeful, if something in the future is a source of pleasure, it 
appears that it will come to pass and will be good; but to an unemotional 
person and one in a disagreeable state of mind, the opposite. 

There are three reasons why speakers themselves are persuasive; for there 
are three things we trust other than logical demonstrations. These are prac
tical wisdom and virtue and good ,will; for speakers make mistakes in what 
they say or advise through [failure to exhibit] either all or one of these; for 
either through lack of practical sense they do not form opinions rightly; or 
though forming opinions rightly they do not say what they think because of 
a bad character; or they are prudent and fair-minded but lack good will, so 
that it is possible for people not to give the best advice although they know 
[what] it [is]. These at~ the only ppssibilities. Therefore, a person seeming 
to have all these qualities is necessarily persuasive to the hearers. The means 
by which one might appear prudent and good are to be grasped from analysis 
of the virtues, for a person would present himself as being of a certain sort 
from the same sources that he would use to present another person; and 
good will and friendliness need to be described in a discussion of the emo-
tions. ' 

The emotions are those things through which, by undergoing change, peo
ple come to differ in their judgments and which are accompanied by pain 
and pleasure, for example, anger, pity, fear, and other such things and their 
opposites. There is need to divide the discussion of each into three headings. 
I mean, for example, in speaking of anger; what is their state of mind when 
people are angry and against whom are they usually angry, and for what sort 
of reasons; for if we understood one or two of these but not all, it would be 
impossible to create anger [in someone]. And similarly, in speaking of the 
other emotions. 

.. .. .. 
From Book III 

FROM CHAPTER 2 

[1404b] Let the matters just discussed be regarded as understood, and let 
the virtue of styleS be'defined as "to be clear" (speech is a kind of sign, so ff 
it does not make clear it will not perform its fundion)-and neither flat nor 
above the dignity of the subject, but appropriate. The poetic style is hardly 
flat, but it is not appropriate for speech. The use of nouns and verbs in their 
prevailing meaning makes for clarity; other kinds of words, as discussed in 
the Poetics, 9 makes the style ornamented rather than flat. To deviate [from 

8. In Greek, !.xis, literally "sr,eech"; the word Is 
variously translated "language, '''word choice," and 

"expreSSion," as well as "style." 
9. See Poetics 21-22, 1457a-1459a (above). 
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prevailing usage] makes language seem more elevated; for people feel the 
same in regard to lexis as they do in regard to strangers compared with citi
zens. As a result; one should make the language unfamiliar, for people ate 
admirers of what is far off, and what is marvelous is sweet. Many [kinds of 
words] accomplish this in verse and are appropriate there; for what is said 
[in poetry] about subjects and characters is more out of the ordinary, but in 
prose much less so; for the subject matter is less remarkable, since even in 
poetry it would be rather inappropriate if a slave used fine language or if a 
man were too young for his words, or if the subject were too trivial, but in 
these cases, too, propriety is a matter of contraction or expansion. As a result, 
authors should compose without being noticed and should seem to speak 
not artificially but naturally. (The latter is persuasive, the former the oppo
site; for [if artifice is obvious] people become resentful, as at someone plot
ting against them, just as they are at those adulterating wines.) An example 
is the success of Theodorus'l voice when contrasted with that of other actors; 
for his seems the voice of the actual character, but the others' those of 
somebody else. The "theft" is well done if one composes by choosing words 
from ordinary language. Euripides2 does this and first showed the way. 

.. p .. 

ca. 340 B.C.E. 

I. Renowned Athenian tragic actor (active ca. 370 
H.C.E.). 

2. Greek tragedian (ca. 485-co. 406 H.C.E.). 

HORACE 
65-8 B.C.E. 

It would be impossible to overestimate the importance of Horace's An Poetica (Art 
of Poetry) for the subsequent history of literary criticism. Since its compositi<?QJn the 
first century H.C.E., this epigrammatic and sometimes enigmatic critical poem has 
exerted an almost continual influence over poets and literary critics alike-perhaps 
because its dicta, phrased in verse form, are so eminently quotable. Horace's injunc
tion that poetry should both "instruct and delight" has been repeated so often that it 
has come be to known as the Horatian platitude. His practical approach to poetry as 
a craft, or an, contrasts markedly with the more theoretical bent of his predecessors, 
especially ARISTOTLE and PLATO. In fact, unlike Plato, Horace holds the poet in very 
high regard, as his "Epistle to Augustus" suggests: "The poet forms the young child's 
stammering mouth, and turns his ear at a timely hour from obscene discourse; next 
he also shapes his heart with friendly precepts, castigating harshness, resentment, 
and wrath. He tells of deeds honorably done, Instructs rising generations by the exam
ples of famo'us men, and consoles the sick and helpleu." 

Horace describes himself In his youth III the impoverished son of a freed slave, yet 
he rose to great prominence in Rome, becoming both a leading member of the illus
trious circle of poets patronized by the emperor Augustus (63 8.C.E.-14 C.E.) and one 
of Rome's greatest poets and satirist's. Quintus Horatius Flaccus was .horn in Venusia, 
a Roman military colony in southeastern Italy on the border between Apulia and 



122 I HORACE 

Lucania. His father worked as an auctioneer and had a small landholding. Iti!l pos
sible that il) his p.oetry (our main source .for his biography) Hdrace:.s~mew~at exag
gerates his family's poverty. His fat.her· was apparently wealthy enough to send his 
son to Rome for his schooling. At the ,age of nineteen Horace weQ.! to Athe~s to the 
u~iversitY,T.ilt~re Marcus Brutus conVinced him tojoi~'. ·in his futile'att~mpt to re
establish the Republic. He accompanied' ~rutus, to. Asia Minor and was appointed to 
the high post of military tribune. After the defeat of'Brutus arid Cassius at Philippi 
in 42 B.C.E. at the hands of Octavian-'the future Augustus who would one day be 
the poet's patron-Horace returned to Rome, to'find that his father's home and'lllnd 
had been confiscated. Despite this setback, he was able to obtain· a pardon for his 
part in the rebellion and to purchase a position as scriba quaestorius,a·keeper of 
records in the treasury. At this time, he also began his career. as a poet. His abilities 
were recognized by Gaius Maecenas, a wealthy aristocrat and the most p~minent 
literary patron in Rome, to whom he was introduced by the poet Virgil. He maintained 
a close friendship with Maecenas until~he latter's death. Around 38,B.C.E., through 
Maecenas, Horace became a member of the small circle of writers who enjoyed the 
patronage of Octavian, now the emperor. Though he declined an offer to become the 
emperor's secretary, the emperor's support enabled Horace to do' nothing but write 
poetry for the rest of his life. He died of a sudden illness on November 27,8 B.C.E., 
only two months after the death of his patron and friend Maecenas, next to whose 
tomb he was buried. 

Horace is celebrated for his poetry; between 39 and 10 B.C.E., he produced numer
ous epodes (lyric poems), odes, satires, and verse epistles (letters). Many of the epis
tles deal with the subject of poetry: the best-known are the "Epistle to Florus" (19); 
the "Epistle to Augustus" (12), which, examines the role of poetry in the state and 
asserts the merits of contemporary (that is, Augustan) poetry; and the famous "Epistle 
to the Pisones." 

QUINTILIAN was the first to give the title an poetica (art of poetry) or fiber de' arte 
poetica (book of the poetic art) to Horace's letter to the Pisones, a prominent Roman 
family with interests in poetry and literary criticism. The An Poetica. was.written 
perhaps as late as 10 B.C.E., although the date remains controversial, as 'do the iden
tities of the members ~f the Piso family-father and sons-whom the poem addresses. 
Most likely the senior Piso is Lucius Calpurnius Piso (48 B.C.E.-32 C.E.); the sons 
have not been identified. The An Poetica, is less;a formal verse epistle, however-the 
trappings of the letter form are superficial at best~than a long conversational poem 
about poetry, written by an experienced and famous poet of the day. This form was 
widely imitated by later iJOets...;w.;most notably by GEOFFREY OF VINSAUF in the 'twelfth 
century, PIERRE DE RONSARD In the abcteenth"j Nicolas· Boileau In the seventeenth, 
ALEXANDER POPE In the eighteenth, Lord Byron'n the nineteenth, and Wanace Ste
vena In the twentieth. The genre of literary theory in verae form preaent. many chal· 
lenges. Because of the requirements of versification, the structure of Horace's text-.;. 
its organization and transitions-'--is often dictated less' by logical argumentation than 
by verbal association and rhetorical tone; Translation of the An ·Poetica (476 linell 
long) is notoriously difficult. Many English translations imitate Horace's hexameter 
lines by using rhymed couplets, which tend to reduce Horlice's urbane Wit at·best to 
a string of epigrammatic statements held together by the meter, at worst to doggerel. 
For this reason, we have chosen a prose translation here. 

While heavily indebted to Greek literature, and in particular to Aristotle (espeCially 
the Poetics and Rhetoric), the An Poetica is neither a systematic exposition of a coher
ent theory of poetic composition nor a comprehensive textbook for aspiring writers. 
Instead, it is an argument for poetry as a craft. Poetry is not merely inspired madness 
(as in Plato) or genius; it is an art and, as such, has rules and conventions that require 
both instruction and practice. Horace understands the concept of an in three ways: 
as a practiced mastery of a craft, as a systematic knowledge of theory and technique, 
and as a capacity for objective self-criticism. His urbane text counsels 'the aspiring 
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young poet, in this case probably the elder Piso son, that the 'craft of poetry will 
require painstaking work and self-sacrifice to acquire. 

Another key principle that dominates the whole of the An Poetica is decorum. 
Briefly defined, decorum is the discernment and use of appropriateness, propriety, 
proportion, and unity in the arts, whether in painting, sculpture, or poetry. This is 
the Horatian principle that most appealed to later French and English neoclassical 
critics (see, for example, Pope, below), who often applied standards of decorum more 
rigidly than Horace himself would have. For Horace, decorum required that the poet 
fit the part to the whole, the subject to the appropriate genre, and meter and language 
to both character and circumstance. A skillful poet, knowledgeable in the craft of 
poetry and observant of the principles of decorum, would produce the kind of poetry 
able to "delight and instruct" its audiences. 

Among the many dicta for which Horace's text is most famous are the warning 
against the "purple patch" (pu'l'ureus pannus) and the declarations that "poetry 
resembles painting" (ut pictura poesis), "even Horner sometimes sleeps" (idem dor
<nitat Homerus), and poetry should be "pleasing" and "useful" (dulce et utile). Purple 
patches are inappropriately placed ornate passages that violate the' principle of deco
rum and thus should be avoided by writers. Later critics have built on Horace's lik
ening of poetry to painting to explore the spatial as well as the temporal dimensions 
of literature (see below, for example, G. E. LESSING and Erich Auerbach). Because 
sometimes even a poet as great as Homer errs, Horace counsels tolerance of occa
sional small faults. The pleasures of poetry for readers and the~ter audiences ,should 
be joined to practical and moral instruction embodied in the\oVork, ,th(mgh Horace 
seems more preoccupied with delight and careful craft thari with moral uplift. It is 
to these and other pithy and suggestive observations' that modern critics often turn 
when considering Horace. 

Horace's critics have complained that the long epistle is disorganized, that it some
times sacrifices sense for the sake of wit, and that It lacks grandeur, being preoccupied 
with audience response. Since its publication, however; ,the An Poetica has appealed 
to those literary critics interested in codifying the principles:of poetic composition, 
in arguing the relative merits of craft and genius in poetry, and in debating whether 
the primary goal of literature is pleasure or instruction. 
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vides a useful and brief introduction to the poem. Charles O. Brink's monumental 
three-volume study, Horace on Poetry (1963-82), offers an indispensible advanced 
study of Horace's critical principles; It includes texts and commentaries on the An 
Poetica, the "Epistle to Augustus," and the "Epistle to Florus." Ross S. Kilpatrick, in 
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of Horace. Bernard Frischer, in Shiftlng Paradigms: New Approaches to Horace's "Ars 
Poetica" (1991), presents a detailed statistical analysis of the epistle's. many contro
versies. 

Volume 3 of Brink's Horace on Poetry (cited above) contains an extensive bibliog
raphy of primary and secondary sources on Horace's literary criticism. For a more 
general work, see the bibliographical essay in Homage to Horace: A Bimillenary Cel
ebration (ed. S. J. Harrison, 1995) .. 

Ars Poetical 

Unity and Consistency 

Imagin~ a painter who wanted to combine a horse's neck with a human head, 
and then clothe a miscellaneous coliection of limbs with various kinds .of 
feathers, so that what started out at the top as a beautiful woman ended in 
a hideously ugly fish. If you were invited, as friends, to the private view, 
could you help laughing? Let me tell you, my Pis()2 friends, a book whose 
different features are made up at random like a sick man's dreams, with no 
unified form to hav~ a head or a tail, is exactly like that picture . 
. 'Painters and poets have always enjoyed recognized3 tights to venture on 

what they will.' [Ii] Yes, we know; indeed, we ask and grant this permission 
turn and turn about. But it doesn't mean that fierce and gentle can be united, 
snakes paired with birds or lambs with tigers. 

Serious and ambitious designs often have a purple patch or two sewn ·on 
to them just to. make a good show at a distance~a description of a grove and 
altar of Diana," the meanderings of a stream running through pleasant 
meads, the River Rhine, the rainbow: [19] but the trouble is, it's not the 
place for them. 

Maybe.you know how to 'do a picture of a cypress tree? What's the good 
of that, if the man who is paying for the picture is a desperate ship-wrecked 
mariner swimming to safety? The job began as a wine-jar: the wheel runs 
round-why is that a tub that's coming out"? In short, let it be what you will, 
but let it be simple and unified. 

Skiil Needed to Avoid Faults 

Most of 'us poets-father and worthy sons_are deceived by appearances of 
correctriess. I try to be concise, but I become obscure; my aim is smoothness, 
but sinews and spirit fail; professions of grandeur end in bombast; the over
cautious who fear the storm creep along the ground. Similarly, the writer 
who wants to give fantastic variety to his single theme [30] paints a dolphin 
in his woods and a wild boar in his sea. If art is wanting, the flight from 
blame leads to faults. The poorest smith near the School of Aemilius5 will 
reproduce nails and mimic s()ft hair in bronze, though he has no luck with 
the over-all effect of his work, because he won't know how to organize the 

1. Translated by D. A. Russell. In this prose trans
lation of Horace'. verse, subheads have been added 
by the translator. 
2. Horace Is thought to have addressed the An to 
Lucius Calpurnius Plso (48 B.C.E.-32 c.'E.) and his 
sons, though none of the sons has been positively 

Identified. 
3. Or "equal" (translator's note). 
4. Roman goddess of the hunt, the morin, and' 
childbirth. 
5. A schooi for gladiators, near the shops ofbron:r.e 
workers. 
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whole. If I were anxious to put anything together, I would as soon be that 
. man as I would live with a mis-shapen nose when my black eyes and black 
hair had made me a beauty. . 

You writers 'must choose material equal to your powers. Consider long 
what your shoulders will bear and what they will refuse. [40] The man who 
chooses his subject with fulJ control will not be abandoned by eloquence or 
lucidity of arrangement. 

As to arrangement: its excellence and charm, unless I'm very wrong, con
sist in saying at this moment what needs to be said at this moment, and 
postponing and temporarily omitting a great many things. An author who 
has undertaken a poem must be choosy-cling to one point and spurn 
another. 

As to words: if you're delicate and cautious in arranging them, you will 
give distinction to your style if aI;J ingenious combination makes a familiar 
word new. If it happens to be necessary to denote hidden mysteries by novel 
symbols, [50] it will fall to you to invent terms the Cethegi in their loin
cloths6 never heard-and the permission will be granted if you accept it 
modestly-and, moreover, your new and freshly invented words will receive 
credit, if sparingly derived from the Greek springs. Is the Roman to give 
Caeciliusand Plautus privileges dehied to Virgil and Varius?7 Why am I 
unpopular if I can make a few acquisitions, when the tongue of Cato and 
Ennius8 so enriched their native language and produced such a crop of new 
names for things? 

Fashions in Words 

It always has been, and always will be, lawful to produce a word stamped 
with the currerit mark. [60] As wOQds change in leaf as the seasons slide op, 
and tile first . leaves fall, so ~heold generation' of words dies ou t, and the 
newly born bloom and are 'strQog like you~g men. We and our works are a 
debt. owed to death. Here a'Iand-Iocke~ sea protects fleets from the North 
wind-:-:-a royal achievement; here an old.barren marsh where oarswer~ piled 
feeds neighbouring cities and feels the weight of the plough; here again a 
river gives up a course that damaged the crops and learns a better way. But 
whatever they are, all mortal works will die; and still less can the glon. and 

~ .. 
charm of words endure for a long life. [70] Many words which have fallen 
will be born again, many now in repute wiIJ fall if usage9 decrees: for in her 
hand is the power and the law and the canon of speech. 

Metre and Subject 

Histories of kings and generals, dreadful wars: it was Homer! who showed 
in what metre these could be narrated. Lines unequally yoked in pairs2 

6. I.e., primitive Romans [translator', note). 
7. Roman poet (ca. 74-14 B.C.E.), friend of Virgil 
and Horace; author of the tragedy 'Thyesees. Cae
cilius Statius (d. ca. 168 B.C.E.), former slave from 
Gaul who wrote Latin comedies. Plautus (d. ca. 
184 D.C.E.), Roman comic dramalist whose plays 
were modeled on Greek New Comedy originals. 
Virgil (70-19 B.C.E.), Roman poet and friend of 
Horace. 
8. Roman tragic and epic poet (ca. 239-169 
D.C.E.) who tried to refine the Latin language 
according to Greek example. Cato (234-149 

R.C,E.), Roman statesman, stern moralist; and pro
lific writer of treatises and history. 
9. Or "need" [translator's notel. 
I. Greek epic poet (8th c. D.C.E.) to whom the 
IIUul and Odyssey are traditionally attributed. 
2., In elegiac couplet., formed by a dactylic hex· 
ameter (a 6·foot line based on the syllabic pattern 
long.short.short) and a line replacing the 3d and 
6th foot with one long syllable. The shorter second 
line gives the couplet a sen,e oFfalling off, thought 
to impart melancholy. 
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formed the setting first for lamentations; then for the expression bf a vow 
fulfilled' though who first sent these tiJ~y 'elegies' into the world is a gram
marians' quarrel and still sub judice. Madness armed Archilochus with itS 
owri iambus;4 [80] that too was the foot that the comic sock and tragic buskin 
held, because it was suitable for dialogue, able to subdue the shouts ·of the 
mob, . and intended by: nature for il life of action. To the lyre, the Muse 
granted the celebration of gods and the children of gods,victorious boxers, 
winning race-horses, young men's love, and generous wine; If I have neither 
the ability nor the knowledge to keep the duly assigned functions and tones 
of literature, why am I hailed as a poet'? Why do 1 prefer to be ignorant.than 
learn, out of sheer false shame'? A coniic subject will not be set out in tragic 
verse; [90] likewise, the Banquet of Thyestes' disdains being told in poetry 
of the private kind, that borders on·t~ecomic stage; Everything must keep 
the appropriate place to which it was: allotted. . 

Nevertheless; comedy does sometimes raise her voice, and angry Chremes6 

perorates with swelling eloquence. Often too Telephus and Peleus7 in trag
edy lament in prosaic language, when ·they are both poor exiles and throw 
away their bombast and words ·half a yard long,_ if they are anxious to touch 
the spectator's heart with their complairit .. 

Emotion ana. Character 

It is not enough for poetry to be beautiful; it must also be pleasing and lead 
the hearer's mind wherever it will. [101] The human face smiles in sympathy 
with smilers and comes to the help of .those· that weep. If you want me to 
~ry, mourn first yourself; dum .your misf~rtuneswill hurt me, Telephus and 
Peleus. If your words, are giv:~n you.ineptIY, I shall fall asleep or lau$h. Sad 
words. sui,t a mournful count~~ance, threatening words an angry (,me; spor
tive words are for the .,Iaytul, ~erious for '~Ile,grave; For nature first shapes 
us within for any state of fortllDe"":"gives us pleasure or drives us to anger or 
casts us down to the ground With"griev~ussoi1:ow and pains us-[Ill] arid 
then expresses the emo~ions through the medium of the tongue. If the words 
are out of tune with the speakees fortunes, the knights arid infantry of Rome 
will raise a cackle. It will make a lot" of difference whether the speaker is a 
god or a hero, an old man of ripe years' or a hot youth, an influential matron 
or a hard-working nurse, a travelling merchant or the tiller of a green farm, 
a Colchian or an Assyrian, orie nurtured.at Thebes or at ArgoS.8 '.' . , • 

Choict ana. Hana.ling of Myth 

Either follow tradition or invent a consistent st,ory.[ 120] If as a 'writer you 
are representing Achilles with· all his honours, let him be active, irascible, 

3. Horace Is thinking of Inscription. accompany
ing dedications to gods ,[translator's note]. 
4. Metrical foot made of one short and .one long 
syllable; Iambic trimeter was the measure. used in 
dialogue In both Greek comedies and Greek trag
edies, Archilochus (ca. 7th c. B.C.E.), Ionian lyric 
poet thought to be the earliest writer of Iambic 
verse. 
5. In Greek mrthology, Atreus murdered his 
brother Thye.tes son and served the boy to Thyes
les, who had seduced Atreus's wlf", 
6, Miserly character In the comedies of Terenc" 

(Roman dramatist, ca. 19~a. 159 R.C.E.). 
7. ·F ather of th" Greek h",.., Achilles, the central 

. character In th" Iliad. Telephus: son'of Heraeles 
and Auge, wounded bl' Achilles' spear and cured 
by Its rust. ' 
8. The ArgIve Agamemnon shows reServe and dig
nity, while the Theba" Creon Is' a heali.trong 
tyrant, The Assyrian would be effeminate, .s com

'pared with the Colchian, but both would be bar-
barian. (Assyria was an ancient empire of west 
Asia; Colchl. bordered the Black Sea). 
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implacable, and fierce; let him say 'the laws are not'foi' me' and set no limit 
to the claims that arms can make. Let Medea be proud and indomitable, Ino 
full of tears, bion treacherous, 10 never at rest, Orestes full of g100m.9 On 
the other hand, if you are putting something untried on the stage and ven
turing to shape a new character, let it be maintained to the end as it began 
and be true to itself. It is hard to put generalities in an individual way: you 
do better to reduce the song of Troy to acts than if you were the first to bring 
out something unknown and unsaid. J [131] The common stock will become 
your private property if you don't linger on the broad and vulgar round, or 
anxiously render word for word, a loyal interpre~er, pr again, in the process 
of imitation, find yourself in a tight corner from which shame, or the rule of 
the craft, won't let you move; or, once agt)in, if you avoid a beginning like 
the cyclic poet2-

Of Priam's fortune will I sing, and war 
well known to fame. 

If he opens his mouth as wide as that, how can the promiser bring forth 
anything to match it? The mountains shall be in labour, and there shall be 
born-a silly mouse. [140] How much better was the way of that poet whose 
every endeavour is to the point! 

Tell me, 0 Muse, of him who, af~er Troy 
had fallen, saw the manners and the towns 
of many men.' ' ' 

His plan is not to turn fire to smoke, but smoke to light, so as to relate 
magnificent wonders thereafter-Antiphates ~nt;f the Cyclops, Scylla and 
Charybdis." He doesn't start the Return of Diomedes from the deat.,. of Mele
ager,' nor begin the Trojan war from the twin egg;6 he. is always making good 
speed towards the end of the story, and carries his hearer right into the thick 
of it as though it were already known. [150] He leaves ,out. anything which 
he thinks cannot be polished up satisfactorily by treatment, and tells his 
fables and m~es truth ~th falsehood in such a way that the middle squares 
with the beginning and the end with the middle. , 

Let me tell you what I and the public both want, if you're hoping for an 
applauding audience that will wait for the curtain and keep its seat unt1t the 
epilogue-speaker says 'Pray clap your hands'.? You must mark the manners 

9, Son of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra who 
avenges his father's murder by killing his mother 
and her lover; he is gloomy because the Furies 
hound him for the crime of matricide. Medea: 
enchantress of Greek myth who helps Jason gain 
the Golden Fleece, and, after he abandons her, 
murders their children in revenge. InDo daughter 
of Cadmus, 'wlfe of Athamas; pursued by her 
enraged husband after plotting against her step
children, she leaped into the sea with her son. 
hiol1: king who slew his father-in-law and is bound 
to .. perpetually revolving wheel in the underworld 
as punishment for hi. attempted seduction of 
Juno. 10: daughter of Inachus who wao loved by 
Zeus and subsequently transformed into a cow, 
goaded hy gadflies sent by the angry Hera, Zeus's 
wife, 
1. I.e., to invent names and circumstances for B 

general theme is undeoirab!e; if YOll object that the 
known myths are hackneyed, the remedy is in the 
treatment of them in a new way [translator's note]. 

2, That is, a poet of the epic cycle, writing poems 
In Homeric style and usually about events of the 
Trojan War, 
3. Odysseyl.lff. [translator's "ote]. 
4. Characters from Homer'i Odyssey: Antiphateo, 
king of the Laestrygones; Cyclops, Greek mytho
logical giant with one eye; Scylla, half-human sea 
monster that takes men from passing ships; Cha
rybdis, a dangerous whirlpool in the waters 
between Sicily and Italy, regarded as a female mon
ster. 
5. Uncle of Diomedes, a Greek hero in the Iliad, 
and therefore of an older generation, 
6. The offspring of Leda and Zeus were twins, Cly
temnestra and Helen; Helen, taken from her hus
band by the Trojan prince Paris, is usually 
considered by poet. to be the immediate cause of 
the Trojan War. 
7. The comedies of the Roman playwrights Plau
tus and Terence close with p"'sul;,,, (applaud!) or 
an eqUivalent phrase, 
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of each time of life, and assign the appropriate part to changing nat.ures and 
ages. The child; just able .to. repeat words and planting his steps on. the ground 
with confidence, js. e~ger· to play.with his contempQJ;'aries, gets in and out of 
a temper without much cause,.an.d:changes hOJ.lr byhour. [l61] The beard
less youth, his tutor at last,out -fiJf·the way, enjoys-his horses and dogs and 
the grass of the sunny Park .. 1vtoulded like wax into. vice,' he is sl,lrly to would
be advisers, slow,to provid.e for'necessities, pr.odigalof mon.ey, up in. the air, 
eager, and quick to abandon -the 'objects of. his sudden love. Soon interests 
change: the grown man'.s mind pursues wealth and influe·ntial. connections, 
is enslaved to honour, and. avoids doing anything he may soon be trying ·to 
change. [169] Many distresses surround the oldman. He is acquisitive, and, 
poor man, ·daren't put his hand on what he has laid up; he is afraid to use 
it. He goes about his business timidly and coldly, procrastinating, letting 
things drag on in hope, lazy )'e~ greedy of his future; he is awkward and 
grumbling, given to praising the' days when he was a boy and to criticizing 
and finding fault with his juniors. Years as they coine bring many blessings 
with them, and as they go take·many away. To save yourself'giving a young 
man an old man's role or a boy a grown man's, remember that your character 
should always remain faithful to what is associated with .his age and 'suits it. 

: Some Rules for. Dramati$ts8 • 

Actions may be eith~r p~rf~rmed on: the stage 01;" ~e"po~t~~ whert performed. 
[180] What comes in through the ear is less' e(fective in stirring the mind 
than what is putb~fore our faithful eyes and told by thespectator-to himself. 
However; you are not, -to' bring on, to the stage events which ought to be 
carried out within; you Ilre to· remOve: many thing9 from Sight; and let them 
be related in dl,le ooutse by the eloquence of an eye-witness. Don't l~t Medea 
murder the children before the' people's gaze, or Wicktd Atreus cook human 
offal in publiCi or Procne be metamorphosed into a bird or Cadmus9 into a 
snake. Anythirig you"show me like that earns my incredulity and disgust. 

A play that wants to be in demand and to be revived must not be shorter 
or longer than five acts. 1 . '. 

[191] There sho~J.ld be no god to intervene. unless the problem merits such 
a champion.2 , . . 

No fourth character should attempt to speak .. " 
The chorus should play an actor's part, and doa man's duty. It should not 

sing between 'the acts anything which has no rele~ance to or cohesion with 
the plot. It should side with the good and give them friendly counsel, restrain 
the angry, and approve those who scruple to go astray. It should praise a 
frtigal table's fare, sound justice, law, and times of 'peace when the town's 
gates stand open. [200] It should keep secrets entrusted to it, and beg 'and 
pray the gods that Fortune may return to the Wretched and abandon the 
proud. 

8. Most of the precepts enumerated in Ihls section 
may be found .in ARISTOTLE'S Poetics (see above). 
9. Founder of Thebes; in Ovid's Metamorphose., 
Cadmus and his wife are changed Into serp.ep.ts. 
Atreus: father of Agamemnon and Menelaus; he 
arranged the feast of Thyestes. I1rocne: wife of 
Tereus, who punished him for raping her sister by 
killing her own child and serving him to her hus
band; later all three were turned into birds. 

I. Not ArIstotelian; but Menander seems normally 
to have 'composed his '~9medies In five acts, sepa
rated by choral interlude. [translator's. note]. 
Menander. (ca. 342,-ca. 292 B_C.E.), a leading 
wl'iter of Greek NeW-Comedy. 
2. The de ... ex machl .... was a divine character 
lowered from above the stage to conveniently 
resolve the action at the end of a play. 
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Development of T,ragedy 

The flute used not to be, as it is ~ow;. bound with copper and a rival to the 
trumpet. It was slight and simple, with few apertures, but serviceable to 
accompany and aid the chorus and to fill with its music the still not too 
crowded benches, where a population of no great size gathered in numbers 
easily counted, honest and decent and'inodest. But when that same popu
lation won wars arid began to ,extend its territory, when longer walls came to 
embrace the cities, and people indulged themselves on holidays by drinking 
in the daytime I and nobody blamed them, [211] ·then rhythm and tunes 
acquired greater licence. For what. taste could. the uneducated show, the 
holiday crowd. of .countrymen and to'r"sm,en, honest folk and rogues, all 
mixed up together? This is how the musician came to add movement and 
elaboration to his art, and to trail his robe as 'he roamed the stage. This is 
how even the austere lyre gained a stronger voice, while lofty eloquence 
produced strange utterance and thought that shrewdly grasped practical 
needs and prophesied the future grew indistinguishable from the oracles of 
Delphi.3 

Scityr-Plays4 

[220] The competitor in tragic poetry, who strove for a worthless goat, S next 
showed the rustic Satyrs, naked .. Preserving his seriousne~s despite his keen 
wit, he made an attempt at a joke,. because the audience, drunk and lawless 
at the end of the festival, had to be prevented from going away by tricks and 
pleasing innovations. But the Way t6 recommend your laughing, joking satyrs, 
the way to turn serio¥sness to Jest,. is this: no god or hera you bring on the 
stage, if he was seen not long ago .in. royal gold and purple, must lower his 
language and move into a humble cottage; not, on the other hand, must his 
efforts to get off the ground lead him: to try to grasp clouds. Bnd void. [231] 
Tragedy does not deserve to blurt out trivial lines, but she will modestly 
consort a little with the forward satyrs, like a respectable lady dancing 
because she must on a feast day. 

As a Satyr-writer; my Piso friends, I shall not limit my liking to plain and 
proper terms, nor yet try to be so different from the tone of tragedy tHat there 
is no difference between Davus talking or bold Pythias, when she's just 
tricked Simon out of a talent,6 and Silenus, at once guardian and servant of 
the god he has brought up. [240] I shall niake up my poem of known ele
ments, so that anyone may hope to do the same; but he'll sweat and labour 
to no purpose ~hen he ventures: such is the forte of arrangement and com
bination, such the splendour that commonplace words acquire. Your wood
land Fauns, if you take my judgement,' should beware of behaving as if they 
were born at the street corner and were creatures of the Forum-they 

3. The oracle of Apollo, and the most important 
oracle in ancient Greece. 
4. These featured Silenus and satyrs in burlesque 
episodes of myth; style and meter were those of 
tragedy, not comedy.·The piece was commonly per
formed as 'a. fourth play after three tragedies. 
Euripides' eye,.",. [ca. 410 B.C.E.)I. the only com
plete extant example; Aristotle believed satyr-plays 
were at the origin of tragedy; others, a. Horace 
here, that they were a later refinement [translator's 

note). Silenus: male spirit associated with Diony
sus, later represented. ali ·a . drunken' old man. 
"Satyrs", woodland spirits, usually ilart hbman, 
part goat. 
5. Horace believes that the Greek term trag~ldia, 
Iiterall),; "goat oong," took its name from the prize 
of a goat. . . 
6. Typical New Comedy name.: slave,. maid or 
prostitute, old man [translator's note). 
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shouldn't play the gallant in languishing verse or crack dirty and disreputable 
jokes; possessors of horses7 or ancest~rs or property take offence at this sort 
of thing and don't look kindly on work approved by the fried-peas-and-nuts 
public, or give it the prize. 

The Need for Technical Perfection 

[251] A long syllable following a short one makes an iambus.s He is a quick 
foot; this is why he order~d iambic lines t9 be c~lled trimet~rs, although he 
Was giving six beats to the line, and was the same in form from first to last. 
Not all that long ago, wa;nting to fall rather more slowly and weightily upon 
Qur ears, he admitted the stately spondees to family privileges-what ~ com
fortable; easy-going foot he isl-but without being quite so complaisant as 
to give up the second and fourth positions in the line. Rarely does he appear 
in Accius'9 noble trimeters, and his rarity in Ennius' [260] weighty lines as 
they fly out on the stage damns them with the shocking accu!iationof hasty 
and careless craftsmal1ship-or else sheer ignorance of the trade. 

Of course, it's not every critic th,at notices lines that aren't tuneful, and 
Roman poets have enjoyed undeserved licence. But does that entitle -me to 
make mistakes and scribble away carelessly? Or should I rather expect every
one to see my mistakes, and so play safe and cautious, keeping within the 
bounds of what I can hope to be pardoned for? In that case, all I've done is 
to avoid blame; I have not deserved praise. 

Greek Models 

Study Greek models night and day. [270] Your ancestors praised Plautus' 
metre and his humour. On both counts their admiration was too indulgent, 
not to say childish, if it's true that you and I know how to distinguish a witless 
jest from a subtle one and if we've skill in our fingers and ears to know what 
sounds are permitted. ! 

Inventiveness of the Greeks in Drama 

The hitherto unknown genre of the tragiC Muse is said to be Thespis'l inven
tion; he is supposed to have carried on a cart verses to be sung and acted by 
performers whose faces were smeared with wine-lees. After him came Aes
chylus,2 the inventor of the mask and splendid robe; he gave the stage a floor 
of modest boards, and taught the actors to talk big and give themselves height 
by their high boots. [281] Next came Old Comedy,] much praised, though 
its liberty degenerated into vice and violence deserving restraint of law; the 
law was accepted, and the chorus fell silent, its right of shameful insult 
removed. 

7. In the Roman Republic, the f",ul~. (horsemen 
or "knights") formed a wealthy class almost equal 
to senators in social standing. 
8. Horace', main theme in what preceded was 
propriety; in the next section it i. perfection. He 
marks the transition by humorously giving some 
very elementary metrical Instruction [translator's 
notel, A spondee is a metrical foot formed by two 
long syllables. 

9. Roman playwright and literary critic (170-90 
D.C.E.). . 
1. Pioneer of Greek traRedy (6th. c. D.C.E.) who 
Introduced the actor's reply to the chorus. 
2, Greek dramatist (525-456 R.C.E.) who Intro
duced the third actor to the Greek stage. 
3; The greatest writer of Old Comedy was Arls
tophanes (ca. 45O-ca. 385 R.C.E.). 
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Inventiveness of the Romans 

Our poets have left nothing unattempted. Not the least part of their glory 
was won by venturing to abandon the footsteps of the Greeks and celebrate 
our own affairs; some produced historical plays, some comedies in Roman 
dress. [289) Latium4 would have been as famous for literature as for valour 
and deeds of arms if the poets had not, one and all, been put off by the labour 
and time of polishing their work. Children of N uma, 5 show your disapproval 
of any poem which long time and much correction have not disciplined and 
smoothed ten times over, to satisfy the well-pared nail. 

The Poet" 

Democritus7 thinks native talent a happier thing than poor, miserable art, 
and banishes sane poets from his Helicon.s That's why so many don't bother 
to cut their nails or beard, but seek solitude and keep away from the bath. 
[299) For a man is sure to win the reward and name of poet if he never lets 
barber Licinus get hold of that head that three Anticyras9 won't make sound. 
I'm a fool to purge my bile when spring comes round. I could write as good 
poetry as any; but nothing is worth that price, and so I'll play the part of the 
whetstone, that can sharpen the knife though it can't itself cut. In other 
words, without writing myself, I will teach function and duty-where the 
poet's resources come from, what nurtures and forms him, what is proper 
and what not, in what directions excellence and error lead. 

Wisdom is the starting-point and source of correct writing. [310) Socratic 
books l will be able to point out to you your material, and once the material 
is provided the words will follow willingly enough. If a 'man has learned his 
duty to his country and his friends, the proper kind oflove with which parent, 
brother, and guest should be cherished, the functions of a senator and a 
judge, the task of a general sent to the front ....... then he automatically under
stands how to give each character its proper attributes. My advice to the 
skilled imitator will be to keep his eye on the model of life and manners, and 
draw his speech living from there. . 

[319) Sometimes a play devoid of charm, weight, and skill, but attractive 
with its commonplaces and with the characters well drawn, gives the people 
keener pleasure and keeps them in their seats more effectively than lines 
empty of substance and harmonious trivialities. 

Greek and Roman Attitudes 

The Greeks have the gift of genius from the Muse, and the power of well
rounded speech. They covet nothing but praise. Roman boys do long sums 
and learn to divide their as into a hundred parts. 2 

4. Area of central Italy that included Rome. 
5. Numa Pompilius, half-I .. gendary second king of 
Rome (traditional dates, 7) 5-673 R.C.E.). 
6. From this point, the poem turns to topics con
cerned with the poet himself: inspiratiun, moral 
l<.l1nwledge, care for posterity, comlnitment. This 
main theme continues to the end [tramdator's 
note). 
7. Greek philosopher (460-370 II.C.E.). 
R. ~1ountain sacred to the Muses. 

9. Hellebore, proverbially a cure for madness, 
came from Antlcyra (translator's note). . 
I. The Greek philosopher Socrates (469-399 
D.C.E.) left no writings, but he was the most impor
tant speaker In the dialogues of his greatest pupil. 
PUl.TO (ca. 427-ca. 347 R.C.E.). 
2. Twelve unciae 1:= 1 as; 5 unciae = quincunJCj 
one-third ns = trlens; one-half as = semis [trans
lator's note). An as was worth perhaps $3. 
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'Young Albinus,3 subtract one uncia from a quincunx: what'sleftr ... You 
could~have told me by now. . . .. .. 

'A triens.' 
'Excellent. Youill be able to look after your affairs. Now add an uncia. What 

is it nowr' 
[330] 'A semis.' 
Once this rust and care for cash has tainted the soul, can we hope for 

poems to be written that deserve preserVing with cedar oil and keeping safe 
in smooth cypress? .-'. 

Poets aim either to do good or to give pleasure-or, thirdly, to say things 
which are both pleasing and serviceable for life. 

Whatever advice you give, be brief, so that the teachable mind can take 
in your words quickly and retain them faithfully. Anything superfluous over
flows from the full mind . 

. Whatever you invent for pleasure, let it be near to truth. We don't want a 
play to ask credence for anything it feels like, or draw a living. child from the 
ogress's belly after lunch. [341] The ranks of elder citizens chase things off 
the stage if there's no good meat in them, and. the high-spirited youngsters 
won't vote for dry poetry. The man who combines pleasure with usefulness 
wins every suffrage, delightirig the reader and also giving him advice; this is 
the book that earns inoney fo.r the SOSii,4 goes overseas and gives your cel
ebrated writera· long lease of fame .. 

However; there are some· mistakes we are ready to forgive. The string 
doesn't always give the note that the hand and·mind intended: it often returns 
a high note when you ask for·a low • .[350] The.bow :won't alwayS .hit:whal it 
threatens to hit. But.when most features of a ·poem.are brilliant, I shan't be 
offended by.a . few blemishes thrown 'around .bycaielessness or human neg
ligence. Hut whattherir If a copyist goes on making the same·mistake how
ever much . he is warned, he is notforgiveri; if· a lyre-player always gets the 
same note 'wrong;' people laugh' at him; so, in my estimation, if a poet fails 
to come off Q good deal, he's ano~her Choerilu9,' whom! admire with a smile 
if he's good two or three 'times. Why; I'm angry·even if good Homer goes to 
sleep, [360] though a doze is quite legitimate. in. a long piece of work. . 

Poetry is .like' painting. Some attracts you more if you stand, near, some if 
you're. further ofE One picture likes a dark place, one will need ·to be seen 
in the light, because it's not afraid oHhe critic's sharp judgement. One gives 
pleasure once, one will please if you look it over ten times, 

Dear elder son of Piso, though your father's words are forming you in the 
right way and you have wisdom of your own besides, take this piece of advice 
away with you and remember it. In some things, Ii tolerable mediocrity is 
properly allowed. A mediocre lawyer oradvoc.ate [370] is a long w~y' from 
the distinction ofleamed Messalla and doesn't know as much as Aulus Cas
cellius,6 but he has his value. But neither men nor· gods nor shop-fronts allow 
a poet to be mediocre. Just as music out of tune or thick ointment or Sar
dinian honey with your poppy? gives offence at·a nice dinner, because the 

3 .. Roman family name. 
4. Booksellers (the SasH were brothers and well-
known booksellers). .. 
5. Minor poet of the .4th c. B.C.E. who accompa
nied Alexander the Great on his campaigns and 
was paid to celebrate him. 

6 ... Famous Augustan lawyer.' Mess .. lla· ·C"tvlhus 
(64B.C;E.-8 C.E.), Roman politicilileader; brator. 
author, .oldler, and a p·atron of the art.: . . 
7.· Poppy seeds. When toasted and serveel with 
horiiiy, were considered a delicacy; bunhey ",!Ore 
spoiled if the honey had a bitter flavor. 
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. meal could go on without them, so poetry, which was created and discovered 
fot the pleasure of the mind, sinks right to the bottom the moment it declines 

··a·little from the top. The man who doesn't know how to play.keeps away 
:. from the sporting gear in the park. [380] The man who's never been taught 
ball or discus or hoop keeps quiet, so that the packed speCtators can't get a 
free laugh. But the man who doesn't know how to' make verses still has a go. 
Why shouldn't he? He's free, and of free birth, he's assessed at an equestrian 
property·rate;and he's not got a fault iil the world. 

You will never do or say anything if Minerva8 is against you: your taste and 
intelligence guarantee us that. But if you do write something some day, let 
it find its way to critic Maecius'9 ears,' and your father's, and mine, and be 
stored up for eight years in your notebooks' at home. You will be able to erase 
what you haven't published; words once uttered forget the way home. 

Poetry and Its So~ial Uses and Value 

[391] Orpheus, I who was a holy man and the interpreter of the gods; deterred 
the men' of the forests from killing and from disgusting kinds of food. This 
is why.he was said·to tame tigers and rabid lions. This too is why Amphion,2 
the founder of the city of Thebes,' was said to move rocks where he wished 
by the sound of th¢ lyre and coaxing prayers. In <lays of old, wisdom consisted 
in separating publ.c property froinprivate, the sacred from the secular, in 
checking promiscuity, in layirtg down rules for the married, in building cities, 
in inscribing laws on wooden tablets. [400] And. that is how honour and 
renown came to divine poets and poetry. After them came the great Homer 
and Tyrtaeus,' who sharpened masculine hearts for war by their verses. Ora
cles were uttered in verse. The path of life was pointed out in verse. Kings' 
favours were won by the Muses' tunes. Entertainment was found there also, 
and rest after long labour. So there is no call·to be ashamed of the Muse 
with her skill on. the lyre or of Apollo" the singer. 

Art and Natur~ 
.00 goodpoems,:ome by nature or by art? This is a commoriquestion. For 
my part; I don't:'see what study can· do without a rich vein Of tai@fil, [410] 
nor what good can come of untrained genius. They need each. other's help 
and work together in friendship. A boy. who wants to reach the hoped-for 
goal in the race endures and does a lot; sweats and freezes, refrains from sex 
and wine. The clarinetist who is playing in honour of Apollo learns his lesson 
first and stands in awe of his master. But nowadays it's enough to say: 'I write 
marvellous poems. The itch take the hindmost! It's a disgrace for me to be 
left behind and admit I don't know something that,' to be sure, I never 
learned.' 

8. Roman goddess of handicrafts and war, whose 
attributes became conflated with those of the 
Greek goddess Athena. 
9. Roman author of 12 epigrams of whom nothing 
Is known except his name. 
I. A holy man because he founded the Greek reli
gion Orphlsm. His extraordinary musical power.
said to be able to charm not only wild beasts but 
also rocks and trees-made Orpheus a model of 

the poet. 
2. Son of Zeus and Antiope, responsible in part for 
the . miraculous constrilction· of the walls tif 
Thebes. 
3. Poet of the 7th 'Co B.C.E,-accordlng to tradi-

. titin, a lame Attic ichoblm .. ster~who composed 
war song. and martial elegies for the Spartans, who 
sang them while marching. 
4. Son of Zeus and Leto, god of music and poetry. 
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[419] A poet who is rich in land and investments bids his flatterers 'come 
and better themselves'-justlike an auctioneer collecting a crowd to buy his 
wares. But if he's a man who can set out a good dinner properly and go bail 
for a poor and impecunious client and get him out of a grim legal tangle, I 
shall be surprised if the lucky fellow knows how to distinguish a false friend 
from a true. If you have given a man a present, or if you want to, don't then 
lead him, full of joy, to your verses. Be's bound tb,say 'Splendid, beautiful, 
just right'; he'.1 grow pale here, he'll drip dew from loving eyes, he'll jump 
about, he'll peat the ground with his foot. [431] Your mocker is more deeply 
stirred than your true admirer, just as hired mourners at a funeral say and 
do almost more than those who genuinely grieve. Kings are said to ply a man 
with many cups and test him with wine if they are trying to discover if he 
deserves their friendship. If you write poetry, the fox's hidden feelings will 
never escape you. If you read anything aloud to Quintilius,' he'd say 'pray 
change that, and that'. You would say you couldn't do better, [440] though 
you'd tried two or three times, to no purpose. Then he'd tell you to scratch 
it out and put the badly turned lines back on. the anvil. If you preferred 
defending your error to amending it, he wasted no more words or trouble on 
preventing you from loving yourself and your handiwork without competi
tion. A wise and good man will censure flabby lines, reprehend harsh ones, 
put a black line with a stroke of the pen besides unpolished ones, prune 
pretentious ornaments, force you to shed light on obscurities, convict you of 
ambiguity, mark down what must be changed. [450] He'll be an Arista~chus.6 
He won't say, 'Why should I offend a friend in trifles?' These trifles lead to 
serious troubles, if once you are ridiculed and get a bad reception. 

The Mad Poet 

Men of seIise are afraid to touch a mad poet and give ~im a wide berth. He's 
like a man suffering from a nasty itch, or the jaundice; or fanaticism, or 
Diana's wrath.? Boys chase him and follow him round incautiously. And if, 
while he's belching out his lofty lines and wandering round, he happens to 
fall into a well or a pit, like .~fowler intent on his birds, then, however long 
he shouts 'Help! Help! Fellow citizens, helpl' there'll be no one to bother to 
pick him up. [461] And if anyone should trouble to help and let down a rope, 
my question will be, 'How do you, know that he didn't throw himself down 
deliberately? Are you sure he wants to be saved?' And I shall tell the tale of 
the death of the Sicilian poet. Empedocles8 wanted to be regarded as an 
immortal god, and so he jumped, cool as you like, into burning Et!1a.9 Let 
poets have the right and privilege of death. To save a man against his.will is 
the same as killing him. This isn't the only time he's done it. If he's pulled 
out now, he won't become human or lay aside his love of a notorio'us end. 

[470] It's far from clear why he keeps writing poetry. Has the villain pissed 
on his father's ashes? Or disturbed the grim site of a lightning-strike? Any-

5. Roman critic of the 2d c. D.C.E.; the name Is 
used here to denote someone with taste. 
6. The great Alexandrian scholar [2d c. D.C.E.] 
marked spurious or doubtful lines In Homer with 
the sl8n which Horace here attributes to the good 
critic [translator's note]. 
7. Lunacy (as the word's derivation from luna sug-

gests) was supposed to be caused by the moon god
dess, Diana. 
8. Sicilian philosopher and statesman (5th c. 
8.C.E.). The actual place and manner of his death 
Is disputed. 
9. Europe's highest active volcano, located In 
Sicily. 
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way, he's raving, and his harsh readings put learned and unlearned alike to 
flight, like a bear that's broken the bars of his cage. If he catches anyone, he 
holds on and kills him with reading. He's a real leech that won't let go of the 
skin till it's full of blood. 

LONGINUS 
first century C.E. 

ca. 10 B.C.E. 

Since the eighteenth century, the ancient Greek text On Sublimity has maintained a 
reputation as one of the most influential classical work.'! in the tradition of European 
criticism, despite the uncertainty that surrounds its authorship and date of compo
sition. A distinctive feature of this famous treatise is its favorable commentary on the 
role of emotion (pathos) in the practices of writing, oratory, and reading. According 
to the author of On Sublimity (Peri Hupsous in Greek), whom critics refer to as 
"Longinus," the presence of noble passion is essential for achieving sublimity (hup-
50S), by which he means an elevated and lofty style of.writing that rises above the 
ordinary. From Longinus's author-centered perspective, writers and orators achieve 
greatness not just by rhetorical techniques but also by deep feelings, profound 
thoughts, and natural genius: "Sublimity is' the echo of a noble mind." Often the 
experience of reading a great author or listening to a great speech leads us to a feeling 
of ecstasy or transport (ekstasis), which is distinct from the more rational effects of 
persuasion, the goal of rhetoric. For Longinus, sublimity uplifts the spirit of the 
reader, filling him or her with unexpected astonishment and pride, arousing noble 
thoughts, and suggesting more than words can convey. 

The extant text of On Sublimity derives from a tenth-century medieval manuscript 
that offers conflicting statements as to the identity of the treatise's creator. For 
unknown reasons, the table of contents attributes the text.to either "Dionys'ius or 
Longinus," while the title of the manuscript itself simply indicates that a certain 
"Dionysius Longinus" is the author. The first attribution suggests that the author is 
either the Augustan Age Dionysius of Halicarnassus or Cassius Longinus, t~hird
century pupil of PLOTINUS. For various detailed reasons, neither of these alternatives 
has convinced scholars. The principal argument against Dionysius is that On Sublim
ity does not comport with the style and general approach of his other works, whose 
authorship is not in question. The main point of contention against Longinus, who 
in the eighteenth century was universally held to be the author, is that textual evi
dence taken from the concluding chapter on the decline of literature suggests a date 
of composition no later than 100 C.E., thus ruling out a third-century author. The 
title of the manuscript offcrs no solution either, for nothing is known of a Dionysius 
Longinus. One of thc few things that can be determined with some certainty is that 
the author must have heen a Hellenized Jew or at least in contact with Jcwish culturc, 
since the opening of Genesis is cited as a worthy example of sublimity. Such a ref
erence is quite distinctive: no other known pagan writer employs the Biblc in this 
manner. While scholars continue to attribute On S",.blimity to Cassius Longinus, they 
do so as a matter of convenience. 

Despite seven lengthy gaps that make up approximately one-third of the original 
text, the intended organization of On Sublimity is reasonably certain. After the formal 
preface addressed to Postumius Terentianus (about whom we knoW nothing) and the 
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enumeration of common faults that arise w.hen authors attempt to achieve sublimity, 
Longinus provides some general marks of true sublimity. Then, in the eighth chapter, 
he proceeds to enumerate the five sources of sublimity: great thoughts, strong emo" 
tion, certain figures of thought and speech, noble diction; and dignified word arrange
ment. The remainder of the treatise, except for the anomalous short final chaptb on 
the decline of literature (not included in our selection), concerns itself with detailed 
analytical discussion of each source in the order in which they are first listed, with 
illustrative digressions on Homer (8th c. B.C.E.), Demosthenes (384-322 D.C.E.), and 
PLATO (ca. 427-347 B.C.E.), among others. While the text on the second source, 
strong emotion, is no longer extant, the author's understanding of it. is clear from 
many comments scattered throughout the treatise. 

Often cited as a peak moment in On Sublimity is the digression on Plato and the 
orator Lysias (ca. 459-ca. 380 D.C.E.) near the end of the treatise, following the 
discussion of metaphors. The digression .on genius,. as it is known, is important 
because it provides a detailed and eloquent account of sublimity through a series of 
concise comparisons in which Homer, Plato, and Demosthenes figure as exemplary 
gEmiilses. (Many c1ass~cal writers are mentioned in the text.) Longinusis prompted 
by the preference of Caecilius; It rival theorist of the sublime (Istc. D.C.E.), for Lysias 
over Plato. Lysias, Caecilius claims, 'is a more faultlessj·pute;and correct writer than 
Plato, Who often get~ ·carried away with his metaphors. Longinus responds by saying 
that flawless or impecca~!e mediocrity, which never reaches the heights of sublimity, 
is not to be preferred over erratic genius. The former, which concerns itself with 
exactitude, minutia, and correctness, remains within the domain of the familiar, the 
humble, the charming; \ihd the customary; the latter ranges freely over the grandeur; 
the loftiness, and the vastness of nature, admiring such awe-inspiring phenomena as 
the Nile, the Danube, the Rhine, or indeed the ocean, rather than the lesser streams. 
For Longinus, the fatdts that geniuses sometimeS' manifest are excusable because 
they are inevitable in the pursuit of sublimity, whichexptesses the boundless thought 
of human beings and raises them to the "spiiitual greatness of god." Freedom from 
error, per se, Longinus concludes, does not achfeve·the emi>tional intensity of sub
limity, which strikes suddenly like the brUliaJ:lce of lightning; Because of the ·grand 
manner in which Longinus makes his case here and throughout the' treatise, ALEX
ANDER POPE 'would latersily that Longinus "is himself that grea:t Sublime he draws." 

On Sublimity differs fundamentitlly from Pilltonic doctrine, which distrusted the 
frenzied and irrational flights of poetic inspiration and banned poetry from the ideal 
republic. Cleverly; Longlnus points out that Platd does not practice what he preaches. 
In citing Plato its an example· of Ii lIublime writer; Lohgimis reinterprets the philoso
pher, highlighting the' Unconllcious ways in which he too is "carried away by It sort of 
literary· madness." On Sublimlty:'also differs from HORACE, who in the Ars Poetica 
coolly stresses rhetorical strategIes rather than the erratic geriius of a.uthors; Horace 
would have felt comfortable with the last three sources of the sublime, centered as 
they are on rhetoric, but probably not with the first two, which depend on the mind 
and heart of the author. In some respects, Longinus's treatise is more like ARISTOTLE's 
Poetics, for they both take note of the formal techniques and psychological effects of 
literature, Aristotle famously focusing on the emotional "catharsis" that an audience 
experiences during the performanc'e of a tragedy. An important distinction between 
the two is that Longinus considers the emotional psychology of the author as well as 
that of the audience. 

Longinus's text appears not to have been tead during ancient or medieval times. 
perhaps because it was lost. It reemerged as an important text first in the Renaissance, 
with the Italian translation of Niccolo' da Falgano'in 1560, but espe:eially'iNith Nicolas 
Boileau's 1674 French rendering. The latter made On Sublimity a central text in 
European criticism throughout the eighteenth century and set the stage for many 
discussions of the sublime, including those by JOSEPH ADDISON, EDMUND BURKE, and, 
most notably, IMMANUEL KANT. With Kant's CrltiqutrafJudgment (1790), the theory 
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.of the sublime reached a level .of analytical rigDr c.onsiderably bey.ond LDnginus, whD, 
by cDmparisDn, is cDntent merely tD enact the sublime and wDrk intuitively. Still, 
Longinus manages tD anticipate many .of Kant's majDr themes, especially his fasci
natiDn with the uplifting sense .of the "supersensible" (the transcendent). He alsD 
anticipates RDmantic theDries .of literature, which fDcus .on the creative genius .of the 
authDr. 

'From a cDntempDrary perspective, LDnginus's view .of the sublime has limitatiDns. 
It f.ocuses mainly Dri the profDund feelings and thDughts .of geniuses and audiences, 
withDut attending tD the ways in which they are structured Dr determined by language. 
LDnginus dDes discuss figurative language, rhetDric, and cDmP.ositiDn, but the ideas 
and emDtiDns .of the genius precede such linguistic "DrnamentatiDn;" The audience's 
experience, m.oreDV~r, is said tD. transcendwDrds .. Such a vieW cDntrasts· with the 
influential rhet.orical reading .of the sublime by the decDnstructive theDrist PAUL DE 
MAN, WhD-especially in his "PhenDmena!ity and Materiality in Kane' (1984)
underscDres the. figurative Dr tropDIDgical determinatiDn .of cDnsciDusness. AnDther 
impDrtant ·limitatiDn fDr cDntempDrary the Dry is LDnginus's emphasis .on spiritual 
transcendence. SDme late-twentieth-century theorists .of postmodern culture, includ
ing FREbRIC JAMESON and JEAN-FRAN<;:OIS LYOTARD, conceive the sublime in materi
alist cultural terms-as disorienting experiences .of unrepresentabie new global 
systems and networks and as incDnceivable cataclysmic modern histDrical events 
(such as theH.oI.ocaust). Such theDrizing,. hDwever, could not have taken place with
.out LDnginus's grDundbreaking analysis in On Sublimity, which·thus 'will continue tD 
be a key text fDr understimding the sublime. 
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From On Sublimity 1 
; 

Preface 

My dear Postumius Terentianus,2, 
[1 .1] You will recall that when we were reading together Caecilius'3 mon

ograph On Sublimity, we felt that it was inadequate to its high subject, and 
failed to touch the essential points. Nor indeed did it appear to offer the 
reader much practical help, though this ought to be a writer's principal 
q~ject. Two things are required of any textbook: first, that it should explain 
vyhat its subject is; second, and more important, that it should explain how 
apd by what methods we can achieve it. Caecilius tries at immense length 
to explain to us what sort of thing 'the sublime' is, as though we did not 
know; but he has somehow passed ove~ as unnecessary the question how we 
can develop our nature to some degree of greatness. [1.2] However, we ought 
perhaps not so much to blame our author for what he has left out as to 
commend him for his originality and enthusiasm. 

You have urged me to set down a few notes on sublimity for your own use. 
Let us then consider whether there is anything in my observations which 
may be thought useful to public men. You must help me, my friend, by giving 
your honest opinion in detail, as both your natural candour and your friend
ship with me require. It was well said that what man has in common with 
the; gods is 'doing good and telling the truth' . 
. [1.3] Your education dispenses me from any long preliminary definition. 

Sublimity is a kind of eminence or excellence of discourse. It is the source 
of the distinction of the very greatest poets and prose writers and the means 
by wh.ch they have given eternal life to their own fame. [1.4] For grandeur 
produc·es ecstasy rather than persuasion in the hearer; and the combination 
of wonder and astonishrpent always pro-ir~s superior to the merely persuasive 
and pleasant. This is because persuasion is on the whole somethip8 we can 
control, whereas amazement and wonder exert invincible. power and force 
and get the better of every hearer. Experience in invention and ability to 
order and arrange material cannot be detected in single passages; we begin 
to appreciate them only when we see the whole context. Sublimity, on th~ 
other hand, produced at the right moment, tears everything up like a whirl
wind, ~rid exhibits the orator's whole power at a single blow. 

[2.11 Your own experience will lead you to these and similar considera
tions. lpe question from which I must begin is whether there is in fact an 
art of sublimity or profundity. Some people think it is a complete mistake to 
reduce· things like this to technical rules. Greatness, the argument runs, is 
a natural product, and does not come by teaching. The only art is to be born 
like that. They believe moreover that natural products are very much weak
ened by being reduced to the bare bones of a textbook. 

[2.2} In my view, these arguments can be refuted by considering three 
points: 

I. Translated by D. A. Russell. who has also sup
plied the headings in the text. The chapter and sec
tion numbers, included in square brackets, date to 
the 16th century. 
2. Nothing is known of Postumius Terentlanus. 
3. Caecilius of Calacte In Sicily (lst c. B.C.E.). 
Greek rhetorician. His monograph on sublimity Is 

lost. but later references In Longinus's text suggest 
that the author neglected the role of strong noble 
emotion and generous use of metaphor', valuing 
the even tone of impeccably correct and faultless 
writers over the ecstasy, wonder, and astonishment 
of erratic geniuses. 
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(i) Though nature is on the whole a law unto herself in matters of emotion 
and elevation, she is not a random force and does not work altogetherwithOll.t 
method. 

(ii) She is herself in every instance a first and primary element of creation, 
but it is method that is competent to provide and contribute quantities and 
appropriate occasions for everything, as well as perfect correctness in train
ing and application. 

(iii) Grandeur is particularly dangerous when left on its own, unaccom
panied by knowledge, unsteadied, unballasted, abandoned to mere impulse 
and ignorant temerity. It often needs the curb as well as the spur. 

[2.3] What Demosthenes4 said of life in general is true also of literature: 
good fortune is the greatest of blessings, but good counsel comes next, and 
the lack of it destroys the other also. In Iiteratu~e, nature occupies the place 
of good fortune, and art that of good counsel. Most important of all, the very 
fact that some things in literature depend on nature alone can itself be 
learned only from art. 

If the critic of students of this subject will bear these points in mind, he 
will, I believe, come to realize that the examination of the question before 
us is by no means useless or superfluous. 

.. .. .. 
Some Maries of True Sublimity 

At this stage, the question we must put to ourselves for discussion is ttow to 
avoid the faults which are so much tied up with sublimity. [6.1] The answer, 
my friend, is: by first of all achieving a genuine understanding and appreci
ation of true sublimity. This is difficult; literary judgement comes onfyas the 
final product of long experience. ~owever, for the purposes of ins~l"4ction, I 
think we can say that an understanding of all this can be acquinid. ( approach 
the problem in this way: 

[7.1] In ordinary life, nothing is tru.y great which it is great to ~espise; 
wealth, honour, reputation, absolute power-anything in short wJtich has a 
lot of external trappings-can never seem supremely good to the ~se.man 
because it is no small good to despise tJtem. People who could have th~se 
advantages if they chose but disdain them out of magnanimity are admire.,l . 
much more than those who actually possess them. It is much the same with 
elevation in poetry and literature generally. We have to ask ourselves whether 
any particular example does not give a show of grandeur which, for all its 
accidental trappings, will, when dissected, prove vain and hollow, the kind 
of thing which it does a man more honour to despise than to admire. [7.2] 
It is our nature to be elevated and exalted by true sublimity. Filled with joy 
and pride, we come to believe we have created what we have only heard. 
[7.3] When a man of sense and literary experience hears something many 
times over, and it fails to dispose his mind to greatness or to leave him 'with 
more to reflect upon than was contained in the mere words, but comes 
instead to seem va!~eless on repeated ~nspection, this is not true sublimity; 
it endures only for the moment of hearing. Real sublimity contains much 
food for reflection, Is difficult or rather impossible ~o resist, and make~ a 
strong and ineffaceable impression on the memory. [7.4] I~ a word, reckon 

4. O,..,I;CJnS 23.113 [translators note]. Demosthenes (384-322 R.C.E.). the greatest Athenian orator. 
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those things which, please everybody all the time as' genuinely and finely 
sublime. When people of different trainings, ways of life,·tastes, ages, and 
manners a1l agree about something, the judgement and assent of so many 
distinct voices lends strength and irrefutability to the conviction that their 
admiration is rightly directed. 

The Five Sources of Sublimity; The Plan of th,e13ook 

[8.1] There are,' one 'may' say, ,five most prod~ctive sources of sublbnity. 
(Competence in speaking is assumed as a comillon foundation for a1l five; 
nothing is possible without it~) , 

(i) The first and most important is the power to conceive great thoughts; 
I defined this in illy work on Xenophon.' 

(ii) The second is strong and inspired emotion. (These two sources are for 
the most part natural; the remaining three involve art.) 

(iii) Certain kinds of figures. (These may be divided into figures of thought 
and figures of speech.) , 

(iv) Noble diction. This has as subdivisions choice' of words and the use 
of metaphorical and ar~ificial language.6 

(v) Finally, to roun'd off the whole list, dignified and elevated word
arrangement. 

Let us now examine the points which come under' each of these heads. 
, I must first observe, ho~e,-:er, that Caecilius has o~,itted sqme of the five-:

e~o,tiori, for examli'l~. ,[8:.2] 'Now, if he thought, "that :sublimi~y: ,8I1d emotion 
V!'~re, one and the s,Il~~"t.J:-ing and alyVays, eJ.d~~e,c;l and dev~loped' together, l:t~ 
was vvr~mg.,Soi1le eJl1ptio,~s, such as pity, grlef., and fear, are founddivorc,ed 
from sublimity a.nd,mtlia low' effect., Gorivtirsely, subUq.,ity often occurs 
apart frqm'e~otioQ.Ofi:he'itml,lmerable ~mpI~s'or'this I select'Homer's 
bold account of the Alo~dae;7" , , , , , ' ' ' 

Ossa upon Olympus!they sought to' heap; and on Ossa 
, Pelion with its 'shaking forest, -to make a path to heaven.--

and the 'even more imp~~ssive ~~quei~ , 

and they would have finished their work ... 8 

[8.3] In orators, encomia9 and ceremonhil or exhibition pieces always involve 
grandeur arid sublimity, though they are generally d~void of emotion. Hence 
those orators who are best at coriveyin'g emotioh are least good at encomia, 
and conversely the experts at encomia are not conveyerS of emotion. [8.4] 
On the other hand, if Caecilius thought 'that emotion 'had no contribution 
to make to sublimity and therefore'thought it not worth mentioning, he was 
again completely wrong~ 'I should myself have no hesitation in saying that 
there is nothing so productive of grandeur' as noble emotion in the right 
place. It inspires and possesses our words with a'kind of madness and divine 
spirit." ' 

5. Athenian historian ahd essayist (ca. '428--Ck. 
354 B.C.E.). , , 
6. Or "and,coined words" [translator', note]. 
.,: In Greek irtythology, tho! two sons of Poseidon, 
(god of the sea) and Iphlmedlela, wife of Aloeu •. 
8. Od)'SS,,>, 11.315-17 [translator's note]. Ossa, 

Olympus,and Pelion are' iIIU'nji'.iintalris In rtorth· 
eastern Greece. ..' :.". '. . '. 

, 9. Formal poems (ode.> ,?r speeches In praise of a 
living person, object; or _nt, I;tit not 8 god, delivc 

ered before a special audience. See, for example, 
GORGIAS'S Encoml ..... of Helen (above). 
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(i) Greatn~ss of Thought 

[9.1] The first source, natural greatness, is the most important. Even if it is 
a matter of endowment rather than acquisition, We must, so fat as is possible, 
develop our minds in the directipri of greatness and make ~hei::n always preg
nant with noble thoughts. You ask how this can be done. 19.21. wrote else
where something like this: 'S,~bli~ity is the echo of a no~le ,mind.'This is 
why a mere idea, without verbal expressio'n, is someti:r,nes admired for its 
nobility-just as Ajax's silence in the Vision of the Dead is grand and indeed 
more sublime than any words could ~ave been. 1 [9.3] First then we must 
state where sublimity comes from: ,the orator must not have lQwor;ignoble 
thoughts. Those whose thoughts and habits are trivial and servile all their 
lives cannot possibly produce anything, ,admirable or worthy of eternity. 
Words will be great if thoughts are weighty. 

.. ... ... 

Selection and OrganiZation of Material 

[10.1] Now have we any other means of making our writing sublime? Every 
topic naturally includes certain elements which are inherent in its raw mate
rial. It follows that sublimity will be achieved ,if we consistently select the 
most important of these inhere~t features and learn to organize them as a 
unity by, combining one with another. The fitst:"of these procedures attracts 
the reader by the' selection' of details, the secohd by the dehsity of those 
selected; ," , ',' " . . .. ' , 

Consider Sapph'0's2 treatment of the -f~elings involved in the madness of 
being in love; She uses -the attehdant' circumstances and draws on'teal life 
at every point. 'Arid iri what dOes she sh6whei' quality? Inherslilll iriselecting 
the outstanding details and 'making ii' unity of them: ' 

, " 

[10.21 To' me he seems a pe~r of the, gods, the man who sits facing 
you and hears your sweet voice' .. , . 

and lovely laughter; it flutters my heart in my:breast., When I see you 
only for a moment, I cannot speak;, .,,' , 

my tongue is broken, a subtl,e fire runs under my skin; my eyes <;,~nnot 
see, my earS hum;· . -t" 

,,' ' cold sweat pours off me: shivering grips me all over; I am paler than 
': grass; I see,m near to dying; 

but all ml,lst be endured ... 3 

[10.3] Do you not admire the way in which she brings everything together
mind and body, hearing and tongue, eyes and skin? She seems to have lost 
them all, and to be looking for them as though they were external to her. 
She is cold and hot, mad and sane, frightened and near death, all by turns. 
The result is that we see in her 'not a single emotion, but at:Oinplex of 
emotions. Lovers experience all this; Sappho's excellence, as I have said, lies 
in het adopt~iln lind, combinatio~ of the most striking details. ' 

A similar pOInt' ,can be made about the descriptions of storms in Homer, 

I. Odyslley 11.563. Note that this Is not an eJtam' 
pIe, but a simile Illustrating the point that Ideas In 
themoelve. can be grand [translator's note], 

2. Greek lytic ptJet (b. ca. 612 R.C.E.). 
3. Sapj>ho, fiag. 31 Lobel-Page. 
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who always picks out the most terrifying aspects. [10.4] The author of the 
Arimaspea on the other hand expectS these lines to excite terror: 

This too is a great wonder to t;~ in our hearts: 
there are men living 6n water, far fr:om land, on the deep sea: 
miserable they are, for hard is their lot; . 
they give their eyes to the stars, their lives to the sea; 
often they raise their hands in prayer to the gods, 
as their bowels heave in pain." . 

Anyone can see that this is more polished than awe-inspiring. Now compare 
it with Homet [10.5] (I select one example out of many): 

He fell upon them as upon a swift ship faUs a wave, 
huge, wind-reared by the clouds. The ship 
is curtained in. foam, a hideous blast of wind 
roars in the sail. The sailors shudder in terror: 
they are carried away fromu~der death, but only just.' 

[10.6] Aratus6 tried to transfer the same thought: 

A little plank wards off Hades. 

But this is smooth and unimpressive, not frightening. Moreover, by saying 
'a plank wards off Hades', he has got.rid of the danger. The plank does keep 
death away. Homer, on the other han~! does not banish the cause of fear at 
a stroke; he gives a vivid picture of men;' one might almost say, facing death 
many times with every wave that comes. Notice also the forced combination 
of naturally uncompoundable prepositions: hupek, 'from under'. Homer has 
tortured the words to correspond .with the emotion of the moment, and 
eXpressed the emoti~n magnificently by thus crushing words together. He 
has in effect stamped the special character of t~e qanger on the diction: 'they 
are carried away from under death'. . 

[10.7] Compare Archilochus on the shipwreck, and Demosthenes on the 
arrival of the news ('It was evening ... ')." . 

In short, one might say that· these writers have taken only the very best 
pieces, polished them up and fitted them together. They have inserted noth
ing inflated, undignified, or pedantic. Such things ruin the whole effect, 
because they produce, as it were, gaps or crevices, and so spoil the itnpressive 
thoughts which have been built into a structure whose cohesion depe~ds 
upon their mutual relations. 

4. From a lost poem attributed to Aristeas of Pro
connesus, a prophet of ApblIo said to have traveled 
In Siberia In the 7th c. R.C.E. The Itnes perhaps 
express the surprised comment of Innocent conti
nentals, deep In Asia, on the tales they have heard 
about ships and seagoihg (translator's note). 
5. Odyssey 15.624-211 (translator's note). 
II. Phaenomena 299 (translator's hate). Aratus (ca. 
315-<:a. 240 D.C.E.), Greek poet who often wrote 
on philosophy and natural science. 
7. The example from Archilochus cannot be cer
tainly identified. That from Demosthene. (0 .. the 
Crown 169) describes the alarm at Athens when 

news arrived of Philip's occupation of Elate;' (339 
D.C.E.): "It was evening when somebody brouaht 
the p ... _is (city magistrates) the news that Ela
tea was captured. Some oHhem got up In the mid
dl~ of dinner and began to drive the traders from 
the stall. In the agora and burn the wicker hurdles. 
Other sent for the gener.als and gavel' Instructions 
to the trumpeter. The town was fu I of uproar" 
[translator'. note]. Archllochu. (7th c. D.C.E.), ear
liest Greek lyric poet whose work survives. Philip 
II (359-336 B.C.E.), klng of Macedon. Elatea. stra
tegically located town, three days' march from Ath
ens. 



ON SUBLIMITY I 143 

Amplification 

[I 1.1] The quality called 'amplification' is connected with those we have 
been considering. It is found when the facts or the issues at stake allow many 
starts and pauses in each section. You wheel up one impressive unit after 
another to give a series of increasing importance. There are innumerable 
varieties of amplification: [11.2] it may be produced by commonplaces, by 
exaggeration or intensification of facts or arguments, or by a build-up of 
action or emotion. The orator should realize, however, that none of these 
will have its full effect without sublimity. Passages expressing pity or dispar
agement are no doubt an exception; but in· any other instance of amplifica
tion, if you take away the sublime element, you hlke the soul away from the 
body. Without the strengthening influence of the sublimity, the effective 
element in the whole loses all its vigour and solidity. 

[11.3] What is the difference between this precept·and the point made 
above about the inclusion of vital details and their combination in a unity? 
What in general is the difference between amplification and sublimity? I 
must define my position briefly on these points, in order to make myself 
clear. 

[12.1 J I do not feel satisfied with the definition given by the·rhetoricians: 
'amplification is expression which adds grandeur to its subject'. This might 
just as well be a definition of sublimity or emotion or tropes. All these add 
grandeur of some kind. The difference lies, in my opinion,· in the fact that 
sublimity depends on elevation, whereas amplification involves' extension; 
sublimity exists often in a single thought, amplification cannot exist without 
a certain quantity and superfluity. [12.2J To give a general definition, ampli
fication is an aggregation of all the details and topics which constitute a 
situation, strengthening the argument by dwelling on it; it differs from proof 
in that the latter demonstrates the point made. ' .• 

.. .. .. 
Imitation of Earlier Writers as a Means to Sublimity 

[13.2] Plato,S if we will read him with attention, illustrates yet another road 
to sublimity, besides those we have discussed. This is the way of imitati.<;;\n . 
and emulation of great writers of the past. Here too, my friend, is an aim to 
which we must hold fust. Many are possessed by a spirit not their own. It is 
like what we are told of the Pythia9 at Delphi: she is hi contact with the 
tripod near the cleft in the ground which (so they sily) exhales a divine 
vapour, and she is thereupon made pregnant by the supernatural power and 
forthwith prophesies as one inspired. Similarly, the geriius of the ancients 
acts as a kind of oracular cavern, and effluences flow'from it into the minds 
of their imitators. Even those previously not much inclihed to prophesy 
become inspired and share the enthusiasm which comes from the greatness 
of others. [13.3] Was Herodotus the only 'most Homeric' writer? Surely Stes
ichorus' and Archilochus earned the name before him. So, more than any, 

8. Greek philosopher (427-347 R.C.E.). For 
PI.J\TO's comments on poetry, see above. 
9. A priestess of Apollo and the most famous of 
hi. orades (located on the slopes of Mt. Parn" .. u. 

near the Greek city Delphi). 
I. Greek choral poet (ca. 630-555 D.C.E.) who 
wrote narratl"... on epic themes. Herodotus (ca. 
484-ca. 425 D.C.E.), Greek historian. 
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did Plato, who diverted to himself countless rills from the Homeric spring. 
(If AmmoniusZ had not selected and written up detailed examples of this, I 
misht have had to prove the point myself.) [13.4] In all this process there is 
no plagiarism, It resembles rather the reproduction of good character in 
statues and works of art. 3 Plato could not have put such a brilliant finish on 
his philosophical doctrines or so often risen to poetical subjects and poetical 
language, if he had not tried, and tried wholeheartedly, to compete for the 
prize against Homer, like a young aspirant challenging an admired master, 
To break a lance in this way may well have been a brash and contentious 
thing to do, but the competition 'proved anything but valueless. As Hesiod 
says, 'this strife is good for men.'4 Truly it is a noble contest and . prize of 
honour, and one well worth winning, in which to be defeated by one's elders 
is itself no disgrace. 

[14.1] We can apply this to ourselves·. When we are working on something 
which needs loftiness of expression and greatness of thought, it is good to 
imagine how Homer would have said the same thing, or how Plato orDemos
thenes or (in history) Thucydides5 would have invested it with sublimity. 
These great figures, presented to us as objects of emulation and, as it were, 
shining before our gaze, will somehow elevate our minds to the greatness of 
which we form a mental image, [14.2] They will be even more effective if 
we ask ourselves 'How would Homer or Demosthenes have reacted to what 
I am saying, if he had been here'? What would his feelings have been'?' It 
makes it a great occasion if you imagine such a jur)" or audience for your 
own speech, and pretend that you are answering for what you write before 
judges and witnesses of such heroic stature, [14.3] Even more stimulating 
is the further thought: 'How will posterity take what I am writing?' If a man 
is afraid of saying anything which will outlast his own life and age, the con
ceptions of his mind are bound to be incomplete arid abortive; they will 
miscarry and never be brought to birth whole. and perfect for the day of 
posthumous 'fame. 

Visualization (Phantasia) 

[15.1] Another thing which is extremely productive of grandeur, magnifi
cence and urgency, my young friel1d, is visualizatio.n (l'hantasia) .. I use this 
word for what some people call image-production. The term phan,tasia is used 
geiteralIy for anything which in any way suggests ·a thought productive of 
speech;6 but the word has also conte into fashion for the. situation in which 
enthusiasm and emotion make the speaker see what he is' saying and bring 
it visually before his audience. t 15.2] It will not escape you that ,rhetorical 
visualization has a different intention from that of the poets: in poetry the 
aim is astonishment, in oratory it is clarity. Both, however, seek emotion and 
excitement. 

2. 'Head tlf the Aiexandrian library (2d c. B.C.E.) 
and author of commentaries oh Homer and other 
Greek authors. 
3. Text uncertain: perhaps "the reproduction of 
beauty of form .•. " [translator'. note]. 
4. Works amI Days 24: healthy rivalry contrasted 

with the strife that produces war [transiator's 
note). Heslod (active ca. 700 D.C.E.), Greekdidac
tic poet. 
5. Gteek historian (ca. 4SS-ca. 400 R.C.E.). 
6. A Stoic definition [translator's note). 
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Mother, I beg you, do not drive them at me, 
the women with the blood in their eyes ·and the snakes
they are here, they are here, jumping right up to me.? 

Or again: 

O! O! She'll kill me. Where shall I escape?8 
The poet himself saw the Erinyes,9 and has as good as made his audience 
see what he imagined. 

.. .. .. 
[I5.8J The poetical examples, as I said, have a quality of exaggeration 

which belongs to fable and goes far beyond credibility. In an orator's visu
alizations, on the other hand, it is the element of fact and truth which makes 
for success; when the content of the passage is poetical and fabulous and 
does not shrink from any impossibility, the result is a shocking and Olitra
geolis abnormality. This is what happens with the shock orators of our own 
day; like tragic actors, these fine fellows see the Erinyes, and are incapable 
of understanding that when Orestes says 

Let me go; you are one of my Erinyes, 
you are hugging me' tight, tb throw me into Hell, I 

he visualizes all this because he is mad. 
e 15.9J Whst then is the effect of rhetorical visualization? There is much 

it can do to bring urgency and passion into our words; but it is when it is 
closely involved with factual arguments that it enslaves the hearer as well as 
persuading him. 'Suppose you heard a shout this very moment outside the 
court, and someone said that the prison had been broken open and the 
prisoners had escaped-no one, young or old; would be so casual as not to 
giv~ what help he could. And if someone then came forward and said "This 
is the Irian who let them out", our friend would never get a hearing; it would 
be the end of him.'2 [15.1 OJ There is a similar instance in Hyperides'defence 
of hiInself when he was on trial for the propos~l to liberate the slaves ~hkh 
he put forward after the defeat.! 'It was not theptoposer', he said, 'who drew 
up this decree: it was the battle of Chaeronea.' Here the 'orator uses a.visiJ
alization actually in the moment of making his factLial argument, wit~j:~Le 
result that his thought has taken him beyond the limits of mere persua~
ness. e 15.11 J Now our natural instinct is, in all such cases, to attend to the 
stronger inJluence, so that we are diverted from the demonstration to· the 
astonishment caused by the visualization, which by its very briIliimc~ con
ceals the factual aspect. This is a natural reaction: when two things are JOIned 
together, the stronger attracts to itself the force of the weaker. . 

[15.12] This will suffice for an account of sublimity of thought produced 
by greatness of mind, imitation, or visualization." 

7. Eutlpides, On!.,... 255-57. Orestes sees the 
Furies [translator'. note). The Furies: hideous spir· 
its, who avenge wrongs done to kindred, especially 
murder. . 
8. EUripides, Iphigenia In Tau .... 291. Again Ores· 
tes and the Furies [translator's note). 
9. That is, the Furies. 
I. Euripides,O ..... t ... 264-65 [translator's note). 
2. Demosthenes, Orations .24.208 [translator's 

note). 
3. I.e., after Philip's victory at Chaeronea (338 
D.C.E.). The speech is not extant [translator's note). 
Hyperldes (389-322 R.C.E.), Greek orator, profes
sional speech writer, and prosecutor. Chaeronea: 
northernmost town of Boeotia, where Philip 
defeated the Athenians and the Thebans. 
4. Note that this Is hot a complete suinmary of 
chaps. 9-15 [translator's note). 



146 I LONGINUS 

(iii) Figures: An E~ml'le tc) Illustrate the Right Use of Figures 5 

[16.1] The next topic.is that of figures. Properly handled; 'figures constitute, 
as I said, no small part of sublimity. It would be a vast, or rather. infinite, 
labour to enumerate them all; what • sh~1I do is to expound a few of ihose 
which generate sublimity, simply in order to confirm my point. 

[16.2.] Here is Demcisthenes putting forWard a demonstrative argument 
on behalf of his policy.6 What would have been the natural way to put it? 
'You have not done wrong, you who fought for the ,liberty of Greece; you 
have examples to prove this close.at home: the men of Marathon, of Salamis, 
of Plataea did not do wrong.' But instead of this he was suddenly inspired to 
give voice to the oath by the heroes of Greece: 'By those who risked their 
lives at Marathon, you have 'not done wrong!' Observe what he effects by this 
single figure of conjuration, or 'apostrophe' as I call it here. He deifies his 
audience's ancestors, suggesting that it is right to take an oath by men who 
fell so bravely, as though they were gods. He inspires the judges with the 
temper of those who risked their lives. He transforms his demon.strations 
into an extraordinary piece of sublimity and passion, arid into the c0l1~nc
ingness of this unusual and amazing oath. At the same time he injects into 
his hearers' minds a healing specific; so as to lighten their hearts by these 
paeans of praise and make them as proud of the battle with Philip as of the 
triumphs7 of Marathon and Salamis. In short, the figure enables him to run 
away with his audience. ' 

.. .. .. 
The Relation between Figures and Sublimity 

t 1 7. 1] At this point, my friend~ tfeel I ought not to pass over an observation 
pf'my own~ It ~hall be very brief; figures are natural allies of su.bHmity,and 
themselves profit wonc;lerfully from the alliance . .I will explain how'this,lIap-
pens. , , 

Playing tricks by means of figtires is a peculiarly suspect procedure: ,It 
raises the suspicion ofa trap, 'a deep design, a fallacy. It is to be avoided in 
a~clressing a judge .who has powe!to decide, and especially in addr~~shlg 
tyrants, kings; governors, or anybody in a high place. Such ,a person imme
diately becomes angry if he is led astray like' a foolish child by some skilful 
orator's figures. He takes the fallacy as indicating contempt for himself. He 
becomes like a wild animal. Even if he controls his tempel', he is now'com
pletely conditioned against being' convinced by what is said. A flgiire is 
therefore generally thought to be best when the fact that it is a figure is 
concealed. ' 

[1'7.2] Thus' sublimity and emotion are Ii defence and, a marvellous aid 
against the suspicion which the use of figures engenders. The aHifice' of the 
trick is lost to sight in the surrounding brilliance of beauty and grandeur, 
and it escapes all suspicion. 'By,the men of Marathon ... ' is proof enough. 
For how did Demosthenes conceal the figure in that passage'? By sheer'b'ril-

5. The section on the second source of the s~b
lime, strong emoUon, Is inlsslng r~om ,the extant 
Greek manuscript. ' 
6, The passage discussed Is in OrnelotlS 18.208 
[translator's note). 

7. At Marathon, the Athenians aided by tht; Pla
taeans became the first Greek. to defeat the Per
shins (490 R,C.E.); near the island of Salamis, the 
Persian fleet was routed by combined Greek forces 
(480 R,C,E.), 
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Iiance, of course. As fainter lights disappear when the sunshine surrounds 
them, so the sophisms of rhetoric are dimmed when ,they are enveloped in 
encircling grandeur. [17.3] Something like this happens in painting: when 
light and shadow are juxtaposed in colours on the same plane, the light seems 
more prominent to the eye, and both stands out and actually appears much 
nearer. Similarly, in literature, emotional and sublime features seein closer 
to the mind's eye, both because of a certain natural kinship and because of 
their brilliance. Consequently, they always show up above the figures, and 
overshadow and eclipse their artifice. 

*" * * 
Hyperbaton 

.. .. .. 
[22.1] Hyperbaton is an arrangement of words or thoughts which differs from 
the normal sequence ... 8 It is a very real mark of urgent emotion. People 
who in real life feel anger, fear, or indignation, or are distracted by jealousy 
or some other emotion (it is impossible to say how many emotions there are; 
they are without number), often put one thing forward and then rush off to 
another, irrationally inserting some remark., and then hark back again to their 
first point. They seem to be blown this way and that by their excitement, as 
if by a veering wind. They inflict innumerable variations on· the expression, 
the thought, and the natural sequence. 'I1nis: h~erbafc:,n' is' a means by 
which, in the best authors, imitation apptoach~s .th~ 'effect' rif nature. Art is 
perfect when it looks like nature, nature is felicitous when 'itembraces con
cealed art. Consider the words of Dionyshis'of Phocaea bi'(-je"rodotus:9 'Now, 
for our affairs are on the razor's edge, men of Ionia, . whether we are to be 
free or slaves-and worse than slaves, runaways-:-so if you. will, bear hard
ships now, you will suffer temporarily but be able to overconie' your enemies.' 
[22.2] The natural order of thought wou"ld have been:' 'Men of Ionia, now is 
the time for you to bear hardships, for our affairs are on the razor's edge.' 
The speaker has displaced 'men of Ionia'; he begins with the cause of fear; 
as though the alarm was so pressing that he did not even have time to address 
the audience by name. He has also diverted the order of thought. Before 
saying that they must suffer hardship themselves (that is the gist of his exhorr.- . 
tation), he first gives the reason why it is necessary, by saying 'our affairs are 
on the razor's edge'. The result is that he seems to be giving not a premedi
tated speech but one forced on him by the circumstances. 

[22.3] It is even more characteristic of Thucydides to show ingenuity in 
separating by transpositions even things which are by nature completely uni
fied and indivisible. 

Demosthenes is less wilful in this than Thucydides, but no one uses this 
kind of effect more lavishly. His transpositions produce not only a great sense 
of urgency but the appearance of extemporization, as he drags his hearers 
with him into the hazards of his long hyperbata. [22.4] He often holds in 
suspense the meaning which he set out to convey and, introducing one extra-

8. Probably a few words are missing here [trans
lator's note 1. 
9. Histories 6.11 [translator's note 1. Diollysius of 
Phoc:tea: cOlnmander of Greek Aeet in the battlc 

of Lade (494 B.C.E.), which the Persians won. In 
the ancient world, defeated peoples were often 
enslaved. . 
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neous item after another in an alien and unusual place before getting to the 
main point, throws the hearer into a panic lest the sentence collapse alto-. 
gether, and forces him in his excitement to share the speaker's peril, before, 
at long last and beyond all expectation, appositely paying off at the end the 
long due conclusion;> the very audacity and hazardousness of the hyperbata 
add to the astounding effect. There are so many examples that I forbear to 
give any. 

.$ • • 

Conclusion of the Section on Figures 

[29.2] So much, my dear Terentianus, by way of digression on the theory of 
the use of those figures which conduce to sublimity. They all make style 
more emotional and excited, and emotion is as essential a part of sublimity 
as characterization is of charm. 

(iv) Diction: General Remarks. 

[30.1 J Thought and expression are of course very much involved with each 
other. We have therefore next to consider whether any topics still remain in 
the field of diction. The choice of correct and magnificentwordll is a source 
of immense power to entice and charm the hearer. This is something which 
all orators and other writers cultivate intensely. It makes grandeur, beauty, 
old-world charm, w~ight, force, strength, and a kind of lustre bloom upon 
our words as upon beautiful statues; it> gives things life.. and makes them 
speak. But .1 suspect there is no need for me to make this point; you know it 
well. It is irideed true that beautiful words are the light that illuminates 
thought. 

[30.2] Magniloquence, how:ever, is not always serviceable: to dress up triv
ial material jn grand and solemn language is like putting a huge tragic mask 
on a little child. In poetry and history, however ... I 

Use of Everyday Words 

'" '" '" 
[31.1] Theopompus·a much-admired phrase seems to me to be particularly 
expressive because of the aptness of the analogy, though Caecilius manages 
to find fault with it: 'Philip was excellent at stomaching facts;' An idiomatic 
phrase is sometimes much more vivid than an ornament of speech, for it is 
immediately recognized from everyday experience, and the familiar is inevi
tably easier to credit. 'To stomach facts' is thus used viv.idly of a man who 
endures unpleasantneSs and squalor patiently, and indeed with pleasure, for 
the sake of gain. [31.2) > There are similar things in Herodotus: 'Cleomenes 
in his madness cut his own flesh into little pieces with a knife till he had 
sliced himself to death', 'Pythes continued fighting on the ship until he was 
cut into joints.'3 These phrases come within an inch of being vulgar, but they 
are so expressive that they avoid vulgarity. 

1. Lacuna equivalent to about four pages [trans
lator's notel. 
2. Greek historian (b. ca. 378 D.C.E.). 
3. Huta"". 6.75, 7.181 [translator's notel. Cleo-

menel: klng of Sparta (reigned cli .. 5 19-490 
D.C.E.). Pythes: soldier who.rought !lplnst the Pe~
sli.;,s ca. 480 D.C.E. > 
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Metaphors 

[32.1] As regards number of metaphors, Caecilius seems to agree with the 
propounders of the rule that not more than two or at most three may be used 
of the same subject~ Here too Demosthenes is our canon. The right occasions 
are when .emotions come flooding in and bring the multiplication of meta
phors with them as a necessary accompanirilent.[32.2]'Vile flatterers, muti
lators of their countries, who have given away 1iberty as a drinking present, 
first to Philip and now to Alexander, measuring happiness by the belly and 
the basest impulses, overthrowing liberty and freedom from despotism, 
which Greeks of old regarded as the canons and standards of thegood.'4 In 
this passage the .orator's anger against traitors obscures the multiplicity of 
his metaphors. 

[32.3] This is why Aristotle and Theophrastus' say that there are ways of 
softening bold metaphors-namely by saying 'as if', 'as.it were', 'if I may put 
it so', or lif we may venture on a bold expression'. Apology, they say, is a 

. remedy for audacity. [32.4] I accept this doctrine, but I would add-and I 
said the same about figures-that strong and appropriate emotions and gen
uine sublimity are a specific palliative for multiplied or daring metaphors, 
because their nature is to sweep and drive all these other things along with 
the surging tide of their movement. Indeed it might be truer to say that they 
demand the hazardous. They never allow the hearer leisure to count the 
metaphors, because he too shares the speaker's enthusiasm. 

[32.51At the same time, nothing gives distinction to commonplaces and 
descriptions so well as a continuous series of tropes.6 This is the medium in 
which the description of man's bodily tabernacle is worked out so elaborately 
in Xenophon and yet more superlatively by Plato.7 Thus Plato calls the head 
the 'citadel' of the body; the neck is an 'isthmus' constructed between the 
head and the chest; the vertebrae, he says, are· fixed underneath 'like pivots'. 
Pleasure· is a 'lure of evil' for mankind; the ~ongue is a 'taste~meter'. The 
heart is a 'knot of veins' and 'fountain of the blood that moves iinpetuously 
round', allocated to the 'guard-room'. The word he uses for the various pas
sages of the canals is 'alleys',·'Against the throbbing of the heart,' he contin
ues, 'in the expectation of danger and in the excitation of anger, when i~e.ts 
hot, they contrived a means of succour, implanting in us the lungs, soft, 
bloodless, and with cavities, a sort of cushion, so that when anger boils up 
in the heart, the latter's throbbing is against a yielding obstacle, so that it 
comes to no .harm.' Again: he calls the seat of the desires 'the women's quar
ters', and the seat of anger 'the men's qi.uirters'. The spleen is for him 'a 
napkin for the inner parts, which therefore grows big and festering through 
being filled with secretions'. 'And thereafter', he says again, 'they buried the 
whole under a canopy of flesh', putting the flesh on 'as a protection against 
dangers from without, like felting.' Blood 'he called 'fodder of the flesh'. For 
the purpose of nutrition, he says also, 'they irrigated the body, cutting chan
nels as in gardens, so that the streams of the veins might flow as it were from 
an incoming.stream, making the body an aqueduct'. Finally: when the end 
is at hand, the soul's 'ship's cables' are 'loosed', and she herself 'set free'. 

4. Demosthenes 18.296 [translator's note). 
5. Greek philosopher and naturalist (ca. 370-ca. 
285 R.C.E.), pupil and successor of Aristotle. 
6. Figures of speech. 

7. Xenophon, Memo,...bili .. I.4.5ff.; Plato, TI
..... ...... 65c-85 .. ("I..onglnus" picks various details 
out of this long passage, and runs them together) 
[translator's note). 
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[32.6] The passage contains countless similar examples; but these are 
enough to make my point, namely that tropes are naturally grand, that meta
phors conduce to sublimity, and that passages involving emotion and descrip
tion are the most suitable field ror;them. [32.7] At tHe same time, it is plain 
without my saying it that the use of tropes, like all' o.iher good things in 
literature, always tempts one to:80 too far. This is what people. ridicule most 
in Plato, who is often carried ·away by a sort of literary madness into crudie; 
harsh metaphors or allegorical fustian. 'It is not easy to understand that a 
city ought to be mixed like a bowl of wine,' wherein· the wine seethes' with 
madness, but when chastened by another, sober god, and achieving a proper 
communion with him, produces a good and moderate drink.'8.To call water 
'a sober god', says the critic, and mixture "chastening', is' the language of a 
poet who is far from sober himself. 

Dig,.ession: Genius versuS Mediocrity 

[32.8] Faults of this kind formed the subject of C~~cilius' attack'in his book 
on Lysias,9 in which he had the audacity to declare Lysias in all respects 
superior to Plato. lie has in fact ,given way without discrimination to ,two 
emotions: loving Lysias more deeply than he loves himself, he yet hates Plato 
with an even greater intensity. His motive, h9wever, is desi~~ to s,core a,'p.oiQ.t, 
and his assumptions are not, as he believed, generally accepted. In preferrill,g 
Lysias to plato he thinks he is preferring a faultless and pure writeJ: to one 
who make" many mistakes. But the facts are far from supporting his view. 

[33.1] Let us consider a really pure and correct writer. We have then to 
ask ourselves in general terms whether grandeur attended by soine faults of 
execution is to be preferred, in prose or poetry, to a modest success of impec
cable soundness. We must also ask whether the greater numbe,. of good 
qualities or the greater good qualities. ought properly to win the iiterary 
prizes. These questions are relevant to a discussion. of sublimity, and urgently 
require an answer. . 

[33.2] I am certain ~n the first place that great geniuses are least 'pure'. 
Exactness in every detail involves a risk of meanness; with grandeur, as with 
great wealth, there ought to be something overlooked. It may also be inevi
table that low or mediocre abilities should maintain themselves generally at 
a correct and safe level, simply because they take no riskS and do not aim at 
the heights, whereas greatness, just because it is greatness, incurs danger. 

[33.3] I am aware also of a second point. All human affairs are, in the 
nature of things, better known on their worse side; ~he memory of mistakes 
is b;leffaceable, that of goodness is soon gone. [33.4] I have myself cited not 
a few mistakes in Homer and other great writers, not because I take plea!'ure 
in their slips, but because I consider them not so' much voluntary mistakes 
as oversights let fall at random through inattention and.with the negligence 
of genius. I do, however, think that the greater good qualities, even if not 
consistently maintained, are always more likely to win the prize-if for no 
other reason, because of the greatness of spirit they reveal. ApoIl<>oius makes 
no mistakes in the A,.gonautica; Theocritus· is very felicitous in the Pasto,.als; 

8. Laws 773c-d [translator's note]. 
9. Greek orator (ca. 459--ca. 380 R.C.E.) who 
reacted against the grandiose manner of Gorglas, 
striving for common language, pure dictlort, and 
lucidity rather than powerful emotional appeals, 

1. Greek poet (ca. 30O--ca. 260 D.C.E.) whose 
works are the earliest example of pastoral poetry. 
Apollonlus of Rhodes (b. ca. 295 B:C.E.), head of 
the Alexandrian library and 'poet; his Argo ...... tica 
Is the great epic of the Alexandrian period. 
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apart from a few passages not connected with the theme; but would you 
rather be Homer or Apollonius? [33.5] Is the Eratosthenes2 of that flawless 
little poem Erigone a greater poet than Archilochus, with his abundant, 
uncontrolled flood, that bursting forth of the' divine spirit which is so hard 
to bring under the rule of law? Take lyric poetry: would you rather be Bac
chylides or Pindar?~ Take tragedy: would you rather be Ion of Chios or Soph
ocles?" Ion and Bacchylides are impeccable; uniform.ly beautiful writers in 
the polished manner; but it is Pin dar and Sophocles who sometimes set the 
world on fire with their vehemence, for all that their flame often goes out 
without reason and they collapse dismally. Indeed, no one in his senses 
would reckon all Ion's works put together as the equivalent of the one play 
Oedipus. 

[34.1] If good points were totted up, not judged by their real value, Hyper
ides would in every way surpass Demosthenes. He is more versatile, and has 
more good qualities. He is second-best at everything, like a pentathlon com
petitor; always beaten by the others for first place, he remains the best of 
the non-specialists. [34.2} In fact, he reproduces all the good features of 
Demosthenes, except his word-arrangement, and also has for good measure 
the excellences and graces of Lysias. He knows how to talk simply where 
appropriate; he does not deliver himself of everything in the same tone, like 
Demosthenes. His expression of character has sweetness and delicacy. 
Urbanity, sophisticated sarcasm, good breeding,· skill in handling irony, 
humour neither rude nor tasteless but flavoured with true Attic salt,5 an 
ingenuity in attack with a strong comic element and a sharp sting to its apt 
fun-all this produces inimitable charm. He has moreover great talents for 
exciting pity, and a remarkable facility for narrating myths with copiousness 
and developing general topics with fluency. For example, while his account 
of Leto is in his more poetic manner, his Funeral Speech is an unrivalled 
example of the epideictic style.6 [34.3] Demosthenes, by contrast, has no 
sense of character. He lacks fluency, smoothness, and capacity for the epi
deictic manner; in fact he is practically without all the qualities I have been 
describing. When he forces himself to be funny or witty, he makes people 
laugh at him rather than with him. When he wants to conie near to being 
charming, he is furthest removed from it. If he had tried to write the little 
speech on Phryne or that on Athenogenes,7 he would· have been an e~ri 
better advertisement for Hyperides. [34.4) Yet Hyperides' beauties, though 
numerous, are without grandeur: 'inert in the heart of a sober man', they 
leave the hearer at peace. Nobody feels frightened reading Hyperides. 

But when Demosthenes begins to speak, he concentrates in himself excel
lences finished to the highest perfection of his sublime genius-the intensity 
of lofty speech, living emotions, abundance, acuteness, speed where speed 

2. Eratnsthenes of Gyren" (ca. 275-194 R.C.E.), 
Greek poct, critic, geographer, and astronomer. 
3. Major Greek lyric poet (518-438 'J.e.E.), 
Imnwn for his elaborate ode. (encomia) celebrating 
"klnrie. In athletic and music conlests. Bacchyli
des (ca. 524-ca. 452), Greek lyric poet also known 
for his odes. 
4. One ufthe great Greek tragedians (ca. 496-406 
II.C.,·:.), be.l known fnr his Oedipus trilogy. Ion of 
Chins (ca. 49O-ca. 421 R.C.E.), C .... ek poet fumed 
(:('iefiy for hi5 tragedies, none of which has SlIr

vi\'('d. 
5. EIC'gnnt wit. 

6. The speech (V"liacus) in which the myth of 
Leto was told 15 lost; the Funeral Speech i. extant 
(O .... tion 2) [transiator's note). ''The epideictic 
.tyle": speech designed for delivery at festivals and 
funeral orations; it Is distinguished from forensic 
oratory (for law courts) and deliberative (political) 
oratory. Leta: the mother of the Greek deities 
Apollo and Artemis. 
7. The first is lost; the second Is Oration 3 (5) 
[translator's note). Phryne (4th e. R.C.F..), cele
brated Greek courtesan. Athenogenes: Athenian 
businessman who was the subject of Hyperldes' 
"Against Athenogenes." 
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is vital, all his unapproachable vehemence and power. He concentrates it all 
in himself-they are divine gifts, it is almost blasphemous to call them 
human~and so outpoints all his rivals, compensating with the beauties he 
has even for those which he lacks. The crash of his thunder, the brilliance 
of his lightning make all other orators, of all ages, insignificant. It would be 
easier to open your eyes to an approachi'ng thunderbolt than to face up to 
his unremitting emotional blows. 

[35.1] To return to Plato and Lysias, there is, as I said, a further djfference 
between them. Lysias is much inferior not only in the importance of the 
good qualities concerned but in their number; and at-the same time he 
exceeds Plato in the number of his failings even more than he falls short in 
his good qualities. 

[35.2] What then was the vision which inspired those divine writers who 
disdained exactness of detail and aimed at the greatest prizes in literature? 
Above all else, it was the understanding that nature made man to be no 
humble or lowly creature, but brought him into life and into the universe as 
into a great festival, to be both a spectator and an enthusiastic contestant in 
its competitions. She implanted in our minds from the start an irresistible 
desire for anything whtch is great and, in relation to ourselves, supernatural. 

[35.3] The universe therefore is not wide enough for the range of human 
speculation and intellect. Our thoughts often travel beyond the boundaries 
of our surroundings. If anyone wants to know what we were born for, let him 
look round at life and contemplate the splendour, grandeur, and beauty in 
which it everywhere abounds. [35.4] It is a natural inclination that leads us 
to admire not the little streams, however pellucid and however useful, but 
the Nile, the Danube, the Rhine, and above all the Ocean. Nor do we feel 
so much awe before the little flame we kindle, because it keeps its light clear 
and pure, as before the fires of heaven, though they are often obscured. We 
do not think our flame more worthy of admiration than the craters of Etna,S 
whose eruptions bring up rocks and whole hills out of the depths, and some
times pour forth rivers of the earth-born, spontaneous,fire. [35.5] A single 
comment fits all these examples: the useful and necessary are readily avail-
able to man, it is the unusual that always excites our wonder. , 

[36.1] So when we come to great geniuses in literature-where, by con
trast, grandeur is not divorced from service and utility-we have to conclude 
that such men, for all their faults, tower far above mortal stature. Other 
literary qualities prove their users to be human; sublimity raises us towards 
the spiritual greatness of god. Freedom from error does indeed save us from 
blame, but it is only greatness that wins admiration. [36.2] Need I add that 
every one of those great men redeems all his mistakes many times over by a 
single sublime stroke? Finally, if you picked out and put together all the 
mistakes in Homer, Demosthenes, Plato, and all the other really great men, 
the total would be found to be a minute fraction of the successes which 
those heroic figures have to their credit. Posterity and human experience
judges whose sanity envy cannot question-place the crown of victory on 
their heads. They keep their prize irrevocably, and will do so 

so long as waters flow and tall trees flourish. 9 

8, An Active volcano in Sicily. - -
9. "Epigram on the tomb of Mida .... ascribed to 

Homer: see Plato. Phaedrus 264d (translator's 
note). 
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[36.3] It has been remarked that 'the failed CDIDSSUS is nD better than the 
DDryphDrus .of PDlyclitus'.l There are many ways .of answering this. We may 
say that accuracy is admired in art and grandeur in nature, and it is by nature 
that man is endDwed with the pDwer .of speech; Dr again that statues are 
expected tD represent the human fDtm, whereas, as I said, sDmething higher 
than human is sDught in literature; . 

[36.4] At this pDint I have a suggestiDn to make which takes us back tD 
the beginning .of the bDDk. Impeccability is generally a prDduct of art; erratic 
excellence CDmes from natural greatness; therefDre, art must always CDme tD 
the aid .of nature, and the cDmbinatiDn .of the tWD may well be perfectiDn. 

It seemed necessaryt~ settle this pDint fDr the sake .of .our inquiry; but 
everyDne is at liberty tD enjDy what he takes pleasure in. 

• • • 
(v) Word-Arrangement or Composition 

[39.1] There remains the fifth .of the factors cDntributing tD sublimity which 
we .originally enumerated. This was a certain kind .of cDmpDsitiDn Dr wDrd
arrangement. Having set .out my cDnclusiDns .on this subject fully in tWD 
bDDks, I shall here add .only SD much a.s is essential fDr .our present subject. 

B.ffect of Rhythm 

HarmDny is a natural instrument not only of conviction and pleasure but 
alsD tD a remarkable degree of grandeur and emotion. [39.2] The aulas" fills 
the audience with certain emotions and makes them sDmehow beside them
selves and pDssessed. It sets a rhythm, it makes the. hearer move tD the 
rhythm and assimilate himself to the tune, 'untouched by,the Muses though 
he be'.3 The nDtes' of the lyre, thDugh they have nD meaning, alsD, as YDU 
knDw, often cast a wonderful spell .of harm.ony with their varied sDunds and 
blended and mingled noteS. [39.3] Yet all these are but spurious images and 
imitatiDns of persuasion, nDt the genuine activities prDper to human nature 
.of which I spDke.· CompDsition, .on the .other hand, is .aharmDn), of w6rds, 
man's natural instrument, penetrating not only the ears but the very SDUI. It 
arouses all kinds of conceptions of words and thoughts and objects, beauty 
and melody-all things native and natural to mankind. The combinatimf-and 
variety of its sounds convey the speaker's emotions to the minds of those 
around him and make the hearers share them. It fits his great thoughts into 
a cDherent structure by the way in which it builds up patterns .of wDrds. Shall 
we not then believe that by all these methDds it bewitches us and elevates 
to grandeur, dignity, and sublimity both every thought which comes within 
its compass and ourselves as well, holding as it does complete dominatiDn 
over .our minds? It is absurd to question facts so generally agreed. Experience 
is prDDf enDugh. 

.. .. . 
I. It Is not certain whether "Longlnu." mean. the 
Colossus of Rhodes or some other large statue. For 
the Doryphorus, famous for It. proportions, see, 
e.g., G. M. A. Richter, H,..,.,boo/r. of G"" .. /r. Art 
(Phaldon, 1959), 110 [translator'. note]. Polycll
tus: a leading Greek sculptor of the second half of 
the 5th c. R.C.E. (a number of caples of his Dory-

phoros exist). 
2. A reed Instrument (often translated "pipe" or 
"flute"). 
3. Euripides, frag. 663 Nauck [translator's note]. 
4. Presumably In the work referred to In 39.1 
[translator'. 110te]. 
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Effect of Period Structure 

[40.1] I come now to 'a principle~f particular i11lP?rtance for .lc;.nding gran
deur to our words. The beauty of the body depends on the way~,in whi~h the 
limbs are joined together, each one when severed from the others, having 
nothing remarkable about it, but the whole together forming a:·perfec.(u~ity. 
Similarly great thoughts which lack,connection are themselves wasted' arid 
waste the totalsublhne effect, wheteas if they co-operate to f~~ a thiity and 
are linked by the bonds of harmony, they'come to life and speakjtist bY-Virtue 
of the periodic structure.' It is indeed generally true that, I", periods,gl'an
deur results from the total contribution of many elements. 

[40.2] I have shown elsewhere tha;t many poets and 'other writers who are 
not naturally sublime, and may indeed be quite unqualified for grandeur, 
and who use in general common and everyday words which carry with them 
no special effect, nevertheless acquire magnificence and splendour, and 
avoid being thought low or mean, solely"by the way in which they arrange 
and fit together their words. Philistus, Aristophanes6 sometimes, Euripides 
generally, are among the many examples. [40.3] Thus Herades says after the 
killing of the children: . 

I'm full of troubles, thereis no room for more.7 

This is a very ordinary remark, but .it has become sublime, as the situation 
demands. If you re-arrange it, it \.viIi become apparent that it is in the com
position, not in the· sense, that Euripides' greatness appears.- . '.I;. 

[40.4] Dirce is being pulled·about by the bull: 

And where if c()Uld; it writhed and twis'ted round, 
- dragging at everythihg; rock, w(,>man, oak, 
juggling with them al1.8 ' _ . -

The conception is fine in itself, but it has been improved by the fact that the 
word-harmony is not hurried ahd does not run smoothly; the words are 
propped up by one another and rest on the intervals between them; set wide 
apart like that \ they give the impression of solid strength. 

. ; 

• • • 
Conclusion 

[43.6] There is no urgent need to enu~erate in detail features which'produce 
a low effect. We have explained what makes style noble' arid s'ublinie;' the 
opposite qualities will obviously make ii: lo~ and undignified: . '. 

• * * 

5. A sentence (I.e., a "period") composed of Intri
cately balanced main and dependent c1au~el, often 
artfully arranged to create a senle of anticipation. 
6. Major Greek c':omlc dramatist (ca. 45O-ca. 385 
R.C.E.). Phlllltus (ca. 430-356 R.C.E.), Greek his-
torian of Sicily. _ " 
7. Euripides, Here .. Ies F"rem 1245 [tranllator'l 

1 st century' C.E: 
, .... 

note). 
.8" From Il:urlpldel'lolt AKtiope (frag. 221 Nauck) 
[translator'l 'note). The quote describes how the 
mythical Dlree died. She was tied -to the tall of a 
bull by Antlope'. Ion.;, who, Were attempting .to 
avenge the mistreatment Dlrce'lnfilcted on their 
~~thei-. ' '-'" 
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Coming at the height of the classical period, Quintilian's Institutio Oratorill (Insti
tutes of Rhetoric) stands as one of the most important statements of Roman rhetor
ical theory and practice. Its influence extends from medieval and Renaissance 
philosophers and literary figures, such as AUGUSTINE, HUGH OF ST. VICTOR, and 
John of Salisbury, to eighteenth-century critics like ALEXANDER POPE, who praised 
"Quintilian's copious work," wherein was found "the justest rules, and clearest 
method joined." Even today, it would be difficult to follow discussions of rhetorical 
language in more recent formalist and poststructuralist theorists such as ROMAN 
JAKOBSON, CLEANTH BROOKS, JACQUES DERRIDA, and PAUL DE MAN without the kind 
of technical knowledge of how tropes work so lucidly explained in Quintilian's 
rhetoric. 

Describing the education of the rhetorician from childhood to adulthood, the Insti
tutia Oratorill combines detailed accounts of various rhetorical techniques, including 
the invention and arrangement of discourse, and descriptions of the various figures 
of speech and thought; it adds philosophic speculation on the proper uses of rhetoric. 
Because he is a practitioner and teacher of rhetoric, Quintilian does not equate the 
rhetorician's task with the philosopher's. However, he was an astute enough observer 
of his own time to fear the potential for corruption and manipulation in rhetoric. The 
skills he teaches in the Institutio Oratoria might easily be used by "harlots, flatterers, 
and seducers." But unlike the Greek rhetorician GORGIAS, who noted that rhetoric 
might as easily be used to promote evil as virtue, Quintilian is not· content to accept 
rhetoric's moral neutrality. He advocates the study of philosophy as a necessary com
ponent of a rhetorician's training to ensure that the good orator will also be a good 
person. Quintilian's teachings, then, contain an ethical imperative that he shares with 
PLATO, HORACE, LONGINUS, and Augustine. Its legacy, which has permeated the his
tory of literary criticism, is the widely held idea that the study of literature is worth
while because it can make us more virtuous and discriminating, while instilling in us 
proper moral values. 

Marcus Fabius Quintilianus was born at Calagurris in Spain sometime between 30 
and 35 C.E. His father, who may have been a Roman rhetorician, sent his son' to 
Rome to study rhetoric. After finishing his education, Quintilian returned for a short 
while to his native Spain. However, by 68 he was back in the Roman capital teaching 
and practicing law. Quintilian became a famous teacher, the first rhetorician to fgy,nd 
a public school and receive a state salary. Among his students was the celebrated 
Roman writer Pliny the Younger. When he retired from teaching in 88, he was 
appointed by the emperor Domitian as tutor to his two great-nephews and heirs. 
Quintilian's family life, however, seems to have been much less successful than his 
public one. The introduction to book 6 of the Institutio Oratorill·contains a moving 
description of the death of his son, whom he intended as one of the beneficiaries of 
his pedagogical advice, as well as expressions of grief over the death of his wife at the 
age of nineteen and the loss of another son; The date of Quintilian's death is 
unknown, but it was very probably sometime around 100 C.E. 

The Institutio Oratoria, the only extant text by Quintilian, was written during the 
last years of Domitian's reign (which ended with the emperor's murder in 96 C.E.) 
against a backdrop of political unrest; during this time, the emperor had turned to 
persecution to maintain his rule, executing people on the flimsiest of'excuses and 
banishing all the philosophers from Rome for fear they would incite people to rebel
lion. Quintilian's continued favor with the emperor was, therefore, so remarkable that 
it has led some to question his integrity. 

Institutio Oratoria, which might more accurately be translated On the Teaching of 
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Rhetoric, outlines (in twelve parts) a course of study enabling the "good man" (vir 
bonus in Latin-education among the Romans was reserved almost exclusively for 
elite men) to achieve succes!! as an orator. Book 1 opens by describing how the very 
young should be educated in preparation for the study of rhetoric. Book 2 defines 
the nature and aims of rhetoric. Books 3 to 7 discuss such technical matters as 
invention, the different parts of a speech, and argumentative proofs. Books 8 to 10 
deal with oratorical style, including various ornamental figures and tropes. Book 11 
examines memorization and oral delivery, while the final section of book 12 portrays 
the perfect orator. Most of this material is not new; Quintilian's work distills the 
classical rhetorical tradition that precedes him, drawing heavily on Greek and Roman 
sources. ARISTOTLE's Rhetoric (see above) is an important precursor, but perhaps the 
most significant influence is the great Roman rhetorician and statesman Cicero (106-
43 B.C.E.). While QUintlliari's work fell out. of favor shortly after his death, by the 
Middle Ages it had become, along with the anonymous Rhetorica ad Herennium (86-
82 B.C.E., Rhetoric Addressed to C. Herennius), mistakenly attributed to Cicero, an 
influential source of rhetorical and poetic theory. 

The three excerpts below illustrate important features of the.lnstitutio Oratoria. 
Books 8 and 9 define and illustrate the use of the various tropes and figures that 
constitute the principal sources of rhetorical ornamentation. Book 12 makes the argu
ment for the inclusion of ethics as a part of rhetorical instruction. Although Quintilian 
is interested primarily in the application of ornaments to rhetoric, . not poetry, he 
frequently uses the po~tty of Homer, Virgil, Horace, and· others as examples; as a 
result, throughout th~ Middle Ages and R:enaissance, his analysis of various tropes 
and figures was construed as advice for poets as well as rhetoricians on how to 
increase vividness and feeling; variety and interest, conviction and belief. (see, for 
instance, GEOFFREY OF VINSAUF). Chapter 6 of book 8 describes the various tropes, 
which he defines as "the artistic alteration of a word or phrase from its proper meaning 
to another." He examines closely metaphor and synecdoche, mentioning simile, ellip. 
sis, and metonymy and warning against their coarse or obscure use. 

In book 9, Quintilian turns to a discussion of rhetorical figures, which he distin
guishes from tropes. While a trope involves the substitution of one word for ·another, 
a figure does not necessarily entail any change either to the order or meaning of words; 
instead it is,ua form of expression to which a new a!ipect is given by art." He further 
distinguishes between figures of speech and figures of thought, suggesting that for 
him and his contemporaries, thought and the language it is clothed in remain two 
sepiuate and distinct entities, with language strictly subordinated to thought. A good 
example of his discussion of figures of thought is his cogent analysis of irony in 
sections 44 to 49 of book 9, chapter 2. This analysis, however, also. reveals the cracks 
and instabilities in Quintilian's neat divisions between speech and ·thought: he ends 
up admitting that Ii Single irony might be classified as trope, figure of speech, and 
figure of thought. Considerable confusion still surrounds these terms today, and often 
they are used interchangeably. 

Unlike Augustine, Quintilian is not interested in exploring a linguistic theory of 
signs that might explain figurative language; his concern is the practical uses of 
rhetoric in oratory and poetry. He does, however, recognize that tropes such as 
metaphor are not merely optional ornaments of style; some are necessary to convey 
meaning. He also acknowledges, as many of our own contemporary critics do, that 
metaphoric language may be very much part of the mental processes by which we 
find meaning in our world. But unlike those conteinporary theorists, Quintilian does 
not see figurative language as a threat to the stability of linguistic reference. For 
him, words have their primary "proper" (referential) uses; figurative uses are always 
secondary. For theorists like Paul de Man, however, processes such as metaphor 
and metonymy reveal a fundamental instability. of linguistic reference and a slippage 
in signification. 

Our final selection,. from book 12, examines the moral education of the· rhetori-
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ciano Quintilian takes exception to the view that virtue is acquired naturally; not 
only can it be taught, it must be taught. Here Quintilian distinguishes between the 
role of the philosopher and that of the orator in the state. Philosophers do not argue 
cases 'in the law courts or the Senate. Plato's imaginary Republic to the contrary, 
they do not govern. But though the two occupations are distinct, he urges the orator 
to learn what the philosopher has to teach. Omtors must not only delight; they must 
also instruct their audiences. Quintilian qUickly surveys the three main fields of 
philosophy-dialectics (or logic), ethics, and physics (which includes religion)-and 
maintains that all are relevant to the training of an orator. He seems to us today a 
philosophical pluralist when he advises his reader to swear allegiance to no partic
ular brand of philosophy, but to pick and choose freely from those precepts that 
will perfect hini both in "the glory of a virtuous life" and in eloquence. 

Quintilian's injunctions remind us of the importance of rhetoric in Roman edu
cation (it was almost the entire curriculum for higher education), an education with 
a very practical end-the training of lawyers and statesmen capable of pleading cases 
in public. While a Roman citizen would not necessarily read Quintilian the better 
to appreciate beautiful poetry, subsequent critics in the Middle Ages, Renaissance, 
and beyond assimilated to their poetics both Quintilian's analysis of rhetorical tech
nique and his ethical imperative that the rhetorician represent, as MATTHEW ARNOLD 
might have put it, "the best that has been thought and said." 
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From Institutio Oratoria l 

From Book 8 

FROM CHAPTER 5 
.. .. .. 

[35] I will now proceed to the next subject for discussion, which is, as I have 
said, that of tropes, or modes, as the most distinguished Roman rhetoricians 
call them. Rules for their use are given by the teachers of literature as well. 

I. Translated by H. E. Butler. 
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But I postponed the di~cussion of the subject when I was dealing with literary 
education, because, it~ ,~eemed to 'me that the: theme would, have greater 
bnportance if h~ndled ill conilexion With the'ornaments of oratory, and that 
it ought to be reserved for treatment' 'on a larger scale. ," 

FROM CHAPTER 6 

By a trope is meant the artistic alteration of a word or phrase from its proper 
meaning to another. This is a' subject which has given rise to interminable 
disputes among the teachers of literature, who have quarrelled 'no less vio
lently with the philosophers than among themselves, over the problem of the 
genera and species into which tropes may be divided, the.ir number and their 
correct classification. [2] I propose to disregard such quibbles as in no wise 
concerning the training of an orator, and to proceed to discuss those tropes 
which are most necessary and meet with most general acceptance, content
ing myself merely with noting the fact,that some tropes are employed to help 
out our meaning and others to adorn our style, that some arise from, words 
used properly and others from words, used metaphorically, and, that the 
changes involved concern not merely individual words, but also'our thoughts 
and the structure of our sentences. [3] In view of these facts I regard those 
writers as mistaken who have held that tropes necessarily involved the sub
stitution of word for word. And I do not ignore the fact that as, a rule the 
tropes employed to express our meaning involve ornament as well; though 
the converse is not the elise, since there are some which are intended, solely 
for the purpose of embellishment. . 

[4 ] Let 'lIS begiri, then, with the commonest' and by far theinost beautiful 
of tropes;' namely, metaphor; the Greek term for our translatio. 2 It is not 
merely so natural a turn of, ~p~ech that it is often employed uriC~)I.jsdollsly 
or by uneducated persons, hut it is in itself so attractive and elegant ,that 
however di.~tin~uish,ed the language i~ which it is embedded it shine~ forth 
with a light that is all its own. [5] For if it be correctly and appropriately 
applied, it is quite impossible for its effect to be commonplace, mean or 
unpleasing. It adds to the copiousness of language by the interchange of 
words and by borrowing, and finally succeeds in accomplishing the 
supremely difficult task of providing a name' for everything. A noun or a verb 
is transferred from the place to'which it properly belongs to another where 
there is either no literal term or the transferred is better than the'literal. [6] 
We do this either because it is necessary or to make our meaning clearer or, 
as I have already said, to produce a decorative effect. When it secures none 
of these results, our metaphor will be out of place. As an example of a nec
essary metaphor I may quote the following usages in vogue, with peasants 
when they call a vinebud gemma, a gem (what other term is there which they 
could use'?), or speak of the crops being thirsty or the fruit suffering. For the 
same reason we speak of a hard or rough man, there being no liter~l term 
for these temperaments. [7] On the other hand, when we say that a man is 
kindled to anger or on fire with greed or that he has fallen into error, we do 
so to enhance our meaning. For none of these things can be mote literally 
described in its own words than in those which we import from elsewhere. 

2, Transferred orllllUrative use of a word (latin). 
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But it is ~ purely ornamental metaphor when we speak of brilliance of style, 
splendou;' of birth, te1npestuoUs public asse1nblies, thunderbolts of eloquence, 
to which I may add the phrase employed by Cicero in his defence of Milo 
where he speaks of Clodius3 as the fountain, and in another place as the 
fertile field and -material of his client's glory. [8] It is even possible to express 
facts of ~ somewhat unseemly character by a judicious use of metaphor, as 
in the following passage.4 

''This do they lest too much indulgence make 
The field of generation slothful grow 
And choke its idle furrows." 

On the whole -metaphor is a shorter form of si1nile, while there is this 
further difference, that in the latter we compare some object to the thing 
which we wish to describe, whereas in the former this object is actually 
substituted for the thing. [9] It is a comparison when I say that a man did 
something like a lion, it is a metaphor when I say of him, He is a lion. 
Metaphors fall into four classes. In the first we substitute one living thing 
for another, as in the passage where the poet, speaking of a charioteer says,' 

"The steersman then 
With mighty effort wrenched his charger round." 

or when Livy says that Scipio was continually barked at by Cato. 6 [10] Sec
ondly, inanimate things may be substituted for inanimate, as in the Virgilian. 

"And gave his fleet the rein,"7 

or inanimate may be substituted for animate, as in 

"Did the Argive bulwark fall by sword or fate?"8 

or animate for inanimate, as in the following lines: 

''The shepherd sits unknowing on the height 
Listening the roar from some far mountain brow." 

[11] But, above all, effects of extraordinary sublimity are produced when the 
theme is exalted by a bold and almost hazardous metaphor and inanimate 
objects are given life and action, as in the phrase 

~. 

"Araxes' flood that scorns a bridge,"9 

[ 12] or in the passage of Cicero, already quoted, where he cries, "What was 
that sword of yours doing, Tubero, the sword you drew on the field of Phar
salus?' Against whose body did you aim its point? What meant those arms 
you bore?" Sometimes the effect is doubled, as in Virgil's. 

"And with venom arm the steel."a 

3. Romsn politician (b. 92 B.C.E.) who played a 
part in the exile of Cicero In 58 B.C.E. Cicero (1 06-
43 R.C.E.), Romsn statesman~ orator, and author. 
Milo: Roman politician (d. 48 B.C.E.), who mur
,Iered Clodlus In 52 D.C.E.; he was unsuccessfully 
defended by Cicero. 
4. Virgil [70-19 D.C.E.), Georgie. 3.135 [transla
tor's note]. 
5. Probably from Ennlu. [translator's note). 
En"lus (239"":149 R.C.E.), Roman epic: poet. 
6. Roman statesman and stem moralist (234-149 
R.C.F..). Llvy (59 o.c.F..-I 7 C.E.), Roman historian. 

Scipio (185-129 O.C.E.), Roman lIeneral. 
7. Virgil, Aeneld6.J. 
8. From an unknown tralledlan [translator's note). 
9. This and the previous pas.alle are from VIrgil', 
AcmeUl (2.307, 8.728). 
I. City in The.saly, situated on the main road to 
central Greece; the site of Caesar's defeat In 48 
B.C.E. of his former ally Pompey. Tubero (1st c. 
R.C.E.), Jurist Rnd annaUst, who fought on the side 
of Pompey but was later reconciled to Caesar. 
2. VI,..I, A.neId 9.773. 
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For both'~to. arm the steel" and, ~'to arm withven9m"are metaphors. [13] 
These four kinds of metaphor are further subdivided in-to. a number of species, 
sllch as' transference from ratiorial, beings to rational and from irrational to 
irrational and the reverse; in which the method is the saine; and finally from 
the whole to its parts and ftom the parts to the wh9le. But, I,am riot now 
teaching boys: my readers are old enough. to discover the .species for them
selves when once they have been given the genuS. . 

[14] While a temperate and timely use of metaphor is it real adornment 
to style, on the other hand,. its frequent use serVes. 'merely to obscure our 
language and weary our audience, while if we introdu~e them in one contin
uous series, our language will become allegOrical arid enigmatic. There are 
also certain metaphors which' fail : from meanness, 'such as that of which 1 
spoke above:' 

"Th~re is a rocky wart upon the mountain's brow." , .. 

or they may even be coatlle. [15] For it does not follow that because Cicero 
was perfectly justified in talking of "the sink of the fftate;" when he desired 
to indicate the foulness of certain men, we can approve the following passage 
from an ancient orator:. "You have lanced the boils of the state." Indeed 
Cicero himself has deii1~n.str~ted in the most admirable manner how impor
tant itls to avoid grossness in metaphor, such a~ is revealed by the following 
examples, whichhe'quotes:~'''rh~'state,'was geIdedby .the 'dellth of'Afd~ 
canus," or "Glaucia,4 the excreinent 6f the;senate-Hblise/' [16] He also points 
'out that a metaphor must not be too . great. for its subject or, as is more 
frequently the case, too little, a l1d t~at it,mu.st not be iJ:tappropriate~ Anyon~ 
who realises that these are faults, will be able to detect instances of them 
only too frequently, But excess in the Use of metaphor' is ·also a fault, more 
especially if they are of the same species. [17] M~tap'hors ,may also be harsh, 
that is, far-.fetched, as in phrases like "the snows of the Jtead" or 

"Jove with white snow the wintry Alpsbe![lpewed.",5 

The worst errors of all, . however, originate in. the fact that some authors 
regard it as permissible to use even in prose any metaphors, that are allowed 
to poets, in spite of the fact that the latter aim solely at pleasing their readers 
and are compelled in many cases . to employ metaphor by sheer metrical 
necessity. [18] For my own part I'should not regard a phrase like "the shep
hetd of the people" as admissible· in pleading, although it has the authoHty 
of Homer, nor would I venture to say that wingedcreatutes "sWitn ·through 
the air," despite the· fact that this metaphor has· beeri most effectively 
employed by Virgil to describe the flight of bees and of Daeualus.6 For meta' 
phor should always either occupy.~. place already vacant, or if it fills the room 
of something else, should be more impressive than that which it displaces. 

[19] What I have said above applies perhaps with even greater force' to 
synecdoche . . For while metaphor is designed to' move. theJeelings, .give specia'
distinction to things and place ·them vividly befote the eye, synecdoche has 

3. Discussed earlier In this book (8.3.48). 
4. A witty pOJ'ular orator who died sometl.me arter 
99 S.C.E.; in 102 he was nearly eXpelled from the 
Senate by polltl.t:al enemies. Afrlcanusi ScipiO MrI
canul (236-184 S.C.E.), the Roman' general who 
defeated the Carthaginian army during the Second 
Punic War. 

5. From Furlus, an old epic poet of the second 
century [translator's note]. . ~. 
6. In Greek 'mythology, an Athenian artist eel.,: 
brated 'fo~·;hl.'mecharilcal skill, who was sald'tO 
haove escl!pl!d Crete by fashioning wings of wax 'and 
feathers'aitd tIying to Sicily. . 
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the power to give variety to our language by making us realise many things 
from one, the whole from a part, the genus from a species, things which follow 
from things which have preceded; or, on the other hand, the whole procedure 
may be reversed. It may, however, be more freely employed by poets than by 
orators. [20] For while in prose it is perfectly correct to use mucro, the point, 
for the whole sword, and tectum, roof, for a whole house, we may not employ 
puppis, stern, to describe a ship, nor'abies;" fir, to describe planks; and again, 
though ferrum , the steel, may be used to indicate a sword, quadrupes cannot 
be used in the sense of horse. It is where numbers are concerned thatsynec
dochif can be most freely employed in prose. For. example, Livy frequently 
says; "The Roman won the day," when' he means that the Romans were vic
torious; on the other hand, Cicero in a letter to Brutus? says, 'We have 
imposed on the people and are regarded as orators;" when he is speaking of 
himself alone. [21 J This form of trope is not only a ·rhetorical ornament, but 
is frequently employed in everyday speech, Some also apply the term Synec
dochl when something is assumed which has not actually' been expressed, 
since one word is then discovered from other words, as in the sentence, 

"The Arcadians to the gates began to rush;"8 

when such omission creates a blemish, it is called an ellipse. [22J Forimy 
own part, I prefer to regard this as a figure, and shall therefore discuss it 
under that head. Again, one thinginay be suggested by another, as in the 
line', 

. "Behold, the steers 
.Bring back the plough suspended from the yoke,''9 

..... ,.: . . ," . . 

from· which we infer the approach of ,night. I am not sure whether this is 
permissible to an orator except in. arguments, when it serves as an indication 
of some fact. However; this has nothing to do with the . question of style • 

. [23J It is but a short step from synectWGM to metonymy, which consists in 
(he substitution of one name for another, and, as Cicero tells us, is called 
hypallage by the rhetoricians. These devices are employed to indiOate an 
invention by substituting the nartie of the inventor, or a possession by sub
stituting the name of the possessor. Virgil, for example, writes: 

"Ceres by water spoiled," 

and Horace: 

"Neptune admitted to the land 
Protects the fleets from blasts of Aquilo."1 

. f: 

If, however, the process is reversed, the effect is harsh. [24] But it is impor
~nt to enquire to. what extent trop~ qfthis kind should be employed by the 
orator. For though we often hear. "Vulcan",used far fire and to sayvario Marte 
pf.'gnatum est for "they fought with. varying sJlccess" is elegant and idiomatic, 
while .venusz is a more decent expression ·than coitus, it would be too bold 
for the severe style demanded in the courts to speak of Liber and Ceres3 

7. Marcus Brutus (ca. 85-42 S.C.E.). Roman 
statesman and orator. 
8. Vlrgll.A ...... 1d 11.142; the word "began"tsomlt
ted .... , 
9. V1tgll. Eclogue 2.66. 
I. Virgil. A<!neId 1.177; HORACE (65-8 R.C.E.). 

An Poellca 63. 
2. The Roman godde •• of love. Vulcan: Roman 
god of fire and metalworking. Mars: Roman god of 
war. .'. 
3. Roman cant goddess. Llber: Roman god offer
tility and especially of wine. 
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when we mean bread and wine. Again, while usage pe~~its us to substitute 
that which contains for that which is contained, as in phrases such as "civ
ilised cities," or. "a cup was drunk to the lees;" or "a happy age," [25] the 
converse procedure would rarely be ventured on by any save a poet: take, for 
example, the phrase:'· 

"U calegon burrls' next. "4 

It is, however, perhaps more permissible to describe what is possessed by 
reference to its possessor, as, for example, to say of a man whose estate is 
being squandered, "the man is being eaten 'up." Of this form there are innu
merable species. [26] For example, we say "1Iixty thousand men were slain 
by Hannibal at Cannae,"5 and speak of "Virgil" when we mean !'Virgil's 
poems"; again, we say that supplies have "come," When they have been 
"brought," that a "sacrilege," and hot a "sacrilegious man" has been detected, 
and that a man possesses a knowledge of "arms," not of "the art of arms." 
[27] The type which indicates cause by effect.is commoH. both in poets and 
orators. As examples from poetry I may quote: .. 

"Pale death with equal foot knocks at the poor hian's door" 

and 

"There pale diseases dwell and sad 0Id'age;6 

while the orator will speak of "headlong anger," "cheerful youth" or "slothful 
ease." 

[28] The following type of trope has also some kinship with synecdoche. 
For when I speak of a man's "looks" instead of his "look," I use the plural for 
the singular, but my aim is not to enable one thing to be inferred from many 
(for the sense is clear enough), but. I merely vary the form of the word. Again, 
when I call a "gilded roof," a "golden roof," I diverge a little from the truth, 
because gilding forms only a part of the roof. But to follow out these poirits 
is a task involving too much minute detail even for a work whose aim is not 
the training of an orator. 

,. ,. ,. 

From Book 9 

FROM CHAPTER 1 

In my last book I spoke of tropes. I now come to figures, called ax'il~a'ta in 
Greek, a topic whiCh is naturally and closely connected with the preceding. 
[2) For many authors have considetedfigures identical with tropes, because 
whether it be that ·the latter derive their name from having a certain form or 
from the fact that they effect alterations in language (a view which has also 
led to their being styled mOtions), it must be admitted that both these features 
are found in figures as well. Their employment is also the same. Fbr they add 
force and charm to our matter. There are.some again who call tropes figures, 
Artorius Proculus7 among them. [3] Further the resemblance between the 
two is so close that it is not easy to distinguish between them. For although 

4. Virgil, Ae_id 2.311. Ucalegon was a Trojan 
hero who also appears In book 3 of Homer's Iliad. 
5. Village In Apulia, the site of a fdmous victory 
against Rome In 216 a.c.F.. by Hannibal (247-182 

a.c.F..), a great Carthaginian general. 
6. The first passage i. quoted froh1 Horace, Ode. 
1.4.13, the second from Virgil, A ...... 1d 6.275. 
7. Prominent Roman jurist (early 1st c. C.B.). 
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certain kinds differ, while retaining, a g~neral resemblance (since both 
involve a departure from the siniple and straightforward method of expres
sion coupled with a certain rhetorical excellence), on the other hand some 
are distinguished by the narrowest possible dividing line: for example, while 
irony belongs to figures of thought just as much as to tropes, periphrasis, 
hJ'perbaton and' onomatopoea8 have been ranked by distinguished authors as 
figures of speech rather than tropes. . . 

[4] It is therefore all the more necessary to point out the distinction 
between the two. The name of trope is applied to the transference of expres
sions from their natural and principal signification to another, with a view 
to the embellishment of style or, as the majority of grammarians define it, 
the transference of words and phrases froni the place which is strictly theirs 
to another to which they do not properly belong. Afigure, on the other hand, 
as is clear from the name itself, is the term employed when we give our 
language a conformation other than the obvious and ordinary. [5] Therefore 
the substitution of one word for ariother is placed among tropes, as for exam
ple in the case of metaphor, metonymy, anto~masia, metalepsis, synecdoche, 
catachresis, allegory and, as a rule, hyperbole,9 which may, of course, be con
cerned either with. words or things. Onomatopoea is the creation of a word 
and therefore involves substitution for the' weirds which we should use but 
for such creation. [6] Again although periphrasis often includes the actual 
word whose place it supplies, it still uses a number of words in place of one. 
The epithet as a rule involves an element of antonomasia and consequently 
becomes a trope on account of this affinity. HJiperbaton is a change of order 
and for this reason many exclude it from tropes. None the less it transfers a 
word or part of a word from its own place to another. [7] None of these can 
be calledfigures. For afigure does not necessarilyinvolve any alteration either 
of the order or the strict sense of words. As regards irony, I shall showelse
where how i~ some of its forms it is a trope, in others afigure. For I admit 
that the name is common to both and am aware of the complicated and 
minute discussions to which it has given rise. They, however, have no bearing 
on my present task. For it makes no difference by which name either is called, 
so long as its stylistic value is apparent, since the meaning of things is not 
altered by a change of name. [8] For just as men remain the same, eve~ 
though they adopt a new name, so these artifices will produce exactly the 
same effect, whether they are styled tropes or figures, since their values lie 
not in their names, but in their effect ....... [9] It is best therefore in dealing 
with these topics to adopt the generally accepted terms and to understand 
the actual thing, by whatever name it is called. But we must note the fact 
that trope and figure are often combined in the expression of the same 
thought, since figures are introduced just as much by the metaphorical as 
by the literal use of words. 

[10] There is, however, a considerable difference of opinion among 
authors as to the meaning of the name, I the number of genera and the nature 

R. Use or invention of word. thaL sound like their 
meuning (e.g:, butt). "Periphrasis": circumloc:u
tion. "Hyperbaton": separation of words usua]]y 
h"longing together or, more generally. any depar
ture from ordinary word order. 
9. Exaggerated or extravagant terms used for 
empha!l;is. "Antonomasis": descriptive phrase For 
proper name or a proper nume for a quality aS50-

elated with it (e.g., "the Bard" to refer to Shake
speare). "Metalepsls": attribution of a present 
effect to a remote cause. "Catachresls": an implied 
metaphor. USi~ words wrenched from common 
usage. "AlleRo ': according to Qulntllian, allegory 
"presents one t ing in words and another in mean
Ing" (8.6.44). 
I. Figure. 
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and number of .the species ihto which .figt.Ires may be divided. The. first point 
for consideration is, therefore, what is~eaht by a figure. For·the term is 
used ill· two senses; :In the first it is applied to any form ·inwhich thought is 
expressed, just as it is to bodies which, whatever' their composition~· must 
have some shape. [11] In the second and special sense, in which. it is called 
a schema, it means a rational change in meaning or language,from the ordi
nary and simple form, that is to say, a change analogous to that involved by 
sitting, lying down on something or looking back; Consequently when a stu
dent tends to continuous or at any rate excessive· use· of the same,cases, 
tenses, rhythms or even feet,· we are in the habit of instructing him to vary 
his figures with a view to the avoidance of monotony. [12] In so doing we 
speak as if every kind of language possessed a figure: for example cursitare 
and lectitare2 are said to have the same figure, that is to say, they are identical 
in formation. Therefore in the first and common sense of the word everything 
is expressed by figures. If we are content with. this view, there is gODd reason 
for the opinion expr.essed by Apollodorus (if We may trust the statement of 
Caecilius3 on this point) to the effect that he found,the rules laid down in 
this connexion quite incomprehensible. [13] If, on the other hand, the name 
is to. be applied to certain attitudes, Dr J rrtight say gestures of language, we 
must interpret schema Ul the sense of that which is poetically or rhetDrically 
altered frDm the simple and Dbvious method Df expression. It will then be 
true to distinguish· between. the. style which i~ devDid of figures (or 
ciGxrU1(i'tLcnD~) and that which is devoid of figures (or £<J)(l1J..UX'tLGJJ.EV11). [14] 
But Zoilus4 narrowed down. the, definitiDn, since .he restricted the term 
schema to cases when thespeake~' pretends to' say something other than that 
which he actually' does say. I know that this view. meets withcommDn accep
tance: it is, in fact, for this reason that we speak of figured controversial 
themes, Df which I shall sho.rtly.speak. We shall then take 'a figure to' mean 
a form Df expressiDn to. which a new aspect is given by art. ... 

[15] Some writers have held that there is only onekind.Dfjigure, although 
they differ as regards the reaSDns which lead ,them to. adDpt this view. For 
some Df them;Dn the ground that a changeDf words causes·a corresponding 
change in the Sense, 'assert that all figures are cDncerned with words, while 
Dthers hDld that figures are concerned solely with the sense,Dn the ground 
that wDrds are adapted to things. Both these views are obviously quibbling. 
[16] For the same things are often put in different . ways and the sense 
remains unaltered thDugh the words are changed, while a figure of thought 
may include several figures of speech. For the former lies in the conception, 
the latter in the expression of our thought. The two are frequently combined, 
however, as in the following passage: A!Now, DDlabella,5, [J have no pity] either 
for you or for your children": for the device by which he turns from the judges 
to Dolabella is afigure of thought, while iam iam ("now") and liberum ("YDur 
children") are figures of speech. 

[17] It is, however, to. the best Df my knDwledge;generally agreed by the 

2. Frequentative fO.nns. of the Latin verbs curro 
(run) and lego (read) [translator's notel. ' 
3. Teacher and writer of the Augustan era (active 
ca. 20 D.C.E.), the first to give public lectures pn 
Virgil and other contemporary poet~. Apollodorus 
(ca. 104-22 R.C.E.), lrifluentlal rhetorician, best 
known fot his oral teachlnll, whose theories' are dis-

cussed elsewhere by Qulntllian. 
4. C;ynlc rhetor and philosopher (4t~ c. 'D.d.E.).' 
5. Roman commander (80-'B D.C.E.) who' was 
declared a public enemy by the Senate 'at.d who 
committed sulcldf!.· He was the son-In-law ot Cic
ero, who Is being quoted; his two sons by Cicero's 
claughtet, Tullia, probably died In Infancy. 
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majority of authors thai there are two classes of figure, namely figures of 
thought, that is of the min,d, feeling or conceptions, since all these. terms are 
used, and figures of speech, that is of words, diction, expression, language or 
style: the name by which they are known varies, but mere terminology is a 
matter of indifference. * ,. * We may therefore conclude that, like language 
itself, figures are necessarily concerned with thought and with words. 

[19] As, however, in the natural course of things we conceive ideas before 
we express them, I must take figures of thought first. Their utility is at once 
great and manifold, and is revealed with the utmost clearness in every prod
uct of oratory. For although it may seem that proof is infinitesimally affected 
by the figures employed, 'none the less those same figures lend credibility to 
our arguments and steal their way secretly into the minds of the judges. [20] 
For just ~s in sword-play it is easy to see, parry, and ward off direct blows 
and simpie and straightforward thrusts, while side-strokes and feints are less 
easy to observe and the task of the skilful swordsman is to give the impression 
that his design is quite other than it actually is, even so the oratory in which 
there is no guile fights by sheer weight and impetus alone; on the other hand, 
the fighter who feints and varies his assault is able to attack flank or back as 
he will, to lure his opponent's weapons from their guard and to outwit him 
by a slight inclination of the body. [2'1] Further, there is no more effective 
method of exciting the emotions than an apt use of figures. For if the expres
sion of brow,eyes and hands has Ii 'powerful effect in, stirring the passions, 
how much mote effective must be the aspect of our style itself when com
posed to produce the result at which we aim? But, above all,figures serve to 
commend what we say to those that hear liS, whether we seek to win approval 
for our character as pleaders; or to win favour for the cause which . we plead, 
to relieve monotony by variation of oUr language, or to indicate our meaning 
in the safest or most seemly way. 

[22) But before I proceed to demonstrate what figures best suit the differ
ent circumstances, I must point out that their number is far from being as 
great as some authorities make out. For I am not·in the least disturbed by 
the various names which the Greeks more especially are so fond of inventing. 
[23) First of all, then, I must repudiate the views of those who hold that 
there are as many types offigure as there are kinds of emotionl on the grpund, 
not that emotions are not qualities of the mind, but that a figure, in it~i-ict, 
not its general sense, is not 'simply the expression of anything you choose to 
select. Consequently the expression in words of anger, grief, pity, fear, con~ 
fidence or contempt is not a figure, any more than persuasion, threats, 
entreaty or excuse. [24] But superficial observers are deceived by the fact 
that they find figures in all passages dealing with such themes, and select 
examples of them from speeches; whereas in reality there is'no department 
of oratory which does not admit such figures. But it is one thing to admit a 
figure and another to be a figure; I am hot going to be frightened out of 
repeating the term with some frequency in my attempt to make the facts 
cleat. [25) My opponents will, I know, direct my attention to special figures 
employed in expressing anger, in entreating for mercy, or appealing to pity, 
but it does not follow that expressions of anger, appeals to pity or entreaties 
for mercy are in themselves figures. Cicero, it is true, incIudesall ornaments 
of oratory under this head, and in so doing adopts, as it seems to me; a middle 
course. For he does not hold that all forms of expression are to be regarded 
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as figures, nor, on the other hand, would he restrict the term merely to those 
expressions whose form varies from ordinary use. But he regards as figurative 
all those expressions which are especially striking and most effective in stir
ring the emotions of the audience. He sets forth this view in two ofhisworks.6 

.. .. .. 
FROM CHAPTER 2 

I have found some who speak, of iro/'y as dissimulation, but, in view of the 
fact that this latter. name does not cover the whole range of this figure, I 
shall follow my general rule and rest content with the Greek term. Irony 
involving afigure does not differ from the irony which is a trope, as far as its 
genus is concerned, since in both cases we understand something which is 
the opposite of what is actually said; on the other hand, a careful consider
ation of the species of irony will soon rev~al the fact that they differ. [45] In 
the first place, the trope is franker in its meaning, and, despite the fact that 
it implies something other than it says, makes no pretence about it. For the 
context as a rule is perfectly clear, as, for example, in the following passage 
from the Catilinarian orations. "Rejected by him, you migrated to your. boon
companion, that excellent gentleman Metellus."7 In this case the irony lies 
in two words, and is therefore a specially concise form of trope. [46] But in 
the figurative form of irony the ~peaker disguises his entire meaning, the 
disguise being apparent rather than confessed. For in the trope the conflict 
is purely verbal, while in the figure the' meaning, and sometimes the whole 
aspect of our case, conflicts with the language and the tone of voice adopted; 
nay, a man's whole life may be coloured with irony, as was the case with 
Socrates,8 who was called an ironist because he assumed the role of an igno
rant man lost in wonder at the wisdom gf others. Thus, as continued meta
phor develops into allegory, so a sustained series of troPes develops into this 
figure. [47] There are, however, certain kinds of this figure which have no 
connexion with tropes. In the first place, there is the figure which derives its 
name from negation and is called by some av'ti.cl>p(xCJL~.9 Here is an example: 
"I will not plead against you according to the rigour of the law, I will not 
press the point which I should perhaps be able to make good" or again, "Why 
should I mention his decrees, his acts of plunder, his acquisition, whether 
by cession or by force, of certain inheritances'?" or "I say nothing of the first 
wrong inflicted by his lust" or "I do not even propose to produce the evi~ence 
given concerning the 600,000 sesterces"; or "I might say, etc.'" [48] Such 
kinds of irony may even be sustained at times through whole sections of our 
argument, as, for instance, where Cicero says, "If I were to plead on this 
point as though there were some real charge to refute, I should speak at 
greater length." It is also irony when we assume the tone of command or 
concession, as in Virgil's 

6. Cicero's Orator (46 B.C.E.) and De Oratore (55 
B.C.E.). 
7. Roman consul (d. ca. 59 B.C.E.) who, at the 
request of Cicero, was put In charge of quashing 
the conspiracy of the Roman patriCian Catallne, 
which ended In Catallne'. death In 62 B.C.E. Cle
ei'olublished his speeches against Cat",line, deliv
ere in 63 when he was consul, in 60. 

8. Greek philosopher (ca. 470-399 B.C.E;) whose 
teachings have survived primarily throuah the 
works of his followers, most notably the dialogues 
of PLATO. 
9. Antiphrasis (Greek): Irony of using words to 
mean the opposite of their literal sense. 
I. The examples are all from Cicero. ·Sesterces": 
Roman coins (worth several dollars each). 
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"Go! 
Follow the winds to Italy;"Z 

[49] or when we concede to our opponents qualities which we are unwilling 
that they should seem to possess. This is specially effective when we possess 
these qualities and they do not, as in the following passage, 

"Brand me as coward, Drances, since thy sword 
Has slain such hosts of Trojans."3 

A like result is produced by reversing this method when we pretend to own 
to faults which are not ours or which even recoil upon the heads of our 
opponents, as for example, 

" 'Twas I that led the Dardan gallant on 
To storm the bridal bed of Sparta's queen!"4 

From Book 12 

FROM CHAPTER 2 

Since then the orator is a good man, and such goodness cannot be conceived 
as existing apart from virtue, virtue, despite the fact that it is in part derived 
from certain natural impulses, will require to be perfected by instruction. 
The orator must above all things devote his attention to the formation of 
moral character and must acquire a complete knowledge of all that is just 
and honourable. For without this knowledge no one can be either a good 
man or skilled in speaking, [2] unless indeed we agree with those who regard 
morality as intuitive and as owing nothing to instruction: indeed they go so 
far as to acknowledge that handicrafts, not excluding even those which are 
most despised among them, can only be acquired by the result of teaching, 
whereas virtue, which of all gifts to man is that which makes him most near 
akin to the immortal gods, comes to him without search or effort, as a natural 
concomitant of birth. But can the man who does not know what abstinence 
is, claim to be truly abstinent? [3] or brave, if he has never purged his soul 
of the fears of pain, death and superstition? 01' just, if he has never, in lan
guage approaching that of philosophy, discussed the nature of virtue arid 
justice, or of the laws that have been given to mankind by nature or estab
lished among individual peoples and nations? What a contempt it argues for 
such themes to regard them as being so easy of comprehension! [4] However, 
I pass this by; for I am sure that no one with the least smattering of literary 
culture will have the slightest hesitation in agreeing with me. I will proceed 
to my next point, that no one will achieve sufficient skill even in speaking, 
unless he makes a thorough study of all the workings of nature and forms 
his character on the precepts of philosophy and the dictates of reason. [5] 
For it is with good cause that Lucius Crassus,' in the third book of the de 
Oratore, affirms that all that is said concerning equity, justice, truth and the 

2. Virgil. Aeneid 4.381; Dido i. speaking to 
AeneRs. She continues by praying for his destruc
tion I translator's note] 
. ~. Virgil, Aeneid 11.383. Turnus addresses 
Prances, who has been attacking hint ns the cause 
of the war and bidding him fight himself, if he 
would win Lavinia for his bride ftrunslator's note]. 

4. Virgil, A .. neUlIO.92. Juno ironically pretends to 
have brought about the rape of Helen [the precip
itating event of Trojan War), which was in reality 
the work of Venus [translator'. note) . 
5. Outstanding Roman orator (140-91 R.C.E.), 
main speaker of Cicero', De OTator ... 
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good, and their opposites, forms part of the studies of an orator, and that 
the philosophers, when they exert their powers of speaking to defend these 
virtues; are using the weapons of rhetoric, not their own. But he ~lso con
fesses that the knowledge of these subjects must be sought from the philos
ophers for the reason that, in his opinion, philosophy has more effective 
possession of them. [6] And it is for the same reason that Cicero in several 
of his books and letters proclaims th~t eloquence has its fountain-head in 
the most secret springs of wisdom, and that consequently for a considerable 
time the instructors of morals an.d of eloquence were identical. Accordingly 
this exhortation of mine must not be taken to mean that I .wish the orator to 
he a philosopher, since there is n~ other way of life that is further removed 
from the duties of a statesman and the tasks of ail orator. [7] For what 
philosopher has ever been a frequent speaker in the courts or won renown 
in public assemblies? Nay, what: philosopher has ever taken a prominent part 
in the government of the state, which forms the most frequent theme of their 
instructions? None the less I desire that he, whose character I am seeking 
to mould, should be a "wise man" in the Roman sense, that is, one who 
reveals himself as a true statesman, not in the discussions of the study, but 
in the actual practice,E!nd eXperience of life. [8] But inasmuch as the study 
of philosophy has been, d,eserted by: those who .have turn~d, to the pursuit of 
eloquence, and since p~i1osophy no longer moves in itst:rue sphere of action 
and in the broad daylight of the forum. but has retir.ed. first to porches and 
gymn~sia and finally to the gatherings of the schools, all that is essential for 
an orator, and yet is not taught by.the professor:s.of. eloquence, must 
undoubtedly be sought from those persons in whose possession it has 
remained. The authors who have discoursed on the nature of virtue must be 
read through and through, that the life of the orator'l!lay be wedded to the 
knowledge of things. human and divine •. [9] But howm4ch greater and fairer 
would suc~ subjects appear if those. wh() taught them.~ere also those who 
could give them most eloquent expressionlO that the day may dawn when 
the perfect orator of our heart's desire shaIl.claim Jor his o~n possession 
that science that has lost the affection of mankind through the arrogance of 
its claims and the vices of some that have brought disgrace upon its virtues, 
and shall restore it to its place in the.domain of;eloquence, as though he had 
been victorious in a trial for t~e restoration of stolen goo~~HlO] And since 
philosophy falls into three .divisions, physics, ethics and dhllectic,6 which, I 
ask you, of these departments is not closely connected with the task of ,the 
orator? . . . . 

Let us reverse. the order just given and deal first With the .third department 
which is entirely. concerned with words. If it be truethlit to know the prop
erties of each word .. to clear, .away ambiguitie.s, to unrB;vel perplexities, to 
distinguish between truth and falsehood j . to prove or to refute as 'may be 
desirE,d, all form part of the functions of an orator, who i". ~here that can 
doubt the truth of my contention? [11] I grant that we shall not have to 
employ dialectic with such minute attention to detail when we.are pleadirlg 
in the courts as when we are engaged in philosophical debate, since the 
orator's duty is not merely to instruct, but also to move and delight his audi
ence; and to succeediri doing thishe needs a strength, impetuosity and grace 

6. Logic. 
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as well. For oratory is like a river: the 'current is stronger when it flows within 
deep banks and with a mighty flood, than when the,waters are shallow and 
broken by the pebbles that bar their way; [12] And just as the trainers of the 
wrestling school do not impart the various throws to their pupils that those 
who have learnt them may make use of all of, them in' actual wrestling 
mlitehes (for weight and strength and wind count for more than these), but 
thatthey may have a store from which to draw one or two of such tricks; as 
occasion may offer; [13] even' so the science of dialectie, or if you prefer it 
of disputation, while it is often useful in definition, :inferehce, differentiation, 
resolution of ambiguity, distinction and classification;'as also in luring on or 
entangling oUr"opponents, yet if'it claim to assume'the entire direction of 
the struggles of the forum, will merely stand in the way of arts superior to 
itSelf and by its very subtlety. will eXhaust the strength that has been pared 
d6wh to suit its limitations. [14] As a result you will find that certain persons 
who show astonishing skill in philosophical debate, ali soon as they quit the 
sphere of their quibbles, are· as helpless in .any case that demands more 
seridus pleading as those small animals ;which, though nimble enough in a 
confined space, are easily captured in an'open field. ' 

II 5] Proceeding' tu moral philosophy or. ethics, we may note that it at any 
rate is entirely SUited to the orator. ,Por vast as is the variety of cases (since 
,n them, as I have p9inted out in previous books, ,we seek to discover certain 
points by conjecture, reach our conclusions in others' by means of definition, 
dispose of others on legal :grouridsor by raising the qiJestion of competence, 
while other points are established by syllogism? and others involve contra
dictions or are diversely interpreted owing to some ambiguity of language), 
there is scarcely a single bnewhich does not at some point or another 
inVolve the discussion of equity arid virtue, while there are also, as everyone 
knows, not a few which turn entirely on' 'questions of quality. [16] Again 
in deliberative assemblies how can 'We. advise a policy' without raising the 
question of what is honourable? Nay, even the third department of oratory, 
which is concerned with the tasks .of praise and denunciation,' must with
out a doubt'deal with'questions of right and wrong" [17] For the orator will 
assuredly have much to say on such topics as justice, fortitude; abstinence, 
self-control and piety. But the good man, who has come to the knowledge 
of these things not by mere hearsay, as though they were just winrd's and 
naines for his, tongue to employ, but has grasped the meaning of virtue and 
acquired a true feeling for it, will never be perplexed when he has to think 
out, a problem, but will speak out truly what he knows. [I8] Since, how
ever, general questions are always more important than special (for the 
particular is contained in the universal, while the universal is never to be 
regarded as something superimposed on the particular), everyone will read
ily,admit that the studies of which we are speaking are pre~eminently con
cerned with general questions. [19] Further, since there are numerous 
points which require to be determined by appropriate and concise defini
tions (hence the definitive basis of cases); it is surely desirable that the ora
tor should be instructed in such things by those who have devoted special 
attention to the subject. Again, does not every question' of law turn' either 

7. A deductive argument in'liJglc consisting of a major premise, a minor premise, and a conclusion; Its 
validity depends entirely on its FOrm. 
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on the precise meaning of words, the discussion of equity, or conjecture as 
to the intention-subjects which in part encroach ori the domain of dia
lectic and in part on that of ethics'? [20] Consequently all oratory involves 
a natural admixture of all these philosophic elements-at least, that is' to 
say. all oratory that is worthy of the name. For mere garrulity that is igno
rant of all such learning must needs go astray, since its guides are either 
non-existent or false. IC

' 

Physics8 on the other hand is far richer than the other branches of pJti
losophy, if viewed from the' standpoint of providing exercise in speaking;·,n 
proportion as a loftier inspiration is required to speak of things divine th~ri 
of things human; and further it includes within its scope the whole',' of 
ethics, which as we have shown are essential to the very existence of ora
tory. [21] For, if the world is governed by providence, it will certainly be 
the duty of all good men to bear their part in the administration of, the 
state. If the origin of our souls be divine, we must win our way towards 
virtue and abjure the service of the lusts of our earthly body. Are no(~hese 
themes which the orator will frequently be called upon to handle'? .Again 
there are questions concerned with auguries and oracles or any other reli
gious topic (all of them subjects that have often given rise to the mOst 
important debates in the senate) oq. which the orator will have to discourse, 
if he is also to be the statesman we would have him b~. And finally, how 
can we conceive of any real eloquence at all proceeding·from a insn who 
is ignorant of all that is best in the world'? [22] If our reason did not make 
these facts obvious, we should still be led by historical examples to believe 
their truth. For Pericles,9 whose eloquence, despite the fact that it has left 
no visible record for post~I;ity, was none the less, if we may belieye the 
historians and that free-sp'eaking tribe, the old comic poets, endowed with 
almost incredible force, is known to have been a pupil of th~' physicist 
Anaxagoras, while Demosthenes, greatest of all the orators of Greece, sat 
at ,the feet of Plato. I. [23] As for Cicero, he has often proclaimed the fact 
that he owed less to the schools of rhetoric than to the walks of Academe: 
i-tor would he ever have developed such amazing fertility of talent, had he 
bounded his genius by the limits of the forum and not by the frontiers of 
nature herself. 

But this leads me to another question as to which school of philosophy 
is I~ke to prove of most service to oratory, although there are only a few 
that can be said to contend for this honour. [24] For in the first place 
Epicurus2 . banishes us from his presence without more ado, since he bids 
all his followers to fly from learning in the swiftest ship that they can find. 
Nor would Aristippus,3 who regards the highest good as consisting in phys
ical pleasure, be likely to exhort us to the toils entailed by our study. And 
what part can Pyrrho4 have in the work that is before us'? For he will have 
doubts as to whether there exist judges to address, accused to defend. or a 
senate where he can be called upon to speak his opinion. [25] Some author
ities hold that the Academy' will be the most useful school. on the ground 

8. I.e., niltural r.hilosophy In the widest sense 
[translator's note. This Includes religion. 
9. Athenian statesman (ca. 495-429 D.C.E.). 
I. Greek philosopher (427-347 D.C.E.). Anaxago
ras (ca. 50~a. 428 D.C.E.), Greek philosopher. 
Demosthenes (384-322 R.C.E.), Athenian orator 

and statesman. 
2. Greek philosopher (341-270 D.C.E.). 
3. Greek philosopher (ca. 435-<a. 356 D.C.E.). 
4. Greek philosopher (365-275 D.C.E.). 
5. Athenian school founded by Plato. 
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that its habit of disputing on both sides of a question approaches most 
nearly to the actual practice of the courts. And by way of proof they add 
the fact that this school has produced speakers highly renowned for their 
eloquence. The Peripatetics6 also make it their boast that they have a form 
of study which is near akin to oratory. For it was with thein in the main 
that originated the practice of declaiming on general questions by way of 
exercise. The Stoics,7 though driven to admit that, generally speaking, their 
teachers have been deficient both in fullness and charm of eloquence, still 
contend that no men can prove more acutely or draw conclusions with 
greater subtlety than themselves. [26] But all these arguments take place 
within their own circle, for, as though they were tied by some sol~mn oath 
or held fast in the bonds of some superstitious belief, they conshfer that it 
is a crime to abandon a conviction once formed. On the other hand, there 
is no need for an orator to swear allegiance to anyone philosophic code. 
[271 For he has a greater and nobler aim, to which he directs all his efforts 
with as much zeal as if he were a candidate for office, since he is to be 
made perfect not only in the glory of a virtuous life, but in that of eloquence 
as well. He will consequently select as his models of eloquence all the 
greatest masters of oratory, and· will choose the noblest precepts and the 
most direct road to virtue as the means for the formation of an upright 
character. He will neglect no form of exercise, but will devote special atten
tion to those which are of the highest and fairest nature. [28] For what 
subject clm be found more fully adapted to a rich and weighty eloquence 
than the topics of virtue, politics, providence, the origin of the soul and 
friendship'? The themes which tend to elevate mind and language alike are 
questions such as what things are truly good, what means there are of 
assuaging fear, restraining the passions and lifting us and the soul that 
came from heaven clear of the delusions of the common herd. 

.. .. .. 
ca. 96 C.E. 

6. Followers of ARISTOTL.E (384-322 D.C.E.). 
7. Members of an Athenian philosophical school founded by Zeno of Cyprus (335-263 D.C.E.). 

PLOTINUS 
ca. 204/5-270 

-.(' . 

Plotinus's "On the Intellectual Beauty," the eighth treatise of his Fifth Ennead (one 
of a group of fifty-four treatises), provides an influential theory of representation, 
Platonic in its ()rigins, that challenges PLATO's notorious distrust of storytelling. Plo
tinus is the third-century founder and greatest philosopher of Neoplatonism-a phil
osophical system that locates reality in a transcendental spiritual realm that gives 
meaning to the visible world. Plotinus denies that art is merely the pale imitation of 
a more perfect nature. He argues· instead that artist!! struggle to invest an inchoate 
matter with form and beauty, thus enabling both vieWers and artists to transcend the 
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sensible world and discover ·the more "real" intelligible world of Forms, with the 
ultimate goal of unification with the One (the· transcendent source· of all being). 
Plo~inus's Tevisions of/l'.lato, especially his des~ription of an intellectual ascent from 
the corporeal world to. the intel.igible world of Forms, '!IVere transmitted through the 
Christian works of AUGUSTINE (354-430), MACROBIUS (b. ca .. ~60), and Boethius 
(480-524), later shaping the Christian Neoplatonism of the Middle'Ages (see, for 
example, BernardusSilvestrus, d.·ca. 1160), Plotinus's influence, howeve'r, extends 
beyond the Middle Ages·to a varied array of movements arid figures, including Romlln
tic theories of artistiC cH~ativitY (see, for instance, FRIEDRICH VON SCHILLER, SAMUEL 
TAYLOR COLERIDGE, PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY, and RALPH WALDO EMERSON), the more 
enigmatic twentieth-century psyehoanalytic writings of ItAROLD BLOOM, and many 
versions of contemporary New Age philosophy and religion.: 

Details of Plotinus's life can be reliably gleaned from a biography written by his 
disciple and editor, the Greek philosopher Porphyry. Although he complains that 
Plotinus "could never. be inQuced t9 tell.of his a,nces~ry,. his .parentage or his birth
place," others record that lie .was· born in either Lyco pro Lycopolis in Egypt. »is name 
is Roman, though' his ~ative language was Greek. At twenty-eight he was "caught by 
the passion for philosophy." He spent the next eleven years studYing iil Alexandria, 
Egypt, a 'famous center of learning, under Aminonius Saccas, a philosoplier born of 
Christian parents 'who reverted to Greek pagiiriisril arid·who was supposed to have 
reconciled the doctrines ~ ARISTOTLE and Plato. During his Alexandrian sojourn, 
Plotinus also encountered the works of the' Jewish philosopher Philo 6f Alexandria 
(ca. 20 B.C.E.~50 C.E.);' as well as those of the Gnostics and Neopythagoreansi In 
242/3 Plotinus joined the Emperor Gordlan:s expedition agaihst Persia; as a· means 
of learning about Eastern ph!losophy.·When the campaign failed, he settled in RQme 
as a teacher. There he was the center of a circle of. Intellectuals. that included. men 
of letters and professional philosophers .. Plotinus.v.vas also interested in: social prob
lems. and trie.d· to persuade .the Emperor Gamenu5 to invest in a scheme to found a 
City (called' Platonopolis) in .Camr.aJ1ia, Italy, to he governed by the' principles set 
forth hi Plato's Republic.·Herema ned in Rome until hls'iast illness, when he retired 
to Campania. . 

Plotlnus, according to Porphyry, "remained a long time without writing." At about 
the age of fifty, he began to produc.e a series of philosophical essays in Greek that 
grew out of his seminars and were Intended primarily for circulation among his pupils. 
Porphyry records that when he first caine to know Plotinus there were twenty-one of 
these treatises. By the time of the philosopher's death there were fifty-four. After 
Plotinus's death, Porphyry was left with the task of editing the.mamiscripts~which 
he describes as "slovenly." Between 300 and 305, he arranged them into sIX sets or 
"enneads" (from the Greek ennea, "nine") of nine treatises, "an arrangement which 
pleased me by the happy combination of the perfect number six with the nines"-a 
reference to Pythagorean numerology, in which twice three is perfect harmony or 
unity and three threes produce the perfect plural. Porphyry's organization loosely 
binds together a series of seemingly discrete and unrelated treatises. If there is any 
other method of organization to the treatises of the Enneads, it is created through 
the recapitulation in each one of the basic elements of the Plotinian system. Such 
an arrangement, with its emphasis on unity and harmony within plurality, mirrors 
the philosophical idealism of Plotinus's thought. A strict dualist, Plotinus posits a 
fundamental split betWeen the irltelliglble world-that Is; the world of ideas and Ideal 
Forins-and the senslhle' world: :tif- matter; . For Plothtuil the' intelligible world is 
ullchangfl1g andnonspatialj for thli reason it Is, more teal than the sensible world of 
Mlitter. The sensible world is the changeable image of the intelligible world, its exten-
sion In time and space. ' 

The opening paragraphs' of "On the Intellectual Beauty" illustrate Plotinus's ten
dency to reproduce his entire system within each treatise. In them he descdbes the 
ascent from the beauty of the corporeal world to the beautiful itself, eXPressed in 
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terms'of the 'ptotlnian hierarchy. "On the Intellectual ,Beauty" challenges Plato's cone 
trovenlial view of art as an Imltation:t:wiee temoved from ,the teal (the intelligible), 
and therefore a copy of a copy. Natute; :Plotinus argues, is an emanation; and not a 
i:Opy, of a higher reality, an ideal reality the artist may apprehend because the arts 
"run back Up to the fonning principles ftom 'which nature derives." , 

"The forming principles ftom which nature derives"~th~ intelligible world-can 
be mapped through a hierarchy of three principal causes, or archai (for a critique of 
the philosophical notion of arcM as origin, beginning, or finlt principle, see JACQUES 
DERRIDA). In this scheme, agency is transmitted from (I) the Absolute Being, called 
the One or the Good, to creation through (2) the nous (Greek), or Intellect, from 
which 'emanates (3) the Soul of the world, that is, the souI' of individual humans, 
animals, and finally matter; The One transcen'd!l essence'and eXistehce; it has neither 
nui,iibet nor name: Jt is the source of everything and the goal tow~td which everything 
stHvesi(ln later Christian Neoplatonisrn the One is Cod.fIn'the trahslation below, 
Plotiilus refers to: the One as the "Father wM~h is beyond Intellect.'; Intellect (the 
noUs) t;roceeds from the One; it is thought thinking itself, flanked by absolute knowl
edge and wisdom. The Intellect's thoughts are' the Platonic Forms, the eternal and 
unchangblg paradigms of which sensible things are 'imperfeCt images. These Forms, 
'fot Plotinus, are not ideas; they are substanc~s arid more real than the sensible things 
through which we come to' understanif ili~in: Finally, the Soul, or psuchi (Greek), 
proceeds from the Intellect and media't~~ betWeenthe intelligible, and 'the sensible 
world. Soul is the lowest intelligible tause; it 'forin!! ,and orderS the sensible world. 
Humans 'stand midway between the"two worlds; the' ~ody belongs to i:hesensible 
world, while the soul has its roots in the intelligible world. " 
, The goal of philosophy for Plotinus is the soul'~ transccmdehce of the sensible, its 

ascent toward an intuition of the Intellect, and ultimately 'a complete ahd ecstatic 
union with the One. Since the more, beautiful a thing is the closer it is to the One, 
art's beauty can provide a privileged glimpse of the One, but not as an exact copy or 
duplication of it. The ascent from the beauty of the corporeal world to the beautiful 
itself is expressed in tenns of Plotinus's doctrine of intellectual ascent. The beauty of 
the work of art resides not in its materials or anything of the sensible world, but in 
the fonn art imparts to the work. This visible 'forin is itself merely a pale reflection of 
the beauty that resides in art itself, "which is greater Bnd more beautiful than anything 
in; the external object." Far from being a dangerous misrepreselltation of reality, as 
Plato stlttes in the Republic, art-the contemplation of the beautiful and ultimately 
tifbel!.uty itsdf-can be the means by which individuals ascend toward ecstatic tiili
Seation With the' One. Plotinus ciliimed t(j have eXperienced this divine ecstasy on 
'several occasions; he may be alluding to such an experience in sections 3 ~d 4 of 
our selection. 

"On the Intellectual Beauty" is not Plotinus's only attempt to describe the place of 
art in his philosophic' system. The sixth treatise of the Finlt Ennead, "On Beauty," 
which, builds on Diotima's speech in :Plato's 'Symposium, covers much the same 
ground and was influential among artists, especially during the Renaissance. Of spe
cial significa~ce for literary cri~icism is Plotinus's insistence that the Forms that 
beauty contemplates are not, discursive fprl1,ls of knowledge-theorems and proposi
tions-but "beautiful i~ages , .. not painted but re!i:l." Images In the intelligible world 
are not re-pr~sentatiOriS of absent (or lost) referentS but iue fully present, like arche
types; only out eirtbodiedness In the sensible' w6rld prevents us from apprehending 
them. ' , 

Ultimately, however, Plotlnusis Importance to literary criticism may Ife less in what 
he says specifically about the arts than In the influence his philosophic idealfsmhas 
exerted on subsequent thinking in the West. On the one hand, because Plotlnus's 
Neoplatonism locates reality In a transcendent world of spIrit rather than in an im
perfect material world, his work appealed to the leaders of an emergent Christianity 
anxious to reconcile biblical narrative with mystical Christian doctrine. On the other, 
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his emphasis in this treatise on intuitive knowledge at the expense of the rational and 
the discursive especially appealed to later Romantic poets and critics reacting against 
Enlightenment rationalism. Yet the plenitude promised by "On the Intellectual 
Beauty"-its belief in a pre~inguistic realm of ideas that can stand outside of and 
provide an origin for the ·sensible world-has peen the target of contemporary post
structuralist critiques of Western philosophy, ,:\,hich explore the deconstructive J'~les 
of absence and lack in constituting philosophical idells ~nd mystical religions. 
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From the Fifth Ennead 

Eighth Trac~te 
On the Intellectual Beauty! 

1. It is a principle With us that one who has attained to the vision of the 
InteIlectual:Z Beauty and grasped the beauty of the Authentic Intellect will 
be able also to come to understand the Father and Transcendent of that 
Divine Being. It concerns us, thep, to try to see and say, for ourselves and 
as far as such mattera may be told, how the Beauty of the divine Intellect 
and of the Intel~ectual Cosmos may 1>erevealed to contemplation. 

Let us go to the realm of magnitudes:-suppose two blocks of stone lying 
side by side: one is unpatterrted, quite· untouched by art; the other has been 
minutely wrought by the craftsman's hands into some statue of god or man, 
a Grace or a Muse,3 or if a human being, not a portrait but a creatic:~n in 
which the sculptor's art has concentrated all loveliness. 

Now it must be seen that ·the stone thus brought under the artist's hand 
to the beauty of form is beautiful not asston!,!-for so the crude block would 
be as pleasant-but in virtue of the Form or Idea introduced by the art. This 
form is not in the material; it is in the de~igner before ever it enters the stone; 

I. Translated by Stephen MacKen;'a, 
2, Plotinus uses the term "Intellectual" or ··Intel· . 
Iiglble" to refer to a transcendent realm that can 
be apprehended only by the understanding, not by 
the senses. The opening paragraphs iIIuatrate the 

aSeent from the beauty of the cor:poreal world to 
Beauty Itself In terms of a mystical hierarchy. 
3. One of the 9 Greek sister goddesses presiding 
OVer the arts an" sciences, Grace: one of the 3 
Greek sister goddes.ea of chann and beauty. 
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and the artificer holds it not by his equipment of eyes and hands but by his 
participation4 in his art. The beauty, therefore, exists in a far higher state in 
the art; for it does not come over integrally into the work; that original beauty 
is not transferred; what comes over is a derivative and a minor: and even that 
shows itself upon the statue not integrally and with entire realization of 
intention but only in so far as it has subdued the resistance of the material. 

Art, then, creating in the image of its own nature and content, and working 
by the Idea or Reason-Principle of the beautiful object it is to produce, must 
itself be beautiful in a far higher and purer degree since it is the seat and 
source of that beauty, indwelling in the art, which must naturally be more 
complete than any comeliness of the external. In the degree in which the 
beauty is diffused by entering into matter, it is so much the weaker than that 
concentrated in unity; everything that reaches outwards is the less for it, 
strength less strong, heat less hot, every power less potent, and so beauty 
less beautiful. 

Then again every prime cause must be, within itself, more powerful than 
its effect can be: the musical does not derive from an unmusical source but 
from music; and so the art exhibited in the material work derives from an 
art yet higher. 

Still the arts are not to be slighted on the ground that they create by 
imitation of natural objects; for, to begin with, these natural objects are 
themselves imitations; then, we must recognize that they give no bare repro
duction 'of the thing seen but go back to the Reason-Principles from which 
Nature itself derives, and, furthermore, that much of their work is all their 
own; they are holders of beauty and add where nature is lacking. Thus Phei
dias wrought the Zeus~ upon no model among things of sense but by 
apprehending what form Zeus must take if he chose to become manifest to 
sight. 

2. But let us leave the arts and consider those works produced by Nature 
and admitted to be naturally beautiful which the creations of art are charge~ 
with imitating, all reasoning life and unreasoning things alike, but especially 
the consummate among them, where the moulder and maker has subdued 
the material and given the form he desired. Now what is the beauty here? It . 
has nothing to do with the blood or the menstrual process: either there T: 
also a colour and form apart from all this or there Is nothing unless sheer 
ugliness or (at best) a bare recipient, as it were the mere Matter of beauty. 

Whence shone forth the beauty of Helen,6 battle-sought; or of all those 
women like in loveliness to Aphrodite;? or of Aphrodite herself; or of any 
human being that has heen perfect in beauty; or of any of these gods manifest 
to sight, or unseen but carrying what would be beauty if we saw? 

In all these is it not the Idea, something of that realm but communicated 
to the produced from within the producer, just as in works of art, we held, 
it is communicated from the arts to their creations? Now we can surely not 

4. J\ cl"llcial term in the Greek philosopher PLATO 
(ca. 427-327 D.C.E.), who often describes sensible 
objects as u),articipating" in the Form of" which they 
Me Ihe imperfect copy. 
5. King of "n Greek gods. The renowned statue of 
Zcus culled Olympian Zeus, known only from 
descdplions made by ancient writers. was the 

most famous work of the Greek sculptor Pheidlas 
(5th c. D.C.E.). 
6. In Greek mythology, the most beautiful womsn 
in the world. She was married to a Greek king, 
Menelaus, and her abduction by the Trojan prince 
Paris precipitated the Trojan War. 
7. Greek goddess of love, beauty, and fertility. 
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believe that, while the made thing and the Idea thus impressed upon Matter 
are beautiful, yet the Idea not so alloyed but resting still with the creator
the Idea. primal, immaterial, firmly a unity-is not Beauty. 

If material extension were in itself the ground of beauty, then the creating 
principle, being without extension, could not be beautiful: but beauty cannot 
be made to depend upon magnitude since, whether in a large object or a 
small, the one Idea equally moves and forms the mind by its inherent power. 
A further indication is that as long as the object remains outside us we know 
nothing of it; it affects us by entry; but only as an Idea can it enter through 
the eyes which are not of scope to take an extended massl we are, no doubt, 
Simultaneously possessed of the magnitude which, however; we take in not 
as mass but by an elaboration upon the presented form. 

Then again the principle producing the beauty must be, itself, ugly, neu
tral, or beautiful: ugly, it could not produce the opposite; neutral, why should 
its product be the one rather than the other? The Nature, then, which creates 
things so lovely must be itself of a far earlier beauty;~ we, undisciplined in 
discernment of the inward, knowing nothing of it, run, after the outer, never 
understanding that it is the inner which stirs us; we are in the case of one 
who sees his own reflection but not realizing whence it comes goes in pursuit 
of it. . '-

But that the thing. we are pursuing is something different and that the 
beauty is not in the concrete object is manifest from the beauty there is in 
matters of study, in conduct and custom; briefly, in soul or mind. And:it is 
precisely here that the greater beauty lies, perceived whenever you look to 
the wisdom in a man and delight in it, not wasting attention on the face, 
which may be hideous, but passing all appearance by and catching only at 
the inner comeliness, the truly personal; if you are still unmoved and cannot 
acknowledge beauty under such con<litions, then looking to your own inner 
being you will find no beauty to delight you and it will be futile in that state 
to seek the greater vision, for you will be questing it through the ugly and 
impure. 

This is why such matters are not spoken of to .everyone; you, if you are 
conscious of beauty within, remember. 

3. Thus there is in the Nature-Principle itself an Ideal archetype of the 
beauty that is found in material forms and, of that archetype again, the still 
more beautiful archetype in Soul, source of that in Nature. In the proficient 
soul this is brighter and of more advanced loveliness: adorning the soul and 
bringing to it a light from that greater light which is Beauty primally, its 
immediate presence sets the soul reflecting upon the quality of this prior, 
the archetype which has no such entries, and is present nowhere but remains 
in itself alone, and thus is not even to be called a Reason-Principle but is 
the creative soUrce of the very first Reason-Principle which is the Beauty to 
which Soul serves as Matter. 

This prior, then, is the Intellectual-Principle, the veritable, abiding and 
not fluctuant since not taking intellectual quality from outside itself. By what 
image, thus, can we represent it? We have nowhere to go but to what is less. 
Only from itself can we take an image of it; that is, there can be no repre-

8. Plotinus refer. here not to' temporal but to spiritual priority; such beauty is closer to the One. 
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sentatlon of it, except in the sense that we represent gold by some portion 
of gold-purified, either actually or mentally, if it be impure-insisting at 
the same time that this is not the total thing gold, but merely the particular 
gold of a particular parcel. In the same way we learn in this matter from the 
purified Intellect in ourselves or, if you like, from the gods and the glory of 
the Intellect in-them. 

For assuredly all the gods are august and beautiful in a beauty beyond our 
speech. And what makes them so'? Intellect; and especially Intellect oper
ating within them (the divine sun and stars) to visibility. It is not through 
"the loveliness of their corporeal forms: even those that have body are not 
gods by that beauty; it is in virtue of Intellect that they, too, are gods, and 
as gods beautiful. They do not veer between wisdom and folly: in the immu
nity of Intellect unmoving and pure, they are wise always, all-knowing, taking 
cognizance not of the human but of their Own being and of all that lie'S within 
the contemplation of Intellect. Those of them whose dwelling is in the heav
ens are ever in this meditation-what task prevents them'?-and from afar 
they look, too, into that further heaven by a lifting of the head. The gods 
belonging to that higher Heaven itself, they whose station is upon it and in 
it, see and know in virtue of their omnipresence to it. For all There is heaven; 
earth is heaven, and sea heaven; and animal and plant and man; all is the 
heavenly content of that heaven: and the gods in it; despising neither men 
nor anything else that is there where all is of the heavenly order, traverse all 
that country and all space in peace. 

4. To 'live at ease'9 is There; and to these divine beings verity is mother and 
nurse, existence and sustenance; all that is not of process but of authentic 
being they see, and themselves in all: for all is transparent, nothing dark, 
nothing resistant; every being is lucid to every other, in breadth and depth; 
light runs through light. And each of them contains aU within itself, and at 
the same time sees all in every other, so that everywhere there is all, and all 
is all and each all. and infinite the glory. Each of them is great; the small is 
great; the sun, There, is all the stars; and every star, again; is all the"'stars 
and sun. While some one manner of being is dominant in ea€h, all are lIlir
rored in every other. 

Movement There is pure (as self-caused), for the moving principle-i!i'not 
a separate thing to complicate it as it speeds. 

So, too, Repose is not troubled, for there is no admixture of the unstable; 
and the Beauty is all beauty since it is not resident in what is not beautiful. 
Each There walks upon no alien soil; its place is its essential self; and, as 
each moves, so to speak, towards what is Above, it is attended by the very 
ground from which it starts: there is no distinguishing between the Being 
and the Place; all is InteIlect, the Principle and the ground on which it 
stands, alike. Thus we might think that our visible sky (the ground or place 
of the stars), lit as it is, produces the light which reaches us from it, though 
of course this is really produced by the stars (as it were," by the Principles of 
light alone, not also by the ground as the analogy would require). 

In our realm all is part rising from part and nothing can be more than 
partial; but There each being is an eternal product of a whole and is at once 

9. A Homeric expression to describe the life of the gods; for example, see Iliad 6.138. 
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a whole and an individual manifesting as part but, to the keen vision There, 
known for the whole it is. 

The myth of Lynceus I seeing into the very deeps of the ·earth tells us of 
those eyes in the divine. No weariness overtakes this vision which yet brings 
'no such satiety as would call for its 'ending; for there never was a void·to be 
filled so that, with the fullness and the attainment of purpose, the sense of 
sufficiency be induced: nor is there any such incongruity within the divine 
that one Being There could be repulsive to another: and of course all There 
are unchangeable. This absence of satisfaction means only a·satisfaction 
leading to no distaste for that which produces it; lOsee .is to look-the more, 
since for them to continue in thecontemplatiort of an infinite self and of 
infinite objects is but to acquiesce in the bidding of their nature. . : 
'. Life, pure, is never a burden; how then could there be weariness There 
where the living is most noble? That very life is wisdom, not a wisdom built 
up by reasonings but complete from the beginning, suffering no lack which 
could set it inquiring, a wisdom primal, unborrowed, not something added 
to the Being, but its very essence. No wisdom, thus,. is greater; this· is the 
authentic knowing, assessor to the divine Intellect as projected intomani
festation simultaneously with it; thus, in the symbolic saying, Justice is asses
sor to Zeus. 

(Perfect wisdom:) for all the Principles of this order, dwelling There; ,are 
as it . were visible images projected. from themselves,. so thatall·becomes an 
object of contemplation to contemplators immeasurably blessed. The great
ness and power of the wisdom There we may know from this, that it embraces 
all.the real Beings, and has made all and all follow it, and yet.that it is itself 
those beings, which sprang'fnto being with, it, so that .all is one and the 
essence There is wisdom~' If we have failed to understand, it is that,we have 
thought of knowledge as a mass of theorems and an accumulation of.prop
ositions, though that is false even for our sciences of the sense~realm.· But 
in case this should be 'questioned, we may leave our own sciences .for the 
present, and deal with the knowing in the Supreme at which!Platoglances 
where he speaks of 'that knowledge which is not a stranger in something 
strange to it'~-though in what sense, he leaves us to examine and ·declare, 
if we boast ourselves worthy of the discussion. This is probably our pest 
starting-point, 

5. All that comes to be, work of nature or of craft, some wisdom has made: 
everywhere a wisdom presides at a making. ' .. ' 

No doubt the wisdom of the artist may be, the guide of the work; it is 
sufficient explanation of the wisdom exhibited in the arts; but the artist him
self goes back; after all,: to that wisdom in Nature which' is embodied ,in 
himself; and this is not a wisdom built up of theorems but one totality,not 
a wisdom consisting of manifold detail co-ordinated into a unity. but rather 
a unity working out into detail. 

Now, if we could think' of this as the primal wisdom, . we .need look no 
further, since, at that, we have ,discovered a principle which is neither a 
derivative nor a 'stranger in something strange to it'. But if we' are told that, 

1. One of the Argonauts, who was said to be .0 
sharp-sighted that he could see thing. under-

ground. 
2. Plato, PJuu.drus 247d-e. 
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while this Reason-Principle is in Nature, yet Nature itself is its source, we 
ask how Nature came to possess it; and, if Nature derived it from some other 
source, we ask what that other source may be; if, on the contrary, the prin
ciple is self-sprung, we need look no further: but if (as we assume) we are 
referred to the Intellectual-Principle we must make clear whether the Intel
lectual-Principle engendered the wisdom: if we learn that it did, we ask 
whence: if from itself, then inevitably it is itself Wisdom. 

The true Wisdom, then (found to be identical with the Intellectual· 
Principle), is Real Being; and Real Being is Wisdom; it is wisdom that gives 
value to Real Being; and Being is Real in virtue of its origin in wisdom. It 
follows that all forms of existence not possessing wisdom are, indeed, Beings 
in right of the wisdom which went to their forming, but, as not in themselves 
possessing it, are not Real Beings. 

We cannot, therefore, think that the divine Beings of that sphere, or the 
other supremely blessed There, need look to our apparatus of science: all of 
that realm (the very Beings themselves), all is noble image, such images as 
we may conceive to lie within the soul of the wise-but There not as inscrip
tion but as authentic existence. The ancients had this in mind when they 
declared the Ideas (Forms) to be Beings, Essentials. 

6. Similarly, as it seems to me, the wise of Egypt~whether in precise knowl
edge or by a prompting of nature-indicated the truth where, in their effort 
towards philosophical statement, they left aside the writing-forms that take 
in the detail of words and sentences-those characters that represent sounds 
and convey the propositions of reasoning-and drew pictures instead, 
engraving in the temple-inscriptions a separate image for every separate item: 
thus they exhibited the absence of discursiveness in the Intellectual Realm. 

For each manifestation of knowledge and wisdom is a distinct image, an 
object in itself, an immediate unity, not an aggregate of discursive reasoning 
and detailed willing. Later from this wisdom in unity there appears, in 
another form of being, an image, already less compact, which announces the 
original in terms of discourse and seeks the causes by which things are such 
that the wonder rises how a generated world can be so excellent. 

For, one who knows must declare his wonder that this Wisdom, while not 
itself containing the causes by which Being exists and takes such excellen~; 
yet imparts them to the entities produced in Being's realm. This excellence, 
whose necessity is scarcely or not at all manifest to search, exists, if we could 
but find it out, before all searching and reasoning. 

What I say may be considered in one chief thing, and thence applied to 
all the particular entities: 

7. Consider the universe: we are agreed that its existence and its nature 
come to it from beyond itself; are we, now, to imagine that its maker first 
thought it out in detail-the earth, and its necessary situation in the middle; 
water and, again, its position as lying upon the earth; all the other elements 
and objects up to the sky in due place and order; living beings with their 
appropriate forms as we know them, their inner organs and their outer 
limbs-and that having thus appointed every item beforehand, he then set 
about the execution? 

Such designing was not even possible; how could the plan for a universe 
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come to one that had never looked outward? Nor could he work on material 
gathered from elsewhere as our craftsmen do, using hands and tools; feet 
and hands are of the later order. . 

One way, only, rerriains: all things must exist in something else; of that 
prior-since there is no obstacle, all being continuous within the realm of 
reality-there has suddenly appeared a sign, an image, whether given forth 
directly or through the ministry of soul or of some phase of soul, matters 
nothing for the moment: thus the entire aggregate of existence springs from 
the divine world, in greater beauty There because There unmingled but min
gled here. 

From the beginning to end all is gripped by the Forms of the Intellectual 
Realm:. Matter itself is held by the Ideas of the elements and to these Ideas 
are added other Ideas and others again, so that it is hard to work down to 
crude Matter beneath all that sheathing of Idea. Indeed since Matter itself 
is, in its degree, an Idea-the lowest-all this universe.is Idea and there is 
nothing that is not Idea as the archetype was. And all is made silently, since 
nothing had part in the making but Being and Idea-a further reason why 
creation went without toil. The Exemplar was the Idea of an All and so an 
All must come into being. . 

Thus nothing stood in the way of the Idea, and even now it dominates, 
despite all the clash of things: the creation is not hindered on its way even 
now; it stands firm in virtue of being All. To me, moreover, it·.seems that if 
we ourselves were archetypes, Ideas, veritable Being, and the Idea with which 
we construct here were our veritable Essence, then our creative power, too, 
would toillessly effect its purpose: as man now stands, he does not produce 
in his work a true image of himself: become man; he has ceased to be the 
All; ceasing to be man-we read-'he soars aloft and administers the Cosmos 
entire';3 restored to the All he is maker of the All. 

But-to our immediate purpose--it ·is possible to give a reason why the 
earth is set hi the midst and why it is 'round and why the ecliptic runs pre
cisely as it does, but, looking to the' creating principle, we cannot say that 
because this was the way therefore thin'gs were so planned: we can say only 
that because the Exemplar is what it is, therefore the things of this world 
are good; the causing principle, we might put it, reached the conclusion 
before all formal reasoning and not from any premises, not by sequence or 
plan but before either, since all of that order is later, all reason, demonstra
tion, persuasion. 

Since there is a Source, all the created must sp,ring from it and in accor
dance with it; and we are rightly told not to go seeking the causes impelling 
a Source to produce, especially when this is the perfectly sufficient Source 
and identical with the Term: a Source which I, Source and Term must be 
the AlI.Unity, complete in itself. . 

8. This then is Beauty primally: it is entire and omnipresent as an entirety; 
and therefore in none of its parts' or members lacking in beauty; beautiful 
thus beyond denial. Certainly it cannot be anything (be, for example, Beauty) 
without being wholly that thing; it can be nothing which it is to possess 
partially or in which it utterly fails (and therefore it must entirely be Beauty 
entire). 

3. Plato, Phaedrus 246c. 
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If this principle were not beautiful, what other could be? Its prior does 
not dei)Jn to be beautiful; that which is the first to manifest itself-Form and 
object of vision to the intellect-cannot but be lovely to see. It is to indicate 
this that Plato, drawing on something well within our observation, represents 
the Creator as approving the work he has achieved: the intention is to make 
us feel the lovable beauty of the archetype and of the Divine Idea; for to 
admire a representation is to admire the original upon which it was made. 

It is not surprising if we fail to recognize what is passing within us: lovers, 
and those in general that admire beauty here, do not stay to reflect that it is 
to be traced, as of course it must be, to the Beauty There. That the admiration 
of the Demiurge4 is to be referred to the Ideal Exemplar is deliberately made 
evident by the rest of the passage: 'He admired; and determined to bring the 
work into still closer likeness with the Exemplar':' he makes us feel the mag
nificent beauty of the Exemplar by telling us that the Beauty sprung from 
this world is, itself, a copy from That. 

And indeed if the divine did not exist, the transcendently beautiful, in a 
beauty beyond all thought, what could be lovelier than the things we see? 
Certainly no reproach can rightly be brought against this world save only 
that it is not That. 

9. Let us, then, make a mental picture of our universe: each member shall 
remain: what it is, distinctly apart; yet all is to' form, as far as possible, a 
complete unity so that whatever comes into view, say the outer orb of the 
heavE:ns, shall bring immediately with it· the vision,' on the one plane, of the 
sun and of all the stars with earth and sea all living things as if exhibited 
upon a transparent globe. 

Bring this vision actually before your sight, so that there shall be in your 
mind the gleaming representation of a sphere, a picture holding all the things 
of the universe moving or in repose ot (as in reality) some at rest, some in 
motion. Keep this sphere before you, and from it imagine another, a sphere 
stripped of magnitude and of spatial differences; cast out your inborn sense 
of Matter, taking care not merely to attenuate it: call on God, maker 'Of the 
sphere whose image you now hold, and pray Him to enter. And may He come 
bringing His own Universe with all the gods that dwell in it-He who is the 
one God and all the gods, where each is all, blending into a unity, .distinct 
in powers but all one god in virtue of that one divine power of many facets. 

More truly, this is the one God who is all the gods; for, in the coming to 
be of all those, this, the one, has suffered no diminishing. He and all have 
one existence, while each again is distinct. It is distinction by state without 
interval: there is no outward form to set one here and another there and to 
prevent any from being an entire identity; yet there is no sharing of parts 
from one to another. Nor is each of those divine wholes a power in fragment, 
s power totalling to the sum of the me~sursble segments: the divine is one 
all-power, reaching out to infinity, powerful to infinitYl and so great is God 
that his very members are infinites. What place can be named to which He 
does not reach? 

Great, too, is this firmament of ours and all the powers·constellated within 
it, but it would be greater still, unspeakably, but that there is inbound in it 

4. In Plato'. Ti_us, a subordinate deity who 
fashions the physical world in the image of eternal 

Ideas. 
5. Plato, Timael/$ 37c. 
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something of the petty power of body; rio doubt the powers of fire and other 
bodily substances might themselves be thought, very great, but in fact, it is 
through their failure in the true power that we see them: burning; destroying, 
wearing things away; and slaving towards the production of life; they destroy 
because they are ,themselves in process ~f destruction, 'and they produce 
because they belong ,to the realm of the produced. 

The power in that 'Other world has merely Being, and Beauty of Being. 
Beauty without Being could not be, nor Being voided of Beauty: abandoned 
of Beauty, Being loses something of its essence. Being is desirable because 
it is identical with Beauty; and Beauty is loved because'it is Being. How then 
can we debate which 'is the cause' ,of the other, where the nature'is one? The 
very figment ,of Being needs some' imposed image of Beauty to make it pass
able, and even to ensure its existence; it exists to the degree in which it has 
taken some share iil the beauty of Idea; and the more deeply it has drawn 
on this, the less imperfect it is, precisely'because the nature which is essen· 
tially the beautiful has entered into it the more inti~ately. 

roo This is why Zeus, although the oldest of the gods and their sovereign, 
advances first (in the Phaedrus6 myth) towards that visionj fallowed by gods 
and demigods and such souls as are of strength to see. That Being IlPpears 
before them from some ,unseen, place, and rising loftily over them pours its 
light upon all things, so that all gleams in its radiance; it upholds some 
beings, and they see; the lower are dazzled and turn away, unfit to gaze upon 
that sun, the trouble falling the more heavily on those most remote. 

Of those looking upon that Being and its content, and able to see, all take 
something but not all the same vision always: intently gazing, one sees the 
fount and principle of Justice, another is filled 'With the sight of Moral Wis
dom, the original of that quality as found, sometimes at least, among men, 
copied by them in their degree from the divine virtue which, covering all the 
expanse, so to speak, of the Intellectual Realm is seen, last attainment of all, 
by those who have·known already many splendid visions. 

The gods see, each singly and all as one. So, too, the souls; they see all 
There in right of being sprung, themselves;of·that universe and therefore 
including all from beginning to end and having their existence There if only 
by that phase which belongs inherently to the Divine, though often too they 
are There entire, those of them that have not incurred separation. 

This vision Zeus takes and it is for such of us, also, as share his love and 
appropriate our part in the Beauty There, the final object of all seeil)g, the 
entire beauty upon all things; for all There sheds radiance, and floods those 
that have found their way thither so that they too become beautiful; thus it 
will often happen that men climbing heights where the soil has taken a yellow 
glow will themselves appear so, borrowing colour from the place on which 
they move. The colour flowering on that other height we speak of is Beauty; 
or rather all There is light and beauty, through and through, for the beauty 
is no mere bloom upon the surface. 

To those that do not see entire, the immediate impression is alone taken 
into account; but those drunken . with this wine, filled with the nectar, all 
their soul penetrated by this beauty, cannot remain mere gazers: no longer 

6. Plato. Phaed,... 246e. 
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is there a spectator outside gazing on an outside spectacle; the clear-eyed 
hold the vision within themselves, though, for 'the most pait, they have no 
idea that it is within but look towards it as to something beyond them and 
see it as an object of vision caught by a direction of the will. 

All that one sees as a spectacle is still external; one must bring the vision 
within and see no longer in that mode of separation but as we know ourselves; 
thus a man filled with a god-possessed by Apollo? or by one of the Muses
need no longer look outside for his vision of the divine being; it is but finding 
the strength to see divinity within. 

II. Similarly anyone, unable to see himself, but· possessed by that God, has 
but to bring that divine-within before his consciousness and at once he sees 
an image of himself, himself lifted to a better beauty: now let him ignore 
that image, lovely though it is, and sink into a perfect self-identity, no such 
separation remaining; at once he forms a multiple unity with the God silently 
present; in the degree of his power and will, the two become one; should he 
turn back to the former duality, still he is pure and ·remains very near to the 
God; he has but to look again and the same presence is there. 

This conversion brings gain: at the first stage,. that of separation, a man is 
aware of self; but retreating inwards, he becomes possessor of all; he puts 
sense away behind him in dread of the separated life and becomes one in 
the Divine; if he plans to see in separation, he sets himself outside. 

The novice must hold himself constantly under some image of the Divine 
Being and seek in the light of a clear conception;· knowing thus, in a deep 
conviction, whither he is going-into what a sublimity he penetrates-,-he 
must give himself forthwith to the inner and, radiant with the Divine Intel
lections (with which he is now one), be no longer the seer, but, as that place 
has made him, the seen. 

Still, we will be told, one cannot be in beauty and yet fail to see it. The 
very contrary: to see the divine as something external is to be outside of it; 
to become it is to be most truly in beauty: since sight deals with the external, 
there can here be no vision unless in the sense of identification with the 
object. 

And this identification amounts to a self-knowing, a self-consciousness, 
guarded by the fear of losing the self in the desire of a too wide aware- -r. . 

ness. 
It must be remembered that sensations of the ugly and evil impress us 

more violently than those of what is agreeable and yet leave less knowledge 
as the residue of the shock: sickness makes the rougher mark, but health, 
tranquilly present, explains itself better; it takes the first place, it is the nat
ural thing, it belongs to our being; illness is alien, unnatural, and thus makes 
itself felt by its very incongruity, while the other conditions are native and 
we take no notice. Such being our nature, we are most completely aware of 
ourselves when we are most completely identified with the object of our 
knowledge. 

This is why in that other sphere, when we are' deepest in that knowledge 
by intellection; we are aware of none; we are expecting some impression on 
sense, which has nothing to report since it has seen nothing and never could 

7. Creek god associated with prophecy, nnlsic, and poetry. 
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in that order see anything. The unbelieving element is sense; it is the other, 
the Intellectual-Principle, that sees; and if this too doubted, it could not 
even credit its own existence, for it can never stand away and With bodily 
eyes apprehend itself as a visible object. 

12. We have told how. this vision is to be procured, whether by the mode 
of separation or in identity: now, seen in either way, what does it give to 
report? 

The vision has been of God in travail of a beautiful offspring, God engen
dering a universe within himself in a painless labour and-rejoiced in what 
he has brought into being, proud of his children-keeping all closely by Him, 
for the pleasure He has in his radiance and in theirs. 

Of this offspring~all beautiful, but most beautiful those that have 
remained within-only one has become manifest without; from him (Zeus, 
sovran over the visible universe), the youngest born;' we may gather, as from 
some image, the greatness of the Father and of the Brothers that remain 
within the Father's house. , 

Still the manifested God cannot think that he has come forth in vain from 
the father; for through him another universe .has arisen, beautiful as the 
image of beauty, and ii~ could not be lawful that Beauty and Being should 
fail of a beautiful image. 

This second Cosmos at every point copies the archetype: it has life and 
being in copy, and has beauty as springing from that diviner world. In its 
character of image it holds, too, that divine perpetuity without which it would 
only at times be truly representative and sometimes fail like a construction 
of art; for every image whose existence lies in the nature of things must stand 
during the entire existence of the archetype. 

Hence it is false to put an end to the visible sphere as long as the Intel
lectual endures, or to found it upon a decision taken by its maker at some 
given moment. 

That teaching shirks the penetration of such a making as is here involved: 
it fails to see that as long as the Supreme is radiant there can be no failing, '. 
of its sequel but, that existing, all exists. "And-since the necessity of con-: 
veying our meaning compels such terms-the Supreme. has existed forever 
and for ever will exist. 

13. The God fettered (as in the Kronos· Myth) to an unchanging identity 
leaves the ordering of this universe to his son (to Zeus), fot' it could not be 
in his character to neglect his rule within the divine sphere, and, as though 
sated with the Authentic-Beauty, seek a lordship too recent and too poor for 
his might. Ignoring this lower world, Kronos (Intellectual-Principle) claims 
for himself his own father (Ouranos,' the Absolute, or One) with . all the 
upward-tending between them: and he counts all that tends to the inferior, 
beginning from his son (Zeus, the All-Soul), as ranking beneath him. Thus 
he holds a mid-position determined on the one side by the differentiation 
implied in the severance from the very highest and, on the other, by that 
which keeps him apart from the link between himself and the lower: he 

8. Pre-Hellenic Greek agricultural deity, the son 
of Ouranus (heaven) and Gaia (earth). 

9. Personification of heaven in Greek mythology. 
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stands between a ,greater father and an inferior son. But since that father is 
too lofty to be thought of under the name of Beauty, the second God remains 
the prlmally beautiful. I 

Soul also has beauty, but is less beautiful than Intellect as being its image 
and, therefore, though beautiful in nature, taking increase of beauty by look
ing to that original. Since then theAll-Soul-to use the more familiar term
since Aphrodite herself is so beautiful, what name can we give to that other'? 
If Soul is so lovely in its own right, of, what quality must that prior be? And 
since its being.is derived, what must that power be from which the Soul takes 
the double beauty, the borrowed and the inherent? 

We ourselves possess beauty when we are true to our own being; our 
ugliness is in going over to another order; our self-knowledge, that is to say, 
is our beauty; in self-ignorance we are ugly. 

Thus beauty is of the Divine and comes Thence only. 
Do these considerations suffice to a clear understanding of the Intellectual 

Sphere or 'must we make yet another attempt by another road? 

ca. 260-70 

1. Plotlnus here explains the story of Ouranu.,· 
Krono., and Zeus a. symbolically referring tll the 
Three Hyposta.es: the One, Intellect, and Soul. 

ca. 300-305 

His version of their myths differs markedly from 
the pOwer 'struggle usually recounted (see, e,g" 
He.lod's n. .. OSOH)I). 

AUGUsTINE OF HIPPO 
354-430 

"Scripture teaches nothing but charity, nor condemns anything except cupidity." 
Although this critical touchstone, articulated by St. Augustine in On Christian Doc
trine, may strike modern readers as more theological than literary, it involved Augus
tine in some strikingly modern literary issues: for example, how signs func.ijon, how 
readers make meaning of texts, and how interpretations are validated. He offers a 
speCifically Christian response to the problem of intentionality when he says of the 
Scriptures, "Whoever finds a lesson there useful to the ,building of charity, even 
though he has not said what the author may be shown to have intended in that place, 
has not been deceived, nor is he lying in any way." 

Augustine was born in a North African Roman province in present-day Algeria-a 
backwater of the Roman Empire. Although his mother, Monica, was a devout Chris
tian, 'his father was a pagan and thus their son was not baptized. He studied in the 
rhetoric schools of Carthage, where he was attracted to Manichaeism, an early Chris
tian philosophy noted for its extreme metaphysical and moral dualism and its belief 
that evil is a5 powerful a5 good. The other great influence on his intellectual devel
opment was Greek philosophy, most notably the works of such Neoplatonists as PLO
TlNUS. Augustine taught in Carthage for seven years, from 376 to 383. He then went 
to Rome, where he set up as a teacher of rhetoric. By 384, at the age of thirty, he 
was a prominent enough scholar to be appointed municipal professor of rhetoric by 
the city of Milan. There, profoundly moved by the preaching of Ambrose, the bishop 
of Milan, he was baptized in 387. He resigned his position and returned to North 
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Africa, where, in 391, he became.a priest. In 395 he was appointed bishop of Hippo, 
a position he held until his death. 

Augustine was ·an extremely prolific writer (his bibliography numbers over one 
thousand ~orks). Besides his celebrated Confessions, writte~, around 400, and ~his 
magisterial philosophy of history, City oJGod (413-26);!-Indertakenin the. \!Vake of 
the sack of Rome, he wrote many commentarie!! on the Bible and polemiCs. against 
prominent heresies of the time, including Manichaeism. 'Two ti'eatie's that Cleal'with 
the theory of criticism and biblical interpretatIon-On Christiah Doctrine' and The 
Trinity~were written after his appointment as bishop of Hippo. On Christian Doc
trine, whose first three books were written 'around 395 (book 4 was added in 427), 
is a central text of medieval philosophy and aesthetics. The Trinity, completed in 
416, deals with, among other things, key problems of significatjomthat is, how to 
establish meaning,. . 

Augustine wrote at a time when Christianity was just beginning to establish itself, 
a time when there was no agreement on a fix~d text for its Scriptures."iQe, Bible 
consisted of scattered manuscript fragments (complete' Bibles were rare), written var
iously in Hebrew; Greek, and Latin. Because of his' early eXp'el'iences with Mani
chaeism, Augustine recognized the need for some 'way to authorize the irtterpretatiort 
of Scriptures to prevent Christianity from fragmenting into sects. The existing hodge
podge of unconnected and sometimes contradictory narratives could not simply be 
taken as a group of literal doc~ments. Only a~ethod of interpreting figurathre lan
guage could unravel the: many difficult and obscure' passages contained in various 
Scriptures, but to argue for a figurative reading' of the 'sacred texts of Christianity 
required mechanisms to limit meaning to authorized interpretations. Drawing from 
many sources, including classical Platonic thinking about language (see PLATO), the 
rhetorical tradition in which he was trained (see QUINTlLlAN), the epistles of St. Paul, 
and the early traditions of biblical criticism pioneered by Origen (180-254) in Greek 
and Sts. Jerome (ca. 347-420). and Ambrose {ca. 340-39.7) in Latin,.Augustine fash
ioned a theory of signification that would dominate Western hermeneutics for ten 
centuries after his death. In the later Middle Ages, Augustinian sign theory would be 
further developed into a 'systeDtof exegesis (a method for interpreting texts allegori
cally) by writers such, as HUGH OF ST. VICTOR and THOMAS AQUINAS, as well as by 
vernacular poets such as DANTE. 

Augustine's originality lay in linking the theory of signs to a theory of language, 
which to this point had been considered separately, and' in bringing both theories 
to hear on the practice of interpreting Scriptures. Hill first principles, the' basic 
elements of signification, were tnuismitted almost unchanged to the modem.linguist 
FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE. Augustine distinguishes in On Christian Doctrine between 
things and signs: "A sign is a 'thing which causes us to think of something beyond 
the impression that the thing itself makes upon the senses." He further differentiates 
between natural and conventional signs: natural signs, such as smoke or the tracks 
of an aniinal, signify without intending to; conventional signs, such as words, are 
used by living beings to convey things they have sensed or understood. Conventional 
signs may be' further distinguished as literal attd figurative; for instance, '''ox'' may 
conventionally refer to a four-legged' draft animal, but in the New Testament it 
also figuratively symbolizes· one of the four evangelists. This careful survey of 
assumptions might seem, at first glance, somewhat obvious and simple, but it is 
necessary so that Augustine can posit a stable one-to-one correspondence between 
signs and the things they signify. The development of an adequate theory of con
ventional signs, especially the figurative, is one of the goals of Augustinian herme
neutics-as it is for much· subsequent theory of interpretation, including modern 
semiotics. It is, however, a project undermined by signs' ability to carry multiple 
meanings (to function in richly figurative ways), Ii problem Augustine never ade
quately resolved .. ' 
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The final book of The Trinity elucidates the problem of figurative signs in its analysis 
of a baffling theological concept: how the Godhead can unite three persons-the 
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit-in one. Here Augustine reprises and extends 
his analysis of signs in On Christian Doctrine. The Bible's explanations of mysteries 
of faith like the Trinity can only be shrouded in enigmatic allegory, a kind of narrative 
that, according to Quintilian, "means one thing in the words, another in the sense." 
The sign is supposed to point unidirectionally to a thing; however, figurative signs 
convert or "commute" (to use JACQUES DERRIDA's term) things into signs in a process 
that may be, for modern theorists, interminable. This process of commutation works 
to undermine the stable referentiality that Augustine seeks. The Trinity asserts the 
stability of the biblical sign to guarantee that the relationship between literal and 
figurative uses is as stable as the relationship between sign and thing. But Augustinian 
sign theory requires a mysterious transcendental signified (again Derrida's term), a 
prevocalic word that can stand outside of, initiate, and control the processes of fig
urative language: "We must, therefore, come to that word of man; ... it precedes all 
the signs by which it is signified, and is begotten by the knowledge which remains in 
the mind ... just as it is." Yet because allegory depends on the gap between signs and 
what they signify, there is always a danger, which Augustine does not fully acknowl
edge, that interpretation will reveal not a stable and fixed truth but a free piay of 
signification. Instead he fills the gap opened up between sign and signifier with faith. 
Notwithstanding the theological nature of his solution to a problem" that continues 
to vex contemporary linguistics, Augustine's rich remarks on signification laid the 
foundation for twentieth-century semiotics. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Augustine's complete works in Latin can be found in his Opera Omnia (1830-38). 
More up-to-date editions of some works appear in the unfinished Biblioth~que 
Augustinienne (1947-). English translations of Augustine's major works, including 
Stephen McKenna's 1963 translation of The Trinity, are included in Catholic Uni
versity's Fathers of the Church series (I947-). D. W. Robertson Jr.'s 1958 transla
tion of On Christian Doctrine is usually favored by scholars. John Healey's 1940 
translation of The City of God is widely cited, as is John K." Ryan's 1960 translation 
of The Confessions. Peter Brown's universally acclaimed biography, Augustine of 
Hippo (1967), is an excellent source of information on the saint's life."Eugene Por
talie's Guide to the Thought of St. AugUstine (I960) is an accessible and carefully 
indexed guide to Augustine's writings. D. W. Robertson's Preface to Chaucer (1963), 
controversial since its publication, is a learned and useful introduction to Augus'ti'h'
ian aesthetics. Marcia L. Colish's Mirror of Language: A Study in the Medieval The
ory of Knowledge (1968) cogently draws out the implications of Augustinian sign 
theory for later medieval theorists such as Thomas Aquinas and Dante. Augustine: 
A Collection of Critical Essays (1972), edited by R. A. Markus, provides a range of 
critical views. Augustine's influence on the later Middle Ages is examined in Reading 
and Wisdom: The De doctrina christiana of Augustine in the Middle Ages, edited by 
E. D. English (1995). The Augustinus-Lexicon (1985-), when completed (vol. I is 
currently available), will become the standard reference work, containing encyclo
pedic articles, on Augustine's life, works, and doctrine. The Fichier Augustinien 
(1972) offers a comprehensive bibliography to 1970, with one supplemental volume 
(1978). 



188 I AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO 

From On Christian Doctrine I 

From Book One 

II 

[2] All doctrine concerns either things or signs, b~t things are learned by 
signs. Strictly speaking, I have here called a "thing" that which is not used 
to signify something else; like wood, s~one, cattle, and so on; but .not that 
wood concerning which we read that Moses cast it into bitter waters that 
their bitterness might be dispelled,2 nor that stone which Jacob placed at his 
head,3 nor that beast which Abraham sacrificed in place of his son.4 For these 
are things in such a way that they are also signs of other things.' There are 
other signs whose whole use is in signifying, like words. For.no one uses 
words except for the purpose of signifying something. From this may· be 
understo04 what we call "signs"; they are things used to signify something. 
Thus every sign is also a thing, fot that which is n?t a thing is nothing at all; 
bu.t not every thing is also a sign. And thus in this distinction between things 
and signs, when we speak of things, we shan so speak that, although' some 
of them may be used to signify something else, this fact shall not disturb the 
arrangement we have made to speak of things as such first and of signs later. 
We should bear in mind that now we are to consider what things are, not 
what they signify beyond themselves. 

From Book Two 

[1] Just as I began, when I was writing about things, by warning that no one 
should consider them" except as they are,· without reference to what they 
signify beyond themselves, now when lam discussing signs I wish it under
stood that no one should consider.them for what they are but rather for their 
value as signs which signify something else. A sign is a thing which caUses 
us to think of something beyond the impression the thing itself makes upon 
the senses. Thus if we see a track, we think of the animal that made the 
track; if we see sm~ke, we know that there. is a fire which causes it;· if we 
hear the voice of a living being, we attend to the emotion it expresses; and 
when a trumpet sounds, a soldier should know whether it is necessary to 
advance or to retreat, or whether the battle demands some other response; 

[2) Among signs, some are natural and others are conventional. Those are 
natural which, without any desire or intention of signifying, make us aware 
of something beyond themselves, like smoke which signifies fire. It does this 
without any will to signify, for even when smoke appears alone, observa~ion 
and memory of experience with things bring a recognition of an underlying 
fire. The track of a passing animal belongs to this class, and the face of one 
who is wrathful or sad signifies his emotion even when he does not wish to 

I. Translated by D. W. Robertson Jr., who some
times adds c1arirytng words or phrases In brackets. 
2. Exodus 15.25. 
3. Genesis· 28.1 J. 

4. Genesis 22.13. 
5. According to St. Augustine, the "wood" Is a sign 
of the cross. The "stone" and the "beast" represent 
the human nature of Christ [translator's note). 
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show that he is wrathful or sad,· just as other emotions are signified by the 
expression even when we do not deliberately set out to show them. But it is 
not proposed here to discuss signs of this type. Since the class formed a 
division of my subject, I could not disregard it completely, and this notice of 
it will suffice. 

II 

[3] Conventional signs are those which living creatures show to one another 
for the purpose of conveying, in so far as they are able, the motion of their 
spirits or something which they have sensed or understood. Nor is there any 
other reason for signifying, or for giving signs, except for bringing forth and 
transferring to another mind the action of the mind in the person who makes 
the sign. We propose to consider and to discuss this class of signs in so far 
as men are concerned with it, for even signs given by God and contained in 
the Holy Scriptures are of this type also, since they were presented to us by 
the men who wrote them. Animals also have signs which they use among 
themselves, by means of which they indicate' their appetites. For a cock who 
finds food makes a sign with his voice to the hen so that she runs to him. 
And the dove calls his mate with a cry or is called by her in turn, and there 
are many similar examples which may be adduced. Whether these signs, or 
the expression or cry of a man in pain, express the motion of the spirit without 
intention of signifying or are truly shown as signs is not in question here and 
does not pertain to our discussion, and we remove this division of the subject 
from this work as superfluous. 

III 

[4] Among the signs by means of which men express their meanings to one 
another, some pertain to the sense of sight, more to the sense of hearing, 
and very few to the other senses. For when we nod, we give a sign only to 
tJte sight of the person whom we wish by that sign t~ make a participant in 
our will. Som~ signify many things through the motions of their hailds, and 
actors give signs to those who understand with the motions of all their mem
bers as if narrating things to their eyes. And banners and military standards 
visibly indicate the will of the captains. And all of these things~ like so 
many visible words. More signs, as I have said, pertain to the ears, and most 
of these consist of words. But the trumpet, the flute, and the harp make 
sounds which are not only pleasing but also significant, although as com
pated with the number of verbal signs the number of signs of this kind are 
few. For words have come to be predominant among men for signifying 
whatever the mind conceives if they wish to communicate it to anyone. How
ever, Our Lord gave a sign with the odor of the ointment with which His feet 
were anointed;6 and the taste of the sacrament of His body and blood sig
nified what He wished;7and when the woman was healed by touching the 
hem of His garment,8 something was signified. Nevertheless, a multitude of 
innumerable signs by means of which men express their thoughts is made 

6. In the gospel of St. John (I 2.3-8). Mary anoints 
Christ'. feet with precious ointment. Later in 0.. 

. Christl .... Dact,.; ..... Augustine interprets the "good 
odor" of the ointment as a sign of "good fame" 

(3.12.18). 
7. Matthew 26.28; Luke 22.19-20. 
8. Matthew 9.20-22 . 
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up of words. And I could express the meaning of all signs, 6f the type here 
touched upon in words, but I would not be able .atall to. make the meanings 
of words clear by these signs; 

IV 

[5] But because vibrations in the air ~oon pass away and remain no longer 
than they sound, signs of words have been-constructed by means of letters. 
Thus words are shown to, the eyes, not in themselves but through certain 
signs which stand for them. These signs could not be common to all peoples 
because of the sin of numan dissension ,which arises when one people seizes 
the leadership for itself. A sign of this pride is that; tower' erected in, the 
heavens where impious men deserved that n'ot only their minds but also their 
voices should be dissonant. 

x 

[15] There are two reasons why things written are not understood: they are 
obscured either by unknown or by ambiguous signs. For signs are either 
literal or figutative. They are called literal when they are used to designate 
those things on account of which they were instituted; thus we say bas [ox] 
when we mean an animal of a hetd beciiii~e' all men using the Latin language 
call it by that name just as we do.· Pigutative signs occur when that thing 
which we designate by a literal sign is used to signify something else;' thus 
we say "ox" and by that syllable uilderstand the animal which is ordinarily 
designated by that word, but again by that aniinal we uilderstand an evan
gelist, as is signified in the Scripture, according to the interpretation of the 
Apostle, when it says, "Thou shalt not muzzle the ox that treadeth out the 
corn,"· 

XI 

{16] Against unknown literal signs the sovereign remedyis a knowledge of 
languages. And Lat~n-speakirig men, whom we have here tiridertilken to 
instruct, need two others for a knowledge of the Divine Scriptures, Hebrew 
and Greek, z so that they may Jurn back to earlier exemplars if the infinite 
variety of Latin translations gives rise to any doubts. Again, in these hooks 
we frequently find untranslated Hebrew wotds, like amen, alleluia, racha, 
hOsanna, and so on, of which some, '~lthot.ighthey could be translated,· have 
been preserved from antiquity on: account oftheir holier authority, like amen 
and alleluia; others, like the other two mentioned' above, are said not to be 
translatable into another language. For there are some words in some lan
guages which cannot be translated into other hinguages, 'And this, is.'espe
cially true of interjections which signify the motion of the spirit' rather than 
any part of a rational concept. And these. two belorig to this class:, racha is 
said to be an expression of indignation and hosanna an expression of delight. 
But a knowledge of these two languages is not necessary for these few things, 
which are easy to know arid to discover, but, as we'have said, it is necessary 

9, The Tower of Babel; see Genesis I 1.1-9. 
I. Deuteronomy 25.4. St. Paul interpret. oxen as 
apostles, those "who labor in the word and doc:-

trine,"in·1 Corinthians 9.9 and I l1mothr.5.18 .. 
2. Augustine himself admits to having Iitt e Greek 
and no Hebrew. 
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on account of the variety of translations. We can enumerate those who have 
translated the Scriptures from Hebrew into Greek, but those who have trans
lated them into Latin are innumerable. In the early times of the faith when 
anyone found a Greek codex, and he thougJ1t that he had some facility in 
both languages, he attempted to translate it.' 

From Book Three 

XXIX 

[40] Lettered men should know, moreover, that all those modes of expression 
which the grammarians designate with the Greek word tropes were used by 
our authors, and more abundantly and copiously than those who do not know 
them and have learned about such expressions elsewhere are able to suppose 
or believe. Those who know these tropes; however, Will recognize them in 
the sacred letters, and this knowledge will be of considerable assistance in 
understariaing them. But it is not proper to teach them to the ignorant here, 
lest we seem to be teaching the art of grammar. I advise that they be learned 
elsewhere, although I have already advised the same thing before in the 
second book where I discussed the necessary lmowledge of languages. For 
letters from which grammar takes its name-the Greeks call letters gram
mata-are indeed signs of sounds made by the articulate voice with which 
we speak. And not only examples of all these tropes are found in reading the 
sacred books, but also the names of some of them, like allegoM, aenigma, 
parabola.! And yet almost all of these tropes, said to be learned in the liberal 
arts, find a place in the speech of those who have never heard the lectures 
of grammarians and are content with the usage of common speech. For who 
does not say, "So may you flourish"? And this is the trope called metaphor. 
Who does not use the word piscina [basin, pool, pond, tank, or other large 
container for water] for something which neither contains fish nor was con
structed for the use of fish, when the word itself is derived from piscis [fish]? 
This trope is called catachresis.4 

[41] It would be tedious to describe other examples of this kind. For the 
vulgar speech even extends to those tropes which are more remarkable 
because they imply the opposite of what is said, like that which is called ili.9ny 
or antiphrasis. s Now irony indicates by inflection what it wishes to be under
stood, as when we say to a man who is doing evil, ''You are doing well." 
Antiphrasis, however, does not rely on inflection that it may signify the con
trary, but either uses its own words whose origin is from the contrary, like 
lucus, "groove," so called quod minime luceat, "because it has very little 
light"; or it indicates that a thing is so when it wishes to imply the contrary, 
as when we seek to obtain what is not there and we are told. "There is plenty." 
Or, by adding words we may indicate that what we say is to be taken in a 
contrary sense, as when we say, "Beware of him, for he is a good man." And 
what unlearned man does not say such things without knowing at all what 
these tropes are or what they are called? Yet an awareness of them is nec-

3. Teaching moral lessons by means of extended 
metaphon. UAllegoria": saying one thing to mean 
another. UAenfgma": allusive or obscure speech. 
4. A strained use of word •. 

5. From anti, meaning reverse. Bnd f'hrasis, mean
ing diction: saying one thing and meaning the can· 
trary. 
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essary to a solution of the· ambiguities of the Scriptures, fot when the sense 
is absurd if it is takerl:verbally, it is to.beinquired whether or not what is 
!iaid is expressed in this or that trope which we do not know; and in this way 
many hidden things are discoVer~. 

From The Trinityl 

. From 'Book Fifteen 

FROM CHAPTER 9 

ca. 395 

[15] We have spoken about th.es~ things' becau~e of what the Apostle has 
said: 'we see now through a m~rror/2 But' since he, added 'h~'an enig~'a,' his 
meaning is unknown to many whc;>ar~ ignorant of that hr~ch of literature 
in, which these ~odes of speecl;t ~re taught; they~ 'are called',tropesqy the 
Creeks, and we ourselves also use, this Greek word in place ofthe 4ttin. For 
just as we are more ac;custome4. to say schemai~3 than sg~~~s, ,so we are, mC?re 
accustomed to say tropes inst'eadof modes. But to,render"the names of aU 
the modes or tropes in L!ltin, so as to ,apply to each'wor4 ,its,appropriate 
name, is very difficultandquiie unusual. Therefore, s'?,we of ou.~.interprete~s, 
reluctant to use the Greek word where the Apostle says'which Ilre by w~y of 
allegory,'4 have translated it. by a circumloc1,ltion, sayin~fth?s~'""hichsigri;fy 
one thing by another.' But the~ ~te very many species of this trope or al,l~-
gory, and among them is that wltichis also called an enigma,' '. 

But the definition of.a generic. term itself must.inClude·all the species. 
And, therefore, just as every horse i~ an animal" but not every animal, is a 
horse, 50, every enigma is an allegory, but not every allegory is an enigina~ 
What, then, is an allegory except a trope in which one thing is understoo~ 
from another, as when he writes to the Thessalonians: iTherefore, let us not 
sleep as do the rest, but let us be wakeful and ~ober.Forthey who sleep, 
sleep at night, and they who are ,drunk are drunk at night. But let us, who 
are of th~ day, be sober',?6 This allegory, however, Is not an enigma, for unless 
one is. very slow of comprehension, i~s meaning is, dear,. Qut, to' explain it 
briefly, an enigma is an obscure ~lIegory, such as: 'The horseleech has three 
daughters/7 a~d whatever expressions are similar to this. But where the Apos
tles speaks of the aJlegory, he finds it not in the words but in the deed; for 
he pointed out that by the two sons of Abrah~m, the one by a slave-girl and 
the ot,her by a.free woman-he was not speak,ing figuratively, but of some
thing that also took place-the two Testaments are to he under~tood; this 
was o.bscure before he explained it, and, hence, such an allegory, which is a 
general name, could also be specially called an enigma. . .. . 
I, Trsnslated by Stephen McKenna. 
2, "These things" refers to Augustine's gloss, In 
the' previous chapter, of I Corinthians 13. I 2, 
where the apostle Paul saYs: 'We see now through 
a mirror In an enigma, but then face to face." 
3. Another technical rhetorical term for tropes. 

4. Galatians 4;24. An allegory says one thing but 
means another. 
5. Allusive or obseurt. speech. 
6. 1 Thessalonians 5.6-8. 
7. Ptoverb.30.15. 
8. St. Paul, Galatians 4.22-24. 
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FROM CHAPTER .1 0 

.. .. .. 
[18] Soine thoughts,. then, are speeches. of the hea.rt, and that a mouth is 
also there9 is shown by ~he Lord when He says: '%at goes int~ the mouth 
doth not defile a: man, but' what comes out of the mouth, that defiles a man." 
In one sentence he has inCluded the, two different m~uths of ni~n, the one 
of the body, 'th~other of the .hearL for certainly e:hesepeople:z thought that 
a man is defiled by. that which ente~s t".e ~ou~h' of the, body, but the Lord 
said a man is defiled by that ,;",hich, co~e~, ~ut ()f th~Unouth of the heart . 
. Such wa~ ~he explanation that ije.liif11s~~f g~ve of ~harf;te had said. For a 
.li~tle.l~ater He spoke of this s.ubJect tQ·t.,:fs C:lisciples: '1re you also even yet 
Without· .ullderstanding? Do' you not understand that' whatever enters the 
inouth, passes into the belly and is cast au't into the drain?' Here indeed He 
referred very clearly to the mouth of the body. But He indicates the mouth 
of the heart in that which follo"",,.s: 'B~t. the things that proceed out of the 
mouth ,"orne from the heart, and it is they 'that defile a man. For out of the 
heart come evil thoughts/etc.a·What clearere,q,lanation can'there be than 
this? Yet be!cause we speak of ' thoughtS' as speeches of the heart, we do not, 
therefore, mean that they are not at the'sahle time acts of sight, which arise 
from the sights of knowledge when· they are true . 

. For when these take· place ,outwardly . through the· body,.·then speech is 
ene thing and sight;another.thing; butlwhenwe think'inwardly, then both 
are; one~ Just as hearing and 'Sight are two things, differing from each other 
in the senses of the body, but.in .. the mind it is .not one thing to see and 
another thing to hear; and, therefore, although speech is not'seen outwardly, 
but is rather heard, yet the Holy Gospel says that the inner speeches, that 
is, the thoughts·; were seen by the Lord and not heard: 'They said within 
themselves, "He blasphemes," , and then it adds:· 'And when Jesus had seen 
their thoughts.''' He saw,.therefore, what they.had'said.-For by His own 
thought,He saw'their thoughts which they alone thought that they saW. 

[19] Whoever, then; can' understand the word, 'not only before it sounds, 
but even before the images of its sounds ate contemplated in thought-such 
a word belongs to no . language, that is, to none of the so-called· rfiftional 
languages; tif which ours is the Latin-whoever, I say, can understand this, 
can al~esdy see through this mirror and in this enigma 'some likeness of that 
Word:of whom it was said: 'In the beginning was the-Word, and the Word 
was with God; and the Word was God!' 

For when we speak the truth, that is, speak of what we know, then the 
word which is born from the knowledge itself which we retain in the memory 
must be altogether ofthe same kind as that knowledge from which it is borri. 
For the thought formed from that thing which we know·is the word which 
we speak in our heart, and it is neither Greek, 'nor Latin, nor of any other 
language,but when we have to bring it to the knowledge; of those to whom 
we are speaking, then some sign is assumed by which it may be made known. 
And generally this, is a sound, but at times' also a nod; the former is shown 

9. That is, In the heart. 
\. Matthew 1 5. 11. 
2. The scribes and pharisees (Matthew 15.1). 

3. Matthew 15.10-20. 
4. Matthew 9.2--4. 
5. John 1.1. 
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to the ears, the latter to the eyes, 'in order that that word which we bear in 
our mind may also become known by bodily signs to the senses of the body. 
For even to nod, what else is it but to speak, as it were, in a visible manner? 
A witness for this opinion is found in the Sacred Scriptures, for we read as 
follows in the Gospel according to John: 'Amen, am'en I say to you, Qne of 
you shall betray me. The disciples therefore looked at one another, lincertain 
of whom he was speaking. Now one of his disciples, he whom Jesus loved, 
was reclining at Jesus' bosom. Simon Peter therefore beckoned to him, and 
said to hini, "Who is it of whom he speaks?" '6 Behold, he spoke by beckoning 
what he did not venture to speak aloud. But we make use of these and other 
corporeal signs of this kind when we speak to the eyes or the ears of those 
who are present. But letters have also been found by which we can also speak 
to those who are absent; but the letters are the signs of words, while the 
words themselves in our speech are signs of the things of which we are 
thinking. 

FROM CHAPTER 11 

[20] Hence, the word which sounds without is a sign of the word that shines 
within, to which the name of word more properly belongs. For that which is 
produced by the mouth of the flesh is the sound of the word, and is itself 
also called the word, because that inner word assumed it in order that it 
might appear outwardly. For just as our word in some way becomes a bodily 
sound by assuming that in which it may be manifested to the senses of men, 
so the Word of God was made flesh by assuming that in which He might 
also be manifested to the senses of men. And just as our word becomes a 
sound and is not changed into a sound, so the Word of God indeed becomes 
flesh, but far be it from us that it should be changed into flesh. For by 
assuming it, not by being consumed in it, this word of ours becomes a sound, 
and that Word becomes flesh. 

Whoever, then, desi~es to arrive at some kind of a likeness to the Word of 
God, although unlike it in many things, let him not behold our word which 
sounds in the ears, either when it is brought forth in sound, or when it is 
thought in silence. For all words, no matter in what language they may 
sound, are also thought in silence; and hymns run through our mind, even 
when the mouth of the body is silent; not only the numbers of the syllables, 
but also the melodies of the hymns, since they are corporeal and belong to 
that sense of the body called hearing, are present by their own kind of incor~ 
poreal images to those who think of them, and silently turn all of them over 
in their minds. 

But we must pass by these things in order to arrive at that word of man, 
for by its likeness, of whatever sort it may be, the Word of God may in some 
manner be seen as in an.enigma: not that which was spokento·this or that 
Prophet, and of which it was said: 'But the word of God increased and mul
tiplied,'7 and of which it was again said: 'Faith then by hearing, and hearing 
by the word of Christ,'B and again: 'When you received from us the word of 
God, you received it not as the word of man, but, as it truly is, the word of 
God.'9 There are numberless instances in the Scriptures where similar state-

6. John 13.21-24. 
7. Acts 6.7. 

8. Romans 10.17. 
9. 1 rnessalonians 2.13. 
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ments are made about the word of God, which is scattered in the sounds of 
many different languages through the hearts and mouths 'of men. But it is 
called the word of God, therefore, because a divine and not a human doctrine 
is handed down. But by means of this likeness we are endeavoring to see 
that Word of God, in whatever way we can, of whom it was said: 'The Word 
was God,' of whom it was said: 'All things were made through him,' of whom 
it was said: 'The Word was made flesh,'· of whom it was said: 'The word of 
God on high is the fountain of wisdom.'z 

We must, therefore, come to that word of man, to the word of a living 
being endowed with reason, to the word of the image of God, not born of 
God but made by God; this word cannot be uttered in sound nor thought in 
the likeness of sound, such as must be done with the word of any language; 
it precedes all the signs by which it is signified, and is begotten by the knowl
edge which. remains in the mind when this same knowledge is spoken 
inwardly, just as it is. For the sight of thought is very similar to the sight of 
knowledge. For, when it is spoken through a sound or through some bodily 
sign, it is not spoken just as it is, but as it can be seen or heard through the 
body. When, therefore, that which is in the knowledge is in the word, then 
it is a true word, and the truth which is expected from man, so that what is 
in the knowledge is also in the word, and what is not in the knowledge is not 
in the word; it is here that we recognize 'Yes, yes; no, no.'3 In this way the 
likeness of the image that was made approaches, insofar, as it can, to the 
likeness of the image that was born, whereby God the Son is proclaimed as 
substantially like the Father in all things. 

The following likeness in this enigma to the Word of God is also to be 
noted: just as it was said of that Word: 'All things were made through him,'· 
where it is declared that God made all 'things through His only-begotten 
Word, so there are no works of man w!tich are not first spoken in the heart, 
and, therefore, it is written: 'The beginning of every work is the word." But 
even here when the word is true, then it is the beginning of a good work. 
But the word is true, if it is begotten from the knowledge of working weIll 
so that here too the admonition may be preserved: 'Y~s, yes; no, no.' If it is 
'yes' in the knowledge by which one must live, it is also 'yes' in the word by 
which the work is to be fulfilled; if it is 'no' there, it is also 'no' here. Other.- . 
erwise, such a word will be a lie, not the truth, and consequently a sin and 
not a right work. 

In the likeness of our word, there is also this lik~ness of the Word of God, 
that our word can exist and yet no work may follow it; but there can be no 
work unless the word precedes, just as the Word of God could be, even 
though' no creature existed, but no creature could be, except through that 
Word through whom all things were made. Therefore, not God the Father, 
not the Holy Spirit, not the Trinity itself, but the Son alone, who is the Word 
of God, was made flesh, although the Trinity brought this about, in order 
that by our word following and imitating His example, we might live rightly, 
that is, that we might have no lie either in the contemplation or in the work 
of our word. But this perfection of this image is to be at some time in the 

1. John 1.1,3, 14, 
2. E<..'clcsiasticu5 1.5. 
3. Matthew ';.37: "But let your comlnunication 
In', Y<..>a. yea; Nay, nay: for whatsoever is mure than 

these cometh of evil." 
4. John 1.1. 
5. EcclesIBsti!,u.37.20. 
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·future. In order to obtain it, the good master instructs us by the Christian 
faith' and the doctrine of godliness,that 'With face unveiled,' from' the veil of 
the Law, which is the shadow of things to come, 'beholding the glory of the 
Lord,' that is, looking as it were through a mirror, 'we might be transformed 
into the same image from glory to glory, as through the Spirit of the Lord;'6 
according to our previoUS explanation of these words. 

6.. 2 C~rinlhlBns 3.18. 

. -
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'MACROBIUS 
h. ca. 360 

416 

Throughout the Middle Ages and up until at least the end of th~ seveqteenth century, 
Macrobiu~'s Commentary on the Dr:eam of Scipio was. the atithodta.t've"text; on the 
meaning of dreams, influencing poets and critics flllm DANTE and :Chaucer down to 
Milton. In addition this account of dreams In general, and Scipio's dream in partic
ular, en~ages with questions about the role 'of fables I~ philosophy and the figurative 
nature of the truth that have interested philosophers its diverse as FRIEDRICH NIETZ
SCHit, Richard Rorty, and JACQUES DERRIDA. When Macrohius wrote that i'Phiiosophy 
does not discountenance all storiei'hor does it accept all," he defined for .ubsequent 
agei the Neoplatontc attitude toward literature. Some fablel proclaim their faility ahd 
deserve at best to be relegated to "chlldren'i nunerlel." But othen;, thole which 
present "a ,decelit and dignified conception of holy truth •••• presented beneath a 
modest veil of a:llegory," are.not ohlyapproprlate but necessary to philosophy. In this 
way Macrobius's commentary defends Cicero's inclusion of the "Dream of Scipio" In 
a serious philosophical treatise on good government. 

In the oJdest manuscripts the author,of Comtnentary on the Dream of Scipio is 
calied "Macrobius Ambrosius Theodosius, vir c1arissinius et Inlustris" (most famous 
and illUstrious milO), a title that, in the Roman world of late antiquity, was used only 
of someone holding the highest public office. Almost nothing else is known of his life 
except that he was not a itative of Italy; he 'may have been from' Africa; he had a son, 
EustachlliS, to whortl.he dedicated his major works; and he flourished at theeridof 
the fourth and beginning of the fifth century. Scholars have attempted, unsuccess
fully, to identify him ·with various government functionaries also named Macrobius 
who are mentioned in legal texts of the period .. A1though he was a contemporary of 
St. AUGUSTINE, it is not clear whether Macrobius was a Christian. He never mentions 
Christianity and reveals in his writing a fondnes!, for pagan antiquities. However, to 
hold high governmental positions in the fifth-century Roman world, he. would have 
had to be at least a nominal Christian! and nothln~ ip the texts attributed to him 
would contradict the beliefs of fifth-century Christianity. . 

Macrobius is the author of two works that have been whoily or partially preserved, 
the Saturnalia (ca. 395) and Commentary on the Dream of Scipio (ca. 400). A third 
treatise, On the Differences and Similarities of the Greek and Latin Verb, has heen 
lost, though summaries of it survive in the later. Middle Ages. Books 3 and 4 (If 
Saturnalia are devoted to commentary on Virgil's works; they illustrate the tendency 
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in the fDurth-century RDman wDrid to. regard Virgil less as a great pDet than as a 
philDsDpher, an authDrity Df prDdigiDus wisdDm and learning, a rDle he plays in the 
Commentary as well. 

At the conclusiDn Df his Republic, the RDman statesman and philDsDpher Cicero 
(106-43 B.C.E.) reCDunts a dream Df Scipio. Mricanus the YDunger (RDman general 
and statesman, ca. 184-129 B.C.E), in which he meets his famDus grandfather, Scipio. 
Mricanus the Elder (ca. 235-183 B.C.E.), the general who. defeated Hannibal during 
the SecDnd Punic War. In the CDurse Df the dream, Scipio. the Elder ShDWS his grand
SDn a visiDn Df the "celestial circles, Drbits, and spheres, the mD,":ements Dfthe planets, 
and the revDlutiDns Df the heavens." The Republic,a treatille Dn gODd gDvernment 
modeled Dn PLATO's Republie, was nDt knDWn' In the Middle Ages except fDr this brief 
fragment, which was preserved only because Macrobius wDndered why Cicero. wDuld 
chDDse to. include such a "fictiDn and dream" in a seriDus philDsDphlcal treatise. 
MacrDbius Jlefends the DbviDusly fabulDus "Dream Df Scipio." frDm detractDrs who. 
argued that "phil DSDp hers shDuld refrain frDm using fictiDn since no. kind Df fictiDn 
has a place with those who prDfess to. tell the truth." . 
. Macrobius's qommentary on the Dreqm of Scipio is a fascinati';l~ example Df an 

early cDmmentary Dn a nDnbiblical text; it greatly influenced the develDpment Df this 
medif~~al geitre,'an exPDsitDry traditiDn that grew DUt Df the late classical encyclopedic 
glDSSeS Df pagan' texts. CDmmentaries were ceJittai to. the m~dieVaI experience 'Df 
reading any authDritative (that is, Latin) text,.·~ri hrtegral part of the prDcess Df trans
mitting canDnical wDrks. MacrDbius's coinmentaryuses Scipio'sdtealri as an DccasiDn 
fDr.an expDsitiDn Df NeDplatDnlc dDctrine and its relatiDn to. such subjects as arith
metic, astrDnDmy, the music Df, the spheres, geDgraphy, and the immDrtality Df the 
SDUI. MacrDbius's philDsDphical, NeDplatDnism, hDwever, ~is belief that reality must 
be IDcated in a transcendental spiritual realm that .gives meaning to. the visible wDrld, 
is Df interest to. literary critic,s primarily because it .cDntends that the higher truths 
p'hilosDphy strives to. discover Clln be accessed Dnly through figurative language and 
allegorical veils. . 

,jThe Dream of Scipio" offers a wide.ranging account of dreams and their relation
ship to the rables required to make sense of transcendent truths !luch as the l'isture 
of the ioul or God.' Macroblui' catalogues the various types of dreams, partICularly 
the five varieties of "enigmatic dreams," demonstrating a systematic approach to 
dream interpretation that would dDn'tinate the undetstanding of dr~ams for centuries. 
ThroughDUt the·Middle.Ages, this chapter Dn dreams was the most popular section 
of the Commentary. While its details differ from the later psychDanalytic approach to 
dreams,· Macrobius's aCCDunt shares with SIGMUND FREUD's analysis a belief that 
dreams functiDn like narratives and can be used to unCDver truths not visibl~9 
empirical observatiDn. 
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From Commentary on the Dream of Scipiol 

Chapter III 

[I] After these prefatory remarks, there remains another matter to be con
sidered before taking up the text of Scipio's Dream. We must first describe 
the many varieties of dreams recorded by the ancients, who have classified 
and defined the various types that have appeared to men in their sleep, 
wherever they might be.z Then we shall be ~ble to decide to which type the 
dream we are discussing belongs. . 

[2] All dreams may be classified under five main types: there is the enig
matic dream, in Greek oneiros, in Latin somnium; second, there is the pro
phetic vision, in Greek horama, in Latin mio; third, there is the oracular 
dream, in Greek chrematismos, in Latin oraculum; fourth, there is the night
mare, in Greek enypnion, in Latin insomnium; and last, the apparition, in 
Greek phantasma, which Cicero, when he has occasion tp use the word, calls 
visum. 

[3] The last two, the nightmare and the apparition, are not worth inter
preting since they have no prophetic significance. [4] Nightmares may be 
caused by mental or physical distress, or anxiety about the future: the patient 
experiences in dreams vexations similar to those that disturb h,m during the 
day. As examples of the mental variety, we might mention the lover who 
dreams of possessing his sweetheart or of losing her, or th~, man who fears 
the plots or might of an enemy and is confronted with him in his dream or 
seems to be fleeing him. The physical variety might be illu'strated by one who 
has overindulged in eating or drinking and dreams that he is either choking 
with food or unburdening himself, or by one who has been suffering from 
hunger or thirst and dreams that he is craving and searching for food or drink 
or has found it. Anxiety about the future would cause a man to dream that 
he is gaining a prominent position or office as he hoped or that he is being 
deprived of it as he feared. . ' . 

[5] Since these dreams 'and others like them arise from some condition or 
circumstance that irritate~ a man during the day and consequently disturbs 
him when he falls asleep, they flee when he awakes and vanish into thin afro 
Thus the name insomnium was given, not because such dreams occur "in 
sleep"-in this respect nightmares are like other types~but because they 
are noteworthy only during their course and afterwar~s have no importance 
or meaning. 

[6] Virgil, too, considers nightmares deceitful: "False are the dreams 
(insomnia) sent by departed spirits to their sky."3 He used the word "sky" 
with reference to our mortal realm because the earth bears the same relation 
to the regions of the dead as the heavens bear to ~h~ earth. Again, in describ-

I. Translated by William Harris Stahl. 
2. Macroblus's classification of dreams may have 
been derived from Artemldorus (late 2d c. c.!!.), a 
Greek writer who traveled extensively to collect 

dreams and wrote a treatise, Onirocritlcon, on the 
interpretation of dream.~ . 
3. Aeneid 6.896. 



COMMENTARY ON THE DREAM OF SCIPIO / 199 

ing the passion of love, whose concerns are always accompanied by night
mares, he says: "Oft to her heart rushes back the chiefs valour, oft his 
glorious stock; his looks and words cling fast within her bosom, and the pang 
withholds calm rest from her limbs." And a moment later: "Anna, my sister, 
what dreams (insomnia) thrill me with fearsi'''4 

[7] The apparition (phantasma or visum) comes upon one in the moment 
between wakefulness and slumber, in the so-called "first cloud of sleep." In 
this drowsy condition he thinks he is still fully awake and imagines he sees 
specters rushing at him or wandering vaguely about, differing from natural 
creatures in size and shape, and hosts of diverse things, either delightful or 
disturbing. To this class belongs the incubus,s which, according to popular 
belief, rushes upon people in sleep and presses them with a weight which 
they can feel. [8] The two types just described are of no assistance in fore
telling the future; but by means of the other three we are gifted with the 
powers of divination. 

We call a dream oracular in which a parent, or a pious or revered man, or a 
priest, or even a god clearly reveals what will or will not transpire, and what 
action to take or to avoid. [9] We call a dream a prophetiC vision if it actually 
comes true. For example, a man dreams of the return of a friend who has been 
staying in a foreign land, thoughts of whom never enter his mind. He goes out 
and presently meets his friend and embraces him. Or in his dream he agrees to 
accept a deposit, and early the next day a man runs anxiously to him, charging 
him with the safekeeping of his money and committing secrets to his trust. [10] 
By an enigmatic dream we mean one that conceals with strange shapes and 
veils with ambiguity the true meaning of the information being offered, and 
requires an interpretation for its understanding. We need not explain further 
the nature of this dream since everyone knows from experience what it is. 
There are five varieties of it: personal, alien, social, public, and universal. [11] 
I t is called personal when one dreams that he himself is doing or experiencing 
something; alien, when he dreams this about someone else; social, when his 
dream involves others and himself; public, when he dreams that some misfor
tune or benefit has befallen the city, forum, theater, public walls, orotherptib
lie enterprise; universal, when he dreams that some change has taken place in 
the sun, moon, planets, sky, or regions of the earth. 

[12] The dream which Scipio reports that he saw embraces the three rnIi
able types mentioned above, and also has to do with all five varieties of the 
enigmatic dream. It is oracular since the two men who appeared before him 
and revealed his future, Aemilius Paulus and Scipio the Elder, were both his 
father,6 both were pious and revered men, and both were affiliated with the 
priesthood. It is a prophetic vision since Scipio saw the regions of his abode 
after death and his future condition. It is an enigmatic dream because the 
truths revealed to him were couched in words that hid their profound mean
ing and could not be comprehended without skillful interpretation. 

It also embraces the five varieties of the last type. [13] It is personal since 
Scipio himself was conducted to the regions above and learned of his future. 

4. Aeneid 4.3-5, 9. 
r;. An evil spirit or demon, originating in per50nl~ 
ned representations of nightmares, who WBS 5Up

p()scd to hnve sexual intercourse. with women while 
they were s]eeping. 

6. ScifiO the Younger (ca. 184-129 D.C.E.), the 
natura son of AemiUus Paulus (d. 160 R.C.E.), a 
famous Roman general, was adopted sometime 
before 168 B.C.E. by Scipio Africanu5, the elde.t 
son of Selph, the Elder. 



200 / MACROBIUS 

It is alien since he observed the estates to which the ·souls. of others were 
.destined. It is social since he learned that for men withtnerits similar to his 
the same places were being prepared as for himself. It is public since he 
foresaw the victory of Rome .and the destruction of Carthage, his triumph 
on the Capitoline, and the coming civil strife.7 And it is universal since by 
gazing up and down' he was initiated into the wonders of the heavens, the 
great celestial circles, and the harmony of. the revolving spheres,8 things 
strange and unknown to mortals' before this; in addition he witnessed the 
movements of the stars and planets and was able to survey the whole earth. 

[14] It is incorrect to maintain that Scipio was not the proper person to 
have a dream that was both public. and universal inasmuch as he had not yet 
attained the highest office but, as he himself admitted.: was still ranked "not 
much higher than a private soldier."9 The critics say that dreams concerning 
the welfare of the state. are not to be considered significant unless military 
or civil officers dream them, or unless many plebeians have the same dream. 
[15] They cite the ,incident in Homer' when, before the assembled Greeks, 
Agamemnon disclosed a dream that he had had ahout a forthcoming battle. 
Nestor,. Who helped the army quite as much with his prudence as. all the 
youth with their might; by way of instilling confidence in the dream said that 
in matters of general welfare they. had to confide in' the dream of a king. 
whereas they would repudiate the dream of anyone else. {16] However, the 
point in Scipio's favor was that although he had not yet held the consulship 3 

or a military command,. he~who' himself was destined to lead that cam
paign~was dreaming about the coming destruction of Carthage, was wit
nessingthe public triumph in his honor, and was even learning of the secrets 
of nature; for he excelled as much in philosophy as in deeds of courage. 

[17] Because, in citing Virgil above as an authority for the unreliability of 
nightmares, we excerpted a verse from his description of the twin portals of 
dreams, someone may take the occasion to inquire why false dreams are 
allotted to the gate of ivory and trustworthy ories to the gate of horn.3 He 
should avail himself of the help of Porphyry,4 who, in his Co,nmentaries, 
makes the following remarks on a passage in Homer' presenting the same 
distinction between gates: "All truth is concealed. [18] Nevertheless; the 
soul, when it is partially disengaged from bodily functions during sleep; at 
times gazes and at times peers intently at the truth, .but does not apprehend 
it; and when it gazes it does not see with clear and direct vision, but ratqer 
with a dark obstructing veil interposed."· [ 19] Virgil attests that this is natural 
in the following lines: "Behold-for all the cloud, which now, drawn o~er 
thy sight, dulls· thy mortal vision and with dank pall enshrouds thee, I will 
tear away."6 [20] .If, during sleep, this veil permits the vision of the attentive 
soul to perceive the truth, it is ,thought to be made of horn, the nature of 
which is such that, : when thinned, it becomes transparent. When the veil 

7. Cicero was writing' shortly before the civil war 
that was to end republican government In. Rome; 
The Capitoline: a hill in Rome. Carthage: an Afri
can city (near modem Tunis) .destroyed by the 
Romans In 146 D.C.E. in the Second Punic War. 
8. The ancients believed that the universe con
sisted of a fixed Earth surrounded by eight or nine 
concentric spheres. The movement of the spheres 
was supposed to produce a perfectly harmonious 
music. 

9. Sclpio's Dream 2.i. 
I. W.tl2.56-83. 
2. Hlahest regular office hi the Romim Republic 
(held by 2 men for a 2-year term). 
3. AI!""itl 6.893-96. 
4. A scholar, philosopher, and student of Neopla
tonlsm (232-305 C.E.). He edited the Ennl!ads of 
PLOTINUS and wrote a commentary on Homer. 
5. Odyss..,. 19.562-67. 
6. Aeneltl 2.604-6. 
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dulls the vision and prevents its reaching the truth, it is thought to be made 
of ivory, the composition of which is so dense that no matter- how thin a 
layer of it may be, it remains opaque. 

HUGH OF ST. 'VICTOR 
ca. 1097-1141 

ca. 400 

It.is common for students of literature to question the utility of literary study and for 
their professors to defend it, articulating its place among the disciplines that consti
tute the contemporary university curriculum. Medieval writers wr:esded with the same 
questions, especially writers concerned with the education· of those who would join 
the ranks of the Hterate. And though their answerS might sometimes seem aHen to 
us, their inquiry touches on issues that continue to resonate with modern readers of 
Jite~ature. Indeed,every Hterary curricuCum begins with H.ugh of.St. Victor's three 
questions, in The Didascalicon, OT On. t~ Stuay. of Reading (ca. 1125) I what should 
the literate individual read, in what sequence, and in what manner? 

A book about Jiteracy, The Didascalicon is a clear and orderly compendium of the 
·medieval arts: a guide for the study of texts, both sacred and profane, written at a 
. time when a· "new learning" -specialized, rational, and scientific-:was threatening 
the established cUfl'iculum of the trivium (grammar, dialectic, and rhetor:ic). In 
answer to those who embraced dialectic and disputation for their. own sake; I;lugh 
insists, tp the preface to The Didascalicon, on the importance of reading, which "holds 
first place in instruction." ·Later In the text, he elaborates on the Importance of under
standing how to read figurative language: "Following the shadow, one comes to the 
body: learn the figure, and you will come to the truth.",Hugh', attempt to combine, 
in a single rigorous educational program, biblical interpretation, theology, and acom
prehensive philosophy was ambitious; the breadt.h and scope of his synthesis would 
earn· him the tide of "a second Augustine" (see AUGUSTINE). The Didascalicon 
attempts tq. demonstrate how all knowledge-secular and religious~an :be used as 
preparation for the study of the Bible, which,-in turn, would lead to the conteuwlation 
~Go~ . 

The facts qf Hugh's life have been the subject of some controversy among medieval 
scholars. The evidence available on his early.life is fragmentary and. often enigmatic. 
He w.as born most likely in the last decade of the eleventh century and educated 
somewhere in Saxony or the Low Countries. Around I 118 Hugh artived at the abbey 
of St. Victor in Paris, where he took his monastic vows and ultimately became master 
of its school. He served as prior of the abbey from 1133 until his death in 1141. 
Founded in 1108 by WilJiamof Champeaux in reaction to the success of the Parisian 
schools of theology, which emphasized dialectic and debate,. the abbey of St. Victor 
already had a tradition of learning by the time of Hugh's arrival, but it did not have 
a distinctive theological or philosophical project. It was ready to receive the kind of 
intenectual synthesis and direction provided by texts like Hugh's Dindimus's Epitome 
of Philosophy (written between 1118 and 1125) and The Didascalicon. His work, 
aimed primarily at teachers, laid the groundwork for. the teaching progrlilm at St. 
Victor's and brought the abbey considerable renown; its curriculum was widely copied 
throughout Europe in the twelfth century, influencing medh:val wr:iters as diverse as 
John of Salisbury and THOMAS AQUINAS. Hugh is also known for his biblical com-
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mentaries and a number of mystical texts, the most important of which is the treatise 
On the Sacraments of the Christian Faith (ca. 1133). - . 

The Didascalicon, Hugh's best-known wOJ;k, .belongs to a· tr:adition of literature 
concerned with developing methods for the education of the individual. In the West 
the model of such didascalic literature is Augustine's On Christian Doctrine (see 
above), though the genre is considerably older, going back to Roman writers such as 
Cicero (106-43 D.C.E.) and QUINTILIAN and ultimately to the educational models 
propounded by PLATO and ARISTOTLE. The Didascalicon's concern to integrate various 
areas of learning with the study of Scriptures and with the scientific pursuit of a 
whole complex of arts is characteristic of the twelfth-century renaissance, a period 
that saw the growth of towns, the development of vernacular literature, the revival of 
the classical poets, the recovery of Greek science and philosophy, and especially the 
origins of universities. . 

The first half of The Didascalicon describes the range of secular knowledge, divid
ing philosophy into four master categories: the theoretical, or speculative, which 
leads toward the contemplation of truth; the practical, which includes morality 
and ethics; the mechanical, which incorporates the "occupations of life"; and the 
logical, without which one cannot understand rationally the other three. This divi
sion owes more to an Aristotelianism derived by way of Boethius (480-524 C.E.) 

than to Plato or the Neoplatonism (see PLOTINUS) that had dominated intellectual 
life in Europe since the fifth century. Knowledge of the four branches of philosophy 
was, for-Hugh, a necessary preparation for the contemplative life that is the ultimate 
goal of The Didascalicon; in the end, however, reason must be supplemented by 
revelation. 

For Hugh, as for Augustine before him, the authority of biblical language derived 
from its special mode of signification that sets it apart from secular texts. The Bible 
is polysemous, allowing individual signs to carry several different meanings or serises. 
In explicating Scriptures, Hugh advises the reader to consider-in order-the letter, 
the sense, and the inner meaning of a lext. The "letter" refers to such matters as 
grammar, ,style, and rhetoric. The "sense" refers to the most obvious~eaning con
veyed by the letter. The "inner meaning," or sententia, is the hidden or deeper senses 
contained in the literal level. ' ' 

Whereas earlier, for Augustine, meaning could disseminate from a word in several 
and perhaps even unpredictable directions (so long as the reader adhered to the 
interpretive principle of charity), for Hugh, as for other twelfth-century exegetes, 
meanings are organized systematically and hierarchically on three levels: the histor
ical, the allegorical (which refers to the spiritual meaning), and the topological (which 
refers to moral messages). While this system of biblical interpretation was introduced 
in the West through the writings of Jqhh Cassian in the fourth century, it reached 
the height of its popularity in the twelfth century in treatises like The'Didascalicon, 
although Hugh differs from most medieysl exegetes in ascribing to Scriptures only 
three levels rather than four (compare, tor exainple, Thomas Aquinas and DANTE). 
He also differs from other twelfth-century exegetes in his insistence that' all three 
meanings cannot be dogmatically sought in every passage of Scriptures. Ileacting 
against the allegorizing tendencie. of inany of his contemporaries, who often disre
garded the literal sense of the text iri favor of its other senses, Hugh asserted the 
importance of history-of the Bible's beirig the historical narrative of God's interac
tions with humanity-'-as the basis of all subsequent exegesis. His Chronica (written 
before I 141) was an attempt to write a history of the Jews that would illuminate the 
literal level of Scriptures. ' 

Only after mastering the historical level qf interpretation through the study of 
history, language, and geography are students ready to move on to the discipline of 
allegory, into which Hugh incorporated the field of theology. His On the Sacraments 
of the Christian Faith, the first great theological ilynthesis, or summa, of the Middle 



HUGH OF ST. VICTOR I 203 

Ages, is designed to provide the foundation for allegorical interpretation. Ultimately, 
students should be prepared to turn to the study of tropology, which concerned the 
moral and contemplative life. This Hugh examines most systematically in his two 
treatises on Noah's ark-On the Moral Ark of Noah and On the Mystical Ark of Noah 
(both written before 1141), which provide a methodical exposition of the stages of 
contemplative life. . 

Hugh's attempt to create an interpretive system that could order and control the 
proliferation of meanings attached to the Bible~s figurative language reflects the 
widespread medieval tendency toward synopsis. But far from determining once and 
for all the significance of particular texts, new interpretations or "glosses" of the 
Bible proliferated in subsequent centuries at such a rate that by the fourteenth 
century, the term "gloss" was virtually synonymous with a lie, and much of the 
intellectual force of the later Protestant movement was directed against a system of 
commentary that had become overly complex and detached from the original nar
rative. Yet in its effort to come to terms with the difficulties of biblical language, 
Hugh's magisterial synthesis solidified conventions of interpretation that would 
influence subsequent literary criticism long after its particulars were forgotten. Like 
Augustine centuries before him and E. D. HIRSCH JR. centuries later, Hugh counsels 
interpreters to seek out the intention of the author first and relevant facts from the 
author's historical milieu and horizon second, two conventions of interpretation 
widely used and debated today. 
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From The Didascalicon1 

From Book One 
I:.: '. .. . . . 

'PROM CHAPTER ELEVEN: CONCERNING THE ORIGIN OF LOGIC 

Having, 'detrtonstrated the origin of the theoretical;; the prac~it:al, and' the 
mechanical arts, i we must now' therefore investigate as well the derivatiort 
'of the logical; and these, I have left to the end because they ~ere the'last to 
be discovered. All, the other arts were inve~ted first; but that logic too should 
i>e invented was essential, for no man can fitly discuss things u,nless he fjrst 
has learned the nature of correct and true, discourse. For",ss Boethius3 

declares, ,when ,the ancients first applied themselves to searching out the 
natures of things and the essentials of morality; they of necessity erred fre
quently, for they lacked discrimination in the use of words and concepts: 
"This is frequently the case with Epicutus,· who thinks that the universe 
consists of atoms, and who falsely maintains that pleas1.jre is virtue: Clearly, 
such errors befell Epicurus and others because, being'unskilled in argument, 
they transferred to the real world whate~er conch.1sion they had reached by 
reasoning. This is a gr~t error indeed, for real things do not precisely con~ 
form to the conclusl~ns of our reasoning as they do to a mathematical count. 
In counting, whatever result obtains in the figure of one who computes cor
rectly is sure to obtain 'in reality as well, so that if a count of-one hundred is 
registered, one hundred 'objects will also necessarily be ,found as the basis 
for that count. In argum~ht, however, such Ii relationship does not obtain 
with equal force, and whatever emerges in the course of a discussion does 
not find a fix~d counterpart in nature; either. Thus it is that the man who 
brushes aside knowledge of argumentation'falls of necessity into error when 
he searches out the nature of things. For unless he has first come to know 
for certain what form of reasoning keeps to the true course of argument, and 
what form keeps only toa seemingly true course, and unless he has learned 
what form of reasoning can be depended upon and what form must be held 
suspect, he cannot attain, by reasoning, the itnperishable truth of thirtgs. 

"Since, therefore, the ancients; 'having fallen often into marty errors, came 
to certain conclusions and arguments which were false and 'contrary to each 
other; and since it seemed, impossible, when contrary conclusions had been 
constructed concerning the sall1e,nultt~r, either that both the conclusions 
which mutually inconsistent trains' of reasoning had establisljed should be 
true;, or that there should be ambiguity concerning which train of reasoning 
should be credited, it was apparent that the true and whole nature of argu
ment itself should be considered first. Once this was known, then they could 
also know whether the results discovered by argument were truly held. 
Hence, s~ll in the discipline of logic began-that discipline which provides 

1. Translated by Jerome Taylor, who sometImes 
Includes the original Latin In parentheses, 
2. In previous and subsequent chapters Hugh 
divides all the art. Into four branches: the theoret
ical, which strives for the contemplation of truth; 
the practical, whtch includes ethics and morality; 
the mechanical, whtch Incorporates the "occupa
tions of life"; Bnd the logical, which "provides the 

knowledge necessary for correct speakhig, and 
argumentation." . 
3, Roman philosopher (480-524), best known for 
'TItt! COHSOlatlo,. of Philosophy, a frequently cited 
medieval text. 
4. Greek moral and natural phtIosopher(34 1-270 
B.C.E.), 
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ways of.distinguishing between modes. of argument and the trains of reason
ing themselves, so that it can be known which trains of reasoning are some
times true, sometimes false, which moreover are always false, and which 
never false.'" And so logic came last in time, but is first in order. It is logic 
which ought to be read first by those .beginning the study of philosophy, for 
it tea<lhes the nature of words and concepts, without both of which no trea
tise of philosophy can be explained rationally. 

Logic is so called from the Greek word logos, which has a double sense. 
F or logos means either word (senno) or ·reason .. and hence logic can be called 
either a linguistic (sermocinalis) or a rational science. Rational logic, which 
is called argumentative, contains dialectic, and rhetoric, Linguistic logic 
stands as genus to grammar, dialectic,.and rhetoric, thus containing argu
mentative logic as a subdivision. It is linguistic logic that we put fourth after 
the theoretical, practical, and mechanical. It must not be supposed, however, 
that this science ,is called logical, that is, linguistic, because before its dis
covery there were no WOl'ds, Or as if men. before its time did not have con
versations with one another.6 For both spoken and Written words existed 
previously, but the theory of spoken and written language was not yet 
reduced to an art; no rules for speaking or, arguing correctly had yet been 
given. All sciences, indeed, were matters of use before they became matters 
of art. But when men subsequently considered.that use can be transformed 
into art, and what was previously vague and subject to caprice can be brought 
into order by definite rules arid precepts, they began, we are told, to re
duce to art the habits which had arisen partly by chance, partly by nature
correcting what was bad in .use, supplying what' was ,missing, eliminating 
what was. superfluous, and furthermore prescribing definite rules and pre
cepts for e.ach usage. 

Such.w8sthe origin of all the arts; scanning them all, we find this true. 
Before there was grammar, men both wrote and spoke; before there was 
dialectic, they distinguished the true from the. false by reasoning; before 
there was rhetoric, they discoursed upon. civillawsj before there was arith
metic, there was knowledge of coUriting; before there was an art of music, 
they sang; before there was geometry, they measured fields; before there was 
astronomy, they marked off periods of time from the coUrSes of the stars. 
But then came the arts, which, though they took their rise in H1mge, none
theless excel it . .' 

. This w~uld be the place to set forth who were the inventors of the separate 
arts,. when these persons flourished and where, and how the various disci
plines made a start in their hands: first, however, I wish to distinguish the 
individual arts from one another by dividing philosophy into its parts, so to 
say. I should lherefore briefly recapitulate the things I have said thus far, so 
that the transition to what follows may more. easily be made. 

5. Quoted from Boethius, Commentarla in Par
phyri ..... a ." ',...nsla,u ... 2 (PaIr/laBia lAtina, 64, 
73A-B) (translator's note), 
6. By contrast, Adelard of Bath, In De "ode ... ", 
al""rso (Wlilner, ·ed., p. 18), credi~s grammar with 
making speech' possible for men, who "at first 
roamed the fields like beasts, without mutual Inter
course and with their feiason' silent" [trarlslator's 
note). Adelard (12th c.), English scholastic phlloi~ 
opher. 

7. Cf. Cicero, De o,...tore 1.42.187-88: "Almoslall 
things now comprehended in the arts were once 
scattered and disordered. So In music, .. , in 
geometry, ... in astronomy, ... in gr,mmBr, all 
these thing. *eemed unknown and without order. 
A certain art was therefore imposed <in them from 
Without ... to tie together the disconnected and 
fragmentary material and delimit it In some kind 
of rational order" [translator'. riote]. Cicero (J 06-
43 R.C.E), Roman statesman, orator, and author, 
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We have said that there are four branches of knowledge only, and that 
they contain all the rest: they are the theoretical, Vl(hich strives for the con~ 
templation of truth; the practical, which considers the regulation of morals; 
the mechanical, which supervises the occupations df~his life; and the logical, 
which provides the knowledge necessary for correct sp~aking and clear argu
mentation .. 

.* • • 

From Book Three 

CHAPTER THREE: WHICH ARTS ARE PRINCIPALLY TO B~ READ 

Out of all the sciences8 above named, hdwever, the ancients, in their studies, 
especially selected sevefl to be mastered by those who were to be educated. 
These seven they considered so to eXcel alt the rest in usefulness that anyone 
who had been thoroughly schooled in them might afterward come'to a knowl" 
edge of the others by his own inquiry and effort rather than by li~tening lo 
a teacher. For these, one might say, constitute the best instruments, th«!bes~ 
rudiments, by which the way is prepared for the mind's complete knowled.ge 
of philosophic truth. Therefore they are call~d by the name trivium and 
quadrivium,9 because by them, as by certain ways (viae), a quick mind enters 
into the secret places of wisdom. 

In those days, no one was thought worthy the name of master who was 
unable to claim knowledge of these seven. Pythagoras, I too;' is said to have 
maintained the following practice as a teacher: for seven years, according to 
the number of the seven liberal arts, no oi?~ of his 'pupils dared ask the reason 
behind' statements made by him; instead, he was to give credence to the 
words of the master until he had heard h;m, out, and thEm, having done t~is, 
he would be able to come at the reasori'~f those things himself .. We read 
that some men studied these seven with such zeal that they had themconil 
pletely in memory; so that whatever writings they subsequently took in hand 
or whatever questions they proposed foi" solution or proof, they did not 
thumb the pages of books to hunt for r~les and reasons which the liberal 
arts might afford for the resolution of a d.iiubtful matter, but at once had the 
particulars ready by heart. Hence, it is a fact that in that time there were so 
many learned men that they alone wrote more than we are able to read. But 
the students of our day, whether from ignorance or from unWillingness; fail 
to hold to a fit method of study, and therefore we find many who study but 
few who are wise. Yet it seemS to me that the student should talie ito less 
care not to expend his effort in useles~ studies than he should to avoid a 
lukewarm pursuit of good and useful ones. It is bad to pursue something 
good negligently; it is worse to expend many labors on an empty thing. But 
because not everyone is mature enough to know what is of advantage to him, 
I shall briefly indicate to the student which writings seem to me more useful 
than others, and then I shall add a few words on the method of study. 

8. That Hugh uses the terms "artU Bnd "science" 
interchangeably is evident from a comparison of 
the title and opening sentence of this chapter 
[translator's note). 
9, A group of 4 studies consisting of arithmetic, 

mUlic, .seometry, and a5trono~y. ~rivfum": a 
grollP of 3 studies consisting of grammar, rhetoric, 
and logic. 
1. Greek philosopher and mathematician (6th e. 
a.c.E.). 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: CONCERNING ORDER IN EXPOUNDING A TEXT 

One kind of order is observed in the disciplines, when· I say, for instance, 
that grammar is more ancient than dialectic, or arithmetic comes before 
music; another kind in codices or anthologies, when I declare, for instance, 
that the Catilinarian orations are ahead of the Jugurtha;2 another kind in 
narration, which moves in continuous series; and another kind in the expo
sition of a text. 

Order in the disciplines is arranged to follow nature. In books it is arranged 
according to the person of the author or the nature of the· subject matter.~ 
In narration it follows an arrangement which is of two kinds-either natural, 
as when deeds are recounted in the order of their occurrence, or artificial, 
as when a subsequent event is related first and a prior event is told after it. 
In the exposition of a text, the order followed is adapted to inquiry. 

Exposition includes three things: the letter, the sense, and the inner mean
ing. The letter is the fit arrangement of words, which we also call construc
tion; the sense is a certain ready and obvious meaning which the letter 
presents on the surface; the inner meaning is the deeper understanding 
which can be found only through interpretation and commentary. Among 
these, the order of inquiry is first the letter, then the sense, and finally the 
inner meaning. And when this is done, the exposition is complete. 

From Book Five 

CHAPTER TWO:' CONCERNING THE THREEFOLD UNDERSTANDING 

First of all, it ought to be known that Sacred Scripture has three ways of 
conveying meaning-namely, history, allegory, and tropology.4 To be sure, 
all things in the divine utterance must not be wrenched to an interpretation 
such that each of them is held to contain history, allegory, and tropology all 
at once. Even if a triple meaning can appropriately be assigned in many 
passages, nevertheless it is either difficult or impossible to see it everywhere. 
"On the zither and musical instruments of this type not all the parts which 
are handled ring out with musical sounds; only the strings do this. All the 
other things on the whole body of the zither are made as a frame to w"!pch 
may be attached, and across which may be stretched, those parts which the 
artist plays to produce sweetness of song."5 Similarly, in the divine utterances 
are placed certain things which are intended to be understood spiritually 
only, certain things that emphasize the importance of moral conduct, and 
certain things said according to the simple sense of history. And yet, there 

2. A history of the Jugurthine war in Rome, writ
t"n by the Roman historian Sallust (ca. 86-ca. 35 
!I.C.E.). Catilinarlan orations: a history of a con- . 
spiracy headed by the Roman statesman Catalinc, 
also by Sallust. Hugh may be confusing Cicero's 
orations against CatDline with Sallust's Bell ..... 
Calalinae; however. his point is that we should 
study an author's texts in order. 
3. That is, works may be selected for inclusion in 
it single codex either because they belong to a sin
gle author or connected group of authors, or 
because they treat a common subject hranslator's 

note). 
4. Unlike mOlt medieval thinkers, Hugh leaves 
out the fourth, or anagoglcal. level of interpreta
tion, the mystical sense concerned with the fate of 
souls after the Last Judgment (see, for example, 
Bernardus Silvestrls, THOMAS AQUINAS, and 
DANTE). . 
5. Quoted verbatim from isidore, Quaestiones in 
Vetus Testamentum Praefatio 4 (PatroIng;" Lati ..... 
v.82, p. 208), but Independently ap:r.lied by Hugh 
to Scripture [translator's note). lsi ore (ca. 570-
636). Spanish prelate and scholar. 
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are some things which can suitably be expounded not only historically but 
allegorically and tropologically as well. Thus is it that, in a wonderful manner, 
all of Sacred Scripture is so suitably adjusted and arranged in all its parts 
through the Wisdom of God that whatever is contained 'in it either resounds 
with the sweetness of spiritual understanding in the manner of strings; or, 
containing utterances of mysteries set here and there in the course of a 
historical narrative or in the substance of a literal context, and, as it 'were, 
connecting these up into one object, it binds them together all at once as 
the wood does which curves under the taut strings; and, receiving their sound 
into itself, it reflects it more sweetly to our ears-a sound which the string 
alone has not yielded, but which the wood too has formed by the shape of 
i~s' body. Thus also is honey more pleasing because enclosed in the comb, 
aild whatever is sought with greater effort is also found with greater desire. 
It is necessary, therefore, so to handle the Sacred Scripture that we do not 
try, to find history everywhere, nor allegory everywhere, nor tropology every
'where but rather that we assign individual things fittingly in their own places, 
lls:reason demands. Often, however, in one and the same literal context, all 
ptay be found together, as when a truth of history both hints at some mystical 
pleaning by way of allegory, and equally shows by way of tropology how we 
~ught to behav.e.. . • 
. h· 
, ' , 
un, 

From Book Six 

CONCERNING THE ORDER OF EXPOSITION 

IPps~tl,on includes three'things: the letter, the sense, and the deeper mean
Itli:lw,j[,selntElntia' ). The letter is found in every discourse, for the very sounds are 

't""",,-1h.ot sense and a deeper. meaning are not found, together in every 
!yll'Ul">t:,.Some discolirses contain only the letter and sense, some only the 

n;...,~",-, .• .,.. a deeJ,>er'meaning, some all these three together. But every dis
if"-,il$e IOli~tlt to contain at least two. That discourse in which something is 

, signified by the mere telling that nothing else is left to be supplied 
understanding contains only letter and sense. But-that discourse in 
the hearer can conceive nothing from the mere telling unless an expo
is added thereto contains only the letter and a deeper meaning in 
:on,the one hand, something is plainly signified and, on the other, 

9i;ri.etllthilg else is left which must be supplied for its understanding and 
is, made clear by exposition. 

CHAPTER NINE: CONCERNING THE LETTER 

~ltJt1rtettirrles the letter is perfect, when, in order to signify what is said, nothing 
.~~ljCil!'J;laln what has been set down needs to be added or taken away....:...as, 
i>.lIilMlIWi.sdl[)m' is from the Lord God";6 sometimes it is compressed, when some
'-Ft''''~.''I~)'~ft which must be supplied-as, "The Ancient to the lady Elect";? 
'~:"@itrlletiim.~s it is in excess, when, either in order to inculcate an idea or 
':.;III~~i~H'~'" of a long parenthetical remark, the same thought is repeated or 

;fI§1~!o\e.l8Stlicus. 1.1. 
, Jphn, 1.1. John addres.es his second epistle to 

"The elder unto the elect lady and her children, 
whom I lave In the truth." 
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another and unnecessart one is added, as Paul, at the end of his Epistle to 
the Romans, says: "Now to him ... " and then, after many parenthetical 
remarks, concludes, "to~hom is honor and glory."iI The other part of this 
passage seems to be in excess. I say "in excess," that is, not necessary for 
making the particular statement. Sometimes the literal text is such that 
unless it is stated in another form it seems to mean nothing or not to fit, as 
in the following: "The Lord, in heaven the throne of him,"9 that is, "the 
throne of the Lord in heaven"; "the sons of men, the teeth of those are 
weapons and arrows,'" that is, "the teeth of the sons of men"; and "man:, like 
grass the days of him,"2 that is, "man's days": in these examples the nomi
native case of the noun and the genitive case of the pr.onoun are put for a 
single genitive of the noun; and there are many other things which are sim
ilar. To the letter belong construction and continuity. 

CHAPTER TEN: CONCERNING THE SENSE 

Some sense is fitting, other unfitting. Of unfitting sense, some is incredible, 
some impossible, some absurd, some false. You find many things of this kind 
in the Scriptures, like the following: "They have devoured Jacob."3 And the 
following: "Under whom they stoop that bear up the world."4 And the fol
lowing: "My soul hath chosen hanging.'" And there are many others. 

There are certain places in Divine Scripture in which, although there is a 
clear meaning to the words, there nevertheless seems to be no sense, either 
because of an unaccustomed manner of expression or because of some cir
cumstance which impedes the underst~nding of the reader, as is the case, 
for example, in that passage in which Isaias says: "In that day seven women 
shall take hold of one man, saying: We will eat our own bread, and wear our 
own apparel: only let us be called by thy name. Take away our reproach."6 
The words are plain and open. You understand well enough, "Seven women 
shall take hold of one man." You understand, 'We will eat our own bread." 
You understand, "We will wear our own apparel." You understand, "Only let 
us be called by thy name." You understand, "Take away our reproach;" But 
possibly you cannot understand what the sense of the whole thing together 
is. You do not know what the Prophet wanted to say, whether he promised 
good or threatened evil. For this reason it comes about that you think the 
passage, whose literal sense you do not see, has to be understood spiritually 
only. Therefore, you say that the seven women are the seven gifts of the Holy 
Spirit, and that these take hold of one man, that is, Christ, in whom it pleased 
all fulnessof grace to dwell because he alone received these gifts without 
measure; and that he alone takes away their reproach so that they may find 
someone with whom to rest, because no one else alive asked for the gifts of 
the Holy Spirit. 

See now, you have given a spiritual interpretation, and what the passage 
may mean to say literally you do not understand. But the Prophet could also 

8. Romans 16.25-27. 
9. Psalms 11.4 (psalms here are numbered DO In 
the King James version). 
I. Psalms 57.4. 
2. Psalins 103.15. 
3. Psalm. 79.7. 
4. Job 9.13. 

5. Job 7.15. This and the previous example are 
adduced by Gregory the Great, Moralium libri 
Epis!u'" ",issoria 3 (Palrologia Lalina 75, 513 0), 
to show the impossibility of understanding all 
thing. In Scripture literally [translatot's note]. 
Gregory (d. 604), pope and Father of the Church. 
6. Isaiah 4.1. 
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mean something literal by these words.? For, since he had spoken above 
about the slaughter of the transgressing people, he now adds that so great 
would be the destruction of that same people. and to such an extent were 
their men to be wiped out that seven women will hardly find one husband, 
for only one woman usually has one man; and, while now women are usually 
sought after by men, then, in contrary fashion, women will seek after men; 
and, so that one man may not hesitate to marry seven women at the same 
time, since he might not have the wherewithal to feed and clothe them, they 
say to him: 'We will eat our oWn bread, and wear our own.apparel.'~ It will 
not be necessary for you to be concerned about our well-being, "only let us 
be called by thy name," so that you may be called our husband and be our 
husband so that we may not be heralded as rejected women, and ,die sterile, 
without children-which at that time was a great disgrace., And that is why 
they say, "Take away our reproach." 

You find many things of this sort in ,the Scriptures, and especially in the 
Old Testament-things said according to the idiom of~hat language and 
which, although they are clear in that tong';le, seem to mean nothing in ,?ur 
own. 

CHAPTER ELEV~N: CONCERNING THE DEEPER MEANING 

The divine deeper meaning can never be absurd, never false, Although in 
the sense, as has been said, many things are found to disagree, the deeper 
meaning admits'no contradiction, is always harmonious, always true. Some
times there is a single deeper meaning for a single expression; 'sometimes 
there are several deeper meanings for a single expression; sometimes there 
is a single deeper meaning for several expressions; sometimes there: are 
several deeper meanings for several expressions. 'When, therefore, we read 
the Divine Books, in such a great multitude of true concepts elicited from 
a few words and. fortified by the sound rule 'of the catholic faith; let us 
prefer above all what it seems certain'that the man we are reading thought. 
But if this is not evident, let us certainly prefer what the circumst.ances of 
the writing do not disallow and what is consonaittWithsound faith:i3ut if 
even the circumstances of the writing cannot be explored 'and examined, 
let' us at least prefer only what sound faith prescribes. For it is orie thing 
not to see what the writer himself thought, another to stray from the rule 
of piety. If both these things are avoided, the harvest of the reader is a 
perfect one. But if both cannot be avoided, then, even though die will of 
the writer may be doubtful, it is not useless to have elicited a deeper itJ~an~ 
ing consonant with sound faith.s "So too, if, 'regarding: matters which 'are 
obscure and farthest removed frotti our comprehensioh;,we't-ead some of 
the Divine Writings and find them susceptible, in sound faith, to many 
different meanings, let us not plunge outselvesinto headlong assertion of 
anyone of these meanings,· so that if the truth is perhaps more carefully 

7. The exclusively allegorical Interpretation Is Orl· 
gen's; Jerome, in his commentary on Isaias, gives 
both a literal and allegorical interpretation; Com
..... "larla in' 15Q1a~ pmplosla," 2.4 (Patmlogla 
Latina, 24, 72-3) [translator's note], Orlgen (185-
232), a prolific early Christian writer, frequently 
cited by medieval authors. Jerome (ca. 340--420), 

Father of the Church, author of the Lat!n Vulgate 
translation of the Bible. ',' , 
8. Quoted from Augustine, The LI,..,...I M ...... ing 
of G ....... is (D .. Genesis ad lie,..,... ... ) 1.2 I (Paerologla 
Latina, 34, 262) [translator's note]. AUGUSTINE 
(354-430), early Christian philosopher and Father 
of the Church, 
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opened up and destroys that meaning, we are overthrown; for so we should 
be battling not for the thought of the Divine Scriptures' but for our own 
thought, and this is such a way that we wished the thought of the Scriptures 
to be identical with our own, whereas we ought rather to Wish our thought 
identical with that of the Scriptures."9 '. ' ',' 

ca. 1125 

9. Quoted from Augustine, The Lite,...1 Meaning of Genesis 1.18 (Paerologla Laelna, 34, 260) [translator's 
note]. 

MOSES MAIMONIDES 
MOSES BEN MAIMON) (RABBI 

1135-1204 

Moses Maimonides' Guide of the Perplexed brings into view what MATIHEW ARNOLD 
might calI Hebraic ways of thinking about textual interpretation that.continue to be 
relevant to literary theory today. ASjACQUES DERRIDA declares in Writing and Differ
ence (I967): "We live in the difference between the Jew.and the Greek, which is 
perhaps the unity of what is called history." While .Greek philosophy values the uni
versal, the general, and the univocal, Jewish ·thought is· more open to ambiguity, 
contradiction, and plurality of meaning. Where· Greek thought ,separates interpreta
tion from text, Jewish hermeneutics tends to see text and its ~nterpretation as part of 
one process. Conflicts over these values have been central to contemporary debates, 
especialIy those on poststructuralism, even as the original theological issues that cre
ated them have become increasingly unfamiliar. Maimonides'.importance for the 
Latin Middle Ages is twofold: he is among the handful of Jewish and Islamic scholars 
who reintroduced the works of ARISTOTLE, including Aristotelian literary criticism, to 
Europe; and he influenced Scholastic philosophers like. THOMAS AQUINAS. But the 
significance of Jewish hermeneutics (the theory and practice of .interpretation) for 
contemporary literary theory has not been as welI understood as that of Christian 
hermeneutics, even though it is clear that Maimonides' methods of exegesis have 
strongly affected Jewish theorists who have shaped recent theoretical debates;-Alch 
as SIGMUND FREUD, HAROLD BLOOM, and Derrida. 

Maimonides resembles AUGUSTINE when he insists on the need for an alIegorical 
interpretation of the Torah (the Jewish Scriptures). Like other Western theorists of 
interpretation, Maimonides worries about three principal problems: discovering the 
author's original intention, warding off ingenious overinterpretation, and finding deep 
as opposed to superficial meaning. And he too argues that esoteric meanings exist, 
though they can often only be glimpsed before fading back into obscurity-which, he 
believes, is as it should be. The meaning of sacred texts is not always accessible to 
the vulgar but can be understood only by the perfect (virtuous) person, one who is 
prone to being perplexed. This is the reader that Maimonides addresses. 

Maimonides' approach will seem somewhat alien 10 students of a Western literary 
criticism based on Greek methods of interpretation-and their Christian derivatives--:
which separate the literary text from its commentary and which strive for a univocal, 
single, "correct" interpretation. Jewish hermeneutics, as exemplified by Maimonides' 
Guide of the Perplexed, treats text and interpretation as dual aspects of the same 
revelation that remains open to multiple textual meanings and endless indeterminacy. 
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Maimonides was born into an influential Jewish family in Cordova, in Muslim 
Spain, near the end of the conviviencia, the period from the eighth to the twelfth 
centuries when the three great religious cultl,lres of the Middle Ages~Christian, 
Jewish, and Islamic-coexisted relatively peacefully on the Iberian Peninsula. His 
father, from whom he received his rabbinic instruction, was a noted Talmudist (a 
scholar of the collection of ancient Jewish law) as well as a inathematician and astron
omer. In addition, Maimonides received a secular education from the most distin
guished Arabic scholars of his day. He was thirteen years old when Cordova was 
captured by the Almohads, members of a fundamentalist Islamic sect, and his family 
was compelled to choose between Islam and exile. They chose the latter; after wan
dering around Spain for ten years, they took up residence in Fez in Morocco, where 
Maimonides devoted himself to studies in theology and medicine. Fez was also under 
the rule of the Almohads, and for a while the family tried to pass as Muslims. But 
Maimonides' growing reputation as a scholar (by sixteen he had already published a 
treatise on logical terminology) brought him under the scrutiny of the authorities. He 
was even tried for having lapsed from Islam, a capital crime; he escaped death only 
because an Arab friend interceded. In 1165 the family set sail for the Holy Land, 
then held by Christians. They Anally settled In Egypt, where Malmoilides lived for' 
the rest of his life. In Cairo he went into business in precio,us stones; but when his 
brother, his business partner, was lost at sea with the family fortune, Maimonldes 
tumed to medicine to support himself, becoming physician to the court of the grand 
vizier. He describes his wotk there as grueling, yet In his spare time he became the 
unofAcialleader of the Jewish community of Cairo, studied the Torah, and worked 
on his comprehensive code of Jewish law. His widespread reputation for learning 
made him one of the most celebrated Jews of the Middle Ages; England's King Rich
ard invited Maimonides to become his royal phYsician. Maimonides' death was pub
licly mourned throughout the Jewish world, arid his body was moved to the Holy 
Land, where his grave has been a pilgrimage site ever since. 

Maimonides' writings are extensive and eclectie; they include lengthy and ambi
tious works in medicine, theology, and phHosophy. He wrote several commentaries 
on traditional Jewish law. He began his "Commentary "on the Mishnah (1168)-the 
great legal code composed during the period between 10 and 220 C.E. that was 
designed to organize and regulate Jewish oral law-when he was just twenty-three, 
completing it ten years later. A second collection, the massive Mishneh Torlih (1178), 
was meant to provide a coh1plete classification of rabbinic law. This alone would have 
been an unprecedented undertaking; but the Mishneh -Torah is more than simply a 
law code. In it Maimonides also included many interpretations, passages of exegesis, 
historical surveys, and explanations of difficult phrases and concepts. The Guide of 
the Perplexed (1190) turns from the codification of religious law to "the science of 
the law in its true sense." In this wide-ranging and occasionally baffling treatise, 
Maimonides attempts to reconcile faith with philosophical reason, Judaism with a 
newly recovered Aristotelianism. More specifically, he wants to demonstrate that 
Judaism is not irreconcilable with the understanding of physics and metaphysics artic
ulated by the twelfth-century Aristotelians. In the course of his introduction, he 
argues that when their "internal" sense is properly understood, the Account of the 
Beginning (the Genesis story) refers to "natural science" (physics) and The Account 
of the Chariot (Ezekiel 1 and") O}to "divine science" (metaphysics). " 

Ostensibly written for his disciple, Joseph ben Judah, The Guide elucidates obscure 
parables and terms found in "the books of the prophets." Maimonides, whose inter
pretive skills were honed by his extensive investigations of the "Mishnah, argues that 
to penetrate the meaning of Scriptures and the Talmud (the great collections of oral 
law compiled between the second and fifth centuries C.B.) requires a fully elaborated 
method of interpretation (a hermeneutic). In his introduction, he explains that the 
failures to understand (I) the polysemy (many meanings) of biblleallanguage and (2) 
the biblical use of obscure parables (which maintain the secrets of divine knowledge) 
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give rise to "perplexity" even in the learned. Significantly, biblical texts are full of 
terms that are difficult to understand because they are "equivocal"-they have more 
than one meaning; or "derivative" -they contain supplemental meanings derived from 
other terms; or "amphibolus"-they are under!ltood as having sometimes one and 
sometimes many meanings. Maimonides illustrates his discussions with frequent quo
tations from the Bible. 

A purely linguistic comprehension of the richness of biblical language, according 
to Maimoriides, is insufficient for understanding the Torah and Talmud, for these 
texts are also full of parables designed to obscure the "secrets ofthe prophetic books." 
Such an understanding requires a more fully elaborated theory of narrative, which 
Maimonides sketches in his introduction, including a key distinction between those 
parables that must be interpreted word by word and those that must be interpreted 
holistically. 

For Malmonides, contradictions, far from being philosophical flaws, are to be 
embraced and studied according to principles he sets forth at the end of the intro
duction, where he identifies ieven types. Perhaps the most interesting of the contra
dictions in Maimonides' own hermeneutic is the essential tension in his introduction 
between the injunction to secrecy-his understanding that the secrets of that divine 
science "ought not to be taught even to one man, except if he be wise and able to 
understand by himself, in which case only the chapter headings may be transmitted 
to him" -and the need to pass those secrets from generation to generation by teaching 
them to others. In the context of a close-knit and homogeneous community, it might 
be possible to preserve secret knowledge by passing it on orally from teacher to stu
dent, master to disciple. But in the context of the Jewish Diaspore, which could 
separate teacher from pupil-as happened to Maimonides and his disciple Joseph
written texts become necessary for organizing and preserving such knowledge, even 
while running the risk that the teacher "in effect would be teaching them to thousands 
of men." To preserve from the ignorant and the vulgar "those truths especially req
uisite for [the pupil's] apprehension," MaimonideS must adopt the-very techniques of 
the texts he seeks to explain: he must conceal them by scattering them throughout 
the treatise and entangling them with contradictions so that the truths are "glimpsed 
and then again concealed." 

Insofar as Malmonides' interpretive method strikes the modern student of literary 
criticism as perhaps too esote'ric to illuminate literary issues, that response may sug
gest the extent to which Greek modes of thinking have determined Western literary 
criticism. Yet Jewish herme.neutics has continued to'exert at least a covertinfluence 
on the development of the dominant tradition. Although it was translated from its 
original Arabic into Hebrew and Latin during the Middle Ages, The ~i.de of the 
Perplexed was, ironically, not eagerly accepted within the Jewish community, because 
it advocated the study of philosophy alongside the more important study ofthe Torah, 
But in the century following his death, Maimonides' influence spread widely among 
Jews and Christians alike. Maimonides and his famous predecessor Rashi (Rabbi 
Solomort ben Isaac, 1040-1105, a talmudic scholar from Troyes) were both important 
precui-sors of the Scholasticism of the High Middle Ages, affecting Christian exegetes 
such as HUGH OF ST. VICTOR and Thomas Aquinas. There are also elements in later 
Freudian analysis that elaborate and extend the rabbinic hermeneutics articulated by 
Maimonldes. Finally, many of the issues that interest contemporary literary theorists 

'such as Derrida and his Yale School disciples, most notably Harold Bloom-for exam-
pie, the indeterminacy of interpretation or the continuity between literary text and 
interpreta,tion-show the influence of Jewish approaches to Interpretation. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

The modern Arabic edition of The Guide of the Perplexed (Dalalat al-Ha'irin) was 
compiled in 1929 by S. Munk and translated into English by Shlomo Pines (1963); 



214 I MOSES MAIMONIDES 

Joseph Kafih's three-volume edition (1972) offers parallel Arabic .and Hebrew ver
sions. Large sections of the Mishneh Torah as well as. other writings by Maimonides 
are available in English translation in The Maimonides, Reader, edited, by Isadore 
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A Biography (1981). Leo Strauss's essay "The Literary Character of The Guide for the 
Perplexed," originally included in Essays on Maimonides: An Octocentennial!Volume 
(ed. Salo W. Baron, 1941) and later reprinted in Maimonides: A Collection of Critical 
Essays (ed. Joseph A. Buijs, 1988), is an indispensable introduction to Maimonides' 
method in The Guide. In Maimonides and Aquinas: A Contemporary Appr,d8al (1979), 
Jacob Haberman documents Maiinonides~ contributions to medieval thought, while 
Susan A. Handelman, in,The Slayers of Moses: The Emergence of Rabbinic.Interpre
tation in Modern Literary Theory (1982), examines the relationship between early 
Jewish biblical hermeneutics and contemporary deconstructive literary theory. The 
collection of essays edited by Geoffrey H. Hartman and Sanford Budick, Midrash and 
Literature (1986), also examines the,relationships between Jewish hermeneutics and 
literary theory. A excellent bibliography is appended to Buljs's Maimonides (cited 
above). 

From The Guide of the Perplexed! 

[Introduction to the First Part] 

Cause me to know the way wherel~ I sho~l~rwal~ 
For unto Thee have I lifted my soul." 

Unto you, 0 men; i din, 
And my voice is to·the sons of men.' 

Incline thine ear, and hear the words of the wise, 
And apply thy heart unto my knowledge.' ' , 

The first purpose of this Treatise is to explain the mel,lnings of certain 'tei-ins 
occurring in books. ~f prophecy. Some of these terms' are equivo~al; hence 
the ignorant attribute to them only one or some of the meanings in which 
the term in question is used. Others. are derivative terms; hence they attribute 
to them only the original meaning from which the other meaning is derived. 
Others are amphibolous terms,5 so 'that at times they are believed to be 
univocal and at other times equivocal. It is not the purpose of this Treatise 
to make its totality understandable to the vulgar or to beginners t!1 specula
tion, nor to teach those who have riot engaged in any study other than the 
science of the Law-I mean the legalistic study of the Law .. For th~ P,Urp9se 
of this Treatise and of all those like it is the science of Law in its true' sense. 6 

Or rather its purpose is to give indications to a religious man for whom ,the 
validity of our Law has become established in his soul and h~s become actual 
in his belief-such a man being perfect in his religion and character, and 

1. Translated by Shlomo Pines, who occasionally 
supplies explanatory .text In brackets. 
2. Psalms 1'43.8. 
3. Proverbs 8.4. 
4. Proverbs 22.17. 
5. Words understood as having sometimes one 
meaning and sometimes many meanings. ··Equlv
oeal": words with more than one meaning. "Deriv
ative", words containing supplement,,1 meanings 

derived from other words; words used figuratively. 
6. 'In an earlier work, the Mlsh .... h Tomh (literally, 
"repetition of the Torah"), Malmonldes collected, 
organl7.ed, and commented on the oral rabbinic 
law-called the Mishnah-that had e\/Dlved In the 
first centuries of the common era. In TIut G .. ide of 
the PerpLtxed, he turns his attention to the rela
tionship between Jewish law· and philosophy 8S 
..,.,11 as to Interpretive theory., 
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having studied the sciences of the philosophers and come to know what they 
signify. The human intellect having drawn him on and led him to dwell 
within its province, he must have felt distressed by the externals of the Law 
and by the meanings of the above-mentioned equivocal, derivative, or 
amphibolous terms, as he continued to understand them by himself or was 
made to understand them by others. Hence he would remain in a state of 
perplexity and confusion as to whether he should. follow his intellect, 
renounce what he knew concerning the terms in question, and consequently 
consider that he has renounced the foundations of the Law. Or he should 
hold fast to his understanding of these terms and not let himself be drawn 
on together with his intellect, rather turning his back on it and moving away 
from it, while at the same time perceiving that he had brought loss to himself 
and harm to his religion. He would be left with those imaginary beliefs to 
which he owes his fear and difficulty and would not cease to suffer from 
heartache and great perplexity. 

This Treatise also has a second purpose: namely, the explanation of very 
obscure parables occurring in the books of the prophets, but not explicitly 
identified there as such. Hence an ignorant or heedless individual might 
think that they possess only an external sense, but no internal one. However, 
even when one who truly possesses knowledge considers these parables and 
interprets them according to their external meaning; he too is overtaken by 
great perplexity. But if we explain these parables to him or if we draw his 
attention to their being parables, he will take the right road and be delivered 
from this perplexity. That is why I have called this Treatise "The Guide of 
the Perplexed." 

I do not say that this Treatise will remove all difficulties for those who 
understand it. I do, however, say that it will remove most of the difficulties; 
and those of the greatest moment. A sensible man thus should not demand 
of me or hope that when we mention a subject; we shall make a complete 
exposition of it, or that when we engage iIi the·explanation of the meaning 
of one of the parables, we shall set forth exhaustively all that is expressed in. 
that parable. An intelligent man would be unable to do so even by speaking 
directly to an interlocutor. How then could he put it down in writing without· 
becoming a butt for every ignoramus who, thinking that he has the necessaty 
knowledge, would let fly at him the shafts of his ignorance? We have alreaOY· 
explained in our legal compilations some genera] propositions concerning 
this subject and have drawn attention to many themes. Thus we have men
tioned there that the Account of the Beginning' is identical with natural 
science, and the Account of the Chariot8 with divine science; and have 
explained the rabbinic saying: The Account of the Chariot ought not to be 
taught even to one man, except if he be wise and able to understand by himself, 
in which case only the chapter headings may be transmitted to him.9 Hence 
you should not ask of me here anything beyond the chapter headings. And 

7. Literally, the Wark of the Begim.i"g [tronsla
lor's noteJ. That is, the Genesis story. 
H. l.itl·",lIy, the Work of the Chariot [tron,lntor', 
110"'J. That is, E7.eklel I ond 10. 
9. From the Bahylonian Talmud, HIlglgah, lib, 
13" [Imnsl"tor's note). The Babylonian Tolmud is 
ont' or the two great Talmuds, or collections of oral 
law: il was compiled between the 2d and 5th cen-

turies C.E. {the Jerusalem Talmud was compiled 
between 220 C.E; and the end of the 4th c.}. It Is 
divided into six Orders; each Order has a number 
of tractates. Hoglgah is one of the tractates, which 
are further dIvided Into chapters and then laro
graphs. More generally, the Talmud is divide Into 
the Mishnah, which states the law, and the 
Gemara, which presents the dlscus.lon of It. 
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even those are not set down in order or arranged in coherent fashion in this 
Treatise, but rather are scattered and entangled with other subjects that are 
to be clarified. For my purpose is that the truths be glimpsed and then again 
be concealed, so as not to oppose that divine purpose which one cannot 
possibly oppose and which has concealed from the vulgar among the people 
those truths especially requisite for His apprehension. As He has said: The 
secret of the Lord is with them that fear Him.' Know that with regard to natural 
matters as well, it is impossible to give a clear exposition when teaching some 
of their principles as they are. For you know the saying of [the Sages], may 
their memory be blessed:' The Account of the Beginning ought not to be taught 
in the presence of two men. 2 Now if someone explained all those matters in 
a book, he in effect would be teaching them to thousands of men. Hence 
these matters too occur in parables in the books of prophecy. The Sages, may 
their memory be blessed, following the trail of these books, likewise have 
spoken of them in riddles and parables, for there is a close connection 
between these matters and the divine science, and they too are secrets of 
that divine science. 

You should not think that these great secrets are fully and completely 
known to anyone among us. They are not. But sometimes truth flashes out 
to us so that we think thaHt is day, and then matter and habit in their various 
forms conceal it so tha~ we find ourselves again in an obscure night, almost 
as we were at first. We are like someone in a very dark night over whom 
lightning flashes time and time again. Among us there is one3 for whom the 
lightning flashes time and time again,' so that he is . always, as it were, in 
unceasing light. Thus night appears to him as day. That is the degree of the 
great one among the prophets, to whom it was said: But as for thee, stand 
thou here by Me,4 and of whom it was said: that the skin of his face sent forth 
beams, and so·on. 5 Among them there is one to whom the lightning flashes 
only once in the whole of his night; that is the rank of those of whom it is 
said: they prophesied, but they did so no more.6 There are others between 
whose lightning flashes there are greater or shorter intervals. ·Thereafter 
comes he who does not attain a degree in which his darkness is illumined 
by arty lightning flash. It is illumined, however, by a polished body or some
thing of that kind, stones or something else that give light in the darkness of 
the night. And even this small light that shines over us is not always there, 
but flashes and is hidden again, as if it were thefiaming sword which turned 
every way.' It is in accord with these states that the degrees of the perfect 
vary. As for those who never even once see a light, but grope about in their 
night, of them it is said: They know not, neither do they understand; The); go 
about in darkness. B The truth, in spite of the strength of its manifestation, is 
entirely hidden from them, as is said of them: And now men see not the light 
which is bright in the skies. 9 They are the vulgar among the people. There is 
then no occasion to mention them here in this Treatise. 

Know that whenever one of the perfect wishes to mention, either orally or 
in writing, something that he understands of these secrets, according to the 
degree of his perfection, he is unable to explain with complete clarity and 

I. Psalm 25.14. 6. Numbers 11.25. 
2. Babylonian Talmud, Hagigah, 11 b. 
3. Or: there are those [translator'. note). 

7. Genesi. 3.24. 
8. Psalm 82.5. 

4. Deuteronomy 5.31. 9. Job 37.21. 
5. Exodus 34.29. 
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coherence even the portion that he has apprehended, as he could do with 
the other sciences whose teaching is generally recognized. Rather there will 
befall him when teaching another that which he had undergone when learn
ing himself. I mean to say that the subject matter will appear, flash, and then 
be hidden again, as though this were the nature of this s~bject matter, be 
there much or little of it. For this reason, all the Sages possessing knowledge 
of God the Lord, knowers of the truth, when they aimed at teaching some
thing of this subject matter, spoke of it only in parables and riddles. They 
even multiplied the parables and made them different in species and even 
in genus. In most cases the subject to be explained was placed in the begin" 
ning or in the middle or at the end of the parable; this happened where a 
parable appropriate for the intended subject from start to finish could not 
be found. Sometimes the subject intended to be taught to him who was to 
be instructed was divided-although it Was one and the same subject---'
among many parables remote from one another. Even more obscure is the 
case of one and the same parable corresponding to several subjects, its begin
ning fitting one subject and its ending another. Sometimes the whole is a 
parable referring to two cognate subjects within the particular species of 
science in question. The situation is such that the exposition of one who 
wishes to teach without recollrse to parables and riddles is so obscure and 
brief as to make obscurity and brevity serve in place of parables and riddles. 
The men of knowledge and the sages· are drawn; as it were, toward this 
purpose by the divine will just as they are drawn by their natural circum
stances. Do you not see the following fact? God, may His mention be exalted, 
wished us to be perfected and the state of our societies to be improved by 
His laws regar~ing actions. Now this can come about only after the adoption 
of intellectual beliefs, the first of which being. His apprehension, may He be 
exalted, according to our. capacity. This, in its turn, cannot come about 
except through divine science, and this divine science cannot become actual 
except after a study of natural science. This is so since natural science bor
ders on divine science, and its study precedes 'that of divine science intime 
as has been made clear to whoever has engaged in speculation on 'these 
matters. Hence God, may He be exalted, caused His book to open with the 
Account of the Beginning, which, as we have made clear, is natural science. 
And because of the greatness and importance of the subject and becaiiie our 
capacity falls short of apprehending the greatest of subjects as it really is, we 
are told about those profound matters-which divine wisdom has deemed 
necessary to convey to us-in parables and riddles and in very obscure words. 
As [the Sages], may their memory be blessed, have said: It is impossible to tell 
mortals2 of the power of the Account of the Beginning. For this reason Scripture 
tells you obscurely: In the beginning God created, and so on. 3 They thus have 
drawn your· attention to the fact that the above-mentioned subjects are 
obscure. You likewise know Solomon's saying: That which was is far off, and 
exceeding deep; who can find i~ out?" That which is said about all this is in 

,> 

I. The Arable term "I-hal".,,,,,' often designates 
the philosophers [translator's note]. 
2. Uterally, flesh and blood [translator's note], 
3. Cf. Mldrash Shnel Ketublm, Batel Mldrashoth, 
IV [translator'S notel. Mldrash: literally, "to seek 
out the meaning" (Hebrew); an explanation of a 
text from the Torah (the 5 book.. of Moses; more 
generally known as the first 5 books of the Old 

Testament). The term may refer to a collection of 
such explanations or to a hermeneutic technique 
by which such expla.natlons are produced. A mld
rash might explain a single word or a gap In the 
text. There are mldrashlm for every book of the 
Torah, and Malmonldes here refers to a mldrash 
on Gene';ls. 
'I. Ecclesiastes 7.24. 
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equivocal terms so that the multitude might comprehend the"i'ri·· in accord 
with the capacity of their understanding and .the weakness of their represen
tation, whereas the perfect man, who is .already informed, will comprehend 
them otherwise. 

We had promised in the 'Commentary on the Mishnah that we would 
explain strange subjects in the "Book of Prophecy;' and in the "Book of Cor
respondence" -'-the latter being a book in which ~e promised to explain all 
the difficult passages in the .Midrashim' where the external sense manifestly 
contradicts the truth and departs from the intelligible. They are all parables. 
However, when, many years ago, we began these books and composed a part 
of them, our beginning to explain matters in this way did not commend itself 
to us. For we saw that if we should adhere to parables and to concealment 
of what ought to be concealed, we would not be deviating from the primary 
purpose. We would, as it were, have replaced one individual by another of 
the same species. If, on the other hand, we explained what ought to be 
explained, it would be unsuitable for the vulgar, among the people. Now it 
was to the vulgar that we wanted to explain the import of the Midrashim and 
the external meanings of prophecy. We also saw that if an ignoramus among 
the multitude of Rabbanites6 should engage in speculation on these Mid
rashim, he would find nothing difficult in them, inasmuch asa rash fool, 
devoid of any knowledge of the .nature of being, does not find impossibilities 
hard to accept. If, however,' a perfect man of virtue should engage in spec"
ulation on them, he cannot escape one of two courses: either he can take 
the speeches in question in their external sense and, in so doing, think ill of 
their·author andregard;him as an ignoramus-in this there is nothing that 
would upset the foundations of belief; or he can attribute to them an inner 
meaning; thereby extricating himself from his predicament and being able 
to. think well of -the author whether or not the inner mea~irig .of the saying 
is clear to him. With regard to the' meaning of prophecy, the exposition of 
its various degrees, and theelticidation of the parables occurring in the pro
phetic books, another manner of .explanation is used in this Treatise. In view 
of these considerations, we have given up composing these two books in the 
way in which they were begun. We have confined ourselves to mentioning 
briefly the foundations of belief and general truths, while dropping hints that 
approach a clear exposition, just as we have set them forth in the great legal 
compilation, M ishneh Torah. 7 

My speech in the present Treatise is directed, as I have mentioned, to one 
who has philosophized and has knowledge of the true sciences, but believes 
at the same time in the matters pertaining to the Law and is perplexed as to 
their meaning because of the uncertain terms and the parables. We shall 
include in this Treatise some chapters in which there will be no mention of 
an equivocal term. Such a chapter will be preparatory for another, or it will 
hint at one of the meanings of an equivocal term that I might not wish to 
mention explicitly in that place, or it will explain one of the parables or hint 

5. Malmonlde. use. here and subsequently the 
term clraslwd. (translator's note). The Hebrew term 
(singular dera,," or derCUM) refera to the meanings 
derlved from the orlillna' text by tn •• n. of a variety 
of rabblnl!: technique., . '., . 
6. Tenth·!:entury teachl!rs who bilga" to u.e phi· 
losophy to supplement the wrlttenTorah and the 
oral Torah (Talmud) as a defense against ration· 

aUsm. Though thelr philosophical thinking was not 
as sophisticated as Malmonldes' use of ArIstotle, 
they paved the way for him and other Jewish phi. 
losophers. . 
7. Malmonldes' m'lIlve compilation of Jawt.h 
rabbinic law, written. deCide !)efar. n.. GuIde of 
,lteP.,.,,'-d. 
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at the fact that a certain story is a· parable. Such a chapter' may contain 
strange matters regarding which the contrary of· the truth. sometimes is 
believed, either because of the equivocality of the terms or because a parable 
is taken for the thing being represented or. vice versa. 

As I have mentioned parables, we . shall make the following introductory 
remarks: Know that the key to the under-standing of all that the prophets, 
peace be on them, have said, and to the knowledge of its truth, is an under
standing of the parables, of their import, and of the meaning of the words 
occurring in them. You know what God, may He be exalted, has said: And 
by the ministry of the prophets have I used similitudes.a·And you know that 
He has said: Put forth a riddle and speak a parable. 9 You know too that 
because of the frequent use prophets make of parables, the prophet has said: 
They say of me: Is he not a maker of parables? I You know how Solomon began 
his book: To understand a proverb, and a figure; The words of the wise, and 
their dark sayings. 2 And it said in the Midrash: To what were the words of the 
Torah to be compared before the advent of Solomon? To a well the waters of 
which are at a great depth and cool, yet no man could drink of them. Now 
what did one clever man do? He joined cord with cord and rope with rope and 
drew them up and drank. Thus did Solomon say one parable after another and 
speak one word after another until he understood the meaning of the words of 
the Torah. 3 That is literally what they say. I do not think that anyone pos
sessing an unimpaired capacity imagines that the words of the Torah referred 
to here that one contrives to understand through understanding the meaning 
of parables are ordinances concerning the building of tabernacles, the lulab, 
and the law of four trustees. 4 Rather what this text has in view here is, without 
any doubt, the understanding of obscure matters. About this it has been said: 
Our Rabbis say: a man who loses a sela or a pearl in his house can find the 
pearl by lighting a taper worth an issar.5 In the same way this parable in itself 
is worth nothing, but by means of it you can understand the words of the Torah. 6 

This too is literally what they say. Now consider the explicit affirmation of 
[the Sages], may their memory be blessed, that the internal meaning of the 
words of the Torah is a pearl whereas the external meaning of all parables is 
worth nothing, and their comparison of the concealment of a subject by its 
parable's external meaning to a man who let drop a pearl in his house, which 
was dark and full of furniture. Now this pearl is there, but he does nor5ee 
it and does not know where it is. It is as .though it were no longer in his 
possession, as it is impossible for him to derive any benefit from it until, as 
has been mentioned, he lights a lamp-an act to which an understanding of 
the meaning of the parable corresponds. The Sage has said: A word fitly 
spoken is like apples of gold in settings [maskiyyoth] of silver. 7 Hear now an 

H. Hosea 12.10. 
9. Ezekiel 17.2. 
J. E7.ekiel 20.49. 
2. Proverbs 1.6. Proverbs is one of the books of 
the Bible traditionally ascribed to Solomon. 
3. Cf. Mldra.h on the Song of Songs, 1.1 [trans
Jatar's note 1. 
4. Malmonide., contra.ting those parts of the 
Torah that can be taken a. parables with those that 
lire completely straIghtforward (not In need of spe
dol Interpretation), IIlve. three examples of 
.trHlllhtforwllrd ordlnancel. "Tabernacle", a .uk
Imh or building constructed durIng the holiday of 
Sukkoth, which occurs after the High Holy Days 

and commemorates the Jews' wandering in the 
de.e~t. "Lulab", a wand of sorts, fashIoned of palm 
leaves, willow, and myrtle and waved In fout' direc
tions during the holiday of Sukkoth. "The law of 
the four tru.tees", the four categories of legal 
guardIan over someone else's property, which 
Include the unpaid guardIan, the borrower. the 
paid guardian, and the hirer. 
5. A coin; nlnety-81x IssAr were worth a sela. "A 
sela", a .lIver coin [translator'1 note). 
6. CE, Mldra.h on the Sonl of Son .. , 1.1 [tran.-
1ator'. note]. 
7. Proverb. 25.11. 
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elucidation of the thought that he has set forth. The term maskiyyoth denotes 
filigree traceries; I mean to say traceries in which there are apertures with 
very small eyelets, like the handiwork of silversmiths. They are so called 
because a glance penetrates through them; for in the [Aramaic] translation 
of the Bible the Hebrew term va-yashqeph-meaning, he glanced-is trans
lated va-istekhe. 8 The Sage accordingly said that a saying uttered With a view 
to two meanings is like an apple of gold overlaid with silver filigree-work 
having very small holes. Now see how marvellously this dictum describes a 
well-constructed parable. For he says that in a saYing that has two mean
ings-he means an exiernal and an internal one-the external meaning 
ought to be as beautiful as silver, while its internal ~e~ning ought to be more 
beautiful than the external one, the former being in comparison to the latter 
as gold is to silver. Its external meaning also ought to contain in it something 
that indicates to someone considering it what is to be found in its internal 
meaning, as happens in the case of an apple of gold overlaid with silver 
filigree-work having very small holes. When looked at from a distance or with 
imperfect attention, it is deemed to be an apple of sil'l(er; but when a keen
sighted observer looks at it with full attention,· Us interior becomes clear to 
him and he knows that it is of gold. The parables of the prophets, peace be 
on them, are similar. Their external meaning contains wisdom that is useful 
in many respects, amopg which is the welfare of human societies, as is shown 
by the external meaning of Proverbs and of similar sayings. Their internal 
meaning, on the other .hand, contains wisdom that is useful for beliefs con
cerned with the truth as it is. 

Know that the prophetic parables are of two:kinds. In some of these par
ables each word has a meaning, while in others the parable as a whole:indi
cates. the whole of the intended meaning. In such a parable very many words 
are to be found, not every one of which adds something to the intended 
meaning. They serve rather to embellish the parable and to render it more 
coherent or to conceal further the intended meaning; hence the speech pro
ceeds in such a way as to accord with everything required by the parable's 
external meaning. Understand this well . 

.An example of the first kind of prophetic parable is the following text: And 
behold a ladder set up on the earth, and so on.9 In this text, the word ladder 
indicates one subject; the words set up on the earth indicate a second subject; 
the words and the top of it reached to heaven indicate a third subject; the 
words and behold the angels of God indicate a fourth subject;· the word 
ascending indicates a fifth subject; the words and descending indicate ailixth 
subject; and the words And behold the Lord stood above it indicate a seventh 
subject. Thus every word occurring in this parable refers to an additional 
subject in the complex of subjects represented by the parable as a whole. 

An example of the second kind of prophetic parable is the following text: 
For at the window of my house I looked forth through my lattice; And I beheld 
among the thoughtless ones, I discerned among the youths, A young man void 
of understanding, Passing through the street near her corner, And he went the 
way to her house; In the twilight, in the evening of the day, In the blackness 

8. A verbal form derlvi"g from the same root as 
the word masld""th. Genesis 26.8 [translator'. 
note). 
9. Genesis 28.12-13. After the word earth, the 

verses read: ""J the top o/It '."",hed to hsa;""'; ;'nd 
behold the ""IIe," ol.God lUC~ng and de,dinding 
on it. And behold lhe Lord stood ahOve it [transla· 
tor's note] .. 
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of night and the darkness. And, behold, there met him a woman With the attire 
of a harlot, and wily of heart. She is riotous and rebellious, and so on. I Now 
she is in the streets, now in the broad places, and so on.:I So she caught him, 
and so on. 3 Sacrifices of peace-offerings were due from me, and so on.4 
Therefore came I forth to meet thee, and so on.' I have decked with the cov
erlets, and so on. 6 I have perfumed my bed, and ~' on.7 Come, let us take our 
fill of love, and so on. 8 For my husband is not at home, and so on. 9 The bag of 
money, and so on. 1 With her much fair speech she causeth him to yield. With 
the blandishment of her lips she enticeth him away.a The outcome of all this 
is a warning against the pursuit of bodily pleasures and desires. Accordingly 
he [Solomon) likens matter, which is the cause of all these bodily pleasures, 
to a harlot who is also a married woman. In fact his entire book is based on 
this allegory. And we shall explain in various chapters of this Treatise his 
wisdom in likening matter to a married harlot, and we shall explain how he 
concluded this book of his with a eulogy of the woman who is not a harlot 
but confines herself to attending to the welfare of her household and hus
band. For all the hindrances keeping man from his ultimate perfection, every 
deficiency affecting him and every disobedience, come to him from his mat
ter alone, as we shall explain in this Treatise. This is the proposition that can 
be understood from this parable ~s a whole. I mean that man should not 
follow his bestial nature; I mean his matter, for the proximate matter of man 
is identical with the proximate matter ~f the other living beings. And as I 
have explained this to you and disclosed the secret of this parable, you should 
not hope [to find some signification corresp~nding to every subject occurring 
in the'parable)3 so that you could say: what can be submitted for the words, 
Sacrifices of peace~o.fferings were due frOm 1ne; this day h~ve I paid my vows? 
What subject is indicated by the words, I have decked my couch with cover
lets? And. what subject is added :to this generaI'proposition by the words, For 
my husbarui .is not at home? The same h61ds good for the othe~ details in this 
chapter:. , For all of them only figure, in the consistent d~velopment of the 
parable's external meaning, the circumstances described in it being of a kind 
typical for adulterers. Also the spoken words and other 'such details are of a 
kind typical of words spoken among adulterers. Understand this, well from 
what I have said for it is a great and important principle' with regard to 
matters that I wish to explain. .~ . 

When, therefore, you find that in some chapter of this Treatise I have 
explained the meaning of a parable and have drawn your attention to the 
general proposition signified by it,you should not inquire into all the details 
occurring in the parable, nor should you wish to find significations corre-

I. The omitted words are: Mr foel ablJe nol ... "er 
Irotue [translator's note]. 
2. The omitted word. are: .. ntille'" iit wal' a' """'" 
eorner [translator's note]. 
3. The omitted words are: anti kissed h.m, anti wI,h, 
Im"...u.., foce .IM .ald u .. 10 "1m [translator's note]. 
4. The omitted words are: ,"I. day have I paid my 
vows [translator's note]. 
5. The omitted words are: diligently 10 .eek ,lay 
foce, anti I ""WI fountilliee [translator'. note]. 
6. The omitted words are: my bed, wilh 51..".d 
clolhs of 1M yam of Egypl [translator'. note]. 
7. The omitted· words lire, wll" myrrh, aloes anti 
cinnamon [translator's note]. 

, 8. The omitted words are: .. "til 1M moml"g; let 
us solace ourse/vtlS wit" I""". [translator'. note]. 
9. The omitted words are: M is go- a '-gjaum..,. 
[translator'. note]. .-
I. The omitted words are: he "". IlIken wil" "im, 
anti will come "ome tit 'he full mOon [translalor's 
note]. 
2. Proverbs 7.6-21. 
3. The word. endoseS In brackets appear In Ibn 
Tlbbon'. Hebrew translation" but not In the 
printed Arabic text. There I. little doubt that In this 
case Ibn Tlbbon's text Is more correct [translator'. 
note]. 
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sponding to them. For doing so. would lead you into one. of two ways: either 
into turning aside from the parable's intended subject, or into assuming an 
obligation to interpret things not susceptible of interpretation and that have 
hot been inserted with a view to interpretation. The assumption of.such an 
obligation would result in extravagant fantasies such as are entertained and 
written about in' our time by most of the sects of the world, since each of 
these sects desires to find certain significations for words whose author.in 
no wise had in mind the significations wished by them. Your'purpose, rather; 
should always be to know, regarding most parables,' the whole that was 
intended to be known. In some matters it will suffice you to gather from my 
remarks that a given story .is a parable, evert if we explain nothing more; for 
once you know it is a parable, it will immediately become clear to you what 
it is a parable of. My remarking.that it is a ,parable will be like someone's 
removing a screen. from between the eye. and a visible thing. 

INSTRUCTION WITH RESPECT TO THIS TREATISE 

If you wish to grasp the totality of what this Treatise COnblin~, so that nothing 
of it will escape you, then you must connect its chapters one with another; 
and when reading a given chapter, your intention must be not only to.urider
stand' the totality of the subject of that chapter, but also to grasp each word 
that occurs in 'it in . the course. of the speech, even 'if that word does not 
belong to the intention of the thapter. For the diction of this Treatise has 
not been chosen at haphazard, but with great exactness and exceeding pre
cisiori,and with care to avoid failing to explain any obscure point~ And noth
ing has been meritiomid out of its place, save with a view to explairiing some 
matter in its proper place" You therefore should not let your .fantasies elab
orate on what is said here, for that would hurt me and be of no use to y~urself, 
You ought rather to learn everYthing that ought to be learned and co'nstantly 
study this Treatise. For it then will eluCidate for you most of the!.obsctirities 
of the Lilw that appear as difficult' to . every intelligent man. i adjure-by 
God, may He be exalted!-every read'~r of this Treatise ofniine not to com
ment upon a single word of it and not to explain to another anything in it 
save that which has been explained and commented upon in the words of 
the famous' Sages of our Law who preceded me. ~.ut whatever he understand,s 
from this Treatise of those things that have not been said by any of our 
famous Sages other than. myself should not be explained to ariother;' nor 
should he hasten to refute me, for that which he understood me to say might 
be contrary to my intention. He thus would 'harm me iil return for my having 
wanted to benefit him and would repay evil for good." All into whose hands 
it falls should consider it well; and if it slakes his thirst, though it be on only 
one point from among the many that are obscure, he should thank God and 
be content. with what he has understood. If, on the other hand, he finds 
nothing in this Treatise that might be of use to him in any respect, he should 
think of it as not having been composed at all. If anythirigin it, according to 
his way of thinking, appears to be in some way harmful, he should interpret 
it, even if in a farfetched way, in order to pass afavorabkjudg~nt:~For as 
we are enjoined to act in this way toward our vulgar ones, aU-the more sh,ould 

4, Psalm 38,20. 
5, Cf. Mishnah, Aboth, I 6 [translator's note). 

Aboth, meaning literally "Father," i. a tractate of 
the Mishnah. 
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this be so with respect to our erudite ones and Sages of our Law who are 
trying to help us to the truth as they apprehend it. I know that, among men 
generally, every beginner will derive benefit from some of the chapters of 
this Treatise, though he lacks even an inkling of what is involved in specu
lation. A perfect man, on the other hand, devoted to Law and, as I have 
mentioned, perplexed, will benefit from all its chapters. How greatly will he 
rejoice in them and how pleasant will it be to hear them I But those who are 
confused and whose brains have been polluted by false opinions and mis
leading ways deemed by them to be true sciences, and who hold themselves 
to be men of speculation without having any knowledge of anything that can 
truly be called science,6 those will flee from many of its chapters. Indeed, 
these chapters will be very difficult for them to bear because they cannot 
apprehend their meaning and also because they would be led to recognize 
the falseness of the counterfeit nlOney in their hands-their treasure and 
fortune held ready for future calamities. God, may He be exalted, knows that 
I have never ceased to be exceedingly apprehensive about setting down those 
things that I wish to set down in this Treatise. For they are concealed things; 
none of them has been set down in any book-written in the religious com
munity7 in these times of Exile-the books composed in these times being 
in our hands. How then can I now innovate and set them down? However, 
I have relied on two premises, the one being [the Sages'] saying in a similar 
case, It is time to do something for the Lord, and so Dn;8 the second being 
their saying, Let all thy acts be for the sake of Heaven. 9 Upon these two 
premises have I relied when setting down what I have composed in some of 
the chapters of this Treatise. 

To sum up: I am the man who when the concern pressed him and his way 
was straitened and he could find no other device by which to teach a dem
onstrated truth other than by giving satisfaction to a single virtuous man 
while displeasing ten thousand ignoramuses-I am he who prefers to address 
that single man by himself, and I do not heed the blame of those many 
creatures. For I claim to liberate that virtuous one from that into which he 
has sunk, and I shall guide him in his perplexity until he becomes perfect 
and he finds rest. 

INTRODUCTION 
--r. . 

One of seven causes should account for the contradictory or contrary state
ments to be found in any book or compilation. 

The first cause. The author has collected the remarks of various people 
with differing opinions, but has omitted citing his authorities and has not 
attributed each remark to the one who said it. Contradictory or contrary 
statements can be found in such compilations because one of the two prop
ositions is the opinion of one individual while the. other proposition is the 
opinion of another individual. 

6. [n this phrase the same Arabic term is trans
lated by two words: "knowledge" and ··science" 
(translator's note). 
7. Meaning the Jewish community [translator'. 
note]. 

8. The verse continues as follows: for they have 
.njringed n.,.Law. Psalms 119.126;cf. Babylonian 
Talmud, Berakhoth, 63 [translator'. note). Berak
hath: a tractate of the Talmud. 
9. Mishnah, Aboth, II 17. 



. . ~';sec"Oridcause. The 'author of a particularbookhtts adopted il certain 
lhi'/;In:that-,he later rej~c'ts; ·both his ciriginal 'ahd':later statements are 

, iil'fhed in the book.' , ' ' 1 , " 

ltt'!';"i' 
r,lFhe third cause. Not all the statements in question are to be'taken in their 
titllrns}: s'ense; some :are to' be taken in their e1cternalsense, while SOme 
'ijtht!i'$'\Qreparables and hence have an inner content~ AlternativelYf two 
i~plltently contradict~ry propositions may both be parables and when taken 
~t17iheir eXternal sense- may contradict, or be contrarf to,' 'one another. " 
til' , , ' 

t!j'The fourth cause. There is a'proviso that, becilU5€fbf'il' certain necessity, 
has not been explicitly stated in its proper place; 'Or the two subjects may 
differ, but one of them has not been explained in its proper' place, so that a 
bo~1tradictioh appears to have been said" whereas there 'is no contradiction . 

. The fifth cause arises from the necessity of teaching and making someone 
understand. For there may be a certain obscure' matter· that is difficult to 
conceive. One has to mehtionit or to take it aSB' :premise in explaining 
soinElthing that is easy to, ~onceive and that by right!!, ought to be taught 
before,the former, since one always begin!l'with what is, easier. ,The teacher, 
ll&ordingly, will have to' be lax and, using 'any means that occur,to him or 
gmllS'speeulation, will try to make thatfirst,matier somehow understood. He 
will not,undertake to state the matter as it truly iS'in exact terms;butrather 
'tvilHeave 'it, so in accord, with the listtmer's imaginatiori that the latter will 
understand only what he now wants him to understand. Afterward!!,in the 
,,*pproprlate place~ that obscure matter is stated'in exact terms and explained 
aSlittruly is. ' ' 
H{·". " . .. . 
"',Th~'sixth caqse. The contradiction 'is· concealed and, becomes evident only 
af'liel"manY'premises. The greater the 'number of'premises needed to make 
the-'contradiction evident, the more concealedil is. It thus may escape the 
author, who thinks'there is,no contradiction between hislWO original'prop~ 
ositions. But if each proposition is considered separately-a' true premise 
being joined to it and the necessary conclusion drawn-and this is done to 
every conclusion-a true premise being joined to it and the necessary con
c1~sion drawn-, ~fter many ~yllogisms th~ outcome. of the maUer ,":ill, ~~ 
that the two final conclusions are contradiCtory or' contrary to each other. 
That is the kind of thing that escapes the attfmtionof scholars who Write 
books. If, however, the two original propositions are evidently contradictory, 
but the author has simply forgotten the first when wrltingdown the ,second 
hi ariother part of his compilation, this 'is a'very great weakness, aitdthat 
mail should not be reckoned among those whose speeches deserve consid-
etalion. .. . 

The seventh cause. In speaking about very obscure maUets it is riecessary 
to conceal some parts and to disclose others. Sometimes in the case of certain 
dicta this ne~essity requires that the discussion,pl'oc~ed on the basis of a 
certain premi_ej wheteas hi another place necessity requires thatthe! dis
cussion proceed on the basis of another premise cOl1~radicting the first one. 
In such cases the vulgar must in no way be aware of the contradiction; the' 
author accordingly uses some device to conceal it by all means. 
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The contradictions that are to be found in the Mishnah and the Baraithoth' 
are due to the first Cause. Thus you will find"that they constantly ask: Does 
not the beginning [of the passage} constitute an objection agaiffSt its end? In 
su.ch eases the anSWer is: The beginningisl the opinion of a certain rabbi and 
the end that of anothehabbi. You likewise will firidthat they say: Rabbi Uudah 
ha-Nasi}3'agreed With, the; opinion oj a 'cerlain rabbi :in this' one matter and 
therefore cited it anonyinously; In that othf!r matter he: agreed with the opinion 
of that other rabbi and therefore cited it anonymously. You often Will find them 
also saying: Who is the author'of this atUmymous passage? Such and such rabbi. 
Who is the author of that passage of the Mishnah? Such and such rabbi. Such 
cases are'innumerable. The contradictions or divergences to be found iit the 
Talmud' 'ate due to the first cause and to the second. Thus you find them 
constantly'saying:- In ,this matter he agreed with'this rabbi and in that with 
another rabbi. Tohey likewise say: ,He agreed with him on onlf pointanddisa
greed on another. They also say: [The two statements are made by] two Amo
raim3 who disagree as to the opinion of a certain rabbi. All contradictions of 
this kind are due to the first cause. Contradictions due to the second cause 
are referred to when they say: Rab aba~ed this opinion. Raba4,~handoned 
that opinion. In such cases an inquiry is made as to which of the two state
ments is the later one. This is similar to their saying: In the first recension 
[of the Talmud] by Rabbi Ashi,' he said one thing, and in the second another. 
That some, passages in every prophetic book, when taken in, their external 
sense, appear to contradict or to be contrary to one another is due to the 
third cause and to the fourth; And it 'was with this in view that this entire 
introduction was written. You already kn~w h~w often [the Sages], may their 
memory be blessed, say: One verse says this and another verse says that. They 
straightway establish that there is an apparent contradiction. Thereupon they 
explaih that a proviso is lacking: in the:statement of] the subject 'or that,the 
two texts' have different subjects. Thu', they say: Solottio'n, it is not enough 
for you that;rour'words cOntradict th'dse;o!'ybu'f'fother? They alsocontmdict 
themselves; and 5001'1,6 Cases ofthis'atl:!'frequeh't'ln the sayings'oqheSages, 
may their'~1Mry be blessed; however; most of the pr6phetic stateme'nls they 
refer to cohcern'cbrritnandmeilts or precepts regardittg t:onduct: We, on the 
other liand, propose to draw attention' to verses that are apparently contra-
.,' :.{ 'I ",' . " '. I: ; . . :,' '. :. I ,.'. 

dietory wi~,rf:!garc;lito opinions, a~~beliefs.,(Jlilri of this will beexplalqet1'in 
so~eQf:,the,'~haple~s pf 'this Tre~ti~~,for: this,subjecttoobeio.ng!! to the 
mysteries of the Tor~h. Whether contradictions due to the, seventh cause are 
to be found in the, books of the prophets is a matter for 'speculative study 
and investigation. Statements about this should not·bea'matter'of conjec
ture. As for thll,divergencesoccurrlrig in the books of the philosophers; or 
rather of those who know the truth, they are 'due to the fifth cause. On the 
other han~; the c~t1ttadictions occurring ih J1l6st of the bbOks of authors and 

1. A collectloli dfl!xtranebUs rabbinic statements 
I:ollected after tho Mishnah but never Incorporated .. , 
Into the Talmlld,' , " , ' " .. 
2. Judah the Prince or Patriarch (J 35-C8. 220 

'C,E.), rabbI respon.lbll!' for codifying the MI.hnah 
put of the collected or,al tradition, c •• 200 C.E; 
3. Literally. " .. yen" (~e~rew); rabbInic teachen 
whDle oplidonl ire prelerved In the Talmud. They 
lived from th. ad to the !Jth century c.". In both 
p.lestlne and Babylonl •• 
4. POlllbly Raba Bar Joseph bar Hama (299-352 
C,F.;.), although the context suggests MBlmonldes 

inay slniply be rl!ferrlhg by way of exanil>le to any 
,rabbi or teacher. Rab. honorific given to Abba bar 
Aivu '(3~ c.), a,ltudept ofJucfah ha. Nisi who 
founded 8 yeshiva (school) lit' Sura. Tha~ he Is sim
ply called Ra'b (or rabbI) refli!<cts hll ItatuI, 
5. B.bylonlan -tellcher who died early In the 'th 
cen~Hry (::.B. lie wa' h~~d of the ye,ahlva /It Sura 
and f.moui for hll "adln, of the \tIhble Talmud 
durlnll two,monthl of thej'ear. ' ',: 
6. B.Dylonlan Talmud, Shabbath, 30. [tran8Ia
tor's notel. Shabbath: a tractate of the Talmud. 



226 / GEOFFREY OF VINSAUF 

commentators other than those we have mentioned are due to the sixth 
cause. Likewise in the Midrashim and the Haggadah? there is to be foun4 
great contradiction due to this cause. That is why·ttte Sages have said: No 
questions should be asked about difficulties in the Haggqdtih. There are also 
to be found therein contradictions due to the seventh:cause. Divergences 
that are to be found in this Treatise are due to the fifth cause and the seventh. 
Know this, graSp its true meaning, and remember it very well so. ~s not to 
become perplexed by some of its chapters. . 

And after these introductory remarks, I shall begin to mention the terms 
whose true mean~ng, as intended in every passage acc~)tding to its context, 
must be indicated. This, then, will be a key permitting one to enter places 
the gates to which were lo~ked. And when these gates are opened and these 
places are entered ihto, the souls will find rest therein, the eyes will be 
delighted, and the bodies will be eased of their toil and of th~ir labor. 

1190 

7. Theological speculation, general ethical teachings that have not attained' the status of law (loa""'loah); 
parables, maxlms,legends, and folklore. . . .,. 

GEOFFREY' OF VINSAUF 
ca. 1200 

Geoffrey of Vinsauf is perhaps most familiar to students of English literature through 
the work of the poet Geoffrey Chaucer. In his Nun's Priest's Tale, Chaucer parodies 
Geoffrey of VinsauFs lament· on the death.of Richard I in Poetria Nova: "0 dear 
sovereign master, Geoffrey, you who mOvingly elegized the death of noble King Rich
ard when he was slain by the arrow, would that I had your art and skill to rail at 
Friday as you did." Chaucer's mock praise suggests that even in the fourteenth cen~ 
tury, Geoffrey of Vinsaufs best-known work, Poetria NoVa .(ca. 1200, New Poetics), 
had a reputation for stylistic extravagance. That Chaucer could so casually refer to it 
also suggests its popularity. Throughout the late Middle Ages, the Poetrla was Ii widely 
read treatise on poetry; almost 200 extant manuscript copies, as well asa ntimber of 
elaborate commentaries written between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries;attest 
to its considerable influence Oil Latin and vernacular literature. 

While most medievlli literary criticism is concerned with the proper reading either 
of the ancient poets .(see, for instance, Bernardus Silvestris and GIOVANNl DOC
CACCIO) or of the Bible (see AUGUSTINE and THOMAS AQUINAS), Geoffrey'. textbook 
for workins poet. I. keenly Intere.ted in m~dernity and innovation, Not that he reject. 
the authority of tradition: Indeed, his own treatise Is explicitly modeled on HORACE's 
Ars Poetica (see above), But just as his "new" poetics reconceives and revises Horatian 
poetics, so aspiring poets, he maintains, best imitate tradition when they renew and 
refresh it. The rich texture of Geoffrey's citations calls to mind the later poststruc
turalist notion of intertextuality-the interanimation' within a text of citations, ref
erences, echoes, and cultural languages-as described by contemporary theorists like 
ROLAND BAil.THES. Written in Latin poetic verse that illustrates the principles Geoffrey 
is setting forth, Poetria Nova exhibits a Barthesian pleasure in the display of language 
for its own sake. 
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Geoffrey of Vinsauf was a poet and a teacher of rhetoric who lived in the last 
decades of the twelfth and the beginning of the thirteenth centuries. Few details of 
his life survive; even the dates of his birth and death are unrecorded. The manuscripts 
of the Poetria Nova attribute it to a "Galfridus Anglicus" (Geoffrey the Englishman) 
who studied in Paris and taught in "Hamton" (probably Northampton) and who, on 
at least one occasion, accompanied a mission to Rome in the service of either King 
Richard (reigned 1189-99) or King John (reigned 1199-1216) of England. Geoffrey 
seems in every way the product of the Anglo-Norman culture into which he was born, 
a hybrid of the English-French cultural exchange facilitated by the Norman conquest 
of England nearly a century earlier. Traditional, but less trustworthy, accounts of his 
life place his birth in Normandy, France, and his early education at St. Frideswide, 
Oxford. He is supposed to have returned to the Continent for further university study, 
/irst in Paris and later in Italy. A quarrel with a friend named Robert may have earned 
him the displeasure of a Bishop Adam so that he was forced to appeal to the arch
bishop of Canterbury for protection. The intercession of the archbishop enabled him 
to return to England as a tutor. His designation "Vinsauf" in English, or "de Vino 
Salvo" in Latin, comes from a treatise attributed to him on the keeping of wine. 
Topical references in the Poetria Nova-including a dedication to Innocent III (whose 
papacy extended from 1198 to 1216), allusions to the death of Richard I (I 199), and 
a reference to Pope Innocent Ill's interdict on England (I208-13)-not only help 
date the poem and its revisions fairly precisely to the first decades of the thirteenth 
century, but provide a historical context for Geoffrey's life as well. He was writing 
during a period of renewed interest in literature at the Continental cathedral schools 
and was a contemporary of important members of the influential School of Chartres, 
especially Be~ardus Silvestris and John of Salisbury, sharing important literary con
cerns with them. 

Geoffrey is best known for Poetria Nova, but at least three other works have been 
securely attributed to him. Documentum de Modo et Arte Dictandi et Versificandi 
(Instruction in the Method and Art of Speaking and Versifying) is a long prose treatise 
on rhetoric and poetics, written earlier than the Poetria Nova but covering much the 
same material. While the Poetria Nova is a treatise and poem intended specifically 
for aspiring poets, the Documentum consists primarily of rhetorical exercises in essay 
writing and poetry. Summa de Coloribus Rhetoricis (A Summary of the Colors of Rhet
oric) is a briefer work, primarily on figures of speech. The "Causa Magistri Gaufre,di 
Vinesauf" ("The Apology of Master Geoffrey of Vinsauf") is one of a number of short 
poems of topical and political interest attributed to Geoffrey. 

The title of Geoffrey's most popular book suggestively indicates the author's relation 
to tradition and innovation. Poetria Nova refers to the medieval traditions of rhettnlic 
and of poetics. By the late twelfth century, Cicero's rhetorical treatise De Inventione 
(ca, 85 D.C.E., On Invention) had been added to the rhetoric curriculum of the 
schools, joining the standard rhetorical text, the Rhetorica ad Herennium (ca. 86-82 
H.C.E., Rhetoric Addressed to C. Herennius) , which had been falsely attributed to 
Cicero. De Inventione was called the "old rhetoric" (rhetorlca vetus) and the Ad 
Herennium the "new rhetoric" (rketorica nova). Horace's An Poetica, known as the 
Poetria, was the standard treatise on poetics. Geoffrey'. Po_tria Nava thus announces 
itself as a work rooted In the tradition of Horace, hut carrying Horatian poetics for
ward In the same way that the Ad Herennium carries forward Cicero's De lnventione. 
Despite this gesture toward Horace, the Poetria Nova contains not a single citation 
from Horace, a'nd its examples of figurative language are not culled from classical 
authors; rather, they are entirely invented by Geoffrey, a mark of his commitment to 
innovation and to a rethinking of traditional poetics. Unlike his predecessors, Geof
frey is less interested in carefully defining poetic techniques than in creatively illus
trating them. 

Though Geoffrey recognizes natural ability (ingenium) as a prerequisite for the 
poct, he is concerned in the Poetria Nova with the pl'actical aspects of the poet's 
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training. In the debate between the claims of genius or inspiration and of craft, Geof
frey follows Horace rather than PLATO (in Ion; see above) and LONGINUS, who portray 
an ecstatic poet moved to utterance by a supernatural agency. For Geoffrey, genius 
is necessary. but useless without proper training and experience. His poet is an arti· 
san-an architect, to lise the metaphor he develops in the beginning of the treatise
rather than a vehicle fot transcendent revelation.Yet·his view of-the poet as artifex, 
or creator, links him with the ·medieval.tradition of Neoplatonism rooted in PLO
TINUS'S belief that artistic :e·reation is a i'~flection of divine creation; at least this is 
how gel)erations of commentators . have read his opening remak-ks on poetry . 
. Geoffrey sees the· poet's training as requiring a theoretical understanding of lan

guage and :composition (a"s), diligent practice (usus), and the reading and imitation 
of great authors (imitatio). His treatise, following the Ad Herennium, reduces the five 
divisions of rhetoric common: hl ,Roman treatises tofour,-leaving out techniques of 
invention (the choice of material): (1) disposition, or the ordering of material; ,(2) 
style, including amplification, abbreviation,and figures of speech and thought; (3) 
memory; and (4) delivery. The discussion of the figures of-speech and thought, how
ever, is by far the longest sedion of the Poetria NOIIa, occupying nearly four-fifths of 
the 2,1 OO-Iine text. (Our selection indudes the· treatment of disposition and style.) 
Geoffrey !;hares with Horace the concept of decorum (i.e.; the outer garment .of 
ornamentation must stiit the inner natu're of the words) and with his medieval con
temporaries a concern for distinguishing .proper and figurative uses 'of language; but 
more· than any other classical or ,medieval literary theoriit;he displays a fascination 
with the texture of languflge for its own' sake thatl' 'at tiriles,se~ms modern. His dis
cussion of amplification~which explaini seven ways to lengthen II literary work~is 
a .bravura performance ... ,' , 

The Poetria NOIIa demonstrates the fusion of poetics and rhetoric that· characterized 
medievai thinking about poetry. 'This treatise ahd itl! iniitators constituted the training 
manuals of most. European' poets from ·the thirteenth' century tlirough' the Renais
sance, and they remain to this day a primary source for technical dis~ussion' of poetic 
figures, More significantly, .Geoffreyof Vinsauf:revitalized a tta:dition of verse· i::riti
cism~ begun with Horace, that is carried an in English literature by. ALEXANDER POPE's 
Essay on Criticism (1711 ;osee below) in the eighteenth century, Lord Byron~s "English 
Bards and Scottish·Reviewers"(1809} and "'Hints from Horace" (1811) in ·the·nine
teenth; Iirid Wallace SteVens's "Notes toward a Supreme ,Fiction" (1947) in the twen-
tieth. ' 

BIBLIOGRApHY . 
Latin editions ofG,eoffrey's Poetria NOIIa, Documentum; and Summac~m·aU be found 
in Les Arts poitiques du, XlIe et du XlIIe·~cles :(ed. Edmond Faral, 1924). Margaret 
F. Nims, Poetria NOIIa of Geoffrey of Vinsauf (l967),remains the standard English 
Prose translation of Poetria NOIIa. Prose. translations have also been done by Ernest 
Gallo in. The "PoetriaNova" afld Its Sources In Early RhetQrical Doctrine (1971) and 
by Jane. Baltzell Kopp in Three Medieval Rhetorical Arts (ed. James Jerome Murphy. 
1971). Roger,Parr has made available an English version of DOCIumsntum a. Modo 
at Arta DlctandhtVenificandl (1968)... . 

The few detail. about Geoffrey'l life that lurvive are found prlmarllyin the liC.usa 
Magistrl Gaufredi" and have been iurnmarized by Josiah, Cox R:ussell In The 
Dictionary of Writers of Thirteenth-Century England (1967). Marjorie Curry Woods's 
edition and translation of one of the twelfth-century anonymous commentaries on 
the Poetria NOIIa, An' Early Commentary. on the Poetria NOIIa oj Geoffrey of.Vinsauf 
(1985), provides some interesting evidence about the earliest. reception of Geoffreys 
text. Walter Sedgwick, "The Style and Vocabulary of the Latin Arts of Poetry in. the 
Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries," Speculum, 3 (1928), is a classic stully, of the 
Poetria NOIIa. Both Douglas Kelly, "The Theory of Composition in MedievalNatrative 
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Poetry and Geoffrey of VinsatiPs Poema Nova," Mediaeval Studies 31 (1969), and 
Ernest. Gallo, "The ·Grammarian's Rhetoric: The Poetr;a Nova of Geoffrey of Vinsauf 
in Medieval Eloquence," in Studies in the Theory and Practice of Medieval Rhetoric 
(ed. James J. Mu@hy, 1978), are important stl.\dies of the. text. Alexandre, Leupin's 
ess,ay "Absolute Refl~ivity: Geoffroi de Vinsauf," in Medievl!' Texts and Contemporary 
Readers (ed. Laurie A. Finke and Martin B. Shichtman, 1987), examines Geoffrey's 
obsession with modernity in his "new" poetics, linking the Poetria Nova with contem
porary literary thedry's interest in textuaHty: ·For bibliography on Geoffrey, consult 
JamEls J. Murphy's Medievdl Rhetoric: A Select Bibliography (1971). 

From PoetriaNova l 

I. General Remarks on Poetry 
Divisions of the Present Trelitise 

If a man has a house to build, his impetuous hand 'does not rush into 
action. The measuring line bf his mind fi,tllt lays out the 'work, and he men
tally outliI)es the successive steps in a"~e~n:fte oider;' The mind's hand2 

shapes the entire house befote the bqdy's hlind bliilds it. Its 'mode of being 
is archetypal bef~re it is at!6ilil.· Poeti'c art trl!1y"see in this analogy'the law to 
be given to poets: let the 'l'det's hahd hot be'gWift to take up the pen, nor his 
tongue be itnpath~nt td: !!ipEiak; (50P trust netther hand nor tcingue to the 
gUidance of.forttine. To' ensure 'gr«!at~t ~nlCc~ss- f6r the work; let t.he'discrim
iniltitig mind, as a prelude to acdbtt;, defer the opera'i:i6h' of-hlmd and tongue; 
and ponder long on the 'subject matter.' Let the mind'" iriterior coinpsssfltst 
circle the whole extent ofthen'ultetial. ~ni definite order chart'inllltvaric~ 
at what point ~he' pen Will take up'its ,course, or where it Will, flidt~' Ctidiz.4 

As a prudent workinan,'consti"ttcfthe whole fabric withirithti mind'~'Citadel; 
let it exist in the mind before it is o~ the lips: . . .' 

When due,ot-der has arrattgetl tl1eritaterlal in the hidd~rt,chamber of the 
mlrid, (60) let poetic art colTie fotW~rd to clothe the matter with words. ,~ince 
poetry coines to".serve, how~et~ let Ii: hi~kedueprep~raticln for 'attendance 
IJPon' itsmistres~~ Let it take 'heed 'led Ii h~ad 'with tduslE!d lot:ks, or'shody 
ih' 'rumpled gartti~fi'ts, 'or Qrty ,fln'~1 ,details~ prove"displeasiJlg,and I,est in 
adorning one Plitt'it shot,ild in someway disfigure 'andtHer. If ~ny patffs ill
groomed; thewbrk as· a whtlle iricurs censure from that one' patt. A touch of 
galhriakes all the honey bitter; a singlehl~n)ish disfi~ures die entire face. 
Give careful thought to the material, ther~forei; thatthere imiy be no possible 
grounds for reproach. (70) , . , . 

Let the poem's beginning, like· it' courteous attenc:Jant,' introduc~the sub" 
ject with grace. Let the mainseetion; 'Uk,e il ~tHgenthb.t, makeprd\1siori for 
Its worthyreception. Let the condust,on, li~l!! a heraJd wheri the race Is over, 

1., lranslated by MarJaret F. Nlms, who some
times Includes explanatory material in square 
brackets In the text. The subheads are provided by 
Alex Premlnger, o. B. Hardlson]r., and KevIn Ker
rane (edl. of C!assicaland· Medieval Literary Crit· 
icism, 1974), 
2, Geoffrey make. fre'!."ent use of corporal m'eta· 
phors [translator'. notej, 
3. Numbers In parentheses refer to line numbers 

of the. original Latin verse.. " 
4. Limit. (To the Greeks and Romans; cddl? [in 
Spainl, the ancient Gades, was long the western
most point of the known' world.) [Translator's 
note.] 
5, Geoffrey refers, again in a corporal metaphor 
(head, body, final details) to the three parts of a 
composition, beginning, middle, end [translator'. 
noteJ. L • 
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dismiss it honorably. In all of its parts let the whole method of presentation 
bring credit upon the poem, lest it falter in any section, lest its brightness 
suffer eclipse. . 

In order that the peri may know what a skillful ordering of material 
requires, the' treatise to follow begins its course with a discussion' of order. 
Since the following treatise begins its course with a discussion of order, its 
first concern is the path6 that the ordering of material should follow, (80) Its 
second care: with what scales7 to establish a delic'ate balance if meaning is 
to be given the weight appropriate to it: The third task is to see that the body 
of words is not boorishly crude but urbane. The final concern is to ensure 
that a well-modulated voice enters the ears and feeds the hearing, a voice 
seasoned with the two spices of facial expression and gesture.8 

From II. Ordering the Material 

The material's order may follow two possible courses: at one time it 
advances along the pathway' of art, at another it travels the smooth road of 
nature. Nature's smooth roac;l.points the way when "things" and "words" 
follow the same sequence, and the order of discourse does not depart from 
the order of occurrence. (90) The poem travels .th~ pathway of art if a more 
effective order presents first what was later in time, and defers the appear
ance of what was actually earlier. Now, when the natural order is thus trans
posed, later events incur no censure by their' early appearance, nor do early 
events by their late introduction. Without contention, indeed, the~,willingly 
assume each other's place, and gracefully. yield to each other With ready 
consent. Peft artistry inverts things in such a way that it does not pervert 
them; in transposing, it disposes the ml,lterial to better effect. The order of 
art is, more elegant than natural order, and in excellence far ahead~ even 
though it puts last things first. 9 (100) 

The first branch of order has no offshoots;' the second is prolific: from its 
marvelous stock, bougp. pranches out into. boughs, the single shoC?t into 
many, the one into eight. The air in this region of art may seem murky and 
the pathway rugged, the doors locked and the theory itself entangled with 
knots. Since that is so, the words that follow will serve as physicians for that 
disorder. Scan them well: here you will find a light to disp'~l'the darkness, 
safe footing to traverse rugged ground, a key to unlock the door!!, a .finger to 
loose the knots. (I 10) The way is thrown open; gUide the rein!! ofyo.urniind 
as the nature of your course deITlands. . 

Let that part of the material which is first in the order of nature wait 
outside the gates of the work. Let the end, as a ~orthy precursor, be first to 
enter and take up its place in ~dvance, as a gu~st of more honOi:'a~le rank, 
or even as master. Nature.has placed the end last in order, but art respectfully 
defers to it, leads it from its humble position and accords it the place of 
~~. . 

The place of honor at the beginning of a work does not reserve its luster 

6. That is, natural order or the order of art (trans
lator's note). 
7. That is, amplified or abbreviated treatment, as 
the dignity of the subject demands (translator's 
note). 
8. In Poelria No"" Geoffrey modifies the classical 

five divisions of rhetoric-Invention, organization, 
style, memory, and delivery-leaving out Inven· 
~~ . 
9. Bernardus Silvestri. (d. ca. 1160) makes a sim
Ilar distinction between natural and 'lrtlficlal order. 
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for the end of the material only; rather, two parts share the glory: the end of 
the material and the middle. (120) Art draws from either of these a graceful 
beginning. Art plays, as it were, the conjurer: causes the last to be first, the 
future to be_ present, the oblique to be straight, the remote to be near; what 
is rustic becomes urbane, what is old becomes new, public things are made 
private, black things white, and worthless things are made precious. 

If a still more brilliant beginning is desired (while leaving the sequence of 
the material unchanged) make use of a proverb, I ensuring that it may not 
sink to a purely specific relevance, but raise its head high to some general 
truth. See that, while pri7..ing the charm of the unusual, it may not concen
trate its attention on the particular subject, (130) but refuse, as if in disdain, 
to remain within its bosom. Let it take a stand above the given subject, but 
look with direct glance towards it. Let it say nothing directly about the sub
ject, but derive its inspiration therefrom. 

This kind of beginning is threefold, springing up from three shoots. The 
shoots are the first, the middle, and the last parts of the theme. From their 
stem a sprig, as it were, bursts forth, and is thus wont to be born, one might 
say, of three mothers. It remains in hiding, however, and when summoned 
it refuses to hear. It does not as a rule come forward when the mind bids it; 
it is of a somewhat haughty nature, and does not present itself readily nor 
to all. (140) It is reluctant to appear, unless, indeed, it is compelled to do 
so. 

Proverbs, in this way, add distinction to a poem. No less appropriately do 
exempla::l occupy a position at the beginning of a work. The same quality, 
indeed, shines forth from exempla and proverbs, and the distinction con
ferred by the two is of equal value. In stylistic elegance, proverbs alone are 
on a par with exempla. Artistic theory has advanced other techniques [for 
the poem's beginning] but prefers these two; they have greater prestige. The 
others are of less worth and more recent appearanCE!; the sanction of time 
favors the two forms mentioned. Thus the way that lies open is more 
restricted, its use more appropriate, its art superior, as we see both from 
artistic principle and from practice .... 3 (150) 

From Ill. Amplification and Abbreviation -r.-" . 

For the opening of the poem, the principles of art outlined above have 
offered a variety of paths. The poem's development now invites you onward. 
Keeping to our image, direct your steps further along the road's course. 

The way continues along two routes: there will be either a wide path or a 
narrow, either a river or a brook. You may advance at a leisurely pace or leap 
swiftly ahead. You may report the matter with brevity or draw it out in a 
lengthy discourse. The footing on either path is not without effort; (210) if 
you wish to be wisely guided, entrust yourself to a reliable guide. Reflect 
upon the precepts below; they will guide your pen and teach the essentials 
for each path. The material to be molded, like the molding wax, is at first 

I _ The aUlhor understand. by the term prover
hium any g,nerol truth drawn from ()hservntion or 
experience Ltran!dalOr's note}. 
2. The term """,mpu.rls imago (illustrative image) 
rencle .. more precisely what Geoffrey understands 
by Ihe term """ ... 1'1 ...... All the exempta he offers 

a. models in this treatise are exemplary image. 
rather than stories [translator's note]. 
3. Here and elsewhere, ellipse. marked by three 
period. represent the deletions of Preminger, Har
dison, and Kerrane. 
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'hard to the touch. If intense concentration enkindle native,ability, the mate
fislis'soon'made pliant by the mind's fire, and submits to the hand in what
ever way it requires, malleable to any form. The hand of the mind controls 
it,: either to amplify or curtail. 
... ! . 

A. AMPLIFICATION 

REPETiTION (inte;"'re.t~tio, tixp~iiiio).4' if you choose an a~piified form, 
~rocel!d first of sIl by this step: (220) althou,gh the meaning is one, letit,n'c;>t 
come content with e;me set of appar.el. ,Let'i~ vary it(robes and, assuPle dif
fer'entraiment. Let it take up again fit other words ~hat has' already been 
!laid; I~t it reiterate, in a number of c1aus'es, a singI'e' ~hought: Let one and 
t~~ sam~ihingbe concealed under multiple forms-be varied and yet the 
same. ' 
".: ~ElnpHRASIS (circuitio, circumlocut~;').Since a word, a short sound, passes 
swtf~ly, through the ears, a step onward is taken vilh~n an expr~ssion made 
tip' 6f Ii long imd leisurely sequence of s(nirl,os'is substituted for a word. In 
ordJ~ t.9 amplify the poem" avoid calling things by the'ir naines;" u~e o'tljer 
desig~ations for them. (230) Do. not unveil t~~thing fully but suggest it hy 
hints:.Do not let yoiirw~.ds' mov,e s,traight onward through the subject, but, 
Circling it, take a lorig ,and windirig path arc:nind what' you were going to say 
brieny . Retard the 'tempo by thrlS 'iricre~singthe"number of words; 'This 
device lengthens brief forms of expression, since a short word abdicates in 
or~e~ tha~an ex~~nded 'sequeric~ may b'~ 'ii:~ h~ir~ 'Since a concept is con6.ried 
in one, of thr'eesirongholds---:in 'Ii nOlin, ora verb, or a combination of both
d~ .r~ot ~e( the noun or v~rb or ,c,~:mbinati,on' ;of both render the concep,t 
eJq>licit, but let an amplified f6~ sta~d in place of verb or noun or both~ 
(240) , " , , " ',: " " ' " 
" ' '9(jM(;ARiSON,(C~~la~io) ~ A, th',rd st~l»)s c()mpa~son, m~d~ i~~~~C?rd with 
one of two lawiS-either in a hidden or' in an overt maiiner . ,Notice tHat some 
ihi't;gs' arej()l~eddeftly enough; but certainsign~' r~~ea:nh~' pohi': of junc'tl,lr'e. 
A' ~orRpli~is()~ whi~h is' mitde, overtly pres~nts 'a)~~~ti1~lan,ce \yhich:signs 
explicitly point out. These signs are three: thewo'rds more; tess, equaUy. A 
comparison that is made in a hidden way is introduced with no sign to point 
it out. It is introduced not under its own"aspect but with dissembled mien, 
as if there were no comparis~m there, at all, (250) but the taking ,on, one 
might'say', of a new form ritarVelouslyeh&raf~ed, 'whc:lre the new element fits 
as s~~u~~ly into the context as if it w~re born' of th,e theme. The new term 
is, indeed, taken from elsewhere, but it seems to be taken from there; it is 
r.roiTI:~iIi:sid.e and does not appear outsioe;it milkes ait appeitrance~thin 

, and IS' not' within; so it fluctuates inside 'and out, here and there, far and 
pe~r; it s~ands~part; andYe': is athimd. It is atond 'of plant;~ht is .pla,nt~4 
til the garden of the' material the handling of the subjeCt ,will be pleasanter. 
tIere is the floWing wat~r ()f a: wen-'spiing,,,~here the smirce runs, purer; here 
is tl:le forinula, fo'~ a sk!~lftil jum;:ture;' where t~eelEmients joined flow together 
and. touch each other as if they were not cOlltfguous' but continuous; (260) 
as, if the hand of natur~:had joined them r,th~r' than the hand of art. This 
type of comparison is'moreartistic; its use is mu'ch more distinguished. 

'. • ! • ~ ; 

4. The word. In parentheses are the usual Latin terms for the techniques being discussed. 
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ApOSTROPHE (apostrophatio, .exclamatio). In order that you may travel the 
more spaCious route, let apostrophe be a fourth mode of delay. By it you may 
cause the subject to linger on its way, and ih it you may stroll for an hour. 
Take delight in apostrophe; without :it the:feast would .be ample enough, but 
with it the 'courses of an excellent, cuisine are multiplied. The splendor of 
dishes arriving in rich profusion and the leisured delay at the table are festive 
signs. (270) With a variety of courses we feed the ear fora'longer time and 
more lavishly; Here is' food· indeed for the ear when it arrives deliCious and 
fragrant and costly. Example may serve to complement· theory: the eye is a 
surer arbiter than the ear. One example is not enough; there will be an ample 
number; from this ample evidence learn what occasion suitably introduces 
apostrophe, what object it addresses, and in what form . 

. Rise up, apostrophe, before the man whose mind soars too high in pros
perity, and rebuke him thus: 

Why does joy so intense exCite your spiriti' Curb jubilation with due 
restraint and extend not its limits beyond what is meet [appropriate]. 0 soul, 
heedless of misfortune to come, imitateJanus[.l' (280) . 

.. .. .. 
DIGRESSION. If it is desirable to.'amplify the treatise Ye.t more fully, go 

outside the bounds of the subject and withdraw from it a little; let the pen 
digress, but not so widely that it will be difficult to find the way back. (530) 
This technique demands a talent marked by restraint, lest the bypath be 
longer than decorum allows. A kind of digression is, made when I tum aside 
from the material at hand, bringing in first what is actually remote, and alter
.ing the natural order. For sometimes, as I advance along the way, I leave the 
middle of the road, and with a. kind of leap I fly off to the side, as it were; 
then I return to the point whence I haa digressed. Lest this matter of digres" 
sion be veiled in obscurity, I offer the following example: 

. The 'hond of a. ,single· love bound. together two hearts; a.· strange ,cause 
divided them one from the other. But before they were parted, lips pressed 
kisses on lips; (540) a mutual embrace holds· and enfolds ,them both', From 
the fount of their eyes, tearS flow down their cheeks, and sobs alternate with 

. farewells.· Love is a spur to ·grief, and grief a.witness to the strengtl:!,oflove. 
Winter yields to spring. ,The air unclasps its· robe of cloud, ancHtieaven 
caresses. the earth. Moist and warm, air sports with earth, and the feminine 
earth feels the masculine power of the air.6 A flower, earth's child, bursts 
forth into .the breeze and smiles at its mother. Their first foliage adorns the 
tips of the trees; seeds that were dead spring up into life; (550) the promise 
of harvest to 'come lives first in the tender blade. Now is the 'season in which 
birds delight. This hour of time found the lovers apart, who yet through their 
love were not parted, 

DESCRIPTION, pregnant with words, follows as a seventh means of ampli
fying the work. But although the path of description is wide, let it also be 
wise, let it be both lengthy and lovely. See that the words with due ceremony 
are wedded to 'the subject, If description is to be the food and ample refresh-

5, Roman god of doorways, associated with begl". 
nings and re~re.ented by a double-faced head, 
With "0 soul, ' Geoffrey gives an example of apos
trophe, 6r rhetorical address. 

6, The tapas (stock rhetorical theme) of Mater 
T,,"," (mother earth) and Pater AetJaer (father air) 
appears frequently In classical and medieval times 
(translator's note], 
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ment of the mind, avoid too curt a brevity as well as trite conventio~ality. 
Examples of description, accompanied by novel figures, will be varied, (560) 
that eye and ear may roam amid a variety of subjects. 

If you wish to describe, in amplified form, a woman's beauty: 
Let the compass of Nature first fashion a sphere for her head; let the color 

of gold give a glow to her hair, and lilies bloom high on her brow. Let her 
eyebrows resemble iIi dark beauty the blackberry, and'a lovely and milk-white 
path separate their twin arches. Let her nose be straight, of moderate length, 
not too long nor too short for perfection. Let her eyes, those watch-fires of 
her brow, be radiant with emerald light, at with the brightness of stars. (570) 
Let her countenance, emulate dawn: not red, nor yet white-but at once 
neither of those colors and both. Let her mouth be bright, small in shape-as 
it were, a half-circle. Let her lips be rounded and full, but moderately so; let 
them glow, aflame, but with gentle fire. Let her teeth be snowy, regular, all 
of one size, and her breath like the fragrance of incense. Smoother. than 
polished marble let Nature fashion her chin-Nature, so potent a sculptor. 
Let her neck be.a precious column of milk-white beauty, (580) holding high 
the perfection of her countenance. From her crystal throat let radiance 
gleam, to enchant the eye of the viewer and enslave his heart. Let her shoul
ders, conforming to beauty's law, not slope in unlovely descent, nor jut out 
with an awkward ris'e; rather, let them be gracefully straight. Let her arms 
be a joy to behold, charming in their grace and their length. Let soft and 
slim loveliness, a form shapely and white, a line long and straight, flow into 
her slender lingers. Let her beautiful hands take pride in those fingers. (590) 
Let her breast, the image of snow, show side by side its twin virginal gems. 
Let her waist be close girt, and so slim that a hand may endrcleit. For the 
other parts I am silent-here the mind's speech is more apt than the tongue's. 
Let her leg be of graceful length and her wonderfully tiny foot dance with 
joy at its smallnes~. 

So let the radiant description descend from th'e top of her, head to her toe, 
and the whole be polished to perfection. ; " 

Ifyou wish to add to the loveliness thus pictured an account of attire (600): 
Let her hair, braided and bound at her hack,. bind in its gold; let a circlet 

of gold gleam on her ivory brow. Let her face be fre~ o,f adornment, lovely 
In its natural hue. Have a starry chain encircle her milk~white neck. Let the 
border of her robe gleam with fine linen; with gold let her mantle blaze. Let 
a zone, richly set with bright gems, bind her waist, and bracelets enrich her 
arms. Have gold encircle her slender fingers, and a jewel more splendid than 
gold shed its brilliant rays. Let artistry vie with materials in her fair attire; 
(610) let no skill of hand or invention of m~pd be able to add aught tq that 
apparel. But her beauty will be of more worth than richness of vesture. Who, 
in this torch, is unaware of the fires'? Who does not find the flame'? If Jupiter 
in those days of old had seen her, he would not, in Amphitryon's shape, have 
deluded Alcmena;7 nor assumed the face of Diana to defraud you, Callisto, 

7. In classical inythology, the wife of Amphltryon; 
the visit by Jupiter/Zeus (father and ruler of the 
gods) resulted lri the birth of Hercules /Heraele. 
(the Romans borrowed heavily from Greek mythol
ogy, often assimilating Greek gods to native Italian 
deities). What follows Is a list of mortals and god
desses whom Zeus, in various forms, successfully 

pursued; many of them bore him children, Callisto 
was a follower of the huntress Artemis (Identified 
with Diana), turned Into a bear by either Hera or 
Artemis and made a constellation by Zeus; 10, 
daughter of the river-god Inachus, was changed 
into a cow by Zeus to proted her from Hera; 
Antlope bore the famous musician Amphion and 



POETRIA NOVA I 235 

of your flower; nor would he have betrayed 10 in the form of a cloud, nor 
Antiope in the shape of a satyr, nor the daughter of Agerior as a bull, nor 
you, Mnemosyne, as a shepherd; nor the daughter of Asopo in the guise of 
fire; nor you, Deo's daughter, in the form of a serpent; nor Leda as a swan; 
nor Danae in a shower of gold. (620) This maiden alone would he cherish, 
and see all others in her .... 

OPPOSITION (oppositio, oppositum). There rehaains yet another means of 
fostering the amplified style: any statement at all may assume two forms: one 
form makes a positive assertion, the other negates its opposite. (670) The 
two modes harmonize in a single meaning; and thus two streams of sound 
flow forth, each flowing along with the other. Words flow in abundance from 
the two streams. Consider this example: "That young man is wise." Affirm the 
youthfulness of his countenance and deny its age: "His is the appearance of 
youth and not of old age." Mfirm the maturity of his mind and deny its youth
fulness: "His is the mind of mature age and not of youth." The account may 
perhaps continue along the same line: "His is not the cheek of age hut of 
youth; .(680) his is not the mind of youth but age." Or, choosing details closely 
related to the theme, you may travel a rather long path, thus: 

His face is not wrinkled, nor is his ski~ dry; his heart is not stricken with 
age, nor is his breath labored; his loins are not stiff, nor is his back bowed; 
physically he is a young man, mentally he is in advanced maturity. 

In this way, plentiful harvest springs from a little seed; great rivers draw 
their source from a tiny spring; from a slender twig a great tree rises and 
spreads. 

B. ABBREVIATION 

If you wish to be brief, (690) first prune away those devices mentioned 
above which contribute to an elaborate style; let the entire theme be confined 
within narrow limits. Compress it in accordance with the following formula. 
Let emphasis be spokesman, saying much in few words. Let articulus,R with 
staccato speech, cut short a lengthy account. The ahlative,9 when it appears 
alone without a pilot, effects a certain compression. Give no quarter to rep
etition. Let skillful implication convey the unsaid in the said. Introduce no 
conjunction as a link between clauses-let them proceed uncoupled.l8~yn
deton).1 Let the craftsman's skill effect a fusion of man)' concepts in one, 
(700) so that many may be seen in a single glance of the mind. By such 
concision you may gird up a lengthy theme; in this bark you may cross a sea. 
This form of expression is preferable for a factual account, in order not to 
enshroud facts discreetly in mist, but rather to clear away mist and usher in 
sunlight. Combine these devices, therefore, when occasion warrants: empha
sis, articulus, ablative absolute, deft implication of one thing in the rest, 

his twin brother Zethu., dual rulers of Thebes; the 
<laughter of Agenor, king of Phoenicia, was 
Europa, whom Zeus carried off after laking the 
form of a white bull; Mnemosyne (literally, "mem· 
ory"; Greek) was the mother of the 9 Muses; when 
the river-gbd Asopus tried to prevent Zeus Crom 
abducting his daughter Aegina, Zeus drove him off 
with a thunderbolt: the daughter of Oen-another 
name far Demeter, goddess of agriculture-is Per
sephone (Zeus was also her father): Leda, the wife 
of Tyndareus, king of Sparta, be"e Helen of Troy 

(as well RS Clytemnestra, Castor, and Pollux); and 
DanaI!, who was locked In a tower because of the 
prophecy that her son would kill her father, bore 
the hero Perseus. 
8. A word by itself, or a short phrase in place of a 
sentence (Latin). 
9. A grammatical case In Latin that appears in a 
number of Independent constructions. 
1. The omission of conjunctions between words, 
phrases, or clauses, as in this sentence. 
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omission of conjunctions between clauses; fusion_of many concepts in one, 
avoidance of repetition. (710)· Draw on all of the.se, or at least on such as 
the subject allows. Here is a model of abbreviation; the whole technique is 
reflected in it: ; 

Her husband abroad improving. his fortunes, an adulterous Wife bears a 
child. On his return after long delay, she pretends it begotten of snow.Z 

Deceit is mutual. Slyly he waits. He whisks off, sells, and-reporting to the 
mother a like ridiculous tale-pretends the <;hild melted by. sun .... 

From IV. Ornaments, of Style 

Whether it be brief or long, a discourse should always have both internal 
and external adornment, but with a: distinction· of ornament reflecting the 
distinction between.the two orders. F.irst examine the mind of a word, and 
only then its face; (740) do .not trust the adornment of its face alone.·If 
internal .ornament is not in harmony with external;. a sense of propriety is 
lacking. Adorning the face of a word is painting a wort,hless picture: it is a 
false thing, its beauty fictitious; the word is a whitewashed wall and a hyp
ocrite, pretending to be something whereas it is nothing. Its fair form,con
ceals itsdeforinity; it maKes a brave outward show, but has nothing .within. 
It is a picture3 that charms. one who stands at a distance, but displeases the 
viewer who stands at close· range;: Take care; . then, not .to: be hasty, but. be 
Argus4 in relation to what· you ·have said, and, Argus-eyed, examine the words 
in relation to the meaning proposed. (750) If the meaning has dignity, let 
that dignity be preserved; see that no vulgar word may debase it. That all 
may be guided by precept: let rich meaning be hortored by rich diction, lest 
a noble lady blush in pauper's rags. . . 

In order that meaning may wear a preCious garment, if a word is old, be 
its physician and give to the old a new Vigot. Do ·ri6t:l~tthewordhi.variably 
reside on its native !;OU;-such residence dishonors it. Let it avoid fts natural 
location, (760) travet"aboute1sewhere, an4 take up'S:pleasatlt abode on. the 
estate of another. There let"i.t st~y. as a m~vel guest; '/md :$ive' pleasure by its 
very strangeness. If you proVide this rernedy, you will giv~ to the word's face 
a new yo~th. . . . ,. .. . 

.' 
DJFFlCULTORNAMENT' 

METAPHoR.(translatio). The method suggested above.,affords.guidence in 
the artistic transposition of . words; If an observation is to be . made about 
man, I turn to an object which clearly resembles man [in the quality or state 
of being I wish to attribute to himJ. When I See what that object's proper 
vesture is; in the aspect similar to man's,· I borrow it, and fashion for myself 
a new garment in place of the old. For example, taking the words in their 
literal sense, (770) gold is said to be yellow~ n'l.il~,· white; a rose, very -red; 
hotiey, sweet-flowing; flaIries, glo':'ving; snow,'white; Say therefore: sndWy 
teeth, flaming lips, honied taste, roSy countenance,milky brow, golden hair~ 

: .: . .' . 

2. The story of the snow .chlld ·was a popular 
theme in the Middle Ages [translator's note). 
3. See HORACE, Ars PoeUca (ca. '10 B.C.E.), lines 
361-62: "Poetry Is like painting. Some attract. you 
more if you stand near, some if you're further oR'." 

[' .,,',: '. . 
4,· That ,I., 'watchful; In Greek mythology, Argus 
had a .hundred eye.... ..' . "' .. , 
5. The word' •. "native loil". (pro",; ..... , .Ioc ..... ) 
refers to It I literal meaning rather than' to It I pqll· 
tlon In the sE!ntence [tran.lator'. notel~· ... : .. ' '", 
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The.se· word-pairs ·are well suited to each other: teeth,snow; lips,: flames; 
taste,honey; countenance, rose; brow, milk\, hairt· gold., And- since here the 
linking ()fa~p!Etc~s that are similar sheds a pleasing: light, if the subject of 
your discour.se is not· man, turn the reins . of. your-mind to the .human tealm. 
With artistic, tact, transpose a word which"injts, literal. sense, applies to man 
in an analogous situation. (780) For example, if you should wish to say: 
"Springtime makes the earth. beautiful; the first flowers grow up; the weather 
turns mild; storms cease; the sea· is calm; its motiort without. violence; the 
vales are deep; the mountains lofty"; consider what words, in a literal sense, 
express the;analogous situation in our :human life. When you adorn some
thing, ·you paint; when you· enter on existence, you are born; affable in dis
course, you placate; withdrawing from all activity, .you sleep; motionless, you 
stand bn.fixedfoot; sinking down. you lie; lifted into the air, you rise. (790) 
The wording <is a source of pleasure, then, if you say:, 

Springtime paints the earth with flowers: the first. blossoms are born; the mild 
weather soothes; sW.rms; dying down, slumber; the sea stands still, as if without 
moveme.nt; .the valleys lie deep; the mountains rise aloft • •.. 

Art has wov.en· othetgarments of less price; .yet they, too,- have a dignified 
and appropriate use. There are in all ten6 tropes, six in this group, four [in 
addition to.metaphor, onomatoPQeia,antonomasia/ and allegory] mentioned 
above. (960) ihis decade of figures adorns expression in a way wetetm 
difficult in ,that a word is taken only -.in its. figurative and not in· its literal 
sense. All the tropes are o~one general class, distinguished by the figurative 
status of the words and the uncommon meaning assigned them. Lest under
standing be uncertain and hesitant here, the following examples will ensure 
confidence. 

METONYMY (denominatio). Consider a statement of this kind: The sick man 
seeks a physician; the grieving man, solace; the poor man,' aid. Expression 
attains a fuller flowering in this trope: Illness is in need of a .physician; grief 

, is in need;of solace; povertY is in neftd of aid; (970) There is a natural charm 
, in this use of the abstract for the concrete, and so in the change of sick'man 
to sickness, grieving man to grief, poor man to poverty. 

What does fear produce? Pallor. What does anger cause? A flush. Or what, 
the vice of pride? A iwelling up. We refashion the statement thusl Fearlf'OWs 
pale, anger flushes; priu swells. There is greater pleasure and satisfaction for 
the ear when I attribute to the cause what the effect claims as its own. 

Let: the'comb's action groom the hair after the head has been washed. Let 
scissors trim aWay from the hair whatever is excessive, (980) and let a razor 
give freshness to the face~ In this way, art teaches us to attribute to the 
instruinen't, by a happy turn of expression, what is proper to the one who 
uses it. So from the resources of art springs B' means of avoiding worn-out 
paths and of travelling a more distinguished route. 

Again, a statement expressed in the following way adds luster to style: We 

6. In his discussion of the tropes, the author fol
lows the treatment In Ad ·H ...... ""I .. " ... 4.31.42-
34.46. But Geoffrey lists only nine figure. (anas
trophe and transposition are Included under hyper
baton), omitting the tenth, circuit;" or periphrasis 
[trahlllator's not .. J...R~forlc .. 1 He~I ..... : a rhe
torical treatise (ca. 86-82 B.C.E.) wrongly attrib
uted to the Roman state.man. and orator Cicero, 

Anastrdphe: Inversion of normal word order for 
rhetorical emphasis (a kind of "hyperbaton," which 
Is any rhetorical devlc.e Involving unusual word 
order). . 
7. Use ofa proper name to stand for an entire cia •• 
which that name represents; also the use of an epi
thet for a proper name (e.g., referring to Shake· 
speare as "the Bard"). . 
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have rohhed ,their bodies of steel, their coffers of silver; their fingers of gold. 
The point here is not that zeugma8 adorns the wbrds with its own figure of 
speech, but that when I am about to mention something, I withhold its ,form 
completely arid, me~tion only the material. Whereas a less elegant style men
tions both, art'is sHent about one, and conveys both bya sirigle terirt. This 
device brings with it three advant~ges (990): it curtails the numberdf words 
required, it constitutes a poetic adornment, and it is helpful to the meter. It 
curtails the number of words in' that a single term is moresuccinc::t 'than it 
word-group; it constitutes a poetic adornment in that an expression' Qfthis 
kind is artistically more skillful;: and it is helpful to the meter if an oblique 
case, whose form the meter rejeCts, requires such help. This is clear from 
the following example: The finge,r rejoices in gold. 'Gold is a shorter sound, a 
ring of gold is longer; the latter form n!)mes the object itself, the 'former 
conveys it more artfully; in the (Qtmer [au",m] the meter'admits of oblique 
cases, in the latter [annulus auril it ,rejects them. (1000) 

Instead of the thirig contained, name that which contains it, choosin~ the 
word judiciously whether it be noun or adjective. Introduce a noun ir:t this 
wily: tippling England; weaving Flanders; hragging Normandy. Try out ~n 
adjective thus: clamorous markel-places; silent cloisters; lamenting priso",!-: 
juhilant house; quiet night; laborious day. Seek turns of expression like the 
following: In time of sickness Salerno, with ~ts medical skill, cures those who 
are ill. In civil causes Bologna arms the defenceless with laws. Paris, in the 
arts, dispenses bread to feed the strong. (1010) Orleans, in its cradle, rears 
tender youth on the milk of the authorS. ' ,~ 

, HYPERBOLE (superlatio). Give ,hyperbole rein, but see that its discourse 
dOes not run ineptly hither and yon., Let reason keep it in check, and its 
moderate use be a source of pleasuie;othat neither mind nor ear may shrink 
from excess. For example, employing this trope: A rain of darts lashes tlie foe 
like hail; the shattere,d array of spears resemhles a forest; a tide of hloodftow$ 
like a wave of the sea, and hodies, ~log the valleys. This mode of expression 
diminishes or heightens eulogy to a remarkable degree; (1020) and exagger
ation is a source of pleasure when.both ear and, good usage commend it. 

SYNECDOCHE (intellectio). If you intend to say: I studied for three :Years, 
you may, with happier effect, adorn ithe ~tatement. Th~ wbrding above is 
inelegant and trite; you may refin~ the inelegant, your file may renew the 
trite in this way: The third summer"ca~ Upon me in study; the third autumn 
found me engaged; the third winter, emhroiled me in cares; ih study I p~ed 
through three spring times. i word the statement more skillfully when, sup
pressing the whole, I imply that whole from the parts, in the way just exem
plified. Part of the year may be wet~ The year is wet; (1030) part may be dry: 
The year is dry; part may be hot. The, year is hot; part may be mild: The year 
is mild. I attribute to the whole what characterizes a part of it. By this same 
mode of reckoning, you, Gion,9 will ~~ accounted turbid arid clear, narrow 
and broad, brackish and sweet, because of some varied part of your course. 
Again, by the same figure, a day is to be accounted dry and yet rainy because 
of a part of it. Since both forms of this figure are pleasing, you may give 
pleasure by either form. 

B, A figure of speech In which a 'Ingle word, usu· 
ally a verb or adjective, governs in a grammatically 
parallel way two or more other words (as In the 

previous sentence); often one use Is literal and the 
(jther figurative. ' 
9. The river Garonne In France, 
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CATACHRESIS (abusio). There is likewise an urbane imprecision of diction 
when a word is chosen which is neither literal nor precise in its context, but 
which is related to the literal word. For example, if one proposes to say; 
(1040); The strength of the Ithacan is slight, but yet he has a mind of great 
wisdom, let catachresis alter the wording thus; Strength in Ulysses l is short, 
wisdom in his heart is long, for there is a certain affinity between the words 
long and great, as between short and slight. 

In the figures given above there is a common element of adornment and 
weightiness, arising from the fact that an object does not come before us 
with unveiled face, and accompanied by its natural voice! rather, an alien 
voice attends it, and so it shrouds itself in mist, as it were, but in a luminous 
mist. (1050) 

HYPERBATONz (transgressio). A certain weightiness of style results also from 
the order of words alone, when units grammatically related are separated by 
their position, so that an inversion of this sort occurs (anastrophe [perver
sio]); rege sub ipso; tempus ad illud; ea de causa; rebus in illis [under the king 
himself; up to that time; for this reason; in those matters]; or a transposed 
order of this sort (transposition [transjectio]); Dura creavit pestiferamfortuna 
famem [harsh fortune produced a pestilent famine];- Letalis egenam gente 
fames spoliavit humum [deadly famine robbed the destitute soil of produce]. 
Here words related grammatically are separated by their position in the sen
tence. Juxtaposition of related words conveys the sense more readily, but 
their moderate separation sounds better to the ear and has greater elegance. 
(1060) 

.. .. .. 

VARIOUS PRESCRIPTIONS 

If you heed the directives carefully and suit words to content, you will 
speak with precise appropriateness in this way. If mention has perhaps arisen 
of an object, sex, age, condition, event, place, or time, it is regard for itl! 
distinctive quality that the object, sex, age, condition, event, time, or place 
claims as its due. Felicity in this matter is an admirable thing, for when I 
make an apt use of qualifying words [determino] I give the whole theme...!). 
finished completeness [termino]. An object described [condita] in its entirety 
is a dish well-seasoned [condita]. Note this prescription and heed its tenor; 
(1850) it is a prescription that is valid for prose as well as for verse. The 
same principle of art holds good for both, although in a different way. 

Meter is straitened by laws, but prose roams along a freer way, for the 
public road of prose admits here and there wagons and carts, whereas the 
narrow path of a line of verse does not allow of things so inelegant. Verse 
wishes its very words to be graceful in appearance,:lest the rustic form of a 
word embarrass by its ungainliness, and bring shame to the line. Meter 
desires to appear as a handmaid with hair adorned, with shining cheek, slim 
body, and peerless form. (1860) The charming gracefulness of verse cannot 
find a group of words of equal sweetness to the ear. A line of prose is a 

I. Odysseus, king of Ithaca and the hero of 
H",ner's Odyssey. 
2. The translations under this heading do not 

reflect the unusual Latin word order (e.g., rege suh 
ipso literally reads "th~ king under hlmselr'). 
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coarser thing; it favors all words, observing no distinction except in the case 
of those which it keeps for the end of periods:3 such words are those whose 
penultimate syllable carries the accent. It is not desirable that other words 
hold this final position. Aulus Gellius4 reaches the same· conclusion and 
subjoins his reason: lest otherwise the number of syllables be weak and insuf
ficient to bring the line to a close. If the last word of a period should be, as 
it frequently is, of a different cursus,' (1870) nevertheless the one suggested 
above is preferable in as much as sounder opinion supports it-and my 
authority here is Aulus Gellius.6 For the rest, the method of prose and verse 
does not differ; rather, the principles of art remain the same, whether ina 
composition bound by the laws of meter or in one independent of those laws, 
although what depends upon the principles of art is not always the same. In 
both prose and verse see that diction is controlled in such away that words 
do not enter as dry things, but let their meaning confer a juicy savor upon 
them, and let them arrive succulent and rare. Let them say nothing in a 
childish way; see that they have dignity but not pomposity, lest what should 
be honorable becomes onerous. (1880) Do not let them enter with unsightly 
mien; rather, see that there is both internal and external adornment. Let the 
hand of artistic skill provide colors of both kinds. 

.. .. .. 
ca. 1200 

3. Sentences. 5. Arrangement of accents. 
4. Author (ca. 130-180 C.E.) of the Latin work 
AcHe Nights, whose 20 book. treat many different 
topics. 

6. The reference is to Aulu. Gelllus, Attic Nights 
1.7.20 [translator'. note). 

THOMAS AQUINAS 
1225-1274 

Thomas Aquinas's Summa Theologica, with its compelling synthesis of faith and rea
son, of. Platonism and Aristotelianism, of Hellenistic and Christian thought, marks 
the high point of the Scholastic philosophy and theology of the Middle Ages. But it 
may be difficult to imagine that Aquinas, the medieval philosopher ~ost widely read 
today, could have much to say about poetics, which he relegates in the Summa to 
"the least of all the sciences." Yet when read against the backdrop of the so-called 
commentary tradition, the'tradition of allegorical interpretation of biblical and secular 
texts, Aquinas's writings on biblical exegesis force a reevaluation of our portrait of the 
saint as a prosaic logician. Early in the Sum'ma, Aquinas wrestles· with a problem that 
has continued to perplex both literary critics and philosophers of language:· how to 
reconcile the indeterminacy of figurative language (such as poetic metaphor) with a 
belief in the ability of language to guarantee stable reference and access to truth and 
reality. If language cannot guarantee that the intentions of its author-'-whether divine 
or human-can be known, then how can it function as a vehicle of knowledge? The 
centrality of thi.s question to contemporary debates over the nature of langu.li:ge. a.nd 
signification makes Aquinas's uneasy resolution of it-his insistence on both· the 
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multiplicity of meaning and the stability of reference in the biblical text-all the more 
interesting. 

Thomas Aquinas (Tommaso d'Aquino) was'born in his father's castle in Roccasecea 
in central Italy, the youngest son of a noble family. At the age of five he was sent to 
the Benedictine monastery of Monte Cassino to begin his education, and in 1236 he 
entered the University of Naples. Some time between 1240 and 1243; against his 
parents' wishes, he decided to join the Dominican friars, an order founded in 1205 
and dedicated to learning and preaching. On the way to Rome he was abducted by 
his brothers and imprisoned for two years at the castie of San Giovanni, where his 
family tried everything-including hiring a prostitute to seduce him-to break his 
will. When his family finally relented, Thomas took his vows; he was sent to Cologne, 
Germany, in 1244 where he continued his education under the direction of Albertus 
Magnus, the most famous scholar of .the order. Thomas's taciturnity as a student 
earned him a reputation for dullness, though Albertus, on hearing him defend a 
difficult thesis, is reported to have said, ''We call this young man a dumb ox, but his 
bellowing in doctrine will one day resound throughout the world." 

In 1245 Thomas accompanied Albertus to Paris as a student. In 1248, when a new 
studium genemle (a school founded by the Dominicans for the teaching of theology) 
was opened in Cologne, Albertus returned as its master. Thomas went with him to 
serve as a bachelor, or subregent, under him; While in Cologne, in 1250, he was 
ordained a priest by the City's archbishop. In 1252 Thomas was sent to Paris to fill 
the position of bachelor at the studium genemle in that city. His primary duty was 
teaching the Sentences of Peter Lombard .(ca. 1100-1160), the basic textbook for all 
theology. courses in the Middle Ages, and. his commentaries on that book would later 
furnish the materials arid plan for his chief work, the Summa Theologica. In 1257 
Thomas' took the· degree· of doctor·in theology from the University of Paris and was 
subsequently appointed regent (or master) in theology, a position he held until 1259. 
The years between 1259 and 1265 are not well documented; most likely he spent 
them teaching, preaching, writing, and traveling throughout Europe. In 1265 he went 
to Rome to serve as regent of the studium.generale founded there, and in 1268 the 
order sent him back to the University of Paris; In 1274, while traveling to the Council 
of Lyons, he fell ill. He was taken to the monastery of Fossanova, where he died on 
March 7. He was canonized a saint on July 18,1323. 

Aquinas composed more than sixty boo~ ori philosophy, theology, ethic,s, and exe
gesis .. His exegetical works include commentaries on various books of the Bible, 
including Job, the Psalms, isaiah, Jeremiah, the Epistles of Sf; Paul, and .his Catena 
Aurea (8 commentary on all four Gospels). His philosophical works include thirteen 
commentaries on ARISTOTLE,' which were instrumental in the efforts i'if'Christian 
scholarship to assimilate the Greek philosopher's newly discovered works. His Summa 
contra Gentiles (1261-64) was a defense of the Christian faith against the Jews and 
Muslims of Spain, whose scholarship was central to the recovery of Aristotle's writing 
in thirteenth-century Europe. This work reveals the breadth and depth of his under
standing of the Jewish and Islamic philosophy of the period, especially that of MAI
MONIDES (I 135-1204) and the great Islamic philosopher Avicenna (980-:-1037). Far 
and away his greatest work, however, is the twenty-two-volume Summa Theologica 
(1265-73); an encyclopedic compendium, left unfinished at his death, designed to 
organize systematically and to explicate all of Christian theology and philosophy. 

In his prologue to the Summa, Aquinas explains, "we shall endeavor, confiding in 
the Divine assistance, to treat of these things. that pertain to sacred doctrine with 
brevity and· clearness, in so far as the subject to be treated will permit." The fourfold 
method Aquinas follows, a method identified with Scholasticism, is first to pose a yes 
or no questionj next to offer all of the arguments for the no position, then to present 
the contrary argument, and finally· to supply a complete defense of his own position 
by replying to the objections outlined at the beginning. This form is illustrated in the 
selection below.· 
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Very earlyin the Summa, in articles 9 and 10 of question 1, "On Sacred Doctrine: 
What Kind It Is and What It Covers," Aquinas deals with problem~ of interpretation 
that have occupied literary critics from 'ancient and medievalC.tiristian and Jewish 
exegetes down to poststructuralist theorists like JACQUES DERRiDA. He 'wishes not 
only to explain the obscurities and ambiguities of biblical texts but also to understand 
the theoretical consequences of figurative language ina text that claims privileged 
authorship~ Aquinas; like other medieval religious writers, has inherited the Platonic 
distrust of poetry,,--which is, in part, a distrust of the multiplicity of meaning and the 
instability of linguistic reference. The divine text, he argues, must "make truth clear," 
while figurative language obscures truth. Yet Scriptures use figurative language·fre
quently; thus Aquinas must struggle to reconcile this kind of unstable language with 
the authority and infallibility of the sacred biblical word. 

While poetry uses metaphors "for the sake of lively description,"·Aquinas argues, 
Scriptures use them of necessity. While poetry promotes deception, Scriptures reveal 
spiritual truths through corporeal metaphors. He offers three defenses of Scriptures' 
use of figurative language, which will find their way into the Italian poet-critic BOC
CACClO'S defense of poetry in the fourteenth century. For· Aquinas, the figurative 
language of Scriptures exercises the thoughtful mind, serves as a defense against the 
"ridicule of the impious," and preserves readers from error because it appeals to the 
senses to guide them to the intelligible. Like AUGUSTINE, Aquinas endorses the pos
sibility that the Bible contains multiple meanings, while maintaining that such mul
tiplicity does not lead to' indeterminacy. And, like his twelfth-century predecessors, 
HUGH OF ST. VICTOR and Bernardus Silvestris, he attempts to' contain any uncon
trolled proliferation of meaning by organiung these multiple meanings vertically and 
hierarchically in the now famous scheme' that attaches different· meanings to the 
literal, allegorical, moral, and anagogical (or mystical) senses and levels of the text. 

What sets Aquinas apart from his predecessors is his decidedly non.Platonic insis
tence that all interpretation of biblical texts must proceed from the literal sense alone. 
AqUinas's claim that nothing .necessary· to' faith is conveyed through the allegorical 
senses of the Bible thilt is not conveyed clearly and openly through the literal sense 
would seem at odds with his endors'ement of ·multiple meanings, since the obvious 
consequence of literal reading would be to:render the techniques of allegoresis redun
dant. Indeed, there' are some scholars who have argued that Aquinas's literal reading 
of Scriptures led to the reJecUon of allegorical readings of the Bible durins,the Ref
ormation. Yet In their effort to come to tennl with the dlfficultie. of biblical language, 
Aquinas and other medieval exegetes developed convention. of interpretation that 
would influence· all subsequent literary criticism long after the fourfold scheme 'of 
allegory was forgotten. Among these conventions is the practice of searching for "hid
den" meanings in the text and the tendency to value literary texts for their multiplicity 
and complexity of meaning. 

Aquinas occupies a pivotal position between the Neoplatonic exegetes of the twelfth 
century, philosopher-theologians such as Hugh of St. Victor and Bernardus Silvestris 
who wrote in Latin for a primarily clerical audience, and Italian poet-critics such as 
DANTE and Boccaccio, who, writing in Italian, would literally invent vernacular literary 
criticism in the fourteenth. Twelfth-century exegetes (Hugh may be the exception 
here) believed, with Augustine, that meaning had been hidden in the biblical text by 
God, so they subordinated the literal sense of the text to its allegorical senses in much 
the same way that Neoplatonists subordinated the material world to the transcen
dental world of forms (see PLATO and PLOTINUS). The revival of interest in Aristotle 
in the thirteenth century had profound consequences for the study of signification 
in both biblical and secular texts. Aquinas's more Aristotelian analyses of Scriptures 
privilege the literal over allegorical sense; and because the literal sense was identified 
with the expression of the author's intention, his remarks on biblical commentary set 
the stage for the appreciation of the individual poet's style apparent- in the landmark 
fourteenth-century Italian criticism of Dante and Boccaccio. 



SUMMA THEOLOGICA / 243 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Not all of Aquinas's works exist in critical editions, but the many volumes of the still
unfinished Opera Onmia (1882, Complete Works), edited by the Leonine Commission 
(commissioned by Pope Leo XIII), provide the best available Latin text. The Marietta 
editions, in several volumes that appeared throughout the twentieth century, repro
duce the Leonine Latin text in a more convenient format with useful research aids. 
Nor have all Aquinas's works been translated into English. The Summa Theologica is 
available in a twenty-two-volume English edition by the' 'Fathers of the English 
Dominican Province (1920-31). The Summa Contra Gentiles was translated by the 
English Dominican Fathers (1923-29). A selection of translations by various hands 
of Aquinas's biblical commentaries can be found in the Aquinas Scripture Series 
(I 966-). The Pocket Aquina..~, edited by Vernon O. Bourke (I968), offers selections 
from Aquinas's writings in readable translations. James A. Weisheipl's Friar Thomas 
D' Aquino (rev. ed., 1983), is the standard biography. 

F. C. Copleston's Aquinas (I955) is a useful introduction to both Aquinas's phi
losophy and its historical background. M. D. Che~u's Toward Understanding St. Tho
mas (I964) offers a classic interpretation of Aquinas's thought. Umberto Eco's 
Aesthetics o/Thomas Aquina..~ (1988) examines the difficulty of deriving an aesthetics 
from Aquinas's thought, making connections with issues in contemporary aesthetics. 
Norman Kretzmann and Eleanore Stump's Cambridge Companion to Aquinas (1993) 
provides ten studies designed to introduce all aspects of Aquinas's thought, including 
his work on biblical commentary. Richard Ingardia's Thomas Aijulnas: International 
Bibliography, 1977-1990 (1993), an indispensable and well-organized bibliography, 
gives synopses of many published items. 

From Summa Theologica l 

From Question'J 

NINTH ARTICLE 
WHETHER HOLY SCRIPTURE SHOULD USE METAPHORS? 

We proceed thus to the Ninth Article:-
Objection 1. It seems that the Holy Scripture should not use metaphors. 

For that which is proper to the lowest science seems not to befit this sc~ce, 
which holds the highest place of all. But to proceed by the aid of various 
similitudes and figures is proper to poetry, the least of all the sciences. 
Therefore it is not fitting that this science should make use of such 
similitudes. 

Obj. 2, Further, this doctrine seems to be, intended ,to make truth clear. 
Hence a reward is held out to those who manifest it: They that explain me 
shall have life everlasting.2 But by such similitudes truth is obscured. 
Therefore to put forward divine truths by likening them to corporeal things 
does not befit this science. 

Obj. 3. Further, the higher creatures are, the nearer they approach to the 
divine likeness. If therefore any creature be taken to represent God, this 
representation ought chiefly to be taken from the higher creatures, and not 
from the lower; yet this is often found in the Scriptures. 

I. Translated hy Fathers of th .. English DomIni
can Pr()vince. 

2. Ecclesiasticus 24.31. 
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On the contrary, It is written: I have multiplied visions, and 1 have used 
similitudes by the ministry of the prophets.] But to pUt forward anything by 
means of similitudes is to use metaphors. Therefore this sacred science may 
use metaphors. 

I anSwer that; It is befitting Holy Writ to put forward divine and spiritual 
truths by means of comparisons with material things. For God provides for 
everything according to the capacity of its nature. Now it is natural to man 
to attain to intellectual truths through sensible objects, because all our 
knowledge originates from sense. Hence in Holy Writ spirl~ual trui:hs are 
fittingly taught under the likeness of material things. This is what Dionysius 
says: We ctlnnotbe enlightened by the divine rays except they be hidden within 
the covering of many sacred veils.4 It is also befitting Holy Writ, which Is 
proposed to all without distinction of persons----To the wise and to the unwise 
I am a debtor'-that spiritual truths be expounded by means of figures taken 
from corporeal things, in order that thereby even the simple who are unable 
by themselves to grasp intellectual things may be able to understand it. 

Reply Obj. 1. Poetry makes use of metaphors to prod';lce a representation, 
for it is natural to man to be pleased with representations. But sacred doc
trine makes use of metaphors as both necessary and useful. 

Reply Obj. 2. The ray.m divine revelation is not extinguished by the sen
sible imagery wherewith it is veiled, as Dionysius says;6 and its truth so far 
remains that it does not allow the minds of those to whom the revelation has 
been made, to rest in the metaphors, but raises them to the knowledge of 
truths; and through those to whom the revelation has been made others also 
may receive instruction in these matters. Hence those things that are taught 
metaphorically In one part of Scripture, in other parts are taught more 
openly. The very hiding of truth in figures in useful for the exercise of 
thoughtful minds, and as a defence against the ridicule of the impious, 
according to the words Give not that which" holy to doss. 7 

Reply Ob}. 3. As Dionysius says,' it is more fitting that divine truths should 
be expounded under the figure of less noble than of nobler bodies, and this 
for three reasons. Firstly, because thereby men's minds are the better pre
served from error. For then it is clear that these things are not literal descrip
tions of divine truths, which might have been open to doubt had they been 
expressed under the figure 'of nobler bodies, espeCially for those who could 
think of nothing nobler than bodies. Secondly, because this is mote befitting 
the knowledge of God that we have in this life. For What He is not is clearer 
to us than what He is. Therefore similitudes drawn from things farthest away 
from God form within us a truer estimate that God is above whatsoever we 
may say or think of Him. Thirdly, because thereby divine truths are the better 
hidden from the uriworthY.9 

3. Hosea 12.10. 
4. From The Celestial Hierarchy 1 [translator's 
note]. Its author, Pseudo-Dlonyslus, was a Neo
platonic writer of late-5th-centuty Syria who suc
cessfully passed himself. off as Dlonysius die. 
Areopaglte, whose conversion by St. Paul Is 
recorded In Acts 17.34. His writing was Influenced 
by PLOTINUS. 
5. Romans 1.14. 
6. Celestial Hierarchy 1 [translator's note]. 
7. Matthew 7.6. 
R. Celestial Hierarchy I [translator's note]. 

9. In his reply to objection 3, Aquinas expresses 
some traditional justifications for using figurative 
lansuage when ilpeaking of God. Some, Including 
the atgument that such language obscure,; divine 
truths ,from .the unworthy, are repeated In BOC
CACCIO'S defense of poetry In Genealogy of the 
Gflntile Gods-(I35Q--62; see below). There I. a par
adox Involved In Aquinas'. explanation that we 
know God better negatively through what he i. nol 
than through what he Is, which we can never com
prehend. 
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TENTH ARTICLE 
WHETHER IN HOLY SCRIPTURE A WORD MAY HAVE SEVERAL SENSES'? 

We proceed thus to the Tenth Article:-
Objection 1. It seems that in Holy Writ a word cannot have several senses, 

historical or literal, allegorical, tropological or moral, and anagogical. For 
many different senses in one text produce confusion and deception and 
destroy all force of argument. Hence no argument, but only fallacies, can be 
deduced from a mUltiplicity of propositions. But Holy Writ ought to be able 
to stateJhe truth without any fallacy. Therefore in it there cannot be several 
senses to a word. 

Obj. 2. Fut~her, Augustine says that the Old Testament has afouifold divi
sion as to history, etiology, analogy, and allegory.· Now these four seem alto
gether different from the four divisions mentioned in the first objection. 
Therefore it does not seem fitting to explain the same word of Holy Writ 
according to the four different senses mentioned above. 

Obj. 3. Further, besides these senses, there is the parabolica(,2 which is 
not one of these four. 

On the contrary, Gregory says: Holy Writ by the manner of its speech tran
scends every science, because in one and the same sentence, while it describes 
a fact, it reveals a mystery. 3 

I answer that, The author of Holy Writ is God, in whose power it is to 
signify His meaning, not by words only (as man also can do), but also by 
things themselves. So, whereas in every other science things are signified by 
wOrds, thi$ science has the property, that the things signified by the words 
have themselves also a signification. Therefore that first signification 
whereby words signify things belongs to the first sense, the historical or 
literal. That signification whereby things signified by words have themselves 
also a signification is called the spiritual sense, which is based on the literal, 
and presupposes it. Now this spiritual sense has a threefold division. For as 
the Apostle says the Old Law is a figure of the New Law,4 and Dionysius 
says the New Law itself is a figure of future glory.' Again, in the NeW Law, 
whatever our Head has done is a type of what we ought to do. Therefore, so 
far as the things of the Old Law signify the things of the New Law, there is 
the allegorical sense; so far as the things done in Christ, or so f&r'as the 
things which signify Christ, are types of what we ought to do, there is the 
moral sense. But so far as they signify what relates to eternal glory, there is 
the anagogical sense. Since the literal sense is that which the aathor intends, 
and since the, author of Holy Writ is God, Who by one act comprehends all 
things by His intellect, it is not unfitting, as Augustine says, if, even according 
to the literal sense, one word in Holy Writ should have several senses. b 

Reply Obj. 1. The n:lUltiplicity of these senses does not produce equivocation 
or any other kind of multiplicity, seeing that these senses are not multiplied 
because one word signifies several things; but because the things signified by 
the words can be themselves types of other things. Thus in Holy Writ no con-

1. On lise Useful ...... of Belief 3 [translator's noteJ. 
AUGUSTINE, (354-430), early Christian philoso
pher and theologian. 
1. Expressed In a parable. 
3. From Mo .... li .. inJob 20.1 [translator'. noteJ, by 

Pope Gregory 1(540-604). 
4. A rough paraphrase of Hebrews 10.1. 
5. Celeslial Hie .... rchy 1 [translator's note.] 
6. Confession.. 12.31.42 [translator'. note]. 
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fusion results, for all the senses are founded on one-the literal-from which 
alone can any argument be drawn, and not from those inte~ded in allegory, as 
Augustine says.7 Nevertheless, nothing of Holy Scripture perishes on account 
of this, since nothing necessary to faith is contained under the spiritual sense 
which is not elsewhere put forward by the Scripture in its literal sense. 

Reply Obj. 2. These three-history, etiology, analogy-are grouped under 
the literal sense. For it is called history, as Augustine expounds,a.whenever 
anything is simply related; it is called etiology when .its cause is assigned, as 
when Our Lord gave the reason why Moses allowed the putting' away of 
wives-namely, on account of the hardness of inen's hearts; it is called anal
ogy whenever the truth of one text of Scripture is shown not to contradict 
the truth of another. Of-these four, allegory alone stands for the three spir
itual senses. Thus Hugh of S. Victor9 incltides the anagogical under the 
allegorical sense, laying down three senses 0I1ly-the historical, the allegor
ical; and the tropological. 

Reply Obj. 3. The parabolicalsense is contained in the literal, for by words 
things are signified properly and figuratively. Nor is the figure itself; but that 
which is figured, the literal sense. When Scripture speaks of God's arm, the 
literal sense is not that God has such a member, but only what is signified 
by this member, namely, operative power. Hence it is plain that nothing false 
can ever underlie the literal sense of Holy Writ. 

7; Episda 93.8.42 (Augustlne's letter against the 
Donatlst,;; ii heretical Christian sect'ofthe 4th and 
5th centuries). 
8; E"islles 93;8.24. 

9. De Sac .... _tis. 4.4. r.roio8ue '[tr,;nslator;s 
note)'-HUGH OF ST. VICTOR ca:·I097-H41),edu-
cator and biblical commentator. . 

DANTE: ALIGHiERI 
1265-1321 

The Divine Comedy (1'307-21) secured Dante's reputation as the 'greatest pc>el of the 
Middle Ages; his literary criticism tilarks him as the. first major theonst of European 
vernacular literature. Yet the relationship between Dante's masterpiece atldhls com
mentson poetics has vexed scholars throughout the modern period I , How could a 
work as monumental and groundbreaking as The Divine Comedy be the product 'of 
as derivative and seemingly reductive a poetics as that described in his famous letter 
to Can Grande della Scala (1319)? Many have denied the authenticity of this letter, 
believing that the theologically driven allegory depicted there. could not have been 
the basis for so great a poem. Suc;h a position, however, neglects ,the subtleties of 
Dante's adaptation of the techniques of biblical exegesis to . poetry. At the heart of 
these debates are questions about the nature and status of allegorical representation 
that have perennially engaged critics, including twentieth-century figures such as 
Erich Auerbach and PAUL DE MAN. 

Much of Dante's literary criticism is derivative of the great twelfth- and thirteenth
century biblical scholars who preceded him--especially THOMAS AQUINAS, to whom 
he is most immediately indebted. But he is the first to make the intellectual achieve-
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ments of medieval Latin culture accessible to those who did not know Latin and, just 
as significantly, to apply them to secular texts that could circulate among a growing 
audience of vernacular readers. In his Eloquence in the Vernacular Tongue (ca. 1304-
08), Dante writes, "I see that such eloquence is unquestionably needed by almost 
everyone, for not only men, but even women and children (to the extent their nature 
allows) strive for it." His goal as a critic was to "enlighten the discernment of those 
who, like the blind, roam the streets thinking for the most part that what is really 
behind is in front." In fourteenth-century Europe, Dante's defense of Italian, his own 
vernacular, as an appropriate vehicle for poetry Was innovative; indeed, the debate 
continued to rage long after-taken up, for example, by JOACHIM DU DELLAY in six
teenth-century France, JOHN DRYDEN in seventeenth-century England, and NGUGI 
WA THIONG'O in twentieth-century Kenya. In addition, Dante's remarks on the poly
semous nature of poetic language continue to resound within present-day debates 
about allegory. 

Dante Alighieri was born in Florence to a family that was neither wealthy nor 
cspecially prominent. His father, Alighiero di Bellincione d'Alighiero, was a member 
of the lesser nobility. Little is known about Dante's early education, though he 
probably received elementary instruction in grammar, language, and philosophy. 
Later he was a pupil of the Florentine encyclopedist, statesman, and poet Brunetto 
Latini, who, in the The Divine Ccnnedy, is confined to the seventh circle of Hell for 
his sins against nature (sodomy). Under Latini's direction, Dante studied literature 
and rhetoric and associated himself with several respected Florentine poets, includ
ing Guido Cavalcanti. In 1283 he inherited a modest amount of money from his 
parents, and two years later he married Gemma Donati, who· bore him four chil
dren. The death in 1290 of his childhood friend Beatrice Portinari proved to be a 
turning point in Dante's life, propelling him to begin an intense· study of the phil
osophical works of Boethius (480-524 C.E.), Cicero (106-43 D.C.E.), and ARISTO
TLE (384-322 D.C.E.). It also resulted in the appearance of his only work to be 
written in Florence. Dante's commemoration of Beatrice's death, La Vita Nuova 
(ca. 1295, The New Life), was a new, innovative approach to love poetry that 
equated love with mystical and spiritual revelation. His memorialization of Beatrice 
would continue in The Divine Comedy, where she serves as his guide to redemption 
in the third volume, Paradi.~o. 

In the last decade of the thirteenth century, Dante became involved in Florence's 
increasingly violent politics. For much of the late thirteenth century Italy was 
engulfed in a civil war between the Ghibellines (a party favoring imperial rule for 
Italy) and the Guelphs (a party advocating control by the papacy). By the time of 
Dante's birth, Florence had become a Guelph stronghold; but the Guelph partyjp;elf 
had split into two factions, the White and the Black, divided more by competing family 
loyalties than by opposing political philosophies. In 1295 Dante, a ·supporter of the 
White Guelphs, got entangled in the city's politics by enrolling in the Guild of Doctors 
and Pharmacists. A year later he participated in a citizen's government known as the 
Council of the Hundred. He was elected for a term as one of the six priors, or mag
istrates, of Florence in 1300. By 1302, however, the Black Guelphs had begun to 
displace the Whites in Florentine politics, and Dante was exiled on pain of death if 
he returned to Florence. He spent the next few years wandering around Italy, during 
which time he produced both De Vulgari Eloquentia (Eloquence in the Vernacular 
Tongue), a theoretical and practical defense of the literary uses of the vernacular 
(written, ironically, in Latin), and Il Convivio (I 306-09, The Banquet), an encyclo
pedic collection of canzoni (or short poems) followed by related prose commentaries 
on philosophy. Both projects were abandoned before they were completed, probably 
because as early as 1306 Dante became caught up in the plan of The Divine Comedy. 

By 1312 Dante took lip residence in Verona, where he sought the patronage of that 
city's imperial vicar, Can Grande della Scala, a member of the powerful Scaliger 
family. There he wrote most of his greatest work, The Divine Comedy, dedicating its 
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final volume, the Paradiso, to his patron. De Monarchia, a political treatise, was most 
likely written around 1317. Dante spent the last three years of his life in Ravenna; 
he died without having ever returned to his native Florence. 

In our selections, Dante confronts the problem of how to understand and construe 
textual meaning. Both his encyclopedic treatise Il Convivio and his famous letter 
dedicating the Paradiso to his patron, Can Grande della Scala, examine the relation
ship between general critical principles and the detailed interpretation of specific 
parts of a text. Dante is remarkably consistent in his descriptions of how poetry is to 
be read and interpreted. He extends to vernacular poetry the four senses of allegorical 
interpretation-the literal, the allegorical, the moral, and the anagogical-aniculated 
in earlier medieval commentaries on biblical texts. In doing so, he effects a synthesis 
between the "allegory of the poets," or the allegories that Christian writers such 
as Bernardus Silvestris attributed to pagan poets such as Virgil, and the "allegory of 
the theologians," or the interpretations of Scriptures developed by exegetes such as 
HUGH OF ST. VICTOR and Aquinas. Although in classical rhetoric allegory involves one 
thing while meaning another, Dante insists that his allegories are not simple substi
tution codes (this is how Bernardus earlier understands Virgil's Aeneid). Instead, each 
of the four "senses" of the text inheres in and evokes the other three simultaneously. 
The text is polysemous: that is, it has many meanings-including the literal-that 
occur in a single imaginative act. Dante's commentaries demonstrate that textual 
exegesis (explication) was not expected to follow the theory of allegorical "senses" in 
any dogmatic or wooden way. That a poem could b,e interpreted literally and in three 
figurative senses (allegorical, moral, and anagogical) ·does not imply that every episode 
or every symbol must contain all four meanings. Dante offers a more subtle approach. 
Much of the richness of The Divine Comedy, for example, derives from the gap alle
gory opens up between the sign and what it might signify. The promise of stable 
signification seemingly held out by the allegorical method is offset by his claim that 
the text is polysemous, open to many meanings. This recurring paradox has also 
fascinated present-day critics of allegory, who are generally more interested than was 
Dante in the destabilization of meaning that accompanies the possibility of m~ltiple 
meanings. 
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From U'Convivio l 

From Book Two 

CHAPTER 1 

Now thai by way of a preface my bread has been sufficiently prepared in the 
preceding book through my own .• ssistance, time calls and requires my ship 
to leave port; thus, haVing set the sail of my reason to the breeze of my desire, 
I enter upon the open sea with the hope of a smooth voyage and a safe and 
praiseworthy port at the end of my feast. But so that this food of mine may 
be more profitable, I wish to show, before it appears, how the first course 
must be eaten. a 

As I stated in the first chapter, this eXposition must be both literal and 
allegorical. To convey what this means, it is necessary to know that writings 
can be understood and ought to be expounded principally in four senses. 
The first is called the literal" and this is the sense that does not go beyond 
the surface of the letter, as in the fables of the poets. The next is called the 
allegorical, and this is the one that is' hidden beneath the cloak of these 
fables, and is a truth hidderi beneath a beautiful fiction. Thus Ovid says that 
with his lyre Orpheus tamed wild beasts and made trees and rocks move 
toward him,3 which is to say that the wise man with the instrument of his 
voice makes cruel hearts grow tender arid humble and moves to his will those 
who do not devote their lives to knowledge and art; and those who have no 
rational life whatsoever are almost like stones. Why this kind of concealment 
was devised by the wise will he shown iri the penultimate book. Indeed the 
theolOgians take this sense otherwise than do the poets; but sinl::e it is my 
intention here to follow the method of the poets, I shall take th~llegorical 
sense according to the usage of the poets. 4 , 

The third sense is called moral, and this is the sense that teachers should 
intently seek to discover throughout the scriptures, for their own profit and 
that of their pupils; as, for example, in the Gospel we may discover that when 

1. Translated by Richard H. Lansing. 
2. In the allegorical framework of II ConvIvla, 
Dante uses the conceit of a banquet to represent 
human knowledge. Like Boethlus's Consolation of 
PhilDso;th,. (ca. 524 C.E.), II Convivio employs a 
combination of verse al1d prose commentaryealled 
1."'001""",,,.,,,. In Dante's allegorical banquet. the 
meat" is the ClIfUOf'li, or verses, and the "bread" 

the commentaries on those verses. 
3. Ovid (43 D.C.E.-I7 C.E.). M .. tamo,."ho ..... 11.1-
2. In Greek mythology, Orpheus was the greatest 
of all mortal musicians. 
4. What Dante means 'by distinguishing between 
the allegory of the poets and the allegory of the 
theologians i. not entirely dear and has given rise 

to endless speculation. The theologians Inslot on 
the 'veracity of all four levels of meaning, and con
ceived of the allegorical levels (the typological, tro-

r.0logiCal. and anagoglca.1) to depend on a literal 
evel which was historically true. In the allegory of 

the poets.' as exemplified by the allusion to the 
myth of Orpheus, the literal level is a "bella men
zongna." a beautiful fiction having no basis in his
torical reality. In the allegory of the theologian •• 
moreover. the second level always refers to some 
aspect of Christ's historical being. of which he is 
the ideal type, which Is not the case with the poets. 
The third and fourth levels are shared In common 
by both modes of allegory [translator's notel. 



250 I DANTE ALIGHIERI 

Christ ascended the mountain to be transfigured, of the twelve Apostles he 
took with hini but three,' the moral meaning of which is that in 'matters of 
great secrecy We should have few corripanions.5 . 'i" .' 
.' The fourth sense is called anagogicai, thal is to say, beyond the serises; 

and this occurs when a scripture is expounded in a spiritual sense which, 
although it is true also in the literal sense, signifies by means of the things 
signified a part of the supernal things of eternal glory, as may be seen in the 
song of the Prophet which· says that when the people of Israel went out of 
Egypt, Judea was made whole and free. 6 For although it is manifestly true 
according to the letter, that . which is spiritually intended is no less true, 
namely, that when the soul departs from sin it is made whole and free in its 
power. In this kind of explication, the literal should always come first, as 
being the sense in whose meaning ·the others are enclosed, and without 
which it would be impossible and illogical to attend to the·other.senses, and 
especially the allegorical. It would be impossible because .in everything that 
has an inside and an outside it is impossible to arrive at the inside without 
first arriving at the outside; consequently, since in what is written down the 
literal meaning is always the outside, it is impossible to arrive at the other 
senses, especially the allegorical, without first arriving at the literal. :. 

Moreover, it would. be impossible be"auseih every natural Qr· artificial 
thing it is impossible to proceed.to the forml,lnless the subject on, which the 
form must be imposed is prepared first-just as it is impossible for a piece 
of jewelry to acquire its form if the material (that is, its s4bject) is n.ot first 
arranged and prepared, or a chest to acquire its form if the material (that is; 
the wood) is not first arranged and prepared. Consequently, since the literal 
meaning is always the subject and material of the other senses, especially of 
the allegorical, it is impossible to come to an understanding of them before 
coming to an understanding of it. Moreover, it would be impossible,because 
in every natural or artificial thing it is impossible to proceed unless -the foun
dation is laid first, as in a house or in studying; consequently, since expli
cation is the building up of knowledge, and the explication of the literal sense 
is the foundation of the others, especially of the allegorical, it is impossible 
to arrive at the other senses without first arriving at it. . 

Moreover, even supposing it were possible, it would he;: illogical, that is to 
say out of order, and would therefore be carried out with great labor and 
much confusion. Consequently as the Philosopher says in the first bOQk of 
the Physics,? nature wills .that we proceed in due order; in our learning, that 
is, by proceeding from that which we know better to, that which we know 
not so well; I say that nature wills it since this way of learning is by nature 
innate in us. Therefore if the senses other than the literal are less understood 
(which they are, as is quite apparent), it would be. itlowcal to proceed to 
explain them if the literal had not been explicated first. For these reasons, 
therefore, I shall on each occasion discuss first the literal meaning concern
ing each canzone, and afterwards I shall discuss its allegory (that is, the 
hidden truth), at times touching on the .other senses, when opportune, as 
time and place deem proper. 

5. The apostles Peter, James; and John; see Mat
thew 17.1-8, Mark 9.1-7, Luke 9.28-36 [trans
lator's note]. 
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'6. Psalm 1 14; Dante refers to this same psalm In 
his "Letter to Can Grande" (below). 
7. Aristotle, Physics 1.1, 184a17-21. 
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From The Letter to Can Grande l 

.. .. .. 
[6] Therefore, if one should wish to present an introduction to a part of a 
work, it is necessary to present some conception of the whole work of which 
it is a part. For this reason I, who wish to present something in the form of 
an introduction to the above-mentioned .part of the whole Comedy, have 
decided to preface it with some discussion of the whole work, in order to 
make the approach to the part easier and more complete.2 There are six 
questions, then, which should be asked at the beginning about any doctrinal 
work: what is its subject, its form, its agent, its end, the title of the book, 
and its branch of philosophy. In three cases the answers to these questions 
will be different for the part of the work I propose to give you than for the 
whole, that is, in the cases of its subject, form, and title, while in the other 
three, as will be clear upon inspection, they will be the same. Thus these 
first three should be specifically asked in a discussion of the whole work, 
after which the way will be clear for an introduction to the part. Let us, then, 
ask the last three questions not only about the whole but· also about the 
offered part itself. 

[7] For the clarification of what I am going to say, then, it should be 
understood that there is not just a single serise in this work:3 it might rather 
be called polysemous, that is, having several senses. For the first sense is 
that which is contained in the letter, while there is another which is con
tained in what is signified by the letter. The first is called literal, while the 
second is called allegorical, or moral or anagogical. And in order to make 
this manner of treatment clear, it can be applied to. the following verses: 
"When Israel went out of Egypt, the house of Jacob from a barbarous peo
ple, Judea was made his sanctuary, Israel his dominion."4 Now if we look at 
the letter alone, what is Signified to us is the departure of the sons of Israel 
from Egypt during the time of Moses; if at the allegory, what is signified .to 
us is our redemption through Christ; if at the moral" sense, what is signified 
to us is th~ conversion of the soul from the sorrow and misery of sin to the 
state of grace; if at the ana$ogical, what is signified to us is the departur~f 
the sanctified soul from bondage to the corruption of this world into· the 
freedom of eternal glory. And although these mystical senses are called by 
various names, they may all be called allegorical, since they are all different 
from the literal or historical. For allegory is derived from the Greek alleon, 
which means in Latin alienus ("belonging to another") or diversus ("differ-
ent"). . 

[8] This being established, it is clear that the subject about which these 
two senses play must also be twofold. And thus it should first be noted what 
the subject of the work is when taken according to the letter, and then what 
its subject is when understood allegorically. The subject of the whole work, 
then, taken literally, is the state of souls after death, understood in a simple 
sense; for the movement of the whole work turns upon this and about this. 

J. Translated by Robert Haller. Can Grande della 
Seal .. (1287-1 329}, the Imperial vicar of Verona, 
was Dante's patron; his name means "Big Dog." 
2. Dante dedicated the third volume of The Divine 
COf11f!dy, the Paradiso, to Can Grande; the letter 

serves ":s an Introduction to that part of the poem. 
3. The Divine Comedy. 
4. Psalm 1l4.I..,.2; Dante uses the same psalm to 
illustrate the anagoglcallevel of meaning in 11 Con
vivio (see above). 
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If on the other hand the work is taken allegoric~lly, the subject is .man, in 
the exercise of his free will, earning or becoming liable to the rewards or 
punishments of justice. 

.. .. .. 
[10] The title of the work is, "Here begins the Comedy of Dante Ali

ghieri, a Florentine by birth but not in character." To understand the title, 
it must be known that comedy is derived from comos, "a village," and from 
oda, "a song," so that a comedy is, so to speak, "a rustic song."5 Comedy, 
then, is a certain genre of poetic narrative differing from all others. For it 
differs from tragedy in its matter, in that tragedy is tranquil and conducive 
to wonder at the beginning, but foul and conducive to horror at the end, or 
catastrophe, for which reason it is derived from tragos, meaning"goat," and 
ada, making it, as it were, a "goat song," that is, foul as a goat is foul. This 
is evident in Seneca's6 tragedies. Comedy, on the other hand, introduces a 
situation of adversity, but ends its matter in prosperity, as is evident in 
Terence's7 comedies. And for this reason some writers have the custom of 
saying in their salutations, by way of greeting, "a tragic beginning and a 
comic ending to you." And, as well, they differ in their manner of speak
ing. Tragedy uses an' elevated and sublime, style, while comedy uses an 
unstudied and low style, which is what Horace implies in the Art of Poetry 
where he allows comic writers occasionally to speak like the tragic, and 
also the reverse of this: 

Yet sometimes even comedy elevates its voice, 
and angry Chremes rages in swelling tones; 
and in tragedy Telephus and Peleus oftert lament 
in prosaic speeches .... B 

So from this it should be clear. why the present work is called the Comedy. 
For, if we'consider the matter, it is, at the beginning, that is, in Hell, foul 
and conducive to horror, but at the end, in Paradise, prosperous, conducive 
to pleasure, and welcome. And if we consider the manner of speaking, it is 
unstudied and low, since its speech is the vernacular, in which even women 
communicate. There are, besides these, other genres of poetic narrative, 
such as pastoral verse, elegy, satire, and the hymn of thanksgiving, as could 
also be gathered from Horace in his Art of Poetry. But there is no purpose 
to discussing these at this time. 

.. .. .. 

5. For a similar derivation of "comedy" (usually 
linked to the Greek """"'" "revel," not ""_, "viI· 
lage"), see ARISTOTLE, PoeUcs 3, 1447a (above). 
6. noman philosopher and author of sevetal trag· 
edles (ca. 4 B.C.E.-65 C.E.). 
7. Roman comic draMatist (ca. \90-159 B~C.E.). 
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8. HORACE [65-8 B.C.E.], An o/.Poetry 93-96 
[translator's note]; reprinted aboVl!. Chreme., a 
character In Arlstophanes' comed1 Bccle.u.:...ae 
(ca. 392 B.C.E:). Telephu.: In Gree1< mythology, a 
son of Heraeles. Peleus: the father of the Greek 
hero Achl11es. 
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Giovanni Boccaccio, author of the famous Decameron (1358), was, with DANTE 
and Petrarch, a pioneer of Italian vernacular literature and of the humanism that 
would become the philosophical· basis of the Renaissance. Although Boccaccio'~ 
present-day reputation is based primarily on the bawdy tales of the Deca-meron, his 
romances an.d scholarly works were Indispensible sources for poets throughout the 
Renaissance. His Genealogia Deorum Gentilium (1350-62, Genealogy of the Gentile 
Gods), an encyclopedic compendium in Latin of pagan mythology designed as a guide 
to the an.c:i~n~ 'f'8ets, culminates in books '14 and 1 5 with a defense of poetry against 
the critieis.rts.otit that reach back to PLATO's Republic. Like John of Salisbury in the 
twelfth centuty, Boccaccio defends poetry in terms that are unmistakably medieval. 
But he also stands in a long line of practicing poets who have written in defense of 
their art, ranging from HORACE (65-8 B.C.E.), JOACHIM DU BELLAY (ca. 1522-1560), 
and SIR PHILIP SIDNEY (1554-1586) to JOHN DRYDEN (1631-1700), ALEXANDER POPE 
(1688-17.44), WILLIAM WORDSWORTH (1770-1850), and PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY 
(1792-1822). 

Boccaccio was born In Tuscany, the illegitimate. son of a merchant, Boccaccino di 
Chelino, and raised in Florence. Having provided him with a grammatical and literary 
education, as well as practical business training, his father sent him in 1327 to serve 
an apprenticeship in Naples. Boccaccio, however, preferred the aristocratic Intellec
tual circles of the court of Robert of Anjou to a life In commerce. He began to mingle 
In courtly ,oclety and to write stories In verse and prose. He fell In love with-and 
Wrote about-an unattainable aristocratic woman he called Flammetta, who has been 
Identified as Maria d'Aqulno, an illegitimate daughter of King Robert. His first literary 
works appeared during this period, including the allegorical poem La caccia di Diana 
(ca. 1334, DiII"-'s Hunt) and two romances: Filostrato (ca. 1335}-a version of the 
story of Troilus. i1nd Crlseida, later adapted by both Chaucer and Shakespeare-and 
Teseida (ca. 1339), a source of Chaucer's Knight's Tale. In 1341 Boccaccio returned 
to Florence, wh~re he discovered a different kind of intellectual and artistic com
munity, one that followed in the style of the recently deceased Dante. Under the 
influence of this literary tradition of allegorical didactiCism that stressed 'the moral 
and symbolic dimensions of literature, he wrote the allegorical works Comedy of the 
Florentine Nymphs (1341-42) and Fiammetta (1343). By 1348, when the bubonic 
plague had reached Italy, Boccaccio began his greatest work, the hundr~ose tales 
of the Decameron (1348-5 3). The plague provides their framework-ten young peo
ple retreat to the country to escape the disease and tell ten stories each as a means 
of entertaining themselves during their confinement. 

About 1350, around the same time that he began the Genealogy of the Gentile 
Gods, Boccaccio became involved in Florentine politics, serving on various ambas
sadorial missions. He also met Petrarch, beginning a friendship that would last until 
Petrarch's death in 1374. He turned from literature to scholarship, especially to the 
study of classical history, literature, and mythology, translating the Roman historian 
Livy, searching for ancient manuscripts, learning Greek, and attempting to establish 
an academic' chair in Greek in Florence. Between 1350 and 1362 he wrote in Latin 
most of the Genealogy, as well as such scholarly collections as his Fates of Illustrious 
Men (1356, De Casibus Virorum Illustrium) and Concerning Famous Women (1361, 
De Mulierlbus Clarls) , which .was an important source for CHRISTINE DE PIZAN's 
fallious City of Ladies (1405). In 1362 Boccaccio underwent a spiritual crisis during 
which he considered burning his secular writing and taking holy orders; he was dis
suaded from both by Petrarch. A year later he retired to his native town, Certaldo, 
where he remained active in Florentine politics. By 1373 he had completed a biog-
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raphy, Life of Dante. In the same year, he is said to have met the English poet Chaucer 
in Florence. He died at Certaldo two years later. ' 

Boccaccio intended Genealogy of the Gentile Gods as a monumental 'i.Vofk of schol
arship, a mythological sourcebook that would introduce readers to thistudy of the 
ancient poets. His decision to write in Latin rather than Italian is a measure of its 
seriousness as a scholarly project. Books 1-13, mostly completed by. 1360, contain 
Boccaccio's allegorical interpretations of Greek mythology. By the 13605, however, 
he seemed to feel that some kind of defense of the ancient poets was necessary as 
well; to show that they were, as he writes in the first chapter of book 15" "really men 
of wisdom, ... their compositions full of profit and pleasure to the reader." Boccac
cio's defense of poetry in books 14 and 1 5 compiles and arranges in a single document 
a series of arguments both for and against poetry that had been in Circulation for ·at 
least a thousand years. Together with Plato's Writing on poetry and ARISTOTLE's Poetics 
(which was not recovered in Europe until the fifteenth century), it provides the sub
stance of Renaissance literary theory. The influence of the Genealogy's defense of 
poetry during the Renaissance is easily discernible, for instance, in Sir Philip Sidney's 
Apology for Poetry (see below), published in England over two centuries later. 

In chapter 5 of book 14 Boccaccio neutralizes the arguments of poetry's detractors, 
especially the philosophers who, since Plato', had been chief among those denouncing 
poetry as a distraction from the pursuit of truth. In the Middle Ages, the theologians 
had inherited the philosopher's mantle. Both philosophy and theology enjoyed erlOr
mous prestige in this period, beside which all other forms of knowledge, including 
poetry, were dismissed as trivial-especially in Italy, where the study of theology Was 
more isolated from the other liberal arts than in the rest of Europe. Boccaccio borrows 
a scene from Dante's Il Convivio '(see above), ultimately derived from Boethius's 
Consolation of Philosophy (ca. 524), opening chapter 5 with a vision of Lady Philos
ophy. Unlike either Dante or Boethius, however, Boccaccio puts poets in. "high 
places," as Lady Philosophy's counselors, and relegates philosophers and other critics 
of poetry to the "noisy crowd" surrounding her. In a neat reversal, the text's allegory 
makes the poets the true followerS of philosophy, while poetry's detractorS are eXposed 
as impostors. Placing the criticisms 'of poetry into the mouths of this crowd of pre
tenders robs them of their force; at the same time, poetry is redefined as proceeding, 
like philosophy, from "the bosom of God." Later in the text, Boccaccio concedes that 
philosophy does arrive at truth, but only by slow reason; poets do so by leaps of 
imagination. 

'Chapter 7 contains Boccaccio's most important ideas about poetry, ideas that draw 
both on his own experience as' a poet and on critics who preceded him, including 
Horace, AUGUSTINE (354-430 C.E.), MACROBIUS (b. ca. 360 d.E.), Dante, and his 
friend Petrarch. He defines poetry as "fervid and exquisite invention" combined with 
"fervid expression, in speech or writing," insisting that inspiration, education in the 
liberal arts, and craft are equally important in its creation. FollOwing Aristotle and 
the Roman orator Cicero, Boccaccio carefully distinguishes poetry from rhetoric, 
countering a medieval tendency to subordinate poetry to both rhetoric and grammar. 
While the poet needs to master the rules and methods of rhetoric, poetry transcends 
it both in its "invention" and its "expression." Whereas rhetoricians are required to 
be "simple and clear," poets have license to invent wonders and to make language 
seem strange. 

In chapter 12, Boccacclo takes on the charge that poets are often obscure, engaging 
in an argument that sounds remarkably similar to contemporary'debates about the
oretical jargon. If poets are obscure, so too, he' argues, are philosophers such as Plato 
and Aristotle, who "abound in difficulties so tangled and involved,that ... they have 
yielded no clear nor consistent,meaning." Holy Scriptures, he points out, are full of 
ambiguous and difficult passages, yet no critic, would dare, for fear of blasphemy, 
accuse their author of deliberate obscurity for the sake of appearing clever. Obscurity, 
for Boccaccio, is both engaging and fruitful, as it is for MAIMONIDES (1135-1204). It 
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protects poetry from vulgar people, while usefully prompting multiple interpretations 
from the learned. 

True to his roots in medieval linguistics, which insists on a fundamental distinction 
between words used "properly" and those used "figuratively," Boccaccio never allows 
himself to question openly the notion of language as a transparent medium referring 
to an independent reality. For him, poetry is always suborpinate to some higher real
ity-philosophy, theology, the divine. However, by insisdng that poetry's "veil of fic
tion" "clothes" the naked truth, Boccaccio unwittingly challenges traditional 
assumptions about the referential nature of language and poetry, pointing toward the 
fundamentally figurative basis of all language. ' 
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~ .. 

From Genealogy of the Gentile Gods! 

From Book 14 

V. OTHER CAVILLERS AT THE POETS AND THEIR IMPUTATIONS 

There is also, 0 most serene of rulers,2 as you know far better than I, a kind 
of house established in this world by God's gift, in the image of a celestial 
council, and devoted only to sacred studies. Within, on a lofty throne, sits 
Philosophy,3 messenger from the very bosom of God, mistress of all knowl
edge. Noble is her mien and radiant with godlike splendor. There she sits 

I. Translated by Charle. G. Osgood. 
2. Boccacdo claims that his treatise \Va5 com mis
sinned by King Hugh of Cypress. king of Cyprus 
anc! Jerusalem from 1324 to 1358. Hugh was dead 
hy 1359; it is not clear why Boccoccio continues 

to address him. 
3. The ultimate source for this image of Lady Phi
losophy I. Boethlu.'. Consolation of Philo.ophy (ca. 
524 C.E.), Prose 1.3. 
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arrayed in royal robes and ·adorned with a gold~n croVlfn; like the Empress·of 
all the World. In her left hand she holds several books, with. her right hand 
she wields'8 royal sceptre, and in clear' and fluent discourse 'she ·shows forth 
to such as will listen the truly praiseworthy ideal/; of humari character, the 
forces of our Mother Nature, the true good; and ·the~ecret~· Of, hea~en. If 
you enter you do nCi~ doubtthat it is a sanCtuary full ~o~h.:y 6(~11 'r~;;~tence; 
and if you look about, you v\1Il de~rly s~e there ~v.eii·o.pportU.tl~tY. for ~he 
higher pursuits of the human mind, ·both. specula~ion andkn~~Jedge, a~l(l 
will gaze with wonder till you regard it not merely as ,one all-indu~ive house
hold, but almost the very image of the divine mind. Among other objects of 
great veneration there, behind the.m~s~ress of the household, are certain men 
seated in high places, few in number, of gentle aspect and utterance, who 
are so distinguished by their s~ribusi1ess, honesty, and true 'humility,that 
you take them for gods not mortals. These men abound' hi the' faith and 
doctrine of their mistress, ami give' freely to others of the fullness of th~ir 
knowledge. . . . '.: . . .' . '.' . . .'. 

But there is also another group;-:--anoisy crowd~f.all sQr~~ ~.nd.con'di
tions. Some of these have resigned all pride, and live in .watchful obedience 
to the injunctions of their superiors, in hopes that their obsequious zeal may 
gain them promotion.· But others there are who grow so elated with what is 
virtually elementary knowledge, that they fall upon their great mistress' tobes 
as it Were with their talons, and in violent haste tear aWay a few' shreds as 
samples; then don various titles which they often pick tip' for ·il pl'ice'~ 'Blld, 
as puffed up as if they knew the whole subject of diVinity, theytUsI{ Forth 
from the sacred house, setting sl1ch. mischief a~oot' alllong ignOI:ari~' people 
as only the wise can calculate. Yet these. rasc~ls 'are sW9m 1 conspirators 
against all high arts. First they try tocounterfeit.a,good man; they ~change 
their natural ~ression for .. an anxious" carefLd one. They go.' about with 
downcast eye to appear inseparable from their thoughts. Their pace 'is slow 
to make the uneducated think that they stagger under an .exceSsive weight 
of high speculation. They dress unpretentiously, not because they are really 
modest, but only toniask themselves 'With sanctity. Theittalkis little and 
serious. If you ask them a question they heave a Sigh, pause a triotn~l'it,tiiise 
their eyes to heaven, and at length deign to answer. They hope the bystanders 
will infer from this that their words rise slowly to their lips, not from any 
lack of eloquence, but because they are fetched from the remote sanctuary 
. of heavenly secrets. They profess piety, sanctity, and justice, and often, for
sooth, utter the words of the prophet,4 "Th~ zeal of God's house hath eaten 
me up." 

Then they proceed to display theit wonderful" knowledge, and whatever 
they don~t know they damn~to goqd effe,ct tc!0' This they d~. to aV9id ~nquiry 
about subjects of which they tire ;ignorant,. qrel,se ~oa££ect scorn a~d indif~ 
ference in such matters as. 'cheap,' triyi~l, . and obvious, while .. they .hllv~ 
devoted themselves to thing~ of greater i~port~iic~. When they have callgh~ 
inexperienced minds in traps, of this sort, they proceed boldly t~ range abo.1lt 
town, dabble in business, give advice, arrange marriages, appear at big din
ners, dictate wills, act as ~ecutors of estates, and otherwise display arro
gance unbecoming to a philosopher. Thus they blow up. a huge .cloud· of 

4. David, Psalms 69.9; John 2.17 [translator's note), 
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popular reputation, and thereby so strut with vanity ·that, when they walk 
abroad, they want to have everybody's finger pointing them out, to overhear 
people saying that they are gteat masters of.their subjects, and see how the 
grand folk rise to meet them in the squares of the city and 'call them "Rabbi,"5 
speak to them, invite them, give place and defer to them. Straightway they 
throw off all restraint and become bold enough for anything; they are not 
afraid to lay their own sickles to the harvest of another; and haply, while they 
are basely defiling other people's business, the talk may fall upon poetry and 
poets. At thE! .so4od of the word they blaze up in such a sudden fury that you 
would say their. eyes were afire. They cannot stop; they go raging on by the 
very'momc'iltum' of their wrath. Finally, like' conspirators against ~ deadly 
enemy, in the schools,' in public squates, in pulpits, with a lazy crowd, as a 
rule, for an audience, they break oui: i~to such mad de~unciation of poets 
that. the bystanders are afraid of the speakers theniselve~, let alone the harm-
less objects of" attack. .' . . . .,.: . .'.' 

They say poetry is absolutely of no; a¢count,. and tl;t,~m'aking~f'poetry a 
useless and absutd craft; that poets ate Otale~mongers, 'or, in lower terms, 
liars; that they live in the cotJniiy'ariioflgthe';woo~s andinountainsbecause 
they lack mariners and polish: 1'hey~tiy, besid~s, thattkelt poems are false, 
obscure; l~wd; and replete witk'ilbsurclanci silly tale~ of pagan gods, and that 
they make"jove;6 who was, in point offact;t.ri obscene and adulterc;ms man, 
now the: father 'of go~s, now king ofhea'ven; now fire, 'or air,-or man, 'or bull, 
or'eagle;or'sim'illit irrE!l~vant things; ioUke rnaflner'poets exalt tofarne Jun07 

andhlAnitC;! others' under various hBm~s. Again and iigaih they cry out that 
poets Eu'e sediicer~of ihe mind, prompters"of crime, an'd; to make their foul 
charge,'fouler, ~f possible, they say theYilrephilosophers' apes, that it is a 
heinous crime tor-ead or possess the books of poets; and then, witho.ilt mak
ingany distincdon~ they prop the~selves up, as they say, with PI,attNiiuthor
ity" to the effect'that poets ought to be turned out~of-doors~nay, out of 
tOWn,and tha'tthe Muses," theit muiii.ffang rrtistresses, as '80e~hiusl says, 
being sweet with deadly sweetness, are detestable, and should b~ driven olit 
With them and lItterly rejected. But j~. would take too l()ng to cite eve'rything 
that their irritable spite and deadly hatred pi'O~pt thes.e 'madmen to say. II: 
is also. before judges like th~se-so eminent, forsooth, so fair, so mel."dJul, 
sowell-inclfned--':that my work will appear, 0 glorious Prince; and Iknow 
full well they will gather abotitit like famish~d .1,ions, 2 to seek what they niay 
devour. Since mY,book has entirely to do With poetic material, I cannot look 
for a milder sentence from them than in th~ir rage they thunder down upon 
poets. I an, well aware thad offer my bteasd6:the same missiles that their 
hatred 'has alrea(iy eniployetiibut I shall' cirid~avor to ward them off. 

o merciful G9d, meet now this foolish a!JdiIl-considere;d ,clamor of mad 
men, andoppos;; their rage. And thou, 0 best of kings, as t advance upon 
their lin.e~·stJ'pp~ft me with the strength of thy noble ~oul, land hell' nie In 
my fight for'thee; for courage and a stout heart must now be mine. Sharp 
and pois()n~ii.s· are their weapons, but weak withaL' P'6'olish'judge's though 

5. Literally, "my master~" "my teacher" (Hebrew). 
6, Jupiter, the chief Roman god (ldentiAed with 
the Greek god Zeus), . 
7, Jupiter's wife and sioter, the chief Roman god
des. (ldentiAed with the Greek goddeR. Hera), 
8, See PLATO, Republic 3,398a-b (above), 

9. In Greek mythology, 9 daughters of Memory 
who preside over the arts and all Intellectual pur· 
suits. 
1. Roman Christian philosopher (470-524), 
2, Uke the Devil: I Peter 5,8 [translator's note), 
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they be, they are strong in other ways, and I tremble with fear before them, 
unless God, who deserteth not them that trust in Him, and· thou, also, favor 
me. Slender is my strength and my mind weak, but great is my expectation 
of help; borne up by such hope, I shall rush upon them with justice at my 
right hand. 

VII. THE DEFINITION OF POETRY, ITS ORIGIN, AND FUNCTION 

This poetry, which ignorant triflers cast aside, is a sort of fervid and exquisite 
invention, with fervid expression, in speech or writing, of that which the 
mind has invented. It proceeds from the bosom of God, and few, I find, are 
the souls in whom this gift is born; indeed so wonderful a gift it is that true 
poets have always been the rarest of men. This fervor of poesy is sublime in 
its effects: it impels the soul to a longing for utterance; it brings forth strange 
and unheard-of creations of the mind; it arranges these meditations in a fixed 
order, adorns the whole composition with unusual interweaving of words 
and thoughts; and thus it veils truth· in a fair and fitting garment of fiction. 
Further, if in any case the invention so requires, it can arm kings, marshal 
them for war, launch whole fleets from their. docks, nay, counterfeit sky, 
land, sea, adorn young maidens with flowery garlands, portray human char
acter in its various phases, awake the idle, stimulate the dull, restrain the 
rash, subdue the criminal, and distinguish excellent men with their proper 
meed of praise: these, and many other such, are the effects of poetry. Yet if 
any man who has received the gift of poetic fervor shall imperfectly fulfil its 
function here described, he is not, in my opinion, a laudable poet. For, how
ever deeply the poetic impulse stirs the mind to which it is granted, it very 
rarely accomplishes anything commendable if the instruments. by which its 
concepts are to be wrought out are wanting-I mean, for example; the pre
cepts of grammar and rhetoric, an abundant knowledge of which is oppor~ 
tune. I grant that m.any a man already writes his mother tongue admirably, 
and indeed has performed each of the various duties of poetry as such; yet 
over and above this, it is necessary to know at least the principles of the oth~r 
Liberal Arts,3 both moral and natut-al, to possess a strong and abundant 
vocabulary, to behold the monuments and reliC's of the Ancients, to ha~e in 
one's memory the histories of the nations, and to be familiar with the geog-
raphy of various lands, of seas, rivers .afld mountains. I • 

Furthermore, places of retirement,tHe lovely handiwork of Nature herself, 
are f~vorable to poetry, as well as peace of mind and desire for worldly glory; 
the ardent period of life also has very often been of great advantage. If these 
conditions fail, the power of creative genius frequently grows dull arid slug-
gish. I 

Now since nothing proceeds from this poetic fervor, which sharpens and 
illumines the powers of the m\nd, except what is wrought Ollt by art,4 poetry 
is generally called an art. Indeed the wC?~d poetry has not the origin that 
many carelessly suppose, namely poio, pois, which is but Latin fingo, fingis; 
rather it is derived from a very ancient Greek word poetes,' which means in 

3. The liberal artoln the Middle Ages inc:luded the 
trivium (grammar, rhetoric. and logic) and the 
quaclrlvlum (arithmetic, geometry, music, and 
astronomy). 
4. Conscious skill, technique, indispensable to 

poetic creation [transl~tor's note). . ' •. .-: 
5. Boccacclo's limitations In Greek have allowed 
him to follow Isidore of Seville-bad e~ology 
and all-in this whole passage, as did .wrlters 
before him who knew no Greek [translator's note). 
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Latin exquisite discourse (exquisita locutio). For the first men who, thus 
inspired, began to employ an exquisite style of speech, such, for example, as 
song in an age hitherto unpolished, to render this unheard-of discourse sono
rous to their hearers, let it fall in measured periods; and lest by its brevity it 
fail to please, or, on the other hand, become prolix and tedious, they applied 
to it the standard of fixed rules, and restrained it within a definite number 
of feet and syllables. Now the product of this studied method of speech they 
no longer calIed by the more general term poesy, but poem. Thus as I said 
above, the name of the art, as well as its artificial product, is derived from 
its effect. 

Now though I allege that this science of poetry has ever streamed forth 
from the bosom of God upon souls while even yet in their tenderest years, 
these enlightened cavillers will perhaps say that they cannot trust my words. 
To any fair~minded man the fact is valid enough from its constant recur
rence. But for these dullards I must cite witnesses to it. If, then, they will 
read what Cicero,6 a philosopher rather than a poet, says in his oration deliv
ered before the senate in behalf of Aulus Licinius Archias,7 perhaps they will 
come more easily to believe me. He says: "And yet we have it on the highest 
and most learned authority, that while other arts are matters of science and 
formula and technique, poetry depends ,solely upon an inborn faculty, is 
evoked by a purely mental activity, and is infused with a strange supernal 
inspiration." 

But not to protract this argument, it is now sufficiently clear to reverent 
men, that poetry is a practical art,S springing from God's bosom and deriving 
its name from its effect, and that it has to do with many high and noble 
matters that constantly occupy even those who deny its existence. If my 
opponents ask when and in what circumstances, the answer is plain: the 
poets would declare with their own lips under whose help and guidance they 
compose their inventions when, for example, they raise f1ights9 of symbolic 
steps to heaven, or make thick-branching trees l spring aloft to the very stars, 
or go winding about mountains to their summits. Haply, to disparage this 
art of poetry now unrecognized by them, these men will say that it is rhetoric 
which the poets employ. Indeed, I will not deny it in part, for rhetoric has 
also its own inventions. Yet, in truth, among the disguises of fiction rhetoric 
has no part, for whatever is composed as under a veil, and thus exquf!jftely 
wrought, is poetry and poetry alone.2 

Isidore of Seville (ca. 560--636), Spanish hishop 
und encyclopedist; see his Etymologiarum 8.7.2, 
"De poeta." The Greek poieQ (which is, in fact, 
related to "poet") means "mo1te. create"; the Latin 
fU'JRO means flfonn, invent." 
6. Roman statesman, orator, and Ruthor (106-43 
H.C.E.). 
7. A Greek poet of Antioch, whose claim of 
Homan citizenship wns succcssfully defended by 
Cicero; the greater part of his nndion is devoted to 
glorifying literature (the quotation is from Pro 
Archu. 8.18). 
8. Facullas (ability, powcr, capacity, skill [Latin]) 
[tra,,.lator's note). 
9. Dante's mountain of Purgatory, and perhaps 
the steps from circle to circle (Purl/at"rio 11.40; 
B. J; J 7.65, 77; 25.8; etc.); or I.he three steps in 
Purl/atorio 9.76ff.; or the mystic stairway of the 
Seventh Heaven (Paradiso 2 J .8; 22.68) [transla-

tor's note). For DANTE ALiCHIERI (1265-1321). see 
above. 
I. Like P"ndarus and Bitlas in Virgil'. Aeneid [19 
D.C.E.), 9.677-82: 'While they within stand at the 
right and left I Before the turrets, armed, their 
lofty heads I Flashing with plume •. So by some 
river's bank, I Whether the Po or pleasant Athesis, 
I Two bree:ty oaks 11ft u~ their unshorn heads, I 

And nod their lofty tops [translator's noteJ. 
2. According to Aristotle (Rhetoric 3.2) poetry can 
c~ate wonder by 5trange matter and expression, 
as rhetoric should not. Cicero (De Oratore 1.16) 
says that the ".oet Is more restricted than the orator 
by "numbers but less in choice of words. Augus
tine (De ardine 2.14.40) finds the grammarians 
rather thon the rhetoricians are poetry', proper 
judges. In the Middle Ages the academic concep
tion of poetry became debased and subordinated 
to rhetoric and grammar. BoccaccJo obviously is 
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xlI.Ttm OBSCURfIY OF POETRY IS NOT,JUST CAUSE,' 
. FOR CONDEMNING IT :., 

These cavillers further object dlatpoetryis often obscure; and that poets are 
to blame for it, since their end is to make an incomprehensible. statement 
appear to be wrought with exquisite artistry; regardless of the old rule of the 
orators; that a speech must be simple and :clear.: PerVerse notionl· Who but 
a deceiver himself would have. sunk low enough not merely' to ·hate. what he 
could notunderstaJid, but incriminate it, if he could? I admit that poets are 
at times obscure. At the same time will these accusers please answer} me? 
Take those philosophers among whom they shamelessly intrude;. do they 
always find their close reasoning as simple and.clear as they say an· oration 
should be? If they say yes, they lie; for the works of Plato and Aristotle, to 
go no further, abound in difficulties so tangled,a:nd involved that from their 
day to the present, :though searched and pondered by many a man of.keen 
insight, they have yielded no clear nor consistent meaning. But why do I talk 
of philosophers? There is. the utterance of Holy Writ, of which they especially 
like to be thought expounders; though proceeding from the: Holy Ghost, is 
it not full to overflowing ,YVfth obscurities and ambiguities? It.is indeed, and 
for all their denial, the truth will openly assert itself. Many are the witnesses, 
of whom let them be pleased to oonsult.Augustine,! a man of great sanctity 
and learning, and of such intellectual power that, without a teacher, as he 
says himself, he learned many arts, besides all that the· philosophers :teach 
of the ten categories. Yet he·did not blush to admit that he could not under
stand the beginning of Isaiah. It seems that obscurities are not confined to 
poetry. Why then do they not critiCise philosophers·as well as .poets? Why 
do they hot say that the Holy Spirit wove obscure sayings into his works, just 
to give them ah appearance of .clever artistry? As if He were not the sublime 
Artificer of the Universe!4 I have no doubt they are bold enough to say such 
things, if they were not aware that philosophers already had their defenders, 
and did not remember the punishment5 prepared for them that blaspheme 
against the'Holy Ghost. So they pounce upon the,poets because they 'seem 
defenseless, with the added reason that, where no punishment is imminent; 
no guilt is involved. They should. have realized that when things perfectly 
clear seem obscure, it is the beholder's fault. To a half-blind man, even when 
the sun is shining its brightest, the sky looks cloudy. Some things are natu· 
rally so profound that not without difficulty can the most exceptional keen
ness in intellect sound their depths; like the.sun's globe, by which, before 
they can clearly discern it, str~ng eyes are sometimes repelled.6 On the other 
hand, some things, though naturally clear perhaps, are so veiled by the artist's 
skill that scarcely anyone could by mental effort derive sense from them; as 

protesting against the medieval opinion partly 
by appealing to the Ancients, but ·chlefly by con
sulting the fact of a poet', experlence.(tran,lator's 
notel •. For ARISTOTLE (384-322 D.C,E.) and. 'he 
theologian AUGUSTINE (354-430 C.E.), see above. 
3. Augustine, Confessions 4 .. 16: "And what did it 
profit me that, when scarcely twenty years old, a 
book of ArIstotle's entitled The. Ten Predicaments 
(CateBorles] fell Into my hands?, •. ·1 read It alone 
and understood It ... And what did It profit me 
that I ... read unaided; and· understood, all the 
books that I could get of the so-called liberal arts? 

... Whatever was written either on rhetoric ot 
logic .. geometry, music, or arithmetic, did I, with~ 
out any great difficulty, 'and without.the teaching 
of any man, ·understand." .Clted by .Petrarch; 1_
till'UI contra M .. dlc ..... (1355], 3, p. 1105 (transla-
tor's note]. . ' 
4. Wisdom 7.21, 22 (translator's note] .. 
5. Mark 3.Z9 (translator'. note]. . ... , 
6 .. Perhaps a reminiscence of Dante, P41'tItiiso 
1. 54ff. A favorite figure with Dantt: cf. P .. rgatorio 
32.11; Paradiso :it5.118; etc. [translato,', note].· 
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the immense' body of the sun whenhiddeh' in clouds cannot be exactly 
located by the 'eye of the inost'learned ast\"onomer. That some of the,pro
phetic poems are in this class, Ido not deny; 

Yet not by this token is it fair to coride~n them; for surely it is not one of 
the poet's various functions to rip!up and lay bare the meaning which lies 
hidden in his invehtions. Ratherwhere matters truly solemn and memorable 
are too much exposed, it is his bffice by every effort to protect as well as he 
can and removC1 them from the gaze of the irreverent, that they cheapen not 
by too common ,familiarity. So when he discharges this duty and does it 
ingeniously, the poet earns commendation, not anathema. 

Wherefore I again grant that poets 'are at times obscure, but invariably 
explicable if approached by a sane -mind; for these cavillers view them with 
owl eyes, not human. Surely no one can believe that· poets invidiously veil 
the truth with- fiction, either to deprive the reader of the hidden sense, or to 
appear the more' clever; but rather to make truths which would otherwise 
cheapen by exposure the object of strong intellectual effort and various inter
pretation, that in ultimate .discovery ,they shall be .·more precious. In a far 
higher degree is this the method of the Holy Spiritjnay, every right-minded 
man should be assuted of it beyond any:doubt. Besides it is established by 
Augustine in the City oIGod, Book Eleven; when 'hesays: 

"The obscurity of the ·divine word has . certainly. this advantage, that it 
causes many opinions about the.'truth to be started and discussed, each 
reader seeing some fresh meaning in it." 

Elsewhere he says of Psalm 126:7 

"For perhaps,the words are rather ol?scurely expressed for this n~ason, that 
they may call·forthinany understahdings, and, that men may go away the 
richer, because they have found that'c1osed which might be opened in many 
ways, than if they could open and discover'it by one interpretation." 

To make further use of Augustine's testimony (which so fllr is adverse to 
these recalcitrants), to show them how I apply to the obscurities of poetry 
his advice on, the rigilt attitude toward the obscurities of Holy Writ,. I will 
quote his comment on Psalm 146:8 

"There is nothing in it contradictory: somewhat there is which is obscure, 
not in order that it may be denied thee, but that it may exercise him, that 
shall afterward receive it," etc. 

But enough of the testimony of holy men on. this point, I will not bore my 
opponents by again urging them to regard the obscurities of poetry as Augus
tine regards the obscurities of Holy Writ. Rather I wish that they would 
wrinkle their brows a bit, and consider fairly and squarely, how, if this is true 
of sacred literature addressed to all nations, in far greater measure is it true 
of poetry, which is addressed to the few. 

If by chance in' condemning the difficulty of the text, they really mean 
its figures of diction and oratorical colors and the beauty which they fail to 
recognize in alien words, if on this account they pronounce poetry 
obscure-my only advice is for them to go back'to the grammar schools,9 

'7, Augustine, EnamrtW: P .. trllogia. LAti .... ' 
37.1675. Boccacclo's 'quotation Immedlat~ly pre" 
cedes the passage on the obscurity of Isaiah cited 
above ,(translator's note]. 
8. E .... mrtio:.P .. trllok/a. LAtina 37.1907. The pre
ceding words a~· "Honor. God's Scripture, honor 

, , 

God'.· Word, though It be not 'plain; in reverence 
walt' for understanding' Be not wanton to accuse 
either the obscurity, o~ seemlhg contradiction of 
Scz'fpture'" (trans. Coke) (translator's .note]. 
9. The study of poetry was subject either to gram
mar or 'to' rhetoric in the medieval scheme. See 
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bow to the ferule, study, and learn what license- ancient ~uthority granted 
the poets in such matters, and give particular attention to ,~uch alien terms 
as are permissible beyond common and homely use. But why 'd~ell so long 
upon the subject? I could have urged them in a 'sentence to pUf off the old 
mind, 1 and put on the new and noble; then will that which now seems to 
them obscure look familiar and open. Let them not trust to conceaHng their 
gross confusion of mind in the. precepts of the old orators; for lam sure 
the poets were ever mindful of such. But let them observe that oratory is 
quite different, in arrangement of words, from fiction, and that fiction has 
been consigned to the discretion of the inventor as being the legitimate 
work of another art than oratory. "In poetic narrative above all, the poets 
maintain majesty of style and corresponding dignity." As saith Francis 
Petrarch2 in the Third Book of his Invectives, contrary to my opponents' 
supposition, "Such majesty and dignity are not intended to hinder those 
who wish to understand, b~t rather propose a delightful task,; and are 
designed to enhance the reader's pleasure and support his memory. What 
we acquire with difficulty and keep with care is always the dearer to 
us;" so continues Petrarch. 3 In fine, if their minds are dull, let them not 
blame the poets but their own ~Ioth. Let them not keep up a silly howl 
against those whose lives and actions contrast most favorably with their 
own. Nay, at the very outset, they have taken fright .at mere appearances, 
and bid fair to spend themselves for nothing. Then let them retire in good 
time, sooner than exhaust their torpid minds with the onset and suffer a 
violent repulse. 

But I repeat my advice to those who would appreciate poetry, and Unwind 
its difficult involutions. You must read, you must persevere, you must sit 
up nights, you must inquire, -and exert·. the' utmost power of your mind. If 
one way does not lead to the desired meaning, take another; if oQstacles 
arise, then still another; until, if your strength holds out, you will find that 
clear which at first 'looked dark. For we are forbidden by divine comma~d4 
to give that which is holy to· dogs, or to cast pearls before swine. 

hook 14, chapter 7. Though Boccacclo does not 
mention rhetoric In this passage, It Is, like 14.7, a 
stroke on behalf of the liberation of poetry from 
technical bondage [translator'. note}. -
I. Er.heslans 4.22; Colossians 3.9 [translator's n_. . 
2. Italian poet and humanist (1304-1374). 

1350-62 

3. InvectWae conlm Mecllcum, p. 1105. Petrarch 
has just been comparing the obscurity of poets with 
that of Holy Writ, not citing the difference between 
oratory and poetry. Boccaccio's quotation, either 
through his carelessness or corruption of hi. te"t, 
differs slightly from Petrarch [translator's note). 
4. Matthew 7.6 [translator's note}. 
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The most prolific woman writer of the Middle Ages, Christine de Pizan was the first 
European woman to earn a living as a writer and, as such, she was acutely aware of 
the difficulty of reconciling the demands of writing with the occupations of women. 
In Christine's Vision (1405), a lengthy complaint against Fortune in the tradition of 
Boethius's Consolation of Philosophy (ca. 524), she laments that "although] was 
naturally inclined to scholarship from my birth, my occupation with the tasks com
mon to married women and the burden of frequent childbearing had deprived me of 
it." The sheer volume of her literary output is all the more remarkable for a woman 
who was married and bearing children at the age of fifteen. 

Christine was born in Venice around ]365. Shortly after, her father, Tommasso di 
Benvenuto da Pizzano, an astrologer-physician, received an offer of employment from 
Charles V of France-the age's greatest patron-and in 1368 he brought his family 
to Paris. Around 1380, at "the age when young girls are customarily assigned hus
bands" (according to Christine's Vision), Christine was married to Etienne de Castel. 
]n the same year, the death of Charles V meant the loss of the royal patronage Tom
masso had enjoyed; the family fortunes soon began to wane. In 1389 both Tommasso 
and Castel died, leaving Christine a twenty-five-year-old widow with three small chil
dren and a large household. Though her father and husband left her a small inheri
tance, they also left her with debts, which required many years of expensive litigation 
to settle. Fortunately, Christine's father had given her some education, so Christine 
turned to writing to support her family. 

From 1399 until her death in 1429 she wrote more than twenty volumes of prose 
and verse, which she presented to members of the French court, relying on their 
uncertain patronage. In her earliest composition, Epistle of the God of Love (1399), 
she deplored the popularity of the Romance of the Rose, one of the central works of 
medieval French literature, for its negative representations of women. In 1402 she 
initiated France's first literary debate-what became known as the "Quarrel of the 
Rose"-over the merits of Jean de Meun's continuation of that poem. In the course 
of this debate, Christine disputed some of the most prominent fifteenth-century 
French intellectuals, including Jean Gerson, chancellor of the University of Paris, 
and Jeun de Montreuil, the provost of Lille and a royal secretary. But Christine did 
not limit herself only to women's concerns, to the so-called querelle des femmes for 
which we remember her today. In 1404 she won her first large commissio~om 
Philip the Bold of Burgundy to write a biography of his father, Charles V. During her 
career she wrote on subjects as diverse as good government (something sorely lacking 
in early-fifteenth-century France), military strategy, religion, morality, and ethics. She 
died shortly after completing the Ditie de la pucelle (1429), a poem about Joan of Arc. 

The Book of the City of Ladies, the work for which Christine is best known, was com
pleted in ] 405. ]n it, Christine continues a critique of misogyny begun in the Quarrel 
of the Rose. Her criticisms reveal a typically medieval distrust of the excesses of poetic 
language cut loose from proper signification. Misogynist writing is untrue because 
its authors have not understood the proper use of language. Christine's distrust 
of false representation reveals her indebtedness to theories of language pioneered 
hy ST. AUGUSTINE, while her interest in allegory links her with writers such as QUIN
TIL1A('I, H'UGH OF ST. VICTOR, and DANTE, all of whom developed medieval notions of 
cxegesis. Her attempt to counter the misogynist representations of the "philosophers 
and poets" with true representations of "good women" owes its largest debt to 
ROCCACCIO's Concerning Famous Women (I 36 I), though she is far from being an 
uncritical reader of that text. While nearly three-quarters of the tales in the City of 
Ladies are found in Boccaccio's work, Christine's 'adaptations show her to be a resist-
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ing reader, her text a refutation of Boccaccio's often back-handed praise of women. 
The opening of the City 'of Ladies illustrates s~me 'ways in which women read and 

write under the conditions of patriarchy. The predomiJ:lance of "wicked insults" about 
women and their behavior in the books she reads prompts Christine to disregard 
everything she knows about women and to ask God why, if women were so evil, she 
could not have been born as a man. The process of. building a "city of ladies" entails 
reeducating herself to read as a woman and,to discern true from false representations 
of women. Christine's collection of· stories about illustrious· women might.be read as 
an early attempt to counter what SANDRA M. GILBERT AND SUSAN .GUBAR in the twen
tieth century' call the "anxiety of author5hip" suffered by the woman writer, the' fear 
that "because ;she can never become· a precursor, the act. of creation will isolate and 
destroy her." To clear the ground for a "cityofladies," Reason, her gUide, must unpack 
the logical errors in misogynist discotlrse,articulatitlg. ·the reasons that so many 
learned men would slander women .. But 'that is onlY'a first step. ·The woman writer 
overcomes her anxiety of authorship only by actively seeking female precursors, the 
task that Christine sets herself in. the City of Ladies. Like' so many female critics who 
would follow her-for. example; .. MARY WOLLSTONECRA,Frand VIRGINIA WOOLF"
Christine recognizes that. because· women have been denied education and thus kept 
ignorant, they have been unable. to counter male images of female. wickedness. 
Despite this spirited defense of women, we .would be wrong to claim Christine as a 
feminist ptecursor. Her ;!IOcial.visionof women's proper sphere is ultimately quite 
conservative, even for its time~ Nevertheless, the City of Ladies remains an important 
document, an early. voice of female resistance to the ·tradition of male misogyny;, 

'BtslIbGRAPHY 

Perhaps the surest sign of the critical neglect of Christine de Pizan is·the lack of any 
editions c;>r translations of her collected works. Maurice Roy edited Oeuvres poltiques 
de Christine.de Pisan (1886-89), but it· :excludes the prose works for which .Christine 
is best known .. Charity Canon Willard edited .. a seleotion of Christine~s'works in trans
lation',,yhe Writings of Christine de Pizan.(1992), which hetter,captlires.the.diversity 
of her writing. Generally, it is easier to fihd. translations than.editions of individual 
works. Eric Hicks edited the "Quarrel of thl!' Rose:~ ·as Le Dl§bat sur Ie R01n4Jn de fa 
Rose.(1977). The only edition of The Book. of the City.of Ladies :in·the original: Old 
French is Maureen Curnow's· 1975 Ph.D. dissertation; '\The Livre .de, lao Cit/! des 
Dames: A Critical Edition,'! which Earl JeffteyRich~rds, translated as The Book of the 
City of Ladies in 1982. Much of what we know about Christine's life comes .to us 
from her own autobiographical writing, ·.especially Christine's ViSion, translated by 
Glenda K. McLeod '(1993). Charity Canon Willard offers the·best modern biography 
in Christine de Pizan: Her Life and Works. (l984). :." . 

Critical interest in Christine and her writing increased exponentially in the 1980s 
and 19905, largely because of the influence of feminist <criticism; Sandra Hindman's 
Christine de Pizan's"Epistre d'Othea":Painting and Politics at the Court of Char Iss VI 
(1986) offers a richly detailed description of the social context .of Chri8tine's.writing. 
Sheila Delany's controversial essay "Mothers to :rhink Back Through: Who Are Theyi' 
The· Ambiguous Example of Christine de: Pizan," in Medieval· Te.xts,ContefHPorary 
Readers (ed. Laurie A;.Finke.!and Martin B. Shichtman, 1987) was instrumental in 
raising questions about feminist appropriations of Christine. Maureen .QuiJligait'S 
Allegory of Female Authority: Christine d6 Pizan's·"CiM des Dames" (1991) offers Ii 
sophisticated theoretical· analysis of The City. of Ladies. The variety of critical 
responses -to Christine is usefully represented by collections of ~ssays, of which.,the 
best are Politics, ,Gender, and Genre:· The Political Thought of Christine de .Piiant 

edited by Margatet Brabant (1992), and Christine de Pi~n and ·the Categories of 
Difference, edited, by' Marilyn, Desmorid (1998). Other. resources include Angus J. 
Kennedy, Christine de Pizan: A Bibliographic Guide, ('·984; supplement 1994), and 
Edith Yenal, Christine de Pizan: A Bibliography (1989). 
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~. I: 

From The· Book of the ~ityof Ladies' 

From Part. One 

1 .. if ERE BE(;INS THE BOOK OF THE' CflY OF LADIES, WHOSE FIRST 
CHAPTER TELl:S WHY AND FOR Wi-lA'r PU'RPOSE THIS BOOK WAS 

./~.TTEN. 
• ... 'I 

[1. 1.1] One day as I was· sitting a1one.in my. .study surrounded by books on 
all kinds of subjects, devoting myself to literary studies, my usual habit, my 
mind. dwelt atlength on the weighty opinions·ofvarious;authors whom I had 
studied for a long time. I looked up from .my book, having. decided to leave 
such subtle questions in peace and to relmc; by reading ·some light poetry. 
With this in mind, I searched for some .small book .. By chance a strange 
volupte came into my hands, not one ·of .my oWn, but one which had been 
given to. me along with some others. When l held it open and saw from its 
title page' that it was by MatheoIu5,2 I smiled, for though I had never seen it 
before, I. had often heard. that like other books it discussed respect for 
women.lthought I would browse. through it to amuse myself. I had not been 
reading for very long when my good'mother called me to refresh myself with 
some,~upper, for it was evening. Intending to look at·it the next day, I put it 
down! The next morning, again seated in my study as was my habit,. I remem
bereJi wanting.to examiQe this bdok;by.Matheol!.ls. I started to read it and 
went on for 1;l:littlewhileo:Because.the subjeclseemed:tQ me. not very pleasant 
for people ;who do not.enjoy lies,. and of no use in developing virtUe or man
ners, given its .Iack of integrity in .di"tion ·and theme~and after browsing here 
and there and reading the end, Ip~t. it· down in order' to tum my attention 
to more elevated and useful study. But just the. sight of this book, even 
though it was of no authority; made me ,wonder how it happened that. so 
many different men-and learned men .among them-have been ·and are so 
inclined to e1cpress both. in speaking and ih; their treatises and' writings· so 
many wicked .insults about. women and.their, behavior. Not only one. or two 
and not even just this Matheolus (fot this book had a bad name anyway and 
was intended as a satire) but, more generally, judging from the treaties of aU 
philosophers ·and poets and froin all the orators-it would take tQer.-long to 
mention their names"-it seems that they all speak from one and the same 
mouth. They all concur in one conclusion: that the behavior of women is 
inclined to and full of every vice. Thinking deeply about these matters, I 
began to examine my character and conduct as a natural woman and, simi
larly, I considered other women whose company I frequently kept, prin
cesses, great ladies, women of the middle and lower classes, who had 
graciously told me of their most private and intimate thoughts, hoping that 
I could judge impartially and in good conscience whether the testimony of 
so many notable men could be true. To the best of my knowledge, no matter 
how long I confronted or dissected the problem, I could not see or realize 
how their claims could be true when compared to the natural behavior and 
character of Women. Yet I still argued vehemently against women, saying 

I. Translated by Earl Jeffrey Richards. 
2. The Liber La_ .. t .. tio....... Mathealull· (1lae 
Book of the Latttentations of Matluful ... ), composed 

around 1300, translated from Latin Into French in 
the last decades of the 14th century. 
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that it would be impossible that so many famous men-such sole,mn schol
ars, possessed of such deep and great understanding, so clear-!;i~hted in all 
things, as it seemed-could have spoken falsely on so many occasions that 
I could hardly find a book on morals where, even before I had read it in its 
entirety, I did not find several chapters or certain sections attacking women, 
no matter who the author was. This reason alone, in short, made me con
dude that, although my intellect did not perceive my own gr~at faults an~, 
likewise, those of other women because of its simpleness and ignorance, it 
was however truly fitting that such was the case. And so I relied more on ~he 
judgment of others than on what I myself felt and knew. I was so transfiXed 
in this line of thinking for such' a long time that it seemed as if I were in a 
~ttipor. Like a gushing fountain, a series of authorities, whom I recalled One 
after another, came to mind, along with their opinions on this topic. And.1 
finally decided that God formed a vile creature when He made woman, and 
I wondered how such a worthy artisan could have deigned to make such an 
abominable work which, from what they say, is the vessel as well as the refuge 
and abode of every evil and vice. As I was thinking this, a great unhappiness 
and sadness welled up in my heart, for I detested myself and the entire 
feminine sex, as though we were monstrosities in nature. And in my lament 
I spoke these words: 

[1.1.2] "Oh, God, how can this be? For unless I stray from my faith, I 
must never doubt that Your infinite wisdom and most perfect gooditess ever 
created anything which was not good. Did You yourself not create 'Woman in 
a very special way and since that time'did You not give her all those incli
nations which it pleased You for her to have? And how could it· be that You 
could go wrong in anything'? Yet look at all these accusations which have 
been judged, decided, and concluded against women. I do not know h~w to 
understand this repugnance. If it is so, fair Lord God, that in fact. so many 
abominations abound in the female sex, for You Yourself say that the testi
mony of two or three witnesses lends credence, why shall I not doubt that 
this is true'? Alas, God, why did You n6t let me be born in the world as a 
man, so that all my inclinations would be to serve You better, and so that I 
would not stray in anything and would be as perfect as a man is said to be? 
But since Your kindness has not been extended to me, then forgive my neg
ligence in Your service, most fair Lord God, and mily it not dlspl~ase You, 
for the servant who receives fewer gifts from his lord is less obliged in his 
service." I spoke these words to God in my lament and a great deal more for 
a very long time in sad reflection, and in my folly I considered myself most 
unfortunate because God had made me' inhabit a female body in this 
worId. 3 '· 

4 .. HERE THE LADY EXPLAINS TO CHRISTINE THE CITY WHICH SHE HAS 
BEEN COMMISSIONED TO BUILD AND HOW SHE WAS CHARGED TO 

HELP CHRISTINE BUILD THE WALL AND ENCLOSURE, AND THEN GIVES 
HER NAME. 

[1.4. J1 "Thus, fair daughter, the prerogative among women has been 
bestowed on you to establish and build the City of Ladies. For the foundation 

3. While she Is engaged In this lamentation, three 
ladies appear to Christine, comforting her. The 
first spekks to her, telling her that with their help 

she will build a city of ladles, which would house 
"all ladles of fame and women worthy· of praise." 
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and completion of this City you will draw fresh waters from us as from clear 
fountains, and we will bring you sufficient building stone, stronger and more 
durable than any marble with cement could be. Thus your City will be 
extremely beautiful, without equal, and of perpetual duration in the world. 

[1.4.1] "Have you not read that King Tros found.ed the great city of Troy 
with the aid of Apollo, Minerva, and Neptune,'" whom the people of that time 
considered gods, and also how Cadmus founded the city of Thebes with the 
admonition of the gods? And yet over time these cities fell and have fallen 
into ruin. But I prophesy to you, as a true sybiV that this City, which you 
will found with our help, will never be destroyed, nor will it ever fall, but will 
remain prosperous forever, regardless of all its jealous enemies. Although it 
will be stormed by numerous assaults, it will never be taken or conquered. 

[1.4.3] "Long ago the Amazon kingdom was begun through the arrange
ment and enterprise of several ladies of great courage who despised servi
tude, just as history books have testified. For a long time afterward they 
maintained it under the rule of several queens, very noble ladies whom they 
elected themselves, who governed them well and maintained their dominion 
with great strength. Yet, although they were strong and powerful and had 
conquered a large part of the entire Orient in the course of their rule and 
terrified all the neighboring lands (even the Greeks, who were then the flower 
of all countries in the world, feared them), nevertheless, after a time, the 
power of this kingdom declined, so that as with all earthly kingdoms, nothing 
but its name has survived to the present. But the edifice erected by you in 
this City which you must construct will be far stronger, and for its founding 
I was commissioned, in the course of our common deliberation, to supply 
you with durable and pure mortar to lay the sturdy foundations and to raise 
the lofty walls all around, high and thick, with mighty towers and strong 
bastions, surrounded by moats with firm blockhouses, just as is fitting for a 
city with a strong and lasting defense. Following our plan, you will set the 
foundations deep to last all the longer, and then you will raise the walls so 
high that they will not fear anyone. Daughter, now that I have told you the 
reason for our coming and so that you will more certainly believe my words, 
I want you to learn my name, by whose sound alone you will be able to learn 
and know that, if you wish to follow my commands, you have in me an 
administrator so that you may d~ your work flawlessly. I am called J::ady 
Reason; you see that you are in good hands. For the time being then, i will 
say no more."6 . 

8. HERE CHRISTINE TELLS HOW, UNDER REASON'S COMMAND AND 
ASSISTANCE, SHE BEGAN TO EXCAVATE THE EARTI-t AND LAY THE 

FOUNDATION. 

[1.8.1] Then Lady Reason responded and said, "Get up, daughter! Without 
waiting any longer, let us go to the Field of Letters. There the City of Ladies 
will be founded on a flat and fertile plain, where all fruits and freshwater 
rivers are found and where the earth:abounds in all good things. Take the 
pick of your understanding and dig and clear out a great ditch ~herever you 

4. Christine uscs the Roman names of the Greek 
gods: Apollo, god of music and prophecy; Minerva 
(Athena), goddess of war and wisdom; Bnd Nep~ 
tune (Poseidon), god of the sea. 
c;. Prophetess. 

6. The second and third ladies Introduce them
selves os Rectitude Bnd Justice. Christine tha.nks 
the ladles for their comfort and promises to obey 
them in all things. . 
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see the marks of my ruler, and I' will help you carry away the earth on my 
own shoulders." . 

[1.8.2] I immediately stood up to obey her commands and, thanks to these 
three ladies, I felt stronger and lighter than before. She went ahead, and I 
followed behind, and after we' had arrived at this field I began to excavate 
and dig, following her marks with the pick of cross-examination. And this 
was . lily first work: 

[1.8.3] "Lady, I remember well what you told me before, dealing with the 
subject of how so many men have attacked and continue·to attack the behav
ior of women,· that gold becomes more refined the longer it stays in the 
furnace; which means the more women have been wrongfully attacked, the 
greater waxes the merit of their glory. But please tell me why and for what 
reason different authors' have spoken against women in their books, since I 
already know from you that this is wrong; tell me if Nature makes man so 
inclined or whether they do it out of hatred and where does this behaVior 
come from?" 
. Then she replied, "Daughter," to give you a way of entering into the ques
tion more deeply, I will carry away this first basketful of dirt. This behavior 
most certainly does not come from Nature; but rather is' contrary to Nature, 
for no connection 'in the world is as great or as strong as the great love which; 
through the will of God, Nature places· between a man -and a woman. The 
causes which have moved and which still move·men to attack women, even 
those authors in those books, are diverse arid varied, just as you. have dis
covered. For some have attacked women . with good intentions:, that is, in 
order to draw men who.have gone astray away from the-company of vicious 
arid dissolutewornen;· with whom they might be infatuated, or in order. to 
keep these men from going mad on account.of-such women, and also so that 
every man' might avoid an obscerie and lustful life. They .have attacked all 
women in general because they ·believe. that women are made up of every 
abomination." . 

"My lady,'"I said then, "excuse me for interrupting you here, but have such 
authors acted well," since they.were prompted by a laudable intention? For 
intention, the saYing goes, judges the man." 

"That is a misleading 'position;' my good daughter," she said, "for such 
sweeping ignorance never provides an excuse. If sQmeone killed you. with 
good intention but olit of foolishness, would this then be justified?Rather, 
those who did this, whoever they might be, would have invoked the wrong 
law; causing any damage or harm to one party in order to help another party 
is not justice, and likewise attacking all feminine conduct is contrary to the 
truth,' just as I will show yOU with a hypothetical case. Let us suppose they 
did this intending to draw fools away from foolishness. It would be as if I 
attacked fire-a very good and necessary element nevertheless-because 
some people burnt themselves, or' water 1>ecause someone ,drowned.' 'The 
same can be said of all good things which can be used well or used ba~ly. 
But one must not attack them .if fool~ ,abuse them, and you have yourself 
touchecl on this point quite well elsewJiere in your writings. 7 But those who 
have spoken like this so abundantly":";"'whatever their intentions might be"':""" 
have formulated their arguments rather loosely only to make their point. Just 

7. Reason may be referring to Christine's letterS In the debate over the Romance oft"e Rose (1402). 
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like someone who has a long and wide robe cut from a very large piece of 
cloth when the material costs him nothirlg and when no one opposes him, 
they exploit the rights of others. But just as you have said elsewhere, if these 
writers had only looked for the ways in which men can be led away from 
foolishness and could have been kept from tiring themselves in attacking the 
life and behavior of immoral and dissolute women-for to tell the straight 
truth, there is nothing which should be avoided more than an evil, dissolute, 
and perverted woman, who is like a monster in nature, a counterfeit 
estranged from her natural condition, which" must be simple, tranquil, and 
upright-then I would grant you that they would have built a supremely 
excellent work. But I can assure you that these attacks on all women-when 
in fact there are so many excellent women-have never originated with me, 
Reason, and that all who subscribe to them have failed totally and will con
tinue to fail. So now throw aside these black, dirty, and uneven stones from 
your work, for they will never be fitted into the fair edifice of your City. 

[1.8.4] "Other men have attacked women for other reasons: such reproach 
has occurred to some men because of their own vices and others have been 
moved by the defects of their own bodies, others through pure jealousy, still 
others by the pleasure they derive in their own personalities from slander. 
Others, in order to show they have read many authors, base their own writ
ings on what they have found in books and repeat what other writers have 
said and cite different authors." 

.. .. .. 
From Part Two 

36. AGAINST THOSE MEN WHO CLAIM IT IS NOT GOOD FOR WOMEN 

TO BE EDUCATED. 

[2.36. I] Following these remarks,8 I, Christine, spoke, "My lady, I realize 
that women have accomplished many good things and that even if evil 
women have done evil, it seems to me, nevertheless, that the benefits accrued 
and still accruing because of good women--'-particularly the wise and literary 
ones and those educated in the natural sciences whom I mentioned above
outweigh the evil. Therefore, I am amazed by the opinion of some men who 
claim that they do not want their daughters, wives, or kinswomen to"'he 
educated because their mores would be ruined as a result." 

She responded, "Here you can clearly see that not all opinions of men are 
based on reason and that these men are wrong. For it must not be presumed 
that mores necessarily grow worse from knowing the moral sciences, which 
teach the virtues, indeed, there is not the slighte"st doubt that moral educa
tion amends and ennobles them. How could anyone think or believe that 
whoever follows good teaching or doctrine is the worse for it? Such an opin
ion cannot be expressed or maintained. I do not mean that it would be good 
for a man or a woman to study the art of divination or those fields of learning 
which are forbidden-for the holy Church did not remove them from com
mon use without good reason-but it should not be believed that women are 
the worse for knowing what is good. 

[2.36.2] "Quintus Hortensius, a great rhetorician and consumately skilled 

H. By Christine's second gui,-It:". Recliludc. 
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orator in Rome, did not share this opinion. He had a daughter, named Hor
tensia,9 whom he greatly loved for the subtlety of her wit. He had her learn 
letters and study the science of rhetoric, which she mastered so thor~ughly 
that she resembled her father Hortensius not only in wit and lively .Demory 
but also in her excellent delivery and order of speech-in fact, he surpassed 
her in nothing. As for the. subject .. discussed above, concerning the good 
which comes about through women, the benefits realized by this woman and 
her learning were, among others, exceptionally remarkable. That is, during 
the time when Rome was govetned by thtee men, I this l-lortensia beg~n to 
support the cause of women and to undertake what no man dared to·under
take. There was a question whether certain taxes should be levied on women 
and on their jewelry during a needy period in Rome. This woman's eloquence 
was so compelling that she was listened· to, no less readily than her father 
would have been, and she won her case. 

[2.36.3] "Similarly, to speak of more recent times, without searching for 
examples in ancient history, GiovallOi Andrea/ a solemn law professor in 
Bologna not quite sixty years ago, WaS not of the opinion that it was bad for 
women to be educated. He had a fair and goo4daughter, named Novella, 
who was educated in the law to such an advanced degree that when he was 
occupied by some task and not at leisure to present his lectures to his stu
dents, he would send Novella, his daughter, in his place to lecture to the 
students from his chair. And to prevent her beauty from distracting the con
centration of her audience, she had a little curtain dr~wn in front of her. In 
this manner she could on occasion supplement and lighten her father's occu
pation. He loved her so much that, to commemorate her name, he wrote a 
book of remarkable lectures on the law which he entitled Novella super 
Decretalium,3 after his daughter's name. 

[2.36.4] "Thus, not all men (and especially the wisest) share the opinion 
that it is bad for women to be educated. But it is very true that many foolish 
men have claimed this because it displeased them that women knew more 
than they did. Your father, who was a great scientist and philosopher, did 
not believe that women were worth less by knowing science; rather, as you 
know, he took great pleasure from seeing your inclination to learning. The 
feminine opinion of your mother, however, who wished to keep you busy 
with spinning and silly girlishness, following the common custom of women, 
was the major obstacle to your being more involved in the sciences. But just 
as the proverb already mentioned above says, 'No one can take away what 
Nature has given,' your mother could not hinder i~ you the feeling for the 
sciences which you, through natural inclination, had nevertheless gathered 
together in little droplets. I am sure that,. on account of these things, you do 
not think you are worth less but rather that you consider it a great treasure 
for yourself; and you doubtless have rea!lon to." 

And I, Christine, replied to all of this, "Indeed, my lady, what you say is 
as true as the Lord's Prayer." 

9. Hortensia appears in BOCCACCIO'S Conc,"nting 
Famous Women (1361), chap. 82. Quintus Hor
ten.ius: dictator (a temporary poSition of great 
power) appointed in 287 R.C.E. 
I. Rome was usually governed by two men (con
suls elected for two-year terms); the third here Is 

1405 

the dictator. 
2. Andrea {I 275-1347) must have been known to 
Christine's father. 
3. Literally, "new things about the decrees" 
(Latin). 



GIAMBATTISTA GIRALDI 
1504-1573 

An Italian Renaissance dramatist, poet, and literary theorist who distinguished him
self as an early advocate of innovative literary form, Giambattista Giraldi argued in 
favor of vernacular languages and national literatures-two contentious issues since 
at least the time of DANTE ALIGHIERI-and underscored how evolving social condi
tions inevitably determine the changing modes of literature and the values of criti
cism. Giraldi's work promoting the new Renaissance romantic epic ("romance") was 
especially controversial, eliciting criticism from many of his contemporaries who 
argued for the tried-and-true ideas of antiquity, particularly those of ARISTOTLE and 
HORACE, and for strict adherence to the rules of classical genres. As a learned scholar, 
Giraldi was not opposed in principle to the classical tradition. In fact, he was influ
enced by Aristotle's Poetics, whose authority grew steadily in Italy over the course of 
the sixteenth century. Unlike many of his fellow critics, however, Giraldi was willing 
to question and limit Aristotle's precepts. In the 50-called debate between the 
"ancients" and the "moderns," which continued into the eighteenth century with 
ALEXANDER POPE and SAMUEL JOHNSON, Giraldi finally sided with the moderns, add
ing fuel to the growing controversy in the Renaissance over the legitimacy of emerging 
forms of literature. 

Born in Ferrara, Giraldi taught rhetoric at the University of Ferrara from 1541 to 
1562. Perhaps the most noteworthy biographical detail about his life is the contro
versy between him and a student, Giovambattista Pigna, over the originality of his 
ideas on the romance form. Pigna was the first to publish a defense of the new genre, 
titled I romanzi (J 554), but Giraldi charged him with plagiarism, an accusation with 
which subsequent scholars have tended to agree. In literary matters, Giraldi is espe
cially noted for writing an accomplished series of tragedies, including Orbecche 
(1541) and. Dido (1543). Although influenced by the classical tradition of drama, 
Giraldi was the first tragic playwright to depict atrocities on stage rather than simply 
reporting them through a messenger, as Aristotle had advised in the Poetics; and he 
was among a growing number of writers who departed from the classical tradition in 
their use of the vernacular language. He enjoys the further distinction of having made 
the first reference in modern criticism to the doctrine of the unity of time in his 
Discorso delle comedie et delle tragedie (J 554, Discourse on Comedy and Tragedy), 
anticipating, among others, the seventeenth-century French writer PIERRE 9.0R
NEILLE. He also composed an influential series of novelle called Hecatomithi (f 565, 
The Hundred Stories), from which Shakespeare later derived the plots for Othello and 
Measure for Measure. In his poetry Giraldl referred to himself as "Cynthlus," an epi
thet for the Greek god Apollo who was believed to be born atop Mount Cynthus on 
the Aegean island of Delos. As a result, he became known In Italy as "Giraldi Cinzio" 
or "n Cinzio," and in England as "Cynthio" or "Cinthio." 

Giraldi contributed most influentially to Renaissance poetics in the controversy 
over the genre of the new romance, whose groundbreaking example is Orlando Furioso 
(1516), composed by the major Italian poet Ludovico Ariosto (1474-1533), whom as 
a youth Giraldi hefriended. Written in the vernacular tongue· rather than in Latin, 
Renaissance romances are long narrative poems in metrical form on courtly subjects 
that combine some of the techniques of the classical epic with the methods and 
materials of the medicval romance; they are usuaUy marked by an abundance of 
characters and plot lines. Edmund Spenser's Faerie Queene (I590) is the premier 
English example. Opponents of the form argued that romance violated not only Aris
totlc's preference for single unified actions but also time-tested conventions estab
lished by the epic pocts Homer and Virgil. Intervening in the heated debate with his 
/)iscorso intorno al compnrm dei romanzi (1 554, Discourse on the Composition of 
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Romances), while also being prompted by Pigna, Giraldi mounted a spirited defense 
of the modern romance form, and of Arioslo in particular, writing in effect a manifesto 
on behalf of a new European hybrid genre. 

In our excerpts from the Discourse, Giraldi first claims that the multiple plots of 
the romance genre possess an organic unity, much like a well-proportioned body. 
Such a modern organicist claim, even if unjustified by most Renaissance romances, 
is an interesting anticipation of Romantic theories of poetry (as exemplified, for 
instance, by SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE). Giraldi argues against strict imitation of 
classical modes, on the grounds that poetry, following the dictates of "decorum," 
ought to judiciously reflect the mores of specific places, times, and peoples. Moreover, 
he argues for a moral view of poetry, as SIR PHILIP SIDNEY does in England at the 
time, but against the values of classical literatures, which are not suitable for his own 
age, not least because of their pagan religions. 

In many respects Giraldi shows himself to be a modem, a tendency that extends 
to his critical distaste for the excessive allegorizing of classical and medieval criticism, 
such as one finds in Bemadus Silvestris's Commentary on the First Six Books of Virgil's 
"Aeneid". Giraldi's controversial modem view also turns a skeptical eye toward the 
secularized fOlJr-level model of interpretation that arose out of the medieval com
mentary tradition, passing from theological writings like those of THOMAS AQUINAS 
to the more secular Writings of Dante and GIOVANNI BOCCACCIO. He is especially 
impatient with the overSld~tle and lengthy commentaries on the Italian lyric poet 
Petrarch (1304-1374). . 

From a contemporary perspective, one jarring aspect of Giraldi's theory of decorum 
is his emphasis on "blood, position, dignity, and authority." It· is clear that he takes a 
bold step in poetic theory with his attempt to historicize art; but reflecting the pre
vailing views of his time, he leaves the function of art subordinated to the servIce of 
an aristocratic status quo, inattentive to art's critical or oppositional possibilities. Yet 
Giraldi contributes to an important defense of the modem that parallels related argu
ments made during the Renaissance by GIACOPO MAZzONI in Italy, JOACHIM DU BEL
LAY in France, arid George Puttenham in England. Furthermore, he sets the stage for 
the later theoretical discussions surrounding the great romances of the period, Tor
quato 'Tasso's .Gerusalemme Liberata (1575) and Spenser's Faerie Queens. His work 
continues to shape scholarship on the romance form to this day. 
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theories and practices, see Philip Russell Horne's Tragedies of Giambattista Cinthio 
. Giraldi (1962), Peggy Osborn's G. B. Giraldi's Altile: The Birth of a New Dramatic 
Genre in Renaissance Ferrara (1992), and Maty G. MorrlsOJ:>'S Tragedies of G. B. 
Giraldi Cinthio: The Trans/ormatiim of Narrative Source into Stage Play (1997). No 
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From Discourse on the Composition of Romances l 

.. .. .. 
In setting out to write about the art of composing Romances, Messer Gio
vambattista,2 I see I am undertaking a hard and fatiguing task, since, indeed, 
no one that I am aware of has written on this subject and since many authors 
have written variously in this form of poetry, not only in other nations and 
peoples but also among us Italians. My difficulty is increased by your ability 
and learning, which is such th~t I doubt my heing able to write anything you 
have not already seen and considered, because, while my pupil, you studied 
poetry, diligently absorbed what I said, and wrote about poems of all kinds. 
Since then you have devoted yours~lf to study and writing and have contin
ually read or written excellent works, But although my undertaking may be 
difficult ar:tcllaborious, nevertheless the love i have had for you during the 
long time· you were my pupil leads me to ~evote myself to the task. 

.. .. .. 
Romances Not of One Action 

Now in turning to the subject: It should be pointed out that subjects or 
materials of Romances are not in the manner ofVergil's and Homer's,3 both 
of whom undertook imitating only one action of one man, whereas ours have 
imitated many actions not of one man only but of many, since they build the 
whole fabric of their work upon eight or ten persons, but they give .to the 
work the name of that person or that action which is dominant in the whole 
work and on which all the others depend, or at least to that which reasonably 
binds them together. This kind of poem, moreover, came from neither the 
Greeks nor the Latins; indeed it came laudably from our own language, 
having given to the excellent writers of it the same authority which the two 
writers already named gave to their works. 

.. .. .. 
Organic Interrelation of Parts 

But, returning to our subject: When the writer has planned where he is to 
begin his work, he ought to exercise great diligence to see that the parts fit 
together as do the parts of the body ....... In putting the framework together, 

I. Translated by Henry L. Snuggs. 
2. Glovambattista Pigna (1529-1575), an Italian 
writer, critic, and student of Giraldl. Glraldl 
accused Pigna of stealing his Ideas for his book I 
romtmZi (1554), which was published before the 
Discourse. Pigna had apparently solicited his 
teacher's Ideas by letter and then published them 
In hi' work. Leaving thl. addre., to Plgna Intact Is 

part of Glraldi's strategy to explain the similarity of 
their work and to gain recognition f~r the origi
nality of his work here. 
3. Greek epic poet (ca. 842 c. R.C.E.); his IlIad 
focuses on Achilles and his Odyssey on Odysseus. 
Virgil (70-19 B.C.F..), Roman epic poet, hi. Aeneid 
eente .. on the Trojan Aeneas. 



274 I GIAMBATTISTA GIRALDI 

he will seek to fill up the hollows and to equalize the size of the members. 
This can be done by putting' the filling matters in proper and necessary 
places, such as loves, hates, plaints, laughter, Jests,' grave matter,' discords, 
peace-makings, ugly and beautiful things, descriptions of places, tiines,;per~ 
sons, fables feigned by himself and drawn' from olden times,' voyages, 
wanderings, shows, unforeseen events, deaths, funeral rites, lamentatipns, 
recognitions, things terrible and pitiable, nuptials, births, victories, triumphs, 
single combats, jousts, touf!1aments, catalogs, marshaling of troQPs, and 
other similar things which perhaps are such that it would be no small task 
to detail all one by one. There is nothing above or under the heavens or in 
the depths of the abyss that is not at the command and under the judgment 
of the prudent poet who can with varied ornarrtents embellish "the ,body of 
his work and bring it not merely to an ex~ellent but to a lovely figure~ With 
these he gives the parts a just mea'sure and decorous ornament, in' such 
proportion that the result is a disciplined and well constituted body.4 

The arrangement ought to be considered not only in the principal parts, 
which are the beginning, the middle, and the end, but in every bit of these 
parts. For this reason the poet ought to consider not only the whole body 
but each particular part, so that each may be set with beautiful order in its 
place, with admirable grace, and with the proper proportion and so that the 
whole, with that beauty and grace, will be to each of them proper and fitting. 
Just as the face takes on its own beauty and color and as the neck takes both 
in another form, and the breast, the arms, and,the other parts of the body 
have their own forms, so the ornaments of each part of the poem are varied 
and diverse. Concerning this matter it is not possible to give laws other than 
to advise the writer that he discern in the light of his judgment what belongs 
to the form of the body on which he is about to create, advising him, however, 
not to become so preoccupied with one part that it makes the others, by not 
fitting in the whole, seem ugly or their beauty deformed. It is better that the 
whole be moderately beautiful than that two or three be so excellent that 
their excellence both to themselves and to the others be a cause of the defor
mity of the rest[.] 

.. .. .. 
Undue'Limitation by Ancient Poets 

To speak now generally:' I say that judicious authors gifted in cotnposing 
ought not so to limit their freedom 'Within the bounds set by those who wrote 
before them that they dare not set foot outside the tracks of others. Apart 
from being a bad use of the gifts that mother nature gave them, such restraint 
would prevent poetry from going beyond certain' bounds which one writer 
has marked off and from moving a foot from the way the first fathers made 
it walk. The great Vergil, understanding that if architecture, military science, 
rhetoric, geometry, music, and the other arts worthy of the liberal mind are 
allowed to add, to increase, to diminish, to change, judged that this was much 
more fitting for the poet, to whom had been given the same power given by 
the consent of the world to the excellent painter, namely, the authority to 
vary the likenesses according to the artistic purpose. H~ showed therefore 

4. Glraldl promotes symmetry. proportion. and variety. but not economy in literary fonn. 
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how in many places good writers, treading where the ancients trod, can turn 
aside somewhat from the beaten path, letting at times their own footprints 
go toward Helicon. 5 This is to be seen not only in the Latins but also in the 
Greeks, above all in Homer, and even more in our Tuscan poets, whose 
compositions are of no less value in their language than those of the Greek 
and Latin poets in theirs, although the Tuscans have not followed the ways 
of the Greek and Latin. To speak truly, our language has also its forms of 
poetry so properly its own that they are not those of any other language or 
nation. Indeed one ought not to try to hold the Tuscan· poet within the 
confines that bind the Greek and Latin, as we have said sufficiently else
where. 

Modern Poets as Models 

One ought to walk along those roads which the better poets of our tongue 
have laid out, with the same authority that the Greek and Latin poets have 
had in their languages. For this reason I have laughed many times at some 
who have wished to proclaim the writers of the Romances to be completely 
under the laws of art as given by Aristotle and Horace,6 not considering that 
neither of them knew this language or this manner of composing. Indeed 
these works are not to be put at all under such laws and rules, but ought to 
be left with the boundaries set by those who among us have given authority 
and reputation to this form of poetry. Just as the Greeks and Latins have 
drawn the art of their writing from their poets, so we also ought to draw from 
our poets and hold ourselves to that form which the better poets of the 
Romances have given us. We see that Ovid,? ingenious poet, laid aside in his 
Metamorphoses the laws of Vergil and Homer and did not follow the laws of 
Aristotle given us in his Poetics; nevertheless, he emerged as a beautifully 
artistic poet, with such benefit to the Latin language that he became a 
wonder .. He was not reprehended nonetheless because he did not follow in 
the footsteps of the others. This happened because he devoted himself to 
the writings of matter for which rules and examples did not exist, just as 
there were no materials on our Romances. Just as he who would write a 
poem of one action would err if he ignored his models and the laws derived 
from all the works of like composition, so he who would write Romam:es 
of more than one action would err if he did not follow those who are now 
recognized as great and excellent; in the Romances of more than one action 
the writers to be followed will be those whose mode of composing will merit 
praise. 

.. .. .. 
The Civil Function of the Poet 

The function, then, of our poet, as regards the inducing of mores, is to praise 
virtuous actions and censure the vicious; and by means of the terrible and 

'j. A mountain sacred to Apollo and the Muses, 
who had a temple there. 
6. Roman lyric poet and satirist (65-8 R.C.F..). 
I\H1STOTLE (384-322 D.C.E.), Greek philosopher. 
They gave If the laws of art') in, respcctiveJy,Ars Poe~ 
I.ica and Poetics (for both, .ee above). 

7. Roman poet (43 B.C.E.-17 C.E.); his major epic
length Metamorphoses Is a compendium of differ
ent mythological stories united not by a single 
character but by the common theme of meta
morphosis. 
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the miserable to make the vicious actions odious to him who reads. In these 
two respects the writers of Romances in our language are ~uch ampler than 
the heroic Greeks and Latins, who only hinted at such censures and praises, 
whereas ours go further, especially in praising or censuring things of their 
time. This custom (insofar as I can understand it) was first begun by Dante,8 
who also surpassed the times before him. This was then accepted most gra
ciously by our judicious Petrarch9 not only in his canzoni and sonnets, as in 
the canzone on Italy and the sonnets on Rome but also in his Triumphs, in 
which at many places he passes into digressions and then turns back skillfully 
to the subject he left. In this same manner our great and magnificent Ariosto l 

has also succeeded, as he did admirably in putting into his work things 
beyond the scope of his primary purpose, but which contribute a marvelous 
beauty to his work. And such things will contribute much to the works of 
others who will put them in judiciously and decorously. 

.. .. .. 
Decorum 

In these matters as in others, the poet ought always to have his eye on deco
rum, which is none other than what is fitting to places, times, and persons. 
Thus the ancient observers of nature said that decorum was that beauty, that 
grace, born from the forms of speaking when judgment and moderation were 
joined together and carried in themselves some manifestation of mores. 
These mores should be reflected in speech no less than the loveliness of 
color in a beautiful body; in other words, decorum is nothing other thari 
grace and appropriateness. So the poet ought to be inindful not only of the 
actions but also of the speeches and responses which men carry on among 
themselves. For one would speak with a king in a different way than he would 
speak with a gentleman, and a king will answer another king as he would 
not answer one of his subjects or another lesser prince. He will speak to 
soldiers to urge them into battle otherwise than to quiet people who are in 
armed rebellion. In still a different way one captain will speak to another 
and one senator to another. So it happens with other kinds of persons, 
according to their blood, position, dignity, and authority, and according to 
places and times;2 these things are left to the judgment of the writer, because 
estimation of this springs entirely from and rests in the writer's prudence. 

.. .. .. 
Absurdity of Excessive Allegoresis 

They become only frenetic who by the example of these authors make so 
many fantasies on the works of Petrarch and of other writers that, for every 
sonnet on which they choose to comment, they compose a whole volume.3 

8. DANTE ALIGHIERI (1265-1321), Italian poet; 
his Djvine Coonedy (1321) is an epic Christian 
poem. 
9. Italian writer and poet (1304-1374). Written 
at different times between 1340 and 1374, but 
never presented as a single poem, hi. Triumphs are 
six long poems covering the themes of love, chas
tity, death, fame, time, and eternity. 
I. Ludovlco Ariosto (1471-1533), Italian poet; 
author of the major romance Orlando Furioso 
(1516). 

2. In introducing hi. persons, the poet ought to 
consider carefully what they arelrone to do and 
~o suffer. In doing 10, he will fin useful a knowl
edge of the differences In nations and In natures, 
the manners of life, usages, and customs; and the 
management of affairs and the power of those who 
he will bring In [Giraldi'l note). 
3. Giraldi Is chastising critics who produce 
lengthy and fantastical allegorical Interpretations 
of poem •. 
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In the name of philosophers they would draw out not only the Platonic and 
Peripatetic4 philosophies and all that is contained within the golden circle 
of all the disciplines-called by the better wits the study of humanity-but 
also the cabalistic' superstitions and all that is in divine and human laws, 
making chimeras and fantasies completely foreign to the meaning of the 
things on which they comment. Not to speak of others, there were and are 
today some who, departing from the true sense, make such fabrications on 
some of Petrarch's things that these appear spiritual; and call them marvels; 
and find therein the voice of love, or nature, or Jove, or Juno,6 or desire, or 
beauty, or the sun, or the sky; and such other things they would derive which 
have never been written from the beginning of the world up to their age. 
Petrarch would no more have subscribed to these visionary things if he had 
seen them than he would to one who made him an ecclesiastic, vesting him 
as a minor friar, girding him with a cord, and putting wooden clogs on his 
feet. This is bad usage indeed and unworthy of acceptance by intelligent 
men! Although such exhibitions may show a man to be learned and versed 
in various disciplines, they show him to be without judgment in applying 
them without moderation. I do not know, Messer Giovambattista, what such 
men think they are doing. As for me, I think there is no writing in the world 
so inane about which such fabricated dreams cannot be made, whenever a 
learned and ingenious man wishes to waste his time on them. 

You and I knew Mariano Buonincontro of Palermo, a man of incisive and 
lively intelligence, who at an early age was a recipient here in Ferrara of an 
honorary doctor of laws. To make fun of such geniuses, this man made (as 
you know) the most beautiful sonnets in the world, as to diction and rhythm, 
but which said nothing and were without sense. Then he allowed them to 
be issued under the name of some fine man; he himself moved among the 
others and let it be known that he wished to discuss them, saying that their 
sense was marvelous. He therefore induced everyone to make fantastic judg
ments about them. Among the others he issued one that seemed to be on 
the death of the iIIustriolls Signora the Duchess of Urbino. Here it is. 

I piu lievi, ehe Tigre, pensier miei 
Scorgendo iI cor, che tra doi petti intiero 
Tiene un pensier, poi che gl'ingombra il vero 
Et folIe error, fuggono i casi rei. 
Et bene he da gIi antic hi Semidei 
Biasmato Fosse ovunque ogn'altro ~ fiero 
Monte d'orgogli. Ahi lassa, io gia non spero 
Gioir in quel disir, e'haver vorrei. 
Dnde dal crudo suon stancata I'alma 
Germoglia in me I'ardir, poi che s'agghiaccia, 
Et scalda hor quinci, hor quindi iI caldo gelo. 
Et io del verde fior perdo la traccia; 
Me I'asconde 10 sdegno in picciol velo 
Tolta da i tronchi error la grave salma. 

Benche, chi tien la palma 

-r . 

4. ArisLotelian. 
5. Pertaining to a form of medil'vnl Jt.·wish mysti
cism. 

6. Queen of the Roman gods. Jove, king of lhe 
Roman gods. 
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De gli inganni morta', brami con fona 
Condur a l'empio fin I'amara scorza.?, 

He said that this was' a work of rare genius. Spreading abroad about it some 
things to make it seem to be his, he induced Ii very learned butinjudicious 
Sienese to make on it a commentary divided into four books, which is still 
read. So point by point, which made no sense and said i1othing, that fellow 
spun out stuff such as he had never read iri all his life. ' 

[E]xpositions ought to be brief, since lengthy ones are an annoyance in this 
language as they were in Latin (if the subject did not merit, as, for example, 
Macrobius' commentary of Cicero's Dream of Scipio a'nd Hiero'desR on the 
verses of Pythagoras9 ). In this respect the Greeks were too verbose, especially 
those who commented on Homer. Some of these run into exceedingly long 
commentaries; others go into such fantastic matters that (like other Chry
sippuses)' they would allegorize every story in Homer, readingmeanings into 
the poem which he perhaps never imagined. Landino would do the same for 
Vergil,2 but little success followed hint, riot because he did not show himself 
learned arid intelligent but because the Italians have similar discourses in 
abundance, and 'it is not our intention to linger over these. They may leave 
this pretension to the Greeks, who in order to make their fableiwriters and 
poets appear more than human are taken with these vanities. ' 

.. .. '" 

7. The sonnet Is indeed nonsense. as the following 
"literal" translation will show: "Happier than a tiger 
my thoughts. di.cerning my heart. which among 
learned bosoms entirely holds a thought. since It 
loads on it the true and the foolish mistake. they 
nee the evil events. And although It should be 
blamed by the old demigods wherever all other i. 
a fierce mountain of pride. Alas. already I do not 
hope to rejoice In that desire that I would like to 
have. Therefore. wearied by the harsh sound. the 
soul sprouts ardor in me when it I. reaped to the 
~round and warms up, now here, now there, the 
hot frost. and I lose trace of a green flower; for me 
scorn hid it in a little veil taken by mutilated error 
from the grave corpse; though he who holds the 
palm of the mortal frauds may yearn with force to 
lead to the impious end the bitter rind" (translator's 
note]. 
8. Hleroeles of Alexander [5th c. C.E.]. the Latin 

1554 

title of hi. work is Com ....... ta,.; ... in Au ..... Carml_ 
Pythagoreo",m [translator's note]. MACROBIUS (b. 
ca. 360). Roman author; for his Com ....... tary. see 
above. 
9. Greek philosopher and mathematician (6th c. 
D.C.E.). 
I. The Greek philosopher [ca. 280-207 B.C.E.]. A 
long catalog of his works i. appended to his life in 
Dlogene. Lilertlus. 7. Except for a few fragments, 
these are lost. Precisely where Giraldl derived what 
he says of Chryslppus as an allegorlzer of Homer 
and to which of his works he refers Is uncertain 
[translator's note 1. 
2. Cristoforo Landino {l424-1492} was .0 
embued with Neoplatonlsm that he conceived of 
poetry as allegorical and Involving "arcanl e dlvinl 
sensi." as In his commentary on the A ...... 1d (14 78) 
[translator's note1. 
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Joachim du Bellay is known for having written one of the first theoretical defenses of 
a vernacular language against an imperial language. Contemporary postcolonial writ
ers often attack the prestige of European languages, but those same European lan
guages were once considered by Renaissance authors to be inferior to Latin and 
Greek. In The Defence and Illustration of the French Language (1549), Joachim du 
Bellay argued that with careful cultivation, French was capable of equaling Greek 
and Latin as a literary language. But du Bellay's defense of the vernacular was para
doxically also an attack on the vernacular: French poet,)', in his view, had to abandon 
its own popular forms in order to acquire the dignity of the classics. 

Born in Anjou (France), a younger son in a minor branch of an ancient and noble 
French family, Joachim dl.l Bellay possessed, from the beginning, both nobility and 
resentment. Impoverished, in poor health, and abandoned, du Bellay was to dream 
of a future as noble as the past-a nobility obtained through the pen rather than the 
sword. He was a frail child, and one of his long illnesses later left him nearly deaf. 
Both his parents had died by the time he was ten, leaving him in the care of an older 
brother. In one of the few references to his early years, Joachim berates his brother 
for indifference and for neglecting his education. Still, he did learn Latin and ulti
mately left home to study law at Poi tiers, where he appears to have concentrated 
more on studying rhetoric and entering poetry competitions. His time at Poitiers is 
described by scholars as setting the scene for his entrance into the world of schol
arship, poetry, and the life of the mind, the world that would become his legacy. 

By all accounts, the turning point of du Bellay's life was the day he met PIERRE DE 
HONSARD, a distant cousin encountered by chance, apparently at a country inn. They 
were about the same age, with a common passion for learning and a shared love of 
poetry. Ronsard was a student in Paris at the College de Coqueret, a small, run-down 
boardinghouse that was one of many colleges that then formed the University of Paris. 
Du Bellay moved to Paris and enrolled at Coqueret in 1547. 

Jean Ddrat, the master at Coqueret, was a young, enthusiastic scholar of Greek 
philology, the historical and comparative study of the language; literature, and culture 
of ancient Greece. As meIster, he transformed the college into a center of humanisnt 
and rigorous scholarship. The handful of young noblemen who lived there studied 
literally around the clock, sometimes working in shifts to make the most efficient use 
of candles. They learned Greek, Latin, and Italian poetry and argued about tran~~ 
tions, rhetoric, and the use of language. They soon began to see themselves as· a 
unified group destined to bring about revolutionary changes in poetry. The group first 
called itself the Brigade but later chose a more peaceful, and more grandiose, name: 
the Pleiade, or constellation of seven poets . (Pierre de Ronsard, Joachim du Bellay, 
Jean-Antoine de Baif, Etienne Jodelle, Pontus de Tyard, Remy Belleau, and Jean 
Dorat himself). Believing in the divine inspiration of poetry, they looked to the future, 
intent on creating a rich language that would benefit French poets to come. 

Two years after his arrival in Paris, du Bellay wrote and published The Defence and 
Illustration of the French Language. That same year he published a collection of love 
son nets in French, L 'Olive (the sonnet was one of the few vernacular forms approved 
hy the PIeiade). In 1553 he accompanied Cardinal Jean du Bellay, his cousin, to 
ROllle, where he served, grumblingly, as the cardinal's secretary. Two of his major 
works came out of his four-year stay in Italy: the sonnets in Les Antiquitez de Rome 
(1558) praise the glories of ancient Rome, while the poems in Les Regrets (1558) tell 
of the disillusionment he felt in the Borne of the present day. His failed love affair 
with a married Italian wOlllan seems to have hastened his return to his newly appre
dated homeland. Two years later, miserable, he died at the age of thirty-seven. 
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To understand du Bellay's argument in the Defence, we must recall the status of 
the French language during the sixteenth century. While Latin was the language of 
scholarship, legal documents, and poetry, the French vernacular suffered from an 
intellectual inferiority complex as the language of the masses, more frequently spoken 
than written. This two-language social order led to continual discord over the com
parative value of languages, particularly French and Latin. During the 1530s and 
1540s, scholars enthusiastically translated the texts of ancient Greece and Rome into 
the vernacular. However, because Latin was considered a richer, more poetic Ian. 
guage, these same men composed their own poetry .in Latin. The weighty presence 
of Latin in the church, in the academy, and in the poetry of French authors signified 
to some a linguistic enslavement. The question naturally arose as to' what equips a 
language for eloquence. Was it the very nature of Greek and Latin that allowed a 
flourishing of scholarshipi' Or, ra~her, were all languages potentially equal? 

The Defence and Illustration of the French Language was written with a specific 
goal: to justify the French vernacular by establishing a new poetics to elevate the 
status of French and, in turn, France itself. A 1548 pamphlet had set the popular 
forms of French poetry on a par with Greek and Latin works, .but the students at the 
College de Coqueret saw this declaration of victory in the battle for French as pre
mature. French poetry required the enrichment provided by a study of classical 
authors. The Pleiade needed to respond with a manifesto, and du Bellay was the man 
for the job. As the pllJTlphlet that provoked his treatise indicates, vernacular forms 
were already enjoyin'g a lively reception through the efforts of poets of lowly birth 
such as Clement Marot, a rival of du BeIlay's. Du Bellay was thus engaging in a class 
struggle with other French poets while defending French against Latin. 

The Defence begins with a distinction between the natural and the cultural. Claim
ing that all languages are potentially equal in value, du Bellay points out the funda
mental difference between plants and languages. While languages may appear to be 
of the same order as plants, they are, in fact, cultural constructs and thus not subject 
to the same natural variations of strength and weakness. The relative weakness of the 
French language is only temporary. Du Bellay supports this claim by discussing the 
rise of Latin: the Romans borrowed extensively from Greek authors but wrote in Latin; 
through jmitation, they transformed Latin from a rather rough and brutish tongue to 
a language of literature and philosophy. Even the Greeks, he will later claim, drew 
from the wisdom of Egypt and India. 

Although du Bellay begins his treatise by distinguishing between languages and 
plants, he goes on to employ a wide array of agricultural metaphors to describe the 
kinds of cultivation needed to transform a feeble language into a fruitful one. The 
metaphor of grafting seems ideal, conveying a process neither natural nor artificial: 
the grafting of one language onto another makes possible the development of robust 
new forms. 

To enrich the vernacular, du Bellay recommends translation as a way of incorpo
rating the knowledge of the ancients; but for highly rhetorical writings, especially 
poetry, translation cannot capture stylistic invention, which is specific to each lan
guage. Therefore, for poetry, imitation rather than translation is needed. The word 
du Bellay uses for a properly cultivated language is copious, which can be read as 
both "abundant" and "copied." But imitation should not be slavish: imitation can 
improve a natural genius but not create one. Without imitation, genius remains 
"wild"j without genius, ImUation remains "apelike." What Is to be imitated is the ;plrit 
of the original, not its external·forn'l. , 

Nevertheless, classical forms are inherently richer than popular forms, and French 
poets should adopt them, swallowing their classical predecessors whole and canni
balistically incorporating their genius. French poetry should abandon the ballades, 
rondelets, and virelays of the medieval popular tradition in favor of more . learned 
forms: the ode (soon to be cultivated by Ronsard), the elegy, the eclogue, the sonnet. 
Du Bellay thus exhorts French poets to imitate and reincarnate the poets of Greece 
and Rome in order to demonstrate that French poetry can be as noble as the classics. 
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By trying to become something it was not, French poetry began to become what it 
is. The struggle between classical and popular forms gave rise to a kind of poetry that 
. could not have been derived from either alone,. Dil Bellay's defense of French, ambiv
alent though it was about the popular roots of the vernacular, launched a poetic 
movement destined to stand as one of the golden moments of French poetry. 
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From The. Defence and Illustration of the French Language l 

From Book I 

CHAPTER I. 
THE ORiGIN OF LANGUAGES 

If nature (of whom a personage of high renown has not without reason 
doubted whether we should call her mot~er or stepmother2) had given to 
men a common will ;and consent, besides the innumerable commodities 
which would have thereby resulted, human inconstancy wouttf· ·not have 
needed to forge for itself so many manners of speaking. Which diversity and 
confusion can rightly be called the Tower of Babel.3 For languages are not 
born of themselves after the f~shion of herbs, roots, or trees: some infirm 
and weak in their nature; the .others healthy, robust, and more fitted to carry 
the burden of human conceptions; but all their virtue is born in the world 
of the desire and will of mortals. That (it seems to me) is a great reason why 
one should not thus praise one language apd blame the other; since they all 
come from a single source and origin, that is from the caprice4 of men, and 
have, .been formed from a single judgment for a single end, that is to signify 
amongst us the conceptions and understandings of the mind. It is true that 

i. Translated by Gladys M. Torquet. 
2. That Is, kind or mercIle8s; see N .. ''' .... I Histo", 
7.1, by the Roman writer Pliny the Elder (23-79 
C.E.). 
3. See Genesis II, which describes how God 
responded to men's attempt to build this tower to 

·heaven by confu81ng their language, thereby cre
ating many different languages where there had 
been one for all people. 
4. The original French Isfimtaisle (fantasy,lmag
Inatlon). 
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in the succession of time, some from having been mOre carefully 'regulated 
have become richer than others; but this should not be attributed to the 
felicity of the said languages,hurtothe sole artifice and industry of men. ~o 
then all the things whic,h nature has creai:ed~ 'all'the arts and sciences iri the 
four quarters of the 'globe, are each in their own way the same thing; but 
since men are of diverse wills, therefore do they speak and write diversely. 
In this connection I cannot sufficiently blame the foolish arrogance and 
temerity of some in our nation who, being in no wise Greek nor Latin, mis
prize and reject with a more than stoical haughtiness all,things Written in 
French; and I cannot 'sufficiently wonder at the strangeopiriionof some 
learned men who think that our, vulgar tongueS is incapable of good leiters 
and erudition: as if an invention for language alone should be judged good 
or bad. The former I do not6 undertake to satisfy. The latter ldesire(ifit'be 
possible for me) to bring to change their opinion by means of a f~w reasons 
which I hope to deduce: not that I feel myself more far-seeing in that, or in 
other things, than they, but because the affection they bear towards foreign 
languages does not allow them to make healthy and complete judgment of 
their vulgar tongue. 

CHAPTER 11. 
THAT THE FRENCH LANGUAGE SHOULD NOT BE CALLED BARBAROUS 

To begin, then, to enter the subject, concerning the meaning of·this word 
barbarous: in ancient'times they were called barbarous who spoke Greek 
incorrectly. For as strangers coming to Athens strove to speak Greek, they 
often fell into this absurd expression ~ap~apo~. 7 

Afterwards the Greeks transported the name to brutal and 'cruel manners, 
calling all nations outside Greece, Barbarians. That should in no way dimin
ish the excellence of our tongue; because this Greek arrogance, admiring 
only its own inverttions, had neither law nor privilege to legitimize its own 
nation and bastardize all the others; as Anacharsis said: the Scythians8 were 
barbarians among the Greeks, but the Athenians were also barbarians among 
the Scythians, and even had the barbarity of the customs of our ancestors 
moved them to call us Barbarians, I do not see that things are'so'th'at we 
should now be considered as such; see'ing that in civility of manners, 'equity 
of laws, magnanimity of heart, in short, in all forrris and ways of living no 
less praiseworthy than profitable, we are not anything . less 'thart 'they; and 
still further, seeing that they themselves are now such that we may justly 
call them by that name which they gave to others: Still less should this 
happen because the Romans called us Barbarians, seeing that in their ambi
tion and insatiable hunger for glory, they sought not only to subjugate but 
to render other nations vile and abject beside them: principally the Gauls,9 
from whom they suffered more shame and hurt thah from others. 

In this connection, thinking many times, whence comes it that the deeds 
of the Roman people are so celebrated throughout 'the world, nay, so far 

5. The vernacular (here, French). 
6. "Do not", added by the editor to correct the 
translator's error. 
7. Barbarous (Greek). 
8. The Greek name for the nomadic peoples north 
of the Black Sea, in what is today Moldova, 

Ukraine, and western Russia. Anacharsi. (6th c. 
B.C.E.), Scythian prince who traveled widely in 
Greece Bnd was later credited with many pithy say· 
ings. ,,',', 
9. Ancient Celtic peOples occupying the area that 
became modern France. . . . 
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more highly preferred to those of aU other nations taken together, I find no 
greater reason than this: that the Romans did have so great a multitude of 
writers that most of their deeds (to say no .worse) through the space of so 
many years, ardour in battle, laying waste of Italy, invasions of foreigners, 
have been preserved entire until our times. On the contrary, the actions of 
other nations, especially of the Gauls, before they fell into the power of the 
French, I and the actions of the French themselves since they gave their name 
to the Gauls, have been so ill collected,' that we have almost lost not only 
the glory of them, but even the memory of them. Thereto the envy of the 
Romans has aided, who, as if in a certain conspiracy conspiring against us, 
weakened, as far as they were able, our warlike glory, whose brilliance they 
could not endure, and not only have they done us wrong thereby, but, to 
render us still more contemptible, they have called us brutal, cruel, and 
barbarous. Someone will say: Why have they exempted the Greeks from this 
name'? Because they would have done more harm to themselves than to the 
Greeks, from whom they borrowed all the good which they had, at least with 
regard to the sciences and the illustration of their language. These reasons 
seem to me sufficient to make any equitable adjudicator of things under
stand, that our language (though we have been called barbarians by our 
enemies and by those who had no right to give to us this name) should yet 
not be misprized, especially by those to whom it is proper and natural: and 
who are in nothing less than the Greeks or Romans. 

CHAPTER III. 
WHY THE FRENCH LANGUAGE IS NOT so. RICH AS 

THE GREEK AND LA"nN 

And if our language be not so copious and rich as the Greek or Latin, that 
must not be imputed to it as a fault, as if of itself it could never be other 
than poor or sterile: but rather must one attribute it to the ignorance of our 
ancestors, who having (as someone2 says, speaking of the ancient Romans) 
in higher esteem well-doing than fair speaking, and liking to leave to post~rity 
examples of virtue, rather than precepts, deprived themselves of the glory of 
their fine deeds, and us of the fruit of the imitation thereof: and by the same 
means have left us our language so poor and bare that it has need ~. the 
ornaments and (so to speak) the plumes3 of other persons. But who would 
say that Greek and Latin were always in the state of excellence wherein they 
were seen in the time of Homer and of Demosthenes, of Virgil and of Cic
ero,?4 And if these authors had judged, that never, whatever diligence and 
culture were brought thereto, would these tongues have been able to produce 
greater fruit, would they have laboured so much to bring them to that point 
where we now see them? So can I say of our tongue, which now begins to 
flower without fructifying; or rather, like a plant and small shoot, has not 
yet flowered, still less borne all the fruit that it might well produce. That 

I. That is, the Franks, German tribes that entered 
the Roman provinces In the 3d century C.E. and 
overthrew the last Roman govemor in Gaul in 486. 
2. The Roman historian Sallust (86-34 D.C.E.) in 
Bell .. m Catalinae 8. 
3. Thc French "I ..... es allows a pun here [trans
lator's note]. Pl.,.tme means both "pen" and 

!'feather," 
4. Du Bcllay chooses conventional representatives 
of excellence in Greek and Latin: in epic poetry, 
Homer (ca. 8th c. D.C.E.) and Virgil (70-19 D.C.E.); 
and in oratory, the Athenian Demosthenes (384-
322 D.C.E.) and Cicero (106-43 D.C.E.). 
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certainly, not by any defect in the nature thereof, as apt to engender as 
others, but by the fault of those who have had the care of it, and have not 
sufficiently cultivated it; but like a wild plant in that same desert where it 
had begun to live, without ever watering it,. or: pruning, or guarding from 
brambles and thorns which shaded it, have let it grow old and almost die. 
And if the ancient Romans had been as negligent of the culture of their 
language when first it began to bud, certainly it would never in so short Ii 
time have become so great. But they, in the manner of good agriculturals, 
did first transplant it from a wild to a domestic place; then that it might the 
earlier and the better fructify, cutting off all round the useless twigs; in 
exchange for these did restore free and domestic branches, drawn in masterly 
fashion from the Greek tongue, which quickly were so well grafted and made 
like unto their trunk that henceforward they appeared no longer adopted but 
natural. Thence were born in the Latin tongue those flowers and those fruits 
coloured with the great eloquence, the numbers,' and the artificial binding 
together of phrases, all which things, not so much by its own nature as by 
artifice, every language is accustomed to produce., Therefore if the Greeks 
and the Romans, more diligent in the cultivation of their languages than we 
in that of ours, were unable to find therein, except with great toil and indus
try, either grace or nmnber or finally any eloquence, should we marvel if our 
vulgar tongue is.not so rich as it well might be, and thereby take the oppor
tunity to misprize it as a vile thing and of little price? T~e time will come 
(maybe), and I hope for it with the help of good French fortune, when this 
noble and puissant kingdom will in its turn obtain the reins of sovereignty, 
and when our language (if with Francis6 the whole French language be not 
buried), which now begins to throw out its roots, will emerge from the 
ground, and rise to such height and greatness, that it can equal the Greeks 
themselves and the Romans, producing, even as they, Homers and Demos
thenes, Virgils and Ciceros, just as France has sometimes produced her Per
icles, Nicias, A1cibiades, Themistocles, Caesars, and Scipios.7 

CHAPTER IV. 
THAT THE FRENCH LANGUAGE IS NOT SO POOR AS MANY ESTEEM rt 

I do not, however, consider our vulgar tongue, as it now is, to be so vile, so 
abject as do these ambitious admirers of the Greek and Latin tongues, who 
would not think, were they even Pitho,B goddess of persuasion, that they 
could say anything good, unless it were in a foreign tongue, not compre
hended of the vulgar. And he who will look closely, will discover that our 
French tongue is not so poor that it cannot render faithfully what it.borrows 
from others, not so unfertile that it cannot produce of itself some fruit of 
good invention by means of the industry and diligence of its cultivators; if 
some are found who are such good friends of their country and of themselves, 
that they will apply themselves thereto. But to whom, after God, shall we 

5. Meters. 
6. Francis I (1494-1547), king of France (1515-
47) and patron of the arts. 
7. Du Bellay names famous statesmen and gen
erals. The Greeks, all Athenians, were active duro 
Ing the 5th century B.c.E;-Pericles (ca. 495-
429), Nlelas (ca. 470-413), Alciblades (ca. 450-

404), and Themlstocle. (ca. 528-462). Julius Cae
sar (1 ()()...44 B.C.E.) and Scipio Mricanus (ca. 236-
184/3 B.C.E.) were the most btllllant·general. of 
Roman antiquity as well as statesmen. 
8. That Is, Peltho (literally, "persuasion": Greek), 
In Greek mythology the personification of persua
sion and seduction. 
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render thanks for such a benefit if not to our late good king and father, 
Francis, the first·of that name and first in all virtues? I say first, since he has 
in his noble kingdom first restored all the good arts and sciences in their 
ancient dignity: and our language; which before was harsh and ill-polished, 
he has thus rendered elegant, and if not so copious as it well might be, at 
least a faithful interpreter of all others. And it is in such wise that philoso
phers, historians, doctors, poets, orators, both Greek and Roman, have 
learned to speak in French. What shall I say of the Hebrews? The sacred 
writings give ample testimony of what I say. I leave aside here the supersti
tious reasonings of those .who maintain that the mysteries of theology ought 
not to be laid bare arid, as it were, profaned in the vulgar tongue,9 and that 
which those in the opposite camp allege. For this discussion is proper only 
for that which I have undertaken, which is solely to show that our language 
had not at its birth the gods and the stars in such enmity, that it cannot one 
day attain to the height of excellence and perfection as well as the others, 
since all sciences can faithfully and copiously be treated in it, as may be seen 
in the very great number of books, Greek and Latin, nay, even Italian and 
Spanish and others, translated into French by many excellent pens of our 
day. 

CHAPTER. V. 
THAT TRANSLATIONS ARE NOT SUFFICIENT TO GIVE PERFECTION TO 

THE FRENCH LANGUAGE 

In any case this most praiseworthy labour of translation seems not to me the 
only means, nor sufficient, to raise our wlgar tongue to be the' equal and 
para~on of the other tongues. Which I claim to prove. so clearly that none 
(as l believe) will wish to contradiCt, unless he be a manifest calumniator of 
truth; and firstly: It is a thing agreed amtmgall the best authors of rhetoric, 
that there are five parts of fair speaking: invention, elocution:; 'arrangement, 
memory, and pronunci~tion.J Now since the two last are to be learned, not 
so much by the benefit of tongues its they are given to each of us according 
to the fertility of his nature, increased and maintained. by studious' exercise 
arid continual. diligence, since also arrangement lies rilther in the ,discern
ment and good judgment of the orator than in definite rul~s and pF,~cepts
seeing' that' the events of time, the circumstances of place, the con1irtions of 
persons, and the diversity of occasions, are innumerable-I will content 
myself with speaking of the two first: that is of invention and of elocution. 
The office then of the orator is to speak elegantly and copiously of each thing 
proposed. Now this faculty of speaking thus of all things, can be acquired 
only by the perfect understanding of the sciences, which were first treated 
by the Greeks, and next by the Romans, imitators of them. It is therefore 
necessary that these two tongues be understood by him who would acquire 
this copiousness and richness of invention, the first and principal piece in 
the harness of the orator. And touching this point, faithful translators can 
greatly serve and aid those Who have not the sole means of devoting them
selves to foreign tongues. But as for elocution, certainly the most difficult 
part, and without which all other things are, as it were, useless, and like a 

9. Many within the Catholic Church resisted the 
publication of the Bible In French. 

J. These divisions are standard in Greek and Latin 
handbook. of rhetoric. 
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sword still covered with its sheath-elocution (say I) by which prinCipally an 
orator is judged more excellent, and a manner of speaking better, than 
another-as for that elocution from which is derived the narrie of eloquence 
itself, and whose virtue lies in words which are proper to the common usage 
of speech· used therein and not ,alienated therefrom; in the metaphors,alle
gories, comparisons, similitudes, energiesj2' and so many othetfigures and 
ornaments without whiCh any oration or poem is bare, maimed, and weakt I 
shall never believe that this can be'le·arned from translators, because it is 
impossible to render it with· the same grace which the author used; since 
each language has a something proper to itself alone, of which if you strive 
to express the nativeness in another language, observing the ,law of trans la
tion, which is not to expatiate yourself beyond the limits of the author; your 
diction will be constrained,' cold, and ungraceful. And t9 prove it'be'thus, 
read me a Demosthenes, and a Homer in Latin; a Cicero· and Ii Virgil in 
French, to see if they will engender such emotions, nay, if even as a Proteus;' 
they will transform you in diverse sorts, as you feel, reading these authors in 
their own languages. You will seem to pass from the burning mountain of 
Etna to the cold summit of Caucasus. 4 And that which I say of the Greek 
and Latin languages, should equally be said of all the vulgar tongues, of 
which I will cite as an example only a Petrarch,5 of whom I dare to say that 
if Homer and Virgil, born again, had ·i.indertaken to translate him, they could 
not render him with the same grace and naturalness as lies in his own: native 
Tuscan. In any case, some in our time have undertaken to make him speak 
in French.6 These briefly are the reasons whic~ hayemade me thin~ that 
the diligent service of translators, in other ways most u,seful for instructing 
those ignorant of foreign tongues in the knowledge of things; is not !iut'ficient 
to give to our own language that perfection, that final to~ch which painters 
give to their pictures, which we desire •. And if the reasons' whi~h t have 
alleged seem not strong enough, I will produce for my guarantors ~nd defend
ers the ancient Roman authors, poets principally and orators, wJ:to (as Cicero 
translated some books of Xenophonand Aratus/ and as Horace gives t~e 
precepts of good translating!) have dev~~ed themselves to this paf1; more for 
their study and particular profit than for the publication and amplification 
of their language, their glory, and the convenience of others. If any have seen 
some works of that time under the title of translations,. I mean works' of 
Cicero, of Virgil, and that most happy age of Augustus,9 they can denywhat 
I say. 

2, Aristotle, ""'"!lela (translator's note]: a crucial 
term In the philosophr. of ARISTOTLE that is usually 
translated "ac~uality.' In Rhek>ric 3.1,141Ib, he 
declares that "vivid presentation" Is achieved by 
"e"Pressions that signify activity/actuality." 
3, In Greek mythology a seer, son of Poseidon 
(god of the sea), who is able to assume different 
shapes at will. 
4. Mountain range between the Black anc;\ Cas
pian Seas. Etns: a volcano on the eastern coast of 
Sicily. 
5. Italian poet and scholar (1304-1374). 
6, Beginning early In the 16th century, several 
French translations of Petrarch appeared. most 
notably by the French poet CI~merit Marot· (ca. 

1496-1544). du Belley'. iival. .' 
7. Greek poet (ca. 3.15...,ca. 240 D.c.E.); his best
known. work, a poem on astronomy titled PWHOc 
m ....... 'was translated by Cicero. Xenophon (ca'. 
42817-ca. 354 B.C.E.) Athenian historian and gen
eral. author of .the A_basis, w~lch significantly 
Influenced Latin literature. ,." 
·8. Du Bellay may have in mind the advice of the 
Roman poet HORACE (65-8 R.C.E.) In An Poelica. 
lines 268-69, to· "study Greek model. night and 
day." 
9. The first emperor of Rome (63 B.C.E.-14 C.E.; 

r.roclaimed emperor. 27). He was a great patron of 
etters. and. after decades of civil war. his rule was 

a time of peace and prosperity. 
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CHAPTE~ VI. 
OF BAD TRANSLATORS, AND OF NOT TRANSLATING THE POETS 

But what shall I say of some truly more worthy to be called traducers I than 
translators? For they traduce those whom they undertook to explain, robbing 
them of their glory, and by the same means seduce ignorant readers, showing 
them white for black; and, to acquire the name of savants, they translate on 
credit those languages of which they never understood the first elements, 
like Hebrew and Greek; and again, to make themselves the better known, 
tackle the poets~a race of authors certainly to which if I were able or wished 
to translate I would so little address myself, because of that excellence of 
invention which they have more than others, that grandeur of style, magnif
icence of words, gravity of sentences, audacity and variety of figures, and 
countless other lights of poetry: in short, that energy, and 1 know not what 
of spirit which is in their writings, which the Latins would call genius.2 All 
which things can as much be expressed jn translating, as a painter can rep
resent the soul with the body of him whom he undertakes to draw from 
nature. What I say is not addressed to those who by the command of princes 
and great lords translate the most famous Greek and Latin poets, because 
the obedience one owes to such personages admits of no excuse in this place, 
but indeed I mean to speak to those who from blitheness of heart (as we say) 
undertake such things lightly and in the same way acquit themselves thereof. 
o Apollo! 0 muses!3 thus to profane the sacred relics of antiquity! But I will 
say no more thereof. He then who would make a work worthy of price in his 
own tongue, let him leave this labour of translating, principally the poets, to 
those who from a laborious and little profitable thing, I would even say use
less, nay, harmful, to the enrichment of their language, rightly get more of 
vexation than of glory. 

CHAPTER VII. 
HOW THE ROMANS ENRICHED THEIR LANGUAGE 

If the Romans (someone will say) did not devote themselves to this labour 
of translation, by what means then were they able to enrich their language, 
even to make it almost equal to the Greek'? Imitating the best Greek authors, 
transforming themselves into them, devouring them; and, after havingWell 
digested them, converting them into blood and nourishment, taking for 
themselves, each according to his nature, and the argument he wished to 
choose, the best author of whom they observed diligently all the most rare 
and exquisite virtues, and these like shoots, as 1 have already said, they 
grafted and applied to their own tongue. By doing this (I say) the Romans 
did build those fine writings which we praise and admire so much, now 
equalling one of these writings with the Greeks and now excelling them. 

And of what I say, give good proof Cicero and Virgil, whom willingly and 
for their honour 1 name always in the Latin tongue, of whom the one gave 
himself entirely to the imitation of the Greeks, counterfeited, and did express 

I. The English cannot reproduce the neat Italian 
Imdutton, traditon, nor du Bellny·. traditeurs ... 
traducteurs [translator'. note]. 
2. The guardian spirit of a person or place. 

3. In Greek mythology, 9 daughters of Memory 
who preside over the ans and all intellectual pur
suits. Apollo: the Greek and Roman god of music 
and prophecy. 
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in so lively a fashion the fertility of Plato, the vehemence of Demosthenes, 
and the joyful sweetness of Isocrates, that Molo, the Rhodian,4 once hearing 
him declaim, cried that he brought Greek eloquence to Rome. The'other did 
so well imitate Homer, Hesiod, and Theocritus,5 that it has since been said 
of him that of these three he surpassed the .first, equalled the second, and 
approached so closely to the other, that if. the feHcity,of the argulJlents he 
treated had been equal, it were doubtful to whom to give the palm. I therefore 
ask you who ,are busied only with translations, if. these so famous. authors 
had amused themselves with translating, would they have raised, their l,m
guage to the excellence and height wherein we now see it? Thinknot then 
by any diligence and industry that you may employ in this direction,. to so do 
that our language, which still creeps along the ground, may lift its head and 
rise up on its feet. 

From Book II 

CHAPTER III. 
THAT NATURAL TALENT IS NOT SUFFICIENT FOR HIM WHO. IN POETRY 

WOULD MAKE A WORK WORTHY OF IMMORTALI'IY 

Blit since that: hi all languages there are good and bad, .. Will n'Dc: (reader) 
that without election and judgment you should take the first comer. It were 
far better to write Without imitation than resemble a bad 'author, since it is 
a'thing agre'ed among the most lea~ned that natural tatent ,can do 'more 
without doctrine than doctrine without natural' talent. HO,wever, since the 
amplifi'cation of our language (which is ~hereof 1 treat)' cannot be made 
without doctrine, and without erudition, I would fafn warn those who aspire 
to this glory to imitate the good Greek and Roman authors, nay, eyen the 
Italian, Spanish, and others, or else not to write at all, except to 'oneself (as 
we say) and to one's muses. Let one not cite here some of ours, who without 
doctrine, and at most none other ,than mediocre, have acquired great repu
tation in our tongue.6 Those who' readily admire small things, and disdain 
that which exceeds their judgment, may attach to them what value they will, 
but I know well that the learned will put them in no other rank than those 
who speak French well, and who have (as Cicero said, of the ancient Roman 
authors) good wit but very little artifice. Let it not be alleged to me also that 
poets are born, for that applies to the ardour and alacrity of spirit, which 
naturally excites poets, and without which all.doctrine would be imperfect 
and useless. Certainly it would be too easy a thing, and therein c'ontemptible, 
to become eternal through renown, if the felicity of nature,given over to the 
most unlearned, were sufficient to make a thing worthy of immortality. Who 
would fly through the hands and mouths ofmen,7 must long remain within 
his chamber; and who desires to live; in the memory of. posterity must,. as 
though dead in himself, sweat and tremble many ·a. time; and even as our 

4. Apollonius Malon (lst c. D.~.E.), rhetorician 
who lectured at Rhodes and visited Rome; he 
taught Cicero and other Romans. PLATO (ca. 427-
ca. 327 D.C.E.). Greek philosopher; like him, Cic
ero wrote philosophical dialogues, Including De 
Republica. Isocrates (436-338 D.C.E). Athenian 
orator, rhetorician, and teacher. ..' 
5. Greek poet (ca. 300-260 D.C.E.), whose pas-

toral poetry Vi~1 !mitated in hi~ Eclogu.s. J;lesio<! 
(active ca. 700 D.C.E.), Greek dIdactic poet whom 
VIrgil imitated in his GeorgiC!. 
6. The allusion Is again to CMment Marot, who 
was a popular poet at the court .of Francis I. 
7. Here begins a passage IIfted.verbadrn from one 
of du Bellay's italian predecessors, Sperone Spe
roni (Dlalogo delle lingue, I 542). 
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courtier poets drink, eat, and sleep at their ease, so must he endure hunger, 
thirst, and long vigils. These are the things whereon the writings of men fly 
to heaven. But in order that I may return to the beginning of this question, 
let our imitator first consider those whom he would imitate, and that which 
in them he can imitate and which should be imitated, in order not to do as 
those, who wishing to appear like unto some great lord, will imitate a petty 
gesture or vicious way of acting in him, rather than his virtues and good 
gI"aces. Before all things must he have the judgment to know his own 
strength, and test how much his shoulders can carry; let him sound diligently 
his natural gifts, and compose himself for the imitation of him whom he feels 
he most nearly approaches. Otherwise his imitation will resemble that of the 
ape. 

CHAPTER IV. 
WHAT KINDS OF POEMS THE FRENCH POET SHOULD CHOOSE 

Read, then, and read again (0 future poet); with daily and with nightly hand, 
turn the leaves of your Greek and Latin exemplars, then leave aside all these 
old French poesies to the floral games of Toulouse, and the contest of 
Rouen,R the rondels, ballades, virelays, chants royal, songs, and other such 
spices" which do corrupt the taste of our tongue, and serve not, save to bear 
witness to our ignorance. Throw thyself upon these pleasant epigrams, not 
as do to-day a host of makers of new stories, who in ten lines are content to 
say nothing of worth in the first nine, provided that in the tenth is the little 
word to laugh at, but in imitation of a Martial, I or of some other well 
approved; if lasciviousness please thee not, mingle the profitable with the 
agreeable.2 Distil with a flowing style, and not rugged, these touching elegies 
after the example of an Ovid, a Tibullus, and a Propertius,3 mingling therein 
at times those ancient fables, no small ornament of poetry. Sing me those 
odes, unknown as yet of the French muse, on a lute well accorded to the 
sound of the Greek and Roman lyre, and let there be no line wherein appear
eth not some vestige of rare and ancient erudition. And for this, matter will 
b(~ furnished thee by the pmises of the gods and virtuous men, the immutable 
OJ"der of earthly things, the solicitudes of young men such as love, flowing 
wine, and good cheer. Above all things see that this kind of poem be.@.r 
removed from the vulgar, enriched and made illustrious with proper words 
and epithets by no means idle, adorned with grave sentences, and varied with 
all manner of poetical colours and ornaments: not like a Laissez La verde 
COUleUJ;2i' mour avecques Psyches, 0 com bien est heureuse,4 and other such 
works, mo e worthy to be called vulgar songs than odes or lyrical verses. As 
for ej>!s , they are not a kind of poem which can greatly enrich our vulgar 
tongue, since they are readily of familiar and domestic things, unless thou 

8. The oldest of several bourgeois fraternal socie
ties established beginning in the 12th century to 
cultivate music and poetry. The Floral Games of 
Toulouse: an institution founded in 1323 by seven 
minstrel poets; during the ] 6th century. at the 
height of its glory, it was rcnanu'd tht> College of 
the Art and Science of Rhetoric. 
9. Vernacular French medieval poetic genres. 
I. Homan poet (ca. ) ()-ca. )04 C.E.) best known 
for his witty epigrams that depicted Homan society, 
high and low (sOinetimes in very (-,O<lrse language). 

2. Compare Horace, Ars Poetica, line 343: liThe 
man who combines pleasure with usefulness wins 
every suffrage." 
3. Roman poet (ca. 50-ca. 15. D.C.E.), one of the 
great masters of Latin love elegy (that is, a poem 
in elegiac couplets, a specific metrical form). Ovid 
(43 R.C.E.-17 C.E.) and TibuJlus (ca. 50-19 R.C.E.) 
also wrote highly polished elegies. 
4. Three 16th~century French chansons (songs): 
"Leave the Green Color," uLove [or Cupid] with 
Psyche," and "Oh How Happy." 
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didst. ~ish to make them in imitatio~ of elegfes as Ovid did, or sententious 
and '~rave, as Horace.5 As much, too, do I say of satires, which the French, 
I-l~n0"Y' tlot how, have called coqs a l'lJne,6 in which I advise thee to exercise 
thyself~ds little as possible, just as I desire thee to be removed from ill
speakiiig; 'unless thou didst wish, after the example of the ancients, in heroic 
verse (that is to say, lines of ten to eleven, and not only of eight to nine 
[syUables)), under the name of satire, and not with that inept title coq a l'lJne, 
modestly to tax the vices of thine age, sparing the names of the vicious per
sons: Thou hast for this Horace, who, according to Quintilian,7 holds the 
first· place among the satirists. Ring me out those fine sonnets, ano less 
learned than pleasing Italian invention, conformable in name with the ode, 
and different from it only in that the sonnet has ambiguous lines, regulated 
and limited; and the ode may run through all manner of lines freely, nay, 
even invent them at pleasure, after the example of Horace, who did sing in 
nineteen sorts of hnes, as the grammarians tell us. For the sonnet, then, thou 
hast Petrarch and some modern Italians. Sing me on well-resounding pipe, 
or on well-joined flute, those pleasant rustic eclogues,B after the example 
of Theocritus and Virgil: or marine eclogues, after the manner of Sanna
zaro,9 the Neapolitan gentleman. Might it please the muses that in all these 
kinds of poetry which I have named we had many such imitations, as is 
this eclogue on the birth of the son of Monseigneur the Dauphin, to my 
taste one of the best little works that Marot l ever made. Adopt also into 
the French family those flowing and dainty hendecasyllables, following the 
example of a Catullus, a Pontanus, and a Secundus,2 which thou shalt be 
able to do, if not in quantity at least in the number' of syllables. As for 
comedies and tragedies, if kings and republics would restore them to their 
ancient dignity, which the farces and moralities have usurped, I should be 
of the opinion that thou shouldst busy thyself therewith, and if thou dost 
wish to do so, for the adorning of thy language, thou knowest where thou 
shouldst find their archetypes. 

5. Horace's epistles are conversational, not gravej 
but the long poems of Epistles 2 concern literature. 
Ovid's elegiac epistles are his HeroItks (letter. from 
legendary women to their absent lovers or hus
bands) and his Trl..tia and Letters /rom Pont ... 
(describing the hardships of the poet's exile and 
pleading for leniency). 
6. From the expression s,. .. ter d .. coq a "4ne (to 
jump from the cock to the donkey); stories char· 
acterized by absurd associations. 
7. Roman rhetorician and teacher of oratory (ca. 
30/35-ca. 100 C.E.; see above); he calls Horace 
the best satirist In Inslltutlo O,...toria 10.1.94. 
8. Short poems-often pastoral-In the form of a 
dialogue or soliloquy, particularly popular during 

1549 

the 15th and 16th centuries. 
9. jaeopo Sannazaro (1458-1530), a poet born In 
Naples who was greatly admired by the.poets of 
the PI~lade. 
1. CMment Marot, official court poet. The Dau
phin: Francis of Valois, the future King Franei. II, 
born january 19,1544. 
2. joanne. Seeundus (1511-1536), Latin name of 
tlie neo-Latln poet jean Everaerts. Giovanni Pon
tano (1426-1503), neo-Latln prose writer and poet 
ofthe Italian Renaissance. Catullus (ca. 84-ca. 54 
B.C.E.), Roman lyric poet who was the first to adopt 
Greek hendeealyllablcs-II-syllable lines In a set 
pattern of "quantity" (I.e., syllable length)-to rep
resent everyday Latin speech. . 
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Often referred to by his contemporaries in France as the "Prince of Poets," Pierre de 
ROl1sard enjoyed considerable fame during his lifetime. His reputation went into 
eclipse a century later as a strict codification of French poetry accompanied the rise 
of the classical theater, of which Renaissance poetry-exemplified by Ronsard-was 
treBted as a crude precursor. But he was brought out of the shadows again by the 
Romantics, who were eager to find a looser and more lyrical alternative to those same 
classic verse forms. His rescuers, however, were precisely those whose influence 
would make it difficult for readers to appreciate him on his own terms: the Romantics 
privileged originality, subjectivity, and marginality, which were not at all in Ronsard's 
mind or vocabulary. For him, the poet aspired to equal the ancients and to give public 
and universal voice to enduring truths. 

Ronsard was born into a family with a long tradition of political connections and 
royal service. His grandfather, who had been in the employ of Louis XI, had fought 
in wars with the duke of Orleans (later Louix XII) and Francis I. Ronsard's father, a 
committed humanist, served Francis I as mattre d'Mtel du TOi and governor to the 
king's children, and spent four years in Madrid with them while they were held as 
hostages in place of their father. The loyal courtier was rewarded by the king with 
the refurbishing of his country manor, done in high Italian style by Italian workmen. 
The Ronsard family was Catholic, patriotic, and noble, and their manor in the Loire 
valley, like the court of Francis I, became a center of Renaissance values and learning. 
At the age of nine, Pierre was sent to the College de Navarre in Paris, where he did 
so badly that he withdrew after a term. He then left to take a series of positions as a 
young courtier. At age twelve, he became page to the king's children, chiefly to the 
fourteen-year-old Charles, duke of Orleans. Soon he accompanied the duke's sister 
to Scotland, and thereafter he made other diplomatic journeys to the Netherlands, 
London, and Alsace. During one of his journeys to Alsace, he contracted a serious 
illness and became partially deaf; this automatically precluded him from having a 
diplomatic or military career. Barred from a life of active service, he nevertheless went 
on to serve four monarchs with his poetic voice. In 1543 he received simple tonsure 
from Bishop Rene du Bellay (great-uncle of the poet JOACHIM DU BELLAY), a positiorl 
that, while short of ordination as a priest, made him eligible to receive revenue from 
church properties and established him as a celibate churchman for the rest of his 
life. ~. 

At the ase of twenty, after his father's death, Ronsard returned to Paris and under
took the st;}dy of Greek and Latin letters. He was invited to study with the twelve
year-old son of Lazare de BaIf, a diplomat with whom Ronsard had traveled when he 
was younger; both were instructed by France's foremost Hellenist, Jean Dorat. Even
tually, the t~o followed Dorat to the College de Coqueret, a small boarding college 
that was part of the University of Paris· system. The dedicated group of·eager young 
scholars at Coqueret worked tirelessly to master a curriculum consisting almost exclu
sively of Greek and Latin poetry. They began to see themselves as a unified, select 
group with a mission that turned out to be nothing less than a revolution of French 
poetic language. First they called themselves the "Brigade," but soon they adopted 
the name Pleiade. The young men of the Pleiade (Ronsard, Joachim du Bellay, and 
five others) began publishing their poetry and entered the public discourse about 
poetic theory in I 549 with du Bellay's Defence and Illustration of the French Language 
(see above). They established themselves as an intellectual aristocracy, believing in 
the divine ori!!!in of poetry and their own position as poetic equals to their classical 
precursors. 
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Ronsard's first published poems served as illustrations of PMiade poetic ideals. 
Written in French, they were clbsely 'modeled on Classical and Italian forms. In 
1550 the first four books of his Odes-were publi!;hed. Two years later he published 
his first sonnets, Les Amours de CaSsatuire, ostensibly inspired by his love for a Flor
entine banker's daughter, Cassandre de Salviati. His sonnets, like Petrarch's, ex
emplify that -strange amalgam of -Christianity and pagan -philosophy. that came Jo 
be·known as· Neoplatonism (see·PLOTINuS),·clearly m:ark~d_out by the names of 
the women headdresses: .Cassandra (who 'prophesied ;the, Trojan War),· Marie (who 
was the virgin mother of Christ), and Helen (whose abduction caused the Trojan 
War). -;' 

His most ambitious work was never completed. Wishing to rival the classical epic 
poems, Ronsard envisioned a French Aeneid,the Franciade, oli which. he began work 
in 1554, early in his poetic- career.,He·finally-published the' first four books ofit in 
1572, but left both the court and the epic on the death.of his patron, Charles IX, in 
1574. He composed his most celebrated work-a series of. poems· called. Sonnets to 
Helene (I 578)-after leaving the public arena of court poet. These,poems were writ" 
ten near the end ·of ·his life; when he fell in love with-the much _ younger H~I~ne de 
Sugeres, a Jady-In.walting to_Catherine de Medici; she ultimately refused his passion 
for her; ,but did not prevent his poeti¢ consummation with -her name. -

.Ronsard is remembered todayo-mainly for his sonnets, but he wrote in at least 
twenty genres, and his voice and putpose ranged-w\dely.In the early 15608 his writ
ings responded to and. participated in ,the .rising tension between Catholics and Prot
estants • .As a court poet. and -a churchman, he was a defender of Catholicism, but his 
stance was more practical andpattiotic than· theological. -He ,wanted. poetry. _ to 
strengthen the state, not individual freedom. For hini Protestants, even French Prot
estants (called- Huguenots),-_Were foreigners. They upset the genteel coexistence of 
the court, the 'church, and' the clasilicson which his poetry was. based._ Strict Calvin
ists went sd far as to express suspicions _about the sensuality and paganness of any 
poetry that imitated the Greeks and the Romans; What had once seemed universal 
and eternal suddenly became partisan. and historical. Ronsard's writing became mote 
political and polemical during the:first-period of violent· conflict; but when· the-Peace 
of Amboise ended the finit. war of religion In 1563, he began to withdraw from public 
rhetoric .and tried to reestablish a morei distant,' oracular, ahistorical'Voice for poetry. 
It was at this point that he Wrt)te "A Brief on the Art of French Poetry" (1 565).-The 
"Brief"'s seeming distance froin any historical events:-is a response to, not-a,sign .. of 
detachment -from, the trauma of- Civil war; It ,was_ part of a short-Iived_ -historical 
moment in which the French- court attempted to-achieve tolerance and cultural 
unity. 

"A Brief on. the_Art .of French Poetry;" written at- the .very . middle point of Ron
sard's poetic career; . holds .a place in the tradition of letters addressed by established 
poets to young; aspiring poets;-,Like HORACE'S -Ars POfjtica (see -above) or Ra!ner 
Maria. Rilke's LetterS to 'a Young Poet (1929), Ronsard's- "Brier' takes the form of 
advice on both the specifics of poetry._and on how to live as a poet. It is a .prose letter 
written to Alphonse -Delb~ne (1540-1-608); a young member._ of the noble Florentine 
Del-Bene family that had taken refuge in French coutts iii the_ early sixteenth cen
tury,-fleeing Francis I's unsuccessful campaigns'in-Italy, In the-~'Brier'-Ronsatd is 
trying -to accomplish several tasks: to combine classical poetics with Christian 
beliefs, to combine invention with imitation, to adjudicate_the claims of competing 
languages and dialects, and to explore some of the techniques of a well-made poem 
in French. . ,- " --

He _begins his counsel with the importance of diVine inspiration. Divine ·power_ is 
transmitted to mortals through the medium of poetty: the-poet.is to'i1'!en what God 
is to the poet. Ronsard's belief in poetic.inspiration -echos PLATO's Ion (see above), in 
which a chain of inspiration runs from the gods to the Muses to the inspired!artist. 
Ronsard upholds the Pleiade's respect for classical models, echoing in his subtitles 
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the inventio, disposito, and elocutio of traditional rhetoric. He teaches the young poet 
not only how to imitate classical poets, making sure to ,explain that their mythology 
is to be taken as an allegory of the powers of God,' but 'also how to train his eye on 
cont«;mporary crafts and sfUlls, particulaJ;'ly metallurgy, so as to learn (and not just 
imitate) th~ craft ,of poetry. In' ooe"of the earHi;ist argumt!nts fn favor' of the poetry 
workshop, he' encourages his addressee to ~hare his poems wi~elYMthhis fellows. 
He comments on the"teehnit:al ilpparatus of Fren'ch vernacular poetry, offering guide
lines for rhythm, rhY'rhe; 'and mb!licalitY; iri; this he resembles his contemporaries 
G1AMBATrISTA GIRALDI in ltaly'and George Puttenham in England .. 

Drawing, as does Ht,mer, on the most,~vi~ and concrete of figures, the poet, he 
argues, must nevertheless find what is'most proper:and harmonious to his subject. 
Individual imagination nottempered by the scrutiny of other poets and,bythe example 
of great predecessors risks becOJlling.di!jordereq, fantastic, "monstrous." ,But appro
pri!lte and healt~y hybridization makes a language stronger. In an age in which France 
W!li!l in the process of being consolidated ,politically and linguistically, J;\onsard rec
ommends that the poet take his vocabulary not just from ,the court but'from the rich 
dialehs of the provinces. The true French poet should rise above history imd Write 
poetry for the, ages. , 

Not until Victor Hugo in the nineteenth century would French poetry again achieve 
so classical and public a'voice. But Hugo, writing ambitious epics while exiled by 
Napoleon III, saw the moral authority of poetry as a kind of alternative government, 
not as' a handmaiden of the court. Nor was Hugo the only nineteenth-century poet 
to revive Ronsard's voice. The,RQmantic critic Saint,e-Beuve, resurrected the Renais~ 
sance to counteract the rjgidi~ ,of post-f\enaissance classical verse f9rms developed 
in the theater. Yet Ronsard's ,infl\lenc~, hal!> been both anticlassic ,and classic: the 
classical pantheon itself underwe'rit a revival in, the mid-ninet~eth century, spurred 
by the so-called ~amassian poets, to the point ,that CHARLES BAUDELAIRE lamented, 
"Who will deliver its from'the Greeks and the Romans?" ,The virtuosity and freshness 
of Ronsard's' manipulation of the' da~'sfcal past, df the sonnet 'form, of the oracular 
tone, and of the French lal1guage have continued to inspire poets four centuries after 
hl!!,wtote his letter to Alphonse Delb~ne. The serenity 'of his View of poetry has perhaps 
come to sound dated in the turbulenee of modem times,. but it is important to remem
ber that his own century was no less turbulent. His advice to rise above petty polemics 
and hi!ltori~t:ontests is,itself a contested, but often appealing, contribution to the 
history of poetics. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

The standard two-volume Oeuvres C~t;Utes of Ronsard's work exists i~t'b~ Pleiade 
edition (whose name harks back to the'group of poets that h~ led); it \\ras revised in 
1994., Morris Bishop's Honsard, Prince of-Poets (1940) and D. B. Wyndham Lewis's 
Honsard (I 944) are somewhat dated biographical studies (8 1990 biography by Michel 
Simoni,n is, available in French). Pierre de Honsard (1970) by K. R. W.:Jones provides 
a,ge~eral introduction. Isidore Silver's work should be included.in:any st;rious Ron
sard scholarship, most notably the three-volume study The Intellectual Evolution of 
Honsard (1969:-92) and Three H~ard Studies (1978)., A colle<;tion of essays edited 
by Terence', Cave, Honsard the Poet (1973), offers I!.n 'excellent study of Honsard's 
poetic vision, including both classical and Renaissahce influences; It also contains a 
goo~ bi~Jiography. For 8 comparative approach, see Alfred W. Satterthwaite, Spenser, 
Honsard, ,atid du Bellay: A Henaissance Comparison (1960). There.is an annotated 
bibliography on R,onsard inJhe Critical Bibliography of Frerich Literature,vol. 2, The 
Sixteenth Century (rev. ed., 1985). ' 
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From A Brief on the Art of French Poetry! 

Although the art of Poetry can be neither learned nor taught by precept, it 
being a thing more experiential than traditional, yet, in so far as hunian art, 
attainment, and labor will permit, I wish to lay down some rules by which 
one day you2 may be able to reach the firsi: order of skill in this happy calling, 
by my means, who confess myself reasonably learned in it. Always you will 
hold the Muses in reverence, in singular veneration, and not have them serve 
for any purpose dishonorable, ridiculous, or libelous; but you are to keep 
them beloved and sacramental, the daughters of Jupiter3 which is to say, of 
God, who in his sacred grace, first through them made known to ignorant 
peoples the excellence of his majesty. For poetry was in the earliest time only 
an allegorical theology, to carry into men's coarse brains, by charming .and 
prettily colored fables, the secret truths which they could not comprehend 
if openly declared. The Athenian Eumolpus, Linus the instructor of Her
cules, Orpheus, Homer, Hesiod4 invented this excellent profession. So poets 
were called divine, not so much for the god-like soul which made them 
wonderful above others, as for the communion which they.had with oracles, 
prophets, diviners, sibyls, interpreters of dreams, for of what these knew the 
poets had learned the superior part: to what the oracles said in few words, 
these elevated persons gave expansion, color, commentary, being for the 
people what the sibyls and diviners were but for themselves. A long time 
afterward appeared in the same country the second school of poets, whom I 
call human, as being more filled with artifice and labor, than with divine 
inspiration, As an example of the latter, the Roman poets swarmed in abun
dance, with so many puffed out and artificial books that they brought to 
book-stores more burden than honor, except for five or six, whose under
standing of their art, accompanied by perfect craftsmanship, has always held 
my admiration. . 

But since the Muses are not willing to reside in a soul unless it Jj kindly, 
saintly, virtuous, you should act always with kindness, never with·me nness, 
sullenness, or chagrin; moved by a fine spirit, let nothing ent our soul 
which is not superhuman, divine. You are to bear in highes regard concep
tions which are elevated, grand, beautiful-not those that lie round the 
earth. For the principal thing is invention, which comes as much from good
ness of nature as from the lessons of the good ancient authors. If you attempt 
a great work, you should show yourself religious and God-fearing, beginning 
the poem either with his name or with another which will represent some 
effect of his majesty, as in the example of the Greek poets, "Sing, 0 Goddess, 

I. Translated by James Harry Smith. 
2. Alphonse Delb~ne (1540-1608), an aspiring 
young French poet whose Italian r.arents had come 
to France during Francis I's fai ed campaigns In 
Italy. 
3. In Roman mythology, king of the gods. In Greek 
mythology. the 9 Muses (who preside over the arts 
and all intoillcctual pursuits) are the daughters of 
Zeus and Mnemosyne (literally. "Memory"). 
4. Ron.ard names mythical and hi.torlcal fil!ures 
of c1assjcal Greece, all images of "divine poets' that 
can mediate between Mu~es and men: Eumolpus, 
raised in Thrace but linked to Athens through his 

mother. is said to have founded the mysteries at 
Eleusis and to have excelled In singing and in play
ing the flute and lyre; Linus. the son of Apollo. god 
of music. was said to have taught the lyre to Her: 
acles (whom the Romans called "Hercules"). 
greatest of the legendary Greek heroes. and to 
Orpheus. a musician unrivaled among mortals; 
Homer Is credited with composing the Iliad and 
Odyssey (ca. 8th c. lI.e.E.); and Hesiod. a didactic 
poet (active ca. 700 D.e.E.). is often palred·wlth 
Homer as the other main representative of early 
epic. 
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the wrath," "Ten me of the man, 0 Muse," "With Zeus let us begin," "Begin
ning from thee 0 Phoebus,"5 and of the Latin, "Great Mother of Rome," 
"Muse, relate to me the causes."6 For the Muses, Apollo, Mercury, Pallas, 
Venus,7 and other such deities represent to us no other thing than powers 
of God, to which the earliest men gave various names, in accord with the 
different effects of his incomparable majesty. And it must also show you that 
nothing can be good or perfect, if the beginning not come of God. Then, you 
are to study the writings of the good poets, and learn by heart as many of 
them as you can. You are to take great pains to correct and file your verses, 
and are not to excuse faults in them any more than a good gardener neglects 
his poles when he sees them overburdened with branches useless or of little 
account. You are to hold sweet converse with the other poets of your time: 
you will honor the oldest among them as your fathers, those your age, as 
your brothers, the younger, as the children. And you will show to your fellow 
poets your writings, for you should let nothing see the light which has not 
first been viewed and reviewed by your friends whom you think the best 
qualified on the matter; to the end that by such relationships and familiarities 
of your minds, with the learning and the talent that you have, you will arrive 
with ease at the height of an honor, having for local example the virtues of 
your father,S who not only has surpassed in his, the Italian language, those 
in highest reputation in his time, but even has made the victory doubtful 
between himself and those who write today with most purity and learning 
the old language of the Romans. 

But since you have denied recognition to Greek and Latin as mediums of 
composition, and only French remains, which ought to be the more readily 
commended to you, as it is your native language, I shall say a few things that 
seem expedient, and without losing you in a large and tedious forest, I shall 
conduct you straightway, and by the path which I have found shortest, so 
that you may easily overtake those who first set out on the road, and may 
find yourself not out-stripped to any extent at all. 

In the manner in which Latin verse has its feet,9 as you know, we have in 
our French poetry a certain measure of syllables, according to the kind 'of 
poem to be written; and this cannot be trespassed without offense to the law 
of our verse, the particular measures and numbers of which I treat more 
amply farther on. We have also a cresure' on the vowel e; which is done avfuy 
whenever it is encountered with another vowel or a diphthong, provided that 
the vowel which follows e not have the force of a consonant. In imitation of 
my precepts you will appoint the verses, masculine and feminine, Z as well as 
it be pos!!ible for you to do, to approach nearest music and the harmony of 
instruments, in the favor of which poetry seems to have been born: for poetry 
without instruments, 01- without the grace of one or more voices, is in no 

5. First lines from, respectively, Ilomer's Iliad and 
Ody,sey, Theocritus's Idyll 17 (c ... 260 ".C.E.), and 
nn unidentified work [based on t ... ",.IRlor's note). 
6. O)ening invocations Froln two Roman poems, 
Lucretius's De Rem,n Natura (ca. ~5 R.C.E.) and 
Virgil's Aeneid (17 II.C.E.) [based on translator's 
note). 
7. In Roman mythology, godde •• of love. Apollo: 
Greek and RomDn god of music, healing, and 
prophecy. Mercury: Ronlan lneS5l."nger-god. Pallas: 
Alhena, Greek goddess of wis<.luI11. the art,., and 
\var. 

8. Bartolonleo Del-Bene, Italian poet and histo
rian. 
9. The basic building blocks of Latin and Greek 
verse Forms. consisting of various fixed patterns of 
long and short syllables. 
1. A caesura, B pause in a line of versej but here 
Ronsard means an elision, the omission of an 
unstressed vowel. 
2. In French poetry, a feminine ending occur. 
when the last word in Q line ends in a mute "e"j all 
other lines have masculine endings. 
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wise charming, any more than instruments unenlivened by a pleasing voice. 
If you happen to have' composed . the two first verses masculine in ending, 
make the next two feminine,. and proceed' in this manner fol' the remainder 
of your elegy 'or chanson,3 that the musicians may the more easily harmonize 
with it. As to lyric verse. you will, build the first· coupl~t as you desire, but 
the others must 'follow. the plan of the first. If you make use of Greek and 
Roman proper names, you will,in ,so .far as your tongue permits" give them 
French terminations; there are many which cannot so be changed. You ought 
not to disdain our,old Latin words,· but to choose them with prudence; 

You will frequent the practitioners of all trades, seamanship, hunting, fal
conry, and especially those that owe the perfection in their craft to the furi. 
nace: goldsmiths, faundrymen, blacksmiths; metallurgists; and from· them 
you will store up many good and lively semblances, along with the very,names 
of the instruments, to enrich and beautify your work.· Fot just as one may 
not call a body fair, comely, or gifted; unless it be made up of blood j veins, 
arteries, and tendons" and, above all, have a purely natural color, so Poetry 
cannot be charming, alive, or perfect without 'excellent inventions, descrip
tions, 'comparisons, which are the nerve and the life of books, ,which can 
force the centuries t() leave them; in universal remembrance, victorious over 
time. 

You are to learn to choose dexterously, arid to appropriate to you'r.,work 
the most' significant words of the dialects .of our Frand~; ,when those of your 
nation are not sufficiently proper or significant; not troubling yourself 
whether they be ·of .Gascony,: Poitou;.~ormandy;:Manche, Lyonnais" or 
another province, provided only ,that they be good, arid that they,properly 
express what you want ·to say; without affecting too much the speech 'ofothe 
court, which is many times quitei mediocre to be the'language of courtly 
ladies and of gentlemen, ' who 'pudue:more the practicer(Jf arms than of well 
chosen speech. You will observe' that: the Gteek'language;would neverhave~ 
been so scattered and so full elf dialects and varieties of words as it is, had! 
not the majority of the republics that flourished in that time selfishly desit-ed" 
that their learned Citbens write'tntheir own particular dialects. ,And because' 
of that there has come down an infinitY of dialects, phrases, and manners of 
speaking, which even today carry on their ·foreheads the marks of their native 
countries, which are held indifferently good by the learned pens 'thMWrite 
of that time. For a country can never :be-so entirely perfect that it may not 
borrow some, something from its rieighbor. And I doubt' not that if there 
remained in France the Dukes of Burgundy; Picardy, Normandy .. Britt~ny, 
Champaign, Gascony, they would yet desir~ the eXtreme honor of their sub
jects' writing iil a provincial dialect;· For princes must be no less eager to 
widen the bounds of their realms thant on the example of the' Romans; ,to 
extend the language of their countries through all nations. But today, France 
under one king, we are compelled, if we 'Wish to come to any honor; ,td spe!lk 
the courtier's language; or our labor, however learned it may be, is:liahle to 
be estimated of little value, or may be totally scorned. f\tid since'the goods 
and favors come in' from this source, it is often necessary' to· yield :to the 
opinion of some court lady or soMe young ,courtier, who will ,of~en have as 
little knowledge of good and true poetry as they have skill in arms:artd other 
of the more horiorable exercises. " , 

3, Song (French), 
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OjlnVtintion4 

Since I have mentioned . invention . befo~e, it seems' to me that it would be 
timely here to refresh yout memory by a short notice of it. Invention is noth
ing other than the natural virtue of animaginatiori, conceiving the ideas and 
forms of all things that can be imagined, whether of heaven or of earth, living 
or inanimate, for the purpose of afterwards representing, describing, imitat
ing: for just as· the· aim of the orator 'is to persuade, so that of the poet is to 
imitate, invent, and represent-things which are, or which may be-in a 
resemblance to truth. And it must not be doubted that after one has invented 
boldly and well, a "disposition" of verse which is effective will follow, for 
disposition follows invention, in all cases, just as the shadow does a body. 
When I bid you invent fair things and great, I do not mean inventions fan
tastic and melancholic; these do' not more correspond to one another than 
do the ·broken dreams of one in a frenzy, or terribly tormented by a fever, to 
an imagination bruised or injured, in whjch a thousand monstrous forms, 
without order or connection, are represented. But your inventions, on which 
I cannot give you rules, as they are of the spirit, must be well ordered and 
appointed. And although they s~em to pass those of the vulgar, they must 
nevertheless be such as can easily be conceived and understood by everyone. 

:,,< 
. OjOhposition 

As invention depends upon the refined. state of-the mind, so disposition 
depends upon sound invention, consisting in an elegant and consummate 
placing and ordering of the things invented; it does not permit what apper
tabu .to:one place to be put in another, but, operating by artifice, study, and 
.application; it disposes and sets each matter to its proper point. For examples 
of It you 'may take, the ancier'lt authors and those of. the moderns who have 
during ·the last fifteen years· illuminated. our literature, now Justly proud in 
this -glorious achievement, Happy. demi-gods, they who ctiltivat~, their own 
earth, rior strive after another, from:which they could only return thankless 
and unhappy, unrecompensed, unhonored. The first to dare abandon the 
'ancient Greek and Roman languages for the greater glory of their.own truly 
mustbe'good sons, not ungrateful citizens; worthy to be signalizi{fin a public 
statue, wherein from age to age men 'shall encounter a lasting memorial of 
them and of their greatness: not that other languages should be ignored; for 
I counsel you to know them perfectly, and from them, a.s from an old treasure 
found under the earth, enrich your ow~ nation. For it is very difficult to write 
well in the vernacular if one be riot perfectly; or at least fairly, learned in 
those more honored and more famous languages. 

OJ Elocution 

Elocution is a propriety and si'lendor of words, properly chosen and adorned, 
in' varying lengths of sentence,. which make the verse glitter like precious 
IItoneson the fingers of some great lord. Under elocution I put choice of 
words, which Virgil and Horace5 so conscientiously observed. For you ought 

4. The traditional divisions of ancient rhetoric are 
invention, amrigement (disposition), diction (elo
cution), memory. and delivery; Ronsard omits the 

last two. 
5. Roman poet (65-8 D.C.E.; see above), much 
studied in the early Renaissance. Virgil (70-19 
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to strive to be well supplied with words, and to call the most appropriate and 
significant that you can to serve as the sinew and force of 'your son~, '\Yh~~h 
will shine in proportion as the words be significant, and chosen with judg
ment. You are not to forget the comparisons,. the descriptions of places, 
streams, forests, mountains, of night, and of sunrise, of mid-day, of the 
winds, the sea, of gods and goddesses, with their proper attributes, dress, 
cars, hor~es: guiding yourself in this by imitation of Homer,~hom you are 
to observe as a divine example, from whom you are to draw, as from life, the 
most perfect lineaments for your picture. 

. >. 

Of Poetry in General 

You are to know that great poems never begin at the first point of the action, 
nor are so completed as that the reader, taken with the delight of it, may not 
still wish the end farther off; but the good literary craftsmen begin in the 
middle, and knowing so well how to join the beginning to the middle, ~~d 
the middle to the end, mak~ of the pieces so produced a body entire and 
perfect~ Never begin a poem on a large scale unless its subject stretch back 
before the memory of men; and invoke the Muse, who remembers every
thing, being a goddess, to sing to you things of which men can remember 
nothing. The others, little poems, may be begun abrU~~yric odes, for 
example, in the composition of which I advise you to train yourself first, 
taking care above all against being more the versifier than the oet: for fable 
and fictions have furnished the material for the good poets, t ose who have 
been recommended to posterity from as far back as memory goes; and mere 
verse is but the aim of the ignorant versifier, who thinks that he has made 
great headway in his work when· he has composed a great many~hyming 
verses which so smell of prose that I am amazed how our French publishers 
can print such drugs, to the confusion of authors; and of olir nation as a 
whole. I should inform you of the"proper subjects for each partiaula.r kind 
of poem, if you had not alreiuty read the arts of poetry of Ho~ace and of 
Aristotle,6 in which I know you are fairly well versed. 

I counsel you to avoid epithets? relating to objects of nature, as they do 
not advance at all the sense of what you want to say; for example, the flowing 
river, the green bough, and infinite others. You should seek out epithets which 
mean something, not merely fill up your verse form, or trifle with your sense. 
Take this verse for an example: ; 

The vaulted sky encloses all the earth. 

I have said "vaulted," and not "burning," "clear," "high," or "azure," because 
a vault appertains to the embracing and enclOSing a thing. You may well say, 

The small boat goes along the running wave, 

because the course of the water makes the boat to run. The Romans have 
been very cautious observers of this rule~ Virgil and Horace among the oth
ers. The Greeks, as in all things pertaining to verse, have been freer abOUt 
it, and have not regarded it so closely. You are also to avoid the manner of 

R,C,E.), Roman poet generally viewed as the 
greatest of the Augustans. 
6, For the Ars Poetlca of Horace and the Poetics 

of ARISTOTI.E, see above. 
7. Adjectives or acijectlvBI phrases expressing B 
characteristic of the person or thing described. 
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composition of the Italians in your language, who commonly put four or five 
epithets one after the other in the same verse, as for example, "dear, comely, 
angelic, rich gifts." You can see that such epithets are more to puff up and 
paint the verse than to fill any need in it. Content yourself with one epithet, 
or at most, with two, unless some time for amusement you make five or six, 
but if you follow my advice in the matter, that will happen as infrequently 
as you can manage. 

Of Rhym.e 

Rhyme is the correspondence and cadence of syllables, falling at the ends of 
the verses, which I wish you to observe as well for masculine as the feminine, 
in the two complete, perfect syllables, or at least in the masculine, provided 
that it be resonant, and of a sound perfect and entire. Examples of the fem
inine: France, Esperance, despence, negligence, fam.iliere, foum.iliere, prem.i
ere, chere, m.ere. Examples of the masculine: surm.onter, m.onter, donter, 
sauter, Juppiter. Always you are to be more attentive to good invention and 
to the words, than to the rhyme, which comes easily enough of itself after 
some little practise and experience. 

And you must not worry, as I've said so many times, about the opinions 
that people might have of your writing, keeping as a firm rule that it is better 
to be in the service of truth than in the service of opinion.s People only want 
to know what they see in front of their eyes, and, lending credence without 
proof, think that our forebears were wiser than we, and that we must follow 
them completely, without inventing anything new. In this they err greatly 
against bountiful nature, which they believe today to be sterile and barren 
of minds, and which they think bestowed at the beginning all the virtues 
upon the first men without saving any to offer-as a generous mother 
should-to those who would be born later, throughout the many centuries 
to come. 

8. The final paragraph of the treatise is translated by the editor. 

GIACOPO MAZZONI 
1548-1598 

1565 

In his On the Defense of the Comedy of Dante (1587, Della difesa della Comedia di 
Dante), the Italian Renaissance philosopher and scholar Giacopo Mazzoni set out to 
defend DANTE ALiGHIEIU's great medieval poem from a growing number of detractors. 
As was also the case with the new Renaissance romantic epic, a genre defended by 
Mazzoni's elder contemporary GIAMBA1TISTA GIRALDI, Dante's extended dream 
allegory was widely criticized as unrealistic. Instead of subscribing to the general 
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preference for what PLATO had called realistic -("icastic") imitation; Mazzoni chose to 
d~fend "phimtastic" or purely imaginary imitation, claiming it to be the basis of 
lP.!l"t~'1! Divine Comedy. In the process, Mazzoni developed an elaborate theory of the 
p,':lf!ti~ ,~'idol". (image or simulacrum), going well. beyomi the defense. of a . particular 
po~m to formulate what many scholars believe to be the most fully developed system 
.'Of Jiterary aesthetic's of the Renaissance. . .. 
J, liorn in Cesena, Italy, Mazzoni as a young man was educated in Bologna, where 
he learned Hebrew, Greek, Latin, rhetoric, and poetics. In 1563 he entei:~d ·theUni
versity of Padua to study philosophy and jurisprudence. Thereafter, he taught for 
brief periods at the universities in Rome, Pisa, and his native Cesena. He spent much 
of his time managing his family estates, but he often entered into public debates with 
')nany prominent public figures;.ahd made the acquaintance. of such famous Italian 
writers as Sperone Speroni, Ludovico Castelvetro, and Torquato Tasso, among others. 
,He was reputed to have an astoundingly good memory, able to recall at will any part 
o~ the works of Lucretius (ca. 94-55 B.C.E;), Virgil (70-19 B.C.E.), Daqte, and Ludo

. vico Arlosto (14'74-1 ~33), and he routinelydefeated "II opponents at public memory. 
contests. He considered himself prhnarily a philosopher, ari identification clearly 
reflected t.ot only hi the s()phisticai:ed argumentative strilcture of the Defense hut also 
bi his: majbr work, De TripliCi Htnninum Vita, Activa Nempe, Contemplativa, et Reli
Jiiosa Methodi Tres (1576, On the Three Ways of Man's Life: the Active, the Contem
plative, and the Religious), a .philosophical attempt in Latin to reconcile the views of 
PLATO and ARISTOTLE. In thi's work, as in the Defense, Mazzoni demonstrates a com
mand of the history of philosophy and cites an impressive number of authorities and 
squtces.· His abiding concern With Dante scholarship i5ld,em~)D!!tra~ed by his. haVing 
p~l?I~s:"ed .before his Defen,s,et1te .. pple~ical. Disc;ors.o in 4ifeS4, 4e1la .. Commedia della 
~~v!t.IO,fI:qeta Dante (1 5 7~,: 7Jae, D~qQurs,~ l~ T;'(!fo.nse f;1f t~. P9~edy of the. pivine Poet 
Plm~); (:~tics generallr.~gfee,. J:l(n~e\(er, th~t ~he;~aI:her work is nJ\lch less ~UFc~~sf~1. 
), .1ft~1l/~om. Mazzom\b?ok-Ie~gth, "In~rod.uctl?n ~ryd .S;urD;l!'ary"; to hIS, Defense, 
.o.~r . selectIOn has. very- ,fcrw references to Dante,. offenng lOstead. a straIghtforward 
pr~seritation of Mazt0lli's ·theory" of poetry.' Refltcdng his celebrated memory, this 
t8il'~hows eXtensive teliance on a wide range of'c1assical'philosoph~rS and rhetori
Cians; [nchiding .Plato' lli1dAristotle, 'as well Its Vilriolls"Greek sophists and Neopla
tOrlists; particularIyPhiiostratus (active :3d c·;C.E;) 'and Proclli! (412-485 ··C.E.). 
Considered structurally, the. "Introducticin and' Summary" presents three definitions 
of poetry one right after the other. Each definition views poetry from a different 
perspective, that of the poem, the audience, and social utility (or what the author 
calls the "civil faculty"). 

Mazzoni indicates, to begin with, that poetry is an imitative art that has as its object 
the idol (image or simulacrum), not classical literary models, as other' Renaissance 
theorists, such as PIERRE DE RONSARD, argued: The concrete particulars that the 
image presents, however, are primarily phantastic (imaginary or marvelous) rather 
than icastic (realistic). As a result, poetry is a species of sophistic rhetoric in that it 
deals with what is credible and persuasive, not with what is necessarily true. Seen 
from the perspective of the audience, the goal of poetry is to move the reader to 
pleasure and delight in the .perception of believable, images (idols). Mazzoni argues, 
in addition, that the distinct' p'leasure of poetry should ultimately' lead to its social 
utility or moral purpose. As an entertaining reoreational game, poetry is a means of 
pleasantly interrupting the serious business of the world in order that business may 
be later resumed with freshness and vigor. It does instruct, but in a concealed way; 
consequently it may be t~garded at its best as regulated by the civil faculty. Mazzoni's 
view here is su~ined tIp 'cryptically in his belief that'Arist6tIe's "Poetics is the ninth 
book of [his] Politics." . '. . . 
.. ' A' distinctive featuredf l\:lliZzoni's work is that it proceeas by contiiuious logical 
diffetentilitiorLDefining poetrY for him requires making precise distint:tions betweeh 
similar but'differen:t pheriori1ena. Perhaps the key distirictionis the earliest, involving 
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three types of objects: the idea, the work. and the idol, which conform to the observ
able, 'the fabricable, and the imitable;· Here ,Maz~orli isolates the distinct traits of 
poetry by differentiating it from epistemology (the, observable) and the practical arts 
(the fabricable). After subdividing theilnitable into the phantastic'and icastic, he goes 
on to assess these two forMs of imitation In relation to imcient and "second" sophistic 
rhetoric;' Since ancient sophistiC used made-up names' and second sophistic named 
real individuals, Mazzoni classifies the phantastlc' ~nder the former 'and, the icastic 
under the latter. In this differentiation he further emphasizes the autonomy and the 
imaginative or phantastic force of the image. Such complex sets of distinctions form 
the basis of Mazzoni's "Introduction and Summary," which tries to develop a complete 
and perfect definition of poetry. 

Along the way!\tlazzonl,distinguishes "poetics" from poetry, and he also develops a 
sociological theory of genre. Poetics examines a poem in relationship to the civil 
faculty, noting prescribed standards, rules/ and laws, while poetry looks at a poem 
from the perspective of its making, attending to its form. As for genre, Mazzoni notes 
that therea~ three kinds of poetry: the comic'; the' heroic, and the' tragic. Each of 
these is addressed to one of the three sorts of people whom Plato thought necessary 
for civil society: artisans, soldiers, and 'magistrates, respectively. (Artisaris include 
lower-and middle-class citizens.) Mazzoni's point is that each genre regulates a par
ticular social class, instilling civil obedience.' The humor of comic poetry consoles 
ilrtlspn!l;.res~gning them to their. low or ' modest estate, while the:glorlous battles of 
heroic poetry inspire soldiers to freely defend their country. Tragic ,poe,try depicts the 
downf!l)) of n~ble persons and" In SO doing. encourages magistrates to take th~ir duties 
seriously, . " ' , 

Some critics of Mazzoni have perceived cor:itradictions in his definitions of poetry, 
ps:rtic'ularly in his attempt to reco6cile the pleasures'oflmitation with the lessons of 
the civil faculty. 'Moreover, some tw(mtieth-century'theoty implicitly'questioned his 
distinction between icastic and phantastic hrtitatiort, pOiriting but the artifice involved 
in 'even "realistic" modes of imitation. In spite, of these criticism's, Mazzoni raises to 
a rigorous ,level of analysis the discussion of literary mimesis (imitation and represen
tation) initiated by Plato and Aristotle. In emphasizing poetry's 'relationship to images 
and games, he also foreshadows later Romantic interest in theories of imagination 
and afi!st~fit play, as exemplified most influentially In the works, respectively, of 
SAMUEL .:n..oR COLERIDGE. and FRIEDRICH VON SCHILLER. , 
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A book-length Engli"sh rendering of its "Introduction and Summary" can be fourid in 
On the DejeHse of the Comedy of Dante: Introduction and 'Summary, translated by 
Robert L; Morltgomery (1983), who also provides <!etailed 'schOlarly annotations plus 
a superb 'preface covering textual, historical, biographical, and critical matters. The 
standard modern Italian edition is Introduzione della Difesa della, ~'Commedia" di 
Dante, edited by Enrico Musacchio and Gigino Pellegrini (1982). A generous selec
tion of excerpted passages from otherp.arts of On the Defense of the Comedy of Dante 
appears in Literary Criticism: Plato to Dryden (ed. and trans. Allan H. Gilbert, 1940). 
A dated biography in Italian exists, Pierantonio Serassi's La Vita di jacopo Mazz.oni, 
Patrizio Cesenate (1790). Illuminating biographical details cari be found in Montgom
ery's preface. 

A comprehensive and authoritative critical overview of Mazzoni's work appears in 
Bernard Weinberg's magisterial History of Literary Criticism in the Italian Renaissance 
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imitation. A formalist critique of how Mazzoni evades defining poetry can be found 
in Robin Louis McAllister-'s "Meaning, Language, and Conceptualization: Alterna
tives in Mazzoni and Dante," Language and Style 5 (I 971). For a New Critical per
spective on Mazzoni that accentuates the novelty of his treatment of the image, see 
Murray Krieger's "Jacopo Mazzoni, Repository. of Diverse Critical Traditions or 
Source of a New One," in his Poetic Presence and Illusion: Essays in Critical History 
and Theory (1979). A limited bibliography of criticism can be found in Montgomery's 
book; for a bibliography of pri~ary texts, see Weinberg's history. 

From On the Defense of the Comedy of Dante 

From Introduction and Summaryl 

It seems to me that before we proceed to iscu s matters belonging to this 
defense, it would be well to offer first in ,riefer orm what may be termed a 
summary notion of the art of poetry and of the . efense of Dan~e,2 bringing 
together some considerations scattered through the present volume and add
ing some others, the whole of which will serve not only as an opportune 
introduction to what I am going to say, but also as a brief compendium of 
what has been said. 

It is the common opinion of all schools of philosophy that the arts and 
sciences are distinguished and separated from one another by means qf a 
proper and particular object or subject. (I do not at this point differentiate 
between these two names around which each school constructs its dis
course.) But no matter how this subject is handled, there is no agreement at 
all in opinion within the same school. For some (and the Bishop of Caserta3 

in his Monomachia followed this opinion) prefer to think that the objects of 
the arts and sciences are distinct according to a distinction betwee!l,things 
insofar as they are things. And Oli the basis·of this condition they are forced 
to admit two quite extraordinary conclusions. The first is that metaphys~cs 
is a comprehensive science, that which concerns itself (so to speak) with 
universal being, and that the other atts and sciences are a part of it, consid
ering each of these some part of universal being. The second conclusion' (if 
the first is correct) is that each particular art and science has foi<its subject 
some thing that could not then be the subject of any other art dt science. 
And since both of these conclusions are quite false, as is shown elsewhere 
(we will discuss it briefly later), it must therefore be judged that the above 
opinion is not in any way conformaple to the truth. [7] Passing on then to a 
better and truer opinion and following the Peripatetics,4 I say, as they'believe, 
that the arts and sciences derive their ttueand real distinctions from bbjects, 
not insofar as they are things, but insofar as they are (forgive me, 'a'l you 
strictly Tuscan writers; the necessity of this word) knowable' and, if on~ can 
speak so, artificiable. . . .. .. 

1. Translated by Robert L. Montgomery, who 
occasionally adds clarifying words In bracket •. The 
bracketed section numbers correspond to those of 
the 1587 first edition, which Is not paginated. 
2. The Italian poet DANTE ALIGHIERI (1265-
1321). 

3. Antonio Bemardi (1503-1565), bishop of 
Caserta from 1552 to 1554 .. 
4. Followers of the Greek philosopher ARISTOTLE 
(384-322 B.C.E.). " 
5. Mazzoni uses the wordsciblli, a borrowing from 
Latin. 
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[8] Since on this topic I find no doctrine more copious or sound than that 
of Plat06 in the tenth book of the Republic, so, following in his footsteps, I 
say that there are three types of objects and that they have three ways in 
which they can be devised; as a consequence these constitute three species 
of arts in the first category. The objects are idea, work, and idol. The idea is 
the object of the ruling, or we might say, the governing arts. The work is the 
object of the fabricating arts, and the idol is the object of the imitating arts. 
Therefore the modes of the objects of the arts, insofar as they are capable of 
being differe~t1y treated by artifice will be three; that is, the observable, the 
fabricable, the imitable. The arts that only contemplate a thing pertinent to 
some object are the ruling arts, and they are founded in the idea. Such is 
the art of horsemanship when it deals with the bridle. For the art of 
horsemanship does not consist in making the bridle but is concerned only 
with the idea of how it has to work and prescribes to the bridle maker what 
he must hold to, to make it work. [9] The arts that make' the bridle (which 
was first conceived by the ruling art) are those that have as object what is 
called the work. The arts that make what was first conceived by the ruling 
arts are the fabricating arts and have as object what is called the work, and 
such is bridlemaking, which makes the work of the bridle and nothing else. 
The imitating arts have been so named because they deal with the object 
only insofar as it is imitable; hence Plato said that it has an idol as object, 
which means the simulacrum or image of some other things. 

Since, therefore, the same thing may be treated in different sciences under 
different modes of the knowable, so also the same thing can be submitted 
to different arts by different modes of artifice. And we, have a clear example 
in the bridle: it belongs to the art of horsemanship when considered in its 
idea, to the art of bridlemaking when made as a work, and to painting when 
imitated as an idol. 

But there may arise a doubt of some importance in thus distinguishing the 
imitative arts from other arts, for it would seem that the fabricating arts also 
deserve the name of imitation, since each one of these imitates in its work 
the model of the idea conceived by the ruling art. Thus, for example, the art 
of bridlemaking forms a bridle exactly in conformity to the idea conceived 
by horsemanship. Therefore it would seem that the fabricating arts are not 
very well distinguished from the imitating arts. I respond that (as has alretn1y 
been said) the distinction between arts derives from their objects insofar as 
they are capable of being devised variously and distinctly. [10] Now the arti
fice of the work is not only to represent the idea of the ruling art; it also has 
to serve other ends. And in this way we can say that bridle making forms the 
bridle in accordance with the idea conceived by horsemanship; still, this 
bridle is not made in order to represent the similitude of the idea, but rather 
so that it can be used in various ways in managing horses. Hence we see that 
the artifice of the fabricating arts aims at something other than just repre
senting or' resembling; therefore I say that the fabricating arts cannot be 
called imitative. But those arts that have the idol as object have an object 
that has no other end in its artifice but to represent and resemble; hence. 
they are called imitative. And just as philosophers have come to call the 
logical faculty rational, not because it uses reason---for.in ihis sense all the 
arts and all the faculties are rational-but because it has an object that takes 

6. Greek philosopher (427-34711.(".1'.). For hook 10 of Republic, see above. 
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all its being from'reason and in reason; so we say that the imitative arts are 
so named?" not because they use imitation~for in this sense all the arts 
involve more or less some kind of imitation-but because they have objects 
that have no other being or use except by reason of imitation or in imitation. 

.. .. .. 
It can therefore be concluded that the imitative arts have been so named 

because they have as objects those things which are· good for no other end 
or no other use than to represent or to resemble; and they are distinguished 
from the other arts that are not called imitative because their objects are 
good for other .uses or other ends than representation or resemblance alone. 
In this way, then, the idol is the object of the imitative arts. [11] But in order 
to understand clearly what this idol, which is the true and sufficient object 
of the imitative arts, is, and in order to unravel all the complications that are 
wont to become involved in this subject, so that we may anticipate a perfect 
and settled account of it, it is necessary to begin at some distance. 

.. .. .. 
[15] Coming now to our topic, I say that when we previously concluded 

that· the idol is the object of the imitative arts, we did not mean that sort of 
idol that originates without human artifice, ...... but instead that which does 
have its origins in our artifice, arising only from our phantasy or our intellect 
by means of our choiCe and will, like the idols in painting, sculpture, and so 
on. I conclude therefore that this species of idol is that which is. a suitable 
object of human imitation and that when Aristotle said at the beginning of 
the Poetics that all the kinds of poetry are imitation,? he meant that sort of 
imitation which has as its object the idol that arises from human artifice hi 
the way we have stated. Rather I will say further that all imitations that arise 
from human. artifice insofar as they are imitations have the idol-as object in 
this manner. 

But it would seem that the words of Suidas8 are contrary to this determl· 
nation, for he shows himself believing that the idol that derives from human 
artifice is not an adequate object of the imitative arts, unless the idol is joined 
to some other different thing that he calls. a similitude. Here are his words: 
"Idols are effigies of things that do not subsist, like tritons, sphinxes, or 
centaurs. But similitudes are the images of subsistent thingsl like beasts or 
men." [16] According to this statement of Suidas we see that there are two 
imitations. One of them represents the true, as a painter does when he rep~ 
resents with colors the effigy of a known man; and the other represents the 
caprice of the person who is doing the imitating, just as the painter does 
when he depicts according to the caprice of his phantasy. We see at the same 
time that the idol is the object of this second sort of imitation and at the 
same time that the similitude is the object of the first. Therefore, it is not 
true that the idol that is born of human artifice is an adequate object of every 
imitation. ' . 

7. "Epic poetry and tragedy, comedy also and dith
yrambic poetry, and the musIC: of the flute ilnd the 
lyre In most of their forms, are 1111 In their general 
conception modes of Imitation," Poetics 1 (iran •. 
S. H. Butcher). In emphasizing Imitation as the 

production of man-made Images, Mazzoni .eem~ 
to milke a silent comment on Plato's theory of dae~ 
monic Inspiration In Ion [translator'S note]. F~r.t~e 
dialogue Ion, see above. . 
8. Greek leXicographer (late 10th c. C.Il.), 
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We may respond that this statemeht of Suidas concerning the idol is too 
narrow and also in opposition to what other writers have said. Hesychius,9 
uttering other sentiments about the term "idol," speaks as follows: "The idol 
is similitude, image, and sign." He shows clearly then with these words that 
the idol is also taken as a similitude and as an image of something discovered. 
Ammonius in the Etymology and Favorinus1 in the Vocabulary explaining the 
etymology of the idol have said that it derives "from 'the verb e1:&.>, which 
means match or resemble," almost as if it meant that the idol is of things 
that are apparent but not found and of things that are found, of which it 
represents the likeness. Let us add to it what Plato left us in writing in the 
Sophist that imitation is of two species, one of which he names the icastic, 
and it is that which represents things that are rea:l1y found or at least have 
been, and the other he called phantasdc, of which we have examples in 
paintings made according to the caprice of the artist. And' even he himself 
says the same thing in the tenth book of the Republic, namely that the idol 
is the object of every imitation. Therefore the idol must also be common to 
phantastic imitation. '" .. '" 

I believe, then, that everyone is able to understand up to this point what 
imitative art is and how 'it is distinguished from other arts that are not imi
tative, and what the. idol is, which is the object of imitation. Now I add that 
poetry ought to be placed under this imitative art or itnitation,as a species 
under its genus. Therefore, in beginning to define poetry one can say that it 
is imitation. 

oil oil oil 

[29] Now let us sum up the discussion to this point concerning the nature 
of the imitative arts, their distinctiveness from the nonimitative arts, and the 
fact that poetry which is icastic or phantastic, dramatic or'itarrative, always 
has imitation for its genus, since it always forms idols and images in the ways 
mentioned. 

The' genus of poetry having been established, it remains for us to investi
gate the differences according to which it has come to be distinguishC!!d and 
separated from all the other imitative arts. And first of all it would seem that 
reason requires that we find the instrument proper to poetic imitation, and 
then its subject matter, and next its efficient cause, and then its fih~ause. 
In this fashion we will have established its definition completely and per
fectly. 

Now if we can find a genus that includes only three species, that is, har
mony, number, and meter, we will by combining them with imitation have 
arrived at a proper instrument. But since such a genus is not to be found, 
we will compensate with rules taught by Aristotle at the beginning of the 
Posterior Analytics,~ and instead of the general term we will take the names 

9. Alexandrian grammarian (active 4th c. C.E.). 
,I. Rhetorician of Rome (ca. 8~a. 150 C.E.). 
Ammonlus (active 5th c. C.E.), Alexandrian philos
opher, disciple of Proclus. 
2. Posterior Analytlcs 1.2, 71 b-72b. Aristotle here 
argues the case for syllogistically arriving at a gen
eral conclusion on the basis of premises that are 
certain and' require ,no prior demonstration to 
establish their certainty. Moreover, the premises 

must be better known than the conclusion. Maz
zoni will try to arrive at the distinctive generic 
description of poetry by using those attributesnec
essary to it, namely harmony, number, and meter. 
In other words, he will argue that poetry is a name 
given to a kind of Imitation using these Instru
ments, but as a genus its character is assumed 
rather than a previously given certainty [transla
tor'. note]' 
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of all three species and say that poetry is an imitation made with harmony, 
with number, and with meter, singly or together. 

.. .. .. 
[44] Now that we have found the genus, and the individuality of poetry-,

that. is, its instrument'-we can be said to ,have discovered jts entire form. 
Next it would appear that orderliness requires that we turn to inquire into 
its proper subject and material. In the opinion of many these are falsehood 
and lying, even though the v~risip1n~a fitting subject of poetry. And they 
have let themselves be induced '{p believe this because they think that the 
true poet is one who by himself fabricates the invention of his poem, adding 
that he who takes it from a place other than his own invention does ,not 
deserve the name of a true poet. They suppose also that this is the, opinion 
of Aristotle, who called Empedocles4 more often a natural philosopher than 
a poet, because not his own. invention but the truth _of natural things was 
thought to exhibit itself in his verses. 5 And.in another place he says that 
Herodotus's6 history reduced to verse would still be history. And in this con
text I wish to mention that Euphronius in one of his comedies compared the 
poet to a cook in the following two lines cited by Athenaeus7 in his Banquet 
of the Wise Men: "The cook is no different from the poet, since both use wit 
to make art." ...... On account of all these authorities and others besides, it 
would be very easy to fall into the view of those who maintain that po'etry 
has no subject other than the fabulous and false, but is yet linked to the 
verisimilar, since verisimilitude, according to the rule of Aristotle, is to be 
sought in the poets' fables. 

[45] On the contrary, I maintain that this opinion does not conform to the 
truth for many reasons. Among these.l. am going to choose those-which I 
think .are most to the point. Therefore I will note first that_ the "erisimilar 
false comes into some other arts that are different from that of the poets, 
such as rhetoric, which Aristides in the oration against the Gorgias of Plato 
and Philostratus8 in the Proem to the Lives of the Sophists calls "praise" 
[adulante1, that which always and everywhere impresses the verisimilar false 
on the minds of judges to. turn them from the straight way of justice. And 
on this topic I recall having read a most splendid dialogue by Signor Camillo 
Paleotti, a most erudite gentleman and also the most illustrious Maecenas9 

of letters in this century, in which with very effective arguments and lively 
reasons he shows that the veri similar false is, though greatly abused by the 
corrupt world, virtually the universal subject of the arts, the sciences, and 
education. Therefore it cannot be concluded that it is the proper and suffi
cient subject of the poets' art. Moreover, if it were to be the true subject of 
poetry, then poetry could not in any way be capable of truth; yet Plato wrote, 
Aristotle agreed, and reason persuades us that just the contrary is the case. 

3. Mazzoni has just argued that the instruments 
of poetry are taken from music because they pro
duce delight and because they reduce to order the 
jmmoderate pleasures that poetic imitation can 
instill. 
4. Greek/hilosopher, poet, orator, physician, sci
entist, an statesman (ca. 493--ca. 433 R.C.E.). 
5. Poetics I. 1447b. 
6. Greek historian (ca. 4B4-ca. 425 B.C.E.). See 
Aristotle. Poetics 9. 1451b. 

7. Greek scholar (active ca. 200 C.E.). Euphronius 
(active mid-3d c. B.C.E.). an obscure Greek comic 
poet. 
B. Greek sophist (b. ca. 170 C.E.). Ari.tides (2d c. 
C.E.). celebrated Greek sophist. 
9. That is, patron; the Roman statesman Maece
nas (d. B B.C.E.) was a great patron of letters. 
Paleotti (1552-1597). Catholic cardinal who 
wrote on law, religious subjects, Bnd morality. 
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Therefore Plato in the Republic and in the Laws having approved that kind 
of poetry which treats the Gods in conformity to the truth, has demonstrated 
that he believes that truth is not repugnant to poetry.! [46] LikewiseAristotie 
has confirmed this judgment in three places in the Poetics. The first is in 
these words: "And if it happens that anyone treats poetically of things that 
have actually happened, he would nevertheless .be a poet. For nothing pre
vents anything that has actually happened from being such that it might 
happen and could happen in a verisimilar way, so that. he who treats them 
is a poet." The second place is at the beginning of the defense of poets: "For 
either he represents things that have happened or are said to have happened 
or appear to have happened or ought to have happened." The third is a little 
after this where he writes: "And beyond this it will be objected that the things 
he has said are not true. But they are what ought to be true."2 In all three 
places, and especially in the last two, we see manifestly that Aristotle has 
sometimes conceded that the poet may use the true as a subject and that 
from everything said before, the idol in icastic imitation is, in Aristotle's 
opinion, a poetic idol. . 

But in addition to the authority of Plato and Aristotle, there is also reason 
to prove that the poet sometimes utters what is true. Fo~ when he is recount
ing the wanderings of some hero, he can do no less many times than describe 
places in the countryside. In these he follows the facts of geography, so either 
it must be said that he occasionally loses his title of poet, which would be 
quite ridiculous, or we must confess that the true may sometimes be a poetic 
subject. And we have already shown that idols and images' can also be made 
from the true, both in narrative and in represerttation [i.e., drama]. 

From all these considerations it seems to me that we ought td affirm two 
conclusions as correct. The first of them is that the false is' not always nec
essarily the subject of poetry. The second is that since the subject of poetry 
is sometimes true and sometimes false, there is cortsequently a need to con
stitute a poetic subject that by itself can be sometimes 'true and sometimes 
false. .. .. .. . 

[47] Now if we remove the false and in its place put the true, we do not 
therefore destroy poetry, since we have already said that it can stand together 
with the true. The same can be said of the possible, for if the impossible is 
substituted in poetry, it will not therefore come to be corrupted or spofu!d, 
jf the impossible is credible. But if we take away the credible and in its place 
put the incredible, the nature of poetry is totally destroyed. And on the other 
hand taking the credible and at the same time removing the possible, we still 
have the poetic subject, as Aristotle has clearly testified in the following 
words: "As to what belongs to poetry, the credible impossible is more often 
to be preferred to the incredible and possible."3 Therefore it ought to be said 
that among a11 these there is no more appropriate subject of poetry than the 
credible. And even more to the point, how much the credible by its very 
nature includes both the true and the false, for often not only the true' but 
also the false is credible. 

.. .. .. 

I. Cf. Republic 2.377-79 [see Abo,'c) a"d [.aws 
7 .RO I !,translator's note). 

2. Poetics 9, 1451b; 25, 1460b; and 25, 1460b. 
3. Poetics 24, I 460a. 
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[51] Therefore, the credible is the object of that persuasion whose end is 
that which has now been demonstrated. And because it has already been 
decided on the authority of Aristotle that the credible is the subject of the 
art of the poets, it seems to me that we can draw three conclusions from 
what has been said. The first of them is that the poet being always concerned 
with the credible, he must as a necessary consequence treat everything in a 
fashion suitable to the credible, that is, always making use of singular and 
sensible means to represent the things he writes about whatever they may 
be. [52] And even if he treats things pertinent to contemplative doctrine, he 
must make every effort to represent them by idols and sensible simulacra·, 
which Empedocles did not do; Hence, he was more often termed a physicist 
than a poet. lil this matter Dante is really marvelous. as we will demonstrate 
more fully in the fifth book. For the present we must be content with this 
single example in which he speaks of the most holy and ineffable Trinity, 
writing: 

Within the profound and clear substance 
Of the exalted light three circles appeared to me, 
Of three colors and one magnitude. 

And one·iil the; ether, like a rainbow in a rainbow 
Seemedreflected,ahd the th1rd seemed like 
Fire breathed forth equally ttomthe one and the other.4 

And for this reason it also happens that th~ poet uses such tt~quent co~~ 
parisons and lengthy and specific parables. And whoever looks for the re~. 
sons why the poet is obligated at the very least in his storytelling to use this 
mode of the credible may rest content with the follOWing reason: because 
the poet must speak to the people, among whom are many rude and uned7 

ucated men, and if he .were to discus.s knowablt.! things in a mode appropriilte 
to the sciences, they would not understand. And so he treats his subject in 
a credible mode, that is, instructing by me.Q.ns of comparisons and similitudes 
taken from sensible things, and the people, who understand that in sensible 
things truth resides in a way that is.l"eveal~cJ by. the poet, easily believe for 
this reason that the. same is true of Intelligible things. . . ; 

From this we are able to cOl;lclude that it is not denied to the poet to treat 
things pertinent to the sciences and the speculative intellect, but he treats 
them in a credible manner, making idols and poetic images, as Dante, with 
most marvelous and noble artifice, has certainly done. in representing alJ 
intellectual nature and the intelligible world itself with idols and images most 
beautifully to all eyes. 

I recall that Plato in the Phaedrus, exalting his own invention, wrote just 
to this point: "But of that place that is beyond the heaven!!, I do not kno,,¥ 
that any of the poets has ever treated or is likely to treat it in a manne~ 
worthy of the way it is."5 And so on. But if he had seen Dante's third canticle, 
he would without any doubt have recognized his own invention as inferior 
and given the palm to Dante, and consequently to poets for knowing how to 
make idols and images appropriate to giving to the popular understanding 
the quality of the supercelestial world. Concerning this I have written at 
length in the fifth book where I also show with what tact Dante has at times 

4. Paradiso 33.115-20 [translator's note]. 5. Pha"drw 247c. 
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bitroduced either a philosopher or a theologian to discuss matters pertinent 
to the contemplative sciences in an understaqdable fashion; never deviating 
from the credible. [53] The second conclusion is that, since the poet has the 
credible as his subject, he ought therefore to oppose credible things to the 
true and the false, the possible and the impossible, by which I mean that he 
ought to give more importance to the credible than to any of the others I 
have enumerated. 

Therefore, if it should happen that two things should appear before the 
poet, one of them false but credible and the other true but incredible or at 
least not very credible, then the poet must leave the true and follow the 
credible. And if anyone wants an example, let him read what I have written 
in the seventy-third chapter of the third book, where it is shown that Ariost06 

has described the mouths of the Ganges River according to credibility, 
departing totally from the truth. And if the Ganges were such that its mouths 
faced the south, as Ariosto has said, then it w~uld also be necessary to say 
that Tapr,?bana is New Zealand and not Sumatra.? And yet Ariosto, following 
the credible and leaving the true, has said that Sumatra is Taprobana. This 
is discussed in the thirtieth chapter of the third book. . 
Th~ third and last conclusion, whic;h is almost a corollary of the previous 

two, is that poetry, in order to give more importance to the credible than to 
the true, must be strictly~ategorized und~r th~ rational faculty named by 
the ancients "sophistic." [;4J And for a complete understanding of this truth, 
which (unless I am mis~aken) has until no:i:'v r:emain~cl mysterious, it must 
be understood that the poetic art may be take~ in two rn9des, that is, either 
according as it is concerned. with the laws or the poetic idol, or according as 
it. is concerned with fashioning or forming the poetic idol. 
", The first mode ought to be called "poetics" and the,!!econd "poetry." In 
the first mode is the ruling art, which uses the idoi and, is part of the civil 
faculty, as we will show it little further on. In the second mode is the art that 
forms and fabricates the idol and is a species of the rational faculty. As I 
have said, it ought to be included under sophistic, since it does not,care 
about the true, i am aware that I may have offended the sensibilities of poets 
~y fastening upon an art considered until now'virtualiy divine and the title 
of sophistic, which has come to be thought repellent 'and scandalous~~t to 
console them a bit I wish to dwell a bit upon the art of the ,sophists to' S~'lOw 
where it has or does not have positive or negative meanings. And for an easier 
understanding of what we have to say, I will set down here the words of 
Philostratus at the beginning of his Lives of the Sophists, which will be seen 
to contain a summary knowledge of the sophistic art very different from that 
commonly understood. Here then are the words of Philostratus: 

Ancient sophistic must be called philosophical rhetoric, since it argues 
the same things treated by philosophers. Those who bring forward ques
tions and doubts about each little item, have neglected to understand 
the ancient sophists about whom they speak with such assurance. Even 
so, their introductions say, "I understand this," "I know this," "It is just 
a portion that I have considered." Or, "Nothing is permanent for men." 
Either this mode of beginning adds luster to an oration or it makes 

6: Ludovico Arlosto (1474-1533), Italian poet. 
7, , A glance at the atlas will confirm Ariosto's supe-

rlor knowledge of geography and the points of the 
compass [translator's note). 
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plainer what is going to be treated. It was part of human prophecy, which 
the Egyptians and the Chaldeans studied, and before them the Indians 
prophesied by means of the stars. It belonged to the oracles, as the 
Pythian oracle8 said, 

"I know the number of grains of sand and how great the seas are." 
And this: 
"Of wood were the walls which Jove gave to Tritonia [Athena]." Also, 

both Orestes and Alcmeon9 killing their mothers and many other things 
similarly fashioned were the subjects that the ancient sophists practised, 
and, drawing them out at length, they ornamented them everywhere with 
conceits, referring to the gods, heroes, justice, strength, and sometimes 
going even higher, they treated the creation of the world itself. 

[55] In these words of Philostratus we have the proposition that sophistic 
is what treats everything rhetorically-that is, credibly-and reasons confi~ 
dently with a certain vaunting of its propositions and takes feigned subjects 
like Orestes and A1cnieon, imitating the one or the other and representing 
them by idols. Now, that such representation by idols and images is proper 
to the sophistic art Plato 'has clearly shown in the Sophist where he names 
it 'EL8wA.o1toI.Tl'tLtCllV, that is, "The making of idols,'" that which represents 
apparent reality. This was also confirmed by Alexander Aphrodisias2 in his 
Commentary on the Elenches of Aristotle. Philostratus in the' place cited 
above, seeking to prove that Pro'diCus Chi03 was also a sophist; 'shows that 
he wrote a book in which he dealt \vith a matter' pertinent to inoral philos
ophy, namely, the appetites for virtue and vice which are at war within young 
men, and made idols andimliges for them. [55] He then says; "And forthis 
purpose Prodicus Chio wrote 'a pleasant speech in which virtue and vice iii. 
feminine guise stood around Hercules.4 alit he adorned and altered both of 
them as he saw fit and presented them fo the' young Hercules, here ease and 
softness and there 'discomfort and toil." " . 

It seems to me therefore that oile can reasonably say that poetry deserves 
to be placed under this ancient sophistic, since it also tr~ats'things credibly 
and speaks with such boldness as to profess to know all things by means of 
the Muses and Apollo:5 Certainly Hesiod,6 as a poet, became arrogant 
enough to pretend to know all things past, present, and future at once; and 
on this point I was pleased to see the opinion of a well-read commentator7 
on the Poetics who' feels that it is not suitable' to the poet in any way to use 
words or modes of speech which place in doubt the things he discusses, for~ 
professing the credible more than others, he ought to utter things with great 
assurance and boldness. Thus oil this condition also the poet deserves the 
name of sophist, and even more he deserves it as the maker of'idols and 'as 
representing everything with images, as· has been shown at sufficient length 
in the preceding discourse. 

8. The most famous of Apollo's oracles, at Delphi; 
Its priestess was the Pythia. 
9. In Greek mythology, eac;h avenged his father', ; 
death by killing his mother. ' ' 
1. Plato's word Is . eid<llopoilkl; see especially 
SophhI235b-236c,268d. 
2. Aristotelian commentator known as Exegetes 
(active 200 C.E.). 
3. Prodicus of Chios (active 5th c. D.C. E.), a sdph
isl concerned with precise diction and a friend of 

Socrates. 
4. The 'Roman' name for Heracles, the greatest 
hero of classical mythology. 
5. The ancient Greeks considered the Muses and 
Apollo to be the sources of inspiration for the arts 
and sciences. 
6. Greek didactic poet (active ca. 700 D.C. E.). 
7. LudoVico Castelvetro (ca. 150S-J571);'1talian 
critic and philologist. 
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Philostratus also says that the ancient sophists willingly talked of gods and 
heroes, which material is held to be appropriate to poets. And therefore in 
this respect also it can be concluded that poetry is a species of ancient sophis
tic. But in order to understand perfectly everything pertinent to this dis
course, it will be well to disclose all the other- species of sophistic and then 
to see which are convenient to poetry, and which are not. Therefore, having 
discussed ancient sophistic in the words quoted above, Philostratus then 
shows that there is another species that he calls second sophistic, about 
which he writes in the following way: "Following this was one which does 
not suit the term new, for it also was ancient. But more often than not it 
favors and takes as its subjects the poor, the rich, gentlemen, or tyrants, 
giving them names, as in history. The old sophistic of Gorgias Leontinus 
originated in Thessaly, and the second sophistic of Aeschines,8 son of Astro
metus, was already in decline in the Athenian republic." 

[57] We know by these words of Philostratus that the old sophistic was 
not different from the second in any other way, except that the old used 
made-up names and the second used real names. Whence it can be said that 
icastic poetry is a species of the second sophistic and phantastic poetry is a 
species of the ancient sophistic. Now I think that everyone should know that 
Philostratus believed the sophistic art to be that which set the true aside to 
behold the credible, and that he considered it Worthy and noble, not low and 
scandalous, as Boethius9 preferred to depict it, and perhaps also Aristotle 
and Plato. But to reconcile those authors who have condemned sophistic 
with those who have praised it, we have to understand that sophistic was 
considered in some way to partake of the rectitude of true philosophy. 

Now only true philosophy directs the intellect by means of the true and 
the will by means of the good. Therefore only the sophistic totally contrary 
to true philosophy misdirects the intellect by means of the false and the will 
by means of evil. It was this sort of sophistic which was condemned by Plato 
and Aristotle and all their followers, and apparently Plato wanted to gather 
under this species of sophistic the poetry of Homer' as that which misdi
rected the intellect by representing false things about the gods and heroes 
and that which misdirected the will with that variety of imitation and immod
erate augmenting of our feelings which were discussed just previously.2 [58] 
And therefore one could say that any other poetry like that of Homer wotthl 
have to be placed under the sophistic condemned by that philosopher, and 
not only was it banished from Plato's Republic but also from that of the 
Athenians, as Philostratus has written in the following words: "The Atheni
ans, perceiving the eloquence of the sophists, chased them from the courts, 
on the grounds that they dominated the courts with unjust utterance and 
had too great a power over the law." Therefore the species of sophistic con
demned by the philosopher is that which misdirects the- intellect with false
hood and the -will with injustice. Under which he also places that sort of 
poetry which produces the same disorders and which does not really deserve 
the name of poetry, since it does not form its idols according to the laws of 
poetic practice or theory, as was plainly discussed a little before. 

B. F,l.Ull()U5 Athenian orator (C~l. 397-.. (:a. 322 
B.C.I-.. ). r;ORG'AS (ca. 483-376 II.C.Io). famous rhe
lor and sophist I<nown for eloquence and skepti
dsm. 
9. Hmnan philosopher (cu. 4RO-C;24 C.L). 

1. Greek epic poet (8th c. D.C.E.); his Iliad and 
Odyssey were In effect the national poems of 
ancient Greece. 
2. Republic 2.377-78 and Pratagoras 3 J 6 [trans
lator's note]. 
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The second species of sophistic is that which Philostratus called the old 
sophistic, which indeed sets feigned things before the intellect, yet does not 
mislead the will, so that it claims in every way to make it conformable to 
what is just. And that kind of sophistic was never condemned by the ancients. 
And if, even so, it should appear to someone that it deserves condemnation 
for misleading the intellect by some falsehood, I say that he should know 
that the ancient pagan philosophers (being at variance in this matter with 
the truth of sacred theology) have praised this misleading of the intellect in 
certain things, when it is directed to a legitimate end. And in this respect 
Plato preferred that the magistrate should be able to tell lies to his citizens 
for the sake of some public good. 3 I pass over the fact that this species of 
sophistic almost always contains some truth under the skin of a first appear
ance. 

Now I maintain that phantastic poetry regulated by the proper laws 
belongs to that ancient sophistic, since it also offers feigned things to our 
intellects in order to regulate the appetite. And often i.t contains under the 
outer covering of fiction the truth of many noble concepts. 

The third species of sophistic is that which Philostratus called the second 
sophistic, which does nQt employ feigned names and events,' but rather true 
names and real actions' on which are based discussions appropriate to the 
rules of justice. [59] And this was also much praised by the ancients: thus 
Demosthenes4 and Aeschines professed to be most worthy and excellent in 
this kind, as Philostratus makes evident in the following words:"In this way 
Aeschines and Demosthenes publicly traded insults, when they were trying 
a case before the courts." And this was also called a species of sophistic; 
because even though it made use of true things in the cause of justice, yet 
itd.id so in a credible manner. For which reason the sophists sometimes 
departed from the truth if the false were a more credible or effective instru
inent in pers~ading those of what they wished. There is no better example 
than the following warning by Valerius Harpocration' about an oration of 
Demosthenes: "Demosthenes affirmed in his oration on the fleet that the 
revenue of the Athenian republic was six thousand talents6 (a sum of three 
million six hundred thousand escudos), writing thus: 'He will hear that our 
fields yield us a revenue of six million talents.' This was either an error on 
the part of the scribe, or the orator spoke cleverly to make it appear that the 
republic had a greater ability to make war than the king of Persia." 

Under the third species of sophistic we ought in my judgment to place 
icastic poetry, which represents true' actions and persons but always in a 
credible way. [60] Therefore, on the basis of this entire discussion of sophis· 
tic with the fundamentals we have ptrivided, everyone can understand that 
poetry is a rational faculty and that, among other rational faculties, it ought 
not to be placed with those that teach the truth, avoiding all other matters, 
but with those that employ all their power to examine the apparent credible, 
avoiding the true, and that this was the reason the ancients called it sophistic. 
To all these reasons may be added'the authority of two most excellent writers~ 
The first is Plato, who, as we have said, called the sophist a maker of idols, 

3. Republic 3.389b (see above). 
4. Athenian orator and statesman (384-322 
R.C.E.); his great rival was Aeschlites. 
5. Alexandrian lexicographer and scholar of ora-

tory (active 2d c. C.E.). . 
6. About 340,000 Ibs. (an Athenian talent was ca. 
57 lb •. ) of silver: . 
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that is, a sophistic imitator. In the tenth book of the Republic where he 
discusses· the imitator he calls him the "marvelous sophist," adding that he 
never represents the true, but always the apparent. "The painter," he says, 
"does not paint the real bed, only its appearance." And Just after this he says 
clearly. that an imitation is three stages removed from the truth, the first 
stage being the art of using, the second the art of making, and the third that 
of imitating. And then he concludes: "Therefore the imitator imitates at a 
distance from the truth, and, as we have seen, he is able to do all things 
because he touches only a small part of them, and that part is an image."? 
The second authority is Plutarch, who in the essay where he deals with how 
a young man ought to listen to poems, writes as follows: "But he who does 
not forget, but always keeps in mind the tricks of poetry in telling lies, will 
say to it at every turn, '0 clever device, whose hide is more varied than the 
lynx's, why when joking do you deceive with a serious brow, pretending to 
tell the truth?'''8 And he has previously shown that poetry willingly accepts 
the lie in order better to please. 

Therefore, I firmly conclude that poetry is a sophistic art and that through 
imitation, which is its .proper genus, and the credible, which is its subject, 
and through delight, which is its end, when it is under that genus, and has 
that subject, and gains that end, it is many ~imes forced to find room for the 
false. And although I have only 'cited Philostratus, Plato, and Plutarch on 
this point, a thousand others could be found whom I have left in the wings 
so as not to be too long. 

And so the credible is the subject of poetry. But because it is also the 
subject of rhetoric we must necessarily see, in what way it can be made to 
become proper to both poetry and rhetdric, since we will not fall into the 
error of those who accept ,the verisimilar false. 

[61] I say therefore that the credible insofar as it is credible is the subject of 
rhetoric and the credible insofar as it is marvelous is the subject of poetry, for 
poetry must not only utter credible things but also marvelous things. And for 
this reason when it can do so credibly, it falsifies human and natural history 
and passes beyond them to impossible things, as I prove in the sixth chapter of 
the third book and in the others following, in which a full digression treats this 
material. So that, if two things equally credible were offered to the poet, 6118'of 
them more marvelous than the other, though false, not just impossible, the 
poet ought to take it and refuse the other. And if anyone wants examples, let 
him read the abovementioned digression, in which, I am convinced, he will 
find many to the point in each of Aristotle's ten predicaments.9 

But perhaps there is someone who might wonder why the credible mar
velous is not found in company with the true. And he might also suppose 
that what was said before-that poetry sometimes admits the true-is wrong. 
I respond that. sometimes true things are· found in poetry which are often 
more marvelous than the false, not only in natural things, as Pliny the 
Younger l has shown in the eighth book of his Letters when he writes to 

7. Republic 10.596d, 597e; 60ld, 602c; 603a. 
8. Plutarch, "How a Young Man Should Study 
Poetry," Mo,..lia, Loeb 'ed., vol. I, pp.83-84 
[translator's note]. Plutarch (ca. 5O-c1l. 120 C.E.), 
Greek blognpher and moralist. 
9. The "predicaments" or predkllble. make up 
Aristotle's Categories. They are substance, quan-

lity, quality, relation, place, time, position, state, 
action, and affection [translator's note]. 
I. Roman rhetorician (ca. 61-<:a. 112 C.E.), 
nephew of the natural historian Pliny the Elder. 
Among his correspondents on literary subjects was 
Canlnlus Rufus, of whom little else i. known. 
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Caninius Rufus, but also in human history, as that same Pliny has shown in 
the ninth book, writing to the same Caninius. [62] In the latter'he explains 
that the war inade on Dacia .. by the Emperor Trajan,2 although true, was 
nevertheless a worthy subject for a poem because it'was marvelous. Here·are 
his .words: "I greatly approve your plan of writing a poem on the Dacian wa:r, 
for where could you have found a subject so fresh,. so eventful, so broad, 
and, in short, so poetical; a subject which, although most true, is also mar
velous. You will write of rivers turned into new channels, of bridges· thrust 
across rivers for the first time, of camps pitched on precipitous mountains."~ 
See how well Pliny demonstrates· that the· true can sometimes reach the 
marvelous. Concerning this topic there only re~ains to discuss that authority 
by which it.seems to be proven that the false, insofar as.it is verisimilar, is·a 
poetic subject. I mention first.of all that it is the case-that Aristotle calls 
Empedocles more a physicist than a poet, and this is confirmed by Plutarch 
in. the. essay on understanding poems cited above: "I. do not know of poetry 
without fable or fiction. For the verses of Empedocles 'and of Parmenides, 
the Theriaca of Nicander, and the· sayings of Theognis4 are more often. than 
not sermons, so that as a vehicle to cast off the baseness of prose, I prefer 
the grandeur and measure of poetry,!'s' Now as for the authority of Aristotle, 
we can respond to it in two ways, the first of which is that he has said that 
Empedocles is more often;a physicist than a poet; but he· has .notby that 
statement said absolutely that he is not a poet, so that affirming that he is 
more of a physicist than a poet, he has in some way said that 'he is a poet, 
since the grammarians. tell us that the comparative assumes the positive. 

The second way of answering Aristotle is that it could be said (as it.was 
said above) that Empedocles did not-merit the name of poet, not because he 
dealt with true things, for it has already been ;shown. that poetry is able 
sometimes to treat the· true; but because he dealt with things belonging to 
the sciences scieptifically, when he was obligated as a poet to treat them 
credibly, that is, forming idols and images, matching his mode of instructiol) 
more often to the sensitive than to the intellectual powers. As for Plutarch\ 
I say that either he is really speaking of the true and perfect poet, who (as:it 
is said) ought more often to be placed under phantastie imitation, .rather 
than icastic imitation, or his opinion is in opposition to that of Aristotle and 
Plato, that is, that poetry cannot in any fashion be made from the true. And 
this answer ought to suffice for the authority of Plutarch, which has beel1-
cited to the contrary. [63] To Aristotle's text where he writes that the history 
of Herodotus laid out. in verse would still be history, and so 'not worthy of 
the name of poetry, I respond that it is true, but that it does not follow from 
this that one cannot in some way make a poem out-.of history;. when ·it .is 
represented as the credible marvelous in idols and particularized images. ·But 
if it were narrated in the mode appropriate to history; without Inaking idols 
and images, even if it were laid out in verse, it would always remain history • 

2. Roman emperor, 98-117 C.E. (b. 53); he suc
cessfully conquered Dacia (roughly equivalent to 
modern Romania) In .105. 
3. Pliny the Younger. Lerlers. book 8. letter 4. The 
reference to a natural ma.....,1 is In book 9, letter 33 
[translator's note). 
4. A Greek eleKiac poet of Megara(actlve ca. 540 
D.C.E.). known for his large fragmentary collection 

. { 

of gnomic verses. Parmenldes (b. ca. 515 D.C.E:) 
Greek didactic poet and philosopher known fot hit 
On Nature. which contains the earliest Greek dis. 
cus.lon of philosophical method. Nicander.(2d.C'. 
S.C.E.). Greek poet and grammarian. .', ,I 
5. Plutarch. "How a Young Man. Sh"uld Study 
Poetry." Mo .... /ill. Loeb ed .• vol. I. "pp. 83-85 
[translator's note). .,' ';'. 
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And this was what Aristotle meant at that place [in the Poetics]. To the 
authority of Euphron,6 I respond that the true can also be sweetened by 
narrating it in conformity with the credible, using idols 'and images. 

For this reason I believe that icastic poetry, which takes, a true subject 
from history, may nevertheless combine some things of its own in order to 
render that history more particularized. This is no doubt even more clearly 
evident in the dramatic-icastic than in the narrative-icastic. 

As for the authority of Plato in the Phaedo, I say that he discussed phan
tastic poetry which always takes a fabulous subject, either forming one totally 
feigned or falsifying a true story. And for this reason he says in that place 
[the Phaedo] that the poet deserves his name more often for his inventing of 
fables than for his inventing of verses. 7 Or one might say that he takes the 
fable in the sense of every invention that can be suitable to the poem and 
names it fable, because for him such subjects are false and fabulous. [64] 
But it should not for this reason be said that he did not believe that the true 
could be a poetic subject, since in an infinite number of other places he says 
just the contrary, as has already been shown. 

Therefore let us summarize what has been said on the poetic subject, that 
it ought to be credible and at the same time marvelous, and then joining this 
subject to the form already disclosed above, we can now say that poetry is an 
imitation made with harmony, rhythm, and verses, singly or together, of things 
credible and marvelous. 

There remains for the completion of this definition that we find the effi
cient and final causes of poetry. Now as for the efficient cause, we might 
dispatch it by saying that it is the human intellect. But this is a cause com
mon to all the other arts, and we only wish to find one that is more appro
priate to poetry and that, joined to its end, will reveal the proper origin and 
legitimate use of poetry. 

Therefore in order to lay the foundation for this, I believe there is no surer 
way than to consider what that art is that discovers the use of poetry, because 
that, unless I deceive myself, will reveal the origin and the end of poetry. I 
think, then, that the civil facultyB is that which discovers not only the use Of 
poetry but also explains the norm and the rules for the poetic idol. The 
following consideration presses me toward this belief, namely, that all the 
natural powers and the arts that are born of human reason are usulrlfy 
directed to contrary objects, as for example medicine, which not only deals 
with health and healthful potions but also with sickness and poisons. We 
can say also that the legal profession likewise not only professes to deal with 
justice but with injustice as well. 

Now keeping this in mind, I say that the civil faculty not only professes to 
understand the justness of human actions but also the justness of the ces
sation of human actions, a justness that is opposed to the first justness as 
deprivation is opposed to habit. " " .. [65] But the cessation of a process, as 
will be explained a little further on, must dispose and prepare men so that 
they are more apt and eager for the process. Therefore the same faculty will 
provide the rule for the activity and its cessation. [66] An.d note that I do not 

6. Poet of Greek New Comedy (active 270 ... C.E.). 
i. Apparently a somewhat inaccurate rercrenc~ to 
Phaedo 61b. 
8. By the civil faculty Ma,-zoni means, roughly 

speaking, ethics, or the mode of discourse that 
decides the social relevance of something [trans
lator's note). 
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take cessation to be total privation or extinction or activity, but only cessation 
of serious and difficult activities; and so in the word cessation we include the 
activities of play and amusement which we do for recreation and entertain
ment.So it can be said that the contrariety of function and cessation is not 
only privation but (as was said above) also positive. It is privation insofar as 
the cessation indicates the absence of serious work. It is positive. insofar as 
the cessation of serious work might contain some pleasant activity apt to 
restore the spirits fatigued by the more important function. This is clearly 
enough indicated by Aristotle in the tenth book ofthe Ethics and the eighth 
of the Politics, where discussing cessation (which he treats at length in the 
fifth chapter of the second book), the name is always QVQ1tauaLU and. not 
<JxoAiJ9 to make it clear that he does not take the otium that is the father of 
all vices as entertainment or the cessation of serious things, but rather some 
peaceful and gentle activity.' 

So it appears to me that one can firmly say that in order fo~ cessation to 
be the opposite of the privative and positive activity, it must necessarily be 
the concern of one art and a single faculty. But the civil faculty is that which 
considers· the rightness of an activity, so it should also consider the rightness 
of its cessation. Within it, as I have said, ·are contained all the activities of 
amusement, that is, those performed in games. Therefore the consideration 
of the rightness of pleasure will without any doubt be pertinent in some way 
to the civil faculty and to moral philosophy. But amung all games none is 
found more worthy, more noble 1 and more central than what the poets' work 
has made. Therefore the civil faculty takes care to consider prineipally among 
the other pleasures the standard and rightness of poetry .. 

Now, that the ancients believed that poetry was a game is . shown in the 
abovementioned .chaptet of the second book on :the authority of Virgil, Hor" 
ace, Timoclesz the comic poet, Plato in the tenth book of the Republic, and 
in the fifth of the Laws, and Eusebius of Caesarea3 in the twelfth book of 
the Evange'Ucal Preparations. To these can be added the authority of Aris· 
totle, who in the seventh book of the Politics calls games "the imitations of 
those things you do seriously." And there is the authority'of Plato who in the 
second book of the Laws says of poetic imitation: "Again I call it amusement 
and play."4 From all these considerations it seems·tome that it can be rea
sonably said that the civil.faculty Qught to be divided into two principal parts, 
one of which is concerned with the laws of activities and is given the general 
name of politics, that is the civil law. [67] The other is concerned with:the 
laws of cessation or the laws of recreational activities,' and is called poetics. 
And on this basis I believe that the Poetics is the ninth -book of the Politics, 
and my view seems to me all the more correct in that I find in the eighth 
book of the Politics and at the beginning of the first chapter of the Poetics 
he commences to deal With music, in order to proceed step by step to discuss 
the recreation of the civil faculty. And so I say that the first seven booksrif 

9. Both Greek terms can denote rest and repose, 
but the firsqanapausls) suggests leisure and relax
ation while the second (scholl) Implies Idleness. 
I. Nicomachea .. Eehics 10.3; Politics 8 generally 
concerns education and leisure. The sixth chapter 
of the second book would seem more to Mazzoni's 
point than the fifth, which deals with a number of 
topics. ranging from the justice system to political 

Innovation [translator''; note]. 
2. Greekpoet of Mlddle·Cbmedy (active ca. 330 
B.C.E.). Virgil (70-19 B.C.E.), Roman poet. HORACE 
(65-8 B.C.E.), Roman Iyrlc/oet and satirist. 
3. Bishop of Caesarea an· historian bf the early 
Christian church (ca. 260--340 C.E.). 
4. Aristotle, Politics 7.1334a; Plato, LAws 2.667e 
[translator's note]. 
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the Politics speak of the civil faculty at work and the last two speak of the 
civil faculty (so to speak) at rest, a stat~ we have just previously called 

. poetics.' 
TheJlefore poetics is part of the civil faculty and is what prescribes the 

standards, the rules, and the laws of the idol in poetry. So in a way it can be 
said that poetics deals with the idea of the idol and poetry with the making 
of it. Thus poetics Will be in its genus the ruling art, using the idol made by 
poets to that end we have just previously mentioned. And in its genus poetry 
will be the fabricating art, the maker of the idol, which is then to be used by 
poetics and by the civil faculty. 

[68] We can therefore add to the previous words concerning the definition 
of poetry its efficient ~ause and say: Poetry is an imitation made with harmony, 
number, and verses, singly or together, 9f credible and marvelous things dis
covered by the civil faculty. 

Up to this point we have disclosed the form, the subject matter, and the 
making of poetry, so that it remains only to turn our hand to the discussion 
of its final cause. Ancient and modern writers have raised a great fuss about 
this, not knowing very well whether they should take usefulness or delight 
or both, or neither the one nor the. other, as the end of poetry. 

.. .. .. 
[70] Now for a complete solution to the present questions, it is necessary 

to iinderstand that it is not inappropriate for the same thing when considered 
in diverse ways to have diverse and different ends. And because in this matter 
I desiteto be understood by everyone, it will not perhaps weigh against me 
to discuss the abovementioned proposition by means of some examples taken 
from natural things. Therefore I maintain that nature (as is demonstrated at 
length in the fifty-fifth chapter of the third book) forms the tongues of ani
malsfor· one principal end, that is for taste, in order that by means of the 
delight taken in the tasting of food animals will be almost violently impelled 
to keep themselves alive. And therefore,it can be said definitely that nature 
has formed the tongue in order to serve as an instrument of the vital powers 
and the concupiscible appetite. However (as Aristotle has declared in many 
places cited in the abovementioned chapter), nature has sometimes.:Qirected 
that same tongue to an end other than taste; since in men it has made it also 
an instrument of speech, and consequently as such it is not just an instru
ment of the vital power or the concupiscible appetite, but, rather, of the 
rational power and appetite. And at other times it has also been formed as 
an instrument of the irascible power, having been placed among their weap
ons of defense, as is seen in bees and in certain other insects. 

Thus it can be said that the adequate and principal end that nature pro
poses in the fashioning of the tongue is taste, since the tongue is not found 
fashioned by nature unless it is directed to this end. [71] But for all this it 
can also be added that sometimes nature forms that same tongue to serve 
another end and consequently· it is an instrument of other powers than the 

5. The latter part of book 7 and all of book 8 dis
cuss liberal education, that Is, the education 
appropriate to a free man. For Aristotle this means 
not just someone not a slave, but a citizen relieved 
from the compulsion to lobor or earn a living by 

commerce. The civil faculty at rest or leisure thus 
concerns Itself with contemplation and with the 
study and appreciation of certain kinds of elevated 
enjoyment such as music and poetry [translator's 
notel. 
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concupiscible or vital, and this is clearly seen in the tongues of bees and 
men, The first of these is an instrument not only of the concupiscible'appe
tite but also of the irascible, and in this second mode it is not made for taste 
but for defense. The second is an instrum'ent of the vital power and of the 
rational, and in the latter mode its end is human speech. Therefore, the 
tongue can be considered in three different manners, that is, as an instru
ment of the concupiscible, of the irascible, or, of the rational appetites, and 
in each one of these modes it always has a different·end-whenused by the 
concupiscible power, it has taste as its end; when used by the irascible, 
offense; when used by the rational, speech-yet in such a way that taste 
seems always to be the more suitable and essential end among all the others. 

In like fashion I say that poetry can be considered in three different-modes, 
that is, as an imitative art, either as enjoyment or amusemerit simply; or as 
enjoyment or amusement directed, ruled, and defined by the civil faculty. If 
it is considered as an imitative art, I say that it has no other end than to 
represent or resemble correctly. And this is what Plato,· Proclus, and Maxi
mus of Tyre6 meant in the passages cited above. [72] Now ·it should be 
understood that (as Aristotle has written· in 'the tenth book of the Ethics) 
delight is an accident proper to some functions, and ·among·them is without 
doubt most proper to imitation, since it seems in a way joined to it so that 
no mode of imitation can be found that does not at the same time bring both 
delight and pleasure. • • • 

Since, therefore; imitation is always linked to delight, so it happens that 
all those who have attempted to produce games and enjoyment have pro~ 
duced them with some kind of imitation, as I have shown in discussing the 
ancient ·game of chess in the sixth chapter of the second· .book, .and I .may 
add here (to provide an example different from those two) the game. of pri~ 
mero,' in which is represented the image·of ochlocracy,.that is, that republic 
in which the common people have the'inost power. For since in this· kind of 
republic the aristocrats are weak and the common· people strong, so in the 
game the cards commonly given the noblesLnames are of lesser value than 
the other cards that have the vulgar name of waste paper because of their 
baseness. Now since imitation itself can be considered as part of the above
mentioned game, in this mode it has no other end than to represent the 
image of ochlocracy and can be deemed a game and amusement, 'and in such 
a mode we recognize no other end than delight and pleasure. So I say that 
poetry can in the same way be thought of as an imitative art and as ·a game 
and amusement. 

In the first mode it has as its end the correctness of the idol, that is, 
whether the thing has been imitated in' an appropriate way. But in the. second 
mode it contemplates delight and pleasure as its· end, and these are joined 
to a good and perfect imitation. [73] Therefore, I conclude. that poetry as an 
imitative art has the .correctness of the idol as its end, but as a thing that 
should be used for play and amusement and to interrupt some more serious 
and rigorous business, it here proposes as its end delight born of appropriate 
imitation. Now this delight that poetry brings us can be looked at in two 
ways: that is, either as free and independent of any law, or as subject to and 

6. Sophist (ca. 125-185 C.Il.). Proclus (412-485 
C.Il.), Neoplatonlc philosopher and systematizer 
known for his commentaries on Plato's works. 

7. A card game, often called "prime" In ·Renais· 
sance England [translator's notel. 
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regulated by the civil faculty. In the first mode it is the end of that poetry 
which was classified under the kind of sophistic worthy of blame, because it 
disordered the appetite with immoderate delight, producing complete rebel
lion against reason and bringing on damage and loss to a virtuous life. 

That was the sort of poetry banished from his republic by Plato, concerning 
the reason for which Maximus of Tyre has written in his eighth sermon that 
just as Mithecus, the most excellent cook, was banished by the Spartans, 
despite the fact that he was greatly esteemed among the other peoples of 
Greece, only because his art had nQ other end than to please the taste, which 
was totally repugnant to the sobriety of the Lacedaemonians;" so also did 
Plato banish poets from his republic as having regard for nothing other than 
delighting too freely. [74] And Proclus in the Poetic Questions, having admit
ted that this sort of poetry is truly enjoyable, supplies the reasons why it is 
damaging and harmful to civil life: "I will therefore suggest two reasons why 
Plato did not accept tragedy and comedy in a proper republic as worthy of 
the education of the young. One was the variety (as it is called) of the imi
tations; the other was the unlimited moving of the passions, which he wished 
to moderate however he could. To this can be added as a third the case of 
saying any sort of wickedness in those same genres about gods and heroes." 
And so on." 

lf, therefore, one has to reason about the end of this poetry, it can be 
definitely said that as an imitative art its end is the correctness of the idol, 
but that as recreation its only end is pleasure. 

But if delight is considered insofar as it is regulated and defined by the 
civil faculty, we will necessarily have to say.that it is directed toward the 
useful and consequently is that species of poetry which was placed under 
praiseworthy sophistic, that is, under that which orders the appetite and 
submits it to the reason, and, considered as game, defined by the civil faculty 
to have usefulness as its end. It is "nevertheless true that I do not ascertain 
that this species of poetry is as rough and austere as Proclus claims in the 
first poetic questions, where he distinguishes two species of poetry, the good 
and the evil, in the following words: "But it is especially the job of the law~ 
concerning the instruction of youth to keep an eye on such poetry as that 
which is" genuinely enjoyable, pleasing, but not useful for teaching virtu.!:;.. 
and which the more it is enjoyable, so the more it is harmful. And to tFie 
same laws belongs the choice of a~ austere muse that guides us to virtue by 
the right way. For we do not find the wonder of medicine in what is pleasant 
but in that which heals." In these words of Proclus we see that he believes 
poetry has to be more a medicine than an enjoyment and that consequently 
by giving it the useful as its end he does not mind if he separates it from any 
sort of delight. [75] But it is beyond doubt that in this he disagrees with 
Plato, who has clearly admitted in many places that poetry is the bringer of 
the useful to our minds by means of the delight it offers us under the species 
of enjoYment and recreation. " 

And to understand fully this favorable opinion of Plato's one has to know 
that there are three sorts of men to whom he apparently believed the civil 
faculty-by which we mean moral philosophy-could bring some better
ment. These three sorts are: those disposed and habituated to the good, those 

I!. Citizens of Sparta (also called "Lacedaemon"). 
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who are wicked and habituated to evil, and those who are not disposed or in 
any way habituated either to good, or 'evil. Ambhg thldirsi: sort are the men 
who have learned to curb the disorderly mbvementsoftheappetites,·and 1 
think that these are the ones who practise moral philosophy weU'(as Plato 
himself writes in the Protagoras and the Corgias) insofar as it is lawful, that 
iS j insofar as it gives laws and-precepts for Iiving'well and happily and free 
of passion. Of the second sort are impious men used to despising die decrees 
of the law, and for these he shows at length in the Gorgias thatrrtoral phi
losophy is useful, -insofar as it is judicial,that is, insofar as evildoers are 
punished by penalties established in trials.' [76] Of the third sort are young 
girls and boys and all those who feel the tumult of passions, who; in addition, 
are not used to either good or evil, but who still can· be taught the way of 
virtue and as well be instructed in the way of vice. And because these-as 
Aristotle has written at the beginning of the Ethics-are greatly agitated by 
their turbulent passions and violent affections; therefore; he believes, they 
are not apt listeners to the teaching of moral philosophy. I But Plato thinks 
that even these may be offered moralteachings seasoned with poetic sweet
ness. So it appears that Plato believes (according to what he writes in the 
second, third, and tenth -books of the Republic, but even more plainly in the 
second book of the Laws) that the poetic faculty is the civil faculty, or moral 
philosophy, and it giveS instruction-to those who are unfit for naked instruc
tion, . either because of their age or the strength of their passions.·Arid 50'1 

conclude with Proclus that Plato sometimes calls poetry a medicine, like that 
which aims to make soul!! healthy, and thus has usefulness as its end .. 

But 1 disagree with Proclosbecause he' does not recognize any sort of 
delight in poetry. Even Plato allows that it'introduces the. useful by means 
'of ·delight, for thus he' praises itatid calls· it play and wants-to be so under,. 
stood: "Because -tHe 'more tender minds' do not accept· serious studies; their 
studies are called games and songs and, are performed as play;-!lb when men 
are physically ill, those. who 'care ,for them spread their nourishment with 
sweet condiments, but they make unhealthful'food unpleasant, so that they 
learn to accept the one and reject the other."a . 

-[78] Now without any doubt I. think that as regards the end' of poetry this 
is' a correct opinion, thatis, that perfect poetry regards delight-as the cause 
of the useful.· And as proof of my: opinion~ I am going to make the following 
discussion a little .different from' that of Plato. . . 

Therefore I say that perfect poetry is ·game' and is modified by the civil 
faculty;· insofar as it is recreation it hasdeHght as its end; but insofar as it is 
modified or, so to speak, characterized by moral philosophy, it puts delight 
first in order to provide a later benefit. And froM. this it seems to me that the 
civil faculty has decided that everyone may enjoy the delight that comesfroln 
poetry. And it has been so established by Plato in his Laws and by' other 
legislators. I say further that the Athenian' Republic so valued the delight 
brought to the people by poets that they were not,ashamed to give each year 
many hundreds of coins to its citizens to buy themselves seats in the theatre 

9. cr. Protagoras 342-43 and Gorglas 476-77 
[translator's note]. 
I. Aristotle, Nicomac"ean Bt"ics 1.4, I 095a 

[translator's note]. 
2. Laws 2.653-54 [translator'. note!; the passage 
quoted does not appear In Laws, however. . 
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where they'cotdd mote easily hear the comedies and tragedies acted ....... 
[19) And if-it should seem to anyone that it is necessary to set forth more in 
detail the mode· and type of this benefit, I am pressed, in order to satisfy this 
desire, to say something briefly . 

. [80) Plato wanted h:is' republic to be composed of three sorts of persons: 
artisans, soldiers, and magistrates. Proclus added that under the category of 
artisans Plato included all the lower- arid middle-class citizens,and that 
under the category of magistrates he incb.tdedall those more powerful people 
who had the government of the republic in their hands. Now based upon 
this supposition I say that there are, deriving from the providence of the civil 
faculty in the city, three principalldn~sof poetry-the heroic, the tragic, 
and the comic, each one of which makes use of delight to benefit all the 
people; each principally aimed at the benefit of. one of those three parts that 
are, according to Plato, necessary to civil(!ommunlty. And so we say that the 
heroic poem was principally directed at soldiers, since by means of the vir
tuous actions of the heroes represented in sueh poems, they would be as if 
spurred on by glory driven to il1)itate it. Tragedy principally looks to the utility 
and benefit of princes, magistrates, and the powerful and, so as to keep them 
always qnder the justice of the laws, represents freely the dreadful and ter
rible downfall of great persons, which coines almost to be a bridle to restrain 
and moderate the size of their fortune. Comedy has as its principal intention 
the benefit of persons of low or moderate estate, and to console them for 
their J.1lodest fortune it usually presents actions that always end happily. And 
in this way, I think, the civil faculty irtclines to the understanding that the 
humble 'and popuiar life is so much. more enjoyable and ·filled with greater 
contentment· than the grand or regal life. .. .. .. . 

[82] Since the civil faculty seeks to implant in the'minds of humble cititens 
obedience to their superiors, so that out of desire' for novelties they should 
not be moved to disobedience or· rebellion, and so thatthey-should always 
remain content with their condition, it·gave birth; to . comedy, in which the 
humble life is shown to be happy, fortunate, and capable of infinite solace. 
On the other hand, since the niore powerful and all those raised' to the 
mastery of others have not had to pay too much attention to their fodune, 
and consequently have become insupportable and insolent in their r:u~e, the 
Civil faculty wished to create tragedy, which would function as an alM'quate 
counterweight to the insolence of prosperous fortune. Hence all those who 
find themselves in such a condition will be able to extract useful instruction 
in moderating the pride characteristic of their state. [83) This usefulness of 
tragedy, iI believe, is clearly enough indicated by Dio Chrysostum3 'in these 
words: "Nor is it anyone poor that'the tragic situation deals with~ On the 
contrary, all tragedies concern the Atreides, the Agamernnonsj and the Oed
ipuses,4 who· possess a great abundance of'gold, silver, fields, and cattle. So 
they say that the golden fleece was the greatest of all misfortunes." And so 
on . 
.. Now it seems to me that from what has: been said before concerning the 

utility to be derived from comedy and·tragedy, we can conclude that those 
two kinds of poems are directed, by t~e civil faculty to the extinguishing of 

3. Rhetorician (ca.·4.o-ca.12.o:c.E.), an adherent 
of Cynlc,-Stoi<"hllosophy. . . 
4. The sons 0 Atreus (I.e., the Atreldes), Mene-

laus. and Agam.emnon, like Oedipus, were kings of 
Greek city-states. 
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sedition and the preserv~tion of peace. And because the civil faculty also has 
to keep military education in mind, ,in order that in times of war the republic 
may be capable of defending itself, it seems to me that it can prpbably be 
supposed that for this end the civil faculty created the heroic poem, in which 
is celebrated the highest strength of the heroes, and especially of those who 
generously disdain death fOr the sake of the country, to the end of reminding 
our soldiers of like examples so that they will consequently be more prone 
to despise the perils of death for the safety and increase of the public good. 
And in this way we see that these three species of poetry ruled by the civil 
faculty, in addition to delight, bring utility and benefit to the republic, 
instructing in an almost concealed way the three kinds of men, from which 
(according to Plato) the ideal order of citizens is made up ....... 

[84] Now to come to the end of this definition, I think it would be well to 
recapitulate in a brief epil!Jgue what has be'en said before about the final 
cause of poetry. I say therefore that since language is always the instrument 
of the concupiscible power and has enjoyment as its end, but that, never
theless considered as an instrument of the irascible power, it has as its end 
the defense of the sensitive soul; and if con"idered a,s an instrument of the 
rational ,power, its end is language. In the"same way poetry is ,always an 
imitative art, and insofar as it is such, its end is always to represent the images 
of things correctly. Nevertheless, considered as a game, its end is, delight; 
and considered as a game modified by the ciVil faculty, its immediate end is 
delight, but ,directed to profit. 

On this premise, it seems to me that it can be concluded that poetry is 
capable of three definitions according as it is looked at in three different 
ways, that is, either as imitation, or purely as a game, or as a game modified 
by the civil faculty. In the first mode it can, perhaps, be defined· this way: 
Poetry is tin .art made with verse, number, and harmony, singly or together, 
imitative of the credible marvel(}us, and invented by the human intellect to 
represent the images of things 'suitably. In the second mode this other defi
nition would perhaps be appropriate: Poetry is a game made with verse, num
ber, and harmony, singly or together, imitating the credible marvelous, and 
invented by the human intellect in order to delight. Now, since of poetry 
considered in the first mode we have come to understand all the authority 
that acknowledges correct imitation as the poetic end, so of poetry consid
ered in the second mode we have expounded all the other authority that 
accepts only delight as poetic end[.] .... 0:-

[85] In the third mode perhaps there is room for this last definition: Poetry 
is a game made with verses, number, and harmony, singly or together, imitating 
the credible marvelous and invented by the civil faculty to delight the people 
in a useful way. Of poetry considered in this mode, we have to understand 
fully all the authorities that attribute to it the end of usefulness by means of 
delight. [86] In this regard we should attend to the' following words of Pro
clus, in which he talks of poetry more all a kind of learning than as imitation: 
"Now if it must be an imitation, as we have said, it also has to concern itself 
with worthy goodness. For I say that all its virtuous de~ds, whether or not 
they are fashioned by imitation, have no more important end than the good." 

From these three definitions there necessarily follow four corollaries. The 
first of these is that poetry taken in the first two modes is neither ruled nor 
governed by the civil faculty. The second is that only poetry in the third mode 
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is that which is ruled and governed by moral philosophy or the civil faculty. 
The third is that the poetic that considers the idol in the first mode and that 
which likewise considers the idol in the second mode of poetry should not 
in any way be called a part of moral philosophy. The fourth and last corollary 
is that only the poetic that considers the idol in the third mode of poetry is 
that which really deserves to be called part of the civil faculty. And each good 
poet should put together his poems according to the rules of this mode of 
poetry, as Dante has done better than all the others. 

SIR PHILIP SIDNEY 
1554-1586 

1587 

Sir Philip Sidney embodied the aristocratic ideals of the Renaissance man: he was 
a courtier, soldier, statesman, amateur scholar, and poet-a legendary figure in his 
own lifetime. Author of the first English sonnet sequence, Sidney also wrote the 
first landmark of literary criticism in English. In 1579, a Puritan minister named 
Stephen Gosson published an attack on the theaters titled The School of Abuse, 
dedicating it, without permission, "to the right noble Gentleman, Master Philip 
Sidney, Esquire"; Sidney countered the following year with his defense, An Apology 
for Poetry, sometimes called A Defence of Poetry (1580-81). Though it responds to 
specific attacks, the Apology enjoys significance far beyond its occasion for its syn
thesis of the Renaissance understanding of classical literary theory, which set the 
terms of literary debate in England for the next two centuries, and for its formida
ble handling of its genre-the defense of poetry-which Sidney adapted from clas
sical and medieval models. 

Recause Gosson's attack draws so heavily on PLATO's objections to poetry, Sidney's 
Apology reads like a reply to the Republic. Though his classicism is filtered through 
the Italian humanists of the fourteenth and fifteenth century (it echoes BOCCACG.!.9'S 
defense of poetry in Genealogy of the Gentile Gods), Sidney relies particularly on 
ARISTOTLE's Poetics and HORACE's Ars Poetica. His remarks on the state of the English 
language and its poetry would define the significant literary issues for later English 
critics-including JOHN DRYDEN and APHRA BEHN in the seventeenth century and 
SAMUEL JOHNSON in the eighteenth-shaping the direction taken by post
Renaissance neoclassicism. 

Sidney was born at Penshurst, the eldest son of Sir Henry Sidney and Mary Dudley, 
daughter of the duke of Northampton. His godfather, after whom he was named, was 
Philip II of Spain, husband of Queen Mary I. In 1564 he entered Shrewsbury school 
in Shropshire. By 1568 he was a student in Christ Church at Oxford University, 
though he left in 1571 without taking a degree, perhaps because of an outbreak of 
the plague. He departed England for the traditional "Grand Tour" of the Continent, 
arriving in Paris in 1572, in time to witness the infamous St. Bartholomew's Day 
Massacre of the Protestants. 

In March 1575 Sidney returned to London, succeeding his father as Queen Eliz
abeth's cupbearer (a purely ceremonial position). The next year he traveled to Ire
land with his father, the I()rd deputy, and the earl of Essex (Walter Devereux). 
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Negotiations began for a marriage between Sidney, then twenty~three, and Essex'.s 
fourteen~year-old daughter Penelope. Sidney, began writing sonnets addressed ,to 
her, calling her Stella a~d himself Astrophil, a literary exer:cise insp~red brthe S~J:1-
nets of ~he ~talia~ poet Petr.'ich,0304~J374) ,to Laura. Th?ugh in 1.581 Penelop'~ 
married another, the sonn!"ts co~tinued for. rpany years, 'eyen after Sidney's own 
marriage, .' , ' , '", " ;.. , . . ',' 

Sidney, wh(j.was greatly adrriiredboth in England and onthe'Cotttinent for his 
sophistication and learnirig, was'foi-several years unable to find einpl6YJ1iimt at court; 
he belonged to the faction led by his 'uncle Robert Dudley, theearl'bf Leicester, Olit 
of Queen Elizabeth's favorites. He divided his time between visits with his illustrious 
friends, among them the poet Edmund Spenser, and his own writing. When he fell 
out of favor with the queen, he retreated to his sister's estate and began work on the 
Old Arcadia, also known as The Countess of Pembroke's Arcadia (after his sister), a 
pastoral romance alternating prose and poetry that was completed about 1581. Two 
sonnet sequences followed, Certaine Sonets (1581) and Astrophil and Stella (1581-
82). He,also began, but .. did not complete, a revision of the.Arcadia. In keeping. with 
his sense of the decorum required of a courtier, none of Sidney's works, including 
the Apology, was published during his lifetime; instead, ,they circulated privately 
among his friends in manuscript. ' " 

8y 1583 Sidney's fortunes seemed to b~ changing. He was knighted and finally 
given a government app"intment. In the' fall he married Frances Walshingham, 
daughter of Queen Elizabeth's secretary of state, and his father-in-law paid off his 
considerable debts. In 1585 the queen appointed him goverhbrof Fttishirig in th~ 
Netherlands, where she had sent troops to fight against Spain, in' support' of the 
Protestant cause. There, in September 1586" ina raid on a'Spanish convoy'ilt ZutL 

phen, Sidney was wounded by a b'UII~t in the left' thigh/The wtiund' beditti~ 
infected, and he died at Arnhem on October 17 at the age of thirty!two. All Europe 
mourned his loss, and after a lavish stilte funeral he was buried in St. Paul's Cath~· 
dral hI London. ' " ' . ' , ' . 

An Apology for Poetry is a classic statement 'of Renaissance literary theory prlmaril!r 
because of its· scope, its typicality, and its 'grace 'and' darity, Unlike his English c'c"n~ 
teinporary George Puttenhain, Sidney displayS lifthHttterest in forrnulatiiig the teebL 
nical rules of poetry or rhetOric; he treats the subject of poetry much' in{)re~broatllyt. 
Anhe same time, Sidneys debts are dear; he ill il'~yrithesiz:erinot a trailblaze<t. ~~ 
Apology is a veritable encyclopedia of Renaissance humaniSril.Th6'Ugh.iitr'u(!tUr~d'~~ 
a classical oration with the' standatd· seven' patts .( exordium; propdsitiort; :diV:Isibn, 
examination, refutation, digre!lsion; peroration); Sidney's t~ is more usefullyuridi!!f. 
stood as treating three major· topics;. Thefiist part' defends' the dignity of' pde~tY. 
demonstrating its superiority to philosophy and history because it con'lbiftes' the tnotal 
precepts of the one with the entertilining examples of the other, all the while'cl6illdng 
its lessons With the'ph~aiittrable devices of art. 'Along the way, Sidney discusses th~ 
ethics of gentes; ranging froin pastoral, elegy; and satire to comedy, tragedy, and eph::~ 
The second part deals with the specific objedtions raised against poetry, 'in particular 
the charge that the poet is a liar. Sidney follows Boccaceio'on thispoi'nt,.famouslY 
declaring: "Now for the poet, he nothing 'affirttls, and therefore never Iieth;" 'Poets' 
imitations are not lies, as Plato charged, because:poets make no truth clairris.The 
third part of the essay examines the current state of English literature. Here Sidney; 
the practicing poet, offers some critical comments oh diction, poetic figure;s, ineter; 
rhyme, rhythm, and the English vernacular compared to other languages. Of partie!:
tilar interest is Sidney's pointed,t:ritidsm of the English drama for failing to adhete 
to the tiiiitiesof time and place sketched in Aristotle's Poetics. This issue wOilld 
occupy neoclassical critics of the drama from PIERRE CORNEILLI;: through Silri1u61 
Johnson. 

A fundamental aesthetic problem of the'late siXteenth century coneerns the objeCt 
and purpose of poetry's reptesentation. SidneY'S definition of poetry sets an' agenda 
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for the disc1:1ssion of poetry that brings together many of the learned commonplaces 
of Renaissance criticism: "an art of imitation, .•. that is to say, a representing, coun
terfeiting, or figuring forth~to speak metaphorically, a speaking picture-with this 
end, to' teach and·delight." This definition is less ,notable for its'originality (it is drawn 
almost word for 'word front the Italian-born humanist Julius Caesar Scaliger's Poetics 
of 1561 ,which, h1 turn, was indebted to Aristotle's Poetics 'arid Horace's An Poetica) 
than for the insights ~t gives,irlto the critical controversies of the period. The defini
tion, and Sidney's subsequent discussion of it" raises three Issues-all derived from 
Plato's discussion of poetry in the Republic-that dominate literary criticism until 
the end of the eighteenth century: the nature of imitation, the problem of defining 
nature, and the injunction that poetry serve moral ends. 

Although the principle of imitation reigned unchallenged in literary theory from 
the Renaissance to the end of the eigh!eenth,century, not all critics meant the same 
thing by imitation, nor did they necessarily 'agree' on what is imitated (compare GIA

COPO MAZZONI'S extremely elaborate conte~por.a·neous views 0,11 the subject with Sid
ney's). At. the center of the controversy o,t;er'iniitation was a debate about nature 
itseif: wha~'i:bnstituted nature and, What wa's 'dii! status of ~epresentatlons ofC/reallty"? 
Like the third-centillY C.E. philosdpher i>i.OTlNUS, Sidney uses the Platonic theory of 
Forms -to refute Plato's criticism' of poetry. The Neoplatdnic mhl'lesis espoused by 
Sidney held that the nature the poet imitated wilS' the ideal, not the material, world. 
In the Renaissance, the ideal of nature was. God's cosmological plan. Sidney perhaps 
,best represents this , viewpoint when he argues that, "tight poets'! "imitate to teach and 
delight, ,and .to imitate ,boO'Ow nothing of .what is,. h~th been, or, shall be, but range 
C?plyreir:led witlt learned discretion i~tC?~~e divine consideration of what, may be and 
~I:tould be." 1:hi$, view of mimesis is bas,ed on a religious belief in providential design; 
because the universe is the product of divine wisdom, the purpose of the poet is 
uktlmatelyto affirrri the rule of justicea'rid b~der. The 'ide~i that Sidney invokes
What thay'be or should be---:-is more "real~; Hian whitt is:' hi t~~;next century this view 
'of'iultltte'runs head on into ihe sciend6C!TeVQltitfon, andihe(Jebate is recast in 
Dryd~ri's Essay o/Dramatic 'POtlSjl (seebeI6W) and elseWhere; 
',~ "'Critics of: the Apology; especially' tnudern ones, have arg~ed that it is derivative, 
that Sidney is simply not an original theorist, and that,the rhetorical play and inter
textual abundance 'of his Renaissance prose is tiring. Yet so 10ilg;as contemporary 
literary theorists such as JAGQUES DERRIDA, Richard .. Rorty, and OONNfI. HARAWAY are 
still debating the status ~f nature and the ideological, stakes involved, in representation, 
~idney's essay, ~th its elegant variation on Platonic mimesis, will r~p~yclose scrutiny. 
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An Apology for Poetry 

When the right virtuous Edward Wotton! and I were at the Emp,eror's Court 
together, we gave ourselves to learn horsemanship of John Pietro Pugliano, 
one that with great commendation had the place of an esquire2 in his stable. 
And he, according to the fertileness of the Italian wit, did not only afford us 
the demonstration of his practice, but sought to enrich our minds with the 
contemplations therein, which he thought most precious. But with noile I 
remember mine ears were at any time more loaden, than when (either 
angered with slow payment, or moved with our learner-like admiration) he 
exercised his speech in the praise of his faculty. He said soldiers were the 
noblest estate of mankind, and horsemen the noblest of soldiers. He said 
they were the masters of war and ornaments of peace, speedy goetS and 
strong abiders, triuinphers both in camps and courts. Nay,to so unbelieved~ 
a point he proceeded, as that no earthly thing bred such wonder to ~ prince 
as to be a good horseman. Skill of government was but a pedanteria" in 
comparison. Then would he add certain praises by telling what a peerless 
beast a horse was; the only serviceable courtier without flattery, the beast,of 
most beauty, faithfulness, courage, and such more, that if I had not been a 
piece of a logiCian before 1 came to him, 1 think he would have persuaded 
me to have wished myself a horse. But thus much at least with his no 
few words he drave into me, that self-love is better than any gilding'to make 
that seem gorgeous wherein ourselves are parties. Wherein, if Pugliano his 
strong affection and weak arguments will not satisfy you, 1 will give you a 
nearer example of myself, who (I know not by what mischance), in these 
my not old years and idlest times, having slipped into the title of a poet, 
am provoked to say something unto you in the defence of that my unelected 
vocation, which if 1 handle with more good will than good reasons, bear 
with me, sith the scholar is to be pardoned that followeth the steps of his 
master. And yet I must say that, as 1 have just cause to make a piti
ful defence of poor poetry, which from almost the highest estimation of 

I. Edward Wotton (1548-1626), first Baron Wot- , 
ton, was art English courtier and statesman. Dur
ing his Continental travels Sidney spent the wfnter 
of 1574-75 at the Imperial Court of'Maximilian II 
in Vienna. In company with his mentor, Hubert 
Languet, Sidney engaged in a warm friendship 
with Wotton. At the end of May 1575, Wotton 
joined Sidney in Antwerp for the return voyage to 

. England. A decade later Wotton was mentioned in 
Sidney's will and served as a pallbearer in the poet's 
funeral procession [Forrest G. Robinson's note). 
2. An esquire, or equerry, was an officer ih charge 
of the horses and stables of a noble personage 
[Robinson's note). ' 
3. Unbelievable. 
4. Pedantry, useless book learning (Italian). 
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learning is fallen to be the laughing-stock of children, so have I need to 
bring some more available' proofs, sith the former is by no man barred of 
his deserved credit, the silly" latter hath had even the names of philoso
phers used to the defacing of it, with great danger of civil war among the 
Muses. 7 

And first, truly, to all them that, professing learning, inveigh against poetry, 
may justly be objected that they go very near to ungratefulness to seek to 
deface that which, in the noblest nations and languages that are known, hath 
been the first light-giver to ignorance, and first nurse, whose milk by little 
and little enabled them to feed afterwards of tougher knowledges. And wi1l 
they now play the hedgehog that, being received into the den, drave out his 
host? Or rather the vipers, that with their birth kill their parents? Let learned 
Greece, in any of her manifold sciences, be able to show me one book before 
Musaeu!;, Homer, and Hesiod," all three nothing else but poets. Nay, let any 
history be brought that can say any writers were there before them, if they 
were not men of the same skill as Orpheus, . Linus, 9 and some other are 
named, who, having been the first of that country that made pens deliverers 
of their knowledge to their posterity, may justly challenge to be called their 
fathers in learning: for not only in time they had this priority (although in 
itself antiquity be venerable), but went before them, as causes to draw with 
their charming sweetness the wild untamed wits to an admiration of knowl
edge. So as Amphion was said to move stones with his poetry to build 
Thebes, I and Orpheus to be .listened to by beasts, indeed stony and beastly 
people, so among the Romans were Livius Andronicus and Ennius.2 So in 
the Italian language, the first that made it aspire to be a treasure-house of 
science were the poets Dante, Boccaccio, and Petrarch. 3 So in our English 
were Gower and Chaucer;' after whom, encouraged and delighted with their 
excellent fore-going, others have followed to beautify our mother tongue, as 
well in the same kind as in other arts. 

This did so notably show itself, that the philosophers of Greece durst not 
a long time appear to the world but under the masks of poets. So Thales, 
Empedocles,.and Parmenides' sang their natural philosophy in verses; so did 
Pythagoras and Phocylides their moral counsels; so did Tyrtaeus in war mat
ters and Solon6 in matters of policy: or rather, they being poets, did exercise 

5. Efficacious, that may avail. 
6. Here used with on affectionate rather than 
pejorative connotation [Robin.on's note), 
7. In Greek mythology, 9 dnu!,:hters of Memory 
who preside over 'the arts and all intellectual pur-
5tlils. 
B. Greek didactic epic poet (active en. 700 R.C.E.). 
Musaeus: mythicol singer associated V\'ith 
Orpheus, mythical musician unrivaled among mor .. 
tals. Homer (ca. 8th c. R.C.E.) Greek epic poet to 
whom the Iliad and the Odyss,,)' arc attributed. 
9. Mythical singer; in some accounts, he taught 
Orpheus and Heraeles. 
I. Ancient Greek city whose mythical founders 
were Amphlon and Zethus, twin sons of Zeus; by 
playing his lyre, Amphion built the city's walls. 
2. Two of the earliest Roman poets: Uvius 
Amlrnnicus (d. ca. 205 R.C.E.) wrote tragedies, 
('omedics, and an adaptation of Homer's ()dysseJ'; 
Ennius (239-169 R.C.E.) wrole dnunNs, satires, 

~. 

and an epic hi.tory of Rome. 
3. Scholar and humanist (1304-1374). DANTF. 
ALiGHIERI (1265-1321), be.tknown for the Divine 
Comed,.. GIOVANNI ROCCACCIO (131 3-1375), best 
known for T~ Dec,,_ron. 
4. Author (ca. 1343-1400) of The Canterbury 
Tales. John Gower (1330-1408), poet who wrotc 
in French and Latin as well as English. 
5. Author (h. ca. 515 R.C.E.) of 0 .. Nat .. re, in hex
ameter verse. Thales (6th c_ R.C.E.), astronomer 
and geometer, who In fact left no writings. Emped
oeles (ca. 493-<:0. 433 R.C.B.), scientist and "~ates
man who wrote two philosophical poems, On 
Nat .. re and P .. rific .. tio .... 
6. Athenian poet and statesman (active early 6th 
c. D.C.B.)_ Pythagoras (6th c. D.C.E.), Greek philos
opher and mathematician. Phocylides (active 544-
591 R.C.B.), gnomic poet of Miletus. Tyrtoeus (7th 
c. R.C.B.), Spartan poet and general whose ,",orks 
include war songs. 
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their delightful vein in those poitUs of highest knowledge which before them 
lay hid to the world. For that wise Solon was directly a poet, it is manifestj 
having written in verse the notable fable of the Atlantic Island, which was 
continued by Plato.7 .' 

And truly, even Plato, whosoever well considereth shall firtdthat in the 
body of his work, though the inside and strength were philosophy; the skin 
as it were and beauty depended. most of poetry, for all standeth upon dia· 
logues, wherein he feigneth many honest burgesses of Atheni to· speak of 
such matters,. that· if they had been set on the rack they would never have 
confessed them;.·.besides his poetical describing the circumstances of their 
meetings, as the. well ordering of a banquet, thed~licacy of a walk, with 
interlacing mere tales;, as Gyges'.8ring and others, ·which who knoweth not 
to be flowers of poetry did never walk into Apollo's9 garden. 

And even historiographers (although their lips sound of things done, and 
verity be written in their foreheads) have been glad to borrow both' fashion 
and perchance weight of poets. So Herodotus'entitled his History by the 
name of the nine Muses, 'and both he. and' alL the rest that followed him 
either stole or usurped of poetry their· passionate describing of passions, the 
many particularities o.tbattlesj' which no· man could' affirm; or, if that be 
denied me, long orations put in the. mouths of great kings and captainsi 
which it is certain. they never pronounced. So that truly, neither philosopher 
nor. historiographer could at the. first have entered into. the· gates of popular 
judgments if they had not taken a great passport of poetry; whieh, in all 
nations at this day where learning flourishethnot, is plain to. be seen; in all 
which they have some· feeling of poetry. 

In Turkey, besides,their.law~giving divines, they have no other writers but 
poets.,In Our neighbor. country Ireland; where truly learning goeth very bare; 
yet are their poets held in a devout reverence. Even among the most barba
rous and si~ple Indians where no writing is, yet have they their poetsj Who 
make and sing songs which they call areytos,z both of their ancestors~ deeds 
and praises of their. gods; a sufficient .probability that, if ever learning come 
ilmong them, it must be by having their· hard' dull wits softened and' sharp.~ 
ened with the sweet delights 'of poetry. For until .they find a pleasure.in the 
exercises of the mind; great promises of much .knowledge will little p.ersuade 
them that know not the fruits of knowledge. In Wales, the true remnant of 
the ancient Britons, as there are good authorities to sh~w t~e long ~i~eJ~ey, 
had poets which they called bardS, so through all the conquests:of Romans', 
Saxons, Danes,and Normans,sortle of whom did seek to tuin a,ll memory of 
learning from among them, yet do their' poets even to 'this day last, so' as it 
is not more notable in soon beginning titan inJong c:~ntinuing. . . . '. 

But since the authors of most of our sciences were the Roinans, and before 
them the Greeks, let us a little'stand upon' theit authorities, but eVen so far 
as to', see what nam~s' they have given ~~to this no~ scorned skill. ~oil'g 

7. Greek philosopher (ca. 427-<:a. 347 B.C.E.; see 
above). who writes of the lost continent of Atlantis 
in Tinuzeus 25 and Crttias. ".' . " 
8, King of Lydlai ca, '685-657 B.C.E.; act>ordlng to 
Plato .(Republic 2.359d,...360b), after the shepherd 
Gyges found a rlng .. that·enabled him to.become 
Invisible, he was able to assume. the rule of the 

. ,. 
" .(: 

kingdom.' .,. .. ... , .. ' . 
9. Greek.and Roman god·ofpoetry. 
1. Greek historian ;(ca. 484-ca. 425. B;C,E,~;,hl~ 
Histoty Was divided Into 9 "Muses" by a later edltot. 
2. ·Thls we. a ceremonial dance accompanled;b\l 
songs,common among the .Indlanslh.the Americas 
[Robinson'. notel. . 
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the Romans a:poet was called vates, which is as much'as a diviner; foreseer; 
or prophet; as by his conjoined wordsllaticinium and vaticinari,3 is manifest; 
so heavenly a title did that excellent people bestow upon this heart-ravishing 
knowledge;,And so far were they carried ,into the admiration thereof, that 
they thought in the chanceable hitting Upon' any such verses great fore
tokens of their following fortunes were placed. Whereupon' grew the word 
of Sarles Virgilianae, when by slidden opening Virgil's4 book they lighted 
upon any verse bf his making, whereof the Histories of the Emperors' Lives 
are full:. as of Albinus,' the governor of our islandj who in his childhood met 
with this verse, 

Anna amenS eapio nee sat rationis in armis,6 " 

and in his age performed it; which; although it were a very vain and godless 
superstition, as also it was to think that spirits were commanded by such 
verses-whereupon this word charms, detived'of carmina,7 cometh-so yet 
serveth"it to show the great reverence those wits were held in, And altogether 
not without ground, since both the oracles of Delphos and Sibylla's8 proph .. 
ecies were wholly delivered in, verses. For that 'same exquisite observing of 
number ,and measure in words, and that high flying liberty of ,conceit proper 
to the poet, did seem to have some divine.force in it. 

And may not I presiJme a little further, to show the reasonableness of this 
word vates, and say,that the holy David's Psalms are a divine poem?9 If I do, 
I shall not do it without the testimony of great. learned men, both ancient 
and, modern. But even the name ,Psalms Will speak for me, which being 
interpreted'isnothing but songs; then,thllt it is fully written in meter, as all 
learned hebricians agree,! although .the rules be not yet fully found; lastly 
and principally" his handling his prophecy, which is merely poetical. For what 
else'is the awaking his musical instruments, the often and free changing of 
persons', his notable prosopopoeiaSjZ when he,maketh you, as it were, see God 
coming in His :majes,ty, his telling of. the beasts' joyfulness, and hills leaping, 
but a heavenly poesy,3 wherein almost he showeth himself a passionate lover 
of that unspeakable and everlastirtgbeauty to 'be seen by the, eyes of' the 
mind, only cleared by faith?4 But,truly,now havit'lgnamed him, ,I fear me [ 
seem to profane, that holy name" applying it to poetry, which is among us 
thrown down to so ridiculous an estimation. But they that with quiet ::Jlidg-

3. To prophesy. Vate .. 'poet-prophet. Vatic ......... : 
a prophecy (all Latin)., ' ' , 
4. Roman poet (70-19 D.C,E,), Som. V'''lIiliana .. : 
literally, "Vlrgillan lots" (Latin)-the practice of 
using a randomly chosen line from Virgil's Aeneid 
to tell one's fortune. 
5., Roma~ goVernor of Britain, hailed as emf.eror 
by hi. troops In 195 C.E.; defeated two years ater, 
he committed suicide. 
6. Out of mr. mind I seized my arms, although 
there was Htt e reason In arms (or, "I had no plan 
for battle"); Aeneid 2.314. 
7, Songs, poems (Latin); the'Romans also ... sed 
t~e ~td to mean "magic ch~~s." 
8. Originally a slriale prophetic female, the Sibyl 
was gradually pluralIzed Into a number ofloc;al per
.~n~ges .. Th~ Slby!U"e' prophecies, as described by 
V"lPl (A ...... ul 6.71-101), were ecstatic verse rid
dles like those delivered at Dephi. Oelphos: In 

antiquity the location of the Delphic Oracle. The 
presiding deity was Apollo, at whose temple the 
woman Pythia delivered prophetic riddles [Robin
son's note). 
9. The biblical Klng David I. traditlol)allycredlted 
with writing the Book of Plalms, thought to be 

, divinely Inspired. 
I. Many Renaissance scholars who knew some 
Hebrew erroneously thought the psalms were writ
ten in verse forms approximating claSSiC,al meters. 
2. Personifications (Greek). ' 
3, Siciney ,I. general!y careful ,t,o dlstingul.~ 
betweeh', "pOetry,,· ,the finished product, of ,the 
poel's art, and "poesy," the craft br t~chniqu.e of 
writing [Robinson's notel. ' 
4. The notion ths't faith serves to clarify Inner 
vision wa~ a commonplace In Christian thought 
(Robinson's notel. ' 
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ments will look a little deeper into it, shall find the end and working of it 
such, as being rightly applied, deserveth no't to be scourged out of the Church 
of God. 

But now let us see how the Gr~eks named it and how they Heemed of it. 
The Greeks called him a poet, which name hath, .as the most excellent, gone 
through other languages. It cometh of this word poiein, which is, to make, 
wherein I know not whe~her by luck or wisdom we Englishmen have met 
with the Greeks in calling him a maker: which name, how high and incom
parable a title it is, I hao rather were known by marking the scope of other 
sciences than by my partial allegation. 

There is no art delive{ed to mankind that hath not the works of nature for 
his' principal object, witl~out which they could not consist, and on which 
they so depend, as they become actors and players, as it were, of what nature 
will have set forth. So doth the astronomer look upon the stars, and by that 
he seeth, setteth down what order nature hath taken therein. So do the 
geometrician and arithmetician in their diverse' sorts of quantities. So doth 
the musician in times teil you which by nature agree, which not. The natural 
philosopher thereon hath his name, and the moral philosopher standeth 
upon the natural virtues, vices, and passions of man; and follow nature (saith 
he) therein, and thou shalt not err. The lawyer saith what men have deter
mined; the historian what men have done. The grammarian speakethonly 
of the rules of speech, and the rhetorician and logician, consi~ei'ing what in 
nature will soonest prove and persuade, thereon give artificial6 rules, which 
still are compassed within the circle of a question, according tothe proposed 
matter. The physician weigheth the'nature of a man's body, ano'the nature 
of things helpful or hurtful unto it. And the metaphysic, though it be in 
the second and abstract notions, and therefore be counted supernatural, yet 
doth he indeed build upon the depth of nature.7 Only the poet, disdain
ing to be tied to any such subjection, lifted up with the vigor of his own 
invention, doth grow·in effect another nature, in making things either better 
than nature bringeth forth, or quite anew, ,forms such as never were in 
nature, as the Heroes, Demigods, Cyclops, Chimeras, Furies,S and such 
like; so as he goeth hand in hand with nature, not enclosed within the nar
row warrant of her gifts, but freely ranging only within the zodiac of his 
own wit. 

Nature never set forth the earth in so rich tapestry as divers poets have 
done, neither with pleasant rivers, fruitful trees, sweet smelling flowers, nor 
whatsoever else may make the too much loved earth more lovely. Her world 
is brazen, the poets only deliver a golden. 

But let those things alone and go to man, for whom as the other things 
are, so it seemeth in him her uttermost cunning is employed, and know 

5. Its. 
6. Part of an e.tabllshed diScipline or att. The 
iJsage here bears none of the pejorative connota
!ions f'fictitious, If "unnatural") current today [Rob
Ins on !II note]. 
7. The metaphysician ("metaphysic") Is. not con
cerned with specific sense impressions (first 
notions), but with universals which have been 
abstracted from sensory experience. Sidney's psy
chology is Aristotelian at this point, for his assur
ance that tfsecond and abstract notions" are 

derived from "the depth of nature"lmplies that the 
forms conceived in the mind are immanent in the 
natural world [Robinson's note]. 
8. 1n Greek mythology, avenging deities who pun
ish crimes both In this world and after death. 
Heroes: In the Greek sense, Individuals' who are 
part human, part divine. Demigods: offspring of a 
god and a mortal. Cyclops, one-eyed giants. Chi
mera.: fire-breathing female monsters with a lion's 
head, goat'. body, and serpent'. tall. 



AN ApOLOGY FOR POETRY I 331 

whether she have brought forth so true a lover as Theagenes, so constant a 
friend as Pylades, so valiant a man as Orlando, so right a prince as Xeno
phon's Cyrus,9 so exceJlent a man every way as Virgil's Aeneas. Neither let 
this be jestingly conceived, because the works of the one be essential, I. the 
other in imitation or fiction; for any understanding knoweth the skill of 
the artificer standeth in that Idea or fore-conceit of the work, and not in the 
work itself. And that the poet hath that Idea is manifest by delivering them 
forth in such excellency as he hath imagined them. Which delivering forth 
also is not whoJly imaginative, as we are wont to say by them that build castles 
in the air, but so far substantially it worketh, not only to make a Cyrus, which 
had been but a particular excellency, as nature might have done, but to 
bestow a Cyrus upon the world to make many Cyruses, if they will learn 
aright why and how that maker made him. 

Neither let it be deemed too saucy a comparison to' balance the highest 
point of man's wit with the efficacy of nature, but rather give right honor to 
the heavenly Maker of that maker, who having made man to His own like
ness, set him beyond and over all the works of that second nature, which in 
nothing he showeth so much as in poetry, when with the force of a divine 
breath he bringeth things forth far surpassing her doings, with no small 
argument to the incredulous of that first accursed fall of Adam: sith our 
erected wit maketh us know what perfection· is, and yet· our infected will 
keepeth us from reaching unto it. But these arguments will by few be under
stood, and by fewer granted. Thus much (I hope) will be given me, that the 
Greeks with some probability of reason gave him the name above all names 
of learning. 

Now let us go to a more ordinary opening of him, that the truth may be 
more palpable: and so I hope, though we get not so unmatched a praise as 
the etymology of his names will grant, yet his very description, which no man 
will deny, shall not Justly be barred from a principal commendation. 

Poesy therefore is an art of imitation, for so Aristotle termeth it in this 
word mimesiS, that is to say, a representing, counterfeiting, or figuring 
forth-to speak metaphorically, a speaking picture-with this end, to teac,h 
and delight. 2 Of this have been three several kinds. 

The chief both in antiquity and excellency were they that did imitate the 
inconceivable excellencies of God. Such were David in his Psalms, Solol1lQO 
in his Song of Songs, in his Ecclesiastes and Proverbs, Moses and Deborah3 

In their Hymns, and the writer of Job; which, beside other, the learned Eman
uel TremelHus and Franciscus Junius" do entitle the poetical part of the 
Scripture. Against these none will speak that hath the Holy Ghost in due 

Y. Cyrus the Great of Per.ia, excmpl ... y ruler in 
th" C')'rJpaedia, a Greek pro.e romance by the 
Greek military commander an~l historian Xcno
phon (ca. 228/7-ca. 354 D.C.E.). Theagene.: hero 
of Heliodoru.'s Greek romance, Aethiopica (3d c. 
C.E.). Pylade.: friend of Orestes (the son of Aga
mcmnon and Clytemnestra). Orlando: hern of sev
eral Ita]ian poems, inc1uding Ludovico Ariosto's 
O,·l",.do Furiaso (1532). 
]. Actual or real, as opposed to sumethinR "in hni~ 
lation or fiction" [Robinson's notel. 
2. Compare HORACE (65-8 R.C.F..), Ars Poetica, 
lim' 333: "Poets aim either to do good or to give 
"lensure." ARI!ITOTLE (384-322 R.C,E) begins the 
P()etic,~ by discussing the nature of l)oetic mimesis 

(see above). 
3. A biblical prophet and judge of Israel who sings 
a famous song of triumph when the king of Canaan 
i. defeated Oudges 5). Solomon: the biblical king 
of Israel was traditionally viewed 05 the author of 
the books named. Moses: after the Egyptians·pur
suing the Israelites perished In the Red Sea, Moses 
sang a triumphal song of praise to God (Exodus 
1.1-15). 
4. Emanuel Tremellius (1510-1580), a Jew con
verted to Protestantism, and Franciscus Junius 
(1545-1602), a French Prote.tant scholar, 
together produced a Latin translation of the Bible 
{I 575-80) [Hobin.on's note). 
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holy reverence. In this kind, though in a full wrong divinity,.were Orpheus; 
Amphion, Homer in his Hymns,' and many other, both Greeks and Romans. 
And this poesy must be used by whosoever will follow St. James his counsel 
in singing psalms when they are merry,6 and I know is used with the fruit of 
comfort by some; when in sorrowful pangs of their death-bringing sins, they 
find the consolation of the never-leaving goodness. 

The second kind is of them that deal with .matters philosophical: either 
moral, as Tyrtaeus, Phocylides, and Cato;? or natural, as Lucretius, and Vir" 
gil's Georgics;8 or astronomical, as Manilius·and Pontanus; or historical, as 
Lucan:9 which who mislike, the fault is in their judgments quite out of taste, 
and not in the sweet food of sweetly uttered knowledge. '" 

But because this second sort is wrapped within the fold of th~ proposed 
subject, and takes not the course of. his own invention, whether they prop.~ 
erly be poets or no let grammarians dispute, I and go to the third, indeed 
right poets, of whom chiefly this .question ariseth. Betwixt whom and these 
second is such a, kind of difference as betwixt the meaner. sort of painters 
(who counterfeit .only such faces as are ,set before, them), and the more 
excellent, who having 'no law but wit, bestow that in colors upon you which 
is fittest for the eye to see: as the constant though lamenting look of Lucre~ 
tia when she punished :io herself anothei:'sfault.z Wherein he painteth not 
Lucretia whom he never saw, but painteth the outward beauty of such a ,vir, 
tue. For these third be they which most properly dO'imitate to teach and 
delight, and to imitate borrow nothing of what i$,hath been, or shallbe, bQt 
range only reined with learned discretion into the divine consideration of 
what may be and should be. These be they that, as the first and most noble 
sort, may justly be termed vates, so these .are waited on in the excellentest 
languages and best, understandings, with the fore-described name of ,poets; 
For these indeed do merely make to imitate, and imitate both tqdelight.and 
teach, and delight to move men to .take that goodness in hand which with
out delight they would,fly as from a stranger; and teach, to make them know 
that goodness where7unto they are moved: which being the noblest scope to 
which ever, any learning was directed, yet want there not idle: tongues· to 
bark at them. , . 

These be subdivided into sundry more special denominations. The most 
notable be the Heroic, Lyric, Tragic, Comic, Satiric, Iambic, Elegiac,. Pa.!h 
toral, and certain others, some of these being termed according to the matter 
they deal with, some by the sorts of verses ,they liked best to write in.;iFo( 
indeed the greatest part of poets have apparelled their poetical inventions in 
that numbrous3 kind of writing which is called verse; indeed but apparelled; 
verse being but an ornament and no cause to poetry, sith there have been 

5, Poems (8th-6th c. B.C.E.) lit epic style Qn 
mythic subjects, by various' unknown authors. 
'Wrong alvinltt"' Insplreil by false liod •. 
6. "Is any (among you) men'y? Let hbn sing 
psalms" Oilnh;. 5.13). , ' 
7 .. OlonySlus Cato, the reputed author bf the utln 
OllticM a. M(),u, ... (ld c. C~E.), a pOl'ular ~Ie.m'n· 
tal')' textbook on morality In medieval and Bllza· 
bethan Ichooll. ' 
8, A didactic poem about and celebra,tlng'agticlli. 
ture. Lucretius lca. 99-"50 B.C.E.),. Roman 1-Det 
whose epic on Eplctir/'an philosophy Is' tltlb On 
the Nature of Things: . 
9. Roman statesman and poet (39-65 C.E.), who 
wrote a historical epic, The CIvil War. Manl1lus 

" 

(active ca. 10-20 c.Ii.), author of the AstroflOfld<iJ' 
a didactic p~m' ?n a.t~oloRY, (PontBnti.: Lat~ 
name of GiovannI Pontano (1426-1503), wlip+~ 
poem on the. stars; {,Iranllli Sidney may h.,9I! 
kriown.~Roblri.on·1 note.) " ) 
I. Fbr Sidile»' and other .Ren.lisance Wrlteri thi! 
ltudy or tp'amtft.r illib '~i1i:om:ra .. ed wrltlnl; cdtiii 
pOlldon, lpalllng, IJIOfilh, an "lIteratute," Inclua, 
Inl poetry .iid nlltory;. . ' 
2. In Roman lelend, Lucretia wai raped bY ,th~ 
son of the king of Ronle~ arter telling herhus('and, 
she committed su!c1de (the I'0pular uprising ~h~t 
followed, led by juniusBrutus, resulted 'In t~ 
founding of the Romall Republic In 510 's.c.il'.r . 
3. In poetic meters. 
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many most .excellent poets that never versified, and· now swarm many versi
fiers that need never answer to the name of poets. ForXenophon, who did 
imitate so excellently as to give us effigiem justi .imperii, the portraiture of a 
just empire, under the name of Cyrus (as Cicero saith of him4) , made therein 
an absolute heroical poem. So did Heliodonis in his sugared invention of 
that picture of love in Theagenes anrlCariclea, and yet both these writ in 
prose: which I speak to show, that it is not rhyming and versing that maketh 
a poet; no more. than a I<:~ng gown maketh an advocate, who· though. he 
pleaded in armdr should be an advocate. and no soldier. BuUt is that feigning 
notable images of virtues, vices, or what else, with that delightful teaching, 
whiCh must be the right describing note to know a poet by: although indeed 
the senate of poets hath cho~en verse as their fittest raiments, meaning, ·as 
in matter they passed all in all, so in manner to go beyond them, not speaking 
(table talk fashion,. or. like men in a dream). words ,as ;they chanceably fall 
from the mouth, .but peizing' each syllable of each· word 'by just proportion 
according to the dignity of the subject. 

Now therefore it shall not be amiss first to weigh this latter sort of poetry 
by his works, and then by his parts, ,and if in neither of these anatomies6 he 
be condemnable, I hope we' shall obtain a mo~ favorable sentence. This 
purifying of wit, this enriching of memory, 'enabling of judgment, and enlarg
ing of conceit,? which commonly we call learning, under whatname·soever 
it come, forth, or. to what immediate end soever it be directed, the final end 
is to lead and dra.~;us to as high a perfection. as our· degenerate souls, made 
worse by their clayey lodgings; can be capable of. This;' according to the 
inclination of the man, bred many fotmed impressions.s For some that 
thought:this felicity principally to be. gotten by knowledge and no knowledge 
to be so high Bnd heavenly as acquaintance .withthe stars, gave themselves 
to. astronomy; others, persuading themselves ·to be demi..,gods if they knew 
the, causes.of things, became natural and supernatural philosophets;,some 
an admirable delight drew to music; and some,'the certainty bf demonstra
tion, to the mathematics. But all, one and other, having this scope, to know, 
and by knowledge to lift up the mind from the dungeon of the body to the 
enjoyiJ;lg his own divine essence. But when by the,balance of experience it 
was found that ,the .astronomer, looking to the stars, might fallinto a ditch, 
that the inquiring philosopher might be blind in himself, and: the mat~, 
matician. might· draw forth a straight line with a crooked heartl then' 10 did 
proof, the overruler of opinions, make manifest that all these are but serving 
sciences, which, as they qave each a private ,end in themselves, so yet are 
they all directed to the highest end of the ,mistress knowledge, by the Greeks 
called architectonike,9 which stands (as I think) in the knowledge of a man's 
self, in the: ethic ,and politic consideration, with the end of well doing and 
not of well knowing only: I even as the saddler's next end is to make a good 
saddle, but his farther end, to serve a nobler faculty, which is horsemanship; 

4. See Cicero', Epistles to Hb Brother Qul .. ,," 
I.A.23 [Robln.on'. note], Cicero (106-4~ II.C.E.;, 
Roman .tatelman and orator. 
~~' Welr,hlnl ' . 
Iii Ana ),sel. 
7,. COr\cep't. '. 
8 .. Each man, accordlng'td the disposition of his 
fa;,ultles; Is'drawn to onl, or Jir\other ofthe arts and 
sciences [Robinson', note). 
9., Uterally, "of or for a master builder" (thUS the 

art or "tenct; :that 'aovern. .11; JUlt.S • Dlli.ter 
bUllder'lIlreeti·workert). ", . 
1. FollllWln.Atlltodtl, Sidriey atiuci" that 'the 
artl lI'Id' .C!~n:~!l1 cul~lii.t~ In a' tila.te,1- Itlenet 
(arc~t"'cto',dJujj, whicH coHtptl!hen.ds. tlie ~owl. 
ed e of the 'ultimate human gb~. lJU~ whl!re Arls· 
tot'e dFslB':'ates politics ail ih.nUprenil! disCipline, 
Sidney lielel:ts. that self.knowledgl! which results In 
"well doln~' [Robinson's note). ' . 
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so the horseman's to soldiery, and the soldier not only to have the skil!, but 
to perform the practice df a soldier. So that, 'the, ,ending end of all earthly 
learning, being virtuous, action, those skills that most serVe to bring forth 
that have a most just title to be princes over all the rest. " 

Wherein if we can show the poet's nobleness by !letting' him before his 
other competitors, among whom as principal challengers step forth the mbral 
philosophers, whom, me' thinketh, I see coming towards me with a sullen 
gravity, as though they could not abide vice by daylight, rudely Clothed for 
to witness outwardly their contempt of outward things, with books in their 
hands against glory, whereto they set their names, sophistically speaking 
against subtlety, and angry with~ny man in whom they see the foul fault of 
anger. These men casting largesse as they go of definitions, diyisions,'and 
distinctions,2 with a scornful interrogative do soberly ask whether it, be pos
sible to find ahy path so ready to lead a man to virtue as that whichteacheth 
what virtue is; and teacheth it not only by delivering forth his very being, his 
causes and effects, but also by making known his enemy vice, which must 
be destroyed, and his cumbersome servant passion, which must be mastered, 
by showing the generalities that containeth it, and the specialities thai: are 
derived from it; lastly, by plain setting down, how itextendeth itself out of 
the limits of a man's own little world to the government of families, and 
maintaining of public societies. 

The historian scarcely giveth leisure to the ,moralist ,to say so much, but 
that he, loaden with old mouse-eaten records, authorizing himself (for the 
most part) upon other histories, whose greatest authorities are built upon 
the notable foundation of.hearsBY, having much ado to accord differing Writ
ers, and to pick truth out of partiality, better acquainted with a thousand 
years ago than with the present age, and yet better knowing how this world 
goeth than how his' own wit runneth; curious for, antiquities and inqu~sitive 
of novelties, a wonder to young folks and a tyrant in table talk, denieth in a 
great chafe that any man, for teaching of virtue and virtuous actions, is 
comparable to him. I am testis temporum, lux veritatis, vita memoriae, mag
istra vitae, nunda vetustatis. 3 The philosopher (saith he) teachetha dispu
tative virtue, but I do an active; his virtue is excellent in the dangerless 
Academy of Plato,4 but mine showeth forth her honorable face in the battles 
of Marathon, Pharsalia, Poitiers, and Agincourt.' He teacheth virtue by cer
tain abstract considerations, but I only bid you follow the fObting of them 
that have gone before you. Old-aged experience goeth beyond the fine-witted 
philosopher, but I give the experience of many ages. Lastly, if he make the 
song-book, I put the learner's hand to the lute; and if he be the guide, I am 
the light. 

Then would he allege you innumerable examples, confirming story by 

2. Terms from medieval scholastic logic which 
survived in Renaissance handbooks. Definition is 
the most general statement about an object, stating 
Its genus and specific difference (e.g., "man is a 
rational animal"). Division 15 a more specific clas
sification into species, parts, or adjuncts, and dis
tinction is the separation of a substance and its 
accidents [that is, properties or attributes that are 
none.sential; Robinson's notel. 
3. "I am the witness of the times, the light of truth, 
the life of memory, the teacher ofllfe, and the mes-

senger of antiquity"; from Cicero, De 'Oratore 
2.9.36 (which has nunlla, not nuncla; the subject 
Is. "history"). 
4. Plato's school on the outskirts of, Athens, 
founded about 385 D.C.E. 
5. All sites of great victories: at' Marathon, the 
Greeks defeated the Penians In 490 D.C.E.; at 
Pharsalia, Julius Caesar defeated Pompey In 48 
D.C.E.; at Poltlers, the English defeated the French 
In 1356; and at Agincourt, Henry V defeated ,the 
French In 1415. 
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story, how much the wisest senators and princes have been directed by the 
credit of history, as Brutus, Alphonsus of Aragon,6 and who not, if need be? 
At length the long line of their disputation maketh a point in this, that the 
one giveth the precept, and the other the example. 7 

Now whom shall we find (sith the question standeth for the highest forms 
in the school of learning) to be moderator? Truly, as me seemeth, the poet; 
and if not a moderator, even the man that ought to carry the title from them 
both, and much more from all other serving sciences. Therefore compare we 
the poet with the historian and with the moral philosopher, and if he go 
beyond them both, no other human skill can match him. For as for the divine, 
with all reverence it is ever to be excepted, not only for having his scope as 
far beyond any of these as eternity exceedeth a moment, but even for passing 
each of these in themselves. And for the lawyer, thoughjus9 be the daughter 
of justice, and justice the chief of virtues, yet because he seeketh to make 
men good rather formidine poenae than virtutis amore, I or to say righter, doth 
not endeavor to make men good, but that their evil hurt not others; having 
no care so he be a good citizen, how bad a man he be; therefore as our 
wickedness maketh him necessary, and necessity maketh him honorable, so 
is he not in the deepest truth to stand in rank with these who all endeavor 
to take naughtiness away, and plant goodness even "in the secretest cabinet 
of our souls. And these four are all that any way deal in that consideration 
of men's manners, which being the supreme knowledge, they that best breed 
it deserve the best commendation. 

The philosopher therefore and the historian are they which would win the 
goal, the one by precept, the other by example. But both, not having both, 
do both halt. For the philosopher, setting down with thorny argument the 
bare rule, is so hard of utterance and so misty to be conceived, that one that 
hath no other guide but him shall wade in him till he be old before he shall 
find sufficient cause to be honest. For his knowledge standeth so upon the 
abstract a~d general that happy is that man who may understand him, and 
more happy that can apply what he doth understand. 

On the other side, the historian, wanting the precept, is" so tied, not to 
what should be but to what is, to the particular truth' of things and not to 
the general reason of things, that his example draweth no necessary conse
quence, and therefore a less fruitful doctrine. ,-r.' 

Now doth the peerless poet perform both: for whatsoever the philosopher 
saith should be done, he giveth a perfect picture of it in someone by whom 
he presupposeth it was done, so as he coupleth the general notion with the 
particular example. A perfect picture I say, for he yieldeth to the powers of 
thc mind an image of that whereof the philosopher bestoweth but a wordish 
description, which doth neither strike, pierce, nor possess the sight of the 
soul so much as that other doth. For as in outward things, to a man that had 
never seen an elephant or a rhinoceros, who should tell him most exquisitely 
all their shapes, color, bigness, and particular marks; or of a gorgeous palace, 
the architecture, with declaring the full beauties, might well make the hearer 

6. AJphonsus V of Aragon (1396-1458) carried 
the Roman histories written by Livy and Caesar 
intn battle with him. Brutus: Murcus Rrutus (85-
42 II.C.E.) was inspired to rise up against Caesar by 
the thought of his great republican ancestor, Jun· 
ius BI"utus, who expelled the THrquin kings. 

7. "The one" is philosophy, lithe other," history. 
8. Grade level. 
9. Law (Latin). 
1. "From fear of punishment" and "by Jove of vir· 
tue"; from Horace, Epistles 1.16.52-53. 
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: .ble to repeat, as it were by rote, all he had heard, yet should never satisfy 
~is inward conceits with being witness. to itself of a true lively knowledge. 
Bilt the same man, as soon as he might see those beasts well painted, or the 
house well in model, should straightways grow without need of any descrip~ 
Hon; to a judicial:! comprehending of them. So no doubt the philosopher, 
with his learned definition, be it of virtue, vices, matters of public" policy or 
private government, replenisheth the memory with many infall~ble grounds 
of wisdom, which, notwithstanding, lie dark before the imaginative and judg
ing pOVver if they be not illuminated or figured forth by the speaking picture 
of poesy. 

Tully3 taketh much pains and many times not without poetical helps to 
make us know the force love of our country hath in us. Let us but hear old 
Anchises4 speaking in the midst of Troy's flames, or see Ulysses5 in the ful. 
ness of all Calypso's delights bewail his absence from barren and beggarly 
Ithaca. Anger, the Stoics say, was a short madness: let but Sophocles bring 
you Ajax on a stage, killing and whipping sheep and oxen, thinking them the 
army of Greeks with their chieftains Agamemnon and Menelaus,6 and tell 
me if you have not a more familiar insight into anger than finding in the 
schoolmen his genus and difference. See whether wisdom and temperance 
in Ulysses and Diomedes/valor in Achilles, friendship in Nisus and Eury~ 
alus,7 even to an ignorant man, carry not an apparent shining; and contrarily; 
the remorse of conscience in Oedipus; the soon repenting pride in Agamem
non, the self-devouring cruelty in his father Atreus,B the violence of ambition 
in the two Theban brothers, the sour-sweetness·of revenge in Medea;9. and 
to fall lower, the Terentian Gnatho and our Chaucer's Pandat,· so expresse~ 
that we now use their names to signify their trades I and finally, allVirtues, . 
vices, and passions so in their own natural seats laid to the view that:weseent 
not to hear of them, but clearly to see through them~' . :', 

But even in the most excellent determination of goodness,whatphiloso:. 
pher's counsel' can so readily direct a prince as . the feigned Cyrus in Xeno~ 
phon, or a virtuous man in all fortunes, as' Aeneas in Virgil, or a whole, 
commonwealth, as the way of Sir Thomas More'sz Utopia? I say the way, 
because where Sir Thomas More erred, it was the fault of the nian and not 

2. JudiciOUS. 
3. Cicero (his full name Is Marcus Tullius Cicero). 
4. The father of Aeneas: he resists when Aeneas 
come. to carry him out of Troy as It Is being sacked' 
(VIrgil, Aeneid 2.634-49). 
5. Odysseus, king of Ithaca, who on his way home 
from Troy was held for years against his will by 
Calypso, a sea nymph on an Islarld In the Ionian 
Sea. For his lamentation, lee Odyssey 5.151-58. 
6. In the tragedy Ajax, by Sophocles (ca. 496-406 
B.C.E.), after Achilles' arms have been given to 
Odysseus, Ajax Is driven mad by Athena and slays 
the Greek herds, believing them to be the Greeks 
who have scorned his claim to the armor. 
7. All figures In Homer's iliad and Virgil's Aeneid, 
Ulysses Is regularly characterized by such eplthe.!s 
a.s "inventive" and "wlse"j Diomedel, a great 
fighter, demonstrates his temperance when he 
exchanges armor with rather ·than .fightlng Glau
cus, a Trojan ally whose grandfather had been a 
guest of his own grandfather (IIi .. d 6.119-236)j 
Nisus and Eurylus, Trojans' who accompanied 
Aeneas to Italy, are Inseparable friends, and Nisus 
dies avenging Eurylus's death (Aeneid 9.176-445). 

8. All figures often treated In Greek tragedy, O~d
Ipus unknowingly kills his father and inames hi. 
mother; Agamemnon regrets tOo late the pride that 
persuaded him to enter hi, home by .walklng ,~n 
purple silks fit for a god (see Aeschylus, Ag ....... jft~ 
non, 458 B.C.E., lines 918-49); and Atreus serveil 
his brother Thyestes the flesh of Thyestes' 50no .0 
punishment for committing adultery with Atreus'. 
wife. . 
9 •.. Medea's revenge on her husband Jason, _who 
hal deserted her to marry a klng's daughter, Is to 
murder hls-ane!, her own--chlldren. 'The two 
Theban brothers", Polynlces and Eteocles, the two 
sons of Oedipus, who kill one another fighting Oyi!j. 
the rule of Thebes. . . . , 
I. Pandaruo, the type of the pander, from Chap, 
cer'5 Trod ... and Criseyde (ca. 1385). Gnathb: Ii 
boastful parasite whose name through the 17th 
century was synonymous with . parasite or syco· 
phant; from the Roman comedy BunUc" ... by Ter
ence (ca. 190-159 B.C.E.). . . .' 
2. English writer, humanist, and statesman 
(1477-1535); hi. Utopia (1516) described an Ideal 
society. 
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of the poet, for that way of patterning a commOl;lwealth was most absolute, 
though he perchance.hath not so absolutely performed it. For the question 
is, whether the feigned image of poesy or the regular instruction of philos
ophy hath the more force in teaching: wherein if the philosophers have more 
rightly showed themselves philosophers than the poets have obtained to the 
high top of their profession, as in truth, 

Mediocribus esse imetis, 
Non dU, non homines, non concessere columnae;3 

it Is, I say again, not the fault of the art, but that by few men that art can be 
accomplished. 

Certainly, even our Saviour Christ could as well have given the moral 
commonplaces of uncharitableness and humbleness as the divine narration 
of Dives and Lazarus; or of disobedience and mercy, as that heavenly dis
course of the lost child and the gracious father;" but that His .through
searching wisdom knew the estate of Dives burning in hell, and of Lazarus 
being in Abraham's bosom, would more constantly (as it Were) inhabit both 
the memory and judgment. Truly, for myself, me seems I see before my eyes 
the lost child's disdainful prodigality, turned to envy a swine's dinner: which 
by the learned divines are thought not historical acts, but instructing para
bles. For concillsion, I say the philosopher teacheth, but he teacheth 
obscurely, so as the learned only can understand him; that is to say, he 
teacheth them that are already taught. But the poet is the food for the ten
derest stomachs, the poet is indeed the right popular philosopher, whereof 
Aesop's' tales give good proof; whose pretty allegories, stealing under the 
formal tales of beasts; . make many more beastly than beasts begin to hear 
the sound of virtue from these dumb speakers .. 

But now may it be alleged that jf this imagining of matters be. so fit for the 
imagination, then must the historian needs surpass, who bringeth.you images 
of true matters, such as indeed were done, and not such as fantastically or 
falsely may be suggested to have been done. Truly, Aristotle himself, in his 
discourse of poesy, plainly determineth this question, saying that poetry is 
philosophoteron and spoudaioteron, that is. to say, it is more philosophical 
and more studiously serious than history.6 His reasoI:J, is, because poesy 
dealeth with katholou, that is to say, with the universal consideration, a~_ 
the history with kathekaston, the particular: now, saith he, the universal 
weighs what is fit to be said or done, either in likelihood or necessity (which 
the poesy considereth in his imposed names), and the particular only marks 
whether Alcibiades7 did or suffered this or that. Thus far Aristotle, which 
reason of his (as all his) is most full of reason. 

For indeed, if the question were whether it were better to have a particular 
act truly or falsely set down, there is no doubt which is to be chosen, no 
more than whether you had rather have Vespasian's8 picture right as he was, 

.3. But neither men nor god. nor shop-front. allow 
.a poet to be mediocre (Lstln); Horace, An Poelica, 
line. 372-73}. 
4. References to two biblical parables, that of the 
beggar Lazarus and the rich man ("We. In Lstln 
means "rich"; Luke 16. 19-25) and that of the 
prodigal son (Luke 15.11-32). 
5. The supposed author of a collection of Greek 
fobles. Like parable. from the Bible, allegorical 

tales teach by vivid exemplification rather than 
bald definition. Aesop's Fables were very popular 
during the Renaissance, both for their "delishtful 
teaching'~ and as an introduction to Greek [Rob
inson's note]. 
6. See Poetics 9, 1450a36-145Ibll. 
7. Athenian general and politician (ca. 450-404 
B.C.E.). 
8. Roman emperor (9-79 C.E.; ruled 69-79). 
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or at the painter's pleasure, nothing resembling. But·if·the question be for 
your own use and learning; whetherit'be··better:to·have it set·dowh ·as it 
should be or as it was; then' certainly is more doctrirtable the feigned Cyrus 
in Xenophon than the true Cyrus in Justin,9 and the feigned Aeneas·inVii-gil 
than the right Aeneas in Dares Phrygius. 1 As toa)ady that desired to fashion 
her countenance to the best grace, a painter should more benefit her to 
portrait a most sweet face, wr~ting Canidiaz upon it, than to paint Canidia 
as she was, who Horacesweareth was foul and ill.favored. 

If the poet do his part aright, he will show you in Tantalus,3 Atreus, and 
such like, nothing that is not to be shunned; in Cyrus, Aeneas, Ulysses, each 
thing to be followed; where the historian, bound to tell things as things were, 
cannot be liberal (without he will be poetical) of a perfect pattern,but as in 
Alexander or Scipi04 himself,show doings, sOme to be liked,' some' to be 
misliked. And then how will you discern what to follow but by your own 
discretion, which you had without reading QuintusCurtius?5 And whereas 
a man may say, though in universal consideration of doctrine the poet pre
vaileth, yetthat the historY, in his saying such a thing was done; doth warrant 
a man more in that he shall follow. The answer is manifest, that if he stand 
upon that was, as if he should argue, because it rained yesterday, therefore 
it should rain today, then indeed it hath some advantage to a gross conc~it.6 
But if he know an example 'only informs a conjectured likelihood, and so go 
by reason, the poet doth so far exceed him, ashe is·to frame his example to 
that which is most reasonable, be it hi warlike, politic, or private matters; 
where the historian in his bare way hath many times that which,we 'call 
fortune to overrule the best wisdom.' Many times he must tell events whereof 
he can yield no cause; or if he do, it must be poetieal. 

For that a feigned example hath as much' force to teach as a true example 
(for as for to move, it is clear, sith the feigned may be tuned to the highest 
key of passion),. let us take one example wherein a poet and a historian do 
concur .. Herodotus and Justin do both testify that Zopyrus, King Darius'7 
faithful servant, seeing his master long 'resisted by the rebellious Babylo
nians,' feigned himself in extreme disgrace of his kirtg, for verifying of which 
he caused his own nose and ears to be cut· off: and so f1ying to the Baby
lonians, was received, and for his known valor so far credited· that he did 
find means to deliver them over to Darius.· Much like· matter doth Livy 
record of Tarquinius8 and his son. Xertophon excellently feignethsuch 

9. Justinus; who made a summary (3d c. C.E.) of 
the Augustan Ph'/I""lc Histories; It was Widely read 
in the Middle Ages. 
I. A priest of Hephaestus at Troy (Illad 5.9-10). 
supposed.author of a pre-Homeric' account of the 
Trojan War 'whose Latin prose "translatlon" was 
drawn on by medieval authors. 
2. A sorceress whom Horace describes In Epode 7 
as murdering a boy to make love charms (E""de 
17 is a mock recantation, pretending fear oE her 
powers). 
3. Legendary king (grandfather of Atreus) who 
tested the gods by cooking and serving them his 
dismembered son Pelops; he suffers eternal hun
ger and thirst, standing In a pool and surrounded 
by fruit that remains always out of reach. . 
4. Roman general (ca. 236-184/3 D.C. E.), who 
defeated Hannibal and the Carthaginian •. Alex
ander: Alexander the Great (356-323 D.C.E.), 

Macedonlan king whose conquest. reached to 
:Indla and who was probably. the greatest general of 
antlquity. . . 
5. Quintus Curtlus Rufus (active ca. mid-1st c . 

. c. E.), rhetoriCian and historian who wrote a 10-
book history of Alexander, portraying him as a for-
tunate tyrant. . 
6. Large-scale poetical Image. . 
7. Persian king (ca. 550-486 D.C.E .• ) who had to 
quell numerous revolts during his reign; the most 
important was in Babylonia. Zopyrus: a Persian 
who ended the 20-month siege of Babylon by the 
trick Sidney describes. 
8. Lucius Tarquinlus Superbu5, the last king of 
Rome (by tradition, reigned 53+-510 D.C.E.), 
whose son, Lucius Tarqulnius Prlscus, pretended 
to desert to the enemy and then' acted' to his 
father's advantage. Livy (59 B.C.E.-I? C.E.), 
Roman historian. 



AN ApOLOGY FOR POETRY I 339 

another stratagem performed by Abradatas9 in Cyrus'· behalf. Now would I 
fainf know, if occasion be presented unto you to serve your prince by such 
an honest dissimulation, why you do not as well learn it of Xenophon's 
fiction as of the other's verity? And truly so much the better, as you shall 
save your nose by the bargain, for Abradatas did not counterfeit so far. So 
then the best of the historian is subject to the poet; for whatsoever action 
or faction, whatsoever counsel, policy, or war stratagem the historian is 
bound to recite, that may the poet (if he list2 ) with his imitation make his 
own •. beautifying it both for further teaching and more delighting, as it 
plea seth him: having all, from Dante his heaven to his hell, under the 
authority of his pen. Which if I be asked what poets have done so, as I 
might well naITle some, yet say I, and say again, I speak of the art and not 
of the artificer. 

Now, to that which commonly is attributed to the praise of histories, in 
respect of the notable learning is gotten by marking the success, as though 
therein a man should see virtue exalted and vice punished; truly that com
mendation is peculiar to poetry, and far off from history. For indeed poetry 
ever setteth virtue so out in her best colors, making fortune her well-waiting 
handmaid, that one must needs be enamored of her. Well may you see Ulys
ses in a storm and in other hard plights, but they are but exercises of patience 
and magnanimity, to make them shine the more in the near-following pros
perity. And of the contrary part, if evil men come to the stage, they ever go 
out (as the tragedy writer3 answered to one that misliked the show of such 
persons) so manacled as they little animate folks to follow them. But the 
historian, being captived to the truth of a foolish world, is many times a 
terror from well doing, and an encouragement to unbridled wickedness. For 
see we not valiant Miltiades rot in his fetters; the just Phocion and the 
accomplished Socrates put to death like traitors; the cruel Severus live pros
perously; the excellent Severus miserably murdered; Sylla and Marius dying 
in their beds; Pompey and Cicer04 slain then, when they would have thought 
exile a happiness? See we not virtuous Cato driven to kill himself, and rebel 
Caesar' so advanced that his name yet after 1600 years lasteth in the highest 
honor? And mark but even Caesar's own words of the fore-named Sylla (who 
in that only did honestly, to put down his dishonest·tyranny),literasnescivit,6 
as if want of learning caused him to do well. He· meant it not by poEW,;y, 

9. A king or Susa (6th c. II.C.E.) and alJ of the 
Assyrians against Cyrus who Jatel' joine Cyrus, 
according to Xenophon's Cyrnpaedia. 
I. Willingly, gladly. 
2. Wishes. 
~. The Greek tragedian Euripides (cn. 4R~-ca. 
40(, fl.C.E.), according to the Moralia of Plutarch 
(ca. 50-ca. 120 C.E.). 
4. Killcd at Antony's command as he wns trying to 
escape from Rome (his orations defending the 
Ik'public and against Antony aft.,. Cae.ar's death 
had earned him 0 ploce on the Iisl of proscribed 
enemies). Miltiades (CR. 550--489 R.C.!;.), Athen· 
inn general and victor at Marathon luter impris
oned by the Athenians. Phocian (4th c. n.c.E.). 
Athenion general and slatesman unjustly executed 
for treason because he hod opposed the will of the 
p .. "ple. Socrates (469-399 li.e.E.), Greek philos. 
ophcr hnmortallzed in the writings of hi. pupil 
Phlto nnd condemned to death on churges of ilnpi
ely and corrupting youth. flCrucl·Severus": Lucius 

Septimus Severus (l45/1?-2Il C.E.), emperor of 
Rome (193-211). who is perhaps called cruel 
because he spent much of his time putting down 
rebellions and dealing with rival •. "Excellent Seve· 
rus": Alexander Severus (208/9-235 c.!;.), 
emperor of Rome (222-35), a peaceful and reli· 
glous man slain by his troops. Sylla and Marius: 
Lucius Cornelius Sulla (ca. 138-78 B.C.E.) and 
Gaius Mlirius (157-86 B.C.E.), Roman generals 
whose struggle for military and political supremacy 
led to civil war (88-82 D.C.E.). Pompey: Pompey 
the Great (106-48 B.C.E.). Roman soldier and 
statesman defeated at Pharsalia by his former ally, 
Caesar, and murdered In Egypt. 
5. Julius Cuesar's rebellion against the Senate in 
49 D.C.E. led to civil war and the end of the Roman 
Republic. Cato: Cato the Younger (95-46 R.C.E.), 
a defender of the Republic who committed suicide 
after Caesar's decisive victory at Thap.u·s. 
6. He was ignorant of letters (Latin). 
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which not content with earthly plagues, deviseth new punishments in hell 
for tyrants, nor yet by philosophy, which teacheth occid.endos esse;7 but no 
doubt by skill in history, for that indeed can afford you Cypselus, Periander, . 
Phalaris, Dionysius,8 and I know riot how many more of the same kennel, 
that speed well enough in their abominable unjustice or usurpation. I con
clude therefore, that he excelleth history, not only in furnishing the mind 
with knowledge, but in setting it forward to that which deserveth to be called 
and accounted good: which setting forward and moving to well doing indeed 
setteth the. laurel crown9 upon the poet as victorious, not only of the histo
rian, but over the philosopher, howsoever in teaching it may be questionable. 

For suppose it be granted (that which 1 suppose with great reason may be 
denied) that the philosopher, in respect of his methodical proceeding, doth 
teach more perfectly than the poet: yet do I think that no man is so much 
philophilosophos' as to compare the philosopher in moving with the poet. 
And that moving is of a higher degree than teaching, it may by this appear: 
that it is well nigh the cause and the effect of teaching. For who will be 
taught if he be not moved with desire to be taught; and what so much good 
doth that teaching bring forth (I speak still of moral doctrine) as that it 
moveth one to do that which it doth teach? For as Aristotle saith, it is not 
gnosis but praxisz mlist be the fruit. And how praxis can be, without being 
moved to practice, is no hard matter to consider .. 

The philosopher showeth you the way, he informeth you of the particu~ 
larities, as well of the tediousness of the way, as of the pleasant lodging you 
shall have when your journey is ended, as of the many by-turnings that may 
divert you from your way. But this is to.no man but to him that will read 
him, and read him with attentive studious painfulness; which constant 
desire, whosoever hath in him,. hath already passed half the hardness of the 
way, and therefore is beholding3 to the philosopher but for the other half. 
Nay truly,. learned meri have learnedly thought that· where once reason hat~ 
so much overmastered passion as that the mind hath a free desire to do welh 
the inward light each mind hath in itself is as good as a philosopher's book; 
seeing in nature we know it is well to do well, and what is well and what ill 
evil; although not in the words of art which philosophers bestow upon us; 
for out of natural conceit4 the philosophers drew it. But to be moved to do 
that which we know, or to be moved with desire to know, hoc opus, hic labor 
est.' 

Now therein of all sciences (I speak still of human, and according to the 
human conceits) is our poet the monarch. For he doth not only show the 
way, but giveth sci sweet a prospect into the way, as will entice any man to 
enter into it. Nay, he doth as if your journey should lie through a fair vine
yard, at the first give you a clUster of grapes, that full of that taste, you nuiy 
long to pal. further. He beginneth not with obscure definitions which must 

7. That they mUlt be killed (latin). 
8. AIl Greek "tyrants" (that II, rulers), Cypaelul,ln 
Corinth, ca. 657-625 B.C.E.; Periander, son of 
Cypselos, In Corinth, 625-585 B.C.E.; Phalarts, 
whose rule In Acragas (Sicily), ca. 57O-ca. 544 
B.C.E, was notoriously cruel; and Dlonyslus,In Syr-
acuse, 405-367 B.O.E. . 
9. Like the crowns (of various greens, Including 
laurel) awarded. to victors in the Greek athletic 
contests; laurel, because of Its association with 

Apollo, I, linked to poetry. 
I. A lover of philolophen (Greek). 
2. Action (Greek). Gnosls: knowledge (Greek). See 
Nlcm.u.CM"" Ethics 1.3, 1095a. 
3. Beholden. . 
4. The distinction here Is between concepts In 
their natural form, seeri In t~e mind, and concept. 
artificially set forth in words [Robinson's notel. . 
5. This Is the work, this Is the labor (Latin); Virgil, 
AeneId 6.129. 
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blur the margent with interpretations and load the memory with doubtful
ness, but he cometh to you with words set in delightful proportion, either 
accompanied with, or prepared for, the well enchanting skill of music; and 
with a tale forsooth he cometh unto you, with a tale which holdeth children 
from play and old men from the chimney comer. And pretending no more, 
doth intend the winning of the. mind from wickedness to virtue, even as the 
child is often brought to take most wholesome things by hiding them in such 
other as have a pleasant taste: which, if one should begin to tell them the 
nature of aloes or rhubarb6 they should receive, would sooner take their 
physic at their ears than at their mouth. So is it in men (most of which are 
childish in the best things till they be cradled in their graves), glad they will 
be to hear the tales of Hercules,7 Achilles; Cyrus, and Aeneas; and hearing 
them, must needs hear the right description of wisdom, valor, and justice; 
which, if they had been barely, that is to say, philosophically set out, they 
would swear they be brought to school again. 

That imitation whereof poetry is, hath the most conveniency to nature of 
all other, insomuch that, as Aristotle saith, those things which in themselves 
are horrible, as cruel battles, unnatural monsters, are made in poetical imi
tation delightful.8 Truly, • have known men that, even with reading Amadis 
de Gauk9 (which God knoweth wanteth much of a perfect poesy), have found 
their hearts moved to the exercise of courtesy, liberality, and especially cour
age. Who readeth Aeneas carrying old Anchises on his back that wisheth not 
it were his fortune to perform sO excellent an act?·Whom do not the words 
of Turnus move (the tale of Turnus having planted his image in the imagi
nation)? 

Fugientem haec terra videbit, 
Usque adeone man miserum est?' 

Where the philosophers, as they scorn to delight, so must they be content 
little to move, saving wrangling whether virtue be the chief or the only good, 
whether the contemplative or the active life .do excel: which Plato and Boe
thius2 well knew, and therefore made mistress philosophy very often borrow 
the masking raiment of poesy. For even those hard-hearted evil men. who 
think virtue a school name, and know no other good but indulgere genio,3 
and therefore desptse the austere. admonitions of the philosopher, a,up. feel 
not the inwardreassm they stand upon, yet will be content to be delighted, 
which is all the good fellow poet seemeth to promise, and so steal to see the 
form of goodness (which seen they cannot but love) ere themselves be aware, 
as if they took a medicine of cherries. 

Infinite proofs of the strange effects of this poetical invention might be 
alleged; only two shall serve, which are so often remembered as I think all 
men know them. The one of Menenius Agrippa,4 who, when the whole pea-

6. Two bitter purptlvel. 
7. The Roman spelling of Heracles, greatest of the 
legendary Greek heroes. 
8. See Poetics 4, I 448b. "Convenlency to": accor
dance with. 
9. A Spanish prose romance (first published 1508, 
but the story dates at least to the 14th c.). 
I. Will this land see Turnus fleeing? I. It so ter
rible to die? (Latin); VIrgil, Aeneid 12.645-46. 
Turnu.: legendary king in Italy who made. war 

aplnlt the newly arrived TroJanl and wal defeated 
by Aeneas In single combat. 
2. Neoplatonlc Roman philosopher (ca. 4RO-
524), author of The Consolation of Phllos",.hy. 
3. To Indulge one's appetite (Latin); slightly rills
quoted from Satire 5.15 1 by the Roman poet Per
slus (34-62 C.E.). 
4. Plebeian consul who reputedly used Ii fable 
from Aesop (retold by Sidney) in 494 R.C.F.. to con
vince the plebes of the futility of secession. 
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pIe of Rome had resolutely divided themselves from the Senate, with appar
ent'show of utter ruin, though he were (for that time) an excellent orator, 
came not among them upon trust of figurative speeches or cunning insinu
ations, and much less with far fet5 maxims of philosophy, which (especially 
if they were Platonic) they must have learned geometry before they could 
well have conceived; but forsooth he behaves himself like a homely6 and 
familiar poet. He telleth them a tale, that there was a time when all the parts 
of the body made a mutinous conspiracy against the belly, which they 
thought devoured the fruits of each other's labor: they concluded they would 
let so unprofitable a spender starve. In the end, to be short (for the tale is 
notorious, and as notorious that it was a tale),"with punishing the belly they 
plagued themselves. This applied by him wrought such effect in the people, 
as I never read that ever words brought forth but then so sudden and so good 
an alteration; for upon reasonable conditions a perfect reconcilement 
ensued. The other is of Nathan the prophet,? who when the holy David had 
so far forsaken God as to confirm adultery with murder, when he was to do 
the tenderest office of a friend, in laying his own shame before his eyes, sent 
by God to call again so chosen a servant, how doth he it but by telling of a 
man whose beloved lamb was ungratefully taken from his bosom?-the appli
cation most divinely true, but the discourse itself feigned; which made David 
(I speak of the second and instrumentalcause8 ), as in a glass, to see his own 
filthiness, as that heavenly psalm of mercy9 well testifieth. 

By these therefore' examples and reasons 1 think it may be manifest that 
the poet, with that same hand of delight, doth draw the mind more effectually 
than any other art doth. And so a conclusion not unfitly ensueth, that ·as 
virtue is the most excellent resting place for all worldly learning to make his 
end of, so poetry, being the most familiar to teach it, and most princely to 
move towards it, in the most excellent 'work is the most excellent workman. 

But I am content not only to decipher him by his works (although works 
in commendation or dispraise must ever hold an high authority}, but more 
narrowly wili examine his parts; so that (as iii a mini), though all together 
may carry a' presence full 'of -majesty and' beauty, perchance in some one 
defectious· piece we may find a blemish: Now in his parts, kinds, or species 
(as you list to term them), iUs to be noted that some poesies have'coupled 
together two or three kinds; as ttagical and comical, whereupon is risen the 
tragi-comical. Some, in the like manner, have mingled prose and' verse, as 
Sannazzaroz and Boethius: Some have mingled matters heroical and pastoral. 
But that cometh all to one in this question, for if severed they be good, the 
conjunction cannot be hurtful. Therefore, perchance forgetting some, and 
leaving some as needless to be remembered, it shall not be amiss in a word 
to cite the special kinds, to see what faults may be found in the right use of 
them. 

Is it then the pastoral poem which is misliked (for perchance where the 
hedge is lowest they will soonest leap over}?3 Is the poor pipe disdainedwhich 

5. Fetched. 
6. Unsophisticated. 
7. Told in 2 Samuel 12; after committing adultery 
with Bathsheba, King David contrived to have her 
husband, Uriah, killed in battle. . 
8. The second cause Is the parable itself, while the 
first cause is David's acceptance of God's will [Rob-
inson's note]. . 
9. Psalm 51, in which David prays for the remis-

sion of his sins [Robinson's note]. Glas.: mirror. 
1. Defective. . ' 
2. Jacopo Sannazaro (1458-1530), ~hQse pas
toral romance At:Cadia (1502) influenced Sidney's 
own Arcadia...' . . 
3. Like most Renaissance poets, 'Sidney thinks of 
the pastoral as the humblest of the poetic genres, 
designed for low subjects and to be executed in an 
equally low style [Robinson's note). 
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sometime out of Meliboeus' mouth can show.the misery of people under 
hard lords or ravening soldiers'? And again, by Tityrus,4 what blessedness is 
derived to them that lie lowest from the goodness of them that sit highest'? 
sometimes, under the pretty tales of wolves and sheep, can include the whole 
considerations of wrong doing and patience; sometimes show that contention 
for trifles can get but a trifling victory; where perchance a man may see that 
even Alexander and Darius,5 when they strave who should be cock of this 
world's dunghill, the benefit they got was that the after-livers may say, 

Haec memini et victum frustra contendere Thimn: 
Ex illo Corydon, Corydon est tempore nobis. 6 

Or is it the lamenting elegiac?7 which in a kind heart would move rather 
pity than blame, who bewails with the great philosopher Heraclitus8 the 
weakness of mankind and the wretchedness of the world; who surely is to 
be praised, either for compassionate accompanying just causes of lamenta
tion, or for rightly painting out how weak be the passions of woefulness. Is 
it the bitter but wholesome iambic,?9 which rubs the galled. mind in making 
shame the trumpet of villainy with bold and open crying out against naugh
tiness. Or the satiric? who 

Omne vafer vitium, ridenti tangit amico, 1 

who sportingly never leaveth until he make a man laugh at folly, and at length 
ashamed to laugh at himself, which he cannot. avoid, without avoiding the 
folly; who, while 

Circum praecordia ludit,2 . 

giveth us to feel how many head-aches a passionate,life·bringeth us to; how, 
when all is done, 

Est Ulubris, animus si nos nOn ~fidt aequus3. 

No, perchance it is the comic, whom naughty play-makers and stage-keepers 
have justly made odious. To the argument of abuse I will answer after. OnJy 
thus much now is to be said, that the comedy is an imitation of. the common 
errors of our life, which he representeth in the most ridiculous and scornful 
sort that may be, so as it is impossible that any beholder can be content;.J..q 
be such a one. . ' 

Now, as in geometry the oblique must be known as well as the right, and 
in arithmetic the odd as well as the even, so in the actions of our life who 

4. A speaker in VIrgil's Eclogue I, as is Meliboeus: 
Mdibocus laments the seizure of his land, confis
cated for the use of resettled ex-soldiers, while 
Tityrus rejoices that his lands were protected by a 
patron in Rome. 
S. The invading Alexander twice defeated Darius, 
the king of Persia, before Darius was deposed and 
finally murdered In 330 B.C.E. by his own soldiers. 
6. These thil"gs I remember, that the conquered 
11,yrsis contended in valn./From this time Cory. 
don, Corydon Is ours (Latin); Virgil, Eclogues 
7.69-70. The victory of AlcX8mler the Great over 
Darius of Persia comes to the same thing os Cor
ydon'!Ii victory over Thyrsis in a singing contest. 
7. In classical poetry, a poem in a specific metrical 
ronn; in English poetry, any seriulls pocln on love 
mo(.leClth. 

8. Greek pre· Socratic (active ea. 500 D.C.E.), 
known as "the weeping philosopher" because of his 
gloomy views; Heraclitus emphasized that all 
things are in flux. 
9. Metrical form that Aristotle associates with 
lampoons (Poetics 4, 1448b). 
I. The rascal probes his friend's every fault while 
making .hlm laugh (Latin): slightly misquoted from 
Perslus, Satire 1.1 16-17, who is describing the sat· 
ires of Horace. . 
2. He plays with his [friend's] heart (Latin): Per· 
slus 1.117 .. 
3. Even in Ulubrae, If our equa.nimity doesn't fail 
us [what we seek (I.e., to live well) Is here] (Latin); 
slightly adapted from Horace, Epistle. 1.11.30. 
Ulubrae was an uninspiring town surrounded by 
marshes. 
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seeth not the filthiness of evil wanteth a great foil to perceive the beauty of 
virtue. This doth the comedy handle so in our private and domestical matters, 
as with hearing it we get as it were an experience what is·to be looked for of 
a niggardly Demea, of a crafty Davus, of a flattering Gnatho, of a vainglorious 
Thraso;4 and not only to know·what effects are to be expected, but to know 
who be such by the signifying badge5 given them by the comedian. And little 
reallon hath any man to say that men learn evil by seeing it so set out, sith, 
as I said before, there is no man living but, by the force truth hath in na
ture, no sooner seeth these men play their parts, but wisheth them in pis
trinum;6 although perchance the sack of his own faults lie so behind his back 
that he seeth not himself dance the same measure; whereto yet nothing can 
mote open his eyes than to find his own actions contemptibly set forth. So 
that the right use of comedy will (I think) by nobody be blamed, and much 
less of the high and excellent ttagedy, that openeth the greatest wounds and 
showeth forth the ulcers that are covered with tissue; that maketh kings feat 
to be tyrants, and tyrants manifest their tyrannical humors; that with stirring 
the affects of admiration and commiseration teacheth the uncertainty of this 
wotld, and upon how weak foundations gilden roofs are builded; that maketh 
us know, 

Qui sceptra saevus duro imperioregit, 
Timet timentes, metus in auctorem redit. 7 

But how much it can move,Plutarch yieldeth a notable testimony of the 
abominable tyrant Alexander Pheraeus,B from whose eyes a tragedy well 
made and represented drew abumlance of .tears; who without all pity had 
murdered infinite numbers, and some of his 'own blood, so as he that was 
not"ashamed to make matters for tragedies, yet could not resist the sweet 
violence of a tragedy. And if it wrought no further good in him, it was that 
he, in despite of himself, withdrew himself from hearkening to that which 
might mollify his hardened heart. But it is not"'the tragedy they do mislike; 
for it were too absurd' to cast out so excellent a rej)resentation ofwhalsoever 
is' most worthy to be learned . 

. Is it the lyric9 that most displeaseth? who with his tuned lyrE! and well 
accorded voice giveth praise, the reward of virtue, to virtuous acts; who gives 
moral precepts and natural problems;1 who sometimesraiseth up his voice 
to the height of the heavens in singing the lauds of the immortal God. Cer
tainly, I must confess my own barbarousttess, I never heard the old song of 
Percy and Douglas2 that I found not my heart moved more ·than with a 
trumpet; and yet is it sung but by some blind crowder3 with no rougher voice 

4. Type characters i.n Terence: respectively, the 
overbearing father, dever servant, parasite, and 
braggart. Terence Was the chief dasslcal model. fot 
comedy during the Renaissance. '. . 
5. A character's "signifying badge" was his name, 
dress, manner, and other characteristics [Robin-
son's note]. . . 
6. To .the mill (Latin); mills were worked usually 
by draft animal., but sometimes by Roman slaves 
being punished. . . 
7. He . who wields the scepter with. harsh 
authority/Fears those who feaT him; the fear 
returns to It. author. (Latin); sllgJtdy misquoted 
from Oedi,...., lines 705-6, by the philosopher 
and playwright Seneca the Younger (ca. 4 B.C.E.-

65 C.E.), . 
8. Ruler of Pherae, 369-358 B.C.E.; I.n his Lifo of 
P"/opIJas, PliJtarch (ca. 5G-<a. 120 C.E.) records 
that Alexander, whose savagery he details, wept at 
the sufferings of Hecuba and Andromache In the 
Greek playwright Euripides' Troades (415 B.C,E.). 
9. That Is, a song accompanied by. a musical 
Instrument, usually the lyre.. . 
1. "~roblems" were questions posed for discussion 
[Robinson's note). 
2. Ailtagonlsts In The &ttle of Chevy Chase, a 
15th-century poem commemorating the 1388 Bat-
tle oE Otteburn. . 
3. Player of .. crowd, an ancient Welsh stringed 
Instrument; a fiddler. 
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than rude style; which, being so evil apparelled in the dust and cobwebs of 
that uncivil age," what would it work, trimmed in the gorgeous eloquence of 
Pindar,?4 In Hungary I have seen it the manner at all feasts, and other such 
meetings, to have songs of their ancestors' valor, which that right soldier
like nation think the chiefest kindlers of brave courage. The incomparable 
Lacedemonians5 did not only carry that kinei of music ever with them to the 
field, but even at home, as such songs were made, so were they all content 
to be the singers of them; when the lusty men were to tell what they did, the 
old men what they had done, and the young men what they would do. And 
where a man may say thilt Pindar many times praiseth highly victories of 
small moment, matters rather of sport than virtue; as it may be answered, it 
was the fault of the poet, and not of the poetry, so indeed the chief fault was 
in the time and custom of the Greeks, who set those toys at so high a price 
that Philip of Macedon reckoned a horse-race won at Olympus among his 
three fearful felicities. 6 But as the unimitable" Pindar often did, so is that 
kind most capable and most fit to awake the thoughts from the sleep of 
idleness to embrace honorable enterprises. 

There rests the heroical, whose very name (I think) should daunt all back
biters; for by what conceit can a tongue be directed to speak evil of that 
which draweth with it no less champions than Achilles, Cyrus, Aeneas, Tur
nus, Tydeus, and Rinaldo'?' who doth not only teach and move to a truth, 
but teacheth and moveth to the most high and excellent truth; who maketh 
magnanimity and justice shine throughout all misty fearfulness and foggy 
desires; who," if the saying of Plato and Tully be true, that who could see 
virtue would be wonderfully ravished with the love of het beauty, this man 
sets out to make her more lovely in her holiday apparel, to the eye of any 
that will deign not" to disdain until they understand. But if anything be 
already said in the deft:nce of sweet poetry, all ~oncurreth to the maintaining 
the heroical, which is not only a kind, but the best and most accomplished 
kind of poetry. For as the image of each action stirreth· and instructeth the 
mind, so the lofty" image of such worthies mO$t inflameth the mind with 
desire to be worthy, and informs with counsel how to be worthy. Only let 
Aeneas be worn in the tablet of your memory, how he governeth himself in 
the ruin of his country; in the preserving his old father and carrying away 
his religious ceremonies;8 in obeying the god's commandment to leave I.2!dO, 9 

though n()t only "all passionate kindness, but even the human considerlition 
of virtuous gratefulness, would have craved other of him; how in "storms, how 
in sports, how in war, how in peace, how a fugitive, how victorious, how 
besieged, how besieging, how to strangers, how to aJlies, "how to enemies, 
how to his own; lastly, how in his inward self, and how in his outward gov· 

4. Greek lyric poet (ca. 51S-43S D.C.E.), known 
for his elaborate odes honoring vIctors In athletic 
contests. "Uncivil ase": the Middle Ages. 
5. Spartans. 
6. According to Plutarch (Life of Alexander 3), 
Philip of Macedon received news of a victory in 
battle, a winner at the race track In Olympia, and 
the birth of Alexander, all on the same day [Rob
jnson's note). 
7. A hero In Arlosto's Orlando Furioso and Tor
quato Tasso's Ge ....... l ..... me Liberata (1581). 

Tydeus: one of the "seven against Thebes," myth
ical heroes who "aided Polynlces' attempt to wrest 
rule of Thebes from his brother Eteocles, featured 
in the epic TlubMS by Statiu. (ca. 46-96 C.E.). 
S. Virgil, Ae .. eId 2.705-20. "Ceremonies": reli
gious objects (here, the household gods). 
9. The queen of Carthage, whom Jupiter orde .. 
Aeneas to leave so that he may fulfill his destiny In 
Italy. As he departs, she commits suicide. See 
Aeneid 4. 
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emment. And, I think,in a mind not prejudiced with a prejudicatinghumor, 
he will be found in excellency fruitful; yea, even as Horace saith, 

..:neliuS:,Chrysippo ei Crantore. l . 

. But truly I imagine it falleth·out with these poet-whippers;.as with,some 
good women, who often are sick; but in faith they cannot ·tell wher.e. So the 
name of'poetry is odious to them, but neither his cause nor effects, neither 
the sum that contains him nor the par:ticularities .descending fr:om him, give 
any fast handle to their carping dispraise. '. 
: Sith then poetry is of all human .learning the most ancient. and of most 
fatherly antiquity; as from whence other.learnings have taken their. begin
nings; sith it is so universal that,no learned nation doth despise .it, nor. no 
barbarous nation is without it; sith both Roman and Greek gave divine names 
unto it, the one of prophesying, the .other of making, and :that indeed:, that 
name of making is fit for· him; considering that whereas other 'artsl retain 
themselves within their. subject and receive, as it were, their being from it, 
the poet only bringeth his own stuff, and doth not· learn a conceit out ,of a 
mattet, but maketh matter for a conceit; sith neither his description not his 
end containeth .anyevil, the thing described cannot be evil; sith his effects 
be so good as to. teach goodness and to. delight· the learners; siththerein 
(namely in moral:doctrine, the chief of all knowledges) he doth not only far 
pass the historian; but: for instructing is well nigh comparable to the philos
opher, . and for moving;. leaves him behind him; sith the· Holy, Scripture 
(wherein. there is no uncleanness) hath whole partllin it poetical" and that 
even our Saviour Christ vouchsafed to use the flowers of it; sith all his kinds 
are not· only -in their· united forms, but in their. ,severed dissections, fully 
commendable; I think (and think I think rightly) the laurel crown appointed 
for triumphing captains doth worthUy (of all other learl1ings)honol' the'poet~s 
trilimph;3. , 

But because we ,have ears ,as well as tongues, and that the lightest reasons 
that may be will seem. to weigh greatly if .nothing be. put in the counter~ 
balance, let us hear, and, as well as we can, ponder, what objections may be 
made against this, art, which may be worthy either of yielding or answering. 

First, truly, I note 'not ohlyln these mysomousoi, poet-haters; but ,in all 
that kind of people who seek a prabe by dispraising others, that they do 
prodigally spend a greal' many wandering words in quips and scoffs, carping 
and taunting at each thing which, by stirring.thespleen3 may stay the·brain 
from a thorough beholding . the . worthiness of the subject. Those kind of 
objections,. as they are full of, very idle easiness, sith there is nothing of so 
sacred a majesty but that an itching tongue may rub 'itselfupon it, so deserve 
they no other answer, but instead of laughing at the jest, to laugh at the 
jester. We know a playing wit can praise the discretion of an ass, the com
fortableness of being in debt, and the jolly commodity of being sick of the 
plague. So of'the contrary side, if we wiiI turn Ovid's verse, . .' 

I, A better [teacher] than Chry'slppus and Crantor 
(Latin); Horace, Episdes 1.2.4, referring to Homer. 
Chryslppus (ca. 280-207 R.C.E.), Stole philoso
pher. Crantor (ca. 335-ca. 275 D.C.E.), philoso
pher and commentator on Plato. 
2, Sidney Is perhaps thinking of the crowning of 

Petrarch as poet laureate at Rome in 1341. In 
ancient Ro~e" the laur',,)' crown was' generally 
reserved for Victorious generals [Robinson's note]. 
3."Thought in the Renaissance to ),e·the source of 
melancholy and ill to:mper. . , 
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Ut lateat virtus proximitate mali,4 

that good lie hid in nearness of the evil, Agrippa will be as merry in showing 
the vanity of science as Erasmus' was in commending of folly. Neither shall 
any man or matter escape some touch of these smiling raikrs. But for Eras
mus and Agrippa, they had another foundation than the'~uperficial part 
would promise. Marry, these other pleasant fault-finders, ,who will correct 
the verb before they understand the noun, and confute. others' knowledge 
before they confirm their own, I would have them only·remember that scoff
ing cometh not of wisdom. So as the best title in true English they get with 
their merriments is to be called good fools, for so have our grave forefathers 
ever tenried that humorous kind of jesters. 

But that which giveth greatest scope to their scorning humors is rhyming 
and versing. It is already said (and, as I think, truly said), it is not rhyming 
and versing that maketh poesy. One may be a poet without 'versing, and a 
versifier without poetry. But yet presuppose it were inseparable (as indeed it 
seemeth Scaliger judgeth), truly it were an inseparable commendation. For 
if oratiQ next to ratio, speech next to reason, be the greatest gift bestowed 
upon mortality, that cannot be praiseless which doth most polish that bless
ing of speech, which considers each word not only (as a man may say) by his 
forcible quality, but by his best measured quaritity,? carrying even in them
selves a harmony (without (perchance) number, measure, order, proportion 
be in our time grown odious). But lay aside the just p'raise it hath, by being 
the only fit speech for music (music, I say, the most· divine striker of the 
senses), thus much is undoubtedly true, that if reading be foolish without 
remembering, memory being the only treasurer of knowledge, those words 
which are fittest for memory are likewise most convenient for knowledge. 

Now, that verse far exceedeth prose in the knitting up ofthe:memory, the 
reason is manifest. The words (besides their ,deliaht;· which hath a great 
affinity to memory) being so set as one word .cannot 'be;lost but the whole 
work fails; which accuseth itself, calleth the remembrance back to itself, and 
so most strongly confirmeth it. Besides,· one word -so,: as it were, begetting 
another, as be it in rhyme or measured verse, by the. former a man shall have 
a near guess to the follower. Lastly, even they that; have taught the art of 
memory have showed nothing so apt for it as. a certain room· divided into 
many places, well and thoroughly known. Now that hath the verse in efIe1:t 
perfectly, every word having his natural seat, which' seat ·must needs make 
the words remembered. But what needeth more in a thing so known to all 
men? Who is it that ever was a scholar that doth not carry away some verses 

4. Adapted from the An Anurtoria (Art of Love) 
2.662 of the Roman poet Ovid (43 n.c.E.-17 C.E.); 
Sidney's translation follows. 
5. Uesiderius Era.mu. (1466-1536), Dutch 
humanist scholar, author of T/.e Praise of Folly 
(1509). Agrippa: Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von 
Nettesheim (1486-1535), German doctor and 
occult philosopher; in On the Uncertainty and Van
ity of Art. and Sciences (ca. 1530), he attacked the 
jdea that knowledge is based in human reason. 
6. Julius Caesar Scaliger (1484-1558), ltalian
horn French cJassical scholar; in his Poetics 
(1561), he claimed that the poet's product was 

verses (and not, with Aristotle, the imitation of 
human action). 
7. In c1a •• ical poetry the ba.ic rhythmic unit I. 
quantitative, based on the time required to pro
nounce a syllable. English poetry, on the other 
hand, derive. it. rhythm from the accent (long or 
short, .tre .... d or unstressed) given to a .yllable. 
For a short period during the Renaissance, how
ever, there was a controversial and ultimately 
unsuccessful attempt (centering around Sidney 
and his associates) to compose Engli.h poetry in 
quantitative meters [Robinson's note). 
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of Virgil, Horace, .or Cato, which in his youth he learned, and even to his 
,91d age serve him for hourly lessons? as 
n' 

p Percontatorem fugito; nam garrulus idem est. 8 

Du~ sibi quisque placet, credula turh~ sum~. 9 

But the fitness it hath for memory is notably proved by all delivery of arts: 
wherein for the most part, from grammat to logic, mathematic, physic, and 
the rest, the· rules chiefly necessary to be borne away ate compiled in verses. 
So that verse, being in itself sweet and orderly, and being best for memory, 
the only handle of knowledge, it must be in jest that any man can speak 
against it. 

Now then go we to the most important imputations laid to the poor poets. 
For aught I can yet learn, they are these. First, that there being many other 
more fruitful knowledges, a man might better spend his time in them than 

. in this; Secondly, that it is the mother of lies. Thirdly, that it is the nurse of 
abuse, infecting us with many pestilent desires, 'with a siren's sweetness 
drawing the mind to the serpent's tail of sinful fancy. And herein especially 
comedies give the largest field to ear, I as Chaucer saith; how both in other 
nations and in ours, befor~poets did soften.us, we were full of courage, given 
to martial exercises, the pillars 'of manlike liberty, and not lulled asleep in 
shady idleness with poets' pastimes. And lastly, and chiefly, they cry out with 
an open mouth, as if they had outshot Robin Hood, that Plato banished them 
out of his commonwt!alth.2 Truly; this is much, if there be much truth in it. 

First, to the first, that a man might better spend his time is a reason indeed; 
but it doth (as they say) but peters prhicipium:3 for if it be, as I affitm; that 
no learning is so good as that which teacheth and moveth to virtue, and that 
none can both teach and move thereto so much as poetry, then is the con
clusion manifest that ink and paper cannot be to a more profitable purpose 
employed. An~ certainly; though a man should grant their first assumption, 
it should follow (methinks) very unwillingly, that good is not good because 
better is better. But I still and utterly deny that there is sprung out of earth 
a more fruitful knowledge. 

To the second therefore, that they should be the principal liars, I answer 
paradoxically, but truly, I think truly, that of all writers under the sun the 
poet is the least liar, and, though he would, as a poet can ilcarcely be a Har. 
The astronomer, with his cousin the geometrician, can hardly escape, when 
they take upon them to measure the height of the stars. How often, think 
you, do the physicians lie when they aver things good for sickness, which 
afterwards send Charon4 a great number of souls drowned in a potion before 
they come to his ferry? And no less of the rest, which take upo~ them to 
affirm. Now for the poet, he nothing affirms, and therefore never lieth. For, 
as I take it, to lie is to affirm that to be true which is false; so as the other 
artists,' and especially the historian, affirming many. things, can, in' the 

8. Flee the Inquirer, for he Is talkative (Latin); 
Horace, EpisdesI.18.69. . 
9. While each pleases himsel{, we are a credulous 
crowd (Latin); OVId, RemetIl,; Amoris (Remedy of 
Love), 686. -
I. To plow; Chaucer uses the phrase "a large feeld 
to ere" in The Knight's Tale, line 28. 
2. See Repuhllc 3.398a-b, IO.595a-608b 

(above).. . . 
3. Beg the question (Latin); that Is, sosume the 
truth of what IS to be proved. , . 
4. In classical mythology, the ferryman who takes 
the souls of the dead over the river Styx. 
5. Practltloners of all the liberal -arts, which 
Include history and philosOphy as well as poetry, 
painting, and sculpture. 
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cloudy knowledge of mankind, hardly escape from many lies. But the poet 
(as I said before) never affirmeth. The poet never maketh any circles about 
your imagination to conjure you to believe for tJ.;ue what he writes. He citeth 
not authorities of other histories, but even for his entry calleth the sweet 
Muses to inspire into him a good invention; in troth, not laboring to tell you 
what is or is not, but what should or should not be. And therefore, though 
he recount things not true, yet because he telleth them not for true, he lieth 
not, without we will say that Nathan lied in his speech before alleged to 
David; which, as a wicked man durst scarce say, so think I none so simple 
would say that Aesop lied in the tales of his beasts; for who thinks that Aesop 
writ it for actually true were well worthy to have his name chronicled among 
the beasts he writeth of. What child is there that, coming to a play, and 
seeing Thebes written in great letters upon an old door, doth believe that it 
is Thebes'? If then a man can arrive at that child's age to know that the poet's 
persons and doings are but pictures what should be, and not stories what 
have been, . they will never give the lie to things not affirmatively but allegor
ically and fig~ratively written. And therefore, as in history looking for truth, 
they go away full fraught with falsehood, so in poesy looking for fiction, they 
shall use the narration but as an imaginative ground·plot of a profitable 
invention.6 

But hereto is replied that the poets give names to men they write of, which 
argueth a:conceit of an actual truth, and so, not being true; proves a false
hood .. And doth the lawyer lie then, when under the names of John a Stile 
and Johna i Noakes7 he puts his case? But that is easily answered. Their 
naming of men is but to make their picture the more lively, and not to build 
any histoty:painting men, they cannot leave men nameless. We see we can
not play at chess but that we must give· names to our chessmen; and yet, 
methinks; he were a very partial champion of truth that would say we lied 
for giving a piece of wood the reverertd title of a Bishop. The poet nameth 
Cyrus or Aeneas no other way than to show what· men of their fames, for
tunes, and estates should do. 

Their third is, how much it abuseth men's wit, training it to wanton sin
fulness and lustful love: for indeed that is the principal, ifnot the only, abuse 
I can hear alleged. They say the comedies rather teach than reprehend amo
rous conceits. They say the lyric is larded with passionate sonnets, the *giac 
\veeps the want of his mistress, and that even to the heroical Cupid hath 
ambitiously climbed.' Alas, Love, I would thou couldst as well defend thyself 
as thou canst offend others. I would those on whom thou dost attend could 
either put thee away, or yield good reason why they keep thee. But grant love 
of beauty to be a beastly fault (although it be very hard, sith only man, and 
no beast, hath that gift to discern beauty); grant that lovely name of love to 
deserve all hateful reproaches (although even some of my masters the phi
losophers spent a good deal of their lamp-oil in setting forth the excellency 
of it); grant, I say, whatsoever they will have granted, that not only love, but 
lust, but vanity, but (if they list) scurrility, posses seth many leave$ of the 
poet's books; yet think I, when this is granted, they will find their sentence 

6. The "ground·plot" is a bare skeleton or fram., 
upon which the reader is to work out ("inVE!nt") the 
full meaning of th., po.,t', original "Idea or fore
conceit" [Robin!lon's note]. 

7. Thilt is, hypoth.,tical names (like "John Doe"). 
8 .. CUpid's invasion of the world of heroic action 
Is one of th., central theme. in Sidney'. Arcadia 
[Robinson'. note). Cupid,. Roman god of love. 
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may with good manners put the last words foremost, and not say that poetry 
abuseth man's wit, but :that man's wit abuseth poetry. .:_ 

For I will not deny but that .man's wit may make poesy {which should be 
eikastike, which some learned have defined, figuring forth good things}. to be 
phantastike,9 which doth contrariwise infect the fancy with unworthy ,objects; 
as the painter, that. should give· to the eye either some excellent perspective, 
or some fine picture fit for building or fortification, or containing in it some 
notable example; as Abraham sacrificing his son Isaac, Judith killing Holo
femes, David. fighting with Goliath; I may .leave those, .and please an iIl~ 
pleased eye with wanton 'shows of better hidden matters. But what, shall the 
abuse of a thing make the right use odious? Nay truly, though I yield that 
poesy·may not only be abused, but that being abused, by the reason of·his 
sweet charming force it can .do mor~ hurt than any other army of words, yet 
shall .it be so far from concluding that the abuse should give reproach to the 
abused, that contrariwise it is a good reason that whatsoever being abused 
doth most harm, being rightly used (and upon the right use each thing con
ceiveth his.title) doth most good. 

Do we not see the skill of physic (the. best rampire2 to our often-assaulted 
bodies), being abused, teach poison the most violent. destroyer? Doth nOt 
knowledge of law, whose end is to even and right all things, being abused, 
grow the crooked fosterer of horrible injuries? Doth not (to go to,the highest) 
God's word abused breed.heresy, and His name abused become-blasphemy.? 
Truly a needle cannot do much hurt, and as truly (with leave .. of ladies: be·it 
spoken) it cannot do much good. With a sword·thou'mayest:kill,thyf~ther, 
and with a sword thou mayest defend thy prince and country. So that, as in 
their calling poets the fathers of lies they say nothing, so in this their argu-
ment of abuse they prove the commendation. . 

They allege herewith that before poets began to be in price3 , out nation 
hath set their hearts'· delight· upon aCtion, and not upon' imagination; rather 
doing things worthy to be written 'than writing things fit to be done. What 
that before time was, I think scarcely Sphinx4 can tell,. sith no memory is so 
ancient that hath the precedence .of:poetry. And certain it is that, in our 
plainest homeliness, yet never was the Albion5 nation without poetry. Marry~ 
this argument, though it be levelled against poetry, yet is it indeed a chain~ 
shot6 against all learning; or bookishness, as they commonly term it. Of such 
mind were certain Goths,? of whom 'it is written that, having in the spoil of 
a famous city taken a fair library, one. hangman (belike fit to. execute the 
fruits of theirwits).who had murdered a great number·ofbodies; would have 
set fire on it .. No, said another very gravely, take heed what you.do, for while 
they are busy about these toys; we shall with more . leisure conquer. their 
countries. This indeed is the ordinary doctrine of ignorance, and many words 

9 .. The art of producing appearances. Eilrasu/te; 
the art of copying or portraying (both Greek). The 
terms are contrasted by Plato, Sophist 236d. 
I. All biblical references: Abraham prepares to 
sacrifice Isaac in Genesis 22; Judith kills Holofer· 
nes, a general of Nebuchadnezzer who is besieging 
her city, after tricking him Into a drunken stupor,in 
Judith 12 (a book of the Apocrypha); David fights 
and slays the Philistine giant Goliath In 1 Samuel 
17. .' . 
2. Rampart, forti6.cation. '!Physic": medicine. 

3. Highly esteemed. . . . " .... ' ,: 
4. In Greek mythology, the riddling monster (with 
a woman's face, .lion'. !>ody, and blrd's wl~gs) 
bested by Oedipus. . .. 
5. Ancient name for Britain. .' : '. ! 
6. A kind of shot (mostly used In naval warfare, to 
destroy masts and rigging) formed by two balls con
nected by a chain.. ...;.. . '. ., 
7. A Germanic people who sacked Athens In.267 
C.E. :,:', 



AN ApOLOGY FOR POETRY / 351 

sometimes I have heard spent in it; but because this reason is generally 
against all learning as well as poetry, or rather all learning but poetry; because 
it were too large a digression to handle, or at least too superfluous (sith it is 
manifest that all government of action is to be gotten by knowledge, and 
knowledge best by gathering many knowledges, whieh is reading), I only, 
with Horace, to him that is of that opinion, 

Jubeo stultum esse libenter;8 

for as for poetry itself, it is the freest from this objection. 
For poetry is the companion of camps. I dare undertake Orlando Furioso 

or honest King Arthur,9 will never displease a soldier: but the quiddity of ens 
and prima materia :will hardly agree witft a corselet.· And therefore, as I said 
in the beginning, even Turks and Tartars are delighted with poets. Homer, 
a Greek, flourished before Greece flourished. And if to a slight conjecture a 
conjecture may be opposed, truly it may seem that, as by him their learned 
men took almost their first light of knowledge, so their active men received 
their first motions of courage. Only Alexander's example may serve, who by 
Plutarch is accounted of such virtue that fortune was not his guide, but his 
foot-stool; whose acts speak for him, ~hough Plutarch did not, indeed the 
phoenix of warlike princes. This Alexan.Per left his schoolmaster, living Aris
totle, behind him, but took dead Homer' with him. He put the philosopher 
Callisthenes2 to death for his seeming philosophical, indeed mutinous, stub
bornness; but the chief thing he ever was heard to wish for was that Homer 
had been alive. He well found he received more bravery of mind by the 
pattern of Achilles than by hearing the definition of fortitude. And therefore, 
if Cato misliked Fulvius3 for carrying Ennius with him to the field, it may be 
a:nswered that if Cato misliked it, the noble Fulvius liked it, or else he had 
not done it: for it was not the excellent Cilto Uticensis4 (whose authority I 
would much more have reverenced), but it was the former; in truth a bitter 
punisher of faults, but else a man that had never well sacrificed to the 
Graces.5 He misliked and cried out upon all Greek learning, and yet, being 
eighty years old, began to learn it, belike fearing that Plut06 understood not 
Latin. Indeed, the Roman laws allowed n~ person to be carried to the wars 
but he that was in the soldier's roll, and therefore, though Cato misliked his 
unmustered person, he misliked not his worl<.. And if he had, Scipio Nasic~ . 
judged by common consent the best Roman, loved him. Both the other Scipio 
brothers,8 who had by their virtues no less surnames than of Asia and Afrie, 
so loved him that they caused his body to be buried in their sepulcher, So 

8. I gladly order that he be " fool (Latin); mi.
quoted from Horace, Sal/res 1.1.63. 
9. Legendary British king, famous for creating the 
Round Table. 
I. A piece of armor that covers the torso. ''The 
quiddity of ens and prima male,;a": the whatne •• 
of heing and primol matter; Sidney is mocking the 
elaborate language of schola.tie philosophy. 
2. Aristotle', nephew, a historian who accompa
nied and wrote ahout Alexander. After a quarrel 
with Alexo'nder, he was accused of conspiracy and 
executed (327 D.C.E.). 
3. Marcus Fulvius Nohilior, patron of Ennlus, 
wh" took the poet on his Aetolion campaign of 189 
n.c.E. Cato: Cato the Elder (234-149 II.C.E.), a 
fnmnu!Oly stern moralist. 

4. Cato the Elder's great-grandson, an opponent 
oECaesar. 
5. Three goddesses of beauty and charm, dear 
friends of the Muses. 
6. Roman god of the underworld and the dead. 
7. Roman consul in 191 D.C.E., of whom little is 
known; Livy's Hislo';e., (29.14) records thRt "the 
Senate Judged him to be the best of good men in 
the whole community." . 
8. TW.o cousins of SCipio Nasiea: Lucius Cornelius 
Scipl6 earned the name Asiat; ... by defeating Anti
och~s at Magnesia In 189 D.C.E. Pul>lius Cornelius 
Scipio (ca. 236-184/3 D.C.E.) earned the name 
AfricA ..... in 20 I by d~featlng Hannibal and the 
Carthl\g1nians in Africa. 
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as Cato, chis authority being but against his person; and that 'answered with 
so far greater than himself, is herein of no validity. . 

But now indeed my burden is great; now Plato his name is laid upon me; 
whom I must confess, of all philosophers I have ever esteemed most worthy 
of reverence, and with great reason, sith.of all philosophers he is the most 
poetical. Yet if he will defile the fountain'otit of which his flowing streams 
have proceeded, let us boldly examine with what reasons he did it. First, truly 
a man might maliciously object that Plato, being a philosopher, was a natural 
enemy of poets: for indeed; after the philosopher had picked out of the sweet 
mysteries of poetry the right discerning true points of knowledge, they forth
with putting it in method, and making a school-art of that which the poets 
did only teach by a divine delightfulness, beginning to spurn at their guides 
like ungrateful prentices; were not c.ontent to set up· shops for themselves 
but SOlight by all means to discredit their master!!; which, by the force of 
delight being barred them, the less they CQuid overthrow them, the more 
they hated them. For inHeed, they found for Homer seven cities; and strave 
who should have him for theircitizeIi; where many cities banished philoso
phers as not fit members to live among them. For only repeating certain of 
Euripides' verses, many Athenians had their lives saved of theSyracusans; 
when the Athenians' themselves thought many philosophers uIiworthy to 
live.9 Certain poets, as Simonides and Pinder; had so prevailed with Hierd 
the First, I that of a tyrant they made him a just king, where Plato could do 
so little with Dionystils,2 that he himself of a philosopher was made a slav~J 
But who should do thus, I confess, should requite the objections 'made 
against poets with like cavillation3 against philosophers; as: likewise (Jne 
should do that IIhould bid one read Phaedf"US or Symposium iIi :Plato, or thtl 
discourse of love in Plutarch, imd see whether arty poet do Buthorize aborn· 
inablefilthiness,4 as they do. Again,.s man rnight :ask out of what common' 
wealth Plato did banish them.Iri sooth, thence where he himself alloweth 
community of women. So as belike this banishment grew not for effeminate 
wantonness, sith little should poetical sonnets be hurtful.when s·rnan might 
have what woman he listed. But I honor philosophical instructions; and bIen 
the wits which' bred, thern, so· as they be not· abused, which is likewise 
stretched to poetry. " 

Saint Piuil5 himself' (who yet" for the credit of poets allegeth twice two 
poets, and ofi~'of them' by the name of prophet) setteth a'watchword upon 
philosophy, indeed upon the abuse; so doth Plato, upon the abuse, not uporl 
poetry.' Plato found fault that the poets of his time filled the world with wrong 
opinions of the gods, making light tales of that unspotted essence, and 
therefore would not have' the youth depraved with such opinions.6 Herein 
may much be said; let this suJfice: the poets did not induce such opinio'rls'; 

9. In 413 D,C.E. the Athenians, led by Nidal, were 
defeated by the Syracusans. Plutarch reports (Lifo 
of Nlc .... 29) that many of the Athenians were 
saved from bondage by their knowledge of Eurip
ides, whose poetry was In great esteem among their 
captors; he also relates (23) the barsh fate of phi-
losol>hero in Athens [Robinson's not"]. . 
1. Tyrant of SYrllcuse (478'-467/6'B.C.E.), whose 
court was visited by Plndar in 476. ·Simon"I". (ca. 
556-468 D.C.E.), Greek lyric and eli'giac poet who, 
visited the court of Hieron about 476. 
2. Syracusan ruler (b. ca. 397 D.C.E.) who became 

tyrant of Syracuse In 367. Invited to Sicily by an 
Influential S:ra~u.an: Plato trl"d with little su~· 
cess to mol Dnn;r.lUs Into a phllosopher'k1nl!' 
Mter Dlonyslus trlc "d Plato Into returning In 361l 
he temporarily Imprisoned the philosopher. . 
3. l'rlvolous' objections. . 
4. That Is, homosexuality. 
5. Early Christian apostle (d. ca. ·62 C.E.); see Al:tI 
17.28: "For In him [the Lord] we live, lind move; 
and have our. being; III certain also of yOur own 
poeh have said." . 'r, .":1 

6. See Republic 2.377a-380c (above).' ,,,' 
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but did imitate those opinions already induced. For all the Greek stories can 
well testify that the.very religion of thai: time stood upon many and many
fashioned gods; not taught so by the poets, but fbllowed according to their 
nature of imitation. Who list may read in Plutarch the· discourses of Isis and 
Osiris,7 of the cauSe why oracles ceased, of the divine providence, and see 
whether the theology of that nation stood not: upon such dreams, which the 
poets indeed superstitiously observed; and truly (sith-they had not the light 
of Christ) did' much better in it than the philosophers, who, shaking off 
superstition, brought in atheism. Plato therefore (whoseauthoiity I had 
much rather justly construe than unjustly resist) ineant not in general of 
poets, ,in those words of which Julius Scaliger saith, QUa authoritate barbari 
quidamatque hlspidl abuti velintad poetas e t'epublica exigendos;8 but only 
meant to drive out those wrong opinions of the Deity (whereof now, Without 
further law, Christianity hath taken away all the hurtful belief), perchance 
(as he thought) nourished by the then esteemed poets. And a man need go 
no further than to Plato himself tb know his' meaning: 'who, in his dialogue 
called Ion, giveth high and rightly diVine' commendation to potitry.9 So' as 
Plato, bS!lishing the' abuse, noi: the thing,' not banishing it, but giving due 
honor unto it;' shitll '~e our patron and notoul-adversary. For indeed, I had 
much rllthert~ii:h truly I may do it)sho'w their' mistaking of Plato (under 
whose lion's skin they would make an ass-like'b~8yihg against poesy) than go 
about to overthrow his authority; whom, the'Wiser a tnan i~,themore just 
cail.se he shall find to have in admiration; especially sith he'attlibuteth unt6 
pdesy rttorethan myself'do, nam.ely,to· be a very irispiririg of a diY.ne fdtce~ 
far abo~e' man'sWli:, 'i!1i 'hi the afore-nsmeddialogue is apparent. .... . 

OHh,r pihef Ji'd~;: Who would show the honors have been by the best sort 
bfjudg.n~hts granfed them, a whole sea of .::xaihples'w(mld 'present them" 
~elves! Alexanden, Caesars, Sdpios, 'all favotc;ts'9fpo~ts; UaeliU5,i called the 
Rb'n1an 'Soerate$;'himself a poet, so as part of i:let:lt-'tOnti~~sz in Ter
ehc~ we's stipp~"ed to be made by him. And even the Gre~kSocratt;s, whom 
ApotIo confirined to 'be the only wise ,,;:uin,'is'gald to have spent part 'of his 
old time in putdngAesop's fables into verses. ~nd therefore full eVilShoUld 
itbecdme his iiHiolar 1»latoto pl,l'isuch wordS'in his:mtlster's mouth against 
poets. But what need m'ore? Aristotlewn.tes 'the Art of Poesy; and why, 'if it 
should not be written? Plutarch teacheth the use to ~e gathered of thei'ii; 
and how if tHey' should not be read? And who teads' Plutat(!his either'histbry 
or philosophy; shall find he trimmeth both their'garments with guarClsof 
poesy, B,ut I list nO,t to defend poesy with the h~lp of her underling h.istori
ography. Let it suffice that it is a fit soil for praise to dwell upon; and what 
dispraise ·.rtlay set'ljp'Qn it, is either easily, ov~rcome, or transformed into just 
commendation, 

So that, sitll.the ~Jft:ellencies of it may be so easily and so justly confir~ed" 
and the low-creeping objections so soon trodden down, it not being an art 

7, The topics that .Sldney mentions derive from 
chapters In Plutarch's Moral/a.,. The Egyptian del· 
ties Osiris and his wife isis. for example, appear In 
De 1slde el Oslr/tk (On Isis Ana Osiris) (Robinson's 
note), .. .' 
8, Whose authority some barbarous and Insensi
tive men wish to misuse in order to expel. £oet. 
from the .tate (Lat'n)f Sc;aliger. Poetics 1.20 [Rob
inson's note). 

9. In Ion (see esp. 533d-535a), Socra.tes argues 
thai I>oels. rely not on arl but on divine Inspiration 
(see. ilbove) .. ·".· . 
I, Galus Laellus (b, ca, j 86 D,C,E,), promoter of 
the study at literature and. philosophy, nicknamed 
"Wise," Cicero compares him to Socrates in De 
OfficiiS 1:90, 
2, The Self-Tormentor (163 B,C,E,), 
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of lies, but of true doctrine; not of effeminateness, but of notable stirring of 
courage; not of abusing man's wit, but of strengthening man's wit; not ban
ished, but honored by Plato; let us rather plant more laurels for to engarland 
our poets' heads (which honor of being laureat~, as besides them -only tri
umphant captains wear, is a sufficient authority tp show the price they ought 
to be had in), than suffer the ill-favoring breath of such wrong-speakers once 
to blow upon the clear springs of poesy, 

But sith I have run so long a career in this matter, methinks.before I give 
my pen a fl!-lI stop it shall be buta little more lost time to inquire why England 
(the mother of excellent minds) should be grown so hard a step-mother to 
poets, who certainly in wit ought to pass all other, sith all only proceedeth 
from their wit, being indeed makers of themselves, not takers of others, How 
can I but exclaim . 

Musa, mihi causas memera,' quo num.ine laeso?] 

Sweet poesy, that hath anciently had kings, emperors, senators, great cap
tains, such as, besides a thousand others, David, Adrian, Sophocles, 
Germanicus,4 not oniy to favor poets, but to be poets, And of oHr nearer 
times can present for her patrons a Robert, king of Sici~y, the gr~a~.King 
Francis of France, King James of Scotland;' such cardinals as Bembus and 
Bibbiena;6 s~ch famous preachers and teachers as Beza and Melap,chthop,;7 
so learned RJtilosophers' as Fracastorius" and Scaliger; so great orators as 
Pontanus and Muretus; so piercing wits, as George Buchanan;9 so grave 
counselors as, besides many, but before all, that Hospital of France,· than 
whom (I think) that realm never brought fOf,th a ITlore accomplished judg
ment, more firmly buUded upon virtue-I say these, with J)umbers 9f others, 
not only to read others' poesies, but to poetise fpr others', reading~that 
poesy, thus embraced in all other places, should only find in ,our th;ne ~ h~rcl 
welcome in England, I think the very earth lamenteth it, and ther~fore dec:k
eth our soil with fewer laurels than it was accustomed, For heretofore poets 
have in England also f1ourishe4, and, which is to be noted, eve'n, in those 
times when the trumpet of Mars2 did sound loudest. And now that an over
faint quietn~ss should seem to strew the house fpr poets, they are almostin 
as good reputaiion as the mountebanks3 at Venice. Truly even that, as ofthe 
one side it giveth great praise to poesy, which like Venus4 (~ut to ~etter 
purpose) had rather be troubled in the net with Mars than enjoy the homely 
quiet of Vulcan;' so serves it for a piece of a reasoJ:l why they are less grateful 

3, 0 Muse, remind me of the causes, of the 
offense to Uuno'sl divine power (Latin); Virgil, 
Aeneid 1.8. '. 
4. The nephew and adopted son (15 B.C.E:-19 
C.E.) of the emperor Tiberius. Adrian: Hadrian 
(76- J 38 C.E.), emperor of Rome (1 J 7-38), a noted 
patron of the arts. 
5. Either King James I of England (whow.sJames 
VI of Scotland, 1566-1625) or James I of Scotland 
(1394-1437). Robert: Robert of Anjou (1278-
1343), who ruled Naples for 34 years (1309-43) 
and was a patron of Petrarch. King Francis { 1494-
1547),French king known as a patron of the arts. 
6. Bernardo Dovizi (1470-1520), who wrote the 
first comedy In italian, Caland"" (with • plot 
derived from Plautus). Bembus: Pietro Bembo 
(1470-1547), Italian Renaissance grammarian 
and an editor and author of poetry. 
7. Philip Melanchthon (1497-1560), German 
humanist, theologian, and Protestant reformer. 

Theodore Beza (1519-1605), French author, 
translator, and theologian who succeeded John 
Calvin as leader of the Protestant Reformation. 
8. Girolamo Fracastoro (ca. 1484-1553), Italian 
physician, poet, astronomer, and geologist. 
9. Scottish humanist and author (I 506-,1582), 
tutor to Mary, Queen of Scots, and james VI of 
Scotland. Muretus: Marc-Antoine de .Muret 
(1526-1585), French humanist, classical scholar, 
and poet. ' 
I. !VIlchel de L'Hospltal (ca. 1504-1573),lawyer, 
humanist, poet, and advocate of religious toler
ance. 
2. Roman god of war. 
3. Showmen peddling quack medicine from a 
platform. 
4. Roman goddess of love. 
5. Roman god of fire and metalworking; Vulcan 
captured his wife Venus In adultery with Mars in 
a fine chain-link net and hauled them In It before 
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to idle England, which now can scarce endure the pain of a pen. Upon this 
necessarily followeth that base men with servile wits undertake it, who think 
it enough if they can be rewarded of the printer. And so as Epaminondas6 is 
said, with the honor of his virtue to have made an office, by his exercising it 
which before was contemptible, to become highly respected; so these, no 
more but setting their names to it, by their own disgracefqlness disgrace the 
most graceful poesy. For now, as if all the Muses were got with child to bring 
forth bastard poets, without any commission they do post over the banks of 
Helicon,7 till they make the readers more weary than post-horses; while in 
the meantime they, 

Queis meliore luto finxit praecordia Titan, 8 

are better content to suppress the out-flowing of their wit than, by publishing 
them, to be accounted knights of the same order. 

But I, that before ever I durst aspire unto the dignity, am admitted into 
the company of the paper-blurrers, do find the very true cause of our wanting 
estimation is want of desert, talq.ng upon us to be poets in despite of PalIas.9 

Now wherein we want desert were a thank-worthy labor to express; but if I 
knew, I should have mended myself. But I, as I never desired the title, so 
have I neglected the means to come by it. Only, over-mastered by some 
thoughts, I yielded an inky tribute unto them. Marry, they th!lt delight in 
poesy itself should seek to know what they do, and how they do. and espe
cially look themselves in an unflattering glass of reason, if they be inclinable 
unto it. for poesy must not be drawn by the ears; it mUlt be gently led, or 
rather it must lead; which was partly the cause that'made the ancient-learned 
affirm it was a divine gift, and no human skill; sith all other knowIedges lie 
ready for any that hath strength of wit; a poet no industry can make, if his 
own genius be not carried unto it; and therefore is it an 014 proverb, orator 
fit, poeta nascitur.' Yet confess I always that as the fertilest ·ground must be 
manured, so must the highest flying wit have a Daedalus:l to guide him. That 
Daedalus, they say, both in this and in other, hath three wings to bear itself 
up into the air of due commendation: that is, Art, Imitation, and Exercise. 
But these, neither artificial rules nor imitative patterns, we much cumber 
ourselves withal. Exercise indeed we do, but that very fore-backwardly: for 
where we should exercise to know, we exercise as having known; and so.Js 
our brain delivered of much matter which never was begotten by knowledge. 
For there being two principal parts, matter to be expressed by words, and 
words to express the matter; in neither we use Art or Imitation rightly. Our 
matter is quodlibet indeed, though wrongly performing Ovid's verse, 

Quicquid conabor dicere, versus erit: 3 

never marshalling it into an assured rank, that at most the readers cannot tell 
where to find themselves. 

th<' other gods. The story is told in Homer, Odyssey 
1!.266-366, and Ovid, Metamo"""f~.is 4.169-89. 
6. Thcban statesman and general (ca. 410-362 
lI.e.E.), famous for defeating the Spartans at Leuc
trail1371. 
7. Boeotian mountain, home of the Muses. The 
"hunk" properly belongs to the spring Hippocrene, 
CI suurce of poetic inspiration. 
R. Whose heart Titan fashioned with finer earth 
(Lillin); udopted from Salire 14 .. H, by the Roman 
poet Juvenal (ca. 55-ca. 140 C.E.). 

9. Without wisdom. Pallas Athena was thought to 
be the personification of wisdom [Robinson's 
note]. 
I. An ora·tor is made, a poet is horn (Latin). 
2. In Greek mythology, a consummately skilled 
Athenian artisan; he escaped King Minos of Crete 
by fashioning wings of feathers and wax and flying 
to Greece. 
3. Whatever I will try to say, it will be verse 
(Latin); Ovid, Tnsli" 4.10.26. Quodlibet: what you 
will (Latin). 
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, . ,Chaucer undoubtedly did excellently in his Troilus andCriseyde, of whom 
truly; I know not 'whether to marvel·more,. either that htl in that misty time 
could see so. clearly, 'or that we in this' clear, age. walk· so stumblingly after 
him.· Yet had he great wants, '.fit: to be forgiven in ,so reverent antiquity. I 
account the Mirror oj.Magistrates4. meetly furnished of beautiful parts, and 
in'the Earl'of Surrey's' Iyrit!s many things tasting of a n'oble birth, and worthy 
of a noble' mind. The Shepherd's Calettda.-6 hath much poetry in his eclogues, 
indeed worthy the reading if I be not deceived. That same framing of his 
style to an old ,rustic language I dare not allow, sith.neither Theocritus7 in 
Greek, Virgil in Latin, nor Sannazzaro in Italian, did affect it; Besides thesej 
do I not remember to have seen but few (tospt;a~ I>pl~ly) printed that have 
poetical sinews in them: for proof whe'reof, let but most of the verses but put 
in prose, and. then ask the ineaning, and it will be found that one verse did 
but beget another, without ordering at the first wh~t 'should be at the last; 
which becomes a confused mass of words with a tinkling sound of ' rhyme, 
barely accompanied'with teason.' ' 

Our tragedies and comedies (not Without cause cried out against), observ
ing rules neither of honest civility not of skillful poetry, excepting GorboducB 

(again I say, of those th~~ I have seen), whichnbtwithlitandlng, as it is full 
of 'stately speeches and . well sounding phrases, climbing 'to' th~ height of 
Seneca his style,9 and as full of notable morality, ~hich -it doth most delight
fully teach, and so obtain the very end of poesy; yet in troth itis verY defective 
in the 'Circumstances, which grieveth me, because it might not remairi as ari 
exact inodelof iillttagedies;· For it is faulty both in place andtiine; the two 
nece9sary compartiOri50fall corporal actions. For where the . stage should 
always represent but one 'place, alid the uttermost time' presupposed in it 
shoiJld' be,· both by Aristotle's precept and common ·reason, but one day, there 
is both many days and inany plat!eSinartfficaily1itttagined. 

But if'it'be.so·inGDrbDduc; how much more' in all the rest? where you. 
shall have Asia' of the one side, and Afric of the other, . and so many other 
under-kingdoms; that the ~layer,whett he cometh in, must ever begin With 
teIllJig whete he is, 01' :else ·the tale Will not be conceived. Now ye shall have 
three·ladieswalk to gathetflowei'i,iind. then we intUit believe th~ stage tCJ'be 
a garden. By and by we hear news of ship-wrecik in the serite place, and then 
Weare to blame if we accept it not for a·l'Ock;: Upon' the backol that cOines 
out a hideolismonster with fire and smoke, and then the n'i.iserable beholden 
are bound to take it for Ii cave. While. in' the meanthnetwo~rinies fly in, 
represented with four swords and bucklers, and then what hard heart will 
not receive it for a pitched field? .'. ,. 

Now of time they are much more .liberal, for .ordinary it is that two young 
princes1 fall in love. After many tra~erses, she is got with child, delivered of 
a fair boy, he' is lost;groweth a man;' falls ih love, arid is ready to' Qd another 
child, and all this in two hours' space: which, how absurd it'is in sense, even 

4. A Mirror for Magistrates (1559). a collection of 
Elizabethan poems o.nt!>!, fall !Of grea,t men In 
English historY (ea.;~ told Ih~'he 1st person) .. 
5. HenrY Howard. ,!'ar! of. Stit:i"ey(1517-1 ~47}, 
Eidlsh oet. ......'.. . . . . 
6. 'Wor~ot 15'79 by Edniund Spenser, author of 
The Faerls Queen, :who dedicated It to Sldri~; 
7. Gre.ek poet (cli. 300-ca. 260B.C .. E.). 'whem, 

ldrlb are the earlie.i''rriodels 'for pastilral poetry .. 
8:, An Engllsh,p1ay (firS~ j>erfoimoid I ?6~) Writtel-i 
by Thomas SackVll\e ani! 'Thoma. Norton. . 
9. 'The tf"gedles as well as the prose style of Sen-
eca had great I"fluence In the J\enaissailce. . 
1. 'Wlthout aitlfice.· For )\rlstotle's limit on the 
time of a tragedy, see Poet/cs 5, 1449b. . 
2. Sovereigns (of either sex). 
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sense·may imagine,. and art hath taught. and all ancient examples justified, 
and at this day, the ordinary players in Italy will not err'in; Yet will some 
bring in ail example of Eunuchus in Terencertlmt containe~h·rrtatter of two 
days; yet far short of twenty years. True it is, and Sd was it to 'be played in 
two days; and so fitted to the-time it set forthl;And though Plautus3 hath in 
one place done .amiss; ·let us hit with him, and not miss with him. But they 
will say, how then shall we set forth a story which' .containeth:both many 
places and many times? And do'they'not know that a tragedy is tied to the 
laws of poesy; and not of history, riot bound to follow the story, but having 
liberty, either to feign·a quite neW matter, or to frame the history to the most 
tragical conveniency? Again, many things may.· be. told which cannot be 
showed, if they know' the difference betwixt reporting and representing. As 
for example, I maY'speak (though I am'here) of Peru, and in speech -digress 
from that to the ·description of Caliout; but in action I cannot represent it 
Without Pacolet's horse.4 And so was the· manner the ancients took; by some 
nuncius' to recount things done in former time or other place. 

Lastly, if they will represent an history, they must not (as Horacesaith) 
beginab· avo,6 but they must come to the principal point of that one action 
which' they .Will represent.' By example this will 'be best expressed. I have a 
story of young. Polydorus,7 delivered fdr safety's sake,with great riches; by 
his father Priam, to· Polymnestor, king of Thrace, in the Trojan war time: 
He; after some years, hearing the overthrow of.Priam, for to make the trea~ 
sure his own, murdereth the child. The body of the child is taken' up by 
Hecuba .. Sl;u!;the same day, findeth a sleight to be revenged· most cruelly of 
the'tyrailt,.Where now would one of oUr tragedy writers b~gin, but with the 
delivery of the child? Then should he ~ail over into Thrace, and, stHlpEmd I 
know not'how many·yeats, and tnlvel numbers 'of places, But ,where doth 
EUripides? Even with the finding of the bodh leaving the rest to be told by 
the spirit of Polydorus. This need no further to be enlarged; the dullest wit 
may conceive it: . 

,But besides these gross' absurdities, how all their plays be neither. right 
tragedies, nor right comedies, mingling kings .and ,clowns, not because: the 
matter so carrieth it, but thrust in clown~1,>y head.,;,nd shoulders, to playa 
part in majestical matters, with neither 4e~~ricynor.discr~tion, so as neither 
the admiration and commiseration.', noi-the right sportfulness, is b~eir 
J110ngrel tragi~comedy obtained. I knowApuleitis8 did somewhat sOf·blltthat 
isa thing recounted with space oftiriu~, not represented itt onemornent: and 
I know the anCients have one or two examples of tragi-t!drttedies,. as Plautus 
hath Amphitrio. But if we mark them well, we shall !firtd that they never, or 
very daintily,rrtatch horn~pipes ahd:funetals. Sb falleth'it out,that having 
indeed no right comedy, in thatcorrtical part of our~tragedy·we have<nothing 
but st!urrllity, unworthy of any chaste eats, ot $ome extreme shuw of doltish
ness, indeed fino lift up a loud laughter,'flnd nothing else: where'th'e wh(jle 
tract of a comedy should be full of delight, as· the ttagedy should be f still 
maintained in a well raised admiration, 

3. Roman comic playwright (d. ca. 184 B.C.E.). ' 
4.FlytnR horSe awned by a dwarf In the French 
romance Valentl ...... M Orson (1489). CaHcut: port 
in southwest India. 
5. Messenger (Latin). 

i • 

6.' From the. beginning: .literally, "from the'''I!I!'' 
(Latln) .. See Horacej'Ars.Poetlca 147 .. ' " : 
7.' Tdld In.Euripldes' H""tiba '(ca. 424·lloc.E.). 
8. Author (b. Ca. 123 C.E.) of·TIs .. Golden Ass, a 
Latin satirical romance, " , 
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But our comedians think there ~s no delight without laughter; which is 
very wrong, for though laughter may come with delight, yet cometh it not of 
delight, as though delight should 'be the cause of laughter; but well may one 
thing breed both together: nay, rather'in themselves they have, as it were, a 
kind of contrarietYi for delight we scarcely do;'but in things that have a 
conveniency to ourselves, or to ~"'e.general nature; laughter almost ever com
eth of things most disproportioped'to ourselves and nature. Delight hath a 
joy in it, either permanent or pr~~cmt; Laughter hath only a scornf~1 tickling. 
For example, we are ravished With delight 'to see a fair woman, and yei are 
far from· being moved to laughter .. We laugh at deformed creatures, wherein 
certainly we cannot delight. We p.elight in good chances, we laugh at mis
chances; we delight to hear the happiness of our friends or country; at which 
he were worthy to be laughed at that would l~ugll; we shall contrarily laugh 
sometimes to find a matter quite mistaken ",pd go:.down the hill against the 
bias,9 in the mouth of some such men, as for th~'rjespect of them one shall 
be heartily sorry, yet he cannot choose but lau.gh; and so is rather pained 
than delighted with laughter. Yet deny I' nol'but that they may go well 
together; for as in Alexander's picture1 well Spr04~. we delight without laugH
ter, and in twenty mad antics we lau.gh without delight, so in Hercules, 
painted with his great beard and furious countenance; in a woman's attire, 
spinning at Omphale's2 commandrpent, it breedeth both delight and laugh
ter. For the representing of so strange a poweriiplove procureth delight, and 
the scornfulness of the actio~ stirreth laughter. 

But I speak to this purpose, that all the enP of the comical part be not 
upon such scornful matters as s~irreth laughter only, but, mixed with it, that 
delightful teaching which is the end of poesy. And the great fault even in 
that point of laughter, and forbidden plainly by' Aristotle,3 is that' they stir 
laughter in sinful things, which are rather execrable than ridiculous: or in 
miserable, which are rather to be pitied than scorned. For what is it to make 
folks gape at a wretched beggar or a beggarly clown; or against law of hos· 
pitality, to jest at strangers because they speak not Ellglish so wen as we do'? 
What do we learn'? sith it is certain 

Nil habet infelix paupertas duri~ in se, 
Quam quod ridiculos 'homines facit. <4 

",' , 

But rather a busy loving courtier; a heartless threatening Thraso, a self-wise
seeming schoolmaster; an awry-transformed traveler: these, if we saw walk 
in stage names, which we play naturally, therein were delightful laughter, 
and teaching delightfulness: as in the other, the tragedies of Buchanan do 
justly bring forth a divine admiration. But I have lavished out too many words 
of this play matter. I do it because, as they are excelling parts of poesy, so is 
there none so much used in England, and none can be more pitifully abused; 
which, like an unmannerly daughter, showing a bad education, causeth her 
mother poesy's honesty to be called in question. 

9, Contrary to its expected course, The ball. used 
in lawn bowling have a bias, a peculiarity In weight 
or shape that causes them to swerve. . 
I, Plutarch, in his Life of Alextntder 4. discusses 
Apelles' (4th c. B.C.E.) famous painting of Alexan
der [Robinson'. note], 
2. Queen of Lydia, whom the legendary hero 

served for 3 years as B slave In order to be purified 
of a murder; during that time he fell in love with 
her. 
3, See Aristotle, Nlcomachell .. Ethics 4 .. 8, 1128a. 
4. Luckle •• poverty has nothing hat'sher in It than 
that it makes men ridiculous (Latin); Juverial, Sat-
Ire 3.152-53. /. 
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Other sorts of poetry almost have we none, but that lyrical kind of songs 
and sonnets: which, Lord, if He gave us so good minds, how well it might 
be employed, and with how heavenly fruit, both private and public, in singing 
the praises of the immortal beauty, the immortal goodness of that God who 
giveth us hands to write and wits to conceive; of which we might well want 
words, but never matter; of which we could turn out eyes to nothing but we 
should ever have new budding occasions. But truly many of such writings as 
come under the banner of unresistable love, if I were a mistress, would never 
persuade me they were in love; so coldly they apply fiery speeches, as men 
that had rather read lovers' writings, and so caught up certain swelling 
phrases, which hang together, like a man which once told me the wind was 
at north,west and by south, because he would be sure to name winds enough, 
than that iri truth they feel these passions, which easily (as I think) may be 
bewrayed, by that same forcibleness or energia5 (as the Greeks call it) of the 
writer. But let this be a sufficient though short note, that we miss the right 
use of the i;haterial point of poesy. 

Now, for the o.utside of it, which is words, or (as I may term it) diction, it 
is even well worse. So is that honey-flowing matron eloquence apparelled, 
or rather disguised in a courtesan-like painted affectation: one time with so 
far fet words, that may seem monsters, but must seem strangers to any poor 
Englishman; another time, with coursing; of a letter, as if they were bound 
to follow the method of a dictionary; another time, .with figures and flowers, 
extremely wiJ::lter-starved. But I would this fault wer~ only peculiar to versi
fiers, and had not as large possession among prose~ptinters; and (which is to 
be marvelled) among mariy scholars; and (which is to be pitied) among some 
preachers. Truly I could wish, if at least I might be so bold to wish in a thing 
beyond the reach of my capacity, the diligent imitators of Tully and Demos
thenes7 (most worthy to be imitated) did not so much keep Nizolian paper
booksR of their figures and phrases, as by attentive translation (as it were) 
devour them whole, and make them wholly theirs. For now they cast sugar 
and spice upon every dish that is served to the table, like those Indians, not 
content to wear earrings at the fit and natural place of the ears, but they will 
thrust jewels through their nose and lips because they will be sure to be fine. 

Tully, when he was to drive out Catiline,9 as it were with a thunderbolt of 
eloquence, often used that figure of repetition, Vivit Vivit? Imo vero etim'h ·in 
senatum venit, 1 &c. Indeed, inflamed with a well-grounded rage, he would 
have his words (as it were) double out of his mouth, and so do that artificially 
which we see men do in choler naturally. And we, having noted the grace of 
those words, hale them in sometime to a familiar epistle, when it were too 
too much choler2 to be choleric. How well store of similiter cadences' doth 

'j. A very specific kind of energy; Aristotle (Rhet
oric 3.10-11, 1410b-12a) and Scaliger (Poetics 
3.26) both emphasize that e .. ergeia is that quality 
in language which makes concepts or ideas dear 
[Robinson's note). 
6. Pursuing (to create alliteration). 
7. Athenian statesman (384-322 II.C • .,;.) conoid
el"ed the greatest Greek orator (as Cicero was 
thought the greatest Roman orator). 
R. Commonplace hook.. like those of the Italian 
lexicographer Marlu8 Nizolius (16th c.). 
9. Lucius Sergius Catalina (ca. IOR-62 D.C.B.). 
Roman whose frustrated politiCAl ambitions 

(including 0 consular election lost to Cicero) led 
him to plan an uprising In Rome; Cicero 
denounced the conspiracy In a famous series of 
"Co.taJinarian" orations. 
I. He Iiv .... Does he live? Yes, and in fact he even 
comes Into the Senate (Latin); Cicero, In Catili-
_'" 1.1.2. 
2. Anger. 
3. Similar cadences (Latin; properly, cadentia); 
the effect achieved when consecutive sentences or 
phras.,s t .. rmlnat., with the sam., cadence [Robin
son's note]. 
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.sound with the gravity of the pulpit, I would but invoke Demosthenes' soul 
to tell, who with a rare daintiness useth them. Truly they have made me 
,think of thesophister" that with too much subtlety would prove two eggs 
three, and though he might be counted a sophisteri ·had none for his labor. 
So these men, bringing'in such a kind of eloquencej"·well may.·they obtain 
an opinion of·a ,seeming fineness, ·but persuade few, which should be the 
end of their fineness. ,; .. ,; 

Now for similitudes in certain printe'ddis~ourses,'1 think all herbarists,' 
all stories of beasts, fowls, and fishes are rifled 'up, that they come;in mul~ 
titudes to wait upon any of our conceits; which certai'nly is as absurd a surfeit 
to the ears as is possible: for the force of it similitude not being to prove 
anything to a contrary disputer, but only to explain to a willing hearer; when 
that is done, the rest is a: most tedious \ prattling, rather over-swaying the 
memory from the purpose whereto they;were' applied, than any whit inform
ing the judgment, already either satisfied, or by similitudes not to be satisfied. 
For my part, I do not doubt, when Antonius a~dOrassus,6 the'great forefa
thers of Cicero in eloquence, the one (as Cicero testifieth:ofthem) pretended 
noho know art; ·the other ;not to· set by it, because ,with a plain sensibleness 
they might win . credit of P,9pular :ears; which· credit is: the: nearest step to 
persuasio'n;.which persuasion is the chief markoforatary; 1 do not doubt (I 
~ay)but that·they used these knacks very sparingly; which;,who.doth gen
erally use,' ,any man.may see:doth ·dance' to his oWn music, and· sO be noted 
by the ·audience. m'ore careful to speak curiously? than to speak truly. 

Undoubtedly (at least to my opinion undoubtedly) ;I have found in divers 
smally" learned -ci:ourtiers a more sound. style ,than in some profe$sors oflearn'" 
ing; of which I can;gtiess no other cause but that the·courtier,foUowirig that 
whkh by practiCe hefindeth fittest'to nature, therein (though he knovy.it 
not) doth accorrl:ing tri artj though not by art: where the other;-using .artto 
show art, and not to hide' art· (as in ·these cases he should. do),: flieth from 
nature, and indeed abuseth art. . . , 

But what'? methinks I deserve to be'pounded9 flm :straying from poetry to 
'oratory: but both have suchaitaffinity in this wordish:consideration, that'I 

. think·this digression will inakemy ine,aning receiv~thefuller understanding; 
which.is not to take upon rile to teach poets how. they· should do, but only, 
finding myself sick aniong the rest/to show someone .ortwo spots of-the 
common infection grown among:thEnnost part dfwriters; that, acknowleds" 
ingourselves somewhat awry, we may bend to the right use both of matter 
imd, manner; whereto our lariguage giveth us great occasion, being indeed 
capable of any excellent exercising oHt, I know some will say it is a mingled 
language. And why not so much the better, taking the best of both the other?~ 
Another will say it wanteth grammar. Nay truly, it hath that praise, that it 
wanteth not gramman for grammar it might ·have, but it needs It not; being 
s'oeasyof itself, arid s9 void of those cunib.e:rspmedi(ferencesof cases7 gen-

4. A sophist; one wh~ relies 'on spec;ioul reason
ing. 
5. Those skilled in herbs; herbalists. 
6. Lucius Licinius ~rassus (l4~a. 9() B.C.E.), 
outstanding <ira to. 'who is the chief stteaker I" Cic
ero's De Omtore. Antonius:. Marcus Antonius 
(1'43-87 B.C.E.), Crassus's rival, portrayed With 

him in 0.. O .... tore and Bnd," (alsi> by' Cicero). '. 
7. Elab"rately, :artfully:' , , ' ''. .. 
8. SlIghtly.·~.. . . ..... 
9. Impounded, like a tr~~passlng animal. . ... 
I. Sidney referS to the use of other languages..,:. 
Greek and Loithi (or French)-to enhance the ityle 
of English.' . .. 
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ders, moods, and tenses, which I think was a piece of the Tower of Babylon's 
curse,z that a man should be put to school to learn his mother-tongue. But 
for the uttering sweetly and properly the conceits of the mind, which is the 
end of speech, that hath it equally with any other tongue in the world; and 
is particularly happy in compositions of two or three words together, near 
the Greek, ,far beyond the Latin, which 'is one of the greatest beauties can 
be in a language. 

Now of versifying there are two sorts,: the one ancient, the other modem: 
the ancient :marked the quantity of each syllable, and, according to that 
frallied his vetse;<the modem~ obsemng only number (with some regard of 
the accent)l,the chief life' of it standeth in that like' sounding of the words 
which we caU,rhyme. Whether'of.these-be the mote excellent would bear 
:many speeches: the ancient '(no doubt) more fit for music;.both words and 
tune obsemng quantity, and inore fit lively to express divers passions, by the 
low and lofty,sound of the well-weighed syllable. The latter likewise, with his 
rhyme,striketh. aeertain music to the .ear; and; .in fine, sith itldoth delight, 
though by another way, it obtains the same purpose: there being in . either 
sweetness,- and wantingdn neitherniajesty~: Thlly the English\;·before any 
other ,vUlgar language'l know, ,is fit for both sorts: for, fot tile ancient, the 
Italian is So, full of vowels that it must· eVer' be cumbered with elisions; the 
Dutch,3 so of the other side with consonants, thatthey cannot yield-the;sweet 
sliding fit for a verse; the Frencp in his whole language hath not one word 
that hath his accent iJ1 the last syllabl~ sa~ng two, called antepenultima; and 
little more hath the Spanish, and therefore very gracelessly may they use 
dactyls."The'Engiish is subject to 'noneof these defects., . 

Now for the .rhyme, though we do not,observe quantity; yet we observe 
the accent very ,precisely, which other' IilOgdages either cannot do, or will not 
do so absolutely .. That caesura,5 or breathing plliceiri the midllt, of the verse, 
neither Italian nor Spanish have; the ,French and we never ,almost fail of . 
. Lastly"even the vert- rhyme itself, the Italian 'cannot' put in' the last syllable, 
by the French nam'ed:the masculine rhyme, but stilHn the nextl to' the last, 
which the French c'all the female, or the next before that, which ,the ItaIfans 
termsdrucciola. 6 The example of the fornier is buono, suono; ofthesdrucciola 
is jemina, semina~ The French, of the other side, 'hath both the male, as bon, 
son, and the female; asplaise; ,tasie.But the sdrucciola he hath not: ~ere 
the English hath' all three, as due, true; father, rather; motion, potion; with 
much more which might be said, but that I find already the triflingness of 
this discourse is much too much enlarged. 

So that sith the ever-praiseworthy poesy is full of virtue-breeding delight
fulness, and void ,'of no gift that ought to be .in the noble ·name. of learning; 
sith the blames laid against it are either false or feeble; sith the calise why 
it is not esteemed in England is the fault of poet-apes, not poets; sith, lastly, 

2. That the on,; language of the people be con
founded, so ·',that theY fuay not understand one 
another's speech"; the it6ry of the Tower of Babel 
Is told In Genesi~ I t. 
3. German. '. ' 
4. A dactyl, composed of an accented and two 
unaccented syllables (e.g. f6nnallte io obviously 
easier to produce in languages abundant with 

words that have acc~nteCl 'antepenultimate ("the 
last saVing two"] syllables) (Robll"son's note]. 
5. A pause in a line of poetry;, English p,oetry io 
much more! flexible In Its use' or the caesuta than 
the poetry of many other European vernacular lan-
guages ... ' . . ' " 
6.. ';Jterally, "slippery": that is~the eas), sliding of 
rhymes of three or more syllables. 
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our tongue is most fit to hon~f pbesy, and to be hottored by poesy; I conjure 
you all that have had the evilluck,to read this ink-wasting toy of mine, even 
in the name of the nine Muses, no more to scorn the sacred mysteries, of 
poesy, no more to laugh at',the name of poets, as though they were next 
inheritors to fools, no more to jest at the reverent title of a rhymer; but to 
believe with Aristotle that they were the ancient treasurers of the ,Grecians' 
divinity; to believe with Bembi.'i~ that they were first bringers-in of all ciVility; 
to believe with Scaliger that no philosppher's precepts can sooner make you 
an honest man than the reading of Virgil; to believe with Clausetus, the 
translator of Cornutus,7 that it pleased the heavenly Deity, by Hesiod' and 
Homer, under the veil of fables, to give us all knowledge, logic, rhetoric, 
philosophy natural and moral, and quid noni'8 to believe with me that there 
are many mysteries contained in poetry, which ,of purpose were written 
darkly, lest by profane wits it should be abused, to believe with Landin09 that 
they are so beloved of the gods, that whatsoever they write proceeds of a 
divine fury; lastly, to believe themselves when they tell you they will make 
you immortal by their verses. ' 

Thus doing, your name shall flourish in the printers' shops; thus doing, 
you shall be of kin to many a poetical preface; thus doing, you shall be most 
fair, most rich, most wise, most all, you shall dwell upon superlatives. Thus 
doing, though you be libenino patre natus, you shall suddenly grow Hurculea 
proles,' 

Si quid mea carmina possuntl 

Thus doing, your soul shall be placed wit'" Dante's Beatrix, or Vi~gil's Anchi
ses.3 But if (fie of such a but) you be born so near the dull-making cataract 
of Nilus that you cannot hear the planet-like music of PC?etry,4 if you have 
so earth-creeping a mind that it cannot lift itself up to look to the sky of 
poetry, or rather, by a certain rustical disdain, wiIl become such a inome as 
to be a Momus5 of poetry; then, though I will not wish unto you the ass's 
ears of Midas,6 nor to be driven by a poet's verses (as Bubonax' was) to hang 
himself, nor to be rhymed to death, as it is said to be done in Ireland;8 yet 
thus much curse I must ~end you in the behalf of all poets, that while you 
live, you live in love, andilever get favor for lacking skill of a sonnet; and 
when you die, your memory die from the earth for want of an epitaph . 

1580-81 

7. Lucius Annaeus Comutus (b. ca. 20 C.E.), 
teacher of rhetoric and Stoic philosophy at Rome. 
Clauserus: Conrad Clauser, a 16th-century 
German humanist. 
B. What not (Latin). 
9. Chrlstoforo Landino (1424-1504), Florentine 
humanist who developed this argument In his edi
tion of Dante's Divin .. C ....... dy (14BI). 
I. A descendant of Hercules (Latin). Llb .. ~itlO 
patre natm: born of an ex-slave father (Latin); Hor
ace, Satirl!s 1.6.6. 
2. If my songs can do anything (Latin); Virgil, 
Aeneid 9.446. 
3. That is, with the blessed dead; Dante meets 
Beatrice In heaven in the Dlvin.. Comedy, and 
Aeneas find. his father, Anchlses, In the Elysian 
Fields during his journey to the underworld 
(Aeneid 6). 

. 1595 

4. Resembling the music of the spheres, the most 
beautiful of all music. NUus: Cicero compared the 
Nile River's cataracts, whose noise deafened those 

, who lived nearby, to the music of the 'spheres, 
which deafened all people (Scipio's Dream 5). 
5. Greek son of Night, a sleepy god always mock
Ing and critlclz.lng. "Mome": a stupid person, 
blockhead. 
6. Legendary king of Phrygia; when Midas judged 
Pan the winner of a m4sical contest with Apollo, 
Apollo gave him ass's ears (this is the version told 
in Ovid, Metamorphose. 11.146-93). 
7. Sidney fuses the names of the two Involved: 
Bupalus, a sculptor who hanged himself, and Hlp
p~max, the 6th-century B.C.E. poet who satirized 
him. 
B. Irish bards were thought to be able to cause 
death with their rhymed charms. 
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Pierre corneitle provoked literary quarrels, infuriated critics, and delighted audiences 
for the better part of the seventeenth century. Decidedly not a courtly dramatist, 
Corneille was a playwright. A member of the emerging bourgeoisie, he wrote plays 
for money and to please audiences, not to curry favor with the royal or the literary 
establishmeril;,lt is therefore ironic that he is often seen today as the spokesman and 
exemplar of French classical theater. His promotion of classical "rules" is in part a 
plea for the value of not taking them too literally. 

Corneille ;';'a,s born in the Normandy town of Rouen, France, where his father was 
a minor administrative official. After undergoing a rigorous and regulated Jesuit edu
cation, in which he excelled in Latin, he began legal studies in 1622; two years later 
he enrolled a~ the bar of Rouen. He argued only one case, with disastrous results: he 
stumbled over his words and stuttered, and at the age of nineteen he abandoned a 
legal career thlit had just begun. His father then bought him two modest magisterial 
posts in Rouen, in the department of rivers and forests.· in 1629 a troupe of actors 
passed through I\ouen, and Corneille showed them the script for a five-act comedy, 
Melite. No one,i:juite knows when he composed the play, or what may have inspired 
him to launch himself suddenly into the world of theater. The troupe took the play 
to Paris, where it was performed that winter and was the hit of the 1629-30 season. 
For the next several years, he wrote a new play each season-mostly comedies, but 
also tragicomedies and tragedies. 

In 1637 Corneille's most famous play, Le Cid (based on a Spanish original; its title 
derived from the Arab word for "lord"), appeared and incited a flurry of critical atten
tion that became known as the "Quarrel of The Cid." The Quarrel originated in the 
tension between Corneille's two audiences: the public and the critics. The public 
loved Le Cid, whose success was demonstrated even at the level of language: a new 
expression, "beau comme Le Cid" (as fine as Le Cid), entered the Parisian vernacular. 
The critics, on the other hand, sought to demonstrate the moral threat posed by the 
play, and in a series of pamphlets they attacked it and its author. In Le Cid a young 
woman, torn between love and duty, seems about to marry the man who has just 
killed her father. Such behavior, the critics argued, offends both reason and moral 
values. Drawing on the classical authority of both ARISTOTLE and HORACE, they 
insisted on. the didactic function of the theater. A play's moral instruction, they 
claimed, was achieved by strict adherence to the rules of classical theater; ~se 
included the unities of time, place, and action and-more important-the need for 
both verisimilitude (vraisemblance) and decorum (bienseance). The critics held that 
a play should not only please, but please according to the rules. Louis XIII's chief 
minister, Cardinal de Richelieu, considered the stage the site for enacting a universal 
public virtue. He had founded the Acad~mie Fran\;aise (the French Academy) just 
two years before the staging of Le Cid, and the Quarrel offered him the public forum 
to assert his public moral authority. After a year of literary skirmishes-pamphlets 
and protests on the subversive nature of art and the need for public virtue-Richelieu, 
who had once included Corneille among his privileged "Five Authors," stepped in: 
with the authority of absolutism and the Acad~mie, he proclaimed Le Cid contrary 
to the rules of vraisemblance. Corneille retreated to Rouen and indirectly answered 
the attacks by composing two tragedies on Roman themes, Horace (1639) and Cinna 
( J 642). Both works adhere to the classical rules of composition. 

In his conformity to the very rules that had been invoked against him, Corneille 
was implicitly siding with his critics and using the controversy to rethink his own 
baroqueness. The term baroque, derived from the artistic extravagance originallyasso
dated with the architecture of Catholic Spain and Italy, refers to a recurrent stylistic 
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tendency rather than simply to a period, art form, or culture. In France the baroque 
is seen as extending the exuberance of the Renaissance, while classicism is seen as 
taming it. The baroque is based on energy, antithesis, exaggeration, and the stretching 
and transgressing of boundaries; the classical is based on balance and on the intensity 
of restraint. To the French, paradoxically, Shakespeare is too "baroque"-mixed, 
impure, multileveled, imperfect. In French classical theater, the forces 'Of the. baroque 
are internalized and held' in: precarious equilibrium within ·the self. Corneille suc
ceeded in finding within classical rules a framework more s).Jitable' for his dramas of 
subjective conflict ,than' that offered by the more diffuse and e~travagant spectacles 
of the baroque theater that had inspired his earlier works. hi 1642 rhealso wrote 
Polyencte martyr, treating a Christian subject in the style of a classici:al work. The· four 
plays of this period (Le Cid, Horace;' CintUl, and Polyeucte) constitute ·what was later 
termed Corneille's tetralogy. 

IThe. Juxuriant growth. of the .. French language called for a century earlier by the 
poets JOACHIM DU BELLI\Y and PIERRE .DE,RONSARD had'undergone a severe pruning 
in the early seventeenth century by astrict legislator of classical verse forms, Franl;ois 
de Malherbe, and the golden age of French classical theater.(called "neoclassical" in 
:England) had begun. Malherbe prescribed th~ decorum of verse, which was followed 
quite faithfully for the next two centuries,· both in theater and irt lyric poetry: the 
twelve-syllable line, called an."alexandrine," was expected to break.1n·the middle and 
not run on to the next line .'!ithout a grammatical jUstification; in addition, rhyme 
should alternate between "masculine" and "feminine" endings. Corneille continued 
to be an anomalous champion of this theatrical and poetic regulation.· 
.By the mid-1640s, Corneille was clearly the master of the French stage; he contin

ued to live in Rouen, while traveling frequently to Paris. Married in '1641 ,he led the 
life of a provincial Catholic bourgeois with his wife. and, 'eventually, severt children. 
In !I644 his first collection of plays was' published. Now under .th~. new' political 
nlgime,. the regency of Anne of Austria and her prime minister;' Cardinal Mazerln 
(both Richelieuand Louis- XIII'had died),Cortleille continued in his fame.iIn·164 7, 
when he was considered· for ·the third time,· Corneille was elected to. the French 
Academy . 

. During the revolt (known as t'La Fronde") of a group of.powerful ,noblell ,against 
the monarchy, Corneille's plays waned somewhat In pop.ulmty; though he Wrote .ev~ 
end .. machine plays" that delighted crowds with their .spectat;ular special effects and 
·lettlnSs. Whenever a play of hili was not. well received, Cdrneille tended to retreat 
from public ,life. During one of hi. retreats he translated and published Thomas. 
Kempfs'! fifteenth-century Latin treatise The ImitQtion of JeSUs Christ (1656); while 
it was obviously a radical shift from theatrical comedies, the:translation was a great 
popular success. 

His plays of.the 1660s-mostly tragedies-'-were less popular than his earlier works. 
Times had changed: Corrteille. was still respected, but. two younger playWrights
Racine and Moli~re-wete beginning to steal the hearts of audiehces and the. favor 
of the .court of the "Sun King," Louis XIV. Racine' began ·his career· bY',Qttacking 
Corneille. and the rivalry reached a head when, ih 1670, Corneille and Racine were 
each urged to write a tragedy on the same topic (the doomed love, between a Roman 
emperotlmd the queen of Palestine), :unawareof the other's intention. Racine's B~r-
6nice was deemed superior to Comeille's Tite,et B~"~nice,. and Racihe subsequently 
went on to write his greatest plays. Corneillecontinued to write, too, but with dimin
ishing success; his last play; Surena, gl!neral des Parthes;was produced in 1675. He 
died in 1684; in the following .year his' younger brother, Thomas: Corneille. also a 
playwright, was given his seat in the French Academy, with the blessing of the belat-
edly gracious Racine. . ' 

More than twenty years ·after the Quarrel of LeGid, Corneille wrote and published 
a defense of his dramatic style. The defense, took the· form of TroiS Discours sur, le 
poeme dramatique (1660, Three Discourses, on Dnimatic Poetry), which was published 
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in the .seventh edition of his theatrical works. His discourSes had a double aim: on 
the one hand, he needed· to uphold the authority of Aristotle and· the. "ancients" 
against the frenzy and formlessness of the baroque; on the other, he needed to defend 
his theatrical practices against the. rigid interpretation of that sarite Aristotle, whose 
authority had underpinned the Academy's criticism of Le CUI. Although he is often 
seen as a rigid apologist for c1assicai form, Corneille actually argues for flexibility, for 
a practical adaptation of the -sometimes unclear statements made in the Poetics, suit
ing the spirit but not always the letter of Aristotle's description of a well-made tragedy. 

Corneille's Trois Discours .di'rectly responded to the publication in 1657 of the Abb~ 
d'Aubignac's Pratique du thlt2tre (The Practice of Theater), but the essays were obvi
ously part of a much larger critical dialogue that had been going ort throughout Cor
neille's career-a dialogue that had in many ways begun the'yearLe Cjdopened in 
Paris. InA" Es~ of Dramatic PoeSy (1668; see below), the English dramatist JOHN 
DRYDEN took up the issues with equal intensity. In the Discourses, written to introduce 
the three :v.olumes of Gorneille's own 'plays (the play printed under the author's super
vision being 'a relatively recent departure from ancient practice), Comeille cites only 
himself among living dramatists, referring often to the· ancients. The three essays 
each endorse Aristotelian ideas but argue that. the strict rules of.French classical 
theater are based on an overly literal interpretation: of the Poetics. Agaih and again, 
Comeille claims that everyone agrees with Aristotle~they just don't agree on what 
he means. 

Comeille opens the first discourse by quoting Aristotle's declaration that the sole 
purpose of drama is to please the spectator, and he repeatedly:demomitrates that this 
desire to please the spectator will serve as his first axiom, to which.the other. rules of 
classical theater will often,.but not always, be subordinate. The moralists of the lI~ven
teenth century; citing Aristotle, argued that the classical conventions necessarily led 
to didactic theater. But Comeille makes the didactic function secortdary to enter
tainment. Though citing the same sources-Aristotle and Horace-he interprets 
them to·fhallenge received ideas and to serve his own aesthetic ends. For example, 
in the first Discours, on the matter of biens~nce; .he views Aristotle's statement that 
a character's morals must be "good" not as·a .call for .inalve,deplction of vices and 
virtues," but rather as ail Insistence on character; development: each character must 
be true to his or her history .. To support his' clabllj he 'lists, many examples from 
classlcal.Greek theater ·of heroes who are adulterers oJ'. killers I here. iays Corneille, 
classical theater transcends the simplistic Idea th~t audience. need moral heroe.8 to 
be "good" and adulterers and killers to. be, "bad" and therefore punished. It is more 
important to portray human behavior as it is, in keeping with a character's bir,th, 
family, and social status, than to offer flawless paragons of moral behavior. ~. 

In the second Discoun, Corneille discusses the·Aristotelian ideas on the nature of 
tragedy, especially the ways in which the tragic hero elicits pity and fear from the 
audience, which in turn leads to a purging, or catharsis, of those passions. He argues 
that human emotions are complicated and that the oppositions inherent· in human 
nature, such as the contradictory forces of love and duty, will evoke pity and empathy 
from the audience. While classical theory prescribes that all actions should be both 
probable and necessary, some of the most intense tragic effects are created by pre
dicaments that are not, at least according. to bienslance,·probable. Yet these unlikely 
events can nevertheless reveal something fundamental about human nature. 

"Of the Three Unities of Action, Time; and Place," our selectioh, cOhtinues in the 
tone of the first tW'o discourses. Using many examples from his own plays and quoting 
liberally from Aristotle's Poetics, Comeille in the third Discours both justifies his own 
dramatic works and explains the theories behind. them. Above all, he is a pragmatist
a successful playwright and seasoned craftSman who has refused to submit to the 
prescriptive dicta of theatrical critics of his time. He knows that a play ·must please, 
even dazzle the audience. 

Here he shows how the' three unities can;· at times, assist in the overall aim of 
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theater. He begins by. discussing the unity of action, which, for Corneille, does not 
require only one action on stage. "One complete action" may contain severalotber 
less-developed actions, which mayor may not take place on the. stage. He allows for 
some action to take.place offstage between acts, and he also aHows. for. particular 
actions that do not necessarily bring about the principal actioJ.l. l:Ie does advise the 
writer to avoid actions that have· happened before the time of the play, since such 
narrations· of prior events will burden the spec;tator's memory, and he criticizes the 
multiple subplots th,at characterize Shakespearean drama. 

The unity of time is founded. on Aristotle's statement that the action of a play should 
be contained "within a single circuit of the sun;!l Corneille dismisses the argument 
as to whether Aristotle's maxim referred to a twelv~-hour day or a·twenty-four-hour 
day, offering instead the principle of proportion. ,A portrait will "gain in excellence" 
as it closely resembles reality. Since a play lasts about two ho~s, the action repre
sented should come as close to two hours as possible. Yet precisipn in this unity may 
make the spectator aware of an unnatural need to compress the action; therefore, as 
with most theatrical strictures, Corneille wishes to allow latitude, and above all to 
"leave the matter of duration to the imagination of the spectators." 

Corneille similarily calls for a judicious approach to the unity of place. Baroque 
plays, whieh sometimes spanned continents, were clearly in violation of vraisem
blance. But a confined space like that of the theater itself-roy,al apartments, for 
example-might turn out to be overly restrictive (Shakespeare could be said to have 
gotten around this by staging his plays in a theater called the Globe). The concentra
tion provided by a spatial confinement approaching that o~ the theater itself should 
always .make sense. One should seek unity as much as possible, but at the same time 
recognize that not every subject can be adapted to its demands. 

Within the strictures derived from Aristotle,· then, Corneille is arguing for a loos
ening, not a tightening, of classical rules. His discussion of the unities, often taken 
to be prescriptive, is really a defense of flexibility. True, he brandishes Aristotle's 
authority against the exuberance of baroque forms. But his Aristotle can be adapted 
to fit a wide range of theatrical practices. The point, he cdnt:ludes, is "to make the 
ancient rules agree with modern pleasures." Corneille would have been surprised to 
find that for later playwrights, especially in Germany during the early eighteenth 
century, he had become the epitome of the cold nobility ·and rigid formalism of the 
same classical theater into which he had constantly attempted to breathe life. 
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Of the Three Unities of Action, Time, and Place l 

The two preceding discourses and the critical examination of the plays which 
my first two volumes contain have furnished me so many opportunities to 
explain my thoughts on these matters2 that there would be little left for me 
to say if I absolutely forbade myself to repeat. . 

I hold then, as I have already said, that in comedy, unity of action consists 
in the unity of plot or the obstacle to the plans of the principal actors, and 
in tragedy in the unity of peril, whether the hero falls victim to it or escapes. 
It is not that I claim that several perils cannot be allowed in the latter or 
several plots or obstacles in the former, provided that one passes necessarily 
from one to the other; for then escape from the first peril does not make the 
action complete since the escape leads to another danger; and the resolution 
of one plot does not put the actors at rest since they are ,confounded afresh 
in another. My memory does not furnish me any ancient examples of this 
multiplicity of perils linked each to each withoutthe destruction ofthe unity 
of action; but I have noted independent double action as a defect in Horace 
and in Theodore,3 for it is not necessary that the first kill his sister upon 
gaining his victory nor that the other give herself up to martyrdom after 
having escaped prostitution; and if the death of Polyx~ne and that of Asty· 
anax in Seneca's4 Trojan Women do not produce the same. irregularity I am 
very much mistaken. 

In the second place, the term unity of action does not mean that tragedy 
should show only one action on the stage. The one whi~h the poet chooses 
for his subject must have a beginning, a middle, and ari.end;5 and not only 
are these three parts separate actions which find their conclusion in the 
principal one, but, moreover, each of them may contain several others with 
the same subordination. There must be only.one complete action, which. 
leaves the mind of the spectator serene; but that action can become complcle 
only through several others which are less p.erfect and. which, by serving as 
preparation, keep the spectator in a pleasant suspense. This is what must be 
contrived at the end of each act in order to. give continuity to the action. It 
is not necessary that we know exactly what th~ actors are doing in the inter
vals which separate the acts, nor even that th,ey. contribute to the action when 
they do not appear on the stage; but it is necessary that each .act leave us in 
the expectation of something which is to take place in the following one. 

If you asked .me what CIeopAtre is doing in Rodogune6 between the time 

I. Tronslated by Donald Schier. 
2. The principles Corneille had derived from ARIS
TOTLE's Poetics (5ee above). The lirst two dis
courses were ICOn the Uses and Elements of 
Dralnatic Poetry" nnd "Discourse ()n Tragedy and 
or the Methods of Treating It, according to Prob
ahility and Necessity." Each play also had an exa
"''''' (critical examination) 0r,pendcd by Corneille. 
.~. Two tragedies by Corneil e, ,'Vrittcn respectively 

in 1640 and 1645. 
4. Seneea the Younger (ca. 4 D.C.E.-65 ".E.). 
Roman philosopher, statesman, and tragedian. 
5. See Aristotle, Poetics 'T. 1450b. 
6. Ratlagune. Princesse 'us Partkes (J 644). a trag
edy by Corneille in which Cleopatra. queen of 
Syria, promises the throne to the one of her two 
50ns, Antiochu5 and Seleucus, who will bring to 
her the head of Rodogune, with whom both are in 
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when she leaves her two sons in the second act until she rejoins Antiochus 
in the fourth, I should be unable to tell you; and I do not feel obliged to 
Elccount for her; but the end of this second act prepares us to see an amicable 
effort by the two brothers to rule and to hide RodogUJi~ from the venomous 
hatred of their mother. The effect of this is seen in the third act, whose 
ending prepares us again to see another effort by Antiochus to win back 
these two enemies one after the other and for what S~leucus does in the 
fourth, which compels that unnatural mother [CI~opatre] to resolve upon 
what she tries to accomplish in the fifth, whose outcome We await with 
suspense. 

In Le MenteU1'7 the actors presumably make Use of the whole interval 
between the third and fourth acts to sleep; their rest, however, does· not 
impede the continuity of the action between those two acts because the third 
does riot contain a complete event. Dorante ends it with his plan to seek 
ways to win back the trust of -Lucrece, and at the very beginning of the next 
he appears so as to be able to talk to one of her servants and to her, should 
she show herself. . 

Wheri I say that it is not necessary to account for What the actors do when 
they are not on stage, I do not mean that it is not sometimes very useful to 
give such an accounting; 'but only that ·Orie is not forced to do it, and that 
one ought to take the trouble to do so only when what happens behirid the 
scenes is necessary for the understanding of what is tti: take place before the 
spectators. Thus I say nothing of what CMopA~re' did betWeen the seco~d 
arid the fburth acts, because during all that time she can have done nothing 
important as regards the principal· action which 1 am preparing for; but I 
point out in the very first lines of the· fifth act that she has used the interval 
between these latter two for the killing of S~lelicus, because that death is 
part of the action. This is what leads me to state that 'the poet is not required 
to show all the particular actions which bring about the principal one; he 
must choose to show those which are· the most advantageous, whether by 
the beauty of the spectacle or by the ·brilliance or violence of the passions 
they produce, or by some other attraction which is 'connected with them, 
and to hide the others behind the scenes while informing the spectator of 
them by a narration or by soine 'other artistic device; above all, he must 
remember that they must all be so closely connected that the last are pro
duced by the preceding and that all have their soUrce in the protasisli which 
ought to conclude 'the first act., This rule, which I have established in my 
first Discourse, although it is ne~ and contrary to the usage of the ancients, 
is founded on two passages of Aristotle. Here is the Hrst of them: "There is 
a great difference," he says, "bet*een events which succeed each other a,nd 
those which occur because of'others."9 The Moors come iitto the Cid l after 
the death of the Count and not because of the death of theCouitt; and the 
fisherman comes into Don Sanche2 after Charles is suspeCted of being the 
Prihce of Aragon and not because he is suspected oHt;thusboth are to be 
criticized. The second passage is even more specific and says precisely "that 

love. When Seleucus Is klUed, Cleopatra prepares 
to polson Antlochus and ~odollune, but end. up 
drinking the polson herself. : 
7. The Liar (1643), a comedy by Corneille In 
which a provincial fabulator,. Dorante, seeks to 
impress two Parisian women, Lucuce and Clarice. 
B. The Introductory act or exposition of dasslcal 

"Greek ch-~~~ (Ii~~ily,';'that which Is p~t forward;'; 
·Greek),·a lftm of.\ate antiquity. 
9. ArIstotle; Poellcs 10, 1'452a. ' 
1. LB dld,0i137), II tragedy by Cornellle. 
2. Don Sanche ci~ ... on (1649), a heroic comedy 
by Comellle. , - , 
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everything that happens in tragedy must arise nec;essarily or probably from 
what has gone before.'" 

The linking of the scenes which unites all the individual actions of each 
act and of which I have spoken in criticizing La Suivante4 is a great beauty 
in a poem and one which serves to shape continuity of action through con
tinuity of presentation; but, in the end, it is only a beauty and not a rule. 
The ancients did not always abide by it although most of their acts have but 
two or three scenes. This made things much simpler for them than for us, 
who often put as many as nine or ten scenes into each act. I shall cite only 
two examples of the scorn with which they treated this principle: One is from 
Sophocles,' in Ajax, whose monologue before he kills himself has no con
nection with the preceding scene; the other is from the third act ofTerence's6 
The Eunuch, where Antipho's soliloquy has no connection with Chremes 
and Pythias who leave the stage when he enters. The scholars of our century, 
who have taken the ancients for models in the tragedies they have left us, 
have even more neglected that linking than did the ancients, and one need 
only glance at the plays of Buchanan, Grotius, and Heinsius,7 of which I 
spoke in the discussion of Polyeucte,8 to agree on that·point. We have so far 
accustomed our audiences to this careful Hnking of scenes that they cannot 
now witness a detached scene without considering it a defectj the eye and 
even the· ear are outraged by it even before the mind has been able to reflect 
upon it. The fourth act of Cinna9 falls below the others through this flaw; 
and what formerly was not a rule has become one now through the assidu
ousness of our practice. 

I have spoken of three sorts of Hnkings in the discussion of La Suivante: 
I have shown myself averse to those of sound, indulgent to those of sight, 
favorable to those of presence and speech; but in these latter] have confused 
two things which ought to be separated. Links of presence and speech both 
have, no doubt, all the excellence imaginable; but there are links' of speech 
without presence and of presence without speech which do not reach the 
same level of excellence. An actor who speaks to another from a hiding-place 
without showing himself forms a link of speech without presence which is 
always effective; but that rarely happens. A man who remains on stage merely 
to hear what will be said by those whom he sees making their entrance forms 
a link of presence without speech; this is often clumsy and falls int~ere 
pretense, being contrived more to accede to this new convention which is 
becoming a precept than for any need dictated by the plot of the play. Thus, 
in the third act of Pompee, I Achoree, after having informed Charmion of the 
reception Caesar gave to the king when he presented to him the head of that 

3. Aristotle. Poetics 10, 1452a. 
4. The Lady's Mt;Old (1633). a comedy by Corneille; 
his earlier criticism was In the exa ..... n to the play. 
5. Greek tragic dramatist (ca. 496-406 B.C.E.). 
Ai"" (ca. 44 I) Is generally regarded as the earliest 
of his extarit plays. 
6. Roman comic dramatist (ca. 190-ca. 159 
R.C.E.); Eunuchus wal produced In.161. 
7. Daniel Helnslu. (1580-1655). Dutch poet and 
cla.slcal scholar; he published an edition of Aris
totle's Poetics (1611), and his De Trasnedlae Con
sti_1one (1611) deciSively Influenced French 
classical theater. George Buchanan (1506-1582). 
Scottish humanist, educator, and man of letters 
who taught Latin in Paris and was known through
out Europe as a scholar and a Latin poet. Hugo 

Grotius (1583-16'45), Dutch jurist whose writings 
also Included a number of tragedies. 
8. Pol""ucte ..... rtyr (1640). a Christian tragedy by 
Comellle; this earlier discussion waoln the examen 
to the play. 
9. Cln ..... ou la clAmenced~ .. guste (1641, Cin .... , 
or the Clemency of Augustus), a tragedy by Cor
nellie. In an effort to ,avenge her father, Emilie 
iricltes her beloved Clnna to overthrow the 
emperor. Augustus. He is betrayed by a fellow con
spirator, M""ime, also In love with Emilie; the con
spirators are, In the end. all pardoned by a merciful 
Augustus. 
1. La ... ort de Po ... p~" (1642, The D~ .. th of Pom
pey), a tragedy by Corneille. 
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hero, remains on the stage 'where he sees the two of them come together 
merely to hear what they will say and report it to CleopAtre. Ammon does 
the same thing in . the fourth acf of A,ndromede2 for the· benefit of Phinee, 
who retires when he sees the king arid all his court arriving. Characters who 
become mute connect rather badly scenes in which they play little part and 
in which they count for nothing. It is another matter when they hide in order 
to Hnd out some important secret from those who are speaking and who 
think they are not overheard, for then the interest which they have in what 
is being said,· added to a reasonable curiosity to find out what they; cannot 
learn in any other: way,' 'gives them an important part-in the action despite 
their silence; but in these two examples Ammon and Achoree lend soeold a 
presence to -the scenes they overhear that; to be perfectly frank, whatever 
feigned reason I give them to serve as pretext- for their action, they remain 
there only to connect the scenes with those that precede; so easily can -both 
plays dispense with what they do.' . 

Although the action of the dramatic poem must have i~s unity, one must 
consider both its parts: the complication and the resolution. "Thecompli
cation is composed;" according to Aristotle, "in part of what has happened 
off stage before the beginning of the action which is there described, and in 
part from what happens on stage; the rest belongs to the resolution. The 
change of fortune forms the separation of these two parts. Everything which 
precedes it is in the first part, and this change, with what follows it; concerns 
the other."3 The complication depends entirely upon the choice and indus
trious imagination of the poet and no rule can be given for it, except that in 
it he ought to order all things according to probability or necessity, a point 
which I have discussed in the second Discourse;. to this I add one piece of 
advice, which is that he involve himself as little as possible with things which 
have happened before the action he is presenting. Such narrations are annoy
ing, usually beca~se they are not expected; and they disturb the mind of the 
spectator, who is obliged to burden his memory with what has happened ten 
or twelve years before in order ·to understand what he is· about to see; but 
narrations which describe things which happen and take place behind the 
scenes once the action has started always produce a· better effect because 
they are awaited With some curiosity and are a part of the . action which ·is 
being shown. One of the reasons why so many illustrious critics favor Cinna 
above anything else I have done is that it contains no nartation of the past, 
the one Cinna makes in describing his plot to Emilie being rather an orna
ment which tickles the mind of the spectators than- a necessary marshaling 
of the details they must know and impress upon their memories for the 
understanding of what is to come. Emilie informs them adequately in the 
first two scenes that he is conspiring against Augustus in her 'favor, and if 
Cinna merely told her that the plotters· are ready for the following day he 
would advance the action just as much as by the hundred lines he Uses to 
tell both what he said to them and the waYin which they received his words. 
There are plots which begin at the very birth of the hero like that of Hera
clius,4 but these great efforts of the imagin~tion demand an eXtraordinary 

2. A successful umachine play" (extravagant spec
tacle) (J 650) by CorneilIe. 
3. Aristotle, Poetic. 1 B, J 455b. 
4. Hlfradlus, empe,..,..r d'Orient (i 647); a tragedy 
by Corneille. In this complicated drama of near-

incest and mistaken identity, the main characters 
are H~raclius. the legitimate prince; Phocas, the 
usurping ruler; Martian,' son (unbeknownst· to 
him) of Phocas; and Pulch~rie, sister of H~raclius. 
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attention of the spectator and often keep him from taking a real pleasure in 
the first performances, so much do they weary him. 

In the resolution I find two things to avoid: the mere change of intention 
and the machine. 5 Not much skill is required to finish a poem when he who 
has served as the obstacle to the plans of the principal· actors for four acts 
desists in the fifth without being constrained to do so by any remarkable 
event; I have spoken of this in the first Discourse and I shall add nothing to 
that here. The machine requires no more skill when it is used only to bring 
down a god who straightens everything out when the actors are unable to do 
so. It is thus that Apollo functions in the Orestes:6 this prince and his friend 
Pylades, accused by Tyndarus and Menelaus of the death of Clytemnestra 
and condemned after prosecution by them, seize Helen and Hermione; they 
kill, or think they kill the first, and threaten to do the same with the other if 
the sentence pronounced against them is not revoked. To smooth out these 
difficulties Euripides seeks nothing subtler than to bring Apollo down from 
heaven, and he, by absolute authority, orders that Orestes marry Hermione 
and Pylades Electra; and lest the death of Helen prove an obstacle to this, 
it being improbable that Hermione would marry Orestes since he had just 
killed her mother, Apollo informs them that she is not dead, that he has 
protected her from their blows and carried her off to heaven at the moment 
when they thought they were killing her. This use of the machine is entirely 
irrelevant, being founded in no way on the rest of the play, and makes a 
faulty resolution. But I find a little too harsh the opinion of Aristotle, who 
puts on the same level the chariot Medea uses to flee from Corinth after the 
vengeance she has taken on Creon. 7 It seems to me there is a sufficient basis 
for this in the fact that she has been made a magician and that actions of 
hers as far surpassing natural forces as that one have been mentioned in the 
play. After what she did for Jason at Colchis and after she had made his 
father Aeson young again follOwing his return, and after she had attached 
invisible fire to the gift she gave to Creusa, the flying chariot is not improb
able and the poem has no need of other preparation for that extraordinary 
effect. Seneca gives it preparation by this line which Medea speaks to 'her 
nurse: 

Tuum quoque ipsa corpus hinc mecum aveham;R 

and I by this one which she speaks to Aegeus 

I shall follow you tomorrow by a new road. 9 

Thus the condemnation of Euripides, who took no precautions, may be just 
and yet not fall on Seneca or on me: and I have no need to contradict Aris
totle in order to justify myself on this point. 

5. That is, the deu..~ ex nltlci-lin.a (god from a 
machine; Latin); in some Greek tragedies, a sort of 
crane lowered a god from the sky 10 provide a quick 
resolution to an entangled plot. 
6, A drama (408 lI.e.c.) by Euripides (ca. 485-ca. 
406 lI.e.E.), the Greek playwright who used the 
deus ex machina most frequently. In the Greek 
myth, Orestes kills his molher, Clytemnestra, to 
avenge her murder of his father, Agamemnon. 
Tyndnrcus is the father of Clytelnnestro and of 
Iiden ("fTroy), whose husband is Menelaus; Her
mione is Helen's daughter, and Electra is Orestes' 
sister. Apollo is the Greek god of music nnd proph
('cy. 
'i. At the end of Euripides' Medea (4.":\ 1 B.C,E); sec 

Poetics 15, 1453a-1454b. At Colchis, Medea, a 
sorceress, helps Jason steal the Golden Fleece, and 
later marries him; when he chooses to marry the 
daughter of Creon, king of Corinth (unnamed in 
Euripides' play, named Creusa in Seneca's), she 
sends Jason's new wife a robe covered in a deadly 
ointment and kills Jason's Bnd her two children, 
escaping in the dragon-drawn chariot of Helios 
(the sun), her grandfather. 
S. SenecR, Medea, line 975: "I'll also carry away 
your corpse from here with me" (Medea is address
ing her dead child), 
9. CorneilIe, M~d~e (I 635); Aegeus is B legendary 
king of Athens, whom Medea marries after fleeing 
Corinth. 
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',' From the action I turn to the acts, each of which ought to contain a portion 
of it, but not so equal a portion that more is not reserved for the last than 
fot the others and less given to the first than to· the· others. Indeed, in the 
first act one may do no more than depict the moral nature of the characters 
l:md mark off how far they have got in the story which is to be presented. 
&btotle does not prescribe the number of the acts; Horace limits it to 
iiv~j'; and although he prohibits having fewer, the Spaniards are obstinate 
~'mnjgh to stop at three and the Italians often do the Same thing. The Greeks 
&J)ed to. separate the acts by the chanting of the chorus, and since· I think it 
me,!lonable to believe that in some of their poems they made it chant more 
th_i1Jour times, I should not want to say they never e"ceeded five. This way 
,f,!distinguishing the acts was less handy. than ours, for either they paid 
1ttt~rition to what the chorus was chanting or they. did not; if they did, the 
Ibind of the spectators was too tense and had no time in which to rest; if 
fi\~y. did riot, attention was too much dissipated by the length of the chan~, 
tmd.,when a new act began; an effort of memory was needed to recall to the 
Irobgination what had been Witnessed and at what point the action had been 
ji'1t~trupted. Our orchestra presents neither of these two inconveniences; the 
ttUhd,of t.he spectator rel~t:' while the music is playing and even reflects on 
~hat he has seen, to praise it or to find fault With it depending on whether 
~·has been pleased or displeased; and the short time the orchestra is allowed 
twp}ilyJeaves his impressions so fresh that when the actors return he does 
d.<Jtmeed to make an effort to recall and resume his attention. 
WfI'fhe:number of scenes in each act has never been prescribed by rule, but 
ibiof!,the :whole act must have a certain number of lines. which make its 
1ehgth, proportionate to that of the others,. one· may include in it more or 
Eewet scenes. depending on whether they are long or .short to fill up the time 
INlUch: the; whole act is to consUme. One ought; if possible, to account for 

. tn.a .entrance anf,i exit of each actor; I consider thisru.le indispensable. espe
Q#aIly for the exit; and think there is nothing so clumsy as an actor who leaves 
~ba.tage merely because he has no mort! lines to speak. . '. 
1mhhould not be so rigorous for the entrances~ The audience expects the 
actor, and although the setting represents the room or the study of whoever 
fA speaking, yet he. cannot make his appearance tht:re unle,s he comes out 
from behind the tapestry, and it is not always easy to give a reason fo.r \.\;'hat 
he has just done in town before returning home, sirice sometimes it is everl 
probable that he has not gone out at all. I have never seen anybody take 
pff~rtseat seeing Emilie begin Cinna without saying , why she has come. to 
hjr.\"oom; she is presumed to be there before the play begins, and it is only 
stage necessity which makes her appear from behind the scenes to come 
there. Thus I should willingly dispense from the rigors of the rule the first 
~ctme pf ~ach act but not the others, because· once ali actor is on the stage 
~nyone who enters must have a reason tei speak to' him or, at least, must 
!iratit from the opportunity to do so when it offers. Above all, when an actor 
enters:twice in one· act, in comedy or in tragedy~ he must either lead one to 
expect that he Will soon return when he leaves the first time(like Horace in 
the second act and Julie in the third Bet of Horace, or' explain on returning 
why he has come back so soon. . 

\. The Roman poet HORACE (65-8 B.C.E.), An Poetlca, lines 189'-9()'~*';e abOVe). 
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Aristotle wishes the well-made tragedy to be beautiful and capable of 
pleasing without the aid of actors and quite aside from performance.2 So that 
the reader may more easily experience that pleasur~, his mind, like that of 
the spectator, must not be hindered, because the effort he is obliged to make 
to conceive and to imagine the play for himself lessens the satisfaction which 
he will get from it. Therefore, I should be of the opinion that the poet ought 
to take great care to indicate in the margin the less important actions which 
do not merit being included in the lines, and which might even mar the 
dignity of the verse if the author lowered himself to express them. The actor 
easily fills this need on the stage, but in a book one would often be reduced 
to guessing and sometimes one might even guess wrong, unless one were 
informed in this way of these little things. I admit that this is not the practice 
of the ancients; but you must also allow me that because they did nol do it 
they have left us many obscurities in their poems· which only masters· of 
dramatic art can explain; even so, I am not sure they succeed as often as 
they think they do. If. we . forced ourselves to follow the method of the 
ancients completely; we should make no distinction between acts and scenes 
because the Greeks did not; This failure on their part is often the reason that 
I do not know how many acts there are in their. plays, nor whether at the 
end of an act the player withdraws so as to allow the chorus to chant, or 
whether he remains on stage without any action while the. chorus is chanting, 
because neither they nor their interpreters have deigned to give us a word of 
indication in the margin. 

We have another special reason for not neglecting that helpful little device 
as they did: this is that printing puts our plays· in the hands of actors who 
tour the provinces and whom we can thus inform·ofwhat they ought to do, 
for they would do some very odd things if we did not help them by these 
notes. They would .find themselves in great difficulty at ·the fifth act of plays 
that end happily, where we bring together all the actors on the stage (a thing 
'·which the ancients did not do); they would often sa)' to one what is meant 
for another, especially when the same actor must speak to three or four 
people one after the other. When therei! a whispered command to make;'· 
like CMopAtre's to Laonice which sends het to seek poison,3 an aside would· 
be necessary to express this in verse if we were to do without the marginal 
indications, 'and that seems to ine much more intolerable than the notetlf' 
which give us the. real and only way, following the opinion of Aristotle, of 
making the tragedy as beautiful in the reading as in performance, by making 
it easy for' the reader to imttgine what the stage presents to the view of the 
spectators. 

The rule of the unity of time is founded on this statement of Aristotle "that 
the tragedy ought to enclose the duration of its action in one journey of the 
sun or try not to go much beyond it."4 These words gave rise to a famous 
dispute as to w~ether they ought to be understood as meaning a natural day 
of twenty-four hours or an artificial day of twelve; each of the two opiI1ions 
has important partisans, and, for myself, I find that there are subjects so 
difficult to limit to such a short time that not only should I grant the twenty
four full hours but I should make use of the license which the philosopher 

2. Aristotle. Poetics 6. 1450b, 4. Aristotle. Poetics 5. 1449b. 
3. In RadoS""'" 
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gives to exceed them a little and should push ,the total without scruple as far 
as thirty. There is a legal maxim which says that we should broaden' the 
mercies and narrow the rigors of the law, odia restringenda,favores atnpliandi; 
and I find that an· author is hampered enough by this constraint which forced 
some of the ancients to the very' edge of the impossible. Euripides Inrke 
Suppliants' makes Theseus leave Athens with an army, fight a battle beneath 
the walls of Thebes; which was tenor twelve ·leagues away, ,and return vic
torious in the following act; and between his departure and the'arrival'of the 
messenger who comes ·to tell ,the story of .his· victory, the chorus: has: only 
thirty-six lines to speak. That inakes gooduse.ofsuch a short time.'AeschYlus6 

makes Agamemnon come' back from Troy with even greater ·speed. He had 
agreed with Clytemnestra, his wife, that as s·oon.as the city was 'taken he 
would inform her by signal fires built on the 'intervening mountains, of which 
the second would be lighted as soon as the first was seen, the third at·the 
sight of the second, and soon; by this means she was to learn the great news 
the same night. However, scarcely had she learned it from the signal fires 
when Agamemnon arrives, whose ship, although battered by a storm, if mem
ory serves, must have traveled as fast,as the eye could see the lights. The Cid 
and Pompee, where the: 'action is a ·littleprecipitate, are far from taking so 
much license; and if they force ordinary probability. iil' som~ 'way, at least 
they do not go as far as such impossibilities.· . 

Many argue against this ·rtI1e~ which they call tyrannical, and they would 
be right if it were founded only on the authority of Aris.totle; hut what should 
make itaccepiable is the· fact that common sense supportsit.·The·dramatic 
poem is an imitation, or rather a portrait of human actions, and it is beyond 
doubt that portraits gain in excellence in proportion as they resemble the 
original more closely. A performance lasts two hours and w6uldresemble 
reality perfectly if the aCtion it presented required no more for its actual 
occurrence. Let us t.hen not settle on twelve or twenty-four hoursi but let us 
compress' the action of the poem· into the shortest possible period; so that 
the performance may more closely resemble: reality an'd thus be more nearly 
perfect. Let us give, if that is possible, to the one no more than the two hours 
which the other fills. I do not think that Rodogune requires much more, and 
perhaps two hours would be enough for Ginna~' It ·wecannot confine the 
action within, the two hours, let us take four, six, or ten, but.·let us not go 
much beyond twenty-four for fear of fallinginto.Iawlessness and of so far 
reducing the scale', of. the portrait that it 'no longer has its proportioriate 
dimensions and is nothing but imperfection. ._ 

Most of all, I should like to leave the matter of duration to the imagination 
of the spectators and never make definite the time the action requires unless 
the subject needs this precision, but especially not when probability is a little 
forced, as in the Cid, because precision 'serves only to .make the crowded 
action obvious to the spectator. Even when' no violence is done to a'poem 
by the necessity of obeying this rule, why must one state at the beginning 
that the sun is rising, that it is noon at the third act, and that: the sun' is 
setting at the end of the last act?·This is only an obtrusive affectation; ·it·'is 
enough to establish the possibility of the thing in the time one gives to it and 

5. A tragedy first performed ca. 422 D.C.E .. 
6. Greek tragic dramatist (525-456 D.C.E.); Cor-

neille describes the beginning of his Ag ............ on 
(458). 
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that one be able to determine the time easily.if one wishes to pay attention 
to it, but without being compelled to concern oneself with the matter. Even 
in those actions which take no longer than the performance it would be 
clumsy to point out that a half hour has elapsed between the beginning of 
one act and the beginning of the next. 

I repeat what I have said elsewhere,? that when we take a longer time, as, 
for instance, ten hours, I should prefer that the eight extra be used up in the 
time between the acts and that each act should ,have as its share only as 
much time· as performance requires especially when all scenes are closely 
linked together. I think, however, that the fifth act, by special privilege, has 
the right to accelerate time so that the part of the action which it presents 
may use up more time than is necessary for performance. The reason for this 
is that the spectator is by then impatient to see the end, and when the 
outcome depends on actors who are off stage, all the dialogue given to those 
who are on stage awaiting news of the others drags and action seems to halt. 
There is no doubt that from the point wherePhocas exits in the fifth act of 
/--/eraclius until Amyntas enters to relate the manner of his death, more time 
is needed for what happens off stage than for the speaking of the lines in 
which Heraclius, Martian, and Pulcherie complain of their misfortune. Pru
sias and Flaminius, in the fifth act of Nicomede,B do not have the time they 
would need to meet at sea, take counsel with each other, and return to the 
defense of the queen; and the Cid has not enough time to fight a duel with 
Don Sanche during the conversations of ·the· Infanta with ·Leonor and 
of Chimene with Elvire. I was aware of this and yet have had no scruples 
about this acceleration of which, perhaps, one might find several examples 
among the ancients, but the laziness of which ·1 have spoken will force 
me to res.t content with this one, which is from the Andria9 of Terence. 
Simo slips his son Pamphilus into the house of Glycerium in order to get 
the old man, Crito, to come out and to clear up with him the question of 
the birth of his mistress, who happens to be the daughter of Chremes. Pam
phHus enters the house, speaks to Crito, asks him for the favor and returns 
with him; and during this exit, this request, and this re-entry, Simo and 
Chremes, who remain on stage, speak only one line each, which could riot 
possibly give Pamphilus more than time enough to ask where Crito is, cer
tainly not enough to talk with him and to explain to him the reas6ns 
for which he should reveal what he knows about the birth of·the unknown 
girl. 

When the conclusion of the action depends on actors who have not left 
the stage and about whom no one is awaiting news, as in Cinna and Rodo
,f;lune, the fifth act has no need of this privilege because then all the action 
takes place in plain sight, as does not happen when part of it occurs off stage 
after the beginning of the act. The other acts do not merit the same freedom. 
If there is not time enough to bring back an actor who has made his exit, or 
to indicate what he has done since that exit, the accounting can be postponed 
to the following act; and the music, which separates the two acts, may use 
up as much time as is necessary; but in the fifth act no postponement is 
possible: attention is exhausted and the end must come quickly. 

7. In the Exa ... cn de Mc!lite. which precedes the 
I,resent Discourse in the editi()ll I)ublishcd by Cor· 
l1('iIIe I translAtor's note1. 

8. A tragedy (165 I) by CorneIlle. 
9. The Maid a/Andros (166 8.C.E.), Terence's first 
ploy. 
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I cannot forget that although we must reduce the whole tragic action to 
one day, we can nevertheless make known by a narr,ation or in some other 
more artful way what the hero of the tragedy has been doing for several years, 
because there are plays in which the crux of the plot lies in an obscurity of 
birth which must be brought to light, as in "Oedipus.· I shall not say again 
that the less one burdens oneself with past actions, the more favorable the 
spectator will be, because of the lesser degree of trouble he is given when 
everything takes place in the present and no demands are made on his mem
ory except for what he has seen; but I cannot forget that the choice of a day 
both illustrious and long-awaited is a great ornament to a poem. The oppor
tunity for this does not always present itself" and in all that I have written 
until now you will find only four of that kind: the day in Horace when two 
nations are to decide the question of supremacy of empire by a battle; and 
the ones in Rodogune, Andromede, and Don Sanche. In Rodogune it is a day 
chosen by two sovereigns for the signature of a treaty of peace between the 
hostile crowns, for a complete reconciliation of the two rival governments 
through a marriage, and for the elucidation of a more than twenty-year-old 
secret concerning the right of succession of one of the twin princes on which 
the fate of the kingdom depends, as does the outcome of both their loves. 
The days in Andromede and Don Sanche are not of lesser importance, but, 
as I have just said, such opportunities do not often present themselves, and 
in the rest of my works I have been able to choose days remarkable only for 
what chance makes happen on them and not by the use to which public 
arrangements destined them long ago. 

As for the unity of place, I find no rule concerning it in either Aristotle or 
Horace. This is what leads many people to believe that this rule was estab
lished only as a consequence of the unity of one day, and leads them to 
imagine that one can stretch the unity of place to cover the points to which 
a man may go and return in twenty-four hours. This opinion is a little too 
free, and if one made an actor travel post-haste, the two sides of the theater 
might represent Paris and Rouen. I could wish, so that the spectator is not 
at all disturbed, that what is performed before him in two hours might actu
ally be able to take place in two hours, and that what he is shown in a stage 
setting which does not change might be limited to a room or a hall depending 
on a choice made beforehand; but often that is so awkward, if not impossible, 
that one must necessarily find some way to enlarge the place as also the time 
of the action. I have shown exact unity of place in Horace, Polyeucte, and 
Pomp~e, but for that it was necessary to present either only one woman, as 
in Polyeucte; or to arrange that the two who are presented are such close 
friends and have such closely related interests that they can be always 
together, as in Horace; or that they may react as in Pomp~e where the stress 
of natural curiosity drives CleopAtre from her apartments in the second act 
and Cornelie in the fifth; and both enter the great hall of the king's palace 
in anticipation of the news they are expecting. The same thing is not true of 
Rodogune: CIeopAtre and she have interests which are too divergent to permit 
them to express their most secret thoughts in the same place. I might say of 
that play what I have said of Cinna, where, in general, everything happens 

I. The Oedlpu. Rex (ca. 430 B.C.E.) of Sophocles 
is the best-known treatment of the story <an Oed
;,,015 of Seneca is also extant); at the climax of the 

play Oedipus learns that he has unknowingly killed 
his father and married his mother. Corneille wrote 
his Oedipe in 1659. 
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in Rome and, in particular, half of the action takes place in the quarters of 
Auguste and half of it in Emilie's apartments. Following that arrangement, 
the first act of this tragedy would be laid in Rodogune's antechamber, the 
second, in CleopAtre's apartments, the third, in Rodogune's; but if the fourth 
act can begin in Rodogune's apartments it cannot finish there, and what 
Clcopatre says to her two sons one after the other would be badly out of 
place there. The fifth act needs a throne room where a great crowd can be 
gathered. The same problem is found in Heraclius. The first act could very 
well take place in Phocas's quarters, the second, in Leontine's apartments; 
but if the third begins in Pulcherie's rooms, it cannot end there, and it is 
outside the bounds of probability that Phocas should discuss the death of 
her brother in Pulchcrie's apartments. 

The ancients, who made their kings speak in a public square, easily kept 
a rigorous unity of place in their tragedies. Sophocles, however, did not 
observe it in his Ajax, when the hero leaves the stage to find a lonely place 
in which to kill himself and does so in full view of the people; this easily 
leads to the conclusion that the place where he kills himself is not the one 
he has been seen to leave, since he left it only to choose another. 

We do not take the same liberty of drawing kings and princesses from their 
apartments, and since often the difference and the opposition on the part of 
those who are lodged in the same palace do not allow them to take others 
into their confidence or to disclose their secrets in the same room, we must 
seek some other compromise about unity of place if we want to keep it intact 
in our poems; otherwise we should have to decide against many plays which 
we sec succeeding brilliantly. 

I hold, then, that we ought to seek exact unity as much as possible, but 
as this unity does not suit every kind of subject, I should be very willing to 
concede that a whole city has unity of place. Not that I should want the 
stage to represent the whole city, that would be somewhat too large, but 
only two or three particular places enclosed within its walls. Thus the scene 
of Cinna does not leave Rome, passing from the apartments of Auguste to 
ahe house of Emilie. Le Menteur takes place in the Tuileries and in the 
Place Royale at Paris, and La Suite2 shows us the prison and Melisse's 
house at Lyons. The Cid increases even more the number of particular 
places without leaving Seville; and since the close linking of scenes is-1tot 
observed in that play, the stage in the first act is supposed to represent 
ChimEme's house, the Infante's apartments in the king's palace, and the 
public square; the second adds to these the king's chamber. No doubt there 
is some excess in this freedom. In order to rectify in some way this multi
plication of places when it is inevitable, I should wish two things done: 
first, that the scene should never change in a given act but only between 
the acts, as is done in the first three acts of Cinna; the other, that these 
i.wo places should not need different stage settings and that neither of the 
two should ever be named, but only the general place which includes them 
both, as Paris, Rome, Lyons, Constantinople, and so forth. This would help 
to deceive the spectator, who, seeing nothing that would indicate the dif
ference in the places, would not notice the change, unless it was mali
ciously and critically pointed out, a thing which few are capable of doing, 

L 1..a Suite d .. Mente"r (1643. S"q"el In the Uar). a comedy by Corneille. 



378 / PIERRE CORNEILLE 

most spectators being warmly intent upon the action which they see on the 
stage. The pleasure they take in it is the reason why they do not seek out 
its, imperfections lest' they lose their taste for it; and they admit such an 
imperfection only when forced, when it is too obvious, as iii Le Menteur 
and La' Suite, where the different settings force them to recognize'the mul
tiplicity of-places in spite of themselves. 

But since people of opposing interests cannot with verisimilitude unfold 
their secrets in the same place, and since they are sometimes introduced 
into the same act through the linking of scenes which the unity of place 
necessarily produces, one must find some means to make it compatible with 
the contradiction which rigorous probability' finds in it, and consider how to 
preserve the fourth act of Rodogune and the third of Heradius, in both of 
which I have already pointed olit the contradiction which lies in having ene
mies speak in the same place. Jurists allow legal fictions, and I should like, 
following their example, to introduce theatrical-fictions by which one could 
establish a theatrical place which would not be CIeopAtre's chamber nor 
Rodogune's, in the play' of that name, nor that of Phocas, of Uontine or of 
Pulcherie in Heraclius, but a room contiguous to all these other apartments, 
to which I should attribute these two privileges: first, that each ofthose who 
speaks in it is presumed to enjoy the same secrecy there as if he were in his 
own room; and second, that ,whereas' in the usual arrangement it is some
times proper for those who are on stage to go off, in order to speak privately 
with others· in their rooms, these latter might meet the former on stage with
out shocking convention, so 'as to preserve both the unity of place and the 
linking of scenes. Thus Rodogune, in the first act, encounters Laonice, whom 
she must send for so as to speak with her; and, in'the fourth act, CIeopAtre 
encounters Antiochus on the very spot where he has just moved Rodogune 
to pity, even though in utter verisimilitude the prince ought to seek out his 
mother in her own room since she hates the princess too much to come to 
speak to him in Rodogune's, which, following the first, scene, would 'be the 
locus of the whole act, if one did not introduce that comp!,omise which I 
have mentioned into the rigorous unity of place. 

Many of my plays will be at fault in the unity of place if this compromise 
is not accepted, for I shall abide' by it always in the future when I am not 
able to satisfy the ultimate rigor of the rule. I have been able to reduce only 
three plays, Horace, Polyeucte, and Pompee, to the requirements' of the rule. 
If I am too indulgent with myself as far as the others are concerned, I shall 
be even more so for those which may succeed on the stage through some 
ap'pearance of regularity. It is easy forcridcs to be severe; but if they,were 
to give ten or a dozen plays to the public" they might perhaps slacken the 
rules more than I do, as soon as they have recognized through experience 
what constraint their precision brings about and how,many beautifulthings 
it banishes from our stage. However that may' be, these are my opinions, or 
if you prefer, my heresies concerning the principal points of the dramatic 
art, and I do not know how better, to make the ancient rules ·agree with 
modern pleasures. I do not d~ubt, that one might easily find better ways of 
doing that, and I shall be ready to accept them when they have been put into 
practice as successfully as, by common consent, mine have been. 

1660 
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John Dryden worked expertly in poetry, drama, criticism, and translation. He was a 
true literary professional, an eminent (if controversial) public writer who took pride 
in his craft. While his achievements are impressive and his influence significant, his 
writing is often too topical and occasional to give great pleasure to nonspecialist 
readers today. In poetry and criticism,. Dryden prepared the way for later writers who 
built upon what he had done-ALEXANDER POPE and SAMUEL JOHNSON in particular. 

Biographical evidence suggests that Dryden's middle-class parents supported the 
Puritan cause and Parliament. Dryden was educated at Westminster School and at 
Trinity College, Cambridge, receiving his degree in 1654. 

His first important poem, Heroic Stanzas (1658, published 1659), eulogized Oliver 
Cromwell, the Puritan religious, military, and political leader and the lord protector 
of England (1653-58). Dryden was present at Cromwell's funeral, as were the Puritan 
poets John Milton and Andrew Marvell. In 1660, when Charles II assumed the throne 
eleven years after the execution of his father, Charles I, Dryden celebrated the event 
in his poem Astrea Redux ("justice restored"). This and later shifts in his political and 
religious positions led many critics to charge that he was an opportunist; but as 
SAMUEL JOHNSON noted in his Life of Dryden, "if he changed, he changed with the 
nation." 

Annu.~ Mirabilis ("year of wonders," 1667), a historical poem that describes two 
events of 1666, the English defeat of the Dutch naval fleet and the Great Fire in 
London that destroyed two-thirds of the city, helped win Dryden the poet laureateship 
in 1668. Other celebrated poems include the mock-heroic "Mac Flecknoe" (1682), a 
modcl for Pope's Dunciad; the political satires AbsalO1n and Achitophel (1681) 
and The Medal (1682); and two religiOUS poems, "Religio Laici" ("a layman's reli
gion," 1682), which is a defense of Anglicanism, and The Hind and the Panther 
(1687), which criticizes the Anglican Church and reflects Dryden's conversion to 
Catholicism. 

Dryden also was the major dramatist of his day. His best comedy is Marriage a la 
Mode (1671), and his most noteworthy tragedies are Attreng-Zebe (in rhymed cou
plets, 1675) and All for Love, or The World Well Lost (in blank verse, 1677). The last 
of these, influenced by French neoclassic theory, adapts Shakespeare's Antony and 
Cleopatra to the three unities of action, place, and time (see PIERRE CORNEILLE). In 
addition to plays and dramatic criticism, Dryden produced skillful translations of suek . 
classical authors as Persius, Juvenal, Plutarch, and Virgil; some scholars have judged 
his Fables, Ancient and Modern (1700), consisting of translations and paraphrases of 
Ovid, 130CCACCIO, and Chaucer, to be his finest achievement. Dryden's critical writ
ings also form a significant and serious body of work. From his defenses, prefaces, 
dedications, prologues, and cpilogues-and his poems on or to other writers and 
artists-we can piecc together his literary and critical views. 

Dryden occupies a central place in the history of English criticism and prose. His 
relaxed, conversational style, MAlTI-IEW ARNOLD observed in the nineteenth century, 
is "such as we would all gladly use if we only knew how." Dryden examined the nature 
of comedy and tragedy, satire, poetry, and translation. He knew well, and was influ
enced by, Greek, Roman, and neoclassical French texts and theories; at the same 
time, he valued English writers from Chaucer to Ben Jonson and Shakespeare and 
sought to mediate among classical, modern, and national literary traditions. 

Dryden's judgments are solid and sensible. "A man should have a reasonable, phil
osophical, and in some mcasure mathematical head to be a complete and excellent 
poet," he once observed, "and hesides this should have experience in all sorts of 
hUlllors and manners of men; should be thoroughly skilled in conversation and should 
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have a great knowledge of mankind in general." His formulations are frequently witty 
and his advice cogent, as in his preface to the Fables: "An Author is not to write all 
he can, but only all he ought." Dryden respects authority and precedent without being 
weighed down by them: "If the plays of the Ancients are more correctly plotted, ours 
are more beautifully written .... 'Tis not enough that Aristotle has said so, for Aris
totle drew his models of tragedy from Sophocles and Euripides; and if he had seen 
ours, might have changed his mind." His tone is urbane, cultured, and civilized; and 
like Arnold and T. S. ELIOT, his criticism benefits from his own wide range of eXpe" 
rience in creative writing. . 

Dryden's strengths and limits as a critic are displayed in his best-known oritical 
work, the lengthy conversation An Essay of Dramatic Poesy (1668; rev. 1684), from 
which we take our first selection. His stated purpose is "to vindicate the honor. of our 
English writers from the censure of those who unjustly prefer the French before 
them." Through his four speakers, he treats the relationship between the ancients 
and the moderns, French dramatic theory and English practice, and the use of rhyme 
in drama, commenting along the way on Shakespeare, Jonson, and other authors. 
Samuel Johnson maintained of the Essay that "modern English prose begins here"; 
he identifies Dryden as "the father of English criticism." But while the Essay is con
fident, leisurely, graceful, exploratory, and spirited, it is nonetheless aJittle.slow and 
sometimes pedantic. The tone is appealing up to a point: Dryden favors balance, 
counterpoint, argument; he uses the "essay" form to undertake a tentative inquiry. 
He seeks to break down and complfcate distinctions, opening up ·such apparently 
fixed terms as propriety and decorum. But the Essay overall lacks the energy, boldness, 
and edge of Dryden's best satiric poems... . 

Dryden's criticism shines in excerpts, like those included here from the Essay 
(which set the terms of Shakespeare criticism for the next century) and the passages 
on tragedy from the preface to Troilus and Cressida and on translation from the 
preface to Sylvae. At his focused best, he is informed and judicious. Everyone inter
ested in the history of criticism should know why he mattered and value his reflections 
on literary tradition, genre, and the theory and practice of translation. He is a leader 
in the distinguished line of England's poet-critics that begins with Sidney and Includes 
Johnson, SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE, Arnold, and Eliot. . 
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gious views; Harth's Pen for a Party: Dryden's Tory Prppaganda in Its Contexts (1993) 
is also valuable. Michael Werth Gelber, The Just and the Lively: The Literary Criticism 
of John Dryden (1999), analyzes the criticism as a full and coherent body of literary 
theory. 

For bibliographic works, see Hugh M!lcdonald, John Dryden: A Bibliography of 
Early Editions and Drydeniatui (1939)j}ohn Dryden: The Critical Heritage, edited by 
James Kinsley and Helen Kinsley (1971 )jAn Annotated Bibliography of John Dryden: 
Texts and St~ie5, 1949-1973, edited by John A. Zamonski (1975); John Dryden: A 
Survey and Bibliography of Critical Studies, 1895-1974; edited by David J. LoU and 
Samuel Holt Monk (1976); and James M. Hall, John Dryden: A Reference Guide 
(1984). 

From An Essay of Dramatic Poesy 
.. .. .. 

"To begin, then, with Shakspeare. 1 H~ was. the man who of all modern, and 
perhaps ancient poets, had the largest and most comprehensive soul. All the 
images of nature were still present to him, and he drew them, not laboriously, 
but luckily; when he describes anything, 'you more than see .it, you feel it 
too. Those who accuse him to have wanted learning, give him the greater 
commendation: he was naturally learned; he needed. not the spectacles of 
books to read nature) he' looked inwards, and found her there. I cannot say 
he is everywhere· alike; were he s.o, I should do him injury to compare him 
'With the greatest of mankind. He is many times flat; insipid; his comic wit 
degenerating into clenches,2 his serious swelling into bombast. But he is 
always great, when some.great occasion is presented to him; no man can say 
he ever had a fit subject for his wit, and did not then raise himself as high 
as above .the reat·of poets, 

QuitntUin lenta aolent inter Viburna cupre.aV 
, ." 

The consideration of this made Mr. Hales of Eaton4 saYi that there was no 
subject of which any poet ever writ. but he would produce it much better 
done in Shakspeare; and however others are now generally preferred before 
him, yet the age wherein he lived, which had· contemporaries with him_· 
Fletcher and Jonson,! never equalled them to him in their esteem: and in 
the last king's court,6 when Ben's reputation was at highest, Sir John Suck
ling,7 and with him the greater part of the courtiers, set our Shakspeare far 
above him. 

"Beaumont and Fletcher, of whom I am next to speak, had, with the advan· 
tage of Shakspeare's wit, which was their precedent, great: natural gifts, 
improved by. study:· Beaumont especially being so accurate a judge of plays; 

J. In this excerpt. Neander (the Dryden charactet) 
Is speaking. William Shakespeare (1564-1616) 
wrote plays between about 1590 and 1612. 
2. Puns, quibbles. . 
3. As do cypresses among the bending shrubs 
(Latin). From Virgil, Eclop'" 1.125 (37 D.C.E.). 
4. John Hales (1584-1656); a fellow of Eton, one 
o( England'. most famous endowed boarding 

schools (fOUriCled In 1440). 
5. Ben Jonson (1572-1637), English dramatist 
and poet. John Fletcher (1579-1625), English 
dramatist who coll"borated with Francis Beau
mont (1584-1616) ona number of play. from 
1606 to 1613 (each olso wrote plays on his own). 
6. Charles I (1600-:-1649, reigned 1625-49). 
7. English poet and courtier (1609..,1642). 
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that Ben Jonson, while' he lived, s,:,-bmitted all his writings to his'cens,:!re, 
arid, 'tis thought, used' hisjudgIrient in correcting, if not contriving; all his 
plots. What value he had'for him, appears by the verses he Writ to'hirri;,rgnd 
therefore I need speak no ~arther of it. The first play that brought Fletcher 
and'him'in esteem was their ~",~~ter:9,for, b'efon~ tl;tai,'iheyhad,writt~n two 
or three very unsuccessfully, as the Hke,is reported;9fBenJons'on, beforehe 
writ Every Man in his Humou.r. 1 Their plots Were generally more regular than 
Shakspeare's, especially those which were made before.B~aumont's death; 
and they understood and imitated the conversation of gentlem'en much bet
ter; whose wild debaucheries, and quickness of wit in repartees, no: poet 
before them could paint as they have done. Humour,2 which Ben Jonson 
derived from particular persons, they made it not their business to describe: 
they represented all the passions very lively, but above all, love. I am apt to 
believe the English language in them arrived tO'its highest perfection: what 
words have since been taken in, are rather superfluous than ornamental. 
Their plays are now the most pleasant and frequent entertainments of the 
stage; two of theirs being acted through the'year for one of Shakspeare's or 
Jonson's: the reason is, because there is a certain gaiety in their comedies, 
and pathos in their more serious plays, which suit generally with all men's 
humours. Shakspeare's language is likewise It little obsolete; and Beri'Jon~ 
son's wit comes short of theirs. 

"As for Jonson, to whose character I am now arrived, if we look upon him 
while he was himself (for his last plays were but his dotages},3 I thinkhim 
the most learned and judicious writer which any theatre ever had. He was a 
most' severe judge of himself, as well' as'others. One cannot say he wanted 
wit, but rather that he was frugal of it. In his works you find little to retrench 
or alter. Wit, and language, and humour also in' some measure, we had before 
him; but something of art was wanting to th~ drama till 'he 'came. He man~ 
aged his strength to more advantage than any who preceded him. You s'eldom 
find him making love in !J,ny of his scenes, or endeavo~ring to move the 
passions; his genius was too sullen and saturnine4 to do it 'gracefully, espe
cially when he knew he came after those who had performed both to such 
an height. Humour was his 'proper sphere; and in that he delighted most to 
represent mechanic people.5 He was deeply' conversant in theandents, both 
Greek and Latin, and he borrowed boldly from them: there is scarce a poet 
or historian among the Roman' authors of those times whom he has hot 
translated in Sejanus and Catiline. 6 But he has done his robberies so openly, 
that one may see he fears not to be taxed by any law. He invades authors 
like a monarch; and what would be theft in other poets is only victory in him. 
With the spoils of these writers he so represents old Rome to us; in its rites, 
ceremonies, and customs, that if one of their poets had written either of his 
tragedies, we had seen less' of it thlihin him. If. there was any fault in his 
language, 'twas that he weaved it too closely and laboriously, in his comedies' 
especially: perhaps, too, he did a little too ml:lch Romanise our tongue, leav-

8, The epigram ''To Francis Beaumont" (1616). 
9, Produced In 1608 or 1609. 
\. Produced In 1598, ' 
2, That Is, a dominating pai.lon or propenBlty; the 
phrase "comedy of humoura" was applied to Jon
son's comic dramas and characters, 
3, Dryden Is referring here to such late and medi-

ocre plays as The New I .... (1629) ,and A Tal .. of a 
Tub (1633). ' 
4. Heavy, melancholy. sullen. 
5. Manual workera, artllans. 
6. Jon80n'8 tl'VO Roman rlays,1603 and 161 L 
7. In the first edition 0 the Essay, Dryden wrote 
IIln his serious plays." 
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ing the words which he translated almost as much Latin as he found them: 
wherein, though he learnedly followed their language, he did not enough 
comply with the idiom of ours. If I would compare him with Shakspeare, I 
must acknowledge him the more correct poet, but Shakspeare the greater 
wit. Shakspeare was the Homer, or father of our dramatic poets; Jonson was 
the Virgil, the pattern of elaborate writing; I admire him, but I love Shak
speare. To conclude of him; as he has given us the most correct plays, so in 
the precepts which he has laid down in his Discoveries,s we have as many 
and profitable rules for perfecting the stage, as any wherewith the French 
can furriish US."9 

1668, 1684 

Fro1'n Preface to Troilus and Cressida 

hasten to the end or scope of Tragedy, which is, to rectify or purge our 
passions, fear, and pity. 

To instruct delightfully is the general end of all poetry. Philosophy 
instructs, but it performs its work by precept; which is not delightful, or 
not so delightful as example. To purge the passions by example is therefore 
the particular instruction which belongs to Tragedy. Rapin, I a judicious 
critic, has observed from Aristotle, that pride lind want of commiseration 
are the most predominant vices in mankind; therefore, to cure us of these 
two, the inventors of Tragedy have chosen to work upon two other pas
sions, which are fear and pity. We are wrought to fear by their setting 
before our eyes some terrible example of misfortune, which happened to 
persons of the highest quality; for such an action demonstrates to us that 
no condition is privileged from the turns of fortune; this must of necessity 
cause terror in us, and consequently abate our pride. But when we see that 
the most virtuous, as well as the greatest, are riot exempt from such mis
fortunes, that consideration moves pity in us, and insensibly works us ttfbe 
helpful to, and tender over, the distressed; which is the noblest and most 
god-like of moral virtues. Here it is observable that it is absolutely neces
rlary to make a man virtuous, if we desire he should. be pitied: we lament 
not, but detest, a wicl<ed man; we are glad when we behold his crimes are 
punished, and that poetical justice is done upon him, Euripides was cen
sured by the cntics of his time for making his chief characters too wicked; 
for example, Phaedra,;! though she loved her son-in-law with reluctancy, 
and that it was a curse upon her family for offending Venus,J yet was 
thought too ill a pattern for the stage. Shall we therefore banish all char-

fl. Jonson's Timber, or Discnveries Made upon Men 
and Matter (1640) is a series of notes and extracts 
Oil writing and other subjects. 
9. Most notably In PIERRE (:OIlNEILLE'S OJ the 
,(,'",ee Unities (1660; see above). 
,. Hen~ Rapin (1621-1687), French Jesuit priest, 
puet, And critic. He draws un tht~ Poetics (sec 

above) of the Greek philosopher ARISTOTLE (384--
322 B.C.E.). 
2. A character In the Greek tragedy Hippolrtu. 
(428 D.C.E.) by Euripides (ca. 485-406 B.C.I!.). 
3. The ROlnan name for Aphrodite, the Greek 
goddess of love. 
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acters of villainy? I confess I am" noli! of, that··;opin,ion; but. it. is necessary 
that the hero of. the play ,be not a ,villain; th~t, is., the'icha~acters, which 
should move our pity, ought to, have ,virtuous inclinations, ·and degrees .of 
moral goodness in' them. ,As for, a perfect. character, of virtue, it nevei,:--was 
in Nature, and therefore. there' can: be no, imitation of it; but there. are 
alloys of frailty to be allowed for the,chief persons; yet-so that the·.good 
which is in them shall· outweigh thebadt and consequendy leave room for 
punishment on the one side, .. and pity on the othe.r. . .'.'. 

After all, if anyone will ask me whether.·a tragedy cannot be made upon 
any other grounds than those of exciting pity and terror in us, Bossu,4the 
best of modern critics, answers thus in .general: That all excellent arts, and 
particularly that of poetry, have been invented and brought to perfection by 
men of a transcendent genius; and that, therefore, they who practise after
wards the same arts are obliged to tread in their footsteps, and to search in 
their writings the foundation of them; for it is not just that new rules should 
destroy the authority of the old. But Rapin writes more particularly thus, 
that no passions in a story are 'so proper to move' our. concernment as fear 
and pity; and that it is from our concernment we receive our pleasure is 
undoubted; when the soul becomes agitated with fear for one character, or 
hope for another, then it'is diilt weare pleased'in.'Tragedy, by the interest 
which we take in their adventures. . 

Here; therefore, the general answer may be given to the first question, 
how far we ought to imitate Shakspeare" and Fletcher' in their. plots; 
namely, that we ought to follow them so fat' only as they have copied the 
excellencies of those who invented and ,brought to perfection DraJ:llstic 
Poetry; those things ,only excepted which religionj custom of. countrles;idi
omS 'of languages, etc., have altered in the superstructures, but not in the 
foundation of the design. . ' 

How defective'Shakspeare and Fletcher have'been in alltheir;plotsMr: 
Rymer has discovered in his criticisms:, neither can wet who follow them, 
be excused from the same or greater errors; which are the moreunpardon~ 
able in us because we want their; beauties to 'count~rvail o'ur fllultsJ :'The 
best of their designs, the most' approaching to antiqu,ity, and the 'most con" 
ducing to move pity, is the King and tm Kingl which i , if the farce of·Bes'
sus8 were thrown away, is of thaUnferlor sort of tragedies' which end, with 
a prosperous event; It is probably derived from the story of CEdipus" with 
the character of Alexander the Great in his exthivagancies' given to Arbaces. 
The taking of this play; amongst many others,'.f cannot wholly ascribe to 
the excellency of the action, for I find it moving'when,ii: is read: 'tis true 
the faults of. the plot are so evidently proved that they can no longer be 
denied. The beallties of it must therefore lie either in the lively touches of 
the passion, or we must conclude, as I. think. we . may, that even in imper
fect plots there are less degrees of Nature, by: 'which sOp1e faint emotions 

!! 

4. Ren~ Le Bossu (1631-1680), a French critic 
whose discourse on epic poetry, published in 1675 
and translated In English in 1695, was admired by 
English critics. . 
5. John Fletcher.(1579-1625), English dramatist 
best known for his .collaboratlon. ·,with Francis 
Beaumont (15114-1616). He Is said to have collab
orated with William Shakespeare (1564-1616) on 
Henry VIII and The Two Noble Kinsman, 

. 6. Thomas Rymer (1641-1713), historian and 
critic; author of The Tragedies oj the Last Age Co .. -
sider'tl (1.678), which Dryden admired, and A Short 
View o/Tragedy (1693), Infamous for Its attack on 
Shakespeare. , . 
7. "" ··traglcomedy by Beaumont and Fletcher 
(1611). 
8. "",cowa~ly braggart in A Ki .. g and No King. 
J\rbaces Is another character in the play. 
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of. pity and terror are raised in us; as a less engine will raise a less propor
tion of weight, though not so much as one of Archimedes'59 making; for 
nothing can move our. nature but by 'some natural reason which works 
upon passions. And since we acknowledge the effect there must be some
thirig in .the cause.' 

,," 

1679 

From Preface to Sylvae 
.. .. .. 

i 

F.or:, after all, a translator is .to make his author appear a$ charming as possibly 
hecan~.pr«;)yidedhe maintains his character, an~ makes him not unlike him
s~lf. T~anslit:t*on is a kind of drawing after the: life; where every one ,will 
4ckno~le.<Jge:ther:eis a double sort of Hkel}ess, a good one and a bad. Tis 
Q~~J~ing to draw·the outlines true, the features like, the proportions exact, 
~he.pqlouring itself perhaps tolerable; ana anoth!i!r thing to make all.these 
grac:~ful, by the posture, the shadowings, and, chiefly, by the spirit. which 
animates~he!lN'hole, I cannot, .without some indignation, look on an ill copy 
of an excellellt ol'iginal; much less ~an I behold with patience Virgil, Homer, I 
and. some oth~rs. whose beauties I have been endeavouring all my life. to 
imitate,so abused,. as. I may say, to their faces, by a botching,interpreter. 
What El}glish readers, unacquainted ~thGreek. or Latin, will b~l1eve me, 
or.any other man, when ~e commend those .a .. thors, and confess we derive 
aU that is pardonable· in us from their :fountains, ifthey take those to be the 
same poets whom ourOgiebysz'have translated? But I dare assUre them, that 
a good poet is. :11.0. more lik~· himself in a dull translation than, his carcass 
would be .to· his living body. There are :many who understand Greek and 
Latin, and yet: are ignorant of their mother-tongue. The proprieties and del
icacies of the English.are known to fewl 'tis. impossible even.fora good wit3 

to umierstandand.practise them, wi~h(}ut: the help of a liberal educatiQ};l, 
long reading, and digesting.of those few good authors we have amongst.1fi; 
the knowledge of. men and manners, the freedom of habitudes and conver
sation with the best company of both sexes; and; in short, without wearing 
off the rust which he contracted while he.was laying in a stock of learning. 
Thus difficult it is to understand the purity.of English, and critically to dis
cern not only good writers from bad, and a proper style from a corrupt, but 
also to distinguish that which is pure in a good author from that which is 
vicious and corrupt in him. And for want of all these .requisites, or the 
greatest part of them, most of our ingenious young ,neri Jake up .some cried
up English poet for,their model, adore him, and .imitat~ ~im, as they think, 
without knowing wherein he is defective, where he is boyish and trifling, 

9. Greek mathematician. engineer. and physicist 
(3d c. n.c.E.). He famously remarked. "Give me a 
place to stand and' I will move the earth." 
1. Virgil (70-19 D.C.E.) and Homer (ca. 8th c. 
D.C.E.) are traditionally judged the greatest c1assi-

cal poets. 
2. John Ogilby (l600-t676),' Ii Scottl~h map
maker. translated works by VIrgil and Homer. 
3. Intelligence. '. . . 



386 I JOHN DRYDEN 

wherein either his thoughts are improper to his subject, or his expressions 
unworthy of his thoug~ts, or the turn of both is unharmonious. Thus it 
appears necessary that a hian skould be a nice" critic in his mother-tongue 
before he attempts to :tr~nslate a foreign language. Neither is it sufficient 
that he be able to judge bf words and style, but he must be a master of them 
too; he must perfectly understand his author's tongue and iiUi;olutely com
mand his own. So that to be a thorough translator .he must be a thorough 
poet. Neither is it enough to give his author's sense in good English, in 
poetical expressions, and in musical numbers;5 for though all these are 
exceeding difficult to perform, there yet remains an harder task; and 'tis a 
secret of which few translators have sufficiently thought. I have already 
hinted a word or two concerning it; that is, the maintaining ,i.he character of 
an author, which distinguishes him from all others, and makes him appear 
that individual poet whom, you would interpret. For eXample, not only the 
thoughts, but the style andv'ersification of Virgil and o.vid~a.re very different: 
yet I see, even in our best 'poets who have translated some 'parts of them, 
that they have confounded their several talents, and;J;i?Y end.~avouring only 
at the sweetness and harmony of numbers, have made them both so much 
alike that, if I did not know the originals, I should tlever be able to jiJdgeby 
the copies which was Virgtl and which was Ovid. It was objected against a 
late noble painter? that he·drew many gra'c!eful pictures, but few of them 
wer.e like. And this happened to him because he always stridied himself more 
than those who sat to him. In such translators I can easily distinguish the 
hand which performed tli~ work, but I cannot distihguish their poet from 
another. Suppose two authors are equally sweet, yet there:is a great distinc~ 
tion to be made in sweetness, as in that of sugar and that df ,hoiley. I can 
make the difference more plain by giving you (if it be worth knoVring) iny 
own method of proceeding in my translati~ns out of four several poets in this 
volume; Virgil, Theocritus, Lucretius, and Horace.8 In each of these, before 
I undertook them, 'I considered the genius· and distinguishing character of 
myahthor. I looked on Virgil as a succinct and grave majestic writer; one 
who weighed not only every thought, but, ~very word and syllable; who was 
still aiming to crowd his sense into as narrpw a compass as possibly he could; 
for which reason he is so very figurative that.he requires (I may almost say) 
a grammar apart to construe him. His verse is everywhere sounding the very 
thing in your ears whose sense it bears, yet the numbers are perpetually 
varied to increase the delight of the reader; so that the same sounds are never 
repeated twice together. On the contrary, Ovid and Claudian,9 though they 
write in styles differing from each'other, yet have each of them but one sort 
of music in their verses. All the versification and little variety of Claudian is 
included within the compass of four or five lines, and then he begins again 
in the same tenor; perpetually closing his sense at the end of a verse, and 
that verse commonly which they call golden, or two substantives and two 
adjectives, with a verb betwixt them to keep the peace'. Ovid, with all his 

4. Fastidious. 
5. Harmonious verse. 
6. Roman poet (43 lJ.e.E.-17 C.E.). 
7. The Dutch-born British painter Sir Peter Lely 
(16\8-1680). 
8, Roman poet (65-8 S.C.E.; see above). Theoc-

ritll5 (ca. 30O-ca. 260 B.C.E.), Greek pastoral poet. 
Lu<,:retius (ca. 94-55 R.C.E.), Roman philosopher 
and poet. 
9. A Greek-speaking Alexandrian (d. ca. 404 C.E.) 
who found great success In Rome writing Latin 
poetry. 
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sweetness, has as little variety of numbers and sound as he: he is always, as 
it were, upon the hand-gallop, and his verse runs upon carpet-ground. I He 
avoids, like the other, all synalrephas, or cutting off one vowel when it comes 
before another in the following word; so that, minding only smoothness, he 
wantsZ both variety and majesty. But to return to Virgil: though he is smooth 
where smoothness is required, yet he is so far from affecting it that he seems 
rather to disdain it; frequently makes use of synalrephas, and concludes his 
sense in the middle of his verse. He is everywhere above conceits of epi
grammatic wit and gross hyperboles; he maintains majesty in the midst of 
plainness; he shines, but glares not; and is stately without ambition, which 
is the vice of Lucan.' I drew my definition of poetical wit from my particular 
consideration of him: for propriety of thoughts and words are only to be 
found in hini; and where they are proper they will be delightful. Pleasure 
follows of necessity as the effect does the cause, and therefore is not to be 
put into the definition. This exact propriety of Virgil I particularly regarded 
as a great part of his character; but must confess, to my shame, that I have 
not been able to translate any part of him so well as to make him appear 
wholly like himself. For where the original is close no version can reach it 
in the same compass. Hannibal Caro's,4 in the Italian, is the nearest, the 
most poetical, and the most sonorous of any translation of the .l'Eneids; yet, 
though he takes the advantage of blank verse, he commonly allows two lines 
for one of Virgil, and does not always hit his sense. Tasso' tells us, in his 
letters, that Sperone Speroni, a great Italian wit, who was his contemporary, 
observed of Virgil and TuHy,6 that the Latin orator endeavoured to imitate 
the copiousness of Homer, the Greek poet; and that the Latin poet made it 
his business to reach the conciseness of Demosthenes,7 the Greek orator. 
Virgil therefore, being so very sparing of his words, and leaving so much to 
he imagined by the reader, can never be translated as he ought in any modern 
tongue. To make him copious is to alter his character; and to translate him 
line for line is impossible, because the Latin is naturally a more succinct 
languageR than either the Italian, Spanish; French, or even than the English, 
which, by reason of its monosyllables, is far the most compendious of them. 
Virgil is much the closest9 of any Roman poet, and the Latin hexameter has 
more feet than the English heroic. t . 

Besides all this, an author has the choice of his own thoughts and wOrtts, 
which a translator has not; he is confined by the sense of the inventor to 
those expressions which are the nearest to it: so that Virgil, studying2 brevity, 
and having the command of his own language, could bring those words into 
a narrow compass, which a translator cannot render without circumlocu
tions. In short, they who have called him the torture of grammarians, might 

,. Smooth ground. "Hand-gallop": an easy gallop: 
(i.e., with the horse held well in hand). 
~. Lack •. 
3. Roman writer of prose and verse (39-65 e.E.). 
His unfinished epic poeln on the Roman civil war, 
though overwritten, had mHny 17th-century 
admirers. 
4. Annibale CarD (1507-1566), translator of the 
Ae"eid (I 581). 
~. Torquato Tasso (1544-1595), Italian poet. 
Tusso makes this statement not in 0 Ictter but in 
his Discourse on the Art of Poetry (1587). Sperone 

Speroni of Padua (1500-1588) was considered 
one of Tasso's enemies. 
6. Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43 lI.e.F..), Roman 
statesman and the greatest orator of the Republic. 
7. The greatest Athenian orator (384-322 R.C.E.). 
8. Latin lack.~ the words "a," "an," and lithe!' 
9. Most condensed. 
I. English heroic Dr epic couplets are in iambic 
pentameter and thus use a line one metrical foot 
shorter than the Latin dactylic hexameter. 
2. AIming at. 
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also have called him the plague of translators; for he. seems to have studied 
not to be translated. I own that, endeavouring to turn his Nisus and Euryalus3 

as close as· I was able, I have performed that .episode too literally; that giving 
more scope to Mezentius and Lausus,4, that version, which has 'more of the 
.majesty of Virgil,has less of.hisconciseness; and all that l.canproniise,for 
myself is only that I have done both better than Ogleby, and perhaps as well 
as Caro; so that, methinks j 1 come like a malefactor;, to make.B,.speech upon 
the gallows, and to warn all ,other poets, by' ,my sad example,: fro'm the sac
rilege of translating Virgil. Yet, by considering him so carefully as I did before 
my attempt, I have made some faint resemblance' of him; and,had I taken 
more time, might possibly have succeeded betterl,but never so well air to 
have satisfied myself; 

.. .. .. 

3'. Dev.:.ted Trojan fri~nds ani comranlons wh'; 
die together In a dramatic episode 0 ,the AeoNUl,' . 
book 9, . ': . . ' . " 
4. Mezentlu's, ,cruel king of the Tyrrhenlans, who 
•••. ,. I , 

" : 

was.hlven f!.om his th~o"e by ~i~ subJect~; he~nd 
hll son LaUIU" are IdIled by' Aene". at the close of 
book I 0 of the A_Id.. , ; 
.' . , .. ' 

:r l ',' 

.~ " ! 

:, APHRA: BEHN;: 

In A Room of One's Own, (1929), VlRcrNtA WooLP' Wrlt~.'tnat ,NAIl wOnieb together 
ought to let flowersJaU upon thetatnb ofA.phra Behh, -.'~':"fOl".itWI:lIi:!Ihe·whlfl eatnt!d 
them the right to speak their minds.'IiBehn was ,tlie :first Englishwoman ~o:earn it 
living as a writer. As such, she beaam~ Jh~ model for;the:cominercial woman-Writer 
operating outside ,the narrow:circle'9f-rnainstr~~m propri,~ty!.whn«: trying ~o gain a 
place within it. In her critical writing, she revell:l.s_the,;o,\»,s~~le.l!~f.a~~d_ by fl. WQrqa;n 
striving tQ earn a livlng il) a profession dominated, by ~en. She descr:ibes her exclusion 
from: th~polite50ciEitythat.'-Y~uid 4p~~~t~' ~ii!J ~UP'P'9\th~r p,l,ay~,:~_s, ~en IIs,,~he 
different standards IIp'plie~ tohe~,as.8 W()rri~n .. ~~rhaps _bec~us~ of her sex, her literarr 
criticism tells Us mQre about the' everyday difficultfel! fll,ced' hy pra<!tic;ing'dramatists 
than: dO' the Writings bf any literary critic' oElhe tirru!i; Theprefsces :ti, her plays ate 
peopled by theater rrianagel'sand IicensorSwh6threaten to suppress her'plays; critics 
who find them obscene, and Ikudiences who shout them::dbwn; there ~te'directot$ 
who reWrite her lines and actors who mangle them. Her critical Writing, unburdened 
by the dassical universityeducation'~that was dehit!d to her, undermines the com
monplaces of seventeehth-<;entury' crl~tcism by setting 'her practlcalexperience as a 
playwright ,against the "rules" of neQclassical orthodoxy articulated by earlier critics 
such as S~hPHIi.IP SIDNEY, PIERRE CORNEILLE,anrl JOliN DKYD,EN. . 

Although the circumstances ~fBehn's birth re~ain mired in' controverSy; she was 
most probably born Aphra Johnson, and may have be~n; the daughter of Bartholomew 
Johnson and Elizabeth Denham baptized in H~r~ledow.n o~tside of Canterbin'y, 
England, on December 14, i640. In her early twenties,:Behn went with her family 
to Surinam (Dutch Guiana), then an English possession,'where her father 01' a relative 
of her father was nominated to the post of lieutenant-governor. He died en route, but 
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the. family settled' in Surinam anyway; they remained there untn 1664; when England 
resigned' the colony to the Dutch;· She 'descHbes· her life in Surinam in her famous 
novel Oroonoko. (1688). On her return to;,Ehgbmd, she married a city merchant 
named!DeJin/a gentlemim of Dutch extraction ub(;mt whonl"little is known. Her mar
ried life was' brief: by 1666 her husband was '.deadj perhatis one of the victims of the 
plague .. that swept. London in '1665~6, and sh~ was forced to earn a living on her 
o';"m· 10"1666 she was persuaded by Thomas Killegrew, then licensee of the King!s 
Theater, ·to act as a spy in' the second Anglo-DutchWat. Dut the English government 
failed to pay even Dehn'!! 'living expenses while 'she was in Holland, and she had to 
borrow money to survive. When she returned to 'London in 1667. she was imprisoned 
for failure to pay her debts. Somehow she regained 'her freedom, and by 1670 she 
had begun her career as a dramatist With the· successful production of The Forced 
Marriage at Lincoln's Inn Fields. She went dn to become one of the most prolific 
writers of the late seventeenth century, surpassed in ,output o~ly by John Dryden, 
England's poet laureate. ' 

Dehn wrote during the Restoration, which began in 1660 when Charles II returned 
from exile in France to take the throne after Ii ,twenty-yellt interregnum. The Puritans 
had closed the theaters at'the beginning 'of th~ English ,Civil War, in the'early 1640s; 
the two that now reopened;Wiere I",eli' .differentfrom:those· of ·Shakespeare's day, a 
generation eadieI'. The_most·.revolutlonary change .was. that Wonten,' not bOYSi .played 
,Women's roles.THe·"resem:e .of,;dctreslles in the ·Restoration' . .c:hieater . undoubtedly 
·enabled Dehn to make a succes5fullivtng.,wrltlngiplaYs~·thot.igh;Women.·playwrights, 
like· 'actresses; were neverconslderecf,.qufte(res'pel:i:able. ' ,. j,.,,' '.', 

Duringhet career Behri wrote at.least eighteen 'plays, as well as 'many poems and 
prose .workS •. In··:addition ,she,is con.sidered one of.the "motherS': :of ·the English novel. 
Her:.best'and:mostsuccessful plays, were' <rhe,·Rciver (1677) and:The.L.ucky :Chance 
·(1687) .. :rhous!t her sex alone was enbughto,ma](ehera con~roversialWriter; she did 
riot' shy', aWBy' !from . the political controvehies::of :her: .day; . remaining' all ,her life a 
'statlnch royalist. In' 1682 'she was brieflyartested ;aJ"d;charged With "abusive reflec
. tiODS 'uporl ~ersohs of quality" for: an epiioguesH~ ·had written 'chastising 'the duke of 
Monmouth, the illegitimate spn of Charles "Ii/for' his rebeiilontigainst'his father. She 
·also··wtote'the first antislavery novel, Oroono1w; which-was later'made Into a play by 
Thomas Southern;·On· April 16, 1689, Aphrll'Behn 'died and Was buried in Westmin
ster Abbey-not among the poets in Poets', ,Gomer, but In the doister. Her epitaph 
is attributed to her fornier lover John Hoylel'''Here lies proof that Wit can never bel 
Defence enough ligainst mortality." . 

Dehn's work as a literary critic~w.hich is ·limited. primarily to the prefaces and 
dedicatory let\:ers she wrote, for ·her plays~fallsjnto two:periods; each mllllked by a 
sustained pi~ce of critical writing: the ~'Epistle to the: Reader" prefacing·Her third play, 
The Dutch Lover (1673), and the preface to The Lucky Chanc6;written toward the 
end ufher·career. In these two selections' we can see' the deVelopment of Dehn's 
critical attitudes toward the fashionable literary debates of. her day, especially those 
about propriety and·decorum in the drama. :,. 

The "Epistle to the Reader" was written when Dehn was trying to establish a name 
for herself in the extremely competiti,!~ wQrld of the theater. With characteristic 
acerbic wit, her "Epistle" exposes the elitist underpinnings of late-seventeenth
century literary thebry. She is th~ first' English critiC,to 'rejed: outright, HORACE's 
platitude that'lit~rature must instru~t and delight. 'Most English~ters responded to 
earlier Puritan attacks on the theater by argUing ·that playS- were a means of incul
cating morality,' but Dehn tejects this appi'oach. She argui;!s tkllf: poetry-and drama 
in particular-rarely if ever improves 'anYdne'SrHbtalitYi'n6r indeed lite plays writteh 
with such an' end in mind. 'Their purpose is Ufentettaiti; attd that'is the sole measure 
of their sucd;ss~ Dehn's "apology" fot hefatt does riot draw' on ·theauthority of the 
classical traditibn 'embodied by vener4ble' ~tltlt:s such as ARISTOTLE Ilhd' Horace. 
Unlike Dryd~ri; who' in An Essay of DramatiC ·Poesy (1668) charts the' eVolution of the 
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modern stage from classical antiquity, sprinkling his argument liberally with Latin 
and Greek quotations, Behn has everything to gain from separating her profession
playwriting-from literary activities that required a.universityeducation andknowl
edge of languages to which she was denied access because of her sex. Stripping away 
the "Academick frippery" that. surrounded the debate over the."musty rules of Unity," 
she suggests that more important than the structural unity of a play's 'action, time, 
and plot is the competence of the. actors who perform it. Not preoccupied by the 
classical defense of poetry, she is able to discuss with scathing honesty the realities 
of competing in the theatrical world of the late seventeenth century. 

Behn's prose style is more difficult than is usual even for a seventeenth-century 
text. In "Epistle to the Reader," she mimics the philosophically dense and incompre
hensible language of fashionable intellectual debate as well as the modish slang of 
the day. Unable to call on the shared intellectual tradition that shaped the literary 
criticism of contemporaries like Dryden, Behn's criticism is immersed in the day-to
day culture of the fashionable society she hoped would support her efforts as a writer, 
and these references sometimes seem obscure to all but historians of the period. 

Moving from the bantering wit and dense style of the "Epistle" to the later preface 
to The Lucky Chance, a more orthodox statement about literature and a defense 
against charges of impropriety, one is struck by the difference in tone and content. 
Perhaps chastened by her imprisonment, or simply reflecting her position in 1687 as 
a more successful, less marginalized, dramatist, Behn expresses her desire to "tread 
in those successful Paths my Predecessors have so long thriv'd in, to take those Mea
sures that both the Ancient and Modern Writers have set me," thus linking' herself 
with the tradition she had rejected in h~r earlier essay. Nevertheless, Behn still elo
quently and forthrightly defends her right to compete as a writer on equal terms with 
men. She attacks the overt sexual biases and double standards of the·criticism of her 
day that condemned a play simply because of the sex of its . author, exposing what the 
late-twentieth-century feminist Mary Ellmann, in Thinking about Women (1968), 
called criticism by sexual analogy. Such criticism treats books by women as if they 
were women, indulging in an "intellectual measuring of busts and hips." In pleading 
for "my Masculine Part the Poet in ·me," Behn anticipates the feminist analyses of 
critics such as SANDJ;\A M. GILBERT AND SUSAN GUBAR, who argue that the Western 
tradition of literature has gendered authorship as a masculine activity, thereby cre" 
ating, in women, an "anxiety of authorship." . 

It would be a mistake, however, to make too great a claim for Behn's feminism. 
Her libertine pose masked a conservative royalist politics and a desire for access to 
the elite society that excluded her. She saw herself as an exception to the rule of 
women's exclusion from the profession of writing rather than as a pathbreaker dem
onstrating the error of that rule. Her outspokellness and her refusal to conform 
politely to the dictates of modesty and propriety led later generations of critics, like 
Dr. John Doran, writing in his Annals of the English Stage (I 864), to dismiss her as 
"a mere harlot who danced through uncleanness and dared them to follow," but these 
same qualities have made her a figure of great interest to feminist critics. 
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For bibliography, ~ee Mary Ann O'Donnell, Aphra Behn: An Annotated Bibliogra
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From The Dutch Lover 

Epistle to the Reader 

Good, Sweet, Honey, Sugar-candied 
READERl 

(Which I think is more than anyone has call'd you yet.) I must have a word 
or two with you before you do advance into the Treatise; but 'tis not to beg 
your pardon for diverting you from your affairs, by such an idle Pamphlet as 
this is, for I presume you have not much to do, and therefore are to be obliged 
to me for keeping you from worse imployment, and if you have a better, you 
may get you 'gone about your business: but if you will mispend your time, 
pray lay the fault upon your self; for I have dealt pretty fairly in the matter, 
and told you in the Title Page what you are to expect within. Indeed, had I 
hung Ol~t a sign of the Immortality of the Soul, of the Mystery of Godliness, 
or of Ecclesiastical Policie, and then had treated you with Indiscerpibility, 
and Essential Spissitude (words,z which tho~gh I am no competent Judge 
of, for want of Languages, yet I fancy strongly ought to mean just nothing) 
with a company of Apocryphal midnight tales cull'd out of the choicest insig
nificant Authors; If I had only prov'd in Folio tJ:iat Apollonius3 was a naughty 
Knave, or had presented you with two or thre~ ~f the worst principles tran
scrib'd Qllt of the peremptory and ill natur'c:l. (though prettily ingenious) 
Doctor of Malmsbury4 undigested, and ill manag'd by a silly, fancy, ignorant, 
impertinent,' ill educated Chaplain, I were then indeed sufficiently in fgult; 
but having inscrib'd Comedy on the beginning 'of my Book, you may guess 
pretty near what peny-worths you are like to have, and ware6 your money 
and your time accordingly. ..:.r . 

I would not yet be understood to lessen the dignity of Playes, for surely 
they deserve a place among the middle, if not the better sort of Books, for I 
have he~rd that most of that which bears the name of Learning, and which 
has abused such quantities of Ink and Paper, and continually imploys so 
many ignorant, unhappy souls for ten, twelve, twenty years in the University' 

I. In the prefaces to the printed text. of plays, the 
h"bit of mocking readers often complemented the 
mockery of audiences In prologues [except as indi
cated, all notes are Janet M. Todd's]. 
2. The habit of confounding the publie with dif
ficult words was much mocked. 
3. Apollonlu. Is probably Apolloniu. of Tyana, a 
Greek philosopher following PythaRoras (6th c. 
R.C.E.). He was born at the beginning of the Chris
tinn era, nnd to some skel'tics such as Charles 
Illount {and later Voltaire [1694-1778]} he rep
resented a coherent and admirable moral alterna
tive to Christ and his teaching. "In Folio" indicated 

a full sized sheet of paper or parchment folded only 
once, therefore n volume of the largest size. 
4. Thomas Hobbes {I 588-1 679), born In Wilt
shire, was an Influential materlallst whosto avoid
anCe of Christian concepts provoked much abuse 
and argument. (Malm.bury: Malmeobury, a town 
In WUtshlre.-edltor'. note.] 
5. Rude [editor's note]. 
6. Spend [editor'. note]. 
7. The colleges at Oxford and Cambridge Univer
sity followed a very traditional curriculum, which 
Behn more than once criticized [editor's note). 
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(who yet poor wretches think. they are doing something aU' the while) .as 
Logick, &c.and several otherthin~s (that shall be nameless, lest I should 
ttiispel th~tri)bre much more absohitely nothing than the ertttrttest Play t1\at 
e're wa~ writ. Take notice, Reader, Ido not assert:thilf ptlrety't,ipcYn" my QwJj 
knowledge, but I think I have' known it 'very fully prov'd; b()th'sides being 
fairly heard, and seen some ingenious opposers of it most abominably baffled 
in the Argument: Some of which I have got so perfectly by rote, that if this 
were a proper place for it, I Iilm apt ,t9 think mys~lf could almost make it 
clear; and as I would not underValue Pdci!tfy, so' heither am I altogether of 
their judgement, who believe no wisdom in the world beyond it. I have often 
heard indeed (and read) how much the·World ,was anciently oblig'd to it for 
most of that which they call'd Sc~ence, ",hich my want ~f letters makes me 
less assur'd of than others happHy.~ily' b¢:. but I have'heard some wise men 
say, that no considerable part of the' useful knowledge was this way com
municated; and on the othet way, thaLit.hath serv'd. to. propagate so many 
idle .superstitions, as all the benefits it ·hath or c.sn be ,g1,lilty of" can nev~ 
mak,e . sufqcient. amends for, which unaided, PY.· the ,~.mluqkey· chat.ms .. of 
Poe~ry; could .never. have poss,est. a thinlQng Creaturelsuchas man •. l:Io~eV~Jj 
tru~ this is, I am my self. well able to, affirm. that none of all.. our Engl,isQ 
PoetS, and :Ieast the Dramatique(so,I thinkyoll' call them) can, be,.justly 
charg'd with ·toq ,great ,reformation of mens miO(.s or,manners. and for th~~ 
I may app:eal to, general,f,XPeriment .. if·those who.re the. mO$t assiduollS 
Disciples' oEthe .Stage, do hot 'make tJ:lE~ fonde$t~ anaithe .lewdest crew,a!:>ou( 
this T.own; for:if;y.oush.ould.LJnhappily,~onveJ;s~:[w.ith] them through th~ 
year; you w.illnot find·one dt;llm' of, Set!.ceatnongst.,., Qlub:bf them, , unless 
you Will allow for.such a little Link-BQ)'$~:Ribaldry, IpiQl<..larde.dwith unsea~ 
sonable oaths, ~:itnpJ.Jdetlt defiance ,of: Qod, and,ll~hl~g •.• eriQ¥$, and that 
at such a senceless··damn'd lmthinktnj,'rat,e, as,.1f..'lwere weU dill~ri~u~~d, 
would slJoil near half the Apothecaries trad~, Iilnd 'aye ·the sQber pe9ple, Qf 
th~· Town the cnarge of VOJI?tts;1 :Andit ,was .martly said,·(how pr,udently.'l 
cannot tell) by a late learned Doctor, who ... tho1,1gh himself nogt;eEi,tasser,te, 
~f,a Deity! (as you'l b.elieve by that which {ollows)yetwas~bspryed to be 
apntinually perswading oEthis sort of mer,t.(i£ I fo.roncemaY~81~ them so) 
o( ,the necessity and truth of our Religion; and· .1~eing ask',ti;JlDw he .C8JI?e to 
hestir himself so much this way, made answer, .lhat ,it wa~ be(lause .. their, 
ignorance and indiscreetpeb!luch made·,~h~~ a. scandal to the prQfessionof 
Atheism. And for theirwisdolll and deBi~f-l ne:v~r knew it!~a~~ beYQod.tbJ:; 
ih\!ention of some notable expedient, fol' ithe ,sp~e'di~r ridding ,th~mof th~~t 
estate, (a devilish clog to Wit and Parts) than other grouling2)Mortals knOWj 
or battering half a dozen fair new Windows in,a Morning af~~rtheir debauch, 
whilst the dull unjantee3 Rascal they belong to is fast asleep. But 1'1 proceed 
no farther in their characteri because that miracle of Wit (in spight of Aca+ 
demic::k frippery) the tnightyEi:~ar~4 hath~lr'e~dy:,d~eit 'to my, s.~tisfacti~n:~ 
and whoever undertakes a Suppliment to any thtng,:he hath.discourst, had 
bettet for their reptitlition b~ doing' nothing;: . .: : .,'. . ,'. "',' .': 
'B~sicies; this Theam is 'w~)~ri'too thread~bare by the' whirfling~::wo~ld~be 

8. Most foolish, most Idiotic :{editor'. no'te1. 
9. Boys employed to carry torches to light people 
ihrough tile stteets. . . 
1. Purges [editor's note1. ". : 
2. Growling [editor's note]. 
3. Dull. not showy [editor's note}. 

4. John·Esc;h.rd mbcked the university education 
of the e:lergy. ''' ... :'. ,.,.> 1 ". . •• ".: 

5: M<ivi~g inconstillitly, "a.if. driven by a p"f(;;r 
W1nd,'~ Johnson's DlcUOnG,.y [published In 1755 hy 
SAMUELjOHNSONj. '. . . .' .. ! 
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Wits of the Town, and of both the stone-blind-eyes of the' Kingdom. And 
therefore to return to' that which I before was speaking of, I win have leave 
to say that in my judgement the increasing number of our latter Plays have 
not done much more towards the amending of mens Morals, or their Wit, 
than hath the frequent Preaching, whiCh this last age hath been pester'd 
with, (indeed without an Controversie they have done less harm)' nor can I 
on~e imagine what temptation any 'one can have to expect'lt from··them: for, 
sure I am, ·no·,Play was ever writ with thatdesigri.6 lf.you consider Tragedy, 
you'l fihd' their best of characters unlikely patterns for a Wiseman to pursue: 
For ·he' that is the Knight of the: Play, no: sublunary feats -must serve his 
Dulcinea;7 for if he can't bestrid the Moon, hert ne'er make good his business 
to the· end, and if he chalice to be offended, he :must without considering 
right or wrong confound all things hen'leets,: and 'put you 'half a score likely 
tall fellows into each pocket; and· truly .if he come not something near this 
pitch, I think the Tragedies not worth' a farthingl for Playes were cehainly 
intended for the exercising of mens passions, not their understandingsl and 
he is infinitely far from wise, .that will bestow one moments private medita
tion on such things: And as forContedie, the finest folks you meet with there, 
are·sHIl unfitte~ for your imitation, for though·within a leaf or two of the 
Prologue, you are told thatlhey are people QfWit,-good Hutriour, good Man
hers,' and.aILthat:yet if the Authors did ,not kindly add their proper names, 
you'd never' know, them by their characters; fat· whdtsoe'er's the matter, it 
hath happen'd so spightfully in several:Playes, which have been prettie well 
receiv'd of late, that even those persons thahvere-meanUo be the ingenious 
Censorsof.the Play, have either prov'd thti'niost debauch'd,or most unwfttie 
people In the'Coinpanie: nor is this error v~rylam'entabll!j s~nce as I take It 
Comedle was neVer meant, either for a convel'tb\gor confirining Ordinance:' 
In ihort, I think a Play the best divettisemeilt' that Wise ·men have; but I do 
also think them nothing SOj who do discourse lis forinBlli~ abbut the rules of 
it; as if'twere the grandaffBirofhumane Hfe. This·beink·my!opinionofPlays, 
I,studied orily to imake thi!l as entertaining ds I couldjwhich' whether I have 
been successfuHh,. my gentle Reader,' you may for your ~hilling judge. I 1'0 

tell you my thoughts of it, were to little purpose, for were· they,very ill, you 
may be sure I would not have expos'd it; nor did Iso till I hadfitst'consulted 
most of those who have a reputation for judgement of this kind; who ~fe 
at least so civil (if not kind) to it as did incourage me to venture it upon the 
Stage, and in the .Press: Nor did I take their single word for it, but us'd their 
reasorts,as a.t:onfitmlition of my oWh . 
. Indeed., that day 'twas Acted first, there comes me into the Pit, a long, 

lither, phlegmatiCk, white, ilI-favour'd, wretched Fop,2 an officer in Mas
querade newly transported with a Scarfe & Feather3 out of France; a sorry 

6. Throughout the century the stage had been 
attacked by Puritans' as a pernicious Influence on 
the morals of the spectators. Many playwrights 
Including' Dryden sought to counter this by urging 
the· ethical and moral base of their work. [JOHN 
DRYDEN (1631-1700), .English playwright, poet, 
and critic"-editor's note.) 
7. A reference to Cervantes' Don Quixote [1605, 
1616), where the'hero's beloved Is called Dulcinea. 
Don Quixoto; was famous for his lofty but unreal
Isable Ideals: ["Sublunary": terrestrial, of this 
world"-'-edltCir's note;] 
8. Authoritative direction. 

9. Entertainment [editor's notel. 
1. Costs of seats in the theatre varied but on the 
whole the cheapest seats In the gallery went for R 

shilling. In the pit a seat was about half a crown 
and 'In the box .. s four shillings. 
2. Lither means lazy or sluggish according to Eli· 
sha Coles' Aft English Dictionary (1676); phleg
matic means "full of Phlegme, the cold and moist 
humour of the body"; a fop Is a foolish dandy. 
[Coles {I 640--1 680), a schoolmaster who was 
among the earliest English lextcographen-edl-
tor's note.) ., . 
3. Military dandyism. 
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Animal that has nought else to shield it from the uttermost contempt of all 
mankind, but 'that respect which we afford to Rats and Toads, which though 
we do not well allow to live, yet when considered as a part of God's Creation, 
we make honourable mention of them. A thing, Reader--but no more of 
such a Smelt:'" This thing, I tellye, opening that which serves it for a mouth, 
out issued such a noise as this to those that sate about it, that they were to 
expect a woful Play, God damn him, for it was a womans. Now how this 
came about I am not sure, but I suppose he brought it piping hot from some; 
who had with him the reputation of a villanous Wit: for Creatures of his size 
of sence talk without all imagination, such scraps as they pick up from other 
folks. I would not for a world be taken arguing with such a propertie as this; 
but if I thought there ,were a man of any tolerable parts, who could upon 
mature deliberation distinguish well his right-hand from his left, and justly 
state the difference between the number of sixteen and two, yet had this 
prejudice upon him; I would take a little pains to make him know how much 
he errs. For waving the examination,5 why women having equal education 
with men, were not as capable of knowledge, of whatever sort as well as they: 
I'l only say as I have touch'd before, that Plays have no great room for that 
which is mens great advantage over women, that is Learning: We all well 
know that the immortal Shakespears Playes (who was not guilty of much 
more of this than often falls to womens share)6 have better pleas'd the World 
thanJohnsons works, though by the way 'tis said that Benjamin was no s'U~h 
Rabbi neither, for I am inform'd his Learning was but Grammer high;? (suf· 
ficient indeed to rob poor Salust8 0f his best Orations) and it hath been 
observ'd, that they are apt to admire him most confoul1dedly, who have just 
such a scantling of it as he had; and I have seen a man the most severe of 
Johnsons Sect,9 sit with his Hat remov'd less than a hairs breadth from one 
sullen posture for,almost three hours at the A1chymist; who at that excellent 
Play of Harry the ,Fourth l (which yet I hope is far enough from Farce) hath 
very hardly kept his Doublet whole; but affectation hath always had a greater 
share both in the actions and discourse of men than truth and judgement 
have: and for our Modern ones, except our most unimitable Laureat," I dare 
to say I know of none that write at such a formidable rate, but that a woman 
may well hope to reach their greatest hights. Then for their musty rules of 
Unity,3 and God knows what besides, if they meant any thing, they are 

4. A simpleton [editor's hotel. 
S. Refraining from an investigation Into [editor's 
note]. 
6. Much was made of Shakespeare's lack of uni
versity education which allowed him to be a useful 
predecessor for a female playwright. See Dryden's 
An Essay of Dramatic Poe!fY (1668): "He 'Was nat
urally learn'd; he needed not the spectacles of 
books to read Nature .... " 
7. In the Restoration Ben Jonson [1572-1637) 
was the most esteemed of the dramatists writing 
before the Interregnum. "Grammer high" Indi
cated the level achieved at a grammar school, 
where learned languages were grammatically 
taught. ['The Interregnum": 1649-60, the period 
between Charles I's execution and the Restoration 
of the monarchy and the accession of Charles 11-
editor's note.] 
B. Sallust (86-34 H.C.E.) was a Roman historian 
whose works on the Catiline conspiracy [In 63 
R.C.E.] provided many plots for English play
wrights. Jonson's CAllline was performed in 1611. 

9. A reference to those believing in the rules of 
drama such as Thomas Shadwell [1643-1692) 
who had had success with 'l'IU S .. ll,," I..overj 
(1688) and The HumD1IrUlS (1671). In his ptefac., 
to the printed. text of t"e former he praised the 
three unities and declared that all playwrights 
should Imltate'Jonsqn in the creation of humour 
characters, "though none are Uke to come near; he 
being the onely person that appears to me to have 
made perfect Representations of Humane Life." " 
1. Th" Alchemist by Jonson and, Henry ·IV,.by 
Shakespeare. The IIne·between proper comedy and 
farce was frequently drawn. For exam"ie. in his 
~reface to An Ewininll'. Love (1671) Dryden wrote, 
'Comedy consists .... of natural actions and char-
acters; ... Farce ... of forced humours, and 
unnatural events." 
2. John Dryden became poet laureate In 1668 
[editor's note]. , . 
3. The three unities of time, place, and action~ see 
above SIR PHILIP SIDNEY, PIERRE CORNEII.LE, and 
Dryden [editor's note]. " 
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enough intelligible, and as practible by a woman; but really methinks they 
that disturb their heads with any other rules of Playes besides the making 
them pleasant, and avoiding of scurrility, might much better be imploy'd in 
studyilJ.g how to improve mens too too imperfect knowledge of that ancient 
English Game, which hight long Laurence:4 And if Comedy should be the 
Picture of ridiculous mankind, I wonder anyone should think it such a sturdy 
task, whilst we are furnish'd with such precious 'Originals as him, I lately 
told you of; if at least that Character do not dwindle into Farce, and so 
become too mean an entertainment fqr those persons who are us'd to think. 
Reader, I have a complaint or two to make to you, and I have done; Know 
then this Play was hugely injur'd in the Acting, for 'twas done so imperfectly 
as never any was before, which did more harm to this than it could have 
done to any of another sort; the Plo~ being busie (though I think not intricate) 
and so requiring a continual attention; which being interrupted by the intol
erable negligence of some that acted in it, must needs much spoil the beauty 
on't. My Dutch Lover~ spoke but little of what I intended for him, but sup
ply'd it with a deal of idle stuff, whiclJ. I was wholly unacquainted with, till I 
ha<l hear~ it first from him; so that Jack-pudding6 ever us'd to do: which 
though I k.new before, I gave him yet the part, because I knew him so accept
able to most o'th' lighter Periwigs about the Town, and he indeed did vex me 
so, I could almost be angry: Yet, but Reader, you remember, I suppose, a 
fusty piece of Latine that has past from hand to hand this thousand years 
they say (and how much longer I can't tell) in, favour of the dead.? I intended 
him a habit much more notably ridiculous, which if it can ever be important 
was so here, for many of the Scenes in the three last Acts depended upon 
the mistakes of the Colonel for Haunce, which the ill-favour'd likeness of 
their Habits is suppos'd to cause. Lastly, my Epilogue was promis'd me by a 
PersonS who had surely made it good, if any, but he failing of his word, 
deputed one, who has made it as you see, and to make out your penyworth 
you have it here. The Prologue is by misfortune lost. Now, Reader, I have 
eas'd my mind of all I had to say, and so sans farther complyment, Adieu. 

1673 

~. 

Preface to The Lucky Chance 

The little Obligation I have to some of the witty Sparks l and Poets of the 
Town, has put me on a Vindication of this Comedy from those Censures 
that Malice, and ill Nature have thrown upon it, tho in vain: The Poets I 

4. A Long Lawrence was an instrument marked 
with signs about three inches long like a short ruler 
or totem with eight sides. Each side had a different 
set of markings of strokes, zig>'.ags and crosses. A 
lI"me of chance was played especially at Christ
mas, each player rolling the Long Lawrence and 
losing or winning pins or tokens according to 
which side came up. The term IILawrence" may 
have come from the mark., seeming like the bars 
of a gridiron on which St. Lawrence was martyred. 
See Alice Bertha Gomme, TI.e Tmdilirmal Game. 
of England, Scotland, and Ireland (London, 1894). 
S. Behn may be referring to the famous comic 
actor Edward Angel when .hc blamed the actor 

playing Haunce [the Dutch Lover] for ad-libbing 
Instead of follOwing her lines. 
6. Low-class buffoon [editor's note]. . 
7. The proverb Is De mortuis nil nisi bonum, Speak 
well of the dead. . 
8. Possibly a reference to Edward Ravenscroft 
with whom Behn was friendly at the time. His fail
ure might have been due to a bout of venereal dis
ease. Ravenscroft wrote the epilogue for Behn'. 
The Town-FDf'P (1676). [Ravenscroft (ca. 1654-
1707), British playwright-edltor's note.] 
1. Fops, dandies [except as indicated, all subse
quent notes are Janet M. Todd·s]. 
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heartily excuse', since there isa sort of Self-Interest in their Malice, which I 
shou'd rather call a witty Way they have: in this Age, of Railing at everY thin'g 
they find with pain successful, and never ttishew good Nature arid, speak 
well of any thing; but when-they are sure 'tis damn'd; then· they afford it. that 
worse Scandal, their Pity. And nothing makes them .so ihrough-stitchtan 
Enemy as a full Third Day,2 that's Crime enough to load it with all manner 
of Infamy; and when they can no other way prevail ,With the ToWn, they 
charge it with the old never failing ScandElI~That's "tis hot: fit for ,the 
Ladys: As if (if it were as they falsly:give it 'out) the Ladys were, oblig'd to 
hear Indecencys only from their Pens and ,Plays; and some of them :have 
ventur'd to treat 'em as Coursely as 'twas possible, without the least Reproach 
from them; and in some of their most, Celebrated Plays have entertained' 'em 
with things, that' if I should here strip, from their :Wit,and Occasion ~that 
conducts 'em in, and makes thempropei', their' fair Cheeks would perhaps 
wear' a natural Colour3 at the reading :them: yet are never taken Notice' of, 
b~cause a Man writ them. and they may hear that from them ,they blush at 
from a Woman-' --But I make a Challenge to any Person'oh:omnion'Sense 
and'Reason--' -that is not wilfully bent on ,ill Nature, and will hi spight of 
Sense wrest a, double Entendre; from every thing; lying upon the Catc'h for 'a 
Jest or a Quibble; like a Rook for·a Cully;4 ·but any'unpreju'dic'dPersol'a that 
knows not the Author, to',read any.',of.mY Comedys, and lI!ompare 'em With 
others of this 'Age,and if they' findane Word that can offend the chastest 
Ear, I will submit to all their'peevish <i.:avills;,butRight or Wrong,they must 
be Criminal because a Woman's; condemning them' without h~vihg ·the 
Christian Charity;.to examine whether it be guilty or not .. with reading, com" 
paring, or thinking;, the ,Ladies taking up any Scandal:on Trust frorn<some 
conceited Sparks; who will in spight of: Nature be Wits, 'and Beaus; then 
scatter it for Al1thentiCk all over the: Town arid Court,. poysoning'.of others 
Judgment with their false Notions, condemning it to worse than ' Deathi Loss 
of Fame. And to forlifie'their,Detractiort, charge me with all the ,Plays' tha~ 
have ever been offensive; though I wish,Withalhheit Faults I'had beeI'tthe 
Author of some of those they have honour'd me with. 
, For the farther Justification of this Play; it ,being a Comedy of Intrigue, 

Dr. Davenant' out of Respect to the Commands he had from Court, to take 
great Care that no Indecency should be in Plays, sent for it and nicely look't 
it over, putting out any th:ing he ,but i~agir{d the Criticks would play with. 
After that, Sir Roger L'Estrange6 read it and licens'd it, and found no such 
Faults as 'tis charg'd with: Then Mr. Killi8rew,' who more severe tl;t~n any, 
from the s'trict Order hie had, perus'd it Vyitb,great Circurpspec'Uon; a.rid ~astly 
the Master Players, who you will I hope in so~e Measure e!!lteeni Jl,idges Qf 
Decency and their own' Interest, having been so many Years Prentice to' the 
Trade of Judging. 

2. Good pame"t from. ~f,e th!r4 'n.ighi:s ptiofits, 
the traditional recompense for the. pla)'l!Vrlght; 
through·stltcht: complete, from a stitch t\i~t, went 
right through th" cloth., . ". '. 
3. A blush rather than cosmetic paint.; ;" , 
4. A dud-sharper or a cheat for a,Vic~im:t'Quib-
ble": a pun-editor's note.) "," 
5, Charles Dave,;ant (1656-1714), ;eldeit'sori of 
Sir William Davenant, who rec,eivea the p~tent for 
the Duke's Company after the" nestotatlon. 

Charles was'~o-oWner of. the United C6mpany; 
.~hlch put oli,po.; L~~ pltance;he'Was also an 
M.P. and helpeCi iii ,the'liceJ:t~ing of plays. " 
6. Li!"enser of 'publisH~ ·\"or~. throughout most 
~t the Restoration anita man, much admired by 
~ehn for hli propagandist ,efforts ror the royal go';~ 
emm.e~t: . 'O·~· • . ~ 
7, Charles, Kllligre",d1655'-1725), co-oWner 9f 
the United Conipjll~Y and Master o.f the Revel •. He, 
was responsible for the conte,rit ot perfo~ed ~Iay •. 
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I say, after all these Supervisors the Ladys may be conVinc'd, they left 
nothing that cou'd offend, ahd the Men of their 'unjust Refiecti(jns on sO 
many Judges of Wit and Decencys. VVhenit happens that I challenge any 
one, to point me out the least Expression of what' sorrie have ·iitade theit 
Discourse, theycty, 'That Mr. Leigh8 opens his Night Gown,when he comes 
into the Bride-chamber; if he do, which is a Jest of his own ;making, :and 
which I never saw, I hope he has his Cloaths on undetneath? And if SO; 
where is the Indecency? I have seen, in that admirable Play of Oedipus,9 the 
Gown open'd wideiand,the Man showri in his Drawers and Wastecoat, and 
never thought it an Offence before. Another crys, Why we know not what 
they 'mean, when the Man takes a Woman 'off the Stage, and another is thereby 
cuckolded; is that ahy more than you see in the mOst Celebrated of your 
Plays? as the City Politicks, the Lady Mayoress, and the Old Lawyers Wife,· 
who goes·with a Man she never saw before, and comes out again ~he joyfull'st 
Woman alive, for having made her Husbl1nd a Cuckold with such Dexterity, 
and yetI see;nothing unnatural nor obscene: 'tis proper for the Characters. 
So in that lUcky Play of the LOndon Guckold$j2 'not to recite Particulars. And 
in that good Comedy of Sir Courtly Nice; 3 'the Taylor to the yo'U~g Lal:ly-:------iri 
the fam'd Sit Fopllng, Dorimont and Bellinda,4see the:veryWords--In 
Valentinian,' seethe Scene between ·the Court Bawds. And'Valehtinianall 
loose a"d ,rufl'd a Moment' after the Rape, and all this yoU se"~ without scan
dal, and a thousand others. The Moor of Venice in manyplaceik'l'he Maids 
Trage~see the Scene of undressing the, Bride,· and between the King 
and_Aminto,., and after between the King and Evadne6--' -'All these t Ninne 
as some of the best Plays I know; If I -should repeat the Words expr-est in 
these Scenes I mention, I might justly be charg'd with coarse ill Manners, 
and very little' Modesty, and yet they so na:turally fall into the places they are 
design'd for, and so are proper'for the Business; that there is not the least 
Fault to be found with them! though I say those things in any of mine wou'd 
damn·the whole Peice, and alartn the Town. 'Had Iii' Day or two's time; as I 
have scarce so many Hours to' write thill in (the Play, being'all printed off 
and the Press waiting,) ,I would sum uti all· yout' Beloved Plays, and all the 
things in them that are pasf with such Silence 'by; because written by'Men: 
such Masculine Strokes in me, must not He alloW'd. I must conclude those 
Worrten (if there. be any such) greater Criticks' in thl'lt sort of Conversatit>J1'"e' . 
than iny self, who find any of~hat sort of mine, or ahy thin~ that can justly 

8. Anlhony Leigh, the famous comic actor. The 
offending bcllon Is speclfi,ed In the stage directions. 
9. A play of 1678 by Nathaniel Lee and Dryden; 
In act Z, scene I, Oedipus enters sleepwalking In 
hi. shirt. [jOHN DRYDEN (1631-1700), English 
playwright, poet, and crltlc-edltor's note.] 
1. City Politicks:' John Crowne'. Tory play per
formed I,n the season of 1682-83. The Lady May- . 
are •• and the Old Lawyers Wife are two characters 
who make their husbands cuckolds. 
2. A popular play of Behn's friend, Edward Ra
venscroft, performed in i 681. It has three cuck-
olds in It. ;; 
3. John Crowne'. comedy from 1685, The Taylor 
to the Young Lady, uses double entendres In hi. 
talk with the young woman and her aunt in act 2, 
scene 2. 
4. Etherege's Man of MO<k; or, Sir FOfJling Flutter 
(1676). The hero, Dorlmant, sleeps with Belinda 

arid then describes the plea.ure. [GeolJe Etherege 
(1635-1692), English comic playwright-editor', 
note.) 
5. Edward Hyde, Lord Rochester's 1684 revision 
of Francis Beaumont (ca. 1584-1616) and John 
Fletcher's (1579-1625) earliest play, which con
cems the rape of Lucin" by the el1lperor Valentin
Ian. Beaumont' and, Fletcher' were younger 
contemporaries of Shakespeare, known for their 
popular collaborations [editor's note]. 
6. The Maid's Tnigedy was,a popular play by Beau
mont and Fletcher, revived In the Restoration; in 
it the KIng forces a marriage between'Amintor and 
Evadne his mlstres. and Indulges hi bawdy remarks 
about the wedding night and the failure of con
summation. The Moor of Venice: Shakespeare's 
Othello [1603-04], one of the flrst play. to be per
formed on the Restoration stage. 
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be reproach't. But 'tis in vain by dint of Reason or Comp~rison to convince 
the obstinate Criticks, whose Business is to find Fault, if not by a loose and 
gross Imagination to create them, for they must either'find the Jest, or mak~ 
it; and those of this sort faU to my share, they find Faults of another kind for 
the Men Writers. And this one thing I will ventur~ to say, though against my 
Nature, because it has a Vanity in it: That had the Plays I have writ come 
forth under any Mans Name, and never known to hJlve beel1 mine; I appeal 
to all unbyast Judges of Sense, if they had not said that Person had made as 
many good Comedies, as anyone Man that has writ .in our Age; but a Devil 
on't the Woman damns the Poet. 

Ladies, for its further Justification to you, be pleas'd to know, that the first 
Copy of this Play was read by several Ladys of very gr~at Quality, and unques
tioned Fame, and received their most favourable Opinion, not one charging 
it with the Crime, that some have been pleas'd to find in the Acting. Other 
Ladys who saw it more than once, whose Quality and Vertue can sufficiently 
justifie any thing they design to favour, were pleas'd to say, theY' found an 
Entertainment in it very far from scandalQus; and for. the Generality of the 
Town, I found by my Receipts it was not thought so Criminal. However, that 
shall not be an Incouragement to me to trouble the Criticks with new Occa
sion of affronting me, for endeavouring at least to divert; and at this rate, 
both the few Poets that are left, and the Players who toil in vain, will be 
weary of their Trade. 0< 

I cannot omi~ to tell you, that a Wit of the Town, a Friend of mine at Wills 
Coffee House,7 the first Night of the Play, cry'd it down as much as in him 
lay, who before had read it and assured me he never saw a prettier pomedy. 
So complaisant one pestilent Wit will be to another, and in the full Cry,~ake 
his Noise too; but since 'tis to the witty Few I speak, I hope the better judges 
will take no Offence, to whom I am oblig'd for better Judgments; and those 
I hope will be so ki~d to me, knowing my Conversation not at all addicted 
to the Indecencys alledged, that I would much less practice it in a Play, that 
must . stand the Test of the censuring World. And':I must want common 
Sense, and all the Degrees of good Manners, renouncing my Fame, all Mod
esty and Interest for a 'silly Sawcy fruitless Jest,' to make Fools laugh, and 
Women blush, and wise Men asham'd; My self all the while, if I had been 
guilty of this Crime charg'd to me, remaining the 'only stupid, il1Sensible. Is 
this likely, is this reasopable to be bellev'd by any bo~y, but the wilfully blind? 
All I ask, is the Priviledge for my Masculine Par.t the' Poet in me, (if any such 
you will allow me) to tread in t~ose successful Paths my Predecessors have 
so long thriv'd in, to take those Measures that both the Ancient and l\:1odern 
Writers have set me, and :by which they have pleas'd the World so well. If I 
must not, because of my Sex, have this Freedom, but that you will usurp all 
to your selves; I lay down' my Quill, and you shall hear no more of me, no 
not so much as to make Comparisons, because I will be kinder to my Brothers 
of the Pen, than they have been to a defenceless Woman; for I am not 
content to write for a Third day only. I value Fame as much as if I had been 
born a Hero; and if you rob me of that, 1 can retire from the ungrateful 
World, and scorn its fickle Favours. 

1687 

7. A famous London coffeehouse in Covent Garden kept by Will Unwin. 
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The Italian philosopher Giambattista Vico is noted for his original insights into the 
origins and development of language and culture. An advocate of a holistic approach, 
centered on language, to the study of society, he produced wide-ranging analyses that 
addressed issues not only in history and sociology but .also in jurisprudence, philos
ophy, theology, politks, rhetoric, and poetics. His most celebrated accomplishment, 
from the perspective of the twenty-first century, is his monumental Scienza nuova 
(New Science), which he issued in three editions (1725, 1730, 1744). Anticipating 
the developmental theories of G. w. F. HEGEL and KARL MARX; this work presents the 
now-famous theory of the three periods of social development, which he termed the 
ages of the gods, heroes, and men. Among the distinctive features of each period are 
differences in language and literature as well as in government and law. The general 
sense, as in Hegel and Marx, is that human nature is not absolute but historical, a 
product of changing social institutions and material configurations. For literary the
ory, the most important claims ofVico's New Science are its arguments for the origin 
of human society in the pre rational poetic nature of human beings and for the pri
mordial status of four "master tropes" of rhetoric. 

Born in Naples, Vico was the son of a bookseller. He received an education in 
Scholastic philosophy and in rhetoric from a series of Neapolitan clergymen, becom
ing proficient in Latin literature. By the age of seventeen, Vico was applying himself 
to the study of civil and canon (church) law, writing poetry on the side as a pleasant 
diversion. He became accomplished enough as a poet that for much of his life he was 
often called on by the aristocracy to write occasional verse for important public events, 
such as weddings or funerals. He briefly studied law at the University of Naples, but 
he relied mostly on local tutors and self-education. As a young man, he befriended a 
group of "modern" intellectuals, known as the Investigators, who critiqued or rejected 
the authority of the "ancients." Central to this controversial group was the new phi
losophy of GaliIeo Galilei (1564-1642), Francis Bacon (1561-1626), and Rene Des
cartes (I596-1650), as well as the "alternative" classical views of the Greek 
philosopher Epicurus (341-270 B.C.E.) and the Roman poet Lucretius (ca. 94-55 
B.C.E.). Reflecting the widespread intellectual changes in Europe that have come to 
bc known as the Enlightcnment, the group was largely concerned with putting science 
and philosophy on a rational and empirical foundation. 

In 1699 Vico became professor of rhetoric at the University of Naples, a position 
he held for more than forty years. His early annual orations, now available frf On 
Humanistic Education (1993), address the proper methods and functions of educa
tion. During this time he joined the Palatine Academy, an eclectic group of modern 
intellectuals committed to the emerging values of the Enlightenment. As befitted his 
education and intellectual associations, Vico was interested in a wide variety of sub
jects, including the physical sciences and mathematics. In 1710 he published his first 
major work, De antiquissima Italorum sapientia (On the Most Ancient Wisdom of the 
Italians), which attempts to reconstruct the nonrationalistic philosophy of a pre
Roman civilization via the etymological study of Latin words. Here and in his other 
works, Vico strove to be a persuasive philologist, as he studied cultures and their 
histories through languagcs, especially etymologies; his philological work was not 
valued in his own time, but it was later admired by such leading twentieth-century 
critics as Erich Auerbach and EDWARD W. SAID. Vico's next important publication, Il 
diritto universale (1720-22, Universal Law), .focused on the historical origin and 
development of jurisprudence. In chronological order, it traced the emergence of 
different types of society, identifying a particular form of law with each while also 
making important links to various linguistic, literary, and religious forms. Later, at 
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the Invitation of a nobleman, Vico also published his autobiography (172-5-28), the 
first modern example of its kind. 

In 1725 Vico published the first edition of his New Science. As a study of the 
nonrationalistic origins and historical development of "gentile" (p-re-Christiim, non
Jewish) societies, it strongly resembles the two major works that preceded it. He 
considered the New Science his most important work, which would reveal the under
lying order in the diversity of the gentile- nations just as Isaac Newton's Principia 
Mathematica (1687) had unveiled the eternal laws-of t1ature. Vico was deeply disap
pointed by the book's reception, however, whteh tended to be unfavorable when not 
indifferent. Feeling misunderstood and unacknowledged, he described himself as "a 
foreigner in his Own country." In 1735 he was appointed the official historian to 
Charles Bourbon, then king of Naples and Stelly, but he remained primarily con
cerned with revising his New Science. He published a second edition in 1730 and 
prepared a third, which appeared shortly after his death in 1744. 

Our selections, taken from the third edition, begin With Vico's discussion of the 
historical stages that gentile nations have traversed. Comparing the various ancient 
histories of the Egyptians, Chaldeans, Scythians, Phoenicians, Greeks, and Romans, 
he reveals an underlying universal pattern'-':the expression of a divine providence 
working in the world, reducing multiplicity to order. The nece!lsatycourse (corso) that 
the nations must run passes through the ages of the gods, herties, and men; -Each age 
is characterized by a particular kind of nature, custom; jurisprudei:lce, government, 
and language. A distinctive feature of Vico's sequence of ages-unlike the classical 
movement from golden to iron age---is its susceptibility to what he calls a "recourse" 
(ricorso) or recurrence, which luggests that a nation may retraverse a previous stage 
or all three. ' -

One of Vieo's main concerns is the poetic nature of the first human beings In the 
age of the aodl, the "m.ater key" "f hll lelehee. -As he explains It, the first humin 
beinga apprehertded the world In a "poettc" ttlllnner. With Ylgoroul tmaginatlon.and 
robust senses, but feeble powers of reasoning; they responded to their unknown world 
With passionate fear and wonder, creating sublime-images of nature. In this regard, 
Vlco's portrait 'of the early poets suggests the Influence of LONGINUS'S dassical theory 
of sublimity; a bit lilter, Jean-JacqtiesRousseau (1712;':'1778) would make asfmilar 
argument about the origin of langua-ges. The point, for Vlco, is that the poetic nature 
of the first human beings inaugurated-their world. In support of thi!! view, he points 
out that the first poets anthropomorphized riature and accounted for the unknown 
in human and metaphorieal terms. Vieo's famous example is th~ "priritltive" human 
response to the terror of lightning and thunder: namely, the imaginative creation of 
the angry sky god, Jove. 

Vico suggests that the religions~as well as the logic, morals, economics, politics, 
physics, cosmogra.,hy, astronomy, geography. and history-of the gentile nations are 
rooted in poetic and rhetorical responses to nature. In some sense the founda
tions of civil society can be said to reside in the modifications of the minds and 
institutions of human beings. But such modifications are not so much analytical or 
rational as they are poetic or, more preCisely, rhetorical. Metaphor, synecdoche, 
metonymy, and irony. Vieo's four master figures, shape human beings' apprehension 
of the world. -

Perhaps the most pointed criticism of Vieo's thlnkin~ is that he reduces the com" 
plexities of culture and society to a "universal history." One can also criticize Vico for 
displaying little concern for cultures and histories beyond those of Greece and Rome 
and for unfairly privileging Christianity by not- treating it historically. Despite the 
limitations of his methodology and his cultural chauvinlsm,howeveti Vieo's attention 
to poetic expression offers a corr~ctive -to the dominant rational thought of- the 
Enlightenment, bearing comparison withMARTlN REIDEGGER'slater-theories of 
poetry! both thinkers assign poetry a fundamental. role in world building. -His sense 
of a human nature as fundamentally historical, moreover, anticipates Karl Marx. who 
refers approvingly to Vico in a famous footnote to Capital (1867). Finally. Vieo pio-



THE NEW SCIENCE / 401 

neers the concern with rhetorical tropes as foundational to human life developed by 
such twentieth-century thinkers',as ROMAN JAKOBSON, HAYDEN WHITE, PAUL DE MAN, 

and HAROLD BLOOM, a great admirer of Vichian poe~ics. 
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From The New Science' 
.. .. .. 

31 This New Science or metaphysic, studying the common nature of 
nations in the light of divine providence, discovers the origins of divine and 
human institutions among the gentile nations, and thereby establishes a sys-

1. Translated by Thomas Goddard Bergin and Max Harold Fisch, who occaSionally supply clarifying words 
or references In brackets. 
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tem of the natural law of the gentes;2 which proceeds with the greatest equal
ity and constancy through the three ages which the Egyptians handed down 
to us as the three periods through which the world had passed up to their 
time. These are: (1) The age of the gods, in which the gentiles believed they 
lived under divine governments, and everything was commanded them by 
auspices3 and oracles, which, are the oldest institutions in profane history. 
(2) The age of the heroes, in;which they reigned everywhere in aristocratic 
commonwealths, on account of a certain superiority of nattire which they 
held themselves to have over the plebs. (3) The age of men, in which all men 
recognized themselves as equal in hUl1'lsn riature, and therefore' there -Were 
established first the popular commonwealths and then the inona:rc~ies; hoth 
of which are forms of human governinent. ,. .. , 

32 In harmony with these three kinds of nature and government, three 
kinds of language were spoken which compose the vocabulary of this Sd~ 
ence: (1) That of the time of the families when gentile ,men were newly 
received into humanity. This, we shall find, was a mute language of signs 
and physical objects having natural relations to the ideas they wished to 
express. (2) That spoken by means of heroic emblems, or similitudes, com
parisons, images, metaphors, and natural descriptions, which make:up the 
great body of the heroic language which was spoken at the time, the heroes 
reigned. (3) Human laJ:tgua:ge'using words agreed upon by the people, a 
language of which they are absolute lords, and whi~h is proper to 'the popular 
commonwealths and monarchical states; a language whereby th~ people may 
fix the meaning of the laws by which the nobles as, well as the plebs are 
bound. Hence, among all nations, once the laws, had beeJ,'l,put into the vulgar" 
tongue, the science of laws passed from,the,control of.th~:nobles. Hitherto, 
among all nations, the nobles, being' also priests, had kept the l.aws.in a secret 
language as a sacred thing. That ,is the ,natural reason for. the secrecy of the 
laws among the Roman patricians until popular liberty arose. 

Now these are the same three languages' that the Egyptians _ claimed had 
been spoken before in their world, 'corresponding exactly both in' number 
and in sequence to the three ages that had run their course before them:, (1) 
The hieroglyphic or sacred or secret language, by means of mute ads. This 
is suited to the uses of religion, for whjch observance is inore important than 
discussion. (2) The symbolic, by means of similitudes, such as we h~vejust 
seen the heroic language to have been. (3) Th~ epistolary or vulgar1which 
served the common uses of life. These three types of language 'are ,found 
among the Chaldeans, Scythians, Egyptians, Germans, and all, the.-other 
ancient gentile nations; although hieroglyphic writing survived 'longest 
among the Egyptians, because for a longer time than the others they were 
closed to all foreign nations (as for the same reason it still survives among 
the Chinese), and hence we have a proof of the vanity of their imagined 
remote antiquity. 

33 We here bring to light the beginnings not only of languages but also 
of letters, which philology5 has hitherto despaired of finding. We shall give 
a specimen of the extravagant and monstrous opinions 'that have been held 

. "" . . 

2, Heathen peoples (ecClesiastical). '"The gentile 
nations": pre~Christian non-Hebrew societies. 
3. Those who prophesy from the flight of birds. 
4. Ordinary, common. 

5.' The dl~cipline'lhlit studies 'culture and its his· 
tory through languages, especially through histor
ical and comparative linguistics. 
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up to now. We shall observe that the unhappy cause of this effect is that 
philologists have believed that among the nations· languages first came into 
being and then letters; whereas (to give here a brief indication of what will 
be fully proved in this volume) letters and languages were born twins and 
proceeded apace through. all their three stages. These beginnings are pre
cisely exhibited in the causes of the Latin language, as set forth in the first 
edition of the New Science (which is the second of the three passages on 
whose account we do not regret that book) .. By the reasoning out of these 
causes many discoveries have been made in ancient Roman history, govern
ment, and law, as you will observe a thousand times, 0 reader, in this volume. 
From this example, scholars of oriental languages, of Greek, and, among the 
modern languages, particularly of German, which is a mother language, will 
be enabled to make discoveries of antiquities far beyond their expectations 
and ours. 

34 We find that the principle of these origins both of languages and of 
letters lies in the fact that the first gentile peoples, by a demonstrated neces
sity of nature, were poets who spoke in poetic characters. This discovery, 
which is the master key of this Science, has' cost us the persistent research 
of almost all our literary life, because with our civilized natures we [moderns] 
cannot at all imagine and can understand only by great toil the poetic nature 
of these first men. The [poetic] characters of which we speak were certain 
imaginative genera (im'ages for the most part of animate substances, of gods 
or heroes, formed by their imagination) to which they reduced all the species 
or all the particulars appertaining to each genus; exactly as the fables of 
human times, such as those of late comedy, are intelligible genera reasoned 
out by moral philosophy, from which the comic poets form imaginative gen
era (for the best ideas of the various human types are nothing but that) which 
are the persons of the comedies. These divine or heroic characters were true 
fables or myths, and their allegories are found to contain meanings not ana
logical but univocal, not philosophical but historical, of the peoples of 
Greece of those times. 

Since these genera (for that is what the fables· in essence are) were formed 
by most vigorous imaginations, as in men of the feeblest reasoning powers, 
we discover in them true poetic sentences, which must be sentiments clothed 
in the greatest passions and therefore full of sublimity and arousing wo.w.;!er. 
Now the sources of all poetic locution are two: poyerty of language and need 
to explain and be understood. Heroic speech followed immediately on the 
mute language of acts and objects that had natural relations to the ideas they 
were meant to signify, which was used in the divine times. Lastly, in the 
necessary natural course of human institutions, language among the Assyr
ians, Syrians, Phoenicians, Egyptians, Greeks, and Latins began with heroic 
verses, passed thence to iambics,6 and finally settled into prose. This gives 
certainty to the history of the ancient poets and explains why in the German 
language, particularly in Silesia, a province of peasants,·there are many nat
ural versifiers, and in the Spanish, French and Italian languages the first 
authors wrote in verse. 

35 From these three languages is formed the mental dictionary by which 

6. Poetic mctricillfeet (0 short plus along syllable) 
that approximate the rhythm of conver.uUon. 
"Heroic verses": the formal ,Inctylic hexameter (8 

6-foot line, based on the syllabic pattern long
short·short) of Greek and Latin epic. 
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to interpret properly all the various articulated languages, and we make use 
of it here wherever it is needed. In the first edition of the New Science we 
gave a detailed illustration of. it, in which this idea of it was presented: that 
from the eternal properties of the fathers, which we in virtue of this Science 
considered them to have had in the state of the families and of the fiJlst' 
heroic cities in the time when- the-l~nguages Were formed, we find proper 
meanings [of-terms] in fifteen different languages, both dead and living, by 
which they were diversely called, sometimes from one property and some~ 
times from another. (This is the third passage in which we take satisfaction 
in that edition of our book.) Such a lexicon is necessary for learning the 
language spoken by the ideal eternal his.tory traversed in time by the histories 
of all nations; and for scientifically adducing authorities to confirm what is 
discussed in the natural law of the gentes and hence in' every pilI'ticular. 
jurisprudence. 

36· Along with these three languages-proper to the three ages in which 
three forms of government prevailed, ~onforming to three types of. 'Civil 
natures, which succeed one another as the nations run their courSE!--'-we find 
there went also in the same·order a jurisprudence suited to each in its time,7 

.. .. .. 
51 Premising such reflections on the vain .opinion of their own· antiquity 

held by these gentile nations and above all by the Egyptians,we should begin 
our study of gentile learning by scientifically ·ascertaining this important 
starting-point~where and when that learning had'its first beginnings in the 
world-and by adducing human reasons therebY'in support of Christian 
faith,; which takes its start from' the fact that thEifirst people of the world 
were the Hebrews, whose prince was Adam, created by the true God at the 
time of the creation of the world .. It follows· that 'the first science to be learned 
should be. mythology or -the interpretation of fables; for, as we shall see; all 
the histories of the gentiles have their beginnings in fables, which were the 
first histories of the gentile·nations. By such a method the beginnings of the 
sciences as well as of the nations are to be dis£overed, for they 'Sprang from 
the nations and from 1'10 other source. It will be shown throughout this work 
that they had their beginnings in the public needs or utilities of the peoples 
and that they were later perfected as acute individuals applied their reflection 
to them. This .is the proper starting-point for universal history, which all 
scholars say is defective in its beginnings. 

.. '" .. 
331 But in. the night of thick darkness enveloping the earliest antiquity, 

so remote from ourselves, there shines the' et~rnal and never failing light of 
a truth beyond all question: that the world of civil society" has certainly been 
made by men, and that its principles are therefore to be found within the 
modifications of.our own human mind. Whoever reflects on this cannot but 
marvel that the. philosophers shoul!I havebent:all their energies to the study 
of the world of nature, which, since God made it, He alone knows; and that 
they should have neglected the study of the world of nations,or civil world, 

7. The three types of jUrisprudence are mystic the
ology, civil equity (reason of state), Bnd natural 
equiry. 

8.·· 'The totallry of Institutions constituting gentile 
human sodetles governed by law. 
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which, since men had made it, niencould come to know. This aberration 
was a consequence of that infirmity of the human mind by which, immersed 
and buried in the body, it naturally inclines to take notice of bodily things, 
and finds the effort to attend to itself too laborious ; just as the bodily eye 
sees all objects outside itself but needs a mirror to see itself. 

.. .. .. 
342 In one 'of its principal aspects, this Science must therefore be a 

rational civil theology of divine providence, which seems hitherto to have 
been lacking. For the philosophers have either been altogether ignorant of 
it, as the Stoics and the Epicureans9 were, the latter asserting that human 
affairs are agitated by a blind concourse of atoms, the former that they are 
drawn by a deaf [inexorable] chain of qause and effecti or they have consid
ered it· solely in the order of natural things, giving the name of natural the
ologyto the metaphysics in which they contemplate this attribute [i.e .• the 
providence] of God, and in. which they confirm it by the physical order 
observed in the motions of such bodies as the spheres and the elements and 
in the final cause observed in other and minor natural things. But they ought 
to have studied it in the economy of civil institutions, in keeping with the 
full meaning of applying to providence the term "divinity" [ile" the power of 
divining], from divinari, to divine, which is to understand what is hidden 
from men-the future-or what is hidden in them-their consciousness. It 
is this [divinatory providence] that makes up the first and principal part of 
the subject matter of jurisprudence, namely the divine Institutions [e.g., 
augury] on which depend the hunian institutions which make up its other 
and c9mplementary part. Our new Science :must therefore be g demonstra
tion, so to speak, of what providence has wrought in history, for'it must be 
a history of the institutions by which, without-human discernment br coun" 
sel, and often against the designs of men, providence has ordered this great 
city of the'human race. For though this world has been created in time and 
particular, : the institutions established therein by providence are universal 
and eternal. 

.. .. .. 
349 Our Science therefore comes to describe at the same time·ap.-ideal 

eternal history traversed in time by the history of every natiori in its' rise, 
development, maturity, decline, and fall. Indeed, we make bold to affirm that 
he who meditates this Science narrates to himself this ideal eternal history 
so far as he himself makes it for himself by that proof "it had, has, and will 
have to be;" For the first indubitable principle posited above is that this world 
of nations has certainly been made by men, and its guise must therefore be 
found within the modifications of our own human mind. And history cannot 
be more cettain than when he who creates the things also narrates them. 
Now, as geometry, when it constructs the'world of quantity out of its ele
ments, or contemplates that world, is creating it for itself, just so does our 
Science [create for itself the world of nations], but with a reality greater by 
just so much as the institutions having to do with human affairs are more 

9. Followers of the Greek philosopher Eplcurus (341-271 B.C.E.). Stoics: followers of the Greek philoso
pher uno (335-263 R.C.E.). 
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real than points, lines, surfaces, and figures are .. And this very fac~ is an 
'argument, 0 reader, that these proofs are of a kind divine and should give 
thee a divine pleasure, since in God knowledge and creation are one and the 
same thing. 

'" '" .. 
361 We have said above in the Axioms that all the histories of the gentile 

nations have had fabulous beginnings, that among the Greeks (who have 
given us all we know of gentile antiquity) the first sages were'the theological 
poets, and that the nature of everything bomor made betrays the crudeness 
of its origin. It is thus and not otherwise that we must conceive the origins 
of poetic wisdom. And as for the great and sovereign esteem in which it.has 
been handed down to us, this has its origin in the two conceits, I that of 
nations and that of scholars, and it springs even more from the latter than 
from the former. For just as Manetho,2 the Egyptian high priest, translated 
all the fabulous history of Egypt into a sublime natural theology, so the Greek 
philosophers translated theirs into philosophy. And they did so not merely 
for the reason that the histories as they had come down to both alike were 
most unseemly, but for.the following five reasons as well. 

362 The first. was reverence for religion, for the gentile nations were 
everywhere founded by fables on religion. The second was the.grand effect 
thence derived, namely this civil world, so wisely ordered that it could only 
be the effect of a superhuman wisdom. The third was the occasions: which~ 
as we shall see, these fables, assisted by the veneration of religion; and the 
credit of !!uch great wisdom, gave the philosophers for instituting research 
and for .meditating lofty things in philosophy. The fourth was the ~ase.with 
which they were thus enabled, as we shall also show. farther on, to'explain 
their sublime philosophical meditations by means of the expressions happily 
left them by the poets. The . fifth and last, which is the sum of ,them all,. is 
the confirmation of their own meditations which the philosophers derived 
from the authority of religion and the wisdom of the poets •. Of these ·five 
reasons, the first two and the last contain the praises of the divine wisdom 
which ordained this world of nations, and the witness the philosophers bore 
to it even in their errors. The third and fourth are deceptions permitted by 
divine providence, that thence there might arise philosophers to understand 
and recognize it for what it truly is, an attribute of the true God .. 

363 Throughout this book it will be shown that as much as the poets had 
first sensed in the way of vulgar wisdom, the philosophers later understood 
in the way of esoteric wisdom; so that the former may be .said' to have been 
the sense and the latter the intellect of the human race. What Aristotle3 [On 
the Soul 432a7f] said of the individual man is therefore true ·of the race in 
general: Nihil est in intellectu quinpriusfuerit in sensu. That is, the human 
mind does not understand anything of which it has had nCo previous impres~ 
sion (which· our modern metaphysicians call. "occasion") from the senses'. 
Now the mind uses the intellect when, from something it senses, it gathers 

I. Forms of excessively high regard for one', own 
worth or virtue. Among nations conceit is demon
.trated by the claim of nearly every gentile nation 
to have been the origin of civilization; among 
scholars it is manifested in the attribution of one's 
own know1edge and wisdom to various kinds of 

ancient writings. . . . .. ". . . 
2. Egyptian priest and historian (active ca. 280 
R.C.E.); his History of ERYI't, which covered rulers 
from mythical times to 323, became the basis of 
our conventional numbering of dynasties. 
3. Greek philosopher (384-322 R.C.E.; see above). 
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something which does not fall under the senses; and this is the proper mean
ing of the Latin verb intelligere. 

364 Now, before discussing poetic wisdom, it is necessary for us to see 
what wisdom in general is. Wisdom is the faculty which commands all the 
disciplines by which we acquire all the sciences and arts that make up 
humanity. Plat04 [in his Alcibiades I, 124eff?] defines wisdom as "the per
fecter of man." Man, in his proper being as man, consists of mind and spirit, 
or, if we prefer, of intellect and will. It is the function of wisdom to fulfill 
both these parts in man, the second by way of the first, to the end that by a 
mind illuminated by knowledge of the highest institutions, the spirit may be 
Icd to choose the best. The highest institutions in this universe are those 
turned toward and conversant with God; the best are ,those which look to 
the good of all mankind. The former are called divine institutions, the latter 
human. True wisdom, then, should teach the knowledge of divine institu
tions in order to conduct human institutions to the highest good. We believe 
that this was the plan upon which Marcus Terentius Varro,5 who earned the 
title "most learned of the Romans," erected his great work, [The Antiquities] 
of Divine and Human Institutions, of which the injustice of time has unhap
pily bereft us. We shall treat of these institutions in the present book so far 
a!i the weakness of our education and the meagerness of our erudition per
mit. 

365 Wisdom among the gentiles began with the Muse, defined by Homer6 

in a golden passage of the Odyssey [8.63] as "knowledge 'of good and evil," 
and later called divination. It was on the natural prohibition of this practice, 
as something naturally denied to man, that God founded the true religion of 
the Hebrews, from which our Christian religion arose. The Muse must thus 
have been properly at first the science of divining by auspices, and this was 
the vulgar wisdom of all nations, of which we shall have more to say pres
ently. It consisted in contemplating God under the attribute of his provi
dence, so that from divinari his essence came to be called divinity. We shall 
sec presently that the theological poets, who certainly founded the humanity 
of Greece, were versed in this wisdom, and this explains why the Latins called 
the judicial astrologers "professors of wisdom." Wisdom was later attributed 
to men renowned for useful counsels given to mankind, as in the case of the 
Seven Sages of Greece. 7 The attribution was then extended to men who f6r' 
the good of peoples and nations wisely ordered and' governed common
wealths. Still later the word "wisdom" came to mean knowledge of natural 
divine things; that is, metaphysics, called for that reason divine science, 
which, seeking knowledge of man's mind in God, and recognizing God as 
the source of all truth, must recognize him as the regulator of all good. So 
that metaphysics must essentially work for the good of the human race, 
whose preservation depends on the universal belief in a'provident divinity. 
It is perhaps for having demonstrated this providence that Plato deserved to 
be called divine; and that which denies to God this great attribute must be 

4. G .. eek philosopher (ca. 427-ca. 347 ll.e.E); 
model'n 1iicholars helieve that PlATO did not write 
th,> A/dbiacle". 
>. nUJnlln scholar (116-27 II.e •• ,,,). 

6., (;I"(.'e~ c~.ic. poet (ca. 8th" c. n.c.I:.), J{olner's 
Ilwtf hegIns Sing, Muse, ' , , 
7. Seven statcsmun und think(~rs or I he..' t,·arly 5th 

century D.C.E., credited with formulating pithy 
aphorisms (e.g" "Know thysclf "j "Avoid ex
tremes"), Plato (Protagaras 343a) names thcln as 
Solon of Ath"ns, Chilon of Sparta, Thalcs of 
Mlletus, Bias of Priene, Cleobulus of Lindu •• Pit
t .. cus of Mitykne, and Myson of Chen. 
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called stupidity rather than wisdom. Finally among the Hebrews, and thence 
among us Christians, wisdom was called the science of eternal things. 
revealed by God; a science which, among the Tuscans, considered as knowl
edge of the true good and true evil, perhaps owed to that fact the first name· 
they gave it, "science in divinity." 

366 We must therefore distinguish more truly than Varro did the three 
kinds of theology. First, poetic theology, that of the theological poets, which 
was the civil theology of all·the gentile nations. Second, natural theology~ 
that of the metaphysicians. Third, our Christian theology, a mixture bf.civil 
and natural with the loftiest revealed theology; all three united in the con
templation of divine providence. (Our third kind takes the place of Varro's 
poetic theology, which amo~g the gentiles . was the same as civil theology, 
though he distingUished it from both civil and natural theology because, 
sharing the vulgar common error that the· fables contained high mysteries of 
sublime philosophy, he believed it to be a mixture of the two.) Divine prov, 
idence has so conducted human institutions that, starting from the poetic 
theology which regulated them by certain sensible signs believed to be divine 
counsels- sent to man by the gods, and by means of the natural theology 
which demonstrates providente by eternal rea_ons. which do not fall under 
the senses, the nations were disposed to receive revealed theology in virtue 
of a supernatural faith, superior not only to the senses but to human reason 
itself. 

367 But because metaphysics is the sublime sCience which distributes 
their determinate subject matters to all the so-called subalter.n stiences; and 
because the wisdom of ,the ancients wa,s that of the theological poets; who 
without doubt were the first sages of the gentile' world; and because the 
origins of all things must by nature have been crude: for all these reasons 
we must trace the beginnings of poetic Wisdom to a crude metaphysics, Front 
this, as from a trunk, there branch out from one limb logic, morals; econom~ 
ics, and politics, all poetic; and from another, physics, the mother of coli~ 
mography and astronomy, the latter of which gives their certainty to its two 
daughters, chronology and geography~all likewise poetic. We shall show 
clearly and distinctly how the founders of gentile humanity by means of their 
natural theology (or metaphysics) imagined the gods; how by means of their 
logic they invented languages; by morals, created heroes; by ,economics; 
founded families, and by politics, cities; by their physics;. established the 
beginnings of things as all divine; by the particular physics of man, in a 
certain sense created themselves; by their cosmography; fashioned for them, 
selves a universe entirely of gods; by astronomy, carried .. the planets and 
constellations from earth to heaven; by chronology, gave a beginning to [mea· 
sured] times; and how by geography the Greeks, for example, described,the 
[whole] world within their own Greece. 

368 Thus our Science comes to be at· once a history of the i~easi 
the customs, and the deeds of mankind. From these three we shall derive 
the principles of the history of human nature, which we shall show to be the 
principles of universal history, which principles it seems hiJ:herto to have 
lacked. 

• • • 
374 From these first men, stupid, insensate, and horribl~'beasts, aliih~ 

philosophers and philologians should have begun their investigations of the 
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wisdom of the ancient gentiles; that is, from .the giants in the proper sense 
in which we have just taken them. (Father Boulduc8 in his De ecclesia ante 
Legem says the scriptural names of the giants signify "pious, venerable and 
illustrious men"; but this can IJe understood only of the noble giants who by 
divination founded the gentile religions and gave the age of giants its name.) 
And they should have begun with metaphysics, which seeks its proofs not in 
the external world but within the modifications of the mind of him who 
meditates it. For since this world of nations has certainly been made by men, 
it is within these modifications that its principles should have been sought. 
And human nature, so far as it is like that of animals, carries with it this 
property, that the senses are its sole way of knowing things. 

375 Hence poetic wisdom, the first wisdom of the gentile world, must 
have begun with a metaphysics not rational and abstract like that of learned 
men now, but felt and imagined as that of these first men must have been, 
who, without power of ratiocination, were all robust sense and vigorous imag· 
ination. This metaphysics was their poetry, a faculty born with them (for they 
were furnished by nature with these senses and imaginations); born of their 
ignorance of causes, for ignorance, the mother of wonder, made everything 
wonderful to men who were ignorant of everything. Their poetry was at first 
divine, because, as we saw in the pass'age from Lactantius,9 they imagined 
the causes of the things they felt and wondered at to be gods. (This is now 
confirmed by the American Indians, who call gods all the things that surpass 
their small understanding. We may add the ancient Germans dwelling about 
the Arctic Ocean, of whom Tacitus I tells that they spoke of hearing the sun 
pass at night from west to east through the sea; and affirmed that they saw 
the gods. These verY rude and simple nations help us to a much better under
standing of the founders of the gentile world with whom we are now con
cerned.) At the same time they gave the things they wondered at substantial 
being after their own ideas, just as children do, whom we .see take inanimate 
things in their hands and play with them and talk· to them as though they 
were living persons~ 

376 In such fashion the first men of. the. gentile nations, children of 
nascent mankind, created ,things according to their own ideas. But this cre
ation was infinitely different from that of God. For God, in his purest intel
ligence, knows things, and, by knowing them; creates them; but they, iiW!heir 
robust ignorance, did it by virtue of a wholly corporeal· imagination. And 
because it was quite corporeal, they did it with marvelous sublimity; a sub
limity such and so great that it excessively perturbed the very persons who 
by imagining did the creating, for which they were called "poets," which is 
Greek for "creators." Now this is the threefold labor of great poetry: (I) to 
invent sublime fables suited to the popular understanding, (2) to perturb to 
excess, with a view to the end proposed: (3) .to teach the vulgar to act vir
tuously, as the poets have taught themselves; as will presently be shown. Of 
this nature of human institutions it remained an eternal property, expressed 
in a noble phrase of Tacitus, that frightened men vainly "no sooner imagine 
than they believe" (fingunt simul creduntque}.2 

377 Of such natures must have been the first founders ·of gentile human-

8. Jacques Boulduc (d. 1646). French priest and 
aiJthor. .. .' 
9. Flrmianus Lactilntlus (ca. 240--ca. 320 c.E.l. 
Roman Christian writer and rhetorician; Vico 

refers to Divine In..tlh4tlorls 1.15. 
I. Comellus Tacitus (ca. 55~a. 120 C.E.). Roman 
historian; Vlcb refers to Germ" .. I" 45. 
2. Tacitus. Annale. 6.5.10 [translators' note). 
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ity when at last the sky fearfully rolled with thunder and flashed with light
ning, as could not but follow from the bursting upon the air for the first time 
of an impression so violent. As'we have postulated, this"occurred a hundred 
years after the flood in Mesopotamia3 arid two hundred years after it through~ 
out the rest of the world;' for it took that much time to 'reduce the earth to 
such a state that, dry of the moist\lre of the universal flood, it could send up 
dry exhalations or matter igniting in the air to produce lightning; Thereupon 
a few giants, who must have been the most robust, and who were dispersed 
through the forests on the mountain heights where the strongest beasts have 
their dens, were frightened and astonished by the great effect whose cause 
they did not know, and raised their eyes and became aware of the sky. And 
because in such a case the nature of the human mind leads it to attribute 
its own nature to the effect, and because in that state their nature was that 
of men all robust bodily strength,. who expressed their very violent passions 
by shouting and grumbling, they pictured the sky to themselves as a great 
animated body, which in that aspect they called Jove, the first god of the so
called greater gentes, who meant to teU them something by the hiss of his 
bolts and the clap of his thunder. And thus they began to exercise that'natural 
curiosity which ·is the daughter of ignorance' and' the mother of'knowledge, 
and which, opening' the mind of man, gives birth to wonder. This' character
istic still persists in the vulgar, who,' when they see a'comet or sundog4 0r 
some other extraordinary thing in nature, and particularly in; the counte
nance of the sky, at once turn curious and' anxiously inquire what it means. 
When they wonder at the prodigious : effects of-the m'agnet on iron, even 
in this age 6f minds enlightened and instructed by philosophy, they come 
out with this: that the magnet has an occult sympathy for the iron; and 'so 
they make of all nature a vast animate body which feels passions and affec-
tions. '. 

378 . But the nature of our civilized minds is so detached from the senses; 
even in the vulgar, by abstractions corresponding to all the abstract terms 
our languages abound in, and so refined by the art of writing, and as it were 
spiritualized by the use of numbers, . because' even the vulgar know how to 
count and reckon, that it is naturally- beyond our"power to form the vast 
image of this mistress called "Sympathetic Nature." Men: shap'e the ·phrase 
with their lips but have nothing in their mindsj for. what they have in mind 
is falsehood, which is nothing; and their imagination no loriger avails to form 
avast false image. It is equally beyond our power to 'enter into the vast 
imagination of those first men, whose minds were not in·thtdeast abstract; 
refined, or spiritualized, because they were entirely immersed in the senseSj 
buffeted by the passions, buried in the body. That is why we said above that 
we can scarcely understand, still less imagine·, how those first· men thought 
who founded gentile humanity; 

379 lit this fashion the first theological poets created the first divine fable; 
the greatest they ever created: that of Jove,· king and father of men and gods; 
in the act of hurling the lightning bolt; an image so popular, disturbing, and 
instructive that its creators themselves believed in it, and feared,revered, 
and worshiped it in frightful religions. And by that trait of the human mind 

3. That Is, Noah's Flood (Genesis 7). 
4. A bright spot tinged with color that can appear 

on a parhelic circle (a luminous haio paraIJel to ~h~ 
horizon at the I\I~tude .of the sun), . 
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noticed by Tacitus whatever these men saw, imagined, or even made or did 
themselves they believed to be Jove; and to all of the universe that came 
within their scope, and to all its parts, they gave the being of animate sub
stance. This is the civil history of the expression "All things are full of Jove" 
(Iovis omnia plena)5 by which Plato later understood· the ether which pene
trates and fills everything.6 But for the theological poets Jove was no higher 
than the mountain peaks. The first men, who spoke;by signs, naturally 
believed that lightning bolts and thunderclaps were signs made to them by 
Jove; whence from nuo, to make a sign, came·numen, the divine will, by an 
idea more than sublime and worthy to express the divine majesty. They 
believed that Jove commanded by signs, that such signs were real words, and 
that nature was the language of Jove. The science of this language the gen
tiles universally believed to be divination, which by' the Greeks was called 
theology, meaning the science of the language of the gods. Thus Jove 
acquired the fearful kingdom of the lightning and became the king of men 
and gods; and he acquired the two titles, that of best (optimus) in the sense 
of strongest lfortissimus) (as by a reverse process fortis meant in early Latin 
what honus7 did in late), and that of greatest (maximus) from his vast body, 
the sky itself. From the first great benefit he conferred on mankind by not 
destroying it with his bolts, he received the title Soter, or savior. (This is the 
first of the three principles we have taken for our Science.) And for having 
put an end to the feral wandering of these few giants, so that they became 
the princes of the gentes, he received the epithet Stator, stayer or estabHsher. 
The Latin philologians explain this epithet too narrowly from Jove, invoked 
by Romulus, having stopped the Romans in their flight from the battle with 
the Sabines.8 

380 Thus the many Joves the philologians wonder at are so many physical 
histories preserved for us by the fables, which prove -the universality of the 
flood. For every gentile nation had its Jove, and the Egyptians had the conceit 
to say that their Jove Ammon was the most ancient of them all. 

381 Thus, in accordance with what has been said about the principles of 
the poetic characters, Jove was born naturally in poetry as a-divine character 
or imaginative universal, to which everything having to do with the auspices 
was referred by all the ancient gentile nations, which must therefore all have 
been poetic by nature. Their poetic wisdom began with this poetic Il'IJeta
physics, which contemplated God by the attribute of his providence; and 
they were called theological poets, or sages who understood the language of 
the gods expressed in the auspices of Jove; and were properly called divine 
in the sense of diviners, from divinari, to divine or predict. Their science was 
called Muse, defined hy Homer as the knowledge of good and evil; that is, 
divination on the prohibition of which God ordained his true religion for 
Adam. Because they were versed in this mystic theology, the Greek poets, 
who explained the divine mysteries of the auspices and oracles, were called 
mystae, which Horace9 learnedly renders "interpreters of the gods." Every 
gentile nation had its own sybil versed in this science, and we find mention 

5. Virgil, Eclogue 3.60 [t"onslatUl'" not.,J. 
6. Ploto, Cratylus 4I2d [lr<\nslators' noteJ. 
7. Good (Latin)i optimus is its superlative form. 
S. Rumulus, mythical fOllnder of Ruone, procured 
wives for his citizens by inviting the Subincs, a 

group of neighburing tribes, to a festival and seiz· 
ing the women; this led to a series of wars (which 
ended with Romulus as king). 
9. Roman poet and satirist (65-8 R.C.E.); Vieo 
quotes An Poet/ca, line 39 J (see above). 
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of twelve of them. Sybils and oracles are the.most ancient institutions of the 
gentile world. , 

382 All the .things here discussed agree with that golden passage of Euse
bius· [i.e., Lactantius] on the origins ofidolatry: that the first people, simple 
and rough, invented the gods "from. terror of present power." Thus it ;was 
fear which created gods in the world; not.fear awakened in men by other 
men, but fear awakened in men by themselves. Along with this origin of 
idolatry is demonstrated likewise the origin of divination, which was brought 
into the world at the same birth. The origins of.these two were followed,by 
that of the sacrifices made to procure' or rightly understand the auspices. 

383 That such was the origin of poetry is finally confirmed by this eternal 
property of it: that its proper material is the credible impossibility. It is impos
sible that bodies should be minds, yet it was believed that the thundering 
sky was Jove. And nothing is dearer to poets than singing the marvels wrought 
by sorceresses by means of. incantations. All this is to be explained by a 
hidden sense the nations have of the omnipotence of God. From this sense 
springs another by which all peoples are naturally led to do infinite honors 
to divinity. In this manner the poets founded religions among the gentiles. 

384 All that has been so far said here upsets all the theories of the origin 
of poetry from· Plato and Aristotle down to Patrizzi, Scaliger, and Castelve
tro.2 For it has been shown that it was deficiency of human reasoning power 
that gave rise to poetry sq sublime that the philosophies. which came after
ward, the arts of poetry and of criticism, have produced none equal or better, 
and have even prevented its production. Hence it is Homer's privilege to be, 
of all the sublime, that is, the heroic poets, the first in the order of merit as 
well as in that of age. This discovery of the origins of poetry does away with 
the opinion of the matchless wisdom ofthe ancients,. so ardently. sought after 
from Plato to Bacon's De sapientia vetet'Um. 3 For the· wisdom of the ancients 
was the vUlgar wisdom of the lawgivers who founded . the human ·race, not 
the esoteric wisdom of great and rare philosophers. Whence it will befound, 
as it has been in. the case of Jovej that all the mystic meanings of lofty 
philosophy attributed by the learned to the Greek fables and the. Egyptian 
hieroglyphics are as impertinent as the historical meanings they both must 
have had are natural. 

• • • 
400 That which is metaphysics insofar as it contemplates things in all the 

forms of their being, is logic insofar as it considers things in all the forms by 
which they may be signified. Accordingly, as poetry has been considered by 
us above as a poetic metaphysics in which the theological poets imagined 
bodies to be for the.most part divine substances, so now that same poetry is 
considered as poetic logic, by which it signifies them;· 

401 "Logic" comes from logos, whose first and proper meaning .was 
fabula, fable, carried over into Italian as favella, speech. In Greek the fable 

I. LactRntius. Divine Institutions 1,15. 
2. VieD names three Italian Renaissance philoso
phers noted for their critical engagement with clao
slcalliterary theory, particularly Aristotle's P06t/csi 
Francesco Patrlzzl (1529-1597), Julius Caesar 

Scallger (1484-1558), and Lodovico Castelvetro 
(1505-1 57\). 
3. On the WiSdom of the Aticlents, by Francis 
Bacon (1561-1626), ari English pllilosopher, was 
published I~ 1609. 
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was also called ~mythos, myth, whence comes the Latin mutus, mute. For 
speech was bo~ in mute times as mental [or sign] language, which Strabo" 
in a golden pasiiage says existed before vocal or articulate [Ianguage];·whence 
logos means both word and idea. It was fitting that the matter should be so 
ordered by divine providence in religious times, for it is an eternal property 
of religions that they attach more importap.ce to meditation than to speech. 
Thus the first language in the first·mute times of the nations must have begun 
with signs, whether gestures or physical objects, which had natural relations 
to the ideas [to be expressed] .. For this reason logos, or word, meant also deed 
to the Hebrews and thing to the Greeks, as Thomas Gataker~ observes in his 
De instrumenti ·stylo. Similarly, mythos came to ,be· defined for us as vera 
narratio; or true speech, the natural speech whiCh first Plato and then Iam
blichus6 said had been spoken·in the world at one time. But this was mere 
conjecture on their part, and Plato's effort to recover this speech in the 
Cratylus was therefore vain, and he was criticized for it by Aristotle and 
Galen.? For that first language, spoken by the theological poets, was not a 
language in accord with the nature of the things it dealt with (as must have 
been the sacred language invented by Adam, to whom God granted divine 
onomathesia, the giving of naines to things according to the nature of each), 
but was a fantastic speech making use of physical substances endowed with 
life and most of them imagined to be divine. 

402 This is the way in which the theological poets apprehended Jove, 
Cybele or Berecynthia, and Neptune,8 for example; and, at first mutely point
ing, explained them as substances of the sky, the earth, and.the'-sea, which 
they imagined to be animate divinities and were therefore true to their senses 
In believing them to. be gods. By means of the!ie three divinities, .in.accor
dance with what. we have said above concerning. poetic charaCters, they 
explained everything appertaining to the sky, the earth, and the sea. ·And 
similarly by means of the other'divinities they signified the ·other kinds of 
things appertaining to each; denoting all flowers. for instance, by Flora, and 
all fruits by Pomona. We nowadays reverse this practice in respect of spiritual 
things, such as the faculties of the human mind,· the passions, virtues, vioes, 
sciences, artd arts; for the most part the ideas we .form of them are so many 
feminine personifications, to which we refer ell the causes, properties, and 
effects th~t se~erally appertain to them •. For when we wish to give uttera.qce 
to our un*rstanding of spiritual things; we. must seek aid from our imagi
nation to'explain them and, like painters, fotm human images of them. But 
these theological poets, unable to make use ,of the understanding, did the 
opposite and more sublime thing: they attributed senses and passions, as we 
saw not long since, to bodies, and to bodies as· vast as sky, sea, and earth. 
Later, as these vast imaginations shrank and the power of abstraction grew, 
the personifications were reduced to diminutive signs. Metonymy9 drew a 
cloak of learning over the prevailing ignorance of these origins of human 

4. Greek geographer (ca. 64 R.C.E.-ca. 23 C.E.). 
5. English Puritan churchman (1574-1654); he 
published De NovIlnslru".....1i Stylo Disserlatio In 
1648. 
6. Greek Neoplatonlc philosopher (ca. 250-ca. 
325 C.E.').· . 
7; Greek physicIan and philosopher (I 29-':a. 199 

. C.E.). 
8. Ro,!,an god of the sea. Berecynthia and Cybele: 
Roinan goddesses assocIated with nature. 
9. A rhetorical trope or figure of speech in which 
one word Is substituted for another to which it is 
r<!liatild In5~Rie way othlir thari by .reiemblance 
(e.g.; by contiguity, as In "crmNri" ~sed tor "king"). 
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institutions, which have remained buried until now. Jove becomes so small 
and light that he is flown about by an eagle'. Neptune rides the waves in a 
fragile chariot. And Cybele rides seated On a lion. 

• *. '* 
,404 All the first tropes are corollaries of this poetic logic. The mostlumi

nous and therefore the most necessary'and frequent is metaphor.]t is most 
praised when it gives sense and passion to insensate things, in accordance 
with the metaphysics above discussed, by which the first.poets attributed to 
bodies the being of animate substances,'with capacities measured by their 
own, namely sense and passion, and in this way made fables of them. Thus 
every metaphor so formed is a fable in brief. This gives a basis for judging 
the time when metaphors made their appeal'ance in the languages. All the 
metaphors conveyed by likeness taken from bodies to signify the operations 
of abstract minds must date from times when philosophies were"taking 
shape. The proof of this is that in every language the terms rieeded for the 
refiried arts and recondite sciences are of rustic origin. 

405 . It is noteworthy that in all languages the greater part of the expres
sions relating to inanimate things are formed by metaphor from the human 
body and its parts and from the human senses and passions. Thus, head for 
top or beginning; the brow and shoulders of a hill; the eyes of'needles and 
of potatoes; mouth for any opening; the lip of a cup or pitcher; the teeth of 
a rake, a, saw, a comb; the beard of wheat; the tongue· of a shoe; the gorge 
of a river; a neck of land; an ,arm of the sea; the hands of a clock; heart for 
center (the Latins used· umbilicus, navel; in.this;sense); the belly ofa sail; 
foot for end or bottom; the flesh of fruits; a vein of rock or mineral; the blood 
of grapes' for wine; the bowels of the earth. 1 ,Heaven or the sea smiles; the 
wind whistles; the waves murmur; a body. groans under: a, great weight. The 
farmers'ofLatium used to say the fields were thirsty, bore fruit, weteswollen 
with grain; 'and out rusties,'speak of plants making love,,:vines going mad, 
resinous trees weeping. Innumerable other examples could be colleCted from 
all languages. All of which is a consequence of ol1raxiom' that man in his 
ignorance makes himself the rule of the universe, for in the examples cited 
he has made of himself ani :entire world. So that. as rational metaphysics 
teaches that man becomes all things by understanding them (homo intelli
gendo fit omnia), this imaginative metaphysics shows that man becomes all 
things by not understandin'g, them (homo non intelligendo fit, omnia); and 
perhaps the latter proposition. is truer than the former, for when man under
stands he extends his mind and ,takes in the things, but when he does not 
understand he makes the things out of himself and becomes them 'by trans
forming himself into them. 

406 In such a logic,sprungfrom such a metaphysics, the first poets had 
to give names to things from the most particular and the most sensible ideas. 
Such ideas are the sources, respectively, of synecdochez and metonymy. 
Metonymy of agent for act resulted from the fact that names for agents were 
commoner than names for acts, Metonymy of subject for form and acCident 

1. Several of Vic<1's ,exampiei, 'for wl:>ich th';.re a;" 
no common English parallels are here omitted, and 
substitutions are made for several others [transla· 
tors' note]. 

2. 'A rhetoricai trope o~ 'figure .;t ~p~;;ch :in which 
a part is substituted for a.~hole or vice versa,"as in 
"all hands on deck." ' ' , 
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was due to inability to abstract forms and qualities from subjects. Certainly 
metonymy of cause for effect produced in each case a little fable, in which 
the cause was imagined asa woman clothed with her effects: ugly Poverty, 
sad Old Age, pale Death. 

407 Synecdoche developed into metaphor as particulars were elevated 
into universals or parts united with the other parts together with which they 
make up their wholes. Thus the term "mortals" was originally and properly 
applied only to men, as the only beings whose mortality there was any occa
sion to notice. The use of "head" for man or person, so frequent in vulgar 
Latin, was due to the fact that in the forest only the head of a man could be 
seen from a distance. The word "man" itself is abstract, comprehending as 
in a philosophic genus the body and all its parts, the mind and all its faculties, 
the spirit and all its dispositions. In the same way, tignum and culmen, log 
and top, came to be used with entire propriety when thatching was the prac
tice for rafter and thatch; and later, with the adornment of cities, they sig
nified all the materials and trim of a building. Again, tectum, roof, came to 
mean a whole house because in the first times a covering sufficed for a house. 
Similarly, puppis, poop, for a ship, because it. was the highest part and 
therefore the first to be seen by those on shore; as in the returned barbarian 
times a ship was called a sail. Similarly, mucro, point, for sword, because the 
latter is an abstract word and as in a genus comprehends pummel, hilt, edge, 
and point; and it was the point they felt which aroused their fear. Similarly, 
the material for the formed whole, as iron for sword, because they did not 
know how to abstract the form from the material. That bit of synecdoche 
and metonymy, Tertia messis erat ("It was the :third harvest"), was doubtless 
born of a natural necessity, for it took more than a thousand years for the 
astronomical term "year" to rise among the nations; and even now the Flor
entine peasantry say, "We have reaped so many times," when they mean "so 
many years." And that knot of two synecdoches and a metonymy, Post aliquot, 
mea regna videns, mirabor, aristas? {"Mter a few harvests shall I wonder at 
seeing my kingdoms?"),3 betrays only too well the poverty of expression of 
the first rustic times, in which the phrase "so many ears of wheat"-even 
more particular than harvests-was used for "so maily years." And because 
of the excessive poverty of the expression, the grammarians have assumed 
an excess of art behind it. -r. . 

408 Irony certainly could not have begun until the period of reflection, 
because it is fashioned of falsehood by dint of a reflection which wears the 
mask of truth. Here emerges a gt:eat principle of human institutions, con
firming the origin of poetry disclosed in this work: that since the first men 
of the gentile world had the simplicity of children, who are truthful by nature, 
the first fables could not feign anything false; they must therefore have been, 
as they have been defined above, true narrations. 

409 From all this it follows that all the tropes (and they are all reducible 
to the four types above discussed), which have hitherto been considered 
ingenious inventions of writers, were necessary modes of expression of all 
the first poetic nations, and had originally their full native propriety. But 
these expressions of the first nations later became figurative when, with the 
further development of the human mind, words were .invented which signi-

3. Virgil, Eclogue 1.69 [translators' note]. 
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fied abstract forms or genera comprising their species or relating parts with 
their wholes. And here.begins the overthrow of two conll~t;>n errors of the 
grammarians: that prose speech is proper speech, and .poetic speech is 
improper; and that prose speech came first and afterward speech in verse. 

.. .. .. 
779 We have shown that poetiC wisdom justly deserves two great and 

sovereign tributes. The one; clearly and constantly accorded to it, is that of 
having founded gentile mankind, though the conceit of nations on the one 
hand and that of scholars on the other, the former:· With ideas of an empty 
magnificence and the latter with ideas of an impertinent philosophical wis, 
dom, have in effect denied it this honor by their very efforts to affirm it. The 
other, concerning whiCh a vulgar tradition has come down' to us,is that the 
wisdom of the ancients made its wise men, by.a single inspiration, equally 
great as philosophers; lawmakerS; captains, historians, orators, and poets" on 
which account it has been so greatly sought after. But in fact- ,it made or 
rather sketched them such 8S we have found them in the·fablesi,'For in these, 
as in embryos 'or matrices, 4we have dis,covered the; o.u~lines of 'all esoteric 
wisdom. And it may be ,said. that in the fables the 'nations have'in a rough 
way and in the language'of the human senses described the beginnings of 
this world of sciences; which, thespecialized,studies of scholars have since 
clarified for us by reasoning and gerieralization.From"all this we may,con~ 
c1ude what we set out to show in this Book: that thetheological,poets:were 
the sense and the philosophers the intelleCt of human wisdom." .,' / 

" . i.~ ~ : .L 

1725, 174~ 
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JOSEPH 'AJ? P 1/;; ON , 
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1672-1719 '.f .. 

. ,j 

The English poet, dramatist', andeilsayist. Jo!!ieplrAddi~on is'best :ltriown :a's;th~"c:6~ 
author With RichatdSteele' dfah' iriflueritiailieries OfperiddiCal ~ssaYs',: priblished iil 
The Tatler (April 12, 1 709-jilnuary., i, 1711:) Etrtd 'thfiSpet:Jdtor (6tst'series, MilteR 
I, 17l-l-December 6, 1712; second series,. 1714). He .is.distin'guished:for his dear\ 
orderly. prose style, which did 'much'to' elevate ;the, status' ,of the, essay as a literary 
form, and for his skillful descrip,tions of ch~racter. which helped,prepartl ,the WilY for 
later eighteenth-cer.t~ry piom:ers in, a ,new: English ,genre,: the. novel. A~ldison .was an 
important cultl;lral an,dJiterary,~gure,particularly for middle-class readers. As h~ 
explained in Spectator No. 10: I,lt was $aid ot Socrates that he brought philosoph)" 
down froin he'av~n to inh~~it a~~~g'ni~~; and ~ ,shall be arilbi't!ous to ~a,ve ~i(sai4:yf 
me that r have brough~p,hllosophy out of c1o~~t!l, ~nd libraries, schools ~ri.dc?lIege~, 
to dwelI in clubs and assefublies, 'at tea-tables aild hi coffeehouses. "Addison athie~a 
this goal arid became '8 . mod~1 for generations of iitltfcli 'and essayr9t$~": 

Addison was educated at Oxford, where he excelled in classical studies and com
posed Latin verse that JOHN DRYDEN admired. By his early twenties, Addison had 
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already published poetry, but he was as intent on political advancement as on literary 
success. He used his literary talents to praise leading statesnien.of the Whig political 
party, which sought to limit royal power. His career reached its height in 1713, when 
his· n~oclassical tragedy Cato was produced iil London; it focuses on the Roman 
republican Cato (95-46 B.C.E.); who chose suicide rather than submit to the dictator 
Julius CaeSar; SAMUEL JOHNSON judged Caw "rather a poem in dialogue than a 
drama/' and modern scholars have found it tedi()Us;.·but it was a popular success and 
was frequently per(ormed, in part because many'interpreted it as a commentary on 
the English political scene. 

Successful in· both literature and politics, Addison was appointed undersecretary 
of state (I 706); secretary to Lord Wharton, the lord lieutenant In Ireland (I 709); and 
chief secretary for Ireland (I 71 5). Later he served as lord commis!iloner for trade 
(1716), and on retirement he was reWarded with a generous pension .. He had entered 
Parliament as a Whig in 1708 and l1eldhis seat until his death in·1719. 

Addison's partnership with·.thelrish ·Writer and Whig supporter Steele-whom he 
had known since· their school days together-began in 1709; He contributed 42 essays 
to Steele's Tatler, and collaborated with Steele ·on36 others; he wrote even ,n\ore-
274 essays of a total of 555:........for their' joint venture ·The Spectator. The Tatler 
IWpeared three times a week;. The Sper;:tator every day except Sunday (both were' later 
'Published in book f6rm). These periodicals gave Addison a means to fulfill his cultural 
fuission; He, concurred with. the ideal that Steele defined for The Tatler, which waS 
!~toenliven ,Morality with 'Wit, and to temper Wit with Motality,'~ thereby offering 
. men and women a guide to virtue: But together with urbane, witty sketches of fictional 
chilracters (notably the eccentric, kindly, country gentleman'Sir Roger de Coverley) 
and advice on conduct were essays devoted to the writings of John Locke, John Mil
ton, and others .. Addison claimed ·thllt .. eaehcopy.·that ·~s:purchased was in turn 
passed:.on t.o twenty people or more; and he ~o.,ed that his lucid treatment of impor
tant topics· 'in .literature ahd philosophy , would significantlY"influence the public's 
critical judgment .and taste. .', ' 

·In our·first selectlon,'SpectatOr;Noi 62, Addison examines the nature of wit, one 
of the most complexj shifting terms' in poetics. In a.broad sense, it means the natural 
ability ,to· perceive and understand,. ,keen intelligence,. quick and subtle perception; 
but .it ·referS more spe'cificalJy to the capacity of Writers to perceive ,and express rela
tionships between seemingly disparate odncongruous;things'in'striking, paraHoxical, 
surprising figures .of speech. From the seventeenth .through' the eighteenth· centuries, 
wit was a central ;topic in literary theory and ·criticism.· ALEXANOER POPE defined it 
most memorably-"True wit is nature to adVantage dressed. 1 What· oft was thought, 
but ne'er so well expressed" ,(An Essay on Criticism, 1711; see below)-but D,ryden 
and Johnson also discuss it in detail. .' ~ 

For the Romantics and Victorians, wit mattered less than imagination. Sometimes 
too, in this period and even earlier, Wit was' ~inii.i1tarieouslyprai!ied and devalued, 
tak~n as a $igrt of quickness in repartee' bu'f hot necessarily of serious or profound 
reflectiori;'~s Voltaire remarked in his Philosophical Dictionary (1764), "he who cah
n'ot I$hin~'by thought, seeks to bring himself into notice by a' witticism." In this sense, 
it 'was'frequently associated with satire; cofu~dy, arid hUhlor. But in tile modern 
period; 'to s~ ELIOT; F; R: Leavill, and CLEANrtJ BRook.s reinvigorated ·the serious 
meanings of wit and enriched critical understanding of the play of ~rony and paradox, 
Iihkiri~ it to the best in the English poetical tradith,n;" ':'. i' '. " 

. " 'Addison begins by quoting John Locke's distinction'between Wit, which'emphasizes 
congruity ahd resemblance, 'andjudgment, which . stresses distin'ctlon and difference. 
aut he adM that true wit requires a verbal effect that d~lights and suq;rises the reader. 
The resemb1ance inust not be unduly comil'ion or familiar,'nor wholly verbal~jdeas 
as well as wotdsare involved. Most of Addison's disctissioritreats such "miXed wit," 
but he ends by movirigoutward from the Writer's use'of language to the responses of 
readers, anticipating the intricate issues of aesthetics probed later in the century by 
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DAVID HUME, IMMANUEL KANT, and other philosophers and theorists. Like Dryden 
and the French critic Jean Regnauld de Segrais (1624-1701), Addison aims to tea~h 
readers to value.wit in its best forms and not to rest content with simpler uSeS, 
however appealing at first these might be; indeed, he connects wit with the quality 
of humanity. 

In our second selection, from Spectf,ltor No. 412, Addison examines the imagina
tion. He reiterates his point about the uncommon and the new, tlescribing the plea
sure that we receive when our sight is refre.shed by a surprising and gratifying view 
of an object or scene that gives us a new idea of something that we thought we already 
understood. Addison's discussion of "greatness" reflects the interest in. the sublime 
sparked by the French critic Nicolas Boileau's 1674 translation of On Sublimity, a 
Greek text attributed to LONGINUS (first century C.E.; see above). Like wit, the sublime 
is a complex term and literary category. It connotes majesty, awe, nobility, and spir
itual, moral, and intellectual excellence,' In some discussions, it chiefly refers to some
thing in natural scenes and landscapes; at the same tiTe, the term often evokes the 
response of viewers-their sensations and feelings that Nature creates-a topic that 
Kant later explored in his Critique of Judgment (1790; see below). 

For his part, Addison appears especially interested in the viewer, audience, reader
in what one might call the psychology of the subiime. In other papers (e:g., Spectator 
No. 416), he extends his inquiry into the sublime and the beautiful by distinguishing 
between the primary and secondary pleasures of the imagination; in the first, the 
viewer responds directly to an. object, whereas in the second, he or sh~,fs returned to 
that object through a work' of literature or art. Addison suggests tha~ the writer or 
artist can thus kindle pleasures that rival or exceed those that Nature itself provides. 

Addison's brief critical and theoretical papers, while lucid, are rarely .. profound or 
deep. Dryden is the more pioneering critic and theorist, and Pope the more brilliantly 
adroit: Addison does not operate at their level. Nor does he show the sophistication 
and depth that later critics (including EDMUND BURKE, Johnson, and SAMUEL TAYLOR 
COLERIDGE) display in treating the same topiCs. But Addisoi1 remajns significant for 
the influential cultural work-the work of the public intellectual"":'-that he undertook. 
He read widely in literature and philosophy (both English and French), summarized 
well what he had discovered, iihd successfully brought it into die. public sphere. In 
defining terms and ~aking distinctions, Addison gave his readerS the critical vocab
ulary that they needed to sort and categorize the relation!!hip betWeen words and 
ideas, between the world they: inhabited and the literature they consumed. Though 
he is not as central to the tradition of theory and criticism as are johnson and Cole
ridge, Addison is a key influence on both of them. 
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[True and False Wit] 

Scribendi recte sapere est et principium et fons.' 
-HOR., Ars Poet. 309. 

Mr. Lockez has an admirable reflection upon the difference of wit andjudg
ment, whereby he endeavours to show the reason why they are not always 
the talents of the same person. His words are as follow: 'And hence, perhaps; 
may be given some reason of that common observation, that men who have 
a great deal of wit and prompt memories, have not always the clearest judg
ment, or deepest reason. For wit lying most in the assemblage of ideas, and 
putting those together with quickness and variety, wherein can be found any 
resemblance or congruity, thereby to make up pleasant pictures and agree
able visions in the fancy; judgment, on the contrary, lies quite on the other 
side, in separating carefully one from another, ideas wherein can be found 
the least difference, thereby to avoid being misled by similitude, and byaffin
ity to take one thing for another. This is a way of proceeding quite contrary 
to metaphor and allusion; wherein, for the most part, lies that entertainment 
and pleasantry of wit which strikes so lively on the fancy, and is therefore so 
acceptable to all people.' 

This is, I think, the best and most philosophical account that I have ever 
met with of wit, which generally, though not always, consists in such a resem
blance and congruity of ideas as this author mentions. I shall only add to it, 
by way of explanation, that every resemblance of ideas is not that which we 
call wit, unless it be such an one that gives delight and surprise to the r~ader. 
These two properties seem essential to wit, more particularly the last of them. 
In order therefore that the resemblance in the ideas be wit, it is necessary 
that the ideas should not lie too near one another in the nature of 1P~ngs; 
for where the likeness is obvious, it gives no surprise. To compare one man's 
singing to that of another, or to represent the whiteness of any object by that 
of milk and snow, or the variety of its colours by those of the rainbow, cannot 
be called wit, unless, besides this obvious resemblance, there be some further 
congruity discovered in the two ideas that is capable of giving the reader 
some surprise. Thus when a poet tells us, the bosom of his mistress is as 
white as snow, there is not wit in the comparison; but when he adds, with a 
sigh, that it is as cold too, it then grows into wit. Every reader's memory may 
supply him with innumerable instances of the same nature. For this reason, 
the similitudes in heroic poets, who endeavour rather to fill the mind with 
great conceptions, than to divert it with such as are new and surprising, have 

I. Knowledge i. the source and fount of writing 
correctly (Latin). From Ars Poeticu (see above) by 
the Roman lyric poet lIonACE (65-8 n.c.E.). 

2. John Loeke (1632-1704), English philosopher. 
The tCreflection" is in his Essay concen1.ing Human 
Understanding (1690), 2.11.2. 
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seIdothanything in them that can·be called wit. ·Mr. Locke's·accoimt of wit, 
with this short explanation, comprehends mOlll of the species nfwit,'as meta
.,hors; similitudes, allegories, enigmas, mottoes, parables, fables, dreams, 
Visions, dramatic writings, burlesque, and all the methods of allusion: as 
there are many other pieces of wit (how re~ote.sgever they may appear at 
first sight from the foregoing description)'whicn iipon examination will be 
found to agree with it. 

As true wit generally cons~s,ts in. this.resemJ>lance and congruity of ideas, 
false wit chiefly consists in the resemblance and congruity sometimes of 
single letters, as in anagramsf chronograms, lipograms,3 and aCf.ostics; some
times of syllables, as in echoes and doggerel rhymes; sometimes of words, as 
in puns and quibbles; and sometimes of whole sentences or poems, cast into 
the figures of eggs, axes', oraltars:4 nay, SOln~ carry the notion of Wit so far, 
a~ t~ ascribe it even to externaltriirrticry; ~fid to' look upon' a . man lis an 

. ingenious persofi, that can resemble' the tone, posture; or face of another. 
;As true wit consists in the reseiPblance of ideas, and false widri the reseni

blance of words, acc'ordiriglo tbe foregoing instances; there is another kind 
of'wit which consists partly in the resemblance of ideas; and partly inthe 
fese'niblance of words;' which for distinction's sake I shatr call mixed Wit. This 
kind of wit is that which:a'hounds in Cowley, more than in any author that 
evEitwrote. Mr. Waller~ has likewise a great deal of It Mr. Dryden is very 
sparing in it. Milton had 'it genius mitch' above' it.- SP.enser6 · is in'the same 
dasS with Milton. The Italians, even in their epic poetry, arefulI' of it: Mon
sleur Boite~ii,7who fOiThed himself upon the-alicient pd~ts,:has e"erywhere 
rejeCted ifMth scorn. If we look afteriniied wit amon~ the 'Greek' 'Writers, 
We' sh~ll find it nowhere but in the epigratrih'1ilti$ts~ There'~re"fhaeea s()Jn~ 
strokes of it in the little poem ascribed to Musams,!! whicij'by thilt, as well 
as many other marks, betrays itself to be:a niodern.''(':ohipo~moh; If:we' look 
into the Latin writers, We find none of-this miXed wit ih'Vitgil;Lucrbtiu5, at 
Catulliis;9 very little iii Horace, but Bgreat deal Of it in OVid; and scarce 
anything else 'hi Martia!,1 . 

Out of the iilnUmerable branches of rHbted Wit;' I shall choose one instance 
whiCh :may be met with In: all tH~ ~iters; of this Class. The p~ssion of love 'iit 
its nature has been thougHt to' reseiribleSte; for which teasori'the w6rds Hie 
and flame are made use of to signifjdove.' 'the witty \)()~t~therefor~ Ha~e 
taken an advantage from the doubtful meaning of th'e wdfd 'fire; to make an 
infinite number of Witticisms. Cowley obset'Vingthe cold regardorhis mis-

.... . '. ..' 

3. ,Compositions In which all woros containing a 
certain letter or letters are omitted. "Chrono
grams": phrases ilt which certain letters express a . 
date (e.g., capitalized letters .that stand for Roman 
numerals). 
4. Fambus example ot such pattern ot shar.d 
poems include 'The Altar~ and ~'Easter Wings by 
George Herbert (1593':"1633) .. 
5. Edmund Wallet (1606"-1687), English poet· 
admired for his development of t\1e heroic couplet. 
Abraham Cowley (1618-"1667), English meta
physical poet. Unusual metaphor is characteristic 
of metaphysical poetry. '.. . 
6. Edlt,uitd Spenser (ca. 1552'-1599),. I::nglish 
poet whose works InClude' .the.· epic' T1Ie .Faerie 
Que .... ". JOHN DRYDEN (1631 '-1700), EriaJl$h pOet, 
<framatist, and critic. John Milton (1608-1674), 

. . 
English poet and prose .wrlter; his masterpiece Is . 
t.,e epic p"riJtlhe Lost.' . . 
7,' Nkolas Boileau (1636-1111),. ,French poet, 
dra~at~st, .and critic; author of .The Art of ~oet"., 
a treatise In verse (1674). 
8. Greek poet (probably late 5th c •. C,E.). ''The Ilt
,!le'po~!Jl": H"ro .. "" Le"nder •. translated in.l635. 

. 9'.. All poets bf the Latin "Golden Age,' writing In 
vllrf.ed genres on a range· of subjects: eclogues, 
georglcs, and .epic. (VIrgil, 70-19. B.C.E.); philoso
phy' (LucretIus, c'a. 94-55 a.c.E.l: and love lyrics 
and elegy (Catullus, ca. 84-ca. 54 B,C.E.). 
1. Roman poet (ca. 40--<:a. IQ4 a.E.), known for 
hI, eplgi-ams. OVid(4~'B.C.I!.':"I'7 ·c.t:)"Roina~ 
poet of outita"dlngverb.1 ~ril'i~,:,ce, author oflove 
poetry arid Ii highly mannered epic, the MelamOr-

"hosu. 
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tress's eyes,2 and at the same, time theirpOWler of producing love ·in him, 
considers them as burning-glasses' made Jof ice; and finding himself able to 
live in the greatest extremities of love, concludes the torrid zone to be hab" 
itable. When his mistress has read, his !letter,writtim in juice of lemon by 
holding it to the fire, he desires her to read it over a second time 'by -love's 
flames. When sh~ weeps, he ~shes' it were inward heat that disti1led,those 
drops from'the limbec. 3 When she is absent he is beyond,eighty, that is, 
thirty degrees ' nearer' the pole" than when she is with him.1 His ambitious 
love is a ,fire that riaturally'mountsupwards; his happy.love is the beams of 
heaven, 'and his unhappy love flames of helll When it 'does not let him sleep, 
it is a flame that sends up no smoke; when it is opposed by counsel and 
advice"it is a fire that tages the more by the wind's blowing upon it. Upon 
the dying of a tree in which he had cut his ;loves, he observes that his written 
flames had burned up and withered the tree. When he'resolves to give over 
his passion, he tells us that one burnt' like him for: ever I:lreads the fire. His 
heart is, an'lEtna; that instead of Vulcan's shop' encloses Cupid's forge in it. 5 

His endeavouring to drown his love in wine, is throwing oil upon the fire. 
He would,insinuate to his mistress, that the fire of love, like that of the sun 
(which, produces so many living creatures) should not only warm but beget. 
Love' is another place cooks pleasure at his fire. SometimeS the poet's heart 
is'frozeridn every breast, and sometimes scorched in every eye. Sometimes 
he'is drowned in tears, and burnt in love, like a ship set on fire in the middle 
of the.sea;, 

The reader may observe in every dne of these instances, that the poet mixes 
the qualities of,fire with those of-love; and in the same sentence speaking of 
it both as a passion, and as real fire, surprises the reader with thoseseerrting 
resemblances or contradictions that make up all the wit in this kind of writ
ing. Mixed, wit therefore is acom'position 'Of pun -and true wit, and is more 
or less petfect as 'the r~semblance lies in the ,ideas' or in the wQrds: its foun
dations :are·lai~' partly in falsehood and partly in truth: reason puts in her 
claim for one, half of it, and extravagance for the' otheri The only province 
therefore for this ]dnd 'Of wit, is epigram, or· those little: occasional ,poems 
that in their,own nature are 'nothing else,but iiltissue of:epigrams.1 cannot 
conclude this head of mixed wit, without oWning thatthdldmirable poet out 
of whom I have taken the examples ofit; had as much true wit as an~thor 
that ever writ: and indeed all othet talents of an extraordinary genius. ' 

It,maybe expeCted, since I am u'ponthissubject; that I should take notice 
of-Mr. Dryd~n's definition of wit;·whlch,with -all the deference·that is due 
to the judgment of so great a milO, ,is, n-ot so properly a definition of wit, as 
of good writing in general. Wit, as he defines it, is 'a propriety of words and 
thoughts adapted to the subject.'6 If this be a tl'Ue'defitiitiori 'of wit, I am apt 
to' think that Euclid7 was the greatest Wit that ever set pen to paper: it is 
certain there never was a greater propriety of words and thoughts adapted 

2. i'1 ':n;:~ MJs!ress; or Several Copies of Love-
Verses" (1647). . 
3:' Alembic: th~t' Is,an apparatus used in distllIa-
ti~, , 
4. That is, 30 degree. nearer than In England, 
which Is roughly'50 degrees north of the equator, 
S. Mt. Etna, Ii 'v01"ariC;i I" Sidly, was supposed to 
be the workshop of Vul~n, the Roman god of fire, 
whohad a forie; Cupid, ion of Vulcan and Venui, 

was the Roman boy-god of,lqve, 
6. Dryden, l'reface, to The State of Innocence 
0614, 1677): 'The definition of wit. , , Is only 
this: l\1at It Is a propriety of th!,ughts and words; 
or, In other terms, thoughts and words elegantly 
a,dapt~d t" the ,subject." 
7. Greek' mathematician (active ,ca. 300 R,C.E,), 
author of a 13-volume treatise on mi'thematlc., the 
Elements. ,. 
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to the subject, than what that author has made use of in his elements. I shall 
only appeal to my reader, if this definition agrees with any notion he has of 
wit: if it be a true one, I am sure Mr. Dryden was not only a better poet, but 
a greater wit than Mr. Cowley; and Virgil a much more facetious man than 
either Ovid or Martial. 

Bouhours,8 whom I look upon to be the most penetrating of all the 
French critics, has taken pains to show that it is impossible for any 
thought to be beautiful which is not just, and has not its foundation in the 
nature of things; that the basis of all wit is truth; and that no thought can 
be valuable, of which good sense is not the ground-work. Boileau has 
endeavoured to inculcate the same notion in several parts of his writi~gs, 
both in prose and verse. This is that natural way of writing, that beautiful 
simplicity, which we so much admire in the compositions of the ancients; 
and which nobody deviates from, but those who want strength of genius to 
make a thought shine in its own natural beauties. Poets who want this 
strength of genius to give that majestic simplicity to 'nature; which we so 
much admire in the works of the ancients, are forced to hunt after foreign 
ornaments, and not to let any piece of wit of what kind soever escape 
them. I look upon these writers as· Goths9 in poetry, who, like those in 
architecture, not being able to come up to the beautiful simplicity of the 
old Greeks and Romans, have endeavoured to supply its place with all the 
extravagances of an irregular fancy. Mr. Dryden makes a. very handsome 
observation on Ovid's writing a letter from Dido to .i'£neas, I in the follow
ing words: 'Ovid (says he, speaking of Virgil's fiction of Dido and .i'£neas) 
takes it up after him, even in the same age, and makes an ancient heroine 
of Virgil's new-created Dido; dictates a letter for her just before her death 
to the ungrateful fugitive; and, very unluckily for himself, is for measuring 
a sword with a man so much superior in force to him, on the same subject. 
I think I may be ju~ge of this, because I have translated both. The famous 
author of the art of love~ has nothing of his own; he borrows all from a 
greater master in his own profession, and, which is worse, improves noth
ing which he finds: nature fails him, and being forced to his old shift, he 
has recourse to witticism. This passes indeed with his soft admirers, and 
gives him the preference to Virgil in their esteem.' 

Were not I supported by so great an authority as that of Mr. Dryden, I 
should not venture to observe, that the taste of most of our English poets, 
as well as readers, is extremely Gothic. He quotes Monsieur Segrais3 for a 
threefold distinction of the readers of poetry: in the first of which he com
prehends the rabble of readers, whom he does not treat as such with regard 
to their quality, but to their numbers and the coarseness of their taste. His 
words are as follow: 'Segrais has distinguished the readers of poetry, accord
ing to their capacity of judging, into three classes. (He might have said the 

8. Dominique Bouhours (1628-1702), Jesuit 
teacher and grammarian; one of his works was 
translated into English in 1705 as The Art a/Crit
icism. 
9. Germanic peoples who Invaded' the Roman 
Empire In the early centuries of the Christian era. 
"Gothic" at this time has several meanlngi: Ger
manic; medieval, not classical; barbarous, crude. It 
also refers to a medieval architectural style not 
derived From Greek or Roman models. 
I. In one of Ovid's Heroides, which were verse let· 

ters between mythological lovers. Dryden's obser
. vation Is from the dedication to his translation of 
Virgil's Aeneid (1697), OvId's source for the. story 
of Dido, the legendary founder and queen of Car
thage, who killed herself when Aeneas, the legen
dary founder of Rome, deserted her. 
2. 'The Art 0/ Love is a didactic poem by OvId. 
3. Jeah Regnauld de Segrai5 (1624-1701), French 
poet who translated Virgil's Aeneid and Georglcs; 
Dryden quotes from an essay prefixed to that trans
lation. 
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same of writers too, if he had pleased.) In the lowest form he places those 
whom he calls les petits esprits," such things as are our upper-gallery audience 
in a play-house; who like nothing but the husk and rind of wit, prefer a 
quibble, a conceit, an epigram, before solid sense and elegant expression: 
these are mob-readers. If Virgil and Martial stood for parliament-men, we 
know already who would carry it.' But though they make the greatest appear
ance in the field, and cry the loudest, the best on't is they are but a sort of 
French Huguenots, or Dutch boors,6 brought over in herds, but not natur
alised; who have not lands of two pounds per annum in Parnassus,7 and 
therefore are not privileged to poll.s Their authors are of the same level, fit 
to represent them on a mountebank's stage, or to be masters of the cere
monies in a bear-garden:9 yet these are they who have the most admirers. 
But it often happens, to their mortification, that as their readers improve 
their stock of sense (as they may by reading better books, and by conversation 
with men of judgment) they soon forsake them.' 

I must not dismiss this subject without observing, that as Mr. Locke in 
the passage above mentioned has discovered the most fruitful source of wit, 
so there is another of a quite contrary nature to it, which does likewise 
branch itself out into several kinds. For not only the resemblance but the 
opposition of ideas does very often produce wit; as I could show in several 
little points, turns, and antitheses, that I may possibly enlarge upon in some 
future speculation. 

1711 
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[On the Sublime] 

-Divisum sic breve fiet opus.' 
-MART., Epig. 4.83. 

) shall first ,,~msider those pleasures of the imagination which arise frol]1..the 
actual view and survey of outward objects. And these, I think, all proceed 
from the sight of what is great, uncommon, or beautiful. There may, indeed, 
be something so terrible or offensive, that the horror or loathsomeness of an 
object may overbear the pleasure which results from its greatness, novelty, 
or beauty; but still there will be such a mixture of delight in the very disgust 
it gives us, as any of these three qualifications are most conspicuous and 
prevailing. 

By greatness, I do not only mean the bulk of any single object, but the 
largeness of a whole view, considered as one entire piece. Such are the pros
pects of an open champian2 country, a vast uncultivated desert, of huge 

4. The small-minded (French). 
5. That is, the witty Marti,,1 would defeat the sol
emn Virgil in an election. 
6. Peasants. Addison here names the largest 
groups of immigrants in England. 
7. Greek Inountain sHcred to Apullo und the 
1\1uscs, and thus associated with poetry. 
H. Vole. Only those who met certain property 

requirements could vote. 
9. The site of bearbaiting (.ettlng dog. on a 
chained bear for entertainment). 
I. Divided thus. the work will be made brief 
(Latin). From the Roman poet Martial (ca. 40-ca. 
104 C.E.). Eplgra ..... 
2. Unbroken level plain. 
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heaps of mountains,' high rocks and preeipices, or a ,wide expanse ,0£ waters; 
where we are not struckwith the novelty'or beauty'ofthe sighti but with that 
rude kind' of magnificence which appeats~n many ofthese stupend~usworks 
of Nature. Our imagination loves to :be'filled with an object/'or to grasp ,at 
anything that is too big for,its capaCity. We are flung into a pleasing astorl.a. 
ishment~atsuch unbounded views, ahd feel a delightful8tillilessand'amaze~ 
ment in the soul at the apprehension of them., The mind of man naturally 
hates ,everything that looks like a restraint upon it; and is apt, to fancy itself 
under a,sort of confinement, when the sight is pent up in a narrow'compass; 
and shortened on every side by the neighbourhood of walls or mountains. 
On the contrary, a spacious horizon is an image of liberty, where the eye has 
room to range abroad1 to expatiate] at large on the immensity of its views, 
and to lose itself 'amidst the variety of objects that' offer ,themselves to its 
observation. Such wide and undetermined" prospeots are as pleasing to the 
fancy, as the speculations of eternity or infinitude are to the ,uilderst~ndirig. 
But if there be a beauty or'uncommonness joined with this grandeurj,as in 
a troubled ocean, a heaven, adorned with stars and, meteors, or a spacious 
landscape cut out into rivers, ,woods, rocks, a'nd meadows; ~the pleasure still 
grows upon us, as it arises from more than a single ,principle. , 

Everything that is ne~ or; uncommon raises a pleasure in the' im~giri.ation, 
because it fills the soul 'with an agreeable ,surprise, gratifiesJts curiosity, and 
gives it an idea of which it was not before possessed. We are"indeed, so often 
cqnversant with one set of objects, and tired out with so many repeated shows 
of the same things, that whatever is new or uncommon contributes a little 
to vary human life, and to divert our minds, for a while, with the strangeness 
of its appearance: it serves us for a kind of refreshment, and takes off from 
that satiety we are apt ~o,t:,?mp~ainofir:t ,~9r:,.us1;l~! and ordinary entertain
ments. It is this that bestows charms' on 'Q' monster, and makes even the 
imperfections of nature please us. It is this that recommends variety, where 
the mind is every instant called off to'something new, and the attention not 
suffered to dwell too long, and waste itself on any particular object. It is this, 
likewise, that improves what is great 'or beautiful, and makes it afford the' 
mind a double entertainment. Groves, fields, and meadows are at any season 
of the year pleasant to look upon, butnever sQ,Pl,uch a,s in t.h~.openin~of 
the spring, when they are all new and fresh with t~~ir first gloss 'upon t"e~~ 
and :':1?t ye~ 't.()c;> ;n,uc\'t a,ccusto~ed and familiar to t~e eye: For .. ,~ltis.. reason 
there IS not)l1ng that ,more enlivens a prospect than rIvers, Jetteatis,5 or raUs 
of water; where the, s,cepe is p~rp.ettlally shifting, and entertaining th~ sight 
every. moment with something that, Is n~!~. We,are,ql;l~ck1ytired with ~o~Ad~g 
upon hills arid valleys, where everYtl:ting continues 'fixed and settled in th~ 
same place and posture, but find our thoughts a litile agitated and reljeYec:l 
at the sight of such pbjects as are ever in motion, and sliding away rroiii 
beneath the eye of the beholder. " " , ,',' , '" " ," " 

But there is nothing that makes its way more dii:ectly to the sounha~ 
beauty, which immediately diffuses a secret satisfaction and complacency' 
through the imagination, and gives a finishing to anything that is grea,t or 
uncommon. Theveiy first discovery of it strikes the mind with' an ,inward 

':'" 

3, Range freely, 
4. Open. 
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joy, and spreads a cheerfulness and delight through all its faculties. There is 
not, perhaps, any real beauty or deformity m~re in one piece of matter than 
another, because we might have been so made that whatsoever now appears 
loathsome to us might have shown itself agreeable; but we find by experience 
that. there are several modifications of matter which the mind, without any 
pr~v(ous consideration, pronounces at first sight beautiful or deformed. Thus 
we see that every different spec:;ies of sensible6 creatures has i,ts different 
notions of beauty, and that each of them is most affected with the beauties 
of its own kind. This is nowhere more remarkable than in birds of the same 
shape and proportion, where we often see the male determined in his court
ship by the single grain? or tincture of a feather, and never discovering any 
charms but in the colour of its species.s 

.. .. .. 

There ,is a second kind of beauty that we find in the several products of 
~rtand hature which does not work in the imagination with that warinth and 
violence as;the beauty that appears in our proper species, but is apt, however, 
to raise in us' a secret delight, and. a kind of fondness for the places or objects 
in which we discover it. This consists.eitttedil the gaiety or variety of colours, 
in the symmetry lind proportion of parts, in the arrangement and disposition 
of bodies, or in a just mixture and concurrence of all together. Among these 
seVeral kinds of beauty the eye takes niost delight in colours. We nowhere 
In~et with:a more glorious or pleasing show in nature than what appears in 
the'heavens Btthe rising and setting of ' the sun, which is wholly made ·up of 
those' different stains of light that sho",\," theJtiselves',ih douds of a differ~nt 
situation. ~or thili reason we. flnd.the poets, who ate al*ah addressing them
s~lves to the·imagination, borrowing inore ,of their epithets froin colours than 
trom flPi p~h:er topic. '. ... : ,. . . '. , 

,.J\sthe fancy delights in eVerythingJhat is great, strange, or beautiful, and 
is,still'more,pleased the more itflnds of these perfections in the same object, 
so it is capable of receiving a new satisfaction by the assistance of another 
sense. Thus any,continued sound, as the music of birds; or a fall of water, 
awakens every moment the mind of the beholder, and makes him more atten
tive . tathe several be~uties of the place that lie before· him.' Thu!! ,}.,f, there 
arises a fragrancy of sinells or perfumes, they heighten the pleastJrefbf the 
imagination, and make even the colo'ursand verdure of the' landscape appear 
more. ~greeable;for the ideas ,of both senses recommend each other 1 and are 
pleasantertogether thanwhEm they enter the ":lind separately: As the ~liffer
ent cQlours of a picture, when they are welt dispose4, set off one another, 
and receive an additional beauty from the. advantage of their situation. 

1712 

6. Endowed ~ti1;,~ri.atlori" 
7. Hue. 

'. probably by Addison himself, describing the court-
, :, ship of birds. ' 

8. We 1:I1!'~.omltted here 19 lines of Latin ~roe, . 
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EDWARD YOUNG 
16"83-1765 

Edward Young's Conjectures an Onginal Composition (1759) is rarely included in 
anthologies of criticism and theory, and his poetry has not fared much better, though 
his once extremely popular poem Night Thoughts is' often mentioned in literary his
tories and sometimes excerpted in anthologies. But Conjectures, like THOMAS LOVE 
PEACOCK's "Four Ages of Poetry" (1820), is a text that deserves to be better known. 
In part Conjectures is interesting simply as a revelation of Young's ambitious, com
petitive, and discontented literary personality; more broadly, it is significant as a vig
orous mid-eighteenth-century statement of ideas about poetic originality and 
imagination that writers in the Romantic period, decades later, would richly develop 
in their criticism and would seek to embody in their poetry. 

Young was born in the village of Upham, near Winchester, the county town of 
Hampshire in southern England, where his father was rector. He was educated at 
Winchester School and later at New College and Corpus Christi Coliege of Oxford 
University, where he became a fellow of All Souls College in 1708. He received the 
degrees of bachelor of laws in I 714 and doctor of laws in 1 71 9. 

Mter failing to win patronage and preferment through a panegyric in heroic cou
plets, Young tried his hand at religious verse and blank-verse tragedies. Perhaps dis
appointment at the slow pace of his literary and political career led Young to make 
plans for the priesthood; he was ordained in 1724. In 1728 he became royal chaplain 
to King George II, but the office did not lead to the kind of position that Young had 
hoped for. In 1730 he became rector ofWelwyn, a Hertfordshire village twenty mile.!i 
from London, where he continued writing poetry. " 

In 1731 Young married Elizabeth Lee; she died in 1740, a blow from which he 
never recovered. It is believed by some scholars that The Complaint, or Night Thoughts 
on Life, Death, and Im~rtality (1742-46) was meant to commemorate his wife and 
other family members who had passed away. Mter Night Thoughts; Young wrote little. 
The only literary work of significant interest that Young composed in his final decades 
is the curiously spirited and life-affirming treatise Conjectures On' Original cOm-
position. ' _' 

There is some difference of opinion among scholars about the sources for Conjec
tures, which is presented in the form of a letter "To the Author of Sir Charles Gryln
dison"-Samuel Richardson, the writer of ,epistolary novels who was a friend of 
Young's and acted as a literary adviser to him. Some literary historians have suggested 
that Young's essay developed directly from his conversations with Richardson abo}.!t 
the critic Joseph Warton's Essay on the Genius and Writings of Pope (1756), which 
Warton had dedicated to Young. Warton's text includes im account of the challeng~s 
faced by modern poets living in an unheroic age and outlines a theory of history 
purporting to show that the power of the poetic imagination has been shrinki~g. 
According to Warton, the present is a period of didactic verse closer to prose than to 
the sublime poetry that Shakespeare and Milton created, and Young may be taJpng 
aim at this somewhat dismaying view of the contemporary literary scene. . 

Other scholars have traced Young's arguments to his reading of the treatise On 
Sublimity, attributed to the Greek author LONGINUS, thereby situating Young near to 
EDMUND BURKE's Philosophical Inquiry into' the Origin of Our Ideas on the Sublime 
and the Beautiful (I 757; see below) and related texts on the sublime by JOSEPH ADPI
SON, DAVID HUME, and other critics and philosophers in the eighteenth century. 
Whatever its sources, Young's text-a potent half-polemic, half-meditation-is a puz
zle. The dismal, dreary author of Night 'Thoughts, a man in his late seventies, here 
celebrates the imagination, extols human potential, and urges writers to reach for 
originality and genius. In discussing the merits of the "ancients and the moderns," 
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and the relationship between native genius and the rules, Young takes part in a debate 
made familiar by the writings of many poets and critics in France and England in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. But key differences in Young's argument pro
pel it toward the Romantic period rather "than incline it backward toward the neo
classical era. 

At one juncture, for example, Young uses biological and organic metaphors, stating 
that "an Original" is "of a vegetable nature; it rises spontaneously from the vital root 
of genius." Such organic terms for poetic composition would be invoked years later 
by German and English Romantic poets and critics, especially SAMUEL TAYLOR COLE
RIDGE. And when Young comments on the hazards of imitation and the perils of self
doubt, he almost appears to be preparing a path for RALPH WALDO EMERSON's 
exhortations to know and reverence ourselves, strive to be original, make contact with 
and affirm the power of the divinity within. 

Young acknowledges the achievements of the ancients, but he stresses that the 
work of modern writers need not be inferior to them. Writers in the present day should 
not so much imitate the poems by the ancients as they should follow (that is, be 
inspired by) the ancients' spirit, the genius that these texts from the past exemplify. 
If we base our work on that by the ancient authors, then we risk denying our own 
potential for greatness and suppress the genius within us. At one point Young com
plains that "illustrious examples engross, prejudice and intimidate." Originality 
requires invention and innovation, leading to the discovery and discussion of new 
subjects. It is the progressive element or trait in persons that makes history new rather 
than a repetition of actions already done. It is also valuable because it foregrounds 
the individual and hence is in keeping with the Protestant tradition of personal free
dom and independence. 
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From Conjectures I on Original Composition 

I begin with Original Composition; and the more willingly, as it seems an 
original subject to me, who have seen nothing hitherto written on it: But, 
first, a few thoughts on Composition in general. Some are of opinion, that 
its growth, at present, is too luxuriant; and that the Press is overcharged. 

I. Interpretations of ~iAns, fUrt'cHsts, as well as guesses. 
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£)vercharged, I think, it could never be, if none were admitted, but such as 
b'tought their Imprimatur from sound UnaerStakding, arid the PubliC Good. 
Wit, 'indeed, however brilliant, should not be permitted' to "gaze self
eli'amoured on its useless CharinS, in that' FoiJrttain of Faine (if' sO' I 'may call 
the Press), if beauty is all that it h~s to boast; but, like the first B~tm;'i it 
t~quld sacrifice its; ritost d~rlirig 'offspring' t() 'the s~cred interests of Virtue, 
~~~ real servic~ of m~nkind., , . ': , 
,;{;Ibis,restriction allowed, the m()re compo.sition the better •. To men of let· 
;~flS" and leisure, it is not only a noble amusement, but a sweet refuge; it 
,tnproves their parts, and promotes their peace: It opens.a back .. dool' out of 
~ebustle of this busYt and idle worldj into a delicious garden of moral and 
intellectual fruits and flowers; the key of whiCh' is denied to the rest of man~ 
~'nd~ When stung .With idle anxieties, Or .teazed 'with' fniltless itnpertinence, 
oi yawning over insipM diversions, thert we perceive th~bh~ssing of a letter'd 
'fecess. With what a gust do we retire to our disinterested, and iminottiil 
fri'ends in' oilr closet,3 and find ()ur minds, when ~pplied,t~ somefa'v~uri~~ 
theme, as naturally, a.nd as easily quieted, and refreshe!I; as a ,peevish chila 
(and peevish children are we all till we fall asleep) when laid to the breast~ 
Our happiness ·no longer lives on charity; ,nor bids fair for a fall, by leaning 
on ;that most precarious, and. thorny, pillow, another's p.easure, for our 
repose. How independent of the world is he, who 'can daily find new acqualn· 
tance, that at once entertain, and iInprove hirtt, in the little world, the,i:ithlutE! 
but fruitful creation, of his own mind'? , . . ... , ...• 

These advantages Composition affords us, whether we write ourselves, or 
in more humblE; amusement p~ruse the 'works of others. While we bustle 
thro'. the thronged. walks. of public life, it gives us. ~ .resp~te, .8,t leas.t,. frOI11 
care; a pleasing pause of refreshing recollection. If the country is.()ur choice; 
or fate, there it rescues usfrotn sloth· and semuality) which, like obscen~ 
vermin, are ap~ gradually to creep uripetceived'intothe delightful bowers of 
oui' retiretnent, and to poison all its sweets. Conscibus guilt robs the rose of 
its scent,' the lilly of its lustre; and makes an ECl.en 'il deflow~ted. and dis~~1 
scene. , 

MJteover, if we consider life's end)e~sevils. What 'clin be more prudent, 
than ~oprovide for cons~lation under.thiml'? A cO,nsoll;ltion under them th,~ 
wisest of men have found in the pleasures of the pen. Witness, I;lmong many 
more, Thucydides, Xenophon, Tully, Ovid, Se':reca, Pliny the younger,4 who 
says In uxoris infirmitate, &- amicorum periculo, aut morie turbatus, ad studia, 
unicum doloris levamentum, confugio. And why not add to these their mod
ern equals, Chaucer, Rawleigh, Bacon~ Milton; Clarendon,s under the same 
shield, unwounded by misfortune, and nobly smiling in 'distress'? 

Composition was a cordial to these under the frowns of fortune; but evils 

2. The traditional fdurider of the Roin~nRepubllc 
(6th c. B.C.E.); according to legend, h. Idlled hi. 
two lonl when h. dllcovered that they were can' 
.jJlrlnl to reuon the T_rclUln'j' th6 Etruiein fJnilly 
whoie membe.n had ruled a. Idnp. . 
3. "A ,~all, room. of privacy a.nd retirement" Qohn-
son', DlCtlonll".;1755) .. ' (. , .,' , 
4, Roman orator and stat!,srtlan (!Sa-1.13). Young 
Inaccurately quotes hi. Lellen 8.19; "DIstracted by 
my wife's ill health, by the danaerous Illness or 
death of my friends, I fly to my studies, the sole 
consolation of my sorrows." Thucydldes (455-400 
B.C.E.), Greek historian. Xenophon (ca. 428/7-

ca. 354 iI.c;';;), Greek hi.leirla" and el.ayl.t. Tully: 
Mareu. Tuillul Cicero (106-43 B.C.E.), Roman 
writer, .tatelman, Ind ora~or, OvId (43 B.C.E.-17 
C,Si'" ·Rbrilinaoit:·Siin.c1 the Younler '{ce. 4 
B,C.B.~' C.B,}, Roman phllplophllr, dramatllt, 
Ind Itat •• mln. . .', 
5. 'EdW8td Rycie, earl ofClilrendon (1609-1674Y, 
Engll'h polit(clah al1d hl.toMn, Geoffrey Chauc~r 
(ca,134~i4oo), £nall.h poet. Rawlelgh: SlrWal
ter Ralellh (1552-1618), English courtier, navl· 
gator, cQlon.izer, and writer. Francis Bacon (1~61, 
1626), itrigJ.lshphlloiopher a'nd statesman. John 
Milton (1608-1674), EngJ.lsh poet. 
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there are, which her smiles cannot prevent, or cure. Among these are the 
languors of old age. If those are held honourable, who ina hand benumbed 
by time have grasped the just sword in defence 'of their country; shall they 
be less esteemed, whose unsteady pen vibrates to the last in the cause of 
religion, of virtue, of learning? Both these· are happy in this, that by fixing 
their attention on' objects most important, they escape numberless little anx
ieties, and that tedium vitae6 which often -hangs so heavy on its evening hours. 
May not this insinuate some apology for my spilling irtk, and spoiling paper, 
so late in life? 

But there are, who write with vigor, and success, to the world's delight, 
and their own renown. These are the glorious. fruits where genius prevails. 
The mind ofa man of geniUS is a fertile and pleasant field, pleasant as Ely
sium, and fertile as Tempe;? it enjoys a perpetual spring. Of that spring, 
Originals are the fairest flowe'cs: Imitations are of qUicker growth, but fainter 
bloom. Imitations are of two kinds; one of nature, one of authors: The first 
we call Originals, and confine the term Imitation to 'the second. I shall not 
enter into the curious enquiry of what is, or is not, strictly speaking, Original, 
content with what all must allow, that some compositions are 'more so than 
others; and the more they are so, I say,.thebetter. Originals are, and ought 
to be, great favourites, for they are great benefactors; they extend the republic 
of letters, and add a new province to its dominion: Imitators only give us a 
sort of duplicates of what we had, possibly much better, before; increasing 
the mere drug of books, while all that makes them valuable, knowledge and 
geniUs, are at a stand. The pen of an original writer, like Armida's8 wand, out 
of a barren waste:calls a blooming spring: Out of that blooming spring an 
'Imitator is a transplanter of laurels, which sometimes·dieon removal, always 
languish in a foreign soil. 

But suppose an Imitator to be most excellent (and such there are), yet still 
he but nobly!.butlds on another's foundation; his-debt is,.at least, equal to 
his glory;' which therefore, on, the balance, cannot be very great. On the 
contrary, an Original, tho' but indifferent:(its Originiility being set aside), yet 
has som'ething to boast; it is something to say with hhn in Horace,' 

. . 

Meo sum Pauper irr- aere;9 

and to'share ambition with no less than·Cmsar,l who declared he had r'ifher 
be the first in a village, than the secoriCl at Rome. 

Still farther: An . Imitator shares his crown,· if he has one, with the chosen 
object of his imitation; an Original enjoys an undivided applause. An Original 
may be said to be of a vegetable nature; it rises spontaneously from the vital 
root of genius;.it grows; it is not made: Imitations are often a sort ofmanu
facture wrought u~ by those mechanics; lIrl,. and labour, out of pre-existent 
materials not their own. 

Again: We read'Imitat'wn With-somewhat of his languor, who listens' to a 
twice-told tale: Our spirits rouze3 at an Original; that is a p'erfect' stranger, 
and all throng to learn what news from a forei,gn land: And tho' it comes, 

6. Irksomene .. of life (Lailn). 
7. A vallllY (sacred to Apollo) In northeast Greece 
between Motint Olympus and Mount Ossa.Ely. 
slum: In c:lasslcal mythology, the dwelling place of 
the blessed dead. 
8. The enchantress In the epic Jerusalem Deliv· 
ered (l58\).:by the Italian poet Torquato Tasso. 

9. I'm poor [but live) on my own money (Latin). 
E,lstles 2.2;12, by the Romiln poet HORACE (65-8 
a.c.E.).· " . 
I.' Julius Caesar (100-44 a.t.E.). Roman states" 
man and general whose dictatorship . ended the 
Republic. . 
2. Rouse, awaken. 
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like an Indian prince, adorned with feathers only, having little of. weight; yet 
of our attention it will rob the more solid, if not equally new: Thus every 
telescope is lifted at a new-discovered star; it makes a hundred astronomers 
in a moment, and denies equal notice to the sun. But if an Original, by being 
as excellent, as new, adds admiration to surprize, then are we at the writer's 
mercy; on the strong wing of hi!\ imagination, we are snatched from Britain 
to Italy, from climate to climate, from pleasure to pleasure; we havtfno home, 
no thought, of our own; till the magician drops his pen: ADd then falling 
down into ourselves, we awake to flat realities, "lamenting the change, hke 
the beggar who dreamt himself a prince. . 

It is with thoughts, as it is with words; and with both, as with ~en; they 
may grow old, and die. Words tarnished, by passingthro' the mouths 'of the 
vulgar, are laid aside as inelegant, and obsolete. So thoughts, when become 
too common, should lose their currency; an~ we should send new metal to 
the mint, that is, nEiw meaning to the press. The division of tongues at Babel3 

did not more effectually debar men from making th,e1nselves a na1ne (as the 
Scripture speaks,) thap. the too great concurrence, or union of tongues will 
do for ever. We may as well grow good by another's virtue, or fat by another's 
food, as famous by' an()thet's thought. The world will pay its debt of praise 
but once; and instead of applauding, explode a second demand, as a cheat. 

If it is said, that most of the Latin classics, and all the Greek, except, 
perhaps, H01ner, Pindar, and Anacreon," are in the. number of I1nitators, yet 
receive our highest apphluse; our answer is, That they tho' not real, are 
accidental Originals; thc/ works they imitated, few excepted, are lost: They, 
on their father's decease, enter as lawful heirs, on their estates in fame: The 
fathers of our copyists are still in possession; and secured in it, in spite of 
Goths,5 and Flames, by the perpetuating power of the Press. Very late must 
a modern I1nitator's fame arrive, if it waits for their decease. 

An Original enters early on reputation: Fa1ne, fond of new glories, sounds 
her trumpet in triumph at its birth; and yet how few are.awaken'd by it into 
the noble ambition of like attempts? Ambition is sometimes 1'10 vice in life; 
it is always a virtue in Composition. High in the towering Alps is the fountain 
of the PO;6 high in fame, and in antiquity, is the fountain of an I1nitator's 
undertaking; but the river, and the imitation, hum~ly creep along the vale~ 
So few are our Originals, that, if all other books were to be burnt, the letter'd 
world would resemble some metropolis in .flames, where a few incombustible 
buildings, a fortress, temple, or tower, lift their heads, in melancholy gran
deur, amid the mighty ruin. Compared with this conflagration, old 01nar7 

lighted up but a small bonfire, when he heated the baths of the Barbarians, 
for eight months together, with the famed Alexan4rian libr!lry's inestimable 
spoils, that no prophane book might obstruct the triumphant progress of his 
holy Alcoran8 round the globe. . 

But why are Originals so few? not because the writer's harvest is over, the 
great reapers of antiquity having left nothing to be gleaned after them; nor 

3. Where God-alarmed that the pe0r.le, speaking 
a single tongue, were successfully bui ding a tower 
to "make [them] a name"-is said to have "con_ 
found[edl their language." See Genesis 11.1-9. 
4. Greek lyric poet (b. ca. 570 B.C.E.). Homer (ca. 
8th c. R.C.E.), earliest Greek epic poet. Plndar 
(518-438 D.C.E.), Greek lyric poet. 
5. Germanic Invaders of the Roman Empire In the 
early centuries of the Christian era. 

6. A river In northern Italy; it rises near the border 
with France, on Monte Ylso In the Alps. 
7. A caliph (ca. 581-644), or leader of an Islamic 
polity. This story !If the destruction of the great 
library at Alexandria, in northern Egypt, on the 
city's ,-capture by the Arab's I. now discounted (It 
had already burned .everSl times, most recently In 
391). 
8. The Koran. 
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because the human mind's teeming time is past, or because it is incapable 
of putting forth unprecedented births; but because illustrious examples 
engross, prejudice, and intitnidate. They engross our attention, and so prevent 
a due inspection of ourselves; they prejudice our judgment in favour of their 
abilities, and so lessen the sense of our own; and they intitnidate us with the 
splendor of their renown, and thus under diffidence bury our strength. 
Nature's impossibilities, and those of diffidence lie wide asunder. 

Let it not be suspected, that I would weakly insinuate any thing in favour 
of the moderns, as compared with antient authors; no, I am lamenting their 
great inferiority. But I think it is no necessary inferiority; that it is not from 
divine destination, but from some cause far beneath the moon:9 I think that 
human souls, thro' all periods, are equal; that due care, and exertion, would 
set us nearer our immortal predecessors than we are at present; and he who 
questions and confutes this, will show abiJities not a little tending toward a 
proof of that equality, which he denies. 

After all, the first antients had no merit in being Originals: They could not 
be Itnitators. Modern writers have a choice to make; and therefore have a 
merit in their power. They may soar in the regions of liberty, or move in the 
soft fetters of easy itnitatian; and itnitation has as many plausible reasons to 
urge, as Pleasure had to offer to Hercules. l Hercules made the choice of an 
hero, and sa became immortal. 

Yet let not assertors of classic excellence imagine, that I deny the tribute 
it so well deserves. He that admires not antient authors, betrays a secret he 
would conceal, and tells the world, that he does not understand them. Let 
us be as far from neglecting, as from copying, their admirable compositions: 
Sacred be their rights, and inviolable their fame. Let our understanding feed 
on theirs; they affo.rd the noblest nourishment; But let them nourish, not 
annihilate, our own. When we read, let our imagination kindle at their 
charms; when we write, let our judgment shut them out of our thoughts; 
treat even Hatner himself as his royal admirer was, treated by the cynic; bid 
him stand aside, nor shade our Composition from the beams of our own 
genius; for nothing Original can rise, nothing immortal, can ripen, in any 
other sun.:Z 

Must we then, you say, not imitate antient authors? Imitate them, by all 
means; but imitate aright. He that imitates the divine Iliad, does not imUftte 
Hotner; but he who takes the same method, which Ham.er took, for arriving 
at a capacity of accomplishing a work so great. Tread in his steps to the sole 
fountain of immortality; drink where he drank, at the true Helicon,3 that is, 
at the breast of nature: Imitate; but imitate not the Cotnposition, but the 
Man. For may not this paradox pass into a maxim? viz. 'The less we copy the 
renowned antients, we shall resemble them the more.' 

But possibly you may reply, that you must either imitate Hom.er, or depart 

9. In An Enquiry into d.e Life and Writin.!:s of 
Homer (1735), the classical scholar Thomas Black· 
well speculates that the planets lnay influence or 
even cause genius and originality. 
I. According to tradition, two women appeared 
hefore the legendary hero Hercules (Heracles) 
when he wos pondering which course of life to fol· 
low: Pleasure offered a life of enjoyment, while Vir· 
tue offered a life of lahor and f .. me. Hercules chose 
the' latter. 
2. An allusion to an exchange said to have 
occurred between Alexander the Great (356-323 

S.C.E.) and the Greek philosopher Dlogenes (ca. 
400-<:a. 325 D.C.E.), founder of the Cynic school 
of philosophy, which emphasized self-sufficiency 
and the pursuit of virtue. When Alexander asked 
what he could do for Diogenes, the philosopher 
answered: "Just stand aside so you don't keep the 
sun off me." 
3. Mountain in central Greece, sacred to Apollo; 
it was the home of the Muses. and the spring Hlp
pocrene, struck from the rock by the foot of the 
tlying horse Pegasus, provided Inspiration to poets. 
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from nature. Nt>t so: For suppose you was to change place, in time, with 
Homti!r; then, if you write naturally, you might as well charge Homer With an 
imitation of you. Can you be said to imitate Homer for writing so, as y()U 
would have written, if Homer had never been? As far as a regard to nature, 
and sound sense, Will permit a departure from youi' great predecessors; so 
far, ambitiously, depart from them; the farther from them in similitude, the 
nearer are you to them in excellencei you rise by it into an Original; become 
a noble coUateral, not an humble descendant from them. Let us build out 
Compositions with the spirit,and in the taste, of the antients; but not with 
their materials: Thus will they resemble the structures of Pericles at Athens, 
which Plutarch4 commends for having had an air of antiquity as soon as they . 
were built. AU eminence, and distinction, lies out of the beaten road; excui:
sion, and deviation, are necessary to find it; and the more remote your path 
from the highway, the more reputable; if, like poor Gulliver5 (of whom anon) 
you fall not into a ditch, in your way to glory. 

What glory to come near, what glory to reach, what glory (presumptuous 
thought!) to sutpass, our predecessors? And is that then in nature absolutely 
impossible? Or is it not, rather, contrary to nature to fail in it? Nature herself 
sets the ladder, all wanting is our ambition to climb. For by the bounty of 
nature we are as strong as our predecessors; and by the favour of time (which 
is but another round in nature's scale) we stand on higher ground. As to the 
first, were they more than men? Or are we less? Are not our minds cast in 
the same mould with those before the flood?6 The flood . affected matter; 
mind escaped. As to the second; though we are modems, the world is an 
antient; more antient far,· than when they, whom·we most admire, filled it 
'with their fame. Have we not their beauties, as stars, to guide; their defects, 
lis rocks, to be shunn'd;· the judgment of ages on both, as a chart to conduct, 
and a sure helm to steer us in our passage to greater perfection than theirs? 
Ahi:l shall we be stopt in our rival pretensions to fame by this just reproof? . 

, , 

Stat contra,dicitque tibi tua pagina, ~r I!S. 
. ' . 'MART.7 

It is by a sort of noble contagion, frc,>m a general familiarity with their writ~ 
ings, and not by any particular sordid theft, that we can be the better for 
those who went before us. Hope we, from plagiarism, any dominion in lit
eratUre; as that of Rome arose from. a nest of thieves? 

:, Rome was a powerful'ally to many states; antient:authors are ourpowedul 
allies \ but we must take heed, that they do not: succour, till they enslave, 
after the manner of Rome. Too formidable an idea of their superiority, like 
a spectre, would fright us out of a proper use of our wits; and dwarf our 
understanding, by making a giant of theirs. Too great awe for them lays 
genitis under restraint, and denies it that free scope; that full elbow-room, 
which is requisite for striking its most masterly strokes. Genius is a master
workman, learning is but 'art instr1:lment; and an instrument, tho' most val-

4,Greek essayist and biographer (ca. 50-<:a, 120 
C.E,). Under the leadership of Perli:les,(ca, 495-
429 R,C.E..), Athens built many tempf,;. and struc
ture. (the most famous being the Parthenon on the 
Acropolls)\ see Plutarch, Penel". 13. 
5. ,The hero of Jonathan Swift's satire Gulliver's 
Travels (1726) .. 
6. That Is, the biblical Flood (Genesis 6-9) that 
destroyed all humanity except for Noah and hi. 

family. Young may also have.ln mind JOHN DRY
DEN'S "Epl.tIe to CongreYe" (1694); Dryden refers 
to' l'revlous generations of poets; before' the 
English 'Revolution lind the Restoration (1660). as 
"the Alantnce, b.,fore the flood" (line 5). " , 
1. 11Ie l\oman poet Martial (ca, 40-<:a. 104 C.E.), 
Bpi"' .. "" 1.55. 12: "Your rage confronts you arid 
saYll to you, You are a thle ." ., 
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uable, yet not always indispensable. Heaven will not admit of a partner in 
the accomplishment of some favourite spirits; but rejecting all human means, 
assumes the whole glory to-itself. Have not some, tho' not famed for erudi
tion, so written, as almost to persuade us, that they shone brighter, and 
soared higher, for escaping tp,e boasted aid of that proud ally? 

Nor is it strange; for what, for the most part, mean we by genius, but the 
power of accomplishing great things without the means generally reputed 
necessary to that end? A genius differs from Ii good underStanding, as a magi
cian from a good architect; that raises his structure by means invisible; this 
by the skilful use of common tools. Hence genius has ever been supposed to 
partake of something divine. Nemo unquam vir magnus fuit, sine aliquo 
afflatu divino. 8 

Learning, destitute of this superior aid, is fond, and proud, of what has 
cost it much pains; is a great lover of rules, and boaster of famed examples: 
As beauties less perfect, who owe half their charms to cautious art, learning 
inveighs against natural unstudied graces, and small harmless inaccuracies, 
and sets rigid bounds to that liberty, to which genius often owes its supreme 
glory; but the no-genius its frequent ruin. For unprescribedbeauties, and 
unexampled excellence, which are characteristics of genius, lie without the 
pale of learning's authorities, and laws; which pale, genius must leap to come 
at them: But by that leap, if genius is wanting, we break our necks; we lose 
that little credit, which possibly we might have enjoyed before. For rules, 
like crutches, are a needful aid to the .lame, tho' an impediment to the strong. 
A Homer casts them away; and, like his Achilles, 

Jura negat sibi nata, nihil non arrogat,9 

by native force of mind. There is something in poetry beyond prose-reason; 
there are mysteries in it not to be explained, but admired; which render mere 
prose-men infidels to their divinity. And here pardon a second paradox; viz. 
'Genius often then deserves most to be praised, when' it is most sure to be 
condemned: that is, when its excellence, from mounting high. to weak eyes 
is quite out of sight.' 

, lf'l might speak farther of learning, and genius, 1 would compare genius 
to virtue, and learning to riches. As riches are most wanted where there is 
least virtue; so learning where there is least genius. As virtue without-1fttJch 
riches can give happiness, so genius without much learning can give renown. 
As it is said in Terence,-I Pecuniam negligere interdum maximum est lucrum; 
so to neglect of learning, genius sometimes owes its greater glory. Genius, 
therefore, leaves but the second place, among men of letters, to the learned. 
It is their merit, and ambition, to fling light on the works of genius, and point 
out its charms. We most justly reverence their informing radius for that 
favour;' but we must much more admire· the radiant stars pointed out by 
them. 

A star of the first magnitude among the moderns was Shakespeare; among 
the antients, Pindar; who (as Vossius2 tells us) boasted of his no-learning, 

8. No one' was ever a great man without some 
diyine Inspiration (Latin). Inaccurately quoted 
from CIcero, De Nai .. ra Deoru ... (On II, .. Nalure of 
t"" Gods), 2.66. 
9. He denies that the laws were made for him, and 
sets no limits to his claims (Latin). Slightly mis
quoted from Horace, An POBlica, line 122. (see 

aboye). Achilles: the greatest Greek warrior at Troy 
and the focus of Homer's Iliad. 
I. Roman comic playwright (ca. 120-159 H.C.E.); 
the quotation Is from Adelph. 2.216: "Sometimes 
the best way to make money I. to disregard It," 
2. G. J. Vosslus (1577-1649), Dutch critic. rhet
orician, and scholar. 
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calling himself the eagle, for his flight above it. And such genii as these may, 
indeed, have much reliance on their. own native powers. For genius may be 
compared to the natural strength of the body; learning to the super-induced 
accoutrements of arms: if the first is equal to the proposed exploit, the latter 
rather encumbers, than assists; ·rather r.etards, than promotes, .the victory. 
Sacer nobis inest Deus; 3 says Seneca. With regard to the moral world, con
science, with regard to the intellectual, genius, is that god within. Genius 
can set us .right in Composition, without the rules of the learned; as con
science sets us right in life, without the laws of the land: This, singly, can 
make us good, as men: that, singly, as writers, can, sometimes; make us great. 

I say, sometimes, because there is a genius, which stands in need of learn
ing to make it shine. Of genius there are two species, an earlier, and a later; 
or call them infantine,.and adult. An adult genius.comes out of nature's hand, 
as Pallas4 out of Jove's head,at full growth, and mature: Shakespeare's genius 
was of this kind; On the, contrary, Swift stumbled at the threshold, and set 
out for. distinction on feeble knees:' His was an infantine genius; a genius, 
which, like other infants, must be nursed, and educated, or· it. will come to 
nought: Learning.is its nurse, and tutor; but this nurse may overlay with an 
indigested load, which smothers common.sense; and this tutor may mislead, 
with,pedantic prejudice, which vitiates the best understanding: As too great 
admirers of the fathers of the church6 have sometimes set up their authority 
against the true sense of Scripture; .so too' great admirers. of. the.classical 
fathers have sometimes set up their authority, or· example, against reason .. 

.. .. .. 
Quite clear of the dispute concerning a'tltie:nt and modern learning, we 

speak not of performance, but powers. The modern powers are equal to ,those 
before them; 'modern performance. in general is deplorably short. How great 
are the·names just mentioned? ,Yet: who will dare affirm, that as great may 
not rise up in some future, or .. even in the present age? Reasons there ·are 
why talents may not appear, none why they may not exist, as much,in one 
period as another. An evocation of vegetable fruits depends on rain, air, and 
sun; an evocation' of the fruits .of genius no less depends on .externals. What 
a marvellous crop bore it in Greece, and Rome? And what a marvelloussun~ 
shine did it there enjoy? What encouragement from the. nature of their gov
ernments, and the spirit of their people? Virgil and Horace owed their.divine 
talents to Heaven; their immortal works; to men; thank Mmcenas and Augus7 
tus7 for them. Had it not been for these, the genius of those poets had lain 
buried in their ashes, Athens expended on her theatre, painting, sculpture, 
and architecture, a tax levied for the support of a war; Cmsar dropt .. his papers 
when Tully spoke; and Philip trembled at the voice of Demosthenes:8 And 
has there arisen but one Tully, one Demosthenes, in so long a course 'of years? 

3, Divinity dwells'within us (Latin), Scholars have 
not found t.hese. exact words in Seneca's writings, 
but a similar 'statement can be found in his Moral 
Epistle .• 4 I . 
4. Athena, Greek goddess of war and wisdom and 
patroness of the arts, said to have been born full
grown from the head of Zeus (whom the Romans 
Identified with Jupiter, or Jove). 
5. Swift began his literary career unsuccessfully. 
writing Pindarlc odes. 

. 6.' Early Christian writers who established church 
. doctrine before the 8th century (e.g., AU.GUSTlNE). 
. 7, First emperor of Rome (63 B.C.E.-14 C.E.). Vir-

gil (70-19 B.C.E.), Roman poet. Maecenas (d. 8 
C.E.), trusted counselor of Augustus anda famou~ 
patron of the arts. . , , 
8. Greek orator'(384-322 B.C~E.); wlio exhorted 
the citizens of Athens to resist Philip II (382-336 
B.C. E.), the klnl!. of ~'lac.edon. ' 
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The powerful eloquence of them both in one stream, should never bear me 
down into the melancholy persuasion, that several have not been born, tho' 
they have not emerged. The sun as much exists in a cloudy day, as in a clear; 
it is outward, accidental circumstances that with regard to genius either in 
nation, or age, 

Collectas fugat nubes, solemque reducit. 
VIRG.9 

As great, perhaps, greater than those mentioned (presumptuous as it may 
sound) may, possibly, arise; for who hath fathomed the mind of man? Its 
bounds are as unknown, as those of the creation; since the birth of which, 
perhaps, not One has so far exerted, as not to leave his possibilities beyond 
his attainments, his powers beyond his exploits. Forming our judgments, 
altogether by what has been done, without knowing, or at all inquiring, what 
possibly 1night have been done, we naturally enough fall into too mean an 
opinion of the human mind. If a sketch of the divine Iliad before H01ner 
wrote, had been given to mankind, by some superior being, or otherwise, its 
execution would, probably, have appeared beyond the power of man. Now, 
to surpass it, we think impossible. As the first of ·these opinions would evi
dently have been a mistake, why may not the second be so too? Both are 
founded on the same bottom; on our ignorance of the possible dimensions 
of the mind of man. 

Nor are we only ignorant of the dimensions of the human mind in general, 
but even of our own. That a man may be scarce less ignorant of his own 
powers, than an oyster of its pearl, or a rock of its diamond; that he may 
possess dormant, unsuspected abilities, till awakened .by loud calls, or stung 
up by striking emergencies, is evident from the sudden eruption of some 
men, out of perfect obscurity, into pub lick admiration, on the strong impulse 
of some animating occasion; not more to the world's great surprize, than 
their own. Few authors of distinction but have experienced something of this 
nature, at the first beamings of their yet unsuspected genius on their hitherto 
dark Composition: The writer starts at it, as at a lucid meteor in the night; 
is much surprized; can scarce believe it true. During his happy confusion, it 
may be said to him, as to Eve at the lake, 

What there thou seest, fair creature, is thyself. 
-4':" .. 

MILT.l 

Genius, in this view, is like a dear friend in our company under disguise; 
who, while we are lamenting his absence, drops his mask, striking us, at 
once, with equal surprize and joy. This sensation, which I speak of in a writer, 
might favour, and so promote, the fable of poetic inspiration: A poet of a 
strong imagination, and stronger vanity, on feeling it, might naturally enough 
realize the world's mere compliment, and think himself truly inspired. Which 
is not improbable; for enthusiasts of all kinds do no less. 

Since it is plain that men may be strangers to their own abilities; and by 
thinking meanly of them without just cause, may possibly lose a name, per
haps a name immortal; I would find some means to prevent these evils. 

9. Virgil, Aeneid 1.143: "He puts to flight the gath
ered clouds, and he bring. buck the .un." 

I. Milton, Paradise Lose (1667), 4.468. 



436 / EDWARD YOUNG 

Whatever promotes virtue, promotes something more, and carries its' good 
influence beyond the moral man: To prevent these evils, I borrow two golden 
rules from ethics, which are no less golden in Composition, than in life. 1. 
Know thyself; 2dly, Reverence thyself: I design to repay ethics in a future 
letter,2 by two rules from rhetoric for its service. 

1st. Know thyself. Of ourselves it may be said, as Martial says of a bad 
neighbour, 

Nil tam prope, proculque nobis.3 

Therefore dive deep into thy bosom; learn the depth, extent, bias, and full 
fort of thy mind; contract full intimacy with the stranger Within thee; excite 
and cherish every spark of intellectual light and heat, however smothered 
under former negligence, or scattered through the dull, dark mass of com
mon thoughts; and collecting them into a body, let tlly genius rise (if a genius 
thou hast) as the sun from chaos; and if I should then saYi like an Indian, 
Worship it, (though too bold) yet should I say little more than my second 
rule enjoins, (viz.) Reverence thyself. 

That is, let not great examples, or authorities, browbeat thy reason fnto 
too great a diffidence of thyself: Thyself so reverence, as to prefer the native 
growth of thy own mind to the richest import from abroad; such borrowed 
riches make us poor. The man who thus reverences himself, will soon find 
the world's reverence to follow his own. His works will stand distinguished; 
his the sole property of them; which property alone can confer the noble 
title of an author; that is, of one who (to speak accurately) thinks, and comL 

poses; while other invaders of the press, how voluminous, and learned soever, 
(with due respect be it spoken) only read, and write. 

This is the difference between those two luminaries in literature, the well
accomplished scholar, and the divinely-inspired enthusiast; thefit-stis, as the 
bright morning star; the second, as the rising sun: The writer who neglects 
those two rules above will never stand alohe;-he makes one of a group, and 
thinks in wretched unanimity with ,the throng:, Incumbered with the notions 
of others, and impoverished by their abundance, he conceives not the least 
embryo of new thought; opens not the least vista thro' the'gloom of ordinary 
writers, into the bright walks of rare imagination, and singular design; while 
the true genius is crossing all pUblick roads into fresh untrodden ground; he, 
up to the knees in antiquity, is treading the sacred footsteps of great exam
ples, with the blind veneration of a bigot aaluting the papal toe;4 comfortably 
hoping full absolution for the sins of his own understanding, from tht: pow-
erful charm of touching his idol's infallibility. ' 

Shakespeare mingled no water with his wine, lower'd his genius by no vapid 
imitation. Shakespeare gave us a Shakespears;'nor could the first in andent 
fame have given us more! Shakespeare is not their son, :but brother; their 
equal; and that, in spite of all his faults. Think you this too bold? Consider, 
in those antients what is it the world admires? Not the fewness of their faults', 
but the number and brightness of their beauties; and if Shakespeare is theit 

2. Never written. 
3. Nothing else i. so near and yet so far from us 
(Latin): Martial, Epig ........ 1.86. 

4. English Protestants of the time held Catholic. 
and Cathollcls~ In low regard. ' " 
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equal (as he doubtless is) in that, whi<;h in them is admired, then is Shake
speare as great as they; and not impotence, but some other cause, must be 
charged with his defects. When we are setting these great men in competi
tion, what but the comparative size of their genius is the subject of our 
inquiry? And a giant loses nothing of his size, tho' he should chance to trip 
in his race. But it is a compli"ment to those heroes of antiquity to suppose 
Shakespeare their equal only in dramatic powers; therefore, though his faults 
had been greater, the scale would still turn in his favour. There is at least as 
much genius on the British as on the Grecian stage, tho' the former is not 
swept so clean; so clean from violations not only of the dramatic, but moral 
rule; for an honest heathen, on reading some of our celebrated scenes, might 
be seriously concerned to see, that oUr obligations to the religion of nature 
were cancel'd by Christianity. 

Johnsm'i,5 in the serious drama, is as much an imitator, as Shakespeare is 
an original. He was very learned, as Sampson6 was very strong, to his own 
hurt: Blind to the nature of tragedy, he pulled down all antiquity on his head, 
and buried himself under it; we see nothing of Johnson, nor indeed, of his 
admired (but also murdered) antients; for what shone in the historian is a 
cloud on the poet; and Cataline7 might have been a good play, if Sal1lSt had 
never writ. . 

Who knows whether Shakespeare might not have thought less, if he had 
read more? Who knows if he might not h~ve laboured. under the load of 
Johnson's learning, as Ent:eladus8 under .lEtna? His mighty genius, indeed, 
through the most mountainous oppres5ion would have breathed out some of 
his inextinguishable fire; yet, possibly, he ~ight not have risen up into that 
giant, that much fitcire than common man, at which we now gaze with amaze
ment, and delight. Perhaps he was as learned as his. dramatic province 
reqUired; for whatever other learning he wanted, he was master of two books, 
unknown to many of the profoundly read, though books, which the last con
flagration alone can destroy; the book of nature, and that of man. These he 
had by heart; and has transcribed many' admirable pages of them, into his 
immortal works. These are the fountain-head; whence the Castalian stteartis9 

of original composition flow; and these are often mudded by other waters, 
~ho' ~aters in their distinct chanel, most wholesome and ~ure: As two thrm
lcal hquors, separately clear as crystal, grow foul by mixture, and offem1.!the 
sight. So that he had not only as much le~rning as his dramatic province 
required, but, perhaps, as it could safely bear. If Milton had spared some of 
his learning, his muse would have gained more glory, than he would have 
lost, by it. 

.. .. '" 

., 
:5. That is, Ben Jonson (i 572-1637). 
6. The biblical hero Samson, who pulled down the 
pillarS of a building to kill his enemies and himself 
Uudge. 16.23-30)., . 
7. A Roman tragedy (1611) by Jonson, based on 
The ConspiracyojCaUlilU!, by the Roman historian 
Sallust (ca. 86-35 D.C.E.) 

1759 

8. In Greek mythology, the most powerful of the. 
giants who warred against the gods; deFeated, he 
wall buried under Sicily'. Mount Etna. 
9. 'Waters flowing from a fountain on Mount Par
na.sus, sacred to Apollo and the Muses; those who 
drink them are Inspired with the gift of poetry. 
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ALEXANDER POPE 
1688-1744 

Scholars have noted dozens of sources-the Roman writers HORACE and QUINTlLlAN, 
the French poet-critic Nicolas Boileau (1636-1711), his English cOritemporaryJOHN 
DRYDEN, and many more-for Alexander Pope's versified "art of poetry," An Essay on 
Criticism (1711); but their labors, while' valuable, in a sense miss the central poin:t. 
Pope advanced no claims for the originality of the views he presented, and in th~ final 
analysis his poem is memorable perhaps less for its doctrine than for the brilliance 
of its style, which revitalizes familiar teachings.and makes them sparkle.,lt delightfu,lly 
illustrates Pope's own view of literary "borrowing": that "poets, like, merchants, should 
repay with something of their own what they take from others, not, like pirates, make 
prize of all they meet." The Essay is a sophisticated, witty poem, a compendium of 
critical principles, with much reading and reflection behind it-from an author who 
was astonishingly young when it 'was written. . 

Pope was born in London in 1688, 'the year of the Glorious Revolution, when the 
Catholic King James II was deposed in favor of Protestant William III and Mary II. 
He was the son of a linen merchant whowas'Roman Catholic, and thus suffered 
from the controls of England's anti-Catholic laws. Though not· always strictly 
enforced, these laws were onerous. Catholics were prevented from practicing their 
religion freely; they· could not legally reside within ten, miles of London; they were 
not allowed to attend the universities, vC?te, or. hold public. offices or seats .in .Parlia.
ment. In 1711 Pope's family mQved to Binfield in Windsor Forest, thirty miles, 01,lt
side ,London, a place that Pope described evocatively iI:J, one of his .best eady poems, 
'Windsor-Forest" (1713). ',' . , . . , 

A local priest taught Greek and Latin to P~pe;and he picked up' French ~~d italian 
during a short term of study in London. Pope's father encout;ilged him't9 write verse', 
insisting that his son's rhymes be perfect, and PopeearJy 011 crafted ~'imitatioiis" of 
Chaucer (ca. 1343-1400), Edmund Spenser (1552-1599), Edmund Waller (1606-
1687), and Abraham Cowley (I 618-1667). Limitations not simply legal but also phys
ical encouraged him to' focus on his literary efforts. Tuberculosis of:the bones iri 
childhood had curved Pope's spine and stunted his growth-he,was only four.arid,a 
half feet tall-and throughout his life he suffered from frequent and severe head~ 
aches. . ' .' .. 

In, addition to An Essay on Criticism and 'Windsor-Forest," .P'ope's major. poems 
include "The Rape of the Lock" (1712,;'enlarged ed., 1714); ThePunCiad~targeting 
Pope's literary enemies (first published arionymously in 1728; enlarged eds. 1742, 
1743); M.oral Essays (1731-35); Imitations of Horace (1733-38) and their prologue, 
"An EpIstle to Dr. Arbuthnot" (1735); and An Essay on Man (I 733-34), a philosoph:' 
icaI poem designed to "vindicate the Ways of God to 'Man" (1.16). Pope also produced 
a magnificent translation of the Iliad (1715-20), co-translated the Odyssey (1725.1.. 
26), and edited the works of Shakespeare (1725). He had concerns outside literature; 
his keen interests in painting, sculpture, architecture, and horticulture were expressed 
in the garden and grotto that he built at Twickenham, a five-acre villa he rented on 
the Thames, where he moved with his mother after his father's death in 1718. 

An Essay on Criticism was published anonymously on May 15, 1711, a week before 
the poet's twenty-third birthday. The manuscr.ipt we have is dated in Pope's hand, 
"Written in the year 1709," but elsewhere he put the date of composition as early as 
1706. And though he claimed to have written the Essay,ql,l.ickIy, the manuscript ~ho~ 
that he revised his poem carefully. Fo~ tater editions~ Pope provided a table of cbntents 
and divided the 750-line poem into three parts-the second starting at line 201 and 
the third at line 560. . .' ' 

Pope means his lively heroic couplets to remind readers of principles they already 
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should know. Like many writers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, he 
judges literature to be plagued by ill-informed, careless, proud, and pompous critics, 
whose mistaken evaluations of texts mislead authors as well as readers.John Dryden, 
in "The Author's Apology for Heroic Poetry" (1677), similarly laments that he and 
his fellow authors have "fallen into an age of illiterate, censorious, and detracting 
people, who, thus qualified, set up for critics." In the Essay Pope writes that the 
dismaying state of criticism reflects a broad historical decline from the Greek and 
Roman past-the golden age of art, when critics generously sought to advise authors 
and to instruct readers on how to appreciate them. 

The best works of art, Pope maintains, derive from a deeply felt, well-reasoned 
study of Nature; and studying the great works of the past leads one to see their 
reliance on the stable principles of harmony and order that Nature itself teaches. 
This is Pope's and his age's neoclassicism-to imitate the ancient authors and adopt 
the critical precepts that these authors and their texts embody. Like Jonathan Swift, 
JOSEPH ADDISON, and other significant writers of the early to mid--eighteenth cen
tury, Pope particularly admired the authors, notably Virgil, Ovid, and Horace, who 
had flourished during the reign of the Roman emperor Augustus (27 B.C.E.-14 C.E.), 
and he sought through his writing to make his own era similarly "Augustan" in its 
literary production. Reading Homer and Virgil, Pope believed, sharpens taste and 
judgment and enables us to perceive the intimate relationship between art and 
Nature. The classic texts are, like Nature, a standard and a guide. Their balance, 
harmony, and good proportion are evident in their parts as well as demonstrated in 
the whole. In the prosody of a poem, for examplej the sound and meter in a well
proportioned and well-regulated work enact the actions and the sense conveyed (see 
lines 364-73). 

At moments, as when Pope rebukes pride and envy (e.g., lines 201-18), the Essay 
might strike some readers today as less about literature and criticism than about 
morality. But as Pope sees it, good authors or critics must truly know themselves and 
possess a finely developed moral sense and purpose. Such people know and abide by 
the limits of human aspiration, seek models for right aesthetic and. moral conduct, 
and guard against the self-delusion and self-destruCtiveness of overWeening pride. 

Some critics contend that Pope uses his chief terms, such as Nature, wit, and 
judgment, too loosely, and they have claimed that the Essay lacks a coherent structure. 
It is, like Horace's Ars Poetica, more associative than logical; it offers encouragement 
and advice in a sequence of briskly paced observations on the nature of art, the value' 
of the ancients, the importance of the rules, the need to observe decorum in word 
selection, the connection between artistic creation and criticism, and other topics. 
The key words are invoked in different passages to enliven the specific point at han~ . 
Rather than using them "loosely," Pope deliberately draws on all of their senses. 

For example, wit (from the Old English witan, "to know") is a complex, multivalent 
word, difficult to pin down, and Pope capitalizes adroitly on its range of meanings 
and implications. It means, first, the mind or the understanding, the faculty of rea
soning and thinking. In his Dictionary (1755), SAMUEL JOHNSON gives as its "original 
signification" "the powers of the mind; the mental faculties; the intellects." But wit 
can also refer, he notes, to a poetic conceit, figure of speech, felicitous phrasing, 
common sense, inventiveness, astuteness of perception, the capacity to see resem
blance in apparently unlike things, cleverness, fancy; genius; it can mean the imagi
native power that judgment must temper and control (see, e.g., lines 82-83), even as 
it also implies judgment itself-wit curbing excessive wit. Pope offers his own defi
nition in perhaps the b~st-known couplets of the Essay: 

True Wit is Nature to Advantage drest, 
What oft was Thought, but ne'er so well Exprest, 
Something, whose Truth convinc'd at Sight we find, 
That gives us back the Image of our Mind. (lines 297-300) 
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Wit is Nature; it instances something that we have all thought, but whose sheer truth 
the poet now makes compelling through his or her language. True wit is subtle, sharp, 
and, above all, surprlsing-a striking image, a vivid metaphor, a paradoxical figure of 
speech. Addison and Johnson also delve into the nature of wit, but it is Pope who 
exemplifies the meanings of this complex word and idea more inventively than any 
other writer in the canon of eighteenth-'century English literature. 

The most memorable assessment of the Essay remains Samuel Johnson's: "[The 
Essay] exhibits every mode of excellence that can embellish or dignify didactick com
position, selection of maUer, novelty of arrangement, justness of precept, splendour 
of illustration, and propriety of digression."It is a hopeful work, all the more affecting 
In light of the political quarrels and ferocious literary feuds in which Pope engaged 
later in his career. These climaxed in his gigantic satire ofliterary idiocy, The Dunclad, 
in Four Books, published in October 1743. In this great last text of his poetic career, 
Pope describes the sublime awfulness of hordes of pedants, false poets j and dunces. 
His dazzling punitive wit here takes on the grotesque grandeur of mock-epic, on a 
scale eclipsing that displayed in the elegant, highly cultivated early work. The Dunciad 
shows Pope's angry realization of the difficulty in winning wide acceptance for the 
neoclassical views that he had advocated and had described with both power and 
grace in An Essay on Criticism. . 
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An Essay on Criticism 

---Si quid novisti rectius istis, 
Candidus imperti; si non, his utere mecum. 

-HORAT.' 

. 'Tis hard to say, if greater Want of Skill 
Appear in Writing or in Judging ill; 
But, of the two, less dang'rous is th' Offence, 
To tire our Patience, than mis-lead our Sense: 

5 Some few iIi that, but Numbers eq in this, 
Ten Censure2 wrong for one·who,Wri~es amiss; 
A Fool might once himself alone expose, 
Now One in Verse makes many more· in Prose. 
'Tis with our Judgments ·as our Watches, none 

10 Go just alike,. yet each. believes his own. 
In Poets as true Genius is but rare, 
True Taste as seldom is the Critick's Share; 
Both must alike from Heav'n derive their Light, 
These born to Judge, as well as thQse to Write. 

15 Let such teach others who themselves excell, 
And censure freely who have written well. 
Authors are partial to their Wit, 'tis true, 
But are not Criticks to their Judgment tOQ? 

Yet if we look more closely, we shall find 
20 Most have the Seeds of Judgment in their Mind; 

Nature affords at least a glimm'ring Light; 
The Lines, tho' touch'd but faintly, are drawn right. 
But as the slightest Sketch, if justly trac'd, 
Is by ill Colouring but the more disgrac'd, 

25 So by false Learning is good Sense defac'd; 
Some are bewilder'd in the Maze of Schools, 
And some made Coxcombs3 Nature meant but Fools. 
In search of Wit these lose their cOmmon Sense, 
And then turn Criticks in their own Defence. 

2. Judge. 

-(:" .. 

I.. HORACE (65-8 D.C.E.), Epistles 1.6.67-68: "If 
you know any maxims better than these, be so good 
BS to let me know them; If not, use these as I do." 

3. Pretenders to learning, conceited asses. 
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Each burns alike, who can, or cannot write, 
Or with a Rival's, or an Eunuch's spite. 
All Fools" have still an Itching to deride, 
And fain wou'dbe upon the 'Laughing Side: 
If Mawius Scribble in Apollo's~ -spight, 
There are, who judge still WOrse than he can write. 

Some have at first for Wits, then Poets past, 
Turn'd Criticks next, and prov'dplain Fools at last; 
Some neither can for Witsoor Criticks pass, 
As heavy Mules are neither Horse nor Ass. 
Those half-Iearn'dWitlings, num'rous in our Isle, 
As half-form'd Insects on the Banks of Nilej' 
Unfinish'd Things, one knows not what to call, 
Their Generation's so equivocal: 
To tell6 'em, wou'd a hundred Tongues require, 
Or one vain Wit's, that might a hundred tire. 

But you who seek to give and merit Fame, 
And justly bear a Critick's noble Name, 
Be sure your self and your own Reach to know, 
How far your Genius, Taste, and Learning go; 
Launch not beyond your DeptJt, but be discreet, 
And mark that Point where Sertseand Dulness meet. 

Nature to all things 6X'd the Limits fit, 
And wisely curb'd proud Man's 'pretending Wit: 
As on the Land while here the Ocean gains, 
In other Parts it leave-Ii ~de' slindy Plains; 
Thus in the Soul while Memory prevails, 
The solid Pow'r ()f Understanding fails; 
Where Beams of warm- Imagination play, 
The Memory's soft Figures melt away. -
One Science? only will one Geniu.dit; 
So vast is Art,e so narrow Human Wit: 
Not only bounded to peculiar Arts, 
But oft in those, confin'd to single Parts. -_ 
Like Kings we lose the Conquests gain'd before, 
By vain Ambition still to make them -more: 
Each might his sev'ral Province well command, 
Wou'd all but stoop to what they understand. 

First follow NATURE,9 and your Judgment frame 
By her just Standard, which is still the same: 1 --

Unerring Nature, still divinely bright, 
One clear, unchang'd, and Universal Light, 
Life, Force, and Beauty, must to all impart,
At once the Source, and End, and Test of Art; 

:i 

4. Greek and Roman god of poetry. Maev;u.-: a bad 
poet (1st c. B.C.E.), to whom both VlrgiHEelogue 

ciano "Ufe is short,- but ai-t (s';ritetimes translated 
'scient:e'] Is long; opportunity fleeting, experiment 
dangerous, judgm~ difficult. ~ 3) and Horace (EpoJe 10) allude. . __ 

5. The ancients believed that forms of animal and 
insect life were spontaneously generated on the 
banks of the Nile River. 
6. Count. 
7. Branch of learning. 
8. Pope alludes to a maxim attributed to Hlppoc
rate. (469-399 B.C.E.), celebrated Greek physl-

9. The teJ;lll .encofllpasses the physical. world, the 
sum of human- e,qleriences, and the principle of 
order and coherence in the universe. 
1. Compare JOHN DRYDEN'S claim In P ...... /lel 
Letwi.xt Poetry .. ntI PAinUn" (1695): "For Nature Is 
still the same In all ages, and can never !>e contrary 
to herself." 1"' .,'. , . , '.", , • 
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Art from that Fund each just Supply provides, 
75 Works without Show,2 and without Pomp presides: 

In some fair Body thus th' informing Soul 
With Spirits feeds, with Vigour fills the whole, 
Each Motion guides, and ev'ry Nerve sustains; 
It self unseen, but in th' Effects, remains. 

80 Some, to whom Heav'n in Wit has been profuse, 
Want as much more, to turn it to its use; 
For Wit 3 and Judgment often are at strife, 
Tho' meant each other's Aid, like Man and Wife. 
Tis more to guide than spur the Muse's Steed;4 

A5 Restrain his Fury, than provoke his Speed; 
The winged Courser, like a gen'rous' Horse, 
Shows most true Mettle when you check his .Course. 

Those RULES of old discover'd, not devis'd, 
Are Nature still, hut Nature Methodiz'd; 

90 Nature, like Liberty,6 is hut restrain'd. _ 
By the same Laws which first herself ordain'd. 

Hear how learn'd Greece her useful Rules indites, 
When to repress, and when indulge our Flights: 
High on Parnassus'7 Top her Sons she show'd, 

95 And pointed out those arduous Paths they trod; 
Held from afar, aloft, th' Immortal Prize, 
And urg'd the rest by equal Steps to rise; 
Just Precepts thus from great Examples giv'n, 
She drew from them what theyderiv'd from Heav'n. 

100 The gen'rous Critickfann'd the Poet's Fire, -
And taught the World, with Reason to Admire. 
Then Criticism the Muse's Handmaid prov'd, 
To dress her Charms, and make her more helov'd; 
But following Wits from that Intention stray'd; 

105 Who cou'd not win the Mistress, woo'd the Maid; 
Against the Poets their own Arms they turn'd,. 
Sure to hate most the Men from whom they learn'd. 
So modern Pothecaries, taught the Art 
By Doctor's Billss to play the Doctor's Part, 

110 Bold in the Practice of mistaken Rules, 
Prescribe, apply, and call their Masters Fools. 
Some on the Leaves9 of ancient Authors prey, 
Nor Time nor Moths e'er spoil'd so much as they: 
Some dryly plain, without Invention's Aid, 

115 Write dull Receits1 how Poems may he made: 
These leave the Sense, their Learning to display, 
And those explain the Meaning quite away. 

2. Pope here recalls the familiar Latin maxim ars 
",t celare artem (the art is to conceal the art). 
. ~. Wit has.a range of meanings, includlnK reDson
inK power, intelligence, mental Roundness, sanity, 
astuteness of perception or judgment, and the abil
ity to see relationships between seemingly dispa
rate thinK', -It also can refer to a person of sound 
judgment ond perception. 
4. Pegasus, the winKed horse of classical mythol
o~y. identified with inspiration. Muse: one of the 

9 daughters of Memory who preside over the arts 
and all Intellectual pursuits. 
5. High spirited, noble . 
6. In the manuscript, Pope wrote "monarchy." 
7. Mountain In central Greece, sacred to Apollo, 
the Muse., and Dlonysus.-
S. Medical prescriptions. ·Pothecaries": druggists. 
9. Page •. 
I. Recipes, prescriptions. 
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You then whose Judgment the right Course wou'd steer, 
Know well each ANCIENT'S proper Character, 

120 His Fable, Subject, Scope in ev'ry Page, 
Religion, Country, Genius of his Age: 
Without all these at once before your Eyes, 
Cavil you may, but never Criticize. 
Be Homer's Works2 your Study, and Delight, 

125 Read them by Day, and meditate by Night, 
Thence form your Judgment, thence your Maxims bring, 
And trace the Muses upward to their Spring;' 
Still with It self compar'd, his Text peruse; 
And let your Comment be the Mantuan Muse. 4 

130 When first young Maro in his boundless Mind 
A Work t'outIas': Immortal Rome design'd, 
Perhaps he seem'd above the Critick's Law, 
And but from Nature's Fountains seorn'd to draw: 
But when t'examine ev'ry Part he came, 

135 Nature and Homer were, he found, the same: 
Convinc'd, amaz'd, he checks ·the bold Design,· . 
And Rules as strict his .labour'd Work con.iine, 
As if the Stagyrite5 o'erlook'd each Line. 
Learn hence for Ancient Rules ajust Esteem; 

140 To copy Nature is to copy Them. 
Some Beauties yet, no Precepts can declare, 

For there's a Happiness6 as well as Care. 
Musick resembles Poetry, in each 
Are nameless Graces which no Methods teach, 

145 And which a Master-Hand alone can reach. 
If, where the Rules not.far enough extend; . 
(Since Rules were made but to promote theit End) . 
Some Lucky LICENSE answers to the full· . 
Th' Intent propos'd, that Lkense ts il Rule. 

150 Thus Pegasus, a nearer way to take, 
May boldly deviate from the common Track. 
Great Wits sOmetimes may gloriously offend, 
And rise to Faults true Crlticksdare not mend; 
From vulgar Bounds with brave Disorder part, . 

155 And snatch a Grace beyond the Reach of Art, 
Which, without passing thro' the Judgment, gains 
The Heart, and all its End at once attains; 
In Prospects, thu5,some Objects please our Eyes, 
Which out of Nature's common Order rise, 

160 The shapeless Rock, or hanging Precipice. 
But tho' the Ancients thus their:Rules invade, 
(As Kings dispense with Laws Themselves have made) 
Moderns, beware! Or if you must offend 

.' -" 

2. Ai the earliest Greek literature, Homer'. Iliad 
and Odyssey (ca. 8th c. S·.C.E.) were considered the 
source of all subsequent poetry; 
3.· Hippocrene, a spring sacred to the Muses on 
Mt. Helicon, in central Greece. 
4. VIrgil (70-19 R.C.E.), bom near Mantua (his 
full name was Publius Vergilius Maro). A. the 

author of Ihe greatest Latin epic, the A" .... ui .. he'-". 
often linked With Homer .. " . , , .. i 
5. ARlsTon.E (384-322 B.C.E.), botn In Staglra (m 
Macedonia). Later critics derhled the "rule.-,fdt 
tragedy and epic from his Po.&. (see above)· .. ,,"I' 
6. -Good luck; felicity. . . .. '. 
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Against the Precept, ne'er transgress its End, 
165 Let it be seldom, and compell'd by Need; 

And.have, at least,.Their Precedent to plead •. ' 
The Critick else proceeds without Remorse, I 
Seizes your Fame, and puts his Laws in force. 

I know there are,7 to whose presumptuous Thoughts 
170 Those Freer Beauties, ev'n in Them, seem Faults:8 

Some Figures monstrous and mis-shap'd appear, 
Consider'd singly, or beheld too neat, 
Which, but propOTtion'd to their Light, or Place, 
Due Distance reconciles to Form and Grace. 

175 A prudent Chief not always must display 
.His Pow'rs in eq~l Ranks, and fair Array, 
But with th' Occasion"and the Place comply, 
Conceal his Force, nay seem sometimes to Fly. 
Those oft are Stratagems which Errors seem, 

180 Nor is it Homer Nods,9 but We that Dream. 
" Still green with Baysl each ancient Altar stands, 

Above the reach of Sacrilegious Hands, 
Secure from Flames, from Envy's fiercer Rage, 
Destructive War, and all-involving Age. 

185 See, from each Clime the Leam'd their Incense bring; 
Hear, in all Tongues cOhsenting2 PEeans ring! 
In Praise so just, let ev'ry Voice be join'd,3 
And fill the Gen'ral Chorus of Mankind! 
Hail Bards Triumphant! born in happier Days; 

190 Immortal Heirs of Universal Praisel 
Whose Honours with· Increase of Ages grow, 
As Streams roll down, enlarging as they flow! 
Nations unborn your mighty Namesshallsotind, 
And Worlds applaud that must not yet befoundl 

195 Oh may some Spark of your CrelestialFire 
The last, the meanest of your Sons inspire, 
(That on weak Wings, from fat, pursues your Flights; 
Glows while he reads, but trembles as he 'Writes) 
To teach vain Wits a Science little known, 

200 T' admire Superior Sense, and doubt their own! 

OF all the Causes which conspire to blind 
Man's erring Judgment, and misguide the Mind, 
What the weak Head with strongest Byass4 rules, 
Is Pride, the never-failing Vice of Fools. 

205 Whatever Nature has in Worthdeny'd, 
She gives in large Recruits' of needful Pride; 
For as in Bodies, thus in Souls, we find 
What wants in Blood and Spirits, swell'dwith Wind; 
Pride, where Wit fails, steps in·to our Defence, 

7. That Is, I know there are those. 
8. Pronounced "Eawts. It 
9. Compare Horace, An Poetica, lines 358-59: 
"even ... good Homer goes to sleep" (often trans· 
lilted "nods"). 
1. Laurel., associated with Apollo and thus with 

poetry. 
2. In harmony. 
3. Pronounced "jlned." 
4. Bias, a term frol1l lawn bowling: the 1rt<!8ularity 
In the shape of the ball that cllu.e. It to swerve. 
5. Supplies, troops, reinforcement.; 
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And fills up all the mighty Void of Sense! 
If once right Reason.·drives that Cloud awaYt 
Truth breaks upon us with resistless Day; 
Trust not your self; .but your Defects to know, . 
Make use of ev'ry Friend-and ev'ry Foe. . 

A little Learning is a ·dang'rous Thing; 
Drink deep, or taste not the Pierian6 Spring: . 
There shallow Draughts intoxicate the Brain, 
And drinking largely sobers us again. 
Fir'd at first Sight with what the Muse imparts, 
Infearless Youth we tempt7 the Heights of Arts, 
While from the bounded Level of our Mind, 
Short Views we take, nor see the Lengths behind, 
But more advanc'd, behold with strange Surprize 
New, distant Scenes .of endless Science rise! 
So pleas'd at first, the towring Alps we try, 
Mount o'er the Vales, and seem to tread the Sky; 
Th' Eternal Snows appear. already past, '. 
And the first Clouds and Mountains seem the last: 
But those attain'd, we tJ.:emble to survey.· '. 
The growing Labours of the:lengthen'dWay,. 
Th' increasing Prospect tires our wandring Eyes, 
Hills peep o'er Hills, and Alps on Alps arise I 

A perfect Judge will read each Work of Wit 
With the same Spirit that .its Author writ, 
Survey the Whole, nor seek slight Faults to find,-. 
Where Nature moves, and Rapture warms the Mind; 
Nor lose, for that. malignant dull Delight, 
The gen'rous Pleasure to be charm'd with Wit., 
But in such Laysa as .neither ebb, nor flow, .• 
Correctly CQld, and regularly low, 
That shunning Faults, one quiet Tenour keep; 
We cannot blame indeed-but.we may sleep. 
In Wit, as Nature, what affects our Hearts 
Is not th' Exactness of peculiar Parts; 
'Tis not a Lip, or Eye, we Beauty call" 
But the joint Force and full Result of all. 
Thus when we view some well-proportion'd Dome,9 
(The World's just Wonder,. and ev'n thine 0 Rome!) 
No single Parts unequally surprize; 
All comes united to th' admiring Eyes; 
No monstrous Height, or Breadth, or ,Length appear; 
The Whole at once is Bold, and Regular. 

Whoever thinks a faultless Piece to see, 
Thinks what ne'er was, nor is, nor e'er shall be. 
In ev'ry Work regard the Writer's.End, . '.' 
Since none can compass more .than they Intend; 
And if the Means be just, the Conduct true, 

6. Be!onging to the Plerldes', another name for the 
Muses (the spring Is Hlppocrene). ' . 

8. Songs; narrative poems or. ballad •. 
9. Specifically, the dome of St. Peter's ,Basilica In 
Rome (16th c.). 7. Attempt, dare. .. • 
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Applause, in spite of trivial Fault~, is due. I 
As Men of Breeding, sometimes JVlen of Wit, 

260 T' avoid great Errors, must the less commit, 
Neglect the Rules each Verbal Critick lays, 
For not to know some Trifles; is a Praise. 
Most Criticks, fond of some subservient Art, 
Still make the Whole depend upon a Part, 

265 They talk of Principles, but Notions prize, 
And All to one lov'd Folly Sacrifice. 

Once on a time, La Mancha's Knight,2 they say, 
A certain Bard encountring on the Way, 
Discours'd in Terms as just, with Looks as Sage, 

270 As e'er cou'd Dennis,3 of the Grecian Stage; 
Concluding all were desp'rate Sots and Fools, 
Who durst depart from Aristotle's Rules. 
Our Author, happy in a Judge so nice,4 
Produc'd his Play, and beg'd the Knight's Advice, 

275 Made him observe the Subject and ~he Plot, 
The Manners, Passions, Unities,' what not? 
All which, exact to Rule were brought about, 
Were but a Combate in the Lists6 -1eft out. 
What! Leave the Combate out? Exclaims the Knight; 

280 Yes, or we must renounce the Stagyrite. 
Not so by Heav'n (he answers in a Rage) 
Knights, Squires, and Steeds, must enter on the Stage. 
So vast a Throng the Stage can n~'er contain. -
Then build a New, or act it in a Plain. 

285 Thus Criticks, of less Judgment than Caprice, 
Curious,7 not Knowing, not exact, but nice, 
Form short Ideas; and offend in Arts 
(As most in Manners) by a Love to Parts. 

Some to Conceit8 alone their Taste confine, 
290 And glitt'ring Thoughts struck out9 ~t ev'ry Line; 

Pleas'd with a Work where nothing'g just or fit; 
One glaring Chaos and wild lfeap of Wit: 
Poets like Painters, thus, unskill'd tb trace 
The naked Nature and the living Grac(!, 

29~ With Gold and Jewels cover ev'ry Part, 
And hide ~ith Ornaments their Want of Art. 
True Wit is Nature to Advantage drest, 
What oft was Thought, but ne'er so well Exprest, 
Something, whose Truth convinc'd at Sight we find, 

300 That gives us back the Image of our Mind: 
As Shades more sweetly recommend :the Light, 

1 _ Compare John Dryden, 'The Author's Apology 
for Heroic Poetry" (1677): .. Tis malicious and 
unmannerly to snarl at the little lapses of a pen, 
from which Virgil himself stands not exempted." 
2. Don Quixote, title character of the work by 
Miguel de Cervantes (1605, 1615); but Pope's 
story is taken from a spurious sequel to Do .. Quix
ote written by Don Alonzo Fernandez de Avella
neda (trans. 1705). 
3. John Dennis (1657-1734), English critic and 

playwrlgJtt. 
4. Precise,overre6ned. 
5. The neoclassical unities (of action, time, and 
place) thought to govern drama; see PIERRE COR
NEILLE, OjtM TIt ...... Un.t ..... (J 660; above). 
6. -Field for Jousting. 
? Partlcular,- diffiCUlt to satisfy. 
8. The extravagant u.e of simile. and metaphors. 
9. Produced by a stroke of Invention. 
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So modest Plainness sets off sprightiy Wit: 
For Works may have more Wit than does 'em good, 
As Bodies perish through Excess of Blood; I 

305 Others for Language all their Care express, 
And value Books, as Women Men, for Dress: 
Their Praise is still-The Stile is excellent:,1 
The Sense, they humbly take upon Content.a 

Words are like Leaves; and where they most abound, 
310 Much Fruit of Sense beneath is rarely found. 

False Eloquence, like the Prismatic-'Glass, 
Its gawdy Colours spreads 'On ev'ry place;3 
The Face of Nature we no more Survey, 
All glares alike, without Distinction gay: 

315 But true Expr~ssion, like th' unchanging Sun, 
Clears, and improves whate'er it shines upon, 
It gilds all Objects, but it alters none. 
Expression is the Dress of Thought, and still 
Appears more decent as more Suitable; 

320 A vile Conceit in pompous Words exprest, 
Is like a Clown in, Fegal ,Purple drest; 
For diff'rent Styles with diff'rentSubjects sort, 
As several Garbs with Country, Town, and Court. 
Some by Old Words to Fame have made Pretence; 

32' Ancients in Phrase, meer Moderns ,in their SenseI 
Such lahour'd Nothings, in so strange a Style, 
Amaze th'unlearn'd;andmake the L~amed Smile. 
Unlucky, as Fungoso4 in the Play, 
These Sparks with aukward Vanity display 

330 What the Fine Gentleman wore· Yesterdayl· 
And but so mimick ancient Wits at best, 
As Ape's our Grandsires in their Doublets drest. 
In Words, as Fashions, the same Rule will hold; 
Alike Fantastick, .if too New,or Dld; 

335 Be not the firSt by whom the New are tty'd, 
Nor yet the last to lay the Old aside. 

But most by Numbers' judge a Poet's SOhg, 
And smooth or TOUgh; ,with them, is right or wrong; 
In the bright Muse tho' thousand· Charms conspire, 

340 Her Voice is all. these tuneful Fools'admire, 
Who haunt Parnassus but to please! their Bar; 
Not mend their' Minds; as some to Church repair, 
Not for the Doctrine, but the Musick there" . 
These Equal Syllables alone require, 

345 Tho' oft the Ear the open Vawels,tire,6 
While Expletives? their feeble Aid do join, 

J. Standard medical practice 'of Pope'slime' 
Included bleeding patients to reduce their "eXcess. 
of blood." . 
2. Accept on authority. ' . .. " . 
3. An allusion to Isaac Newton's Op~ics (1703), 
which discusses the prism and spectrum.' . 
4; Aloor student In Ben Jons"n'o play Every'Man 
ou~ 0 His Humour (1599), who trie. without suc
cess to keep up with the fashions. 

5. Meters.' 
6 .. That' Is, whoin's word endlng,ln a vowell.'fol
loWed by '8 word ,beatnnlng with; Obe' (e.g;, "the 
o",en~). Throughout tnls· passage, Pope exe,!,pllll81 
In ht.'verse the fault or Virtue dlseussed;' '''' ., if 
7'."Wordi' used to "complete the 'number 'of'fett 
no!eded Ih a line, of ,verse Without adding to the 
sense. ',. . .., I 
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And ten low Words oft creep in one dull Line, 
While they ring round the same unvary'd Chimes, 
With sure Returns of still expected R~. 

350 Where-e'er you find the cooling Western Breeze, 
In the next Line,' it whispers thro' the Trees; 
If Chrystal Streams with pleasing Murmurs creep, 
The Reader's threaten'd (not in vain) with Sleep. 
Then, at the last, and only Couplet fraught 

355 With some unmeaning Thing they' call a Thought, 
A needless Alexandrinea ends the Song, 
That li.ke a wounded Snake, drags its slow length along .. 
Leave such to·tune their own dull Rhimes, and know 
What's roundly smooth, or languishingly slow; 

360 And praise the Easie Vigor of a Line, 
Where Denham's Strength; and Waller's Sweetness join.9 

True Ease in Writing comes from Art, not Chance, 
As those move easiest who have learn'd to dance. 
Tis not enough no Harshness gives' Offence, 

365 The Sound must seem an Eccho to the Sense. 
Soft is the Strain when Zephyr~ gently blows, 
And the smooth Stream in s-bK;wther Numbers flows; 
But when loud Surges lash the sounding Shore, 
The hoarse, rough Verse shou'd like the. Torrent roar. 

370 When Ajax2 strives, 'some Rock's vast Weight to throw, 
The Line too labourS, 'arid the Words move slow; 
Not so, wh~ri swift Camilla3 scours the Plain, 

. Flies o'er th'unbending Corn, arid skims along:the Main. 
Hear how TimOtheus'4 varyld.Lays·surptize, 

375 And bid Alternate Passions fall and rise! 
While, at each Change, the Son of Lybian jove' 
Now burns with Glory, and·then _elts with Love; 
Now his fierce Eyes with sparkling Fury glow; 
Now Sighs steal out, and Tears begin to flow: 

380 Persians and Greeks like Turns of Nature6 found; 
And the World's Victor stood ·gubdu'd by Sound! 
The Pow'r of Musick all our Hearts allow; '4 . 
And what Timotheus was, is Dryden now. 

Avoid Extreams; and shun·the Fault of such, 
385. Who still are pleas'd too little, or toO much. 

At ev'ry Trifle scorn to take Offence, 
That always.shows Great Pride, .0rLittle Sense; 
Those Heads' as Stomachs· are not sure the best· 
Which nauseate all; and nothing can digest. 

8. A line of 12 syllable. (rather than the usual 10), . 
like line 357. 
9. Pope, like Dryden before him, admired the 
English poets John Denham (1615-1669) and, 
especially, Edmund Waller (1606-1687) for 
having Improved.English versi6cation (In particu
lar, the heroic couplet, the form used In this 
poem). 
I. The west wind; a gentle breeze. 
2. A Greek hero In the Iliad, known for his great 
strength. 

3. A ";"man warrior who fought against the Tro
jans in It"';;. ("Aeneid 7.808~11; Virgil describes 
her ability to .k1m over. ears of wheat (I.e., "corn") 
and over the' sea. 
4. Oieek ,,~t (ca. 45O-ca. 360 B.c.E.). 
5. Alexander the Great (356-323 D.C.E.), who 
liked to claim that Zeus (identi6ed with the Roman 
Jupiter) was his father. Priests of the celebrated 
oracle of Zeus Ammon In Slwa, north of the Libyan 
desert, greeted Alexander as the son of Zeus. 
6. Alternations of feelings. 
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390 Yet let not each gay Turn thy Rapture move, 
For Fools Admire, but Men of S~nse Approve;? 
As things seem· large which we thro'. Mists descry, 
Dulness is ever apt to Magnify. 

Some foreign Writers, some our own despise; 
395 The Ancients only, or the Moderns prize: 

(Thus Wit, like Faith, by each Man is apply'd 
Tb one small Sect, and All are damn'd beside.) 
Meanly they seek the Blessing to confine, 
And force that Sun but on a Part to Shine; 

400 %ich not alone the Southern Wit sublimes,8 

But ripens Spirits in cold Northern Climes; 
Which from the first has shone on Ages past, 
Enlights the present; and shall warm the'last: 
(Tho' each may feel Increases and Decays, 

405 And see now clearer a·nd now darker Days) 
Regard not then if Wit be Old or New, 
But plame the False, and value still the True. 

Some ne'er advance a Judgment of their own, 
But catch the spreading Notion of the Town; 

410 They teason and conclude by Precedent, 
And own stale Nonsense which they ne'er invent. 
Some judge of Authors' Names, not Work.$, and then 
Nor praise nor blame the Writings, but tfle Men. 
Of all this Servile Herd the worst is He . 

415 That in proud Dulrress joins with Quality,9 
A constant Critick at the Great-man's Board, 
To fetch and carry Nonsense for my Lord. 
What woful stuff this Madrigal wou'd be, 
In some starv'd Hackny Sonneteer,! or me'? 

420 But let a Lord once own the happy Lines, 
How the Wit brightens I How the Style refines! 
Before his sacred Name flies ev'ry Fault, 
And each exalted Stanza teems with Thought! 

The Vulgar thus through Imitation err; 
425 As oft the Learn'd by being Singular; 

So much they scorn the Crowd, that if the Throng 
By Chance go right, they purposely go wrong; 
So Schismatics2 the plain Believers quit, 
And are but damn'd for having too much Wit. 

430 Some praise at Morning what they blame at Night; 
But always think the last Opinion right. 
A Muse by these is like a Mistress us'd, 
This hour she's idoliz.'d, the next abus'd, 
While their weak Heads, like Towns unfortify'd, 

435 'Twixt Sense and Nonsense daily change their Side. 
Ask them the Cause; They're wiser still, they say; 
And still to Morrow's wiser than to Day. 
We think our Fathers Fools, so wise we grow; 

7. Judge with dIscrImination (VI. wonder at with
out comprehension). 
8. Raises up. 

9. People of high rank. 
1. Hireling poet. 
2. Sectarians In religion. 
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Our wiser Sons, no doubt, will think us so. 
440 Once School-Divines3 this zealous Isle o'erspread; 

Who knew most Sentences" was deepest read; 
Faith, Gospel, All, seem'd ~ade to be disputed, 
And none had Sense enough to be Confuted. 
Scotists and Thomists,' now, in Peace remain, 

445 Amidst their kindred Cobwebs in Duck-Lane.6 

If Faith it self has diffrent Dresses worn, 
What wonder Modes in Wit shou'd take their Turn? 
Oft, leaving what is Natural and fit, 
The current Folly proves the ready Wit, 7 

450 And Authors think their Reputation safe, 
Which lives as long as Fools are pleas'd to Laugh. 

Some valuing those of their own Side, or Mind, 
Still make themselves the measure of Mankind; 
Fondly8 we think we honour Merit then, 

455 When we but praise Our selves in Other Men. 
Parties in Wit attend on those of State, 
And publick Faction doubles private Hate. 
Pride, Malice, Folly, against Dryden rose, 
In various Shapes of Parsons, Criticks, 'Beaus;9 

460 But Sense surviv'd, when '!Herry Jests were past; 
For rising Merit will buoy up at last~ 
Might he return, and bless once more our Eyes, 
New Blackmores and new Milbourns' must arise; 
Nay shou'd great Homer lift his awfuP Head, 

465 Zoilus3 again would start up from the Dead. 
Envy will Merit as its Shade pursue, 
But like a Shadow, proves the Substance true; 
For envy'd Wit, like Sol Eclips'd, makes known 
Th' opposing Body's Grossness, not its own. 

470 When first that Sun too powerful Beams displays, 
It draws up Vapours which obscure its Rays; 
But ev'n those Clouds at last adorn its Way, 
Reflect new Glories, and augment the Day. 

Be thou the first true Merit to befriend; 
475 His Praise is lost, who stays till All commend; 

Short is the Date, alas, of Modern Rhymes; 
And 'tis but just to let 'em live betimes." 
No longer now that Golden Age appears, 

3. Medieval theologians. 
4. A reference to Peter Lomhard', Four Books of 
Sentences (ca. i 145-51), which in u long series of 
questions presents the views of the fathers and 
doctors of the church on complex doctrinal mat
ters: it became the standard theological text of the 
Middle Age •. 
5. The two main schools of medieval philosophy 
were the followers of Duns Scotus (ca. 1270-
1308) and of THOMAS AQUINAS (1225-1274). 
6. A London street where old books Were sold. 
7. Facile, clever expression. 
II. Fuolishly .. 
9. John Wilmot (1647-1680)9 second earl of 
Rochester, ond George Villiers (1627-1687), sec
ond duke of Buckingham. "Parsons": the!le 

included Jeremy Collier (1650-1726), whose 
Shore View of ~M rmftWrlJUty "nd Profaneness of ~he 
8"111"10 S"'8e (J 698) targeted Dryden. "Criticks": 
these Included Thomas Shadwell (ca. 1642-
J 692), an EnaIilh dramatllt and poet who savagely 
attacked Dry<fen In the 1680s. . 
1. Luke Milbourne (1649-1720), a clergyman 
whose Nota .... Dryden's V''lIil (1698) criticized 
the translation. Sir Richard Blackmore (1654-
1729), physician and poet who criticized Dryden 
in Sa~j,... against Wj~ (1700). 
2. Awe-In.plrlng. 
3. A 4th-century R.C,E. philosopher and grammar
ian notorious for his bitter attacks on the Iliad and 
the Odyssey .. 
4. Defore It i. too late. 
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When Patriarch-Wits surviv'd a thousand Years; 
Now Length of Fame (our second Life) is lost, 
And bare Threescore is all ev'n'That can boast: 
Our Sons their Fathers' failing Language' see, 
And such as Chaucer is, shall Dryden be.' . 
So when the faithful Pencil has design'd 
Some bright Idea of 'the Mlisterrs ·Mihd, 
Where a new World leaps out at· his' command, 
And ready Nature waits' upon his Hand; 
When the ripe Colours soften and unite; 
And sweetly melt into just Shade and Light, 
When mellowing Years theirfuH Perfection give, 
And each Bold Figurejust begins to Live; 
The treach'rous Colours the fair Art betray, 
And all the bright Creation fades awayl 

Unhappy Wit, like most mistaken Things, 
Attones not for the Envy which it brings •. 
In Youth alone its empty Praise.we boast, 
But soon the Short~liv'd Vanity is lostl 
Like some fair Flow'r·.the early Spring supplies, 
That gaily Blooms"but-ev'n in.blooming Dies. 
What is this Wit which'milst our Cares einploy? 
The Owner's Wife, thatrother Men enjoy, 
Then most our Trouble. ,still when mostadmir'd, 
And still the more we give;, the ,more tequir'd; 
Whose Fame with Pains we ,guard, but lose with Ease, 
Sure some to vex, btit1'l'ever all to please; : ,. 
'Tis what the Vicious fear, the VirtuOus" shun;· ' .' 
By Fools 'tis hated, and:by Knaves-undQnel 

If Wit S9 much from'Ign'ra~sj.mdergo; 
Ah let not Learning too commence its Foel 
Of old, those met Rewards,whocou'dexcel, 
And such were Prais'd who but end.etfvour'd well: 
Tho' Triumphs were to Gen'Tals only due, 
Crowns were resetV-' d:to grace,the Soldiers· too. 6 

Naw, they who reach Painassm' lofty CroWn, 
Employ their Pains to spurn'some others doWn; 
And while Self-Love each jealouli Writer rules, 
Contending Wits become the Sport of Fools: ,,' 
But still the Worst with mos,t· Regret comtnen.d, 
For each III Author is as bad a Friend. 
To what base Ends, and by what abject Ways, 
Are Mottals urg'd ~pro) Sacred? Lust of Pmise.I, 
Ah ne'er so dire a·Thirs~ of Glory boast, .. : 

.; ; 

. ; . .~ 

Nor in: the Critiek'lettlie Man be lost! . .'. ': 

Good-Nature amI Goode Sense ~ust ever joi~; 
525 . To Err is Human~;~ to Foi"give, Divine.· :. 

5. Like others of his 'day, Po~. b~ii~~ed that 
changes In the English language would eventually 
make Dryden's verse .~eem as distant arid strange 
as Chaucer's. 
6. At the time of the Roman general's trlumph-

• formal procession celebrating an Important vic' 
tory-various crowns were awarded to tho_e of hli 
ioldlers who had'won distinction. . ,'-, " 
7. ,Acct1tslod; 
8. Human ... 
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But if in Noble Minds some Dregs remain, .< 

Not yet purg'd off, of Spleen and sow'rDisdain, 
Discharge that Rage on more Provbking.Crimes, 
Nor fear a Dearth in these Flagitious~ Times. 

530 No Pardon vile Obscenity should.find, 
Tho' Wit and Art conspire to move your Mind; 
But DulneSs with Obscenity must prove 
As Shameful sure as Impotence in Love. 
In the fat Age of Pleasure, Wealth, and Ease, 

535 Sprung the rank Weed, and thriv'dwith large Increase; 
When Love was all an easie Monarch's' Care; 
Seldom at Council, liever in·a War:., ,: 
Jilts rul'd the State, and Statesmen Farces writ; 
Nay Wits had Pensions, and young Lordszhad Wit: 

540 The Fair state panting at a Courtier!~ Play, . 
And not a Mask3 went un-im-prov'd away: 
The modest Fan was lifted up no more, 
And Virgins smil'd at what they blush'd before~ 
The following Licence of a Foreign Reign" 

545 Did all the Dregs of bold Socinus5 .drain; 
Then Unbelieving Priests reform'd the Nation, 
And taught more Pleasant Methods of Salvation;, . 
Where Heav'ns Free Suhjects might their Rights dispute, ' 
Lest God himself shou'd seem too Absolute. 

550 Pulpits their Sacred Satire learn'd to: spare, 
And Vice admir'd6 to find a Flatt'rer there! 
Encourag'd thus, Witt's Titans7 btav'd the Skies, 
And the Press groan'd with'Licenc'd Blasphemies~. 
These Monsters, Criticks! with youI' Uarts engage,; 

555 Here point your Thunder~ and eXhaust youi' Rage! : 
Yet shun their J;1ault, who, Scandalously nice, 
Will needs mistake an Author into Vice; , 
All seems Infected thatth' Infected spyj 
As all looks yellow to the Jaundic'd Eye.8 

560 LEARN then what MORALS Criticks ought to show, 
For 'tis but half a Judge's TaSk,to Know., 
'Tis not enough, Taste, Judgment,Learning; join; 
In all you speak, let Truth alid Candor9 shine: 
That not alone what to your Sense 'is due; 

565 All may allow; but seek your Friendship ,too. 
Be silent always when you doubt your Selise; 

-4" . 

9. Extremely wicked, heinous. 
I. Charles II (1630-1685). 
2. These Include George Vllliers, John Wilmot, 
and Charles Sackville, sixth earl of Dorset (1638-
1706), "Jilts": harlots, here Charles's mistresses. 
"Farces": Vllliers, The He"e,. ..... r (1671); Sir 
Charles Sedley. The MulbelTJl Garde .. (1668); and 
SIl' George Etherege, The Man 0/ Mode (1676). 

5: Faustus Socl':'us (l539-i604), who developed 
", ,.' a doctrine reJec,tlng the divlnlty.of Christ that was 

. fir~t espoused by his uncle, th~ Italilin theologian 
LaelluiSodnus (1525'-'1562).' 

3. Fashionable women often wore masks to the 
theater. 
4. ,England's William III (1650-1702), whose pol
icies Incteased toleration toward religious Noncon
formlstsi.came from the Netherlands. 

,6. WIIS. amazed. ' 'I ' " 

7. Giants born of Earth ariel Heaven, whom Zeus 
ond the Olympian Rods defeated In battle. 
8. The Romans believed. that to' those .suffering 
from jaundice (a yellow discoloration of the skin 
and the whites of the eyes), everything takes on a 
yellow tinge. 
9. Impartiality. ," , 
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And speak, tho' sure, with seeming Diffidence: 
Some positive persisting Fops we kno~, 
Who, if once wrong, will needs be a~ways so; 
But you, with Plea~ure own your Error!! past, 
And make each Day a Critick l on the ·last. 

'Tis not enough your Counsel still be true, 
Blunt Truths more Miscll~ef than .nice FalShoods do; 
Men must be taught as if you ta.ught #lem not; 
And Things unknow,n propos'd as Thingsforgot: 
Without Good Breeding, Truth is dis~ppr~v'd;' 
That only makes Super.j.or Sense belQ,V'd.. ' 

Be Niggards of Advi¢e on no Pretence; 
For the worst Avarice is that of Sense: 
With mean Complacencez ne'er ~~tray your Trust, 
Nor be so Civil as to prove Unjust; 
Fear not the Anger of the Wise to raise; 
Those best can bear Reproof, who merit Praise. 

'Twere well, might Criticks still this Freedom take; 
But Appius3 reddens at each Word you speak, 
And stares, Tremendousl with a threatning Eye, 
Like some fierce Tyrant in Old Tapestry! 
Fear most to tax an Honourable Fool, 
Whose Right it is, uncensur'd to be dull; 
Such without Wit are Poets when they please, 
As without Learning they can take Degrees.4 

Leave dang'rous Truths to unsuccessful Satyrs,s 
And Flattery to fulsome Dedicators, . 
Whom, when they Praise, the World believes no more, 
Than when they promise to give Scribling o'er. 
'Tis best s<:>metimes your Censure to restrain, 
And charitably let the Dull be vain: 
Your Silence there is better than your Spite, 
For who can rail so long as they can write? 
Still humming on, their drowzy Course they keep, 
And lash'd so long, like Tops, are lash'd asleep.6 
False Steps but help them to renew the Race, 
As after Stumbling, Jades' will mend their Pace. 
What Crouds of these, impenitently bold, 
In Sounds and jingling Syllables grown old, 
Still run on Poets in a raging Vein, 
Ev'n to the Dregs and Squeezings of th~ Brain; 
Strain out the last, dull droppings of their Sense, 
And Rhyme with all the Rage of Impotence! 

Such shameless Bards we have; and yet 'tis true, 
There are as mad, abandbn'd Criticks too. 
The Bookful Blockhead, ignorantly read, 
With Loads of Learned Lumber in his Head, 

1. Critique of, commentary on. 
2. Desire to please. 

lora) could receh,e unlyenlty dearee. without ful· 
fi1llnl any requirement.. . 

3. John Dennis; Applus, In hi. traledy Appfus "ruI 
Virgl ... " (1709), was hllhly lenlltlye to criticism. 
Dennl. frequently used the word "tremendoul ... 
4. Tho.e In certain pOlltlon. (e.I., privy council· 

5. Satires. , 
6. When tops spin rapidly they ".Ieep," leemlnl 
not to move. 
7. Worn·out horle •• 
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With his own Tongue still edifies his Ears, 
615 Artd always List'ning to Himself appears. 

All Books he reads, and all he reads assails, 
From Dryden's Fables down to Durfey's Tales. 8 

With him, most Authors steal their Works, or buy; 
Garth9 did not write his own Dispensary. 

620 Name a new Play, and he's the Poet's Friend, 
Nay show'd his Faults-but when wou'd Poets mend? 
No Place so Sacred from such Fops is barr'd, 
Nor is Paul's Church more safe than Paul's Church-yard: I 
Nay, fly to Altars; there they'll talk you dead; 

625 For Fools rush in where Angels fear to tread. 
Distrustful Sense with modest Cautio,n speaks; 
It still looks home, and short Excursions makes; 
But ratling Nonsense in full Vollies breaks; 
And never shock'd, and never turn'd aside, 

630 Bursts out, resistless; with a thundring Tyde! 
But where's the Man, who Counsel can bestow, 

Still pleas'd to teach, and yet not proud to know? 
Unbiass'd, or2 by Favour or by Spite; 
N'ot dully prepossest, hor blindly right; 

635 Tho', Learn'd, well-bred; and tho' well-bred, sincere; 
l\1odestly bold, and Humanly severe? 
Who to a Friend his Faults can freely show, 
And gladly praise the Merit of a Foe? 
Blest with a Taste exact, yet unconfin'd; 

640 A Knowledge 'both of Books and Humankind; 
Gen'rous Converse;3 a Soul exempt from Pride; 
And Love to Praise, with Reason on his Side? 

, Such once were Criticks, such the Happy Few, 
Athens and Rome in better Ages knew. 

645 The mighty Stagyrite first left the Shore, 
Spread all his Sails, and durst the Deeps explore; 
He steer'd securely, and discover'd far, 
Led by the Light of the Mteonian4 Star. 
Poets, a Race long unconfin'd and free, 

650 Still fond and proud of Savage Liberty, 
Receiv'd his Laws,S and stood convinc'd 'twas fit 
Who conquer'd Nature, shou'd preside o'er Wit. 

Horace still charms with graceful Negligence, 
And without Method talks us into Sense, 

(,55 Will like a Friend familiarly convey 
The truest Notions in the easiest way. 6 

He, who Supream in Judgment, as in Wit, 
Might boldly censure, as he boldly writ; 

I. Where booksellers had stalls. 
2. Either. 
3. Well-bred conve .... atlon. 

.-.JIf . 

8. Tale. Tragica' and Comical (1704), by Thomas 
D'Urfey (1653-1723). Dryden's Fables: Fable., 
Anc;ent and Modern (1700), 8 set of verse trans
hllion5. 
9, Sir Samuel Garth (1661-1719), later a friend 
of POI''''.' was (wronllly) accused of falsely claim
ing authorship of the mock-heroic The DIs!"" ... ary 
(1IW9). 

4. Of Maconla (reRion of Asia Minor), where 
Homer was said to have been born. 
5, Rule. for literary composition. 
6, Least formal, hlllhly accenlble, 
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Yet judg'd with Coolness tho' he sung with Fire~ 
His Precepts teach but what his Works· inspire. .' 
Our Criticks take a contrary Extream; .' 
They judge with Fury, but they write with FIe'me:' 
Nor suffers Horace niore -in· wrong Translations 
By Wits, than Criticks in as' wrong Quotations. 

See Dionysius8Homer~s Thoughts refine,' 
And call new Beauties forth from ev'ry;Line! . , 

Fancy and Art in gay Petrdnius9 please, 
The Scholar's Learning, With the Courtier's Ease .. 

In grave Quintilian'sl copious :Work we-find 
The justest Rules, and clearest Method join'd; 
Thus usejulArms in;Magazines:l.we place, 
All rang'd in Order,. anddispos'd With IGrace, .'. 
But less to please the·Eye,'.than·arm·the,Hand, ,.> 

Still fit for Use, ahd ready at Command. 
Thee, bold LonginuslJ all the Nine4 inspire, 

And bless their Critick with a Poet's Fire. 
An ardent Judge, who Zealous in his Trust, 
With Warmth gives Sentence, yet is .always Just; 
Whose awn Example strengthens all his Laws, 
And Is himself that great Sublime he draws. 

Thus long succeediitgCritiCks justlyreign'd, 
License repress'd,.and'usejul Laws oroairi.'d;. 
Learning and Rome alike' in Empire grew . 
And Arts stilIfolloW'd where her Eagles'fIew; 
From the same Foes, at last, both felt'their Doom, 
And the same Age saW. Learning fall, and Rome. 
With Tyranny, then Superstition join'd, 
As that the Body;.thisenslav'd the Mind; 
Much was !3eliev'd, but littl~understood, 
And to be dull was coristru'd to be good; 
A second Deluge Learning,thus o'er-runj 
And the Monks finish'd what the Goths begun.6 ;. , ..... 

At length, Erasmus,'.'thatgreat, injur'd Name,. 
(The Glory of the Priesthood, arid the Shame!) 
Stemm'd the wild Torrent of a barb'rous Age, 
And drove those Holy Vandals off the Stage. i 

But see! each Muse, in Leo's8Golden Day's," . 
Starts from her Trance, arid trims her wither'd .Baysl 

7. Phlegm, thought to cause sluggl.hne_~·a;'d 
Indifference; It was one of the four humors in early 

. treatl~ci On ·S""I1 ... ;ty is attrlb";ted (.ee above). 
4. :The 9 Mo.es.· .', ~".' .. ' : 
5. Em1>lemi on the.)\ow.an.annY's.banners. physiology. . .. 

8. Dionyslus of Halicarnassus, Greek rhetor and 
historian active 1n Rome ca. 30-7 R.C.E. 
9. Petronlu. Arbiter, the author of the S .. tyrIcon 
(1st c. C.E.); he may have been the courtier Petro
nlus who was the judge on question. of ta.te at the 
court of Nero (emperor 54-(8). '. 
I. Roman rhetorician (ca. 30/35-100 c.Ii.); his 
"copious work" is the 12-volume lristitutfo Onltoria 
(see. above). ..:' 
2. Storehouses. 
3. Greek rhetorlcan (1st c. C.E.), to whom the 

6. Thal is, the medieval theolOgilins put the finish
Ing touches on the damage done to learning by the 
Goths and Vandals, the Germanic people. who had 
eilriJerSacked Rome.'.' _ . .-' 
7. Dutch scholar and philosopher (l46~U36), 
author of TIle Pndsl!! of Folly, a humilidst satire oh 
the abuses of leamln,. He .... "the glory of·the 
priesthood~ beC'llluse 0 hl.·eruditlon and goodrles", 
and Its I!shilme~ in that he ;;oa. persecuted ... ": '. 
8,· ·Pope 'Leo X (147'-1521), a patron ofleamlng 
and the arts during the Italian Renai.sance. .. 
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Rome's ancient Genius,9 o'er its, Ruins spl'ead, 
Shakes off the Dust, and rears his rev'rend Headl 
Then Sculpture and her Sister-Arts revive; . 
Stones leap'd to Form, and Rocks began to live; 
With sweeter Notes each rising Temple rung; 
A Raphael painted, and a Vida' sung! 
Immortal Vida! on'whose honour'd Brow 
The Poet's Bays and Critick's Ivy2 grow: 
Cre'mona3 now shall ever boast thy Name, 
As next in Place to Mantua, next in Fame. 

But soon by Impious Arms from Latium4 chas'd, 
Their ancient Bounds the banish'd Muses past; 
Thence Arts o'er all the'NorthetrnWorld advance; 
But Critic Learning flourish'd most in France. 
The.Rules, a N~tion born to serve, ob~y~, 
And, Boileau' still in Right of Horat;e .sw.ays. , 
But we, brave Britons, Foreign Laws despis'd, 
And ,kept unconquer'd. and unciviUzJd, . 
Fierce for theLibertift tlWit, and bold, " 
We still defy'd theRtmuiiili. as of old." " 
Yet some there were, am. the soUnder Few " " 
Of those who less presutii'd, and better knew, 
Who durst' assert the jmter Ancient Cailsej 
And here restor'd Wit's Fundamental Laws. 
Such was the Musi:!, whose Rules and Practice tell, 
Nature's chief Master"piece is 'Writing we". 6 ,' ',' , 

Such was Rbscomon7~not more leam'd th:ill'l'good, 
With Manners gen'rous as his Noble Blood; 
To him the Wit of Greece' and Rome Was ki\own, 

":And :~vry Author'~Merit, but his own. 
Such late was Wtilsh,8~theMuse's Judge and Friend, 

, Who Justly knew to blame ort~ commend; , , 
To Failings mild, but zealous for Desert; 
The' clearest Head, and th~ sinCerest Heart. 
This humble Praise, lamented Shadel recei~e, 
This Praise at least a grateful Muse may give!, 
The, Muse, whose early Voice you ,taught to Sing, 
Prescrib'd her Heights, and prun'd her tender Wing, 
(Her Guide now lost) no more attempts to rise, 
But in low Numbers short Excursions tries: 
Content, if hence th' Unlearn'd their Wants may view, 
The Learn'd reflect on what before tney knew:' 
Careless of Censure, nor too fond of Fame,' 

9. Guardian or prot~tive 'sp.,rlt of a place. . 
I. MarCil GlroliuHi;'Vlda (tit 1480-1566), Italian 
poet who 'Wrote In LAtl/1~ Raphael: Raffaello Santi 
.(1483-1520), Itallah pall1t,!T. , 

J/que (167,4) .. , ' '.... " ',. . , 
6. Quotea ftom theSn.." 'ott '.-;,etry (I61!2), by 
Pope'. fJ'l4!nd arid supporter Jdhn Sheffield (1648-

'2, Symbol of poetry ancllearnlii~. 
3. CIty In northern Italy. ,,' 
4. Italy. Rome was sacked by Hapsburg merce
qarles In ,15~7; .Pope, .u88e.~s ,that learning then 
fled to othei"part(of Eutope. especially France. 
S. Nicolas Boileau :(1636-1711). French dille 
and poet; his works, ittclude the poem L ~ ~-

1721).,.. , , , . 
7. Wenl~rth Dillon (ca. 1633-1685),fourthearl 
of Roseoiiiinon, poet and critic; au'thl>f of the Eu..j-
on Tra .... lated Verse (1684). ."',., :, '; 
8. William Walsh (1663-1708). whom Dryden 
pr,,:lied as "the ~e5t cr,i:t~c of. our" nation"; h~ was 
'Pdpe'~ frl~nd and mentor .. 
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Still pleas'd to praise; yet not afraid to blame, 
Averse alike to Flatter, or Offend, . 
Notfree from Faults, .nor yet too vain to mend. 

SAMUEL: JOHNSON 
1709~1784 

1711 

As countless anecdotes attest, SaHtue1 johnson was cantankerous and dogmatic. He 
inveighed against the philosopher GeorgeBerkeley's (1685-1753) apparent denial of 
the reality of the external world by kicking·a stone and declaring, "I refute him thus." 
And he coined many mordant aphorisms, such as "The road to hell is paved with good 
intentions" and "Patriotism is the last refuge of a scoundreI." Theatrical, deliberately 
provocative, and beloved by many friends and admired by fellow writers; Johnson is 
one of the most influential critics in English .literary history. 'The best.part of every 
author," Johnson affirmed, "is in general to be found in his book," and this is trite in 
his own case. Though he often chastised himself for indolence, fearful that salvation 
would be denied to him because he was not fuUy using his great gifts, he was in fact 
astonishingly productive, and in many genres. His literary labors include a monu
mental Dictionary of the English Language, a comprehensive edition of Shakespeare, 
and the Lives of the English Poets, a set of insightful, vividly written biographical arid 
literary portraits of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century authors. 

Johnson was born at Lichfield, Staffordshire, a town about 100 miles northwest 
of London. His father was a bookseller, and his education consisted largely of the 
volumes in his fath.er~s bookshop and what was. "whipped" into him by the master 
of the grammar school in Lichfield. He attended Pembroke College at Oxford for 
only a year, leaving in December 1729 because he lacked the funds to continue. At 
Oxford, he later recounted, "I was rriiser~ply poor, and 1 thought to fight my way by 
my literature and my wit"; the fight, continuing in later years, would leave him in 
poverty for most of his life. 

Johnson was an intense, discerning reader; as the economist Adarri Smith recalled, 
"Johnson knew more books than any man 'alive." While at oxford, he pored over the 
popular devotional tract A Serious Call to a Devout lend Holy Lifo (1729), by the 
schoolmaster and minister William Law. He termed Law's book "the ·finest piece of 
hortatory theology in any language," and it is the foundation for the prayers and 
meditations that he composed later in his life. 

In July 1735 Johnson married Elizabeth Jervis Porter, a forty-six-year-old widow 
and mother of three children. With money from her, Johnson . opened a school in 
Edial, near Lichfield, in 1736. One of his students was David Garrick, who be
came a poet, essayist, and acclaimed actor. While there, Johnson worked on an 
historical tragedy, Irene, which recOunts the story of the love of Sultan Mahomet 
for the lovely Irene, a Christian slave captured in Constantinople. (The play was 
not performed until 1749, in a production that Garrick organi;ted.) The school soon 
proved a failure, however, in part because Johnson lacked the credential of a urii~ 
versity degree. 

In 1737 Johnson and Garrick traveled to London; with a population betW~'~~ 
650,000 and 700,000, it had become the largest city in Europe. Johnson found i~ 
captivating and later famously professed: "Why, Sir, you find no man, at all intellec-
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tual, who is willing to leave London. No, Sir, when a man is tired of Loridon, he is 
tired of life; for there is in London all that life can afford." Once settled there, he 
hegan his association with the Gentleman's Magazine, contributing to it not only prose 
and poetry but also, from 1741 to 1744, a series of speeches purporting to represent 
debates in the House of Commons: he re-created them, relying solely on notes and 
reports. 

Johnson was working on and planning larger projects as well. In 1745 he wrote 
"Miscellaneous Observations on the Tragedy of Macbeth," along with a proposal for 
an edition of Shakespeare; in the following year, he outlined his "Plan of aDictionary 
of the English Language." His major prose publication of this period was An Account 
of the Life of Mr. Richard Savage (1744), a book that details the trials of a failed poet 
whom Johnson knew and the tribulations of Grub Stree~, the address of many literary 
hacks and desperate writers. In verse his central achievement was "The Vanity of 
Human Wishes," published in 1749. This solemn, disquieting rumination on the 
futility of worldly hopes and endeavors was the first composition that johnson issued 
under his own name. 

In the i 7sbs Johnson wrote many periodical essays. The best of this work appeared 
in The Rambler, which was published twice weekly from March 1750 to March 1752. 
The twentieth-century critic Walter Jackson Bate has described these pieces as "sat
urated with: thought to an extent unexceeded by any other writer of English prose 
since Francis Bacon." Johnson's wife Elizabeth told him at the time: "I thought very 
well of you before this; but I did not imagine you could have written any thing equal 
to this." She died on March 17, 1752, three days after the publication of its last 
number. Johnson also contributed essays to his friend John Hawkesworth's periodical 
The Adventurer; and from 1758 to 1760, he wrote yet another series of essays, titled 
The Idler, ",hleh were published in a weekly newspaper, The Universal Chronicle. But 
Johnson's greatest accomplishment of the decade was A Dictionary of the English 
Language, published in two large folio volumes in April 1755. Nine years in the 
making, and' compiled by Johnson and six assistants, it consists of 40,000 defined 
words and 114,000 quotations that illustrate the meanings. 

In one week's time in january 1759, Johnson wrote his only long fictional work, 
Rasselas, so that he could pay for his mother's funeral and settle her debts. Three 
years later he.received from King George III an annual pension of 300 pounds, win
ning at last a measure of economic security. Soon after, he met the Scotsman James 
Boswell, a twenty-two-year-old laWyer less interested in law than in literature and 
politics. Boswell cultivated Johnson's friendship; watched him in action at literary 
clubs with Adam Smith, the painter Joshua Reynolds, EDMUND BURKE, and other 
luminaries; sparred with him in conversation; and gathered facts and anecdotes a29,4t 
him. Boswell made Johnson the subject of what is often called the greatest biography 
in English, The Life of Samuel Johnson, LL.D. (I 79 I). 

Johnson's eight-volume edition of Shakespeare was published in October 1765. 
The much-delayed work was flawed: Johnson neither performed the complete colla
tion of texts he had promised nor examined carefully the sources that Shakespeare 
had drawn on. And while he ignored the sonnets and poems, he (like the Romantic 
critics) treats the plays not as works for the stage but as texts to be read. Nonetheless, 
the preface-one of our selections-and the many interpretive notes amount to a 
compelling assessment. Johnson celebrates Shakespeare's gifts in portraying charac
ter and revealing truths about human nature and, more important, defends the play
wright agairist charges of violating the dramatic unities of time and place and 
improperly mixing the genres of tragedy and comedy. Johnson was not the first to 
propose that authors be granted freedom to depart from classical rules and prescrip
tions for literary composition, but his authority and formidable style gave this position 
its irresistible legitimacy. SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE, William Hazlitt, and othercrit
ics in the early 1800s balked at (even as they oversimplified) johnson's neoclassical 
principles and disputed his evaluations of authors, yet his support for rule-breaking 
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innovation, in the preface to Shakespeare and elsewhere, helped prepare the literary 
and cultural ground .for the Romantic .revolution. , . 

In 1777 Johnson, then sixty~seven, was approached by London booksellers to con" 
tribute, brief prefaces to a.multivolume edition of English poets. Though: the original 
plan was scaled back (insteadofincluding.all reputable poets from Chaucer'on, the 
survey began in the seventeenth century with Cowley), Johnson did much more than 
required, producing in all about .400,000 \'\lords of biographical and interpretive text 
on the fifty-two poets (all male). Each preface follows a three-part plan, as Johnson 
recounts the author's biography, summarizes the.inain features·of his character,and 
critically examines the writings;' the :essays on Cowley, Milton; DRYDEN, ,POPE, :and 
ADDISON expanded into panoramic studies of the writer's life ahd,works. . .. 

The Lives of the English Poets {1783) is not agtand IIct of personal canon making. 
While Johnson proposed several additions, the· choices generally were not· his own~ 
He believed in an English -literary canon-,-one that surpassed the literatures of other 
nations-but that canon,could not be determined by any single ·critic. Unlike such 
modem critics as T. S. ELIOT, F. R. Leavis, and HAROLD BLOOM, who seek through 
robust arguments to reorder literary rankings that. they view as· dated and objection
able, Johnson found the test of time decisive. As he explained in the preface to Shake
speare, "What has been longest known has been most 'considered, and what is most 
considered is best understood." 

. For Johnson, the best conteJllporary literature resembles: the great literature of the 
past .in; its fidelity to the facts of unchanging human' nature and ·in .its concern for 
moral instruction-for guidance in' how best :to live (that is, how best to bear life's 
pain).o"Nothing can please mahy;" he wrote, "and please long, but just representations 
of general nature." Thus in our selection from Rasselas Johnson emphasizes that "the 
bUSiness of the poet· ... is.to examine,notthe individual, but the species; to remark 
general properties and large appearances." "Great though~s'" he observes in the Life 
of Cowley (our final.selection), "are always gerietal.~' Su~h.an appeal to shared values 
does not entirely preclude literary originality. As "On Fiction;" out selection from·The 
Rambler, indicates, Johnson could accept .theemerging genre of the novel as .lohg .as 
its practitioners stayed alert to their moral.duty to readers. And often.in his criticism 
he' commends poets for their capacity to delight or, surpri!ieus, for .their powers· of 
verbal invention. But by originality, Jolinson meant what,was new and unexpected 
and deeply recognizable-the refreshed, reawakened expresllion of truths with which 
readers would already be familiar. .' . j~ 

Johnson proposed writing a "History of.Criticism as: it. relates· td judging of authours, 
from Aristotle to the present age," but he never undertook this ,daunting project; his 
general attitude toward critics. and criticism. mustbei pieced together from essays, 
letters, and parts of the preface to Shakespeare and the Lives of the Engli$h Poets. In 
Rambler 92, Johnson comes as close as he does anywhere.todefining the workof the 
critic, stressing· "principles;" ., "rational deduction," and. "science" ilJideoncluding: 
"Criticism reduces those regions of literature under the dominion· of science, whicli 
have hitherto known only the anarchy of.ignorance, the caprices of fancy, and the 
tyranny of prescription." Yet.on this .topic, as so often in hi$ writing, Johnson calls 
attention to facets of literary experience that undercut the very positions he elsewhere 
advocates: he is often his sharpest, most' cogent-critic. In the preface to Shakespeare, 
he readily acknowledges the limitations of "the tides of criticism":"there is always an 
appeal open from criticism to nature." Generic· categories and literary conventions 
matter; critics must consider how well· dr badly.an ,author abides by them; But his
torical context, Johnson· realizes, must be considered as well; as he explains in his 
Life of Dryden, "That which is easy at one time was,difficult atanother/' Thus.~ven 
such a highly principled :critic could contend, in. his Life of Pope, that we err when 
we "judge by principles ·rather than perception." 

Johnson possessed 'a strohg sense of the. power and responsibility of writers; as he 
emphasizes in Rambler 4, novelists must use their talents to correct error and teach 
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goAd conduct: they should not describe persons and situations--,.however true-to-life 
these might. be-that could corrupt the minds of readers, particularly the young and 
inexperienced. The poet hali an equal burden. Offended by the mixture of sacred and 
profane elements in. Milton's pastoral elegy "Lycidas:: Johnson calls the poelTi vulgar 
and disgusting, indecent and impious. This assault on "Lycidas'~ is notorious, yet it is 

. signi6cant less for the stridency of Johnson's judgment than for the strength of his 
response; the intensity of his experience as a. reader. 

The motions of Johnson's mind are more supple, balanced (if precariously at times), 
and even contradictory than might be predicted of a voice that is so con6dent and 
proud. We should heed his performance as a writer-the behavior of his language, 
the turris and tones of his subtle and complex sentences and paragraphs-in order 
to appreciate him fully. The 6nal two paragraphs of the Life of Cowley, in which 
Johnson sums tip the achievements of the .metaphysical poets after having critici:ted 
them, illustrate his flexibility of mind. For modern readers, johnson's style and point 
of view may require some getting accustomed. to. But as MA'ITHEW ARNOLD concluded 
("johnson's Lives," 1878) in a formulation still pertinent today: "The more we study 
johnson, the higher will be our esteem for the power of his mind, the width of his 
interests, the largeness of his knowledge, the freshness, fearlessness, and strength of 
his judgments." 

, '. . . 

The standard edition has been The Worlts ofSam~lJohnson (11vpls., 182'>; reprinted 
in ,1970 as pro Johnso:n's. Works). It.isbeing.supe~eded by The Yale Edition.ofthe 
Works of Samuel Joh,nson .(13 vols. to date, 1958-,.). Other valuable editions of John
son's ""orks include The Lives of the E~glish. Poets, edited. by George BiI:kbeck Hill (3 
vols., 1905);Johnson's "Lives o/the Poets": A Selection, edited by j .. P. Hardy (1971); 
and The Life of Richard Savage, edited by Clarence Tracy (1971). The Letters of 
Samuel Johnson, edited by Bruce Redford (5 vols., 1992-94), known as the Hyde 
Edition, is an indispensable resource. The Complete English Poems, edited by j. D. 
Fleeman (1971),.is a well-edited collection. The be,,~ one-volume selection of john
son's poetry and prose is Samuel Johnson, edited by Donald Greene (1984). On john
son's critical outlook, see The Critical Opinions of Samuel Johnson, a topical anthology 
compiled by joseph Epes Brown (1926).· 

The points of departure for biography are James Boswell, The Journal of a T~r to 
the Hebrides (1785) and The Life of Samuel Johnson, LL.D. (1791). Of the many 
editions of these works-often published together-the best, with detailed notes, is 
by George Birkbeck Hill, revised and enlarged by L. F. Powell (6 vols., 1934-50, 
1964). There are a number of excellent modern biographies: James L. Clifford, nlUng 
Sam [or SamuelJJohnson (1955), and his Dictionary Johnson: Samuel Johnson's Mid
dle Years (1979); Walter Jackson Bate, Samuel Johnson (I 977), which includes expert 
commentary on Johnson's writings; Thomas Kaminski, The Early Careerbf Samuel 
Johnson (1987); John Wain, Samuel Johnson (rev. ed.; 1988), a vivid portrait of John
son as a literary professional; Robert DeMaria Jr., The Life of .Samuel Johnson: A 
Critical Biography (1993), a 6rst-rate survey, of Johnson's literary career; R,chard 
Holmes, Dr. Johnson and Mr. Savage (1993); and Lawrence I. Lipking, Samuel John
son: The Life of an Author (1998). Donald Greene, Samuel Johnson (rev. ed., 1989), 
offers a fine briefer treatment. Also useful are Nqnnan Page,A Dr. Johnson Chro
nology (199bi:and Pat Rogers, The SamUel Johnson EncYclopedia (1996). 

For a range ot critical opinion, see Walter jack~t>n Bate, The Achievement afSamuel 
Johnson (1958); Paul Fussell, Samuel Johnson and the Life of Writing (1971), 611ed 
with shaw perceptions a~out Johnson's rhetoric and relation to his readers; and 
Thomas Reinert, ~egttlatin8 Confusion: Samuel Joh~dn and the Crowd (1996), which 
explores Ji?hris'6ri'!!l altitudes toward the cro~d,,~l:iti!",~ity,~:nd. urban culture .. Early 
critical reception III collected in Johnson: The Critical Heritage, edited by James T. 
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Boulton (1971). Collections of criticism incliide Samuel Johnson: New Critical Es~i&ys, 
edited by Isobel Grundy (1984 );Johnson ana His,Age, edited by James Engell (1984); 
and Johnson after Two, Hundred Years, edited by Paul J. Korshhi(I 986).'; 

On Johnson's literary criticism, see Jean H~,l:Iagstrum, Samuel Johnson's Literary 
Criticism (1952), a good overview of Johnson'~'attitudes toward nature, the sublime, 
wit, and other key topics; Leopold Damros.<;h Jr., The Uses ,of Johnson's CriticiSm 
(I976); Morris R. Brownell, Samuel JohnsMh Attitude to the Arts (1989), which 
astutely examines Johnson's positions on music, art, and architecture; Steven Lynn, 
Samuel Johnson after Deconstruction: Rhetoric a~ "The Rambler" (1992), with intel'~ 
esting comparl$ons between Johnson and Harold Bloom, Jacques Derrida, and other 
contemporary theorists; Charles Hinnant, "Steel for the Mind": Samuel Johnson and 
Critical Discourse (1994), which relates Johnson's work to recent debates in literary 
theory; and Robert DeMaria Jr., Samuel Jdfinson and the Life of Reading (I997), 
Examinations of Johnson's critical work on Shakespeare include G. F. Parker,John
son's Shakespeare (1989), offering cogent analysis of responses to Johnson by Roman
tic poets and critics, and Edward Tomarken, Samuel Johnson on Shakespeare: The 
Discipline of Criticism (1991). On Johnson as biographer of poets, consult Robert 
Folkenflik, Samuel Johnson, Biographer (1978); Martin Maner, The Philosophical 
Biographer: Doubt and Dialectic in Johnson's "Lives of the Poets" (1988); and Cathe
rine Neal Parke, Samuel Johnson and Biographical Thinking (1991). 

The standard bibliography is William P. Courtney and David Nichol Smith, A Bib
liography of Samuel Johnson (1915). It is supplemented by R. W. Chapman and Allen 
T. Hazen, "Johnsonian Bibliography: A Supplement to Courtney," in Oxford BibUo
graphical Society, Proceedings and Papers, vol. 5, pt. 3 (1938). James L. Clifford and 
Donald J. Greene, Samuel Johnson: A Survey and Bibliography of Critical Studies 
(1970), contains 4,000 items. See also Doriald Greene and John A. Vance, A Bibli
ography of Johnsonian Studies, 1970-1985 (I987). 

The Rambler, No.4 

[On Fiction] 

Simul etjucuntia et idonea diCere vitae.' i 
-Horace, ARS POETICA, 1.334. 

And join both profit and delight in one; 
-Creech." 

1· 

The works of fiction, with which the present generation seems ,more partic
ularly delighted,' are such as exhibit life in its true state, diversified only by 
accidents that daily happen in the world, and influenced by passions and 
qualities which are really to be found in conversing ~th mankind. 

This kind of writing may be termed not impl"operiy the comedy of 
romance,4 and is to be conducted nearly by the rules of comic poetry. Its 
province is to bring about natural events by easy means, and fO keep up 
curiosity without the help of wonder~ it is therefore precluded, from the 

I. "To speak of life hath agreeably and appropri
ately" (Latin). HORACE (6,5-8 B.C.E.), Roman poet; 
for the Ars Poelica (Art of Poetry), see, aboVe. 
2. Thomas Creech (1659-1700), Engllshdas.lcal 
scholar. Here he translates the epigraph above. 

3. Possibly Tobias Smollett's Rourlc1r. Random 
(1748) and Henry Fielding's T.,... l- (1749). 
4. An entertaining story of love and adventure, 
which Includes elements of fantasy and myth. 
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machines and expedients of the heroic romance, and can neither employ 
giants to snatch away a lady from the nuptial rites, nor' knights to bring her 
back from captivity; it can neither bewilder its personages in desarts, ~ nor 
lodge them in imaginary castles. 

I remember a remark made by Scaliger upon Pontanus,6 that all his writ
ings are filled with the same images; and that if you take from him his lillies 
and his roses, his satyrs and his dryads,7 he will have nothing left that can 
be called poetry. In like manner, almost all the fictions of the last age will 
vanish, if you deprive them of a hermit and a wood, a battle and a shipwreck. 

Why this wild strain of imagination found reception so long, in polite and 
learned ages, it is not easy to conceive; but we cannot wonder that, while 
readers could be procured, the authors were willing to'continue it: for when 
a man had by practice gained some fluency of language, he had no further 
care than to retire to his closet, let loose his invention, and heat his mind 
with incredibilities;8 a book was thus produced without fear of criticism, 
without the toil of study, without knowledge of nature; or acquaintance with 
life. 

The task of our present writers is very different; it requires, together with 
that learning which is to be gained from books, that experience which can 
never be attained by solitary diligence, but must arise from general converse, 
and accurate observation of the living world. Their performances have, as 
Horace expresses it, plus onern quantu.m lleniae minm,9 . little indulgence, 
and thez:eforemore difficulty. They are engaged in portraits of which every 
one knows the original, and can detect any. deviation from exactness of 
resemblance. Other writings are safe, except from the malice of learning, 
but these are in danger from every common reader;.as the slipper ill executed 
was censured by a shoemaker who happened to stop in' his··way at the Venus 
of Apelles. 1 , . 

But the.fear of not being approved as just copyers of human manners, is 
not the most important concern that an author of this sort ought to have 
before him. These books are written chiefly to the young,the ignorant, and 
the idle, to whom they serve as lectures of conduct; 'and introductions into 
life. They are the entertainment of minds unfurnished with ideas; and 
therefore easily susceptible of impressions; not fixed by principles, and 
therefore easily following the current of fancy; not informed by experie~; 
and con'sequently open to every false suggestion and partial accoUnt. 

That the highest degree of reverence should 'be paid to youth, and that 
nothing indecent should be suffered to approach their·eyes or ears; are pre
cepts extorted by sense and virtue from an ancient writer, a by no means 
eminent for chastity of thought. The same kind, tho' not the same degree of 
caution, is required in every thing which is laid before them; to secure them 
from unjust prejudices, perverse opinions, and incongruous combinations of 
images; 

5. Deserts. 
6. Jovanius Pontanus (1426-1503), Italian poet. 
The remark was by Julius Caesar Scullger, an Ital
jan-horn French scholur(1484-1 ~58), in hisPoet
ics 5.4. 
7. In classical mythology, wood nymphs. "Satyrs": 
goatlike sylvan deities. 
8. Things that cannot be believed. "Closet": "a 
!;mall mom of privacy and retirement" Oohnson's 

, 

Dictionary). .' .' 
9. Slightly rni.quoto:d from Horace, Epistles 
2. I .170 (translated by Johnsot1).· . . 
I. Greek painter (4th c. ·B.C.Il.) .. "I;he story of the 
shoemaker correcting the' i'rtist'. representation 
comes from the 'RomQit WrItei' Pliny the Elder (23/ 
4-79 C.Il.), Nat .. ,.,,1 History 35.84. 
2. Juvenal (ca. 55-ca. 140 C.E.), Roman poet; see 
Satire 14. '. 
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In the romances formerly written, every transaction and sentiment was so 
remote from all that passes among men, that the reader was in very little 
danger of making any applications to himself; the virtues and crimes were 
equally beyond his sphere of activity; and he amused himself with heroes 
and with traitors, deliverers and persecutors, as with beings of another spe
cies, whose actions were regulated upon motives of theiir own, and who had 
neither faults nor excellencies in common with himself. 

But when an adventurer is levelled with the rest of the world, and acts in 
such scenes of the universal drama, as may be the lot of any other man; 
young spectators fix their eyes upon him with closer attention, and hope by 
observing his behavior and success to regulate their own practices, when 
they shall be engaged in the like part. 

For this reason these familiar histories may perhaps be made of greater 
Use than the solemnities of professed morality, and convey the knowledge of 
vice and virtue with more efficacy than axioms and definitions. But if the 
power of example is so great, as to take possessiOri of the memory by a kind 
of violence, and produce effects almost without the intervention 9£ the will, 
cate ought to be taken that, when the choice is unrestrais:-ed, the best exam
ples only should be exhibited; and that which is likely to ope'rate so strongly, 
should not be 'mischievous o'r uncertain in its effects. . " 
?;,The chief advantage whiCh these fictions have over, real life is, that their 
!luthors are at liberty, tho' not to invent, yet to select objects;, and to cull 
(rum the mass of mankind. those individuals upon which the attention ought 
l'o'ost to be employ'd; as a diamond, thriugh it cannot be made, may be pol
I~lied by art, and placed in such a sjtuation, as to display that lustre which 
before:was buried among common stones. ' 

, ~JJIUs justly considered as the greatest excellency of art, to imitate'nature; 
( but it is necessary to distingUish those parts of nature, which are most proper 
\,' ~t:>imitation: greater care is still required in ,representing life, which is so 
:,ofooo ·discoloured by passion, or deformed by wickedness. If the world be 
{ promiscuously3 described, I cannot see of what use it can be to read the 
{ 8enbuntl' or why it may not be as safe to turn the eye immediately upon 
:; lliankind.'Bs upon a mirror which shows all that presents itself without dis-
\, brlmination; , ' 
'!:, ~:l~'is' therefore not a sufficient vindication of a 'character, that it is drawn 

~,;. as it appears, for many characters ought never to be drawn; nor of a narrative, 
~::- _hilt the train of events is agreeable to observation and experience, for that 
~r ,!7l1,SFwation;which is called knowledge of the world, will be found much more 
,;~ ,- ~lillntly to make men cunning than good. The purpose of these writings 
j: tt'(.'tUt~I>,)not only to show mankind, but to provide that,they may be ,seen 

hprAfter with less hazard; to teach the means of avoiding the ,snares which 
llf611llidbyTreachery for Innocence; without infusing any wish for that supe~ 
Iiiodty with which the betrayer flatters his vanity; to give the power oEcoun" 
tjetacting fraud, without the temptation to, practise it; to initiate youth by 
ro,9"ik. en,c,?unters in}he ,art of necessary defence, and to increase prudence 
Wltllout impairing Virtue. . ' 
;~::~,?,?y., ~itei'S; fpr the sake of following nature, so mingle goodahd; b,~d 
qualIties'in their principal.personages, that they are both equally conspicu~ 
~ "I'" I . 

-"""lS ;:.~'.::J '1,:; '. 

3" 'In' a mixed. disorderly, fashion. 
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ous; ·and as we accompany them through their adventures with delight, and 
are led .bydegrees to interest ourselves in their favour, we lose the abhorrence 
of their faults, because they do not hinder our pleasure, or, perhaps, regard 
them with some kindness for being united with so much merit. 

There have been men indeed splendidly wicked, whose endowments threw 
a brightness on their crimes, and whom scarce any villainy made perfectly 
detestable, because they never could be wholly divested of their excellencies; 
but such have been in all ages the great corrupters of the world, and their 
resemblance ought no more to be preserved, than the art of murdering with
out pain. 

Some have advanced, without due attention to the consequences of this 
notion, that certain virtues have their correspondent faults, and therefore 
that to exhibit either apart is to deviate from probability. Thus men are 
observed by Swift to be "grateful in the same degree as they are resentful."4 
This principle, with others of the same kind, supposes man to act from a 
brute irnpulse, and persue a certain degree of inclination, without any choice 
of the object; for, otherwise, though it should be allowed that gratitude arid 
reseritment arise from the same constitution of the passions, it follows not 
that they will be equally indulged when reason is consulted; yet unless that 
consequence be admitted, this sagacious rnaxim becomes an empty sound, 
without any relation to practice or to life. 

Nor is it evident, that even the first motions to these effects are always in 
the· same proportion. For pride, which produces quickness of resentment, 
will obstruct gratitude, by un~illingness to admit that inferiority which obli
gation impUes; and it is very unlikely, that he who cannot think he receives 
a favour will acknowledge or repay it. 

It is of the utmost importance to mankind, that positions of this tendency 
should be laid open and confuted; for while men consider good and evil as 
springing from the same root, they will spate the oile for the sake of the 
other, and in judging, if not 'of others at least of themselves, will be apt to 
estimate their virtues by their vices. To this fatal error all those will contrib
ute, who confound the colours of tight and wrong, and instead of helping to 
settle their boundaries, mix them with 'so much art, that no common mind 
is able to disunite them. 

In narratives, where historical veracity has no place, I cannot discdve~hy 
there should not be exhibited the most perfect idea of virtue; of virtue not 
angelical, nor above probability, for what we cannot credit we shall never 
imitate, but the highest and purest that humanity can reach, which, exercised 
in such trials as the various revolutions, of things shall bring upon it, 'may, 
by conquering'some calamities, and enduring others, teach us what we may 
hope, . and what we can perform. Vice, forV'ice' is necessary to be'shewn, 
should always disgust; nor should the graces of gaiety, or the dignity of cOur
age, be so united with it, as to reconcile it to the 'mind. Wherever it appears, 
it should raise hatted by the malignity of its practices, and contempt by the 
meanness of its stratagems; fot while it is supported by either parts or spirit, 
it will be seldom heartily abhorred. The Roman tyrant! was content to be 

4. These are the word. of the English poet and 
critic ALEXANDER POPE (1688-1744). not the 
English satirist and poet Jonathan Swift (1667-
1745). The contemporary source Is the Swift-Pope 

Miscellanies 2 (1727): 354. "Grateful": pleasing. 
agreeable. 
5. The emperor Galus Julius Caesar Germanlcus 
(12-41 C.B.). known as "Callgula." 
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hated, if he was but feared; and there' are thousands of the readers"of 
romances willing to be thought wicked, if they ,may be allowed 'to be Wits. 
it is therefore to ,be ,steadily inculCated, that virtue is thehighest:proof of 
understanding; and the only solid basis, of greatness;'and that vice is" the 
natural consequence! of narroW thoughts, that it begins in mistake, and ends 
in ignominy. 

1750 

From The History of, Rasselas, Prince of Abyssinia 
: . . .' . .. . 

, CJuipter x. ' , ' 
[mlac's History Con~inued. A Dissertation 'upon Poetry' 

'Wherever" went, I found that Poetry-was considereda'~ '~he ~ighe.st.Iearn
ing, and regarde,1 with a vene,;~,tionsomewhat approac,hing, to that:. which 
man would pay to the J\ngelickNatur~. ~nd it yet nils ,me, with.wond.cr~.t~,at, 
in almost all countries, the most ancien~ poets are considered as th~ best; 
whether it be that ~very other kind of laio~ledge i~, an acquisition gradu~lIy 
attained, and poetry is a gift 'conferr~dat once; or that the first poetry of 
every nation SUrPrised them as a novelty, and retained thecreclit by consent 
which it received by accident, at ,first: or whether, as the' proYince of,p~etry 
is to describe. Nature and Passion, which are alV\!'ays ~lle,saip~, )he : first 
writers too,k possession of tp,e most s,triki.n,g' ohje~ts for de~cript~?I1, ,~~~, ,~~~ 
most probable occurrences for fiction, and left nothing to those t;ba~ follp,wed 
them, but transcription of the same events, and new combinations of the 
same images. Whatever be'thereason,.it is commonly,obse~ed that.,t,hcr early 
writers are in possession of nature, and their followers of art: that'the,first 
excel in strength and.,invention,a'nd the'latterinel~gan,cre ap.~frefirie~erit.2 

"I, was desirous to add my name, to this illustrious fraternity. I read all t~e 
poets ,of Persia and Arabia, and was able to repeat,by mem,ory the volumes,3 
that are suspen,Jed in the mosque of Mecca. But I soon foupd that ~o man 
was ever great by imitation. My'desire of excellence impelled me to transfer 
my attention t() nature and to lif~. Nature was to be my subject,~iufmen to 
be my auditors: t could never describe what I had not seen: I ,could not I,tope 
to move those with delight or terrour, w~ose interests and opinions I ,lid not 
understand. ' , 

"~eing no~ resolved to be a poet, Is~w every. thing with ,a new' PllrP~se; 
my sphere of attention was suddenly magnified: no;kind of.kno~ledge was 
to be overlooked. I ranged ,mountains and deserts for images and resem
blances, and pictured upon my mind every tree of the forest ,ap.dflower of 
the valley. I observed with equal ca,rethe crag of the rock and, ,the pinnacles 
of the palace. Sometimes I wandered8Iong the mazes of ,th~ r~"':l,I~~, ,and 
sometimes watched the changes of the s~mmer clouds. :roa J>oet n,9thing 

I, The speaker is the philosopher and poet Imlac, 
who is addressing Prince Rasselas, son of the 
emperor of Abyssinia, 
2, Johnson's observations here are connected to 
debates in the period about what constituted 

poetic orl8lnality and' whether modern author;' 
could achieve It, See EDWARD YOUNG, COfIjeclUres 
Oft Origi .... l Composition (1759; above). 
3, Illuminated manuscripts of sacred to:oxts, "sus
pended" or hung In mosques. 
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can be useless. Whatever is beautiful, and' whatever is dreadful, must be 
familiar to his imagination: he must be conversant with all that is awfully 
vast or elegantly little. 4 The plants of the garden, the animals of the wood, 
the minerals of the earth, and meteors of the sky, must all concur to store 
his mind with inexhaustible variety: for every idea is useful for the inforce
ment or decoration of moral or religious truth;' and he, who knows most, 
will have most power of diversifying his scenes, and of gratifying his reader 
with remote allusions and unexpected instruction. . 

"All the appearances of nature I was therefore careful to study, and every 
country which I have surveyed has contributed something to my poetical 
powers. 

"In so wide a survey, said the prince, you must surely have left much 
unobserved, I have lived, till now, within the circuit of those.mountains, and 
yet cannot llk abroad without the sight of something which I had never 
beheld befor , or never heeded. ' . , 

"The busi ess of a poet, said Imlac, is to examine, not the individual, but 
the species: to remark general properties and large appearances: he does not 
number the streaks of the tulip, or describe the different shades in the ver
dure of the forest. He is to exhibit in his portraits of nature such prominent 
and striking features, as recal the original to. every mind; and must neglect 
the minuter discriminations, which one· may have,remarked, and another 
have neglected, for those characteristicks which are alike obvious to vigilance 
and carelessness. . 

"But the knowledge of nature is only half the task of'a poet; he must be 
acquainted likewise with all the modes of life. His charaCter requires that he 
estimate the happiness and misery of every condition; observe the power of 
all the passions in all their combinations, and trace the changes of the human 
mind as they are modified by various institutions and accidental influences 
of climate or custom, from the spriteliness of infancy.to the despondence of 
decrepitude. He must divest himself of the prejudices of his age ·or country; 
he must consider right and wrong in their abstracted and invariable state; he 
must disregard present laws and opinions, and rise to general and transcen
dcntal6 truths, which will always. be the same:· he must therefore content 
himself with the slow progress of his name; contemn the applause of his own 
time, and commit his claims to the justice of posterity. He must write as tJre 
interpreter of nature, and the legislator of mankind, and· consider himself as 
presiding over the thoughts and manners of future generations; as a being 
superiour to time and place. 

"His labour is not yet at an end: he must know many languages and many 
sciences; and, that his stile may be worthy of his thoughts,' must, by inces
sant practice, familiarize to himself every delicacy of speech and grace of 
harmony." 

4. Johnson is drawing on I'.I>MUND BURKE's 
account of the sublime in A Philosophical Enquiry 
inlo Ihe 0risi .. of Our Ideas of Ih" s .. bli"", And 
Beautiful.(1757; see below). 
5. In "A Defence of ' An Essay of Dromntic Poesy'" 
(1668), JOHN DRYI>EN states: "moral (ruth is the 

1759 

mistress of the poet as rn",ch as of the philosopher; 
poesy must resemble natural truth, but it must be 
ethical." 
6. "General; pervading many particulars" Uohn
son's Dictionary), 



468 / SAMUEL}OHNSON 

From Preface to Shakespeare 

That praises are without reason lavished on the dead, and that the honours 
due only to excellence are paid to antiquity, is a complaint likely to be always 
continued by those, who, being able to add nothing to truth, hope for emi. 
nence from the heresies of paradox;· or those, who, being forced by disap" 
pointment upon consolatory expedients, are willing to hope from posterity 
what the present age refuses, and flatter themselves that the regard which 
is yet denied by envy, will be at last bestowed by time. 

Antiquity, like every other quality that attracts the notice of mankind,· ha!! 
undoubtedly votaries that reverence it, not from reason, but from prejudice. 
Some seem to admire indiscriminately whatever has been long preserved; 
without considering that ·time has sometimes co-operated with chance; all 
perhaps are more willing to honour past than present excellence; and the 
mind contemplates genius through the shades of age, as the eye surVeys 
the sun through artificial opacity. The great contention of criticism ista 
find the faults of the moderns, and the beauties'of the ancients. While an 
authour is yet living we estimate his powers by his worst performance, and 
when he is dead; we rate1:hem by his best. 

To works, however; of which the excellence is not absolute and definite; 
but; gradual and comparative; to works not raised upon prinCiples demon~ 
strative and scientifick, but appealing wholly to observation and experience, 
no other test can· be applied than length of duration and continuance of 
esteem. What mankind have long possessed they have often examined and 
compared; and if they persist to value the possession, it is because frequent 
comparisons have confirmed opinion in its favour. As among the works:6f 
nature no man can properly call a river deep, or.a mountain high, without 
the knowledge of many mountains, and many rivers; so in the productions 
of genius; nothing can be·stiled excellent till it has been compared with other 
works of the same kind. Demonstration I immediately displays its power, and 
has nothing to hope or fear from the flux of years; but works tentative and 
experimental must be estimated by their proportion to the general and col
lective ability of man; as it is discovered in a long succession of endeavours: 
Of the first building that was raised, it might be with certainty determined 
that it was round or square; but whether it was spacious or lofty must have 
been referred to time. The Pythagorean scale of numbers2. Was at once dis
covered to be perfect; but the poems of Homer we yet know not to transcend 
the common limits of human intelligence; but by remarking, that nation 'after 
nation, and century after century; has been able to do little more than trans
pose his incidents, new-name his characters, and paraphrase his sentiments; 

The reverence due to writings that have long subsisted arises therefore·not 
from any credulous confidence in the superior wisdom of past ages, or 
gloomy persuasion of the degeneracy of mankind, but is the consequence of 
acknowledged and indubitable positions, that what has been longest known 
has been most conSidered, and what is most considered is beSt undetstood~ 

1. ''The highest de~e of deducible or argumental 
evidence" Oohnlon I DlcrionAry). 
2. The Greek philosopher and mathematician 

Pythagotal (6th c. B.C.E.) I. thought to ha",dl~~ 
covered th., mUllcal ratios of the octave (2: I). tHI! 
fifth (~:2), and the fourth (4:~). 
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The Poet, of whose works I have undertaken the revision,3 may now begin 
to assume· the dignity of an ancient, and claim the privilege of established 
fame and prescriptive veneration. He has long outlived his century, the term 
commonly fixed as the test of literary merit. 4 Whatever advantages he might 
once derive from personal allusions, local customs, or temporary opinions, 
have for many years been lost; and every topick of merriment, or motive of 
sorrow, which the modes of artificial life afforded him, now only obscure the 
scenes which they once illuminated. The effects of favour and competition 
are at an end; the tradition of his friendships and his enmities has petished; 
his works support no opinion with arguments, nor supply any faction with 
invectives; they can neither indulge vanity nor gratify malignity; but are read 
without any other reason than the desire of pleasure, and are therefore 
praised only as pleasure is obtained; yet, thus unassisted by interest or pas
sion, they have past through variations of taste and changes of manners, and, 
as they devolved from one generation to another, have received new honours 
at every transmission. . 

But because human judgment', though it be gradually gaining upon cer
tainty, never becomes infallible; and approbation, though long continued, 
may yet be only the approbation of prejudice or fashion; it is proper to 
inquire, by what peculiarities of excellence Shakespeare has gained and kept 
the favour of his countrymen. 

Nothing can please many, and please long,- but just representations of 
general nature. Particular manners can be known to few, and therefore few 
only can judge how nearly they are copied. The irregular combinations of 
fanciful invention may delight a-while, by that novelty of which the common 
satiety of life sends us all in quest; but the pleasures of sudden wonder are 
soon exhausted, and the mind can only repose on the stability of truth. 

Shakespeare is above all writers, at least above all modern writers, the poet 
of nature; the poet that holds up to his readers a faithful mirrour of manners 
and of life.' His characters are not modified by the customs of particular 
places, unpractised by the rest of the world; by the peculiarities of studies 
or professions, which can operate but upon small numbers; or by the 'acci
dents of transient fashions or temporary opinions: they are the genuine prog
eny of ·common humanity, such as the world will always supply; and 
observation will always find. His persons act and speak by the inflW$ce of 
those general passions and principles by which all minds are agitated, and 
the whole system of life is continued in motion. In the writings of other poets 
a character is too often an individual; in those of Shakespeare it is commonly 
a species. 

It is from this wide extension of design that so much instruction is derived. 
It is this which fills the plays of Shakespeare with practical axioms and domes
tiek wisdom. It was said of EUripides,6 that every verse was a precept; and it 
may be said of Shakespeare, that from his works may be collected a system 
of civil and oeconomical7 prudence. Yet his real power is not shewn in the 
splendour of particular passages, but by the progress of his fable,8 and the 

3. That la, the proi:~ .. of edltlnl. 
4. See HORACE (65-8 R.C.E.), Brls'!.. 2.1.39. 
5. Hamlet counsel. the players to remember that 
the purpose of aetlng "I, to hold as 'twere the mlr· 
ror up to nature"; HilmI", (ca. 1600), 3.2.20. 

6. Grei!k traaedlan (ca, 485-c:a, 406 R,t.:,E,). 
?, That I., pertalnlnll to political economy, 
8. "The serles or contexture of events which con
stitute a poem epic or dramatic" (John.on's 
Dictionary). 
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ten our of his dialogue; and he that tries to recommend, him by select quo
tations, will succeed'like the pedant in Hierocles,9 who, when he offered his 
house'to sale,· carried a brick in his pocket as a· specimen. 

It will not easily be imagined how much' Shakespeare excells in accom
modating his sentiments to real <life, but by comparing him with' other 
authours. It was'observed of the ancient schools of declamation, that·the 
more diligently they were frequented,: the more was the student . disqualified 
for the world, because he (ound nothing there which he should ever meet in 
any 'other place. The same remark may be applied to every stage but that of 
Shakespeare. The theatre, when it is under any other direction, is peopled 
by such characters as :were never seen, conversing in a language which 'was 
never heard, upon topicks which will never arise in the commerce of man
kind. But the dialogue of this authour is often so evidently determined by 
the incident which produces it, and is pursued with so much 'ease and sim
plicity, that it seems scarcely to claim the merit of fiction, but to have been 
gleaned by diligent selection out of common conversation, and common 
occurrences., . 

Upon every other stage the' universal agent is love, by whose power all 
good and evil is distributed, and every action quickened or retarded. To bring 
a lover,a lady and a rival into the fable; to entangle· them in contradictory 
obligations, perplex them with oppositions of interest, and harrass them with 
violence of desires inconsistent . With each other; to make: them meet in rap
ture and part in agony; to fill their mouths with hyperbolical joy and.outra~ 
geous sorrow;' to distress them 'as nothing human ever was distressed;: to 
deliver them as notliing human ever was delivered; is the business ofa:mod~ 
ern dramatist; For this probability is violated, life is' mlsrepresertted,and 
language is depraved. But love'is only one of many passions;.and '8sit has 
no great influence upon the sum of life, it has little operation in the dramas 
of a poet;· who caught his ideas from the living world, and exhibited only 
what he saw before him~ Heknew;·that any other passion, as it'was regular 
or exorbitant,waii a cause'of happiness orcalamity~ 

Chara'cters thus' ample and general were not easily discriminated and pre
served .. yet perhaps no poet ever kept h1s" .... personages mote distinct from each 
other. I will not say with Pope,. that every speech may be assigned ·to the 
proper speaker, because many speeches there are which have nothing char
acteristical; but perhaps, though some may be equally adapted to every per~ 
son, it will be difficult to find, any that can be properly 'transferred from the 
present possessor to another claimant. The choice is right, when there ,is 
reason for choice. 

Other dramatists can only gain attention by hyperbolical or aggravated 
characters, by fabulous and unexampled excellence 0"( depravity, as the writ~ 
ers of barbarous romances invigorated the reader by a' giant and a dwarf; and 
he that should form his expectations of human affairs from the play, or from 
the tale, would be equally deceived. Shakespeare has no heroes; his scenes 
are occupied only by men, who act and speak as the reader thinks that he 
should himself have spoken or acted on the same occasion: Even where the 
agency is supernatural the dialogue is level with life. Other writ~rs disguise 

9. Hlerocles of Alexander (5th' c. C,E.), Greek 
Neoplatonlc philosopher and author "f a book of 
humorous anecdotes that Johnson translated In 

1741. 
I .. In Prefoc" to SltalCsspeare (J 725), by ALEXAN-
DER POPE (l688~1744). . 
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the most natural passions and most frequent incidents; so that he who con
templates them in the book will not know them in the world: Shakespeare 
approximates the remote, and familiarizes the wonderful; the event which 
he represents will not happen, but if it were possible, its effects would prob
ably be such as he has assigned; and it may be said, that he has not only 
shewn human nature as it acts in real exigencies, but as it would be found 
in trialsJ to which it cannot be exposed. 

This therefore is the praise of Shakespeare, that his drama is the mirrour 
of life; that he who has mazed2 his imagination, in following the phantoms 
which other writers raise up before him, may here be cured of his delirious 
extasies, by reading human sentiments in human language, by scenes from 
which a hermit may estimate the transactions of the world, and a confessor 
predict the progress of the passions. 

H is adherence to general nature has exposed him to the censure of criticks, 
who form their judgments upon narrower principles. Dennis and Rhymer 
think his Romans not sufficiently Roman; and Voltaire3 censures his kings as 
not completely royal. Dennis is offended, that Menenius,4 a senator of Rome, 
should play the buffoon; and Voltaire perhaps· thinks decency violated when 
the Danish Usurper' is represented as a drunkard; But Shakespeare always 
makes nature predominate over accident; and if he preserves the essential 
character, is not very careful of distinctions superinduced and adventitious. 
His story requires Romans or kings, but he thinkS only on men. He knew 
that Rome, like every other city, had men of all dispositions; and wanting a 
buffoon, he went into the senate-house for· that which the senate-house 
would ~aiiily have afforded him. He was inclined to shew an usurper and 
a murderer not only odious but despicable, he therefore added drunkenness 
to his other qualities, knowing that kings love wine like other men, and that 
wine exerts its natural power upon kings. These ate the petty cavils of petty 
minds; a poet overlooks the casual distinction of country and condition, as 
a painter, satisfied with the figure, neglects the drapery .. , 

The censure which he has incurred6 by mixing comick and tragick scenes, 
as it extends to all his works, deserves more consideration. Let the fact' be 
first stated, and then examined. 

Shakespeare's plays are not in the rigorous and critical sense either trag
edies or comedies, but compositions of a distinct kind; exhibiting th~al 
state of sublunary? nature, which partakes of good and evil, joy and sorrow, 
mingled with 'endless variety of proportion and innumerable modes of com
bination; and expressing the course of the world, in which the loss of one is 
the gain of another; in which, at the same time, the reveller is hasting to his 
wine, and the mourner burying his friend; in which the malignity of one is 
sometimes defeated by the frolick of another; and many mischiefs and many 
benefits are done and hindered without design. 

Out of this chaos of mingled purposes and casualties the ancient poets, 
according to the laws which custom had prescribed, selected some the crimes 

2,' That is, followed the comple" and winding 
i,nth •. 
:oJ. The pen name of Fran~ois Marie Arouet 
(1694-1778), French Enlightenment writer and 
critic, who assailed Shake.peare for breaking the 
classical rules of drama. John Dennis (1657-
1734), English playwright und critic. Thomas 

Rymer (l641-1713), English critic and historian .. 
4. A character In Shakespeare's Coriolanus 
(1608). 
5. Claudius, the murderer of Hamlet's father, the 
king. 
6. From Voltaire. 
7. Beneath the moon: hf this world, earthly. 
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of men, and some their absurdities; some the momentous vidssitudes of life; 
and some the lighter occurrences; some thetetroursof distress, and some 
the . gayeties of prosperity. Thus rose the two' modes of imitation, known by 
the names of tragedy and comedy, compositions intended to promote,differ· 
ent ends by contrary means, and considered as so little allied, that I do not 
recollect among the Greeks or Romans a single writer who attempted both .. 

Shakespeare has united the powers of exciting laughter and sorrow not 
only in one mind, but in one composition. Almost all his plays are divided 
between serious and ludicrous characters, and, in the successive evolutions 
of the design, sometimes produce seriousness and sorrow, and sometimes 
levity and laughter. 

That this is a practice contrary to the rules of criticism will be readily 
allowed; but there is always an appeal open from criticism to natute. The 
end of writing is to instruct; the end of the poetry is to instruct by pleasing.8 

That the mingled drama may convey all the instruction of tragedy or comedy 
cannot be denied, because it includes both in its alternations of exhibition 
and approaches nearer than either to the appearance of life, by shewing how 
great inachinations and slender designs may promote or (jbviate one another, 
and the high and the low co·operate in the general system by unavoidable 
concatenation. 

It is objected, that by this change of scenes the passions are interrupted 
in their progression, and that the principal event, being not': advanced by it 
due gradation of preparatory incidents, wants at last' the- power to move, 
which constitutes the perfection of dramatick poetry. This reasoning is so 
specious, that it is received as true even by thos,e who ,in, daily expe'rience 
feel it to be false. The interchanges of mingled scenes seldom fail to produce 
the intended vicissitudes of passion. Fiction cannot move so much. but that 
the attention may be easily transferred; and though it must be allowed that 
pleasing melancholy be sometimes interrupted by unwelcome levity,yet,!et 
it be considered likewise, that melancholy is often not pleasing, and that the 
disturbance of onem~n may be the relief of another; that different auditors 
have different habitudes; and that, upon the whole, all pleasure consists in 
variety. 

The players,9 who in their edition divided our authour's works into com~ 
edies, histories, and tragedies, seem not to have distinguished the three kinds 
by 'any very exact or definite ideas. 
·An action which ended happily to the principal persons, however serious 

or distressful through its intermediate incidents, in their opinion, constituted 
a comedy. This idea of a comedy continued long amongst us; and plays were 
written, which, by changing the catastrophe, were tragedies to·day, and coin" 
edies to-morrow. 

Tragedy was not in those times poem of more general dignity or elevation 
than comedy; it required only a calamitous conclusioh, with whidithe com· 
mon criticism of that age was satisfied, whatever lighter pleasure it afforded 
in its progress. 

History was il s,eries of actions, with no other than chronological succes
sion, independent on each other, and Without any tendency to introduce cir 
regulate the conclusion. It is not a\waysvery nicely distitlgui,shed from trag-

8, See Horace, An Poetic .. , lines 343-44 (above), 
9, John Hemlnge. (d. 1630) and Henry'Condell 
(d, 1627), members of Shakespeare's acting com-

pBny, edited the Shakespeare First Folio, pub-
lished In 1623. ' , 
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edy. There is not much nearer approach to unity of action in the tragedy of 
Antony and Cleopatra, than in the history of Richard the Second. But a history 
might be continued through many plays; as it had no .plan, it had no limits. 

Through all these denominations of the drama, 'Shakespeare's mode of 
composition is the same; an interchange of seriousness and merriment, by 
which the mind is softened at one time, and exhilarated at another. But 
whatever be his purpose, whether to gladden or depress, or to conduct the 
story, without vehemence or emotion, through tracts of easy and familiar 
dialogue, he never fails to attain his purpose; as he commands us, we laugh 
or mourn, or sit silent with quiet expectation, in tranquillity without indif
ference. 

When Shakespeare's pl~n is understood; most of the criticisms of Rhymer 
and Voltaire vanish away. The play of Hamlet is opened, without impropriety, 
by two sentinels; Iago ' bellows at Brabantio's window, without injury to the 
scheme of the play, though in terms which a modern audience would not 
easily endure; the character of Polonius2 is seasonable and useful; and the 
Grave-diggers themselves may be heard with applause. 

Shakespeare engaged in dramatick poetry with the world open before him; 
the rules of the ancients were yet known to few; the publick judgment was 
unformed; he had no example of such fame as might force him upon 
imitation, nor criticks of such authority as might restrain his extravagance: 
He therefore indulged his natural disposition, and his disposition, as Rhymer 
has remarked, led' him' to, comedy. In tragedy he often writes, with great 
appearance of toil and study, what is written at last with little felicity; but in 
his cornick scenes, he seems to produce without labour, what no labour can 
improve. In tragedy he is always struggling after some occasion to be cornick; 
but in comedy he seems to repose, Or to luxuriate, as in a mode of thinking 
congenial to his nature. In his tragick scenes there is always something want
ing, but his comedy often surpasses expectation or· desire. His comedy 
pleases by the thoughts and the language, and his tragedy for the greater 
part by incident and action. His tragedy seems to be skill, his comedy to be 
instinct. 

The force of his cornick scenes has suffered little diminution from the 
changes made by a century and a half, in manners or in words; As his per
sonages act upon principles arising from 'genuine passion, very little modified-t",. 
by particular ,forms, their pleasures and vexations are communicable to all 
times and to all places; they are natural, and therefore durable; the adven
titious peculiarities of personal habits, are only superficial dies, bright and 
pleasing for a little while, yet soon fading to a dim tinct, without any remains . 
of former lustrej but the discriminations of true passion are the colours of 
nature; they pervade the whole mass, and can only perish with the body that 
exhibits them. The accidental compositions of heterogeneous modes are dis
solved by the chance which combined them; but the uniform simplicity of 
primitive qualities neither admits increase, nor suffers decay. The sand 
heaped by one flood is scattered by another, but the rock always continues 
in its place. The stream of time, which is continually washing the dissoluble 
fabricks of other poets, passes without injury by the adamant3 of Shakespeare. 

If there be, what I believe there is, in every nation, a style which never 

1. In Othello (1603-04). 
2. A meddling figure 'of comedy In Hamlet, as are 
the grave diggers. 

3. An Impregnable and surpassingly hard sub· 
stance. 
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becomes obsolete, a certain mode of phraseology so consonant and congenial 
to the analogy and prinCiples of its respective language as to remain settled 
and unaltered; this style is probably to he sought in the commpn intercourse 
of life, among those who speak only to be understood, without ambition of 
elegance. The polite are always catching modish innovations, and the le~rned 
depart from established forms of speech,in hope of finding or making better; 
those who wish for distinction forsake the vulgar, when the vulgar is right; 
but there is a conversation above grossness and below refinement; where 
propriety resides, and where this poet seems to have gathered his corniCk 
dialogue; He is therefore more agreeable to the ears of the present age than 
any other authour equally remote, and among his other excellenCies deserves 
to be studied as one of the original masters of our language. 

These observations are to be considered not as unexceptionably constant, 
but as containing general and predominant truth. Shakespeare's familiar dia
logue is affirmed to be smooth and clear, ,yet not wholly without ruggedness 
or difficulty; as a country may be eminently fruitful, though it has. spots unfit 
for cultivation: His characters are praised-as natural, though their sentiments 
are sometimes forced, and their actions improbable; as the earth upon the 
whole is spherical, though its" surface is varied with protuberances and 
cavities. 

Shakespeare with his excellencies has likewise. faults, and faults sufficient 
to obscure and overwhelm any other merit. :I shall shew,them in the propor
tion in whiCh they appear-to me, without envious malignitY or. superstitious 
veneration. No question can be more innocently discussed thana dead poet's 
pretensions to renown; and little regard is due to that bigotry which. sets 
candour higher than truth. . , 

His first defect is that to which may be imputed most of the evil in books 
or in'men. He sacrifices virtue to convenience, and is so.much more careful 
to please than to instruct, that he seems to write without any moral purpose. 
From his writings indeed a system of soCial.duty may be selecte~, for he that 
thinks reasonably must think morally; but his precepts and axion'as drop casu.
ally from him; he makes no just distribution of good or evil, nor is always 
careful to shew in the virtuous a disapprobation of the wicked; he carries his 
persons indifferently through right and wrong, and at the close dismisses 
them without further care, and leaves their examples to operate .by chance. 
This fault the barbarity.of his age cannot extenuate; for it is always a writer's 
duty to make the world better, and justice is a virtue in dependant on4 time 
or place. ' 

The plots are often so loosely formed, that a very slight consideration may 
improve them, and so carelessly pursued, that .he seems not always fully to 
comprehend his own design. He omits opportunities of instructing or delight
ing which the train of his story seems to force upon,' him, and apparently 
rejects those exhibitions which would be more affecting, for the sake of those 
which are more easy. 

It may be observed, that in many of his' plays the latter part is evidently 
neglected. When he found himself near the end of his work, and, in view of 
his reward, he shortened the labour to snatch the profit. He therefore remits 
his efforts where he should most vigorously exert them, and his catastrophe' 
is improbably produced or imperfectly represented. 

4. Independent of. 5. The climax of a dramatic action. 
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He had no regard to distinction of time or place, but gives to one age or 
nation, '!\'ithout scruple, the customs, institutions, and opinions of another, 
at the expence not only of likelihood, but of possibility. These faults Pope 
has endeavoured, with more zeal than judgment, to transfer to his imagined 
interpolators.6 We need not wonder to find Hector quoting Aristotle, when 
we see the loves of Theseus and Hippolyta7 combined with the Gothick 
mythology of fairies. Shakespeare, indeed, was not the only violator of chro
nology, for in the same age Sidney, who wanted not the advantages of learn
ing, has, in his Arcadia," confounded the pastoral with the feudal times, the 
days of innocence, quiet and security, with those of turbulence, violence, 
and adventure. 

In his cornick scenes he is seldom very successful, when he engages his 
characters in reciprocations of smartness and contests of sarcasm; their jests 
are commonly gross, and their pleasantry licentious; neither his gentlemen 
nor his ladies have much delicacy, nor are sufficiently distinguished from his 
clowns by any appearance of refined manners. Whether ·he represented the 
real conversation of his time is not easy to determine; the reign of Elizabeth9 

is commonly supposed to have been a time of stateliness, formality and 
reserve; yet perhaps the relaxations of that severity were not very elegant. 
There must, however, have been always some modes of gayety preferable to 
others, and a writer ought to chuse the best. 

In tragedy his performance seems constantly to 'be worse, as his labour is 
more. The effusions of passion which exigence. forces out are for the most 
part striking and energetick; but whenever he solicits his invention, or strains 
his faculties, the offspring of his throes is tumour,· meanness, tediousness, 
and obscurity. 

In-narration he affects a disproportionate pomp of diction, and a weari
some train of circumlocution, and tells the incident imperfectly in many 
words, which might have been more plainly delivered in few. Narration in 
dramatick poetry is naturally tedious, as it is unanimated and inactive, and 
obstructs the progress of the action; it should therefore always be rapid, and 
enlivened by frequent interruption. Shakespeare found it an encumbrance, 
and instead of lightening it by brevity, endeavoured to recommend it· by 
dignity and splendour. 

His' declamations or set speeches are commonly cold and weak, f~his 
power was the power of nature; when he endeavoured, like other tragick 
writers, to catch opportunities of amplification, and instead of inquiring what 
the occasion demanded, to show how much his stores of knowledge could 
supply, he seldom escapes without the pity or resentment of his reader. 

It is incidentZ to him to be now and then entangled with an unwieldy 
sentiment, which he cannot well express, and will not reject; he struggles 
with it a while, and if it continues stubborn, comprises it in words such as 
occur, and leaves it to be disentangled and evolved3 by those who have more 
leisure to bestow upon it. 

<'t. In his Preface 10 SluJlcespeare. Pope maintained 
that "the many blunders and illiteracies of the first 
publishers of [Shakespenre's) works" explain why 
the texts are marred by errors and anachronisms. 
7. Figures from Greek mythology who are char
acters in A MUlsu ... "",r Night's Dream (ca. J 595). 
Hector:" character in Trollusand Cressida (160)-
02; scc 2.2.165-66); the Greek philosopher ARIS
TOTLE (384-322 D.C. E.) lived c('nturies after the 

events In that play are presumed to have occurred. 
8. A prose romance (I ?90) by sin PHII_IP SIDNEY 
(1554-1586). . 
9. Elizabeth I (1533-1603; reigned 1558-1603). 
1. "Affected pomp; false magnificence; puffy gran
deur" Oohnson's Dletlo .... ",). 
2. Ukely to happen. 
3. Deduced, worked out. "Comprises": Sums up. 
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Not that, always where the language is intricate the thought is subtle, or 
the image always great where the,line is bulky: the equality of words to things 
is very often' neglected, and trivial sentiments and vulgar ideas disappoint 
the attention, to which they are recommended by sonorous epithets and 
swelling figures. 4 

aut the admirers of this great poet have never less reason to indulge their 
hopes of supreme excellence, than when he seems fully resolved to sink them 
in dejection, and mollify them with tender emotions by the fall of gt'eatness, 
the danger of innocence, or the crosses of love. He is not long soft and 
,pathetick without some idle conceit, or contemptible equivocation. He no 
sooner begins to move, than he counteracts himself; and terrour and pity, as 
;they are rising in the mind, are checked and blasted by sudden frigidity. 
;>;:A quibble5 is to Shakespeare, what luminous vapours are to the traveller: 
-he follows it at all adventures; it is sure to lead him out of his way, and sure 
to: engulf him in the mire. It has some malignant power over hi-s mind, and 
'its fascinations are irresistible. Whatever be the dignity or profundity of his 
'aisquisition, whether he be enlarging knowledge or exalting affection, 
'whether he be amusing attention with incidents, or enchaining it in sus
,pense; let but a quibble spring up before him, and he leaves his work unfin-
1shed. A quibble is the golden apple for which he will always turn aside from 
his career,6 or stoop from his elevation. A quibble, poor and barren as it is, 
'gave him such delight, that he was content to purchase it, by the sacrifice 
of reason, propriety and truth. A quibble was to him the fatal Cleopatra for 
which he lost the world, and was content to lose it. 7 

" It will be thought strange, that, in enumerating the defects of this writer, 
I have not yet mentioned his neglect of the unities:8 his violation of those 
laws which have been instituted and established by the jowt authority of 
poets and of criticks. 
,',' For his other deviations from the art of writing I resign him to critical 
justice, without'making any other demand in his favour, .than that which 
must be indulged to all human excellence: that his virtues be rated with his 
failings: But, from the censure which this irregularity may bring upon him, 
I shall, with due reverence to that learning which I must oppose, adventure 
to try how I can defend him. 

His histories, being neither tragedies nor comedies are not subject to any 
of their laws; nothing more is necessary to all the praise which they expect, 
than that the changes of action be so prepared as to be understood, that the 
incidents be various and affecting, and the characters consistent, natural, 
and distinct. No other unity is intended, and therefore none is to be sought. 
, In 'his other works he has well enough preserved the unity of action. He 

has not, indeed, an intrigue regularly perplexed and regularly unravelled: he 
does not endeavour to hide his design only to discover it, for this is seldom 
the order of real events, and Shakespeare is the poet of nature: But his plan 
has commonly what Aristotle requires, a beginning, a middle, and an end;9 

4. Figures of speech. 
5. "A low conceit depending on the sound of 
words; a pun" Uohnson's Dictionary). 
6. Course. In Greek mythology, Atalanta lost a 
footrace to Hlppomeriel (who thereby won her In 
marriage) becaule she paused to pick up three 
Kolden apples that he dropped In her path. 

7. In Shakespeare's, tragedy A .. tony .. mI C!.opatra 
(1606-07), the,renowned soldler'Mark Antony Is 
willing to trade hl~, eminent position Eor the love of 
the Egyptian queen Cleopatra. 
8. That Is, the neoclassical unities of time, place. 
and action. ' 
9. Arlltotle, Pa.eic. 7 (lee above). 
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one event is concatenated with another, and the conclusion follows by easy 
consequence. There are perhaps some incidents that might be spared, as in 
other poets there is much talk that only fills up time upon the stage; but the 
general system makes gradual advances, and the end of the play is the end 
of expectation. 

To the unitics of time and place he has shewn no regard; and perhaps a 
nearer view"of the principles on which they stand will diminish their value, 
and withdra~ from them the veneration which, from the time of Corneille,J 
they have veyr generally received, by discovering that they have given more 
trouble to tHe poet, than pleasure to the auditor. 

The necessity of observing the unities of time and place arises from the 
supposed necessity of making the drama credible. The criticks hold it impos
sible, that an action of months or years can he possibly believed to pass in 
three hours; or that the spectator can suppose himself to sit in the theatre, 
while ambassadors go and return between distant kings, while armies are 
levied and towns besieged, while an exile wanders and returns, or till he 
whom they saw courting his mistress, shall lament the untimely fall of his 
son. The mind revolts from evident falsehood, and fiction loses its force when 
it departs from the resemblance of reality. 

From the narrow limitation of time necessarily arises the contraction of 
place. The spectator, who knows that he saw the first act at Alexandria, 
cannot suppose that he sees the next at Rome, at a distance to which not the 
dragons of Medea 2 could, in so short a time, have transported him; he knows 
with certainty that he has not changed his place, and he knows that place 
cannot change itself; that what was a house cannot become a plain; that 
what was Thebes can never be Per.~epolis. 

Such is the triumphant language with which a critick exults over the mis
ery of an irregular poet, and exults commonly without resistance or reply. It 
is time therefore to tell him by the authority of Shakespeare, that he assumes, 
as an unquestionable principle, a position, which, while his breath is forming 
it into words, his understanding pronounces to be false. It is false, that any 
representation is mistaken for reality; that any dramatick fable in its mate
riality was ever credible, or, for a single moment, was ever credited. 

The objection arising from the impossibility of passing the first hour at 
Alexandria, and thc next at Rome, supposes, that when the play OpeA>!; the 
spectator really imagines himself at Alexandria, and believes that his walk to 
the theatre has been a voyage to Egypt, and that he lives in the days of Antony 
and Cleopatra. Surely he that imagines this may imagine more. He that can 
take the stage at one time for the palace of the Ptolemies, may take it in half 
an hour for the promontory of Actium. Delusion, if delusion be admitted, 
has no cert!lin limitation; if the spectator can be once persuaded, that his 
old acquaintance are Alexander and Caesar, that a room illuminated with 
candles is the plain of Pharsalia, or the bank of Granicus, ~ he is in a state of 
elevation above the reach of reason, or of truth, and from the heights of 

1. I'JEJUIE CORNEIl.LE (1606-1684), French tragic 
drRlllatist whose very pnpulur piny Le Cia \vas crit· 
icized for violating the three unities. See his Of the 
Throe Unit/e. (1660; above). 
2. According to Greek mYlhology. arler avenging 
herself on her unfaithful husbantl. Jnson, by mur· 
derlng their chIldren, Meli('n ""purled In 0 charlnt 

drawn by dragons. 
3. A river In Asia Minor (near the site of Troy) that 
gave Its name to a famous battle at which Alexan· 
der the Great routed the Persians (334 R.C.E.). 
Pharsalia, at Pharsalus, Julius CaeSHr defeated his 
Roman rival Pompey (48 R.C.E.). 
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empyrean poetry, may despise the circumscriptions of :terrestrial nature. 
There is no reason why a mind thus wandering in extasy should count the 
clock, or why an hour should not be a century in that calentur.e4 of the brains 
:that can mak~ the stage a field. ~- --

The truth is, that the spectators are always in their senses, and kQw, from 
the first act to the last, that the stage is only a stage, and that the players are 
only players. They came to hear a certain number of lines recited with just 
gesture and elegant modulation. The lines relate to some action, and an 
action must be in some place; but the different actions that compleat a story 
may be in places very remote from each other; and where is the absurdity of 
allowing that space to represent first Athens, and then Sicily; which was 
always known to be neither Sicily nor Athens, but a modern theatre? 

By supposition, as place is introduced, time.maybe extended; the time 
required by the fable elapses for the most part between the acts; for, of so 
much of the action as is represented, the real and poetical duration is the 
same, If, in the first act, preparations for war against Mithridates are repre
sented to be made in Rome, the event of the war may, without absurdity, be 
represented, in the catastrophe, as happening in Pontus; we know that there 
is neither war, nor preparation for war; we know that we are neither in Rome 
nor Pontus;that neither Mithridates nor Lucullus are before us. The drama 
exhibits successive imitations of successive actions; and why may not the 
second imitation represent an action that happened years after the first, if it 
be so connected with it, that nothing but time can be supposed to intervene? 
Time is, of all modes of existence, most obsequious to the imagination; a 
lapse of years is as easily conceived as a passage of hours. In contemplation 
we easily contract the time of real actions, and therefore willingly permit it 
to be contracted when we only see their imitation. 

It will be asked, how the drama moves, if it is not credited. It is credited 
with all the credit due to a drama. It is credited, whenever it moves, as ajust 
picture of a real original; as representing to the auditor what he would him
self feel, if he were to do or suffer what is there feigned to be suffered or to 
be done. The reflection that strikes the heart is not, that the evils before us 
are real evils, but that they are evils to which we ourselves may be exposed. 
If there be any fallacy, it is not that we fancy the players, but that we fancy 
ourselves unhappy for a moment; but we rather .lament the possibility than 
suppose the presence of misery, as a mother weeps over her babe, when she 
remembers that death may take it from her. The delight of tragedy proceeds 
from our consciousness of fiction; if we thought murders and treasons real, 
they would please no more. 

Imitations produce pain or pleasure, not because they are mistaken for 
realities, but because they bring realities to mind. When the imagination is 
recreated by a painted landscape, the trees are not supposed capable to give 
us shade, or the fountains coolness; but we consider, how we should be 
pleased with such fountains playing beside us, and such woods waving over 
us. We are agitated in reading the history of Henry the Fifth, yet no man 
takes his book for the field of Agencourt. 5 A dramatick exhibition is a book 
recited with concomitants that encrease or diminish its effeCt. Familiar com
edy is often more powerful on the theat~e, than in the page; imperial tragedy 

4. A delirium (specifically. a delusion suffered by 
sailors who imagine that the sea Is a green field). 
5. Agincourt, a village In France near which an 

English army under· Henry V defeated a much 
larger French force in 1415. . . 
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is always less. The humour of Petruchio may be heightened by grimace; but 
what voice or what gesture can hope to add dignity or force to the soliloquy 
of Cato. 6 

A play read, affects the mind like a play acted. It is therefore evident, that 
the action is not supposed to be real; and it follows, that between the acts a 
longer or shorter time may be allowed to pass, and that no more account of 
space or duration is to be taken by the auditor of a drama, than by the reader 
of a narrative, before whom may pass in an hour the life of a hero, or the 
revolutions of an empire. 

Whether Sha~speare knew the unities, and rejected them by design, or 
deviated from them by happy ignorance, it is, I think, impossible to decide, 
and useless to enquire. We may reasonably suppose, that, when he rose to 
notice, he did not wanF the counsels and admonitions of scholars and cri
ticks, ~md that he at last deliberately persisted in a practice, which he might 
have begun by chance. As nothing is essential to the fable, but unity of 
action, and as the unities of time and place arise evidently from false assump
tions, and, by circumscribing the extent of the drama, lessen its variety, I 
cannot think it much to be lamented, that they were not known by him, or 
not observed: Nor, if such another poet could arise, should I very vehemently 
reproach him, that his first act passed at Venice, and his next in Cyprus. R 

Such violations of rules merely positive,9 kecome the comprehensive genius 
of Shakespeare, and such censures are suitable to the minute and slender 
criticism of Voltaire: 

Non usque adeo permiscuit imis 
Longus summa dies, ut non, si voce Metelli 
Se",entur leges, malint a Caesare tolli.'. 

Yet when I speak thus slightly of dramatick rules, I cannot but recollect 
how much wit and learning may be produce4 against me; before stich author
ities I am afraid to stand, not that I think the present question one of those 
that are to be decided by mere authority, but because it is ·to be suspected, 
that these precepts have not been so easily received but. for better reasons 
than I have yet been able to find. The result of my enquiries, in which it 
would be ludicrous to boast of impartiality, is, that the unities of time and 
place ~re not essential to a just drama, that though they may sometirP,es 
<.:onduce to pleasure, they are always to be sacrificed to the nobler beauties 
of variety and instruction; and that a play, wri~ten with niee2 observation of 
critical rules, is to be contemplated as an elaborate curiosity, as the product 
of supeifluous and ostentatious art, by which ,S shewn, rather what is pos
sible, than what is necessary. 

He t~at, without diminution of any other ~~ellence, shall preserve all the 
unities unbroken, deserves the like applause with the architect, who shall 
display all the orders of architecture3 in a citadel, without any deduction 

(,. ·I1,e title character of a tragedy by JOSEPH ADDI-
1.0N (1713); his soliloquy on immurtality (5.1.1-
40), delivered just before he kills himself, was 
.. uhllired in the 18th century as an expression of 
noble sentiment. Petruchio: PeLrucciu, the hero in 
Shukespeare's comedy The Tamin,l/ of Ihe Shrew 
(c~. J 592). 
7. Lack. 
fl. Places that figure in Shakespeare's tragedy 
Olf,ello. 

9. Arbitrary; not natural. 
1. The cou ... e of tlme has not wrought such con
fusion that the laws would not rather be trampled 
on by Caesar than saved by Metellus (Latin; trans . 
J. D. Dum. From Lucan. CIvil War (ca. 63 C.E.). 
3.138-40. 
2. Precise. 
3. Building styles. characterl7.ed by the type of 
classical column used. 
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from its strength; but the principal beauty of a citadel 'is to exclude the 
enemy; and the greatest graces of a play, are to copy nature and instruct life. 

Perhaps, what I have here not do'gmatically but deliberately written, may 
reeal the principles of the drama to a new'examination. I am almost frighted 
llt my own temerity; and when] estimate the fame and the strength of those 
"that- maintain the contrary opinion, am ready to sink down in reverential 
silence; as /Eneas withdrew from the defence of Troy, when he saw Neptune 
sl\llking the wall, and Juno heading the besiegers.'-

Those whom my arguments cannot persuade to give their approbation to 
the judgment of Shakespeare, will easily, if they consider the condition ~fhis 
Iife"make some allowance for hiirignorance. 
"" Every man's performances, to be rightly estimated, must be compared with 
the state of the age in which he lived, and with his OWn particular opportu
nities; and though to the reader a book be not worse or better for the cir
cumstances of the authour, yet as there is always a silent' reference of human 
works to human abilities, and' as the enquiry, how far man may extend his 
designs, or how high he may rate his native force, is of far greater dignity 
than in what rank we shall place any particular performance, curiosity is 
lilwaysbusy to discover the instruments, as well as to survey the worktnan~ 
!lhip,to know how much is to,be ascribed to original powers, and how much 
to~casual and adventitious help. The palaces of Peru or Mejdco were certainly 
mean'and incommodious habitationsi:if compared to the ,houses of EurOpean 
monarchs; yet who could forbear to view them with astonishment, who 
remembered that they were built without the use of iron'? 

1765 

" 

i, From. Lives of the English Poets 

.. .. .. 
'[ON METAPHYsiCAL WIT] 

Cowley, like other poets who have written with narrow views and, instead 
of,tracing intellectual pleasure to its natural sources in the mind of man, 
paid their court to temporary prejudices, has been at one time too much 
praised and too much neglected at another. 

Wit, like all other things subject by their nature to the choice of man, has 
its changes and fashions; and at different times takes different forms. About 
the beginning of the seventeenth century appeared a race of writers that may 
be termed the metaphys~cal poets,Z of whom in a criticism on the works of 
Cowley it is not improper to give some account. 

'4. See Virgil, Ae .... ld (19 B.C.E.) 2.610-14.Aeneas 
I. a heroic warrior, but Neptune and Juno are god •. 
I. The English poet and essayist Abraham Cowley 
(1618-1667). 
2. A term probably taken from JOHN DRYDEN'S 

complaint about the poetry of John Donne (1572-
1631) In A Discourse Concerning '''e OrigifUJl and 
Progress of Satire (1693): "He affects the meta
physics ... and perplexes the minds of the fair sex 
with nice speculations of philosophy, when he 
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The metaphysical poets were men of learning, and to shew their learning 
was their whole endeavour; but, unluckily resolving to shew it iIi rhyme, 
instead of writing poetry they only wrote verses, 'and, very often such verses 
as stood the trial of the finger better than of the ear; for the modulation was 
so imperfect that they were only found to be verses by counting the syllables. 

If the father of criticism3 has rightly denominated poetry 'tEXVTl ~lI.Il"'tL1dJ, 
an imitative art"these writers will without great wrong lose their right to the 
name of poets, for they cannot be said to have imitated any thihg: th~y 
neither copied nature nor life; neither painted the' forms of matter nor rep
resented the operations of intellect. 

Those however who deny them to be poets allow them to be wits. Dryden 
confesses of himself and his contemporaries that they fall below Donne in 
wit, but maintains that they surpass him in poetry. 

If Wit be well, described by Pope as being 'that Which has been often 
thought, but was never before so well expressed,'4 they certainly never 
attained nor ever sought it, for they endeavoured to be singular in their 
thoughts; and were careless of their diction. But Pope's account of wit is 
undoubtedly erroneous; he depresses it below its natural dignity, and reduces 
it from strength of thought to happiness oflanguage. 

If by a more noble and more adequate conception that be considered as 
Wit which' -is at once natural and new, that which' though not obvious is, 
upon its first production, acknowledged to be just; if it be' that, which he that 
never found it, wonders how he missed; to wit of this kind the metaphysical 
poets have seldom risen. Their thoughts are often new, but seldom natutal; 
they are not obvious, but ~either are, they just; and, the reader, far from 
wondering that he missed them, wonders more frequently by what perverse
ness of industry they 'were E\ver found., 

But Wit, abstrabted,frdm its effects upon the hearer, may be'more rigor
ously and philosophically considered as a kind of discordia concorS;5 a com
bination of dissimilar images, or discovery of occult: resemblances in ,tHings 
apparently unlike. lOf'wit, thus defined, they have more than enough. The 
most heterogeneQus ideas are yoked by violence together; nature and art are 
ransacked for illustrations, cotnpatisons; and' allusions; their learning. 
instructs, and their subtilty surprises; but the reader conuIionly thinks his 
improvement dearly', bought, and, though he' sometimes admires; isseldo~" 
pleased. . 

From this account of their compositionsitwill be readily inferred that they 
were notsucc~ssful'in representing ormoVtng the affections. As they Were 
wholly employed on something unexpected and surprising they had no regard' 
to that uniformity of sentiment, which ~hables us'to conceive and to excite 
the pains and the pleasure of other minds: they never enquired what on any 
occasion they should have said or done, but wrote rather as beholders than 
partakers of human nature; as beings looking upon good and evil, impassive 
and at leisure; as Epicurean6 deities making remarks on the actions of men 

should engage their hearts, and entertain tbem 
with the softness of love." See a15'o T. S. ELIOT, 

, "The Metaphrlcal Poets" (1921; below). 
3. The Gree philosopher ARISTOTLE (387-322 
R.C.E). 
4. Slightly misquoted 'from An Essay Ott Critici .... 
(171 J), line 298, by ALEXANDER POPE (1688-

1744; see above). 
5. Harmonious dlsharmon), (Latin). 
6. That is, free from disturbance. The Greek phi
losopher Epicurus (341-270 D.C.E.) taught that 
personal, happiness I. the highest good, best 
attained through austere \tving and the study of 
philosophy. 
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and the vicissitudes of life, without interest and without emotion. Their 
courtship was void of fondness and their lamentation of sorrow. Their wish 
was only to say what they hoped had been never said before; 

Nor was t~e sublime? more within their reach than the pathetick; fOJ; they 
never attempted that comprehension and expanse of thought ,which a~ once 
fills the whole mind l and of which the· first effect is sudden astonishment, 
and the second rational admiration. ·Sublimity is produced by aggr.egation, 
and littleness by dispersion; Great thoughts ~re al,:",ays general, and consist 
in positions not limited by exceptions, and in descriptions not descending to 
minuteness. It is with great propriety that subtlety, which. in its original 
import means ,exility" of particl~s, is taken in 'its ~etaphorical meaning, for 
nicety of distinction. Those writers who lay on the watch for novelty could 
have little hope of greatness; for great things cannot have escaped. former 
observation. Their attempts were always analytick: they broke every image 
into fragments, and could no more represent by their slender conceits and 
laboured particularities the prospects of nature or the scenes of life, tpan he 
who dissects a sun-beam with a prism can exhibit the wide effulgence of a 
summer noon. 

What they wanted however of the sublime they endeavoured to supply by 
hyperbole; their amplification had no limits: 'they left not only reason ~ut: 
fancy behind them, and produced combinations of confused magnificence 
that not only could not be cJ;edited, but'could not be imagined. 

Yet great labour directed by great abilities is never wholly lost: if they 
frequently threw away their wit upon false conceits, they likewise sometimes 
struck out unexpected truth: if their conceits were far-fetched, they were 
often worth the carriage.9 To write on their plan it was at least necessary to 
read and think. No man could be born a metaphysical poet, nor assume the 
dignity of a writer by descriptions copied from descriptions, by imitations 
borrowed from imitations, by traditional·imagery and hereditary similes, by 
readiness of rhyme and volubility of syllables. 

In perusing the works of this race of authors the mind is exercised either 
by recollection or inquiry; either something already learned is to be retrieved, 
or something new is to be examined. If their greatness seldom elevates, their 
acuteness often surprises; if the imagination is not always gratified, at least 
the powers of reflection and comparison are employed; and in the mass of 
materials, which ingenious absurdity has thrown together, genuine wit and 
useful knowledge may be sometimes found, buried perhaps in grossness of 
expression, but useful to those who know their value, and such as, when they 
are expanded to perspicuity and polished to elegance, may give lustre to 
works which have more propriety though less copiousness of sentiment. 

.. .. .. 

7, On the sublime, see the writings of JOSEPH 
ADIlISON (1672-1719; above) and EDMUND BURKE 
(I 729-1797; below). 

1783 

8. Smallness in number or siz.e. 
9. That Is, worth the trouble of carrying them so 
far. 
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The Scottish philosopher and historian David Hume responded to and developed the 
empiricist work of his predecessors John Locke (1632-1704) and George Berkeley 
(1685-1753). He, too, opposed the rationalist belief in innate ideas and held that 
knowledge derives from experience. But he moved beyond th~m toward a position of 
radical skepticism, denying the possibility of certain knowledge and maintaining that 
the mind itself is a bundle of sensations. Indeed, Hume reached the conclusion that 
we cannot derive and prove a theory of reality ~t all; we can kno':V only experience 
and must base our beliefs upon it. 

Hume is one of the major figures of the Enlightenment. Many criticized his skep
tical views as extremist and alarming, especially because they challenged religious 
orthodoxy; yet many others acclaimed him as one of Scotland's and Europe's foremost 
thinkers. In the words of the modern scholar Walter Jackson Bate, "in Hume's writ
ings, human reason was dissected with such devastating effect that philosophy has 
never since quite recovered the traditional classical confidence in reason." This 
achievement is all the more fascinating from a man described by one friend, the 
Scottish economist Adam Smith, "as approaching as nearly to the idea of a perfectly 
wise and virtuous man, as perhaps the nature of human frailty will admit." 

Hume's major philosophical and moral writings include A Treatise of Human 
Nature (I 739-40), usually regarded as his masterpiece and an extraordinary achieve
ment for an author in his mid-twenties; Essays, On Moral and Political Subjects 
(1741); An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding-a simplified version of the 
Treatise (I 748}; and An Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals (I 751, "of all 
my writings incomparably the best"). He also wrote Political Discourses (1752), The 
Natural History of Religion (1755), and the History of England (6 vols., 1754-62), 
which for decades was the standard work in the field. The extent of Hume's skepticism 
is reflected in his late writings on religion, where he disputes all claims for any rational 
or natural theology; knowing that these ideas would be controversial, he withheld the 
text of The Dialogues Concerning Natural Religio1t (1779) until after his death. 

Born in Edinburgh, David Hume attended the university there. In 1734 he jour
neyed to Anjou, in northwest France, where he studied and wrote. In 1739,he 
returned to England to help prepare his Treatise for publication. Later in life, Hume 
professed that this book was ill-argued and philosophically immature, yet it remains 
perhaps his most widely read work (particularly the first section, on morals). The ,Rp()r 
response'to the Treatise deeply disappointed him-he remarked that it "fell dead-born 
from the press"-but the greater success of the later Essays led him to hope that he 
might be selected for the chair of moral philosophy at the University of Edinburgh 
in 1744. His critics, however, protested that his views were heretical and even athe
istic. For example, Hume argued that "the idea of God, as meaning an infinitely 
intelligent, wise, and good Being, arises from reflecting on the operations of our own 
mind, and augmenting, without limit, those qualities of goodness and wisdom." Men 
and women, so it seems, make their Maker; and Hume's own calm in the face of such 
observatio'ns disturbed his detractors all the more. 

Having failed to receive the academic position he sought, Hume then took leave 
of Edinburgh for a long period, traveling and serving in a number of educational, 
military, and diplomatic posts in Scotland, England, and Europe. In 1748 he pub
lished his Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, which revised and popularized 
book I of his Treatise. Two new sections, "Of Miracles" and "Of a Particular Provi
dence and of a Future State," show Hume's dissent from religious belief and doctrine, 
as does, less directly, the slightly later Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals. 
For Hume, sentiments and not the decrees of God are the basis for morality. 
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From the early 1750s to the mid-1760s, Hume spent most of his time in Edinburgh. 
In 1752 he was made keeper of the Advocates Library, a post that enabled him to 
concentrate on the historical research and writing that led to his History. In 1763 he 
took a diplomatic position in Paris, where-admired for his intellectual gifts and 
personality-he became friends with aristocrats and literary men. Hume spent his 
final years mostly in Edinburgh, revising and correcting his works. His ·friends Adam 
Smith, the writer and playwright S. J. Pratt, and Samuel Johnson's biographer James 
Boswell all described how Hume, without a belief in an afterlife, prepared fOr'death~ 
thereby sparking yet more charges of· apostasy; The publication in 1779 of Hume's 
Dialogues and, in' 1782, of two essays on suicide and immortality renewed these' 
accusations and criticisms. 

Hume is skeptical, but he is also intellectually curious, lucid in his prose; and 
cogent and complicated in his thought; he is sometimes perpleXing and contradictory, 
but never obscure, in ;argument. We can gain some sense of the nature of his skep
ticism by pondering th~'connection, as he sees .it; ·between one event and another. 
The caUse of their connection, Hume argues, is something for which we have no 
impression and thus no idea; a~ a result, we ourselves infer this causal link. But while 
we cannot see or prove the connection; we can say we know that it exists, because of 
the cause-and-effect relationship that we draw from our experience, which leads us 
to expect that it will recur. 

Our selection, "Of the Standard.qf Taste," is a celebrated literary performance, and 
it bears suggestively on modem arid contemporary debates about standards in criti
cism, reader-response theory,. interpretive communities, and 'Canon formation. The 
essay itself has an unusual origin. 'In 1756 Hume had prepared a new book for pub
lication, to be titled Five Dissertations;' its five essays were "The.Natural History of 
Religion," "Of the PaSSions," "Of Tragedy," "Of Suicide," and "Of the Immortality of 
the Soul." The antireligious thrust of the final two ·essays,however, made Hume's 
publisher fearful, and he was in fact threatened with prosecution should they appear 
in print: Hume replaced the two troublesome essays with "Of the Standard of Taste," 
and the book-retitled Four. Dissettations~was published early in 1757. 

Hume begins with the· fact, of critical 'disagreement, the wide .variations in "taste" 
tHat testify both to th~ different observations that persons make and to the different 
terms---or differing meanings attached to the same' terms-that they use to describe 
what theyliave experienced. hi light of all·thi_, he asks, can we ever hope to identify 
a "staiidard of. taste"'? The firlt anlwer leems to be that we' cannot. All we ponder the 
Idea' of auandardi we find ourlelvel IncUned to lay that merit or value II always In 
the eye of thebeholder--thus one person pralle. an dbjed a~ beautiful that another, 
or mosl others, would say is ugly. How can that atypical view be disputed or, in 
Hume's word, "regulated"? We are left with differences in taste, and no standard for 
discriminating among them in any final sense . 
. But Hurrie then queries the pOSition that he has just seemed to endorse. Does not 

common sense tell us all that in poetry John Milton is superior to John Ogilby, and 
in prose Joseph Addison is superior to John Bunyan? The epic poems of Homer, which 
gave pleasure to readers in classical times, continue to do the same for readers in 
Erigland and France in the eighteenth century. His'poetry has endured when that by 
many others (whose compositions once enjoyed a high reputation) has not. Hume 
therefore proposes that each person has the capacity for recognizing true beauty, 
which offers after all the prospect· of a. "trtie,·standard of taste and sentiment." Of 
course, not all capacities are realized; as Hume puts it, some people lack "delicacy of 
imagination" and are therefore unable to ·feel the '''proper sentiment of beauty." 

More experience: this is.Hume's main remedy for the shortcomings in aesthetic 
response that. afflict some persons'.· He recommends that they practice an art and 
reexamine its works, making their taste :Sner, more subtle .and discriminating. Hume 
stresses the need for comparisons among a range of works only to insist, a moment 
later, that we examine the object at hand free from "prejudice." Here, as elsewhere, 
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Hume may appear to be contradicting himself on a point that he seemed to judge 
crucial. But such shifts are part of the open, flexible, and exploratory nature of his 
approach. 

Hume's essay is flawed. His slighting reference to the Koran is unacceptable, and 
he takes for granted judgments (e.g., Addison's superiority to Bunyan) that many today 
would quarrel with-a point that exposes his reliance on the "common sense" of his 
time. Moreover, his argument has a circularity that is hard to overlook. Some persons, 
he says, have a finer taste than others. How do we know this? Because it is universally 
acknowledged to be so. 

Though Hume's style marks him as a Writer of the eighteenth century, in certain 
respects his views anticipate certain disquieting ironies of posfstructuralist theory. 
The scholar James Engell has described Hume's position in this essay in terms that 
evoke JACQUES DERRIDA: "The standard of taste becomes a presence that is, in a sense, 
an absence .•.. Hume is saying that in matters of taste, although there is very defi
nitely at any given time in history a center or a standard, we cannot define or find 
that center-at least we cannot precisely agree what it is. It is always, for us, de
centered." As a philosopher Hume is close to us; we read him often with a shock of 
recognition. 
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Of th~ ~~,ndard of Taste 

The great variety of Taste, as well as of opinion, which prevails in the world, 
is too obvious not to have fallen under every one'S' observation. Men of the 
most confined knowledge are able to remark l a'difference of taste in the 
narrow circle of their acquaintance, even where the persons have been edu
cated under the same government, and have early imbibed the same preju
dices. But those, who can enlarge their view' to contemplate distant nations 
and remote ages, are still more surprized at the great blconsistence and con
trariety. We are apt to call barbarous whatever departs widely from our own 
taste and apprehension: But soon find the epithet .of reproach retorted on 
us. And the highest arrogance and self-conceit is at last startled, on observing 
an equal assurance on all sides, and scruples, amidst s4ch a contest of sen-
timent, to pronounce positively in its Own favour. '. , 

As this variety of taste is obvious to the most careless enquirer; so will it 
be found, on examination, to be still gr~ater in reality than in appearance. 
The sentiments of men often differ with regard to beauty and deformity of 
all kinds, even while their general discourse is t~e same. There are certain 
terms in every language, which iinport blame; and other~ praise; and all men, 
who use the same tongue, must' agree in their application of them. Every 
voice is united in applauding elegance, propriety;-Simplicity, spirit in writing; 
and in blaming fustian, affectation, coldness, and a false brilliancy: But when 
critics come to particulars, this seeming unanimity vanishes; and it is found, 
that they had affixed a very different meaning to their exPressions. In all 
matters of opinion and science, the case is opposite: The difference among 
men is there oftener found to lie in generals than in particulars; and to be 
less in reality than in appearance. An explanation of the terms commonly 
ends the controversy; and the disputants are surprized to find, that they had 
been quarrelling, while at bottom they agreed in their judgment. 

Those who found morality on sentiment, more than on reason, are inclined 
to comprehend ethics under the former observation, and to maintain, that; 
in all questions, which regard conduct and ~:=tnners, the differ~nce among 
men is really greater than at first sight it appears. It is indeed"obvious, that 
writers of all nations and all ages concur in applauding.justice, humanity, 
magnanimity, prudence, veraciry-; and in blaming the opposite qualities. Even 
poets and other authors, whose compositions are chiefly calculated to please 
the imagination, are yet found from 110MER down to FENE;~ON,2 to inculcate 
the same moral precepts, and to bestow their applause and blame on the 
same virtues and vices. This great unanimity is usually ascribed to the influ
ence or'plain reason; which, in all these cases, maintains similar sentiments .. n 

1. Observe, notice. 
2. Franc;;ols Fl!nelon (1651-1715), French 
churchman and writer, author of B didactic: 
romance of Homeric characters, The Advent .. ,..,. of 
Telemach ... (1699). Telemachu. II the son of 

Odysseus and Penelope. Homer: the epics the llUul 
(whose central figure Is Achille.) and the Odyssey 
(centered on Odyalleus, or Uly~sel) were often 
taken as the stanlng point of. Weltern literature 
(ca. 8th c. B.C.E.). 
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in all men, and prevents those controversies, to which the abstract sciences 
are so much exposed. So far as the unanimity is real, this account may be 
admitted as satisfactory: But we must also allow that some part of the seem
ing harmony in morals may be accounted for from the very nature of lan
guage. The word virtue, with its equivalent in every tongue, implies praise; 
as that of vice does blame: And no one, without the most obvious and grossest 
impropriety, could affix reproach to a ter'm, which in general acceptation is 
understood in a good sense; or bestow applause, where the idiom requires 
disapprobation. HOMER'S general precepts, where he delivers any such, will 
never be controverted; but it is obvious, that, when he draws particular pic
tures of manners, and represents heroism in ACHILLES and prudence in 
ULYSSES, he intermixes a much greater degree of ferocity in the former, and 
of cunning and fraud in the latter, than FENELON would admit of. The sage 
ULYSSES in the GREEK poet seems to delight in lies and fictions, and often 
employs them without any necessity or even a~vantage: But his more scru
pulous son, in the FRENCH epic writer, exposes himself to the most imminent 
perils, rather than depart from the most exact line of truth and veracity. 

The admirers and followers of the ALCORAN3 insist on the excellent moral 
precepts interspersed throughout that wild and absurd performance. But it 
is to be supposed, that the ARABIC words, which correspond to the ENGLISH, 
equity, justice, temperance, meekness, charity, were such as, from the con
stant use of that tongue, must always be taken in a good sense; and it would 
have argued the greatest ignorance, not of morals, but of language, to have 
mentioned them with any epithets, besides tho~e of applause and approba
tion. But would we know, whether the pretended prophet had really attained 
a just sentiment of morals? Let us attend to his narration; and we shall soon 
find, that he bestows praise on such instances of treachery, inhumanity, 
cruelty, revenge, bigotry, as are utterly incompatible with civilized society. 
No steady rule of right seems there to be attended to; and every action is 
blamed or praised, so far orily as it is beneficial or hurtful to the true believ
ers. 

The merH: of delivering true general precepts in ethics is indeed very small. 
Whoever recommends any moral virtues, really does no more than is implied 
in the terms themselves. That people, who invented the word charity, and 
used it _in a good sense, inculcated more clearly and much more efficaciouslr .. 
the precept,. he charitable, than any pretended legislator or prophet, who 
should insert such a maxim in his writings. Of all expressions, those, which, 
together with their other meaning, imply a degree either of blame or appro
bation, are the least liable to be perverted or mistaken. 

It is natural for us to seek a Standard of Taste; a role, by which the various 
sentim~nts of men may be reconciled; at least, a decision, afforded, confirm
ing one sentiment, and condemning another. 

There is a species of philosophy, which cuts off all hopes of success in 
such an attempt, al1d represents the impossibility of ever attaining any stan
dard of taste. The difference, it is said, is very wide between judgment and 
sentiment. All sentiment is right; because sentiment has a reference to noth
ing beyond itself, and is always real, wherever a man is conscious of it. But 
all determinations of the understanding are not right; because they have a 

3. The Koran, which collects and records the revelations of the Prophet Muhammad. 
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reference to something beyond themselves, to wit, real matter of fact; and 
are not always conformable to that standard. Among a thousand different 
opinions which different men :may entertain of the same subject, there is 
one, and but one, that is just and true; and the only difficulty is to fix and 
ascertain it. On the cohtrary; a thousand different sentiments, excited by the 
same object, are all right: Because no sentiment represents what is really in 
the object. It only marks a certain conformity or relation between·the object 
and the organs or faculties of the mind; and if that conformity did not really 
exist, the sentiment could never possibly ·have being. Beauty is no quality in 
things themselves: It exists merely in the mind which contemplates them; 
and each mind perceives a different beauty. One person may even perceive 
deformity, where 'another is sensible, of beauty; and every individual ought 
to acquiesce in his own sentiment, without pretehding to··regulate those of 
others. To seek the real beauty, or real deformity, is as fruitless an enquiry, 
as to pretend to ascertain the real sweet or real bitter. According to the 
disposition of the· organs, the same object may be both sweet and bitter; and 
the proverb has justly determined it, to be fruitless to dispute concerning 
tastes. It is very natural, and ,even quite necessary, to extend this axiom to 
mental, as well as bodily taste; .and thus common sense; which is so often at 
variance with philosophy, especially with the sceptical kind, is found, in one 
instance at least, to agree in pronouncing the same decision., 
, But though this axiom, by passing into a proverb, seems to have attained 
the sanction of common sense; there is certainly a species of common sense 
which opposes it, at least serves to modify and restrain' it.: Whoever .would 
assert an equality of genius and elegance between OGILBY and MILTON; or 
BUNyAN and ADDlSON,4 would be thought to defend no less an extravagance; 
than if he'had maintained a mole-hill to be as high as TENERIFFE,~ or a pond 
a!lextensive' as the ocean.·Though there may be found persons, who give the 
preference to the former authors; no one pays attention to such a taste; and 
we pronounce without scruple the sentiment of these pretended critics to 
be absurd and ridiculous. The principle of the natural equality of tastes is 
then totally· forgot, a'nd while we admit it on some' occasions, where the 
objects seem, near an equality, it appears an extravagant paradox, or rather a 
palpable absurdity, where objects so disproportioned are compared together. 

It is evident that none of the rules of composition are fixed by reasonings 
a priori, or can be esteemed 'abstract conclusions of the understanding,'from 
comparing those habitudes6 ahd relations of ideas, which are eternal and 
immutable. Their foutidation is the· same with that of all the practical sci
ences, experience; nor are they any thing but general observations, concern
ing what has been universally found to please in all countries and in all ages. 
Many of the beauties of poetry and even of eloquence are founded on false
hood and fiction, on hyperboles, metaphors, and an' abuse or perversion of 
terms from their natural meaning. To check the sallies of the imagination, 
and to reduce every expression to geometrical truth and exactness, would be 
the most contrary. to the laws of criticism; because it would produce a work, 
which, by universal experience, has been found the most insipid and dis-

4. Hurrie paIrs two poets, Johil."Ogllby (1600-
1676) and John Milton (1608-1674), and two 
prose wrIters, John Bunyan (J 628-1688) and 
JOSEPH ADDISON (16 72~ 1719). 

5. Largest of the Canary Islands and sIte of a Vol
canIc peak. 
6. Habits. 



OF THE STANDARD OF TASTE I 489 

agreeable. But though poetry can never submit to exact truth, it must be 
confined by rules of art, discovered to the author either by genius or obser
vation. If some negligent or irregular writers· have pleased, they have not 
pleased by their transgressions of rule or order, but in spite of these trans
gressions: They have possessed other beauties, which were conformable to 
just critiCism; and the force of these. beauties has been able to overpower 
censure, and give the mind a satisfaction superior to the disgust arising from 
the blemishes. ARIOST07 pleases; but not by his monstrous and improbable 
fictions, by his bizarre mixture of the serious arid comic styles, by the want 
of coherence in his stories, or by the continual interruptions of his narration. 
He charms by the·force and clearness of his expression, by the readiness and 
variety of his inventions, and by his natural pictures of the passions, espe
Cially those of the gay and amorous kind: And however his faults may dimin
ish our satisfaction, they are not able entirely to destroy it. Did our pleasure 
really arise from those parts of his poem, which we denominate faults, this 
would be no objection to critiCism in generah It would only be an objection 
to those particular rules of critiCism" which would establish such Circum
stances to be faults, and ~ould represent them as universally blameable. If 
they are found to please, they cannot be faults; let the pleasure,- which they 
produce, be:ever so unexpected and· unaccountable. 

But though all the general rules of art are founded only on eXperience imd 
on the observation of the common sentiments of human nature, we must 
not imagine~ that, on every occasion, the feelings of men will be conformable 
to these. rules. Those finer emotions of the mind .are of a very tender' and 
delicate nature, and require the concurrence of many favourable Circum
stances to make. them play with faCility and exactness, according to their 
general and ~stablished prinCiples. The least exterior hindrance to such small 
springs, or the least internal disorder, disturbs their motion, and confounds 
the operation of .the whole .machine. When we would make an experiment 
of this nature, and would ttj;'the force of any beauty or deformity, we must 
choose with care a proper tbne and place, and bring the fancy to a suitable 
situation and disposition. A perfect serenity· of mind, a recollection of 
thought, a due attention to the object; if, any of,these Circumstances be 
wanting, our experiment will be fallaCious, "and we. shall be unable to judge 
of the catholic and universal beauty. The relation;,which nature has'plaeed 
between'the form and the sentiment, will at least be more obscure; and it 
will require greater accuracy to trace and discern it. We shall be able to 
ascertain its influence not so much from the operation of each particular 
beauty, as from the durable admiration; which attends those works; that have 
survived all the caprices of mode and fashion, all the mistakes of ignorance 
and envy. 

The same HOMER, who pleased at ATHENS and ROME two thousand years 
ago, is still admired at PARIS and at LONDON. All the changes of climate, 
government, religion, and language, have not been able to obscure his glory. 
Authority or prejudice may give a temporary vogue to a bad poet or orator; 
but his reputation will never be durable or general. When his compositions 
are examined by posterity or by foreigners, the enchantment is dissipated, 

7. Lodovico Arlosto (1474-1533), Italian poet; his masterpiece Is the romantic epic Orlando Furioso 
(1516). 
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and his faults appear in their true colours. On the contrary, a real genius, 
the longer his works endure, and the more .wide they are spread, the more 
sincere is the admiration which heif,. eetswith. Envy and jealousy have too 
much place in a narrow circle; and e n familiar"acquaintance with his per
son may diminish the applause due to his performances: But when these 
obstructions are removed, the beauties, which are naturally fitted to excite 
agreeable sentiments, immediately display their energy; and while the world 
endures, they maintain their authority over the minds of men. 

It appears then, that, amidst all the variety and caprice of taste, there are 
certain general principles of approbation or blame, whose influence a careful 
eye may trace in all operations of the mind. Some particular forms or qual
ities, from the original structure;of the internal fabric, are calculated to 
please, and others to displease; and if tliey fail of their effect in any particular 
instance, it is from some appareht aefect or imperfection in the organ. A 
man in a fever would not insist on ,his palate as able to decide concerning 
flavours; nor would one, affected ~th the jaundice, pretend to give a verdict 
with regard to colours.8 In ea,ch .creature, there is a sound and a defective 
state; and the former alone canbe.~upposed to afford us a true standard of 
taste and sentiment. If, in the sound state of the organ, there be an entire 
or a considerable uniformity of sentiment among men:, we may thence derive 
an idea of the perfect bea~ty; in like m~nner as the app'earance of objects in 
day-light, to the eye of a man in health, is denominated their true and real 
colour, even while colour is allowed to be merely a phantasm· of the senses. 

Many and frequent are the defects in the internal organs, ··which prevent 
or weaken the influence of those gene.rill principles, ~ whicli depends our 
sentiment of beauty or deformity. Though some objects, by the structure of 
the mind, be naturally calculated to give pleasure, it is not to be expeHed, 
that in every individual the pleasure will be equally felt. ·Pa~icular incideI:J,ts 
and situations occur, which either throw a false light on the objects, or hinder 
the true from conveying to the imagination the proper sentiment and per-
ception. , 

One obvious cause, why many feel not the proper sentiment of beauty, is 
the want of that delicacy of imagination, which is requisite to" convey a sen
sibility· of those finer emotions. This delicacy every one pretends to: Every 
one talks of it; and would reduce every kind of taste or sentiment to its 
standard. But as our intention in this essay is to mingle some light of the 
understanding with the feelings of sentiment, it will be proper to give a more 
accurate definition of delicacy, than has hitherto been ~~tempted. And not 
to draw our philosophy from too profound a source, we shall have recourse 
to a noted story in DON QUiXOTE.9 

It is with good reason, says SANCHO to the squire with the great nose, that 
I pretend to have a judgment in wine: This is a quality hereditary in our 
family. Two of my kinsmen were once caBed to give their opinion of a hogs
head, which was supposed to be excellent, being old and of a good vintage. 
One <;>f them tastes it; considers it; and after mature reflection pronounces 
the wine to be good, were it not for a small taste of leather, which he per-

8. It was thought that to B penon whose eye was 
dl.colored by jaundice, everything would look yel
low; see ALEXANDER POPE. A .. E.5II)' a .. Criticism 
(1711), lines 558-59. 

9. The novel Dan Quixoee (1605, 1615). by 
Miguel de Cervantes; this story come I from part 2, 
chapter 13. 
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ceived in it. The other, after using the same precautions, gives also his verdict 
in favour of the wine; but with the reserve of a taste of iron, which he could 
easily distinguish. You cannot imagine how much they were both ridiculed 
for their judgment. But who laughed in the end? On emptying the hogshead, 
there was found at the bottom, an old key with a leathern thong tied to it. 

The great resemblance between mental and bodily taste will easily teach 
us to apply this story. Though it be certain, that beauty and deformity, more 
than sweet and bitter, are not qualities in objects, but belong entirely to the 
sentiment, internal or external; it must be allowed, that there are certain 
qualities in objects, which are fitted by nature to produce those particular 
feelings. Now as these qualities may be found in a small degree, or may be 
mixed and confounded with each other, it often happens, that the taste is 
not affected with such minute qualities, or is not able to distinguish all the 
particular flavours, amidst the disorder, in which they are presented. Where 
the organs are so fine, as to allow nothing to escape them; and at the same 
time so exact as to perceive every ingredient in the composition: This we call 
delicacy of taste, whether we employ these terms in the literal or meta
phorical sense. Here then the general rules of beauty are of use; being drawn 
from established models, and from the observation of what pleases or dis
pleases, when presented singly and in a high degree: And if the same qual
ities, in a c;:ontinued composition and in a smaller degree, affect not the 
organs with a sensible delight or urieasiness, we exclude the person from all 
pretensions to this delicacy. To prod1,.lce these general rules or avowed pat
terns of composition is like finding the key with the leathern thong; which 
justified the verdict of SANCHO'S kinsmen, and confounded those pretended 
judges who had condemned. them. Though the hogshead had never been 
emptied, the taste of the one was still equally delicate, and that of the other 
equally dull and languid: But it would have been more difficult to have proved 
the superiority of the former, to the conviction of every by-stander. In like 
manner, though the beauties of writing had never been methodized, or 
reduced to general principles; though no excellent models had ever been 
acknowledged; the different degrees of taste would still have subsisted, and 
the judgmen~ of one man been preferable to that of another; but it would 
not have been so easy to silence the bad critic, who .might always insist upon 
his particular sentiment, and refuse to submit to his antagonist. But ~en 
we show him an avowed principle of art; when we illustrate this principle by 
examples, whose operation, from his own particular taste, he acknowledges 
to be conformable to the principle; when we prove, that the same principle 
may be applied to the present case, where he did not perceive or feel its 
influence: He must conclude, upon the whole, that the fault lies in himself, 
and that he wants the delicacy, which is requisite to make him sensible of 
every 'beauty and every blemish, in any composition or discourse. 

It is acknowledged to be the perfection of every sense or faculty, to per
ceive with exactness its most minute objects, and allow nothing to escape its 
notice and observation. The smaller the objects are, which become sensible 
to the eye, the finer is that organ, and the more elaborate its make and 
composition. A good palate is not tried by strong flavours; but by a mixture 
of small ingredients, where we are still sensible of each part, notwithstanding 
its minuteness and its confusion with the rest. In like manner, a quick and 
acute perception of beauty and deformity must be the perfection of our men-
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tal taste; nor can a man be satisfied with himself while he suspects, that any 
excellence or blemish in a discourse has passed him ,unobserved . .In this case, 
the perfection of the man, and the perfeotionof.the -;sense ,0r;Jeelingl ~ are 
found to be united. A very delicate palate;,dnmanyoccasionsjmay,beagreat 
inconvenience both to a man himself and to his friends: But a :delicate taste 
df wit or beauty must always ,be a desirable quality; because iUs the source 
of all the -finest and most innocent enjoyments, of :which human nature is 
susceptible. In this decision the sentiments of all mankind are agreed. 
Wherever you can ascertain It delicacy of taste, it is sure to meet with appro
bation; and the best way of ascertaining it is to appeal to those models and 
principles, which have been established _ by the uniform 'consent and expe
rience of nations and ages. 

; But though there be naturally a wide difference in point of delicacy 
between one person and another, nothing tends further _ to encrease and 
improve this talent, than practice in a particular art, and the frequent,survey 
or contemplation of a particular speCies of beauty. When objects of any kind 
are first presented to the eye or imagination,the sentiment, which attends 
them, is obscure and confused; and the mind is; in a great measure, inca~ 
pable of pronouncing concerning their merits or defects. The taste cannot 
perceive the several excellenCies of the performance; much less distinguish 
the particular character of each excellency,: and ascertain its 'quality arid 
degree. If it pronounce the whole· in general to be beautiful or deformed, it 
is the utmost that can be expected; and even this judgment, 'a person, so 
tinpractised, will be apt to deliver with great hesitation and reserve. But allow 
him to acquire experience in those objects, his feeling becomes more ,exact 
and nice:' He not only perceives the ,beauties and defects of each, part, but 
marks the distinguishing speCies of each quality, and assigns it:suitable praise 
br blame. A clear and distinct sentiment attends him., through, the whole 
survey of the objects; and he discerns that very degree'and kind of appro
bation or displeasure, which each part is naturally -fittEid tb :produce. The 
misf dissipates, which seemed formerly to hang ovetth., object: The organ 
acquires greater perfection in its operations I and can :pronoune.~.lwithout 
danger of mistake, concerning the merits of every performance • .In :8.word, 
the same address and dexterity, whiCh practice gives to the ,execution of any 
work, is also acquired by the same means, in the judging of it . 

. So advantageous is practice to the discernment of beauty, that, befote we 
can give judgment on any work of importance, it will even be'requisite, that 
that very individual performance be more than once perused by us; and be 
surveyed in different lights with attention and,deliberation. There is a flutter 
or hurry of thought which attends the, first perusal of any piece; and which 
confounds the genuine sentiment of beauty. The relation of the parts is not 
discerned: The true characters of style are little distinguished: ,The, several 
perfections and'defects seem 'wrapped up in,a speCies of confusion, and 
present themselves indistinctly to the imagination. Not ,to' mention, that 
there is a species of beauty, which, as it is.florid llndsupemcial, pleases at 
first; but being found incompatible with a just expression either of reason or 
passion, soon palls upon ,the ,taste, and is then rejected with disdain; at least 
rated at a much lower value. 

1, Refined, 
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It is impossible to. continue in the practice of contemplating any order of 
beauty, without. being frequently obliged to form, comparisons between the 
several SpecielJ ..and degrees of excellence, and estimating their proportion to 
each othet.A man, who has had nO opportunity of'-comparing the different 
kindsof.beautYi is indeed totally unqualified .to pronounce an opinion with 
regard to any object p,{esented to hitn. By comparison alone we fix the epi
thets of praise or: bla'ine; and learn how to assign the due degree of each. 
The coarsest daubing contains.a certain lustre of colours and exactness of 
imitation, which are so far beauties, and would affect the mind of a peasant 
or Indian with the highest admiration. The ,most vulgar ballads are not 
entirely destitute of harmony or nature; and none but a person, familiarized 
to superior beauties, would pronounce theirnurrtbers2 harsh, or narration 
uninteresting. A great inferiority of beauty gives pain to a person conversant 
in the highest excellence of the kind; and is for that reason pronounced a 
deformity: As the most finished objecti with which we are acquainted, is 
natutally supposed to have reached the pinnacle of perfection, and to be 
entitled to the highest applause. One accustomed to see, and examine; and 
weigh the several penormanc.es, admired in different ages and nations, can 
alone rate the merits of a work exhibited to his view, and 'assign its proper 
rank among the productions of genius. 

But.to enable a critic the more·fully to .execute this undertaking, he must 
preserve his mind free from all prejudic6;3 and. allow: nothing to enter into 
his c~msideration, but the very object whirlh is submitted to his .examination. 
We may observe, that every work of art, inordet to produce its due effect on 
the mind,.mustbe surveyed in a certain point of view, and cannot be fully 
relished by persons, whose situation, .real 'or im~ginary, is not conformable 
to that which is required. by the performance.' An orl1tor addresses himself 
to a particular audience, and must have a regard to their particular genius,4 
interests, opinions, passions, and prejudices; otherwise he hopes in vain to 
govern their resolutions, and inflame their affections. Should they even have 
entertained some prepossessions against him, however unreasonable, he 
inust not overlook this disadvantage; but, before he enters upon the subject, 
must endeavour ·to conciliate their affection, apd.acquire their good graces. 
!\ critic of a different age or nation, who should peruse this discourse, must 
have all these circumstances in his eye, and must place himself in thesam~" 
situation as the audience, in order to form a true judgment of the oration. 
In like manner, when any work is addressed to the public, though I should 
have a friendship or enmity with the author, I must depart from this situa
tion; and considering' myself as a man in general; forget,. if possible, my 
individual being and my peculiar circumstances. A person influenced by prej
udice, complies not with this condition; but obstinately maintains his natural 
position; without placing himself in that point of view; which. the perfor
mance supposes. If the work be addressed to persons of a different age or 
nation, he makes no allowance for their peculiar views and prejudices; but, 
full of the manners of his own age and country, rashly condemns what 
seemed admirable in the eyes of those for whom alone the discourse was 
calculated. If the work be executed for the public, he never sufficiently 

2. Metrical structure. conviction. 
3. An unreasonable preconceived judgment or 4. Disposition. 
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enlarges his comprehension, or forgets his interest as a friend or enemy, as 
a rival or commentator. By this mea~s •. his sentiments are perverted; nor 
have the same beauties and blemishes he saine influence upon him, as if 
he had imposed a proper violence 0 . h,~ imagination, and had forgotten 
himself for a moment. So far his taste:evidently depatts from the true stan
dard; and of consequence loses all credit and authority. 

It is well known, that in all questions, 'submitted to the understanding, 
prejudice is destructive of sound judgment; and perverts all operations of the 
intellectual faculties: It is no less contrarY to good taste; nor has it less influ
ence to corrupt our sentiment of beauty. It belongs to good sense to check 
its influence in both cases; and in this respect, as 'well as in many others, 
reason, if not an essential part of taste, is at least requisite to the operations 
of this latter faculty. In all the nobler productions of genius, there is a mutual 
relation and correspondence of parts; 'nor can either the beauties or blem
ishes be perceived by him, whose thought is not capacious enough to co'm
prehend all those parts, and compare them with each other, in order to 
perceive the consistence and uniformity of the ,whole. Every work of art has 
also a certain end or purpose, for which iUs calculated; and is to be deemed 
more or less perfect, as it is more or less "fitted to attain this end. The object 
of eloquence is to persuade, of history to instruct, of poetry to please by 
means of the passions and the imagination:'these ends we must carry con
stantly in our view, when we peruse any performance; arid we must be able 
to judge how far the means employed are adapted to their respective pur
poses. Besides, every kind of composition, even the most pgetical, is nothing 
but a chain of propositions and reasonings; not always, indeed, the justest 
and most .exact, but still plausible and speCious, however disguised' by the 
colouring of the imagination. The persons iri'troduced in tragedy and epic 
poetry, must be represented as reasoning, and thinking, and concluding, and 
acting, suitably to their character and circumstances; and Without judgment; 
as well as taste and invention, a poet can never hope to succeed in so delicate 
an undertaking. Not to mention, that the same excellence of faculties which 
contributes to the improvement of reason, the same clearness of conception, 
the same exactness of distinction, the same vivacity of apprehension, are 
essential to the operations of true taste, and are its infallible concomitants. 
It seldom, or never happens, that a man of sense, who has experience in any 
art, cannot judge of its beauty; and it is no less rare to meet with a man who 
has a just taste without a sound understanding. . . 

Thus, though the principles of taste be universal, and nearly, if not entirely 
the same in all men; yet few are qualified to give ju~gment on any work of 
art, or establish their own sentiment as the standard of beauty. The organs 
of internal sensation are seldom so perfect as to allow the general principles 
their full play, and produce a feeling correspondent to those principles. They 
either labour under some defect, or are vitiated by some disorder; and by 
that means, excite a sentiment, which may be pronounced erroneous. When 
the critic has no delicacy, he judges without any distinction, and is only 
affected by the grosser and more palpable qualities of the object: The finer 
touches pass unnoticed and disregarded. Where he is not aided by practice, 
his verdict is attended with confusion and hesitation. Where no comparison 
has been employed, the most frivolous beauties, such as rather merit the 
name of defects, are the object of his admiration. Where he lies under the 
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influence of prejudice, all his natural sentiments are perverted. Where good 
sense is wanting, he is not qualified to discern the beauties of design and 
reasoning, which are the highest and most excellent. Under some or other 
of these imperfections, the generality of men labour; and hence a true judge 
in the finer arts is observed, even during the most polished ages, to be so 
rare a character: Strong sense, united to delicate sentiment, improved by 
practice, perfected by comparison, and cleared of all prejudice, can alone 
entitle critics to this valuable character; and the joint verdict of such, 
wherever they are to be found, is the true standard of taste and beauty. 

But where are such critics to be found? By what marks are they to be 
known? How distinguish them from pretenders? These questions are embar
rassing; and seem to throw us back into the same uncertainty, from which, 
during the course of this essay, we have endeavoured to'extricate ourselves. 

But if we consider the matter aright, these are questions of fact, not of 
sentiment. Whether any particular person be endowed with good sense and 
a delicate imagination, free from prejudice, may often be the subject of dis
pute, and be liable to great discussion and enquiry: But that such a character 
is valuable and estimable will be agreed in by all mankind. Where these 
doubts occur, men can do no more than in other disputable questions, which 
are submitted to the understanding: They must produce the best arguments, 
that their invention suggests to them; they must acknowledge a true and 
decisive standard to exist somewhere, to wit, real existence and matter of 
fact; and they must have indulgence to such as differ from' them in their 
appeals to this standard. It is sufficient for our present purpose, if we have 
proved, that the taste of all individuals is not upon an equal footing, and that 
some men in general, however difficult to be particularly:pitched upon, will 
be acknowledged by universal sentiment to have a preference above others. 

But in reality the difficulty of finding; even in particulars, the standard of 
taste, is not so great as it is represented. Though in· speculation, we may 
readily avow a certain criterion in science and deny it in sentiment, the 
matter is found in practice to be much more hard to ascertain in the former 
case than in the latter. Theories of abstract philosophy, systems of profoUnd 
theology, have prevailed during one age: In a successive period, these have 
been universally exploded: Their absurdity has been detected: Other theories 
and systems have supplied their place, which again gave place to their .§JJC

cessors: And nothing has been experienced more liable to the revolutions of 
chance and fashion than these pretended decisions of science. The case is 
not the same with the beauties of eloquence and poetry. Just expressions of 
passion and nature are sure, after a little time, to gain public applause, which 
they maintain for ever. ARISTOTLE, and PLATO, and EPICURUS, and DES
CARTES,5 may successively yield to each other: But TERENCE and VIRGIL6 

maintain an universal, undisputed empire over the minds of men. The 
abstract philosophy of CICER07 has lost its credit: The vehemence of his 
oratory is still the object of our admiration. 

Though men of delicate taste be rare, they are easily to be distinguished 
in society, by the soundness of their understanding 'and the superiority of 

5. Hume n .. mes four philosophers: the Greeks 
,\lIISTOTLE (384-322 B.C. E.), PLATO (ca. 427-ca. 
347 II.C.E.), and Epicuru. (341-270 D.C.E.). and 
the I'rench Reno! Descartes (1596-1650). 

6. Roman poet (70-19 B.C.E.). Terence (ca. 190-
159 B.C.E.). Roman comic playwright. 
7. Roman statesman and orator (106-43 B.C.E.). 
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their faculties above the rest of mankind. The ascendant, which they acquire, 
gives a prevalence to that lively approbation, with which they receive any 
productions of genius, and renders it generally predominant. Many men, 
when left to themselves, have but a faint and dubious perception of beauty, 
who yet are capable of relishing any fine stroke, which is pointed outto them. 
Every convert to the admiration of the real poet or orator is the cause of 
some new conversion. And though prejudices may prevail for a time, they 
never unite in celebrating any rival to the true genius, but yield at last to the 
force of nature and just sentiment. Thus, though a civilized naUon may easily 
be mistaken in the choice of their admired philosopher, theynever have been 
found long to err, in their affection for a favourite epic or tragic author. 

But notwithstanding all our endeavours to fix a standard of taste, and 
reconcile the discordant apprehensions of men, there still remain two 
sources of variation, which are not sufficient indeed to confound' all the 
boundaries of beauty and deformity, but will often serve to produce a differ
ence in the degrees of our approbation or blame. The one is the different 
humours of particular men; the other, the particular manners and opinions 
of our age and country. The general principles of taste are uniform in human 
nature: Where men vary in their judgments, some defect or perversion in the 
faculties may commonly be remarked; proceeding either from prejudice, 
from want of practice, or want of delicacy; and there is just reason for approv
ing one taste, and condemning another. But where there is such a diversity 
in the interrial frame or external situation as is entirely blameless on both 
sides, and leaves no room to give one the preference above,the.other;in that 
case a certain degree of diversity in judgment is unav.oidable"and we seek in 
vain for a standard, by which we oan reconcile the contrary sentiments. 

A youngman,- whose passions are warm, will be more sensibly touched 
With amorous and tender images, than'a maD more advanced in years, who 
takes pleasure in wise, philosophical reflections concerning the conduct of 
life and moderation of the ,passions. At twenty, OVID may be the favourite 
author; HORACE at forty; and perhaps TAcITUs8 at fifty. Vainly would we, in 
such cases, endeavour to enter into the sentiments of others, and divest 
ourselves of those propensities, which are natural to us. We choose our 
favourite author as we do our friend, from a conformity of humour and 
disposition. Mirth or passion,sentiment or reflection; whichever of these 
most predominates in our temper, it gives us a peculiar sympathy with the 
writer who resembles us. 
! One person is more pleased with the sublime; another with the tender; a 
third With raiJIery. One has a strong sensibility to blemishes, and is extremely 
studious of correctness: Another has a more lively feeling of beauties, and 
pardons twenty absurdities and defects for one elevated or pathetic9 stroke. 
The ear of this man is entirely turned towards conciseness and energy; that 
man is delighted with a copious, rich, and harmonious expression. Simplicity 
is affected by one; ornament by another. Comedy, tragedy, satirei odes, have 
each its partizans, who prefer that particul~r species of writing to all others. 
It is plainly an error in a critic, to confine his approbation to one species or 
style of writing, and condemn all the rest. But it is almost impossible not to 

8. Roman public official and historian (ca. 55--ca. 
120. C.E.). Ovid (43 B.c.E.-17 C.E.), Roman poet 
best known for his love poetry. HORACE (65-8 

B.C.E.), Roman lyric poet and satirist whose works 
often reRected hi. own life. 
9. That is, full of pathos or feeling. 
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feel a predilection for that which suits our particular turn and disposition. 
Such preferences are innocent and unavoidable, and can never reasonably 
be the object of dispute, because there is no standard, by which they can be 
decided . 

. For a like reason, we are more pleased, in the course of our reading, with 
pictures and characters, that resemble objects which are found in our own 
age or country, than with those which describe a different set of customs. It 
is not without some effort, that we reconcile ourselves to the simplicity of 
anCient manners, and behold princesses carrying water from the spring, and 
kings'Snd heroes dressing their own victuals. We may allow in general, that 
the representation of such manners is no fault in the author, nor deformity 
in the piece; but we are not so sensibly touched with them. For this reason, 
comedy is not easily transferred from one age or nation to another. A 
FRENCHMAN or ENGLISHMAN is not pleased with the ANDRIA of TERENCE, 
or CLITIA of MACHIAVEL;' where the fine lady, upon whom all the play turns, 
never once.appears to the spectators, but is always kept behind·the scenes, 
suitably to the reserved humour of the ancient GREEKS and modem ITAL
IANS. A man of learning and reflection can make allowance for these pecu
liarities of manners; but a common audience can never divest themselves so 

.,~ far of their usual ideas and sentiments, as to relish pictures which no wise 

... resemble them. 
But here there occurs a reflection, which may, perhaps, be useful in .exam

ining the celebrated controversy concerning ancient and modern learning; 
where we often find the one side excusing any seeming absurdity in the 
ancients from the manners of the age, and the other refusing to admit this 
excuse, or at least, admitting it only as an apology for the author, not for the 
performance.·ln my opinion, the proper boundaries in this subje~t have sel
dom been fixed between the contending parties. Where any innocent pecu
liarities of manners are represented, such as those above mentioned, they 
ought certainly to be admitted; and a man, who is shocked with them,gives 
an evident- proof of false delicacy and refinement. The poees monument more 
durable than brass,:Z must fall to the ground like common brick or clay, wer~ 
men to make no allowance for the continual revolutions of manners and 
customs, and. would admit of nothing but what.was suitable to the prevailing 
fashion. Must we throw aside the pictures of our ancestors, because of th~. 
ruffs and fardingales?3 But where the ideas of morality and decency alter 
from one age to another, and where vicious manners are described, without 
being marked with~the proper characters of blarrie and disapprobation; this 
must be allowed to disfigur~ the poem, and to be a real deformity. I cannot, 
nor is it proper 1 should, enter into such sentiments; and however 1 may 
excuse the poet, on account of the manners of his age, ·1 never can relish the 
composition. The want of humanity and of decency, so conspicuous in the 
characters drawn :by several of the ancient poets, even sometimes by HOMER 
and the GREEK tragedians, diminishes considerably the ,merit of their noble 
performances, and gives modern authors an advantage over them. ,Weare 
not interested in the fortunes and sentiments of such rough heroes: We are 

J. Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1527), Italian 
political theorist; he wrote the play C!izia in 1525. 
In Andria (166 B.C.E.), the young woman at the 
center of the action never speaks a word. 

2. Horace, Odes 3.30.1. 
3. Farthingales: supports (such as hoops) that 
expanded skirts to extend them at the hlp line. 
tcRuffs": stiff collars. 
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displeased to find the limi~s of vice and virtue so much confounded: And 
whatever indulgence we may give to the writer on·account of his prejudices, 
we cannot prevail on ourselves to enter into his .sentiments, or bear an affec
tion to characters, which we plainly discover to be blameable. 

The case is not the same with moral principles, as with speculative opin
ions of any kind. These: are in continual flux and revolution. The son 
embraces a different system from the father. Nay, there scarcely is any man, 
who can boast of great constancy and uniformity in this particular;.Whatever 
speculative errors may be found in the polite writings of any age or country, 
they detract but little from the value of those compositions. There needs but 
a certain turn of thought or imagination to make us enter into all the opin
ions, which then prevailed, and relish the sentiments or conclusions derived 
from them. But a very violent effort is requisite to change our judgment of 
manners, and excite sentiments· of· approbation or blame, love or hatred, 
different from those to which the mind from long custom has been famil
iarized. Arid where a man is conffilent of the rectitude of that moral standard, 
by which he judges, he is justly jealous of it, and will not pervert the senti
ments of his heart for a moment, in complaisance to any writer whatsoever. 

Of all speculative errors, those, which regard religion, are the most excus
able in compositions of genius; nor is it ever permitted to judge of the civility 
or wisdom of any people, or even of Single persons, by the grossness or refine
ment of their theological principles. The same good sense, that directs men 
in the ordinary occurrences of life, is not .hearkened to in religious matters; 
which are supposed to be placed altogether above the cognizance of human 
reason.· On this account, all the absurdities of the pagan system of theology 
must be overlooked by every critic, who would pretend to form a just notion 
of ancient poetry; and our posterity, in their'turn, must have the.same indul
gence to their forefathers. No religious principles can ever beilrtputed as a 
fault to any poet, while they remain merely principles, and take· not such 
strong possession of his heart, as to lay him under the imputation of bigotry 
or superstition. Where that happens, they confound the sentiments of moral
ity, and alter the natural boundaries of vice and virtue. They are therefore 
eternal blemishes, according to the principle abovementioned: nor are the 
prejudices and false opinions 'of the age sufficient to justify them. 

It is essential to the ROMAN catholic religion to inspire a violent hatred of 
every other worship; and to represent all pagans, mahometans,4 and heretics 
as the objects of divine wrath and vengeance. Such sentiments, though they 
are in reality very blameable, are considered as virtues by the zealots of that 
communion; and are represented in their tragedies and epic poems as a kind 
of divine heroism; This bigotry has disfigured two very fine tragedies of the 
FRENCH theatre, POLIEUCTE and ATHALlA;~ where an -intemperate zeal for 
particular modes of worship is set off with all the pomp imaginable;· 'and 
forms the predominant character of the heroes. ''What is this," says the sub
lime JOAD to JOSABET; finding her in discourse with MATHAN, the priest of 
BAAL, "Does the daughter of DAVID speak to this traitor? Are you not afraid, 
lest the earth should open and pour forth flames to devour yoti both? Or lest 
these holy walls should fall and crush you together? What is his purpose? 
Why comes that enemy of God hither to poison the air, which we breathe, 

4. Muslims. 
5. At",,/ie (1691), by Jean Racine; Hume quotes 

from 3.5. Polyeuct<t (1641-42), play by PIERRE 
CORNEILLE. 
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with his horrid presence?" Such sentiments are received with great applause 
on the theatre of PARIS; but at LONDON the spectators would be full as much 
pleased to hear ACHILLES tell AGAMEMNON, that he was a dog in his fore
head, and a deer in his heart, or JUPITER threaten JuNo with a sound drub-
bing, if she will not be quiet.6 . 

RELIGIOUS principles are also a blemish in any polite composition, when 
they rise up to superstition, and intrude themselves into every sentiment, 
however remote from any connection with religion. It is no excuse for the 
poet, that the customs of his country had burthened7 life with so many reli
gious ceremonies and observances, that no part of it was exempt from that 
yoke. It must for ever be ridiculous in PETRARCH8 to compare his mistress, 
LAURA, to JESUS CHRIST. Nor is it less ridiculous in that agreeable libertine, 
BOCCACE,9 very seriously to give thanks to GOD ALMIGHTY and the ladies, 
for their assistance in defending him against his enemies. 

6. See Homer, IlUul1.225, 565-67. Hume'spolnt 
is that EnRllsh audience. are unmoved by the trag· 
edies' Catholic sentiments. 
7.' Burdened. 
8. Francesco Petrarca (1304-1374), Italian poet, 
.scholar, and humanist; Laura is the subject of a 
series of love lyrics titled Canzoniere or Ri ..... (see, 

1757 

e.g., no. 3 for the comparison to Jesus). 
9. GIOVANNI BOCCACCIO (1313-1375), Italian poet 
and writer. Hi. most famous work, the Decameron 
(I 351-53), is a collection of 100 tales supposedly 
told over 10 day.; Hume refers here to the intro
duction to "The Fourth Day." 

IMMANUEL KANT 
1724-1804 

Immanuel Kant's massive contributions to modern metaphysics, epistemology, and 
ethics aside, his Critique of Judgment (1790) ranks with Aristotle's Poetics among our 
most important philosophical treatises on art. Kant's book is a compendium of the 
beliefs about and ideals for art that have come to be called aestheticism (the separation 
of artistic concerns and values into their own sphere, which is seen as superiorlo all 
others). The branch of philosophy dealing with the nature of beauty, art, and taste 
first arose in the mid-eighteenth century in the work of Edmund Alexander Baum
garten, DAVID HUME, and EDMUND BURKE. Kant's Critique of Judgment responds to 
and augments their earlier work while giving art an exalted place within human exis
tence, a place that justifies the new philosophical interest in art as a distinct sphere 
of human activity. The specifics of Kant's characterization of art resonate throughout 
the Romantic and modernist periods and have become a frequent target of post
World· War II theorists and philosophers. 

Kant was born in Konigsberg, East Prussia, where he attended the university, 
became a professor at that same university, and died shortly after his retirement. He 
never married and he never traveled outside of East Prussia. His regular, uneventful 
life is summed up in the legend that Konigsberg residents set their clocks by his 
appearance for his afternoon walk at precisely the same time each day. His early work 
was mostly in the natural sciences, with one excursion into aesthetics: Observations 
on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime (1764). In this work, he argues that such 
feelings are purely subjective, precisely the position he sets himself against when later 
revisiting the same terrain in his Critique of Judgment. 
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.. Kant's major work begins with the Critique of Pure ReASon (1781:), in which he 
develops his '''critical philosophy" to overcome David Hume's subjectivist skepticism. 
~i~ "first critique" was followed by two .others: the Critique of Practicai ReASon 
(1?88) and the Critique of Judgment. The three books cover. the true, the good, and 
the beautiful, respectively. By critique Kant meant a delineation of the fundamental 
or "transcendent" conditions necessary to any partieulatmentill process. Thus the 
Critique of Pure ReASon presents the inental forms (orbitegories) that must be in 
place within the perceiving subject for any successful apprehension of the external 
world. He insists that these universal!! (for example, cause and effect, or unity) are 
implanted within every human being and underwrite the very possibility of "under
standing" (that is, the ability to process, organize, and comprehend the data given 
to our senses by the outside world). We can never directly know what he calls 
"things-in-themselves," because we process sensory data through preexisting mental 
c!ltegories. 

The Critique of Practical Reason attempts to provide a universal foundation for 
morals, which concern nonphysical ideas, not material realities. Kant's basic claim is 
that practical reason in each Individual dictates the same fundamental moral dictum: 
never do anything that you could not willingly endorse being done by everyone else 
in the world. 

The first two critiques create a gap between the physical (sensible) and nonphysicai 
(supersensible) worlds. Understanding deals with the physical world of cause and 
effeCt, whet:e each occurrence has been'determined by prior e,!,ents. Because pra(:tical 
reason deals with ideas,. it exists in a ·realm of Freedom. The ability to think makes 
humans free, but they are also physical creatures subject to phYSical causality. The 
Critique of Judgment exists to bridge this gap between what Kant sees as two aspects 
of human nature. The very word aesthetic, whose Greek root means "of the senses," 
aids Kant's efforts to get from the sensory to the supersensible. Beauty is experienced 
through the .senses, but points us beyond mere sensation. , 

That Kant fixes on the aesthetic experience of beauty to solve a pressing problem 
in his own large-scale system has been irrelevant to many of the artists and writers 
who subsequently adopted or adapted his characteriZiltion of art. The literature on 
the Critique of Judgment divides Into two traditions, one fOCUSing on Kant's overall 
philosophical project and the other focuilng on the theory of art one can derive From 
Kant's work; our selection Is slanted toward the latter, but to understand Kant's way 
of approaching the whole topic of art we must also take into account :hls. broader 
philosophical goal. 

Kant's primary aim is to establish the "subjective univeriality":ofthejudgmentthat 
something is beautiful or sublime; Judgment, in gent;lral is the determination of 
Whether a particular instance qualifies as one thing or another. For example; given 
the number" 1 0," I judge it to be an even number because I recognize that itls divisible 
by 2; Or when I judge the object in Front of me to be a table, I am (Kant says) simply 
"subsuming" a particular thing under the general concept oftable,.a concept I already 
possess. Such judgments are "determinative" and "objective." Since the concepts even 
number and table already exist and unambigiJously provide the rule my judgment 
follows, there is little room for error or disagreement. 

The statements "It's beautiful" and "it's a table" are identical in form~ yet we are 
much more likely to disagree over the former. Why? Kant's answer has two parts. On 
the one hand, by saying "it's beautiful" rather than "I think it's beautiful," I am c1alm
irig that beauty resides in the object and I am th~s making a claim to validity beyond 
my individual, subjective preferences. On the other hand, beAutiful is not a deter
minative concept like table or even number: judgments about beauty are instead 
"reflective," occurring in the absence of a firm rule or standard, and hence are more 
likely to generate disagreement. The ability to judge well amid such uncertainties is 
called tASte-and some people have better taste than others (though Kant would insist 
that everyone has the potential to achieve the highest possible taste). 
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In considering the notion of taste, Kant is (once again) engaging with David Hume. 
While accepting Hume's contention that taste is something learned, Kant believes 
that he failed in "Of the Standard of Taste" (1757; see above) to defend against the 
possible conclusion that it is culturally relative. Kant:s solution is to distinguish 
between what is "agreeable," what is "good," and what is "beautifuI." (As a rule of 
thumb, reading Kant becomes easier when one pays attention to what distinctions he 
attempts to draw and why.) The good is a matter of reason-and of what we should 
desire. The agreeable is a matter of the senses-and of what we physically desire. The 
beautiful mixes the sensible with the nonsensible-and involves no desire whatsoever: 
thus Kant calls judgments of beauty "disinterested." Perhaps nothing Kant advanced 
has been .as influential as this severance of the beautiful from interest; His basic 
notion is that a sensory experience of pleasure can move from the subjective ("that 
is pleasing to me") to the objective ("that should please everyone") only if purged of 
its individual, interested elements. 

Kant uses the example of the difference between taste in food and taste in flowers; 
My daughter and I can agree that cotton candy is sweet, but she likes and desires it 
while I dislike and do not desire it. There is no disputing taste in such matters pre
cisely because it is tied to idiosyncratic, physiological appetites. But Kant believes 
that things change when we perceive a fieldof.f1owers-or a painting of flowers. The 
flowers have no purpose in relat.ion to my life or my physical needs. I can contemplate 
them disinterestedly; and thus my judgment about their beauty is not connected to 
their gratifying my personal sensibility. My statement "they are beautiful" solicits, 
Kant says, the agreement of everyone else in a way that my statement "I like green 
beans" does not. . 

The understanding of art that follows from this analysis was widely adopted. MAT
THEW ARNOLD's "Function of Criticism at the Present Time" (1864) is an important 
attempt to extend.the ideal of disinterestedness to criticism; more recent critics have 
attempted to refute the notion (see our. selections· by PIERRE BOURDIEU, BARBARA 
HERRNSTEIN SMITH, and TERRY EAGLETON). Crucia\ly, ·Kant's argument leads him to 
elevate artistic form over matter. Because he is trying to demote the physical appeal 
of the aesthetic, he claims that the formal p~operties of the observed .0bJect, .not its 
physical and material properties, most influence Judgments of beauty. Sensual 
responses are subjective (later writers also consider them wlgar), failing to rise above 
the level of the agreeable. This distinction is still used today by some'to distingUiSh 
pornography from art with sexual content. In addition,· the valorization of form over,· 
matter resurfaces in the various modernist versions of "abstract" and "nonrepresen- . 
tational" art that.'emerge between 1850 (Flaubert's de site to write a novel about noth
ing) and 1950 (abstract expressionism). . ". 

Disinterestedness as an aesthetic ideal also entails distinguishing between the.us1!f'" 
£01 and the nonutilitarian work of art. At its most extreme, it generates the credo of 
aestheticism: "art for,art's sake" (for example, see our selections from TH~OPHILE 
GAUTIER, WALTER PATER; and OSCAR WILDE). The . beautiful object should not be 
tainted with any mundane purpose. The troubled 'relationship between art and com
merce stems in part from this dream of an art that can transcend all petty worldly 
concerns. Kant expresses this aim in a famous formula: the beautiful object reveals 
"purposiveness without purpose." That is, the object is comprehensible only if we 
assume it was made by a purposive agent (an a priori condition of aesthetic judgment 
that Kant's "critique" reveals),' even though it has no particular, determinative pur
pose. The formal coherence of flowers is incomprehensible apart from·a general 
assumption of their "purposiveness," although we can ascribe no particular purpose 
to them. Art objects aspire to general purposiveness in the absence of any concrete 
purpose. 

As we apprehend such objects, we respond with "free play" of the mind (a notion 
further developed by FRIEDRICH VON SCHILLER, among many others). The aesthetic 
therefore provides an experience of freedom within the physical world of causal deter-



·~ I IMMANUEL KANT 

'atlhn. Aesthetic experience is crucial to Kant because ~t makes possible a "har
. nf~'between our human freedom and our physical· immersion in the world~the 
I!ling'that Is the true foundation of our experiences of beauty. And because such 

ai-mony is available to all humans, I can solicit their agreement with my particular 
Jtld~ents of beauty. But in any particular case, I may not succeed in gaining others' 
agreement. Kant is careful to say that beauty is only an "ideal," not a "concept;" The 
~ample is singular, but it carries a general significance.· Each artwork, like every 
juagment about beauty, solicits its audience's approval both as a particular and as an 
example of a kind, a genre, or an act of criticism. For that 'reason, there is no rule of 
beauty: its' validity for everyone will always be "exemplary." 

·,For Kant; beauty intimates' the harmony within our dual human nature as free and 
physical beings. Beauty ultimately refers to the'subjective experience ofthis harmony 
rather than to any property in the object that promotes that experience. ,Hence aes
thetic experience is "subjective"; but because all humans are susceptible to'the expe
rience of harmony, this response possesses a "universality" usually absent· in 
subjective' judgments. Kant goes even· further when he calls beauty "the symbol of 
morality'!'(§59) and comes close to providing beauty a purpose ·and ·an interest. His 
own interests in writing the third critique certainly come to light in this statement: 
he wants the experience of the beautiful to'sfgnity tharhumans live In an "intelligible" 
universe, that the ideas and precepts generated by human reason are in tune with 
the nature of the universe itself. The experience of beauty tells' us that mind' and 
world fit.' 

The sublime, in contrast, shows us a misfit between mind and world .. When we 
experience a hurricane or an earthquake, nature appears to dwarf human'~oiicerns 
and capabilities. The sublime; according to Kant; allows us to glimpse things beyond 
comprehension and to experience the limits of the ,sensible, physical world, gener· 
ating feelings of 'awe and terror. This experience of the limits 'of ·the 'sensible,of its 
inability to encompass aspects of·our mental world, reminds us of "the s'uperiority 
of the rational vocation 'of our cognitive powers over the greatest' power of sensi~ 
bility." But even while performing this important function of pointing' us away froin 
the sensible: toward the mysterioussupersensible, the subliine remains disquieting 
because in doing so it. indicates a split between the two. It is just this experience of 
disjUnction that Kant needs to subsume within the grander overarching experience 
cif harmony ·that comes with the beautiful; Thus "the . concept of the sublime In 
nature is not' 'nearly ·as important- and rich in implications as that of the ·beautiful 
in nature." 

Kant inherits the notion of the sublime as a'central feature of the aesthetic from 
LONGINUS and Burke, but he addresses it primarily to contain it;- his remarks; though 
suggestive, have had relatively little influence.' He is not particularly sympathetic to 
the brand of Romantic melancholy that emphasizes the tragic ,gtilf between human 
aspirations and what the world renders possible. Nor is he interested in the recurrent 
artistic experience of struggling to' express the ineffable with the limited material 
resources (sound, paint, stone) afforded to the arts. The revival of interest in the 
sublime in poststructuralist writers such as PAUL DE MAN and JEAN-FRANCOIS 
LYOTARD has informed recent critiques of the Kantian aesthetics of beauty. " .. 

In fact, attitudes toward Kant are somethirig of a litmus test among post-1945 
theorists. Section 40 encapsulates what we might call Kant's liberal optimism---his 
belief that disinterested judgments can enable "unprejudiced," "broadened" thinking 
and pave the way toward "enlightenment" and agreement. The sensus com'munis; an 
understanding shared by all humans, serves as' both the. guarantor (since everyone 
potentially possesses it) and the end result· of the discussions surrounding varying 
judgments. Anti-Kantians (often proponents of the sublime) deny the possibility of 
such common ground for discussion and eventual agreement, arguing that the trans
lation of different viewpoints into a common langullge' always already erases or 
represses the very differences that constitute the disagreement. 
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It might seem surprising that the Critique of Judgment has been an extraordinarily 
influential text' on art. After all, in some ways, the book is hardly about art at all. Most 
of Kant's examples come from nature, and aesthetic in his usage refers more to what 
is experienced through the senses than to something specifically artistic. Like Aris
totle, he focuses on the spectator's response rather than on artistic production, but 
without Aristotle's interest in the elements or properties of the art object. Kant appar
ently believes that it makes no difference whether the object· is natural or human
made. Even when he does distinguish art from nature in §43, Kant is more concerned 
with preserving art's freedom-aligning it with beauty against the determined world 
of science and the utilitarian concerns of craft-than with examining the conse
quences of art's being (by definition) artificial. He never considers why the beauties 
offered by nature do not suffice, or what art can do that nature cannot. 

Not surprisingly, Kant's influential description of the genius (the creative artist) 
highlights freedom above all else. The genius has a natural gjft for using the materials 
(words, paint, musical notes) of the various arts "to express what js ineffable," that 
is, nonmaterial ideas and emotions. In the greatest artworks, imagination's freedom 
harmonizes with understanding's lawfulness, a result achievable not "by any compli
ance with rules, ... but ... only by the subject's nature." 

Although there were always dissenters, Kant's general account of the aesthetic as 
formal, free, nonutilitarian, diSinterested, and nonsensory was the prevailing ortho
doxy for almost two centuries. That so many post-World War II theorists have written 
.1gainst the Critique of Judgment testifies to the continuing importance of the under
standing of art that it enshrines and that they have attempted to revise. 
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From Critique of Judgment l 

From Introduction 

Judgment in general is the ability to think the particular as contained ~nder 
the l1niversal. If the universal (the rule, principle, law).is given •. then judg
ment, which subsumes the particular. under it, is determinative (even though 
[in its role] as transcendental judgment it states·.a priori the conditions that 
must be met for subsumption under that universal to be possible). But if 
only the particular is given and jl1dgment has to find the universal for it, then 
this power is merely re.fU!ctive. . .. . 

ON THE AESTHETIC PRI:;SE~/TJ\TlON OF' THE PUI\POSIVENESS~ OF' 
NATURE 

What is merely subjective in the presentation of an object~ i.e., what con"sti
tutes its reference to the subject and not to the object, is its aesthetic char, 
acter; but whatever in it serves; or can be u~ed; to determine the, object (for 
cognition)3 is its logical validity. In th~ cognition o(an object of sen~e .these 
two references [to the subject and to theoi>ject] occur together. 

.. ." . 
[T]hat subjective [feature] of a presentation which cannot '~t all become 

an 'element of cognition is the pleasure or displeasure cbnnected with that 
presentation; For through this pleasure or displeasure I do not cognize any
thing in the object of the presentation, though it may 'ce~tainly be the effect 
Qf some cognition. Now a thing's purposiveness, insofar·.~s it is presented in 
the perception of the thing, is also not a chatacteristi<i ofthe.object itself 
(for no such characteristic can be perceived), even though it can, .be ~'nferred 
from a cognition of things. Therefore, the subjective [feature] of the pres-

I. Translated by Werner S. Pluhar, who occasion
ally retains the original German words or adds 
Information in brackets In the text. Urtless other-' 
wise specified, parenthetical terms are in Latin and 
are translated In the te"t. 
2. The general sense that a thing was formed by a 
purposive hand. although without a specific func-

tion 'or purpose (a key term in Kant's aesthetic the-
ory). . . 
3. The process in which sense data plus the cat
egories of understanding ("pure reason~') combine 
In our ability to ,!,!prehe.nd and name objects In the 
external World. Aesthetic", pertaining to lin Indl
:vidual's sensory experiences. 
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entation which cannot at all become an element of cognition is the purpo
siveness that precedes the cognition of an object and that we connect directly 
with this presentation even if we are not seeking to 'use the presentation of 
the object for cognition. Therefore, in this 'case we call the object purposive 
only because its presentation is directly connected with the feeling of plea
sure, and this presentation itself is an aesthetic presentation of purposive
ness. The only question is whether thete is such a presentation of 
purp.osiveness at all. 

When pleasure is connected with mere apprehension (apprehensio) of the 
form of an object of intuition, and we do not refer the apprehension to a 
concept so as to give rise to determinate· cognition, then we refer the pres
entation not to the object but solely to the subject; and the pleasure cannot 
express anything other than the object's being commensurate with the cog
nitive powers that are, and insofar as they are; brought into play when we 
judge reflectively, and hence [expresses] merely a subjective formal purpo
siveness of the object. For this apprehension of forms. by the imagination 
could never occur if reflectivejudgment did not compare them, even if unin
tentionally, at least with its ability [in general] to refer intuitions to concepts. 
Now if in ·this comparison a given presentation unintentionally brings the 
imagination (the power of a priori intuitions) in'to harmony with the under
standing (the power of concepts), and this harmony aJ;ouses a feeling of 
pleasure, then the objeCt' must thereupon be r~garded!,:s purposive for the 
reflective power of judginent. A judgment of iJ:tis sort is ;an aesthetic judg
ment about the object's purposivetiess; it is . not ba~ed on any concept we 
ha,,:e of ,the object, nor does it provide, such ~ concept .. Wbe~ the form of an 
object. (rather than what is material.in its presentation"viz., in sensation) is 
judged in mere reflection on it (without regard to' a concept that is to be 
acquired from it) to be the basis of '8' pleasure in S1;l;:h' an object'spres~nta
tion, then the presentation of this objeCt is also Judged to be connected 
necessarily With this ple.astire, a~d' hence connected With tt not merely for 
the suojeCt apprehending this fonn but in generat f()r everyone who judges 
[it]. The object is then called beautiful, and our ability to judge by such a 
pleasure (and hence also with universal validity) is called taste. . . . .... . 

From Book I. Analytic oj the Beautiful' 

§ 1. A JUDGMENT OF TASTE .I~ AESTHETIC 

If we wish to decide whether something is beautiful or not, we do not use 
understanding to refer the presentation t9 the object so as to give rise to 
cognition;' rather, we use imagination4 (perhaps in connection with under
standing) t!J refer the presentation to the subject and his feeling of pieasure 
or displeasure. Hence a judgment of taste is not a cognitive judgment and 
so is not a logical judgment but an aesthetic one, by which we mean a judg
ment whose determining basis cannot be other than subjective. But any ref
erence of presentations, even of !iensations, can be objective (in which case 
it signifies what is real [rather than formal] in an empirical presentation); 

4. The ability to represent In thought the features experienced In the sense perception of the external 
world, 
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excepted is a reference to the feeling of pleasure, and displeasure-this' ref~ 
ere nee designates nothing whatsoever in the'object; but here the subject feels 
himself, [namely] 'how he is affected by the presentation. 

To apprehend a' regular, purposive' buil~ing' with one's, cognitive power 
(whether the presentation is distinct or confused) is very different from being 
conscious of this presentation with a sensation of liking; Here the presen~ 
tation is referred only to the subject, namely, to his feeling of life, under the 
name feeling of pleasure or displeasure, .and this forms the basis of. a very 
special power of discriminating and judging. This power does not contribute 
anything;to :cognition, but merely compares the given presentation in the 
subject with the entire presentational power; of which the mind becomes 
conscious when it feels its own state. The presentations given in a judgment 
may be empirical (and hence aesthetic), but if we refer them to the object, 
the judgmerit we make by means of them is logical. On the other hand, even 
if the given presentations were rational, they would still be aesthetic if, and 
to the extent that, the subject referred them, in his judgment, solely to him~ 
self (to his feeling). 

§2. THE LIKING' THAT DETERMINES A JUDGMENT OF TASTE IS DEVOID 
OF ALL INTEREST 

Interest i~ what we call th~ liking, W~. 'coririect with: the"'presentation,of'an 
objed'sexistence. ~ence su~h,a liking ~l~ays refers at once to our po""er,of 
desire, either as the ,basis that dtr~ermin~s it, or stimy rate as pe'1ess~rily 
connected with that determi~ing b~sis.' ~ut ,if the question is wheth~r;, so~e~ 
thing is h~autiful, what we want to know is riot whether we or Ilnyolle cares, 
or so much as, might care,in any way, about the thing's existence; ~ut ra~her 
how we judge it In' o..tr mere contemplation of' it (intuition' ~r 'reflection). 
Suppose someone asks me whetheri consider the palace I see before me 
beautiful. I might reply that I am not fondofthings of that sort"mad~ me~ely 
to be gaped at. Or I might reply like that Iroquois sachem who sai(f that he 
liked nothing better i,n Paris than the eating~houses.; I might'even go on, as 
Rousseau6 would, to rebuke' the vanity of the great who spend the people's 
sweat on such superfluous things. I might, finally, quite' easily convince 
myself that, if I were on some uninhabited island with no hope of ever again 
coming among people, an~ cc:mld c~r:tjure up, such a splendid edifice by a 
mere wish, I would not even take that much trouble for it if I already had a 
sufficiently comfortable hut. The questioner may grant all this and approve 
of it; but it is not to the point. All he wants to know is whether my mere 
presentation of the object is accompanied by a liking; no matter how indif~ 
ferent I niay be about the existence of tile object of this preserit~ti~~.We 
can easily see that, in order for me to saY'th .. t an object.is' be"uUjUl,aiid to 
prove that I have taste, what' matters is what I do with this' p~i~n~~on 
within myself, and hot the [respect] in which I depend on the object's e;as~ 
tenee. Everyorie has to admit that if a judgment about beauty i$ mingled With 
the least interest then it is very partial an(f not a pure judgment of taste. In 

5, Kant's reference has been traced to Pierre Fran
<;ols Xavier de Charlevoix, History and G.....,,,:d 
Description of New France (Paris, 1744) [tranola
lors note]. Charlevoix (1682-1761), FrenchJesult 

explorer. 
6. Jean-J,acque. Rousseau (J 712--1 778), Swi •• -
born French political philosopher and novelist. 
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order to play the judge in matters of taste, we must not be in the least biased 
in favor of the thing's existence but must be wholly indifferent about it. 

There is no better way to elucidate this proposition, which is of prime 
importance, than by contrasting the pure disinterested liking that occurs in 
a judgment of taste with a liking connected with interest, especially if we 
can also be certain that the kinds of interest I am about to mention are the 
only ones there are. 

§3. A LIKING FOR THE AGREEABLE IS CONNECTED WITH INTEREST 

AGREEABLE is what the senses like in sensation: ' 

.. .. .. 
Now, that a judgment by which I declare an object to be agreeable 

expresses an interest in that object is already obvious from the fact that, by 
means of sensation, the judgment arouses a desire for objects of that kind, 
so that the liking presupposes something other than my mere judgment about 
the object: it presupposes that I have referred the existence of the object to 
my state insofar as that state is affected by such an object. This is, why we 
say of the agreeable not merely that we like it but that it gratifies us. When 
I speak of the agreeable, I am not granting mere approval: the agreeable 
produces an inclination. Indeed, what is agreeable in the liveliest way 
requires no judgment at all about the character of the object, as we can see 
in people who aim at nothing but enjoyment (this is the word we use to mark 
the intensity of the gratification): they like to dispense'with all judging. 

§4. A LIKING FOR THE GOOD IS CONNECTED WITH, INTEREST 

Good is what, by means of reason, we like through its mere concept. We call 
something (viz., if it is something useful) good for [this or that] if we like it 
only as a means. But we call something intrinsically good if we like it for its 
own sake. In both senses of the term, the good always contains the concept 
of a purpose, consequently a relation of reason to a volition (that is at least 
possible), and hence a lilting for the existence of an object or action. In other 
words, it contains some interest or other. 

In order to consider something good, I must always know what sor!,.tJf 
thing the object is [meant] to be, i.e., I must have a [determinate] concept 
of it. But I do not need this in order to find beauty in something. Flowers, 
free designs, lines aimlessly intertwined and called foliage: these have no 
significance, depend on no determinate concept, and yet we like [gefallen] 
them. A liking [Wohlgefallen] for the beautiful must depend on the reflec
tion, regarding an object, that leads to some concept or other (but it is inde
terminate which concept this is). This dependence on reflection also 
distinguishes the liking for the beautiful from [that for] the agreeable, which 
rests entirely on sensation.' 

It is true that in many cases it seems as if the agreeable and the good are 
one and the same. Thus people commonly say that all gratification (especially 
jf it lasts) is intrinsically good, which means roughly the s,ame as to be (Iast-

7, That is, the pleasure derived from beauty i. 
"elated to the indeterminate concept of purposive
ness; thus judgments of beauty stund between the 

pure sensuousness of the agreeable and the pure 
rationality of the good. 
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ingly) agreeable and to be good are one and tile same. Yet it is easy to see 
that in talking this way they are merely substituting one word for another by 
mistake, since the concepts that belong to these terms are in no way inter
changeable. Insofar as we present an object as agreeable, we present it solely 
in relation to sense; but if we are to call the object good [as well}, and hence 
an object of the will, we must, first bring it under principles of reason, using 
the concept of a purpose. [So} if something that gratifies us is also caned 
good, it has a very different relation to our liking. This is [also] eviden,t from 
the fact that in the case of the good there is always the question whe~her it 
is good merely indirectly or good directly (i.e., useful, or intrinsically good), 
whereas in the case of the agreeabie this question cannot even arise,since 
this word always signifies something that we like directly. (What we can 
beautiful is also liked directly.) 

.. .. .. 
But despite all, this difference between the a&re~able and the good, 

they do agree, in this: they are always connected with an interest in their 
object. This holds not only ,for the agreeable-see §3~and for what is 
good indirectly (useful), which we like as the means to something or 
other that is agreeable, but also, for what is good absolutely and in every 
'respect, i.e., the moral good, whic,h carries with it the highest interest. 
For the good is the object of the will (a power or desire that is deter
mined by reason). But to will something and to have a liking for itseXis
tence, i.e., to take an interest in, it, are identical. 

, § 5. COMPARISON OF THE THREE SORTS' OF LIKING, WHICH DIFFER IN 

KIND 

Both the agreeable and the good refer to our power of desire and hence carry 
a liking with them; the agreeable Ii liking that iii conditioned pathologically 
by stimuli (stimuU), the go,oda pure practical liking that iii determirtednot 
just by the presentation of the object but also by the presentation of the 
subject's connection with the existence of the object; i.e., what we like is not 
just the object but its existence as well. A judgment of taste, on the other 
hand, is merely contemplative, i.e., it is a judgment that is 'indifferent to the 
existence of the object: it [considers] the character of the object only by 
holding it up to our feeling of pleasure and displeasure. Nor is thiscontem
plation, as stich, directed to concepts, for a judgment of taste is not a cog
nitive judgment (whether theoretical or practical) and hence is neither based 
on concepts, nor directed to them as purposes. 

Hence the agreeable, the beautiful, and the good designate three different 
relations that presentations have to the feeling of pleasure and displeasure, 
the feeling by reference to which we distinguish between objects or between 
ways of presenting them. The terms of approbation which 'are appropriate to 
each of these three are also different. We call agreeable what GRATIFIES us, 
beautiful what we just LIKE, good what we ESTEEM, or endorse [billigen}; i.e., 
that to which we attribute [setzen] an objective value. Agreeableness holds 
for nonrational animals too; beauty only for human beings, i.e., beings who 
are animal and yet rational, though it is not enough that they be rational 
(e.g., spirits) but they must be animal as well; the good, however, holds for 
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every rational being as such, though I cannot fully justify and explain this 
proposition until later. We may say that, of all these three kinds of liking, 
only the liking involved in taste Jor the beautiful is disinterested and free, 
since we are not compelled to give our approval by any interest, whether of 
sense or of reason. So we might say that [the term] liking, in the three cases 
mentioned, refers to inclination, or to favor, or to respect. For FAVOR is the 
only free liking. Neither an object of inclination, nor one that a law of reason 
enjoins on us as an object of desire, leaves us the freedom to m,ake an object 
of pleasure for ourselves out of something or other. All interest either pre
supposes a need or gives rise to one; and, because interest is the basis that 
determines approval, it makes the judgment about the object urtfree. 

Consider, first, the interest of inclinatiort, [which occurs] with the agree
able. Here everyone says: Hunger is the best sauce; and to people with a 
healthy appetite imything is tasty provided it is edible. Hence if people have 
a liking of this sort, that does not prove that they are selecting [Wahl] by 
taste .. Only when their need has been satisfied cart we tell who in a multitude 
of people has taste and who does not., 

EXPLICATION OF THE BEAUTIFUL INFERRED FROM THE 
FIRST MOMENT8 

Taste is the ability to judge an objectt or a way of presenting it, by means of 
a liking or disliking devoid of all interest. The object of such a liking is catled 
beautiful. 

§6. THE BEAUTIFUL IS WHAT.IS PRESENTED WITHOUT CONCEPTS AS 
THE OB}ECT OF A UNIVERSAL ,LIKING 

This explication of th~ beautiful can be inferred from the preceding explica
tion of it as object of a liking devoid of all interest. For if someone likes some
thing and is conscious that he himself doeii so Without iltiy. interest, then he 
cannot help judging that it tnlist contain a basis for beirtg Hktd[that holds] for 
everyone. He must believe that he is justified inrequiritlg Ii sitnilar liking from 
everyone'because he canndt discover,iinderlying this liking, any private con
ditions,tln'which only he might be dependeht, so that he must regard it as 
based On what he can presuppose in everyone else as well. He cannot diJ$over 
such private conditions because his liking is not based on any inclination he 
has (rtor on any other considered interest whatever): rather, the judging person 
feels completely free as regards the liking he accords the object. Hence he will 
talk about the beautiful as if b~auty were a characteristic of the object and the 
judgment were logical (namely, a cognition of the object through concepts of 
it), even though in fact the judgment is only aesthetic and refers the object's 
presentation merely to the subject. He will talk in this way because the judg
~ent does resemble a logical judgment inasmuch as we may presuppose it to 
be valid for everyone. On the other hand, this universality cannot arise from 
concepts. For from concepts there is no transition to the feeling of pleasure or 
displeasure (except in pure practical laws; but these carry an interest with 
them, while none is connected with pure judgments of taste). It follows that, 

II. The "analytic of the beautiful" of book I i. divided into fout "moments,"' which irest beauty in terms of 
quality. quantity, purposes, Dnd liking for the object, respectively. 
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since a judgment of taste involves the consciousness that all interest is kept out 
of it, it must also involve a claim to being valid for everyone, but without having 
a universality based on concepts. In other words, a judgment of. taste must 
involve a claim to' subjective universality. 

§ 7. COMPARISON OF THE BEAUTIFUL WITH THE AGREEABLE .AND THE 
GOOD IN TERMS OF THE ABOVE' CHARACTERISTIC 

As regards the agreeable everyone acknowledges that his judgment, which 
he bases on a private feeling and by which he says that he likes some object, 
is by the same token confiDed to his own person. Hence, ifhe.s~ys that canary 
wine is agreeable he. is quite content if someone else corrects .his terms and 
reminds .him to say instead: It is agreeable to me. This holds moreover not 
only for the taste of the tongue, palate, and throat, but also for wh~t may be 
agreeable to anyone's eyes and ears. To one person the color violet is gentle 
and lovely, to another lifeless at:ld faded. One person loves the sound of wind 
instruments, another that of string instruments. It would be foolish if we 
disputed about such differences with the intention of censuring another's 
judgment as incorrect if it differs from ours, as if the two. were' opposed 
logically. Hence about the agreeable the following principle holds: Everyone 
has his own taste (of sense). . . 

It is quite different. (eXactly ·the other way round) with the beautiful .. It 
would be ridiculous if someone who prided himself on his tas~·tned to justify 
[it] by saying: This object (the building we are looking at, the garm~n:tthat 
man is wearing, the concert we are listening to, the po«;m put up to be judged) 
is bea:utifulJor me. Fot he must not call it beautiful' if [he means] only [that] 
he likes it. Many things: may be charming and agreea:ble to him; no one cares 
abQut that. But if he proclaims something to ,be beautiful, then he requires 
the same liking. from. others;; he .then judges. not jus.t for himself b.ut for 
everyone, and· speaks of beauty as if it were a property of things. That il! why 
he says: The thing is beautiful, and doe.snot·count on other.l)C'.ople to. agree 
with his judgment of liking. on the ground dUlt he .has repea~edly found them 
agreeing with him; rather,he demands thatthey.agree. Hereproa~hes.them 
if they judge differently, and denies that they ha~etaste, which he n~verthe
less demands of them, as something. they ought to have:. In view. o(.this 
[sofern] , we cannot say that everyone. has his own particular taste. That would 
amount to saying that there is no such thing as taste at all, no aesthetic 
judgment that could rightfully lay claim to everyone's assent.: 

.. .. .. 
§8. INA JUDGMENT OF TASTE THE UNIVERSALITY OF. THE LIK]NG ]S 

PRESENTED ONLY. AS SUBJECTIVE 

.. .. .. 
We must begin by fully convincing ourselves that in making a judgment 

of taste (about the beautiful) we require -[ansinnen] everyone to ·like the 
object, yet without this liking's being based on a concept (since then it would 
be the good), and that this claim to universal validity belongs so essentially 
to a judgment by.which we declare something to be beautiful that it would 
not occur to anyone to use this term without thinking of universal validity; 
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instead, everything we like without a concept would then: be included with 
the agreeable. For as to the agreeable we allow everyone to be of a mind of 
his own, no one requiring [zu1nuten] others to agree with his judgment of 
taste. But in a judgment of taste about beauty we always require others to 
agree. Insofar as judgments about the agreeable are merely private, whereas 
judgments about the beautiful are put forward as having general validity (as 
being public), taste regarding the agreeable can be called taste of sense, and 
taste regarding the beautiful can be called taste of reflection, though the 
judgments of both are aesthetic (rather than practical) judgments about an 
object, [i.e.,] judgments merely about the relation that the presentation of 
the object has to the feeling of pleasure and displeasure. But surely there is 
something strange here. In the case of the taste of sense, not only does 
experience show that its judgment (of a pleasure or displeasure we take in 
something or other) does not hold universally, but people, of their own 
accord, are modest enough not even to require others to agree (even though 
there actually is, at times, very widespread agreement in these judgments 
too). Now, experience teaches us that the taste of reflection, with its claim 
that its judgment (about the beautiful) is universally valid for everyone, is 
also rejected often enough: What is strange is that the taste of reflection 
should nonetheless find itself able (as it actually does) to conceive of judg
ments that can demand such agreement, and that it does in fact require this 
agreement from everyone for each of its judgments. What the people who 
make these judgments dispute about is not whether such a claim is possible; 
they are merely unable to agree, in particular cases, on the correct way to 
apply this ability. 

If we judge objects merely in terms of concepts, then we lose all presen
tation of beauty. This is why there can be no rule by which someone could 
be compelled to acknowledge that something is beautiful. No one can use 
reasons or principles to talk us into a judgment on whether some garment, 
house, or flower is beautiful. We want to submit the object to our own eyes, 
just as if our liking of it depended on that sensation .. And yet, if we then call 
the object beautiful, we believe we have a universal voice, and lay claim to 
the agreement of everyone, whereas any private sensation would deeide 
solely for the observer himself and his liking. 

We can see, at this point, that nothing is postulated in a judgment of taste 
except such a universal voice about a liking unmediated by concepts. Hence 
all that is postulated is the possibility of a judgment that is aesthetic and yet 
can be considered valid for everyone. The judgment of taste itself does not 
postulate everyone's agreement (since only a logically universal judgment can 
do that, because it can adduce reasons); it merely requires this agreement 
from everyone, as an instance of the rule, an instance regarding which it 
expects confirmation not from concepts but from the agreement of others. 
Hence the universal voice is only an idea. (At this point we are not yet inquir
ing on what this idea rests.) Whether someone who believes he is making a 
judgment of taste is in fact judging in conformity with that idea may be 
uncertain; but by using the term beauty he indicates that he is at least refer
ring his judging to that idea, and hence that he intends it to be a judgment 
of taste. For himself, however, he can attain certainty on this point, by merely 
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being conscious that he is separating whatever helongs to the , agreeable and 
the good from the liking that remains to him after that. It is only for this that 
he counts on everyone'!! assent, and he would under., these conditions 
[always] be justified in this claim, if only,he did not on occasion fail to observe 
these conditions and ,so make an erroneous judgment of taste. 

§9. INVESTIGATION OF THE QUESTION WHETHER IN A JUDGMENT OF 
TASTE THE FEELING OF PLEASURE Pl\ECEDES THE JUDGiNG OF THE 

OBJECT OR THE JUDGING PRECEDES THE PLEASUl\E 

th~ solution of this problem is the key to the critique of taste and,l;tence 
deserVes full attentiori. ' " " 

. If the pleasure in the given object came fir~t~' and our judgment 'of taste 
were to attribuie only the ple,asure's universal communicability to the pres
entation of the object, then tHisprocedur~ would be self-contradiCtoty. For 
thlii: kind of pleasure would. be none other than mere agreeableness in the 
sensation', so that by its very nature it could have only private validity, 
because it would depend directly on the presentation by which the ,object is 
given. . .:. :.... ..,: 

Hence it must be the univets~i communicahility of the mental Atate; in 
the given presentation, which 'underlies the judgment ohaste as it~ subjec
tive condition, and the pleasure in the object must he its conseqUence. Noth
ing, however, can be communicated universally except cognition, as well as 
presentation inso~ar as it pertains to cognition; for prii:!sentatidn is objective 
dnly insofar as it' pertains to cognition, and only through this .does it have a 
universal reference point with which everyone's presentational power!is c~m
pelled to harmonize. If, then, we are to think that the judgment about this 
universal communicability of the presentation has a merely subjective deter
mining basis, i.e., one that does not ltivolve a concept of 'the 'object, then 
thi$ basis can' be no~hing other than the mental state that we find in thEi 
relation between the presentational powers [im'agination and under~tanding] 
insofar as they refer a given presentation to cognition in general. 

When this happens, the cognitive p<>wers 'brought into play by this pres
entation are in free play, because no determinate conc~pt"restricts them to 
a particular rule of cognitiofi: 'Hence the mental state in this presentation 
must be a feeling, accompanying the given 'presentation, of a free play of the 
presentational powers directed to cognition in general. Now if a presentation 
by which an object is given is, in general, to become -cognition, we need' 
imagination to combine the manifold of intuition, and understanding9 to pro
vide the unity of the concept uniting the [component] presentations. This 
state of free play of the cognitive powers, accompanying a presentation by 
which an object is given, must be universally communicable; for cognition, 
the determination of the object with which given presentations are t6 har~ 
monize (in any subject whatever) is the only waY-of presenting that holds for 
everyone. 

But the way of presenting [which occ-urs] in a judgment 'of taste is to 
have subjective universal' communicability without presupposing a. deter
minate concept; hence this subjective universal communicability can be 

9. The a priori mental categories. ''The manifold of intuition", the sense data that we receive from the 
outside world. 
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nothing but [that of] the mental state in which we are when imagination 
and understanding are in free play (insofar as they harmonize with each 
other as required for cognition in general). For we are consdous that this 
subjective relation suitable for cognition in general must hold just as much 
for everyone, and hence be just as universally commuhicable, as any deter
minate cognition, 'since cognition always rests on'that relation as its suBjec
tive condition. 

Now this merely subjective (aesthetic) judging of the object, or of the 
presentation by which it is given, precedes the pleasure in the object and is 
the basis of this pleasure, [a pleaimre] in the harmony' of the cognitive pow
ers. But the universal subjectiv,e validity of tpis liking, the liking we conriect 
with the presentation of the object we call beautiful, is 'based solely on the 
mentioned universality of the subjective conditions for judging obj~cts. 

.. .. .. 
EXPLICATION OF THE BEAUTIFUL INFERRED FROM THE 

SECOND MOMENT 

Beautiful is wh~t, without a concept, is liked universally. 

.. .. .. 
§ 11. A JUDGMENT OF TASTE IS BASED ON NOTHING BUT THE 
FORM OF PURPOSIVENESS OF AN OBJECT (OR OF THE WAY OF 

PRESENTING IT) 

Whenever a purpose is regarded,as the basis of a liking, it always carries with 
it ahinterest; as the basis that determines the judgment about the object of 
the :pleasure. Hence a judgment of taste cannot" be based on a subjective 
piitpose. But a jUdgment of taste also cannot be determined by a presentation 
of an objective 'purpose, i.e., a presentation 'af'the object itself as possible 
according to priticlples of connection 'in terms of purPoses, and hence it 
cannot be determined by li, concept of the good. For it is an aesthetic ,and 
not a cognitive judgment, and hence does not involve Ii concept,ofthe char
acter and internal Or external possibility of the object'through this or that 
cause; rather; it involves merely the 'relation of the presentational powers to 
each other, insofar, as they are determined by a presentation. ' _,' 

Now this relation, [present] when [judgment] determines an object as 
beautiful, is connected with the feeling of a pleasure, a pleasure that the 
judgment of taste at the same time declares' to be valid for everyone. 
Hence neither an agreeableness accompanying the presentation, nor a 
presentation of the object's perfection and the concept of the, good, can 
contain the basis that determines [such II judgment]. Therefore the liking 
that, without a concept, we judge to be 'universally communicable and 
hence to be the basis that determines a judgmeht of tast~, can be nothing 
but the subjective purposiveness in the presentation of an object, without 
any purpose (whether objective or subjective), and hence the mere form 
of purposiveness, insofar ~s we areconsdous of it; iri the p~esehtation by 
which an object is given us. 

.. .. .. 



514 I IMMANUEL KANT 

§ 13. A PURE JUDGMENT OF TASTE IS INDEPENDENT OF 
CHARM AND EMOTION 

All interest ruins a judgment of taste and deprives it of its impartiality, espe
cially if, instead of making the purposiveness precede the feeling of pleasure 
as the interest of reason does, that in:terest bases the purposiveness on the 
feeling of pleasure; but this is what always happens in an aesthetic judgment 
that we make about something insofar as it gratifies or pains us. Hence 
judgments affected in this way can make either no claim at all to a universally 
valid liking, or a claim that is diminished to the extent that sensations of that 
kind are included among the bases determining the taste. Any taste remains 
barbaric if its liking requires that 9harms and em:otions' be mingled in, let 
alone if it makes these the standard of its approval. 

And yet, (though beauty should actually concern onlY-..form), charms are 
frequently not only included with beauty, as a contribution toward a univer
sal aesthetic liking, but are even themselves passed off as beauties, so that 
the matter of the liking is passed off as the form. I This is a misunderstanding 
that, like many others having yet soine basis in truth, can be eliminated by 
carefully defining these concepts. 

A pure judgment of taSte is one that is not influenced by charm or emotion 
(though these may be connected with a liking for the beautiful), and whose 
determining basis is thetefore merely the purposiveness of the form. 

§14; ELUCIDATION BY EXAMPLES 

Aesthetic judgments, just like theoretical (i.~., logical) ones, c'~n be divided 
into empirical and pure. Aesthetic judgments are empirical if they assert that 
an object or a way of presenting it is agree~ble or disagreea1?le; they are pure 
if they assert that it is beautiful. Empirical aestheti~ judgments are judg
ments ~f sense (material aesthetic judgments); only pure ~estheticjudgments 
(since they are formal) 'are properly judgments of taste .• ' >. . 

Hence a judgment of taste is pure only insofar as no, merely empirical 
liking is mingled in with the basis that determines it. BU.tthis is just what 
happens whenever charm or emotion have a share 111 a judgment by which 
something is to be declared.beautiful. '. . 

Here again some will raise objections, trying to make out, not merely that 
charm is a necessary Ingredient in beauty, but indeed that it is· sufficient all 
by itself to [deserve} being called beautiful. 

.. .. .. ',! 

Bilt the view that the beauty we attribute to a~ o.~je,ct on account of its 
form is actually capable of being heightened by charm is a"vulgar error that 
is very prejudicial to genuine, uncorrupted, solid [grandlich] taste. It is true 
that charms may be added to beauty as a supplement: they ~ay offer the 
mind more than that dry liking, by also making the presentation of the object 
interesting to it, and hence they may commehd to us taste and its cultivation, 
above all if our taste is still crude and unpracticed. aut charms do actually 
impair the judgment of taste if they draw attention to themselves as [if they 
were] bases for judging beauty. For the view that they contribute to beauty 

I. That is, material embellishments are mistakenly thought to be the source of beauty. 
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., 
is so far off the mark that it is in fact only as ~liens that they must, indul
gently, be granted admittance when taste is still weak and unpracticed, and 
only insofar as they do not interfere with the beautiful form. 

In painting, in sculpture, indeed in all the vislial arts, including architec
ture and horticuiture insofar as they are fine arts, design is what is essential; 
in design the basis for any involvement of taste is not what gratifies us in 
sensation,. but merely what we like because of its form. The colors that illu
minate thfT outline belong to charm. Though th«7Y can indeed make the object 
itself vivid to sense, they cannot make it beautiful and worthy of being 
beheld. R:,tther, usually the requirement of beautiful form severely restricts 
[what] colors [may be used], and even where the charm [of colors] is admit
ted it is still only the form that refines the colors. 

All form of objects of the senses (the outer senses or, indirectiy, the inner 
sense as well) is either shape or play; if the latter, it is either play of shapes 
(in space, namely, mimetic art and dance), or mere play of serisations (in 
time). The charm of colors or of the agreeable tone of an instrument may be 
added, but it is the design in the first case and the composition in the second 
that constitute the proper object of a pure judgment of taste; that the purity 
of the colors and of the tones, or for that matter their variety and contrast, 
seem to contribute to the beauty, does not mean that, because they them
selves are agreeable, they furnish us, as it were, with a supplement to, and 
one of the same kind as, our liking for the form. For all they do is to make 
the form intuitable more precisely, determinately, and completely, while they 
also enliven the presentation by means of their charm, by arousing and sus
taining the attention we direct toward the object itself. 

Even what we call ornaments (parergaj,z i.e., what does not belong to the 
whole presentation of the object as an intrinsic constituent, but [is] only an 
extrinsic addition, does indeed increase our taste's liking, and yet it too does 
so only by its form, as in the case of picture frames, or drapery on statues, 
or colonnad~s around magnificent buildings. On the other hand, if the orna
ment itself does not consist in beautiful form but is merely attached, as a 
gold frame is t9 a painting so that its charm may commend the painting for 
our approval, then it impairs genuine beauty and is called finery. 

Emotion, a sensation where agreeableness is brought about only by means 
of a momentary inhibition of the vital force followed by a stronger outpO\:H!tng 
of it, does not belong to beauty at all. But sublimity (with which the feeling 
of emotion is connected) requires a different standard of judging from the 
one that taste uses as a basis. Hence a pure judgment of taste has as its 
determining basis neither charm nor emotion, in other words, no sensation, 
which is [merely] the matter of an aesthetic judgment. 

'" .. .. 
§ 16. A JUDGMENT OF TASTE BY WHICH WE DECLARE AN OBJECT 
BEAUTIFUL UNDER THE CONDITION OF A DETERMINATE CONCEPT 

IS NOT PURE 

There are two kinds of beauty, free beauty (pulchritudo vaga) and merely 
accessory beauty (pulchritudo adhaerens). Free beauty does not presuppose 
a concept of what the object is [meant] to be. Accessory beauty does pre-

2. By-works, .ubordinate thing. (G",.,k). 
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suppose such a 'concept, as well as the object's perfection in tenns of that 
concept. The free kinds of beauty are called (self-subsistent) beauties of this 
or that thing. The other kind of beauty is accessory to a concept (i.e .. , it is 
conditioned beauty) and as such is attr:fbuted ,to objects that fall under the 
concept of:a particular purpose. 

Flowers are free natural beauti~s.' Hardly anyone apart from the botanist 
knows what sort of thing a flower is [meant] to be; and even he; while rec
ognizing it as the reproductive organ of a plant, pays no:attention to this 
natural purpose when he judges the flower by taste. 'Hence the judgment is 
based on no perfection of any kind" no ,intrinsic purposiveness to' which 
the combination of the manifold might refer. Many birds (the parrot, the 
humming-bird, the bird of paradise) and a lot of crustaceans in'the sea are 
[free] beauties themselves [and] belong to no object detennined by concepts 
as to its purpose, but we like them freely and on their own account. Thus 
designs a la grecque,3 the foliage on borders or on wallpaper, etc., mean 
nothing on their own: they represent [vorstellen] nothing, no object under a 
determinate concept; and are free beauties. What we call fantasias in music 
(namely, music without a topic [Thema]), indeed all music not set to words, 
may also be included in the ,same class. 

When we judge free beauty (according to mere form) then our judgment 
of taste is pure. Here we presuppose no'concept of'any purpose for which 
the manifold is to serve the given object, and hence, no concept [as to] what 
the object is [meant] to represent; our imagination is playing., as it were, 
while it contemplates the shape, and such a concept would only restrict its 
freedom. 

... ... '" 
§ 17. ON THB IDBAL 011 BEAUTY I,' 

There can 'be no 'objeCtiv~ rule 'of ltlste,no ru~e?ftiaste thatdet~r~in~s by 
concepts what i$ beautiful. For. any judgment fromtfHs source [i.¢~; taste] is 
itestheti<:, i.e., the basis determiningif'isthe stihj~ct's feeling arid not the 
concept of an object. If we search for 'sprinCiple of taste that states the 
universal criterion of the beaittiful by means of detehhihate concepts, then 
We engage in a fruitless endeavor, l>ecatisewe search, foi' something thai: is 
impossible and intrinsically contradiCtory. The uriiversal communicability of 
the sensation (of liking or'dislikirig)-a unhtersal communicability that is 
indeed not based on a concept-[I say that] the hroadest possible agreement 
among all ages and peoples regarding this feeUng that accompanies the pres
entation 'of ceri:ain objects is the empirical criterion [for what is beautiful]. 
This criterion, although weak arid barely sufficient for a conjecture, [does 
suggest] that a taste so much confinned by examples stems from [a] deeply 
hidden basis, common to all human beings, underlying their agreement in 
judging the forms under whicnobjects are given them. " 

That is why we regard some products of taste as exemplary. This does not 
mean that taste can be acquired by imitating someone else's. For taste must 
be an ability one has oneself; and although someone who imitates 'a model 

3. The phrase Ii Iti greCIJ1Ul (in the' style of the 
Greeks; French) was apparently used in the eigh
teenth century-and I. stil used by some 

, present-day French art historians-to characterize 
the classicism In what Is now called the Lollis XVI 
style [translator's note). 



CRITIQUE OF JUDGMENT I 517 

may manifest skill insofar as he succeeds in this, he manifests taste only 
insofar as he can judge that model himself. From this, however, it follows 
th~~. the highest model, the archetype of taste, is a mere idea, an idea which 
eve'fyone must generate within himself and by which he must judge any 
object of taste, any example of someone's judging by taste, and even the taste 
of everyone [else]. 

Idea properly means a rational com;ept, and ideal the presentation of an 
individual being as adequate to an idea. Hence that archetype of taste, which 
does indeed rest on.reason's in8.eterminate idea of a niaxiirium, but whieh 
still can be presented not through conceptS but only inan'hidividual exhi
bition, may more appropriately be called the ideal of the beautiful. Though 
we do not have such an ideal in our possession, we do strive to produce it 
within us. But it will be merely an ideal of the imagination, precisely because 
it does not rest on concepts but rests on an'exhibition, and the power of 
exhibition is the imagination. . . 

.. .. .. 
EXPLICATION OF THE BEAUTIFUL INFERnED FROM 'tHE THIRD 

, ,- MOMENT 

Beauty is a~ object's form of purposiveness insofar as it is perceived in the 
object without the presentation of a purpose. 4 

§ 18. WHAT TH~ MODAi..ITY OF A JUDGMENT OF TASTE IS 

About a~y pr~sen,t~tion I ,~an say at )~a~t that there is a possibility for it (as 
a cognition) to be' connected With a pleasure. About that which I call agree
able Is~ythat (t actually gives rlst: to pl~asure)rHne. aut we think of the 
beautlfid lis ha~ng a necessary re'erel1c,~ to ~J~ng. This necess~tY is of a 
specialldrld. If is nat a theoretical objectfv~ necessitY, allowing us to cognize 
a priori tl~at,ev~ryorie will/eel this liki~gf.()r'the obj~ct I cai~ heailtiful. Nor 
is it a practical objective necessity, where, through concepts of a pure rational 
will that'serv~s' freely acting beirigsas :a rule, this 'liking is the necessary 
consequen'ce ~tan' objective law and ,means' nothing other than that one 
absohitely (with"otit iiny turther aim) ought to act in a t:ertain way. Rather, 
as a necessity'that lsthought in an ae!ltheti~ judgment, it can only be' c1ftled 
exemplary, i.e., a necessity Of the assent of eve'rymie to a judgment that is 
regarded as an example of a universal rule that we are unable to state. Sirice 
an aesth'etic judgment is not an objective and 'cpgnitive one, this necessity 
cannot be derived 'from determinate concepts arid h~h(;:e is not apodeictic.' 
Still less cim it be inferred from the universality of experience (from a thor
ough agreement among judgments about the beauty of a certain object). For 

4, It might be adduced as a counterinstance to this 
explication that there are things In which we see a . 
purposive form .~Ithdut recognizing. R purpose In 
them [but which we nevertheless do not consider 
beautiful), Examples are the stone utensil. some
times excavated from ancient burial mounds, 
which are piovided with a hole a. if for a handle, 
Although these clearly betray In their shape a pur
po!liveness whose purpose ,is unJmown, we do not 
declare'them beautitul on that account, Andrat, 
t he very fact that we 'regard them B. work[.) 0 art 

already forces us to admit that we are referring 
their shape to soine inti,htion or other and to some 
determlhatl' purpose, That Ie al,50 why we,have no 
dl~ct 'liking whatever for their Intuition, A Rower, 

, on the other hand, e,g,. a tulip, ISl:dn!lldered beau-
tiful. becau~e In our perception of It we encounter 
a certain purposiveness· that, given how we are 
judglrli!,the flower, we do not refer to any purpose 
whatever. [Kant's note), 
5, Absolutely certain, 
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not only would experience hardly furnish a sufficient amount of evidence for 
this, but a concept of the necessity of these judgments cannot be based on 
empirical judgments. 

§ 19. THE SUBJECTIVE NECESSI'IY THAT WE ATTRIBUTE TO A JUDGMENT 
OF TASTE IS CONDITIONED 

Ajudgment of taste requires everyone to assent; and whoever declares some
thing to be beautiful holds that everyone ought to give his approval to the 
object at 'hand and that he too sHould declare it beautiful. Hence the ought 
in an aesthetic judgment, even once we have [nach] all the data needed for 
judging, is still uttered only conditionally. We solicit everyone else's assent 
because we have a basis for it that is common to all. Indeed, we could count 
on that assent, if only we could always be sure that the instance had been 
subsUIned correctly under that basis, which is the rule for the approval. 

.. .. .. 
§22. THE NECESSI'IY OF THE UNIVERSAL ASSENT THAT WE THINK IN A 

JUDGMENT OF TASTE IS A SUBJECTIVE NECESSITY THAT WE PRESENT 
AS OBJECTIVE BY PRESUPPOSING A COMMON SENSE 

Whenever we make a judgment declaring something to be beaut~ful, we per
mit no one to hold a different opinion, even though we base our judgment 
only on our feeling rather than on concepts; hence we regard this underlying 
feeling as a common rather than as a .private feeling. But' if we are to use 
this common sense in such a way, we cannot base it on experience; for it 
seeks to justify us in making judgments that contain an ought: it does not 
say that everyone will agree with my judgment, but t~at he ought to. Hence 
the common sense, of whose ju~gment I am at that point offering my judg
ment of taste as an example, attributing to it exemplary validity on ~hat 
account, is a mere 'ideal standard. With this standard presupposed, we could 
rightly turn a judgment that agreed with it, as well as the liking that is 
expressed in it for 'some object, into a rule for everyone. For although the 
principle is only subjective, it would still be assumed as subjectively universal 
(an idea necessary for everyone); and so it could, like an objective principle, 
demand universal assent insofar as agreement among different judging per
sons is concerned, provided only we were certain that we had subsumed 
under it correctly. ., 

That we do actually presuppose this indeterminate standard of a common 
sense is proved by the fact that we presume to make judgments ·of taste. But 
is there in fact such a common sense, as a constitutive principle of the 
possibility of experience, or is there a still higher principle of reason that 
makes it only a regulative principle for us~ (in order] to bring forth in us, for 
higher purposes, a common sense in the first place? In other words, is taste 
an original and natural ability, or is taste only the idea of an ability yet to be 
acquired and [therefore] artificial, so _ that a judgment of taste with its 
requirement for universal assent is in fact 'only a demand of reason to pro
duce such agreement in the way we sense? In the latter case the ought, i.e., 
the objective necessity that everyone's feeling flow along with the particular 
feeling of each person, would signify only that there is a possibility of reach
ing such agreement; and the judgment of taste would only offer an example 
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of the application of this principle. These questions we neither wish to nor 
can investigate at this point. For the present our task is only to analyze the 
power of taste into its elements, and to unite these ultimately in the idea of 
a common sense. 

EXPLICATION OF THE BEAUTIFUL INFERRED FROM THE 
FOURTH MOMENT 

Beautiful- is what without a concept is cognized as the object of a necessary 
Iiking.-

GENERAL COMMENT ON THE FIRST DIVISION6 OF THE ANALYTIC 

If we take stock of the above analyses, we find that everything comes down 
to the concept of taste, namely, that taste is an ability to judge an object in 
reference to thefree lawfulness of the imagination. Therefore, in ajudgment 
of taste the imagination must be considered in its freedom. This implies; first 
of all, that this power is here not taken as 'reproductive, where it is subject 
to the laws of association, but as productive and spontaneous (as the origi
nator of chosen forms of possible intuitions). Moreover, [second,] although 
in apprehending a given object of sense the imagination is tied to a deter
minate form of this object and to that extent does not have free play (as it 
does [e.g;] ~n poetry), it is still conceivaJ>le t~at the object may offer it just 
the sort of form in the combination of its manifold as the imagination, if it 
were ieft to itself [and] free, would design in harmony with the understand
ing's lawfulness in general. And yet, to say that the imagination is free and 
yet lawful of itself, i.e., that it carries autonomy with it, is a contradiction. 
The understanding alone gives the law. But when the imagination is com
pelled to proceed according to a determinate law, then its product is deter
mined by concepts (as far as its form is concerned); but in that case the 
liking, as was shown above, is a liking not for the beautiful but for the good 
(of perfection, at any rate, formal perfection), and the judgment is not a 
judgment made by taste. It seems, therefore, that only a lawfulness without 
a law, and a subjective harmony of the imagination with the understanding 
without an objective harmony-where the presentation is referred to a deter
minate concept of an object-is compatible with the free lawfulness -t:Jf the 
understanding (which has also been called purposiveness without a purpose) 
and with the peculiarity of a judgment of taste. 

From Book II. Analytic of the Sublime 

§23. TRANSITION FROM THE POWER OF JUDGING THE BEAUTIFUL TO 
THAT OF JUDGING THE -SUBLIME 

The beautiful and the sublime are similar in some respects. We like both for 
their own sake, and both presuppose that we make a judgment of reflection 
rather than either a judgment of sense or a logically determinative one. 
Hence in neither of them does our liking depend on -a sensation, such as 
that of the agreeable, nor on a determinate concept, as does our liking for 

6. lbat is, the first book-the analytic of the beautiful. 
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the good; yet we do refer the liking to concepts; though it is. indeterminate 
which concepts these are. Hence .the liking is connected with the mere exhi
bition or power of exhibition, i.e., the imagination, with the result that we 
regard this power, when an intuition is given us,"as harmonizing with the 
power of concepts, i.e., the understanding or reason, this harmony furthering 
[the aims of] these. That is also why both kinds of judgment are singular 
ones that nonetheless proclaim themselves universally valid for all subjects, 
though what they lay claim to is merely the feeling of pleasure, and not any 
cognition of the object. .. 

But some significant differences between the beautiful and the sublime 
are also readily apparent. The bea~tiful in, nature concerns the form of. the 
object, which consists in [the object's] being bounded. But the sublirrie can 
also be found in a formless object, insofar as we present unboundedness, 
either [as] in the object or because the object prompts us to present it,.while 
yet we add to this unboundedness the thought of its totality. So it ·seems that 
we regard the beautiful as the exhibition of an indetermiluite concept of the 
understanding, and the sublime as the ,exhibition ··of an indeterminate coh
cept of reason.7 Hence.in the case of the beautiful our . liking is.'connected 
with the presentation of '.qUality, but in. the case ofthe.'-sublime, With the 
presentation of quantity.·:The. two likings' are ·also very different, in kind. For 
the one liking ([that for]::the beautiful) carries witl;dt directly-a feeling of 
life's being furthered, and hence 'is· compatible with 'charms and with an 
imagination at play; But the other liking (the feeling of the sUblime) is a 
pleasure that arises only indirectly: it is produced' by the feelingofa momen
tary -inhibition of the vital forces follQwedimmediately by an outpouring of 
them that is all the stronger;'Hence it is an emotion, and\so.it seems t() be 
seriousness, rather than play, in the imagination's activity. Henee;·too, this 
liking is incompatible with'.charmsjand·jsince the mind is not just attracted 
by. the. object but .is alternately always. repened .as well,· the liking' for! the 
sublime. contains not so much a positive pleasure as rather'admiration and 
respect, and so should be called a negative pleasure; . . 

But the intrinsiC and most important distinction between the sublime and 
the ,beautiful is presumably the following.: If, as isperrnissihle, we start here 
by considering only the sublime in natural objects (since the sublime .in art 
is always confined to the conditions that [art] must meet to be . in harmony 
with nature), then the distinction in question comes to this: (Independent) 
natural beauty carries with it a purposiveness in its form,bywhieh.the object 
seems as it were predetermined for our power of judgment, so that this 
beauty constitutes in itself an object of our likiQg. On the other hand, if 
something arouses in tis, metely in apphihensiori iiha 'without any reasoning 
on our parti a feeling of the sublime, then it may indeed appear, in its forin, 
contrapurposive for our power of judgment,. incommensurate with our power 
of exhibition, and as it were viol~nt to our imagination, and yet we judge it 
ali the more sublime for that. . . , . _'. 

We see from this at once that 'we' express ourselves ehtit:elymccirrectly 
when we call this'or thatobjeet of nature subihne,cve.nlhoilghwe may quite 
correctly call a great many natural, objects beautiful; for' how can we call 
something bya term of approval if wt! apprehend it as in itself contrapur~ 

7. Reason refers to our mental work with nonphYsical Ideas;' understanding' refen to apprehension and 
cognition of the physical world. 
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posive? Instead, all we are entitled to say is that the object is suitable for 
exhibiting a sublimity that can be, found in the mind. For what is sublime, 
in the' proper meaning of the tenn, cannot be contained in any sensible fonn 
but concerns only ideas of reason, which, though they cannot be exhibited 
adequately, are aroused and called to mind by this ,very inadequacy, which 
cah be exhibited in sensibility. Thus the vast ocean heaved up by storms 
cannot be·called sublime. The sight of it is horrible; and one must already 
have filled one's mind with all sorts of ideas if such an intuition is to attune 
it to a feeling that is itself sublime, inasmuch as the mind is induced to 
abandon sensibility and occupy itself with ideas containihg a higher purpo
siveness. 

Independent natural beauty reveals to us a technic of nature that allows 
us to present nature as a system in terms of laws whose principle we do not 
find anywhere in our understanding: the principle of a purposiveness 
directed to olir use of judgment as regards appearances., Under this principle, 
appearartces must be judged as belonging not merely to nature as governed 
by its·,purposeless mechanism,but, also to [nature considered by) analogy 
with 'art. Hence even ,though this beaut}"does not actually expand our cog
nition of. natural 'objects, it'does expand mil', concept of nature, namely, from 
nature as mere mechanism to the concept of that same nature as art,and 
that invites us to profound investigations about [how] such a form is possible. 
However, in what we usually call sublime in nature there is such an utter 
lack of anything leading to particul~r objec~ive principles and to fonns of 
nature conforming to them, that ,it is rather in: its chaos that nature most 
arouses our ideas of the sublime, til' in its wildest and most ruleless disarray 
and devastation, provided it displays magnitude and might. This shows that 
the concept,of the sublime in nature is not nearly as important and rich in 
irnl>~i~ati,ons ~sthat ofthe beautiful ~ri r:l!lt~re; andthat,this concept indicates 
nothing purposive whatever in nature itself but only in what use we can make 
of our i,:,tuitions; of nature Si;J that we can fee~,~ ,p~rgosiveriess within our
selves entirely independent of'nature~ For,tlle'beautIl1Jl in nature we must 
seek a: basis outside ourselves, hUf fOr the subHme'a 'basis' merely within 
ourselves and hi the way of thinking ~hliu; introduces' ~li;bli~ity into, QUI' pres
entation of ,riatu,re~ This is a crucialprel~min~l'y remark, ~hich separates our 
ideas of the sublime completely from th~, idea of'a purPosiveness ~ture, 
arid turns 'th,etheory of the su~'im~ into a mere appendix to our aesthetic 
judging of the purposiveness of"nature. For through these ideas we do not 
presen't a'particular fonn in nattire,but only develop [the] purposive use that 
the imagination" makes of the' presentation of nature. ' 

.. .. .. 
§25. EXPLICATION OF THE 'tERM SUBLIME 

. • I ~ 

We call sublime :what is absolutely .ls~hlechthinllarge. To be large [grofJ] and 
to be a magnitude [GrofJe] are quite different concepts (magnitudo and quan
titas). Also, saying simply {schlechtwegJ (simpliciter) that something is large 
is quite, different from saying that it is absolutely large (absolute, non com
parative magnUm).R The latter is what is large beyond all comparison. 

* '" ....... 

8, Absolutely, not comparatively, large (Lotln), 
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The above explication can also be put as follows: That is,sublime in com
parison with which everything else is small. We can easily see here that noth
ing in nature can. be given, however large we may judge it, that could not, 
when considered in a different relation, be degraded all the way to the infi
nitely small, nor conversely anything so small ~hat it could not, when corh
pared with still smaller standards, be expam~ed for our· imagination all the 
way to the magnitude of a world; telescopes have provided us with a wealth 
of material in support of the first pqint, microscopes in support of the second. 
Hence, considered on this basis, nothing thai: can be an object of the senses 
is to be called sublime. [What. happens is that] our imagination strives to 
progress toward infinity, while our reason demands absolute totality as a real 
idea, and so [the imagination,] our power of esUDlating the magnitude of 
things in the world of sense, is inadequate to that idea. Yet this inadequacy 
itself is the arousal in us of the feeling that we have within us a supersensible 
power; and what is absolutely large is not an object of sense, but is the use 
that judgment makes naturally of certain objects so as to [arouse] this'(feel
ing), and in contrast with that use any other use is small. Hence what.is to 
be called subiime is not the object, but the attunement9 that, the intellect 
[gets] through a certain presentation that occupies reflective judgment. 

Hence we may supplement the formulas already given to explicate the 
sublime by another one: Sublime is what even to be able to think proves that 
the mind has a power surpassing any standard of sense. 

§26. ON ESTIMATING THE MAGNITUDE OF NATU~L THINGS, AS WE 
MUST FOR THE IDEA OF THE SUBLIME 

• • • 
In order for the imagination to take in a quantum intuitively, so that we 

can then use it as a measure or unity in estimating magnitude by numbers, 
the imagination mus~ perform two acts: a1'1'rehension (a1'1'rehensio) , and 
comprehension (comprehensio aesthetica). Apprehension involves no prob
lem, for ~t may progress to infinity. But comprehension becomes more a~d 
more difficult the farther apprehension progresses, and it soon reachel!. ,ts 
maximum, namely, the aesthetically largest basic measure for an estlmatlpn 
of magnitude. For when apprehension has reached the point where the par
tial presentations of sensible intuition that were first apprehended, aie 
already beginning to be extinguished in the imagination, as it proceeds to 
apprehend further ones, the imagination then loses as much 01). the one side 
as it gains on the other; and so there is a maximum in comprehension that 
it cannot exceed. ' , ' , 

This serves to explain a comment made by Savary in his' report on 
Egypt: I that in order to get the full emotional effect from the magnitude ,of 
the pyramids one must neither get too close to 'them nor stay too far aW!lY. 
For if one stays too far away, then the apprehended parts (the stones on top 
of one another) are presented only obscurely, and hence their presentation 
has no effect on the subject's aesthetic judgment; and if o.ne gets too close, 
then the eye needs some ~~¥De to complete the apprehension from the base 

9. That is, the mental sensation that attends per~ 
ceiving an object that exceeds the capacjty of our 
senses. 

I, Lell"" •• ur "£gypk! (1785-86, L"II"r. on Egypll, 
by Claude-~tienne Savary (1750-1788), French 
traveler. 
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to the peak, but during that time some of the earlier parts are invariably 
extinguished in the imagination before it has apprehended the later ones, 
and hence the comprehension is never complete. Perhaps the same obser
vation can explain the bewilderment or kind of perplexity that is said to seize 
the spectator who for the first time enters St. Peter's Basilica in Rome. For 
he has the feeling that his imagination is inadequate for exhibiting the idea 
of a whole, [a feeling] in which imagination ·reaches its maximum, and as it 
strives to expand that maximum, it sinks back into itself, but consequently 
comes to feel a liking [that amounts to an) emotion [rahrendes Wohlgefallen). 

I shall say nothing for now regarding the basis of this liking, a liking con
nected with a presentation from which one would least expect it, namely, a 
presentation that makes us aware of its own inadequacy and hence also of 
its subjective unpurposiveness for the power of judgment in its estimation 
of magnitude. Here I shall only point out that if the aesthetic judgment in 
question. is to be pure (unmixed with any teleological and hence rational 
judgment), and if we are to give an example of it that is fully appropriate for 
the critique of aesthetic judgment, then we must point to the sublime not in 
products of art (e.g., buildings, columns, etc.), where both the form and the 
magnitude are determined by a human purpose, nor in natural things whose 
very concept carries with it a determinate purpose (e.g., animals with a known 
determination in nature), but rather in crude nature (and even in it only 
insofar as it carries with it no charm, nor any emotion aroused by actual 
danger), that is, merely insofar as crude nature contains magnitude. For in 
such a presentation nature contains nothing monstrous (nor anything mag
nificent or horrid); it does not matter how far the apprehended magnitude 
has increased, just as long as our imagination can comprehend it within one 
whole. An object is monstrous if by its magnitude it ~ullifies the purpose that 
constitutes its concept. And colossal is what we call the mere exhibition of a 
concept if that concept is almost too large for any exhibition (i.e., if it borders 
on the relatively monstrous); for the purpose of exhibiting a concept is ham
pered if the intuition of the object is almost too large for our power of appre
hension. A pure judgment about the sublime, on the other hand, must have 
no purpose whatsoever of the object as the basis determining it, if it is to 
be aesthetic and not mingled with some judgment of understanding or of 
reason. ~. 

~;ince the presentation of anything that our merely reflective power of judg
ment is to like without an interest must carry with it a purposiveness that is 
subjective and yet universally valid, but since in the sublime (unlike the 
beautiful) our judging is not based on a purposiveness of the form of the 
object, the following questions arise: What is this subjective purposiveness, 
and how does it come to be prescribed as a standard, thereby providing a 
basis for a universally valid liking accompanying the mere estimation of mag
nitude-an estimation that has been pushed to the point where the ability 
of our imagination is inadequate to exhibit the concept of magnitude? 

When the imagination performs the combination [Zusammensetzung) that 
is required to present a magnitude, it encounters no obstacles and on its own 
progresses to infinity, while the understanding g~ides it by means of numer
ical concepts, for which the imagination must provide the schema; and in 
this procedure, which is involved in the logical estimation of magnitude, 
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there is indeed something objectively purposive under the concept of a pur
pose (since any measuring is a purpose). 

.. .. .. 
The infinite, however, is absolutely large (not merely large by comparison). 

Compared with it everything else (of the same kind of magnitudes) is small. 
But-and this is most important~to be able even to think the infinite as a 
whole indicates a mental power that surpasses any standard of sense. For 
[thinking the infinite as a whole while using a standard of sense] would 
require a comprehension yielding as a unity a standard that would have a 
determinate relation to the, infinite, one that could be stated in numbers; 
and this is impossible. If the human mind is nonetheless to be able 'even to 
think the given infinite Without contradiction, it must have within, itself a 
power that is supers en sible, whose idea of a noumenon:l.cannot be intuited 
but can yet be regarded as the substrate underlying what is mere appearance, 
namely, our intuition of the world. For only by means of this power and its 
idea do we, in a pure intellectual estimation of magnitude, comprehend the 
infinite in the world of sense entirely. under a concept,. even though in, a 
mathematical estimation. 9f magnitude by means of numerical concepts 'we 
can never think it in its entirety. Even a power thatenablesous to think the 
infinite of supersensible intuition as given (in olir intelligible suf;,strate) sur
passes ahy standard of sensibility. It is large beyond any comparison even 
with the power of mathematical estimation-not; it is true, for [the pursuit 
of] a theoretical aim on behalf Df.our cognitive power"but still as an expan
sion of the mind that feels able to cross the., barriers of sensibility with a 
different (a practical) aim. . ' . 

Hence ·nature is sublime in those of its appearances -whose intuition carries 
with it the idea of their infinity. But the only way for ,this to occur is through 
theina:dequa~y of even the greatest effort of our imagination to :estimate an 
object's .magnitude. In the mathematical estimation of magnitude; however, 
the-imagination is ,equal to the taskof providing; fot any;object,a'measure 
that' will suffice forthise'stimation, because' the understanding's'numerical 
concepts can be used in a ,progression and so ,can make any measure ade~ , 
quate to any given magnitude. Hence it must be.the aesthetic estimation of 
magnitude where we feel that effort, our imagination's effort to perform a 
comprehension that surpasses its ability to encompass [begreifen] the pro
gressive apprehension in a whole of intuition, and where at the same time We 
perceive the inadequacy of the imagination....-.unbounded though ins as far 
as progressing is concerned-for taking in and using, for the ·estimation of 
magnitude, a basic measure that is suitable for this with minimal expenditure 
on the part of the understandirig. Now the proper. unch~ngeable basic mea
sure of nature is the absolute whole of nature, which, in the'case of nature as 
appearance, .is infinity comprehended .. This.basic measure, however, is a self~ 
contradictory concept (because an absolute totality:of an endless progression 
is impossible). Hence thatmagnitlide of a natural object to which the imagi
nation fruitlessly applies its entire ability to comprehendmustlead the con
cept of nature to a supersensible substrate (which underlies both nature and 

'2. Something as It Is In Itsel£ (which Kant sets against P~' a "mere appearance" grasped through 
the senses).' . . 
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out ability to think), a substrate that is large beyond any standard of sense 
and hence makesusjudge as sublime nut sc;:much the object as the mental 
attunement in which we find Qurselves when we estimate the object. 
" Therefore, just as the aesthetic power of judgment in judging the beautiful 
refers the imagination in its free play to the understanding so that it will 
harit1oniz~ 'with the understanding's concepts in general (which concepts 
they are'is left indeterminate),' so in judging a thing sublime it refers the 
imakination to reason so that it will harmonize subjectively with reason's ideas 
(which ideas'they are is indetent'linate), i.e., so that it will produce a mental 
attunement that confbims to and is coinpatible with the' one that an influ
ence by deteittiinate (practical) ideas would produce on feeling; 

This also shows that true sublimity must be sought only in the mind of 
the judging person, not in the nai:ural obj«!ct the judging of which prompts 
this mental attunement. Indeed, who would want to call sublime such things 
as shapeless mountain masses piled on one another in' wild disarray, with 
their pyrilmids ofice, or the gloomy' raging sea? But thertiirtd feels elevated 
in its own judgrittmt of itself when it contemplates these without concern for 
their form a:nd abandons itself to the imaginlltlon arid to a reason that has 
comelo be connected with,it ....... thou~h quirewitht>tu a determinate purpose, 
and rfierely expandirtg it-and finds all the might 'of the' imagination still 
inadequate'to reason's ideas. 

* * * 
§27. ON THE QUA-LIlY OF LIKING IN OUR JUDGING QF THE SUBLIME 

The fe~~tng that it ilJ beyond our ability tq,attain to an idea that is ~ law for 
us,iSRESPEC1'. Now the idea of comp,rehending every appearance that may 
be given'us irithe intuition,of a whole is ,an idea enjoined on us by a law of 
reasoq, which Jaiows no other deteran~nate meas\l:re ,t}tat'is valid for everyone 
and u~changing than the absolute whole. B~tour 'iii.tagh-iation, even in its 
greatest' effort'to do what is demanded of ita~(( comprehend a given object 
in a whol~ of intuition (and hence to eXhibit the idea of reason), proves its 
own limits and inadequacy, and yet at the same time proves its vocation to 
[obey] a law, namely, to make itself adequate to that idea. Hence the feeling 
of the sublime in nature is respect for our own vocation. But by !1E.ertain 
subreption] (in which respect for the object is substituted for respect for the 
idea of humanity within our[selves, as] subject[s)) this respect is accorded 
an object of nature that, as it were, makes intuitable for us the superiority 
of the rational vocation of our cognitive powers over the greatest power of 
sensibility. . 

Hence the feeling of the sublime is a feeling of displeasure that arises from 
the imagination's inadequacy, iri an aesthetic estimation of magnitude, for 
an estimation by reason, but is at the same time also a pleasure, aroused by 
the fact that this very jud,gment, namely, that even ~he greatest power of 
sensibility is inadequate, is [itself] in harmony with rational ideas, insofar as 
striving toward them is still a law for us. For it is a law (of reason) for us, 
and part of our vocation, to estimate any sense object in nature that is large 
for us as' being small when compared with ideas of reason; and whatever 

3. A misrepresentation; a misunderstanding derived from such a misrepresentation. 
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-feeling of this supers~nsible vocation is in h~rmony with 
greatest effort of the imagination in· exhibiting the unity 

. magnitude is [itself]' a reference to ~omething large 
·hence also a reference to reason's law, to adopt: pnly this 

supreme measure of ,magnitude. Hence o~i' inn~r percep
~tandard of sensibility is inadequatefor,'~n estimation of mag
. is [itself] a harmony with laws of reason, ,as well as a 

that arouses in us the feeling of our supersensible yocation, 
which finding that every standard of sensibility is inadeq4ate to 
reason is purposive and hence pleasurable. ,.,' 

fhlii1l'e'selrltinll the sublime in nature .the mind feels agitated, while in, an 
judgment about the beautiful in nature it is in restful contempla
agitation (abQv~ all at its inception) can be compare4 with a vibra

i i.e., with a rapid alternation of repulsion from,: and .attraction to, one 
the same object. ,If a [thing] is excessive for thehnagination(and the 

.n8~ti",ation is driven to [such excess] as 'it'ilppr~heilds '.[the 'thing] iJ:1 intui
• then [the thing] is, as it were, an a!>yss in which the imagination is 

afraid to lose itself. Yet, at the same time, for rE;8'son's Idea of the supersen
sible [this same thing] is not excessive but conforms to reason's ,law to give 
rise to such striving by the'imagination: Hence [th~ thing] is noW attractive 
to the same degree to which [formerly] it was repulsive to inere sen~ibility. 
The judgment itself, however, always remains only aesthetic here. I:'or it is 
not based on a determinate concept of the' object, and presents merely the 
subjective play elf the mental powers th~mselves (imagination~nd reason) as 
harmonious by virtue of their contrast. For just as, when, we judge the beau
tiful, imagination and understanding give rise to a su~jective purposiveness 
of the mental powers by their accordance, so do imagin.ation and reason here 
give rise to such a purposiveness by their conflict, na~eiy, 'to a feeling that 
we have a pure and independent reason, or a power for estimatlng:magni
tude, whose supetiority cannot be made intuitable by anythi~g other tllan 
the inadequacy of that power which in exhibiting magnitudes (of sensible 
objects) is itself unbounded. ,;, . 

• • • 

§28. ON NATURE AS A MIGHT 

Mig'ht is an ability that is superior to great obstacles. It is caiied dominance 
[Gewalt] if it is superior even to the resistance of something that itself pos
sesses might. When in an aesthetic judgment we consider nature as a might 
that has no dominance over us, then it is dynamically sublime. . 

If we are to judge nature as sublime dynamically, we must presen~ ~t as 
arousing fear. (But the reverse does not hold: not every object that arouses 
fear is found sublime when we judge it aesthetically.) For when we judge 
[something] aesthetically (without a concept), the only way we can judge a 
superiority over obstacles is by the magnitude of the resistance. But whatever 
we strive to resist is an evil, and it is an object of fear if we find that our 
ability [to resist it] is no match for it. Hence natu,re can count as a might, 
and so as dynamically sublime, for aesthetic judgm~nt only insofar as we 
consider it as an object of fear. 
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We can, however, consider an object fearful without being afraid of it, 
namely, if we judge it in such a way that we merely think of the case where 
we might possibly want to put up resistance against it, and that any resistance 
would in that case be utterly futile. Thus a virtuous person fears God without 
being afraid of him. For he does not think of wanting to resist God and his 
commandments as a possibility that should worry him. But for every such 
case, which he thinks of as not impossible intrinsically, he recognizes God 
as fearful. 

Just as we cannot pass judgment on the beautiful if we are seized by incli
nation and appetite, so we cannot pass judgment at all on the sublime in 
nature if weare afraid. For we flee from the sight of an object that scares 
us, and it is impossible to like terror that we take seriously. That is why the 
agreeableness that arises from the cessation of a hardship is gladness. But 
since this gladness involves our liberation from a danger, it is accompanied 
by our resolve never to expose ourselves to that danger again. Indeed, we do 
not even like to think back on that sensation, let alone actively seek out an 
opportunity for it. 

On the other hand, consider bold, overhanging and, as it were, threatening 
rocks, thunderclouds piling up in the sky and moving about accompanied by 
lightning and thunderclaps, volcanoes with all their destructive power, hur
ricanes with all the devastation they leave behind, the boundless ocean 
heaved up, the high waterfall of a mighty river, and so on. Compared to the 
might of any of these, our ability to resist becomes an insignificant trifle. Yet 
the sight of them becomes all the more attractive the more fearful it is, 
provided we are in.a safe place. And we like to call these objects sublime 
because they raise the soul's fortitude above its usual middle range and allow 
us to discover in ourselves an ability to resist which is of a quite different 
kind, and which gives us the courage [to believe] that we could be a match 
for nature's seeming omnipotence. 

For although we found our own limitation when we considered the immen
sity of nature and the inadequacy of our ability to adopt a standard propor
tionate to estimating aesthetically the magnitude of nature's domain, yet we 
also found, in our power of reason, a different and nonsensible standard that 
has this infinity itself under it as a unit; and since in contrast to this standard 
everything in nature is small, we found in our mind a superiority ov~-ature 
itself in its immensity. In the same way, though the irresistibility of nature's 
might makes us, considered as natural beings, recognize our physical impo
tence, it reveals in us at the same time an ability to judge ourselves indepen
dent of nature, and reveals in us a superiority over nature that is the basis 
of a self-preservation quite different in kind from the one that can be assailed 
and endangered by nature outside us. This keeps the humanity in our person 
from being degraded, even though a human being would have to succumb 
to that dominance [of nature]. Hence if in judging nature aesthetically we 
call it sublime, we do so not because nature arouses· fear, but because it calls 
forth our strength (which does not belong to nature [within us]), to regard 
as small the [objects] of our [natural] concerns: property, health, and life, 
and because of this we regard nature's might (to which we are indeed sub
jected in these [natural] concerns) as yet not having such dominance over 
us, as persons, that we should have to bow to it if our highest principles were 
at stake and we had to choose between upholding or abandoning them. 
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Hence nature is here called sublime [erhaben] merely because it elevates 
[ethebt] our imagination, [making] it exhibit those cases where the mind can 
come to feellts own sublimity, which lies in its vocation and elevates it even 
above nature. 

This self-estimation loses nothing from the fact that we must find our
selves safe in or-der to feel this exciting liking, so that (as it ,night seem), 
since the danger is not genuine, the sublimity of our intellectual ability might 
also not be genuine. For here the liking concerns only our ability's vocation, 
revealed in such cases, insofar as the predisposition to this ability is part of 
our nature, whereas it remains up to us, as our obligation, to develop and 
exercise this ability. And there is truth in this, no matter how conscious of 
his actual present impotence man may be when he extends. his reflection 
thus far. 

I admit that this principle seems farfetched and the result of some subtle 
reasoning, and hence high-flown [Ublirschwenglich] for an aesthetic judg
ment. And yet our observation of man proves the opposite, and proves that 
even the commonest judging can be based on this principle, even though we 
are not always conscious of it. For what is it that is an object of the highest 
admiration even to the savl;lge? It is a person who is not terrified, not afraid, 
and hence does not yield to danger but promptly sets to work with vigor and 
full deliberation. Even in a fully civilized society there remains this superior 
esteem for the warrior, except that we demand more of him: that he also 
demonstrate all the virtues of peace---gentieness, sympathy, and even appro
priate care for his own person-precisely because they reveal to us that his 
mind cannot be subdued by danger. Hence, no matter how much people may 
dispute, when they compare the statesman with the general, as to which one 
deserves the superior respect, an aesthetic judgment decides in favor of the 
general. Even war has something sublime about it if it is carried on in an 
orderly way an4 with respect for the sanctity of the citizens' rights. At the 
same time it makes the way of thinking of a people that carries it on in this 
way all the more sublime in proportion to the number of dangers in the face 
of which it courageously stood its ground. A prolonged peace, .on the other 
hand, tends to make prevalent a mere[ly] commercial spirit, and along with 
it base selfishness, cowardice, and softness, and to debase the way of thinking 
of that people. 

.,. '" '" 
§29. ON THE MODALITY OF A_ JUDGMENT ABOUT THE SUBLIME IN 

NATURE 

Beautiful nature contains innumerable things about which we do not hesi
tate to require everyone's judgment to agree with our own, and can in fact 
expect such agreement without being wrong very often. But we cannot with 
the same readiness count on others to accept our judgment about the sub
lime in nature. For it seems that, if we are to pass judgment on that supe
riority of [such] natural objects, not only must our aesthetic power of 
judgment be far more cultivated, but also so must the cognitive powers on 
which it is based. 

In order for the mind to be attuned to the feeling of the sublime, it must 
be receptive to ideas. For it is precisely nature's inadequacy to the ideas
and this presupposes both that the mind is receptive to ideas and that the 
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imagination strains to treat nature as a schema for them-that constitutes 
what both repels our sensibility and yet attracts us at the same time, because 
it is a dominance (Gewalt) that reason exerts over sensibility only for the 
sake of expanding it commensurately with reason's own domain (the practical 
one) and letting it look outward toward the infinite, which for sensibility is 
an abyss. It is a fact that what is called sublime by us, having been prepared 
through culture, comes across as merely repellent to a person who is uncul
tured and lacking in the development of moral ideas. In all the evidence of 
nature's destructive force (Gewalt), and in the large scale of its might. in 
contrast to :which his own is nonexistent, he will see only the hardship, dan
.ger, and misery that would confront anyone forced to live in 'such a place. 
Thus (as Mr. de Saussure4 relates) the good and otherwise sensible Savoyard 
peasant did not hesitate to call anyone a fool who fancies glaciered moun
tains. He might even have had a point, if Saussure had acted merely from 
fancy, as most travelers tend to, in exposing himself to the dangers involved 
in his observations, or in order that he might some day be able to describe 
them with pathos. In fact, however, his intention was to instruct mankind, 
and that excellent man got, in addition, the soul-stirring sensation and gave 
it into the bargain to the readers of his travels. 

But the fact that a judgment about'the sublime in nature requires culture 
(more so than a judgment about the beautiful) still in no way implies that it 
was initially produced by culture and then introduced to society by way of 
(say) mere convention. Rather, it has .its foundation in human nature: in 
something that; along with common sensef we may require and demand of 
everyone, namely, the predisposition to the feeling for (practical) ideas, i.e., 
to moral feeling. 

This is what underlies the necessity-which we include in our judgment 
about the sublime--of the assent of other people's judgment to our own. For 
just as we charge someone with a lack of taste if he is indifferent when he 
judges an object of nature that we find beautiful, so we say that someone 
has no feeling if he remains unmoved in the presence of something we judge 
sublime.· But we demand both taste and feeling of every person, and; if he 
has any culture at all, we presuppose thilt he has them. But we do so with 
this difference: taste we demand unhesitatingly from everyone, because here 
judgment refers the imagination merely to the understanding, our~er of 
concepts; in the case of feeling, on the other hand, judgment refers the 
imagination to reason, our power of ideas, and so we demand feeling only 
under a subjective presupposition (though we believe we are justified and 
permitted to require [fulfillment of] this presupposition in everyone): we 
presuppose. moral feeling in man. And so we attribute necessity to this (kind 
of] aesthetic judgment as well. 

.. .. .. 
§40. ON TASTE AS A KIND- OF SENSUS COMMUNIS 

We often call the power of judgment a sense, when what We notice is not so 
much its reflection as merely its result. We then speak of a sense of truth, a 
sense of decency, of justice, etc. We do this even though we know, or at least 

4. Horace Bo!no!dict de Saussure (1740-1799), Swiss geologist and botanist [translator', note]. 
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properly ought to know, that a sense cannot contain these concepts, let.alone 
have the slightest capacity to pronounce universal rules, but that a concep
tion of truth, propriety, beauty, or justice could never enter our thoughts if 
we were not able to rise above the senses to higher cognitive powers. [This] 
common human understanding, which is merely man's sound.([but] not yet 
cultivated) understanding, is regarded as the very least that we are entitled 
to expect from anyone who lays claim to the name of human being; and this 
is also why it enjoys the unfortunate honor of being :called commonsense 
(sensus communis), .. and this, indeed, in such a way that the word common 
(not merely in ourJanguage, where it is actually ambiguous, but in various 
others as well) means the same as vulgar-i.e.; something. found everywhere, 
the possession of which involves no merit or superiority· whatever. 

Instead, we must [here] take sensus communis to mean the idea of a sense 
shared [by all of us], i.e., a power to judge that in reflecting takes account (a 
.priori), in our thought, of everyone else's way of presenting [something], in 
order as it were to compare our own judgment with human reason in general 
and thus escape the illusion that arises from the ease of mistaking subjective 
and private conditions for objective ones, an illusion that would have a prej
udicial influence on the judgment. Now we do this :asfollows: we compare 
our judgment not so much with the actual as rather with the metelypossible 
judgments of others, aild [thus]·put. ourselves in the position of everyone 
else, merely by abstracting from the -limitations that [may] happen to attach 
to our own judging; and this, in turn we accomplish by leaving out as much 
as possible whatever is matter, i.e., sensation, in the presentational state, and 
by paying attention solely to the formal features of our presentation or of 
our presentational state. Now perhaps this operation of reflection will seem 
rather too artful to be attributed to the ability we call common sense. But in 
fact it only looks this way when expressed in abstract formulas. Intrinsically 
nothing is more natural than abstracting from charm and emotion when we 
seek a judgment that is to serve as a universal rule. 

[Let us compare with this sensus communis] the common human under~ 
standing, even though the latter is not being included here as a part of the 
critique of taste. The following maxims may serve to elucidate· its principles: 
(1) to think for oneself; (2) to think from the standpoint of everyone else; 
and (3) to think always consistently. The first is the maxim of an unpreju
diced, the second of a broadened, the third· of a consistent way of thinking. 
The first is the maxim of a reason that is never passive. A propensity to a 
passive reason, and hence .to a heteronomy of reason, is called prejudice; and 
the greatest prejudice of all is superstition, which consists in thinking of 
nature as not subject to 'rules which the understanding through its own 
essential law lays down as the basis of nature.· Liberation from superstition 
is called enlightenment; for although liberation from prejudices generally 
may also be called enlightenment, still superstition deserves to be called a 
prejudice preeminently (in sensu eminenti),' since the blindness that super
stition creates in' a person, which indeed it even seems to demand as an 
obligation, reveals especially.well the person's need to be guided by others, 
and hence his state ofa passive reasori. As for the second maxim concerning 

5. In the prominent sense [of the term] (Latin). 
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[a person's] way of thinking, it seems that we usually [use a negative term 
and] call someone limited (of a narrow mind as opposed to a broad mind) if 
his talents are insufficient for a use of any magnitude (above all for intensive 
use). But we are talking here not about the power of cognition, but about 
the way of thinking [that involves] putting this power to a purposive use; and 
this, no matter how slight may be the range and the degree of a person's 
natural endowments, still indicates a man with a broadened way of thinking 
if he overrides the private subjective conditions of his judgment, into which 
so many others are locked, as it were, and reflects on his own judgment from 
a universal standpoint (which he can determine only by transferring himself 
to the standp9int of others). The third maxim, the one concerning a consis
tent way of thinking, is hardest to attain and can in fact· be attained only 
after repeated compliance with a combination of the first two has become a 
skill. We may say that the first of these maxims is the maxim of the under
standing, the second that of judgment, the third that of reason. 

Resuming now the thread from which I just digressed, I maintain that 
taste can be called a sensus communis more legitimately than can sound 
understanding, and that the aesthetic power of judgment deserves to be 
called a shared sense more than does the intellectual one, if indeed we wish 
to use the word sense to stand for an effect that mere reflection has on the 
mind, even though we then mean by sense the feeling of pleasure. We could 
even define taste as the ability to judge something that makes our feeling in 
a given pre~entation universally communicable without mediation by a con
cept. 

The aptitude that human beings have for communicating their thoughts 
to one another also requires that imagination and understanding be related 
in such a way that concepts can be provided with accompanying intuitions, 
and intuitions in turn with accompanyirig concepts, these intuitions and 
concepts joining to [form] cognition. But here the harmony of the two mental 
powers is law-governed, under the constraint of determinate concepts. Only 
where the imagination is free when it arouses the understanding, and the 
understanding, without using concepts, puts the imagination into a play that 
is regular [i.e., manifests regularity], does the presentation communicate 
itself not as a thought but as the inner feeling of a putposive state of mind. 

Hence taste is our ability to judge a priori the communicability o~he 
feelings that (without mediation by a concept) are connected with a given 
presentation. 

,. .. .. 
§43. ON ART IN GENERAL 

(1) Art is distinguished from nature as doing lfacere) is from acting or oper
ating in general (agere); and the product or result of art is distinguished from 
that of nature, the first being a work (opus), the second an effect (effectus). 

By right we should not call anything art except a production through 
freedom, i.e., through a power of choice that bases its acts on reason. For 
though we like to call the product that bees make (the regularly constructed 
honeycombs) a work of art, we do so only by virtue of an analogy with art; 
for as soon as we recall that their labor is not based o~ any rational delib-
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eration on their part, we say at once that the product is a product of their 
hature (namely, of instinct), and it is only to their creator that we ascribe 
it as art. 

[It is true that] if, as sometimes happens when we search through a bog, 
we come across a piece of hewn wood, we say that it is a product of art, 
rather than of nature,i.e., that the cause which produced it was thinking of 
a purpose to which this' object owes its form. Elsewhere too, I suppose, we 
see art in everything that is of such a character that before it became actual 
its cause must have had a presentation of it (as even in the case of bees), yet 
precisely without the cause's having [in fact] thought of that effect. But if 
we simply call something a work of art in order to distinguish it from a natural 
effect, then we always mean by that a work of mail. 

(2) Art, as human skill, is also distinguished from science ([i.e., we distin
guish] can from know), as praCtical from theoretical ability, as technic from 
theory (e.g., the art of surveying from geometry). That is exactly why we 
refrain from calIing anything art that we can do the morne.nt we know·what 
is to be done, i.e., the moment we are sufficiently acquainted with what the 
desired effect is. Only if something [is such that] even the most thorough 
acquaintance with it does not immediately provide us with the skill to make 
it, then to that extent it belotigs to art. Camper6 describes with great precision 
what the best shoe would have to be like, yet he was certainly unable to make 
one. 

(3) Art is likewise distinguished from craft. The first is also calIed free 
art, the second could also be calIed mercenary art. We regard free art [as 
an art] that could only turn out purposive (i.e., succeed) if it is play, in 
other words, an occupation that is agreeable on its own account; mercenary 
art we regard as labor, i.e., as an occupation that on its' :own account is 
disagreeable (burdensome) and that attracts ·us only through its effect (e.g., 
pay), so that people can be coerced into it. To judge whether, in a ranking 
of the guilds, watchmakers should be counted as artists but smiths as crafts
men; we would have to take a viewpoint different from the one· adopted 
here: we would have to compare [Proportion] the talents that each of .these 
occupations presupposes. Whether. even among the so-calIed seven free 
arts' a few may not have been included that should be.:numbered with the 
sciences, as well as some that are comparable to crafts. I do not here wish 
to discuss. It is advisable, however, to remind ourselves that in all the free 
arts there is yet a need for something in the order of a constraint, or, as it 
is calIed, a mechanism. (In poetry; for example, it is correctness and rich
ness of language, as well as prosody and meter.) Without this the spirit, 
which in art must be free and which alone. animates the work, would have 
no body at all and would evapoFate completely. This reminder is needed 
because some of the more 'recent educators believe that they promote· a 
free art best if they remove all constraint from it and convert it from labor 
into mere play. 

.. .. .. 

. 6. Peter Caml'er (1722-1789), Dutch anatomist 
and naturalist [translator's notel. 
7. That Is, the liberal arts of medieval edu'catlon, 
made up of the trivium (grammar, logic, and rhet-

orlc) and the more adVanced quadrivium (mllslc, 
arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy). Uber 
means "free" in Latin. . 
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§49; ON THE POWERS OF THE MIND WHICH CONSTITUTE GENIUS 

.. .. .. 
In a word, an aesthetic idea is a presentation of the imagination which is 

conjoined with It given concept and is connected, when we use imagination 
in its freedom, with such a multiplicity, of partial presentations that no 
'expression that 'stands for a determinate concept can be found for it. Hence 
it is a presentation that makes us add to a concept the thoughts of much 
that is ineffable, but the feeling of which quickens our cognitive powers and 
connects: language, which otherwise would be mere letters, with spirit. 

So the mental powers whose combination (in a certain relation) consti
tutes genius are imagination and undetstanding. One qualification is needed, 
however. When the imagination is used 'for cognition, then it is under the 
constraint of the understanding and is subject to the restriction of adequacy 
to the understanding's concept. But when the aim is aesthetic, then the 
imagination is free, so that, over and above that harmony with the concept, 
it may supply, in an unstudied way, a wealth of undeveloped material for the 
understanding' which the latter disregarded in its concept. But the under
standing employs this material not so' much objectively, for cognition, as 
subjectively, namely, to quicken the cognitive powers, though indirectly this 
does serve cognition too. Hence genius actually,consists in the happy rela
tion-one that no science can teach' and that 'cannot be 'learned by any dil
igence-allowing us, first, to discover ideas for a given concept; and, second, 
to hit upon a way of expressing these' ideas' that enables us to communicate 
to others,' as, accompanying a conceptI' the mental attunement that those 
ideas produce. The second talent is properly the one we call spirit. For in 
order to express what is ineffable'in the mental 'state accompanying a certain 
presentation and to make it universally communicable-whether the expres
sion consists in language or painting or pla:sticart-we need an ability [viz., 
spirit] to apprehend the imagination's rapidly passing play and to unite it in 
a concept that can be communicated without the constraint of rules (a ton
cept that on that very account is original, while at the same time it reveals a 
new rule thllt could. not have been inferred from any earlier principles or 
,examples). . . _. 

If, after this, analysis, we look back to the ~~ove explication of what we call 
geniUS, we find: First, genius is a talent for .ar~, not for science, where we 
must start from distinctly known rules that determine the procedure we 
must use in it. Second, since it is an artistic talent~ it presl:lpposes a deter
minate concept of the product, namely, its purpose; hence genius presup
poses understanding, but also a presentation (though an indeterminate one) 
of the 'material,i.e.,. of the intuition, need,ed'to exhibit this concept, and 
hence presupposes a relation of imagination,:to understanding. Third, it 
manifests itself not so much in the fact that the proposed purpose is 
achieved in exhibiting a determinate concept, ,as, rather, in the way aesthetic 
ideas, which contain a wealth of material [suitahleJ for thai intention, are 
offered or expressed; and hence it presents the imagination in its freedom 
from any instruction by rules, but still as purposive for exhibiting the given 
concept. Finally, fourth, the unstudied, unintentional subjective purposive-
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hess in the imagination's free harmony with the understanding's lawfulness 
presupposes such a proportion' andattunement of these pOWers as' 'cannot 
be brought about by any compliance with rules, whether of science or of 
mechanical imitation, but can be brought about only by the subject's 
nature. , '. ,,' ", 

These presuppositions being given, genius is the exemplary originality of 
a subject's natural endowment in the free use of his cognitive powers. Accord
ingly, the product of a genius (as regards· whatis attributable to genius in it 
rather than to possible learning or academic instruction) is an example that 
is meant not to be imitated. but to be followed by another genius.' (For in 
mere imitation the element of genius in' the work-what constitutes its 
spirit-would be lost.) The other genius, who follows the example, is·aroused 
by it to a feeling of his' own originality, which allows him to exercise in art 
his freedom from the constraint of rules, and to do so in such a way that art 
itself acquires a new rule by this, thus showing that the talent is exemplary. 
But since a genius is nature's favorite. and so· must be regarded as a: rare 
phenomenon, his example gives rise to a school for other good minds, .i.e., a 
methodical instruction by means of whatever rules could be: extracted from 
those products of spirit and their· peculiarity; and for these [followers] :fine 
art is to that extent imitation, for which nature, through a genius, gave the 
rule. " .. 

. But this imitation becomes aping if the pupil copies everything, including 
even the deformities that. the genius hlld to permit only because it would 
have been difficult to eliminate them without diminishing the force of the 
idea. This courage [to retain deformities] has merit only in a genius. A certain 
boldness of expression, and in general some deviation from the common rule, 
is entirely fitting for a genius; it is however not at all worthy of imitation, but 
in itself always remains a defect that [any]one must try to eliminate, though 
the genius has, as it were, a privilege to allow the defect to remain [anyway], 
because the inimitable [elementlin the momentum of his spirit would be 
impaired.by timorous caution. . .. . . ... 

.' .. 
§59. ON BEAU'IY AS THE SYMBOL OF' MORALITf 

.. .. .. 
Now I maintain that the beautiful is the symbol of th~ morally 'goo~; and 

only because we refer [RUckSicJii] the beautiful to theritorally' good (we all 
do so [Beziehung] naturally arid require all :others als6' to do so, as a (luty) 
does oiidiking for it include a claim to everyone else's' ass~nt, while the inind 
is also consdou~ of beingerlnobled, hy this [reference],ab.ove a .iT1ere·r~cep
tivity for pleasure derived (ro~ .sense impressions,. arldit as~esse!fthe 'value 
of other people toaon the blisis of [their having] a similar maxim hi their 
power of judgment. The morally good. is the intelligible that taste ha:s'i~ View, 
as I indicated in the preceding section;8 'for it is with this intelligible: that 
even our higher cognitive powers harmonize, and withput this intelligible 
contradictions would continually arise from the contrast between the:' ~~t~r.e 

8. Section 58, omitted from our selection. 
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of these powers and the claims that taste makes. In this ability [taste], judg
ment does not find itsclf subjected to a heteronomy from empirical laws, as 
it does elsewhere in empirical judging-concerning objects of such a pure 
liking it legislates to itself, just as reason does regarding the power of desire. 
And because the subject has this possibilityw,ithin him, while outside [him] 
there is also the possibility that nature will harmonize with 'it, judgment finds 
itself referred to something that is both in the subject himself and outside 
him, something that is neither nature nor freedom and,yet is linked with the 
basis of freedom, the supersensible, in which the theoretical and the prac
tical power are in an unknown manner combined and joined into a unity. I 
shall now bring up a few points of this analogy [between the beautiful and 
the morally good], noting at the same time what difference there is between 
them. 

(1) The beautiful we like directly (but only in intuition reflect[ed upon], 
not in its concept, as we do morality). (2) We like it without any interest. 
(Our liking for the morally good is connected necessarily with an interest, 
but with an interest that does not precede our judgment about the liking but 
is produced by this judgment in the first place.) (3) In judging the beautiful, 
we present the freedom of the imagination (and hence {of} our power [of] 
sensibility) as harmonizing with the lawfulness of the understanding. (In a 
moral judgment we think the freedom of the will as the will:s harmony with 
itself according to universal laws of reasons.) (4) We present the subjective 
principle for judging the beautiful as universal, i.e., as valid for everyone, but 
as unknowable through any universal concept. (The objective principle of 
morality we also declare to be universal[ly valid], i.e., [valid] for all subjects, 
as well as for all acts of the same subject, but also declare to be knowable 
through a universal concept.) Hence not only is.a m,oral judgment capable 
of [having] determinate constitutive principles, but its possibility depends on 
our basing the[se] maxims on those principles and their universality. 

The common understanding also habitually bears this analogy in mind, 
and beautiful objects of nature or of art are often called by names that seem 
to presuppose that we are judging [these objects] morally. We call buildings 
or trees majestic and magnificent, or landscapes cheerful and gay; even col" 
ors are called innocent, humble, or tender, because they arouse sensations 
in us that are somehow analogous to the consciousness we have in a menttrl' 
state produced by moral judgments. Taste e,nables us;'~sjtwere"to make 
the transition from sensible charm to a habituB;lmoral interest without mak
ing too violent a leap; for taste presents the imagination as admitting, even 
in its freedom, of determination that is purposiveJor the understanding, and 
it teaches us to like even objects of sense freely, even apart from sensible 
charm. 

1790 
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EDMUND BURKE 
1729-1797 

The sublime, which Edmund Btifke' exaritines in his major work A PhilosOphical 
Enquiry into the Origins of Out llhtis tif the Sublime and Beautifol(I757); is one of 
the most iritriguing terms in the history of literary criticism and theory. When Invoked 
to name the defining quality of a great literarY or attistic work, it usually suggests' 
grandeur, vastness, awe, immense power. But the concept has a complex history, and 
critics and theorists have for centuries explored 'its meanings. It was first described 
in the treatise On Sublimity, written in the first century C.E. by a Greek rhetorian 
known (because of an early misattribution) as LONGINUS; in this text, the sublime is 
defined as "excellence in language" and as the "expression of a great spirit." It is 
associated as well with frightening, huge phenomena in nature-,-v9Icanoes, storms, 
the surging seas. Here already are signs of the tensions and am~~gu.ties that Burke, 
imd others in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; inquired ti-ito~ ts the sublime 
a fact about nature or art, or both'? Iii the sublime a property of the work of literature 
itselfi' Ot Is"it, Instead;'less in' the work than in the soul, mlhd,'or character of the 
genius who produces the work'? Or-yet another variatlbn"-is itaii' 9trilordinary 
e~erhmce brought about by the power of the, perceiver, and thus testimony not to 
the work or to the author .but to something in the reader, somethirig speciaI'in the 
intensity of the reader's tesponse? ' 

,While Burke's contribution to aesthetics' is significa~t; he is best. known as a 
political theorist and statesman. He was born in· DlIblin, Ireland; his father, a law
yer, was a Protestant, and his mother was a. R~man Catho\ic. He ",ttended Trinity 
College in Dublin from 1743 to 1748 and then in 1,150begari thestijdy of law at 
the Middle Teinple In London. His first ,publication, a satiric work titled A Vln
dlc:"tkJn of Natural Soc"ty, waspubli.h~d .nonym~iJsiy.in'17~6. It wa' followed 
the next year by the Enqul"" also pUblished .non)'fil.~u*ly,and tbl_.book won 
praise from scholars arid ctlticsbi England .itd abroad;' Burke soon became 
friends with B nUinber of accomplished 'writers'ahd artiiits, includirik Oliver Gold
smith, SAMUEL JOHNSON; and Joshua -Reynolds; Johnson called .Burke's work on 
the sublime "an' example .oftruecritieism." Beginning in '1 '758; Burke was also the 
editor (anonymously) of The Annual Register, a survey of world affairsi he held 
the position for three decades. ., ,.... 

. .In 17.65 Burke was appointed secretary to the Marquess of Rockingham, a notable 
Whig politicalleadei, and he became a member of Parliament.-He look an active 
role in debates over the relationship between Parliament an~ the king; as Ge~~e 
III attempted to 'increase the po~er' of the monarchy; the 'Whigs sought to riinit 
royal authority. In his pamphlet ThOUghts on theCauSf! of ihePfesentDiscontetHIli 
(1770); Btitke criticized Geotge's choice of ministers and presented a ilew cohcti~~ 
tion of political "party." Traditionally, political parties' had been seen as hthereritly 
subversive and unpatriotic, as well· as sources of factionalism; but . Burke viewed 
parties as collectives brought together on the basis of shared public principles. 
Rightly conceived, "party" was a "constitutional link between king and parliament, 
providing consistency and strength in administration, or principled criticism in oppo-
sition." . 

In addition to his efforts to limit the 'power of the king, Burke was involved in the 
1760s and 1770s in the disputes about how best to govern the American colonies, a. 
question considered in Thoughts. He delivered a number of speeches' on this issue, 
faulting the policies of the British government for being rigid, contradictory, and 
unworkable. He called for "conciliation"-not an end to imperial authority but a more 
pragmatic exercise of it that would take into serious account the reasons for the 
colonists' complaints about taxation and lack of representation. 
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Burke was also an angry, incisive critic of the French Revolution, which broke out 
in 1789 and which many British writers, including WILLIAM WORDSWORTH and 
SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE initially welcomed and supported. In his classic text 
Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), Burke Inveighed against .unfettered 
democracy and dangerous appeals t'o the universal "rights of man" as he defended 
tradition, monarchy, and a hereditary aristocracy. He resisted abstract speculation 
and (as he defined them) systems and schemes for social and political change that 
ignored the long history and organic:interrelate<Jness of sociopolitical life, culture, 
and institutions. Society, for Burke, means a '.'partnership" between "those who are 
living, those who are dead, and those who are yet to be born." It is dangerously 'wrong 
to interfere with this partnership, however alluring the ideals invoked as justificatiOll. 

In·the excerpt below; we see Burke writing as a literary theorist, taking up a subject 
that previous critics had discussed and that resonated in the verse of contemporary 
poets. He is indebted, for example, to JOSEPH ADDISON's essays on taste, the imagi
nation, and the sublime (see above) and to' DAVID 'HUME's "Of the Standard of Taste" 
(I 757; see above). Like those writersj he operates Within the empirical tradition that 
John Locke had established in An EsslJ)' 1)onceming Human. Understanding (I 690)
that knowledge derives from sense experience and that simple ideas are combined 
into more complex ones. Burke has also absorbed the melancholy, reflective, some
times ominous and disquieting poetry of EDWARD YOUNG ("Night Thoughts," 1742), 
Thomas Gray ("Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard;" 1751), and others. He is 
interested. in the psychological and physical nature of our respori'se to the exalted and 
the featful, the terrible and terrifying, both in art and hi nature; 

Burke begins,with "On Taste," a long introduction (added for the second edition) 
covering aesthetic judgment. Like Hume;.he aims to show that we can do better than 
simply conclude that "Taite cannot be disputed," all If there were no shared standards 
arid principles for Judgment. He says; for example, that while a man may come to 
prefer the talte of tobacco to that of sugar,nelther he nor anyone else believes that 
tobacco II lweet. An "acquired" preference :il not the lame al a "natural" one, he 
explainl,ln their lenle of plea lure and pain,Burke concludel, perlona are the same: 
"Ught Is more plea ling than darknes •.••• No man thinks a goose to be more beautiful 
than a ·swan."Thls does not mean that everyone speaks with equal Insight and accu
racy abolit a work of art: some possess more knowledge than others and hence they 
see elements in the work that others do not, Thus SOrtle persoDs. might seem not 
properly to value Virgil's epic poem, the Aeneul:(I9·.B.C.E.), not because their taste is 
defective ·but primarily because they lack knowledge and experience. One can detect 
in this commentary on "taste" Burke's investment In the Idea of consensus, the notion 
that persons of different social and cultural backgrounds can nonetheless reach a.gree
ment on principles and standards-a.belief that;decades later would fuel hlS'furious 
response to the upheavals of the French Revolution. 

Burke's stress on knowledge and experience is evident in his account of the relation 
between taste and judgment. "A wrong taste," he explains, is caused by "a defect of 
judgment" that reflects "a weakness of understanding" or, "more commonly," a "want 
of proper exercise." Burke emphasizes that differences in taste derive from prejudices 
and passions' that mar judgment, rather than from any intrinsic gifts of imagination 
and insight that make some persons naturally better judges than others. "Sensibility" 
is important, he states, but he insists that eXperience and knowledge can develop and 
strengthen judgment, even as he adds that in the response to literature there is less 
difference in judgment than in the response tei philosophy and abstract argument: 
"Men are far better agreed on the excellence of a descriptibn in Virgil, than on the 
truth or falsehood of a theoty of Aristotle." 

The later' sections of Burke's book treat the sublime and its relationship to the 
beautiful. Used as an adjective, "sublime" (from the Latin sublimis, "on high, uplifted, 
raised 'up") in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries meant grand, elevated, lofty. 
By the middle of the seventeenth century, it also suggeSted the highest moral, intel-
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ctual, or emotional'level, as well as great nobility' of character. Late in the century, 
It'W8sused as both an adjective and a noun to refer, Cas it does today, to a sensation
overwhelming awe, astonishment, fear, terror-produced by.great scenes in nature 
lind powerful works of literature and art. . 
hThough Burke read'Longinus's text when 'he was a student 'atTrinity, he seem!; 
already to have been fascinated by the. idea and experience of the silblime. For exam
pIe', while in his teens'he commented in a letter on a flood he saw in Dublin: "It gives 
me pleasure to see nature· in these great though terrible scenes.- It fills the ritind with 
grand.ideas, and turns the soul in ·upon itself.'1 In'hisEssay on Criticism' (1·711; see 
above), 'ALEXANDER POPE had highlighted the order, harmony; and . proportion that 
characterized Nature-and that writers should seek to embody in' their work. But in 
this letter and in his book on the 'sublime, Burke is getting at an irrational element 
in both nature and art, something not captured' by terms such as reason, order, pro-
portion, and balance. . . 

Burke ·also delves intb the response of the reader or viewer to 'the sublime, and in 
his attention to the psychological nature of response he looks forward ·to the· phil" 
osopher IMMANUEL KANT in his'Critique of Judgment (1790), the Germim dramatist 
and critic G. E. LESSING, Coleridge, and RALPH WALDO EMERSON. Coleridge and 
Emerson, and, later, Walt Whitman, discover .the sublime in the . commonplace 
and everyday through the power of the perceiving mind-the capacity to· re(:og
nize and voice, as Whitman does, the awe-inspiring infinite meaningfulness of a leaf 
of grass; Burke's influence on the understanding of the "terror" ·associated· with the 
sublime is also apparent in the theory and practiCe of the GothfC novel; iIirThe ,Mys
teries of Udolpho (1794), Ann Radcliffe describes the impact/of terror on the mind in 
Burkean terms:·"A terror of this nature, :as.it·occupies and expands the mind;'and 
elevates it'to a high expectation; is purely sublimer and leadli us,-by a kind of fasci
nation, to seek even the object frOin which we appear to shrink!' 

Unlike some theorists of the era, though like Kant later in the century, Burke make!l 
a distinction between the sublime and the beautiful. The sublime he connects to 
terror, obscurity, vastness, infinity; the beautiful he associates with smallness, bright
ness of color, the finite. His book stands roughly midway between the elegant neo~' 
classicism of JOHN Dt:'YDEN and Pope and the transcendence-seeking Romantic poetl')' 
and criticism of Wordsworth and Colendge. Burke was one of the central figures in 
the challenge to the tradition that'Dryden and Pope represented, and he'helped 
prepare the way for the literary revolution of the 1-790s-which coincided with the 
French Revolution that he so despised. In yet another ironYr for the deconstructionists 
PAUL DE MAN, JACQUES DERRIDA, and their followers,- the sublime has come to sigitifY 
the plurality in language that keeps ·meaning from ever achieving a fixed :form: diz~ 
zying, disorienting, and disorder-generating, it is dramatically at odds with the values 
that Burke in his political writing eloquently defended. 
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Fro", A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of 
the Sublime and Beautiful 

Introduction on Taste 

On a superficial view, we may seem to differ very widely from each other in 
our reasonings, and no less in our pleasures: but notwithstanding this dif
ference, which I think to be rather apparent than real, it is probable that the 
standard both of reason and Taste is the same in· all human creatures. For 
if there were not some principles of judgment as well as of sentiment com
mon to all mankind, no hold could possibly bt; taken either on their reason 
or their passions; sufficient to maintain the ordinary correspondence of life. 
It appears indeed to be generally acknowledged, that with regard to truth 
and falsehood there is something fixed. We find people in their disputes 
continually appealing to certain tests and standards which are allowed on all 
sides, and are supposed to be established in our common nature. But there 
is not the same obvious concurrence in any uniform or settled principles 
which relate to Taste. It is even commonly supposed that this delicate and 
aeria}l faculty, which seems too volatile to endure even the chains of a def
inition, cannot be properly tried by any test, nor regulated by any standard. 
There is so continual a call for the exercise of the reasoning faculty, ana it 
is so much strengthened by perpetual contention, that certain maxims· of 
right reason seem to be tacitly settled amongst the most ignorant. The 
learned have improved on this rude science, and reduced those maximSl'iito 
a system. If Taste has not been so happily cultivated, it was not that the 
subject was barren, but that the labourers were few or negligent; for to say 
the truth, there are not the same interesting motives to impel us to fix the 
one, which urge us to ascertain the other. And after all, if men differ in their 
opinion concerning such matters, their difference is not attended with the 
same important consequences, else I make no doubt but that the logic of 
Taste, if I may be allowed the expression, might very possibly be as well 
digested, and we might come to discuss matters of this nature with as much 
certainty, as those which seem more immediately within the province of mere 
reason. And indeed it is very necessary at the entrance into such an enquiry, 
as our present, to make this point as clear as possible; for if Taste has no 
fixed principles, if the imagination is not affected according to some invari
able and certain laws, our labour is like to be employed to very little purpose; 

I. Reaching high Into the air, lofty. 
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as it must be judged an useless, if not an absurd undertaking, to lay down 
rules for caprice, and to' set up for a legislator of whims and fancies. 

The term Taste, like all other figurative terms, is not extremely accurate: 
the thing which we understand by it, is far from a simple and determinate 
idea in the minds of most men, and it, is therefore liable to uncertainty and 
confusion. I have no great opinion of a definition, the celebrated remedy for 
the cure of this disorder. For when we define, we seem in danger of circum
scribing nature within the bounds of our own notions, which we often take 
up by hazard, or embrace on trust, or form out of a limited and partial con
sideration of the object before us, instead of extending our ideas to take in 
all that nature comprehends, according to her manner of combining. We are 
limited in our enquiry by the strict laws to which we have submitted' at our 
setting out. 

--Circa vilem patulumque morabim'ur orbem 
Unde pudor proferre pedem vetat aut operis lex. Z 

A definition may be very exact, and yet go but a very little way towards inform
ing us of the nature of the thing defined; but let the virtue of a definition be 
what it win, in the ord.er'of things, it.seems rather to follow than to precede 
our enquiry, of which it 'ought to be considered as the result:. It must be 
acknowledged that the methods of disquisition and te~ching may be some~ 
times different, and on very good reason undoubtedly; b!-1t for ,my part, I am 
convinced that the method of teaching which approaches most nearly to the 
method of investigation, is incomparably the best; since not content with 
serving up a few barren and lifeless truths, it leads to "the stock on which 
they grew; it tends to set the reader himself in the track of invention, and to 
direct him into those paths in which the author has made his own d.iscov
eries, if he should be so"happy as to have made any that are v~luable. 

But to cut off all pretence for cavilling, J mean by the word Taste 11:0 more 
than that faculty, or those faculties of the mind which are 'affected with, or 
which form a judgment of the works of imaginatiori and the elegant afl~~ 
This is, I think, the most general idea of that word, and what is the least. 
connected with any particular theory. And my point in this f;!nquiry is to find 
whether there are any principles, on' which the imagination is affected, so 
common to all, so grounded and certain, as to supply the means of reasoning 
satisfactorily about them. And sucit principles, of Taste; I fancy there are; 
however paradoxical it may seem to those, who on a superficial view imagine, 
that there is so great a diversity of 'tastes both in kind and degree, that 
nothing can be more indeterminate. 

All the natural powers in man, which, I know, that are conversant about 
external objects, are the Senses; the imagination; and the Judgment. And 
first with regard to the senses. We do and we must suppose, that as the 
conformation of their organs are nearly, or altogether the same in all men, 
so the manner of perceiving external objects is in all men the same, or with 
little difference. We are satisfied that what appears to be light to one 'eye, 
appears light to another; that what seems sweet to one palate, is sweet to 

2. Misquoted from HOI\II.CE t65;-8 .B:C.E.), An 
Poetica tsee above): "We shaU linger with the low 
and open world, from which place modesty or the 
law of the work prevent our feet from moving" 

(lines 132, 135). Burke leaves out the word >10K: 

Horace i. Instructing the aspiring poet not to lin;' 
ger. 
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another; that what is dark and bitter to this man, is likewise dark and bitter 
to that; and we conclude in the sarrie manner of great and little, hard and 
soft, hot and cold, rough and smooth; and indeed of all the natural qualities 
and affections of bodies. If we suffer ourselves to imagine, that their senses 
present to different men different images of things, this sceptical proceeding 
will make every sort of reasoning on every subject vain and frivolous, even 
that sceptical. reasoning itself; which had persuaded us to entertain a doubt 
concerning the agreement of our perceptions. But as there will be very little 
doubt that bodies present similar images to. the whole species, it must nec
essarily be allowed, that the pleasures and the pains which every object 
excites in one man, it must raise in all mankind, whilst it operates naturally, 
simply, and by its proper powers onlYi for if we deny this, we must imagine, 
that the same cause operating in the same manner, and on subjects of the 
same kind, will produce different effects, which,would be highly absurd. Let 
us first consider this point in the sense of Taste, and the rather as the faculty 
in , question has taken its name from.that.sense. All men are agreed to call 
vinegar sour, honey sweet, and aloes~ bitter; and as they are all agreed in 
finding these qualities in those objects, they do not in the least differ con
cerning their effects with regard to .pleasure· and pain. They all concur in 
calling· sweetness pleasant, and sourness and bitterness unpleasant. Here 
there is no diversity in their sentiments; and that there is not appears fully 
from the consent of all men in the metaphors which are taken from the sense 
of· Taste. A sour temper, bitter expressions, bitter curses, a bitter fate, are 
terms well and strongly understood by all. And we are altogether as well 
understood when we say, a sweet disposition, a sweet person, a sweet con
dition, and the like. It is confessed, that custom, and some other causes, 
have made many deviations from the natural pleasures or pains which belong 
to these several Tastes; but then the power of distJnguishing between the 
natural and. the acquired relish remains to the very last. A man frequently 
comes to prefer the Taste of tobacco. to that of sugar, and the flavour of 
vinegar to that of milk; but this makes no confusion in Tastes, whilst he is 
sensible that the tobacco and vinegar are not sweet, and whilst he, knows 
that habit alone has reconciled his palate to these.alien pleasures. Even with 
such a person we may speak, and' with sufficient precision, concerning 
Tastes. But should any man be found who declares, that to him tob~~o has 
a Taste like sugar, and that he cannot distinguish between milk ana Vinegar; 
or that tobacco and vinegar are sweet, milk bitter, and sugar sour, we imme
diately conclude that the organs of this man are out of order, and that his 
palate is utterly vitiated. We are as far from conferring with such a person 
upon Tastes, as from reasoning concerning the relations of quantity with one 
who should deny that all the parts together were equal to the whole. We do 
not call a man of this kind wrong in his notions, but absolutely mad. Excep
tions of this sort in either way, do not at all impeach our general rule, nor 
make us conclude that men have various principles concerning the relations 
of quantity, or the Taste of things. So that when it is said, Taste cannot be 
disputed, it can only mean, that no one can strictly answer what pleasure or 
pain some particular man may find from the Taste of some particular thing. 
This indeed cannot be disputed; but we may dispute, and with sufficient 

3. A purgative drug was derived from the juice of aloe plants. 
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clearness too, concerning the things which are naturally pleasing or disa" 
greeable to the sense. But when we talk· of any peculiar or acquired relish; 
then we must know the habits, the prejudices, or the distempers4 of this 
particular inan, and we must draw our conclusion from those. '. ! j " 

, This agreement of mankind is not confined to the Taste solely. The prin
ciple of pleasure derived from sight is the same in all. Light is more pleasing 
than darkness. Sumyter, whenthe'earth is clad in green, when the heavens 
are Serene and briglit, is more agreeable than winter, when·.everything makes 
a different appearance: I never'remember that any thing beautiful, whether 
a man, a beast, a bird, or a plant, ,was ever shewn, though 'it were to an 
hundred people, that they did not all immediately agree that it was beautiful, 
though some might have thought ·that:itfell short of their expectation, or 
that other things were still finer. I believe no man thinks a goose to be more 
beautiful than a swan, or imagines that what they call a Friezland hen excels 
a peacock. It must be observed, too, ,that the ·pleasures of the sight are not 
near so complicated, and confus~d"and altered by unnatural habits and 
associations, as the pleasures of the Taste are; because the pleasures of the 
sight more commonly acquiesce in themselves; and are not so often altered 
by considerations which are independent of. the sight itself. But things do 
not spontaneously present themselves to the palat~ as they do to the sight; 
they are generally applied to it, either as food or as medicine; and from the 
qualities which they possess for nutritive or medicinal purposes, theyofteri 
form the palate by degrees, and by force of these associations. Thusopiuln 
is pleasing to Turks, on account of the agreeable delirium it produces. 
Tobacco is the delight of Dutchmen" as it diffuses a torpor and pleasing 
stupefaction. Fermented spirits please our common people, because they 
banish care, and all consideration of future or present evils. All of these 
would lie absolutely neglected if their properties had originally gone no fur
ther than the Taste; but all these, together with tea and coffee, and some 
other things, have past from the apothecary's shop to our tables, and were 
taken for health long before'they were thought of for pleasure. The effect of 
the drug has made us use it frequently; and 'frequent use, combined with the 
agreeable effect, has made the' Taste itself at last agreeable. But this does 
not in the least perplex our reasoning; because we distinguish to the last the 
acquired from the natural relish. In describing the Taste· of an unknown fruit, 
you would scarcely say, that it hada:sweet and pleasant flavour like tobacco, 
opium, or garlic, although you spoke to those who were in the constant use 
of these drugs, and had great pleasure in them. There is in all inen a sufficient 
remembrance of the original natural causes of pleasure, to enable thein to 
bring all things offered to their senses to that standard, and to regulate their 
feelings and opinions by it. Suppose one who had so vitiated his palate as to 
take more pleasure in the Taste of opium than in that of butter or honey, to 
be presented with a bolus of squills; there is hardly' any doubt but that he 
would prefer the butter or honey to this nauseous morsel1 or to any other 
bitter drug to which he had not been acc,ustomed;o which -proves that his 
palate was naturally like that of other men in all things, that it is still like 
the palate of other men in many things, and onlyvitiatedin,some particular 
points. For in judging of any new thing, even of a Taste similar to that which 

4. Disturbances of the bodily "humors" or "tempers" once thought to govern human physiology. 
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he has been formed by habit to like, he finds his palate affected in the natural 
manner, and on the common principles. Thus the pleasure of all the senses, 
of the sight, and even of the Taste, that most ambiguous of the senses, is the 
same in all, high and low, learned and unlearned. 

Besides the ideas, with their annexed pains and pleasures, which are pre
sented by the sense; the mind of man possesses a sort of creative power of 
its own; either in representing at pleasure the images of things in the order 
and manner in which they were received by the senses; or in combining those 
images in a new manner, and according to a different order. This power is 
called Imagination; and to this belongs whatever is called wit, fancy, inven
tion, and the like. But it must be observed, that this power of the imagination 
is incapable of producing any thing absolutely new; it can only vary the 
disposition of those ideas which it has received from the senses.' Now the 
imagination is the most extensive province of pleasure and pain, as it is the 
region of our fears and our hopes, and of all our passions that are connected 
with them; and whatever is calculated to affect the imagination with these 
commanding ideas, by force of any .original nat.1:lral impression, must have 
the same power pretty equally over all men. For since the imagination is only 
the representative of the senses, it can only be pleased or displeased with 
the images from the same principle on which the sense is pleased or dis
pleased with the realities; and consequently there inust· be just as dose an 
agreement in the imaginations as in the senses of men. A little attention will 
convince us that this must of necessity be the case. 

But in the imagination, besides the pain or pleasure arising from the prop
erties of the natural object, a pleasure is perce,ived from the resemblance, 
which the imitation has to the original; the imagination, I conceive, can have 
no pleasure but what results from one or other of these causes. And these 
causes operate pretty uniformly upon all men, because they operate by prin
ciples in nature, and which are not derived from any particular habits or 
advantages. Mr. Locke very justly and finely observes of wit, that it is chiefly 
conversant in tracing resemblances; he remarks at the same' time, that the 
business of judgment is rather in finding differences.6 ft may perhaps appear, . 
on this supposition, that there is no material distinction between the wit and 
the judgment, as they both seem to result from different operations of the . 
same faculty of comparing. But in reality, whether they are or are not depen~' 
ent on the same power of the mind, €hey differ so very materially in many 
respects, that a perfect union of wit and judgment is one of the rarest things 
in the world. When two distinct objects are unlike to each other, it is only 
what we expect; things are in their common way; and therefore they make 
no impression on the imagination: but when two distinct objects have a 
resemblance, we are struck, we attend to them, and we are pleased. The 
mind of man has naturally a far greater alacrity and satisfaction in tracing 
resemblances than in searching for differences; because by making resem
blance we produce new images, we unite, we create, we enlarge our stock; 
but in making distinctions we offer no food at all to the imagination; the task 
itself is more severe and irksome, and what pleasure we derive from it is 
something of a negative and indirect nature. A piece of news is told me in 

0;. Compare An Es",,>, concerning Human Under
sta"di!tR (I 690), 2.2.2, 2.12.2, by the English 

empiricist philosopher John Locke (1632-1704). 
6. Locke. EsStJ)!. 2.11.2. 'Wlt": Intelligence. 
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the morning; this,n1erelY!!ls a!p.i¢ce·of news,·as a fact added ·to my stock, 
gives nte Some pleasure; In ,the ev~nin8:lfindthere·was nothing.in it. What 
do I gain by this, but the dissatisfaction to find that I had be~n imposed 
upon? Hence it is, that men are much.mote naturally inclined to belief than 
to incredulity. And it is upon this principle; that the most ignorant and bar
barous·naUons ·ltave frequently.:excelled in similitudes, ·comparisons, meta" 
phors,and.all4;!gories, who have been weak and backward in distinguishing 
and sorting their ideas. And it is for a reason of this kind that Horner7 aJid 
the oriental writers, though ,very rond of similitudes, and though they often 
strike out such: as are truly admirable, they seldom ta.ke care to havethern 
exact; that. is, they are taken. with the general resemblance, they paint it 
strongly, and they take nohotice of the difference .. which 'may be found 
between the things compared. j. 

Now as .the pleasure of r~semblance is. that which principally flatters the 
imagination, all men are nearly equal in this point; as 'far as their knowledge 
of the things r.epre~ented or 'coinpared extends •. The principle of this.knowk 
edge is very much accidental, as it.depends'l.l~on ~xperi~nce an~observatjon. 
and not .on the. strength Or weakness of anY mthJ.ralJaculty; and .it is from 
this difference in kfiowl~c,lge that what. we comm~mlt'j though with no gr~at 
exactness, call a difference in Tas~e proc~eds,·A rilan to whom sc·ulpture i~ 
new, .sees a barber's block,8 or some ordinary piece of:Uatuary; .he is'imme
diatelystruck and pleased, because he sees something like an human figure; 
and entirely taken up with this likeness, he does· not 'at all attend to ita 
defects. No p~rson, I beli~yei.at .. the nrsttimeof .~eing a piece of irnitatlon 
ever did. Some time afterj.we . suppose. that this novice lights·upon a mQJ:e 
artlftchll' work of the same n.~turel.he·now begins to look with contempt on 
what;he admb;ed 4lt fint; llot 'that he admired ·it eve.n thenrfor its unUkene .. 
to a man, but for that. general though inaccurate tesemblance which it bore. 
to. the human;Agure. What he admired at different times in these so differept 
figures, is strictly the same; and though his knowledge is improved, .his Taste 
is hotaltered .. Hithertoh~s.mistake was from a,wantofknowledgein art, and 
this arose from his.iriexperience; but he may be 'still deficient from a want 
of knowledge in nature; For iUs possible that the man in question may stop 
here, and ~hat the masterpiece of Ii great hand .mayplease him no more~han 
the middling performance of a·vulgar artist; and this not· for want of better: 
or higher relish, .but because all: men'do not observe with sufficient accuracy 
on the human figure. to enable:them.to judge prope.rly of an imitation of it. 
And that the critical Taste ~oes. riot.depend upon a superior principle in 
men, but upon superior knowledge, may appear from several instances. The 
story of the ancient painter ,and the shoemak~r is very well knOWJ:l, .. Th~ 
shoemaker set the painter right with regard to some mistakes he had made. 
in the shoe of one of his figures, and which the painter, who had .not made 
such accurate· observations on shoes~ and Was content with a gerieral.resem-: 
blance; had never observed. I But this was no impeachment to the Tast.e,6f 
the painter, it only shewed some' want of knowledge in. the art. of making 

7. Greek poet' (ca. 8th c. B.C.E.)' to whom the ear
liest works of Greek literature, the llUul and Days. 
sey, are attributed. 
8. A wooden head for a wig. 
9. Skillfully made. 

1. In his N.it1i .... i HlStotY 35.84, 'the Roman jNrlte~ 
Pliny the Elder (23 f 4-79 c.!!.) tell. this story of 
the Greek painter Apelle •. See also SAMU!!L JOHN' 
SON, TIu! lI ..... "lsr, No.4 (I750; above). 

, '" ~.' 



ENQUIRY INTO THE SUBLIME AND BEAUTIFUL I 545 

shoes. Let us imagine, that an anatomist had come into the paintet's working 
room. His piece is in general well done, the·figure in question in a good 
attitude, and the patts well adjusted to their! various movements; yet the 
anatomist·, critical in his art, may observe the swell of some muscle not quite 
just in the peculiar action of the figure. Here the anatomist observes what 
the painter had not observed, and he passes by what .the shoemaker had 
remarked. But a want of the last: critical knowledge in' anatomy no more 
reflected on the natural good Taste of the painter, or of any common observer 
of his piece, than the want of.an exact knowledge in the formation of a shoe. 
A fine piece of a decollated2 head of iSt. John the. Baptist was shewn to a 
Turkish emperor; he praised many things; but he observed one ·defect; he 
observed that the skin did not shrink from the wounded part of the neck. 
The sultan on this occasion, though his observation was very just, discovered 
no more natural Taste than the painter who executed this piece, or than a 
thousand European connoisseurs who probably never would' have made the 
same observation. His Turkish majesty had indeed been well acquainted with 
that terrible spectacle,·which the others could only have represented in theit 
imagination. On the subject of their dislike ,there is a difference· between all 
these people, arising from the differerttkinds and degrees of their knowledge; 
but therE~ is something in commOn to :the painter, the shoemaker, the anat
omist, and the Turkish emperor, the pleasure arising from a natural object, 
so far as each perceives.it justly imitated; the satisfaction in seeing an agree
able figure; the sympathy proceeding from a striking and affecting incident. 
So far as' Taste is natural, it is nearly common to all. 

In· poetry,. and other pieces of.: imagination, the. same·.,arity may be 
observed., It is true, that one man is chai'med with Don Bellianis,· and reads 
VirRil c~ldly; whilst another is transported with the Eneid, .. and leaves Don 
Belliani. to' children. These .two men seeM to have a Taste very different 
from each other; but in fact they differ very little. In both these pieces; which 
inspire such opposite sentiments~ a tale exciting admiration is told; both are 
full of action, both are passionate,' in both ,are voyages, battles, triumphs, 
and coritinual changes of fortune. The admirer of Don Belliariis perha~does 
not understand the refined language of the Eneid, who if it was degraded 
into the style of the Pilgrim's Progress,~ might feel it in all its energy, Oil the 
same principle which made ·himan admirer of Don Bellianis.· ~. 

In his favorite author he is not shocked with the continual breaches of 
probability, the confusion of times, the offences against manners, the tram
pling upon geography; for he knows nothing' of geography and chronology, 
and he had never examined the grounds ofptobability. He perhaps reads of 
a shipwreck on the coast of Bohemia;6 wholly taken up with so interesting 
an event,' and only solicitous for the fate' of his hero, he is not in the least 
troubled at this extravagant blunder. Fot why should he be shocked at a 
shipwreck on the· 'coast of Bohemia; who does not ·know but that Bohemia 
may be~an island irt the Atlantic ocean? !and after all, what reflection is this 
on the l.aturalgood Taste of the person here supposed? 

2. Beheaded. . .. . . .' 4 .. Virgil'. Aendd (J 9 B.C.E.).,... . 
3. Geronimo Fernandez's chivalric romance J/Is~ '.' 5. 11aii Pllgri ... •• Progress (1678), popular religious 
torIa ",,,I "aleroso Ibt.,enclble Pri"elpe,jon Bellanll ' ..... allegoltby Johh ))unyan. . 
de, Greela (1547-4.9) •. published. In full and I,:,:... 6 .. A nqto~?"'llleoll"aplJlcal error In ShBkesl.'eare. 
translation as11ae FllmoUs a"" Delectllb'" HIStory 11.<. W,tlhrrs Tale (ca. ilil0. 3.3.2: BohemIa has 
of Don Bel/lenls of Greece (1673). no seacoast. 
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So far then as Taste belongs to the imagination, its principle is the same 
in all men; there is no difference in the manner of their being affected, nor 
in the causes of the affection; but in the degree there is a difference, which 
arises from two causes principally; either from a greater degree of natural 
sensibility, or from a closer and longer attention to the object. To illustrate 
this by the procedure of the senses in which the same difference is found, 
let us suppose a very smooth marble table. to be set before two men; they 
both perceive it to be smooth, and they are both pleased with it, because of 
this quality. So far they agree. But suppose another, and after that another 
table, the latter still smoother than.ihe former, to be set before them. It is 
now very probable that these men; who are so agreed upon what is smooth, 
and in the pleasure from thence, will disagree when they come to settle 
which table has the advaritage in point of polish. Here is indeed the great 
difference between T~stes, when men come to .compare the ~c;ess or dimi
nution of things which ;are judged by degree and not by measUre. Nor is it 
easy, when such a difference arises, to settle, the 'point, if the excess or dim
inution be not glaring. If we differ in opinion about two quantlties, we can 
have resource to a common measure, whi~h may decide the question with 
the utmost exactness; and this I take it is what gives mathem~tical knowledge 
a greater certainty than any other. But in things whos~ excess is not judged 
by greater or smaller, as smoothness and roughness, nardn~ss and softness, 
darkness and light, the shades of colours, all these are' very easily distin
guished when the difference is any way considerable, bdi not when it is 
minute, for want of some cQp1mon measures which perha~~ may never come 
to be discovered. In these nice7 cases, supposing the,~cutene!is of the sense 
equal, the greater attention and habit in such things will have the advantage. 
In the question about th~ tables, the marble .polil!her will unquestionably 
determine the most accura~~ly. But notwithstandirig this want of a common 
measure for settling many ~isputes relative to the senses and their represen
tative the imagination, we find that the principles are the same in all, and 
that there is no disagreement until we come to examine into the preeminence 
or difference of things, which brings us within the province of the judgment. 

So long as we are conversant with the sensible qualities df things, hardly 
any more than the imagination seems concerned; little more .also tHan the 
imagination seems concerned when the passions are repres~~ted, because 
by the force of natural sympathy they are felt in all men without any'recourse 
to reasoning, and their justness recognized in every breast. Love, grief, fear, 
anger, joy, all these passions have in their turns affected every mind; and 
they do not affect it in an arbitrary or casual manner, but upon certain, 
natural and uniform principles. But as many of the works of imagination are 
not confined to the representation of serisible objects, nor to efforts upon 
the passions, but extend themselves to the manners, the characters, the 
actions, and designs of men, their relations, their virtues and vices, they come 
with:in the province of the judgment, which is improved by attention and by 
the habit of reasoning. All these make a very considerable part of what are 
considered as the objects of Taste; and Horace sends us to the schools of 
philosophy and the world for our instruction in them,S Whatever certainty is 
to be acquired in morality and tne science of life; just the same degree of 
certainty have we in what relates to them in works of imitation. Indeed it is 

,. Involving great precision. 8. Horace, An Poetica 309-18. 
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for the most part in our skill in manners, and in the observances of time and 
place, and of decency in general, which is only to be learned in those schools 
to which Horace recommends us, that what is called Taste by way of dis
tinction, consists; and which is in reality no other than a more refined judg
ment. On the whole it appears to me, that what is called Taste, in its most 
general acceptation, is not a simple idea, but is partly made up of a percep
tion of the primary pleasures of sense, of the secondary pleasures of the 
imagination, and of the conclusions of the reasoning faculty, concerning the 
various relations of these, and concerning the human passions, manners and 
actions. All this is requisite to form Taste, and the ground-work of all these 
is the same in the human mind; for as the senses are the great originals of 
all our ideas, and consequently of all our pleasures, if they are not uncertain 
and arbitrary, the whole ground-work of Taste is common to all, and 
therefore there is a sufficient foundation for a conclusive reasoning on these 
matters. 

Whilst we consider Taste, merely according to its nature and species, we 
shall find its principles entirely uniform; but the degree in which these prin
ciples prevail in the several individuals of mankind, is altogether as different 
as the principles themselves are similar. For sensibility and judgment, which 
are the qualities that compose what we commonly call a Taste, vary exceed
ingly in various people. From a defect in the former of these qualities, arises 
a want" of Taste; a weakness in the latter, constitutes a wrong or bad one. 
There are some men formed with feelings so blunt, with tempers so cold and 
phlegmatic, that they can hardly be said to be awake during the whole course 
of their lives." Upon such persons, the most striking objects make but a faint 
and obscure impression. There are others so continually in the agitation of 
gross and merely sensual pleasures, or so occupied in the low and drudgery 
of avarice, or so heated in the chace9 of honours and distinction, that their 
minds, which had been used continually to the storms of these violent and 
tempestuous passions, can hardly be put in, motion by the delicate and 
refined play of the imagination. These men, though from a different cause, 
become as stupid and insensible as the former; but whenever either of these 
happen to be struck with any natural elegance or greatness, or with these 
qualities in any work of art, they are moved upon the same principle. 

The caw.se of a wrong Taste is a defect of judgment. And this may ~e 
from a natural'weakness of understanding (in whatever the strength of that 
faculty may consist) or, which is much more commonly the case, it may arise 
from a want of proper and well-directed exercise, which alone can make it 
strong and ready. Besides that ignorance, inattention, prejudice, rashness, 
levity, obstinacy, in short, all those passions, and all those vices which pervert 
the judgment in other matters, prejudice it no less in this its more refined 
and -elegant province. These causes produce different opinions upon every 
thing which is an object of the understanding, without inducing us to sup
pose, that there are no settled principles of reason. And indeed on the whole 
one may observe, that there is rather less difference upon matters of Taste 
among mankind, than upon most of those which depend upon the naked 
reason; and that men are far better agreed on the excellence of a description 
in Virgil, than on the truth or falsehood of a theory of Aristotle.' 

9. Chase. 
I. On the Greek philosopher (384-322 D.C. E.), see above. 
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A rectitude of judgment in the arts which may be called a good Taste; does 
in a great measure depend' upon sensibility; because if the mind has:no bent 
to the pleasures of the imagination, it will never apply_ i~self sufficiently to 
works of that species to acquire.a competent knowledgedn them. But,though' 
a degree of sensibility is requisite. to form a good judgment,: yet agobd judg
ment does not necessaHly arise noma quick sensibility ,of pleasure; it fre
quently happens that a very poor judge, merely by force. of· a· greater 
complexionaJ2 sensibility, is more affected by a very poor piece, than the best 
judge by. the most perfect; for as every thing new, e~ttaordinai'y,' grand; or 
passionate is well calculated to affect such a person, and that the faults do 
not affect him; his pleasure is .more pure and unmixed; arid it is merely a 
pleasure of the imagination,Jt is much higher than any which is derived from 
a rectitude of the judgment; the judgment is for the,weater part employed 
in throwing stumbling blocks in the way of the imagination, in dissipating 
the scenes of its enchantment, and in tying us down to the disagreeable. yoke 
of our .reason: for almost. the only pleasure that men have in judging 'better 
than others, consists in Iil.sort of conscious pride and superiority; which arises 
from thinking rightly; but then, this is an indirect pleasure. a pleasure which 
does not immediately result from the. object which is under contemplation. 
In the morning of our days, when ·the. senses are unworn and tender, when 
the whole man is awake in every part, and the gloss of novelty fresh upori.alI 
the objects that surround us, how lively at that time are our·serisations;.but 
how false and inaccurate the judgments we :form of things? I despair of ever 
receiving the same degree of pleasure from the most excellent performanCes 
of genius which I felt at that age;· from pieces which.my.present judgment 
regards as trifling and contemptible. Every trivial cause-of pleasure .is apt to 
affect the man of too sanguine. a complexion: his appetite is ·too' keen to 
suffer his Taste to be delicate; and. he Is .in all respects what Ovid says of 
himself in love, .. ' . . 

Molle ~m leviWS cor e$i viokJbile teliS, .. , .' 
Bt semper causa est; cur ego semper ame~.3 

; 

One of this character can never>be.a refined judge; never ; what the comic 
poet calls elegansformarum; spectator,4 The excellence:and force of ~.comi
position must always be imperfectly estimated from its effect on the minds 
of any, except we know the tempe~and character of those minds. The most 
powerful· effects of 'poetry and music have been displayed, and perhaps are 
still displayed, where these arts are but in a very low and imperfect state. 
The, rude hearer is .affected by the. principles which operate in these ,arts 
even in their rudest condition; and he is not skilful enough to perceive/the 
defects. But as the arts advance toWa.~ds ,their. perfection, the scien~e ·of 
criticism advances with equal pace, .anp the pleasure of judges is frequently 
interrupted by the faults which are· discovered in the most finished com
positions. . . ". :.' ,.:. . . ....: .','''. 

Before I leave this subject I cannot :help taking notice .of an opinion which 

2. Constitutional. 
3. Slightly misquoted from the Roman poet Ovid, 
Heroldn (ca. 5 C.E.): "My soft heart Is vulnerable 
to light darts, and there Is always a reason why I 

am always In love" (15:79-80). . . .: 
4. From Eunuc"," (161 D.C.E.), by the Roman 
comic playwright Terence: "a refined observer of 
forms" (line 566). 
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many persons entertain, as if the Taste were a separate faculty of the mind, 
and distinct from the judgment and imagination; a species of instinct by 
which we are struck naturally, and at the first glance, without any previous 
reasoning with the excellencies, or the defects of a composition.,So far as 
the iInagination and the paSSions are concerned, I believe it" true, that the 
reason is little, consultedj but where, disposition, where decorum, where 
congruity are concerned, in short wherever the best Taste differs from the 
worst, ,I am convinced that the understanding operates and nothing else; 
and ,its operation is in reality far from being always sudden, or when it is 
suddeni' it :is often far from being -right. Men of ihe best Taste, by consid
eratiot1; 'come, frequently to change these:early and'precipitate judgments 
which ,the mind from its aversion to neutrality and doubt loves to form on 
the' spot. It is known that the Taste (whatever it is) is improved exactly as 
we improve our judgment, by extending our knowledge, by a steady atten
tiop to our object, and by frequent exercise. They who have not taken these 
methods, if their Tastes d~c.ides q~ickIy, it is always uncertainly; and their 
quickness is owing to their' presuniptionand rashness, and not to any sud
den irradiation that in a moment. dispels all darkness from their minds. But 
they who have cultivated that species of kno~ledge which makes the object 
ofTas~e; byd.eg~ees and'habitt.allY ~ttaf~"ridfori'y/~:'~b~i1dr;t~Ss, ~J.t'll read
iness of jtid~ent; as men do by the sa#ie' rttethod.s"o~ all ()ther occasions. 
At' fir~t ,~h~y .'arE!' oblig~dto sp'ell, b,~t~t: ,la~f ~ ~pe'y" rEiad, ~th' e'ase and with 
celerity:' bu:i i this <;elerity of its ,operation' is no proof; that the Taste is a 
distinct tacult.y'.' Nobody I b~He~e has'attended the' ctJtlts~ of adiscussiot1, 
w~icht1i~E!c:lOpoh ni.at~e~s ~thhl~h~'s~hete'of mere ~~~~d 'reason, but 
must,haveobsetVed the extreiile readiries!( with which the -whole process of 
th;";argument :is earned' on, th~gr~tiKtt;)distovered, the' ~bjections ~aised 
and' an!!wered; and 'the' corichisiohs',dra~n Wom premis~s;With'a quickness 
alt6'g~ther as great as the Taste' can 'be' stippos~d to worI,( with; and yet 
wh~re,nC?i~ii\gbu,tplain reaijoh: e~th~fis,o~can, be, suspeCtefI to 'operate. 
Tomiiltip1ypIindj;}esfor every differenfappe~uant;e, is useless; and unphi-
losophical tOt; in' a: hIgh 'dc1!giee. ," " ' ",,' , 

This' matter' might: be' ptlrsued mti'ch 'furth¢r;buf,it ,is not the extent of 
th~:subject which must, brf!scri{)~' o';lr-~~unds, r()~, ~hat stibjec~ d(;~s not 
branch out to infinity,? it is' the nature of our partibilarscheme, :and the 
~ingt'e ~~iilt of~~w in, :viI\'tidl'we c~Q!iy;l~r',it, which ought to put 'a 'stop to 
our researches. ' 

, From Patt I 

SECTION VV. OF THE ~lJ~LII\1,E 

Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ;ideas, of pain, and danger, that is 
to s~y, what,ever is in any sort terrible, or is conv~rsant about terrible objects, 
~r op~r~t~f ir:t ~ ~anner analo~o~!I; ,to ~errpr~ # asour~e Q~ ~he ,sublim~; that 
is, it' is' productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of 
feeling. I say the strongest emotion, because I am satisfied the ideas of pain 
are much more powerful than those which enter on the part of pleasure. 
Without 'itll,doubt,the tot"ments~~)ch we,in'~y be-.in4~e tb s"Uffer, are much 
greater in their effect on the body and mind, than any pleasures which the 
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most learned voluptuary could suggest, or than the liveliest imagination, and 
the most sound and exquisitely sensible body could enjoy. Nay I am in great 
doubt, whether any man could be found who would earn a life of the most 
perfect satisfaction, at the price of ending it in the torments, which justice 
inflicted in a few hours on the late unfortunate regicide in France.' But as 
pain is stronger in its operation than pleasure, so death is in general a milch 
more affecting idea than pain; because there are very few pains, however 
exquisite, which are not preferred to death; nay, w'ltat generally makes pain 
itself, if I may say so, more painful, is, that it is considered as an emissary 
of this king of terrors. When danger or pain press too nearly; they are inca
pable of giving any delight, and are simply terrible; but at certain distances, 
and with certain modifications, they may be, and they are delightful, as we 
every day experience. The cause of this I shall endeayour to investigate 
hereafter. 

From Part III 

SECTION XXVII. THE SUBLIME AND BEAUTIFUL COMPARED 

On closing this general view of beauty, it .naturally occurs, that we should 
compare it with the . sublime; and in this comparison there' appears a 
remarkable contrast. For sublime objects are vast in their dimensions, beau
tiful ones comparatively small; beauty should be smooth, an~. polished; the 
great, rugged and negligent; beauty should shun the right line, yet' deviate 
from it insensibly; the great in many cases loves the right line,. and when 
it deviates, it often makes a strong deviation; beauty should not be obscure; 
the great ought to be dark and gloomy; beauty should be'light ~nd d~licate; 
the great ought to be solid, and even massive. They are indeed ideas of a 
very different nature, one being founded on pain, the other on pleasure'; 
and however they may vary afterWards froin the direct nature of their 
causes, yet these causes keep up and eternal distinction between them, a 
distinction never to be forgotten by any whose business it is to affect the 
passions. In the infinite variety of natural combinations. we mu~t expeCt to 
find the qualities of things the most .remote imaginable froin each other 
united in the same object. We must expect also to find combinations of the 
same kind in the works of art. But when we consider the power of an object 
upon our passions, we must know i:h~t when any thing is intended to affect 
the mind by the force of some predominant property, the affection pro
duced is like to be the more uniform and perfect, if all the other properties 
or qualities of the object be of the same nature, and tending to the same 
design as the principal; 

If black, and white blend, soften, and unite, 
A thousand ways, are there no black and white?6 

If the qualities ~f the sublime and beautiful are sometimes found united, 
does this prove, that they are the same, does it prove, that they are any way 

5. Robert-Frano;ols Damlens (1715-1757), who 
attempted to kill Louis XV on January 5; 1757,was 
tortured to death on March 28. . 

6. Slightly misquoted from ALEXANDER POPE, A .. 
ES$G)' on M .... 0733-34), 2.2i3-14. .• . 
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aIJied, does it prove even that they are not opp~site and contradictory? Black 
and white may soften, may blend, but they are not therefore the same. Nor 
when they are so softened and blended with each other, or with different 
colours, is the power of black as black, or of white as white, so strong as 
when each stands uniform and distinguished. 

GOTTHOLD EPHRAIM LESSING 
1729-1781 

1757,1759 

Gotthold Ephraim Lessing is known for having questioned one of the most famous 
statemen~s never meant. In HORACE's Ars Poetica, ,~he Latin phr-ase ut pictura poesis 
(as painting, s.o poetry) was taken by many genemtions of critics to be pr-escriptive 
("poetry should be like painting") rather than analogical ("poetry, like painting, does 
the following ... "). Regardless of Horace's inte~t, the pr-escription has been 
immensely productive for poetry; but in LaocolJn ,0 766) Lessing attacks this pre
sumptioriof equivalence between poetry and painting, spelling out the differences 
between the visual and the verbal arts. 

Born in Kamenz,. Saxony, to a country pastor, Lessing was the first of twelve chil
dren (five died in childhood). After acquiring a solid education in languages and 
sciences, he enrolled at the University of Leipzig and soon fell under the spell of a 
more worldly and freethinking friend. His parents, alarmed by this influence and by 
Lessing's familiarity with the theater-, called him home. When he explained to them 
that the hostility between church and theater could be overcome by improving the 
theater, he was allowed to return to Leipzig, where he became actively involved with 
a theatric::al company,. writing and producing plays. Unfortunately, the company 
failed, leaving Lessing to cover the debts; he fled, first to Wittenberg, then to Berlin. 

Once in Berliri, he declar-ed financial independence; wor-king as a translator-, 
reviewer, and playwright, he became the first German author to live by his pen. He 
found intellectual companionship with several close friends, especially the philoso
pher Moses Mendelssohn, who was introduced to Lessing as a chess partner and~ 
influenced many of Lessing's aesthetic ideas. 

In Berlin Lessing developed his gifts for both drama and debate. To him, the rec
ommendation that German theater imitate seventeenth-century French classical 
elrama (an idea promoted by Johann Christoph Gottsched) seemed a terrible mistake. 
The Fr-ench had literalized ARISTOTLE and tied the theater to an ovedy formal set of 
rules. In his play Miss Sara Sampson (1755), Lessing attempted something quite 
different from PIERRE CORNEILLE, the epitome of classicism. He wrote the first 
German bourgeois tragedy-that is, a tragedy involving not the court but a middle
class family. He also entered the first of several intense polemical exchanges on 
unlikely topics by writing Vademecum (1754), a critique of a translation of Horace 
written by a pastor who was, unfortunately for Lessing, a prot4!g4! of Fr-ederick II of 
Prussia. Frederick later repaid him by not appointing him to the post of royal librarian 
in Berlin. 

Though he was barely supporting himself, the next few years were very productive: 
he wrote fables and a treatise on fables, plays, and a life of Sophocles, and he collab
.orated on the Letters Concerning the Most Recent Literature (1759-81) with his 
friends Mendelssohn and Gotthold Samuel Nicolai. In these letters, Lessing contin-
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ued his campaign, to free drama from French classicism .. Ilrguing that it !!hould take 
its. inspiration from Shakesp.eare. He also became do~~Jriends with a poet ~nd mil
itary man w~o .later served .as the 11\0del for the hero of his c9medy of honor, Minna 
von Barnhelm (i 767). In i 760 Lessing took up a po,~t as secretary. t~ a ge~~ral in 
Breslau. His excellent salary enabled.him to send money to his.f~~i1y,ill;i~i:o buy 
books. It was during this period that he Wrote Laokoon, Oder Ober' diS I3fen~n der 
Malerei und Poesie (LaocoCJn, or On the Limits o/Painting and Poetry), from which 
our selection is taken. 

Thwarted in his hopes to become the royal librarian in Berlin, he became dramatist 
and consultant to a repertory theater in Hamburg. There he began publishing the 
periodical the Hamburg Dramaturgy (which contained views far more ~dical than 
any he could practice), invested in a publishing house, and engaged again in a 
polemic-this time with the antiquarian Christian Adolphe Klotz, who had attacked 
his LaocoCJn. In response, he Wrote Letters of Antiquarian Content (1768-69) and 
How the Ancients Portrayed Death (I769). Finally, unable to extricate himself from 
the dispute, frustrated with the constraints of the theater, and unsuccessful in busi
ness, he took refuge in the post of,librarian at the Ducal Library in Wolfenbattel. 

Lessing was well suited for the job; though the library Was dilapidated Ilndisolated. 
As he put It in order, he cortespcmded with scholars and, In 1 77'!, be'gah pUblishing 
some of the library's holdings,' He also began a cotrespondencewith ·.the'recently 
wipowed Eva K6nlg (whose family he! had'knoWn in Hamburg), whorhhe'lnarrled In 
1776; a year later Eva ~ave birth to a child, and both died within days.· .. :;; . 

Lessing continued his workin drama, completlng.Emilia Gaiotti, apontical tragedy, 
In 1772. Nathan the Wise, a dramlltic poem llbout religious toleranee.wlls performed 
at Easter 1778; it stirred controversy by putting its message of universal bt'etherhood 
in the inouth of a noble Jew. Lesiingwent on publishing his library discoveries as 
well, and the fragments from Heinrich Siirnuel-Reifnarus1s thesis on haiural religion 
embroiled· him in his final, and most intense, polt!mical exchan'ge.' Hili ·mllin attacker 
was Johann Melchior Goeze, ahd L-essing's ahgtYAttti~Goeze' parriphlets:ON778.and 
other writings on religion led' to 'his bein~ 'censored: he had ·to to subniit ·his later 
writings to the duke for approvaL His pro\.io(!ativ~ .. atgument was that the ·truth· of 
religion could never be captureB in Einy.fixed form;-.even theBibl~lwas full of errors 
and contradictions. It Was the search fortruth,and not anyone Truth that proved the 
value 'of humanity.: Little wonder thaf Lessing fell so readily into poiemici for him, 
such exchanges did not lead to truth but enacted it. In his last work, The Educlition 
of the Human Racl! (1780), Lessingc6ntiriued to analyZe the relatioribetween reas-on 
and faith, education and revelation. Furious With :allexisting:reli*lons, lesshig'was 
equally furious with: smug atheism ;01' coniplacent freethinking; His health ·declined 
after 1778, and he died at Wolfenbattel ilt'the age of fifty-two. 

In spite of the variety df his ibtetests and wtitings,Lessirtg's importance for Hterary 
'criticism in English rests almost exclusively on the impact of his 1766 Laocoiln. He 
begins it by discussing the role of·the critic, whose duty with respect to the work of 
ilrt is to make distinctions and :discern causes rather than simply to :reglster ·effeci:$. 
While endorSing the well"known saying of the earlycfifth-centuty B.C;E.·.poet Simon. 
ides that painting is mute poetry 'and, poetry a speaking picture; he'a'rg'Ues that 
although the'two arts are similar in aim (hnitation) and in effect {pleasure), ·they differ 
greatly in means (visua),versus verbal). Lei)sing goes on to analyze thi!ir differences.' -

. In the course' of his essay; 'Lessing takes on·s verltahlciboobhelf of other writings, 
most notably Count Caylus's Tableaux firts· d8 l'Iliade,,'de l'Odyssee'd'Hcmtire ill 'de 
l'Eniide de Virgile, avec des observittlons gbufraies suds 'COstume (i 757, Scenes from 
Homer's Iliad and Odyssey and Virgil's Aeneid, with General Comments about·Cos
tume); Joseph Spence's 1747 dialogues' on visual and verbal.rtcalIed Polymetis; and, 
most important, Johann Joachim Wihckelrnann's1754 Gedan1tett 'aber die Nachah
mung der greichischen Werke (Thoughls On'the Imimtlott afGreelt. Works)·.:It is Winck
elm ann's . concept of classical Greek "noble ·simplicity and quiet :gtandeur" that 
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Lessing wishes to combat .. not in the visual arts {where, he argues, it belonged} but 
in the verbal arts: epic and (implicitly) tragedy. The cold ,formalism of classical French 
drama walt ·too much like sculpture; Lessing wants to make sure that the art of imi
tation in drama draws on Aristotle {plot is the "imitation of an action"} rather than 
PLATO (mimesiil is the imitation of a form). Winckelmann's. idealization of·Greek 
beimty had,a powerful appeal; indeed, it was still being attacked a century later by 
FRiEORICH NIETZSCHE in The Birth of Tragedy,(l872}. .,. . . . 
·.:te,abcolln : stands' as the· first modern 'conb;ibliUon to what we might call "media 

S4Ilies," in the sense that Lessing attempts to describe the limits and possibilities of 
.visual and verbal media.' Our selection ,highlights the lines of· the analysis and 
riiffiimizes the polemical digressions and extended classical allusions, emphasizing 
th. argument--':"'which runs as follows. Painting is' more similar to its subjeCt than 
poetry is: in painting; both the inedium and, the thing imitated are visual, 'whereas 
poetry can use only words, arbitrary designations, ,to convey·things that do not resem
ble words at all. In 'addition, visual art· is,.static while verbal art unfolds ·thtough 
succession. Visual art is an art of space; verbal art is an art of time. Verbal art cannot 
equal the instant vividness of sculptlire or 'painting, but it can depict things that visual 
art cannot capture: invisibility, negation,rhetoric. Visual art, in order to achieve max
imum d-ynantism';has to choose the "pregnant moment," the morDent nibst suggestive 
ofthe entire.sltuation. . 

The word "pregnant" has. come to havea·life.of its oWn in Lessing criticism in 
Ertglish; it was used by many transiators.{thoughnot ours) to render ·the German 
fruchtbar ("fruitful'~-here translated "effective'!) and ",.llgHan~ {from the verb prilgen, 
"to stamp, emboss, impress"; the adjective· does ·mean "pregnant/' but only figura
tively; as "pregnant with meaning" ~here translated "suggestive".}. This phantom preg
nancy is a good symbol of what, iJessing-:is describing: the moment most likely to 
contain forces that cart be continued in the im~gt.nlitioh 'of the spectator. In visual 
art, therefore, a covert narrative force is· always 'present~ The !lame force exists in 
verbal descriptions of purely visual phenOinena; even when pt;Jetry depicts an object 
rather than an action, it moves along the ohjectin' time ~ if from the standpoint of 
the object's maker rathei: than of its passive viewer., .; i ';. , 

. "Lessing's distindion between the arts has often beeti coritested;iInlhis 1957 essay 
on Lessing, the art historian E. H.··Gombrich points outthat-visual·ad itself is con
ventional;' not natUral. In 1945 the literary critit: Joseph Frank protested that a litc;rary 
work of art exists not just in time' but also in space, And Many art historians have 
objected that a painting cannot be Viewed all at once; it must be experienced through 
time. Taking an opposite tack, some theorists of ecphrasis (the depiction of a work 
of visual art in a poem) have felt that Lessing opens up possibilities he doesn't ptrfSiJe. 
Far from being impossible in poetry, ecphrasis constitutes an interesting poetic chal
lenge. 

Because of his persistent fascination with what could not be visualized, Lessing is 
a particularly useful theorist of verbal art. In his discussion of fables, he points out 
that the test.of a good fable is the impossibility of illustrating it. In his last writings 
about relfgioil, he argues that even writing has too pOSitive an 'existence to convey 
what est:apes representation altogether. Perhaps . this dissatisfaction' with every 
medium is what makes his writings so suggestive for literary and aesthetic theory. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Lessir:tg's iao1«?~n,(1";66) has been t~nslatediptoEngli~h many times. The most 
easily accessible edition w,as .publishedi in 1962~5: LaocoiJr;a:. An E~~ on the Limits of 
Painting and Poetry, translated with an mtroductlon and useful notes by Edward Allen 
McCormick. Many of Lessing's other theoretical works, however, are available only 
in. German. :The ,best recent selection of Lessing's works, heavily oriented toward 
theater, Is Nathan the Wise, Minfta von Barnhelm, and Other Plays and Writings, 
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edited by Peter Demetz (1991). For Lessing's drama theory, see Hamburg Drama
.turgy, edited by Victor Lange (1962). See also Lessing's Theological Writings, edited 
by Henry Chadwiclt (1956). A more complete English translation was undertaken by 
E. C. Beasley and Helen Zimmern, under the editorship of Edward Bell;' more than 
a century ago: Selected Prose Works of G. E. Lessing (1890). Good general studies 
devoted to Lessing's life and works are H. B. Garland, Lessing: ~.FountkrofModern 
German Literature (1962), and Edward M. Batley, Catalyst of Enlightenment: Gott
hold Ephraim Lessing (1990). Studies situating Lessing in a larger context include a 
very useful collective volume edited by Alexej Ugrinsky called Lessing and the Enlight
enment (1986) and Robert S. Leventhal's Disciplines of Interpretation: Lessing, Her
der, Schlegel, and Hermeneutics in Germany, 1750-1800 (1994). Early in the 
twentieth century, Irving Babbitt's New Lao~: An Essay on the Confusion of the 
Arts (1910) attempted to restore Lessing's sense of distinction to a world led astray 
by Romanticism's tendency to cross or blur boundaries. E. H. Gombrich's short Lf!S
sing (1957) paints a brilliant portrait of f! man whose dialectical mind had no real use 
for visual art. 

The publication in 1984 of David .Wellbery's Lessing's "Laocoiln": Semiotics and 
Aesthetics in the Age of Reason brought Lessing into post-Saussurian discussions of 
sign theory. Simon Richter's Laocoiln's Body and the Aesthetics of Pain: Winc1telmann, 
Lessing, Herder, Moritz, Goethe (1992) provides an interesting analysis of the relation 
between pain and beauty. Carol Jacobs offers a good analysis of the rhetoric of Les
sing's polemics in "Fictional Histories! Lessing's Laocolm," in her Telling Time (1993). 
Susan Gustafson's Absent Mothers and Orphaned Fathers: Narcissism and Abjection 
in Lessing's Aesthetic and Dramatic Production (1995) combines a discussion of Les
sing's plays with a reading of the Laocoiln that uses J~lia Kristeva's theory of maternal 
erasure or "abjection," in a daring feminist psychoanalysis. A special issue of Poetics 
Today on Lessing (20.2 [1999]) offers a very interesting collection of essays, partic
ularly striking for the debates about gender as a category of analysis. The volume 
.concludes with a long, energetic, polemical review of the literature on Lessing by 
Meir Sternberg. For debates about ecphrasis, see Murray Krieger's 196·7 essay 
"Ekphrasis and the Still Movement of Poetry; or, Lao1wiJn Revisited," later collected 
in Krieger's Ek.phTasis: The Illusion of th.e Natural Sign (1992); W. J. T. Mitchell's 
1984 essay "Space and Time: Lessing's LaocoiJn and the Politics of Genre," lat~r 
collected in his Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology (I986); arid James Heffernan'iI 
Museum of Words (I993). There is a bibliography in German on Lessing by Doris 
Kuhles, Lessing-Bibliographie 1971-1985 (1988). 

From Laoco6n 1 

From Prefoce 

The first person to compare painting with poetry was a man of fine feeling 
who observed that both arts produced a similar effect upon him. Both, .~e 
felt, represent absent things as being present and appearance as realitY. B()th 
create an illusion, and in both cases the illusion is pleasing. 

A second observer, in attempting to get at the nature of this pleasure, 
discovered that both proceed from the same"source. Beauty, a concept which 
we first derive from physical objects, has general rules applicable to a number 
of things: to actions and thoughts as well as to forms. . . 

I. Translated by Edward Allen McCormick (who sometimes add. clarifying words or phrase. In square 
brackets); the full title I. Laoc<X1n. or On the Liml" of Painting and Poetry. 
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A third, who examined the value anc~ distribution of these general rules, 
observed that some of them are more predominant in painting, others in 
poetry. Thus, in the one case poetry can help to eXplain and illustrate paint
ing, and in the other painting can do the same for poetry. 

The first was the amateur, the second the philosopher, and the third the 
critic. 

The first two could not easily misuse their feelings or their conclusions. 
With the critic, however, the case was different. The principal value of his 
observations depends on their correct application to the individual case. And 
since for every-one really discerning critic there have always been fifty clever 
ones, it would have been a miracle if this application had always been made 
with the caution necessary to maintain a proper balance between the two 
arts. 

From Chapter One 

The general and distinguishing characteristics of the Greek masterpieces of 
painting and sculpture are, according to Herr Winckelmann,2 noble simplic
ity and qUiet grandeur, both in posture and in expression. "As the depths of 
the sea always remain calm," he says "however much the surface may be 
agitated, so does the expression in the figures of the Greeks reveal a great 
and composed soul in the midst of passions." 

Such a soul is depicted in Laocoon's3 face-and not only in his face
under the most violent suffering. The pain is revealed in every muscle 
and sinew of his body, and one can almost feel it oneself in -the painful 
contraction of the abdomen without looking at the face or other parts 
of the body at all. However, this pain expresses itself without any sign 
of rage either in his face or in his posture. He does not raise his voice 
in a terrible scream, which Virgil describes his Laocoon as doing;4 the 
way in which his mouth is open does not permit it. Rather he emits the 
anxious and subdued sigh described by Sadolet. 5 The pain of body and 
the nobility of soul are distributed and weighed out, as it were, over the 
entire figure with equal intensity. Laocoon suffers, but he suffers like 
the Philoctetes of Sophocles6 ; his anguish pierces our very soul, but 11£' . 
the same time we wish that we were able to endure our suffering as well 
as this great man does. 

Expressing so noble a soul goes far beyond the formation of a beautiful 
body. This artist must have felt within himself that strength of spirit 

2. Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717-1768), 
German classical scholar whos" Thnul/hls on the 
l.nita';o,. of Greek Works in Painling and Sculpture 
(I 754) prompted LeSSing'. response. 
3. A Trojun priest. The best·known version of his 
story Is found in the Aeneid, by the Roman poet 
Virgil (70-19 R.C.E.), who describes how when 
Laocol)n unsuccessfully tries to warn his country
men "gilln.t the Greek "gift" of the Trojan horse, 
the goddess Athena sends two huge serpents to 
strangle him and his two sons (2.40-56, 199-227). 
The famous sculpture described by Winckelmann 
represents the three dying figures in the grip of the 
snakcs; discovered In 1506, It is thought to be a 
c"I1,,),orative work of the 2d century R.C.E. Lao-

coHn Is thus depicted In both sculpture and poetry, 
giving Lessing the pivot on which he will differ
entiate between the arts. 
4. Aeneid 2.222. 
5. Jacopo Sadoleto (l477-1547), Italian prelate 
and poet, who wrote a poem about the Laoc06n 
group when It was discovered. 
6. Greek tragedian (ca. 496-406 B.C.E.). The 
Greek hero Philoctetes used the bow and arrows 
of Heraele.; he sailed for Troy but was left behind 
on an Island because a wound on his foot, caused 
by snakebite, produced a horrible smell. He 
remained alone for 10 years, until on the advice of 
an oracle he and his bow were brought to Troy. 
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which he imparted to his marble. In Greece artists and philosophers 
were united in one ,person, and there was more than one Metrodorus.7 

Philosophy extended its hand to art and,breathed into its ,figures more 
than common souls .... a ' 

The ~emark on whichihe foregoingcomnients are based, n~melythat the 
paini~ L",ocolSn's face is not ,~resse~ witl;tthe same intensity t,h,at its Vio
lenc:e would lead us to expect, is p~~fecfly corr~ct. ~t.isaIso inciisputable that 
this very point shows truly the Wisdom of the artist. Only the ill-hiformed 
observer would judge that the arti!;t had fallen short of nature' and had not 
attained 'die true pathos of suffering. " ,," . 

But as to the reasons on which Herr Winckelmann bases this wisdom, and 
the universality of th'e rule which lie derives from it,' i' ventur~ to be of a 
different opinion. 

.. .. .. 
[1]£, according to the ancierit Greeks; crying aloud when in physical pain 

is compatible with nobility of soul, then the desire to· express such nobility 
could not have prevented the artist from representing the scream in his mar
ble. There must be anothet'reasonwhy he differs on this point from his rival 
the poe,tt9 who expresses this scream with deliberate int~ntion. 

From Chapter Two 
, . 

Whether'it be , fact, or ficti~n that Love i~spired t~e' first artist~'1 ~ffortin the 
fine arts, I this m~<;h is certain: she never tired 'of guiding' the.Jiands of the 
old masters: Pain~ing, as practiced today, comprises all repr~sentations of 
three-dimensional bodies bn a plarie:'1be Wise Greek, ho~ever; confined it 
to far 'narrowe~.limits, by restrict~ng:i~,t() the ilJl~tat!on.o£ beautiful h,~dies 
otlly. T~e Gre!!k.artist r~presen.t~d,o~ly the l;).ea~tif~d, .. and or<lin.ary b~auty, 
the I?eauty, of flower oider, w~.s 9il1y hill acciden,~al s~~J~ct,.hls.'_~~r<;is~, his 
relaXation. The 'per£ectio~ o~ the object ·itse.lf i,~ ,his wo~~ had'to giy~' .cielight, 
and he was toc;> great to demand of his audience that' they be' s~~{sfi~d with 
the barren pleasure that 'comes' fiom .lo()kipg at a perfect resem:~l~nce, or 
from consideration of his skill as a craftsm,an; Nc;>th~ng' in his art was dearer 
to him or 'seemed nobler than'its ulthnate purpose'~ . '." 

''Who would want t(; 'paint you when no one eyen wants,to look at you?" 
an old epigrammatist2 asks of an exceedingly defofitied ~an:'Many an artist 
of our time would say, "Be as ugly ,as.' po~sible~ ,. ;w,iil:p';lint'yo~ nevertheless. 
Even though no one likes to look at you, theYwil} still be glad to look at my 
picture,qot because it portrays yo1,l, but because it is a proof of my art, which 
knows how to present such a mobster so' faithfully." . 

',-: .;,: , 

.. .. .. 
'i' I 

7. An Athenian (2d c. B.C.E.) who, according to 
Pliny the Elder (23/4~79 C.E.; see Natural History 
35,135), WBS both a painter' arid a phllotophet. '. 
'8. Winckelmann, Thoughts on troe' 'mltatlon,·of 
Greek Works, pp. 21, 22 [Lessing'. notel.' Some of 
the author's, notes have been edited, and· some 
omitted. 
9. That Is, Virgil. 

I; Lessing alludes to the' story of a Corinthian 
maid W~Oj' saddened by ·her' laver'. Impending 
departure drew hi. outllne'on a wall while he slept 
(Ii~e Pliny the Elder, Natural History 35;151h her 
father, a polter;' filled in iheoutllne with day and 
,thus invented bas relief- ' ,,' ' . " 
2. Antlochus of Syracuse (5th c_ 'B_C.E.). 
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The law of the Olympic judges sprang frornthe same'idea of the beautiful. 
Every victor in the Olympic games received a statue, but only the three-time 
Winner:had a ,portrait-statue erected in h;'~'honor. This was to prevent the 
increase of mediocre portraits 'atnong works of art, for a portrait, although 
admitting idealization, is dominated by likeness. It is the ideal of orie partic-
ular man and not of man in general. ' 

We laugh when we hear that among theandents even the arts were subject 
to the civil code. But we are not alwaysdghtwhen we do ~O. Unquestionably, 
laws must not exercise any constraint on the sciences,' for the ultimate goal 
of knowledge is truth. Truth is a necessity to th~ souliartd it ill tyranny to 
impose the slightest constraint on the'satisfaction of this essentilil need. But 
the ultimate goal of the arts is pleasure, and this pleasure is not indispen
sable. Hence it may be for the lawmaker to determine what kind of pleasure 
and how much of each kind he will permit. 

"'The: plastic arts in particular""'-aside, 'frotn the inevitable influence they 
exert on the character of a nation-have an effect that demands close super
vision by the law. If beautiful men created beautiful statues, these statues 
in turn affected the men, and thus the state owed thanks also to beautiful 
statues for beautiful men. (With u~ the highly susceptible imagination of 
mothers seems to express itself only in producing IIJonsters.), "" 

From this point of view I believe I can 6nd some truth in: s9rpe of the 
ancient tales which are ~~neraUyr~ject~d as ou~r;g~i lies. lbe' ~Qthers of 
Ari~,t()m~n~s, Ari~todamas, A1exand~rth~GJ:'~at, S,cipjQ, Aug~~tus" and Gale
rius3 ,~l~ ,dt;(!ame~ during p~egn~p~r.,that, ~he'y; ttad" ~elati,ops wit1),a serpent. 
The ,s~W~~:~ .was a symbol of divipitY" ,and, tI,e ~~aJltitul statues and paintings 
depi,ct~m~ ~~.,<ch~s,Apollo"Me(cury, o~,tIer~!-1le~" weresetd.om ~th~ut one. 
Those, ho~es~ mot~el'$ had f,eas~~cl the~}: eyes on the god ~uring the day, and 
theji-:,confused d~eams recaJled the im,ag~ of the reptile. Thu~:t save the 
dre~rii : p~d ~han,d(jn the, interpr.etation borp.! of the pride' of thefr sons and 
the impudence of the flatterer. for there must ,be some reason why the 
adulterous fantasy was alway~ ,a serpent, , ' " 

But I am digressing. I wanted. simply to establish that among the ancients 
beauty was the supreme law of th~ visual. arts.: :Once this has been estab
lished, it necessarily follows that whatever else these arts may incl'19:e must 
give way completely if not compatible wi~h beauty, and, if compatiHti!; must 
at least be subordinate to it. ' 

Let us consider expression. 'there are. passions and degrees of passion 
which are expressed by the most hideous contortions of the face and which 
throw the :whole body into such unnatural 'positions as to lose all the beau
tiful contours of its natural state. The ancient artists, eitl:t!,!r refrained from 
depicting such emotions qr reduced ,them to a degree ""here it is,possible to 
show thef!1 with a certain measu~e;9f beauty • 

• . ~ ·AII.,' ' • 

. ·,.i{: 

3, nls !ist' mixes the legendary ,<the first ~ a,re .;,,~, The, ,Roman name,fQr Heracles, the greatest of 
Greek heroes) and the historical-the greilt gen' ' ihe Greek heroes: Bacchus: Greek and Roman god 
eral Alexander of Macedpnla (356-323 B.C.E,), the of wine and a name of Dionysus, whose cult was 
Roman general Scipio Africanus (236-184/3 orgiastic. Apollo: Greek and Roman god of music. 
B,e,E,), and the Roman emperors Augustu. (63 healing, and prophecy. Mercury: Roman me.sen-
B.C,E.-14 e,E,) and Galerius (ca, 250-<:a, 311 ger of the gods, 
e.E,), 
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"-If we apply this now to the LaocoOn. the principle which I am seeking 
becomes apparent. The master strove to attain the .~ighest beauty possible 
under the given condition of 'physical pain. The, demands of beauty could 
not be reconciled with the pain in all its disfiguring violence. so it had to be 
reduced. The scream had to ,be ,softened to a sigh, not because screaming 
betrays an ignoble soul, but "because it distorts the featur~s in a disgusting 
manner. Simply imagine Laoc60n's mouth forced wide open, and thenjudgel 
Imagine him ,screaming, and then look! From a form which inspired pity 
because it possessed beauty and pain at the same time, it has now become 
an ugly, repulsive figure from which we gladly turn away. For the sight of 
pain provokes distress; however, the distress should be transformed, through 
beauty, into the tender feeling of pity. " 

The wide-open mouth, aside from the fact that the rest, of the face is 
thereby twisted and distorted in an unnatural and, loathsome' manner, 
becomes in painting a mere spot and in sculpture a cavity, with plost repul-
sive effect. ' 

'" '" '" 
From Chapter Three 

As I have already said, art has been given a far wider scope in modern times. 
It is claimed that repr~sentation in the arts covers al~ of visible nature, of 
which the beaut~~ul is b~t a small part. Truth and ~ression ,are ar,t's ~rst 
law, and as nature herself is ever ready to!!lacrifice beauty for the"sake of 
higher aims, so m!lst the artist subordinate it to, his general purpose and 
pursue it no farther than trutJl and expression permit. It is enough that truth 
and expression transform the' ugliest aspects of nature into artistic' beauty. 

But even if we were Willing to leave these ideas for thenioment unchal
lenged as to their value, 'we 'would still have to consider .. quite indepepdently 
of these ideas, why the artist must nevertheless set-certain restrain~s upon 
expression and never present an action at its climax. 

The single moment of time to which art must confine itself by virtue of its 
material limitations will lead us. I believe. to such corisiderations. 

If the artist can never make use of more than a s.ngle ,moment in ever
changing nature. and if ~he painter in particular can use this moment only 
with reference to a single vantage point, while the works ,of ~oth painter and 
sculptor are created not merely to be given a glance but to be contemplated
contemplated repeatedly and at length-then it is eviderit that this single 
moment and the point from which it is viewed 'cannot be chosen with too 
great a regard for its effect. But only that which gives free rein to the imag
ination is effective.' The more we see. the more we 'must be able to imagine. 
And the more we add in our imaginations. the more we inust ,think we see. 
In the full course of an emotion. no point is less suita~le for this than its 
climax. There is nothing beyond this, and to present the utmost tO,the eye is 
to bind the wings of fancy and compel it. since it cannot soar above the 
impression made on the senses, to concern itself with weaker images. shun
ning the visible fullness already represented as a limit beyond which it cannot 

; 

5, In German,fruc"ebar: "fruitful," 
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go. Thus, if Laocoon sighs, the imagination can hear him cry out; but if he 
cries out, it can neither go one step higher nor one step lower than this rep
resentation without seeing him in a more tolerable and hence less interesting 
condition. One either hears him merely moaning or else sees him dead. 

Furthermore, this single moment, if it is to receive immutable permanence 
from art, must express nothing transitory. According to our notions, there 
are phenomena, which we conceive as being essentially sudden in their 
beginning and end and which can be what they are only for a brief moment. 
However, the prolongation of such phenomena in art, whether agreeable or 
otherwise, gives them such an unnatural appearance that they make a weaker 
impression the more often we look at them; until they finally fill us with 
disgust or horror. La Mettrie,6 who had himself portrayed in painting and 
engraving as a second Democritus, seems"to be laughing only the first few 
times we look at him. Look at him more often and the philosopher turns into 
a fop. His laugh becomes a grin. The same holds true for screaming. The 
violent pain which extorts the scream either: .soon suhsides or else destroys 
the sufferer. When a man of firmness and endurance cries out he does not 
do so unceasingly, and it is only the seeming perpetuity of such cries when 
represented in art that turns them into effeminate helplessness or childish 
petulance. This, at least, the artist of the Laocoon had to avoid, even if 
screaming had not been detrimental to beauty, and if his art had been 
allowed to express suffering without beauty" . , 

Among the ancient painters Timomachus" seems to have been the one 
most fond of subjects that display extreme passiOIi~ "is' raving Ajax and his 
infanticide Medeas were famous paintings; but from the descriptions we have 
of them it is clear that he thoroughly understood and was able to combine 
two things: that point or moment which the beholder not so much sees as 
adds in his imagination, and that appearance which does not seem so tran
sitory as to become displeasing through its perpetuation in art. Timomachus 
did not represent Medea at the moment when she was actually murdering 
her children, but a few moments before, when a mother's love was still strug
gling with her vengefulness. We can foresee the' outcom~ of this struggle; 
we tremble in anticipation of seeing Medea as simply cruel, and our imagi
nation takes us far beyond what the painter could have shown us in this 
terrible moment. But for this very reason we are not offended at Metrea's 
perpetual indecision, as it is represented in art, but wish it could have 
remained that way in reality. We wish that the duel of passions had never 
been decided, or at least had continued long enough for time and reflection 
to overcome rage and secure the victory for maternal feelings. This wisdom 
on the part of Timomachus has earned him lavish and frequent praise and 

6. Julien Offroy de La Mettrie (I709-1751), 
French physician ond philosopher, whose 
VHomme ..... chi .... (J 747) made him the most 
notorious materialist of his day. The Greek 
Democritus (ca. 460-ca. 370 R.C.E.) was also a 
materialist (he argued that everything, including 
the soul, i!li composed of atoms); he was known as 
the "laughing philosopher," perhaps because he 
believed that Individuals were responsible for their 
own well-being. 
7. Byzontine painter (late 4th c. II.C.H.) mentioned 

by Pliny the Elder (35.1 I). 
8. A sorceress from Colehi. who took revenge on 
her husband Jason (for deserting her to marry a 
king'. daughter) by killing hIs (and her) two chil
dren. Ajax: one of the greatest Greek warriors at 
Troy; driven mad by Athena, he killed animal. 
believing that he was attacking the Greek leaders 
who had refused to give him the armor of the dead 
Achilles (when he regained his .enses, he killed 
himself}. Both figures were often treated in art and 
tragedies. 
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raised him far above another, unknown painter who was foolish enough to 
depict Medea at the height of her rage, thus endowing her brief instant of 
madness with a permanence that is art affront to all nature. 

.. .. .. 
From Chapter Nine 

If we wish to compare the painter and the poet in particular instartces, we 
must first know whether they both enjoyed complete freedom; whether, 'that 
is to say, they could work toward produCing the greatest possible effect in 
their respective arts without any e~teri1al constraint. 

JteJtgion often represented Just ,such an'extemal conltraint on the daisical 
artist. His work, destined for wprshlp and devotion, could not always be as 
perfect as it would have been if he had had as his sole aim the pleasure of 
his spectators. But superstition overloaded the gods with symbols, and the 
most beautiful gods were not always honored as stich. 

In the temple at Lemnos, froin which the pious Hypsipyle9 rescued her 
father in the disguise of the god, Bacchus was represented with horns. No 
doubt he appeared this way in all his temples since the horns were symholic 
and one of his necessary attributes. Only the free artist, who did not have to 
create his Bacchus for some temple, omitted this symbol; and if we ~nd none 
with horns among the extant statues of him, we may perhaps take this as 
proof that none of them belongs 'among the consecrated ones under which 
he was actually worshiped. Besides this, it is highly probabie tl:18t the wrath 
of pious iconoclasts during the first centuries of Christianity fell in great part 
on these latter. Only seldom did they spare a work of art, because it had not 
been desecrated by adoration. ' , ,', 

However, since pieces of both kinds are to be found among the excavated 
objects of antiquity, I should prefer that only those be called works of art 
in which the artist ;had occasion to show himself as such and in which 
beauty was his first and ultimate aini. None of the others, which betray too 
obvious traces of religious conventions, deserves this name because in their 
case the artist did not create for art's sake,1 but his art was merely a hand
maid of religion, which stressed meaning more than beauty in the material 
subjects it allotted to art for execution. By this I do not mean to say that 
religion has not also frequently sacrificed meaning for beauty, or, out of 
consideration for art and the more refined taste of the period, has ceased 
to emphasize it to such a degree that beauty alone would seem to be the 
sole object. 

* *. • 

From Chapter Ten 

I comment on an expression ,of astonishment in 8pence2 which clearly shows 
how little thought he ITltisthave given t~ the limits of poetry and painting. 

9. Daughter of King Thaos. the son of Dionysus; 
the women of the Island of Lemnn. killed all the 
other men. who had left their wives for Thracian 
women. 
1. Possibly the first use of the expression "art for 

art'. sake." 
2. Joseph Spence (1699-1768), an Oxford profe.
sor whose Pol,.....,U. (1747), written in'dialogues, 
i. one of the target. of Lessing's crltlcl';m. 
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"As to the muses in general," he says, "it is strange that the poets are so brief 
in describing them, far briefer in fact than might be expected for goddesses 
to whom they are so greatly indebted."3 

What can this mean but that he is amazed that when poets speak of the 
muses they do not use the mute language of painters? To the poets Urania 
is the muse of astronomy; we recognize her Qffice from her name and her 
functions. The artist, in order to make her recognizable, must show her 
pointing with a wand to a celestial globe. The wand, the globe, and the 
pointing position are his letters, from which he lets us spell out the name 
Urania. But when the poet wishes to say that Urania had foreseen his death 
long ago in the stars, 

Ipsa diu positis lethum ptaedixerat sattis Uranie ! .... 

why should he, out of respect for the painter, add: "Urania, her wand in 
hand, the celestial globe before her"? It is ~ though a man who can and 
may speak were at the same time using those signs which the mutes in the 
Turkish seraglio' invented among themselves for'lack of a voice. 

Spence again expresses the same astonishment when speaking of the 
moral beings, thos,e divinities whom the ancients made preside over the vir
tues, and the conduct of human life. "It should be remarked," he says, "that 
the Roman poets have far less to say about the best of these moral beings 
than one would expect. On this point the artists are, much' more complete, 
and whoever wants to know what appearance each of them made need only 
look at the coins of the Roman emperors. The poets, to be surel often speak 
of these beings as persons, but of their attributes, their clothing and their 
appearance in general they have little to ,say."6 

When the poet personifies abstractions, he characterizes them sufficiently 
by their names and the actions he has them perform. 

The artist lacks these means and must therefore add to his personified 
abstractions symbols by which they may be' recognized. But because these 
symbols are something different and mean something different, they make 
the figures allegorical. 

The female figure with a bridle in her harul; another leaning against' a 
pillar-these are, in art, allegorical figures. Fot the poet, however, Modera
tion and Constancy are not allegorical beings but simply person~d 
abstractions. 

Necessity invented these symbols for the artist, for only through them can 
he make it understood what this or that, figure is supposed to represent. But 
why should the poet have forced upon him what the artist had to accept of 
necessity; a necessity which he himself has no part of? 

The very, thing which so surprised Spence should be prescribed to poets 
as a general law. They must not convert the necessities of painting into a 
part of their own wealth. Nor must they regard the means that art has 
invented in' order to keep up with poetry as perfections which should give 

3. PolymetlS, Dlaloguevtn,p. 9.1 [Lessing'. note). 
"Muses": In Greek mythology, the 9 daughter< of 
m'emo.y who preside over the arts and allintellec-
tUBI pursuits. . " . 
4. Statlus, T'hebald,8.551 [Lessing's note!; the 
preceding clause translates the Latin. Statlul (ca. 

46-96 C.E.), Roman poet. 
5. The harem, women'. quarters overseen at 
courts by eunuc/t. and, In LeIsing'. account, 
mute", 
6. Polymells, Dialogue X, pp. 137. 139 [Lessing's 
note). 
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them reason for envy .. When the artist adorns a figure withsytnbols, he raises 
what was a mere figure to a higher being; but if the poet employs these artistic 
trimmings, he turns that higher being into a puppet . .. . 

Chapter. TwelVe .. (, 

Homer? treats of two·kiitds of beings and a~,ti~ns, visible and invisible: 'This 
distinction cannbt be made in painting, where'everything is visible and Visible 
itt but one way. Herice, when Count Caylusli makes the pictures ()finVtsible 
actions follow the visible: ones in' an 'unbrokeii sequence, and when: in 'his 
paintings showing mixed actions, i.e., those in which both visible andirivis
ible beings take part, he does not and perhaps cannot specify how the latter 
(which only we who look at the picture are supposed to discover in it) are to 
be introduced so that the figtires' in the' painting do riot see therri:(or at least 
appear not to see them)-vyh~h Count Caylus does this, 'I say, the series as 
a whole as well as a riumberof single pictures necessarily become eXtremely 
confused, incomprehensible, and self-contradictory. ' 

Still, with the book before us it would be possible to remedy this fault. 
The worst of it is that when painting' erase's the distinction between visible 
and invisible beings it simultaneously destroys all those charaCteristic fea
tures by which this latter, higher order is raised above the lower one. ' 

For example, when the gods, who are divided as to the fate ofthe Trojans, 
finally come to blows, the entire hattie is represented in,the poem as being 
invisible.9 This invisibility gives the imagination free rein to enlarge the scene 
and envisage the persons and actions ofthe gods on a grander scale than the 
measure of ordinary man. But painting'must adopt a visible scene; whose 
various indiSpensable parts become the scale for the, figures participating in 
it-a scale which the eye has r~ady at hand and whose lack of proportion to 
the higher beings makes them appear mortstroul 'on the Ilrtist's canvas. 

MinerVa, who~ Mars l vt!ntures to attack first in this Sattle, steps back and 
with her mighty hand seizes a large, black, 'rough stone which the united 
strength of men had rolled there for a landmark in times past: 

fJ cS' civaxaooa""t'VTI Msov eLAe'l'o XeLpL naxei.n 
Kei.JA.evov EV necSi.<Q, ""tAava. 'I'PTJXUV 'I'e ""tyav'I'e, 
'I'6v fJ' avcSpec; np6'l'epm stoav e""lA-Evm o~pov apouPTJ~'z 

In order to form a proper estimate of the size of this iltone we should remem
ber that Homer makes his heroes twice as strong as the strongest meJi· of his 
own time but tells us that these again were surpassed in strength by the men 
whom Nestor3 knew in his youth. Now I ask, if Minerva hurls a stone which 
no one man, not even one from Nestor's youth, could s'd up as it l~ndmark
if Minerva hurls such a stone at Mars, of ' what stature is the goddess sup-

7. Greek epic poet (ca. 8th c. D.C,E.) to whom the 
Iliad and the Odysst!)' are attributed. 
B. Philippe de Tubi~res (1692-1765), French art 
critic; his See ..... from. Homer'. Iliad a..d Odyssey 
and Virgil'. Aeneid (1757) is the third of Lessing's 
targets, 
9, Iliad 21.385 [Lessing's note], 
1. Ares, Greek god of war, Minerva: Athena, 
Greek goddess of war and wisdom. 

2., But Athene giving back caught up In her heavy 
hand a stone / that lay In ~e plain, black and rug
ged arid huge, one whleh men/of a fc:mner time 
had set there as boundary mark of the cornfield; 
Iliad 21.403-5 (trans. Richmond Lattimore) 
[translator'. note}. ' 
3. The oldest of the Greek generals who· fought at 
Troy. . 
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posed to be? If her stature is in proportion to the size of the stone, then the 
element of the marvelous disappears. A man three times my size naturally 
ought to· be able to hurl a stone three times as large as I can. But if the 
stature of the goddess is not in proportion to the size of the stone, an improb
ability for the eye arises in the painting whose offensiveness is not removed 
by the cold calculation that a goddess must possess superhuman strength. 
Wherever I see a greater effect, I also expect to see a greater cause. 

And Mars, thrown to the ground by this mighty stone, . 

£X'rCl b' EXtOX£ xt>..e9pa x£<JWv," 

covered seven acres of land. It is impossible for the painter to give the god 
this extraordinary size, and yet if he does not do so, it is no longer Mars-or 
at least not the Homeric Mars-who is lying on the ground, but a common 
warrior. 

Longinus~ says that it seemed to him now and then as though Homer 
raised his ·men to gods and reduced his gods to men. Painting carries out 
this reduction. In it everything which in the poem raises the gods above 
godlike human creatures vanishes altogether. Size, strength, and swiftness
qualities which Homer always has in store for his gods in a higher and more 
extraordinary degree than that bestowed on his finest heroes-must in the 
painting sink to the common level of humanity. Jupitet and Agamemnon, 
Apollo and Achilles, Ajax and Mars6 all become exactly the same kind of 
beings, recognizable by nothing more than their outward conventional sym
bols. 

The means which painting uses to convey to us that this or that object 
must be thought of as invisible is a thin cloud veiling the side of the object 
that is turned toward the other persons in the pictures. It appears that this 
cloud was borrowed from Homer, for when in the tumult of battle one of 
the more important heroes runs into great danger, from which only a divine 
power can save him, the poet has the protecting divinity envelop him in a 
thick cloud, or in darkness, and so carry him away, as Paris is carried off by 
Venus, or Idaeus by Neptune, or Hector by Apollo.7 And Caylus never fails 
to recommend heartily this mist or cloud to the artist when he outlines for 
him a painting of such occurrences. And yet who can fail to see that con
cealment by cloud or night is, for the poet, nothing more than a ptfe'tic 
expression for rendering a thing invisible? For that reason it has always been 
a source of surprise to me to see this poetic expression actually used and a 
real cloud introduced in the painting, behind which the hero stands hidden 
from his enemy as behind a screen. That was not what the poet intended. It 
exceeds the limits of painting, for in this case the cloud is a true hieroglyphic, 
a mere symbol, which does not render the rescued hero invisible; but says 
to the spectators: you must imagine to yourselves that he is invisible. It is no 

4. Failing, he covered seven pletn .... ; Wad 21.407. 
One pletnron was 10,000 square feet. 
S. The name given the 1 st century C.I::. author of 
On Sublimity (see above); the reference is to sec
tion 7. 
6. Lessing pairs each god with an appropriate 
man. Jupiter: Zeus, king uf the God •. Agamemnon: 
l<ing of Mycenae and leader uf the Greeks at Troy. 
Achilles: the greatest Greek wardar at Troy and the 
rocus of the Wad. 

7. All episodes from the llilld (3.380-82, 5.23, 
20.443-44). Paris:. prince of Troy who was 
awarded the most beautiful woman in the world by 
Aphrodite (Venus), goddess of love, for naming her 
the most beautiful of 3 goddess. Idaeus: son of a 
Trojan priest of Hephaestus who Is In fact saved 
by Hephaestus, the god of the forge. Hector: oldest 
prince of Troy and the greatest of the Trojan war
riors (Apollo favored the Trojans). 
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better than the scrolls that issue from the mouths of ·figures in old Gothic 
i1hintings . 
.. ' It is true that when Apollo rescues Hector from Achilles, Homer has. the 
latter make three further thrusts with his spear into the thickinist (Tp~ 6' 
"T)tpa 'I'iI'Ijle ~aeeiav).8 But in the language of 'poetry this means only, that 
Achilles was so enraged that he made the three additional thrusts before 
realizing that his enemy was no longer before him. Achilles did not see an 
actual mist, and the power of the gods to render invisible did not lie in any 
mist, but in their ability to bear the object away swiftly. It was only to show 
that this abduction took place too quickly for the human eye to follow the 
disappearing body that the poet first conceals it in a mist or cloud. And it 
was not because a cloud appeared in place of the abducted body, but because 
we think of that which is wrapped in mist as being invisible. Accordingly, 
Homer sometimes inverts the case, and instead of rendering the object invis~ 
ible, causes the subject to be struck blind. For example, Neptune blinds 
Achilles when he rescues Aeneas· from his murderous hands by suddenly 
snatching him out of the thiCk of the fight and placing him in the rear.9 
Actually, however, Achilles' eyes are no more· blinded than, in the former 
example, the abducted heroes are. wrapped in a cloud. The poet merely makes 
this or, that addition in order to make mOre palpable to', Our senses that 
extrehle rapidity of abduction which we 'call disappearance. 

However; painters have appropriated the Homeric mist not only.in those 
cases where Homer himself used it, or would have used it (namely, in ren
dering persons invisible or causing them to disappear), but in every instance 
where the spectator is supposed to see something in the painting which the 
characters'themselves, or some of them, cannot see. Minerva became visible 
to Achilles alone when she prevented him from assaulting Agamemnon.· I 
know of no other way to express this, says Caylus,. than by concealing her 
from the rest of the .council by a cloud. But this is in complete violation of 
the spirit of the poet! Invisibility is the natural condition of his gods; no 
blindfolding, no interruption of the rays of light is needed to. prevent them 
from being seen; but an enlightenment, an increased power of mortal vision 
is required, iHhey are intended to be seen. Thus it is not only that in painting 
the cloud is an arbitrary and not a natural sign; but this arbitrary sign does 
not even possess the definite distinctness which it could have as such, for it 
'is used both to render the visible invisible and the invisible visible. 

Chapter Fifteen 

As experience shows, the poet can raise to this· degree of illusion the repre
sentation of objects other than those that are.visible. Consequently, whole 
categories of pictures which the poet claims as 'his own must necessarily be 
beyond the reach of the artist. Dryden's Song for St. Cecelia's Day2 is full of 
hlusical pictures which leave the painter's brush idle. But I do not want to 
stray too far from my subject with such examples, from which in the final 

8. Iliad 20.446 [Lessing'. note}. 
9. '1I1tul, 20.321-29 [LeIsing'. note} .. Neptune: 
Po.eldon', god of the lea. Aeneal: Trojan ally, a Ion 
of Aphrodite and later the founder of the colony 
that became Rome. 

1. liltul 1.194-98. 
2. Also called Alexander'. F ..... , thll ode _s writ
ten·ln 1687 and let to mUllc by Handel In 1739 
[t .. nll.tor'l note}. ,JOHN DRYDEN (1631-1700), 
Enallih poet, dramatllt, and critic. ' 
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analysis we learn little more than that colors are not sounds and ears not 
eyes.3 

I will confine myself .rather to the consideration, of pictures of visible 
obj~cts only, which are common to both poet and painter. Why is it that a 
number of poetic pictures of this kind are of no use to the painter and, con
versely, many real pictures lose most of-theit effect when treated by the poet? 
Exa.,-tple may guide me here. I repeat: the picture ofPandarus" in the fourth 
book of the Iliad is one of the most elaborate and graphic in all of Homer. 
From'the seizing of the bow to the flight of the arrow every moment is 
painted, and all these moments follow in such dose succession' and yet are 
so distinct, one from the other, that if we did not know how a bow should be 
hal)dled, we would be able to learn it from this description alone; Pandarus 
takes out his bow, strings it, opens the quiver, chooses an unused, well
feathered arrow, adjusts the arrow's notch to the string and draws both back; 
the string is brought dose to the breast, the metal point of the arrow comes 
close to the bow, the great round bow springs open again with a clang, the 
string vibrates, and the arrow has sped away! flying eagerly toward its mark. 

Caylus cannot have overlooked this splendid pieture. What, ,then, did he 
find there to make him consider it unable to afford material 'to his artists? 
And why was it that the council of deliberating an~ drinking gods seemed to 
him better suited for his purpose? The subjects are visible in both cases, and 
what more than visible subjects does the painter need to fill his canvas? 
, The difficulty must be this: although both subjects, being visible, are 
equally 'suitable for actual painting, there is still this essential difference 
between them: in the one case the aetion is visible and progressive, its dif
ferent parts occurring one after the other in a sequence of time, and in the 
other the action is visible and stationary, its different parts developing in co
existence in space. But if painting, by virtue of its symbols or means of imi
tation, which it can combine in space only, must renounce the element of 
time entirely, progressive actions, by the very fact that they are progressive, 
cannot be considered to belong among its subjects; Painting must be content 
with coexistent' actions or with mere bodies which, by their position, permit 
us to conjecture an action. Poetry, on the other hand .... 

From Chapter Sixteen 

But I shall attempt now to derive the matter from its first principles. 
I reason thus: if it is true that in its imitations painting uses completely 

different means or signs than does poetry, namely figures and colors in space 
rather than articulated sounds in time, and if these signs must indisputably 
bear a suitable relation to the thing Signified, th~n: signs existing in space 
can express only objects whose wholes or parts coexist, while signs that follow 
one another ~an express only objects whose wholes or parts are consecutive. 

Objects or parts of objects which exist in space are caIled bodies. Accord
ingly, bodies with their visible properties are the true subjects of painting. 

Objects or parts of objects which follow one another are caIled actions. 
Accordingly, actions are. the true subjects of poetry. 

3. An allusion to a quotation In Caylus from Jean 
de 1a FontaIne (1621-1695), French author of 
fable •. 

4. An aUy of the Trojans who broke the truce 
between the Greekl and Trojans In the passalle 
described (11"",4.105-26). 
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However, bodies do not exist in space only, but also ih_ time. They persist 
in time, and in each moment of their duration they may assume a different 
appearance or stand, in a different combination. Each of these momentary 
appearances and combinations is the result of B preceding.oneand can be 
the cause ofa subsequent one, which means that iLcan be" as·it were, the 
center of an action. Consequently, painting too can imitate actions, but only 
by suggestion through bodies. 

On the other hand, actions cannot exist independentlYj ·but must be joined 
to certain. beings or things. Insofar. as these beings or things are bodies, or 
are treated as such, poetry also depicts bodies" but only. by, suggestion 
through actions. 

Painting can use only a single moment of an action in its coexisting com
positions and must therefore choose the one which is most suggestive~ and 
from which the preceding and succeeding actions are,most easily compre--
hensible. . 

Similarly, poetry in its progressive imitations can use only one single prop
erty of a body. It must therefore choose that one which awakens the most 
vivid image'of the body, looked at from the point of view, under which poetry 
can best use it. From this comes the. rule concerning the harmony of desc.rip
tive adjectives and economy in description of physical objects. 

I should put little faith in this dry chain of reasoning: did. I not find. it 
completely confirmed by the procedure of Homer, or rather if it had not been 
just this,procedure that led me to my conclusions. Only on these principles 
can the grand style of. the Greek be defined and explained, and only thus can 
the proper position be assigned to. the opposite style of so. 'many modern 
poets, who attempt to rival the painter at'B point where they must necessarily 
be surpassed by him. , 

,: I find, that Homer' represents nothing but progressive actions. He depicts 
bodies, and single .~bjects only when they contribute toward these actions, 
and then only by a single trait .. No wonder, then, that where Homer paints, 
the artist finds little or nothing to do himselfr and no wonder that his harvest 
can be found only where the story assembles a number of beautiful bodies 
in beautiful positions and in a setting favorable to art,. however :sparingly the 
poet himself may paint these bodies, these positions, and this setting. If we 
go through the whole series of paintings as Caylus proposes them, one by 
one, we find that each is a proof of this. remark. 

• • • 
From Chapter: Seventeen 

But the objection will be raised that the symbols of poetry.are not only suc
cessive but are alsoarl:litiary; and, as ai-bi~rary symb'olil~ they are of course 
able to represent bodies as they exist in space. Examples cif this' mighf be 
taken from Homer himself: We need only to recallhis.shield of Acnilles6 to 
have the most decisive instance of how .discursivelyand yet at the same time 
poetically a single object may be described by presenting its coexistent parts. 

I shall reply to this twofold objection. I. call it tWofold because a correct 

~L In German. cUm prllgnante._ wahlen: "choose 
the most pregnant (with meaning)." 
6. Forged by the god Hephaestus to replace the 
armor borrowed by his friend Patroclus, whom 

Hector killed; Its Intricate' work Is described at 
length (Iliad 18.478-608). 



LAOCOON I 567 

deduction must hold good even without examples; and, conversely, an exam
ple from Homer is of importance to me even when I am unable to justify it 
by means of deduction. 

It is true that since the symbols of speech are arbitrary, the parts of a body 
may, through speech, be made to follow one another just as readily as they 
exist side by side in nature. But this is a peculiarity of speech and its signs 
in general and not as they serve the aims of poetry. The poet does not want 
merely to be intelligible, nor is he content-as' is the prose writer-with 
simply presenting his image clearly and concisely. He wants rather to make 
the ideas he awakens in us so vivid that at that moment we believe that we 
feel the real impressions which the objects of these ideas would produce on 
us. In this moment of illusion we should cease to be conscious of the means 
which the poet uses for this purpose, that is, his words; This was the sub
stance of the definition of a poetical painting given above. But the poet is 
always supposed to paint, and we shall now see how far bodies with their 
coexistent parts adapt themselves to this painting. 

.. .. .. 
From Chapter Eighteen 

And yet should Homer himself have lapsed into this lifeless description of 
material objects? I do hope that there are but few passages which one can 
find to support this; and I feel certain that these few passages are of such a 
nature as to confirm the rule to which they seem to be the exception. 

It remains true that succession of time is the province of the poet just as 
space is that of the painter. ' 

It is an intrusion of the painter into the domain of the poet, which good 
taste can never sanction, when the painter combines in one and the same 
picture two points necessarily separate in time, as does Fra MazzuolF when 
he introduces the rape of the Sabine womei'l8 and the reconciliation effected 
by them between their husbands and relations, or a~Titian9 does when he 
presents the entire history of the prodigal son, his dissolute life, his misery, 
and his repentance. ," . 

It is an intrusion of the poet into the domain of the painter and a squan
dering of much imagination to no purpose when, ir{ordet to give the~ader 
an idea of the whole, the poet enumerates one by one several parts or things 
which I must necessarily survey at one glance in nature if they are to give 
the effect of a whole. . 

But as two equitable and friendly neighbors do not permit the one to take 
unbecoming liberties in the heart of the other's domain, 'yet on their extreme 
frontiers practice a mutual forbearance by which both sides make peaceful 
compensation for those slight aggressions which, in'haste arid from force of 
circumstance, the one finds himself compelled to make on the other's priv-
ilege: so also with painting and poetry. ' , 

To support this I will not cite the fact th~t in great historical paintings the 

7. Francesco Ma7.zuoli (I 50.~-' 540), Italian 
pail1l~r. 
H. A famous legend of early Rome. Romulus, Its 
mythical founder, gained wive. for the men he had 
gathered to his new city by inviting neighboring 
peoples to a festival and seizing the women. The 
,,,Jar that followed between Romans and Sabines 

ended when the Sabine women thrust themselves 
onto the battlefield between their fathers and their 
new husbands, leading to peace and the union of 
the'foes under a single goVernment. 
9. Tlziano Vecelli (ca. 1477-1576), Italian 
painter. For the story of the prodigal son, see Luke 
15.11-32. 
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single moment is always somewhat extended, and that perhaps there is not 
Ii single work comprising a wealth of figures in which each one ohhem is in 
exactly that motion and position It should be in at the momerit of the main 
action; some are represented in the attitude of a" somewhat earlier, others in 
that of a somewhat later moment. This is "a liberty which the master must 
justify by certain refinements in the arrangement-In the way he uses his 
figures and places them closer to or more distant from the main action~ 
which permits them to take a more or less momentary part in what is going 
on. I shall merely make use of a" remark made by 'Mengs coricerning Raph
ael'sl drapery. "In his paintings," he says, "there is a reason for every fold, 
whether it be because of its oWn weight or because of the movement of the 
limbs. Sotrietimes we can tell from them how they were before, and Raphael 
even tried to attach significance to this. We can see from the folds whether 
an arm or a leg was in a backward or forward position prior to its movement; 
whether the limb had moved or is moving from contraction to extension, or 
whether it had been extended and is now contracted."z It is indisputable that 
in this case the artist is combining two different moments into one. For since " 
that part of the drapery which lies on the foot immediately follows it in its ' 
forward motion-unless the drapery be of very stiff material and hence 
entirely unsuitable for painting~there is nO'moment in which the garment 
can form any other fold whatsoever except that :which the actual position of 
the limb requires. However, ifit i~permitted ~o form a different fold,"then 
the drapery is represented at the "moment preceding and the limb at the 
follOWing. Nevertheless, who would be so particular with the artist who finds 
ii: advantageous to show us these two moments at the same time? Who would 
not praise him rather for having had the understanding and the courage to 
commit such a minor error for the sake of obtaining greater perfection of 
expression? " """ . 

The poet deserve~ the same forbearan~e. ~Is ~rogressiv~dmitationactualty 
allows him to allude to only one" side; only onecharacteris.tic Dfhis material 
objects at one time." But when "the happy structu+() 9(l;tfs'Is,t;tguage permits 
him. to do this in a single word, why should he not be allowec;lt() adda"" second 
word now and then? And why not even a third, if it is wot:th" the trouble? Or 
even a fourth? I have already said that for Homer a ship is only ~,black ship, 
or a hollow ship, or a swift ship, or at the most a well~~aI1it~Q hIlilckship. 
This is to be understood of his style in general. l:Iere and there we finc:J. "~ 
passage in which he adds a third descriptive epithet~ t<.aiUc'6~ax'6x)"a, Xa).,'If,£(l, 
()'X:TaXV'I'U.ta3 round, bronze, .eight~spoked wheels. And "a~so a fourth: ao:n:t6a 
:n:av'TOO' e~v, 'If,a),,flv, XaAx£l'I'Jv,e!;'i\Aa'TOv,4 a uniformly ,smooth, beautiful, 
embossed bronze shield. Who would censure him for this'? Who would no"t 
rather thank him for this little ~xtravagance when he fee.~ what a good effed 
it can have in some few suitabJepassages'? " """'"" " 

But I shall not allow the particular justification of either poet.or paint.er 
to be based on the above~mentioned analogy of the two frlendly neighbors. 
A mere analogy neither proves nor justifies anything. The following consid~ 
eration must be their real justification: just as in the painter's art two differ-

I. Raffaello Santi (1483-1520): Itailan painter. 
Anton RaJ;'hael Mengs (1728-177:9), German 
painter and art critic; a close friend of Wlnckel
mann. 

2. Thoushts "bout S"" .. ty "tid T"st .. In Prijn~niJ 
[177 n, p. 69 [Lessing's note). " 
3. mati 5.722-23. " 
4. I1latl 12.294-95. " 
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ent moments border so closely on one another that we can, without 
hesitation, accept them as one, so in the poet's work do the several features 
representing the various parts and properties -in space follow one another in 
such rapid succession that we believe we hear them all at once. 

It is in this, I say, that the excellence of Homer's language aids him un
usually well. It not only allows him the greatest possible freedom in the 
accumulation and combination of epithets; but it finds such a happy arrange
ment for these accumulated adjectives that the awkward suspension of their 
noun disappears. Modern languages are lacking entirely in one or more of 
these advantages. For example, the French must paraphrase the xaluruA.a 
x'Ux)..a, x<X)..xea, OXT<XxV1'lI.1.a with "the round wheels, which were of bronze and 
had eight spokes." They give the meaning but destroy the picture. Yet the 
picture is everything here and the meaning nothing; and without the former 
the latter t!-lrns the liveliest of poets into a tiresome bore, a fate which has 
often befallen our good Homer under the pen of the conscientious Madame 
Dacier.' 'the Gennan language, on the other hand, can usually translate 
Homer's epithets with equally short equivalent adjectives, although it is un
.able to imitate the advantageous arrangement of Greek. We can say, to be 
sure, die runden, ehernen, achtspeichigten . .. [the round, brazen, eight
spoked], but :Rader [wheels1 drags behind. Who does not feel that three 
different predicates, before we learn the subjectl can produce only an indis
tinct and confused picture'? The Gree.k combines the subject and the first 
predicate, andleaves the others to follow. He says, "round wheels, brazen, 
eight-spoked." And so we know immediately what he is speaking of. In con
formity with the natural order of thought, we first become acquainted with 
the thing itself and then with its accidents. Our [Gennan] language does not 
enjoy this advantage. Or should I say, it does enjoy it but can seldom make 
use of it without ambiguity? Both amoilnt to the same thing. For if we place 
the ·adjectives after the subject, they must 'stand in statu absoluto, i.e., in 
uninflected fonn. Hence, we must say runde RacuT, ehern und achtspeichigt 
(round wheels, brazen and eight-spoked). However, in this statu the German 
adjectives are identiCal with the Gennan adverbs, and if we take them as 
such with the next-verb that is predicated of the subject, they not infrequently 
produce a completely false, and in any case a very uncertain meaning ..... 

But I am lir:tgering over trifles and it may appear as if I were going to fO'fget 
the shield, the shield of Achilles, that is-the famous picture which more 
than anything else caused Homer to be considered by the ancients a master 
of painting.6 A shield, it will be said, is a single material object which the 
poet cannot present by describing its coexistent parts. And yet Homer, in 
more than a hundred splendid verses, has described this shield, its material, 
its form, all the figures which filled its enonnous surface, so exactly and in 
such detail that it was not difficult for modern artists to produce a drawing 
of it exact in every part. 

My answer to·this particular objection is that I have already answered it. 
Homer does not paint the shield as finished and complete, but as a shield 
that is being made. Thus, here too he has made use of that admirable artistic 

5. Anne Lefl!vre Daeler (ca. 1650-1720), well
known French translator of Greek and Latin 
works, Including both the Iliad (1699) and the 
Odyssey (1 70B). 

6. Dionr,Slus HalicarnBssus, Vita Homeri. in Tho
mas Ga e, Opusc .. 1a mythologlca [1671 I, p. 401 
[Lessing's notel. 



570 / GOTTHOLD EPHRAIM LESSING 

device: transforming what is coexistent in his subject ,irito what is consecu
tive, and thereby making the living picture of an action out, of the ,tedious 
painting of an object. We do not see the shield, but the divine master as;he 
is making it. He steps up to the anvil with hammer and tongs, and after, he 
has forged the plates' out of the rough; the pictures, which he destines for 
the shield's ornamentation rise, before our eyes 'out of the bronze" one after 
the other, beneath the finer blows-of his hammer; We do not lose. sight of 
him until all is finished. Now the shield is complete, 'and we marvel at. the 
work. But it is the believing wonder of the eyewitness who has see,n it forged. 

.. .. .. 
From Chapter Twenty-One 

We might ask whether poetry does not lose too much when we take from 
her all depictions of physical beauty'? But who would do this'? It.we dissuaCle 
her from taking one particular way to attain such pictures, and £toni follow
ing confusedly the footsteps of a sister art without everreachirig the same 
goal, db we thereby eXClude her from every other path where art 'in 'turn must 
see poetry take the iead? -

The same Homer, who so assiduously refrains from detailed ((esciip~iOns 
of physical beauties, and from whom we scarcely learn in passing that H~.~n 
had white aims and beautiful hair,7 nevertheless knbws how'to d)nvey t"ius 
an idea of her beauty which far surpasses ,anYthing ~rt is able to accompli'sh 
toward that end. Let us recall, the passage where Hel~n ,steps before an 
assembly of Trojan elders. The venerable old men see her; and one says to 
the other:' ' . . , ' ': .' . , : :.': 

• • • '. \ "I ~ 

0'0 v£l-'eou; Tpt'Oac; xat sUx'Y1iI-'L6ac; , AXawuc; 
TOLfl6' cil-'cj>L "(U'YatxL nOAU'Y xp6'Yo'Y QAyea nciOX,eL'Y', 
at'Yt'Oc; ~ea'YciTllat eeflc; etc; mna ~OLXE'Y.8 

What can convey a more vivid idea of beauty than to let cold old age ackriowl~ 
edge that she is indeed worth the war which had cost so much blood and so 
many tears? , : 

What Homer could not describe in all its various parts' he makes tis ree:
ognize by its effect. Paint for us, you poets, the pleasure, the affection,-tlie 
love and delight which beauty brings, and you have pairltedbe,~u~ itself. . ,. . 

7. Wad 3.329; "white arms" 121 [Lessing's notel. 
Helen: In Greek mythology, dauahter of Zeus' and 
Leda and wife of Menelaus; her abduction by Paris 
led to the Trojan War. 
8. lIiRd 3.156-58 [Lessing's notel. "Surely there 

1766 

I ' : ~ 

\ . 

Is no blame on Trojans and strong-greaved Achal
ans I If for long. time they. ,.uffer hardship for'll, 
woman like this one. Terrible is the likeness of her 
face to Immortal goddesses" (trans. Lattimore)."" 

. ,', : ~ 
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Fdedrich von Schiller was one of the foremost German writers of the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries. Perhaps best known for his dramas, he was also an 
editor, a journalist, a writer of vivid letters (especially to Goethe and to the German 
philologist and diplomat Wilhelm von Humboldt), a historian, a translator (of Eurip
ides, Shakespeare, and Racine), a poet, and a literary theorist. 

Born in Marbach, Germany, Schiller became an army medical officer In Stuttgart 
in 1780. But soon he began seriously working on poetry and drama, choosing a literary 
career. He published Die Rauber (178), The Robbers) at his .own expense, and its 
performance in 1782 was a landmark in German theatrical history. Romantic writers 
in England, especially SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE and the critic William Hazlitt, 
admired The Robbers for its presentation of the themes of liberty, abuse of power, 
and authoritarianism. 

On the recommendation of Goethe, Schiller was named professor of history at the 
University of Jena in 1789, and in 1797-98 they worked together on a collection of 
ballads (a collaboration contemporaneous with that of WILLIAM WORDSWORTH and 
Coleridge in England). 

Many readers admire Schiller's lyrics and ballads, though his· long didactic poems 
(e.g., The Artists, 1789, on the power of art to civilize and bring compassion to man
kind) are more famous; best known to English-speaking audiences is his "Ode to Joy," 
which Beethoven set to music in his monumental Ninth Symphony. 

In several influential texts on literary and dramatic theory, aesthetics, and the sub
lime, Schiller explored the relations between art, politics, and history. He himself 
looked primarily to IMMANUEL KANT's Critique of Judgment (1790;· see above), and 
his developmerit of and response to Kant's ideas later influenced the literary theory 
of the German Romantic writers and of Coleridge ... , 

In On the Aesthetic Education of Man (1795), Schiller was writing in the immediate 
aftermath of the French regicide and Reign of Terror, during which thousands were 
executed. The sufferings and shocks of the French Revolution inform his inquiry into 
the role of art: how can humankind achieve freedom when the failure of politic a! 
solutions is so graphically displayed? In this text, which grew from a series of actual 
letters to a benefactor (our selection contains three letters), Schiller explains that 
freedom can occur only through education, and the key to education is the experience 
of beauty-the elevation of mind and soul through art. Beauty allows persons tiS'" . 
ennoble their nature; each of us can become a "beautiful soul" (schiJne Seele) har
monizing duty and inclination through art, which Schiller associates with the "play 
impulse" or "play drive" that makes reconciliation and transcendence possible. 

Schiller's On Naive and Reflective Poetry (1795-96), a companion piece, contrasts 
the ancients and the moderns, their different attitudes toward nature, and their per
formances in poetry. (Often the title's second adjective is given as "sentimental," but 
that term does' not accurately translate sentimentalisch.) Modern poets, Schiller 
states, will never regain the naive-that is, the immediate and unconscious-rela
tionship to nature that the ancients enjoyed. He focuses not on rules to be obeyed or 
ignored but rather on different types of consciousness. As in On ·the Aesthetic Edu
cation of Man, his primary concern is the author's conception of self arid of the ideals 
and purposes of art-the motivating power that informs and imparts life to the text. 

Schiller's broad sense of a break between a harmonious past· and the divided or 
disrupted present in which artists perceive the difficulty, if not the impossibility, of 
embodying their hopes and desires in their actual work, is echoed in the poetry and 
criticism of MATTHEW ARNOLD, T. S. ELIOT, and many other nineteenth- and twenti
eth-century writers. They may disagree on the timing, but all emphasize that this shift . 
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in consciousness-a dissociation of sensibility--.:.manifests itself in the operations of 
individual thought and feeling and in the style lind .tructure of poetry. 

In the selection below from On ·the Aesthetic Education of Man, Schiller touches 
on the sense of acute cultural crisis that impels his arguments about the priority of 
the aesthetic. He summons up an optimistic vision of the artist preparing "the shape 
of things to come," even as he testifies to the ordeal of being an artist in a hostile 
environment. Defy the world's opinion: this is Schiller's advice to those wondering 
whether they can endure in the midst of an unsympathetic and corrupt age; The artist 
should be true to the heart's "noble impulses": "Impart to the world yoti would'influ
ence a Direction towards the go'od,· and the qUiet rhythm of time will bring it to 
fulfilment." Through our inner potential, we revitalize ourselves and reinvigorate (and 
sometimes disturb and unsettle) others. . 

The weakness of this position is that Schiller separates "the rhythm of time" (which 
he trusts) from the very different rhythm .of the world of Utility that, he concedes, 
now rules but that he believes can: be transcended. Others grappled more .directly 
with the comprehensive changes driven by the accelerating power' of . capitalism, 
described by the Scottish-born historian (and biographer of Schiller) Thomas Carlyle 
in "Signs of the Times" (1829): "Not the extetnal and the physical alone'is now 
managed by machinery, but the internal lind spiritual also .... Men are grown 
mechanical in head and in heart, as well as in hand." Not just KARL MARX AND FRIED
RICH ENGELS but the Victorian crjtics and social reformers John Ruskin and William 
Morris responded to this alieriation in ways that Schiller-'-whose aesthetic works are 
grounded less in historical reference and analysis than' in idealization of the harmo
nious wholeness of the ancient Greeks-could not. 

Yet Schiller, a prophet of the alienation that would pain many later authors, 
believed that this alienation could be overcome through the civilizing power of Iiter
Ilture, enabling a higher Ideal to triumph over the degraded principles and practices 
to which persons were currently (and so mistakenly) loyal. A passionate advocate for 
individual and political freedom, Schiller gave everything to his art, "the Muses 
drained me dry," he wrote to Goethe (1795), and, after a long period of poor health, 
he died in his mid-fortles. 
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From On the Aesthetic Education of Man I 

Second Letter 

1. BUT should it not be possible to make better use of the freedom you 
accord me than by keeping your attention fixed upori the domain of the fine 
arts'? Is it not, to say the least, untirn.ely to be casting around for a code of 
laws for the aesthetic world at a mornent when thellffairs of the moral offer 
interest of so much more urgent concern, and when the spirit of philosoph
ical inquiry is being expressly challenged by present circumstances to con
cern itself with that most perfect of all the works to be achieved by the art 
of man: the construction of true political freedom'? 

2. I would not wish to live in a century other than my own, or to have worked 
for any other. We are citizens of our own Age 'no less than of our own State. 
And if it is deemed unseemly, Qr even inadmissibl~, to exempt ourselves hom 
the morals and customs of the circle in which we live, why should it be less 
of a duty to 'aIlow the needs and taste-of our own epoch some voice in our 
choice of activity'? 

3. But the verdict of this epoch does not, by any means, seem to be going 
in favour 6f art, not at least of the kind of art to which alone my inqUiry will 
be directed. The course of events has given the spirit of the age a d~ctlon 
which threatens to remove it ever further hom the art of the Ideal. This kind 
of art must abandon actuality, and soar with becoming boldness above our 
wants and needs; for Art is a daughter of Freedom, and takes her orders from 
the necessity inherent in minds, not from the exigencies of matter. But at 
the present time material needs reign supreme and bend a degraded human
ity beneath their tyrannical yoke. Utility is the great idol of our age, to which 
all powers are in thrall and to which all talent must pay homage. Weighed 
in this crude balance, the insubstantial merits of Art scarce tip the scale, 
ana, bereft of all encouragement, she shuns the noisy market-place of our 
century. The spirit of philosophical inquirr itself is wresting from the imag-

1. Translated br. E. M. Wllldnson and L. A. Wil
loughby. These etters were originally addressed to 
Schiller's beneFactor Friedrich Christian, duke of 
Augustenburg. 

2. Pertaining not only to the study offundamental 
principles but also to the empirical Investigation 
Into practical things, 
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-inationone province after another, and the frontiers of art contract the more 
the boundaries of science expand .. 

::,' . 

4: Expectantly the gaze of philosopher and mail of the world alike is fixed 
on the political scene, where now,' so it is belie-ved, 'the very fate of mankind 
~s bein$ debated. Does it'not betray a' c~lpabie indifferenc~ '~othecommon 
w:eal not to take pa.rt in this general debate? If this great ac~ion is, by reason 
of its caus,e and its C{mseque,nces, of urgent concern to even' one who ca~ls 
himself man, it must, by virtue. of its method of procedure, be of quite special 
interest to every one who has learnt to think for himself. ,',For a question 
which has hitherto always been decided by the blind right of might, is now, 
so it seems, being brought before the tribunal of Pure Reason3 itself, and 
anyone who is at all capable of putting himself at the centre of things, and 
of raising himself from an individual into a representative of the species, may 
consider himself at once a member of this tribunal, and at the same time, 
in his capacity of human being and citizen':of the world, an interested party 
who finds himself more or less closely involved in the outcome, of.the case. 
It is, therefore, not merely his own cause which is being decided in.this great 
action; judgement is t9 be passed according to laws which he; as a reasonable 
being, is, himself competent and entitled to dictate. . . 

5, How ten:Ipting it would be for me to investigate such a subject in company 
with one who is as acute a thinker as he is.a liberal citizen:ofthe wgrldlAnd 
to leave the decision to a heart which has dedicated itself with such noble 
enthusiasm to the weal of humanity. What an agreeable surprise if, despite 
all difference in station. and the .vast distance which the circumstances of 
the actual world make in~v,itable. I were. in the realm of .ideas, to find my 
conclusions identical .with those of a mind as unprejudiced as your own! 
That I resist this sedJlctive temptation, and put Beauty before Freedom, can, 
I believe, not only be excused on the score of personal indin,atio,n, but also 
justified on principle. I hope to convince you that the theme I have chosen 
is far less alien to the needs of our age than to its taste. More than this: if 
man is ever to solve that problem of politics in practice he will have to 
approach it through the problem of the aesthetic, because it is only.through 
Beauty that man makes his way 1;0 Freedom. But this cannot be de~onstrated 
withoJlt my first reminding youof the principles by which Reason is in any 
case gUided in matters of political legislation . 

. 'Sixth Letter 
, ' .. ": 

1. HAVE I not perhaps been too hard·on our age in the pict.ure.I have just 
drawn? That ,is scarcely the reproach I anticipElte. Rather a different ,on,e: 
that I have tried to make it prove too much. Such a portrait, you will tell me. 
does indeed re,semble mankind as it is today; but does it not 'also resemble 
any people caught up in the process of ciVilization, since all of them, without 
exception, must fall away from Nature by the abuse of Reason before they 
can return to her by the use of Reason? 

3. See IMMANUEL KANT, 1M Critiq .... 0/ Pure R .... -
son (178 I). In the preFace, Kant state. that his goal 
is to lIassul'e to reason its lawful claims, and dismiss 

all groundless pretensions, not by despotic decrees, 
but in accordance with its own eternal and unal
terable laws ... 
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2. Closer attention to the character of our age will, however, reveal an aston
ishing contrast between contemporary forms, of humanity and earlier ones, 
especially the Gree~. The reputatiqn for culture and refinement, on which 
we otherwise rightly pride ourselves vis-a-vis humanity in its merely natural 
state, can avail us nothing against the na~ural humanity of the Greeks. For 
they were wedded to all the delights of ,ut and all the dignity of wisdom, 
without however, like us, falling a prey to their seduction. The Greeks put 
us to shame not only by a simplicity to which our age is a strangeri they are 
at the same time our rivals, indeed often our models, in those very excel
lences with which we are wont to console ourselves for the unnaturalness of 
our manners. In fullness of form no le~s than of content, at once philosophic 
and creative, sensitive and energetic, the Greeks combined the first youth of 
imagination with the manhood of reason in a glorious manifestation of 
humanity. 

3. At that first fair awakening of the powers of the mind, sense and intellect 
did not as yet rule over strictly separate domains; for no dissension had as 
yet provoked them into hostile partition and mutual demarcation of their 
front~ers. Poetry had not as yet coquetted with wit, nor speculation prosti
tuted itself to sophistry. Both of them could, when need arose, exchange 
functions, since each in its own fashion paid honour to truth. However high 
the mind might soar, it always drew maUer lovingly along with it; and how
ever fine and sharp the distinctions it might make, it never proceeded to 
mutila~e. It did indeed divide human' n~ture into its several aspects, and 
proj~ct these in magnified form into t"e dlvinities of its glorious pantheon; 
but not by tearing it to pieces; rather 'by ~oplbiningits aspects in different 
proportions, for in no single one of their deities was humanity in its entirety 
ever lacking. How different with us Moderns! With us too the image of the 
human' species is projected in magnified fqrm into separate individuals-but 
as fragments, not in different combinations, with the result that one has to 
go the rounds from one individual to another in order to be able to piece 
together a complete image of the species. With us, one might almost be 
tempted to assert, the various faculties appear as separate in practice as they 
are distinguished by the psychologist in theory, and we see not mereIUJ:'Idi
viduals, but whole classes of men, developing but one part of their potenti
alities, while of the rest, as in stunted growt"s, only vestigial traces remain. 

4. I do not underrate the advantages whictt the human race today, consid
ered as a whole and weighed in the balance pf intellect, can boast in the face 
of what is best in the ancient world. But it has to take up the challenge in 
serried ranks, and let whole measure itself against ~hole. What individual 
Modern could sally forth and engage, man against man, with an individual 
Athenian for the prize of humanity? 

5. Whence this disadvantage among individuals when the species as a whole 
is at sucr an a~vantage? Why was the indivi~pal Greek qualified to be the 
represen~ative of his age, and why can no single Modern venture as much? 
Because it was from all-unifying Nature that the former, and from the all
dividirig Intellect that the latter, received their respective forms. 
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6. It was civilization itself which inflicted this wound upon modern rilan. 
Once the increase of empirical knowledge, and more exact modes of thought, 
·made sharper divisions between the sciences inevitable, and once the 
:increasingly complex machinery of State necessitated a more rigorous sep
aratiQn of ranks and occupations, then the inner .unity of human' nature was 
severed too, and a disastrous conflict set its harmonious powers at variance. 
The intuitive and the speculative 'understanding now withdrew in hostility 
to take up positions in their respec~ive fields, whose frondersthey now began 
to guard with jealous mistrust; and 'with ·this confining of'otir actiVity to a 
particular sphere we have giyen ourselves a master, withinjwho not in&e
quently ends by suppressing the rest- of our potentialities; While,in the one 
a riotous imagination ravages the hard-won &uits of the· intellect, in another 
the spirit of abstraction stifles the fire at which the heart :!lhould have warmed 
itself and the imagination been kindled. 

7. This disorganization, '\.Vhichwas ,first starte~; within qIan by c~vili~ation 
and learning, .was made comp'~te, and ,universal. by the.. new: !ipirit of govern
ment.,It.was scarcely to be expected that the simple QrganJzation of the. early 
republics should have survived, the simplicity of early manners andcondi
tion,s; but instead of ri~ing to a higher form of organic exilltence it degener
ated into. a crude and. cl~~sy mechanism. '(hat polypoid character of the 
Greek States, in which every individual enjoyed. lm inc:iepend~nt 'existence 
but could, .,when rieed aro'se, gro~ .into thew~ole organ~sm,. now made way 
for an ingenious clock-work, in w1:t.ch, .out.of:the piecing together o£.innu
merable but lifeless parts, a,mechanical kind of collective. life ensued. State 
aoer-Church, laws and cuI\'t9q1s; ~ere. now torn. asund~r; enjoyMent w.as 
divorced from labour, the"me~nl! fr:om the end, the effqr~ &om the, reward. 
Everlastingly chained. to a shtgle iittle &agment of ~1:teWhole,maQ himself 
de.·veiops into nothing but a fragment; everlastingly in his .e~r;tbe:in~,~ot~nous 
,sound of the wheel thai he turns, he nev~r develops.t~~ harmony of his being, 
~n4 instead o( putting. the. stamp of hu~a,ni~ ~pon ,his, own nature, he 
becomes nothing more ~haJ1 the imprint of his· o'7cup,atipn ~r: of his special
ized knowledge. But even that meagre,. fragmentary participation,; by which 
individual members of the State are still linked to. the Whole, does not 
depend upon forms which .they spontaneotisiy prescribe for themselves (for 
how could one entrust to~heir freedom 'of action a mechanism so intricate 
and so fearful of light and enlightenment?); it is dictated to them with metic
ulous exactitude by means of a formulary which inhibits all freedom of 
,thought. The dead letter t'akes the place of livirig under~t~ndtng, and a good 
memory is'S: saret guide th&:n imagination and feeling." .' 

8. When the ~omtt1ilnity' makes his office the mea~ure ~hhe man; when in 
one of its Citizens it prizes ribthing but memory',' in ariother a mere' tabular
izing4 intelligence, in a third only mecharii~al skill; when, iit the one case, 
indifferent to character, it insists exclusively on knowledge, yet is, in another, 
ready to condone any amount of obscurantist thinking' as long as it is accom
panied by a spirit of order and law-abiding behaviour; when, moreover, it 
insists on special skills .being developed with a degree of intensity which is 

4. Making lists or tables, 
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only commensurate with its readiness to absolve the individual citizen from 
developing himself in extensity-can we wonder that the remaining aptitudes 
of the psyche are neglected in order to give undivided attention to the one 
which will· bring honour and profit? True, we know, that the outstanding 
individual will never let the limits of his occupation dictate the limits of his 
activity. But a mediot;re talent will consume in the office assigned him the 
whole meagre sum of his powers, and a man has to have a mind above the 
ordinary if; without detriment to his calling, he is still to have time for the 
c'hosen pursuits' of his leisure. Moreover, it is rarely a recommendation in 
the eyes of the State if a man's powers exceed the tasks, he is set, or if the 
higher needs of the man of parts constitute a rival to the duties of his office. 
So jealously does the State insist on being the sole proprietor of its servants 
that it will more easily bring itself (and who can blame it'?) to share its man 
with the Cytherean, than with the Uranian, Venus~5 

9. Thus little by little the concrete life of the Individual is destroyed in order 
that the abstract idea of the Whole may drag out its sorry existence, and the 
State remains for ever a stranger to its citizens since at no point does it ever 
make contact with their feeling. Forced to resort to classification in order to 
cope with the variety of its citizens, and never to get an impression of human
ity except through representation at second hand, the governing section ends 
up by losing sight of them altogether, confusing their concrete reality with 
a mere construct of the intellect; while the governed cannot but receive with 
·indifference·lawswhich are scarcely; if at all, directed to them·as persons. 
Weary at last of sustaining bonds which the State does so little to facilitate, 
positive society begins (this has long been the fate of most European States) 
to .disintegrate into a state of primitive morality, in which public authority 
has become but one party more, to be hated and circumvented' by those who 
make authority necessary, and only obeyed by such as are capable of doing 
without it. 

10. With this twofold pressure upon it, from within and from without, could 
humanity well have taken any other course than the one it actually·took?In 
its striving after inalienable possessions in the realm of ideas, the spirit of 
speCUlation could do no other than become a stranger to the world o~nse, 
and lose sight of matter for the sake ofform. The practical spirit, by contrast, 
enclosed within a monotonous sphere of material objects, and within this 
uniformity still further confined by formulas, was bound to find the idea of 
an unconditioned Whole receding from sight; and to become just as impov
erished as its own poor sphere of activity. lEthe former was tempted to model 
the actual world ona world conceivable by the mind,and to exalt the sub
jective conditions of its' 'own perceptual and conceptual. faculty into laws 
constitutive of the existence of things, the latter plunged into the opposite 
extreme of judging all experience whatsoever by one particular fragment of 
experience, and of wanting to make the rules of its own occupation apply 
iitdiscriminatelyto all others. The one was bound to become the victim of 
empty subtilities, the other of narrow pedantry; for the former stood too high 
to discern the particular, the latter too low to 'survey the Whole. But the 

5. Uranlari Vt!nus preside;' over sacred love; Cytherean Venus presides over profane love. 
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damaging effects of the turn which mind thus took-were· not confined to 
knowledge and production; it affected feeling and action no less. We know 
that the sensibility of the psyche depends for its intensity upon the liveliness, 
for its scope upon the richness, of the imagination. The preponderance of 
the analytical faculty must, however, of necessity, deprive the imagination 
of its ene~~ and warmth, while a more restricted sphere of objects must 
reduce its wealth. Hence the abstract thinker very often has ~'cold heart, 
since he dissects his impressions, and impressions can move the soul only 
as long as they remain whole; while the man of practical affairs often has .a 
narrow heart, since his imagination, imprisoned within the unvarying con
fines of his own calling, is incapable of extending itself to appreciate other 
ways of seeing and knOWing. 

I I. It was part of my procedure to uncover the disadvantageous trends in 
the character of our age and the reasons for them, not to point out the 
advantages which Nature ~ffers by way of cqmpensation. I readily concede 
that, little as individuals might benefit from this fragmentation of their being, 
there was no other way in which the species as a whole could have pro
gressed. With the Greeks, humanity undoubtedly reached a maximum of 
excellence, which could neither be maintained at that level nor rise any 
higher. Not maintained, because the intellect was unavoidablx compelled by 
the store of knowledge it already possessed to dissociate itself from feeling 
and intuitio~ in an attempt to arrive at exact di~cursive understanding; not 
rise any higher, because only a specific degree qf clarity is compatible with 
a specific fulh:iess and warmth. This degree the Greeks had attained; and 
had they wished to proceed t~ a higher stage of development, they would, 
like us, have had to surrender their wholeness of being and pursue truth 
along separate paths. 

12. If the manifold potentialities in man were ever to be developed, there 
was ito other way but to pit' them one against the o~her. This antagonism of 
faculties and functions is the great instrument of civilization-but it is only 
the instrument; for as long as it persists, we are only on the way to becoming 
civilized. Only through individual powers in man becoming ; isolated, and 
arrogating to themselves exclusive authority, do they come into conflict with 
the truth of things, and force the Common Sense, which is otherwise content 
to linger with indolent complacency on outward appearance, to penetrate 
phenomena in depth. By pure thought usurping authority in the world of 
sense, while empirical thought· is concerned to subject the usurper to the 
conditions of experience, both these powers develop to their fullest potential, 
and exhaust the whole range of t~eir proper sphere. And by the very boldness 
with which, in the one case, imagination allows her caprice· to dissolve the 
existing world-order, she does, in the other, compel Reason to rise to the 
ultimate sources of knowing, and invoke the law of Necessity against her. 

13. One-sidedness in the exercise of his powers must, it is true, inevitably 
lead the individual into error; but the species as a whole to truth.· Only by 
concentrating the whole energy of our mind into .a single focal point, con
tracting our whole being into a single power, do we, as it were, lend wings 
to this individual power and lead it, by artificial means, far beyond the limits 
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which Nature seems to have assigned to it. Even as it is certain that all 
individuals taken together would never, with the powers of vision granted 
them by Nature alone, have managed to detect a satellite of Jupiter which 
the telescope reveals to the astronomer, so it is beyond question that human 
powers of reflection would never have produced an analysis of the Infinite 
or a Critique of Pure Reason,6 unless, in the individuals called to perform 
such feats, Reason had separated itself off, disentangled itself, as it were, 
from all matter, and by the mos~ intense effort of abstraction armed their 
eyes with a glass for peering into the Absolute. But will such a mind, dis
solved as it were into pure intellect and pure contemplation, ever be capable 
of exchanging the rigorous bonds of logic for the free movement of the poetic 
faculty, or of grasping the concrete individuality of things with a sense inno
cent of preconceptions and faithful to the object? At this point Nature sets 
limits even to the most universal genius, limits which he cannot transcend; 
and as long as philosophy has to make its prime business the provision of 
safeguards against error, truth will be bound to have its martyrs. 

14. Thus, however much the world as a whole may benefit through this 
fragmentary specialization of human powers, it cannot be denied that the 
individuals affected by it suffer under the curse of this cosmic purpose. Ath
letic bodies can, it is true, be developed by gymnastic exercises; beauty only 
through the free and harmonious play of the limbs. In. the same way the 
keying up of individual functions of the mind can indeed produce extraor
dinary human beings; but only the equal tempering of them all, happy and 
complete human beings. And in what kind of relation would we stand to 
either past or future ages, if the development of human nature were to make 
such sacrifice necessary? We would have been the serfs of mankind; for 
several millennia we would have done slaves' work for them, and our muti
lated nature would bear impressed upon it the shameful marks of this ser
vitude. And all this in order that a future generation might in blissful 
indolence attend to the care of its moral health, and foster the free growth 
of its humanity! . 

15. But can Man really be destined to miss himself for the sake of any 
purpose whatsoever? Should Nature, for the sake of her own purposes;be 
able to rob us of a completeness which Reason, for the sake of hers, enjoins 
upon us? It must, therefore, be wrong if the cultivation of individual powers 
involves the sacrifice of wholeness. Or rather, however much the law of 
Nature tends in that direction, it must be open to us to restore by means of 
a higher Art the totality of our nature which the arts themselves have 
destroyed. 

Ninth Letter 

I. BUT is this not, perhaps, to argue in a circle? Intellectual education is to 
bring about moral education, and yet moral education is to be the condition 
of intellectual education? AJI improvement in the political sphere is to pro
ceed from the ennobling of character-but how under the influence of a 

6. That is, Kant's Critique oJ Pure Reason. 
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,barbarous constitution is character'ever to become ennobled? To this end 
'We should, presumably,:have.to·seek out some instrumentn'ot provided by 
the State, and ,to open up living. springs which, whatever the political cor
·ruption, would remain clear and pure. 

. ~ ' .. 

2. I have noW reached the poirU to which all my preceding reflections have 
been tending. This instrument i!i:Fitte,Art; such living springs are opehedup 
in its immortal exemplars. 

·3. Art, like Science, is absolved from 'all positiveconstraintandfrom i all 
conventions introduced by .man; both rejoice in absolute 'immunity froJ:ll 
human arbitrariness. The political legislator may put their territory out of 
bounds; he cannot rulewithiil it. He can proscribe. the loveroftruthj Truth 
itself will prevail. He ciln humiliate the ar~ist; but Art· he cannot falsify. True, 
nothing is more cominon than for both, science 'as well as art, to.pay homage 
to the spirit of the age, or for creative ininds to accept the critical standards 
of prevailing taste. In epochs where character becomes rigid and obdurate, 
'W~ find science keeping a strict watch over its frontiers; and art mo';'ing in 
·the heavy shackles of rules; in those where it becoinesenervated and flabby, 
science will!ltrive to please, and.arfto gratify. For wl,ole·centllries thinkers 
and artists will do .their best to subinef8/:!'truthand.beauty in the depths'of 
a degraded humanity; it is, they therriselv.es who are ;drowned . there, ,while 
truth.and beauty, with their own indeilttuctible Vitality".$uggie triumphantly 
to the surface., ., .,.; 

i: .",; ;':.:' 

4 .. The artist is indeed·the child: of his age;butwo«J:to,hini ifhei~ etthe 
same time, itS' 'wardor,iworse 'stillj' 'its minion-! Let· some. ,beneficent .deity 
snatch the suckling betimes from his .mother'sbreast, nourish him 'With the 
milk of a 'better age,.' and suffer. him: ·tocome to maturity under a distant 
Grecian sky;.Then; when he has become a mail,let,hiin'returr1;a stranger, 
.to·his. own century; not, howeverj to gladdehit by,his appearance, but'rathet, 
terrible like Agamemnon's son," to cleanse and to purify it. HiS' theme he 
will, indeed, take from the present; but his form he will borrow from a nobler 
time, nay, from beyond time altogether; from the absolutei uttchanging,;uriity 
of his being. Here; nom the pure aether" of his· genius;' the living source of 
beauty flows down, ' untainted by the t:orhlptionof the; generations and ages 
wallowing in the dark eddies,beIO'W.'The theme ofhts,wOrk may be degraded 
by vagaries of the public mood, even as this ha. been known to ennoble it; 
but its form, inviolate, will· remain· immu:ne from such ;vicis!dtudes; The 
Roman of the first century had long been bowing the knee before his emper
ors when statues still portrayed him erect; temples continued to be'sacred 
to the eye long after the gods had become objects of derision; and the infa
mous crimes of a Nero or a Commodus9 ':'Vere put to shame by the noble style 
of the building whose frame lent them ,cover. Humanity has lost its dignity; 
but Art has rescued it and preserved it in significantstone~ Truth lives on in 

7 .. Orestes, who "cleansed" Ms, h.,?me on his retum : ,. the element breath,ec;J bY.the gilds. . 
by killing his m~ther Clytempestta and her lover . 9. Both were notoriously cruel emperors of Rome: 
Aeglsthus, who 'had murdered' Agamemnon (a' " Nero, (37-68 ,C,£.);· empel'Or 54-68; Commodus 
myth often treated in Greek tragedy, most notably (161-192), empel'Or 180-92. Under the Republic, 
In Aeschylus's Oresteia trilogy. 458 S.C.E.). which ended In the lst century D.C.E., Romans did 
8. For the Greeks. the clear air beyond the clouds; not ''bow the knee." . 
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the illusion of Art, and it is from this copy, or after-image, that the original 
image will once again be restored. Just as the nobility of Art survived the 
nobility of Nature, so now Art goes before her, a voice rousing from slumber 
and preparing the shape of things to come. Even before, Truth's triumphant 
light can penetrate the recesses of the human heart; the poet's imagination 
will intercept its rays, and the peaks of humanity will be radiant while the 
dews of night still linger in the valley. 

5. But how is the artist to protect himself against the corruption of the age 
which besets him on all sides'? By disdaining its opinidn. Let him direct his 
gaze upwards, to the .dignity of his calling and the universal Law, not down
wards towards Fortune and the nee~sof daily life. Free alike from the futile 
busyness which would fain set its mark upon the fleeting moment, and from 
the lmpatient spirit of enthusiasm which applies the measure of the Absolute 
to the sorry products of Time, let him leave the sphere of. the actual to the 
intellect, ,which is at home there, whilst he strives to produce the Ideal out 
of'the union of'what is' possible with what iSriecessary. Let him .express this 
ideal both in semblance and in truth, set the IItamp of it upontli.e play of his 
imagination as upon the seriousness i?f his conduct, let him express it in all 
sensuous and spiritual· forms~ and silently project it into the infinity of:time. 

6. But nol everyone whose soul gloWs with ·this ideal was· granted either the 
creative tranquillity or the spirit of long patience required to imprint it upon 
the silentstcine •. or pour it,into the sober mould of words; and so entrust it 
to the executoJy hands of time. Far too impetuous to proceed:by such unob
trusive means"dhe divine impulse to form often.·hurls itself directly upon 
preseiit-day,:r~lity .and upon the life of action, atidtindertakes to fashion 
anew the fotmless material presented by the moral worM. The mIsfortunes 
of the· humanl'dee speak urgently to the inan of feeling; its degradation more 
urgently· stilh enthusiasm is kindled, and 1n vigorous souls ardent longing 
drives impatiently on towards actioh.: But ~did he· ever ask himself whether 
those disorders in the'·moral world offend his reason, or whether they do not 
rather wound his self-love? If he does not yet know the answer, he will detect 
it by the zeal with which he insists upon specific and prompt resul~,~~ The 
pure moral impulse is,. directed towards the Absolute. For such an ififpulse 
time does not exist, a"d the future turns into the present from the moment 
that it is seen to develop with inevitable Necessity out of the present. In the 
eyes of a Reason which knows no limits, the Direction is at once the Desti
nation, and the Wayt is completed from the moment it is trodden. 

7. To the young friend of truth and beauty who would inquire of me how, 
despite all the opposition of his century, he is to satisfy the noble impulses 
of his heart j I would make answer: Impart'to the world you would influence 
Ii Directichttowards the good, and the <tt.det rhythm of timewi1l bring it to 
fulfilment; You wtIlhave given it thill dih~t:tion if, by your teaching, you have 
elevated, its thoughts to· the Nec~!lsary' ·and the Eternal, if, by ycitit a:ctions 
and youi'cr~adori~, YOil have transforJTiedthe Necessary.ati~ the E:ternalinto 

1. See John··Ji$.6i "Jesu. salth unto him, I am the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto the 
Father, but by me." 
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an object of the heart's desire. The edifice of error and caprice will fall-it 
must fall, indeed it has already fallen-from the moment you are certain that 
it is on the point of giving way. But it is in man's inner being that "it must 
give way, not just in the externals he presents to ~lte world. It is in the modest 
sanctuary of your heart that you must rear victorious truth, and project it 
out of yourself in the form of beauty,. so thilt ~6t only thought can pay it 
homage, but sense, too, lay loving hold on its "appearance. And lest you 
should find yourself receiving from the world as it is the model you yourself 
should be providing, do not venture into its equivocal company without first 
being sure that you bear within your own heart'an escort from the world of 
the ideal. Live with your century; but do ~ot be its creature. Work for your 
contemporaries; but create what they need, not what they praise. Without 
sharing their guilt, yet share with noble resignation in" their punishment, and 
bow your head freely beneath the yoke which they find as difficult to dispense 
with as to bear. By the steadfast courage with which you disdain their good 
fortune, you will show them thilt it is not throllgh cowardice that you consent 
to share their sufferings. Think of them as they ought to be, when called 
upon to influence them; think of them as they ~re, when tempted to act on 
their behalf. In seeking their approval appeal to what is best in them, but in 
deviSing their happiness recall them as they are at their worst; then your own 
nobility will awaken theirs, and their unworthiness not defeat your purpose. 
The seriousness of your principles will frighten them away, but in the play 
of your semblance they will be prepared to tolerate them; for their baste is 
purer than their heart, and it is here that you must lay hold of the timorous 
fugitive. In vain will you assail their precepts, in vain condemn their practice; 
but on their leisure hours you can try your shaping hand .. Banish "from their 
pleasures caprice, frivolity, and coarseness, and imperceptibly you will ban
ish these from their actions and, eventually, from their inclinations too. Sur
round them, wh~rever you meet them, with the great and noble forms 'of 
genius, and encompass them about with the symbols of perfection, until 
Semblance conquer Reality, and Art ~riumph over Nature. 

MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT 
1759-1797 

", 
" .. ; 

Mary Wollstonecraft wrote one of the first treatises of modern feminism. A Vind;,
cation of the Rights of Woman (1792) inserts an analysis of the relations betweel1 th~ 
sexes into a wholesale revolutionary attack on hereditary privilege of all sorts-birJh., 
wealth, rank, and gender. Of course, not every revOlutionary theorist in the 1790" 
would inclu~e male privilege on" such a list: the French National Assembly's Ded&.
ration of the Rights of "Man in 1789 said nothing about the rights of women. Yet 
Wollstonecraft's argument for rational education for both sexes was based on the 
promise of freedom enthusiastically greeted by many English writers in the early days 
of the French Revolution. : 
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Wollstonecraft had previously written A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790), 
one of the first polemical responses to EDMUND BURKE'S conservative ReflectiOns on 
the Revolution in France (1790). Months before Thomas Paine's perhaps better
known Rights of Man (I 791-92), Wollstonecraft composed the first Vindication at 
white heat; it was printed anonymously. For Wollstonecraft, Burke's defense of the 
charms of existing arrangements was of a piece with the implicit gendering of his 
earlier aesthetic distinction between the beautiful and the sublime in his Philosoph
ical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (I757; see 
above). Beauty was a property of weaker entities than man; sublimity, of stronger. 
Women's beauty was thus synonymous with women's inferiority. In both her Vindi
cations, Wollstonecraft skillfully demystifies all arguments designed to justify inequal
ity on the basis of existing arrangements, customs, or feelings alone. 

As the second~born and first daughter of six children, she experienced firsthand 
the preference accorded men in both property and dignity. Her older brother was the 
only grandchild to inherit part of his grandfather's fortune (made in the silk industry), 
much of which was consumed by Mary's father as he attempted to lead the life of a 
gentleman fariner. As his finances worsened, he appropriated money that had been 
set aside for the other children and seems to have become increasingly brutal. At age 
nineteen Mary decided to strike out on her own. 

In addition to trying her hand at several of the positions open to middle-class 
women without resources (lady's companion, governess, seamstress), Wollstonecraft 
opened a school at Newington Green with her two younger sisters and a dear friend, 
Fanny Blood. Although Mary's formal education had ended when she was fifteen, she 
was an avid reader and later taught herself French, German, Dutch, and Italian. The 
school failed, but the experience gave rise to Wollstonecraft's first publication, 
Thoughts on the Education of Daughters (I786), and to an acquaintance with anti
establishme.rit thinkers, especially the Dissenter Dr. Richard Price (whose sermon on 
the anniversary of England's Glorious Revolution of 1688 was soon to provoke Burke's 
Reflections) . 

While working as a governess for the Kingsborough family in. Ireland, Wollstone
craft wrote her first novel-Mary, A Fiction (1788); when dismissed by the Kings
boroughs (for reasons that are unclear), she returned to London, where her 
sympathetic publisher, Joseph Johnson, put her to work doing translations and 
reviews for his new Analytical Review. Around his table gathered some of the most 
interesting intellectuals of the day, including the radical thinker Thomas Paine, the 
painter Henry Fuseli, the political philosopher and novelist William Godwin, and the 
poet William Blake. 

When the Bastille prison was stormed by a Paris mob in 1789, inaugurating-..t'le 
French Revolution, English radicals looked to France with great enthusiasm. As WIL
LIAM WORDSWORTH would later put it in his poem "French Revolution" (1809), "Bliss 
was it in that dawn to be alive[.] ... What temper at the prospect did not wake I To 
happiness unthought of?" (also included in The Prelude [1805] 10.692-707). It was 
in this climate that Mary Wollstonecraft composed her Vindications. To the promise 
of liberty and equality for all men, Wollstonecraft added the simple but radical idea 
that women, too, had a right to develop their faculties freely, that the laws subjecting 
them to fathers or husbands could be changed, and that their existing defects (and 
indeed their charms) were largely a result of social conditioning, and could be mod
ified. By comparing women to military men-both are fond of dress, trained in obe
dience, and not expected to think for themselves-she implies that education and 
socialization account for more differences than does gender alone. 

At the time of writing A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, Wollstonecraft was 
just beginning to experience the additional complications that a life of passion could 
create for an independent woman attempting to live by her reason. She fell in love 
with Henry Fuseli and horrified his wife by suggesting that the three of them might 
live together. Soon thereafter, she went to Paris alone. 
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. Once in France, she wrote about the French Revolutiori (her Historical and Moral 
View of the Origin and Progress of the French Revolution, and the Effect "It Has· Pro
duced in Europe was published in 1794), observed the Reign of Terror with ihcreasing 
recoil, and fell in love with a dashing. American, Gilbert Imlay, who, when British 
citizens were being r~.mded UPi registered her as his wife forherprotectiori. She 
conceived a 'child with him, whom she named Fanny, after .Fanny Blood. Though the 
birth was without complications, Wollstonecraft's life was. not.· .Gilbert was often 
absent on "business," and on two occasions when Wollstoriecraft was to join him in 
London, she discovered evidence of his infidelities. She twice attempted. suicide; 
between attempts, she'offered to journey'to Scandinavia to investigate some business 
dealings for Imlay, and, traveling with a toddler and an attendant, wrote Ietters·detail· 
ing her travels (later published as· Letters Written during a Short Residence in Norway, 
Denmark, and Sweden, 1796). But the relationship with Imlay was over. As VIRGINiA 
WOOLF memorably surmised in her 1929 short essay on Wollstonecraft {reprinted in 
The Second Common Reader}: ~'Tickling minnows he had' hooked a dolphin, and the 
creature rushed hini through the waters till he was dizzy ,and 'only wanted to escape. '! 

Wollstonecraft reentered the circle of intellectuals , around Joseph Johnsoni' and 
this time she found a great deal to discuss with the forty'Year-old William Godwin, 
who was now at the peak of his career (havirig published PoUtical Justice in 1793 and 
the novel Caleb Williams in 1794). Soon "it was: friendship melting ·into love;'!·as 
Godwin latetdescribed it, B9th of them were opposed to marriage on principl~he 
felt that all formal commitments violate the· feelings· thatinspi~ them; :and she felt 
that marriage laws disadvantage women. Nevertheless, when.Mary found herselfpregJ 

nant again, they married'at the begtnning,bf 1797 so·thatthe·child.would be legiti" 
mate. Ironically, many "respectable" acquaintances who had wanted to believe that 
Mary was married to Imlay broke 'off relatlonswhen this .gesture of propriety revealed 
the earlier illegitimacy: '. , .,' , ' .'. . . . 

The author of A Vindicatic»i of the Rights ofWotHiln was'haPlJily working olia novel 
titled Maria, or the Wrongs of Woman (the play-and lack of symmetry-between 
universal· "rights" and gender-specific "wrongs" sums up the differences between 
Wollstonecraft's ·treatisesand her·novels) while' she sWaited the birth of 'William." 
But she and GO,dwin had little chance to test their marital experiment. On September 
10, 1797, she died of an infection contracted during urisuccessfulattempts to rel1:1'ov~ 
her broken and uriexpelled placenta, 'eleverl dayS after giving birth to a' daughter.
the future Mary Shelley, author of a' Gothic novel of education (F.mnkenstein) ;and 
wife of a passionate disciple of both Godwin and Wollstonecraft, PERCY' BYSSHE 
SHELLEY. ~ '., .. 

Unlike other middle-c1asswo~en, whose husbands, fathers; wealth, or connections 
veiled their legal powerlel!sness;Mary Wollstonieeraft'.clearly.saw the damage caused 
by sexual inequality. She was socialized for butsheneverelqierienc:ed a·life of respect
able dependency. The first readers of A Vindication of the:Rights of Woman applauded 
her apparerit commitment to bourgeois respeCtability, but when Godwin published 
in his' Memoirs of Mary Wollstdnecraft (I 798)a,·,frank 'account of her subsequent 
sexual life, the increasingly:conservative public reacted to her lack of deference (fdr 
which modern feminists applaud her) with horTor.-·Her freedom and independence 
were seen as proof of licentiousness and immorality. ' . , ', .. 

Mary Wollstonecraft was,1l cultural and not·alitetary critic, butas an acute reader 
of the contradictions inherent in the literary tradition she is a.forerunner of ,"idea" 
logical" reading; . Literature was central to her·.work'irioseveral fundamental ways. In 
her novels, she plumbs the conflicts between reason and -emotion :(Usensibility~), or 
within reason itself, neither of which· are dealt With' in her treatises'. In her reply to 
Burke,she does not separate his aesthetic from'his:political theory. And she finds at 
the heart of the Iiterary'canon the same !!exual inequality and ·incoherence she is 
arguing against in society at large. . .' :;,' . . 

In the extract printed below, fo'r. eXample, Wollstonecraft begins by pointing out 
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two incompatible moments in Milton's Paradise Lost: Adam's plea to God for an equal 
and Eve's birth as an unequal. How are theie to be recortdled'? If God exists, she 
argues, aDd if humans are all characterized by their capacity for immortality, then 
one God·Sts all, and virtue must be the same in kind, if not in degree, for both sexes. 
The obedience and secondariness expected of women ("He for God only, she for God 
in him," as Milton put it) make a mockery of true companionship, giving women 
access only to a reflection of the light of reason that they should seek for themselves. 
In good Enlightenment fashion, Wollstonecraft comes close to taking the Serpent's 
role, arguing Eve out of blind obedlen~e and Into independent thinking. 

Wollstonecraft Is particularly concerned with the education of women, entering a 
larger discussion concerning education. in general during the period. jean-jacques 
Rousseau's Emile (1762) had argued that men should have less rather than more 
education. Society needed to return to, preserve, and nurture man's natural goodness. 
WolllltOriecraft agreed with much that Rousseau wrote about fresh air; exercise, and 
natural reason, but she' vigorously criticized his· differentiation between the educa
tions of Emile and of Sophie. While Emile was expected to develop all his faculties, 
Sophie was expected to develop only in such a way as to remain "pleasing" to men. 
Wollstonecraft was not alone in calling for chang~she had reviewed with approval 
Catharjne Macauley Graham's Letters on EdU9tltion (1790), and her treatise was 
dedicated to Charles-Maurice de Talleyr~~d~.P~rigord, who had promoted women's 
education in a ~ 791 report to the French ~adonal Assembly-but her logic was 
particularly ·incisive. . . .' . . 

TodayWollstonecraft Is celebrated fot her early advocacy of women's equality and 
rationality lind fur ·arguln8 agirlnst the degradation and subjugation of women justified 
by "the lirbitrary power of beauty." Her linblinking accounts of existing feinale defects 
in mind, bOdy, and character~whiCih sometimes· soui:tdmisogyrtist" themselves-were 
In the service· of the new forms of freedom and education sought by proponents of 
Enlightenment reason and revolutlonary·change. 
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(1995). Susan Gubar's- examination of current feminist criticism, Critical Condition: 
Feminism at the Turn afthe Century (2000), contains an analysis ofWollstonecraft's 
own misogyny. Janet Todd's Mary Wollstonecraft: An Annotated Bibliography (1976) 
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it needs updating. 

From A Vindication of the Rights of Woman 

_ From, CfJapter II. 
The Prevailing Opinion of a Sexual Character Discussed 

To account for, and excuse the tyranny of man, many ingenious argum~nts 
have been brought forward to prove, that the two sexes, in the acquirement 
of virtue, ought to aim at attaining a very different character: or, to speak 
explicitly, women are not allowed to have sufficient strength of mind to 
acquire what really deserves the name of virtue. Yet it should seem, allowing 
them to have souls, that there is but one way appointed by Providence to 
lead mankind to either virtue or happiness. -

If then women are not a swarm of ephemeron I triflers, why should they 
be kept in ignorance under the specious name of innocence? l\1en complairi, 
and with reason, of the follies and caprices of our sex, when they do not 
keenly satirize our headstrong, passions and groveling vices;-Behold, I 
should answer, the natural effect of ignorance! The mind will ever be unsta
ble that has only prejudices to rest on, and the current Will run with destruc
tive fury when there are no barriers to break its force. Women are told from 
their infancy, and taught by the example of their mothers, that a little knowl
edge of human weakness, justly termed cunning, softness of temper, outward 
obedience, and a scrupulous attention to a puerile kind of propriety, will 
obtain for them the protection of man; and should they; be beautiful, every 
thing else is needless, for, at least, twenty years of their lives. 

Thus Milton2 describes our first frail mother; though when he tells us that 
women are formed for softness and sweet ahrac~ive grace, I cannot compre
hend his meaning, unless, in the true Mahometan3 strain, he meant to 
deprive us of souls, and insinuate that we were beings only designed by sweet 
attractive grace, and docile blind obedience, to gratify the senses of man 
when he can no longer soar on the wing of contemplation. 

How grossly do they insult us ~ho thus advise us only to render ourselves 
gentle, domestic brutes! For instance, the winning softness so warmly, and 
frequently, recommended, that gbverns by obeYing. What childish expres
sions, and how insignificant is the being-can it be an immortal one? who 
will condescend to governl~y such sinister methods! "Certainly," says Lord 
Bacon, "man is of kin to tHe beasts by his body; and if he be not of kin to 
God by. his spirit, he is a base and ignoble creature!"4 Men, indeed, appear 
to me to act in a very unphilosophical. manner when they try to secure the 

I. Short-lived (literally, living o.;,iy, one day)_ 
2. John Milton (1608-1674), English poet whose 
epic poem, Paradis .. Lost (J 667), tell. the biblical 
.tory of the fall of humankind; Wollstonecraft 
refers to book 4.298. 

3. Muslim. Islam was thou8ht to deny that women 
have souls. 
4. Francis Bacon (1561-1626), Essar.' or COUttS.l. 
Civil and Mo,..1 (1625), Essay 16, 'Of Atheism" 
[D. L. Macdonald and Kathleen Scherf's note]. 
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good conduct of women by attempting to keep th~m always in a state of 
childhood. Rousseau5 was more consistent when he wished to stop the pro
gress of reason in both sexes, for if men eat of the. tree of knowledge, women 
will come in for a taste;6 but, from the imperfect cultivation which their 
understandings now receive, they only attain a knqwledge of evil. 

Children, ~ grant, should be innocent; but when the epithet is applied to 
men, or women, it is but a civil term for weakness. For if it be allowed that 
women were destined by P,rovidence to acquire human virtues, and by the 
exercise of ~heir understandings, that stability of character which is the firm
est ground to rest our future hopes upon, they must be permitted to turn to 
the fountain of light, and not forced to shape their course by the twinkling 
of a mere satellite. 7 Milton, I grant, was of a very different opinion; for he 
only bends to the indefeasible right of beauty, though it would be difficult 
to render two passages which I now mean to contrast, consistent. But into 
similar inconsistencies are great rilen often led by their senses. 

"To whom thus Eve with perfect beauty adorn'd. 
My Author and Disposer, what thou bidst 
'Unargued I obey; so God ordains; 
God is thy law, thou mine: to know no more 
Is Woman's happiest knowledge and herpraise."8 

These are exactly the arguments that I have used to children; but I have 
added, your reason is now gaining strength, and, till it arrives at some degree 
of maturity, you must look up to me for advice-then you ought to think, 
and only rely on God. 

Yet in the following lines Mil~on seems to coincide with me; when he 
makes Adam thus expostulate with his Maker. 

"Hast thou not made me here thy substitute, 
And these inferior far beneath me set? 
Among unequals what society 
Can sort, what harmony or true delight? 
Which must be mutual, in proportion due 
Giv'n and receiv'd; but in disparity 
The one intense, the other still remiss 
Cannot well suit with either, but soon prove 
Tedious alike: of fellowship I speak 
Such as I seek, fit to participate 
All rational delight-"9 

In treati~g, therefore, of the manners of women, let us, disregarding sen
sual arguments, trace what we should endeavour to make them in order to 
co-operate, if the expression be not too bold, with the supreme Being. 

By individual education, I mean, for the sense of the word is not precisely 
defined, such an attention to a child as will slowly sharpen the senses, form 

5. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), Swiss
born French political philosopher; author of Emil<!, 
or, 0.. Education (1762). All references to Rous
seau in this selection are to book 5 of Emile, unless 
otherwise specified. 
6. See Genesis 2-3. The story of "man's first dis
obedience" (1. 1) in eating this rruit forms the cen-

ter of Milton's Paradise Lost. 
.7. That is, women should turn to the sun, not the 
moon. 
8. Milton, P"radtse Lost 4.634-38 (Wollstone
craft's italics). 
9. P"r..aise Lost 8.381-91 (Wollstonecraft's ital
ics). 'fPartidpate": partake of. 
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the temper; regulate the passions as they.l>egin to fermentj.and set the urlder
standing to work before the body arri~es ·at maturity; so that the man may 
only have to proceed, not to begin·; the important task of learning.to think 
and reason. 

To prevent any misconstruction, I must· add, that I do not believe that a 
private education can work the wonders which some .sanguine writers have 
attributed to it. Men and women must be educated, in a great degree, by the 
opinions and manners of the society they live in. In every age there has been 
a stream of .popular opinion that has carried all before it, and given a family 
character, as it were, to the century. It may: then fairly be inferred, that, till 
society be differently constituted, much cannot be expectedJrom education. 
It is, however, sufficient for. my ,present purpose to assert,-lhat, whatever 
effect circumstances have on the abilities, every being:may become virtuous 
by the exercise of its own reason; for· if but one being was created with vicious 
inclinations, that is positively bad; what can save us from atheism? or if we 
worship a God, is not that God a devil'? ... 

Consequently, the most ~erfect ~ducation, in ,lpy ,Cll.'inion, is such an exer
cise of the understanding as is 'J)est calculatedto~ streng~h«m, the body and 
form the heart. Or, in other words, to enable the individual to attain such 
habits of virtue as ~ill 'render it 'independent.lnract, it i~ a farce to call any 
being virtuous whose virtues do not result from the exercis'e of its own reason. 
This was Rousseau's opinion respectingmeil: 1 I extend'it to women, and 
confidently assert that they have been drawr{ out of their sphere) by false 
refin~ment; and not by ail endeavour to acquire masculine qualitie~.Still the
regal homage which they receive is so intoxicating, thlit till the 'manners· of 
the times ar*!changed, and formed oit'more reason'lible'l'rhit:ipleii~ it may be 
impossible to convince them that the illegitiitulte power; which they obtain, 
by degrading themsc~lves, .s a; curse, a,nd ~hat they mustre~urn to nature and 
equality, if they wish to secure the placid satisfaction that unsophisticated 
affections impart. But for this epoch we must wait-wait, ,perhaps, till kings 
and nobles, enlightened by reason, and,. preferring the real dignity of man to 
childish state, throw off their gaudy hereditary trappings: and if then women 
do not resign the arbitrary power of beauty-they will prove that they have 
less mind than man. . 

I may be accused of arrogance; still I must ,declare what I firmly believe, 
that all the writers who have written on the subje!ct:of female education and 
manners from Rousseau to Dr, Gregory,2 have contributed to render women 
more artificial, weak characters, than they would othetw:i~e have been; and, 
consequently, more, useless, ,members Qf ,society. I might, ha~e expresse~ ,this 
convic~ioIJ in a lower key; but I am afraid it would have been the whine of 
affection; and not the faithful ~r,essio~ of my,feelings, ofthe clear,result, 
vvhichexperience and,refl~ct!~n hav~ l~d ~e to dra,w~,%en I come ~o that 
division of the subject, I shai~advert to tfte passages, that I more particularly 
disapprove of, in the works of the authors I have just alluded to; but it is first 
necessary to observe, that my objection extends to the whole purport of those 
books, which tend, iti my opirlion, to degrade one half of the humanspedes, 
and render women pleasing at the expence of everY solid virtue. , 

1. Expressed early In Emile" ' ' . 
2, John Gregory (1724-1773), A Father's Legacy 
to His Daughters (1774), Wollstonecraft Included 

substantial excerpts from Gregory In t7ie P ........ ,,, 
Reads;- '([compiled In] 17(19) [Macdonald and 
Scherf's note], 
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Though, to. reason on Rousseau's ground, if man did attain a degree of 
perfection of'mind when his body arrived at maturity; it might be proper, in 
order .to make a man and his wife one, that she should rely entirely on his 
understanding; and ,the graceful ivy, clasping the oak that supported it, would 
form a whole in which strength and beauty would be equallY'conspicuous. 
But, alasl husbands, as well as their· helpmates, are. often only overgrown 
children; nay, thanks to early debauchery; scarcely men in their outward 
form-and if the blind lead the blind, one need not come from heaven3 to 
tell us the consequence. 

Many are the causes that, in the present corrupt state of society, contrib" 
ute to enslave women by cramping their understandings and sharpening their 
senses. One, perhaps, that silently does·more mischief than all the rest, is 
their disregard of order. 

To do every thing in an orderly manner, is a most important precept"which 
woinen, who, generally speaking, receiVe only a disordel'lykirid of edu'cation, 
seldom attend to with that degree of exactness that men; who froin· their 
infancy are broken into method, observe. This negligent kind 6f guess-work, 
for what other. epithet can be used.to point out the random:exertions of a 
sort of instinctive common sense, ,never brought to the test of reason'? pre
vents their generalizing matters of faCt~so they·doto:-day, what.they did 
yesterday, inerely because they did,if.,y~sterday. 

This contempt of the understanding in early life has more baneful con
sequences than is' commonly supposed; for ,the little knowledge which 
women of strong minds attain, ISj from various circumstances, of a more 
desultory kind than the knowledge of l}1en, and it is acquired more by sheer 
observations on ;real life; than from comparing what has. been individually 
observed with the results of experience generalized by speculation. Led by 
their dependent situiltion and domestic employments niore into society, what 
they learn is rather by snatches; and as ,learning' is w'ith them, ,in general, 
only a secondar.y thing, they do not,pursue any onl!; branch with that petse
vering ardour necessary to give vigour to the .faculties, and clearness to the 
judgment. In the present state of society,. a little :learning is required to sup
port the character of a gentleman; and boys· are obliged to submit to a few 
years of discipline. But in the educationol women; the cultivation of the 
understanding is always subordinate to the acquirement of some corporeal 
accomplishment; ev~n while enervated by confinement and false notions of 
modesty~ the body is prevented from attaining that grace and beauty which 
relaxed half-formed limbs never exhibit. Besides, i~ youth their faculties are 
not brought forward by emulation; and having no serious scientific study, if 
they have natural sagacity it is turned too,soon on life and manners. They 
dwell on effects, and modifications, without tracing them back to causes; 
and complicated rules to adjust behaviour are a weak substitute for simple 
principles. 

As a proof that education gives this appearance of weakness to females, 
we may instance the example of military men, who are, like them, sent into 
the world before their minds have been stored with knowledge or fortified 
by principles. The consequences are similar; soldiers acquire a little super-

. , . . . 
3. That I., be Jesus; iI; Matthew 15.14 he declares that "If the blind lead the bUnd, both .hall fall Into the 
ditch," 
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ficial knowledge, snatched from the m~ddy current of conversation, and, 
from continually mixing with society, they gain, what is termed a knowledge 
of the world; and this acquaintance with manners and customs has fre
quently been confounded with a knowledge of the human heart; But cari the 
crude fruit of casual observation, never brought to the test of judgme~t, 
formed by comparing speculation and experience, deserve such a distinctic,>n? 
Soldiers, as well as women, practise the minor virtues with punctilious polite
ness. Where is then the sexual diff~rence.when the education has been the 
same? All the difference that I can disceri:J', arises from the superior advan
tage of liberty, which enables the former to see more of life. -

It is wandering from my present subject, perhaps, to make a political 
remark; but, as it was produced, naturally by the train of my reflections, I 
shall not pass it silently over. 

Standing armies can never consist of resolute, robust rilen; they may be 
well disciplined machines, but they will seldom contain men under the influ
ence of strong passions, or with very vigorous faculties. And as for any depth 
of understanding, I will venture to affirm, that it is as rarely to be found in 
the army as amongst women; and the cause, i ,maintain, is the same. It may 
be further observed, that officers are also particularly attentive to their per
sons, fond of dancing, crowded rooms, adventures, and ridicule.·, Like the 
fair sex, the business of their lives is gallantry.-They were taught to please, 
and they only live to please. Yet they do not lose their rankin the distinction 
of sexes, for they are still reckoned superior to women, though in what their 
superiority consists, beyond what I have just mentioned, -it is difficult to 
discover. 

The great misfortune is this, that they both acquire manners before mor
aIs, and a knowledge of life before-they have, from reflection, anyacquain
tance with the grand ideal outline of human nature. The consequence is 
natural; satisfied with common nature, they become a prey to prejudices, 
and taking all their opinions on credit, they blindly submit to authority. So 
that, if they have any sense, it is a kind of instincth,e glance, that catches 
proportions, and decides with respect to manners; but fails when arguments 
are to be pursued below the surface, or opinions analyzed. 

May not the same remark be applied to women? Nay, the argument may 
be carried still further, for they are both thrown out of a useful station by 
the unnatural distinctions established in civilized life: Riches and hereditary 
honours have made cyphers of women to give consequence to the numerical 
figure;5 and idleness has produced a mixture of gallantry and despotism into 
society, which leads the very men who are the slaves of their mistresses to 
tyrannize over their sisters, wives, and daughters. This is only keeping them 
in rank and file, it is true. Strengthen the female mind by enlarging it, and 
there will be an end to blind obedience; but, as blind obedience is ever sought 
for by power, tyrants and sensualists are in the right when they endeavour 
to keep women in the dark, because the former only want slaves, and the 
latter a play-thing. The sensualist, indeed; has beeri the most dangerous of 

4. Why should women be censured with petulant 
acrimony, because they seem to have a pa .. lon for 
a Icarlet coat? Ha. not education placed them 
more on a level with .oldle .. than any other cia .. 
of men? [Wolleltonecraft's notel. "Ridicule"; that 

which I. ridiculous. 
5. That II, women are merely zeroes ("ciphers") to 
add to the flmlly nam., InO.tlnlltl value but bllns 
nothlni In themlalvel. 
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tyrants', and women have been duped by their lovers, as princes by their 
ministers, whilst dreaming that they reigned over them. 

I now principally allude to Rousseau, for his character of Sophia is. 
undoubtedly, a captivating one, though it appears to me grossly unnatural; 
however it is not the superstructure, but the foundation of her character, 
the principles on which her education was built, that I· mean to attack; nay, 
warmly as I admire the genius of that able Writer, whose opinions I shall 
often have occasion to cite, indignation always takes place ·of admiration, 
and the rigid frown of insulted virtue effaces the smile of complacency, 
which his eloquent periods6 are wont to raise, when'I read his voluptuous 
reveries. Is this the man, who, in his ardour for virtue, would banish all the 
soft arts of peace, and almost carry us back to Spartan discipline? Is this the 
man who delights to paint the useful struggles 'of passion, the triumphs of 
good dispositions, and the heroic flights which carry the glowing soul out of 
itself'?-How are these mighty sentiments ;lowered when' he describes the 
pretty foot and enticing airs of his little favourite! But, for the present, I 
wave7 the subject, and, instead of severely reprehending the transient effu
sions of overweening sensibility, I shall only observe, that whoever has cast 
a benevolent eye on society, must often have been gratified by the sight of 
humble mutual love, not dignified by sentiment, or strengthened by a union 
in intellectual pursuits. The domestic trifles of the day have afforded matters 
for cheerful converse, and innocent caresses have softened toils which did 
not require great exercise of mind or stretch of thought: yet; had not the 
sight of this moderate felicity excited more tenderness than respect? An emo
tion similar to what we feel when children are playing, or animals sporting,8 
whilst the contemplation of the noble struggles of suffering merit has raised 
admiration, and carried our thoughts to that world where sensation will give 
place to reason. 

Women are, therefore, to be considered either as 1D0rai beings, or so weak 
that they must be entirely subjected to the superior faculties of men. 

Let us examine this question. Rousseau declares that a woman should 
never, for a moment, feel herself independent, that she should be governed 
by fear to exercise her natural cunning, and made a coquetish slave in order 
to render her a more alluring object of desire,a sweeter companion to man, 
whenever he chooses to relax himself. He carries the arguments, whic;b.. he 
pretends to draw from the indications of nature, still further, and insinuates 
that truth and fortitude, the corner stones of all human virtue, should be 
cultivated with certain restrictions, because, with respect to the female char
acter, obedience is the grand lesson which ought to be impressed with unre
lenting rigour. 

What nonsense! when will a great lDan arise with sufficient strength of 
mind to puff away the fumes which pride and sensuality have thus spread 
over the subject! If women are by nature inferior to men, their virtues must 

(,. Sentences. 
7. Waive. 
S. Similar feelings has Milton's pleasing picture of 
paradisiacal happiness ever raised In my mind; yet, 
instead of envying the lovely pair, I have, with can· 
scious dignity, or Satanic pride, turned to hell for 
sublimer objects. In the same style, when viewing 
'"me noble monument of human IIrt, I have traced 

the emanation of the Deity In the order I admired, 
till, descending from that giddy height, I have 
caught myself contemplating the grandest of all 
human slghts;-for fancy qUickly placed, In some 
solitary rece •• , an outca.t of fortune, rising supe
rior to pa.llon and dllcontent [Wollestonecraft's 
notel. 
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be the same in quality, if not in degree., or virtue is a relative idea; conse
quently, their conduct should be founded on the same principles, and have 
the same aim.9 .. 

Connected with man as daughters, wives, and mothers, their moral char
acter may be estimated by their manner of fulfilling those simple duties; but 
the end, the grand end of their exertions should be to unfold their own 
faculties and acquire the dignity of conscious virtue. They may try to tender 
their road pleasant; but ought never to forget, in common with ritan, that 
life yields not the felicity which can satisfy an immortal soul. I do not.mean 
to insinuate, that either sex should be so lost in abstract reflections or distant 
views, as to forget the affections and duties that lie before them, and are, in 
truth, the means appointed to produce the fruit of life; on the c~ntrary, I 
would warmly recommend them, even while I assert, that they afford most 
satisfaction when they are considered in their true, sober light. 

, Probably the prevailing opinion, that woman was· created for man; may 
have taken its rise from Moses's poetical story;' yet, as very few, it is pre
sumed, who have bestowed any serious thought on the subject, ever sup
posed that Eve was, literally speaking,' one of Adam's ribs, the· deduction 
must be allowed to fall to the ground; or, only be so far admitted as it proves 
that man, from the retri6test antiquity, found it convenient to exert his 
strength to subjugate his companion, and· his invention to' shew that she 
ought.to have her neck bent under the yoke, because the whole creation was 
only created for his convenience or pleasure. 

Let it tiot be concluded that I wish to invert the order of things; I have 
already granted, that, from the constitution of their bodies, men seem to be 
designed by Providence to attain a greater degree of virtue. I speak collec
tively of the whole sex; but -I see not the shadow of a reason to conclude that 
their virtues should differ in respect to their nature. In fact, how can they, 
if virtue has only one eternal standard?· I· must therefore; if I reason conse
quentially, as strenuously maIntain that they have the same simple direction, 
as that there is a God •. 

It follows then that cunning should not be opposed to wisdom, little cares 
to great exertions, or insipid softness, varnished over with the name of gen" 
t1eness, to that fortitude which grand views alone can inspire. 

I shall be told that woman would then lose many of her peculiar graces; 
and the opinion of a well known poet might be quoted to refute my unqual
ified assertion. For Pope has said; in the name of the whole male sex, 

"Yet ne'er so sure our passion to create, 
As when she touch'd the brink of all we hate."2 

In what light this sally places.men and women, I shall leave to the judicious 
to determine; meanwhile I shall content myself with observing, ~hat I cannot 
discover why, unless they are mortal;3 females should always be degraded by 
being made subservient to love or lust. 

To speak disrespectfully of love. is, I know, high treason against sentiment 

9. Rousseau argues that men's and women's vir
tue. are essentially different [Macdonald and 
Scherf's note). 
1. Moses was traditionally credited with writing 
the first 5 books of the Bible; see Genesl. 2.18-· 
25. 

2. ALEXANDER POPE (1688-1744), "Epistle II, To 
a Lady: OftheCharacten of Women" (1735), 51-
5~ . . . 
3. That I., unless they are not as capable lis men 
of Immortal life. . '. 
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and fine feelings; but I wish to speak the simple language of truth, and rather 
to address the head than the heart. To endeavour to reason love out of the 
world, would be to out Quixote4 qervantes, and equally offend against com
mon sense; but an endeavour to restrain this tumultuous passion, and to 
prove that it should not be allowed to dethrone superior powers, or to usurp 
the ,sceptre which the understanding should ever coolly wield, appears less 
wild. 

Youth is the season for love.in both sexes; but in those days of thoughtless 
enjoyment provision should be made for the more important years of life, 
when reflection takes place of sensation. But Rousseau, and most of the 
male writers who have followed his steps; have warmly inculcated that the 
whole tendency of female education ought to be directed to one point:-to 
render them pleasing. 

Let me reason with the supporters of this opinion who have any knowledge 
of human nature, do they imagine that marriage can eradicate the habitude 
of life? The woman who has only been taught to please will soon find that 
her charms are oblique s'unbeams, and that they cannot have much effect 
on her husband's heart when they are see~ every day, when the summer is 
passed and, gone. Will she then have sufficient native eQergy to look into 
herself for comfort, and cultivate her dormant faculties? or, is it not more 
rationalto expect that she will try to please other men; and, in the emotions 
raised by the expectation of new conquests, endeavour to forget the morti
fication her love or pride has received? When the husband ceases to be a 
lover-and'the time will inevitably come, her desire of pleasing will then 
grow languid, or become a spring of bittetness;and love, perhaps, the most 
evanescent of all paSSions, gives place to jealousy or vanity. 

I now speak of women who ate restrained by principle, or prejudice; such 
women, though they would shrink from an intrigue, with real abhorrence, 
yet, nevertheless, wish to be convinced by the homage of gallantry ,that they 
are cruelly neglected by their husbands; or, days and weeks are spent in 
dreaming of the happiness enjoyed by congenial souls till their health is 
undermined and their spirits broken by discontent. How then can the great 
art of pleasing be such a necessary study? it is only useful to a mistress; the 
chaste wife, and serious mother, should only consider her power to please 
as the polish of her virtues, and the affection of her husband as o~,of the 
comforts that render her task less difficult and her life happier.-But, 
whether she be loved or neglected, her first wish should be to make herself 
respectable, and not to rely for all her happiness on a being subject to like 
infirmities with herself. 

.. .. .. 
1792 

4, That Is, to be more fo'ollshly Impractical than Don Quixote. the overly Idealistic title character of the 
novel (1605. 1615) by Miguel de Cervantes (1547-1616), 
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GERMAINE NECK;ER DE STAEL 
..A 766-1817 

Mme de Sta!!1 is one of the few women writ~rs witllout whom the history ~f F~nch 
literature ~annot be told. Bridging the gap betweEm'the old regime and the Revolution, 
between national and comparative literatures, and between classical aesthetics and 
littlrature ettgag~e, her writings were an advance justification 'of both Romanticism 
and realism in France. Celebrated for her conversation, condemned for her sexuality, 
ilnd alternately lauded and vilified for her politics, she embodied the kind offreedom 
that revolutionary theorists seldom imagined for. women. She was a child of. the 
Enlightenment and never abandoned the principles of self-realization it entailed. "The 
only reason to fear women's wit," she wrote in 1800, "would be some sort of scru
pulou,s anxiety about their happiness. And indeed, by developing their rational minds 
one might well be enlightening them as to the misfortunes often connected with their 
fate; but the same reasoning would apply to the effect of the enlightenment on the 
happiness of the human race in general, a question which seems to me to have been 
decided once and for all." . , . 

'Germaine de Staelwas born in Paris to Swiss Protestant pa~nts.· Her father, 
Jacques Necker, had amassed a fo'rtiu'le in banking, thanks to' French laws that pre
vented most Catholics from lending money at high interest. Her mother, Suzanne 
(nee Curchod), maintained a celebrated salon. Germaine seems not to have' inherited 
her mother's great beauty, but her.childhood was spent in the company of famous 
Enlightenment figures such as Edward Gibbon, chronicler of the fall of the Roman 
Empire and former suitor of Suzanne Curchod; Denis Diderot.and Jean d'Alembert, 
authors of the Encyclop~die; and many others. l;Ier father, appointed to, act as Louis 
XVI's finance minister in 1777, was lionized by both the king, whose treasury. he 
restored, and the people, whom he fed. Indeed, it was his dismissal by the king in 
1789 that led to the storming of the Bastille. '. 

At age nineteen, Germaine Necker was one of the wealthiest heiresses in Europe. 
Her parents, seeking a son'-in-Iaw who was not Catholic,'briefly considered William 
Pitt the Youriger, but she was unwilling to move to England. In 1786 'she settled on 
a young Swedish suitor very much in favor with the French and the·Swedishcourts. 
Erik Magnus de Sta!!l-Holstein, a penniless nobleman,· had had his eye on Germaine's 
fortune since she was .twelve. King Gustlj.VUS III made him Swedish ambassador to 
France for life (in a complicated bargain.in which France gave Sweden the Caribbean 
Island of St. Barthelemy), and Germaine was assured she would never have to live in 
Sweden.. .' .' . . . ". . . 

: Germaine de Stael supplemented this marriage of convenience through passionate 
involvements with some of the most interesting mim of the century. Her lovers were 
rilllnerous; among the best known were Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand, then bishop 
of Autun; Count Louis de Narbonne, whose ambivalence during the early revolution
ary period led him to support both Lafayette and the royal family; Benjamin Constant, 
whose brilliant conversation matched her own and who fictionalized their affair in 
his novel Adolphe (1816); and Adolphe Ribbing, who masterminded the assassination 
of the same Swedish king who had brought about her marriage. August Wilhelm von 
Schlegel was central to her intellectual life and preceptor to her children (she gave 
birth to five, and only the first-who died in infancy-was conceived within marriage). 
Her last love was a younger man and a commoner, John Rocca, with whom at forty
five she bore a retarded son and whom she secretly married before she died (Erik 
having died in 1802). On reading Mme de Stael's first novel, Delphine (1802), and 
recognizing the autobiographical elements in it, Talleyrand quipped: "Mme de Stael 
has disguised both herself and me as women in her novel." De Stael's mother, influ
enced by Jean-Jacques Rousseau's theories of education in his Emile' (1 762) 'but 
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switching the gender roles presented in that work, had brought her' daughter up with 
the independence of an Emile, not the compliance of a Sophie. 

Although she wanted nothing more than to live in Paris, Mme de Staelspent most 
of her adult life elsewhere-not just in France but also in England,Germany, Italy, 
Sweden, Russia, Austria, and, most important, Switzerland, where her parents, in and 
out of favor in France, had bought the chAteau of Coppet in 1784. Her exile by 
Napoleon in 1803 to "forty leagues from Paris" was only the most official of her 
banishments by political forces on the left and on the right. Her defense of a consti
tutional monarchy was too royalist for the revolutionary Jacobins, and her defense of 
a republic was too revolutionary for the aristocratic bnigres. A moderate in favor of 
both liberty and property, she offended everyone. The authors of the French consti
tution frequented her Paris salon, but she wrote in ·defense of Queen Marie Antoi
nette. Napoleon, neither constitutional nor republican, was a worthy opponent for 
fourteen years. He not only exiled her from Paris but also planted spies in her entou
rage, had her correspondence read, took offense at all her writings, and stopped 
publication of her On Gennany in 1810. Yet her opposition to Napoleon did not 
prevent a certain identification: in his final days, she informed him of a plot on his 
life. In 1815, when Napoleon was at last defeated, she hoped for a constitutional 
monarchy but rallied to the support of the restoration of·Louis XVIII; she was reim
bursed, in the process, for the two million francs her father had lent the royal treasury. 

Wherever she lived, Mme de Stael configured a brilliant salon around her. Her 
passion for intellectual conversation both seduced and exhausted her guests, whom 
she received, in the manner of the old regime, from the moment she awoke to the 
moment she retired (a day whose length grew as her insomnia worsened). Conver
sations within the "Groupe de Coppet" (Coppet Group) revolved around liberal oppo
sition to Napoleon and around Romantic ideals of literature and human progress. 
Leading figures such as Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Wilhelm von Humboldt, Lord 
Byron, Simonde de Sismondi, and Juliette Recamier fueled Mme de Stael's changing 
sense of the possibilities. Her chAteau at Coppet has remained a gathering place for 
scholars and writers; colloquia on her work regularly take place there, where she was 
laid to rest next to her parents. 

De Stael's early "Essay on Fictions," published in 1795 (our first selection), makes 
the case, in her characteristic epigrammatic style, . for what was eventually to become 
the nineteenth-century realist novel. Novels, she claims, should broaden their range 
to include every human predicament, not simply romantic love. Novels can give the 
creative intellect the space to explore every intractable problem facing postrevolu
tionary man and woman. Fictions in which "nothing is true and everything is likely" 
will challenge novel writers to represent what they take to be the real. Unlike phj}p~ 
sophical allegories, which subordinate fiction to ideas, and historical fictions, whiCh 
subordinate fiction to facts, the novel can re-create the world as it is and, in the 
process, change it. Useless if merely accurate or merely imaginary, literature has the 
power to move, to awaken, to inform, to distract, and to console. Far from being 
outside of history, the novel can come to grips with everything that makes history. 

On Literature Considered in Its Relationship to Social Institutions (1800), from 
which our second selection is taken, is a fitting monument to the turn from the 
eighteenth to the nineteenth century. Deeply connected to the fate of the French 
Revolution, which had just passed through the Reign of Terror (during which Mme 
de Stai!llost many friends and was almost executed herself), On Literature describes 
history as an ongoing process that, whatever its setbacks, ultimately heads toward 
human progress and perfectibility. As a domain in which the mind can stretch itself 
to the utmost, literature is an intimate part of the process. When, in later conversa
tion, Mme de Stael was introduced to Goethe's Views on art for art's sake, she found 
this Weimar aesthetic contrary to all she hoped for·from literature, but so dialectical 
was her mind that she loved to find an idea she could resist. As Goethe later reported, 
"My obstinate contrariness often drove her to despair, but it was then that she was 
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at her most amiable and that she displayed her mental and verbal agility most bril-
liantly." . 

Romanticism in France is rooted in the writings of Rousseau, another Swiss, but 
by all accounts the decisive turn was taken when Mme de -Sts!!l introduced German 
Romanticism to the French. In her book On GertnQny (1810), she offered Europe 
arid particularly France an alternative to the empire of Napoleon with his taste for 
classicism and absolutism. Her division between northern literature (melancholy, 
medieval, Christian, emotional, misty-Romantic) and southern literature (sunny,· 
rational, sensual, pagan-classical) was both cosmopolitan and nationalist in an age 
when modern nationalism was just taking shape. All of the categories were problem
atic; but despite the rhetorical force of Mme de. StS!!!'s oppositions, their thrust was 
less essential ("the German soul," "the French mind") than dialectical. Within the 
French tradition, the seeds of Romanticism already existed: all that was needed was 
to make them grow. And German thinkers would provide the nutrients. 

In addition to her theoretical and political writings, de. Sta!!1 is famous for two 
novels-Delphine (1802) and Corinne, or Italy ( 1807). The latter paints a portrait of 
a celebrated, independent woman artist; her art is ·deepened by her. love for an Eng
lishman who, initially attracted by her talent, eventually abandons her for a less com
plex partner. Corinne, who is half English and half Italian, combines the genius of 
the Mediterranean with the sensitivity of the North in her poetry, but she suffers, in 
the end, from culture's inability to incorporate superior and complex women.Mme 
de Sta!!l had much to say about thE: plight of the woman intellectual, whether living 
In a monarchy or in a republic, a plight that is nowhere more cogently analyzed than 
In our selection from On Literature. The category of "exceptional woman," a term 
Invented by French culture both to counteract and to approprillte women like Mme 
de Sta!:!l, continued to function well Into the twentieth century, aa SIMONE DE BEAU
VOIR was to find out •. By separating the exception frOm the condition of women In 
general, society recognizes and benefits from female talent without having to change 
its· view-often shared by the exceptional woman herself-of women as such. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

In addition to the literary and cultural works mentioned above! Mme de Sta!!!'s writ
ings include many stories and plays, a tribute to Rousseau (Letters on Rousseau, 1788), 
Reflections on the Trial of the Queen (1793), Reflections on Peace (1794), The Influ
ence of the Passions (1796), Reflections on Suicide (1813), and "The Spirit of Trans
lation." (1816). Posthumously published were the Considerations on the Principal 
Events of the French Revolution (1818), Ten Years of Exile (1820), theCotnplete 
Works (1820), and many volumes of correspondence, some of which Is still being 
discovered. Mme de Stai!I's work is not all easy to obtain in English. translation. A 
wide range of selections can be found in Madame de Stai!l on Politics, Literature, and 
National Character, edited and translated by Monroe Berger (I964), and In An 
Extraordinary Woman, edited and translated by Vivian FolkenfIlk (1987). The biog
raphy by J. Christopher Herold, Mistress to an Age (1958), is, while somewhat dated, 
informative and well written. 

In France there is a very active de Sta~l Industry, which publishes a journal, Cahi.ers 
staffliens (Staffl NotebookS), and holds many conferences. The most important figure 
in this enterprise is Simone Ballaye, whose work has not been much translated into 
English, but who has contributed an essay tc? the excellent anthology GertnQine de 
Sta~l: Crossing the Borders, edited by Madelyn Gutwirth, Avriel Goldberger, and 
Karyna Szmurlo (1991). Madelyn Gutwirth's own Madame de Stai!l, Novelist: The 
Emergence of the Artist as Woman (1978) is also good, especially in its account of the 
shift in de Stael studies opened up by feminist criticism. Two fine general studies of 
Mme de Stae!'s life and works are Charlotte Hogsett, The Literary Existence of Ger
maine de Stai!l (1987), and Gretchen Rous Besser, GertnQine de Stail·Revisited 
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(1994). For an analysis of the place of On Germany in the rise of Romanticism, see 
John Claiborne Isbell, The Birth of European Roma.nticism.:. Truth and Propaganda in 
StIU!l's "De l'Allemag_," 1810-1813 (1994). And.for a study of the complexity of 
gender roles and models in Rousseau and de Staill,. see Lori Jo Marso's excellent 
(Un)Manly Citizens (1999). There is an extensive annotated bibliography of criticism 
on de Stal!I in French by Pierre H. Duh~, Bibliographie de la CritiqUe su,. Madame 
de Stall, 1789-1994 (1998). 

From Essay on Fictions 1 

Introduction 

Man's most valuable faculty is his imagination; HUman life seems so little 
designed for happiness that we need the help of a few creations, a few images, 
a lucky choice of memories to muster some sparse pleasure on this earth and 
struggle against the pain of all our destinies-n~t by philosophical force, but 
by the more efficient force of distraction. The dangers of imagination have 
been discussed a good deal, but there is no point in looking upwhlit irrtpotent 
mediocrity and strict reason have said o~ this topic over and over again. The 
human race is not about to give up being stimulated, and anyone who has 
the gift of apl'ealing to people's emotions is even less Ukely to give up the 
success promised by such talent. The number of necessary knd evident truths 
is limited; it win never be enough for the htiman niirid or heart. The highest 
honor may well go to those who discover inic:h truths, but the .Iluthots of 
books pr6dudngsweet emotions 'or illusions have ailltidone tiseful work for 
humanity: Metaphysical precision cannot be 'applied tei ni~n's affetdons .and 
remain . compatible with his natur~'~' :8eginfiings ar~ aH weh~ve 011 this 
earth~~here . is no Iin'lit. Virtue is. a~tual k~d.' real, b~t ·happi"tless. floats in 
. space; a'nyori~who tH~s to examine hllppii}(~ii~in"ppropn'.itely: will destroy it. 
as we dissolve the brilliant images 'ofthemi~t if we walk s~rilight thro~gh 
them. And yet the advantage of fii:tiilns is ru;>t the 'pleiistiHdhey bring .. If 
fictions please nothhigbut the eye, they ,do hdthing bu~ aniu'se; but i~ they 
touch our hearts, they can have a great ihfh.tenceon a~l oUr rhotal ideas. This 
talent may be the most powerful way there is ofcoritroliing behllvior and . '. , . . , ..,.. .. 
enlightening the mind. Man has only two distinct faculties: reason and imag-
ination. All the others, even feeling, are shriply tesults or combinations of 
these two. The realm of fiction, like that of imagination, is therefore vast. 
Fictions do not find obstacles in passions: they make use of them. Philosophy 
may be the invisible power in control of fictiOriS, but if she is the first to show 
herself, she wHi d~stroy all their magic. . 

When I talk about fictions, I will therefore ~e considering them from two 
perspectives of content and charm: thiskiridof Writing may contain pleasure 
without useful purpose, but never vice versa: Fi.ctions are' meant to attract 
us; the more moral or philosophical the result bne is trying to achieve, the 
more they have to be decked out with things to move us, leading us to the 
goal without:advance warning. In mythological fictions I will consider only 
the poet's talent; these fictions could well be examined in the light of their 

I. Translated by Vivian FolkenHik. 
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religious influence, but such a point of view is absolutely foreign to my sub
ject. I will be discussing the wi.itings of the anCients according to the iinpres" 
sion they create. in our. times;~o. iPy concern must bew~th. their literary talent 
rather than theIr religlousbehe(s. . . . . 

Fictionsc~ri be divided' into tilreegi'p~ps: (1) marvelou~ and' allegorical 
fictions, (2) historical fictions, . (3) fictions in which 'eyelything is both 
invented and imitated, where nothing is true and everything is likely.2 

This topic should really be discussed in an extensive treatise including 
most existing literary works and involving thoughts on almost every topic, 
since the complete exposition of any o~e idea is connected to the whole 
chain of ideas. But I am only trying to prove that the most useful kind of 
fiction will be novels taking life as it is, with delicacy, eloquence, depth, 
and ,morality, and I have excluded everything irrel~vant to .that goal from 
this ,essay. .' ..., . . . . 

:; : 

III 

The third'aJjdla~tpart of this ~ssay ~~st 'de~i"Yith the~sefulness ofn~tu~al 
fictions, asI call them, where evei-ything is both 'invented and imitat~d,so 
that nothing is true. but everything looks true to life. Tragedies With coin~ 
pletely imaginary. ~ubjectswill pot be incli.Jded,h~re; they p~rt.r.~y.a ~ore lot~ 
nature, an extraordinary situation at an extraordinary level. The veI1sirnili~ 
tude of su<;h plays -depends on: events that are ~?ltJ;'emely J;an;;; and morallY, 
applicab,le to very few, people .. Comedies ;and other dramaiil are in tI;u~.theate.r 
what novelsa.reto, .~ther fi~tion: their pl<;>ts :ar~ ~k:~n 'from Prl~~'~~:;~3f~ aitd 
natural Circumstances. Ho~~ver, the .conventions o(~he theate~ a~1?riv~ .us 
of the commentary wi')ich giy~s .eXamples ot.reflections their individ4ality: 
Dramas are. a09wed' to choose. their ; c~aracters among people' other' than 
kings and heroes~ but they can .show. on~y broadly defin,ed situ.atio~!t~ ;~eca~se 
there is no time for nuance. ~d life is not concentra~~d like. that-4oes: riot 
happen in contrasts-is not' really 'theatrical in the way plays haye to. be 
written. Dramatic a~thas. different, effects, advantages,. and ineans which 
might well be discuss.ed sepa~ately, but I think oJ;lly' the modern novel is 
capable of achieving the constant, accurate' usefulness we. can. get from ~he 
picture of our ordinary, habitual feelings. People usually make a .~eparate 
case of what they<;all philosophical novels; all novels should bephilosoph~ 
ical, as they should all have a moral goal. Perhaps, however, we. are not 
guided so inevitably toward this mor~l goal when all the' episodes narrated 
are focused on one principal idea, exempting the author from all probabilitY 
in the way one situation follows another. Each chapter then :t>ecomesa kin~ 
of allegory-its events are onJy there to illustrate the maxim. at the end. The 
novels Candide, Zadig, and Memnot'J 3 whi.le delightful in . other respe<:t~, 
would be much more useful if they were notm~rvelous, .if they Qfferedari 
example instead of an emblem and if, as I say, the whole story did not have 
to relate to the same goal. Such novels are at the same. disadvantage as 
teachers: children never believe them, because they make everything th~t 
happens relate to the lesson at hand .. Children uncorisciou~lyknow alrea~y 

2. That Is, realist novels, discussed under heading 
III. 
3. Tales by Voltaire: Lulig was published in 1747; 

Memnon in 1749. Candide in 1759 [translator's 
note]. 
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that there is less regularity than that in real life; Events are also invented in 
novels like Richardson's and Fielding's,· where the,author is trying to keep 
close to life by following with great accuracy the stages; developments, and 
inconsistencies of human history, and the way the results of experience 
always come down to the morality of aCtioris. and the advantages of virtue, 
nonetheless. In these novels, however; the feelings are so natural that the 
reader often believes he is being spoken to directly, with no artifice but the 
tactfulness of changing the names. 

The art of novel-writing does not have the reputation it deserves because 
of a throng of bad writers overwhelming us with their colorless productions; 
in this genre, perfection may require the greatest geniUS, but mediocrity is 
well within everyone's grasp. This infinite number of colorless novels has 
almost used up the passion portrayed in them; one is terrified of finding the 
slightest resemblance in one's own life to the situations they describe. It has 
taken the very greatest masters to bring this genre back again, despite the 
writers who have degraded it. And others' have dragged it even lower by 
including disgustillg scenes of vice. Despite the fact that fiction's main 
advantage is to gather around man everything in nature that might be useful 
to him as a lesson or model, some writers supposed we might have some 
kind of use for these detestable paintings of evil habits. As if such fictions 
could ever leave a heart that rejected them in the same state of purity as a 
heart that had never known them! The novel as we conceive of it, however
as we have a few examples of it-is one of the most beautiful creations of 
the human mind, and one of the most influential on individual morality, 
which is what ultimately determines the morality of the public. 

There is a very good reason why public opinion does not have enough 
respect for the writing of good novels, however. This is because novels are 
considered to be exclusively devoted to the portrayal of love-the most vio
lent, universal, and true passion of them all, but also the· passion which 
inspires no interest at any other time of life than youth, since youth is all it 
influences. We may well believe that all deep and tender feelings belong to 
the nature of love, and that hearts which have neither known nor pardoned 
love cannot feel enthusiasm in friendship, devotion in misery, worship of 
one's parents, passion for one's children. One can feel respect for one's 
duties, but no delight or self-surrender in their accomplishment, if ort'tf'has 
not loved with all the strength of one's soul, ceasing to be one's self to live 
entirely in another. The destiny of women and the happiness of men who 
are not called upon to govern empires often depend fot the rest of their lives 
on the role they gave to the influence of love in their youth. Nevertheless, 
when people reach a certain age, they completely forget the impression love 
made on them. Their character changes; they devote themselves to other 
goals, other passions; and these new interests are what we should extend the 
subjects of novels to include. A new career would then be open to authors 
who have the talent to paint all the emotions of the human heart, arid are 
able to use' their intimate knowledge of it to involve us. Ambition, pride, 
greed, vanity could be the primary topic of novels which would have situa
tions as varied as those arising from love, and fresher plots. Will people object 
that such a tableau of men's passions exists in history, and that we should 

4. Samuel Richardson (1689-1761) and Henry Fielding (J 707-1754), English novelist •. 
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look for it there? History does not reach the lives of private men, feelings 
and characters that do not result in public events. History does not act on 
you with sustained moral intere)t. Reaiity often fails to make an effect; and 
the commentary needed to make a.lasting impression would stop the essen
tial quick narrative pace, and give dramatic form to a work that should have 
a very different sort. of merit. And the moral of history can never, be com
pletely clear. This may be because one cannot always show with any degree 
of certainty the inner feelings that punish the wicked in their prosperity and 
reward the virtuous in their misery, or perhaps because man's destiny is not 
completed in this life. Practical morality is founded on the advantages of 
virtue, but the reading of history does not always put it in the limelight. 

Great historians (especially Tacitus)' do try to attach some moral to every 
event they relate, making us envy the dying Germanicus, and hate Tiberius 
at the pinnacle of his grandeur. But they can still portray only those feelings 
certified by facts. What stays with us from a reading of history is more likely 
to be the influence of talent, the brilliance of glory, the advantages of power, 
than the quiet, subtle, gentle morality which is the basis of individual hap
piness and the relationship between individuals. Everyone would think me 
ridiculous if I said I set no value on history,and that I preferred fictions
as if fictions did not arise from experience, and as if the delicate .nuances 
shown in novels did not come from the philosophical· results and mother
ideas presented by the great panorama of public eventsl However, the'moral
ity of history only exists in bulk. History gives constant results by means of 
the recurrence of a certain number of chances: its lessons apply to nations, 
not individuals. Its examples always fit nations, because if one considers 
them in a general way they are invariable; but it never explains the excep
tions. These exceptions can seduce each man as an, individual; the excep
tional circumstances consecrated by historylt;ave vast empty spaces into 
which the miserie~ and wrongs that make up most private destinies could 
easily fall. On the other hand, novels can paint characters and feeling with 
such force and detail that they make more of an impression of hatred for 
vice and love for virtue than any other kind of reading. The morality of novels 
belongs more to the development of the internal emotions of the soul than 
to the events they relate. We do not draw a useful lesson from whatever 
arbitrary circumstance the author invents as punishment for the crime; what 
leaves its indelible mark on us comes from the truthful rendition of the 
scenes, the gradual process or sequence of wrongdoing, the enthusiasm for 
sacrifices, the sympathy for misfortune. Everything is so true to life in such 
novels that we have no trouble persuading ourselves that everything could 
happen just this way-not past history, but often, it seems, the history of the 
future. 

Novels give a false idea of mankind, it has been said. This is true of bad 
novels, as it is true of paintings which imitate nature badly. When novels are 
good, however, nothing gives such an intimate knowledge of the human heart 
as these portrayals of the various circumstances of private life and the 
impressions they inspire. Nothing gives so much play to reflection, which 

5. Roman historian (ca. 55-ca. 120 C.E.). In 
A ...... les 2, Tacitus recounts the strains between 
Tlberius (42 B.C.E.-37 C.E.; emperor, 14 c.E.-37 
C.E.) and his nephew Germanicus (15 B.C.E.-19 

C.E.), whom he adopted but whose popularity he 
perceived as a threat, given command of the east
ern provinces, Germanlcus died (probably poi
soned) In Syria. 
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finds much more to discover in details than in generalities. Memoirs would 
be able to do this if their only subjects were not, as in history, famous men 
and public events. If most men had the wit and good faith to give a truthful, 
clear account of what they had experienced in the course of their lives, novels 
would be useless-but even these sincere narratives would not have all the 
advantages of novels. We would still have to add a kind of dramatic effect 
to the truth; not deforming it, but condensing it to set it off. This is the 
art of the painter: far from distorting objects, it represents them in a way 
that makes them more immediately apprehended. Nature sometimes shows 
us things all on the same level, eliminating any contrasts; if we copy her 
too slavishly we become incapable of portraying her. The most truthful 
account is always an imitative truth: as a tableau, it demands a harmony 
of its own. However remarkable a true story may be for its nuances, feelings, 
and characters, it cannot interest us without the talent necessary for the 
composition of fiction. But despite our admiration for the genius that lets 
us penetrate the recesses of the human heart, it is impossible to bear all 
those minute details with which even the most famous novels are burdened. 
The author thinks they add to the picture's verisimilitude, blind to the fact 
that anything that slows down the interest destroys the only truth fiction 
has: the impression it produces. To put everything that happens in a room 
on stage is to destroy theatrical illusion completely. Novels have dramatic 
conventions also: the only thing necessary in an invention is what adds to 
the effect one is creating. If a glance, a movement, or an unnoticed cir
cumstance helps paint a character or develop our understanding of a feel
ing, the simpler the means, the greater the merit in catching it-but a 
scrupulously detailed account of an ordinary event diminishes verisimilitude 
instead of increasing it. Thrown back on a positive notion of what is true 
by the kind of details that belong only to truth, you soon break out of the 
illusion, weary of being unable to find either the instruction of history or 
the interest of a novel. 

The greatest power of fiction is its talent to touch us; almost all moral 
truths can be made tangible if they are shown in action. Virtue has so much 
influence on human happiness or misery that one can make most of life's 
situations depend on it. Some severe philosophers condemn an emotions, 
wanting moral authority to rule by a simple statement of moral duty. Nothing 
is less suited to human nature. Virtue must be brought to life if stru· is to 
fight the passions with any chance of winning; a sort of exaltation must be 
aroused for us to find any charm in sacrifice; misfortune must be embellished 
for us to prefer it to the great charm of guilty enticement; and the touching 
fictions which incite the soul to generous feelings make it unconsciously 
engage itself in a promise that it would be ashamed to retract in similar 
circumstances. But the more real power there is in fiction's talent for touch
ing us, the more important it becomes to widen its influence to the passions 
of an ages, and the duties of all situations. The primary subject of novels is 
love, and characters who have nothing to do with it are present only as 
accessories. It would be possible to find a host of new subjects if one followed 
a different plan. Tom Jones" has the most general moral of any novel: love 
appears in it as only one of many means of showing the philosophical result. 

6. 11", History o[Tom Jon"s, " Fvundling (1749), a novel by Fielding. 
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The real aim of Tom Jonesi-!; to show the uncertainty 'of judgments founded 
on appearances, proving the superiority of natural ahd what· we may ·call 
involuntary virtues over reputations based on mere respect for external eti
quette. And this is one of the niost useful, most deservedly famous of all 
novels. Caleh Williams, by Mr. Godwin,? is a recent novel which,· despite 
some tedious passages and oversights, seems to give a good idea of this inex
haustible genre. Love plays no part in this fiction; the only motives for the 
action are the hero's unbridled passion' for the world's respect and Caleb's 
overpowering curiosity, leading him to discover whether Or not Falkland 
deserves the esteem he enjoys. We read this story with all the absorption 
inspired by romantic interest and the reflection commanded by the most 
philosophical tableau. 

Some successful fictions do give pictures of life unrelated to love: several 
Moral Tales of Marmontel, a few chapters of Sentimental Journey, various 
anecdotes from the Spectators and other books on morality, some pieces 
taken from German literature, whose superiority is growing every day. There 
is still,however, no new Richardson devoting himself to paint men's other 
passions in a' novel completely exploring the progress and consequences of 
these passions. The success of such a work would come from the truth of its 
characters, the force of its contrasts and the energy of its situations, rather 
than from that feeling which is so easy to paint; so qUick to arouse interest, 
pleasing women by what it makes them remember even if it cannot attract 
them by the greatness or novelty of the sceneS it presents. What beautiful 
things we would find in the Lovelace9 of ambition I What philosophical devel
opments, if we were eager to explain and analyze all the passions, as novels 
have already done for lovel Let no one object that books on morality are 
enough to teach us a knowledge of our duties; such books cannot possibly 
go into all the nuances of delicacy, or detail the myriad resources of the 
passions. We can glean a morality purer and higher from:novels than from 
any didactic work' on virtue; didactic works are so dry that· they have to be 
too indulgent. Maxims have to be generally applicable, so they never achieve 
that heroic delicacy we may offer as a model but cannot reasonably impose 
as a duty. Where is the moralist who could say: "If your whole family wants 
you to marry a detestable man,' and you are prompted by. their persecution 
to give a few signs of the most innoeent interest to the man you find attrac
tive, you are going to bring death and dishonor upon yourseIP'? This, how
ever, is the plot of Clarissa; this is what we read with 'admiration, without a 
word of protest to the author who touches us and holds us captive. What 
moralist would claim. that it is better to abandon oneself to deep despair, the 
sort of despair that threatens life an'd disturbs the mind, rather than'marry 
the most virtuous man in the world if his religion is different from your own? 
Well, we need not approve of the superstitious opinions of Clementina, J but 
love struggling against a scruple' of conscience and duty winning out over 

7. William Godwin ( 1756-1836), Englls.h novelist 
and political theorist, married to MARY WOLL' 
STONECRAFT; Caleb Williams was published In 
1794. 
8. A periodical (1711-12) written by JOSEPH 
ADDISON and Rlchatd Steele. Jean·Fran~ol. Mar
montel (1723-1799), French author whose Moral 
Tales (1761-86) appeared first In a journal. S .... -
1;"",,,141 journey through Englaoul aoul France, a 

1768 narrative by Laurence Sterne. . . 
9. The villain-hero who seduces the title character 
In Richardson's Clarissa, or,""'" Hl$Ioryofa Young 
Lad)' (1747-48). ..' .' 
1. The italian woman who renounces the epony
mous hero of Richardson'. History of Sir CharleS 
G .... oullson (1753-54) [shortened translator's 
note]. 
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passion are a sight that moves and touches even loose-principled people who 
would have rejected such a conclusion disdainfully if it had been a maxim 
preceding the tableau instead of an effect that followed it. In novels of a less 
sublime genre, there are so many subtle rules for women's conduct! We could 
support this opinion by quoting from masterpieces like The Princess of 
ClthJes, The Count of Comminge, Paul and Virginia, Cecilia, most of the 
writings of Madame Riccoboni, Caroline, whose charm is felt by everyone, 
the touching episode of Caliste, the letters of Camilla,2 in which the mistakes 
of a woman and their miserable consequences give a more moral and severe 
picture than the spectacle of virtue itself, and many other French, English, 
and German works. Novels have the right to offer the severest morality with
out revolting our hearts; they have captured feeling, the only thing that can 
successfully plead for indulgence. Pity for misfortune or interest in passion 
often win the struggle against books of morality, but good novels have the 
art of putting this emotion itself on their side and using it for their own ends. 

There is still one serious objection to love stories: that they paint love in 
such a way as to arouse it, and that there are moments in life when this 
danger wins out over every kind of advantage. This drawback could not exist 
in novels about any other human passion, however. By recognizing the most 
fleeting symptoms of a dangerous inclination from the very beginning, one 
could turn oneself as well as others away from it. Ambition, pride, and avarice 
often exist without the least consciousness on the part of those they rule. 
Love feeds on the portrait of its own feelings, but the best way to fight the 
other passions is to make them be recognized. If the features, tricks, means, 
and results of these passions were as fully shown and popularized by novels 
as the history of love, society would have more trustworthy rules and more 
scrupulous principles about all the transactions of life. Even if purely phil
osophical writings could predict and detail all the nuances of actions, as do 
novels, dramatic morality would still have the great advantage of arousing 
indignant impulses, and exaltation of soul, a sweet melancholy-the various 
effects of fictional situations, and a sort of supplement to existence. This 
impression resembles the one we have of real facts we might have witnessed, 
but it is less distracting for the mind than the incoherent panorama of events 
around us, because it is always directed toward a single goal. Finally, there 
are men over whom duty has no influence, and who could still be pr.fMerved 
from crime by developing within them the ability to be moved. Characters 
capable of adopting humanity only with the help of such a faculty of emotion, 
the physical pleasure of the soul, would naturally not deserve much respect; 
nevertheless, if the effect of these touching fictions became Widespread 
enough among the people, it might give us some assurance that we would 
no longer have in our country those beings whose character poses the most 
incomprehensible moral problem that has ever existed. The gradual steps 
from the known to the unknown stop well before we reach any understanding 
of the emotions which rules the executioners of France. Neither events nor 
books can have developed in them the least trace of humanity, the memory 

2. All these works are novels. T1ts Princ",ss of 
GI.wes is by Mme de La Fayette (1678); T1ts Count 
a/Cumming" (1735) is by Mme de Tencin; Paul 
and Vi'1llnia (J 787) is by Jacques-Henri Bernadin 
dc Saint-Pierre; Cecilia (1782) and Camilla (J 796) 
are by Fanny Burney; Marie-Jeanne Riccobonl 

(J 7 J 3-1792) wrote a number of novels in tbe rilld
J 8th century. Caroline is r.robably Caroline de 
Litchfield (1785), by Isabel e de Montolleu. Isa
belle de Charri~re, later [BenJamin) Constant'. 
intimate friend, wrote Calis"" (1787) [translator'. 
note). 
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of a single sensation ·of pity, any mobility within the mind itself for them to 
remain capable of that constant. cruelty, so foreign to'all the impulses of 
nature-a cruelty which has given mankind its first limitless concept, the 
complete idea of crime. 

There are writings whose principal merit is the. eloquence of passion, such 
as the "Epistle of Abelard" by Pope, Werther, the Portuguese Letters,and 
especially The New Helo'ise. 3 The aim of such works is often moral, but what 
remains with us more than anything else is the absolute power of the heart; 
We cannot classify such novels. Every century has one soul and one genius 
capable of achieving this-it cannot be a genre, it cannot be a goal. Who 
would want to proscribe these miracles of the word, these deep impressions 
which satisfy all the emotions of the passionate? Readers enthusiastic about 
such talent are very few in number; these works always do their admirers 
good. Let ardent, sensitive souls admire them; they cannot make their lan
guage understood by anyone else. The feelings that disturb such beings are 
rarely understood; constantly condemned, they would believe themselves 
alone in the world, they would soon hate their own nature for isolating them, 
if a few passionate, melancholy works did not make them. hear a voice in the 
desert of life, letting them find in solitude a few rays of the happiness that 
escapes them in the middle of society. The pleas ute of retreat is refreshing 
after the vain attempts of disappointed hope; far from this unfortunate crea
ture, the entire universe may be in motion, but such eloquent, tender writing 
stays near him as his most faithful friend, the one who understands' him best; 
Yes, a book must be right if it offers even one day's distraction from pain; it 
helps the best of men. Of course there are also sorrows that come ·from one's 
own character flaws; but so many of them come·from superiority of mind or 
sensitivity of heart! and there are so many that would be easier to bear if one 
had fewer good qualities! I respect the suffering heart, even when it is 
unknown to mej I take pleasure in fictions whose only effect might be to 
comfort this heart by capturing its interest. In this Hfe, which we pass 
through rather than feel, the distributor of the only real happiness of which 
human nature is capable would be someone who distracts man from himself 
and others,suspending the action of the passions by substituting indepen
dent pleasures for them-if the influence of his talent could only last. 

1795 

From On Literature Considered in Its Relationship to Social 
Institutions 1 

On Women WriterS (2.4) 

Unhappiness Is like the black ~ountain of Bember, at the edg~ of . 
the blazingkirigdom of Lahor. As long as you are climbing it, you 

3. Julie, or the New Heloise (1761), an epistolary 
novel by Jeliin-Jacques Rousseau .. "Eplstle of Abe~ 
lard": "Eloisa, ~o Abelard" (17l7), by ALEXANDER 
POPE (1688-1744); H~loYse. fell In love with and 
secretly n:larrled her tutor, the 1 lth-tentuiy theo' 
loglah Pierre Ab~lard (on discovery, she was sent 
to a convent and he became a monk). Werther: The 
Sorrows of Young Werther (1774), by Johann Wolf-

gang von Goethe. The Portuguese Utten: letters 
(publlshec;1 1699) said to have been written by a 
Portuguese !tUn to her lover, a l'rench officer, but 
probably 'wrltten bY their French "translator," 
Gabriel' Joseph de Lavergne, vlcomte de Gull-
leragues. . . 
1. Translated by VIvian Folkenfllk. 



ON LITERATURE ••• SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS / 605 

see nothing ahead of you but sterile rocks; but once you are at the 
peak, heaven is at your head, and at your feet the kingdom of Cash· 
mere. 

-The lndidn Hut, by Bernadin de Saint-Pierre' 

The existence of women in society is still uncertain in many ways. A desire 
to please' excites their minds; reason recommends obscurity; and their tri
umphs and failures and equally and completely arbitrary. 

I believe a day will come when philosophical legislators will give serious 
attention to the education of women, to the laws protecting them, to the 
duties which should be imposed on them, to the happiness which can be 
guaranteed them. At present, however, most women belong neither to the 
natural nor to the social order. What succeeds for some women is the ruin 
of others; their good points may do them harm, their faults may prove useful. 
One' minute they are everything, the next nothing. Their destiny resembles 
that of freedmen under the emperors: if they try to gain any inflUence, this 
unofficial 'power is called criminal, while if they remain slaves their destiny 
is crushed. 

It would no doubt be generally preferable for women to devote themselves 
entirely to the domestic virtues, but the peculiar thing about men's judg
ments of women is that they ate much likelier to forgive women for neglect
ing these duties than for attracting attention by unusual talent. Men are 
quite willing to tolerate women's degradation of the heart, so long as it is 
accompanied by mediocrity of mind. The best behavior' in the world can 
scarcely obtain forgiveness for real superiority. 

lam now going to discUss the various causeS of this peculiar phenomenon, 
beginning with the condition of women'Writers in monarchies, then in repub
lics. I am interested in the differences these political situations make iit the 
destinies of women who set their mthas iip6n literary celebritY; I will then con
sider more generally the sort of ' happiness fame can promise these women. 

In monarchies, women have ridiCule to' fear; in republics, hatred. 
Iri a monarchy, the sense of the rigM 'and proper is so acute that any 

unusual act or irftpulse to change one's situation looks ridiculous right away. 
Anything your rank or position forces y6u to do finds a thousand admirers; 
everything you invent spontaneously, with no obligation, is judged severely 
and in advance. The jealousy natural to all men calms down only if~u can 
apologize for success'under cover of some obligation. Unless you cover fame 
itself with the excuse of your situation and practical interests, if people think 
your only motive ,is a need to distinguish yourself, yoU will annoy those whom 
ambition'is leading in the same direction as yourself. 

Men cail always hide their vanity or their craving for applause under the 
appearance or realityQf stronger, nobler passions; but women who write are 
generally assumed to be primarily inspired by a wish to show off their wit. 
As a result, the public is very reluctant to grant its approval, and the public's 
sense that women cannot do without this approval is precisely what tempts 
it to deny it. In every walk of life, as soon as a man sees your obvious need 
of him, his feelings for you almost always cool down. A wotnariptiblishing a 

2. French ,naturalist and author (1737-1814), 
heavily Influenced by the writings of Jean-la'cques 
Rou.seau (1712-1788); hi. novel The 1 .. .£ian Hut 
was puhlished In 1791. "Lahor" and "Cashmere," 

now better known as Lahore and Kashmir, are 
regions of northern India (In 1947 Lahore was 
divided between India and Pakistan). 
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book makes herself so dependent on public opinion that those who mete it 
out make her harshly aware of their power. " ':' ' 

These general causes, acting more o.Jless uniformly in all countries, are 
reinforced by various circumstances peculiar to the French monarchy. The 
spirit of chivalry, still Ungering on in France, was opposed ~~ s~me respects to 
the overeager cultiva.tion of letters even by men; it, must have aroused, aU the 
more dislike for women concentrating on ,literary studies and, ~urning their 
thoughts away from th~Jr primary concern, the sentiments of the heart. The 
niceties of the code of. honor might well make men averse from submitting 
themselves to the motley criticjsm attracted by publicity. How much more 
must they have disliked s,eeingthe creatures entrusted to their protection----, 
their wives, sisters, daughters-running the gauntlet of public criticism, or 
even giving the public the right to make a habit of talking about them! : 

Great talent could triumph, over all theseconsiderati,ons, but.it was still 
hard for women to bear rep1,ltations as authors nobly, simultaneously com
bining them with the independence of high ra~k and keeping up the dignity, 
grace, ease, and unself-consciousness that were supposed to distinguish their 
habitual,style and manners. , 

Women were certainly allowed to sacrifice household occupations to a love 
of society and its pleasures; serious study, however" was condemned as 
pedantic. If from the very first moment one did not rise above the teaSing 
which went on from all sides, this teasing would end by discouragjng talen~ 
and poisoning the well of confidence and exaltation. " 

Some of these disadvantages are not found in republics, esp~cially if one 
of the goals of the republic is the encouragement of enlightenment. It might 
perhaps be natural for literature to become women's portion in such a state, 
and for men to devote themselves entir,ely to higher philosophy. 

The education of women has always followed the spirit of the constitutions 
established in free ,countries. In Sparta, women were accustomed to the 
exercises of war; in'Rome, they were expected to have austere,and patriotic 
virtues. If we want the moving principle of the French, Republic to be, the 
emulation of enlightenment and philosophy, it is only reasonable to encour
age women to cultivate their minds, so that men can talk with them abo~t 
ideas that would hold their interest. , , , 

Nevertheless, ever since the Revolution men have, deemed it politically 
and morally useful to reduce women to a state of the most absurd mediocrity. 
They have addressed women only in a wretched language with no more del~ 
icacy than wit. Women have no longer any motive to develop, their, IIJip.4s,' 
This has been no improvement in manners or morality. By lim~ting the,scope 
of ideas we hav.e not succeeded in bringing back the simplicity of primitive 
life: the only result of less wit has been less delicacy, less respect for pubHc 
opinion, fewer ways to endure solitude. And this applies to everything else 
in the current intellectual climate too: people invariably think that enlight~ 
enment is the cause of whatever is going wrong, and they want to make up 
for it by making reason go backward. Either morality is a false concept, or 
the more enlightened we are the more attached to morality we ,become. , 

If Frenchmen could give their wives all the virtues of Englishwomen, 
including retiring habits and a taste for solitude, they would do very well to 
prefer such virtues to the gifts of brilliant wit. All the French will manage to 
do this way, however, is to make their women read nothing, know nothing; 
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and become incapable of carrying on a conversation with an interesting idea, 
or an apt expression, or eloquent language. Far from being kept at home by 
this happy ignorance, Frenchwomen unable to direct their children's edu
cation would become less fond of them. Society would become more nec
essary to these women-and also more dangerous, because no one could talk 
to them of anything but love, and this love would not even have the delicacy 
that can stand in for morality. 

If such an attempt to make women completely insipid and frivolous ever 
succeeded, there wpuld be several important losses to national morality and 
happiness. Women would have fewer ways to calm men's furious passions. 
They would no longer have any useful influence over opinion-and women are 
the ones at the heart of everything relating to humanity, generosity, delicacy. 
Women are the only human beings outside the realm of political interest and 
the career of ambition, able to pour scorn on base actions, point out ingrati
tude, and honor even disgrace if that disgrace is caused by noble sentiments. 
The opinion of society would no longer have any power over men's actions at all 
if there were no women left in France enlightened enough to make their judg
ments count, and imposing enough to inspire genuine respect. 

I firmly believe that under the ancien r~gime, when opinion exerted such 
wholesome authOrity, this authority was the work of women distinguished 
by character and wit. Their eloquence was often quoted when they were 
inspired by some generous scheme or defending the unfortunate; if the 
expression of some sentiment demanded courage because it would offend 
those in power. 

These are the same women who gave the strongest possible proofs of devo
tion and energy during the course of the Revolution. 

Men in France will never be republican enough to manage without the 
independence and pride that comes naturally to women. Women may indeed 
have had too much influence on public affairs under the ancien regime; but 
they are no less dangerous when bereft of enlightenment, and therefore of 
reason. Their influence then turns to an inordinate craving for luxury, undis
cerning choices, indelicate recommendations. Such women debase the men 
they love, instead of exalting them. And is the state the better off for it? 
Should the very limited risk of meeting a woman whose superiority is out of 
line with the destiny of her sex deprive the republic of France's reput~n 
for the art of pleasing and living in society? Without any women, society can 
be neither agreeable nor amusing; with women bereft of wit, or the kind of 
conversational grace which requires the best education, society is spoiled 
rather than embellished. Such women introduce a kind of idiotic chatter and 
cliquish gossip into the conversation, alienating all the superior men 
and reducing brilliant Parisian gatherings to young men with nothing to do 
and young women with nothing to say. 

We can find disadvantages to everything in life. There are probably dis
advantages to women's superiority-and to men's; to the vanity of clever 
people; to the ambition of heroes; to the imprudence of kind hearts, the 
irritability of independent minds, the recklessness of courage, and so forth. 
But does that mean we should use all our energy to fight natural gifts, and 
direct our social institutions toward humbling our abilities? It is hardly as if 
there were some guarantee that such degradation would promote familial or 
governmental authority. Women without the wit for conversation or writing 



608 I GERMAINE NECKER DE STA£L 

are usually just that much more skillful at escaping their duties. Unenligh
tened countries may not understand how to ·befreej but they are' able to 
change their inasters with sorhe frequency. 

Enlightening, teaching, and -perfecting women together with men on the 
national 'and individual level: this must be the secret for the achievement of 
every reasonable' goal, as·well·as the establishment of any permanent social 
or political relationships. . 

The only reason to fear women's wit: would- be some sott: of scrupulous 
anxiety about their happiness. And indeed, by developing their rational minds 
one might well be enlightening them as to the misfortunes often connected 
with their fate; but that same reasoning would apply to the effect of enlight
enment on the happiness of the human race in general, a question which 
seems to me to have been decided' once and for all. ' . 

If the situation of women in civil· society!is so imperf~ct; what we must 
work toward is the improvement of their lot, not the degradation of their 
minds. For women to pay attention to the' development· of mind and reason 
would promote both enlightenment and the happiness of society in generaL 
The cultivated education they deserve could have only one reaily unfortunate 
result: if some few of them ~ere to acquire abilities distinguished ehough to 
make them hungry for glory. Even· this risk, however, would do society no 
harm, and would only be unfortunate for the very limited number of women 
whom nature might dedicate to the torture of useless superiority .. 

And if there were to be some woman seduced by intellectual "Celebrity and 
insistent on achieving it! How easy it would be to divert her, if she were 
caught in time! She could be shown the dreadful-destiny to·which·she was 
on the verge of committing herself. Examine .the social order, she would be 
told; yoU will soon see it up in arms against any woman trying to raise herself 
to the height of masculine reputation. 
: As soon as any' woman is pointed out as a person of distinction; the general 

public is prejudiced against her. The common people judge according to a 
few common rules which can be followed without taking any risks. Whatever 
goes beyond the habitual immediately offends people' who consider daily 
routine the safeguard of mediocrity. A supenor ·man·is 'enough to startle 
them; a superior· woman, straying even farther' nom' the beaten track, must 
surprise and annoy them even more. A distinguished ·man almost; always has 
some important career as his field of.action,·so his talents may turn out to 
be useful to the interests of even those who least value'the delights. of the 
mind. The man of genius may become a man of power, so envious and silly 
people humor him. But a ,clever woman is only called upon to offer them 
new ideas and lofty sentiments., about which they 'could not care less; her 
celebrity seems to them much ado about nothing. 

Even glory can be a source of reproach to a womah, because it contrasts 
with her natural destiny. Strict virtue condemns the celebrity even of some
thing which ·is good in itself, because it damages the perfection of modesty. 
Men of wit are so astounded by the existence of women rivals that they 
cannot judge them with either an adversary's generosity or a protector's 
indulgence. This is a new kind of combat, in which men follow the laws of 
neither kindness nor honor. 

Suppose, as a crowning misfortune, a woman were to acquire celebrity in 
a time of political dissension. People would think her influence unbounded; 
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even if she· had no influence at all; aecuse her of all her friends' actions; and 
hate' her for ·everything she loved. It"ill far preferable to attack a defenseless 
target.than a dangerous one. 

Nothing lends itself more quickly to vague assumptions than the dubious 
life of a woman with a fa·mous name and an obscure career. An empty-witted 
man may inspire ridicule, a man of bad character may drop'under the weight 
of contempt, a mediocre man may be cast aside-but everyone would much 
rather attack the unknown power they call a woman. When the plans of the 
ancients did not work out, they used to convince themselves that fate had 
thwarted them. Our modern vanity also prefers to attribute its failures to 
secret caUSes instead of to itself; in time of need~ what stands in for fatality 
is the supposed power of famous women. 

Women have no way to show the truth, no way to throw light on their 
lives. The public hears the lie; only their intimate friends can judge the truth. 
What real way is there for a woman to disprove slanderous accusations'? A 
man who had been slandered lets his actions answer the universe, saying, 
"My life is a witness: it too must be heard."3 But where can a woman find 
any such witness'? A few private virtues, hidden favors, feelings locked into 
the narrow circle of her situation, writings Which may make her known in 
pla~es where she does not live, in times when she will no longer exist. 

, A m".n can 'refute calumny in his work itself, but self-defense is an addi
tiol1al handicap for worrien. For a wamanto justify herself is a hew topic for 
gOssip. Wom~n feel there is something' 'pure and deli~tlte in theit nature, 
quickly withered by the very gaze'6f tfi«d>jJSlic. Wit, talent, passion in the 
SQul may make"them emerge ttom"thfs ',irt.st!'whh;h should always be sur
rounding them~ but tlIey will always yearn for itas ,theil' tJ,"ue refuge. 

Ho""ever, distinguished, wome,n . may be, ,th,e :sig~t 'of ;U will makes them 
tremble. Cpurageous in,misfortune, they are cowards against-dislike; thought 
u~lift,s them, but ,their character is ,still weak ,and, sensitive. Most women 
whose SUperior abilities make them want renown ate ,like Erminia dressed 
in armor:'"Warriors see the .helmet, the, lance; the bright plume 'of feathers, 
and think they are up against 'Strength, so they attack with violence; with the 
very fitsfblows, they have struck afthe heart.' .. 

Such injustices can not only spoil a woman's happiness and peace of mind, 
but also ailienate even the most iiilportartt objects of her affection. ~o can 
be sure that a libelous portrayal will not strike at the truth of memory? Who 
knows, whether or not slanderers, haviQg wreaked havoc with life, will rob 
death itself of the tender, regretful feeiings that should be associated with 
the memory of a beloved woman? 

So far I have portrayed only the unfairness of men: but what about the 
threat ,of injustice from other women? Do not women secretly arouse the 
malevolence of men? Do women ever form an alliance with a famous woman, 
sustailling her, defending her, supporting her faltering steps? 

And'that is still not all. Public opinion seems to release men from every 
duty toward a recognizabIy superiot wOman. Men can be tingrateful to her, 
unfaitQful, even wicked, without making public opinion responsible for 

3, No source has been Identified: but the quoted 
sentence I. written in the French classical alex
ahdrln~' (12'syllable) meter. 
4. In T ••• o's]erv.ralem Delivered (1581), the prln-

cess Erminia wears borrowed armor to seek her 
love Tancred in the Christian camp [translator's 
note), 
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avenging her. "Is she not an extraordinary Woman?" That says i~ all; she is 
abandoned to her own strength, and left to struggle with misery'. She lacks 
both the sympathy inspired by a woman 'and the power protecting a man. 
Like the pariahs of India,5 such a woman -parades her peculiar existence 
among classes she cannot belong to, which c'onsider her as destined to exist 
on her own, the object 'of curiosity and perhaps a little envy: what she 
deserves, in fact, is pity. ' 

1800 

5. Those who are at the bottom or outside of the traditional caste system of India (the word. In the epigraph 
from The l..aia .. Hut are spoken by a pariah). , ' 

FRIEDRICH SCHLE~ERMACHER 
1768-1834 

German philosopher, classical philologist, and leading liberal Protestant theologian, 
Friedrich Schleiermacher is best known as a founder of modern general hermen
eutics: that is, the art of understanding and in~erpretlng discourse through sys
tematic procedures. His most ill1Portan.t contribution to the history of theory and 
criticism is arguably his "Outliile of the 18I? Lectures," a fragmentary document 
produced in midcareer and published from handwritten notes after his death. In 
this pioneering depiction of the processes of teXtu'al understanding, Schleiermacher 
argued that to understand a text fully one must understand simultaneously tfte entire 
thought of a writer as well as,the whole language he or she employs, keeping in 
mind that the language modifies the author's thought just as the author's' thought 
modifies the language. The two major tasks of t~ttial interpretation; according to 
Schleiermacher, are to comprehend the language and historical culture of a text 
(grammatical interpretation) and to reconstruct ail' author's purpose {psychological 
or "technical" interpretation}. Witl~ these insights Schleiermacher laid:the founda
tion of modern hermeneutics, prep'ilring the ,:",ay for such impor~nt yet widely diver
gent twentieth-century theoris~s of interpretation as MARTIN HEIDEGGER and E. D. 

HIRSCH JR. 
Schleiermacher was born in Breslau, Prussia, and studied at two Moravian Breth

ren schools and at the University of Halle. During the late 1790s he began his cele
brated translation into German of almost all of Plato's works {still in l'rlnt}; he' was 
active in the Berlin circle of Romanticists, being a close associate and briefly room
mate of Friedrich Schlegel, to whose vanguard journal, Athenaeum, he was an early 
contributor. He served as chaplain and professor of theology and philosophy at Halle 
between 1804 and 1806, later taking a position at the University of Berlin (1810-
34), which he co-founded. Schlelermacher regularly preached at Trinity Church in 
Berlin, advocating the right of union for Reformed and Lutheran groups in Prussia, 
freedom of the church from the state, short~r working hours, social insurance, and 
women's rights. . 

Schleiermacher's theology reflects the influence of Romanticism and Moravian 
pietism, especially in his two most famous works, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cul
tured Despisers (1799) and The Christian Faith (1821-22), which 'argue that religion 
is an intuitive feeling for and dependence on the infinite realm, not a set of moral or 
metaphysical principles; religion needed no external justification. It was to convince 
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his fellow German Romantics that they were not as far from religion as they believed 
that he undertook the first book, a confession of faith that gained him a national 
reputation overnight. Today he is often regarded as one of the most significant Prot
estant theologians since Luther. In his time his influence was wide, reaching such 
figures as RALPH WALDO EMERSON, who also 'devalued doctrine in favor of intuitive 
dependence on the infinite. . 

His interest in understanding the Bible led to Schleiermacher's concern with her
meneutics. In his "Outline of the 1819 Lectures," our selection, he expands on his 
basic distinction between grammatical and psychological interpretation, noting that 
the latter involves two distinct methods. Using the first, divinatory interpretation, one 
seeks to identify intuitively with the author; Schleiermacher sees this as representing 
a feminine dimension of our knowledge of human nature. (This mode of interpreta
tion echoes his notions about religion as an intuitive feeling.) Using the second 
method, comparative interpretation, one works to understand a text as a type or his
torical genre; it is purportedly a masculine force. 

Both psychological and grammatical interpretation primarily seek to isolate the 
text's central idea, procedure, or motivating principle in light of which all textual 
details can be gauged. Artful interpretation requires ·such centering and multiple 
rigorous readings. But problems do arise, some of which are avoidable and some not. 
Interpretation necessarily gets caught up in various circularities. Readers early in the 
process intuit the meaning of a text, which then predetermines the directions of 
meaning. This is one version of the celebrated "hermeneutic cirde" of interpretation, 
identified by Schleiermacher and later explored by leading hermeneuticists, especially 
Heidegger and Hans-Georg Gadamer (b. 1900). To understand the whole text, Schlei
ermacher points out, one must understand each part; but to understand each part, 
one must understand the whole. He expands this circle by requiring that to under
stand an individual text, an interpreter must understand the complete historical con
text and vocabulary of a language-foreknowledge derived paradoxically from 
individual texts. 

Schleiermacher catalogues several types of avoidable misunderstanding, which 
result from bias, mistaking a text's meaning, or misjudging the value of a segment 
of text. (Under the influence of FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE and SIGMUND FREUD, con
temporary critics such as HAROLD BLOOM and PAUL DE MAN, unlike Schleierma
cher, have come to conceive "misunderstanding" as an ·ineradicable, productive 
element of all understanding.) Moreover, for Schleiermacher allegorical interpre
tation-that is, reading symbolically-risks erroneously discovering everything in 
everything, unless the text itself legitimates the approach with an allusion appro
priate to both the contextual and the central textual ideas. Finally, historicalJnter
pretation can run into trouble by construing an ancient text in terms of modern 
conditions instead of uncovering its writer's relationship to his or her milieu and 
language. 

Schleiermacher posits two broad categories of texts. "Objective texts" such as his
tories and epics require a minimum of psychological interpretation and a maximum 
of grammatical interpretation, whereas "subjective texts" such as personal letters and 
lyrics call for more psychological than grammatical interpretation. The goal of her
meneutics in either case is-as he famously declared-OCto understand the discourse 
just as well and even better than its creator." We have no way of knOwing the creator's 
purpose other than through reconstruction, but "No individual inspection of a work 
ever exhausts its meaning." 

Helpfully; Schleiermacher outlines four types of positive hermeneutical recon
struction. There are two types of grammatical or objective reconstruction-historieal 
and divinatory-and two types of psychological or subjective reconstruction-histor
ieal and divinatory. In brief, objective historical reconstruction examines how lan
guage shapes the text, objective divinatory reconstruction analyzes how the text itself 
developed that language, subjective historical reconstruction explores the text as the 
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product of the author's soul, and subjective divinatory reconstruction attempts to 
determine how the process of writing affects the writer's inner thoughts. Interpreta
tion for Schleiermacher is at once psychological and grammatical, intuitive and com
parative. It is an art of understanding, hot just explaining, the act of a living, intuiting 
person gifted with foreknowledge 'Bnd experience of life as well as linguistic and cul
tural competence-an art that always requires a leap into the midst of textual com
plexities and circularities. 

Earlier German hermeneutics, as practiced in the contexts of theology, law, and 
literature, focused narrowly on philology,. particularly its penchant for interpretive 
procedures and rules of validation. Schlelermaaher here broadens It I Icope toward a 
phenomenological philosophy attentive to the roles of intuition; understanding. and 
foreknowledge in the lived world of human beings~ This shift was variously amplified 
by,his greatest successors, Wilhelm Dilthey ( 1833-1911), Heldegger, and Gadamer. 
Sdileiermacher is generally credited with grounding hermeneutics in human under
standing, with according language a foundational role in interpretation, and with 
highlighting the interdependence of mind and medium, subject andobject(divination 
and comparison. 

However much successors and followers admire and build on Schleiermacher's 
work, they find problems with his hermeneutic theory. In the various editions of his 
Truth and Method-Outline for a Philosophical Hermeneutics (1960), Gadamer char
acterizes the principle of divination. as hopelessly Romantic, and he faults Schleier
macher for not taking into account the historical context and prejudices .of. the 
interpreter, which; he shrewdly argues, are ,essential constituents of understanding. 
Intuition assumes uniform human experience; prejudices arise. In a world of antago
nistic standpoints. And the leading modern French hermeneuticist, Paul Ricoeur (b. 
1913), contends that Schleiermacher does not sufficiently distinguish between the 
author and the ideas governing the work; Ricoeur sees the latter as the true object of 
interpretation. Schleiermacher vacillates, too, on,what constitutes the '!text" (or object 
of inquiry)-it is sometimes the author's oeuvre (complete works), sometb'neiia par
ticular work, and sometimes It genre or cultural archive •.. 

. Various critics, moreover, 'have noted Schleiermacher's tendency, especially in his 
late works; to "psychologize": that is, to pass· through language to .the supposed 
prelinguiStic mental processes and intentions of the author, forgetting that grammar 
and psychology are interdependent, When this· happens, Schleiermacher's herme
neutics turns into psychological reconstruction,' which is the·direciion . taken by 
Dilthey. A similar path is staked out by E. 0;', Hirsch Jr., who, however; ·turns to 
interpretative reconstruction· as a way to reetify the rampant critical subjectivism 
and relativism that· he believes plague contemporary literary. criticism,including 
much. he'rIneneutics. 
, In spite of criticisms, Schleiermacher's contributions to hermeheutics should not· 
be underestimated. His psychological notion of divination enabled him to explicitly 
correct and ·complement earlier Enlightenment concepts of rationality. He usefully 
jettisoned the old rigid separations of hermeneutics into specialized biblical, legal, 
and literary kinds, developing a· self-conscious project· fora ·general. hermeneutics. 
Like his important contemporaries FRIEDRICH· SCHILLER and SAMUEL TAYLOR COL~ 
ERIDGE, he attempted to reconcile well-entrenched inherited philosophical opposi
tions, especially subject/object, finite/infinite, individual/social, andp!;ychologyl 
grammar. He construed·understandillg as an act· of dialogue, not verification. LastlYI 
he pictured the act of interpretation as antiauthoritarian and nonhierarchical; -in 
keeping with the radical social forces of his time (committed to toppling monarchical 
regimes·and feudal class arrangements; manifested especially in the French Revolu
tion) and with the dynamics of early democracy. and capitalism: All these elements; 
which marked Schleiermacher historically as a Romantic, significantly influenced the 
work of later philosophical hermeneutics. 
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From Hermeneutics 

From Outline of the 1 B 19 Lectures· 

INTRODUCTION~ 

I. Hermeneutics as the art of und~m;tandirig does not yet exist in general; 
rather, only various specialized hermeneutics exist. 

1.' (We speak of] only the art of understanding, not the exposition of 
the understanding. The latter w~uld only be a spe~ialized part of the art of 

I. Edited and translated by Jan Wojcik and 
,Roland Haas, who deeaslonally Insert the original 
German or explanatory word. or phrases In brack
ets. 
2.' The, Outline conslsu of an "Introduction," 
"First Part: The' Grammatical Exposition," and 

"Second Part: The Technical (or Psychological) 
Interpretation:' The headings 'are somewhat mis
leading! The "IntrOduction" gives R systematic 
exposition of principles for analyzing the language 
and psychological manifestations of B literary text. 
The "First Part" elaborates the principles for the 
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speaking and writing that could only be dependent on the general principles 
of hermeneutics. 

2. This refers as well to difficult points in foreign-language texts. In 
reading them, one more 'often presumes familiarity with the subject matter 
and the language. When one is familiar with both, the distinction between 
them becomes 'difficult to make because one has p'erhaps not understood 
properly the more apparent. Only an artistic understanding consistently 
grasps the discourse [Reden] of a text [SchriftV 

3. Usually one supposes that one could rely on a healthy knowledge of 
human nature for formulating the general principles of interpretation. But 
then there is the danger that one would also tend to rely on a healthy feeling 
about the exceptional qualities of a text in determining what they meant. 

2. It is very difficult to determine the exact nature of a general herme
neutics. 

1. For a long time it was handled as a supplement to logic, but as one 
had to give up all logical tenets in its practice, this had to cease. The philos
opher has no inclination to establish a theory about hermeneut~cs because 
he believes that it is more important to be understood than to understand. 

2. Philology< has made positive contributions throughout history. BJ.lt 
its method of hermeneutics is simply to aggregate observations. 

3. [Hermeneutics is] the art of relating discourse [Reden] and under
standing [Verstehen] to each other; discourse, however, being on the outer 
sphere of thought, requires that one must think of herme~eutics as ari art, 
and thus as philosophical." 

1. Thus the art of exposition depends on their composition. They are 
mutually dependent to the point that where discourse is Without art, so is 
the understanding of it. 

4. Discourse is the mediation of shareable thought. As a result both rhet
oric and hermeneutics share a common relationship to the dialectic.' 

1. Discourse is of course also a mediation of thought among individuals. 
Thought becomes complete only through interior discourse; 'and in this 
respect discourse could be considered manifested thought~ But where the 
thinker thinks original thoughts, he himself requires the art of discourse to 
transform them into expressions that afterwards require exposition [Ausle
gung]. 

2. The unity of hermeneutics and rhetoric results from the fact that 
every act of understanding is the obverse of an act of discourse, in that one 
must come to grasp the thought which was at the base of the discourse. 

analysis of languagei the "Second Part" extends the 
IIlntroduction" In describing how the two parts of 
interpretation work togethet In the lI.divination" of 
a text. We limit our translation to the "Introduc
lion" and the "Second Part" which comprise the 
heart of Schlelermacher's hermeneutical princi
ples, We have referred to the marginal notes 
Schleiermacher added to the manuscript In 1828 
only when they clarified ambiguities In the text 
[translators' note]. 
3. Discourse (Reckn) is Schleiermacher's term for 
the discursive sense of a text, shaped by the pal"-

Hcular language the author use. to express his 
Inner thoughts (.ee 4-6). Here he makes a dis
tinction between the literal meaning of a text 
(Sd.rift) and the discursive meaning (Re"" .. ) that 
Is mosfobvioul when one reads a somewhat unfa~ 
millar foreign language (see 14.2) [translators' 
note]. 
4;' The scholarly discipline dedicated to the his
torical under. tanding of foreign cultures through 
linguistic and comparative analysis of texts. 
5. That part of logic concerned with thinking, 
notably thinking embodied In discourse. 
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3. The dependence of both on the dialectic results from the fact that 
all development of knowledge is dependent On both discourse and under
standing. 

'5. As every discourse has a two-part reference, to the whole language and 
to the entire thought of its creator, so all understanding of speech consists 
of two elements [Momenten]-understanding the speech as it derives from 
the language and as it derives from the mind of the thinker. 

1. Ev~ry speech derives from a given language •.. One can also turn this 
around and say that originally and continuously language only comes into 
being through discourse; at any rate, communication presupposes the acces
sibility of the language; that is, a shared knowledge of the same. When some
thing comes between unmediated discourse and communication, .the art of 
discourse begins, for one must take into consideration the possibility that 
the listener might find something strange in someone else's use of language. 

2. Every discourse depends on earlier thought. One can also turn this 
around, of course, but in relation to communication it remains true, since 
the art of understanding only has to do with progressive thinking. 

3. It follows that every person is on one hand a locus in which a given 
language is formed after an individual fashion and, on .the other, a speaker 
who is only able to be understood within the totality of the language. In the 
same way, he is also a constantly developing spirit, while his discourse 
remains an object within the context of other intellection. 

6. Understanding is only an interaction of these two elements. 
1. Discourse can only be understood as a fact of the spirit if it is under

stood as a characteristic of the language, because the innateness of the lan
guage modifies the spirit. 

2. It can also only be understood as a modification of the language if it 
is understood as a fact of the spirit, because all influences of individuals on 
the language are manifested through discourse. 

7. Both stand completely equal, and one could only with injustice claim 
that the grammatical interpretation is the inferior and the psychological the 
superior. ~. 

1. The psychological is the superior only if one views language as the 
means by which the individual communicates his thoughts; the grammatical 
is then merely a cleaning away of temporary difficulties. 

2. The grammatical is the superior if one views language as stipulating 
the thinking of all individuals and the individual's discourse only as a locus 
at which the language manifests itself. 

3. Only by means of such a reciprocity could one find both to be com
pletely similar. 

B. The· essential hermeneutical task is to handle every part in such a way 
that the handling of the other parts will produce no change in the results, 
or, in other words, every part must be handled as a discrete unit with equal 
respect paid to all other parts. 

1. This reciprocity is important even if one part predominates over the 
other according to what was said in paragraph six. 
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2. But each is .only compl~te if it makes the other redundant .and con
tributes to construing the other, because indeed language' [Sprache] can only 
be learned inasmuch as its discourse [Rede] can be understood; and .in the 
same way, the inner cohesion of humanity can only be understood. as it 
manifests itself externally through its discourse.·· 

9. Exposition (Auslegung] is an art. 
1. Every part stands by itself .. Every 'composition is a finite certainty out 

of the infinite uncertainty. Language is an infinite, because every element 
can be determined .in a specific manner only through' the other elements. 
And this is also true for the psychological. part because,every perspective of 
an individual is infinite; and the:otJtside influences on:people·extend into 
the disappearing horizon. A composition. composed of such elements cannot 
be' defined by rules,.which carry with them the security of their application. 

2 .. Should the grammatical part be considered by itself, one would need 
in some cases a complete knowledge of the language, or, in others, a com
plete knowledge of the person. As neither ·oan ever be complete; :one must 
go from one to the other; and it is. not ,p'ossibleto give any rules as to how 
this should be done. 

:.," 

10. The successful performaric~ of the art depends on a linguistic talent 
and a talent for assessing in.dividual human nature; 

1. By the first poirit we do' not mean the . .fa<;ility for learning foreign 
languages-the difference between the' mother tongue and a foreign lan
guage does not come into consideration :here fOT the time. being; rather, a 
sense for the contemporaneity ofa,language; .. for analogy, difference, etc. 
One could mean .by this that rhetoric :and hermeneutic'S .must always be 
together. Just as hermeneutics requires other talentsjso also ·does rhetoric, 
if not always the,same ones.> The linguistic. talent, at any ratej is shared, even 
if the hermeneutical method develops: U '. ~ifferently' than the rhetorical 
method does. 

2. The knowledge of human nature is here the superior of those sub
jective elemerits .in the development of discourse. No less importantly, ,her
meneutics and artistic hUQlan presentation are always together. But a 'great 
number of hermeneutical mistakes are based on the deficiency of linguis,tie 
talent, or in its faulty application. .; .: .. 

3. ·Inasmuch as these talents aregenerally;:given:by naturet'so herme~ 
neutics is a commonserise· endeavor .. Inasmuch as· a person is missing. one 
talent, he is crippled, and the other talents can'only serVe to help him adju
dicate about that which all together would have permitted him ·to· know 
directly. 

11. Not all discourse is on an equal footing for exposition. Certain dis~ 
courses have no value for it, others an absolute value; the majority lie 
between these two points. . 

1; Something of no value might excite no interest 'as an entity, but 
would still be important in the language as a re~teration which . language 
requires for the preservation of its continuity. But that which repeats only 
already available thingt is worth nothing in ,itself. Like talking about the 
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weather. Alone; this is not an absolute nothing, only minimal. For it devel
oped itself in the same way as significant things. 

2.When:the grammatical aspect predominates in a work, even the most 
imaginative,. we call it classical. When the psychological aspect predomi
nates, we call it original. And, of course, one part could absolutely dominate 
the other. only if the author was an absolute genius. 

3. To be classical, a work must be more than transitory; it must deter
mine subsequent production. No less so the original. And even the best work 
cannot be free from influence. 

12. When both aspcb"cts of interpretation-the analysis of the grammatical 
an'd the psychological part of a text.;--.are used equally throughout, they are 
nevertheless always used in different proportions. 

1. This follows from fhe fact that sOplething of grammatical insignifi
carice does not necessarily have to be of psychological insignificance, and 
vice versa; and insignificancy in one does nbt· imply insignificancy in the 
other. 

2. A minimum of psychological interpretation is needed with a predom
inately objective subject. [To this belongs] pure history, especially of specific 
individuals, as comprehensive studies tend more to draw on subjective con
clusions; also ,epicsj com.mercial discussions which want to become. history, 
and ,strictly didactic wrltings of every. kind .. The interpreter's subjectivity 
should not enter the exposition; rather, it .should be affected by the exposi
tion. A minimum 'of grammatical interpretation' accompanies a maximum of 
psychological in the exposition of personal letters, ,especially when they 
transmit didactic'advice or historical information. (Lyrics or polemics too?) 

13. There is no other diversity in the methods· of exposition aside from 
those cited above. ': 

1 .. As an example, we can take the wonderful perspective .which comes 
from the argument over the historical exposition of. the New Testament, 
based .on the question whether there are special modes. of. interpretation 
reserved for it alone. In this debate the assertion.of the historical school is 
the only. cortect one, that the New Testament authors are products of their 
age.·.The .only danger in their reasoning is their tendency to overlQ0k the 
power. of Christianity to create new concepts and forms of expression; they 
tend to eXplain everything in light of available·concepts and forms; To correct 
the historical style of interpretation one has to· resist· this one-sidedness. 
Corre~t. interpretation requires a relationship of the grainmatical and psy
chological interpretation, since new concepts .can arise out of new emotional 
experiences .. 

2. One would also err if one thought of a historical interpretation as 
simply a ret~ospective view of the textual events. One must keep in mind 
that what was written was often Written in a different day arid age from the 
one in which the interpreter lives; it is the primary task of interpretation not 
to understand an ancient text in view of modern thinking, but to rediscover 
the original relationship betw.een the writer and his audience. 

3. The Allegorical Interpretation. ~irst of all, it is not an interpretation 
of an allegory, where the only purpose is to understand the figurative mean-
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ing without reference',) to whether,- there is truth at the base of it or not. 
Examples of allegories would be the parable of the sower, or the story of the 
rich man.6 Rather, allegorical interpretation begins with a presupposition 
that the meaning is lacking in the immediate context, and so one needs to 
supply a figurative one. With this supposition one is unsatisfied with the 
general principle that every speech can have only one grammatical meaning. 
The dissatisfaction arises, perhaps, from the correct assessment that an allu
sion in a text does point to a second meaning; one who does not comprehend 
it could completely follow the whole context, but would still be missing one 
meaning situated within the discourse. The danger is that one could find an 
allusion which is not situated within the discourse. Then one would dissect 
the discourse improperly. The test for a proper allusion is this: to see whether 
it seems entwined as orte of the contextual ideas within the main line of 
thought, to assess whether the explicit thoughts inspire the implicit. But the 
contextual ideas are not therewith to be considered merely individual and 
insignificant. Rather, just as the whole world is made up of many men, each 
idea contributes to its whole sense, even if it appears only as itIJdark shadow. 

There is, after all, a parallelism in many varioJls lines ,of thought, so that 
something could inspire something else; for example, there.ls parallelism 
between the physical and ethical, and between the musical and the visual 
arts. One should be careful, however, to detect whether there are any indi
cations for the figurative expressions one seems to detect. The allegorical 
interpretations which have been made without such indication, especially in 
traditional interpretations of Homer and the Bible, all depend on a special 
assumption. This is that the books of l-lomer7 and the Old Testament' are 
special compendiums, the Old Testament above all, which contains all wis
dom in some form or another. Along with this, both of them have appeared 
to have a mystical conteht compounded of sententious philosophy on the 
one hand and history on the other. 

With myths, ,however; no technical interpretation is possible, since one 
cannot focus on an individual text" and alternatively compare the literal and 
the figurative meaning. There is certainly a different situation regarding the 
New Testament which leads to two kinds of blunders. First, its association 
with the Old Testament encourages the use of the same methods often asso
ciated with the Old Testament interpretation. Secdnd, the New Testament 
interpreters tend more than' their Old Testament counterparts to view the 
Holy Spirit as the book's author. But the Holy Spirit cannot be ,thought of 
as a temporally contingent and characteristic consciousness. From this false 
view springs the inclination .to find everything foreshadowed everywhere. 
Common sense, or precise instructions on how texts should be' read, can 
protect texts from this inclination, but isolated passages which seem to be 
unmeaningful in themselves seem to encourage it. 

4. Here the question occasi~nally intrudes upon us, whether the holy 
books of the Holy Spirit must be handled differently than others. We must 
not be concerned with dogmatic decisions about inspiration, since they 
themselves derive from interpretation. We must not distinguish between the 

6, Both In the New Testament: for the sower, see 
Matthew 13.1-9, 18-23: for the rich man, see 
Luke 16.19-31. 
7. The Iliad and the Odyssey (ca. Sth c. D.C.E.), 

each divided into 24 books. 
S. Myths have no slnJlle author and no single 
established text: therefore technical (psychologi
cal) Interpretation Is Impossible. 
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preaching and the writing of the apostles, since their future church had to 
be built on the preaching. And it follows from this that we must not believe 
that the whole of Christianity directly developed from the writings, since 
they are all aimed at specific communities and could also not have been 
understood by subsequent readers if they had not been understood by the 
original audience. Each community simply sought out the specific charac
teristics of the Jesus story according to its own given particular focus on the 
many details. Therefore, we must expose it to the same method and consider 
that even if the authors were no more than dead tools, ~till the Holy Spirit 
could only have spoken through them as they themselves would have spoken. 

5. The most dangerous deviation from this principle is encouraged by 
the cabalistic9 style of exposition which directs its endeavors to find every
thing in everything. Only their interpretive endeavors which respect the 
diversity which results from the various relationships of both constructed 
parts can rightfully be called exposition. 

14. The difference between artful and crude exposition has nothing to do 
with whether the work is familiar or strange, or with the discourse or the 
text, but solely with whether one wants to understand certain things exactly 
or not. 

1. If it were only foreign and old texts that needed the art, the original 
readers would not have needed it, and the art would then depend on the 
differences between them and us. This difference must first be resolved, of 
course, through a knowledge of language and history; the exposition begins 
only after a successful identification of the text's original meaning. The dif
ference between interpreting an old foreign text and a local contemporary 
one is only .that with the old text the process of discovering its relevance to 
its milieu cannot completely precede the identification of its meaning; rather, 
both must be integrated from the beginning .. 

2. The text [Schrift] is not always the focus of attention either. Other
wise the art would only become necessary through the difference between 
text and discourse; that is to say, by the absence of the living voice and by 
the inaccessibility of other personal influences. These things, however, 
require exposition themselves, while they always remain somewhat nebulous. 
A living voice can certainly facilitate understanding a great deal, but-even 
the writer must take into consideration that writing is not the same as speak
ing. If it were, then the art of exposition would be superfluous, which is, of 
course, not the case. Consequently, the need for exposition depends on the 
difference between written and spoken discourse, when the latter does not 
accompany the former. 

3. Thus, when discourse and text behave so that no other difference 
remains between them save the one indicated, it follows that the artfully 
correct exposition has no other goal than that which we have in hearing every 
common spoken discourse. 

15. The careless practice of the art results from the fact that understand
ing is pursued in the light of a negative goal: that misunderstanding should 
be avoided. 

9. EsoterJc, mystical. 
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,1. Careless interpretation tends to limit its understanding to obtaining 
certain easy-to-attain goals.' -. " ; " 

2. But even it must avail· itself of the art indifficult)cases; and thus 
hermeneutics can even arise from the artIes.s practice. But since it only sees 
difficulties as isolated problems, it becomes 'an aggregate of observations. 
And for the same reason tends to consider itself a specialized hermeneutics 
because it brings special methods to the solving of difficult problems. This 
is how the theological, the juristic, and the philological methods originated, 
and what they consider to be their special purposes. 

3. The basis for their view is the peculiarity of their special languages 
and the peculiar manner in which their speakers communicate to their hear
ers, 

,16. Strict interpretation begins with misunderstanding and searches ,otit 
a precise understanding. 

1. This results from its beginning with an assumption about what the 
meaning is that properly should only be discovered in the way the . language 
and intention present it. . . 
r, i 2. Careless interpretation distinguishes only the [predetermined] sense 
from the manner of expression, which in fact depend on each other for their 
rnut,ual identity, the determination of which is the minimum· requirement 
fo'r avoiding artless practice. I 

17. Two things should be avoided: qualitatively misunderstanding the 
co'ntent, and quantitatively misundei'!!tanding nuance. 

·1. Examined objectively, qualitative misunderstandingis·mistaking the 
place.of a part of a discourse in the language with that 'of another one, as, 
for example, the confusion of the meaning of a word with that· of another. 
The qualitative misunderstanding is subjective, the mistaking of the meaning 
of an expression, so that ·one gives the same, thing a different meaning than 
the speaker gave to it in his sphere. 

,2. Quantitative misunderstanding arises from a subjective response to 
the value of the' elaboration a speaker gives to a part of the text, or by analogy 
from an objective respons'e to a part taken out of context. 

3. The quantitative,- which is normally taken little into 'account, always 
leads to the qualitative. 

4. These negative expressions cover all interpretive operations. But one 
could not develop: the rules from their negativity alone; rather~ one must 
develop them positively, with a constant eye on the negative. 

5. One must also distinguish the difference between passive. and active 
misunderstanding. The latter is timidity Which, however it might be the con
sequence of a bias that nothing can appear certain unless it is very obvious, 
can still entertain very false assumptions. 

18. The art can only develop its rules from.a positive formula, and this is 
the historical and the divinatory [prophetie], objective and subjective recon
struction [Nachkonstruieren] of the given discourse. 

I. Paraphrase: artful Interpretation begIns with a 
hunch about a text's meanIng whIch It continu
ously corrects and refines: carele •• Interpretation 

begins with a prejudIce about a text'. meanln'l 
whIch It forces the text to support [translators 
note], 
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1. Objective historical reconstruction considers how the discourse 
behaves in the totality of the language, and considers a text's self-contained 
knowledge as a product of the language. Objective divinatory reconstruction 
assesses how the discourse itself developed the language. Without both of 
these, one cannot avoid qualitative and quantitative misunderstanding. 

2. Subjective historical reconstruction considers a discourse as a prod
uct of the soul; subjective divinatory assesses how the process of writing 
affects the writer's inner thoughts. Without both, just as was the case above, 
misunderstanding is once again unavoidable.; 

3. The task is this, to understand the discourse just as well and even 
better than its creator. Since we have no unmediated knowledge of that 
which is within him, we must first seek to become conscious of much which 
he could have remained unconscious of, unless he had become self
reAcctingly his own reader. For objective reconstruction he has no more data 
than we do. 

4. Posed in this manner, the task is an infinite one, because there is an 
infinity of the past and the future that we wish to see in the moment of 
discourse. Hence, this art is just as capable of inspiration as any other. In 
fact, a text has no meaning unless it can give rise to this inspiration. However, 
the decision on how far one wishes to pursue an approach must be, in any 
case, determined practically, and actually is a question for a specialized her
meneutics and not for a general one. 

] 9. One must first equate oneself with the author by objective and sub
jective reconstruction before applying the art. 

l. With objective reconstruction one proceeds through a knowledge of 
the language as the author used it. It must be more exact than even the 
original readers possessed, who themselves had to put themselves in the 
place of the author. With subjective reconstruction one proceeds through 
the knowledge of the author's inner and outer life. 

2. But both can only be completely secured through a similarly com
pletc exposition. For only from a reading of all of an author's works can one 
become familiar with his vocabulary, his character, and his circumstances. 

20. The vocabulary and the history of the period in which an author worltS . 
constitute the whole within which his texts must be understood with all their 
peculiarities. 

1. This complete knowledge is contained within an apparent circle,2 so 
that every extraordinary thing can only be understood in the context of the 
general of which it is a part, and vice versa. And all knowledge can only be 
scientific to the extent that it is complete. 

2. This circle makes possible an identification with the author, and thus 
it follows that, first, the more complete knowledge we possess, the better 
bolstered we are for exposition, and, second, no material for exposition can 
be understood in isolation; rather, every reading makes us better suited for 
understanding by enriching our previous knowledge. We can only be satisfied 
wif.h immediate understanding when dealing with the meaningless. 

2. The trouhling yct unavoidllblc "hC'rmencutlc circlc" of Interpretation. 
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21. If the knowledge of the' particular vocabulary ca~ ~nly be amassed 
during the exposition through lexical help and through individual obserVa
tion, there can exist no self-sufficient exposition. 

1. Only an independent knowledge of the actual life of a language gives 
one a source independent of the exposition for the knowledge of the vocab
ulary. For this reason we have· only an incomplete understanding of what 
Greek and Latin words mean. Hence, the first lexical task in such cases is 
to consider the whole literature as a context for understanding the individual 
linguistic item. These complementary tasks balance each other through the 
exposition itself, contributing to an artful exposition. 

2. Under the term vocabulary I subsume the dialect, period, and the 
mode-prose or poetry. 

3. Even first impressions should be based on lexical mea~ing, for spon
taneous interpretation can only rest on prior knowledge [Vorlcenntnisse], but 
even all decisions about the language in dictionaries and in explanatory notes 
proceed from special and other perhaps unreliable expositions. 

4. In the area of the New Testament, one can say With certainty that 
the unreliability and arbitrariness of the exposition rests largely on this fault. 
This is because contrasting analogies always develop from individual obser
vations. For example, the development of New Testament vocabulary is 
rooted in classical antiquity and developed through Macedonian Greek 
through its use by the profane Jewish writers and by Josephus and Philo, by 
the deuterocanonical writers, and by the writers of the Septuagint,3 who 
flavored their Greek with Hebrewisms. 

22. Even if the necessary knowledge ·of history comes only from prole
gomena, there can still exist no self-sufficient exposition. . 

1. Such prolegomena are the sort of critical helps it is the duty of a 
publisher who desires to be a mediator to use. But they must depend on a 
knowledge of the whole literary circle a work belongs to, and the whole 
development of an author himself. Thus they are themselves dependent on 
exposition, and so are all reckonings whose beginnings are not determined 
by a specific goal. The exact expositor must, however, gradually glean every
thing from the sources themselves, and it is because of this that his task can 
only progress from easy to more difficult. But the dependency becomes most 
injurious if one brings in such notes in the prolegomena that actually could 
only be derived from the interpreted work itself. 

2. The New Testament has given birth to a special discipline: the writ
ing of the introduction. This is not an actual organic component of the the~ 
ological discipline; but it is a practical expedient, partly for the beginner, 
partly for the master, since it is easier to bring together all of the relevant 
examinations in one place. But the expositor should always contribute to it 
so as to augment and relate the great mass of evidence. . 

23. An individual element can only be understood in light of its place in 
the w,hole text; and therefore, a cursory reading for an overview of the whole 
must precede the exact exposition. 

3. A Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures 
by Jewish scholars (ca. 3d c. R.C.E.). Flavius Jose
phus (b. 37/8 C.E.) and Philo Judaeus (ca. 20 
B.C.E.-ca. 50 C.E.): secular Jewish writers of 

history and philosophy, respectively. "Deuteroca
nonleal writers": authors of book. of the Scriptures 
contained In the Septuagint but not In the Hebrew 
canon. 



HERMENEUTICS I 623 

1. Understanding appears to go in endless circles, for a preliminary 
understanding of even the individuals themselves comes ftom a general 
knowledge of the language. 

2. Synopses that the author gives himself are too dry to engage even 
the technical aspect of interpretation, and with summaries like those pub
lishers authorize for prefaces one comes under the influence of their inter
pretations. 

3. The aim is to find the main idea in light of which the others must 
be measured, and this goes as well for the technical aspect-to find the main 
procedure from which the others can more easily be found. It is similarly 
indispensable for grammatical interpretation, which is obvious from the var
ious forms of misunderstanding it often raises. 

4. One can omit it easier when dealing with the unmeaningful, and 
although with difficult works it appears to be less helpful, it is actually all 
the more indispensable. A general summary is characteristically the least 
help in understanding difficult writers. 

Should the exposition be done partially, one would eventually have to 
connect both aspects in the execution of the interpretation, but in theory 
one must divide and handle each specially," even if afterwards one must 
endeavor to develop each so completely that the other becomes indispen
sable, or, what is more important, so that its result coincides with the first. 
The grammatical interpretation leads the way. 

PART 'TWO 
THE TECHNICAL INTERPRETATION 

I. The common beginning for both the technical and the grammatical 
interpretation is the general overview which grasps the unity of the work and 
the main features of the composition. The unity of the work, the theme, will 
be viewed here as the writer's motivating principle, and the foundation of 
the composition as his peculiar nature as it is manifested in each motif. 

The unity of the work derives from the manner in which the grammatical 
constructions available in the language are composed or connected. 'The 
author sets a verbal object in motion as communication. The difference 
between popular and scientific works is that the author of the former 
arranges the subject according to his peculiar style, which mirrors itseff" in 
his ordering. Because each author has minor conceptions each of which is 
determined by his peculiarities, one can recognize them from among anal
ogous omissions and anomalous inclusions. 

I perceive the author as he functions in the language: partly bringing 
forth new things by his use of language, partly retaining qualities of language 
which he repeats" and transmits. In the same way, from a knowledge of an 
area of speech, I can perceive the author's language as its product and see 
how he operates under its aegis. Both methods are the same process begun 
from different starting points. " 

2. The ultimate goal of the psychological [technical] exposition is nothing 
other than to perceive the consequences of the beginning; that is to say, to 
consider the work as it is formed by its parts, and to perceive every part in 
light of the work's overall subject as its motivation; this is also to say that the 
form is seen to be shaped by the subject matter. 
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When I have looked at everything individually, there is nothing left over 
to understand~ It is also obvious in itself that the apparent contrast between 
understanding the individual parts and understanding the whole disappears 
when every part receives the same'treatment as the whole. But the goal [of 
good interpretation] is only achieved in the continuity of both perspectives. 
Even when much is only to be understood grammatically, it is not understood 
fully unless one can make an intrinsic analysis which never loses sight of the 
genesis of the work. 

3. The goal of good interpretation is to understand the style completely. 
We are accustomed to understanding style as the handling of language. 

We presume that thought and language intertwine throughout, and the spe
cific manner with which one understands the subject requires ail under
standing of the arrangement of words: i.e., the handling of language. 

The peculiarity of ari individual conception results from what is missing 
or added to a conventional conception. Whatever peculiarity results from 
imitation or habit results in a bad style. 

4. Good interpretation can only be approximated. 
We are, considering all advances in hermeneutical theory, still far from 

making it a perfect art, as the perennial fights over the writings of Homer 
and over the comparative merits of the three tragic writers4, show. 

No individual inspection of a work ever exhausts its meaning;interpre
tation can always be rectified. Even the best is only an approximation of the 
meaning. Because interpretation so seldom succeeds, and because even the 
superior critic is open to criticism, we can see that,we are still far from the 
goal of making hermeneutics a perfect art. ";' , 

5. Before begirining the technical exposition, we must kn:owthe'riUinner 
in which the subject occurred to the originator, and how he acqutred his 
language, and anything else one can learn about his mannerisms. , 

First, one must consider the prior development of the genre of the work 
at the time when it was written; second, orie must consider the use made of 
the genre typically in the place where the writer worked and in adjacent 
areas; finally, no exact understanding of the development and usage is pos
sible without a knowledge of the related contemporary literature and 
especially the works the author might have used as a model. Such a cohesive 
study is indispensable. 

The third goal raises very troublesome problems. We could say that the 
Interpretivt! process as a whole Is only at easy ai this' step is to take. But 
because even this step requires a judgment which can also be anticipated in 
the previous steps, it is possible that one might- be able to omit it. Blograpl1ies 
of the author were originally annexed to their works for this purpose; now
adays this connection is overlooked. The best sort of prolegomena attends 
to the first two points. 

With these contextualizations [Vorkenntnissen] in hand one can gain an 

4. ' That Is, the Greek tragedians Aeschylus, Soph
ocles, and Euripides (all active 5th c. D.C.E.). "Per
ennial fights": over whether the III"" and Odyss.." 

were by a single poet or were collection. of short 
works put together from various sources. 
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excellent perception of the essential characteristic of a work upon a first 
reading. 

6. The whole task requires the use of two methods, the divinatory and 
the comparative, which, however, as they constantly refer back to each other, 
must not be separated. 

Using the divinatory, one seeks to un<lerstand the .writer intimately 
[unmittelbar] to the point that one transforms oneself into the other. Using 
the comparative, one seeks to understand a work as a characteristic type, 
viewing the work, in other words, in light of others like it. The one is the 
feminine force in the knowledge of human nature; the other is the masculine. 

Both refer back to each other. The first depends on the fact that every 
person has a susceptibility to intuiting others, in addition to his sharing many 
human characteristics. This itself appears to depend on the fact that every
one shares certain universal traits; divination consequently is inspired as the 
reader compares himself with the author. 

But how does the comparative come to subsume the subject under a 
general type? Obviously, either by comparing, which could go on infinitely, 
or by divination. 

Neither may be separated from the other, because divination receives 
its security first from an affirmative comparison, without which it might 
become outlandish. But the comparative of itself cannot yield a unity. The 
general and speCific must permeate each other, and this can only happen by 
means of divination . 

. 7. The idea of the work, by which the author's fundamental purpose 
': [Wille] reveals itself, can only be understood in terms of t~tr' 'C;;onvergence of 
. the basic material and its peculiarity of his developments. 

The ·basic material by itself stipulates no set manner of execution. As a 
rule it is. easy enough to determine, even if it is not exactly specified; but for 
all that, one can be mistaken. One finds the purpose of the work most pre
cisely in its peculiar or characteristic development of its material. Often the 
characteristic motif has only a limited influence on certain sections .of a 
work, but nonetheless shapes the character of the work by its influence on 
others. The irtterpretive knack is to somehow intuit the meaning while.:Peing 
cautiously aware of how the intuition in some ways predetermines the pro
cess of validating it. 

1819, 1828 1959, 1974 



626 

--: 
GEORG WILHELM FRIEDRICH HEGEL 

1770-1831 

IMMANUEL KANT (1724-1804) and G: w. F. HEGEL are the ARISTOTLE and PLATO ~f 
modern Continental philosophy, the two dominant figures from whom everything el~'e 
seemS to flow. Hegel is a great synthesizer, a system builder who bequeaths to modern 
thought the conviction that an individual entity's meaniiig rests not 'in itself but in 
the relationship of that thing to other things within an all-encompassing, 'ever
changing whole. Where the part is sit_ted is' crucial. All 'modern criticism that 
stresses the historical and social context of utterances or intertextual connections is 
Hegelian to some degree. ,', ;', , 

Hegel was the son of a ~inor court official in,the duchy ofWUrttembu,rg, in,what 
is now Germany. He st1,ldied theology at the University 'of TUbing en, where he ,became 
friends with the poet Friedrich H6lderlin and the philosopher Friedrich von Schelling. 
Mter graduating in 1793, Hegel worked as a private tutor until he began teaching at 
the University of Jena in 1801, the year he published his first book. In 1807 'he 
published Phenomenology of Spirit, the first version of his grand philosophical vision 
and one of the great philosophical masterpieces of all time. A sexual scandal (he had 
a child with his landlord's wife) forced Hegel to leave Jena in 1807, and he would 
not teach ina university again until 1816. He reached the height of his fame andinflu
ence with his lectures at the University of Berlin, which he delivered regularly from 
1818 until his death. Many of these series were published either by Hegel himself or 
from the notes taken by his students, as was Lectures on Fine Art (1835-38). 

Hegel is usually associated with the dialectic, which entails the confrontation of 
any thesis with its opposite (antithesis), and the resultant synthesis of the two through 
a process of "overcoming" (aufgehoben in German). We might call the dialectic the 
motor of the Hegelian system; stressing movement and change over stasis. This sys
tem, which places individual elements in relation' to one another, is in constant 
motion. Meaning and truth are riever fixed because they are always in process: The 
world possesses not determinate being but only momentary'resting places on the 
stages of becoming. Hegel does believe that there will be stasis and perfection at the 
end of history, and at times he appears to believe that his philosophy is that,end, the 
moment when consciousness fully understands its own nature-its essential unity 
with all that exists. Spirit (Geist) is the name Hegel most often uses to designate this 
fundamental unity, and the goal of philosophy is to gain the ~'~bsolute knowledge" 
that would consist of Spirit recognizing the world 'as its own ema'na:tio~. The changes 
of history, its dialectical path, would then come to,ari' end. The dream of such com
pletion has proven extraordinarily alluring yet often dangerous. Shorn of that dream; 
Hegel's philosophy gives us a dynamic world of interrelationships in which the various 
elements contend with one another through dialectical struggle. Hegel's most famous 
disciple, KARL MARX, adopts both the vision of struggle and the dream of an end to 
strife. But Hegelian themes also echo, in a different key, throughout the work of 
poststructuralists such as MICHEL FOUCAULT and JULIA KRISTEVA. 

Our first selection presents the most famous instance of dialectical confrontation 
in Hegel, the so-called Master-Slave ("lord" and "bondsman" in our translation) dia
lectic. Although dense and abstract, this section of Phenomenology of Spirit has been 
very influential, especially in France, where, by way of Alexandre Koj~ve's celebrated 
Introduction to the Reading of Hegel (1947), It shaped the thought of JEAN-PAUL 
SARTRE, SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR, JACQUES LACAN, and JACQUES DERRIDA, among others. 
The question Hegel asks is this: how does a human being come to consciousness of 
itself as a self (a consciousness that animals lack)? Hegel assumes that humans are 
not born with the sense "I am John Smith, and this is what 1 believe and am like." 
How then do we acquire self-consciousness? Only in meeting with something that is 
not the self, according to Hegel. Confrontation with my limits, with the not-self, 
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enables me to identify what is self, what belongs to me. The reality of this discovered 
self depends on two things: I must have the consciousness that I ani a self (which 
Hegel calls "being-for-self"), and my existence must be acknowledged or recognized 
by other human beings ("being-for-others"). In Hegel's words, "Self-consciousness 
exists in and for itself when, and by the fact that, it so exists for another; that is, it 
exists only in being acknowledged." 

Most interpreters have seen Hegel as demonstrating that ·selfhood is a social fact. 
The child develops a sense of self largely because .others treat it as a self-and the 
self will be socially constructed in different ways, depending on how it is treated. 
Selves are not born but made, in a dialectical social process of interrelationships 
among selves. This ongoing process proceeds through "moments" that Hegel then 
identi6es as stages on the way toward full self-consciousness. Just as the self develops 
consciousness over time, so the human species as a whole passes through moments 
in history on the path to absolute knowledge. Phenomenology of Spirit traces this 
movement of humans through time to the culminating moment of the full self
consciousness of Spirit. 

In the Master-Slave dialectic, the counterposed lIelves who are coming to con
sciousness have so much at stake that their relationships are a constant source of 
IItrife, "such that they prove themselves and each other through a life-and-death strug
gle." Selves do not take their fundamental dependence on others kindly. Here power 
enters the discussion, as Hegel imagines that each individual would prefer to guar
antee continued recognition from the other, while not extending that recognition in 
turn. Such imbalance, taken to its extreme, is 6gured by Hegel as the relationship 
bctween a master and a slave, which is established in a battle that ends when the 
Slave grants recognition and service to the Master in return for continued life. (Both 
the Master and Slave stakc their life in the battle, but the loser becomes a slave by 
choosing a life of servitude over death at the hand of the victor.) 

The Master, however, 6nds victory hollow. Recognition, like love, has value only 
when it is freely given, when it comes from someone who Is like me in status. If the 
other acknowledges my existence only because forced to do so, how can that calm 
my lurking doubt about who I am? (Hegel not only anticipates the processes of self
formation described by SIGMUND FREUD but also describes the existential anxiety that 
haunts any attachment to "identity.") The Master's access to his own selfhood is 
mediated through his relationship to the Slave; and since that Slave is "not an inde
pendent consciousness, but a dependent one," the Master "is, therefore, not certain 
of being-Jor-self as the truth of himself." By obliterating the Slave's independence, the 
Master has removed the very "other" that must be encountered to achieve selfhood. 

Meanwhile, the Slave moves from the "dread ••• it has experienced" in the f8.Cl,- of 
"death, the absolute Lord [or MasterJ" to a fairly satisfactory self-consciousness 
achieved through work. (The Hegelian description of labor as redeeming greatly influ
enced Marx.) The Slave gains a sense of self because his labor has an effect on a 
material world of resistant objects. The Master has lost contact with the non-self 
(except with the Slave) because he has left all physical interaction with the world to 
the Slave. This ironic reversal of the Master-Slave relationship points toward the 
reciprocity of dependence that Hegel sees as characterizing .human relationships: 
"They recognize themselves as mutually recognizing one another." Only if I am willing 
to acknowledge that the other is also a self, who has a need and a right to be a being
for-self, can I satisfactorily establish my own selfhood. 

This account provides a memorable and persuasive model for understanding the 
complex dynamics of intersubjective relationships. Selfhood is a social product that 
individuals crave; identity has to be constructed through contentious interaction with 
and relation to others; this process makes us dependent on others, and thus inclined 
Lo resent and fear them; and such dependence involves forms of psychological and 
social power that are distinct from physical force or the power afforded by superior 
wealth. Whenever modern literary theorists and critics have been interested in ques
tions of identity and of the self's confrontation with the other (however understood), 
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Hegel's famous account of the Master-Slave dialedic has hover~d in the background. 
Our second selection consists of excerpts from the introduction to Lectures on Fine 

Art-Hegel's contribution to philosophical aesthetics, the Aeld that seeks to define 
the aims of the arts, the features of art objects, the activity of artists, and the effects 
of the arts mi audiences. Aesthetics dates from the 17505, but Hegel clearly echoes 
Plato on the arts. For Hegel, the fundamental goal of humanity is to comi! to .full 
consciousness of the Idea (or Spirit); and philosophy is the golden road to that goal. 
Yet, unlike Plato, he wants to praise art,hot condemn it. Because Hegel accepts the 
superiority of spirit over matter" truth over appearance, universal over particular, 
intellectual over sensual, and logic over feeling, he must argue that art, understood 
correctly, is not merely a sensuous, material, singular thing; instead, it contributes to 
human understanding of the Idea. 

Hegel takes the line of argument suggested by his model of thinking. Just as the 
self in the, Master-Slave' dialectic can come to self-consciousness only through 
encountering an other, so thittking needs to encounter an object.' The Spirit or Idea 
dwells within, humans, but as "a thinking consciousness" a person "draws out of 
himself and puts before himself what. ' .. is." After art has given Spirit a concrete form, 
it can be apptehended. This account makes art part of the philosophical project of 
coming to full consciousness-and provides Hegel with firm answers to a number of 
problems that bedevil aesthetics. 

In the first part of our selection, Hegel reviews previous notions of the arts, steering 
a'middle path between accounts that emphasize rules and those that rely on:pure 
inspiration. More important, Hegel asserts the superiority of hurnatt-made artistic 
objects'to God-made natural ones by appealing to their spiritual purpose. Spirit dwells 
in nature as well as in humans, but only,humans are conscious of reachin8'an' aware" 
ness of spirit. A man needs art' "to lift the inner and outer world into his spiritual 
consciousness as an object in which he'tecognizes agaitt his own 'self!' 'In Hegel's 
quasi-religious philosophy, human life reaches its highest form when 'we.recognize 
that the spirit of the creator permeates all of the created world, including ourselves. 
To discover this true self, to align ourselves with spirit, is to attain "free rationality;" 

True to his historicist convictions, in the second part of our selection Hegel pres
ents the movement ~o full self-consciousn'!ss as occurring in stages. Symbolic, :clas
sical, and romantic art form a dialectical triad. Symbolic art, tied to "perceived natural 
objects," attempts but fails to attach a spiritual Significance to those objects. This 
failure has its uses, since at least "the foreignness of the Idea to natural phenomena" 
is made manifest. The gap here between the ttatural and the spiritual is, Hegel tells 
us, "sublime," a striking revision' of a category invoked in antiqUity by LONGINUS and 
itt the eighteenth century by JOSEPH ADDISON, EDMUND. BURKE, and Kant. 

The failure of primitive symbolic art, associated with the ancient Near,East, gen
erates its antithesis, classical art; and what Hegel sees as the higher, Western tradition 
begins. By focusing on "the human form/' the Greeks gave the Idea an adequate 
material embodiment. Since humans are a potent example of the union of spirit and 
body, Hegel finds ingenious the classical solution to the problem of "bring(ing) the 
spiritual before our eyes in a sensuous mantter." But it too has a defect-the opposite 
of that of symbolic art, which could not give the Idea a local habitation and name. 
Classical art fails because it "determine(s)" spirit "as particular and human," thus 
obSCUring its "absolute and eternal" essence. 

This "defect ... demands a transition to a higher form," the romantic. The threat 
of classical art lies in its sensUousness. Romantic art, even 'as it utilizes sensuous 
forms, must mqve both artist and audience (by irony and sublimity) toward "the 
inwardness of self-consciousness," toward the indwelling spirit. As a synthesis and over
coming of symbolic and classical art, romantic art dissociates the idea from the sen
suous form (as does symbolic art) even as it presents the sensuous form (as does 
classical art). Romantic art stages the "inadequacy" of the material embodiment so 
that "the Idea ... appear(s) perfected in itself as spirit and heart." 

Thus Hegel is a champion of Romantic art. In the move from sensuous form to 
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inwardness, he places the expression of "subjective inner depth" and "reflective emo
tlon"at the center of the artistic enterprise. This notion of art as expression is the 
cornerstone 'of Romantic aesthetics-wIl .. LlAM WORDSWORTH, PERCY BYSSHE SHEL
LEY; and RALPH' WALDO EMERSON are among the nineteenth-century writers who 
espouse-some version of an expressivist aesthetic-'and it continues to dominate pop
ular understandings of art, especially poetry. But Hegel's historicism also suggests a 
broader expressivist underStanding of art, hi which the artwork is viewed as an expres
sion of an era; zeitgeist, culture, ot nation 'rather than of the artist's self. In both 
cases, artistic'representation is tied not to SOme visible thing Imitated by the artist 
but to some· invisible ideas, emotions, attitudes, values, or spirit. 

While'riiuch contemporary critical practice, knowingly or not, is Hegelian, post
modern theory has self-consciously struggled (sometimes desperately) to slough off 
Hegelian habits. The great problem is Hegel's will to totality, the movement of his 
philosophy, through dialectical overcoming and synthesis, to include everything. Post
,modem theorists resist this philosophical imperialism, this "totalizing impulse," insist
ing that inclusion through the dialectic always' comes at ,the price of overcomlngwhat 
is most singular and different in the incorporated other. The problem with subsuming 
everything into a totalizing system is the er!isure of difference. Hence, in our selection 
Hegel makes art safe for philosophy by dowoplaying or explaining away everything 
that makes art different from and even antithetical to thinking. 

By highlighting the different and the singular, postmodernists question Hegel's 
placing of everything into a relational, systematic whole. But since postmodern theory 
does accept that meaning is the product of systematic" though differential, relations, 
Hegel has been hard to negate. Because he can be neither banished nor embraced, 
Hegel remains a Agure to whom much contemporary theory obsessively returns. 
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From. PhenOineho~(jgy of Sl'itftl . 

. [The Master-Slave Dialectic] 

178. Self-consciousness exists in and for itself when, and by the fact that, 
it so exists for another; that is, it existsorily in being acknowledged [als ein 
Anerkanntes). The Notion of this its unity in its, duplication embrace!! m$ny 
and varied meanings; Its moments, then, must on the Qne hand be ,held 
strictly apart, and on the other hand must in this differentiation at the same 
time also be taken and known as· not distinCt,· 'or in theit 'opposite signifi~ 
cance. The twofold sigitificance 'Of ' the distinct moments has in'thchiature 
of self-consciousness to. be infiiiiter or directlY' the opposite of the i:let~rrni~ 
riateness in which it is posited. The detailed exposition of the Nadon of this 
spiritual unity'in it's d~pJtcatiori 'Will present· us· With the 'proc~~s· of RecC?g
nition [Anerkennen]. '. ' ... . ., ,:. ,'... . 

179. Self-consciousness.is faced by another self~f;:on~ciousness;· it :has 
come out of itself. This has a twofold significance: first, it has lost itself, for 
it finds itself as an other being; secondly,· in doing so it has superseded the 
other, for it ,does not see the other as an' essentiaI..being, but in the other 
sees its own self. ; /, 

180. It' must supersede this otherness 'of itself. This is the supersession 
of the first: ,ambiguitYt and is therefore itself a second ambigUity. first,' it 
must proceed to supersede the otheriridependent being in order thereby to 
become certain of itself as the essentialpeing; secondly, in so doihg it· pro
ceeds to supersede its oWn self, 'for this other IS itself.:: ": 

181. This ambiguous superse~sion of itIF ambiguous otherness il!equally 
an ambiguous return into itself. for first, through thesuperses~ion, it receives 
back its own self, because, by, superseding its otherness, it again' becomes 
equal to itself; but secondly, it equally gives the other self-consciousness 

I. Translated by A. V, Miller, who sometimes retains the· original Gennan or adds clarifying word. or 
phrases In brackets and has added the .paragraph numbers. . 
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back again to itself, for it saw itself in the other, but supersedes this being 
of itself in the other and thus lets the other again go free. 

182. Now, this movement of self-consciousness in relation to another 
self-consciousness has in this way been represented as the action of one self
consciousness, but this action of the one has itself the double significance 
of being both its own action and the action of the other as well. For the other 
is equally independent and self-contained, ·and there is nothing in it of which 
it is not itself the origin. The first does not have the object before it merely 
as it exists primarily for desire, but as something that has an independent 
existence of its own, which, therefore, it cannot utilize for its own purposes, 
if that object does not of its own accord do what the first does to it. Thus 
the movement is simply the double movement of the two self-conscious
nesses. Each sees the other do the same as it does; each does itself what it 
demands of the other, and therefore also does what it does only in so far as 
the other does the same. Action by one side only would be useless because 
what is to happen can only be brought about by both. 

183. Thus the action has a double significance not only because it is 
directed against itself as well as against the other, but also because it is 
indivisibly the action of one as well as of the other. 

184. In this movement we see repeated the process which presented itself 
as the play of Forces, but repeated now in consciousness. What in that pro
cess was for us, is true here of the extremes themselves. The middle term is 
self-consciousness which splits into the extremes;' and each . extreme is this 
exchanging of its own determinateness and an absolute transition into the 
opposite. Although, as consciousness, it does indeed,come out of itself, yet, 
though out of itself, it is at the same time kept back within itself, is for itself, 
and the self outside it, is for it. It is aware that it at once is, and is not, 
another consciousness, and equally that this other is for itself only when it 
supersedes itself as being for itself, and is for itself only in the being-for-self 
of the other. Each is for the other the middle term, through which each 
mediates itself with itself and unites· with itself; and each is for itself, and 
for the other, an immediate being to its own account, which at the ,same 
time is such only through this mediation. 2 They recognize themselves as 
-mutually recognizing one another. 

185. We have now to see how the process of this pure Notion of-Qecog
nition, of the duplicating of self-consciousness in its oneness, appears to 
self-consciousness. At first, it will exhibit the side of the inequality of the 
two, or the splitting-up of the middle term into the extremes which, as 
extremes, are opposed to one another, one being only recognized, the other 
only recognizing. 

186. Self-consciousness is, to begin with, simple being-for-self, self-equal 
through the exclusion from itself of everything else. For it, its essence and 
absolute object is '1'; and in this immediacy, or in this: [mere] being, of its 
being-for-self, it is an individual. What is 'other'· for it is. an unessential, 
negatively characterized object. But the 'other' is also a self-consciousness; 
one individual is confronted by another individual. Appearing thus imme
diately on the scene, they are for one another like ordinary objects, indepen
dent shapes, individuals submerged in the being [or immediacy] of Life-for 
the object in its immediacy is here determined as Life. They are, for each 

2. That is, tbe encounter with the other is necessary for self-consciousness. 
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other, shapes of consciousness which have not yet accomplished the move
ment of absolute abstraction, of rooting-out all.immediate 'being, and of 
being merely the purely negative being of self-identical c6nsciousness; in 
other words, they have not as yet exposed themselves to each other in 'the 
form of pure being-for~self, or as self-consciousness. Each is indeed certain 
of its own self, but not of the othert and therefore its own self-certainty still 
has no truth. For it would have truth only if its own being"for-self had con
fronted it as an independent object, or, what is' the same thing, if the object 
had presented itself as this pure self-certainty. But according to the Notion 
of recognition this is possible only when each is for the other what the other 
is for it, only when each in 'its own self through its own action, ·andagain 
through the action of the other, achieves this pure abstraction of being-for
self .. ' 

187. The presentation of itself, however, as the'pure a_bstraction of self
consciousness consists in showing itself as the pure negation of its objective 
mode, or in showing that it is not attached to any specific existence, not to 
the individuality common to eXistence as such, that it is not attached. to life. 
This presentation is a twofold action: action on the part'of the other, and 
action on its own part. In so far as it is the action of the other, each seeks 
the death of the other. But in doing so; the second kind of action, action on 
its own part', is also involved; for the former involves' the staking of its own 
life. Thus the relation of the two self-conscious individuals'is such that they 
prove themselves and each other through a life-and-death struggle. They 
must engage in this struggle, for they must raise their certainty of beingjOr 
themSelves to truth; both in the case of the other :and in their own case. And 
it is only through staking 'one's life that freedom is won; only thus is it p~oved 
that for self-consciousness, 'its· essential being is not Uust] befng, not the 
immediate form in which it appears, not its submergence 'in the expanse of 
life, but rather that there is nothing present iri:it whtch:·could not be regarded 
as a vanishing moment, that it -is only pure :being-for~self. The individual who 
has riot risked his . life may well be recognized as a perSOn, but he has not 
attained to the truth·of this recognition as an Independent· self
consciousness. Similarly, just as each IItakes his own life; to eathmust seek 
the other's death, for it values the other no morE! than itself; its essential 
being is present to it in the form of an 'other', it is outside of itself and must 
rid itself of its self-externality. The other is an immediaU!consciousness 
entangled in a variety of relationships, and it must regard . its otherness as a 
pure being-for"self or as an absolute negation. 

188. This trial by death, however, does away with the truth which was 
supposed to issue from it, and so, too, with the certainty of self generally. 
For just as life is the natural setting of consciousness, independehc~ without 
absolute negativity, so death is,the natural negation of consciousness, nega" 
tionwithout independence, 'whi.ch thus remains without the requiredsignif
icance of recognition. Death certainly shows that each staked· his life and 
held it of no account, both in himself and in the other; but that is not for 
those who survived this struggle. They put an end to their consciousness in 
its alien setting of natural existence; that is to say, they put an end to them
selves, and are done away with as extremes wanting.to be for themselves, or 
to' have an existence of their own. But with this there vanishes from. their 
interplay the essential moment of splitting into extremes with opposite char-
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acteristics; and the middle term collapses into a lifeless unity which is split 
into lifeless, merely immediate, unopposed extremes; and the two do not 
reciprocally give and receive one another'back from each other consCiously, 
but leave each other free only indifferently, like things. Their act is an 
abstract negation, not the negation coming from consciousness,. which 
supersedes in such a way as to preserve and maintain what is superseded, 
and consequently survives its own supersession. 3 

189. In this experience, self-consciousness learns that life is as essential 
to it as pure self-consciousness. In immediate self-consciousness the simple 
'I' is the absolute object which, however, for us or in itself is absolute medi
ation, and has as its essential moment lasting independence. The dissolution 
of thai simple unity is the result of the first experience; through this there is 
posited a pure self-consciousness, and a consciousness which is not purely 
for itself but for another, i.e. is a merely immediate consciousness, or con
sciousness in the form of thinghood. Both moments are essential. Since to 
begin with they are unequal and opposed, and their reflection into a unity 
has not yet been achieved, they exist as two opposed shapes of consciousness; 
one is the independent consciousness whose essential nature is to be for 
itself, the other is the dependent consciousness, whose essential nature is 
simply to live or to be for another. The former is lord [Herr], the other is 
bondsman [Knecht]. 4 

190. The lord is the consciousness that exists Jor itself, hut no longer 
merely the Notion of such a consciousness. Rather, it is a consciousness 
existing fot itself which is mediated with itself through another conscious
ness, i.e, through a consciousness whose nature it is to be bound up with an 
eXistence that is independent, or thinghood in general. The lord puts himself 
into relation with both of these moments, to a thing as such, the object of 
desire, and to the consciousness for which thinghood is the essential char
acteristic. And since he is (a) qua the Notion of self-consciousness an imme
diate relation of being-Jor-self, but (b) is now at the slime time mediation, or 
a being-for-self which is for itself only through another, he is related (a) 
immediately to both, and (b) mediately to each through the other. The lord 
relates hiIrt8tlf mediately to the bondsman through a being [a thing] that is 
independeht, fdr it is just this which holds the bondsman in bondage; it is 
his chain from which he could not break free in the struggle, thuqFoving 
himself to be dependent, to possess his independence in thinghood. But the 
lord is the power over this thing, for he proved in the struggle that it is 
something merely negative; since he is the power over this thing and this 
again is the power over the other [the bondsman], it follows that he holds 
the other in subjection. Equally, the lord relates himself mediately to the 
thing through the bondsman; the bondsman, qua self-consciousness in gen
eral, also relates himself negatively to the thing, and takes away its indepen
dence; but at the same time the thing is independent vis-a-vis the bondsman, 
whose negating of it, therefore, cannot go to the length of being altogether 
done with it to the point of annihilation; in other words, he only works on it. 
For the lord, on the other hand, the immediate relation becomes through 
this mediation the sheer negation of the thing, or the enjoyment of it. What 

3. 'ntIs de.crl~tlon of "the negation coming from 
consciousness encapsulates the dialectic. 

4. Herr and Knecht have often been translated 
"Master" and "Slave." 
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desire failed to achieve, he succeeds.in doing" viz. to h-ave. done with . the 
thing altogether; and to achieve satisfaction ·in' the enjoyment of it. 'Desire 
failed to do this because of the thing's independence; but the: lord'; who has 
interposed the bondsman between ·it and himself, takes· to himself only the 
dependent aspect of the thing and has the pure enjoyment of it. The aspect 
6f its independence he leaves to the bondsman, who works.on it. 

191. In both of these moments the lord achieves his recognition through 
another. consciousness; for· in them, that. other consciousness is expressly 
something unessential; both by its working on the thing, and by its depend
ence on a specific existence. In neither case can it be lord over the being of 
the thing and achieve absolute negation of it. Here, therefore, is ,present this 
moment of recognition, .viz. that the other cbnsciousne~s sets aside its oWn 
being-for-self, and in so doing itself does what the first does to it. Similarly, 
the other moment too is present, that this action of the second is' the first's 
own action; for what thebondsman·does is really the action of the· lord. The 
latter's essential nature is to exist only for himself; he is the sheer negative 
power for whom the thing is nothing. Thus he is the pure, essential·action 
in this relationship, while the action of the bondsman is impure and unes
sential. But for recognition proper' the moment. is lacking, that what the lord 
does to the other he also does to himself; and .what the bondsnian'do~sto 
himself he should also do to the other. The outcome is a recognition that is 
one-sided and unequal. 

192. In this recognition the unessential consciousness :is for the lord the 
object, which constitutes the truth of his certainty of himself. But it- is clear 
that this object does not correspond to its Notion, but rathe~,that the object 
in which the lord has achieved his.lordship has in reality.tumed out to be 
something quite different from an independent consciousness. What now 
really confronts him is. not an independent. consciousness, .but a dependent 
one. He is, therefore, not certain of being-Jor-self as. the truth ,of himself. On 
the contrary, his truth is in reality t.he unessential consciousnesS·.and its 
unessential action.· ., 

,193. The truth' of the independent consciousness is accordingly the servile 
consciousness of the bondsman. This, it.is true, appears oat first outside of 
itself and not as the truth of self-consciousness. But just asJordship showed 
that its essential nature is the reverse of what it wants .to .be~ so too servitude 
in its consummation will really turn into the opposite. of what it immediately 
is; as a consciousness forced back into itself, it will withdraw into itself and 
be transformed into a truly independent consciousness. 

194. We have seen what servitude is only in relation to lordship. But it is 
a self-consciousness, and we have now to consider what as such.it is in and 
for itself. To begin with, servitude has the lord for its essential reality; hence 
the truth for it is the independent consciousness that it isfor itself. However, 
servitude is not yet aware that this truth 'is :implicit in it.· But.it does in fact 
contain within itself this truth of pure negativity and being-fot-self, for it has 
experienced this its dwn essential nature. For, this consciousness has been 
fearful, not of this or that particular thing or just at odd moments, but its 
whole being has been seized with. dread; for it has experienced the fear of 
death, the absolute Lord. In that experience it has been quite unmanned, 
has trembled in every fibre of its being, and everything solid ~nd stable has 
been shaken to its foundations. But this pure universal movem'ent, theabso
lute melting-away of everything stable, is the simple, essential nature of self-
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consciousness, absolute negativity, pure being-Jor-self, which consequently 
is i_plicit in this consciousness. This moment of pure being-for-self is also 
explicit for the bondsman, for in the lord it exists for him as his object. 
Furthermore, his consciousness is not this dissolution of everything stable 
merely in principle; in his service he actually brings this about. Through his 
service he rids himself of his attachment to natural existence in every single 
detail; and gets rid of it by working on it. 

195. However, the feeling of absolute power both in general, and in the 
particular form of service, is only implicitly this dissolution, and although 
the fear of the lord is indeed the beginning of wisdom, consciousness is not 
therein aware that it is a being-for-self. Through work, however, the bonds
man becomes conscious of what he truly is. In the moment which corre
sponds to desire in the lord's consciousness, it did seem that the aspect of 
unessential relation to the thing fell to the lot of the bondsman, since in that 
relation the thing retained its independence. Desire has reserved to itself the 
pure negating of the object and thereby its unalloyed feeling of self. But that 
is the reason why this satisfaction is itself only a fleeting one, for it lacks the 
side of objectivity and permanence. Work, on the other hand, is desire held 
in check, fleetingness staved off; in other words, work forms and shapes the 
thing. The negative relation to the object becomes its form and something 
permanent, because it is precisely for the worker that the object has inde
pendence. This negative middle term or the formative activity is at the same 
time the individuality or pure being-for-self of consciousness which now, in 
the work outside of it, acquires an element of permanence. 5 It is in this way, 
therefore, that consciousness, qua worker, comes to see in the independent 
being [of the object] its own independence. 

196. But the formative activity has not only this positive significance that 
in it the pure being-for-self of the servile consciousness acquires an exis
tence; it also has negative significance with respect to its first moment,fear. 
For, in fashioning the thing, the bondsman's own negativity, his being-for
self, becomes an object for him only through his setting at nought the existing 
shape confronting him. But this objective negative moment is none other 
than the alien being before which it has trembled: Now, however, he destroys 
this alien negative moment, posits himself as a negative in the permanent 
order of things, and thereby becomes for himself, someone existing _his 
own account. In the lord, the being-for-self is an 'other' for the bondsman, 
or is only Jor him [i.e. is not his own]; in fear, the being-for-self is present in 
the bondsman himself; in fashioning the thing, he becomes aware that being
for-self belongs to hi_, that he himself eXists essentially and actually in his 
own right. The shape does not become something other than himself through 
being made external to him; for it is precisely this shape that is his pure 
being-for-self, which in this externality is seen by him to be the truth. 
Through this rediscovery of himself by himself, the bondsman realizes that 
it is precisely in his work wherein he seemed,to have only an alienated exis
tence that he acquires a mind of his own. For this reflection, the two 
moments of fear and service as such, as also tha~ of formative activity, are 
necessary, both being at the same time in a unhrersttl mode. Without the 
discipline of service and obedience, fear remains at'the formal stage, and 

;, War" a. "formative activity," according to Hegel, create. a .table object that come. to signify a •• mllar 
slnbillty for the consclou.ness Ihat shapes that object, 
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does not extend to the known real world of existence. Without the formative 
activity; fear remains inward and mute, and consciousness does not become 
explicitly for itself. If consciousness fashions the thing without that initial 
absolute fear, it is only an empty self-centered attitude; for its form or neg
ativity is not negativity per se, and therefore its formative activity cannot give 
it a consciousness of itself as essential being; If it has not experienced abso
lute fear but only some lesser dread, the negative being has remained for it 
something external, its substance has not been infected by it through and 
through. Since the entire contents of its natural consciousness have not been 
jeopardized, determinate being still in principle attaches to it; having a 'mind 
of one's own'is self-will, a freedom which is still enmeshed in servitude. Just 
as little as the pure form can become essential' being for it, just as little is 
that form, regarded as extended to the particular, a universal formative activ
ity, an absolute Notion; rather it is a skill which is master over some things, 
but not over the universal power and the whole of objective being. 

From Lectures on Fine Art) 

From Introduction 

.. .. .. 
,THE WORK OF ART AS A PRODUCT OF HUMAN' ACTIVI'IY 

1807 

(a) As for the first point, that a work of art is a product~f humal1'activity, 
this view has given rise to _th~ thought that this ad.ivity, bei~g the conscious 
production of an external 9bje~t, can also ,b~ kno1;V# a~d expoun~ed, and 
learnt and pursued by others. For what one, 'man mak,es,_ a!1othe,r, i~ may 
seem, could make or imitate too,. if only ,he weref\rst acquainted with the 
manner of proceeding; so that, granted universal acquaintance With the rules 
of artistic produCtion, it w{)uld, only be a matter 'of everyone's pleasure to 
carry out the procedure in the same manner and ,produce works of art. It is 
in this way that the rule-providing theories, mentioned above, With their 
prescriptions calculated for practical application, have arisen; But what can 
be carried out on such directions can only' be something formally regular 
and mechanical. For the mechanical alone is of so external a kind that only 
a purely empty exercise of will and dexterity is required, for receiving it into 
our ideas and activating it; this exercise does not require tobe supplemented 
by anything concrete, or by anything not prescribed in universal rules. This 
comes out most vividly when such prescriptions do riot limit themselves to 
the purely external and mechanical; but extend to, the, significant and spiri
tual activity of the artist. In this sphere the rules contain ,only vague gener
alities, for examplet\tat 'the theme sQould be interesting, every character 
should speak according to his standing, age, sex, and situation'. But if rules 
are to satisfy here, then their prescriptions should have been drawn up at 
the same time with such precision that they could be observed just as they 

I. Translated by T. M. Knox, whCl sometimes adds explanatory words or phrases In brackets. 
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are expressed, without any further spiritual activity of the artist's. Being 
abstract in content, however, such rules reveal themselves, in their pretence 
of adequacy to fill the consciousness-of the artist, as wholly inadequate, since 
artistic production is not a formal actIvity in accordance with given specifi
cations. On the contrary, as spiritual activity it is bound to work from its own 
resources and bring before the mind's eye a quite other and richer content 
and more comprehensive individual creations [than formulae can provide]. 
Therefore, in so far as such rules do actually contain something specific·and 
therefore of practical utility, they may apply in case of need, but still can 
afford no more than specifications for purely external circumstances. 

(b) Thus, as it turns out, the tendency just indicated has been altogether 
abandoned, and instead of it the opposite one has been adopted to the same 
extent. For the work of art was no longer regarded as a product of general 
human activity, but as a work of an entirely specially gifted spirit which now, 
however, is supposed to give free play simply and only to its own particular 
gift, as if to a specific natural force; it is tf,) cut itself altogether loose from 
attention to universally valid laws and from a conscious reflection interfering 
with its own instinctive-like productive activity. Indeed it is supposed to be 
protected from such reflection, since' its productions could only be contam
inated and spoiled by such awareness. From this 'point of view the work of 
art has been claimed as a product of talent and genius, and the natural ele
ment in talent and genius has been especially emphasized. In a way; rightly, 
since talent' is specific and genius universal capability, which man has not 
the power to give to himself purely and simply through' his own. self-conscious 
activity. On this topic we shall speak at greater length later. 

Here we have only to mention the false aspedt of this view, namely that 
in artistic production all consciousness of the artist's own activity is regarded 
as not merely' superfluous but even deleterious. In that case production by 
talent and genius appears as only a state and, in. particular, a state of inspi
ration.To such a state, it is sard, genius is excited in part by an object, and 
in part can transpose itself into it by its own caprice; a protess in which, 
after flll, the good services of the champagne bottle are not forgotten. In 
Germany this notion became prominent ·at the time of the so-called Period 
of Genius which was introduced by Goethe's first poetical productions and 
then sustained by SchiIler's.2 In their earliest works these poets began~resh, 
setting aside all the rules then . fabricated; they worked deliberately against 
these rules and thereby surpassed all other writers. However, I will not go 
further into the confusions which have been prevalent about the concept of 
inspiration arid genius, and which prevail even today about the omnicom
petence of inspiration as such. All that is essential is to state the view that, 
even if the talent and genius of the artist has in it a natural element, yet this 
element essentially requires development by thought, reflection on the mode 
of its productivity, and practice and skill in producing. For, apart from any
thing else, a main feature of artistic production is external workmanship, 
since the work of art has a purely technical side which extends into handi
craft; especially in architecture and sculpture, less so in painting and music, 
least:.of all in poetry. Skill in technique is not helped by any inspiration, but 

2. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (l749-1832) and FRIEI)RICH VON SCHILLER (1759-1805) were the two 
most important poets of the Romantic period in Germany. 
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only by reflection, industry, and practice. But such skill the artist is com
pelled to have in order to master his external material and not be thwarted 
by its intractability. 

Now further, the higher the standing of the artist, the more· profoundly 
should he display the depths of the ·heart arid the spirit; these are not known 
directly but are to be fathomed only by the direction of the artist's own spirit 
on the inner and outer world. So, once again, it is study whereby the, artist 
brings this content into his consciousness and wins the stuff and content of 
his conceptions. 

.. .. .. 
(c) A third view concerning the idea of the work of art as a product.of 

human activity refers to the placing of the work of art in relation to the 
external phenomena of nature .. Here the ordinary way of looking at things 
took easily to the notion that the human art-product ranked below the prod
uct of nature; for the work of art has no feeling in itself and is not through 
and through enlivened, but, regarded as an external object, is dead; but we 
are accustomed to value the living higher than the dead. That the work of 
art has no life and movement in itself is readily granted. What is alive in 
nature is, within and without, an organism purposefully elaborated into all 
its tiniest parts, while.the work of art attains the appearance of life only on 
its surface; inside it is ordinary stone, or wood and.canvas, or, as in poetry, 
an idea expressed in sp.eech and letters. But this aspect-external existence
is not what makes a work into a product of fine art; a work of art is such only 
because, originating from the spirit, it now belongs to the territory of the 
spirit; it has received the baptism of the spiritual and· sets forth only.what 
has been formed in harmony with the spirit. Human interest, the .spiritual 
value possessed by an event, an individual character. an action in its com
plexity and outcome, is grasped in the work of art .and blazoned more purely 
and more transparently than is possible on the ground of other non-artistic 
things. Therefore the work of art stands higher than any natural. product 
which has not made this journey through the spirit. For example, owing to 
the feeling and insight whereby a landscape has been represented in a paint
ing, this work of the spirit acquires a higher rank than the mere natural 
landscape. For everything spiritual is better than any product of nature. 
Besides, no natural being is able, as art is, to present the. divine Ideal. 

Now on what the s'pirit draws from its own inner resources in works of art 
it confers permanence in their external existence too; on the other hand, the 
individual living thing in nature is transient; vanishing, changeable in out
ward appearance, while the work of art persists, even if it is not mere per
manence which constitutes its genuine pre-eminence over natural reality, 
but its having made spiritual inspiration conspicuous. 

But nevertheless this higher standing of the work of art is questioned by 
another idea commonly entertained. For nature and its products, it is said, 
are a work of God, created by his goo.dness and wisdom, whereas the art
product is a purely human work, made by human hands a~cording to human 
insight. In this contrast between natural production as a divine creation and 
human activity as something merely finite there lies directly the misunder
standing that God does not work in and through men at all, but restricts the 
sphere of his activity to nature alone. This false opinion must be completely 
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rejected if we are to penetrate to the true nature of art. Indeed, over against 
this view we must cling to the opposite one, namely that God is more hon
oured by what the spirit makes than by the productions and formations of 
nature. For not only is there something divine in man, but it is active in him 
in a form appropriate to the being of God in a totally different and higher 
manner than it is in nature. God is spirit, and in man alone does the medium, 
through which the Divine passes, have the form of conscious and actively 
self-productive spirit; but in nature this medium is the unconscious, the 
sensuous, and the external, which stands far below consciousness in worth. 
Now in art-production God is just as operative as he is in the phenomena of 
nature; but the Divine, as it discloses itself in the work of art, has been 
generated out of the spirit, and thus has won a suitable thoroughfare for its 
existence, whereas just being there in the unconscious sensuousness of 
nature is not a mode of appearance appropriate to the Divine. 

(d) Now granted that the work of art is made by man as the creation of 
his spirit, a final question arises, in order to derive a deeper result from the 
foregoing [discussion], namely, what is man's need to produce works of art? 
On the one hand, this production may be regarded as a mere play of chance 
and fancies which might just as well be left alone as pursued; for it might 
be held that there are other and even better means of achieving what art 
aims at and that man has still higher and more important interests than art 
has the ability to satisfy. On the other hand, however, art seems to proceed 
from a higher impulse and to satisfy higher needs,-at times the highest and 
absolute needs since it is bound up with the most universal views of life and 
the religious interests of whole epochs and peoples.-This question about 
the non-contingent but absolute need for art, we cannot yet answer com
pletely, because it is more concrete than an answer could turn out to be at 
this stage. Therefore we must content ourselves in the meantime with mak-
ing only the following points. . 

The universal and absolute need from which art (on its formal side) springs 
has its origin in the fact that man. is a thinking consciousness, i.e. that man 
draws out of himself and puts before himself what he is and whatever else is. 
Things in nature are only immediate and single, while man as spirit duplicates 
himself, in that (i) he is as things in nature are, but (ii) he is just as much 
for himself; he sees himself, represents himself to himself, thinks, 1'ifid only 
on the strength of this active placing himself before himself is he spirit. This 
consciousness of himself man acquires in a two-fold way: first, theoretically, 
in so far as inwardly he must bring himself into his own consciousness, along 
with whatever moves, stirs, and presses in ·the human breast; and in general 
he must see himself, represent himself to himself, fix before himself what 
thinking finds as his essence, and recognize himself alone alike in what is 
summoned out of himself and in what is accepted from without. Secondly, 
man brings himself before himself by practical activity, since he has the 
impulse, in whatever is directly given to him, in what is present to him exter
nally, to produce himself and therein equally to recognize himself. This aim 
he achieves by altering external things whereon he impresses the seal of his 
inner being and in which he now finds again his own characteristics. Man 
does this in order, as a free subject, to strip the external world of its inflexible 
foreignness and to enjoy in the shape of things only an external realization 
of himself. Even a child's first impulse involves this practical alteration of 
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external things; a boy throws stones into the river and, now marvels at the 
circles drawn in the water as an effect in which he gains an intuition of 
something that is his own doing.' This need runs through the ,most, diversi
form phenomena up'to that mode of self-production in external things which 
is present in the work of art. And it is not only with extemalthings that man 
proceeds in this way, but no less with, himself, with his own natural figure 
which he does not leave as he finds it but deliberately alters. This is the cause 
of all dressing up and adornment, even if it be barbaric, tasteless, completely 
disfiguring, or even pernicious like crushing the feet of Chinese ladies, or 
slitting the ears and lips. For it is only among civilized people that alteration 
of figure, behaviour, and every sort and mode of external expression proceeds 
from spiritual development. 

The universal need for art, that is to say, is man's rational need to lift,the 
inner and outer world into his spiritual consciousness as an object in which 
he recognizes again his own self. The nee'd for this spiritual .freedom he 
satisfies, on the one hand, within by making what is within him explicit to 
himself, but correspondingly by giving outward reality to this his explicit self, 
and thus in this duplication of himself by bringing what is in him into sight 
and knowledge for himself and others. This is th~ free rationality of man in 
which all acting and knowing, as well as art too, have their basis and nec
essary origin. 

.. ... ... 

DEVELOPMENT OF THE IDEAL INTO THE PARTICULAR FORMS, OF THE 
BEAUIY OF ART 

But because the Idea is in this way a concrete unity, this unity can'enterthe 
art-consciousness only through the unfolding and. then the reconciliation of 
the particularizations of the Idea,3 and, through this development, 'artistic 
beauty acquires a' totality of particular, stages and forms: There£bre~ after 
studying artistic beauty in itsE!lfand on its own account, we must' see how 
beauty as a whole decomposes into its particular determinations. This gives, 
as the second part of our study, the'doctrine of the forms of arlo These forms 
find their origin in the different ways of grasping the Idea as conterit~'whereby 
a difference in the configuration in which the Idea appears is conditioned. 
Thus the forms of art are nothing hut'the different relations of meilriirtg and 
shape, relations which proceed from the Idea itself and therefore provide the 
true basis for the division of this sphere. For division must alwayS be implicit 
in the concept, the particularization and division of which is in question. 

We have here to consider three relations of the Idea to its configuration. 
(a) First, art begins when the'Id.ea, still in its indeterminacy and obscurity, 

or in bad and untrue determinacy, is made the content of artistic shapes. 
Being indeterminate, it does not yet possess in itself that individuality which 
the Ideal demands; its abstraction and one-sidedness leave its shape extet
nally defe~tive and arbitrary. The first form of art is the~efore'rather a mere 
search for portrayal than a capacity for true presentation; the Idea has not 
found the form 'even in itself and therefore remains struggling and striving 

3. That I., the different historical forms of art. 
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after it. We may call this form, in general terms, the symbolic form of art. In 
it the abstract Idea has its shape outside itself in the natural sensuous mate
rial from which the process of shaping starts4 and with which, in its appear
ance, this process is linked. Perceived natural objects are, on the one hand, 
primarily left as they are, yet at the same time the substantial Idea is imposed 
on them as their meaning so that they now acquire a vocation to express it 
and so are to be interpreted as if the Idea itself were present in them. A 
corollary of this is the fact that natural objects have in them an aspect accord
ing to which they are capable of representing a universal meaning. But since 
a complete correspondence is not yet possible, this relation can concern only 
an abstract characteristic, as when, for example, in a lion strength is meant. 

On the other hand, the abstractness of this relation brings home to con
sciousness even so the foreignness of the Idea to natural phenomena, and 
the Idea, which has no other reality to express it, launches out in all these 
shapes, seeks itself in them in their unrest and extravagance, but yet does 
not find them adequate to itself. So now the Idea exaggerates natural shapes 
and the phenomena of reality itself into indefiniteness and extravagance; it 
staggers round in them, it bubbles and ferments in them, does violence to 
them, distorts and stretches them unnaturally, and tries to elevate their phe
nomenal appearance to the Idea by the diffuseness, immensity, and splen
dour of the formations employed. For the Idea is here still more or less 
indeterminate and unshapable, while the natural objects are thoroughly 
determinate in their shape. 

In the incompatibility of the two sides to one another, the relation of the 
Idea to the objective world therefore becomes a negative one, since the Idea, 
as something inward, is itself unsatisfied by such externality, and, as the 
inner universal substance thereof, it persists sublime above all this multi
plicity of shapes which do not correspond with it. In the light of this sublim
ity, the natural phenomena and human forms and events are accepted, it is 
true, and left as they are, but yet they are recognized at the same time as 
incompatible with their meaning which is raised far above all mundane con
tent. 

These aspects constitute in general the character of the early artistic pan
theism of the East, which on the one hand ascribes absolute meaning to even 
the most worthless objects, and, on the other, violently coerces the pA91"lOm
ena to express its view of the world whereby it becomes bizarre, grotesque, 
and tasteless, or turns the infinite but abstract freedom of the substance [Le. 
the one Lord] disdainfully against all phenomena as being null and evanes
cent. By this means the meaning cannot be completely pictured in the 
expression and, despite all striving and endeavour, the incompatibility of Idea 
and shape still remains unconquered.-This may be taken to be the first 
form of art, the symbolic form with its quest, its fermentation, its mysteri-
ousness, and its sublimity. . 

(b) In the second form of art which we will call the classical, the·double 
defect of the symbolic form is extinguished. The symbolic shape is imperfect 

4. An unknown block of sLnllC may sYnlholize the 
Divine, but it does not represent it. Its natural 
shape has no connection with the Oivine and is 
therefore external to it and not an embodiment of 

it. Whe'l shaping begins, the shapes produced are 
symbols. perhaps. but in themselves are fantasLic 
and monstrous [Hegel's note). 
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becBq~~; (i) in it the Idea is presented to consciousness only as indeterminate 
dipeterrilined abstractly, and, (ii) for this reason the correspondence of 
meaning and shape is always defective an~. must itself remain purely abstract. 
The classical art-form clears up this double defect; it is the free and adequate 
embodiment of the Idea in the shape peculiarly appropriate to the Idea itself 
in its essential nature. With this shape, .therefore, the· Idea is able to come 
into free and complete harmony. Thus the c1~.ssical art-form is the first to 
afford the production and vision of the completed Ideal and to present it as 
actualized in fact. 

Nevertheless, the conformity of concept and reality in classical art must 
not be taken in the purely formal sense of a correspondence between a con
tent and its external configuration, any more than this could be the case with 
the Idea itself. Otherwise' every portrayal of nature, every cast of features, 
every neighbourhood, flower, scene, etc., which constitutes the end and con
tent of the representation, would at once be classical on the strength of such 
congruity between content and form. On the contrary, hi classical art the 
peculiarity of the content consists in its being itself the concrete Idea, and 
as such the concretely spiritual, for it is the spirit~al alone which is the truly 
inner [self]. Consequently, to suit such a content we must try to find out 
what in nature belongs to the spiritual in and for itself. The original Concept 
itself it must be which invented the shape for concrete spirit, so that now 
the subjective Concept-here the spirit of art-has merely found this shape 
and made it, as a natural shaped existent, appJ:opriate to free individual spir
ituality. This shape, which the Idea as spiritual-indeed as individually deter
min ate spirituality-assumes when it is to proceed out into a temporal 
manifestation, is the human form. Of course personification and anthropo
morphism have often been inaligned as a degradation of the spiritual, but in 
so fai' as att's task is to bring the spiritual before our eyes in a s~nsuou!i 
manner, it must get ,involved in this anthropomorphism, since spirit appears 
sensuously in a satisfying way only in its body. The transmigration of souls' 
is in this respect an abstract idea, and physiology should have made it one 
of its chief propositions that life in its development had necessarily to pro
ceed to the human form as the one and only sensuous appearance appro
priate to spirit. 

But the human body in its forms counts in classical art no longer as a 
merely sensuous existent, but only as the existence and natural shape of the 
spirit, and it must therefore be eXempt from all the deficiency of the purely 
sensuous and from the contingent finitude of the phenomenal world. While 
in this way the shape is purified in order to express in itself a content ade
quate to itself, on the other hand, if the correspondence of meaning and 
shape is to be perfect, the spirituality, which is the content, must be of such 
a kind that it can express itself completely in the natural huma~ form; with
out towering beyond and above this expression in sensuous.and bodily terms. 
Therefore here the spirit is at oilce determined as particular and human, not 
as purely absolute and eternal, since in this latter sense it can proclaim and 
express itself only as spirituality. 

This last point in its turn is the defect which brings about the dissolution 

5. Reincarnation, belief in which was wldeopread In Greek antiquity; It began with Greek Orphic: cults and 
followers of the pre-Socratic philosopher Pythagoras (6th c. R.C.E.). 
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of the classical art-form and demands a transition to a higher form, the third, 
namely the romantic. 

(c) The romantic form of art cancels again the completed unification of 
the Idea and its reality, and reverts, even if in a higher way, to that difference 
and opposition of the two sides which in symbolic art remained uncon
quered. The classical form of art has attained the pinnacle of what illuslra
tion by art could achieve, and if there is something defective in it, the defect 
is just art itself and the restrictedness.of the sphere of art. This restrictedness 
lies in the fact that art in general takes as its subject-matter the spirit (i.e. 
the universal, infinite and concrete in its nature) in a sensuously concrete 
form, and classical art presents .the complete unification of spiritual and 
sensuous existence as the correspondence of the two. But in this blending of 
the two, spirit is not in fact represented in its true nature. For spirit is the 
infinite subjectivity of the Idea, which as absolute inwardness cannot freely 
and truly shape itself outwardly on condition of remaining moulded into a 
bodily existence as the one appropriate to it. 6 

Abandoning this [classical] principle, the romantic form of art cancels the 
undivided unity of classical art because it has won a content which goes 
beyond and above the classical form of art and its mode of expression. This 
content-to recall familiar ideas-coincides with what Christianity asserts 
of God as a spirit, in distinction from the Greek religion which is the essential 
and most appropriate content for classical art. In classical art the concrete 
content is implicitly the unity of the divine nature with the human, a unity 
which, just because it is only immediate and implicit, is adequately mani
fested also in an immediate and sensuous way. The Greek god is the object 
of naIve intuition and sensuous imagination, and therefore his shape is the 
bodily shape of man. The range of his power and his being is individual and 
particular. Contrasted with the individual he is a substance and power with 
which the individual's inner being is only implicitly at one but without itself 
possessing this oneness as inward subjective knowledge. Now the higher 
state is the knowledge of that implicit unity which is the content of the 
classical art-form and is capable of perfect presentation in bodily shape·. But 
this elevation of the implicit into self-conscious knowledge introduces a tre
mendous difference. It is the infinite difference which, for example, sepa
rates man from animals. Man is an animal, but even in his animal funeons, 
he is not confined to the implicit, as the animal is; he becomes conscious of 
them, recognizes them, and lifts them, as, for instance, the process of diges
tion, into self-conscious science. In this way man breaks the barrier of his 
implicit and immediate character, so that precisely because he knows that 
he is an animal, he ceases to be an animal and attains knowledge of himself 
as spirit. 

Now if in this way what was implicit at the previous stage, the unity of 
divine and human nature, is raised from an immediate to a known unity, the 
true element for the realization of this content is no longer the sensuous 
immediate existence of the spiritual in the .bodily form of man, but instead 
the inwardness of self-consciousness. Now Christianity brings God before our 
imagination as spirit, not as an individual, particular spirit, but as absolute 

6. In other words, thought is "inwardness" in the 
sense that thoughts are not outside one another in 
the way that parts of a body are. Thot is why the 

spirit ca"not find an adequate embodiment in 
things but only In thoughts, or at least only in the 
inner life {Hegel's note]. 
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in spirit and.in truth. For this reason it retreats' from ·the sensuousness of 
imagination into spiritual inwardness and makes this, and not the body, the 
medium and the existence of truth's content. ·Thus the unity. of divine and 
human nature is a known unity, one to be realized only by spiritual knowing 
and· in spirit. The new content,: thus· won, is on this account· -not tied ·.to 
sensuous presentation; as if that corresponded to it, but is·freed from this 
immediate existence which must· be set down as negative, overcome, and 
reflected into the spiritual unity. In this· way romantic art is the self
transcendence of art but within its owh sphere and in the form of art itself. 
,:We may, therefore, in short, adhere to the .view that at this third stage the 
subject-matter of art is free concrete spirituality,. which is to be manifested 
as -spirituality to the spirituality inward. In conformity with this subject
matter, art cannot work for sensuous intuition. Instead it must, on the one 
hand, work for the inwardness -which coalesces 'with its. object simply as if 
with itself, for subjective inner depth, for reflective: emotion,for feeling 
which, as spiritual, strives for freedom in itself and seeks and finds its rec
onciliation only in the inner spirit. This inner world constitutes. the content 
of. the romantic sphere and must.therefore be represented as·this inwardness 
and in the pure appearance of this depth. of. feeling. Inwardness celebrates 
its triumph over theexterrial and,manifests its victory in and on the external 
itself, whereby-what is apparent to the senses alone sinks into worthlessness·. 

On the other hand, however, this ,romantic form too; 'like, all art, needs. an 
-external medium for its expression. Now since spirituality has withdrawn into 
itself out of the external world and immediate unity therewithj the sensuous 
externality of shape is for this reason accepted and represented" as in sym
bolicart, as something inessential and transient; and thesanie is true of the 
subjective finite spirit and will, right down to the particularityand.caprice 
of-individuality, character, action,.etc., of incident, ·plot,.etc.,The aspect of. 
t!xternal existence is consigned to' contingency and .. abandoned to the adven
ture.s devised by an imagination whose caprice can mirror what is present to 
it, eXactly as it is, just as readily as it can jumble the shapes of the external 
world and distort them grotesquely. For this extemalmedium has its essence 
and.meaning no longer, as in classical art, in itself and its own sphere, but 
in:the heart which finds its manifestation in itself instead of in the ·extemal 
w~rld and its form of reality, and this reconciliation with itself it can preserve 
brregain in every chance, it! every accident that takes independent ,shape', 
in all misfortune and grief, and indeed even in crime~ . 
. , Thereby the separation of Idea and shape, their indifference and 'inade
quacy to each other, come to the fore again, as in symbolic art, but with this 
essential difference, that, in romantic art, the' Idea, the deficiency of which 
in the symbol brought with it deficiency of shape, now has to appearperft:cted 
in itself as spirit and heart. Because of this higher perfection, it is not sus
ceptible of an adequate union with the extemal, since its true reality and 
manifestation it can seek and achieve only within itself . 
. This we take to be the general character"of the symbolic; classical, and 
romantic forms of art, as the three relations of the. Idea to its· shape in the 
sphere of art. They consist in the striving for, the attainment,. and the tran
scendence of the Ideal as the true Idea of beauty. 

1835-38 
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"I am not a critic," William Wordsworth stated in 1830, "and set little value upon the 
art. The preface.which I wrote long ago to my own·Poems I was put upon to write by 
the urgent entreaties of a friend, and heartily regret I ever had anything to do with 

. it; though Ido not reckon the prindples then advanced erroneous.": Wordsworth 
defined himself as a poet above all, and he is less- prolific and gifted as a literary 
theorist and critic than his friend SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE. Nevertheless, the pref
ace that he Wrote for· the second edition of their book Lyrical Ballads (1800) is one 
of the most important documents in English criticism. 

Wordsworth was born in Cockermouth, Cumberland, in ·the English Lake District. 
His mother .died when he was eight; his father, an attorney, died less· than six years 
later. Wordsworth was educated first at HawksheadGrainmar School, Westmorland, 
a boarding school noted for its training in mathematics· and classics, and then at 
Cambridge University (1787-91), spending July~October 1790 on a walking tour of 
Europe. In France' he .was caught up· in the excitement that.followed the filII bf the 
Bastille on July 14, 17~91 and· he became a fe·rventrepublican sympathi:ter.· . 

Wordsworth's guardians wanted him to become an Anglican minister, but he·per
suaded them to support !lnother twelve months ofr~sid«:!~ce in France. Whenile was 
forced to return·home· in December 1792 by the threat of war between France and 
England, Word~~orth l~ft behind the pregna.n~ ADnette VaU(;ri; he supported her and 
their daughter iri later years. . . ..: .' . 

. In 179~ ·Wordsworth's first works of poetry'were published, Descriptive Sketches 
and An Evening· Walk. In 1795 a legacy of £900 from a friend ga'(e him the freedom 
to pursue a career as a poet. At this time he was· living with his sister Dorothy; in 
1797 they moved to Alfoxden in Somerset, with Coleridge (whom the poet had met 
in September 1795) a short distance away. There Wordsworth began td write the lyric 
and dramatic poems that many readers judge to be the central achievement of his 
career. The twentieth-century critic· NORTHROP FRYE connects the poet's innovative 
descriptions' to social and political critique: "In Wotdsworth the existing social and 
educational structure is artificial, full of inert custom and hypocrisy. Nature is a better 
teacher than books, and one finds oile's lost identity with nature in moments of feeling 
in which one is penetrated by the sense of nature's 'huge and mighty forms' " (quoting 
Wordsworth's Prelude 1.398). 

Wordsworth's early compositions, and his· creative partnership with Coleri~, 
resulted in September 1798 in the anonymous publication of Lyrical Ballads .. ,otne 
volume opened with Coleridge's "Ancient Mariner"· and closed with Wordsworth's 
"Tintern Abbey"; all but three of the intervening poems were Wordsworth's. A new 
edition of Lyrical Ballads, incorporating Wordsworth's Preface and many new poems, 
was issued in 1800; this edition gave Wordsworth's name on the title page but not 
Coleridge's (whose "Ancient Mariner" was moved back to become the penultimate 
poem in the collection). In the Preface, Wordsworth declared that the book's object 
was "to choose incidents and situations from common· life and to relate or describe 
them ... in a selection of language really used by men; I •• tracing in them •.. the 
primary laws of nur nature." Still another edition was published in 1802, and it was 
reprinted in 1805. 

In later decades I Wordsworth not only wrote· new poems but also revised (not 
always for the better) his earlier work. A collected ·edition, which includes many of 
his best poems and two critical essays, was published in 1815. His collections cul
minated in the six-volume edition of·1849""'"50. In these years the·po~t;enjoyed both 
personal happiness-marrying Mary Hutchinson in 1802 and winning recognition as 
a national figure (he was named poet laureate in 1843)~and painfuHossesl including 
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the death at sea of his favorite brother in 1805, a long and never wholly ended 
estrangement from Coleridge, the deaths of two of his children in 1812, and the 
physical and mental decline of his sister J?orothy that,began in the 1830s. An even 
earlier loss was of his liberal ideals, much to the dismay of such younger poets as 
Byron, Keats, and SHELLEY. Wordswor:th was horrified by the bloody aftermath of the 
French Revolution and alarmed by'the rise of the French military leader and emperor 
Napoleon; he became increasingly orthodox in his political, social, and religious 
beliefs. . 

The critic HAROLD BLOOM has said that in dramatizing the movements of. the indi
vidual consciousness, Wordsworth made "the poet's owri subjectivity" the "prevalent 
subject" of poetry. Wordsworth spurred writers to break free from the authority of 
neoclassical rules and conventions and' to find inspiration instead in the emotions, 
experiences, and speech of ordinary persons. In valuing naturalness and spontaneity, 
Wordsworth was proposing not that poets abandon ~literary craft but that poetry 
should begin with acts of self-expression and self-exploration. There is much truth in 
the familiar generalization that Romanti~ poets are visionary, evocative describers of 
nature-its scenes, settings, landscapes. But the movement outward into the natural 
world is really one dimension of an interior journey or quest into what Wordsworth 
called "the hiding-places of man's power." M. H. Abrams concisely explains this fun
damental change, in his classic study The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and 
the Critical Tradition (1953): 

The paramount cause of poetry is not, as in Aristotle, it formal cause, determined 
primarily by the human actions and qualities imitated; nor, as in neo'cIassic crit
icism a final cause, the effect intended upon the audience; but instead an' effi
cient cause-the impulse within the poet of feelings and desires seeking 
expression, or the compulsion of the "creative" imagination which; like God the 
creator, has its internal source of motion. , ' 

A number of the formulations in the preface have become widely known and are 
permanently linked to Wordsworth's name-for example, that the modern 'poems 
included in Lyrical Ballads fit to "metrical arrangement a selection of the real language 
of men in a state of vivid sensation," and that "good po~try is the spontaneous overflow 
of powerful feelings," "t&kUng] its origin from emotion recollected in tranquillity." 
Yet, as W. J. B. Owen and other scholars have noted, Wordsworth is less original than 
his bold tone and manner suggest; much of what he says about figurative language, 
poetic diction, and the relationship between poetry and prose draws on an array of 
eighteenth-century English writings on emotion, knowledge, and aesthetic theory. 
That we remember Wordsworth's words, not those of his sources, testifies both to the 
eloquence of his prose and to its association with a magnificept series of poems. 

In his criticism, and in the Preface e&pecially, Wordsworth seeks to explain and 
defend his own literary practice; in this respect, he is akin to fellow poets JOHN 
DRYDEN and T. S. ELIOT and the novelist HENRY JAMES, whose criticism fabricates 
frameworks through which their creative endeavors should be understood'and appre
ciated. Like them, Wordsworth possesses a sharp sense of literary history and tradi
tion; where he differs is in his refusal ot failure to make the interpretation and 
evaluation of writers and, texts ari integral part of his literary project and identity. 
Indeed, overall his criticism-found in prefaces for his books of poems, a few essays, 
sentences and paragraphs in letters, and tossed-off opinions and asides in conversa" 
tions with friends and acquaintances-is not imp.ressive, hor are his judgments com
pelling. He radically misunderstood and devalued ALEXANDER POPE, SAMUEL 
JOHNSON, Goethe, and Byron and failed to perceive the genius of Thomas Carlyle 
and RALPH WALDO EMERSON. As he admitted himself, he was not much interested in 
the writing of his contemporaries; he cared little for novels, despite living in a period 
when the novel as a genre was coming to a new, rich prominence. Instead, Words
worth's mission is to return to basic, timeless truths-and thus he raises and confronts 
such questions as "What is a Poet?" and "To whom does he address himself?" 
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Like many important theoretical works by creative writers, Wordsworth's Preface 
is not always in accord with his actual practice. In the Biographia Literaria (1817), 
Coleridge makes exactly this point and states further that Wordsworth simply asserts 
without proof that the language of rural folk has a richer reality than that of city 
dwellers. There are other overemphases, ambiguities, and contradictions in Words
worth's arguments as well. He stresses that poetry heals and restores the feelings of 
persons; but when one reviews his poetry and prose as a whole, particularly that of 
his later career, his point becomes hard to grasp: does Wordsworth mean that poetry 
will lead to a regenerated society or, instead, that it will accommodate readers to their 
society as it is? And despite Wordsworth's insistence that the poet engage and employ 
the language "really used by men," and that such language is best located among 
those living a "low and rustic life," two of his own greatest literary heroes, as the 
scholar Rem~ Wellek has pointed out, were Spenser and Milton-"the most learned, 
even bookish poets of the English tradition." 

The Preface is to some extent a political text as well as a literary position paper. 
Wordsworth's desire to select "incidents and situations from common life" blends 
into poetry the democratic sentiments that the French Revolution had inspired in 
him in the early I 790s. By advocating "the real language of men," Wordsworth cuts 
against the neoclassical view that the language of poetry must be more elevated than 
everyday speech. The rebelliousness in this stance helps us understand why the 
Romantic critic and essayist William Hazlitt connected Wordsworth's verse with "the 
revolutionary movement of our age": "His Muse," Hazlitt said, "is a levelling one." By 
directing attention to ballads, folklore, and other mat!,!rials usually deemed nonliterary 
or unpoetical, Wordsworth expands the range of subjects for poetry. He honors chil
dren and common men and women, and even criminals and idiots: his poetry does 
not bestow dignity on them but expresses the dignity they already possess. 

Wordsworth was actively concerned about the pressures that impinge on the lives 
of those living in newly industrialized cities, the pressures that threaten to reduce the 
mind "to a state of almost savage torpor" and that lead individuals to immerse them
selves in reports and stories of sensational incidents. Here he looks forward to the 
opposition between high and mass or popular cultures· that modern critics such as 
RAYMOND WILLIAMS later explored. Insofar as the Preface establishes the writer as an 
adversary to popular culture and the always-accelerating trends in social and cultural 
life, Wordsworth anticipates themes articula~ed by writers ranging from Shelley to 
D. H. Lawrence. The poet, he maintains in an important appendix added in 1802; "is 
the rock of defense of human nature; an upholder and preserver, carrying every where 
with him relationship and love." Moreover, !Is he discusses in some detail, poets in 
the future wiIJ be obliged to defend the worth of their activity as against that olJhe 
scientists. This is a struggle to which MATTHEW ARNOLD, later in the nineteenth 
century, and 1. A. Richards and the New Critics, in the twentieth century, return with 
even greater urgency. 
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')." Pfeface to Lyrical Ballads, 'WlthPastdf'al and Other Poems 
",'::',', ',,(i802)t ,:': " " 

The"~lr~t"Volume of thes~. ,Poems has ,~lr~ady ,b~en, sublDitted 'tQgeneral 
perusal.,It was.published;8s 'an, experiment, which,j;hoped, might be of 
some useitC?,ascertain, howfar, by fitting to metrical ar:tangement a selection 
of the real-Ianguage of men in a state of vivid sen'satton, -th,at sort of pleasure 
and, that' ~uilhtity of pleMure may be impQrted;' which a' P6etiila'y rationally 
ehdea'i1b~ttt! impart. , " '" " '" , ' ' 

I had fo'jn'ied'no very inaccur~te estimate of the probable ~ffect of tltdse 
Poehl~:l fl~ttered myself thiit!theywhQ~hould:~e plea~edwith them would 
read them with more thanc~inirion I>l~asure: and, on the:ot~erhand, I was 
well aware, that by those who should dislike them they would be read with 
more than common dislike. The result has differed from my expectation in 
this only, that I have pleased a greater number, than I ventured to hope I 
should please. 

For the sake Clfvariety, and from a consciousness of,my own weakness,! 
was Induced to request the assistance of a Friend;:i \.\tho furnished me 'wIth 
thePot!fus of the ANCIENT MARINER, the FOSTER-Monl!ER'STALE, the NIGH1:'
INGALE, ahd the Poem endtled LOVE. I'shoJ,lld riot, however, have reqilested 
this assistahce, ha~ I not believed that' the Poems' or my Friend would' in a 

I. This preface first appeared In the seCond edi
tion of Lyrical Ballads, ,expanded to two ~olumes 
and dated 1800. For an edition published In 1802, 
Wordsworth revised the preface (he made mote' 
revisions for subsequeilt editions) and 'added an 

appendIX; the Important additions to the 1800 teXt 
are here, given In brackets. " '" , 
2. SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE (1772-1834), En
'gllsh p'ciet and "ridc. ' 
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great measure have the same tendency as my own, and that, though there 
would.be found a difference, there would 'be found no discordance in the 
colours of our style; as our opinions on the subject of poetry do almost 
entirely coincide. 

Several of my Friends are anxious for the success of these Poems from a 
belief, that, if the views with which they were composed were indeed realized, 
a class of Poetry would be produced, well adapted to interest mankind per
manently, and not unimportant in ·the multiplicity, and in the quality of its 
moral relations: and on this account they have advised me to prefix a system
atic defence of the theory, upon which the poems were written. But I was 
unwilling to undertake the task, because I knew that on this occasion the 
Reader would look coldly upon my arguments, since I might be suspected of 
having been principally influenced by the selfish and foolish' hope of reason
ing him into an approbation of these particular Poems: and I was still more 
unwilling to undertake the task, because, adequately to display my opinions, 
and fully to enforce my arguments, would require a space wholly dispropor
tionate to the nature of a preface. For to treat the subject with the clearness 
and coherence, of which I believe it susceptible1 it would be necessary to 
give a full account of the present state of the public taste in this country, 
and to determine how far this taste is healthy or depraved; whichj again, 
would not be determined, without pointing out, in what mannerlanguage 
and the hurnen mind act and re-act on each other, and without retracing the 
revolutions, not of literature alone, but likewise of society itself. I have 
therefore altogether declined to enter regularly upon this defence: yet I am 
sensible,. .that there would be some 'impropriety in abruptly obtruding upon 
the Public, Without a few words of introduction, Poems so materially differ
ent from those, upon which general lipprobatioii is at present bestowed . 

. It is supposed, that by the act of writing ,in verse an Author makes a for
mal engaget:nent that he Will gratify certain' known habits of association; 
that he not· only thus apprizes ·the Reader that· certain classes of ideas and 
expressions' will be found in· his book, but- tHat others will· be carefully 
excluded. This exponent or symbol held'ftirth by metrical language mtil;t 
in different areas of literature have 'exCited';,,~ry ·different expectations: for 
example.,. in the age of Catullus, Terehceahd, Lucretius, and that of Statius 
or Claudian;~ and in our own country,' in . the' i age of Shakespflfre and 
Beaumoritand Fletcher,and that of Donne and Cowley, or Dryden; or 
Pope.4 I;will not take upon me to determine the exact import of the promise 
which by the act of writing in verse an Author, in the present day, makes to 
his Reader; but I am certain, it will appear to many persons that I have not 
fulfilled the terms of an engagement thus voluntarily contracted. [They who 
have been accustomed to the gaudiness and inane phraseology of many mod
ern writers, if they persist in reading this book to its conclusion, will, no 
doubt, frequently have to struggle With·feelings of strangeness and aukward-

3. Wordsworth .names Roman poets In different 
genres, before and after the common era (and thus 
writing In "Golder!" ,"s. "Silver" Latin): Catullus 
(84-54 D.C.E.), lyric poet; Terence (ca. 190-159 
D.C.E.), comic dramatist; Lucretius (ca. 94-55 
D.C. E.), didactic poet; Statius (45-96 C.E.), epic 
poet; and Claudlan (d. ca. 404 C.E.), an Alexan· 
drlari whose Latin poetry represents the end ofthe 
classical tradition. 

.' 
4. Word.worth nll:mel three English dramatlsts
Sha~espcare (1564-1616), Francis Beaumont (ca. 

,1584..:.1616), BndJohri Fletcher (1579-1625);and 
, four poets-John.[)onne (1572-1631), Abraham 

Cowley ( 1618-1667),jOHNDRYDEN (1631-1700), 
and ALEXANDER POPE (1688-1744). As their dates 
suggest, he focuses here less on chronology than 
on style. 
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ness: they will look round for poetry, and will be induced to inquire by what 
species of courtesy these attempts can be permit~ed to assume that title.] I 
hope therefore the· Reader will not censure me, if I attempt to sta~e what I 
have proposed to myself to perform; and also, (as far as the limits of a preface 
will permit) to explain some of the chief reasons lI"hich have detennin~d me 
in the choice of my purpose: that at least he may be spared any unpleasant 
feeling of disappointment, arid that I myself may be protected from the most 
dishonourable accusation which 'can be brought against an Author, namely~ 
that of an indolence which. prE!vents him frort} endeavouring Jo ,asc~itain 
what is his duty, or, when· his duty is ascertained, prevents him from per-
forming it. . . 

The principal object, then, which I proposed to myself in these Poems was 
to' [chuse incidents and situations from common· life, and to relate or 
describe them, throughout, ,as far as was possible, in a selection of la~~uage 
really used by men; and, a~ the same time, to throw over .them a certain 
colouring of imagination, vypereby ordinary things should be presented to 
the mind in /iln unusual w!'tY; and, further, and a~ove all, to make these 
incidents and situations interesting] by tracing in them, truly though not 
ostentatiously, the primary laws of our nature: chiefly; as far as regards the 
manner in which we associate ideas in a state of excitement. Low and rustic 
life wasgeneraUy chosen, because in that condition~ the essential passions 
of the heart find a better soil iit U,hich they can attain their maturity, ~re less 
under restraint, and speak a plainer and more emphatic language; because 
in that condition of life our el~!Dentary feelings co-exist in a state of greater 
simplicity, and, consequently, may be more accurately contemplated·, and 
more forcibly communicated; because the manners of rural life germinate 
from those elementary feelings; and, from· the necessary character of l"llral 
occupations, are more easily comprehended; and are more durable; and 
lastly, because in that. condition the passions of men are incorporated with 
the beautiful and permanent forms of nature. The language, too,' of these 
men is adopted (purified indeed from what appear to be its real defects, from 
all lasting and rational causes of dislike or disgust) because such men hourly 
communicate with the best objects front which the best part qf language is 
originally derived; and becausc::, from their rank in society and the sameness 
and narrow circle of their interCourse, being less under the influence ohocial 
vanity they convey their feelings and notions in simple and. unelahorated 
expressions. Accordingly, such a language, arising out of repeated experience 
and regular feelings, is a more permanent, and a far more philosophical 
language, than that which is frequently substituted for it by Poets, who think 
that they are conferring honout-upon themselves and their art, in proportion 
as they separate themselves from the sympathies of men, and inqulge in 
arbitrary and capricious habits of expression, in order to furnish food for 
fickle tastes, and fickle appetites, of their own creation.' 

I cannot, however, be insensible of the present outcry against the triviality 
and meanness both of thought and language, which some of my contem
poraries have occasionally introduced into their metrical compositions; and 
I acknowledge that this defect, where it exists, is more dishonourable to the 

5. It is worth while here to observe that the affecting parts of Chaucer (ca. 1343-1400) are almost always 
expressed in language pure and universally Intelligible even to this day [Wordsworth'. note). 
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Writer's own character than false refinement or arbitrary innovation, though 
I should contend at the same time that it is far less pernicious in the sum of 
its consequences. From such verses the Poems in these volumes will be 
found distinguished at least by one ~ark of difference, that each of them 
has a worthy purpose. Not that I mean to say, that I always began to write 
with a distinct purpose formally conceived; but I believe that my habits of 
meditation have so formed my feelings, as that my descriptions of such 
objects as strongly excite those feelings, will be found to carry along with 
them a purpose. If in this opinion I am mistaken, I can have little right to 
the name of a Poet. For all good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of pow
erful feelings: but though this be true, Poems to which any value can be 
attached, were never produced on any variety of subjects ~ut by a man, who 
being possessed of more than usual organic sensibility, had also thought long 
and deeply. For our continued influxes of feeling are modified and directed 
by our thoughts, which are indeed the representatives of all our past feelings; 
and; as by contemplating the relation of these general representatives to each 
other we discover what is really important to men, so, by'the repetition and 
continuance of this act, our feelings will be connected with important sub
jects, till at length, if we be originally possessed of much sensibility, such 
habits of mind will be produced, that, by ob~ying blindly and mechanically 
the impulses of those habits, we shall describe objects, and utter sentiments, 
of such a nature and in such connection with each other, that the under
standing of the being to whom we address ourselves, if he be in a healthful 
state of association, must necessarily be in some degree enlightened, and his 
affections ameliorated. 

I have said that each of these poems has a purpose. I have also informed 
my Reader what this purpose will be found principally to be: namely, to 
illustrate the manner in which our feelings and ideas are associated in a state 
of excitement. But, speaking in language somewhat more appropriate, it is 
to follow the fluxes and refluxes of the mind when agitated by the great and 
simple affections of our nature. This object I have endeavoured in these short 
essays to attain by various means; by tracing the matemalpassion through 
many of its more subtle windings, as in the poems of the IDIOT BOY and the 
MAD MOTHER; by accompanying the last struggles of a human being, at m..e. 
approach of death, cleaving in solitude to life and society, as in the Poem of 
the FORSAKEN INDIAN; by showing, as in the Stanzasentitle~ WE ARE SEVEN, 
the perplexity and obscurity which in childhood attend our notion of death, 
or rather our utter inability to admit that notion; or by displaying the strength 
of fraternal, or to speak more philosophically, of moral attachment when 
early associated with the great and beautiful objects of nature, as in THE 
BROTHERS; or, as in the Incident of SIMON LEE, by placing my Reader in the 
way of receiving from ordinary moral sensations another ~nd more salutary 
impression than we are accustomed to receive from them. It has also b~en 
part of my general purpose to attempt to sketch characters u~der the influ
ence of less impassioned feelings, as in the TWO APRIL MORNIN9S, THE FOUN
TAIN, THE OLD MAN TRAVELLING, THE TWO THIEVES, &c. characters of which 
the elements are simple, belonging rather to nature than to manners, such 
as exist now, and will probably always exist, and which from ttteir constitution 
may be distinctly and profitably contemplated. I will not abuse the indul
gence of my Reader by dwelling longer upon this subject; but it is proper 
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that I -should mention oile other -circumstance which distinguishes- these 
Poems from the popular Poetry of the day; it is this. that the feeling therein 
developed gives importance to -the action and -situation. and -not the- action 
and -situation to the feeling. My meaning -will be rendered perfectly intelli
gible by referring my Reader to the Poems entitled POOR SUSAN and the 
CHILDLESS FATHER. particularly to the last Stanza of the latter Poem.-

I will not suffer a sense of false modesty to prevent me from asserting. that 
I point my Reader's attention to this _mark of distinction. far less for .the sake 
of these particular Poems than from the general importance of the subject. 
The subject is indeed important! For the human mind is capable of being 
excited without the applkation of gross and violent stimulants I and he must 
have a very faint perception of its beauty and dignity who does not know 
this. and who does not further know, that one, being is elevated above 
another, in proportion ashe possesses this capability. It has therefore 
appeared to me, that -to endeavour_ to prgduce or enlarge this. capability is 
one of the best services in which. ;at any period. a Writer can -be engaged; 
but this service; excellent at all times, is especially so at the presettt day. For 
a multitude_of causes, unknown to former'times; are now acting with a com
bined force to blunt the discriminating powers of the mind, and- unfitting it 
for all voluntary exertion to reduce it to a state of almost savage torpor; The 
most effective of these causes a'te the grebt national events which are daily 
taking place,6- and the encreasing -accumulation of men in cities; where the 
lll1.iformity of their occupations produces a craving for extraordinary incident. 
which the rapid communi&ationofintelligence7 hourly gratifies; To this ten
dency of life and manners the literature and theatrical exliibitions of the 
country have conformed themselves. The invaluable works -of our elder Writ
ers. I had- almost said the works -of Shakespeare- and :Miltol'l';-are driven into 
neglect by frantic novels,sickly an«J stupid Getman Tragediesja and deluges 
of idle an~ extravagant stories' inverse.~When -I think upon this -degrading 
thirst after outrageoug_ stimulatiori;-,I alit -almost ashamed to have spoken of 
the feeble effort with which;J have endeavoured to counteract it; and; reflect
ing upon the magnitude of the- general evil, I should be oppressed with no 
dishonorable mehmcholYt had I not a deep bnpression -of certain inherent 
and indestructible qualities ofthe human-mind; and likewise of certain pow
ers in the great and permanent objects that aCt upon it, which are equally 
inherent -and ihdestructlble~ and did I not further add to this Impression a 
belief, -that the time- Is approaching when the evil will be systematically 
dpposed. by men of greater powers, and with far more distinguished success. 

Having dwelt thus long on the· subjects and aim of these Poems, -I shall 
request the Reader's permiSSion-to apprize him of a few-circumstances relat
ing to their style, in order, among other reasons, that I may not be censured 
for not having performed what l·never attempted.< {The Reader will find that 
personifications of abstract ideas rarely occur in these volumes; and. I hope; 
are utterly rejected as an ordinary device to elevate the -style .. and raise it 

6. The French ReVohitiori and the- N~~~I~Orilc 
Wars, prlma:rlly betweeri France antI Great Britain 
(1799-1815), that, Iv.~w out of it "nd_ out of the 
rise to power of the French geiteralNap~Mori Bo
naparte (I769-1821),later-emperor (1804-15).-
7. _ Information, neWS -(dally newspapers_ were 
spreading rapidly in England). 
8. German melodramas by authors such as August 

von Kotzebi..e (1761"': uh 9); In Jitne Austen's novel 
Miztisfield Park (1814), the Bertram family per
forms Elizabeth Inchbald'sLovers' Vows, which Is 
based on von- Kotzebue'. -DiIS kind der- Liebe,.. 
"Frantic novels", Gothic nOVels, such as The Mys
I<lrles of UdoIp_ho (179.4) -~y_ Ann Radcliffe and The 
Monk (1796) by M. G. LeWis, 
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above prose. I have proposed to myself to imitate,: and, as far'as is possible, 
to adopt the very language of men; 8nd:assuredly such personifications do 
not make any natural or regular part of that language. They are, indeed, a 
figure of speech occasionally prompted ~y passi~n, and I have made use of 
them as such; but I h~ve endeavoured utterly:io rejec~ them as a mechanical 
device of style, or as a. family language which Writers, in .metre seetn to lay 
claim to by prescription.] I have wished to keep my- Reader in the company 
of flesh and blood, persuaded that by so doing I shall interest him. I am, 
however, well aware that others who pursue a different track may interest 
him likewise; I do not interfere with their claim, I only wish to prefer a 
different claim of my own. There will also be found in these volumes little 
of what is usually called poetic diction; I have taken as much pains to avoid 
it as others ordinarily take to produce it;' this' I have done for the reason 
already alleged, to bring my language near to the language of men, and fur
ther, because the'pleasure which I have'proposed-to myself to impart is of a 
kind very different from that which is supposed by many persons to be the 
proper object of poetry. I do not know hciw, Without being cUlpably particular, 
I can ,give my Reader a more exact notion of the style in which I wi,shed: these 
poems to ~e ~tten .than by infprming him thB;ti have at all times ende,a
voured tolookst~adily at my subject-consequently, I hope, that ~here isin 
these Poems little,.falsehood of description, and that my ideas are expressed 
in language fi'ttecl to their respective importance. Something I must have 
gained by this practice, as it is friendly to one property of all good. poetry, 
namely good sens,e; 'but it has necessarily cut ll1e off from a large'porth:m of 
phrases' and figures of speech, which from, father to son . have long been 
regarded asihe common inheritance of PQets. I have al~o ,thp~ght it expe
dient to restrictl~yself,still further,. having abstained ,from the u,se of many 
expressions,in,themseives proper and beautiful, but which have been fool
ishly repeated by bad Poets, till such feelings ,of disgust are connected with 
them as it is scan:ely possible by any . art. of associatipn to overpower. . 

If in a Poem there sho~Jld be founei,s, series of lines, or even a single line, 
in which ,the,Iariguagel though naturally Ilrranged, an~,according to the~tttCt 
laws of me~re, does not differ from that of prose, there is a numerous class 
of critics, who, when they stumble upon these prosaisms, as they call t~~!l1' 
imaglnethattJ'tey have made a notable discovery, and exult over thePo~'s 
over a man Ignorant of his own profession. , l'low these men would establish 
a canon of criticism which the Reader will concl~de he must utterly reject, 
if he ,wishes to be pleased with these volumes. And it would be a most easy 
task to prove to him, that not only the language of a large portion of every 
good poem, even of the most elevated character, must necessarily, except 
with reference to the metre, in no respect differ from that of good prose" but 
likewise that ,some of the most interesting parts of the best' poems will be 
found to be strictly the language of prose, when prose is well written. The 
truth of this assertion might be demonstrated. by innumerable passages from 
almost all the poetical writings, even of Milton himself. I have not space for 
much quotation; but, to illustrate the subject in a general manner, I will here 
adduce a short composition of Gray,9 who was at the head of those who, by 

9. Thomas Gray (1716-1771); the poem quoted 
is "Sonnet on the Death of Richard West" (1775; 
West was a friend of Gray's at Eton). Gray, in a 

letter to West, had maintained that "the language 
of the age i. ne\'er the language of poetry." 
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their reasonings, have attempted to widen the space of sep8'ration betwixt 
Prose and Metrical composition, and was more than any other man curiously 
elaborate in the structure of his own poetic diction. 

In vain to me the smiling mornings shine, 
And reddening Phoebus I lifts his golden fire: 
The birds in vain their amorous descant join, 
Or chearful fields resume their green attire.' 
These ears, alas! for other notes repine; 
A different object do these eyes require; 
My lonely anguish melts no heart but mine; 
And in my breast the imperfect joys expire; 
Yet morning smiles the busy race to cheer, 
And new-born pleasure brings to happier men; 
The fields to all their wonted tribute bear; 
To warm their little loves the birds complain. 
I fruitless mourn to him that cannot hear, 
And weep the more because I weep in vain. 

It will easily be perceived that the only part of this Sonnet which is of any 
value is the lines printed in Italics: it is equally obvious, that, except. in the 
rhyme, and in the use of the single word 'fruitless' for fruitlessly, which is so 
far a defect, the language of these lines does in no respect differ frQm that 
of prose. _ . 

[By the foregoing quotation I have shewn that the language of Prose may 
yet be well adapted to Poetry; and I have previously asserted that a large 
portion of the language of every good poem can in no respect differ from 
that of good Prose. I will go further. I do not doubt: that it may be safely 
affirmed, that there neither is, nor can be, any essential difference betWeen 
the language of prose and metrical composition.] We are fond of tracing the 
resemblance between Poetry and Painting," and, accordingly, we call them 
Sisters: but where shall we find bonds of connection sufliciently' strict to 
typify the affinity betwixt metrical and prose composition? They both speak 
by and to the same organs; the bodies in which both of them are clothed 
may be said to be of the same substance, their affections are kindred, and 
almost identical, not necessarily differing even in degree; Poetry3 sheds no 
tears 'such as Angels weep,'· but natural and human tears; she can boast of 
no celestial Ichor' that distinguishes her vital juices from those of prose; the 
same human blood circulates through the veins of them both. . 

If it be affirmed that rhyme and metrical arrangement of themselves con
stitute a distinction which overturns what I have been saYing on' ~he strict 

I. Apollo, Roman and Greek god of the sun, here 
Identified with the sun. 
2. A topic examined, for example, by the poets and 
critics HORACE, Ars PoetiCIJ (ca. 10 B.C.E.); Dryden, 
A Parallel of Poetry ana Painting (1695); SIR PHILIP 
SIDNEY, An Apology for Poetry (1595); Pope, An 
Es!Ul)' on Criticism (1711); GOlTHOLD EPHRAIM 
LESSING, LaociJOtl (1766); and SAMUEL JOHNSON, 
Idler, no. 34 (I758). 
3. I here use the word "Poetry" (though against 
my own judgment) as opposed to the word Prose, 
and synonymous with metrical composition. But 

much confusion has been introduced into criticism 
by this contradistinction of POetry and Prose, 
instead of the more philosophical one of Poetry 
and Matter of Fact, or Science. The bnly strict 
antithesis to Prose I. Metre.; nor Is this, In truth, a 
strlct antithesis: because lines and passage. of 
metre so naturally occur in writing prose, that It 
would be scarcelf po. sible to avoid them,·even if 
it were desirable [Wordsworth's note). 
4. From John Milton, Paradise Lost (1667),1.620. 
5. In Greek mythology, the fluid that flows In the 
veins of the gods. I 
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affinity of metrical language with that of prose, and paves the way for other 
artificial distinctions which the mind voluntarily admits,6 [I answer that the 
language of such Poetry as I am recommending is, as far as is possible, a 
selection of the language really spoken by men; that this selection, wherever 
it is made with true taste and feeling, will of its'elf form a distinction far 
greater than would at first be imagined, and will entirely separate the com
position from the vulgarity and meanness of ordinary life; and, if metre be 
superadded thereto, I believe that a dissimilitude will be produced altogether 
sufficient for the gratification of a rational mind. What· other distinction 
would we have? Whence is it to come? And where is it to exist? Not, surely, 
where the Poet speaks through the mouths of his characters: it cannot be 
necessary here, either for elevation of style, or any of its supposed ornaments; 
for, if the Poet's subject be judiciously chosen, it will naturally, and upon fit 
occasion, lead him to passions the language of which, if selected truly and 
judiciously, must necessarily be dignified and variegated, and alive with 
metaphors and figures. I forbear to speak of an incongruity which would 
shock the intelligent Reader, should the Poet interweave any foreign splen
dour of his own with that which the passion naturally suggests: it is sufficient 
to say that such addition is unnecessary. And, surely, it is more probable that 
those passages, which with propriety abound with metaphors and figures, 
will have their due effect, if, upon other occasions where the passions are of 
a milder character, the style also be subdued and temperate. 

But, as the pleasure which I hope to give by the Poems I now present to 
the Reader must depend entirely on. just notions upon this subject, and, as 
it is in itself of the highest importance to our taste and· moral feelings, I 
cannot content myself with these detached remarks. And if, in what I am 
about to say, it shall appear to some that my labour is unnecessary, and that 
I am like a man fighting a battle without enemies, I would remind such 
persons that, whatever may be the language outwardly holden' by men, a 
practical faith in the opinions which I am wishing to establish is almost 
unknown .. If my conclusions are admitted, and carried as far as they must 
be carried if admitted at all, our judgments concerning the works of the 
greatest Poets both ancient and modern will be far different from what they 
are at present, both when we praise, and when we censure: and our moral 
feelings influencing, and influenced by these judgments will, I belie~ ·be 
corrected and purified. 

Taking up the subject, then, upon general grounds, I ask what is meant 
by the word Poet? What is a Poet? To whom does he address himself? And 
what language is to be expected from him? He is a man speaking to men: a 
man, it is true, endued with more lively sensibility, more enthusiasm and 
tenderness, who has a greater knowledge of human nature, and a more com
prehensive soul, than are supposed to be common among mankind; a man 
pleased with his own passions and volitions, and who rejoices more than 
other men in the spirit of life that is in him; delighting to contemplate similar 
volitions and passions as manifested in the goings-on of the Universe, and 
habitually impelled to create them where he does not find them. To these 

6. Here begins Lhe lungest nnd n1nst important 
addition made in 1802; it contains 9 paragraphs. 

7. Held. 
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qualities ~e has added a disposition to be affected more than other men by 
abse~t thmg~ as if t~ey were present; an ability of conjuring up in himself 
passIOns, which are· mdeed far from being the same as those produced by 
real ~vents, yet (~specially in those parts of the general sympathy which are 
pleasmg and dehghtful) do more nearly resemble the passions produced by 
real events, than any thing which, from the motions· of their own minds 
merely, other men are accustomed to feel in themselves' whence and from 

. h h ' , pract~ce, e as acquired a gr~ater readiness and power in expressing what 
he thmk~ and.feels, and especially those thoughts and feelings which, by his 
own chOice, or from the structure of his Qwn mind, arise in him without 
immediate external excitement . 

. But, whatever portion of this faculty we may suppose even the greatest 
Poet to possess, there cannot be a doubt but that the language which it will 
suggest to him, must, in liveliness and truth, fall far short ofth~t which is 
uttered by men in real life, under the actual pressure of those passions, 
certain shadows of which the Poet thus produces, or feels to be produced, 
in himself. However exalted a notion we would wish to cherish of the char
acter of a Poet; it is obvious, that, while he describes and imitates passions; 
his situation is altogether slavish and mechanical, compared with the free
dom and power of real and substantial action ,and suffering. So that it will 
be the wish of the Poet to bring his feelings near to those of the persons 
whose feelings he describes, nay, for short spaces of time perhaps, to let 
himself slip into an entire delusion, and even confound and identify his own 
feelings with theirs; modifying only the language which is thus suggested to 
him, by a consideration that· he describes for. a particular purpose, that: of 
giving pleasure. Here, then, he will apply the principle -on which I have so 
much insisted, namely, that of selection; on this he will depend for removing 
what would otherwise be painful.or disgusting in the passion; he Will feel 
that there is no neces~ity to trick-out- or elevate nature) and; the more indus, 
triously he applies this principle, the deeper will be his faith that no words I 
which his fancy or imagination can suggest; will be to be compared with 
those which are in the emanations of reality and truth. 

But it may be said by those who do not object to, the general spirit of these 
remarks, that, as it is impossible for the Poet to produce upon all occasions 
language as -exquisitely fitted for the passion as that which the real passion 
itself suggests, it is proper that he should consider himself as in the situation 
of a translator, who deems himself justified when he substitutes excellences 
of another kind for those which are unattainable by him; and endeavours 
occasionally to surpass his original, in order to make some amends for the 
general inferiority to which he feels that he must submit. But this would be 
to encourage idleness and unmanly despair. Further, it is the language of 
men who speak of what they do not understand; who talk of Poetry as of a 
matter of amusement and idle pleasure; who will converse with us as gravely 
about a taste for Poetry, as they·express it, as if it were a thing as indifferent 
as a taste for Rope"dancing, or Frontiniac8 or Sherry. Aristotle, I have been 
told, hath said, that Poetry is the most philosophic of all writing:' it is so: its 
object is truth, not individual and local, but general, and operative; not stand-

8. A sweet wine. 
9. See ARISTOTLE, Poetics 9, 1451b: "poetry I. at 
once more like philosophy and more worth while 

than history, since pdetry tends to make general 
statements, while those· of history are particular." 



PREFACE TO LYRICAL BALLADS / 657 

ing upon external testimony, but carried alive into the heart·by passion; truth 
which is its own testimony, which gives strength and divinity to .the tribunal 
to which it appeals, and receives them from the same tribunal. Poetry is the 
image of man and nature. The obstacles which stand in the way of the fidelity 
of the Biographer and Historian, and of their consequent utility, are incal
culably greater than those which are to be encountered by the Poet who has 
an adequate notion of the dignity of his art. The Poet writes under one 
restriction only, namely, that of the necess~ty of giving immediate pleasure 
to a human Being possessed of that information which may be expected from 
him, not as a lawyer, a physician, a mariner, an astronomer or a natural 
philosopher, but as a Man. Except. this one restriction, there is no object 
standing between the Poet and the image of things; between this, and the 
Biographer and Historian there are a thousand. 

Nor let this necessity of producing immediate pleasure be considered as 
a degradation of the Poet's art. It is far otherwise. It is an acknowledgment 
of the beauty of the universe, an acknowledgment the more sincere, because 
it is not. formal, but indirect; it is a task light and easy to him who looks at 
the world in the spitit of love: further, it is a homage paid to the native and 
naked dignity of-man, to the grand elemehtary.principle of pleasure, by which 
he knows, and feels, and· lives, and moves·.1 We have no sympathy but what 
is propagated by pleasure: I would not; be misunderstood; but wherever we 
sympathize withpq,j.n it will be found .that the sympathy is produced and 
carried on by subtle combinations' with pleasure. We' have no knowledge, 
that is, no general'principles drawn from the contemplation of particular 
facts, but what has· been built up by pleasure,. and. exists in us by pleasure 
alone. The Man of Science;'" the Chemist and Mathematician, whatever dif
ficulties and disgusts they may have had to struggle with, know and feel this. 
However painful may be the objects with.which the Anatomist's knowledge 
is connected, he feels· that his knowledge is pleasure; and where he has no 
pleasure he has no knowledge. What then does the Poet? He considers man 
and the objects that .surround him. as acting and re-acting upon each other, 
so as to produce an infinite complexity of pain and pleasure; he considers 
man in his own nature and· in his ordinary life as contemplating this with· a . 
certain quantity of immediate knowledge, with certain convictions, intu
itions, and deductions which by habit become of the nature of intuitIons; lrt! .. 
considers him as looking upon this complex scene of ideas and sensations, 
and finding every where objects that immediately excite in him sympathies 
which, from the necessities of his nature, are accompanied by an overbalance 
of enjoyment. 

To this knowledge which all men carry about with them, and to these 
sympathies in which without any other discipline than that of our daily life 
we are fitted to take delight, the Poet principally directs his attention. He 
considers man and nature as essentially adapted to each other, and the mind 
of man ~s naturally the mirror of the fairest·and most interesting qualities 
of nature. And thus the Poet, prompted by· this feeling of pleasure which 
accompanies him through the whole course of his studies, converses with 
general nature with affections akin to those, which, through labour and 

I. Compare St. Paul's declaration that in God "we 
live, and move, and have our being" (Acts 17.28). 
2. Wordsworth may have had In mind In particular 

the English chemist Humphrey Davy (1778-
1829), who had lectured at the Royal Institution 
on January 21, 1802. 
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length of time, the Man of Science has ,raised up in himself~ by conversing 
with those ·particular. par;ts of-nature which are the objects of his studies. 
The knowledge both of the Poet and the Man of Science is pleasure;' but the 
knowledge of the one cleaves to 'us as a· necessary part of our. existence, our 
natural and unalienable inheritance; the other is a personal and individual 
acquisition, slow to 'come to us, and by no, habitual and direct sympathy 
connecting us with our felIow..;beings. The :Man of :Science seeks truth as a 
remote and unknown benefactor; he cherishes and loves it. in his solitude: 
the Poet, singing a song in which all human beings join with him, rejoices 
in the presence of truth as our visible friend and hourly companion. Poetry 
is the breath and finer spirit of all knowledge; it is the impassioned expression 
which is in the countenance of all Science. Emphatically may it be said of 
the Poet, as Shakespeare hath said of man, 'that: he looks before andafter.'3 
He is the rock of defence of human nature; an upholder. and preserver, carry
ing every where with.him relationship and love. In spite of difference of soil 
and climate; of language 'and manners, of laws and customs', in spite "Of things 
silently gone out of mind and' things violently destroyed, the· Poet binds 
together by passion and knowledge the vast empire of human' society,' as it 
is spread over the whole earth, andover all time. The objects of the Poet's 
thoughts are every where; though the eyes and senses of man are, it is true, 
his favorite gliides, yet he will follow wheresoever he can find an atmosphere 
of sensation in which to move his wings. Poetry is the'first and last, of-all 
knowledge-it is as immortal as the, heart 'of man;, If the ,labours of Men of 
Science should ever.create·any'material revolutiori; direct or indirect, in our 
condition, and in the impressions which we ,habitually· receive, the Poet will 
sleep then no more than at present, but he will be ready to follow the steps 
of the Man of Science, not only in those general indirect effects, but he will 
be at his side, carrying sensation'into the midst ofthe objects of the Science 
itself. The remotest c;liscoveries of the Chemist, the Botanist, or Mineralogist, 
will be as proper objects of the Poet's art as any upon which it can be 
employed, if the·time should ever cotne when these things snall:be fatniliar 
to us; and the relations under which they are contemplated by:the followers 
of these respective Sciences shall be manifestly and palpably material to us 
as enjoying and suffering beings. If the time should ever come when what is 
now called Science, thus familiarized to'men, shall' be ready to put on, as it 
were, a form of flesh and blood, the Poet will lend his divine spirit to aid the 
transfiguration, and will welcome the Being thus produced,. asa dear and 
genuine inmate of the household of man.-It is not, then, to be supposed 
that anyone, who holds that sublime notion of Poetry whieh I have at
tempted to convey, will break in upon the sanctity and truth of his pictures 
by transitory and accidental ornaments, and endeavour to excite admiration 
of himself by arts, the necessity of which must manifestly depend upon the 
assumed meanness of his subject. 

What I have thus far said applies to Poetry in general; but. especially to 
those parts of composition where the Poet speaks through the mouths of his 
characters; and upon this ,point· it appears to have such weight that: I will 
conclude, there are few persons of good sense, who would not allow that the 
dramatie parts of composition are defective, in proportion as they deviat~ 

3. Hamlet (ca. 1600),4,4.36 ("Looking before and after"). 
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from the real language of nature, and are coloured by a diction of the Poet's 
own, either peculiar to him as an individual Poet, or belonging simply to 
Poets in general, to a body of men who, from the circumstance of their 
compositions being in metre, it is expected will employ a particular language. 

It is not, then, in the dramatic parts of composition that we look for this 
distinction of language; but still it may be proper and necessary where the 
Poet speaks to us in his own person and character. To this I answer by 
referring my Reader to the description which J have before given of a Poet. 
Among the qualities which I have enumerated as principally conducing to 
form a Poet, is implied nothing differing in kind from other men, but only 
in degree. The sum of what J have there said is, that the Poet is chiefly 
distinguished from other men by a greater promptness to think and feel 
without immediate external excitement, and a greater power in expressing 
such thoughts and feelings as are produced in him in that manner. But these 
passions and thoughts and feelings are the general passions and thoughts 
and feelings of men. And with what are they connected? Undoubtedly with 
our moral sentiments and animal sensations,and with the causes which 
excite these; with the operations of the elements arid the appearances of the 
visible universe; with storm and sun-shine, with the revolutions of the sea
sons, with cold and heat, with loss of friends and kindred, with injuries and 
resentments, gratitude and hope, with fear and sorrow. These, and the like, 
are the sensations and objects which the Poet describes, as they are the 
sensations of other men, and the objects which interest them. The Poet 
thinks and feels in the spirit of the passions 'of men; How, then, can his 
language differ in any material degree from' that of all other men who feel 
vividly and see clearly? It might be proved that it is impossible, But supposing 
that this were not the case, the Poet might then be allowed to use a peculiar 
language when expressing his feelings for his own gratification, or that of 
men like himself. But Poets do not write for Poets alone, but for men. Unless 
therefore we are advocates for that admiration which depends upon igno
rance, and that pleasure which arises from hearing what we do not under
stand, the Poet must descend from this supposed height, and, in order to 
excite rational sympathy, he must express himself as other men express them
selves. To this it may be added, that while.he is only'selectihg from the real 
language of men, or, which amounts to the same thing, composingaccH<l!ately 
in the spirit of such selection, he is treading upon safe ground, and we know 
what we are to expect from him. Our feelings are the same with respect to 
metre; for, as it may be proper to remind the Reader,] the distinction of 
metre is regular and uniform, and not like that which is produced by what 
is usually called poetic diction, arbitrary, and subject to infinite caprices 
upon which no calculation whatever can be made. In the one case, the 
Reader is utterly at the mercy of the Poet respecting what imagery or diction 
he may choose to connect with the passion, whereas, in the other, the metre 
obeys certain laws, to which the Poet and Reader both willingly submit 
because they are certain, and because no interference is made by them with 
the passion but such as the concurring testimony of ages has shown to 
heighten and improve the pleasure which co-exists with it. 

It will now be proper to answer an obvious question, namely, Why, pro
fessing these opinions, have I written in verse? To this, in addition to such 
answer as is included in what I have already said, I reply in the first place, 
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because, however I may have restricted myself, there is still left open to me 
what confessedly constitutes the most valuable object of all writiilg, whether 
in prose or ·verse, the great and universal passions of men, the most general 
and interesting of their occupations, and the entire. world of nature, from 
which I am at liberty to supply myself with endless combinations of forms 
and imagery. Now, supposing for a moment that whatever iii interesting in 
these objects may be as vividly described in prose, why ani I to be condemned; 
if to such description I have endeavoured to superadd the charm which, by 
the consent of all nations, is acknowledged to exist in. metrical language? To 
this, by such as are unconvinced by what I have already said, it may be 
answered, that a very small part of the pleasure given by Poetry depends 
upon the metre, and that it is injudicious to write in metre, unless it be 
accompanied with the other artificial distinctions of style with which metre 
is usually accompanied, and that by such deviation more will be lost from 
the shock which will be thereby given to the Reader's associations, than will 
be counterbalanced by any pleasure which he can derive from the general 
power of numbers.4 In answer··to those who .still contend for the necessity of 
accompanying metre with certain appropriate colours of style in order to the 
accomplishment of its appropriate end, and who also, in my opinion, greatly 
under-rate the power of metre in itself, it might perhaps,as far as relates to 
these Poems, have been almost sufficient to observe, that poems are extant, 
written upon more humble subjects, and in a more naked and simple style 
than I have aimed at, which poems have continued to give pleasure from 
generation to generation .. Now, if nakedness and simplicity be a defect, the 
fact here mentioned affords a strong presumption that poems somewhat.less 
naked and simple' are capable of affording pleasure at the present day; and, 
what I wished chiefly to attempt, at present, was to justify myself for having 
written under the impression of this beUef. . 

But I might point out various causes why, when the style is manly, and 
the subject of !lome importance; words metrically arranged will long continue 
to impart such a pleasure to.mankiild as he who is sensible of the, extent of 
that pleasure will be desirous to impart. The end of Poetry is, to produce 
excitement in co-existence with an over-balance of pleasure. Now, by the 
8upposition,excitement is an unusual and irregular state of the mind; ideas 
and feelings do not in that state succeed each other in accustomed order. 
But; if the words by which this excitement is produced are in themselves 
powerful, or the images and feelings have an undue prop~rtion of pain con
nected with them, there is some danger that the excitement may be carried 
beyond its proper bounds. Now the co-presence of something regular, some
thing to which the mind has been accustomed in various moods and in a less 
excited state, cannot but have great efficacy in tempering and restraining the 
passion by an intertexture of ordinary feeling, (and.of feeling not strictly and 
necessarily connected with the passion. This is"unquestionably true, and 
hence, though the opinion will at first appear paradoxical, from the tendency 
of metre to divest language in a €ertain ... degree of its reality, and thus to 
throw a sort of half consciousness of unsubstantial existence over the whole 
composition, there can be little doubt but that more pathetic situations and 
sentiments, that is, those which have a greater proportion of pain connected 

4. Metrical language. 
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with them! may be endured in metrical composition, especially in rhyme, 
than in prose. The metre of the old Ballads is very artless; yet they contain 
many passages which would illustrate this opinion, and, I hope, if the fol
lowing Poems be attentively perused,'. similar instances will be found in 
them.] This opinion may be further illustrated by appealing to the Reader's 
own experience of the reluctance with which he comes to the re-perusal of 
the distressful. parts of Clarissa Harlowe, or .the Gamester. 5 While Shake
speare:s writings, in the most pathetic scenes, never act upon us as pathetic 
beyond the bounds of pleasure-an effect which! in a much greater degree 
than might at first be imagined, is to be ascribed to small, but continual and 

. regular impulses of pleasurable surprise from the metricalarrangement.
On the other hand (what it must be allowed will much more frequently 
happen) if the Poet's words should be incommensurate With the passion, and 
inadequate to raise the Reader to a height of desirable excitement, then; 
(unless the Poet's choice of his metre has been grossly injudicious) in the 
feelings of pleasure which the Reader has been accustomed to cormect with 
metre in general, and in the feeling, whether chearful or melancholy, which 
he has been accustomed to connect with that particular movement of metre, 
there will be found something which. will greatly contribute to impart passion 
to the words, and to effect the complex end which the Poet proposes to 
himself. . 

If I had undertaken a systematic defence of the theory upon which these 
poems are written, it would have been my duty to develope the various causes 
upon which the pleasure received from metrical language depends. Among 
the chief of these causes is.to be reckoned a.principle which must·be well 
known to those who have made any of the Arts the object of accurate reflec
tion; I mean the pleasure which the mind derives from the perception of 
similitude in dissimilitude. This principle i.· the great spring of the activity 
of our minds, and their chief feeder. Ftom this principle the direction of the 
sexual appetite, and all the passions connected.with it, take their origin: it is 
the life of our ordinary conversation; and; upon the ac;:curacy with. which 
similitude in. dissimilitude, and dissimilitude in similitude are perceived, 
depend our taste and our moral feelings. It would not have been a useless 
employment to have applied this principle to the consideration of me~, and 
to have shown that metre is hence enabled to afford much pleasure, and to 
have pointed out in what manner that pleasure is produced. But my limits 
will not permit me to enter upon this subject, and I must content myself 
with a general summary. 

I have said that Poetry is the spontaneous. overflow of powerful feelings: 
it takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquillity: the emotion is 
contemplated till by a species of reaction the tranquillity disappears, .and an 
emotion, kindred to that which was before the subject of contemplation, is 
gradually produced, and does itself actually exist in the mind. In this mood 
successful composition generally begins; and in a mood similar to this it is 
carried on; but the emotion, of whatever kind and in whatever degree, from 
various causes isquaiified by various pleasures, so that in describing any 
passions whatsoever, which are voluntarily described, the mind will upon the 

5. The Gamester (1753), a tragedy by Ed;"srd Moote, about 1Iambling. Clarissa J-lardoWe: an epistolary 
novel (1747-48) by Samuel Ricbardson; the title character I. abducted and raped, and she dies of grief. 
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whole be in a state of enjoyment. Now, if Nature be' thus cautious in pre
serving in a state of enjoyment a being thus employed, the Poet'ought to 
profit by the lesson thus held;forthto him, and ought espeCially to take care, 
that whatever passions he communiCates to his Reader, those passions, 'if 
his Reader's mind be' 'sound and vigdrous,' should '.always be acc6mpanied 
with an overbalance of pleasure.: Now theLmusic of harmonious 'metrical 
language, the sense of difficulty over,come,'and the blind assoCiation of plea· 
sure which has been previously received from works of 'rhyme or metre of 
the same or similar construction,' an . indistinct . perception' perPetually 
renewed of language closely resembling that of real life, and yet, in the Cir
cumstance of metre, differing from it so widely, all these imperceptibly make 
up a complex feeling of delight, which is of the most important use in' tem
pering the painful feeling which will always be found intermi'ngled with pow
erful descriptions of the deeper passi·ons. This 'effect is always produced in 
pathetic and impassioned poetry; while, in lighter compositions, the ·ease 
and gracefulness with which the Poet manages his numbers are·themselves 
confessedly a principal 'source of the gratificetionof the Reader. I might 
perhaps include all which it is .necessary to say upori this"subjectby affinntng; 
what few persons will deny,' that, of two descriptions~ either. of passions, 
manners, or characters, each of them equally-well executed"the one in prose 
and the other in verse, the verse will be read a hundred· times where: the 
prose is read once. We see that Pope, by the power of verse alone, has' con
trived to render the plainest common sense interesting, and eyen frequently 
to invest it with· the appearance 'of passion,' In consequence of these convic
tions I 'related in metre the Tale of GOODY BLAKE AND HARRY GILL, which is 
one of the rudest of this collection. I wished to draw attentiol) to the truth; 
that the power of the human imagination' is sufficient to produce such 
changes even in our physical nature as niight'abnost appear. Ii1iraculoo.s.:The 
truth is an important one; the fact (for itissfact) is a valu~bleilliIstration 
of it. And I have the satisfaction of knowing that it has been communicated 
to many hundreds of people who would never have heard of it, had it not 
been narrated as a Ballad, and in·:a more.impressive metre than is usual in 
Ballads. 

Having thus explained a few of the reasons why I have written inverse, 
and why I have chosen subjects from common life, and endeavoured to bring 
my language near to the real language of men, if I have been too minute in 
pleading my own cause, I have at the same time been treating a subject of 
general interest; and it is for this reason that I request-the Reader'spermis
sion to add a few words with reference solely to these particular poems,' and 
to some· defects which will probably be found in them. I am sensible that my 
assoCiations must· have sometimes been particular instead· of gerieral,and 
that, consequently, giving to things a false importance; sometimes from dis
eased impulses I may have written upon unworthy subjects;: 'but I 'am less 
apprehensive on this account, than that my language may frequently have 
suffered from those arbitrary connections {)ffeelings and ideas withpartic
ular words and phrases, from which no man can altogether protect himself. 
Hence I have no doubt, that, in some instances, feelings even of the ludicrous 
may be given to my Readers by expressions which appeared to me tender and 
pathetic. Such faulty expressions, were I convinced they were faulty at pres~ 
ent, and that they must necessarily continue to be so, I would willingly take 
all reasonable pains to correct. But it is dangerous to mak~ these alterations 
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on the simple authority of a few individuals, or even of certain classes of 
men; for where the understanding of an Author is not convinced, or his 
feelings altered, this cannot be done without great injury to himself: for his 
own feelings are his stay and support, and, if he sets them aside in one 
instance, he may be induced to repeat this act till his mind loses all confi
dence in itself, and becomes utterly debilitated. To this it may be added, that 
the Reader ought never to forget that he is himself exposed to the same errors 
as the Poet, and perhaps in a much greater degree: for there can be no 
presumption in saying, that it is not probable he 'will be so well acquainted 
with the various stages of meaning through which words have passed, or with 
the fickleness or stability of the relations of particular ideas to each other; 
and above all, since he is so much less interested in the subject, he may 
decide lightly and carelessly. 

Long as I have detained my Reader, I hope he will permit me to caution 
him against a mode of false criticism which has been applied to Poetry in 
which the language closely resembles that of life and nature. Such verses 
have been triumphed over in parodies of which Dr. Johnson's stanza is a fair 
specimen. 

'I put my hat upon my head, 
And walk'd into the Strand, 
And there I met another man 
Whose hat was in his hand. '6 

'" . . . 

Immediately under these lines I will place one of the most jUlPtly admired 
stanzas of the 'Babes in the Wood.'? 

'These pretty Babes with hand in hand 
Went wandering up and down; , 
But never more they saw the Man 
Approaching from the Town.' 

In both these stanzas the words, and the order of the words, in no respect 
differ from the most unimpassioned conversation. There are words in both, 
for example, 'the Strand,' and 'the Town,' connected with n()ne but the most 
familiar ideas; yet the one stanza we admit as admirable" and the other as a 
fair example of the superlatively contemptible. Whence arises this diff~' 
ence? Not from the metre, not from the language, not from the order of the 
words; but the matter expressed in Dr. Johnson's stanza ,IS contemptible. The 
proper method of treating trivial and simple verses, to which Dr. Johnson's 
stanza would be a fair parallelism, is not to say, This ,is ~ bad kind of poetry, 
or This is not poetry; but This wants sense; it ,is neither interesting in itself, 
nor can lead to any thing interesting; the images neither originate in that 
sane state of feeling which arises out of thought, nor can excite thought or 
feeling in the Reader. This is the only sensible manner of dealing with such 
verses. Why trouble yourself about the species till you have previously 
decided upon the genus? Why take pains to prove that an ape is not a New
ton,H when it is self-evident that he is not a man? 

6. Printed in the London Magazine, April 1785, 
parodying the ballad The Hermit of Wur/nvorth 
(177 J). by Thomas Percy. The Strand: " business 
street in central London. 
7. A pOl'ular name for the old ban .. d "The Chil
dren in the Wood," which tells of two children cru-

elly treated by R wicked uncle. It Is Included in 
Thomas Perc)". collection Relique. of Ancient 
English Poetry (3 vol •. , 1765), which Wordsworth 
valued highly. 
8. Sir Isaac Newton (J 642-1727). English scien· 
tist and mathelnaticinn. 
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I have one request to make of my Reader, which is, that in judging these 
Poems he would decide by his own feelings genuinely; and not by reflection 
upon what ,will probably be the judgment of others. How COmmon is it to 
hear a person say, 'I myself do not object)to this style of composition, or this 
or that expression, but to such and such dasses of people'lt will appear mean 
or ludicrous.' This mode of criticism, so destructive of all sound unadulter
ated judgment, is almost universal: I have therefore to request,.· that the 
Reader would abide independently by his own feelings, arid that if he finds 
himself affected he would not suffer such conjectures to interfere with his 
pleasure. 

If an Author by any single composition has impressed us with respect for 
his talents, it is useful to consider this as affording a presumption, that, on 
other occasions where we have been displeased, :he ! neverthele!;s may not 
have written ill or absurdly; and; further, to give him so much credit for this 
one composition as may induce us to review what has displeased us with 
more care than we should otherwise have bestowed upon it. This is not only 
an act of justice, but, in our decisions 'upon poetry especially, may conduce 
in a high degree to the improvement of our own taste: for an accurate taste 
in poetry, and in all the oth~r afts, as Sir Josh,ua Reynolds9 has observed, is 
an acqUired talent, which can only be produced by thought, and a long con
tinued intercourse with the best nlOdel,s ofcomposJi:ion. This is mentioned, 
not with so ridiculous a purpose ~s to prevent tttemost inexperienced Reader 
from judging for himself, (I have already said that I wish him to judge for 
himself;) but merely to temper the'ri..hhess of decisioh; aildto stiggest, that, 
if Poetry be a subject on which much time has not b~eri bestowed, the judg
ment may be erroneous; and that in,many cases it nece!lsarily will be so. 

I know that nothing would have. 80 effectually contributed to' further the 
end which I have in view, as to have shewn of what.~ndthe pleasure is, and 
how that pleasure is produced;, which is confessedly ,produced by metrical 
composition essentially different from that which I:haveh,ere endeavoured 
to'recommend: for thEi : Reader will say that he has: been pleased by such 
composition; and wha{can Id,o more for him? The power of allY art is limited; 
and he will suspect, that~' if I propose to fu~nish hini With new friends, it is 
only upon condition of his abandoning his old friends. Besides, as I have 
said, the Reader is himself conscious of the pleasure which he has receive'd 
from such composition, composition to which he has peculiarly attached the 
endearing name ofP6etry; and all men feel an habitual gratitude, 'and some
thing of ari hOliorable bigotry for the objects which have long continued to 
please them; we not only wish to be pleased, but to be pleased in that par: 
ticular way in which we hilve been accustomed to be pleased. There is a host 
of arguments in these feelings; al1d I should be the less able to combat them 
suecessfully, as I am willing to allow, that, in order entireiy to' enjoy 'the 
Poetry which I am recommending, it would be necessary to give up mucl-i of 
what is ordinarily enjoyed. But, would my limits 'have permitted me lapoint 
out how this pleasure is produced, I might have removed many obstacles, 
and assisted my Reader in perc'eivirig that the powers of lan~uage are not so 

9, l>ortrait painter, essayist, and lecturer (i 723-
1792), author of annual DlscOu""", (1769-90) on 
the arts delivered to students at the. Royal Acad· 
emy. See Discourse XU: "The habit ot contemplat-

Ing andbroodlng' qver the Idea. of great geniuses, 
till you nnd ~urself warmed by the contact,.i. the 
true method of fonnlng an artist-like mind," 
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limited as he may suppose; and that it is possible that poetry may give other 
enjoyments, of a purer, more lasting, and more exquisite nature.·This part 
of my subject I have not altogether neglected; but it has been less my present 
aim to prove, that the interest excited by some other kinds of poetry is less 
vivid, and less worthy of the nobler powers of the mind, than to offer reasons 
for presuming, that, if the object which I have proposed to myself were ade
quately attained, a species of poetry would be produced,· which is genuine 
poetry; in its nature well adapted to -interest mankind permanently, and 
likewise important in the multiplicity and quality of its moral relations. 

From what has been said, and from a perusal of the Poems, the Reader 
will be able dearly to perceive the object which I have proposed to myself: 
he will determihe how far I have attained this object; and, what is a much 
more important question, whether it be worth attainillg: and upon the deci
sion of these two questions will rest my claim to the approbation of the 
public. 

Appendix to, the Preface (1802) 

As perhaps I have no right to expect· from a Reader of an Introduction to a 
volume of Poems that 'attentive perusal Withotitwhich it is impossible, imper
fectly as I have been compelled to express my meaning, that what I have said 
in the Preface should throughout be fully.understood, I am the more anxious 
to give an eXact. notion of the sense in which I use the phrase poetic diction; 
and for this purpose I will here add a few words concerning the origin of the 
phraseology which I have condemned under that name.~The earliest Poets 
of all nations generally Wrote from passion excited by real events; they wrote 
naturally, and as men: feeling powerftilly ·as they did,. their language was 
daring, and figurative. In succeeding times, Poets, and men ambitious of the 
fame of POets, perceiving the influence of such language, and desirous of 
producing the same effect, without having ·the same animating passion, set 
themselves to a mechanical adoption of those figures of speech, and made 
use of them, sometimes with propriety, but much more frequently 'applied 
them to feelings and ideas with which they had no natural connection what
soever. A language was thus insensibly produced, differing materially from 
the real language of men in any situation. The Reader or Heat.e¥ ·of this 
distorted language found himself in a perturbed and unusual state of mind: 
when affected by the genuine language of passion he had been in a perturbed 
and unusual state of mind also: in both cases he was willing that his common 
judgment and understanding should be laid asleep, and he had no instinctive 
and infallible perception of the true to make him reject the false; the one 
served as a passport for the other. The agitation and confusion of mind were 
in both cases delightful, and no wonder if he confounded the one with the 
other, and believed them both to be produced by the same, or similar causes. 
Besides, the Poet spake to him in the character of a man to be looked up to, 
a man of genius and authority. Thus, and from a variety of other causes, this 
distorted language was received with a~miration; and Poets, it is probable, 
who had before contented themselves for the most part with misapplying 
only expressions which at first had been dictated by real passion, carried the 
abuse still further, and introduced phrases composed apparently in the spirit 
of the original figurative language of passion, yet altogether of their own 
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invention, and distinguished by various degrees of wanton deviation ,from 
good sense and nature; '. 
; It is indeed true that the language of the earliest Poets was felt to differ 
materiaIiy from ordinary language, becailse it was the language of. extraor~ 
dinary occasions; but'itwas really spoken by men; language which the Poet 
himself had uttered when he had been affected by the : events which he 
described, or which he had heard uttered by those around him; To this lan
guage it is probable that metre of some sort or other :was early superadded. 
This separated, the genuine .language of Poetry still further from common 
life, so that whoever read or, heard the poems of these earliest Poets felt 
himself moved in a way in which he had, not been accustomed to be moved 
in real life, and by causes manifestly different from those which acted:upon 
him in real life. This was the great temptation to all ,the corruptions :which 
have followed: under the protection of this feeling.'succeeding Poets con
structed a phraseology which had one thing, it is true, in common with the 
genuine language of poetry, namely, that it was not heard in ordinary con
versation; that it was unusual. But the .first Poets, as I have said, spake a 
language which, though unusual, was still the language of men. This circum
stance, however, was disregarded .by their, successors; they found, that they 
could please by easier means: they became proud of,a language which they 
themselves had invented, and which was· uttered only by themselves; and, 
with the spirit of. a fraternity,· they arrogated it to themselves as their own. 
In process of time'metre became a symbol or promise of this unusuallan~ 
guage, and whoever took upon. him to write in metre, accordinga. he'pos
sessed more or' less of true poetic genius, introduced less or more· of. this 
adulterated phraseology into his compositions, and the true and the false 
became so inseparably interwoven that the taste of men was gradually per
verted; and this language was received as a natural language; and at length, 
by the influence 9f books upon men, did to a certain degree .really become 
so. Abuses of this kind were imported from one nation to another, and with 
the progress of refinement this diction became daily more and more corrupt, 
thrusting out of sight the plain humanities of.nature by a motley masquerade 
of tricks" quaintnesses, hieroglyphics, .and enigmas.: 

It would be highly interesting to poirttout the causesofthe pleasure given 
by this extravagant and absurd language: but this is not the place; it depends 
upon a great variety of causes, but upon none perhaps more than its influ
ence in impressing a notion of the peculiarity and exaltation of the Poet's 
character, and in flattering the Reader's self-love by bringing him nearer to 
a sympathy with that character; an effect which is accomplished by unset
tling ordinary habits of thinking, and thus assisting the Reader to approach 
to that perturbed and dizzy state of mind in which if he does not find himself, 
he. imagines that he is balked of a peculiar enjoyment which poetry can, and 
ought to bestow. 

The sonnet which I have quoted from Gray, in the Preface, except the 
lines printed in Italics, ,consists of little else but this diction, though not of 
the worst kind; and indeed, if I may be permitted to say so, -it is far too 
common in the best writers, both antient ·and modern. Perhaps I can in no 
way, by positive example, more easily give my Reader a notion of what I mean 
by the phrase poetic diction than by referring him to a comparison between 
the metrical paraphrases which we have of passages in the old and new 
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Testament, and those passages as they exist in our common Translation. See 
Pope's 'Messiah' throughout, Prior's 'Did sweeter sounds adorn my flowing 
tongue,'1 &c. &c. 'Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels,' 
&c. &c. See 1st Corinthians, chapter 13th. By way of immediate example, 
take the following of Dr. Johnson: 2 

'Turn on the prudent Ant thy heedless eyes, 
Observe her labours, Sluggard, and be wise; 
No stern command, no monitory voice, 
Prescribes her duties, or directs her choice; 
Yet, timely provident, she hastes away 
To snatch the blessings of a plenteous day; 
When fruitful Summer loads the teeming plain, 
She crops the harvest and she stores the grain. 
How long shall sloth usurp thy useless hours, 
Unnerve thy vigour, and enchain thy powers"? 
While artful shades thy downy couch enclose, 
And soft solicitation courts repose, 
Amidst the drowsy charms of dull delight, 
Year chases year with unremitted flight, 
Till want now following, fraudulent and slow, 
Shall spring to seize thee, like an ambushed foe.' 

From this hubbub of words pass to the original. 'Go to thf? Ant, thou Slug
gard, consider her ways, and be wise: which having no ,guide, overseer, or 
ruler, provideth her meat in the summer, and gathereth her food in the 
harvest. How long wilt thou sleep, 0 Sluggard? when wilt thou arise out of 
thy sleep? Yet a little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands to 
sleep. So shall thy poverty come as one that travaileth, and thy want as an 
armed man.' Proverbs, chap. 6th. 

One more quotation and I have done. It is from Cowper's verses3 supposed 
to be written by Alexander Selkirk: 

'Religion! what treasure untold 
Resides in that heavenly word! 
More precious than silver and gold, 
Or all that this earth can afford. 
But the sound of the church-going bell 
These valleys and rocks never heard, 
Ne'er sighed at the sound of a knell, 
Or smiled when a sabbath appear'd. 

Ye winds, that have made me your sport, 
Convey to this desolate shore 
Some cordial endearing report 
Of a land I must visit no more. 
My Friends, do they now and then send 

~. 

I. "Charity. A Paraphrase on the Thirteenth 
Chllpter of the First Epistle to the CorinthIans" 
(1703), by Matthew Prior (1664-1721). "Mes
!;iah": B "sacred eclogue" (1712), imitilting Virgil's 
Latin Eclog .... 4 (ca. 37 R.C.,,:,). 

3. "Verses Supposed to be Written by Alexander 
Selkirk" (i782), stanzas 4-5, by William Cowper 
(1731-1800). Selkirk (i676-1721), a Scottish 
sailor who lived from 1704 to 1709 on an unin
habited island off the coast of Chile. 

2. ''The Ant" (1766). 
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A wish or a thought after me? 
o tell me I yet have a friend, 
Though a friend I am never to see.' 

I have quoted this passage as an instance of three different styles of com
position. The first four lines are poorly eXpressed; some Critics would call 
the language prosaic; the fact is, it would.be bad prose, so bad, that it is 
scarcely worse in metre. The epithet 'church-going' applied to a bell, and 
that by so chaste4 a writer as Cowper, is an instance of the strange abuses 
which Poets have introduced into their language till they and their Readers 
take them as matters of course, if they do not single them out eXpressly as 
objects of admiration. The two lines 'Ne'er sighed at the sound,' &c. are, in 
my opinion, an instance of the language of passion wrested from its proper 
use, and, from the mere circumstance of the composition being in metre, 
applied upon an occasion that does not justify s.uch violent eXpressions; and 
I should condemn the passage, though perhaps: few Readers will agree with 
me, as vicious poetic diction. The last stania is throughout admirably 
expressed: it would be equally good· whether in. prose or verse, except that 
the Reader has an exquisite pleasure in seeing such natural language so 
naturally connected with metre. The b~autY of this stanmtempts me here 
to add a sentiment which ought to be. the pervacJjngspirit of a system, 
detached parts of which have been imperfectly exPlained in' the Preface,-:
namely, that in proportion a. idea. and feelin:g. are valuab!ei whether the 
composition be in prose or in verse, they reqtdre and exact bne and the same 
language. 

4. Austere, ornament-free. 

SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE 
1772-1834 

1800, 1802 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge has been praised as the premier English literary intellectual 
of his era and as the first modern critic, a writer who sought to integrate literary 
analysis with the insights of other disciplines and who labored (with less than com
plete success) to give literary criticism a philosophical foundation. But he has also 
been dismissed and derided in hostile tones rarely.found in academic commentary. 
Was Coleridge a great original thinker? He. drew on !Jlany eighteenth-century and 
contemporary authors, particularly German idealist an~ .Roinantic philosophers and 
critics, including IMMANUEL. KANT, FRIEDRICH VON SCHILLER, Friedrich and A. W. 
Schlegel, and Friedrich von Schelling-and some scholars have commended him for 
introducing the best of German thought to ,an English readership. Less charitably, 
though with some reason, others have termed these literary debts, references, and 
borrowings to be nothing more than plagiarisms. . . ., 

Coleridge has also been rebuked and mocked for. the ambitious projects he pro
posed, launched, but left undone: an eight- to ten-volume history of literature. an 
epic poem on the origin of evil, and so on. He had extraordinary literary gifts. but was 
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an undisciplined author who failed to make full use of his exceptional talents-as he 
himself knew well. Coleridge wrote in his copy of his book The Statesman's Manual 
(I81~) that while he had produced a number of significant works, he stood in the 
world's eyes as "the wild eccentric Genius· that has published ·nothing but fragments 
& splendid Tirades." With the possible exception of the Biographia Literaria (1817) 
and a ·handful of poems, none'of his works hc:ilds together as an effective whole. Yet 
as a writer, and as a speaker (we have ample records of his conversations and lectures), 
he was; and stili is, brilliantly impressive and !ltlmulating. 

Coleridge was born the son of the vicar of Ottery St. Mary, a small town in south
west England; but at age nine, following the death of his father, he was sent to school 
in London, attending Christ's Hospital as a charity student. In 1791 he enrolled in 
Jesus College, Cambridge University; two years later, plagued by debts; he enlisted 
in the Fifteenth Light Dragoons under the alias Silas Tomkyn Comberbache (S.T.C.). 
He was soon 'rescued from this mistake by his family and returned to the university, 
but he left in December 1794 without completing his degree. 

In June 1794, while on a walking tour, Coleridge met the poet Robert Southey at 
Oxford, and the two concocted a plan for a "pantisocracy" (a society ruled by equals). 
They decided on a location (in Pennsylvania) and on the twelve men who, with their 
wives, would create this agricultural comntuhe; but the only action taken was Cole
ridge's engagement (made necessary by the scheme) to Sara Fricker, the sister of 
Southey's , ... ·~e. Though the plan collapsed, he married her in 1795. 

In late 1-; ,Coleridge's first published poetry appeared (sonnets ·addressed to con
temporary. tical radicals such as William Godwin· and Joseph Priestley). In 1795 
he worked.:'i) a JoumaUst and lectured In Sri.tol on· polltlc_, religion, and history. 
Malt Icholaltbelleve that he there first met wiLLIAM WORDSWORTH, beginning an 
Intense friendship that soon led to the most significant collaboration in English lit
erary history. Sy May 1796 Coleridgew.s calling Wordsworth "a very dear friend of 
mine, who is in my opinion the best poet of the age," and his own fitst collection of 
poetrY, Poems on Various Subjects, had just been published. In D~ember, Coleridge 
and his wife Sara settled in Nether Stowey, and soon thereafter Wordsworth and his 
sister Doro~hymoved nearby, to AIfoxden. Beginning in mld-1797 Coleridge and 
Wordsworth worked together on Lyrical Ballads, which they published anonymously 
in ·September 1798. Among the works of this period, Coleridge's ·high point as a poet, 
are "This ·Lime Tree Bower My Prisori," ''The Rime of the·Ancient Mariner," "Frost 
at Midnight," "Fears in Solitude," ''The Nightingale," part I of "Christabel," arid prob
ably the fragment "Kubla Khan" as well. 

Leaving his wife and two children behind, Coleridge accompanied the Words
worths to Germany in September 1798, where he read and absorbed the phi~ophical 
and literary speculations of Kant, Schelling, the Schlegels, and Schiller (whose work 
he la~er translated). 

On his return to England in mid-1799, Coleridge wrote political articles and made 
plans (unrealized) for a biography of the German critic and dramatist GO'lTHOLD 
EPHRAIM LESSING and for a major book on Romantic metaphysics. The Coleridges 
followed the Wordsworths to the Lake District in 1800; and although the second 
edition of Lyrical Ballads (1800) appeared with only Wordsworth's name on the title 
page and with a long preface by Wordsworth that ignored Coleridge's poems, the men 
remained close. But Coleridge's personal life Was in disarray. Already indifferent to 
his wife, he had fallen in love with Sara Hutchinson, whose sister, Mary, Wordsworth 
would marry in 1802; even worse, he had become .dependent on laudanum (opium 
dissolved in alcohol, Widely used to treat·a m.lmber of disorders). Leaving his family 
behind, Coleridge spent two years traveling the Mediterranean and working in Malta; 
but he returned to England in 1806 still an addict. He lived for some months with 
the Wordsworths, and the relationship grew strained; the men finally broke on bitter 
terms in 1810. 

Under the circumstances, Coleridge was surprisingly productive. In 1809 and 
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1810, he wrote and published The Friend, a periodical that ran for twenty-eight issues; 
and between 1808 and 18,19, he lectured frequently on politics, religion, education, 
philosophy, and literature; offering especially incisive commentaries on Shakespeare 
and Milton. During the period from'june to September 1815, he focused an ,the 
Biographia Liter-aria, which he dictated'rather than wrote. From spring 1816unti.I his 
death in 1834, Coleridge lived in Highgate, a northern suburb of LOridon, with and 
under the care of Dr. James Gillman, who helped controlhis·drugaddiction. 

By this time known as the "Sage of Highgate," Coleridge published Christabel and 
Other Poems (1816); the first vol\lme of his collected poems; Sibylline. Leaves ( 181 7; 
expanded 1828, 1834); and his Poetical Works (3;'0Is., 1828; 2d ed., 1829; 3d ed., 
1834). His major prose works are Lay Sermons (1816, 1817), essays on national 
education and the structure of an organic society; Biographia Literaria (1817); "Trea
tise on Method" (included in the three-volume edition of The Friend, ·1818);"Aids to 
Reflection (1825; 2d ed., 1831); and On the Constitution of the Church and State 
(1829; 2d ed., 1830), in which he. proposed the establishment" of ~eachers; scholars, 
and priests as an independent estate. of the realm, "the clerisy." In addition; Table 
Talk (edited by his nephew Henry Coleridge, ·1836), which displays'his skills in con
versation; Literary Remains (1836), which contains an account of his.1818-"l91ec
tures on "the history of philosophy" and the "general course ofliterature"j and Anima 
Poetae (1895), selections from his notebooks, all appeared'after his death. 

Coleridge frequently professed a commitment to ,system; .Iogic, and ·method, but 
his own practice time and again r.esists global theories and:highly elaborated schemes 
and structures. It is' the penetrating phrase 'or sentence, the powerful paragraph of 
speculation, and the shrewd, suggestive judgment- that reveal Coleridge at· his best. 
Still, for English and American critics in the early twentieth century, especially 1. :A. 
Richards, CLEANTH BROOKS, and other New ,Critics, the central .Coleridge. text is 
Biographia Literaria, where they found and built on Coleridge's famous theory' of the 
imagination, his exposition of organic unity, and his treatment of poetry as the rec
onciliation of opposites. 

Biograph", Literaria, a hastily assembled work, mixes modes and genres;IHncludes 
autobiography, philosophy, literary theory, and analytical literary criticism, as well as 
a memoir of Wordsworth, a:study of his poems, and a critique of his· theory of poetic 
diction. At the center of Coleridge's projeCt is his inquiry into and defense"-9f the 
imagination. Coleridge's account, distinguishing between "fancy" and ~'imagination," 
lacks the splendor. and breadth of PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEy'S tribute to the imagination 
in the Defence of Poetry (written 1821; see below) as "the great instrument of moral 
good," but it has exercised a greater influence on later literary theory. and criticism. 
Coleridge speaks first of the "primary" 'imagination: the "living power" of God, in the 
eternal act of creation, it is also the power of creation in each person. The "secondary" 
imagination echoes the primary; in conjunction with the will and understanding, it 
dissolves in order to re-create, making whole and hannonizing as a "synthetic and 
magical power." Fancy, in contrast, merely associates "fixities and definites!' 

This is an .intriguing, if elusive, theory, over' which commentators have puzzled. 
But the real importance of Coleridge's ,words is their departure from eighteenth
century neoclassical theory. SAMUELJOHNSON,in his Dictionary (1765), offers "fancy" 
as one of the definitions of "imagination"; that Coleridge makes a distinction between 
the two has important implications for his conception of the poet ·alld the poem. 
Neoclassical critics such as ALEXANDER POPE and Johnson could exempt only a great 
genius like Shakespeare from external niles of literary decorum, insisting that others 
rely on deliberate craft; but for Coleridge the creative work of every poet springs from 
an imaginative power at once·availilblefor·analysis yet mysterious in its sources. He 
sees a poem as organic, true to itself, acquiring its shape like a plant ,from a seed and 
thereby growing according to its own internal law of development. 

Coleridge's theory of the primary and secondary imagination honors the creative 
capacity of persons while remaining steadfast to the primacy of God; even more, 
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Coleridge implies that each re-creative act that a poet performs is an act of worship. 
As modern scholars have pointed out, Coleridge was the most devout of all the major 
Romantic writers; his Christian faith is central to all his ·work. He sees "a similar 
union of the universal and the individual" in religion and in the fine arts. Yet implicit 
in Coleridge's theory of the imagination are both difficulty and failure, which take on 
added bleakness in this context. When he sets the imagination in contrast to a world 
of "essentially fixed and dead objects," does he mean that God has made a world that 
is dead-at least until awakened or renewed by a creative act? 

Coleridge makes a similar distinction in his commentaries on allegory and symbol 
(one of which, from The Statesman's Manual, is excerpted below). Allegory, he indi
cates, is mechanical and formulaic, part of the larger problem of our degenerate age 
of triumphant "mechanic" philosophy; but symbol is organically unified, fusing the 
particular and the general, the temporal and the eternal. This distinction is crucial 
for Coleridge, yet, as PAUL DE MAN argues in "The Rhetoric of Temporality" (1969), 
his arguments do not sustain it: the more that Coleridge explores the distinction, the 
more he complicates and blurs its terms. Indeed, some of his best-known poetry ("The 
Rime of the Ancient Mariner," "Kubla Khan," "Christabel") has invited allegorical 
interpretation. 

Coleridge's emphasis on the power of the imagination is at odds with much con
temporary theory and historical and cultural criticism, ·which is suspicious of claims 
that appear to give certain individuals the power to create new worlds out of nothing 
but their imagination. The New Historicist STEPHEN GREENBLATT speaks, for example, 
not of the imaginative power and prowess of the author but of "social energy"; and it 
is true that Coleridge pays too little attention to the powerful social networks of 
signification in which an author's work takes shape. But recent theorists, reacting 
perhaps too sweepingly against the idea of the author as a Romantic genius, have 
tended to undervalue the creative power of the individual author, the agent of the 
imagination who, as Coleridge says of Shakespeare, demonstrates his authority and 
skill "not only in the general construction, but in all the detail." 
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",.: 

i.. I 

.. .. .. 
But do you require some one or .more particular passage from the Bible, that 
m.ay at on<;e, ilIustr~te anc:JC?'~mpJi.fy, i~s. ~p~lica~~lity,., to . .the cQ.apg~~; ,apd 
rp'~~~nes . ,of, empires'?, Of ,~he nilmerous ch,ap~ers t4a~: rell;ite to ,tl1¢ .JeMlih 
tribes, their enemies and, allies; before andaftet:. their: diyi$ion ;nto ,two king. 
doms, it would! be mor~ difficult to state. a· singl~ Olle" from which, some 
guiding light might not be'struck. And in nothing is Scriptural history mote 
strongly contrasted with the histories of highest note in the present age2 than 
hi its freedom from the holltjWness ofabstracdons.' While the latter present 
8 shadow~fight of Things arid'Qu'shtities, the former ~vesusj th~ hfstory of 
Men, and balances the bripo~taht influence 'of IhdiVidual Minds' with the 
pr~vious state of the, n~ifdrlal 'trlorals ana'ntapners, '10 which,as constitu'ting 
a spedficsusceptibilrty, itpl'~sents to lis tlje t'n1~ cause both pf ~he InfJuence 
its,eJf,and of the Weill .or Woe that were its Consequ~l)ts. HOVl(should it be 
otherwise'? The hi!itories and political e~onQ:my .. of the pr~s,ent and preceding 
century partake in the general contagion 'of its mechanic philoliophy, and are 
the product of an unenlivened generalizing Understanding: In the Scriptures 
they.arethe living ediicts3 of the Iin!lgination; of that reconciling and medi-

I.'" i· 

1. The full title Is TIie Skltesman',; Manual; or The . 
Bible ,'''' Besl Guide 10 Polillcal Skill and Forestght:' 
A·~ Se~, Addressed to the Hl.ghe.r Glasses of 
SocietY, wiih an A"".ndlx Contalnlftk' Cam ..... ;,ts 
and Essays Con .... cted with lhe Study of the Inspir"d 
W~Ii .. gs. 

'l~ Probably a reference to DAVID HUME. EiutiJryo/ 
England (5 vOl •. , 1 754-6l)"el)d,Edward Gibbon, 
The History of theDecIi .... lind FilII 0/ the R!l~n 
Empire (6 yol ••. , 1776-88). . . 
3. Things drawn forth. deVeloped. 
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atory power, -which incorporating the Reason in Images of the Sense, and 
organizing (as it were) the flux of the Senses by·the permanence and self
circling energies of the Reason, gives birth to a system of symbols, harmo
nious in themselves, and consubstirrltial with the truths,' of which they are 
the conductors. These are the Wheels which Ezekiel4 beheld, when the hand 
of the Lord was upon him, and he saw visions of God as he sate among the 
captives by.the river of Chebar. Whithersoever the Spirit was to go, the wheels 
went, and thither was their spirit to go: for the spirit of the living creature was 
in the wheels also. The truths and the symbols that represent them move in 
conjunction and form the living chariot that bears up (for us) the throne of 
the Divine Humanity. Hence, by a derivative, indeed, but not a divided, 
influence, and though in a secondary yet in. more than a metaphorical sense, 
the Sacred Book is worthily intitled the WORD OF GOD. Hence too, its con
tents present to us the stream of time continuous as Life and symbol of 
Eternity, inasmuch as the Past and the Future are· virtually contained in the 
Present. According therefore to our relative ·position on its banks the Sacred 
History becomes prophetic, the Sacred Prophecies historical, while the 
power and substance of both inhere in 'its Laws, its Promises, and its Com
minations.' In ,th~ Scriptures therefore both' Facts and Persons must of 
necessity have· a two-fold significam;e;.a past and a future, I\l temporary and 
a perpetual, a particular and a imiversal application. They must be at once 
:Portraits and Ideals. 

Eheul paupertina philosophia inpaupertiharn religionem ducit: 6-A hun
ger"l?ittenand idea-less philmlophy nilturally produces Q' starveling and 
comfortIesli 'religion. It is among the tttis~riesof the present age that it 
i'ecogiliz~s no ·medium between Literal· and Metaphorical. ;Faith is 'either to 
be 'bUried in· the dead letter; or its name and. honors , usurped by a counter
feit product 'of the mechanical understanding; c which'in : the blindness of 
self-complacency confounds SYMBOLS with' ALLEGORIES. 'Now an Allegory 
is but a translation of abstract notions . into e' picture-language which is 
itself nothing. but an abstraction' from· objects of the senses; the principal 
being more worthless even than its phantom proXy; both alike unsl,ibstan
tial, and the former shapeless to boot; On the other hand a Symbol (6 fO'nv 
aeL Tau'TTJy6pLlCOV)' is characterized by a translucence of the Special in the 
Individual or of the General in the Especial or of the Universal .i.n the 
General. Above all by the translucence of the Eternal through and in the 
Temporal. It always partakes of the Reality which it renders intelligible;R 
and while it enunciates the 'whole,' abides ltself as a living part in that 
Unity, of which it is the representative. The other are but empty echoes 
which the fancy arbitrarily associates with apparitions of matter, less beau
tiful but not less shadowy than the sloping orchard or hill-side pasture
field seen in the transparent lake below. Alas! for the flocks that are to be 

4. A Hebrew prophet (6th c. R.C.E.) during the 
BabyloniaI'! E,.jle, when thousands of Jews were 
deported from Palestine by King Nebuchadrezzar. 
For his vision of the wheels, see Ezekiel 1.1-21; 
Coleridge quotes verse 20. 
5. Threats'of divine vengeance. 
6. Alas! An Impovert~hed philosophy leads to an 
impoverished religion (Latin), 
7. 'Whlch Is always .tautegorical (Greek). Accord
ing to the Oxford English Dictionary, Coleridge 

. Invented thl~ word (a. well as It. Greek "original"), 
which he said meant "expressing the tame subject 
but with a difference." 
8. The notion of partaking of a "Reality" that Is 
known I'nly. through Individual (Imperfect) instan
tiations' strongly 'echoes ·P~TO' •. theory of 
unchanging, eternal Forms or Ideas, hi whose real
Ity ordinarY objects "participate" (see the selection 
from Republic 7 above; more generally on Forms, 
see Panneid,u,s). 
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led forth ~o such pastures! "It shall even be as when the hungry dreamed,l., 
and behold! he eateth; but he waketh and his soul is empty: or as when the 
thirsty dreameth, and behold he drinketh; but he awaketh and is faint!" 
(ISAIAH XXIX. 8.) O! that we would seek for the bread which was .given from 
heaven, that we should e.lJ~ thereof and be strengthened! 9 that we would 
draw at the well at whicH the flocks of our forefathers' had living water 
drawn for them, even that water which, instead of mockirtg.:the thirst of 
him to whom it is given, b~comes a well within himself springing up to life 
everlasting!9 

.. .. .. 
From Appendix C 

.. .. .. 
Thai:, which we find iri ourselves, is (gradumutato)1 thesJbstance and the 
life of all our knowledge. Without this latent presence' of the "i am,"z all 
modes of existence in the external world would flit befbte ·us as colored 
shadows, with no greater depth, root, or fixture, tha:n the im,age of a rock 
hath in a gliding stream or. the rain-bow on a fast-sailing rain-storm. The 
human mind is the compass, in which the taws a~d actuations of all out
ward essences are revealed as the dips and declinations. (The application 
of Geometry to the force!! .~nd movements. of the material world is both 
proof and instance.) The fitct therefore, thtlt the mind of man in its own 
primary and constituent forms represents the laws of nature" is a mystery 
whiCh of itself should suffice to make us religious: for it is a problem of 
which God is the only soiution, God, the one before all, and of all, and 
through all!-True natural philosophy is compdzed in tlie study of the 
science and language of symbols. The power delegated to nature is all in 
every part: and by a symbol I mean, not It metaphor or allegory or any other 
figure. of speech or form of fancy, but an 'actual and essential part .of that, 
the whole of which it represents. Thus our Lord speaks symbolically when 
he says that "the eye is the light of the body."3 

.. .. .. 
1816 

From Biographia Literaria 1 

From Part I 

FROM CHAPTER 1 

.. .. .. 
As the result of all my reading and. meditation, I abstracted two critical aph
orisms, deeming them to comprize the conditions and criteria of poetic style; 

9. This sentence echoes and alludes to John 4.14. 
I. On a different level (Latin). 
2. See Exodu. 3.14: "And God said unto Moses: I 
AM THAT I AM." Compare al.o Coleridge'. BioBrtI
phia Literana (1817), chap. 12: 'We beglri with the 
I KNOW MYSELF, in order to end with the absolute 
I AM. We proceed from the SELF, in order to lose 

and find all self in GOD." 
3. Matthew 6.22: ''The. light or the body i. the 
eye. II . 

I. The full title i. Biograph ... Ute.rtI .... ; Or, Blo-
Brtlphic .. ! Sutch ... of My Literary Lif .. .. nd Opi .. -
io .... Footnote. by Coleridge have been omitted 
from this selection. 
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first, that not the poem which we have read, but that to which we return, 
with the gr:eatest pleasure, possesses the genuine power, and claims the 
name of essential poetry. Second, that whatever lines can be translated into 
other words of the same language, without diminution of their significance, 
either in sense, or association, or in any worthy feeling, are so far viciousz in 
their diction. Be it however observed, that I excluded from the list of worthy 
feelings, the pleasure derived from mere novelty, in the reader, and the desire 
of exciting wonderment at his powers in the author. Oftentimes since then, 
in perusing French tragedies, I have fancied two marks of admiration at the 
end of each line, as hieroglyphics of the author's own admiration at his own 
cleverness. Our genuine admiration of a great poet is a continuous under
current of feeling; it is every where present, but seldom any where as a sep
arate excitement. I was wont boldly to affirm, that it would be scarcely more 
difficult to push a stone out from the pyramids with the bare hand, than to 
alter a word, or the position of a word, in Milton or Shakspeare, (in their 
most important works at least) without making the author say something 
else, or something worse, than he does say. One great distinction, I appeared 
to myself to see plainly, between, even the characteristic faults of our elder 
poets, and the false beauty of the moderns. In the former, from DONNE to 
COWLEY,3 we find the most fantastic out-of-the-way thoughts, but in the 
most pure and genuine mother English; in the latter, the most obvious 
thoughts, in language the most fantastic and arbitrary. Our faulty elder poets 
sacrificed the passion, and passionate flow of poetry, to the subtleties of 
intellect, and to the starts of wit; the moderns to the glare and glitter of a 
perpetual, yet broken and heterogeneous imagery, or rather to an amphibious 
something, made up, half of image, and half of abstract meaning. The one 
sacrificed the heart to the head; the other both heart and head to point and 
drapery. 

.. .. .. 
FROM CHAPTER 4 

.. .. .. 
This excellence,4 which in all Mr. Wordsworth's writings is more or less 
predominant; and which constitutes the character of his mind, I no sOO'iler 
felt, than I sought to understand. Repeated meditations led me first to sus
pect, (and a more intimate analysis of the human faculties, their appropriate 
marks, functions, and effects matured my conjecture into full conviction) 
that fancy and imagination were two distinct and widely different faculties, 
instead of being, according to the general belief, either two names with one 
meaning, or at furthest, the lower and higher degree of one and the same 
power. It is not, I own, easy to conceive a more apposite translation of the 
Greek Phantasia, than the Latin Imaginatio; but it is equally true that ir.i all 
societies there exists an instinct of growth, a certain collective, unconscious 
good sense working progressively to desynonymize5 those words originally of 

2. Defective. 
3. Abraham Cowley (1618-1667), English satl· 
rist. poet, and essayist. John Donne (I 572-1631), 
English poet. Both wrote so-called metaphysical 
)(Jetry, reliant on complex metaphors and images. 
4. Coleridge has just claimed that it i. the mark of 
gcniu5 lito represent familiar objects so as to 

awaken In the minds of others a kindred feeling 
concerning them." A considerable portion of the 
BioSraphla Lilem';" Is devoted to a critical analysiS 
of the Engli~h poet WILLIAM WORDSWORTH (1770-
1850), Coleridge's friend and collaborator. 
5. To differentiate in meaning words previously 
synonymous (so defined by the Oxford English 
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the same meaning, which the conflux of dialects had supplied to the more 
homogeneous languages, as the Greek· and. German: and which the slime 
cause, joined with accidents of. translation from original. works of different 
countries, occasion in mixt languages like 041: .own. The, first'and most impor
tant point to be proved is, that· two conceptions perfe.cdy distinct are con
fused under one and the same-word, and (this done) to appropriate that word 
exclusively to one meaning, and the synonyme (should there be one) to the 
other. But if (as will be often the case in.thearts'and sciences) ~o synonyme 
eXists, we must 'either invent or borrow a word. In the present'instance the 
appropriation had already begun, and been legitimated in the derivative 
adjective:. Milton6 had a highly imaginative, Cowley a very fanciful mind. If 
therefore I should succeed in . establishing the actual existences of two fac
uities generally different, the nomenclature would be at Once determined. 
To the faculty by which I had characterized Milton,· we should confine the 
term imagination; while the ather would be contra-distinguished as fancy. 
Now were it once fully ascertained, that this division is no less grounded in 
nature, than that of delirium from mania, or OtWay.s 

Lutes, lobsters, seas of milk, and ships of amber,' 

from Shakespear's 

What! have his, daughters brought him to this p~ss?~ . 

br fr~m the preceding apostrophe .to the elements;9 th~ theory of the. fine 
arts, and of poetry in particular, could riot"1 thought, but deriv.e,some addi
tional a.nd important light. It would in its immediate effects furnish a torch 
of ,guidance to the philosophical cptic; and \lltimately to thE:, po~t: himself. 
In energetic minds, truth soon changes by domestication intopowet; and 
from directing in the discrimination and appraisal of the product, becomes 
influencive in the production. To admire on principle, is the only 'way to 
imitate without loss of originality. 

FROM CHAPTER 13 

.. .. .. 
The IMAGINATION then Ico~sider either ~sprimary, or seqmd~ry: The pd
marY iMAGINATION I hold to be the Iiv.ing J?ower and prime Agei:tt of ail 
human Percep~on, and as a repedttori,in the finite ~#id' of ~he ett;rriaI.lict 
of creation in the infinite I AM.' The secondary I consIder as ari echo of the 
form,er, co-existi~g yvith thecoriscious will, yet still as ideritic~l with the 
primarY in the kind of its agency, an4 differing o~y in degree, and in the 
mode of its operation. It dissohres, diffuses, dissipates, in.order to re-create; 
or ~here this process is :rendert;d 'impossible, yet still at all events it struggles 
to idealize and to uniry; It isessei1,tially vital, even as all objeCts (as objects) 
are essentially fixed and dead." . , . , .'. ' "" . 

. Fancy, on the contrary, has no other counters to play With, but fixities and 
• . .• ,t . 

Diclio .... ry. which gives this as .the first use of the 
word), 
6, John Milton (1608-1674) was a contemporary 
of but far greater poet ·than Cowley .... ·'; ..... , . 
7, Venice Preserved '(1682). 5.2.151)·bYThomas 
Otway (1652-168!?), Colerldge,uses the.word "lob
sters" where Otway had written "Iaurels.~ 

8, King Lear (ca. 1604-05). 3.4.61 (Shakespear'e 
begins the line "What, has"). ..' . .. . 
9, That i_; Lear', liddres~ to the storm. '3.2.1-9. 
13-23 ... ' . ". . . .. , , . 
1. See Exodus 3.14: "And God sald:untoMoses,1 
Alloi THAT" AM," .. ' 
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definites. The Fancy is indeed no other than a rrlOde of Memory emancipated 
from the order of time and space; and blended with, and modified by that 
empirical phenomenon of the will, which we express by the word CHOICE. 

But equally with the ordinary memory it must receive all its materials ready 
made from the law of association. 

* * • 
From Part II 

CHAPTER. 14 

During the first year that Mr. Wordsworth and I were ndghbours; our con
versations turned frequently on the two cardinal pOInts of poetry, the power 
of exciting the sympathy of the reader by a faithful ,adherence to the truth 
of nature , and the power bf giving the interest of novelty by the, modifying 
colours of imagination. 'fhe sudden charm, which accidents of light and 
shade, which moon-light or sun-set diffused over aknowq and familiar land
scape, appeared to represent the practicability of combining both. These are 
the poetry of nature. The thought stigg,ested itSelf (to which of us I do not 
recollect) that a series of poems might be ~omposed of two so~,ts. In one, the 
incidents and agents were to be, in part at least, supernatural; and the excel
lence aimed at was to consist in the interesting of the affections by the 
dramatic truth of such emotions, as would naturally accompany such situ
ations, supposing them real. And real in this s~nsethey have been to every 
human being who, from whatever sourc.e of delusiori, ,has at any time 
believed himself under stip~rnatural agency. For the second class, subjects 
were 'to be' chosen from ordinary life; the characters and incidents were to 
be such, as will be found in every village'and its vicinity, where there is a 
meditative and feeling mind to seek after th~m, or t'o notice them, when they 
present themselves. , , 

In this idea originated the plan of the "Lyrical Ballads;" in which it was 
agreed, that my endeavours shoulcf be directed to per~ons and characters 
supernatural, or at least romantic; yet so as to transfer from our inward 
nature a'human interest and a semb1ance of truth sufficient to procure for 
these shadows of imagination that willing susp~nsion of disbel~~ for the 
moment, which constitutes poetic faith~ Mr. Wordsworth, on the oarer hand, 
was to propose to himself as his objed:', togi~e the charm of novelty to things 
of every day, and to excite a feeling ait~log~us 'to the supernatural, by awak
ening the mind's attention from, the)ethargy ofcu~tom, and directing it to 
the loveliness and the wonders of the world before us; an inexhaustible trea
sure, ,but for which in consequerice 'of the film of familia~ity and selfish 
solicitude we have eyes, yet see not, ears that hear not, and hearts that 
neither feel nor understand. 3 

With this view I wrote the "Ancient Mariner," and was preparing among 
other poems, the "Dark Ladie," and the "Christabel," in which I should have 
more nearly realized my ideal, than I had done in my first attempt. But Mr. 
Wordsworth's industry had pr:oved so much more successful, and the number 
of his poems so much greater,· that my compositions, ins,tead of ~orming a 

2, In 1797-98 Coleridge was living at Nether 
Stowey and Wordsworth was nearby at Alfoxden, 
in southwest England. 

3, See [salah 6,9-[0: 
4, Wordsworth wrote 19 of the 23 poems In the 
first edition of Lyrical Ballads (I 798), 



678 I SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE 

balance, appeared rather an interpolation of heterogeneous matter. Mr. 
Wordsworth added two or three poems written in his own character, in the 
impassioned, lofty, and sustained diction,' which is characteristic of his 
genius. In this form the "Lyrical Ballads" were published; and were presented 
by him, as an experiment,' whether subjects, which from their nature 
rejected the usual ornaments and extra-colloquial style of poems in general, 
might not be so managed in the language of ordinary life as to produce the 
pleasurable interest, which it is the peculiar business of poetry in impart. To 
the second edition he added a preface of considerable length; in which not
withstanding some passages of apparently a contrary import, he was under
stood to contend for the extension of this style to poetry of all kinds, and to 
reject as vicious and indefensible all phrases and forms of style' that were not 
included in what he (unfortunately, I think, adopting an equivocal expres
sion) called the language of real life. Froin this preface, prefixed to poems 
in which it was impossible to deny the presence of griginal genius, however 
mistaken its direction might be deemed, arose the' whole long continued 
controversy.6 For from the conjunction of perceived power with supposed 
heresy I explain the inveteracy and in some instances, I grieve to say, the 
acrimonious passions, with which the controversy has been conduCted by 
the assailants. 

Had Mr. Wordsworth's poems been the silly, the childish things, which 
they were for a long time described as being; had they been really distin
guished from the compositions of other poets merely by meanness of 
language and inanity of thought; had they indeed contained nothing mote 
than what is found in the parodies and pretended imitations of them; they 
must have sunk at once, a dead weight, into the slough7 of oblivion, and have 
dragged the preface along with them. But year after year increased the num
ber of Mr. Wordsworth's admirers. They were found too not in the lower 
classes of the reading public, but chiefly among young men of strong sensi
bility and meditative Dlinds; and their admiration (inflamed perhaps in some 
degree by opposition) was distinguished by it;s intensity, I migh~ almost say, 
by its religious fervour. These facts, and the intellectual energy of the author; 
which was more or less consciously felt, where it was outwardly and even 
boisterously denied, meeting with sentiments of aversion to his opinions, 
and of alarm at their consequences, produced an eddy of critiCism, which 
would of itself have borne up the poems by the violence, with which it 
whirled them round and round. With marly parts of this preface in the sense 
attributed to them and which the words undoubtedly seem to authorise, I 
never concurred; but on the contrary objected to them as erroneous in prin
ciple, and as contradictory (in appearance at least) both to other parts of the 
same preface, and to the author's own practice in the greater number of the 
poems themselves. Mr. Wordsworth in his recent collection has, I find, 
degraded this prefatory disquisition to the end of his second volume, to be 

5. See the bdef advertisement to the first edition 
of Lyrical Ballads: "The majority of the following 
poems are to be considered as experiments. They 
were written chiefly with a view to ascertain how 
far the language of conversation in the middle and 
lower classes of society Is adapted to the purposes 
of poetic pleasure." 

6. That is, the controversy that arose over Words
Worth's theory and practice of poetry, espeCially in 
hostile essays by the critic Francis Jeffrey In the 
Bdinburs" Review. See Wordsworth, preface to 
L)'I'ical Ballads (1800; above). 
7. Soft, muddy ground. 
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read or not at the reader's choice.8 But he has not, as far as I can discover, 
announced any change in his poetic creed. At all events, considering it as 
the source of a controversy, in which I have been honored more, than I 
deserve, by the frequent conjunction of my name with his, I think it expedient 
to declare once for all, in what points I coincide with his opinions, and in 
what points I altogether differ. But in order to render myself intelligible I 
must previously, in as few words as possiJ>Je, explain my ideas, first, of a 
POEM; and secondly, of POETRY itself, in kind; and in essence. 

The office of philosophical disquisition consists in just distinction; while it 
is the privilege of the philosopher to preserve himself. constantly aware, that 
distinction is not division. In order to obtain adequate notions of any truth, 
we must intellectually separate its distinguishable parts; and this is the tech
nical process of philosophy. But having so done, we must then restore them 
in our conceptions to the unity, in which they actually co-exist; and this is 
the result of philosophy. A poem contains the same elements as a prose 
composition; the difference therefore must consist in a different combina
tion of them, in consequence of a different object proposed. According to 
the difference of the object will be the difference of the combination. It is 
possib~e, that the object may be merely to facilitate the recollection of any 
given facts or observations by artificial arrangement; and the composition 
will be a poem, merely because it is distinguished from prose by metre, or 
by rhyme, or by both conjointly. In this, the lowest sense, a man might 
attribute the name of a poem to the well knoWn enumeration of the days in 
the several months; 

Thirty days hath September, 
April, June, and November, &c. 

and others of the same class and purpose. Apd as a particular pleasure is 
found in anticipating the recurrence of sounds and quantities; all composi
tions that have this charm superadded, whatever be their contents, may be 
entitled poems. 

So much for the superficial form. A difference of object and contents 
supplies an additional ground of distinction. The immediate purpose may be 
the communication of truths; either of truth absolute and demonstrabk, ,as 
in works of science; or of facts experienced and recorded, as in history. Plea
sure, and that of the highest and most permanent kind, may result from the 
attainmerJtof the end; but it is not itself the immediate end. In other works 
the communication of pleasure may be the immediate purpose; and though 
truth, either moral or intellectual, ought to be the ultimate end, yet this will 
distinguish the character of the author, not the class to which the work 
belongs. Blest indeed is that state of society, in which the immediate purpose 
would be baffled by the perversion of the proper ultimate end; in which no 
charm of diction or imagery could exempt the Bathyllus even of all. Anacreon, 
or the Alexis of VirgiV from disgust and aversion! 

But the communication of pleasure may be the immediate object of a work 

8. For Poems (2 vols., 1815), Wordsworth moved 
the preface for Lyrical Ballad., to an appendi" and 
wrote a new preface and "supplementary" essay. 
9. The Roman poet (70-19 D.C.E.) whose Ec/oR'"' 
2 (ca. 37 D.C.E.) is the shephen:1 Corydon's love-

sick address to the male slave Alexis. Bathylllls: a 
beautiful boy of Sarno. to whom several odes of 
the Greek lyric poet Anacreon (b. ca. 570 B.C.E.) 
are addressed. 
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not metrically composed; and that' obj~ct may. have been in a high degree 
attained, as in·novels and 'romances, Would then the mere superaddition of 
inetre, with or without rhyme; entitle these to .the name of poems'? The 
answer is,that nothing can permanently please,·whlchdoes ndt contain in 
itself the reason why it is so, and not otherwise. I If metre be superadded; .all 
other parts must be made consonant with it. They must be such, a~ to justify 
the perpetual and distinct attention' to each part, which an exact correspon
dent recurrence of accent and sound are calculated to exCite. The final def
inition then, so deduced, may be thus worded; A poerfds that. specie's of 
composition, which' is opposed to works of science, by proposing for its imme~ 
diate object pleasure, not truth; and from all other species (having this object 
in cominon with it) it is discriminated by proposing to itself such delight 
from the whole, as is compatible with a distinct gratification from each eam
ponentpart. 

Controversy is not seldom excited in consequence of the disputants attach
ing each a different meaning to the same word; and in few instances has this 
been more striking, than in disputes concerning the present subject: If a man 
chooses to call every composition a poem, which .isrhyme;· or measure, or 
both, I must· leave his opinion uncontroverted. The distinction:.is··at least 
competent to characterize the writer's intention. If it were subjoined, that 
the whole is likewise entertaining or affecting, as, a tale,or as a series of 
iriteresting reflections, I of course admit this 'as another fit ingredient of It 
poem, and an additional merit. But if the definition sought for ·be that ora 
legitimate poem, I answer, it must be one, the parts of which mutually sup-

; port and explain each other; all in their proportion harmonizing with, and 
_upporting the purpose and known influences of m~trical arrangement. The 
~h.ilOS01)hiiC critics of all ages coincide with the' ultimate judgement of all 
#p;~ntti~~sj ·in equally denying the praises of a just poein, on the .one han~j ,to 
"s!i~t'ileR':nt strikin8 'lines or distichs,"~ each of which absorbing the whole 
.~':sntibn 'of the reader to itself disjoinS- it frOin its context; and makes' it a 
III'!1)arill.te whole, instead of an harmonizing part; and on the other . hand, to 
\\ll!IU\1i!fust~lined cOMposition, from which the reader collects rapidly the gen

unattracted by the component parts. The reiIder should be cafi1ed 
11l~~~ilh:l; not merely or chiefly by the'mechanicalirtipulse of curiosity,orby 

~,?!U~!lS desire to arrive at the final solution; but by the pleasureable activity 
eicited by the attractions of the journey itself. Like the motion: of a 
which the Egyptians made the emblem of intellectual power; or like 

. of sound through the air: at every step he pauses and half recedes, 
O .... TIlITl the retrogressive movement collects the force which again carries 

. Precipitandus est fiber spiritus;3 says Petroni us Arbiter,' most 
The epithet, liber, here balances the preceding verb; and it is not 

conceive more meaning condensed in fewer·words. '. 
this should be admitted as a satisfactory character of a poelD,' we 
to seek for a definition of poetry. The writings of PLATO, and Bishop 
and ·the Theoria Sacta of BURNET," furnish undeniable proofs that 

editors cite SAMUEL JOHNSON, 
5'1 (1751): "That which hope. to 
of malignity; and stand fin'n against 
time, must contain In '1Igelf some 

of growth." .. , . 
(in Greek Bnd Latin verse, such 

couplets do not rhyme). 
3. The·free spirit must be hurried onward (Latin); 
from S"tyrIcon 1 18, a novel by the Roman writer 
Petronlus Arbiter (I st c. C.E.). tiber means "free," 
4.' Thomas Burnet (1635-1735), an English c1er
gymanwho wrote Tell .. ris 1'h<!or14 S..., .... (1681, 
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poetry of the highest kind· may exist without metre,' and, even without the 
contradistinguishing objects of a poemiThe flrlltehapter:ofIsaiah (indeed a 
very large proportion of the whole book) is puetry in the mdst emphatic sense: 
yet it would be not less irrational than strange to' assert,' that pleasure, and 

, . not truth, was the immediate object of the prophet. In short, .whatever spe
cific import we attach to the ",ord; 'pb~try, there will be found involved in it, 
as a necessary <;onsequence, tha"t a poemdf ahy length neither can be, or 
ought to be, all poetry. Yet if al'lharm'onidu\hY~bleis to.be. produced, the 
remaining parts must be preserved in 'kii~pi'tik Wifh the poetry; and this can 
be nQ otherwise effected than by such ~. studied selection and artificial 
arrailgement, as Win partake of one j though not s' peculiar, property of poetry. 
And thisagaiil c:an be no other tlian"th~ ptoperi:y of excitlilga more c~ntin
uous and equal attention, than the lankuage' 'of p~o$e aims at, Whether col-
loquial or written. . 

My own conclusions on the nature of poetry, in the strictest use of the 
word, have been in part anticipated in the preceding disquisition on the 

. fancy and imagination.' What is poetry? is so nearly the same question with, 
) what is a poet? that the answer to the one is' hlvolv'ed in the sol titian of the 
other. For it is a distinction resulting from the poetic genius itself, which 
sustains and modifies the images, thoughts, and 'emdtioris of the poet's own 
mind. The poet, described in ideal perfection, brings the whole soul of man 
into activity, witlf the subordination of its fa~ulties to each other, according 
to their relative worth and dignity. He diffuses a tone, and spirit of unity, 
that blends, and (as it were) juses,ead':lntij eat:h,. by t~at syhtheticahd 
rrtagicalpower', . to which we hav~4:iicliisi~~lyil1ppthprl~t~d the name of 
iiriagi~adon,~.lJtis: power, first put in acti,~ri l)y the .will lind i.1I1de~tanding, 
and ~etainedunder their irremissive,6 'thougl:t g~ni:Ie arid u~1J)o~ced, con
troul (laxis efferlUr. habenis)7 reveals itself irt, the balance or reconciliation 
of .opposite or discordant qualities: of samenells, with d.ifference;. of the 
general, with the concrete; the idea, with. the image; the individual, with 
the representative; the sense of novelty and freshness, with old and familiar 
objects; a more than usual state of emotion; with more than usual order; 
judgement ever awake and steady self-pbssessiortjwith enthusiasm arid feel
ing profound or vehement; and while it blends and harmonizes the natQl'al 
and the artificial, still subordinates art to miture; the rluinner to the matter; 
and 'our admiration of the poet to our' sympathy' with the poetry. ,iDoubt
less," as Sir John Davies8 observes of the sOI.,lI. (and his words' may with 
slight alteration be applied, and even more appropriately to th~ poetic IMAG-
INATION.) .' . 

Doubtless this could not be, but that she turns 
Bodies to spirit by sublimation strange, 
As fire converts to fire the things it burns, 
As we our food into our nature change. 

The Sacred Theory of lhe Earth), Jeremy Taylnr 
(J 613-1667), Anglican religious writer whose ser
mons Coleridge esteemed. On the Greek philos
opher PLATo (ca. 427-.,a, 347 D,C.E,), see above. 
5. In chapter 4. . 
6. Unremitting. 

'. 7. It i. exalted with loose reins (Latin). 
8. English poet (1569-1626). Coleridge slightly 
misquotes his poem NOJcl! T .. I" ...... (1599; the title 
means "know ihy'self"), whldi e"plores the theme 
of Immortaliiy ond the nature of the sou\. 



682 / THOMAS LOVE PEACOCK 

From their gross matter she abstracts their forms, 
And draws a kind of quintessence from things; 
Which to her proper nature she transforms 
To bear them light, on her celes~ial wings. 

Thus does she, when from individual states 
She doth abstraCt the universal kinds; 
Which then re-clothed in divers names and fates 
Steal access through our senses to our minds. 

Finally, GOOD SENSE is the BODY of poetic genius, FANCY its DRAPERY, 

MOTION its LIFE, and IMAGINATION the SOUL that is every where, and in each; 
and forms all into one graceful and intelligent whole. 

THOMAS LOVE PEACOCK 
.785-1866 

1817 

Thomas Love Peacock's "Four Ages of Poetry" is less well-known than the text that 
it inspired-PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY's Defence of Poetry (written 1821; see below). But 
Peacock's satiric attack on the value of poetry is a stimulating work that scornfully 
dismantles the ambitions and achievements of the Romantic autho"rs who were Pea
cock's contemporaries and, in some cases, his friends. It is not always clear whai: 
Peacock's own position is; in part, he succeeds in making readers uncomfortable 
precisely because we f~el it possible that he really believes what he is saying. Indeed, 
he suggests something about the marginal place of poetry in the modern period that 
the Romantic poets may have sensed all too keenly themselves-that their exalted 
claims for poetry could not be maintained in the midst of modern industry, science, 
and commerce; that few outside their circle were interested in what they had to say; 
and that poets had overlooked the plain truth of their marginality because of their 
own self-regard and self-absorption. 

Peacock was born the son of a glass merchant, in Weymouth, Dorset, in southern 
England. His formal schooling ended when he was thirteen, but an inheritance from 
his father enabled him to embark on a career as a writer, first as a poet and later as 
a novelist and essayist. In 1812 he met Shelley, and the two became good friends. At 
first they supported each other's work; later they were friendly antagonists. Peacock 
became Shelley's literary executor after his death. 

Peacock is a skillful satirist; in his novels he particularly delighted in witty dissec
tions of the main figures of the Romantic movement, including WILLIAM WORDS
WORTH, SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE, Byron, Robert Southey, and Shelley. Among 
these entertaining "comic romances" (Peacock's term) were Headlong Hall (1816), 
Melincourt (1817), and Nightmare Abbey (1818). Despite their sensitivity to the abuse 
and ridicule inflicted by reviewers and critics, the Romantic writers seem not to have 
minded Peacock's verbal play and caricature. They saw in his work-filled with con
versation interspersed with lyric poems and drinking songs-evidence of genuine 
talent, and perhaps they sensed the complexity of his response to their literary inm~"
vations. Peacock's other works include an "Essay on Fashionable Literature" (a frflg
ment written in 1818); reviews and articles written from the 1820s to the 1850!! on 
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literature, satire, and the theater; Gryll Grange (1860), a satire on the Victorian age 
that some scholars judge his most accomplished book; and Memoirs o/Shelley (1858-
60). 

Peacock also had another, very different career. Beginning in 1818-1 9, he was the 
examiner of India correspondence for the East India Company, whose government
supported trading monopoly made it the major. force in Great Britain's control of 
India's peoples, markets, and resources. His supervisor was James Mill, the Scottish 
utilitarian philosopher and economist, whose position Peacock took over after Mill's 
death in 1836. James Mill and his more (atnous son, John Stuart Mill, were intellec
tuals engaged in addressing social problems. They sought, as utilitarians, to ensure 
the greatest happiness of the greatest number; and there is a strong current of social 
and political interest and commitment in Peacock's "Four Ages of Poetry." 

Peacock's own life contained much unh~ppiness. He married in 1820, but his wife 
suffered a breakdown after the death of their three-year-old daughter from which she 
never recovered. Two other daughters predeceased him. Peacock retired on a pension 
in March 1856 and devoted himself to his library, filled with fine editions of Greek, 
Latin, and Italian classics. 

In "The Four Ages of Poetry," Peacock's writing is barbed and derisive but has a 
serious purpose. Poetry began, he notes, with the warrior's wish for acclaim, which 
a bard, inspired by strong liquor, came forward to provide: poetry was thus merely 
another commodity in the marketplace. Here and elsewhere, Peacock wants to make 
readers reexamine the poets' myths of their origins, the stories through which gen
erations have been taught literary am:!. cultural history; he proposes instead to tell the 
unadorned truth that the poets and their ~dealizillg followers and critics have con
cealed or failed to perceive. This same puncturing of historical reputation and pre
tense is displayed in Peacock's ridicule of the "omantic "Lake Poets" Wordsworth 
and Coleridge as well as Southey,Sir Walter Scott, Byron, and others. His sallies are 
extreme and often unfair, but the satirist's point is to be provocative-to unsettle us 
with the kernel of accuracy lurking in overstatements and to shake our unexamined 
confidence in conventional opinions. 

Peacock boldly asks an unnerving question: since there are already many good 
poems in existence. why are new ones needed? A new era of business and science 
has dawned. and Peacock claims that his contemporaries have not shown any origi
nality in responding to it. The poets' pride in their rich self-expression is simply,self
indulgence, an admission that poetry is too weak to engage social concerns or con
tribute to knowledge. At times Peacock seems to be playfully teasing, in effect sig
naling the poets that he does not really hold the position he presents so forcefully. 
Occasionally one suspects that Peacock is mimicking the voice of a uUlitarian,ii'b.'act 
of impersonation that the shrewdest members of his audience would recognize. But 
at other moments Peacock appears to be in deadly earnest, disgusted at the compla
cency of poets so immersed in their theories and texts that they have missed the 
glaring signs of their own irrelevance. ' 

Peacock is hardly the first to attack contemporary poetry. Writers from Ben Jonson 
and JOHN DRYDEN in the seventeenth century to ALEXANDER POPE and SAMUEL JOHN
SON in the eighteenth had severely criticized the poetry of their own day. But they 
were serious poets themselves, and their complaints and satiric thrusts were aimed 
not at poetry per se but at its degradation in the marketplace; too many so~called 
poets had compromised their integrity in overeager attempts ,to please patrons and'all 
readers. Ultimately Jonson and the others argued that authentic poets and critics 
should be more rigorous in maintaining high standards. To Peacoc!c. in contrast, 
standards are irrelevant: taking the side neither of the neoclassical nor of the Roman
tic writers, he drives home the point that gifted persons waste their energies when 
they pursue the vocation of a poet. No mature mind, he insists, should content itself 
with the trifles and toys of childhood. 

At the same time, Peacock is not a booster· of business and moneymaking but a 
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liberal dissenter, making a provocative -case. He accuses poets and Writers-of standing 
outside the society they think they are leading. Peacock said No to the literary theory 
and practice of many of the best minds of his era, without offering any substitutes. 
As he revealingly 'stated in a late essay on ,Greek literature: "It is In negation that Plato 
shines most,-in the exposure of the errors ijf others." 

In reading "The Four Ages of Poetry," we see clearly why the radical poet Shelley 
feJtcompelJed tei answer it. Peacock's argument Is brilliant and unrelenting, and the 
momentlim of his prose as he moves to hhl' conclusion shows that he knew he was 
constructing a case that would be difficult but cruciill for poets to refute. Perhaps it 
is not surpriSing that today "The Four Ages of Poetry" Is viewed primarily within the 
context of Shelley studies. The only readers able to take pleasure In this essay In its 
own right are those who are confident that they can advance an effective' reply to it
Bnd constructing such a reply now'iil an even more daunting task than it was in 
Peacock and Shelley's day. ' . 

BIBLiOGRAPHY 
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(2 vols., 1948); and Poems, edited by Brimley Johnson (i 906). For bipgraphical con
t~t, see Howard Mills, Peacock: His Circle and ,His Age (1968), which highlights 
Pea~ock's friendship with Shelley; and Robert Forbes Felton, Thomas,~e Peacock 
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i' ;.,. 

Qui inter haec nutriuntur non magis sape're possunt, quam' bene 
olere qui In culinA habitant. ' 

PETRONIU$.' 

Poetry, Iike,the world, may be said to have four ages, but i~ a different ord~r: 
the first age of poetry being the age of iron; the second; of gold; the third, of 
silver; and the fourth, of hrass.z 

The first, or iron age of poetry, is that in which rude' bards: celehratel in 
rough numherli'the,e*ploii:s of. ruder 'chiefs, in days wheh'every Irish; is a 
warrior, arid when the great practical maximum of every'form'of sodetjr, "to 
keep what we have and to catch what we can;" is ito(,~t disguis'~d under 
riari1E~s of justice and forms of.hiw, huns the:n:aked motto of tIle naked sword, 
which is the only JlIdge arid,Jui)t'iri everY q.:Jestion ofmeu~,andtuum.3.In 

I. Those who lire nourished 8mon~'the'ie things' 
are no more able to taste than' those who live In 'II 
kitchen are able to smell well (Lat!n). From Satyr
Icon 2, by the Roman writer PetroniLis (lst c. C.E,). 
2. The myth of 4 (or 5) ages goes back to the 
Greek poet Heslod (active ca. 700 R.C.E.), Worlu " 

, and DlI)'s,'lind i 09-j(H; i~o!.l.o' Metamorphoses 
(ca. 8 C-.E.), 1.89-150, by ,the, Roman poet OYId. 
Traditionally, the fi~t (rmd ,beot)' aads the golc!en 
age.' , -: ' 
3. Mine lind yours (Latin); 
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these days, the only three trades flo'urishing (besides that of priest which 
flourishes always) are those of king, thief, ~nd beggar: the beggar being for 
the most part a king deject, and the thief a king expectant. The first question 
asked of'a stranger is,' whether he is a beggar or a thief: 4 the stranger, in 
reply, usually assumes the first, and awaits a convenient opportunity to prove 
his claim to the second appellation. 

The natUral desire of every man to engross to himself as much power and 
property as he can acquire by any of the means which might makes right; is 
accompanied by the no less natural desire of making known to as many 
people as possible the extent to which he has been a winner in this universal 
game. The successful warrior becomes a chief; the successful chief becomes 
a king: his next want is an organ to disseminate the fame of his achievements 
and the extent of his possessions; and this organ he finds in a bard, who is 
always ready to celebrate the strength of his arm, being first duly'inspired by 

. that of his liquor. This is the origin' of poetry, which, like a11 other ttades, 
takes its rise in the demand for the commodity, and flourishes in proportion 
to the extent of the market. . 

Poetry is thus in its origin panegyrical. The first rude songs of all nations 
appear to be a sort of brief historical notices, in a strain of tumid hyperbole, 
of the exploits and possessions of a few pre-eminent individuals. They tell 
us how many battles such an one has fought, how many helmets he has cleft, 
how many breastp1ates he has pier:ced, how many widows he has made, how 
much land he has appropriated, how many houses he has demolished for 
other-. people, what a large one he has built for himself, how much gold he 
has stQwed away in it, and how liberally and plentifully he pays, feeds, and 
intoxicates the divine and immortal bards; the sons of Jupiter,' but for whose 
everlasting songs the names of heroes would perish. 

This is the first stage of poetry before'the invention of written letters. The 
numerical modulation is atonl::e useful as' a help ·to 'memory, and pleasant 
to the ears of uncultured men, who are' easily cal.lght by sound:-andfrom the 
exceeding flexibility of the yet unformed-Ianguagej·the poet does' no violence 
to his ideas in subjecting them to the fetters·ofnumber: The savage'indeed 
lisps in numbers,6 and all rude and uncivilized people express themselves in 
the manner which we all call poetical. . \ .~. 

The scenery by which he is surrounded; and the·superstitionswhich are 
the creed of his age, form the poet's mind. 'Rocks, mountains, seaSj 'unsub
dued forests, unnavigable rivers, surround him with forins of power and mys
tery, which ignorance and fear have peopled with spirits, under multifarious 
names of gods, goddesses, nymphs, genii/ and da:!mons~ Of all these person
ages marvellous' tales are in existence:. the nymphs are· not indifferent to 
handsome young men, and thegentlemen.-genii are much troubled and very 
troublesome with·'a propensity to be rude to pretty maidens: the bard 
therefore finds no difficulty in tracing the genealogy of his chief to any of 
the deities in his neighbourhood with whom the said chief may be most 
desirous of claiming relationship. 

4. See the Odyssey (ca. 8th c. D.C.E.), passim, and 
Thucydldes, 1.5 [Peacock's note). Thucydldes (ca. 
455-<:a. 400 B.C·.E.), Athenian historian, author of 
an Incomplet~ history ot the Peloponrie.lan War 
between Sparta and Athen. (431-404 D.C.E.). 
5. The Roman king of the gods, Identified with the 

Greek god Zeus. 
6 .. See A~XANf)F.R POPE;, "An Epistle to Dr. 
Arbuthnot' (1135): 1'III.p'd 1.n.Numbers, For the 
Numbers came" (line 12i1). 'Numbers", metrical 
verse. . 
7. Splrlis ot the place. 
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In this pursuit, as in all others, some ,of course will attain a very marked 
pre-eminence; and these will be heldin high honour, like Demodocus in the 
Odyssey, and will be consequently inflated with boundless vanity, like Tha
myrisB in the Iliad. Poets are as yet the only historians and chroniclers of 
their time, and the sole depositories of all the knowledge. of their age; and 
though this knowledge is rather a crude congeries of traditional phantasies 
than a collection of useful truths, yet, such as it is, they have it to themselves. 
They are observing and thinking, while others ar~ robbing and fighting: !'lnd 
though their object be nothing more than to secure a share of the spoil, yet 
they accomplish this end by intellectual, not by physical, power: their success 
excites emulation to the attainment of intellectual eminence: . thus they 
sharpen their own wits and awaken those of others, at the same time that 
they gratify vanity and amuse curiosity. A skilful display of the little knowl
edge they have gains them credit for the possession of much more which 
they have not. Their familiarity with the secret history of gods and genU 
obtains for them, without much difficulty, the reputation of inspiration; thus 
they are not only histori~ns but theologians, moralists, and legislators: deliv
ering their oracles ex cathedra, and being indee4 often themselves (as 
Orpheus and Amphion9 ) regarded as portions 'and ema,nations of divinity: 
building cities with a song, and leading brutes with a symphonY;'\\vhich are 
only metaphors for the faculty of leading multitudes by the nose ... 

The golden age of poetry finds its materials in' the 'sgeof iron. This age 
begins when poetry begins to be retrospective; w~en something like a more 
extended system of civil polity is established; when personal strength and 
courage avail less to the aggrandizing of their possessor and to the making 
and marring of kings and kingdoms, and are .. checked by organized bodies, 
social institutions, and hereditary successions. Men also liye more in the 
light of truth and within the interchange of observation; and thu!!.perceive 
that the agency of gods and genii is not so frequent among themselves as, to 
judge from the songs and legends of the pasuime, it was among their ances
tors. From these two circumstances, really diminished· personal power, and 
apparently diminished familiarity with gods ·and genii, they very easily and 
naturally deduce two conclusions: 1 st, That men are degenerated, and 2nd, 
That they are less' i~ favour with the gods. The people of the petty states and 
colonies, which have now acquired stability and form, which owed their 
origin and first prosperity to the talents and courage of a single chief, magnify 
their founder through the mists of distance and tradition, and perceive him 
achieving wonders with a god or goddess always at his elbow. They find his 
name and his exploits thus magnified and accompanied in their traditionary 
songs, which are their only memorials. All that is said of him is in this char
acter. There is nothing to contradict it. The man and his exploits and his 
tutelary deities are mixed and blended in one invariable association. The 
marvellous too is very much like a snowball: it grows as it rolls downward, 
till the little nucleus of truth which began its descent from the summit is 
hidden in the accumulation of superinduced hyperbole. 

When tradition, thus adorned and exaggerated, has surrounded the foun-

8. A legendary Thrac\an poet and musician whose 
boasting was punished by the Muses (see iliad 
2.594-600). Demodoc:ul: a blind bard at the court 
of the Phaeaclan king A1c1noul (lee Od,...-,. 8.43-
92). 
9. A Ion of ZeUI and Antlope, who ruled Thabel 

with his twin brother Zethus; he built the city's 
walls by charming the Itones Into place with his 
lyre. Orpheull legendary Greek mUllclan whol. 
playinl could move tree. and healt. (a. well a. per
au.de the lord or the underworld to conditionally 
relea.e hi' dead wife). 
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ders of families and states with so much adventitious power and magnifi
cence, there is no praise which a living poet can; without fear of being kicked 
for clumsy flattery, address to a living chief, that will not 'still leave the 
impression that the latter is not so great a man as his ancestors. The man 
must in this case be praised through his ancestors.·Their greatness must be 
established, and he must be shown to be their:worthy descendant. All the 
people of a state are interested in the founder of their state. All states that 
have harmonized into a common form of society,are interested in their 
respective founders. All men are interested in their.ancestors. All men love 
to look back into the days that are past. In these circumstances traditional 
national poetry is reconstructed and brought like chaos into order and form. 
The interest is more universal: understanding is enlarged: passion still has 
scope and play: character is still various and strong: nature is still unsubdued 
and existing in all her beauty and magnificence, and men are not yet excluded 
from her observation by the magnitude of cities or the daily confinement of 
civic life: poetry is more an art: it requires greater skill in numbers, greater 
command of language, more extensive and various ·knowledge, and greater 
comprehensiveness of mind. It still exists without rivals in any other depart
ment of literature; and even the arts, painting and sculpture certainly, and 
music probably, are comparatively rude and imperfect. The whole field of 
intellect is its own. It has no rivals in history; nor in philosophy, nor in 
science. It is cultivated by the greatest intellects of the age, and listened to 
by all the rest. This is the age of Homer, the golden age of poetry. Poetry 
has now attained its perfection: it has attained the point which it cannot 
pass: genius therefore seeks new forms for the treatment of the same sub
jects: hence the lyric poetry of Pindar and Alcreus,· and the tragic poetry of 
JEschylus and Sophocles. The favour of kings,the honour of the Olympic 
crown, Z the applause of present multitudes,' all that can feed vanity and stim
ulate rivalry, await the successful cultivator of this art, till its forms become 
exhausted, and new rivals arise around it in new fields of literature, which 
gradually acquire more influence as, with the progress of reason and civili
zation, facts become more interesting than fiction: indeed the maturity of 
poetry may be considered the infancy of history. The transition from Homer 
to Herodotus is scarcely more remarkable than that from Herodotus3 to Thu
cydides: in the gradual dereliction of fabulous incident and ornamentt!alan
guage, Herodotus is as much a poet in relation to Thucydides as Homer is 
in relation to Herodotus. The history of Herodotus is half a poem: it is written 
while the whole field of literature yet belonged to the Muses, and the nine 
books of which it was composed were therefore of right, as well as of cour
tesy, superinscribed with their nine names. 

Speculations, too, and disputes, on the nature of man and of mind; on 
moral duties and on good and evil; on the animate and inanimate compo
nents of the visible world; begin to share attention with the eggs of Leda and 
the horns of 10,4 and to draw off from poetry a portion of its once undivided 
audience. 

I. Greek poet of Mytilen" on Lesbos (b. ca. 620 
H.C.F..). Pindar (518-438 H.C.E.), Greek poet from 
Boeotia. Both Aeschylus and Sophocles were 
Rctive in the 5th century D.C.c. 
2. Victors at the quadrennlul game. at Olympia 
(first held 776 D.l:.E.) won a wreath of wild olive. 
3. Greek historian (CII. 484-ca. 420 H.C.Il.), 

author of a history of the Persian Wars (499-479 
D.C.E.). A later editor divided the work Into nine 
"Muses'· .(each Muse was thought to preside over 
a dlffert·nt branch of the arts or sciences). 
4. In Greek mythology, daughter of the river-god 
Inachu5 (mythical founder of Argos); after seduc
Ing her, Zeus tumed her Into a cow to protect her 
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Then comes the silver age. or the poetry of civilized life. This poetry is of 
twd kinds, :imitative and original. The imitative consists in recasting, and 
giving an exquisite polish to, the poetry of the age of gold: of this Virgil is 
the most obvious and striking example.' The original is'chiefly comic, didac~ 
tic, or satiric: as in Menander, Aristophanes, Horace; and Juvena1.6 The 
poetry of this age is characterized by an exquisite and fastidious selection of 
words, and a laboured and somewhat monotonous hannony of ~ression: 
but its monotony consists in ,this, that experience having exhausted all the 
varieties of modulation, the civilized poetry selects the ~ost beautiful. and 
prefers the repetition of these to ranging through the variety of all., But the 
best expression being that into which the idea naturally falls, it requires the 
utmost labour and care so to reconcile the inflexibility of civilized language 
and the laboured polish of versification with the idea intended to be 
expressed, that sense may not, ,appear to be s~crificed to sound." Hence 
numerous efforts and rare success. 

This state of poetry is however a step towards its extinction. Feeling and 
passion are best painted in, and roused by, ornamental and figurative lan
guage; but the reason and the understanding are best'addressed in the sim
plest and most unvarnished phrase. Pure reason and dispassionate truth 
would be perfectly ridiculous inverse, as we may judge by vers!fying one of 
Euclid's' demonstrations. This will be found true of all dispassionate reason
ing, whatever, and all reasoning that requires comprehensive views and 
enlarged combinations. It is only the more tangible points of moral,ity, those 
which command assent at once, those which have a mirror in every mind; 
and in which the severity of reason is, warmed and rendered palatable by 
being mixed up with feeling,andimagination, that are applicabl~~ven to 
what is called moral poetry: and as the sciences of· morals and' of inind 
advance towards perfection, as they become more enlarged and ,comprehen
sive in their views,. as reason gains the ascendancy in them over imagination 
and feeling, poetry can no longer accompany' them in their . progress , but 
drops into the background, and leaves them to advance alone. ' , . 

Thus the empire of thought is withdrawn from poetry, as th~ empire of 
facts had been before. In respect of the latter; the poet of the age of iron 
celebrates the achievements of his contemporaries; the poet of the age of 
gold celebrates the heroes of the age of iron; the poet of the age of silverre
casts the poems. of the age of gold: we may here see how very slight a ray of 
historical truth is sufficient to dissipate all the illUsions of poetry. We,know 
no more of the meh than of the gods of the Iliad; no more of Achilles than 
we do of Thetis; no more of Hector and Andromache than we do of Vulcan 
and Venus:8 these belong altogether to poetry; history has no share il;l them: 

from the jealousy 'of Hera. Leda: the Wife of Tyn
dareuB, mythical king of Sparta I Zeus took the form 
~t .. swan to seduce her. According to one account, 
Ihe bore two eggs; one contained the half-divine 
Polydeuces (or Pollux) and Helen, the other Castor 
ttid Clytemnestra. 
. The Latin poetry of Virgil (70-19 S.C.E.) might 
~.Id to Imitate Greek orlRlnal" his Eclofw.t, the 

. of Thebcritul (ca. 30O-c:a. 260 S.C.E.); hi' 
" ,the WII,Tu 11l1li DII)'I of Hlilod and workl 

'Uii Alexandrian didactic poetl: and hll AInsld. 
9~ and ilIAd of Homer. 

~~\r..'eock PUtl together wrltefl ulually placed In 

distinct "age .... of literature; The Gre"ek comic 
dramatists Menander (ca. 34Z-ca. Z9Z R.C.E.) and 
ArIstophanes (ca. 450-<:a. 385 S.C.E.) exemplify 
New and Old Comedy, respectively: the Roman 

. lyric and satiric poet HORACE (65-8 S.C.E.) I. a 
writer of AUlLustan or'"Golden" Latin, ~lIe Juve
nal (ca. 55-ca. 140 C.E.), the la.t great Roman sat-
trllt, Wrote "Sliver" Latin. '" 
7. Greek matheniattctan (active ca. Joo R.C.E.), 
f.moul For hi, 13·volume textbook, the E'-mts. 
8. Peacock palfl human 'and divine cha~ctefl of 
the IIlAll, the mortal Achlllel with hi. mother. the 
lea nymph Thetlll the Trojan prince Hector (alaln 
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but Virgil knew better than to write' an epic about Cresar; he left him to 
Livy;9 and travelled out of the confines of truth and history into the old 
regions of poetry and fiction. 

Good sense and elegant learning,- conveyed in polished and somewhat 
monotonous verse, are the perfection the original and imitative poetry of 
civilized life. Its range is limited, and when exhausted, nothing remains but 
the crambe repetita' of common-place, which at length becomes thoroughly 
wearisome, even to the most indefatigable,readers of the newest new noth
ings. 

It is now evident that poetry must either cease to be cultivated, or strike 
into a new path. The poets of the age of gold have been imitated and repeated 
till no new imitation will attract notice: the limited range of ethical and 
didactic poetry is exhausted: the associations of daily life in an advanced 
state of society are of very dry, methodical, unpoetical matters-of-fact: but 
there is ,always a multitude of listless idlers, yawning for amusement, and 
gaping £"r novelty: and the poet makes it his glory to be foremost among 
their purveyors. 

Thenco'mes the age of brass, which, by rejecting the polish and the learn
ing of the age of silver, and taking a ret~ograde stride tO,the barbarisms and 
crude traditions of the age of iron, professes to return to nature and revive 
the age of gold. This is the second childhood of poetry. To the comprehensive 
energy of the Hemeric Muse, which, by giving at once the grand outline of 
things, presented· to the mind a vivid picture in one or two verses, inimitable 
alike in simplicity and magnificence, is substituted a verbose and minutely
detailed descripti~n of thoughts, passions, actions, persons, and things, in 
that loose rambling style of verse, which anyone may write, stam pede in 
uno,~ at the rate of two hundred lines' in an hour. To this age may be referred 
all the poets who flourished in the decline of the Roman Empire. The best 
specimen of·it, though not the most generally known, is the Dioriysiacaof 
Nonnus,3 which contains many passages of exceeding beauty in the midst of 
masses of amplification and repetition. . 

The iron age of classical poetry may be called the bardic; the golden, the 
Homeric; the silver, the Virgilian; and the brass, the Nonnic. 

Modern poetry has also its four ages: but "it wears its rue with a d!f!~r-
ence."4 - ." 

To the age of brass in the ancient world succeeded the dark ages, in which 
the light of the Gospel began to spread over Europe, and in which, by a 
mysterious and inscrutable dispensation, the darkness thickened with the 
progress of the light. The tribes that overran the Roman Empire brought 
back the days of barbarism, but with this difference, that there were many 
books in the world, many places in which theY'were preserved, and occa
sionally some one by whom they were read, who indeed (if he escaped being 

by Achilles) and his wife. Andromache. with Vul
can (god of fire and metalworking) and hi. wife. 
Venus (goddes. of love). 
9. Roman historian (59 B.C.E-17 C.E.). Caesar: 
Julius Caalar (100-44 B.C.E.), whose a .. umptlon 
of power marked the end of the Roman Republlci 
the emperor AU(lllItUI (63 D.C.E-14 C.Il.) was his 
.randnephew and heir. 
I. Cabba.e lerved a lecon~ time; 8ame old Itory 
(latin). 

2. While standing on one foot (latin). 
3. Greek poet of ElYPt (ca. 5th c. C.E.); his Dlan
yslaca, an el>lc In 48 books. treats Dlonysus's con
quest of India. 
4. See H .. mlet(ca. 1600), 4.5.179, where the mad 
Ophelia, bearln. various herbs and f1owen, says. 
"0. }'OU mUlt wear your rue with a difference." In 
heraldlnl, I "difference" II the variation on a coat 
of arm. tnat diltlnlullhel a minor bl'llnch of the 
family. 
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burned pour l'amour de DieU), 5. generally.lived an object of mysterious fear; 
with the reputation of magician,;alchymist,6 and astrologer. The emerging of 
the nations of Europe from this superinduced barbarism, and their settling 
into new forms of polity, was accompanied, as the first ages of Greece had 
been, 'with a wild spirit of adventure, which, co-operating with new·manners 
and new superstitions, raised up a fresh'crop of chimreras,7 not lesl; 'fruitful, 
though far less beautiful, than those of Greece. The semi-deification ·of 
women by the maxims of the age of chivalry, combining with these new 
fables, produced the romance of the middle ages. The founders of the new 
line.of heroes took the place of the· demi-gods of Grecian'poetry, Charle
magne and his Paladins,s. Arthur. and his knights of the round table, the 
heroes of the iron age of chivalrous poetry, were: seen' through the same 
magnifying mist of distance, and their exploits were celebrated with even 
more extravagant hyperbole. These legends, combined with the exaggerated 
love that pervades the songs of the troubadours, the reputation of magic that 
attached to learned men, the infant wonders of natural philosophy, the crazy 
fanaticism of the crusades, the power and privileges of the great feudal 
chiefs, and the holy mysteries of monks and nuns, formed a state of society 
in which no two laymen could meet without fighting, and in which the three 
staple ingredients oflover, prize-fighter, and fanatic, that composed the basis 
of the character of every true man, were miXed up and diversified, iri' different 
individuals and classes, with so many distinctive excellencies, and under 
such an infinite motley variety of costume, as gave the range of a most exten" 
sive and picturesque field to the two greatcohstituents of poetry, love and 
battle·; : 

From these ingredients of the iron age of modern poe.try, dispersed in the 
thym'es of minstrels and the songs of the troubadours, arose the golden age, 
in whiCh the scattered materials werehatmonized and blended ab,out the 
time of the revival·of learning; but with this peculiar difference~' that Greek 
and Roman literature pervaded all the poetry of the golden. age' of modern 
poetry, and hence resulted a heterogeneous compound 'of all ages-- and 
nations in one picture; an infinite licence, -which gave to'the poet the free 
range of the whole field of imagination and memory, This was carried very 
far by Ariosto,9 but farthest of all by Shakespeare and his contemporaries, 
who used time and locality merely because they could not do without them, 
because every action must have its when and where: but they made no scru
ple of deposing a Roman Emperor by an Italian Count, and sending him off 
in the disguise of a French pilgrim to be shot with a blunderbuss by an 
English archer, This makes the old English drama very picturesque,. at any 
rate, in the variety of costume, and very diversified in action and-character; 
though it is a picture of nothing that ever was seen on earth except a Venetian 
carnival. . 

The greatest of English poets, Milton,· may be said to stand alone between 

5. For the love of God (French). That· Is, as a 
heretic condemned to burn at the stake. . 
6. Alchemist. 
7. Fire-breathing she-monsters of Greek mythol
ogy, usually represented as having a lion'. head, a 
goat's body, and a serpent's tail. . . 
8. Champions· (here, noblemen of the court). 
Charlemagne: Charles the Great (742-814), king 

of the Franks, the founder of the first emp1re In 
western Europe after the fall of Rome. . 
9, Ludovico Arlolto (1474-1533), ·Italian poet, 
author of the romantic epic Orlando F .. rioso 
(1516). 
l. John Milton (1608-1674), who wrote pastoral 
poems, lyric poems, and sonnets as well as epics. 
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the ages of gold and silver, combining the excellencies of both; for with all 
the energy, and power, and freshness of the first, he united all the studied 
and elaborate magnificence of the second. 

The silver age succeeded; beginning with Dryden, coming to perfection 
'>'with Pope, and ending with Goldsmith, Collins, and Gray.z 

C owper3 divested verse of its exquisite polish; he thought in metre, but 
paid more attention to his thoughts than his verse. It would be difficult to 
draw the boundary of prose and blank verse between his letters and his 
poetry. 

The silver age was the reign of authority; but authority now began to be 
shaken, not only in poetry but in the whole sphere of its dominion. The 
contemporaries of Gray and Cowper were deep and elaborate thinkers. The 
subtle scepticism of Hume, the solemn irony of Gibbon, the daring paradoxes 
of Rousseau, and the biting ridicule of Voltaire, 4 directed the energies of four 
extraordinary minds to shake every portion of the reign of authority. Enquiry 
was roused, the activity of inteHect was excited, and poetry came in for its 
share of the general result. The changes had been rung on lovely maid and 
sylvan shade, summer heat and green retreat, waving trees and sighing 
breeze, gentle swains and amorous pains, by versifiers who took them on 
trust, as meaning something very soft and tender, without much caring what: 
but with this general activity of intellect came a necessity for even poets to 
appear to know something of what they professed to talk of. Thomson5 and 
Cowper looked at the trees and hills which so many ingenious gentlemen 
had rhymed about so long without looking at ,them at all, and the effect of 
the operation on poetry was like the discovery of a new world. Painting shared 
the influence, and the principles of picturesque beauty were explored by 
adventurous essayists with indefatigable 'pertinacity.6 The success which 
attended these experiments, and the pleasure which resulted from them, had 
the usual effect of all new enthusiasms, that of turning the·heads of a few 
unfortunate persons, the patriarchs of the age of brass, who, mistaking the 
prominent novelty for the all-important totality, seem to have ratiocinated 
much in the foHowing manner: "Poetical genius is the· finest of all things, 
and we feel that we have more of it than anyone ever had. The way to bring 
it to perfection is to cultivate poetical impressions exclusively. Poetical 
impressions can be received only among natural scenes: for all that}g'iuti
ficial is anti-poetical. Society is artificial, therefore we will live out of society. 
The mountains are natural, therefore we will live in the mountains. There 
we shaH be shining models of purity and virtue, passing the whole day in the 
innocent and amiable occupation of going up and down hill, receiving poet-

2. Peacock lists the English poets JOHN DRYDEN 
(1631-1700), Oliver Goldsmith (1730-1774), 
William Collins (1721-1759), and Thomas Gray 
(1716-1771). 
3. William Cowper (1731-1800), English poet. 
4. Pen name of Fran~ols Mnrie Arouet (1694-
1778), French philosopher, dramatist, and poet. 
DAVID HUME (1711-1776), Scottish philosopher 
and historian. Edward Gibbon (I 734-1 794), 
English historian whose "sulemn irony" is dis
played In The History of Ihe Decline and Fall of ehe 
Roman Empire (1776-88). Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
(1712-1778), Swiss-born French philosopher and 
writ.er. 

5. James Thomson (1700-1748), Scottish-born 
English poet whose works include The Seasons 
(1726-30). . 
6. Peacock is referring to such book.. as William 
Gilpin's On Pic""r""" .... Beauty (1792), Uvedale 
Price'. Essays on lhe Pic' ....... q .... (1794), and Rich-
ard Payne Knight's Analpicalinquiry into the Prin
ciples of.Tasle (1805), 'The picturesque" refers to 
rouah or irregular. 'orm~ of beauty, especially in a 
lanelscape or its repres.entatlons, which are striking 
or interesting in an unusual way; some writers 
treated It BS a midway point between the sublime 
and the beautiful. 
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ical impressions, and communicating them in immortal verse to. admiring 
generations." To some such perversion of intellect we owe that egregious 
confraternity of rhymesters, known by the name of the LakePoets;'who 
certainly did receive and communicate. to the world some of the most extraor
dinary poetical impressions that ever were heard of, and ripened into models 
of public virtue, too splendid' to need illustration. They wrote verS'es on a 
new principle; saw rocks and rivers in a new light; and remaining studiously 
ignorant of history, society, and human nature, cultivated the phantasy only 
at the expence of the memory and the reason; and contrived, though they 
had retreated from the world for the express purpose of seeing nature as she 
was, to see her only as she was not; converting the land they lived in into a 
sort of fairy-land, which they peopled with mysticisms and chimaeras. This 
gave what is called a new tone .to poetry, and conjured up a herd of desperate 
imitators, who have brought the age ·of brass prematurely to its dotage .. 

The descriptive poetry ofthe present day has been called by its cultivators. 
a return to nature. Nothing is more impertinent than this pretension. Poetry 
cannot travel out of the regions of its birth, the uncultivated lands of semi
civilized men. Mr. Wordsworth, the great leader of the returners to nature, 
cannot describe a scene under his own· eyes without· putting into it the 
shadow of a Danish boy or the living ghost of Lucy Gray,· or some similar 
phantastical parturition of the moods of his own mind. 

In the origin and perfection of poetry, all the associations of life were 
composed of poetical materials. With us it is decidedly the reverse. We know 
too that there are no Dryads in Hyde-park nor Naiads in the Regent's-cana).' 
But barbaric manners and supernatural interventions are essential:topoetry. 
Either in the scene; or in the time, or in both, it must. be remote fro.m our 
ordinary perceptions. While the historian and the philosopher are advancing 
in, and accelerating, the progress of knowledge, the poet is wallowingin·the 
rubbish of departed ignorance; and raking up the ashes 'of deacfsavages to 
find gewgaws and ,rattles for the grown babies of the age. Mr., ScottI digs up 
the poachers and cattle-stealers of the ancient border. Lord Byronz cruizes 
for thieves and pirates on the shores of the .Morea and among the Greek 
Islands. Mr. Southey3 wades through ponderous volumes oftrav.els and'old 
chronicles, from which he carefully,selects all that is 'false, useless, and 
absurd, as being essentially poetical; and when he has a commonplace book 
full of monstrosities, strings them into an epic. Mr. Wordsworth picks up 
village legends from old women and sextons; and Mr. Coleridge,· to. the 
valuable information acquired from similar,sources, superadds the dreams 
of crazy theologians and the mysticisms of German metaphysics, and favours 

7. Particularly, WILLIAM WORDSWORTH (1770-
1850) and SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERiDGE (1772-
1834). ' 
8. Wordsworth's poems Include "The D.anl.h Boy" 
(1800) and "Lucy may" (1800); he used the head- , 
Ing "Moods of My own Mind" (or a section of his 
Poe .... I .. TWo Volu ...... (t807). ' . , 
9 .. In Regent's Park In.' ,"(;rth~centrlll London, 
"Dryads": Greek nymphs .ssOclated. with' tree •. 
Hyde Park: a large public park In west'central LOn
don. "Naiads": nymphs, auoClated with freihwiller 
sources. . . . 
1. Sir Walter Scott (1771...:.1832), ScottlsJ:t novelist 

B.nd poet, whose works Include Minst .... 1sy of the 
Scorilsh Bo~dI802-03). , ' . 
2. George Gordon; Lord Byron (1788-1824), 
Engll.h Romantic poet; Peacock here refers to ~ 
Glaour (1813), a slory of romantic paoslon and 
venleance.·" . 

- 3. Robert Southey (1714-1843), English poet, 
blograph~r, ana~rofesolonal writer. The ePic made 
of "monstrosltlei" /nay refer 10 his Roderick: n.e 
Last of ,he GothS (1814). . 
4. See Coleridge's "Rime of the Ancient Mariner" 
ahd "Chrlstabel" 'In L"ncal Ballads (1798). For 
Wordsworth, see n.e 8xeurslon (1814). 



THE FOUR AGES OF POETRY I 693 

the world with visions in verse~ in which the quadruple elements of sexton, 
old woman, Jeremy Taylor, and Emanuel Kant,' are harmonized into a deli
cious poetical compound. Mr. Moore presents us with a Persian, and Mr. 
Campbell6 with a Pennsylvania:n. tale; .both formed on the same principle as 
Mr. Southey's epics, by extracting from a perfunctory and desultory perusal 
of a collectiol'l of voyages and travels, all that useful investigation would not 
seek for and that common sense would reject~ 

These disjointed relics of tradition and fragments of second-handobser
vation, being woven into a tissue of verse, constructed on what Mr. Coleridge 
calls a new principle? (that is, no principle at all), compose a modern-antique 
compound of frippery and barbarism, in whiCh the puling sentimentality of 

"the present time is grafted on the misrepresented ruggedness of the past into 
a heterogeneous congeries of unamalgamating manners, sufficient to impose 
on the common readers of poetry, over whose understandings the poet of 
this class possesses that commanding advantage, which, in all circumstances 
and conditions of life, a man who knows something, however little, always 
possesses over one who knows nothing. 

A poet in our times is a semi-barbarian in a civilized community. He lives 
in the days that are past. His ideas, thoughts, feelings, associations, are all 
with barbarous manners, obsolete cu'stoms, and exploded superstitions. The 
march of his intellect is like that of a crab, backward. The brighter the light 
diffused arouPld him by the progress of reason, the thicker is the darkness 
of antiquated barbarism, in which he buries himself like a mole, to throw 
up the barren hillocks of his Cimmerian8 labours. The philosophic mental 
tranquillity which looks round with an equal eye on all external things, 
collects a store of ideas, discriminates their relative value, assigns to all 
their proper place, and from the materials of useful knowledge thus col
lected, appreciated, and arranged, forms new combinations that impress 
the stamp of their power and utility on the real business of life, is diamet
rically the reverse of that frame of mind ·whichpoetry inspires, or from 
which poetry.can emanate. The highest inspirations of poetry are resolvable 
into thre~ ingredients: the rant of unregulated 'passion, the whining ofexag
gerated feeling, and the cant of factitious' ~sentiment: and can. therefore 
serve only to ripen a splendid lunatic like,AleXander, a puling driveller like 
Werter,9 or a ~orbid dreamer like Wordsworth. It can :never,mak~' phi
losopher, nor·a statesman, nor in any class of life an useful or rational I11an. 
It cannot claim .the slightest share In anyone of the cOI11forts and utilities 
of life of which we have witnessed so many and so rapid advances. But 
though not useful, it I11ay be said it is highly ornamental, and deserves to 
be cultivated· for the pleasure it yields. Even if this be granted, it does not 

5. IMMANUJ;L ~NT (1724-1804), German Ideal
Ist phllosophe" ·'taylor (1613-1667), English the·' 
ologlan, devotional writer, and bishop. 
6. 'thomas Cllmpbell(l777-1844), Scottish poet 
Bnd journalist: In his Gerlnuie a/Wyoming (1809), 
"Wyoming" r"fe .. to a settletnent in Pennsylvania. 
Thomas Moore (1779-1852), Irish poet; hi. "Pet
sian tale" i. the popular Lalla Roo,.h (1817), a 
Rerh;s of four oriental tales in verse within a prose 
frame. 
7. In the preface to ~Chrlstabel," Coleridge states 
that hs metei-' Ii "founded on a new principle ... 

of counting In each line the accents, not the syl
lable .... 
8. That Is, done In gloom and darkne.s. According 
to Homer (Oarss,"" 11.14-19), the Cimmerians 
liVed In a land where the Sun never shone. 
9. The l'rotallonist of The Somnvs 0/ ¥ault8 
Werlher (1774) by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. 
Alexander: usually ·identlfied as Alexander the 
Great (356-323 D.C.E.), one of greatest generals of 
the ancient world. Perhaps he is a "lunatic" for 
Insisting that the Greek cities treat him like a god. 
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follow that a writer of poetry in the pres~~t state of society is not a waster 
of his own time; and·a robber of that of others. Poetry is not .one ·ofthose 
arts which, like painting, require repetition arid multiplication,' in . o~der to 
be diffused among society. There are 'more good poems already existing than 
are sufficient to employ that portion of .life :-which . any mere reader and 
recipient of poetical impressions should devote to them, and these having 
been produced in poetical times, are far superior in all, the characteristics 
of poetry to the artificial reconstructions of a few morbid ascetics in unpoet
ical times. To read the promiscuous rubbish of the present time to the 
exclusion of the select treasures of the past, is to substitute the worse for 
the better variety of the same mode of enjoyment. 

But in whatever degree poetry is cultivated, it must necessarily be to the 
neglect of some branch of useful study: and it is a lamentable spectacle to 
see minds, capable of better things, running to seed in the specious indolence 
of these empty aimless mockeries of intellectual exertion. Poetry was the 
mental.rattle that awakened the attention of intellect in the infancy of civil 
society: but for the maturity of mind to make a serious business of the play
things of its childhood, is as absurd as fora full-grown man to rub his gums 
with coral, and cry to be charmed to ,sleep by the jingle of silver bells .. " i 

. As to that small portion of our contemporary poetry, which' is neither 
descriptive, nor narrative, nor dramatic, and which,·for, want of a .better 
name, may be.called ethical, the most distinguished portion of it, consisting 
merely of querulous, egotistical rhapsodi~s; to express the.writer's·high dis
satisfaction with the world and every thing in it, serves 'only to confirm what 
has been said of' the semi-barbarous character of poets, who from singing 
dithyrambics and "10 Triumphe,'" while society was savage, grow rabid,. and 
out of their element, as it becomes polished and ·enlightened. 

Now when we consider that it is not the thinking and· studious, and sci
entific and philosopJ:tical part of the community, not to th,ose whose minds 
are bent on the pursuit and promotion of permanently useful ends and aims; 
that poets must address their minstrelsy, but to that much larger portion of 
the reading public, whose minds' are not awakened to the,desire of valuable 
knowledge, and who are indifferent. to any thing beyond being' charmed; 
moved, excited, affected, and exalted: charmed :byharmony,moved by sen
timent, excited by passion, affected by pathos, and exalted by sublimity: har~ 
mony, which is language on the rack of Procrustes;2 'sentiment, which is 
canting egotism in the mask of refined feeling; passion, which ·is the conF 
motion of a weak and selfish mind; pathos, which is the· whining of an 
unmanly spirit; and sublimity, which is the inflation of an empty head: when 
we consider that the great and permanent interests of human soCiety become 
more and more the main spring of intellectual pursuit; that in proportion as 
they become so, the subordinacy of the otnamental to the usefulwHI b~ 
more and more seen and acknowledged; and that therefore the ,progress' of 
useful art and science, and of moral and political knowledge~ Will contiriue 
more and more to withdraw attention from frivolous and unconducive, to 

1. The cry of Roman .oldlero al they marched In 
their general.' trlum",hl through the Itreet. of 
Rome. "Dlthyramblcl : Greek lyric poetry lung by 
D chorus and leader, In turn, In honor of DIonysus 
(Greek god of wIne and fertility), usually te\1fng the 

Itorlel of herne •. 
a. It. legendal')' robber of Attica who forced t,-ay
elerl to lit hi, bed, cuttlrig off or inetcl'ling.hmbl 
al nece.sary. . 
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solid and conducive studies: that therefore the poetical audience will not 
only continually diminish in the proportion of its number to that of the rest 
of the reading public, but will also sink lower and lower in the comparison 
of intellectual acquirement: when we consider that the'poet must still please 
his audience, and must therefore continue to sink to their level, while the 
rest of the community is rising above it: we may easily conceive that the day 
is not distant, when the degraded state of every species of poetry will be as 
generally recognized as that of dramatic poetry has long been: and this not 
from any decrease either of intellectual power, or intellectual acquisition, 
but because intellectual power and intellectual acquisition have turned 
themselves into other and better channels, and have abandoned the culti
vation and the fate of poetry to the degenerate fry3 of modern rhymesters, 
and their olympic judges, the magazine critics, who continue to debate and 
promulgate oracles about poetry, as if it were still what it was in the Homeric 
age, the all-in-all of intellectual progression, and as if there were no such 
things in existence as mathematicians, astronomers, chemists, moralists, 
metaphysicians, historians, politicians, and political economists, who have 
built into the upper air of intelligence a pyramid, from the ,summit of which 
they see the modern Parnassus4 far beneath them, and, knowing how small 
a place it occupies in the comprehensiveness of their prospect,smile at the 
little ambition and the circumscribed perceptions with which the drivellers 
and mountebanks upon it are contending for the poetical palm and the crit-
ical chair. ' 

3. Offspring. 
4. A mountain in Greece, sacred to Apollo and the Muses and to Dionysus. 

PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY 
1792-1822 

1820 

Like the American poet Walt Whitman, Percy Bysshe Shelley has been revered by 
many readers for his haunting lyrics and, even more, for the radical views he expresses 
in both his poetry and prose. But more than any other nineteenth-century poet, he 
came in for relentless and mean-spirited abuse at the hands of the major modernist 
poets and critics, including T. S. ELIOT, F. R. Leavis, JOHN CROWE RANSOM, and Allen 
Tate. For them, Shelley represented everything that modern poetry was seeking to 
move beyond, and they pummeled him time and again for (as they saw it) the inter
secting weaknesses of his poetry and his character: dreaininessj arrogance, self
absorption, irresponsibility. They judged his personal conduct offensive and his verse 
marred by muddled imagery and confused symbolism. Writing in 1950, the critic 
Leslie Fiedler reflected: "The only way to find out if a poet is immortal is to kill him; 
Milton and Wordsworth slain have risen; Cowley and Shelley are ,rotting in their 
tombs." Shelley seemed no more likely to recover his prestige than did the third-tier 
metaphysical poet with whom he was paired. 
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This downgrading of Shelley was already under way in the nineteenth century.)n 
Essays in Criticism (1865), MATTHEW ARNOLD slighted himl "The right sphere for 
Shelley's genius was the sphere of music, not of poetry ... A beautiful.and ineffectual 
angel, beating in the void his luminous wings in vain." And in LitemryStudies (1~84), 
the editor and essayist Walter Bagehot concluded: "He floats away into im imaginary 
Elysium or an expected Utopia; beautiful and excellent, of course,but haVing nothing 
hi 'common' with the absolute laws of the present world." This tone seemed to be 
justified by Shelley himself,' who, for example, observed to his friend Edward Tre
lawny: ''When my brain gets heated with thought it soon boils and throws off images 
and words faster· than I can skim them off." ·But Shelley's words to Trelawny bear 
witness to his creative energy and exhilaration, to his yearning to break free from 
constraint. Shelley's commitment to personal and social freedom perhaps proVides 
the ~est context for understanding and valuing his writing. His poetry and prose 
attacked social and political' tyranny, assailing. the Vl(ays in which law and religion 
tUllc~~oned to support an oppressive state. In phrasing that anticipated RALPH WALDO 
EMERSON's in Nature (1836), "The American Scholar" (ii337), and other seminal 
American Transcendentalist texts, Shelley declared: "Let us believe in a kind of opti
misin in which we are our own gods" (letter, 1819). As he once said, he sought to 
call attention to the "else unfelt oppressions of this earth" ("Julian and Maddalti," line 
450), that is, to make readers feel the nature and depth of human oppression and lift 
them to a higher conception of possibility. In doing this, he was performing the special 
office .of the poet. '. 
,. Shelley was born the son of a wealthy squire (and member of Parliament) near Horc 

sham in Sussex, England. He was educated first at Syon House Academy, in Brent
ford, a western suburb of London, and then at Eton, the largest and most famous of 
England's public (i.e., endowed boarding) schools, where he was dubbed "mad Shel
!ey" for his antics and "Eton atheist" for his skeptical Views on religion. Imaginative 
and rebellious, he was already writing prose arid poems while in his teens. He entered 
University College, Oxford University, in 1810; there he read such radica1 authors as 
William Godwin, author of the Enquiry concerning PolitiealJustice (1793), and Tho
mas Paine, author of The Rights of Man (1791-92) and The Age of Reason (1793). 

In March 1811., because Shelley coauthored an empiricist pamphlet, The Necessity 
of Atheism, which he then mailed to the bishops and heads of the colleges at Oxford, 
he was expelled from the university. His life became even more scandalous when he 
eloped to Edinburgh, Scotland, with sixteen-year-old Harrie.t Westbro9k. This action, 
together with his refusal to renounce the pamphlet, caused a breach with his family 
that cost Shelley his inheritance. '.' -

After their marriage in August 181 1, the young couple spent the next three years 
in England and Ireland, moving often.: Shelley corresponded with GodWin, wrote 
addresses and proposals on such topics as Catholic emancipation, and was kept under 
watch by the ciVil authorities. His first impottant poem, Queen Mab, which exhibits 
his radical Views on both religion and cor:iventional morality, was privately printed in 
1831. He wrote and lectured on a host of other subjects ai well; from freedom of the 
press to vegetarianism. During this time, Harriet bore two children; but she and 
Shelley grew estranged. . 

When Shelley feJl in Jove with Miry Godwin, the Ilxteen.yelr-oJd dluahter ofWiJ· 
li8m Godwin and the EngU.h writer and reformer MARY'WOLLSTONECRAFr, he acted 
according to his vieWs on the primacy of love. Leaving his. famiJy behind, in 1814 he 
traveled to France with Mary (and her fifteen-year-old half-sister, Jane "Claire" CI~ir
mont). Mter travels in France, Switzerland, and Germimy, they returned to London; 
in spring 181 5 Mary gave birth to a daughter who died prematurely, and in 1816 she 
bore a son, William. In Switzerland, with the Romantic poet Lord Byron as their 
companion during the summer of 1816, Mary began her famous novel Fran1censUin 
while Percy worked on such major philosophical poems as "Hymn to Intellectual 
Beauty" and "Mont Blanc." They married, despite their objections to the institution 
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of marriage, after Harriet drowned herself in 181 fl. Harriet's parents quickly secured 
a decree declaring Shelley unfit to have custody of his and Harriet's children, who 
were placed in foster care at his expense. In spring 1818 he left England for Italy. 
where he spent the rest of his life with Mary, their three children (two of whom died, 
within a nine-month period in 1818-19), Claire Clairmont, and her daughter (whose 
father was Byron). . 

While in Pisa, Shelley lived amid a circle of writers and adventurers, including 
Byron and Edward Trelawny. In April 1822 he mOved to the village of Lerici on the 
Gulf of Spezia, where he wrote a number of his best lyrics and vivid letters. Caught 
in a sudden storm while in a boat with his friend Edward Williams, he drowned in 
July 1822. Shelley I~ft unfinished a political drama and "The Triumph of Life," a 
dream allegory that has figured significantly in contemporary criticism and theory 
(e.g., see the essays by HAROLD BLOOM, PAUL DE MAN, JACQUES DERRIDA, and others 
in Deconstruction and Criticiffn, 1997). . 

Shelley matters in literary history above all for his poetry; but'his prose works are 
often powerful and remain undervalued. The best (and best-known) of them is A 
Defence of Poetry, which he wrote in response to his friend THOMAS LOVE PEACOCK's 
"Four Ages of Poetry" (I 820;. see above). Peacock presents a satiric, witty survey of 
the historical rise and decline of poetry that draws a parallel between the classical 
and modem periods. He traces English poetry's movement from the Iron age of song, 
to the golden age of Shakespeare, then to the silver age of AL~NI>ER POPE, and, 
finally, to the brass age of his Romantic contemporaries, whose work consists, he 
says, of "rant," "whining," and "cant." In reply, Shelley honors the activity of the poet 
and emphasizes that poetry has increased/rather than diminished, in importance in 
the modem era. Many of the ideas he presents are fairly familiar, deriving from PLATO 
and, especially, from SIR PHILIP SIDNEy's Apology for Poetry (1595, also known as The 
Defence of Poesie) , which Shelley read as he'prepared and planned his own work. But 
Shelley gives them a fervent Romantic cast, particularly in the glowing images and 
passionate rhythms of the Defence's final passages. 

Peacock and Shelley had met in 181 i, and they visited and corresponded with 
one another often, Mter Peacock's "Four Ages" appeared, Shelley wrote in a letter, 
January 1821, that he planned "an answer" to it: "It is very clever but, I think, very 
false." On March 21, he sent Peacock the first part of an essay meant to be its 
"antidote." In the original plan for the Defence, Shelley included a number of ref
erences to Peacock, but most of these were omitted when the 'text was prepared for 
publication after his death. Originally, too, the Defence was to have three parts: a 
general defense of poetry and its role in society, a surVey of the development of 
English poetry, and a discussion of the literature of the day. Only the firsc.part was 
completed. 

Despite being an incomplete piece that draws on and adapts his own earlier writ
ings-the prefaces to The Revolt of Islam and Prontetheus Unbound, "Discourse on 
the Manners of the Ancient Greeks" (which prefaced his translation of Plato's Sym
posium),. "Essay on Christianity," the first two chapterS of A Philosophical VieW of 
Reform, and "Essay on the Devil" -the Defence Is held togethet by the force of Shel
ley's perSonality and his literary and political convictions. Poetry, laya Shelley, com
blnel wisdom with delight; it la a lourel! bfplea.ure; and It Inculcates virtue, as readers 
seek to Imitate the noble traits of character that Hamer portrays In his heroes. Poetry 
kindles the sympathetic imagination, enabUng us to locate outselves "In the place of 
another"; it thereby unites individuals by breakii1g down the differences among them. 
It is so closely linked to the society from which it rises that its health serves as a 
barometer of society's health. It counterbalances the ascendant sciences of calCula
tion and accumulation, which exacerbate inequality and selfishness. It is a universal 
spiritual force of evanescent inspiration, superseding logic and will and possessing 
prophetic power. At a memorable moment Shelley even envisions literature as one 
great poem that all poets have built up since time began. 
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There are tensions, even contradictions, in Shelley's text that his powerful prose 
cannot reconcile or explain. Thus on'the one hand, he presents much historical com
mentary on ancient Greek and Roman literary genres and on the literature of ·later 
periods. But on the other hand, his highest flights of rhetoric pay tribute to the power 
of poetry to transcend history. There is' a gap between' the· kind of historical particu
larity that Shelley provides in his running literary and cultural comments and, the 
general function that he assigns to poetry as "something divine" that "'enlarges the 
circumference of the imagination." . " . 

In addition, Shelley's claims for the special qualities of the poet are problematic in 
his own terms. In exalting poets as the "best and happiest minds," the "unacknowl'
edged legislators of the World," he paradoxically reinvokes the social distinctions, the 
ranking of persons, the law-giving from on high, that his works so fiercely challenge. 
Indeed, there may be a darker dimension to the vital, vigorous rhetoric that Shelley 
mobilizes in defense of literature. As RAYMOND WILLIAMS' remarks in Culture' and 
Society ( 1 958); Shelley means the word unacknowledged to imply poets' importance
their great (albeit almost inWsible) sociopolitical work. But· the term also carries "the 
felt helplessness of a generation" as "a culture now dominated by science and industry 
(fails] to bestow upon poets the 'acknowledgment' that they merit." Williams also 
points out the mixed implications of Shelley's language about poets: their special high 
status both distinguishes and marginalizes them, separating them from the commu
nity to which Shelley insists they contribute so much. 

The poet, Shelley maintains, is a power working for social and moral transforma
tion-the chief influence in civilizing the. community. Yet the poet, h,e also says, is ~'a 
nightingale, who sits in' darkness and· sings. to cheer its own solitude with· sweet 
sounds." Shelley's forthright testimonies' on ,behalf of poetry and the· tensions and 
contradictioris that his rhetoric attempts to surmount continue to· fascinate. the 
Defence's readers. 
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Front A Defence of Poetry, or Remarks Suggested by an Essay 
Entitled "The Four Ages of Poetry" 1 

" " .. 
Poetry is ever accompanied with pleasure: all spirits on which i't falls, open 
themselves to receive the wisdom which is mingled with its delight. In the 
infancy of the world, neither poets themselves nor their auditors are fully 
aware of the excellence of poetry: for it acts in a divine and unapprehended 
manner, beyond and above consciousness; and it is reserved for future gen
erations to contemplate and measure the mighty cause and effect in all the 
strength and splendour of their union.2 Even in modern ,tin:tes, no living poet 
ever arrived at the fulness of his fame; the jury whiCh sits in judgement upon 
a poet, belonging as he does to all time, must be composed of his peers: it 
must be impanelled by Time from the selectest ,of the '~se of many gener
ations. A Poet is a nightingale, who sits in darkness and sings to cheer its 
own solitude 'with sweet sounds; his auditors are as men entranced by the 
melody of an unseen musician, who feel that they are moved and softened, 
yet know not whence or why. The poems of Homer and his contemporaries 
were the delight of infant Greece; they were the elements of that social 
system which is the column upon which all succeeding civilization has 
reposed. Homer embodied the ideal perfection of his age in human charac
ter; nor can we doubt that those who read his verses were awakened to an 
ambition of becoming like to Achilles, Hector and Ulysses: 3 the truth and 
beauty of friendship, patriotism and persevering devotio'n to an ,object, were 
unveiled to the depths in these immortal creations: the sentiments of t~ 
auditors must have been refined and enlarged by a sympathy with such great 
and lovely impersonations, until from admiring they imitated, and from imi
tation they identjfied themselves with the objects of their admiration. Nor 
let it be objected, that these characters are remote from moral perfection, 
and that they can by no means be considered as edifying patterns for general 
imitation. Every epoch under names more or less specious has deified its 
peculiar errors; Revenge is the naked Idol of the worship of a semi-barbarous 
age; and Self-deceit is the veiled Image of unknown evil before which luxury 
and satiety lie prostrate. But a poet considers the vices of his contemporaries 
as the temporary dress in which his creations must be arrayed, and which 

I. "The FOllr Ages of Poetry" (J 82.0), by THOMAS 
i.()VE (lEACOCK. 

2. This emphasis on the pleasure given by poetry 
echoes SIR PHILIP SIDNEY's Apology for Poetry 
(1595). See also WILLIAM WORDSWORTH'S preface 
[0 Lyrical Ballads (1800): "Nor let this nece,sityof 

prodUCing immediate pleasure be considered as a 
degradation of the Poet's art. It i. far otherwise. n 

3. Odysseus, the hero of the Odyssey. Achilles and 
Hector are the greatest warriors (Greek and Tro
jan, respectively) of the llUul. These poem. are the 
earliest Greek epics (ca. 8th c. R.C.E.) 
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cover without concealing the eternal proportions of their beauty. An epic, or 
dramatic personage is understood to wear them' around his soul, as he rrui'y 
the antient armour or the modern uniform arourtd his body; whilst it is easy 
to conceive a dress more graceful than either. The beauty of the internal 
nature cannot be so far concealed by its accidental vesture, but that the spirit 
of its form shall communicate itself to the very disguise, and indicate the 
shape it hides frorri the manner in which it is worn. A' majestic fQrm and 
graceful motions will express themselves through the most barbarous and 
tasteless costume. Few poets of the highest class have chosen to exhibit the 
beauty 'of their conceptions in its naked truth and splendour; and it is doubt
ful whether the alloy of costume, habit, etc.;be not necessary to temper this. 
planetary music4 for mortal ears. ' , 

The whole objection however of the immorality of poetry rests upon a 
misconception of the manner in which poetry acts to produce the moral 
improvement of man. Ethical science arrange$ the elements which poetry 
has created, and propounds scherries and proposes examples' ~f civil anel 
dorriestic life: nor is it for want of admirable doctrines that men hate, arid 
despise, and censure, and deceive, and subjugate' orie another. But Poetry 
acts in another and diviner manner. it awakens and enlarges the mind itself 
by rendering it the receptable of a thousand unapprehtmded combinations 
of thought. Poet~ lifts the veil from the hidden beauty of the world,and 
makes familiar objects be as if they were not familiar: it reproduces all that 
it represents, and' the Impersonation~ cl()thed in its ElYsian; )fght, stahd 
thenceforward in the minds of those who hav,e once contemplated ,them; as 
memorials of that gentle and exalted content which extends itself over all 
thoughts an'd actions with whic}j it coexists. The great secret of morals is 
Love: or a' going out of our own nature, ;and' an, identification of ourselves 
with the beautiful which exists in thought, action, or person, not our own." 
Aman, to be ~reatly good. must imagine inten~elyand comprehensively; he 
must put himself in the place of ,ariother and of Jjlany others; the pains and 
pleasures of his species must beco~e his owtt: the; great instrillnent of moral 
good is the imagination; and poetry admi~isters tathe effect by acting upon 
the cause. Poetry enlarges the circurriference ofth~ imagination by replen
ishing it with thoughts of ever new delight, which ha~e the power of attract
ing and assimilating to their own nature all other thoughts~ and whieh form 
new intervals and interstices whose void for ever craves fresh food. Poetry 
strengthens that faculty which is the organ of the moral nature of man, In 
the same manner as exercise strengthens a limb. A Poet therefore would do 
ill to embody his own conceptions of righ£ and Wrong, which ate usually 
those of his place and time, in his poetiCal creations, which participate in 
neither. By this assumption of the inferior 'office of interpreting the effect, 
in which perhaps after all he might acquit himself but fmperfectly, he would 
resign the glory in a participation in the cause. There was little danger that 
Homer, or any of the eternal poets, should have so far misunderstood them
selves as to have 'abdicated this throne of their widest dominion. Those in 

4, The music of the spheres: the beautiful sound 
said to be made by the movements of the planets, 
5. Paradisiacal. Accordins tp classical mytholD8Y. 
after death the ble.sed dwell in tile Elysian Fields. 
6. Editors have noted the Influence here of 
PLATO's Symposlu", (ca, 384 B.C,E.). which Shelley 

himself translated. He rendered one of Its key sen
tence. "Love. therefore, and every thing else that 
desires any thins. desires that which I. absent and, 
beyond his reach. that'whlch It has not. that which 
It not Itself. that which It want.,» 
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whom the poetical faculty, though great, is less intense, as Euripides, Lucan, 
Tasso, Spenser, 7 have frequently affected a moral aim, and the effect of their 
poetry is diminished in exact proportion to the 'degree in which they compel 

,::1 
us to advert to this purpose. 

Homer and the cyclic poets8 were followed at a certain interval by the 
dramatic. and Iyri<jal Poets of Atheris, .. who .flotirished contemporaneously 
with all that is most perfect in the kindred expressions of the poetical faculty; 
architecture, painting, music, the dance, sculpture, philosophy, and we may 
add the forms of civil life. For although the scheme of Athenian society was 
deformed by many imperfections9 which the poetry existing in Chivalry and 
Christianity have erased from the habits and institutions of modern Europe; 
yet never at any other period has so much energy, beauty, and virtue, been 
developed: never was blind strength and stubborn form so disciplined and 
rendered subject to the will of man, or that will less repugnant to the dictates 
of the beautiful and the true, as during the century which preceded the death 
of Socrates.' Of no other epoch in the history of our species have we records 
and fragments stamped so visibly with the image of the divinity in man. But 
it is, Poetry alone, in form, in action, or in language; which has rendered this 
epoch memorable above all others, and the storehouse of examples to ever
lasting time. For written poetry existed at the epoch simultaneously with the 
other arts, and it is an idle enquiry to demand which gave and which received 
the light; which all as from a common focus have scattered oyer the darkest 
periods of succeeding time, We know no more of cause and effect than a 
constant conjunction of events: Poetry is ever found to coexist with whatever 
other arts contribute to the happiness and perfection of man. I appeal to 
what has already been established to dis'tlnguish between the cause and the 
effect. ' 

It was at the period her~ adverted to; that the Drama had its birth; and 
however Ii succeeding writer may have equalIed'or surpassed those few great 
specimens of -the Athenian drama which have been preserved to us, It is 
indisputable that the art itself never was understood or practised according 
to the true philosophy of it, as at Athehs; For the Athenians employed lan
guage, action, music, painting, the dance, and religious institutions, to pro
duce a common effect in the representation of the highest idealisms of 
passion and of power; each division in the art was made perfect 1fi'its kind 
by artists of the most consummate skill, and was disciplined into a beautiful 
proportion and unity one towards another. On the, modern stage a few only 
of the elements capable of expressing the image of the poet's conception are 
employed at once. We have tragedy without music and dancing; and music 
and dancing without the highest impersonations of which they are the fit 
accompaniment, and both without religion and solemnity. Religious insti
tution has indeed been usually banished from the stage. Our system of divest
ing the actor's face of a mask, on which the many expressions appropriated 
to his dramatic character might be moulded into one permanent and 
unchanging expression, is favourable only to a partial and inharmonious 

7. Edmund Spenser (1552-1599), English poet. 
Euripides (ca. 485-ca. 406 B.C.E.), Greek trage
dian. Lucan (39-65 C.E.), Roman poet. Torquato 
Tasso (I 544-1595), Italian I"'et. 
B. Poets after Homer who filled out the story of 
the Trojan War. 

9. That Is, slavery and the second-class status of 
women (Shelley explicitly names these "Imperfec
tions" below). 
1. That Is, the 5th century B.C.E., the golden age 
of Athenian politics and art (the philosopher Soc
rates wa. put to death In 399 B.C.E.). 
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effect; it is fit for nothing 'but ~ monologue, where all the attention maybe 
directed to ,some· great master of 'ideal. mimicry. The modern practice of 
blending comedy with tragedy, though liable ·to great abuse in point of prac
tice, is undoubtedly an extension of the dramatic circle; but the comedy 
should be as in King Lear, universal, ideal, and sublin:te. It is perhaps the 
intervention of this principle which determines the balance in favour of King 
Lear against the CEdipus Tyrannus or the Agamemnon, or, if you will, the 
trilogies with which they are connected;~ unless the intense power of the 
choral poetry, especially that of the latter, 'should be considered as restoring 
the equilibrium. King Lear, if it can sustain this comparison, may be judged 
to be the most perfect specimen of the dramatic art existing in the world; in 
spite of the narrow conditions to which the poet was subjected by the igno
rance of the philosophy of the Drama which has prevailed in modern Europe. 
Calderon3 in his religious Autos has attempted to fulfill some of the, high 
conditions of dramatic representation neglected by Shakespeare; such as'the 
establishing a relation between the drama and religion, and the accommo
dating them to music and dancing; but he omits the observation of conditions 
still more important, 'and more is lost than' gained by a substitution of the 
rigidly-defined and ever-repeated idealisms of a distorted superstition for the 
living impersonations of the truth of human passion. .' , 

But we digress.~ The Author of the Four Ages of Poetry has prudently 
omitted to dispute on the effect of the Drama upon life and manners. For; 
if I know the knight by the device of his shield, I have only to inscribe 
Philoctetes· or Agamemnon or Othello upon mine to put to flight the giant 
sophisms which have enchanted him, as the mirror, of, intolerable light; 
though on the arm of one of the weakest of the Paladins,' could blind and 
scatter whole armies of necromancers and pagans. The connexion of scenic 
exhibitions with the improvement or corruption of the manners of men, has 
been universally recognized:' in other words,' the 'presence or absence of 
poetry in its most perfect and universal form has been found to be connected 
with good· and evil in conduct and habit. The corruption which has 
been imputed to the drama as an effect, begins, when the poetry employed 
in its constitution, ends: I appeal to the' history of manners whether the 
periods of the growth of the one and the decline of the other have not cor
responded with an exactness equal to any other example of moral cause and 
effect. . 

The drama at Athens, or wheresoever else it may have approached to its 
perfection, coexisted with the moral and intellectual greatness of the age. 
The tragedies of the Athenian poets are as mirrors in which the spectator 
beholds himself, under a thin disguise of circumstance', stript of all but that 
ideal perfection and energy which every one feels to be the internal type of 
all that he loves, admires, and would become. The imagination is enlarged 
by a sympathy with pains and passions so mighty, that they distend in their 

2. Sophocles' "trilogy" (the plays were not per
formed together) is O .. dipus Tyrannus (ca. '430 
B.C.E.). Oedipus Co/onl!us (ca. 401). and AnJlgone 
(ca. 441); Aeschylus's Oresteian trilogy (458) com
prises Agatne ... non. Th., LibaJlon B .... r ...... and The 
Eutnenides. King Le .. r was lirst perfonned ca. 
1605. 
3. Pedro Calder6n de la Barca' (1600-1681). 
Spanish dramatist and poet; after he became a 

priest In 1651. he wrote only .... w. saenz_tales. 
one-act religious dramas (usually allegorical). 
4. Greek hero In the Trojan War and the subject 
of many tragedies; that by Sophocles (ca. 409 
B.C.E.) survives. 
5. The twelve peers of the court of Charlemagne 
(742-814). king of the Franks and founder ofthe 
lirst westem European empire after the fall of 
Rome. 
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conception the capacity of that by which they are conceived; the good affec
tions are strengthened by pity, indignation, terror and sorrow;6 and an exalted 
calm is prolonged from the satiety of t~is high exercise of them into the 
tumult of familiar life; even crime is disarmed of half its horror and all its 
contagion by being represented as the' fatal consequence of the unfathotn
able agencies of nature; error is thus divested of its wilfulness; men can no 
longer cherish ~t as the creation of thb'ir choice. In a drama of the highest 
order there is little food for censure or hatred; it teaches rather self
knowledge and self-respect. Neither the eye nor the mind can see itself, 
unless reflected upon that which it resembles. The drama, so long as it con
tinues to express poetry, is as a prismatic and many-sided mirror, which 
collects the brightest rays of human nature and divides and reproduces them 
from the simplicity of these elementary f()rms, and touches them with maj
esty and beauty, and multiplies all thatj~ reflects, and endows it with the 
power of propagating its like wherever it Way fall. 

But in periods of the decay of socialUfe, the drama sympathizes with that 
decay. Tragedy becomes a cold imitation of the form of the great master
pieces of antiquity, divested of all harmonious accompaniment of the kindred 
arts; and often the very form misunder~tood: or a weak attempt to teach 
certain doctrines, which the writer considers as moral truths; and which are 
usually no more than specious flatteries of some gross vice or weakness with 
which the author in common with his auditors are infected. Hence what has 
been called the classical and domestic drama. Addison's "Cato"7 is a speci
men of the one; and would it were not supeJ;fluous to cite examples of the 
other! To such purposes Poetry cannot be made subservient. Poetry is a 
sword of lightning, ever unsheathed, which consumes the scabbard that 
would contain it. And thus we observe tttat all dramatic writings of this 
nature are unimaginative in a singular degree; they affect sentiment and 
passion: which, divested of imagination, are other names for caprice and 
appetite. The period in our own history of the grossest. degradation of the 
drama is the reign of Charles lIs when all forms in which poetry had been 
accustomed to be expressed became hymns to the triumph of kingly power 
over liberty and virtue. Milton9 stood alone illuminating an age unworthy of 
him. At such periods the calculating principle pervades all the forms of !:k.a.
matic exhibition, and poetry ceases to be exPressed upon them. Comedy loses 
its ideal universality: wit succeeds to humour; we laugh from self-compla
cency and triumph instead of pleasure; ni~tlignity, sarcasm and contempt, 
succeed to sympathetic merriment; we hardly laugh, but we smile. Obscen
ity, which is ever blasphemy against the divine beauty in life, becomes, from 
the very veil which it assumes, more activ~ if less disgusting: it is a monster 
fOl' which the corruption of society for ever brings forth new food, which it 
devours in secret. 

The drama being that form under which a greater number of mode.s of 
expression of poetry are susceptible of being combined than any other, the 

6. One interpretation of ARISTOTLl::'s idea of 
"catharsis" in tragedy, expressed in Poetics 6, 
1449b (see above), 
7. The popular neoclassical tragedy (1713) about 
(h" Roman statesman Cato by the English poet and 
'''''''yist JOSEPH ADDISON (1672-1719). 
n. King of England (1630-1685; reigned 1660-

85) during the Restoration, a period with B repu
tation for dl.solutenes. and frivolity. 
9. The poet John MIlton (1608-1674) wos a sup
porter of the Puritan Revolution and a defender of 
the eXecution of Charles I (king of England from 
1625 to 1649). 
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connexion of!poetry and social good is more observable in the drama than 
in whatever other form! and it is indisputable that the.highest,pe'rfection'of 
human society has ever corresponded with the highest dramatiC, excellence; 
and that the corruptitm or the extinCtion of the drama in a nation' where it 
has once flourished; is a mark of a corrUption of manners·, and art extinction 
of the energies which sustain the soul of social life. But, as Machiavelli' says 
of political institutions, that' life may be preserved· and renewed, if men 
should arise capable of bringing back the'drama to its principles. And this is 
ttue with respect to poetry in its most extended sense: all language, institu
tion and form, require not only to be produced but to be sustained: the office 
and character of a poet participates in the divine nature as regards provi
dence; no less than as regards creation. 

Civil war; the spoils of Asia, and the fatal predominance first of the Mac
edonian,2 and then of the Roman arms were so many symbols of the extinc
tion or suspension of the creative faculty in Greece. The bucolic writers;3 
who found patronage under the lettered tyrants of Sicily and Egypt, were the 
latest representatives of its most· glorious reign. Their poetry is intensely 
melodious: like the odour of the tuberose, it overcomes and sickens the spirit 
with excess ,of sweetness; ·whilst the poetry of the preceding age was as a 
meadow-gale of June which mingles the fragrance of lill the flowers of the 
field, and adds a quickening and harmonizilig spirit of its own which endows 
the sense· with a power of sustaining its extreme delight. The bucolic and 
erotic delicacy in written poetry is correlative with that softness in statuary, 
music, and the kindred arts, and even in manriers' and institutions which 
distinguished the epoch to which we now refer. Nor is it the poetical faculty 
itself, or 'any misapplication of it, to which this ·want of harmony is to be 
imputed; Ail equal sensibility to the influence of the senses and the affedions 
is to be found in the writings of Homer andSophoclell: the former especially 
has clothed sensual and pathetic images with.irre$istible attractions',Their 
superiority over these succeeding writers consists in the presence of those 
thoughts which belong to the inner faculties of our nature, not in the absence 
of those which are connected with the external; their incomparable perfec
tion consists in an harmony of the union of all. It is not what the'~rotic 
writers have. but what· they have not, in which' their imperfection consists. 
It is not inasmuch as they were Poets, but inasmuch ·as they were not'Poets, 
that they can be considered with any plausibility as connected with the cor
ruption of their age. Had that corruption availed so as to extinguish in them 
the sensibility to pleasure, passion and natural scenery, which is imputed to 
them as an imperfection, the last triumph of evil would have been achieved. 
For the end of social corruption is to destroy all sensibility to pleasure; and 
therefore it is corruption. It begins at the imagination and the iritellect as ai: 
the core, and distributes itself thence as a paralyzing venom,through the 
affections into the very appetites, until all become a torpid mass in which 
sense hludly survives. At the approach of stich a period, Poetry ever addresses 

\" Nlccolb Machiavelli (J 469-1527), Italian 
poiltical Philosopher; he' dlscus.es polltlcallnstl: 
tu~ions I", The Prince (15 13) and The Dlsco..rses 
{~a.I~18). . . 
:i: Alexander the Great (356-323 D.e.Ii.), king of 
Macedonia, whose conquests extended to Egypt 

and India. . , 
~, Greek pastoral poets, who .M.ote of ihepherds 
and country folk; the first was Theocritus (ca. 300-
Cll. 2.60 D.e.E,) followed by Mosi:hus (;octi"" ca. 
ISO D.e.E .. ) and B~on (active ca. 100 li.e,E,). 
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itself to those faculties which are the last to be destroyed, and its voice is 
heard, like the footsteps of Asttrea/ -departing from the world. Poetry ever 
communicates all the pleasure which m'en are capable of receiving: it is ever 
still the light of life; the source of whiltever of beautiful,. or generous, or true 
can have place in an evil time. It will readily be confessed that those among 
the luxurious citizens of Syracuse and Alexandria who were delighted with 
the poems of Theocritus; were less cold, cruel and sensual than the remnant 
of their tribe. But corruption must have utterly destroyed the fabric of human 
society before Poetry can ever cease. The sacred links of that chain have 
never been entirely disjoined, which descending through the minds of many 
men is attached to those great minds, whence as from a magnet the invisible 
effluence is sent forth, which at once connects, animates and sustains the 
life of all. It is the faculty which contains within itself the seeds at once of 
its own and of social renovation. And let us not circumscribe the effects of 
the bucolic and erotic poetry within the limits of the sensibility of those to 
whom it was addressed. They may have perceived the·l:ieauty of those immor
tal compositions, simply as fragments and isolated portions: those who are 
more finely organized, or born in a happier age; 'may 'recognize them as epi
sodes to that great poem, which all 'poets, like the co-operating thoughts of 
one great mind, have built up since theb~ginning of the world. 

The same revolutions within a narrower sphere had place in antient Rome; 
but the actions and forms of its social life never seem to have been perfectly 
saturated with the poetical element. The Romans appear, to have considered 
the Greeks· as· the selectest treasuries of the selectest forms of manners and 
of nature, and to have abstained from creating in measured language, sculp
ture, music or architecture, anything which might bear a particular relation 
to their own condition, whilst it should bear a general one to the universal 
constitution of the world. But we judge from ,partial evidence; and we judge 
perhaps:partially. Ennius, Varro, Pacuvius·, and Accius,' all great poets, have 
been lost. Lucretius is in the highest,. and Virgil6 in a very high sense, a 
creator. The chosen delicacy of the expressions of the latter is as a ·mist of 
light which conceals from us the intense and exceeding truth of his concep
tions of nature. Livy7 is instinct with PQ~try. Yet Horace, Catullus, Ovid,S 
and generally the other great writers of th,eVir.glhan age, saw man anQ.nature 
in the mirror of Greece. The institutions also and the religion of Rome were 
less poetical than those of Greece, as the shadow is less vivid than the sub
stance. Hence poetry in Rome, seemed to follow rather than accompany the 
perfection of political and domestic society. The true Poetry of Rome lived 

4, The goddess of justice, She dwelled on earth 
during the Golden Age but was driven into heaven 
during the Iron Age by humanity's evil ways, See 
Ovid, Metamorphoses (ca. 10 C.R.), 1.149-50; 
Juvenal, Satire 6.19-20 (ca, 116 C.E.). 
5. All pre-Augustan writers, whose work survives 
only in fragments: E:nnlus (239-169 D.C.E.), 
author of t~'8edies, comedies, prose, and an epic 
on Roman history, Amuiles; Varra (I 16-27 D.C.E.), 
the greatest scho.lo.r s.n:t0ng the Romsns, who wrote 
or edited hundreds of books (one on the Latl\1lan
gusge 'l'rvl';es in part, logether with B volul1,1e of a 
work on fann management); Pacuvius (220--ca. 
130 D.C.E.), author of tragedies and satires; and 

Acclus (170-ca, 90 D.C,E,), author oftrBgedies and 
a 9-book poem on the history of literature, Didas
calica; . 
6. Author (~0-19. R.C.E.) of the Aeneid, generally 
consl~ered the greatest Latin epic. Lucretius (ca, 
94-55 R.C.E.), philosopher and author of a didactic 
Epicurean haem, On tlie Nature a/Things, 
7. ~oman . Istorlan (59 R.C.E.-17 C.E,). 
a.Author (43 D.C.E.-17 C.E.) of love poetry, fic
tional love letter~"and the mock-heroic Metamor
phoses. HORACE (65-8 R,C.E.), author of odes, 
satires, epistles, and ,the Ars Pae!ica (see above). 
Catul\us (ca. 84--ca. 54 R.C.E,), author of lyric love 
poetry and elegy. ' 
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in its institutions; for whatever of beautiful, true and majestic they contained 
could have sprung only from the faculty which creates the order in which 
they consist. The life of CaIpillus, the death of Regulus;9 the expectation of 
the Senators, in their godlike state, of the victprious Gauls;· the refusal of 
the Republic to make peace with Hannibal after the battle of Cannae, I were 
not the consequences of a refined calculation of the probable personal 
advantage to result from such a rhythm and ,order in the shews of lif~, to 
those who were at once the poets and the actors of the immortal drama~. 
The imagination beholding the beauty of this order, created it out of itself 
according to its own idea: the consequence was empire, and the reward ever
living fame. These things are not the less poetry, quia carentvate sacra.aThey 
are the episodes of the cyclic poem wr~tten by Time upon the. m~mories of 
men. The rast, like an,inspired rhapsodist, fills the theatre of everlasting 
generations with their harmony. . c. . 

At length the antie~t system of religion and manners had fulfilled the circ~e 
of its revolution. And the world would have fallen into utter' anarchy and 
darkness, but that there were found poets among the authors of the Christian 
and Chivalric systems of manners and religion, who created forms of opinion 
and action never before conceived; which, copied into the imaginations of 
men, becarp.e as gener~'s to the bewildered annies of their though~s~ It is 
foreign to'the present purpose to touch upon the evil produce~· by' these 
systems: except that we protest; on the ground of the princ1ples already estab~ 
lished, that no portion of it. Can be imputed t~ the poetry they contain. 

It is probable that the astonishing poetry of Mos~s, Job, David, Solomon 
and Isaiah) had produced a great effect upon the mind of Jesus. and his 
disciples. Th~ scattered fragments preserved to us ,by t~e biographers of this 
extraordinary person, are all instinct with the most vivid poetry. aut hi!! doc
trines seem to have been. quiCkly . distorted. At. a. certain period after the 
prevalence of a system of opinions founded upon those promulgated by hhp, 
the three forms into which Plato had distributed the faculties of mind4 

underwent a:~~rt of apothe~sis, and became the Ipbject of the worship of th~ 
civilized world..: Here it is to be confessed that "Light seems to thicken," and 

The crow makes wing' to the rooky WDO~, 
Good things of day hegin to dro~p and droWze, 
And night's black agents. to their pr~~sdo rouze.' 

But mark how beautiful an order has sprung from the. dust and blood of this 
fierce chaos! how the World, as from a resurrectio~; balancing itself on the 
golden wings of knowledge and of hope, has reassumed its yet unwearied 

9. Marcus Atillus Regulus (d. ca. 249 D.c.E.): 
Roman general who. though himself held by the 
Carthaglnlano, persuaded the Roman Senate not 
to ransom him and the other soldier';; he tetumed 
to Carthage and died In captivity (perhaps tortured 
to death; see Horace, Od ... 3.5), Marcus Furiuo 
Camillus (d. ca. 365 D.C.E.). the second founder of 
Rome, who managed·the city's military and politi
cal recovery after the Gallic Invasion of 387/6 
D.C.E. 
1. Village in Apulia where In 216 D.C.E. the 
Romans suffered a major defeat by Hannibal. the 
great Carthaginian general (247-183/2 D.C.E.); 
the Romans ultimately won the war, however. 

2. Because they lack a sacn!d poet (Latin); &om 
Horace; Odes 4.9.28. 
3. Job and Isaiah were once regarded al the 
aut},ors of the . bOoks of the Bible given their 
names; Moses II traditionally credited with writing 
the entire Torah (the first five books of the Bible); 
David was thought to have composed most of the 
Psalms; Ecclesiastes, Proverb., and the Song of 
Solomon were'ascrlbed to Solomon. 
4. Plato.dlvided the human soullnt .. three/arts: 
the desiring, the rational, and the spldte (see 
Repul.lic.4.4,39d-'J44a). . 
5. Macbeth (ca. 1606), 3.2.51-54, slightly mis-
quoted. • 



A DEFENCE OF POETRY / 707 

flight into the Heaven of time. Listen to the music, unheard by outward ears, 
which is as a ceaseless and invisible wind, nourishing its everlasting course 
with strength and swiftness. 

The poetry in the doctrines of Jesus Christ, and the mythology and insti
tutions of the Celtic conquerors of the Roman empire,6 outlived the darkness 
and the convulsions connected with their growth and victory, and blended 
themselves into a new fabric of manners and opinion. It is an error to impute 
the ignorance of the dark ages to the Christian doctrines or th~ predomi
nance of the Celtic nations. Whatever of evil their agencies may have con
tained sprung from the extinction of the poetical principle, connected with 
the progress of despotism and superstition. Men, from causes too intricate 
to be here discussed, had become insensible and selfish: their own will had 
become feeble, and yet they were its slaves, and thence the slaves of the will 
of others: lust, fear, avarice, cruelty and fraud, characterised a race amongst 
whom no one was to be found capable of creating in form, language, or 
institution. The moral anomalies of such a state of society are not justly to 
be charged upon any class of events immediately connected with them, and 
those events are most entitled to our approbation which could dissolve it 
most expeditiously. It is unfortunate for those who cannot distinguish words 
from thoughts, that many of these anomalies have been incorporated into 
our popular religion. 

It was not until the eleventh century that the effects of the poetry of the 
Christian and Chivalric systems began to manifest themselves. The principle 
of equality had been discovered and applied by Plato in his Republic, as the· 
theoretical rule of the mode in which the materials of pleasure and of power 
produced by the common skill and labour of human. beings ought to be 
distributed among them. The limitations of this rule were asserted by him 
to be determined only by the sensibility of each, or the utility to result to all. 
Plato, following the doctrines of Tim~us and Pythagoras,7 taught also a 
moral and intellectual system of doctrine comprehending at once the past, 
the present, and the future conclition of man. Jesus Christ divulged. the 
sacred and eternal truths contained in these views to mankind, and Chris
tianity, in its abstract purity, became the exoteric expression of the esoteric 
doctrines of the poetry and wisdom of antiquity. The incorporation of t,he 
Celtic nations with the exhausted population of the South, impressedtipon 
it the figure of the poetry existing in their mythology and institutions. The 
result was a sum of the action and reaction of all the causes included in it; 
for it may be assumed as a maxim that no nation or religion can supersede 
any other without incorporating into itself a portion of that which it super
sedes. The abolition of personal and domestic slavery, and the emancipation 
of women from a great part of the degrading restraints of antiquity were 
among the consequences of these events. 

The abolition of personal slavery is the basis of the highest political hope 
that it can enter into the mind of man to conceive. The freedom of women 
produced the poetry of sexual love. Love became a religion, the idols of whose 
worship were ever present. It was as if the statues of Apollo and the Muses8 

6. The Germanic tribes of northern Europe. 
7. Greek philosopher and mathematician (ca, 6th 
II.C,H.). Timaeus: a Pythagorean, perhaps a fic
rional character, who is the kt·y speaker in Plato's 

Tlmaeus. 
8. In Greek mythology, 9 dauahter. of Memory 
who preside over the arts and aTI intellectual pur· 
suits. Apollo: Greek and Roman god of poetry, 
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had been endowed with Hfeand·motion arid had walked forth among their 
worshippers; so that earth became peopled by,the.inhabitants of a diviner 
world. The familiar appearance and proceedings of ·life ·became 'wondettul 
and heavenly; and a paradise was created 'as' out'of the wrecks of, Eden. And 
as this creation itself is poetry, so its creators were poets;sildlariguagewere 
the·instrumentof their art: "GaleottofiUllibro, e'chi 10scrisse."!!1 The Pro
ven~al Trouveurs, 01' inventors,' preceded Petrarch, I, whose' verses are as 
spells, which unseal the inmost erichanted , fountains: of the delight which is 
in the grief of Love. It is impossible to feel.them without becoming a portion 
of that beauty which we contemplate! it were superfluous to'explain how the 
gentleness and the elevation of mirid connected with these sacred emotions 
can tender men more ~miable, more generous, and Wise~ and lift them out 
of the dull vapours of the little world of self. Dante understood the secret 
things of love even more thanPetrarch. His Vita Nuova z is an·inexhaustible 
fountain of purity of sentiment· and language: it is the idealized history of 
that period, and those intervals of his life which were dedicated to love. His 
apotheosis· of Beatrice in Paradise and the gradations of his oWn love and 
her loveliness; by which as by steps he feigns himself,to havesscended to 
the throne of the Supreme Causejis the most glorious imagination of modern 
poetry. The 'acutest critics have justly reversed the judgement ofJhe:vulgar, 
and the order of the great'acts of the "Divine Drama," in' the rne.sl.lr~ of the 
admiration whiCh they accord to the Hell, Purgatory and Paradise;~ The latter 
is a perpetual hymn of everlasting love, Love; which .found a'worthypoeHrl 
Plato alone of all theantients, }las be,en celebrated by a chorus ofthe greate'st 
writers of,the renovated world;' and the music ,has penetrated the' caverns of 
society, and its echoes still drown the dissoriance of ,arms arid superstition. 
At successive· intervals, Ario'sto,' Tasso, Shakespearej-:Spenser,. Galderori, 
Rousseau;~.and the great writers of our own 'age; have celebrated thedoiriin
ion of love, planting as it were' trophies in the hUinan. mind of that: sublimest 
victory over sensuality and farce. ·The true relation borne to each other.by 
the sexes into which human kind is distributed has become less misunder
stood; and if the error whichconfoundeddiversity'with inequality of·the 
powers of the two' sexes has become partially recognized in the opinion's and 
institutions' of .modern <Europe, we owe this great benefit to .the worship' of 
which Chivalry was the law, and poets the ptophets. ' 

The poetry of Dante may be considered as the bridge . thrown over the 
stream oEtime, which unites the modern·and,antientworld. The distorted 
notions of invisible things which Dante and his rival Milton have idealized, 
are merely the mask and the mantle in which these great poets walk through 
eternity .enveloped and disgUised. It is a . difficult question to determine how 
far they were conscious of the distinction which must have subsisted in their 
minds between their own creeds and that of the people. Dante' at least 
appears to wish to mark the full extent of it by placing Riphaeus, whom Virgil 
calls justissimus unus, in Paradise,' an~.observing a most heret~cal caprice 

9. Gallehaut was the book and he who wrote it 
(Italian). From' DANTE ALIGHIERI, I .. ferno (1321), 
5,137. 
\.. Francesco Petrarca (1304-1374), Itali"n poet 
,and scholar. "p'roven.4;al": the language ofsquthem 
France. The troubadours of the south, 1 ~th- and 
1)3'th-ceniury poets,were the first to celebrate chl
j.'iialric and courtly love .. 
1'2, New Life (ca, 1293), poetry and prose that tell 

of Dante's love for Beatrice. . . . 
3. The 3 books of Dante', Divi .... Comedy. 
4. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), Swiss
born French philosopher 8n" political theorist, 
Lud0...tco. Ariost.o (14~4~.1?33), ltal"an.~plc pOet. 
!l. Dante makes the TroJan. warrior nipllaeus the 
only pagan in Paradise (see Par,,"iso, canto 20). 
Justlss.",us .... uS: the one inost just (who was 
among the Trojans); Virgil, Aenekl 2.426-27. 
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in his distribution of rewards and punishments. And Milton's poem contains 
within itself a philosophical refutation of that system of which, by a strange 
and natural antithesis, it has been a chief popular support. Nothing can 
exceed the energy and magnificence of the character of Satan as expressed 
in Paradise Lost. 6 It is a mistake to suppose that he could ever have been 
intended for the popular personification -of evil. Implacable hate, patient 
cunning, and a sleepless refinement of device ,to inflict the extremest anguish 
on an enemy, these things are evil; and although venial in a slave are not to 
be forgiven in a tyrant; although redeemed by much that ennobles his defeat 
in one subdued, are marked by all that dishonours his conquest in the victor. 
Milton's Devil as a moral being is as far superior to his God as one who 
perseveres in some purpose which he has conceived to be excellent in spite 
of adversity and torture, is to one who in the cold secutity of undoubted 
triumph inflicts the most horrible revenge upon his enemy, not from any 
mistaken notion of inducing him to repent of a perseverance in enmity, but 
with the alleged design of exasperating him to deserve new, torments. Milton 
has so far violated the 'popular creed (if this shall be judged to be a violation) 
as to have alleged no superiority of moral virtue to his God over his Devil. 
And this bold neglect ,of a direct moral. purpose is the most decisive proof of 
the supremacy of Milton's genius., He mingled as it were the elements of 
human nature, as colours upon a single pallet, and arranged them into the 
composition of -his great picture according to the laws' of epic truth; that is, 
according to the laws of that principle by which a series of actions of the 
external universe and of intelligent and ethical beings is calculated to excite 
the synipathy of succeeding generations of mankind. 'The Divina Commedia 
and Paradise Lost have conferred upon modern mythology a systematic form; 
and when 'change and time shall, have added one clore superstition to ,the 
mass of those which have arisen and decayed upon the earth, commentators 
will be learnedly employed in: elucidating .the; religion of ancestral Europe, 
only not'utterly forgotten because it will have been stamped with the eternity 
of genius. 

Homer was the first, and Dante the second epic poet: that is, the second 
poet the series of whose creations bor~ a defined and intelligible relation to 
the knowledge, and sentiment, and religion, and political conditions 2fthe 
age in which he lived; and of the ages which followed it, developing itself in 
correspondence with their development. For Lucretius had limed the wings 
of his swift spirit in the dregs of the sensible world; and Virgil, with a modesty 
which ill became his genius, had affected the fame of an imitator even whilst 
he created anew all that he,copied; and none among the flock of mock-birds, 
though their notes were sweet, Apollonius Rhodius, Quintus Calaber Smyr
naeus, Nonnus, Lucan, Statius, or Claudian,? have- sought even to fulfil a 
single condition of epic truth. Milton was the third Epic Poet. For if the title 
of epic in its highest sense be refused to the IEneid, still less can it be 

6. Shelley echoes the Romontlc poet William 
Blake: 'The reason Milton wrote in fetters when 
he wrote of Angel,s 8< God, and at liberty when of 
Devils 8< Hell, I. because he was a true Poet and 
of the Devils party without knowing it," and 
"Energy i. - I;:ternal Delight" (The Marriage of 
Heaven arid Hell, 1190). Paradise Lost was pub. 
lished in 1667. , 
7. Classical epic poets of varying quality, the first 
three writing in Greek and the others in Latin: 

Apollonlus (3e1 c. D.C.E.), author, of the Afgonau. 
tiCa; ~ulntiJs Smymaeus, (4th c. C.E.), author of a 
se<i~el to Homer's lIUul\Nonnus, (5th, c. C.E.), 
author "r the, 48·book Dionyslaca; Lucan, author 
of the C;V;I War; Statius (ca. 45-96 c.Ii.), author 
of the epic T/ ... bids; and Claud Ian (d. 404 C,E.). a 
Greek.speaking Alexandrian whose poetry, includ· 
lrig an unflnished epic, The Rap .. pf Proserpina, 
marked the end of the classical tradition in Latin 
poetry. 
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conceded to the Odando Furioso, the Gerusalemme Liberata, the Lusiad, 
or the Fairy Queen.s :' 

Dante and Milton were both de~ply penetrat!!d with the ,antient religion 
of the civilized world; and its spirit exists in their poetry probably in the same 
proportion as its forms sUrvlve!3, in ·,the,unreformed worship of modern 
Europe. The one preceded and th~ qther followed the I{eformation at almost 
equal intervals. Dante was the qrst religious reformer, and Luther~ surpassed 
him rather in the rudeness and acrimony, than in the boldness of: his cen
sures of papal usurpation. Dante was the first awakener of entranced Europe: 
he created a language in itself music and persuasion out of a chaos of 
inharmonious barbarisms. He was the congrega~pr of those great spirits who 
presided over the resurrection of learning; the Lucifer I of _that starry flock 
which in the thirteenth century shone forth!frop,-i-republican Italy, as from 
a heaven, into the darkness of the benighted 'world. His very words are 
instinct with spirit; each is as a spark, a burn*~g atom of inextinguishable 
thought; and many yet lie covered in the ash~s of their birth, an4 pregnaJ,lt 
with a lightning which has yet found no co~p.uctpr. All high poetry is infinite; 
it is as the first acorn, which contained all oaks potentially. Veil after veil 
may be undrawn, and the iq~ost naked beauty of th~ meaning never exposed. 
A great Poem is a fountain for ever overflowip.g with, the waters of wisdom 
and delight; and after one person and one age has exhausted all its divine 
effluence which their peculiar relations enable them to share, another and 
yet another succeeds, and new relations are ever developed, the source of an 
unforeseen and an unconceived delight. ',' <':,. ' . 

The age immediately succeeding to that of Dante, Petrarch; and Boccac
cio,2 was characterized by a reVival of painting, sculpture, music, and archi
tecture. Chaucer caught the sacred inspitation, 'and the superstructure of 
English literature is based upon the materials of Italian irt\rention. 

But let us not be betrayed from a defence into a critical history of Poetry 
and its influence on Society. Be it enough to have pointed out the effects of 
poets, in the large and true sense of the word, upon ~J1eir own and all suc
ceeding times and to revert to the partial instances cited as illustrations of 
an opinion the reverse of that attempted to be e.tabli.~ed in the Four Ages 
of Poetry, ,', 

But poets have been challenged to resign the civic crown to reasoners and 
mechanists on another plea. It is admitted that the exercise of the imagina
tion is most delightful, but it !s all~ged that that of reason is more useful. 
Let us examine as the grounds of this distinction, what is here meant by 
Utility.3 Pleasure or good in a general sense, is that which the consciousness 
of a sensitive and intelligent being seeks, snd in which'when found it acqui
esces. There are two kinds of pleasure, one durable, universal, and perm a-

8, Shelley names epics by, respectively, Ariosto 
(1516, 1532), Tasso (1581), the Portuguese Luis 
Vaz: de Camlles (1572), and Spenser (1590, 1596). 
9. Martin Luther (1483-1546), German theolo
gian and reformer, founder of the Reformation. 
I. Literally, "light bearer" (Latin), the morning 
star. In Milton's Paraaise Losl, Lucifer is the leader 
of the revolt of the angels against God, and Is called 
Satan after his fall. 
Z. GIOVANNI UOCCACCIO (1313-1375), Italian 
writer and poet. 

3. Shelley replies here to tlte followers of Jeremy 
Bentham (1748-1832), English social reformer 
and philolopher, the founder of utilitarianism; he 
claimed that all conduct and legislation Ihauld aim 
at lithe great~st happiness of the F.eBtel.~ number," 
and formulated a calculus of pleasure. Peacock 
argues in "The Four Ages of Poetry': "[Poetry] can 
never make a philosopher nor a statesman nOr In 
any class of life a useful or rational man. It cannot 
claim the slightest share in anyone of the comforts 
or utilities of life. n 
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nent; the other transitory and particular. Utility may either express the means 
of producing the former or the latter. In the former sense, whatever strength
ens and purifies the affections, enlarges the imagination, and adds spirit to 
sense, is useful. But the meaning in which the Author of the Four Ages of 
Poetry seems to have employed the word utility is the narrower one of ban
ishirig the importunity of the wants of our animal nature, the surrounding 
men with security of life, the dispersing the gros~er delusions of superstition, 
and the conciliating such a degree of mutual forbearance among men as may 
consist with the motives of perso~al advantage. 

Undoubtedly the promoters of utility in this limited sense, have their 
appointed office in society. They follow the footsteps of poets, and copy the 
sketches 'Of their creations into the book of common life. They make space, 
and give time. Their exertions are of the highest value so long as they confine 
their administration of the coricerns of the inferior powers of our nature 
within the limits due to the superior ones. But whilst the sceptic destroys 
gross superstitions, let him spare to deface, as some of the French writers 
have defaced, the eternal truths charactered upon the imaginations of men. 
Whilst the· mechanist abridges, and the political reconomist combines, 
labour, let them beware that their speculations, for want of correspondence 
with those first principles which belong to the imagination, do not tend, as 
they have in modern England, to exasperate at once the extremes of luxury 
and want. They have. exemplified the saying, ''To him that hath, more shall 
be given; and from him that hath not, the little that he hath shall be taken 
away."4 The rich have become richer, and the poor Have becollle poorer; and 
the vessel of the state is driyen between the Scylla arid Charybdis5 of anarchy 
and despotism. Such are the effects which must ever flow from an unmiti
gated exercise of the calculating faculty. 

It is difficult to define pleasure in its highest sense; the definition involving 
a number of apparent paradoxes. For, from an itiexplicable defect of harmony 
in the constitution of human nature, the pain of the inferior is frequently 
connected with the pleasures of the superior portions of our being. Sorrow, 
terror, anguish, despair itself are often the chosen expressions of an approx
imation to the hig~est good. Our sympathy in tragic fiction depends on this 
principle; tragedy delights by affording a shadow of the pleasure which exists 
in pain. This is the source also of the melancholy which is inseparabkJrom 
the sweetest melody. The pleasure that is in so~ow is sweeter than the plea
sure of pleasure itself. And hence the saying, "It is better to go to the house 
of mourning, than to the house of mirth."6 Not that this highest species of 
pleasure is necessarily linked with pain. The delight of love and friendship, 
the extacy of the admiration of nature, the joy of the perception and still 
more of the creation of poetry is often wholly unalloyed. 

The production and assurance of pleasure in this highest sense is true 
utility. Those who produce and preserve this pleasure are Poets or poetical 
philosophers. 

The exertions of Locke, Hume, Gibbon, Voltaire, Rousseau,' and their 

4. Mark 4.25. 
5. That is, two equal dangers. In Greek mythology, 
Scylla and Charybdis arc two monsters (who 
become a rock and whirlpool, respectively) that 
endanger sailors between Sicily and Italy. 
6. Ecclesiastes 7.2. 

7. I follow the classification adopted by the author 
of the Four Ages of Poetry. But Rousseau was 
essentially a poet. The others, even Voltaire, were 
mere reasoners [Shelley's note]. John Locke 
(1632-1704), English philosopher. DAVID HUME 
(1711-1776), Scottish empiricist philosopher, 
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disciples, in favour of oppressed and deluded humanity;· are entit1ed~to the 
gratitude of mankind.· Yet it is easy to calculate the degree :of moral.and 
intellectual improvement ·which the world would have exhibited, had they 
never lived. A little· more -nonsense would have been talked for a century or 
two; and perhaps a few more men, women, and children; burnt as heretics. 
We might not at this moment have been congratulating each other on the 
abolition of the Inquisition. in Spain. a. But it exceeds. all imagination to con
ceive what would have been the moral condition of the world if neither 
Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio, Chaucer, Shakespeare, Calderon, Lord Bacon, 
nor Milton, had ever existed; if Raphael and Michael Angel09 had never been 
born; if the Hebrew poetry had never. been translated; if a revival ofthe study 
of Greek Iiteratute had never taken place; if no monuments of antientsculp
ture had been handed down to us; and if the poetry of the religion of the 
antient world had been extinguished together with· its· belief. The: :human 
mind could never, except by the intervention of these excitements, have been 
awakened to the invention of the grosser sciences, and. that application-of 
analytical reasoning to the aberrations of soeiety, which it is now attempted 
to exalt over the direct expression of the inventive:·and creative faculty 
itself. 

We have more moral, political.an~historical wisdom, than we ·know how 
to reduce into practise; we have more scientific and -reconomical.knowledge 
than can be accommodated.to the just. distribution of the produce/which it 
multiplies. The poetry in these systems of thought; is concealed by the accu
mulationof facts and calculating processeSi There is no want of kno"Wledge 
respecting what is wisest and bestin.morals, goveminentj and political (Econ
omy, or at least, what is wiser and better· than what men now practise and 
endure. But we let "I dare not wait· upon '. Would, ,like the poor cat i'the 
adage."· We want3 the creative faoultyto imagine that which:we:know; we 
want the generous impulse tOiact that which we imagine; we want the poetry 
of lifel our calcUlations have,butruh conception; we have eaten more than 
we can digest. The cultivation. of, those sciences· which have· enlarged the 
limits of the empire of man over theeXt:ernalwotld, has, for'w~ntof the 
poetical faculty, proportionally circumscribed those of the internal: world; 
and man, having enslaved the elements,relhains himself a slave. To what 
but a cultivation of the mechanical arts in a degree disproportioited to the 
presence of the creative faculty, which is the basis of all knowledge; is to be 
attributed the abuse oCal1 invention Jor.abridging and combining labour, to 
the exasperation of the inequality of mankind? From what other cause has 
it arisen that the discoveries which should have lightened; have added a 
weight to the curse imposed on Adam?3 Poetry, and the principle of Self, of 

historian, and economist. Edwaid:Gibbon (I 737- . 
J 794), English hi~torian best know", as:the author 
of The History of t"" Decline a..a F/JlI oft"" Roman 
Empire (6 voh., 1776-88). Voltaire: pen name of 
Fran~o;s-Marie Arouet (I694-.I77~), .. French 
writer and philosopher. These figures are appar· 
ently linked by their opposition, In different 
degrees, to Christianity...·· .' .' . 
8. The Spanish Inquisition,. the harsh Roman 
Catholic tribunal for suppresslnll heresy;. was 
~stablished in 1478; it was not definitively abol
Ished until the 1820 revolution led by reformist 
army officers. 

9. Michelangelo [Buanlirrotl] (J475~1564), ital
Ian Renaissance. sculptor, painter, and architect. 
Francis' Bacon' (iS61-1626), English philosopher 
and essayist. Raphael: Raffaello Sanzio (1483"'-
1520), master painter of the Italian Renaissance . 
. J. Macbeth, J. 7 .44-45. . 
2. Lack. 
3. That is, the need to labor for a Iivln/!; imposed 
on Adam because he· and Eve ate the forbidden 
fruit of the tree of knowledge: "In the sweat of thy 
face shalt thou eat bread, till thou retum unto the. 
ground" (Genesis 3,19). 
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which money is the visible . incarnation, are the God and the Mammon4 of 
the world. . 

The functions of the poetical faculty are two-fold; by one it creates neW 
materials of knowledge, and power. and pleasure; by the other it engenders 
in the mind a desire to reproduce.and arrange them according to a certain 
rhythm and order which may be called· the beautiful and the good. The 
cultivation of poetry is never more to be desired than at periods when, from 
an excess of the selfish and calculating principle, the accumulation of the 
materials of external life exceed the quantity of the power of assimilating 
them to the internal laws of human nature. The body has then become too 
unwieldy for that which animates it. 

Poetry is indeed something divine. 5 It is at once the centre and circum
ference of knowledge; it is that which comprehends all science, and that to 
which all science must be referred. It 'is at the same time the root and blos
som of all other systems of thought; it is that from which all spring, and that 
which adorns all; and that which, if blighted, denies the fruit and the seed, 
and withholds from the barren world the Itourishment and the succession of 
the scions of the tree of life. It is the perfect and consummate surface and 
bloom of things; it is as the odour and the colour of the rose to. the texture 
of the elements which compose it, as the form and the splenddutlof unfaded 
beauty to the secrets of anatomy and corruption. What were Virtue, Love, 
Patrioth;m, friendship &c.---':"'what were the. scenery of this beautiful Uni
verse which we inhabit-what Were our consolations on ·this side of the 
grave----,and. what were our aspirations beyond it-if Poetry ;did riot ascend 
to bring light and fire from those eternal regions' where the owl-Winged fac
ulty of calculation dare not ever soarf Poetry is not like reasoning, a power 
to be exerted according to the determination of the will. Amancalmot say, 
"I will compose poetry." The greatest poet even cannot say it: .for; the mind 
in creation is as a fading coal which some invisible influence, like ·an incon
stant wind, awakens to transitory brightness: this pbwer arises from within, 
like the colour of a flower which fades arid changes .as it is developed, and 
the conscious portions of our natures are unprophetic either of its approach 
or its departure. Could this influence be durable in its original plirity and 
force, it is impossible to predict the greatness of the results; but when com
position begins, inspiration is already' on the decline, and the mosto«lorious 
poetry that has ever been communicated to the world is' probably a feeble 
shadow of the original conceptioilof the poet. I appeaJto the greatest Poets 
of the present day, whether it be not an error to assert that the finest passages 
of poetry are produced hy labour and study. The toil and the delay recom
mended· by critics can be justly interpreted to mean no more than a careful 
obllervation of the inspired moments, and an artificial connexion of the 
spitces between their suggestions by the intertexture of conventional expres
sions; a necessity only imposed by a limitedness of the poetical faculty itself. 
For Milton conceived the Paradise Lost as a.whole before he executed it in 
portions. We have his own au~hority also for the Muse having "dictated" to 
him the "unpremeditated song,"6 and let this be an answer to .those who 
would allege the fifty-six various readings of the first line of the Orlando 

4. The personification of avarice and lust for 
worldly gain; according to Matthew 6.24 and Luke 
16.13, it is Impossible to serve both God and Mam
mon. 

5. Compare Sidney'. reference, In An Apologyfor 
Poetry, tn poetry as "a divine gift." 
6. Pa,.,dls" Lost 9.20-24. 
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Furioso. Compositions so produced are .to' poetry what mosaic is to painting. 
This instinct and intuition of the poetical faculty is still more observable in 
the plastic and pictorial arts: a great statue or picture grows under the power 
of the artist as a child in the mother's womb, and the very mind which directs 
the hands in formation is incapable of accounting to itself for the origin, the 
gradations, or the media of the process; 

Poetry is the record of the best and, happiest moments of the happiest and 
best minds. We are aware of evanes,cent visitations of thought and feeling 
sometimes associated with place ot· person, sometimes regarding our own 
mind alone, and always arising unfores~en and departing unbidde~, but ele
vating and delightful beyond all expression; so that even in the desire and 
the regret they leave, there cannot but be pleasure, participating as it does 
in the nature of its object. It is as it were the interpenetration of a divirier 
nature through our own; bilt its footsteps are like those of a wind over a sea, 
which the coming calm erases, and whose traces remain only as on the wrin
kled sand which paves it. These and corresponding conditions of being are 
experienced principally by those of the most delicate sensibility and the most 
enlarged imagination; and the state of inind produced by them is at war with 
every base desire. The enthusiasm of, virtue, love, patriotism, and friendship 
is essentially linked with these emotions; and whilst they last, self appears 
as what it is, an atom to a Universe. Poets are not only subject to these 
experiences as spirits of the most refined organization, ;but thef can colour 
all that they combine with the evanescent hues of this etherial world; a word, 
a trait in the representation of a scene or a passion, will touch the enchanted 
chord, and reanimate, in those ""hohave eyer eXperienced· these emotions, 
the sleeping, the cold, the buried image of the' past. Poetry thus makes 
immortal all that is best and most beautiful in the world; it arrests the van
ishing apparitions whi<:"ih haunt the interlunations7 of life, ,and veiling them 
or in language or in form sends them forth among mankihd, bearing sweet 
news of kindred joy to those with .whom their sisters abide-abide, because 
there is no portal of expressiori: from the caverns of the spirit which they 
inhabit into the universe of things. Poetry redeems from decay the visitations 
of the divinity in man. 

Poetry turns all things to loveliness; it exalts the beauty of that which is 
most beautiful, and it adds'heauty to that which is most deformed: it marries 
exultation and horror, grief and pleasure, eternity and change; it subdues to 
union under its light yoke all irreconcilable things. It transmutes all that it 
touches, and every form moving within the radiance of its presence is 
changed by wondrous :sympathy to an incarnation of the spirit which it 
breathes; its secret alchemy turns to potable goid the poisonous waters which 
flow from death through life; it strips the veil of familiarity from the world, 
and lays bare the naked and sleeping beauty which is the spirit of its forms. 

All things exist as they are perceived: at least in relation to the percipient. 
"The mind is its own place, and of itself can make a heaven of hell, a hell of 
heaven."R But poetry defeats the clJrse ,!"hich binds us to be subjected to the 
accident of surrounding impressions. And whether it spreads its own figured 
curtain or withdraws life's dark veil from before the scene of things, it equally 

7. Dark intervals. 
B. Satan's defiant assertion in Paradise Lost 1.254-55, slightly misquoted. 
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creates for us a being withiry our being. It makes us the inhabitants of a world 
to which the familiar world is a chaos. It reproduces the common universe 
of which we are portions and percipients, and it purges from our inward sight 
the film of familiarity which obscures from us the wonder of our being. 9 It 
compels uS to feel that which we perceive, and to imagine that which we 
know. It creates anew the univers~ after it has been annihilated in our minds 
by the recurrence of impressions blunted by reiteration. It justifies that bold 
and true word of Tasso-Non merita nome di creatore, se non Iddio ed il 
Poeta.' 

A Poet, as he is the author to others of the highest wisdom, pleasure, virtue 
and glory, so he ought personally to be the happiest, the best, the wisest, 
and the most illustrious of men. As to his glory, let Time be challenged to 
declare whether the fame of any other institutor of human life be comparable 
to that of a poet. That he is the wisest, the happiest, and the best, inasmuch 
as he is a poet, is equally incontrovertible: the greatest poets have been men 
of the most spotless virtue, of the most consummate prudence, and, if we 
could look into the interior of their lives, the most fortunate of men: and the 
exceptions, as they regard those who possessed the poetic faculty in a high 
yet inferior degree, will be found on consideration to confirm rather than 
destroy the rule. Let us for a moment stoop to the arbitration of popular 
breath, and usurping and uniting in our own persons the incompatible char
acters of accuser, witness, judge and executioner, let us decide without trial, 
testimony, or form, that certairi motives of those who are "there sitting where 
we dare not soar"2 are reprehensible. Let us assume that Homer was a drunk
ard, that Virgil was a flatterer, that Horace was a coward, that Tasso was a 
madman, that Lord Bacon was a peculator,3 that Raphael was a libertine, 
that Spenser was a poet laureate. It is inconsistent with this division of our 
subject to cite living poets, but Posterity has done ample justice to the great 
names now referred to. Their errors have been weighed and found to have 
been dust in the balance; if their sins "were as scarlet, they are now white 
as snow"; they have been washed in the blood of the mediator and the 
redeemer Time. Observe in what a ludicrous chaos the imputations of real 
or fictitious crime have been confused in the contemporary calumnies 
against poetry and poets; consider how little is, as it appears-or appears, as 
it is: look to your own motives, and judge not, lest ye be judged.4 -r . 

Poetry, as has been said, in this respect differs from logic, that it is' not 
subject to the controul' of the active powers of the mind, and that its birth 
and recurrence has no necessary connexion with consciousness or will. It is 
presumptuous to determine that these are the necessary conditions of all 
mental causation, when mental effects are experienced insusceptible of 
being referred to them. The frequent recurrence of the poetical power, it is 

9. Shelley echoes SAMUEL TAYLOR COLEHIDGE in 
Biographia Liferaria (I817), chap. 14, which 
descrihes Wordsworth's method as "awakening the 
nlind's attention from the lethargy of CU!I;tom, and 
directing it to the loveliness and the wonders of 
the world before us; an inexhaustible treasure, but 
for which in consequence of the film of familiarity 
and selfish solicitude we have eyes, yet see not, 
cars that hear not, and hearts that neither Jeel nor 
understand. " 
1. No one deserves the name of creator except 

God and the Poet (Italian). From Pierantonio Ser
assi's Ufo of Torquato T ..... o (1785). 
2. Paradise Lost 4.829, slightly misquoted. 
3. Embezzler. 
4. Shelley repeatedly echoes the Bible in this pas
sage. Their errors have been weighed in the bal
ance: Daniel 5.27; dust of the balance: Isaiah 
40.15; were as scarlet: Isaiah I. J 8; washed in the 
blood: Revelation 7.14; the mediotor: Hebrews 
9.15, 12.24;judge not: Matthew 7.1. 
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obvious to suppose, may produce in the mind an habit of order and harmony 
correlative with its oWn nature and 'with its effects upon other mihds.But in 
the intervals of inspiration, and they may be~frequent .without being durable, 
It poet becomes a man, and is abandoned to the sudden ,reflux of the Ihflu
ences under which others habitually live. But, as lie is more delicately organ
ized than other men, and sensible to pain and .pleasure, bo,th; his own and 
that of others, in a degree unknown to them, he will avoid the one and pursue 
the other with an ardour proportioned to this, difference. And he,renders 
himself obnoxious to calumny, when he neglects to observe the circum~ 
stances under which these objects of universal pursuit and flight have dis
guised themselves -in one another's garments. 

But there is nothing necessarily evil in this error, and thUs cruelty, envy, 
revenge, avarice, and the passions purely evil, have never formed any portion 
of the popular imputations on ,the lives of poets. 

I have thought it most fa"ourable to the cause of :truth to set down these 
remarks according to theOl:d.er, in which they were suggested ~o my mind by 
a consideration of the' subject itself, instead ,of following that of the treatise 
that excited me to make them public,. Thus although devoid of the fo~.ality 
of a polemical reply; if the ,view they containbejust"theywi,Il be found-to 
involve, a. refutation of the Four Ages of Poetry, so far at least as regards the 
first division of the subject. I can readily conjecture what should have moved 
the gall of the learned and intelligent author of that paper; :I. ,confess myself 
like him unwilling to be stunned by the Theseids·of the hoarse Codri' ,of the 
day. Bavius and Mrevius6 undoubtedly are,. as they ever were, insufferable 
persons. But it belongs to a philosophicaL critic to distinguish rather- than 
confound. 

The first part of these remarks has related to Poetry in its elements and 
principles; and it has been shewn, as well as,the narr.ow limitS assigned them 
would permit, that what is called poetry, in arestrit:ted sense,' has a common 
source with all ,other f9rms of 'order and of beauty according to which the 
materials.of human life are susceptible.of being arranged"and which is poetry 
in an universal sense. " ,,',' , ';" 
",rThe second part will have'for its object an application of .these principles 
to the present state of , the cultivation of Poetry, and a defence of the attempt 
to idealize the,moden'l forms of manners and opinion, and compel them i~to 
a subordination to the iinagihative and creative faculty. For the literature of 
England, an energetic development of which has ever preceded or accom
panied a great and free development of the national will, has arisen as it were 

'froin a new birth. In spite of the low-thoughted envy which would undervalue 
contemporary met-it, our,own will be a memorable age in intellectualachieve
ments, and we live among such philosophers and, poets as surpaS&beyond 
comparison any who have appeared since the last national struggle for civil 
and religious liberty.? The most unfailing herald, companion, and follower 
of the awakening of a great people to work a beneficial change,in opinion or 
institution, is Poetry. At such periods there ~s ar:' accumulation.of the po~er 

5. 'JuvenBl begins Satire 1 by complalnln!! about 
the Theseid (i.e., an epic poem on Theseus, the 
chief hero of Attica In ancient Greek,legend) of 
II hoarse Codrus." 
6. Mediocre Latin poets (1st c. D.C.E.) satirized by 

Vlrgil,<li~lo~'3); Horace's Epo"'" 10 Is aft'attack 
on Maevius. ' : " ,C ' ";,' 

7, That Is, the Engll.h Civil War (1642-46, 
1648). 
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of communicating and receiving intense and impassioned conceptions 
respecting man and nature. The persons in whom this' power resides, may 
often, as far as regards many portions of their hature;h~ve little apparent 
correspondence with that spirit of good of which they ate the ministers. But 
even whilst they deny and abjure, they are yet compelled to~e:n,e, the Power 
which is seated upon. the throne of their own soul. It is impossible to' read 
the compositions of the most celebrated writers of the present day without 
being startled with the electric life which burns within their words. They 
measure the circumference and sound the depths of human nature with a 
comprehensive and all-penetrating spirit, and they are themselves perhaps 
the most sincerely astonished at its manifestations, for it is less their spirit 
than the spirit of the age. Poets are the hierophants8 of an unapprehended 
inspiration, the mirrors of the gigantic shadows which futurity casts upon 
the present, the words which express what they understand not; the trumpets 
which sing to battle, and feel not what they inspire: the influence which is 
moved not, but moves. Poets are the unackn0"Yledged .l.egishitors of the 
World. . 

1821 

8. Interprete.i's of sacred my.terles. 

RALPH WALDO EMERS.ON 
1803-1882 

'j,",", 

1840 

"Emerson is God," declared the literary theorist HAROLD BLOOM in,an·in.terview in 
1993, in perhaps. the most extravagant testimony y~t to Emerson's' impact o.n Amer
ican literature. and culture. Lecturer, poet, and.essayi~t, and the leading exponent of 
New EngiandT~aJ::ls{:endentalism, Emerson's advocacy of self-reliance;and noncon
formity inspired Allteri<;an writers of his oWri tim.e--,.notably, J:lenry David Thoreau; 
Margaret Fuller, El;Ilily.Dickinson, and Walt .Whitman~and later. Emerson was sig
nificant as well for English and European intellectuals and philosophers, includiftoR" 
George Eliot (1.819-1880) and FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE .. (H~44-.1900), and for the 
American philosophers William James (1842-1910) and Johll Dewey (1859-1952). 
A radical thinker and a shaper of striking sentences and aphoJ::isms, Emerson made 
claims for himself .(and, by extension, for. readers) as. daring as· Bloom. makes for 
Emerson. "The·simplest person who in his integrity worships God," Emerson.affirms 
in his essay 'The Ov~r-Soul," "becomes God." . . 

In Nature (1836), jte lecture "The American Scholar" .. ( 1837), the Address before 
the Harvard Divinity'5chool (1838), and two' volumes of Essays (1841, 1844), Emer
son announced and articulated nearly all of the central themes of Transcendentalism 
and, at the same time, subjected them to critique. He encouraged readers and audi
ences to feel the exaltation of their highest potential, to trust instinct and intuition 
(the signs of God's presence.in persons), and to. perceive Nature as a rich realm of 
truths more profoun!! than any that human social orders. made available. He expressed 
these themes in provocative, allusive prose, which proceeds with a rich if frequently 
discontinuous rhythm. At the same time, with regular self-questioning he maintained 
that there was no Transcendentalist party and no "pure" Transcendentalism at all. 
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Emerson attended the Boston Latin School a.nd Harvard c.ollege ( 181 7-21 ). While 
at Harvard, he began keeping a journal, and its stock of allusions, commentaries on 
his reading, and reflections on persons and events became the "Savings Bank"
annotated, cross-referenced, indexed-for his lectures, essays, arid books. After grad
uation, Emerson taught school and then entered the Harvard Divinity School to pre
pare for the ministry, taking up a position at Boston's' Second Unitarian Church in 
1829. In September 1829 Emerson married the s,evente.en-year-old Ellen Louisa 
Tucker, but her health was poor, and she died fi:om tuberculosis in February 1831. 

Biographers have suggested that Emerson's grief led him to question his Unitarian 
faith, but his doubts about conventional Christian beliefs and his "antiquated" pro
fession had been present In his journals ~md even sermohl1 for years. Later, he 
remarked that if his teachers at the HarVard Divinity School had been aware of his 
true thoughts and feelings, they would not have allowed him to graduate. In October 
1832, saying he could no longer administer the sacrament of the Lord's Supper, 
Emerson resigned as minister of his Boston church. He explained, 'ilt is my desire to 
do nothing which I cannot do with my whole heart." 

In December 1832, Emerson traveled to Europe, and during his nine months 
abroad he met WILLIAM WORDSWORTH, SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE, and the Scottish
born essayist and historian Thomas Carlyle, with whom he corresponded for half a 
century. After returning to the United States, he lectured on natural history, biog
raphy, and history; settled in Concord, Massachusetts; remarried (Lydia Jackson in 
1835); and worked on his first book, Nature, published anonymously (and at his own 
expense) in September 1836. Other important texts of this decade include ''The Amer
ican Scholar" and the Divinity School address, in which Emerson attacked religious 
tradition, doctrine, and the ministry for denying men and women the possibility for 
authentic self-discovery and religious fulfillment. "I think no man can go with his 
thoughts about him into one of our churches," he contended in the address, "without 
feeling that what hold the public worship had on·men is gone, or going." 

In the 1830s Emerson said, "I am a poet ••.. That is my nature & vocation," and 
he produced a number of difficult, gnomic poems that were collected in Poems ( 1847). 
But his real distinction lay in essays, journals, and books of'c:ultural criticism and 
philosophy. Most scholars now agree that Emerson's best work is in the Essays, point
ing especially to "History," "Self-Reliance," "The Over-Soul," "Circles,:' ''The Poet'," 
and "Experience." He followed the lectures and essays of the 1830s and 1840s with 
a series of powerful books: Representative Men (1850), which contaihs studies of 
PLATO, Goethe, and others; English Traits (1856), a shrewd work of social critiCism 
in which Emerson examines English life, tradition, and culture; and The Conduct of 
Life (1860), based on lectures he had presented in 1851 and including three major 
philosophical pleces-"Fate," "Power," and "Illusions." 

Emerson played an active role in the meetings of the Transcendental Club, which 
the Unitarian clergyman F. H. Hedge organized in 1836 fot the "exchange of thought 
among those interested In the new views in philosophy, theology, and literature." Like 
the other Transcendentalists, Emerson believed that all of creation is ~ne, that men 
and women are inherently good, that intuition is the source of truth, and that indi
vidual perception illuminates and structures the world. "Nothing is at last sacred but 
the integrity of your own mirid," Emerson professed, and this view led him to criticize 
the traditions, beliefs, and practices of the past that restricted the intellectual and 
moral development of persons in the present. God dwells within, according to Emer
son, and thus each person should, he said early and late, establish an "Original relation 
to the universe." . 

In his Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690), John Locke had argued 
that the senses produce a register of impressions of the physical world' on the blank 
tablet (the tabula rasa) of the mind; the understanding transforms them into abstrac
tions and complex ideas. Emerson disagreed. Drawing on the writings of IMMANUEL 
KANT and, even more, Coleridge (the Biographia Literaria, 1817. and the religious 
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and philosophical treatise Aids to Reflection, 1825), Emerson made "understanding"
the process by which the mind gathers the evidence of the senses and converts it into 
knowledge of the external world-subordinate to "reason," which he defined as the 
intuitive perception of truth. In Nature, Emerson affirmed, "I become a transparent 
eyeball; 1 am nothing; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am 
part or particle of God." 

Emerson's reference to "Universal Being" points to the American version of Neo
platonism that he espoused. Each person must seek to regain communion with "Uni
versal Being" or (Emerson's terms vary) Nature or Spirit. When it is lost, human 
beings view themselves as (and behave as if they were) isolated, powerless, alienated, 
corrupt. When it is restored, they sense their wholeness and enjoy a thrilling power 
and independence. This ecstatic feeling, Emerson suggests; is precious and precari
ous, astonishing and invigorating yet difficult for human beings to sustain. His phi
losophy is one of constant striving, of working to perfect and empower the self. Those 
(including HENRY JAMES) who take it for easy optimism are mistaken. In "Fate," Emer
son emphasizes that "Nature is no sentimentalist,-does not cosset or pamper us. We 
must see that the world is rough and surly, and will not mind drowning a man or a 
woman, but swallows your ship like a grain of dust." And in "The Poet," he pictures 
the imaginative seer as liberating us from ordinary life, which is characterized as 
miserable and prison like. . 

Our selections demonstrate Emerson's centrality for literary theory, philosophy 
(especially American pragmatism), and cultural criticism. The first, ·an excerpt from 
"The American Scholar," presents Emerson's mobile, and somewhat unnerving, 
account of the reading process. Truth, he suggests, does not lie in great books waiting 
for readers to extract it. "Creative reading," the right kind of reading, is instead the 
result of the truth that readers bring with them-a claim that would reemerge in the 
reader-response criticism of the 1970s and 1980s (without crediting Emerson). Read
ing should inspire us, Emerson states; but the genuine scholar, he implies, is occupied 
with reading only when there is nothing better to do. He is more concerned with 
writing, arguing that "each age must write tts own. books ..• ; The books of an older 
period will not fit this." Emerson calls for truth-seekers-persons who look within 
themselves rather than in books for truth and who bear witness to their spiritual 
discoveries in books of their own. 

As he makes clear in "The Poet" (1844), our second selection, the writer reports 
passionately on personal experiences that will stimulate readers embarked on their 
own spiritual and intellectual journeys. All experience is meaningful; no "sensual 
fact" (that is, nothing that is perceived by the senses) laeks spiritual significance. 
The special office of the "poet" (i.e., the imaginative writer) is to be alert to the 
meanings that saturate all of existence; all persons have the potential to be pbets 
(which is one way in which the poet is "representative"), but those who actually 
become poet-geniuses are "sovereign": they are potentates, emperors, liberating 
gods. Though Emerson found PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY "wholly unaffecting," his grand 
vision of the poet's powers is akin to Shelley's in "The Defence of Poetry" (written 
1821; see above). In Emerson's view, the more faithful the poet is to Nature, to 
Nature's harmonies, the better will be his or her art. Overall, he pays little attention 
to craft, style, technique. For Emerson, a poem is defined by a thought that is 
"passionately alive," not by its pattern of rhyme or meter or structure; he explicitly 
puts content before form. 

Through most of the essay, Emerson speaks in universal terms; but toward its 
end, his commitment to literary and cultural nationalism becomes clear. He beckons 
for American poets who will take as a basis for their verse the facts, the experiences, 
and the sweep of the land itself. Though he honors the great writers of the past and 
of other lands, he emphasi7.es that present-day citizens of the new nation cannot 
find inspiration in them. He admits, however, "I look in vain for the poet whom I 
describe." 
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Emerson appeals for a literature that is American and modem, and at, ihoments 
he sounds akin to major twentieth-century theorists and 'practitioners of literary 
modernism. T. S. ELIOT and Ezra Pound, for examtJle, would seem to share Emer
son's belief that the poet makes things new: "The poet, by an ulterior intellectual 
perception, gives them a power which makes their old use forgotten, and puts eyes 
and a tongue into every' dumb and inanimate object." But the Romantic cast 
of Emerson's arguments ultimately made hini more a foe than a friend for the 
modernists, with important exceptions (such as Gertrude Stein and Robert Frost). 
Eliot, in particularly strong terms, rejected the ·concept of the poet as inspired 
sage or spiritual seer and reaffirmed the sobering significance .of tradition (see "Tra
dition and the Individual Talent," 1919; below). The immersion in the literature of 
the past that Eliot believed necessary for poets to find the stimulus for literary work 
of their own would have struck Emerson as a postponement of the individual's direct 
endeavor to hearken to the voice within, to the inner light (a phrase that Eliot 
despised). . 

For Emerson, what counts. is who the poet is, which perhaps suggests why as a 
reader he preferred biography and history to poetry an~ fiction. He valued books 
that recounted a gifted individual's quest for freedom, power, and great achievement. 
Writing in his journal on January 10, 1832, he noted: "The difficulty is that we do 
not make a world of our own but fall into institutions already· made Be: have to 
accommodate ourselves to them to be useful at all." Harold Bloom no doubt exag
gerated when he called Emerson "God;" but some critics have proposed, without 
exaggeration, that. there was no truly American writing before Emerson, and that 
his presence has influenced everything written since. 
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From The American Scholarl 

The next great influence into the· .pirit of the scholar is the mind of the 
Past,-in what~ver form, whether of literature, of art, of institutions, that 
mind t. tnicttbed, Books are the hest type' of the influence of the past, and 
perhaps we shall get at the truth,-Ieam the 'amountof this influence more 
conveniently,-hy considering their value a,lone. 

The theory of boo~ is noble. The scholar ofthe· first age received into him 
the world ·.~round; brooded the~e()n; gave k the new arrangement of his own 
mind, an~uttered. it again. It carile into him life; it went out from him truth. 
It came ~him short-lived actions; it went out from him immortal thoughts. 
It came to him business; it went from him poetry, It was dead fact; now, it 
is quick thought. It can stand, and it can go. It now endures, it now flies, it 
now inspires. Precisely in proportion to th~ depth of mind from which it 
issued, so high does it soar, so long does it sing. . 

Or, I might say, it depends on how far the process had gone, of trans
muting life into truth. In proportion to the completeness of the dis~ation, 
so will the purity and imperishableness of the product be. But norie is quite 
perfect. As no air-pump can by' any means make a perfect vacuum, so nei
ther can any artist entirely exclude the conventional, the local, the perisha
ble from hi~ book, or write a book of pure thought, that shall be as efficient, 
in all respects, to a remote posterity, as to contemporaries, or rather to the 
second age. Each age, it is found, must write its ~w~ books; or rather, each 
generation for the next succeeding. The books of an older period will not fit 
this. 

Yet hence arises a grave mischief. The sacredness which attaches to the 
act of creation, the act of thought, is transferred to the record. The poet 
chanting was felt to be a divine man: henceforth the chant is divine also. 

I. First published as a pamphlet, with the title Aft 
Oralion, Delivered before lhe Phi Bela Sociely, al 
CambridRe, A .. g .... ' 31, 1837. Emerson chose the 

title ''The American Scholar" when it was repub
lished in Nalure, Addr .. ss ... , and Leelure. (1849), 
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The writer was a just and wise spirit: henceforward it is settled the book is 
perfect; as love of the hero corrupts into worship of his statue. Instaritly the 
book becomes noxious: the guide is a tyrant. The sluggish and· 'perverted 
mind of the multitude, slow to open to the iricursions of Reason, having 
once so opened, having once'received this book, stands upon it;arid makes 
an outcry if It is disparaged. Colleges .are built on it. Books are :writtE!n on it 
by thinkers, not by Man Thinking; by men of ' talent, that is, who, ~tart 
wrong, who set out from accepted dogmas, !lot"from their own sightofprin
ciples. Meek young men grow up in libraries, believing it their.duty. to 
accept the views which Cicero, which. Locke, which Bacon,2. have given; 
forgetful .that Cicero; Locke, and Bacon were only young men in libraries 
when they wrote these books. . 

Hence; instead of Man Thinking, we have the bookworm;' Hence the book
learned Class, who value books, as such; not as related.to nature 'and "the 
human constitution, but as making a sort of Third Estate3 with the' world 
and the soul. Hence the restorers of readings, the emendators,4 the biblio-
maniacs of all degrees. ' 

Books are the best of things, well used; abused, among the worst. What is 
the right use? What is the one end' :Which all means' go to effect? They are 
for nothing but to inspire. I had better never see a book than to be warped 
by its attraction clean out of my own orbit, and made a satellite instead of a 
system. The one thing in the world, of vahie: is the active' soul. This' every 
man is' entitled to; this every man contains within him, : although in almost 
all men obstructed and as yet unborn: The soul acti~e'sees' absolute truth 
and utters truth, or creates.' In this' actiod it is genhis{not the privilege of 
here and there a favorite, but the sound estate of everyman. In its essence 
it is progressive. The book,' the' colltbge, the school of art; the institution of 
any kind, stop with some past u.tterarice of genius. This is: good, say they,-let 
us hold by this. They pin me down. They look backward 'and not forward. 
But genius looks forWard: the eyes of man are set in his forehead, not in his 
hindhead: man hopes: genius creates. Whatever talents may be, if the man 
create not, the pure efflux of the Deity is not his;-dnders and smoke there 
may be, but not yet flame. There are creative manners,there are creative 
actions, and creative words; manners, actions, words, that' is; indicative of 
no custom or authority, but springing spontaneous from the' mind's own 
sense of good and fair. , 

On the other part, instead ofbelng its oWn seer, let it receive from another 
mind its truth, though it were in torrents of light, without periods of solitude~ 
inquest, and self-recovery, and a fatal disserVice is done. Genius' is' always 
sufficiently the' enemy' of genius by over-influence. The literature of every 
nation bears me witness. The English dramatic poets have ShakSpearized 
now for two hundred years. . . 

Undoubtedly there is a right way of reading, so it be sternly subordinated. 
Man Thinking must not be subdued by his instruments. Books are for the 
scholar's idle times. When he can read God directly, t~e hour' is too precious 

2, Sir Francis Bacon (I 561-1626), Englishstates
man and writer, whose works include The 
Adva .. ce ....... ' of Learning (1605). Cicero (106-43 
D,C,E,), Roman orator and statesman. John Locke 
(1632-1704), English philosopher, author of An 

Essay Concerning Human U.ulemanding (1690). 
3. In prerevolutionary France, the common peo
ple (the first estate or political order was the clergy, 
the second the nobility). 
4 .. Editors of texts. 
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to be wasted in other men's transcripts of their readings. But when the inter
vals of darkness come, as come they must,-when the sun is hid and the 
stars withdraw their shining,-we repair to the lamps which were kindled by 
their ray, to guide our steps to the East again, where the dawn is. We hear, 
that we may speak. The Arabian proverb says, "A fig tree, looking on a fig 
tree, becometh fruitful." 

It is remarkable, the character of the pleasure we derive from the best 
books. They impress us with the conviction that one nature wrote and the 
same reads. We read the verses of one of the great English poets, of Chaucer, 
of Marvell, of Dryden,5 with the most modern joy,-with a pleasure, I mean, 
which is in great part caused by the abstraction of all time from their verses. 
There is some awe mixed with the joy of our surprise, when this poet, who 
lived in some past world, two or three hundred years ago, says that which 
lies close to my own soul, that which I also had well-nigh thought and said. 
But for the evidence thence afforded to the philosophical doctrine of the 
identity of all minds, we should suppose some prei!stablished harmony, some 
foresight of souls that were to be, and some preparation of stores for their 
future wants, like the fact observed in insects, who lay up food before death 
for the young grub they shall never see. 

I would .not be hurried by any love of· system, ·by any exaggeration of 
instincts, to underrate the Book. We all know, that as the human body can 
be nourished on any food, though it were boiled grass and the broth of shoes, 
so the human mind can be fed by any knowledge. And great arid heroic men 
have existed who had almost no other information than by the printed page. 
I only would say that it needs a strong' head to bear that diet. One must be 
an inventor to read well. As the proverb says, "He that would bring home 
the wealth of the Indies, must carry out the wealth of the· Indies."6 There is 
then creative reading as well as creative writing. When the' mind is braced 
by labor and invention, the page of whatever book we read becomes luminous 
with manifold allusion. Every sentence is doubly significant, and the sense 
of our author is as broad as the world. We then see, what is always true, that 
as the seer's hour of vision is short and rare among heavy days and months, 
so is its record, perchance, the least part of his volume. The discerning will 
read, in his Plato? or Shakspeare, only that least part,-":"'only the authentic 
utterances of the orac1e;-all the rest he rejects, were it never so many-thnes 
Plato's and Shakspeare's. 

Of course there is a portion of reading quite indispensable to a wise man. 
History and exact science he must learn by laborious reading. Colleges, in 
like manner, have their indispensable office,-to teach elements. But they 
can only highly serve us when they aim not to drill, but to create; when they 
gather from far every ray of various genius to their hospitable halls, and by 
the concentrated fires, set the hearts of their youth on flame. Thought and 
knowledge are natures in which apparatus and pretension avail nothing. 
Gowns and pecuniary foundations, though of towns of gold, can never coun
tervail the least sentence or syllable of wit. Forget this, and our American 

5. JOliN DRYDEN (J631-1700), poet, dramatist, 
lind critic. Geoffrey Chaucer (ca. 1343-1400), 
author of The Canterbury Tale.'. Andrew Marvell 
( J 621-1678), poet and satirist. 
6. Emerson likely found this proverb in James 

Boswell's Life of Sa"'",,'jo"_, LL.D. (1791), in 
the conversation for April·17, 1778. 
7. On the Greek philosopher PLATO (ca. 427-ca. 
347 B.C.E.), see above. 
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colleges will recede in their public importance, whilst they grow richei~very 
year. 

.. .. .. 
1837, 1849 

The Poet 

Those who are esteemed umpires of taste are often persons who have 
acquired some knowledge of admired pictures or sculptures, imd have an 
inclination for whatever is elegant; but if you inquire whether they are beau~ 
tiful souls, and whether their own acts are like fair pictures, ·you learn· that 
they are selfish and sensual. Their cultivation is local, as if you should .rub a 
log of dry wood in one spot to produce fire,. all the rest remaining cold. Their 
knowledge of the fine arts is some study of rules and particulars, or some 
limited judgment of color or form, which is exercised for amusement or for 
show. It is a proof of the shallowness of the doctrine of beauty as it lies in 
the minds of our amateurs, that men seem to have lost the perception of the 
instant dependence of form upon soul. There is no doctrine of forms;n our 
philosophy. We were put into our bodies, as fire is put into a pan to be carried 
about; but there is no accurate adjustment between the spirit and the organ, 
much less is the latter the germination of the former. So in regard to other 
forms, the intellectual men do not believe in any essential· dependence of 
the material world on thought and volition. Theologians think it a pretty air
castle to talk of the spiritual meaning of a ship or a cloud, of a City' or a 
contract, but they prefer to come again··to the solid ground of historical 
evidence; and even· the poets are contented with a civil and conformed man~ 
ner of living, and to write poems from the fancy, at a safe'distance from their 
own experience. But the highest minds of the world have never ceased to 
explore the double meaning, or shall t say the quadruple or the centuple or 
much more manifold meaning, of every sehsuous fact; Orpheus, Empedo
cles, Heraclitus, Plato, Plutarcht · Dante, Swedenborg,' and .the maste~s of 
sculpture, picture and poetry .. For we are not· pans and barrows, flor even 
porters of the fire and torch-bearers, but children of the fire,2 made' of it, 
and only the same divinity transmuted and at two or three removes; when 
we know least about it. And this hidden truth, that the fountains whence all 

.- this river of Time and its creatures Howeth are intrinsically ideal and beau
tiful, draws us to the consideration of the nature and functions of the Poet, 
or the man of Beauty; to the means and materials he uses, and to the general 
aspect of the art in the present time. . 

The breadth of the problem is great, for the poet is representative;: He 
stands among partial men for the complete man, and apprises us not of his 
wealth, but of the common wealth. The young man reveres men of genius, 

I. Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772), Swedish 
mystic and scientist. Orpheus: legendary Greek 
poet to whom hymns and fragments wen! attrib
uted. Empedocles (ca. 493-ca. 433 D.C.E.), Hera
clitus (active ca. 500 B.C.E.), and PLATO (ca. 427-
ca. 347 8.C.E.): Greek philosophers. Plutarch (ca. 

50-ca. 120 C.E.), Greek biographer and historian .. 
DANTE ALIGHIERI (1265-1321), Italian' poet, 
aUthor of The DIvI .... Cdm<idy. 
2. A phrase derived from Heraclitus; who used fire 
to symbolize the process of change" . 
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because, to speak truly, they are more himself than he is. They receive of 
the soul as-he also receives, but they more. Nature enhances her beauty, to 
the eye of loving men, from their belief that the poet is beholding her shows 
at the same time. He is isolated among his 'contemporaries by truth and by 
his art, but with this consolation in his pursuits, that they will draw all men 
sooner or later. For all men live by truth and stand in need of expression. In 
love,'in art, in avarice, in politics, in labor,in games, we study to utter our 
painful secret. The man is only half himself, the other half is his expression. 

Notwithstanding this necessity to be published, adequate expression is 
rare. I know not how it is that we need an interpreter, but the great majority 
of men seem to be minors, who have not yet come: into 'possession of their 
own, or mutes, who cannot 'report the ,conversation they have had with 
nature~ There is no man who does not anticipate a superserisual 'utility in 
the sun and stars, earth and water. These stand and wait3 to' render him a 
peculiar service. But there is some obstruction or some excess ofphlegm4 in 
our 'constitutioJ:l, .which does not suffer them' 'to yield the due effect. Too 
feeble fall the impreSSions of nature on us to make us artists. Every touch 
should thrill. Every man should be so much an artist that he could report in 
conversation what had befallen him. Yet; 'itt our ~erience, the rays or appul
ses5 have sufficient force to 'arrive at the senses, but not enough to reach the 
quick and compel the reproduction of themselves in :speech. The poet is the 
person in whOin .. these powers are in balance, the man without impediment, 
who 'Sees and handles that which others dreain of, traverses the whole scale 
of experience,. and is representative-of man; in virtue of being the largest 
power to receive and to impart. 

For the Universe has threechildrert, born at one time, which reappear 
under different name!lin every system of thought, whether they be called 
cause, operation and effect; or, more poetically, Jove, Pluto, Neptune;6 or, 
theologically, the Father, the Spirit and the, Son; but which we will call here 
the 'Knower; the Doer and the Sayer. These stand respectively for the love 
of truth, for the love of good, and for the love of beauty. These three are 
equal. Each is that which he is, essentially, so,that he cartnot,be surmounted 
or analyzed; and each of these three has the power of the d1hers latent in 
him and his own, patent. 

The poet is the sayer, the namer, and represents beauty. He is a sove.tleign, 
and stands on ,the centre. For the, world is not painted or adorned; but is 
from the beginning beautiful; and God has 'not made some beautiful things, 
but Beauty is the creator of the universe. Therefore the poet is not any 
permissive potentate, but is emperor in his own right. Criticism is infested 
with a cant of materialism, which assumes that manual skill and activity is 
the first merit of all men, and disparages such as say and do not, overlooking 
the fact that some men, namely poets, are natural sayers, sent into the world 
to the end of expression, and confounds them with those whose province is 
action but who quit it to hnitate the sayers. But Homer's wo'rds are as costly 
and admirable to Homer as Agamemnon's victories are to Agahiemnon.7 The 

3. See John Milton, "When I Consider How My 
Light Is Spent" (1673): 'They also serve who only 
stand and wait" (line 14). 
4. One of the four "humors" of early physiology; 
said to cause sluggishness artd lethargy. 
5. Driving motions toward something. 

6. Three Roman gods: king of the gods Oove), god 
of the dead and ruler of the underworld (Pluto), 
and god of the sea (Neptune). 
7. Commander of the Greek army in Homer's epic 
poem the IlIad (ca. 8th c. B.C~E.). 
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poet does not wait for the'hero or the sag b t h • ...,<!t and thinkpri-
'1 h e~ u, as tnE . k' h 

marl y, so e'writes prir!larily what will.andmust be/'~en,_ re~ omng t e 
others, though' primaries also, yet; in. respect to ' secol1danes and ser-
varits; as sitters or models in the studio of a er, or as a~sistants who 
bring 'building-materials to an architect. . 

. For poetry was all written before time . and whenever weare so finely 
organized that we can penetrate into t region.where the air is music, we 
hear those primal warblings and at pt to ,write: them down, but we lose 
ever.and anon a word or a verse p ·substitute·something of our own, and 
thusmiswrite the poem. The . ...en of more delicate ear. write down these 
cadences more faithfully, a~d"'these . transcripts, though imperfect, become 
the songs of the nations. pSI' nature is as truly beautiful as it. is good, or as 
it is reasonable, and must as much appear as it must be done; or be known. 
Words and deeds ace quite indifferent modes of the divine energy. Words 
are also actions; and actions are'a ,kind of words. 

The sign and credentials of the poet are that he announces that which no 
man foretold. He is the true. and only doctor;8 he knows and tells; he is the 
only teller of news, for he was present and privy to the appearance which he 
describes. He is a beholder of ideas and an utterer' of the necessary and 
causal. For we do not speak now of men of poetical talents, or of industry 
and skill in metre, but of the true poet. I took part in a conversation: the 
other day concerning a recent writer of lyrics,9 a man of subtle mind, whose 
head appeared to be a music-box 'of delicate tunes andthythms, and whose 
skill and command of language we could not sufficiently;praise. But when 
the question arose whether he was not only a: lyrist but a poet, we were 
obliged to confess that he is plainly a contemporary, not an eternal man. He 
does not'stand out of our low limitations, like a Chimborazo under the line, I 
running up from a torrid base through all the climates of the globe, with 
belts of the herbage of every latitude on its high and mottled sides; but this 
genius is the landscape-garden of a modem house, adorned with fountains 
and statues, with well-bred men and women standing and sitting in the walks 
and terraces. We hear, through all the varied music, the ground-tone of 
conventional life. Our poets are men of talents who sing, and not the. children 
of music. The argument is secondary, the finish of the v~rses is primary. 

For it is not metres, but a metre-making argument that makes a poem,
a thought so passionate and alive that like the spirit of a plant or an animal 
it has an architecture of its own, and adorns nature with a new thing. The 
thought and the form are equal in, the order of time, ,but in the order. of 
genesis the thought is prior to the form. The poet has a new thought; he has 
a whole new experience to unfold; he will tell us how it was' with him, and 
all men will.be the richer in his fortune. FQr the experience of each new age 
requires a new confession, and the world seems always waiting for its poet. 
I remember when I was young how much I was moved one morning by tidings 
that genius had .appeared'in a youth who sat near me at table. He had left 
his work and gone rambling none knew whither, and had written hundreds 
of lines, but could not tell whether that which was in him was therein told; 
he could tell nothing but that all was changed,~man, b~ast,' heaven; earth 

'. ..... ..,,' . . 
8. Teacher. , 
9. Perhaps the English poet Alfred, .Lord Tenny
son (1809-1892). 

L The equator. Chlmborazo: a moun~ln In E~ua, 
dor, in the Andes range. . . '" 
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and sea. How gladly we listened! how credulous! Society seemed to be com
promised. We sat in the aurora of a sunrise which was to put out all the 
stars. Boston seemed to be at twice the distance it had the night before, or 
was much farther than that. Rome,-what was Rome? Plutarch and Shak
speare were in the yellow leaf,2 and Homer no more should be heard of. It 
is much to know that poetry has been written this very day, under this very 
roof, by your side. What! that wonderful spirit has not expired! These stony 
moments are still sparkling and animated! I had fancied that the oracles were 
all silent,3 and nature had spent her fires; and behold! all night, from every 
pore, these fine auroras have been streaming. Every one has some interest 
in the advent of the poct, and no one knows how much it may concern him. 
We know that the secret of the world is profound, but who or what shall be 
our interpreter, we know not. A mountain ramble, a new style of face, a new 
person, may put the key into our hands. Of course the value of genius to us 
is in the veracity of its report. Talent may frolic and juggle; genius realizes 
and adds. Mankind in good earnest have availed so far in understanding 
themselves and their work, that the foremost watchman on the peak 
announces his news. It is the truest word ever spoken, and the phrase will 
he the fittest, most musical, and the unerring voice of the world for that time. 

All that we call sacred history attests that the birth of B poet is the principal 
event in chronology. Man, never so often deceived, still watches for the 
arrival of a brother who can hold him steady to a truth until he has made it 
his own. With what joy I begin to read a poem which I confide in as an 
inspiration! And now my chains are to be broken; I shall mount above these 
clouds and opaque airs in which I live,~opaque, though they seem trans
parent,-and from the heaven of truth I shall see and comprehend my rela
tions. That will reconcile me to life arid renovate nature, to see trifles 
animated by a tendency, and to know what I am doing. Life will no more be 
a noise; now I shall see men and women, andknow'the signs by which they 
may be discerned from fools and satans. This day shall be better than my 
birthday: then I became an animal; now I am invited into the science of the 
real. Such is the hope, but the fruition is postponed. Oftener it falls that this 
winged man, who will carry me into the heaven, whirls me into mists, then 
leaps and frisks about with me as it were from cloud to cloud, still affirming 
that he is bound heavenward; and I, being myself a novice', am slow illrl'er
ceiving that he does not know the way into the heavens, and is merely bent 
that I should admire his skill to rise like a fowl or a flying fish, a little way 
from the ground or the water; but the all-piercing, all-feeding and ocular air 
of heaven that man shall never inhabit. I tumble down again soon into my 
old nooks, and lead the life of exaggerations as before, and have lost my faith 
in the possibility of any guide who can lead me thither where I would be. 

But, leaving these victims of vanity, let us, with new hope, observe how 
nature, by worthier impulses, has insured the poet's fidelity to his office of 
announcement and affirming, namely by the beauty of things, which 
becomes a new and higher beauty when expressed. Nature offers all her 

2. See the words of Macbeth, in Macbelh (ca. 
1606),5.3.23-24; "My way oC life lIs Fall'n into the 
sere, the yellow leaF." Sec Illso George Gordon, 
I.ord Ryron, "On This Ouy I Complete My Thirty
sixth Year" (1824): "My days arc in the yellow leaf" 

(line 5). 
3. See John Milton, "On the Morning of Christ's 
Nativity" (I645): "The oracles are dumb" (line 
173). 
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creatures to him as a picture-language. Being used as a type, a secoridwon
derful value appears in . .the object, far better than its· old value; as the· car
penter's stretched-cord, if you hold your ear close enough, is musical in the 
breeze; "Things more excellent than every hnage," says Jamblichus,4 "are 
expressed through images!' Things admit of being used as symbols because 
nature is a symbol, in the whole, and in every part. Every line we can draw 
in the sand has expression; and there is no body without its spirit or genius. 
All form is an effect of character; all condition, of the quality of the life; all 
harmony, of health; and for this reason a perception of beauty should be 
sympathetic, or proper only to the good. The beautiful rests on the founda
tions of the necessary. -

The soul makes the body, as the wise Spenser teaches:-

"So every spirit, as it is more pure, 
And hath in it the more of heavenly light, 
So it the fairer body doth procure -
To habit in, arid it more fairly dight, . 
With cheerful grace and amiable sight; 
For, of the soul, the body form doth take, 
For soul is form, and doth the body make.'" 

Here we find ourselves suddenly not in a critical speculation but in ,a holy 
place, and should go very warily and reverently. We stand before the.secret 
of the world, there where Being passes into Appearance and Unity into Vari· 
ety. 

The Universe is the externi~tion of the soul. Wherever the life is, that 
bursts into appearance. around it., Our science. is sensual, and theretore 
superficial. The earth and the. heavenly bodies, physics and chemistry; _vve 
sensually treat, as if they were self~existent; but these are the retinue of that 
Being we have. "The mighty h~8:ven," said Proclus,6 "exhibits, in itstransfig~ 
urations, clear Im.ages of the splendor of intellectual perceptions; being 
moved in conjunction with the unapparent periods of intellectual natures." 
Therefore science always goC(s abreast· with the just elevation of .the .man, 
keeping step with religion and metaphysics; or the state of science. is an index 
of our self-knowledge. Since every thing in natllre answe,rs to a mora~ pqwer, 
if any phenomenon remains brute and dark it is because the corre~ponding 
faculty in the observer is not yet active. 

No wonder then, if these waters be so deep, that we hover overt~em with 
a religious regard. The beauty of the fable proves the importance of the sense; 
to the poet, and to all others; or, if you please, every man is so far a poet as 
to be susceptible of these enchantments of nature; for all men have the 
thoughts whereof the universe is the celebration. i find that the fascination 
resides in the symbol. Who loves nature? Who does not? Is it only poets, and 
men of leisure and cultivation, who live with her? No; but also hunters, 
farmers, grooms and butchers, though they eXpress their affection in their 
choice of life and not in their choice of words. The writer wonders what the 
coachman or the hunter values in riding, in horses and dogs. It is not super-

4. lamblichus (ca. 25O-ca. 325 C.E.), Neoplatonic 
philosopher of Syria; Emerson read his Life of 
Pythagor .... 
5. "An Hymne In Honour of Beautle" (1596), lines 

127-33, by the English poet Edmund Spenser 
0552-1599). . 
6. Greek Neoplatonlc philosopher (412-4115 C.E.). 
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ficial qualities. When you talk with him he holds these at as slight a rate as 
you. His worship is sympathetic; he has no. definitions, but he is commanded 
in natute by the living power which he feels to be there present. No imitation 
or playing of these things would content him; he loves the earnest of the 
north wind, of rain, of stone and wood and iron. A beauty not explicable is 
dearer than a beauty which we can see to the end of, It is nature the symbol, 
nature certifying the supernatural, body overflowed by life which he worships 
with coarse but sincere rites. 

The inwardness and mystery of this attachment drive men of every class 
to the use of emblems. The sch901s of poets and philosophers are not more 
intoxicated with their symbols than the populace with theirs. In our political 
parties, compute the power of badges and emblems. See the great ball which 
they roll from Baltimore to Bunker HilJ!7 In the political processions, Lowell 
goes in a loom, and Lynn in a shoe, and Salem in a ship. Witness the cider
barrel, the log-cabin, the hickory-stick, the palmetto,S and all the cognizances 
of party. See the power of national emblems. Some stars, lilies, leopards, a 
crescent,. a lion, an eagle, or other figure which came into credit God knows 
how, on an old rag of bunting, blowing in the wind on a fort at the ends of 
the earth, shall make the blood tingle under the rudest or the most conven
tional exterior. The people fancy they hate poetry, and they are all poets and 
mystics! 

Beyond this universality of the symbolic language, we are apprised of the 
divineness of this superior use of things, whereby the world is a temple whose 
walls are covered with emblems, pictures and commandments of the Deity,
in this, that there is no fact in nature which does not carry the whole sense 
of nature; and the distinctions which we make in events and in affairs, of 
low and high, honest and base, disappear when nature is used as a symbol. 
Thought makes everything fit for use. The.vocabulary of an omniscient man 
would embrace words and images excluded. from polite conversation. What 
would be base, or even obscene, to the obscene, becomes illustrious, spoken 
in a new connection of thought. The piety of the Hebrew prophets purges 
their grossness.9 The circumcision is an example of the power of poetry to 
raise the low and offensive. Small and mean things serve as well as great 
symbols. The tn'eaner the type by which a law is expressed, the more pungent 
it is, and the more lasting in the memories of men; just as we choo..JF .. the 
smallest box or case in which any needful utensil can be carried, Bare lists 
of words .are found suggestive to an imaginative and excited mind as it is 
related of Lord Chatham that he was accustomed to read in Bailey's' 
Dic1;ionary when he was preparing to speak in Parliament. The poorest expe
rience is rich enough for all the purposes of expressing thought. Why covet 
a knowledge of new facts? Day and night, house and garden, a few books, a 

7. In the Charlestown. section of B05ton. Thl. 
stunt was undertllken by the WhiR Party for their 
candidate William Henry Harrison during the 
presidential campaign in 11140 to illustrate that 
yellr's slogan, "Keep the ball a-rolling." Emerson 
then associates each MassAchusetts town with its 
major product. 
S. E~erson names symbols closely associated 
with politicians of the IS30., the cider barrel and 
log cabin, with William Henry Harrison; the hick
ory stick, with "Old Hickory," Andrew Jackson 
(DemocrAtic president, 11129-37); and the pal-

metto, with John"C, Calhoun Qackson'. vice pres
Ident), who was from South CArolina (the 
Ilpalmetto state"). , 
9. Emerson may have in mind such passages as 
Ezekiel'. comparison of Jerusalem to a hArlot ( I 5) 
and his description of the city's sins (22). 
I. Nathan (or Nothanlel) Blliley (d, 1742), lexi
cographer and philologist, author of An Unille,,;,,1 
Etymologbl English Dic'ionary (1721), Lord 
Chatham, William Pitt (I 70S-I 178), Enlliish 
statesman and orator. 
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few actions, serve us as well as would all trades and all spectacles. We are 
far from having exhausted the significance of the few symbols we use. We 
can come to use them yet with a terrible simplicity. It does not need that a 
poem should be long. Every word ·was once a poem.· Every new relation is a 
new word. Also we use defects and deformities to a sacred purpose, ·so 
expressing our sense that the evils of the world are such only to the·evil eye. 
In the old mythology, mythologists observe, defects are ascribed to divine 
natures, as lameness to Vulcan, blindness to Cupid,2 and the like,-'-to signify 
exuberances . 

.. For as it is dislocation and detachment from the life of God that makes 
things ugly, the poet, who re-attaches things to nature and the Whole,-re
attaching even artificial things and violation of nature, to nature, by a deeper 
insight,-disposes very easily of the most disagreeable facts. Readers of 
poetry see the factory-village and the railway, and fancy:that the poetry of 
the landscape is broken up by these; for these works of art are not yet con
secrated in their reading; but the poet sees them fall within the great Order 
not less than the beehive or the spider's geometrical web. Nature adopts 
them very fast into her vital circles, and the gliding train of cars she loves 
like ·her own. Besides, in a centred mind, it signifies nothing how many 
mechanical inventions you exhibit. Though you add millions, and never so 
surprising, the fact of mechanics has not gained a grain's weight. The spiri
tual fact remains unalterable, by many or by few particulars; as no mountain 
is of any appreciable height to break the curve of the sphere. A shrewd 
country~boy goes to the city for the first· time, and the complacent citizen is 
not satisfied with his little wonder. ·It is not that he does not see all the fine 
houses and know that he never saw such before, but he disposes of them as 
easily as the poet finds place· for the railway. The chief value of the new fact 
is to enhance the great and ·constant fact of Life, which can dwarf any and 
every circumstance, and to which the belt of wampum and the commerce of 
America are alike. 

The world being thus put under the mind for verb and noun,· the poet is 
he who can articulate it. For though life is great, and fasCinates and absorbs; 
and though all men are intelligent oP the symbols through which it is:named; 
yet they cannot originally use them. We are symbols and inhabit sYmbols; 
workmen, work, and tools, words and th"ings,birth and· death, all are 
emblems; but we sympathize with the symbols,'and being infatuated with 
the economical uses of things, we do not know that they arc,! thoughts. The 
poet, by an ulterior intellectual perception, gives them a power which makes 
their old use forgotten, and puts eyes and a tongue into eve:ry dumb and 
inanimate object. He perceives the independence of the thought on the sym
bol, the stability of the thought, the accidency and fugacity4 of the symbol. 
As the eyes of Lyncreus5 were said to see through the earth, so the poet turns 
the world to glass, and shows. us all things in their "right series arid procession. 
For through that better perception he stands one step nearer to things, and 
sees the flowing or metamorphosis; perceives that thought is multiform; that 

2. The Roman god of love, son of Venus. Vulcan: 
the Roman god of fire and metalworking: 
3. Acquainted with, versed in. 
4. Transience, lack of enduring qualities. "Accl
dency": accidental or chance character. 

5. In Greek mythology, the seaman with the keen
est eyeslRht among those who sailed with Jason In 
quest or· the Golden Fleece. See Apollonlus of 
Rhode., Arg01lll,dic.. J. J 55. . 
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within the form of every creature is a force impelling it to ascend into a 
higher form; and following with his eyes the life, uses the forms which 
express that life, and so his speech flows with the flowing of nature. All the 
facts of the animal economy, sex, nutriment, gestation, birth, growth, are 
symbols of the passage of the world into the soul of man, to suffer there a 
change and reappear a new and higher fact. He uses forms according to the 
life, and not according to the forin. This is true science. The poet alone 
knows astronomy, chemistry, vegetation and animation, for he does not stop 
at these facts, but employs them as signs. He knows why the plain or meadow 
of space was strown with these flowers we call suns and moons and stars; 
why the great deep is adorned with animals, with men, and gods; for in every 
word he speaks he rides on them as the horses of thought. 

By virtue of this science the poet is the Namer or Language-maker, naming 
things sometimes after their appearance, sometimes after their essence, and 
giving to every one its own name and not another's, thereby rejoicing the 
intellect, which delights in detachment or boundary. The poets made all the 
words, and therefore language is the archives of history, and, if we must say 
it, a sort of tomb of the muses. For though the origin of most of our words 
is forgotten, each word was at first a stroke of genius, and obtained currency 
because for the moment it symbolized the world to the first speaker and to 
the hearer. The etymologist finds the deadest word to have been once a 
brilliant picture. Language is fossil poetry. As the limestone of the continent 
consists of infinite masses of the shells of animalcules, so language is made 
up of images or tropes, which now, in their secondary use, have long ceased 
to remind us of their poetic origin. But the poet names the thing because he 
sees it, or comes one step nearer to it than any other. This expression or 
naming is not art, but a second nature, grown out of the first, as a leaf out 
of a tree. What we call nature is a certain self-regulated motion or change; 
and nature does all things by her own hands, and does not leave another to 
baptize her but baptizes herself; and this through the metamorphosis again. 
J remember that a certain poet6 described it to me thus:-

Genius is the activity which repairs the decays of things, whether wholly 
or partly of a material and finite kind. Nature, through all her kingdoms, 
insures herself. Nobody cares for planting the poor fungus; so she shakes 
down from the gills of one agaric countless spores, anyone of which, being 
preserved, transmits new billions of spores to-morrow or "next day. The new 
agaric of this hour has a chance which the old one had not. This atom of 
seed is thrown into a new place, not subject to the accidents which destroyed 
its parent two rods off. She makes a man; and having brought him to ripe 
age, she will no longer run the risk of losing this wonder at a blow, but she 
detaches from him a new self, that the kind may be safe from accidents to 
which the individual is exposed. So when the soul of the poet has come to 
ripeness of thought, she detaches and sends away from it its poems or 
songs,-a fearless, sleepless, deathless progeny, which is not exposed to the 
accidents of the weary kingdom of time; a fearless, vivacious offspring, clad 
with wings (such was the virtue of the soul out of which they came) which 
carry them fast and far, and infix them irrecoverably into the hearts of men. 

6. Emerson himself, in hi. journal. paraphrasing Plato. 
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These wings are the beauty of the poet's soul. The songs, thus flying immortal 
from their mortal pa~ent, are pursued by clamorous flights of censures, which 
swarm in far greater numbers and threaten to devour them; but these last 
are not winged. At the end of a very short leap they fall.plutnp down and rot, 
having received from the souls out of which they came no beautiful wings. 
But the melodies of the poet ascend and leap and pierce into the deeps of 
infinite time. 

So far the bard taught me, using his freer speech. But nature has a higher 
end, in the production of new individuals, than security, namely ascension, 
or the passage of the soul into higher forms. I knew in my younger days the 
sculptor who made the statue of the youth which stands in the public garden. 
He was, as I remember, unable. to tell directly what made him happy or 
unhappy, but by wonderfu)'·indirections he could tell. He rose one day, 
according to his habit, before the dawn, and saw the morning break, grand 
as the eternity out of which it came, and for many days after, he strove to 
express this tranquillity, and 101 his chisel had fashioned out of marble the 
form of a beautiful youth, Phosphorus,7 whose aspect is such that it is said 
all persons who . look on it become silent. The poet also resigns himself to 
his mood, and that thought which agitated him is expressed, but alter idem, B 

in a manner totally new. The expression is organic, or the new type which 
things themselves take when liberated. As, in the sun, objects paint their 
images on the retina of the eye, so they, sharing the aspiration of the whole 
universe, tend to paint a far more delicate copy of their essence in his mind. 
Like the metamorphosis of things into higher organic forms is their change 
into melodies. Over everything stands its deem on or soul, and, as· the form 
of the thing is reflected by the eye, so the soul of the thing is reflected by a 
melody. The sea, the mountain-ridge, Niagara, and every flower-bed, pre
exist, or super-exist, in pre-cantations,9 which sail like odors in the air, and 
when any man goes by with an ear sufficiently fine, he overhears them and 
endeavors to write down the notes without diluting or depraving them. I And 
herein is the legitimation of criticism, in the mind's faith that the poems are 
a corrupt version of some text in nature with which they ought to be made 
to tally. A rhyme in one of our sonnets should not be less pleasing than the 
iterated nodes of a seashell, or the resembling difference of a group of flow
ers. The pairing of the birds is an idyl, not tedious as our idyls are; a tempest 
is a rough ode, without falsehood or rant; a summer, with its harvest sown, 
r.eaped and stored, is an epic song, subordinating how many admirably exe
cuted parts. Why should not the symmetry and truth that modulate these, 
glide into our spirits, and we participate the invention of nature'?· 

This insight, which expresses itself by what is called Imagination, is a very 
high sort of seeing, which does not come by study, but by the intellect being 
where and what it sees; by sharing the path or circuit of things through forms, 
and so making them trans lucid to others. The path of things is silent. Will 
they suffer a speaker to go with them? A_spy they will not suffer; a lover, a 
poet, is the transcendency of their own nature,-him they will suffer. The 
condition of true naming; on the poet's part, is his resigning himself to the 
divine aural which breathes thTough forms, and acc~mpanying that. 

7. The Greek personification of the morning star 
(literally, "light-bearer"), sometimes represented as 
a youth bearing a torch. 

8. A second self (Latin). 
9. Enchantments, foretellings_ 
I. Gentle breeze; intangible quality, atmosphere. 
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It is a secret which every intellectual man quickly learns, that beyond the 
energy of his possessed and conscious intellect he is capable of a new energy 
(as of an intellect doubled on itself), by abandonment to the nature of things; 
that beside his privacy of power as an individual man, there is a great public 
power on which he can draw, by unlocking" at all risks, his human doors, 
and suffering the ethereal tide,s to roll and circulate through him; then he is 
caught up into the life of the Universe, his speech is thunder, his thought is 
law, and his ~ords are universally intelligible as the plants and animals. The 
poet knows that he speaks adequately then only when he speaks somewhat 
wildly, or "with the flower of the mind;"2not with the intellect used as an 
organ, but with the intellect released from all service and suffered to take its 
direction from its celestial life; or as the ancients' were wont to express 
themselves, not with intellect alone but with the intellect inebriated by nec
tar. As the traveller who has lost his way throws his reins on his horse's neck 
and trusts to the instinct of the animal to find his road, so must we do with 
the divine animal who carries us through this world. For if in any manner 
we can stimulate this instinct, new passages are opened for us into nature; 
the mind flows into and through things hardest and highest, and the meta-
morphosis is possible. ' 

This is the reason why bards love wine, mead, narcotics, coffee, tea, opium, 
the fumes of sandalwood and tobacco, or whatever other procurers of animal 
exhilaration. All men avail themselves of such means as they can, to add this 
extraordinary pmltrer to their normal powers; and to this end they prize con
versation, music, pictures, sculpture, danCing, theatres, travelli~g, war, 
mobs, fires, gaming, politics, or love, or science, or animal intoxication,
which are several coarser or finer quasi-mechanical substitutes for the true 
nectar, which is the ravishment of the intellect by coming nearer to the fact. 
These are auxiliaries to the centrifugal tendency of a man, to his passage out 
into free space, and they help him to escape the custody of that body in 
which he is pent up, and of that jail-yard of individual relations in which he 
is enclosed. Hence a great number of such as were professionally expressers 
of Beauty, as painters, poets, musicians and actors, have been more than 
others wont to lead a life of pleasure and indtilgence; all but the few who 
received the true nectar; and, as it was a spurious mode of attaining freedom, 
as it was an emancipation not into the heavens but into the freedom ofb~r 
places, they were punished for that advantage they won, by a dissipation and 
deterioration. But never can any advantage be taken of nature by a trick. The 
spirit of the world, the great calm presence of the Creator, comes not forth 
to the sorceries of opium or of wine. The sublime vision comes to the pure 
and simple soul in a clean and chaste body. That is not an inspiration, which 
we owe to narcotics, but some counterfeit excitement and fury. Milton says· 
that the lyric poet may drink wine and live generously, but the epic poet, he 
who shall sing of the gods and their descent unto men, must drink water out 
of a wooden bow1. For poetry is, not 'Devil's wine,' but God's wine. It is with 
this as it is with toys. We fill the hands, and nurseries of our children with 
all manner of dolls, drums and horses; withdrawing their eyes from the plain 

2. A translation of a Greek phrase from the "Chal· 
dean Oracles" (Zd c. C.E., though attrihuted til the 
Pcrsiun religious leader Bnd prophet Zoroaster, co. 
7th c. R.C.E.), selection. from which appeared in 
the Transcendentalist journal, The Dial, in 1844. 
Others have noted B. a source The True lnlellec· 

"",I System o/llre,Universe (1678), hy the English 
NeopJatonist Ralph Cudworth. 
3. The NeoplBtonisls Pt.OTINUS (ca. 204/5-70 
C.E.) and Proclus. 
4. In Elegy VI (1629), line. 55-78. 
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face and sufficing objects of nature, the sun and moon, the animals, the 
water and stones, which should be their toys. So the poet's habit of living 
should be set on a key so low that the common influencl!s should delight 
him. His cheerfulness should be the gift of the sunlight; the air should suffice 
for his inspiration, and he should be tipsy with water. That spirit which 
suffices quiet hearts, which seems to come forth to such from every dry knoll 
of sere grass, from every pine stump and half~imbedded stone on which 'the 
dull March sun shines, comes forth to the poor and hungry, and:sut:h as are 
of simple taste. If thou fill thy brain with Boston and New York, with fashion 
and covetousness, and wilt stimulate thy jaded senses with wine and French 
coffee, thou shalt find no radiance of wisdom in the lonely waste of the pine 
woods. ' 

If the imagination intoxicates the poet, it is not inactive in other men. The 
metamorphosis excites in the beholder an emotion of joy. The use of symbols 
has a certain power of emancipation, and exhilaration for all men. We seem 
to be touched by a wand which makes us dance and run about happily, like 
children. We are like persons who come out of a cave or cellar into the open 
air. This is the effect on us of tropes,5 fables, oracles and all poetic forms. 
Poets are thus liberating gods. Men have really got a new sense, and found 
within their world another world, or nest of worlds; for, the metamorphosis 
once seen, we divine that it does not stop. I will not now consider how much 
this makes the charm of algebra and the mathematics, which also have their 
tropes, but it is felt in every definition; as when Aristotle defines space to be 
an immovable vessel in which things are contained;6-or when Plato defines 
a line to be a flowing point; or figure to be a bound of solid; 7 and -many the 
like. What a joyful sense of freedom we have when VitruviusB announces the 
old opinion of artists that no architect can build any house well who does 
not know something of anatomy. When Socrates, in Charmides, tells us that 
the soul is cured of its maladies by certain incantations, and that these incan
tations are beautiful reasons, from which temperance is generated in souls; 
when Plato calls the world an animal, and Timreus affirm~ that the plants 
also are animals; or affirms a man to be a heavenly tree, growing with his 
root, which is his 'head, upward; and, as George Chapman, following him, 
writes, 

"So in our tree of man, whose nervie root 
Springs in his top;"- . 

when Orpheus speaks of hoariness as "that white flower which ,marks 
extreme old age;" when Proclus calls the universe the statue of the intellect; 
when Chaucer, in his praise of 'Gentilesse;' compares good blood in mean 
condition to fire, which, though carried to the darkest house betwixt this and 
the mount of Caucasus, will yet'hold its natural office and burn'as bright as 
if twenty thousand men did it behold; when John saw, in the Apocalypse, 
the ruin of the world through evil; and the stars fall from heaven as the fig 
tree casteth her untimely fruit; when rESQP reports the whole catalogue of 
common daily relations through the masquerade of birds and beasts;9-we 

5. Figures of speech. 
6. ARISTOTLE (384-322 D.C.E.), Physics 4. 
7. Plato, Meno 76. 
8. Roman engineer and architect (1st c. S.C.E.)t 
best known for his work 0.. Archllecture. 
9. In the allusion-filled preceding line., Emerson', 

references to calling the world "an animal" and to 
"plants also are anImals" are taken from Plato's dia
logues CharmUla (157) and TI_us (30,,77); 
George Chapman (1559-1634), an English poet 
and translator of Homer, wrote the lines quoted in 
the dedication to Prince Henry at the beginning of 
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take the cheerful hint of the immortality of our essence and its versatile habit 
and escapes, as when the gypsies say of themselves "it is in vain to hang 
them, they cannot die.'" ' 

The poets are thus liberating gods. The ancient British bards had for the 
title of theiror"er, "Those who are free throughout the world." They are free, 
and they make free. An imaginative book renders us much more service at 
first, by stimul~~ing us through its tropes, than afterward when we arrive at 
the precise sense of the author. I think nothing is of any value in books 
excepting the transcendental and extraQrdinary. If a man is inflamed and 
carried away by his thought, to that degree that he forgets the authors and 
the public and heeds only this one dream which holds him like an insanity, 
let me read his paper, and you may have all the arguments and histories and 
criticism. All the value which attaches to Pythagoras, Paracelsus, Cornelius 
Agrippa, Cardan, Kepler, Swedenborg, Schelling, Oken,a or any other who 
introduces questionable facts into his cosmogony, as angels, devils, magic, 
astrology, palmistry, mesmerism, and so on, is the certificate we have of 
departure from routine, and that here is a new witness. nat ~lso is the best 
sLlccess in conversation, the magic of liberty, which puts the world like a ball 
in our hands. How cheap even the liberty then seems; how mean to study, 
when an emotion communicates to the intellect the power to sap and 
upheave nature; how great the perspectlve! nations, times, systems, enter 
and disappear like threads in tapestry of large figure and many colors; dream 
delivers us to dream, and while the drunkenness lasts we will sell our bed, 
our philosophy, our religion, in our oi)Ule~ce. 

There is good reason why we should prize this liberation. The fate of the 
poor shepherd, who, blinded and lost in the snow-storm, perishes in a drift 
within a few feet of his cottage door, is an emblem of the state of man. On 
the brink of the waters of life and ~ruth, we are miserably dying. The inac
cessibleness of every thought but that we are in, is wonderful. What if you 
come near to it; you are as remote when you are nearest as when you are 
farthest. Every thought is also a prison; every heaven is also a prison. 
Therefore we love the poet, the inventor, who in any form, whether in 'an 
ode or in an action or in looks and behavior, has yielded us a new thought. 
He unlocks our chains and admits us to a new scene. 

This emancipation is dear to all men, and the power to impart it, lH' ,it 
must come from greater depth and scope of thought, is a measure of intellect. 
Therefore all books of the imagination endure, all which ascend to that truth 
that the writer sees nature beneath him, and uses it as his exponent.3 Every 
verse or sentence possessing this virtue will take care of its own immortality. 
The religions of the world are the ejaculatio'ns of a few imaginative men. 

But the quality of the imagination is to flow, and not to freeze. The poet 
did not stop at the color or the form, but l7ead their meaning; neither may 
he rest in this meaning, but he makes the same objects exponents of his new 

his trun5~otion; Chaucer's praise of "gentiJesse" is 
in "The Wife of Bath's Tale" (ca. 1400), lines 
I 139-45; for john's vision, see Revelation 6.13; 
Aesop wrote his beast fables itt the 6th century 
H.C.E. 
). George Borrow, The Zincali; OT, An Accollnt of 
the Gypsios of Spain (1842). 
2. Lurenz Oken (1779-1851), German naturalist 
1111<1 mystic philosopher. Pythagoras (6th c. n.<.:.I;.), 
Gre"k philosopher and mathemlltlcion. Poracelsus 

(1493-1541), German alchemist and writer on 
occult subjects. Henrlcus Cornelius Agrippa van 
Nettesheim (1486--1535), German physician and 
magician. Girolamo Carliano ( 1 501-1576), Italian 
physician, .. strologer, and mathematician. johann 
Kepler (1571-1630), German astronomer. Fried
rich Wilhelm joseph von Schelling (1775-1854), 
German philosopher. " 
3. The m .. an. through which his beliefs are 
expounded. 
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thought. Here is the difference·betwixt the poet and the mystic, that the last 
nails a symbol to one sense, ·which was a true sense for a moment, but soon 
becomes old and false. For all symbols are fluxional; all language is vehicular 
and transitive, and is good, as ferries and horses are, for conveyance, not as 
farms and houses are, for homestead. Mysticism consists in the mistake of 
an accidental and individual symbol for an universal one. The morning
redness happens to be the favorite meteor to the eyes ofJacob Behmen,4 and 
comes to stand to him for truth and faith; and,'he believes, should stand for 
the same realities to every reader. But the first reader prefers as naturally 
the symbol of a mother and child, or·a gardener and· his bulb, or a jeweller 
polishing a gem. Either of these, or. of a myriad more, are equally good to 
the person to whom they are significant. Only they must be held lightly, and 
be very Willingly translated into the equivalent terms which others use.And 
the mystic must be steadily told,~AlI that you say is just as true without the 
tedious use of that symbol as With it. Let Us have a little algebra, instead of 
this trite rhetoric,-"-universal signs; instead of these village symbols,-and 
we shall both be gainers; The history of hierarchies seems to show that all 
religious error consisted in making the symool toti stark and solid,· and was 
at last nothing but· an excess of the organ of language. 

Swedenborg, of all men in the recent ages; stands eminently for the trans
lator of nature into thought. Ido not know the inan in history to whom things 
stood· so uniformly for words. ·Before him the ;metamorphosis continually 
plays. Everything on which his eye rests, obeys the impulses of moral nattire. 
The figs become grapes whilst he eats them, .When some of his angels 
affirmed a truth, the laurel tWig which they held blossomed in their hands. 
The noise which at a distance appeared like gnashing ·and· thumping, on 
coming nearer was found to be the voi(!e of disputants. -The men in one ·of 
his visions; seen in heavenly light, appeared· like dragons, and seemed ih 
darkness; but to each other they appeared as men, and when the light from 
heaven shone into their cabin, they complained of the darkness, and were 
compelled to shut the window that they might see .. 

There was this perception hi him which makes the poet or seer an object 
of awe and terror, namely. that the same man 'Or SOciety of men may.wear 
one aspect to themselves and their companions, and a different aspect to 
higher intelligences. Certain priests, whom· he describes as conversing very 
learnedly together, appeared to the children who ,were at some distance; like 
dead horses; and many the like:misappearances.' And instantly the· mind 
·inquireS whether these fishes Linder the bridge; yonder oxen in -the pa~ture; 
those dogs in the yard, are immutably fishes, oxen and dogs, or only so appear 
to me, and 'perchance to themselves appear upright men; and whether I 
appear as a mari to all eyes. The Brahmins6 and Pythagoras propounded the 
same question, and if any poet has witnessed the transformation he doubtless 
found it·in harmony witn'Various experiences.·We have all seen changes as 
considerable in wheat and caterpillars. He is the poet and shall draw us with 
love and terror, who sees through the flOwing vest the firm nature, and can 
declare it. ' 

4. Jakob B6hme·(I575-1624), German·theoso
phlst . and mystic; author of Auror,,: no. Day
Spring, or, OtIWK/ng of 'he 011)1 In the Ea.,: or, 
Mornltlll-Reami .. in the Risltlll of the s ..... 
S. Each chapter of Swedenborg's ApocaLYI'" 

Revealea (1766) concludes with "Mentora"le Rev-
elations." . I 

6. Members 'bf the' hlllhest Hindu caste, from 
which priests and rell8lous teachers are drawn. 

o • I. • 
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I look in vain for the poet whom I describe. We do not with sufficient 
plainness or sufficient profoundness address ourselves to life, not' dare we 
chaunt our own times and social circumstance. If we filled the day with 
bravery, we should not shrink from celebrating it. Time and nature yield us 
many gifts, but not yet the timely man, the· new religion, the reconciler, 
whom all things await. Dante's praise is that he dared to write his auto
biography In colossal cipher, or into unlversality.7 We have yet had no genius 
in Ainerica, with tyrannous eye, which knew the value of our' incomparable 
materials, and saw, in the barbarism and materialisin of the times, another 
carnival of the same gods whose picture he so much admires in Homer; then 
in the Middle Age; then in Calvinism. Banks and tariffs, the newspaper 
and caucus, Methodism and Unitarianism, are flat and dull to dull people, 
but rest on the same foundations of wonder as the town of Troy and the 
temple of Delphi,s and are as swiftly passing away. Our log-rolling, our 
stumps and their politics, our fisheries, our Negroes and Indians, our boats 
and our repudiations,9 the wrath of rogues and the pusillanimity of honest 
men, the northern trade, the southern planting,. the western clearing, Oregon 
and Texas, are yet unsung. Yet America is a poem in our eyes; its ample 
geography dazzles the imagination, and .it will not wait long for metres; If I 
have not found that excellent combination of gifts' in my,counti-ymen which 
I seek, neither could I aid myself to fix th~idea' of fhe:poet by reading 
how and then in~Chalmers's collection of flv~ centuries 'of English poets. J 

These are wits more than poets, though there have been poets among them. 
But when we adhere to the ideal of the poet,·we have our difficulties even 
with Milton and· Homer. Milton is too literary,' and Homer too literal and 
historicah 

But· I am not wise enough for a naUomi! criticism; and must use the old 
largeness a little longer, to discharge my errand from the muse to the poet 
concerning his·art. 

Art is the path of the creator to his work. The paths or methods are ideal 
and eternal; though few men evet see theml not the artist himself for years, 
or for a lifetime, unless he come into the conditions. The painter, the sculp
tor, the composer, the epic rhapsodist, the'orator, all partake one desire, 
namely to eXpress themselves sytnmetricallyand abundantly, not dwarfl;;hly 
and fragmentarily. They found or put themselves' in' certain conditionr;r~s, 
the painter and sculptor before some impressive human figures; the orator 
into the assembly of the people; and the others in such scenes as each has 
found exciting to his intellect; and each· presently feels the new desire. He 
hears a voice, he sees a beckoning. Then he is :apprised, with wonder, what 
herds of daemons hem him in. He can no more rest; he says; with the old 
painter, "By God it is in me and must go forth, of me." He pursues a beauty, 
half seen, which flies before him. The poet pours out verses in every solitude. 
Most of the things he says are conventional,. no doubt; but by and by he says 
something which is original and beautiful. That charms him. He would say 
nothing else but such things. In our wayof talking we say 'That is yours, this 
is mine;' but the poet knows well that it is not his; that it is as strange and 

7. In Dante's epic DivI .... Comedy, the poet him
self plays a first,person rolt:. 
S: The site in Greece of the most important oracle 
of Apollo. . . 
9. Refusals to pay debt.. "Log-rolling": the 
e"changc of political favors. "Stumps", speech plat-

fonn~. "BOBts~': some editors print "boasts." 
I. Ale><and"r. Chalmers (1759-1834), Scottish 
biographer 'and Journalist, complied The ,Works of 
th" English PO,,", .fram C/oa"""r to COWI'''r (21 
vol •. , 1810). . . 
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beautiful to him as to you; he would fain hear the like c;loquence at length. 
Once having tasted this immortal ichor,2 he cannot have enough of it, and 
as an admirable creative power exists in these i~tellections, it is of the last 
importan~e that these things get spoken. What a li,tle of all we know is saidl 
What drops of all the sea of our science are ba!¢~J.3 llP! and' by what accident 
it is that these are exposed, when so many secrets sleep in nature! Hence 
the necessity of speech· and song; hence these throbs and heart-beatings in 
the orator, at the door of the assembly, to the end namely that thought rpay 
be ejaculate4 as Logos,4 or Word. . ,.. . 

Doubt not, 0 poet, but persist. Say 'It is in me; and shall out.' Stand there, 
balked and dumb, stuttering and stammering, hissed and hooted, stand and 
strive, until at last rage draw out of thee that dream-power which every night 
shows thtre is thine own; a power transcending all limit and privacy, and by 
virtue of which a man is the conductor of the whole river of electricity. 
Nothing walks, or creeps, or grows, or exists, which must not in turl! ar!se 
and walk before him as exponent of his meaning. Comes he to that power, 
his genius is no longer exhaustible. All the creatures by pairs and by tribes 
pour into his mind as into a Noah's ark, to come forth again to people a new 
world. This is like the stock of air for our respiration or for the combustion 
of our fireplace; not a measure 'of gallons, but the entire atpiospher.e· if 
wanted. And therefore the rich poets~ as Homer, Chaucer, Shakspeare, and 
Raphael,5 have obviously no limits to their works except the limit!> 'of their 
lifetime, an4 resemble a mirror carried through the street, ready toren4er 
an image of ~very created thing. 

o poet! a new nobility is conferred in groves and pastures, and not in 
castles or by ~he sword-blade any longer. The con4itions are hard, but equal. 
Thou shalt leave the world, and know the muse only. Thou shalt.riot know 
any longer the times, customs, graces, politics, or opinions of men, bufshalt 
take all froW the muse. For. the time of towns is ,~olled from the world by 
funereal chimes, but in nature the universal hours are counted by succeecling 
tribes of animals and plants, and by gi:owth of joy Qn joy. God wills also that 
thou abdicate ~ manifold and duplex life, 'and that thou be content t~at 
others speak for thee. Others shall be thy gentlemen and shall represent all 
courtesy and worldly life for th~e; others· shall do the great and resounding 
actions also. Thou shalt lie close hid with nature, and canst not be afforded 
to the Capit~l or the Exchange.6 The world is full of renunciaUons and 
apprenticeships, and this is thine; thou must pass for a fool and a. churl for 
a long season. This is the screen and sheath in which Pan? has protected 
his well-beloved flower, and thou shalt be known· only to thine own, and 
they shall console thee with tenderest love. And thou shalt not be able to 
rehearse the names of thy friends in thy verse,! for an old shame before the 
holy ideal. And this is the reward; that the ideal 'shall he real to thee, and 
the impressions of the actual world shall fall like su~mer rain, copious, but 
not troublesome to thy invuhlerable e~sehce. Thou spalt have the whole land 
for thy park and manor, the sea'for thy bath and navigation, without tax an4 
without envy; the woods and the rivers thou shalt own, and thou shalt possess 

2. In Greek myth, the blood of the gods. Emerson 
may mean necter, the drink of the gods. 
3. Railed. . . 
4. Word (Greeki, the term used In John 1.1: "In 

the beginning was the word." 
5. Raff'aello Santi (1483-1520), Italian painter, 
6. The stock exchahge. 
7. Greek god of the woods and fields. 
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that wherein others are only tenants and poarders. Thou true land-lord! sea
lord! air-lord! Wherever snow falls or wa~er flows or birds fly, wherever day 
and night meet in twilight, wherever the' blue heaven is hung by clouds or 
sown with stars, wherever are forms with transparent boundaries, wherever 
are outlets into celestial space, wherever is danger, and awe, and love,
there is Beauty, plenteous as rain, shed for thee, and though'thQJJ shouldst 
walk the world over, thou shalt not be able to find a condition inopportune 
or ignoble. 

EDGAR ALLAN POE 
1809-1849 

1844 

Edgar Allan Poe is a writer most American critics love to hate-or hate to love. In 
France, on the other hand, Poe has been considered a writer of genius by admirers 
from CHARJ,.ES BAUDELAIRE to JACQUES LACAN. Is this discrepancy a sign that the 
French lack the finesse in English ~hat the Americans possess? Or does it say some
thing about two very different concepts of poetic language? 

The American poet James Russell Lowell wrote in his Fable for Critics (1848): 

There comes Poe, with his Raven, like Barnaby Rudge, 
Three fifths of him genius and two fifths sheer fudge, 
Who talks like a book of iambs and pentameters, 
In a way to make people of common sense damn meters, 
Who has written some things quite the best of their kind, 
But the heart somehow seems all squeezed out by the mind. 

For American readers, this view of Poe as excessively calculating exists side by side 
with a view of Poe as completely lacking control: he is seen as either sick (alcoholic, 
melancholic, necrophilic, impotent) or dissolute (alcoholic, immoral, untrustworthy, 
untruthful). Was it precisely this combination of craft and transgression that appealed 
to a poet like Baudelaire? Lowell was certainly right about one thing: genius 0!:..W!ld
man, visionary or drunk, seer or trickster, excessively in control or excessively out of 
control, Edgar Allan Poe was not made to please "people of common sense." 

Born in Boston to the traveling actors David and Elizabeth Arnold Poe, Edgar lost 
both his father (who disappeared) and his mother (who died) by his third birthday. 
Edgar Poe was renamed "Edgar Allan" when he entered the home of the childless 
Frances and John Allan, although they never legally adopted him. As a self-made 
prosperous merchant in Richmond, Virginia, John Allan had little in common with 
his brilliant foster child, and the financial support he gave was always fraught and 
conditional. Edgar entered the University of Virginia in 1826 (a year after classes 
began at the college founded by Thomas Jefferson); but in an attempt to supplement 
his insufficient allowance, he gambled, lost money, and, when John Allan refused to 
make good the debt, left the university. Enlisting in the army in Boston under the 
name "Edgar A. Perry," he managed to pursue a double career: as a poet (his first 
book, Tamerlane and Other Poems, was signed "by a Bostonian") and as a military 
man. He asked for John Allan's financial help in attending the West Point military 
academy (grudgingly given) and in publishing his second book (denied); Edgar no 
sooner enrolled than deliberately got himself expelled in 1831 for disobeying orders. 
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Breaking with John Allan, Poe took up residence ip Baltimore With the remnants 
of the Poe ,family: his father's mother, his older brother,his paternal,aunt Maria 
Clemm, and her eight-year-old daughter, Virginia, (whom ,he married in 1836, when 
she was not,quit«i fourteen). He b~gan submitting tales to writing contests and rose 
through the ranks of the 'Southern Literary Messenger, penning biting book reviews 
that increased'the journal's circulation. His fierce originality and his desire for an 
American literary tr~dition not based 'on the' "puffery" by which reviewers were 
expected to promote all American authors attracte(1 both notice ana misgivings: within 
two years he became the editor of the journal and then, in 1837, was fired. His would
be Southernness and his resentment of the Northern literary coteries through which 
writer's reputations were usually made gave him little tolerance for Northern ideals. 
He recoiled against literary didacticism in part out of irritation with, the self
satisfactions of Northern abolitionist literature. 

In 1838, still shy of his twentieth birthday, Poe wrote and published a novel, The 
Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym, and collected his Tales of the Grotesque and Ara
besque a year later. Moving to Philadelphia and then to N;ew York, he was a prolific 
reviewer for Graham's Magazine, the Broadway' Review; and other journals. He 
became a popular success for two of ttis most unlikely feats of writing: his hoax about 
a balloon journey across the Atlantic and his poem "The Raven." 'The Raven" is based 
on a combination of absurdity and inevitability: a bereaved lover admits a black bird 
into his chamber on a stormy night and, receiving from the bird an unexpected ansWer 
to a question, asks it whether he will ever see his beloved' again:, the bird can only 
repeat the same word, "nevermore." The poem was written in 1842; Poe's wife Vir
ginia had just burst a blood vessel while singing and was to die of tuberculosis in 
1847. Critics have thus noted the biographical sources of the poem in Poe's antici
pated mourning, but Poe tells a very different story about the poem's origins in our 
selection, 'The Philosophy of Gompositlon" (1846). 

In demand as a writer a~d lecturer, Poe attempted tq raise money to start a new 
journal called The Stylus, which h~d been a dream of his since 184~.But he often 
alienated even those close to him with his intermittent drinking, his nervous depres
sion, his delusions of persecution, and ~is, campaigns against plagiarism (his accu
sations against Henry Wadsworth Longfellow in particular lost him the friendship of 
Lowell, for whom Poe's "sheer 'fudge" proh'ably included false accusations). He died 
of "congestion of the brain" at age forty.' 

Fated even beyond the grave to depend on, the resources, of those who lacked ,benev
olence toward him, Poe owed his' negative' posthumous reputation to the editorial 
skills and moral perspectives of his literary executor, Rufus Griswold. Griswold told 
Poe's story as a cautionary tale fit for a temperance tract: it was a life full of prl;Jmise, 
ruined by drink and the lack of a moral compass. With the pathological base ot Poe's 
genius established, the diagnostic strain of American criticism later moved topsy
choanalysis: now Poe was not morally bankrupt but mad, a patient etherized upon 
the table of necrophilia, repetition, and impotence. In' 1926 Joseph Wood Krutch 
published Edgar Allan Poe: A Study In Genius, a psychoanalytical study typical of this 
early phase of Freudian criticism. 

But in mld-nineteenth"century France, it was the poets who noticed him. Charles 
Baudelaire was immediately smitten by the image of a poet rejected and misunder
stood in his oWn c~untry. He translated many of Poe's tales and introduced Poe to a 
privileged audience quite inclined to find value in whatever the small-minded, puri
tanical, and mediocre Americans could not understand. 

Baudelaire's young admirer, the French poet ST~PHANE MALLARM~j who claimed 
to have learned English only to read Poe, went on to translate the poems, which 
Baudelaire had largely left untranslated. Baudelaire and M,allarml'! found in Poe a 
theory of poetry that privileged the aestheUc over the moral, the beautiful over the 
true, and arU.Uc· effect over authorial Intention. "The Philosophy of Composition." 
published Ihortly after the ,uccell of "The Raven," t. Poe', account of how he com-
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posed the poem "backwards" through sheer calculation. Often considered a mystifi
cation when read as a record of how Poe actually wrote "The Raven," the essay became 
for Baudelaire and Mallarme (and later, for ROMAN JAKOBSON, who inherited Poe 
through the: French symbolists) a superb analysis of its poetic language. In Poe's 
explanations, words and even letters-the sighifier, not the signified-take the lead 
in creating the poetic effect. Like the intentionless repetition of a word by a bird made 
oracular only by the obsessed listener, the network of relations created by words alone 
is filled with meaning only by the reader. None of the essay's causal explanations can 
be taken at face value, but what Poe calls the "hir of consequence" created by treating 
effects as causes situates the author's intention in the poem's design rather than in 
his own experience or sentiment. Which does not, of course, prevent readers from 
attributing a morbid state of mourning to the author, whose calculations are seen
perhaps rightly-as covering over raw feeling. 

In the Freudian Marie Bonaparte's Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe (1933; trans. 
1949), the French poetic tradition met the psychoanalytic interpretation, and the 
status of Poe's poetry was lifted from symptom to dream' Later, in Jacques Lacan's 
celebrated "Seminar on 'The Purloined Letter' " (1"966), Poe the patient was fully 
promoted to the position of analyst, ingeniously dehtoristrating, both in that story and 
in the mechanical repetitions depicted 'in ''The Raven," an understanding of what 
FREUO would call the "repetition compulsion.'; 

In a way, the two sides of Poe cllnnot pe' dissoCiated. Exploring the vlist gap and 
tension between the unconscious and the intellect, Poe would never have gone so far 
if he had not known ,both madness and fabrication. What is seen as Poe's individual 
pathology, indeed, is often the revelati,o~ ~faE;$thE!tic drives, that are,usually explained 
in another way. When Poe proclaims, in, ''The Philosophy of Composition," that "the 
death ... of a beautiful woman is, unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the 
world," the generalization sounds patholC!gical~until one remembers the many dead 
women in poetry whose author's cover IlP their attraction to the image by seeming 
only to lanientit. In his stress on beauty; originality, arid intense emotion, Poe is very 
much part of Romanticism; but in his errtphiisis' ori literary technique and construc
tion; on details of meter, rhyme, and sound effects; and on'Sne calibration of scene, 
tone, and suspense, he is very much a forerunner of the modernism'snd its related 
formalism to come. 
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edited by Shawn Rosenheim and Stephen Ractt~an (199..5), which alludes to the 
earlier The French Face of Edgar All~n Poe, by Patrick Quinn (I 954). :pte texts 
generated around Jacques Lacan's "Seminar on' 'The Purloined Letter' ":....;..,author«:d 
by Lacan, Jacques Derrida, Barbara Johnson, and others-are collected in' The Pur
loined Poe (ed. John P. Muller and William). Richardson, 1988). And Roman Ja\<ob
son's essay on "The Raven" is irilhis Language and Literature (1987).' For 
bibliographies, see J. Lasley Dameron 'and Irby B. Cauthen Jr., Edgar Allan Poe: A 
Bibliography of Criticism, 1827-1967 (I 974); Esther Hyneman, Edgar Allan Poe: An 
Annotated Bibliography of Books aniArt~des in English (1974); and Leona Rasmus-
sen, Edgar Allan Poe: An Annotated BibliOgraphy (I97.~). ',1 

:.: . 

The Philosophy of Composition .. 
Charles Dickens, in a note now lYing before me, alluding to an examination 
I once made of the mechanism of "Barnaby Rudge,'" says-"By the way, are 
yOU aware that Godwin wrote his 'Caleb Will~ams'2 backwards? He first 
involved his hero in a web of difficulties, formin~ the s~cond volume, and 
then, for the first, cast about hi~ for some niodePf accounting for what had 
been done." . . 

I cannot think this the precise mode of procedure on the part of Godwin
and indeed what he himself ~cknowledges/.is pot altogether in accor~ance 
with Mr. Dickens' idea-but the author of "Ciio1eb Williams" was too good 
an artist not to perceive the advantage derivable from at least a somewhat 
similar process. Nothing is more clear than that every plot, worth the name, 
must be elaborated to its denoue~~t before 'finy thing be attempted with 
the pen. It is only with the ~nou~ment constantly in view that we can give 
a plot its indispensable air of consequence, . ror c~usation, by making the 
incidents, and especially the tope at all points, t~nd to the development of 
the intention.' .' 

There is a radical error, I think, in the usual mode of constructing a story. 
Either history affords a thesis-or one is ~uggesfed by an incident of the 
day-or, at best, the author sets hi~self to work in the combination of strik
ing events to form merely the basis of his narrative-designing, generally, to 
fill in with description, dialogue, or autorial c~mme~t, whatever qevices of 
fact, or action, may, from page to page, render themselves apparent. 

I prefer commencing with the consideration of an effect. Keeping origi
nality always in view-for he is false to himself who ventures to dispense 
with so obvious and so easily attainable a source of inter~st-I say to myself, 
in the first place, "Of the innumerable effects, or impressions, of which the 
heart, the intellect, or (more generally) the soul is susceptible, what one shall 
I, on the present occasion, select?" Having chosen a novel, first, and secondly 
a vivid effect, I consider whether it can best be wrought by incident or tone
whether by ordinary incidents and peculiar tone, 9r the converse, or by pecu
liarity both of incident and tone-afterwatd looking ~bout me (or rather 
within) for such combinations of event, or tone, as shall best aid me in the 
construction of the effect. 

J. An 1841 novel by Dickens (1812-1870). the 
most popular EnaIlsh novelist of the 19th century, 
Published seriallY. It presents a murder mystery 
whose solution Poe tried to guess from the early 

Installment •. 
2. A 1794 novel by the English political theorist 
William Godwin (1756-1836). 
3. In his preface to the 1832 edition, 
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I have often thought how interesting a magazine paper might be written 
by any author who would-that is to say, who could-detail, step by step, 
the processes by which anyone of his compositions attained its ultimate 
point of completion. Why such a paper has never been given to the world, I 
am much at a loss to say-but, perhaps, the autorial vanity has had more to 
do with the omission than anyone other cause. Most writers-poets in espe
cial-prefer having it understood that they compose by a species of fine 
frenzy-an ecstatic intuition4-and would positively shudder at letting the 
public take a peep behind the scenes, at the elaborate and vacillating crud
ities of thought-at the true purposes seized only at the last moment-at 
the innumerable glimpses of idea that arrived not at the maturity of full 
view-at the fully matured fancies discarded in despair as unmanageable-at 
the cautious selections and rejections-at the painful erasures and interpo
lations-in a word, at the wheels and pinions-the tackle for scene
shifting-the step-ladders and demon-traps-the cock's feathers, the red 
paint and the black patches, which, in ninety-nine cases out of the hundred, 
constitute the properties of the literary histrio. 5 

I am aware,. on the other hand, that the case is by no means common, in 
which an author is at all in condition to retrace the steps by which his con
clusions have been attained. In general, suggestions, having arisen pell-mell, 
are pursued and forgotten in a similar manner. 

For my own part, J. have neither sympathy with the repugnance alluded 
to, nor, at any time, the least difficulty in rec~,lling to mind the progressive 
steps of any of my compositions; and, since the..interest of an analysis, or 
reconstruction, such as I have considered a desideratum, is quite indepen
dent of any real or fancied interest in the thing analyzed, it will not be 
regarded as a breach of decorum on my part to show the modus operandi by 
which some one of my own works was put together. I select "The Raven,"6 
as the most generally known. It is my design to render it manifest that no 
one point in its composition is referrible either to accident or intuition-that 
the work proceeded, step by step, to its completion with the precision and 
rigid consequence of a mathematical problem. 

Let us dismiss, as irrelevant to the poem per se, the circumstance-or say 
the necessity-which, in the first place, gave rise ·to the intention of com
posing a poem that should suit at once the popular and the critical tast~· 

We commence, then, with this intention. 
The initial consideration was that of extent. If any literary work is too long 

to be read at one ~itting, we must be content to dispense with the immensely 
important effect derivable from unity of impression-for, if two sittings be 
required, the affairs of the world interfere, and every thing like totality is at 
once destroyed. But since, ceteris paribus, no poet can afford to dispense 
with any thing that may advance his design, it but remains to be seen whether 
there is, in extent, any advantage to counterbalance the loss of unity which 
attends it. Here I say no, at once. What we term a long poem is, in fact, 
merely a succession of brief ones7 -that is to say, of brief poetical effects. It 
is needless to demonstrate that a poem is such, only inasmuch as it intensely 
excites, by elevating, the soul; and all intense excitements are, through a 

4. A critical allusion lo RALr"ll WALDO EMERSON's 
cosny "The Poet" (1844). 
5. Actor (Latin). 
<l. Still Poe's best-known poem (11145). 

7. Poe arpa"ently has in mind the long, didactic 
poems 0 Henry Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-
1882), an Immensely popular American poet. 
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psychal necessity; brief. For.this reason, at least one half of the' "Paradise 
Lost"8 is· essentially prose~a succession of poetical excitements inter
spersed; inevitably, with corresponding depressions ........ the whole being 
deprived, through the extremeness of its length; of.the· vastly important artis-
tic element, totality, or unity, of effect. ' . 

. It appears evident; then, that there is a distinct limit, as regards l~ngth, to 
all works of literary art-the Ii~it of a single sitting-and that, although in 
certain classes of prose composition, such as "Robinson Ctusoe,"9(demand
ing no unity,) this limit may be advantageously overpassed, it can never prop
erly be overpassed in a poem. Within this limit, the extent of a ·poein may be 
made, to bear mathematical, relation to its merit--in other words, to the 
excitement or elevation-again in other words, to the degree of, the true 
poetical effect which it is capable of inducing; for it is clear that the brevity 
must be in direct ratio of the intensity of the intended effect:'--this, with one 
proviso-that a certain degree of duration is absolutely requisite for the pro-
duction 'Of any effect at all. . 

HDlding in view these cDnsideratiDns, as well as that degree 'Of excitement 
which I deemed nDt abDve the popularj while not below the critical, taste, I 
reached at once what.I cDnceived the proper length for my intended poem-a 
length 'Of abDut 'One hundred lines. It is, in fact, a hundred 'and eight. 

My next thDught cDncerned the choice 'Of an impression, Dr effect j tD be 
cDnveyed:and here I may as well observe that, thrDughout the cDnstruction, 
I kept steadily in view the design of rendering the work unwersally apprecia
ble. I should be carriedtDD far 'Out 'Of my immediate tDpic were I tD dem
Dnstrate· a point upon which I have repeatedly insistedj and which, with the 
pDetical; -stands nDt· in the slightest need- -of demonstration-the point, I 
mean, that Beauty is the sole legitimate province of the poem:I,Afew words, 
hDwever, in elucidatiDn of my real meaning, which some of-my friends have 
evinced a dispDsitiDn: tD misrepresent. That pleasure which -is at once the 
most intense; the most elevating, and the most pure,is; I believe, fDund'in 
the contemplation of the beautiful. When, ,indeed, :·men' speak of BeautY, 
they mean, precisely, not a quality, as is supposed, but an effect-they refer., 
in shDrt, just to, that intense and pure elevation of soul-not of.intellect; Dr 
of heart-upon which I have commented, and which. is experienced incon
sequence 'Of contemplating "the beautiful." Now I deSignate -Beauty'ss the 
prDvince of the poem, merely because it is an obviDus rule of Art that effects 
shohld be made to spring from direct causes-that 'Objects shDuld be attained 
through means best adapted for their attainment .......... nQ one as yet having been 
weak enough tD deny that the peculiar elevation alluded tD, is most readily 
attained in the poem. Now the object, Truth, or the satisfaction of the intel
lect, and the 'Object, Passion, or the excitement of the heart; are, althDugh 
attainable, to a certain extent, in pDetry, far more readily attainable in prose. 
Truth, in fact, demands a precision, and Passion,; a homeliness (the truly 
passiDnate will comprehend 'me) which are absolutely antagDnistic to that 
Beauty which, I maintain, is the excitement, or pleasurable elevation, of the 

8. Long Christian epic (1667) by the English poet 
John Milton. . 
9. A 1719 novel by the English writer Daniel 

'Defoe,; because It Is episodic, recounting the,"Ufe 
and adventures" of the title character,'lt need not 
be unified. 

I. Poe's riew of Beauty as universally pleasing was 
loosely derived from the German philosopher 
IMMANUEL KANT (1724--1804), probably ria the 
English poet and critic. SAMUEL TAYLOR COLE
RIDGE (1772-1834). 
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soul. It by no means follows from any thing here said, that passion, or even 
truth, may not be introduced, afld even profitably introduced, into a poem
for they may serve in elucidation, or aid the general effect; as do discords in 
music, by contrast-but the true artist will always contrive, first, to tone them 
into proper subservience to the predominant aim, and, secondly, to enveil 
them, as far as possible, in that Beauty. which is the Iltmosphere and the 
essence of the poem. 

Regarding, then, Beauty as my province, toy next question referred to the 
tone of its highest manifestation-and all eXperience has shown that this 
tone is one of sadness. Beauty of whatever kind, in its supreme development, 
invariably excites the sensitive soul to tears. Melancholy is thus the most 
legitimate of all the poetical tones. 

The length, the province, and the tone, being thus determined, I betook 
myself to' ordinary induction, with the view of obtaining some artistic 
piquancy which might serve me as a key-note in the construction of the 
poem-sorrie pivot upon which the whole structure might turn. In carefully 
thinking over all the usual artistic effects-or more properly points, in the 
theatrical sense~I did not fail to perceive immediately that no on~ had been 
so universally employed as that of the refrain. The universality of its employ
ment sufficed to assure rrie of its intrinsic value; and spared me the necessity 
of submitting it to analysis. I considered it; however, with regard to its sus
ceptibility of improvement, and soon saw it to be in a primitive condition. 
As· commonly used, the refrain, or burden, not only is limited to lyric verse, 
but depends for its impression upon ,the force· of monotone~hoth in sound 
and thought; The pleasure is deduced solely from the sense ·of identity~f 
repetition. I resolved to diversify, and so vastly heighten, the effect, byadher
ing, in general; to the monotone. o[sound; while I continually varied that of 
thought:, that is to say, I determined to produce continuously ,novel effects, 
by the variation of the application of the refrain-the refrain itself remaining, 
for the most part, unvaried. 

These points being settled, I next bethought· me ofthe nature of my refrain. 
Since its application was to be repeatedly varied,. it waslclear that the refrain 
itself must be brief, for there would have been'an insurmountable difficulty 
in freq~ent variations of application in any sentence oflength. In proportion 
to the brevity of the sentence, would, of: course, be the facility of thEkt'aria
tion. This·led me at once to a single word as the best refrain. 

The question now aI;ose as to the ·character·of the word. Having made up 
my mind to a refrain, the division of the poem into stanzas was, of course, a 
corollary: the refrain forming the close to each stanza. That .such a close, to 
have force, must be sonorous and susceptible of protracted emphasis, admit
ted no doubt: and these considerations inevitably led me to the long 0 as the 
most sonorous vowel, in connection with r as the most producible consonant. 

The sound of the refrain being thus determined,· it .became necessary to 
select a word embodying this sound, and at the. same time in the fullest 
possible keeping with that melancholy which I had predetermined as the 
tone of the poem. In such a search it would have been absolutely impossible 
to overlook the word "Nevermore." In fact, it was the very first which pre
sented itself. 

The next desideratum w~s a pretext for the continuous use of the one word 
"nevermore." In observing the difficulty which I at once found in inventing 
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a sufficiently plausible reason for its continuous repetition;.I did not fail to 
perceive that this difficulty arose sol~ly' from the pre-assumption that the 
word was to be so continuously or monotonously spoken by a hu-man being
I did not fail to perceive, in short, that the difficulty lay in the reconciliation 
of this monotony with the exercise of reason on the part of the creature 
repeating the word. Here, then, immediately arose ~he idea of a non~ 
reasoning creature capable of speech; and, very naturally, a parrot, in the 
first instance, suggested itself, but was superseded forthwith by a Raven, as 
equally capable of speech, and infinitely more in keeping with the intended 
tone. 

I had now gone so far as the conception of a Raven-the bird of ill omen
monotonously repeating the one word, "Nevermore," at the. conclusion of 
each stanza, in a poem of melancholy tone, and in length about one hundred 
lines. Now, never losing sight of the 6bject supremeness, or perfection, at all 
points, I asked myself-UOf all melancholy topics, what,. according to the 
universal understanding of mankind, is the most melanc,holy?" Death-was 
the obvious reply. "And when," I said, "is this most melani:holy of topics most 
poetical?" From what I have already explainel:lat some length, the answer, 
here also, is obvious-uWhen it most closely allIes itself to Beauty: the death, 
then; of a beautiful womah is, unquestionably, the most poetical topic in the 
world-and equally is it beyond doubt that the lips best suited for such topic 
are those of a bereaved lover." 

I had now to combine the two ideas;' of a lover lameriting his deceased 
mistress and a Raven continuously repeating the word "Nevermore"-I had 
to ·combine these, bearing in mind my design of varying, at every turn, the 
application of the word repeated; ,but the only intelligible mode of such com
bination is that of imagining the Raven employing the word in answer to the 
queries of the lover. And here it was that I saw at once the opportunity 
afforded for the effect 01'1 ,~hich I had been depending~that is to say, the 
effect of the variation of application. I saw that I could make the first, query 
propounded by the lover-die first query to which the Raven should reply 
"Nevermore"-that I could mak~ this first query a commonplace one-the 
second less so-th~ third still less, and sb on-until at length the lover, 
startled from his original nonChalance by the melancholy character of the 
word itself-by its frequent repetition-and by a consideration of the omi
nous reputation of the fowl that uttere~ it-is at length excited to supersti
tion, arid wildly propounds queiies of a far different character-queries 
whose solution he has passionately at heart-propounds them half iri super
stition and half in that species of despair which delights in self-torture
propounds them not altogether- because he believes in the prophetic or 
demoniac character of the bird (which, reason assures him, is merely repeat
ing a lesson learned by rote) but because he experiences a phrenzied pleasure 
in so modeling his questions as to receive from the expec'ted "Nevermore" 
the most delicious because the most intolerable of sorrow. Perceiving the 
opportunity thus afforded me-or, more strictly, thus forced upon me in the 
progress of the construction-I first established in mind the climax, or con
cluding query-that to which "Nevermore" should be in the last place an 
answer-that in reply to which this word "Nevermore" should involve the 
utmost conceivable amount of sorrow and despair. 

Here then the poem may be said to have its beginning-at the end, where 
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all works of art should begin-f~r it was here, at this point of my preconsi
derations, that I first put pen to paper in the composition of the stanza: 

"Prophet," said I, "thing of evil! prophet still if bird or devil! 
By that heaven that bends above us-by that God we both adore, 
Tell this soul with sorrow laden, if within the distant Aidenn. 2 

It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the angels name Lenore
Clasp a rare and radiant maiden whom the angels name Lenore." 

Quoth the raven "Nevermore." 

I composed this stanza, at this point, first that, by establishing the climax, 
I might the better vary and graduate, as regards seriousness and importance, 
the preceding queries of the lover-and, secondly, that I might definitely 
settle the rhythm, the metre, and the length and general arrangement of the 
stanza-as well as graduate the stanzas which were to precede, so that none 
of them might surpass this in rhythmical effect. Had I been able, in the 
subsequent composition, to construct more vigorous stanzas, I should, with
out scruple, have purposely enfeebled them, so as not to interfere with the 
climacteric effect. 

And here I may as well say a few words of the versification. My first object 
(as usual) was originality. The extent to which this has been neglected, in 
versification, is one of the most unaccountable things in the world. Admitting 
that there is little possibility of variety in mere rhyth?n, it is still clear that 
the possible varieties of metre and stanza are absolutely infinite-and yet, 
for centuries, no -man, in verse, ha. .. ever done, or e11er seemed to think of doing, 
an original thing. The fact is, originality (unless in minds of very unusual 
force) is by.no means a matter, as some suppose, of impulse or intuition. In 
general, to be found, it must be elaborately sought, and although a positive 
merit of the highest class, demands in its attainment less of invention than 
negation. 

Of course, I pretend to no originality in either the rhythm or metre of the 
"Raven." The former is trochaic-the latter is octameter acatalectic, alter
nating with heptameter catalectic~ repeated in the refrain of the fifth vers,e, 
and terminating with tctrameter catalectic. Less pedantically-the feet 
employed throughout (trochees) consist of a long syllable followed by a short: 
the first line of the stanza consists of eight of these feet-the second of se~" 
and a half (in effect two-thirds)-the third of eight-the fourth of seven and 
a half--the fifth the same-the sixth three and a half. Now, each of these 
lines, taken individually, had been employed before, and what originality the 
"Raven" has, is in their cmnbination into stanza; nothing even remotely 
approaching this combination has ever been attempted. The effect of this 
originality of combination is aided by other unusual, and some altogether 
novel effects, arising from an extension of the application of the principles 
of rhyme and alliteration. 

The next point to be considered was the mode of bringing together the 
lover and the Raven-and the first branch of this consideration was the 
locale. For this the most natural suggestion might seem to be a forest, or the 
fields-but it has always appeared to me that a close circu?nScription of space 

2. Arabic term for r.aradisc. Ad,. (Eden). 
3. Luddng a .yllab e in the laot foot (lhuo R line of 
·i'~. feet, as Poe explains). ·"-roch .. ic": based 01' R 

metrical foot of the pattern long-short, or .tressed
un.trelled. "Acatalectlc": complete In It •• yllobles 
(literally, "not catalectlc"). 
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is absolutely necessary, to the effect of insulated incident:~it has the force 
of a, frame to a picture. It has ari indisputable moral power'in keeping con
centrated the attention, and, of course, must not be confounded with mere 
unity of place. ' ','" ,,' ' 

I determined, then, to place the lover in his chamber--1n, a: (;hamher ren
dered sacred to him by memories of'her_ who had frequented iI:;The room is 
represented as richly furnished-this in mere pursuance of the_ id~as I,have 
already explained on the subject of Be~utY"as the sole true poetical thesis. 

The locale being thus determined, I had- now to introduce _the bird-and 
the thought of introducing hiiri through the 'window, 'was irieVitable. The 
idea of making the lover suppose, in the first' instance; that tile flapping of 
the wings of the bird against'theshutter, is a "tapping" at the door; 'originated 
in a Wish to increase, by prolonging, the reader's curiosity, ari,d ina desire to 
admit the incidental effect arising from the lover's throwing open' the door, 
finding all dark, and thence adopting the half-fancy thai: it was the spirit of 
his mistress that knocked. -' 

I made the night tempestuous, first, to account for the Raven's seeking 
admission, and secondly, for the effect of contrast with the (physical)serehity 
withirtthe chamber. ' 

I made the bird alight on the bust of Pallas,4 also for the effect of contrast 
between the marble and the plumage-it being understood that the bust was 
absolutely suggested by the bird-the hust of Paiids being 'chosen, first, as 
most in keeping with the scholarship of the lover, and, secondly; for the 
sonorousness of the word, Pallas, itself.--: 

About the middle of the poem, also, I have availed 'inyself'of the forc~of 
contrast, with a view of deepening theultiina~eimpressj'on,;For example,' an 
air ohhe fantastic-approaching as nearly t6i the ludicrous as'was admissi
ble~is given to the Riiven'sentrance; He t::i:hnes in "with many a flirt and 
flutter." 

_ Not the least obeisance ~ ~----:::n~t a mom~nt stopped 'or stayed he, 
But with mien of lord or lady~ perche<l above my chamber <loor., _ 

In the two stanzas which follow, 'the design is more obviously carried 
out:-

Then this ebony bird beguiling my sad fancy into smiling - ,,-
By the grave and stern decorum of the countenance it wore, 
"Though thy crest be shorn and shaven thou," I said, "art sure no craven,_ 
Gh~stly grim and ancient Raven wandering from the nightly shore- -
Tell me what thy lordly name is on the Night's Plutonian' ~h6rel'~ 

Quoth the Raven "Nevermore." , 

Much I marvelled this ungainly/owl to-hear discourse so plainly, 
Though its answer little meaning-little relevancy bore; , 
For we cannot help a8rt:~ing that 11.0 living human beii1g , ' 
Ever yet was blessed wltJi sf/tin, bird a~ove his chamber door--
Bird or beast upon the sculptured bust above his chamber door, 

With such name as "Nevermore." 

4. A title of Athena, the Greek'goddess of wisdom, 
the arts, and war. 

5, of -or pertaining to Pluto; Rom..-" -god of the 
underworld. 
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The effect of the denouement being thus provided for, I immediately drop 
the fantastic for a tone of the most profound seriousness:-this tone com
mencing in the stanza directly following the one last quoted with the line, 

But the Raven, sitting lonely on that placid bust, spoke only, etc. 

From this epoch the lover no longer jests-no longer sees any thing even 
of the fantastic in the Raven's demeanor. He speaks of him as a "grim, 
ungainly, ghastly, gaunt, and ominous bird of yore," and feels the "fiery eyes" 
burning into his "bosom's core." This revolution of thought, or fancy, on the 
lover's part, is intended to induce a similar one on the part of the reader
to bring the mind into a proper frame for the denouement-which is now 
brought about as rapidly and as directly as possible. 

With the denouement proper-with the Raven's reply, "Nevermore," to 
the lover's final demand if he shall meet his mistress in .another world
the poem, in its obvious phase, that of a simple narrative, may be said to 
have its completion. So far, every thing is within the limits of the account
able-of the real. A raven, having learneH by rote the single word "Never
more,". and having escaped from the custody of its owner, is driven, at 
midnight, through the violence of a storm, to seek admission at a window 
from which a light still gleams-the chamber-window' of 'a' student, occu
pied half in poring over a volume, half in dreaming of a beloved mistress 
deceased. The .casement being thrown open at the fluttering of the bird's 
wings, the bird itself perches on the most convenient seat out of the imme
diate reach of the student, who, amused by the incident' and the oddity of 
the visiter's demeanor, demands of it, in jest and without looking for a reply, 
its name. The raven addressed, answers with its customary word, "Never
more"-a word which finds immediate echo in the melancholy heart of the 
student, who, giving utterance aloud to certain thoughts suggested by the 
occasion, is again startled. by the fowrs repetition of "Nevermore." The 
student now guesses the state of the case, but is impelled, as I have before 
explained, by the human thirst for self-torture, and in part by superstition, 
to propound such queries to the bird as will bring hitn,' the lover, the 'most 
of the luxury of sorrow, through the anticipated answer ·~Nevermore." With 
the indulgence; to the utmost extreme, of this self-torture; the narration, 
in what I have termed its first or obvious phase, has a natural termirdttion, 
and so far there has been no overstepping of the limits of the ·f-eal. 

But in, subjects so handled, however skilfully, or with h~~ever vivid an 
array of incident, there is always a 'certain hardness or nakedness, which 
repels the artistical eye. Two things are invariably required-first, some 
amount of complexity, or more properly, adaptation; and, secondly, some 
amount of suggestiveness-some under current; however.indefinite of mean
ing. It is this latter, in especial, which imparts to a work of ait so much of 
that richness (to borrow from colloquy a forcible term) which we are too fond 
of confounding with the ideal. It is the excess of the suggested meaning-it 
is the rendering this the upper instead of the under current of the theme
which turns into prose (and that of the very flattest kind) the so called poetry 
of the so' called transcendentalists.6 

6. A group of 19th·century writers and philoso
phero In New England; they viewed the h,i:Ilvtdual 
soul as corresponding directly with the universe 
(thus eliminating language) and they located the 

'. truest source of knowledge In intuition, not expe
rlence .. ·.Emerson was one ot the foremost Trans
cenderitidlst,;. 
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Holding these opinions, I added the two concluding stanzas of the poem
their suggestiveness being thus made to pervade all the narrative which has 
preceded them. The under current of meaning is rendered first apparent in 
the lines-

''Take thy beak from out my heart, and take thy form from off my door!" 
Quoth the Raven "Nevermore!" 

It will be observed that the words, "from out my heart," involve the first 
metaphorical expression in the poem. They, with the answer, "Nevermore," 
dispose the mind to seek a moral in all that has been previously narrated. 
The reader begins now to regard the Raven as emblematical-but it is not 
until the very last line of the very last stanza, that the intention of making 
him emblematical of Mournful and Never-ending Remembrance is permitted 
distinctly to be seen: 

And the Raven,-never flitting, still is sitting,.still-is sitting, 
On the pallid bust of Pallas just above my chamber door; 
And his eyes have all the seeming of a demon's that is dreaming, 
And the lamplight o'er him streaming throws his shadow on the floor; 
And my soul from out that shadow that lies floating on the floor 

Shall be lifted-nevermore. 

THEOPHILE GAUTIER 
1811-1872 

1846 

"Nothing is really beautiful unless it is useless," proclaim~ Th~ophile Gflutier in our 
selection; "everything useful is ugly, for it expresses a need., and the needs of man are 
ignoble and disgusting, like his poor weak nature. The most useful place in a house 
is the lavatory." 

In his celebrated manifesto of what came to be known as "art for art's sake," Gautier 
contrasts beauty and need, art and biological life. Art for art's sake had two origins in 
France. It was a consequence of the French assimilation of IMMANUEL KAI'/T's theory, 
presented In the Critique of JUdgment (1790), of the aesthetic as a disinterested, 
autonomous realm of pure beauty, and it was also a reaction against two very different 
ways of seeing art in the service of something else: while conservative moralists 
wanted artists to serve the cause of virtue, progressive liberals, including the Romantic 
writer Victor Hugo, wanted to enlist art in the cause of social justice. In England 
poetry was, similarly, dismissed as ·useless in THOMAS PEACOCK's satirical work "The 
Four Ages of Poetry'.' (1820), which PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY answered in his Defence 
of Poetry (written 1821). Gautier spoke out, in the preface to his 1835 novel Made
moiselle de Maupin, against what he perceived as increasing pressure both from the 
right and from the left to judge art according to its moral or political functions. He 
brazenly defended the value not of the useful but of the useless, declaring, ". am 
among those to whom the superfluous is necessary." 

Born in 1811 in the south of France, Gautier lived most of his life in Paris, where 
his father, a minor government official, moved the family in 1814. Remembered now 
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more for his influence (BAUDELAIRE dedicated Les Fleurs du mal to him) than for his 
own works, Gautier nonetheless wrote in many genres-novels, poems, short stories, 
plays, ballets, literary histories, travel accounts. His fantastic tales (contes fantas
tiques) are still included in studies of that subgenre. He began his career as a member 
of the bohemian young Romantics and soon became famous for the flamboyant red 
vest he wore to the opening night of Victor Hugo's controversial play Hernani (1830). 
For almost twenty years he wrote a weekly literary column for the journal La Presse; 
then in 1855 he moved to Le Moniteur Universel, the semiofficial newspaper of the 
Second Empire. At the end of his life, he was no longer trying to "dumbfound the 
bourgeois" (epater les bourgeois) but rather attempting to entertain them with his wit 
and brilliance. He who had once taken pride in his extravagant nonconformity thus 
eventually became part of the establishment. He was a member of the salon of Prin
cess Mathilda, Napoleon Ill's cousin; in 1868 she offered him a sinecure as her 
librarian. On the money he made from journalism, he supported his father, his two 
sisters, a son from an early liaison with Eugenie Fort, and his mistress Emesta Grisi 
and their two daughters. When the Second Empire was brought to an end in 1871 
by defeat in the Franco-Prussian War, Gautier was at a 1055 to know how to reinvent 
himself again. His death in 1872 was said to have been hastened by the near
destitution of his family during the Prussian siege of Paris, about which he published 
Tableaux de siege (1871). Thus the poet of sublime superfluity died, ultimately, of 
want. 

Victor Hugo had earlier written a manifesto-by-preface to his unperformable play 
Cromwell (1827), and Gautier considered it to be "the tablets of the law" of Roman
ticism. The young would-be Romantic took to heart Hugo's call to rehabilitate the 
aesthetics of the grotesque in literature. In a series of articles he began to publish in 
1834 in the journal La France Litteraire (later printed as Les Grotesques, 1844), he 
attempted to restore to literary prominence those authors who had been devalued by· 
classical criteria. On the basis of his articles on the poets Fran~ois Villon (I431-ca. 
] 463) and Theophile de Viau (1590-1626), he was attacked by an anonymous critic 
in the semiofficial newspaper of the bourgeois monarchy, Le Constitutionnel, for 
condoning immorality. A legal battle over literary censorship on moral grounds (pre
figuring the more famous 1857 trials involving Baudelaire's Les Fleurs de mal and 
Flaubert's Madame Bavary) was settled in his favor, but Gautier's brush with the 
defenders of virtue led to some memorable moments in the preface he was writing to 
his current novel, Mademoiselle de Maupin. 

The Romantic editor Eugene Renduel had suggested that Gautier write a novel, 
based on the life of the seven teeth-century cross-dressing singer and duellist Made
leine de Maupin, who had affairs with both men and women and died repentant at 
the age of thirty. Inspired by the recent success of historical novels by Sir ~lter 
Scott and Victor Hugo, and expecting a swashbuckling adventure novel with a moral 
ending, Renduel was dismayed to find instead a lyrical tale of impossible love in the 
Mademoiselle de Maupin that Gautier presented to him. 

It is a commonplace of Gautier criticism that the preface to Mademoiselle de Mau
pin has nothing to do with the novel, that it was tacked on simply to fill out the two 
volumes of the original publication. And indeed, the story of a cross-dressing woman 
who loves and leaves both the man and the woman who are in love with her appears, 
at first sight, to be a strange example of art for art's sake. This bisexual love story 
certainly further estranged Gautier from the defenders of virtue, but it did not imme
diately seem related to the vigorous defense of superfluity undertaken in his pre
face. Readers saw the depiction of impossible love as a symptom of Gautier's failed 
idealism rather than as a demonstration of art for art's sake. Yet the "double love" 
depicted in the novel is fundamentally, and not just circumstantially, unlivable. It is 
a love tJ:tat can exist only in fantasy-or in literature. Thus in his novel as in his 
preface, Gautier critiques what he sees as a tendency to restrict the literary imagi
nation either to remedies for material need or to moral instructions for living. A 
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dimension of fantasy and play, justified neither by usefulness nor by goodness, is just 
as necessary to life: it lies in the realm of beauty. In this way, Gautier draws a relation 
between the superfluity of art and the fundamentally unsatlsfiable dimension of 
desire. 

In his later and most famous book of poems, Emaux et camies (1852, Enamels and 
Cameos; expanded ed., 1872), Gautier continues to equate poetry with decorative and 
superfluous luxuries, with craftmanship and intricate carving, with mastery of the 
difficulties of form. In the poem that stands as his "ars poetica" ("Art," written in 
1857 and included in the later edition); he compares poetry to sculpture, exhorting 
the poet to "sculpt, chisel, and seal a dream into the resistant block." Already in the 
novel Mademoiselle de Maupin, he had claimed: "If there is something noble and fine 
about loving a statue, it is that your love is quite disinterested, that you need not fear 
the satiety or weariness of victory." "Disinterested," of course, was Kant's character
ization of the nature of aesthetic pleasure. By 1857 Gautier's Romantic rebelliousness 
had congealed into the kind of "resistance" that material objects offer to artists. He 
and a number of other poets, calling themselves "Parnassians," turned to the classical 
world of myth and sculpture for inspiration. 

For nineteenth-century French poets, the luxury and superfluity of form was often 
symbolized by "Oriental" figures: Moroccan arabesques, Chinese pots, Egyptian 
sphinxes. Gautier's Enamels and Cameos opened with the image of Goethe writing 
his own Orientalist work, the West-Clstliche Divan (I819, The West-Eastern Divan), 
while turning his back on the storm of history swirling around him. The splendid 
arabesques of Victor Hugo's book of Orientalist poetry, Les Orientales (1828), 
remained an inspiration for Gautier long after Hugo himself had gone oli to more 
political writings. 

Like other nineteenth-century French writers, then, Gautier used two privileged 
symbols of art for art's sake: lesbianism, equated with nonreproductive sexuality 
(Baudelaire's original title for Les Fleurs du mal was Les Lesbiennes), and Orientali~m, 
equated with nonrepresentational art. In both cases, the symbol was chosen by Euro
pean male writers to represent what was not bourgeois European patriarchy, 'and not 
to champion the rights of women or inhabitants of the East. The idealization of 
lesbians in art was accompanied by no perceptible diminution In misogyny in real life. 
And Romantic writerS, who used the image of the Orient to highlight what they 
disliked about Europe, became very much Europeans when they set foot in the real 
Middle East, as EDWARD SAID makes clear in his critique of Orientalism (see below). 

In recent years, Gautier has received a certain amount of attention, most of it 
negative, from critics who are working from contemporary versions of the very politi
cal and moral perspectives that Gautier was opposing. M'arxist critics have seen art 
for art's sake as embodying the worst of formalism and mounting the most bourgeois 
of rebellions against bourgeois ideology; they assail its supposedly apolitical stance as 
instead confirming the status quo. Said, in analyzing European Orientalism, also 

"attacks the aestheticizing conception of the Orient as apolitical. For feminists, queer 
theorists, and critics of sexuality, Gautier's,lmportance is more ambiguous: he may 
have exploited rather than promoted women's sexual freedom, but whatever its inten
tion, Mademoi.~elle.,de Maupin has always enjoyed a reputation among adolescents as 
an underground classic of liberating sexual ambiguity. The debates over the political, 
moral, and aesthetic function of literature that Gautier discussed in 1835 are still 
going on today. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Because Gautier wrote a great deal-travel literature, literary history, art criticism, 
dance and music reviews, novels and short stories, plays and poetry-and because 
many of his works were puhlished only in journals, there exists, even in French, no 
complete works. Mademoiselle de Maupin, however, translated by Joanna Richardson 
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(1981), is readily accessible. A critical edition of. the preface in French, George 
Matore's lA Priface de Mademoiselle de Maupin (1946), contains helpful notes. A 
collection of Gautier's art criticism was translated in 1969 by Michael Clifford Spen
cer as The Art Critjcism of Thiophile Gautier. His History of RomanticiS1'n has been 
translated by Howard Fertig (1988). Joanna Richardson is also the author of the only 
full-length biography of Gautier (1958), which needs updating. 

Enid Starkie's From Gautier to Eliot: The Influence of France on English Literature, 
1851-1939 (I 960) was an influential study of Gautier as a proponent of "art for art's 
sake." There are no critical studies entirely devoted to his aesthetic theory, although 
many modern critical works contain a few pages of comment on Gautier; see the 
remarks on his poetry in Jean-Paul Sartre's What Is Literature? (1947), on Gautier's 
travels to the Orient in Edward Said's Orientalism (1978), on the French artistic 
image of the lesbian in Joan de Jean's Fictions ofSappho, 1546-1937 (1989), and on 
cross-dressing in Marjorie Garber's Vested Interests: Cross-Dres."ng and CulturalAnx
iety (1992). Two short general studies of Gautier deserve note: Richard Grant's Thio
phile Gautier (1975), the most complete general study in English but marred by dated 
and simplistic interpretations, and P. E. Tennant's Thiophile Gautier (1975), a much 
crisper and better short study (with quotations left in French). The most complete 
bibliography, compiled by Andrew G. Gann and Peter J. Whyte, is published in A 
Critical Bibliography of French Literature, vol. 5 (ed. David Baguley, 1994). 

From Preface to Mademoiselle de Maupin I 

One of the most ridiculous things in the glorious epoch which' we have the 
happiness to live in is undoubtedly the rehabilitation of virtue. It is under
taken by every paper; whatever its political hUe, red, green, or tricolour.z 

Virtue is certainly most respectable, and, heaven knows! we shouldn't want 
to show her disrespect, good and worthy woman that she is! Her eyes are 
shining through their spectacles, her stockittgs aren't put on too awry, she 
takes a pinch from her golden snuff-box with all imaginable grace, and her 
little dog makes its bow like a dancing-master. All this is trUe; We even agree 
that she isn't in too bad a shape for her age, and that she couldn't carry lier 
years better than she does. She is a very agreeable grandmother-but· a 
grandmother she is ... It seems to me natural, especially when you're 
twenty, to prefer some immoral little thing who is very sprightly, flirtatnrus 
and obliging, with her hair somewhat ruffled, her skirt on the short side, her 
feet and eyes provocative, her cheeks slightly flushed, a laugh on her lips and 
her heart on her sleeve. The most monstrously virtuous journalists couldn't 
be of any .other ~pinion; and, if they say the contrary, it's very probable that 
they don't think it. To think one thing and to write another happens every 
day, especially to virtuous people. 

I remember the insults which were hurled before the Revolution (I'm talk
ing of the July Revolution)3 at the unfortunate and virginal Vicomte Sosthene 
de La Rochefoucauld,4 who lengthened the dresses of the dancers at the 

I. Translated by Joanna Richardson. 
2. The red, white, and blue of the French flag 
(thus representing nationalism and anti· Bourbon 
sentiment), fiRed": the revolutionary color. 
"Green": the color of R journal called Vert-Vert 
(Green·Green). which was favorable to Gautier. 

3. The revolution of 1830 that ended the Bourbon 
restoration, replacing Charles X (J 757-1836)with 
the "bourgeoiS king'· Louis Philippe (1773-1850), 
4. Ultraroyalist (1785-1864) who as director of 
fine arts in 1824 covered the genitals of statue. 
with fig leaves. 
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Opera, and with this patrician hands,· stuck a modest plaster' on the middle 
of every sta·tue. M. Ie Vicomte Sosth~ne de La Rochefoucauld has been far 
surpassed. Modesty had been much improved since· those days, and we 
achieve refinements which he woul,dil't have imagined. 

Personally I am not in the habit of looking ,at certa1n parts of statues. Like 
other Reople, I found the vine-leaf cut out by the Ministe~'s scissors the most 
ridiculous thing in the worl~. Apparently I was wrong, and the vine-leaf is 
among the most praiseworthy of institutions. 

.. .. .. 
In spite of all the respect we feel for the modern apostles, we think that 

the authors of these so-called immoral works,' though they aren't as married 
as the virtuous journalists, very frequently have a mother. Some of them 
have sisters, and they are provided with an abundant ferilale family. But their 
mothers and sisters don't read novels, even immoral 'novels; they sew, 
embroider and busy themselves with housework. Their stockings, as M. Plan
ard6 would say, are--:absolutely white; you can look at their legs-they are 
not blue, and the good Chrysale, whoso hated learned women, wOllld set 
them up as an example to the learned Philaminte. 7 

I come to the wives8 of these gentlemen, since they have so many of them. 
However virginal their husbands may be, it seems to me that there are certain 
things which they ought to know. It may well be that their husbands haven't 
shown them anything. If so, I understand if they decide to keep them in this 
precious and blessed ignorance. God is great and Mahomet is his prophet!9 
Women are curious; may heaven and morality grant that they satisfy their 
curiosity in a more legitimate manner than their grandmother, Eve, and not 
go ~nd ask questions of ~he Serpent! 

As for their daughters, if they have been to Ii boarding-school, l don't see 
what these books might teach them. , 

It is as ridiculous to say that a man is a drunkard because he describes an 
orgy, a rake because he describes debauchery, I!lS to claim that a, man is 
virtuous because he writes a moral book. Every day one sees the contrary. It 
is the character who speaks and not the author. His hero is an atheist, that 
doesn't mean that he himself'is an atheist; he makes the brigands act and 
speak like brigands, he is not. a bdgand for that, reason. At' that rate, one 
would have to guillotine Shakespeare, Corneille, and all the authors of trag
edies; they have committed more murders than Mandrin and Cartouche. I 
This has not been done, though, and in fact I don't believe it will be done 
for a long time, however virtuous and however moral the critics may become. 
It is one of the manias of these little scribblers with tiny minds, always to 

5. That Is, contemporary Works. Gautier has been 
dlscusslnll the remarkable attentlvene.. of con
temporary auardlans of virtue to Immorality In 
inodern literature and their remarkable bllndn ... 
to the Immorality of the dalltcal authon (elpe
ctally MolI~re) whom they recommend. 
6. Eug~ne de Planard (1783-1855), French 
~rilmatlst and librettist. 
'.'Wife of Chrysale in MolI~re's play n.e Leanaed 
tad;.,. (1672). "Blue": that Is. they are not blue
stockings (female pedants). 

8. In French,~; for Gautier the term (unlike 
the more tradltlonalfom'"es) belonp to the hated 
bourseols vocabulary of Foeen. noterl ... and 10 
on. ' 
9. Part of lalemlc ritual prayer. lelam wae thought 
to have especially re.trlctlve practices toward 
women. 
J. Louis Mandrin (1725-1755) and Louls
Domingue Cartouche (1693-1721). brigands and 
folk heroes. On PIERRE CORNEILLE (1606-1684). 
see above. 
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substitute the author for the work and to turn to the personality, to give some 
poor scandalous interest to their wretched rhapsodies. They know quite well 
that nobody would read them if they just contained their personal opinion. 

We can hardly imagine the purpose of all this wrangling, the point of all 
this raging and baying. We can hardly imagine what pushes the nimble
footed Messrs Geoffroy to make themselves the Don Quixotes of morality,2 
to set themselves up as the policemen of literature, and to apprehend and 
cudgel, in the name of virtue, every idea which strolls through a book with 
its mob-cap a little askew or its skirt pulled up a little too high. It is very 
singular. 

Whatever they say, the age is immoral (if that word means anything, which 
we very much doubt), and we need no proof except the quantity of immoral 
books that it produces and the success which they enjoy. Books follow man
ners and manners don't follow books. The Regency made Crebillon/ it wasn't 
Crebillon who made the Regency. The little shepherdesses of Boucher4 were 
painted and bare-breasted because the little marquises were painted and 
bare-breasted. Pictures are done from models, and not models from pic
tures.5 Someone or other said somewhere or other that literature and the 
arts had an influence on manners. Whoever it was, he was certainly a great 
fool. It is as if one said: green peas make the spring grow; green peas grow, 
on the contrary, because it is the spring, and cherries grow because it is the 
summer. Trees bear fruit, it is certainly not the fruit that bears the trees, 
and that is an eternal law, and unchanging in its variety; centuries follow 
one another, and each one bears its fruit, which is not the fruit of the pre
vious century; books are the fruit of manners. 

Beside the moral journalists, under this rain of homilies; as under a sum
mer shower in a park, there has sprung up, between the planks of the Saint
Simonian6 platform, a series of little mushrooms· of a new and rather curious 
kind, whose natural history we are going to write. 

These are the utilitarian critics. Poor people who had such short noses 
that they couldn't wear spectacles on them, and yet didn't see as far as their 
noses. 

When an author tossed some or other book, novel or poetry, on to their 
desk-these gentlemen lay back nonchalantly in their armchairs, balanced 
them on their back legs, and, rocking to and fro with a knowing let;k, a 
superior air, they said: 

'What is the use of this book? How can one apply it to moralization and 
to the wellbeing of the largest and poorest class? Whatl Not a word about 
the needs of society, nothing civilizing and progressive! How, instead of mak
ing the great synthesis of humanity, and following, through the events of 
history, the phases of regenerating and providential inspiration, how can one 
produce poems and novels which lead nowhere, and do not advance the 
present generation along the path to the future? How can one be concerned 

2. That Is, to act like the imprllctically Idealistic 
title character of the novel (J 605, J 61 5) by Miguel 
de Cervantes. Julien-Louis Geoffroy (J 743-1814), 
traditionalist drama critic. 
3. Prosper Crebi\lon (fit.) (1707-1777), libertine 
novelist. The Regency: that is, the regency (1715-
23) of Philippe II, duc d'Orleans. 

4, Franc;oll Boucher (1703-1770), French rococo 
painter. 
5. Later, Gautier maintained the opposite, writ
ing, UNature is an Invention Ofr8lnters.n 
6. FollOWing the philosophy 0 Claude Henri de 
Rouvroy. comte de Saint-Simon (1760-1825), 0 

prominent French Utopian protosocialist theorist. 
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with style and rhyme in the presence of such grave matters? What do we 
care, ourselves, about style, and rhyme, and form? This is the real question 
(poor foxes, they are too green7 )! Society is suffering, it is suffering from 
great inner anguish (in other words, no one wants to subscribe to useful 
periodicals). It is for the poet to seek the cause of this uneasiness, and cure 
it. He will find the means by sympathizing; heart and soul, with humanity 
(philanthropic poets! That would be something ra~ ahd delightful). We 
await this poet and invoke him with all our prayers. When he appears, he 
will deserve the acclamations of the crowd, the palms, the wreaths, the pry
taneumA ••• ' 

Well and good; but as we hope our reader will stay awake till the end of 
this happy preface, we shall not continue this very faithful imitation of the 
utilitarian style. By its nature, it is pretty soporific, ahd it might with advan
tage replace laudanum and aca.demic speeches. 

No, imbeciles, no, idiotic and goitrous creatures that you are, a book does 
not make jellied soup; a novel is not a pair of seamless boots; a sonnet, a 
syringe with a continuous spurt; a drama is not a railway, though all these 
things are essentially civilizing, and they advance humanity along the path 
of progress. 

By the bowels of all the Popes, past, present and future, no, and two 
hundred thousand times no! 

You don't make yourself a cotton cap out of a metonymy, you don't put on 
a comparison instead of a slipper; you can't use an antithesis as an umbrella; 
unfortunately you couldn't lay a few multicoloured rhymes on your stomach 
by way of a waistcoat. I have a deep conviction that an' ode is too light an 
apparel for the winter, and that one wouldn't be better dressed with a stro
phe, an antistrophe and epode,9 than the cynic's wife who contented herself 
with her virtue alone for shift, and went about stark naked, so the story goes. 

However, the celebrated M. de La Calprenede l once had a coat, and, when 
someone asked him what it was made of, he answered:' Silvandre. Silllandre 
was a play that he had just had successfully performed. 

Such reasoning makes one shrug one's shoulders above one's head, and 
higher than the Duke of Gloucester.2 

People who claim to be economists, and want to rebuild society from top 
to bottom, seriously suggest such nonsense. 

A novel has two uses: one is material, the other spiritual, if you can use 
that expression about a novel. The material use is, (or a start, the several 
thousand francs which go into the author's pocket, and ballast him so that 
the wind or the devil doesn't bear him away; for the publisher it is a fine 
thoroughbred horse which paws the ground and trots in front of his cabriolet 
of steel and ebony, as Figaro says.~ For the paper-merchant, the material use 
is another factory on another stream, and often the means of spoiling a fine 
site; for the printers, it is a few barrels of logwood, to colour their gullets 

7. A reference to Aesop's fable. retold by Jean de 
La Fontaine (1621-1695), in which the fo" dis
missed the ripe grapes that were out of reach BS 

il too green." 
8. Greek town hall. 
9. The three stan7.a forms that make up a Pindaric 
ode. 
I. Gauthier de Coste, .ieur de La Calprenede 

(I6iO-1633), French playwright and novelist. 
2. The future Richard III, portrayed In plays by 
Shakespeare Rnd Casimir Delavigne (I793-1843) 
as a hunchback. 
3. The newspaper Figaro had earlier printed thi. 
description of Eugene Renduel, the publisher of 
MademoL.elle de Maupin. 
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t:~very week; for the reading-room, a heap of coppers, covered with very pro
letarian verdigris, and a quantity of grease which, if it were duly collected 
and used, would make whale-fishing superfluous. The spiritual use of novels 
is that, while people read them, they sleep, and don't read useful, virtuous 
and progressive periodicals, or other similar indigestible and stupefying 
drugs. 

Let people say after this that novels don't contribute to civilization. I shan't 
t.alk about tobacconists, grocers, and sellers of fried potatoes; they have a 
very great interest in this branch of literature, since the paper it's printed on 
is generally of superiol- quality to that of the newspapers. 4 

It is really enough to make one laugh fit to burst, just to listen to the 
utilitarian republicans or Saint-Simonians. I should very much like, for a 
start, to know exactly what it means, this great gawky noun with which they 
stuff the emptiness of their columns every day, the noun which serves as a 
shibboleth' and a sacramental expression. Utility: what does the word mean, 
and what do we apply it to? 

There are two kinds of utility, and the meaning of the term is always 
J-clative. What is useful for one is not useful for another. You are a cobbler, 
, am a poet. It is useful for me that my first line rhymes with my second. A 
rhyming dictionary is very useful to me; it is no use to you, except to cohble 
nn old pair of boots, and it's fair to say that a shoemaker's knife wouldn't 
help me very much to make an ode. You will now object that a cobbler is 
much above a poet, and that people can more easily do without one than 
without the other. I have no wish to disparage the illustrious profession of 
cohbler, which I honour as much as the profession of constitutional mon
arch, but I humbly admit that I should rather have my shoe unsewn than my 
line ill-rhymed, and that I'd rather do without shoes than do without poetry. 
As I hardly ever go out, and walk more skilfully on my head than I do on my 
feet, I wear out fewer shoes than a virtuous republican who does nothing 
huI run from one ministry to another to have some appointment thrown to 
him. 

I know that there arc those who prefer mills to churches, and the bread 
of the body to that of the soul. To them, I have nothing to say. They deserve 
to be economists in this world, and in the next. 

Is there anything absolutely useful on this earth and in this life whicJ-n\e 
are living? To begin with, there is very little use in our being on earth and 
heing alive. I defy the most learned of the company to say what purpose we 
serve, unless it is not to subscribe to Le Constitutionnel6 or to any kind of 
paper whatever. 

And then, if we admit a priori the usefulness of our existence, what do we 
n~alJy need to maintain it? Soup and a bit of meat twice a day is all we need 
t.o fiJI our stomachs, in the strict sense of the word. A coffin two feet wide 
and six feet long is more than enough for man after his death; he does not 
need a much larger space in his lifetime. A hollow cube seven or eight feet 
slJuare, with a hole to breathe through, a single cell in the hive, that is all 
he needs for lodging and for shelter from the rain. A blanket, suitably rolled 

4. Belter-quality paper madt! I,,·tler wrapping ("or 
.hc..'il- conlmodhies. 
5. Passwurd. In Judges 12.5-6, the inability of 
I::phrailnites tn prunounce the \-\'('I"d ."Ilibbolc£h 

betrayed them to their enemies, the Gileaditcs. 
6. A journal (the semiofficial newspaper of the 
constitutional monarchy) that had attacked Gall
tier for promoting immorality. 
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round the body, will protect him as well as-and better than-the most 
elegant and the best-cut frock-coat from Straub's.7 

With that, he will be able literally to subsist. They say in fact that one can 
live on twenty-five sous a day; but preventing oneself from dying is not living; 
and I don't see how a town which is planned for its usefuln~ss would be 
pleasanter to live in than Pere-Lachaise. 8 

Nothing beautiful is indispensable to life. If you suppressed the roses, the 
world would not materially suffer; yet who would wish there were an end of 
flowers? I would rather give up potatoes than roses, and I believe that there 
is only one utilitarian in the universe who could tear up a bed of tulips to 
plant cabbages. ' . 

What is the use of women's beauty? Provided that a woman is physically 
well formed, and that she is capable of bearing children, she will always be 
enough for economists. 

What is the use of music? What is the use of painting? Who would be mad 
enough to prefer Mozart to M. Carrel, and Michelangelo to the inventor of 
white mustard?9 . 

Nothing is really beautiful unless it is useless; everything useful is ugly, 
for it expresses a need, and the needs of man are ignoble and disgusting, like 
his poor weak nature. The most useful place in a house is the lavatory. 

For myself-and I hope it does not displease these gentlemen-I am 
among those to whom the superfluous is necessary-and I prefer things and 
people in the inverse ratio to the services that they perform for me. I prefer 
to a certain useful pot a Chinese pot which is sprinkled with mandarins and 
dragons, a pot which is no use to me at all, and the talent of mine which I 
most esteem is guessing logogriphs and charades. I I should most joyfully 
renounce my rights as a Frenchman and as. a citizen to see an authentic 
picture by Raphael, or a beautiful woman naked: Princess Borghese, for 
example, when she has posed for Canova, or Julia Grisi,z when she enters' 
the bath. I should very readily agree, myself, to the return of that cannibal, 
Charles X, if he brought me back a hamper of Tokay or Johannisberg from 
his castle in Bohemia,3 and I should find the electoral laws broad enough, if 
some streets were wider; and other things less wide. I was not born a dilet
tante, but I prefer the sound of screeching fiddles and tambourines to 'that 
of the President's little bell.4 I should sell my trousers to have a ring, and my 
bread for jam. The most becoming occupation for a civilized man seems to 
me to be inactivity, or cogitating as one smokes one's pipe or cigar. I also 
have much esteem for those who play skittles, and those who write good 
verses. As you see, the utilitarian principles are far from being mine, and I 
shall never be editor of a virtuous paper, unless I am converted, which would 
be rather funny. 

7. A celebrated society tailor. 
8. A Parisian cemetery. 
9. That is, ·to prefer great artists-the Austrian 
composer Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-
1791) and the Italian painter and sculptor Michel
angelo Buonarrotl (l475-1564)-to purveyors of 
utility such as the Republican journalist Armand 
Carrel (I800-I836) and the Inventor of white 
mustard (thought to have medicinal properties). 
I. Two word games. 
2. An opera singer (one ofthree musical sisters In 

Gautier's life; he Idealized Julia 'and Cariotta; 'and 
later lived with the third, Emesta). Raffaello Santi 
(1483-1520), Italhm painter .. Prjncess Pauline 
Borghese: Napoleon's sister, who modeled for the 
Italian sculptor Antonio Canova (J 757-1822) In 
1807. 
3. Charles X fled first to Scotland and then to 
Prague. Tokay and Johannlsberg ·are both wines 
from Central Europe. . 
4. Used to call a .esslon of government to order. 
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lnstead of creating a prix Monthyon as a reward for virtue, I should prefer, 
like Sardanapalus,5 that great philosopher who has been so misunderstood, 
to give a handsome prize to the man who invented a pleasure-for'enjoyment 
seems to me to be the end of life, and the only useful thing in the world. 
God has willed it so, He who created women, perfumes and light, lovely 
flowers, good wines, lively horses, greyhounds and angora cats: He who said 
not to His angels 'Be virtuous', but 'Be loving', He who has given us a mouth 
more responsive than the rest of our skin so that we may kiss women, eyes 
looking upwards that we may see the light, a subtle sense of smell to draw 
in the souls of flowers, strong thighs to grip the flanks of stallions and fly as 
swift as thought without railways or steam-boilers, sensitive hands to caress 
the long heads of greyhounds, the velvet backs of cats, and the satin shoul
ders of creatures of little virtue, and Who, in short, has given us alone the 
triple and glorious privilege of drinking without thirst, of striking light, and 
of making love in every season, which distinguishes us from the brute far 
more than the habit of reading papers and making charters. 

My God! What a stupid thing it is, this' so-called perfectibility" of the 
human race! I am sick and tired of hearing about it. You would really think 
that man was a machine which could be improved, and that a cog which was 
bet ter engaged, a counterweight more appropriately placed, could make it 
work in an easier and more convenient way. When they come to giving a 
double stomach to man, so that he can ruminate like an ox, eyes on the other 
side of his head so that, like Janus,? he can see those who put out their 
tongues at him behind his back, and contemplate his indignity in a less 
uncomfortable position than that of the Callipygian Venus8 in Athens when 
they fix wings on his shoulderblades so that he is not obliged to pay six sous 
to go hy omnibus; when they have created a new organ for him, then well 
and good! The word perfectibility will begin to mean something. 

5, 1'('J!,enclary king of Assyria <hy traditio", d, 817 
H.C.F.), nutorious for hcdoni!iim and luxury, who 
),ad ,'cc('ntly been treated in Lord Byron', tragedy 
SunJal1apal.",s ( I 821) and Eugene Delacroix's 
painting The Death of Sarda .. ""al ... (1827). Prix 
Mont/lyon: one in a series of annunl pri7.cs for vir
tu~ and puhlic utility, distributecl by the French 
i\c",I,·",y, that were founded in 1780 hy the phi
lan,),m.,ist Baron Monthyon (173,~-J820). 

KARL MARX 
11318-1883 

1835 

6. A word made famous in political theories of 
human progress. 
7. Roman god of doors and beginnings, repre
sented with a double-faced head. ....r-
8. A statue depicting the goddess looking over hc'i· 
shoulder at her own buttocks,{thus the name cal· 
li'PYgian, "having beautiful buttocks"). A Roman 
copy of a Greek original, it was found not in Athens 
but Naples; tht:re is a copy at Versailles. 

FRIEDRICH ENGELS 
1820-1895 

Kfl.-l Marx and Friedrich Engels are central figures in the history of literary criticism 
f1I1<l theory and in the development of cultural studies, though neither produced a 
body of literary-critical work. The young Marx wrote lyrics, attempted drama and 
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fiction, and read deeply in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century German philosophy 
and aesthetics, and the writings of Marx and Engels often refer to and quote literature 
(ranging from classical Greek drama to the novels of Charles Dickens) .. But as eco
nomic historians, social theorists, and revolutionaries seeking to change the world, 
their main work lay elsewhere, and their direct contributions to literary criticism are 
scattered, unev~n, and generally meager. Yet perhaps that incompleteness makes their 
comments and observations about literature and criticism all the more suggestive, 
giving a long line 'of twentieth-century writers--"":'including GYORGY LUKACS, Bertolt 
Brecht, WALTER BENJAMIN, GAYATRI SPIVAK, and FREDRIC JAMESON~much specula
tive and interpretive leeway in developing their own Marxist theories of literature. 

To many it may Seem perverse to study Marxist theory today, given the collapse 
between 1989 and 199.1 of Communist governments in the Soviet Union and in the 
nations of Eastern Europe. But we must clearly distinguish between Marx and Engels 
as social. theorists,. philosophers, historians, and cultural critics and as revolutionar
ies-or, more accurately, as revolutionaries under whose name Communist leaders 
and parties seized power. The faU of particular regimes, "Marxist" more in name than 
in ideas, does little to lessen ihe impact of Marx's relentless, fascinated, shocked (and 
shocking) examination of capitalism and its costs to the' men and women caught in 
its grasp. In brilliant passages such as our selection from Capital (1867) on the work
ing day, his skillfully modulated prose can be powerfully moving. 

For literary and cultural criticism, the seminal passage by Marx appears in his 
preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Econ.Om.y (1858~59,excerpted 
below). Here Marx emphasizes that he is concerned primarily with the "material 
conditions of life," the "economic structure of !lociety!' On this "foundation ... rises 
a legal and political superstructure"; moreover, '~he .mode of production of material 
life conditions the social; political and Intelle.;:tuallife processin general. It is not the 
consciousness of men that determines their being, but, on the contrary, their social 
being that determines their consciousness." This formulation raises a number of ques
tions: To what degree 'is consciousness socially and economically "dete-rmtned"? What 
Is the role' of human agency? How closely connected are the base and the superstruc
ture, and can the latter-whidi includes intellectual work and 'cultural ilistitutions
affect the former? 

The answers of Marx and Engels waver. As a famous passage (excerpted below) 
from the Grundrisse (1857-58, Foundations or Outlines) suggests, Marx found it 
difficult to explain the relationship between Greek art and the society within which 
it arose; his argument is hurried and unpersuasive.- Erigels, too, recognized the limi
tations of the base/superstructure model. In a letter tq Joseph Bloch (ou.r final selec
tion), Engels maintains that "According to the materialist conception of history, the 
ultimately determining element iii history is the production and reproduction of real 
life," insisting that economics is not the only determinant and leaving room for the 
influence of "human minds." 

Marx was born in Trier, Prussia (a region now part of Germany), the son of a Jewish 
lawyer who had converted to Protestantism to protect his job. Marx studied at the 
universities of Bonn, Berlin, and Jena, receiving his doctorate in April 1841 for a 
thesis on the Greek philosophers Democritus and Epicurus. In 1842 he edited a 
radical newspaper in Cologne, but the German authorities, angered by his criticisms, 
forced him to resign in 1843. He then traveled to Paris, where he and Engels, whom 
he had met in Cologne, began their collaboration. Engels, born in Barmen, in western 
Germany, was the son of a wealthy textile manufacturer; in the 1840s, he managed 
a factory in England that his father owned, and his horror at the harsh economic and 
social conditions in Manchester led him to write The Condition of the Working Class 
in England in 1844 (I845). Engels later said that as he and Marx worked togetherin 
Paris, their "agreement in all theoretical fields became obvious." 

Marx and Engels's joint work in the 1840s includes The Holy Family (1845) and 
The German Ideology (not published until 1932). In these texts, and in Marx's pol em-
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ical pamphlet The Poverty of Philosophy (1847), they sought to prove that economic 
and social forces shape human consciousness. This materialism was meant to displace 
the idealist view that human consciousness shapes economic and social forms. They 
based their interpretation of reality on dialectical materialism, believing that all 
change results from 'the constant conflict arising from the oppositions inherent in all 
ideas, movements, and events. They further argued that the internal tensions and 
contradictions in capitalism would lead inevitably to its demise. 

Also important are Marx's writings collected in Economic and Philosophic Manu
scripts of 1844 (1932; trans. 1959), which contain much of his most passionate, 
incisive thinking about Industrial conditions and the nature of consciousness under 
capitalism and present an excellent entry point into Marxist cultural analysis. Building 
on the work of the German philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach, author of The Essence of 
Christianity (1841), Marx is especially com:eriled here with the origin and impact of 
alienation. The industrial capitalist economy, says Marx, "alienates" individuals from 
the work that they do; unable to control their own labor, which they must "give" (sell) 
to another, they lack control and knowledge of themselves and never achieve their 
full human potential. However much they resent their situation, they believe-that 
is, they are conditioned to believe-that it cannot be changed, and that ultimately 
they have only themselves to blame for their discontent and failures. 

"Marx and Engels's most significant publication of the decade appeared in London 
in 1848: Manifesto of the C<nKtnunist Party (soon known by and reprinted with the 
shorter title The Communist ManifestO). In this intense pamphlet Marx (who did the 
bulk of the writing) describes the triumphs of capitalism; the creation of a world 
market, worl.slliterature, and cosmopolitanism; the misery that capitalism imposes on 
the masses; the class struggle between the exploiters (owners) and the exploited 
(workers); the coimection of people primarily via cash; the inevitability of revolution; 
and the dawn of a new, class-free society. Though specifically commissioned to state 
the principles and.,bjectives of the Communist League (a secret organization com
posed primarily of German emigr~s), it quickly became the position paper of militant 
working-class movements everywhere. 

Because of his political writing and activity, Marx was expelled from both France 
and Germany in the late 1840s; in May 1849 he settled with his family in London. 
There, supported by Engels but nonetheless often in poverty, he resided for the 
remainder of his life. His major works during these decades are the Grundrisse, a 
manuscript of some 800 printed pages (1 857-58, published 1 939-41); the'm uitivol
ume Theories of Surplus Value (1 860s, published 1905-10); and above all Das Kapital, 
volume 1 of which appeared in 1867 (trans. 1886), with volumes 2 and 3, edited by 
Engels, published posthumously in 1885 and 1894 (trans. 1907, 1909l:;#arx also 
wrote many articles for newspapers in the United States and Europe. Engels's writings 
include Herr EURen DahrinR's Revolution in Science (1878, usually referred to as 
Anti-Dahring), parts of which later appeared as a summary of the basics of socialism 
titled Socialism: Utopian and Scientific (1892); The Origin of the Family, Private 
Property, and the State (1884); and Dialectics of Nature (1925). 

The literary theorist and critic reading Marx and Engels may raise questions that 
the texts do not answer. What roles do writers, critics, and intellectuals play? Do they 
illuminate for workers the nature of capitalist exploitation, or instead act at the service 
of those who already and best understand their true circumstances? Should writers 
be free to state the social and political facts as they see them, or must the goal of 
working-class revolution always shape their work-and if so, who sets the limits? 

Marx has one simple but powerful reply: the answers will come only when the 
contradictions within capitalism produce them. Capitalism has no remedy for the 
worst social and economic problems that it creates and that will eventually rend it 
asunder. Marx is certain that capitalism will end, and why: but no one can know 
exactly what the roles of intellectuals and critics will be, and what the new society 
will look like, until the force of historical necessity brings them into being. 
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Meanwhile, Marxist critics have work to perform, practicing.a discipline linked to 
the goal of radical.social change. Thus they must approach lii:~rature, literary edu
cation, criticism, and theory as integral parts of economic alld social life. In The 
German Ideology, as ·our selection indicates, Marx and Engels emphasize that we must 
study real men and women and real processes, not what has typically been said or 
thought by and about them. 

Marx thus promotes "ideology critique," that is, the demystifying exposure of how 
class interests really operate through .cultural forms; whether political or legal, reli
gious or philosophical, educational or literary. It is the nature of ideology to conceal 
the reality of class struggle from our perception and consciousness; and insofar. as 
working-class people unconsciously absorb bourgeois values, they are unwitting car-
riers of "false consciousness." ,. 

The term ideology rarely appears in Marx's Grundrisse and Capital, but it is implicit 
in many of Marx's formulations of the difference between the surface and reality of 
capitalist society. Marxist critics are expected to investigate the systemic masking of 
the real methods and consequences of existing socioeconomic arrangements. Some
times, however, Marx uses the term differently, as when he declares inA Contribution 
to the Critique of Political Economy that we grow aware of and .fight the conflict 
between classes in "ideological forms." 

Later Marxists have developed both the ·positive and negative se.nses of ideology. 
One dominant line of inquiry follows from the writings of ANTONIO GRAMSCI, who in 
his Prison Notebooks (published 1945-75) describes ideology as "the terrain on which 
men move, acquire consciousness of their position, struggle, etc."; he explores how a 
privileged social class can achieve cultural "hegemony," the manufactured assent to 
its beliefs and practices won peacefully through ideology. This concept of hegemony, 
developed by the British Marxist RAYMOND WILLIAMS (especially in Marxism and 
Literature, 1977) and by those he has influenced (notably STUART HALL and DICK 
HEBDlGE) has become fundamental to cultural studies. Critics use it in studying clas
sic texts, the relationships and differences between canonical and non canonical lit, 
erature, popular culture, the media, education, and publishing-all outlets for 
ideology. 

The power of ideology to mask and obscure is also at work in what Marx calls "the 
fetishism of commodities," which he discusses in our first selection from Capital. 
Under capitalism, human relations are increasingly characterized by ·more or less 
thoroughgoing alienation, monetization, and commodification. Relationships 
between workers and owners, buyers and sellers, are mediated through the things 
produced. These commodities become objects of fetishism-seeming to have an 
objective existence of their own that obscures the Individual labor involved In their 
production. By being exchanged, they acquire a seemingly Inherent value distinct 
from their use value or physical properties. 

As a social and cultural theory, Marxism demands of its followers ongoing critical 
scrutiny and self-questioning of its own basic texts, which are richly suggestive but 
sometimes flawed and often incomplete. Marx and Engels underestimated, for exam
ple, the extraordinary power of capitalism to· turn back and absorb opposition, and 
apparently they overlooked the damaging overstatements and reductiveness that mar 
their arguments. Moreover, though Marx was acutely responsive to the economic and 
political situation of workers, he appears incapable of actually seeing and making 
imaginative contact with them and their families, of conveying how they live, think, 
and feel. Even in his most illuminating work, Marx often mirrors the dehumanizing 
tendencies that his radical critiques of capitalism condemn. Individuals matter most 
to him as embodiments of ideas, as components of systems-a form of thinking that 
the best novelists of his time, such as Dickens and Balzac, brilliantly exposed and 
corrected. 

On the "material conditions of life" and the "economic structure of society," Marx 
and Engels are sharp and compelling; on the subject of the creative and critical 
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consciousness of persons and cultures, they falter. For foundational Marxist inter
pretations of cultural life, one must look instead to the work of such later theorists 
and critics as W. E. R. DU BOIS, EDMUND WILSON (in his writings of the 1930s), 
THEODOR ADORNO, C. L. R. James, and Raymond Williams. They built upon but went 
beyond the insights that Marx and Engels provide, and their critical projects drew 
directly from the literary texts and cultural traditions that MarX and Engels admired 
but never fully engaged. 
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From Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 18441 

• • • 
We have proceeded from the premises of political economy.2 We have 
accepted its language and its laws. We presupposed private property, the 
separation of labour, capital and land, and of wages, profit of capital and 
rent of land-likewise division of labour, competition, the concept of 
exchange-value, etc. On the basis of political economy itself, in its own 
words, we have shown that the worker sinks to the level of a commodity and 
becomes indeed the most wretched of commodities;3 that the wretchedness 
of the worker is in inverse proportion to the power and magnitude of his 
prod~ction; that the necessary result of competition is the accumulation of 
capital in a few hands, and thus the restoration of monopoly in a more ter
rible form; that finally the distinction between capitalist and land-rentier,4 
like that between the tiller of the soil and the factory-worker, disappears and 
that the whole of society must fall apart into the two classes-the property-
owners and the propertyless workers. , 

Political economy proceeds from the fact of private property, but it does 
not explain it to us. It expresses in general, abstract foTmulae the material 
process through which private property actually passes, and these formulae 
it then takes for laWs. It. does not comprehend these laws~i.e., it does not 
demonstrate how they arise from the very nature of private property. Political 
economy does not disclose the source of the division between labour. and 
capital, and between capital and land. When, for example, it defines the 
relationship of wages to profit, it takes the interest of the capitalists. to be 
the ultimate cause; i.e., it takes for granted what it is 'supposed to evolve. 
Similarly, competition comes in everywhere. It is explained fr~n'l external 
circumstances. As to how far these external and apparently fortuitous" cir
cumstances are but the expression of a necessary course of development, 
political economy teaches us nothing. We have seen how, to it, exchange 
itself appears to be a fortuitous fact: The bnly wheels which p·olittcal.econ
amy sets in motion are avarice and the war amongst the. avarictous-compe-
~~. . 

.Precisely because political economy does not grasp the connections within 
the movement, it was possible to counterpose; for instance, the doctrine of 
competition to the doctrine of monopoly, the doctrine of craft-liberty to the 
doctrine of the corporation, the doctrine of the division of landed property 
to the doctrine of the big estate-for competition, craft-liberty and the divi
sion of landed property were explained and comprehended only as fortuitous, 
premeditated and violent consequences of monopoly, the corporation, and 
feudal property, not as their necessary, inevitable and natural consequences~ 

Now, therefore, we have to grasp the essential connection' between private 
property, avarice, and the separation of labour, capital and landed property; 
between exchange and competition, value and the devaluation of men, 

I. Translated by Martin Milligan. 
2. Ti1e 19th-century social science concerned 
with the relations between political and economic 
proce .. es (now often separated Into political sci
ence and economics). 

3. Because labor Itself is sold to others, and at a 
very low price. 
4. One who lives on Income from land, stocks. or 
bonds. 
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monopoly and competition, etc.; the connection between this whole 
estrangement and the money-system. 

Do not let us go back to a fictitious primordial condition as the political 
economist does, when he tries to explain. Such a primordial condition 
explains nothing. He merely pushes the question away into a grey nebulous 
distance. He assumes in the form of fact, of an event, what he is supposed 
to deduce-namely, the necessary relationship between two things
between, for example, division of labour and exchange. Theology in the same 
way explains the origin of evil by the fall of man: that is, it assumes as a fact, 
in historical form, what has to be explained. 

We proceed from an actual economic fact. 
The worker becomes all the poorer the more wealth he produces, the more 

his production increases in power and range. The worker becomes an ever 
cheaper commodity the more commodities he creates. With the increasing 
value of the world of things proceeds in direct proportion the devaluation of 
the world of men. Labour produces not only commodities; it produces itself 
and the worker as a commodity-and does so in the proportion in which it 
produces commodities generally. 

This fact expresses merely that the object which labour produces-labour's 
product-confronts it as something alien; as a power independent of the pro
ducer. The product of labour is labour which has been congealed in' an 
object, which has become material: it is the objectification oflabour. Labour's 
realization is its objectification. In the conditions dealt with by political 
economy this realization of labour appears as loss of reality for the workers; 
objectification as loss of the object and object-bondage; appropriation as 
estrangement, as alienation. 

So much does labour's realization appear as loss of reality that the worker 
loses reality to the point of starving to death. So much does objectification 

, appear as loss of the object that the worker is robbed of the objects most 
necessary not only for his life but for his work. Indeed, labour itself becomes 
an object which he can get hold of only with the greatest effort and with the 
most irregular interruptions. So much does the appropriation of the object 
appear as estrangement that the more objects the worker produces the fewer 
can he possess and the more he falls under the dominion of his product, 
capital. ~'. 

All these consequences are contained in the definition that the worker is 
related to the product of his labour as to an alien object. For on this premise 
it is clear that the more the worker spends himself, the more powerful the 
alien objective world becomes which he creates over-against himself, the 
poorer he himself-his inner world-becomes, the less belongs to him as his 
own. It is the same in religion. The more inan puts into God, the less he 
retains in himself. The worker puts his life into the object; but now his life 
no longer belongs to him but to the object. Hence, the greater this activity, 
the greater is the worker's lack of objects. Whatever the product of his labour 
is, he is not. Therefore the greater this product, the less is he himself. The 
alienation of the worker in his product means not only that his labour 
becomes an object, an external existence, but that it exists outside him, inde
pendently, as something alien to him, and that it becomes a power of its own 
confronting him; it means that the life which he has conferred on the object 
confronts him as something hostile and alien. 
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Let us now look more closely at the objectification, at the production of 
the worker; and therein at the estrangement, the loss of the object, his prod
uct. 

The worker can create nothing without nature, without the sensuous exter
nal world. It is the material on which his labor is manifested, in which it is 
active, from which and by means of which.it produces. 

But just as nature provides labor with the means of lifl!:' in the sense that 
labour cannot live without objects on which to operate, on the other hand, 
it also provides the means of life in the more restricted sense-i.e., the means 
for the physical subsistence of the worker himself. 

Thus the more the worker by his labour appropriates the external world, 
sensuous nature, the more he deprives himself of means of life in the double 
respect: first, that the sensuous external world more and more ceases to be 
an object belonging to his labour-to be his labour's means of life; and sec
ondly, that it more and more ceases to be means of life in the immediate 
sense, means for the physical subsistence of the worker. 

Thus in this double. respect the worker becomes a slave of his object, first, 
in that he receives an object of labour, i.e., in that he receives work; and 
secondly, in that he receives means of subsistence. Therefore, it enables him 
to exist, first, as a worker; and, second, as a physical subject: The extremity 
of this bondage is that it is only as a worker that·he' continues to maintain 
himself as a physical subject, and that it is only as a physical subject that he 
is a worker. 

(The laws of political economy express the estrangement of the w.orker in 
his object thus: the more the worker produces, the less·he has to consume; 
the more values he creates, the more valueless, the more unworthy he 
becomes; the better formed his product, the more deformed becomes the 
worker; the more civilized his object, the more barbarous becomes 
the worker; the mightier labour becomes, the more powerless. becomes the 
worker; the more ingenious labour becomes; the duller becomes the worker 
and the more he becomes nature's bondsman.) 

Political economy conceals the estrangement inherent in the nature of 
labour by not considering the direct relationship between the worker (labour) 
and production. It is true that labour produces for the rich wonderful 
things-but for the worker it produces privation. It produces palaces-but 
for the worker, hovels. It produces beauty-but for the worker, deformity. It 
replaces labour hy machines-hut some of the workers it throws hack to a 
barbarous type of labour, and the other workers it turns into machines. It 
produces intelligence-but for the worker idiocy, cretinism. 

The direct relationship of labour to its produce is the relationship .of the 
worker to the objects of his production. The relationship of the man of means 
to the objects of production and to production itself is only a consequence 
of this first relationship~and confirms it.·We shall consider this other aspect 
later. 

When we ask, then, what is the essential relationship of labour we 'are 
asking about the relationship of the worker to production. 

Till now we have been considering the estrangement, the alienation of the 
worker only in one of its aspects, i.e., the worker's 'relationship to the products 
of his labour. But the estrangement is manifested not only in the result but 
in the act of production-within the producing activity itself. How would the 
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wurker come to face the product of his activity as a stranger, were it not that 
in the very act of production he was estranging himself from himself? The 
product is after all but the summary of the activity of production. If then the 
product of labour is alienation, production itself must be active alienation, 
the alienation of activity, the activity of alienation. In the estrangement of 
the object of labour is merely summarized the estrangement, the alienation, 
in the activity of labour itself. 

What, then, constitutes the alienation of labour'? 
First, the fact that labour is external to the worker, i.e., it does not belong 

to his essential being; that in his work, therefore, he does not affirm himself 
but denies himself, does not feel content but unhappy, does not develop 
freely his physical and mental energy but mortifies his body and ruins his 
mind. The worker therefore only feels himself outside his work, and in his 
work feels outside himself. He is at home when he is not working, and when 
he is working he is not at home. His labour is therefore not voluntary, but 
coerced; it is forced labour. It is therefore not the satisfaction of a need; it is 
merely a -means to satisfy needs external to it; Its alien character emerges 
clearly in the fact that as soon as no physical or other compulsion exists, 
labour is shunned like the plague. External labour, labour in which man 
alienates himself, is a labour of self-sacrifice, of mortification. Lastly, the 
external character of labour for the worker appears in the fact that it is not 
his own, but someone else's, that it does not belong to him, that in it he 
belongs, not to himself, but to another. Just as in religion the spontaneous 
activity of the human imagination, of the human brain and the human heart, 
operates independently of the individual-that is, operates on him as an 
alien, divine or diabolical activity-in the same way the worker's activity is 
not his spontaneous activity. It belongs to another; it is the loss of his self. 

As a result, therefore, man (the worker) no longer feels himself to be freely 
active in any but his animal functions-eating, drinking, procreating, or at 
most in his dwelling and in dressing-up, etc.; and in his human functions he 
no longer feels himself to be anything but an animal. What is animal becomes 
human and what is human becomes animal. 

.. ". ". 

1844 1-932 

FroWl The German Ideologyl 
l:t .:c * 

The fact is, therefore, that definite individuals who are productively active 
in a definite way enter into these definite social and political relations. 
Empirical observation must in each separate instance bring out empirically, 
and without any mystification and speculation, the connection of the social 
and political structure with production. The social structure and the State 
are continually evolving out of the life process of definite individuals, but of 
individuals, not as they may appear in their own or other people's imagina-

1. Translated by S. Ryazanskaya. hosed on an earlier tmnslation by W. Lough. 
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tion, but as they really are; i.e., as they operate, produce materially, and 
hence as they work under definite material limits, presuppositions and con
ditions independent of their will. 

The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first 
directly interwoven with the material activity and the material intercolirse of 
men, the language df real life. Conceiving, thinking, the mental intercourse 
of men, appear at this stage as the direct efflux:of their material behaviour.2 

The same applies to mental production as expressed in the language of pol
itics, laws, morality, religion, metaphysics, etc.,. of a people. Men are the 
producers of their conceptions, ideas, etc.-real, active men, as they are 
conditioned by a definite development of their productive forces and of the 
intercourse corresponding to these, up to its furthest forms.: Consciousness 
can never be anything else than conscious existence; and the existence of 
men is their actual life-process. If in all ideology men and their circum
stances appear upside-down as in a camera obscura,3 this phenomenon arises 
just as much from their historical life-process as the inversion of objects on 
the retina does from their physical life-process. 

In direct contrast to German philosophr which de!;cends from heaven to 
earth, here we ascend from earth to heaven. That is to say, we do not set out 
from what men ·say; imagine, conceive, not from· men as narrated,· thought 
of, imagined, conceived, in order to arrive at. men in the flesh. We ,set out 
from real, active men, and on the basis of their r.eallife-process we demon
strate the development .of the ideological ;reflexes and echoes .of this life
process. The phantoms formed in ·the human .brain are also,. necessarily, 
sublimates of their m.ateriallife-process~; ,which is empirically verifiable and 
bound to material premises .. Morality, ,religion, metaphysics, all the·rest.of 
ideology and theit. corresponding. forms of consciousness, thus. no longer 
retain the semblahceof. independence.: They have no history, no· develop
ment; but men, developing theit ,material production and their material inter
course, alter; along with this. their real. existence;·· the.ir, :thinking. and the 
products of their thinking. Life is not determined. by. consciousness; but con
sciousness by life. In the first method ofapproachthe.starting~pointiscon~ 
sciousness taken as the living individual; in the second method, which 
conforms to real life, it is the real living individuals themselves, and con
sciousness is considered solely as their consciousness. . 

This method of approach is not devoid of premises. It starts out from the 
real premises and does not abandon them for a moment. Its premises are 
men, not in any fantastic isolation and rigidity, but in their actual, empirically 
perceptible process of development .under definite' conditions. As soon as 
this active life-process is described, history ceases to be a collection of dead 
facts as it is with the empiricists5 (themselves still abstract), or an imagined 
activity 'of imagined subjectsras with the idealists .. ; 

Where speculation ends---.oin real life-there real, positive science begins: 

2: That Is, the action~ ·that.hu;"an beings take in 
their relatlc;Jnshlp to the' productive forces of their 
soCiety. . . 
~. Literally, "dar~ chamber'~ '<La~ln): .an. apparatus. 
Invented In the 17th century. consisting of a dark
ened box with lin aperture (usually Ii lens) through 
which an Image is projected (inverted) on the 
opposite wall. 
4. That is, Idealism, which holds that reality lind 

_ knowledge .derlve· nol from p~rceptlons but from 
ideas or the workings of the human mi.nd or spirit; 
Idealists inClude IMMANUEL kANt' (1724-1804) 

. ~~~ l)~ORG . W1LHEL~; FRIEDRICH .HEGEL (1770-

5. Those who believ~ 'that experiences, espechilly 
of the senses, are the only sources of knowledge; 
for example. DAVID HUME (1711-1776). 
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the representation of the practical activity, of the practical process of devel
opment of men. Empty talk about consciousness ceases, and real knowledge 
has to take its place. 

lOr • •• 

1845-46 1932 

Front The Communist. Manifesto! 

. A spectre i's haunting Europe-the spectre of Communism. All the Powers 
of old Eur9pe have entered into a holy alliance to exorcise this spectre: Pope 

. and Czar, Metternich and Guizot,2 French Radicals and German police
spies. 

Where is the party in opposition that has not been decried as Communistic 
by its opponents in power? Where the Opposition that has not hurled .back 
the branding reproach of Communism; against the more advanced opposi
tion parties, as well as against its reactionary. adversaries? 

Two things result from this fact. . 
I. Communism is already acknowledged by.all European Powers to be itself 

a Power. - . '. .' 
II.Jt is high time .that Communists should openly, in the face of the whole 

world, publish their views, their aims, their tendencies, and meet this nursery 
tale of the Spectre of Communism with a Manifesto of the party itself. 

To this end, Communists of various nationalities have assembled in Lon
don,3 and sketched the following Manifesto., tQ be published in the English, 
French, German, Italian, Flemish and Danish languages. 

I. Bourgeois and Proletariilm4 

The history pf all hitherto existing society ill the history of class struggles. 
Freeman ,and, slave, patrician. and plebehlh, lord 'and serf, guild-master5 

and journeyman;6 in a word, oppressor and. oppressed, stood in .~stant 
opposition to one another, carried on an uninterrupted, now hidden; now 
open fight, a fight that each time ended either in a. revolutionary re
constitution of society at large, or in the common ruin of the contending 
classes. 

In the earlier·epochs of history, we find almost everywhere a complicated 

1. Originally titled Manifesto of the Communist 
Party. Tht.s English. text was edited by Engels. 
2. Fran~ois' Pierre Guillaume Guizot (1787-
1874), French stBtesman and historian who SUP" 
ported the idea of a constitutional monarchy. Met-. 
ternlch (1773-11159), Austrian statesman and 
foreign minister, who worked to suppress nation
alist and popular 'constitutional movements. 
3. Members of the Communist League (an inter
national association made up mostly of German 
emlgn!s) met In November 1847; they commis
sioned the writing of the Manifesto. 
4. By bourgeoisie i. meant the dass of modern 

Capitalists, owners 'of the means of social produ,,
ti,?n and .·mRloyers of wage-labour. By proletariat, 
the class of modern wage-labourers who, hilVing no 
'means of production bf !heir Own, are reduced to 
.selling .their (ahour-power in order to live [Engels's 
note]. 
5'. Guild-master, that is, Ii full member of a guild, 
a master within, not a head of a guild [Engels'. 
notel. 
6. A skilled artisan, not yet B full member of a 
guild, who works for master arUsans rather than 
for himself. 
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arrangement of society into various orders, a manifold gra4~tion of social 
rank. In ancient Rome .we have patricians, knights, plebeiaris;slaves; in the 
Middle Ages, feudal lords; vassals, guild-masters, journeymen, apprentices, 
serfs; in almost all of these classes, again, subordinate gradations. 

The modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from the ruins of feudal 
society has not done away with class antagonisms. It has but established flew 
classes, new conditions of oppression, neW forms of struggle in place of the 
old ones. . 

Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, .~owever, this distinc
tive feature: it has simplif.jed the class antagonisms: So~iety as a whole is 
more and more splitting J,ip into twO great hostile c~rrtps, into two great 
classes directly facing each other: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat; 

From the serfs of the Middle Ages sprang the char~ered burghers7 of the 
earliest towns. From these burgessesR the first elements of the bourgeoisie 
were developed.. . 

The discovery of America, the rounding of the Cape,9 opened up fresh 
ground for the rising bourgeoisie. The East-india~ B;~d Chinese markets, the 
colonisation of America, trade with the colonies, the' increase in the means 
of exchange and in commo.dities generally, gave to co.mmerce, i:o navigation, 
to industry, an impulse never before known, and thereby, to,the revolutionary 
element in the tottering feudal society, a rapid development"" 

The feudal system of industry, under which,industrial production was 
monopolised by closed guilds, now no longer sufficed for the growing wants 
of the new markets: The manufacturing. system took its place. The guild
masters were pushed on one side by the manufacturing middle class; division 
of labour between the different corporate guilds vanished in the face of divi
sion of labour in each single workshop. 

Meantime the markets kept ever growi~g, 'the demand ever rising. Even 
manufacture no longer sufficed. Thereupon, steam and machinery revolu
tionised industrial production. The place of manufacture was taken by the 
giant, Modem Industry, the place of the industrial middle class, by industrial 
mill,onaires, the leaders of whole iridustrial armies, the modern bourgeois. 
M~dem industry has established the world-market, for which the discov

ery of America paved the way. Tll~s market has given an immense develop
ment to commerce, to navigation, to communication by land. This 
development has, in its turn, reacted on the extension of industry; and in 
proportion as industry, corrimer~~, navigation, railways extended, in the same 
proportion the bourgeoisie developed, increased its capital, and pushed into 
the background every class handed down from the Middle Ages. 

We see, therefore, how the modern bourgeoisie is itself the product of a 
long course of development, of a series of revolutions in the modes of pro
duction and of exchange. 

Each step in the development of the bourgeoisie was accompanied by a 
corresponding political advance of that class. An oppressed class under the 
sway of the feudal nobility, an armed and. self-governing association in the 
medieval commune; I here independerit urb.an republic (as in Italy and Ger-

7, Privileged middle cla.s. 
8. Citizens. 
9. The Cape of Good Hope, at the southern tip of 
Africa, 

I. This was the name given their urban communl
ties by the townsmen of Italy and France, after they 
had purchased or wrested their initial rights of self
government from their feudal lords [Engels's note). 
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many), there taxable "third estate"2 of the monarchy (as in France), after
wards, in the period of manufacture proper, seJVing either the semi-feudal 
or the absolute monarchy a~ a counterpoise against the nobility, and, in fact, 
corner-stone of the great monarchies in general, the bourgeoisie has at last, 
since the establishment of Modern Industry and of the world-market, con
quered for itself, in the modern representative State, exclusive political sway. 
The executive of the modern State is but a committee for managing the 
common aff~irs of the whole bourgeoisie. 

The bourgeoisie, historically, has played a most revolutionary part. 
The bourgeoisie, wherever it has got the upper hand, has put an end to all 

feudal, patriarchal, idyllic relations. It has pitilessly torn asunder the motley 
feudal ties that bound man to his "natural .superiors," and has left remaining 
no other nexus between man and man tha.n naked self-interest, than callous 
"cash paymerit." It has drowned the most heavenly ecstasies of religious fer
vour, of chivalrous enthusiasm, of philistine3 sentimentalism, in the icy water 
of egotistical calculation. It has resolved personal worth into exchange value, 
and in place of the numberless indefeasible chartered freedoms, has set up 
that single, unconscionable freedom-Free Trade. In one word, for exploi
tation, veiled by religious and political illusions, it has substituted naked, 
shameless, direct, brutal exploitation. 

The bourgeoisie has stripped of its halo every occupation hitherto hon
oured and looked up to with reverent awe. It has converted the physician, 
the lawyer, the priest, the poet, the man of science, into its paid wage
labourers. 

The bourgeoisie has torn away from the family its sentimental veil, and 
has reduced the family relation to a mere money relation. 

The bourgeoisie has disclosed how it came to pass that the brutal display 
of vigour in the Middle Ages, which Reactionists4 so much admire, found its 
fitting complement in the most slothful indolence. It has been the first to 
show what man's activity can bring about. It has accomplished wonders far 
surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman aqueducts, and Gothic cathedrals; it 
has conducted expeditions that put in the shade all former Exoduses of 
nations and crusades. 

The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionising theinsttJJ.< . 
ments of production, and thereby the relations of production, and with them 
the whole relations of society. ConseJVatioil of the old modes of production 
in unaltered form, was, on the contrary, the first condition of existence for 
all earlier industrial classes. Constant revolutionising of production, unin
terrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and 
agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch from a,U earlier ones. All fixed, fast
frozen relations, with their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and 
opinions, are swept away, all new-formed ones become antiquated before 
they can ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, 
and man is at last compelled to face with sober senses, his real conditions 
of life, and his relations with his kind. 

The' need of a constantly expanding market for its products chases the 

2. Thl' common people in France (the first estate 
or political order WRS the clergy. the second the 
nuhility). 
::\. I\1ulcrialist nliddle-class; U lerm borrowed from 

MA'ITHEW ARNOLD, liThe Function of Criticism at 
the Present Time" (1864). 
4. Reactionaries. 
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bourgeoisie over the whole surface of the globe. It must nestle everywhere, 
settle everywhere, 'establish connexions everywhere. . 

The bourgeoisie has through its exploitation of the world-market .given a 
cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in every country. To 
the great chagrin of Reactionists; it has drawn from under the feet of industry 
the national ground on which it stood. AlI.old-established national iridustries 
have been destroyed or are daily being destroyed. They are dislodged by new 
industries, whose introduction becomes .a·life and· death question for all 
civilised nations; by industries that no longer work up indigenous raw mate
rial, but raw material drawn from the remotest zones; industries whose prod
uctsare consumed, not only at home, but in every quarter of the globe. In 
place'of the old wants, satisfied by the productions of the country, we find 
new wants, requiring for their satisfaction the products of distant lands and 
climes. In place of the old local and national seclusion and self-sufficiency, 
we have intercourse in every direction, universal inter-dependence of nations. 
And as in material, so also in intellectual production.· Theintellectualcrea
tions of individual nations become common property. National one-si~edness 
and narrow-mindedness. become more and more impossible, and· from' the 
numerous national and local literatures; there arises a world literature .. ,. 

The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvement of all instruments of-produc
tion, by the immensely facilitated means 'ofcommunication, draws· all, . even 
the most barbarian; nations' irito civilisation; The cheap prices of its com
modities· are the heavy artillery with. which it batters down. all Chinese walls; 
with which it forces the barbarians' intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners 
to capitulate.5 • It· compels all nationsj on pain' of extinction, ·to :adopt the 
bourgeois mode of· production; it compels them to introduce what it calls 
civilisation into their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois : themselves. In one 
word, it creates a world· after its own image. ,I " 

The bolirgeoisiehas subjected the country to the rule of the towns.'lthas 
created enormous 'cities, has greatly increased the urban population' as com
pared with the rural, 'and has. thus rescued a considerable part of the popu
lation from the idiocy 'of rural life. Just as it has made the country dependent 
on the towns, 50 it has made barbarian and semi-barbarian countrienlepen. 
dent on the civilised ones,riations of peasants, on nations of bourgeois~ the 
East orithe West." .': 

The bourgeoisie keeps more and more doing away. with the scattered state 
of the population, of the means of production; and of property. It has agglom
erated population, centralised means-of production,' arid has concentrated 
property in a few hands. The necessary consequence' of this was' political 
centralisation. Independent, or but :loosely conneCted 'provinces, with :sepa
rate interests; laws, governments and systems of taxation, became ,lumped 
together into one nation; with :one government; one code of laws, one 
national class-interest, 'one frontier and one customs-tariff. 

The bourgeoisie, during its rule of.scarce one. hundred years, has created 
more massive and more colossal protl'uctive forces than have all preceding 
generations together. Subjection of Nature's forces. to man,· machinery, 

5. China unsuccessfully fought the Opium War.; (1839-42, i 856~O) to p~n.f~he:~anslonofWe.tern 
trade. .' 
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application of chemistry to industry and agriculture, steam-navigation, rail
ways, electric telegraphs, clearing of whole continents for cultivation, can
alisation of rivers, whole populations conjured out of the ground'--what ear
lier century had even a presentiment that such productive forces slumbered 
in the lap of social labour? . 

1848, 1888 

From Grundrisse l 

". ,. ,. 
In the case of the arts, it is well known that certain periods Qf their flowering 
are out of all proportion to the gen~raldevelop'ment· (jf society, hence also 
to the material foundation; the skeletal' structure as it were, ·of its organiza
tion. For exampie f the Greeks compared to the moderns or also Shakespeare. 
It is even recognized that certain forms 'of art, e.g. the epic, can no longer 
be produced in their world epoch~makin8' classical stature as soon as the 
production of art, as such,.begiris; that is, that certain significant forms 
within the r:ealm of the arts are possible only at an undeveloped stage of 
artistic development. If this is the case with the relation between different 
kimJs9f art within the realm of the arts, it is already less puzzling that it is 
the case in the relation of the entire realm to the general development of 
society. The difficulty consists only in the general formulation of these con
tradictions. As soon as they have. been spec;ified, they are already clarified. 

Let us take e.g. the relation of Greek art and then of Shakespeare to the 
present time. It is well known that 'Greek mythology is not only the arsenal 
of Greek art but also its foundation. Is the view of nature and of social 
relations .on which the Gr~~k imaginati~J;1 a,nd h~nc~ Greek [mythology] is 
based p'~ssible with self~acting ml,ile sptndles3 and r .. U~ays and locemotives 
and electrical telegraphs? What :qhance hal,Vulcan against Roberts Be Co., 
Jupiter against the lightning rod. and Herm~s' against 'the Credit Mobilier,?3 
All myth~logy overcomes and dom~nates and shap~~ 'th~ tor~es o~ture in 
the imagination and by the imagination; it therefore vanishes with the advent 
of real mastery over them. What becOlp.es of f ama" alongside Printing House 
Square?, Greek art presupposes Greek mythology, i.e. nature and the ,social 
forms alrea,dy reworked In an unconsdously artistic way by the popular imag
ination. Thts is its material. Not any mythology whatever, i.e. not an arbi
trarily chosen unconsciously artistic reworking of. nature (here meaning 
everything objective, hence including society). Egyptian mythology could 

I, Translated by Martin Nicolaus, who sometimes 
include. clarifying words in brackets: the title, usu
ally left untranslated, means "outlines" or "faun
"dations." 
2, Machine. used in spinning, invented In the late 
18th century, 
3, A major investment bank In France during the 
Second Empire (1852-70), against which Marx 

. . 
pits Hermes, Greek god of commerce and inven
tion, The other two (Roman) gods are similarly 
paired: Vulcan, .god of metalworking. with a 
commercial flrm .and Jupiter, supreme god and 
wielder of the thuncle~bolt, with a lightning rod, 
4 .. Rumor (Latin), a Roman personification; she 
repeated whatever she heard until everyone knew 
it. 
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never have been the foundation or the womb of Greek art. But, in any case, 
a mythology. Hence, in no way a social development which excludes all inyth
ological, all mythologizing relations to nature; which therefore demands of 
the artist an imagination not dependent on mythology. 

From another side, is Achilles5 possible with powder and lead? Or the Iliad 
with the printing press, not to mention the printing machine? Do not the 
song and the saga and the muse necessarily come to an end with the printer's 
bar,6 hence do not the necessary conditions of epic poetry vanish? 

But the difficulty lies not in understanding that the Greek arts and epic 
are bound up with certain forms of social development. The difficulty is that 
they still afford us artistic pleasure and that in a certain respect they count 
as a norm and as an unattainable model. 

A man cannot become a child again, or he becomes childish. But does he 
not find joy in the child's naivete, and must he himself not strive to reproduce 
its truth at a higher stage? Does not the trLie character of each epoch come 
alive in the nature of its children? Why should not the historic childhood of 
humanity, its most beautiful unfolding, as a stage never to return, exercise 
an eternal charm? There are unruly children and precocious children. Many 
of the old peoples belong in this category. The Greeks were normal children. 
The charm of their art for us is not in contradiction to the undeveloped stage 
of society on which it grew. [It] is its result, rather, and is inextricably bound 
up, rather, with the fact that the unripe social conditions under which it 
arose, and could alone arise, can never return. 

1857-58 1939-42 

From Preface to A . Contribution to the 
Critique of Political Economy 

.. .. .. 
The first work which I undertook for a solution of the doubts which 

assailed me was a critical review of the H~geHlm philosophy of right; a work 
the introduction to which appeared in 1844 in the Deutsch-FraniosiSche 
Jahrhacher, I published in Paris. My investigation led to the result that legal 
relations as well as forms of state are to be grasped neither from themselves 
nor from the so-called general development of the human mind, but rather 
have their roots in the material conditions of life, the sum total of which 
Hegel, following the example of the Engli~hmen and Frenchmen of the eigh
teenth century, combines under the name of "civil society," that, however, 
the anatomy of civil society is to be sought in political economy. The inves
tigation of the latter, which I began in Paris, I continued in Brussels, whither 
I had emigrated in consequence of an expulsion order of M. Guizot.~ The 

5. The greatest of the Greek warriors at Troy, and 
the focus of Homer's Iliad (ca. 8th c. B.C.E.). 
6. Lever used to screw down the platen of a man
ualj!rintlng press (the German word used here, 
Prepbe"sel, can also mean printing in general). 
"The muse": goddess presiding over the arts and 
intellectual pursuits, traditionally Invoked by epic 
poet!; as an aid to memory. 
I. German-French Yearbook. The German philos
opher GEORG WILHELM FRIEDIUCH HEGEL (1770-

1831) described his political philosophy In the Phi
I<;Isophy of Right (1821); MarX's essay was "Contri
bution to the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of 
Right." 
2. Fran~oi. Pierre Guillaume Gulzat (1787-
1874), French statesman and historian who sup
ported the idea of a constitutional monarchy; he 
was the chief power in the government between 
1840 and 1848. 
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general result at which I arrived and which, . once won, served as a guiding 
thread for my studies, can be briefly formulated as follows: In the social 
production of their life, men enter into definite relations that are indispen
sable and independent of their will, relations of production which correspond 
to a definite stage of development of their material produc~ive forces. The 
sum total of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure 
of society, the real foundation, on which rises a legal and political super
structure and to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. 
The mode of production of material life conditions the social, political and 
intellectual life process in general. It is not the consciousness of men that 
determines their being, but, on the contrary, their social being that deter
ri .. ines their consciousness. At a certain stage of their development, the mate
rial productive forces of society come in conflict with the existing relations 
of production, or-what is but a legal expression for the same thing-with 
the property r~lations within which they have been at work hitherto. From 
forms of development of the productive forces these relations turn into their 
fetters. Then begins an epoch of social revolution. With the change of the 
economic foundation the entire immense superstructure is more or less rap
idly transformed. In considering such transformations a distinction should 
always be made between the material transformation of the economic con
ditions of production, which can be determined with the precision of natural 
science, and the legal, political, religious, aesthetic or philosophic-in short, 
ideological forms in which men become conscious of this conflict and fight 
it out. Just as our opinion of an individual is not based on what he thinks of 
himself, so can we not judge of such a period of transformation by its own 
consciousness; on the contrary, this consciousness must be explained rather 
from the contradictions of material life, from the existing conflict between 
the social productive forces and the relations ~f production. No social order 
ever perishes before all the productive forces for which there is room in it 
have developed; and new, higher relations of production never appear before 
the material conditions of their existence pave matured in the womb of the 
old society itself. Therefore mankind always sets itself only such tasks as it 
can solve; since, looking at the matter more closely, it will always be found 
that the task itself arises only when the material conditiops for its solution 
already exist or are at least in the process of formation. In broad outl'ihes 
Asiatic, ancient, feudal, and modem bourgeois modes of production can be 
designated as progressive epochs in the economic formation of society. The 
bourgeois relations of production are the last antagonistic form of the social 
process of production-antagonistic not in the sense of individual antago
nism, but of one arising from the social conditions of life of the individuals; 
at the same time the productive forces developing in the womb of bourgeois 
society create the material conditions for the solution of that antagonism. 3 

This social formation brings, therefore, the prehistory of human society to a 
close. . 

.. .. .. 
1859 

.\. Thill is, socialism-the fim,1 "mode of production." which is in the process of emerging through the 
class struggle of the bourgeoisie ancl proletarians. 
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From Capital. Volume 11 

From Chapter 1. Commodities 

SECTION 4. THE FETISHISM OF. COMMODiTIES AND 
. . '. :. 

THE SECRET THEREOF 

A commodity appears, at first sight, a very trivial thing; and easily understood. 
Its analySis shows that it is, in reality, a very queer thing, abounding in meta
physical subtleties and theological niceties. So far as it is a value in use, there 
is nothingmysteriolis about' it,' whether we consider it from the point of view 
thllt by its properties It is capable of satisfying hum'tm wants, or front· the 
point that those propetties 'are the product of human labour. It is as clear as 
noon-day, that man;· by his industry, changes' the forms of the materials 
furnished by Nature, in such a way as to make them useful to him. The form 
of wood, for instance, is ~ltered, by making·a table out· of it. Yet, For all that, 
the table continues to be that common, every-day thing, wood. But. so soon 
as it steps forth as a commodity, it is changed into'something transcendent. 
It not only stands with its feet on the ground, but, in relation to all other 
commodities, it stimds on its head, and evolves-out of its wooden brain gro
tesque ideas, far more wonderful than "table-turning" ever was . 

. The mystical character of c,ommodities does not originate, therefore, in 
their use-value; Just a!; little does it proceed from the nature of the deter
inintng factors of value.! For,' 'in the first place, however varied the useful 
kinds of labour; or productive activities, may be, it is, a physiological fact, 
that ·they are functions of the human organism, and that each such function, 
whatever may be its nature or form, is essentially' the expenditure of human 
brain, nerves, mU9c1es; &c. Secondly, with regard to' that which forms the 
ground-work for .the quantitative determination of value, namely, the dura
tion of that expenditure, or the quantity of labbur, it is qUite clear that there 
is a palpable difference between its quantity and quality. In all states of 
society, the labour-tiine that it costs to produce the means of subsistence; 
must necessarily be an object of interest to mankind, though not of equal 
interest in different stages of development .. And lastly; from the moment that 
men in any way work for one another, their:labour assumes a sodal form. 

Whence, then, arises the enigmatical charaderof the product of labour, 
so sOOn as it assUmes the form of commodities'? Clearly from this form itself. 
The equality of all Sorts of human labour is expressed objectively by their 
products all being equally values; the measure of the expenditure of labour
power by the duration of that eKpenditure, takes the form of the quantity of 
value of the products· of labour; and finally, the mutual relations of the pro
ducers, within which the social character of their labour affirms itself, take 
the form of a social relation between the products. 

A commodity is therefore a mysterious thing, simply because in it the 
social character of men's labour appears to them as an objective character 
stamped upon the product of that labour; because the relation of the pro
ducers to the sum total of their own labour is presented to them as a social 

1. Translated by Samuel Moore and Edward Avellng, and ,edited by Engels. 
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relation, existing not between themselves, but between the products of their 
labour. This is the reason why the products of labour become commodities, 
soCial things whose .qualities are at the same time perceptible and impercep
tih1e by the senses. In the same way the light from an object is perceived by 
us not as the subjective excitation of our optic nerve, but as the objective 
form of something outside the eye itself. But, in the act of seeing, there is 
at all events, an actual passage of light from one thing to another, from the 
external object to the eye. There is a physical relation between physical 
things. But it is different with commodities. There, the existence of the things 
qua commodities, and the value-relation between the products of labour 
which stamps them as commodities, have absolutely no connexion with their 
physical properties and with the material relations arising therefrom. There 
it is a definite social relation between men, that assumes, in their eyes, the 
fantastic form of a relation between things. In order, therefore, to find an 
analogy, we must have recourse to the mist-enveloped regions of the religious 
world. hi that world the productions of the human brain appear as indepen
dent beings endowed with life, and entering into relation both with one 
another and the human race. So it is in the world of commodities with the 
products of men's hands. This I call the Fetishism which attaches itself to 
the products of labour,2 so soon as they are produced as commodities, and 
which is therefore inseparable from the production of commodities. 

This Fetishism of commodities has its origin, as the foregoing analysis has 
already shown, in the peculiar social character of the labour that produces 
them. 

As a general rule,· articles of utility become commodities, only because 
they are products of the labour of private individuals or groups of individuals 
who carry on their work independently of each other. The sum total of the 
labour of all these private individuals forms the aggregate labour of society. 
Since the producers do not corne into social contact with each other until 
they exchange their products, the specific social character of each producer's 

. labour does not show itself except in the act of exchange. In other words, 
the labour of the individual asserts itself as a part of the labour of'society, 
only by means of the relations which the act of exchange establishes directly 
betWeen the produCts, and indirectly, through them, between the producers. 
To the latter, therefore, the relations connecting the labour of one irftfividual 
with that of.the 'rest appear, not as direct social relations between individuals 
at work, but as what they really are, material relations between persons and 
social relations between things. It is only by being exchanged that the prod
ucts of labour acquire, as values, one uniform social status, distinct from 
their varied forms of existence as objects of utility. This division of a product 
into a useful thing and a value becomes practically important, only when 
exchange has acquired such an extension that useful articles are produced 
for the purpose of being exchanged,. and their character ·as values has 
therefore to be taken into account, beforehand, during production. From 
this moment the labour of the individual· producer acquires socially a two-

2. By analogy with religious fetishism, the attri
bution of magical.or divine power to objects .. 
Similarly, according to Marx, we Impute to com
modities a life of their own (and a seemingly inher· 

, entvalue), We treat as relations between people 
what are in fact relations between commodities 
and people; thereby attributing human power< 10 
things. 
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fold character. On the one hand, it must~ as a definite useful kind of labour, 
satisfy a definite social want, and thus hold its place as part and parcel of 
the collective labour of all, as a brapch of a social division of labour that has 
sprung' up spontaneously. On the other hand, it can satisfy the manifold 
wants of the individual producer himself, only' in so far as the mutual 
exchangeability of aU kinds of tiseful private labour is an established social 
fact, and therefore the private useful labour of each producer ranks on an 
equality with that of all others. The equalisation of the most different kinds 
of labour can be the result only of an abstraction from their inequalities, or 
of reducing them to their common denominator, viz., expenditure of human 
labour-power or human labour in the abstract. The two-fold social ch~racter 
of the labour of the individual appears to him, when reflected in his brQin, 
only under those forms which are impressed upon that labour in every-day 
practice by the exchange of products~ In this way, the character that ,his own 
labour possesses of being socially useful takes the form of l:he condjtion, that 
the product must be not only useful, but useful for others, al1d,the social 
character that his particular labour has of being the equal of all other par
ticular kinds of labour, takes the form th~t all the physically diff~tent articles 
that are the products of labour, hav!! one common quality, viz., that pfflaving 
value. 

Hence, when we bring the products of our labour into relation witlt each 
other as values, it is not because we see in these articles the material rec~p
tades of homogeneous human labour. Quite the contrary: whenever, by an 
exchange, we equate as values our different prod!Jcts, by that very act, we 
also equate, as human labour, the different kinds of labour expended upon 
~hem. We are not aware of this, nevertheless we do it. Value, therefore, does 
not stalk about with a label describipg-what it is. It ~s value, rather, that 
converts every product into a social hieroglyphic. Later on, we try to decipher 
the hieroglyphic, to get behind the secret of our own social products; for to 
stamp an object of' utility as a val~e, is just as much a social product as 
language. The recent scientific disc'overy, that the propucts of labour, so far 
as they are values, are but material expressions of the human labour spent 
in their production, marks, indeed; an epoch in the history of the develop
ment of the human race, but, by no means, dissipates the mist through which 
the social character of labour appears to us to be an objective character of 
the products themselves. The fact, that in the particular form of production 
with which we are dealing, viz., the production of commodities, the specific 
social character of private labour carried on independently, consists in the 
equality of every kind of that labour, by virtue of its being human labour, 
which character, therefore, assumes in the product the form of value-this 
fact appears to the producers, notwithstanding the discovery above referred 
to, to be just as real and final, as the fact, that, after the discovery by science 
of the component gases of air, the atmosphere itself remained unaltered. ' 

What, first of all, p-ractically concerns producers when they make in 
exchange, is the question, how much of some other product they get for their 
own? in what proportions the products are exchangeable? When these pro
portions have, by custom, attained a certain stability, t~ey appear to result 
from the nature of the products, so that, for instance, -one ton of iron and 
two ounces of gold appear as naturally to be of equal value as a pound of 
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gold and a pound of iron in spite of their different physical and chemical 
qualities appear to be of equal weight. The character' of having valJ.1e, when 
once impressed upon products, obtains fixity only by'reason of their acting 
and re-acting upon each other as quantities of value. These quantities v~ry 
continually, independently of the will, foresight and action of the producers. 
To them, their own social action takes the form of tl;le action of objects, 
which rule the producers instead of being ruled by thein. It requires a fully 
developed production of commodities before, from accumulated experience 
alone, the scientific conviction spri~gs up, that all the different kinds of 
private labour, which are carried on independently of each other, and yet as 
spontaneously developed branches of the social division of labour, are con
tinually being reduced to the quantitative proportions in which society 
requires them. And why? Because, in ~he midst of all the accidental and ever 
fluctuating exchange-relations betwe~n the products, the labour-time 
socially necessary for their production forcibly asserts itself like an over
riding law of Nature. The law of gravity thus asserts itself when a house falls 
about our ears. The determination of th!=! magpitude of va'ue by labour-time 
is therefore a secret, hidden under 'the 'apparent fluctuations in the relative 
values of commodities. Its discovery, while removing all appearance of mere 
aCcidentality from the determination of the magnitude of the values of prod
ucts, yet in no way alters the mode in which that determination takes place. 

Man's reflections on the forms of social life, and consequently, also, his 
scientific analysis of those forms, take a course directly opposite to that of 
their actual historical development. He begins, post festum,! with the results 
of the process of development ready to hand before him. The characters that 
stamp products as commodities, and whose establishment is a necessary 
preliminary to the circulation of commodities, have already acquired the 
stability of natural, self-understood forms of ~ociallife, before man seeks to 
decipher, not their historical character, for in his eyes they are immutable, 
but their meaning. Consequently it was the analysis of the prices of com
modities that alone led to the determination of the magnitude of value, and 
it was the common expression of all commodities in money tlJ.at alone led to 
the establishment of their characters as values. It is, however, just this ulti
mate money-form of the world of commodities that actually conceals, instead 
of disclosing, the social character of private labour, and the social relat'fons 
between the individual producers. When I state that coats or boots stand in 
a relation to linen, because it is the universal incarnation of abstract human 
labour, the absurdity ()f the statement is self-evident. Nevertheless, when the 
producers of coats and boots compare those articles with linen, or, what is 
the same thing, with gold or silver, as the universal equivalent, they express 
the relation between their own private labour and the collective labour of 
society in the same absurd form. 

The categories of bourgeois economy consist of such like forms. They are 
forms of thought expressing with social validity the con~itions and rehitions 
of a definite, historically determined mode of production, viz., the production 
of commodities. The whole mystery of commodities, all the magic and nec
romancy that surrounds the products of labour as long as they take the form 

~, AfLcI' the fea.t (Latin); afLer the fact. too late, 
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of commodities, vanishes therefore, so soon as we come to other forms of 
production. 

Since .Robinson Crusoe's" experiences are a favourite theme with, political 
economists, let us take a look at·liimon his island. Moderate though he'be, 
yet some few wants he has to satisfy, and must therefore do a little useful 
work of various sorts, such as making tools' and furniture, taming goatS, 
fishing and hunting. Of his prayers and the like we take no account, sinc.e 
they are a source of pleasure to him, and he looks upon them ~s:so much 
recreation. In spite of the variety of his work, he. knows that his . labour, 
whatever its form, is but the activity of one and the'same Robinson,' and 
consequently, that it consists of nothing but different modes of human 
labour. Necessity itself compels him to apportion .his time accurately 
between his different kinds of work .. Whether one kind occupies a greater 
space in his general activity than another; depends on the difficulties, greater 
or less as the case may be, to be overcome in attaining the useful effect 
aimed at. This our friend Robinson soon learns by experience;. and having 
rescued a watch, ledger, and pen and ink from the wreck; commences, like 
a true-born Briton, to' keep a set. of books .• His stock-book contains a list of 
the objects of utility that belong to him, of the operations necessary' for their 
production; and lastly, of the labour-time that definite quantities of those 
objects have, on an average, cost him. All the relatioris between Robinson 
and. the objects that. form this wealth of his own creation, are here so simple 
and, clear as to be intelligible without exertion, 'even 'to Mr. Sedley Taylor.' 
And yet those relations contain all that is essential to the determination of 
value. 

Let us now transport ourselves from Robinson's island bathed in light to 
the European middle ages shrouded in darkness. Here, instead of the inde~ 
pendent man, we' find everyone dependeilt';.serfs and lords, vassals'andsuze
rains, laymen a,nd dergy. Personaldependerice here characterises the social 
relations of production' just as much as it does the other spheres of life 
organised on the basis of that productlon.But·for·the·very reason that:per
lonal dependence Forms the ground-work of locletYl,there I. no nece •• ity for 
labour and its products to assume a fantastic form different from theirreaHty. 
They take the shape; in the transactions of soCiety,of services ip. kind and 
payments in kind; Here the particular and natural form of hlbou'r, and not, 
as in a society based on production of commodities; its general abstract form 
is the immediate social form of labour. Compulsory labour is just as properly 
measured by time, as commodity-producing labour, but every serf knows that 
what he expends in the service of his lord, is a definite quantity of his own 
personallabour-powe,r.The tithe·to be rendered to the priest is more,matter 
of fact than ·his blessihg. No matter, then; what we· may think of the parts 
played by the different classes of people themselves in this society, the social 
relations between individuals in the performance of their labour, appear at 
all events as their own mutual personal relations, and are not disguised under 
the shape ()f social relations between the products of labour. 

4. The hero and title character. of Daniel Defoe's 
1719-20 novel, an E';gllsh 'sailor shipwrecked feir 
24 years on a small tropical island. He Is discussed 
by some political economists-including Adam 
Smith (1723-1790) and Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
(1712-1778)-who base their analyses of produc-

don on the solitary Independent .. worker. . , 
5. A Fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge (1834-
1920), who wrote both about musical sounds and 
harmony and ,about the relationship between cap
ital and labor: 
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For an example of labour iil common or directly associated labour, we 
have no occasion to go back to that spontaneously developed form which we 
find on the threshold of the history of all civilised races. We have one close 
at hand in the patriarchal industries' of a peasant family, that produces corn, 
cattle, yarn, linen, and clothing for home use. These different articles are, 
as regards the family, so manY'products:of its labour, but as between them
selves, they are not commodities. The different kinds of labour, such as 
tillage" cattle tending, spinning, weaving and making clothes, which result 
in the various products, are in themselves, and such as they are, direct social 
functions, because functions of the family, which~ just as much as a society 
based on the production of corim'iodities,' possesses a spontaneously devel
oped systein of division of labour; The distribution of the work within the 
family, and the regulation of the laboUr· time of the several members, depend 
as well upon differences of age and sex as upon natural conditions varying 
with the seasons. The labour~power of each individual, by its very nature, 
operates in this case merely as a definite portion of the whole labour-power 
of the family, and therefore, the measUre of the expenditure of individual 
labour-power by its duration, appears here by its very nature as a social 
character of their labour. 

Let us now picture to ourselves, by way of change, a community of free 
individuals. carrying on their work with the rheans of production in com
mon, in whiCh the labour-power of all :the different individuals is con
sciously applied as the combined labour-power of the cominunity. All the 
characteristics of Robinson's labour are here repeated, but with this differ
ence, that they are social, instead of individual. Everything produced by 
him was exclusively the result' of his own personal labour, and therefore 
simply an object of use for himself. The total product of our community is 
a social product. One portion serves as, fresh ineans of production and 
remains social. But another portion is consumed by the members as means 
of subsistence. A distribution of this portion amongst them is consequently 
necessary. The mode of this distribution Will vary with the productive 
organisation of the community, and th~ degree of historical developmet;it 
attaihed by the producers. We will assume, but itterely for the s'ake of a 
parallel With the production of commodities, that the share of each' indi
vidual producer in the means, of subsistence is determined by ,J'ifj}'labour
time. LaboUr-time would, . 'in that case, play a double part. Its 
apportionment in accordance with a' de.finite social plan maintains the 
proper proportion between the different kinds of work to be done and the 
various wants of the community. On the other hand, it also serves as a 
measure of the portion of the common labour borne by each individual, 
and of his share in the part of the total product destined for individual 
consumption. The social relations of the individual producers, with regard 
both· to their labour and to its products, are in this case perfectly simple 
and intelligible, and that with regard not only to production but also to 
distribution. 

The religious world is but the reflex of the teal world. And for a society 
based upon the production of commodities, in which the producers in gen

,eral enter into social relations with one another by treating their products 
as commodities and values, whereby they reduce their individual private 
labour to the standard of homogeneous 'hufuan labour-for such a society, 
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Christianity with its cultus6 of abstract man, more especially in its bourgeois 
developments, Protestantism, Deism,7 &c., is the most fih:ing form of reli
gion. In the ancient Asiatic and other anc~en~ modes of PtoductiOll, we find 
that the conversion of products into commodities, and therefore. the con
version of men into producers of commodities, holds a subordinate place, 
which, however, increases in importance as the primitive communities 
approach nearer and nearer to their dissolution. Trading nations, properly 
so called, exist in the ancient world only hi its interstices, like the gods of 
Epicurus in the Intermundia,R or like Jews in the pores of Polish society. 
Those ancient social organisms of production are, as compared with bour
geois society, extremely simple and transparent. Bu~ they are founded either 
on the immature development of man individually; who has· not ye~ severed 
the umbilical cord that unites him with his fellowmen in a primitive tribal 
community, or upon direct relations of subjection. They ·can arise and exist 
only when the development of the productive power of labour has not risen 
beyond a low stage, arid when, therefore, the social relation~ within the 
sphere of material life, between man and man, and between man and 
Nature, are correspondingly narrow. This narrowness is reflected in tlte 
ancient worship of Nature, and in the other elementsoftlte popular relig
ions. The religious reflex of the real world can, in any case, only tllen finally 
vanish, when the practical relations of every-day life offer to man none but 
perfectly intelligible and reasonable relations with regard;to his fellowmen 
and to Nature. 

The life-process of society, which is based On the process of material pro
duction, does not strip off its mystical veil until 'it is treated as production 
by freely associated men, and is consciously reguiated by them Jit a~~ordance 
with a settled plan. This, however, demands for socte~y a certain'material 
ground-work or set of conditions of existence wh~ch in their t~rn are the 
spontaneous product of a long and painful process· of developme~t. 

Political Economy has indeed analysed, however incompletely, valu~ and 
its magnitude, and has discovered what lies beneath these forms. 'But it 
has never once asked the question why labour is represented' by t~~ value 
of its product and labour-time by the magnit~de of. that value. These for
mulre, which bear it stamped upon them in unmistakeal»le letters that they 
belong to a state of society, in which the process. of production has the 
mastery over man, instead of being controlled by him, s .... ch fo'rmulre 
appear to the bourgeois in,tellect to be as much a se~f-evident necessity 
imposed by Nature as productive labour itself. Hence forms of social pro
duction that preceded the bourgeois form, are treated' by the bourgeoisie in 
much the same way as the Fathers of the Church9 treated pre-Christian 
religions. 

To what extent some economists are misled by the Fetishism inherent in 
commodities, or by the objective appearance of the social characteristics of 
labour, is shown, among~t other ways,' by 'the dull and tedious quarrel over 
the part played by Nature in the formation of exchange-value. Since 
exchange-value is a definite social manner of expressing the amount of labour 

6. Care of; adoration, worship (Latin). 
7. Belief In a supreme being as the source of e"is· 
tence that rejects the supernatural doctrines of 
Christianity and the Influence or revelation of God 
In the universe, stressing Instead the Importance 
of reason and ethical conduct. 

8. The spaces between the worlds (Latin). Epi
curus: (341-270 B.C.E.), Greek philosopher who 
held that the god. had nothing to do with human 
affairs. . 
9. Early Christian writers who established Chris
tian doctrine before the 8th century. 
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hestowed upon object, Nature has no more to do with it, than it has in fixing 
the course of exchange. 

The mode of production in which the product takes the form of a commod
ity, or is produced directly for exchange, is the most general and most embry
onic form of bourgeois production. It therefore makes its appearance at an 
early date in history, though not in the same predominating and characteristic 
manner as now-a-days. Hence its Fetish character is comparatively easy to be 
seen through. But when we come to more concrete forms, even this appear
ance of simplicity vanishes. Whence arose the illusions of the monetary sys
tem? To it gold and silver, when serving as money, did not represent a social 
relation between producers but were natural objects with strange social prop
erties. And modern economy, which looks down with such disdain on the mon
etary system, does not its superstition come out as clear as noon-day, whenever 
it treats of capital? How long is it since economy discarded the physiocratic 
illusion, that rents grow out of the soil and not out of society? I 

But not to anticipate, we will content ourselves with yet another example 
relating to the commodity-form. Could commodities themselves-speak, they 
would say: Our use-value may be a thing that interests men. It is no part of 
LIS as objects. What, however, does belong to us as objects, is our value. Our 
natural intercourse as commodities proves it. In the eyes of each other we 
are nothing but exchange-values. Now listen how those commodities speak 
through the mouth of the economist. "Value"-(i.e., exchange-value} "is a 
property of things, riches"-(i.e., use-value} "of man. Value, in this sense, 
necessarily implies exchanges, riches do not." "Riches" (use-value) "are the 
attribute of men, value is the attribute of commodities. A man or a com
munity is rich, a pearl or a diamond is valuable .... A pearl or a diamond is 
valuable" as a pearl or diamond. So far no chemist has ever discovered 
exchange-value either in a pearl or a diamond. The economic discoverers of 
this chemical element, who by-the-by lay special claim to critical acumen, 
find however that the use-value of objects belongs to them independently of 
their material properties, while their value, on the other hand, forms a part 
of them as objects. What confirms them in this view, is the peculiar circum
stance that the use-value of objects is realised without exchange, by means 
of a direct relation between the objects and man, while, on the other hand, 
their value is realised only by exchange, that is, by means of a social prOCJil,!l5. 
Who fails here to call to mind our good friend, Dogberry, who informs neigh
bour Seacoal, that, "To be a well-favoured man is the gift of fortune; but 
reading and writing comes by Nature."2 

From Chapter 1 O. The Working-Day 

SECTION 5. THE STHUGGLE FOR A NORMAL WORKING-DAY. 
COMPULSORY LAWS FOR THE EXTENSION OF THE WORKING-DAY FROM 

THE MIDDLE OF THE 14TH TO THE END OF THE 17TH CENTURY 

"What is a working-day? What is the length of time during which capital may 
consume the labour-power whose daily value it buys? How far may the work-

1. The Physiocrats, late-18th-century French 
ecol1mnists who were proponents uf free trade, 
h(..~HcvecJ that agriculture is the source of all wealth. 
2, Shakespeare, Much Ado "/>0"1 NOlhing (COl, 

1598),3.3.13-14 (slightly misquoted). Dogberry is 
a comic character, the commander of the watch; 
Seacoa] is one of the watchman. 
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ing-day be extended beyond the working-tim~ necessary for the reproduction 
of labour-power itself?" It has been seen that to these questions, capital 
replies: the working-day contains the full 24 hours, with the deduction of 
the few hours of repose without which labour-power absolutely refuses its 
services again. Hence it is self-evident that the labourer is nothing else, his 
whole life through, than labour-power, that therefore all his disposable time 
is by nature and law labour-time, to be devoted to the self-expansion of 
capital. Time for education, for intellectual development, for the fulfilling of 
social functions and for social intercourse, for the free-plflY of his bodily and 
mental activity, even the rest time of Sunday {and that in a country of Sab
batariansl)-moonshine!3 But in its blind unrestrainable passion, its were
wolf hunger for surplus-labour, capital oversteps not only the moral, but even 
the merely physical maximum bounds of the working-day. It usurps the time 
for growth, development, and healthy maintenance of the body. It steals the 
time required for the consumption of fresh air 'and sunlight. It higgles4 over 
a meal-time, incorporating it where possible with the process of production 
itself, so that food is given to the labourer as to a mere means of production, 
as coal is supplied to the boiler, grease and oil to the machinery. It reduces 
the sound sleep needed for the restoration, reparation, refreshment of the 
bodily powers to just so many hours of torpor as the revival of an organism, 
absolutely exhausted, renders essential. It is not the normal m~intenance 
of the labour-power which is to determine the limits of the working-day; it 
is the greatest possible daily expenditure of labour-power, no matter how 
diseased, compulsory, and painful it may be, which is to determine the 
limits of the labourers' period of repose. Capital cares nothing for the length 
of life of labour-power. All that concerns :it is simply and ,solely the 
maximum of labour-power, that can be rendered fluent in a working
day. It attains this end by shortening. the extent of the labourer's life, as a 
greedy farmer snatches increased produce from 'the soil by robbing it of its' 
fertility. . 

The capitalistic mode of production (essentially the production of s.lirplus
value,' the absorption of surplus-labour), produces thus, With the extension 
of the working-day, not only the deterioration of human labour-power by 
robbing it of its normal, moral and physical, conditions of develqpment and 
function. It prodU..ces also the premature exhaustion and death of this labour
power itself. It extends the labourer's time of production during a given 
period by shortening his actual life-time. 

But the value of the labour-power includes the value of the commodities 
necessary for the reproduction of the worker, or for the keeping up of the 
working-class. If then the unnatural extension of the working-day, that cap
ital necessarily strives after in its unmeasured' passion for self-expansion, 
shortens the length of life of the individual labourer, and therefore the dura
tion of his labour-power, the forces used up have to be replaced at a more 
rapid rate and the sum of the expenses for the reproduction of labour-power 
will be greater; just as in a machine the part of its value to be reproduced 
every day is greater the more rapidly the machine is worn out. It would seem 

3. Nonsense. foolishness. Sabbatarlans: those 
who favor strict observance of the Sabbath, 
4. Haggles. . . 
5. The difference between the amount of capital 

needed to produce something and the amount of 
capital that product Is worth; it is created from 
labor power. 
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therefore that the interest of capital itself points in the direction of a normal 
working-day. 

The slave-owner buys his labourer as he buys his horse. If he loses his 
slave, he loses capital that can only be restored by new outlay in the slave
mart. But "the rice-grounds of Georgia, or the swamps of the Mississippi 
may be fatally injurious to the human constitution; but the waste of human 
life which the cultivation of these districts necessitates, is not so great that 
it cannot be repaired from the teeming preserves of Virginia and Kentucky. 
Considerations of economy, moreover, which, under a natural system, afford 
some security for human treatment by identifying the master's interest with 
the slave's preservation, when once trading in slaves is practised, become 
reasons for racking to the uttermost the toil of the slave; for, when his place 
can at once be supplied from foreign preserves, the duration of his life 
becomes a matter of less moment than its productiveness while it lasts. It is 
accordingly a maxim of slave management, in slave-importing countries, that 
the most effective economy is that which takes out of the human chattel in 
the shortest space of time the utmost . amount of exertion it is capable of 
putting forth. It is in tropical culture, where annual profits often equal the 
whole .capital of plantations, that negro life is most recklessly sacrificed. It 
is the agriculture of the West Indies, which has been for centuries 'prolific 
of fabulous wealth, that has engulfed millions of the Mrican race. It is in 
Cuba, at' !:his day, whose revenues are reckoned by millions, and whose plant
ers are. princes, that we' see in the servile class, the coarsest fare, the most 
exhausting and unremitting toil, and even the absolute destruction of a por
tion of its numbers every year."6 

Mutato nomine de te fabula narratur.7 For slave-trade read labour-market, 
for Kentucky and Virginia, Ireland and the agricultural districts of England, 
Scotland, and Wales, for Mrica, Germany. We heard how-over-work thinned 
the ranks of the bakers in London. Nevertheless; the London labour-market 
is always over-stocked with Gerrna~ and other candidates for death in the 
bakeries. Pottery, as we saw, is one of the shortest-lived industries. Is there 
any want therefore of potters? Josiah Wedgwood,8 the inventor' of modern 
pottery, himself originally a common workman, said in 1785 before the 
House of Commons that the whole tra~e employed from 15,00~ to 20,000 
people. In the year 1861 the population alone of the town. ceRtres of this 
industry in Great Britain numbered 101,302. "The cotton trade has existed 
for ninety years ... It has existed for three generations of the English race, 
and I believe I may safely say that during that period it has destroyed nine 
generations of factory operatives."9 ...... 

What experience shows to the capitalist generally is a constant excess of 
population, i.e., an excess in relation to the momentary requirements of sur
plus-labour-absorbing capital, although this excess is made up of generations 
of human beings stunted, short-lived, swiftly replacing each other, plucked, 
so to say, before maturity. And, indeed, experience shows to the intelligent 
observer with what swiftness and grip the capitalist mode of production, 

6. Quoted from J. E. Cairnes, The SI,.ve Power 
(London, 1862). 
7. Once the '"ame has been changed, the story I. 
told about you (Latin); from HORACE (65-8 D.C.E.), 
S"tires 1.1.69-70. 

8. Noted English potter (1730-1795). 
9. Quoted from a speech deUvered In the House 
of Commons, April 27, 1863. The following ellipsis 
is the translators'. 



786 / KARL MARX AND FRIEDRICH ENGELS 

dating, historically speaking, only from yesterday, has seized the vital power 
of the people by the very root-shows how the degeneration of the industrial 
population is only retarded by the constant absorption of primitive and phys
ically uncorrupted elemeJ:lts from the country-shows how even the country 
labourers, in spite of fresh air and the principle of natural selection, that 
works so powerfully amongst them, and only permits the survival of the 
strongest, are already beginning to die off. Capital that has such good reasons 
for denying the sufferings of the legions of workers that surround it, is in 
practice moved as much and as little by the sight of the coming degradation 
and final depopulation of the human race, as by the probable fall of the earth 
into the sun. In every stock-jobbing swindle every cine knows that some time 
or other the crash must come, but every one hopes that it may fall on the 
head of his neighbour, after he himself has caught the shower·of gold and 
placed it in safety. Apr~s moi Ie deluge/' is the watchword of every capitalist 
and of every capitalist nation. Hence Capital is reckless of the health or 
length of life of the labourer; unless under compulsion from society. To the 
out-cry as to the physical and mental degradation, the premature death, the 
torture of over-work, it answers: Ought these· to trouble us since they 
increase our profits? But looking at things as a whole, all this does not, 
indeed, depend on the good or ill will of the individual capitalist~ Free com
petition brings out the inherent laws of capitalist production, in the shape 
of external coercive laws having power over every individual capitalist. 

The establishment of a normal working-day is the result of centuries of 
struggle between capitalist and labourer. The history. of this. struggle shows 
two opposed tendencies. Compare, e.g., the English factory legislation of our 
time with the English Labour Statutes from the 14th century to well into the 
middle of the 18th. Whilst the modern Factory Acts2 compulsorily shortened 
the working-day, the earlier statutes tried to lengthen it by compulsion. Of 
course the pretensions of capital in embryo-when, beginning to grow, it 
secures the right of absorbing a quantumsufficit3 of surplus-labour, not merely 
by the force of economic relations, but by the help of the State-appear very 
modest when put face to face with the concessions that, growling and strug
gling, it has to make in its adult condition. It takes centuries ere the "free" 
labourer, thanks to the development of capitalistic production, agrees, i.e., is 
compelled by social conditions,' to sell the whole of his active life, his very 
capacity for work, for the 'price of the necessaries of life, his birthright for a 
mess of pottage.4 Hence it is natural that the lengthening of the work-day, 
which capital, from the middle of the 14th to the end of the 17th century, tries 
to impose by State-measures on adult labourers, approximately coincides with 
the shortening of the working-day which, in the second half of the 19th 
century, has here and there been effected by the State to prevent the coining 
of children's blood into capital. That which to-day, e.g., in the State of Massa
chusetts, until recently the freest State of the North-American Republic, has 
been proclaimed as the statutory limit of the labour of children under 12,5 was 

I. After me the flood (French); an old French 
proverb. often attributed to Louis XV or his mis
tress. Madame de Pompadour, after the 1757 
defeat of the French and Austrian armies in the 
battle of Rossbach. 
2. Series of measures, passed beginning in 1819. 

intended to improve working conditions (particu
larly for children and women workers). 
3. Sufficient quantity (Latin). 
4. As the hungry Esau sold his birthright to his 
brother Jacob; Genesis 25.29-34. 
5. That is, a 1 O-hour day (the law passed in 1842). 
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in England, even in the middle of the 17th century, the normal working-day 
of able-bodied artisans, robust labourers, athletic blacksmiths. 

1867 

From Letter from Friedrich Engels to Joseph Bloch I 

London, September 21-22, 1890 

According to the materialist conception of history, the ultimately deter
mining element in history is the production and reproduction of real life. 
More than this neither Marx nor I have ever asserted. Hence if somebody 
twists this into saying that the economic element is the only determining 
one, he transforms that proposition into a meaningless, abstract, senseless 
phrase. The economic situation is the basis, but the various elements of the 
superstructure: political forms of the class struggle and its results, to wit: 
constitutions established by the victorious class after a successful battle, etc., 
juridical forms, and then even the reflexes of all theSe actual struggles in the 
brains of the participants, political, juristic, philosophical theories, religious 
views and their further development into systems of dogmas, also exercise 
their influence upon the course of the historical struggles and in many cases 
preponderate in determining their form. There is an interaction of all these 
elements in which, amid all the endless host of accidents (that is, of things 
and events, whose inner connection is so remote or so impossible of proof 
that we can regard it as non-existent, as negligible) the economic movement 
finally asserts 'itself as necessary. Otherwise the application of the theory to 
any period of history one chose would be easier than the solution of a simple 
equation of the first degree. 

We make our history ourselves, but, in the first place, under very definite 
assumptions and conditions. Among these the economic. ones are ultimately 
decisive. But the political ones, etc., and indeed even' the traditions which 
haunt human minds also playa part, although not th~decisive one. The 
Prussian state also arose and developed from historical, ultimatelyeconom'lc 
causes. But it could scarcely be maintained without pedantry that among 
the many small states of North Germany, Brandenburg2 was specifically 
determined by economic necessity to become the great power enibodying the 
economic, linguistic and, after the Reformation, also the religious difference 
between North and South, and not by other elements as well (above all by 
its entanglement with Poland, owing to the possession of Prussia, and hence 
with international political relations-which were indeed also decisive in the 
formation of the Austrian dynastic power). Without making oneself ridicu
lous it would be a difficult thing to explain in terms of economics the exis
tence of every small state in Germany, past and present, or the origin of the 
High German consonant shifts,3 which widened the' geographical wall of 

I. Asocialist(1871-1936),whointh,,1890swas 
a ~llldent at the University or Berlin. The translator 
is not named. 
2. Begion that became the cor .. of the kingdom of 

Prussia {1701-1871) and of the German Empire 
(1871-1918). 
3. Linguistic changes (ca. 500--700 C.Il.) that dis
tinguish the German of central and southern Ger-
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partition, formed by the mountains from the Sudetic range to the Taunus,4 
to the extent of a regular fissure across all Germany. 

In the second place, however, history is made in such a way that the final 
result always arises from conflicts between many individual wills, of which 
each again has been made what it is by a host of particular conditions of life. 
Thus there are innumerable intersecting forces, an infinite series of paral
lelograms of forces which give rise to one resultant-the historical event. 
This may again itself he viewed as the product of a power which works as Ii 
whole, unconsciously and without volition. For what each individual wills is 
obstructed by everyone else, and what emerges is something that no one 
willed. Thus past history proceeds in the manner of a natural process and is 
essentially subject to the same laws of motion. But from the fact that indi
vidual wills-of which each desires what he is impelled to by his physical 
constitution and external; in the last resort economic, circumstances (either 
his own personal circumstances or those of society in general)---:-do not attain 
what they want; but are merged into a collective mean j a common resultant, 
it must not be concluded that their value is equal to zero. On, the contrary, 
each contributes to the resultant and is to this degree involved in it. 

I would furthermore ask you to study this theory from its original sources 
and not at second-hand; it is really much easier. Marx hardly wrote anything 
in which it did not play a part. But especially The Eighteenth Brumaire of 
Louis Bonaparte is a most excellent example of its application. There are also 
many allusions iii, Capital. 5 Then may I also direct you to my writings: Herr 
Eugen Da.hring's Revolution in Science and Ludwig Feuerbach and the End 
of Classical German Ph,ilosophy,6 in which I have given the most detailed 
account of historical materialism which, as far as I know, exists. 

Marx and I are ourselves partly to blame for the fact that the younger 
people sometimes lay more stres!' on -the economic side than is due to it. We 
had to emphasise the main principle vis-a-vis our adversaries, who denied it, 
and we had not always the time; the place or the opportunity to allow the 
other elements involved in tq.e interaction to come irito their rights. But when 
it was a case of presenting a section of history, that is, of a practical appli
cation, it was a different nia~~~~ and there no error was possible. Uhfortu
nately, however, it happens only too often that people think t~ey have fully 
understood a new theory and can apply it without more ado from the: moment 
they have mastered'its main principles, and even those not always (;orrectly. 
And I cannot exempt many of the more recent "Marxists" from thisrep~oach, 
for the most amazing rubbish has been produced in this quarter, too. 

.. .. .. 

many (High German, the official diale,ct) from the 
.peech of northern Germl)ny (Low 'German); for 
example, haren (to hope) becomes til High 
German hOffen, and Plante (plant> becomes 
PjUlnze. 
4, A mountain range in southwest central Ger
many. ''The Sudetic range", the Sudetes, moun-

1890 

tains between the Czech Republic and Poland. 
5. VOl. I was published In 1867, vol •. 2 and 3 in 
1893 and 1894; Ths Eighteenth Bmmalre first 
appeared in 1852. 
6, Published in 1886; Dilhri"B's Revolution In Sci
ence, now known as Antl-DaJaring, was published 
in 1877-78. 
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Charles Baudelaire, who wanted to include the right to contradict oneself among the 
Rights of M,an, made self-contradiction into a quihtessentially modern form of poet
ics. But his canonization as a major poet would have surprised both him and his 
contemporaries. Although his book Les Fleurs du mal (1857, The Flowers of Evil) is 
now considered il masterpiece, it had an inauspicious start. The volume explicitly 
addresses a "hypocritical reader" who will not want the self-image the poems depict. 
The book's notorious 1857 obscenity trial (which required Baudelaire to remove six 
poems and pay a fine) seemed to enact the rejection the poems predicted, but it also 
lent the author's celebrity an unseemly luster. Few of Baudelaire's friends could have 
foreseen a time when he would be hailed as a genius. And even they would not have 
guessed how many roles literary historians would assign to him. 

Viewed by contemporaries as a late, decadent Romantic or as a Parnassian lover of 
art for art's sake, Baudelaire is often described as the founder of what would later be 
known as symbolism, especially in his theory of "universal analogy" and in his early 
sonnet "Correspondances." But what was peculiarly modern about Baudelaire was 
perhaps best described by one of his last editors, who called him "that strange classic 
of nonclassical things," or by the poet Paul Claudel (1868-1955), who said he com
hined "the style of Racine with the style of a journalist of the Second Empire." 
Theorists of Romanticism, Parnassianism; symbolism, modernism and even realism 
have all claimed-him as a key figure, but in very different-sometimes antithetical
ways. It is hard to imagine a more fitting tribute to Baudelaire's practice of self
contradiction. 

Baudelaire's father, Fran~ois, was a sixty-year-old ex-priest and widower when he 
married Caroline Dufays, a penniless orphan, who was twenty-six. When Fran~ois 
died in 1827; he left Caroline with a twenty-two-yearcold son, Alphonse, from his 
first marriage, along with her own five-year-old son, Charles. Charles later fondly 
remembered his mother as a beautiful widow whom he had all to himself during this 
period, but in 1828 she married a handsome al1nyofficer, Jacques Auplck, In some 
haste. It'is not known when, or whether, Charles ever learned of the birth of his 
stillborn half-sister in December 1828. 

Jacques Aupick's career in the military was remarkably successful; he was promoted 
to general on the same day that Charles passed the baccaiaureat exam (despite having 
been expelled from his Parisian high school earlier in 1839 for swallowing rather.than 
surrendering a note from a classmate). For the next two years, Baudelairefived a 
bohemian life among artists and students, wrote poetry, contracted gonorrhea and 
sizable debts, and generally enjoyed life. His stepfather and half-brother, however, 
foreseeing only ruin from his failure to establish himself professionally, paid his debts, 
borrowed money from his patrimony, and sent him on what was planned as a yearlong 
voyage to India to separate him from "the slippery streets of Paris" (as Aupick put it) 
before he turned twenty-one. Baudelaire did indeed journey atound Africa as far as 
Reunion Island, but caught a return ship there back to France. Though it failed to 
protect Charles's future bank account, the trip provided him with a different kind of 
capital: a store of poetic images and themes he was to draw on in his poetry. 

Once back in Paris, Baudelaire fell in love with a beautiful mixed-race actress 
named Jeanne Duval. Along with his brief liaisons with other' women, the poet main
tained a complicated, tempestuous, sometimes domestic relationship with Jeanne for 
most of his life. When he turned twenty-one he came into the inheritance left him 
by his father-the ,interest from which would have given him an annual income of 
2,400 francs (approximately the starting salary for a typical civil service job)-and 
quickly spent half of it. His mother, alarmed at the speed with which his funds were 
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disappearing, imposed a legal mediator betwe~n him and what remained. For the next 
twenty years, Baudelaire's correspondence with editors and·colleagues records his 
attempts to earn money through his writings, while the frequent letters he sent to his 
mother express both his desire to play on her maternal sympathies and his rage against 
the permanent infantili7..ation his financial situation imposed. In March 1866 he suf
fered a stroke, undoubtedly caused by end-stage syPhilIis, while on an unsuccessful 
lecture tour in Belgium.· The stroke left him partially paralyzed and aphasic, able to 
utter only the single word "cr~nom!" (from .sacrtJ nom de Dieu! or "holy name of 
God!"). He died in a Paris clinic seventeen months later, his mother by his side. 

Baudelaire's first publications were Salons, reviews of the annual art exhibit at the 
Louvre museum. Unlike other rebels against society who were frequently supported 
by the same bourgeois world they scorned, Baudelaire was fully aware of the often 
perverse and hated interdependency between artists and patrons, beginning his Salon 
of 1845 by describing the economic purpose of such annual shows: '''One must'please 
those on whose resources one wants to live." In 1847 he discovered the work of the 
American poet EDGAR ALLAN POE (1809-1849), whom he considered a fellow martyr 
to bourgeois values. Paradoxically, his·translations of Poe would earn Baudelaire more 
money' than all his other works put together; his introductions to the translations 
create a portrait of poetic genius that still shapes the French view of Poe to this day. 
He tried his hand at theater, wrote about drugs and addictions, published often con
tradictory theoretical essays in reviews, and started to publish his poetry; but Les 
Fleurs du mal did not appear until 1857, just months after the death of;Jacques 
Aupick. When the volume drew legal charges of immorality, he removed the six "con
demned" poems and published ·a new edition. The offending poems all, dealt· with 
female-particularly lesbian'-sexuality (an early title of Les Fleurs' du mal had been 
Les Lesbiennes). Baudelaire joined his contemporary TH~OPHILE GAUTIER and others 
in using lesbianism to get at the nature of art for art's sake. His descriptions of female 
sexuality were considered not orily immoral but'asign of "realism," then a term of 
condemnation for works exposing frank, unidealiied, and unplealiant realities. When, 
in 1949, the ban was finally lifted, the poems were defended on the grounds that they 
were symbolic, not realistic. ' ... 

In everything he wrote (or sometimes in two equal and opposite teXts), Baudelaire 
depicted a human nature' profoundly at odds . with itself. In the' first section· .of Les 
Fleurs du mal, titled "Spleen et Id~al," the poet is·torn between an aspiration toward 
an ideal ("Id~al") that can neither be realized 'nor renounced, and an attraction to 
degradation ("Spleen") that can neither be accepted nor denied. "Spleen,", an English 
term used by eighteenth-century poets· to mean "melancholy," here designates 
"depression," "boredom," "disgust," ~'abjection," "sin," and even·f'materiality." Baude
laire's poetic speaker becomes addicted to his torture, desiring what he flees and 
fleeing what he desires while remaining excruciatingly aware of his impossible posi
tion, which then becomes the subject of the poems. 

In his later work, this metaphysical, aesthetic, or psychological self-division is sub
ject to a further force of estrangement: the historical process. In the second edition of 
Les Fleurs du mal (1861), Baudelaire added a section called "Tableaux Parisiens" 
("Parisian Scenes"). Responding to the reconstructions of Paris undertaken during 
the Second Empire, Baudelaire wrote (in his poem "Le Cygne"): "Paris is changing, 
but nothing in my melancholy has budged ..•. The form of a city changes faster, alas, 
than the heart of a man." The anachronistic relationship between man and his desires 
is exacerbated by the speed of modernization. Even alienation does not have a perma
nent form. It is this divided perception of modernity-not a simple process of change 
but something partly unchanging and partly fleeting, partly eternal and partly histori
cal-that Baudelaire discusses in our selection, "The Painter of Modern. Life" (1863). 

"The Painter of Modern Life," firsfpublished in the widely circulated newspaper 
Le Figaro, sketches out an unprecedented theory of modern aesthetics. Many later 
critics have felt that the essay should have been about Edouard Manet, with whom 
Baudelaire was soon to become friends-and who they take to be the true "painter 
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of modern life"-in preference to Constantin Guys, a minor nineteenth-century 
draftsman whom history has almost forgotten. But Baudelaire begins his essay with 
a plea for minor artists, indicating that what he appreciated in Guys was his lack of 
monumentality-the speed of his sketches, the almost photographic accuracy of his 
reportage (although Baudelaire scorned photography itself), and perhaps even his 
ephemerality. Guys captured for Baudelaire the aesthetics of the }lt2neur-an idler 
on the city streets, filled with curiosity but without goal or interest, made possible by 
the growth of modern commodity culture and display. 

In his long essay, Baudelaire describes two complementary paradigms for the artist: 
the flaneur, who gives himself over to the crowd (Baudelaire calls it a "saintly pros
titution of the soul" in his prose poem "Crowds"), and the dandy, who holds himself 
aloof and unmoved. While thejlaneur is contextualized by new practices of shopping 
on the city streets, the dandy resists the promiscuity of buying and selling in general. 
In his recoil from vulgarity and commerce, the dandy personifies the stance of aris
tocracy, searching for distinction as opposed to the "leveling" that Baudelaire asso
ciates with democracy. Baudelaire's "modernity" is thus deeply opposed to the 
postrevolutionary economic modernization that also informs it. 

Both the }lt2neur and the dandy contrast sharply with, but owe part of their appeal 
to, femininity. In section I I, "In Praise of Cosmetics," Baudelaire goes so far as to 
scc makeup-a sign of theater as well as a sign of femininity-as a paradigm for art. 
In a violent put-down of the Romantic idealization of nature, he claims that nature 
can only counsel crimc and sclf-interest, while everything good is a product of 
restraint and calculation. Hence cosmetics should not try to recover the artlessness 
of youth ("Naturc"), but should frankly seek the beauty of artifice ("Art"). The impli
cation for the modern artist is that everything of value comes through culture, not 
nature, and that to pretend otherwise leads to a distorted and distorting idealization 
of a nature that never existed. 

Baudelaire thus forged "The Painter of Modern Life" out of a clash between nos
talgia for lost aristocratic values and fascination with the contemporary street life of 
commodity culture. In his poetry and in his prose, he was able to distill from the 
shocks and chance encounters of the changing city a radically new poetics. Those 
"slippery streets of Paris" so feared by Jacques Aupick became, for Baudelaire and 
pcrhaps for modcrn art in general, the very substance of modernity. 
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From The Painter of Modern Life l 

From I. Beauty, Fashion, tina·Happiness 
, .l ... 

The world-and even. the world of artists-,-is· f~ll·of people,~ho can go to 
the Louvre,z walk rapidly, without So ·much ,as ,a;glance,past rows of very 
interesting, though secondary, picturesj to come, tq a rapturous halt in front 
of a Titian or a RaphaeiJ-one of those! that have been'most popularized by 
the erigraver's art; then they will go home happy, not a few saying ,to them
selves, 'I know'my Museum.' Just as there ate people who, having once read 
Bossuet and Racine,4 fancy that they have mastered the history of literature. 

Fortunately from time to time there come forward righters of wrong; crit
ics, amateurs, curious enquirers, to declare. ~hat Raphael, or Ra<;i~e, does 
not contain the whole secret, and that the minor poets' toq, have something 
good, solid and· delightful to offer; and finally that however .much we may 
love general beauty, asOit is expressed by classical poet!! andar,tists, we are 
no less wrong to neglect pal1icular beauty, the beauty of circumstance and 
the sketch of manners. . 

It must be admitted that for some years now the world has been mending 
its ways a little. The value which collectors today attach to the delightful 
coloured engravings of the last century proves that a reaction has set in in 
the direction where it was req1.iired; Debucourt, the Saint-Aubins' and many 
others have found their places in the dictionary of'artists wh()sre worthy of 
study. But these represent the past: my concern today is with the painting 
of manners of the. present., The past is interesting not only by reason of the 

I, Translated by Jonathan Mayne, 
2, The national art museUI1:1 of France, In Paris, 
3, Two famous· Italian Renaiasance painterS, 
Tlzlano Vecellio (ca. 1488-1576) and Raffaello 
Santi (1483-1520). , 
4, Jean Racine (1639-1699), quiritesgentlal 
French neoclassical playwright, Jacques-B/!nlgne 

Bo,su~t (1627- i 704 j, F~ench bishop and neoclas-
sical writer, ' ' , 
5. The brothe.fS Charles (I 721 '-1786) and Gabriel 
(1724-1780) de Salnt-Aublri, along,wlth Philibert
LOuis D"bucourt (1755-1832). were graphIc art
ists and pab,teri (as was aaude!ali,e' • .fath" .. ); , .. 
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beauty which could be distilled from it by those artists for whom it was the 
present, but also precisely because it is the past, fot its historical value. It is 
the same with the present. The pleasure which we derive from the represen
tation of the present is due not only to the beauty with which it can be 
invested, but also to its essential quality of being present. 

.. .. .. 
This is in fact an excellent opportunity to establish.a rational and historical 

theory of beauty, in contrast to the academic theory of an unique and abso
lute beauty; to show that beauty is always and inevitably of a double com
position, although the impression that it produces is single-foi' the fact that 
it is difficult to discern the variable elements of beauty within the unity of 
the impression invalidates in no way the necessity of variety in its composi
tion. Beauty is made up of an eternal, invariable element, whose quantity it 
is excessively difficult to determine, and of a relative, circumstantial element, 
which will be, if you like, whether severally or all at once, the age, its fash
ions, its morals, its emotions. Without this second element, which might be 
described as the amusing, enticing, appetizing icing on the divine cake, the 
first element would be beyond our powers of digestion or appreciation, nei
ther adapted nor suitable to human nature. I defy anyone to point to a single 
scrap of beauty which does not contain these two elements. 

Let me instance two opposite extremes in history. In religious art the dual
ity is evident at the first glance;. the ingredient of eternal beauty reveals itself 
only with the permission and under the discipline of the religion to which 
the artist belongs. In the most frivolous work of a sophisticated artist belong
ing to one of those ages which, in our vanity, we characterize as civilized, 
the duality is no less to be seen; at the same time the eternal part of beauty 
will be veiled and expressed if not by fashion, at least by the particular tem
perament of the artist. The duality of art is a fatal consequence of the duality 
of man. Consider, if you will, the eternally subsisting portion as the soul of 
art, and the variable element as its body. That is why Stendhal6-an imper
tinent, teasing, even a disagreeable critic) but· one whose impertinences are 
often a useful spur to reflection-approached the truth more 'closely than 
many another when he said that 'Beauty is nothing else but a promise of 
happiness.' This definition doubtless overshoots the 'mark; it mak9.Beauty 
far too subject to the infinitely variable ideal of Happiness; it strips Beauty 
too neatly of its aristocratic quality: but it has the great merit of making a 
decided break with the academic .error. 

I have explained these things more than once before.7 And these few lines 
will already have said enough on the subject for those who have a taste for 
the diversions of abstract thought. I know, however, that the majority of my 
own countrymen at least have but little inclination for these, and I myself 
am impatient to embark upon the positive and concrete part of my subject. 

From III. The A.rtist, Man of the World, Man of the Crowd, and Child 

Today I want to discourse to tlte public about a strange man, a man" of so 
powerful and so decided an originality that it is sufficient'unto itself and does 

6. Pen name of Marie Henri Beyle (1783-1842). 
French novell.t and critic; tJ.e quotation Iii from 
De I· ..... our (J 822), chap. 1'1."; 

7: E.g. In the article on "Criticol Method" on the 
occa.lon of the Exposition Universelle of 1855 
[translator'. note). 
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not even seek approval. Not ,a single one of his drawings is signed, if by 
signature you mean that string of easily forgeable characters which spell a 
name and which so many other artists affix ostentatiously at the foot of their 
least important trifles. Yet all his works are signed-with his dazzling soul; 
and art-lovers who have seen .and appreciated them will readily recognize 
them from the description that I am about to give. 

A passionate lover of crowds and incognitos, Monsieur C. G.A carries orig
inality to the point of shyness. Mr., Thackeray,9 who, as is well known, is 
deeply interested in matters of art, and who himself executes the illustrations 
to his novels, spoke one day of Monsieur G. in the columns of a London 
review.' The latter was furious, as though at an outrage to his virtue. Recently 
again, when he learnt that I had it in mind to write an appreciation'of his 
mind and hili talent, he begged me~very imperiously, I must admit'-'-to 
suppress his name, and if I must speak of his works, to speak of them as if 
they were those of an anonymous artist. I will humbly comply with this 
singular request. 

.. .. .. 
For ten years I had wanted to get to know Monsieur G., who is by nature 

a great traveller and cosmopolitan. 'I knew that for some time he had been 
on the staff of an English illustrated journal,z and that engravings after his 
travel-sketches, made in Spain, Turkey and the Crimea, had been published 
there. Since then I have seen a considerable quantity of those drawings, 
hastily sketched on the spot, and thus I have been able to read, so to speak; 
a detailed account of the Crimean campaign3 which is much preferable to 
any other that I know. The same paper had also published, always without 
signature, a great number of his illustrations of new ballets and operas. ·When 
at last I ran, him to earth, I, saw at once' that 'it was not precisely an artist, 
but rather a man of the world with whom I had to do. 

.. . . 
And so, as a first step towards an understanding of Monsieur G., I would 

ask you to note at once that the mainspring of his genius is curiosity. 
Do you remember ,a picture (it really is a picture!), painted-,-or rather 

written-by the most powerful pen of our age, and entitled 'I1,J.e Man of-the 
Crowd74 In the window of a coffee-house there sits a convalescent, pleasur
ably absorbed in gazing at the crowd, and mingling, through the medium of 
thought, in the turmoil of thought that surrounds him. But lately returned 
from the valley of the shadow of death, he is rapturously breathing in all the 
odours and essences of life; as he has been on the brink of total oblivion, he 
remembers, and fervently desires to remember, everything. Finally he hurls 
himself headlong into the midst of the throng, in pursuit of an unknown, 
half-glimpsed countenance that has, on an instant, bewitched him. Curiosity 
has become a fatal, irresistible passion! '. 

8. Constantin Guys (1802-1892), prolific drafts
man whose sketches of the Crimean War were 
forerunners of photojournalism. 
9. William Makepeace Thackeray (1811-1863), 
English novelist and satirist. 
1. The reference has not been traced (translator's 
notel· ' 

2. The IIlustratsd London News [translator's notel. 
3. War (1854-56) in which Britain, France, and 
Sardinia came to the aid of Turkey against Russia. 
4. A story by EDGAR ALLAN POE, Included among 
his Tales (1845) and translated by Baudelaire In 
the N"" ... lles Hlstoires Extraorainaire. [translator's 
notel. ' 
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Imagine an artist who was always, spiritually, in the condition of that 
convalescent, and you will have the key to the nature of Monsieur G. 

Now convalescence is like a return towards childhood. The convalescent, 
like the child, is possessed in the highest degree of the faculty of keenly 
interesting himself in things, be they apparently of the most trivial. Let us 
go back, if we can, by a retrospective effort of the imagination, towards our 
most youthful, our earliest, impressions, and we will recognize that they had 
a strange kinship with those brightly coloured impressions which we were 
later to receive in the aftermath of a physical illness, always provided that 
that illness had left our spiritual capacities pure and unharmed. The child 
sees everything in a state of newness; he is always drunk. Nothing more 
resembles what we call inspiration than the delight with which a child 
absorbs form and colour. I am prepared to go even further and assert that 
inspiration has something in common with a convulsion, and that every sub
lime thought is accompanied by a more or less violent nervous shock which 
has its repercussion in the very core of the brain. The man of genius has 
sound nerves, while those of the child are weak. With the one, Reason has 
taken up a considerable position; with the other, Sensibility is almost the 
whole being. But genius is nothing more nor less than childhood recovered 
at will-a childhood now equipped for self-expression with manhood's capac
ities and a power of analysis which enables it to order the mass .of raw mate
rial which it has involuntarily accumulated. 

.. .. .. 
The crowd is his element, as the air is that of birds and water of fishes. 

His passion and his profession are to become one flesh with the crowd. For 
the perfectjlaneur,~ for the passionate spectator, it is an immense joy to set 
up house in the heart of the multitude, amid the ebb and flow of movement, 
in the midst of the fugitive and the infinite. To be away from home and yet 
to feel oneself everywhere at home; to see the world, to be at the centre of 
the world, and yet to remain hidden from the world--:-such are a few of the 
slightest pleasures of those independent, passionate~ impartial.natures which 
the tongue can but clumsily define. The spectator is a prince who everywhere 
rejoices in his incognito. The lover of life makes the whole world his family, 
just like the lover of the fair sex who builds up his family from all the beau.t.lful 
women that he has ever found, or that are--or are not-to be found; or the 
lover of pictures who lives in a magical society of dreams painted on canvas. 
Thus the lover of universal life enters into the crowd as though it were an 
immense reservoir of electrical energy. Or we might liken him to a mirror as 
vast as the crowd itself; or to a kaleidoscope gifted with consciousness, 
responding to each one of its movements and reproducing the multiplicity 
of life and the flickering grace of all the elements of life. He is an 'I' with an 
insatiable appetite for the 'non-I', at every instant rendering and explaining 
it in pictures more living than life itself, which is always unstable and fugitive. 

* * * 
Few men are gifted with the capacity of seeing; there are fewer still who 

possess the power of expression. So now, at a time when others are asleep, 

S, idler, man-about-town (French), 
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Monsieur G. is bending over his table, darting on to a sheet of paper the 
same glance that a moment ago he was directing towards external things, 
skirmishing with his.pencil, his pen, his brush, splashing his glass of water 
up to the ceiling; wiping his pen on his shirt, in a ferment of violent activity, 
as though afraid that the image might escape him, caiUanketous' though 
alone, elbowing himself on. And the external world is reborn upon his paper, 
natural and more than natural, beautiful and more than beautiful, strange 
and endowed with an impulsive life like the soul of its creatoI'. The phantas
magoria has been distilled from nature. All the raw materials with which the 
memory has loaded itself are put in order, ranged and harmonized, and 
undergo that forced idealization which is the result of a childlike perceptive
ness-that is to say, a perceptiveness acute and magical by :reasonof its 
innocence! 

IV.Moci~rnity 

And so away he goes, hurrying, searching. But searching for what? Be very 
sure that this man, such as I have depicted him-this solitary; gifted with 
an active imagination, ceaselessly journeying across the great human 
desert-has an aim loftier than that of a mereftdneur,anaim more general; 
something other·than the fugitive pleasure of circumstance. He 1s looking 
for that quality whicft you must allow me to call 'modernity'; for I know ~f 
no better word to express the idea I have in mind. He makes it his business 
to extract from fashion whatever element it may contain of poetry within 
history, to distil the eternal from the transitory. Casting an eye over our 
exhibitions at modem picture.; we 'are struck by a general tendency among 
artists to dress all their subjetts in the garments· of the past. Almost all of 
them make use of the costulrtes and furnishings of the Rertaissance, juSt as 
David6 employed the costumes and furnishings of Rome. 'There is however 
this difference, that· David; by choosing subjects which Were speCifically 
Greek or Roman, had no alternative but to dress them in antique garb, 
whereas the painters of today; ,though choosirtg subjects of a genera,lnature 
and applicable to all ages, nevertheless perSist hi rigging them out in the 
costumes of the Middle Ages, the Renaissance or the Orient. This is clelirly 
symptomatic of a great degree of laziness; for it is much easier to decide 
outright that everything about the garb of an age Is absolutely. ugly than to 
devote oneself to the task of distilling from it the mysterious element of 
beauty that it may contain, however slight or miilimal that element may be. 
By 'modernity' I mean the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent, the half 
of art whose other half is the eternal and the immutable. Every old master 
has had his own modernity; the great majority of fine portraits that· have 
come down to us from former generations are clothed in the costume of their 
own period. They are perfectly harmonious, because everything ....... frcim 'cos
tume and coiffure down' to gesture, glance and smile (for each age has a 
deportment, a glance and a smile of its own)-everything, I say, combines 
to form a completely viable whole. This transitory, fugitive element, whose 
metamorphoses are so rapid, must on no account be degpised or dispensed 

6. Jacques·Louis David (1748-1825), artist famous for his classical depictions of the French Revolution. 
Renaissance: in France, the 16th-17th centuries. 
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with. By neglecting it, you cannot fail to tumble into the abyss of an abstract 
and indeterminate beauty, like that of the first woman before the fall of man. 
If for the necessary and inevitable costume of the age you substitute another, 
you will be guilty of a mistranslation only to be excused in the case of a 
masqueradepl'escribed by fashion. (Thus, the goddesses, nymphs and sul
tanas of the eighteenth century are still convincing portraits, morally speak
ing.) 

It is doubtless an excellent thing to study the old masters in order to learn 
how to paint; but it can be' no more than a waste of labour if your aim is to 
understand the special nature of present-day beauty. The draperies of 
Rubens or Veronese' will in no way teach you how to depict moire antique, 
satin a 19. reineS or any other fabric of modern manufacture, which we see 
supporte.d and hung over crinoline or. starched muslin petticoat. In texture 
and weave these are quite different from the fabrics of ancient Venice or 
those worn at the court of Catherine.9 Furthermore the cut of skirt and 
bodice is' by no means similar; the pleats are arranged according to a new 
system. Finally the gesture and the bearing of the woman of today give to 
her dress a life and a special character which are not those of the woman of 
the past. In short, for any 'modernity' to be worthy of one day taking its place 
as 'antiquity', it is necessary for the mysterious beauty which human life 
accidentally puts into it to be distilled from it: And it is to this task that 
Monsieur G. particularly addresses himself. . . 

I havijremarkecl that every age had itll own gait, glance and gesture. The 
easiest .y to verify this proposition would be to b~take oneself to some vast 
portrait~8allery, such as the one at Versailles.· But it has an even wider appli
cation. Within that Uhlty which we call a Nalioh,the various professions 
and classes and. the passing centuries' all introduce variety, hot only in man
ners and gesture; but even in the actual form of the face; Certain types of 
nose, mouth and brow will be found to dominate the scene for a period whose 
extent I.have no intention of attempting to determine here, but which could 
certainly be subjected to a form of calculation; Considerations of this kind 
are not sufficiently familiar to our portrait-painters; the great failing of M. 
Ingres,2 in particular, is that he seeks to impose upon every type of sitter a 
more or less complete, by which I mean a more or less ,despotic, form of 
perfection, borrowed from the repertory of Classical ideas. -4 . 

In a matter of this kind it would be easy, and indeed legitimate, to argue 
a priori. The perpetual correlation between what is called the 'soul' and what 
is called the 'body' explains quite c1early'how everything that is 'material', or 
in other words an emanation of the 'spiritual l , mirrors, and will always mirror, 
the spiritual reality from which it derives. If a painstaking, scrupulous, but 
feebly imaginati~e artist has to paint a courtesan of today and takes his 'inspi
ration' (that is the accepted word) from a courtesan by Titian or Raphael, it 
is only too likely that he will produce a work which is false, ambiguous and 

7. Paolo Caliarl (1528-1588), major r.ainter of 
the 16th-century Venetian school (col ed "Vero· 
nese" bccau~e born in Verona). Peter Paul Rubens 
(1577-1640), Flemish baroque painter. 
R. Literally "old-fashioned watered silk" and ",atin 
for the queen" (French), two elegant modem fab
rics. 
9. Catherine de Medici (1519-1589). the queen 

consort of Henry II of France, and subsequently 
regent. 
1. The royal palace at Versailles (near Paris), built 
(\676-1708) by Louis XIV; the seatofgovemment 
for more than 100 years, it was designated a 
national museum In 1837. 
2. Jean·August·Domlnlque Ingres (1780-1867), 
celebrated French painter and portraitist. 
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obscure. From the study of a masterpiece of that time and type he will learn 
nothing of the bearing, the· glance, the smile or the living 'style'. of one .of 
those creatures whom the diction~ry of fashion has successively classified 
under the coarse or playful titles of'doxies', 'kept women', lorettes, or biches, 3 

The same criticism may be strictly applied to the study of the military man 
and the dandy, and even to that of animals, whether horses or dogs; in short, 
of everything that goes to make up the external life of this age. Woe to him 
who studies the antique for anything else. but pure art, logic :and general 
method! By steeping himself,loo thoroughly in .it, he will lose all·memory of 
the present; he will renounce the rights and privileges offered by circum
stance-for almost all our originality comes from the seal which· Time 
imprints on our sensations. I need hardly tell you that I could easily support 
my assertions with reference to many objects other than women. What would 
you say, for example, of· a marine-painter (I am, deliberately going· to 
extremes) who, having to depict. the sober and elegant beauty of a modern 
vessel, were to tire out his eyes by studying the overcharged, involved forms 
and the monumental poop of a galleon, or the complicated rigging of the 
sixteenth century'?Again, what would you think if you had commissioned an 
artist to paint the portrait of a thoroughbred, famed in the annals of the turf, 
and he then proceeded to confine his researches to the Museums and con
tented himself with a study of the horse in the galleries of the past, in Van 
Dyck, Borgognone or Van der Meulen,?4 

Under the direction of nature and the tyranny of circumstance, Monsieur 
G. has pursued an altogether different·path.He began by being an observer 
of !.ife, and only later set himself the task of acquiring the means of expressing 
it. This ·has resulted in a thrilling originality in which any· remaining vestiges 
of barbarousness or naivete appear only as new proofs of-his faithfulness to 
the impression received, or.as a flattering compliment paid to truth. For most 
of us, and particularly for. men of affairs; for whom nature has no existence 
save by reference to utility, the,fantastic reality of life has become singularly 
diluted. Monsieur G .. never ceases to. drink it in; his eyes and his memory 
are full of it. 

From· IX. The Dandy . . . .. .. .. 
If I speak of love in connection With dandyism, this is because love is the 

natural occupation of the idle'. Thie (landy does not; however, regard love as 
a special target to be aimed at. If I have· spoken ·of money, thi~ is because 
money is indispensable to those who make a cult of their einotie;ns; but the 
dandy does not aspire to money as to something essential; this cnide passion 
he le~lVes to vulgar mortals; he would be perfectly content with a limitless 
credit at the bank. Dandyism does not even consist, as' many thoughtless 
people seem to believe, in an immoderate taste for the toilet and material 
elegance. For the perfect dandy these things are no more than symbols of 

3. Affectionate terms for sexually free women of 
the demimonde. 
4. The Flemish Anthony van Dyke (1599-1641), 
the French Jacques Courtoi., iI BOJ:l!Ognone 

(1620-1676), and the Flemish Adam Frans van 
der Meulen (1632-1690) all painted horses (in 
battle scenes, equestrian portraits, and murals). 
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his aristocratic superiority of mind. Furthermore to his eyes, which are in 
love with distinction above all things, the perfection of his toilet will consist 
in absolute simplicity, which is the best way, in fact, of achieving the desired 
quality. What then is this passion, which, becoming doctrine, has produced 
such a school of tyrants? what this unofficial institution which has formed 
so haughty and exclusive a sect? It is first and foremost the burning need to 
create for oneself a personal originality, bounded only by the limits of the 
proprieties. It is a kind of cult of the self which can nevertheless survive the 
pursuit of a happiness to be found in someone else-in woman, for example; 
which can even survive all that goes by in the name of illusions. It is the joy 
of astonishing others, and the proud satisfaction of never oneself being 
astonished. A dandy may be blase, he may even suffer; but in this case, he 
will smile like the Spartan boy under the fox's tooth.' . 

Whether these men are nicknamed exquisites, incroyables," beaux, lions 
or dandies, they all spring from the same womb; they all partake of the same 
characteristic quality of opposition and revolt; they are all representatives of 
what is finest in human pride, of that compelling need, alas only too rare 
today, of combating and destroying triviality. It is from this that the dandies 
obtain that haughty exclusiveness, provocative in its very coldness. Dandyism 
appears above all in periods of transition, when democracy is not yet all
powerful, and aristocracy is only just beginning to totter and fall. In the 
disorder of these times, certain men who are socially, politically and finan
cially ill at ease, but are all rich in native energy, may conceive the idea of 
establishing a new kind of aristocracy, all the more difficult to shatter as it 
will be based on the most precious, the most enduring faculties, and on the 
divine gifts which work and money are unable to bestow. Dandyism is the 
last spark of heroism amid decadence; and the type of dandy discovered by 
our traveller in North America does nothing to invalidate this idea; for how 
can we be sure that those tribes which we call 'savage' may not in fact be 
the disjecta membra7 of great extinct civilizations? Dandyism is a sunset; like 
the declining daystar, it is glorious, without heat and full of melancholy. But 
alas, the rising tide of democracy, which invades and levels everything, is 
daily overwhelming these last representatives of human pride and pOYfing 
floods of oblivion upon the footprints of these stupendous warriors. Dandies 
are becoming rarer and rarer in our country, whereas amongst our neigh
bours in England the social system and the constitution (the true constitu
tion, I mean: the constitution which expresses itself through behaviour) will 
for a long time yet allow a place for the descendants of Sheridan, Brummel 
and Byron," granted at least that men are born who are worthy of such a 
heritage. 

What to the reader may have seemed a digression is not so in truth. The 
moral reflections and considerations provoked by an artist's drawings are in 
many cases the best translation of them that criticism can make; such sug-

~. According to legend, a Greck boy of Spa rIa who 
h",1 .tolen 1\ fox hId it under his cloak and allowed 
tile anhnal to devour his entrails l'ather than reveal 
the theft. 
(,. Incredibles (French): lale-18th-century fops 
who caned everything Ilfncredihlc.'· 

7. Scattered pieces (Latin). 
8. The Irish-born dramatist Richard Brinsley 
Sheridan (1751-1816), George Bryan ("8eou") 
Brummell ( 1 778-1840), and the poet George Gor
don, Lord Byron (1788-1824) were all English 
dandies. 
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gestions form part of an underlying idea which begins to emerge as they are 
set out one after the other. It is hardly .necessary to say that when Mpnsieur 
G. sketches one of his dandies on the paper; he never fa.ils to give hini·his 
historical personality~his legendary personality, I would ·venture to say, if 
we were not speaking of the present time and of things generally considered 
as frivolous. Nothing is missed; his lightness of step, his social aplomb, the 
simplicity in his air of authority, his way of wearing a'coat'or riding a horse, 
his bodily attitudes which are always relaxed but bettay an inner energy, so 
that when your eye lights upon one of those privileged beings in whom the 
graceful and the formidable are' so mysteriously blended, you think: 'A rich 
man perhaps, but mote likely an out-of-workHerculesl'9 

The distinguishing characteristic of the dandy's beauty consists above all 
in an air of coldness which comes from an unshakeable· determination not 
to be moved; you might call it a latent fire which hints at itself, and which 
could, hut chooses not to hurst into flame. It is this quality which these 
pictures express so perfectly. 

XI. In Praise of Cosmetics 

I remember a song, so worthless and silly that it seems hardly proper to quote 
from it in a work which has some pretensions toseriou5ness, but which 
nevertheless expresses very well, in its vaudeville manner~· the aesthetic creed 
of people .who do not think. 'Nature embellishes Beauty', ilruns.,.It is of 
courSe to be presumed that, had he known how: to .write-in French, the poet 
would rather have said 'Simplicity .embellishes Beauty', which is equivalent 
to the following startling new truism: 'Nothing embellishes something.' 

The majority of errors in the field of aesthetics ·spring from theeighteeilth 
century's false premiss in the field of ethics. At:that time Nature was taken 
as ground, source and type of all possible Good and.Beauty. :The negation 
of original sin played·no small part .in the general blindness of that.period. 
But if we are prepared.to. refer simply to the facts; which are manifest to·the 
experience of all ages no less,than to, the .readers oLthe Law Reports, 'we 
shall see, that Nature teaches us' nothing, or. practically, nothing..} admit that 
she compels man to sleep, to eat, to :drink, and to arm hi,inself as well as· he 
may against the inclemencies of the' weather: . but it is she too who incites 
man to murder his brother,to eat him;· to lock him up and to torture him; 
for 'no sooner do we take leave of .thedomain. of needs and necessities to 
enter that of pleasures and Juxuty than we see that Natlll'e can counsel 
rib thing but crime. It is this infallible Mother Nature who hils created pat
ricide and cannibalism, and a thousand other abominations that both shame 
and modesty prevent us from naming. On the other hand it is philosophy (I 
speak of good philosophy) and religion which command us to look after out 
parents when they are poor and inRrm. Nature, being none other than the 
voice of oUr own self-interest, would have us slaughter them. I askyou .to 
review and scrutinize whatever is natural-:-all the actions· and desires of the 
purely natural man: you will find nothing but frightfulness. Everything beau-

9. The Roman name of Herades, the greatest of the legendary Greek heroes; among other feats, h~ pe~-
formed 1.2 famous labors. . . . 
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tiful and noble is the result of reason and calculation. Crime, of which the 
human animal has learned the taste in his mother's. womb, is natural by 
origin. Virtue, on the other hand, is artificial, supernatural, since at all times 
and in all places gods and prophets have been needed to teach it to animal
ized humanity, man being powerless to discover it by himself. Evil happens 
without effort, naturally, fatally; Good is always the product of some art. All 
that I am saying about Nature as a bad counsellor in moral matters, and 
about Reason as true redeemer and reformer"can be applied to the realm of 
Beauty. I am thus led to regard external finery as one of the signs of the 
primitive nobility of the human soul. Those.races which our confused and 
perverted civilization is pleased to treat as savage, with an .altogether ludi
crouspride and complacency, understimd, just as ·the child understands, the 
lofty spiritual significance of the toilet.· In their naif adoration of what is 
brilliant~many-coloured feathers, iridescent fabrics, the incomparable maj
esty of artificial forms-the baby and the savage bear witness to their disgust 
of the real,.and thus give proof, without knowing it, of the,immateriality of 
their soul. Woe to him who, like Louis XV' (the product riot of a true civi
lization but of a recrudescence of barbarism), carries his degeneracy to the 
point of no longer having a taste for anything but·na'ture:unadorned~z 

Fashion should thus be considered as a symptOm of the taste for the ideal 
which floats on .the: surface of all the .crude,' terrestrial and loathsome bric~ 
a-brac that the natural life accumulates. in. the human brain: 'as a sublime 
deformation of NAture, or rather a permanent and repeated .attempt at her 
reformation. And so it has been sensibly·pointed·out (though the reason has 
not been discovered) that every fashion is charming, relatively sp~akihg, e~ch 
one being.a.new and more or less happy effort in the direction of Beauty, 
some kind of .approximation to an ideal for· which :the restless human mind 
feels a constant; titillating hunger. But ifone wants to appreciate them prop
erly, fashions should never be considered as dead things; you might just as 
well admire the tattered old rags hung up, .assIikk and lifele~s as the skin of 
St. Bartholomew,3 in an old-clothes dealer's cupboard. Rather they should 
be thought of as vitalized and animated by the beautiful women who wQre 
them. Only in this way can their sense and meaning be· understood. If 
therefore the aphorism 'All fashions are charming' upsets you as being too 
absolute, say, if you prefer, 'All were once justifiably charming'. You caqJ>~ 
sure of being right. . '. 

Woman is quite within her rights, indeed 'she is eVen accomplishing a kind 
of duty, when she devotes herself to appearing magical and supernatural; 
she has to astonish and charm us; as an idol, she is obliged to adorn herself 
in order to be adored. Thus she has to lay all the arts under contribution for 
the means of lifting herself above Nature, the better to conquer hearts and 
rivet attention. It matters but little that the ~rtifice and trickery are known 
to all, so long as their success is assured and their effect always irresistible. 
By reflecting in this way the philosopher-artist will find it easy to justify all 

I. King of France (I710-1774;reigned 1715-74). 
2. We know that when she wished to ovoid receiv
ing the king, I).1me Du Barry made a point of put
ting on rouge. It 'was quite enough; it was her way 
of closing the door. It was hi fact by beautifying 
herself that she used to frighten away her royal 

diSciple of nature [Baudelaire's notel. Marie 
Jeanne B~cu,·comtesse du Barry (1743-1793), the 
mistres. of Louis XV. 
3. One of Jesus' disciples, said to have b~en mar

. tyred liy being Aa)'i!d olive. . , 
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the practices adopted by women at all times to consolidate and as it were to 
make divine their fragile beauty. To erlu~erate them would be an endless 
task: but to confine ourselves to what today is vulga,rly called 'maquillage',~ 
ar:tyone can see that the use of rice-powder, so stupidly anathematized by oui" 
Arcadian philosophers,5 is successfully designed to rid the complexion ,of 
those blemishes that Nature has outragepusly strewn there, and thus to cr¢~ 
ate an abstract unity in the colour 'and texture of the skin, a unity, which, 
like, that produced by the tights of a dancer, immediately approximates the 
human being to the statue, that is to something superior and divine. As for 
the artificial black with which the eye is outlined, and the rouge with which 
the upper part of the cheek is painted, although their use derives from the 
same principle, the need to surpass Nature,~he result is calculated to satisfy 
an absolutely opposite need. Red and black represent life, a supernatural and 
excessive life: its black frame renders the glance more penetrating and indi
vidual, and gives the eye a more decisive appearance of a window open upon 
the infinite; and the rouge which sets fire to the cheek-bone only goes to 
increase the brightness of the pupil and adds to the face of a beautiful woman 
the mysterious p~~sion of the priestess': 

Thus, if you will understand me aright, face-painting should not be used 
with the vulgar, unavowable object ofiniitating fair Nature and of eritering 
into competition with youth. It hasmoteover been remarked that artifice 
canriotI~nd charm to ugliness and c~ri only serve beauty. Who would dare 
to assigri to art the sterile function of imitating Nature'? Maquillage has no 
need tohJde itself or to shrink from being suspected; on the contrary, let it 
display itself, at least if it does so with frankness and honesty. 

I ~rri perfectly happy for those whose owlish graVity prevents them from 
s~eking Beauty in its most minute manifestations to laugh at these reflections 
of mine and to accuse them of a childish self-importance; their austere ver
dict le~ves me quite unmoved; I conterit myself with 'appealing to true artists 
as wei. as to those women themselves, who, havirig received at birth a spark 
of that sacred flame, would tend it so that their whole beings were on fire 
with it. ' 

4. Makeup (French). 
5. Utopian lovers of nature; according to long· 
standing literary convention, Arcadia (a district of 

1863 

Greece) i. the home of pastoral simplicity and hap. 
piness. 

MATTHEW ARNOLD 
1822-1888 

In an assessment published in the 19705, the New York Intellectual Lionel Triiling 
concluded that Matthew Arnold is "virtually the founding father of modern criticism 
in the English-speaking' world." Citing our first selection, "The Function of Criticism 
at the Present Time" (1865), Trilling quoted Arnold's famous injunction that the critic 
should strive to "see the object as in itself it really is" and his celebrated definition of 
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criticism as the "disinterested endeavour to learn and propagate the best that is known 
and thought in the world." These authoritative statements, Trilling maintained, gave 
later scholars and teachers their inspiration and interpretive mission. 

Arnold provided literary criticism with an important social function and paved the 
way for its "institutionalization" in the academy. He regarded the writing and read
ing of literature as urgent activities in the world, insisting "that poetry is at bottom a 
criticism of life; that the greatness of a poet lies in his powerful and beautiful appli
cation of ideas to Iife,-to the question: How to live." Serious criticism, he believed, 
was responsible for generating and maintaining the context of ideas and high stan
dards that the production of literature required. Even more: criticism, for Arnold, 
meant an engagement with history, education, politics, religion, philosophy and other 
subjects and concerns; literature is vitally connected to society and culture. 

Arnold continues today to represent an ideal of Hterary and cultural humanism that 
many critics honor. But this same ideal is one that radical critics and contemporary 
literary theorists have sought to complicate or undermine. As the scholar Joseph 
Carroll has noted, Arnold's key term "disinterestedness" is "now the most violently 
disputed word in the Arnoldian lexicon," and many theorists from the 19?:Os to the 
present have launched their proposals by taking issue with Arnold's and his followers' 
account of the critic's role and procedures. For example, STANLEY FISH's reader
response criticism denies the possibility of "disinterested" objective perception, and 
the Marxist critic TERRY EAGLETON emphasizes Arnold's alignment with state power 
and the privileged classes in his stress on "timeless truths." 

Arnold excelled as a critic and polemicist, and he frequently took deiight in the 
public controversies that his books and articles kindled and in the charges hurled 
against him. But Arnold was also a poet, an educator, and an advocate for civility and 
moderation who followed in the footsteps of his eminent father-Thomas Arnold 
(1795-1842), a religious leader, historian, and, from 1828 to 1841, the influential, 
reform-minded headmaster of Rugby, a venerable boarding school for boys. At Rugby, 
Thomas Arnold added the study of French, German, and mathematics to the tradi
tional classical curriculum and gave new emphasis to history and geography. He res
olutely campaigned for Christianity, patriotism, self-reliance, loyalty, duty, and public 
service, and he won great renown for his commitment to them in education. 

Educated at Rugby and Oxford University, Matthew Arnold seems at first to have 
concentrated more on his social life (he was something of a dandy) than on his studies. 
His poetry-most of which he wrote during the 1840s and I 850s-left him uns~tis
fied, yet it eloquently expresses the self-doubt, intellectual unease, and emotional 
hesitancy felt by midcentury intellectuals, when Charles Darwin's theories of evolu
tion and the skeptical inquiry into the historical status and transmission of biblical 
texts (the "higher criticism") were calling the time-honored principles of ChriS'tiim 
faith into question. Arnold's first two books were The Strayed Reveller, and Other 
Poe1nS (I849) and Empedocles on Etna," and Other Poems (I852). In his preface to 
his 1853 collection-his first piece of published prose-Arnold articulated what he 
conceded was missing from his own verse: "the spirit of the great classical works," 
"their intense significance, their noble simplicity, and their calm pathos" that create 
"unity and profoundness of moral impression." He felt that this failure to evoke the 
best in European moral value was shared generally by modern literature. 

In 185 I Arnold received an appointment as an inspector of schools, and this 
demanding work involved much tedious discussion with teachers and administrators 
and painstaking reviews of students' examinations and papers. It also required exten
sive travel in England and research trips abroad in 1859 and 1865, which led to three 
books on European (particularly French) systems of education. Though it was often 
wearying, Arnold took great pride in his work and did not retire until 1883; he viewed 
the schools as the crucial site for "civilising the next generation of the lower classes, 
who, as things are going, will have most of the political power of the country in their 
hands." Clearly, much more than literary interpretation was at stake. In his duties as 
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an inspector, he saw the privations that workers and their families suffered, and he 
was dedicated to the task of social and cultural progress, identifying himself as a 
"Liberal of the future," 

Arnold was named Professor of Poetry at Oxford University in 1857, a position he 
held until 1867. This appointment did riot oblige.him to teach or superVise students 
or to be in residence, and so he was able both to remain in his government post· and 
to gain notice as a prolific social, cultural, and literary critic. His major prose' works 
are Essays in Criticism, First Series (I.865), Essays in Criticism, Second series (1888); 
and Culture and Anarchy (1869), which examines the condition of Englanq as rep
resented by the three groups Arnold nicknamed the Barbarians' (the aristocracy), the 

'Philistines (the middle classes), and the Populace (the working classes). He also wrote 
extensively ori religion, including Literature and Dogma (1873), which, he said, was 
the "most important" of all his prose works, the one most capable ~'of being useful." 
Examining the shaken doctriries and tenets of orthodox creeds and churches., it made 
a forthright case for a literary response and approach to the Scriptures·that would 
treasure their enduring moral truths. Literature and Dogma sold 100;000 copies,far 
more than any of his other books. 

·Arnold stated in Culture :and.Anarchy that he··wanted to heighten among the 
English "the impulse to the development of the whole man, to connecting and har
monizing all parts of him, perfecting all, leaviris·none to take·their chance." Though 
these sentiments were presented as 'possessing a timeless validity, Arnold voiced them 
at a moment in English history when. "anarchy"-soclal unrestand.rloting---had 
erupted In the 'streets and reVolution seemed a ·real possibility. The· Reform Act of 
1832 had increased the number of voters by SO percentl but'theworldng cia .. and 
the poor remained without the vote. The defeat of an effort to extend 'ellgibility to 
their ranks in '1866. brought· down the Uberal government and epurred maaa proteata 
and violent demonstrations across the country. The· Reform Act 'of 1867, passed in 
the midst of this social and political upheaval, added 938,000 voters and thereby 
doubled the size of the electorate.. ... ..' 

Who shall .inherit England? This question, which Trilling called central to. one 
major tradition of-English novelists from Charles Dickens (1812-1870) to E. M. 
Forster (1879-1970), was raised as well by intellectuals of the nineteerith century 
(such as Thomas Carlyle and John Ruskin) and twentieth century (such as T. S. ELIOT 
and D. H. -Lawrence) in their works of cultural criticism. Not only who shall inherit 
England,.btit.what kinds 'of.power could they be trusted with? What. forms of edu
cation should they. receive? For Arnold ih particular, the answers 'to these crucial, 
interconnected questions could be found in many· literary sourCes~50nie In the :dis,; 
tant past, others closer to his own era. He counseled. moral bettei:llJent arid spiritual 
renewal, 'achieved through the appreciative reading of:the· best literature. The best 
persons would be critics-poised I balanced, and reflective;, they, ,would be foes of 
fanaticism, zealotry, and politiCal enthusiasm, and they would be aspirants to "per-

"fection" (a term Arnold ·fastened on in both Essays in Criticism 'and'Culture and 
Anarchy). Such arguments echo those of literary and philosophical precursors and 
contemporaries. In "An Apology for Poetry" ( 1595; see above); foi'example, SIR PHILIP 
SIDNEY had affirmed that "the final end" of learning ,"is to lead and· draw us to as high 
a perfection as our degenerate souls, made worse by their clayey lodgings, can be 
capable of." And in "The Poet" (1844; see.above), RALPH WALDO EMERSON, whose 
writings Arnold knew.well, celebrated the poet as "representative of man, in virtue of 
being the largest power to receive and impart." 

Arnold's limitations· are not hard to identifY. ,Because he is mainly ink!rested in the 
personality and moral tone of the author, 'not, in the resourc~s of language or:.the 
unfolding meanings of literary works themselves; he does not deVote much ·atten" 
tion to. specific 'texts (an exception is his series of lectures On Translating Homer, 
published in 1861). Lines that he does quote typically function for him 'as "touch
stones," those "specimens of poetry of the high, the very highest quality" that "save 
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us from fallacious estimates of value"-and that seem to beg the very question of 
"greatness" that they are meant to answer. Arnold assumed that his readers would 
know these authors and texts and their contexts, and that the "touchstones" would 
be recognized by all as profound and memorable. Yet he himself had little sympathy 
for (or understanding of) English writers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
Moreover, Arnold mentioned fiction only briefly and not very perceptively. Unlike, 
for example, HENRY JAMES, he showed little interest in music, sculpture, painting, or 
the theater. 

But even these serious faults do little to diminish the power with which Arnold 
defined the "function of criticism" for the Victorian and modern periods. Whole
heartedly defending literature against its enemies and detractors, whose emphasis on 
science, moneymaking, and commercial prosperity had led them to regard poetry as 
merely a pleasant pastime, he argued that it equipped men and women to perceive 
authentic value in the workings of the society and culture around them. 

Criticism is not, ultimately, something one does; it gestures toward who one is. 
And the same is true of "culture," as Arnold presents it in Culture and Anarchy 
(excerpted below). Culture is "a study otperfection," an "Internal condition"; it man
dates a shatp yet supple movement of mind, a vigilant guard against an excess of 
commitment to a single point of view, and a refusal to accept the alluring power of 
extreme, polarizingjudgmtmts. Unlike later criti<!s influenced by anthropology, Arnold 
does not view culture· as designating the distinctive whole way of life of a people or a 
period. Nor would he ·agree with such critics as ANTONIO GRAMSCI, STUART HALL, and 
EDWARD SAID, who characterize culture as orten' an instrument of. social and political 
control and conquest. For Arnold; culture i. selective and harmonlcilil, not·conflic
tual. Critic:l.m arid culture loom large·bec.uld of their beneficent effects on the 
Individual,· al they Im'pel suitalned acts bheflecdon and prevent persons from falling 
Into complacency and "self-satisfaction."· 
. Arnold 'lIeSnes criticism as involving flexibility, ·openness to new experient:es, and 
curiosity(d word he explores in both "The Fundion of Criticism'? and Gultureat#l 
Anarchy). He il'lslsts, too, on the·"free play" Of mind-"'-a phrase thsl:'.pos~structuralist 
theorists such as JACQUES DERRIDA would define far more radically'and subversively, 
without Arnold's belief in a stable textual objt!Clt that provides a center ar~und which 
analysis and reflection occur. Arnold tethers critielsm to a rigorous duty; criticism, 
he explains, "tends to establish an ·order of ideas";and seeks to "make the best·ideas 
prevail." As his choice of verbs indicates, criticism is ehallenglrtgwork; the:cllmpaign 
must be waged, in a phrase used in "The Function of Criticism," with "inflexible 
honesty." Arnold firmly believes that some ideas are right and others wrong: he is no 
relativist. Nor is he arevo)utionary, but rather a careful, cautious, deliberate reformer, 
wary of the ways in which the impulse for change call ,rup wild and become destruc
tive. A gOQd iiterary critic is, inevitably for Arnold, a good critic in general: a person 
of culture embarked on a steady, steadfast i!'1quiry into self and .socie.ty. For all of his 
witty turns of ph~se, topical references and allusions, and stylist~c clarity and poise, 
Arnold is at heart a writer who realized, as he ~cknowledged in a letter in 1863, that 
his arguments would make "a good many people uncomfortable." . 
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The Function of Criticism at the Present Time1 

Many objections have been made to a proposition which, in some remarks 
of mine on translating Homer,2 I ventured to put forth; a proposition about 
criticism, and its importance at the present day. I said: 'Of the literature of 
France and Germany, as of the intellect of Europe in general, the main effort, 
for now many years, has been a critical effort; the endeavour, in all branches 
of knowledge, theology, philosophy, history, art, science, to see the object as 
in itself it really is.' I added, that owing to the operation in English literature 
of certain causes, 'almost the last thing for which one would come to English 

I. First deiivered as a lecture at Oxford University, 
on October 29, 1864, and published In the 
National Review In November 1864, with the title 
given In the plural, "Functions." Arnold altered the 
title for the book version (1865) and added several 
footnotes. The text reprinted here I. that of the 

1875 third edition, the last one that Arnold pre
pared. 
2. See Lecture II of 0.. T ....... latin' H ....... r (I 86 I). 
The Greek Iliad and Odyssey of Homer (ca. 8th c. 
B.C.Il.) were a standard part of English eltte edu
cation. 
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literature is just that very thing which now Europe most desires,-criticism'; 
and that the power and value of English literature was thereby impaired. 
More than one rejoinder declared that the importance I here assigned to 
criticism was excessive, and asserted the inherent superiority of the creative 
effort of the human spirit over its critical effort. And the other day, having 
becn led by a Mr. Shairp's excellent notice of Wordsworth3 to turn again to 
his biography, I found, in the words of this great man, whom I, for one, must 
always listen to with the profoundest respect, a sentence passed on the 
critic's business, which seems to justify every possible disparagement of it. 
Wordsworth says in one of his letters:-

The writers in these publications' (the Reviews), 'while they prosecute 
their inglorious employment, can not be supposed to be in a state of mind 
very favourable for being affected by the finer influences of a thing so pure 
as genuine poetry.' 

And a trustworthy reporter4 of his conversation quotes a more elaborate 
judgment to the same effect:-

'Wordsworth holds the critical power very low, infinitely lower than the 
inventive; and he said to-day that if the quantity of time consumed in writing 
critiques on the works of others were given to original composition, of what
ever kind it might be, it would be much better employed; it would make a 
man find out sooner his own level, and it would do infinitely less mischief. 
A false or malicious criticism may do much injury to the minds of others, a 
stupid invention, either in prose or verse, is quite harmless.' 

It is almost too much to expect of poor human nature, that a man capable 
of producing some effect in one line of literature, should, for the greater 
good of society, voluntarily doom himself to impotence and obscurity in 
another. Still less is this to be expected from men addicted to the composition 
of the 'false or malicious criticism' of which Wordsworth speaks. However, 
everybody would admit that a false or malicious criticism had better never 
have been written. Everybody, too, would be willing to admit, as a general 
proposition, that the critical faculty is lower than the inventive. But is it truE', 
that criticism is really, in itself, a baneful and injurious employment; is it 
true that all time given to writing critiques on the works of others would be 
much better employed if it were given to original composition, of whatev~ , 
kind this may be'? Is it true that Johnson had better have gone on producing 
more lrenes5 instead of writing his Lives of the Poets; nay, is it certain that 
Wordsworth himself was better employed in making his Ecclesiastical Son
nets than when he made his celebrated Preface,6 so full of criticism, and 

.~, I cannot help thinking that a practice, common 
in Englund during the last century. nnd still fal-
1""H'd in France, of printing a notice oflhis kind,
a notice by a competent critic,-to serve as an 
introduction to an eminent author's ",'orks, might 
he' fl!.vived among us with advantage. To introduce 
"II slI<,ceeding editions of WOI'dsworth. Mr. 
Shairp's notice might, it seems to Ine, excellently 
serVl'; it is written from the point of view of an 
admjrer, nay, of a disciple, Rnd that i~ right; but 
rhen Ihe disciple must be also, as in thii< case he 
js, u critic, a man of letters, not, DoS tuo uften hap-
1'''"<, some relation or friend with no lluolificHtion 
for his rask except affection for his !luthor [Arnold'. 
IlUll'1. Juhn Campbell Shplrp 0819-1885) was a 
fri(,l1d "f Arnuld'. at BHlliul C"II"ge. Oxford; the 

"notice" (In which Arnold is praised) i. 'Words
worth: The Man and the Poet," North Brilish 
Review 41 (August 1864): I-54. WILLIAM WORIlS
WORTH (1770-1850) Is the preeminent English 
Romantic poet. 
4. Christopher Wordsworth, Memoirs of William 
Wordsworth (1851). 
5. Irene (1749), an unsuccessful neoclassical trag
edy by SAMUEL JOHNSON (1709-1784), whose 
Live. at. Ihe Poets (1779-81) were a considerable 
critica achievement. 
6. The preface to Lyric,,1 B"llad. (1800,1802; see 
above). The 132 "Ecclesiastical Sonnets" (1821-
22), which recount the history of the Church of 
England, are not considered among Wordsworth's 
major works. 
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;criticism of the works of others? Wordsworth was himself a great critic, and 
.it is to be sincerely regretted that he has not left us more criticism; Goethe7 

was one of the greatest of critics,.and we may sincerely congratulate ourselves 
that he has left us so much criticism. Without wasting time over the exag
geration which Wordsworth's judgment on criticism clearly contains, ·6r over 
an attempt to trace the causes,~not difficult, I think, to bettaced,8-which 
may have led Wordsworth to this exaggeration; a critic maY.with advantage 
seize an occasion for trying his own conscience, and for asking himself of 
what real service at any given moment the practice of criticism either is or 
may be made to his own mind and spirit, and. to the minds and spirits of 
others. 

The critical power is of lower rank than the creative .. True; but in assenting 
to this proposition, one or two things are to be kept in mind. It is undeniable 
that the exercise of a creative power, that a free creative activity, is -the high
est function of man; it is proved. to be so by man's finding: in it .. his true 
happiness. But it is undeniable, also, that men may have the sense of exer
cising this free creative· activity in. other ways than in producing great works 
of literature or art; if it were I1Pt ·so, .all but a very few men would be shut 
out from the true happiness of all men. They may have it.in well~doing, they 
may have it in le~lrningj they may have it in criticising. This is one thing to 
be kept in mind .. Another is, that the exercise of the. creative power In. the 
production of great works of literature or art, .however high this exercise of 
it may rank, is not at all epochs and under all conditions possible; and that 
therefore labour may be vainly spent in .attempting it, which might with more 
fruit be used in preparing for it, in rendering it possible. This creative power 
Mlorks .with elements, with materials; what if it has not those materials, those 
elements, ready for its use? In that case it must surely wait tHIthey are ready. 
Now. in Hterature,----I will limit myself to literature, for it is about literature 
that the question aris~s,-the elements with' which the·creative power works 
are ideas; the best. idells on every· matter which . literature touches, cUrrent 
at the time. At any-rate we may lay it down as certain th(lt in modern liter
ature no manifestation of the creative power" not working with these can be 
very important ot fruitful. And I say current at the time, not merely accessible 
·at the time; for creativ~ liter~ry genius ;does- not principally show itself. in 
discovering new ideas, that is rllther the business of thephilosopher.:The 
grand,work of.Jiterary .. genius is a work of synthesis and.exposition, not of 
analysis and disc.overy; its gift lies in the faculty of being happily inspired by 
a-certain intellectual and spiritual atmosphere; by.a certain order.of.ideas, 
when it finds itself in them; of dealing divinely with these ideas, presenting 
them in the most effective and attractive combinations;-making.beautiful 
works with them, in short. But it must have the atmosphere, it must find 
itself amidst the order of ideas; in order to work freely; a:~d these it is not so 
easy to command. This is why great creative epochs in litetat~te are so rare, 
this is why there is so much that is unsatisfactory in the productions of many 
men of real genius; because, for the creation of a master-work of literature 
two powers must concur, the power of the man and the power of the 
moment, and the maD is not ,enough without the moment j9 the creative 

7. Johann Wolfgang von Goeth~.(l749-1832), 
German poet, dramatist, novelist, and scientlst_ 
8_ That is, to hostile reviews of Wordsworth's 

poetry:·. '. 
9_ A reference to Hippolyte Talne's HistOry of 
English Literature (3 vols., 1863); In the Introduc-
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power has, for its happy exercise, appointed elements, and those elements 
are not in its own control. 

Nay, they are more within the control of the critical power. It is the busi
ness of the critical power, as I said in the words already quoted, 'in all 
branches of knowledge, theology, philosophy, history, art, science, to see the 
object as in itself it, really is.' Thus it tends, at last, to make an intellectual 
situation of which the creative power can profitably avail.itself. It tends to 
establish an order of ideas, if not absolutely true; y~t true by comparison 
with that which it displaces; to make the best ideas prevail. Presently these 
new ideas reach society, the touch of truth is the touch of life, and there is 
a stir and growth everywhere; out of this stir ·and:growth come the creative 
epochs of literature. 

Or, to narrow our range, and quit these considerations of the general 
march of genius and of society,-considerations which are Ilptto become 
too abstract and impalpable,-every one can ,see that a poet, :for instance, 
ought to know life· and the world before dealing with ·them in poetry; and 
life and the world ·being in modem times very complex things,' the creation 
of a modern poet, to be worth much, implies·a great critical effort behind 
it; else it must be a comparatively poor, barren, and;short-Iived affair. This 
is why Byron'~J"'poetry had so little endurance in it, and Goethe's so much; 
both Byron :an'd ,Goethe had a great productive power, but Goethe's was 
nourished by's 'great critical effort providing the true materials for it; and 
Byron's was :not;,Goethe knew life and.the world, the· poet's .necessary sub
jects, much more· comprehensively and thoroughly than Byrom He· knew 
a great deal more' of them, and he knew them' m,:,-ch more as' they really 
are. ., 

It has long seemed to me that the burst of creative activity in our literature, 
through the first quarter of this century, had about it in fact something 
premature; and that from this cause its. productions are doomed,. most of 
them, in spite of the sanguine hopes which accompanied and do still accom
pany them, to' prove hardly more lasting: than; the productions of far less 
splendid epochs. And this prematureness comes from its having proceeded 
without having its 'proper data, without sufficient materials to work with.' In 
other words, the English poetry of the first quarter of this century; with pkJ;1.ty 
of energy, plenty: of creative force, did not know enough. This makes Byrbn 
so empty of matter, Shelley2 so incoherentj Wordsworth even, profound as 
he is, yet so wanting in completeness and variety. Wordsworth cared little 
for books, and disparaged Goethe. I admire Wordsworth, as he is, so much 
that I cannot wish him different; and it is vain, no doubt, to imagine such a 
man different from what he is, to suppose that he could have been different. 
But surely the one thing wanting to make Wordsworth an even greater poet 
than he is,-his thought richer, and his influence of wider application,~was 
that he should have,read more books, among them, no doubt, those of that 
Goethe whom he disparaged without reading him. 

But to speak of hooks and reading may easily lead to a misunderstanding 
here. It was not really books and reading that lacked to our poetry at this 

tion, the French critic and philosopher describes 
the impact of heredity, environment, and history 
('Ila race, Ie milieu, Ie moment ll ). 

I. George Gordon, Lord Byron (I 788-1824), 

English Romantic poet. 
2. PERCY BYSSHE SHEU_EY (I792-1822), English 
poet. 
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epoch; Shelley had plenty of reading, Coleridge3 had immense reading. Pin
dar and Sophocles4-as we all say so glibly, and often with so little discern
ment of the real import of what we are saying-had not many books; 
Shakespeare was no deep reader. 'true; but in the Greece of Pindar and 
Sophocles, in the England of Shakspeare, the poet lived in a current of ideas 
in the highest degree animatin~ and nourishing to the creative power; society 
was, in the fullest measure, permeated by fresh thought, intelligent and alive. 
And this state of things is the true basis for, the creative power's· exercise, in 
this it finds its data, its materials, truly ready for its hand; alI the books and 
reading in the world are only valuable. as they are helps to this, Even when 
this does not actually exist, books and reading may enable a man to construct 
a kind of semblance of it in his own mind, a world of knowledge and .intel
ligence in which he may live and work. This is by no me~ns an equival~nt to 
the artist for the nationally diffused life and thought of ~he epochs of Soph
ocles or Shakspeare; but, besides that it may be a means of preparation for 
such epochs, it does really constitute, if many share in it, a quickening and 
sustaining atmosphere of great value. Such an atmosphere the many-sided 
learning and the long and widely-combined critical effort of Germany formed 
for Goethe, when he lived and worked. There was no national, glow of life 
and thought there as in ,the Athens' of Pericles or the England of Elizabeth. 5 

That was the poet's weakness. But there was a sort of equivalent for it in the 
complete culture and unfettered thinking of a large body of Germans, That 
was his strength. In the England of the fir:st quarter of this century there ~as 
neither a national glow of lifearid.though,t, such as we had in the age of 
Elizabeth, nor yet a culture an~, Ii force of·learning and critiCism such as 
were to be found in Germany. Therefore the creative power of poetry wanted, 
for success in the highest sense, materiais and a basis; a thorough interpre
tationof the world was necessarily denied toit. 

At first sight it se~ms strange that out of the immense stir of the French 
Revolution and its age should not have come a crop of works of genius equal 
to that which came out of the stir of the great productive time of Greece, or 
out of that of the Renascence, with its powerful episode the H~formation. 
But the truth is that the stir of the French Revolution took a character which 
essentially distinguished it from such movements as these. T~es~ were, in 
the main, disinterestedly intellectual and spiritual move~ents; movements 
in which the human spirit looked for its satisfaction in itself and. in the 
increased play of its own activity. The French Revolution took a political, 
practical character. The movement which went on in France under the old 
regime, from 1700 to 1789, was far more really akin than that of the Revo
lution itself to the movement of the Renascence;. the France of Voltaire and 
Rousseau6 told far more powerfully upon the mind of Europe than the France 
of the Revolution. Goethe reproached this last expressly with having 'thrown 
quiet culture back.' Nay, and the true key to how much in our Byron, even 

3, SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE (1772-1834), 
English poet and critic, whose wide reading in 
German Romantic philosophers led to hi. intro
ducing many of their Ideas to English readers. 
4, Greek tragedian (ca. 496-406 D.C.E.)_ Pindar 
(ca. 518-438 D.C.E.), Greek lyric poet. 
5. Elizabeth I (1553-1603; reigned 1558-1603). 
Pericles (ca. 495-429 R.C.E.), Athenian statesman, 

military leader, and supporter of the arts. He was 
the most influential man In Athens during the 
city's Golden Age. 
6. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (I712-1778), Swlss
born French political theorist and philosopher. 
Voltaire: pen name of Fran~ol. Marie ArOliet 
(1694-1778), French poet, dramatist, historian, 
and satirist. . 
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in our Wordsworth, is this!-that they had their source in a great movement 
of feeling, not in a great movement of mind. The French Revolution, how
ever,-that object of so much blind hatred,-found undoubtedly its motive
power in the intelligence of men, and not in their practical sense; this is what 
distinguishes it from the English Revolution of Charles the First's time. This 
is what makes it a more spiritual event than our Revolution, an event of 
much more powerful and worldwide interest, though practically less suc
cessful; it appeals to an order of ideas which are universal, certain, perma
nent. 1789 asked of a thing, Is it rational? 1642 asked of a thing, Is it legal? 
or, when it went furthest, Is it according to conscience? This is the English 
fashion, a fashion to be treated, within its own sphere; with the highest 
respect; for its success, within its own sphere, has been prodigious. But what 
is law in one place is not law in another; what is law here to-day is not law 
even here to-morrow; and as for conscience, what is binding on one man's 
conscience is not binding on another's. The old woman who threw her stool 
at the head of the surpliced minister in St. Giles's Church a:~ Edinburgh? 
obeyed an impulse to which millions of the humah race .may J>e permitted 
to remain strangers. But the prescriptions of reason are absohite; un~hang
ing, of universal validity; to count by tens is the easiest way of counting-that 
is a proposition of which every one, from hereto the Antipodes, feels the 
force; at least I should say so if we did not live in a country where it is not 
impossible that any morning we may find a letter in the Times declaring that 
a decimal coinage is an absurdity.s That a whole nation shOl-lJd have been 
penetrated with an enthusiasm for pure reason, and with an ardent zeal for 
making its prescriptions triumph, is a very remarkable thing, when we con
sider how little of mind, or anything so worthy and quickening as mind, 
comes into the motives which alone, in gerieral, impel great masses of men. 
In spite of the extravagant direction given to this enthusiasm, in spite of the 
crimes and follies in which it lost itself, the French Revoluti"on derives from 
the force, truth, and universality of the ideas which it took for its law, and 
from the passion with which it could inspire a multitude for these idc:;as; a 
unique and still living power; it is-it will probably long remain-the 
greatest, the most animating event in history. And as no sincere passion for 
the things of the mind, even though it turn out in many respects an unfor
tunate passion, is ever quite thrown away and quite barren of good, France 
has reaped from hers one fruit-the natural and legitimate fruit, though not 
precisely the grand fruit she expected: she is the country in Europe where 
the people is most alive. 

But the mania for giving an immediate political and practical application 
to all these fine ideas of the reason was fatal. Here an Englishman is in his 
element: on this theme we can all go on for hours. And all we are in the 
habit of saying on it has undoubtedly a great deal of truth. Ideas cannot be 
too much prized in and for themselves, cannot be too much lived with; but 
to transport them abruptly into the world of politics and practice, violently 
to revolutionise this world to their bidding,-that is quite another thing. 

7. A riot broke out in July 1637 in Sl. Giles·Cathe· 
dral in protest against R new Anglican liturgy writ
len by Archbishop Laud. It was said to have begun 
,,\·hen a woman named Jenny Geddes threw her 
stool at the dean givinR the service and nccused 

him of saying Mas •. 
B. Lett"rs in the London Tim ... in IB63 debated 
whether England should change its system of 
weights and measures to the metdc system (itself 
an outgrowth of the French Revolution). 
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There is the world of ideas and there is the world of practice; .the 'Ftench are 
often for suppressing the one and the· English the other; but neither is to be 
suppressed. A member of the- House of Commons said to'me the other day: 
IThat a thing is an anomaly; I -considet to be no objection to it whatever.' I 
venture to think he was wrong; that a thing is an anomaly is an objection to 
it, but absolutely and in the sphere of ideas: it is not necessarilYi·under such 
and such Circumstances, or at such and such a moment, an objection to it 
in the sphere of politics and practice. Joubert? has said beautifully: 'C'est la 
force et Ie droit qui reglent toutes choses dans Ie monde; la force en attendant 
Ie droit.' (Force and right are the governors of this world; force till right is 
ready.) Force till right is ready; and till right is ready, force, the existing order 
of·things, is justified, is the legitimate ruler. But right is something moral, 
and implies inward recognition, free assent of the will; we are not ready for 
right,-right, so far as we are concerned, is not ready,-until we have attained 
this sense of seeing it and willing it. The way in which for us it may change 
and· transform force, the existing order of things, and become, in its turn, 
the legitimate ruler of the world; should depend on the way in which, when 
our times conies; we see it and will it. Therefore for other peoplE! enamoured 
of their own newly discerned right, to attempt to impose it upon us 8S ours, 
and violently to substitute their right for our force, is an act of tyranny, and 
to be resisted. It sets at nought-the second great half of our maxim, force till 
right is ready. This was the grand error of the French Revolution; and its 
movement of ideas; by quitting the intellectual sphere and rushing furiously 
into the political sphere; ran, indeed, a prodigious and memorable course, 
but produc.ed no such intellectual fruit as the movement -of ideas of the 
Renascence, and created, in opposition to itself, what I may call an epoch of 
concentmtion. The. great force of that epoch of concentration was England; 
an4 the great voice of the epoch of coricentration was Burke. 1 It is the fashion 
to treat Burke's writings on the French Revolution as superannuated and 
conquered by the event; as the eloquent but unphilosophical tirades of big
otry and prejudiee. I will not deny that they are often disfigured by the vio
lence and passion of the moment,andthat in some directions Burke's view 
was·bounded, and his observation therefore at fault. But on the·whole, and 
for those who can make the needful corrections; what distinguishes these 
writings is their _ profound, permanent, fruitful, philosophical truth. They 
contain the true philosophy of an epoch of concentration, dissipate the heavy 
atJIlosphere which its own nature :is apt to engender round it, and make its 
resistance rational instead of mechanical. 

But Burke is so great because, almost alone in England, he brings:thought 
to bear upon polities, he saturates politics with thought; It is his accident2 

that his ideas were at the service of an epoch of concentration, not of an 
epoch of expansion; it is his characteristic that he so lived by ideas, and had 
such a source of ·them welling up ,within -him, that he could float even an 
epoch of concentration andEn~lish Toryp~litics with them. It does not hurt 
him that Dr. Price3 and the Liberals were enraged with him; it does not even 

9. Joseph Joubert (1754-1824), French writer 
an moralist, known for his essays, maxims, and 
letters: . 
1. EDMUND BURKE (J 729-1797), statesman and 
author of Rejlsceions -on ehe French Revol .. Uon 
(1790). . . 

2. Fortune. 
3. Richard Price (1723-1791), Welsh dissenting 
minister/ moral philosopher, _ supporter: of the 
American and French 'Revolutlons, and one of 
Burke's opponents. . . ,. 
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hurt him that George the Third and the Tories were enchanted with him. 
His greatness is that he lived in a world which neither English Liberalism 
nor English Toryism is. apt. to enter;-theworld of ideas, not the world of 
catchwords and party habits. So far is it from being really true of him that 
he 'to party gave up what was meant for trtankind,'4 that at the very end of 
his fierce struggle with the French Revolution, after all his -invectives against 
its false pretensions, hollowness, and madness, with his sincere conviction 
of its mischievousness, he can close amemorandum:on the'best means of 
combating it, some of the last pages he everwrotej 5-the Thoughts on French 
Affairs, in December 1791 ,-with these striking words:-

'The 'evil is stated; in my opinion, as it exists. The remedy must be where 
power, wisdom,. and information, I hope; are more united with good inten
tions than they can be with me. I have done with this subject, I believe, for 
ever. It has given'me many anxious moments for the last two years. If a great 
change is to be math·in human affairs, the minds of men will be fitted to it; 
the general o~nions and feelings will draw that way. Every fear, every hope 
will forward it;'"nd then they who persist in opposing this mighty current in 
human affairs, will appear rather to resist the decrees of PfYWIdsnce itself; than 
the mere designs of men. They will not be. resolute'and firm., but perverse and 
obstinate.' 

That'return of Burke upon himself has always seemed to me one of the 
finest'things' in English literature, or indeed 'in 'any literature. That is what I 
call living by ideas: when one side of a question has long had your earnest 
support, when all :your feelings are engaged, when you hear all round you no 
language but one,when your party talks thh;:language liJte a steam-engine 
and can imagine no other,-still to be able to think, still to be h'resistibly 
carried, if so it be, by the current of thought to the opposite side of the 
question, and, like Balaam',6 to be unable to speak anything but what the 
Lord has put lnyour mouth. I' know nothing more striking, and I inust add 
that I know nothing more un"English. 

For the Englishman in general'is Iik~ my friend the Member of parliame~t, 
and believes, point-blank, that for a thing to be an anomaly is absolutely no 
objection to it whatever. He is like the 'Lord Auckland7 of Burke's day, who, 
in a memorandum on the French Revolution, -tl:llks' of 'certain miscreants, 
assuming the name of philosophers, who'have;presumed themselves caplime 
of establishing a new system of society.' The-Englishman has been called a 
political animal, and he values what is political. and practical so much that 
ideas easily become objects of dislike in his eyes; and thinkers 'miscreants,' 
because ideas and thinkers have rashly meddled with politics and practice. 
This would be all very well if the dislike and neglect confined themselves to 
ideas transported out of their own sphere, and meddling rashly with practice; 
but they are inevitably extended to ideas as· such, and to the whole life of 
intelligence; practice is everything, a free play' of. the mind is ·nothing. The 
notion of the free play of the mind upon all subjects being a pleasure in itself, 
being an object of desire, being an essential provider of elements without 

4. An obsel"l(ation about "good Edmund" Burke In 
Oliver Goldsmith's poem "Retaliation" (1774),line 
32. 
5. R. H. Super, the modern editor of Arnold's 
prose works, notes that In fact Burke continued tD 
write until his death in 1797. 

6. Despite being sent by his klng'~o curse the Isra
elites, Balaam hlessed them, speaking "the word 
that God putteth in [his] mouth" (Numbers 22. 
38). 
7. William Eden, first Baron Auckland (1744-
1814), stlltesmlm lind diplomat. 
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which a nation's spirit, whatever compensations it may have for them, must, 
in the long run, die of inanition, hardly enters into an Englishman's thoughts. 
It is noticeable that the word curiosity, which in other lariguages is used in 
a good sense, to mean, as a high and fine quality of man's nature, just this 
disinterested love of a free play of the mind on all subjects, for its own sake,
it is noticeable, I say, that this word has in our language no sense of the 
kind, no sense but a rather bad and disparaging one. But criticism, real 
criticism, is essentially the exercise of this very quality. It obeys an instinct 
prOInpting it to try to know the best that is known and thought in the world, 
irrespectively of practice, politics, an~ everything of the kinel; and to value 
knowledge and thought as they approa~h this best, without the ~nfrusion of 
any other considerations whatev~r. This is an ~p.stinct for which there is, I 
think, little original sympathy in the practical English nature, and what there 
was of it has undergone a long benumbing period of blight and. suppression 
in the epoch of concentration which followed the French Revolution. 

But epochs of concentration cannot well endure for ever; epochs of expan~ 
sion, in the due course of things, follow them. Such an epoch of expan'sion 
seems to be opening in this country. In the first place all danger ~f a hostile 
forcible pressure of foreign ideas upon our practice has long disappeared; 
like the traveller in the fable, therefore, we begin to wear our cloak. a little 
more loosely.s Then, with a iongpeace, the ideas of Europe steal gradua~ly 
and amicably in, and mingle, though in infinitesimally small quantities at a 
time, with our own notions. Then, too, in spite of all that is said about ·the 
absorbing and brutalising influence of our passionate material progr~ss, it 
seems to me indisputable that this progress is likely, though not certain, to 
lead in the end to an apparition9 of intellectual life; and that man, after he 
has made himself perfectly comfortable and has now to determine what to 
do with himself next, may begin to reme~ber that he has a mind, an~' that 
the mind may be made the source of great pleasure. I grant it is mainly the 
privilege of faith, at present, to discern this end to our railways, our busine~s, 
and our fortune-making; but we shall see if, here as elsewhere, faith is not 
in the end the true prophet. Our ease, our travelling, and our unbqunded 
liberty to hold just as hard and securely as we p.ease to the practiee to which 
our notions have given birth, all: tend to beget an inclination to deal a little 
more freely with these notions themselves, to canvass them a li~tle, tq pen~ 
etrate a little into their real nature. Flutterings' of curiosity, in the foreign 
sense of the word, appear amongst us, and it is in these that criticism must 
look to find its account. Criticism first; a time of true creative activitY;'per
haps,-which, as I have said, must inevitably be preceded amongst 4S by a 
time of criticism,-hereafter, when cr~ticism has done it~ work. 

It is of the last importance that English criticism should clearly discern 
what rule for its course, in order to avail itself of the field now opening to it, 
and to produce fruit for the future, it ought to take. The rule may be summed 
up in one word,--disinterestedness. 1 And how is criticism to show disinter
estedness'? By keeping aloof from what Is called 'the practical view oE ~hlngs'; 
by resolutely following the law of its own nature, which is to be a free play 
of the mind on all subjects which it touches. By steadily refusing to lend 

8. In Aesop's fable of the wind and the sun. the 
two have a contest (which the sun wins) to see 
which can first make a traveler remove his cloak. 

9. An appearance before the world. 
1. Objectivity. Independence of judgme~t. 



THE FUNCTION OF CRITICISM AT THE PRESENT TIME / 815 

itself to any of those ulterior, political, practical considerations about ideas, 
which plenty of people will be sure to attach to them, which perhaps ought 
often to be attached to them, which in this country at any rate are certain 
to be attached to them quite sufficiently, but which criticism has really noth
ing to do with. Its business is, as I have said, simply to know the best that is 
known and thought in the world, and by in its turn making this known, to 
create a current of true and fresh ideas. Its business is to do this with inflex
ible honesty, with due ability; but its business is to do no more, and to leave 
alone all questions of practical consequences and applications, questions 
which will never fail to have due prominence given to them. Else criticism, 
besides being really false to its own nature, merely continues in the old rut 
which it has hitherto followed in this country, and will certainly miss the 
chance now given to it. For what is at present the bane of criticism in this 
country? It is that practical considerations cling to it and stifle it. It subserves 
interests not its own. Our organs of criticism are organs of men and parties 
having practical ends to serve, and with them those practical ends are the 
first thing and the play of mind the second; so, much play of mind as is 
compatible with the prosecution of those practical ends is all that is wanted. 
An organ like the Revue des Deux Mondes,2 having for its main function to 
understand and utter the best that is known and thought in the world, eXist
ing, it may be said, as just an organ for a free play of the mind, we have not. 
But we have the Edinburgh Review, existing as an organ of the old Whigs, 
and for as much play of the mind as may suit its being that; we have the 
Quarterly Review, existing as an organ of the Tories, and for as much play of 
mind as may suit its being that; we have the British Quarterly Review, existing 
as an organ of the political Dissenters, and for as much play of mind as may 
suit its being that; we have the Ti1'nes, existing as an organ 9f the common, 
satisfied, well-to-do Englishman, and for as much play of mind as may suit 
its being that. And so on through all the various fractions, political and reli
gious, of our society; every fraction has, as such, its organ of criticism, but 
the notion of combining all fractions in the common pleasure of a free dis
interested play of mind meets with no favour. Directly this play of mind wants 
to have more scope, and to forget the pressure of practical considerations a 
little, it is checked, it is made to feel the chain; We saw this the other day 
in the extinction, so much to be regretted, of the Ho1'ne and Foreign Revi~> 
Pcrhaps in no organ of criticism in this country was there so much knowl
edge, so much play of mind; but these could not save it. The Dublin Review 
subordinates play of mind to the practical business of English and Irish 
Catholicism, and lives. It must neeas be that men should act in sects and 
parties, that each of these sects and parties should have its organ, and should 
make this organ subserve the interests of its action; but it would be well, too, 
that there should be a criticism, not the minister of these interests, not their 
enemy, but absolutely and entirely independent of them; No other criticism 
will ever attain any real authority or make any real way towards its end',
the creating a current of true and fresh ideas. 

It is because criticism has so little kept in the pure intellectual sphere, has 
so little detached itself from practice, has been so directly polemical and 

2, A highly respected and widely rem( French 
bimonthly review of culture, the arts, pulitics, and 
t'('ollumics. 

3, Liberal Cntholic quarterly in London (1862-
64), 
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controversial, that it has ,so ill accomplished, in this country, its best,spititual 
work; which is to keep man from a self-satisfaction which is retarding and 
vulgarising, to lead him towards perfection, by making his mind dwell upon 
what is excellent in itself, and the absolute beauty and fitness of things. A 
polemical practical criticism makes men blind even to the ideal imperfection 
of their practice, makes' them willingly assert its ideal perfection,:' in order 
th~ better to secure it against attack~ and dearly this is narrowing and baneful 
for them. If they were reassured on the practical side, speculativ!'! consid
erations of ideal perfection they might be brought to entertain, and their 
spiritual horizon would thus gradually widen. Sir Charles Adderley" says' to 
the Warwickshire farmers:-

'Talk of the improvement of breed! Why, the race we ourselves represent, 
the men and women, the old Anglo-Saxon race, are the best breed in the 
whole world.' ... The absence of a too enervating climate, too unclouded 
skies, and a too luxurious nature, has produced so vigorous a race of people , 
and has rendered us so superior to all the world.' 

Mr. Roebuck' to the Sheffield cutlers:-
'I look around me and ask what is the state of England?' Is not property 

safe? Is not every man able to say what he likes? Can you not walk from one 
end of England to the other in perfect security? I ask you whether, the world 
over or in past history, there is anything like it? Nothirig . .I pray that our 
unrivalled happiness may last.' , 

Now obviously there is a peril for poor human nature in words and 
thoughts of such exuberant self-satisfaction, until We find ourselves safe in 
the streets of the Celestial City; , 

'Oss wenige verschvirindet leicht deln Blicke, 
Oer'vorwiirts sieht, wie viel riocho.brlg hleibt~' 

. . • r' '. . 

says Goeth~;6 'the little that is 40neseems nothing when we lpok forward 
and see how much we have yet to 40.' Clearly this is a bett~r line of reflection 
for weak humanity, so long as it remains on this earthly field of labour and 
triaL"",· 

But neither ,Sir Charles Adderley nor'Mr. Roebuck is l?y nature inacces
sible to considerations of this sort. They only lose sight of themoviring to the 
controversial life we all lead, and the practical form which ,all speculation 
takes with us. They have in view opponents whose aim is not ideal, but 
practical; and in their zeal to uphold their own practice against these inno
,vators, they go so far as even to .attribute to this practice an ideal perfection. 
Somebody has been w~nting to introduce a six-pound franchise, or to abolish 
church-rates,? or to collect agricultural statistics by force, or to diminish local 
self-government. How natural, in reply to such ,proposals, very likely 
improper or ill-timed, to go a little beyond the mark, and to say stoutly, 'Such 
a race of people as we stand, so superior to all the world! The' old Anglo
Saxon race, the best breed in the whole world I I pray that our, unrivalled 
happiness may lastl I ask you whether, the world over or in past history, there 
is anything like it?' And so long as criticism answers this dithyramb by insist-

4, Conservative member of Parliament (1814-
1905), wealthy holder of a large estate In War
wickshire. 
5. John Arthur Roebuck (1801-1879), radl~al 
member of Parliament. 
6. lphigeniain Ta .. ris (1787),1.2.91-92. 

7. Taxes legally imposed by the Church of 
EnRiand. ':Slx-po,und franc!lise": a proposal by rad
leaf. to extend the vote to Ilnrone who own!!d land 
or'bulldlngs wdrth £6 annua rent (not £10. iii set 
In 1832). " . 



THE FUNCTION OF CRITICISM AT THE PRESENT TIME / 817 

ing t1)at the old Anglo-Saxon race would be still more superior to all others 
if it had no church-rates, or that our unrivalled happiness would .last yet 
longer with a six-pound franch.ise, so long will the strain, 'The best breed in 
the whole world!' swell louder and louder, everything ideal.and refining will 
be lost out of sight, and both the assailed and their critics will remain in a 
sphere, to say the truth, perfectly unvital, a sphere in which spiritual pro
gression is impossible. But let criticism leave church-rates and the franchise 
alone, and in the most candid spirit, without a single lurking thought of 
practical innovation, confront with our dithyramb this paragraph on which 
I stumbled in a newspaper immediately after reading Mr. Roebuck:-

'A shocking child murder has just been committed at Nottingham. A girl 
named Wragg8 left the workhouse there on Saturday morning with her young 
illegitimate child. The child was soon afterwards found dead on Mapperly 
Hills, having been strangled. Wragg is in custody.' 

Nothing but that: but, in juxtaposition with the absolute eulogies of Sir 
Charles Adderley and Mr. Roebuck, how eloquent, how suggestive are those 
few linesl 'Our old Anglo-Saxon breed, the best in the whole world!'-how 
much that is harsh and ill-favoured there is in this best! Wragg! If we are to 
talk of ideal perfection, of 'the best in the whole world,' has anyone reflected 
what a touch of grossness in our race,. what an original shortcoming in .the 
more delicate spiritual perceptions, is shown by the natural growth amongst 
us of such hideous names,-Higginbottom,· 8tiggins, Buggl IIi -Ionia and 
Attica9 they were luckier in this respect than 'the best race in the'world': by 
the I1issus 1 there was no Wragg, poor thing! And 'our unrivalled happiness':
what an element of grimness, bareness, and hideousness mixes with it and 
blurs it: the workhouse, the dismal Mapperly Hills,-how dismal those who 
have seen them wi]] remember:-the gloom, the smoke, the cold, the stran
gled illegitimate child I 'I ask you whether, the world over or in past history, 
there is anything like it?' Perhaps not, one is inclined to answer: but at any 
rate, in that case, the world is very much to be pitied. And the final touch,
short, bleak, and inhuman: Wragg is in custody. The sex lost in the confusion' 
of our unrivalled happiness: or (shall I say?) the superfluous Christian name 
lopped off. by' the straightforward vigour of our old Anglo-Saxon breed! There 
is profit for the spirit iil such contrasts as this; criticism serves the cause of 
perfection by establishing them. By eluding sterile conflict, by refusi~'to 
remain in the sphere where alone narrow and relative conceptions have any 
worth and validity, criticism may diminish its momentary importance, but 
only in this way has it a chance of gaining admittance for those wider and 
more perfect conceptions to which all its duty is really owed. Mr. Roebuck 
will have a poor opinion of an advers~ry who replies to his defiant songs of 
triumph only by murmuring under his breath, Wragg is in custody; but in no 
other way will these songs of triumph be induced gradually to moderate 
themselves, to get rid of what in them is excessive and offensive, and to fall 
into a softer and truer key. 

It will be said that it is a very subtle and indirect action which I am thus 
prescribing for criticism, and that, by embracing in this manner the Indian 
virtue of detachment2 and abandoning the sphere of practical life, it con-

8. Elizabeth Wragg; this crime was committed on 
September 10, 1864. 
9. District of Greece that includes Athens. Ionia: 
area of the west coast of Asia Minor (where Homer 

i. thought to have lived). 
I. River south of Athens. 
2. The Ideal of detaching ohi!self from worldly 
activity, here associated with Hinduism. 
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demns itself to a slow and obscure work· Slow and obscure it may be, but it 
is the only proper work of criticism. The mass of mankind will never have 
any ardent zeal for seeing thirigs as they are; very inadequate ideas will always 
satisfy them. 3 On· these inadequate ideas reposes, and must repose, the gen
eral practice of the world. That is as much as· saying that whoever sets himself 
to see things as they are will find himself one of a vetysmall circle; but it is 
only by this small circle resolutely doing its own work that adequate ideas 
will ever get current at all. The nish and roar of practical life will always have 
a dizzying and attracting effect upon the most collected spectator, and tend 
to draw him into its vortex; most of all will this be the .case where that life is 
so powerful as it is in· England. But it is only by remaining collected,· and 
refusing to lend himself to the point of view of the practical man; that the 
critic can do the practical man any service; and it is only' by the· greatest 
sincerity in pursuing his own course, and by at last convincing' even the 
practical man of his sincerity, that he can escape misunderstandings which 
perpetually threaten him. 

For the praCtical man is not apt for fine distinctions, and yet in these 
distinctions, truth and the highest culture greatly find their account. But it 
is not easy to lead 'a practical inan,-unlessyou reassure him as to your 
practical intentions, you have no chance of leading him,--:-to see that a thing 
which he has always been used to look at from one side only, which he greatly 
values, and which, looked at from that side,quite deserves, perhaps, all the 
prizing and admiring which he bestows upon it,~that this thing, looked at 
from another side, may appear much less beneficent and beautiful, and yet 
retain all its claims to our practical allegiance. Where shall we find language 
innocent enough, how shall we make the spotless purity of our intentions 
evident enough, to enable us to say to the political Englishman that the 
British Constitution itself, which, seen from the prac'tical side; looks such a 
magnificent organ of progress and virtue,. seen: from· the· speculative side,"':""
with its compromises~ its love of facts, its horrorottheory, its studied avoid
ance of clear thoughts,-that, seen&om this side, our august Constitution 
sometimes looks,-forgive me, shade of Lord Somers!4~a colossal machine 
for the manufacture ofPhilistines?5 How is Cobbett6 to· say this· and not be 
misunderstood, blackened as he is with the smoke, of a lifelong conflict in 
the field of political practice? how is Mr. Carlyle7 to say it and not be mis
understood, after his furious raid into this field with. his Latter-day Pam
phlets? how is Mr. Ruskin,S after his pugnacious political economy? I say, 
the critic must keep out of the region of immediate practice in the political, 
social, humanitarian sphere, if he wants to make a beginning for that more 
free speculative treatment of things, which may perhaps one day make its 
benefits felt even in this sphere, but in a natural and thence irresistible 
manner. 

Do what he will, however, the critic will still remain exposed to frequent 

3. Arnold takes the terms "adequate" and "inade.
quate" from the Ethics (1677) of the Dutch phi
losopher Benedict de Splnoza. 
4. john Somers (1651-1716), English constltu
tionallawyer and statesman. 
5. The materialist middle classes (a name taken 
from a biblical people that waged war against the 
Israelites). 
6. William Cobbett (1762-1835), English radical 

journalist and reformer. . . . 
. 7. Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881), Scottish-born 
. essayist and historian; he;- expressed bitter antidem
ocratic views in Latter-Day Pamphlets (1850). 
8. John Ruskin (1819-1900), art critic and social 
critic. In Unto This Last (1860-62), he challenged 
the business and. Industrial practices and materl-
alisin of the age. . 
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misunderstandings, and nowhere so much as in this country. For here people 
are particularly indisposed even to comprehend that without this free dis
interested treatment of things, truth and the highest culture are out of the 
question. So immersed are they in practical life, so accustomed to take all 
their notions from this life and its processes, that they are apt to think that 
truth and culture themselves can be reached by the process of this life, and 
that it is an impertinent singularity to think of reaching them in any other. 
We are all terrlejilii,'9 cries their eloquent advocate; 'all Philistines together. 
Away with the notion of proceeding by any other course than the course dear 
to the Philistines; let us have a social movement, let tis organise and combine 
a party to pursue truth and new thought, let us call it the liberall'arty, and 
let us all stick to each other, and back each other up. Let us have no nonsense 
about independent criticism, and intellectual delicacy, and the few and the 
many. Don't let us trouble ourselves about foreign thought; we shall invent 
the whole thing for ourselves as we go along. If one of us speaks well, applaud 
him; if one of us speaks ill, applaud him too; we are all in the same move
ment, we are all liberals, we are all in pursuit of truth.' In this way the pursuit 
of truth becomes really a social, practical, pleasurable affair, almost requiring 
a chairman, a secretary, and advertisements; with the excitement of an occa
sional scandal, with a little resistance to give the happy sense of difficulty 
overcome; but, in general, plenty of bustle and very little thought. To act is 
so easy, as Goethe says; to think is so hardP It is true that the critic has many 
temptations to go with the stream, to make one of the party movement, one 
of these terrlejilii; it seems ungracious to refuse to be a ter-r;ejilius, when so 
many excellent people are; but the critic's duty is to refuse, or, if resistance 
is vain, at least to cry with Obermann: Perissons en resistant.2 

How serious a matter it is to try and resist, I had ample opportunity of 
experiencing when I ventured some time ago to criticise the celebrated first 
volume of Bishop Colenso.3 The echoes of the storm which was then raised 
I still, from time to time, hear grumbling round me. That storm arose out of 
a misunderstanding almost inevitable. It is a result of no little culture to 
attain to a clear perception that science and religion are two wholly different 
things. The multitude will for ever confuse them, but happily that is of no 
great real importance, for while the multitude imagines itself to live by' its 
false science, it does really live by its true religion. Dr. Colen so, howev~in 
his first volume did all he could to strengthen the confusion,4 and to make 

9. Sons of the earth (Latin); that is, men of the 
soil. 
I. A reference to Goethe's novel Wilhelm Meister's 
Appre .. ticeship (1795-96). 
2. Let us die resisting (French). Quoted from 
Obermann (1804), a Romantic epistolary novel by 
Etienne de S~nancour. 
3. So sincere Is my dislike to all personal attack 
and controversy, that I abstain fnun reprinting, at 
this distance of time from the occasion which 
called them forth, the essays in which I criticised 
Dr. Colenso's book; I feel bound, however, after aU 
t.hat has passed, to make here a finnl declaration 
of my sincere impenitence for having published 
I h.-on. Nay, I cannot forbear repeating yet once 
more, for his benefit and that 01 his readers, this 
sentence from my original remnrl(s upon him: 
'11,ere i.. truth of science and truth of relil/ion; truth 
of science does not become trutl. of religion till it is 

made re1il/ious.' And I will add: Let us have all the 
science there is from the men of science; from the 
men of religion let us have religion [Arnold's note). 
John William Colenso (1814-1883), bishop of 
Natal In South Africa, whose controversial studies 
disputed orthodox. theology and the historic .. 1 
accuracy of biblical texts. In "The Bishop and 
the Philosopher" (M .. c ... ill .... '. Magazine, January 
1863), Arnold sharply criticized Colenso's· schol
arship and failure to address true spiritual need •. 
4. It has been said I make it 'a crime against lit
erary criticism and the higher culture to attempt 
to infonn the Ignorant.' Need I point out that the 
ignorant are not informed by being confirmed in a 
confusion? [Arnold's notel. Quoted from the jurist 
and essayist Fitzjames Stephen In "Mr. Matthew 
Arnold and His Countrymen," Saturday Review, 
December 3, 1864. 
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it dangerous. He did this with the best intentions, I ·freely admit, and: with 
the most candid ignorance that this was the natural. effect of. what h~ was 
doing; but, says Joubert, 'Ignorance, which in matters of morals extenuates 
the crime, is itself, in intellectual matters, a crime of the first order.' I criti
cised Bishop Colenso's speculative confusion~ Immediately there was a cry 
raised: What is this? here is a liberal attacking a liberal. Do not you belong 
to the movement? are not you a friend of truth? Is not Bishop Colen so in 
pursuit of truth? then speak with proper respect of his book Dr. Stanley' is 
another friend of truth, and you speak with proper respect of his book; why 
make these invidious differences? both books are excellent, admirable, lib
eral; Bishop Colenso's perhaps the most so, because it is the boldest, and 
will have the best practical consequences for the liberal cause. Do you want 
to encourage to the attack of a brother liberal his, and your, and our implac
able enemies, the Church and State Review or the Record,-the High Church 
rhinoceros and the Evangelical hYlEna? Be silent, therefore; or rather speak, 
speak as loud as ever you can! and go into ecstasies over the eighty and odd 
pigeons.'6 

But criticism carinot follow this coarse and indiscriminate method. It is 
unfortunately possible for a man in pursuit of truth to .write a book which 
reposes. upon a false conception. Even the practical consequences of a book 
are to genuine. criticism no recommendation of it, if the book 'is, in the 
highest sense; blundering. I see that a lady? who herself, too, is in pursuit of 
truth, and who writes with great ability, but a little too much; perhaps, under 
the influence of the practical spirit of the English liberal movement, classes 
Bishop Colen so's book and M. Renan's8 together, ·in hersurv~y of the reli
gious state of Europe, as facts of the same order, works,both of them, of 
'great importance'; 'great ability, power, and skill'; Bishop Colen so's, perhaps, 
the most powerful; at least~ Mis~ Cobbe gives special expression to her grat
itude that to Bishop Colenso 'has been given the strength to grasp, and the 
courage to teach, truths of such deep import.' In' the same ·way, more than 
one popular writer has compared him to Luther.9 Now ~t is just this kind of 
false estimate which the critical.spirit is, it seems to me;' hound to resist, It 
is really the strongest possible proof of the low ebb at which; in England, 
the critical spirit is, that while the critical hit in the re'Iigious literature of 
Germany is Dr. Strauss's boo~,1 in that of France M. Renan's book, the book 
of Bishop Colenso is the critical hit in the religious :lite,ature of England. 
Bishop Colenso's book reposes on a total misconception of the essential 
'elements of the religious problem, as that problem is, now presented for 
solution. To criticism, therefore, which seeks to have the best that is known 
and thought on this problem, it is, however well mea:rit, of no importance 
whatever. M. Renan's book attempts a new synthesis of the elements fur
nished to us by the Four Gospe]s. It attempts, in my opinion, a .synthesis, 
perhaps premature, perhaps impossible, certainly not successful. Up to the 

5. Arthur Penrhyn Stanley (1815-1881), EnaIlsh 
biographer of Thomas Arnold, an ecdesiastlcal'his· 
torian and advocate of religious toleration. ' 
6. Colenso used mathematics to cast doubt on the 
historical validity of certain passages in Leviticus 
and Numbers. 
7. Frances Power Cobbe (1822-1908). Irish 
socia' worker and author ·of books on reform, 
women's rights, and religion. lier I. survey" is Bro-

ken Lights (1864). 
8. Ernest Renan (1823-1892), French critic, his· 
torian, orientaUst, and author of TIae Lifo of Jesus 
(1863). : , 
9. Martin Luther (1483-1546), German religious 
reformer and founder of the Reformation., 
I. Qavld Friedrich Strauss (1808--1874), German 
theologian, author of TIae Life of Jesus (1835-36). 
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present time, at any rate, we must, acquiesce in Fleury's sentence on such 
recastings of the Gospel-story: Quiconque s'imagi11e la pouvoir mieux ecrire, 
ne l'entend pas.2 M. Renan hael himself passed by anticipation a like sentence 
on his own work, when he said: 'If a new presentation of the character of 
Jesus were offered to me, I would not have'it; its very clearness would be, in 
my opinion, the best proof of its insufficiency.' His friends may with perfect 
justice rejoin that\a~ the sight of the Holy Land, and of the actual scene of 
the Gospel-story,.all the current of M. Renan's thoughts may have naturally 
changed, and a new casting of that story irresistibly suggested itself to him; 
and that this is just a case for applying Cicero's maxim: Change of mind is 
npt inconsistency-nemo ductus unquam mutatiOnem consilii inconstantiatn 
dixit esse. 3 Nevertheless, for criticism, M, Renan's first thought must still be 
the truer one, as long as his new casting so fails more fully to commend 
itself, more fully (to use Coleridge's happy phrase about the Bible) to find 
us.4 Still M. Renan's attempt is, for criticism, of the most real interest and 
importance, since, with all its difficulty, a fresh synthesis of the New Tes
tament datliJ,-not a making war on thein, ,in Voltaire's fashion, 5 not a leaving 
them out of rttind, in the world's fashion, but the putting a new construction 
upon them; the taking them from under the old, traditional, conventional 
point of view and placing them under a new one,-is the very essence of the 
religious problem, as now presented; and only by efforts in tJ:1is direction can 
it re'ceive a solution. 

Again, in the same spirit in which she judges Bishop Colenso, Miss Cobbe, 
like so many earnest liberals of our practical race, both here and in, America, 
herself sets vigorously about a positive reconstruction of religion, about mak
ing a religion of the future out of hand, or at least setting about making it. 
We must not,rest, she and they are always thinking and saying, in negative 
criticism, we must be creative and constructive; hence we have such works 
as her recent Religious DUty,6 and works still more considerable, perhaps by 
others, which will be in every one's mind. These works often have much 
ability; they often spring out, of sincere convictions, and a sincere wish to do 
good; and they sometimes, perhaps, do good. Their fault is (if I maybe 
permitted to say.so) one which they have.incommon with the British College 
of Health, in the New Road. Every one knows the British College of Health; 
it is that building with the lion and the statue of the Goddess Hygeia bt!Fore 
it; at least I am sure about the lion, though I am not absolutely certain about 
the Goddess Hygeia. 7 This building does credit, perhaps, to the resources of 
Dr. MorrisonB arid his disciples; but it falls a good deal short of one's idea of 
what a British College of Health ought to be. In England, where we hate 
public interference and love individual enterprise, we have,a whole crop of 
places like the British College of Health; the grand mime without the grand 
thing. Unluckily, creditable to individual enterprise as they are, they tend to 

2. Whoever Imagines he can write it better doe. 
not understand it (French). From the Hisloire 
ecc/t!siasllque (1691-1120), by the French histo
rian and teacher Claude Fleury (1640-1723). 
3. No educated man has ever said that a change 
of opinion i. inconsistency (Latin). From Letters to 
Atticus, no. 16, by the Roman orator and stalefllman 
Cicero (106-43 H.C.E.). 
4. See Coleridge's COItfessions of an Inquiring 
Spirit (1840): "In the Bible there is more thatfiHds 

me than I have experlent:l!d in all other book.. pLlt 
together." .. 
5. Voltaire'. wor!cs'lnditde a number of attacks on 
Ca,tholic doctrine and religious intolerance. 
6. Published in J 864. 
7. Greek deity personirylng health. 
g. James ,Morrison (1770--1840), merchant ond 
vendor, described himself as "the Hrgeiot"; in 1828 
he founded the British College of Health. from 
which he distributed his cure-all patent medicine. 
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impair our taste by making us forget what more grandiose, noble, or beautiful 
character properly belongs to a public institution. The same may be said of 
the religions of the future of'Miss Cobbe and others. Creditable; like the 
British College of Health, to the resources of theit a:uthors, they yet tend to 
make us forget what more grandiose, noble, or beautiful character properly 
belongs to religious constructions. The historic religions, with all their faults, 
have had this; it certainly belongs to the religious sentiment, when it truly 
flowers, to have this; and we impoverish our spirit if we allow a religion of 
the future without it. What then is the duty of criticism here? To take the 
practical point of view, to applaud the liberal movement and all its works,
its New Road religions of the future into the bargain,-for their general 
utility's sake? By no means; but to be perpetually dissatisfied with these 
works, while they perpetually fall short of a high and perfect ideal. 

For criticism, these are elementary laws; but they never 'can be popular, 
and in this country they have been very little followed, and one meets with 
immense obstacles in following them. That is a reason for asserting them 
again and again. Criticism must· maintain its independence of the 'practical 
spirit and its aim. Even with well-meant. efforts of the practicaJ.spirit it must 
express dissatisfaction, if in the sphere of the' ideal they seem impoverishing 
and limiting. It must not hurry on to the goal because of its practical impor
tance. It must be patient, and know how to wait; and flexible, and know how 
to attach itself to things and how to withdraw from them.' It must be .apt to 
study and praise elements that for the fulness of spiritual perfection' are 
wanted, even though they belong to a power which in the practical sphere 
may be maleficent. It must be apt to discern the spiritual shortcomings or 
illusions of powers that in the practical sphere may be beneficent. And this 
without any notion of favouring or injuring, in the practical sphere, orte 
power or the other; without any notion of playing off, in this sphere,· one 
power against the other. When one looks, for instance, at the English Divorce 
Court,-an institution which perhaps has its practical conveniences, but 
which in the ideal sphere is so hideous; an institution which neither makes 
divorce impossible nor makes it decent, which allows a man to get rid of his 
wife, or a wife of her husband, but makes them drag one another first, for 
the public edification, through a mire of unutterable infamy,-when one 
looks at this charming institution; I say, with its crowded trails, its newspaper 
reports, and its money compensations, this institution in which the gross 
unregenerate British Philistine has indeed stamped an image ofhimself,
one may be permitted to find the marriage theory of Catholicism9 refreshing 
and elevating. Or when Protestantism, In virtue of its supposed rational and 
intellectual origin, gives the law to criticism too magisterially, criticism may 
and must remind it ·that its pretensions, in this respect,are illusive and do 
it harm; that the Reformation was a moral rather than an intellectual event; 
that Luther's theory of grace no more exactly reflects the mind of the spirit 
than Bossuet's· philosophy of history reflects it; and that there is no more 
antecedent probability of the Bishop of Durham's stock of ideas being agree
able to perfect reason than of Pope Pius the Ninth's.2 But criticism will not 

9. That is, that in Christian marriage, once con· 
summated, there can never be an absolute divorce. 
\. Jacques B~nigne Bossuet (1627~1704), French 
bishop and moraUsti he maintained that, Provi
dence guided history in order to establish Christi-

anity and, especially, the Catholic Church. 
2. Pius IX (1792-1878), pope from 1846 to 1878, 
was criticized for his conservative views. Bishop of 
Durham: Charles Thomas Baring (1807-1879). 
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on that account forget the achievements of Protestantism in the practical 
and moral sphere; nor that, even in the intellectual sphere, Protestantism, 
though in a blind and stumbling manner, carried forward the Renascence, 
while Catholicism threw itself violently across its path. 

I lately heard a man of thought and energy contrasting the want of ardor 
and movement which he now found amongst young men in this country with 
what he remembered in his own youth, twenty years ago. What reformers 
we were then!' he exclaimed; 'what a zeal we had! how we canvassed every 
institution in Church and State, and were prepared to remodel them all on 
first principles!' He was inclined to regret, as a spiritual flagging, the lull 
which he saw. I am disposed rather to regard it as a pause in which the turn 
to a new mode of spiritual progress is being accomplished. Everything was 
long seen, by the young and ardent amongst us, in inseparable connection 
with politics and practical life. We have pretty well exhausted the benefits 
of seeing things in this connection, we have got all that can be got by so 
seeing them. Let us try a more disinterested mode of seeing them; let us 
betake ourselves more to the serener life of the mind and spirit. This life, 
too, may have its excesses and dangers; but they are not for us at present. 
Let us think of quietly enlarging our stock of true and fresh ideas, and not, 
as soon as we get an idea or half an idea, be running out with it into the 
street, and trying to make it rule there. Our ideas will, in the end, shape the 
world all the better for maturing a little. Perhaps in fifty years' time it will in 
the English House of Commons be an objection to an institution that it is 
an anomaly, and my friend the Member of Parliament Will shudder in his 
grave. But let us in the meanwhile rather endeavour that. in twenty years' 
time it may, in English literature, be an objection to a proposition that it is 
absurd. That will be a change so vast, that the imagination almost fails to 
grasp it. Ab integro srecloru-m nascitur ordo.3 

If I have insisted so much on the course which criticism must take where 
politics and religion are concerned, it is because, where these burning mat
ters are in question, it is most likely to go astray. I have wished, above all, to 
insist on the attitude which criticism should adopt toward things in general; 
on its right tone and temper of mind. But then comes another question as 
1:0 the subject-matter which literary criticism should most seek. Here, in 
general, its course is determined for it by the idea which is the law oMts 
being; the idea of a disinterested endeavour to learn and propagate the best 
that is known and thought in the world, and thus to establish a current of 
fresh and true ideas. By the very nature of things, as England is not all the 
world, much of the best that is known and thought in the world cannot be 
of English growth, must be foreign; by the nature of things, again, it is just 
f. his that we are least likely to know, while English thought is streaming in 
upon us from all sides, and takes excellent care that we shall not be ignorant 
of its existence. The English critic of literature, therefore, must dwell much 
on foreign thought, and with particular heed on any part of it, which, while 
!;ignificant and fruitful in itself, is for any reason specially likely to escape 
him. Again, judging is often spoken of as the critic's one business, and so in 
!;ome sense it is; but the judgment which almost insensibly forms itself in a 

J. Prom the renewal of the generations a [great] 
"nl<·,· is born (Latin). From Virgil. Eclogue 4.5 (ca. 
:·;7 H.C.E.). This pocln was sOlnelim('s interpreted 

by Christians as predicting the birth of the Mes
siah. 
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:fair and clear mind, along with fresh knowledge, is the valuable one;' and 
thus knowledge, and ever fresh knowledge, must be the critic's great concern 
for himself. And it is by communicating fresh knowledge, and letting his own 
judgment pass along with it,-but insensibly;. and ir the second place,' not 
the first, as a sort of companion and clue, riot as ail abstract lawgiver,......,that 
the critic will generally do most good to his readers. Sometimes, no doubt, 
for the sake of establishing an author's place in literature,: and his relation 
to a central standard (and if this is not done, how are we to 'get at our best 
in the world?), criticism may have to deal with a subject-matter so familiar 
that fresh knowledge is out of the question, and then it must be all judgment; 
an enunciation and detailed application of principles. Here the great safe
guard is never to let oneself become abstract, always to retain an intimate 
and lively consciousness of the truth of what one is saying, and, the moment 
this fails us; to be sure that something. is wrong. Still, under all circum
stances, this mere judgment and application of principles is, in itself, not the 
most satisfactory work to the critic; like mathematics, it is tautological, and 
cannot well give us; like fresh learning, the sense of creative activity. 

But stop, some one will say; all this talk is.of no practical use to us. what
ever; this criticism of yours is not what we have in our minds wheri we speak 
of criticism; when we speak of critics and criticism, we mean critics and 
criticism of the Current English literature of the day; when you offer.to tell 
criticism its function, it is to this criticism that we expect you to address 
yourself. I am sorry for it, for I am afraid I must disappoint these expecta
tions. I am bound by my own definition of criticism: a disinterested endeavour 
'to learn and propagate the best that is known and thought in.the world. How 
much of current English literature comes into this 'best that is known and 
thought in the world'? Not very much, I fear; certainly less, at this moment, 
than of the current literature of France of Germany. Well, then, am I to 
·alter my definition of c~iticism, in .order to meet the requirements of a num
ber. of practising English critics; who, after.all, are free in their choice of a 
business? That would be making criticism lend itself just to one of those 
alien practical considerations, which, I have said, are so fatal to' it, One may 
say, indeed, .to those who have to deal with the mass-so much better.dis
regarded-"'of current English literature, that they may at all events endeav
our, in dealing with this, to try it, so far as they can, by the standard of the 
best that is known and thought, in the world; one may say, that to get any
where near this standard, every critic should try and possess one great lit-

.. erature, at least, besides his own; and the more unlike his,own, the better. 
But, after all, the criticism I am really concerned With,-the criticism which 
alone can much help us for the future, the criticism which, throughout 
Europe,. is at the present day meant, when so much stress is laid on the 
importance of criticism a.nd the critical spirit,-'-is a criticism which regards 
Europe as being, for intellectual and spiritual purposes, one great confed
eration, bound to a joint action and working to a common result; and whose 
members have, for their proper outfit, a knowledge of Greek, Roman, and 
Eastern antiquity, and of one another. Special, local, and temporary advan
tages being put out of account, that modern nation will in the intellectual 
and spiritual sphere make most progress, which most thoroughly carries out 
this programme. And what is that but saying that we too, aU of us, as indi
viduals, the more thoroughly we carry it out, sball make the more progress~ 
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There is so much inviting us!-what are we to take? what will nourish us 
in growth towards perfection? That is the question which, with the immense 
field of life and of literature lying before him, the critic has to answer; for 
himself first, and afterwards for others. In this idea of the critic's business 
the essays brought together in the following pages4 have had their origin; in 
this idea, widely different as are their subjects; they have; perhaps, their 
unity. 

I conclude with what I said at the beginning: to have the sense of creative 
activity is the great happiness and the great proof·of being alive, and it is not 
denied to criticism to have it; but then criticism must be sincere, simple, 
flexible, ardent, ever widening its knowledge. Then it may have; in no con
temptible measure, a joyful sense of creative .activity; a sense which a man 
of insight and conscience will prefer to what he might derive from a poor, 
starved, fragmentary, inadequate creation. And at some epochs no other cre
ation is possible. 

Still, in full measure, the sense of creative activity belongs only to genuine 
creation; in literature we must never forget that. But what true man of letters 
ever can forget it? It is no such common matter for a gifted nature to ·come 
into possession of a current of true and living ideas, and to produce amidst 
the inspiration of them, that we are likely to underrate it. The epochs of 
JEschylus5 and Shakspeare make us feel their pre-eminence. In an epoch 
like those is, no doubt, the true life of literature; there is the promised land, 
towards which criticism can only beckon. That prdmised land it wil1 not ,be 
ours to enter, and we shall die in the wildemess:6 -bOt to have desired to enter 
it, to have saluted it from afar, is already, perhaps, the best distinction among 
contemporaries; it will certainly be the best title to esteem with posterity. 

1864, 1875 

From Culture an~ Anarchy 
; ,- ': .. 

From Chapter 1. 
Sweetness and Light l 

~. 

The disparagers of culture make its motive curiosity; sometimes, indeed, they 
make its motive mere exclusiveness and vanity. The culture which is sup
posed to plun:te itself on a smattering of Greek and Latin is a culture which 
is begotten by nothing so intellectual as curiosity; it is valued either out of 
sheer vanity and ignorance or else as an engine .of social and class distinction, 
separating its holder, like a badge or title, from other people who have not 
got it. No serious' man would call this culture, or attach any value to it, as 
culture, at all. To find the real ground for the very different estimate which 
serious people will set upon culture, we must find some motive for culture 

4. In the book. Essays in Criticism; this essay was 
the lirst in the v'ohJine. 
5. Greek tragedian (525-456 B.C.!::.). . 
6. Like Moses. who viewed the Promised Land but 
did not live to enter It. See Deuteronomy 32.48-
52, .~4.1-4. 
I. First delivered, with the title "Culture and It. 

Enemies," as Arnold's final lecture as Professor of 
Poetry at Oxford University, June 7, 1867, ond 
published in thO; Cornhill Magazine in July. It 
appeared as chapter I of Culture and Anarchy in 
1869. The text reprinted here is that of the 1882 
third edition, the last that Arnold himselfprepared. 
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in the terms of which may lie a real ambiguity; and such a motive the word 
curiosity gives us. 

I have before riow pOinted out2 that we English do not, like the foreigners, 
use this word in a good sense as well as in a, bad sense. With ,us the word is 
always used in a somewhat disapproving sense. A liberal and intelligent 
eagerness about the things of the mind may be meant" by a foreigner when 
he speaks of curiosity, but with us the word always conveys a certain notion 
of frivolous and unedifying activity. In the Quarterly Review, some little time 
ago, was an estimate of the celebrated French critic, M. Sainte-Beuve,3 and 
a very inadequate estimate it in my judgment was. And its inadequacy con
sisted chiefly in this: that iri our English way it left out of Sight the double 
sense really involved in the word curiosity, thinking enough was said to stamp 
M. Sainte-Beuve with blame if it was said that he was impelled in his oper
ations as a critic by curiosity, and omitting either to perceive that M. Sainte
Beuve himself, and many other people with him, would consider that this 
was praiseworthy and not blameworthy, or to point out why it,ought really 
to be accounted worthy of blame and not of praise. For as there is a curiosity 
about intellectual matters which ,is futile, and merely a disease, so there is 
certainly a curiosity,-a desire after the things of the mind simply for their 
own" sakes and for the pleasure of seeing them as they are,-which is, in an 
intelligent being, natural and laudable. Nay, and the very desire to see things 
as they are implies a balance and regulation of mind which is not often 
attained without fruitful effort, and which is the very opposite of the blind 
and" diseased impulse' of mind which is what we mean to' blame -when' we 
,blame curiosity. Montesquieu4 says: 'The first motive which ought to impel 
us to study is the desire to augment the excellence'of our nature, and to 
render, an intelligent being yet more intelligent.' This is the true ground to 
'assign for the genuine scientific passion, however manifested, and for cul
ture, viewed simplY,as a fruit of this passion; and it is a worthy ground, even 
though we let the term curiosity stand to describe it. 

But there is of cultur~ another view, in which not solely the scientific 
passion, the sheer desire' to see things as they are; natural and proper in an 
intelligent being, appears as the gro,und of it. There is, a view in which all the 
love of our neighbour, the impulses towards action, help, and beneficence, 
the desire for removing human error, clearing human confusion, and dimin
ishing human misery, the noble aspiration to leave the world"betteranci 
happier than we found it,-motives eminently such as are called social,':"":" 
come in as part of the grounds of culture, and the main arM 'pre-eminent 
part. Culture is then properly'described not as having its ongi~ in ci.irici~itY, 
but as having its origin in the love of perfection; it is a study ojperjection:It 
moves by the force, not merely or primarily of the scientific passion for pure 
knowledge, but also of the moral and social passion for doing good. As,iii 
the first view of it, we took for its worthy motto MOiltesquieuis words: 'To 
render an intelligent being yet mote'intelligent!' so, in ~he second. view of 

2, In "The Function of Criticism at the Present 
Time" (1864; see above), 
3, Charles Augustin Salnte-Beuve (1804-1869), 
French literary critic, In the review mentioned 
(Quarterly Review 119 Uanuary 1866J: 80-108), 
the author identifies Arnold as Salnte-Beuve's dis-

ciple and states that, the Essays in CriticiMn are 
"graceful but perfectly ,jnsa~l.sfactory,· " 
4, Charles de Secondat Mcintesquieu (1689-
1755), French philosopher and legal and political 
theorist," " 
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it, there is no better motto which it can have than these words of Bishop 
Wilson: 5 'To make reason and the will of God prevail!' 

Only, whereas the passion for doing good is apt to be overhasty in deter
mining what reason and the will of God say, because its turn is for acting 
rather than thinking and it wants to be beginning to act; and whereas it is 
apt to take its own conceptions, which proceed from its own state of devel
opment and share in all the imperfections and imrriaturities of this, for a 
hasis of action; what distinguishes culture is, that it is possessed by the 
scientific passion as well as by the passion of doing good; that it demands 
worthy notions of reason and the will of God, and does not readily suffer its 
own crude conceptions to substitute themselves for them. And knowing that 
no action or institution can be salutary and stable which is not based on 
reason and the will of God, it is not so bent on acting and instituting, even 
with the great aim of diminishing human error and misery ever before its 
thoughts, but that it can remember that acting and instituting are of little 
lise, unless we know how and what we ought to act and to institute. 

This culture is more interesting and more far-reaching than that other, 
which is founded solely on the scientific passion for knowing. But it needs 
times of faith and ardour, times when the intellectual horizon is opening and 
widening all round us, to flourish in. And is not the close and bounded 
inteIlectual horizon within which we have long lived and moved now lifting 
up, and are not new lights finding free passage to shine in upon us? For a 
long time there was no passage for them to make their way in upon us, and 
then it was of no use to think of adapting the world's action to them. Where 
was the hope of making reason and the will of God prevail among people 
who had a routine which they had christened reason and the will of God, in 
which they were inextricably bound, and beyond which they had no power 
of looking? But now the iron force of adhesion to the old routine,-social, 
political, religious,-has wonderfully yielded; the iron force of exclusion of 
all which is new has wonderfully yielded. The danger now is, not that people 
should obstinately refuse to allow anything but their old routine to pass for 
reason and the will of God, but either that they should allow some novelty 
or other to pass for these too easily, or else that they should underrate the 
importance of them altogether, and think it enough to follow action for its 
own sake, without troubling themselves to make reason and the will of-6'dd 
prevail therein. Now, then, is the moment for culture to be of service, culture 
which believes in making reason and the will of God prevail, believes in 
perfection, is the study and pursuit of perfection, and is no longer debarred, 
by a rigid invincible exclusion of whatever is new, from getting acceptance 
for its ideas, simply because they are new. 

The moment this view of culture is seized, the moment it is regarded not 
solely as the endeavour to see things as they are, to draw towards a knowledge 
of the universal order which seems to be intended and aimed at in the world, 
and which it is a man's happiness to go along with or his misery to go counter 
to,-to learn, in short, the will of God,-the moment, I say, culture is con
sidered not merely as the endeavour to see and learn this, but as the endeav-

0;. Thomas Wilson ( 1663-1 755). English churchman and author of devotional works. Arnold is condensing 
a passage from Wilson's Maxin'u. 
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our, also, to make it prevail, the moral; social, and beneficent character of 
culture becomes manifest. The mere endeavour to see and learn the truth 
for our own personal satisfaction is indeed a commencement for making it 
prevail, Ii preparing the way for this, which always serves this, and is wrongly, 
therefore, stamped .with blame absolutely in itself and not only in its cari
cature and degeneration. But perhaps it has got stamped with blame, and 
disparaged with the dubious title of curiosity, because in comparison with 
this wider endeavour of such great and plain utility it looks selfish, petty, and 
unprofitable • 

. And religion, the greatest and most important of the efforts by which the 
human race has manifested its impulse to perfect itself,-religion, that voice 
of the deepest human experience,-does not only enjoin and sanction the 
aim which is the great aim of culture, the aim of setting ourselves to ascertain 
what perfection is and to make it prevail;. but also, in determining generally 
in what human perfection consists, religion comes to a conclusion identical 
with that which culture,-culture seeking the determination of this question 
through all the voices of human experience which have been heard upon it, 
of art, science, poetry, philosophy, history, as well as of religion, in order to 
give a greater fulness and certainty to its solution,-likewise' reaches. Reli
gion says: The kingdom of God is within you;6 and culture, in like manner, 
places human perfection in an internal condition, in the growth and predom
inance of our humanity. proper, as distinguished froin·our animality. It places 
it in the ever-increasing efficacy and in the general harmonious expansion 
of those gifts of thought and feeling, which make the peculiar dignity; wealth, 
and happiness of human nature. As I have said on a former occasion:? 'It is 
in making endless additions to itself, in the endless expansion of itS powers, 
in endless growth in wisdom and beauty, that the spirit of the human race 
finds its ideal. To reach this ideal, culture is an indispensable aid, and that 
is the true value of culture.' Not a having and a resting, but a growing and a 
becoming, is the character· of perfection as culture conceives .it; a'nd' here, 
too, it coincides with religion. 

And because men are all members of one great whole, and the sympathy 
which is in human nature will not allow one member to be indifferent to the 
rest or to h(lye a perfect welfare independent of the rest, ·the. expansion of 
our humanity, to suit the idea of perfection which culture forms, must be a 
general expansion. Perfection, as culture conceives it, is not· possible while 
the individual remains isolated. The individual is required, under pain' of 
.being stunted and enfeebled in his own development if he disobeys, to carry 
others along with him in his march towards perfection, to be continually 
doing all he can to enlarge and increase the volume of the human stream 
sweeping thitherward. And here, once more, culture lays on us the same 
obligation as religion, which says, as Bishop Wilson has admirably put it, 
that 'to promote the kingdom of God is to increase and .hasten one's own 
happiness.' 

But, finally, perfection,-as culture from a thorough disinterested study 
of human nature and human experience learns to conceive it,-is a harmo
nious expansion of all the powers which make the beauty and worth of 
human nature, and is not consistent with the over-development of anyone 

6. Luke 17.21. 7. In A French Eton (1864). chapter 3. 
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power at the expense of the rest. Here culture goes beyond religion, as reli
gion is generally conceived by us. 

If culture, then, is a study of perfection, and of harmonious perfection, 
general perfection, and perfection which consists in becoming something 
rather than in having something, in an inward condition of the mind and 
spirit, not in an outward set of circumstances,-it is clear that culture, 
instead of being the frivolous and useless thing which Mr. Bright, and Mr. 
Frederic Harrison,A and many other Liberals are apt to call it, has a very 
important function to fulfil for mankind. And this function is particularly 
important in our modern world, of which the whole civilisation is, to a much 
greater degree than the civilisation of Greece and Rome, mechanical and 
external, and tends constantly to become more so. But above all in our own 
country has culture a weighty part to perform, because here that mechanical 
character, which civilisation tends to take everywhere, is shown in the most 
eminent degree. Indeed nearly all the characters of perfection, as culture 
teaches us to fix them, meet in this country with some powerful tendency 
which thwarts them and sets them at defiance. The idea of perfection as an 
inward condition of the mind and spirit is at variance with the mechanical 
and material civilisation in esteem with us, and nowhere, as I have said, so 
much in esteem as with us. The idea of-perfection as a general expansion of 
the human family is at variance with our strong individualism, our hatred of 
all limits to the unrestrained swing of the individual's personality, our maxim 
of 'every man for himself.' Above all, the idea of perfection as a harmonious 
expansion of human nature is at variance with our want of flexibility, with 
our inaptitude for seeing more than one side of a thing, with our intense 
energetic absorption in the particular pursuit we happen to be following. So 
culture has a rough task to achieve.in this country. Its preachers have, and 
are likely long to have, a hard time of it, and they will much oftener be 
regarded, for a great while to come, as elegant or spuriou.s Jeremiahs than 
as friends and benefactors. That, however, will not 'prevent their doing in the 
end good service if they persevere. And, meanwhile,. the mode of action they 
have to pursue, and the sort of habits they must fight against, ought t9 be 
made quite clear for every one to see, who may be willing to look at the 
matter attentively and dispassionately. 

Faith in machinery is, I said, our besetting danger; often in mac~ery 
most absurdly disproportioned to the end which this machinery, if it is to do 
any good at all, is to serve; but always in machinery, as if it had a value in 
and for itself.9 What is freedom but machinery? what is population but 
machinery? what is coal but machinery? what are railroads but machinery? 
what is wealth but machinery? what are, even, religious organisations but 
machinery? Now almost every voice in England is accustomed to speak of 
these things as if they were precious ends in themselves, and therefore had 
some of the characters of perfection indisputably joined to them. I have 
before now noticed Mr. Roebuck'sl stock argument for proving the greatness 

8. English Jurist and philosopher (1831-1923), 
and critic of Arnold's.cl,lltural views. John Bright 
(I R 11-1889), English political r"former, orlitor, 
and member of Parliament. 
9. In "Signs of the Times" (1829), Ihe Scottish
born author Thomas Carlyle had stoted that it was 
Ilow"the Mechanical Age. It Is the Age of Machin-

ery, In -every outward and Inward sense of that 
word. II 
I. John Arthur Roebuck (1801-1879), radical 
member of Parliament. "Before now": see "The 
Function of Criticism at the Present TimE"" 
(above). 
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and happiness of England as she is, and for quite stopping the mouths of all 
gainsayers. Mr. Roebuck is never weary of reiterating this argument of his, 
so I do not know why I should be weary of noticing it. 'May not every man 
in England say what he likes?'-Mr. Roebuck perpetually asks; and that, he 
thinks, is quite sufficient, and when every mart may say what he likes, our 
aspirations ought to be satisfied. But the aspirations'of culture, which is,the 
study of perfection, are not satisfied, unless what men say, when they may 
say what they like, is worth saying,~has good in it, and more good than bad. 
In the same way the Times, replying to some foreign strictures on the dress, 
looks, and behaviour of the English abroad, urges that the English ideal is 
that every one should be free to do and to look just as he likes. But culture 
indefatigably tries, not to make what each raw person may like the rule by 
which he fashions himself; but to draw ever nearer to a sense of what is 
indeed beautiful, graceful, and becoming, and to get the raw person to like 
that. ' 

And in the same way with respect to railroads and coal. Every one must 
have observed the strange language current during the late discussions as to 
the possible failure of 'our supplies of coal. Our coal, thousands of people 
were saying, is the real basis of our national greatness; if our coal runs short, 
there is an end of the greatness of England. But what is greatness?-culture 
makes us ask. Greatness is a spiritual condition worthy to excite·love, inter
est, and admiration; and the outward proof of possessing greatness is that 
we excite love, interest, and admiration. If England were swallowed up by 
the sea to-morrow, which of the two, a hundred years hence,.would most 
excite the love, interest, and admiration of mankind,-would 'most, 
therefore, show the evidences of having possessed greatness,-the England 
of the last twenty years, or the England of Elizabeth,2 of $ time of splendid 
spiritual effort, but when our coal, and our industrial operations depending 
on coal, were very little developed? Well, then, what an unsound habit of 
mind it must be which makes us talk of things like coal or iron as constituting 
the greatness of England, and how salutary a friend is culture, bent on seeing 
things as they arei and thus dissipating delusions of this kind and fixing 
standards of perfection that are real! 

Wealth, again, that end to which our prodigious works for material advan
tage are directed,-the commonest of commonplaces tells us how men are 
always apt to regard wealth as a precious end in itself; and certainly they 
have never been so apt thus to regard it as they are in England at the present 
time. Never did people believe anything more firmly than nine Englishmen 
out of ten at the present day believe that our greatness and welfare are proved 
by our being so very rich. Now, the use of culture is that it helps us, by means 
of its spiritual standard of perfection, to regard wealth as but machinery, and 
not only to say as a matter of words that we regard wealth as but machinery, 
but really to perceive and feel that it is so. If it were not for this purging 
effect wrought upon our minds by. culture, the whole world, the future as 
well as the present, would inevitably belong to the Philistines.3 The people 
who believe most that most greatness and welfare are proved by our being 
very rich, and who most give their lives and thoughts to becQming rich, are 

2.. Elizabeth I (1533-1603; reigned 1558-1603). 
3. The materialist middle classes (a name taken 

from a biblical people that waged war against the 
Israelites) . 
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just the very people whom we call Philistines. Culture says: 'Consider these 
people, then, their way of life, their habits, their manners, the very tones of 
their voice; look at them attentively; observe the literature they read, the 
things which give them pleasure, the words which come forth out of their 
mouths, the thoughts which make 'the furniture of their minds: would any 
amount of wealth be worth having with the condition that one was to become 
just like these people by having it?' And thus culture begets a dissatisfac
tion which is of the highest possible value in stemming the common tide of 
mcn's thoughts in a wealthy and industrial community, and which saves the 
future, as one may hope, from being vulgarised, even if it cannot save the 
present. 
, Population, again, and bodily health and vigour, are things which are 
nowhere treated in such an unintelligent, misleading, exaggerated way as in 
England. Both are really machinery; yet how many people all around us do 
we see rest in them and fail to look beyond them! Why, one has heard people, 
fresh from reading certain articles of the Times on the Registrar-General's 
returns of marriages and births in this country,4 who would talk of our large 
English families in quite a solemn strain, as if they had something.in itself 
beautiful, elevating, and meritorious in them; as if the British Philistine 
would have only to present himself before the Great Judge with his twelve 
children, in order to be received among the sheep' as a matter of right! 

But bodily health and vigour, it may be said, are not to be classed with 
wealth and population as mere machinery; they have a more real and essen
tial value. True; but only as they are more intimately connected with a perfect 
spiritual condition than wealth or population are. The moment we disjoin 
them from the idea of a perfect sph'itual condition, and pursue them, as we 
do pursue them, for their own sake an~ as ends in themselves, our worship 
of them becomes as mere worship of machinery, as our worship of wealth or 
population, and as unintelligent and vulgarising a worship as that is. Every 
one with anything like an adequate idea of human perfection has distinctly 
marked this subordination to higher and spirituul ends of the cultivation of 
bodily vigour and activity. 'Bodily exercise profiteth little; but godliness' is 
profitable unto all things,' says the author of the Epistle to Timothy/' Arid 
the utilitarian Franldin7 says as explicitly:-'Eat and drink such an exact 
quantity as suits the constitution of thy body, in reference to 'the servicdof 
the mind.' But the point of view of culture, keeping the mark of human 
perfection simply and broadly in view, and not assigning to this perfection, 
as religion or utilitarianism assigns to it, a special and limited character, this 
point of view, I say, of culture is best given by these words of Epictetus:R-

'It is a sign of aq,vta,' says he,-that is, of a nature not finely tempered,-'to 
p;ive yourselves for instance, a great fuss about exercise, a great fuss about 
eating, a great fuss about drinking, a great fuss about walking, a great fuss 
"bout riding. All these things ought to be done merely by the way: the for
mation of the spirit and character must be our real concern.' This is admi
rable; and, indeed, the Greek word Euq,vta, a finely tempered nature, gives 

4. "When Marriages arc many and Deaths are few 
it is certain that the people are doing weli ll (London 
'/';,nes, Fehruary 3, 1866). 
3. Thut is, the saved; see Mauhcw 25.31-46. 
(,. J Timothy 4.8. 
7. Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790), American 

statesman, writer, and scientist. Arnold quotes 
Franklin's first recommendation in "Rules of 
Health," from Poor Richard's Almanack (J 732-
1757). 
8. Greek Stoic philosopher (ca. 55-ca. 135 C.E.), 
who taught in Rome, in EHChiridion 4 I . 
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exactly the notion of perfection as culture brings us to conceive it: a har
monious perfection, a perfection in which the characters ofbekuty and intel
ligence are both present, which unites "the two noblest of thfngs,'-'-as SWift,9 
who of one of the two, at a'ny rate, had himself·all too Iittl~, most happily 
calls them in his Battle aftheBooks,-'the two· noblest:Qf things, sweetness 
and light.' The ev~~is the htanwho tends towards, sweetness and light; the 
a~~, on the other hand,. is our Philistine. The immense spirithalsignifi~ 
cance of the Greeks is due· to their having been inspired With this central 
and happy idea of the essential character of human perfection; and Mr. 
Bright's misconception of culture, as a smattering of Greek and Latin, comes 
itself, after all, from this wonderful significance of the Greeks having affected 
the very machinery of our education; and is in itself a kind ·of homage to it. 

In thus making sweetness and 'light to be characters of perfection, culture 
is of like 'spirit with poetry. follows one law with poetry. Par mOre than on 
our freedom, our population, and our industrialism, many amongst us rely 
upon out religious organisations to save us; I. have:called religion a yet more 
important manifestation of human nature than poetry, because it has worked 
on a broader scale for perfection, and with .gi:eaterri1asses~f men. 'But ·the 
idea of beauty and of a human nature perfect on all its sides', which is the 
dominant idea of poetry, is a true and invaluable idea, though it has not yet 
had the success that the idea of conquering the obvious faults of our arii
mality, and of a human nature perfect on ·the moral side,""'-which is the 
dominant idea of religion,,-has been enabled to have;· and it is destined, 
adding to itselfthe religious idea of a devout energy, to -trimsform'and govern 
the other. . 

The best art and poetry of the Greeks, in which religion and poetry are 
one, in which the idea of beauty and of a human nature· perfect on all sides 
adds to itself a religious and devout energy, and works in the' strength ofthat, 
is on this account. of such surpassing interest and :instru~tiveness for us, 
though it was,-'-as, having regard to the human race in general, and, indeed, 
having regard· to' the Greeks themselves, we must· own,.:......a premature 
attempt, an attempt which for success needed the moral and religious fibre 
inhumanity to be more braced and developed than it had yet been. But 
Greece did· not err in;having the idea of beauty, harmony, and complete 
human perfection, so present and paramount. It is impossible to have this 
idea too present and paramount; only, the moral fibre. must be braced too. 
And we; because we have braced the moral fibre, are not on that account in 
the right way, if at the samt:! time the idea of beauty, harmony, and complete 
human perfection,is wanting or misapprehended amongst us; and evidently 
it is wanting or inisapprehended at present. And when we rely as we do on 
our religious organisations, which in themselves do not and cannot give us 
this idea, and think we have done enough if we make them spread and pre
vail, then, I say, we fall into our'common fault of overvaluing machinery. . .. - .. 

9 .. Jonathan Swift (l661-1745),Eriglish satirist, 
poet, and clergyman. In The Battle OJ tlte Boo"" 
(I704), he recounts why Aesop, judging II contest 
between the spider (here representing ~he mod
erns) and the bee (the ancient.), decided I,,' favor 
of the bee: "the difference II, that, Inltelld of dirt 

1867, 1882 

and polsori, ;';'ehaVe radier chos~n tofill oui' hlv,\s 
with honey and ;wax;,thusJ'urnlshlng mankind with 
the two noblest of thh'gs. which are sweetnes. and 
light. ", ~~ the larger battle th~l Swift describes. the 
outcome Is less certain. 
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Contemporary critics and theorists have returned to Walter Pater's books and essays, 
reexamined them in relation to current interests in figurative language, creatiVity in 
criticis~, and historical study, and dramatically raised his critical stock. Literary his
tories had often described Pater as a "minor" Victorian overshadowed by MA'ITHEW 

ARNOLD. An impressionist critic who coined the English phrase "art for art's sake" 
(which he later amended to "art for its own sake'!), he sketched, it was said, the 
adventures of his soul among masterpieces. Now, however, Pater's conception of art 
and exaltation of aesthetic experience have linked him with his contemporaries RALPH 

WALDO EMERSON and FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE as a crucial writer for postmodern theory 
and criticism. 

Pater's work has always been important for creative writers, including William 
Butler Yeats, who refashioned Pater's prose description of Leonardo da Vinci's Mona 
Lisa in Studies in the History of the Renaissance (1873) and made it the first "poem" 
in the Oxford Boolr. of Mo~rn Verse (1936). Pater has also inspired sach. twentieth
century theorists of literary and critical consciousness as GEORGES POULET and (in 
his early writings) PAUL DE MAN. HAROLD BLOOM and J. Hillis·Miller point to Pater 
as having enriched and supplemented the Romantic tradition in criticism inaugurated 
by SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE and refined by John Ruskin· (in Modern Painters, 
1843-56, and The Stones' of Venice, 1851-,-53). 

Pater was 'born in the East End of London. His father, a surgeon, died in 1842, 
and he was raised in a household of women that included his mother, a grandmother, 
and an aunt. After attending King's School, Canterbury, he began his und~rgraciuate 
career at Queen's College, Oxford University, where he wrote essays on Greek phi
losophy for the eminent scholar Benjamin' Jowett. Pater received his degree in- 1862 
and the following year was elected to Old Mortality, a literary society at Oxford. He 
became a fellow of Oxford's BrasenoseCollege in 1864, living first there and later in 
London·as a teacher, scholar, and critic. 

During the summer of 1865, Pater made his' first trip to Italy, traveling in .the 
company of his pupil'and close friend C. L. Shadwell, to whom he would ded~cate 
Studies in the History of the Renaissance. The paintbigs he saw in Florence and other 
cities deeply moved him, giving him "a richer, more daring sense of life than an·y to 
be seen in Oxford." For Pater, the Italian Renaissance was not merely a historical 
period but a tremor in the heart that marked the consciousness of the person aRfuied 
to its splendors·. To know the glorious works of Renaissance art was intensely, indeed 
erotically; to feel them, and this feeling was Pater's means of countering the dulling 
of sensation, the termination of feeling, the inevitability of death. . 

Pater's first essays were published anonymously in the late 1 860s. A study of Cole
ridge in the Westminster Review (1866) suggests that Pater found a central theme 
·early on: "Modern thought is distinguished from ancient by its cultivation of the 
'relative' spirit in place of the 'absolute.' ... To the modern spirit nothing is, or can 
be rightly known, except relatively and under certain conditions." Pater's first publi
cation under his name was "Notes on Leonardo da Vinci" (J 869). Studies in the 
History of the Renaissance, a collection of essays on writers and Italian painters 
(including da Vinci and Sandro Botticelli), appeared four years later. 

Pater's next book, the romance Manus the Epicurean (1885), describes the devel
opment of a young Roman in the time of Marcus Aurelius, the second-century C.E. 

Roman emperor and Stoic philosopher. He conceived it as the first of a three-part 
series-the second to be set in. sixteenth~century France and' the third in late
eighteenth-century England-but the other volume!! remained unwritten. Pater's 
later books include Imaginary Portraits (1887), Appreciationsl with an Essay on Style 
(1889), and Plato and Platonism (1893). Greek Studies (1895) and an unfinished 
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romance, Gaston de Latour (1896), were published posthumously. The three-volume 
theological project that Pater planned for his later years, which he seems to have 
envisioned as a response to Arnold's writings on religion and culture, was left undone. 

Studies in the History of the Renaissance was a momentous text for a number of 
Pater's younger contemporaries, including OSCAR WILDE. Pater states that his primary 
concern is with Italy in the fifteenth century, but he deliberately defines the term 
Renaissance much more widely, describing it as an "outbreak of the human spirit" 
from the "limits which the religious system of the middle ages imposed on the heart 
and the imagination.". Throughout the book, Pater emphasizes the precious, fine tex
tures of art, but always with the implication that only persons of rich receptiveness, 
of exquisite and accurate perception, can wholly sense and appreciate its singularities. 
The reliance on austere discipline to achieve liberation-the free life that art renders 
possible-helps explain Pater's great appeal. By making a religion of art, a sacred duty 
of artistic creation and perception, Pater built the foundation for modern aestheticist 
rapture as well as for impressionist criticism. . 

On publication, Studies in the History of the Renaissance received mixed reviews. 
Some concurred with Pater, against Ruskin, in his esteem for the Renaissance. But 
others attacked Pater for advocating pleasure as the highest good and self-gratification 
as the best rule for the conduct of life. George Eliot in a letter called the book "quite 
poisonous in its false principles of criticism and false conceptions of life." Some 
accused Pater of projecting nineteenth-century modes of thinking onto t~e Renais
sance. To defend himself against these charges of hedonism imd ahistoricism, Pater 
changed the title of the second edition (1877) to The Renaissance: Studies in Art and 
Poetry and omitted the conclusion, which declared that nothing mattered more than 
the experience of brilliant moments (he restored it, in a sHghtly;piodified form, for 
the third and fourth editions). The damage had been done, however; in later years, 
he failed to win Oxford appointments he might otherwise have received. 

In the preface, Pater sounds a concrete, pragRIatic note. Impatient with the notion 
that critics should seek broad, general definitions of key terms, he declares that 
"Beauty, like all other qualities presented to human experience, is relative." And refer
ring to the pleasure thai: we receive from "a picture, a landscape, a fair personality in 
life or in a book," Pater intimates that on one level at least there is no diff~rence 
between life and art, nature and culture: each matters only insofar as it gives pleasure. 

Pater at first seems to directly challenge Arnold's dictum that the critic must see 
the object as in itself it really is by adding a necessary "first step"~ "to know one's own 
impression as it really is, to discriminate it, to realise it ~i$tinctly." Yet their goal is 
the same; knowing the impression is the means through' 'Which one perceives how 
and why one is "deeply moved by the presence of beautifiil objects." This response to 
art matters, according to Pater, because it frees each mi~a.from being "a solitary 
prisoner [in] its own dream. of a world." Even more important, it frees individuals 
from their bondage to routine and . particularly to death. The love of art for its own 
sake is what makes us, while the response lasts, more alive thlln dead. Like other late
nineteenth-century figures, Pater registers a heightened sense of fleeting beauty 
wherever it materializes, qualities also evident in so-called decadent literature and 
impressionist painting of the time. 

Pater's view of criticism and art startled his contemporaries, because God is absent 
from it. Most of them saw death not as final but as the pathway to the highest form 
of life. Pater neither offers any religious consolation nor invokes the moral earnest
ness and high seriousness of earlier Victorian writers, in~ludi~g Thomas Carlyle, 
Arnold, and Eliot. Pater seems unconcerned as well about social and political change: 
there is no higher purpose than seizing, desperately, each mome'nt for whatever inten
sities it might supply. This is obviously the main limitation .of J'tis position, for the 
responsibility of the critic is maximizing his or her pleasure, not contributing to knowl
edge or to change in a body politic that in Pater's view can no more withstand decay 
and death than anything or anyone else. 
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From Studies in the History of the Renaissance 

Preface 

Many attempts have been made by writers on art and poetry to define beauty 
in the abstract, to express it in the most general terms, to find some universal 
formula for it. The value of these attempts has most often been in the sug
gestive and penetrating things said by the way. Such discussions help us very 
little to enjoy what has been well done in art or poetry, to discriminate 
bctween what is more and what is less excellent in them, or to use words 
Iikc beauty, excellence, art, poetry, with a more precise meaning than they 
would otherwise have. Beauty, like all other qualities presented to human 
experience, is relative; and the definition of it becomes unmeaning and use-
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less in proportion to its abstractness. To define beauty, not in the most 
abstract but in the ,most concrete terms possible, to find, not its Llniversal 
formula, but the formula which expresses most adequately this or that special 
'manifestation of it, is the aim of the true student of aesthetics. 

,"To see the object as in itself it really is,"1 has been justly said to be the 
aim of all true criticism whatever; and in aesthetic criticism the first' step 
ttJwards seeing one's object as It, really is, is to krtow one's own,impression 
as it really is, to discriminate It,2 to 'realise' it distinctly. The objects with 
which aesthetic criticism deak-music" poetry, artistic arid accomplished 
forms of human life-are indeed receptacles of. so many powers or forces: 
they possess, like the products of nature, so many virtues or qualities. What 
is this song or picture, this engaging personality presented in life or in a 
book; to me'? What effect does it:rea:Ily produce on me? Does it give me 
pleasure? and if $0, what sort or degree of pleasure? How is my nature mod
ifiedby its presence, and under its influence? The answerS to these questions 
are the origirial facts wit~ viihich the aesthetic critic hils 'to do; and, as in the 
study of light, of morals, of nltmber, one inust realise ,such primary- data for 
one's self, or riot at alt And, he who experiences the~Ie' hnp.-esslon!; strongly, 
and drives directly 'at the discrimination and analysi~ of them, has no need 
to trouble himself with the abstractquestion what beauty is in itself,or )lVhat 
its ,exact relation to truth,or experience-metaphysical questions, as unprof
itable as metaphysical questions elsewhere. He may pass them all by as being; 
answerable or not,' of no interest to' him. 

The aesthetic critic, then,'regards all the objects with which he has to db, 
,all works oCad;, imd' the'fairer£orrns of nature and--hurrtatt life, as ph,wers Ot 
fort:cs producing pleasurable sensations, ea¢h of a' more Qr less;pectiliar Ot 
unique kind. This influenc'e hefe'els, 'arid viiishes;tpexplain,~y' ~rialysing and 
redu,cing it to' its ele,~e~~s:;ro Mm, the pict1ii-l~,the l'~ridsc~p~, the engaging 
perllcinality ~n life cit ,hi, a b()ok, La Giocoiula;, the' hills, orC,anara, ,Plco of 
;Mirandola,3 are vahiabt~ for theh: Virtues, as weiay, in speaking of Ii ,herb, a 
:wine, a gem; for the property each has of affecting one :with a special, a 
unique, impression of pleasure,' O:ur education becomes complete.in pro
portion as our susceptibility to those impressions increases in depth 'and 
variety. And the furiction of the aesthetic critic is to distinguish,to analyse, 
and separate from its adjuncts, the virtue by which a piCture; a landscape, a 
fair personality in life or in a book, produces this special impression of beauty 
or" pleasure, to indicate what the source of that impression is, and under 
what conditions it is experienced. His end is reached when he has disengaged 
that virtue, and noted it, as a chemist notes somenatutal element, for himself 
and others; and the rule for those who would reach this end is stated with 
great exactness in the words of a recent critique of Sainte-Beuve:-De se 
horner a connaitre de pr~sles belles choses, et a s'en nourrir en exquis amateurs, 
'en humanistes accomplis.4 ' 

I. M,ATTHEW ,ARNOLD",phrase. which he used first, 
In "On Translating Homet" (1962) arid then In the 
opl!nlng paragraph of a lTIore Widely ''read ,essay, 
"1")1e Function of Criticism at the Present Time" 
(1864; see above), 
2, Tb perceive its distingUishing features, 
3, Giovanni Plco, count of Mlrandola (1463-
1494), an Italian humanist and Nebplatonlst phi
losopher whom Pater examines In one of the chap-

teu ofn.e ~ ..... IsSIJ~, r... Gloc~: Leonardo da 
Vinci'. painting M.",. Lisa (ca, 1504), Carrara:, a 
region of Italy fllmlJuI for Iu white marble, ' 
4, One should limit oneself to knowing beautiful 
things Intimately, and nouri~h oneself on them like 
exquisite amateurs, IIk<! ,accomplished humanists 
(French), Charle.-Augustln,Salnte-Beuve (1804-
1'8'69), an einlnl!nt French critic ahd journalist; he 
wrote thl8 sentence in an 1867 essay on the French 
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What is important, then, is not that the critic should possess a correct 
abstract definition of beauty for the intellect,. but a certain kind of temper
ament, the power of being deeply moved by the presence of beautiful objects. 
He will remember always that beauty exists in many forms. To him all per
iods, types, schools of taste, are ·in themselves equal. In all ages there have 
been some excellent workmen, and some excellent work done, The question 
he asks is always:-In whom did the stir, the genius, the 'sentiment of the 
period find itself? where was the receptacle of its refinement, its elevation, 
its taste? "The ages are all equal," says William Blake, "but genius is always 
above its age.'" 

Often it will require great nicety to disengage this virtue from the com
moner elements with which it may be found in combination. Few artists, not 
Goethe or Byron6 even, work quite cleanly, casting off all dehris, and leaving 
us only what the heat of their imagination has wholly fused and transformed. 
Take, for instance, the writings of Wordsworth.7 The heat of his genius, 
entering into the substance of his work, has crystalHsed a part, but only a 
part, of it; and in that great mass of verse there is much which might well 
be forgotten. But scattered up and down it, sometimes fusing and transform
ing entire compositions, like the Stanzas on Resolution and Independence, 
or the Ode on the Recollections of Childhood;8 sometimes; as if at random, 
depositing a fine crystal here or there, in,a matter.it does not wholly search 
through and transmute, we trace the action' of-his unique, incoinmunicable 
faculty, that strange,; mystical sense of a life in natural things; and of man's 
life as a part of nature, drawing strength and colour and character from local 
influences, from the hills and streams, and from natural sights and, sounds. 
Well! that is the virtue, the active principle in Wordsworth's poetry; and then 
the function of the critic of Wordsworth is to follow up that active principle, 
to disengage it, to mark the degree in which it penetrates his verse. 

The subjects of the following studies· are taken from the history of the 
Renaissance, and touch what I think the chief points in that complex, many
sided movement. I have explained in the first of them what I understand by 
the word, giving it a much wider scope· than was intended by those who 
originally used it to denote that revival of classical antiquity in the fifteenth 
century which was only one of many results· ofa general excitement and 
enlightening of the human mind, but of whic;:h the great aim and achie~~' 
ments of what, as Christian art, is often falsely opposed to the Renaissance, 
were another result .. This outbreak of the human spirit may be traced far 
into the middle age itself, with its motives already clearly pronounced, the 
care for physical beauty, the worship of the body, the breaking down of those 
limits which the religious system of the middle age imposed on the heart and 
the imagination . .I have taken as an example of this movement, this earlier 
Renaissance within the middle age itself, and as an expression of its qualities, 
two little compositions in early French; not because they constitute the best 

poet and humanist JOACHIM 'DU nELu.v (1522-
1560). Pater devotes a later chapter of Studies I .. 
the Renaissance to du Bellay. 
5. From annotations to volume 1 of The \-Vorlu of 
Sir Josh .... Reynolds made by the Romantic poet 
Bloke (1757-1827). 
6. George Gordon, Lord Byron (1788-1824), 
English Romantic poet. Johann Wolfgang von 

Goethe (I 749-1832). German poet, dramatisi, and 
novelist. 
7. WILLIAM WORDSWORTH (1770-1850), the 
greatest of the English Romantic poet.. 
8. That·ls, "Ode: Intimations of Immortality from 
Recollections of Early Childhood" (J 807). "Reso
lution and Independence" was also puhlished In 
1807. 
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possible expression of them, but because .they help the unity of my series, 
inasmuch as the· Renaissance ends also in France, in French poetry, in a 
phase of which the writings of Joachim du Bellay are in many ways the most 
perfect illustration. The Renaissance, in truth, put forth in France an after
math, a wonderful later growth, the products of which have to the full that 
subtle and delicate swe~tness which belongs to a refined and comely deca
dence, as its earliest phases have the freshness which belongs to all periods 
of growth in art, the charm of asc~sis,9 of the austere and serious girding of 
the loins in youth. 

But it is in Italy, in the fifteenth century, that the interest of the Renais
sance mainly lies,-in that solemn fifteenth century which can hardly be 
studied too much, not merely for its positive results in the things of the 
intellect and the imagination, its concrete works of art, its special and prom~ 
inent personalities, with their profound resthetic charrri, but for its general 
spirit and character, for the ethical qualities of which it is a consummate 
type. 

The various forms of inteliectual activity which together make up the cul
ture of an age, move for the most part frpm different starting-points, and by 
unconnected roads. As products of the same generation they partake indeed 

. of a common character, and unconsciously illustrate each other; but of the 
producers themselves, each group is solitary, gaining what advantage ot dis
advantage there may be in intellectual isolation. Art and poetry, philosophy 
and the religious life, and that other life of refined pleasure and action in 
the conspicuous places of the world, a~e each of them confined to its ·own 
circle of ideas, and those who prosecute either.of them ~re generally little 
curious of the thoughts of others. There come, however, from time to time, 
eras of more favourable conditions, in which the thoughts of men draw 
nearer together than is their wont, and the many interests of the in~ellectual 
world combine in one complete type of general culture. The fifteenth century 
in Italy is one of these happier eras, and what is so,metimes said of the age 
of Pericles is true of that of Lorenio:1-itis an age productivejn personali
ties, many-sided, centralised, complete. Here, artists and philosophers and 
those whom the action of the world has elevated and ma4~ keep, do not live 
in isolation, but breathe a common air, and catch light and heat from each 
other's thoughts. There is a spirit of general elevation and enlightenment in 
which all alike communicate. The unity of this spirit gives unity to ~ll the 
various products of the Renaissance; and it is to this intimate alli~nce with 
mind, this participation in the best thoughts which that age produced, that 
the art of Italy in the fifteenth century owes much of it~'grave dignity and 
influence. 

I have added an essay on Winckelmann,2 as not incongruous with the 
studies which precede it, because Winckelmann, coming"in the eighteenth 
century, really belongs in spirit to an earlier age. By his enthusiasm for the 
things of the intellect and the imagination for their own sake, by his Helle
nism, his life-long struggle to attain to the Greek spirit, he is in. sympathy 

9. Practice, training (Greek); but in his essay 
"Style," Included In A"",..,clatlons (1889), Pater 
defines it as nselr~restraint) B skillful economy of 
means." 
I. Loren7..o de Medici (1449-1492), ruler of and 

patron of the arts in Florence, and himself a poet. 
Pericles (ca. 495-429 S.C.E.), Athenian statesman 
and patron of the arts and architecture. 
2. Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717-1768), 
German classical archaeologist and art historian.' 
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with the humanists of a previous century. He is the last fruit of the Renais
sance, and explains in a striking way its motive and tendencies. 

Conclusion3 

Aty!:. nou 'HpeXKXELT~ &n.neXvTa xwpd Kal ou6ev "tve,-

To regard all things and principles of thi.ngs as inconstant modes or fashions 
has more and more become the tendency ()f modern thought. Let us begin 
with that which is without-our physical life. Fix upon it in one of its more 
exquisite intervals, the moment, for instarice, of delicious recoil from the 
flood of water in summer heat. What is the whole physical life in that 
moment but a combination of natural elemen~s to which science gives their 
names? But those elements, phosphorus and lime and delicate fibres, are 
present not in the human body alone: we detect them in places most remote 
from it. Our physical life is a perpetual motion of them-the passage of the 
b.lood, the waste and repairing of the lenses of the eye, the modification of 
the tissues of the brain under every ray of light and sound-processes which 
science reduces to simpler and more elementary forces. Like the elements 
of which we are composed, the action of these forces extends beyond us: it 
rusts iron and ripens corn. Far out on every side of us those elements are 
broadcast, driven in many currents; and birth and gesture and death and the 
springing ,?f·Violets from the grave' are but a few mit of ten thousand resul
tant combinations. That clear, perpetual outline of face and limb is but an 
image of ours, under which we group them-~ design in a web, the actual 
threads of which pass out beyond it. This at least of flame-like our life has, 
that it is but the concurrence, renewed from moment to moment, of forces 
parting sooner or later on their ways. 

Or if we begin with the inward world of thought and feeling, the whirlpool 
is still more rapid, the flame more eager and devouring. There it is no longer 
the gradual darkening of the eye, the gradual fading of colour from the waIl
movements of the shore-side, where the water flows down indeed, though 
in apparent rest-but the race of the midstream, a drift of momentary acts 
of sight arid passion and thought. At first sight experience seems to bury us 
under a flood of external objects, pressing upon us with a sharp and impor
tunate, reality, calling us out of ourselves in a thousand forms of action. Blit" 
when reflexion begins to play upon those objects they are dissipated under 
its influence; the cohesive force seems suspended like some trick of magic; 
each object is loosed into a group of impressions-----'colour, odour, texture
in the mind of the observer. And if we continue to dwell in thought on this 
world, not of objects in the solidity with which language invests them, but 
of impressions, unstable, flickering, inconsistent, which burn and are extin-

3. This brief "Conclusion" was omitted in the sec
und edition of this book, 8S I conceived it might 
Ilussihly mislead some of those yOlln~ men into 
whose hands it might fall. On the whole, I have 
Ihollllhl it best to reprint it here, with some slight 
changes which bring It closer t() my original mean
ing. I have dealt more fully jn Ma"ius flte El'icf4rean 
wilh the thoughts suggested by it [Pater's notel. 
Mar;". rhe Epicurean (1885), philosophical novel 
!Oct i., 2d-century C.E. Rome. 

4. Somewhere Heraclitus says that all things are 
in motion and nothing is lasting (Greek); in pu.to 
and Pu.toni. .... (J 893), Pater translated the end of 
the epigraph, "All things give way, nothing remai
neth." Heraclitus (active ca. 500 R.C.E), pre
Socratic Greek philosopher. 
5. An echo of Laertes' words at the grave of Ophe
lia, Ha ... let (ca. 1600), 5.1.222-23: "And from her 
fair and unpolluted flesh I May violets spring." 
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guished with our consciousness of them, it contracts still further: the whole 
scope of observation is dwarfed into the narrow chamber- of the individual 
mind. Experience, already reduced to a group of impressions, is 'ringed round 
for each one of us by that thick wall of personality through which no real 
voice has ever pierced on its way to us, or from us to that which we can only 
conjecture to be without. Every one of thoseimpressiOJ;ls is the impression 
of the individual in his isolation, each mind keeping.as a solitary prisoner its 
oWh dream of a world. Analysis goes a step further still, and assures us that 
those impressions of the individ~al mind: to Which, for each one. of us, expe
rience dwindles down, are in perpetual flight; that each of them is limited 
by . tirtle, and that as time is infinitely divisible, each of them is infinitely 
diVisible also; all that is' actual in it being .a single moment, gone while we 
tty tb' apprehend it, of which' it Iilay ev~rbe more truly said' that it has ceased 
to be than that it is. To such a tretnulouswisp constantly re-forming itself 
on the stream, to a singJe!iharp impression; with a sense in it, a relic more 
or less f1eeting,6f such nloments 'gone by, what is real In'our life fines itself 
down. It i~ with this movetnent, with the passage ami" dissolution of impres
siohs, images; sensationS~ thai: analysis leaves off-that continu~1 vanishb18 
away, that strange, perpetual, weaVing and unweaving of oUrSelves. . 

Philosaphiren, says Novalis, ist dephlegmatisiren, riVificiren.6 The service 
of philosophy, ofspeculati'veculture, towards the hUman spirit, is to rouse, 
to startle it to a life of cbnstant and eager observl;ltion. Every moment some 
form grows' perfect hi hand or face; some. tone on the hills or the sea is 
choicer than the rest: some mood'ofpassio'n or insight oI:'intellectual excite
ment is irresistibly real and attraC:i:ive to us;-for that"mom~nt only. Not the 
fruit of experience, but experience itself, il;" the end; A court ted number of 
Imlses only is given to us 'of a viitl(!gated; dratDa.i:lclife. Ho-\V"tnay we see in 
them all that is to be seen in them by the t;inest lIerises~ How shall we pass 
most swiftly from point" to point," and be pres~ni:' alwaf$ at the focus wJ:tere 
th~ grefitestfiumber of Vital forces unite hi lh~i~·'p'{i~st. energy~ . '.. ". , 

To butt. always 'with'thls hard, gem-like f1a:m~;' tb'inattitain this ecstasy, "is 
success in life: In a sense' it might even' be 'said' th~{ dOr faihue is to form 
habits: for;' after 'all; . habit is "telative toa stereotyp~d wdr1d; and meantime 
it is only the rou"ghhess ofth~ eye that makes itny two persons, things,situ~ 
ations, seem aUke. While all ~elts underoui' feet, we may' well grasp at 'any 
exquisite 'passIon; or any coritribution .to knbwledge that seetri.s' ·by a lifted 
horizon' to set," the' spirit· free for Ii moment; or any stirring of the. senses, 
strange dyes, strange c'olours, and curious odours, or work of·the artist'.s 
hands, or "the faceo£" one's' ftiend. Not to discriminate' every moment some 
passi6nate- attitude' in those about us, and ,0 'the very brilliancy of their.~fts 
so~e "ttagit diVid.ing of ,foi'~es on their ways; is; on this short day of frosl and 
sun, to slt~ep before evening. With this sense of the splendour of our expe
rience and of its awful brevity, gathering all we. are into one desperate effort 
to see and touch, we shall hardly have time to make theories about the things' 
we see and touch. What we have to do lsto be for ~vet CUriously testing new 
opinions and'courtit~g new impressions, neveracqulescing in a facile ortho~ 
doxy, of Comte; or of 1:-Iege1,7 or of our own. Philos~phical theorl~ilor i~e.as; 

6. To phlloiophlie Is to c.astliway Inertia, to bring 
oneself to life (German). Novalls: the pen name of 
Baron Friedrich von Hardenberg (1772-180 I), 
German Romantic poet and novelist; "Fragmente 

U" from hi. Uymm to 1M Nli"i(lSi:lo)' Ir4':l~~ 
~~r~'EORG WILHELM FitllmRiCH HEG\;L' (l7'70~ . 
1831), German Idealist philosopher. Auguste i 
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as points of view, instruments of criticism, may help Us to gather up what 
might otherwise pass unregarded by us. "Philosophy is the microscope of 
thought."8 The theory or idea or system which requires of tis the sacrifice of 
any part of this experience, in consideration of some ihterest into whiCh we 
cannot enter, or some abstract theory we have not identified with ourselves, 
or of what is only conventional, has no real claim upon us. 

One of the most .beautiful passages of Rousseau9 is that in the sixth book 
of the Confessions, where he describes the awakening in him of the literary 
sense. An undefinable taint of death had clung always about him, and now 
in early manhood he believed himself smitten by mortal disease. He asked 
himself how he might make as much as possible of the interval that 
remained; and he was not biassed by anything in his previous life when he 
decid~d that it must be by intellectual exdtement, which he found just theh 
in the clear, fresh writings of Voltaire. I Well! we are all condamnes, as Victor 
Hugo says: we'are all under sentence of"death but with a sort of indefinite 
reprieve-les hommes sont tous condamnes q' mort avec des sursis indefinis: 2 

we have an interval, and then our place knows us no more. Some spend this 
interval in listlessness, some in high passions, the wisest, at leas~ among "the 
children ohhis world,"3 in art and song. For our one chance lies in expanding 
that intenial, in getting as many pulsations as possible into the given time. 
Great passions may give us this quickened sense of life, ecstasy and sorrow 
of love, the various forms of enthusiastic activity, disinterested Or otherwise, 
which come naturally to many of us. Only to be sure' it is passion-that it 
does yield you this fruit of a qUickened, multiplied consciousness. Of such 
wisdom, the poetic passion, the desire of beauty, the love of art for its own 
sake, has most. For art comes to you proposing frankly to give nothing but 
the highest quality to your moments as they pass, and simply for those 
moments' sake. 

Comte . (1798-1857), French positivist philoso
pher. 
8. From Les Mis4 ... ble. (1862). by Victor Hugo 
(1802-1885), the leader of the Romantic move
ment fn Fran'ce. 
9. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), Swiss
born French philosopher and political theorist; his 
Confessions were pUblished in J 2 books (1781, 
1788). 

1873, 1893 

... The editor' Donald L. Hili has pointed oLit that 
. Rousseau, in his Confess/oJlS, nowhere I'nt!ntions 
reading the Frenc!h .. Enlightenment philosopher 
and writer Voltaire (Fran\;ols-Marle Arouet. '1694-
1778). . 
2. Men are all condemned to death with Indefinite 
reprieves (French). From Hugo. The LaiF'f)i>y of a 
C~mmd Person (1832). 
3. LUke 16.8. 

STEPHANEMALLARME .' 
1842-1898 

"Such is my 'life, devoid of anecdote," wrote St~phi1ne MaJlarrn~ to Paul Verlaine, 
who had asked him to provide biographical information for a headnote in an anthology 
of contemporary poets. Mallarm~ responded by describing a life entirely subordinate 
to writing: If I have always dreamed and attempted something else, with the patience 

:of an alchemist; ready to sacrifice all vanity and satisfaction, as people once. burned 
'their furniture and their roof-beams, to stoke the fires of the Great Work .... The 
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Orphic explanation of the Earth, which is the sole duty of the poet and the literary 
game par exceII«mce: the very rhythm of the book, coming alive impersonaIIy all the 
way down to its pagination, would take its p.ace alongside the equations of this dream, 
or Ode." Writipg ,with a combination of grandiosity and modesty, Mailarme spent a 
lifetime describing and exploring the tensions inherent not in personal life but in a 
poetry that aspire~ to the c'ondition of music, mathematics, metaphysics, and myth. 

Born in 1842 td a family of Parisian functionaries, Mallarme spent his childhood 
in various boarding schools after the death of his mother in 1847. Married in 1863, 
he worked as a high school English teacher for the next thirty years, unhappily and 
unsuccessfuIIy. (He claimed to have learned English in order to read EDGAR ALLAN 
POE.) To make ends meet, he undertook to write textbooks for language and literature 
instruction, cursing the amount of time these texts forced him to take away from what 
he saw as his true vocation, the invention of an entirely new kind of poetry. 'At his 
death in 1898, he considered his Great Work barely' begun. Of the 1,659 pages 
included in the 1945 PIeiade edition of Mallarme's works, fewer than 100 contain 
what he considered serious poems (a proportion still smaller in the uP4ated edition), 
and even those he referred to as mere "calling cards." ' 

How did a poet who wrote so little come to be known as the Master of French 
Symbolism? On the one hand, by holding weekly meetings at his Paris apartment, 
where he dazzled a whole generation of poets with opaque yet suggestive discourses 
no one could q~ite remember. On the other, by locating his writing within its own 
impossibility. The "vibratory near-disappearance;" the "almost nothing," the "stilled 
ode. in the blanks" of his texts were paradoxes of writing, exploring while collapsing 
the differences betweeh language and silence, presence and absence, verse and prose. 
And he always exaggerated his lack of accomplishment: his notoriously difficult poems 
exerted a tremendous fascination on his contemporaries, and even in his textbooks 
and in the fashion journal, La Dern~re Mode (The Latest Fashion); which he wrote 
singlehandedly for four months, he worked out sustained, innovative aesthetic and 
linguistic theories. . 

In his later years, Mallarl1!e invented what he called the "critical poem," a genre of 
theoretical text as stylistically dense and complex as his verse. "Crisis in Poetry" 
(1896), our selection, belongs to that genre. In all of Mallarme's writing, the distinc
tion between "poetry" and "theory" breaks down: every text is a lesson in how language 
works, weaving and unweaving the poetic act that it itself is in the process of not 
quite accomplishing. The materiality of page, ink, paragraph, and spacing is often 
just as important as the logic of syntax, figure, and sense. 

The crisis in poetry about which Mallarme writes is in one sense peCUliarly French. 
The classical French verSe form, codified by Fran~ois de Malherbe in the early seven
teenth century and exempJified by PIERRE CORNEILLE, Jean Racine, and Jean-Baptiste 
Moliere, was the alexandrine-a line of twelve syllables divided into two halves, 
or "hemistichs," by a pause ca,lIed a caesura. For almost three centuries, the rules 
of prosody were strictly observed. Even the displacement of the caesura from its 
central position in the line caused an uproar when Victor Hugo dared to attempt it 
in 1830 (in his play Hernani). But as of 1886, just after the death of Hugo, the poetic 
line seemed to MaIIarme to be breaking up altogether. Poets were writing in "free 
verse." To a French ear, accustomed to counting syllables and evaluating rhyme, this 
was a revolution. Mallarme even goes so far as to treat it as a kind of second French 
RevolutioIi. 

But in another sense, in MaIIarme's account of the "crisis," this "liberation" of verse 
is merely. a way of rediscovering Language itself and is not, strictly speaking, confined 
to French: all languages mobilize sound and sense, rhythm and rhyme, deploying 
words as material, sensual objects with properties that go beyond their meanings, 
with connotations that create networks of effects, as well as with syntax and rhetoric 
that provide structure and suggestion. The sounds of words may be related to their 
meaning, but the very existence of multiple languages indicates that that relation is 
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not one of perfect reflection. Mallarme notes that unlike God, we do not speak words 
that are themselves the things they name. While God can say "Let there be light," 
and there is light, in French the spoken word jour (day) has a dark vowel sound while 
nuit (night) has a light sound. But our ability to. notice this lack of attunement 
between sound and sense leads us to imagine a virtual language that would be per
fectly in tune with itself. One might think that this perfect language would be pure 
poetry, but Mallarme does not exactly say so. In fact, he claims that if this language 
existed, verse itself would not exist, because verse consists of compensating for the 
failings of language, creating a "total word, new, unknown to the language," sus
pending the multiple facets of an idea so that its fragments balance in a kind of 
"universal musicality." 

Mallarme was not the only symbolist whose highest ambitions for poetry were 
expressed in terms of music. Paul Verlaine (1844-1896) had already asked for "music 
above all things." And Richard Wagner, the German Romantic composer (1813-
1883), had considerable influence on French poetry. That influence sprang less from 
his music than from his imperfectly understood but enthusiastically endorsed theory 
of the Gesamtkunstwerk, the total work of art, which would combine J11usic, dance, 
theater, painting, and poetry. When MallarJ11e speaks of Music, he refers siJ11ulta
neously to two different things: a systeJ11 of sounds that appeals directly to the senses 
and emotions, and a systeJ11 of pure relations and intervals that has no referential but 
only a structural existence. 

"Crisis in Poetry" offers a critique of two dominant aesthetic theories of the nine
teenth century: namely, realism and ROJ11anticisJ11. About realism, Mallarme suggests 
that a book can offer only "allusions," "suggestions"-effects-not any real object, 
"on which the pages would have difficulty closing." By describing realism as a book 
trying to enclose a palace, he is saying (somewhat humorously) that reality cannot be 
presented directly, that any realism is already an interpretation of the real. About 
RomanticisJ11, Mallarme critiques the notion that the "personal breath" or voice of 
the individual poet controls the meaning of the poem. Rather, he claims, in pure 
poetry the initiative is taken by words themselves in their clashes and rhymes. For 
Mallarme, the poet is absent and anonymous. Intentionality and inspiration are 
eclipsed by the workings of language itself: the poet's voice is "stilled." Convinced 
that all poets are attempting to write the same Book, Mallarme sees poetry as eternal, 
canonical, and unified rather than historically, culturally, and politically diverse. Mal
Jarme's concept of poetic anonymity is thus at the farthest remove from VIRGINIA 
WOOLF's. When Woolf claimed in 1929 that "anonymous was a woman," she was 
referring to the fact that creative women have often been deprived of a place in history 
and a proper name. For Mallarme, poetic anonymity is a sign not of dispossession 
but of cultural authority-precisely the kind of cultural authority that has ofte1i . 
deprived women of voice. 

In Mallarme's "Crisis in Poetry," the importance of the "liberation" of verse lies 
less in the actual accomplishments of writers in free verse than in the dissolution of 
the old distinction between verse and prose. In another essay, titled "Music and 
Letters" and first delivered as a lecture at Oxford and Cambridge in 1894, Mallarme 
goes so far as to say that "prose does not exist": there is "verse" as soon as there is 
style, as s(mn as there is any linguistic residue of effectiveness beyond pure instru
mentality (what he calls the "journalistic" or "commercial" use of language). Ironi
cally, Mallarme himself never wrote in free verse. However difficult or "unknown to 
the language" his late poems may be, they observe classical forms of prosody. But he 
did undertake one experiment that was definitely not "classical," at least in its form. 
In A Throw of the Dice Will Never Abolish Chance (1897), Mallarme positioned lines 
of varying lengths and sizes in different places on the page, letting a long conducting 
sentence be surrounded by subordinate clauses and typefaces, and sculpting the 
hlanks as well as the writing. This stretching of the spacing of syntax to the breaking 
point, this exposure of the materiality of writing, and this recognition of the poetic 
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line as an art of flows and interruptions have had a niajor impact on twentieth-century 
poetry and theory. 

, Indeed, French critics and theorists have been not only attenti,ve to",but also influ
enced by, the writings of Mallarm~. It was largely by learning the lessqn of Mallarm~ 
that critics like ROLAND BARTHES came to speak of "the death of the author" in the 
making of literature; Rather than seeing the text as the 'emanation of an individual 
author's intentions, structuralists and deconstructors followed the paths and patterns 
of the linguistic signifier, paying new attention to syntax,spacing,fntertextuality, 
sound, semantics, ,etymology, and.even individual letters. The theoretical styles of 
JACQUES DERRIDA, JULIA KRISTE:VA, and especially JACQUES LACAN also owe a great 
deal to Mallarm~'s "critical poem." 
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Crisis in Poetryl 

Just now, abandoning any possibility of action, with the lassitude brought 
about by one afternoon after another of distressing bad weather,2 I let fall, 
without any curiosity but with the feeling of having read it all twenty years 
ago, the thread of multicolored pearls .thatstud the rain, once more, in the 
glimmer of booklets in the bookshelves. Many a work under the bead-curtain 
will send out its own scintillation: as, in a mature sky against the window 
pane, I love to follow the lights of a storm. 

Our phase, which is recent, is, if not closing, taking breath or· perhaps 
stock: considering it attentively reveals the creative and fairly sure will power 
driving it. 

Even the press, which usually needs twenty years to discover the news, is 
suddenly preoccupied with the subject, and on time. 

Literature here is undergoing an exquisite crisis, a 'fundamental crisis. 
Whoever grantS that function a place, whether 01' not it be the first place, 

recognizes in this the substance of current affairs. We are observing, as a 
finale to the century not what last century observed,3 not disruptions; but, 
outside the public arena, a trembling of the veil in the temple revealing 
significant folds, and to some extent, its tearing,down.4 

French readers, their habits disrupted by the death of Victor Hugo,' can
not fail to be disconcerted. Hugo, in his mysterious task, turned all prose, 
philosophy, eloquence, history, to verse, and as he was verse personified, he 
confiscated from any thinking person, anyone who talked; or told stories, all 
but the right to speak. A monument in this desert, with silence far away; in 
a crypt, thus lies the godhead of a majestic and unconscious idea, to wit that 
the form we call verse is simply in itself literature; that there is verse as soon 
as diction is stressed, that there is rhythm as soon as style· is emphasized. 
Poetry, I believe, waited respectfully until the giant who identified it with his 
tenacious hand, a hand stronger than that of a blacksmith, ceased to exist; 
waited until then before breaking up. The entire language, : tailored to met
rics, now recovered its vital rhythms and escaped, in a' free disjunction of 
thousands of simple elements; and, as I'II·show, it was not unlike the mul-
tiplicity of cries in an orchestra, but an orchestra remaining verbal. ~ .. 

The change dates from then: although it was surreptitiously and Unex
pectedly prepared beforehand by Verlaine,6 who, fluid as he was, was called 
back to primitive forms. 

A witness to this adventure, in which people have asked me to playa more 
efficacious role although such a role suits no one, I did at least take a fervent 

I. "Crise de vera"; translated by Rosemary L1ord. 
2. Le temps In French means "weather" as wei as 
"time." By describing an Innocuous rainy day, Mal
larm~ Is actually starting both his "news of the day" 
sequence and his {'verse" sequence; the raindrops 
are like beads of Rlass (1lerrolerie: from verrs, 
"glasf;," which sauncls just like vers, "verse"). The 
title of an earlier version of this essay brought the 
two sequences together b.r using the word averse, 
which means "shower" ('Averse ou critique," or 
"Shower or Criticism," 1895). 
3. That is, the French Revolution of 1789. 

4. An allullon to the veil In the temple separating 
off the Holy of Holies, which was said to be rent 

'at the time of Christ's crucifixion to show that all 
men, not merely high priests, could have access to 
God (see Mark 15.38). In the same way, Mallarm/! 
implies, the "veil" of prosody has been rent by the 
discovery or free verse. 
5. Prolific French Romantic poet, novelist, and 
playwright (1802-1885). 
6. Paul Verlaine (1844-1896), French poet 
known for the mUSicality of his verse. 
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interest in it and the time has come to talk about it, preferably from a dis
tance, since what took place did so aimost anonymously. 

Let's grant 'that French poetry, because of the primary role played by rhyme 
in creating its enchantment, has, in its evolution up to 61-lf tithe, proved to 
be intermittent: for a time it gleams, the~ fades and waits.~Extinct, or r~ther 
worn threadbare by repetitiol!' Does the need to write poetry, in response to 
a variety of circumstances, now mean, after one of those periodical orgiastic 
excesses of almost a century comparabie only to the Renaissance,7. that the 
time has come for shadows and cooler temperatures? Not at all! It means 
that the gleam continues, though changed. The recasting, a process normally 
kept hidden, is taking place in public-,jby meaii.s of delicious approximations. 

I think one caJ1 separate under a t~iple aspect ~he treatment given to the 
solemn canon of poetry, taking each in order. , . 

That prosody, with its very brief rules, is nevertheless untouchable: it is 
what points to acts of prudence, such as the hemistich,8 and what regulates 
the slightest effort at stimulating versification, like codes according to which 
abstention from flying is for instance a necessary condition for standing 
upright. 9 Exactly what one does not need td learn; because if you haven't 
guessed it yourself beforehand, then you've proved the uselessness of con
straining yourself to it. 

The faithful supporters of the alexandrinei ou~ hexameter, I are loosening 
from within the rigid and puerile mechanism 6f its beat; the ear, set free 
from .an artificial counter, discovers deligh~ in discerning on its own all the 
possible combinations that twelve timbres can make amonllst themselves. 

It's a taste we should coilSider very modem. 
Let's take an intermediate case, in no way the least curious: . 
The poet who possesses acute tact and who always' considers this alexan

drine as the definitive jewel, but one you bring out as you would a sword or 
a flower only rarely and only when there is some premeditated motive for 
doing so, touches it modestly and play.s around it, lending it neighboring 
chords, before bringing it out superb and unadorned. On many occasions he 
lets his fingering falter on the eleventh syllable or coii.~inues it to the thir
teenth. M. Henri de RegnierZ excels in these accompaniments, of his own 
invention, I know, an invention as discrete and proud as the genius he instills 
into it, and reveiatory of the fleeting disquiet felt by the performers faced 
with the instrument they have inherited. Something else, ~hich could simply 
be the opposite, reveals itself a.s a deliberate rebellion in the . absence of the 
old mold, grown weary, when Jules Laforgue,3 from the outset, initiated us 
into the unquestionable charm of the incorrect line. 

So far, in each of the models I've just mentioned, nothing apart from 
reserve and abandon, because of the lassitude caused by excessive recourse 
to our national rhythm; whose use, like that of the flag, ought to remain an 
exception. With this nevertheless amusing particularity that wHlful infrac-

7. That is, the Romantic period. 
8. Half a verse line. 
9. Voler means both "to fly" and "to steal"; droitun! 
means "uprightness" in both the moral and the 
r.hysical sense. The sentence can thus also mean 
'abstaining from stealing Is (not) a necessary con· 
dition of honesty." In this way, the "laws" of verse 
are similar to the laws of gravity and honesty. 
I. The meter of Greek and Latin epic poetry 

(based on 6 metrical feet). "The alexandrine": the 
meter "f classical French verse, a 12.syllable line 
with a break (the caesura) in the middle, separat· 
ing the two hemistich •. The English equivalent to 
both Is Iambic pentameter. 
2. French poet and novelist (1864-1936), a faith· 
ful attender of Mallarm<!'s Tuesday gatherings. 
3. French poet (1860-1887), born in Uruguay, 
known for his ironic, innovative verse. 
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tions or deliberate dissonances appeal to our delicacy, whereas, barely fifteen 
years ago, the pedant that we have remained would have felt as exasperated 
as if confronted with some ignorant sacrilege! I'll say that the memory of the 
strict line of poetry haunts these games on the side and confers on them a 
certain benefit. 

The entire novelty, where free verse is concerned, resides not as the seven
teenth century attributed verse to the fable or the opera (that was merely a 
non-strophic arrangement4 of diverse famous meters) but in what it might 
be suitable to call its "polymorphous" nature: and we should now envisage 
the dissolution of the official number into whatever one wishes, as far as 
infinity, provided that it contains a renewed source of pleasure. Sometimes 
it's a euphony fragmented with the consent of an intuitive reader, someone 
with inborn and precious good taste-just now, M. Moreas; or a languishing 
gesture of dream, leaping up in passion and finding the right beat-that's 
M. Viele-Griffin; beforehand it was M. Kahn with a very erudite notation of 
the tonal value of words. I'm giving names, for there are others who are 
typical, MM Charles Morice, Verhaeren, Dujardin, Mockel5 and all, only as 
a proof of what I'm saying, so that you can consult their publications. 

What's remarkable is that, for the first time in the course of any nation's 
literary history, concurrently with the great general and secular organs, in 
which, following an inborn keyboard, orthodoxy expresses its exaltation, who
evel' wishes to use his or her own techniques and individual hearing can 
create a personal instrument on which to breathe, to touch or stroke with 
skill; and it can be used on its own, and also be dedicated to the Language 
in general. 

A high freedom has been acquired, the newest: I don't see, and this 
remains my own intensely felt opinion, that anything that has been beautiful 
in the past has been eliminated, and I remain convinced that on important 
occasions we will always conform to the solemn tradition, that owes its prev
alence to the fact that it stems from the classical genius; only,'when what's 
needed is a breath of sentiment or a story, there's no call to disturb the 
venerable echoes, so we'll look to do something else. Every soul is a melody,. 
which needs only to be set in motion; and for that we each have our own 
flute or viola. 

n n my view this is the belated eruption of a real condition or of a possibilitk . 
that of not only expressing ourselves, but of bursting into song, as we see fit. 

Languages, which are imperfect in so far as they are many, lack the 
"upreme language: because thinking is like writing without instruments, not 
a "vhispering but still keeping silent, the immortal word, the diversity of 
idioms on earth, prevents anyone from proffering the words which otherwise 
would be at their disposal, each uniquely minted and in themselves revealing 
the material truth. This prohibition flourishes expressly in nature (you stum
hie upon it with a smile) so that there is no reason to consider yourself God; 
buf, as soon as my mind turns to aesthetics, I regret that speech fails to 
express objects by marks that correspond to them in color and movement, 

4. That is, not arranged in mctricnUy cOlnplex 
stnn7a~ (such as those characteristic of odes). 
C;, All poets writing in French nnd experimenting 
wjlh rH'" "erse:Jean Morea. (1856-1910), horn in 
Crt·",·,·; Francis VieJe-Griffln (1864-1937), horn 

in Virginia; Gustave Kahn (1859-1936); Charles 
Morice (1861-1919); Emile VerhBeren (1855-
1916), born in Belgium; Edouard Dujardin (1861-
1949), foundel' of La Revue WaR .... rienn"; .. nd 
Albert Mockel (1866-1945), born In Belgium. 
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marks that exist in the instrument of the voice, among languages and some
times in a single language. Compared to the word ombre (shadow) which is 
opaque, ten~bres (darkness) is not much blacker; how disappointing to dis
cover the perversity that in contradictory fashion bestows on the word jour 
(day, light) sounds that are dark, while those of nuit (night) are bright.6 We 
desire a word of brilliant splendor or conversely one that fades away; and as 
for simple, luminous alternatives .... But, we should note, otherwise poetry 
would not exist: philosophically, it is poetry that makes up for the failure of 
language, providing an extra extension. 

Strange mystery; and from intentions no less strangely mysterious metrics 
burst forth in the days when everything was coming into being; 

Let an average group of words, under the comprehension of the gaze, line 
up in definitive traits, surrounded by silence. 

If, in the French case, no private invention were to 'surpass the prosody 
that we've inherited, there would be an outpouring of displeasure, as if a 
singer were unable, away from others or walking where he pleased among 
the infinite number of little flowers, wherever his voice met.a notation, to 
pluck it .... This attempt took place just recently, and, leaving aside the 
erudite research in the same direction, accentuation 7 and so forth, that has 
been announced, I know that a seductive game leads, together with shreds 
of the old still recognizable line, to the possibility of eluding it or revealing 
it, rather than to a sudden discovery of something entirely alien. It just takes 
the time needed to loosen the constraints and whip up some zeal, where the 
school went astray. And it's very precious: but to go from that freedom to 
imagine more, or simply to think that each individual brings a new prosody 
arising from their own way of breathing-which is certainly how some people 
spell-well it's a joke to cause much laughter and to inspire the preface· 
writers to build their platforms. Similarity between lines of poetry and old 
proportions, this will provide the regularity that will last because the poetic 
act consists in sud(lenly seeing that an idea'splitll into a number of motives 
of equal value and in grouping !hem; they rhyme: and to place 'an external 
seal upon them we have their 'common Metrics which the final beat binds 
together. 

It is in the very interesting treatment meted out to versification in this age 
ohecess and interregnum, no less than in our,virginal mental Circumstances, 
that lies the crisis. 
\;! To'hear the unquestionable ray of light-as features gild or tear a meander 
of melodies: or Music rejoins Verse, to form, since Wagner;8 Poetry. 
",It's not that one element or another moves away, advantageously, towards 
ari'integrity triumphing somewhere else, in the form of a concert that 
~ri\.ains mute if it is not given voice, and' the poem, enunCiator: of their 
tJUmtnunity or their new form, illuminating the instrumentation until it's 
dbvibus under the veil, as elocution descends from the sky of sounds. The 
01 ?h: 
~lll!l\~~ing back to theories of language discussed 
n; PlATO'S Craryl ... (ca. 385 H.C.E.), Mallarmj! 
l'IesCrlbes words as though their sounds could 1m 1-

, tale rthe things they name; here, vowel lones are 
i . ;.kIrechid io correspond to degrees of luminosity. 
:: .~JllIke In English, syllables In French words 
',; ft\!iIf1\o ",herent accent';, stress always falls on the 
r. lnt.ayllable of a word or group of words. French 
~: ·lheMfondends itselfto syllabic rather than accen-

tual verse; but since stresses do ~ccur before 
pauses, It Is possible to shape their occurrence Into 
pattern •. 
8. Richard WAgner 0813-1883), German com
poser, conductor, and author whose Influence was 
pervasive among late-19th-century French poet. 
eveh though his operas were largely banned In 
France after the Franco-Prusslan War (1870-71). 
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modern meteor, the symphony, at the pleasure of the musicians or unbe
knownst to them, draws closer to thought, but a thought· which no longer 
draws on current expressions. 

Some explosion of Mystery into all the skies of its impersonal magnifi
cence, where the orchestra should not have failed to influence the ancient 
effort which has long sought to extract it from the mouth of the race. 

A double indication arises from this-
Decadent or mystic,9 the schools describe themselves or are given labels 

hastily by our news media,] and adopt, as meeting point, an Idealism2 which 
(like fugues or sonatas) refuses the ·natural materials and brutally demands 
an exact thought to put them in order, so as to keep nothing but the mere 
suggestion. To create an exact relationship between the images, in such a 
way that a third aspect, fusible and light, and whose presence can be divined, 
will break free ... We've abolished the pretension-an aesthetic error, 
although one that has commanded masterpieces3-of including on the subtle 
paper of the volume anything other than for instance the horror of the forest 
or the silent thunder scattered through the foliage, not the intrinsic and 
dense wood of the trees. A few bursts of the intimate pride truthfully trum
peted awaken the architecture of the palace, the only place where one can 
dwell; no stone, on which the pages would have difficulty closing. 

"Monuments, the sea, the human face, in their plenitude, and as they are, 
preserving a virtue which is more attractive than if they were veiled by a 
description; call it evocation, or allusion, suggestion: that somewhat random 
terminology bears witness to the tendency, a very decisive tehdency perhaps, 
that literary art has experienced, a tendency that limits it and dispenses it. 
Literature's witchery, if ·it is not to liberate from a fistful of dust or reality 
without enclosing it in the book, even as a text, that volatile dispersion which 
is the mind, which has nothing to do ·with anything but the musicality of 
everything."4 ' 

Speech· has no connection with the reality of things except in matters 
commercial; where literature is concerned,· speech is content merely to make 
allusions or to distill the quality contained in some idea. 

On this condition the song burst forth, as a lighthearted joy. 
This ambition, I call Transposition-Structure is something else. 
The pure work of art implies the elocutionary disappearance of th~.oet 

who yields the initiative to words, set in motion by the clash of their- ine
qualities; they illuminate each other with reciprocal lights like a virtual trail 
of fire on precious stones, replacing the perceptible breath of the old lyric 
or the individual enthusiastic direction of the sentence. 

An order of the book of verse springs from it, innate or pervasive, and 
eliminates chance; such an order is essential, to omit the author: well, a 
subject, destined, implies amongst the elements of the whole, a certain 
accord as to the appropriate place for it within the volume. This is a possi-

9. Movements that were literary reactions against 
19th-century bourgeois realism, positivism, and 
lItililoriani~m. 
]. Despite his professed scorn for journalism, 
Mallarmc! at this time often portrays himself as a 
PUTveYOT of news. When asked to .peak in England 
on the state of French poetry, he announced, "1 do 
.irideed bring news: verse has been tumpered with." 

2. A teTm ·(Iike Spirit and Idea) that in MallaTmc! 
Is often seen as having Platonic OT Hegelian sig
nificance, referring to ultimate metaphy,;ical real
Ities. 
3. That is, .. ,alist novels. 
4. M.Bllarm~ quotes his own "Music and Letters" 
(1894), originally delivered In England. 
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bility brought about by the fact that each cry has its echo-in the same way 
motifs balance each other, from a distance, producing neither the incoherent 
sublimity of the romantic pagination, nor that artificial unity of more recent 
times, measured out to the book en bloc., Everything becomes suspense, a 
fragmentary disposition with alternatiorts and oppositions, all working 
towards the total rhythm of the white spaces, which would be the poem 
silenced; but it is translated to some extent by each p«;Jn,dant. 1 want to con
sider it as instinct, perceived in these publications and, if the supposed type 
does not remain separate from complementary types, youth, for, once, in 
poetry where a dazzling and harmonious plenitude imposes itself, has stut
tered the magic concept of the Work. 5 Some symmetry, in parallel fashion, 
which, from the situation of th~ lines in the poem that are linked to the 
authenticity of the poem within the volume, fly beyond it, several of them 
inscribing on the spiritual plane the amplified signature of the genius, .anon
ymous and perfect as an artistic existence. 

A chimera,6 having thought of it proves, from the reflection of its scales, 
how much the current cycle or this last quarter century, is undergoing some 
absolute illumination-whose wild shower on my window panes wipes,away 
the dripping murkiness sufficiently to illuminate those panes-that, more or 
less, all books contain the fusion of some counted repetitions: even if there 
were only one-the world's law-a bible of the kind nations simulate. The 
difference from one work to another offers, as many lessons set forth in an 
immense competition for the true text, between the ages termed civilized 
or-lettered. 

Certainly 1 never sit down on the terraces to hear a concert without glimps
ing amidst the obscure sublimity some sketch of one or other of humanity's 
immanent,poems or their original state, all the more comprehensible for not 
being spoken, and I see that to determine its vast line the composer experi
enced that easy suspension of even the temptation to express it. 1 imagine, 
through a no doubt ,~neradicable prejudice of writers, that nothing will 
remain if it is not given form; a form we have reached, the stage, precisely, 
of seeking out, faced with a break in the great literary rhythms (I discussed 
this above) and their dispersal into shivers articulated in ways close to instru
mentation. An art of achieving the transposition in the Book of the symphony 
or simply to take back our own: for there is no question that it is not the 
elementary sounds produced by the brass, strings, woods, but the intellectual 
word at its purest point that must lead, with plenitude and undeniably as the 
ensemble of links existing within everything, to Music. 

An undeniable longing of my time has been to separate as if for different 
purposes the double state of the word, raw and immediate on the one hand, 
on the other, essential. 

Telling, teaching, even describing, that's all very well and yet all that would 
be needed perhaps for each of us to exchange our thoughts as humans would 
be to take from or leave in the hand of another a coin, in silence, but the 
elementary use of speech serves the universal reporting in which all the 
contemporary written genres participate, .wlth the exception of literature. 

5, The (Great) Work, another name for the phI
losophers' stone, sought by the alchemists to turn 
base metals into gold. Mallarmt! saw alchemy as an 
origin not only of aesthetics but also of political 
economy. 

6. Literally, In Greek mythology a'!ire-breathlng 
monster with a lion's head, a goat's body; and a 
serpent's tail; more generally, anything composed 
of incongruous parts, or an illusory mental fabri
cation. 
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What is the point of the marvel of transposing a fact of nature into its 
almost vibratory disappearance according to the action of the word, however, 
if it is not so that there emanates from it, without the predicament posed by 
a ncar or concrete reminder, the pure notion. 

1. say: a flower! And from the oblivion to which my voice relegates all 
contours, as something other than the unmentioned calyces, musically 
arises, the idea itself, and sweet, the flower absent from all bouquets.7 

Contrary to the facile numerical and representative functions, as the 
crowd first treats it, speech which is above all dream and song, finds again 
in the Poet, by a necessity that is part of an art consecrated to fictions, its 
virtuality. 

The line of several words which recreates a total word, new, unknown to 
the language and as if incantatory, achieves that isolation of speech: denying, 
in a sovereign gesture, the arbitrariness that clings to words despite the arti
fice of their being alternately plunged in meaning and sound, and causes you 
that surprise at not having heard before a cer,tain ordinary fragment of 
speech, at the same time as the memory of the named object bathes in a 
new atmosphere. 

1896 

7, In the original, the sentence cl1ds "l'ubsente de 
(OllS b()uquets" (the absent of all bouquets). By 
omitting the word "flower," the French thu~ dem-

onstrates more forcefuIly that a name Indicates the 
absence of the thing named. 

HENRY JAMES 
1843-1916 

Born in New York City, Henry James typically is placed in anthologies of American 
literature, but he was in truth a cosmopolitan novelist and critic who sought to make' 
his mark on the American, English, and European literary scenes. 'We can deal freely 
with forms of civilization not our own," he affirmed in a letter in 1867, "can pick and 
choosc and assimilate and in short (aesthetically) claim our property wherever wd'" . 

find it." He wished to bring about "a vast intellectual fusion and synthesis of the 
various National tendencies of the world"; his concern with the complex challenges 
and \'cwards of the "art of fiction" was general, not limited to American fiction alone. 

Henry James Sr., a religious philosopher and visionary, believed that his five chil
dren should be educated with as few restrictions as possible; hence he had taken 
them to Europe in 1855 for a three-year acquisition of a "sensuous education." 
Theaters, art galleries, muscums, monuments, and landscapes were his favored sites 
for learning. Among the gifted members of this family was William james, Henry's 
cider hrother, a professor of philosophy and then psychology at Harvard whose influ
ential books include The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902) and Pragmatism 
(I907). During the late 18605 and early 1870s, Henry james lived abroad much of 
the time; in 1876 he decided to reside in London and frequently visit the Continent, 
especially Rome and Paris, 

James was an explorer of, and mediator between, cultures. One of his best early 
stories, CIA Passionate Pilgrim" (1871), deals with the social and cultural challenges 
faced by an American visitor to Europe. He developed this theme of cultural inter
animation and difference in travel writings, such as Transatlantic Sketches (1875), 
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and in. a series of novels and novellas that includes Roderick Hudson (1876), The 
American (I877), The Europeans (1878), Daisy Miller (1879), An International Epi
sode (1879), and The Portrait of a Lady (1881). "I aspire.to write in such,a. way," James 
declared, "that it 'would be impossible to an outsider .to say whether I ,a~ at a:given 
moment an American writing abou,t England or an Englishman writing about Amer
ica .... And so far from being ashamed of such an amJ,igulty I should tie exceedingly 
proud of it, for it would be highly civilised."· . , 

As his work of the 1870s and early 18805 attests, James was already an accom
plished author when our selection; "The Art of Fiction"-his credo as a novelist
was published in Londori in September 1884. A month after the essay appeared, 
James lamented in a'ietter to the critic and biographer T. S. Perry that "my poor 
article has not attracted the smallest attention here & 1 haven't heard, or seen, an 
allusion to it." But soon critics and reviewers, especially.!n England, began to refer 
and reply to the piece. In !iubsequent decades, as James's own reputation rose, "The 
Art of Fiction" gained prominence as an inquiry Into, and defense of, the novelist's 
craft. A century later, the scholar James E. Miller Jr., judged it "perhaps the most 
popular and surely the most influential brief statement of fictional theory' ever made." 

British and American noveHsts before James, including Henry Fi~lding, Jane Aus
ten, Sir Walter Scott, and Nathaniel Hawthorne, had coin men ted on the! nature of 
the novel and its relationship to the romance. Beginning in the mid--eighteenth cen
tury with SAMUEL JOHNSON, critics had considered the status and structure of "fic
tion" as a narrative form. Book-length studies included Clara Reeve's Progress of 
Romance (1785) and John Dunlop's massive two-volume survey, The History of Fic
tion (1816). And by 1884 countless essays and reviews in Victorian pe,riodicals had 
debated plot, character, design and unity, morality In fiction, and mimy other topics 
in analyses written by such eminent novelists as George Eliot and by such noteworthy 
critics as G. H. Lewes and Leslie Stephen. 

James added to his own rich experience as a writer the decad.es of development 
that the novel had undergone by the 1880s. He profited from extensive reading and 
close personal contact with the best writers of the day (among them William Dean 
Howells, Gustave Flaubert, Guy de Maupassant, )!mile Zola, and Ivan Turgenev). As 
an active essayist and reviewer since the 1860s for the Nation, the North American 
Review, and the Atlantic Monthly, James was defining his own artistic identity and 
measuring himself alongside both national and international competition. His critkal 
books of this period include French Poets and Novelists (1878) and Hawthorne (1879), 
arid he examined fiction with a keen awareness of his own practice. 

, Taking as his point of departure an 1884 lecture by the popular noveli!it, historian, 
and philanthropist Walter Besant and borrowing Its title, James Insls~ed that the 
novelist be allowed to pursue artistic experiments freely. He told his friend Robert 
Louis Stevenson that "The Art of Fiction'" Was "simply a plea for IIberty/ which' for 
him signified the writer's choice of subject and right 60th to experiment and to dill sent 
from conventional standards and opinions. In one of the ironies that make. Jame. so 
intriguing, he was a very Int.,..ted critic:, not an objective one. Even when he focuses 
on authors whom he genUinely admires, such as Honor~ de Balzac, Turgenev, and 
George Eliot, he cannot quite bring himself to respond to (let alone accept) them on 
their own terms~though his theory implies that he should. Here, as elsewhere in his 
critical writings, his allegiance to his own artistic aims arid methods prevented James 
from engaging writers with full understanding; his assessments of Charles Dickens, 
Walt Whitman, CHARLES BAUDELAIRE, and Fyodor Dostoyevsky, among others, suffer 
from his impatience with their often controversial subjects and :innovations in form. 
James's criticisms thus sotnethnes tell us less about the shortcomings of the work 
discussed than about the tensions between his theory and practice. 

Like MATTHEW ARNOLD in "The' 'Function of Criticism at the Present Time" (1864; 
see above), James in "The Art of Fiction" maIntains that criticism prepares and 
enhances the context for creative writing. And in an essay about Arnold published in 
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the same year as "The Art of Fiction," James describes the good novel (it "emits its 
light and stimulates our desire for perfection") in a manner very close to Arnold's 
definition of "the pursuit of perfection" as "the pursuit of sweetness and light" in 
Culture 'and Anarchy (1869; see above). James's tone is forthright, optimistic, and 
celebratory of the power of the literary imagination. Indeed, "The Art'of Fiction" is a 
controlled, resonant rearticulation of the tributes to the imagination voiced decades 
earlier by WILLIAM WORDSWORTH, SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE, PERCY BY!lSHE SHEL
LEY, and RALPH WALDO EMERSON on behalf of the poet. James is often identified as 
a literary realist and early modernist-Ezra Pound and 'T. S. ELIOT esteemed him 
highly. But the roots of his creative and critical practice lie in Romanticism's organic 
conception'of literary form, and in its exalted view of the literary vocation (the writer; 
James remarked, is an alchemist who "renews something like the old dream of the 
secret of life"). , 

These connections are important to bear in mind when reading James's essay. "The 
Art of Fiction" often has been interpreted In isolation, with littJe note of its affinities 
to other critical and theoretical texts that preceded it. Sometimes iihas been treated 
exclusively within the canon of James's own creative and critical writings, as a prelude 
both to his dense, difficult final three novels, The Wings of the, Dq'Ve (1902), The 
Ambassadors (1903), and The Golden Bowl (1904), and to the later prefaces-a "com
prehensive . manual" for ,"aspirants" to the profession-that he composed for the 
twenty-six-volume New York Edition of his novels and stories (1907-09, 1917). Such 
intensively "Jamesian" readings value "The Art of Fiction" as a formative text in 
James's own career: it shows him, like Wordsworth and Coleridge, establishing the 
terms through which his own work should be understood and appraised. But if we 
locate the essay solely within James's corpus, we are prevented from un~erstahding 
how this piece (and others he produced) contributes to his significance in the gen'eral 
history of narrative theory .. 

James's concern for taste, judgment, and discrimination glances backward to the 
eighteenth-century writers DAVID HUME and EDMUND nURKE. 'And when he hails the 
novel as "a personal" a direct impression of Iife,'-' he more immediately echoes the 
heightened phrasing that WALTER PATER had employed in Studies in the History 6f the 
Renaissance (1873; see above). His account of the novel as an "organism" not only 
reinforces the account of "organic form" delineated by Coleridge in the Biographia 
Literaria but also anticipates the elaborlltions of this same idea in the Writings of JOHN 
CROWE RANSOM, CLEANTH BROOKS, and other New Critics of the 1930s anti 1940s. 

"The Art of Fiction" is a subtle verbal performance; playful;,witty, and iroidc; it is 
both generous and tough-minded toward Jamtls's tiirget·of-bpportunity Walter bes
ant. Reading James profitably means' paying close attention to his metaphors (e.g., 
the "huge spider-web" of experience) and analogies (e.g., between the novel anu"'the 
picture). It means being alert as well to the illuminations provided by James's handling 
of specific words, as when he reiterates the "torment" of the Writer. There are also 
key moments when James Invites readers to reflect on the Implications of his claims. 
In perhaps the most elusive of these. he asserts that "the deepest quality of a work of 
art will always be the quality of the mind of the!producer." James realized the demands 
inherent In such a claim: How will we know, in the case of each novel, when we have 
made contact with the mind of its producer? How can we determine that mind's 
special quality? But his chosen criterion highlights the intimate relationship between 
writer and reader that the cosmopolitan Jarries .always looked for, and that he called 
on readers of "The Art of Fiction" to share. 
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The Art of Fiction 

r should not have affixed so comprehensive a title to these few remarks, 
necessarily wanting in any completeness upon a subject the full considera
tion of which would carry us far, did I not seem to discover a pretext for my 
temerity in the interesting pamphlet lately published under this name by Mr. 
Walter Besant.' Mr. Besant's lecture at the Royal Institution-the original 
form of his pamphlet-appears to indicate that many persons are interested 
in the art of fiction, and are not indifferent to such remarks, as those who 
practise it may attempt to make about it. I am therefore anxious not to lose 
tht~ benefit of this favourable association, and to edge in a few words under 
COVCI- of the attention which Mr. Besant is sure to have excited_ There is 
~omething very encouraging in his having put into form certain of his ideas 
on the mystery of story-telling. 

I.t is a proof of life and curiosity-curiosity on the part of the brotherhood 
of novelists as well as on the part of their readers. Only a short time ago it 
might have been supposed that the English novel waS not what the French 
call discutable. z It had no air of having a theory, a conviction, a consciousness 
of itself behind it-of being the expression of an artistic faith, the result of 
choicc and comparison. I do not say it was necessarily the worse for that: it 
would take much more courage than I possess to intimate'that the form of 
the novel as Dickens and Thackeray3 (for instance) saw it had any taint of 
incompleteness. It was, however, naif (if I may help myself out with another 
French word); and evidently if it be destined to suffer in any way for having 
lost its naivete it has now an idea of milking sure of the corresponding advan
tages. During the period I have alluded to there was a comfortable, good
humoured feeling abroad that a novel is a novel, as a pudding is a pudding, 
and that our only business with it could be to swallow it. But within a year 
or two, for some reason or other, there have been signs of returning ani
mation-the era of discussion would appear to have been to a certain extent 
opened. Art lives upon discussion, upon experiment, updn curiosity, upon. 
variety of attempt, upon the exchange. of views and the comparison of stand
points; and there is a presumption that those times when no one has anything 
particular to say about it, and has no reason to give for practice or preferenc~ . 
though they may be times of honour, are not times of development-are 
times, possibly even, a little of dulness. The successful application of any art 
is H delightful spectacle, but the theory too is interesting; and though there 
is n great deal of the latter without the former I suspect there has ·never been 
a genuine success that has not had a latent core of conviction. Discussion, 
suggestion, formulation, these things are fertilising when ·theyare frank and 
sincere. Mr. Besant has set an excellent example in saying what he thinks, 
for his part, about the way in which fiction should be written, as well as 
about the way in which it should be published; for his view of the "art," 
carried on into all. appendix, covers that too. Other labourers in the same 
field will doubtless take up the argument, they will give it the light of their 

I. 1·:nf.\li.h novelist. hi.torian. and critic (1836-
1901 ). 
2. \}iscu .... blc. debatable (f'Tench). 

3. William Thackeray (1811-1863). English nov
elist and satirist. Charles Dickens (1812-1870). 
most popular J 9th-century English novelist. 
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experience, and the effect will surely be to make our interest in the novel a 
little more what it had for. some time threatened to fail to be-a serious, 
active, inquiring interest, under protection of which this delightful study 
may, in moments of confidence, venture to say a little more what it thinks 
of itself. 

It must take itself seriously for the public to take it so. The old superstition 
about fiction being "wicked" had doubtless died out in England; but the spirit 
of it lingers in a certain oblique regard directed toward any story which does 
not more or less admit that it is only ajoke. Even the most jocular novel feels 
in some degree the weight of the proscription thilt was formerly directed 
against literary levity: the jocularity does not always succeed in passing for 
orthodoxy. It is still expected, though perhaps people are ashamed to say it, 
that a production which is after all only a "make believe" (for what else is a 
"story"?) shall be in some degree apologetic-shall renounce the pretension 
of attempting really to represent life. This, of course, any sensible, wide
awake story declines to do, for it· quickly perceives that the· tolerance granted 
to it on such a condition is only an. attempt to stifle it disguised in the form 
of generosity. The old evangelical hostility to the novel, which was as explicit 
as it was narrow, and which regarded it as little less favourable to our immor
tal part than a stage-play, was in reality far less insulting. The only reason 
for the existence of a novel is that it does attempt to represent life.4 When 
it relinquishes this attempt, the same attempt that we see on the canvas of 
the painter, it will have arrived at a very strange pass. It is not expected of 
the picture that it will make itself humble in order to be forgiven; and the 
analogy between the art of the painter and the art of the novelist is, so far 
as I. am able to see, complete .. Their inspiration is the same, their process 
(allowing for the different quality of the vehicle), is the same, .their success 
is the same. They may learn from.each other, they may.explain,and ~ustain 
each other. Their cause is the.same, and the honour of .one is the honour of 
another. The Mahometans' think a picture an unholy thing; .but it ·is a long 
time since any Christian did, and it is therefore .the more odd that. in the 
Christian mind the traces (dissimulated though ,they may be) of a suspicion 
of the sister art should linger to this day. The only effectual way to .lay it to 
rest is to emphasise the analogy to which I just alluded-to insist on the fac't 
that as the picture is reality, so the novel is history. That is the only general 
description (which does it justice) that we may give of the novel. But history 
also is allowed to represent life; it is not, any more than painting, expected 
to apologise. The subject-matter of fiction is stored up likewise in documents 
and records, and if it will not give itself away, as they say in California, it 
must speak with assurance, with the tone of the historian. Certain accom
plished novelists have a habit of giving themselves away which must often 
bring tears to the eyes of people who take. their fiction seriously. I was lately 
struck, in reading over many pages of Anthony Trollope,6 with his want of 
discretion in this particular. In a digression, a parenthesis or an aside, he 
concedes to the reader that he and this .trusting friend are only "making 

4. In the first version of the essay, James wrote 
"does compete with life." Robert Louis Stevenson 
criticized the use of the word "compete" In his 
reply to James, "A Humble Remonstranc'e," in the 
December 1884 issue of Longman's. 

5. Muslims (I.e., followers of Muhammad, or 
Mahomet). Islam 8enerally prohibits representa· 
tlonal art. 
6. Prolific En8lish novelist (l81 5-1882). 
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believe." He admits that the events he narrates have not really happened, 
and that he can give his narrative any turn the reader may like best. Such a 
betrayal of a sacred office seems to me, I confess, a terrible crime; it is what 
I mean by the attitude of apology, and it shocks me every whit as much in 
Trollope as it would have shocked me in Gibbon or Macaulay.? It implies 
that the novelist is less occupied in looking for the truth (the truth, of course 
I mean, that he assumes, the premises that we must grant him, whatever 
they may be), than the historian, and hi doing so it deprives him at a stroke 
of all his standing-room. To represent and illustrate the past, the actions of 
men, is the task of either writer, and the only difference that I can see is, in 
proportion as he succeeds, to the honour of the novelist, consisting as it does 
in his having more difficulty in collecting his evidence, which is so far from 
being purely literary. A It seems to me to give him a great character, the fact 
that he has at once so much in common with the philosopher and the painter; 
this double analogy is a magnificent heritage. 

It is of all this evidently that Mr. Besant is full when he insists upon the 
fact that fiction is one of thefine arts, deserving in its turn of all the honours 
and emoluments that have hitherto been reserved for the successful profes
sion of music, poetry, painting, architecture; It is impossible to insist too 
much on so important a truth, and the place that Mr. Besant demands for 
the work of the novelist may be represented, a trifle less abstractly, by saying 
that he demands not only that it shall be reputed artistic, but that it shall be 
reputed very artistic indeed. It is excellent that he should have struck this 
note, for his doing so indicates that there was need of it, that his proposition 
may be to many people a novelty. One rubs one's eyes at the thought; but 
the rest of Mr. Besant's essay confirms the revelation. I suspect in truth that 
it would be possible to confirm it still further, and that one would not be far 
wrong in saying that in addition to the people to whom it has never occurred 
that a novel ought to be artistic, there are a great many others who, if this 
principle were urg~d upon them, would be filled with an indefinable mistrust. 
They would find it difficult to explain their repugnance, but it would operate 
strongly to put them on their guard. "Art," in our Protestant communitieli, 
where so many things have got so strangely twisted about, is supposed in 
certain circles to have some vaguely injurious effect upon those who make 

. it an important consideration, who let it weigh in the balance. It is assum,.rp. 
to be opposed in some mysterious manner to morality, to amusement, to 
instruction. When it is embodied in the work of the painter (the sculptor is 
another affair!) you know what it is: it stands there before you, in the honesty 
of pink and green and a gilt frame; you can see the worst of it at a glance, 
and you can be on your guard. But when it is introduced into literature it 
becomes more insidious-there is danger of its hurting you before you know 
it. Literature should be either instructive or amusing, and there is in many 
minds an impression that these artistic preoccupations, the search for form, 
contribute to neither end, interfere indeed with both. They are too frivolous 
to be edifying, -and too serious to be diverting; and they are moreover priggish 
and paradoxical and superfluous. That, I think, represents the manner in 

7. Thomas Rabington MacRulDY (1800-1859), 
English historian, essayist and statesman. Edward 
Gibhon (1737-1794), English historlnn, outhorof 
THe History' of the Decline and Fall of the Roman 

Empire (6 vols., J 776-88). 
8. On somewhat different grounds, ARISTOTLE 
argues in Poetics 9 (see above) that poetry is more 
philosophical and more worthwhile than history. 
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which the latent thought of many people who read novels as an exercise in 
skipping would explain itself if it were to·· become articulate. They would 
argue, of course, that a novel ought to be "good," but they.would interpret 
this term in a fashion of their own, which indeed would vary considerably 
from one critic to another. One would say that being good means repre~ 
senting virtuous and aspiring characters, placed in prpminent positions; 
another would say that it depends ona "happy ending," on a distribution at 
the last of prizes, pensions, husbands, Wives; babie's; millions, appended par
agraphs, and cheerful remarks. Another still would say that it-means being 
full of incident and movement, so that we shall wish to jump ahead, to see 
who was the mysterious stranger, and if the stolen will was .ever found; and 
shall not be distracted from this pleasure by any tiresome analysis or "descrip
tion." But they would all agree that the "artistic" idea would 'spoil some of 
their fun. One would hold it accountable for all the description, another 
would see it revealed in the absence -of sympathy. Its hostility to a happy 
ending would be evident, and it might even in some cases render any ending 
at all impossible. The "ending" of a novel is, for many persons, like that of a 
good dinrier, a course of dessert and ices, and the artist in fiction is regarded 
as a sort of meddlesome doctor who forbids -agreeable aftertastes. It is 
therefore true that this conception of Mr. Besant's of the novel as a superior 
form encounters not only' a negative but a positive indifference~ It matters 
little that as a work of art it should really be as little or as much of its essence 
to supply happy endings, sympathetic characters, and an objective tone, as 
if it were a work of mechanics: the assoCiation of ideas, however incongruous, 
might easily be too much for it if an eloquent voice were not sometimes 
raised to call attention to the fact that it is at once as free and as serious' a 
branch of literature as any other. 

Certainly this might sometimes be doubted in presence of the enormous 
number of works of fiction that appeal to the credulity gf our generation, for 
it might easily seem that there could be no great character in a commodity 
so quickly and easily produced. It must be admitted that good 'novels are 
much compromised by bad ones, and that the field at large suffers discredit 
from overcrowding. I think, however, that this injury is only superficial, and 
that the superabundance of written fiction proves nothing against the prin
ciple itself. It has been vulgarised, like all other kinds of literature, like every
thing else to-day, and it has proved more than some kinds accessible to 
vulgarisation. But there- is as much difference as there ever was between a 
good novel and a bad one: the bad is swept with all the daubed canvases and 
spoiled marble into some unvisited limbo, or infinite rubbish-yard beneath 
the back-windows of the world, and the good subsists and emits its light and 
stimulates our desire· for perfection. As I shall take the liberty of making but 
a single criticism of Mr. Besant; whose tone is so full of the love of his art, 
I may as well have done with it at once. He seems to me to mistake in 
attempting to say so definitely beforehand what sort of an affair the good 
novel will be. To indicate the danger of such an error as that has been the 
purpose of these few pages; to suggest that certain traditions on the subject, 
applied a priori, have already had much to answer for, and that the good 
health of an art which undertakes so immediately to reproduce life must 
demand that it be perfectly free. It lives upon exercise, and the very meaning 
of exercise is freedom. The only obligation to which in advance we may hold 
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a novel, without incurring the accusation of being arbitrary, is that it be 
interesting. That general responsibility rests upon it, but it is the only one I 
can think of. The ways in which it is at liberty to accomplish this result (of 
interesting us) strike me as innumerable, and such as can only suffer from 
being marked out or fenced in by prescription. They are as various as the 
telnperament of man, and they are successful in proportion as they reveal a 
particular mind, different from others. A novel is in its broadest definition a 
personal, a direct impression of life: that, to begin with, constitutes its value, 
which is greater or less according to the intensity of the impression. But 
there will be no intensity at all, and therefore no value, unless there is free
dom to feel and say. The tracing of a line to be followed, of a tone to be 
taken, of a form to be filled out, is a limitation of that freedom and a sup
pression of the very thing that we are most curious about. The form, it seems 
to me, is to be appreciated after the fact: then the author's choice has been 
made, his standard has been indicated; then we can follow lines and direc
tions and compare tones and resemblances. Then in a word we can enjoy 
one of the most charming of pleasures, we can estimate quality, we can apply 
the test of execution. The execution belongs to the author alone; it is what 
is most personal to him, and we measure him by that. The advantage, the 
luxury, as well as the torment and responsibility of the novelist, is that there 
is no limit to what he may attempt as an executant~no limit to his possible 
experiments, efforts, discoveries, successes. Here it is especially that he 
works, step by step, like his brother of the brush, of whom we may always 
say that he has painted his picture in a manner best known to himself. His 
manner is his secret, not necessarily a jealous one. He cannot disclose it as 
a general thing if he would; he would be at a loss to teach it to others. I say 
this with a due recollection of having insisted on the community of method 
of the artist who paints a picture and the artist who writes a novel. The 
painter is 'able to teach the rudiments of his practice, and it is possible, from 
the study of good work (granted the aptitude), both to learn how to paint 
and to learn how to write. Yet it remains true, without injury to the rap
prochement,9 that the literary artist would be obliged to say to his pupil much 
more than the other, "Ah, well, you must do it as you can.' " It is a question 
of degree, a matter of delicacy. If there are exact sciences, there are also 
exact arts, and the grammar of painting is so much more definite th~ ~t 
makes the difference. --

I ought to add, however, that if Mr. Besant says at the beginning of his 
essay that the "laws of fiction may be laid down and taught with as much 
precision and exactness as the laws of harmony, perspective, and proportion," 
he mitigates what might appear to be an extravagance by applying his remark 
to "general" laws, and by expressing most of these rules in a manner with 
which it would certainly be unaccommodating to disagree. That the novelist 
must write from his experience, that his "characters must be real and such 
as might be met with in actual life;" that "a young lady brought up in a quiet 
,:ountry village should avoid descriptions of garrison life;" and "a writer whose 
Friends and personal experiences belong to the lower middle-class should 
,:arefully avoid introducing his characters into society;" that one should enter 
nne's notes in a common-place book; that one's figures should be clear in 

<J. The bringing together (French); that is, of painting and novel wl·iting. 
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outline; that making them clear by some trick of speech or of carriage is a 
bad method; and "describing them at length" is a worse one: that' English 
Fiction should have a "conscious moral purpose;" that "it is almo~t impos
sible to estimate too highly the value of careful workmanship-that is, of 
style;" that "the most important point of all is the story," that "the;. story is 
everything": these are principles with most of which it is surely impossible 
not to sympathise. That remark about the lower middle-class writer and his 
knowing his place is perhaps rather chilling; but for the rest I should find it 
difficult to dissent from anyone of these recommendations. At the same 
time, I should find it difficult positively to assent to them, with the exception, 
perhaps, of the injunction as to entering one's notes in a common-place book. 
They scarcely seem to me to have the quality that Mr. Besant attributes to 
the rules of the novelist-the "precision and exactness" of "the laws of har
mony, perspective, and proportion." They are suggestive, they are even 
inspiring, but they are not exact, though· they are doubtless as much so 8S 

the case admits of: which is a proof of that liberty of interpretation for which 
I just contended. For the value of these different injunctions-so beautiful 
and so vague-is wholly in the meaning one attaches to them. The charac
ters, the situation, which strike one as real will be. those that touch and 
interest one most, but the measure of reality is very difficult to fix. The reality 
of Don Quixote or of Mr. Micawber l is a very delicate shade; it is a reality 
so coloured by the author's vision that, vivid as it may be, orie would hesitate 
to propose it as a model: one would expose· one's self to some very embar
rassing qu~stions on the part of a pupil. It goes without saying that you will 
not write a good novel unless you possess the sense of reality; but it will he 
difficult to give you a recipe for calling that sense into being. Humanity is 
immense, and reality has a myriad forms; the most one can affirm is that 
some of the flowers of fiction have the odour of it, and others have not; as 
for telling you In advance how your nosegay should be composed, that hi 
another affair. It is equally excellent and, inconclusive to say that ~ne must 
write from experience; to our supposititious' aspirant such a declaration 
might savor of mockery. What kind of experience is intended, and where 
does it begin and end'? Experience is never limited, and it is never .complete; 
it is an immense sensibility, a kind of huge spider-web of the finest silken 
threads suspended in the chamber of consciousness, and catching every air
borne particle in its tissue. It is the very atmosphere of the mind; and when 
the mind is imaginative-much more when it happens to be.that of a man 
9.f genius~it takes to itself the faintest hints of life, it converts the very pulses 
of the air into revelations. The young lady living in a village has only to be a 
damsel upon whom nothing is lost to make it quite unfair (as it seems to me) 
to declare to her that she shall have nO,thing to say about the military. Greater 
miracles have been seen than that, imagination assisting,· !ih'e should' speak 
the truth about some of these gentlemen. I remember an English novelist, a 
woman of genius, 2 telling me that she was much commended for the impres
sion she had managed to give in one of her tales of the. nature and way of 
life of the French Protestant youth. She had been asked where she learned 

I. Character In David COfIPetfie/d (1849-50), by 
Dickens. Don Quixote: title character of the novel 
(1605, 161 5),by Miguel de Cervantes, 
2, Identified by James's biographer Leon Edel as 

Anne Thackeray, Lady Ritchie (1837-1919), the 
daughter of William Thackeray and the author of 
The Slory of EIi%ll""'" (1862-63), to which James 
Seem. to be alluding, 
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so much about this recondite being, she had been congratulated on her 
peculiar opportunities. These opportunities consisted in her having once, in 
Paris, as she ascended a staircase, passed an open door where, in the house
hold of a pasteur,3 some of the young Protestants were seated at table round 
a finished meal. The glimpse made a picture; it lasted only a moment, but 
that moment was experience. She had got her direct personal impression, 
and she turned out her type. She knew what youth was, and what Protes
tantism; she also had the advantage of having seen what it was to be French, 
so that she converted these ideas into a concrete image and produced a 
reality. Above all, however, she was blessed with the faculty which when you 
give it an inch takes an ell, and which for the artist is a much greater source 
of strength than any accident of residence or of place in the social, scale. 
The power to guess the unseen from the seen, to trace the implication of 
things, to judge the whole piece by the pattern, the condition of fe!,!ling life 
in general so completely that you are well on your way to knowirtg any par
ticular corner of it-this cluster of gifts may almost be said to· constitute 
experience, and they occur in country and in town, and in the most differing 
stages of education. If experience consists of impressions, it may be said that 
impressions are experience, just as (have we not seen it?) they are the very 
air we breathe. Therefore, if I should certainly say to a novice, "Write from 
experience and experience only," I should feel that this was rather a tantal
ising monition if I were not careful immediately to add. "Try to be one of the 
people on whom nothing is ]ost!" 

I ;m far from intending by this to minimise the importance of exactness
of truth of detail. One can speak best from one's own taste, and I may 
therefore venture to say that the air of reality (solidity of specification) seems 
to me to be the supreme virtue of a novel-the merit on which all its other 
merits (including that conscious moral purpose of which Mr. Besant speaks) 
helplessly and submissively depend. If it be not there they are all as nothing, 
and if these be there, they owe their effect to the success with which the 
author has produced the illusion of life. The cultivation of this success, the 
study of this exquiiite process, form, to my taste, the beginning and the epd 
of the art of the novelist. They are his inspiration, his despair, his reward, 
his torment, his delight. It is here in very truth. that he competes with life; 
it is here that he competes with his brother the painter in his attemeti :tp 
render the look of things, the look that conveys their meaning, to catch"1he 
colour, the relief, the expression, the surface, the substance of the human 
spectacle. It is in regard to this that Mr. Besant is well inspired when he bids 
him take notes. He cannot possibly take too many. he cannot possibly take 
enough. All life solicits him, and to "render" the simplest surface, to produce 
the most momentary iJIusion, is a very complicated business. His case would 
be easier, and the rule would be more exact, if Mr. Besant had been able to 
tell him what notes to take. But this, I fear, he can never learn in any manual; 
it is the business of his life. He has to take a great many in order to select a 
few, he has to work them up as he can, and even the guides and philosophers 
who might have most to say to him must leave him alone when it comes to 
the application of precepts, as we leave the painter in communion with his 
palette. That his characters "must be clear in outline," as ,Mr. Besant says-

3. Protestant minister, pastor (French). 
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he feels that down to his boots; but how,he shall make them so is a secret 
between his good angel and himself. It would be absurdly simple if he could 
be taught that a great deal of "description" woulq. make them so, or that on 
the contrary the absence of description and the cultivation of.dialogue, 'or 
the absence of dialogue and the multipHcation of "incident," would res(:ue 
him from his difficulties. Nothing, for instance, is more possible than that 
he be of a turn of mind for which this odd, literal opposition of description 
and dialogue, incident and description, has little meaning and light. People 
often talk of these things as if they had a kind of internecine distinctness, 
instead of melting into each other at every breath, and being intimately asso
ciated parts of one general effort of expression. I cannot imagine composition 
existing in a series of blocks, nor conceive, in any novel worth discussing at 
all, of a passage of description that is not in its intention narrative, ·a passage 
of dialogue that is not in its intention descriptive, a touch of truth of any 
sort that does not partake of the nature of incident, or an incident that 
derives its interest from any other source than the general and only source 
of the success of a work of art-that of being illustrative. Anovel is a living 
thing, all one and continuous, like any other organism, and in proportion as 
it lives will it be found, I think, that in each of the parts there is something 
of each of the other parts. The critic who over the close texture of a finished 
work shall pretend to trace a geography of items will mark some frontiers as 
artificial, I fear, as any that have been known to history. There is an .old
fashioned distinction between the novel of character and the novel of inci
dent which must have cost many a smile to the intending fabulist who was 
keen about his work. It appears to me as little to the point as the :equally 
celebrated distinction between the novel and the romance-'-'-to 'ans-iiveras 
little to any reality. There are bad novels and good novels, as there are bad 
pictures and good pictures; but that is the only distinction in which I see any 
meaning, and I can as little imagine speaking of a novel o~ character as I can 
imagine speaking of a, picture of character. When one says picture one says 
of character, when one says novel one says of incident, and the terms may 
be transposed at will. What is character but the determination of incident? 
What is incident but the illustration of character? What is either a picture 
or a novel that is not of character? What else do we seek in it and find ill it? 
It is an incident for a woman to stand up with her hand resting on a table 
and look out at you in a certain way; or if it be not an incident I, think it will 
be hard to say what it is. At the same time it ·is an expression of character. 
If you say you don't see it (character ill that~allons donc!),4 this is exactly 
what the artist who has reasons of his own for thinking he does see it under
takes to show you. When a young man makes up his mind that he has not 
faith enough after all to enter the church as he intended, that is an incident, 
though you may not hurry to the end of the chapter to see whether perhaps 
he doesn't change once more. I do not say that these are extraordinary' or 
startling incidents. I do not pretend to estimate the degree of interest pro
ceeding from them, for this will depend ~pon the skill of the painter. It 
sounds almost puerile to say that some incidents are intrinsically much more 
important than others, and I need not take this precaution after having pro
fessed my sympathy for the major ones in remarking that the only classifi-

4. Corne now, that's nonsense (French). 
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cation of the novel that I can understand is into that which has life and that 
which has it not. 

The novel and the romance, the novel of incident and that of character
these clumsy separations appear to me to have been made by critics and 
readers for their own convenience, and to help them out of some of their 
occasional queer predicaments, but to have little reality or interest for the 
producer, from whose point of vi~w it is of course that we are attempting to 
consider the art of fiction. The case is the same with another shadowy cat
egory which Mr. Besant apparently is disposed to set up-that of the "mod
ern English novel"; unless indeed it be that in this matter he has fallen into 
an accidental confusion of stand-points. It is not quite clear whether he 
intends the remarks in which he alludes to it to be didactic or historical. It 
is as difficult to suppose a person intending to write a modern English as to 
suppose him writing an ancient English novel: that is a label which begs the 
question. One writes the novel, one paints the picture, of one's language and 
of one's time, and calling it modern English will not, alas! make the difficult 
task any easier. No more, unfortunately, will calling this or that work of one's 
fellow-artist a romance-unless it be, of course, simply for the pleasantness 
of the thing, as for instance when Hawthorne gave this heading to his story 
of Blithedale. 5 The French, who have brought the theory of fiction to remark
able completeness, have but one name for the novel, and have not attempted 
smaller things in it, that I can see, for that. I can think of no obligation to 
which the "romancer" would not be held equally with the novelist; the stan
dard of execution is equally high for each. Of course it is of execution that 
we are talking-that being the only point of a novel that is open to conten
tion. This is perhaps too often lost sight of, only to produce interminable 
confusions and cross-purposes. We must grant the artist his subject, his idea, 
his donnee: 6 our criticism is applied only to what he makes of it. Naturally I 
do not mean that we are bound to I'ike it or find it interesting: in case we do 
not our course is perfectly simple-to let it alone. We may believe that of a 
certain idea even the most sincere novelist can make nothing at all, and the 
event may perfectly justify our belief; but the failure will have been a failure 
to execute, and it is in the execution that the fatal weakness is recorded. If 
we pretend to respect the artist at all, we must allow him his freedom of 
choice, in the face, in particular cases, of innumerable presumptions t~t 
the choice will not fructify. Art derives a considerable part of its beneficial 
exercise from flying in the face of presumptions, and some of the most inter
e!:ting experiments of which it is capable are hidden in the bosom of common 
things. Gustave Flaubert has written a story about the devotion of a servant
girl to a parrot,7 and the production, highly finished as it is, cannot on the 
whole be called a success. We are perfectly free to find it flat, but I think it 
might have been interesting; and I, for my part, am extremely glad he should 
have written it; it is a contribution to our knowledge of what can be done-or 
what cannot. Ivan Turgenieff has written a tale about a deaf and dumb serf 
and a lap-dog,H and the thing is touching, loving, a little masterpiece. He 

~. The Blithedale .Romance (1852), by Nathaniel 
Hnwthorne (1804-1864). The AlTIcric:an writer's 
cic:"I:1rCSL 5tatement ot" the distinctioll he StlW 
h<~tween nuvel and romance appears in his prefuce 
to The Hmk,e vf Seve .. Gable .• (I H51). 

6. That which i. given, starting point (French). 
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struck the note of life where Gustave Flaubert missed it-he-flew in the face 
of a presumption and achieved a victory. 

Nothing, of course; wilL'ever take the ,place of the good old fashion of 
"liking" a work of art or·hot'liking it:· the most· improved . criticism 'will not 
abolish that primitive; that ultimate test .• mention this to guard myself from 
the accusation of intimating that.the idea"the subject~ of a.novel or a picture, 
does not mattel'. It matters, tomyserise, inthe·highest dewee, and if Irriight 
put up a prayer it would be that artists should select nohebut the richest. 
Some, as I have already hastened· to ,admit; ·are. much'more"remunerative 
than others, and ·it, would 'be a world happily arranged in' which petsons 
intending to treat them "should' be exempt from confusibns and mistakes. 
This fortunate condition Will arrive only; I fear,oil the same day that critics 
become purged from error. Meanwhile, ,I repeat,we do not judge the artist 
with fairness unless we say to him, "Qh, I grant you.-:your·starting-point, 
because if I did not I should seem to prescribe to you, arid heaven forbid. I 
should take that responsibility. If I. pretend to· tell you what you must not 
take; you will call upon me to tell you then what you must take; in which 
case I shall be prettily caught .. 'Moreover, it isn't till I' have accepted your 
data that I can begin to measure you. I have the standard, the pitch; I have 
no right to tamper with your flute and then criticise your music. Of course 
I may not care for your idea at all; I may think .it silly, or stale, o~unclean; 
in which case I wash my hands of you altogether. I may content myself with 
believing that you will not have succeeded in being interesting, but I shall, 
of course, not attempt to demonsttate it; and yhu will he as ·indifferent to me 
as I am to you. I needn't remind you that there ,are aILs9rtsof;tilstes: who 
can know it hettel''? Some people; for excellent reasons, don't . like to read 
about carpenters; others, for reasons even better, don't. like to read about 
courtesans. Many·bbject to Americans. Others (l believe they are . mainly 
editors. and publishers) won't look at Italians. Some readers don't like quiet 
subjects; others don't like bustling ones. Some enjoy a ·complete illusion, 
others. the consciousness of . large concessions. They choose their novels 
accordingly, imd if they don't care about your idea they.won't, afort-iori~care 
'about your' treatment." . 

. So that it comes back very quickly; 'as I have said, to the liking: in 'spiteof 
M:Zola,9 who reasons less powerfully than he represents,.and who will not 
reconcile himself to, this absoluteness of taste, thinking that there are certain 
things that people ought to like, and that they can. be made to like. I am 
quite at a loss to imagine ailything (at any rate in this matter of fic~ion) that 
people ought to like or to dislike. Selection will be sure 'to take care 'ofitself, 
for it has a constant motive behind, it. That motive 'is' simply experience. As 
people feel life, so they will feel the art that isrriost closely related to'it. This 
closeness of relation is what we should· never forget in- talking 'of the effort 
of the novel. Many people speak offt as a factitious, artificial form,.'B' product 
'of ingenuity, the business of which is to alter and arrange the things that 
surround us; to translate them into cODventional, traditional moulds. This, 
however, is a view of the matter which carries us but a very short way, con
demns the. art to an eternal rep.etition of a few familiar cliches, cuts .short its 

9, ~mile Zola (1840-1902), French novelist, critic. and theorist of the naturalist movement In literature, 
James finds Zola's theory le.s Impressive than his practice, 
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development, and leads us straight up to a dead wall. Catching the very note 
and trick, the strange irregular rhythm of life, that is the attempt whose 
strenuous force·keeps Fiction upon her feet:."n proportion as in what she 
offers us we see life without rearrangement do we feel that we are touching 
the truth; in proportion as we see it- with rearrangement do we feel that we 
are being put off with a substitute, a compromise and convention. It is not 
uncommon to hear an extraordinary assurance of remark in regard to this 
matter of rearranging, which is often' spoken' of as if it were the last word of 
art. Mr. Besant seems to me in danger of falling into the great error with his 
rather unguarded talk about "selection." Art is essentially selection; but it is 
a selection whose main care is to be typical, to be.inclusive. For many people 
art means rose-coloured window-panes, and selection means picking a bou
quet for Mrs. Grundy.' They will tell 'you glibly that artistic considerations 
have nothing to do with the disagreeahle, with the ugly; they will rattle off 
shallow commonplaces about th~ prOvince of art and the limits of art till you 
are moved to some wonder in return as to the' province and· the .limits of 
ignorance. It appears to me that no one can· ever have made a .seriously 
artistic attempt without becoming conscious of an immense ·increase-a kind 
of revelation~f freedom. One perceives in, that case-by the light of a 
heavenly ray ... ,'-that the province of art is all life,· all feeling, all observation, 
all vision. As Mr. Besant so justly intimates I Wis all experience. That is a 
sufficient answer to those who maintabtthat:itmust not tOlu:ihthe sad things 
of Iife,·who stick into its;divine uncori~cious bosom.little ptohibitotyirl'scrfp
tions on the end of.sticks, such as we see'in public gardens-'-"It is forbidden 
to walk on the grass; it is forbidden to touch the· flowers; it is- not allowed! to 
introduce .dogs or to remain after dark; it is requested to keep to the tight." 
The young aspirant in the line of fiction whom we continue to imagineiwill 
do nothing ·without· tasfe, for in that cas~ his freedom ,would be of little Use 
to him; but the first advantage of his taste will be to reveal to him the absur
dity of the little sticks and tickets. If he have talltej.I kttust add. of cOUrse he 
will have,ingenuity, and my disrespectful reference to that qualityjust now 
was not meant to imply that it is useless in fiction. But it is ortlya secondary 
aid; the first is" a capacity for receiving straight impressioIis. . 

Mr. Besant has some remarks on the question of "the story" which I shall 
not attempt to criticise, though they' seem to me' to ,contain a singular arrll&i:
guity, becliuse I do not think I understand thein. I cahnot see what is meant 
by talking as if there were a part of a novel which is the story and part of it 
which for 'mystical reasons is not-unless indeed the distinction be made in 
a sense in which it is difficult to suppose that anyone should attempt to 
convey anything. "The story," if it represents anything; reI'resents the sub
ject, the idea, the donn~e of the novel; and there is surely no "school"...:..-Mr. 
Besant speaks of a school-which urges that a novel should be all treatment 
and no subject. There must assuredly be something to treat; every school is 
intimately conscious of that. This sense of the storyheing the. idea, the start
ing-point, of th~ r'Jovel, is the only one that I see in which it can be spokeh 
of as something different from its organic. whole; and since in 'proportion as 
the work is successful the idea permeates and penetrates it, informs 'and 

I. The unseen a'tblte~ of taste and moral. in the play Sp""d Ihe Plough' (1798); by Thomas Morton; a 
symbol of moral rigidity. . 
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animates it, so that every word and every punctuation-point contribute 
directly to the expression, in that proportion do we lose our sense of the story 
being a blade which may be drawn mor~ or less out of its sheath. The story 
and the novel, the idea and the form, are the needle and thread, and I never 
heard of a guild of tailors who recommendep' the use of the thread without 
the needle, or the needle without the thread. Mr. Besant is not the only critic 
who may be observed to have spoken as if there were certain things in life 
which constitute stories, and certain others which, do not. I find the same 
odd implication in an entertaining article2 in the Pall Mall Gazette, devoted, 
as it happens, to Mr. Besant's lecture. "The story is the thing!" says this 
graceful writer, as if with a tone of opposiJion to some other idea. I should 
think it was, as every painter who, as the' t~me for "sending in" his picture3 

looms in the distance, finds himself still'in' quest of a subject-as every 
belated artist not fixed about his theme will hear~ily agree. There are some 
subjects which speak to us and others which do not, but he would be a clever 
ma~ who should undertake to give a rule---:an index expurgatorius4-by 
which the story and the no-story should be knoWn apart. It is impossible (to 
me at least) to imagine any such rule which s4all not be altogether arbitrary. 
The writer in the Pall Mall opp~ses the delightful (as I, suppose) novel of 
Margot la Balafree to certain t~les in which "Bostonian nYmphs" appear to 
have "rejected English dukes' for psychological reasons.'" I, am not 
acquainted with the romance just designated, and can scarcely forgive the 
Pall Mall critic for not mentioning the name of the author, but the title 
appears, to refer to a lady who may have received a scar in some heroic 
adventure; I am inconsolable at not being acquainted with this episode, but 
am utterly at a loss to see why it is a story when the rejection (or acceptance) 
of a duke is not, and why a reason, psychological or other, is not a subject 
when a cicatrix is. They are all pa~ticles of the multitudinous life with which 
the novel deals, and surely no dogma which pretends to make it lawful to 
touch the one and unlawful to touch the other will stand for a moment on 
its feet. It is the special picture that must stand or fall, according as it seem 
to possess truth or to lack it. Mr. Besant does not, to $y sense, light up the 
subject by intimating that a story must, under penalty of not being a story, 
consist of "adventures." Why of adventures more than of green spectacles?6 
He mentions a category of impossible things, and among them he places 
"fiction without adventure." Why without adventure, mote than without mat
rimony, or celibacy, or parturition, or cholera, or hydropathy, or Jansenism?7 
This seems to me to bring the novel back to the haplesS little role of being 
an artificial, ingenious thing-,-bring it down from its large, free character of 
an immense and exquisite correspondence with life. And what is adventure, 
when it comes to that, and by what sign is the listening pupil to recognise 
it? It is an adventure-an immense one-for me to write this little article; 

2, "The Art of Fiction," Pall Mall Gazette, April 
30, 1884, by the Scottish critic and journalist 
Andrew Lang. 
3. That is, the time he sends it off to an exhibit at 
the Royal Academy. 
4. Rule for justifying Oames', Latin coinage). 
5. In James'. International Episode (\879) (the 
writer may IIlso have had In mind The PortMit of 
Lady, 1881). Margot: Margot the Scarred WotftlIn 
(1884), by the French romantic novelist Fortun/! 

du Boisgobey. 
6" An allusion to an epl.ode In Oliver Goldsml,th's 
Vicar of Wakefield (J 766), in which a son sperld. 
the money fralT!' the sale of the family colt on 'a 
gross of green spectacle.. ' 
7. A Roman Catholic religiou. movement, con· 
demned as heresy, that emphasized predestination 
and the Importan(:~'i>f personal holiness; it gre~ 
out of the writings 'of the Dutch theologian Cor
neli. Jansen (1565-1638). 
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and for a Bostonian nymph to reject an English duke is an adventure only 
less stirring, I should say, than for an English duke to be rejected by a Bos
tonian nymph. I see dramas within dramas in that, and innumerable points 
of view. A psychological reason is, to my imagination, an object adorably 
pictorial; to catch the tint of its complexion-I feel as if that idea might 
inspire one to TitianesqueA efforts. There are few things more exciting to me, 
in short, than a psychological reason, and yet, I protest, the novel seems to 
me the most magnificent form of art. I have just been reading, at the same 
time, the delightful story of Treasure Island, by Mr. Robert Louis Stevenson 
and, in a manner less consecutive, the last tale from M. Edmond de Gon
court, which is entitled Cherie. 9 One of these ~orks treats of murders, mys
teries, islands of dreadful renown, hairbreadth escapes, miraculous 
coincidences and buried doubloons. The other treats of a little French girl 
who lived in a fine house in Paris, and died of wounded sensibility because 
no one would marry her. I call Treasure Island delightful, because it appears 
to me to have succeeded wonderfully in what it attempts; and I venture to 
hestow no epithet upon Cherie, which strikes me as having failed deplorably 
in what it attempts-that is in tracing the development of the moral con
sciousness of a child. But one of these productions strikes me as exactly as 
much of a novel as the other, and as having a "story" quite as much. The 
moral consciousness of a child is as much a part of life as the islands of the 
Spanish Main, and the one sort of geography seems to me to have those 
"surprises" of which Mr. Besant speaks quite as much as th~ other. For 
myself (since it comes back in the last resort, as I say, to the preference of 
the individual), the picture of the child's experience has the advantage that 
I can at successive steps (an immense luxury, near to the "sensual pleasure" 
of which Mr. Besant's critic in the Pall Mall speaks) say Yes or No, as it may 
be, to what the artist puts before me. I have been a child in fact, but I have 
heen on a quest for a buried treasure only in supposition, and it is a simple 
accident that with M. de Goncourt I should have for the most part to say 
No. With George Eliot, I when she painted that country with a far other 
intelligence, I always said Yes. . 

The most interesting part of Mr. Besant's lecture is unfortunately the brief
est passage-his very cursory allusion to the "conscious moral purpose" of 
the novel. Here again it is not very clear whether he be recording a factpr 
laying down a principle; it is a great pity that in the latter case he should not 
have developed his idea. This branch of the subject is of immense impor
tance, and Mr. Besant's few words point to considerations of the widest 
reach, not to be lightly disposed of. He will have treated the art of fiction 
hut superficially who is not prepared to go every inch of the way that these 
considerations will carry him. It is for this reason that at the beginning of 
these remarks I was careful to notify the reader that my reflections on so 
large a theme have no pretension to be exhaustive. Like Mr. Besant, I have 
left the question of the morality of the novel till the last, and at the last I 
find I have used up my space. It is a question surrounded with difficulties, 

B. ThO:.ll is, characteristic of the Venetian l:Jainter 
Titian (Tiziano Vecellio, ca. 1488-1576), espe
(:iHlly famous for his use of coloI'. 
'I. A psychological study of a younll wontan 
(1884), by Goncourt (1822-1896). Treasure 
1.1"",1, by Stevenson (1850-1894), was published 

in 1883. 
I. English novelist (1819-1880). George Eliot 
depicted Uthat country" of a child's consciousness 
in The Mill ,no the Floss (1860) and Silas Marner 
(1861). 
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as·witness the very first· that meets us, in the, form of a definite question, on 
the: threshold •. ,vagueness,'. in, such a discussioh, is fatal. ,an6.what. is the 
;meaning 'of your morality and .your conscious, moral purpose? Will you: not 
'pefine your terms and explain hovv (a novel being a picture) a ·picture can be 
~ither moral ot immotal?-You.wish to paint a moral picture or.ca~ea moral 
,statue: will you not tell us how you would set about it? We are disE:ussing 
,therArt,·of Fiction; questions of art are questions (in the,widest sense) of 
!R6cutibn;·questions of morality are quite another affair, and will you not let 
IIIls"see- how iUs that you find it so easy ,to mix them up? 'These things are so 
~leat to Mr. Besant that he: has deduced from them a law which he sees 
olllbodiedin English Fiction, and which is "a truly admirable thing and a 
we~t-cause for·congratulation." It is a great cause for congratulation indeed 
NMhen.such thorny problems become as smooth as silk.. I:may add that ,in so 
{aI18s-Mr.Besant perceives that in point. of fact English Fiction has b.ddress'ed 
:itself-preponderantly to these delicate questions he will appear to many peo
.,le,to.have'made a vain discovery. They Will have been positively struck, on 
-thh,-odntrary;'with the inoral timidity of the usual English novelist; ·with his 
{c!I1uNith her) :av'ersion to face the1 difficulties. with which on every side the 
tlieatment of reality bristles; 'HE! is apt itO be 'E!Xtremely shy (whereas the pic
~ ~hat Mr. Besant draws is a picture of boldness). and the sign of his work, 
' •. :thelmost part,is ,8 cautious silence on certain subjects. In the English 
M_'1W (by,which.of course I mean the American as well),:more than in any 
'1,I'$en;-;there· is a-traditional difference between that which people know and 
".)whiCh-they;agree to admit that they know; that'which they seeahd that 
..t.hictJ,jthey speak of; that which they feel to ,be a part· of life and that which 
~}'l!IIIJI~w to enter· into literature. There is the .great difference, in' short, 
'iuttween what they talk of in conversation and whauhey talk of In print, The 
"ence,df moral energy is to' survey the,whole.field, and I should directly. 
:~lise Mr. Besant's-remar~and say not .that the English novel has a purpose, 
t~tthaLi~ has a aiffidence.,Tbwhat degree a purpostdna work,of att is a 
:~e of corruption I .shallrtot' attempt to inquire; the 'o'ne that seems to me 
:,~ptdangerous is the purpose of making a perfecliwork. As for our novel, I 
i;lt4~e¥~a~tlyon this 'score that as we find it in Engl~nd to-day it strikes me 
;,\;,'i!.ddr~ssed ina.Jarge degree to "young people," and that this in itself con
,-lfltutils',IM'ilesumption . .that 'it will be rather. shy,· There are ,certain things 
:~jbhJittis generally agreed, not to. discuss; not even to mention, before young 
i7~J'le.·Th8t is.very well. but the.absence'6f discussion is nota symptom:of 
~_imor8~ passion. The purpose of the' English novel-"a truly.admirable 
'·'lIhilll81.itnd::8 great cause for coi1gratLilation".,-strikes me therefore as rather 
.~hti1Vel:. . : 
lwtlbere;i~;one point at which the moral sense and the artistic sense lie very 
4!i.'c'1a..,togethe~ that is in the ilight of the very obvious truth thatthe.deepest 
iltuality. bf:a work of. art will always be the quality of the mind of the· producer. 
td.ploportion as that intelligence is fine will the novel, the picture) the statue 
i~~~~'Hti.·~.the,.subs~a~ce of beauty; and truth. To be constituted o.f such 
41ements IS, to my VISion, to have purpose enough. No good novel WIll ever 
$~~~t~Jrorn a superficial, l11ind; that seems to me !lnaxio~ which, for the 
.. r.tllitqn.-fiction, will cover,all needful moral ground: if the youthful aspirant 
~~"iH'6 heart' it will illuminate for him'many of the mysteries of "p~rpose,1I 
~~re are many other useful things that might be said to him, but I have 
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come to the end of my article, and can only touch them as I pass. The critic 
in the Pall Mall Gazette, whom I have already quoted j draws attention to the 
danger, in speaking of the art of fiction, of generalising. The danger that he 
has in mind is rather, I imagine, that of particularising, for there are some 
comprehensiv~ remarks which, in addition to those embodied in Mr. Besant's 
suggestive lee:ture, might Wi.thout fear of misleading hfJl1 be addressed to the 
ingenuous student. 1 should remind him first of the magnificenc,e o(the form 
that is open to him, which offers to sight so few restrictions and such innu
merable oppol;'tunities. The other arts; in comparison,appear confined and 
hampered; the various conditions under. which they are exercised are s'o rigid 
and definite. But the only condition that I can think of attaching to the 
composition of the novel is, as I have already ~aid, that it besinc~re. This 
freedom is a splendid privilege, and the first lesson'of the yoting ri'ovelisi is 
to learn to be worthY'of it. "Enjoy it as it deserv~s;" i should say to him; "take 
possession of it, explore it to its utmost extent, publish it, rejoice in it. All 
life belongs to y~u, and do not listen eitheito'those 'who would shut you up 
into corners of it and tell you ,that it is only here, and there thai art inhabits, 
or to thQ$e who w~)Uld persuade,YQu that th.s heav,enly; messenger wings her 
way outside of life altogether,. breathing a sup~rfine, air; and turning away 
her head from the truth of things. There is no i~pressionof life, nb manner 
of seeing it and feeling it, to which the plan of the novelitlt may not ·offer a 
place; you have only to remember that talents sO dissimilar(ls; those of Alex
andre Dumas and Jane Austen,l CharleS 'DH:kerls and Gustave FUubert have 
workEid in this field with equal gIm'f! Do not thl,nk~oo 'hluch abti~toptimistn 
and pessimism; try ~nd catch the colourdf life··it~elf. Itl France 'fb-daywe 
see a prodigious effort (that of EmUe Zota, to whos~'soh4 Arid serious w<;>rk 
no explorer of the capacity of tlie novel can allude W,ithout respect), we see 
an extraordi~fu.y'.ef£~rt .vitia~ed by a spirit ofpessimi$m on· a narrow basis. 
M. Zola iii magnificent, but he strikes .aQEnglish reader as jgnorant; he has 
an air ofcworking.in the dark; if he had as,Iiluch lisbt as energy, his results 
would be of the highest value, As for the aberrations of. a shallow 'optimism, 
the ground (of English fiction esp~cially) is strewn with their brittle particles 
as with broken glass. If you must indulge iricondusions, lei: them have .the 
taste of a wide knowledge. Remember that your first duty is to be'ils complete 
as possible-to make as perfect Ii work: Be generous and delicate arid p.J¥,sue 
the prize." . . . ' i' c· 

1884, 1888 

2. English novelist (1775-1817). Dumas (1802-' 1870), French dralnaUst and novelist whose wlirks i'nt:hide 
The Three Musketeers (1844). . '. ,. , 
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I FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE 
1844-1900 

Friedrich Nietzsche is the wild man, the self-procfaimed anti-Christ, of Western 
thought. A brilliant polemicist, he champions energy over reason and art over scierice 
while contemptuous of the quiet, "timid" virtues of domesticity, democracy, and 
peace. His extravagances not only remind us of modernism's persistent desire to shock 
the staid middle classes but also recall the mariy twentieth-century figures-from 
W. B. Yeats and Ezra Pound to MARTIN HEIDEGGER and PAUL DE MAN-whose genius 
is inextricably mixed with dubious political views. But Nietzsche, an inveterate foe of 
Christianity and of Platonic philosophy, is absolutely centra~ to"modern and post
modern attempts to rethink the Western tradition's most fundamental assumptions. 

Nietzsche was born in R6cken, a small village in Prussian Saxony. He was the 
son and grandson (on both sides of the family) of Lu'theran rrtinisters. His father 
died when he was four and his younger brother died the next year, leaVing him the 
only male in a household with five women. Nietzsche's subsequent infatuaticms with 
the work of German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (I78~:-1860) and with the 
work, theories, and wife of German composer Richard Wagner, followed by his 
equally violent rejections of the two men, are sometimes explained in terms of "sur~ 
rogate father figures" and Oedipal rebellion. Certainly, Wagner and his wife Cosima 
dominated Nietzsche's life in the early 1870s. Having received his doctorate at the 
University of Leipzig, Nietzsche was appointed professor of philology at the Univer
sity of Basel in Switzerland in 1869. He met, Wagner and Cosima von Bolow in late 
1868, and his first book, The Birth of Tragedy (1872), combines a new theory of 
Greek tragedy with an extended argument that Wagner's work constitutes a German 
rebirth of that ancient form. By 1876, however, Nietzsche had broken completely 
with Wagner, repelled by Wagner's turn to Christianity and his increasing anti
Semitism, That same year, ill health forced Nietzsche to stop teaching. In 1879 he 
officially resigned his university post, receiving a sinall disability pension. He spent 
the next ten years writing the books that present his ambitious attempt to overthrow 
Christianity and post-Socratic philosophy through a radical "revaluation of ali val
ues." The last ten years of Nietzsche's life were lost to incoherent madness. After a 
mental breakdown in 1889, he returned to R6cken to live with his mother; when 
she died, in 1897, he came under the care of his sister Elisabeth, which continued 
until his death. , 

Even before Nietzsche's death, his sister wrote a biography to publicize his work, 
and she published her own editions of his writings. She stressed'those elements that 
accorded with her own anti-Semitic and pro-Aryan views and is often blamed for the 
Nazis' later appropriation of Nietzsche as a philosopher sympathetic to their policies. 
But blaming his sister does not absolve Nietzsche. Some aspects of his thought chime 
with National Socialism, while others contradict it. Those who read and interpret 
Nietzsche's challenging work must grapple with his relation to the Nazis, just as they 
must take into account his tremendous influence on modernism, existentialism, and 
poststructuralism. 

Our first selection, the essay "On Truth and Lying in a Non-Moral Sense" (written 
1873), was not published during Nietzsche's lifetime. It articulates a number of Nietz
sche's major themes and became a favorite reference point for poststructuralists such 
as JACQUES DERRIDA and Paul de Man during the 1970s. Nietzsche's target here is 
nothing less than the epistemological foundations of Western philosophy. From 
PLATO on, Western philosophy has been committed (with a few exceptions) to ascer
taining the fixed and solid truth that exists independently of human minds. Nietzsche 
simply denies that we can ever know anything except through the lens of human 
perception. We cannot put that lens aside in order to judge which' perceptions accu~ 
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rately portray the world and which do not. Given this impossibility, why are humans 
committed to the search for "truth"? Because, Nietzsche answers, truth is a useful 
illusion, one that serves a fundamental drive to survive. Truth is a comfortable lie; it 
suggest that "the world [is] something which is similar in kind to humanity," and it 
boosts self-confidence, the untroubled conviction of being right. While Nietzsche is 
scornful of this smug "anthropomorphism," he does underline its utility. 

The essay's account of language's role In human cognition has been especially 
influential among literary theorists. Nietzsche accepts that the outer world impinges 
on the human perceiver, but we translate that experience into human terms by nam
ing it. This "first metaphor" introduces an unbridge~ble gap, which leads Nietzsche 
to conclude that "subject and object" are "absolutely different spheres." Nor do the 
nonrepresentational additions ("supplements") supplied by language stop there. We 
also use the same name to designate separate experiences of nerve stimulation. We 
call today's "lear' by the same word used to label yesterday's. This substitution of one 
"concept" in the place of multiple experiences is the "second metaphor" that Nietz
sche identifies-and his account of how concepts erase awareness of differences 
would later echo throughout poststructuralism. "Every concept," he writes, "comes 
into being by making equivalent that which is non-equivalentl,] ... by forgetting 
those features which differentiate one thing from another." 

Once Nietzsche pulls the veil of illusion from our eyes and shows that truth is a 
"mobile army of metaphors, metonymies, anthropomorphisms," what next? One pos
sihle response is stoicism, described in the essay's last paragraph. Alone in an alien 
world, humans could just endure, preserving a "dignified equilibrium" in the face of 
everything to which life subjects them. More extreme is the "nihilistic" denial of this 
world as "fallen" or "evil," a position that Nietzsche associates with Christianity. 
Against stoicism and nihilism, Nietzsche calls on humans to forcefully and joyfully 
step into the vacuum created by the death of truth, of God, and of the other meta
physical guarantees on which the West has traditionally relied. We must learn not 
just to accept but to proudly affirm that "humanity" is a "mighty architectural genius 
who succeeds in erecting the infinitely complicated cathedral of concepts on moving 
foundations, or even, one might say, on flowing water." Nietzsche celebrates the 
creativity and the will that builds a world for humans to inhabit-and he takes the 
artist as his prime example of an individual responding joyfully to the challenge of 
shedding the illusion of truth. 

Our selections from The Birth of Tragedy (I872) show how Nietzsche returns' to 
Greek thought before Plato to discover the artistic form and worldview that he prefers 
to the Platonic and Christian traditions. (MATIHEW ARNOLD in the nineteenth century 
and MARTIN HElD EGGER and Erich Auerbach in the twentieth also return to the..nre
Socratic Greeks for principles to counter modernity.) Nietzsche's mantra in this text 
is that "only as an aesthetic phenomenon do existence and the world appear justified." 
This formula draws on the root meaning of aesthetic as "pertaining to sense percep
tion." Nietzsche says that life is worthwhile only if we experience strong feelings or 
sensations. As WALTER PATER, who was writing at almost exactly the same time, would 
put it, the quality and intensity of our sensations indicates the quality of our lives. 
And for Nietzsche, as for Pater, the step from the "aesthetic" as sensation to the 
"aesthetic" as art is a short one. Art is the realm of heightened sensation. But whereas 
Pater stresses the experience of the spectator, Nietzsche focuses on the exuberant joy 
felt by the artist/creator in the struggle to bend recalcitrant materials to his or her 
will. 

Nietzsche thus appears to promote heroic individualism and transcendent genius. 
He has often been read this way, not least by countless modernist artists, who also 
responded to his diatribes against the conformist "herds" that try to curb the strong, 
amoral artist. Much in Nietzsche celebrates the "wiIl",of the "overman" (superman) 
and denigrates everything (from conventional morality to democracy) that would 
makl' the genius answerable to any authority outside of his self. '~His" is used advis-
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edly-Nietzsche often contrasts· ·this· individual's manly strength to the effeminate 
weakness of lesser souls. . 
,; .Yet to read Nietzsche as' a philosopher of heroic' individualism is.to miss much. 
8dth our texts show that human suffering figures largely in Nietzsche's thoughtl the 
illdiVidual is sUbjected.toa world that precedes and ls·more powerful than .the self. 
Greek tragedy,. in Nietzsche's' viewj' grahts us· agUmpse of a ,"primordial unity" that 
pYedat~s individuation (which Nietzsche 'associates'with comedy}. He takes seriously 
th.~,daim that Greek tragedy originated in choral songs performed at'a"festival of 
t)i$nySus and that Aeschylus introduced the, first individualized characters. " '. 
:.>dSuch individuation, Nietzsche argues in The Bif'th of Tragedy, ·is necessary for artill" 
tid'exPression, artistic form. (In hill-Iater work, he often claims that "the subject~'ls Ii 
gi:limmatical form that we consistendy mistake· for a metaphysical entity.) The chaos 
of Dionysian ·nondifferentiation {intimated' by music) dm ·be rendered intelligible or 
expressible only by' the ·"calm" Apollonian "semblance'~. (conveyed by words and 
images). But the glory of·Greek tragedy is that it does not takeApollonian'semblance 
for truth-or; at least, not for the entire truth. Prometheuil becomes Nietzsche's 
primary example of the need to establish an existence apart from the primordial tinity. 
8ut Prometheus "must imffer for the fact·of [his] individuation." Arid Nietzsche insistS 
thilt it Is the sufferings of Dionysus himself, whose repeated Heaths and rebirths enact 
the "end ·of iridividtiation," that are represented in every tragedy.> ;I'he .... primslcontra
diction hidden within. the things ofithis world" Is that while ,humans' can experience 
energy,'will; and sensation onlyasindividuhls; the'process of Individuation separates 
lhem from the· universe. Thus suffering Is ·inevitable; the essence .of the tragi(j,View 
isrlo"affirm that suffering, to glory in the active wrongdoin~ bywhich·the hero offends 
tl:t~ way thirigs are, and to say, as Nietzsche hnagines Aeschylus'saying: "All that exists 
tfjtist and unjust and is equally justified in both respects;~' 
·dfragedy can exist only so long as werecogriize, .accept,and affirm theirresolvabIe 
eontradiction between our hdpesand how the world is. Once we believe that;suffering 
ISlnot Ihevitahlej·tragedy:diesl we begin to ddmand justice from -our gods, and life is 
justified not as an aesthetic phenomenon ,but rather because'justice Is finally done. 
hi' the 'comic ending, the good are. rewarded, the bad punished, and human desires 
arid .worldly facts ate aligne~. In, T'h.s Blf'th of Tragedy, Nietzsche :}Jlllmes Euripides 
~nd Socrates fot the death.ohhe tragic'worldview in ancient Athenian ·society. EUrip
ides effects a reconciliation with the gods in many of his plays, thuil aSlluring the 
8udiencethit··all-cait be made'· righHn this world, Socrates; and· then P1atd, suggests 
thlltr~ason can lead humans to ascertain the truths.of the universe to which they 
Ean conform . 
. " Later in his career Nietzsche attacked Christianity for its essentially comic vision. 
We get hints of that critique here when he contrasts the. Semitichotlon of "sin" to 
the Aryan notion of ·"wrongdoing." This passage, with its oppositions of Aryan and 
Semite, masculine and feminine;' highlights problematic features in Nietzsche's work 
(as does his lyriC call for a rebirth of the German spirit). We admire the tragic hero, 
who often (as in Oedipus's case) could not have avoided wrongdoing. But the .notion 
of!'sin" indicates both that one is free toad and that acting differently would have 
been,better; would (it is strongly implied) not have led to suffering. Nietzsche urges 
us:to have the strength to love life even though suffering ·is ·inevitable. Indeed; he 
suggests that we are most alive when we suffer, because that ls;when;we are feeling 
most intehsely~The murdered and resurrected god whose myth embodies this wotId-
view is the tragic Dionysus, not the comic Christ.. . 
. This mixture of nobility and,.masochism, of rebellion (against Plat() and Christi

anity) and, submission (to Dionysus), proved heady stuff to many modernists'. Of 
course, other factors-ranging ftom SIGMUND FREUD's use of the Oedipal myth to 
the slaughter of a generation'iri World War I-also shaped the' modernist fascination 
Mth tragedy and pre-St>cratic· Greece. But Nietzsche is central to attempts dUring.the· 
twentieth century to find imaginative and historical alternatives to both the Christian 
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worldview and to the ·narrative of Western progress and enlightenmept-. That such 
attempts caitie from both the political left and the right indicates the 'coniple;dty of 
the Western heritage and of Nietzsche's' engagement· with it. 

For the modernillts' of the early twentieth century," Nietzsche wa:[loften more an 
attitude, a stance, thana philosopher. A few powerful. phrases-'!the death. of God," 
~'overman," "will to powet," "herd morality," and "beyond good and evil"-,""suggested 
his blasphemous demystification of progressive, "enlightened" values. Nietzsche's aes
theticism, his' disdain of reason, and his lyrical style led. many readers to see his- work 
as existing somewhere between poetry ~d philosophy. But his work received much 
more e7Ctehsive scholarly and philosophical analysis in the second half of the century. 
His critiques of truth, of-substance, and'of the self, along with his accounts of lan
guage and. the formation of moral codes, have all been taken e7Ctremely seriously, 
despite their summary dismissal by some intellectuals. Perhaps debates about Nietz
sche's politics have been especially fierce because his - views have often been 
adopted-and not just by poststructuralists. 

For literary critics, Nietzsche's methods may be as' important as any view he ·holds. 
Famously deScribed by the French philosopher. Paul Ricoeur as, in complmy with 
KARL MARX and· Freud, a founder of the "hermeneutics· of suspicion," Nietzsche 
teaches us not to take any pronouncement at face va:iue. If we want to understand 
the meaning of a term, we must discover Its .. genealogy" ........ the way the term has been 
deployed in. specific circumstances to achieve specific 'results. (MICHEL FOUCAULT 
later e7Cplicitly adopted this Nietzschean method In his studies of the prison and of 
se7Cualfty.) From the pe'rspecti\re bf Nietzscheangenelilogy"terms are tools and weap
ons in the continual struggles and conflicts that characterize human interactions With 
the world and with each other. Niet7..5che's own effort to alter OUr understanding of 
tragedy is concerned le'ss with determining the "truth" of-tragedy than with revising 
the dominant worldviews that his readers have Inherited from Christianity and West
ern philosophy. The success of that attempt stands apart from whatever virtues his 
genealogical method possesses-but those to whom the .method appeals have usually 
been sympathetic to the llJessage. 
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Ort Truth and Lying in a Non-Moral S~nsel 

1 

In some remote corner of the universe, flickering in the l.ghtof the count
less solar systems into which it had been .poured, there was once a planet 
on which clever animals invented cognition. It was the most arrogant and 
most mendacious minute in the 'history of the world'; but a minute was all 
it was. After nature had drawn just a few more breaths the planet froze and 
the clever animals had to die. Someone could invent a fable like this and 
yet they would still not have given a satisfactory illustration of just how 
pitiful, how insubstantial and transitory, how purposeless and arbitrary the 
human intellect looks within nature; there were eternities during which it 
did not exist; and when it has disappeared again, nothing will have hap
pened. For this intellect has no further mission that might extend beyond 
the bounds of human life. Rather, the intellect is human, and only its own 
possessor and progenitor. regards it with such pathos, as if it housed the 
axis around which the entire world revolved. But if we could communicate 
with a midge we would hear that it too floats through the air with the very 
same pathos, feeling that it too contains within itself the flying centre of 
this world. There is nothing in nature so despicable and mean that would 
not immediately swell up like a balloon from just one little puff of that 
force of cognition; and just as every bearer of burdens wants to be admired, 

J. Translated by Ronald Speirs. Except as Indicated, all notes are the translator's. 
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50 the proudest man of all, the philosopher, wants to see, on all sides, the 
eyes of the universe trained, as through telescopes, on his thoughts and 
deeds. 

It is odd that the intellect can produce this effect, since it is nothing other 
than an aid supplied to the most unfortunate, most delicate and most tran
sient of beings so as to detain them for a minute within existence; otherwise, 
without this supplement, they would have every reason to flee existence as 
quickly as did Lessing's infant son. 2 The arrogance inherent in cognition 
and feeling casts a blinding fog over the eyes and senses of human beings, 
and because it contains within itself the most flattering evaluation of cog
nition it deceives them about the value of existence. Its most general effect 
is deception-but each of its separate effects also has something of the same 
character. 

As a means for the preservation of the individual, the intellect shows its 
greatest strengths in dissimulation, since this is the means to preserve those 
weaker, less robust individuals who, by nature, are denied horns or the sharp 
fangs of a beast of prey with which to wage the struggle for existence. This 
art of dissimulation reaches its peak in humankind, where deception, flattery, 
lying and cheating, speaking behind the backs of others, keeping up appear
ances,3 living in borrowed finery, wearing masks, the drapery of convention, 
play-acting for the benefit of others and oneself-in short, the constant flut
tering of human beings around the one flame of vanity is so much the rule 
and the law that there is virtually nothing which defies understanding so 
much as the fact that an honest and pure drive towards truth should ever 
have emerged in them. They are deeply immersed in illusions and dream
images; their eyes merely glide across the surface of things and see 'forms'; 
nowhere does their perception lead into truth; instead it is content to receive 
stimuli and, as it were, to play with its fingers on the back of things. What 
is more, human beings allow themselves to be lied to in dreams every night 
of their lives, without their moral sense ever seeking to prevent this happen
ing, whereas it is said that some people have even eliminated snoring by will
power. What do human beings really know about themselves? Are they even 
capable of perceivirig themselves in their entirety just once, stretched out 'as 
in an illuminated glass case? Does nature not remain silent about almost 
everything, even about our bodies, banishing and enclosing us withm -a 
proud, illusory consciousness, far away from the twists and turns of the bow
e1s, the rapid flow of the blood stream and the complicated tremblings of the 
nerve-fibres? Nature has thrown away the key, and woe betide fateful curi
osity should it ever succeed in peering through a crack in the chamber of 
consciousness, out and down into the depths, and thus gain an intimation 
of the fact that humanity, in the indifference of its ignorance, rests on the 
pitiless, the' greedy, the insatiable, the murderous-clinging in dreams, as it 
were, to the back of a tiger. Given this constellation, where on earth can the 
drive to truth possibly have come from? 

Insofar as the individual wishes to preserve himself in relation to other 

:>.. Lc .. lng'. first and only SO" dicd Immediately 
aft"r birth, followed s""n after by his mother. This 
dn'\Y from Lessing the comment: "Was It good 
"',,sc that they hod to pull him into the world with 
inm tongs, or that he noticed the filth 80 quickly? 
Was it not good sense that he took the first appor
lunily tu leave it aguin?" (LeLL(~r t.o Eschel1bl1r~1 10 

January 1718). [GOTI/OLl) IlPIlR .... IM LESSING 
(I129-I1tH), German dramatist and crltlc-edi
tor's note.} 
3. The verb Nietzsche uses Is repriL,entieren. This 
means keel,ing up a show in public, representing 
one'. family, country, or social group before the 
eyes of the world. 
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individuals, in the state of nature he mostly used his intellect' for conceal
inent and dissimulation; however, because. necessity and boredom also lead 
men to want to live in societies and herds, they need a peace treatyj'.and 
so they endeavour ,to eliminate from their world at least the ctudest forms 
of the bellum omnium contra omnes." In the wake. of this peace treaty, 
however, comes something which looks .like the first step towards the acqui
sition .of that mysterious drive for truth. 'For that which is. to count as 'truth' 
from this point onwards now becomes fixed, .i.e. away of desigiiatingthings 
is invented which has the same validity and force everywhere, and the leg
islation of language also produces the first laws of truth, for the contrast 
between truth and lying comes into existertcehere for the first time:. the 
liar uses. the valid tokens of designation-words-to make the unreal appear 
to be real; he says, for example, 'I am rich', whereas the correct deSignation 
for this condition would· be, precisely, 'poor'. He misuses the established 
conventions by arbitrarily switching or even inverting. the names for things. 
If he does this in a manner that. is selfish and otherwise harmful, society 
will no longer trust him and therefore exclude him from its ranks. Human 
beings do,not-,so much-flee from being tricked as from being harined by 
being tricked. Even. on this level they do riot hate deception but. rather the 
damaging, inimical consequences of certain species of deception. Truth, 
too, is only desh:'ed by human beings in a similarly limited sense. They desire 
the pleasant, life-preserving consequences of truth; they are indifferent .to 
pure knowledge if it has' no .consequences,. but they are actually,hostile 
towards truths which maybe harmful and destructive. 'And, besides,. what 
is :the status of· those, conventions of . language? . Are they perhaps products 
of knowledge; of the sense of truth? Is there a perfect match. between things 
and their deSignations? Is language the full and adequate expression of all 
realities? 

. Only through forgetfulness could human beings ever entertain the illusion 
thauhey·possess 'truth to:the·degree described above. If they will not content 
themselves with.truth·in the· form of tautology, i.e. with empty husks,they 
will for· ever eXchange illusions for'ttuth. What is a word? The copy of a 
nervous stimulation in·sounds. To infer from the fact of the nervous stimu
lation. that there exists a cause outside us is already. the result of applying 
the principle of sufficient reason wrongly. If truth alone had been decisive 
in· the genesis of language, if t.he viewpoint of certainty had been .decisive in 
'~reating -designations, how could we possibly be permitted to say,'The stone 
~i,hard', as if 'hard' were something known to us in some·other way, and not 
merely as an entirely subjective stimulus? We divide things up by gender; 
describing a tree as masculine and a plant as feminines-how arbitrary these 
lkanslations are! How far they have flown beyond the canon of certainty! We 
~eak of a snake; the designation captures only its twisting movements and 
~hus 'could equally well apply to a worin. How arbitrarily these borders are 
[drawn, how one-sided the preference for this or that property of a thing! 
When different languages are set alongside one another it becomes clear 
that, where words are concerned, what matters is never truth, never the full 
\\';1>'1' 
"h'tW'vor all.galn.t all" [Latin}' phra.e .nocl· fit" Thorn •• Hobbe.' delc:rlptlon of the state 

~,. b~fci" the Ihitliutlon of polltlciliuthor· 
;~b~bel, D. eM 1.1 a .ncl LtvI4Itlul", chlpter 

1. 'I:. 

xIII). [Hobbes (t 58a.:-1679), En.lI~h polltlC:,al phl-
laigphar-edltor'. "qte.) .... 
,. "Tree"ll mll!:ul";e In Gemliri (_ 8,",,,,) and 
"pllnt" ("" PjIIi_) II ferillhirie. 
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and adequate expresS'ion;6 otherwise there would not be so many languages. 
The 'thing-in-itself'7 (which would be, precisely, 'pure truth, truth without 
consequences) is impossible for even the creator of language to grasp, and 
indeed this is not at all desirable. He designates only the relations df things 
to human beings, and in order to express them he avails himself of the 
boldest metaphors. The stimulation of a nerve is first- translated into an 
image: first .metaphor! The image is then imit-atedby a sound: second meta
phorl And each time there is a complete leap from one sphere into the 
heart of another, new sphere. One can conceive of a profoundly deaf 
human being who has never experienced sound or. music; just as such a 
person will gaze in astonishment at the Chladnian sound-figures in sand,S 
find their cause in the vibration of a string, and swear that he must now 
know what men call sound-this is precisely what happens to all of us with 
language; We believe that· when we speak of trees, colours, snow, and flow" 
ers, we have knowledge of .the things themselves, and yet we possess only 
metaphors of things which in no way correspond to the original entities. 
Just as the musical sound appears as a figure in the sand, .so the mysterious 
'X' of the thing-in-itself appears first. as a nervous stimulus, then as an 
image, and finally as an articulated' sound. At all events, things do not 
proceed logically when language conies into being, and the entire material 
in and with whieh the man of truth; the researcher, the philo~pher; works 
and builds, stems, if not from cloud-cuckoo land, then certainly not from 
the essence of things. 

Let us consider in particular how.concepts are formed; each word imme
diately becomes a concept, not. by virtue of the fact that it is intended to 
serve as a memory (say) of the unique"utterly individualized, primary expe
rience to which it owes itsexistence,butbe'cause at the same time it must 
fit countless other, more or less simjlar cases, i.e. cases which, strictly speak
ing, are never equivalent, and thus nothing' other than non-equivalent cases. 
Every concept comes into being by .making. equivalent that which is non
equivalent. Just as it is certain that no leaf is ever exactly the 'saine as any 
other leaf, it is equally certain that the concept 'leaf' is formed by drtlpping 
these individual differences arbitrarily, by forgetting those features which 
differentiate one thing from another, so that the concept·then gives rise to 
the notion that something othet than leaves exists, in nature, soiii'!thing 
which would be 'leaf', a primal form, say, from which all leaves were woven, 
drawn, delineated, dyed, curled, painted-but by a clumsy pair of hands, so 
that no single example turned out to be a faithful, correct; and reliable copy 
of the primal form. We call a man honest; we ask, 'Why did he act so honestly 
today'?' Our answer is usually: 'Because of-his honesty.' Honesty!-yet again, 
this means that the leaf is the cause of the leaves. We have no knowledge of 
an essential quality which might be called honesty, but we do know of numer
ous individualized and hence non-equivalent actions which we equate with 

6. Nietzsche uses the term adi/qtult which Indl
cafes that' the meaning of sometlilng Is fully coh
veyed by a word or expression; English "adequate" 
alone doe. not convey this sense completely. 
7. Term uled by the German philosopher IMMAN
UEL KANT (1724-1804) for. the real object Inde
pendent of our aWlrene .. of It. Kant "Iue. that 
Ruch cltelorl .. a. time and 'pace, mentioned later 
by NI~t7..che, are part of our own form of thoulht, 

not of what we observe [editor's notel. . 
8. The vibration of a string can create figutes In 
the sand (In an appropriately constructed ~and
box) which give a visual representation of that 
which the human ear perceives a. a tone. The term 
conies from the name or the physlcl.t Ernst 
Chladnl (1756-JU7), who.e lJI)Ierimenti dem
onltrated the effect. 
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individuals, in the state of nature he mostly used his intellect for conceal
ment and dissimulation; however, because necessity and boredom also lead 
men to want to live in societies and herds, they need a peace treaty,'and 
so they endeavour to eliminate from their world at least the crudest forms 
of the bellum omnium contra omnes.4 In the" wake ,,?f this peace treaty, 
however, comes something which looks like the first step towards the acqui
sition of that mysterious drive for truth.. 'For that which is to count as 'truth' 
from this point onwards now becomes fixed, i.e. a way of designating things 
is invented which has the same validity and force everywhere, and the leg
islation of language also produces the first laws of truth, for the contrast 
between truth and lying comes into existence here for the first time: the 
liar uses the valid tokens of designation-words-to make the unreal appear 
to be real; he says, for example, 'I am rich', whereas the correct designation 
for this condition would be, precisely, 'poor'. He 'misuses the established 
conventions by arbitrarily switching or even inverting the name's for things. 
If he does this in a manner that. is selfish and otherwise harmful, society 
will no longer trust him and therefore exclude him from its ranks. Human 
beings do not so much flee from being tricked as from being harmed by 
being tricked. Even on this level they do not hate deception but rather the 
damaging, inimical consequences of certain species of deception. Truth, 
too, is only desired by human beings in a similarly limited sense. They desire 
the pleasant, life-preserving consequences of truth; they are indifferent to 
pure knowledge if it has no consequences, but they ·are actually· hostile 
towards truths which may be harmful and destructive. And, besides, what 
is the status of those.conventions of.language? Are they perhaps' products 
of knowledge, of the sense of truth? 'Is there a perfect match. between things 
and their designations? Is language the full and adequate expression of all 
realities? ( . 

Only through forgetfulness could human beings ever ~ntertain the illusion 
that they possess truth 'to the degree described above. If they will not content 
themselves with truth in the form of tautology, i.e. with empty husks, they 
will for· ever exchange illusions for truth. What is a word? The copy of a 
nervous stimulation in·sounds. To infer from the fact of the nervous stimu
lation that there exists a cause outside us is already. the result of applying 
the principle of sufficient reason wrongly. If truth alone had been decisive 
in the genesis of language, if the viewpoint of certainty had been decisive in 
creating designations, how could we possibly be permitted to say, 'The stone 
is hard', as if 'hard' were something known to us in some other way, and not 
merely as an entirely subjective stimulus? We divide things up by gender; 
describing a tree as masculine and a plant as feminine'-how arbitrary these 
translations are! How far they have flown beyond the canon of certainty! We 
speak of a snake; the designation captures only its twisting movements and 
thus could equally well apply to a worm. How arbitrarily these borders are 
drawn, how one-sided the preference for this or that property of a thing! 
When different languages are set alongside one another it becomes clear 
that, where words are concerned, what matters is never truth, never the full 

4. 'War of aU against aU" [Latin]: phrase associ
ated with Thomas Hobbes' description of the state 
of nature before the institution of political author
ity (cf. Hobbes, De cive 1.12 and Leviathan, chapter 

XIII). [Hobbes (I 588-1 679), Engli~h political phi-
losopher-editor's note.) . 
5. ''Tree'' is masculine in G .. rnian (tier Ba ..... ) and 
"plant" (die Pflanzs) is feminine. 
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and adequate expression;6 otherwise there would not be so many languages. 
The 'thing-in-itself7 (which would be, precisely, pure truth, truth without 
consequences) is impossible for even the creator of language to grasp, and 
indeed this is not at all desirable. He designates only the relations of things 
to human beings, and in order to express them he avails himself of the 
boldest metaphors. The stimulation of a nerve is first translated into an 
image: first metaphor! The image is then imitated by a sound: second meta
phor! And each time there is a complete leap from one sphere into the 
heart of another, new sphere. One can conceive of a profoundly deaf 
human being who has never experienced sound or. music; just as such a 
pel-son wi11 gaze in astonishment at the Chladnian sound-figures in sand,8 

find their cause in the vibration of a string, and swear that he must now 
know what men ca1l sound-this is precisely what happens to a1l of us with 
language. We believe that when we speak of trees, colours, snow, and flow
ers, we have knowledge of the things themselves, and yet we possess only 
metaphors of things which in no way correspond to the original entities. 
Just as the musical sound appears as a figure in the sand, so the mysterious 
'X' of the thing-in-itself appears first as a nervous stimulus, then as an 
image, and finally as an articulated sound. At all events, things do not 
proceed logically when language comes into being, and the entire material 
in and with which the man of truth, the researcher, the philosopher, works 
and builds, stems, if not from cloud-cuckoo land, then certainly not from 
the essence of things. 

Let us consider in particular how concepts are formed; each word imme
diately becomes a concept, not by virtue of the fact that it is intended to 
serve as a memory (say) of the unique, utterly individualized, primary expe
rience to which it owes its existence, but because at the same time it must 
fit countless other, more or less similar cases, i.e. cases which, strictly speak
ing, are never equivalent, and thus nothing other than non-equivalent cases. 
Every concept comes into being by making equivalent that which is non
equivalent. Just as it is certain that no leaf is ever exactly the same as any 
other leaf, it is equally certain that the concept 'leaf' is formed by dropping 
these individual differences arbitrarily, by forgetting those features which 
differentiate one thing from another, so that the concept.then gives rise to 
the notion that something other than leaves exists in nature, something 
which would be 'leaf', a primal form, say, from which all leaves were woven, 
drawn, delineated, dyed, curled, painted-but by a clumsy pair of hands, so 
that no single example turned out to be a faithful, correct, and reliable copy 
of the primal form. We call a man honest; we ask, 'Why did he act so honestly 
today?' Our answer is usually: 'Because of his honesty.' Honesty!-yet again, 
this means that the leaf is the cause of the leaves. We have no knowledge of 
an essential quality which might be called honesty, but we do know ofnumer
ous individualized and hence non-equivalent actions which we equate with 

6. NieLz5che uses the term adaquat which indi
('nlcs thot the meaning of something is Cuny con
v('yt~d by a word or expression; English "adequate" 
ulonf:" (.Iues not convey this sense c0l11plctciy. 
7. ··I·cnn used by the German philosupher 1M Mt\:'oI
un. I<ANT (1724-1804) for the real ohject inde
pc.'ndc.'llt of our awareness of it. l{;.tnt i:lrgucs that 
sllch categories as time anel space, mcntioncc11ater 
hy Ni(.'tzs(.'he, ure part of our own fonn or thought. 

not of what we observe [editor's note). 
8. The vibration of a string can create figures in 
the sand (in an appropriately constructed sand
box) which give 0 visual representation of that 
which the hunJsn ear perceives as a tone. "The lerm 
comes from the name of the physicist Ernst 
Chladni [1756--1827), whose experiments dem
onstrated the effect. 
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each other by omitting what is unlike, and which we now designate as honest 
actions; finally we formulate from them a qUalitas occulta9 with the name 
'honesty'. 

Like form, a concept is produced by overlooking what is individual and 
real, whereas nature knows neither forms nor concepts and hence no species, 
but only an 'X' which is inaccessible to ui arid indefinable by us. For the 
opposition we make between individual and species is also anthropomorphic 
and Hoes riot stem from the essence of things; although ~e equally do not 
dare to say that it does not correspond to the essence of things; since that 
would be a dogmatic assertion and, as such, just as incapable of being proved 
as its opposite. 

What, then, is truth? A mobile army of metaphors, metonymies, anthro
pomorphisms, in short a sum of human relations which have.been subjected 
to poetic and rhetorical intensification, translation; and decoration,· and 
which, after they have been in use for a long time, strike a people as firmly 
established, canonical, and binding; truths are illusions of which we have 
forgotten that they are illusions, metaphors which have become worn by 
frequent use and have lost all sensuous vigour, coins which, having lost their 
stamp, are now regarded as metal and no longer as coins. Yet we still do hot 
know where the drive to· truth comes from, for so far we have only heard 
about the obligation to be truthful which society imposes. in order to exist, 
i.e. the obligation to use the customary metaphors, or, to put it in moral 
terms, the obligation to lie in accordance with firmly established convention, 
to lie en masse and in a style that is binding for all. Now, it is true that human 
beings forget that this is how things are; thus they lie unconsciously in the 
way we have described, and in accordance with centuries-old habits-and 
precisely because of this unconsciousness, precisely because of this forgetting, 
they arrive at the feeling of truth. The feeling that one is obliged to describe 
one thing as red, another as cold, and a third as dumb, prompts a moral 
impulse which pertains to truth; from its opposite, the liar whom no one 
trusts and all exclude, human beings demonstrate to themselves just how 
honourable, confidence-inspiring and useful truth is. As creatures of reason, 
human beings now make their actions subject to the rule of abstractions; 
they no longer tolerate being swept away by sudden impressions and sen
suous perceptions; they now generalize all these impressions first, turning 
them into cooler, less colourful concepts in order to harness the vehicle of 
their lives and actions to them. Everything which distinguishes human beings 
from animals depends on this ability to sublimate sensuous metaphors into 
a schema, in other words, to dissolve an image into a concept. This is because 
something becomes possible in the realm of these schemata which could 
never be achieved in the realm of those sensuous first impressions, namely 
the construction of a pyramidal order based ori castes and degrees, the 
creation of a new world of laws, privileges, subordinations, definitions of 
borders, which now confronts the other, sensuously perceived world as 
something firmer, more general, more familiar, more humah, and hence as 
something regulatory and imperative. Whereas every metaphor standing for 
a sensuous perception is individual and unique and is therefore always able 
to escape classification, the great edifice of concepts exhibits the rigid reg-

9. Hidden property (Latin). 



ON TRUTH AND LYING IN A NON-MoRAL SENSE / 879 

ularity of a Roman columbarium, I while logic breathes out that air of severity 
and coolness which is peculiar to mathematics. Anyone who has been 
touched by that cool breath wiJI scarcely believe that concepts too, which are 
as bony and eight-cornered as a dice and just as capable of being shifted 
around, are only the left-over residue of a metaphor, and that the illusion pro
duced by the artistic translation of a nervous .stimulus into images is, if not 
the mother, then at least the grandmother of each and every concept. Within 
this conceptual game of dice, however, 'truth' means using each die in accor
dance with its designation, counting its spots precisely, forming correct clas
sifications, and never offending against the order of castes nor against the 
sequence of classes of rank. Just as the Romans and the Etruscans divided up 
the sky with rigid mathematical lines and confined a god in a space which 
they had thus delimited as in a templum,2 all peoples have just such a math
ematically divided firmament of concepts above them, and they understand 
the demand of truth to mean that the god of every concept is to be sought 
only in his sphere. Here one can certainly adlDire hUlDanity as a lDighty archi
tectural genius who succeeds in erecting the infinitely cOlDplicated cathedral 
of concepts on 1D0ving foundations, or even, one lDight say, on flowing water; 
admittedly, in order to rest on such foundations, it has to be like a thing con
stl"Llcted frOID cobwebs, so delicate that it can be carried off on the waves and 
yet so firm as not to be blown apart by the wind. By these standards the 
human being is an architectural genius who is far superior to the bee; the lat
tcr builds with wax which she gathers from nature, whereas the human being 
bllilds with the far more delicate material of concepts which he must first 
manufacture from himself. In this he is to be lDuch admired-but just not for 
his impulse to truth, to the pure cognition of things. If someone hides some
thing behind a bush, looks for it in the same place and then finds it there, his 
seeking and finding is nothing much to boast about; but this is exactly how 
things are as far as the seeking and finding of 'truth' within the territory of 
rcason is concerned. If I create the definition of a mammal and then, having 
inspected a calDel, declare, 'Behold, a mamlDa]', then a truth has certainly 
been brought to light, but it is of limited value, hy which I lDean that it is 
anthropomorphic through and through and contains not a single point which 
could be said to be 'true in itself', really and in a generally valid sense, regard
lc:;s of mankind. Anyone who researches for truths of that kind is basicaHy· 
only seeking the metamorphosis of the world in human beings; he strives for 
an understanding of the world as something which is similar in kind to 
humanity, and what he gains by his efforts is at best a feeling of assimilation. 
Rather as the astrologer studies the stars in the selvice of human beings and 
in I-elation to humanity's happiness and suffering, this type of researcher 
\"cgards the whole world as linked to humankind, as the infinitely refracted 
ccho of an original sound, that of humanity, and as the lDultiple copy of a 
singlc, original image, that of humanity. His procedure is to measure all 
things against man, and in doing so he takes as his point of departure the 
crroneous belief that he has these things directly before him, as pure 
objccts. Thus, forgetting that the original metaphors of perception were 
indeed metaphors, he takes them for the things themselves. 

I. Odginally a dovecote, then .n (,.·atHcoll1b with 
nich('s at regular intervals for urns containing the 
ashes of the dead. 

2. Literally, a space marked out; the space of the 
heavens; sanctuary, temple (Latin) [editor's notel. 
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Only by forgetting this primitive world of metaphor, only by virtue of the 
fact that a mass of images, which originally flowed in a hot, liquid stream 
from the primal power of the human imagination, has become hard and rigid, 
only because of the invincible faith that this sun, this window, this table is a 
truth in itself-in short only because man forgets himself as a subject, and 
indeed as an arti.<;tically creative subject, does he live with some degree of 
peace, security, and consistency; if he could escape for just a moment from 
the prison walls of this faith, it would mean the end of his 'consciousness of 
self'.3 He even has to make an effort to admit to himself that insects or birds 
perceive a quite different world from that of human beings, and that the 
question as to which of these two perceptions of the world is the more correct 
is quite meaningless, since this would require them to be measured by the 
criterion of the correct perception, i.e. by a non-existent criterion. But gen
erally it seems to me that the correct perception-which would mean the 
full and adequate expression of an object in the subject-is something con
tradictory and impossible; for between two absolutely different spheres, such 
as subject and object are, there is no causality, no correctness, no expression, 
but at most an aesthetic way of relating, by which I mean an allusive trans
ference, a stammering translation into a quite different language. For which 
purpose a middle sphere and mediating force is certainly required which can 
freely invent and freely create poetry. The word appearance (Erscheinung) 
contains many seductions, and for this reason I avoid using it as far as pos
sible; for it is not true that the essence of things appears in the empirical 
world. A painter who has no hands and who wished to express in song the 
image hovering before him will still reveal more through this substitution of 
one sphere for another than the empirical world betrays of the essence of 
things. Even the relation of a nervous stimulus to the image produced 
thereby is inherently not a necessary relationship; but when that same image 
has been produced millions of times and has been passed down through 
many generations of humanity, indeed eventually appears in the whole of 
humanity as a consequence of the same occasion, it finally acquires the same 
significance for all human beings, as if it were the only necessary image and 
as if that relation of the original nervous stimulus to the image produced 
were a relation of strict causality-in exactly the same way as a dream, if 
repeated eternally, would be felt and judged entirely as reality. But the fact 
that a metaphor becomes hard and rigid is absolutely no guarantee of the 
necessity and exclusive justification of that metaphor. 

Anyone who is at home in such considerations will certainly have felt a 
deep mistrust of this kind of idealism when once he has become clearly 
convinced of the eternal consistency, ubiquitousness and infallibility of the 
laws of nature; he will then conclude that everything, as far as we can pen
etrate, whether to the heights of the telescopic world or the depths of the 
microscopic world, is so sure, so elaborated, so endless, so much in conform
ity to laws, and so free of lacunae, that science will be able to mine these 
shafts successfully for ever, and that everything found there will be in agree
ment and without self-contradiction. How little all of this resembles a prod
uct of the imagination, for if it were such a thing, the illusion and the 
unreality would be bound to be detectable somewhere. The first thing to be 

3. Tht, word Niet~!itche uses herc-Selb.~tbewu.tJtsein-could also mean "self-confidence." 
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said against this view is this: if each of us still had a different kind of sensuous 
perception, if we ourselves could only perceive things as, variously, a bird, a 
worm, or a plant does, or i/o one of us were to see a stimulus as red, a second 
person were to see the same stimulus as blue, while a third were even to hear 
it as a sound, nobody would ever speak of nature as something conforming 
to laws; rather they would take it to be nothing other than a highly subjective 
formation. Consequently, what is a law of nature for us at all? [t is not known 
to us in itself but only in its effects, i.e. in its relations to other laws of nature 
which are in turn known to us only as relations. Thus, all these relations 
J'(·Fer only to one another, and they are utterly incomprehensible to us in 
their essential nature; the only things we really know about them are things 
which we bring to bear on them: time and space, in other words, relations 
of succession and number. But everything which is wonderful and which 
elicits our astonishment at precisely these laws of nature, everything which 
demands explanation of us and could seduce us into being suspicious of 
idr~alism, is attributable precisely and exclusively to the rigour and universal 
validity of the representations of time and space. But these we produce 
within ourselves and from ourselves with the same necessity as a spider spins; 
il' we are forced to comprehend all things under these forms alone, then it 
is no longer wonderful that what we comprehend in all these things is actu
ally nothing other than these very forms; for all of them must exhibit the 
lnws of number, and number is precisely that which is most astonishing 
about things. All the conformity to laws which we find so imposing in the 
orbits of the stars and chemical processes is basically identical with those 
qualities which we ourselves bring to bear on things, so that what we find 
imposing is our own activity. Of course the consequence of this is that the 
at-tistic production of metaphor, with which every sensation begins within 
liS, already presupposes those forms, and is thus executed in them; only from 
the stability of these original forms can one explain how it is possible for an 
edifice of concepts to be constituted in its turn from the metaphors them
selves. For this conceptual edifice is an imitation of the relations of time, 
space, and number on the foundations of metaphor. 

2 -r ... 

Originally, as we have seen, it is language which works on building the edifice 
or concepts; later it is science. Just as the bee simultaneously builds the cells 
of its comb and fills them with honey, so science works unceasingly at that 
great columbarium of concepts, the burial site of perceptions, builds ever
new, ever-higher tiers, supports, cleans, renews the old cells, and strives 
above all to fill that framework which towers up to vast heights, and to fit 
into it in an orderly way the whole empirical world, i.e. the anthropomorphic 
wodd. If even the man of action binds his life to reason and its concepts, so 
a:·; not to be swept away and lose himself, the researcher builds his hut close 
by the tower of science so that he can lend a hand with the building and find 
protection for himself beneath its already existing bulwarks. And he has need 
or protection, for there exist fearful powers which constantly press in on him 
"ntl which confront scientific truth with 'truths' of quite another kind, on 
shields emblazoned with the most multifarious emblems. 

That drive to form metaphors, that fundamental human drive which can-
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not be left .out of consideration for even'a second without also leaving out 
human beirigs themselves, is in truth not defeated, indeed hardly even tamed, 
by the process whereby a regular and rigid new world is built from its own 
sublimated products-concepts-in order to imprison it in a fortress.· The 
drive seeks out a channel and a new area for its activity, and finds it in myth 
and in art generally. It constantly confuses the cells' and the classifications 
of concepts by setting up new translations,metaphors, metonymies; it con
stantly manifests the desire to shape the given world of the waking human 
being in ways which are just as multiform, irregular, inconsequential, inco
herent, charming and ever-new, as things are in the world of dream. Actually 
the waking human being is only clear about the fact that he is awake thanks 
to the rigid and regular web of concepts, and for that reason he sometimes 
comes to believe that he is dreaming if once that web of concepts is torn 
apart by art. Pascal is right to maintain that if the same dream were to come 
to us every night we would occupy ourselves with it just as much as we do 
with the' things we see every day: 'If an artisan. could be .sure to dream each 
night for a full twelve hours that he was a king,' says Pascal, 'I believe he 
would be just as happy as a king who dreamt for twelve houts each night 
that he was an artisan.'4 Thanks to the constantly effective miracle assumed 
by myth, the waking day of a people who are stimulated by myth, as the 
ancient Greeks were, does indeed resemble dream more than it does the day 
of a thinker whose mind has been sobered by science. If, one day, any tree 
may speak as a nymph, or if Ii god can carry off virgins in the guise of a bull, 
if the goddess Athene herself is suddenly seen riding on a beautiful chariot 
in the company of Pisistratus through. the market-places of Athens5-and 
that was what the honest Athenian believed-then anything is possible at 
any time, as it is in dream, and the whole of nature ·cavorts around Dienas 
if it were just a masquerade of the gods who are merely having fun by deceiv
ing men in every shape and form. 

But human beings 'themselves have an unconquerable. urge to let them
selves be deceived, and they are as if enchanted with happiness when the 
bard recites epic fairy-tales as if they were true, or when the actor in a play 
acts the king more regally than reality shows him to be. The intellect, that 
master of pretence, is free and absolved of its usual slavery for as long as it 
can deceive without doing harm, and it celebrates its Saturnalian festivals6 

when it does so; at no time is it richer, more luxuriant, more proud, skilful; 
and bold. Full of creative contentment, it jumbles up metaphors and shifts 
the boundary stones of abstraction, -describing a river, for example, as a mov
ing road that carries men to destinations to which they normally walk. The 
intellect has now cast off the mark of servitude; whereas it normally labours, 
with dull-spirited industry, to show to some poor individual who .lusts after 
life the road and the tools he needs,and rides out in search of . spoils and 
booty for its master, here the intellect has become the master itself and is 

4. Penstles VI.386. [Blaise Pascal (1623-1662), 
French mathematician, theologian, and philoso. 
pher-editor's note.] 
5. Herodotus 1.60. [The Greek. historian (ca. 
484-<:a. 425 D.C.E.) describes in the passage cited 
a ruse of the Athenian ruler Pisistratus (d. 527 
D.C.E.) after he was forced out of the city in 566, 
he dressed a tall, handsome woman in armor and 
led the people to believe that Athena .. goddess of 

war,and wisdom and the patron of,Athens, w,"s he~· 
• .elf restoring him to power. ''The gtiise of a bull": 
Zeus, the Greek king 'of the'goda, took the form of 
a bull when he abducted Europa, a Phoenician 
princess-editor's note.)" . . 
6. Roman holidays at ·the winter solstice during 
which no business was conducted, slaves were 
temporarily freed, and the normal rules of proprio 
ety were suspended [editor's note). . 
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permitted to wipe the expression of neediness from its face. Whatever the 
intellect now does, all of it, compared with what it did before, bears the mark 
of pretence, just as what it did before bore the mark of distortion. It copies 
human life, but it takes it to be something good and appears to be fairly 
content with it. That vast assembly of beams and boards to which needy man 
clings, thereby saving himself on his journey through life, is used by the 
Iiherated intellect as a mere climbing frame and plaything on which to per
fonn its most reckless tricks; and when it smashes this framework, jumbles 
it '-II' and ironically re-assembles it, pairing the most unlike things and divid
ing those things which are closest to one another, it reveals the fact that it 
does not require those makeshift aids of neediness, and that it is now guided. 
not by concepts but by intuitions. No regular way leads from these intuitions 
inlo the land of the ghostly schemata and abstractions; words are not made 
for them; man is strl1ck dumb when he sees them, or he will speak only in 
forbidden metaphors and unheard-of combinations of concepts so that, by 
at. least demolishing and deriding the old conceptual barriers, he may do 
creative justice to the impJ-ession made on him by the mighty, present intu
ition_ 

There are epochs in which the man of reason and the man of intuition 
stand side by side, the one fearful of intuition, the other filled with scorn for 
ahstraction, the latter as unreasonable as the former is unartistic. They both 
desire to rule over life; the one by his knowledge of how to cope with the 
chief calamities of life by providing for the future, by prudence and regular
ity, the other by being an 'exuberant hero'? who does not see those calamities 
and who only acknowledges life as real when it is disguised as beauty and 
appearance. Where the man of intuition, as was once the case in ancient 
Greece, wields his weapons more mightily and victoriously than his contrary, 
a cultl1re can take shape, given favourable conditions, and the rule of art 
over life can become established; all the expressions of a life lived thus are 
accompanied by pretence, by the denial of neediness, by the radiance of 
metaphorical visions, and indeed generally by the immediacy of deception. 
Neither the house, nor the gait, nor the clothing, nor the pitcher of clay gives 
any hint that these things were invented by neediness; it seems as if all of 
them were intended to exprcss sublime happiness and Olympian8 cloudless
ness and, as it were, a playing with earnest things. Whereas the man who-h· 
gl1 ided by concepts and abstractions only succeeds thereby in warding off 
misfortl1ne, is unable to compel the abstractions themselves to yield him 
happiness, and strives merely to be as free as possible of pain, the man of 
intl1ition, standing in the midst of a cultl1re, reaps directly from his intuitions 
not just protection from harm but also a constant stream of brightness, a 
lightening of the spirit, redemption, and release. Of course, when he suffers, 
he suffers more severely; indeed he suffers more frequently because he does 
not know how to learn from experience and keeps on falling into the very 
same trap time after time. When he is suffering he is just as unreasonable 
as he is when happy, he shouts out loudly and knows no solace. How differ-

7. Phnl,e used to describe Siegrriecl in Wagner's 
GiiU<,,-daonmerung (Act I1I)_ [Richard Wagner 
(I Ii 13-1883), German compos(-r whu was Nicl7.
sche's friend and mentor until their falling out in 
I H76. Gotterdammerung, the conclusioll of Wag-

ner's Ring cycle, was first produced in 1876-edi
tor's note.] 
8. That is, characteristic of Mount Olympus. the 
home of the Greek gods [editor's note). 
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entIy the same misfortune is endured by the stoic who has learned from 
experience and who governs himself by means of concepts! This .man, who 
otherwise seeks only honesty, truth, freedom from illusions, and protection 
from the onslaughts of things which might distract him, now performs, in 
the midst of misfortune, a masterpiece of pretence, just as the other did in 
the midst of happiness: he does not wear a twitching, mobile, human face, 
but rather a mask, as it were, with its features in dignified equilibrium.i·he 
does not shout, nor does he even change his tone of voice. If a veritable 
storm-cloud empties itself on his head, he wraps himself in his cloak and 
slowly walks away from under it. 

1873 1903 

From The Birth of Tragedyl 

1 

We shall have gained much for the science of aesthetics when we have come 
t~ realize, not just throl,lgh logical insight but also with the certainty of some
thing directly apprehended (Anschauung), that the continuous evolution of 
art is bound up with the duality of the Apolline and the Dionysiac in much 
the same way as reproduction depends on there being two sexes which co
exist in a state of perpetual conflict interrupted only occasionally by periods 
of reconciliation. We have borrowed these names from the Greeks who reveal 
the profound mysteries of their view of art to those with insight, not in con
cepts, admittedly, but through the penetratingly vivid figures of their golfs. 
Their two deities of art, Apollo and Dionysos,2 provide the starting-point for 
o~r recognition that there exists in the world of the Greeks an enormous 
(;pposition, both in origin and goals, between the Apolline art 9f the image
maker or sculptor (Bildner) and the imageless art of music, which is that of 
Dionysos. These two very different drives (Triebe) exist side by side, mostly 
in open conflict, stimulating and provoking (reizen) one another to give birth 
to ever-new, more vigorous offspring in whom they perpetuate the conflict 
inherent in the opposition between them, an opposition only apparently 
bridged by the common term 'art'-until eventually, by a metaphysicalmir
acle of the Hellenic 'Will', they appear paired and, in this pairing, finally 
engender a work of art which is Dionysiac and Apolline in equal measure: 
Attic tragedy. 3 

In order to gain a closer understanding of these two drives, let us think of 
them in the first place as the separate art-worlds of dream and intoxication 
(nausch). Between these two physiological phenomena an opposition can be 
observed which corresponds to that between the Apolline and the Dionysiac. 
As Lucretius4 envisages it, it was in dream that the magnificent figures of 

I. Translated by Ronald Speirs. Except as indi
c"tcd. all subsequent notes arc the translator's; In 
Ihe texi. he occasionally relains the originol 
German in pnrentheses. The full title i. 1'h .. Birth 
DJ 1'ragedy fm ... the Spirit of Mu.ic. 
2. Greek lIod of wine, the object of fren7.led cult 
worship (.omewhat muted In It I official Forml). 
Apollo, Greek 1I0d of mmle, prophecy, Rnd medl· 
cine, DO.odated with the higher development. of 

civilization; ns Phoebus Apollo, he Is god of light 
[editors note). 
3. Plays performed at the festival of Dionysus In 
Athens durln·1I the 5th century R.C.E. [editor's 
note). 
4. Iloman poet and philosopher (CII. 94-55 
D.C. E.), aee D_ R_",", NIII .. ", (Ott 1M Na"' ... of 
TkitIlI.) 5.1169-82 ["dltor', note]. 
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the gods first appeared before the souls of men; in dream the great image
maker saw the delightfully proportioned bodies of super-human beings; and 
the Hellenic poet, if asked about the secrets of poetic procreation, would 
likewise have reminded us of dream and would have given an account much 
like that given by Hans Sachs in the Mei.~tersinger: 

My friend, it is the poet's task 
To mark his dreams, their meaning ask. 
Trust me, the truest phantom man doth know 
Hath meaning only dreams may show: 
The arts of verse and poetry 
Tell nought but dreaming's prophecy.~ 

Evcl-y human being is fully an artist when creating the worlds of dream, and 
the lovely semblance of dream is the precondition of all the arts of image
making, including, as we shall see, an important half of poetry. We take 
pleasure in dreaming, understanding its figures without mediation; all forms 
speak to us; nothing is indifferent or unnecessary. Yet even while this dream
I-eality is most alive, we nevertheless retain a pervasive sense that it is sem
hlance; at least this is my experience, and I could adduce a good deal of 
evidence and the statements of poets to attest to the frequency, indeed nor
maliry, of my experience. Philosophical natures even have a presentiment 
that hidden beneath the reality in which we live and have our being there 
abo lies a second, quite different reality; in other words, this reality too is a 
semhlance. Indeed Schopenhauer actually states that the mark of a person's 
capacity for philosophy is the gift for feeling occasionally as if people and all 
things were mere phantoms or dream-images.6 A person with artistic sensi
bility relates to the reality of dream in the same way as a philosopher relates 
ro the reality of existence: he attends to it closely and with pleasure, using 
these images to interpret life, and practising for life. with the help of these 
events. Not that it is only the pleasant and friendly images which give him 
this feeling of complete intelligibility; he also sees passing before him things 
which are grave, gloomy, sad, dark, sudden blocks, teasings of chance, anx: 
iotls expectations, in short the entire 'Divine Comedy" of life, including the 
Inferno, but not like some mere shadow-play-for he, too, lives in these 
scenes and shares in the suffering-and yet never without that fleeting sen!S< 
of its character as semblance. Perhaps others will recall, as I do, shouting 
out, sometimes successfully, words of encouragelnent in the midst of the 
pedIs and terrors of a dream: 'It is a dream! I will dream on!' I have even 
heard of people who were (~apable of continuing the causality of one and the 
sam:.' dream through three and more successive nights. All of these facts are 
clr:;l1- evidence that our innermost being, the deep ground (Untergrund) com
Illon to all our lives, experiences the state of dreaming with profound plea
~a!n_' (Lust) and joyous necessity. 

The Greeks also expressed the joyous necessity of dream-experience .in 

';. \V"gncr, Die Mei.tersingc,·, 1\<'1 III, sc. 2. lRkh
arcl \Vu~n(.'r (I R] 3-1883), Gernlun C()mro5~r 
whose l11llSic and aesthetic theories gn"atly influ
(·I1(·( ... d Nietzsche's ar~lIment in Tlte ]f;r,l, of Trag
<'II .... IInns Silch. (1494-1576), Gern",n poet and 
..... ""ali.1 wh" hU8 H moJor rol" in Wngl1<'r'. 1868 
OPt'1"II- --t'tlllor's l1otc,-,l 
6. ;\,1 ... Scl10pt!rthattef"5 haH.dscl,.r{(ILichenr Nu(:hlass, 

ed. J. FrauensHidt (Leip7.ig 1874), p. 295. [Arthur 
Schopenhauer (1788-1860), Germ .. n philoso· 
pher, a major influence on Nietzsche-edllnr'. 
note.] 
7, Epic poem hy Ihe ltoUan pnet IlANTE hUGI!!E"1 
(126~-1321); In the fint part of the Inferno, the 
poet narratel n pal.aRe through hell [editor'. note]. 
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their Apollo: as the god of all image-making energies, Apollo is also the god 
of prophecy. According to the etymological root of his name, he is 'the,Iumi
nous one' (der Scheinende), the god of light; as such, he also governs the 
lovely semblance produced by the inner world of fantasy. The higher truth, 
the perfection of these dream-states in contrast to the only partially intelli
gible reality of the daylight world, together with the profound consciousness 
of the helping and healing powers of nature in steep and dream, is simulta
neously the symbolic, analogue of the ability 'to. prophesy and indeed of all 
the arts through which life is made possible and worth Hving. But the image 
of Apollo must also contain that delicate line which, the dream-image may 
not overstep if its effect is not to become pathological, so that, in the worst 
case, the semblance would deceive us as if it were crude reality; his image 
(BUd) must include that'measured limitation (maf3volle Begrenzung), that 
freedom from wilder impulses, that wise calm of the image-making god. In 
accordance with his origin, his eye must be 'sun-like'; even wheri its gaze is 
angry and shows displeasure, it exhibits the consecrated quality of lovely 
semblance. Thus, in an eccentric sense, one could apply to Apollo what 
Schopenhauer says about human beings trapped in the veil of maya: 

Just as the boatman sits in his small boat, trusting his frail craft in a 
stormy sea that is boundless in every direction, rising and falling with 
the howling, mountainous waves, ,so in the midst of a world full of suf
fering and misery the individual man calmly sits, supported by and trust
ing in the principium. individuationis 8 [ ••• ] (World as Will and 
Representation, I, p. 416) 

Indeed one could say that Apollo is the most sublime expression of imper
turbaJ>le trust in this prinCiple and of the' calm sitting-there of the' person 
trapped within it; one might even describe Apollo as the magnificent divine 
ilhage (Gmterbild) of the principiumindividuationis, whose gestures and 
gaie speak to us of all. the intense pleasure, wisdom and beauty of 'sem~ 
blance'. 

In the same passage Schopenhauer has described for us the enormoUs 
horror which seizes people when they suddenly become confused arid lose 
faith in the cognitive forms of the phenomenal world because the prinCiple 
of suffiCient reason, in one or other of its modes, appears to sustain an 
exception. If we add to this horror the blissful ecstasy which arises from the 
innermost ground of man, indeed of nature itself, whenever this breakdown 
of the principium individuationis occurs, we, catch a glimpse of the essence 
of the Dionysiac, which is best conveyed by the analogy of intoxication. These 
Dionysiac stirrings, which, as they grow in intensity, cause subjectivity to 
vanish to the point of complete' self-forgetting, awaken either under the influ
ence of narcotic drink, of which all human beings and peoples who are' dose 
to the origin of things speak in their hymns; or at the approach' of 'spring 
when the whole of nature is pervaded by'lust for life. In the Gerinan Middle 
Ages, too, ever:-growing throngs roamed from. place to place, impelled by the 
same Dionysiac power, singing and danCing as they went; in these St John's 
and St Vitus' dancers we recognize the Bacchic choruses of the Greeks, with 

8. Principle of individuation (Latin). For Scho
penhauer, the mind can ap:r.rehend the world only 
hy dividing It up into indlvl ual things; this process 

produces an erroneous vision of reallty, which 'he 
call. "the veil of maya" [editor's note]. 
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their pre-history in Asia Minor, extending to Babylon and the orgiastic 
Sacaea.9 There are those who, whether from lack of experience or from dull
ness of spirit, turn away in scorn or pity from such phenomena, regarding 
them as 'popular diseases' while believing in their own good health; of course, 
these poor creatures have not the slightest inkling of how spectral and 
dCDthly pale their 'health' seems when the glowing life of Dionysiac enthu
"iIJ!;ts storms past them. 

r'lot only is the bond between human beings renewed by the magic of the 
Dionysiac, but nature, alienated, inimical, or subjugated, celebrates once 
mure her festival of reconciliation with her lost son, humankind. Freely the 
~a"(th offers up her gifts, and the beasts of prey from mountain and desert 
approach in peace. The chariot of Dionysos is laden with flowers and 
WI"(-,Hths; beneath its yoke stride panther and tiger. If one were to transform 
nc(~thoven's jubilant 'Hymn to Joy" into a. painting artd place no constraints 
on OilC'S imagination as thc millions sink into the dust, shivering in awe, then 
'ltv: could begin to approach the Dionysiac. Now the slave is a freeman, now 
"II the rigid, hostile barriers, which necessity, caprice, or 'impudent fashion'2 
hHVC-: established between human beings, break asunder. Now, hearing this 
gm;pel of universal harmony, each person feels himself to be not simply 
united, reconciled or merged with his neighbour, but quite literally one with 
hh::1, as if the veil of maya had been torn apart, so that mere shreds of it 
flutter before the mysterious primordial unity (das Ur-Eine). Singing and 
dancing, man expresses his sense of belonging to a higher community; he 
ha~; rorgotten how to walk and talk and is on the brink of flying and dancing, 
lip and away into the air above. His gestures speak of his enchantment. Just 
as thc animals now talk and the earth gives milk and honey,3 there now 
sounds out from within man something supernatural: he feels himself to be 
a god, he himself now moves in such ecstasy and sublimity as once he saw 
the gods move in his dreams. Man is no longer an artist, he has become a 
work of art: all nature's artistic power reveals itself here, amidst shivers of 
intm:ication, to the highest, Illost blissful satisfaction of the primordial unity. 
l-J':'rc man, the noblest clay, the most precious marhle, is kneaded and carved 
and, to the accompaniment of the chisel-blows of the Dionysiac world-artist, 
I:h" call of the Eleusinian Mysteries rings out: 'Fall ye to the ground, ye 
millions? Feelst thou thy Creator, world?'" -r 

9 

Evcl-ything that rises to the surface in dialogue, the Apolline part of Greek 
tragedy, appears simple, transparent, beautiful. In this sense the dialogue is 

9. t\ festival or the winter SO)Slil.-c. ... Nietzsche Hnlc.s 
lOAcl"hl'r.a nlllnbcr of ecstatic c<."lehrHtiolls [editor's 
no((.'l· 
I. Bt"ethoven lIsed a version of Schiller's ode Tu 

.1tJ)' ror the choral finale of his i':inth Symphony, 
I Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827), German 
(,OIHPOSc,."I", FRllll)lUCH VON SCI-JIII.En (J759-
180S). Gcrmun pocl nnd I'Jilywright-(:!tlitol"S 
11()f(..··1 

2. Ollutnljol1 from Schillcr's TujD),. 
~. -c;onflaLiul1 of Euripides Racc1u,e linc.'s 142 and 

708-11 with Exodus 3_8.[Euripides (ca. 485-ca, 
406 U.G.ll.), the last of the three great Attic trage
dians; Ntet7..5chc associates him with the decline of 
tragedy. The Bacchae of the play arc the fren7.ied 
women who follow Dionysus-editor's note.] 
4. Schiller's To Joy, lines 33-34. [Eleusinian Mys
teries: the most famous of the .ecret Greek cults, 
which were connected with Demeter (goddess of 
the fruits of the earth) and Dionysus. Eleusis was 
an important lown in southwest Attica-editor's 
nOle·1 
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a copy of the Hellene, whose nature is expressed in dance, because in dance 
the greatest strength is still only potential, although it is betrayed by the 
suppleness and luxuriance of movement. Thus the language of Sophocles" 
heroes surprises us by its Apolline definiteness and clarity, so that we feel as 
if we are looking straight into the innermost ground of its being, and are 
somewhat astonished that the road to this ground is so short. But if we once 
divert our gaze from the character of the hero as it rises to the surface and 
becomes visible-fundamentally, it is no more than an image of light (Licht
bild) projected on to a dark wall, i.e. appearance (Erscheinung) through and 
through-if, rather, we penetrate to the myth which projects itself in these 
bright reflections, we suddenly experience a phenomenon which inverts a 
familiar optical one. When we turn away blinded after a strenuous attempt 
to look directly at the sun, we have dark, coloured patches before our eyes, 
as if their purpose were to heal them; conversely, those appearances of the 
Sophoclean hero in images of light, in other words, the Apolline quality of 
the mask, are the necessary result of gazing into the inner, terrible depths 
of nature-radiant patches, as it were, to heal a gaze seared by gruesome 
night. Only in this sense may we believe that we have grasped the serious 
and significant concept of 'Greek serenity' (Heiterkeit) correctly; admittedly, 
wherever one looks at present one comes across a misunderstood notion of 
this as 'cheerfulness', something identified with a condition of un endangered 
ease and comfort. 

The most suffering figure of the Greek stage, the. unfortunate . Oedipus, 6 

was understood by Sophocles as the noble human being who is destined for 
error and misery despite his wisdom, but who in the end, through his enor
mous suffering, exerts on the world around him a magical, beneficent force 
which remains effective even after his death. The noble human being does 
not sin, so this profound poet wants to telJ us; every law, all natural order, 
indeed the moral world, may be destroyed by his actions, yet by these very 
actions a higher, magical circle of effects is drawn which found a new world 
on the ruins of the old one that has been overthrown. This is what the poet, 
inasmuch as he is also a religious thinker, wishes to tell us; as a poet he first 
shows us a wonderfully tied trial-knot which the judge slowly undoes, strand 
by strand, to bring great harm upon himself; the genuinely Hellenic delight 
in this dialectical solution is so great that an air of sovereign serenity pervades 
the whole work, blunting all the sharp, horrifying preconditions of that trial. 
We encounter this same serenity in Oedipus at Colonus, but here it is ele
vated into infinite transfiguration; in this play the old man, stricken with an 
excess of suffering, and exposed, purely as a suffering being, to all that affects 
him, is contrasted with the unearthly serenity which comes down from the 
sphere of the gods as a sign to us that in his purely passive behaviour the 
hero achieves the highest form of activity, which has consequences reaching 
far beyond his own life, whereas all his conscious words and actions in his 
life hitherto have merely led to his passivity. Thus the trial-knot of the story 

5. Greek traRedian (ca. 496-406 8.C.E.) [editor's 
nOle]. 
6. The hero of Oedipus ,he lOng (ca. 430 D.C.E.), 
wh" unknowinR kills his father, the king of Thebes, 
and then marries his mother, becoming king in 
turn; when he discovers the truth. he blinds him
self and is banished. In C?edlpus .. , Colonu. 

(produced posthumously), the ruler of Thebes 
unsuccessfully attempts to persuade OedipUS; now 
a <lying old man, to return so that "Fter his death 
he will benefit and not curse the city (Greek heroes 
were thought to exert power even when dead) [edi
tor's note]. 
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of Oedipus, which strikes the mortal eye as inextricably tangled, is slowly 
unravelled-and we arc overcome by the most profound human delight at 
this matching piece of divine dialectic. If our explanation has done justice 
to the poet, the question remains whether the content of the myth has been 
exhausted thereby; at this point it becomes plain that the poet's whole inter
pretation of the story is nothing other than one of those images of light held 
out. to us by healing nature after we have gazed into the abyss. Oedipus, 
mlll"derer of his father, husband of his mother, Oedipus the solver of the 
Sphinx's ridcUe! What docs this trinity of fateful deeds tell us? There is an 
ancient popular belief, particularly in Persia, that a wise magician can only 
be born out of incest; the riddle-solving Oedipus who woos his mother imme
(Hately leads us to interpret this as meaning that some enormous offence 
against nature (such as incest in this case) must first have occurred to supply 
the cause whenever prophetic and magical energies break the spell of present 
and future, the rigid law of individuation, and indeed the actual magic of 
nature, How else could nature be forced to reveal its secrets, other than by 
victorious resistance to her, i.e. by some unnatural event? I see this insight 
expressed in that terrible trinity of Oedipus' fates: the same man who solves 
the dddle of nature-that of the double-natured' sphinx-must also destroy 
th',~ most sacred orders of nature by murdering his father and becoming his 
mother's husband. Wisdom, the myth seems to whisper to us, and Dionysiac 
wisdom in particular, is an unnatural abomination: whoever plunges nature 
into the abyss of destruction by what he knows must in turn experience the 
di!isolution of nature in his own person. 'The sharp point of wisdom turns 
against the wise man; wisdom is an offence against nature': such are the 
terrible words the myth calls out to us, But, like a shaft of sunlight, the 
Hellenic poet touches the sublime and terrible Memnon's Column of mythS 
so that it suddenly begins to sound-in Sophoclean melodies! 

I shaH now contrast the glory of passivity with the glory of activity which 
shines around the Prometheus of Aeschylus.9 What the thinker Aeschylus 
had to tell us here, but what his symbolic poetic image only hints at, has 
becn revealed to us by the youthful Goethe in the reckless words of hi·s 
P'n)metheus: 

Here I sit, forming men 
In my own image, -r. . 

A race to be like me, 
To suffer and to weep, 
To know delight and joy 
And heed you not, 
Like me!' 

Hl l.i5ing himself to Titanic heights, man fights for and achieves his own cul
ture, and he compels the gods to ally themselves with him because, in his 

'i. 'Im"inJt lh<.' fil(;c of u woman anti til(' hotly of R 

lioll I (,(lilur's notel. 
fL Till' r<"mllal1t~ of l\ Innnun1C.~n{I1I !'(nlnc.' in Egypt 
\\'('1"(." SHill tu Ilroduce n Inu~iclil tont' ",hC'11 illullli· 
nClled by t l1e rays of tlU" rising SlIl1. 
l), CI"("'k tril,,"cdiun (~25-4;;(' B.(".I· .• ). genernlJy 
IT('dil ('d with Riving Allie ,1 .. ul11a its traditional 
rOJ"lll. "',·o,,~athe1.t$ fJotJua d<.!piC:1S PI'OnlClhl'lIs. i1 

Tilan (f1rl~-()'yml.ltal1 R.od) l1unished hy Zeus, the 

sUlnemc god who has overthrown the Titans, for 
giving fire to humans. Prometheus is chained to a 
rock in the mnuntainft, where daily R vulture tears 
out his liver. According to some stories, Prome
theus created humans nut of mud [editor's not<'l. 
I. Goethe, Pmonelh"us, lines 51 ff. (juhann Wulf· 
gong vun Goethe (J 749-1832), German poet, 
playwright, and novelist; Nietzsche quotes the final 
.tam.8 of hi. 1773 pncm--editor's ",.te.] 
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very own wisdom, he holds existence and its limits in his hands. But the most 
wonderful thing in that poem about Prometheus (which, in terms ofits basic 
thought, is the true hymn of impiety) is its profound, Aeschylean tendeiicy 
to justice: the limitless suffering of the bold 'individual' on the one hand; and 
the extreme plight of the gods, indeed a 'premonition of the twilight of the 
gods, on the other; the power of both these worlds of suffering to enforce 
reconciliation, metaphysical oneness-all this recalls in the strongest pos
sible way the centre and principal tenet of the Aeschylean view of the world, 
which sees moira,2 as eternal justice, throned above gods and men. If the 
boldness of Aeschylus in placing the world of the Olympians on his scales 
of justice seems astonishing, we must remember that· the deep-thinking 
Greek had an unshakably firm foundation for metaphysical.thought in his 
Mysteries, so that all attacks of scepticism could be discharged.on the Olym
pians. The Greek artist in particular had an obscure feeling that he and these 
gods were mutually dependent, a feeling symbolized precisely in Aeschylus' 
Prometheus. The Titanic artist found within himself the defiant belief that 
he could create human beings and destroy the Olympian gods at least, and 
that his higher wisdom enabled him to do so, for which, admittedly, he was 
forced to do penance· by suffering eternally. The magnificent 'ability' (KiJn
nen) of the great genius, for which even eternal suffering is too small a price 
to pay, the bitter pride of the artist: this is the content and the soul of Aes
chylus' play, whereas Sophocles, ·in his Oedipus, begins the prelude to the 
victory-hymn of the saint. But even Aeschylus's interpretation of the myth 
does not plumb its astonishing, terrible depths; rather, the artist's delight in 
Becoming, the serenity of artistic creation in defiance of all catastrophes, is 
merely a bright image of clouds and sky reflected in a dark sea of sadness. 
Originally, the legend of Prometheus belonged to the entire community of 
Aryan peoples3 and documented their talent for the profound and the tragic; 
indeed, it is not unlikely that this myth is as significant for the Aryanch~r
acter as the myth of. the Fallis for the Semitic character, and· that the 
relationship between the two myths is like that between brother and sister. 
The myth of Prometheus presupposes the. unbounded value which naive 
humanity placed onfire as the true palladium4 of every rising culture; but it 
struck those contemplative original men as a crime, a theft perpetrated on 
divine nature, to believe that man commanded fire freely, rather than receiv
ing it as a gift from heaven, as a bolt of lightning which could start a blaze, 
or as the warming fire of the sun. Thus the very first philosophical problem 
presents a painful, irresolvable conflict between god and man, and pushes it 
like a mighty block of rock up against the threshold of every culture. Human
ity achieves the best and highest of which it is capable by committing an 
offence and must in turn accept the consequences of this, namely the whole 
flood of suffering and tribulations which the offended heavenlypowers must 
in turn visit upon the human race as itstrives nobly towards higher things: 
a bitter thought, but one which, thanks to the dignity it accords to the 
offence, contrasts strangely with the Semitic myth of the Fall, where the 

2. Fate or destiny (Greek) [editor's note). 
3. Speakers of Indo-European, the prehistoric lan
guage whose descendents Include Greek, German, 
English, and Hindi; here they are contrasted with 
speakers of Semitic lanRuages, such as those who 

wrote Genesis In Hebrew [editor's note). 
4. Here simply: "prized possession." [Specifically, 
In Greek mythology, the Palladium was a statue of 
the godde •• Palla. Athena, whose preaence at Troy 
supposedly kept the city safe-edltor's note.) 
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origin of evil was seen to lie in curiosity, mendacious pretence, openness to 
seduction, lasciviousness, in short: in a whole series of predominantly fem
inine attributes. What distinguishes the Aryan conception is the sublime 
view that active sin is the true Promethean virtue; thereby we have also found 
the ethical foundation of pessimistic tragedy, its justification of the evil in 
human life, both in the sense of human guilt and in the sense of the suffering 
bl"Ought about by it. The curse in the nature of things, which the reflective 
Aryan is not inclined simply to explain away, the contradiction at the heart 
of the world, presents itself to him as a mixture of different worlds, e.g. a 
divine and a human one, each of which, taken individua]]y, is in the right, 
but which, as one world existing alongside another, must suffer for the fact 
of its individuation. The heroic urge of the individual to reach out towards 
the general, the attempt to cross the fixed boundaries of individuation, and 
the desire to become the one world-being itself, .a1l this leads him to suffer 
in his own person the primal contradiction hidden within the things of this 
world, i.e. he commits a great wrong and suffers. Thus great wrongdoing is 
understood as masculine by the Aryans, but as feminine by the Semites,5 
just as the original wrong was committed by a man and the original sin by a 
woman. These, incidentally, are the words of the warlocks' chorus: 

So what, if women on the whole 
Take many steps to reach the goa]? 
Let them run as fast as they dare, 
With one good jump a man gets there.6 

Anyone who understands the innermost kernel of the legend of Prome
theus-namely that wrongdoing is of necessity imposed on the titanically 
striving individual-is bound also to sense the un-Apolline quality of this 
pessimistic view of things, for it is the will of Apollo to bring rest and calm 
to individual beings precisely by drawing boundaries between them, and by 
reminding them constantly, with his demands for self-knowledge and mea
Sl1l"(~, that these are the most sacred laws in the world. But lest this Apolline 
tendency should cause form to freeze into Egyptian stiffness and coldness, 
lest the attempt to prescribe the course and extent of each individual wave 
should cause the movement of the whole lake to die away, the flood-tide of 
the Dionysiac would destroy periodically a1l the small circles in which ~ 
one-sidedly Apolline will attempted to confine Hellenic life. That sudden 
swell of the Dionysiac tide then lifts the separate little waves of individuals 
on to its back, just as the Titan Atlas,7 brother of Prometheus, lifted up the 
cl.ll"th. This Titanic urge to become, as it were, the Atlas of all single beings, 
and to carry them on a broad back higher and higher, further and further, 
ir; the common feature shared by the Promethean and the Dionysiac. In this 
respect the Prometheus of Aeschylus is a Dionysiac mask, whereas the afore
mentioned deep strain of justice in Aeschylus reveals to those with eyes to 
Bel' his paternal descent from Apollo, the god of individuation and of the 
boundaries of justice. The double essence of Aeschylus' Prometheus, his 
simultaneously Apolline and Dionysiac nature, could therefore be expressed 

'i. '1 he 1101111 translated as "wl"Ollgdoing" (der 
/;"('\'el) hAS masculine gcndl:"r in (;t~I'll1all: flsin" (die 
Snllda) has feminine. 
(,. (:'J<"th ... Fa,~.t [1808J, I, 3982 IT. 

7. In Greek myth, punlshe'd for warring Bgalnst 
the Olympia" gods by having to bear the world 
upon his shoulders [editor'. notel. 
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like this: 'All that exists is just and unjust and is equally justified in both 
respects.' 

That is your world. That you call a world.8 

10 

It is a matter of indisputable historical record that the only subject-matter 
of Greek tragedy, in its earliest form, was the sufferings bf Dionysos;' and 
that for a long time the only hero'present OJ) the stage was, ,accordingly, 
Dionysos. But one may also say with equal certainty that, right down to 
Euripides, Dionysos never ceased to be the tragic hero, and that all the 
famous figures of the Greek stage, .Prometheus,.Oedipus etc., are merely 
masks of that original hero, Dionysos. The fact that there is.a deity behind 
all these masks is one of the essential reasons for the 'ideal' quality of those 
famous ,figures which has prompted so much astonishment. Someone or 
other (I do not know who) once remarked that all individuals, as individuals, 
are comic, and therefore un-tragic; from which one could conclude that the 
Greeks were quite incapable of tolerating any individuals on the tragic stage .. 
And indeed this does' appear. to . have bee'n their feeling, just as the reason 
for the Platonic distinction between, and deprecation of, the 'idea' as 
opposed to the 'idol? or copied image, lay deep Within the Hellenic char
acter. Using Plato's terminology, one would have to say something like this 
about the tragic figures of the Hellenic stage: the one, truly real Dionysos 
manifests himself in a multiplicity of figures, in the mask of a fighting hero 
and, as it were, entangied in the net of the individual will. In the way that 
heilow speaks and acts, the god who appears resembles an erring, striving, 
slIffering individual; and the fact that he appears at all with s~h epic defi
niteness and clarity, is the effect of Apollo, the interpreter of drean'l!l;'who 
int~rprets to the chorus its Dionysiilc condition by means of·this symbolic 
appearance. In truth, however, this hero is the suffering Dionysos of the 
MYSteries, the god who experiences the sufferings of individuation in his 
own person, of whom wonderful myths recount that he was' torn to pieces 
by the Titans when he was a boy and is now venerated in this condition' as 
Zagreus;1 at the same 'time, it is indicated that his being torn into pieces, the 
g~nuinely Dionysiac suffering, is like a transformation intd air,' water, earth, 
and fire, so that we are to regard the state of individuation as the source and 
primal cause of all suffering, as something inherently to be rejected. From 
~he.smile of that Dionysos the Olympian gods were born, from his tears 
human beings. In this existence as Ii dismembered god, Dionysos has a dou
ble nature; he is both cruel, savage demon and mild, gentle ruler. But what 
the epopts3 hoped for was the rebirth of Dionysos, which we must now under
stand, by premonition, as the end of individuation; the epopts' roaring sohg 
of jubilation rang out to greet this thlrd·Dionysos. Only in the hope of this 

8, Goethe. Fausi. I. 409. 
9. That is. an elM". or .. Iikene ..... which PLATO 
(ca. 427-C8. 347 B.C.E.) lees as necessatllylnferior 
to the Form or Idea (Idea) of which It can be only 
An imperfect representation and through which it 
participates In what Is truly real [edltor's note). 
I. A myth to the effect that Dlonysos. under the 
name "Zagreus," Is torn apart and then reassem
bled occurs in some late Hellenistic sources. 

Wheth.er, this Is a survival of an older (perhaps 
secret) doctrln~ about Dlonysos. as NI.etzsche 
as.umes. or a late innovative embelllshment'oEeat
Iier tradition is. given the state of our knowledge. 
undecidable. [This version of Dionysus Is the Son 
of Demeter; In most myths. he Is said to be the son 
of a mortal woman. Semele. 'and Zeus_dltor·. 
note.] 
2. Devoted followers who have "seen" their god. 
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is there a gleam of joy on the countenance of a world torn apart and shattered 
into individuals; myth symboli7..es this in the image of Demeter, sunk in eter
nal mourning, who knows no happiness until she is told that she can give 
birth to Dionysos again. In the views described here we already have all the 
constituent elements of a profound and pessimistic way of looking at the 
world and ·thus, at the same time, of the doctrine of the Mysteries taught by 
tragedy: the furtdamentalrecognition that everything which exists is a unity; 
the view that individuation is the primal source of all evil; and art as the 
joyous hope that the spell of individuation can be broken, a premonition of 
unity restored. 

.. " .. 
24 

,. .. ,. 

At this point we need to take a bold run-up and vault into a metaphysics 
of art, as I repeat my earlier sentence that only as an:aesthetic phenomenon 
do existence and the world appear justified; which means that tragic myth 
in particular must convince us that even the ugly .and disharmonious is an 
artistic game which the Will, in the eternal fullness of its delight, plays with 
itself. Yet this difficult, primal phenomenon ofDionysiac art can be grasped 

. 'in' a 'uniquely intelligible and direct way in the wonderful significance of 
musical dissonance; as indeed music generally is the only thing which. when 
set alongside the world, can illustrate what is meant by' the justification of 
the world as an aesthetic phenomenon. The pleasure engendered by the 
tragic myth comes from the same homeland as our pleasurable sensation of 
dissonance in music. The Dionysiac, with the primal pleasure it perceives 
even in pain, is the common womb from which both music and the tragic 
myth are born. . 

Could it not be that, with the assistance of musiCal d.issonance, we have 
eased significantly the difficult problem of the effect of tragedy~ After all, we 
do now understand the meaning of emr desire to look, and yet to long to go. 
beyond looking when we are watching tragedy; when applied to our response 
to the artistic use of dissonance, this state of mind would have to be described 
in similar terms: we want to listen, butat the same time we long to go beyor14 .. 
listening. That striving towards infinity, that wing-beat of longing even as we 
feel supreme delight in a clearly perceived reality, these things indicate that 
in both these states of mind we are to recognize a Dionysiac phenomenon, 
one which reveals to us the playful construction and demolition of the world 
of individuality as an outpouring of primal pleasure and delight, a process 
quite similar to Heraclitus the Obscure's comparison of the force that shapes 
the world to a playing child who sets down stones here, there, ~nd the next 
place, and who builds up piles of sand only to knock them down again. J 

Thus, in order to judge the Dionysiac capacity of a people correctly, it is 
necessary for us to consider the evidence not simply of their music but also 
of their tragic myth. Given the intimate relationship between music and 
myth, one would expect that the atrophy of the one would be connected to 

3. Heraclitus, fl'Bgment 52. (Heraclitus (active· ca. 500 B.(;.E),· pre-Socratic Greek phllosopher-editor's 
nole.' . 
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the degeneration and depravation of the other, if indeed it is true that any 
weakening of myth generally expresses a waning of the capacity for the Dio
nysiac. One only needs to glance at the development of the German char
acter to be left in no doubt on both counts: we saw that the nature of Socratic 
optimism,4 something which is as unartistic as it is parasitic on life, was 
revealed in equal measure both in opera and in the abstract character of our 
mythless existence, in an art which had sunk to the level of mere entertain
ment as much as in a life guided by concepts. We took some comfort, how
ever, from certain signs that, despite all this, the German spirit has remained 
whole, in magnificent health, depth, and Dionysiac strength, resting and 
dreaming in an inaccessible abyss like a knight who has sunk into slumber; 
now the Dionysiac song rises from this abyss to tell us that, at this very 
moment, this German knight still dreams his ancient Dionysiac myth in 
blissfully grave visions. Let no one believe that the German spirit has lost its 
mythical home for ever, if it can still understand so clearly the voices of the 
birds which tell of its homeland. One day it will find itself awake, with .all 
the morning freshness that comes from a vast sleep; then it will slay dragons, 
destroy the treacherous dwarfs, and awaken Brunnhilde-and not even 
Wotan's spear itself will be able to bar its path!' 

My friends, you who believe in the music of Dionysos, you also know what 
tragedy means for us. In it we have the tragic myth, reborn from music
and in this you may hope for all things and forget that which is most painful! 
But for all of us the most painful thing is that long period of indignity when 
the German genius lived in the service of treacherous dwarfs, estranged from 
hearth and home. You understand what my words mean-just as you will 
also understand, finally, my hopes. 

25 

Music and tragic myth both express, in the same way, the Dionysiac capacity 
of a people, and they cannot be separated from one 'another. Both originate 
in an artistic realm which lies beyond the Apolline; both transfigure a region 
where dissonance and the terrible image of the world fade away in chords of 
delight; both play with the goad of disinclination, trusting to their immeas
urably powerful arts of magic; both justify by their play the existence of even 
the 'worst of all worlds'. Here the Dionysiac shows itself, in comparison with 
the Apolline, to be the eternal and original power of art which summons. the 
entire world of appearances into existence, in the midst of which a new, 
transfiguring semblance is needed to hold fast within life the animated world 
of individuation. If you could imagine dissonance assuming human form
and what else is man?-this dissonance would need, to be able to live, a 
magnificent illusion which would spread a veil of beauty over its own nature. 
This is the true artistic aim of Apollo, in whose name we gather together all 
those countless illusions of beautiful semblance which, at every moment, 
make existence at all worth living at every moment and thereby urge us on 
to experience the next. . 

4. In sections that we have omitted, Nietzsche 
portrays the Greek philosopher Socrates (469-399 
R,C,E,) as opposed to Dionysus and an ally of 
Euripides (editor's note]. 
5, In Wagner'. opera Siegfried (I876) the hero 

slays a dragon (really the giant Fafner), kills the 
dwarf Mime, and awakens the heroine Brtlnnhflde 
despite the efforts of Wotan, chief of the gods, to 
hlock him [editor's note), ' 
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At the same time, only as much of that foundation of an existence, that 
Dionysiac underground of the world, can be permitted to enter an individ
ual's consciousness as can be overcome, in its turn, by the Apolline power 
01' transfiguration, so that both of these artistic drives are required to unfold 
their energies in strict, reciprocal proportion, according to the law of eternal 
jllstice. Where the Dionysiac powers rise up with such unbounded vigour as 
we are seeing at present, 1\1'0110, too, must already have descended amongst 
W;, concealed in a c1pud, and his most abundant effects of beauty will surely 
Iy_~ seen by a generation which comes after us. 

That there is a ne~~d for this effect is a feeling which each of us would 
wasp intuitively, if he were ever to feel himself translated, even just in dream, 
hack into the life of an ancient Hellene. As he wandered beneath rows of 
high, Ionic columns, gazing upwards to a horizon cut off by pure and noble 
lines, seeing beside hilll reHections of his own, transfigured form in luminous 
marble, surrounded by human beings who walk solemnly or move delicately, 
with harmonious sounds and a rhythmical language of gestures-would such 
a person, with all this beauty streaming in on him from all sides, not be 
hound to call out, as he raised a hand to Apollo: 'Blessed people of Hellas! 
}--Jow great must Dionysos be amongst you, if the God of Delos considers 
such acts of magic are needed to heal your dithy,'ambic6 madness!' It is likely, 
however, that an aged Athenian would reply to a visitor in this mood, looking 
lip at him with the sublime eye of Aeschylus: 'But say also this, curious 
stranger: how much did this people have to suffer in order that it might 
become so beautiful! But now follow me to the tragedy and sacrifice along 
with me in the temple of both deities!' 

1872 

6. Manifest in dithyronlbs. choral poems originally sung in honor of Dionysus and later associated with 
highly ~xcited music and impassioned langutlge. Delos: Greek island in the Cyclades, site of an important 
oracle of Apollo [editor's not"l· 

OSCAR WILDE 
1854-1900 

Oscar Wilde is known for his keen epigrammatic wit, dazzling skills in conversation, 
Hnd scandalous homosexual hehavior, which in 1895 led to his trial and imprisonment 
for sodomy, But Wilde was more than a brilliant-and tragic-cultural personality. 
~ Ie was a gifted, womkrfully entertaining, and disquieting writer, the author of an 
impressive body of work that includes the superb comedy The Importance of Being 
Earnest, the haunting novd 'The Picture of Dorian Gray, and sharp, suggestive critical 
('~i5ays. 

\!\1ildc was born in Dublin, Ireland. His father was a surgeon and respected author; 
bis mother also wrote (both verse and prose). Educated in classics at Trinity College, 
!)ublin, Wilde won a fellowship to Magdalen College, Oxford University. There he 
was influenced by the eminent art historian John Buskin, WALTER PATER, and the 
Pre-Raphaelite brothcl'hood of English poets and painters. The young Wilde began 
(0 lead his life as if it W('I'l~ a work of art, to be crafted, cultivated, and made to sparkle. 
Defying orthodoxy and sodal convcntion, he was flamboyant and theatrical. 
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In 1881 ~ at. his :own exp~nse, Wilde published his first. book, . Poems; a promising 
but der~vative.volume ;that reflects the influence of Wilde's reading of John Ke~ts 
(1795-182, ),Algernon, Swinbur~e (1837-1909), Pa~er, ,and the Pre~Raphaelites. In 
the following year, Wilde tou~d and lectured in the United S.tates .. lt is. said that on 
ltis arrivsi in New York City, 'when asked by customs offiCials. if he had anything to 
iieciare, he rep.i~d, i'Only my genius:" Wilde was by now aleiider of th~ ,aesthe;tic 
Illovement, which rallied around the dictum" of "art for art"s sake. ,j His' deiibetate 
~dcentricity and exuberaht self-regard drew ridicule in the weekly ccjfuic 'periodical 
Punch, and he wa~ parodied as' Bunthorne in Gilbert and Sullivan's' 1881 operetta 
Patience. 

Though Wilde· had (in the words of one recent scholar) "flirted" with homosex
uality for a number of years,. he married Constance Lloyd, daughter of a prominent 
Irish barrister, in 1884. 'For his two sons Wilde wrote stories-inspired by the Dan
ish writ~r Hans Christian Ande~sen-included in The Happy Princ.e and Other Tales 
(J 888) and A House of Pomegratia~es (1892) .. He also Wrote r:eviewsfor the Pall Mall 
Gazette and, from 1887 to 1889, served as the editor of Woman's World; a popular 
periodical to which Constance als'~ contributed articles' on .politics and women's 
issues. 

'In the earty 1890s, Wilde liit his stride. The 'Picture of DorlanGray appeared first 
in Lippincott's Magazine irt i 890; the book; ·revised and expanded by six chapters, was 
pUblished In 1891. It recounts the story of a beautiful young man who seems not to 
age but whose portrait becomes aged and ugly 'f'er time,' the sign pf his own corrup
tion. In Intentions (1891), an important collection of essays, Wilde presented his keen 
and audacious vieWs on Ii~erature,art,and criticism; and in Collected PoetnS·(l892), 
he gathered. his: '1erse. Originally Wilcle had hoped to center his literarY career in 
poetry, but his, greatest s~ccess was as a comic and satiric dramatist. His plays include 
Lady Winaemere's F~n (i 892); A Woman of No Importa~e (1893.); An I~al Husb,~~ 
(1895); and, above all, The Imporlance of Being Earnest (1895), which describes the 
courtships and betrothals of two young men-about-town who are leading double lives. 
Wilde also wrote the historical tragedies The Duchess of Padua (1892) and Salom4 
(1893); the latter, about the woman who danced .before Herod and afterward 
demanded the head of John the Baptfst, was Written in French 'and then published 
in an English translation (1894) that included eerie, erotic illustrations by Aubrey 
Beardsley. ' 

Wilde's pleasure In titillating and unnerving his audiences and readers resulted in 
many strikingwit~icisms, such as.Cecily's reproaclt.!n.Th~ Impartance af Being Ear
nest: "I hope you have not been leading a double life, pretending to lie wicked and 
being really good all the time. That would be hypocrisy." Yet ih his own way, Wilde 
was deeply serious and morally earnest'. A critic of middle-class Philis~ine smugness 
and moral complacency, he too wanted greater opportunity-though more than MAT
THEW ARNOLD would have accepted-for freedom of expression and dissent, for the 
right to contest the 'status quo. ' 
, Ih one of his lectures 'in America,. Wilde had .declared, "To disagree.' with three 

fourths of all England on all points of view is one of the first elements of sanity." But 
in 1895 Wilde discovered that social and moral convention' could be relentlessly puni.; 
tive. When the marquess of .Queensberry, the father of Wilde's lover, Lord Alfred 
Douglas, left a card at his club addressed "To Oscar.Wilde, posing as a sodomite," 
Wilde unsuccessfully sued for, Iibel~and then was himself arrested for violating the 
law forbidding "Indecencies between grown-up men, in public or private." Wilde was 
found guilty and sentenced to two years' imprisonment at hard labor. 

Mter his -release in May .I 897, Wilde~ivorced, broken, bankrupt, and dis
graced-left for France, calling himself "Sebastian Melmoth" ("Sebastian" after the 
Christian martyred by arrows in early-fourth-century Rome, and "Melmoth" after 
the doomed hero of Charles Maturin's.1820 Gothic novel Melmoth the Wanderer). 
Wilde spent the rest of his life lis an exile in Europe, recovering enough focus as a 
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writer to tell of his painful prison experiences in The Ballad of Reading Gaol (1898). 
He died in Paris in November 1900, having remarked, "If I were to survive into the 
twentieth century, it would be more than the English people could bear..!' De Pro
fundis ("out of the depths," the first two words of the Latin version of Psalm ·130), 
both a book-length letter of reproach to· Lord Alfred and a personal testament; was 
published in 1905, His self-judgment in this text is unsparing, as ·he declares: "Ter· 
rible as was what the world did to me, what 1 did to myself was far· ·more terrible 
still." 

In the preface to The Picture of Dorian Gray; our first selection, Wilde sketches his 
position on art and morality in a sequence of aphorisms. Authentic artists; says Wilde, 
concern themselves with style and form, with the adroit handling of the artistiC 
medium and the shaping of beautiful works. MoralitYI.he explains, is not a matter of 
an artist's or writer's message; it instead rests in how well· he or she has executed an 
aesthetic task. Wilde revises Arnold's statement that critics should be devoted to the 
best that has been thought and said by maintaining that the best is the most beautiful, 
whose nature is ultimately formal and stylistic rather than ethical. Wilde provokes us 
by concluding, "All art is quite useless." 

In ''The Critic as Artist" (1890, 1891), a brisk; pointed dialogue on the nature 
of, and relationship between; the arts and critiCism; Wilde expands on and develops 
the claims he advanced in the preface. His mouthpiece Gilbert not only celebrates 
criticism in its own right but asserts and praises Its supetlority. over ·so-called crea
tive or primary literary and artistic work. Throughout,· Wilde emphasizes' and hon
ors style, form, 'and self-conscious craft; in ,an anti-Romantic thrust, he devalues 
inspiration. He is ·antihistorical as well, opposed:to history because of (and here he 
echoes RALPH WALDO EMERSON) the constraints' that it imposes ·on individual 
expression. ' .. 

' 'The details of history," according to Gilbert. in' part 1, "are always wearisome." 
Criticism "is more fascinating than history," fbr it "is concerned simply with one
self": it Is Ii type of autobiography and impressionism. As Gilbert's· comments on 
Ruskin and Pater indicate, for Wilde ,it does not matter whether·the ereative critic is 
faithful to the work of art: accurate statements·about an aesthetic object or the artist's 
intentions count less than the critical essay's status ·as an independent 'woi'kof art, 
In part 2, Wilde qualifies and complicates this position; for example, in his references 
to Shakespe!ire he concedes that historical study,is important 'after 'all. Btit he 'con~ 
tinuesto stress that "the highest .Criticism; being the purest form df personallrilpres-
sion, is, in its' way, rliore creative thatt creation." , . . 

Wilde is not an especially original thinker. He draws on nineteenth·c~l'Itury'Frehch 
and English ;authors, including the poet-critic TH~OPHILE GAUTIER\ the noVelist Jopis: 
Karl Huysman; CHARLES BAUDELAIRE, and Pater.' The concept 'of "art for art's s~" 
was in fact proposed by Gautier, in the preface to Mademoiselle de Maupin (1835), 
where he affirmed: "Les choses son.t belles en proportion. inverse· de leur utilit~!' 
(Things are beautiful in inverse proportion to their usefulness). 'Sometimes, Wilde's 
cool, canny ironies can feel predictable, produced on cue·and according to formula. 
There is a m'easuni of truth to the complaint of the American cultural critic H. L. 
Mencken'(l880-1956).that in his endless flaunting of paradoxes, Wilde can be as 
insufferable as an ovt!rpious preacher. 

On the other hand, Wilde's epigrams and arguments at their best are 'coJbpelling, 
and in recent years his life has drawn equaI.interest. Literary. critics and theorists and 
scholars in gender and gay and lesbian studies have since the 19805 devoted countless 
books and essays to Wilde's writings and extraordinary and aggrieved life. Even earlier, 
critics including NORTHROP FRYE and HAROLD Bl..OOM praised hiin extravagantly; Frye, 
in Creation and Recreation (1980), portrayed Wilde· as a theorist of the 'imagination 
equal in significance to the revolutionary painter and poet William Blake (1757-
] 827). Like Blake, and like the later Romantics PERCY BYSSHE SHEL.LEYand Emerson, 
Wilde contends that great writers and artists give structure to life .through the power 
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of their t:;nlightened vision. Indeed, for him the terms and values of art themselves 
constitute life. Nature, Wilde maintained, ,"is our creation .... Things are because 
we. see 't~em." The result of critical inquiry is not truth, but an interpretation--or 
rather a 'series of misinterpretations, offuisr;eadings, since We 40 not (and never will) 
posseSs an, objectively known reality with which we could appraise and firmly decide 
among conflicting views. i" 

This- line of argument gives us a Wilde less akin to Pater than to the German 
philosopher FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, the Nietzsche of The Will to Power (1901) in 
part;icl,1lar: "It is our needs that interpret the world; our drives and their For and 
Against.' Every drive is a kind of lust to rule; each one has its perspective that it would 
like to'comp.el all the other drives to accept as a norm." Wilde lacks this tone of grim 
interisity, but his elegantly articulated ideas imply the consequences that Nietzsche 
and later authors have expressed. 
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Preface to The Picture of Dorian Gray 

The artist i~ the creator of beautiful things. 
To reveal art and conceal the artist is art's aim .. The critic is he who can 

translate into another manner or a new material his impression of beautiful 
things. . 

The highest as the lowest form of criticism is a mode of autobiography. 
Those who find ugly meanings in beautiful things are corrupt without being 
channing. This is a fault. 

Those who find beautiful meanings in beautiful things are the culti
vated. For these there is hope. 

They are the elect to whom beautiful things mean only Beauty. 
There is no such thing as a moral or an immoral book. Books are well 
written, or badly written. That is all. 

Tile nineteenth century dislike of Realism is the ral~e of Caliban seeing his own 
face in a glass. I 

The nineteenth century dislike of Romanticism is the rage of Caliban 
not seeing his own face in a glass. 

The moral life of man forms part of the subject-matter of the artist, but 
the morality of art consists in the perfect use of an imperfect medium. 

No artist desires to prove anything. Even things that are true can be proved. 
No artist has ethical sympathies. An ethical sympathy in an arti .. t is an 
unpardonable mannerism of style. 

No artist is el'er morbid. The artist can express everything. 
Thought and language are to the artist instruments of an art. 

Vice a,nd virtue are to the artist materials for an art. 
From the point of view of form, the type of all the arts is the art of the musician. 
From the point of view of feeling, the actor's craft is the type. 

All art is at once surface and symbol. 
Those who go beneath the ... urface do so at their peril, 

Those who read the symbol do so at their peril. 
It i ... the spectator, and 1'tot life, that art really mirrors. 

Diversity of opinion about a work of art shows that the work is new, complex, 
and vital. 

When critics disagree the artist is in accord with himself. 
Hie can forgive a man for making a useful thing as long as he does not admire 
il .. The only excuse for making a useless thing is that one admires it intensely. 

All art is quite useless. 

1891 

1. Mirl'OT. Cnlibnn: half-human sl"",· ur I'rosp<'ro in Shakespeare's play The Tempest (1611). 
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. Prom The:Ci"itic as Attist l 
. , 

From Part 1 .. : 
.~, ., ~ : .' . 

.. 'Ernest.' ... • I Bniquite ready to admit'that I was Wro~girl'what I said 
about the Greeks. They were, as you have pointed out, a n'atfonof art critics. 
I acknowledge it, and I feel a little sorry for them. For the creative faculty is 
higher than the critical. There is really no comparison between them. 

Gilbert. The ,antithesis betwe~n them' is . entirely ar;bitrary. Without the 
critical faculty, there is 'no artistic creation at all worthy of the name. You 
spoke a little while ago of that fin~. spiritof.choice aJ:.1.d.d~li<;a~e instinct of 
selection by which th~artist ,realises life f~r us, a~dgives..t0 ~t a ~omentary 
p'~rfection~ Well, that spirit of choice, that subtle tact ,of o!Jlission, is really 
the critical faculty in one of its most characteristic moods, and no one who 
does notpossess .this <;ritic~l faculty can cre~te anything at all inar~, Arnold's 
definitiof?.'of li~erature as. a criticism of life,2 was n.ot very felicitous! in form, 
but it showed how keenly he recognised the importance of thecritic~l el.e-
ment in all creative work., ... , , .. 

Ernest. I should have said that great artists ""orlte~ ll;ncqf?scr_qusly, that 
they were "wiser t"'an theylgtew," as, I think,.Emers!:>n remarks,somewhere.3 

. Gilbert.,~~ ... Js r~a~ly not·~o,. Erpes.t .. AIr6~eim.a~nativ~: work is. self
conscious and deliberate. No poet sings be~~u.~~ pe must sing. At.Ieas,t, no 
gr,e~t poet'c:l~e~,A,gr~a~pp,et si?gs, J;lecause h~c:.h:o~ses to ~irg.lt is so now, 
and it has always been· so~ We are sometimes apt to think that the voices 
that soun~ed at ,the dawn of poetr,y were simpler, fr.esJlE~r, an~tmore natural 
than ours, and that the world which ~qe eariy poetS I.O:~ked:il~, and ~hrough 
which theyw~IJ<.~d, had a ki~d!;)f poetical ,quali~y'.:,oqts . oWn, andaJmost 
without changing could pass i~to sc:>ng. The :snow lies thick, now ~pon Olym
pu~, and itsste~p;' sCarped s.i~e~.aIe ,bleak and barren, but 0ilee,We fancy, 
the white feet pf the Muses·: brushed the dew from the anemones in the 
morning, anciat evening can:.e ApoIlo.'tosing to,,~h~sh~plierdsJn .. the vale. 
But in this we· are merely lending to other ages ~hat we desir~, pr think we 
desire, for our own. Our historical sens~ is ~t faul~ .. Every ~ent~~ that pro
duces poetry is, so far,. an arti~cial cent,;uy,and.the wor~.i:hat seems to us 
t~ be the most natural ,and simple prodJ.1ct.of its time is always tJ:te result of 
the most self-consciQus effort. Believe me, Ernest, there is no fine art without 
self-consciousness, and self-consclo!.lsness and th~ ·critlcal spirit are one. . 

Ernest. I see wllat you mean, and there is much In it. 'But' sure}yyou would 
admit that the great poems of· the early world, the prirllitive, .anonymous 
collective poems, were the res.1llt .o( the imagination of races, rather th~n of 
the .imagination of individuals? 

I. Originally titled "The True Function an!i Ylll.ue 
of Criticism, with Some RemarkS on the· Impor
tance of Dolrig Nothing.· For hi. book IntekUoru 
(1891), Wilde retitled and revised the text, . 
2. Often In "The Gritlc as Artist, " Wnde alludes or 
responc!. directly to MAlTIiEW ARNOLO'S views on 
literature and criticism In Essays In Criticism: First 
Stir/ils (1865), In particular "The Function of Grlt
Iclsm at the Present Time" (see above), 

3. See "The Over-Soul" and "Compensation," 
both In Essays: First Series (1841), by RALPH 

·WALDO EMERsoN (1803-1882), .. 
4. The Greek god of p'rophe.cy, music, and poetry. 
Olyritpus; mountain range In northern Greece and 
home of the Greek gods. Muses: In Greek .mythol
ogy, the 9 daughters of memory; they presided over 
the arts and sciences. 
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Gilbert. Not when they' became poetry, Not wherithey received a' beautiful 
form. For there is no art where there is no style, arid no style where' there is 
no unity, and unity is'ofthe individual. No doubt· Homer had old·ballads and 
stories to deal with, as Shakespeare had.chronicles,and plays andriovels from 
which to work, ,but they were merely his 'rougH material. He took them and 
shaped them into song. They became his, because he made them lovely. They 
were built out of music, 

And so not built at all, 
And .therefore built for ever,' 

The longer one studies life and literature, therriore strongly 'o~e feels that 
behind everything that is wonderful stands the ihdividtial, and that itiSriot 
the momenfthat makes the man, but the than 'who creates the age!. Irtaeed, 
I am inclined to think that each myth and leg~i1d th~t Seems to ,us t~ s~iirig 
olit of the wortder, or terror, or fartey of tribe; artdn'ation, was' in its aright 
the in'ventidn of one single mind. The curiously limited number of' the 
myths seems to me to point to this condusian.But we mUst' ht>l go off into 
questions of comparative mythology.:We musikeep to criticisril.Ap.dwhall 
want to point out is this. An age that· has riO criticism is either. ~n age 'in 
which art is iInmbbiie, hieratic, and corinne-d'to the reprcJdu<;t.tb,il dHorma! 
types, or an age that possesses no art a~ all. 1fle~e have b~eh"ciitical ages 
that have no~bee,n c'readve, in the ordinal'y~erise of the wotd,' ages In which 
the spirit' ofhtan: has sought to. j,et in order the ti'ea!l'ui'e~ of his treasute~ 
house; to sepal'ate.the/gold frolii'the silver, and i:he~it~er-rrom:the letld;t,o 
colint over the jewels" ilrid ttl give names to !tlie' pei;trIs'.' Bp,t there' has tt~ver 
been a <!reaUve'age that has not been crlticiil also. '~brit·i.s ;the,criii~id fa'7-
ulty that invents: ft~sh fcirttls. The tende,ncy of t:retidords i:orep~at itself. It 
is to the criti(;ill,in~tinct thai we-owe each new schoolthat springs up, ea~h 
new mould that art finds ready to its hand. 1'hereis 'really hot a sh'lgIe form 
that art ttow uses that does not come to us' from thEi'critlcal'spiritof Alex
andria,6 where these forms were either ster~otyped,or iriverited, 'or mad¢ 
perfect. I say Alexandria, not merely because' It'.was there that the Greek 
spirit' became most self-conscious, arid'iI;ideed ultirriatE!ly ~ired iIi scepti
cism and theology, but because it~as ta 'that .city, ahd not td Athens, that 
Rome turned for her models, and it was thtough tll~ ~urvi'\ral,such as it w"7f~; 
of the Latin language that culture iived at aU. When, at the Renaissance, 
Greek literalurediaWned upori EUrope, the soil had been in some measure 
prepared for it: But to get rid of the details of history, which are always wea
risome, and usually inaccurate, let u's say generally that the foms of art 
have been due to the Greek critical spirit. To it we owe the epic, the lyric, 
the etttire drama in every one of its develOpments, including burlesque, thE! 
idyll, the romantic novel, the novel of adventure, the essay, the dialogue, the 
oration,the lecture, for which perhaps w~ should hot forgive them, arid the 
epigram, in all the Wide meaning of that word. In fact; we owE! it everyt}\ing; 
except the sonnet, to which, however, some curious parallels of thought 

5, Slightly misquoting Alfred, Lord Tennyson, 
I "ylto of the King ( 18 59~8 5), "Gareth and Lynette," 
lines 272-74 .. 
6. City and majnr seaport in' northern Egypt. 

Founded 'by Alexander the Great after he con
quered Egypt In 331 D.C.E" It was the ·center of 
Hellenistic commerce and learning, With B great 
university and two royal libraries. 
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movement may be traced in the Anthology,7 American journalism, to which 
no parallel can be found anywhere, and the ballad in sham Scotch dialect, 
which one of our most industrious writers8 has recently proposed should b~ 
made the basis for a final and unanimous effort on the part of our second
rate poets to make themselves really romantic. Each new school, as it 
appears, cries out against criticism, but it is to the critical faculty in man 
that it owes its origin. The mere creative instinct does not innovate, but 
reproduces. 

Ernest. You have been talking of criticism as an essential part of the cre
ative spirit, and I now fully accept your theory. But what of criticism outside 
creation'? I have a foolish habit of reading periodicals, and it seems to me 
that most modern criticism is perfectly valueless. . 

Gilbert. So is most modern creative work, also. Mediocrity weighing medi
ocrity in the balance, and incompetence applauding its brother-that is the 
spectacle which the artistic activity of England affords us from time to time. 
And yet, I feel I am a little unfair in this matter. As a rule, the critics-I 
speak, of course, of the high~r class, of those, in fact, who write for the 
sixpenny papers-are far more cultured than the people whose work they 
are called upon to review. This is, indeed, only what one would expect, for 
criticism ·demands infinitely more cultivation than creation does. 

Ernest. Really? 
Gilbert. Certainly. Anybody can write a three-volumed novel. 9 It merely 

requires a complete ignorance of both life and literature. The difficulty that 
I should fancy the reviewer feels is the difficulty of sustaining any standard. 
Where there is no style. a standard must be impossible. The poor reviewers 
are apparently reduced to be the reporters of the police court of literature, 
the chroniclers of the doings of the habitual criminals of art. It is sometimes 
said of them that they do not read all through the works they are called upon 
to criticise. They do not. Or at least they should not. If they did so, they 
would become confirmed misanthropes; or, if I may borrow a phrase from 
one of the pretty Newnham graduates, confirmed womanthropes l for the 
rest of their lives. Nor is it necessary. To know the vintage and quality of a 
wine one need not drink the whole cask. It must be perfectly easy in half an 
hour to say whether a book is worth anything or worth nothing. Ten minutes 
are really sufficient, if one has the instinct for form. Who wants ·to wade 
through a dull volume'? One tastes it, and that is quite enough--:-more than 
enough, I shou~d imagine. I am aware that there are many honest workers 
in painting as well as in literature who object to criticism entirely. They are 
quite right. Their work stands in no intellectual relation to their age. It brings 
us no new element of pleasure. It suggests no fresh departure of thought, or 
passion, or beauty. It should not be spoken of. It should be left to the oblivion 
that it deserves. 

Ernest. But, my dear fellow-excuse me for interrupting you-you seem 
to me to be allowing your passion for criticism to lead you a great deal too 

7. The Greek or Palatine Anthology, a collection 
of Greek epigrams (some from as early as the 7th 
c. A.C • .,.) compiled ca. 980 C.E. 
8. William Sharp (1855-1905), Scottish writer 
whose works (written undel" the name Fiona Mac
leod) include mystic Celtic tales and romance. of 
peasant life. 

9. Standard length of Victorian novels. 
1. A nonsensical coinage meaning "woman
hater .... Newnham College: the second of the col
leges for women in Cambridge (founded In 1871; 
women Initially did not follow the university cur
riculum and were not granted Cambridge degrees 
for another half century). 
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far. For, after all, even YOll must admit that it is much more difficult to do a 
thing than to talk about it. 

Gilbert. More difficult to do a thing than to talk about it? Not at all. That 
is a gross popular error. It is very much more difficult to talk about a thing 
than to do it. In the sphere of actual life that is, of course, obvious. Anybody 
can make history. Only a great man can Write it. There is no mode of action, 
no form of emotion, that we do not share with the lower animals. It is only 
by language that we rise above them, or above each other-by language, 
which is the parent, and not the child, of thought. Action, indeed, is always 
easy, and when presented to us in its most aggravated, because most contin
uous form, which I take to be that of real industry, becomes simply the refuge 
of people who have nothing whatsoever to do. No, Ernest, don't talk about 
action. It is a blind thing, dependent on external influences, and moved by 
an impulse of whose nature it. is unconscious. It is a thing incomplete in its 
essence, because limited by accident, and ignorant of its direction, being 
always at variance with its aim. Its basis is the lack of imagination. It is the 
last resource of those who know not how to dream. 

Ernest. Gilbert, you treat the world as if it were a crystal ball. You hold it 
in your hand, and reverse it to please a wilful fancy. You do nothing but 
rewrite history. 

Gilbert. The one duty we owe to history is to rewrite it. That is not the 
least of the tasks in store for the critical spirit. When we have fully discovered 
the scientific laws that govern life we shall realise that the one person who 
has more illusions than the dreamer is the man of action. He, indeed, knows 
neither the origin of his deeds nor their results. From the field in which he 
thought that he had sown thorns we have gathered our vintage, and the fig
tree that he planted for our pleasure is as barren as the thistle, and more 
bitter.2 It is because Humanity has never known where it was going that it 
has been able to find its way. 

Ernest. You think, then, that in the sphere of action a conscious aim is a 
delusion? . 

Gilbert. It is worse than a delusion. If we lived long enough to see the 
results of our actions, it may be that those who call themselves good would 
be sickened with a dull remorse, and those whom the world calls evil stirred 
by a noble joy. Each little thing that we do passes into the great machil'W:" of 
life, which may grind our virtues to powder and make them worthless, or 
transform our sins into elements of a new civilisation, more marvellous and 
onore splendid than any that has gone before ..... , .. 

Ernest . .. " '" But, surely, the higher you place the creative artist, the lower 
must the critic rank. 

Gilbert. Why so? 
Ernest. Because the best that he can give us will be but an echo of rich 

music, a dim shadow of clear-outlined form. It may, indeed, be that life is 
chaos, as you tell me that it is; that its martyrdoms are mean and its heroisms 
ignoble; and that it is the function of Literature to create, from the rough 
material of actual existence, a new world that will be more marvellous, more 
enduring, and more true than the world that common eyes look upon, and 
through which common natures seek to realise their perfection. But surely, 

.l. See Matthew 7.16: "Do Int."11 gatht.or jl;l'apcs of thorns, or figs of thistles'?" 
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if this new world has been made by the·spiritand touch of a great artist, it 
will be a thing so complete and perfect that there will be nothing leff for.the 
critic to do . .I quite understand now, ,and indeed admit·triost readily, that it 
is far more difficult to talk'about a thing than to :doit .. But it seems to,me 
that this sound and sensible· maxim, which is really. extremely soothing to 
one's feelings, and should be. adopted as ,its motto by .every Academy.of Lit
erature all over the world; applies only.to the relations that exist between Art 
and Life, and not to anY'relations that there may be. betweenArtand.Criti-
cism. . . 

Gilbert. But, surely, Criticism is itself an art .. And.just ·as artistic creation 
implies the working of the critical faculty, and, indeed j withoLit it cannot be 
said to exist at all; so Criticism is really creative in'the highest sens~ of the 
word. Criticism is,' in fact, both creative and independent. . ,": ! 

Ernest. Independent~. 
Gilbert. Yes; independent, Criticism' is no more. to be:judgedby. any I?w 

standard 'of imitation or.·:resemblance .than is the work of poet.or sculptor. 
The critic occupies the same relation to the· work of art that he ·criticises as 
the artist does to the visible. world of form and colour, or the unseen world 
of passion and of thought .• He does.not.evenrequire for the perfection of his 
art the finest materials. Anything will serve his purpose. And just as Ol,lt· of 
the sordid and sentimental amours of the silly wife of a small country doctor 
in the squalid village of Yortville,I~Abbay'e; near Rouen, Gustave Flaubert3 

was able to create a classic, lind make a masterpiece of style, so from subjects 
of little or of no 'itnportance,' such as the pictures. in this yeat's Royal Acad~ 
emy, 'or in. any ,year's Royal Academy; for .. that.matter, Mr.;Lewis Morris's 
poems,M. Ohnet's novels, or:the plays 'of Mr. Henry Arthur Jones,4 the true 
critic can, ifit be his pleasure so to db;ei:tor waste his faculty,of-contempla
tion, produce work that will. be flawless in· beauty and instinct.With intellec:.. 
tual subtlety. Why not? Dulness is always an irresistibletetriptation for 
brilliancy, and stupidity is .the permanent Bestia Trionfanss .that' calls-wisdom 
from its cave. To an artist so creative as the ctitic, what does subjeilt.tnatter 
signify? No more ,and ,ho less than it does to the novelist and the painter. 
:Like them, he can·find his motives everywhere. Treatment is the test. There 
is·nothing that has not in it suggestion or challenge .. 

. Ernest., But is Criticism really a creative a.rt? . " , 
", Gilbert, Why should.itnot.be?Itworks withtnaterilils, and puts' them into 
9 form that is at once new and.delightful.What mbre can one.say.of.poetry~ 
Indeed, I would call criticism a 'creation within a creation. Fpr-ju'St as the 
great artists, from Homerand,lEschylus, .down to Shakespeare andK.eats,6 
did not go directly to life for their subject-matter, but sought for it in. myth, 
and legend, and ancient tale, so the critic deals with materials:·that others 
~ave;·as it were,purified.for him, and to which imaginative form and colour 
have:been already 'added .. Nay, more, I would say that the highest Criticism, 
~'f';>; 

, 

~1I\lM;\ch rlbvellst d 82 l ..... i880); the "amours" are 
~ted In Madame 801141')' (1856). ' . '. 
II. !InRlIsh.!iramatlst (1851-1929). Morrl.(IS3.3.,. 
~f~7);Wtl.h poet; essaYist. a'nd barrister. Georges Innel.(IS48-19IS).,French novelist and·drama-, 

. 1St' 

. '~'TiiumphBnt Beast (Italian); the referenc. e Is to 
,~io hIla beSfia Trionfimle (I 584. Exp,,1dmt oj. 

". ; 

: '. ,he Tri .. ~p"-i 8 ...... ). alhlloscitS~lCal aliegorY by 
.. the' ·.Italian scIentist an phtlosopher Giordano 

Brupo. . .. .. . 
6.)611rt Kt.at. (1795-IS2'1). £nglish' Rortlantic 

.; p~t1 roughly 2 centuries .• epa;ated hi. \irorks ·from 
those of Shakespeare, and the tragedies ot Aeschy
lus (525-456 R,C.E.) from the epics of Homer. 

~ . .. 
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being the purest form of personal impression, is, in its way, more creative 
than creation; as it has least reference to any standard external to itself; and 
is, in fact, its own reason for existing, and, as the Greeks would put it, in 
itself, and to itself, an end. Certainly, it is ·never .trammelled by any shackles 
of verisimilitude. No ignoble considerations of probability, that cowardly 
concession to the tedious repetitions of domestic or public life; affect it ever. 
One may appeal from fiction unto fact. But from the soul there is no appeal. 

Ernest. From the soul? 
Gilbert. Yes, from the soul. That is what the highest Criticism really is, 

the record of one'.s own soul. It is more fascinating than history, as it is 
concerned simply with oneself. It is more delightful thah philosophy, as its 
subject is concrete and not abstrac~, real and not vague. It is the only civilised 
form of autobiography, as it deals not with the events, but with the thoughts 
of one's life; not with life's physical accidents of deed or -circumstance, but 
with the' spiritual moods' and imaginative passions of the mind. I am always 
amused by the silly vanity of those writers and artists of our day who seem 
to imagine that the primary function of the critic is to chatter about their 
second-rate work. The best that one can say of most modern creative art is 
that it is just.a little less vulgar than reality; and so the critic, with his fine 
sense of distit:Jction and sure instinct of delicate refinement, will prefer to 
look into the silver mirror or through the woven veil, and will turn his eyes 
away from the chaos and clamour, of actual e,alitencel though the mirror be 
tarnished and the veil be· torn. His sole aim is to chronicle his own impres
sions; It is for him that pictures are painted, books·written, and marble hewn 
into form .. 

Ernest. I seem to have heard another' theory of Criticism. 
Gilbert. Yes: it has been said by one whose graeiqus memorywe.all revere, 

and the music of whose pipe once lured Proserpina from her. Sicilian fields, 
and made those white feet stir, and not in vain, the Cumnbr cowslips, that 
the proper aimbfCriticisrn.is to see the object as in itself'it really is,''' But 
this is a very serious error, and takes no cognisance of Criticism'srhos't per
fect form, whiCh is in its essence purely subjective, and seeks to revea}.jts 
own secret and not the secret ofanotbe;r; For the highest Criticism deals 
With art not as expressive, but as impressive; purely~ 

Ernest. But is that really so? ~ . 
Gilbert. Of course it is. Who c'ares whether Mr. Ruskin's views on TurnerS 

are sound or not? What does it matter? That mighty and majestic prose of 
his, so fervid and so fiery-coloured in its noble eloquence; so rich in its 
elaborate, symphonic music, so sure and certain, at its best, in subtle choice 
of word and 'epithet, is at least as great a work of art as any of those wonderful 
sunsets that bleach or rot on their corrupted canvases in England's Gallery;9 
greater, indeed, oIte is apt to think at times, not merely because its equal 
beauty is more enduring, but on account of the fuller variety of its appeal, 
soul speaking· to, soul in those long-cadenced .lines, not throtigh. form and 
colour alone, though through these, indeed, corripletely.-and without loss, 

7. Matthew Arnold defines the "aim of criticism" 
in ''The Function ofCritleism at the Present Time" 
(1864, 1865), In his f.0em ,oThyrsls" (1866), 
Arnold says that 'he wou d supplicate Proserpina, 
the goddess of- fertility and queen of the under
world, "in vain"; for while she knoWll Sicily well, 

. she does·not·know the "Cumnor cowslips," hear 
Oxford; . . 
·8, ·ThepainterJ, M. W,Turner (I 775_1 85 I),pas
slonately defended by the English writer, reformer, 
and art critic John Ruskin.( 1819-1900). 
9. The National Gallery, In Loridon, 
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but with intellectual and emotional utterance, with lofty passion and with 
loftier thought, with imaginative insight, and with poetic aim; greater, I 
always think, even as Literature is the greater art. Wh9, again, care~ whether 
Mr. Pater has put into the pprtrait of Monna Lisa· some~hing that Lionardo 
never dreamed of? The painter may have been merely the slave of an archaic 
smile, as some have fancied, but whenever I pass into the' cool galleries of 
fhe Palace .of the 'Louvre, and stand before that strange figure "set in its 
marble chair in that cirque qf fantastic rocks, as in some faint light tinder 
sea," I murmur to myself, "sh~ is older than the rocks among which she sits; 
like the vampire, she has be~n dead many times, and learned the secrets of 
the grave; and has been a diver in deep seas, and keeps their fallen daY,about 
her; and trafficked for strange webs with Eastern merchants; and, as Led~, 
was the mother of Helen of Troy, and, as St. Anne, the mother of Mary; 'and 
all this has been to her but a~ the sound of lyres and flutes, and lives only in 
the delicacy with which it has moulded the changing lineaments, and tinged 
the eyelids and the hands." And I say to my friend, "The presence .that thus 
so strangely rose beside the waters is expressive of what in. the ~ys of a 
thousand years man had come to desire"; and he answers me, "Hers is the 
head upon which all 'the ends of the world are come,' and the eyelids are a 
little weary." 
. And so the picture becomes mote wonderful to us than it really is, and 

reveals to us a secret of which"n tr:uth, it knows nothing, and the music of 
the mystical prose is as sweet in ()ur ears as was that flute-player's music that 
lent to the lips of La Giocondaz those subtle and poisonous curVes. Do you 
ask me what Lionardo would have said had anyone told him of this picture 
that "all the thoughts and experience of the world had etched and moulded 
there in that which they had of power to refine and make expressive ~he 
outward form, the animalism of Greece, the lust of Rome, the reverie of the 
Middle Age with its spiritual ambition and imaginative loves, the return of 
the Pagan world, the sins of the Borgias?"3 He would probably have answered 
that he had contemplated none of these things, but had concerned himself 
simply with certain arrangements of lines and masses, and with new and 
curious colour-harmonies of blue and green. And it is for this very reason 
that the criticism which I have quoted is criticism of the highest kind. It 
treats the work of art simply as a starting-point for a new creation.' It does 
not confine itself-let us at least suppose so for the moment~to discovering 
the real intention of the artist and accepting that as final. And in this it is 
right, for the meaning of any beautiful created thing is, at least, as much in 
the soul of him who looks at it as it was ~n his soul who wrought it. Nay, it 
is rather the beholder who lends to the beautiful thing its myriad meanings, 
and makes it marvellous for us, and sets it in some new relation to the age, 
so that it becomes a vital portion of our lives, and a symbol of. what we pray 
for, or perhaps of what, having prayed for, we fear that we may receive. The 
longer I study, Ernest, the more clearly I see that the beauty of the visible 
arts is, as the beauty of music, impressive. primarily, and that it may be 

I. In the essay on Leonardo da Vinci included In 
Studies ittlhe History oflhe Renalss .... ce (1873), by 
WALTER PATER (1839-1894); Gilbert then quotes 
Pater, 
2. The subject of Leonardo's painting waR the wife 
of Francesco del Gloconda; thu., the Mona Lis .. I. 

sometimes referred to as La Gloccmda. 
3. An Italian family. Influential from the 14th to 
the 16th century, that Included religiOUS, military, 
and political leaders and patrons of the art.; they 
were notorious for their ruthles.ne •• and greed. 
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marred, and indeed often is so, by any excess of intellectual intention on the 
part of the artist. For when the work is finished it has, as it were, an inde
pendent life of its own, and may deliver a message far otper than that which 
was put into its lips to say. Sometimes, when I listen to the overture of 
Tannhiiuser,4 I seem indeed to see that comely knight treading delicately on 
the flower-strewn grass, and to hear the voice of Venus calling to him from 
the caverned hill. But at other times it speaks to me of a thousand different 
things, of myself, it may be, and my own life, or of the lives of others whom 
one has loved and grown weary of loving, or of the passions that man has 
known, or of the plissions that man has not known, and so has sought for. 
To-night it may fill 'one with that ,EP.nI r.nN Ad YNA r.nN, that Amour de 
I 'Impossible, 5 which falls like a madness on many who think they live securely 
and out of reach of !'tarm, so that they sicken suddenly with the poison of 
un limited desire, and, in the infinite pursuit of what they may not obtain, 
grow faint and swoon or stumble. To-morrow, like the music of which Aris
totle and Plato tell us, the noble Dorian music6 of the Greek, it may perform 
the office of a physician, and give us an anodyne against pain, and heal the 
spirit that is wounded, and "bring the soul into harmony with aU right things." 
And what is true about music is true about all the arts. Beauty has as many 
meanings as man has moods. Beauty is the symbol of symbols. Be~uty reveals 
everything, because it expresses nothing. When it shows us itself it shows us 
the whole fiery-coloured world. ' 

Ernest. But is such work as you have talked about really criticism? 
Gilbert. It is the highest Criticism, for it criticises not merely the individual 

work of art, but Beauty itself, and fills with wonder a form which the artist 
may have left void, or not understood, or understood incompletely. ' 

Ernest. The highest Criticism, then, is more creative than creation, and 
the primary aim of the critic is to see the object as in itself it really is not; 
that is your theory, I believe? 

Gilbert. Yes, that is my theory. To the critic the work of art is simply a 
suggestion for a new work of his own, that need not necessarily bear any 
obvious resemblance to the thing it criticises. The one characteristic ofa 
beautiful form is that one can put into it whatever one wishes, and see in it 
whatever one chooses to see; and the Beauty, that gives to creation its uni
versal and ~sthetic element, makes the critic a creator in his turn, and whi!;.- , 
pers of a thousand different things which were not present i~ the mind of 
him who carved the statue or painted the panel or graved the 'gem. 

It is sometimes said by those who understand neither the nature of the 
highest Criticism nor the charm of the highest Art, that the pictures that the 
critic loves most to write about are those that belong to the anecdotage of 
painting, and that deal with scenes taken out of literature or history. But this 
is not so. Indeed, pictures of this kind are far too intelligible. As a class, they 
rank with illustrations, and, even considered from this point of view, are 
fflilures, as they do not stir the imagination, but set definite bounds to it. For 
the domain of the painter is, as J suggested before, widely different from that 

4. An 1845 opera hy the Gennan composer Rich· 
ard ''''agner. which describes the legendary rei,,· 
tit,nship between the ] 4th-century German .)Oel 
of I he title and Venus. Ranum guddess of love. 
r,. 'I'll .. Greek and French phr ... ,·, hoi h mc.", "love 
of I he hnl,ossJble." 

6. Restrained and simrle music associated with 
the Dorians, the last a the northern invaders of 
Greece (ca. 11th c. R.C.E.). On the Greek philos· 
ophers PLATO (ca. 427-347 R.C.E.) and ARI&'TOTLIl 
(384-322 R.C.E.), lee above. 
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)f ;the poet. To the latter belongs life in its full and absolute entirety; not 
n'erely the beauty that men look at, but the beauty that men listen to also; 
iotmerely the momentary grace of form or the transient gladness of colour, 
Jut the whole sphere of feeling, the perfect cycle of thought. The painter is 
;0 far limited that it is only through the mask of the body that he can show 
JS the mystery of the soul; only through conventional images that he can 
1andle ideas; only through its physical equivalents that he can deal with 
)sychology. And how inadequately does he do it then, asking us to accept 
:he torn turban of the Moor for the noble rage of Othello, or a dotard in a 
.torm for the wild madness ,of Lear! Yet it seems as if nothing could stop 
him. Most of our elderly English painters spend their wicked and wasted 
lives in poaching upon the domain of the poets, marring their motives by 
dumsy treatment, and striving to render, by visible form or colour, the marvel 
of what is invisible, the splendour ,of what is not seen. Their pictures are, as 
a natural consequence, insufferably tedious. They have degraded the visible 
arts into the obvious arts, and the one thing not worth looking at is the 
obvious. I do not say that poet and painter may not treat of the same subject. 
They have always done so, and will always do so. But while the poet can be 
pictorial or not, as he chooses, the painter must be pictorial always. For a 
painter is limited, not to what he sees in nature, but to what upon canvas 
may be seen. ' 

And so, my dear Ernest, pictures of this kind will not really fascinate the 
critic. He will turn from them to such works as make him brood and dream 
and fancy, to works that possess the subtle quality of suggestion, and seem 
to 'tell one that even from them there is an escape into a wider world; It is 
sometimes said that the tragedy of an artist's life is that he cannot realise 
his ideal. But the true tragedy that dogs the steps of most artists is that 
they realise their ideal too absolutely. For, when the ideal is realised, it is 
robbed of its wonder and its mystery, and becomes simply a new starting 
point for an ideal that is other'than itself. This is the reason why music is 
the perfect type of art. Music can never' reveal its ultimate secret. This, 
also, is the explanation of the value of limitations in art. The sculptor gladly 
surrenders imitative colour, and the painter the actual dimensions of form, 
because by such renunciations they are able to avoid too definite a pres
entation of the Real, which would be mere imitation, and too definite a 
realisation of the Ideal, which would be too purely intellectual. It is through 
its very incompleteness that Art becomes complete in beauty, and so 
addresses itself, not to the faculty of recognition nor to the faculty of rea
'son, but to the ~sthetic sense alone, which, while accepting both reason 
imd recognition as stages of apprehension, subordinates them both to a 
pure synthetic impression. of the work of art as a whole; and, taking what
ever alien emotional elements the, work may possess, uses their very com
plexity as a means by which a richer unity may be added to the ultimate 
impression itself. You see, then, how it is that the ~sthetic critic rejects 
those obvious modes of art that have but one message to deliver, and having 
delivered it becomes dumb and sterile, and seeks rather for such modes as 
suggest reverie and mood, and by ,their imaginative beauty make all inter
pretations true and no interpretation final. Some resemblance, no doubt, 
the creative work of the critic will have to the work that has stirred him to 
creation, but it will be such ~esemblance as exists, not between Nat~re and 
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the mirror that the painter of landscape or figure may be supposed to hold 
lip to her, but between Nature and the work of the decorative artist. Just 
as on the flowerless carpets of Persia, tulip and rose blossom indeed, and 
are lovely to look on, though they are not reproduced in visible shape or 
line; just as the pearl and purple of the sea-shell is echoed in the church 
of St. Mark at Venice; just as the vaulted ceiling of the wondrous chapel 
of navenna7 is made gorgeous by the gold and green and sapphire of the 
peacock's tail, though the birds of Jun08 fly not across it; so the critic repro
duces t.he work that he criticises in a mode that is never imitative, and part 
of whose charm may really consist in the rejection of resemblance, and 
shows us in this way not merdy the meaning but also the mystery of Beauty, 
amI. hy transforming each art into literature, solves once for all the problem 
or Al-t':; unity. 

From Part 2 

Ernest. '" ,. '" You have told me that the highest criticism deals with art, 
nOl as expressive, but as impressive purely, and is, consequently, both cre
ative and independent; is, in fact, an art by itself, occupying the same relation 
to creative work that creative work does to the visible world of form and 
colour, or the unseen world of passion and of thought. Well, now tell me, 
will not the critic be sometimes a real interpreter? 

Gilbert. Yes; the critic will be an interpreter, if he chooses. He can pass 
froIn his sympathetic impression of the work of art as a whole, to an analysis 
or exposition of the work itself, and in this lower sphere, as I hold it to be, 
there are many delightful things to be said and done_ Yet his object will not 
always be to explain the work of art. He may seek rather to deepen its mys
tel-Y, to raise round it, and l-ound its maker, that mist of wonder which is 
dear to both gods and worshippers alike. Ordinary people are "terribly at ease 
in ZiOn."9 They propose to walk arm in arm with the poets, and have a glib, 
ignorant way of saying, "Why should we read what is written about Shake
speare and Milton? We can read the plays and the poems. That is enough." 
But an appreciation of Milton is, as the late Rector of Lincoln' remarked-r 
once, the reward of consummate scholarship. And he who desires to under
stand Shakespeare truly must understand the relations in which Shakespeare 
stood to the Renaissance and the Reformation, to the age of Elizabeth and 
the age of James;2 he must be familiar with the history of the struggle for 
slIpn'l1lacy between the old classical forms and the new spirit of romance, 
between the school of Sidney, and Daniel, and Jonson, and the school of 
MarIowc1 and Marlowe's greater son; he must know the materials that were 

7. (;ily in north central Italy, known for irs ROln,nn 
and By/untille buildings, tonlbs (incilldin~ thai or 
the POCI D .. \NTE ALICiHIERI), and 111()Saics. 
H. TIHll is, peacock.e;; (associated with JUllO, t.he 
'1"<'CIl nf' (he Homan gods), 
9, III " "lissage in Culture nnd A,,,,rc/,J' (I B68, 
1 S(;9). ,\"lauhcw Arnold (11101eS u rCl1uu-k hy the 
Scoll ish-hut·n essayist nnd historhHl ThOll1US Cnr-
1)'1" (l'i9~-1 RR I) on the difference (,('\wecn 
Hell<..'nic.;.lll und Hehraism: ··Socrates is terrihly at 

case in Zion." 
I. Murk Pattison (1813-1884), English scholar 
whose works include a book on John Milton 
(1879); he was elected rector of Lincoln College, 
OxfOl'd University, In 186), 
2. James I (1566--1625) reigned 1603-25. after 
the death of EIiUlbeth I. 
3, Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593), English 
poet and dramatist. SIR PHILIP SIDNEY (1554-
1586), English po,'t. politician, and soldier. Sam-
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at Shakespeare's disposal, and the method in which he used them, and the 
conditions of theatric presentation in the sixteenth and seventeenthcentu
ries, their limitations and their opportunities for freedom, and the literary 
criticism of Shakespeare's day, its aims and modes and canons; he must study 
the English language in its progress, and blank or rhymed verse in it~ various 
developments; he must study the Greek drama, and the connection between 
the art of the creator of the Agamemnon4 and the art of the creator of Mac
beth; in a word, he must be able to bind Elizabethan London tQ the Athens 
of Pericles,s and to learn Shakespeare's true position in the history of Euro
pean drama and the drama of the world. The critic will certainly be an inter
preter, but he will not treat Art as a riddling Sphinx, whose shallow secret 
may be guessed and revealed by one whose feet are wounded and who ~mows 
not his name.6 Rather, he will look upon Art as a goddess whose mystery it 
is his province to intensify, and whose majesty his privilege to make mpre 
marvellous in the eyes of men. ' 

And here, Ernest, this strange thing happens. The critic will, indeed, be 
an interpreter, but he will not be an interpreter in the sense of o~e who 
simply repeats in another form a message that has been put into his lips to 
say. For, just as it is only by contact with the art of foreign nations that the 
art of a country gains that individual and separate life that we call nat~<mality, 
so, by curious inversion, it is only by intensifying his own personality 'that 
the critic can interpret the personality and work of others, and the more 
strongly this personality enters into t"e interpretation the more real the inter
pretation becomes, the more satisfying, the more convincing, and the more 
true. 

Ernest. I would have said that personality would have been a disturbing 
element. 

Gilbert. No; it is an element of revelation. If you wish to understand others 
you must intensify your own individualism. 

Ernest. What, then, is the result'? 
Gilbert. I will tell you, and perhaps I can tell you best by definite example. 

It seems to me that, while the literary critic stands, of course, first, as having 
the wider range, and larger vision, and nobler material, each of the arts has 
a critic, as it were, assigned to it. The actor is a critic of the drama. He shows 
the poet's work under new conditions, and by a method special to him'self. 
He takes the written word, and action, gesture, and voice become the'media 
of revelation. The singer, or the player on lute and viol, is the critic of music. 
The etcher of a picture robs the pai~ting of its fair colours, but shows us by 
the use of a new material its true colour-quality, its tones and values, and 
the relations of its masses, and so is, in his way, a critic of it, for the critic 
is he who exhibits to us a work of art in a form different from that of the 
work itself, and the employment of a new material is a critical as well as a 
creative element. Sculpture, too, has its critic, who may be either the carver 
of a gem, as he was in Greek days, or some painter like Mantegna,? who 

lIel Daniel (1562-1619), English poet and hIsto
rian. Ben Jonson (1572-1637), English poet and 
dramatist. 
4, Agamemnon (458 R.C.E.) is the first play in the 
Oresteia trilogy of Aeschylus. 
5. Great Athenian statesman, military leader, and 
famous patron of the arts (ca. 495-429 D.C.E.). 
6. The parents of Oedipus (literally, "swollen 
foot") left their newborn son-his feet pierced and 

bound together-on ~ mountainside to die. 'He 
grew up to solve the Sphinx's riddle and fulfill the 
prophecy they had hoped to avert by his death (that 
he would kill hi. father). His story is told In the 
Wad and in many Greek dramas, mo~f'notably 
Sophocles' Oedipus Rex (ca. 430 D.C.E:)'. 
7. Andrea Mantegna (1431-1506), northern ital
ian painter and engraver, known for h'is mastery of 
perspective and compositional techniques. 
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sought to reproduce on canvas the beauty of plastic line and the symphonic 
dignity of processional bas-relief. And in the case of all these creative critics 
of art it is evident that personality is an absolute essential for any real inter
pretation. When Rubinstein plays to us the Sonata AppassionataR of Beetho
ven, he gives us not merely Beethoven, but also himself, and so gives us 
Recthoven absolutely-Beethoven reinterpreted through a rich artistic 
rw! lire, and made vivid clOd wonderful to us by a new and intense personality. 
VI/hen a great actor plays Shakespeare we have the same experience. His own 
individuality becomes a vital part of the interpretation. People sometimes 
~;ay that actors give us their own Hamlets, and not Shakespeare's; and this 
fallacy-for it is a fallacy-is, I regret to say, repeated by that charming and 
gnlceful writer who has lately deserted the turmoil of literature for the peace 
of the House of Commons-T mean the author of Obiter Dicta. 9 In point of 
fact, there is no such thing as Shakespeare's Hamlet. If Hamlet has some
thing of the definiteness of a work of art, he has also all the obscurity that 
belongs to life. There are as many Hamlets as there are melancholies. 

Ernest. As many Hamlets as there are melancholies? 
Cilbert. Yes: and as art springs from personality, so it is only to personality 

t1wt it ean be revealed, and from the meeting of the two comes right inter
pretative criticism. 

E,"nest. The critic, thcn, considered as the interpreter, will give no less 
than he receives, and lend as much as he borrows? 

(;ilbert. He will be always showing us the work of art in some new relation 
to our age. He will always be reminding us that great works of art are living 
things-are, in fact, the only things that live. So much, indeed, will he feel 
this, that I am certain that, as civilisation progresses and we become more 
high Iy organised, the elect spirits of each age, the critical and cultured spirits, 
wm grow less and less interested in actual life, and will seek to gain their 
impressions almost entirely from what Art has touched. For Life is terribly 
ddicient in form. Its catastrophes happen in the wrong way and to the wrong 
people. There is a gl'otesguc horror about its comedies, and its tragedies seem 
to culminate in farce. One is always wounded when one approaches it. 
Th ings last either too long, 0'" not long enough . 

. , 
I~'n"lest. But where in this is the function of the critical spirit? 
Gilbert. The culture that this transmission of racial experiences' makes 

p()~;sihlc can be made perfect hy the critical spirit alone, and indeed may be 
~;"id 1:0 be one with it. For who is the true critic but he who bears within 
hiJl)~elf the dreams, and ideas, and feelings of myriad generations, and to 
whom no form of thought is alien, no emotional impulse obscure? And who 
1111:' 1 nrc man of culture, if' not he who by fine scholarship and fastidious 
n~.iccf.jon has made instinct self-conscious and intelligent, and can separate 
!.hc work that has distinction from the work that has it not, and so by contact 
and comparison makes himself master of the secrets of style and school, and 
understands their meanings, and listens to their voices, and develops that 

H. Piallo Sonata in F Minor, opus 57 (I H05), by 
1.lIdwig Viln Beethoven (1770-IH27). Anton 
Hllhin~;tcin (1829-1894), famous Hussiall pianisL. 
t), '\Uf!,lIstiIlC Birrell (1850-193:=\), English \ ... ·riter 
;lnd ]l()liliciCln; Obiter Dicta \·vas puhlished in ~ 

vols. (1884. 18H7. 1924), 
I. That is, the experiences of a tribe, nation, or 
people, regardec.1 as forming a distinct ethnic stock 
or group. 
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spirit of disinterested curiosity which is the real root, as it is the real flower, 
of the intellectual life; and thus attains to intellectual clarity; and, having 
learned "the best that .is known. and thought in the world:' lives it-is not 
fanciful to say sO--with those who are the Immortals? 

Yes, Ernest: the contemplative life, the life that has for its aim nOt doing 
but being, and not being merely, but becoming-that is what the critical spirit 
can give us. The gods live thus: either brooding over their oWn penection, as 
Aristotle tells us, or, as Epicurus2 fancied, watching with the calm eyes of the 
spectator the tragi-comedy of the world that they have· made. We, too, might 
live like them; and set ourselves to witness with appropriate emotions the var
ied scenes that nian and nature afford. We might make ourselves spiritual by 
detaching ourselves froin action, and become perfect by the rejection of 
energy. It has often seemed to me that Browning3 felt .something of this. 
Shakespeare hurls Hamlet into active life, and makes him realise his mission 
by effort. Browning might have given us a Hamlet who would have realised 
his mission by thought. Incident and event were to him unreal or unmean
ing. He made the soul the protagonist of life's trage<!y, and looked on action 
as the one undramatic element of a play. To us, at any rate, the BIOI 
eE[JPHTIKO~4 is the true ideal. From the high tower of Thought we can 
look out at the world. Calm, and self-centred, and complete, the· resthetic 
critic contemplates life, and no arrow drawn at a venture can pierce between 
the joints of his harness. Heat least is safe. He has discovered how to live. 

Is such a mode of life immoral? Yes: all the arts are immoral, except those 
baser forms of sensual or didactic art that seek to excite· to action of evil or 
of good .. For action of every kind belongs to the sphere of ethics. The aim of 
art is simply to create a mood. Is such a mode of life unpractical? Ahl it is 
not s.o easy to be unpractical as the ignorant Philistine' imagines. It were 
well for England if it were so. There is no country in the world so much in 
need of unpractical people as this country of ours. With us, Thought is 
degraded by its cons.tant association with practice. Who that moves in the 
stress and turmoil of actual existence, noisy politician, or· brawling social 
reformer, or poor, narrow-minded priest, blinded by.the sufferings of that 
unimportant section of the community among whom he has cast his lot, cah 
seriously claim to be able to form a disinterested intellectual judgment about 
anyone thing? Each of the professions means a prejudice. The necessity for 
a career forces every one to take sides. We live in the age bf the overworked, 
and the under-educated; the age.in which people are so industrious that they 
become absolutely stupid. And, harsh though it may sound, I cannol help 
saying that such people deserve their doom. The sure way of knowing nothing 
about life is to try to make oneselfusefuI. 

Ernest. A charming doctrine, Gilbert. 
Gilbert. I am not sure about that, but it has at least the minor merit of 

being true. 

.. '" .. 

2. Greek philosopher (341-270 D.C.E.) whose 
teachings emphasize gaining happiness through 
self-restraint. moderation. and detachment. Aris
totle: see Met4physics .12.7. 9. 
3. I{obert Browning (1812-1889), English poet. 
4. Bios theDr/lUltos: contemplative life (Greek). 

1890, 1891 

5. A member of a biblical people who waged war 
against the Israelites; Matthew Arnold applies the 
name in Culture and Anltrchy to the complacent 
materialist middle classes. Indifferent or antago
nistic to artistic and cultural values. 
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It is hard to imagine the twentieth century without Sigmund Freud. Along with 
Charles Darwin (1809-1882), KARL MARX (1818"':"1883), and Albert Einstein (1879-
1955), he helped revolutionize the modern Western conception of human life and its 
place in the universe. For Freud, human reason was not master In its own house but 
a precarious defense mechanism struggling against, and often motivated by, uncon
scious desires and forces. His theory and practice of psychoanalysis have changed the 
way people think about themselves today, whether they are aware of it or not. At the 
same time, psychoanalysis has been controversial from the beginning because, unlike 
experimental science, it cannot be adequately tested, falsified, or objectified. It aims 
higher than-or falls short of-objective verifiability because it is a study of the very 
limits of objectivity itself. The impossibility of separating psychoanalysis from the 
biography of its founder has been used to discredit it, but in fact Freud's writings 
signal a significant change in the relation between autobiography and thought. They 
make visible in new ways the narrative challenges involved in telling the story of a 
life-one's own in particular. Freud's attention to language may help explain why his 
writings have grown in importance for literary scholars at the same time that they are 
increasingly criticized for diverging from the protocols of science. Yet perhaps it is 
also in large part because his writings exist at the limits of both literature and science 
thRt Freud continues to fascinate us. 

Freud was born fri Moravia (in what is now.the Czech Republic), the first of seven 
children, to POOf Jewish parents. His young mother, Amalia, was his father Jacob's 
third wife. The Freuds moved to Vienna in 1860, where Sigmund obtained all his 
education (with the exception of a few months in Parfs). Although psychoanalysis 
today is associated with the "talking cure" and the theory of infantile sexuality, Freud 
beg/!,il his career as a clinical neurologist, obtaining his medical degree in 1881. He 
entered the. University of Vienna in 1873, at a time when-jews, who had moved to 
liberal Vienna in sizable numbers, were already being scapegoated for Austria's eco
nomic problems. Freud, in his Autobiographical Study (I925), attributed his inde
pendence of mind to his position just outside the ·"compact majority" (Henrik Ibsen's 
phrase) of German gentile culture, which he nevertheless also shared. When Nazi 
Germany annexed Austria in 1938, Freud left Vienna reluctant1y and under du~ess. 
In his lifetime, social liberalism had given way to the most virulent anti-Semltism
a sad confirmation of his warning against taking any notion of rhe progress of civili-
zation for granted. -" 

While working to obtain his medical degree, Freud was distracted by his broad 
interests In research. Among other subjects, he became fascinated by the account 
given by the respected physician Josef Breuer of the treatment of a particularly intel
ligent hysterical patient. "Anna 0." invented the term "talking cure"; she is often 
considered the first patient of psychoanalysis, although Freud himself never treated 
her. Fifteen years later, Freud and Breuer would write Studies on Hysteria (1895) 
about this and later cases. In the meantime Freud met Martha Bernays, the woman 
he hoped would become his wife, and went to Paris. Too poor to marry, he progressed 
in his profession by getting a small grant to work at the famous Salp~trlere mental 
hospital under the supervision of the medical showman and great specialist in hysteria 
Jean-Martin Charcot. In 1886 he returned to Vienna, opened his medical practice, 
and married Martha; they had six children (three girls and three boys). From 1891 
onward, the Freuds lived at Berggasse 19, where Sigmund set up his famous con
sulting room. 

In the years leading up to his groundbreaking Interpretation of Dreams (1900), 
Freud began a formative and intellectually wide-ranging correspondence with WiI-



914 I SIGMUND FREUD 

helm Fliess, an ear, nose, and throat specialist from Berlin. In his practice, Freud 
gradually abandoned the hypnotic treatments for hysteria recommended by Charcot, 
substituting instead a form of dialogue betw~en patient and doctor. At first convinced 
that many of his patients had suffered sexual abuse (or "seduction") by their fathers 
in childhood, he later came to realize that some of his patients' tales of sexual events 
were.fantasies. The death in 1896 of Freud's own father perhaps increased his unwill
ingness to believe in paternal guilt. What he called the "abandonment of the seduction 
theory" has become controversial in recent decades (largely because of Jeffrey Mous
saieff Masson's 1984 book, The Assault on Truth: Freud's Suppression of the Seduction 
Theory), criticized as an abandonment of the realities of childhood sexual abuse. But 
the shift was not first and foremost a denial of the reality of incest; Freud saw in 
fantasies of incest a psychic reality, and an infantile sexuality, that had to be taken 
seriously in itself. In his move from realities of fact to realities of fantasy, however, 
Freud changed the sex of the representative subject: in his new theory of unconscious 
desire (the "Oedipus complex"), he substituted the desiring son for the abused daugh
ter, the desirable mother for the guilty father. The father, in his account, was no 
longer a lawbreaker but a lawgiver: the enforcer of the law prohibiting incest between 
the son and the mother. 

·In order to gather evidence of the existence of unconscious forces at work in every
day life, Freud turned to psychological phenomena that were at once recognized and 
disregarded. His first three books-The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), The Psycho
pathology of Everyday Life (published in a journal in 1901 and as a book in 1904), 
and Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious (1905)-lay out the analytical strat
egies that would inform the better-known Three Essays in the Theory of SeXuality 
(I905). His theory would have been impossible without the meticulous study of the 
discredited forms of knowledge revealed by dreams, slips of: the tongue, memory 
lapses, and jokes. 

Freud continued seeing patients and published 'several extensi.ve and now famous 
case studies-Fragment of an Analysis of a Case ofHysteTia (better known as '.'Dora," 
I 905), "Analysis of a Phobia in a Five-Year-Old Boy" ("Little Hans," 1909),: "Notes 
Upon a Case of Obsessional Neurosis" ("Rat Man," 1909), "Psycho-Analytic Notes 
on an Autobiographical Account of a Case of Paranoia" ("Schieber," 1911), and From 
the History of an Infantile Neurosis ("Wolf Man," written 1914 and published 1918). 
Each attempts to come to terms with a difficult psychoanalytic but also narrative 
'challenge: for example, Dora left treatment before Freud was finished with her, and 
his later footnotes allude to oversights in his understanding; Wolf Man's childhood 
neurosis could be analyzed only through the screen of adult constructions; and Schre
berwas analyzed not as Freud's patient but as the author of an autobiography. Freud's 
case histories offer a fascinating hybrid of certainty, doubt, and inner debate. 

In addition to his research and his practice, Freud, at the suggestion of a disciple, 
founded the Psychological Wednesday Society (later transformed into the Vienna 
Psychoanalytic Society) in 1902. He traveled to the United States In 1909 to lecture 
and receive an honorary degree from Clark University in Worcester, Massachusetts, 
accompanied by his younger colleagues CARL Go JUNG and Sandor Ferenczi (lectures 
subsequently published as Five Lectures on Psychoanalysis, 1910). The tenslons
theoretical, personal, and institutional-between Freud and Jung were already grow
ing; by the end of 1912, the two had essentially stopped speaking to each other. Freud 
took his revenge on his wayward disciples in his' polemical "History of the Psycho
Analytic Movement" (I 914). He also published a new series oflectures and a number 
of papers on psychoanalytic technique. . 

When World War I began Freud's three sons volunteered for the army, but he grew 
more and more critical of war as a solution to human problems. (Later, at the request 
of the League of Nations, Freud would collaborate with Albert Einstein in writing 
Why War? [1933].) The war deeply affected his thought, already in a new phase with 
the publication of· his celebrated essay on narcissism in 1914. Traumatic neuroses 
seemed to put in question the dominance in psychic life of the "pleasure principle" 
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that he had posited as the motive force of dreams. Even children's games sometimes 
scemed to give greater wcight to the process of repetition itself than to the pleasurable 
thing rcpeated. It was at this time that Freud wrote his essay "The 'Uncanny' "(I 919) 
and the longer Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920). A sense of strangeness, of gen
uinely enigmatic forces, pervades his theory of the "death instinct" and the "repetition 
compulsion." But perhaps this strangeness was also a way of reconnecting with the 
strangeness of his original discoveries, which had grown quite familiar. The theoret
ical gains from this period are formulated in The Ego and the Id (1923). (The famous 
Lal in names for the almost allegorical parts of the self-ego, id, superego-werc 
bestowed by translators; Freud himself used German terms meaning "I," "it," and 
"over-I.") 

I n the 1920s Freud wrote about larger cultural forces and structures (Group 
Psyc1tOlogy and the Analysis of the Ego, 1921; The Future of an Illusion, 1927; and 
Civilization and Its Discontents, 1929), provided major reformulations of his theory, 
and turned his attention to the problem of sexual difference. His paper "Some Psy
chical Consequences of thc Anatomical Distinction between the Sexes" (1925) began 
to explore the question of "castration" in a new way. When children observe that 
somc people have penises and others do not, he asserted, they assume that everyone 
must at first have had one, and that in some people it had been cut off. This encounter 
with the fact of difference is more satisfying to the little boy than to the little girl. 
Bul the "psychic consequences" are far-reaching: the boy takes seriously the father's 
threat of castration as the punishment for incest, thus experiencing "castration anx
iety," while the girl tries to deal with her "inferiority," thus feeling "penis envy." In 
latcl' essays-especially "Female Sexuality" (1931) and "Femininity" (1932)-Freud 
attcmpted to make sense of the desires his theory allotted to women. Feminists have 
treated his theories with ambivalence: on the one hand, he had the merit of describing 
human sexuality as a question, not a given; on the other hand, his phrase "anatomy 
is destiny" seems in the final analysis to uphold the sexual certainties he himself 
questioned. 

The lectures Freud wrotc that inelude "Femininity" were never meant to be deliv
<'red; a scries of operations for mouth cancer (beginning in 1923) had left him unable 
to pcrform in public. The political situation was also worrisome: Adolf Hitler had 
been appointed chancellor of Germany, and the Nazi Party was in control. Freud's 
hooks were among those burned in Berlin. His last book, Moses and Monotheism, was 
HoI' completed until his own "exodus" to Eng]and in 1938. In London in 1939, his' 
cancer worsening, Freud offiCially closed his practice; and, just after the Germans 
invaded Poland and after Francc and Britain declared war on Germany, Freud asked 
his physician to give him a lethal dose of morphine. He died in September of thm...- .. 
yem". 

How did Freud praCtice intcrpretation, then, and how did his theory transform it? 
Although the details of each individual dream are particular to the dreamer, there 
are, says Freud, some dreams that occur widely and point to the existence of universal 
desh·cs. Incest and its prohibition-the universal break between nature and culture, 
according to anthropologists-form the core of Freud's theory of unconscious desire. 
In our first selection from The Interpretation of Dreams, he turns to the same literary 
I.ext. as AnISTOTLE for a vcrsion of the fundamental human plot: Sophocles' Oedipus 
Hex. VVumed by an oracle thut he willl<i11 his father and marry his mother, Oedipus 
I(,Hvr~s home in order to escape his fate, only to kill a man and marry a woman who 
tum out to be the very biological parents who had abandoned him as an infant in 
order to thwart the same oracle. Literature thus exists for Freud as a form of evidence: 
lhe play's centuries-long hold over the attention of viewers must correspond to its 
depiction of something univcrsally fascinating and repressed. The truth told by thc 
o"acle corresponds to unconscious desire, fulfilling itself despite-or perhaps because 
of-every conscious effort to escape it. The plot of Sophocles' play also furnishes a 
pam lid to the plot of an analysis: a patient's resistance to unconscious knowledge is 
like O<:>dipus's reluctance to learn his true identity. Freud goes on to discuss the 



'916 / SIGMUND FREUD 

relation between Oedipus Rex and Shakespeare's Hamlet-both in terms of the incest 
taboo. In answer to the question "Why does Hamlet delay his revenge for his father's 
;death?" Freud replies, "Because his uncle has only carried out a murder that he 
himself wanted to accomplish." In a few short pages, Freud thus revolutionized the 
,reading of two major canonical texts of Western culture and placed tHe world of the 
imagination at the center of human subjectivity. ." 
. Freud's attention to new modes of meaning has been immensely suggestive for 
literary studies. While the relation between literature and dreams has often been 
noted, as in the ancient work of MACROBIUS (b. ca. 360 C.E.), Freud pursues the 
"Connection beyond the realm of general symbolism to layout a kind of rhetoric of 
everyday dreams. In our second selection, on the dream-work, he writes that dreams 
are not nonsensical but meaningful. They are composites made out of the residues 
of individual lives chosen by the unconscious to represent the fulfilment of a wish: 
no simple "key" can decode them. Only the dreamer can provide a set of associations 
to illuminate the "dream-thoughts" behind the dream. Beneath the composite surface, 
which functions iike a puzzle, lies the wish, the puzzle's solution. The dream-thoughts 
function like a "latent content" behind the "manifest content" of the dream. 

Distortion and disguise fill dreams-or literary texts-because the unconscious 
wish is in some way unacceptable and must evade censorship. Dreams have three 
inain sources of unavoidable distortion, he. argues: condensation, displacement, arid 
the needs of representation. These unconscious "primary processes" are also subject 
to "secondary revision," the editing to which a dream is subject if the dreamer tries 
to remember it on awakening. Freud's description of the fOllr rhetorical operations 
("distortions") performed by dreatn5 has been productively extended to literary texts: 
while the role of secondary revision there is stronger and more complex; literary texts 
may provide access to forces that are not direct1y accessible in other ways . 
. Freud often uses literary texts to.iIlustrate or confirm his theory. His reading of a 
1903 novella by Wilhelm Jensen (Delusion and Dream in Wilhelm Jensen's "Gradi'Va," 
1907) aims to ratify his theory of dreams; "Creative Writers and Daydreaming" (1908) 
expands on his description of fantasy life; .in ·"The Theme of the Three Caskets" 
(1913), he turns again to Shakespeare; and in numerous other short essays and notes 
Freud focuses direct1y on literature or art. But some of the most ·explicit literary 
demonstrations function as "secondary revisions" of the theory itself, eliding the role 
of literature informing central concepts (the Oedipus complex; narcissism, etc.). For 
Freud, it is always as if a bourgeois drama is playing on the consciot1s stage of the 
psyche, while a Greek tragedy is going on somewhere else. 

Freud's celebrated essay on "The 'Uncanny,' .. our thitd selection, offers both a 
literary application and a new theoretical direction. It contains an extensive analysis 
of E. T. A. Hoffmann's short story "The Sandman" (1816), in which a younS man, 
Nathaniel, traumatized by the mysterlou. death of hi. father, fall. In love with a 
wooden doll, Olympia, In preference to hll flesh-and-blood Iweetheart. Freud argues 

.. tha~ what fs uncanny about the story fs related not to intellectual uncertainty about 
whether the doll is alive (as an article by Ernst Jentsch had speculated), but to anxiety 
about the cause of Nathaniel's father's death. When Nathaniel encounters Coppola, 
an optician, he thinks he recognizes Coppelius, a lawyer, whom he believes to have 
caused his father's death and who is conflated iri his mind with the Sandman-a 
storybook figure who takes the eyes of little children who won't go to bed. These 
threats to the eyes are connected in Freud's mind to the castration complex (Oedipus 
had blinded himself on learning that he had fulfilled the prophecy). The uncanny 
return of these figures (the Sandman, Coppelius, -Coppola) is also related to Freud's 
new sense of the "repetition compulsion." Dolls and inanimate objects, which for 
Freud are not uncanny in the story, nevertheless return to haunt the essay's discussion 
of "the omnipotence of thoughts" and of the supposedly surmounted childhood belief 
in animism. 

Freud begins his discussion with the characteristics of the word uncanny, exten-
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sively documented through citations from a dictionary. The German unheimlich (un
homelike, uncanny) turns out, to share a meaning with its apparent opposite. Heimlich 
(homey, familiar) can also mean "concealed, secret," and thus the opposite of the 
familiar and open. This process of estrangement of the familiar (of the "home") is 
exactly the same as the process of repression. The fear of being buried alive, for 
example, is a distorted desire to return to the mother's womb-the "home" of all 
humanity. The German term gives a clue to a process that psychoanalysis tries to 
understand more generally. ,Freud expresses astonishment that other languages lack 
the equivalent of what in German is such a handy word. But if all languages hAd the 
same process in the same place, that process would become a theme, a topic, and 
thus belong to conscious, rather than unconscious, knowledge. 

The essay also addresses "aesthetics" more generally, as its first sentence 
announces. Indeed, it investigates what analyses of the "beautiful" and the "sublime" 
leave out: the disturbing, the unsettling, the uncomfortable. Freud's essay itself is far 
from beautiful: it w'anders from topic to topic, it quotes others at great length, it 
places major points in footnotes, and, in general, it seems sewn togethet from mis
matched parts. Yet this poorly sutured text offers the reader an opportunity to follow 
the process, and not just the result, of Freud's thinking. Indeed, that the essay lacks 
"organic" form, so that readers tend to get 'lost in it, contributes powerfully to its 
own uncanny effect. In recent years, partly as a result of Freud's'essay, critics have 
devoted increasing attention to the Gothic in literature and to elements Freud asso
ciates with the uncanny-unexpected doubles, severed limbs, bodie~ buried alive, the 
return of the 'dead, magical thinking. Freud's reading of Hoffmann's story allows him 
to touch many theoretical bases that he, unlike mliriy others, feels comfortable with
unacceptable authorial desires, castration an:Jdeties, homosexual fantasies. But 
Freud's essay itself also makes readable the persistent:e of questions he dism,isses, 
and it vividly reveals, in its wandering way, his fascination with what is escaping his 
grasp. 

, ' 

Freud's short essay titled "Fetishism" (1927), ollr final selection, builds on his 
analysis of the consequences of sexual difference. Certain l1\enj' h~c1afins, cannot 
accept the evidence that the woman (the mother) doesn't have a peniii. In order to 
fall in love with womeh and not become homoseiuai, they choose as' ~ substitute 
some 'object that will continue to support the sexual interest they originally had in 
the missing maternal penis. The logic of fetishism thus involves both peri::eHringand 
denying the evidence of maternal "castration." In a very different way, the same logic 
of denial and displacement underlies Karl Marx's theory of "the fetishism of the com
modity'" (Capital, vol. I, 1867; see above). There; the commodity itself appears to 
contain the value that is really produced by the processes of labor Invislbt~ behind It. 
Here; the lubstltute (foot, velvet, hall', etc.) appear. to function like a ie7lual orJlfi. 
In both calle. there III a "gleam" around the feU.h that attrac;lt. de.ln! (Iexual or 
commercia)), as If the fetish actually contained the value. that It represents. 

Freud's analyses have had a fundamental Impact on what we now understand as 
literary theory, influencing virtually every twentieth-century critic. On the one hand, 
Freud's radical new view of subjectivity has deeply affected the analysis of characters, 
author.;, and readers, enabling a new understanding of split; hidden, or contradictory 
de!lire!l and intentions. On the other hand, for Freud literature,is not just an illustra
tion but also a source and authority for understanding those desires and intentions 
in the first place. . 

Perhaps more profoundly, Freud changed the nature of attentiveness itself. It was 
in listening to patients differently that Freud discovered the unconscioils-a force of 
otherness as powerful as, but in no way equivalent to, a god. Inside every person, he 
said, there was something transmitting scrambled messages in a cryptic language, 
trying to break through the conscious surface of life. The "other" was in ourselves
indeed, it was ourselves. Despite the Iiinitations of Freud's middle-class Viennese 
patriarchal assumptions, his conception of a human subjectivity' fundamentally at 
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odds with itself opened up possibilities he· never dreamed of. Each person's life was 
documented in more than one way: official personal history (conscious remembrance 
and self-image) and unofficial personal history (the record of changes, traumas, 
desires, anxieties, and associations that might never have been conscious) .. Uncon
scious history cO/'1tained impossible or.forbidden wishes,· repressed from the official 
'record or simply outgrown-wishes that remained active in the unconscious and 
sought expression in dreams, mistakes, jokes, myths, and other discredited or dis
counted forms of communication. Psychoanalysis is the name for the theory. and 
practice of their interpretation, and. literary theory continues to derive inspiration 
from the psychoanalytic engagement· with the most canonical· as well as the most 
uncanonical of texts. 
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From The Interpretation· of Dreams' 
From Chapter V. The Material and Sources of Drea-ms 

-.-
[THE OEDIPUS COMPLEX] 

In my experience, which is already extensive, the chief part in the mental 
lives of all children who later become psychoneurotics is played by their 
parents. Being in love with the one parent and hating the other are among 
the essential constituents of the stock of psychical impulses which is formed 
at that time and which is of such importance in determining the symptoms 
of the later neurosis. It is not my belief, however, that psychoneurotics differ 
:;harply in this respect from other human beings who remain normal-that 
'-hey are able, that is, to create something absolutely new .and peculiar to 
themselves. It is far more probable-and this is confirmed by occasional 
observations on normal children-that they are only distinguished by exhib-

I. Trm"lsl.tlled by James StrlU_'hey. This ~tundard edition incorporates Jater revisions made by Freud. 
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iting on a magnified scale feelings of love and hatred to their' parents which 
occur less obViously and less intensely in the minds of most children. 

This discovery is confirmed by a legend that has come 40wn to us from 
classical antiq~ity: a legend whose profound and tmivetsal power tomc;we 
can only be unde,tstood if the hypothesis I have put forward in regard to the 
psychology of children has an equally universal valldity. What I have in mind 
is the legend of King Oedipus and S,ophocles'z drama which bears his name. 

Oedipus, so!,\ of Laius, King of Thebes; and of Jocasta, was exposed as an 
infant because an oracle had warned Laius that the still unhorn child would 
be his father's murderer. The child was rescued, and grew up as a prince in 
an alien court, until, in doubts as to his origin, he too questioned the oracle 
and was warned to avoid his home since he was destined to murder his father 
and take his mother in marriage. On the road leading away from what he 
believed was his home, he met King Laius and slew him in a sudden quarrel. 
He came next to Thebes and solved the riddle' set him by the Sphinx3 who 
barred his way. Out of gratitude the Thebaris made him their king and gave 
him Jocasta's hand in marriage. He reigned long in peace and honour, Iilnd 
she who, unknown to him, was his. mother bore him two sons. and two daugh
ters, Th.en at last ,a plague broke out and the Thebans made enquiry once 
more of the oracle. It is at this point that Sophocles'tragedy opens. The 
messengers bring back the reply that the plague will cease when the mur-
derer of -La ius 'has been driven from the land. ' 

But he, where is he? Where shall now he read 
The fading rec::ord of this ancient guilt?~ 

The"action of the play coriS'is~s i~. nothing other than the process of revealing, 
with' cUr\nitig delays and ev~r~niotintil1g' e"citemerit~a process that can' be 
likened to the work of a psychoanalysis-that Oedipus himself is the mur
derer of Laius, but further that he is the son of the murdered man and of 
Jocasta. Appalled at the abomination which he has lUlwittingly perpetrated, 
Oedipus blinds himself and forsakes his home. The oracle has been fulfilled. 

Oedipus Rex is what is krtown as a tragedy ~f destiny: Its tragic effect is 
said to lie in the contrast between the supreme V\TiIl of the gods and the vain 
attempts of mankind to escape the evil that threatens them. The lesson 
which, it is said, the deeply moved spectator should learn from the tragedy 
is submission to the divine will and realization of his own impotence. Modem 
dramatists have accordingly tried to achieve a similar tragic effect by weaving 
the same contrast 'into a plot invented by themselves. But the spectators have 
looked on unmoved while a curse or an oracle was fulfilled in spite of all the 
efforts of someinnacent mari: later' tragedies of destiny'have failed in their 
effect. 

If Oedipus ReX ;tnoves il modern audience no less than it did the contem
porary Greek on~i . the· explanation can only be that its effect does riot lie' in 
the contrast between destiny arid human will, but is to be looked for in the 
particular nature of the material on which that contrast is exemplified. There 

2. Greek tragic dramatist (ca. 496-406 D.C.E.), 
author of Oedipus the King (ca. 430, better known 
by Its Latin name, Oedipus Rex). 
3. A monster with a woman's face, lion's body, and 
bird's wings who killed travelers· who could not 

answer her riddle; when Oedipus solved It, she 
killed. herself. . 
4. Lewis Campbell's translation (1883), lines 
108-9 [translator's note]. 
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must be something which makes a voice within us ready to recognize the 
compelling force of destiny in the Oedipus, while we can dismiss as merely 
arbitrary such dispositions as are laid down in [Grillparzer'sJ Die Ahnfrau5 

or other modern tragedies of destiny. And a factor of this kind is in fact 
involved in the story of King Oedipus. His destiny moves us only because it 
might have been ours-because the oracle laid ·the same curse upon us 
before our birth as upon him. It is the fate of all of us, perhaps, to direct our 
first sexual impulse towards Our mother and our first hatred and our first 
murderous wish against our father. Our dreams convince us that that is so. 
King Oedipus, who slew his father Lai'us and married his mother Jocasta, 
merely shows us the fu~filment of our own childhood wishes. But, more 
fortunate than he, we have meanwhile succeeded, in so far as we have not 
become psychoneurotics, in detaching our sexual impulses from our mothers 
and in forgetting our jealousy of our fathers. Here is one in whom these 
primaeval wishes of our childhood have been fulfilled, and we shrink back 
from hiJ.1l with the whole force of the repression by which those wishes have 
since that time been held down within us. While the poet, as he unravels 
the past, brings to light the guilt of Oedipus, he is at the' same time com
pelling us to recognize our own inner minds, in which those same impulses, 
though suppressed, are still to be found. The contrast with which the closing 
Chorus leaves us confronted-

... Fix on Oedipus your· eyes, 
Who resolved the dark enigma, noblest champion and most wise. 
Like a star his envied fortune mounted beaming far and wide:· 
Now he sinks in seas of angiJish, whelmed beneath a raging tide ... 6 

-strikes as a warning at ourselves and our pride, at us who since our child
hood have grown so wise and so mighty in our own eyes. Like Oedipus, we 
live in ignorance of these wishes, repugnant to morality, which have been 
forced upon us by Nature, and after their revelation we may all df us well 
seek to close our eyes to the scenes of our childhood.7 . 

There is an unmistakable indication in the text of Sophocles' tragedy itself 
that the legend of Oedipus sprang from some primaeval dream-material 
which had as its content the distressing disturbance of a child's relaUon to 
his parents owing to the first stirrings of sexuality. At a point when mdipus, 
though he is not yet enlightened, has begun to feel troubled by his recollec-

5. The Ancestress (1817), by the Austrian drama· 
tlst Franz Grillpal7..er. TI,e play's protagonist 
unknowingly fall. in love wilh his sister and kills 
his father. 
6. Campbell',· translation, lines 1524-27 [trans. 
lator's note). 
7. [Footnote aJdetl 1914:) None of the findings of 
psycho.analr.lc research has provoked such embit
tered denls s, such fierce oppol'ltion--or such 
amusing contortions-on the pa.t of critics as this 
indication of the .chlldhood Impulses towards 
incest which persist In the unconscious. An 
attempt has eyen been made recently to make out,· 
in the face of all experience, that the incest should 
only be taken as "symbolic. "-Ferenczl ('''The Sym
bolic Representation of the Pleasure and Reality 
Principles in the Oedipus Myth," 1912) has pro
posed an Ingenious "oyer-interpretation" of the 
Oedipus myth, hased on a passnge in one of Scho-

penhauers letters.-(Ad.letl 1919:) Later .tudies 
haye shown that the "Oedipus complex," which 
was touched upon for the first time In the above 
paragraph. in the Interpretation of Dre" .... , throws 
a light of undreamt-oflmportance on the history 
of the human race Bnd the evolution of religion and 
morality. (See my Totem and Taboo, 1912-13 
(Essay IV).) [Freud's note).-[Actually·the gist of 
this dlscus.ion of the Oedipus complex and of the 
Oedipus Rex, as well as of what tollows on the sub
ject of Hamiel, had already heen put forward by 
Freud In a letter to Fliess as early as October I 5, 
1897. A stili earlier hint at the discoyery of the 
Oedipus complex was Included in a letter of May 
31, 1897.-The actual term "Oedipus complex" 
seems to have been first used by Freud in his pub
lished writings In the first of his "Contributions to 
the Psychology of Loye" (I 910)-translator's 
note.) Some "f Freud's later footnotes are omilled. 
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tion of the oracle, Jocasta consoles him by referring to a dream which many 
people dream, though, as she thinks, it has no meaning: 

Many a man ere now in dreams hath lain 
With her who bare him. He hath least annoy 
Who with such omens troubleth not his mind.8 

To-day, just as then, many men dream of having sexual relations with their 
mothers, and speak of the fact with indignation and astonishment. It is 
clearly the key to the tragedy and the complement to the dream of the 
dreamer's father being dead. The story of Oedipus is the reaction of the 
imagination to these two typical dreams. And just as these dreams, when 
dreamt by adults, are accompanied by feelings of repulsion, so too the legend 
must include horror and self-punishment. Its further modification originates 
once again in a misconceived secondary revision of the material, which has 
sought to exploit it for theological purposes. (Cf. the dream-material in 
dreams of exhibiting [discussed earlier].) The attempt to harmonize divine 
omnipotence with human responsibility must naturally fail in connection 
with this subject-matter just as with any other. 

Another of the great creations of tragic poetry, Shakespeare's Hamlet, has 
its roots in the same soil as Oedipus Rex. But the changed treatment of the 
same material reveals the whole difference in the mental life of these two 
widely separated epochs of civilization: the secular advance 'of repression in 
the emotional life of mankind. In the Oedipus the child's 'wishful phantasy 
that underlies it is brought into the ,open and realized as it~would be in a 
dream. In Hamlet it remains repressed; and-just as in the"case of a neu
rosis-we only learn of its existence from its inhibiting consequences. 
Strangely enough, the overwhelming effect produced by the more modern 
tragedy has turned out to be compatible with the fact that people have 
remained completely in the dark as to the hero's character. The play is built 
up on Hamlet's hesitations over fulfilling the task of revenge that is assigned 
to him; but its text offers'no reasons or motives for these· hesitations and an 
immense variety of attempts at interpreting them have failed to produce a 
result. According to the view which was originated by Goethe9 and is still 
the prevailing one to-day, Hamlet represents the type of man whose power 
of direct action is paralysed by im excessive development of his intellect. (He 
is 'sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought'.)I According to another view, 
the dramatist has tried to portray.a pathologically i~resolute character which 
might be classed as neurasthenic. The plot of the drama shows us, however, 
that Hamlet is far from being represented as a person incapable of taking 
any action. We see him doing so on two occasions: first in a sudden outburst 
of temper, when he runs his sword through the eavesdropper behind the 
arras, and secondly in a premeditated and even crafty fashion, when, with 
all the callousness of a Renaissance prince, he sends the two courtiers to the 
death that had been planned for himself.' What is it, then, that inhibits him 
in fulfilling the task set him by his father's ghost? The answer, opce again, 
is that it is the peculiar nature of the task. Hamlet is able to do ilnything-

8. Campbell's translation, lines 982-84 [transla
tor's note). 
9. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (I749-1832), 

German poet, playwright, and novelist. 
I. Hamlee (ca. 1600),3.1.87. 
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except take vengeance on the man who did away with his father and tool 
that father's place with his mother, the man who shows him the represse. 
wishes of his own childhood realized. Thus the loathing which should driv 
him on to revenge is replaced in him by self-reproaches, by scruples of con 
science, which remind him that he himself is literally no better than th 
sinner whom he is to punish. Here I have translated into conscious term 
what was bound to remain unconscious in Hamlet's mind; and if anyone i 
inclined to call him a hysteric, I can only accept the fact as one that is implie. 
by my interpretation. The distaste fpr sexuality expressed by Hamlet in hi 
conversation with Ophelia fits in very well with this: the same distaste whiel 
was destined to take possession of the poet's mind more and more durin, 
the years that followed, and which reached its extreme expression in Tim01 
of Athens. For it can of course only be the poet's own mind which confront 
us in Hamlet. I observe in a book on Shakespeare by Georg Brandes' ( 1896 
a statement that Hamlet was written immediately after the death of Shake 
speare's father (in 1601), that is, under the immediate impact of his bereave 
ment and, as we may well assume, while his childhood feelings about hi 
father had been freshly revived. It is known, too, that Shakespeare's own SOl 
who died at an early age bore the name of 'Ham net' , which is identical witl 
'Hamlet'. Just as Hamlet deals with the relation of a son to his parents, S4 
Macbeth (written at approximately the same period) is concerned with th, 
subject of childlessness. But just as all neurotic symptoms, and, for tha 
matter, dreams, are capable of being 'over-interpreted' and indeed need tl 
be, if they are to be fully understood, so all genuinely creative writings ar4 
the product of more than a single motive and more than a single impulse h 
the poet's mind, and are open to more than a single interpretation. In wha 
I have written I have only attempted to interpret the deepest layer of impulse: 
in the mind of the creative writer.3 

.. .. .. 
From Chapter VI. The Dream-Work 

Every attempt that has hitherto been made to solve the problem of dream: 
has dealt directly with their manifest content as it is presented in our mem 
ory. All such attempts have endeavoured to arrive at an interp~ation 0 

dreams from their manifest content or (if no interpretation was attempted 
to form a judgement as to their nature 011 the basis of that same manifes 
content. We are alone in taking something else into account. We have intro 
duced a new class of psychical material between the manifest content 01 
dreams and the conclusions of our enquiry: namely, their latent content, 01 

(as we say) the 'dream-thoughts', arrived at by means of our procedure. It i! 
from these dream-thoughts and not from a dream's manifest content thai 
we disentangle its meaning. We are thus presented with a new task whid 
had no previous existence: the task, that is, of investigating the relatiOn! 

2. Danish critic lind scholnr (1842-1927); his 
William Shakespeare ,,,'a~ translated into German 
in 1896. 
3. [Foo'tiote added 1919:) The above indications 
of a psycho-analytic ""plm".tion of Hamlet have 
since been amplified hy Ernest Jones And defended 

against the alternative views put forward in the lit 
erature of the subject. (See Jones. Hamiel aI!' 
Oedi" .... 1910[and.inacomplcterform.1949].)
[Added 1930:\lneidentally. I have in the meantil11( 
ceased to believe that the author of Shakespear,,', 
WOl"k. was the man from Stratford [Freud·. note] 
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between the manifest content of dreams and the latent dream-thoughts, and 
of tracing out the processes by which the latter have been changed into the 
former. 

The dream~thoughts and the dream-content are presented to us like two 
versions of the same subject-matter in two different languages. Or, more 
properly, the dream-content seems like a transcript of the dream-thoughts 
into another mode of expression,' whose characters and syntactic laws it is 
our business to discover by comparing the original and the translation. The 
dream-thoughts are immediately comprehensible, as soon as we have learnt 
them. The dream-content, on the other hand, is expressed as it were in a 
pictographic script, the characters of which have to be transposed individ
ually into the language of the dream-thoughts. If we attempted to read these 
characters according to their pictorial ,value instead of according to their 
symbolic relation, we should clearly be led into error. Suppose I have a 
picture-puzzle, a rebus, in front of me. It depicts a house with a boat on its 
roof, a single letter of the alphabet, the figure of a running man whose head 
has been conjured away, and so on. Now I might be misled into raising 
objections and declaring that the picture as a whole and its component parts 
are nonsensical. A boat has ilO business to be on the roof of a house, ,and a 
headless man cannot run. Moreover, the man is bigger than the house; and 
if the whole picture is intended to represent a landscape, letters of the alpha
bet are out of place in it since such objects do not occur in nature. But 
obviously we can only form a proper judgement of the rebus if we put aside 
criticisms such as these of the whole composition and its parts and if, instead, 
we try to replace each separate element by a syllable or word that can be 
represented by that element in some way or other. The words which are put 
together in this way are no longer nonsensical but may form a poetical phrase 
of the greatest beauty and significance. A dream is a picture-puzzle of this 
sort and our predecessors in the field of dream-interpretation have made the 
mistake of treating the' rebus as a pictorial composition: and as such it has 
seemed to them nonsensical and worthless. 

(A). 
THE WORK OF CONDENSATION 

the first thing that becomes clear to anyone wllo compares the dream
cOIl tent with the d.ream-thoughts is that a work of condensatwn on a large 
scnle' has heen carried out. Dreams are brief, meagre and laconic in com
paris on with the range and wealth of the dream-thoughts. If a dream is 
written out it may perhaps fill half a page. The analysis setting out the dream
thoughts ~nderlying it may occupy six, eight or a dozen times as much space. 
This relation varies with different dreams; but so far as my experience goes 
its direction never varies. As a rule one underestim'ates the amount of com
pression that has taken place, since one is inclined to regard the dream
thoughts that have been brought to light as' the, complete material, whereas 
jf the work of interpretation is carried further it may reveal still more 
thQughts concealed behind the dream. I have already had occasion to point 
out that it is in fact never possible to be sure that a dream has been com
pletely interpreted. Even if the solution seems satisfactory and without gaps, 
the possibility always remains that the dream may have yet another meaning. 
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Strictly speaking, then, it is impossible to determine the amount of conden-
sation. " 

.. .. .. 
(0). 

THE wOnK OF DISPLACEMENT 

.. .. .. 
Among the thoughts that analysis brings to light are many which are rela
tively remote from the kernel of the dream and which look like artificial 
interpolations made for some particular purpose. That purpose is easy to 
divine. It is precisely they that constitute a connection, often a forced and 
far-fetched one, between the dream-content and the dream-thoughts; and if 
these elements were weeded out of the analysis the result would often be 
that the component parts of the dream-content would be left not only with
out overdetermination4 but without any satisfactory determination at all. We 
shall be led to conclude that the multiple determination which decides what 
shall be included in a dream is not always a· primary factor in dream
construction but is often the secondary product of a psychical force which 
is still unknown to us. Nevertheless multiple determination must be of 
importance in choosing what particular elements shall enter a dream, since 
we can see that a considerabl~ expenditure of effort is used to bring it about 
in cases where it does not arise from the dream-material unassisted. 

I t thus seents plausible to suppose that in the dream-work a psychical force 
is operating which on the one hand strips the elements which have a high 
psychical value of their intensity, and on the other hand, by means of over
determination, creates from elements of low psychical value new values, 
which afterwards find their way into the dream-content: If that is so, a trans
ference' and displacement of psychical intensities· occurs in the process of 
dream-formation, and it is as a result of these that the difference between 
the text of the dream-content and that of the dream-thoughts comes abou~. 
The process which we are here presuming is nothing less than the essential 
portion of the dream-work; and it deserves to be described as cdream
displacement'. Dream-displacement and dream-condensation are the two .. 
governing factors to whose activity we may In essence ascribe the fof'fu 
assumed by dreams. . 
. Nor do I think we shall have any difficulty in recognizing the psychical 

force which manifests itself in the facts of dream-displacement. The con
sequence of the displacement is that the dream-content no longer resembles 
the core of the dream-thoughts and that the dream gives no more than a 
distortion of the dream-wish which exists in the unconscious. But we are 
already familiar with dream-distortion. We traced it back to the censorship 
which is exerCised by one psychical agency in the mind over another. Dream
displacement is one of the chief methods by which that distortion is 
achieved. Is fecit cui profuit. 6 We may assume, then, that dream-

4. That Is, multiple causal factoro (il model for 
causality implying a network rather than the simply. 
linel:lr). . 
5. A term that In psychoanalysis later comes to 
signify n displacement of psychical Intensities from 

a person In the "a.t to a person In the present 
(especially to the analyst, In the course of a treat
ment), 
6. The old legal tag: "He did the deed who gained 
by It" ((Latin); translator's notel. 
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displacement comes about through the influence of the same cenltorship
that is, the censorship of endopsychic defence. 

The question of the interplay of these factors-of displacement, conden
sation and overdetermination-in the construction of dreams, and the ques
tion which is a dominant factor and which a subordinate one-all of this we 
shall leave aside for later investigation. But we can state provisionally a sec
ond condition which must be satisfied by those elements of the dream
thoughts which make their way into the dream: they must escape the 
censorship imposed by resistance. And henceforwa~d in interpreting dreams 
we shall take dream-displacement into account as an undeniable fact. 

(c). 
THE MEANS OF REPRESENTATION IN . DREAMS 

In the process of transforming the latent thou'ghts'into the manifest content 
of a dream we have found two factors at work: dream-condensation and 
dream-displacement. As we continue our investigation we shall; in addition 
to these, come across two further'determinants which exercise an undouhted 
influence on the choice of the material which is to find access to the dream. 

.. .. .. 
We are here interested only in the essenti1l1 dream-thoughts. These usually 
emerge as a complex of thoughts and 'memories of the most intriqa,te possible 
structure, with all the attributes of the trains of thought fal11(Har to us in 
waking life. They are not infrequently trains of thought starting out from 
more than one centre, though having points of contact. Ea,chtrain of thought 
is almost invariably accompanied by its contradictorycounteq,art, linked 
with it by antithetical association. '.. 

, The different portions of this complicated structure stand, of- course; in 
the most manifold logical relations to one another. They ~an represent 'Fore
ground and background, digressions and illustrations, conditions, chains of 
evidence and counter-arguments. When the whole mass of these dream
thoughts is brought under the pressure of the' dream-work, and its elements 
are turned about, broken into fragments and jammed together-almost like 
pack-ice-the question arises of what happens to the logical connections 
which have hitherto formed its framework. What representation do dreams 
prO'lride for 'if', 'because', 'just as', 'although', 'either-or', and all the other 
conjunctions without which we cannot understand sentences or speeches? 

In the first resort our answer must be that dreams have no means at their 
disposal for representing these logical relations between the dream-thoughts. 
For the most part dreams disregard all these conjunctions, and it is only the 
substantive content of dIe dream-thoughts that they take over arid manilni
late. The restoration of the connectiohs which the dream-work hasdestroyed 
is a task which has to be perforined by the interpretative process. . 

The incapacity of dreams to eXpress these things must lie in the nature of 
the psychical material out of which dreams are made. The plastic arts of 
painting and sculpture labour, indeed, under a similar limitation as com
pared with poetry,which can make use of speech; and here once again the 
reason for their incapacity lies in the nature of the material which these two 
forms of art manipulate in their effort to express something. Before painting 
became acquainted with the laws of expression by which it is governed, it 
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made attempts to get over this handicap. In ancient paintings small labe 
were hung from the mouths of the persons represented, containing in wri 
ten characters the speeches which the artist despaired of representing pic 
torially. 

At this point an objection may perhaps be raised in dispute of the idea th1 
dreams are unable to represent logical relations. For there are dreams i 
which the most complicated intellectual operations take place, statemenl 
are contradicted or confirmed, ridiculed or compared, just as they are i 
waking thought. But here again appearances are deceitful. If we go into th 
interpretation of dreams such as these, we find that the whole of this is pa; 
of the material of the dream-thoughts and is not a representation of intellectut 
work performed during the dream itself. What is reproduced by the ostensibl 
thinking in the dream is the subject-matter of the dream-thoughts and nc 
the mutual relations between them, the assertion of which constitutes thinl 
ing. I shall bring forward some instances of this. But the easiest point t 
establish in this connection is tha~ all 5poken sentences which occur i 
dreams and are specifically described as such are unmodified or slightly moe 
ified reproductions of speeches which are also to be found among the re< 
ollections in the material of the dream-thoughts. A speech of this kind i 
often no more than an allusion to SOITle event included among the drearr 
thoughts, and the meaning of the dream may be a totally different one. 

What ITleans does the dream-work possess for indicating these relations i 
the dream-thoughts which it is so hard to represent? I will atteITlpt to enu 
merate them one by one. 

In the first place, dreams take into account in a general way the connectio 
which undeniably exists between all the portions of the dream-thoughts b 
combining the whole material into a single situation or event. They reprc 
duce logical connection by simultaneity in time. Here they are acting like th 
painter who, in a picture of the School of Athens or of Parnassus, 7 represent 
in one group all the philosophers or all the poets. It is true that they wer 
never in fact assembled in a single hall or on a single mountain-top; but the 
certainly form a group in the conceptual sense. 

Dreams carry this method of reproduction down to details. Whetlever the 
show us two elements close together, this guarantees that there is sam 
specially intimate connection between what correspond to them among th 
dream-thoughts. {n the same way, in our systeITl of writing, 'ab' means tha 
the two letters are to be pronounced in a single syllable. If a gap is leI 
between the 'a' and the 'b', it means that the 'a' is the last letter of one wor, 
and the 'b' is the first of the next one. So, too, collocations in dreams do no 
consist of any chance, disconnected portions of the dream-ITlaterial, but 0 

portions which are fairly closely connected in the dream-thoughts as well. 

For representing causal relations dreams have two procedures which ar 
in essence the same. Suppose the dream-thoughts run like this: 'Since thi 
was so and so, such and such was bound to happen.' Then the commone 
method of representation would be to introduce the dependent clause as al 

7. A mountain in Greet.T s~crcd to I\poJlo and the 
Muses and hence the region of poetry. The School 
of Athens: Raphael's falllolis fresco of this title 

(1509-11) depicts philosophers of very differer 
tinle's as if they were contemporaries. 
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'iJ)~ductory dream and to add the principal clause as the main dream. If I 
il1~ye interpreted aright, the temporal sequence may be reversed. But the 
mOre extensive part. of .the dream always. corresponds to-the principal clause. 

.. .. .. 
i.jt;:i! . 
!1.;he,aiternative 'either~r'. c~nnot be.expressed in dreams in any way what
lIyer:. Both of the alterJ;lative.s are usually .. inserted in.the text of the dream as 
;~hough they were:equally valid. The dream ofJrma's injection' contains a 
'QI$s$ic instance 'of this.8 Its latent thoughts c1early,ran: 'I, am not responsible 
·(Qr:.the persistence of Irma's pains; the re~ponsibilitylies eit.her in her recal
c:it~ance to accepting my solution, or in the unfavourable sexual conditions 
1Illde~ which she lives and. which I cannot alter, or in the fact. that her pains 
lire not hysterical at all but of an organic nature.' The dream, on the other 
hand, fulfilled all of these POSliibilities (which were almost mutually exclu
sive) , and did not hesitate to add a fourth solution, ba.sed on the dream-wish. 
After, interpreting the dream .. lproceeded. to insert the 'either-or' into the 
cQntext of the dream-tho.ughts. 
' ... .If, however, in reproducing a dream, its narrator feels inclined to make 
-pse of an 'either-or'-e.g. 'it. was either a garden .or a sitting-room'-what 
wlis.preseht in the dream~thoughl!swas not an alternative but an 'and', a 
simple addition. An· 'either-,-or' is mostly used to describe a dream-element 
that has a quality of vagueness-which, however, is capable of being 
resolved. In such cases the rule for interpretation is: treat the two' apparent 
~Jternatives as of equal validity and link them together with an 'and' . 
. •• E'orinstance, on one occasion a friend of mine was stopping in Italy.and 
I had been without his address for a considerable time: I then had a dream 
uf)te.ceiving a telegram .c()ntaining this address. I saw it printed in blue on 
~eJ:eJegraph form. The first word was vague: 
"' ;'p~ . . 

.:,.,) .'. Via', perhaps '} . 
>'31'''' or 'Villa' . '. : the· seGond was clear: 'Secerno'. 
,". or possibly even ('Casa') . '., . 
,', . 

The second word sounded like some Italian name and reminded rneof dis
cussions I had had with my friend on the subject of etymology.· It also 
expressed my anger with him for having kept his address secret from me for 
so'long.9 On the· other hand"each of the three alternatives for the first word 
turned out on analysis to be an independent and equally valid starting-.point 
for·aehain of thoughts.' 
;. ,During the night before my father's funeral I had a dreain of a printed 
notice, placard or poster--.:.rather like the notices forbidding one to smoke in 
railway waiting-rooms-on which .appeared either 

, . 

or, 
'You are requested to dose the eyes' 
'You are requested. to close an eye': 

". ,Freud, hIlS previously described a drea", In 
w!ltch h«! tells Ii patient, Irma, "If you stilI get pains, 
Ills .really only your fault"; It 'Is that· dream that 
Freud call. "the specimen dream of psychoanaly· 
sis." 
9. The Italian word meaning "secret" Is 5egnoto; 

. . the verb set!BmBre n:teans i.lto secrete," in the sense 
of giving off a secretion. .. 
I. This dream will be' found described In greater 
detail In Freud'. letter to [Wilhelm) Flless (the 
friend In question) of April 28, 1897 [translator's 
note). 
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I usually write this in the form: 

the 
'You are requested to close eye(s).' 

an 

Each of these two versions had a meaning. of its own and led in a different 
directiQn when the dream was interpreted. I had chosen the simplest possible 
ritual for the funeral, for I knew my father's own views on such ceremonies. 
But some other members of the family were not sympathetic to such puri
tanical simplicity and thought we should be disgraced in the eyes of those 
who attended the funeral. Hence one of the versions: 'You are requested to 
close an eye', i.e. to 'w~nk at' or 'overlook'. Here it is particularly easy to see 
the meaning of the vagueness expressed by the 'either-or'. Thedream-work 
failed to establish a unified wording for the .. dream-thoughts which could at 
the same time be ambiguous, and the two main lines of thought consequently 
began to diverge even in the manifest content of the dream.2 

In a few instances the difficulty of representing an alternative is got over 
by dividing the dream into two pieces o~ equal length. 

The way in which dreams treat the category of ~ontraries and contradic
tories is highly remarkable. It is simply disregar:ded. 'No' seemfnot to ~xist 
so far as dreams are concerned. They show a particular preference,for. com
bining contraries into a unity or for representing 'them as 'one and the same 
thing. Dreams feel themselves at liberty, moreover, to repres~nt any element 
by its wishful contrary; so that ~hete 'lsno way of deciding at ~ first glance 
wh~therany element that admits of. a contrary is present in. th,e. 'dream-
thoughts as a,positive or as a negative.! . .' 

.. .. .. 
:1. 900, 1929 

The "Uncanny"l 

I 

It is only rarely that a psycho-analyst feels impelled to investigate the subject 
of aesthetics, even when aesthetics is understood to mean not merely the 
theory of beauty but the theory of the" qualities of feeling. He works in other 
strata of mental life and has little to do With the subdued emotional impulses 
which, inhibited in their aims and dependent on a host of conctirre?t factors, 

2. This dream is reported by Freud In a letter to 
Fliess of November 2, 1896. It is there stated to 
have occurred during the night after the funeral. 
fn its first 'wording the dream referred to closing 
the dead man's eyes os 0 filial duty [translator's 
note). . 
3. [Footnote added 191 ):] 1 was astonished to 
Icam from a pamphlet by K. Ahel, The Antithetical 
Meaning of Primal Words (1884) (cf. my review of 
It, 1910)-and the fact .has been confirmed by 
other philologists-that the most ancient lan
guages behave exactly like dreams in this respect. 
In the first in.tance they have only a single word 

to desc"'b~ the two contraries at the extreme ends 
of a series of qualities; or activities (e.g_, flstrong
weak," "old-young," "far-near," "bind-sever"); they 
only form distinct terms for the ·two contraries hy 
a secondary process of making small modifications 
in the common Word. Abel demonstrates this par
ticularly from Ancient Egyptian; but he shows that 
there are distinct traces of the same course of 
development in the Semitic and Indo-Germanic 
languages a. well [Freud's note]; 
I. Translated by Alix Strachef, who sometimes 
adds a word or phrase iit square brackets in the 
text for clarification. 
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usually furnish the material for the study of aesthetics, But it does occasion
ally happen that he has to interest himself in some particular provin~e of 
that subject; and this province usually proves to be a rather remote one, and 
one which has been neglected in the specialist literature, ~f aesthetics. 

The subject of the 'uncanny'2 is a province of this kind~ It is undoubtedly 
related to what is frightening-to what arouses dread and horror; equally 
cer~ainly, too, the word is.pot always used in a clearly definable sense, so 
that it tends to coincide with what excites fear in general. Yet we may expect 
that a special core of feeling is present which justifies the use of a special 
conceptual term. One is curious to know what this common core is which 
allows us to distinguish as 'uncanny' certain things which lie within the field 
of what is frightening. 

As good as nothing is to be found upon this subject in comprehensive 
treatises on aesthetics, which in general prefer to concern ,themselves with 
what is beautiful, attr~ctive and sublime-that is, with feelihgs of a positive 
nature-and with the circumstances and the objects that call them forth, 
rather than with the opposite feelings of repulsion and distress. t know of 
only one attempt in medico-psychological literature, a fertile but not exhaus
tive.paper by Jentsch (1906).3 But I must confess that I have not made a 
very thorough examination of the literature, especially the foreign literature, 
relating to this presen~ modest contribution of mine, for reasons which, as 
may easily be guessed, lie in the times in which we live;4 so that my paper is 
presented to the reader without any claim to priority. . 

Ir;t his study of the 'uncanny' Jentsch quite lightly lays stress on the 'obsta
clepresented by the fact that people vary so very greatly in their sensitivity 
to this quality of feeling. The writer of the present contribution, indeed, must 
himself plead guilty to a special obtuseness in the matter, where extreme 
delicacy of perception would be m?re in place. It is long since he has expe
rienced or heard of anything which has given him an uncanny impression, 
and he must start by translating himself into that state of feeling, by awak
ening in himself the possibility of experiencing it. Still, such difficulties make 
themselves powerfully felt in many other branches of aesthetics; we need 
not on that account despair of finding instances in which the quality in 
question will be unhesitatingly recognized by most people. 

Two courses are open to us at the outset. Either we can find out what 
meaning has come to be attached to the word 'uncanny' in the course of its 
history; or we can collect. all those properties of persons, things, sense
impressions, experiences and situa,tions which arouse in us the feeling of 
uncanniness, and then infer the unknown nature of the uncanny from what 
all these examples have in common. I will say at once that both courses lead 
to the same result: the uncanny is that class of the frightening which leads 
back to what is known of old and long familiar. How this is possible, in what 
circumstances the familiar can become uncanny and frightening, I shall 
show in what follows. Let me also add that my investigation was actually 
begun by collecting a number of individual cases, and was only later con-

2. The German word, translated throughout this 
paper by the English "uncanny." I~ .... heimlich. lit· 
erally "unhomely." The English term is not, of 
course, an exact equivalent of the German one 
[translator's note]. 

3. "On the Psychology of the Uncanny," by the 
German psychologist Ernst Jentsch (1867-1919). 
4. An allusion to the First World War only just 
concluded [translator's notel. 
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firmed by an examination of linguistic usage. In this discussion, however, I 
shall follow the reverse course. 

The German word 'unheimlich' is obviously the opposite of 'heimlich' 
[homely], 'heimisch' ['native']-the opposite of what is familiar; and we are 
tempted to conclude that what is 'uncanny' is frightening precisely because 
it is not known and familiar. Naturally not everything that is new and unfa
miliar is frightening, however; the relation is not capable of inversion. We 
can only say that what is novel can easily become frightening and uncanny; 
some new things are frightening but not by any means all. Something has to 
be added to what is novel and unfamiliar in order to make it uncanny. 

On the whole, Jentsch did not get beyond this relation of the uncanny to 
the novel and unfamiliar. He ascribes the essential factor in the production 
of the feeling of uncanniness to intellectual uncertainty; s6 that the uncanny 
would always, as it were. be something one does not know one's way about 
in. The better oriented in his environment a person is, the less readily will 
he get the impression of something uncanny in regard to the objects and 
events in it. 

It is not difficult to see that this definition is incomplete, and we will 
therefore try to proceed beyond the equation 'uncanny' = 'unfamiliar'. We 
will first turn to other languages. But the dictionaries that we consult tell us 
nothing new, perhaps only because we ourselves speak a language that is 
foreign. Indeed, we get an impression that many languages are without a 
word for this particular shade of what is frightening. 

I should like to express my indebtedness to Dr. Theodor Reik5 for the 
following excerpts:-

LATIN: (K. E. Georges, Deutschlateinisches Worterbuch, 1898). An 
uncanny place: locus suspectus; at an uncanny time of night: intempesta 
nocte. 

GREEK: (Rost's and Schenkl's Lexikons). shoe; (i.e. strange, foreign). 
ENGLISH: (from the dictionaries of Lucas, Bellows, Flugel and Muret

Sanders). Uncomfortable, uneasy, gloomy, dismal, uncanny, ghastly; (of a 
house) haunted; (of a man) a repulsive fellow. 

FRENCH: (Sachs-Villatte). Inquietant, sinistre, lugubre, mal a son !!ise. 
SPANISH: (Tollhausen, 1889). Sospechoso, de mal aguero, luguhre,' sinies

tTO. 

The Italian and Portuguese languages seem to content themselves with 
words which we should describe as circumlocutions. In Arabic and Hebrew 
'uncanny' means the same as 'daemonic', 'gruesome'. 

Let us therefore return to the German language. In Daniel Sanders's Wor
terhuch der Deutschen Sprache (I860, 1 :729), the following entry, which I 
here reproduce in full, is to be found under the word 'heimlich'. I have laid 
stress on one or two passages by italicizing them. 

Heimlich, adj., subst. Heimlichkeit (pI. Heimlichkeiten): I. Also heimelich, 
heimelig, belonging to the house, not strange, familiar, tame, intimate, 
friendly, etc. 

(a) (Obsolete) belonging to the house or the family, or regarded as so 

5. German psychologist (IBHR-·1967). 
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belonging (cf. Latin familiaris, familiar): Die Heimlichen, the members of 
the household; Der heimliche Rat (Gen. xli, 45; 2 Sam. xxiii. 23; 1 ehron. 
xii. 25; Wisd. viii. 4), now more usually Geheimer Rat [Privy Councillor] . 

. (b) Of animals: tame, companionable to' 'man. As opposed to wild, e.g. 
'Animals which are neither· Wild nor heimlich', etc. Wild anim~ls .: .. ' that 
are trained to be}udmlich and accustomed to men.' 'If these young creat~res 
are brought up from early days among men they' become quite heimlich, 
friendly' etc.-So also! 'It (the lamb) is .so heimlich and eats ouf of my hand.' 
'Nevertheless, the stork is a beautiful; heimelich bird.' 

(c) Intimate, friendly.comfortable; the enjoyment of .quiet content, etc., 
arousing a sense of agreeable restfulness and security as in one within the 
four walls of his house; 'Is it still heimlich to you in .your. country where 
strangers are felling your woods?' 'She did not feel tooheimlich with him.' 
'Along a high, heimlich, shady path , .. :, beside a purling, gushing arid bab
bling woodland brook.' 'To destroy the Heimlichkeit of the home.' 'I could 
not readily find another spot so intimate and heimlich as this.' We pictured 
it so comfortable, so nice, so cosy' and heimlich.' 'In quiet Heimlichkeit, 
surrounded by close walls.' 'A careful housewife, who knows how to make a 
pleasing' Heimlichkeit (Hiluslichkeit [domesticity]) out· of: the ,smallest 
means.' 'The· man who till ,recently had been so strange to ·him now seemed 
to him all the more. heimlich.'. 'The protestant land-owners .do not'feel • ~ . 
heimlich among their catholic .inferiors.' When it grows he~Uch a"d still, 
and the evening quiet alone watches over your cell.' 'Quiet, lovelyand·heim
lich, no place more fitted for the~t rest.' !He did not feel at all heimlieh about 
it.'-Also, [in compounds]·'The place was so peaceful, so lonely, so shadily
heimlich.' 'The in- and outflowing waves of the current, dreamy' and lullaby .. 
heimlich.' Cf. jn especial UnheimUch '[see below], Among Swabian Swiss 
authors·in esp~dal,often asa·trisyllable: 'How heinu,zich it seemed to Ivo 
again of an evening, when he was at home.' 'It was so heimeUg in the house;' 
'The warm room an'd the heimeUg afternoon.' When a man feels in his.heart 
that he is so small and the Lord so great...,.-that'is what is truly heimelig.' 
'Little by little they grew at ease and heimelig among. themselves.".Friendly 
Heimeligkeit.' 'I shall be nowhere more: heimeUeh than I am ·here.' 'That 
which comes from afar ... assuredly does not Iive.quite heimelig (heimatlich 
lat. home], freundnachbarlich [in a neighbourly way]) an'long the people.' 
'The cottage where he had once sat so often among his own people, !!o hei~ 
?helig, so happy.' 'The sentinel's horn sounds so heimelig from the,tower, and 

}1!.is .voice·· invites: so hospitably.' 'You go to sleep there '50 soft and warm, so 
. Wonderfully heim'lig.'-This form of the word deserves to become general in 
. to protect this perfectly good sense of the word from becbming obsolete 

confuSion with II [see below]. C,f:' "The zec1u [a family name] 
·hei,miUCh'." (in sense II) ". 'Heimlich? ... What do you understand by 

" "Well, ... they areJike a .buried spring.or a dried-up pond. One 
RmI!nnl~t walk over it without always having the feeling that water might come 

agaih." "Oh, we call it 'unheimlich',you call it 'heimlich'.Well, what 
think that there is something secret :anduntrustworthy about this 

, (Gutzkow).6 
. Especially in Silesia: gay, cheerful; also of the weatller. 

Gutzkow (1811-1878), German novelist and dramatist. 
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II. Concealed, kept from sight, so that others do not get to know of or 
about it, withheld from others. To do something heimlich, i.e. behind some
one's back; to steal away heimlich; heimlich meetings and appointments; to 
look On with heimlich pleasure at someone's discomfiture; to sigh or weep 
heimlich; to behave' heimlich,. as· though . there was something' to conceal; 
heimlich love-affair, love, sin; heimlich' places (which good manners oblige 
us to conceal) (I Sam. v. 6). 'The heimlich chamber' (privy) (2 Kings x. 27). 
Also, 'the heimlich chair'. 'To throw into pits or Heimlichkeiten'.~'Led the 
steeds heimlich before Laomedon.'-'As secretive, heimlich, deceitful and 
malicious towards cruel masters ... as frank, open,sympathetic and helpful 
towards a friend in misfortune.' 'You have still to learn what is heimlich 
holiest to me.' 'The heimlich art' (magic). 'Where public ventilation has to 
stop, there heimlich machinations begin.' 'Freedom is the whispered watch
word of heimlich conspirators and the loud battle-cry of professed revolu
tionaries.' 'A holy, heimlich effect.' 'I have roots that are most heimlich. I am 

. grown in the deep earth.' 'My heimlich pranks.' 'If he is not given it openly 
and scrupulously he may seize it heimlich and unscrupulously.' 'He had ach
romatic telescopes constructed heimlich and' secretly.' 'Henceforth I desire 
that there should be nothingheimlich any longer between us.'---To discover, 
disClose, . betray someone's Heimlichkeiten; 'to conc:oct iHeimlichkeiten 
behind my back'. 'In my time we studied Heimlichkeit:'<'The hand of under
standing can alone undo the powerlesil.:spell of the'HeimUchkeit (df hidden 
gold).' 'Say, where is the place of 'concealment ... ; ·in what place of Jtidden 
Heimlich1,.eit?' 'Bees, who make the lockrif Heimlichkeiten' (i.e. sealing-wax). 
'Learned in strange Heimlichkeiten' (magic arts). 

For compounds see above, Ie. Note espeCially the negative"un-': eerie, 
weird, arousing gruesome fear:'Seemingqutte unhelmUch and ghostly to 
him.' 'The unhe.mlich, fearful hOUri of night/ 'I had already long since felt 
an unheimUch, even gruesome feeling.' 'Now I am beginning' to have ·an 
unheimlich feeling.' ... 'Feels· an unheimlich horror.' 'Unheimlichand 
motionless like a stone image.' 'The unheimlich mist called hill~fog.' 'These 
pale youths are unheimlich and are brewing heaven knows what mischief.' 
, "Unheimlich". is the name for everything ·that ought to have remained.' .. 
secret and hidden but has come to light' (ScheIling).7--'-"To veil the div!!}.~; to 
surround'it with a certain UnheimUchkeit.'-Unheimlich is notofteti'used 
as opposite to meaning II (above). 

What interests us most in this long extract is to find that among its dif
ferent shades of meaning the word 'heimlich' exhibits one which is identical 
with its 'opposite, 'unheimlich'. What is ·heimlich thus- comes to be 'unheim
lich. (Cf. the quotation from Gutzkow: We call it "imheimlich"; you call it 
"heimlich".') In general we are reminded that the word 'heimlich' is not 
unambiguous, but belongs to two sets of ideas1 which, withoht being con
tradictory, are yet very different: on the one hand. it means what is familiar 
and agreeable, and on the other, what is concealed and kept out of sight. B 

'Unheimlich' is customarily used; we are told, as thecohtrary only of the first 
signification of 'heimlich', and not of the second.' Sanders tells us nothing 

7. Friedrich von Schelling {I775-1854l, Gennan 
philosopher. . 
8. According to the O:cford EnRlish Dictionary, a 

similar ambiguity attachd to the English "canny," 
which may mean not only "cosy" but ~Is~ "endowed 
with occult fir magical powers" [translator's note]. 
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concerning a possible genetic connection between these two meanings of 
heimlich. On the other hand, we notice that Schelling says something which 
throws quite a new light on the concept of the Unheimlich, for which we 
were certainly not prepared. According to him, everything is unheimlich that 
ought to have remained secret and hidden but has come to light. 

Some of the doubts that have thus arisen are removed if we . consult 
Grimm's dictionary. (1877, 4.2:873ff.) 

We read: 

Heimlich; adj. and adv. vernaculus, occultus; MHG. heimelich, heimlich. 
(P. 874.) In a slightly different sense: 'I feel heimlich, well, free from 

fear.' ... 
[3] (b) Heimlich is also used of a place free from ghostly influences ... 

familiar, friendly, intimate. 
(P. 875: fJ) Familiar, amicable, unreserved. 
4. From the idea of 'homelike', 'belonging to the house', the further idea is 

developed of something withdrawn from the eyes of strangers, something con
cealed, secret; and this idea is expanded in many ways . .. 

(P. 876.) 'On the left bank of the lake there lies a meadow heimlich in the 
wood.' (Schiller,9 Wilhelm Tell, I. 4.) ... Poetic license, rarely so used in 
modern speech ... Heimlich is used in conjunction with a verb expressing 
the act of concealing: 'In the secret ·of his tabernacle he shall hide me heim
lich.' (Ps. xxvii. 5.) ... Heimlich parts of the human body, pudenda . .. 'the 
men that died not were smitten on their heimlich parts.' (I Samuel v. 12.) ... 

(c) Officials who give important advice which has to be kept secret in 
matters of state are called heimlich councillors; the adjective, according to 
modern usage, has been replaced by geheim [secret] ... 'Pharaoh called 
Joseph's name "him to whom secrets are revealed" , (heimlich councillor). 
(Gen. xli. 45.) 

(P. 878.) 6. Heimlich, as used of knowledge-mystic, allegOrical: a heim
lich meaning, mysticus, divinus, occultus, figuratus. 

(P. 878.) Heimlich in a different sense, as withdrawn· from knowledge, 
unconscious ... Heimlich also has the meaning of-:that which is obscure, 
inaccessible to knowledge ... 'Do you not see? They do not trust us; they 
fear the heimlich face of the Duke of Friedland.' (Schiller, Wallensteins 
Lager, Scene 2.) 

9. The notion of something hidden and dangerous, which is expressed in the 
last paragraph, is still further developed, so that 'heimlich' comes to have. the 
meaning usually ascribed to 'unheimlich'. Thus: 'At times I feel like a man 
who walks in the night and believes in ghosts; every corner is heimlich and 
full of terrors for him'. (Klinger,1 Theater, 3:298.) 

Thus heimlich is a word the meaning of which develops· in the direction 
of ambivalence, until it finally coincides with its opposite, unheimlich. 
Unheimlich is in some way or other a sub-species of heimlich. Let us bear 
this discovery in mind, though we cannot yet rightly understand it, alongside 
of Schelling's definition of the Unheimlich. If we go on to examine individual 
instances of uncanniness, these hints will become intelligible to us. 

9. I'RIEDII1CH VON SCHILLER (1759-1805). 
German dramatist, poet, and historian, whose 
plays include Wilhelm Tell (1804) and W"lIen-

stel,.'s Cam". (1798). 
1. Friedrich von Klinger· (1752-1831), German 
dramatist and novelist. 
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II 

When we proceed to review the things, persons, impressions, events and 
situations which are able to arouse in us a feeling of the uncanny in a par
ticularly forcible and definite form, the first requirement is obviously to select 
a suitable example to start on. Jentsch has taken as a very good instance 
'doubts whether an apparently animate being is really alive; or conversely, 
whether a lifeless object might not be in fact animate'; and he refers in this 
connection to the impression made by 'Waxwork figures, ingeniously con
structed dolls and automata. To these he adds the uncanny effect of epileptic 
fir:s, and of manifestations of insanity; because these excite in the spectator 
the impression of automatic, mechanical processes at work behind the ordi
nary appearance of mental activity. Without entirely accepting this author's 
view, we will take it as a starting-point for our own investigation because in 
what follows he reminds us of a writer who has succeeded in producing 
uncanny effects better than anyone else. 

Jentsch writes: 'In telling a story, one of the most successful devices for 
easily creating uncanny effects is to leave the reader in uncertainty whether 
a particular figure in the story is a human being or an automaton, and to do 
if: in such a way that his attention is not focused directly upon his uncertainty, 
so that he may not be led to go into the matter and clear it up immediately. 
That, as we have said, would quickly dissipate the peculiar emotional effect 
of the thing. E. T. A. Hoffmann' has repeatedly employed this psychological 
artifice with success in his fantastic narratives.' 

This observation, undoubtedly a correct one, refers primarily to the story 
of 'The Sand-Man' in Hoffmann's Nachtstucken,3 which contains the origi
nal of Olympia, the doll that appears in the first act of Offenbach's opera, 
Tales of Hoffmann. 4 But I cannot think-and I hope most readers of the story 
will agree with me-that the theme of the doll Olympia, who is to all appear
ances a living being, is by any means the only, or indeed the most important, 
element that must be held responsible for the quite unparalleled atmosphere 
of uncanniness evoked by the story. Nor is this atmosphere heightened by 
the fact that the author himself treats the episode of Olympia with a fai~ . 
touch of satire and uses it to poke fun at the young man's idealization of fiis 
mistress. The main theme of the story is, on the contrary, something differ
ent, something which gives it its name, and which is always re-introduced at 
critical moments: it is the theme of the 'Sand-Man' who tears out children's 
eyes . 

. rhis fantastic tale opens with the childhood recollections of the student 
Nathaniel. In spite of his present happiness, he cannot banish the memories 
associated with the mysterious and terrifying death of his beloved father. On 
certain evenings his mother used to send the children to bed early, warning 
them that 'the Sand-Man was coming'; and, sure enough, Nathaniel would 
not fail to hear the heavy tread of a visitor, with whom his father would then 
he occupied for the evening. When questioned about the Sand-Man, his 
mother, it is true, denied that such a person existed except as a figure of 

J.. (;('rnlnn author of funtaslic nnd orten humor
OllS laic. (1776-1822). 
.1. ('J;t~ht Pieces (1816-17); "Th" Sandmun" was 
plIl>li.I>,,<I in vol. 1 (1816). 

4. An 1881 opera based on three tales by Hoff
mann, by Jacques Offenbach (1819-1880), a 
German-born French composer of many light 
operas. 
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speech; but his nurse could give him more definite information: 'He's a 
wicked man who comes when children won't go to bed, and throws handfuls 
of sand in their eyes· ,so t.l;tat they jump out of their heads all ble~ding. Then 
he puts the eyes in asackand carries them off·to the.half-moon to feed his 
children. They sit up there in their nest, and their beaks are hooked like owls' 
beaks, and they use them to peck up naughty boys' and girls' eyes With.' 

Although little Nathaniel was . sensible .and.oldepough not·to credit the 
figure of the Sand-Man,with such gruesome attributes; yet the dread of him 
became fixed in his heart. He determined to find out· what the Sand-Man 
looked like; and one evening, when. the Sand-Man was expected again, ,he 
hid in his father's study; He recognized the visitor as the lawyer 'Coppelius, 
a repulsive person whom the children were frightened of when he occasion
ally.came to a meal; :and he·now identified this Coppelhi-s with the dreaded 
Sand~Man, As regards the rest of the scene, Hoffmann already leaves us in 
doubhwhether what weare witn'essing is the first. delirium of the panic
stricken boy, or a succession of events.whichare to·be regarded in the story 
as being real. His father and the'guest are at work at a brazier with glowing 
flames. The little eavesdropper hears Coppelius call out: 'Eyes here I Eyes 
herd'; and betrays himself by screamirig aloud. Coppellus seizes him and is 
on the.p.oint of dropping ·bits of red-hot coal from the fire into his eyes, and 
then of throwing the~ into the brazier; ·but his father begs. him off and ·saVes 
his eyes. After: this. the boy falls into.a deep swo0J1; and a long illness brings 
his experience .. to an .end. Those who decid~ in favour of the. rationalistic 
interpretat:ion of the. Sa~d-Man will not fail to recognize in the child's phan
tasy the persisting influence of his nurse's story. The bits ·of sand that are to 
be thrown.into the child's eyes turn into bits.:of,red-hot coal from the flames; 
and in both cases they are intended to. make his. eyes jump out •. In the course 
of another.:Visitof the Sand-Man's, a .year; tater, his father. is ,killed in 'his 
stu.dy by an explosion; The lawyer Copipelius disappears (rom the place with-
ouqqaVing·.atrace beh.~d. . 

Nathaniel, ' now: a student, believes·that he has recognized this,phantom 
'of horror from his childhood in an itinerant opt:ician, ari Italian called Giu
seppe; Coppola; who at his university town, offers: him weather~g1asses for 
sale. When Nathaniel refuses, the 'man goes on: 'Not weather-glasses'? not 
weather.glasses? also got Sneeyes, fine eyes!',The student's terror is allayed 
when he finds. that .the .proffered eyes are only harmless spectacles, and he 
buys.a pocket spy-8Jassfrom Coppola. With its aid he looks across into Pro
fessor.Spalanzani's house"opposite arid there spiesSpalanzani's .beautiful, 
but strangely silent and motionless daughter, Olympia. He soon falls in love 
with her so:violently that,·.because of her, he quite forgets the dever and 
sensible girl to" whom he;is' betrothed. But Olympia iS'an automaton whose 
clock-work has been 'made by Spalanzani, and whose eyes have been .putin 
by Coppolajthe,Sand-Man. The student surprises the two Masters quarrel
·ling over· their han'diwork. The optician carries off the wooden eyeless doll; 
and the mechanitian, Spalanzani, picks. up Olympia's bleeding eyes from .the 
ground and throws them at Nathaniel's breastjsaying that Coppola had sto
len them from the student. Nathaniel succumbs to·a fresh attack of madness, 
and in his delirium his recollection of his father's death is mingled with this 
new experience .. 'Hurry.up! hurry up! ring of fire!' he cries. 'Spin about, ring 
of fire-Hurrah! Atirtyu~, Wooden d~11! lovely wooden doll, spin about:-.' ..' . I.··. , 
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He then falls upon the professor, Olympia's 'father', and tries to strangle 
him. 

Rallying from a long and serious illness, Nathaniel seems at last to have 
recovered. He intends to marry his betrothed, with whom he has become 
reconciled. One day he and she are walking through the city market-place, 
over which the high tower of the Town Hall throws its huge shadow. On the 
girl's suggestion, they climb the tower,' leaving her. brother, who is walking 
with them, down below. From the top',. Clara's attention is drawn to a curious 
object moving along the street. NathanieHooks at this thing through Cop
pola's spy-glass, which he finds in his pocket, and falls into a new attack of 
madness. Shouting 'Spin about, wooden dolI!' he tries to .throw the girl into 
the' gulf below. Her brother, brought to her side by her cries, rescues her 
and hastens down with her to safety. 0n the tower above, the madman rushes 
round, shrieking 'Ring of fire, spin aboutl'-and we know the ·origin of the 
words~ Among the people who begin to gather below there comes forward 
the·figure of the lawyer Coppelius, who has suddenly returned. We may 
suppose that it was his approach, seen through the spy-glass, which threw 
Nathariielinto his fit of madness.: As the onlookers· prepare to go up and 
overpower the madman; Coppelius laughs and says: 'Wait a bit; he'll come 
down of himself.' Nathaniel suddenly stands still, catches sight ofCoppelius, 
and with a wild shriek 'Yesl."Fine eyes-fine eyes"I'flings himself over the 
parapet; ,While he lies on the paving-stones with a shattered . skull the Sand-
Man vanishes in the throng. '; . 

This short summary leaves no doubt, 1 think, that·the feeling. of something 
uncanny is directly attached to the figure of the Sand-Man, thatislto the 
idea of being robbed of one's eyes, and that Jentsch's point of an intellectual 
uncertainty' has nothing to do with the effect. Uncertainty whether an object 
is living or ihimimate, which adrriittedlyapplied to the doll Olympia, is quite 
irrelevant·in connection with this other; more stqking instance of uncanni
ness.·.It is true ·that the writer creates a kind"of uncertainty in us· in; the 
beginning by not letting us know, no doubt purposely. whether' he is. taking 
us into the real world or into a purely fantastic one of his own creation. He 
has, of·course, a right to do either; and ifhe chooses to stage his action in a 
world peopled With spirits, deinon~ and ghosts, as Shakespeare does in Ham
let, in Macbeth and, in a different senseI in The Tempest and AMUisummer
Night's Dream,we must bow to his decision and treat his setting as though 
it were real for as long as we put ourselves into his hands. But this uncertainty 
disappears in the course of Hoffmann's story, and we perceive that he intends 
to make us, too, look through the demon optician's spectacles or~spy·glass
perhaps, indeed, that the author in his very own person once peered through 
such an instrument. For the conclusion of the story makes it quite clear that 
Coppola the optician really is the lawyer Coppelius' and also, therefore, the 
Sand-Man. . 

There is no question therefore, of any intellectual· uncertainty here: we 
know now . that we are not supposed to be looking on at the products of a 
madman's'.imagination, behind 'which we, with the superiority of rational 
m,inds,.are able to detect the sober truth; and yet this knowledge does not 

5;:. Frau ·Dr. Rank has pointed out the association 
of the name with """"ella = crucible, connecting 
it with the chemical operations that caused the 

father's death; and also with c<>ppO = eye-socket 
[Freud', note). 
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lessen the impression of uncanniness in the least degree. The theory of intel
lectual uncertainty is thus incapable of explaining that impression. 

We know from psycho-analytic experience, however, that the fear of dam
aging or losing one's eyes is a terrible one in children. Many adults retain 
tpeir apprehensiveness in this respect, and no physical injury is so much 
dreaded by them as an injury to the eye. We are accustomed to say, too, that 
we will treasure a thing as the apple of our eye. A study of dreams, phantasies 
and myths has taught us that anxiety about one's eyes, the fear of going blind, 
is often enough a substitute for the dread of being castrated. The self
blinding of ~he mythical criminal, Oedipus,6 was simply a mitigated form of 
the punishment of castration~the only punishment that was adequate for 
him by the lex talionis. 7 We may try on rationalistic grounds to deny that 
fears about the eye are derived from the fear of castration, and may argue 
that it is very natural that so precious an organ as the eye should; be"guarded 
by a proportionate dread. Indeed, we might go further and say that the .fear 
of castration itself contains no other significance and no deeper secret than 
a justifiable dread of this rational kind. But this view does not accountade
quately for the substitutive relation between the eye and the male organ 
which is seen to exist in dreams and myths and phantasies; nor can it dispel 
the impression that the threat of being castrated in especial excites a pecu
liarly violent and obscure emotion, and that this emotion is what first gives 
the idea of losing'other organs its intense colouring. All further ;doubts are 
removed when we learn the details of their 'castration complex' from the 
analysis of neurotic patients, and realize its immense importance in their 
mental life. . 
-Moreover, I would not recommend any opponent of the psycho-analytic 

view to select this particular story of the Sand-Man with which to support 
his argument that anxiety about the eyes has nothing to do with the castra
tion complex. For why does Hoffmann bring the anxiety about eyes into such 
intimate connection with the father's death? And why does the Sand-Man 
always appear as a disturber of love? He separates the unfortunate Nathaniel 
from his betrothed and from her brother, his best friend; he destroys the 
second object of his ·love. Olympia, the lovely doll; and he drives him into 
suicide at the moment when he has won back his Clara and is about to be 
happily united to her. Elements in the story like these, and many others, 
seem arbitrary and meaningle!ls so long as we deny all· connection between 
fears about the eye and castration; but they become intelligible as soon as 
we replace the Sand-Man by the dreaded father at whose hands castration 
is expected. 8 

6. Oedipus, a favorite subject of Greek tragedy 
and vase painting, was king of Thebes; he blinded 
himself when he realized that he had killed his 
father and married his mother. 
7. Law of retaliation In kind (Latin). 
8. In fact, Hoffmann's imaginative treatment of 
his material has not made such wild confusion of 
its elements that we cannot reconstruct their orig~ 
inal arrangement. In the story of Nathaniel's child
hood, the figures of his father and Coppelius 
represent the two opposites into which the father
imago Is split by his ambivalence; whereas the one 
threatens to blind him-that is, to castrate him-, 
the other, the "good" father, intercedes for his 
sight. The part of the complex which Is most 

strongly repressed,. the death-wish against the 
"bad" father, Ands expression in the death of the 
"good" father, and Coppelius Is made answerable 
for it. T~is pair of fathers is represented later, in 
his student days, by Professor Spalanzani and Cop
pola the 0rticlan. The Professor is In himself a 
membe~ a the father-series, and Coppola is rec
ognized as Identical with Coppelius the lawyer. 
Just as they used before to work together over the 
secret brazier, so now they have jointly created the 
doll Olympia; the Professor is even called the 
father of Olympia. This double occurrence of activ
ity in common betrays them a~ divisions of the 
father-Imago: both the mechanician and the 
optician were the father of Nathaniel (and of 
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We shall venture, therefore, to refer the uncanny effect of the Sand-Man 
to the anxiety belonging to the castration complex of childhood. But having 
reached the idea that we can make an infantile factor such as this responsible 
for feelings of uncanniness, we are encouraged to see whether we can applY 
it to other instances of the uncanny. We find in the story of the Sand-l}1an 
the other theme on which Jentsch lays stress, of a doll which appears tO'be 
alive. Jentsch believes that a particularly favourable condition for awakening 
uncanny feelings is created when there is intellectual uncertainty whe~her 
an object is alive or not, and when an inanimate object becomes too mt!ch 
!.ike an animate one. Now, dolls are of course rather closely connected wi~tt 
childhood life. We remember that in their early games children do not dis~ 
tinguish at all sharply between living and inanimate objects, and that they 
arc especially fond of treating their dolls like live people. In fact, I have 
occasionally heard a woman patient declare that even at the age of eight she 
had still been convinced that her dolls would be certain to come to life if she 
were to look at them in a particular; extremely concentrated, way. So that 
here, too, it is not difficult to discover a factor from childhood. But, CUriously 
enough, while the Sand-Man story deals with the arousing of an early child
hood fear, the idea of a 'living doll' excites no fear at all; children have no 
feou of their dolls coming to life, tttey may even desire it. The s~urce of 
uncanny feelings would not, therefore, be an infantile fear in this case, but 
rather an' infantile wish or even merely an infan~ile belief. There seems to 
be a contradiction here; but perhaps it is only a complication, which may be 
helpful to us later on. ' , 

Hoffmann is the unrivalled master of the uncanny in literature. His novel, 
Die Elixiere des Teufels,9 contains a whole mass of themes to which one is 
tempted to ascribe the uncanny effect of the narrative; but it is too obscure 
and intricate a story for us to venture upon a summary of it. Towards the 
end of the book the reader is told the facts, hitherto concealed from him, 
from which the action springs; with the result, not that he is at last enlight
ened, but that he falls into a state of complete bewilderment. The author' 
has piled up too much material of the same kind. In consequence one's grasp 

Olympia as well). In the frightening scene in child
hood, Coppelius, after sparing Nathaniel's eyes, 
had s("n~wed off his arms and le~s as un experi· 
rnent; that is, he had worked on him as u mecha~ 
"icia" would on a doll. This singul .. r feature. 
which seems quite outside the picture of the Sand
Man, intro(.luces a new castration e(Jtdvnlent; but 
it ulso points to the inner identity ofCoppc1i1l5 with 
his Inter counterpart, SpaJilnzani the mechanician, 
Hnd pl"C .. ~pare5 us for the interpretation of Olympia. 
This automatic doll can be nothing else than a 
materiali7..alion of Nathaniel's feminine attitude 
towards his father in his infancy .. Her fathers, Sp"~ 
Iflnzilni ancl Coppols, ore, after ellt, nothing but 
n(~w (!(litions, reincarnations of Nathaniel's pair of 
fathers .. Spalanzani's otherwise incomprehensihle 
stut(.'1l1cnt that the optician has stolcn N~lthaniel's 
eyes, so as to set them in the doll, now becomes 
5ignHicant as supplying cvidence of tilt- identity of 
(Jlynlpia and Nllthaniel. Olympia is, as it were, a 
dissOl'iHlcd complex of Nathunicl's which con~ 
frollts him os I:l person, and Nathaniel's cnslave
menl to this complex is expressed in his senseless 

~ 

ohsessive love for Olympia. We may with justice 
call love of this kind narcissistic, and we can 
understand why someone who has fallen victim to 
it should relinquish the real, external object of his 
love. The psychological truth of the situation in 
which the young man, fixated upon hi. father by 
his castration complex, becomes incapable of lov
ing a woman, is amply proved by numerous anal
yses of patients whose story, though less fantastic, 
is hardly less tragic than' that of the student 
Nathaniel. 

Hoffmann was the child of an unhappy mar
riage. When he was three years old, his father )",ft 
his small family, and was never united to them 
again_ According to Grisebach, in his biographical 
introduction to Hoffmann's works_ the writer's 
relation to his father was always a most sensitive 
subject with him (Freud's note). Eduard Grisebach 
(1845-1906), German diplomat, editor, and liter
ary historian; his edition of Hoffmann's C01nple'e 
Works was published in 1905. 
9, The Devil's Blixi", (1816). 
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ofthe story as a whole suffers, though not the impression it makes. We must 
. content ·ourselves with selecting those themes of uncanniness which are 
most prominent, and with seeirig whether they too can fairly be traced back 
to infantile sources. These themes are all concerned with the phenomenon 
of the 'double', which appears in every shape and in every degree of devel
opment. Thus we have characters who are to be considered identical because 
they look alike. This relation is accentuated by mental processes leaping from 
one of these characters to another-by what we should call telepathy-, so 
that the one possesses knowledge, feelings and experience in common with 
the other. Or it is marked by the fact that the subject identifies himself with 
someone else, so that he is in doubt as to which his self is, or substitutes the 
extraneous self for his own. In other words, there is a doubling, dividing and 
interchanging of the self. And finally there is the constant recurrence of the 
same thingl-the repetition of the same features or character-traits or vicis
situdes, of the same crimes, or even the same names through several con
secutive generations. 

The theme of the 'double' has been very thoroughly treated by Otto Rank 
(1914).2 He has gone into the connections which the 'double' has with reflec
tions in mirrors, with shadows, with guardian spirits, with the belief in the 
soul and with the fear of death; but he also lets in a flood of light on the 
surprising evolution of the idea. For the 'double' was originally an insurance 
against the destruction of the ego, an 'energetic denial of the power of death', 
as Rank says; and probably the 'immortal' soul was the first 'double' of the 
body. This invention of doubling as a preservation against extinction has its 
counterpart in the language of dreams, which is fond of representing castra
tion by a doubling or multiplication of a genital syinbol. The same desire led 
the Ancient Egyptians to develop the art of making images of the dead in 
lasting materials. Such ideas, however, have sprung from the soil of 
unbounded self-love, from the primary narcissism which dominates the mind 
of the child and of primitive man. But when this stage has been surmounted, 
the 'double' reverses its aspect. From having been an assurance of immor
tality, it becomes the uncanny harbinger of death. 

The idea of the 'double' does not necessarily disappear with the passing of 
primary narcissism, for it can receive fresh meaning from the later stages of 
the ego's development. A special agency is slowly formed there, which is able 
to stand over against the rest of the ego, which has the function of observing 
and criticizing the self and of exercising a censorship within the mind, and 
which we become aware of as our 'conscience', In the pathological.case of 
delusions of being watched, this mental agency becomes isolated, dissociated 
from the ego, and discernible to the physician's eye. The fact that an agency 
of this kind exists, which is able to treat the rest of the ego like an object
the fact, that is, that man is capable of self-observation-renders it possible 
to invest the old idea of a 'double' with a new meaning and toascrib~ a 
number of things to it-above all, those things which seem to self-criticism 
to belong to the old surmounted narcissism ·of ~arliest times. 3 

I, 'This phrase seems to be an echo from Nietz
sche (e.g., from the last part of Also Sp .... ch Za .... -
thust .... 11883-92]). In chapter 3 of Beyond the 
Plea .... re Principle (1920), Freud puts a similar 
phrase, lithe perpetual recurrence of the same 
thing," into inverted commas [translator's note]. 

2. "Der DoppelgAnger" (''The Double"), by Rank 
(J 884-1939), Austrian psychotherapist and a col-
league of Freud's. . 
3. I believe that when poets comjlain that two 
souls dwell in the human breast, an when popular 
psychologists talk of the splitting of people'. egos, 
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But it is not only this latter material, offensive as it is to the criticism of 
the ego, which may be )ncorporated in the idea of a double. There are also 
all the unfulfilled but possible futures to which we still like to cling in phan
tasy, all the strivings of the ego which adverse external circumstances have 
crushed, and all our suppressed acts of volition which nourish in us the 
illusion of Free Will. 4 

But after having thus considered the manifest motivation of the figure of 
a 'double', we have to admit that none of this helps us to understand the 
extraordinarily strong feeling of something uncanny that pervades the con
ception; and our knowledge of pathological mental processes enables us to 
add that nothing in this more superficial material could account for the urge 
towards defence which has caused the ego to project that material outward 
as something foreign to itself. When all is said and done, the quality of 
uncanniness can only come from the fact of the 'double' being a creation 
dating back to a very early mental stage, long since surmounted-a stage, 
incidentally, at which it wore a more friendly aspect. The 'double' has become 
11 thing of terror, just as, after the collapse of their religion, the gods turned 
into demons.' 

The other forms of ego-disturbance exploited by Hoffmann can easily be 
estimated along the same lines as the theme of the 'double'. They are a 
harI<ing-back to particular phases in the evolution of the self-regarding feel
ing. a regression to a time when the ego had not yet marked itself off sharply 
from the external world and from other people. I believe that these factors 
are partly responsible for the impression of uncanniness, although it is not 
easy to isolate and determine exactly their share of it. 

The factor of the repetition of the same thing will perhaps not appeal to 
everyone as a source of uncanny feeling. From what I have observed, this 
phenomenon does undoubtedly, subject to certain conditions and combined 
with certain circumstances, arouse an uncanny feeling, which, furthermore, 
recalls the sense of helplessness experienced in some dream-states. As I was 
walking, one hot summer afternoon, through the deserted streets of a pro
vincial town in Italy which was unknown to me, I found myself in a quarter 
of whose character I could not long remain in doubt. Nothing but painted 
women were to be seen at the windows of the small houses, and I hastened 
to leave the narrow street at the next turning. But after having wandered ......... 
a bout. for a time without enquiring my way, I suddenly found myself back in 
the same street, where my presence was now beginning to excite attention. 
I hurried away once more, only to arrive by another detour at the same place 
yet a third time. Now, however, a feeling overcame me which I can only 
describe as uncanny, and I was glad enough to find myself back at the piazza 
I had left a short while before, without any further voyages of discovery. 
Other situations which' have ill common with my adventure an unintended 

whal they are thinking of is this division (in the 
sphere of ego-psychology) between the critical 
agency and the rest of the ego, and not the nnlilh
l~sis discuvered by psycho-analysis between the ego 
and ", .. IWI is unconscious and repressed. It is trl1e 
thnl the distinction between these two antitheses 
is to SOl11t~ t.~xtent cffo.ccd by the cirCllln!'tC:lllce that 
for<..'mosl i.IIllong the things that are r{~je<..·ted by the 
(Tit idsiit ()f the ego are <Ieri\'atives of till' rcpr('ss(;"d 
rFn.·"d's noteJ. 

4. In [Hann_) Ewers's [1871-1943) Der Student' 
von Prag [1912 filml, which serves as the starting
point of Rank's study on the "double," the hero has 
promised his belo\'cd not to kill his antagonist in a 
duel. Out on his way to the duelling-ground he 
meet. his "double," who has already killed his rival 
[Freud's notel. 
5. Heine, Die GiJlter im Exil [1854, "The Gods in 
C"ile"; Freud's notc). Heinrich Heine (I797-
1 R56), German po ... t and critic. 
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recurrence of the same situation, but which differ radically from it in other 
respects, also result in the same feeling of helplessness and of uncanniness. 
So, for instance, when, caught in a mist perhaps, one has lost one's way in 
a mountain forest, every attempt to find the marked or familiar path may 
bring one back again and again to one and the same spot, which one can 
identify by some particular landmark. Or one may wander about in a dark, 
strange room, looking for the door or the electric switch, and collide time 
after time with the same piece of furniture-though it is true ~f1at Mark 
Twain6 succeeded by wild exaggeration in turning this latter situation into 
something irresistibly comic. 

If we take another class of things, it is easy to see that there, too, it is only 
this factor of involuntary repetition which surrounds what would 'otherWise 
be innocent enough with an uncanny atmosphere, and forces upon us the 
idea of something fateful and inescapable when otherwise we should have 
spoken only of 'chance'. For instance, we naturally attach no importance to 
the event when we hand in an overcoat and get a cloakroom ticket with the 
number, let us say, 62; or when we find that our cabin on a ship bears that 
number. But the impression is altered if two such events, each in itself indif
ferent, happen close together~if we come across ~he number 62 several 
times in a single day, or if we begin to notice that everything which has a 
riumber-addresses, hotel rooms, compartments in railway trains-invaria
bly has the same one, or at all events' one which contains the same figures. 
We do feel this to be uncanny. And unless a man is utterly hardened and 
proof against the lure of superstition, he will be tempted t~ 'ascribe a secret 
meaning to this obstinate recurrence of a number; he will take it, perhaps, 
as an indication of the span of life allotted to him.7 Or suppose one is engaged 
in reading the works of the famous physiologist, Hering,8 and within' the 
space of a few days receives two letters from two different countries, each 
from a person called Hering, though one has never before had any dealings 
with anyone of that· name. Not long ago an ingenious scientist (Kammerer, 
1919)9 attempted to reduce coincidences of this kind to certain laws, and so 
deprive them of their uncanny effect. I will not .venture to qecide whether 
he has succeeded or not. . 

How exactly we can trace back to infantile psychology the uncanny effect 
of such similar recurrences is a question I can only lightly touch on in these 
pages; and I must refer the reader instead to another work,. already com
pleted, in which this has been gone into in·detail, but in a different connec
tion. For it is possible to recognize the dominance in the unconscious mind 
of a 'compulsion to repeat' proceeding from the instinctual impulses and 
probably inherent in the very nature of the instincts'--a compulsh>n powerful 
enough to overrule the pleasure principle, lending to certain aspects of the 
mind their daemonic character, and still very clearly expressed in the 
impulses of small children; a compulsion, tQO, which is responsib~e fpr a part 

6. Pen name of Samuel L. Clemens (1835-1910), 
American writer. Freud refers to a passage in his 
1880 work A Tramp Abroad. 
7. Freud had himself reached the age of 62 a year 
earlier, in 1918 [translator's note]. 
8. Ewald Hering (1834-1918), German physiol
ogist and psychologist. 
9. Das Gesetz der Serle (The Law of Series), by the 
Austrian zoologist Paul Kammerer (1880-1926). 

L This was published a year later as 'Beyond the 
Pleasure Principle (I 920). The various manifesta· 
tions of the "compulsion to repeat" enumerated 
here are enlarge~ upon in chapters 2 and 3 of that 
work. The."compulslon to repeat" had already been 
described by Freud as a clinical phenomenon, in a 
technical paper published five years earlier [trans· 
lator's note]. . 
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of I he course taken by the analyses of neurotic patients. All these consider
ations prepare us for the discovery that whatever reminds us of this inner 
'compulsion to repeat' is pcrceived as uncanny. 

Now, however, it is time to turn from these aspects of the matter, which 
an! in any case difficult to judge, and look for some undeniable instances of 
the uncanny, in the hope that an analysis of them will decide whether our 
hypothesis is a valid one. 

fn the story of 'The Ring of Polycrates',2 the King of Egypt turns away in 
hOrl"or from his host, Polycl"ates, because he sees that his friend's every wish 
is at once fulfilled, his every care promptly removed by kindly fate. His host 
hns become 'uncanny' to him. His own explanation~ that the too fortunate 
man has to fear the envy of the gods, seems obscure to us; its meaning is 
veiled in mythological language. We will therefore turn to another example 
in a less grandiose setting. In the case history of an obsessional neurotic,3 1 
have described how the patient once stayed in a hydropathic establishment 
and benefited greatly by it. He had the good sense, however, to attribute his 
improvement not to the therapeutic properties of the water; but to the sit
uation of his room, which immediately adjoined that of a very accommodat
ing nurse. So on his second visit to the establishment he asked for the same 
room, but was told that it was already occupied· by an old gentleman, 
whereupon he gave vent to his annoyance in the words: 'I wish he may be 
stmek dead for it.' A fortnight later the old gentleman really did have a stroke. 
My patient thought this an 'uncanny' experience. The impression of uncan
niness would have been stronger still if less time had elapsed between his 
words and the untoward event, or if he had been able to report innumerable 
similar coincidences. As a matter of fact, he had no difficulty in prodUcing 
coincidences of this sort; but then not only he but every obsessional neurotic 
~ have observed has becn able to relate analogous experiences. They are never 
surprised at their invariably running up against someone they have just been 
thinking of, perhaps for the first time for a long while. If they say one day 'I 
haven't had any news of so-and-so for a long time', they will be sure to get a 
lel.tel' from him the next morning, and an accident or a death will rarely take 
place without having passed through their mind a little while before. They 
al'e in the habit of referring to this state of affairs in the most modest manJWl.",
saying that they have 'presentiments' which 'usually' come true. 

One of the most uncanny and wide-spread forms of superstition is the 
dn!m) of the evil eye, which has been exhaustively studied by the Hamburg 
oculist Seligmann (1910-1 1).4 There never seems to have been any doubt 
about the source of this dread. Whoever possesses something that is at once 
vaillable and fragile is afraid of other people's envy, in so far as he projects 
on 10 them the envy he would have felt in their place. A feeling like this 
betnlYs itself by a look' even though it is not put into words; and when a 
man is prominent owing to noticeable, and particularly owing to unattractive, 

2. f\ puem by Schiller, based on tl1<.' story ill the 
(;1"('(''' historian Herodotus «·a. 4R4-ca. 425 
fl.C.F.), 3.40-43; it heCatlle in turn th(~ ha.sis of u 
I ';lel opera by Erich Kornllold (I ~ 1'\), 
3. "Notes upon a Case of ()bs(:.'ssioIUlI Neurosis" 
( I <10(1) I Freud's note]. 
'L O{'" bo.'ll! Blick "n.d Verwan"te~: Ein Beitrag Ztu' 

Geschichte des Abergla«bens <leT aUer Zeiten und 
VOlker (The E,ril Eye and Related Beliefs: An Inves, 
tigation into Ihe Superstitions of All Times and Peo, 
pie.), by Siegfried Seligmann (1870-1926). 
5. "The evil eye" in German is der bilse Blick, lit, 
era1ly "the evil look" [translator's note]. 
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attributes, other people are ready to believe that his envy is rising to a more 
than usual degree of intensity· and that this. intensity will convert it into 
effective action. W~at is feared is thus a secret intention of doing harm, and 
certain signs are taken to mean that that intention has the necessary power 
at its command. 
" These last examples of the uncanny are to be referred to the principle 
which I have called 'omnipotence of .thoughts', taking the name from an 
expression used by one of my patients. And now we find ourselve,s on familiar 
grou.nd. Our analysis of instances of the uncanny has led us back to the old, 
animistic conception of the universe. This was characterized by the idea that 
the world was peopled .with the spirits of human beings; by the subject's 
narcissistic overvaluation of his own mental processes; by the belief .in the 
omnipotence of thoughts and the technique of magic based on. that belief; 
by the attribution to various outside persons and things of carefully graded 
-magical powers, or 'mana'j6 as well as by all the other creations with the help 
lof which man, in the unrestricted narcissism of that stage of development, 
· strove to fend off the manifest prohibitions of reality. It seems as if each one 
of us has been through a phase of individual development corresponding to 
this animistic stage in primitive men·, that none of us has passed through it 
without preserving certain residues and traces of it which are still capable 

· of manifesting themselves, and that everything which now strikes us ~s 
'uncanny' fulfils the condition of touching those residues of animistic mental 
activity within us and bringing them to expression. '7 . 

At this point I will put forward two considerations which, I think, contain 
· the gist of this short study. In the first place, if psycho-analytic theory is 
. correct in maintaining that every affect belonging to an emotional impulse, 
whatever its kind, is transformed, if it is repressed, into anxiety, then among 
instances of frightening things there must be one class in which the .fright
ening element can be shown to be something repressed which recurs. This 
class of frightening things would then constitute the uncanny; and it must 
be a matter of indifference whether what is uncanny was itself originally 
frightening or whether it· carried some other affect. In the second place, if 
this is indeed the secret nature of the uncanny, we can understand why 
linguistic usage has extended das Heimliche ['homely'] into its opposite, das 
Unheimliche; foi' this uncanny is in reality nothing new or alien, but some
thing which is familiar and oldcestablished· in the mind and which has 
become alienated from it only through the process of repression. This ref-

· er~nce to the factor of repression enables us, furthermore, to understand 
-Schelling's definition of the uncanny as something which ought to have 
remained hidden but has come to light. 

It only remains for us to test our new hypothesis on one or two more 
examples of the uncanny. 

Many people experience the feeling in the highest degree in relation to 
death and dead bodies, to the return of the dead, and to spirits and ghosts. 
As we have seen some languages in use to-day can only render the German 

6. Anthropologlcal.term used of "primitive" cul-
tures. . 
7. cr, my book·Tot ..... . and Taboo (1912-13). 
Essay III, "Animism, Magic, and the Omnipotence 
of Thoughts," where the following footnote will be 
found: "We appear to attribute an 'uncanny' qual-

Ity to Impressions that seek to confirm the omnip
otence .of thoughts arid the 'animlstlc mode of 
thinking in general, after we have reached a stage 

. at which, in our judgtmsen., we have abandoned 
such bellefs· [Freud's note). 
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expression 'an unheimlich house' by 'a haunted house'. We might indeed have 
begun our investigation with this example, perhaps the most striking of all, 
of something uncanny,. but we refrained from doing so because the uncanny 
in it is too much intermixed with what is purely gruesome and is in part 
overlaid by it. There is scarcely any other matter, however, upon which our 
thoughts and feelings have changed so little since the very earliest times, 
and in which discarded forms have been so completely preserved under a 
thin disguise, as our relation to death. Two things account for our conser
vatism: the strength of our original emotional reaction to death and the insuf
ficiency of our scientific knowledge ahout it. Biology has not yet been able 
to decide whether death is the inevitable fate of every living being or whether 
it is only a regular hut yet perhaps avoidable event in life. It is true that the 
statement 'All men are mortal' is paraded in text-books of logic as an example 
of a general proposition; but no human being really grasps it, and. our uncon
scious has as little use now as it ever had for the idea of·its own mortality. 
Religions continue to dispute the importance of the undeniable fact of indi
vidual death and to postulate a life after death; civil governments still believe 
that they cannot maintain moral order among the living if they do not uphold 
the prospect of a better life hereafter as a recompense for mundane exis
tence. In our great cities, placards announce lectures that undertake to tell 
us how to get into touch with the souls of the departed; and it cannot be 
denied that not a few of the most able and penetrating minds among our 
men of science have come to the conclusion, especially towards the close of 
their own lives, that a contact of this kind is nOt impossible. Since almost all 
of us still think as savages do on this topic,it is no l1!atter for surprise that 
the primitive fear of the dead is still so strong within 'us and always ready to 
come to the surface on any provocation. Most likely our feat .. still implies the 
old belief that the dead man becomes the enemy of his survivor and seeks 
to carry. him off to share his new life with him. Considering our unchanged 
attitude towards death, we might rather enquire what has become 'of the 
repression, which is the necessary condition of a primitive feeling recurring 
in the shape of something uncanny. But repression is there, too. AU suppos-. 
edly educated people have ceased to b~lieve officially that the dead can 
become visible as spirits, and have made any such appearances· dependent 
on improbable and remote conditions; their emotional attitude towards thei~. 
dead, moreover, once a highly ambiguous and ambivalent one, has been 
toned down in the higher strata of the mind into an unambiguous feeling of 
piety. 

We have now only a few remarks to add-for animism, magic and sorcery, 
the omnipotence of thoughts, man's attitude to death, involuntary repetition 
and the castration complex comprise practically all the factors which turn 
something frightening into something uncanny. 

We can also speak of·a living person as uncanny, and we do so when we 
ascribe evil intentions to him. But that is not all; in addition to this we must 
feel that his intentions to harm us are going to be carried out with the help 
of special powers. A good instance of this is the 'Gettatore',R that uncanny 
figure of Romanic superstition which Schaeffer,9 with intuitive poetic feeling 

8. Literally "thrower" (of bad luck), or "one who 
cRsls" (th" evil eye) [translator's nole]. 

9. Albrecht Schaeffer (1885-1950), who pub
lished the novel Josef Montfort in 1918. 
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and profound psycho-analytic understanding, has transformed into a sym
pathetic character in his Josef Montfort. But the question of these secret 
powers brings us back again ·to the realm of animism. It was the pious 
Gretchen's intuition that. Mephistopheles possessed secret powers of this 
kind that made him so uncanny to her. 

Sie fuhlt dass ich ganz sic her ein Genie, 
Vielleicht sogar der Teufel bin. 1 

The uncanny effect of epilepsy and of madness has the same origin. The 
layman sees in them the working of forces hitherto unsuspected .in his fellow
men, but at the same time he is dimly aware of them in remote corners of 
his own being. The Middle Ages quite consistently ascribed all such maladies 
to the influence of demons, and in this their psychology was almost correct. 
Indeed, I should not be surprised to hear that psycho-analysis, which is con
cerned with laying bare these hidden forces, has itself become uncanny to 
many people for that very reason. In one case, after I had succeeded-though 
none too rapidly-in effecting a cure in a girl who had been an invalid for 
many years, I myself heard this view expressed by the patient's mother long 
after her recovery. 

Dismembered limbs, a severed head, a hand cut off at the wrist, as in a 
fairy tale of Hauff's,2 feet which dance by themselves, as in the book by 
Schaeffer which I mentioned above-all these have something peculiarly 
uncanny about them, especially when, as in the last instance, they prove 
capable of independent activity in addition. As we already know, this kind of 
uncanniness springs from its proximity to the castration complex. To some 
people the idea of being buried alive by mistake is the most uncanny thing 
of all. And yet psycho-analysis has taught us that this terrifying phantasy is 
only a transformation of another phaI1tasy which had originally nothing ter
rifying about it at all, but was qualified by a certain lasciviousness-the phan
tasy, I mean, of intra~uterine existence. 

There is one more point of general application which I should like to add, 
though, strictly speaking, it has been included in what has already been said 
about animism and modes of working of the mental apparatus that have been 
surmounted; for I think it deserves special emphasis. This is that an uncanny 
effect is often and easily produced when the distinction between imagination 
and reality is effaced, as when something that we have hitherto regarded as 
imaginary appears before us in reality, or when a symbol takes over the full 
functions of the thing it symbolizes, and so on. It is this factor which con
tributes not a little to the uncanny effect attaching to magical practices. The 
infantile element in this, which also dominates the minds of neurotics, is 
the over-accentuation of psychical reality in comparison with mat~rial real
ity-a feature closely allied to the belief in the omnipotence of thoughts. In 
the middle of the isolation of war-time a number of the English Strand Mag
azine fell into my hands; and, among other somewhat redundant matter, I 

I. "She feels that surely I'm" genius now,-Per
haps the very Devil indeedl" Goethe, Faust, Part I 
[1808]. scene 16; Bayard Taylor's translation 
[1870-71; translator's note). Johann Wolfgang von 
Goethe (1749-1832), German poet, playwright, 
and dramatist. Mephistopheles is the spirit to 

whom the old Faust promises his soul; Gretchen 
is the young girl whom Faust, made young again, 
falls in love with and seduces. 
2. Die Geschichte von <ler abgeha .......... Hand (The 
Story of the Severed Hand) [translator's note). Wil
helm Hauff (1802-1827), German novelist. 
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read a story about a young married couple who move into a furnished house 
ill which there is a curiously shaped table with carvings of crocodiles on it. 
Towards evening an intolerable and very specific smell begins to pervade the 
house; they stumble over something in the dark; they seem to see a vague 
form gliding over the stairs-in short, we are given to understand that the 
presence of the table causes ghostly crocodiles to haunt the place, or that 
the wooden monsters come to life in the dark, or something of the sort. It 
was a naIve enough story, but the uncanny feeling it produced was quite 
remarkable. 

To conclude this collection of examples, which is certainly not complete, 
I will relate an instance taken from psycho-analytic experience; if it does not 
rest upon mere coincidence, it furnishes a beautiful confirmation of our 
theory of the uncanny. It often happens that neurotic men declare that they 
feel there is something uncanny about the female genital organs. This 
unheimlich place, however, is the entrance to the former Heim [home) of all 
human beings, to the place where each one of us lived once upon a time and 
ill the beginning. There is a joking saying that 'Love is home-sickness'; and 
whenever a man dreams of a place or a country and says to himself, while 
he is still dreaming: 'this place is familiar to me, I've been here before', we 
ITlay interpret the place as being his mother's genitals or her body. In this 
case too, then, the unheimlich is what was once heimisch, familiar; the prefix 
'un' ['un-'] is the token of repression. 

III 

In the course of this discussion the reader will have felt certain doubts arising 
in his mind; and he must now have an opportunity of collecting them and 
bringing them forward. 

It may be true that the uncanny [unheimlich] is something which is 
secretly familiar [heimlic11.-heimisch], which has undergone repression and 
then returned from it, and that everything that is uncanny fulfils this con
dition. But the selection of material on this basis does not enable us to solve 
the problem of the uncanny. For our proposition is clearly not convertible. 
Not everything that fulfils this condition-not everything that recalls 
repressed desires and surmounted modes of .thinking belonging to the prd'" . 
history of the individual and of the race-is on that account uncanny. 

Nor shall we conceal the fact that for almost every example adduced in 
511pport of our hypothesis one may be found which rebuts it. The story of 
the severed hand in Haufrs fairy tale certainly has an uncanny effect, and 
we have traced that effect back to the castration complex; but most readers 
will probably agree with me in judging that no trace of uncanniness is pro
voked by Herodotus's story of the treasure of Rhampsinitus,3 in which the 
master-thief, whom the princess tries to hold fast by the hand, leaves his 
brother's severed hand behind with her instead. Again, the prompt fulfilment 
of the wishes of Polycrates undoubtedly affects us in the same uncanny way 
as it did the king of Egypt; yet our own fairy stories are crammed with instan
taneous wish-fulfilments which produce no uncanny effect whatever. In the 
:,tory of 'The Three Wishes', the woman is tempted by the savoury smell of 

:~. ~;et· Herodutus 2.121. 
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a sausage to wish that she might have one too, and in an instant it lies on a 
plate before her. In his annoyance at her hastiness her husband Wishes it 
may hang on her nose. And there it is, dangling from her nose. All this is 
very striking but not in the least uncanny. Fairy tales quite"frankly adopt the 
animistic standpoint of the omnipotence of thoughts and wishes, and yet 
I cannot think of any genuine fairy story ~hich has -any~hing uncanny 
about it. We have heard that it is in the highest degree uncanny when an 
inanimate object-a picture or a doll-comes to life; nevertheless in Hans 
Andersen's4 stories the household utensils, furniture and tin soldiers are 
alive, yet nothing could well be more remote front the' uncanny. And we 
should hardly call it uncanny when Pygmalion's beautiful statue comes to 
life.' 

Apparent death and the re-animation of the dead have been represented 
as most uncanny themes. But things of this sort too are very common in fairy 
stories. Who would be so bold as to call it uncanny, for instance, when Snow
White opens her -eyes once more?6 And the resuscitation of the dead in 
accounts of miracles, as in the New Testament, elicits feelings quite unre
lated to the uncanny. Then, too, the theme that achieves such an indubitably 
uncanny effect, the unintended recurrence of the- same thing, serves other 
and quite different purposes in another class of cases. We.have already come 
across one example in which it is employed to call up a feeling of the 
comic;' and we could multiply instances of this kind. Or again, it works as 
a means of emphasis, and so on. And once more: what is the origin of the 
uncanny effect of silence, darkness and solitude? 00 not these factors point 
to the part played by danger in the genesis of what is uncanny, notwithstand
ing that in children theiiesame factors are the most frequent deterntinants 
of the expression of fear [rather than of the uncanny]? And are we after all 
justified in entirely ignoring intellectual uncertainty as a factor, seeing that 
we have admitted its importance in relation to death? . 

It is evident therefore, that we must be prepared to admit that there are 
other elements besides those which 'We have so far laid down as determining 
the production of uncanny feelings. We might say that these preliminary 
results have satisfied psycho-analytic interest in the problem of the Uncanny, 
and that what remains probably calls for an aesthetic enquiry. But that would 
be to open the door to doubtS about what exactly is the value, of oUr general 
contention that the uncanny proceeds from something familiar which has 
been repressed. 

We have noticed one point which may help us to resolve these uncertain
ties: nearly all the instances that contradict our hypothesis are taken from 
the realm of fiction, of imaginative writing. This suggests that we should 
differentiate between the uncanny that we actually experience -and the 
uncanny that we merely picture or read about. 

What is experienced as uncanny is much more simply conditioned but 
comprises far,fewer: instances. We shall find,.I think, that it fits in perfectly 
with our attempt at a solution, and CilI1. be traced back without exception to 

4. Hans Christian Andersen (I 80S-1875), Dan
Ish writer best khown for his fairy tales: 
5._ In M .. tamorpho ..... (ca. JOC.E.), 10.243-97. the 
Roman poet Ovid tells the story of the sculptor 
Pygmalion, who fell In love with his own creation. 

-6. Snow White, believed dead, comes back to life 
when the poisoned apple I. dislodged from her 
throat. . 
7. That Is, In Mark Twain's A Tramp Abroad. 
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something familiar that has been repressed. But here, too, we must make a 
certain irnportant and psychologically significant differentiation in our mate
rial, which is,best illustrated by turning to sUitable examples. 

Let us take the uncanny associated with the omnipotence of thoughts, 
with the prompt fulfilment of wishes, with secret injurious poWers and with 
the return of the dead. The condition under which the feeling of uncanniness 
arises here is unmistakable. 'We-ot our primitive forefathers-once 
believed that these possibilities were realities, and were convinced that they 
actually happened. Nowadays we no longer believe in them, we have sur
mounted these modes',pf thought; but we do not feel quite sure of our new 
beliefs, and the old o~s still exist within us ready to seize upon any confir
mation. As soon as something actually happens in our lives which seems to 
confirm the old, discarded beliefs we get a feeling of the uncannYI it is as 
though we wer~. making a judgement sornethinglike this: 'So, after all, it is 
true that one can kill a person by the mere wish!' or, 'So the dead do live on 
and appear on the scene of their former activities!' and so on. Conversely, 
anyone who has completely and finally rid himself of animistic beliefs will 
be insensible to this type of the uncanny. The most remarkable coincidences 
of wish and fulfilment, the most mysterious repetition of similar experiences 
in a particular place or on a particular date, t~e most deceptive, sights and 
suspicious noises-none of these things will disconcert him or raise the kind 
of fear which can be described as 'a'fear of something uncanny'. The whole 
thing is purely an affair of 'reality-testing', a question of the material reality 
of the phenomena.8 

The state of affairs is different when the uncanny proceeds from repressed 
infantile complexes, from the castration complex, womb-phantasies; etc.; but 
experiences which arouse thiS" kind of uncanny feeling are not of , very fre
quent occurrence in real life. The uncanny which proceed!i from actual expe
rience belongs for the most part to the first group [the group dealt with in 
the previous paragraph]. Nevertheless the dlltinction betweell' the two Is 
theoretically very important. Where the uncahny comes from infantile com
plexes the question of material reality does-not arise; its place'ill taken by 
psychical reality. What is involved is an actual repression of some content 
of thought and a return of this repressed content, not a cessation of belief 
in the reality of such a content. We might say that in the one case wlJtt-had 
been repressed is a particular ideational content, and in the other the belief 
in its (material) reality. But this last phrase no doubt extends the term 'repres-

8. Since the uncanny effect of a "douhle" al50 
belongs to this sanle group it Is Interesting to 
observe what the effect is of meeting one's own 
image unbidden and unexpected, Ernst Mach has 
related two such observations in hi. Analyse der 
Empfindungen (1900 [A_lysis o/Sensations)). On 
the first occasion he wa. not a little startled when 
he reali7.ed that the face before him was his own. 
The ~econd time, he formed a very unfavorable 
opinion about the supposed stronger who had 
entered the omnibus, and thought "What a 
shabby-looking school-master that mnn Is who Is 
getting inl" -I can report a similar adventure, 1 was 
sitting alone in my w..gon-1l1 compartment when a 
more than usually violent jolt of the train swung 
back the door of the adjoining washing-cabinet. 
lind lin elderly gentleman in a dre.sing-gown and 

a travelling cop came in. I assumed that in leaving 
the washing-cabinet. which lay between the two 
compartments, he had taken the wrong direction 
and come Into my cabinet by mistake, Jumping up 
with the Intention of putting him right, I at once 
realized to my dismay that the Intruder was nothing 
but my own renectlon In the looking-glass on the 
open door. 1 can still recollect that I thoroughly 
disliked hi. appearance; Instead, therefore, of 
beingfriR"tened by our doubles, both Mach and I 
simply failed to recognize them as such, Is It not 

, possible, though, that our dislike of them was a 
vestlJlial trace of the archaic reaction which feels 
the double" to be something uncanny? [Freud'. 
note]. Mach (1838-1916), Austrian physicist and 
philosopher. 
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sion' beyond its legitimate meaning. It would be more correct to take into 
account a psychological distinction which can be detected here; and to ,say 
that the animistic beliefs of civilized people are in a state of having been (to 
a greater or lesser extent) surmounted [rather than repressed].' Our .conclu
sion.could then be stated thus: an uncanny experience occurs either when 
infantile complexes .which have been repressed are once more revived .by 
some impression, or when primitive beliefs which have been surmounted 
seem once more to be confirmed. Finally, we must not let our prediledion 
for smooth solutions and lucid exposition blind us to the' fact that these two 
classes of uncanny experience are not always sharply distinguishable. When 
we consider that primitive beliefs are most intimately connected with infan
tile complexes, and are, in fact, based on them, we shall not be greatly aston
ished to find that the distinction is often a hazy one.· 

The uncanny as it is depicted in literature, in stories and imaginative pro
ductions, merits in truth a separate discussion. Above all, ·it is a much more 
fertile province than the uncanny in real life, for it contains the whole of 
the latter and something more besides, something that cannot be found in 
real life. The contrast between what has been repressed and what has been 
surmounted cannot be transposed on to the uncanny in fiction without pro
found modification; for the realm of phantasy depends for its effect on the 
fact that its content is not. submitted to reality~testing. The somewhat para
doxical result is that in the first place a great deal that is not uncanny in 
fiction would be so if it happened in real life; and in the second place. that 
there are many more means of creating uncanny effects in fiction than there 
are in real life. 

The imaginative writer has this licence among many others, that he can 
select his world of representation so that it either coincides with the realities 
we are familiar with or departs from them in what particulars he pleases, We 
accept his ruling in every case. In fairy tales, for instance, the world of reality 
is left behind from the very start; and the animistic system of beliefs is frankly 
adopted. Wish-fulfilments;· :secret powers,. omnipotence of thoughts, ani
mation of inanimate objects, all the elements so common in fairy stories, 
can exert no uncanny influence here; for, as we have learnt, that feeling 
cannot arise unless there is a. conflict of judgement as to whether things 
which have been 'surmounted' and··are regarded as incredible may not, after 
all, be possible; and this problem is eliminated from the outset by the.pos
tulates of the world of fairy tales. Thus we see that fairy stories, which have 
furnished us with most of the contradictions to our hypothesis of the 
uncanny, confirm the first part of our proposition-that in the realm of fic
tion many things are not uncanny which would be so if they happened in 
real life. In the case of these stories there are other contributory factors, 
which we shall briefly touch upon later. 

The creative writer can also choose a setting which though less imaginary 
than the world of fairy tales, does yet differ from the real world by admitting 
superior spiritual beings such as daemonic spirits or ghosts of the dead. So 
long as they remain within their setting of poetic reality, such figures lose 
any uncanniness which they might possess. The souls in Dante's Inferno, or 
the supernatural apparitions in Shakespeare's Hamlet, Macbeth or Julius 
Caesar, may be gloomy and terrible enough, but they are no more really 
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uncanny than Homer's jovial world of gods.9 We adapt our judgement to the 
imaginary reality imposed on us by the writer, and regard souls, spirits and 
ghosts as though their c-"(istence had the same validity as our own has in 
material reality. In this case too we avoid all trace of the uncanny; 

The situation is ahered as soon as the writer prE!tends to move·in the world 
of common reality. In this case he accepts as well all the conditions operating 
to produce uncanny feelings in real life; and everything that would have an 
uncanny effect in reality has it in his story. But in this case he can even 
increase his effect and multiply it far beyond what could happen in reality, 
by bringing about events which never or very rarely happen in fact. In doing 
this he is in a sense betraying us to the superstitiousness which we have 
o:;lcnsibly surmounted; he deceives us by promising to give us the sober 
lTlIth, and then after all overstepping it. We react to his inventions as we 
wOlild have reacted to real experiences; by the time we have seen through 
his trick it is already too late and the author has achieved his object. But it 
must be added that his success is not unalloyed. We retain a feeling of dis
satisfaction, a kind of grudge against the attempted deceit. I have noticed 
this particularly after reading Schnitzler's Die Weissagung [The Prophecy]l 
anel similar stories which flirt with the supernatural. However, the writer has 
one more means which he can use in order to avoid our recalcitrance and 
at the same time to improve his chances of success. He can keep us in the 
dark for a long time about the precise nature of the presuppositions on which 
the world he writes about is based, or he can cunningly and ingeniously avoid 
any definite information on the point to the last. Speaking generally, how
ever, we find a confirmation of the second part of our proposition-that 
fiction presents more opportunities for creating uncanny feelings than are 
possible in real life. 

Strictly speaking, all these complications relate only to that class of the 
uncanny which proceeds from forms of thought that have been surmounted. 
The class which proceeds from repressed complexes is more resistant and 
remains as powerful in fiction as in real experience, subject to one exception. 
The uncanny belonging to the first class-that proceeding from forms of 
thought that have been surmounted-retains its character not only in expe
rience but in fiction as well, so long as the setting is one of material reality; 
but where it is given an arbitrary and artificial setting in fiction, it is ap~u 
lose that character. 

We have clearly not exhausted the possibilities of poetic licence and the 
privileges enjoyed by story-writers in evoking or in excluding an uncanny 
feding. In the main we adopt an unvarying passive attitude towards real 
experience and are subject to the influence of our physical environment. But 
the story-teller has a peculiarly directive power over us; by means of the 
moods he can put us into, he is able to guide the current of our emotions, 
to dam it up in one direction and make it flow in another, and he often 
obtains a great variety of effects from the same material. All this is nothing 

9. I~relld names writers from n range of cultures 
lind limes: DANTE ALIGHIk:H1 (126';-1321) vi. its 
Ihe clc'ad in hell in Inferno, lh" /lrsl volume of his 
Dil'inc Comedy; in the trngedies of\Viliiam Shake
'I"''''''' (I564-1616) named h"re. jlh"SIS III'peor; 

and in Homer', Iliad and Odyssey (ca, 8th c, D,C,E,), 
the gods pia)' active roles, 
I. A short story (1905) by the Austrian playwright 
and noveliat Arthur Schnitzler (186Z-1931). 
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new, and has doubtless long since heen fully taken into account by students 
of aestheticS. We· have drifted into this field of research half involuntarily, 
through the temptation to explain certain instances which ·contradicted our 
theory of the causes of the uncanny. Accordingly we will now return to the 
examination ofa few of those instances.,· •.. 

We have already asked why it is that the severed hand in the story of the 
treasure of Rhampsinitus has no uncanny effect in the way that the severed 
hand has in Hauff's story; The question seems to have gained in importance 
now that we have recognized that the class of the uncanny which proceeds 
from repressed complexes is the more resistant of the two. The answer is 
easy. In the Herodotus story·our thoughts are concentrated much more on 
the superior cunning of the master-thief than on the feelings of the princess. 
The princess may very well have had an uncanny feeling, indeed she very 
probably feel into a swoon; but we have no such ·sensations, for we plit 
ourselves in the thief's place, not in hers .. In Nestroy's farce, Der Zerrissene 
[The' Torn Man),2 another means is used to avoid any impression of the 
uncanny in the scene in which the fleeing man, convinced that he is a mur
derer, lifts up one trapdoor after another and each time·sees what· he takes 
to be the ghost of his' victim rising up out of it. He calls out in despair, 'But 
I've only killed one man. Why this ghastly multiplication?' We know what 
went- before this scene and do not share his error, so what must·be uncanny 
to him has an irresistibly comic effect on us. Even a 'real' ghost, as in Oscar 
Wilde's Canterville Ghost, 1 loses all power of at least atousinggruBsome feel
ings in ·us as soon as the author begins to amuse himself by being ironical 
about it and allows liberties to betaken with it. Thus we see how independent 
emotional effects can be of the actual subject-matter in the world of fiction. 
In fairy stories feelings of fear-including therefore uncanny feelings-are 
ruled out altogether. We understand this, and that is why we ignore any 
opportunities we find in them for developing such feelings. 

Concerning the fa'Ctors of silence, solitude and darkness, we can only ~ay 
that they are actually elements in the production of the btfantile anxiety from 
which the majority of human beings have never become. quite nee. This 
problem has been discussed nom a psycho-analytic point of view elsewhere. 

i919 

Fetishism I 

In the last few years I have had an opportunity of . studying analytically a 
number of rrienwhose object~choice was dominated by il fetish. There is no 
need to expect that these peopl~ came to analysis on account of their fetish. 
For though no doubt a fetish is recognized by its adherents as an abnormality, 
it is seldom felt by them as the symptom of an ailment accoritpanied by 
suffering. Usually they are quite satisfied with it, or even praise the way in 

2, . An 1845 production by the Austrian playwright 
Johann Nestroy (1801-1862). 
3. A short story (1887) by the Irish-born WrIter 
WILDE (1854-1900). 

I. Translated by Joan RhIi~re, who sometimes 
add. a word or phrase· In square brackets in the 
text for c\arlScation. 
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which it eases their erotic life. As a rule, therefore, the fetish made its appear
ance in analysis as a subsidiary finding. 

For obvious reasons the details of these cases must be withheld from pub
lication; I cannot, therefore, show in what way accidental circumstances 
have contributed to the choice of a fetish. The most extraordinary case 
seemed to me to be one in which a young man had exalted a certain sort of 
'shine on the nose' into a fetishistic precondition. The surprising explanation 
of this was that the patient had been brought up in an English nursery but 
had late'r come to Germany, where he forgot his mother-tongue almost com
pl"etely. The fetish, which originated from his earliest childhood, had to be 
understood in English, not German. The 'shine on the nose' [in German 
'Glanz aufder Nase']-was in reality a 'glance at the nose'. The nose was thus 
the fetish, which, incidentally, he endowed at will with the luminous shine 
which was not perceptible to others. 

In every instance, the meaning and the purpose of the fetish' turned out, 
in analysis, to be the same. It revealed itself so naturally and seemed to me 
so compelling that I am prepared to expect the same solution in all cases of 
fetishism. When now I announce that the fetish is a substitute for the penis, 
I shall certainly create disappointment; so I hasten to add' that it is, not a 
substitute for any chance penis, but for a particular and quite special penis 
that had been extremely important in early c~ildhood but had later been lost. 
That is to say, it should normally ha'l'ebeen given up, but the fetish is 'pte
cisely designed to preserve it from extinction. To 'put it more plainly: the 
fetish is a substitute for the woman's (the mother's) penis that the little boy 
once believed in and-'-for reasons familiar to us-does not want to give Up.2 

What happened, therefore, was that the boy refused to take cognizance of 
the fact of his having perceived that a woman does not possess a penis. No, 
that could not be true: for if a woman had been castrated, then his own 
possession of a penis was in danger; and against that there rose in rebellion 
the portion of his narcissism which 'Nature has, as a precaution, attached to 
that particular organ. In later life a grown man may perhaps experience a 
similar panic when the cry goes up that Throne and Altar are in danger, and 
similar illogical consequences will ensue. If I am not mistaken, Laforgue 
would say in this case that the boy 'scotomizes' his perception of the woman's 
lack of a penis. 3 A new technical term is justified when it describes a ~ 
fact or emphasizes it. This is not so here. The oldest word in our psycho
analytic terminology, 'repression;, 1llready relates to this pathological process. 
If we wanted to differentiate more sharply between the vicissitude of the idea 
as distinct from that of the affect and reserve the word 'Verdrllngung' ['repres
sion'] for the affect, then the correct German word for the vicissitude of the 
idea would be 'Verleugnung' ['disavowal']. 'Scotomization' seems to me par
ticularly unsuitable, for it suggests that the perception is entirely wiped out, 

2. This Interpretation was made os early as 1910, 
in my study on Leonardo ,da Vinci [Lem.ardo do 
Vi .. ci and a Memory of His Childhood), without any 
reasons being given (orit [Freud's note). 
3. 1 correct myself, however, by adding that I have 
the best rCRsons for supposing that Laforgue ",ou Id 
not .ay anything of the sort. It i. clear from his 
own remarks fin "Repression and ScotomiZation," 
1926) that ".cotomization" i. a term which derives 
from descriptions of dementia praecox [schizo-

phrenls], which does not arise from a carrying-over 
of psycho-analytic concepts to the psychoses and 
which has no application to developmental pro
cesses or to.the formation of rieuroses. In his expo
sition In'the text of his paper, the author has been 
at polns to make'this Incompatibility clear [Freud's 
note). Renl! Lafargue (1894-1962), French p.y
choanalyst. "Scntomize", to form a mental blind 
spot about. 
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so that the result is the same as when.a visual impression falls on the blind 
spot in the retina. In the situation we are considering, on the contrary, .we 
see that the perception has persisted, and that a very energetic action has 
been undertaken to maintain the disavowal. It is not true that, after the child 
has made his observation of the woman, he has preserved unaltered his belief 
that women have a phallus. He has retained that belief, but he has also given 
it up. In the conflict between the weight of the unwelcome perception and 
the force of his counter-wish, a compromise has been reached, as. is only 
possible under the dominance of the unconscious laws of thought...,...-the pri
mary processes. Yes, in his mind the woman has got a penis, in spite of 
everything; but this penis is no longer the same as it was before. Something 
else has taken its place, has been appointed its substitute, as it were, and 
now inherits the interest which was formerly directed to its predecessor. But 
this interest suffers an extraordinary increase as well, because the horror of 
castration has set up a memorial to itself in the creation of this substitute. 
Furthermore, an aversion, which is never absent in any fetishist, to the real 
female genitals remains a stigma indelebile4 of the repression that has taken 
place. We can now see what the fetish achieves and what it is that maintains 
it. It remains a token of triumph over the threat of castration and a protection 
against it. It also saves the fetishist from becoming a homosexual, byendow
ing women with the characteristic which makes them tolerable as sexual 
objects. In later life, the fetishist feels that he enjoys yet another advantage 
from his substitute for a genital. The meaning of the fetish is not known to 
other people, so the fetish is not withheld from him: it is easily accessible 
and he can readily obtain the sexual satisfaction attached to it. What other 
men hav~ to woo and make exertions for can be had by the fetishist with no 
trouble at all. 

Probably no male human being is spared the fright of castration at the 
sight. of a female genital. Why some.people become homosexual as a con
sequence of that impression, while others fend it off by creating a fetish, and 
the great majority surmount it, we are frankly not able to explain. It is pos
sible that, among all the factors 'at work, we ,do not yet know those which 
are decisive for the rare pathological results. We must be content,if we can 
explain what has happened, and may for the present leave on one side the 
task of explaining why something has not happened. 

One would expect that the organs or objects chosen as substitutes for the 
absent female phallus would be such as appear as symbols of the penis in 
other connections as well. This may happen often enough, but.is certainly 
not a deciding factor. It seems rather that when the fetish,is instituted some 
process occurs which reminds one of the stopping of memory in traumatic 
amnesia. As in this latter case, the subject's interest comes to a halt half
way, as it were; it is as though the last impression before the uncanny and 
traumatic one is retained as a fetish. Thus the foot or shoe owes its prefer
ence as a fetish-or a part of it-to the circumstance that the inquisitive 
boy peered at the woman's genitals fro~ below, from her legs up; fur and 
velvet-as has long been suspected-are a fixation of the sight of the pubic 
hair, which should have been followed by the longed-for sight of ~he female 
member; pieces of underclothing, which are so often chosen as a fetish, 

4, Indelible mark (Latin), 
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crystallize the moment of undressing, the last moment in which the woman 
could still be regarded as phallic. But I do not maintain that it is invariably 
possible to discover with certainty how the fetish was determined. 

An investigation of fetishism is strongly recommended to anyone who still 
doubts the existence of the castration complex or who can still believe that 
fright at the sight of the female genital has some other ground-for instance, 
that it is derived from a supposed recollection of the trauma of birth.' 

F or me, the explanation of fetishism had another point of theoretical inter
est as well. Recently, along quite speculative lines, I arrived at the proposition 
that the essential difference between neurosis and psychosis was that in the 
former the ego, in the service of reality, suppresses a piece of the id,6 whereas 
in a psychosis it lets itself be induced by the id to detach itself from a piece 
of reality. I returned to this theme once again later on.7 But soon after this 
I had reason to regret that I had ventured so far. In the analysis of two young 
men I learned that each-one when he was two years old and the other when 
he was ten-had failed to take cognizance of the death of his beloved 
father-had 'scotomized' it-and yet neither of them had developed a psy
chosis. Thus a piece of reality which was undoubtedly important had been 
disavowed by the ego, just as the unwelcome fact of women's castration is 
disavowed in fetishists. I also began to suspect that similar occurrences in 
childhood are by no means rare, and I believed that I had been guilty of an 
error in my characterization of neurosis and psychosis. It is true that there 
was one way out of the difficulty. My formula needed only to hold good where 
there was a higher degree of differentiation in the psychical apparatus; things 
might be permissible to a child which would entail severe injury to an adult. 

But further research led to another solution of the contradiction. It turned 
out that the two young men had no more 'scotomized' their father's death 
than a fetishist does the castration of women. It was only one current in 
their mental life that had not recognized their father's death; there was 
another current which took full account of that fact. The attitude which 
fitted in with the wish and the attitude which fitted in with reality existed 
side by side. In one of my two cases this split had formed the basis of a 
moderately severe obsessional neurosis. The patient oscillated in every sit
uation in life between two assumptions: the one, that his father was still alive 
and was hindering his activities; the other, opposite one, that he was enttfied 
to regard himself as his father's successor. I may thus keep to the expectation 
that in a psychosis the one current-that which fitted in with reality-would 
have in fact been absent. 

Returning to my description of fetishism, I may say that there are many 
and weighty additional proofs of the divided attitude of fetishists to the ques
tion of the castration of women. In very subtle instances both the disavowal 
and the affirmation of the castration have found their way into the construc
.:ion of the fetish itself. This was so in the case of a man whose fetish was 
an athletic support-belt which could also be worn as bathing drawers. This 
piece of clothing covered up the genitals entirely and concealed the distinc-

I;. This argument WOf; made by the 1\11~trian psy
ch()therapist Otto Rank in TI,,, Tram .. " of Birth 
(1<)24). 
6, The unconscious (literally, "it"), 111 the Stan~ 
c1ard Edition, Freud's German L(~rnlS das Ich ("the 
(." 01' u cgo ," referring to the l:OllsciUllS sclO und das 

Es ("the it") are rendered in Latin, as is das Uber
Ich (the superego), the internalized voice of con
science and judgment directed toward the ego. 
7. "Neurosis and Psychosis" (1924) and "The Loss 
of Reality in Neurosis and Psychosis" (1924) 
[Freud's note]. 
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tion between them. Analysis showed that it signified that women wer~ cas
.trated and that they were not castrated; and it also allowed of the hypothesis 
that men were castrated, for all these possibilities could equally weI. be con

. cealed under the belt-the earliest rudiment of which in his childhood had 
been the fig~leaf on a statue. A fetish of this sort, doubly derived from con
trary ideas, is of course especially durable. In other instances the divided 
attitude shows itself in what· the fetishist does with his fetish, whether in 
reality or in his imagination. To point out that he reveres his fetish is not the 
whole story; in many cases he treats it in a way which is obviously equivalent 
to a representation of castration. This happens particularly if he has devel
oped a strong identification with his father and plays the part of the latter; 
for it is to him that as a child he ascribed the woman's castration. Affection 
and hostility in the treatment of the fetish-which run parallel with the 
disavowal and the acknowledgment of castration----:are mixed in unequal pro

. portions in different cases, so that the one or the other is more clearly rec
ognizable. We seem here to approach an understanding,·even if a distant 
one, of the behaviour of the 'coupeur de nattes'.B In him the need to carry 
out the castration which he disavows has come,to the front. His action con
tains in itself the two mutually incompatible assertions: 'the woman has still 
got a penis' and 'my father has castrated the woman'. Another variant, which 
is also a parallel to fetishism in social psychology, might be seen in the 
Chinese custom of mutilating the female foot and then revering -it like a 
fetish after it has been mutilated. I~ seems as though the Chinese male wants 
to thank the woman for having submitted to being castrated. -

In conclusion we may say that the normal prototype:of fetishes is a man's 
penis; just as the normal prototype of inferior organs is a woman's real small 
penis,the clitoris.9 

8. A pervert who enjoys cutting off the hair of 
female. [translator's note]. 
9. This Is an allusion to Alfred Adler's Insistence 
b,; "organ-InferioritY" ... the basis ·of all neuroses 

1927 

[translator's note]. Adler (1870-1937), Ausirlan 
psychiatrist who broke with Freud to fonn his own 
school of psychoanalysis In 1911. 

FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE 
1857-1913 

Ferdinand de Saussure gave birth to structuralism by means of a book he never wrote. 
The Course in General Linguistics, based on student notes, was compiled by col
leagues in 1916 after Saussure's death. Always described as being born into a "Swiss 
family distinguished for its intellectual achievements," Saussute, it seems, had no 
biography apart from the universities in which lie studied or taught and the books he 
failed to write. In fact, Saussure's untimely death at age fifty-six is considered one of 
the few notable facts about him. Yet this man without a life came to be known as 
"the father of modern linguistics," and his intellectual progeny affected . mid
tw~ntieth-century thought in a wide variety of fields. After Saussure, the very idea of 
what it meant to study language was transformed, 

In the late eighteenth century, the European study of languages had been revolu-
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lionized by the encounter with Sanskrit (brought about by the British colonization of 
India). Comparison among Sanskrit, Greek, and Latin suggested a common ancestor 
behind all three, which scholars dubbed Proto-Indo-European. Comparative philol
ogists sought to map languages as comparative anatomists had mapped organisnis. 
But the generation of Saussure's teachers, the Neogrammarians, had begun to explore 
the rules of affinity and transformation in a more truly historical way. Saussure stud
ied historical linguistics with some of them at the University of Leipzig, where he 
published his only book, Mimoire sur le system.e primitij des voyelles dans les langues 
indo-europiennes (Memoir on the Primitive System of Vowels in Indo-European Lati
guages) in 1878, while he was still a graduate student. His precocity was recognized 
by scholars in the field, and his purely theoretical description of an unknown vowel 
was later confirmed by studies of 'the Hittite language. 

After spending a year studying in Berlin and receiving his doctorate from the Uni
versity of Leipzig in 1880, he became a senior lecturer at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes 
(School for Advanced Study) in Paris, where he began by teaching Gothic and Old 
High German, later adding Sanskrit (which he had studied since 1874), Latin, Per
sian, and Lithuanian. In 1891 he accepted a professorship at the University of 
Geneva, teaching there for the rest of his life. It was in 1906 that, after the death of 
a colleague, he was asked to add "general linguistics" to his teaching in historical and 
comparative linguistics.. . 

In a letter written in I.894 to fellow linguist Antoine Meillet, Saussure outlined his 
dissatisfaction with linguistic theory as he knew it: 

For along time I have been above all preoccupied with the logical classification 
of linguistic facts and with the classification of the points of view from which 
we treat them; and I lim more and more aware of the Immense amount of work 
that would be requited to show the linguist what he is doing . ... The utter Inad-

. equacy of current terminology, the need to reform It and, in order to do that, to 
demonstrate what sort of object language ill, continually spoil my pleasure In 
philology, thouih I have no dearer wish than 'not to be inade to think about the 

- nature of lanluale in general. 

Seldom hal the condition for a real theoretical breakthrough been described 80 mov
ingly. Saussure had taken "current terminology" to the point where it began to raise 
questions it could n,ot answer. The need to study "the. nature of language in general" 
was lived as a spoiled pleasure in philology. , . 

As Saussure's originality increased, his sch6far'ly productivity slowed. Searching for 
the best approach, he taught general linguistics In three different ways. Not only did 
he not write up his course, but he did not even keep his lecture notes, starting afl:tb..h 
each time. Mter his death, his young colleagues found themselves fabricating a syn
thesis of three fragmentary sets of student notes, with. the result that the Saussure 
who is the author of the Course in General Linguistics is a function of the edited text, 
not its origin. Yet that was the Saussurc who changed intellectual history. 

What was Saussure's new theory of language? The diversity of languages, often 
thought to indicate a falling away from one original language (as in the story of Babel), 
indicated to Saussure not a story but a principle: the principle of the "arbitrary" 
(purely conventional) nature of the sign. Since there arc thousands of human lan
guuges, the relation between words and things cannot be based on natural resem
blances. For example, no inherent affil'1ity or motivation leads people to call an avian 
creature bird or oi~eau. Not only that, Saussure went on, but language is not a nomen
clature. Rather than the world consisting of things that need names (the Adamic 
conception), each language brings into being, by describing, a world that it then 
knows as external. To be sure, the external world exists-but its reality remains quite 
nebulous until language articulates it. The way lines divide concepts and phrases, the 
way even concrete items are viewed, is specific to each language; each covers all that 
needs to be said, but in its different wav. 

Saussure's own theory illustrates thi~ point: his terms langage, langue, and parole 
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have never been satisfactorily translated into English. Le langage (in English, "lan
guage") is a general human faculty, that which enables us to speak of "body language" 
or "the language of fashion." La langue, which in English is also called "language," is 
the name for speCific languages (la langue anglaise, the English language);· but it is 
also the most general term for language itself, the term Saussure uses to name the 
object of linguistics. La langue in this sense does not exist: it is a theoretical object 
abstracted from the structures of speCific languages. La parole (speech) is what Saus
sure calls "the executive side": the concrete 'utterances' that constitute all acts of 
language. These individual utterances are excluded from his theory of language inso
far as they only "execute" possibilities that exist in language already, or depart from 
it for creative purposes without fundamentally changing it. But where Saussure uses 
three terms for these distinctions, English only possesses two. 

Language, for Saussure, is a structured system of conventional signs, studied in 
their internal complexity as if frozen in time (synchronically) 'rather than as changing 
ovet time (diachronically). Saussure saw the study of language as eventually forming 
part of a larger sCience of signs in culture, which he called semiology, a field that later 
scholars (see ROLAND BARTHES) went on to develop. The' atom of language is the sign, 
which is functionally split into two parts: a signifier (sound-image) and a signified 
(concept), brought inseparably together like the two sides of a sheet of paper. The 
relation between the signifier and the signified is "arbitrary," not "motivated" (by 
natural resemblance), even in cases of onomatopoiea (words that sound like what 
they mean). The word arbitrary means not that individual speakers can just make 
language up, but preCisely that they can't: the sign is a convention. that ~as to be 
learned and is not subject 'to individual will. The point is not that languages do not 
change (they are changing all the time), but that the change's themselves follow paths 
that have more to do with the overall structure of the language than with any inten
tio~al intervention by its speakers. 

Though the signifier and the signified seem to function together as a unit to pro
duce signification, each has value only by virtue of the ways in which it aif(ers from 
other terms. Here, the chain of signifiers' and the chain of signifieds diverge. A signifier 
differs from other signifiers while its signified distinguishes itself from other signi
fieds, and the networks of connection and distinction are not parallel, as Saussure's 
misleading diagram of· the two realms might suggest. Saussure's distinction between 
"signification" and "value" is similar to KARL MARX's distinction 'between "use value" 
and "exchange value": the first appears tied to the characteristics of the object or 
term, whereas the second is en"tirely a function of the. system of exchange or of lan
guage. Saussure goes so far as to say that everything in . language is relational:· "in 
language there are only differences. Even more important: a difference generally 
implies positive terms between which the difference is set up; but in language there 
are only differences without positive terms" (Saussure's emphasis). In other words, 
neither ideas nor sounds exist prior to their combination. This description of a dif
ference that does not depend on the prior existence of knowable entities is one of 
Saussure's most radical declarations. 

Jokes often play on the purely differential aspect oflanguage. A homeowner answer
ing the phone and hearing that "The viper is coming" might feel fear, but when the 
voice on the line explains that "he's corning to vipe your vindows," what had initially 
been a serpent becomes a benign household maintenance worker. A foreign accent 
changes the sounds in a language without changing the system of differences. The 
sound v takes on the differential role of w in this joke as soon as it becomes clear to 
what it is being opposed. 

Nevertheless, once combined, the signifier and signified do become a unit, an arti
culus in a system of articulations. The articulations are positive facts-the only kind 
of facts language possesses, since, as Saussure stresses, language is a form and not a 
substance. Once the differential structure has severed any natural connection 
between language and things, the sign becomes a building block of a system of oppo-
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sitions: singular, plural; past, present, future; voiced, unvoiced; masculine, feminine. 
Saussure's favorite metaphor for the kind of structure he has in mind is chess: a rule
bound system of oppositions and differences that gove~ns a closed but infinite set of 
operations. 

In Saussure's conception of language, the sign is not only arbitrary but also linear 
(he thus uses a spatial term for what is in fact temporal, the succession of signs as 
they unfold in time during speech). Signs are combined like links in a chain to form 
the line of language according to two relations: the syntagmatic (all units present in 
their articulation) and the associative (all related units present in the mind but absent 
from the actual sequence). This distinction, later called syntagmatic and paradigmatic, 
would form an important part of ROMAN JAKOBSON'S theory of metaphor and meton
ymy (see below). For Saussure, some syntagmatic relations beyond mere grammatical 
rules count as language rather than speech. Far from being freely chosen by each 
speaker, they constitute the "idioms" that a newcomer must master in order to "know" 
a language. 

At the end of his life, Saussure was working on another project in which he had 
cvcn less confidence than in his theory of general linguistics. According to notebooks 
published by Jean Starobinski starting in 1964 and eventually collected as Les Mots 
sous les mots (1971; trans. 1979, Words upon Words), Saussure was fascinated by the 
idea that within the verses written by certain Latin poets, deliberately concealed ana
grams of proper names could be detected. Thus, a hidden poetics of names generated 
textual patterns that appeared to be dictated by the surface meanings of the words 
used as "carriers"for the letters. But Saus'sure could never be sure of what he found, 
and the notebooks remained hidden aWay. To compound the difficulty, the anagram 
project entailed a 'displacement of a major principle of the Course: while the Course 
treated the signifier-signified relation as a unit, the' anagrams implied that signifiers 
and signifieds could function separately, that-'a signifier could serve more than one 
function, and that the signifier could take the lead in the organization of a text. These 
implications, which Saussure viewed with incredulity, had a profound impact on later 
textual theory. 

Saussure's work provided the groundwork for both structuralism and poststructur
alism. It was part of the larger "linguistic turn" in twentieth-century philosophy, his
tory, anthropology, psychoanalysis, and literary studie~. CLAUDE LEVI-STRAUSS, for 
example, studied myths and kinship systems lNithin different cultures as a system of 
signs to be interpreted. Roland Barthes explor~d the semiology of fashion, advertising, 
travel, and many other cultural phenomena. JACQUES DERRIDA, while critiquing Saus
sure's privileging of spoken language (Saussure called writing secondary, pathological, 
even monstrous with respect to the speech it records), nevertheless took up Illt'ny 
aspccts of Saussure's system of differences into what he called dijferance. LOUIS 
AI :['HUSSER understood, on thc basis of what Saussure says about language as a sys
[em, that economic and social structures, too, possess structural (rather than tran
,;itive) causality. And finally, JACQUES LACAN used Saussure to reformulate Freud in 
linguistic terms, while JULIA I<RISTEVA developed a theory of the anagrammatical 
nature of literature. 

Of course, the very things that made Saussure's thought so revealing and influential 
also led to the most serious objections. By focusing on the relation between signifier 
and signified, he gained insight into linguistic structure yet eliminated the world. 
"Bracketing the referent"-that is, leaving out the third dimension of the sign; that 
1.0 which it refers-has becn critici7.ed by those, like TERRY EAGLETON, who find it 
impossible to speak of language without speaking of reference, things, history. After 
nil, they argue, language is not chess. How carl it be studied apart from the world to 
which it refers'? How can reference not have a role in structure'? In addition, language 
is ncither unified nor closed, as deconstructorsand poststructuralists were quick to 
point out. Even if it is fr07,ell in time, conflict remains unresolved and essential within 
the !;ystem. And the later postmodern critique of the "universal subject" has empha-
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sized that speakers are placed in very different positions within language by class, 
gender, race, geography, and so on. In our "viper" joke, for example, a small linguistic 
'difference points to ,a whole system of class, property, ethnicity, and, varying with the 
gender of the homeowner, sexual politics-including an echo of the story of Adam, 
':Eve, :and the serpent. 

Despite these criticisms, the Course in General Linguistics opened up as never 
before the question of the role of signs in culture and the' role of language in the 
mind. As Jonathan Ouller put it in Ferdinand de Saussure (1986), "What the study of 
!Ianguage reveals about' mind is riot a set of primitive conceptions or natural ideas but 
the general structuring and differentiating operations by which things are made to 
signify." . 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Th~re are two existing English tra~slations of the Course i;" General Linguistics, first 
edited by Charles Bally, and Albert Sechehaye in 1916. The: one that, has become 
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,and limits of Saussure and the Russian formalists, see Fredric Jameson, TheJ'rison
H.ouse ,of lAnguage: A, Critical Account of Structuralism and Russian Formalism 
.(1972) .. Roy,Harris's Reading Saussure:A Critical Commentary a/the "Cout'S tlelln
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"!;! .,~ From Course in General Linguistics 1 

From Introduction 

1 " 
CHAPTER III. THE' OBjECT OF LINGUISTICS 

,1!t Place o/Language in the FactslJj-Speech 

.. .. .. 
To summarize, these are 'the' characteristics of langmige: , 
1) Language is a welI';defined object in the heterogenC!ou$ mass of speech 

.' I . 

I; Edited by Charles Bally and A1be~t Sechehllye In collaboration wlthAlbert Riedlinger; translated by 
W~de Baskin. who occasionally includes the French In square brackets. 
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facts. It can be localized in the limited segment of the speaking-circuit where 
an auditory image becomes associated with a concept. It is the social side of 
speech, outside the individual who can never create nor modify it by himself; 
it exists only by Virtue of a sort of contract signed by the members of a 
community. Moreover,the individual must always serve an apprenticeship 
in order to learn the functioning of language; a child assimilates it only 
gradually. It is such a distinct thing that a man deprived of the use of speak
ing retains it provided that he understands the vocal signs that he hears. 

2) Language, unlike speaking, is something that we can study separately. 
Although dead languages are no longer spoken, we can easily assimilate their 
linguistic organisms. We can dispense with the other elements of speech; 
indeed, thescienae of language is possihle only if the other elements are 
excluded. 

3) Whereas speech is heterogeneous, language, as defined; is homogene
ous. It is a system of signs in which the only essential thing is the union of 
meanings and sound-images, and in which both parts of the sign are psycho-
logical. . 

4) Language:'is concrete, no less so than speaking: and this is a help in our 
study of it. Linguistic signs, though basically psychological, are not abstrac
tions; associations which bear the stamp of collective approval~and which 
added together constitute language-are realities that' have their seat in the 
brain. Besitles, linguistic signs are tangibler it is possible to reduce them to 
conventional written symbols, whereas it \ would be impossible to provide 
detailed photographs of acts of speaking [actes de parole]; the pronunciation 
of even the smallest word represents an infinite number of muscular mOve
ments that could be' identified and put into graphic form only with great 
difficulty. In language, on the contrary, -there is only the sound-image,·and 
the latter can be translated into a fixed visual image. For if we disregard the 
vast number of movements necessary for the realization of sound-images in 
speaking, we see that each sound-image is nothing, more than the sum of a 
limited number of elements or phonemes2 that can in tutnbe called up by 
a corresponding number of written symbols. The very possibility of putting 
the things that relate to language into graphic form allows dictionaries arid 
grammars to represent it accurately, for languageis~ storehouse of sound
images, 'and writing is the tangible- form of those "images.· ... 

3. Place of Language in Human Facts: SemiOlogy 
The foregoing characteristics of language reveal an even .moreimportant 

characteristic. Language, once its boundaries have been marked off· within 
the speech data, 'can he classified among human phenomena, whereas 
speech cannot. ' 

We have just seen that language is a social institution: but several features 
set it apart from other political, legal, etc. institutions. We must call in a new 
type of facts in order to illuminate the special nature of language. 

Language;is a system of signs that express ideas',and is therefore compa
rable to a system of writing, the alphabet of deaf-mutes, symbolic rites, polite 
formulas, military signals, etc. But it is the most important of all these sys
tems. 

2. The smallest distinctive unit of sound In .. spoken language. 
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A science that studies the life of signs within ~ociety is conceivable; it would 
be a part of social psychology and consequently 'of general psychology; I shall 
call it semiology (from Greek semeton 'sign'). Semiology would show what 
constitutes signs, what laws govern them. Since the science does not yet 
exist, no one can say what it would be; but it has a right to existence, a place 
staked out in advance, Linguistics is only a part of the general science of 
semiology; the laws discovered by semiology will be applicable to linguistics, 
and the latter will circumscribe a well-defined area within the mass of 
anthropological facts. ' , 

To determine the exact place of semiology is the task of the psychologist. 
The task of the linguist is to find out what m"f'es'language a special system 
within the mass of semiological data. This issue will be taken up again later; 
here I wish merely to call attention to one thing: if I have succeeded in 
assigning linguistics a place among the sciences, it is because I have related 
it to semiology. 

Why has semiology not yet been recognized as an independent science 
with its own object like all the other sciences? Linguists have been going 
around in circles: language, better than anything else, offers a basis for 
understanding the semiological problem; but language must, to put it cor
rectly, be studied in itself; heretofore language has almost always been stud
ied in connection with something else, from other viewpoints. 

There is first of all the superficial notion of the general public: people see 
nothing more than a name-giving system in language, thereby prohibiting 
any research into its true nature., ' 

Then there is the viewpoint of the psychologist, who studies the sign
mechanism in the individual; this is the easiest method, but it does not lead 
beyond individual execu~ion and does not reach the sign, which is social. 

Or even when signs are studied from a social viewpoint, only the traits 
that attach language to the other social institutions-those that are more or 
less voluntary-are emphasized; as a result, the goal is by-passed and the 
specific characteristics of semiological systems in general and of language in 
particular ate completely ignored., For the distinguishing characteri!;tic of 
the sign--:put the one that is least apparent at first sight-is that i!t' some 
way it always eludes the individual or social will. 

In short;' the characteris~ic, that distinguisJtes semiological systems from 
all other institutions shows up 'clearly only ih language where it manifests 
itself in the things which are studied least, and the necessity or specific value 
of a semiological science is there'fore not clearly recognized. But to me 'the 
language problem is mainly semiological, and all developments derive their 
significance from that important fact. If we are to discover the tr~e nature 
of language we must learn what it has in common with all other semiological 
systems; Iing~istic forces that seem very import~nt at first glance (e.g., the 
role of the vocal apparatus) ~Il receive only secondary consideration if they 
serve only to set language apart from the other systems. This procedure will 
do more than 'to clarify the linguistic problem. By studying rites, customs, 
etc. as signs, I believe that we shall throw new light on the facts and point 
up the need for including them in a science' of semiology and explaining 
them by its laws. 



COURSE IN GENERAL LINGUISTICS / 963 

From Part One. General Principles 

CHAPTER I. NATURE OF THE LINGUISTIC SIGN 

1. Sign, Signified, Signifier 
Some people regard language, when reduced to its elements, as a naming

process only-a list of words, each corresponding to the thing that it names. 
For example: 

ARBOR 

etc. .tc. 

This conception is open to criticism at several points. It assumes that 
ready-made ideas exist before words (on this point, see below); it does not 
tell us whether a name is vocal or psychological In nature (arbor, for instance, 
can be considered from either viewpoint); finally, it lets us assume that the 
linking of a name and a thing is a very s~mple operation-an assumption that 
is anything but true. But this rather naive approach can bring us near the 
truth by showing us that the linguistic unit is a Q,ouble entity; one formed by 
the associating of tW(; terms. 

We have seen in considering the speaking-circuit that both terms involved 
in the linguistic sign are psychological and are united in the brain by an 
associative bond. This point must be emphasized. 

The linguistic sign unites, not a thing and a name, but a concept and a 
sound-image." The latter is not the material sound, a purely physical t~, 
hut the psychological imprint of the sound, the impression that it makes on 
our senses. The sound-image is sensory, and if I happen to call it "material," 
it is only in that sense, and by way of opposing it to the other term of the 
association, the concept, which is generally more abstract. 

The psychological character of our sound~images becomes apparent when 
we observe our own speech. Without moving our lips or tongue, we can talk 
to ourselves or recite mentally a selection of verse. Because we regard the 
words of our language as sound-images, we must avoid speaking of the "pho
nemes" that make up the words. This term, which suggests vocal activity, is 

.~~. Tree and horse (the more usual base fornl is 
"quus), respectively (Latin). 
-1.. The term sound-image may seem to be too 
restricted inasmuch as be5ide the representation of 
the sounds of B word there is also that of its artic
ulation, the muscular imuge of' the phonationsl 
act. But for F. de Saussure language is essentially 
H depository, a thing received from without. The 

sound-image is par excellence the natural repre
sentation of the word as a fact of potential lan
guage, outside any actual use of it in speaking. The 
motor side is thus implied or, In any event, occu
pies only a subordinate role with respect to the 
sound-image [Bally, Sechehaye. Bnd Riedlinger's 
note]. 
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applicable to the spok,en word only, to the reali.zation of the inner image in 
discourse. We can avoid that inisunderstilndittg by speaking of the sounds 
and syllables of, a .word provided we remember that the :'flames refer to the 
sound-image. . 

The linguistic sign is the~ a two-sided psychologic!itl ti!ntitY that can. be 
represented by the&iaWirig':': . '. . . .. ". .'. .' .. . " " . ': . ;: ..... ' . . . -

The two elements are intimately. united, and each recalls the other. 
Whether we try to find the meaning of the Latin w:prd arb.or or the word that 
Latin uses to designat~ the concept "trE!'e~"'it' is dear that only the associa
tions sanctioned by that language appear to us to cbnform to reality, and we 
disregard whatever others might be imagt'ned:" .. ..... . 

Our definition of the linguistic sign posessn important question of ter
minology. I call the combination of a concept and a sound-image a sign, but 
in current usage the. term generally designates only a sound-image, a word, 
for example. (arbot, etc.). One tends to £ot-getthat arbot is catIedri.si~:only 
b'ecause it carties the concept' "i:ree," :with' the reiiultthartheid~a' of 'the 
sensory part implies the ideil of the whole. . .... . . . . 

r.: . " .~ 

Ambiguity would disappear if the three riotions'involved here'were d~sig
nated by three names; eaeh suggesting and opposing the othets. I propbse 
to retain the word sign [signe) to de~ignate the whole aildto replace concept 
and sound-image respecti\relyby signified [signiji~) and signifier [signljiant); 
the last two terms have the advfultage ofindicating .the oppoilition that sep
arates them from each other and' from the whole of w}:tich: they are parts. As 
regards sign, if I am ~atisfied wit~ it, this is simply because I do not kriow of 
any word to replace it, the ordinary language suggesting no other. 

The linguistic sign, as defined, has two primordial characteristics. In enun
ciating them I am' also 'positing the basic principles of any study of this tyPe. 

2. Principle I: The Arbitrary N,ature of the Sign ,. . 
The bond between the signifier and the signified is arbitrary. Since I mean 

by sign the whole that results from theassociatirig of tPellignifiet With the 
signified, I ca~ ~imply say: the linguistic' sig~ is a~bitrary.· . . 

The idel!i of "sister" is not linked by any inner' relationship to the succession 
of sounds s-ij-r which serves as its signifier in French; that it could be rep
resented equally by just any other sequence is proved by differences among 
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languages and by the very existence of different languages: the signifiedl'ox" 
has as its signifier b-iJ-f on one side of the border and o-k-~ (Ochs) on the 
other.! 

No one disputes the principle of the arbitrary rtature of the sign, but it is 
often easier to discover a truth than to assign to it its proper place. Principle I 
dominates all the linguistics of language;. its' consequences are numberless. 
It is true that not all of. them are .equally obvious ·at first 'glance; only after 
many detours does one discover them; and with them· the primordial impor-
tance of the principle. . ,. 

One remark in passing: when semiology becomes organized asa science, 
the question will arise whether or not it properly includes modes of expres
sion based on completely natural signs, such as pantomime •. Supposing that 
the new science welcomes them, its main concern· will still be the whole 
group of systems grounde'd on the arbitrariness· of the sign. In fact, every 
means of expression used in society is basedj in principle, on collective 
behavior or-what amounts to the same thing..J.."on convention. Polite for
mulas, for instance, though often imbued with a· certain natural expressive
ness (as in the case of a Chinese who greets hisemperi:>r by bowing down to 
the ground nine times), are nonetheless fixed by rule; it is this rule and. not 
the intrinsic value of the gestures that obliges one. to. use them.: Signs that 
are wholly arbitrary realize better than the others the ideal of the semiological 
process; that is why language, the most complex and universal of all systems 
of expression, is also the most characteristicj 'in this .sense. linguistics can 
become the master~pattern for all branches of semiology although language 
is only one particular semiological system, ') 

The word S}'tnbol has been used to. de.ignate the lingulstic sign, or more 
specifically, what is· here called the signifier. 'Principle I In particular weighs 
againit the use of this term, One characteristic of the symbol is that it is 
never wholly arbitrary; it is not empty, fDr :there is the rudiment of a natural 
bond between the signifier and the signified. Thesymbol'of.ju:stiae,· a pair of 
scales, could not be replaced by just any'othersymbol j suchas·a,chariot. 

The word arbitrary ·also calls for comment. The term should not imply that 
the choice of the signifier is left entirely.io ·thespeaker (we ,shall.see below 
that the individual does not. have the power ·to. change 'a sign in' any w~y once 
it has become established irt. the linguistic~Orilmunity); ImeQn· that iMs 
unmotivated, i.e. arbitrary in that it actually has no natural connection'with 
the signified. 

In concluding let us consider two objections that might be raised to the 
establishment of Principle I: . 

1) Onomatopoeia might be used to'prove that the choice of the signifier is 
not always arbitrary. But onomatopoeic formations are never organic ele
ments of a linguistic system. Besides, their number is much smaller than is 
generally supposed. Words like Frenchfouet 'whip' or glas 'knell' may strike 
certain ears with suggestive sonority, but to see that they have not always 
had this property we need only examine their Latin forms (fouet is derived 
fromfagus 'beech-tree,' glas from classicum.'sound of a trumpet').The quality 
of their present souhds, or rather the quality that is attributed to them, is a 
fortuitous resulto£' phonetic evolution. 

As for authentic onomatopoeic words (e.g. glug-glug, tick-tack, etc.), not 

~. That is, in Gennany. 
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only are they limited in number, but also they are chosen somewhat arbi
trarily, for they are only approximate and more or less convention~1 imita
tions of certain sounds (cf. English bow-wow and French ouabua). In 
addition, once these words H~v~;b~~n introdul=ed into the language;'they a~e 
to a certain extent subjecte~ to the same evolution-phonetic, morpho'pgi
cal, etc.-that other words undergo (cf. pigeon, ultimately from V4J~ar Latin 
pipiD, derived in turn from an onomatopoeic formation): obvious proof that 
they lose something of their original character in order to assume that of the 
linguistic sign in general, which·is 'unm6tivated. r;·· 

2) Interjections, closely related to onol1l·atopoeia, can be attacked on the 
same grounds and come no clos~r to refuting'our thesis. One is tempted to 
see in them spontaneous expressiqns bf reality dictated, so to speak, by nat
ural forces. But for most interjections we can show that there is no fixed 
bond between their signified and theft signifier. We need only compa~ two 
languages on this point to see ho~" tnuch su~h ~xpressions diffet' from one 
language to the next (e.g. the English equivalent 'of French are! is oUchl). We 
know, moreover,· that many intetlections were once words with. specific 
meanings (cf. French diable! 'da:rriI1 rnordieu! 'gollyl' from mort Dieu 'God's 
death,' etc.). i',,· ' '.-

Onomatopoeic formations and interjections are of secondary importance, 
and their symbolic origin is in part open to dispute. 

3. Principle II: The Linear Nature o/the SignW 
The signifier, being auditory, is unfolded solely in time from which it gets 

the follOWing characteristics: (0:) it represents a ~pan, and (b) the span is 
measurable in a single dimension; it is a line. ..-

. While Principle II is obvious, apparently lingUists have always neglected 
to state it, doubtless beca~se they found .it'too simple; nevertheless, itois 
fundamental, and its consequences are incalculable. Its importance equals 
that of Principle I; the whole mechanism of htnguagedepends upon it. In 
contrast to visual signifiers (nautical signals, etc.) whi"ch can offer sim4lta
neous groupings in several dimensions, auditofYsignifiers have at their com
mand only the dimension of time .• · Their·' .elements are presented ,in 
succession; they form a chain. This feature· becomes readily apparent when 
they are represented in writing and the spati~lIine· of graphic marks is sub-
stituted for succession in time; , . 

Sometimes the linear nature of the signifier is not obvious. When I accent 
a syllable, for instance, it seems that I am concentrating more than one 
significant element on the same point. But this 'is an illusion; the syllable 
and its accent constitute only one phonational act. There is no duality within 
the act but only different oppositions to what precedes and what follows. 

From Part Two. Synchronic Linguis~ics 

CHAPTER IV. LINGUISTIC VALUE 

1. Language as Organized Thought Coupled with Sound 
To prove that language is only a system of pure values, it is enough to 

consider the two elements involved in its functioning:· ideas and sounds. 
Psychologically our thought-apart from its expression in words'--is only 

a shapeless and indistinct mass. Philosophers and linguists have always 
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agreed in recognizing that without the help of signs we would be unable to 
make a clear-cut, consistent distinction between two ideas. Without Ian· 
guage, thought is a vague, uncharted nebula. There are no pre-existing ideas, 
and nothing is distinct before the appearance of language. 

Against the floating realm of thought, would sounds by themselves yield 
predelimited entities? No more so than ideas. Phonic substance is neither 
more fixed nor more rigid than thought; it is not a mold into which thought 
must of necessity fit but a plastic substance divided in turn into distinct parts 
to furnish the signifiers needed by thought. The linguistic fact can therefore 
be pictured in it,S totality-i.e. language-as a series of contiguous subdivi· 
sions marked off on both the indefinite plane of jumbled ideas (A) and the 
equally vague plane of sounds (B). The following diagram gives a rough idea 
of it: 

. . . I I • : : : A I 
• II •• • 

,~ • ,1 J,;.' Af!ij .~~~ 
l • i :JfEit;3& i' 
•• : I : I : 

~~~~ @. - - -~ 
-~. ~,.::: ..... ""'-......,-=-....:::::-~ • -----r. ..~-· . lB' .~. I, i·: : ~ 

The characteristic role of language with respect to thought is not to create 
a material phonic means for expressing ideas but to serve as a link between 
thought and sound, under conditions that of necessity bring about the recip
rocal delimitations of units. Thought, chaotic by nature, has to become 
ordered in the process of its decomposition. Neither are thoughts given mate
rial form nor are sounds transformed into mental entities; the somewhat 
mysterious fact is rather that "thought-sound" implies division, and that lan
guage works out its units while taking shape between two shapeless masses. 
Visualize the air in contact with a sheet of water; if the atmospheric pressure 
changes, the surface of the water will be broken up into a series of divisions, 
waves; the waves resemble the union or coupling of thought with phonic 
substance. 

Language might be called the domain of articulations, using the word as 
it was defined earlier. Each linguistic term is a member, an articulus in which 
an idea is fixed in a sound and a sound becomes the sign of an idea. 

Language can also be compared with a sheet of paper: 6 thought is the 
front and the sound the back; one cannot cut the front without cutting the 
back at the same time; likewise in language, one can neither divide sound 
from thought nor thought from sound; the division could be accomplished 
only abstractedly, and the result would be either pure psychology or pure 
phonology. 

Linguistics then works in the borderland where the elements of sound and 
thought combine; their combination produces a form, not a substance. 

These views give a better understanding of what was said before about the 

6. Thr- F,'ench expression une feuille de rapier literally means Us leaf of paper." 
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arbitrariness of signs. Not only are the two domains that are linked by the 
linguistic fact shapeless and confused, but the choice. ofa given slice· of 
sound to name a given idea is completely arbitrary. If this were not true,: the 
notion of value would be compromised, for it would include an externally 
imposed element. But actually values remain entirely relative,' and that is 
why the bond between the sound and the idea is radically arbitrary. 

The arbitrary nature of the sign' explains in turn why the social fact alone 
can create a linguistic systemi The community is necessary if values that owe 
their. existence solely to usage and general acceptance are to be set up;' by 
himself the individualis incapable of fixing a single value • 

. In additionj,the idea of,value,as defined, shows that to consider a term as 
simply the union of a 'certain sound with a certain concept is grossly mis
leading. To define it in this way would isolate the term from its system; it 
would mean assuming that one can start from the terms and construct the 
system by adding them together when, on the contrary, it is from the inter
dependent whole that one must start and through analysis obtain its ele-
ments. . '. '. '" 

To develop this thesis, we sha,1l study ,value successi~lyfrom the viewpoint 
of the signified or concept (Section 2), the signifier :(Section 3), and the 
complete sign (Section 4), . 'c- . , '.: :'. . 

Being unable to ~eize the cOncrete entities or units df"ltmguage directly, 
we shall work with words. While the word does n~t ~~nform exactly to the 
definition of the linguistic unit, it at least bears a, rough resemblance to the 
unit and has the advantage of being concrete; consequently, we shall use 
~W~s as specimens equivalent to re~I}~rms in a synchronic system, and ~he 
p'r!I.lcipl~s that we evolve with respect to words will be valid for entities in 
general. . . . . ' 

2,;"LinguiStic Value from h Conceptuaz'Viewpoi~t:". . .'...., . 
, Wh,en we speak of ,the value of, a .word~ we ge~e~ll11y think first oUts 
pr<;>l;'e~ty of standing for an idea, ,and this is in f~ct, <?~e side,of ling':list~f 
value. But if this is true, h<;>w doe~ valu~, differ from significration? Might the 
two words be synonyms? rthink not, although' it is easy (0' confuse them; 
since th~ confusion results not so much from their' 'simihirity as from. the 
subtlety of t,he distinction that they mark. .', . '.' '. . . . 

'From 'a conceptual viewpoint, value is doubtless one element in signifi
c~tion, and it, ~s difficult to see how signification can be dependent upon 
r~~e andstiU be distinct fromiL But we must dear up the issue or,risk 
reducing lang!-lage to a simple naming-process. 

Let us first take signification as it is generally understood. As the arrows 
in the drawing show, it is only the counterpart of the sound~hnage. Every
tqi!1-g that occurl1 concerns only the sound-image and the concept when we 
I~ok upon the word as independent and self~contained. ." ':, 
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But here is the paradox: on the one' hand the concept seems to be the 
counterpart of the sound-image, and on the other hand the sign itself is in 
turn the counterpart of the other signs 'of language. . 

Language is a system of interdependent termS in' which the value of each 
term results solely from the simultaneous presence of the others; as in the 
diagram: 

How, then, can value be confused with signification, i.e. the counterpart of 
the sound-image? It seems impossible to liken the relations represented here 
by horizontal arrows to those represented· above by vertical arrows.' Putting 
it another way-'-and again taking up the example of the sheet of paper that 
Is cut in two-it is clear that the observable· relation between the different 
pieces A, B,' C,· 00, etc. is distinct from the relation between the front and 
back of the same piece as in AlA', BIB', etc. 

To resolve the issue, let us observe from the outset that even outside lan
guage all values are apparently governed by the same paradoxical principle. 
They are always .. composed: 

(1)· of a dissimilar ·thing that cari be exchanged for the thing of which the 
value is to be determined; and 

(2) of si,,":ilar things that can be compared With the thing of which: the 
value is to b~ determined. 

Both factots are necessary for the existence of a value. To determine what 
a five-franc piece is worth one must therefoJ;'e know: (1) that it can be 
exchanged for a fixed quantity. of a different"thing, e.g. breadj·and (2) that it 
can be compared with a similar value of the same system; e.g. a one-franc 
piece, or with coins of another system: (a dollar, etc.). In' the same way a 
word can be exchanged for something;dissimilar, an idea; besides, it can: be 
compared with something of the same nature,. another word. Its value is 
therefore not fixed so long as one simply states that it can be "exchanged" 
for a given concept, i.e. that it has this or that signification: one mu~lso 
compare it with similar values, .with other words that stand in opposition to 
it. Its content is really fixed only by the concurrence of everything that exists 
outside it. Being part of a system, it is endowed not only with a signification 
but also and especially with a value, and this is something quite different. 

A few examples will show clearly that this is true. Modern French mouton 
can have the same Signification as English sheep but not the same value, and 
this for several reasons, particularly because in speaking of a piece of meat 
ready to be served on the table, English uses mutton and not sheep. The 
difference in value between sheep and mouton is due to the fact that sheep 
has beside it a second term while the French word does not. 

Within the same language, all word:; used to express related ideas limit 
each other reciprocally; synonyms like French redouter 'dread,' craindre 
'fear,' and avoir peur 'be afraid' have value only through their opposition: if 
redouter did ridt ~ist, all its content would go to its competitors. Conversely, 
some words are enriched through .contact with others: e.g. the new element 



970 / FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE 

introduced in decrepit (un vieillard decrepit) results from the co-existence; of 
decrepi (un mur decrepi}.7 The value of just any term is accordingly deter
mined by its environment; it is impossible to fix even the value of the word 
signifying "sun" without first conSidering its surroundings: in some languages 
it is not possible to say "sit in the sun." 

Everything said about words applies toany term of language, e.g. to gram
matical entities. The value of a French plural does not coincide with that of 
a Sanskrit plural even though their siguification is usually identical; Sanskrit 
has three numbers instead of two (1nyeyes, 1nyears, 1nY aT1nS, 1ny legs, etc. 
are dualS); it would be wrong to attribute the same vah,le to the plural in 
Sanskrit and in French; its value clearly depends on what is outside and 
around it. 

If words stood for pre-existing concepts; they would all have exact equiv
alents in meaning from one language to the next; but this is not true. French 
uses louer (une maison) 'let (a house)' indifferently to mean both "pay for" 
and "receive payment for," whereas German uses two ~ords, 1nieten and 
vermieten; there is obviously no exact correspondence of values. The German 
verbs schatzen and urteilen' share a number of significations, but that cor
respondence does not hold at several points. 

Inflection offers some particularly striking examples. Distinctions of time, 
which are so familiar to us, are unknown in certain languages. Hebrew does 
not recognize even the fundamental distindions between the past~ present, 
and future. Proto-Germarlic has ,no special form for the future; to say that 
the future is expressed by the present is wrong, for the value of the present 
is not the same in Germanic as in languages_ that have a future along with 
the present. The Slavic languages regularly single out two aspects of the verb: 
the perfective representS ~ction as a point, complete in its totality; the imper
fective represents it as taking place, and on the line of time. The categories 
are difficult for a Frenchman to understand, for they are unblOwn in French; 
if they were predete-rmined, this :v,vouId, not be true. Instead of pre-existing 
ideas then, we find in all the foregoing examples values emanating from the 
system. When they are s~id to correspond to concepts, it is understood that 
the concepts are purely differential and defined not by their positive content 
but negatively by their relations: with the other terms of the system. Their 
most precise characteristic is in being what the others are not. 

Now the real interpretation of the diagram of the signal becomes apparent. 
Thus 

means that in French the concept "to judge" is linked to the sound-image 
juger; in short, it symbolizes signification. But it is quite clear that initially 

7. The words translated 85 "decrepit" In "'8 

decrepit old man" and '"a decrepit wall" come from 
two different sources: tUcr4>it is derived from the 

Latin dkreplt .... tUcrlpl from crispus. -
8. A special form applied to 2 of something. 
9. "To value, assess' and "to judge," respectively. 
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the concept is nothing, that is only a value detenuined by its relations with 
other similar values, and that without them the signification would not exist. 
If I state simply that a word signifies something when I have in mind the 
associating of a sound-image with a concept, 1 am making a statement that 
may suggest what actually happens, but by no means am I expressing the 
linguistic fact in its essence and fullness. 

3. Linguistic Value from a Material Viewpoint 
The conceptual side of value is made up solely of relations and differences 

with respect to the other terms of language, and the same can be said of its 
material side. The important thing in the word is not the sound alone but 
the phonic differences that make it possible to distinguish this word from all 
others, for differences carry signification. 

This may seem surprising, but how indeed could the reverse be possible? 
Since one vocal image is no better suitec;l than the next for what it is com
missioned to express, it is evident, even a priori, that a segment of language 
can never in the final analysis be based on anything except its noncoinci
dence with the rest. Arbitrary and differential are two correlative qualities. 

The alteration of linguistic signs clearly illustrates this. It is precisely 
because the terms a and b as such are radically incapable of reaching the 
level of consciousness-one is always conscious of only the alb difference
that each tenu is free to change according to laws that are unrelated to its 
signifying function. No positive sign characterizes the genitive plural in 
Czech fen; still the two fonus :fena: :fen function as well as the earlier forms 
iena: :fenb; :fen has value only because it is different. 

Here is another example that shows even more clearly the systematic role 
of phonic differences: in Greek, ephen is an imperfect and esten an aorist] 
although both words are formed in the same way; the first belongs to the 
system of the present indicative of phemi 'I say,' whereas there is no present 
"stemi; now it is precisely the relation phemi: ephen that corresponds to the 
relation between the present and the imperfect (cf. Miknilmi: eMiknun,2 
etc.). Signs function, then, not through their intrinsic value but through their 
relative position. 

In addition, it is impossible for sound alone, a material element, to belong 
to language. It is only a secondary thing, substance to be put to use. All 00Nr' 

conventional values have the characteristic of not being confused with the 
tangible element which supports them. For instance, it is not the metal in a 
piece of money that fixes its value. A coin nominally worth five francs may 
contain less than half its worth of silver. Its value will vary according to the 
amount stamped upon it and according to its use inside or outside a political 
boundary. This is even more true of the linguistic signifier, which is not 
phonic but incorporeal-constituted not by its material substance but by the 
differences that separate its sound-image from all others. 

The foregoing principle is so basic that it applies to all the material ele
ments of language, including phonemes. Every language forms its words on 
the basis of a system of sonorous elements, each element being a clearly 
delimited unit and one of a fixed number of units. Phonemes are character-

]. .. I mperfectlt and flaorist" are two past tenses of 
Greek verbs. 
2. The present and imperfect, respectively, of the 

Greek verb "to show· (all the forms in this para
graph are 1st-person singular). 
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ized not,as one might think, by their own positive.quality but· simply by the 
fact that they are distinct.: Phonemes are above all. else opposing, 'relative, 
and negative entities. 

Proof of this is the latitude' that speakers have·between points.of conver
gence in the pronunciation of distinct sounds. In French, for instance, gen
eral use of a dorsal r does not prevent many speakers from using a. tongue-tip 
trill; language is not in the least disturbed by it; language requires only that 
the sound be different and not, as one might imagine, that it have .an invar
iable quality. I can even pronounce the French r like German· ch in Bach, 
doch; etc., but in German I could not use ·r instead of ch, for German.gives 
recognition to both elements and must.keep them apart. Similarly, in Russian 
there is no latitude. fort in the direction of t' (palatalized t), for the.result 
would be the confusing of two sounds differentiated·hy the 'language (d. 
govorit' . 'speak' and goverit 'he. speaks'), but more freedom ·may be taken with 
respect toth (aspirated t) since this sound does not figure in the Russian 
system of phonemes. 

Since an identical state ·of affairs is observable in writing; another system 
of signs, we shall use writing to draw some comparisons that will clarify the 
whole issue. In fact: ' 

1) The .signs used. in writing are arbitrary; there is . nC).connection,. for 
example, between the letter t and the sound th'aUt designates . 
. • 2) The value of letters is purely negative and differential. The same person 
can write t, for instance, in different ways: 

I' . l' 

: ~ '. 

The only· requirement is that the sign for t not be confused in his script with 
the'signsused for I, d, etc. . 

3) Values in.Writing ft.1netion only through reciprocal opposition witbin a 
fixed system that consists of a set number of letters. This third charac;:teristkj 
though not identkal to the second, is closely related tc). it; for both . depend 
on the first. Since the graphic sign is arbitrary;.its formmatterslittl.e or rather 
matters only within the limitations imposed by the system . 
• . 4) The means by which· the sign is produced is completelyunimpoitant; 

...for it does not.·affect the system (this also follows .fi:'b~ characteristic 1). 
Whether I make the letters in white or black, raised or engraved, with pen 
or chisel-all this is of -no importance with respect to their signification. 

4. The Sign Considered in Its Totality 
Everything that has been said up to this point boils down to this: in lan

guage there are only differences. Even more important: a difference generally 
implies positive terms between which the.difference is set up; but in language 
there are only differences without positive terms. Whether we take the' sig-. 
nified or the signifier, language has neither ideas nor.sounds that existed 
before the linguistic system, but only conceptual and phonic differences that 
have issued from the system. The idea or phonic substance that a sign con
tains is of less importance than the other signs that surround it. Proof of this 
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is that the value of a term may be modified without either its meaning or its 
sound being affected, solely because a neighboring term has been modified. 

But the statement that everything in language is negative is true only if 
the signified and the signifier are considered separately; when we consider 
the sign in its totality, we have something that is positive in its own class. A 
lingui~tic system is a series of differences of sound combined with a series 
of differences of ideas; but the pairing of a certain number of acoustical 
signs with as many cuts made from the mass of thought engenders a system 
of values; and this system serves as the effective link between the phonic and 
psychological elements within each sign. Although both the signified and the 
signifier are purely differential and negative when considered separately, 
their combination is a positive fact; it is even the· sole type' of facts that 
language has, for maintaining the parallelism between the two classes of 
differences is the distinctive function of the linguistic institution. 

Certain diachronic facts are typical in this respect. Take the countless 
instances where alteration of the signifier occasions a conceptual change 
and where it is obvious that the sum of the ideas distinguished corresponds 
in principle to the sum of the distinctive signs. When two words are confused 
through phonetic alteration·( e.g. French decr~pit from decrepitus and decrepi 
from crispus), the ideas that they express will also tend to become confused 
if only they have something in common. Or a word may have different forms 
(cf. chaise 'chair' and chaire 'desk'3). Any nascent difference will tend invar
iably to become significant but without always succeeding or being success
ful on the first trial. Conversely, any conceptual difference perceived by the 
mind seeks to find expresiion through a distinct signifier, and two Ideas ~hat 
are no longer distinct in the mind tend to merge into the same signlfier. 

When we compare signs'-positive terri1s-with each other,· we'·tan .no 
longer speak of difference; the expressioti would not be fitting; for it applies 
only to the comparing of two sound·images, e:g; father and mother, or two 
ideas, e.g. the idea "father" and the idel\.:"inothet"; two signs, each having a 
signified Ilrid signifier, are not differ~ht btit 'only distinct. Between them there 
is only opposition. The entire mechanism' of language, with which· we ~hkll 
be concerned later, is based on oppositions of this kind and on the phonic 
and conceptual differences that they· imply. ... . . 

What is true of vglue is true also of thC:!' uhit. A unit is a segment '~:the 
spoken chain that corresponds to a certain· concept; both are by nature purely 
differential. . 

Applied to units, the principle of differentiation can be stated in this way: 
the characteristics of the unit blend with the unit itself. In language, as in any 
semiological system, whatever distinguishes one sign from the· others con
stitutes it. Difference makes character just as it makes value· and the unit. 

Another rather paradoxical consequence of the seme principle is this: in 
the last analysis what is commonly referred to as a "grammatical fact" fits 
the definition of the unit, for it always exPresses an opposition of terms; it 
differs only in that the opposition is particularly significant (e.g. the forma
tion of German plurals of the type Nacht: Nachte). Each term present in the 
grammatical fact (the singular without umlaut or final e in opposition to the 
plural with umlaut and --e) consists of the interplay of a number of opposi-

3. Both words derive from the Old French c"aiere. 
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tions within the system. When isolated, neither Nacht nor Niichte is any
thing: thus everything is opposition. Putting it another way, the Nacht: 
Nlichte relation can be expressed by an algebraic formula alb in which a 
and b are not simple terms but result from a set of relations. Language, in 
a manner of speaking, is a type of algebra consisting solely' of complex 
terms. Some of its oppositions are more significant than others; but units 
and grammatical facts are only different names for designating diverse 
aspects of the same general fact: the functioning of linguistic oppositioris. 
This statement is so true that we might very well approach the problem of 
units by starting from grammatical facts. Taking an opposition like Nacht: 
Nlichte, we might ask what are the units involved iri it. Are they only the 
two words, the whole series of similar words, a and ii, or all singulars and 
plurals, etc.? 

Units and grammatical facts would not be confused if linguistic signs were 
made up of something besides differences. But language being what it is, we 
shall find nothing simple in it regardless of our approach; everywhere and 
always there is the same complex equilibrium of terms that mutually con
dition each other. Putting it another way, language is a form. and not a sub
stance. This truth could not be overstressed, for all the mistakes in our 
terminology, all our incorrect ways of naming things that pertain to language, 
stem from the involuntary supposition that the linguistic phenomenon must 
have substance. 

CHAPTER V. SYNTAGMATIC AND ASSOCIATIVE RELATIONS 

1. Definitions 
In a language-state everything is based on relations. How do they function? 
Relations and differences between linguistic terms fall into two distinct 

groups, each of which generates 'a certain class of values. The opposition 
between the two classes gives a better understanding of the nature of each 
class. They correspond to two forms of our mental activity, both indispen
sable to the life of language. 

In discourse, on the one hand, words acquire relations based on the linear 
nature of language because they ,are chained together. This rule,S out the 
possibility of pronouncing two elements simultaneously. The elements are 
arranged in sequence on the chain of speaking. Combinations supported by 
linearity are syntagms. 4 The syntagm is always composed of two or more 
consecutive units (e.g. French re-lire 're-read,' contre tous 'against everyone,' 
la vie humaine 'human life,' Dieu est bon 'God is good,' s'll fait beau temps, 
nous soTtirons 'if the weather is nice, we'll go out,' etc.). In the syntagm a 
term acquires its value only because it stands in opposition to everything that 
precedes or follows it, or to both. ! 

Outside, discourse, on the other hand, words ' acquire relations of a differ
ent kind. Those that have soinething in common are assoCiated in the mem
ory, resulting in groups marked by diverse relations. For inst,ance, the French 
word enseignement 'teaching' will unconsciously call to mind a host of other 

" , 
4, It is scarcely necessary to point out that the study of S)"''''g .... Is not to be confused with syntax. Syntax 
is only one part of the study of syntagms [Bally, Sechehaye, and Riedlinger's notel. 





976 / FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE 

lending themselves perfectly to analysis, are characterized by some morpho
logical anomaly that is kept solely by dint of usage (cf. difficultd 'difficulty' 
beside facilitd 'facility,' etc., and mourrai '[I] shall die' beside dormirai '[I] 
shall sleep').8 
!', There are further proofs. To language rather than to speaking belong the 
syntagmatic types that are built upon regular forms. Indeed,. since there is 
nothing abstract in language, the types exist only if language has registered 
a sufficient number of specimens. When a word like indAcorable9 arises in 
speaking, its appearance supposes a fixed type, and this type is in turn pos
sible only through remembrance of a sufficient number of similar words 
belonging to language (impardonable 'unpardonable,' intolerable 'intolera
ble,' infatigable 'indefatigable",' etc.). Exactly the same is true of sentences 
and groups of words built upon regular patterns. Combinations like la terre 
tourne 'the world turns,' que vous dit-il? 'what does he say to you'?' etc. cor
respond to general types that are in turn supported in the language by con
erete remembrances . 
.)').But we must realize that in the syntagm there is no clear-cut boundary 
between the language fact, which is a sign of collective usage, and the fact 
that belongs to speaking and depends on individual freedom. In a great num
ber of instances it is hard to class a combination of units because both forces 
have combined in producing it, and they have combined in indeterminable 
proportions. 

3. Associative Relations 
Mehtal association creates 'other groups besides those based on the com

paring of terms that have something in common; through its grasp of the 
nature of the relations that bind the terms together; the mind creates as 
many associative series as there are diverse relations. For instance, in ensei
gnement 'teachin~,' emeigner 'teach;' enseignons '(we) teach,' etc., one ele
ment, the radical, is common to every term; the same word may occur in a 
different series formed around another common element, the suffiX (cf. 
enseignement, armement, changement, etc.); or the association may spring 
from the analogy of the concepts signified (enseignement; instruction, 
apprentissage, education, etc.); or again; simply from the similarity of the 
sound-images (e.g. enseignement andjustement 'precisely'). Thus there is at 
times a double similarity of meaning and form, at times similarity only, of 
form or of meaning. A word can always evoke everytH.ing that can be asso-
ciated with it in one way or another. ' , 

Whereas a syntagm immediately suggests an order of succession and a 
fixed number of elements" terms in an associative family occur neither in 
fixed numbers nor in a definite order. If we associate painful, delightful, 
frightful, etc. we are unable to predict the number of words that the memory 
will suggest or the order in which they will appear. A particular word is li~e 
the center of a constellation; it is the point of convergence of an indefinite 
number of co-ordinated terms. 

8. The anomaly of the double r In the future forms 
of certain verbs in French may be compared to 
irregular plurals like oxe" In English [translator's 

notel. 
9. That I., a word coined by analogy. 
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\ . 
• <"ment 
\ lus"ment 

• etc. 
• Ie. changement • ""-

" armement 
etc. 

etc. , 
But of the two characteristics of the associative series-indeterminate 

order and indefinite number-only the first can always be verified; the sec
ond may fail to meet the test. This happens in the case of inflectional para
digms, which are typical of associative groupings. Latin dominus, domini, 
dominO, etc. is obviously an associative group formed around a common 
element, the noun theme domino, but the'series is not indefinite as in the 
case of enseignement, changement, etc~; the number of cases is definite. 
Against this, the Words have no fixed order df succession, and it is by a purely 
arbitrary act 'tha't the grammarian groups them in one way rather than in 
another; in the mirid of speakers the nominative case is by nameans the first 
one in the declension, I and the order .in which terms are called depends on 
circumstances. ' .. 

1906-13 

I. In otan&rd grammars of Inflecte9i langualles 
such as Greek and ,Latin, tables lI\u .... tlng the 
ca.Re endings of ea~h declension, or deis of nouns 

1916 

or adjectives sharing the same forms, always begin 
with the nomhlatlve case (I.e., the form of the 
subject). 

W. E. B. Du BOIS 
1868-1963 

.~. 

W. E. B. Du Bois excelled in many discipllnes and creative endeavors, from sociology 
to social commentary to poetry. He was one of the most accompllshed scholar
act~vists and public intellectuals in American history, and his extraordinary life 
spanned ninety-five years. Born, raised, and educated in the latter decades of the 
nineteenth century, Du Bois was a Romantic visionary and Victorian professional 
writer who decades later grappled with the political tensions of the cold war. But he 
was also an African American radical, a Pan·African leader, and eventually a defiant 
Marxist revolutionary. 

William Edward Burghardt Du Bois was born in Great Barrington in western Mas
sachusetts, a small town with few African American residents. Raised by his mother 
and her relatives, in his youth he became a lover of books,' and he began 
writing early. Before even graduating from high school in 1885, Du Bois served as a 
correspondent for newspapers in Massachusetts arid New York City. 
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As he explains in his Autobiography (1968), Du Bois then "went South," to "the 
South of slavery, rebellion, and black folk," earning his B.A. at Fisk University, in 
Nashville, Tennessee, in 1888. Both as a student and as a teacher in rural schools 
during the summers, he came into contact with many African African families and 
communities, later recalling: "Into this world I leapt with enthusiasm. A new loyalty 
and allegiance replaced my Americanism: henceforward I was a Negro." 

Du Bois next attended Harvard University, receiving a second B.A. in 1890 and 
doing graduate work (M.A., 1891; Ph.D., 1895). He also studied at the University of 
Berlin (1892'-94), where he "began to see the race problem in America, the problem 
of the peoples of Africa and Asia, and the political development of Europe as one." 

In the 18905 there were few professional careers open to African Americans. Du 
Bois taught and did research, eventually joining the faculty of Atlanta University, 
where he instructed black students in economics, history, and sociology (1897-1910, 
1933-44). 

Du Bois's first book, based on his dissertation, was The Suppression of the African 
Slave Trade to the United States of America, 1638-1870 (1896). He was a serious and 
well-trained scholar. But his belief in the transformative power of social scientific 
knowledge was shattered by the virulent racism of turn-of-the-ceniury America, when 
segregation laws increased and anti-black terror and Iynching'intensified: 

By 1900 Du Bois had already begun to project his vision of race relations outward 
from America's shores, becoming active in Pan-African organizations and congresses. 
In his major work The Souls of Black Folk (1903), he not only examines the history 
of slavery and segregation in the United States but also emphasi~s, ~ore generally, 
that "the problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of ,the color line." Still, 
his focus is American; The Souls of Black Folk includes essays; sketches, and stori~s 
on African American politics, history, education, music, and culture. Du Bois speaks 
evocatively in it of "the veil" that separates blacks from whites, and he' famously 
describes the "double consciousness" that defines African American identity: "One 
ever feels his twoness-an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unrec

.onciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone 
keeps it from being torn asunder." 

Du Bois was p'erhaps best known at this time for his opposition to Booker T. Wash
ington (1856-1915), the founder of Tuskegee Institute in Alabama and the leading' 
spokesman on the national scene for African Americans--chosen for that position, 
Du Bois argued in The Souls of Black Folk and elsewhere, because he presented the 
accommodationist message that whites wanted to hear. Du Bois was far more militant; 
not satisfied with limited economic progress, he irtsisted on social and political rights, 
access to higher education, and the development of an elite African American intel
lectual and professional class (the "talented tenth"). 

Du Bois's opposition to Washington led him in 1905 to take a central role in the 
Niagara Movement for full rights for African Americans. He became editor of Hori
zon: A Journal of the Color Line (1907-10); he helped found the National Association 
for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1909 and served as its director 
of publications and research; and he expanded his role in the· international Pan
African movement.' He was actively publishing books and articles, too, as a social 
critic and theorist, creative writer, and historian. 

From 1910 to 1934 Du Bois was the editor of the NAACP's monthly magaZine, 
'The Crisis; by 1919 it reached an audience of 100,000 readers. He was an b;!1portant 
influence on the writers and artists of the Harlem Renaissance and the' "New Negro" 
movement of the 1920s. In the pages of The Crisis, he repeatedly urged readers to 
see "Beauty in Black," an imperative that a dazzling array of African American au'thors 
and artists sought to fulfill. 

These diversely gifted men and women-LANGSTON HUGHES, Jean Toomer, ZOM 
NEALE HURSTON, 'Duke Ellington, and many others-were forming the intellectual 
vanguard for which Du Bois had called. But because their emphasis Was cultural 
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rather than political, he had a mixed response to them. Du Bois welcomed their 
innovative creative work, but he regretted the dependence of African American 
authors, artists, and musicians on white patrons and audiences. And while he called 
for greater openness and honesty about sexual themes, he was also quick to criticize 
some African American authors (for example, Claude McKay) for reinforcing white 
stereotypes of black sexual behavior. 

The Depression of the 1930s hit African Americans hard and provoked Du Bois to 
call for "voluntary segregation," which, he maintained, would iead to economic self
sufficiency, solidarity, and self-advancement in" a country that was not seeking to 
reach the goal of racial integration. Because of his separatist views, Du Bois was 
forced out of the NAACP in 1934. 

From the 1930s until his death in 1963, Du Bois remained an activist and a prolific 
author. His books include the epic historical study Black Reconstruction in America, 
1860-1880 (I935); Dusk of Dawn (I 940), which he described as "the autobiography 
of a concept of race"; and Color and Democracy: Colonies and Peace (I945), one of 
many writings of the 1940s and 1950s that challenged imperialism and made the 
case for African independence. Such pioneering, uncompromising work made him 
highly respected on the international scene. But together with his ever-deepening 
interest in Communism and admiration of the Soviet Union, it brought Du Bois under 
suspicion in the United States. In 1951 he was placed on trial for being an "unregis
tered foreign agent"; though he was acquitted, his passport was revoked from 1952 
to 1958. Embittered by his treatment, in 1961 Du Bois joined the Communist Party, 
renounced his U.S. citizenship, and took up residenql in Ghana. There, at work on 
a multivolume Encyclopedia Africana, he died in Accra, two ye"ars later. 

Du Bois's writings in literary criticism and theory blend genteel Victorianism, lit
erary realism and naturalism, and radical politics. As our selection, "Criteria of Negro 
Art" (1926), indicates, Du Bois believed that "all Art is propaganda and ever must 
be." In this address he tells African American writers and artists to strive for Truth 
and Beauty. But he also stresses the marketplace conditions, and the racism, that 
block and undercut African American literary and cultural achievement, and he 
insists on the need for art to function as agitation, protest, and racial propaganda. 
Underlying his argument is the problem that confronts all literary intellectuals who 
maintain strong political views: how to resolve the dual demands of art and politics. 
Du Bois affirms that the central duty of African American ""riters and artists is to 
advance the cause of the race; at the same time, he insists that ~hey express the-truth 
about African American life. But someone looking ahead several decades to reader
response theory (see, for example, STANLEY FISH and WOLFGANG ISER) might none
theless propose that Du Bois's real concern is as much with a work's recep1J.on as 
with its production: How does the work of art affect the general American perception 
of African Americans'? What will be the impact of the text on the social and political 
attitudes of readers? 

The weakness in Du Bois's position lies precisely in his extreme demand that art 
must be used for propaganda and for nothing else. No doubt he believes that the 
needs of his people mandate this stark requirement. Yet in "Criteria of Negro Art" it 
clashes with his earlier evocation of the splendid beauty of Cologne's cathedral and 
the Venus de Milo, which he seems to value for their own sake rather than for any 
propagandistic service they did or might perform. Du Bois's vision is inclusive, and 
challengingly so: he links the cathedral and the famous Greek statue with a village in 
West Africa and a Negro song or spiritual. But he appears not to recognize the reduc
tive nature of his fiery dismissal: "I do not care" a damn for" any" art that is not used 
for propaganda." 

Du Bois is only one voice in a complex, ongoing African American debate. His 
address can be profitably placed alongside and measured against the literary critical 
ideas that Zora Neale Hurston and Richard Wright articulate, and to which other 
twentieth-century authors-notably James Baldwin, Ralph Ellison, Amiri Baraka, and 
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Toni Morrison-have contributed. All, In their writings, have acknowledged Du Bois's 
majestic stature as an intellectual and cultural critic· and historian. But all are also 
primarily. creative writers-'-Du Bois was not-and they call for and exemplify forms 
of freedom in artistic expression that for political reasons he.could not wholly share. 
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Criteria of Negro Art 

So many persons have asked for the complete text of ehe address delivered by 
Dr. Du Bois at the Chicago Conference of the National Association for' the 
Advancement of Colored People that we are publishing the address here.· 

I do not doubt but there are some' in this audience who are a little disturbed 
at the subject 0'£ this meeting, al;ld partic~larly at the subject I have chosen. 
Suchpeople are thinking something like this: "How is it that an organization 
like this, a group of radicals trying to bring new things into the world, a· 
fighting organization which has come up out of the blood and dust of battle, 
struggling for the right of black men to be ordinary human beings-how is 

I 

I. The Crisis; the address was delivered in 1926. 
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-it that an organization of this kind can turn aside to talk about Art? Mter all, 
what have we who are slaves and black to do with Art?" 
. Or perhaps there are others who feel a certain relief and are saying, "After 
all it is rather satisfactory after all this talk about rights and fighting to sit 
and dream of something which leaves a nice taste in the mouth." 

Let me tell you that neither of these groups is right. The thing we are 
talking about tonight is part of the great .fight we are carrying on and it 
represents a forward and an upward look-a pushing onward. You and I have 
been breasting hills; we have been climbing upward; there has been progress 
and we can see it day by day looking back along blood-filled paths. But as 
you go through the valleys and over the foothills; so long as you are climbing, 
the direction,-north, south, east or we'St,-is of less importance. But when 
gradually the vista widens and you begin to see the world at your feet and 
the far horizon, then it is time to know more ·precisely whither you are going 
and what you really want. 

What do we want? What is the thing we are after? As it was phrased last 
night it ·had a certain truth: We want to be Americans, full-fledged Ameri
cans, with . all the rights of other American citizens. But is that all? Do we 
want simply to be Americans? Once in a.while through all of us there flashes 
some clairvoyance, some clear idea, of what America really is. We who are 
dark can see America in a way that white Americans can: not. And seeing our 
country thus, are we satisfied with its present goals and ideals? 

In the high school where I studied we:!~arned most of Scott's "Lady of the 
Lake":1 by heart. In after life once it was n*privilege to see the lake. It was 
Sunday. It was quiet. You couldgliinpse the deer Wandering In unbroken 
forestl, you could hear the soft rippleof'romance on the waters. Around ine 
·fell the cadence of that poetry of my.youth. I fell asleep full of the enchant
mentof the Scottish border. A new day broke and With· it came a sudden 
rush of excursionists. They were mostly Americans and they were loud and 
strident. They poured upon the little pleasure boat,-men with their hats a 
little on one side and drooping cigars in the wet ·corners of their mouths; 
women who shared their conversation with the world. They all tried to get 
everywhere fir!!t. They pushed other people out of the way. They made all 
sorts of incoherent noises and gestures so that the quiet home folk and the 
visitors from other lands silently and half-wonderingly gave way Jj@fore them. 
They struck a note not evil but wrong. They carried"'perhaps, a. sense of 
strength and accomplishment; but their hearts had no conception of" the 
beauty which pervaded this holy place·, 

If you tonight suddenly should become full-fledged Americans; if your 
color faded, or the color line here in :Chicago Was miraculously forgotten; 
suppose, too, you became at the same 'time rich and powerful:-what is it 
that you would want'? What would you immediately seek? Would you buy 
the most powerful of motor cars and outrace Cook County?3 Would you buy 
the most elaborate estate on the North Shore? Would you be a Rotarian or 
a Lion or a What-not of the very last degree?- Would you wear the most 
striking clothes, give the richest dinners and buy the longest press notices? 

Even as you visualize such ideals You know in ytnir hearts that these are 

2. A poem In six cantos about early-16th-century 
knight. and ladle. (I 81 0), by Sir Walter Scott 
{I 771-1 832). . 
3. County In which ChiCAgo i. loclIted. 

4. The Rotary and Lions clubs are national service 
organizations; Freemason. are described R5 achiev-
Ing certain degrees. . 
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not the things you really want. You realize this sooner than the average white 
American because, pushed aside as we have been in America, there has'come 
to us not only a certain distaste for the tawdry and flamboyant but a vision 
of what the world could be if it were really a beautiful world; if we had the 
true spirit; if we had the Seeing Eye, the Cunning Hand, the Feeling Heart; 
if we· had, to be sure, not perfect happiness, but plenty of good hard work, 
the inevitable suffering that always comes with .life; sacrifice and waiting, all 
that-but, nevertheless, lived in a world where men know, where men create, 
where they realize themselves .an~·where they enjoy life. It is that sort of a 
world we want to create for ourselves and for all America. 

After all, who shall describe Beauty,? What is it'? I remember tonight four 
beautiful things: The Cathedral at Cologne,' a forest in stone, set:in :light 
and changing shadow, echoing with sunlight and solemn song;' il village of 
the Veys6 in West Africa, a little thing of mauve andpttrple'quiet, lying 
content and shining in the sun; a black and velvet room where· on a throne 
rests, in old and yellowing marble; the broken curveS of the Venus: of, Milo;7 
a single phrase of music in the Southern South'-utter melody, haunting and 
appealing, suddenly arising out of night and eternity, beneath the moon .. 

Such is Beauty. Its variety is infinite, its possibility is' endless. In normal 
life all may have it and have it yet ,again. The world is full of it;- and yet today 
the mass of human' beings are choked away from it, and their lives distorted 
and made ugly. This is not only wrong, it is silly. Who shall' right this well
nigh universal failing? Who shall 'let this world be beautiful? .Whoshall 
restore to men the glory of sunsets and the peace of quiet sleep? 

We black folk may help ·for 'we have·within us' as a race· new stirrings, 
stirrings of the beginning of'a new appreCiation of joy, of a ,new desire to 
create; of a new Will to :be; as though in this morning of group life·we had 
awakened from some sleep that at orice dimly mourns the past and dreams 
a splendid future; arid there has come the conviction that the Youth 'that is 
here today, the Negro 'Youth, is'a different kind of Youth, because in some 
new way it bears this mighty prophecy' o~ its breast, with a new realization 
of itself, with new determination for aU mankind. 

What has this Beauty to do with the'world? What has Beauty to do with 
Truth and Goodness-'-with the facts of. the W9rld and thenght actions of 
men? "Nothing," the artists rush to answer. They may be right. I 'ani but an 
humble disciple of art and cannot presume to say. I am· one·who tells the 
truth and exposes evil and seeks with-Beauty and for Beauty to set· the world 
right. That somehow, somewhere eternal and perfect Beauty sits above Truth 
and Right I can conceive, but here and now and in the world in which I work 
they are for me unseparated and inseparable. . .' . 

This is brought to us peculiarly when as artists we face our own past as a 
people. There has come tous--'and it has:come especially through the man 
we are going to honor tonightB-a realization of that past, of which for long 
years we have been ashamed, for which we have apologized. We thought 
nothing could come out of that· past which we warited to remember; which 

5. Magnificent Gothic cathedrall.n Cologne. Ger
many. begun In 1248 and consecrated In 1322. 
6. One of the Mandlngo peoples of Senegal, West 
Africa. 
7. Famous classical statue of Aphrodite, Greek 
goddess of love (2d c. B.C.". copy of a 4th c. orlg-

Inal). no~ armless. .'. . 
8. CarterG. Woodson '(1875-1950), to whom the 
NAACP In 1926 awarded the Splngam Medal for 
African American achievement. was an African 
American educator and historian who In 1916 
founded the J ......... I of Negro History. . 
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we wanted to hand down to our children. Suddenly, this same past is taking 
on form, color and reality, and in a half shamefaced way we are' beginning 
to be proud of it. We are remembering that the romance of the world did 
not die and lie forgotten in the Middle Age; that'if you want romance to deal 
with you must have it here and now and in your' own hands. 

I once knew a man and woman. They had two children, a daughter who 
was white and a daughter who was brown; the daughter who was white 
married a white man; and when her wedding was preparing the daughter 
who was brown prepared to go and celebrate. But the mother said, "No!" and 
the brown daughter went into her room and turned on' the gas and died. Do 
you want Greek tragedy swifter than that? 

Or again, here is a little Southern Town and you are in the public square. 
On one side of the square is the office of a colored lawyer and on all the 
other sides are men who do not like colored lawyers. A white woman goes 
into the black man's office and points to the white-filled square and says, "I 
want five hundred dollars now and if I do not get it I am going'to scream." 

Have you heard the story of the conquest of German East Africa?9 Listen 
to the untold tale: There were 40,000 black men and 4,000 white men who 
talked German. There were 20,000 black men and 12,000 white men who 
talked English. There were 10,000 black men and 400 white men who talked 
French. In Africa then where the Mountains of the Moon raised their white 
and snow-capped heads into the mouth of the tropic sun, where Nile and 
Congo rise and the Great Lakes swim, these men fought; they struggled on 
mountain, hill and vaney, in river, lake and swamp, until in masses they 
sickened, crawled and died; until the 4,000 white Germans had become 
mostly bleached bones; until nearly all the 12,000 white Englishmen had 
returned to South Africa, and the 400 Frenchmen to Belgium and Heaven; 
all except a mere handful of the white men died; but thousands of black men 
from East, West and South Africa, from Nigeria and the Valley of the Nile, 
and from the West Indies still struggled, fought and died. For four years they 
fought and won and lost German East Africa;' and all you hear about it is 
that England and Belgium conquered German Africa for the allies! 

Such is the true and stirring stuff of which Romance is born and from this 
stuff come the stirrings of men who are beginning to remember that this 
kind of material is theirs; and this vital life of their own kind is becko~g 
them on. 

The question comes next as to the interpretation of these new stirrings, of 
this new spirit: Of what is the colored artist eapable?We have had on the 
part of both colored and white people singular unanimity of judgment in the 
past. Colored people have said: "This work must be inferior because it comes 
from colored people." White people have said: "It is inferior because it is 
done by colored people." But today there is coming to both the realization 
that the work of the black man is not always inferior. Interesting stories come 
Lo us. A professor in the University of Chicago read to a class that had studied 
literature a passage of poetry and asked them to guess the author. They 
guessed a goodly company from Shelley and Robert Browning down to Ten
nyson and Masefield. The author was CounMe Cullen. I Or again the English 

9. Du Bois recounts events of World War I. 
I. Africnn American poet (J 903-1946); his first 
hool<, Color (J 925), used clllsslcnl models such n. 

the sonnet. Du Bois laeates him In the company of 
the English poets Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-
1822), Robert Browning (1812-1889), Alfred, 
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critic John Drinkwater2 went down to a Southern seminary, one of the .so~t 
which "finishes" young white women of the South. The students sat with 
their wooden faces while he tried to. get some response out of them. Finally 
he said, "Name me some of your Southern poets." They hesitate. He said 
finally, "I'll start out with your best: Paul Laurence Dunbar"P 

With the growing recognition of Negro artists in spite of the severe hand
icaps, one comforting thing is occurring to both white and black. They are 
whispering, "Hete. is a way out. Here is the real solution of the color problem. 
The recognitionac;:corded Cullen, Hughes, Fauset, White4 and others shows 
there is no real color· line. Keep quiet! Don't complain! Work! All will be 
well!" 

I will not say that already this chorus amounts to a conspiracy. Perhaps I 
am naturally too suspicious. But I will say that there are today a :surprising 
number, of white people who are getting great satisfaction. out of these 
younger Negro writers because they think it is going .to stop agitation of the 
Negro question; They say, "What is the use of your fighting and complaining; 
do the great thing and the.reward is there.~' And many colored people are all 
too eager to follow this advice; especially those who are weary of the eternal 
struggle along the color line, who areafr'~id to fight and .to whom the money 
of philanthropists and the alluring publicity are subtle and deadly bribes. 
They say, "What is the use of fighting? Why not show simply what we deserve 
and let the reward come to us?" 

And it is right here that the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People comes upon the field, comes with its great call to a new 
battle, anew fight and new things to fight before· the ·old things are wholly 
woil; and to say that. the' Beauty of Truth and Freedo~ which shall some day 
be our heritage. and .the heritage of all civilized men' is not in our hands yet 
and that we ourselves must n,ot fail to realize. . 

There' is in New York tonight a· black.woman molding clay by herself in a 
little bare room, because there is· ·not· a single' school of sculpture in New 
York where.she is welcome. Sur.ely there are doors she might burst through, 
but when· God makes a sculpture He does not always make the pushing sort 
of person who beats his way through doors thrust in his face. This girl is 
working her hands off to get out of this country so that she 'can get some 
sort of training. 

There was Richard Brown. 5 If he had been white he would have been alive 
today instead of dead of neglect. Many helped him when he asked but he 
was not the kind of boy that always asks. He was simply one who made colors 
sing. 

There is a colored woman in Chicago who is a great musician. She thought 
she would like to stUdy at Fontainbleau this summer where Walter Dam
rosch6 and a score of leaders of Art have an American school of music. Bu~ 
the application blank of this school says: "I am a white American and .. apply 
for admission to the schooL'" , 

We can go on the stage; we can be just as funny as white Americans wish 

Lord.Tennyson (1809---1892), and John Masefield 
(1878-1967). . 
2. English poet, dramatist, .and critic (1882-
1937). . ' 
3. African Americah short story writer and poet 
(1872-1906). 
4. Walter White (1893-1955), NAACP leader 

and novelist, 'LANG!ITON HUGHES (1902>-1967), 
poet, fiction writer, and playwright. Jessie Redmon 
Fauset (ca. 1884-1961), novelist and editor. 
5. An Aftlcan Amedcan artist (d. 1917). 
6. Gennan American conductor and composer 
(1862-1950). Fontalnbleau: Fontainebleau, a 
French resort. 
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us to be; we can play all the sordid parts that America . likes to assign to 
Negroes; but for any thing else there is still small place for us. 

And so I. might go on. But let me sum up with this: Suppose the only 
Negro who survived some centuries hence was the Negro painted by white 
Americans in the novels and essays they have written. What would people 
in a hundred years say of black Americans? Now turn it around. Suppose 
you were to write a story and put in it the kind of people you know and like 
and imagine. You might get it published and you might not. And the "might 
noe' is still far bigger than the "might." The white publishers catering to 
white folk would say, "It is not interesting"-to white folk, naturally not. 
They want Uncle Toms, Topsies,7 good "darkies" and clowns. I have in my 
office a story with all the earmarks of truth. A young man says that he started 
out to write ,and had his stories ·accepted. Then he began to write about the 
things he knew best about, that is, about his own people. He submitted a 
story to a magazine which said, "We are sorry, but we cannot take it." "I sat 
down and revised my story, changing the color of the characters and the 
locale and sent it under an assumed name with a change of address and it 
was acc·epted by the same magazine that had refused it, the editor promising 
to take anything else 1 might send in providing it was good enough." 

We have, to be sure, a few recognized and successful Negro artists; but 
they are·not all those fit to survive or even a good.minority. They are but the 
remnants of that ability and genius among us whom the accidents of edu
cation and. opportunity have raised on the tidal waves of chance. We black 
folk are not altogether peculiar in this. Mter all, in the world at large, it is 
only the accident, the remnant, that gets the chance to make the most of 
itself; but if this is true of the white world it is infinitely more true of the 
colored world. It is not simply the great clear tenor of Roland Hayes8 that 
opened the ears of America. We have had many voices of all kinds as fine as 
his and America was and is as deaf as she was for years to him. Then a 
foreign land heard Hayes and put its imprint on him and immediately Amer
ica with all its imitative snobbery woke up. We· approved Hayes because 
London, Paris and Berlin approved him and not simply because he was a 
great singer. ' 

Thus it is the bounden.duty of black America to begin this great work of 
the creation of Beauty, of the preservation. of Beauty, of the 'refillPation of 
Beauty, and we must use in this work all the methods that meri have used 
before. And what have been the tools of the artists in times gone by? First 
of all, he has used the Truth-not for the sake of truth, not asa scientist 
seeking truth, but as one upon whom Truth eternally thrusts itself as the 
highest handmaid of imagination, as the one great vehicle of universal under
standing. Again artists have used Goodness-goodnes~ in all its aspects of 
justice, honor and right-not for sake of an ethical sanction but as the one 
true method of gaining sympathy and human interest. 

The apostle of Beauty thus becomes the apostle of Truth and Right not 
by choice but by inner and outer compulsion. Free he is but his freedom is 
ever bounded by Truth and Justice; and slavery only dogs him when he is 
denied the right to tell the Truth or recognize an ideal of Justice. 

Thus all Art is propaganda and ever must be, despite the wailing of the 

7. Uncle Tom and 'ropoy are African American 
chnracters, 8 saintly and an impi!lih 51ove, respec~ 1 

tively, in Harriet Bt~echer Stowe's novel Uncle 

Tom',. Cabin (1852). 
8. African American singer of classlcol work. and 
spirituals (1887-1976), the son of former slaves. 
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purists; I stand in utter shamelessness and say ,that whatever art I have for 
writing has been used always for propaganda for gaining the;right of black 
folk to love and enjoy. I do not care a damn for any art that is not used for 
propagahda. But I do care when propaganda is confined to one side while 
the other is stripped and silent. 

In New York we have two plays: 'White Cargo" and "Congo.''9 In "White 
Cargo" there is:a fallen woman. She is black. In "Congo" the fallen'woman 
is'white. In 'White Cargo" the black woman goes dOWn'further:and further 
and in "Congo" the white woman begins with degradation budd'the end is 
one of the angels of the Lord. " 

You know the current magazine story: A young white-man goes down to 
Central America and the most beautiful colored woman there falls in love 
with him. She crawls across the whole isthmus to get to him: The white man 
says nobly, "No." He goes back to his white sweetheart in New York. 

In such cases, it is not the positive propaganda of people who believe white 
blood divine, infallible and holy to which I object. It is the denial of a similar 
right of propaganda to those who believe 'black blood human, lovable and 
inspired with new ideals for the world. ,White artists themselves suffer from 
this narrowing of their field. They cry for freedom in dealing with Negroes 
because they have so little freedom in dealing with whites. DuBose Heyward 
writes "Porgy"· and writes beautifully of the black Charleston underworld. 
But why does he do this? Because he cannot do a similarthin~ for the white 
people of Charleston, or they would drum him out of towri. The only chance 
he had to tell the truth of pitiful human degradation was to tell it'of colored 
'people: I should not be surprised if Octavus Roy Cohena had approached 
the Saturday Evening Post and asked permission to write about a different 
kind of colored folk than the monstrosities he has created: but if he has, ·the 
Post has replied. "No. You are getting paid to write about the kind of colored 
people you are writing about." 

In other words,the·whitepublic today demands from its artists; literary 
and pictorial, racial pre-judgment which deliberately distorts Truth and Jus
tice, as far as colored races are concerned, ,and it will pay for no other. 

On the other hand, the young and slowly' growing black public still wants 
its prophets almost equally unfree. 'We are bound by all sorts of customs that 
have come down as second-hand: -soul clothes of 'white ·patrons .. We are 
ashamed of sex and we lower our eyes when people will talk of it. Our religion 
holds us in superstition. Our worst side has been so shamelessly emphasized 
that we are denying we have or ever had a worst side..!n all sorts of ways we 
are hemmed in' and our new young artists have go to fight their way to 
freedom. " ,.: ::.,"':. ' 

The ultimate judge has got to be you 'and you have' got to build your
selves up into that· wide judgment, that· -catholicity of: temper' which is 
going to enable the artist to have his widest chance for freedom. ,We can 
afford the Truth. White folk today cannot. As it is now'we are handing 
everything over to a white'jury. If a colored man wants topubHsh a·book, 
he has got to get·a white publisher and a white newspaper t6 say it is great; 

9. Kango (1926), by Kilbourn Gordon and Chester 
DeVonde. While Cargo: While Cargo: A Play of the 
Primitive (1925), by Leon Gordon. 
1. The 1925 novel by Heyward (1885-1940) that 

was ·the basis for the later opera:Pori,y awl Bess. 
2. South Carolina playwright, novelist, short story 
writer, and humorist (1891-1959). 
3; Range of disposition. '. 
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and then you and I say so. We must come to the place where the work of 
art when it appears is reviewed and acclaimed by our own free and unfet
tered judgment. And we are going to have a real and valuable and eternal 
judgment only as we make ourselves free of mind, proud of body and just 
of soul to all men. 

And then do you know what will be said? It is already saying. Just as soon 
as true Art emerges; just as soon as the black artist appears, someone touches 
the race on the shoulder and says, "He did that because he was an American, 
not because he was a Negro; he was born here; he was trained here; he is 
not a Negro-what is a Negro anyhow? He is just human; it is the kind of 
thing you ought to expect." 

I do not doubt that the ultimate art coming from black folk is going to be 
just as beautiful, and beautiful largely in the same ways, as the art that comes 
from white folk, or yellow, or red; but the point today is that until the art of 
the black folk compels recognition they will riot be rated as human. And 
when through art they compel recognition then let the world discover if it 
will that their art is as new as it is old and as old as new. 

I had a classmate once who did three beautiful. things and died. One of 
them was a story of a folk who found fire and then went wandering in the 
gloom of night seeking again the stars they had once known and lost; sud
denly out of blackness they looked up and there loomed the heavens; and 
what was it that they said? They raised a mighty cry: '''If is the stars; it is the 
ancient stars, it is the young and everlasting stars!" 

CARL GUSTAV JUNG 
1875-1961 

1926 

During the 1950s and 1960s, largely because of the attention paid to NORTHROP 

FBYE'S writings on literary archetypes (see especially Anatomy a/Criticism, 1957), Ui'e' 
psychoanalyst Carl Gustav Jung became significant for the practice of literary criti
cism. Neither exactly a scientist nor a literary theorist, Jung is a gifted, original, 
interdisciplinary thinker, a mythographer of the conscious and unconscious mind, 
and a writer of dazzling erudition whose mystical blend of religion and spirituality 
with psychology may disturb some literary critics today hut keeps him popular outside 
academic circles. 

Jung was born in Switzerland to a German-speaking family. His father was 
a Protestant clergyman, and for brief a time Jung seemed headed toward the min
istry himself; But he grew excited about philosophy and science and, choosing to 
embark on a career in medicine, he studied at the universities of Basel and Zurich, 
where he received his medical degree (I 902). He became a staff member of the 
Burgholzli Asylum of the University of Zurich, working under the direction of 
Eugen Bleuler, a pioneer in the field of mental illness. Soon his research and 
studies of word association led him into a period of intense collaboration with SIG

MUND I'REUD (1907-12). But the two men fell out in 1912 over the publication of 
Jung's Psychology o/the Unconscious (trans. 1916), in which he criticized as narrow 
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imagery," the "archetypes" whose "primordial images are the common heritage of 
mankind." Jung is interested not in a text's images but in the image that lies behind 
them. He gives the example of a work of art that expresses the ideal of the "mother 
country" or the "fatherland," which gains its power by evoking an archetype: the 
"participation mystique" uf primitive man with the land on which he lived. 

r:or literary critics and theurists, Jung functions as a master teacher whuse learn
ing and poetic insight equip his readers to recognize the foundational stories behind 
stories and grasp the core images whose content and form underlie the myths, tales, 
and legends of the world's diverse literary traditions. We should not simply read 
his work as if he were demonstrating an "approach"; it is in fact very difficult to 
extract a ready-made method of literary criticism from Jung's varied writings. They 
do, however, provide a rich resource for exploration, as he tests the boundaries of 
our thinking about the mind, creativity, and symbolism. Jung's best work is not in the 
systems he builds but in the process-when, in the midst of forming them, his writ
ing attests to the power of the artistic imagination to resist containment and evade 
s),stemutization. 
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and reductive Freud's conclusions about the sexual basis of neurosis. In 1914 he 
broke with Freud publicly by resigning from the International Psychoanalytic 
Society. 

Jung made many contributions to psychology. In Psychological Types (1921; trans. 
1923), for example, he developed and explored the terms extroverted (outward
looking) and introverted (inward-looking) to describe and differentiate between two 
personality types, and he examined as well the affinities between the conscious and 
the unconscious mind. Crucially, he distinguishes between the personal unconscious 
(repressed feelings and thoughts that" an individual develops during his or her life) 
and the collective unconscious (the structure of inherited feelings, thoughts, and 
memories that all human beings possess). Within the collective unconscious are 
"archetypes," a word that combines the Greek arche (beginning) and typos (stamp or 
imprint). These are primordial images from the earliest stages of human existence; 
they are linked to such fundamental experiences and universal rites of passage as 
going on a journey, coming of age, or facing death. It is the presence of these arche
types, argues Jung, that connect and unify the major symbol systems of the world's 
myths, religions, and literatures. 

Jung once defined archetypes as "a priori, inborn forms of 'intuition"'; elsewhere 
he referred to them as "complexes of experience that come upon us like fate," whose 
effects "are felt in our most personal life." As Jung concedes, 'We must constantly 
bear in mind that what we mean by 'archetype' is in itself irrepresentable, but has 
effects which make visualizations of it possible, namely, the archetypal images and 
ideas. We meet with a "similar situation in physics: there the smallest particles are 
themselves irrepresentable but have effects from the nature of which we can build 
up a model" (Collected Works, 8:133, 9:30). Jung emphasizes that "the archetypal 
representations (images and Ideas) mediated to us by the unconscious should not be 
confused with the ['irrepresentable'] archetype as such," which "is characterized by 
certain formal elements and by certain fundamental meanings, although these can 
he grasped only approximately" (Collected Works, 8:417). 

In their canny evasiveness and seductive manner of saying much hut not quite 
enough, these passages illuminate Jung's style and strategy as a writer. He commands 
respect as an adroit, sometimes exasperating, and provocative verbal performer as 
well as the designer of a grand system or interpretive grid. 

In our selection, "On the Relation of Analytical Psychology to Poetry" (first pub
lished in 1922), Jung remarks at the outset that he is concerned with the process of 
artistic creation, not with the nature of the work of art itself. Throughout his text, in 
sharply turncd phrases and image-laden sentences, he exhibits his own creative pow
ers. One dimension of the drama of Jung's essay is his effort to evoke a more vivid 
and persuasive account of literature and art than that achieved by Freud-himself a 
powerful, challenging writer. 

Relying on terms familiar in his work, Jung contends that there are two types of 
artistic creation--'''introverted'' and "extraverted" (an alternate form with the same 
meaning as "extroverted"). Drawing on the German Romantic writer FRIEDRICH VON 
SCHILLER'S argument in On Naive and Sentimental Poetry (1795-96), Jung defines 
introverted art as that which shows the artist contesting or contending against the 
object, whereas extraverted art shows the artist subordinating him- or herself to the 
object. Jung describes this second type in heightened language that achieves the kind 
of passionate sweep and exalted tone that we associate with Schiller; PERCY BYSSHE 
SHELLEY, and other Romantic writers. Indeed, to read and understand Jung it may be 
best to relate his work to that of Shelley or the visionary Romantic poet, artist, and 
engraver Wi1liam Blake. 

As Jung concludes this essay, he delves into the question of the source of symbols 
in works of art. They ultimately derive, he explains, not from the author's "personal 
unconscious" but from the "collective unconscious"-"a sphere of unconscious 
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On the Relation of Analytical Psychology to Poetryl 

In spite of its difficulty, the task of discussing the relation of analytical psy
chology to poetry affords me· a welcQme opportunity to define my views on 
the much debated question of the relations between psychology and a~t in 
general. Although the two things cannot be compared, the close connections 
which undoubtedly exist between them call for investigation. These connec
tions arise from the fact that the practice of art is a psychological actiVity 
and, as such, can be approached from a psychological angle. Considered in 
this light, art, like any other human activity deriving from psychic motives, 
is a proper subject for psychology. This statement; however, involves a very 
definite limitation of the psychological viewpoint when we come to apply it 
in practice. Only that aspect of art which consists in the process of ~rtistic 
creation can be a subject for psychological study, but not that which consti
tutes its essential nature. The question of what art is in itself can never be 
answered by the psychologist, but must be approached from the side of aes
thetics. ' 

A similar distinction must be made in the realm of religion. A psychological 
approach is permissible only in regard to the emotions and symbols which 
constitute the phenomenology of religion, but which do not touch upon its 
essential nature. If the essence of religion and art could be explaine~, then 
both of them would become mere subdivisions of psychology. This is not to 
say that such violations of their nature have not been attempted. But those 
who are guilty of them obviously forget that a similar fate might easily befall 
psychology, since its intrinsic value and specific quality would be destroyed 
if it were regarded as a mere activity of the brain, and were relegated along 
with the endocrine functions to a subdivision of physiology. This too, as we 
know, has been attempted. 

Art by its very nature is not science, and science by its very; nature is not 
art; both these spheres of the mind have something in reserve that is peculiar 
to them and can be explained only in its own terms. Hence when we speak 
of the relation of psychology to art, we shall treat only of that aspect of art 
which .. can be submitted to psychological scrutiny Without violating its 
nature. Whatever the psychologist has to say about art will be confined to 
the process of artistic creation and has nothing' to do with its innermost 
essence. He can no more explain this than the intellect can describe or even 
understand the nature of feeling. Indeed, art and science would not exist as 
separate entities at all if the fundamental difference between them had riot 
long since forced itself on the mind. The fact that artistic, scientific, and 
religious propensities still slumber peacefully together in the small child, or 
that with primitives the beginnings of art, science, and religion coalesce ·in 
the undifferentiated chaos of the magical mentality, or that no trace of 
"mind" can be found in the natural instincts of animals-all this does noth
ing to prove the existence of a unifying principle which alone would justify 
a reduction of the one to the other. For if we go so far hack into the history 
of the mind that the distinctions between its various fields of activity become 
altogether invisible, we do not reach an underlying principle of their unity, 

I. Translated by R. F. C. Hull. 
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but merely an earlier, undifferentiated state i~ which no separate activities 
yet exist. But the elementary state is not an exPlanatory principle that would 
allow us to draw conclusions as to the nature of later, more highly developed 
states, even though they must necessarily derive from it. A scientific attitude 
will always tend to overlook the peculiar nature of these more differentiated 
states in favour of their causal derivation, and will endeavour to subordinate 
them to ~ generai but more elementary principle. 

These theoretical reflections seem to me verY much in place today, when 
we so often find dlat works of art, and particularly poetry, are interpreted 
precisely in this manner, by reducing them to more elementary states. 
Though the material he works with and its individual treatment can easily 
be traced back to the poet's personal relations with his parents, this does not 
enable us to understand his poetry. The same reduction can be made in all 
sorts of other fields, and not least in the case of pathological disturbances. 
Neuroses and psychoses are likewise reducible to infantile relations with the 
parents, and so are a man's good and bad habits, his beliefs, peculiarities, 
passions, interests, and so forth. It can hardly be· supposed thilt all these very 
different things must have exactly the same explanation, for otherwise we 
wou Id be driven to the conclusion that they actually are the same thing. If 
a work of art is explained in the same way as a neurosis, then either the work 
of art is a. neurosis or a neurosis is a work of art. This explanation is all very 
well as a play on words, but soundcbmmon sense rebels against putting a 
work of art on the same level as a neurosis. An analyst might, in an extreme 
case, view a neurosis as a work of art through the lens of his professional 
bias, but it would never occur to an intelligent layman to mistake a patho
loeical phenomenon for art, in spite of the undeniable fact that a work of art 
ari5es from much the same psychological conditions as a neurosis. This is 
only natural, because certain of these conditions are present in every indi
vidual and, owing to the relative constancy of the human environment, are 
conr.tantly the same, whether in the case of a nervous intellectual, a poet, 
or a normal human being. All have had parents, all have a father- or a mother
complex, all know about sex and therefore have certain common and typical 
human difficulties. One poet may be influenced more by his relation to his 
father, another by the tie to his mother, while a third shows unmistakable 
traces of sexual repression in his poetry. Since all this can be said equal1¥ 
well not only of every neurotic but of every normal human being, nothi~g 
specific is gained for the judgment of a work of art. At most our knowledge 
of its psychological antecedents will have been broadened and deepened. 

The school of medical psychology inaugurated by Freud3 has undoubtedly 
encouraged the literary historian to bring certain peculiarities of a work of 
art into relation with the intimate, personal life of the poet. But this is noth
ing new in principle, for it has long been known that the scientific treatment 
of art will reveal the personal threads that the artist, intentionally or unin
tentionally, has woven into his work. The Freudian approach may, however, 
make possible a more exhaustive demonstration of the influences that reach 
back into earliest childhood and play their part in artistic creation. To this 
extent the psychoanalysis of art differs in no essential from the subtle psy
chological nuances of a penetrating literary analysis. The difference is at 

2. '.,,;,\fUND FRIlUI) (1856-1939). Austrian founder of psychoanalysis. 
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most a question of degree, though we· may occasionally be surprised by indis
creet references to things which a rather. more· delicate touch· might have 
passed over if only for reasons of tact .. This lack of delicacy seems· to be a 
professional peculiarity of the medical psychologist, and the temptation to 
draw daring conclusions easily leads to flagrant abuses. A slight. whiff of 
scandal often lends spice to a biography, but a little more becomes a nasty 
inquisitiveness-bad taste masquerading as science. Our interest is insidi~ 
ously deflected from the work of art and gets lost in the labyrinth of psychic 
determinants, the poet becomes a clinical case and, very likely, yet another 
addition to the curiosa of psychopathiasexualis.3 But this means that the 
psychoanalysis of art has turned aside from its proper objective and strayed 
into a province that is as broad as mankind, that is not in the least specific 
of the artist and has even less relevance to his art. 

This kind of analysis brings the work of art into the sphere of general 
human psychology, where many other things besides art have . their origin. 
To explain art in these terms is just as great a platitude as· the statement that 
"every artist is a narcissist." Every man.who pursues his own goal is a "nar" 
cissist"-though one wonders how permissible it is to give such wide cur
rency to a term specifically coined for .the pathology of neurosis. The 
statement therefore amounts to nothing; it merely elicits the faint surprise 
of a hon mot. Since this kind of analysis is in no way concerned with the 
work of art itself, but strives like a mole to bury itself in the dirt as speedily 
as possible, it always ends up in the common earth that unites all mankind. 
Hence its explanations have the same tedious monotony as the recitals which 
one daily hears in the consulting-room. 

The reductive method of Freud is a purely medical one, and.the treatment 
is directed at a pathological or otherwise unsuitable formation which has 
taken the place of the normal functioning. It" must therefore be broken down, 
and the way cleared for healthy adaptation. In this case, reduction to the 
common human foundation is altogether appropriate. But when applied to 
a work of art it leads to the results I have described.· It strips the work of·art 
of its shimmering robes and exposes the nakedness and drabness of Homo 
sapiens, to which species the poet and artist also belong. The golden gleam 
of artistic creation-the original object of discussion"'-is extinguished as 
soon as we apply to it the same corrosive method which we Use in analysing 
the fantasies of hysteria. The results are· no doubt very interesting and may 
perhaps have the same kind of scientific value as, for instance, a post-mortem 
examination of the brain of Nietzsche,4 which might conceivably.show us 
the particular atypical form of paralysis from which he died. But what would 
this have to do with Zarathustra? Whatever its subterranean background may 
have been, is· it not a whole world in itself, beyond the human, all-too-human 
imperfections, beyond the world of migraine and cerebral atrophy? 

I have spoken of Freud's reductive method but have not stated in what 
that method consists. It is essentially a medical technique for investigating 
morbid5 psychic phenomena, and it is solely concerned with the ways and 
means of getting round or peering through the foreground of consciousness 

3. The curiosities of sexual psychopathology 
(Latin). 
4. FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE (1844-1900), Gennan 
philosopher, whose writings .include Th ... Spake 

:la .... ,,,_t,... (1883-92) and Human, All Too 
Human (1878). 
5. Cau.ed by disease. 
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in order to reach the psychic background, or the unconscious. It is based on 
the assumption that the neurotic patient represses certain psychic contents 
because they are morally incompatible with his conscious values. It follows 
that the repressed contents must have correspondingly negative traits
infantile-sexual, obscene, or even criminal-which make them unacceptable 
to consciousness. Since no man is perfect, everyone must possess such a 
background whether he admits it or not. Hence it can always be exposed if 
only one uses the technique of interpretation worked out by Freud. 

I n the short space of a lecture6 I cannot, of course, enter into the details 
of the technique. A few hints must suffice. The unconscious background 
does not remain inactive, but betrays itself by its characteristic effects on 
the contents of consciousness. For example, it produces fantasies of a pecu
liar nature, which can easily be interpreted as sexual images. Or it produces 
characteristic disturbances of the conscious processes, which again can be 
reduced to repressed contents. A very important source for knowledge of the 
unconscious contents is provided by dreams, since these are direct products 
of the activity of the unconscious. The essential thing in Freud's reductive 
method is to collect all the clues pointing to the unconscious background, 
and then, through the analysis and interpretation of this material, to recon
struct the elementary instinctual processes. Those conscious contents which 
give LIS a clue to the unconscious background are incorrectly called symbols 
by Freud. They are not true symbo.ls, however, since according to his theory 
they have merely the role of signs or symptoms of the subliminal processes. 
The true symbol differs essentially from this, and should be understood as 
an expression of an intuitive idea that cannot yet be formulated in any other 
or better way. When Plato, for instance, puts the whole problem of the theory 
of knowledge in his parable of the cave, or when Christ expresses the idea 
of the Kingdom of Heaven in parables,7 these are genuine and true symbols, 
that is, attempts to express something for which no verbal concept yet exists. 
If we were to interpret Plato's metaphor in Freudian terms we ""auld natu
rally arrive at the uterus, and would have proved that even a mind like Plato's 
was still struck on a primitive level of infantile sexuality. But we would have 
completely overlooked what Plato actually created Ollt of the primitive deter
minants of his philosophical ideas; we would have missed the essential point 
and merely discovered that he had infantile-sexual fantasies like any othe~ 
1110rtal. Such a discovery could be of value only for a man who regarded Plato 
as superhuman, and who can now state with satisfaction that Plato too ""as 
an ordinary human being. But who would want to regard Plato as a god? 
Surely only one who is dominated by infantile fantasies and therefore pos
sesses a neurotic mentality. For him the reduction to common human truths 
is salutary on medical grounds, but this would have nothing whatever to do 
with the meaning of Plato's parable. 

I have purposely dwelt on the application of medical psychoanalysis to 
wOI-ks of art because I want to emphasize that the psychoanalytic method is 
at the same time an essential part of the Freudian doctrine. Freud himself 

6. This e •• ay was first delivered ill May 1922 as a 
I('~l.·lll"(~ to the Society for German LllllAuage and 
Literature in Zurich. 
7. FOI" example, see the parable of Ihe. Good 
S",na";lAn (Luke 10.30-37) and that of the Prod
igal SOil (Luke 15.1 1-32). "P.uabl" of the' cave": 

the allegory in PLATO's Republic (7.514-18) in 
which Socrates likens most of humanity to pris
oners chained In a cave, seeing only the shadows 
of objects by firelight; the authentic seekers of 
knowledge are those who emerge from the cave to 
see the objects themselves In sunlight. 
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by his rigid dogmatism has ensured that the method and the doctrine-in 
themselves two very different things-are regarded by the public as identical. 
Yet the method may be employed with beneficial results in medical cases 
without at the same· time exalting it into a doctrine. And against this doctrine 
we are bound to raise vigorous objections. The assumptions it rests on are 
quite arbitrary. For example, neuroses are by no means exclusively caused 
by sexual repression, and the same holds true for .psychoses. There is no 
foundation for saying that dreams merely contain repressed wishes whose 
inoral incompatibility requires them to be disguised by a hypothetical dream
censor. The Freudian technique of interpretation, so far as it remains under 
the influence of its own one-sided and therefore erroneous hypotheses, dis-
plays a quite obvious bias. . 

In order to do justice to a work of art, analytical psychology must rid itself 
entirely of medical prejudice; for a work of art is not a disease, and conse
quently requires a different approach from the medical one. A doctor natu
rally has to seek out the causes of a disease in order to pull it up by the roots, 
but just as naturally the psychologist must adopt exactly the opposite attitude 
towards a work of art .. Instead of investigating its typically human determi. 
nants, he will inquire first of all into its meaning, and will concern himself 
with its determinants only in so far as they enable him to understand it more 
fully. Personal causes have as much or as little to do with a work of art as 
the soil with the plant that springs from it. We can certainly learn to under
stand some of the plant's peculiarities by getting to know its habitat, 
and for the botanist this is an important part of his equipment. But nobody 
will maintain that 'everything essential has then been discovered about the 
plant itself. The personal orientation which the doctor needs when con
fronted with the question of aetiology in inedicine is quite out of place in 
dealing with a work of art, just because a work of art is not a human being, 
but is something supra-personal. It is a thing arid not a 'personality; hence 
it cannot be judged by personal criteria. Indeed, the special significance of 
a true work of art resides in the fact that· it has escaped . from the limita
tions of the personal and has soared beyond the personal. coricerns of its 
creator. 

I must confess from my own experience that it· is not at all easy for a doctor 
to lay aside his professional bias when considering a work of art and look at 
it with a mind cleared of the current biological causality. 'But I have come 
to learn that although a psychology with a purely biological orientation c!!,n 
explain a good deal about man in general, it cannot be applied to a work of 
art and still less to mail as creator. A purely causalisti~psychology is only 
able to reduce every human individual toa membe~ of the species ·Homo 
sapiens, since its range is limited to what is transmitted by h~reqity or derived 
from other sources. But a work of art is notitransmitted Or d~ived-it is a 
creative reorganization of those very conditions to which a c~usalistic psy
chology must always reduce it. The plant is ,n()t a met-e product of the soil; 
it is a living, self-contained process whicll in e~sence has' nothi~g to d() wi~h 
the character of the soil. In the same way, the mea~ing and individual quali~y 
of a work of art inhere within it and not in its extrinsic determinants. One 
might almost describe it as a living being that ~ses man only as a nutrie"nt 
medium, employing his capacities according to its ow~ laws and shaping 
itself to the fulfilment of its own creative purpose. ., 
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But here I am anticipating somewhat, for I have in mind a particular type 
of art which I still have to introduce. Not every work of art originates in the 
way I have just described. There are literary works, prose as well as poetry, 
that spring wholly from the author's intention to produce a particular result. 
He submits his material to a definite treatment with a definite aim in view; 
he adds to it and subtracts from it, emphasizing one effect, toning down 
another, laying on a touch of colour here, another there, all the time carefully 
considering the over-all result and paying strict attention to the laws of form 
and style. He exercises the keenest judgment and chooses his words with 
complete freedom. His material is entirely subordinated to his artistic pur
pose; he wants to express this and nothing else. He is wholly at one with the 
creative process, no matter whether he has deliberately made himself its 
spearhead, as it were, or whether it has made him its instrument so com
pletely that he has lost all consciousness of this fact. In either case, the artist 
is so identified with his work that his intentions and his faculties are indis
tinguishable from the act of creation itself. There is no need, I think, to give 
examples of this from the history of literature or from the testimony of the 
artists themselves. 

Nor need I cite examples of the other class of works which flow more or 
less complete and perfect from the author~s pen. They come as it were fully 
arrayed into the world, as Pallas Athene8 sprl'lng from the head of Zeus. These 
works positively force themselves upon the author; his hand is seized, his 
pen writes things that his mind contemplates with amazement. The work 
brings with it its own form; anything he wants to' 'add is rejected, and what 
he himself would like to reject is thrust back at him. While his conscious 
mind stands amazed and empty before this phenomenon, he is overwhelmed 
by a flood of thoughts and images which he never intended to create and 
which his own will could never have brought into being. Yet in spite of 
himself he is forced to admit that it is his own self speaking, his own inner 
nature revealing itself and uttering things which he would never have 
entrusted to his tongue. He can only obey the apparently alien impulse within 
him and follow where it leads, sensing that his work is greater than himself, . 
and wields a power which is not his and which he cannot command. Here 
the artist is not identical with the process of creation; he is aware that he is 
subordinate to his work or stands outside it, as though he were a secon~· 
person; or as though a person other than himself had fallen within the magic 
circle of an alien will. 

So when we discuss the psychology of art, we must bear in mind these two 
entirely different modes of creation, for much that is of the greatest impor
tance in judging a work of art depends on this distinction. It is one that ~ad 
been sensed earlier by Schiller,9 who as we know 'attempted to classify it in 
his concept of the sentimental and the naive. The psychologist would call 
"sentimental" art introverted and the "naive" kind extraverted. The introverted 
attitude is characterized by the subject's assertion of his conscious intentions 
and aims against the demands of the object, whereas the extraverted attitude 
if, characterized by the subject's subordination to the demands which the 

8. GI·e<.. .. k goddess of war, the arts, nnd wisdom, 
who "'as born fully armed from the head of Zeus, 
king or the gods. 
Y .... "'I-I'IIICH VON SCHIl.l.EIl (1759-IR05). 

German dramatist, lyric poet, and critic, whose 
works include On Naive and Sentimental Poetry 
(1795-96). 
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object makes upon 'him.' In ·my view; Schiller's:plays and most of his poems 
give one a good, idea of,the.'introverted attitude: the material is mastered by 
the conscious intentions of the poeti!The extraverted attifudeis illustrated 
by the second part of Faust: I here the. nuiterial is distinguished by its refrac
toriness. A still.more striking example is Nietzsche's Zarathustra, where the 
author.himself observed hpw "one became' two." . 

From whatl'havesaid, it will be ·apparent that a shift of .psy¢hological 
standpoint has taken place as soon as one· speaks not of-the·poet as a person 
but of the creative proceSs that moves him .. · When the focus of interest lShifts 
to the . latter, the poet comes into the picture only as a reacting subject. This 
is 'immediately evident in our seco1)d category.of works;· where the conscious
ness of.the poet is not· identical with the.creative process. But in: works of 
the first category the opposite appears to hold true. Here the poet appears 
to .be the creative process itself, and to c:reate of his.ownfree will without 
the slightest feeling of, compulsion. He. may even be. fully convinced of his 
freedom ofection and, refuse to admit that his work could be artything else 
than the expression of his will and ability. 

Here we are faced with a question which we cannot answer from the 
testimony,o'f the poetli themselves. It is really a scientific problem that psy
chology alone can solve. As I hinted earlier, it might w~lI be that the·.poet. 
while apparently creating out of·himself and producing what he consciously 
intends, Is nevertheless so carried away by the creatlveJmpulse that he Is no 
longer aware of an .l'alien:'~ will, just as the other type of poet is no longer 
aware ·of hisowp·will speaking to him in the apparently "alien'! ihspiration, 
although this is mahifestly.the voice of his owIi ·self. The poet's conviction 
that he is creating in·absolute freedbm would then be an ilIusioni·hefancies 
he is swimming, :buUn reality an unseen current sweep~ him' along. ':. 

This is ,no! byany,means ·an academic question,.·butis.supported by:the 
evidence· of analytical. psychology .. Researchers ,have. shown that there are all 
sorts of ways 'in which , the conscious mind is 'not only. influenced by the 
unctmscious but actually guided.by·it~ Yet is there. any evidence for the sup· 
position that a poet,' despite his self~awarenes., mily:be taken'captive .. by his 
work? The proof may be of two kinds, direct or indirect. Direc.t proof would 
be afforded·by a poet who thinks he. knows·what he· is' saying but actually 
says more· than he is aware of. Suczhcases are not .un'common.JndireCt proof 
would be found in :cases, Where; ,behind the apparent ftee will of. the poet 
there stands a higher imperative that renews its peremptory demands as.'soon 
as the poet voluntarily gives up his cteative activity, or that produces psychic 
complications wheriever his work has to be broken off against his will.> , 

Analysis of artists consistentlY'shows not only the strength of·the·creative 
impulse arising from the.unconscious, but also its capricio.us.and.wilful char, 
acter. The biographies of ~reat artists make it abundantly clear. that the cre· 
ative urge is often so imperious that it battens:.on theirhumarifty: and yokes 
everything to the service of the work~ even at the cost of health and, ordinary 
human happiness. The unborn work in the,psyche of-the artis·t;~.a force of 
nature that achieves its end either with tyrannical might 6i with the subtle 
cunning of nature herself, quite regardless of the personal fate of the man 
who is its vehicle. The ~reative urge lives and grows· in him like a tree in the 

I. Two-pBrt verse drama (1808, 1832) by JohBnn Wolfgang VOri·Goethe. 
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earth from which it draws its nourishmerit~ We would do well, therefore, to 
think of the creative process as II living thing implanted in the human psyche. 
In the language of analytical psychology. this living .. thingis an autonomous 
complex. It is a split-off portion of the ,psyche, which; leads a life of its own 
outside the hierarchy of consciousness. Depending on its energy charge, it 
may appear either as a mere disturbance of conscious activities or as a 
supraordinate authority which can harness the ego to its purpose. Accord
ingly, the poet who identifies With the creative process would be one who 
acquiesces from the start when the unconscious impetative begins to func
tion. But the other poet, who feels the 'creative force as something alien, is 
one·who-for various reasons canriot acquiesce and is thus caught unawares. 

It might be expected that this difference in its origins would be perceptible 
in a .work of art. For in the one' case it is a conscious product shaped and 
designed to have the effect intended. But in the other we are dealing with 
an event originating in unconscious nature; with something that achieves its 
aim without the assistance of human consci()usness;and often defies it by 
wilfully insisting on its own form and effect. We would therefore expect that 
works belonging to the first class would nowhere overstep the limits of com
prehension, that their effect would: be bounded by the author's intention and 
would notstend beyond it. But~th works of the otherdass we would have 
to be prepared for somethingsupraperllonalthat transcends our understand
ing to· the same degree that the author's' consciousness was in abeyance 
during the proCess of creation.:We wouJdexpeot a strangeness of form and 
content; thoughts that cail only be apprehended intuitively, a language preg
nant with meanings, and images that are true symbols' because they are' the 
best 'possible expressions for' something unknown-bridges' thrown out 
towards an uhseen shore. 

These' criteria are, by and large, cbrroborated in practice. Whenever we 
are con~ronted with a work that was cdnscioullly planned and with material 
that was consciously selected, we find .. that. it a~ees wit:h :the· first class of 
qualities; and in the other case withrth~; second. The example we. gave of 
SchiIler's plays; on the one hand, and; Faust n on the ·other, or better still 
Zarathustra, is an illustration of this. But I would not undertake to place the 
work of an unknown poet in either of these categories without first haVing 
examined rather closely his personal relations with his work. It is JIQt.enough 
to know whether the poet belongs· to the introverted or to the extraverted 
type,since it.1s possible for either type to'work with an introverted attitude 
at one time, and an extraverted attitu.de, ·at another .. ·.This is particularly 
noticeable in the difference between Schiller's plays-and his philosophical 
writings, between Goethe's·perfectly formed poems and the obvious struggle 
with his material in Faust II, and between Nietzsche's well-turned aphorisms 
and the 'rushing torrent of Zarathustra. The same poet can adopt different 
attitudes to his work at different times, and on this depends the standard we 
have to apply. 

The question, as we now see, is exceedingly complicated, and the compli
cation grows even worse when we cOt:lsider the case of the poet who identifies 
with the creative process. For should it turn' out that the apparently con
scious and purposeful manner of-composition is a subjective illusion of the 
poet, then his work would possess symbolic qualities that ar~ outside the 
range of his consciousness. They would only be more difficult to detect, 
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because the reader as well would be unable to get beyond the bounds of the 
poet's consciousness which are fixed by the spirit of the time. There is no 
Archimedean point2 outside his world by which he could lift his time-bound 
consciousness off its hinges and recognize the ~ymbols hidden in the 'poet's 
work. For a symbol is the intimation of a meaning beyond the level of our 
present powers of comprehension. 

I raise this question only because I do not want my typological classifica
tion to limit the possible significance' of works of art which apparently mean 
no more than what they say. But we have often found t~at ~ poet wh6 has 
gone out of fashion is suddenly rediscovered. This happens when our con
scious development has reached a higher level from whjch the poet can tell 
us something new. It was always present in his wort<. but ~as hidden in a 
symbol, and only a renewal of the spirit of the time permits us to read its 
meaning. It needed to be looked at with fresher eyes, for the old ones could 
see in it only what they were accustome'd to see. Experiences of this ,kind 
should make us cautious, as they bear out my earlier argume~t. But works 
that are openly symbolic do not require this subtle approach; their pregnant 
language cries out at us that they mean more than they say. We can put our 
finger on the symbol at once, even though we may not be able to unriddle 
its meaning to our entire satisfaction. A symbol remains'- a perpetual chal
lenge to our thoughts and feelings. That probably explains why a symbolic 
work is so stimulating, why it grips us so intensely, but also why it seldom 
affords us a purely aesthetic enjoyment. A work that is manifestly not sym
bolic appeals much more to our aesthetic sensibility because it is complete 
in itself and fulfils its purpose. . 

What then, you may ask, can analytical psychology contribute to our fun
damental problem, which'is the mystery of artistic creation? All that we have 
said so far has to do only with the psychological phenomenology of art. Since 
nobody can penetrate to the heart of nature, you will not expect psychology 
to do the impossible and offer a valid explanation of the secret of creativity. 
Like every other science, psychology has only a modest c~ntribution to make 
towards a deeper understanding of the phenomena of life, and is no nearer 
than its sister sciences to absolute knowledge. ' 

We ,have talked so much about the meaning of works of art that one can 
hardly suppress a doubt as 'to whether art really "~eans" anything at all. 
Perhaps art has no "meaning," at least not as we u~derstand meaning. Per
haps it is like nature, which 'simply is and "means" noth,ng beyond that. Is 
"meaning" necessarily more than, mere interpretation--.:.an interpretation 
secreted into something by an intellect hungry for meaning? Art, it has been 
said, is beauty, and "a thihg of beauty is a joy for ever."3 It needs no'meaning, 
for meaning has nothing to do with art. Within the sphere of art, I must 
accept the truth of this statement. But when I speak of ~he r~~ation of psy
chology to art we are outside its sphere, and it is impossible for us not to 
speculate. We must interpret, we must find meanings' in things, otherwise 
we would be quite unable to think about them. We have to break down life 
and events, which are self-contained processes, into meanings, images, con
cepts, well knowing that in doing so we are getting further aw~y from the 

• t ~ 

2. That Is, no point at which to apply leverage. The 
Greek Inventor and mathematician Archimedes 
(ca. 287-212 R.C.E.) is said to have declared, "Give 

me a place to stand and I will move the earth.· 
3. John Keats, "Endymlon" (1818), l...1. 
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living mystery. As long as we ourselves are caught up in the process of cre
ation, we neither see nor understand; indeed we ought not to understand, 
for nothing is more injurious to immediate experience than cognition. But 
for the purpose of cognitive understanding we must detach ourselves from 
the creative process and look at it from the outside; only then does it become 
an image that expresses what we are bound to call "meaning." What was a 
mere phenomenon before becomes something that in association with other 
phenomena has meaning, that has a definite role to play, serves certain ends, 
and exerts meaningful effects. And when we have seen all this we get the 
feeling of having understood and explained something. In this way we meet 
the demands of science. 

When, a little earlier, we spoke of a work of art as a tree growing out of 
the nourishing soil, we might equally well have compared it to a child growing 
in the womb. But as all comparisons are lame, let us stick to the more precise 
terminology of science. You will remember that I described the nascent work 
in the psyche of the artist as an autonomous complex. By this we mean a 
psychic formation that remains subliminal until its energy-charge is suffi
cient to carry it over the threshold into consciousness. Its association with 
consciousness does not mean that it is assimilated, only that it is perceived; 
but it is not subject to conscious control, and can be neither inhibited nor 
voluntarily reproduced. Therein lies the autonomy o£.the complex: it appears 
and disappears in accordance with its own inherent tendencies, indepen
dently of the conscious will. The creative complex shares this peculiarity with 
every other autonomous complex. In this respect it offers an analogy with 
pathological processes, since these too are characterized by the presence of 
autonomous complexes, particularly in the case of mental disturbances. The 
divine frenzy of the artist comes perilously close to a pathological state, 
though the two things are not identical. The tertium comparationis4 is the 
autonomous complex. But the presence of autonomous complexes is not in 
itself pathological, since normal people, too, fall temporarily or permanently 
under their domination. This fact is simply one of the normal peculiarities 
of the psyche, and for a man to be unaware of the existence of an autonomous 
complex merely betrays a high degree of unconsciousness. Every typical atti
tude that is to some extent differentiated shows a tendency to become an 
autonomous complex, and in most cases it actually does. Again, every instiP.d: 
has more or less the character of an autonomous complex. In itself, therefore, 
an autonomous complex has nothing morbid about it; only when its mani
festations are frequent and disturbing is it a symptom of illness. 

How does an autonomous complex arise'? For reasons which we cannot go 
into here, a hitherto unconscious portion of the psyche is thrown into activ
ity, and gains ground by activating the adjacent areas of association. The 
energy needed for this is naturally drawn from consciousness-unless the 
latter happens to identify with the complex. But where this does not occur, 
the drain of energy produces what Janet calls an abaissement du niveau men
tal.; The intensity of conscious interests and activities graduaIly diminishes, 
leading either to apathy-a condition very common with artists-or to a 
regressive development of the conscious functions, that is, they revert to an 

4. Third [point] of compurison (Latin); that is, the 
l'Olll1110n factor between two different things. 
r;. Lowering of the mental level (FrcIll'h). Pierre 

Janet (1859-1947), French psychologist and neu
rologist, best known for his theory of hysteria. 
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infantile and archaic level and undergo something like a d~generation. ·The 
~'inferior parts of. the'functions:', as Janet: calls .them, push to the fore; the 
instinctual side of the personality prevails over the ethical, the infantile-over 
the mature, and the unadapted over the adapted.· This-too is somethirig we 
see in the lives of many arlists.The autonomotlsc.complex.thus develops by 
using the energy,that has been Withdrawn from the conscious control of the 
personality. . ,.' ";' ., " 

. But in what does an :autonomous. creative complex consist? Of.l!hiswe' Cftn 
know.lJ.ext to nothing. so long as the 'artist's work affor(ls'ws, no .insight into 
its foundations, The work presents us With a finished·pit:turet,and.th'is p.icture 
is amenable to analysis only to the extent that we can recognize.it:aIlB'symboI. 
But if we. are unable to discover· any symbolic value, in: it, . we have merely 
established that, so far'· as we are 'concerried,Jtmeans no~inorethan'what it 
says; or to put it another way, that it is no ·more thari'what it.seems·to l>e. I 
use the word "seems" because our.,own· bias :may 'prevent'a' d~ep.er 'appreci" 
ation of it.· At any rate we can··find no incentive and: no .starting~.point for an 
analysis. But in the case of a synibolic.work weshould·rememberthe dictum 
of. Gerhard. Hauptmann:6 . "Poetry' evokes out of words the .resonance of the 
primordial word." The question' we should ask, therefore, -is: "What primor-
dial image lies' behind the ·imageryof art?" " ' 

This question needs 'a little elucidation. I am assuming th.at the ~.workof 
art we propose to analyse;: as well as being symbolic, has' its source ·not in 
the personal unconscious of the poet,· but in a ·sphere of:unconsciouii mythol. 
ogy whose primordial images. are the common heritage .ofmankind.,· I have 
called· this sphere. the collective 'unconscious, to distinguish, it from .. the ·per .. 
sonaLu'nconscious. The latter.J.regarcfas;thesum total ,of.:all those psychic 
processes 'and contents which are capable, of becomingconsdous and.often 
do, but are then suppressed 'because of their incompatibility and kept sub .. 
liminal. Art receives tributaries from ,this sphere too, but'muddy oneSI and 
their predominance; far from, making a work of art a syinbol, merely turi'lS'it 
into a symptom. We can leave this kind of art Without injury.and without 
regret to the ,purgative methods employed by Freud;' , 

, In contrast to' the personal unconscious, which 'is a relatively thin layer 
immediately below the threshold, of consciousness, the col\ective unCOn
scious. shows no tendency. to become conscious undernorinaLconditions, 
nor can it be brought back to.recollec::tion by any analytical techniqlole, since 
it was never repressed orJorgotten. The collective unaonsciousis not'to be 
-thought of as a self-subsistent entity;' it is no'more thana p~tentiality handed 
down to us from primordial times-in the specific form of mnemonk images 
or inherited in the anatomical structure:of the brain. There are no inborn 
ideas, but there are inborn possibilities of ideas that' set bounds to even the 
boldest fantasy and keep our fantasy activity:within certain categories: a 
priori ideas, as it were, the existence of which canriot'be ascertained except 
from their effects. They appear only in the shaped.material.of 'art as the 
regulative principles that shape it; that is to say,only by iriferencesdrawn 
froin the finished work can we reconstruct the age-old: original of the pri~ 
mordial. image. 

The primordial image, or archetype, is a figure-be it a daemon,7 a human 

6, German dramatist' and novelist 0862-1946), 
7, For example, the theios aalmi1n (divine guide) of Socrates (Plato, Apology 31c-cl), 
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being, or a process-that constantly recurs'·in the course 'of history and 
appears wherever creative fantasy is freely·expressed. Essentially, therefore, 
it is a niythological figure. When we examine these images more closely, we 
find that they give form to countless· typical experiences 'of our ancestors. 
They are; so to speak, the psychic residua of inn~merable -experiences of the 
same type. Thley present a picture of psychic life in the !lverage,.divided up 
and projected into the manifold fig\lres of the mythological pantheon. But 
the mythological figures are themselves products of creative fantasy and still 
have to be translated into' conceptual language. Only the beginnings ofsuch 
a language exist" but once the necessary concepts ar«H:reated they could give 
us an abstract, scientific understanding of theunconseious processes that 
lie at the roots of ·the primordial images. In each of these imagellthere is a 
littlep'ieee of human psychology· and human fat~ •. a remnant of the 'joys and 
sorrows that have been repeated countless times th our ancestral history,· and 
on the average~follow ever the same course. It is like a .deeply graven river
bed in the psydhe, in which the waters of life, instead of flowing albng as 
before in a broad but shallow stream, suddenly swelllnto a mighty river. This 
happens whenever that particular set of circumstances is encountered which 
over long periods of time has helped to lay down the primordial image. 

The· moment when this mythological situation . reappears is always char
acterized by· a peculiar emotional intensity; it is as though chords in us were 
struck that had never resounded before, or as though'foi'ceswhose existence 
we never suspected were unloosed; What makes the .struggle for adaptation 
so laborious is the fact that we have constantly to be dealing with individual 
and atypical situations. So it is not surprising that when an' archetypal situ
ation occurs'we suddenly feel an eXtraordinary sense 'of release; as thou,gh 
transported, or caught up by an ,overwhelmi,ng power. At such moments we 
are no longer individuals, but the race; the voice of all mankind. resounds in 
us. The individual man cannot use his powers to the full unless ,he 'is aided 
by one of those collective representations we call ideals, which releases all 
the hidden forces of instinct that are inaccessible to his conscious will. The 
most effective ideals are always fairly obvious variants of an archetype, as is 
evident from the fact that they lend themselves to allegory. The ideal of the 
"mother country," for instance, is an obvious allegory of the mother, as is 
the "fatherland" of the father. Its power to stir us does not derive froffffhe 
allegory, but from the symbolical value of our native land. The archetype 
here is the participation mystique of primitive··man with the soil on which he 
dwells, and which contains the spirits of his ancestors. 

The impact of an archetype, whether it takes the form of immediate expe
rience or is expressed through the spoken word, stirs us because it summons 
up a voice that is stronger than our own. Whoever speaks in primordial 
images speaks with a thousand voices; he enthrals and overpowers, while at 
the same time he lifts the idea he is seeking to express out df the occasional 
and the transitory into the realm of the ever-enduring.' He transmutes our 
personal destiny into the destiny of mankind, and evo~es in us ,all those 
beneficent forces that ever and anon have enabled humanity to find a refuge 
from everY p.:;ril aq,d to outlive the IQngestnight. 

That is th~. secret of great art, and of its effect upon us. The creative 
process,sQ.far,as we are able to follow it at all; consists in the unconscious 
activation of-an archetypal image, and in elaborating and shaping this image 
into the finished work. By giving it shape, the artist translates it into the 
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language of the present, and so makes it possible for us to find our way back 
to the deepest springs of life. Therein lies the social significance of'art: it is 
constantly at work educating the spirit of the age, conjuring up the forms in 
which the age is most lacking. The unsatisfied yearning' of the artist reaches 
back to the primordial image in the unconscious which is best fitted to com
pensate the inadequacy and one-sidedness of the present. The artist seizes 
on this image, and in raising it from deepest unconsciousness he brings it 
into relation with conscious values, thereby transforming it until it can be 
accepted by the minds of his contemporaries according to their powers .. 

Peoples and times, like individuals, have their own characteristic tenden
cies and attitudes. The very word "attitude" betrays the necessary bias that 
every marked tendency entails. Direction implies exclusion, and exclusion 
means that very many psychic elements that could play their part in l~fe are 
denied the right to exist because they are incompatible with the general 
attitude. The normal man can follow the 'general trend without injury to 
himself; but the man who takes to the back streets and alleys because he 
cannot endure the broad highway will be the first to discover the psychic 
elements that are waiting to play their part in the life of the collective. Here 
the artist's relative lack of adaptation turns out to his advantage; it enables 
him to follow his own yearnings far from the beaten path, and. to discover 
what it is that would meet the unconscious needs of his age. Thus, just as 
the one-sidedness of the individual's conscious attitude is corrected by reac
tions from the unconscious, sO art represents a process of self-regulation in 
the life of nations and epochs. 

I am aware that in this lecture I have only been able to sketch out my 
views in the barest outline. But I hope that what I have been obliged to omit, 
that is to say their practical application to poetic ·works of art, ·has been 
furnished by your own thoughts, thus giving flesh and blood to my abstract 
intellectual frame. ' 

LEON TROTSKY 
1879-1940 

1922 

Dedicated to the international workers'revolution and to Marxist theory, Leon Trot
sky wrote little in the way of literary criticism, but his Literature a~ Revolution is an 
important text in the Marxist tradition. In it Trotsky argues cogently against formalist 
critical approaches even as he seeks to pr~ent literary study from being overtaken by, 
the ideological imperatives of the comQlunist st~te. . 

Born in November 1879, the son of a Jewish farm owner in Ukraine, Trotsky's 
name at birth was Lev DavidoVich Brons",eln. In his youth he was' quickly recognized 
as a brilliant student with a promising fu~ure. He was also sympathetic to the plight 
of the farmers and peasants around him, and in the mid-1890s he turned to Marxism. 
His political activities led him io be exiled to Siberia in 1900; he escaped-with a 
forged passport that used the name of a jailer in Odessa's prison, Trotsky-and jour-
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neyed to London, where he, Vladimir Lenin, and others edited a journal, The Spark. 
In December 1905, having returned to Russia, Trotsky (as he was now named) was 
imprisoned again. Once again he escaped, and for the next few years, he worked as 
a journalist in Vienna, Paris, and New York City, where he was living when in 1917 
the Russian Revolution began. 

Trotsky returned to Russia, supported Lenin, joined the Bolshevik Party (the name 
derives from the Russian word for "majority"), and won ·election to its Central Com
mittee. A superb orator, writer, and agitator, Trotsky first was appointed foreign min
ister and then commissar of war. He commanded the Red Army during the civil war 
that followed the Bolshevik seizure of power in 1917, and he believed that he would 
be Lenin's successor. But Joseph Stalin was a shrewder, more vicious politician; after 
Lenin's death in 1924, Stalin outmaneuvered Trotsky, who was eventually expelled 
from the Communist Party (1927) and deported (1929). He lived in Turkey (1929-
33), France (1933-35), Norway (1935-36), and finally Mexico (I 935-40). In August 
1940, in Mexico City, a Spanish communist named Ram6n Mercader assassinated 
him. 

During the late 1920s and, especially, in the 1930s, a number of prominent com
munists in America rallied behind Trotsky's criticisms of official Communism and 
Soviet policy. These Trotskyists, including James P. Cannon and Max Shachtman, 
argued that the Soviet Union under Stalin had become undemocratic and bureau
cratized; they saw it as no longer committed to the goal of international revolution. 
American Trotskyism enjoyed the support of influential critics and intellectuals, 
including Philip Rahv, William Phillips, and others associated in the mid- to late 
J 930s with the literary and political journal the Partisan Review. The critic IRVING 
HOWE was a Trotskyist student leader at City College in New York City, and later in 
his career he edited a selection of Trotsky's political writings (1963) and wrote a book 
about Trotsky (I 978). . 

Trotsky's main contribution to Marxist theory is his concept of "permanent revo
lution." ~RL MARX and FRIEDRICH ENGELS had predicted that the proletarian (that 
is, indust~ial workers') revolution would occur first in the industrialized nations of 
western Europe, but it had taken place instead in unmodernized, industrially undev
eloped Russia. Trotsky argued that countries could follow different paths-developing 
"unevenly"-in the transition from feudalism to capitalism to socialism and com
munism. But the crucial point, for him, was that a revolution within one nation must 
lead to revolution internationally. For the revolutiOll- in Russia to succeed, it would 
need the reinforcement, Trotsky maintained, of revolutionary movements elsewhere, 
in particular in the advanced European societies. A~ he explains in his book The 
Permanent Revolution (1930): 

~. 

This struggle, under the conditions of an overwhelming predominance of capi
talist relationships on the world arena, must inevitably lead to explosions, that 
is, internally to civil wars and externally to revolutionary wars. Therein lies the 
permanent character of the socialist revolution as such .... The socialist revo
lution begins on the national arena, it unfolds on the international arena, and is 
completed on the world arena. 

Stalin for his part declared that "socialism in one country" was possible, that the 
revolution in the Soviet Union must be defended without qualification, and that 
Trotsky's commitment to world revolution thus was a form of betrayal, a failure to 
believe in and fight for the revolution in Russia. Stalin branded Trotsky the enemy of 
the Russian people, and it is generally believed that he ordered Trotsky's murder. 

Trotsky produced his best literary and historical work-much of it directed against 
Stalinism-during his years in exile in the 1930s. His books of this period include an 
autobiography, My Life (I930; trans. 1930); the History of the Russian Revolution (3 
vols., 1931-33; trans. 1932-33); the powerful anti-Stalinist polemic The Revolution 
Betrayed ( 1937); and many essays on events in Russia, Hitler's rise to power, fascism, 
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and the. Spanish Civil War. The ,greatest ofthese texts is his'massive,.viVidlyconceived 
and written History. This' stupning; panoramic work is relentless' iii'it~'momentum', 
immensely confident'iriits tone, and breathtaking in ·its visionary power.-AlI-a nartativ.e 
informed by a grand conception:of how each agent and incident form part.ofan.epic 
whole, it has never been equaled-and because of Trotsky~s ,unique position irt the 
story and his literary' gifts, it,never will- be. It is, of course,.Trotsky's version.'of the 
revolution, his account -of the ,creation of il near-paradise that Stalin corr.upted. It -is 
a brilliant and essentially literary work. 

In our selection from Literature and Revolution (1924), iTrotsky beginll by: saying 
that art is neither self-contained,- separate from politics, rtorpcilitical, a'matter solely 
of ideology .He pays tribute to art ("it brings thought and feeling closer ...• Renriches 
the spiritual experience"), and,-while defining a,~'Marxist poirtt of view," he stresses 
that Marxism does notrequire'that we "dominate Sit by meanS of decrees and orders" 
or mandate that we esteem oilly those works of ilrt that celebrate workers. We cannot, 
says Trotsky, prescribe to the literary artist how he or she should write. 

At the same time, Trotsky by no means favors allowing art to exist independently 
of; political judgments, as his ,adverse, commentary on formalism and futurism indi
cates, Formalism was an early-twentieth-centutymovement;in literary criticism that 
emphasized the arialysis of literary language; its fotmal properties and strategies. (On 
Slavic formalism, see especially BORIS EIOHENBAUM, MIKHAIL BAKHTlN, and ROMAN 
JAKOBSON,) It sought to .align liter~ study with the methods of the sciences, moving 
away frdm biography, impressionism, and historical content and towlml the disci
plines of rhetoric and structuraUst linguistics.: Futurism, which overlapp~d formalism 
in time and to some extent in adherents (e.gl,]akoblon and Shkolvaky were bwolved 
with both), was a major movement fnRussfan:poetry and It8Iiiln art; fUneluded 
disparate groups with the common belief that .poetry is:an autonomous and experi~ 
mental art. Futurist poets sought to direct the language of poetry toward the'language 
of the modern city, and they attacked the classic authors of the past, such as Aleksandr 
Pushkin (1799-1837) and Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910), whose ,work was, they claimed, 
outdated and irrelevant. 

,Trotsky displayS a,measlireof respect for formalism; he appreciates its,search for 
precise methods of analysis and .eValuation. But he 'criticize,S -formalists; ShkloVsky in 
particular, for: ,behlg narrow and supemeial-discorinected, like' the futurists, ,from 
social process'.' Trotsky, contends that new,cultural movemerits cannot,and must not, 
reject the culture of the past; culture'mustilbsol'b and growwithin,tradition. Iii the 
19205, -when he ,stated ,these ,views, the:.Bolshevik regime 'was granting some -leeway 
for experimentation' and debate in literature and the 'arts;,the only condition (soon to 
be made more strict and comprehensive) was that new art not criticize the revolution 
or party leaders and the state. In keeping with this time of relative op~nness, Trotsky 
is flexible and nondogniatic iriprofe,ssing that each wor~ of art must be judged as art, 
though he insists that history shapes artistic production and that innovation in art 
arises from the pressures of historical context, "Artistic creatiori,'; he states, "is always 
a complicated turning inside out of old forms, under the influence' of new stimuli 
which originate outside of ad .... The effort to set art free from Hfe, to declare it a 
craft self-sufficient unto itself, devitalizes and kills art." " ", , 

Marxism alone, Trotsky believes, can explain the origins of a trend or development 
in the arts. In a laterchaptel' of Literature and Revolution, while discussing the "for
mation of folklore," he declares that because Marxism emphasizes "the all
determining: significance of natural and economic conditions;'" it is the only proper 
basis for description and judgment. Thus he endorses'censorship and repression: "Our 
standard is, clearly, politicaJ, imperative and intolerant." Truth is not to emerge from 
debate in which positions ate articulated and free to compete; iUs known in advance, 
and hence the leadership should 'ptescribe what is and is not to be tolerated. 

The Marxist critic TERRY BAGLETON -has observed: "In its blend of principled yet 
flexible Marxism and percep'tive practical criticism, Literature and Revolution is a 
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disquieting text for non-Marxist .critics." But that disquiet resnlts.Iess.from Trotsky's 
showing. a laudable respect for arti!!tic ,autonomy. than from the conflict one senses 
be.tween Trotsky's humanist conception o~.itt!rature and ar~ and hi~ tendenc;y.toward 
dogmatism, As EDMUND WILSON notes in "Marxism and Literature" (1937; see below), 
"even in c.o~battlng" the party's tendency t~ use politics to appraise art, Trotsky 
himself "cininot avoid passing censure and pinning ribbons." . . 

Trotsky wOuld be impatient with such criticisms. "Attac~ng liberal self
righteousness, he stated repeatedly that democracies clain'lil1g in theory to honor 
freedom of speech were always ready to repudiate it in prjlctice; But this deflection 
of the argument does not remove the problem embedded in his OWn position. 
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Deutsch~rl The Prophet Armed, 1879~1921.(l9'4), ~~rO'Mt Unarmed, 1921-
1929 (1959), and The Prophet Outcast, 1929~1940 (1963). A ",ore recent treatment 
is offered hy Ronald Segal, Leon Trotsky: A Biography (1979}. See also Trotsky's My 
Life (1930). . 

A cogent surVey is IrVing Howe, Leon Trouky (1978). Also Important is Dmitri 
AntOl1ovich Volkogonov, Trotsky: The Eternal Revolutionary (1992; trans. 1996). For 
discussions of Trotsky's political thought (whtchlntersects with his ideas about lit
eratureand'culture), see Baruch Knel"Paz, The Social and Political Thought of Leon 
Trotsky (1978); Ernest Mandel, Trotsky:. A Study in the Dynamk of His Thought 
(1979); Robert S. Wlstrich, Trotsky: Fate .of a.,t~lut!onary (1982); and Alex Callin
icos, Trotskyism (1990). A dated but still ~seful resource is Louis Sinclair, Leon 
Trotsky: A Bibliography (1972). . 

From Literature and Revolution l ' 

;.;.j:. ..• 

The Formalist School of Poetry and Mar.rism 

Leaving out of account the weak echoes of pre-revolutionary ideologic sys
tems, the only theory which has opposed Marxism . in Soviet Russia these 
years is the Formalist theory of Art. The paradox consis~s in the fact that 
Russian Formalism connected itself closely with Russian Futurism,2 and that 
while the latter was capitulating politically before Communism, Formalism 
opposed Marxism with all its might theoreticaiIy . 

Victor Shklovsky3 is the theorist of Futurism, and at the same time the 
head of the Formalist school. According to his theory, art has always been 

I. Translated by Rose Strunsky. 
2. A revolutionary movement in art and literature 
begun In Italy in 1909, OIre •• ing speed, modernity, 
machinery, and rebellion; It qUickly found adher-

ent. in Russia. 
3. An important Russian ronnallst critic (1893-
1984). . 
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the work of self-sufficient pure forms, and it has been recognized by Futur
ism for the first time. Futurism is thus the first conscious art in history, and 
the Formalist school is the first scientifli: school of art. Owing to the efforts 
of ShkIovsky-and this is not an insignificant virtue!-the theory of art, and 
partly art itself, have at last been raised from a state of alchemy to 'the p~~i
tion of chemistry. The herald of the Formalist school, the first chemist of 
art, gives a few friendly slaps in passing to those Futurist "conciliators;' who 
seek a bridge to the Revolution, an~ wltQ try to find ~his bridge in the mate
rialistic conception of history. Such a bridge is unnecessary; Futurism is 
entirely sufficient unto itself. 

There are two reasons why it is necessary to pause a little before this 
Formalist school. One is for its own sake; in spite of the s~perficiality and 
reactionary character of the Formalist theory of art" a certain part qf die 
research work of the Formalists is useful. The other reason is Futurism itself; 
however unfounded the claims of the Futurists to a monopolistic represen
tation of the new art may be, one cannot thrust Futurism out of that process 
which is preparing the art of the future. 

What is the Formalist school? 
, As it is represented at present by Shklovsky, Zhirrilllnsky, Jacobson4 and 

others, it is extremely arrogant and immature. Having declared form to be 
the essence of poetry, this school reduce~ its task to an analysis (essentially 
descriptive and semi-statistical) of the etymology and syritax of poems, to the 
counting of repetitive vowels and consonants, of syIIablesand epithets. This 
analysis which the Formalists regard as the essence of poetry, or poetics, is 
undoubtedly necessary and useful, but, one must understand its partial, 
scrappy, subsidiary and preparatory character. It can become an essential 
element of poetic technique and of the rules of the craft. Just as it is useful 
for a poet or a writer to make lists of synonyms tor himself and increase their 
number so as to expand his verbal keyboard, so it is useful, and quite rt,ec
essary for a poet, to estimate a word not only in accord with its inner mean
ing, but also in accord with its acoustIcs, because a word is passed on from 
man to man, first of all by acoustics. The methods of Formalism, confined 
within legitimate limits, may help to clarify the artistic and psychologic pecu
liarities of form (its economy, its movement, its contrasts, its hyperbolism,' 
etc.). This, in turn, may open a path-one of the paths-to the artist's feeling 
for the world, and may facilitate the disc~very of the relations of an individual 
artist, or of a whole artistic school, to ,the ,social environment. In 50 far as 
we are dealing with a contemporary and living school which is still devel
oping, there is an immediate significance in our transitional stage in probing 
it by means of a social probe and in clarifytng its class roots, so that not only 
the reader, but the school itself could orientate itself, that is, know itself, 
purify and direct itself. 

But the Formalis,ts are not content to ascribe to their methods a merely 
subsidiary, serviceable and technical significance-similar to that which sta
tistics has for social science, or the microscope for the biological sciences. 
No, they go much further. To them verbal art ends finally and fully with the 
word, and depictive art with color. A poem is a combination of sounds, a 

4, ROMAN jAKOOSON (1896-1982), literary critic, 
theorist, and founder of the Moscow Linguistic 
Circle. Victor Makslmovich Zhirmunsky (1881-

1971), Russian literary scholar. 
5. Use of exaggeration (hyperbole). 
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painting is a combination of color spots and the laws of art are the laws of 
verbal combinations and of combinations of color spots. The social and psy
chologic approach which, to us, gives a meaning to the microscopic and 
statistical work done in connection with verbal material, is, for the Formal
ists, only alchemy. 

"Art was always free of life, and its color never reflected the color of the 
flag which waved over the fortress of the City." (Shldovsky.) "Adjustment to 
the expression, the verbal mass, is the one essential element of poetry." (R. 
Jacobson, in his "Recent Russian Poetry".) 'With a new form comes a new 
content. Form thus determines content." (Kruchenikh.)6 "Poetry means the 
giving of form to the word, which is valuable in itselr' Qacobson), or, as 
Khlebnikov7 says, "The word which is something in itself', etc. 

True, the Italian Futurists have sought in the word a means of expressing 
the locomotive, the propeller, electricity, the radio, etc., for their own age. 
In other words, they sought a new form for the new content of life. But it 
turned out that "this was a reform in the field of reporting, and not in the 
field of poetic language". Qacobson.) It is quite different with Russian Futur
ism; it carries to the end "the adjustment to verbal mass". For Russian Futur
ism, form determines content. 

True, Jacobson is compelled to admit that "a series of new poetic methods 
finds application (?) for itself in urbanism" (in the culture of the city). But 
this is his conclusion: "Hence the urban poems of MayakovskyB and Khleb
nikov." In other words: not city culture, which has struck the eye and the 
ear of the poet and which has reeducated them, has 'inspired him with new 
form, with new images, new epithets, new rhythm, but, on the contrary, the 
new form, originating arbitrarily, forced the poet to seek appropriate material 
and so pushed him in the direction of the city! The development of the 
"verbal mass" went on arbitrarily from the "Odyssey" to "A Cloud in Trou
sers";9 the torch, the wax candle, the electric lamp, had nothing to do with 
it! One has only to formulate this point of view clearly to have its childish 
inadequacy strike the eye. But Jacobson tries to insist; he replies in advance 
that the same Mayakovsky has such lines as these: "Leave the cities, you silly , 
people." And the theorist of the Formalist school reasons profoundly: "What 
is this, a logical contradiction? But let others fasten on the poet's thoughts 
expressed in his works. To incriminate a poet with ideas and feelings is jUSk- ' 
as absurd as the behavior of the medieval public which beat the actor who 
played Judas." And so on. 

It h; quite evident that all this was written by a very capable high-school 
boy who had a very evident and quite "self-significant" intention to "stick the 
pen into our teacher of literature, a notable pedant". At sticking the pen, our 
bold innovators are masters, but they do not know how to use their pen 
theoretically or grammatically. This is not hard to prove. 

Of course Futurism felt the suggestions of the city-of the tram-car, of 
electricity, of the telegraph, of the automobile, of the propeller, of the night 
cabaret (especially of the night cabaret) much before it found its new form. 

6. Alcksei Eliseevich Kruchenykh (1886-1969), 
Hussiull poet and literary theorist. 
7. Velilnir (originally Viktor Vladimirovich) Khleh-
11i1<n\' (11:185-1922), poet, poetic thenrlst, and 
rnun<lcr of Russian futurism. 
H. Vh,di",ir Vladimirovich Muyakovsky (lR93-

1930), the leading poet of the RU5sian Revolution 
of 19 I 7 and of the early Soviet period. 
9. A major work (1915) by the Russinn poet May
akovsky. The Odyssey Is one of the earliest epics of 
Western literature (ca. 8th c. R.C.E.). 
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Urbanism (city culture) sits deep in the subconsciousness of Futurism, and 
the epithets; the etymology, the syntax and the rhythm of Futurism are only 
an attempt to give artistic form to the new spidt of the cities which has 
conquered consciousness. And when Mayakovsky exclaims: "Leave the cities, 
you silly people", it is the cry of a man citified to the very marrow of his 
bones, who shows himself strikingly and clearly a city person, espe~iallywhen 
he is outside the city, that is, when ,he "leaves the city" ·and becomes an 
inhabitant of a summer resort. It is not at all a question of "incriminating" 
(this word misses something!) a poet with the ideas and feelings which he 
expresses. Of course the way he expresses them makes the poet. But after 
all, a poet uses the language of the school which he has accepted or which 
he has created to fulfill tasks which lie outside of him. And this is even true 
also when he limits himself to lyricism, to personal love and personal death. 
Though individual shadings of poetic form correspond to individual makeup, 
they do go hand in hand with imitation and routine, in the feeling itself, as 
well as in the method of its expression. A new artistic form, taken in a large 
historic way, is born in reply to new needs. To take an example from intimate 
lyric poetry, one may say that between the physiology of sex and ·a poem 
about love there lies a complex system of psychological transmitting mech
anisms in which there are individual, racial and social elemen:~s. The racial 
foundation, that is,. the sexual basis of man, changes slowly. The social forms 
of love change more rapidly. They affect the psychologic superstructure of 
love, they produce new shadings and intonations, new spiritual demands, a 
need of a new vocabulary, and so they present new demands on poetry. The 
poet can find material for his art only in his social environment and transmits 
the new impulses of life through his own artistic consciousness. Language, 
changed and complicated by urban conditions, gives the poet a new verbal 
material, and suggests or facilitates new word combinations for the poetic 
formulation of new thoughts or of new feelings, which strive to break through 
the dark shell of the subconscious. If there were -no changes in psychology 
produced by changes in the social environment, there would be no movement 
in art; people would continue from generation to generation ·to be content 
with the poetry of the Bible, or of the old Greeks..-

But the philosopher of Formalism jumps on us,and says it is merely a 
question of a new form "in the field of reporting and not in the field of poetic 
language". There he struck· us! If you will,. poetry is reporting, only in a 
peculiar, grand style. 

The quarrels about "pure art" and about art· with a tendency took place 
between the liberals and the "populists". They do not become us. Material
istic dialectics! are above this; from t.he point of view of an objective historical 
process, art is always a social servant and historically utilitarian. It finds the 
necessary rhythm of words for dark and vague moods, it brings thought and 
feeling closer or cOntrasts them with one another, it enriches the spiritual 
experience of the individual and of the community, it refines feeling, makes 
it more flexible, more responsive, it enlarges the volume of thought in 
advance and not through the personal method of accumulated experience, 

I. 'the MarXist theorY that maintains the priority of matter over mind, stressing the material basis of reality 
. as a changing dialectical process (or reciprocallitterBction) of m.itter and mind. · 
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it educates the individual, the social group, the class and the nation. And 
this it does quite independently of whether it appears in a given case under 
the flag of. a "pure" or of a frankly tendenciousz art. In· our Russian social 
development tendenciousness was the banner of the intelligentsia which 
sought contact with the people. The helpless intelligentsia, crushed by Tsar
ism3 and deprived of a cultural environment, sought support in the lower 
strata of society and tried' to prove to the "people" that it was thinking only 
of them, living only for them and that it -loved them "terribly". And just as 
the "populists" who went to the people were ready to do without clean linen 
and without a comb and without a toothbrush, so the intelligentsia was ready 
to sacrifice the "subtleties" of fonn in its art, in order to give the most direct 
and spontaneous expression to the sufferings and hopes of the oppressed. 
On the other hand, "pure" art was the b~nner of the rising bourgeoisie, which 
could not openly declare its bourgeois character, and which at the same time 
tried to keep the intelligentsia in i~s service. The Marxist point of view is far 
removed from these tendencies, which were historically necessary, but which 
have become historically passe. Keeping on the plane of scientific investi
gation, Marxism seeks with the same assurance the social roots of the "pure" 
as well as of the tendencious art. It does not at all "incriminate" a poet with 
the thoughts and feelings which he expresses, but raises questions of a much 
more profound significance, namely;.to which order of feelings does a given 
artistic work correspond in all its peculiarities'? What are the social condi
tions of these thoughts and feelings'? What place do they occupy in the his
toric development of a society and of a class'? And, further, what literary 
heritage has entered into the elaboration of the new form'? Under the influ
ence of what historic 'impulse have the new complexes of feelings and 
thoughts broken through the shell which divides· them from the sphere of 
poetic consciousness'? The investigation may become complicated, detailed 
or individualized, but its fundamental idea will be that of the subsidiary r6le 
which art plays in the social process. 

Each class has its own policy in art, that is, a system of presenting demands 
on art, which changes with time; for instance, the Macamas-like prptection4 

of court and grand seigneur, the automatic relationship of supply and 
demand which is supplemented by complex methods of influencing the indi
vidual, and so forth, and so on. The social and even the personal.d~endence 
of art was not concealed, but was openly announced as long as art'retained 
.its court character. The wider, more popular, anonymous character of the 
rising bourgeoisie led, on the whole, to the theory of "pure art", though there 
were manydeviation's from this theory. As indicated above, the tendencious 
literature of the "populist" intelligentsia was imbued with a class interest; 
the intelligentsia could not strengthen itself and could not conquer for itself 
a right to playa part in history without the support of the people. But in the 
revolutionary struggle, the class egotism of the intelligentsia was turned 
inside out, and in its left wing, it assumed the form of highest self-sacrifice. 

2. Tendentious. 
3. The autocratic government of Rus.la under the 
C7.ars (tsars). Along with his family, the last of the 
cza"., Nicholas 11.(1868-1918), was executed by 
the Bolsheviks In July 1918. 

4. That Is, patronage. Maecenas (d. 8 R.C.E.), 
trusted friend and counselor of Augustus .Caesar, 
was a great patron of Roman poets (including HOR
ACE and Virgil). 
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That is why the intelligentsia not only did not conceal art, with a tendency, 
but proclaimed it, thus sacrificing art, just as it sacrificed many other ,things • 
. Our Marxist conception ofthe objective social dependence.and social util

ity of art, when translated into the language of politics,does.not at all mean 
a desire to dominate art by means ·of decrees. and orders .. It is .. not true that 
we regard only that art as new and revolutionary whichspeaks,ofthe worker, 
and it is nonsense to say that we demand that· the poets should describe 
inevitably a factory chimney, or the uprising against capital! Of-course the 
new art cannot but place the struggle.of theproletariat~ in the center of its 
attention. But the'plough of the new·art is not limited to numbered strips. 
On the contrary, it must plow the. entire :field in all directions. Personal lyrics 
of the very smallest scope have an absolute right to .exist within the new art. 
Moreover, the new man cannot be formed without anewJyric poetry. But 
to create it, the poet himself must feel the world in a new. way. If Christ 
alone or Sabaoth6 himself bends over the poet's embraces (as 'in the case of 
Akhmatova, Tsvetaeva, Shkapskaya7 and others), then this only goes to prove 
how much behind the times his lyrics are and how socially and a!sthetically 
inadequate they are for the ·new man. Even where.such terminology is not a 
survival of experience so much as of words, it shows psychologic inertia and 
therefore stands in contradiction to the consciousness of the new man. No 
one 'is going to prescribe themes to a poet or intends to prescribe them. 
Please Write about anything you cailthink of! But allow the new class which 
considers itself, attd.with reason; called upon to build a new world, to say to 
you in any given case: It does not make· new poets of you to . translate the 
philosophy of life of the Se;venteenth Century into the language of the Acme~ 
ists.8 . The form of art is,. to a certain and .very large degree, independent, but 
the·artist who creates this form, aridithe spectator who is enjoying it, are not 
empty machines,.one for creating form and the other for appreciating .it~ 
They are living people, With Ii crystallized psychology representing a certain 
unity, even if not entirely harmonious. This psychology is the result of social 
conditions. The cre.ation and perception of art forms is one of the functions 
of this psychology. And no matter.how wise the Formalists try to be, their 
whole' conception is simply based upon the fact that they ignore the psycho
logical. unity of the social man, who creates· and who consumes· what· ·has 
been created. ' 

. The proletariat has to have in art the expression of the new spiritual point 
of view which is just beginning to be formulated within him, and to which 
art must help him give form .. This is not a state order; but an historic demand. 
Its strength lies in' the objectivity of historic necessity. You cannot pass this 
by, nor escape its force. 
" The Formalist school seems to try to be objective. It is disgusted, and not 
without reason, with the literary and critical arbitrarinesli which operates 
only with tastes and moods. It seeks precise criteria for classification ·and 
valuation. But owing to its narrow outlook and superficial methods,' it .is 
constantly falling into superstitions, such a~ graphology and phrenology. 

5. That is, the laboring class; more specifically, the 
cla.s of industrial workers who lack their own 
theans of production and who thus must sell their 
labor In order to live. . 
6. The Lord of Hosts. 
7. Trotsky names major 20th-century Russian 

poets: Anna Akhmatova (Anna Andreye;iria Gor
erika, 1888-1966);.' Marina Tsvetaeva (1892-
1941). and Mariyil . .shk*p,kaya' (1891-1952). . 
8. Members of a small group o( 20lhccentury .. van-
guard Rus.lan poets. .... . . 
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These two "schools" have also the task of establishing purely objective tests 
for determining human character; such as the number of the flourishes of 
one's pen and their roundness, and the peculiarities of the bumps on the 
back of one's head. One may assume that pen-flourishes and bumps do have 
some relation to character; but this relation is not direct, and human char
acter is not at all exhausted by them. An apparent objectivism based on 
accidental, secondary and inadequate characteristics leads inevitably to the 
worst subjectivism. In the case of the Formalist school it leads to the super
stition of the word. Having counted the adjectives, and weighed the lines, 
and measured the rhythms, a Formalist either stops silent with the expression 
of a man who does not know what to do with- himself, or throws out an 
unexpected generalization which contains five per cent of Formalism and 
ninety-five per cent of the most uncritical intuition. 

In fact, the Formalists do not carry their idea of art to its logical conclu
sion. If one is to regard the process of poetic creation only as a combination 
of sounds or words, and to seek along these lines the solution of all the 
problems of poetry, then the only perfect formula of "poetics" will be this: 
Arm yourself with a dictionary and create by means of algebraic combina
tions and permutations of words, all the poetic works of the world which 
have been created and which have not yet been created. Reasoning "for
mally" one may produce "Eugene Onegin"9 in two ways: either by subordi
nating the selection of words to a preconceived artistic idea (as Pushkin 
himself did), or by solving the problem algebraically. From the "Formal" 
point of view, the second method is more correct, because it does not depend 
upon mood, inspiration, or other unsteady things, and has besides the advan
tage that while leading to "Eugene Onegin" it may bring one to an incalcu
lable number of other great works. All that one needs is infinity in time, 
called eternity. But as neither mankind nor the individual poet have eternity 
at their disposal, the fundamental source of poetic words will remain, as 
before, the preconceived artistic idea understood in the broadest sense, as 
an accurate thought and as a clearly expressed personal or social feeling and 
as a vague mood. In its striving towards artistic materialization, this subjec
tive idea will be stimulated and jolted by form and may be sometimes pushed 
on to a path which was entirely unforeseen. This simply means that verbal 
form is not a passive reflection of a preconceived artistic idea, but an act~_ 
element which influences the idea itself. But such an active mutual rela
tionship-in which form influences and at times entirely transforms con
tent-is known to us in all fields of social and even biologic life. This is no 
reason at all for rejecting Darwinism I and Marxism and for the creation of 
a Formalist school either in biology or sociology. 

Victor Shklovsky, who flits lightly from verbal Formalism to the most sub
jective valuations, assumes a very uncompromising attitude towards the 
historico-materialistic theory of art. In a booklet which he published in 
Berlin, under the title of "The March of the Horse", he formulates in the 
course of three small pages-brevity is a fundamental and, at any rate, an 
undoubted merit of Shklovsky-five (not four and not six, but five) exhaustive 

9. Verse novel (1833) by the Russian writer Alck
.. mdr Pushkin (1799-1837). 
1. The biological process of development <through 
nah1l-oJ sciection), theorized by Churles Darwin 

(1802-1882): here presented a. parallel to the 
economic and political theories of KARL MARX 
(1818-1883). 
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arguments against the materialist conception of art. Let. us examine these 
arguments, because it won't harm us to take a look and see what kind of 
chaff is handed out as the last word in scientific thought (with the greatest 
variety of scientific references on these same three microscopic. pages). 

"If the. environment and the relations of production," says· Shklovsky, 
"influenced art, then would not the themes of art be tied to the 'places which 
would correspond to these relations? But themes are homeless." Well, and 
how about butterflies? According to Darwin, they also "correspond" to defi
nite relations, and yet they flit from place to place, just like an unweighted 
litterateur . 

. It is not easy to understand why Marxism should be supposed to condemn 
themes to a condition of serfdom. The fact that different peoples and dif
ferent classes of the same people ·make use of the same themes, merely shows 
how limited the human imagination is, and how man .tries.to maintain' an 
economy of energy in every kind of creation, even in the artistic. Every class 
tries to utilize, to the greatest' possible' degree, the material and spiritual 
heritage of another class. Shklovsky's argument could be easily transferred 
into the field of productive technique. From ancient times on, the wagon has 
been based on one and the same theme, namely, axles, wheel!,. and a shaft. 
However, the chariot of the Roman patrician was juit as well adapted,to his 
tastes and needs as was the cardage of Count Orlov,'ntted out with inner 
comforts, to the tastes of this favorite of Catherine the 'Great.2 The wagon 
of the Russian peasant is adapted to the needs of his household,~ to the 
strength of his little horse, and to the peculiarities of the country road. The 
automobile, which' is undoubtedly a product of the new technique, shows. 
nevertheless; the same "theme", namely, four wheels on two axles. Yet every 
time a peasant's horse shies ,in terror before the blinding lights of an auto
mobile on the Russian road at night, a conflict' of two cultures is reflected 
in the episode; , 

"If environment expressed.itself in novels," sO ru~s the second argument, 
"European science would not be breaking its head over the question of where 
the stories of 'A Thousand and One Nights'3 were made,'whetherin Egypt, 
India, or Persia." To say that man's environment, including the artist's, that 
is, the conditions of his education and life, find expression in his art also, 
does not mean to say that such expression has a precise geographic, ethno
graphic and statistical character. It is not at all surprising that it is difficult 
to decide whether certain novels were inade in Egypt, India or· Persia, 
because the social conditions of these countries have much in common. But 
'the very fact that European scie'nce is "breaking its head" trying to solve this 
question from these novels themselves, shows that these I;1ovels reflect an 
environment, even though unevenly. No one can jump beyond. himself. Even 
the ravings of an insane person contain nothing that the sick man had not 
received before from the outside world. But it would be an insanity of another 
order to regard his ravings as the accurate reflection of an external world. 
Only an experienced and thoughtful psychiatrist, who knows the past of the 
patient, will be able to find the reflected and distorted bits of reality in the 
contents of his ravings. Artistic creation, of course, is not a raving, though 

2. Empress of Russia (I 729-1 796;' reigned 1762-
96). Gregory Orlov (1734-1783) was oile of her 
court favorites. 

3. A serle';·'or'anonyrnou. ancient tales In Arabic 
(also titled The A .... bimt Nights), codified In Its 
present form ca. 1450.' 
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it is also a deflection, a changing and a -transformation of reality, in accor
dance with the peculiar laws of art. However fantastic art may bel it cannot 
have at its disposal any other material except that which is given to it by the 
world of three dimensions and by th~ narrower world of class society. Even 
when the artist creates heaven and hell, he merely transforms the experience 
of his own life into his phantasmagorias, almost to the point of his landlady's 
unpaid bill. 

"If the features of class and caste are deposited in art," continues Shklov
sky, "then how does it come that the various tales of the Great Russians 
abo~t their nobleman are the same ~s -their fairy tales about their priest?" 

In essence, this is merely a paraphrase of the first argument. Why cannot 
the fairy tales about the nobleman and about -the priest be -the same,. and 
how does this contradict Marxism? The proclamations which ate written by 
well-known Marxists not infrequEjiltly speak of landlords, capitalists, priests, 
generals and other exploiters. Tht<! landlord undoubtedly differs from the 
capitalist, but there are cases when they are considered under one head. 
Why, then, cannot folk-art in certllin cases treat the nobleman and the priest 
together, as the representatives of the classes which stand above the people 
and which plunder them? In the cartoons of Moor and of'Deni,4 the priest 
often stands side by side with the Illhdlord, wtthoutany damage to Marxism. 

"If ethnographic traits were reflected in art," Shklovsky goes on, "the folk
lore about the peoples beyond the border would not be interchangeable and 
could not be told by anyone folk about another." 

-As you see, there is no letting up here. Marxism does-not maintain at all 
that ethnographic traits have an independent character. On the contrary, it 
emphasizes the all-determining significance of natural-and economic con
ditions in the formation of folk-lore. The similarity of conditions in the devel
opment of the herding and agricultural arid primarily peasant peoples, and 
the similarity in the character of their mutual influence upon one another, 
cannot but lead to the creation of a similar folk-lore. And from the point of 
view of the question that interests us here, it makes absolutely no difference 
whether these hoinogeneous themes arose independently among different 
peoples, as the reflection of a life-experience which was homogeneous in its 
fundamental traits and which was reflected through the homogeneous prism 
of a peasant imagination, or whether the seeds of these- fairy' tales weH--car
ried by a favorable wind ftom place to place, striking root -wherever the 
ground turned out to be favorable. It is very likely that, in reality, these 
methods were combined. 

And finally, as a separate argument-"The reason (i.e., Marxism) is incor
rect in the fifth place"-Shklovsky points to the theme of abduction which 
goes through Greek comedy and reaches Ostrovsky.5 In other words, our 
critic repeats, in a special form, his very first argument (as we see, even in 
so far as formal logic is concerned, all is not well with our Formalist). Yes, 
themes migrate from people to people, from class to class, and even from 
author to author. This means only that the human imagination is economi-

4. D. S. Moor 0883-1946) and V. N. Deni 
(1893-1946) were politIcal cartoonists and satl
ri.ts, known In particular for their agitatlonal 
f,0ster art in the decade after the Bolshevik Itevo
ulion. Posters mocking the Bolsheviks' enemies 

frequently grour.ed together landlords and priests 
(carlcatured.s at and ugly); 
5. Aleksandr Ostrovsky (1823-1886), Russian 
dramatist. 
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cal. A new class does not begin to create all of culture from the beginning~ 
but enters into possession of the past, assorts it, touches it up, rearranges it. 
and ·builds on it further. If there were no such utilization of the "second':' 
hand" wardrobe of the ages, historic processes would have no progress at-all. 
If the theme of Ostrovsky's drama came to him through the Egyptians and 
through Greece, then the paper on which Ostrovsky developed his theme 
came to him as a development of the Egyptian papyrus through the Greek 
parchment. Let us take another·and closer. analogy: the fact that the critical 
methods of the Greek Sophists,6 who were the pure Formalists of their day, 
have penetrated the theoretic consciousness of Shklovsky, does not in the 
least· change the fact that Shklovsky himself is avery picturesque product of 
a definite social environment· and of a definite. age. . . ..: . 
. . Shklovsky's destruction of Marxism in five points reminds us very much 
of those articles which were published against Darwinism in the magazine 
"The Orthodox Review" in the good old days. If the doctrine of the origin of 
man from the monkey were true, wrote the learned Bishop Nikanor, of 
Odessa? thirty or forty years ago, then our grandfathers would have had dis
tinct signs of a. tail, or would have noticed such a characteris·tic in. their 
grandfathers and grandmothers. Second, as everybody knows, monkeys can 
only give birth to monkeys; '.' . Fifth, Darwinism is incorrect, because it con
tradicts Formalism-I beg your pardon, I meant to say the formal decisions 
bf the universal church conferences. The advantage of the; learned monk 
consisted, however, in the fact that he was a frank pass4istB and took·his cue 
from the Apostle Paul and not from 'physics, chemistry or mathematics, as 
the Futurist; Shklovsky, does . 
. It is unquestionably true that the rieed forart.is not created.by economic 

conditions. But neither is the need for food created by economics. On the 
contraryl the need.for food and warmth creates economics.·ltis very true 
that. one cannot always go .by the. principles of Marxism in deciding' whether 
to reject or to accept a w.ork of art. A work of art should, in the first place, 
be judged by its own law, that is, by the law of art. But Marxism alone can 
explain why and how a given tendency in art has originated in a given period 
of history; in other words, who it was who made a demand for such an artistic 
form and not. for another, and why. 
" It would be childish to think that every class can entirely .and fully create 

its own art. from within itself, and, particularly, that the proletariat is capable 
of creatihg a new art by. means of closed. art, guilds or circles, or by the 
Organization for Proletarian Culture, etc. Generally speaking, .the artistic 
work of man is continuous. Each new rising, class places itself on the shoul
ders of its preceding one. But this continuity is :dialectic, that iS I it finds itself 
by means of internal repulsions and breaks. New artistic needs or demands 
for new literary and artistic points of view are stimulated by economics, 
through the development of a new class, and minor stimuli are supplied by 
changes in the position of the class, under the influence of the growth of its 
wealth and cultural power. Artistic creation, is .always a·complicated. turning 
inside out of old forms, under the influence of new stimuli which originate 
., 
6. A group of 5th-century R.C.E. Greek philoso
phers who specialized In logic, argumentation; and 
rhetoric and who were known for their elab.orate 
and sometimes specious arguments (see GORGIAS). 

7. The Russian Orthodox ,archbishop of Kheraon 
and Ode •• a (1827-1890). 
8. Traditionalist. ", . 
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outside of art. In this large sense of the word, art is a handmaiden. It is not 
a disembodied element feeding on itself, but a function of social man indis
solubly tied to his life and environment. And how characteristic it is-if one 
were to reduce every social superstition to its absurdity-that Shklovsky has 
come to the idea of art's absolute independence from the social environment 
at a period of Russian history when art has revealed with such utter frankness 
its spiritual, environmental and material dependence upon definite social 
classes, subclasses and groups! 

Materialism does not deny the significance of the element of form, either 
in logic, jurisprudence, or art. Just as a system of jUrisprudence can and must 
be judged by its internal logic and consistency, so art can and must be judged 
from the point of view of its achievements in form, because there can be no 
art without them. However, a juridical theory which attempted to establish 
the independence of law from social conditions would be defective at its very 
ba!ie. Its moving force lies in economics-in class contradictions. The law 
gives only a formal and an internally harmonized expression of these phe
nomena, not of their individual peculiarities, but of their general character, 
that is, of the elements that are repetitive and permanent in them. We can 
see now with a clarity which is rare in history how new law is made. It is not 
done by logical deduction, but by empirical measurement and by adjustment 
to the econo~ic needs of the new ruling class. Literature, whose methods 
and processes(pave their roots far back in the most distant past and represent 
the accumulated experience of verbal craftsmanship, expresses the thoughts, 
feelings, moods, points of view and hopes of the new epoch and of its .new 
class. One cannot jump beyond this. And there is no need of making the 
jump, at least, for those who are not serving an epoch 'already past nor a 
class which has already outlived itself. 

The methods of formal analysis are necessary, but insufficient. You may 
count up the alliterations in popular proverbs, classify metaphors. count up 
the number of vowels and consonants in a'wedding song. It will undoubtedly 
enrich our knowledge of folk art, in one way or another; but if you don't 
know the peasant system of sowing, and the life that is based on it, if you 
don't know the part the scythe plays, and if you have not mastered the mean-· 
in?, of the church calendar to the peasant, of the time .when the peasant' 
marries, or when the peasant women give birth, you will .have only und~ . 
stood the outer shell of folk art, but the kernel will not have been reached. 
The architectural scheme of the Cologne cathedral9 can be established by 
measuring the base and the height of its arches, by determining the three 
dimensions of its naves, the dimensions and the placement of the columns, 
ctc. But without knowing what a medireval city was like, what a guild was, 
or what was the Catholic Church of the Middle Ages, the Cologne cathedral 
will never be understood. The effort to set art free from life, to declare it a 
craft self-sufficient unto itself, devitalizes and kills art. The very need of such 
an operation is an unmistakable symptom of intellectual decline. 

The analogy with the theological arguments against Darwinism which was 
made above may appear to the reader external and anecdotal. That may be 
true, to SOnIe extent. But a much deeper connection exists. The Formalist 
theory inevitably reminds a Marxist who has done any reading at all of the 

9. The largest gothic church in "orthern Europe (begun In the 13th c.). '. 
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familiar tunes of a very old philosophic melody. The jurists and the moralists 
(to recall at random the Getman Stemmler, and our own subjectivist Mik. 
hailovsky)1 tried to prove that morality and law could not be determined by 
economiCs, because economic life was unthinkable outside of juridical and 
ethical norms. True, the formalists of law and morals did -not 'go so' far as to 
assert the complete independence of law and ethics from economics. They 
recognized a certain complex mutual relationship of "factors", and these ,"fac
tors", while influencing one another, retained the qualities of independent 
substances, coming no one knew whence. The assertion of complete inde
pendence of the a!sthetic "factor" from the influence of social conditions, as 
is made -by Shklovsky, is an instance of specific hyperbole whose roots, by 
the way, lie in social conditions too; it is the megalomania of a!sthetic turning 
our hard reality on its head. Apart from this peculiarity, the constructions of 
the Formalists have the same kind of defective methodology that every other 
kind of idealism has. To a materialist, religion, law, morals and art represent 
separate aspects of one and the same processofi social development. Though 
they differentiate themselves from their industrial basis, become complex, 
strengthen and develop their special characteristit:s in detail, politics, reli
gion, law, ethics and a!sthetics -remilin, none the -less,- functions of social 
man and obey the laws of his social organization. Theidealistt on the other 
hand, does not see a unified process of historic development which evolves 
the necessary organs and functions from within itself, but a crossing or com~ 
bining and interacting of certain independent principles--the religious; 
political, juridical, a!sthetic and ethical substances, which "find their'origin 
and ·explanation in themselves. The (dialectic) idealism of Hegel2 arranges 
these substances (which are the eternal categories) in some sequence by 
reducing them to a genetic' unity. Regardless of the fact that this unity with 
Hegel is the absolute spirit, which divides itself in the process of its dialectic 
manifestation into various "factors", Hegel's system, because. of its dialectic 
character, not b'ecause of. its idealism, gives an idea' of historic reality which 
is just as good as the idea ofa man's hand that ,a glove gives when turned 
inside out. But the Formalists {and -their greatest genius was Kant)3 do not 
look at the dynamics of developm'ent, but at a cross-section of it, on the day 
and at the hour of their own philosophic revelation. At the crossing of the 
line they reveal the complexity aQd multiplicity of the object (not of the 
process, because they do not think of processes). This complexity they ana
lyze and classify. They give names to the elements) which are at once trans
formed into essences, into sub~absolutes, without father or mpther; to wit, 
religion, politics, morals, law, art. Here we no longer have a glo-ve'ofhistoiy 
turned inside out, but the' skin torn from the separate fingers, dried out to a 
degree of complete abstraction, and this hand of history turns but to be the 
product of the "inter-action" of the thumb, the index, the middle finger, and 
all the other "factors". Thea!sthetic "factor" is the little finger, the smallest; 
but not the least beloved. 

1. Nikolai Mlkhailovsky (1842"':1904), literary 
critic best knowrl for, hi. -essayS on Tolstoy and 
other Russian novelists; a leader of the liberal 
populists, he engaged in debates with Lenin and 
other Russian Marxist •. Rudolf Stammler (I856-

) 938), Gerinan Jurist and legal philosopher. 
2. GEORG WILHELM FRIEDRICH HEGEL (1770-
1831), German philosopher. 
3. IMMANUEL KANT (\724-\804). German philos. 
opher. 
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In biology, vitalbift4 is a variation of the same fetish of presenting the 
separate aspects of..., world-process, without understanding its inner rela
H,m_ A c>eato, ;" i,J~at is lacking for a super-social, absolute morality or 
resthetics, or for .,:', " ' er-physical absolute "vital force". The mtiltiplicity of 
independent fact', '; 'factors" without beginning or end, is nothing but a 
masked pplytheisn\< Just as Kantian idealism represents historicaily' a trans
lation of Christianity-into the language of rationalistic philosophy, so all the 
Varieties of idealistic formalization, either openly or secretly, lead to a God, 
as the Cause of all causes. In comparison with the oligarchy of a dozen sub
absolutes of the idealistic philosophy, a single personal Creator is already an 
element of order. Herein lies the deeper connection between the Formalist 
refutations of Marxism and the theological refutations of Darwinism. 

The Formalist school represents at. abortive idealism applied to the ques
tions of art. The Formalists show a fast ripening religiousness. They are 
followers of St. John. They believe ~hat "In the beginning was the Word".' 
Bu~ we believe that in the beginning was the deed, The word followed, as its 
phonetic shadow. 

4. The theory or doctrine that life frace.Be. arise 
from or contain a nonmaterial vita principle and 
cannot be ~Ialned entirelyaB physical and chem-

ieal phenom~na~ 
5. John 1.1.' , 

VIRGINIA WOOLF 
1882-1941 

, 

1924 

Invited to address the topic of "women and fiction" at Ca~bridge University's Newn
ham and Girton Colleges in October of 1928, Virginia \'\(oolf presented ,two lectures 
that would later become, after considerable expansion and revision, her celebmted 
book A Room of 'One's Own (1929). Working at the intersection of modernism and 
feminism, both of which she stood for,Woolf anal~ed the differences between 
women as, objects of represehtation and womeIi as authors of representation, and 
invited her audie~ce to think about "the books that are not there." In t~ ,process, 
she 'opened up the' entire territory of modem feminist criticism. ,,' 

Woolf was a member of a highly literate and artistic family. Born Adeline Virginia 
Steph~n, she was the daughter of Leslie Stephen, a distinguished Victorian literary 
figure, and Julia Jackson Duckworth Stephen, a beauty who had once frequented pre
Raphaelite circles. It was the second marriage for each. The resultant blended family 
included three Duckworths (George, Stella, and Gerald), one Stephen from the first 
marriage (Laura, later institutionalized because of mental retardation), and four new 
Stephens (Vanessa, Thoby, Virginia, and Adrian). Leslie Stephen lived in a world of 
letters: his first wife was the daughter of novelist William Makepeace Thackeray; he 
possessed a large library (in which Virginia got her education); he published several 
books of philosophy and literary history; and he became, partly for financial reasons, 
the first editor of the multivolume Dictionary of National Biography in 1882, the year 
of Virginia's birth. The Stephen family wa,s organized in a typically Victorian way, the 
father occupying himself with money and intellectual matters and the mother attend
ing to the emotional and social needs of her husband and eight children. 

Her mother's de;'th in 1895 was for thirteen-year-old Virginia a terrible loss. When 
Sir Leslie died nine years later, twenty-two-year-old Virginia felt an intense though 
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ambivalent liberation, and began to write. The S,tephen,chUdren moved,acrOlls Lon~ 
don to Gordon Square, Bloomsbury,; where they were sl.lrroundE!d, by ,Thpby.'s ~",m. 
bridge fri~l)ds" many of~ho~ had been members of a (:ollege ,~up .Im,~wn as Jq, 
A.p~!;t1es, and who later w~uld ~ecome ;well known:, Lytton Strachey,a hiographez: apd 
historian; JO,hn Maynard Keynes, an economist;' Clive Bell, II critic of art antllitera. 
ture; and I,.eonard Woolf, a writer of novels and polii:i~al science.'·, , '. 

In 1906, 'however, the circle was devastated by the unexpeded loss of its connecting 
link: Thoby Stephen died of typhoid fever. Two days 'after Thoby'ir;death; Varies sa 
agreed to marry Clive Bell.'Virginia and her remaining brother, Adria'n, ~oved to 29 
Fitzroy Square (London); wheteVirgiilia'began working'on a novel. She had:also 
begun to publish reviews for money and do some (unpaid) teachingin'a working.c1ass 
college., When she inherited £2,500 from an aunt,. she ac,quired an impoI1:ant eco~ 
nomic safety net., , , ' 

In 1912 Virginia married Leon~rd Woolf, who had just returned fr~m, serving as 
an administrator iii Ceylon (now, Sz:j Lanka). They share;d. many intellectual intefests 
and both felt themse~ves to, ~e' outsiders loVithin their soCial circle. In ~esponse.(q 
Virginia's periodic nervous breakdowns, Leonard was both attentive and controlling: 
she relied on, and raged against, his prescriptions. In the 1920s, Virginla had an affair 
with Victoria ("Vita") Sackville·West, a fellow writer, who was mamed to Harold 
Nicolson, a diplomat. The relationship coincided with a period of great productivity 
and originality in Woolrs writing. ' 

In 1917 Leonard had had the inspired idea c?f buyingap~.!1ting p~$Si o~ginal~y t~ 
provide a therapeutic hobby. The Hogarth Press, born of a ~achine small.enough,to 
fit on a kitchen table, soon became an important disseminator of modernist texts. It 
published brightly covered boo~, often designed by Vanessa Bell, pr ,Roger Fry, alJ,d 
launched T. S. Eliot's, Waste Land (I922); fiction by Maksim Gorky, E. M. Forster, 
and Katherine Mansfield; all, the works of Virginia Woolf, beginning withJacob's Room 
(I922); and the complete twenty.four.volume tramilation of the works of SIGMUND 
FREUD. The "Woolves," as their friends called them, had found their outlet. 

Starting with The Voyage Out, her first novel (1915), Woolf wrote a great deal. Her 
novels experiment increasingly with form and style: Mrs. Dalloway (1925), her fourth, 
is set; like James Joyce's Ulysses in Dublin, in a single day in London; pairing the war 
and the drawing room~ To 'the LighthOuse (1927) isa radicalk'ethinking 'Of what a 
novel can do, a fictional biography of her parents relying on a stream of consCiousness 
narrative. Her later novels take diverse approaches to expanding the form;, and 'she 
published three very different "biographies," including' Orlando' (I 928; a novel cele· 
brating her relationship with Vita),' whose three·hundred~Yeat·old 'protagonist 
changes sex in midlife, and Flush (I933), aboilt the'life of Elizabeth Barrett Brown
ing's spaniel. Woolf also wrote more than four volumes' worth of essays and 'short 
fiction and two groundbreaking feminist works: A' Room of One's Own arid' Three 
Guineas (I938). 

Her productivity was all the more remarkable in that it was often pu'nctuated by 
nervous illnesses and by treatments, of dubious effectiveness, that 'required her to 
stop writing. In 1941, with the voices in her head becoming more insistent arid the 
war in Europe ever more threatening (she and Leonard, who was Jewish, had made 
provisions to kill themselves in the event of a Nazi invasion), she drowned herself. 

People attempting to explain 'the sources of WoolFs creativity have written a great 
deal on several topics: her sexuality, her class position, and her madness. Much has 
been said about het sexuality: she had too much 'of it or too little; her aridrogyny 
obscured her bisexuality, or vice versa; she idealized motherhood; or feared it; or 
resented Leonard, who was afraid of inherited insanity, for deciding that they shouldn't 
have children; and so on. Evidence for these arguments comes, of course, froin her writ· 
ing itself; their contradictions indicate her success in finding textual forms-in her dia· 
ries and letters, her fiction and essays-that would allow all these forces to do battle. 

Both of her feminist treatises link women and money. As one of the "daughters of 
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educated m~n" (as she puts it in Three Guineas), she belonged to a culturally, if not 
economically, privileged class. In A Room of One's Own she argues that women need 
£500 a year (an amount somewhere between subsistence and comfort), and in Three 
Guineas-a meditation on the ties between war and patliarchal values-she responds 
to a solicitation to sign a petition and contribute money to a society for the prevention 
of war. On the one hand, the link she makes between freedom and property can be 
critiqued from a Marxist perspective; on the other, society's denial of women's inde
pendent rights over property marks a resistance to women's freedom. It is clear that 
Woolf is breaking a gender taboo, rather than merely claiming a class privilege, by 
going into the economic details of women's lives. 

Woolf has also been seen as a representative of the sexual sea change that came 
after, and out of, the Victorian era. She grew up, like many others, in a world of 
exaggerated gender roles, secret transgressions, and repressive silence about sexual 
matters (she was apparently abused in childhood by her two stepbrothers). The 
Bloomsbury group, in contrast, broke gender taboos spectacularly-almost all of them 
had relations with both sexes, and they sometimes lived with the people they were 
not sleeping with. Nevertheless, even in liberated Bloomsbury, female creativity could 
still be categorized as "madness" whenever it became too'hard to handle (this is the 
premise behind ~ Madwoman in the Attic, the influential 1979 study by SANDRA 
M. GILI3ERT AND SU,!)AN GUBAR). The line between psychopathology and impeded gifts 
is very hard to draw, as Woolf makes clear in her parable of Shakespeare's sister. 

Our selection contains three celebrated moments from' A -Room of One's Own, 
which we have labeled "Shakespeare's Sister," "Chloe'Liked Olivia," and "Androgyny." 
What would have happened, Woolf asks in the first, if Shakespeare had had a sister 
as gifted as himself? She would have lacked even the education he had, she answers. 
Shakespeare's sister would have been excluded from the Renaissance stage (on which 
all the parts were played by males); she would probably have found herself with child 
by some man who had taken pity on her; and, crazed by her gifts and her prospects, 
she would probably have ended up committing suicide. Judith Shakespeare thus rep
resents one kind of "book that isn't there." 

A second kind of missing book may be lurking behind the cover of the fictitious 
novel Woolf is about to open in our second section, Mary Carmichael's Life's Adven
ture. "Chloe liked Olivia," she reads, and looks about her to make sure the room 
contains only women. By wondering whether "that red curtain over there" conceals 
the figure of Sir Chartres Biron-the magistrate presiding at that very moment over 
the censorship trial of Radclyffe Hall's lesbian novel The Well of Loneliness (1928)-· 
Woolf implies that one of the things that keeps women unfree is the law's policing of 
the relations women can have with women. Women in literature have almost alwaJ!.$, . 
been imagined as only sexual, she argues, and usually only in their 'relations or no~: 
relations to men, leaving no dealings with each other but as rivals ("Cleopatra did not 
like Octavia"). But, Woolf exclaims, how small a part of any woman's life is the part 
seen by the other sex and in relation to the other sex! Women as authors now have 
the opportunity to depict "that vast chamber where nobody has yet been." 

Woolfs idealization of authorial "androgyny" in our third passage would seem to 
fly in the face of her descriptions earlier in the essay of male and female sentences 
or male and female plots. How can she argue both that the exclusion of women from 
the canon has made a difference and that great authors are androgynous? Two clar
ifications need to be made, First, the "woman" in Shakespeare's brain is not the same 
as the "women" who did not write in history. But second, the women entering liter
atlH'e do more than fill up an absence. If the greatest authors used both "sides" of 
thei.r brain, the new authors must do so as well. Her warning that "consciousness of 
sex" destroys literature can be interpreted as both feminist and antifeminist. Writing 
wifh "unconsciousness of sex" may very well be taken as "indifference to sex"-often 
seen. as a modernist· privileging of style over politics. Yet this unconsciousness does 
nol preclude gender difference, mandating simply that the gender differences that 
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inform good writing not become conscious. If women were free to write, would they 
not open a window on a world of experiences that have remained invisible, even to 
themselves? a world too quickly dismissed or devalued, a world that would require 
different sentences? Woolf presents men, not women, as having become overlY1con
scious of their sex as a result of feminism. In arguing for a new wrlterly andr~gyny, 
Woolf comes close to what H£L~NE CIXOUS later calls "the other bisexuality." 

A Room of One's Own is one of the most imitated titles·ever·devised. Written during 
the trial of Radclyffe Hall's lesbian novel and published during the same month as 
the stock market crash of 1929, A Room of One's Own marks an upheaval more subtle, 
yet in some ways as profound, as these. The time was right for it: the book was so 
successful that the proceeds enabled Virginia Woolf to add a room of he~ own onto 
her house in Sussex. 
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There are also two useful resources for Woolf studies: Edward Bishop's day-to-day 
chronicle of Woolf's activities, A Virginia Woolf Chronology (1989), and Mark Hus
sey's dictionary of Woolf information, Virginia Woolf A to Z (1995). The proceedings 
of the annual Virginia Woolf conference ate published by Pace University Press 
(I992-). B. J. Kirkpatrick and StuartN. Clarke compiled A Bibliography o/Virginia 
Woolf (1997); a bibliographic update, The Virginia Woolf Miscellany, is published by 
Sonoma State University. 

From A Room of One's Own 
'" '" *., . 

[SHAKESPEARE'S SISTER] 

Let me imagine, since facts are so hard to come by, what would have 
happened had Shakespeare had a wonderfully gifted sister, called Judith, let 
us say. Shakespeare himself went, very probably-his mother was an heir
ess-to the grammar school; where he may have learnt Latin:......Ovid, Virgil 
and Hotacel-and the elements of grammiJr and logic. He was, it is wen 
known, a wild boy who poached rabbits,:perhaps shot a deer, and had, rather 
sooner than he should have done, to marry Ii woman in:' the neighborhood, 
who bore him a child rather quicker than Was right. That escapade sent him 
to seek his fortune in London. He had, it seemed, a tlkste for the theatre; he 
began by holding horses at the stage door. Very soori he got work in the 
theatre, became a successful aCtor, and lived at the hub of the universe, 
meeting everybody, knowing everybody, praCtising his art On the boards, exer
cising his wits in the streets, and even getting access to the palace of the 
queen. Meanwhile his extraordInarily gifted sister, let us suppose, remained 
at home. She was as adventurous, as imaginative, as agog to see the world 
as he was. But she was riot sent to school. She had no chance of learning 
grammar and logic, let alone of reading Horace and Virgil. She picked up a 
book now and then, one of her brother's perhaps, and read a few pages. But 
then her parents came in and told her 'to mend the stockings or mind the 
stew and not moon about with books and papers. They would have spoken 
sharply but kindly, for they were substantial people who knew the conditions 
of life for a woman and loved their daughter-indeed, more likely than not 
she was the apple of her father's eye. Perhaps she scribbled some pages up 
in an apple loft on the sly, but was careful to hide them or set fire to them. 
Soon, however, before she was out'of her teens, she was to be betrothed to 
the son of a neighboring wool-stapler. She cried out that marriage was hate~ 
ful to her, and for that she was severely beaten by her father. Then he ceased 
to scold her. He begged her instead not to hurt him, not to shame him in 
this matter of her marriage. He would give her a chain of beads or a fine 

I. The 3 Roman poets-Ovid (43 R.C.E.-I7 C.E.), Virgil (70-19 D.C.E.), and HORACE (65-8 B.C.E.)-were 
standard authors studied by boys In schools from the Renaissance on. 
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petticoat, he said; and there were tears in his eyes; How could she' disobey 
him? How could she break his· heart? The force of her own gift alone drove 
her to it. She made up a small parcel of her belongings, let herself' down by 
a rope one summer's night and took the road to London, She was ·not seYf!!i1:
teen. The birds that sang in the. hedge were 'not more musit~il than she was. 
She had the qui~kest fancy, a gift like her brother's, for the time of words. 
like him, she had a taste for the theatre. She stood at the stage door; she 
wanted to act, she said. Men laughed.in her face. The manager-:-a fat, loose
lipped man-guffawed. He bellowed something about poodles dancing .and 
women acting-no woman, he said; could possibly be an actress.:Z He 
hinted-you can imagine what; She could get no training in her. craft. Could 
she even seek her dinner in a tavern or roam the streets at midnight? Yet her 
genius was for fiction and lusted to feed abundantly upon the lives of men 
and women and the study of their ways. At last-for she was very young, 
oddly like Shakespeare the poet in hei: face, with the same grey eyes and 
rounded brows-at last Nick Greene' the actor-manager took pity on her; 
she found herself with child by that gentleman and so-who shall measure 
the heat and violence of the poet's heart when caught and tangled in a 
woman's body?-killed. herself one winter's night and lies buried at s.ome 
cross-roads where the omnibuses now stop outside the Elephant an~J::astle.4 

., That, more or less, is how the story Vl("ould run, I think, if a woman in 
Shakespeare's day had had ~hakespe~re's . genius. But for. my. part, I agree 
~th the deceasecl bishop,' if such he was-it is unthinkable that any woman 
in Shakespeare's day sh.ould have had Shakespeare's genius .. For genius like 
Shakespeare's is not born among labouring, uneducated, servile people. It 
was not born in England among the .Saxons and the Britons. It is not born 
today among the working classes. How, then, could it have been born alllong 
women whose work began, according to Professor Trevelyan,6almost before 
they were out pf the nursery, who were forced to .it ,by tJ,.eir parents and pe.I.d 
to)t by all the power of .. law and custpm?Yet genius ofa !I~rt must. have 
existed among women as it must have existed am~mg:the working classes. 
Now and again an Emily Bronte. ora .Robert :Burns7 .blazes out and proves 
its presence. But certainly it never got itself on to',paper. When, however, 
one reads of a witch being ducked, of a woman possessed by devils, of a wise 
woman selling herbs, or even of a very remarkable .man who. had a. mother, 
then I think we are on the track of a lost novelist, a suppressed poet, of some 
mute and inglorious Jane Austen,8 some Emily Bronte who dashed her brains 
out on the moor or mopped and mowed about the highways crazed with the 
torture that her gift had put her to. Indeed, I would venture to guess that 

2 .. In the Elizabethan theater, women's roles were· any woma·n past, p~esent, or t~ come, to ha;'" the 
played by boys. genius of S/>akespeare.-" . 
3.'·Pouibly modeled on Robert Greene (I55~""· ·6. George·· Macaulay Trevelyan (1876-1962), 
1592), a dramatist whose I 592 pamphlet contains . . ,., English />Istorian; Woolf has already ref~rred to his 
the first literary reference to Shakespeare (an . Hutory of EngLand (I 926). . 
auack). . ' 7. Scottish poet (1759-1796). Bronte (181~ 
4. Suicides were often buried at crossroads to pre- 1848). E,nalish novelist and poet.. . . . 
vent their spirits from returning. The Elephant and 8. Probably the most canonical of English women 
Castle was a falnous tavern. bombed during World novelists (1775-1817};"the phrase "some m·ute lind 
War II, that stood at one of the busiest Intersec- InglorioUs Jane Austen" echoes "some mute Inglo. 
tions In London. riou. Milton," In Thomas Gray's "Elegy Written in 
5. An "old gentleman" who earlier In the essay Is a Country Churchyard" (1751). 
said to have "declared that it was impossible for 
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Anon, who wrote so many poems without signing them, was often a woman. 
It was a woman Edward Fitzgerald,9 I think, suggested who made the ballads 
and the folk-songs, crooning them to her children, beguiling her spinning 
with them, or the length of the winter's night. 

This may be true or it may be false-who can say?-but what is true in it, 
so it seemed to me, reviewing the story of Shakespeare's sister as I had made 
it, is that any woman born with a great gift in. the sixteenth century would 
certainly have gone crazed, shot herself, or ended her days in some lonely 
cottage outside the village, half witch, half wizard, feared and mocked at. 
FOl' it needs little skill in psychology to be sure that a highly gifted girl who 
had tried to use her gift for poetry would have been so thwarted and hindered 
by other people, so tortured and pulled asunder by her own contrary 
instincts, that she must have lost her health and sanity to a certainty. 

[CHLOE LIKED OLIVIA] 

I am almost sure, I said to myself, that Mary Carmichael ' is playing a trick 
on us. For I feel as one feels on a switchback railway when the car, instead 
of sinking, as one has been led to expect, swerves up again. Mary is tampering 
with the expected sequence. First she broke the sentence; now she has bro
ken the sequence. Very well, she has every right to do both these things if 
she does them not for the sake of breaking, but for the sake of creating. 
Which of the two it is I cannot be sure until she has faced herself with a 
situation. I will give her every liberty, I said, to choose what that situation 
shall be; she shall make it of tin cans and old kettles if she likes; but she 
must convince' me that she believes it to be a situation; and then when she 
has made it she must face it. She must jump. And, determined to do my duty 
by her as reader if she would do her duty by me as writer, I turned the page 
and read ... I am sorry to break off so abruptly. Are there no men present? 
Do you promise me that behind that red curtain over there the figure of Sir 
Chartres Biron2 is not concealed? We are all women, you assure me? Then. 
I may tell you that the very next words I read were these-"Chloe liked 
Olivia ... " Do not start. Do not blush. Let us admit in the. privacy of our 
own society that these things sometimes happen. Sometimes women do lik~ . 
women. 

"Chloe liked Olivia," I read. And then it struck me how immense a change 
was there. Chloe liked Olivia perhaps for the fitst time in literature. Cleo
patra did not like Octavia." And how completely Antony and Cleopatra would 
have been altered had she done so! As it is, I thought, letting my mind, I am 
afraid, wander a little from Life's Adventure, the whole thing is simplified, 
conventionalised, if one dared say it, absurdly. Cleopatra's only feeling about 
Octavia is one of jealousy. Is she taller than I am? How does she do her hair? 

9. English scholar .and poet (1809-1883), who 
anonymously translated The Rubdiydt of On ... , 
[([.an'am (I859). 
I. Woolt's name for a fictitious contemporary 
,,"thor or a novel, Lifo's Ad ...... t .. re. which bears a 
resemblance to the novel published by Mary 
Stopes (under the name Mary Carmichael) titled 
I.ave', Creation (1928). 

2. The masistrate presiding over the trial that was 
to han Radcliffe Hall'. Well of Lonelineg (1928) 
for depicting leshlanlsm. 
3. In Shakespeare'. Antony <nUl Cleopatra (1606-
07). Antony loves Cleopatra but marries Octavia to 
cement a politlcnl alliance; Cleopatra Interrogates 
a messenger about Octavia's height, voice, gait, 
and hair color (3.3). 
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The play, perhaps,. required nO,more. But .how interesting it would have· been 
if the relationship between the two women: had,heen ·more;complicated.AlI 
these relationships. between. women, I .thought .. ,rapidly recalling the spleridid 
gallery of fictitious women, are too simple, So.·much has been left tout, unat
tempted. And I tried to remember .any case in the course. of my reading-where 
two womeil ·are represented as friends •. There is· an attempt at 'it.iJ.l· Diana of 
the Crossways. 4. They· are· confidailtes, .of course, in. ·Racine', .and, the. Greek 
tragedies. They are now and then,mothers and daughters •. Bu~ almost Without 
exception· they are· shown in their relation to men •. ·It was, strange .. to think 
that all.the great women of·fiction were, until Ja~ei Austen's day, ·not.only 
seen by the other·sex, but 'seen .,only.in.relation- to the ,other sex. And how 
small a part of a woman'silifei$ thatl.and howJittlec;:an,a man know even of 
that when he 9bservesrluhtough the blackor·rosy spectacles which sex puts 
upon his nose. Hence, perhaps, the peculiar nature of woman in fiction; the 
astonishing extremes of her beauty and horror; her alternation's between 
heavenly goodness and hellish depravity-'-for so a lover would see her as his 
love rose or sank, W;lsprosperous .or unhappy. This is not so. true of the 
nineteenth-c~ntury. novelists, 'dt course. Woman' becomes much' 'more vari-
6,us, and cOlpplicated there:i:ndeed it ~as th~; desire' to write 'about wo~en 
tier-haps that led men . ~y' degrees to liba,ndon th~poetic drama which; w.ith 
its Violence, could make so little use Of them, and to devise the novel as a 
more ~ttiiigr~cepi~~le: E~en so it 'r~iruii~s obvio'~s, e':'en. in th~. Writlngof 
Proust,6that a man'is terribly hampered and' partial in his knowledge of 
women,' as a woman in he'r knowledge of men. . . . ., '. 

,Also,' i ~o~tinued, l~oking' aow~ .atdie page agilin, it is becoming Fyi~eJ1i 
t~at womE;!i, 'like:men; hav:e"other~in~erests besides th~, perenri!al i:riter~sts 
C?f domesticity', "Chloe liked 9livia.,'!hey sha~.ed a labot~~9ry;tog~tl;ter .. " :" 
I r~ad. qn .and discov~r~~ that these t~o young women \¥ere 'engag«;!d,in m~nc
irig liver, 'which is, 'it' seems, a cure for pernicious aria~inia: although one of 
them was married and had-I think I amrighfih stai:ing~two small children. 
Now all that, of course, has had to be left out,' arid thus the spltmClid portrait 
of the fi~titious 'woman is much too, simplea'nd m~ch.to~ monoto*ollS. Sup
pose, for instance, that men were only represented in Hterature as the lovers 
of women, arid were never the friends' ()f men, soldiers, thinkers, dreamers; 
how few parts i~ the plays of Sh:ikespeate could be allotted to them;. ho~ 
literature would sufferl We might perhaps have most oEOthello; al'1:d a good 
deal of Antony; but rio Caesar, no Brutus,no Hamlet, n<:J Le~lr, no Jaques7-

literature would be incredibly impoverished; as indeed literature is impov
erished beyond our counting by the doors that have .been shu(upon 'women. 
Married against their will~~ept in one room,and to one occupation, how 
could a dramatist give a full or interesting or truthfi.ll aCt:ount'of them? Love 
was the orily possible interpreter. The poet was forc~d to be passionate or 
bitter, unless indeed he chose to "hate women," whlch meant m'ore often 
than not that he was unattractive to them. 

Now if Chloe likes bliviaand they share a: laboratory, which of itself will 

4. An 1885 novel by George M~redlth. who haei 
been a friend ofWoolr. father." : .. ", . . 
5. 'Jean Racille (1639-1699). Fi'e~(:h .dramatist. 
6. Marcel Proust (1871-1922), French novelist. 
whose multivolume A Ia rechercJuo d .. temps perd .. 

(1913-27, Remembrance of TId",s Past) Woolf 
read with great appreciation. 
7. All characters In Shakespeare'. plays. from 
OeJuo/lo. Antmty MUl Cleopatm. 1 .. 11 ... CtUs .. r, 
H .. m"'t, King LA .. r. and As You Lilts Ie. 
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make their friendship more varied and. lasting because it will be less personal; 
if Mary Carmichael knows how to Write,- and· I: was beginning to enjoy. some 
quality in her style; if she has a rQom. to herself, of which I am not quite 
sure; if she has. five hundred a year of her own-but that remains to be 
proved-then I think that something of great importance has happened. 

For if Chloe likes Olivia and Mary Carmichael knOw.s how to express it 
she will light a torch in that vast chamber where nobody has yet been. It is 
all half lights and profound shadow.s like those serpentine caves where one 
goes with a candle peering up and clown, not knowing, where one is stepping. 
And I began to read the book again, and read how Chloe watched Olivia put 
a jar on a shelf and. say how it was time to ·go home to 'her children. That-is 
a sight that .has never been seen since the .. ,world began, I exclaimed. And I 
watched too, very curiously. For I wanted to' see how Mary Carmichael set 
to work to catch those unrecorded gestures, those unsaid or half~sald words, 
which form themselves, no more palpably than the shadows of moths on the 
ceiling, when .women are alone, unlit by the capricious' and coloured light of 
the other sex. She will need to ho.ld her breath, I said, reading.on; if she is 
to do it; for women are so suspicious orany interest that has not some obvious 
motive :behind it, so terribly accustomed to concealment and suppression, 
that they are ;offat the flicker of an eye turned observingly in their direction. 
The only;way for you to do it, I though~,.addressing Mary Carmiohael as if 
she were there, would be to talk of .something.else, 100king·steadilyQut of 
the window; and thus note, not with.a pencil in '8 noteboQk;.but, in the 
shortest of shorthand, in words that are hardly syllllbled yet, what happens 
when Olivia~this organism that has; been under ,the s~addw of the rock 
these million years~feels the. light fallon it; and sees coming her way a piece 
of strange food--',-"-knowledge, adventure, art. ·Ahd she rel;lches out for it~ I 
thought, again raising my eyes from the page, and has to devise some. entirely 
new combination of her resources, so highly . developed for other purposes, 
so as to absorb the new into the old without dillturbing the.infinitely,intricate 
and elaborate balance of the whole. ' 

.. .. .. 
[ANDROGYNY] -.' But the sight of the 'two people getting into the taxi and the satisfilction it 

gave me made me also ask whether there ate, two sexes in the mind corre
sponding to the two sexes in the body, and whether they also r~quire to be 
united in ()t'der to get complete satisfaction and happiness. And I went on 
amateurishly to sketch a plan of the soul Sci. that in each of us two powers 
preside, one male, One female; and in the niari's brain, the man ptedominates 
Over the womim, and in the woman's brain, the Woman predominates over 
the man.' The norinal and comfortable st~te of being is that when' the two 
live in harmony together, spiritually cooperating. If one is a man, stii! the 
woman part of the brain must have effed;' and a woman also must have 
intercourse with the man in her. Coleridge8 perhaps meant this when he said 
that a greatrnihd is androgynous. It iswhen this fusion takes place that the 
mind is fully' fertilised and Uses all its faculties. Perhaps a mind that is purely 

B. SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE (1772-1 B34), English Rdmantlc I>oet and critic; see Table Taik, September 
1,IB32. . ',,' . 
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masculine cannot create, any more than a mind that· is purely feminine, I 
thought: ,But i,t would be well to test what one meant by man-womanly, and 
conversely by ~oman-manly, by pausing and looking at a book or two. 

Coleridge, certainly did not mean, when he said that a great mind is androg
ynous, that it is a mind that has any special sympathy with women; a mind 
that takes up their cause or devotes itself to their interpretation. Perhaps the 
androgynous mind is less apt to make these distinctions than the single"sexed 
mind. He meant, perhaps, that the androgynOl,ls mind is resonant and 
porous; that it transmits emotion without impedim~*; that i~ is naturally 
creative, incandescent and undivided. hi fact one goes back to Shakespeare's 
mind as the type of the androgynous, of the ma,r:t-w'd1na~ly mind, though it 
would be impossible to say what Shakespeare thought of women. And if it 
be true that it is one of the tokens of the fully devel~J?ed mind that it does 
not think specia,lIy or separately of sex, how much harder it is to attain that 
condition now than ever before. Here I came to the books by living writers, 
and there paused and wondered if this fact were not at the root of something 
that had long puzzled me. No age can ever have been as stridently sex
conscious as our own; those innumerable books by men about women in the 
British Museum9 are a proof of it. The Suffrage campaign I was no doubt to 
blame. It must have roused in men an extraordinary desire for self-assertion; 
it must have made them lay an emph~sis upon their own sex and its char
acteristics which they would not have troubled to thirik about had they not 
been challenged. And when one is challenged, even by a few women in black 
bonnets, one retaliates, if one has never been challeJ;:1ged before, rather 
excessively. That perhaps accounts for some of the cHaracteristics that I 
remember to have found 'here, I thought, taking dowh ~ new novel by Mr~ 
A, who is in the prime .of life and very well thought of; apparently, by the 
reviewers. I opened it. Indeed, it was delightful to read a ,man's writing again. 
It was so dir~ct, so straightforward after the Writing ot women. It indicated 
such freedom of mind', such liberty of pers~n, such confidence in himself. 
One had a sehse of physical well-being in the prese~ce of this well-nourished, 
well-educated, free mind, which had ,never ,been thwarted or opposed, but 
had had full liberty from birth to stretch itself in whatever way it liked. All 
this was admirable. But after reading a chapter or two a shadow seemed to 
lie across the page. ,It was a straight dark bar, a shadow shaped something 
like the letter "I." One began dodging this way and that to catch a glimpse 
of the landscape behind it. Whether that was indeed a tree or a woman 
walking2 I was J?ot quite sure. Back one was always hailed to the letter ':~." 
One began to be tired of "I." Not but what this "I" was ~,'most respectable 
"I"; honest and logical; as hard as ~ nut, and polished for centuries by good 
teaching and good feeding. I respect and admire that "I" from the bottom of 
my heart. But-here I turned a page or two, looking for something or other
the worst of it is that in the shadow of the letter "I" all is shapeless as mist. 
Is that a tree'? No, it is a woman. But ... she has not a bone in her body, I 
thought, watching Phoebe, for that was her· name, coming acr9ss the beach. 
Then Alan got up and the shadow of Alan at once obliterated Phoebe. For 
Alan had views and Phoebe was quenched in the flood of his views. And 

9, That Is. In the Reading Room of the British 
Museum (In Bloomsbury), where Woolf did her 
research. 
I. The movement to obtain the vote for women 

succeeded In England In 1918. 
2. POlslbly an allullon to Mark 8.24. "I see men 
as trees, walking.· 
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then Alan, I thought, has passions; and here I turned page after page very 
fast, feeling that the crisis was approaching, and so it was. It took place on 
the beach under the sun. It was done very openly. It was done very vigorously. 
Nothing could have been more indecent. But ... I had said "but" too often. 3 

One cannot go on saying "but." One must finish the sentence somehow, I 
rebuked myself. Shall I finish it, "But-I am bored!" But why was I bored? 
Partly because ~f the dominance of the letter "I" and the aridity, which, like 
the giant beech "tree, it casts within its shade. Nothing will grow there. And 
partly for some more obscure reason. There seemed to be some obstacle, 
some imped.iment of Mr. A's mind which blocked the fountain of creative 
energy and shored it within narrow limits. And remembering the lunch party 
at Oxbridge, and the cigarette ash and the Manx cat and Tennyson and 
Christina Rossetti4 all in a bunch, it seemed possible that the impediment 
lay there. As he no longer hums under his breath, "There has fallen a splendid 
tear from the passion-flower at the gate," when Phoebe crosses the beach, 
and she no longer replies, "My heart is like a singing bird whose nest is in a 
water'd shoot," when Alan approaches what can he do? Being honest as the 
day and logical as the sun, there is only one thing he can do. And that he 
does, to do him justice, over and over (I said, turning the pages) and over 
again. And that, I added, aware of the awful nature of the confession, seems 
somehow dull. Shakespeare's indecency uproots a thousand other things in 
one's mind, and is far from being dull. But Shakespeare does it for pleasure; 
Mr. A, as the nurses say, does it on purpose. He does it in protest. He is 
protesting against the equality of the other sex by asserting his own superi
ority. He is therefore impeded and inhibited and self-conscious as Shake
speare might have been if he too had known Miss Clough and Miss Davies.' 
Doubtless Elizabethan literature would have heen very different from what 
it is if the woman's movement had begun in the sixteenth century and not 
in the nineteenth. 

What, then, it amounts to, if this theory of the two sides of the mind holds 
good, is that virility has now become self-conscious-meri, that is to say, are 
now writing only with the male side of their brains. It is a mistake for 'a 
woman to read them, for she will inevitably look for something that she will 
not find. It is the power of suggestion that one most misses, I thought, taking 
Mr. B the critic in my hand and reading, very carefully and very dutifufly; 
his remarks upon the art of poetry. Very able they were, acute and full of 
learning; but the trouble was, that his feelings no longer communicated.; his 
mind seemed, separated into different chambers; not a sound carried from 
one to the other. Thus, when one takes a sentence of Mr. B into the mind 
it falls pluinp to the ground-dead; but when one takes a sentence of Cole
ridge into ~he mind, it explodes and gives birth to all kinds of other ideas, 
and that is the only sort of writing of which one can say that it has the secret 
of perpetual life. 

But whatever the reason may be, it is a fact that one must deplore. For it 

,~, The first word of A Ro ..... afOne'. Own is "But." 
4. In the book's first chapter, Woolf discusses the 
missing tails of Manx cat. along with the poem. 
('Juoted here) "Maud" (1855) by Alfred, Lord Ten
nysnn (1809-1892), and "A Birthday" (1862), by 
Christina Rossetti (1830-1894), which represent 
what Incn and women, respectively, humlned at 
gat"dell l,arties before the war. "Oxbridgc": an 
invented place, blending Oxford And Cambridge 

Universities. 
5. Anne Jemima Clough (1820-1892) and Emily 
Davies (1830-1921), leaders in the movement to 
promote women's education. Clough was the first 
principal of Newnham Hall, the first institution ror 
women at Cambridge University; Davies helped 
found and was the first mlstres. of Girton College, 
the second such institution at Cambridge. 
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means-;-here I had-come to rows bf books by Mr. Galsworthy and Mr. Kip
ling6-----.:thllt some of the finest- workS,of-our greatest ·livin.g ~iters fall upon 
deaf-ears. Do what: she will.a.woman .cannot find in'them that foontain of 
perpetual life which the critics_assure her is there. It is not only that. they 
celebrate male virtues,enforce;male valu~s and describe the world of-men; 
it is thai: the emotion with -which these books are permeated is to a.w-Oman 
incomprehensible. It is coriting, it is gathering,· it is abou~ to burst ohone's 
head, one begins saying long before-the end. That picture.will fall on old 
Jolyon's head; he will die of the shock; the old clerk will speak over him two 
or three obituary words; and all the swans on the Thames will-simultaneously 
burst out singing. But one will rush away before that hat>pens and hide in 
the gooseberry bushes, for the emotion which is· so d~epl so subtle, so sym
bolical to a man moves a woman. to wonder. So with Mr. Kipling's officers 
who turn their backs; and his Sowers who sow the Seed; ,and his Men who 
are alone with their Works; and the .F,lag-one blushes at·all these capital 
letters as if one had been caught 'eavesdropping at-some purely masculine 
orgy. The fact is.that neither Mr. Galsworthy nor Mr. Kipling has a spark of 
the woman in him. Thus' all their .qualities seem· to a. woman, if one may 
generalise, crude and immature. They lack suggestive ·power.' And when a 
book lacks suggestive power, however hard it hits the,surface of the mind it 
cannot penetrate withiri. . . ; _ ;: ,. .; -

And in that restless mood inwhich·one takes bookS 'Out and puts them 
back again without looking at ·them I began· to :envisage an -age to come of 
pure, of self-assertive_virility, such as the leiter& of professors:{take 15lr Walter 
Raleigh's? letters, for instance) st!eritto forebode; and the' rulers of It~ly hbve 
already brought into being. For one can hardly fail to be impressed in Rome 
by the sense of unmitigated masculinity; and whatever the.value of umniti- _ 
gated masculinity upon the state, one may question the effect ofit upon the 
art of poetry; At any rate, according to the newspapers, there -is·.a- certain 
anxiety about fiction in Italy. There has -been a meeting of academicians 
whose object iUs "to develop the Italian novel." "-Men famous by birth, or-in 
finance, industry or the Fascist corporations" carite together the. -other day 
iiird discussed the matter, and a telegram was sent -to the.DuceR. expressing 
the hope "that the Fascist era would soon' give birth to a- poet wortHy of it." 
We may all join in that pious hope, but·it is doubtful whether poetry can 
come out of an incubator. Poetry ought to gave a mother as weILasa,father. 
THe Fascist poem, one may fear; will be,a-horrid little abortion such as one 
sees in a glass jar in the museum of some:co-unty town. Such-monsters never 
live long, it is said; one has never seen·a prodigy 'of that iiort cropping grass 
in a field. Two heads on 'one body do. not make for length of; life. ' 

However, the :blame. for all· this, if dne is anxious to lay blame,rests no 
more upon one sex than1upon the other. All seducers and reformers are 
responsible, Lady Bessborough when she lied to Lord Granville; Miss Davies 
when she told the truth to Mr. Greg. 9 All who have brought about a state of 

6. Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936), English pOet 
and novelist. John Gal9worthy. (l867-'-1~.33), 
Engliih novelist and playWright. JolYDI; II a dial--
acter'i;'; his Fonyte Saga (1906:"'22). . . . 
.,. English essayist and critic (1861:-1922), the 
fits' ptofe .. ot Dr English Literature at .Oxford; his 
letters were published in rr~26. . 

8. Benito MussoUnl (1883':'194-5), itaUandlctator. 
9'- . Probably, the Englllh essayist William' Rath
Done'.:G!"'g.(IB09-IB91),_ who I,,'a text.ofl!l62 
asked, "Why Are Women Redundant?" Lady'_I!'e •• -
bDro~'gh (1761-1B21.l. II Henrietta, counte~;'- of 
Be.sbOrough, the lover of Lord Granville Lev .. son-
Gower'( 1773-1846). . 
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sex-consciousness are to blame, and it is they who drive me, when I want to 
stretch my faculties on a book, to seek it in. that happy age, before Miss 
Davies and Miss Clough were .born, when' the writer used both sides of his 

, mind equally. One must turn back to Shakespeare then, for Shakespeare was 
androgynous;, and so was Keats and S,terne and Co~er an4, ,~~~ ,an~, Cole
ridge. Shelley perhaps was sexless. MiIt()n aJ;ld Be~ Jonson ,had a, da~h too 
much of the male in them. So had Wordsworth apd, Tolstof.1 In ,our time 
Proust was wholly androgynous, if not perhaps a little too much of a woman. 
But that failing is too rare for one to complain of it; since without some 
mixture of the kind the intellect seems to predominate and the other faculties 
of the mind 'harden and become ,barren. However, I ton soled myself with 
the reflection that this is perhaps a plissing phase; rltut!h of what I have said 
in obedience to my promise to give you the course of my thoughts will seem 
out of date; much of what flames in my eyes will seem dubious to you who 
have not ye,tcome of age. ',', ' 

Even so, the very first sentence that I would write :here, I said, crossing 
over to the' writing-table and taking iip,thep,ag~ headed Women, and Fic;:tion, 
is that it is fatal for any on~ who, writes to ,think of their sex. It is fatai to be 
a man or woman pure and simple; one"must be woman-manly or man' 
womanly., It is fatal for a woman to lay the, least stress on any grievance; to 
plead even with Justice any cause; in, any way tospeak:consciouslyas a 
woman. And fatal is no figure of speech; for 'anything wtiti:eriwfth thfit con
scious bias is doomed to death. It ceases 'to be t~rtilised. Brilliant and effec
tive, powerful and masterly, as itmay'appear fot' a day Q'r '{wo,'it rrtustwith.er 
at 'nightfall; it cannot grow hi the rtlhids of r;"thers.So'~e, collaboration has 
to ta:k~ place.in the mind between,th~ woritary,aridJ~~ ~Ein bef,!~e the act of 
creatio~ can be accomplished. Some mllrriage i ,Q£ :Opp.9.s,ites h~s ,t() be ,con
summated. The whole of the mind mlf:st lie, wide, open it we, are .to get the 
sense that tht; writer is ,commqnicating hi,s experience :with perfect fullness, 
There must be,freedom and there must be peace; Not a wheel must grate, 
not a light-glimmer. The curtains must be close drawn. The writer, lthought, 
once his experiEmceis over, must lie back and let"hismind celebrate, its 
nuptials in darkness. He must not look, ot' question-what 'iif bein~- done. 
Rathel', he'rTi~st pluck the petals from a'rose or watch the swliWs'fl6itr c~ltnly 
down'th~ fiver. And I saw again the curliehfWhich to~k the'l;>dai: aii'ttthe 
undergraduate and the dead leaves; and; ~he ,taxi, t06k the, '.liiin and the 
woman,2 r thought, seeing them come )ogeiheracross the street, and 
the current swept them away, I thought, hearing far. off the roar of London's 
traffic, into that tremendous stream. 

I, All canonical authors; In v~ryhlg dl!grees: John 
Keats (1795-182 I), English ,poet;' Laurence 
Sterne (I7~3-17(;8), English novelist; William 
Cowper (1731-1800), English poet; Charles Lamb 
(I775-1834), English essayist lind critic; PERCY 
IIYSSHE SHELLEY (1792-1822), English poet;John 

1929 

Milton (1608-1674); EI1g1lihj" oet; Ben Jonson 
(1572-1637), English. poet an J?laywright; WIL
LlAM'WORDSWORTII .0770-1850), English poel; 
and Leo 'tolstoy '(I828-1910~, Russian novelist 
and moral philosopher, " 
2. Scenes d .. scribed earlier in the book. 
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GYORGY LUKAcs 
1885-1971 

The Manist philosopher and aesthetician Gy6rgy Lulmcs played a fundamental role 
in the early development of Marxist literary and cultural theory. His original analYsis 
of the commodity form In History ana Class COHsciousness (1923) continues to influ
ence Marxist cultural theory, especially in the wide-ranging work of FREDRIC JAME
SON. In the area of aesthetics, LuMcs remains influential as well, not only because 
of his sophisticated historical approach to literature, best exemplified in The Historical 
Novel (I 937), but also because of his participation in the so-called realism del;>ate of 
the i 930s, which involved such Marxist luminaries as THEODOR ADORNO, WALTER 
BENJAMIN, and Bertolt Brecht. On the controversial question of representation in 
literature, Lulmcs was a staunch advocate of the realist position. He opposed .the 
experimental aesthetics of high modernism, arguing that its obscure and fragmentary 
literary forms were symptomatic of the alienation characteristic of life under capital
Ism. For Lulmcs, realist literature was a salutary corrective to the disorienting con
ditions of modernity: at its best it presented an expansive picture (the concrete 
totality) of society, including the historical forces shaping It. Lukiics contended that 
if realist literature were reenergized in the modern world, it would not only counter 
the decadence of bourgeois modernist experimentation but also "play the leading part, 
hitherto always denied it, in the democratic rebirth of nations." To this political and 
aesthetic cause, Lukiics devoted much of his professional life, securing his reputation 
as realism's most passionate defender in the mid-twentieth century. . 
. Born to an affiuent Jewish family In Budapest, Gy6rgy Luk'cs displayed at an early 
age a repugnance for his parents' middle-class values. His father, J6zsef Lowinger, 
was the director of the Hungarian General Credit Bank, a leading financial institution 
of Austria-Hungary; Lowinger changed his last nal1le to LuJaics in 1890 to reflect his 
assimilation to Hungarian culture. Lulmcs's mother, Ad~"Wertheimer, derived her 
ancestry from one of the oldest and wealthiest Jewish families in Eastern Europe. In 
his youth Lukiics embraced the fin de si~c1e attitudes Inspired by the nlneteenth
century writers SfiJren Kie'rkegaard, FRIEDRICH NIE'IZSCHE, and' Fyodor Dostoyevski, 
among others. His intellectual interests eventually took him to Germany, where he 
studied under the sociologists GeorgSimmel and Max Weber. Characterized by an 
anguished Romanticism, this initial phase of Lukiics's career is reflected in his two 
early works, Soul ana Form (1911) and The Theory of the Novel (1916), both published 
in German under the German version of his name, Georg Lulmcs. With its typology 
of forms indebted to G. W. F. HEGEL, the latter work became influential in large part 
because it interestingly historicized the novel; but Lukiics later renounced it for devel-
oping a bleak view of the novel as fragmentary and ironic. . 

The barbarism of World War I, the promise of the Russian Revolution of 1917, 
and the subsequent demise of the Austro-Hungarian Empire precipitated Lukiics's 
conversion to Marxism in 1918. He was a deeply committed communist, but he often 
ran into trouble with the Communist Party. He found his History ana Class Con
sciousness, for example, censured by the Comintern Congress in Moscow. In this 
crucial work, which later became an important text for the student uprisings of the 
1960s, Lukiics addressed the widespread sense of fragmentation and alienation under 
capitalism, out of which emerged his conception pf "reification"-the sense of objec
tification experienced by individuals who are subordinated to the rationalizing pro
cesses of commodity production and reduced to the status. of ~hings. He achieved an 
original synthesis of MARX's theory of commodity fetishism, Weber's concept of ration
alization, and Hegel's philosophy of the dialectic. However, the Comintern objected 
to the unorthodox Hegelian (idealist) emphasis on the consciousness of the proletar-
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iat, thus setting the stage for Lukacs's "autocriticisms," or puJ>lic recantations of his 
own published writings. 

From the 1930s onward, Lukacs directed considerable effort toward the construc
tion and defense of a Marxist realist aesthetic conceived in materialist terms and 
opposed to the idealist: tradition from FRIEDRICH VON SCHILLER (1759-1805) to 
Arthur Schopenhauer (i 788-1860). However, during Joseph Stalin's consolidation 
of power in the 1930s and up to the "thaw" of the 1950s, Lukacs sometimes employed 
a coded language to express his unorthodox opinions on realism, because the theory 
and practice of literature in the Soviet Union had been increasingly regulated by the 
policy of Proletkult, the Bolshevik Party Central Committee, and the All Russian 
Association of Proletarian Writers (RAPP)-all of which endorsed the view that writ
ers must serve the interests of the party. The result was a growing intolerance that 
prompted the exile of such figures as the revolutionary and cultural theorist LEON 
TROTSKY and the noted Russian formalist ROMAN JAKOBSON. Intellectual constraints 
were also imposed on BORIS EICI-IENBAUM, another formalist. At issue was the theory 
of "socialist realism," which was devised by Maxim Gorky in consultation with Stalin, 
promulgated by A. A. Zhdanov, and sanctioned by the Congress of Soviet Writers in 
1934. In theory, socialist realism insisted that realistic novels must be overtly didactic, 
serving the interests of socialism and the working class. Trotsky thought such a def
inition of realism was too narrow, and Lukacs himself would have nothing to do with 
it because he opposed overt didacticism and admired such European novelists as 
Walter Scott (1771-1832), Honore de Balzac (1799-1850), and Thomas Mann 
(1875-1955), classifying them as "critical realists." After Stalin's death in 1953, 
Lukacs was able to work more openly, summing up his views in Die Eigenart des 
Asthetischen (1963, The Specificity of the Aesthetic). 

Published originally in the German literary journal Das Wort (The Word), Lukacs's 
"Realism in the Balance" (1938), our selection, is a classic Marxist essay from the 
realism debate that critiques German expressionism in particular and modernism in 
general, promoting instead realist literature. As its introduction indicates, the essay 
is a response to the major Marxist philosopher Ernst Bloch's defense of expressionism 
in "Discussing Realism" (1938). Lukacs faults expressionism for being content merely 
to depict immediate sense impressions and fragmentary subjective states, as dem
onstrated by its practitioners' preference for montage. In "juxtaposing heterogeneous, 
unrelated pieces of reality torn from their context," expressionism attends only to the 
uncomprehended surfaces and appearances of things, producing opaque, chaotic, and 
random works. It thus abandons the goal of mirroring objective reality and its under-. 
lying socioeconomic laws, becoming instead a passive depiction of the alienation of 
people under capitalism. More important, by universalizing alienation (rather th~ 
seeing it as an effect of capitalism), the movement provides no basis for progressive 
politics. Looking at expressionism from the perspective of late 1930s politics, Lukacs 
associated it with the undermining of the socialist revolution in Germany after World 
War I and the rise of fascism just before World War II. 

Modern progressive art, Lukacs explains, should not further alienate an already 
alienated audience: it should work toward revealing the underlying objective totality 
of the economic system responsible for reducing human beings to things. Realist 
literature performs just such a task. Demonstrating, like Marx, that the "relations of 
production of every society form a whole," great realist literature represents reality as 
it is-namely, as a totality, Lukacs's key concept. At its best, the realist novel reflects 
the totality of social relationships by creating "types" or representative characters. 
Ruther than abandoning plot for a chaotic montage or a disconnected stream of 
consciousness, it devises prophetic narratives that reveal the historical "tendencies" 
of development within society. Lukacs thus argues that realism and not modernism 
constitutes the true avant-garde: an avant-garde not of self-identified leaders but of 
works whose portrayals anticipate where social developments are headed. 
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. For Luklics, realism is distinguished from expressionism and other modernist artis
tic movements such as symbolism and surrealism, all ofwhichl;egressivelyelriphasize 
subjectivity, alienation; and. fragmentation. He also: distinguishes realism ,from other 
ostensibly realistic movements .such as naturalism and impressionism; both of which 
focus on immediate and random sense perceptions.·In his:opitiion,the entire·histo.r. 
ical progression· of literary p-eriods~naturalism, . impressionism; symbolism; expres, 
sionism, and surrealism""':""rriarks 1m increasing 'dissolution of the objectivity of classic 
early-nineteenth·centuty . realism, as, represented most notably by .J3alzac's ·.fiction, 
which occupies the opposite end' of the spectrum from james joyce's decadent mod
ernist fiction .. (The historical ·basis for this undermining', of 'classiC. realism is fully 
developed in Luklics's Historical Novel.) Luklics's great liope is' that· twentieth-century 
realists like·Thomas·Mann can stem the tide of this reactionary'process by providing 
the basis for it truly accessible "populitr"literature attuned to objectivity·and adaptable 
to .Ieftistpolitical coalitions and popular fronfs. '., . ' 

Luklicil~s . advocacy of realism came under immediate and.per.sistent criticism. Per
haps best known is that of Bertolt ,Brecht, who accuses Luklics of inadvertently lapsing 
into formalism by privileging .the form of an· outdated nineteeHth~centurY genre above 
all others. More severe are the criticisms directed at.Luklics.'s central conceptions of 
totality and typicality. With the advent of postmodernism, totalizing theories in gen
eral have come under attack, for'instance; the leading philosopher·ohhe postmodem, 
JEAN-FRANCOIS LYOTARD, famously. urged his teaders:to "wage'a war on,totality" and 
to critique "grand narratives'~. that purport to explain everything. In ' spite·'cf all this, 
Luklics's work' has made important 'contributions to' contempOrary debates; ·hisirifhl
ence is clear in the roles that reifioation, realism, and·pericidization .. play in the work 
of Fredric jameson, the most important American theorist of postmodernism. 

.. ; "1-· :,' 
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Realism in' the ilalimce 1 

In .its day the revolutionary bourgeoisie conducted a violent struggle 
in the interests of its own class; It made use of every means at its 
disposal, inclUding those of imaginative literature. What was It that 
made the vestiges of chivalry thl! object 'of iittlver$al rldlc!ule? Cer- . 
vantes' Don Quixote.' Don Quixote was the most· powerful weapon 
in the arsenal of the bourg~isle In. Its war against. fel,ldalism and 
aristocracy. The revolutionary proletariat could. do. with at,least one. 
little Cervantes (laughier) to arm it With a similar weapon. (Laugh-

. ter and applause.) 
. Georgi Dlmitrov,"Speech given during an anti-Fascist· 

evening in the Writers' Club.in Moscow. 

Anyone intervening at this late stage' hi the ·debate on Expressionism in Das 
Wort finds' himself faced with certain' difficulth~s. of Many voices Have been 
raised in passionate defence of Expressionism. But· as soori ·as· we reach the 
point when· it· becomes imperative to sp~cify"whom we' bre' toregal'd as the 
exemplalyExpressionist writer, or even to include in the category of Expres
sionism'; we find that opinions :diverge. so ,sharply that no single'name can 
count on general agreement. One' sometimes has the feeling, particularly 
when reading the most impassioned apologias, that perhaps there' was no 
suc~ thing as an ExpreSSionist writer. -4 . 

Since our present dispute is concerned not with the evaluation of individ
ual writers but with general literary principles, it "is not of paramount impor
tancefor us to resolve this problem. Literary. history undoubtedly recognizes 
a trend kriown as Expressionism; a trend with its poets and its critics. In the 
discussion 'which follows I shall cbI)fine myself to questions of principle. 

I. :rranslated by Rodney Llving.tone; he occasion
ally Inserts the 'orlglnal German words In brackets. 
2. Novel (l605, 1615) by Miguel de Cervantes 
(1547-1616). 
3. Bulgarian Communist leader (l882-1949). 
4. Inspired by.Luklks's earlier essay "Expression
Ism: Its Significance and Decline" (1934), the 
debate on expressionism in the literary journal na. 
Wort (The Word) began in 1937 with an attack on 
the exPres.lonlst poet Gottfried Benn (1886-
1956) by the German writer Alfred Kurella (11195-
1975), who, folloWing Lukdcs,'argued that the sub-

Jectlve experimental art forms of expressionism 
were not only Irrational but resl'<m,;ible for the rise 
of fascism In Germany. There followed a series of 
rejoinders by supporters of expressionism, includ
Ing Herwarth Walden (l878-194I), editor of a key 
expressionist Journal; Bela Balazs (1884-1949); 
Gustav von Wangenheim (1895-1975); and, most 
notably, the German Marxist philosopher Ernst 
Bloch' (1885-1977), whose essay "Discussing 
Expressionism" (1938) prompted LukAcs 10 wrile 
"Realism In the Balance." 
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First, a preliminary' question about the nature of the central issue: is it really 
a conflict between modern and classical (or even neo-c1assical) literature, as 
has been implied bya number of writers who have concentrated their atta~k 
on my critical activities? I submit that tfJis way of posing the questi~ii .is 
fundamentaUy wrong. Its implicit assumption is that modern art i!i ~dei1lic~1 
with the development of specific Jiterary trends leading from Naturalisni'and 
Impressionism via Expressionism tQ Surrealism. In the article by Ernst BIQch 
and Hanns Eisler in the Neue Weltbiihne, to which Peter Fischer refeJ;'s,5 
this theory is formulated in a:partic~larly explicit and apodictic way. wh~h 
these writers talk of modern art, its representative figures are taken extlu
sively from the ranks of the movements just referred to. 

Let us not pass judgem~nt at this stage. Let us rather enquire: can this 
theory provide an adequate f.oundation for the history of Iitera,ture in our 
age? . 

At the very least, it must be pointed out that a quite different view is 
tenable. The development of literature, particularly in capitalist socIety, and 
particularly at capitalism's .moment of crisis, is extraordinarily complex. Nev
ertheless, to offer a crude over-simplification, we may still distinguish three 
Jl1!lin currents' in the literature of our age; these currents are not of course 
entirely distinct but often overlap in the cl~velopment Qf individual writers: 
1) Openly anti-'realist or pseudo-realist literature which is concerned to pro
vide an apologia for, and a defence of, the existing system. Of this group we 
shaU say nothing here. 
2) So-called avant-garde literature (we shall come to authentic modern lit
erat~re in due course) from Naturalhlm to Surrealism. what is its general 
~hrUst? We may briefly antit:ipateour findings here by saying that its main 
trend is its growing distance from, and progressive dissolution of, realism. 
3) The literature of the major realists of the day. For the most part these 
writers do not belong to any literary set; they are swimming against the main
stream of literary development, in fact, against the two currents noted above. 
As a general pointer to the complexion of this contemporary form of realism, 
we need only mention the names of Gorky, Thomas and Heinrich Mann and 
Romain RoUand.6 

In the articles which leap so passionately to the defence of the rights of 
modern art against the presumptuous claims of the so-called neo-c1assicists, 
these leading figu'res of contemporary literature ar~ not even mentioned. 
They simply do not exist in the eyes of modernist literature and its chroni
clers. In Ernst Bloch's interesting work Erbschaft dieser Ze#,7 a hook rich 
both in information and in ideas, the name of Thomas Mann occurs only 
once, unless my memory deceives me; the author refers to Mann's (and 
Wassermann's8) 'bourgeois refinement' [soigniene Bargerlich1teit] and with 
that he dismisses the matter. ", 

5. E. Bloch and H. Eisler, "Ole Kunst zu erben," 
In Die Neue Weltbahne, 1938 [Lukacs's note). Eis
ler (1898-1962), German composer. Emst'Peter 
Fischer (1899-1972), German poet. philosopher, 
and aesthetlclan. 
6. French novelist, playwright, and scholar (1866-
1944). Maxim Gorki or Gorky (pseudonym of Alek
sey Peshkov, 1868-1936), Russian author, con-

sldered the founder of Soviet laelaliit reaUlm. 
Thomal Mann (1875-11155), German noveUst and 
Nobel lauteate for literature In 19i9. Hc!lnrich 
Mann (1871-1950), German noveUst, brother of 
Thomas. " 
7. Heritage of Our n_ (1934). 
8. Jakob Wassermann (1873-1934), German nov
elist. 
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Views such as these turn the entire discussion on its head. It is high time 
to put it back on iis feet and take up cudgels on behalf of the best mod~rn 
literature, against its ignorant detractors. So the terms of the debate are not 
classics versus modernists; discussion must focus instead on the question: 
which are the progressive trends in the literature of today? It is the fate of 
realism that hangs in the balance. 

2. 

One of Ernst Bloch's criticisms of myoid essay on Expressionism9 is that I 
devoted too much attention to the theoreticians of the movement. Perhaps 
he will forgive me if I repeat this 'mistake' here and this time make his critical 
remarks on modern literature the focal point of my analysis. For I do not 
accept the view that the theoretical descriptions of artistic movements are 
unimportant-even when they make statements that are theoretically faise. 
It is at such moments that they let the cat out of the bag and reveal the 
otherwise carefully concealed 'secrets' of the movement. Since, as a theo
retician, Bloch is of quite a different stature than Picard and Pinthus l were 
in their day, it is not unreasonable for me to examine his theories in some
what greater depth. 

Bloch directs his attack at my view of 'totality'. (We may leave out of 
account the extent to which he interprets my position correctly. What" is at 
issue is not whether I am right or whether he has understood ~e correctly, 
but the actual problem under discussion.) The principle to be refuted, he 
believes, is 'the undiluted objective realism which characterized Classicism'. 
According to Bloch my thought is premissed ~hroughout 'on the ide~ 'of a 
closed and integrated reality ... Whether such a totality in fact constitutes 
reality is open to question. If it is, then Expressionist experiments with dis
ruptive and interpolative techniques are but'-sn empty jew d'esprit, as are the 
more recent experiments with montage and other devices making :for dis
continuity.' 

Bloch regards my insistence on a unified reality as a mere hangover from 
the systems of classical idealism, and he goes o'n to formulate his own posi
tion as follows: 'What if authentic reality is also discontinuity? Since Lukacs 
operates 'with a closed, objectivistic conception of reality, when he comes-t'O' 
examine Expressionism, he resolutely sets his face against any attempt on 
the part of artists to shatter any image of the world, even that of capitalism. 
Any art which strives to exploit the real fissures ill surface inter-relations and 
to discover the new in their crevices, appears in his eyes merely as a wilful 
act of destruction. He thereby equates experiments in demolition with a 
condition of decadence.' ' 

Here we have a coherent theoretical justification of the development of 
modern art, one which goes right to the heart bf the ideological issues at 
stake. Bloch is absolutely right: a fundamental theoretical discussion of these 
questions 'would raise all the problems of the dialectical-materialist theory 
of reflection [Abbildlehre).' Needless to say, we cannot embark on such a 
discussion here, although'l personally would ~atly welcome the opportu-

9. "Expressionism: Its Significunce lind Decline" 
(1934), 
I. [{urt Pinthu. (1886-1975), German critic. 
known for editing ~enschheitsda1fnneru"g (1920, 

Dawn of H"n",nity), an Influential anthology of 
expressionist J>oetry. Jacob Picard (1883-1967), 
German expressionist poet. 
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nity to do so. In the present debate we are concerned with, a much simpler 
question, namelYt does' the. 'closed integration~, the 'totality'. of the·cal'it~list 
system, of bourgeois society, with its unity of economics and ideology~ 'really 
form an objective whole, independent,ofconsciousness?-

Among Marxists~and in his latest book Bloch has stoutly proclaimed his 
commitment to Marxism-there should be nodiilpute onthispoiht. Marx2 

says: 'The relations of production of every society form a whole.' We must 
underscore the word 'every' here, since Bloch's position essentially denies 
that this 'totality' applies to the capitalism of our age. So although the dif
ference between .our views ·seems to be immediate, forinal· and, non
p\tilhsophical, one which revolves instead round a disagreement about the 
sodo-economic interpretation of capitalism, .nevertheless, since philosophy 
is a mental reflection ofrealityj important philosophical disagreements must 
be implicit in it.' .' 

It goes without:saying that our quotatihn from.Marx has to be understood 
historically~in other words, economic reality as a totality is·itself subject to 
historical change. But, these changes consist largely in the Way in which all 
the various aspects of the e€onomy are expand~d and.intensified, so thfitthe 
'totality' becomes ever more closely-knit andsuhstantialoAfter all; according 
to Marx, the decisive progressive role of the bourgeoisie. iil history lSi to 
develop the world market, thankS' to which' the .economyof the 'wholewdrld 
becomes' an' .objectively . unified totality. Priinitive economies, create· the 
superficial appearance' of great ·unitylpHmitive-.communist~vil1ages ortownll 
in the· early Middle Ages are bbviousexamples.But in . such a 'unity' the 
economic unit is linked to its envirohment, and to human society as a whole, 
orily bya very few threads. Under capitalism, on the other ha)i.«J, th~different 
strands·ofthe economy achieve a·quite unprecedented autonomy;' as We can 
see from the examples of trade and. money-an autonomy so extensive that 
financial.crises can arise directly. from the: circtdation ·.of money.' As a result 
ohhe objective structure ofthiseconomic syStem, the surf~ce o£capitalism 
appears to 'disintegrate' into a series of elements all driven towards indepen. 
dence. Obviously this ,must he refleCted in the consciousness of the.men·who 
live.in;this society, and hence too in the consciousness ofpoefs.and thinkers . 

. Consequently the: movement of its individual components towards auton
omy is an objective fact of the capitalist economic system; Nevertheless this 
autonomy constitutes only one; part of the overall process; ·The underlying 
unity, the totality, all of whose, parts are objectively interrelated, manifests 
itself most strikingly in .the fact of crisis. Marx gives the following analysis 
of the process in which·;the constituent elements necessarily achieve inde~ 
pendence: 'Since they do in fact belong together, the process by means of 
which the complementary parts become independent· must-inevitably appear 
violent and destructive. The phenQrtlenon in which their ,unity, the unity of 
discrete objects, makes itself felt, is the phenomenon of crisis. The indepen
dence assumed by processes which belong together and complement 'each 
other is violently destroyed; The crisis thus makes manifest the unity of pro
cesses which had become individually independent.'~ 

These, then, are the ftmdall1ental objective components of the 'totality' of 

Z. KARl, MAlIld1818-188~). Germ'an tevolutlon
ary. economist. and philosopher. 

3. See Capital • • vol. . '1. p. 'Z09; U)ildon. 1976 
(Penguln/NLR edition) [translator's note]. 
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capitalist society. Every Marxist knows that. the basic economic categories of 
capitalism are always reflected in the minds of men, directly, but always back 
to front. Applied to our present argument this' means that in periods when 
capitalism functions it'!. a so-called normal manner, and its ,various processes 
appear autonomous, people living within capitalist society think and expe" 
rience it as unitary, whereas in periods of crisi!!', ~'hen the au'tonomous ele
ments are drawn together into unity, they experience it as disintegration. 
With the general crisis of the capitalist system, the experience of disintegra
tion becomes firmly entrenched over long 'periods of time in broad sectors 
of the population ;which normally experience the various mllnifestations of 
capitalism in a very immediate way;' 

3. 

What has all this to do with literature'? 
Nothing at all for any theory-like those of EXI'ressionism or Surrealism

which denies that literature has any reference to objective reality. It means 
a great deal, however, for a Marxist theory of literature. If literature is a 
particular forin by 'means of which objective reality is reflected; then it 
becomes of crucial importance for it to grasp that reality as it trulY'is, and 
not merely to 'confine itself to reproClucing whate;ver manif~sts "itself imme· 
diately and: on the surface. If a Writer strives totepreserit'reality as it'thHy 
is, i.e. if he is an ,authentic realist, then the question of totality plays a deci
sive role, no matter how the writel'ilctually conceives the problem 'intellec
tually. Unin repeatedly insisted on the practical importance of.th~ category 
of totality: 'tn order to know an object. thoroughly, it is essential to discover 
and comprehend all of its aspects, its relationships'and its "mediations". We 
shall never achieve this fully, but insistence on all-round knOwledge will pro
tect us from errors and infleXtbility.'4 

The literary practice of every true realist 'demonstrates the importance of 
the overall objective social context and the 'insistence on all-round ·knowl· 
edge' required to do it justice. The profundity of the grellt realist,. the extent 
and the endurance 'of his success, depends in 'great measure on how clearly 
he perceives"-as a creative writer~he true significance'ofwhatever phe
nomenon he 'depicts. This will not prevent him from recognizing, as ~ch 
imagines, th.at' the surface of social reality may exhibit 'subversive tenden
cies', which are correspondingly reflected in the minds of men. The motto 
to myoid eS6ay on Expressionism underscores the fact that I was anything 
but unaware of this factor. That motto,a quotation from Lenin, begins with 
these words: 'The inessential, the apparent, the surface' phenomenon, van
ishes more frequently, is less "solid'''',less "firm" than the "essence"." 

However, what is at issue here above all is not' the mere recognition that 
such a factor actually exists in the context: of the totality. It is even more 
important to see it as a factor in this totality, and hot magnify it int(uhe sole 
emotional and intellectual reality. So the crux of the matter is to understand 
the correct dialectical unity of appearance and essence. What matters is that 

4. Lenin, Collected Wor"",, vol. 32, p. 94. G.L.'. 
Itlllics [translator's note). Vladimir Lenin (1870-
1924), leader of the 1917 Russian Revolution and 
first leader of the new Soviet stale. The edition 

cited I. published by Lawrence and Wishart (Lon
don). 
5. Lenin, Collected Wor,,",; vol.' 38, p. 130 [trans
lator's note). 
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the slice of life shaped and depicted by the artist and re-experienced by the 
reader should reveal the relations between appearance and essence without 
the need for any external commentary. We emphasize the importance of 
shaping [gestalten] this relation, because, unlike Bloch, we do not regard the 
practice of left-wing Surrealists as an acceptable solution tp the problem. 
We reject their method of 'inserting' [Einmontienmg] theses into scraps of 
reality with which they have no organic connection. 

By way of illustration, just compare the 'bourgeois refinem.ent' of ThOI1'll\s 
Mann with the Surrealism of Joyce.6 In the minc!s of the heroes qf both 
writers we find a vivid evocation of the disintegration, the discontinUities, 
the ruptures and the 'crevices' which Bloch very rightly thinks typical ~f the 
state of mind of many people living in the age of imperi,alism.Blqch's mistake 
lies merely in the fact that he identifies this state of mind cJiredly and unre
servedly with reality itself. He equates the highly distorted image created in 
this state of mind with the thing itself, instead. of bbjectively unravelling the 
essence, the origins and the mediations of the distortiqn by comparing it 
with reality.· . 

In this way Bloch does as a theorist exactly wpat ·tfte Expressipnists and 
Surrealists do as artists. Let us take a look at Joyce's harrative method. Lest 
my hostile assessment put the matter in a false light, 'I shaU'quote Bloch's 
own analysis: 'Here; in anq.even beneath the flowing stream we fil'!-d a mouth 
without Ego, drinking, babbling, pouring it out. The language mimes every 
aspect of this collapse, it isnof a fully developed, finished prodtict, let alone 
normative, but open-en·ded and confused. :The sort of speech with puns and 
slips of the tongue that you normally .nnd at· ,"ome"ts of fatigue, in pauses 
in the conversation, and in dreamy or sloven~y pe~ple--,-it is all .here,· only 
completely out of control. The words ~ave become unemployed, they have 
been expelled from their context of,. meaning. The language moves along, 
sometimes a worm cut in pi~ces, sometimes foreshortened like an optical 
illusion, while at yet other times, ,~ hangs down into the· action like a piece 
of rigging.' . . . 

That is his account. Here is his fin~l evaluation: 'An einpty shel~ and the 
most fantastic sellout; a random collection of notes on . crumpled scraps of 
paper, gobbledygook, a tangle of slippery eels, fragments of nonsense, ~nd 
at the same time the attempt to found a scholastic system on chaos; ..• 
confidence tricks in all sh!lpes and sizes, the jokes of a man who has lost his 
roots; blind alleys but paths everywhere-no aims but destinations every
where. Montage? can now work wonders; in the old days it was only thoughts 
that could dwell side by side,8 but now ~hings can do the same, at least in 
these floodplains, these fantastic jungles of the void.' . 

We found it nec·essary to quote this lengthy passage because of the highly 
important, even crucial role given to Surrealist montage in Bloch's historical 
assessment of Expressionism. Earlier on in the book we find him, like all 
apologists of Expressionism, making a distinction between its genuine and 
its merely superficial exponents. Accordjng to.him, the genuine aspirations 

6. James Joyce (1882-1941). Irish modernist 
writer. author of Vlysus (I 922). 
7. The technique of juxtaposing heterogeneous 
elements removed from their contexts. 
8. An allusion to celebrated Iinei in [FRIEDRICH 

VON] SCHILLER'S W .. l!.nstsins Tod ([1799. W .. ILm, 
stel .. •• o-d.] 2.2): "The world Is narrow, broad the 
mlnd-/Thouahts dwell easily side by sl!le IThlngs 
collide violentlY In space" [transla*or's note]. 
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of Expressionism live on. He writes: 'But even today there is no artist of great 
talent around without an Expressionist past, or at least without its highly 
variegated, highly storm-laden after-effects. The ultimate· form of "Expres
sionism" was created by the so-called Surrealists; just a small group, but 
once again that is where the avant-garde is, and furthermore, Surrealism is 
nothing if not montage ... it is an account of the chaos of reality as actually 
experienced, with all its caesuras and dismantled structures of the past.' The 
reader can see here very clearly, in Bloch's advocacy of Expressionism, just 
what he regards as the literary mainstream of our age. It is no less clear that 
his exclusion of every realist of importance from that literature is perfectly 
conscious. 

I hope that Thomas Mann will pardon me for making use of him here as 
a counter-illustration. Let us call to mind his Tonio Kroger, or his Christian 
Buddenbrook, or the chief characters from The Magic Mountain. 9 Let us 
further suppose that they had been constructed, as Bloch requires, directly 
in terms of their own consciousness, and not by contrasting that conscious
ness with a reality independent of them. It is obvious that if we were con
fronted merely by the stream of associations in their minds, the resulting 
'disruption of the surface' of life would be no less complete than in joyce. 
We should find just as many 'crevices' as in joyce. It would be a mistake to 
protest that these works were produced before the crisis of modernity-the 
objective crisis in Christian Buddenbrook, for example, leads to a more pro
found spiritual disturbance than in joyce's heroes. The Magic. Mountain is 
contemporary with Expressionism. So if Thomas Mann had contented him
self with the direct photographic record of the ideas and scraps of experience 
of these characters, and with using them to construct a montage, he might 
casily have produced a portrait as 'artistically progressive' as the joyce whom 
Bloch admires so hugely. 

Given his modern themes, why does Thomas Mann remain so 'old
fashioned', so 'traditional'; why does he choose not to clamber on to the 
bandwagon of modernism? Precisely because he is a true realist, a term which 
in this case signifies primarily that, as a creative artist, he knows exactly who 
Christian Buddenbrook, who Tonio Kroger and who HansCastorp, Settem
brini and Naphta' are. He does not have to know it in the abstract way that 
a social scientist would know it; in that sense he may easily make mistakes".. -
as Balzac, Dickens and Tolstoy2 did before him. He knows it after the manner 
of a creative realist: he knows how thoughts and feelings grow out of the life 
of society and how experiences and emotions are parts of the total complex 
of reality. As a realist he assigns these parts to their rightful place within the 
total life context. He shows what area of society they arise from and where 
they are going to. 

So when, for example, Thomas Mann refers to Tonio Kroger as a 'bour
geoi5 who has lost his way', he does not rest content with that: he shows how 
and why he still is a bourgeois, for all his hostility ·to the bourgeoisie, his 
homelessness within bourgeois society, and his exclusion from the life of the 
bourgeois. Because he does all this, Mann towers as a creative artist and in 

9. One of Mann's most celebrated novels (J 924). 
The two ch~Iracters mentioned nrC" froln Mann's 
novels T01'J.io Krnger (1903) nnd lJuJdenbrvok.4i 
((<101 ). 

I. Three characters In The Magic Muuntain. 
2. Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910), Russian novelist. 
Honor~ de Balzac (1799-1850), French novelist. 
Charles Dickens (J8J2-1870), English novelist. 
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his grasp of. the nature of society, above all those 'ultra-radicals' who imagine 
that their anti-bourgeois moods, their~often purely aesthetic~rejection of 
the stiflirtg na~ure.of petty-bourgeois existence, their. contempt for. plush 
armchairs or' a pseudo-Renaissance cult in architecture, have transformed 
them into inexorable foes of bourgeois society. 

4. 

The modern literary schools of the imperialist era, from Naturalism to Sur
realism, which have followed each other in such swift succession; all have 
one feature in common. They all take reality exactly as it manifests itself to 
the writer and the characters he creates. The form of this immediate mani
festation changes as society changes. These changes, moreover, are both 
subjective and objective; depending on modifications in the reality of'capi
talism and also on the ways in which class struggle and . changes in class 
structure produce different reflections on the 'surface of that ·reality. It is 
these changes above all that bring about the swift succession of literary 
schools together with the embittered internecine quarrels that flare up 
between them. 

But both emotionally and intellectually they ali remain frozen in their own 
immediacy; they fail to pierce the surface to discover the underlying essence, 
i.e. the. real factors that relate·their experiences to the hidden social forces 
that produce them. On the contrary, they all'develop their .own artistic 
style~more or less consciously~as a spontaneo'us expression of their imme
diate experience. 

The hostility of all modern schools towards the very meagre vestiges of the 
older traditions of literature and literary history at this time culminates in a 
passionate protest against the arrogance of critics who would like to forbid 
writers, so it is alleged, to write as and how they wish. In so doing, the 
advocates of such movements overlook the fact that authentic freedom, i.e. 
freedom from the reactionary prejudices of the imp~~alist era (not merely 
in the sphere of art), cannot possibly be attained through mere spontaneity 
or by persons urtable to break through the confines of their own immediate 
experience. For as capitalism develops, the continuous production and,repro
duetion of these reactionary prejudices is intensified and accelerated, qot to 
say consciously promoted. by the imperialist bourgeoisie. So if we are ever 
goihg to be able to understand the way in which reactionary ideas infiltrate 
our minds, and if we are.·ever going to achieve a.critical distance from. such 
prejudices, this can only be accomplished by hard work, by abandoning and 
transcending the limits of immediacy, by scrutiniziitg all subjective experi
ences and measuring them against social reality. In short. it can only. be 
achieved by a deeper probing of the real world. 

Artistically, as well as intellectually and politically, the major realists of 
our age have consistently 'shown their ability to under'take this arduous task. 
They have not shirked it in the past, nor do they today. The careers of Romain 
Rolland and of Thomas and Heinrich Mann are relevant here. Different 
though their development has been in other respects, this feature is common 
to them all . 

. Even though we have emphasized the failure of the various modern literary 
schools to progress beyond the level of immediate experience, we should not 
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wish it to be thought that we decry the artistic achievements of serious writ
ers from Naturalism to Surrealism.,Writing from their own experience, they 
have often succeeded in developing a con$istent and interesting mode of 
expression, a style of their own, in fact. But when we look at their work in 
the context of social reality, we see that it never rises above the level of 
immediacy, either intellectually or artistically. 

Hence the art they create remains abstract and one-dimensional. (In this 
context itris immaterial whether the aesthetic theory espoused by a given 
school favours 'abstraction' in art or not. Ever since Expressionism the impor
tance attached to abstraction has been consistently on the increase, in theory 
as well 'as in practice.) At this point the reader may well believe that he 
detects a contradiction in our argument: surely immediacy and abstraction 
are mutually exclusive'? However, one of the greatest achievements of the 
dialectical method-already found in HegeP-was its discovery and dem
onstration' that immediacy and abstraction are closely akin, and, more par
ticularly, that thought which begins in immediacy can only lead to 
abstraction. 

In this context, too, Marx put Hegelian philosophy back on its feet, and 
in his analysis of economic relationships he repeatedly showed, in concrete 
terms, just how the kinship between immediacy and abstraction finds expres
sion in the. reflection of economic realities. We must . confine ourselves to 
one brief illustration. Marx shows that the relationship between the. circu
lation of money and its agent, mercantile capital, involves the obliteration of 
all mediation.s ·and so represents the most extreme form of abstraction in the 
entire process of capitalist production. If they are considered as they mani
fest themselves, i.e. in apparent independence of the overalJ process, the 
form they'assume is that of the purely automatic, fetishized abstraction: 
'money begets money'. This is why the vulgar economists who never advance 
beyond the immediate epiphenomena· of capitalism feel confirmed ,in their 
beliefs by the abstract, fetishized world that surrounds them. They feel at 
home here like fish in water and hence give vent to passionate protests about 
the 'presumption' of a Marxist critique that requires them to look at the'entire 
process of social reproduction. Their 'profundity, here as everywhere else, 
consists in perceiving the clouds of dust on the surface and then haVing the 
presumption to assert that all this dust is' really very important and1riyste
rious', as Marx comments a propos of Adam· Maller. 4 It is from considerations 
such as these that I described Expressionism in myoid essay on the subject 
as an 'abstraction away from reality'. 

It goes without saying that without abstraction there can be no art-for 
otherwise how could anything in art have representative value'? But like every 
movement, abstraction must have a direction, and it is on this that everything 
depends. Every major realist fashions the material given in his own experi
ence, and in so doing makes use. of techniques of abstraction, among others. 
But his goal is to penetrate the laws governing objective reality and to 
uncover .. the deeper, hidden, mediated, not immediately perceptible network 
of relationships that go to make up society. Since these relationships do not 
lie on the surface, since the underlying laws only make' themselves felt in 

3. GEORa WILHELM FRlF.DRlCII HEGEL (1770-
183!), Gennan philosopher. 

4. Gennan political philosopher (1779-1829). 
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very complex ways 'and are· realized .only unevenly, as trends, the labour of 
the realist is extraordinarily arduous,· since it ,has- both an artistic and an 
intellectual dimension. Firstly, he has to discover these relationships intell 
lectually and give them artistic shape. SecondlYi although in practice the two 
processes are indivisible, he must artistically conceal the relationships he 
has just discovered through the process of abstraction~i,ei he has to· tran
scend the process of abstraction. This twofold labour creates a new imme
diacy, one that is artistically mediated; in it, even though the surface of life 
is sufficiently transparent to allow the underlying essence to shine through 
(something which is not true of immediate experience in real 1ife) , it,nev~ 
ertheless manifests itself as immediacy, as life as it actually appears. :More
over, in the works of such writers we observe the whole surface: oflife·in:all 
its essential determinants, and not just a subjectively perceived moment iso-
lated from the totality in an abstract and over-intense manner. ' 

This, then, is the artistic dialectic of appearance and essence. The richer, 
the more diverse, complex and 'cunning' (Lenin) this dialectic is, the more 
firmly it grasps hold of the living contradictions of life and society, then the 
greater and the more profound the realism will be. 

In contrast to this, what does it mean to talk of an abstraction away from 
'reality'? When the surface of life is ,only experienced immediately, it remains 
opaque, fragmentary, ,chaotic and uncomprehended. Since .the objective 
mediations are more or less consciously ignored or passed 'over,what lies on 
the surface is frozen and any attempt to 'see it from 'a' higher: intellectual 
vantage-point has to be abandoned. 

There is no state of inertia in' reality. Intellectual and artistic activity must 
move either towards reality or away from it. It might seem paradoxical to 
claim that Naturalism has'already provided us with,an instance of the latter. 
The milieu theory. a view of inherited characteristics fetishized to the point 
of mythology, a mode of expression ,which 'abstractly pinpointed the'imme
diate externals of life; along with 'a number of other factors, all those things 
thwarted any real artistic breakthrough to a living dialectic of appearance 
and essence. Or, more precisely, it was the absence of such a breakthrough 
that led to the Naturalist style. The two things were functions of each other, 

This is why the photographically and phonographically exact imitations of 
life which we find in Naturalism could never' come alive; this is why they 
remained static and devoid of inner tension. This is why the plays and novels 
of Naturalism seem to be almost interchangeable-for aU their' apparent 
diversity in externals. (This would be the place tu discuss one of the major 
artistic tragedies of our time: the reasons why Gerhart Hauptmann' failed 
to become a great realist writer after such dazzling beginnings. But we have 
no space to explore this here. We would merely observe in passing that Nat
uralism inhibited rather than stimulated the development of the author of 
The Weavers and The Beaver Coat, and that even when he left Naturalism 
behind him he was still'unable to discard its ideological assumptions.) 
, The artistic limitations of Naturalism quickly becameobviousi; But they 
were never subjected to fundamental criticism. Instead, the preferred 
method was always to corifront one abstract. form with another, apparently 

5, German dramatist, poet, and novelist (1862-
1946), the Nobel laureate for literature in 1912, 
known for founding German naturalism, The 

w ........ ,. (1892), a tragic play, Is considered his 
most successful work; The B ........ ' Coal (1893), a 
comedy, is less well-known, ' 
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contrary, but no less abstract fonn. It is symptomatic of the entire process 
that each movement in the past confined its attention entirely to the move
ment immediately preceding it; thus Impressionism concerned itself exclu
sively with Naturalism, and so on. Hence neither theory nor practice ever 
advanced beyond the stage of abstract confrontation. This remains true right 
up to the present discussion. Rudolf Leonhard,6 for example, argues the 
historical inevitability of Expressionism in just this way: 'One of the foun
dations of Expressionism was the antagonism felt towards an Impressionism 
which had become unbearable, even impossible.' He develops this idea quite 
logically, but fails to say anything about the other foundations. It looks as if 
Expressionism were utterly opposed to, and incompatible with, the literary 
trends that preceded it. After all, what Expressionism emphasizes is its focus 
on essences; this is what Leonhard refers to as the 'non-nihilistic' feature of 
Expressionism. 

But these essences are not the objective essence of reality, of the total 
process. They are purely subjective. I will refrain from quoting the old and 
now discredited theoreticians of Expressionism. But Ernst· Bloch himself, 
when he comes to distinguish the true Expressionism from the false, puts 
the emphasis on subjectivity: 'In its original form Expressionism meant the 
shattering of images, it meant breaking up the ·surface from an original, i.e. 
subjective, perspective, one which wrenched things apart and dislocated 
them.' 

This very definition made it inevitable that essences had to be torn from 
their context in a conscious, stylized and abstract· way, and each essence 
taken in isolation. When followed through 10gically,'Expressionism repudi
ated any connection with reality and declared a subjectivist war on reality 
and all its works. I would not wish to intervene here in the debate about 
whether, and to what extent, Gottfried Benn7 can be thought of as a typical 
Expressionist. But I find that the sense of life which Bloch describes so 
picturesquely and fascinatingly in his account of ' Expressionism and Surre
alism, finds its most direct, candid and vivid expression in Benn's book Kunst 
und Macht: 8 'Between 1910 and 1925 the anti-naturalist style reigned 
supreme in Europe to the exclusion of almost everything else. For the fact 
is that there was no such thing as reality, at best there were only travesties 
of reaHty. Reality-that was a capitalist concept .... Mind [Geist] had rn5' 
reality.' Wangenheim," too in his highly eclectic apologia for Expressionism, 
arrives at similar conclusions, although by a less analytical, more descriptive 
route: 'Successful works could not be expected in any quantity, since there 
was no reality corresponding to it [i.e. to Expressionism.-G.L.) ... Many 
an Expressionist longed to discover a new world by abandoning terra finna, 
Icaping into the air and clinging to the clouds.' 

We can find a perfectly clear and unambiguous fonn'ulation of this situ
ation and its implications in Heinrich Vogeler.· His accurate assessment of 
abr.traction in Expressionism leads him to the correct conclusion: 'It [i;e. 
Expressionism-G.L.) was the Dance of Death of bourgeois art ... The 
Expressionists thought they were conveying the "essence of things" [Wesen), 
whereas in fact they revealed their decomposition [Verwesung].' 

6. German socialist, pacifist, writer. Hnd poet 
flssoci"tcd with expressionism (IR89-19'B). 
7. German expressionist poet and essayist. 

8. An and Pou't!r {I 934). 
9. German aUlhor, actor, arid stage producer. 
I. German painter (1872-1942). 
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One inescapable consequence of an attitude alien or hostile to reality 
makes itself increasingly evident in the art of the 'avant-garde': a growing 
paucity of content, extended to a point where absence of content or hostility 
towards it is upheld on principle. Orice again Gottfried Benn has put the 
situation in a nutshell: 'The very concept of content, too, has become prob
lematic. Content-what's the point of it nowadays, it's all washed up, worn 
out, mere sham-self-indulgence of .emotions, rigidity ·of feelings, clusters 
of discredited elements, lies, amorphous shapes .... ' '. , 

As the'reader can see for himself, this account closely parallels. Bloch's 
own description of the world of Expressionism and Surrealism. Needless to 
say, their respective analyses lead Bloch and Benn to entirely opposite con
clusions. At a number of points in his book, Bloch clearly sees the problem
atic nature of modem art as something arising from the attitude he himself 
describes: 'Hence major writers no longer make their home in their own 
subject-matter, for all substances· crumble at their touch. The dominant 
world no longer pr:esents them with a coherent image to depict, or to take 
as the starting-point fot their imagination. All that remains is emptiness; 
shards for them to piece together.' .Bloch goes on to explore. the revolutionary 
period of the ·bourgeoisie down to Goethe. 2 He then cont-inues:'Goethe was 
succeeded not by a further development of the novel of education, but by 
the French novel of disillusionment, so that today in' the perfected non
world, anti-world or ruined world of the grand bourgeois vacuum, "reconcil~ 
iation"· is neither a' danger nor an option for. the writer.· Only a dialectical 
approach· [?!-G.L.] is possible heret either as material for a dialectical mon
tage or as an experiment in it. In the hands of Joyce even the world of Odys. 
seus3 became a kaleidoscopic gallery of the disintegrating and disintegrated 
world of today in microscopic cross-section-no more than a cross-section, 
because people today lack something, namely the most important thing of 
all. • ; , , 

We have no desire to qUibble with Bloch over trifles, such as his purely 
idiosyncratic use of the word.'dialectics', or the mistaken logic which allows 
him to suggest that the novel of disillusionment follows directly upon Goe
the. (My early work;T'he Theory of the N011el,4 is partly to blame for Bloch's 
non-sequitur here,) We are. concerned with more vital issues. In particular, 
With the fact that Bloch-although his evaluation is the reverse of ours
~ressesthe notion that the 'subject-matter and the composition of works 
of literatu·re. depend on man's relationship to objecti~e reality. So far so good. 
But when Bloch comes to demonstrate the historical legitbnacy of Expres
sionism and Surrealism; he ceases to concern himself with the objective 
relations between society and the active men of our time, relations which, 
as we can see from Jean Christophe,5 even permit a novel of education to he 
written; Instead, taking the isolated state of mind of a· specific class of intel
lectuals as.hisstarting-point, he constructs·a sort of home-made model of 
the contemporary world; which logically enough. appears to him as a 'oon
world'-a conception which, regrettably enough, turn~ out to be very similar 

i.}ohann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832),. 
German poet, novelist, and dramatist. 
3. That Is. the adaptation of Homer's Odyssey (ca. 
8th c. D.C.E.) In Joyce's U/ysse.. ' 
4. Apre-Mandst work (written In 1914 and 1915) 
that Lukllcs renounced after 19 1.8 when he 

. became a member of the Communist Party. . 
5. The maJo'" work of Romain' Rollllnd, a novel In 
10 volumes [1904-12] whose theme I. Franco
German relations all reflected In the life of a 
German musician [translator's note]. 
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to that of Benn. For writers who adopt this kind of stance towards reality 
there obviously cannot be any action, structure, content or .composition in 
the 'traditional sense'. For people who experience the world like this it is in 
fact perfectly true that Expressionism and Surrealism are the only modes of 
self-expression still available. This philosophical justification of EKpression
ism and Surrealism suffers 'merely' from the fact that Bloch fails. to make 
reality his touchstone and instead unCritically takes over the Expressionist 
and Surrealist attitude towards reality, and .translates it into his own richly 
imaginative language. 

Despite my sharp disagreement with all·of Bloch's judgements, I find his 
formulation of certain facts both correct and valuable; In. particular, he is 
the most consistent of all defenders of modernism in his demonstration that 
Expressionism necessarily leads to Surrealism. In. this context he also 
deserves praise for having recognized that montage is the inevitable mode of 
expression in this phase of development. Moreover, his achievement here is 
all the greater because he shows that montage is important not oilly in mod
ernist art, but also .in the bourgeois philosophy of our time. 

However, one consequence of this is that he brings out the anti-realistic 
one-dimensionality of the entire trend much more starkly than other theo
reticians who think alon'g these lines. Thisone-dimensionality-about 
whichiincidentally, Bloch has nothing to say-was already a feature of Nat
uralism. hl contrast to the Naturalist, the artistic 'refinement' introduced by 
Impressionism 'purifies' art even more completely of the c0!'1plex mediations, 
the tortuous paths of objective reality, and the.objective dialeotics of Being 
and Consciousness. The symbolist movement is clearly and consciously one~ 
dimensional from the outset, for the gulf between the sensuous incarnation 
of a symbol and its symbolic meaningarise~.from the narrow, single-tracked 
process of subjective association which yokes them together. 

Montage represents the pinnacle of this movement and for this reason we 
are grateful to Bloch for his decision ,to set it so firmly.in the,centre of 
modernist literature and thought. In its original form, as photomontage, it 
is capable of striking effects, and on occasiQri it can even become a powerful 
political weapon. Such effects arise from its technique of juxtaposing het .. 
erogeneous, unrelated pieces of reality torn from their context. A good pho
tomontage has the same sort of effect as a,good joke. However, aHsoon as 
this one-dimensional technique-however legitimate and successful it may 
be in a joke-claims to give shape to reality (even when. this reality is viewed 
as unreal), to a world of relationships (even when these relationships are 
held to be specious), or of totality (even when this totality is regarded as 
chaos), then the final effect must be one of profound monotony. The details 
may be dazzlingly colourful in their diversity, but the whole will never be 
more than an unrelieved grey on grey. Mter all, a puddle can never be more 
than dirty water, even though it may contain rainbow tints. 

This monotony proceeds inexorably from the decision to abandon any 
attempt to mirror objective reality, to give up the artistic struggle to shape 
the highly complex mediations in all their unity ari~ diversity and t.o synthe
size them as characters in a work of literature. For this approach permits no 
creative composition, no rise and fall, no gtbwth from within to emerge from 
the true nature of the subject-matter. 

Whem,vei' these artistic trends are dismissed as decadent, thete is a cry of 
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indignation against 'pedantic hectoring by' eclectic, academics'. Perhaps I 
shall be permitted,therefore, to appeal to Friedrich:Nietzsche',6 an eXpert on 
decadence whom my opponents hold in high regard "in other matters too: 
What is the ,mark of every form ,of literary decadence'?' he enquires. He 
replies: 'It is that life ;no longer'dwells in the totality. The word becomes 
sovereign; and escapes' from the confines 'of the sentence;' the sentence 
encroach~s on the page, obscuring its meaning; the page gains in Vitality at 
the cost of the whole-the whole ceases to be a whole., But that IS the equa
tion of every decadent style: always the same anarchy of the atoms, 'disinte" 
gration of the will .. ; . Life, the same Vitality, the Vibrance and exuberance 
of life is compressed into the most minute structures, while'the rest is impov
erished., Paralysis; misery, petrifaction or hostility and chaos' everywhere: in 
either case the consequences are the more striking, the higher onerises,iri 
the hierarchy of organizations. The whole as such no longer lives at'all; it is 
composite, artificial, a piece of cerebration, an artefact.'7 This passage from 
Nietzsche is just as truthful an account of the artistic implications',of these 
literary trends as that of Bloch or BeI'm. I would inVite Herwarth Walden,s 
who dismisses every critical interpretation 'of Expressionism as a vulgariza
tion' and who regards every example used to illustrate the theory and practice 
of Expressionism as an instance of 'vulgar-Expressionism' which proves noth
ing; to comment on the following adaptation of Nietzsche's ,theory,ofdeca~ 
dence to the theory of literary language in 'general: 'Why should only; the 
sentence be comprehensible and not the word? : .. Since -the 'poets ,like' to 
dominate, they go ahead :and make sentences, ignorhlg the ,rights of words; 
But 'it: is' the word that rules; The word shatters the 'sentence 'and the~vVork 
of art is a mosaic . .only words can bind. Sentences are always just picked up 
out of nowhere.' This 'vulgar~Expressionist' theory of language comes in fact 
from Herwarth Walden himself, . 

It goes without saying that such principles·are never applied with absolute 
consistency, even :by Joyce; 'For 100 per ,cent chaos cari'only exist in the 
minds of the deranged, in the 'same way "that Schopenhauer9 had already 
observed that a 100 per cent solipsism is only to be found in a lunatic asylum. 
But since' chaos constitutes the intellectual cornerstone of modernist :art, 
any cohesive principles it contains'must stem from a subject"matter alien to 
it. Hence the superimposed ' commentaries, the theory of simultaneity,' and 
so on. But none of this can be 'any more than a surrogate, it can only intensify 
the one~dimension'ality, of this form of art. 

5. 

The emergence of all these literary schools can be explained in terms ,of the 
economy, the social structure and the class struggles of the age of ~~peri-

6. German philosopher (i 844-1900; see above). 
7. The words significantly omitted by Luk4cs after 
"disintegration of the will" are "freedom ofthe indi
vidual, in oral terms-generali';.ed into a political 
theory: 'equlll rights for all.' .. Nietzsche, De. Fall 
Wag ..... [1888, The Case of W .. g ..... ] [translator's 
note]. ' . " 
8. German critic and editor of De. Sturm (I 910-
23), R prominent e"presslonlstjournal. " 
9. Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860), German' 
philosopher. 

i. Theory developed ,by Robert Delau'itar [1885-
19411, who together With [Wasslly] Kilndinsky 
[1866-1944] WBS one of the pioneers of abstrac
tion in art. In his great series of "WIndow' 
palntlngs,"tarting hi 1912'; he 'sought to puttt into 
practice, Taking the ,transPllrent.\nterpenetrating 
colours' of [Paul]' C~nite's [1S39-19061"1ater 

, period, he 'fused them'with the forms of analytical 
Cubism, and claimed that the result, a ~Imultane
ous Impact of two or more 'colours, gave the picture 
a dynamic force [translator's note]. 
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alism. So Rudolf Leonhard is absolutely right when he claims that Expres
sionism is a necessary historical phenomenon. But it is at best a half-truth 
when he goes on to assert, echoing Hegel's celebrated dictum, that 'Expres
sionism was real; so if it was real it was rational.' Even in Hegel the 'ration
ality of history' was never as straightforward as this, although he occasionally 
contrived to smuggle an apologia for the actual into his ·concept of reason. 
For a Marxist, 'rationality' (historical necessity) is unquestionably a more 
complex business. For Marxism the acknowledgment of a historical necessity 
neither implies a justification of what actually exists (not even during the 
period when it exists), nor does it express a fatalistic belief in the necessity 
of historical events. Once again we can illustrate this best with an example 
from economics. There can be no doubt that primitive accumulation, the 
separation of the small producers from their means of production, the cre
ation of the proletariat, was-with all its inhumanities-a historical neces
sity. Nevertheless, no Marxist would dream of glorifying the English 
bourgeoisie of the period as the embodiment of the principle of reason in 
Hegel's sense. Even less would it occur to a Marxist to see thereby any fatal
istic necessity in the development from" capitalism to socialism. Marx repeat
edly protested against the way in which people" fatalistically insisted that the 
only possible development for the Russia of his day was from primitive accu
mulation to capitalism. Today, in view of the fact that socialism has been 
established in the Soviet Union, the idea that undeveloped countries can 
only achieve socialism via the route of primitive accumulation and capitalism 
is a recipe for counter-revolution. So if we concur" with Leonhard, and agree 
that the emergence of Expressionism was historically necessary, this is not 
to say that we find it artistically valid, i.e. that it is a necessary constituent 
of the art of the future. 

For this reason we must demur when Leonhard discerns in Expressionism 
'the definition of man and the consolidation of things as a stepping-stone 
towards a new realism'. Bloch is absolutely in the right here "when, unlike 
Leonhard, he looks to Surrealism and the dominance of montage as the 
necessary and logical heir to Expressionism. Our dear old Wangenheim inev~ 
itably arrives at completely eclectic conclusions when he. tries to use the 
debate on Expressionism for his own purposes, i.e. to salvage and preserve 
the formalistic tendencies of his early work-tendencies which so ofteti"" 
inhibited and even suppressed his native realism-by bringing them under 
the umbrella of a broad and undogmatic conception of realism. His aim in 
defending Expressionism is to rescue for socialist realism~ a priceless heritage 
of permanent value. He attempts to defend his position in this way: 'Fun
damentally, the theatre of Expressionism, even when its effects were pow
erful, reflected a world in tatters. The theatre of socialist realism reflects 
uniformity amidst all the diversity of its forms.' Is this why Expressionism 
has to become an essential component of socialist realism? Wangenheim has 
not got a single aesthetic or logical argument in reply, merely a biographieal 
one: a reluctance to jettison his own earlier formalism. 

Taking as his starting-point the historical assessment of Expressionism 
clearly stated in myoid essay, Bloch goes on to make the follOwing criticism 

2. The Soviet·approve.! artistic nnd literary doc· 
trine developed by Maxim Gorky, A. A. Zhdanov 
(I fl9h-1948), and Joseph Stalin (I R79-1953); 
unicinlly adopted jn 1934, it re<1uires the olltilnistic 

depiction of socialism and the clear presentation 
of party doctrine, using conventional literary tech
niques. 
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of me: 'The result is that there can be no such thing as an avant-garde within 
late capitalist society; anticipatory movements in the superstructure! are dis
qualified from possessing any truth.' This accusation aris~s from the cIrcum
stance that Bloch regards the road that leads to Surrealism and montage as 
the only one open to,tnodern art, If the role of the avant-garde is disputed, 
the inescapable'conclusion in his eyes is that any ideological anticipation of 
social tendencies must be called in question,' 

But this is quite simply untrue, Marxism 'has always recognized the antic
ipatorY function of ideology. To remain within the sphere of literature, we 
need only remind ourselves' of what Paul Lafargue4 has to say about Marx's 
evaluation of Balzac: 'Balzac was not just the chronicler of his own society, 
he was also the creator of prophetic figures who were still embryonic under 
Louis Philippe and who only emerged fully grown after his death, under 
Napoleon IlL' But is this Marxian view still valid in the 'present? Of course 
it is. Such 'prophetic figures', however, are to ·be found exclusively in the 
works of the important realists, In the novels, stories and plays of Maxim 
Gorky such figures abound, Anyone who has 'been following recent events 
itl the Soviet Union attentively and dispassionately will have realized that in 
his Karamora, his KlimSamgin, his Dostigayev,5 etc" Gorky has crea.ted a 
series of typical figures which have only now revealed their real nature and 
who were 'prophetic' .anticipations in Marx's sense,.We might point with 
equal justice to the earlier works·bf Heinrich Mann, novels such as Der 
Untertan and Professor Unrat~6.Who could deny 'that a large number of-the 
repellent, mean and bestial features of the German bourgeoisie, and of a 
petty bourgeoisie' seduced by demagogues, Were 'prophetically'portrayed 
here and that they only blossomed completely later under Fascism'?: Nor 
should we overlook the character of Henri IV in this context,'7 On the one 
hand, he is a historically authentic figure, true to life; on the other hand he 
anticipates those. humanist qualities which will only emerge fully in the 
struggles leading to the defeat of Fascism; in the fighters of theanti~Fascist 
Front. 

Let us consider a counter-illustration, likewise from our own time, The 
ideological struggle against war was one of the principal themes of the 'best 
Expressionists. But what did they do or say to anticipate the new imperialist 
war raging all around us and threatening to engulf the whole civilized world'? 
I hardly ·imagine that anyone today will deny that these works are completely 
obsolete and irrelevant to the problems of the present, On the other hand 
the realist Writer Arnold Zweig8 anticipated a whole series of essential fea
tures of the new war in his 'novels Sergeant Grischa and Education before 
Verdun. What he did there was to depict the relationship between the war 

3. A term from Marxist social theory that refers to 
the realm of culture and Ideology built atop soci
ety's socioeconomic base. "As in the base, so in the 
superstructure" Is Ii Marxist rule of thumb. 
4. Son-in-law of Karl Maa (1842-;.-19.1 I), founder 
in 1882 of the French Marxist P~rty. Louis Phi
IiPJle (1773-1850) was Franc·e'. constitutional 
monarch (1830-48); Louls-NapoMon (1808-
1873) was ele.cted president In 1848 and then 
became emperor (1850-70). 
5'. Varied works by Gorky: "Karam ora" (I 923) I. a 
short story, Th .. Lifo of Klim Samgin (1927-31) a 
multivolume novel, and DostlgayeV and Others 

(1934) a play. . 
6. ,Translated Into En~lish as Man of Straw [19 I 8] 
and Th .. · BI .... A .. gel [1904)" respectively [transla-
tor's note] .. ' . 
7. The eponymous hero of two novels Heinrich 
Mann published In the 1930s: Di" jug",", de. KIJ-
.. igs H .... ri Q .... tni [1935, yo ..... H"nryofNa1IGrre] 
and Die Voll .......... des Klhajgs Henri QIUItre 
[1938, Henry, King of Ff'tIftC"] [translator's note]. 
8. German Jewish writer (1887-1968); .the novels 
mentioned were published In 1927 a"d 1935, 
respectively. 
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at the front and what went on behind· the lines, and to show how the war 
represented the individual and social continuation and intensification of 
'normal' capitalist barbarity. 

There is nothing mysterious or paradoxical about any of this-it is the very 
essence of all authentic realism of .any importance. Since such realism must 
be concerned with the creation of tYPes (this hall always been the case, from 
Don Quixote down to Oblomov9 and the realists of our own time), the realist 
must ·seek out the lasting features in people, in their relations with each 
other and in the situations in which they have to act; he must focus on those 
elements which enaure over long periods and which constitute the objective 
human tendencies of society and indeed of mankind as a whole . 

. Such writers form the authentic ideological avant-garde since they depict 
the vital, but not immediately obvious forces at work in objective reality. 
They do so with such profundity and truth that the products of their imag
ination receive confirmation from subsequent events-not merely in the sim
ple sense in which a successful photograph mirrors the original, but because 
they express the wealth and diversity of reality, reflecting forces as yet sub
merged beneath the surface, which only blossom forth visibly to all at a later 
stage. Great ·realism, therefore, does not. portray an immediately obvious 
aspect of reality but one which is permanent and objectively more significant, 
namely man in the whole range of his relations .to the real world, above all 
those which outlast mere fashion. Over and above that, ih::aptures tenden
cies of development that only exist incipiently and so have not yet had the 
opportunity to unfold their entire human and social potential. To discern 
and give shape to such underground trends is the great historical mission of 
the true literary avant-garde. Whether a writer really belongs to the ranks of 
the avant-garde is something that only history can reveal, for only after the 
passage of time will it become apparent whether. he has perceived significant 
~ualities, trends, and the social functions of individual human types, and 
has given them effective and lasting form. After what has been said already, 
I hope that no further argument is required to prove that only the major 
realists are capable of forming a genuine avant-garde. 

So what really matters is not the subjective belief, however sincere, that 
one belongs to the avant-garde and is eager to march in the· forefront of 
literary developments. Nor is it essential to have been the first tt:rlltscover 
some technical innovation, however dazzling. What counts is the social and 
human content of the avant-garde, the breadth, the profundity and the truth 
of the ideas that have been 'prophetically' anticipated. 

In short; what is at issue here is not whether or not we deny the possibility 
of anticipatory movements in the superstructure. The vital questions are: 
what was anticipated, in what manner and by whom? 

We have already given a number of illustrations, and we could easily mul
tiply them, to show what the major realists of our time have anticipated in 
their art, by their creation of types. So let us now turn the question round 
and enquire what Expressionism anticipated'? The only answer we can pos
sibly receive, even from Bloch, is: Surrealism, i.e. yet another literary school 
whose fundamental failure to anticipate social trends in its art has emerged 
with crystal clarity, and nowhere niore clearly than from the description of 

9. An 1859 novel by Ivnn Goncharov, a Russian writer noted for illuminating class condition. in Russia. 
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it given by its greatest adITlirers. ModernisITlhas not, nor has it ever had, 
anything to do with the creation of 'prophetic figures' or',with the genuine 
anticipation of future developITlents. . :';,:;,. ' " . , .. : 

If we have been successful in clarifying the criterion by which the literary 
avant-garde is to be distinguished, then it is no great probleITl to answer 
certain concrete questions. Who in our literature belongs to the avant-garde? 
'Prophetic' writers of the staITlp of Gorky, or writers like the late· Hermann 
Bahr l who, like a druITl-ITlajor, ITlarched proudly at the head of every new 
moveITlent froITl NaturalisITl to SurrealisITl, and then proITlptly dismissed each 
phase a year before it went out of fashion?, Granted, HerITlann' Bahr ,is a 
caricature, and nothing could be further from ITly ITlind than to put hiITl on 
the saITle footing as the sincere defenders of ExpressionisITl. But he is the 
caricature of sOITlething real, naITlely of a forITlalist ITlodernisITl, bereft, of 
content, cut off froITl the ITlainstreaITl of society. 

It is an old truth of MarxisITl that every hUITlan activity should be judged 
according to its objective ITleaning in the total context, and not according to 
what the agent believes the iITlportance of his activity to be. So, on the one 
hand, it is not essential to be a conscious 'ITlodernist! ,at all costs (Balzac; we 
recall, was a royalist); and,on' the other hand, even the most passionate 
deterITlination, the ITlost intense sense of conviction that one has revolution
ized art and created something 'radically new', will not suffice to turn a writer 
into someone who can truly anticipate future trends, if determination and 
conviction are his sole qualifications. 

6. 

This ancient truth can also be expressed as a COITlITlonplace: the:~oad to hell 
is paved with good intentions. The validity of this proverb ITlay ort occasion 
appear with the force of a hOITle-truth to .anyone who takes his own devel
opITlent seriously and is therefore prepared to' criticize hiITlself objectively 
and without pulling any punches. I aITl quite willing to start with ITlyself. In 
the winter of 1914-15: subjectively, a passionate protest against the War, 
its futility and inhuITlanity, its destruction of culture and civilization. A gen
eral mood that was pessiITlistic to the point of despair. The co~teITlporary 
world of capitalisITl appeared to be the conSUITlITlation of Fichte's~ 'age of 
absolute sinfulness'. My subjective deterITlination was a protest of a progres
sive sort. The objective product, The Theory of the Novel, was a reactionary 
work in every respect, full of idealistic ITlysticisITl and fa!se in all its assess
ments of the historical process. Then 1922: a inood of exciteITlent, full of 
revolutionary iITlpatience. I can still hear the bullets of the Red War against 
the imperialists whistling around ITly head, the exciteITlent of being an outlaw 
in Hungary still reverberates within ITle. 3 Everything in ITle rebelled against 
the notion that the first great revolutionary wave was past and that the res
olution of the COITlITlunist vanguard was insufficient to bring about the over
throw of capitalisITl. Thus the subjective, foundation was revolutionary 

I. Austrian novelist, critic, and playwright (1863-
1934). 
2. Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762-1814), German 
philosopher. The quoted phrase is from Charac
teristics of the Present Ase (1806), a work on the 
philosophy of history. 

3., Mter serving in the short-lived Hungarian 
Soviet Republic in '1919. LulWcs was exiled to 
Vienna; there he worked for the emigrt!: Hungarian 
Communist Party until 1929, when he dropped 
out of active politics. 
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impatience. The objective product was History and Class Consciousness4 -

which was reactionary because of its idealism, because of its faulty grasp of 
the theory of reflection and because of its denial of a dialectics in nature. It 
goes without saying that I am not alone in having had such experiences at 
this time. On the contrary, it also happened to countless others. The opinion 
expressed in myoid essay on Expressionism which has aroused so many 
dissenting voices, namely the assertion that ideologically Expressionism was 
closely related to the Independent Socialists,5 is based on the aforemen
tioned ancient truth. 

In our debate on Expressionism, revolution (Expressionism) and Noske6 

havc been put in opposing camps-in the good old Expressionist manner. 
But could Noske have managed to emerge the victor without the Indepen
dent Socialists, without their vacillation and hesitation, which prevented the 
Workers' Councils from seizing power while tolerating the organization and 
arming of reactionary forces'? The Independent Socialists were, in party 
terms, the organized expression of the fact that even those German workers 
who were radical at the level of their feelings, were not yet equipped ideolog
ically for revolution. The Spartacus League was too slow in detaching itself 
from the Independent Socialists and it did not criticize them incisively 
enough; both failures are an important index of the weakness and backward
ness of the subjective side of the German revolution, the very factors that 
Lenin singled out right from the start in hil critique of the Spartacul League. 

Of course, the whole situation was anything but straightforward. In my 
original essay, for instance, I drew a very sharp distinction between leaders 
and masses within the Independent Socialists. The masses were instinctively 
revolutionary. They showed that they were also objectively revolutionary by 
going on strike in munitions factories, by undermining efforts at the front 
and by a revolutionary enthusiasm which culminated in the January strike. 
For all that, they remained confused and hesitant; they let themselves be 
ensnared by the demagogy of their leaders. The latter were in part con
sciously counter-revolutionary (Kautsky, Bernstein and Hilferding)7 and 
worked objectively and expressly to preserve bourgeois rule, in collaboration' 
with the old SPD leadership. Other leaders were subjectively sincere; but 
when it came to the crisis, they were unable to offer effective resistance to 
this sabotage of the revolution. Notwithstanding their sincerity and the~ . 
reluctance, they slipped into the wake of the right-wing leadership until their 
misgivings finally led to a split within the Independent Socialists and so to 
their destruction. The really revolutionary elements in the Independent 
Socialist Party were those who, after Halle,S pressed for the Party's dissolu
tion and the repudiation of its ideology. 

What then of the Expressionists'? They were ideologues. They stood 

4. This 1923 work remains Luk;ics's most influ
ential. 
~. The Independent Social Democratic Party of 
GermHny (USPD), one of several socialist parties 
(the Spartacu. Lcague was another) that emerged 
in opposition to the Social Democratic Party of 
Germany (SPD), which decided to collaborate 
with the bourgeois German government for the 
duration of World War I. Luk;ics's point is thot In 
n (imc of ideological confusion, theexpl"(~ssioni8ts
despite being socialists oppo.ed to the war-
1'1,,},(·d into the hands of the SPD with their anti-

realistic artworks. 
6. Gustav Noske (1868-1946), right-wing leader 
of SPD; known as the "bloodhound of the revolu
tion" for his military effort. to suppress the social
ist revoJution "in Germany. 
7. All three-Karl Kautsky (1854-1938), Eduard 
Bernstein (1850-1932), and Rudolf HilFerding 
(I877-1941)-were members of the SPD; Kaut
sky had been a founder of the USPD. 
8. At its Congress. in Halle in 1920, the USPD 
voted by a majority to me!lle with the KPD [Com
munist Democratic Party) [translator's note). 
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between leaders and masses. For the most· part their convictions were sin
t!erely held, though they were also mostly very immature and confused. They 
were deeply affected by the same uncertainties to which the immature rev
olutionary masses were also subject. In addition they were profoundly influ
enced by every conceivable reactionary prejudice of the age, and this made 
them more than susceptible to the widest possible range of anti-revolutionary 
slogans-abstract pacifism, ideology of non-violence, abstract critiques of 
the bourgeoisie, or all sorts of crazy anarchist notions. As ideologists, they 
stabilized both intellectually and artistically what was essentially a merely 
transitional ideological phase. From a revolutionary point of view; this phase 
was much more retrograde in many respects than the one hi which the vac
illating masses of Independent Socialists supporters found themselves. But 
the -revolutionary significance of such phases of ideological transition lies 
precisely in their fluidity; in their forward movement, in the fact that they 
do not: yield a crystallization. In this case stabilization meant that the Expres
sionists and those who were influenced by them were prevented from making 
further progress of a revolutionary kind. This negative effect, typical of every 
attempt to systematize ideological states of flux, received an especially reac
tionary colouring in the case .of the Expressionists: firstly,. because of the 
Highflown pretensions to leadership, the sense of mission, which led them 
to proclaim eternal truths, particularly during the revolutionary years; sec~ 
ondly, because of the specifically anti-realist bias in Expressionism, which 
meant that they had no firm artistic hold on reality which might have cor
rected or neutralized their misconceptions. As we have seen, Expressionism 
insisted on the primacy of immediacy, and by conferring a pseudo-profundity 
arid pseudo-perfection on immediate experience both in art and thought, it 
intensified the dangers which inevitably accompany all such attempts to sta
bilize an essentially transitional ideology. 

Thus; to the extent that Expressionism really had anyideological influence, 
its effect was to discourage rather than to promote the. process' of revolu
tionary clarification among its followers. Here, too, there is a: 'Parallel with 
the ideology of the Independent Socialists. It is no coincidence that both 
came to grief on the same reality. It is an over-simplification for the Expres
siuhists to claim that Expressionism was destroyed by Noske's victory. 
ExPressionism collapsed, on the one hand, with the passing of the first wave 
cifrevolution, for the failure of which the ideology of the Independent Social
is'ts must carry a heavy burden of responsibility. On the other, hand, it suf
{ered a loss of prestige from the growing clarity of the revolutionary 
consciousness of the masses who were beginning to advance with iricreasing 
confidence beyond the revolutionary catchwords from which they had 
~tarted. 

But Expressionism was not dethroned by the defeat of the first wave of 
rltvo]ution in Germany alone. The consolidation of the victory 6f the prole
tariat in the Soviet Union played an equally important role. As the proletariat 
gained a firmer control of the situation, as Socialism began to permeate more 
and more aspects of the Soviet economy, and as the cultural revolution 
gained wider and wider acceptance among the masses of the workers, so the 
art of the iavant-garde' in the Soviet Union found itself gradually but inex
orably forced back,<)D to the defensive by an increasingly confident school 
of realism. So in the last analysis the defeat of Expressionism was a product 
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of the maturity of the revolutionary masses. The careers of Soviet poets like 
M"ayakovsky, or of Germans such as Becher,9 make it clear that this is where 
the true reasons for the demise of Expressionism have to be sought and 
found. 

7. 

Is our dis~ussion purely literary? I th"ink not. I do not believe that any conflict 
between literary trends and their theoretical justification would have had 
such reverberations or provoked such discussion were it not for the fact that, 
in its ultimate consequences, it was felt to involve a political problem that 
concerns us all and influences us all in equal measure: the problem of the 
Popular Front.· 

Bernhard Ziegler raised the issue of popular art in a very pointed manner. 
The excitement generated by this question is evident on all sides and such a 
vigorous interest is surely to be welcomed. Bloch, too, is concerned to salvage 
the popular element in Expressionism. He says: 'It is untrue that Expres
sionists were estraJlged from ordinary people by their overweening arrogance. 
Again, the opposite is the case. The Blue Rider-~ imitated the stained glass at 
Murnau, and in fact was the first to open people's eyes to this moving and 
uncanny folk art. In the same way, it focused attention on the drawings of 
children and prisoners, on the disturbing works of the mentally sick, and on 
primitive art.' Such a view of popular "art succeeds in confUSing all the issues. 
Popular art does not imply an ideologically indiscriminate, 'arty' appreciation 
of 'primitive' products by connoisseurs. Truly popular art has nothing in 
common with any of that. For if it did, any swank who collects stained glass 
or negro sculpture; any snob who celebrates insanity as the emancipation of 
mankind from the fetters of the mechanistic" mind, could claim to be a cham
pion of popular art. 

Today, of course, it is no easy matter to form a proper conception of pop
ular art. The older ways of life of the people have been eroded economicaIIy 
by capitalism, and this has introduced a feeling of uncertainty into the world· 
view, the cultural aspirations, the taste and moral judgement of the people; 
it has created a situation in which people are exposed to the perversions of 
demagogy. Thus it is by no means always progressive simply to coIIect oHt· 
folk products indiscriminately. Nor does such a rescue operation necessarily 
imply an appeal to the vital instincts of the people, which do remain pro
gressive against all obstacles. Similarly, the fact that a literary work or a 
literary trend is greatly in vogue does not in itself guarantee that it is genu
inely popular. Retrograde traditionalisms, such as regional art [Heimat
kunst] , and bad modern works, such as thrillers, have achieved mass 
circulation without being popular in any true sense of the word. 

With all these teservations, however, it is still not unimportant to ask how 

9. Johannes Becher (1891-1958), German 
expressionist poet. Vladimir Mayakovsky (1893-
1930), Russian futurist poet. 
I. All the different socialist groups that, along 
with the Communists, attempted in the 1930s to 
present a united front against the rise of fasCism, 
especially against Adolf Hitler. The Popular Front 
became official ~ommunlst policy at the Seventh 
Comintern Congress of"1935. 

2. Pseudonym of Alfred Kurella (I895-1975), an 
associate of Lululcs who began the critique of 
expressionism in Vas Wort. 
3. Kandinsky's 1903 painting, widely associated 
with expres.lonlsm; It appeared on the cover of the 
groundbrealdng expressionist publication Blue 
RUler AI""' .... " (1912), issued by a group that took 
its_name. 
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much of the real literature of our time has reached the masses, and how 
deeply it has penetrated. But what 'modernist'· writer of the last few decades 
can even begin to compare with Gorky, with Anatole France;"·Romain Rol
land or Thomas Mann? That a work of such uncompromising artistic excel~ 
lence as Buddenbrooks could be printed in millions of copies must give all 
of us food for thought. The whole problem of popular art would, as old Briest 
in Fontane's5 novel used to say, 'lead us too far afield' for us to discuss it 
here. We shall confine ourselves therefore to two points, without pretending 
to an exhaustive treatment of either. . 

In the first place, there is the question of the cultural heritage~ Wherever 
the cultural heritage has a living relationship to the' real life of the people it 
is characterized by a dynamic, progressive movement in which the active 
creative forces of popular tradition, of the sufferings and joys of the people'l 
of revolutionary legacies, are buoyed up, preserved, transcended and further 
developed. For a writer to possess a living relationship to the cultural heritage 
means being a son of the people, borne along by the current of.the peopl~'s 
development. In this sense .Maxim Gorky is a son of the Russian· people, 
Romain Rolland a son of the French and· Thomas Mann a son of the German 
people. For all their individuality and originality, for all their remoteness 
from an artiness which artificially collects and aestheticizes about the prim~ 
itive, the tone and content of their"writings ·grow out of the .life and history 
of their people, they are an organic, product of the development of their 
nation. That is why it is possible for them to, create art of the highest quality 
while at the same time striking a chord.whichcan and does evoke a respopse 
in the broad masses\of the people. 

The attitude of the modernists to the cultural heritage stands in sharp 
contrast to this. They regard the history of the people as a great jumble sale. 
If one leafs through the writings ·of Bloch, ;one'will find him' mentioning the 
topic only in expressions like 'useful legacies', 'plunder', and ·so on. ,Bloch is 
much too conscious a thinker and stylist for these to .be· mere slips of the 
pen. On the contrary, they are an index of his general attitude towards the 
cultural heritage. In his .eyes it is a heap oflifeless objects in which one can 
rummage around at will, picking out whatever one happens to need at the 
inoment. It is something to be taken apart and stuck together again in accor
dance with the exigencies of the moment. 

Hanns Eisler has expressed the same attitude very clearly in an article he 
and Bloch wrote together. He was~rightly-highly enthusiastic about· the 
Don Carlos demonstration in Berlin.6 But instead of pondering what Schiller 
really represented, where his achievement and his limitations. actually lay, 
what he has meant for the German people in the past and stillmea;ns today, 
and what mountain of reactionary prejudices would have' to be cleared 'away 
in order to forge the popular and progressive aspects of Schiller into a usable 
weapon for the Popular Front and for the emancipation of the German peo
ple-instead of all that, he merely puts forward the following programme for 
the benefit of writers in exile: What must our task be outside Germany? It 
is evident that it can only be for us all to help select and prepare classical 

4. French novelist (1844-1924). 
5. Theodor Fontane (1819-1898), the first master 
of the realistic novel In Germany; Effi Brlest (1895) 
is his greatest work. 

6. Hanns Eisler IErnst Bloch: Die K .. nst z .. ..,.ben 
[translator's note). Don Carlos (1787), a historical 
drama by Schtller, caused controversy With It. con" 
fusing story and its deviation from historical fact. 
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material that is suitable for such a struggle.' Thus what Eisler proposes is to 
reduce the classics to an anthology and then to reassemble whatever 'mate
rial is suitable'. It would be impossible to conceive of a more alien, arrogant 
or negative attitude towards the glorious literary past of the German people. 

Objectively, however, the life of the people is a continuum. A theory like 
that of the modernists which sees revolutions only as ruptures and catastro
phes that destroy all that is past and shatter all connection with the great 
and glorious past, is akin to the ideas of Cuvier/ not those of Marx and 
Lenin. It forms an anarchistic pendant to the evolutionary theories of reform
ism. The latter sees nothing but continuity, the former sees nothing but 
ruptures, fissures and catastrophes. History, however, is the living dialectical 
unity of continuity and discontinuity, of evolution and revolution. 

Thus here, as everywhere, everything depends on a correct appreciation 
of content. Lenin puts the Marxist view of the cultural heritage in this way: 
'Marxism attained its world-historical importance as the ideology of the rev
olutionary proletariat by virtue of its refusal to reject the most valuable 
achievements of the bourgeois era. Instead, it appropriated and assimilated 
all that was valuable in a tradition of human thought and human culture 
stretching back over 2000 years.' So everything depends on recognizing 
clearly where to look for what is truly of value. 

If the question is correctly formulated, in the context of the life and the 
progressive tendencies of the people, then it will lead us organically to our 
second point: the question of realism. Modern theories of popular art, 
strongly influenced by avant-garde ideas, have pushed the sturdy realism of 
folk art very much into the background. On this issue, too, we cannot pos
sibly discuss the entire problem in all its ramifications, so we shall confine 
our observations to one single, crucial point. 

We are talking here to writers about literature. We must remind ourselves 
that owing to the tragic course of German history, the popular and realistic 
element in our literature is nothing like as powerful as in England, France 
or Russia. That very fact should spur us to attend all the more closely to the 
popular, realistic literature of the German past and to keep its vital, produc
tive traditions alive. If we do so, we shall see that despite the whole 'German 
misere', H pbpular, realistic literature produced such major masterpieces as 
the Simplizissimus of Grimmelshausen.9 It may be left to the Eislers of tlTfs' 
world to take the book to pieces and estimate their montage value; for the 
living tradition of German literature it will continue to survive intact in all 
its greatness, and with all its limitations.· 

7, Georges Cuvler (1769-1832). According to his 
theory every geological era terminated in a catas· 
trophe and every new one was bruught about by an 
imlnigration and a re-creation. He rejected theo
ries of evolution [translator's nOle]. 
8, Trouble (French). 
9. H. J. Christoffel Von Grimmelshausen (ca. 
1621-1676). His picaresque novel The Adventures 
of" Simpleton (1669), set In the Thirty Years' War, 
is the major German literary work of the 17th cen· 
tury [translator·s note]~ 
I, The plural formulation "It may be left to the 
Eislers ... " provoked Brecht to write the following 
M ;no,' COfTe'ction: "In the debate nn Expressionism 
in f)a< Wort something has happened in the heat 
of hattie that stands in need of a minor correction. 

Luk'cs has been wiping the floor, so to speak, with 
my friend Eisler, who, Incidentally, is hardly any
one's ide" of a pale aesthete. It appears that Eisler 
has failed to exhibit the pious reverence towards 
the cultural heritage expected from the executors 
of a will. Instead he just rummaged around i,n it 
and declined to take everything into his possession. 
Well, It may be that, as an exile, he is not in a 
position to lug so much stuff around with him. 
However, perhaps I may be allowed a few com
ments on the formal aspects of the Incident. Ref
erence was mode to 'the Elslers,' who were alleged 
to be doing, or not doing, something or other. In 
my opinion; the Lukllcses ought to refrain from 
using such plurals when In fact there I. oniy one 
Eisler among <lur musicians. The millions of white, 
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Only. when the .masterpieces ofr~alism past and present are appreciated 
as wholes, will their topical,culturaLand political value fully emerge .. This 
value· resides' in.-theit .. inexhaustible diversity, in :contrast to the ·one
dimensionalitY of moderni~m. Cervantes ~nd Shakespeare; Balzac· 'and Tol. 
!Ito)" Grimmelshausen and Gottfried Keller;~; Gorky, Thomas and Heinrich 
Mann-all these can appeal to ,readers drawn from:a broad cross-section of 
the people because their workS permit access from'so many. different. angles. 
The large-scale, enduring resonance of the great works ;of realism is in fact 
due to this accessibility, to the infinite multitude of doors, through which 
entry is possible .. The wealth of the characterization, the profound and accu
rate grasp of. constant and typical manifestations of human life is what pro
duces the great progressive reverberation of-these 'works.' The process of 
appropriation enables readers to clarify their own· experiences and under
standing of life and to broaden their own horizons. A living form .of human
ism prepares them to endorse. the political siogans:of the PopUlar Front and 
to comprehend its political humahism;' Through the mediation of realist lit
erature the soul of the masses.is made receptive. for an understanding of the 
great, progressive and ilemocratic epochs of human history. This will prepare 
it for the new type of re"olutionarydemocracy that is represented ,by the 
Popular Front. The more deeply anti-Fascist literature is embedded in this 
soil, the better able it .will be to create contrasting types ot good.and evil, 
models of what should be admired and what hated~and, the greater will.be 
its resonance among the people,;,... '.' 

In contrast to this, it is but·a. very narrow doolWay .. whith leads to Joyce or 
the other. representatives of avant~garde literature;. 'one needs a certain 
'knack' to see just· what their game is. Whereas· in ·;the. case of the· major 
realists, easier access produces a, richly complex yield· inhuman terms, the 
broad mass. of thepeople<can.learn nothing from avant-garde literature. Pre
cisely because the lattet' is devoid of reality and life, it foists on to its readers 
a narrow andslibjectivisf attitude to. life (analogous to a. s.ectarian point of 
view in political terms). In .realism, the wealth. of;.created. life. provides 
answers to the, questions put. by the readers. themselves""--Ufe supplies the 
answers to the questions.put by life itself! The taXing,struggle to understand 
the art of the 'avant-garde', on the o.ther hand, yields such subjectivist dis· 
tortions and travesties that ordinary people who try to translate theseatmos
pherk echoes of reality back into the language of their oWn experience, -find 
the task quite beyond them. . . I .. 

A vital relationship to the life of the people; a progressive development of 
the masses' own experiences-this is the great social mission of literature. 
In his early works Thomas Mann found much to criticize in the literature of 
Western Europe. Itts no accident that his' objectiohs to the problel11ntlc 

yellow'. lInd black workers. who have Inherited the 
songs Eisler wrote for the masses will undoubtedly 
sh"re my opinion here. But In addition there are 
all Borts of experts on music ·who think highly of 
Eisler's works, in which, so they tell me, he mag
nificently builds on lInd extends the !,ultural heri
tage 'of G.erman music, and they WQuld .be· very 
confused If the .German lmlgrll should seek to 
outdo the seven cities of Gree!'e;. who, qu"rreled 
about which of them had ptoduC!~d..a lingle 
flomer, by allowing themlelveR to. at.rt boaltlng 

that they had seven' Elslers." When the euay·wa. 
revised for republl<!atlon In book-form (Aufbau, 
Berlin 1948), Lu~c. rewrote the sentence to re"d 
"It may be left to Eisler and Bloch.· .... while in 
vol. 4 Problems des Realism.." Luchterhand 1971, 
we find; "It may be left to EIBler .. ' ." [translator's 
note]. Bertolt Bt1Icht·(1898-1956), Germ"n dram-
"tlst arid Marxist. . 
2. Swiss writer known for realistic works (1819-
1890). 
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nature· and remoteness from life of many ·modern works were counter~ 
balanced by his indication of an alternative creative ideal, iri his description 
of the Russian literature of the nineteenth century as ·sacred'.3 What he had 
in mind was this very same life-creating, popular progressiveness. 

The Popular Front means a struggle for a·genuine popular culture, a man
ifold relationship to every aspect of the life of one's own people as it has 
developed in.its own individual way in the course of history. It means finding 
the guidelines and slogans which' can' emerge out of , this life of the people 
and r~use progresshre forces to new, politically. effective activity. To under
stand ·the historical identity of the people does not;··of course; imply an 
uncriticaf attitude towards one's own history~on the conbary, such criti
cism is the necessary consequence of real insight irito one's own history. For 
no people, and the Germans least of all, has succeeded in establishing pro
gressive democratic forces in a perfect fom arid.without any setbacks. Crit
icism must be based, however, on an accurate and profound understanding 
of the realities of history. Since it was the age of imperialism which created 
the most serious obstacles to progress and democracy in the spheres of both 
politics and culture, a trenchant analysis of the decadent manifestations of 
this period-political, cultural and arti8tic~is an essential prerequisite for 
any breakthrough to a genuinely popular culture. A campaign against real~ 
ism, whether conscious or not, and a 'r~s'ult!lnt impoverishment and isolation 
of literature and art is one of the crucial manifestations of decadence in the 
realm of art. .' '" 

In .the cOlirse of our remarks we have. seen that we. should nbt.simply 
accept· this decline fatalistically. Vital forces which '€OJrlbat this decadence 
not just politically and theoretically. but, also with all the instruments at the 
disposal of art, have made and continue to make themselves felt. The task 
that faces us is to lend them our support. They are to be found in a realism 
which has true depth and significance. 

Writers in. ¢le, together with the struggles of the Popular Fto~t in Ger
many and othercountries,have inevitably strengthened thes~ positive' forces. 
It mjsllt betJ1(,4ght sufficient to point to i-teinrich arid Thomas M~ilii,4 who, 
starting ftom different assumptions, have' s,teadily grown in stature in recent 
years both as writers and thirikers. But weare concerned llere with a broad 
trend in anti-Fascist literature. We need only compare Feuchtwange,:~6' Sons 
with his History of the Jewish Wars to see the strenuous efforts he is making 
to overcome the subjectivist tendencies which distanced him from the 
masses, and to assimilate and formulate the real problems of ordinary people. 
Just a short while ago Alfred D6blin gave a talk in the Paris SDS6 in which 
he declared his commitment to the historical' and political relevance of lit
erature and in which he saw a realism of. the kind practised by Gorky as 
exemplary-an event of no little importance for the future course of our 

3. Luk4cs Is evidently referring to the celebrated 
discussion on the value of literature In Tonlo Kr'd· 
ger [translator's note]. .'" 
4. In 1933 both Manns were forced Into exile by 
the Nazi government. . 
5, Lion Feuchtwlmger (1884-1958), German 
writer, one of three editors of 0 ... Wort; The JewI,slo 
War (1932; trans. a. Josephus) and The Sons 
(1935) 'sre the initial novels In a 3·volume trilogy 
on the Jewish historian and soldier FlaVius Jose. 

ph";! (b. ?d18 C.B.), ~h~ both fought against and 
. admi~d thl! Rorilliris (and thus the trilogy WtlS also 
. on . assimilation vs.jeW/shne •• ).· : 
6. SDS-Der Schuezwrgand .. deutscher Sclorift· 
.,ell .... (Association tor the Prot'ei:tlbri of the Rights 
of Getman Authors) where D6blin gave an impor· 
tant leet ure Ole tleutsche Llleralur (I ... Ausland .ell 
J 933) In January 1938 [translat<!t's note]. D6bltn 
(1878'-'1957), German writi.t· aitt! early adherent 
of exprelslonlsm. 
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literature. In the third number of Das Wort, Brecht published a one-act 
playlet (The Informer)? in which he turns to what is for him a novel, highly 
differentiated and.subtle form of realism as a weapon in the struggle against 
the inhumanity of Fascism. By depicting the fates of actual human beings, 
he provides ,a vivid image of. the horrors of the Fascist reign of terror in 
Germany. He shows how Fascism destroys the entire foundations of the 
human comrlllihity, how it destroys the trust between husbands, wives and 
children, and ,how in its inhumanity it actually undermines and annihilates 
the family; thEi very institution it claims to protect. Along with Feuchtwanger, 
Doblin . ~nd:Br:echt one could name a whole series of writers-the most 
importarit and the most talented we have-who have adopted a similar strat
egy, or are beginning to do so. 

But this does not mean that the struggle to overcome the anti-realist 
traditions of the era of imperialism is over. Our present debate shows, on 
the contrary, that these traditions are still deeply rooted in important and 
loyal supporters of the Popular Front whose poUtical views are unquestion
ably progressive. This is why such a forthright but comradely discussion was 
of such vital importance. For it is not just the massbs who learn through 
their own experiences in the class-struggle; ideologists, writers and critics, 
have to learn too. It would be a grave error to overlook that groWing trend 
towards realism which has emerged from the experiences of fighters in the 
Popular Front and which has even affected writers who favoured a very dif
ferent approach before their emigration. . 

To make th~s very poiilt, to reveal some of the intimate, varied and complex 
bonds which link the Popular Front, popular literature and authentic real-
ism, is the task I have set' out to accomplish in these i>ages. . 

? A scene from F .. rch, .... 01. Er...J tis. drill .... 
R .. leks [19451, tran •. by Eric Bentley a. TIu! Pri_ 
Lifo of ,ke Master Rae... Brecht's reaction to 
Lukllcs's praise has been recorded In his Arbeib
jo ...... 1 (vol. I, p. 22): "Lukllcs has welcomed TIu! 
Ittformer a. If I were a sinner returning to the 
bosom of the Salvation Army. At last something 

1938 

taken fro~ life Itself1 f.i~ has overlooked the mon
tage of 27 scenes IIhd the fact tlult It Is really no 
more than a catalogue of gestures, such .s the ges
ture of falling silent, of looldng over one's shoulder, 
of terror, etc.; in short; the gestures of life under a 
dictatorship" [tran~lato,r'. note). Brecht'. early 
work was Inspired by expressionism. 

BORIS EICHENBAUM 
1886'-1959 

The literary critics and theorists known as the Russian fonnalistsJIourished during a 
remarkable period in modern history, one whiC;h witnessed the ·Rus.sian ReVolution 
of 1917 and the first large-scale institution of 'a socialist state, the Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics (U.S:S.R.). This was also an extraordinarily fertile time for exper
iment and innovation in the arts, as avant~garde modernist literary movements such 
as symbolism, futurism, and acmeism flourished. Although their movement ended in 
the late 1920s with the rise of Joseph Stalin and the suppression of ideas perceived 
to be noncommunist, the Russian formalists constitute the first group of theo-
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rists whom many contemporary literary scholars recognize as modern in their theo
,-etical investigations of literary language, innovation, and history. Boris Eichenbaum 
was a leading figure among the Russian formalists, and his famous "Theory of the 
'Formal Method'" (I926) surveys their history and their central theoretical 
concepts. 

At St. Petersburg University, Eichenbaum initially planned to become a medical 
doctor but switched his studies to language and literature; he graduated in 1912. 
After teaching at a private secondary school, in 1918 he returned to the university-in 
1924 renamed, with the city, Leningrad University in honor of the revolution's leader, 
V. I. Lenin-as a professor. In 1949 he was dismissed for "eclecticism and cosmo
politanism," but he was reinstated in 1956 at the Institute of Russian Literature at 
the university, where he taught until his death. Eichenbaum's involvement with the 
formalist movement represents only one phase, dating from the mid-191 Os to 1928, 
in a long career as a critic and scholar. Mter 1928 his work.shifted from the analytical 
approach of formalism to a series of biographical studies of the great Russian novelist 
Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910). 

Like all of his colleagues who continued to work in the Stalinist era, Eichenbaum 
knew that if he wished to continue writing criticism, he would have to support socialist 
realism. He, like many ex-formalists, chose instead to turn to scholarly research; but 
unlike them, he faced continued persecution even after abandoning his theoretical 
work. The reason given was always his early record as a formalist .. but probably the 
real motive, never directly stated, was anti-SemiUsm. Although Eichenbaum sus
tained a career on the margins of Soviet academic literary studies; he completed 
relatively little work after 1930. The final volume of his Tolstoy project appeared only 
posthumously, and the draft of another volume was lost during the German army's 
siege of Leningrad during World War II. 

In "The Theory of the 'Formal Method,''' Eichenbaum takes stock of the first 
decade of work of the formalist movement. By using scare quotes around "formal 
method," he signals that he has adopted for convenience Ii label coined not by those 
within the movement but by opponents who criticized their focus on literary lan
guage arid formal innovations. Most notably, the formalists were attacked in a 
famous analysis by the Marxist LEON TROTSKY (see above), an early leader of the 
Russian Revolution as well as a powerful writer on history and literature, who casti
gated them for their lack of attention to the social significance of literary works. In 
actuality, those joined under the mantle of formalism were not a tightly unified 
school but a heterogeneous movement. Although Eichenbaum is careful to say that 
his essay is not a "dogmatic codification" of fotniiilism, it has regularly been con
strued as such. ~ . 

Originally there were two different Russian formalist groups, which later came in 
close contact. The first was the Moscow Linguistic Circle, which initially gathered in 
1914 and was led by ROMAN JAKOB SON until his departure for Prague in 1920. Pri
marily a group of researchers, the circle applied nevi:- scientific developinents in lin
guistics to the study of literature. Other important members of the Moscow group 
were Osip Brik and Boris Tomashevsky. Meanwhile, ih 1916 the Society for the Study 
of Poetic Language (known by the Russian acronym Opoyaz) first gathered in St. 
Petersburg (then called Petrograd), led by Victor Shklovsky, Eichenbaum, and Yury 
Tynyanov. Trained as literary scholars, they were less interested in linguistics and 
more concerned with literary history, although they rebelled against traditional·bio
graphical approaches. Both groups were influenced by the heady climate of the Rus
sian Revolution and avant-garde art and literature in Russia, a context that promoted 
sweeping new ideas in all areas of life and culture. (Another group that flourished in 
Leningrad simultaneously with Opoyaz was the 50-called Bakhtin Circle, organized 
around the philosopher-turned-critic MIKHAIL BAKHTIN). Other linguists and critics 
sympathetic to but independent of the formalist movement included Leo Jakubinsky, 
Victor Vinogradov, and Victor Zhirmunsky. Vladimir Propp, a folklorist who worked 
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apart from both groups, is frequently associated with Russian' fotmalism by present-
day critics. . . 

:The first five of .nine niairi sections of "The Theory of the.\Ponnal Method' "survey 
the themes and· issues addressed by formalists during what Eichenbaum calls .the 
movement's initial "years of struggle and polemics," 1916 to 1921. The remaining 
four sections'cover.the years 1922 to 1926. Overall, there.is.aheady as well as com
bative tone to the essay, recounting in sometimes heightened rhetoric the formalisti' 
accompllshinents and struggles against their'antagonists, ("We had to demoltshthe 
academic tradition"), who ranged from academic literary historians,biographers, and 
cultural critics to Russian iyinbollst poets and theoreticians, aestheticians, and dog
matic Marxists. Eichenbaum singles out several key opponents, especially Aleksandr 
Potebnya and Aleksandr Veselovsky, prominerit literary scholars who represented the 
status quo of traditional critiCism ,arid -thus. served·as foils. At one, point Eichenbaum 
admits .that "the basic passion for our historical"literary work had to be a passion for 
destruction and negation, .and such was the original tone of our the",eticalllttacks." 

"The Theory of the 'Ponnal Method'" provides a comprehensive review of the 
preoccupations· of the. fotmalists: , the desire for a science or ."poeties" 'of literature 
(hence Eichenbaum cites a biologist in the epigraph to the essay); the linguistic basis 
of literature and especially of poetry (drawing on Jakobson :and others); the distinctive 
attributes .'ofliterature, its "literariness" and its autonomous history; the stress on 
literary devices; the view of literary history as ari evolutionary'accretion of Innovative 
devices; the concept of the "dominant" (the focusing element of each literary struc
ture; to which other elements. are subordinate); the insistence,on form and technique 
as partor-,content;. and the hature of narrative (notably the key distinction between 
','story" or fabula; the, raw chronological, events. of ,a narrativej ,and '!plot" or syt'zhetl 
the artistic arrangement of events, frequently: out of chronological order). 

Eichenbaum' empliasizes Victor Shklovsky's:roleas the bltelle~tualleader of the 
formalist movement;· ~e first to identify and tackle its ',major concerns. While .this 
stress has perhaps led later critics to overestimate Shklovskyrs importance, his con
tributions '.were 'Significant. Most influential is· his concept ,of ,"defamiliarization" 
(os'raneniye ,in Russian), .both as a goal ,of art and as a category of critical.analysis. 
Using the example o~ a.walk down' a, fatniliar street, Shklovsky poihts out that,one's 
perceptions ,become: dutomatic, 'so .thatone' riotices,on'ly what.is out of the :ordinary. 
But,.he observes; literary ar'tists take.·this tendency into account and show things out 
.of the .ordiollry, -thereby freshening and renewing readers' 'perceptions. This process 
of defamiliarization,becomes a formalist measure .of'aesthetic,value, privileging lit
erary works' that make the familiar strange and. break the "automatism"· of. normal 
expectation; for Shklovsky, literary history builds on such aesthetic innovations. ' 
", The Russiari formalists'" theoretical focus, stress on 'the functional role of literary 
devicesl and conceptiob of the evolution of literary history distinguish them from 
other early- and, mid~twentleth-century schools of criticism concerned with fortn, 
such as the American' New Critics. 'The New Critics largely. provided readings of 
individual literary works,. focusing on what WILLIAM K. WIMSATT JIt. called "the verbal 
i~on/' whereas the Russian fonnalists were more ,Interested iri making theoretical 
geheralizations about" the 'I)atureof literature and in defining the range .of technical 
linguistic devices ,common. to. literary works. Moreover; the Russian .fonna.lists 'pro
~osed an original model.oE,literary history" combining the. scientific· schematization 
of,dtiviceswith an acr;:ol.mt of historical change., . ':: .', ; . ',' 
r~IAlthough the formalist movement was suppressed, ithlill.continued to wield broad 
[!'ifluence. It was a progeriitor of the 'Prague school of'struaturalism that flourished 
from.the mid-1920s to.1948, especially through tlie mediation of Jakobsori'after his 

,i hltival,there and through the work of Jan Mukafovsicy: Mter TZVETAN'TODOROV recov
~ ~'d. arid translated key formalist texts; they provided an important monel of analysis 
i; t~;'die-lil:erary wing of Prench structuralisin in the 1960sand' 1970s-notably for 
irs"'<l, " " .. , . 
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the structuralist narratology of Todorov, ROLAND BARTHES, and G~rard Genette, 
which in turn influenced later Anglo-American theorisill of narrative. Contemporary 
narrative theory continues to look back to the work of ShJclovsky, Eichenbaum, and 
Propp. The formalist theory of literary history has,been foundational for contemporary 
reception theory, particularly for the work of HANS ROBERT JAu'SS, whose central 
concept of the "horizon of expectation" draws .on formalist notions of defamiliariza
tion. The' evolutionary theory of literary history has also influenced Mandst accounts 
of aesthetics, despite Marxist reservations about the formalist view of the autonomy 
of literature. While in recent years interest in formal approaches to, literature has 
declined ...... largely giving way to a social consciousn:eb in a sehSe aklil'to what Trotsky 
had delrtilnded--'-the Russian formalists reMain ,foundational tor C'ontemporar'y theory 
in th~ir 'emphases on making theoretical generalizations ,about the nature of literary 
works; th~ir use of Iinguistks and theirdesire.for:a more exact', scientific study of 
literature; and their account of literary history ar:td aesthetic innovation., 
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From The Theory of the "Formal Method"l 

The worst, In my opinion, are those who describe science as If It 
were settled. 

[I.e pire, " man avis, est eelui qui repr4sente fa seience eomme 
faite.]- ,. 

A. DE CANDOLLE2 

The so-called "formal method" .grew out of a struggle for a science. of 
literature that would be both independent and factual; it is not the outgrowth 
of a particular methodology. The notion of a "method" has been so exagger
ated that it now suggests too much. ·In principle the question for. the For
malist3 is not how to study literature, but what the subject matter of literary 
study actually is. We neither discuss methodology nor quarrel about it. We 
speak and may speak only about theoretical principles suggested to us not 
by this or that ready-made methodology, but by the examination of specific 
material in its specific context. The Formalists; works in literary theory and 
literary history show this clearly enough, but during the past ten years so 
many new questions and old misunderstandings have accumulated that I 
feel it advisable to try to summarize some of our work-not as a dogmatic 
system but as a historical summation. I wish to show how the work of. the 
Formalists began, how it evolved, and what it evolved into. 

The evolutionary character of the development of the formal method is 
important to an understanding of its history; bur' opponents imd many of our 
followers overlook it. We are surrounded by eclectics and late-comers who 
would turn the formal method into some kind of inflexible "fQrmalistic" sys
terti in order to provide themselves with a working ,;,<:)cabulary., a program, 
and a name. A program is a very handy thing for ~ritics, but not at all char
acteristic of our method. Our scientific approach has had no such prefabri
cated program or doctrine, and has none. In our ·studies we value a theory 
only as a working hypothesis to help us discover and interpret facts; that is, 
we determine the validity of the facts and use them as the material of our 
research. We are not concerned with definitions, for which the late-comers 
thirst; nor do we build general theories; which so delight eclectics. We posit 
specific principles and adhere to them insofar as the material justifies them. 
If the material demands their refinement or change, we change or refine 
them. In this sense we are quite free from our own theories-as science 
must be free to the extent that theory and conviction are distinct. There is 
no ready-made science; science lives not by settling on truth, but by over-
coming error. 

This essay is not intended to argue our position. The initial period of sci-

I. Translated by Lee T. Lemon and Marlon J. 
Reis, who trimmed the text slightly and added the 
headings to the section numbers In the original; 
they sometimes Include clarifying word. or phrases 
in brackets in the text. 
2. Alphonse de Candolle (1806-1893), Swiss bot
anist. 
3. By "Formalists" I mean In this essay only that 
group of theoreticians who made up the Society 
for the Study of Poetic Language (the Opoyaz) and 
who began to publish their studies in 1916 

[Eichenbaum's note). Some of the author'. notes 
ha"" been edited and some omitted. Led by Victor 
Shklovsky (1893-1984), Eichenbaum; and Yury 
Tynyanov (1894-1943). Opoyaz was centered In 
St. .Petersburg, but Eichenbaum also Includes 
members of the Moscow Linguistic Circle In his 
account; Arising Independently In 1914 but soon 
coming Into contact with the Petersburg group, the 
circle was led by ROMAN JAKOBSON (1896-1982). 
Oslp Brlk (1888-1945). and Boris Tomashevsky 

. (1890-1957). 



THE THEORY OF THE "FORMAL METHOD" I 1063 

cntific struggle and journalistic polemics is past. Such attacks as that in The 
Press and the Revolution4 (with which I was honored) can be answered only 
by new scientific works. My chief purpose here is to show how the formal 
method, by gradually evolving and broadening its field of research, spread 
beyond the usual "methodological" limits and became a special science of 
literature, a specific ordering of facts. Within the limits of this science, the 
most diverse methods may develop, if only because we focus on the empirical 
study of the material. Such study was, essentially, the aim of the Formalists 
from the very beginning, and precisely that was the significance of our quar
rel with the old traditions. The name "formal method," bestowed upon the 
movement and now firmly attached to it, may be tentatively understood as a 
historical term; it should not be taken as an accurate description of our work. 
Neither "Formalism" as an aesthetic theory nor "methodology" as a finished 
scientific system characterizes us; we are characterized only by the attempt 
to create an independent science of literature which studies specifically lit
erary material. We ask only for recognition of the theoretical and historical 
facts of literary art as such. 

1. The Origins of Formalism 

Representatives of the formal method. were frequently reproached by var
ious groups for their lack of clarity or for the inadequacy of their principles
for indifference to general questions of aesthetics, sociology, psychology, and 
so on. These reproofs, despite their varying merit, are alike in that they cor
rectly grasp that the chief characteristic of the Form~lists is indeed their 
deliberate isolation both from "aesthetics from above" 'and from all ready
made or self-styled general theories. This isolation (particularly from aes
thetics) is more or less typical of all contemporary studies of art. Dismissing 
a whole group of general problems (problems of beauty, the aims of art, etc.), 
the contemporary study of art concentrates on the concrete problems of 
aesthetics. Without reference to socio-aesthetic premises, it raises questiot:ls 
about the idea of artistic "form" and its evolution. It thereby raises a serie.s 
of more specific theoretical and historical questions. Such familiar slogans 
as Wolfflin's5 "history of art without names" characterized experiment~.Jn 
the empirical analysis of style and technique (like VoII's6 "experiment in the 
comparative study of paintings"). In Germany especially the study of the 
theory and history of the visual arts, which had had there an extremely rich 
history of tradition and experiment, occupied a central position in art studies 
and began to influence the general theory of art and its separate disciplines
in particular, the study of literature. In Russia, apparently for local historical 
reasons, literary studies occupied a place analogous to that of the visual arts 
in Germany. 

The formal method has attracted general attention and become con~ro
versial not, of course, because of its distinctive methodology, but rather 
because of its characteristic attitude toward the understanding and the study 
of technique. The Formalists advocated principles which violated solidly 
entrenched traditional notions, notions which had appeared to be "axio-

4. 1\ literary and intellectual journal of the period 
following the Russian Revolution of 1917; the 
auuck on Eichenbaum occurred in 1924. 

5. Heinrich W61ffiln (1864-1945), German art 
historian. 
6. Karl Voll (1867-1917), German art historian. 
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matic~' not only in the. study of·literature, but.in the study of art generally. 
Because .. they adhered to their principles so strictly, ·theynarrowed the dis
tance ;between particular problems qfJiterary theory and general problems 
of aesthetics. The ideas and :principles' of the Formalists,. for all their con
creteness; were ,pointedly·directed towards· a general theory of aesthetics. 
Our creation of'a radically unconventional poetics,7 therefore; implied more 
than: a simple reassessment of .particular. problems; it had an .impact' 'on the 
study of art generally. It had:'its impact because of a. series of historical 
developments, the most important !of which were. the crisis in philosophical 
aesthetics and the startling innovations in art (in Ri.J.ssia. nlOst abrupt and 
most clearly defined in poetry), Aesthetics seemed barren and art deliberately 
denuded-'-in an entirely primitive condition. Hence;.Formalism and Futur-
ismS seemed boundtogether,.by history. . 

But the··general historical significance of the' appearance of. Formalism 
comprises a.special:theme; I must· speak of.something·else here.because I 
intend ·toshow how the principles and problems of the: forma" method 
evolved and how the Formalists came to their present position. 

Before the appearance of the Formalists, academic research, quite igno
rant of theoretical problems, mac;le use of antiquated aesthetic, psychologi
cal, and historical "axioms" and had so lost Sight of its proper subject that 
its very existence. as a science .had become illusory; There 'was' 'almost no 
struggle between the Formalists· and the Academicians,9 not"because the 
Formalists: had. broken in the door (there were no doots),: but because we 
found an· open pastlageway inst~ad of· a fortress. The theoretical heritage 
Which Potebnya and Veselovsky1left to their-disciples seemed to lay like dead 
capital-a treasure which. they were afraid to touch,. the brilliance of which 
they had allowed to fade. In fact, authority and 'influence had· gradually 
passed from academic scholarship .to ·the "scholarsltip". of the journal!i; to the 
work of the Symbolist2 criticsand theoreticians. Actually, between 1907 and 
1912 the books and essays. of VyacheslavIvanov, Bry1)sov, Merezhkovsky, 
Chukov~ky,3 and others, were much more influential.thanthescholarly stud
ies and dissertations' of the university' professors. This: joutnalistic "scholar
ship," with all.its subjectiVity. and tendentiousness, was' supported by the 
theoretical principles and. slogans of the. rlew artistic .movements and their 
propagandists. Such books: as Bely's Simvolii~4 (1910) naturally meant 
m'uch more to the younger generation than the monographs' on the history 
of literature which sprang lip from ho set of principles and which showed 
that the authors completely lacked both a scientific' temperament and a sci
entific point of view. 

The historical battle between the two generations· [the Symbolists and the 
Formalists}-a battle which was fought over principles and was extraordi-

7.· That Is, a scientific theory of literature. 
8. A.reyoluU.onary mov~ment In art and literature 
bl!gilh In Itilly In 1909, stresslni speed, moderhlty, . 
and rebelllohJlt quIckly fOUhd adhtrentsln Runla . 
. 9~ The established unIversIty-based literary schola" agalhlf ",H6ltt ih~ fcirmaliiil rehelled. .' . 
t. AlektahdrPotehnYII (1835-1891) and Alek.: 
• endr VeHloViky (1838-1906), RUilien literary 
.chal.n. .. 
2. A mOvtment (with oril"'. In U'701. Prince) 

that aimed at . renovating Ru~sl8n poetry at the 
beglnnln& of the 20~ century; It emphasIzed mys, 
tlclsm and aesthetlclsm,l" an ImpressIonistic style. 
3. All RussIan IIteraty fiitites associated with aynl·· 
holism: Ivaf\Iw.:.(1866;-:-1949) •. Val\\ry Bryusov 
() 8i~1924), Omltrl MerezhkOVsKYO 865-1941), 
and Korney t::hukiJVlIty (1882-;.0) 969) •. 
4. S,.".IIoI ..... (Rulllan). Andrey Bell': the pHU
don)'!1l of Borll BUII!)'eY (18Bo-l~i4), • RUIII.n 
novelllt, poet, and ~t\~; . . 
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narily intense-was therefore resolved' in the journals, and the battle line 
was drawn over Symbolist theory and Impressionistic .criticism' rather than 
over any work being done by the Academicians. We entered the fight against 
the Symbolists in order to wrestpoetic's from their hands-to free it from its 
ties with their subjective philosophical and ae~thetic theories and to direct 
it towar~the scientific investigationoffacis. We were raised on their works, 
and "",e saw their errors with the greate,,((:larity.· At 'this time, the struggle 
became even more urgent because the Futurists (Khlebriikov, Kruchenykh, 
and Mayakovsky),6 who were onthe rise, oppo~ed the Symbolist poetics and 
supported the Formalists. . . .. ., .. 

The original group of Formalists was united by the idea of liberating poetic 
diction from the fetters of the intellectualism and moralism which !nore and 
more obsessed the Symbolists. The. dissension ainong :the' Symbolist theo
reticians (1910-1911) and the appeatance of the Acmeists7 prepared the 
way fot our decisive rebellion. We knew that all compromises would have to 
be avoided, that history demanded of usa really revolutionary attitude-a 
categorical thesis, merciless irony, and bold rejections of whatever could not 
be reconciled with our position. We had to oppose the subjective aesthetic 
principles espoused by the Symbolists with an objective consideration of the 
facts; Hence our Formalist . movement was characterized by anew passion 
for scientific positivism8 .......... a rejection of philosophical assumptions, of psy
chological and aesthetic interpretations, etc; Art, considered apart from phil
osophical aesthetics and ideological,theories, dictated .its own position on 
things .. We had .to turn to facts and, abandoning general systems and prob
lems, to begin "in the middle," with the facts which art forced upon us. Art 
demanded that we approach it closely; science, that'we deal with the specific. 

2. The Science of Literature: :. 
The lndepetuknt Value of Poet~ SOUnd 

Theestablishinent ofa spe~ific an~ fa~tuw.iite~ary s.cience was· basic to 
the organization of the formal method, All of O1,lr efforts were directed toward 
disposing of the earlier position which, according to Alexs!Ider Veselovsky, 
made ofliterature an abandoned thing Ia res nullius]. This is whytw.:.position 
of the Formalists could. not be reconciled with other apprQaches' and was so 
unacce'ptable to ~he eclectics. In rejecting these other approaches, the For
malists actually rejected and still reject not the methods, but rather the irre
sponsible mixing of various disCiplines and their problems. The basis of our 
position was and is that the object of literary sCience, as such, must be the 
study of those specifics which distinguish itfrbm any other material. (The 
secondai")'. incidental features of such material, however, niay reasonably 

5. Unsystematic, subjective criticism; elsewhere 
Eichenbaum calls It "journalistic" criticism. 
6. Three Russian poetfi and critics: Velimlr Khleb
nlkov (1885-1922), Alexey Kruchenykh (1886-
1968), and Vladimir Mayakovsky (1893-1930), 
7. The .Acmellta. like the FutUrietl, rebelled 
apln.t the prlnclpleR and practiclII Df the S)'m· 
bDIt,tl. But unlike the FuturiltR, they attempted a 

highly controlled, polished ·styl.e ,of poetry. The 
best-known Acmelst. were Anna Akhmatova 
[1889-1966) and Oslp Mandelstam [1891-1938). 
The movement did not survive World War I [trans
lators' note], 
8. The VIew that knowledae and ineanlng derive 
lolel), from whit cln be e~plrlc!llI)' obHrwd. 
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and rightly be used in a subordinate way by other scientific disciplines.) 
Roman Jakobson formulated this view with perfect clarity: 

The object of the science of literature is not literature, but literariness
that is, that which makes a given work a work of literature. Until now 
literary historians have preferred to act like the policeman who, intend
ing to arrest a certain person, would, at any opportunity, seize any and 
all persons who chanced into the apartment, as well as those who passed 
along the street. The literary historians used everything-anthropology, 
psychology, politics, philosophy. Instead Qf a science of literature, they 
created a conglomeration. of homespun disciplines. They seemed to have 
forgotten that their essays strayed into related disciplines-the history 
of philosophy, the history of culture, of psychology, etc.:-'and that these 
could rightly use literary masterpieces only as defective, secondary doc
uments. 9 

To apply and strengthen this principle of specificity and to avoid specu
lative aesthetics, we had to compare literary facts with other kinds of facts, 
extracting from a limitless number of important orders of fact that order 
which would pertain to . literature and would distinguish it from the others 
by its function. This was the method Leo Jakubinsky· followed in his essays 
in the first Opoyaz collection, in which he worked out the contrast between 
poetic and practical language that served as the basic principle of the For
malists' work on key problems of poetics. As a result, the formalists did not 
look, as literary students usually had, toward history, culture; soCiology, psy
chology, or aesthetics, etc., but toward linguistics, a science bordering on 
poetics and sharing material with it, but approaching it from a different 
perspective and with different problems. Linguistics, for its part, was also 
interested in the formal method in that what was discovered by comparing 
poetic and practical language could be studied as a purely linguistic problem, 
as part of the general phenomena of lahguage. The relationship between 
linguistics and the formal method was somewhat analogous to that relation 
of mutual use and delimitation that exists, for example, between 1>hysics and 
chemistry. Against this background, the problems posed earlier by Potebriya 
and taken for granted by his followers were reviewed and reinterpreted. 

Leo Jakubinsky's first essay, "On the Sounds of Poetic Language,"l com
pared practical and poetic language and formulated the difference between 
ili~: ' 

The phenomena of language must be c1assified,from the point of view 
of the speaker's particular purpose as he forms his own linguistic pattern. 
If the pattern is formed for the purely practical purpose of comm'uni
cation, then we are dealing with a system of practical language (the 
language of thought) in which the Iinguis~ic pattern (sounds,·morpho
logical features, etc.) have no independel1t value and are m~rely a means 
of communication. But other linguistic .systems, systems in which the 

9, Roman Jakw.son, NaveysJu.ya russ,..".. poezjya 
[Mode,.,. Russian Poary) (Prague, 1921), p. 1 1 
[Eichenbaum's note). 
J. Russian linguist and critic (1892-1945), a.50-

clated with o"o,..z but not a member. 
2. Leo Jakublrisky, "0 zvukakh, poetlcheakovo 
yazyka," Sbonoilt, 1 (1916) [Eichenbaum'. note). 
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practical purpose is in the background (although perhaps not entirely 
hidden) are conceivable; they exist, and their linguistic patterns acquire 
independent value. 

The establishment of this distinction was important both for the construc
tion of a poetics and for understanding the Futurist's preference for "non
sense language"3 as revealing the furthest extension of the sheer 
"independent" value of words, the kind of value partially observed in the 
language of children, in the glossolalia of religious sects: and so on. The 
Futurist experiments in nonsense language w.ere of prime significance as a 
demonstration against Symbolism which, in its theories, went no further 
than to use the idea of "instrumentation" to indicate the accompaniment of 
meaning by sound and so to de-emphasize the role of sound in poetic lan
guage. The problem of sound in verse was especially crucial because it was 
on this point that the Formalists and Futurists united to confront the t~eo
rists of Symbolism. Naturally, the Formalists gave battle at first on just that 
issue; the question of sound had to be disposed of first if we were to oppose 
the aesthetic and philosophical tendencies of the Symbolists with a system 
of precise observations and to reach the tinderlying scientific conclusions. 
This accounts for the content of the first volume of Opoyaz, a cQptent 
devoted entirely to the problem of sound and nonsense language. 

Victor Shklovsky, along with Jakubinsky, in "On Poetry and Nons~:qse 
Language,'" cited a variety of eJ.C8mples which showed that "even words witft
out meanipg are necessary." He showed such meaninglessness to be both a 
widespread Unguistic fact and a phenomenon characteristic of poetry. "The 
poet does not decide to use the meaningless word; usually 'nonsense' is dis
guised as some kind of frequently delusive, deceptive content. Poet:s are 
forced to acknowledge that they themselves do not understand the cop tent 
of their own verses." Shklovsky's essay, moreover, transfers the questiort from 
the area Qf pure sound, from the acoustical level (which provided ti:te basis 
for impressi~rtistic interpretations of the relation between sou~d am. the 
description of Qbjects or the emotion represented), to the level of pro~unJ 
ciation and ~~i~ulation. "In the enjoyment of a meaningless 'nonsense word,' 
the articulatory aspect of speech is undoubtedly important. Perhaps gener
ally a great part of t~e delight of poetry consists in pronunciation, in' tlMr
independent dance of the organs of speech." The question of meaningless 
language thus became a serious scientific cori~~rn, the solu~ion of which 
would help to clarify many problems of poetic language in general. ShkIovsky 
also formulated the general question: -, 

If we ad" to our demand of the word as such that it serve to clarify 
understandipg, that it be generally meaningful, then of course "mean
ingless" langJ.lage, as a relatively superficiapanguage, falls by the way
side. But it 'does not fall alone; a consideratiort of the facts forces one 
to wonder whether words always have a meaning, not only in meaning
less speech, but also in simple poetic speech::"-or whether this notion is 
only a fiction resulting from our inattention. 

3. Language used solely for its sound, ignoring its 
sense. 
4, Tlwt is, speaking In tongue.: ecstatic language-

like utterances. 
5. Victor Shklovsky, "0 poezll I zaumnom yazyke," 
Sbomild 1 (1916) [Eichenbaum's note]. 
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, The natural, conclusion of' these obserVations and principles 'was, that 
poetic ' language is not only a language of images; that,sounds in'verse are 
not at all merely elements of a superficial euphony, and that they do not play 
I!,m~re "accompanimen~" to meaning, but rather that, they have an indepen-
4~rii signifidm.ce. The purpos~ of ~his work was to fotce a revisicin of Poteb
~ya's ge~EZral theory, which- had' heen built ~p the convictiont~~t poetry i!i 
~'thought in images." Potebnya'~ analysis at poetry, the analysis whi«;1;t the 
SymboHsts had adopted, treated the sound of verse as "expressive" of some~ 
fhing behind it. Soun'd, was' iner~ly. ono,matopoetic, merely i'atiral descrip
lion." The works ofAiiai'ey:QelY.(~ho'discover~d~he complete sound picture 
~hat champagne makes' when poured ,~rom a hotde in~o a glassjn two lines 
from Pushkin, and who also discovered the "noisomeness' of a hangover" in 
~lok:s6 repetition of the: ~onsi:)nant,al dtister rdt) were ,<iuite typical. ,Such 
attempts to "explain" alliteration, bordering on' parody~r'equired a rebuffaiid 
~n,attempt to produc~ concrete evidence showing tha( sounds in verse exist 
,apart from any connectiori with irp,agery, that they have an'indepe~derit oral 
function. " , 
'!, Le~ lakti'biris~:y, in his essays, provided linguistic support for [our argu
rpents in favor of] .the 'independent value of sound in verse~ O~i"" ~d,~'.s essay 
bh"Soun~"Hepe~~tions"7 illustrated the same ,P'!J~nt with quotlltioris from 
Pushkin,arid LermontoV' arranged to present Ii 'variety of mO,dels:. Brik 
ao,ubt~~' the', ¢orrectne~~' of thecorrtmoil opinio,n:th~t poeti~ language is a 
1~1¢uag~ of "iiriages":>.: .' -" , , ',:,:' ," " " " ' ' 

.:'; No matter how'one looks at the interrelationship of-image and sound, 
. there is undOl.ibtedly only one eoticlusionpossible-'-the ~ourtds, the har

mOtiies, are not only euphonious:accessorlesto meariin~;they are also 
" the result of an independent poetic plirpose. The'superficial devices' of 

i" -' euphony do notcbrtipletely account for the insttumentat,on of poetic 
,: ". speech,' Such'irtstrutnentation k'epr~sents on the whole an intricate prod~ 

uct of ' the interadion of the generalla'ws of narmony. Rhyme, allitera-
'; "don,' etc.; are only obvious manifestations, particular cases, of the basic 
',- 'laws of euphony. ' , 

',:.. .; .' .. '. .} 

ht-opposing the work of Heiy, Brik, in the sam~;,~ssay, made no comment at 
all on the meaning of this ~mthat use of alliteration, 'but mer~ly affirmed that 
repetition in veJ;'se is analog()us to t,autology in folklorl'!--:-th;at is" thatrepe
tition:itself plays something of 'an l;iesthetic role:, ~'.Qbvto.usly we have here 
diverse forms of one general principle, the pri~cipleof;si,n;lple combination, 
by which either the s,Ounds of the words or their meanings, or now one and 
how the 'other, serve:~s the material of the combiluition." Such' an eXtension 
of one device to covet the various forms of poetic material is 'quitech",rac
teristic of thework'~f'the Fo~alists during'their inItial' period. 'After the 
presentation ofBdk's essay the question bf sound in verse lost something of 
its urgency, and tli.eFormalists turned to questions of poetics in general. 

6, Aleksandr Blok (1880-1921), Russian poet 
associated with symbolism. A1eksandr, Pushkln 
(I 799-1837), great Russlarrwrtter,dfficUon,'I'Iilys, 
and espeCially,poetry. . ,,',,' ',' '. , ,,' ",,,' 

7. Oslp Brlk, "Zvukovye f0vtory," Sbomild 2 
(191,7) [Eichenbaum's note .', , 
8, Mikhail Lermontov (1814-1841), Russlanpoet 
aJ;1d,novelist. " ... ' 
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3. Content and Correspondent Form Vers;us Technique as Content 

The Formalists began their work with ,the question of the sounds of verse
at that time the most controversial and most ,basic question. Behind this 
particular' question of poetics stood more, ,general theses which had to be 
formulated. The distinction betweensyst~msof' poetic and practical lan
guage" which defined the work of the Formalists from the 'very beginning, 
was bound'to result in the formulatidnof a whole group of basic questions. 
The idea of poetry as "thought by means' of images" and the resulting for
mula, "Poetry = imagery," clearly did not coincide with our observations and 
contradicted Our tentative general principles. Rhythm, sound, sYntax-ali of 
these seemed secondary from such a 'point of view; they seemed uncharac
teristic 'of poetry and necessarily extraneous to ,it. The ,Symbolists accepted 
Potebnya's general theory because it justified the supremacy of the image
symbol; yet they could not rid themselves of the, notorious theory of the 
"harmony of form and content" even though it ,clearly contradicted their bent 
for formal experimentation and dis~redited it by making it seem mere "aes
theticism." The Formalists, when tlley,abandoned Potebnya's point of view, 
also freed themselves from' the traditional' correlation of "form and content" 
and' frorii the traditional idea of for~ as an envelope', a vess~l into which one 
po~rs aJ~qtiid (the content). The facts of art d~monstrate that art's unique
ness ,c~~sists not'in the "parts" whiCh e!lter in~o it but irt:their original use. 
Thus the notion of form was changed; the, new notion of'form required no 
companion idea, no correlative.' " ' " ' 

Even, before the formation of the Opoyaz in 1914, at the time of the public 
performances of .the Futurists, S~¥lovsky hadj)Ublished a monograph, The 
Resurrection of the Word, 9 in which' he took exceptio'o partly to the concepts 
set forth by Potebnya and partly to those of Veselovsky (the question of 
imagery was not then of major significance) to advance the principle of per~ 
ceptible form as the specific sign of artistic awareness: 

We,do not experience the. commonplace, we do not see it; rather, we 
recognize it. We do not see th~ walls, ,of our room; and it is very difficult 
for us to see errors in proofreading, 'especially if the materia) Is written 
in a language we know well, because we cannot force oUl'sew.es to see, 
to read~ and not to "recognize" the familiar word. If we have to define 
specifically "poetic" perception and artistic perception in general, then 
we suggest this definition: "Artistic" perception is that perception in 
which ,we experience form-perhaps not form alone, but certainly form. 

Perception here is clearly not to be understood as a simple psychological 
concept (the perception peculiar to this or that person), but, since art does 
not exist outside of perception, as an element in art itself. The' notion of 
"form" here acquires new meaning; it is no longer an envelope',' but a com
plete thing, something concrete, dynamic, self-contained, and without a cor
relative of any kind. Here we made a decisive break With the Symbolist 
principl~ that some sort of "content" is to shine through,the .. forrp. ... And We 

9. Victor Shklovsky, Vosltresh .... /ye./oVa (Petiersburg, 19l4) [Elch,enbaum'. note]. 
I' 
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broke with "aestheticism"-the preference for certain elements of form con
sciously isolated from "content." 

But these general acknowledgements that there are, differences between 
poetic and practical language and that the specific quality of a:rt is shown in 
its particular use of the material were not adequate when we tried l~ deal 
with specific works. We had to find more specific formulations of the prin
ciple of perceptible form so that they could make possible the analysis of 
form itself-the analysis of form understood as content. We'had to show 
that the perc'eption of form results from special artistic'techniques whiCh 
force the reader to experience the form. Shkloysky's "Art as Technique," 
presenting its own manifesto of the Formalist method, offe~ed a perspective 
for the concrete analysis of form. Here was a really clear departure from 
Potebnya and Potebnyaism and, at the same time, from the theor~tical prin
ciples of Symbolism. The essay began with olljections to P~tebnya's basic 
view of imagery and its relation to content. Sh140vsky indicates, among other 
things, that images are almost always static: 

The more you unders~and an age, the more convin~ed you become that 
the images a given poet lt~~d and which you thought his own were taken 
almost unchanged from ahother poet. The works of poets are classified 
or grouped according to the ,new techniques they discover arid share, 
and according to their arrange~~l1t and ~evelopIhent pf the :resources 
of language; poets are inuch more !=pncemed wit~ arranging im'ages,than 
creating them. Images are given to poets; the ability to remember them 
is far more important tQ~n the ability to create them. Imagistic thought 
does not, in any case".illclude all' aspects of art or even all aspects of 
verbal art. A change in imagery is not essential to the developineqt of 
poetry.' ' , 

He further pointed out the difference b~tween poetic and nonpoetic images. 
The poetic image is defined as one of the devices of poetic language-as a 
device which, depending upon the problem, is as important as such other 
devices of poetic language' as simple and negative parallelism, comparison, 
repetition, symmetry,hyperbole, etc., ~iit no more important. Thus imagery 
becomes a part of a system .of poetic devices and los~s its theoretical domi
nance. 

Shklovsky likewise repudiated the principle of artistic economy, a principle 
which had been strongly asserted in aesthetic theory, and opposed it with 
the device of "defamiliarization"2 and the notion of "ro'ughened form." 
That is, he saw art as in~reasing the difficulty alld span of perception 
"because the process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself and must be 
prolonged";3 he saw art as a means of destrOying the automatism of,percep
tion; the purpose of the image is not to present the approximate meaning of 
its object to our understanding, but to create a special perception of tlte 
object-the creation of its, "vision," and nonhe "recognition" of its mealling. 
Hence the image is usually connected with -the process of defamiliarization. 

\. Victor ShkIovsky, "Art 81 Technique" (i 917), In 
Russia .. Formalist Crltlcis",: Four Essays, trans. and 
ed. Lee T. Lemon and Marlon J. Rels (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Presl, 1965), p: 7. 
2. A formalllt technical term (ost"" ..... ",.. In RUI
sian, allo tranllated a. "maklna Itrange") for mak-

Ing a familiar word,'lmase, or event seem Itrange, 
thus countering habituated perception or "l!utom
alism" and provoking renewed aesthetic relponse. 
A related concept II that of "roulhened" (Ziltrutl
yon"") form. 
3. ShkIovsk", "An a. Technique," p. 12. 
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The break with Potebnya was formulated definitely in Shklovsky's essay 
"Potebnya. "4 He repeats once more that imagery-synlbolization-does not 
constitute the specific difference between poetic and prosaic (practical) lan
guage: 

Poetic language is distinguished from practical language by the percep
tion of its structure. The acoustical, articulatory, or semantic aspects of 
poetic language may be felt. Sometimesone.feels the verbal structure, 
the arrangement of the words, rather than. their texture. The poetic 
image is one of the ways, but only one of the ways, of creating a percep
tible structure designed to be experienced within its very own fabric .... 
The creation of a scientific poetics must begin inductively with a hypoth
esis built on an accumulation of evidence. ~at hypothesis is that poetic 
and prosaic languages exist, that the laws which distinguish them exist, 
and, finally, that these differences are to be analyzed. 

These essays are to be read as the summation of the first phase of the 
Formalists' work. The main achievement of this period consisted in our 
establishment of a series of theoretical principles which provided working 
hypotheses for a further investigation of the data for the defeat of the current 
theories based on Potebnyaism. The chief strength of the Formalists, as these 
essays show, was neither the direction of their study of so-called "forms" nor 
the construction of a special "method"; their 'strength was founded securely 
on the fact that the specific features of the verbal arts had to be studied and 
that to do so it was first necessary to sort out the differing uses of poetic and 
practical language. Concerning form, the Formalists thought it important to 
change the meaning of this muddled term. It was important to destroy these 
traditional correlatives and so to enrich the idea of form with new signifi
cance. The notion of "technique, "5 because it has to do directly with the 
distinguishing features of poetic and practical speech, is much more signifi
cant in the long-range evolution of formalism than is the notion of "form. " 

4. Applications of Theory: Questions of Plot and Literary Evolution 

The preliminary stage of our theoretical work had passed. We had pro
posed general principles bearing directly upon factual material. We now had
to move closer to the material and to make the problems themselves specific. 
At the center stood those questions of theoretical poetics that had previously 
been outlined only in general form. We had to move from questions about 
the sound of verse to a general theory of verse. The questions about the 
sound of verse, when originally posed, were meant only as illustrations of 
the difference between poetic and practical language. We had to move from 
questions about "technique-in-general" to the study of the specific devices 
of composition, to inquiry about plot, and so on. Our interest in opposing 
Vesclovsky's general view and, specifically, in opposing his theory of plot, 
developed side by side with our interest in opposing Potebnya's. 

At this time, the Formalists quite naturally used literary works only as 
material for supporting and testing their theoretical hypothesis; we had put 

4. Vic lor Shklovsky, "Potebny .. ," "oetika (1919) 
[Eichenbaum's note). 
5. A formalist technical term (I'rirom in Russian, 

also translated as "device") for any of the basic ele· 
ments that have a function In an artistic compo· 
sltlon. 
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aside questions of convention, literary evolution, etc. Now we felt it impor
tant to widen the scope of our study, to make a preliminary survey of the 
data, and to. allow it to establish its own kind of,"laws." In this way we freed 
ourselves from the necessity of resorting to abstract premi.ses and at the same 
time mastered the materials without losing ourselves in details. . 

Shklovsky, with his theory of plot and ·fiction, Was especially. important 
during this period. He demonstrated the presence ~fspecial devices o~ :"plot 
construction" and their relation to general ·stylistic· devices in such diverse 
materials as the skaz, Oriental tales,6 Cervantes" Don Quixote, Tolstoy's 
works, Sterne's Tristram Shandy,7 and so on. I do not wish to go into details
those should be treated in·specialized works and not in a general·essay such 
as this On the Formalist method-but I do wish to cover those ideas in 
Shk1~vsky's treatment .'of plot which have a ·theoretical significance beyond 
any relationship they might .have to particular problems of plots as such. 
Traces of those ideas can be found in the most advanced pieces of Formalist 
criticism. 

The first of Shklovsky's works on plot, "The Relation of Devices of Plot 
Construction to General Devices of. Style,"s raised a whole series of such 
ideas. In the first place, the proof that special devices of plot arrangement 
exist; a proof supported by the citation of great numbers of devices, changed 
the traditional notion of plot as a combination of a group of motifs9 and 
made plot a compositional rather than Ii thematic concept. Thus the very 
concept of plot was changed; plot Was no longer synonymous with story. I Plot 
construction became the natural subject of Formalist study, since plot con
stitutes the specific peculiarity of narrative art. The idea of form had been 
enriched, and asi!t lost its former-abstractness, it·also lost its controversial 
meaning. Our idea of form had begun to coincide with our idea of literature 
as such, with the idea of the literary fact. . 

Furthermore, the analogies ·whi.ch we established between th~ devices of 
plot construction and the devices of style had theoretical sign~ficance,· for 
the step-by-step structure usually found in the epic was found to be analo
gous to sound repetition, tautology, tautological parallelism, and so on. All 
illustrated a general principle of verbal art based on parceling out and 
impending the action. 

For instance, Roland's three blows on the stoneiil the Song of Roland2 

and the similar triple repetition common in tales may be compared, as a 
single type of phenomenon, with Gogol's3 use of synonyms and with such 
linguistic structures as "hoity-toity," "a diller, a dollar," etc.4 "These varia-

6. Folktale. with e"otlc settings In India, Persia, 
and Arable countries, like those collected In the 
Arabian Nights, written In Arable but first tranl' 
lated and published In Europe In the eighteenth 
century. SMII a RUlllan literary form; perhaps belt 
tran.lated "yam." 
7. The workl of three noveli.tl worklnlln differ
ent lanlUale. and periodS! In Spanllh, MllUel de 
Cervantes ("67-1616), .lto • poet and play·· 
wrllht, be.t-known for Don Qtd.1rot. (1606, 1616>1 
In Runlan, Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910), who wrote 
plays and moral philosophy BI well as novels, 
including War and Peace (1863-69): and In 
English, Laurence Sterne 0713-1768), whose 
Tristra ... Shandy (1759,...67) Is a deliberately eccen· 
tric "life" of Itl hero. 
B. First published In Russian In 1919; translated 
in Vlktor Shklovsky, Thenry of Prose, trans. Benja< 

min Sher (Elmwood Park, III.: Dalkey Archive 
PreiS, 1990), pp. 15-51. 
9. The Imallest Ilolatable unltl of narrative (a 
term from folklore study). 
1. A seminal formali.t dl.Unctlon In narrative the
Oryl "ltOry" (fA,,"III, latin) c\'II~ate. the eventlln 
their chronoloalcal .equence, I'lot" (tyUaMt, Ru.
Ilan) reten to the event.· In the order tl1ey are 
arranled by the author. 
2. An Ilth'century French epic, Roland, one of 
Charlemagne'. paladins, attempts three times to 
break his sword against a stone to keep It from his 
enemies' hands. 
3. Nlkolay Gogol (1809-1852), Russian novelist 
and dramatist. 
4. Eichenbaum give. two nonsense ·phrases here, 
"udy· ... udy and plywh'd.tnlyushld. The point Is 
that repetition of sound alone may keep alive cer-
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tions of step-by-step construction usually do not all occur together, and 
attempts have been made to give each case a special explanation." Shldovsky 
shows how we attempt to demonstrate that the same device may reappear in 
diverse materials. Here'we clashed with Veselovsky, who in such cases usu
ally avoided theory and resorted to historical-genetic hypotheses. For 
instance, he explained epic repetition as a mechanism for the original per
formance (as embryonic song). But 'an' explanation of the genetics of such a 
phenomenon, even if true, does hot clarify the phenomenon as a fact of 
literature. Veselovsky and other members of the ethnographic school' used 
to explain the peculiar motifs and plots of the s1caz by relating literature and 
custom; Shldovsky did not object to making the relationship but challenged 
it only as an explanation of the peculiarities of the s1caz-he challenged it as 
an explanation of a specifically literary fact. The study of literary genetics 
can clarify only the origin of a device, nothing more; poetics must explain its 
literary function. The genetic point of view fails to consider the device as a 
self-determined use of material; it does not consider how conventional mate
rials are selected by an author, how conventional devices are transformed, 
or how they are made to' playa structural role. The genetic point of view 
does not explain how a convention may disappear and its literary function 
remain. The literary function remains not ,as, a simple experience but as a 
literary device retaining a significance over and beyond its connection with 
the convention. Characteristically, Veselovsky had contradicted himself by 
considering the adventures of the Greek romance6 as purely stylistic' devices. 

The Formalists naturally opposed Veselovsky's "ethnographism" because 
it ignored the special characteristic of the, literary device and because it 
replaced the theoretical and evolutionary point of view with a genetic point 
of view. 

Veselovsky saw "syncretism"? as a phenomenon of primitive poetry, a result 
of custom, and he later was censured for this in B. Kazansky's "The Concept 
of Historical Poetics."" Kazansky repudiated the ethnographic point of view 
by affirming the presence of syncretic tendencies in the very nature of each 
art, a presence especially obvious in some periods. The Formalists·naturally 
could not agr~e with Veselovsky when he touched upon general questions 
of literary evolution. If the clash with the Potebnyaists clarified basic prin
Ciples of poetics, the clash with Veselovsky's general view and with that of 
his followers clarified the Formalists' views on literary evolution and, thereby, 
on the structure of literary history, 

Shldovsky began to deal with the subject of literary evolution in the essay 
I cited previously, "The Relation of DeVices of Plot Construction to General 
Devices of Style." He had encountered Veselovsky's formula, a formula 
broadly based on the ethnographic principle that "the purpose of new form 
is to express new content," and he decided to advance a completely different 
point of view: 

The work of art arises from a background of other works and through 
association with them, The form of a work of art is defined by its relation 

tain otherwise meaningless expressions [transla~ 
tors' notel. 
5. That Is, those explaining literary material In 
terms of cultural background; ethnography is a 
field of anthropology. 
6. Prose narratives introduced in the ,1st century 

B.C.E., characterized by complicated adventures, 
terrifying dangers, and eroticism. 
7. The combination of forms and beliefs. 
8. Published In Russian In 1926 by Boris Kazan
sky (1891-1973), associated with the Opoyaz 
group. 
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to other works of art, to forms existing prior to it ..•. Not only parody, 
but also any kind of work of art is created parallel to and opposed ,to 
some kind ofform. The purpose of the new form is not to express new 
content, but to change an old form which has lost its aesthetic quality. 9 

Shklovsky supported this thesis with B[roder] Christiansen'sl demonstrati~n 
of "differentiated perceptions'; or "perceptions ()f differeri~e." He sees that 
the dynamism characteristic of,art is based on this and is manifested in 
repeated violations of established rules. At the close of his essay, he qU:otes 
F[erdinand] Bruneti~re's:Z statements that "of all the influences active in'the 
history of literature, the chief is the influence' of work on'work," and that 
,jone should not, without good cause, increase theriumber 'of, influences 
upon literature, under the assumption that literature is the expression of 
society, nor should one confuse the history of literature with the history of 
morals and manners. These are entirely different things.", ' 

Shklovsky's essay marked the changeover from our study of theoretical 
poetics to our study of the history of literature. Our original assumptions 
about form had been complicated by our observation of new features of 
evolutionary dynamics and their continuous variability. Our moving into the 
area of the history of literature "",:as no simple expansion of our st~dy; it 
resulted from the evolution of our concept of form. We found that we could 
not see the literary work in isolatipn, 'that we had to see its form 'againsfa 
background of other works rather than by itself. Thus the F()rmalists defi
nitely went beyond "Formalism," if by "Formalism" one means (as' some 
poorly informed critics usually did) some fabricated s'ystem which permitted 
us to be "classified," some system which ~ealously adapted itself to logic
chopping, or some system whieh joyously welcomed any dogma. Such scho
lastic "Formalism" was neitl!er historical nor essentially connected with the 
work of the 0l'oyaz. We were not responsible for it; on the contrary; we we~e 
irreconcilably its enen:ties on principle. " , , 

, 5. Prose Fiction: "Motivation" and Exposed Structure 

Later I shall return to the historical-literary work of the Formalists,' bU:t 
now I wish to conclude the survey'of those theoretical principles and prob
lems contained in the early work of the Opoyaz. The 'Shklovsky essay I 
referred to above contains still another idea which figured prominently in 
the subsequent study of the novel-the idea of "motivation."3 The discovery 
of various techniques of plot construction (step-by-step structure, parallel
ism, framing, the weaving of motifs, etc.) clarified the difference between 
the elements used in the construction of a work and the elements comprising 
its material (its story, the choice of motifs, 'the characters, the themes, etc.). 
Shklovsky stressed this difference at that time because the basic problem 
was to show the identity of individual structural devices in the most diverse 
materials imaginable. The old scholarship worked exclusively with the mate
rial, taking it as the "content" and treating the remainder as an "external 

9. See Shklovsky. TIuw')' of Pro .... p. 20; , 
I. German aesthetician (1869-1942). , 
2. French litera,), historian (1846-1906). 
3. A formalist technical term for the functional 

reason governing the use of a 'particular device~ 
ranging from a way to shock readers, to ,the Inser
tion of spedfic prop. requ1rec!,tc;> further events.!n 
the action." " , 
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form" either totally without interest or of interest only to the dilettante. 
Hence the naive and pathetic aesthetics of our older literary critics and his
torians, who found "neglect of form" in Tyutchev's" poetry and simply "bad 
form" in Nekrasov and Dostoevsky. 5 The literary reputations of these authors 
were saved because their intensity of thought and mood excused their form
lessness. Naturally, during the years of struggle and polemics against such a 
position, the Formalists directed all their forces to showing the significance 
of such compositional devices as motivation and ignored all other consid
erations. In speaking of the formal method and its evolution, we must con
stantly remember that many of the principles advanced by the Formalists in 
the years of tense struggle were significant not only as scientific principles, 
but also as slogans, as paradoxes sharpened for propaganda and controversy. 
To ignore this fact and to treat the work of the Opayaz (between 1916 and 
1921) in the same way as one would treat the academic scholarship is to 
ignore history. ' . 

The concept of motivation permitted the Formalists to approach literary 
works (in particular, novels and short stories)' more, closely and to observe 
the details of their structure, which Shklovsky' did in two later works, Plot 
Development and Sterne's Tristram Shandy and the Theory of the Novel. 6 In 
these works, he studied the relationship between technique and motivation 
in Cervantes' Don Quixote and Sterne's Tristram Shandy. He uses Tristram 
Shandy as material for the study of the structure of the short story and the 
novel apart from literary history, and he studies Don Quixote as an instance 
of the transition from collections of tales (like the Decameron7 ) to the novel 
with a single hero whose travels justify or "motivate" its episodic structure. 
Don Quixote was chosen because the devices it contains and their motivation 
are not fully integrated into the entire context of the novel. Material is often 
simply inserted, not welded in; devices of plot construction and methods of 
using material to further the plot structure stand out sharply, whereas later 
structures tend "more and more to integrate the material tightly into the very 
body of the novel." While analyzing "how Don Quixote was made," Shklovsky 
also showed the instability of the hero and concluded that his "type" 
appeared "as the result of the business of constructing the novel." Thus the 
dominance of structure, of plot over material, was emphasized. 

Neither a work fully "motivated" nor an art which deliberately does away' 
with motivation and exposes the structure provides the most suitable material 
for the illumination of such theoretical problems. But the very existence of 
a work such as Don Quixote, with a deliberately exposed structure, confirms 
the relevance of these problems, confirms the fact that the problems need 
to be stated as problems, and confirms the fact that they are significant lit
erary problems. Moreover, we were able to explain works of literature entirely 
in the light of these theoretical problems and principles, as Shklovsky did 
with Tristram Shandy. Shklovsky not only used the book to illustrate our 
theoretical position, he gave it new significance and once more attracted 

4. FyodorTyutchev (I803-IH73), Bussian poet. 
5. Fyodor Dostoyevsky (1821-1881), major Rus
sian novelist. Nikolay Nekrasov (I 821-1878), Rus
sian puel and editor. 
6. Both essays were first published in Russian in 
1921, and are translated in Shklovsky, Theory of 
Prm.e. The latter, translated as "Sterne's Tristranr. 

Shandy: Stylistic Commentary," also appears in 
Lemon and Reis, Ru.ssi.an Formalist Criticism, 
pp.25-57. 
7. A collection of 100 tales in a frame story (135 1-
53), the most famous work of the Italian prose 
writer and poet GIOVANNI BOCCACCIO. 
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attention to it. Studied against the background of an interest in the structure 
of the novel, Sterne became a contemporaryipeople. spoke about him, people' 
who previously had found in his novel only boring chatter or eccentricities, 
or who had prejudged it from the point of view of its notorious "sentimen
talism," a characteristic for which Sterne is as little to blame as Gogol for 
"realism." 

Shklovsky pointed out Sterne's deliberate laying bareS of .his. methods of 
constructing Tristram Shandy and asserted that Sterne· had "exaggerated" the 
structure of the novel. He had shown his awareness of form by his manner 
of violating it and by his manner of assembling the .. novel's contents.· In his 
conclusion to the essay, Shklovsky fotmulated the. ·difference between plot 
and· story: 

Th~ idea of plot is too often confused with the description of events
with what I propose provisionally to call the story. The story is, in fact, 
only material for plot formulation. The plot of Eugeny Onegin9 is, 
therefore, not the romance of the hero with Tatyana, but the fashioning 
of the subj~ct of this story as produced by the' introduction of inter-
rupting digressions. . . . ' 

The forms of art are explainable by the laws of art; they are not jus-
. tified, by their realism. Slowing the, action of a novel is not accomplished 
by introducing rivals, for example, but by simply transposing parts. In so 
doing the artist makes us aware of the aesthetic laws which underlie 
b~th the transposition and the slowing'down of the action~l 

My essay "How Gogol's 'Greatcoat' Was Made,"2also considers the struc
tureof the novel, comparing the problem of plot with the'problem of the 
slwz-the problem of structure based upon the narrator's manner of telling 
what had happened. I tried .(:0. show, that Gogol's text "was made up of living 
speech patterns and vocalized emotions," that words and sentences are 
selected and joined by Gogol as they are in the oral sw, in which" articula
tion, mimicry, sound gestures, and so on, playa special role. From this point 
of view I showed how the structure of ''The Greatcoat" imparts a grotesque 
tone to the tale by replacing the usual humor of theskaz (with its anecdotes, 
puns, etc.) with sentimental-melodramatic declamation. I discussed, in this 
connection, the end of "The Greatcoat" as the apotheosis of the gro~esque
not unlike the mute scene in The Inspector General. 3 The traditional line of 
argument about Gogol's "romanticism" and "realism" proved unnecessary 
and unilluminating.· 

Thus we began to, make some progress with· the problem of the study 6f 
prose. The line between the idea of plot as structure and the idea of the story 
as material was' drawn; this explanation of the typical techniques of plot 
construction opened the door for work on the history and theory of the novel; 
and furthermore, the skaz was treated as the struCtural basis of the plotless 
short story. These works have influenced a whole series of recent studies by 
persons not directly connected with-the Opoyaz. 

8. A formalist technical term (ob~hsniye, Rus
sian) for Introducing an element In a composition 
without any artistic justification, tpereby Signaling 
tliat element's functional role (e.g., presenting a 
meeting as pure coincidence rather than trying to 
explain it). 
9. An 1833 novel In verse by Pushkln (the title is 

usually translated EugeHe Ottegl .. ); Tatyana Is Its 
herolne_ ' 
I. Shklovskv, "Sterne's T .... tra ... SIaa ... ","'p_ 57. 
2. First pUblished In Russian In 191,9. ''The Great
coat" (1842) is Gogol's best-knbWn itory. 
3. An 1836 play by Gogol; It ends with '-mlnute 
and a half of silence as the curtain falls. 
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6. Poetry: Meter versus a Complete Linguistic Prosody: Syntax, 
Intonation, Phonemics 

As our theoretical work broadened and deepened it naturally became spe
cialized-the more so. because persons who were only beginning their work 
or who had been working independently joined the Opoyaz group. Some of 
them specialized in the problems of poetry, others in the problems of prose. 
The Formalists insisted upon keeping clear the demarcation between poetry 
and prose in order to counterbalance the Symbolists, who were then attempt
ing to erase the boundary line both in theory and in practice by painstakingly 
attempting to ~iscover meter in prose. 

The earlier sections of this essay show the intensity of our work on prose. 
We were pioneers in the area. Several Western works resembled ours (in 
particular, such observations on story material as Wilhelm Dibelius' Eng
lische Romankunst,4 1910), but they had little relevance to our theoretical 
problems and principles. In our work on prose we felt almost free from tra
dition; but in dealing with verse the situation was different. The great num
ber of works by Western and Russian literary theorists, the numerous 
practical and theoretical experiments of the Symbolists, and the special lit
erature of the controversies over the concepts of rhythm and Dieter (pro
duced between 1910 and 1917) complicated our study of poetry. The 
Futurists, in that same period, were creating new verse forms, and this com
plicated things still more. Given such conditions, it was difficult for us to 
pose the right problems. Many persons, instead of returning to basic ques
tions,were .concerned with special problems of metrics or with trying to put 
the accumulation of systems and opinions in good order. Meanwhile, we had 
no general theory of poetry: no theoretical elucidations of verse rhythm, of 
the connection of rhythm and syntax, of the sounds of verse (the Formalists 
had indicated only a few linguistic premises) .. of poetic diction and semantics, 
and so on. lit other words, the nature of verse as such remained essentially 
obscure. We had to draw away from particular problems of metrics and to 
approach verse from some more disciplined perspeCtive. We had,. first of all, 
to pose the problem of rhYthm so that it did not rest on metrics arid would 
include a more substantial part of poetic speech. 

Here; as in the previous section, I shall dwell upon the prohJJqn of verse 
only insofar as its exploration led to a new theoretical view of verbal art or a 
new view of the nature of poetic speech. Our position was stated ·first in Osip 
Brik's "On Rhythmic-Syntactic Figures" [1920], an unpublished lecture 
delivered before the Opoyaz group and, apparently; not even written out.' 
Brik demonstrated that verse contained stable syntactical figures indissolubly 
connected with rhythm. Thus rhythm was no longer thought of as an abstrac
tion; it was made relevant to the very linguistic fabric of verse-the phrase. 
Metrics became a kind of background, significant, like the alphabet, for the 
reading and writing of verse. Brik:s step was as important for the study of 
verse as the discovery of the relation of plot to structure was for the study of 
prose. The discovery that rhythmic patterns are related to the grammatical 
patterns of sentences destroyed the notion that rhythm is a superficial 
appendage, something floating o'n the surface of speech. Our theory of verse 

4. Art of d.<I English Novel (German). Dibelius 
(\876-1931), German literary scholar. 

5. Baik's lecture was published in 1927 In New 
Left [translators' note]. 
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was founded on the analysis of rhythm as the structural basis of verse, a basis 
which- of itself determined all_ of itspaits":'--both acoustic~1 and nonacousti
cal. A superior theory of verse, which would make metrics but a kindergarten 
preparation, was in sight. The Symbolists and the group led by Bely, despite 
their attempts, could not travel our road because they still saw the cen"tral 
problem as metrics in isolation. 

But Brik's work merely hinted at the possibility of a new way; like his first 
essay, "Sound Repetitions,"6 it was limited to showing examples and arrang
ing them into groups. From Brik's lecture one could move : either into new 
problems -or into the simple classification and cataloging, or systematizing, 
of the material. The lecture was not necessarily an expression of the formal 
method.V[ictor] Zhirmunsky continued the work of classification, in The 
Composition of Lyric Verse. 7 Zhirmunsky, who did not share the theoretical 
principles of the Opoya:z:, was interested in the formal method as only one of 
the possible scientific approaches to the division of materials into various 
groups and headings. Given his understanding of the formal method, he 
could do nothing else; he accepted any superficial feature: as a -basis for the 
grouping of materials. Hence the unvarying cataloging and the pedantic tone 
of all of Zhirmunsky's theoretical work. Such works were not a major influ
ence in the general evolution of the formal method; in themselves they 
merely emphasized the tendency-(evidently historically inevitable) to give the 
formal method an academic quality. It is not surprising, therefore, tha"t Zhir
munsky later completely withdrew from the Opoyaz over a difference of opin~ 
ion about the principles he stated repeatedly in his last works (especially in 
his introduction to the translation of o [skar] WalzeI's8 The,Problem of Form 
in Poetry [1923]). '. . 

My book, Verse Melody,9:~hich was prepared as a study of the phonetics 
of verse and so was related to: a 'whole group of Western works -(by Sievers, 
Saran,1 etc.), was relevant to Brik's work on -rhythmic-syntactic figures. I 
maintained that stylistic differences were usually chiefly-leXical: 

With that we d~op the idea ~fversi,fic~tion ~s'such, an'd tak~: up poetic 
language in general. .. ; We have to find something related tathe poetic 
phrase that does not also lead us away from the poetry itself, something 
bordering on both phonetics and sem~ntics~ 1)tis "something" is syntax. 

I did not examine the rhythmic-syntactic phenomena in isolation, but as part 
of an examination of the structural significance of metrical and vocal into
nation. I felt it especially important both to assert the idea of a dominant,2 
upon which a given poetic style is organized, and to isolate the idea of "mel
ody" as a system of intonations from the idea of the general "musicality" of 
verse. On this basis, I proposed to distinguish three fundamental styles of 
lyric poetry: declamatory (oratorical), melodic, and conversational. My entire 
book is devoted to the peculiarities of the melodic style-to peculiarities in 
the material of the lyrics of Zhukovsky, Tyutchev, Lermontov, and Fet .. 

6. PuhU.hed In Ruulan In 1919. 
7. Published In Russian In 1921. Zhlrmunsky 
(1891- ) 971), Russian critic speclall7.lng In poetry; 
associated with but not a member of the formalist 
movement. 
S. German literary historian (1864-1944). 
9. Boris Eichenbaum, Melodi/ua ".s./oovo Uriche,"ova .Ii/o"" (Petrograd, 1922) (Eichenbaum'S 
note). 

1. F;"nz Saran (1866-1931), German yerse theo
rist. Eduard Sievers (1850-1932);Germanlingulst. 
2. A formalist technical term for the element In a 
composition to which other elements are subordi
nate; for the formalists, Ii composition Is not merely 
a set of elements but a hierarchy of them. 
3. Afanasy Fet (1820-1892), Russian lyric poet. 
Vasily Zhukovsky (1783-1852), Russian poet and 
translator. 
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Avoiding ready-made schematizations, I ended the book with the conviction 
that "in scientific work, I consider the ability to see facts far more important 
than the construction of a system. Theories are necessary to clarify facts; in 
reality, theories are made of facts. Theories perish and change, but the facts 
they help discover and support remain." 

The tradition of specialized metrical studies still continued among the 
Symbolist theoreticians (Bely, Bryusov, Bobrov,4 Chudovsky, and others), 
but it gradually turned into precise statistical enumerati~n and lo~t what had 
been its dominant characteristic. Here the metrical studies of Boris Tomash
evsky, concluded in his text Russian Versification,' played the most significant 
role. Thus, as the study of metrics became secondary, a subsidiarydiscipline 
with a very limited range of problems, the general theory of verse entered its 
first stage. 

Tomashevsky's "Pushkin's Iambic Pentameter"6 outlined the entire previ
OllS course of developments within the formal method, including its attempt 
to broaden and enrich the notion of poetic rhythm and to relate it to the 
structure of poetic language. The essay also attempted to go beyond the idea 
of meter in language. Hence the basic charge against Bely and his school: 
"The problem of rhythm is not conformity to imaginary meters; it is rather 
the distribution of expiratory energy within a single wave-the line itself."7 
In "The Problems of Poetic Rhythm" Tomashevsky expressed this with per
fect clarity of principle. Here the earlier conflict between meter and rhythm 
is resolved by applying the idea of rhythm in verse to all of the elements of 
speech that play a part in the structure of verse. The rhythms of phrasal 
intonation and euphony (alliterations, etc.) are placed side by side with the 
rhythm of word accent. Thus we came to see the line as' a special form of 
speech which functions as a single unit in the creation of poetry. We no 
longer saw the line as something which could create Ii "rhythmic variation" 
by resisting or adjusting to the metrical form (a view which Zhirmunsky 
continued to defend in his new work, Introduction to Metrics·). Tomashevsky 
wrote that: 

Poetic speech is organized in terms of its sounds. Taken singly, any pho
netic element is subject to rules and regulations, but sound is a complex 
phenomenon. Thus classical metrics Singles out accent and normaliz~ 
it by its rules .... But it takes little effort to shake the authority of tra
ditional forms, because the notion persisted that the nature of verse is 
not fully explained by a single distinguishing feature, that poetry exists 
in "secondary" features, that a recognizable rhythm exists alongside 
meter, that poetry can be created by imposing a pattern on only these 
secondary features, and that speech without meter may sound like poetry. 

The important idea of a "rhythmic impulse" (which had figured earlier in 
Brik's work) with a general rhythmic function is maintained here: 

Rhythmic devices may participate in various degrees in the creation of 
an artistic-rhythmic effect; this or that device may dominate various 

4. Serll"i Bobrov (l889-197I), Ru.sian poet, 
c.-itic.:, clnd novelist. 
S. Published In Russian in 1923. 
6. noris Tomashevsky, "Pyati.topny iamb Push
kina," Ocher"; po f'O"t;ke Push"; .. " [Essa)" on the 
Poetics oJ I' .... h";n! (Berlin, 1923) I Eichenbaum'. 

note]. 
7. Boris Toma.hevsky, "Problema stikhotvornovo 
ritma," LU.raturnaya mysl [Literary Thought] 2 
(1922) [Eichenbaum's note]. 
8. Published In Russian In 1925. 



1080 I BORIS EICHENBAUM 

works-this or that means may be the dominant. The use of a given 
rhythmic device determines the character of the particular rhythm of 
the work. On this basis poetry may be classified as accented~metrical 
poetry (e.g.; the description of the Battle of Poltava9 ), intoned-melodic 
poetry (the verses of Zhukovsky), or harmoniC poetry (common during 
the recent years of Russian Symbolism). 

Poetic form, so understood, '~s not contrasted with anything outside itself
with a '''content'' which has been'laboriously set inside this "form"-but is 
understood as the genuine content of poetic speech. Thus the very idea of 
form" as' it. had been understood hi earlier works, emerged with a new and 
more, adequate meaning. 

7. Toward a More Complete Prosody 

In his essay "On Czech Versification" Roman Jakobson pointed out new 
problems in the gerieral theory of poetic rhythm.' He opposed the [earlier] 
theory that "verse adapts itself completely to the, spirit of the language," that 
is, that "{orm does not resist the material [it shapes]" with the theory that 
"poetic form is the organized coercion of language." He applied this refine
ment of the more orthodox view-a refinement in keeping with the formalist 
method-to the questiori of the difference between the phonetiC qualities of 
practical language and those of poetic language. Although Jakubinsky had 
noted tnat the dissimilation of liquid consonants2 is relatively infrequent in 
poetry. Jakobson showed that it existed in both poetic and practical language 
but that in practical language it is "accidental"; in poetic language it is, "so 
to speak, contrived; these are two distinct phenomena." 

In the same essayJakobson also clarified the principle distinction between 
emotional and poetic language (a distinction he had preVi,~usly considered 
iri his first book, Mocl6rn Russian Poetry): 

Although poetry may use the methods of emotive language, it uses them 
only for its own purposes. The similarities between the two kinds of 
language and the use of poetiC language in the way tha~ ,emotive lan
guage is usecl frequently leads to the assumption that the two are iden
tical. The assumption is mistaken because it fails to consider the radical 
difference of function between the two kinds of language. " 

In this connection Jakobson refuted the attempts of [Maurice] Grammont3 

and other prosodists to explain the phorietiC structure of poetry in terms 
either of onomatopoeia or of the emotional connection between sounds and 
images. "Phonetic structure," he wrote, "is not always a structure of audible 
images, nor is a structure of- audible images always a method of emotional 
language." Jakobson's book was typical because it constantly we~t beyond 
the limits of its particular, special theme (the prosody of Czech verse) and 
shed light on general questions a~out the theory of poetic language and 

9. In Pushkin's epic Poluwa (1829); In 1709 Rus· 
sian forces led by Peter I defeated the troops of 
Charles vii of Sweden, lit Poltllira, In Ukraine. 
1. Roman Jakobson, 0 clteshskom sfilch" prei ...... • 
cltestvenno v sopostavle .. U s russl ..... (Berlin. 1923) 

[Eichenbaum's note). 
2. Consonants, such a* English I and r. that are 
articulated without friction and can be sustained 
Indefinitely. 
3. French lingUist (1865-1946). 
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verse. Thus his book ends with a whole essay on Mayakovsky, an essay com
plemented by his earlier piece on Khlebnikov. 

In my own work on Anna Akhmatova4 I also attempted to raise basic the
oretical questions about the theory of verse-questions of the relation of 
rhythm to syntax and ,intonation, the relation of the sound of verse to its 
articulation, and lastly, the relation of poetic diction to semantics. Referring 
to a book which Yury Tynyanov was then preparing, I pointed out that "as 
words get into verse they are, as it were, tak,~n out of ordinary speech. They 
are surrounded by a new aura of meaning and perceived n'ot against the 
background 'of speech in general but against the b~ckground of poetic 
,speech." I also indicated that the formation of collateral meanings, which 
disrupts ordinary verbal associations, is the chief peCUliarity of the semantics 
of poetry. 

Until then, the original connection between the formal method 'and lin
guistics had been growing considerably weaker. The difference that had 
developed between our problems was so great that we no longer needed the 
special support of the linguists, especially the support of those who were 
psychologically oriented. In fact, some of the work of tlte linguists was objec
tionable in principle. Tynyanov's The Problem of Poetic Language,5 which 
had appeared just then, emphasized the difference, between the study of 
psychological linguistics and the study of poetic language and style. This 
book showed the intimate relation that exists between the meanings of words 
and the poetic structure itself; it added new meaning to _ the idea of poetic 
rhythm and initiated the Formalists' investigation not only of acoustics and 
syntax, but also of the shades of meaning peculiar to poetic speech. In the 
introduction Tynyanov says: 

The stud,y of poetry has of late been quite rewarding. Undoubtedly the 
prospect in the near future is for development in the whole field, 
although we all remember the systematic beginning of the study. But 
the study of poetry has been kept isolated from questions of poetic lan
guage and style; the study of the latter is kept isolated from tht:.study of 
the former. The impression is given that neither the poetic language 
itself nor the poetic style itself has any connection with poetry, that the 
one does not depend upon the other. The idea of "poetic language," 
which was advanced not so long ago and is now changing, undbubtedly 
invited a certain looseness by its breadth and by the vagueness of its 
content, a content based on psychological linguistics. 

Among the general questions of poetics revived and illuminated by this book, 
that of the idea of the "material" is most fundamental. The generally 
accepted view saw an opposition between form and content; when the dis
tinction was made purely verbal, it lost its meaning. In fact, as I have already 
mentioned, our view gave form the significance of a thing complete in itself 
and strengthened it by considering the work 'of art in relation to its purpose. 
Our concept of form required no complement-except that other, artistically 
insignificant, kind of form. Tynyanov showed that the materials-of verbal art 
were neither all alike nor all equally' important, that "one feature may be 

4. Boris Eichenbaum, Ann" Akh_t""" (Petro
grad, 1923) [Eichenbaum's notel. 

5. Yury TynYBnov, Proble_ slllthotvo"..,,'O ,,"rylt.. 
(Lenlnp,rad, 1924) [Eichenbaum's t1ote). 
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prominent at the expense of the rest, so that the remainder is deformed and 
sometimes degraded to the level of a'rieutral prop." Hence'the conclusicin 
that "the idea of 'material' does not lie beyond the limits of form;' the material 
itself is a formal element. To confuse it with external structural features ,is 
a mistake." After this, Tynyanov could make the notion of form more complex 
by showing that form is dynainic: ' 

The unity of the work is not a closed, symmetrical whole, but an unfold~ 
ing, dynamic whole., Its, elements are not static indic~tions of equality 
and complexity, but always dynamic indications of correlation andinte" 
gration. The form of literary works must be thought of as dynamic:' , 

Rhythm is here presented as the {undamental specific factor' whiCh per
meates all the elements of poetry. The objective sign of poetic rhythm 'is .the 
establishment of a rhyth_ic group whose unity and richness exist side by side 
with, each other. And again, Tynyanov afijrms the principal distinction 
between prose and poetry: 

Poetry, as opposed to prose, tends toward unity and richness ranged 
around an uncommon ·object. This very "uncommonness" prevents the 
main point of the poem from being smoothed over. Indeed, it asserts the 
object with a new force .. ': ; Any element of prose brought into the poetic 
pattern is transformed into verse by that feature of it which asserts its 
function and which thus has two aspects: the emphasis of thestruc
ture-the versification-and the deformation of the uncommon o~~ect~ 

Tynyanov also raises the question of semantics: "In vers~ are not the ordinary 
semantic meanings of the words so distorted (a fact which rr.akes'complete 
paraphrase impossible) that the usual principles governing their arrangemerit 
no longer apply'?". The, entire second part of Tynyanov's .book answers this 
question by defining the precise relation between rhythm and semantics. The 
facts show clearly tha~ oral presentations are unified in pa,~ by rhythm; "This 
is shown in a more' forceful and more compact integration of connectives 
than occurs 'in ordinary speech; words are made correlative by their posi
tions"; prose lacks this feature. 

Thus the Formalists abandoned.Potebnya's theory' and accepted the con
clusions connected with it on a new basis, and a new perspective opened on 
to the theory of verse. Tynyanov's work permitted us to grasp even the remot
est implications of these new problems. It became clear even to those only 
casually acquainted With the Opoyaz that the essence of our work consisted 
not in sO.me kind of static "formal method," but in a study of the specific 
peculiarities of verbal art-we were not advocates of a method, but stuClents 
of an object. Again, Tynyanov. stated this: 

The object of a study claiming to be a study of art ought to be .so specific 
that it is distinguished from other areas of intellectual activity and uses 
them for its· own materials and tools. Each work of art represents a 
complex interaction of many factors; consequently, the job of the stu
dent is the definition of the specific character of this interaction. 

8. Style, Genre, and Historical Criticis_ 

Earlier I noted that the problem of the diffusion and change of form-the 
problem of literary evolution-is raised naturally along with theoretical prob-
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lems. The problem of literary evolution arises in connection with a reconsid
eration of Veselovsky's view of skaz motifs and devices; the answer ("new 
form is not to express new content, but to replace old form") led to a new 
understanding of form. If form is understood as the very content, constantly 
changing according to its dependence upon previous "images," then we nat
urally had to approach it without abstract, ready-made, unalterable, classical 
schemes; and we had to consider specifically its historical sense and signif
icance. The approach developed its own kind of dual perspective: the per
spective of theoretical study (like Shklovsky's "Development of Plot" and my 
"Verse Melody"), which centered on a given theoretical problem and its 
applicability to the most diverse materials, and the perspective of historical 
studies-studies of literary evolution as such. The combination of these two 
perspectives, both organic to the subsequent development of the formal 
school, raised a series of new and very complex problems, many of which are 
still unsolved and even undefined. 

Actually, the original attempt of the Formalists to take a particular struc
tural device and to establish its identity in diverse materials became an 
attempt to differentiate, to understand, the function of a device in each given 
case. This notion of functional significance was gradually pushed toward the 
foreground and the original idea of the device pushed into the background. 
This kind of sorting out of its own general ideas and principles has been 
characteristic of our work throughout the evolution of the formal method. 
We have no dogmatic position to bind us and shut us off from facts. We do 
not answer for our schematizations; they may require change, refinement, 
or correction when we try to apply them to previously unknown facts. Work 
on specific materials compelled us to speak of functions and thus to revise 
our idea of the device. The theory itself demanded that we turn to history. 

Here again we were confronted with the traditional academic sciences and 
the preferences of critics. In our student days the academic history of liter
ature was limited chiefly to biographical and psychological studies of various 
writers-only the "greats," of course. Critics no longer made attempts to 
construct a history of Russian literature as a whole, attempts which evi~ 
denced the intention of bringing the great historical materials into a system; 
nevertheless, the traditions established by earlier histories(like A. N. Pypin's6 
History of Russian Literature} retained their scholarly authority, the more 5()' 
because the following generation had decided not to pursue such broad 
themes. Meanwhile, the chief role was played by such general and somewhat 
vague notions as "realism" and "romanticism" (realism was said to be better 
than romanticism); evolution was understood as gradual perfection, as pro
gress (from romanticism to realism); succession [of literary schools] as the 
peaceful transfer of the inheritance from father to son. But generally, there 
was no notion of literature as such; material taken from the history of social 
movements, from biography, etc. had replaced it entirely. 

This primitive historicism, which led away from literature, naturally pro
voked the Symbolist theoreticians and critics into a denial of any kind of 
historicism. Their own discussions of literature, consequently, developed 
into impressionistic "etudes"? and "silhouettes," and they indulged in a wide
spread "modernization" of old writers, transforming them into "eternal com-

6. Alcksandr N. Pypin (1833-1904), Russian lit
erary historian; his History was published in RU5-

sian in 1898-99. 
7. Studies (French). 
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panions." The history of literature was silently (and sometimes aloud) 
declared unnecessary. 

We had to demolish the academic tradition and to eliminate the bias of 
the journalists.8 We had to advance against the first a new understanding of 
literary evolution and of literature itself-without the idea of progress and 
peaceful succession, without the ideas of realism and romanticism, without 
materials foreign to literature-as a specific order of phenomena, a specific 
order of material. We. had to act against the second by pointing out concrete 
historical facts, fluctuating and changing forms, by pointing to. the necessity 
of taking into account the specific functions of this or that device-in a word, 
we had to draw the line between the literary work as a definite historical fact 
and a free interpretation of it from the standpoint of contemporary literary 
needs, tastes, or interests. Thus the basic passion for our historical-literary 
work had to be a passion for destruction and negation, and such was the 
original tone of our theoretical attacks; our work later assumed a calmer note 
when we.went on to solutions of particular problems .. ' 

That is why the first of our historical-literary pronouncements came in the 
form of theses expressed almost against our will in connection with some 
specific material. A particular question would unexpectedly lead to the for
mulation of a general problem, a problem that inextricably mixed theoretical 
and historical considerations. In this sense Tynyanov's Dostoevsky and Gogol 
and Shklovsky's Rozanov9 were typical. , 

Tynyanov's basic problem was to show that Dostoevsky's The Village of 
Stepanchikovo is a parody, that behind its first level is hidden a second-it 
is a parody of Gogol's Correspondence with Friends.! But his treatment of 
this particular question was overshadowed 'by a whole theory of parody, a 
theory of parody as a stylistic device (stylized parody) and as one of the 
manifestations (having great historical-literary significance) of the dialectical 
development of literary groups. With this arose the problem of "succession" 
and "tradition!P and, hence, the basic problems of literary evolution were 
posed: . 

When one speaks of "literary tradition" or "succession" ... usually one 
implies a certain kind .of direct line uniting the younger and older rep
reseritatives of a known literary branch. Yet the matter is much more 
complicated. There is no continuing Clirect line; there is rather a depar
. ture, a pushing away from the 'known point-a struggle .... Any literary 
succession is' first of aU a struggle, a destruction of old values and a 
reconstruction of old elements. 

"Literary evolution" was complicated by the notion of struggle, of periodic 
uprisings, and so lost its old suggestion of peaceful and gradual development. 
Against this background, the literary relationship between Dostoevsky and 
Gogol was shown to be that of a complicated struggle. 

In his Rozanov, Shklovskyshowed, almost in the absence of basic themes, 
a whole theory of literary evolution which even then reflected the. current 
discussion of such problems in Opoyaz. Shklovsky showed that literature 
moves forward in a broken line: 

8. A derogatory reference to Impressionist and 
symbolist critics. 
9. Yury Tynyanov, Dostoevsky j Gogol (Petrograd, 
1921); Victor Shklovsky. Rozanov (Petrograd, 

1921) [Eichenbaum's note). 
1. An 1847 collection of real and fictitious letters: 
Dostoyevsky's short novel was published In 1859. 
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In each literary epoch there is not one literary school, but several. They 
exist simultaneously, with one of them representing the high point of 
the current orthodoxy. The others exist uncanonized, mutely; in Push
kin's time, for example, the courtly tradition of [Wilhelm] Kuchelbecker 
and [Alexander] Greboyedo~ existed simultaneously with the tradition 
of Russian vaudeville verse and with such other traditions as that of the 
pure adventure novel of BulgaIjn.3 

The moment the old art is canonized; new forms are created on a lower level. 
A "young line" is created which . 

grows up to replace the old, as the vaudevillist Belopyatkin is trans
formed into a Nekrasov (see Brik's discussion of the relationship); a 
direct descendent of the eighteenth century, Tolstoy, creates a new novel 
(see the work of Boris Eichenbaum); Blok makes the themes and times 
of the gypsy ballad· acceptable, and Chekhov4 introduces the "alarm 
clock" into Russian literature; Dostoevsky introduced the devices of the 
dime novel into the· mainstream of literature. Each new literary school 
heralds a revolution, something like the appearance of a new class. But, 
of course, this is only an analogy. The vanquished line is not obliterated, 
it does not cease to exist. It is only knocked from the crest; it lies dormant 
and may again arise as a perennial pretender to the throne. Moreover, 
in reality the matter is complicated by the fact that the new hegemony 
is usually not a pure revival of previous forms but is made more complex 
by the· presence of features of the younger schools and with features, 
now secondary, inherited from its ,predecessors on the throne. 

Shklovsky is discussing· the dynamism of genres, and he interprets Rozanov's 
books as embodimen~s of a new genre, as a new type of novel in which the 
parts are unconnected by motivation. "Thematically, Rozanov's books are 
characterized by the elevation of new themes; compositionally, by the 
revealed device." As part of this general theory, we introduced the notion of 
the "dialectical self-creation' of new forms," that is, hidden in the new form 
we saw both analogies with other kinds of cultural development ·~nd proof 
of the independence of the phenomena of literary evolution. In a simplified 
form, this theory quickly changed hands and, as always happens" I;>.ecame a 
simple and fixed scheme-very handy for critics. Actually, we hav'7here only 
a gen~ral outline of evolution surrounded by a whole series of complicated 
conditions. From this general outline the Formalists moved. on to a more 
consistent solution of historical-literary problems and facts, specifying and 
refining their original theoretical premises. 

9. Literary History and Literary Evolution 

Given our understanding of literary evolution as the dialectical change of 
forms, we did not go back to the study of those materials which had held the 
central position in the old-fashioned historical-literary work. We studied lit
erary evolution insofar as it bore a distinctive character and only to the extent 

2. Kuche\becker (J 797-1 846) and Greboyedov 
(1795-1829), Russian writers. 
3. Faddey Bulgarln (1789-1859), Polish-born 
Russian popular novelist, journalist. and critic. 
4. Anton Chekhov (1860-1904), Russian drama-

tist and short story writer; the reference is to The 
Ala"" CIocIt, a comic neWspaper. 
5. That Is. creation through reciprocal interaction 
of a thing and Its opposite. 
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that it stood alone, quite independent of other' aspec~s, 9.f culture. In other 
words, we stuck exclusively to facts in order not 'to "pass into an endless 
number of indefinite ",connections" and "correspondences" which would do 
nothing at all to explain literary evolution. We did not take up questions of 
the biography and psychology of the artist because we assumed that these 
questions; in themselves serious and complex, must take their places in other 
sciences. We felt it important to find indications ,of historicaliegularity in 
evolution-that is why we ignored all that s,eemed, from this point of view, 
"circumstantial," not concerned with [literary] history. We'were interested 
in the very process of evolution, in the very dyna_ics of literary form', in~ofar 
as it was possible to observe them in the facts of the past. For us, the central 
problem of the history of literature is 'the problem of evolution without per
sonality-the study of literature as it self-formed social phenomenon.' As a 
result, we found extremely significant both the question of the formation and 
changes of genres and the question of how "second-rate" and "popular" lit
erature contributed to the formation of genres. Here we had only to distin
guish that popular literature which prepared the way for the formation of 
new genres from that which arose out of their decay and .which offered 
material for the study of historical inertia. 

On the other hand, we were not interested in the past, in isolated historical 
facts, as such; we did not busy ourselves ,with the "restoration" of this or that 
epoch because we happened to like it. History gave us what the present could 
not-a stable body of material. But, precisely for this reason, we approached 
it with a stock of theoretical problems and principles suggested in part by 
the facts of contemporary literature. The Formalists,then,characteristically 
had a close interest in contemporary literatur~ and also reconciled criticism 
and scholarship. The earlier literary historians had, to a great extent, kept 
themselves aloof from contemporary literature; the Symbolists had subor
dinated scholarship to criticism. We saw in the history of literature not so 
much a special theoretical subject as a special approach, a special cross sec
tion of literature. The character of our historical-literary work involved our 
being drawn not only to historical conclusions, but also to t~eoretical con
clusions-to the posing of new theoretical problems and to the' 'testing of 
old. 

From 1922 to 1924 a whole series of Formalist studies of literary history 
was written, many of which, because of contemporary market conditions, 
remain unpublishe~ and are known only as reports. • • .6 There is, of course, 
not space enough here to speak of such works in detail. They usually took 
up "secondary" writers (those who form the background of literature) and 
carefully explained the traditions of their work, noting changes in genres, 
styles, and so on. As a result, many forgotten names and facts came to light, 
current estimates were shown to be inaccurate, traditional ideas changed, 
and, chiefly, the very process of literary evolution .became clearer. The work
ing out of this material has only begun. A new series of problems is before 
us: further differentiation of theoretical' and historical literary ideas, 
introduction of new material, posing new questions, and so on. 

I shall conclude with a general suinmary. The evolution of the formal 
method, which I have tried to present, has the look of a sequential devel
opment of theoretical principles-apart from the individual roles each of us 

6. This deletion by the translators contains a long list of various formalist works. 
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played. Actually, the work of the Opoyaz group was genuinely collective. It 
was this way, obviously, because from the very;~eginning we understood the 
historical nature of oJ.lr task; we did not see it as the personal affair of this 
or that individual. This was our chief connection with the times. Science 
itself is still evolving, and we are evolving with it. I shall indicate briefly the 
evolution of the formal method during these ten years: 

1. From the original outline of the conflict of poetic language with prac
tical we proceeded to differentiate the idea of practical language by its var
ious functions Oakubinsky) and to deHmit the methods of poetic and 
emotional languages Oakobson). Along with this we became interested in 
studying oratorical speech because it was close to practical speech but dis
tinguished from it by function, and we spoke about the necessity of a revival 
of the poetic of rhetoric. ~ 

2. From the general idea of form, in its new sense, we proceeded to the 
idea of technique, and from here, to the idea of function. 

3. From the idea of poetic rhythm as ~pposed to meter we proceeded to 
the idea of rhythm as a constructive element in the total poem and thus to 
an understanding of verse as a special form of 'speech having special lin
guistic (syntactical, lexical, and semantic) ·features. 

4. From the idea of plot as structure we proceeded to an understanding 
of material in terms of its motivation, and from here to an understanding of 
material as an element participating in the construction but subordinate to 
the character of the dominant formal idea. 

S. From the ascertainment of a single device applicable to various mate
rials we proceeded to differentiate techniques according to function and 
from here to the question of the evolution of form-that is, to the problem 
of historical-literary study. 

A whole new series of problems faces us, as Tynyanov's latest essay, "Lit
erary Fact," shows. 7 Here the question of the relation between life and lit
erature is posed, a question which many persons "answer" on the basis of a 
Simple-minded dilettantism. Examples of how life becomes literature ar~ 
shown and, conversely, of how literature passes into life: 

During the period of its deterioration a given genre is shoved from the 
center toward the periphery, but in its place, from the trivia ofliteratuP8) . 
from literature's backyard, and from life itself, new phenomena flow into 
the center. 

Although I deliberately called this essay "The Theory of the 'Formal 
Method,''' I gave, obviously, a sketch of its evolution. We have no theory 
that can be laid out as a fixed, ready-made system. For us theory and history 
merge not only in words, but in fact. We are too well trained by history itself 
to think that it can be avoided. When we feel that we have a theory that 
cxplains everything, a ready-made theory explaining all pa!!t and future events 
and therefore needing neither evolution nor anything like it-then we must 
recognize that the formal method has come to an end, that the spirit of 
scientific investigation has departed from it. As yet, that has not happened. 

1926, 1927 

'1. '-4 I Left) 2.6 (1925) [Eichenb'lUm·. note). 
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T. S. ELI:OT 
1888-1965 ".) 

't.; S. Eliot 'is 'the !cenh:~l Anglo-~er;ic'ari po~t:al~4.c.rh.icM,~et~~i{~th .cel,lt~~: He 
is the author of the Plost influential poem, The Wmt~!JArid (1922), and the most 
iltithoritative litera'ry essays and r.~views, In the histoty :of rl10dem 'Iitl!tairY ihebry ~nd 
ditidsm;' Eli6t belongs--'wlth' SAMUEL JOHNsoN, SAMU~i..' TAYLOR COLEfUllCE, arid 
MAlTHEWARNoLD....:....oarriong fh'e poet-critics who have defined: the critical itimdartls 
of aneta; recast the literary :tradition, andestilblished key;ternts for 'ahalysis and 
evaluation. So immense was Eliot's authority that. the'lroet Dylan Thomas referred to 
him as "the Pope" and the critic Delmore Schwartz dubbed him'a ~'literary dictator." 

Thomas Stearns Eliot was born in St. Louis, Missouri, the seventh and YOUr'lgest 
child of Henry Ware Eliot, a business,rnan, and Charlo~te Stll!arns Eliot, an amateur 
poet and volunteer social worker;. From 1898 to 1905,"EH~tattended Smith!\cademy, 
a pr;eparatory sc~ooI where hIs studies inCluded ,Greek and Latill , rhetoric;. French, 
and German,and during i 905-06 he was' a 'studerit at Miltori Academy, iIi Milton, 
Massachusetts; . Hi 1906 hE!' entered Jtatvard tJniversity, rece(~ng his 'bachelor's 
degree in 1909 and his master's in 1910. . . ..!,' .... 

At Harvard, Eliot became keenly inte'rested in philosophy and··eori1parative "lit.era" 
.ture>-DANTE's Divine Comedy.wils a sublime discovery for. him,lmportluu' influences 
on'his:intelleduaI deyelopmenUnclude the philosopher, poet, and .. humanist Georte 
Santayana, from whom Eliot took a course ort'modern philosophy, and the literary 
scholar Irving Babbitt, a relentless foe .ot R,omanticism, W:ith, whom Eliot studied 
nin~~ee':lthccentury frenC;:Jt I~~erary cri~ici.sm, A strong influ~nce.on. his early verse 
~as. thetI,eory of the ,dyn,a,n}ic flu'.' ,an~ move~ent of.co~scious":ess propounded. ~y 
the French p,hilosopher Henri Bergson (1859-1941). But for Eliot's poetry and crit~ 
i~isiri,dle crucial experience or"his Harvard years' \.vas his reading in Oecember i 908 
of j\rthur Symons's Symbolist Movement in Literature (1899); 'whichintrciduced 
Prench symbolist poetry to English and AmerIcan readers. Eliot was busy Wrl,~ing verse 
himself, publiShing some of it in The Harvard AdVocate; between' 1909 and 1 91 I, he 
worked on two of his beSt poems,' "Portrait of a 'Lady" and ''The Love Song of J. Alfred 
Prufrock,"driiwing on the style ,uf, irony and symbolism he had encountered in the 
nineteenth-century French poet'"'-especially CHARLES BAUDELAIRE, Arthur Rim~ 
baud, and Jules Laforgue-whom Symons quoted and discussed, 

Eliot was a self-made moderiltst'; as his friend Ezra Pound later said, Eliot had 
"trained himself and modernized hiiDself on his own," lri his introduction to Pound'. 
Selected Poems (1928), Eliot made much the same point: "the form. in which I began 
to write, In 1908 or 1909, wei directly drawn from the study of Laforgue together 
with the later Elizabethan drama I and I do not know anyone who started from exactly 
that point." He read widely, tnodifying (and sometimes parodying) the verbal tech-
niques of other poets.' . : , , ' 

After sfudying a year at the Sorbonne in Paris, Eliot returned to Harvard to pursue 
graduate work and serve as a teaching assistant. For his dissertation topic, he focused 
on the writings of the British ideali!lt philosopher F.' H. Bradley, the author of Appear
ance and Reality (1893). His research led him to the University of Marburg in Ger
many, in the summer of 19 •. 4; but as the threat of world , w.ar loomed, he relocated 
to Merton College, Oxford. He was to settle in .England perman~ntly. . 
, In September 1914 Eliot met Pound, who quiclcly became his ~dviser, editor, and 

literary agent .... The l.ove Song of) . Alfred Prufrock" was published in Poetry magazine 
in jline·1915; in the following month, Eliot married Vivien (sometimes Vivienne) 
Haigh-Wood. The marriage proved unhappy and, as Vivien's mental and physical 
illnesses deepened in the 1920s and 1930s, harrowing for both of them. His despair 
is reflected in the torment, bitterness, and isolation expressed in much of his poetry. 
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"No artist produces great art," Eliot claimed,. "by a deliberate attempt to express his 
personality. He 'expresses his personality indirectly through concentrating upon a task 
which is a taskin·the same sense as the;making' of an effiCient engine or the turning 
of ajug or a table-leg" (Selected Essays, 1917-1932}.Fromone angle, Eliot's work is 
itself impersonal and objective; it is filled--"'espeCially the poetry-with masks, role
playing, and multiple voices. Yet it is saturated everywhere, too, with displaced per
sonal pain; regret, sexual desire, and emotional and spiritual yearning. 

For two years· Eliot taught in grammar schools, gave lectures on literature, and 
wrote dense, technical articles and reviews on philosophy. In March 191,7, tired of 
makeshift teaching, he took a job at Lloyd's Bank.· He held this position for the next 
eight years, while laboring on his poetry-his first volume, Prufrock and Other Obser
vations, appeared in 1917-and on literary criticism, publishing striking essays and 
book reviews in .the Times Literary Supplement and othedeading periodicals. A num
ber are included in The Sacred Wood (1920), a landmark collection of criticism and 
theory. 

Work and worry brought Eliot near a nervous breakdown, and to recuperate he 
went first to Margate. in southeast England, and then to a sanatorium in Lausanne, 
Switzerland, where he worked on the draft of a long poem he had started years earlier. 
In Paris, on his way back to London, he showed the draft to Ezra Pound, who edited 
it skillfully and turned it (in Eliot's words) from "a jumble of good and bad passages 
into a poem"-The Waste Land. Allusive, experimental, and technically daring, show
ily learned and archly witty, The Waste Land is a primary text of literary modernism. 
The poem was published in The Criterion-a new. :literary and cultural 'quarterly 
edited by Eliot-in October 1922. For many. writersl,critics,intellectuals, and general 
readers, ,The Waste Land evoked the waste arid :.terility of a Western world ravaged 
by the horrors 'of World War I, which .had brotighf;carnage on an .unprecedented 
scale: more than 8.S minion soldiers and perhaps U million civilians.had died. The 
Waste Land· is not a poem "about" the war, but the war's trauma informs it from 
beginning to end. 

Eliot was a literary and cultural force throughout the 1920s and 1930s. As editor 
of the quarterly The Criterion until the journal's demise in 1939,. he published leading 
English modernists (including VIRGINIA WOOLF and James Joyce) Iilnd was the first to 
publish in English such significant European writers as Jean 'Cocteau and Marcel 
Proust. In 1925 Eliot accepted a position in the firm of Faber and GWyer (later, Faber 
and Faber), which became a leading publisher of-poets from Ezra Pound to SylVia 
Plath. tie began writing plays in the 1930s, with Murder in the Cathf:'dral (I93S), 
and he enjoyed considerable popular success with his dramas of the 19 SOii (including 
The Cocktail Party, 19S0).. ' 4," 

In 1927 Eliot became a British citizen and joined the Church of England; ,in the 
following year, he announced in For Lane.loe And,..,.,.., a collection of critical essays, 
that he wal "classicist in literature, royalist in politics, and Anglo-Catholic in religion." 
Eliot was conservative, even' reactionary, and sometinies he drifted close to fascism 
and into racism and anti-Semitism. In his social and cultural writings and in 'much 
of his literary criticism of the 1930s ,and 19405, Eliot is austere Bnd sometimes cen
sorious in attitude and pontificating in tone. From 1932 to 1933, he held the Charles 
Eliot Norton Professorship of Poetry at Harvard, where he delivered the lectures that 
became The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism (1933). Much of his late cultural 
criticism, gloomily resentful and hectoring, is today unread, but it does not diminish 
the force and influence of the best of Eliot's poetry and literary criticism. In 1948 he 
was awarded the. Order of Merit by King George VI Bnd the Nobel Prize in literature. 

Our first selection, "Tradition and the Individual Talent" (I919). begins: "hi 
English writing'~e seldom speak of tradition."'The poise and authority of Eliot's 
critical voice, backed up by his masterful performances as a poet, soon made "tradi
tion" a key topic for poets, critics, intellectuals; 'and teachers of literature in the 
academy. Two of the canonical texts of modem Anglo-American literary criticism, 
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F. R. Leavis's Revaluation: Tradition and Development in English Poetry (I936) and 
CLEANTH BROOKS's Modern Poetry and the Tradition (1939), were expansions of Eliot's 
ideas about tradition, and many other books (and countless syllabi) were similarly 
based on the terms that he had articulated. 

For Eliot, each poem exists within the tradition from which it takes shape and 
which it, in turn, redefines. Thus tradition is both something to which the poet must 
be "faithful" and something that he or she actively makes: novelty emerges out of 
being steeped in tradition. Some later critics, such as HAROLD BLOOM, have charac
terized Eliot as a "weak" poet-critic because of the priority that he assigns to tradition, 
but in doing so they overlook the extent to which the poet challenges and revises the 
tradition to which he or she defers: "What happens when a new work of art is created," 
he stresses, "is something that happens simultaneously to all the works of art that 
preceded it." Eliot has also been criticized for picturing tradition as ,;,ariously a "simul
taneous order," a "living whole," an "ideal order," and the "mind of Europe," thereby 
idealizing its conflicts, contradictions, and omissions. 

''The Metaphysical Poets" (1921) is another central work in the history of modern 
criticism. Almost as soon as it appeared, the difficult seventeenth-century meta
physical poets-John Donne, Andrew Marvell, and their conte'mporarles, whom Eliot 
described as "more often named than read, and more often read than profitably stud
ied"-became models of good poetry. Eliot's essay is condensed in its argument, 
highly suggestive, and extraordinarily ambitious. In it he deploys the evaluative terms 
that in the eighteenth century Samuel Johnson had used against the metaphysical 
poets ("the most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence together") to elevate the 
very poets whom his eminent precursor had assailed, insisting that modern poetry 
must be difficult. He packs "The Metaphysical Poets" with unelaborated argument 
and assertion; stressing in particular the seventeenth century's disastrou!, "disspcia
tion of sensibility" into "thought" and "feeling." In the process, he illustrates how 
"tradition" is· made, is forced, into the form that later generations of writers require. 
Many of Eliot's readers took his generalizations as' literal truths, and ~ven skeptics, 
such as the English critic Frank Kermode (see T!ae !1omantic Image, 1957),judged 
that refuting Eliot demanded full-scale scholarly and critical demqnstration~ 

Eliot liked being a bit·of a troublemaker, saying outrageous th~ngs from on high 
and often not quite clarifying whether he meant them seriously. hi "Hamlet and His 
Problems" (1920), for Instance, Eliot presents his brilliant theory of'the "objective 
correlative": "The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an 
'objective correlative'; in other words, a set of objects, a situation, a chain of even~s 
which shall be the formula for that particular emotion; such that, when the external 
facts, which must terminate in sensory eXflerience, are given, the emotion is imme
diately evoked." Eliot uses Hamlet as a test case, surprisingly labeling the play an 
"artistic failure" precisely because in it the "emotions" ~hat Shakespeare evokes are 
"in excess" of the facts of the story, the dramatic ketion. It is an absl,,:d judgment, in 
which Eliot may not have believed, but which he uttered with such al1surance that it 
is still cited and debated. .,... 

Eliot was adept at formulating the nature and function of literary criticism, and 
the New Critics (such as JOHN CROWE RANSoM and Brooks) invoked pis critical prac
tice as a model. He described criticism as "the disinterested exercis~ of intelligence 
... the elucidation of works of art and the co~ection of taste ... the cOr11mon pursuit 
of true judgment," and the New Critics followed his -injunction to center arguments 
in analysis of specific passages and poems. "Comparison and analysis,'! ~liot said, "are 
the chief tools of the critic," enabling a preCise perception 'of literary effects, rela
tionships, and values. By the 1950s, Eliot was lamenting the rise of copiously detailed 
interpretation of texts-which he called "Iemon-sqll~ezing"-but perhaps more than 
anyone else he had launched the new movefllent. "Honest criticism' 'rmd sensitive 
appreciation are directed not upon the poet but upon the poetry," Eliot states in 
section 2 of "Tradition and the Individual Talent." In such sentences, we can see the 
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origins of the New Criticism, with its abiding concern for the words on the page-in 
R. P. Blackmur's formulation, "the words and the motions of the words ... all the 
technical devices of literature." 

For many critics in the 1970s and after, Eliot-Anglican, conservative, New Critical 
formalist-has been the archenemy. Bloom, for example, has derided Eliot's poetry 
and criticism and sought to revitalize the Romantic tradition that Eliot had shunned. 
Explicitly or implicitly, many others arguing for the inclusion of women and minority 
writers within the literary canon have attacked his judgments about literary and cul
tural tradition. Eliot's and the New Critics' "tradition," they maintain, is narrow and 
elitist, enshrining a limited range of authors and presenting to students a partial, 
misleading literary history. 

While these critics have exposed Eliot's failings, they have not lessened his impor
tance. Now that the critical sifting has been done, it may be possible to return to Eliot 
in order to see anew, and appreciate again, the scale of his accomplishments in poetry 
and prose. Literary modernism is unimaginable without Eliot; and the best of his 
work has remained extraordinarily influent~al. 
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'i,.Tradjti~n and:lh~.lndi~d~~l T~le~t 
r' ,.,'! 

,: . 
In English wi'itfi'tg,'w~seldoil1'.'Speak of tradition' .. thoughwe:occas'fortally 
apply its nairie in: depJ6Hhgits Ilbsedte. We caniionefer to "the'tt:ad'ition' or 
to 'Q tradition';: at mbst,:Wb 'emplriy the adjedive frhiByin'g that;thtq,oetry of 
~~-.and"~o is '(ra,ditional'or, E;ve.r:t i '(00. traditional'. Seldo~, pefhAps, .. dp~s· fhe 
wo~4llppear ~cept ~niiphra,~e. or f,e,nsure. If ?therwis~~ ~ds :vagU.~IY' !iI'p'ro7 
bative,~thtPe ~~pl~c~th;m, as, to ;the . work appr9Ved, of !lbQ1e p,le!lsing 
archae.ological. req:mstruction. You can hardlymakethe·.~ord agreeable. to 
English ears- without this comfortable reference ·to the, reassuring science· of 
archaeology. ..' " . 
.. ' Certairtly the,word is· not likely to·appear in our appreciations. of liVing or 
d~ad:Writers. Every' nation I every race, has not only its: own c,reative, but'its 
own critical turn of mind; and is even more oblivious of the shortcomings 
and lhnitatfons of its critical habits than of thosebf ihi-creaHv~' geriitis: We 
khow, or think we know, froInthe 'enormous ma~s'ofcritidli writing thiltha~ 
appeared in, ~he French' .a~gi.iage the. ciitiCal~ethodpr .h~"it,or ~h¢ French; 
we onlYlconclude (we are such llnconsci9,us people), th'at the. French are 
'more critic~l: than we, ;:tm;l so~~time_s e~en plume ourselyes a little with the 
fact, as if the French were the less spontaneous. Perhaps they are; but we 
might remindourselves·.that crificism is as inevitable as breathing, ahd·that 
we should be none the worse for artic'ulating what passes 'in '.our·minds when 
we readS. book arid 'feel an emotioo'about ii, for criticizirig'l>urownininds 
in their wbrk of criticism. One of the factsthaf might come'toligh~in; ihis 
process is our teridencyto iris~st~ Vv'herh,ve, praise a'poet, upott:thbseaspeds 
of hiswoiklit whichheJElast resembles anyone else. In these aspects 01' parts 
of his 'work w~ :pretencito ,fir-uI what is indivi'dual, what' i~ :the peculiar. esseri~e 
of the man. We; dwell ~th satisfaction upon the p.~~t's difference,rrQ~ ~)s 
predecessors, especia.ly ,his ,immediate predecessors; we endeavour"to find 
something that can ~e.·isolated in order to ,be enjoyed. Whereas if we 
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approach a poet without this prejudice we shall often find that not only the 
best, but the n"lOst individual parts of his: work may be those in which the 
dead poets, his ancestors, assert their immortality most vigorously .. And I do 
not mean the impressionable period of adolescence, but the period of full 
maturity. . , ' 

Yet if the only form of tradition; of handing down, consisted in following 
the ways of the immediate generation before us in aiblind· or timid adherence 
to its successes, 'tradition' should positively be ;discouraged. We have seen 
many such simple currents soon lost in the ,santi; and novelty,is.betterthan 
repetition. Tradition is a mattet of much wider significance,"It cannot be 
inherited, and if you want it you ~ust obtain it by great. labour. It involves; 
in the first place, the historical sense, which we may call nearly indispensable 
to anyone who would continue to be a poet beyoridhis twenty-fifth year; and 
the historical sense involves a perception, not only of the pastness of. the 
past, but of its presence; the historical sense compels, a man to write not 
merely with his own generation in his bones, but with a feeling 'that the whole 
of the literature of Europe from Homer and .within it the whole of the lit
erature of his OWn country has a simultaneous existence arid· composes· a 
simultaneous order. This historical sense1: whiCh is a sense of the timeless as 
well as 'of,the temporal and of the timeless,aild,of the temporal together, is 
whatinakes a writer traditional.· And it is at, the: same time. what' makes a 
writer most acutely conscious. of his place.iil time,.ofhis:own.contempora
neity., 

No poet, no artist·of any art, has his complete meaning/alone.·His signif
icance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his relation tb;the dead .poets 
and artists. 'You cannot value him alone; you must . .set:him,' for contrast and 
comparison; aIDong the-, dead. I mean this as 'a principle, of aesthetic;:, not 
merely historical"criticism. The necessity that he' shallt:onform, that he,shall 
cohere, is .not onesided'; what happens when a new work of art is created is 
something ·that . happens simultaneously. to all the works of art. which :pre
ceded it .. The •. existing monuments form an ideal order among .thems~lves, 
which is modified by the introduction 01 the- new (the really new)·work of 
art ainong them. The existing order is complete before the new work arrives; 
for order .to persist after the supervention of novelty,. the whole .existing 
order must be, if ever so slightly, altered; and .sothe relations,propoi1ifms, 
values of each work of art toward the whole are readjusted; arid this ,js-con" 
formity between the old and the -new. Whoever has approved this lidea of 
order, of the form of European, of English .literatu·re will not find it prepos
terous that the past should be altered by the present as much as the present 
is directed by the past. And the poet who is aware of this will be aware of 
great difficulties and responsibilities. : 

In a peculiar sense he will be aware also that he must inevitably be judged 
by the standards of the past. I say judged, not amputated, by them;' not judged 
to be as good as, or worse or better than,. the dead; and certainly not judged by 
the canons of dead critics. It is a judgment, a compatison;'inwhich. two 
things are measured by each other.;T6 conform·merely·would be for the;new 
work not really to conform at all; it would not be new, and would therefore 
not be a work of art. And we do not quite say that the new is more valuable 
because,it fits in; but its fitting in is a test of its value-a t~st, it is true, 
which can only be slowly and cautiously applied, for we· are none of us infal-
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Iible judges of conformity. We say: it appears to conform, and is perhaps 
individual, or it appears individual, and may conform; but we are hardly likely 
to find that it is one and not the other. 

To proceed to a more intelligible exposition of the relation of the poet to 
the past: he can neither take the past as a lump, an indiscriminate bolus, 
nor can he form himself wholly on one or two private a~mirations, nor can 
he form himself wholly upon one preferred period. The first course is inad
missible, the second is an important experience of youth, and the third is a 
pleasant and highly desirable supplement. The poet must b~ very conscious 
of the main current, which does not at all flow invariably through the most 
distinguished reputations. He must be quite aware of the obvious fact that 
art never improves, but that the material of art is never quite: the same. He 
must be aware that the mind of Europe-the mind of his own country-a 
mind which he learns in time to be much more import~ri.t than his own 
private mind-is a mind which changes, and that this change is a develop
ment which abandons nothing en route, which does not superannuate either 
Shakespeare, or Homer, or the rock drawing of the Magdalenian draughts
men. 1 That this development, refinement perhaps, complication certainly, is 
not, from the point of view of the artist, any improvement. Perhaps not even 
an improvement from the point of view of the psychologist or not to the 
extent which we imagine; perhaps only in the end based upc;m a complication 
in economics and machinery. But the difference between the present and 
the past is that the conscious present is an awareness of~J1e past in a way 
and to an extent which the past's awareness of itself cannot show. 

Someone sai~: 'The dead writers are remote from us because we know so 
much more than they did', Precisely, and they are that which we know. 

I am alive to a usual objection to what is clearly part of my programme for 
the m4tier of poetry. The 9bjection is that the doctrine requires a ridiculous 
amount of erudition (pedantry), a claim which can b¢ rejected by appeal to 
the lives of poets in any pantheon. It will even be affirmed that much learning 
deadens or perverts poetic sensibility. While, however, wepers.st in believing 
that a poet ought to know as much as will not en~roach lip on his necessary 
receptivity and necessary laziness, it is not desirable to c(mfine knowledge to 
whatever can be put into a useful shape for examinations, drawing-rooms, 
or the still more pretentious modes of publicity. Some can absorb knowledge, 
the more tardy must sweat for it. Shakespeare acquired more essential history 
from PlutarchZ than most men could from the whole British Museum. What 
is to be insisted upon is that the poet must develop or procure the conscious
ness of the past and that he should continue to develop this consciousness 
throughout his career. 

What happens is a continual surrender of himself as he is at the moment 
to something which is more valuable. The progress of an artist is a continual 
self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality. . 

There remains to define this process of qepersonalization and its relation 
to the sense of tradition. It is in this depersonalization that art may be said 
to approach the condition of science. I therefore invite you to con~ider, as a 

I. Artists of the late Paleolithic period who cre
ated the cave paintings discovered at La Made
leine, France. 
2.. Greek philosopher and biographer (ca. 5O-ca. 

120 C.R.); his Live. of important Greeks and 
Romans provided Shakespeare with source mate
rial for his Roman plays. 
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suggestive analogy, the action which takes place when a bit of finely filiated 
platinum is introduced into a chamber containing oxygen and sulphur 
dioxide. 

II 

Honest criticism and sensitive appreciation is directed not upon the poet but 
upon the poetry. If we attend to the confused cries of the newspaper critics 
and the susurrus of popular repetition that follows, we shall hear the names 
of poets in great numbers; if we seek not Blue-book knowledge3 but the 
enjoyment of poetry, and ask for a poem, we shall seldom find it. I have tried 
to point out the importance of the relation of the poem to other poems by 
other authors, and suggested the conception of poetry as a living whole of 
all the poetry that has ever been written. The other aspect of this Impersonal 
theory of poetry is the relation of the poem to its author. And I hinted, by 
an analogy, that the mind of the mature poet differs from that of the imma
ture one not precisely in any valuation of 'personality', not being necessarily 
more interesting, or having 'more to say', but rather by being a more finely 
perfected medium in which special, or very varied, feelings are at liberty to 
enter into new combinations. 

The analogy was that of the catalyst. When the two gases previously men
tioned are mixed in the presence of a filament of platinum, they form sul
phurous acid. This combination takes place only if the platinum is present; 
nevertheless the newly formed acid contains no trace of platinum, and the 
platinum itself is apparently unaffected: has remained inert, neutral, and 
unchanged.4 The mind of the poet is the shred of platinum. It may partly or 
exclusively operate upon the experience of the man himself; but, the more 
perfect the artist, the more completely separate in him will be the man who 
suffers and the ~ind which creates; the more perfectly will the mind digest 
and transmute the passions which are its material. 

The experience, you will notice, the elements which enter the presence of 
the transforming catalyst, are of two kinds: emotions and feelings. The effect 
of a work of art upon the person who enjoys it is an experience different in 
kind from any experience not of art. It may be formed out of one emotion, 
or may be a combination of several; and various feelings, inhering for fife' 
writer in particular words or phrases or images, may be added to compose 
the final result. Or great poetry may be made without the direct use of any 
emotion whatever: composed out of feelings solely. Canto XV of the Inferno 
(Brunetto Latini)5 is a working up of the emotion evident in the situation; 
but the effect, though single as that of any work of art, is obtained by con
siderable complexity of detail. The last quatrain gives an image, a feeling 
attaching to an image, which 'came',6 which did not develop simply out of 
what precedes, but which was probably in suspension in the poet's mind 

.~. That is, the ability to name-drop. gleaned from 
the social register (or "blue book"). 
4. In The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism 
(19.B), Eliot cited with approval an observation in 
nn I B I 7 letter by the Romantic poet John Keats: 
"i\1cll of Genius are great as certain etherial Chem
icals operating on the Mass of neutral intellect
but they have not any Individuality, any deter-

mined Character." 
5. During his journey through Hen in the Inferno 
(1321), DANTE ALIGHIERI meet. his former master 
Brunetto Latini, whom he still admires, confined 
in the seventh circle (for committing sodomy). 
6. Dante likens Latini to the winner of the annual 
footrace In Verona. 
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until the proper combination .. arrived .for it :to add.itself. to .. The poet's mind 
is in fact a receptacle for seizing and storing upnumberle/;s.£eelings,·phrases, 
images, which .remain there until all the particles which can unite to form a 
new compound are present together. 

If you compare several representative passages of the greatest poetry you 
see how great is the variety of types of combination, and also how completely 
anysemi-ethicaLcriterion of 'sublimity' mi$ses the ·mark.' For' it'is not the 
~greatness', the .intensity, of the emotions,' the components, but -the intensity 
of the artistic.·process, the 'pressure, so to speak, under which the. fusion 
takes place, that"c6unts. The episode' of Paolo and Francesca8 employs a 
definite emotion,· but the intensity of the. poetry is something quite diff~rent 
from whatever intensity in the supposed ~erience it may ghre.the impres~ 
sion of.·It.is Jib more intense, furthermore, than Cattto XXVI,; the' voyage' of 
Ulysses,9 which has not the direct dependence·uponan emotion, Great,vari
ety is possible in the process of transmutationof,emotion; the .murder of 
Agamemnon, I, or the agony of Othello, gives· an' artistic effect apparently 
closer to. a possible originalthan the scenes from Dante'. In the Agamemnon. 
the artistic emotion approximates to the emotion' of. an actual spectator; in 
Othello to the emotion of.the protagonist:himself.:BliUhe difference between 
art and the event is always absolute; the combination which. is the'murder 
of Againemnon.is probably ascomplex'as'that which is the voyage of Ulysses. 
In either:case there has been.a'fusion of elements. The 'ode ofKeats2 'co'ntaiJis 
a number of. feelings which . have nothing. particular to doWitli. the .nightii1.t 
gale, but which the hightingale,'partly perhaps becauseof.its·attractive name; 
and partly because of its reputation, served to bring tog~ther;. ",' .. j: '; 

The point of view which I am'struggling to .attat:k1sperhapsrelat~d to the 
metaphysical theory of the ,substantial unity of the soul: for my meaning is, 
that the poet has, not a,'personaUty' to·eiq>ress,but a particular ' medium, 
which .is 'only.a medium' ~nd not. a personality,· in· which 'impressions and 
experiences combine in peculiar and· unexpected way,s.· , Impressions' and 
experiences which are. important for' the maninay take. no place:in the. poetry, 
and those which become important in the ,poetry may'play quite'ai1.egligible 
partin the man, thepenonality. ..,:. , f,i/: !'; " 

I will quote a palsage!Which il unfamiliar enouah to be'~larded with fresh 
attention in the light ...... or darkneli--of these oblervatton.~; 

A;ul np1V·,~tJiI.n1u;! could~'e1'!- c~uie, ~yse1j" . i ,'!' 
For,doiitlng'on her bea'uty~ ·thoughher.death 
Shal{b~' tlwtm:ged after no' comttiO'n actioh. 
Does thi(Silkworm. expend 'hef. yellow' btboUr5 

. Par th~etF6rthee does she 'undd hf!Tselj'?':: '" 
Are lOrdshif:i~sdld to main:ttJin lad~hip$ ,I'" . 

Forthe'pbo'i';henefit oj a bewildeti4g'minute?' 

7. Eliot is seeking to distinguish his notion ofthe 
sublime not only from that of LONGINUS and 
EDMUND RURKE, who stressed "greatness," but also 
from ·,that of MATTHEW 'ARNOLD, who 'had argued 
that the sublime effects of the highest poetry could 
imd should function as a fomi 'of'(or even a sub' 
stitute fot) religion. :' . 
8 .. Illicit· lovers, who were murdiered by France.
ca's husband; Dante meet. them in the second elr' 
ele of Hell (Inferno 6.38-142). 

9. Ulysses, suffering In Hen for his false counsel, 
describes to Dante the voyage-after hi. return to 

'Ithaca_that ended In his death.. '.' . 
I. The story of the .Greek warrior. king Agamem
non, murdered by his wife Clytemnestra, Is told by 
the tragedian Aeschylus in Ag .......... non' (458 
B.C.E.). Shakespeare's 01/ .. 0110 .was written 'In 
1603--04. ' . . ' . 

.2. "Ode to a Nightingale" (1819),.byJohn Keats 
(1795-1821). 
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Why does yon fellow falsifyihighways, 
. And put his life between, the judge's Ups, .. 

To rejine.such a thing-keeps horse and men. 
To beat their valours for her? .... J 

In this pasSage (as is evident if it is taken in' its context) there is a conibination 
of positive. and hegative emotions: an intensely strong 'attra~tion toward 
beauty aria 'an e'qually intense fascination by the ugline'ss which 'is contrasted 
with it and'which destroys it. This balance of contrasted emoH6ri is in the 
dramatic s~tuation to which the speech is pertiriettt, but that 'situatidn alone 
is inadequate 'to it. This is, so to speak, thestrtidural emotion,proVided by 
the drama. Blit the whole effect, the dominant tone, is due to the fact that 
a number of floating feelings, having an affinity to this emotion by no means 
superficially evident, have combined with it to give us a new art emotion. 

It is not in his personal emotions, the emotions provoked by particular 
events in his life, that the poet is in any way remarkable or interesting. His 
particular emotions may be simple, or crude, or flat. The emotion ·in his 
poetry will be a very complex thing, but ,not with the complexity of the emo
tions of people who have very complex or unusual emotions in life. One error, 
in fact, of eccentricity. in poe~ryis to seek for new human emotions to eXpress; 
and in this· search, for .novelty in the wrong place it discovers the perverse. 
The business ,of the poet is not to find new emotions, but to use the Qrdinary 
ones and, in working them up into poetry, to. express feelings which are not 
in actual emotions at all. And emotions which ,he has never experienced. will 
serve his turn as well as those familiar to him; Gonsequently, We must believe 
that 'emotion recollected in tranquillity'" is an inexact"formula.Forit is nei
ther emotion, nor recolJection; nor, without distotti6n of meaning;: tranquil
lity.lt·is a concentration, and a new thing:result.ing from the concentration, 
of a very great number of experiences which to theprllctical and active person 
would:,not seem to be experiences at all; it is a concentration which does not 
happen consciously or of deliberation. These experiences are .. riot 'recol
lected'; . and.they finally unite in an atmosphere whh;:hJs: ftranquil' only in 
that it is a passive attending upon the event. or course this ·is hot quite the 
wholestol')" •. There is a great deal, in,the.Writing bf poetryj·which ml.uit·be 
conscious and deliberate. In fact, the bad poet is usually unconscious. where 
he ought to be conscious, and conscious where he ought to be uncon~ous. 
Both errors tend to make him ·personal'. Poetry is. not a . turning loose of 
emotion, but an escape from emotion; it is not the;expression of personality, 
but an escape from personality. But, of coursej only those who have person
ality and emotions know what it means to want .to escape from these things. 

III 
6 & voti~ rO'w~ 6eL6'tEp6v 'tL Kai. a7ta6h EO"tLV.· 

ihis ess~y proposes to halt at .the frontier of metaphysics o~ mysticism, 
. and confine itself to such practical conclusions as can be applied by the 

3. Cyril Tourm!ur, The Revenger's Tragedy (I 601}, 
3.5.67-78. Some scholars now credit this play, in 
whole or in part, to Thomas Middleton. 
4. Quoted from WILLIAM WORDSWORTH, preface 

to LYrical Sallads (l81W,: see above). 
5. The mind .1 •. doubtle.s something more. divine 
and uriafFect<!d (Greek). From ARISTO'l1.F.. De 
Anima (On .he Soul), 1.4, 408b. 
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responsible person interested in poetry. To divert interest from the poet to 
the poetry is a laudable aim: for it would conduce to a juster estimation of 
actual poetry, good and bad. There are many people who appreciate the 
expression of sincere emotion in verse, and there is a smaller number of 
people who can appreciate technical excellence. But very few know when 
there is an expression of significant emotion, emotion which has its life iJi 
the poem and not in the history of the poet. The emotion of art is impersonal. 
And the poet cannot reach this impersonality without ttur~endering himself 
wholly to the work to be done. And he is not likely to know what is to be 
done unless he lives in what is not merely the present, . but the present 
moment of the past, unless he is conscious, not of what is dead, but of what 
is already liVing. 

1919 

The Metaphysical Poets 

By collecting these poems from the work of a generation more often named 
than read, and more often read than profitably studied, Professor Grierstm 
has rendered a service of some importance. I Certainly the .reader will meet 
with many poems already preserved in other anthologies, at the same time 
that he discovers poems such as those of Aurelian Townshend or Lord Her
bert of Cherbury here included. But the. function of suchan anthology as 
this is nejther that of Professor Saintsbtiry's admirable epition of Caroline 
poetsZ nor that of the Oxford Book of English Verse. Mr. Grierson's book is 
in itself a piece of criticism, anda· provocation of criticism; and we think 
that he was right in including so many poems of Donne, elsewhere (though 
not in many editions) .accessible, as documents in the case of 'metaphysical 
poetry'.3 The phrase has long done duty as a term of abuse, or as the label 
of a quaint and pleasant taste. The question is to what extent the so-called 
metaphysicals formed a school (in our own time we should say a 'movement'), 
and how far this so-called school or movement is a digression from the main 
current. 

Not only is it extremely difficult to define metaphysical poetry, but difficult 
to decide what poets practise it: and in which of their verses. The poetry of 
Donne (to whom Marvell and Bishop King4 are sometimes nearer than any 
of the other authors) is late Elizabethan, its feeling often very close to that 
of Chapman. The 'courtly' poetry is derivative from Jonson, who borrowed 
liberally from the Latin; it expires in the next century with the sentiment and 
witticism of Prior.' There is finally the devotional verse of Herbert, Vaughan, 

I. Eliot is reviewing the groundbreakingcollectlon 
Metaphysical Lyrics and Poems of the S"""Hteenth 
Cent .. ry:· Donne to Butler (1921), edited by Her
bert J. C. Grierson (1866-1960). 
2. MI'tor Poets of the Caroline Period (1905-21), 
edited by George Salntsbury (J845-1933). 
3. For the term, see SAMUEL JOHNSON, Life of 
Cowley (J 783; above). John Donne (J572-1631), 
English poet, prose writer, and clergyman. 

4. Henry KIng (1592-1669), English poet and 
Anglican bishop. Andrew Marvell (1621-1678), 
English poet and satirist: 
5. Matthew Prior (1664-1721 ), English poet., epi
grammatist, and diplomat. George Chapman (ca. 
1559-1634), English poet, scholar, and play
wright. Ben Jonson (J 572-1637), English poet and 
playwright. . 
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and Crashaw {echoed long after by Christina Rossetti and Francis Thomp-
50n};6 Crashaw, sometimes more profound and less sectarian than the others, 
has a quality which returns through the Elizabethan period to the early Ital
ians. It is difficult to find any precise use of metaphor, simile, or other con
ceit, which is common to all the poets and at the same time important 
enough as an element of style to isolate these poets as a group. Donne, and 
often Cowley,? employ a device which is sometimes considered characteris
tically 'metaphysical'; the elaboration (contrasted with the condensation) of 
a figure of speech to the furthest stage to which ingenuity can carry it. Thus 
Cowley develops the commonplace comparison of the world to a chess-board 
through long stanzas (To Destiny), and Donne, with more grace, in A Vale
diction, 8 the comparison of two lovers to a pair of compasses. But elsewhere 
we find, instead of the mere explication of the content of a comparison, a 
development by rapid association of thought which requires considerable 
agility on the part of the reader. 

On a round ball 
A workeman that hath copies by, can lay 
An Europe, Afrique, and an Asia, 
And quickly make that, which was nothing, All, 

So doth each teare, 
Which thee doth weare, 

A globe, yea world by that impression grow, 
Till thy tears mixt with mine doe overflow 
This world, by waters sent from thee, my heaven dissolved 50. 9 

Here we find at least two connexions which are not implicit in the first figure, 
but are forced upon it by the poet: from the geographer's globe to the tear, 
and the tear to the deluge. On the other hand, some of Donne's most suc
cessful and characteristic effects are secured by brief words and sudden 
contrasts: 

A bracelet of bright hair about the bone, I 

where the most powerful effect is produced by the sudden contrast of asso
ciations of 'bright hair' and of 'bone'. This telescoping of images and multi
plied associations is characteristic of the phrase of some of the dramatisk 
of the period which Donne knew: not to men~ion Shakespeare, it is frequent 
in Middleton, Webster, and Tourneur,z and is one of the sources of the 
vitality of their language. 

Johnson, who employed the term 'metaphysical poets', apparently having 
Donne, Cleveland, and Cowley chiefly in mind, remarks of them that 'the 
most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by violence together'.3 The force of this 
impeachment lies in the failure of the conjunction, the fact that often the 

6. English poet (1859-1907), as are all those 
named here: George Herbert (I 59.~-1 633), the 
Welsh·born Henry Vaughan (1622-1695), Rich· 
ard erashaw (16 I 2-1 649), and Rossetti (1830-
1894). 
7. Abraham Cowley (1618-1667), English poet 
mld ($sayist. 
R. Donne, "A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning" 
(1633). Grierson gives the title of Cowley's poem 

as "Destinie." 
9. Donne, "A Valediction: of Weeping" (1633), 
lines 10-18:' 
I. Donne,"The Relic" (1633), line 6. 
2. All English dramatists: Thoma. Middleton 
(I 580-1627), John Webster (ca. 158O-ca. 1625), 
and Cyril Toumeur (ca. 1575-1626). 
3. Johnson, Life af Cowley. Jahn Cleveland 
(1613-1658), poet and satirist. 
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ideas, are yoked but not united; and jf.we :are: to judge of styles of poetry by 
their abuse, enough examples may be found in Cleveland to justify Johnson's 
condemnation. _ But: a degree of heterogeneity of material: compelled' into 
unity by the operation of the poet's mind is omnipresent in poetry. We need 
not select for,ilIustration such a line as: 

Notre dme est un trois-mats cherchant son Icarie;4 
• ". ",:t 

we may find .it- in some of the best lines of Johnson himself (The Vanity of 
Human Wishes): 

, -His fate was destined to a barren strand, 
A petty fortress, andad:UbioUs hand; 
He"lefta'name at which the world grew pale, 
To point a moral, or adorn a tale. 5 

where the effect is due to a contrast of ideas, difft;re~t in degree but th~ 
same in principle, as that which Johnson miidly repr.ehended: And in one of 
the finest poems of the age (a poem which could not have been written in 
any other age), the Exequy of Bishop King, the extel'laed comparison is used 
with perfect success: the idea and the simile become 'one,in the pllssage in 
which the Bishop illustrates "~is' impatience to' see his 'dead Wife, under the 
figure of a journey: ' , .' -' ," 

Stay for meithere; I will notfaile 
To meet thee in that hollow Vale. 
And:thinknot much ofmy delay; 
I am already on .~h~ ~ay, , ' 

, Andfollow thee With-all the speed 
.' Desire can trutke, or sorrows breed. 
Eai:h mi~fde isa shott degree, · 

'··And eV'ry houre i:i step towarUS·thee.· 
At night when I betake to rest, 

'" . ~ ':', . 

Next morn. I, Tisf!, ne~rer my West _ -
Of life, almost by eight houres sail, 
Than 'When sleep'bteath'd his dt01A;sy gale . ... 
Buthearkl. My Pulse,: like asci soft Drum --, 
Beats my 'approach, tells Thee I come; . 

-,And slow'howet'emy marches be, 
I shall at last sit do-wn by Thee.6 

- '>, 

,I.: 

(In the last few lines there is that effect of terror which·is. several times 
attained by one of Bishop King's' admirers, 'Edg~r Poe.7 ) Again; we may Justly 
take these quatrains 'from Lord Herbert's Ode,S stanzas which 'would, we 
think, be immediatelypronounC::ed to be of the metaphysicafschooi: . _ > _ 

So when from hence we shall be gone, 
And he no more, nor you, nor I, 

4. Our soul is a three-masted ship searching for 
her Icarle (French). 'Froln CHARLES BAUDELAIRE, 
"Le Voyage" (i'i!61). Idirie: a utopia described in 
the French social~st Etiepne Cabet's novel Voyage 
",. lcarie (1840).' ". " ' 
5. Johnson •. '''the' Vanity of. Human Wfshes" 
(J 749), lines 219-22, slightly misquoted ("fate" 
should be "fall"). 

6: King, ''The ~~quy" (1657), line~ 89:"'114. 
7. EDGAR 'ALlAN POE (1809-1849), 'American 
poet, critic, andsh~rt 5t~rr .~~er., -
8. "An Ode upon a Question 'Move~, 'Wh~ther 
Lm,e Should Continu!, Fo~ver?" by LOrd Herb~r,t 
of Cherbury (1583-\.648). Eliot qtiotesline,d29~ 
40. . . , ' 
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As one another's mystery, 
Each shall be both, yet both but; one. 

This said, in her up-lifted face,: 
Her eyes, which did that be~"iy cTO'lAin, 
Were like two starr's, that haVingfaln dOwn, 

Look up again to find their place: 

While such a moveless silent peace 
Did seize on their becalmed sense, 
One would have thought some influence 

Their ravished spirits did possess. ..', 

There is nothing in these lines (with the pos5i~le e~ception of the stars, a 
simile not at opce grasped, but lovely and justified) which fits Johnson's 
general observations on the metaphysical poets in his essay on Cowley. A 
good deal resides in the richness of associat.on. which.is at the same time 
borrowed from and given to the word 'becalmed'; but the meaning is clear, 
the language simple and elegant. It ·is to be observed that the language of 
these poets is as a rule simple and pure; in the verse of George Herbert this 
simplicity is carried as far as it can gcj~a simpliCity emt.il~ted.without su(:cess 
by numerous modern poets. The structure of the sentences,on the other 
hand, is sometimes far from· simple; but this, is not a vice; it is a fidelity to 
thought and feeling. The effect, af its best, is far, less artificial than that of 
an ode by Gray.9 Artd as this fidelity induces'variety of thought and feeling, 
so it induces variety'ofmusic. We doubt whethet.'in the eighteenth century, 
could be found two poems in nomiraUy t!:te, same metre, sodissbllilar as 
Marvell's Coy Mistress and Crashaw~s,Saint Teresa;1 the ,oneproduciilg an 
effect of great speed by the use of ~~ort~yllal;>les, arid the other an eccl~si~ 
as tical solemnity by the use of long ones: , 

Love, thou art absolute sole lord 
Of life and death. . 

If so shrewd and sensitive (though so limite~) a critic ~s Johnson failed to 
define metaphysical poetry by its faultsiit is worth while to inquire whether 
we may not have more success by adopting the opposite method: by assuming 
that the poets of the seventeenth ceritury (up tathe Revolution)2 wer~he 
direct and normal development oftht(precedent age;' and, without preju
dicing their case by the adjective 'metdphysicag!,~onsider whether their vir
tue was not something permanentIy"'vahiable,', which subsequently 
disappeared, but ought not to have disappe~red. Johnson has hit, perhaps by 
accident, on one of their peculiarities, wheri he observes that 'their attempts 
~ere always analytic'; he would not agree that, after the dissociation, they 
put the material together again in a new unity. 

It is certain that the dramatic verse of the later Elizabethan and early 
Jacobean poets expresses a degree of development of sensibility which is not 
found in any of the prose, good as it' often is. If·we' except Marlowe, a man 

9, Thomas Gray (I 716-1 771), "Elegy Written in 
o COllntry Churchyard~' (1751 ), R poem of mourn
ing and reflection. 
1. Crashaw, "A Hymn to the Nome and Honor of 
the Admirable Saint Tere.a" (1652); Eliot quotes 
its opening lines. Marvell, "To Hi. Coy Mi.tre .... 

(1681). 
2. Either the Gloriou. Revolution of 1688, when 
Jame. II was replaced by WHUam and Mary. or the 
English Civil War, which climaXed in the execution 
of Charles I In 1649; scholars disagree on Eliot'. 
reference. 
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of prodigious intelligence, these dramatists were directly or indirectly (it is 
at least a tenable theory) affected by Montaigne.3 Even if we except also 
Jonson and Chapmap, these two were notably erudite, and were notably men 
who incorporated their erudi~iQn into· their sensibility: their mode of feeling 
was directly and freshly altered by their reading and thought. In Chapman 
especially there is a direct sensuous apprehension of thought, or a recreation 
of thought into feeling, which is exactly what we find in Donne: 

in this one thing, ali the discipline 
Of manners and of manhood is contained; 
A man to join himself with th' Universe 
In his main sway, and make in all thingsfit 
One with that All, and go, on, ,round as it; 
Not plucking from the wh.ole his wretched part, 
And into straits, or into noUght revert, 
Wishing the complete Universe might be 
Subject to such a rag of it as he; 
But to consider great Necessity.4 , 

We compare this with some modern passage: ' 

No, when the fight begins within himself, 
A man's worth something. Gbd stoops' o'er his head, 
Satan looks up between his foe~both tug--" 
He's left, himself, i' the middle; the soul wakes 
And grows. Prolong that battle through his lifel' 

It is perhaps somewhat less fair, though very tempting (as both poets are 
concerned with the perpetuation of love,fiy offspring), to compare with the 
stanzas already quoted from Lord Herbert's Ode the following from 
Tennyson: 

one walked betwe~n his wife ,and child, 
With measured football firm and mild, 
And now and then he gravely smiled. 

The prudent partner of hiS hlood 
Leaned on him, faithful, gentle, good, 
Wearing the rose of wottianhood. 

And in their double love secure, 
The little maiden wal~d demure, 
Pacing with downward, ,eyelids pure. 

These three made unIty so sweet, 
My froz.en heart begah to beat, 
Remembering its anc,ient heat. 6 

The difference is not a simple differeh~e of degree between poets. It i!i 
something which had happened to the mind of England between the tim~ 
of Donne or Lord Herbert of Cherbury and the time of Tennyson and 
Browning; it is the difference between the in~enectual poet and the reflec-

3. Michel de Montalgne (l533-1592), French 
moralist and essayist. Christopher Marlowe 
(\564-1593), English dramatist and poet. 
4. Chapman, 1M R""" .. g .. of Bus.,. d'Ambois (ca. 
1610),4.1.137-46, 

5. "Bishop Blougram's Apology" (l855), line. 
693-97, by Robert Browning (1812-1889). 
6, "The Two Voices" (1832), lines 4U-23, by 
Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809-1892). 
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tive poet. Tennyson and Browning are poets, and they think; but they do 
not feel their thought as immediately as the odour of a rose. A thought to 
Donne was an experience; it modified his sensibility. When a poet's mind is 
perfectly equipped for its work, it is constantly amalgamating disparate 
experience; the ordinary man's experience is chaotic, irregular, fragmentary. 
The latter falls in love, or reads Spinoza,7 and these two experiences have 
nothing to do with each other, or with the noise of the typewriter or the 
smell of cooking; in the mind of the poet these experiences are always form
ing new wholes.8 

We may express the difference by the follOwing theory: The poets of the 
seventeenth century, the successors of the. dramatists of the sixteenth, 
possessed a mechanism of sensibility which could devour any kind of expe
rience. They are simple, artificial, difficult, or fantastic, as their predecessors 
were; no less nor more than Dante, Guido Cavalcanti, Guinicelli, or Cino.9 

In the seventeenth century a dissociation of sensibility set in, from which we 
have never recovered; and this dissociation, as is natural, was aggravated by 
the influence of the two most powerful poets of. the century, Milton and 
Dryden. I Each of these men performed certain poetic functions so magnif
icently well that the magnitude of the effect concealed the absence of others. 
The language went on and in some respects improved; the best verse of 
Collins, Gray, Johnson, and even GoldsmithZ satisfies .some of our fastidious 
demands better than that of Donne or Marvell or King. But while the lan
guage became more refined, the feeling became more crude. The feeling, 
the sensibility, expressed in the Country Churchyard (to say nothing of Ten
nyson and Browning) is cruder than that in the Coy Mistress. 

The second effect of the influence of Milton and Dryden followed from 
the first, and was therefore slow in manifestation. The sentimental age began 
early in the eighteenth century, and continued. The poets revolted against 
the ratiocinative, the descriptive; they thought and felt by fits, unbalanced; 
they reflected. In one or two passages of Shelley's Triumph of Life, in the 
second Hyperion,3 there are traces of a struggle toward unification of sensi
bility. But Keats and Shelley died, and Tennyson and Browning ruminated. 

After this brief exposition of a theory-too brief, perhaps, to carry convic
tion-we may ask, what would have been the fate of the 'metaphysical' had 
the current of poetry descended in a direct line from them, as it descendecl'-' . 
in a direct line to them? They would not, certainly, be classified as meta
physical. The possible interests of a poet are unlimited; the more intelligent 
he is the better; the more intelligent he is the more likely that he will have 
interests: our only condition is that he turn them into poetry, and not merely 
meditate on them poetically. A philosophical theory which has entered into 

7. Bcnc(licl de Spinoza {l632-1677). Dutch phi
losoph"r and theologian, whose major work is 
Ethics (1677). 
8. Compare SAMUEL TAYI..oR ~()LElIlf)GE. Biogra
"hia Ute,·aria {l817; see above), chap. 14: "[The 
PO,,!] diffuses a tone and spirit of unity, thllt 
hlends, and (as it were) /mes, each InlO each, by 
that synthetic and magical power, to which we 
h'lYe l'xclusively appropriated the name of imagl
naliol'," 
9. hulian poets (roughly contemporary) "II known 
for their dolce sti' n'UOVO (sweet new style): DANTE 
AI.I<:JII .... " (1265-1321), Guido Cavalcanti (1250-

(300), Guido Guinicelli (1220-1276), and Cino 
da Pistoia (1270-1336). 
1. JOHN DRYDEN (1631-1700), English poet,. 
dramatist, and critic. John Milton (1608-1674), 
English writer of poetry and prose. 
2. Oliver Goldsmith (1731-1774), Irish-born 
Enidlsh poet, playwright, and novelist. William 
Conins (1721-1759), Enlf.'lsh poet. 
3. "Hyperion, a fragment' and ''The Fall of Hype
rion" (written 1818-19), fragments of epic poems 
by John Keats (1795-1821). "The Triumph of 
Life" (written in 1822), an unfinished visionary 
poem by PERCY DYSSHE SHELLEY (1792-1822). 
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poetry is established, for its truth or falsity in one sense ceases to matter, 
and its truth in another sense is proved. The poets in .question have, like 
other poets, va~ious faults. But they were, at best, engaged in the task of 
trying to find the verbal equivalent for states of mind and feeling. And this 
means both that they are more mature, and that they wear better, than later 
poets of certainly not less literary ability. ' 

. It is not a permanent necessity that poets should be interested in philos
ophy, or in any other subject. We can only say that it appearsJikely that poets 
in our civilization, as it exists at present, must be difficult. Our civilization 
comprehends great variety and complexity, and this variety and complexity, 
playing upon a refined sensibility, must produce various and complex results. 
The poet must become more and more comprehensive, more allusive, more 
indirect, in order to force, to dislocate if necessary, more indirect, in order 
to force, to dislocate if necessary, language into his meaning. (A brilliant and 
extreme statement of this view, with which it is not requisite to assoCiate 
oneself, is that of M. Jean Epstein, La Poesie d' aujourd-hui.)4 Hence we get 
something which looks very much like the conceit-we get, in fact, a method 
curiously similar to that of the 'metaphysical poets', similar also in its use of 
obscure words and of simple phrasing. 

o geraniums diaphimes, guerroyeurs sorlileges, 
Sacrileges monomanes! . ~ .,' 
Emballages, tUvergondages, douches! 0 preSs6irs 
Des vendange's, des grands soirs! ., 
Layettes aux tibois, 
Thyrses au fond des bois! 
Transfusions, repr~ailles, 
'Relevailles, compresseS et I' eternal potion, 
Angelus! n' enpouvoir plus 
De debacles nuptiales! de. debales nuptialesl' 

The same poet could write also simply: 

Elle est bien loin,elle pleure" . 
Le grand vent Se lam.nts aussi ,', , 6 

Joles Laforgue, and Tristan Corbi~re7 in' many' of hts poems, are nearer to 
the ischool of Donne' than any modem English p~et" But po~t. more dallieal 
than :they have the same essential quaHtyof transmuting ideas into'settsa-
tions, of transforming .an observation into a state of mind. . 

Pour I' enfant, amoureux de cartes et d' estampes, 
L' univers est.egal a son vaste appetit. 
Ah, que Ie monde est grand a la clane des lampes! 
Aux yeux du souvenir que le monde est petit/a 

4. The Poetry of Taa.." (French), published In 
1921. 
5. 0 translucent geraniums, warring wizardry, I 
Monomaniac impieties! I Enwrapplngs, licen
tiousness, showers! 0 winepresses I Of grape har
vestings on great eveningsl I Layettes ·at bay, I 
Thrylil. deep In the woods! I Transfusion, repay
ing~, I Churchlngs, compresses and the eternal 
potIOn, I AngelUs! can't bear any more I Those 
bursting nuptials I Bursting nuptials I (French; 
trans, June Guicharnaud). From Demjen vers X 

(1890, Last Poe .... ), by the French sYmbolist poet 
Jules Laforgue (1860--1887). 
6. She Is far away, she weeps I The great wind 
ar.o mourns (French). From Laforgue, Demlers 
vers Xl, "Sur une d.1funte" (liOn a Dead Woman"), 
7. French symbolist poet (1845-1875). 
8. For the child In love with maps and prints, the 
universe matches his vast appetite. Ah, how big the 
world I.; In the lamplight; but how small, viewed 
through the eyes of memory (French; trans. Fran
cis Scarfe), From Baudelaire, "I.e Voyage." 
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In French literature the great master of the seventeenth century-Racine9-

and the great master of the nineteenth,--Baudelaire-are in some ways more 
like each other than they are like anyone else. The greatest two masters of 
diction are also the greatest two psychologist~, the most curious explorers of 
the soul. It is interesting to speculate whether it is not a misfortune that two 
of the greatest masters of diction in our language, Milton and Dryden, tri
umph with a dazzling disregard of the soul. .f we continued to produce Mil
tons and Drydens it might not so much matter, but as things are it is a pity 
that English poetry has remained so incomplete. Those who object. to the 
'artificiality' of Milton or Dryden sometimes tell us to 'look into our hearts 
and write'.1 But that is not looking deep enough; Racine or Donne looked 
into a good deal more than the heart. One must look into the cerebral cortex, 
the nervous system, and the digestive tracts. 

May we not conclude, then, that Donne, Crashaw, Vaughan, Herbert and 
Lord Herbert, Marvell, King, Cowley at his best, are in the direct current of 
English poetry, and that their faults should be reprimanded by this standard 
rather than coddled by antiquarian affection'? They have been enough 
praised in terms which are implicit limitations because they are 'metaphys
ical' or 'witty', 'quaint' or 'obscure,' though at .their best they have .not these 
attributes more than other serious poets. On the other hand, we must not 
reject the criticism of Johnson (a dangerous person to disagree with) without 
having mastered it, without having assimilated the Johnsonian canons of 
taste. In reading the celebrated passage iii his essay on Cowley we must 
remember that by. wit he clearly means soritething more serious than we 
usually meari to-day; in his criticism of their·v~rsification we must remember 
in what a narrow discipline he was trained;.b'utalso hoV\l well trained; we 
must remember that Johnson· tortures chiefly the chief offenders, Cowley 
and Cleveland. It would be a fruitful wor~and one requiring a substantial 
book, to break up the classification of Johnson (for there has been none 
since) and exhibit these poets in all their difference of kind and of degree, 
from the massive music of Donne to the faint, pleasing tinkle of Aurelian 
Towrishenda....;.whose Dialogue between a Pilgrim and Time is orie of the few 
regrettable omissions from the excellent anthology 'of Professor Grierson. 

ljAl 

9. Jean Racine .(1639~1699), French playwrlllht. 
I. A slight recastinll of the final words of the first 
sonnet in the sonnet !i~uence Astrophi! a..a SlBlla 

(1591), by SIR PHIt.IP SIDNEY. 
2. Poet.and writer of court masques (ca. 1583-
1643). 

JOHN CROWE RANSOM 
1888-1974 

Ihe poet, critic, and editor John Crowe Ransom is perhaps the central figure in the 
··:,-·stitutionalization of the New Criticism, the formalist theory and practice that dom
. fuated u.s. teaching and literary criticism in the mid-twentieth century. Through his 
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essays on literary theory, his important;work as an editor of the, prestigious journal 
the Kenyon Review, and his friendships with many note,worthY,authors and .critics, 
Ransom was able to gain a wide and respectful hearing for his and the other New 
~ritics' literary views and. values .. By the' 1950s or. perhaps even earlier, the New 
Critical focus on "the text its.eIP' ~ad. become the. basic method of literary criticism 
and of college and university pedagogy:. '., .' , 

Ransom was born in Pulaski, Tennessee, the son 'of a Methodist minister. He wits 
a brilliant stiJdent at Bowen School (a private academy) and then at Vand~rbilt Unl~ 
versity in Nashville, where he received rigorous training in the classics. He studied 
Greek and Roman literature and history at Christ Church, Oxford University, on'a 
Rhodes Scholarship from 1910 to 1913, and in 1914 joined the faculty of Vanderbilt's 
English Department. He became the central figure in Nashville's literary and cultural 
community, which in the 1920s and 1930s included the poets Allen Tate and Donald 
Davidson, the poet, novelist, and critic Robert Penn W~rren, and the critic CLEANTH 

BROOKS. ".. ., . 
In the early 1920s Ransom was one of the Fu·giti:ve .. poets.,. a group that Came 

together in Nashville as "fugitives" both froni' preachy, . sentimental riineteenth
century verse and from contemporarY verse that struc':k them 'as far removed from·the 
Southern regionalist values they embriiced.·They focused bn the language, forms, and 
techniques of poetry and published in the bimonthly the Fugitive (1922-25); many 
of Ransom's best poems as well as il number of critical essays appeared in this journ·aI. 
Later in the decade, Ransom played a prominent role in the Agrarian movement; he 
contributed both the introduction and a chapter to the Agrarian manifesto I'll T"ke 
My Stand (1930), a spirited attack on science and industrialiZBtion and a defense of 
Southern tradition and an agric~~tural economy. . , 

During the Agrarian phase of his care~r, Ransom wrote many essays on sQc;i.al.and 
cultural criticism, including "T~e South-Old or, New?" (1"928), "Th~ Aesthetics of 
Regionalism" (1934), and "What Does the South Want?" (1936). Blit the Agrarian 
cause never won widespread support. among Southerners, and by the late "1930s, 
Ransom was himself shifting away from'socioc'ultural commentary. In 1937 he.1eft 
Vanderbilt for a position in the English Department at Kenyon College in Ohio, a 
move that coincided with his sharp turil toward literary criticism and the reforms 
needed to give it precision and clarity as an autonomous academic ·discipline. In a 
1937 letter to Allen Tate, Ransom noted that the new journal he hoped to launch at 
Kenyon should '~stick to li~erature entirely .... In the severe field of letters there is 
vocation enough for us: in criticism, in poetry, in fiction." .: , 

For two decades, beginning in 1939, Ransom edited the Kenyon Review; this Jour
nal, which became one of the best U.S. literary quarterlies, was among his greatest 
achievements. Moreover, his distinguished reputation as an editor as wen as a poet 
and critic enabled him to gain much institutional s~pport for hill i4eas .and programs. 
During the . late i 940s, the Rockefeller Foundatiori provided flnids ,for a .series of 
Kenyon Review Fellows (scholars) and for the Kenyon School of English, which had 
on its faculty important intellectuals, creative writers, and critics-among the first 
(in 1948) were Eric Bentley, Cleanth Brooks, and William Empson. The Kenyon 
Review also offered fellowships each year to a poet, a writer of fiction, and a critic; 
prominent recipients included Flannery O'Connor, Howard Nemerov, and UWING 

HOWE. The New Criticism was not simply a body of theory and practice but a network 
of programs, journals, and institutions, and Ransom was involved in nearly all of them. 

Our selection from The World's Body, "Criticism, Inc." (1938), is, as its title sug
gests, Ransom's attempt to define the business of criticism-what it is not and what 
it should be. He lists a number of false or misleading types of current criticism
including the "ethical" approach of the New Humanism and Marxism-but he 
focuses primarily on the teaching of literature -in universities by literary historians 
and scholars who stress backgrounds, sources; and influences rather than the poems 
themselves. Historical study, he contends, dominates at the expense of a truly "crit-
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ical" approach, preventing students from acquiring the skills needed for them to 
understand the "technical effects" of literary works. As a result, they cannot respond 
in a direct, rigorous way to contemporary literature or, for that matter, to any poem 
placed before them. 

Ransom instead urges teachers and students to concentrate on "technical studies 
of poetry." By this, he means studies of imagery, metaphor, and meter-the stylistic 
devices through which the poet differentiates the language of his or her text from 
that of prose. Ransom calls for a revitalized department of English that will make 
literary history, scholarship, and linguistics secondary to rigorous criticism. In his 
view, criticism must be rescued from book reviewers and amateurs who focus on 
feelings, not the artistic object itself, and reduce texts to paraphrases with a moral 
message. Advocating disciplinary coherence and integrity, Ransom is a harbinger of 
the professionalization of literary analysis that characterized mid- and late-twentieth
century u.s. literary culture. 

These arguments had great appeal to many teachers and students, and Ransom's 
approach was so helpful for readers grappling with exacting modern poets that its 
limits were overlooked at first. By defining the work o~ literary studies, he supplied a 
clear procedure: the teacher-critic should concentrate on the text itself and not be 
distracted by nonliterary contexts and issues. But Ransom and the. other New Critics, 
opponents pointed out, excluded too much; in giving literary studies a disciplinary 
identity, they failed to clarify how it could engage with social, cultural, and historical 
issues in a meaningful way. In a sense Ransom allowed the opposition to dictate the 
terms of his own approach-literary criticism is defined against, not in relation to, 
other fields, subjects, and disciplines. But why should the analysis of specific literary 
texts require the exclusion of other kinds of analytical work? Ransom defined the 
enterprise of "Criticism, Inc." with brilliant precision but too narrowly, as though the 
forms of social and cultural critique he had embarked on in his Agrarian writing were 
wholly incompatible with literary criticism. 

To be sure, in stressing that critics should explore how the poem "removes itself 
from history" Ransom had a specific target: the practice of making history rather than 
the poem the object of attention in the c1assroom. Neither he nor the other New 
Critics asserted that history was irrelevant, or that teachers and students ignore every
thing except "the words on the page"; they assumed that teachers would be well
trained and knowledgeable about much more (as they were themselves). Indeed, those 
in the first generation of New Critics were later dismayed at the reductive, mechanical 
criticism and teaching practiced in their name. 

As the New Criticism came under widespread attack in the 1960s and 1970s, it 
lost the authority it had enjoyed when Ransom, I. A. Richards, and Brooks first pr~ . 
moted it. Its emphasis on the text in and for itself seemed far removed from the crises 
and social movements-civil rights, antiwar, and women is-that were tearing Amer
ican society apart. The New Critical canon was too limited (male and white) to prove 
acceptable to feminists, African American critics, and other theorists. In addition, by 
the ) 970s poststructuralists were arguing that the New Critical distinction between 
what was inside and outside the text could not be maintained: thus the discrete poetic 
text that was to be the basis of literary studies seemed no longer to exist. Soon, from 
another direction, New Historicist scholars began to recuperate and renovate histor
ical analysis; by demonstrating that close reading could be extended to all kinds of 
texts and documents, they made possible a richer, more div~rse approach to history 
than that found in the earlier literary historians whom Ransom, Brooks, and the 
others had displaced. . 

Yet one crucial tenet of the New Critical program remains: the emphasis on "close 
reading," the central focus of the new business for literary studies that Ransom advo
cates in "Criticism, Inc." In this respect, the New Criticism has not so much faded 
as become the foundation that all modern approaches build upon. 
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Criticism, Inc.' ' 

It IS strange, but nobody seems to have told us what exB,Ctly is the' proper 
business of criticism. There are many critics who miglit,tell tis; ~ut for ~he 
Ptost part they are amateurs. So ha,v~ tl:le critics nearly always been ~mateurs; 
including the best ones. They have not been traine~ to criticism ,so much as 
they have simply undertaken a job for which no specific qualifications were 
reqUired. It is far too likely that ,what they call criticism when they produce 
it is not the real thing; 
, There are three sorts of trained performers who would appear to have some 
of the competence that the critic needs. The first' is' the artist himself. He 
should know good art when, he' sees' it; but his understanding i~ intuitive 
r~ther than dialectical-:-he' cannot very well explain his' theory of the thing: 
'(is true that literary'artists; with theircomma~d of language,are better 
q-)tics of their own art, than are other artistsj' proba~ly the best critics of 
poetry we can now have are the poets., But one canwelli~agine that any 
artist's commentary on the art-work is valuable in the degree that he sticks 
to its technical effects, which he knows minutely, and about which he can 
certainly talk if he will. 
," The second is the philosopher, who should know all about the function of 
the'fine arts. But the philosopher is apt to see a lot of wood and no trees, for 
his theory is very geheral'and his acquairitiuiceWjth' the particular works of 
art is not persistent and intimate, espeCially his acquaintance with their tech
nical effects. Or at least I suppose so, for philosophers have no~ proved, that 
th~y can write close criticism by writing it; and I have the feeling that even 
their handsome generalizations are open to suspicion 'as being grounded 
more on other generalizations, those which form their prior philosophical 
stock, than on acute study of particulars. 

The third is the university teacher of literature, who is styled professor, 
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and who should be the very professional we need to take charge of the critical 
activity. He is hardly inferior'as critic to 'the philosopher, and perhaps not 
on the whole to the poet, but he is a greater disappointment because we 
have the right to expect more of him. Professors of literature are learned but 
not critical men. The professional morale 'of this part of the university staff 
is evidently low. It is as if, with conscious or unconscious cunning, they had 

.', appropriated every avenue of escape from their responsibility which was 
.• decent and official; so that it is easy for one of them without public reproach 

to spend a lifetime in compiling the data of literature and yet rarely or never 
commit himself to a literary judgment. 

Nevertheless it is from the professors of literature, in this country the 
professors of English for the most part, that I should hope eventually for the 
erection of intelligent standards of criticism: It is their business. 

Criticism must become more scientific; or precise and systematic, and this 
means that it must be developed by the collective and sustained effort of 
learned persons-which means that its proper seat is in the universities. 

, Scientific: but I do not think we need be afraid that criticism, trying to be 
a sort of science, will inevitably fail and give up in despair, or else fail without 
realizing it and enjoy some hollow and pretentious career. It will never be a 
very exact science, or even a nearly exact one. But neither will psychology, 
if that term continues to refer to psychic rather than physical phenomena; 
nor will sociology, as Paretoiiquite contrary to his inteniion, appears to have 
furnished us with evidence for believing; nor even will economics. It does 
not matter wh~ther we call them.,sciences or just systematic. studies I the total 
effort of each to be effective must be ,consolidated and ktlpt going. The stud
ies which I have mentioned haveim'measurably improved in understanding 
since they were taken over by the universities, and the 'same 'career looks 
possible for criticism.' , 

Rather than occasional criticism by amateurs, I should thiI1k ,the whole 
enterprise might be seriously taken in hand by professionals. Perhaps I use 
a distasteful figure, but I have the idea that what we need is Criticism, Inc., 
or Criticism, Ltd. . . 

The principal resistance to such an idea will come from the present iricum
bents of the professorial chairs. But its adoption must come from them too. 
The idea of course is not a private one ormy,own. If it should be '1I'lf6pted 
before long, the credit would probably belong to Pro(essor Ronald S. Crane,2 
of the University of Chicago, more than to any other man. He is the first of 
the great professors to have advocated it as a major policy for departments 
of English. It is possible that he will have made some important academic 
history. 

2 

Professor Crane published recently a paper of great note in academic circles, 
on the reform of the courses in English. It appeared in The English Journal, 
under the title: "History Versus Criticism in the University Study of Litera-

I. Vilfredo Pareto (I84S-1923), French-born 
I talian economist and sociologist. 
2. The leader (1886-1967) ofthe Chicago School 
of neo-Arlstotelian criticism, whose views were 
influenced by the restructuring of the undergrad-

uate curriculum ofthe University of Chicago In th~ 
1930., to a focus on Interdisciplinary studies and 
"Great Books." He published "History Versus Crit
icism" (discussed below) In 1935. 
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ture." He argues there that historical scholarship has been overplayed heavily 
in English studies, in disregard of· the law of diminishing returns, and that 
the emphasis must now be shifted to the critical. 

.To me this means, simply:. the students of the future must be permitted 
to study literature, and not merely about literature. But I think this is what 
the good students have always wanted to do. The wonder is that they have 
allowed themselves so long to be denied. But they have not :always been 
amiable about it, and the whole affair presents much comic history. 

At the University of Chicago, I, believe that Professor Crane; with some 
others, is putting the revolution into effect in his own teaching, though for 
the time being perhaps with a limited programme, mainly the application of 
Aristotle's critical views. (My information is not at all exaCt.) The university 
is an opulent' one, not too old to experience waves of reformational .zeal, 
uninhibited as yet by bad traditions, Its department of English has sponsored 
plenty of old-line scholarship, but this is not the first time it has gone in for 
criticism. If the department shot,1ld now systematically and intelligently build 
up a general school of literary criticism, I believe it would score a triumph 
that would be, by academic standards, spectacular. I mean thaUhe alive and 
brilliant young English scholars all,over the country would be saying they 
wanted to go there to do their work. That would place a new distinction upon 
the university, and it would eventually and profoundly modify the practices 
of many other institutions. It would be ·worth even more than Professor 
Crane's careful presentation of the theory." 

This is not the.:first time that English professors have tilted against the 
historians, or "scholars," in the dull sense which that word has acquired. 
They did not score heavily, at those other times. Probably they were them
selves not too well versed in the historicalstudies,so that it could be said 
with honest c~ncern that they scarcely had the credentials to judge of such 
matters. At the same time they may have been·too unproductive critically to 
offer a glowing alternative. 

The most important recent diverSion'· from the orthodox course ·of literary 
studies was that undertaken by the New Humanists. 3 I regret to think that 
it was not the kind of diversion which I am advocating; nor the kind approved 
by Professor Crane, who comments briefly against it. Unque,stionably the 
Humanists did divert, and the:refreshment was grateful to anybody who felt 
resentful for having his literary predilections ignored under the schedule of 
historical learning. But in the long run the diversion proved to be nearly as 
unliterary as the round of studies from which it took off at a tangent. No 
picnic ideas were behind it. 

The New Humanists were, and are, moralists; more accurately, historians 
and advocates of a certain moral system. Criticism is the attempt to define 
and enjoy the a:!sthetic or characteristic values of literature, but I suppose 
the Humanists would shudder at "a:!sthetic" as hard as ordinary historical 
scholars do. Did an official Humanist ever make any official play with the 
term? I do not remember it. The tenn "art",jsslightlymore ambiguous, and 

3. Members of an early·20th·century critical 
movement In the United States that attacked the 
decadence of modern life and the bnmorallty of 
contemporary literaturt!. condemning the Influ· 
ence of Romanticism and appealing for classical 

values. The leaders of New Humanism were Paul 
Elmer More (1864-1937), a critic, editor, and lec
tuter at Princeton University, and Irving Babbitt 
(1865-1933), professor of Romance languages at 
Harvard University. ' 
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they have availed themselves of that; with centuries of loose usage behind 
it, art connotes, for those who like, high seriousness, and high seriousness 
connotes moral self-consciousness, and an inner check, and finally either 
Plato or Aristotle. 

Mr. Babbitt consistently played on the terms classical and romantic. They 
mean any of several things each, so that unquestionably Mr. Babbitt could 
make war on romanticism for purely moral reasons; and his preoccupation 
was ethical, not !Esthetic. It is perfectly legitimate for the moralist to attack 
romantic literature if he can make out his case; for example, on the ground 
that it deals with emotions rather than principles, or the ground that its 
author discloses himself as flabby, intemperate, escapist, unphilosophical, 
or simply adolescent. The moral objection is probably valid; a romantic 
period testifies to a large-scale failure of adaptation, and defense of that 
failure to adapt, to the social and political environment; unless, if the 
Humanists will consent, it sometimes testifies to the failure of society and 
state to sympathize with the needs of the individual. But this is certainly not 
the charge that Mr. T. S. Eliot; a literary critic, brings against romanticism. 4 

H is, if I am not mistaken, is !Esthetic, though he may not ever care to define 
it very sharply. In other words, the literary critic also has something to say 
about romanticism, and it might come to something like this: that romantic 
literature is imperfect in objectivity, or "!Esthetic distance," and that out of 
this imperfection comes its weakness of structure; that the romantic poet 
does not quite realize the !Esthetic attitude, and is not the pure artist. Or it 
might come to something else. It would be quite premature to say that when 
a moralist is obliged to disapprove a work the literary critic must disapprove 
it too. 

Following the excitement produced by the Humanist diversion, there is 
now one due to the Leftists, or Proletarians,5 who are also diversionists. Their 
diversion is likewise moral. It is just as proper for them to ferret out class
consciousness in literature, and to make literature serve the cause of loving
comradeship, as it is for the Humanists to censure romanticism and to use 
the topic, and the literary exhibit, as the occasion of reviving the Aristotelian 
moral canon. I mean that these are procedures of the same sort. Debate 
could never occur between a Humanist and a Leftist on !Esthetic grounds, 
for they are equally intent on ethical values. But the debate on ethi~· 
grounds would be very spirited, and it might create such a stir in a depart
ment conducting English studies that the conventional scholars there would 
find themselves slipping, and their pupils deriving from literature new and 
seductive excitements which would entice them away from their scheduled 
English exercises. 

On the whole, however, the moralists, distinguished as they may be, are 
like those who have quarrelled with the ordinary historical studies on purer 
or more aesthetic grounds: they have not occupied in English studies the 
positions of professional importance. In a department of English, as in any 
other going business, the proprietary interest becomes vested, and in old and 
reputable departments the vestees have uniformly been gentlemen who have 
gone through the historical mill. Their laborious Ph.D.'s and historical 

4. Al Harvard. ELIOT (1888-1965) w ... t"ught by 
Rabbitt, who reinforced Eliot's own anti-Romantic 
L('lldC:"ncies. 

5. Marxist critics who emphasized the class strug· 
gle between workers (proletarians) and owners, 
and the problems of poverty and racism. 
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publications are their patents. Naturally, quite spontaneously, they would 
tend to perpetuate a system in which the power and· the glory belonged to 
them. But English scholars in this country can rarely have better credentials 
than those which Professor Crane has earned in his extensive· field, the eigh
teenth century. It is this which makes his disaffection significant. 

It is really atrocious policy for a department to abdicate its own self
respecting identity. The department of English is charged with the under
standing and the communication of literature, an art, yet it has usually 
forgotten to inquire into the peculiar constitution and structure of its prod
uct. English might almost as well announce that it does not regard itself as 
entirely autonomous, but as a branch of the department of history, with the 
option of declaring itself occasionally a branch of the department of ethics. 
It is true that the historical and the ethical studies will cluster round objects 
which for some reason are called artistic objects. But the thing itself the 
professors do not have to contemplate; and only last spring the head of 
English studies in a graduate school fabulously equipped made the following 
impromptu disclaimer to a victim who felt aggrieved at having his own studies 
forced in the usual direction: "This is a place for exact scholarship, and you 
want to do criticism. Well, we don't allow criticism here, because that is 
something which anybody can do." , 

But one should never speak impromptu in one's professional capacity. This 
speech may have betrayed a fluttery private apprehension which should not 
have been made public: that you can never be critical and be exact at the 
same time, that history is firmer ground than aesthetics, and that, to tell the 
truth, criticism is a painful job for the sort of mind that wants to be very sure 
about things. Not in that temper did Aristotle labor towards a critique in at 
least one branch of letters;6 nor in that temper are strong young minds every
where· trying to sharpen their critical apparatus Into precision tqols, In this 
decade as never before. .. 

It 18 not anybody who can do criticism. And for an example, the more 
eminent (as historical scholar) the professor of English, the less apt he Is to 
be able to write decent criticism, unless it is about another·professor's work 
of historical scholarship, in which case it is not literary criticism. The pro
fessor may not be without aesthetic judgments respecting an old work, espe
cially if it is "in his period," since it must often have. been judged by 
authorities whom he respects. Confronted with a new work, I am afraid it is 
very rare that he finds anything particular to say. Contemporary criticism is 
not at all in the hands of those who direct the English studies. Contemporary 
literature, which is almost obliged to receive critical study if it receives any 
at all, since it is hardly capable of the usual historical commentary, is barely 
officialized as a proper field for serious study. 

Here is contemporary literature, waiting for its criticism; where are the 
professors of literature'? They are watering their own gardens; elucidating the 
literary histories of their respective periods. So are their favorite pupils. The 
persons who save the occasion, and rescue contemporary literature from 
the humiliation of haVing to go without a criticism, are the men who had to 
leave the university before their time because they felt themselves being 
warped into mere historians; or those who finished the courses and took 

6. In the Poetics (see above). 
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their punishment but were tough, and did not let it engross them and spoil 
them. They are home-made critics. Naturally they are not too wise, these 
amateurs who furnish our reviews and critical studies. But when they distin
guishthemselvesj the universities which they attended can hardly claim more 
than a trifling share of the honor. 

It is not so in economics, chemistry, sociology, theology, and architecture. 
In these branches it is taken for granted that criticism of the performance is 
the prerogative of the men who have had formal training in its theory and 
technique. The historical method is useful, and may be applied readily to 
any human performance whatever. But the exercise does not become an 
obsession with the university men working in the other branches; only the 
literary scholars wish to convert themselves into pure historians. This has 
gone far to nullify the usefulness of a departmental personnel larger, possi
bly, than any other, and of the lavish endowment behind it. 

3 

Presumably the departments of English exist in order to communicate the 
understanding of the literary art. That will include both criticism and also 
whatever may be meant by "appreciation." This latter terin seems to stand 
for the kind of understanding that is had intuitively, without benefit of 
instruction, by merely being constrained to spend time in the presence of 
the literary product. It is true that some of the best work now being done in 
departments is by the men who do little more than read well aloud, enforcing 
a private act of appreciation upon the students. One remembers how good 
a service that may be, thinking perhaps of Professor Copeland of Harvard,' 
or Dean Cross at Greeley Teachers College. And there are men who try to 
get at the same thing in another way, which they would claim is surer: by 
requiring a great deal of memory work, in order to enforce familiarity with 
fine poetry. These might defend their strategy by saying that at any fate the 
work they required was not as vain as the historical rigmarole which the 
scholars made their pupils recite, if the objective was really literary under
standing and not external information. But it would be a misuse of terms to 
employ the word instruction for the offices either of the professors who read 
aloud or of those who require the memory work. The professors so engaged 
are properly curators, and the museum of which they have the care is fur
nished with the cherished literary masterpieces, just as another museum 
might be filled with paintings. They conduct their squads from one work to 
another, making appropriate pauses or reverent gestures, but their own obvi
ous regard for the masterpieces is somewhat contagious, and contemplation 
is induced. Naturally they are grateful to the efficient staff of colleagues in 
the background who have framed the masterpieces, hung them in the proper 
schools and in the chronological order, and prepared the booklet of infor
mation about the artists and the occasions.· The colleagues in their turn 
probably feel quite happy over this division of labor, thinking that they have 
done the really productive work, and that it is appropriate now if less able 
men should undertake a little salesmanship. 

7. Charles Townsend Copeland (1860-1952), 
member or the English department at Harvard. 
uOeun Cross'· is Neal Cross, who served as choir of 

the English deportment at Greenley Teachers Col
lege (now the University of Northern Colorado). 
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Behind appreciation, which is private, and criticism, which is public and 
negotiable, and represents the last stage of. English studies, is ·historical 
scholarship. It is indispensable. But it is instrumental and cannot be the end 
itself. In this respect historical studies have the same standing as linguistic 
studies: language and history are aids. 

On behalf of the historical studies. Without them what could we make of 
Chaucer, for instance? I cite the familiar locus of the "h~rd".scholarship, the 
center oEany program of advanced studies in English which intends to ini
tiate the student heroically, and once for all, into the historical discipline. 
Chaucer writes allegories for historians to decipher, he looks out upon insti~ 
tutions and customs unfamiliar to us. s Behind him are .many writers in var
ious tongues from whom he borrows both forms and materials. His thought 
bears constant reference to classical and mediaeval philosophies and sciences 
which have passed from our effective knowledge. An immense labor of his
torical adaptation is necessary before our minds are ready to make the 
aesthetic approach to Chaucer. 

Or to any author out of our own age. The mind with which we enter into 
an old work is not the mind with which we make our living, or enter into a 
contemporary work. It is under sharp restraints, and it is quite differently 
furnished. Out of our actual contemporary mind we have to cancel a great 
deal that has come there under modern conditions but was not in the. earlier 
mind at all. This is a technique on the negative side; a technique of suspen
sion; difficult for practical persons, literal scientists, and aggressive moderns 
who take pride in the "truth" or the "progress"· which enlightened man, so 
well represented in their own instance, has won. Then, on the positive side, 
we must supply the .mind with the precise beliefs and ways of thought it had 
in that former age, with the specific content in' which history instructs us; 
this is a technique of make-believe. The whole act of historical adaptation, 
through such techniques, isa marvellous feat of flexibility. Certainly it is a 
thing hard enough to.justify university instruction. But it is not'sufficient for 
an English program. 

,The achievement of modern historical scholarship in the field of English 
literature has been; in the aggregate, prodigious; it should be very proud~ A 
good impression of the volume of historical learning now available forthe 
students of English may be quickly had from inspecting a few chapters of 
the Cambridge History,9 with the bibliographies. Or, better; from inspecting 
one of a large number of works which have come in since the Cambridge 
History: the handbooks, which tell all about the authors, such as Chaucer, 
Shakespeare, Milton, and carry voluminous bibliographies; or the period 
books, which tell a good deal about whole periods of literature. 

There is one sense in which it may be justly said that we can never have 
too much scholarship. We cannot have too much of it if the critical intelli
gence functions, and has the authority to direct it. There is hardly a critical 
problem which does not require some arduous exercises in fact-finding,but 
each problem is quite specific about the kind of facts it wants. Mountains 
of facts may have been found already, but often they have been found for 
no purpose at all except the purpose of piling up into a big exhibit, to offer 
intoxicating delights to the academic population. 

8. Chaucer's allegories Include the dream-poems 
The Book of Ihe Duche .. (1369) and The House of 
F",.... (ca. 1374-85). 

9. The C"",bridgs Hisla", of English LiterAlure (14 
vol •. , 1907-17); lind The CambriJge Hisla", of 
American Llleralure (4 vols., 1917-21). 
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To those who are !esthetically minded among students, the rewards of 
many a historical labor will have to be disproportionately slight. The official 
Chaucer course is probably over ninety-five percent historical and linguistic, 
and less than five per cent aesthetic or critical. A thing of beauty is a joy 
forever. ' But it is not improved because the student has had to tie his tongue 
before it. It is all. artistic object, with a heroic human labor behind it, and 
on these terms it calls for public discussion. The dialectical possibilities are 
limitless, and when we begin to realize them we are engaged in criticism. 

4 

What is criticism'? Easier to ask, What is criticism not? It is all. act now 
notoriously arbitrary and undefined. We feel certain that the critical act is 
not one of those which the professors of literature habitually perform, and 
cause their students to perform. And it is our melancholy impression that it 
is not often cleanly performed in those loose compositions, by writers of 
perfectly indeterminate qualifications, that appear in print as reviews of 
books. 

Professor Crane excludes from criticism works of historical scholarship 
and of Neo-Humanism, but more exclusions are possible than that. I should 
wish to exclude: 

1. Personal registrations, which are declarations of the effect of the art
work upon the critic as reader. The first law to be prescribed to criticism, if 
we may assume such authority, is that it shall be objective, shall cite the 
nature of the object rather than its effects upon the subject. Therefore it is 
hardly criticism to assert that the proper literary work is one that we can 
read twice; or one that causes in us some remarkable physiological effect, 
such as oblivion of the outer world, the flowing of tears, visceral or laryngeal 
sensations, and such like; or One that induces perfect illusion, or brings us 
into a spiritual ecstasy; or even one that produces a catharsis of our emotions. 
Aristotle concerned himself with this last in making up his definition of 
tragedy2-though he did not fail to make some acute analyses of the objective 
features of the work also. I have read that some modern Broadway producers 
of comedy require a reliable person to seat himself in a trial audience and 
count the laughs; their method of testing is not so subtle as Aristotle's, 1>'Ut 
hoth are concerned with the effects. Such concern seems to reflect the view 
that art comes into being because the artist, or the employer behind him, 
has designs upon the public, whether high moral designs or box-office ones. 
It is an odious view in either case, because it denies the autonomy of the 
artist as one who interests himself in the artistic object in his own right, and 
likewise the autonomy of the work itself as existing for its own sake. (We 
may define a chemical as something which can effect a certain cure, but that 
is not its meaning to the chemist; and we may define toys, if we are weary 
parents, as things which keep our children quiet, but that is not what they 
are to engineers.) Furthermore, we must regard as uncritical the use of all. 
cxtensive vocabulary which ascribes to the object properties really discovered 
in the subject, as: moving, exciting, entertaining, pitiful; great, if I am not 
mistaken, and admirable, on a slightly different ground; and, in strictness, 
beautiful itself. 

I. John Keats, Endymion (I818), 1.1. 2. ARISTOTLF, Poe~ics 6, 1449b. 
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2. Synopsis and paraphrase. The high-school classes and the women's 
clubs delight in' these procedures, which are easiest of all the systematic 
exercises poss.ible in the discussion of literary objects. I do not mean that the 
critic never uses them in his analysis of fiction and poetry, but he does not 
consider plot or story as identical with the real content. Plot is an abstract 
from content. 

3. Historical studies. These have a very wide ·range, and include studies 
of the general literary background; author's biography, of course With special 
reference to autobiographical evidences in the work itself; bibliographical 
items; the citation of literary originals and analogues, and therefore what, in 
general, is called comparative literature. Nothing can be more stimulating 
to critical analysis than comparative literature. But it may be conducted only 
superficially, if the comparisons are perfunctory and mechanical, or if the 
scholar is content with merely making the parallel 'citations. . 

4. Linguistic studies. Under this head come those studies which define 
the meaning of unusual.words and idioms, including the foreign and archaic 
ones, and identify the allusions.·The total benefit of linguistics for criticism 
would be the assurance that the latter was based on perfect logical under
standing of the content, or "interpretation." Acquaintance with all the lan
guages and literatures in the world would not n'ecessarily produce a critic, 
though it might save one from damaging errors. 

5. Moral studies. The moral standard applied is the one appropriate to 
the reviewer; it maybe the: Christian.ethic, or the Aristotelian one, .or the 
new proletarian gospel. But the moral content is not the whole content, 
which should never be relinquished. 

6. Any other special studies whiclt deal with some abstract or prose con~ 
tent taken out of the work. Nearly all departments of knowledge may con
ceivably find their own materials in literature, and take them' out. Studies 
have been made 'of Chaucer's command of mediaeval sciences; of Spenser's 
view of the Irish -question,' of. Shakespeare's understanding of' the law, of 
Milton's geography, of Hardy's place-names.3 The critic may well inform 
himself of these materials as possessed by the artist, but his business as critic 
is to discuss the literary assimilation of them; . 

5 

With or without such useful exercises as these, probably assuming that the 
intelligent reader has made them for himself, comes the critical act itself. 

Mr. Austin Warren,4 whose writings I admire, is evidently devoted to the 
academic development of the critical project. Yet he must be a fair repre
sentative of what a good deal of academic opinion would be when he sees 
no reason why criticism should set up its own house, and try to dissociate 
itself from historical and other scholarly studies; why not let all sorts of 
studies, including the critical ones, flourish together in the same act of sus
tained attention, or the same scheduled "course'!? But so they are supposed 
to do at present; and I would only ask him whether he considers that criticism 

3. Much of the fiction of Thomas Hardy (1840-
1928) Is set In -""'essex," a thinly fictionalized ver
sion of his native Dorsetshlre. "The Irish question": 
The status of the Irish within the British Empire. 

The poet Edmund 'Spenser (1552-1599) wrote a 
defense of the current repressive policy, A View of 
the Present State,of Ireland (pub. 1633). 
4. American teacher and critic (1899-1986). 



CRITICISM, INC. / 1117 

prospers under this arrangement. It has always had the chance to go ahead 
in the hands of the professors of literature, and it has not gone ahead. A 
change of policy suggests itself. Strategy requires now, I should think, that 
criticism receive its own charter of rights and function independently. If he 
fears for its foundations in scholarship, the scholars will always be on hand 
to reprove it when it tries to function on an unsound scholarship. 

I do not suppose the reviewing of books can be reformed in the sense of 
being turned into pure criticism. The motives of the reviewers are as much 
mixed as the performance, and -indeed they condition the mixed perfor
mance. The reviewer has a job of presentation and interpretation as well as 
criticism. The most we can ask of him is that he know when the criticism 
begins, and that he make it as clean and definitive as his business permits. 
To what authority may he turn? 

I know of no authority. For the present each critic must be his own author
ity. But I know of one large class of studies which is certainly critical, and 
necessary, and I can suggest another sort of study for the critic's consider
ation if he is really ambitious. 

Studies in the technique of the art belong to criticism certainly. They 
cannot belong anywhere else, because the technique is not peculiar to any 
prose materials discoverable in the work of art, nor to anything else but the 
unique form of that art. A very large volume of studies is indicated by this 
classification. They would be technical studies of poetry, for instance, the 
art I am specifically.discussing, if they treated its metric; its inversions, sol
ecisms, lapses from the prose norm of language, and from close prose logic; 
its tropes; its fictions, or inventions, by which it secures "resthEitic distance" 
and removes itself from history; or any other devices, on the general under
standing that any systematic usage which does not hold good for prose is a 
poetic device. 

A device with a purpose: the superior critic is not content with the com
pilation of the separate devices; they sugg~st to him.a much more general 
question. The critic speculates on why poetry, through its devices, is at stich 
pains to dissociate itself from prose at all, and what it is trying to represent 
that cannot be represented by prose. 

I intrude here with an idea of my own, which may serve as a starting point 
of discussion. Poetry distinguishes itself from prose on the technica~de by 
the devices which are, precisely, its means of escaping from prose. Some
thing is continually being killed by prose which the poet wants to preserve.
But this must be put philosophically. (Philosophy sounds hard, but it deals 
with natural and fundamental forms of experience.) 

The critic should regard the poem as nothing short of a desperate onto
logical or metaphysical manreuvre. The poet himself, in the agony of com
position, has something like this sense of his labors. The poet perpetuates 
in his poem an order of existence which in actual life is constantly crumbling 
beneath his touch. His poem celebrates the object which is real, individual, 
and qualitatively infinite. He knows that his practical interests will reduce 
this living object to a mere utility, and that his sciences will disintegrate it 
for their convenience into their respective abstracts. The poet wishes to 
defend his object's existence against its enemies, and the critic wishes to 
know what he is doing, and how. The critic should find in the poem a total 
poetic or individual object which tends to be universalized, but is not per-
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mitted to suffer this fate. His identification of the poetic object is in terms 
of the universal or commonplace object 'to which it tends; and of the tissue, 
or totality of connotation, which holds it secure. How does he make out the 
universal object? It is the prose object, which any forthright prosy reader can 
discover to him by an immediate paraphrase; it is a kind of story, character, 
thing, scene, or moral principle. And where is the tissue that keeps it from 
coming out of the poetic object? That is, for the laws of the prose logic, its 
superfluity; and I think I would even say, its irrelevance. 

A poet is said to be distinguishable in terms of his style. It is a compre
hensive word, and probably means: the general character of his irrelevances, 
or tissues. All his technical devices contribute to it, elaborating or individ
ualizing the universal, the core-object; likewise all his material detail. For 
each poem even, ideally, there is distinguishable a logical object or universal, 
but at the saine ·time a tissue of irrelevance from which it does not really 
emerge. The critic has to take the poem apart, or analyze it, for the sake of 
uncovering these features. With all the finesse possible, it is rude and patchy 
business by comparison with the living integrity of the poem. But without it 
there could hardly be much understanding of the value of poetry, or of the 
natural history behind any adult poem. . 

The language I have used may sound too formidable, but· I seem to find 
that a profound criticism generally works by some such considerations. How
ever the critic may spell them, the two terms are in his mind: the prose core 
to which he can violently reduce the total object, and the differentia, residue, 
or tissue, which keeps the object poetical or entire. The character of the 
poem resides for the good critic in its way of exhibiting the residuary quality. 
The character of the poet is defined by the kind of ·prose object to which his 
interest evidently attaches, plus his way of involving it firmly in the residuary 
tissue. And doubtless, incidentally, the wise critic can often read behind the 
poet's public character his private history as a man with a weakness for 
lapsing into some special form of prosy or scientific bondage. 

Similar considerations hold, I think, for the critique of fiction, or of the 
non-literary arts. I remark this for the benefit of philosophers who believe, 
with propriety, that the arts are fundamentally one. But I would prefer to 
leave the documentation to those who are better qualified. 

MARTIN .HEIDEGGER 
1889-1976 

1938 

One of the most influential philosophers of the twentieth century, Martin Heidegger 
spent much of his long career preoccupied by the 'age-old philosophiC8I questloiiof 
the meaning of "Being." He made his reputation with the publication of his rriagnum 
opus, Being and Time (1927, Sein und Zeit), a groundbreaking amalgam and exten
sion of the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl{I859-1938} and the hermeneutics 
of Wilhelm Dilthey {I833-191I} that analyzes "what we really mean by the word 
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'being.' " His later philosophical reflections on Being, the writings that are most rel
evant for literary theorists and critics, are bound up inextricably with the experience 
and the analysis of poetry and language. For the later Heidegger, language and poetry 
are not simply devices employed to describe an already-b'xisting world. Instead, "lan
guage is the house of Being," and poetry is the means by which humankind creates 
new worlds, new'varieties of being. 

Heidegger' was born to a poor Catholic family in the small town of Messkirch, 
Germany. His education at the high schools in Konstanz and Freiburg was largely a 
preparation for the priesthood. While at Freiburg, he first became interested in phi
losophy following his reading of Franz Brentano's On the Various Meanings of Being 
according to Aristotle (1862) and Carl Braig's On Being: An Outline of Ontology 
(I R96). He left high school in 1909 to become a Jesuit novice, but he was discharged 
within a month, most likely because he felt a lack of vocation for the priesthood. He 
instead entered Freiburg University, where he studied theology and scholastic phi
losophy. In 1911 a spiritual crisis prompted Heidegger to discontinue his training in 
theology and co~centrate on philosophy. He was particularly influenced by Edmund 
Husser)'s Logicallnvestigation.~ (1900), a treatise that attempted a systematic inquiry 
into consciousness (what its author called "phenomenology"). In timely fashion, Hei
degger completed his dissertation, The Theory of the Judgment in Psychologism (1913), 
and his habilitation thesis, Duns Scotus's Theory of Categories and Meaning (1915). 

1 n 1919 Heidegger further distanced himself from Catholicism by officially 
announcing his breach with its theological system. FollOwing World War I, he became 
a lecturer at Freiburg and an assistant to Husserl. He soOn began to acquire a repu
tation as a brilliant teacher for his lectures on ARISTOTLE, St. Paul, St. AUGUSTINE, 
and phenomenology. In 1923 he became an associate professor at Marburg Univer
sity, where he lectured on Greek, medieval, amJ German idealist philosophy. The year 
after the publication of his celebrated Being and Time, he succeeded Husserl at 
Frciburg. 

In the early 1930s Heidegger developed sympathy for the Nazi cause, joining the 
National Socialist German Workers' Party in 1933, shortly after he was elected rector 
of Freiburg University. Understandably, this aspect of his career is extremely contro
versial. It is complicated by Heidegger's refusal following World War II to discuss his 
involvement with the Nazis. He did permit an interview on the subject in the 1960s, 
subsequently titled "Only a God Can Save Us Now," but only on the condition that 
it not appear during his lifetime; it was published in 1976. 

Heidegger's early work significantly broadened the field of hermeneutics, the theory 
and art of interpretation. Whereas FRIEDRICH SCHLEJERMACHER (I 768-1834) and 
Dilthey conceived of hermeneutics as the objective exegesis of a specific text or uU$.r~ 
ance, Heidegger proposed that hermeneutics was central to understanding in general, 
linking traditional modes of textual interpretation to phenomenology's focus on the 
contents of consciousness. In effect, he comlected the apprehension of Being and 
the dynamics of language as co-constituents. 

Through the 1930s Heidegger turned his attention more and more to the subject 
of art: one central outcome was his long lecture "The Origin of the Work of Art" 
(1935)-a main text for the later Heidegger. This development is commonly referred 
to as the "turn" (Kehre), because Heidegger became less concerned with the everyday 
human existence discussed in his Being and Time and increasingly preoccupied with 
the examination of language and poetry. Anotber distinguishing trait of the tUl'n is 
that Heidegger changed his analytical discourse to a poetic' prose style attentive to 
the multiple meanings of words. His late prose became'performat~ve: it followed the 
paths of thinking, including its false twists am!. turns, and broke down the traditional 
distinction between poetry and philosophy. Some of the major poets who figure prom
inently in his late lectures are the Germans Friedrich Ht)lderlin (1770-1843), Stefan 
George (I 868-1933), and Rainer Maria Rilke (I 875-1926) and the Austrian Georg 
Trukl (l887-1914). 
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Our selectiori, "Language" (l950),-ts a work of Heidegger's later years. In it he 
propounds his celebrated view that language speaks man. Langulige brings m'anand 
his world into consCious. eXistence; it is imiugural speaking in thai it grants an abode 
or a dwelling for the being of mortals in the larger context of what Heidegger cryp
tically calls the "fourfold' world" (comprising earth,sky,·divinities, and mortals)..In 
this account, language is neither mimetic nor expressive: it, does not represent an 
external reality, nor does it e:tpress Ii preexisting feeling or thought. Language'shapes 
consciousness and perception,; callihg things' into being: it does not: merely designate 
or label objects. In poetry, Heidegger argues, the essence of language is manifested 
with particular clarity, since poetry is lesscoricerned With communication and expres
sionthanWith imaginative creatidri. 

-In our'selection, Heidegger presents a now famous 'explication of Georg Trakl's 
poem "A Winter Evening." As a poetic or imaginative act, Trakl's poem;'he argues, 
founds and fashions a world. It 'bids things to appear as things; things asthirigs are 
constituted in language and thus revealed and made near. But, for Heidegger, as he 
notes while discussing the last stanza of the poem, a "dif-ference" between thing and . 
world subsists; This: dif-ference is a fundamental threshold where the gathering of 
things anil world in stillness happens. Poetry allows·for·meditationon the dif-ference, 
and thus it distinguishes itself from the worn-out instrumental language of everyday 
speech.-Thisphenomenological:account of language as inaugural and performative 
prefigtues later poststruduralist accounts of textuality and discoUrse developed by 
PAUL DE MAN, JACQUES DERRIDA, and othe'r admirers of Heidegger; . 

Heidegger has often been critiCized for'his viewsj especially for his mysticism and 
his quietism, both of which suggest that he never ,abandoned his youthful religious 
senslbillt.ies. His late poetic· style, moreover,· has been" 'Criticized' as ;repetitiv~ and 
obscure, a form of smoke and mirrors. His focus· ori poetrylispute speech'ignores 
the sociological or.~'dialdgical"dimensions·of discourse deplcted,. mostfamouslYi 'by 
his contemporary MIKHAIL BAKHTIN. But the major criticism of Heidegger is ,that. he 
involved himself With' the· Nazi Party -andreniained' publicly· .ilent about· i,t -for the 
remablder of hll life,raillng the ilsileof whether hisvait corpus-ofwritlri •• reflects 
Nazi Ideology br sensibility. Some critics separate his philosophy from hll' politlcl, 
while others le'e the, two as n,andarrientally;related. WhU.lt·ls unlJkely that this debate 
Will be resolved to everyone's.satisfaction, all acknowledge that Heldegger has had a 
tremendous -influence on· philosophy,· particularly' in Europe, 8sexemplified power
fully in the existentialism of JEAN-PAUl. SARTRE, the phenomenological hermeneutics 
of Hans Georg Gadamer; and ·thedeconstructive·philosophy of. Jacques .Derrida: In 
this context;' Heidegget is widely believed to be the mOllt important Contirtental phi
losopher of the' twentieth century. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY .'. 
The standard edition of Heidegger's collected works-in German is .the Gesamtausgabe 
(l976~);whichisprojected·to reach approximately one hundred volumes. An intro
ductory collectiori of texts in' English is available in Basic Writings, translated by 
various. hands and edited. by David Farrell Krell (rev .. and expanded, 1992). English 
versions of Heidegger's writings bearing directly on his understa-nding of poetry and 
language-are available in Existence and Being, edited bY'Werner Brock and translated 
by Douglas 'Scott (1949);P~etry,. Language, Thought.edi~ed and translated by Albert 
Hofstadter (1971); and On the Way to Language,. translatetl by Peter D. Hertz and 
Jdan Stambaugh (1971). Philosophical texts translated 'into: English (with the date of 
German publication giveri first) include What- Is Philosoph)'? (1956; 1956); An Intro
duction to Metaphysics (1953;0:1959); Being and Time,.translated first by John:Mac
qliarrie andEdward Robihson (1927; 1962); and then by Joan Stambaugh (1996); 
What Is ti Thingi' (1962;.1967); Identity and Difference (1957; 1969); On Time and 
Being (1969; 1972); The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, trans
lated by William Lovitt (1977); Nietzsche (2 vols., 1961; 4vols., 1979-87); History of 



LANGUAGE I 1121 

the Concept of Time: Prolegomena (I979; 1985); Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit 
(1980; 1988); Kant and the Prablempf Metaphysics, translated by Richard Taft (1929; 
1990); The Concept of Time (I992; 1992); Basic Cancepts (I 981; 1993); and The 
Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics: World, Finitude, So~itude (I983; 1995). A 
translation of Heidegger's interview on his Nazi past, "Only a Go,," Can Save Us Now," 
can be found in the journal Philosophy Today 20 (winter 1976).For noted biographies, 
see Hugo Ott's Martin' Heiddeger: A Political Life (1993) and' RUdiger Safran ski's 
Marlin Heidegger: Between Good and Evil (1994, trans. i998). 

For general introductions, see George Steinet's Martin Heidegger (2d ed., 1991); 
The Cambridge Companion to HeUlegger, edited by Charles Guignon' (I 993); and 
Michael Inwood's Heidegger (1997); Among the' important 'studies of Heidegger's 
views on language and poetry are On Heideggerand Language I edited by Joseph J. 
Kockelmans (1972); David A. White, Heidegger and, the Language of Poetry (1978); 
Martin Hei4tJgger and the Question of Literaturel Toward a Post~dern Literary 
Hermene~t:ics, edited by William V. Spanos (1979); P,aul A. Bov~, Destructive,Poetic~: 
Heidegger and Moder;n American Poetry (1980); David Halliburton, Poetic Thinking: 
An Approach to Heidegger (198 i); Joseph 'Kockelri1~ns" Hei~gge": on Art and Art 
Works (1985); Gerald L. Bruns, Heidegger's Estran,gements: Language, Truth, and 
Poetry in the Leiter Writings (I 989); Hans Georg Gadariter,' Heidegger's Ways 
(1983; trans. 1994); and Marc Froment-Meurice, That 1$ to Sayi 'Heidegget's Poetics 
(1996; trans; '1998). 'On Heidegger and the' Na:ii question', see Pierre' BOlir'dieu, The 
Political Ontology of Martin Heidegger (1975; trans. '199'i); Vfi::tbr'Farias; Heidegger 
and Nazism'(l9871 trans. 1990);jacques Derridal Oj5pirit: Heideggenitulthe Ques
tion (1987; trans .. 1990); Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard, Heidegger. and "the Jews'~ '( 1988; 
trans. 1990); ,The Heidegger Controversy: A Cri~iCiJt Reader, edi~ed by Rfi::h~rd Wolin 
(1992); and Fred Dallmayr, The Otherff~egger(l~~~)~.FoJ:bibliogrE!phies, 
see ~ans~M~~tn Sass, Martin Heidegger:,. J~ibIWg~l'f:Jy "and J~lossary 09~2~; 
Joan Nord~ut~t, Mat1in Hel,ugger: A Bik'~(J~raphy (l j9?(»), ,an~ Martin ff~~er 
(II): A Bi'bli,ography (1996); and The cam~~" ~oml'~n~~n to HeuulISer, dted 
above.' " ' 

Man speaks. We' speak when we are awake arid 'We speak ih out dreams. We 
are always sp~aking, even when we do' hot utter' iisingle '~rlrd aloud" but 
merely listen' ot read, and even when we Qte n6t' particularly' listi:~~g or 
speaking but are attending to some 'work or'taki~ia rest. Wie'ate' con~ifioally 
speaking il1. one 'way or another. We speak because spEiakirig is Hiitu'tal to us. 
It does not first arise out of some special volition. Man is ssiidici have lan
guage by n~tur~. It is held that man" in distinct,ioll from plant and animal, 
is the living being capable of speech. This statem~nt doe!j not meap only 
that, along With other faeulties, man also possesses the faculty of speech. It 
means to say that onlY9.feech enables man to be .the living being he is as 
man. it is as one who speaks that man is-man. 'these are Wilhelm von 
Humboldt'sz''words. Yet it remains to coris'ider what· it is to. be 'called~ 
man. 

In any case, language belongs to the closest neighborhood of man's being. 
We eJicountedanguage everywhere. Hence it cannot surprise us that I;ls soon 
as man looks thoughtfully about himself ,at what is, he quickly hits upon 

1. Translated by Albert Hor.ladler. 2. German philologlsland dlplomal (1767-1835). 
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language too, so as to define it by a standard reference to its overt aspects. 
Reflection tries to obtain an idea of what lang~~ge is universally. The uni
versal that holds for each thing is called its essence or nature. 1'0 represent 
universally what holds universally is, according to prevalent views, the basic 
feature of ~hought. To deal ~th language thoughtfully would thus mean to 
give an idea of the nature or language and to iUstinguish this idea prQperly 
from other ideas. This lecture,3 too, ~eems to attempt something of that kind. 
However, the title of the lecture is not "On the Nature of Language." It is 
only "Language." "Only," we say, and yet we are clearly placing a far more 
presumptuous title at the head of our project than if we were to rest content 
with just making a few remarks about language. Still, to talk about language 
is presumably even worse· than to write about silence. We do not wish to 
assault language in order to force it into the grip of ideas already fixed before
hand. We do not wish to reduce the nature of language to a concept; so that 
this concept may provide a ge.nerally useful view of language that will lay to 
rest all further notions about it.' " " 

To' ~iscuss language, to place it, means to bring to its place of being not 
so much language as ourselves: our own. gathering into th~ appropriation.4 

We would reflect on language itself, and on language only. Language itself 
is-language and nothing else besides. Language itself is langl,Jage. The 
understanding that is schooled in logic, thinking of everything In terms of 
calculation and hence uiiually overbearing, calls this proposition an empty 
tautology. Merely to say the identical thing twice-language is language
how is that supposed to get us anywhere'? But we do not want ,to get any
where. We would like only, fot once, to get to just where we are already. 

This is why we ponder the question; "What about langu~ge itself?" This is 
why we ask, "In what way does language occur as language'?" We answer: 
Language speaks. Is this, seriously, an answer? Presumably-thaUs, when it 
becomes clear what speaking is. , 

To reflect on language thus demands that we enter into the speakiJ1g 9f 
language in order to take up our stay with language, i.e., within its speakiJ1g, 
not within our own. Only in that way do we arrive a~ the region within which 
it may happen-'-or also fail to happen-that language will call to us from 
there and grant us its nature. We leave the speaking t9 language. We do not 
wish to ground language in something else that is not l,anguage itself, nor do 
we wish to explain other things by means of language. 

On the tenth of August, 1784 Hamann wrote w Herder5 (Hamanns Schrif
ten, ed. Roth, VU, pp. 151 f.): 

If I were as eloquent as Demosthenes6 I would yet have to do nothing 
more than tepeat a single WQrd three times: reason is language, logos. 7 

3, "Language" is a revised version of Heidegger's 
lecture notes. 
4, A complicated and elusive term In Heldegger's 
thought: the "appropriation" (£ .... '11 .. 1.) refers to 
the original appearance and nature of being In lan
guage. The perceptible traits or qualities proper to 
the various things of the world are manifested, 
made present, and brought Into their own beIng 
solely through the Inaugural granting of language. 
Human beings 'ilwell In this appropriation; 'per
ceiving only what language foundli thus, they do 
not speak languaae but are Ipoken by It; 

5. Johann Gottfried von Herder (1744-1803), 
German philosopher, theologian, and critIc, 
Johann Georg Hamann (1730-:1788), German 
philosopher and. theologian. [From Johann Georg 
Hamann, Schrlftsn, edited by F. Roth and G. A. 
Wiener, 8 Parts (Berlin: G. Reimer, 1821}-Trans
lator's note.) 
6. Athenian orator and statesman (384-322 
D,C.E.), generally held to be the greatest Greeko.ra
tor. 
7. Word, .peechl d •• course, reaaon (Greek). 
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I gnaw at this marrow-bone and will gnaw myself to death over it. There 
still remains a darkness, always, over,this depth for me; I am still waiting 
for an apocalyptic angel with a k~y to this abyss. . 

For Hamann, this abyss consists in the fact that reason is language. 
Hamann returns to language in his attempt to say what reason is. His glance, 
aimed at reason, falls into the depths of an abyss. Does this abyss consist 
only in the fact that reason resides in language, or is language itself the abyss? 
We speak of an abyss where the ground falls away and a ground is lacking 
to us, where we seek the ground and set out to arrive at a ground, to get to 
the bottom of something. But we do not ask now what reason may be; here 
we reflect immediately on language' and take as our main clue the curious 
statement, "Language is language." This statement does not lead us to some
thing else in which language is grounded. Nor does it say anything about 
whether language itself may be a ground for something else. The sentence, 
"Language is language," leaves us to hover over an abyss as long as we endure 
what it says. 

Language is-language, speech. Language speaks. If we let ourselves fall 
into the abyss denoted by this sentence, we do not go tumbling into empti
ness. We fall upward, to a height. Its loftiness opens up a depth. The two 
span a realm in which we would like to become at home, so as to find a 
residence, a dwelling place for the life of man. 

To reflect on language means-to reach the speaking of language in such 
a way that this speaking takes place as that which grants an abode for the 
being of mortals. 

What does it mean to speak? The current view declares that speech is the 
activation of the organs for sounding and hearing. Speech is the audible 
expression and communication of human feelings. These feelings are accom
panied by thoughts. In such a characterization of language three points are 
taken for granted: 

First and foremost, speaking is expression. The idea of speech as an utter
ance is the most common. It already presupposes the idea of something 
internal that utters or externalizes itself. If we take language to be utterance, 
we give an external, surface notion of it at the very moment when we expl~ . 
it by recourse to something internal. 

Secondly, speech is regarded as an activity of man. Accordingly we have 
to say that man speaks, and that he always speaks some language. Hence we 
cannot say, "Language speaks." For this would be to say: "It is language that 
first brings man about, brings him into existence." Understood in this way, 
man would be bespoken by language. 

Finally, human expression is always a presentation and representation of 
the real and the unreal. 

It has long been known that the characteristics we have advanced do not 
suffice to circumscribe the nature of language. But when we understand 
t.he nature of language in terms of expression, we give it a more comprehen
sive definition by incorporating expression, as one among many activi
ties, into the total economy of those achievements by which man makes 
himself. 

As against the identification of speech as a merely human performance, 
others stress that the word of language is of divine origin. According to the 
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opening of the 'Prologueof:the· Gospelof St. John; in the beginning the Word 
was with God.A The attempt· is -made not only to free the -question of origin 
from the fetters of a rational"lOgical eXplanation; but also to set aside the 
limits of a merely logical description of language. In opposition to the exclu
sive characterization of word-meanings as -concepts, the figurative and sym
bolical oharacter. of language is pushed ·into the ·foreground. Biology and 
philosophical'anthropology; sociology: and psychopathology, theology, and 
poetics a:re all then called upon to describe and explain linguistic phenomena 
more comprehensively. 

In the meantime, all statements are referred in advance to the traditionally 
standard way in which language appears.: The already fixed view of the whole 
nature of language is thus consolidated: This is how the idea of language .in 
grammar and logic, philosophy of language and linguistics, has remained the 
same for two ·and a half milleimia, although knowledge about language has 
progressively increased and changed. This faCt .could ·even be adduced as 
evidence for the ,unshakable correctness of the leadiiig ideas about language. 
No one would dare to declare incorrect, let alone reject as useless, .the iden
tification of language as audible utterance of inner emotions, as human activ
ity, as a representation by,image and by concept.; The view of language thus 
put forth is correct, fer it conforms tei what an _ investigation of linguistic 
phenomena can make out·inthem at any time. And ,all questions· associated 
with the description and explanation of linguistic I phenomena also move 
within,the precincts of this, correctness.. ,._ 

We 'still give too little consideration, however, to :the singular role of these 
correct ideas about language. They hold sway, as 'if unshakable,' over the 
whole field of the varied.scientific perspectives ,on language. They have their 
roots in an ancient tradition. Yet they ignore completely· the oldest natural 
cast of language. Thus, despite their antiquity and despite their comprehen
sibility" they never bring ustoJanguage as language. 

Language speaks. What about its speaking'? Where do we encounter such 
speaking'? .Most. likely, to be' sure, in what is spoken. For here speech has 
.coine to coinpletion in what is spoken. The speaking does not cease in what 
is spoken. Speaki.ng is kept 'safe in what is spoken; In_what is spoken, speak. 
ing gathers the.ways in which it persists as well as that which persists by it
its persistence, its presencing. But most of ten, and too often, we· encounter 
what is'spokeh,only as the residue of a speaking long paSt; 

-- If we must, therefore, seek the speaking of language in what is spoke,n, we 
shall do well to find something that is spoken purelyra~her than to pick just 
any spoken material at hindom. What· is spoken, purely is that in which the 
completion of the speaking that is proper to what is spoken is, in its turn, an 
original. What is spoken purely is the poem. For the moment, we must let 
this statement stand as a bare assertion. We may do so, if we succeed in 
hearing in' a poem· sOinething that is spoken p·urely.· But what poem. shall 
speak to us'? Here we have o~ly one choice, but. one that is secured against 
mere caprice. By what'? By what is already told us as the presencing elemerit 
in language, if.we follow in thought the speaking of language. Because of 
this bond between what, we thirik and what we are told by language we 
choose, as something spoken purely, a poem which more readily than others 

8; John 1. \;'~In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with 'God, and the Word was God.· 
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can help 'us in our first steps to discover what is binding in that bond. We 
listen to what is spoken. The poem bears the title: 

A Winter Evening 

Window with (a'lling s~ow is arrayed; 
Long tolls 'the vesper bell" . 
The house is provided well, 
The table is for many laid. 

Wandering ones, more than a few, 
Come to the door dn darksome courses:" 
Golden blooms the tree of graces 
Drawing up the earth's cool dew.' 

Wanderer quietly steps Within; 
Pain has turned the threshdld to stone. 
There lie, in limpid' brightness 'shown, 
Upon the table bread 'and wine. 

, ,The'twolast verses of the sec;:ond stanz~'~nd the t~ir~ sta~za read in the 
first version (Letter to Karl Kra~s,9 December 13, 1 Q 13): , 

Love's tender power, full of graces j 

Binds up his wounds anew. 

O! man's naked hurt:condign. ' 
Wrestler with angels mutely held, 
Craves, by holy pain'compelled; 
'Silently God's bread and wine. 

(Cf. the new Swiss edition of the poems of G. 'Trakl e.dited by Kurt Horwitz, 
1946.)1 : " , ' 

, The poem was Written by Georg 1'rakL ,%0 the autllOr is ~em~in:; unim
portant her~, as With every other 'mas~eiful p~em; The mastery consists pre
cis,ely'in this" that the poem can denY,the poet's person and name. , 
" The p~em' is made up of t~ree 'Sta~zas. Their m~t~r and rhyme PB;..w:.rn can 

be defined aC,curately according tt)~hie .schemes, of rnetrics and p:oehcs. The 
poem's content is comprehensible. 'there ,is' not' a single word which, taken 
by itself, 'would be unfamiliar or unctear. To be sure, 'a few of the verses 
soun.d 'st~~ilge, like the third and foutthinthe s~cond st~nza: " 

Golden blooms the tree of graces 
Drawing up the earth's cool dew. " 

Similarly, the second verse of the third stanza is startliryg: 

Pain has turned the threshold to stone. 

9, Austrian poet, critic, nnd journalist (1874-, 
1936), 
I, Georg Tmkl. Die Dicheungen, Gesatntausgabe 
mit einem Anhang: :leugn/sse u,.d Ennneru"ge,.. 
ed, Kurt Horwitz (Zurich: Arche Verlag. 1946), 
This poem. nEln Winterabcnd," may also be found 

In Die Dicheungen, 11th cd. (Salzburg: OUo 
MillIe .... 1938), p. 124. The leltertoKarlKrausmay 
hI! found In Eri,._ng .... Geiwg Tralt1~ z.eugnisse 

, und ,Briefo (Salzburg: Otto Mliller. 1959), 
pp.172-73 [translator's note), Trakl (1887-
1914). Austrian expresSionist poet. 
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But the verses here singled out also manifest a particular beauty of imagery. 
This beauty heightens the charm of the poem and strengthens its aestltetic 
perfection as an artistic structure. ;: ' , 

The poem describes a winter, evening. 'P,le first stanza describes what is 
happening outside: snowfall, and the ringing of th~ vesper bell. The things 
outside touch the things inside the human homestead. The snow falls on' the 
window. The. ringtng of the bell 'enters, into every house. Within, everything 
is well provided and the table set,." . ' ' 

The second stanza raises a contrast. While many are at home within the 
house and at the table, not a few,wander homeless on darksome paths. And 
yet such-possibly evil-roads soro.etimes lead to the door of the sheltering 
house. To be sure, this fact isn~t presented expressly. Instead, the poem 
names the tree of graces. " , . , 

The third stanza bids the wande.:er enter from the dark outdoors into the 
brightness within. The houses of the many and the tables of their daily meals 
have become house of God and altar. 

The content of the poem might'be dissected even more distinctly, its form 
outlined eve~ lTlore precisely, but in such operations we would still rema.n 
confined by the notion of langu~ge that has m:eva!le.d for thousands of years. 
According to this idea language is the expression~:produced by men, of their 
feelings and the world view that guides them. Cap t~e spell this idea has cast 
over language be broken? Why should it be broken? In its essence, language 
is neither expression nor an activity of mal1, Language speaks. We are noW 
seeking the speaking of language in the poem,' Accordingly, what we seek 
lies in the poetry of the spoken word. 

The poem's title is "A Winter Ev~ning." We expect from it the description 
of a winter evening as it actually is. aut the pqem does not picture a winter 
evening occurring somewhere, sometime. It neither merely describes a win
ter evening that is already tqere, nor does it :Jltterppt to produce the sem
blance, leave the impression', of a winteJ.:" eveningt~: presence where there 'is 
no such winter evening. 'Naturally not, if will b.e rep~ied. Everyone knows 
that a poem is an invention. It is imaginative even where it seems to be 
descriptive. In his fictive act the poet pictures to himself something that 
could be present in its presence. The poem, as composed, ilTlages w~at is 
thus fashioned for our own act of imaging. In the poem's speaking the poetic 
imagination gives itself ut~erance. What is spoken il'} the poem is what the 
poet enunciates out of himself. What is thus spoken out, speaks by enunci
ating its content. The language of the poem is a manifold enunciating. Lan
guage proves incontestably to be expression. But this conclusion is in conflict 
with the proposition "Language speaks," assuming that speaking, in its essen
tial nature, is not an expressing. 

Even when we understand what is spoken in the poem in terms of poetic 
composition, it seems to us, as if under some compulsion, always and only 
to be an expressed utterance. Language is expression. Why do we not rec
oncile ourselves to this fact? Because the .correctness and currency of this 
view of language are insufficient to serve as a basis fqr an account of the 
nature of language. How shall we gauge this inadequacy'? Must we not be 
bound by a different standard before we can gauge anything in that manner'? 
Of course. That standard reveals itself in the proposition, "Language speaks." 
Up to this point this guiding proposition has had merely the function of 
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warding off the ingrained habit of disposing of speech by throwing it at once 
among tHe phenomena of expression instead of thinking it in its own terms. 
The poem cited has been chosen because, in a way not further explicable, it 
demonstrates a peculiar fitness to provide some fruitful hints for our attempt 
to discuss language. 

Language speaks. This means at the same time and before all else: language 
speaks. Language? And not man? What our guiding proposition demands of 
us now-is it not even worse thah before? Are we, in addition to everything 
else, also going to deny now that man is the being who speaks? Not at all. 
We deny this no more than we deny the possibility of classifying linguistic 
phenomena under the heading of "expression." But we ask, "How does man 
speak?" We ask, "What is it to speak?" 

Window with falling snow is arrayed 
Long tolls the vesper bell. 

This speaking names the snow that soundlessly strikes the window late in 
the waning day, while the vesper bell rings. In such a snowfall, everything 
lasting lasts longer. Therefore the vesper bell, which daily rings for a strictly 
fixed time, tolls long. The speaking names the winter evening time. What is 
this naming? Does it merely deck out the imaginable familiar objects and 
events-snow, bell, window, falling, ringing-with words of a language? No. 
This naming does not hand out titles, it does not apply terms, but it calls 
into the word. The naming calls. Calling brings closer what it calls. However 
this bringing closer does not fetch what is called only in order to set it down 
in closest proximity to what is present, to find a place for it there. The call 
does indeed call. Thus it brings the presence of what was previously uncalled 
into a nearness. But the call, in calling it here, has already called out to what 
it calls. Where to? Into the distance in which what is called remains, still 
absent. 

The calling here calls into a nearness. But even: so the call does not wrest 
what it calls away from the remoteness, in which it is kept by the calling 
there. The calling calls into itself and therefore always here and there-here 
into presence, there into absence. Snowfall and tolling of vesper bell are 
spoken to us here and now in the poem. They are present in the call. Yet 
they in no way fall among the things present here and now in this lectaFe" 
hall. Which presence is higher, that of these present things or the presence 
of what is called? 

The house is provided well, 
The table is for many laid. 

The two verses speak like plain statements, as though they were noting 
something present. The emphatic "is" sounds that way. Nevertheless it 
speaks in the mode of calling. The verses bring the well-provided house and 
the ready table into that presence that is turned toward something absent. 

What does the first stanza call? It calls things, bids them come. Where? 
Not to be present among things present; it does not bid the table named in 
the poem to be present here among the rows of seats where you are sitting. 
The place of arrival which is also called in the calling is a presence sheltered 
in ahsence. The naming call bids things to come into such an arrival. Bidding 
is inviting. It invites things in, so that they may bear upon men as things. 
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The snowfall brings men under the sky that is darkening into night. The 
tolling of the evening bell brings them, as mortals, before the divine. House 
and table join mortals to the earth. The things that were named, thus c~lIed, 
gather to themselves sky and earth, mortals and divinities. The four Jare 
united primally in being toward one another, a fourfold .. The things let the 
fourfold' of the four stay with them,This :gathering, ass~mbling, letting~stay 
is the thingingof things.· The unitary fourfold of sky: and earth; .mortals and 
divinities, which is stayed in the thingirtg of things, we caII-'-the world. In 
the naming, the things named are called into their thinging: Thinging, they 
unfold.world, in which things abide and so are the abiding ones. By thinging, 
things carry oilt world. Our old language calls such carrying bern; baren
Old High German beran-to bear; henc~ the words gebaren, to carry, gestate, 
give birth, and Gebli;r:de,. be.aring, gesture. l'hinging, things are things. Thing-
ing, they gesture-gestate~wbrid. . . . " .' ' .. 

The first stanza calls things into their'thinging; bids them come. 'The bid
ding that calls things calls them here, invites them, and at the same time 
calls out to the things, commending them ·to ·the world out of which they 
appear. Hence the first stanza names not only· things. It simultaneously 
names world. It 'calls the "many" who belong as mortals to the world's four
fold. Things be-thiilg-":"i.e." condition-mortals .. This now means: things, 
each in its time, literally visit mortals with a world.· The first stanza speaks 
by bidding the things to come. 

The second stanza speaks in a different Way. To beJsure, it too bids to 
come. But its calling begins as' it·calIs·andnames mortals:· 

Wandering.ones:, ino~e t~an a few i.: . 
Not all mortals are called; not the many' of the first stanza, but only "more 
than a few".;..;...those who wander on dark cour*es. These mortals ate capable 
of dying as the wandering toward death. In death the supreme concealedness 
of Being crystallizes. Death' has already overtaken every dying. Those "way
farers" must first 'wander their way to house and table , through the darkness 
of their courses; they must do so not 'only and not even primarily for them
selves, but for the many, because the many think that if they only install 
themselves in houses and sit 'at tables, they are .already bethinged, condi-
tioned, by things and have arrived at dwelling. . .:. 

The second stanza' begins by calling more than' a few ofthemortals~ 
Although mortals belong to the world's fourfold along with the divinities, 
with earth and sky, the first two verses of the second stanza do not expressly 
call the world. Rather, very much like the first stanza but in a different 
sequence, they at the same time name things-the door, the dark paths. It 
is the two remaining verses that expressly name the world. Suddenly they 
name something wholly different: 

. Golden ,bloO~1l!i the tree <?fgr~ces 
Drawintfup the e~rth's cool d~w ... 

The tree: roots soundly in the ·earth. Thus it is sound and .flourishes· into·a 
blooming that opens itself to heaven's blessing. The tree's towering has been 
called. It spans both the ecstasy of flowering and the soberness of the nour
ishing sap. The. earth's abated growth and the' sky's open bounty belong 
together. The poem names the tree of graces. Its souttd blossoming harbors 
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the fruit that falls to us unearned.-.--hoIYlsaving, loving toward mortals. In 
the golden-blossoming tree there prevail 'eatth and sky" divinities, and mor
tals. Their unitary fourfold is the world. The word "world" is now no hmget 
used in the metaphysical sense; It designates neither'the universe of nature 
and history in its secular representation nor the theologically conceived cre
ation (_undus), nor does it mean simply the :whole of entities present (kos
_OS).2, 

The third and fourth lines of the second stanza call the, tree of graces. 
They expressly bid the world to come. They call the world-fourfold here, and 
thus call world to the things. 

The two lines start with the word "goldem1' So that we may hear more 
clearly this word and what it calls, let tis reco11eda poem of Pindar's:3 Isth
mians V. At the beginning of this ode the poet calls gold periosion panton, 
that which above all shines through everything, panta, shines through each 
thing present all around. The splendor of gold keeps and holds everything 
present in the unconcealedness of its appearing. 

As the calling that names things calls here' arid there, so the saying that 
names the world calls into itself, calling here and there. It entrusts world to 
the things and simultaneously keeps the things in the splendor of world. The 
world grants to things their presence. Things bear world. World grants 
things. .' .',' . 

The speaking of the first two stanzas speaks by bidding things to come to 
world, and world to things. The two modes elf bidding are different but not 
separated.' But neither are they merely.coupled together.·Fot world and 
things do not subsist alongside one another. They penetrate:each other. Thus 
the two traverse a middle. In it, they are at om;. Thus ,at one they are intimate. 
The middle of the two is Intimacy-In 'Latfn,lnter. The corresponding 
German word is utlter, the English inter-. The intimacy of world and thing 
Is not a fusion. Intimacy obtains only where the iritimate-world ,and thing-
divides itself cleanly and remains separated. In the midst oHhe two, In the 
between of world and thing, in their inter, division pre:vails: a dif-ference. 

The intimacy of world and thing is pres~nt in the separation elf the 
between; it is present in the dif~fereOlze; The word dif-ference is now removed 
from its usual and customary usage., What it . how names is not, a. generic 
concept for various kinds of differences.· It exists 'only as this singlere1iffer
ence. It is unique. Of itself, it hol~s apart the, middle in and through which 
world and things are at one with each other. The intimacy of the dif-ference 
is the unifying element of the diaphora, the carrying out that carries through. 
The dif-ferencecarries out world in,its warlding, carnes out things in their 
thinging. Thus carrying them out; it carries them toward one another. The 
dif-ference· does not mediate after the fact by connecting world and things 
through a middle added on to them. Being the middle, it first· determines 
world and things in their presence, i.e., in their being toward one another, 
whose unity. it carries out. ' 

The word consequently no longer means a distinction established between 
objects only by our representf;1tions. Nor' is it merely a relation' obtaining 

2.. Both m .. ndus (Latin) and Itosmos (Greek) mean 
"world," in the different senses that Heidegger 
gives. . 
3. Greek lyric poet (ca. 518-438 D.C.E.), known 

for his elahorate victory odi.s. hi fact. the word 
""nton is not used at the beginning of the poem 
cited. 
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between wO,rld and thing, so that a representation coming upon it can estab
lish it. The dif-ference is not abstracted from world and thing as their rela
tionship after the fact. The dif-ference for world and thing disclosingly 
appropriates things into bearing a world; .ft. disclosingly appropriates world 
into the granting of things. , 

The dif-ference is neither distinction nor relation. The dif-ference is, ,at 
most, dimension for world and thing. But in this case "dimension" also no 
longer means a precinct already present'independently in which this or that 
comes to settle. The dif-ference ~s the dimension, insofar as it measures out, 
apportions, world and thing, each to its own, Its allotment of them first opens 
up the separateness and towardness of world and thing. Such an opening up 
is the way in which the dif-ference here spans the two. The dif-ference, as 
the middle for world and things, metes out the measure of their presence. 
In the bidding that calls thing and world, what is really called is: the dif
ference. 

The first stanza of the poem bids the th~ngs to come which, thinging, bear 
world. The second stanza bids that world to come which, worlding, grants 
things. The third stanza bids the middle for world and things to come: the 
carrying out of the intimacy. On this accbunt the third stanza begins with 
an emphatic calling: 

. Wanderer qUietly steps within. 

Where to? The verse does n.at say. Instead, it calls the entering wanderer 
into the stillness. This stillness ministers over the doorway. Suddenly and 
strangely the call sounds: 

Pain has turned the threshold to stone. 

This verse speaks all by itself' in what is spoken in the whole poem. It 
names pain. What pain?.The verse says merely "pain." Whence and in what 
way is pain called? 

f',' • 

Pain has turned the threshold to stone. 

"Turned ... to stonei'.l-these are the only words in the poem that speak 
in the past tense. Even so, they do not name something gone by, something 
no longer present. They name something that persists and that has already 
persisted. It is only in turning to stone that the threshold presences at all. 

The threshold is the ground-beam that bears the doorway as a whole. It 
sustains the middle in which the two, the outside and the inside, penetrate 
each other. The threshold bears the between. What goes out and goes in, in 
the between, is joined in the between's dependability. The dependability of 
the middle must never yield either way. The settling of the between needs 
something that can endure, and is in this sense hard. The threshold, as the 
settlement of the between, is hard because pain has petrified it. But the pain 
that became appropriated to stone did not harden into the threshold in order 
to congeal there. The pllin presences unflagging in the threshold, as pain. 

But what is pain? Pain rends. It is the rift. But it does not tear apart into 
dispersive fragments. Pain indeed tears asunder, it separates, yet so that at 
the same time it draws everything to itself, gathers it to itself. Its rending, as 
a separating that gathers, is at the same time that drawing which, like the 
pen-drawing of a plan or sketch, draws and joins together what is held apart 
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in separation. Pain is the joining agent in the rending that divides and gath
ers. Pain is the joining of the rift. The joining is the threshold. It settles the 
between, the middle of the two that are separated in it. Pain joins the rift of 
the dif-ference. Pain is the dif-ference itself. 

Pain has turned the threshold to stone. 

The verse calls the dif-ference, but it neither thinks it specifically nor does 
it call its nature by this name. The verse calls the separation of the between, 
the gathering middle, in whose intimacy the bearing of things and the grant
ing of world pervade one another. 

Then would the intimacy of the dif-ference for world and thing be pain? 
Certainly. Bui:"We should not imagine pain anthropologically as a sensation 
that makes us feel afflicted. We should not think of the intimacy psycholog
ically as the sort in which sentimentality makes a nest for itself. 

Pain has turned the threshold to stone. 

Pain has already fitted the threshold into its bearing. The dif-ference pres
ences already as the collected presence, from which the carrying out of world 
and thing appropriatingly takes place. How so? 

There lie, in limpid brightness shown, 
Upon the table bread and wine. 

Where does the pure brightness shine? On the threshold, in the settling 
of the pain. The rift of the dif-ference makes the limpid brightness shine. Its 
luminous joining decides the brightening of the world into its own. The rift 
of the dif-ference expropriates the world into its worlding, which grants 
things. By the brightening of the world in their golden gleam, bread and wine 
at the same time attain to their own gleaming. The nobly named things are 
lustrous in the simplicity of their thinging. Bread and wine are the fruits of 
heaven and earth, gifts from the divinities to mortals. Bread and wine gather 
these four to themselves from the simple unity of their fourfoldness. The 
things that are called bread and wine are simple things because their bearing· 
of world is fulfilled, without intermediary, by the favor of the world. Such 
things have their sufficiency in letting the world's fourfold stay with them. 
The pure limpid brightness of world and the simple gleaming of things g~ . 
through their between, the dif-ference. 

The third stanza calls world and things into the middle of their intimacy. 
The seam that binds their being toward one another is pain. 

Only the third stanza gathers the bidding of things and the bidding of 
world. For the third stanza calls primally out of the simplicity of the intimate 
bidding which calls the dif-ference by leaving it unspoken. The primal call
ing, which bids the intimacy of world and thing to come, is the authentic 
bidding. This bidding is the nature of speaking. Speaking occurs in what is 
spoken in the poem. It is the speaking of language. Language speaks. It 
speaks by bidding the bidden, thing-world and world-thing, to come to the 
between of the dif-ference. What is so bidden is commanded to arrive from 
out of the dif-ference into the dif-ference. Here we are thinking of the old 
sense of command, which we recognize still in the phrase, "Commit thy way 
unto the Lord."4 The bidding of language commits the bidden thus to the 

4. Psalm 37.';. 
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bidding of the dif~ference. The dif-ference lets the thinging of the thing rest 
in the worlding of the world. The dif-ference exprOpriates the thirig into the 
repose of the fourfold~ Such expropriation· does not'diminish the thing. Only 
so is the thing exalted into its oWn, so that it stays world.·.To keep in repose 
is to still. The dif-ference stUIHIt.e.thil1g,as ~hing,i~tothe world. 

Such stilling. however, take's ptace only In such.a 'way that at the same 
time the world's fbtu.'fold :fo.lfills· the bearing of the thing, in that the' stilling 
grants to the thing thesuffic1ency of staying world;:The dif-fe'rence stiUs·in 
a twofold maimer, it stills 'by letting thirigs rest in the world's favor. It stiIl~ 
by letting the world suffice itself in the thing. In thedouble"stilling of the 
dif-ference there takes place: 'stillness~' ,.' ". 

What is stillness? It. is iii' no way 'inerely the soundless. In soundless ness 
there persists merely a lack of 'therltotion ofentoningr sounding.' But the 
motionless is neither limited to soUnding. by being ib' ~u~peiision, nbI' is it 
itself already something genuipely tranquil. The mQtiopless always remains, 
as it were, merely the other side of that which rests. The motionless it!!elf 
still rest~ on relit. But rest has its being in the fact that it stills. As the stilling 
of stillness, rest; concei:ved strictly, is ahlVays more in motion' than :all ~otion 
and always more restlessly active than any 'agitation; .' . . - '" 

The dif-ference stills particularly in two ways:.it stills the things in thinging 
and the world in worlding. Thus stilled,. thing and world never escape from 
the dif-ference.: Rather, they rescue it: in ~he stIll,i.ng" where the dif-ference 
is itself.the stillness.. ..,.'-' . .... I.' --I.'. . , . . . 

In stHiin.sthings arv:l·wo'rld.into· the~r,~Wn'. the:diHerence. c~l~ world and 
thing into the middl~ ofthei~ i~tirnacy. ,The4i~-feren~e is thebiclder: .. The 
diE-ference gathers th~.twoout of'itselfas it calkth~niinto,the.~ft thaUs 
the dif~~erenceits~lf.This gathering calling is thep:e~ling. Inlt t~~,e occurs 
sometlting differel1t' fro~a mer:e e.xcitatiC:)Il and spr~!laing ~f !!IPU~C;J.. ... 

. Wh~n the, dif-ference gathersWQrl~ and things irito the simple onefold of 
the pablofilltimacy, it, bids th~twoto come into.'thejr: very.nat4re. The dif~ 
ferencE; 'i~ the t;:(){I1mand out ()f which 'e"e~ biit~ing itselfis'flrst called, so 
tiulteach may fo~lowthe cO~inand.The c~nimand of th~~lif~ferenc~has 
ever already gathered llll Qi4ding Withi.n its~l{. The calling, gathered together 
with itseif, which gathers to itselfillthe ca,ling,.·is d-l~,pealillg as the peal. 

The calling of the dif-Ference is th~ double stilling. 'The gathered 1>idding, 
the command, in the form of whi<:h. the dif-ference calls 'world and' things, 
is the peal of stillnes·s. I.,a~guag~,·~p~aks.in,ihatthe·.co~ma~d ~f: the dif
ference <;lllls world and things in~~ th,e s.imp~e 0llefQI4 pf.their intimacy. 
Lang~ge speaks as the peal.c>lst~llrtess. StilJness s~ms by the .. caJ;'rying out, 

the bearing and enduring,of wodd andthillgsin titeir presence; 'the carrying 
out of world alld thing' in' tl;te in~nner of stilling is th~ app,ropr.ative:taking 
place of the dif-ference. Langl,lage, the peal of. s,tillness, is, illasmuch as the 
dif-ference takes. piace .. Language . goes on' as 'the taking place' pr occ::urri,ng 
of the dif-ference for world .and things. " . . .. 

The peal of stillness is not anything human .. But on, the contrary, th~ 
human is indeed injt.s nature given to speech~.t is linguistic: The wOJ;'d 
"linguistic" as it is here.Ul~e4Il1eans:h!lving·t~ken place out, of the',speaking 
of language. W1:tat has thu~ taken place; human being, has been brought into 
its own by language, so that it remains given over or appropriated to the 
nature of language, the peal of stillness. Such an appropriating takes place 
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in that the very nature, the presencing; of language needs and uses thespeak
ing of mortals in order to sound as the peal of stillness for the, hearing of 
mortals. Only as men belong within the peal of stillness are mortals able to 
speak in their own way in sounds. 

Mortal speech is a calling that names, a bidding which, out:of the simple 
onefold' of the difference, bids thing: and, world, to com,e. ,What· is purely 
bidden in mortal speech is what is spoken in the poem~' Poetry, proper is 
never merely a higher mode (melos)5 of everyday language. It is rather the 
reverse: everyday language is a forgotten and therefore used-up poem, from 
which there hardly resounds a call any longer. 

The opposite of what is purely spoken, the opposite of the poem, is not 
prose. Pure prose is never "prosaic;'" It is' as' poetic and hence as rare as 
poetry. ',J" 

If attention is fastened exclusively on human speech" if human speech is 
taken'simply to be the voicing of ,the inn~r, mim, ,if speech so conceived is 
regar.ded 'as language itself, then the, nature 'of language can never appear 
as anything but an expression and an activity of man. But human speech, as 
the speech of mortals, is not self-subsistent. The, speech of mortals rests in 
its relation to the speaking of tangLiage.' , ' ' . ' , ' 

At the proper time it becomes, \lnavoipa~le ~~ ~I:ti~k of h6w mortal speech 
and its utterance take place in the speaking of lariguageas the peal of the 
stillness of the dif-ference. Any utter;ing"w:hether in speech or writing, breaks 
the stillness. On what does the peal of stillness break? How does the broken 
stillness come to sound in:words? HQwdoes the broken stillness shape the 
mortal speech that sounds in verses and sentences? .." 

Assuming that thinking will succeed 6fte day in' answering these questions, 
it must be careful not to regard ufterarice;'let ~h~ne expression, as the decisive 
element of human speech. 

The structure of human speech can 'only be tht!'nian~er (melos) in which 
the speaking of language, thl! peal 'of the' stillr'iesf of!tJle dif-ference, appro
priates mortals by the command of the'dif"fer~heEi. ",", " ' 

The way in which mortals; calle(J' blit' 'of' th~' <lif-ference into the dif
ference, speak on their own part, is: by re\iponding. Mor~l speech must first 
of all have listened to the command, irith'~ form bf ~hich, the stillness ofthe 
dif-ference calls world and thingsinto'th'e;iift of its, one(old simpikity. Every 
word of mortal speech speaks oi.lt'of suchi .... list~I1irtg,!and·.as such a listening. 

Mortals speak insofar as they liSt~ri.' They'he~dtll~' hidding call of the 
stillness of the dif-ference even when they do not know that call. Their lis
tening draws from the command of the dif-ference what it brings out as 
sounding word. This speaking that listen!! and accepts is responding. 

Nevertheless by receiving what it says from the command of the dif
ference, mortal speech has already, in its own way, followed the call. 
Response, as receptive listening, is at the same time a recognition that makes 
due acknowledgment. Mortals speak by responding to language in a twofold 
way, receiving and replying. The mortal word speaks by cor-responding in a 
multiple sense. 

Every authentic hearing holds back with its own saying. For hearing keeps 
to itself in the listening by which it remains appropriated to the peal of 

5, A song, tune, or melody considered apart from rhythm (Greek), 
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stillness.' All responding is attuned to this restraint that reserves itself. For 
this reason such reserve must be concerned to be ready, in the mode of 
listening, for the command of the dif-ference. But the reserve must take care 
not just to hear the peal of stillness afterward; but to hear it even beforehand, 
and thus as it were to anticipate its command. 

This anticipating while holding back determines the manner in which mor
tals respond to the dif-ference. In this way mortals . live in the speaking of 
language. 

Language speaks. Its speaking bids the dif-ference to come which expro
priates world and things into the simple onefold of their intimacy. 

Language speaks. 
Man speaks in that he responds to language. This responding is a hearing. 

It hears because it listens to the command of stillness. 
I t is not a matter here of stating a new view of language. What is important 

is learning to live in the speaking of language. To do so, we need to examine 
constantly whether and to what extent we are capable of what genUinely 
belongs to responding: anticipation in reserve. For: 

Man speaks only as he responds· to language. 
Language speaks. . 
Its speaking speaks for us in what has been spoken: 

A Winter Evening 

Window with falling snow is arrayed. 
Long tolls the iVesper bell, 
The house is provided well, 
The table is for many laid. 

Wandering ones, more tha.n a few, 
Come to the door on darksome courses. 
Golden blqoms the tree of graces 
Drawing up the earth's cool dew. 

Wandere'~·.quietly steps within; 
Pain has turned the threshold to stone. 
There lie, in limpid bnghtness shown, . 
Upon the table bread and wine. 

1950 
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A Marxist martyr, determined to balance "pessimism of the intellect" with "optimism 
of the will," Antonio Gramsci is central to cultural studies and to all attempts to locate 
the roles that literature and culture play in the establishment, maintenance, and 
contestation of political power. Caught between the Russian Revolution, which he 
hoped to see reenacted in Italy, and the rise to power instead of the Fascist Party led 
hy Benito Mussolini, Gramsci's failed political efforts motivated his revisionist Marx
ism, which emphasi2.ed the way cultural activities interact with both the economy 
and the state to forge the "manufactured consent" he calls "hegemony." 

Gramsci was born on the impoverished and marginalized island of Sardinia into 
the family of a minor government official. His schooling was interrupted at age twelve, 
whcn he was forced to begin working sixty-hour weeks to help support his family after 
his father's imprisonment following what may have been a politically motivated con
viction for fraud. An early childhood bout with tuberculosis left Gramsci deformed 
(he described himself as a hunchback) and stunted (four feet, ten inches tall). Having 
won a modest scholarship, he left Sardinia in 1911 to attend the University of Turin. 
The site of Fiat's factories, Turin was a major industrial city of Italy and home to a 
strong socialist movement among the factory workers. By 1914 Gramsci was a com
mitted socialist, and in December 19 J 6 he became an editor of the official Socialist 
Party newspaper. For the next six years, he worked as a political journalist and editor 
for various leftist publications. 

An enthusiastic champion of the Russian Revolution, Gramsci had reason to 
believe that Italy's socialist revolution would not be far behind. In response to a 
company lockout, Fiat workers occupied the factories and produced cars on their own 
in September 1920, while the Socialist Party's various trade unions had over two 
million members that same year. But membership quickly declined as Mussolini's 
Fascist movement grew. Fascism's nationalist trumpeting of the glories of empire and 
of Italy's Roman past swept away concerns about its use of a militaristic state to keep 
workers and other potential dissidents under strict control. As popular support for 
Fascism mounted, leftist groups fought among themselves over how to respond. In 
1921 Gramsci was one of the leading figures in the formation of the Communist 
Party of Italy. 

Like other European Communist parties, the Italian one looked to Moscow for 
financial and intellectual sustenance. While Gramsci spent the bulk of 1922 and 1 ~3 
in Russia, the newly installed Fascist government in Italy issued a warrant for his 
arrest. Elected to Parliament on the Communist ticket in 1924, Gramsci returned to 
take his seat, protected from prosecution by parliamentary immunity. MussoHni 
announced a one-party state the following year, and Gramsci was placed under police 
surveillance. The leaders of the Communist Party, including Gramsci, were arrested 
in November 1926 and were tried together in June 1928. Gramsci was sentenced to 
twenty years in prison. Released from prison because of ill health in April 1937, he 
died less than two weeks after gaining his freedom. 

For four years (1929-33) in prison, before his health collapsed, Gramsci was 
allowed to write. The result was the four volumes of the Quaderni del carcere (The 
P.-ison Notebooks), on which most of Gramsci's reputation as a social and cultural 
theorist is based and from which "The Formation of the Intellectuals" is taken. 

Gramsci is one of the major figures of Western Marxism, a term that covers the 
work of twentieth-century German, French, British, and Italian leftist intellectuals. 
One abiding concern of these theorists is why the working-class revolution predicted 
by KARL MARX did not occur in Western Europe. The orthodox reading of Marx, 
pmmulgated and enforced by the Russian Bolsheviks, claimed that both political 
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action and intellectual beliefs derive from economic interest. Since capitalism is 
against the economic interest of the workers, and since the workers are much more 
numerous than their employers, a proletariat revolution, should be both inevitable and 
successful. But Western Marxists recognized that many workers were indifferent or 
even hostile to workers' movements and socialism, and that many workers supported 
fascist parties, even when they seemed obvious enemies of workers' interests. SignIf
icantly, Western Marxists proposed that economic interests are only part of the story 
when one considers the beliefs, values, commitments,and aspirations that motivate 
action; cultural factors are also crucial. It is this attention to how culture influences 
attitudes and actions that has made Western Marxism. important for literary and 
cultural studies. . 

Gramsci's immediate concern was the Left's failure to win the hearts and minds of 
the Italian people, who supported the Fascists instead. Vladimir Lenin had already 
theorized that the workers' revolution could not happen' spontaneously; revolution 
could succeed only If a dedicated cadre of revolutionaries .stirred the workers to action 
and organized those actions once they occurred. This vanguard is the "party" for 
Lenin; its necessity justified the leadership role taken by the. Bolsheviks in a suppos
edly egalitarian revolution. Subsequent writers have seen Lenin's justification of!'the 
dictatorship of the party" as the first step toward the betrayal of Marxism that led to 
the tyranny in Soviet Russia between 1919 and 1989. . 

Gramsci's meditations on intellectuals subtly contest Lenin's writings on the role 
of the party. He wants to consider how the Intellectual can be effective, especially in 
moving people to action. (Similar worries still bedevil literary intellectuals who 
espouse political causes.) Gramsci Identifies t~o types of Intellectual~. Traditional 
Intellectuals are the administrators and apologists for eXisting social and cultural 
institutions, such as schools, various religioull denominations, corporations, the mil
Itary, the prea.,.politlcal bureaucraclel, and the Judlclally.tem. Writer., artlata, and 
philosophers are tradltlonallntellectuall Inlofar al they work within formallnltltu
tlons. In contrast, organic intellectuals rise out of merribershlp in social groups (or 
classes) that have an antagonistic relationship to established institutions and official 
power. They "articulate" those groups' needs and aspirations, which have frequently 
gone unexpressed. The organic intellectual does not simply parrot preexisting group 
beliefs or demands but brings to the level of public speech what has not been officially 
recognized. While a given group does have certain tendencies, the process of artic
ulation itself will shape it, giving it new identities and commitments-new ways of 
understanding itself and its desires. 

For Gramsci, the traditional Marxist notion of "clas's" is·too inert if it leads us to 
believe that workers, by virtue of their social position, always belong to the same class 
and possess the same attitudes and interests, The phrase "historic bloc"-Gramsci's 
own coinage-expresses his sense that social groups are dynamically created in spe
cific historical moments, or so-called conjunctures. Any bloc's ability to intervene 
effectively in social arrangements depends on the relative strength of other "blocs" in 
Ii social field marked by conflict and continual jockeying for advantage. Intellectuals 
playa key role in the ongoing formation and re-formation of historical blocs. 

The emphasis on intellectuals; .articulation, and the formation of a historic bloc 
culminates in the concept of "hegemony," which substantially revises standard Marx
ist theories of "ideology." There are two notions of ideology found in Marx's German 
Ideology (written 1845-46; see above): the first holds that a person's beliefs and values 
are a reflection of that person's economic interests (though often not recognized as 
such); the second maintains that the leading ideas of the ruling class will be the ruling 
ideas of the age. In both cases, ideology mirrors economic interest, though in complex 
ways. Hegemony, like the historic bloc, aims to make this static Marxist concept 
dynamic. Gramsci argues elsewhere that a stable state never rules by force alone but 
relies on a combination of coerCion and consent. Dominance is secure only if a major
Ity voluntarily complies with the law. Any group that aspires to rule must work to gain 
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the people's consent, and this work must be done before any directly revolutionary 
effort to seize and hold on to "material fOJ:ce." The effC?rt to win consent-an effort 
that is ongoing and never entirely successful (force will be needed against some rt'cal
citrant citizens)-is the attempt to gain hegemony, the dominant position in a given 
society. Hegemony is "manufactured consent," i:::r~ated through the articulation of 
intellectuals in a public sphere in which conti!i1ding articulations ilre also voiced. 

Gramsci's dynamic model has been especially cruCial for later British Marxists and 
for the version of cultural studies that comes from Britain. Leading figures in cultural 
studies such as STUART HALL and DICK HEBDIGE use the concept of hegemony to 
move away from the class-based politics of the Labour Party; they embrace instead a 
cultural politics that emphasizes the need of intellectuals to contest power in multiple 
ways and to engage issues of race, gender, and identity. The most frequent criticisms 
of Gramsci also resurface in evaluations of British cultural studies. Orthodox Marxists 
worry that concentrating on cultural influences on behavior will cause material and 
economic factors to slide from view. For those outside the Marxist tradition, the focus 
on intellectual~ seems potentially antidemocratic, while the stress on gaining power 
within a conflicted social field often moves issues of ethtt:s and justice to the margins. 
Despite such criticisms, Gramsci's focus on the cultural work that intellectuals do, 
joined with his revision of key Marxist concepts, ensures his continuing influence 
within cultural studies. 
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The Formation of the Intellectuals l 

Ar~ int~llectuals an autonomQus and indep.endent social lP'0up, or· do~s 
every social group have its oYl'p"particular. !lpecialised. ~~tegory of .intelIec
tuals? The problem is a compl~ one, because of the variety of forms aSI!~med 
to date by the real historical process offormatiori of the. different categories 
of intellectuals. 

The most important of these forms are two: 
1. Every social group, coming into existence on the original terrain of an 

essential function in the world of economic production, creates together with 
itself, organically, one or more strata of intellectuals which give'it homoge
neity and an awareness of its own function not only in the economic but also 
in the social and political fields. The capitalist entrepreneur creates·alongsid~ 
himself the industrial technician, the specialist in political economy, the 
organisers of a new culture, of a new l~gal system, etc. It should be Jloted 
that the entrepreneur himself represents a higher level of social elaboration, 
already characterised by a certain directive [dirigenteJ and technical (i.e, 
intellectual) capacity: he must have a certain,technical capacity, not only in 
the limited sphere of his activity and initiative but in other spheres as well, 
at least in those which are closest to economic production." He must be ,an 
organiser of masses of men; he must be an organiser'of the,,~lconfidence" of 
investors in his business, of the customers 'for his product, etc. ' ' 

If not all entrepreneurs, at least an elite amongst them, must have the 
capacity to be an organiser of society in general, including all its complex 
organism of services, right up to the state organism, because of the need to 
create the conditions most favourable to the expansion of their own class; or 
at the least they must possess the capacity to choose the deputies (specialised 
employees) to whom to entrust this activity of organising the general system 
of relationships external to the business itself. It can be' observed that the 
"organic" intelleCtuals which every new class creates alongside itself and 
elaborates in the course of i'ts"development, are for the most part "specialis
ations" of partial aspects of the primitive activity of the new social type which 
the new class has brought into prominence.z , 

Even feudal lords were possessors of a particular technical capacity, mil
itary capacity, and it is precisely from the moment at which the aristocracy 
loses its monopoly of technico-military capacity that the crisis of feudalism 
begins. But the formation of intellectuals in the feudal world and in the 
preceding classical world is a question to be examined separately: this for
mation and elaboration follows ways and means which must be studied con
cretely. Thus it is to be noted that the mass of the peasantry, although it 
performs an essential function in the world of production, does not elaborate 
its own "organic" intellectuals, nor does it "assimilate" any stratum of "tra-

I, Translated by Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey 
Nowell Smith, who occasionally retain the original 
Italian in brackets. 
2. [Gaetano) Mosca's ElemenU tli Scll!1I%Q Politica 
[EI ......... ts of Political Science) (new expanded edi
tion, 1923) is worth looking at in this connection. 
Mosca's so-called "political class" is nothing other 
than the intellectual category of the dominant 

social group.' Mosca's concept of ·polltical class" 
can be connected with Pareto's concept of the 
1Ilile, which is another attempt to interpret the his
torical phenomena of the intellectuals and theit 
function in the life of the state and of society 
[Gramsci'. note). Vilfredo Pareto, (1848-1923), 
Italian economist and sociologist. 
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ditional" intellectuals, although it is from the peasantry that other social 
groups draw many of their intellectuals and a high proportion of traditional 
intel1ectuals are of peasant origin. 

2. However, every "essential" social group which emerges into history out 
of the preceding economic structure, and as an expression of a development 
of this structure, has found (at least in all of history up to the present) 
categories of intellectuals already in existence and which seemed indeed to 
represent an historical continuity uninterrupted even by the most compli
cated and radical changes in political and social forms. 

The most typical of these categories of intel1ectuals is that of the ecclesi
astics, who for a long time (for a whole phase of history, which is partly 
characterised by this very monopoly) held a monopoly of a number of impor
tant services: religious ideology, that is the philosophy and science of the 
age, together with schools, education, morality, justice, charity, good works, 
etc. The category of ecclesiastics can be considered the category of intellec
tuals organically bound to the landed aristocracy. It had equal status jurid
ically with the aristocracy, with which it shared the exercise of feudal 
ownership of land, and the use of state privileges connected with property.3 
But the monopoly held by the ecclesiastics in the superstructural field4 was 
not exercised without a struggle or without limitations, and hence there took 
place the birth, in various forms (to be gone into and studied concretely), of 
other categories, favoured and enabled to expand by the growing strength of 
the central power of the monarch, right up to absolutism. Thus we find the 
formation of the noblesse de robe, 5 with its own privileges, a stratum of 
administrators, etc., scholars and scientists, theorists, non~ecclesiasticalphi
losophers, etc. 

Since these various categories of traditional intellectuals experience 
through an "esprit de corps" their uninterrupted historical continuity and 
their special qualification, they thus put themselves forward as autonomous 
and independent of the dominant social group. This self-assessment is not 
without consequences in the ideological and political field, consequences of 
wide-ranging import. The whole of idealist philosophy<! can easily be con
nected with this position assumed by the social complex of intellectuals and 
can be defined as the expression of that social utopia by which the intellec
tuals think of themselves as "independent", autonomous, endowed wifIf a 
character of their own, etc. 

One should note however that if the Pope and the leading hierarchy of 
the Church consider themselves more linked to Christ and to the apostles 

;I. I 'or one category of these intellectuals, possibly 
the most important after the ecclesiastical for its 
prestige and the social function it performed in 
primitive societies, the category of medical men in 
the wide senRe, that is aJl those who "struggle" or 
seem to struggle against death and disease, com
pare the Storia tklu. ..... dicina [1927, A Hi..tory of 
Medicine] of Arturo Castiglion\. Note that there 
has been a connection between religion Rnd med
icine, and In certain areas there still is: hospitals 
ill the hands of religious orders for certain organ
isational functions, apart from the fact that 
,,, .. herever the doctor appears, 50 docs the priest 
(exorcism, various forms of assistance, etc.), Many 
gnc!nt religious figures were and arc conceived of as 
great "healers": the Idea of miracles, up to the rC5~ 

urrectlon of the dead. Even in the case of kings the 
belief long survived that they could heal with the 
laying on of hands, etc. (Gramsci's note]. 
4. From this has come the general sense of"intel
lectual" or "specialist" of the word chl .. rico (clerk, 
cleric) In many languages of romance orisin or 
heavily influenced, through church Latin, br, the 
romance languages, together with its corre ative 
l,.;co (lay, layman) in the sense of profane, non
specialist (Gramsci's note]. 
S. Nobility of the robe or gown (French); Gramsci 
refers to Judges and lawyers. 
6. A philosophy that posits the existence of Ideas, 
motives, and actions separate from their material, 
economic origins and consequences. 
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than they are to senators Agnelli and Benni, the same does not hold for 
Gentile and Croce,7 for example.: Croce in particular feels himself closely 
linked to Aristotle and Plato, but he does not conceal, on the other hand, 
his links with senators Agnelli and Benni, and it is precisely, here that one 
can discern the most significant character of Croce's philosophy .. 
, What are the "maximum" limits of acceptance of the term· "intellectual",? 

Can. one find a unitary criterion to characterise equally all the diverse and 
disparate activities of intellectuals and to distinguish these at the same time 
and in an essential way from the activities of other social groupings'? The 
most Widespread error of method seems to me that of having looked for this 
criterion of distinction iIi the intrinsic nature of intellectual activities, rather 
than in the ensemble of the system of relations in which these activities (and 
therefore the intellectual groups who personify them) have their place within 
the general complex of social rell;ltions. Indeed the worker or proletarian, for 
example, is not specifically characterised by his manual or instrumental 
work, bU.t by performing this work in specific conditions and in specific social 
relations (apart from the consideration that purely physical labour does not 
exist and that even Taylor's8 phrase of "trained gorilla" is a metaphor to 
indicate a limit in a certain direction: in any physical work, even the most 
degraded and mechanical, there exists a minimum of technical qualification, 
that is, a minimum of creative intellectual activity). And we have already 
observed that the. entrepreneur, by virtue of his very function, must have to 
some degree a certain: number of qualifications of an intellectual nature 
although his part in society is. determined not by these, .. but by the general 
soCial relations which specifically characterise the position of the entrepre
neur within industry. 

AlI·men are intellectuals, one could therefore say: but not all men have in 
soCiety the function of intellectuals.9 

When one distinguishes between intellectuals and non-intellectuals, one 
is referring in reality only to the immediate social function of the professional 
category of.the intellectuals, that is, one has in mind the direction in which 
their specific professional activity is weighted, whether towards intellectual 
elaboration or towards muscular-nervous effort. This means that, although 
one can speak of intellectuals, one cannot speak of non-intellectuals, 
because non-intellectuals do not exist. But even the relationship between 
efforts of intellectual-cerebral elaboration and muscular-nervous effort is not 
always the same, so that there are varying degrees of specific intellectual 

_activity. There is no human activity from which every form of intellectual 
partiCipation can be excluded: homo faber cannot be separated from homo 
sapiens. 1 Each man, finally, outside his professional activity, carries on some 
form of intellectual activity, that 'is, he is a "philosopher", an artist, a man of 
taste, he participates in a particular conception of the world, has a conscious 

7. Benedetto Croce (1866-1952) the major lib
eral, idealist philosopher of Italy; a staunch oppo, 
nent of fascism, his International fame protected 
him. Giovanni Agnelli (1866-1945), founder of 
Fiat and an Italian senator. Antonio Benni (1880-
1945), Industrialist turned politiCian, later Ii Fas
cist minister. Giovanni Gentile (1874-1944), Sici
lian philosopher, early ally of Croce, and later 
Fascist minister of education. Gramscl's fe0int is 
that Croce, despite his idealism and anti ascism, 
understands the realities of political and economic 

power, taidng care to maintain good relations with 
his friends in high places. 
8. Frederick Taylor (1856-1915), American effi
ciency expert who greatly influenced the organi
zation of factory work. 
9. Thus, because it can happen that everyone at 
some time fries a couple of egg. or sews up a tear 
In a jacket, we do not necessarily say that everyone 
i. a cook or a tailor [Gramsd's notel. 
1. Literally, "man the thinker" (Latin). Homo 

faber: man the maker (Latin). 
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line of moral conduct, and therefore contributes to sustain a conception of 
the world or to modify it, that is, to bring into being new modes of thought. 

The problem of creating a new stratum of intellectuals consists therefore 
in the critical elaboration of the intellectual activity that exists in everyone 
at a certain degree of development, modifying its relationship with the 
muscular-nervous effort towards a new equilibrium, and ensuring that the 
muscular-nervous effort itself, in so far as it is an element of a general prac
tical activity, which is perpetually innovating the physical and social world, 
becomes the foundation of a new and integral conception of the world. The 
traditional and vulgarised type of the intellectual is given by the man of 
letters, the philosopher, the' artist. Therefore journalists,. who claim to be 
men of letters, philosophers, artists, also regard themselves as the "true" 
intellectuals. In the modern world, technical education, closely bound to 
incI.ustriallabour even at the most primitive. and unqualified level, must form 
the basis of the new type of intellectual. 

On this basis the weekly Ordine NUDT'02. worked to develop certain forms 
of new intellectualism and to determine its new concepts, and this was not 
the least of the reasons for its success, since such a conception corresponded 
to latent aspirations and conformed to the development of the real forms of 
life. The mode of being of the new intellectual can no longer consist in 
eloquence, which is an exterior and momentary mover of feelings and pas
sions, but in active participation in practical life, as constructor, organiser, 
"permanent persuader" and not just a simple orator (but superior at the same 
time to the abstract mathematical spirit); from technique-as-work one pro
ceeds to technique-as-science and to the humanistic conception of history, 
without which one remains "specialised" and does not become "directive" 
(specialised and political). 

Thus there are ~istorically formed specialised categories for the exercise 
of the intellectual function. They are formedihconnection with all social 
groups, but especially in connection with the' more important, and they 
undergo more extensive and complex elaboration in connection with the 
dominant social group. One of the most i~portaht characteristics of any 
group that is developing towards dominance is its struggle to assimilate 
and to conquer "ideologically" the traditional intellectuals, but this as
similation and conquest is made qUicker and more efficacious the more the' 
group in question succeeds in simultaneously elaborating its own organic 
intellectuals. 

The enormous development of activity and organisation of education in 
the broad sense in the societies that emerged from the medieval world is an 
index of the importance assumed in the modern world by intellectual func
tions and categories. Parallel with the attempt to deepen and to broaden the 
"intellectuality" of each individual, there has also been an attempt to multiply 
and narrow the various specialisations. This can be seen from educational 
institutions at all levels, up to and including the organisms that exist to 
promote so-called "high culture" in all fields of science and technology. 

School is the instrument through which intellectuals of various levels are 
elaborated. The complexity of the intellectual function in different states can 
be measured objectively by the number and gradation of specialised schools: 
the more extensive the "area" covered by education and the more numerous 

2. New Ortkr, a socialist magazine edited hy Gramscl in 1919-20. 
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the "vertical" "levels" of schooling, the more complex is the cultural world, 
the civilisation, of a·particular state. A point of comparison can be found in 
the sphere of industrial technology: the industrialisation of a country can be 
measured by how well equipped it is in the production of .machines with 
which to produce machines, and in the manufacture of ev.er:more accurate 
instruments for making both machines and further instruments for making 
machines, etc. The country which is best equipped in the construction of 
instruments for experimental scientific laboratories andir, the construction 
of instruments with which to test the first instruments, can be regarded as 
the most complex in the technical-industrial field, vyith the highest level of 
civilisation, etc; The same applies to the preparation of intellectuals and to 
the schools dedicated to this preparation; schools and institutes of high cul
ture can be assimilated to each other. In this field also, quantity cannot be 
separated from quality. To the most refined technical-cultural specialisation 
there cannot but correspond the maximum possible diffusion of primary edu
cation and the maximum care taken to expand the middle grades numerically 
as much as possible. Naturally this need to provide the widest base possible 
for the selection and elaboration of the top intellectual qualifications'-:"'-i.e. 
to give a democratic structure to high culture and top-level technology-is 
not without its disadvantages: it creates the po·ssibility of vast crises of unem
ployment for the middle intellectual strata, and in all modern societies this 
actually takes place. . .. '.... . 

It is worth noting that the . elaboration of intellectual strata in concrete 
reality does not take place on the terrain of abstract ·democracy but in accor
dance with very concrete traditiohal historical processes. Strata have grown 
up which traditionally "produce" intellectuals and these strata coincide with 
those which have specialised in "saving", i.e. the petty and-;middle' landed 
bourgeoisie and certain strata of the petty and middle urban· bourgeoisie. 
The varying distribution of different types of school (classical ;and profes
sional) over the "economic"·territory and the varying aspirations of different 
categories within these strata determine,·or give: form to, the production of 
various branches of intellectual specialisation. Thus in Italy the rural bour
geoisie produces in particular state functionaries and professional people, 
whereas the urban bourgeoisie produces technicians for industry. Conse
quently it is largely northern· Italy which produces technicians and the South 
which produces functionaries'and profeSSional men. 

The relationship between the intellectuals and the world of production is 
not as direct as it is with the fundamental social groups but is, in varying 
degrees, "mediated" by the whole fabric of society and by the· complex of 
superstructures, of which the intellectuals are, precisely, the "functionaries". 
It should be possible both to measure the "organic quality" [organicita] of 
the various intellectual strata and their degree of connection with a funda
mental social . group , and to establish a gradation of their functions and of 
the superstructures from the bottom to the top (from the structural base 
upwards). What we can do, for the moment, is to fix two major super
structural "levels": the one that· can be called "civil society", that is the 
ensemble of organisms commonly called "private", and that of "political soci
ety" or "the State". These two levels correspond on the one hand to the 
function of "hegemony" which the dominant group exercises throughout 
society and on the other hand to that of "direct domination" or command 
exercised through the State and "juridical" government. The functions in 
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question are precisely organisational and connective. The intellectuals are 
the dominant group's "deputies" exercising the subaltern functions of social 
hegemony and political government. These comprise: 

1. The "spontaneous" consent given by the great masses of the population 
to the general direction imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental 
group; this consent is "historically" caused by the prestige (and consequent 
confidence) which the dominant group enjoys because of its position and 
function in the world of production. 

2. The apparatus of state coercive power which "legally" enforces disci
pline on those groups who do not "consent" either actively or passively. This 
apparatus is, however, constituted for the whole of society in anticipation of 
moments of crisis of command and direction when spontaneous consent has 
failed. 

This way of posing the problem has as a result a considerable extension of 
the concept of intellectual, but it is the only way which enables one to reach 
H concrete approximation of reality. It also clashes with preconceptions of 
caste. The function of organising social hegemony and state domination cer
tainly gives rise to a particular division of labour and therefore to a whole 
hierarchy of qualifications in some of which there is no apparent attribution 
of directive or organisational functions. For example, in the apparatus of 
social and state direction there exist a whole series of jobs of a manual and 
instrumental character (non-executive work, agents rather than officials or 
functionaries). ·It is obvious that such a distinction hasta bemadejust as it 
is obvious that other distinctions have to be made as well.' Indeed, intellec
tual activity must also be distinguished in terms of its intrinsic characteris
tics, according to levels which in moments of .extreme opposition represent 
a real qualitative difference-at the highest level would .be the creators of 
the various sciences, philosophy, art, etc" at the lowest the most humble 
"administrators" and divulgators of pre-existing, traditional, accumulated 
intellectual wealth. 3 

In the modern world the category of intellectuals, understood in this sense, 
has undergone an unprecedented expansion. The democratic~bureaucraiic 
system has given rise to a great mass of functions which are not all justified 
hy the social necessities of production, though they are justified by the politi
cal necessities of the dominant fundamental group. Hence Loria's4 conCt!i>~ 
tion of the unproductive "worker" (but unproductive in relation to whom and 
10 what mode of production?), a conception which could in part be justified 
if one takes account of the fact that these masses exploit their position to 
take for themselves a large cut out of the national income. Mass formation 
has standardised individuals both psychologically and in terms of individual 
qualification and has produced the same phenomena as with other standar
dised masses: competition which makes necessary organisations for the 
defence of professions, unemployment, over~production in the schools, emi-
gnltion, etc. . 

1929-33 

_~. 11(~rc ogain military organisntion uffers a model 
or ('umplcx gradations betwe~n !iubalt~rn officers, 
!wnior officers and general starr, nut to Inention the 
NC()'s, whose importance is grcHLer than is gen
("'ally udmiUed. It is worth obsen'in~ that all thL'se 
p;'1'1~; feel a solidarity and indeed it is thC" lower 

1948-51 

strata that display the most blotant esprit de CQrps, 
from which they derive a certain "conceit" which 
is apt to lay them open to jokes and witticisms 
[Gram.d's note). 
4. Achille Loria (1857-1943), Italian economic 
theorist. 
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ZORA' NEALE HURSTON 
1891-1960 

Zora Neale Hurston's Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937) is said to be the mostfre
quently taught text in U. S. colleges and universities, but few readers have paid attention 
i:o the rich body of her work-including other novels, stories, and cultural criticism. 
Hurston identified herself as a "literary anthropologist," a phrase that reflects her train
ing in anthropology at Columbia University, her deep and abiding interest in folklore, 
and her commitment to the creative power of the literary imagination. 
, Born near Tuskegee, Alabama, Hurston grew up in Eatonville, Florida, the first 
incorporated, self-governing black township In the United States, where her father, 
a Baptist minister, served three terms as mayor. Her childhood experiences played a 
central role in the development of the characters and themes of her literary work. As 
Hurston's novels and her autobiography Dust Tracks on a Roaa (1942) attest, she felt 
an intimate bond to the customs, beliefs, and forms of speech cifthe African American 
community. Hurston studied between 1918 and 1924 at. Howard Urilversitytn Wash
ington, D.C. Encouraged by Alain Locke, one.of her teachers and a distinguished 
African American intellectual, she first submitted a story to the journal Opportunity, 
where it was published in December 1924. Hurston also ccintributed the story 
"Spunk" to Locke's grouridbreaklng collection The New Negro (1925). 

In 1925 Hurston traveled to New York City, where she soon.became one of the 
leading lights of the Harlem Renaissance, known both for ,her plays and stories and 
fpr her oral performances of black folkl~re a~d folktales. Helped.by white patrons, 
she. was able to attend Barnard College, studying with the/emlnenfanthropologlst 
Franz Boas, a professor at Coiumbia; she graduated in 192ft Her research In the 
South and in the Caribbean formed the basis of her landmark collection of African 
American folklore, Mules and Men (1935), which was followed by a second compi-
lation, Tell My Horse (1938). . 

While lindertaking ethnographic study in Haiti, Hurston completed Their Eyes 
Were Watching Goa. She had published one novel already-'-Jonah's Goura Vine 
(1934), which focuses on 'a Baptist minister-and other novels would follow, includ
ing Moses, Man of the Mountain (1939), [her retelling of the Exodus story. But Their 
Eyes Were Watching God is her masterpiece, an evocative, often painful, but uhi
mately celebratory account of its black heroine's quest for emotional and sexual ful-
iiilment and personal freedom.. . . 

Hurston's defense of the language she uses in Their Eyes Were Watching God had 
appeared three years earlier, "Characteristics of Negro Expression"·(l934). In that 
essay, our first selection, she describes the rich, flexible resourceS of African American 
dialect and folk expression. Her subject is language in the broadest sense-including 
gesfures and forms of music and dance-but she dwells particularly on African Amer
ican speech, which had so often been mocked and ridiculed, misinterpreted and 
devalued. "Negro dialect" was suppressed by schools and attacked by contemporary 
critics of language and culture such as H. L. Mencken. Hurston praises and cele
brates the linguistic prowess and cultural greatness of her people, even as she also 
points to (and calls attention to the flaws in) efforts by while artists to adapt distinc
tively African American styles and expressions in language and, especially, in music 
and dance. . 

Hurston's career peaked in the 1930s. Her later novels were less successful, and 
other writings were left unfinished. She had come under attack by some black writers, 
such as Richard Wright and Ralph Ellison, who blasted Their Eyes Were Watching 
Goa as a "minstrel novel" arid ·her writing as "calculated burlesque"; moreover, the 
benefits she saw in a black-run community like Eatonville 'l1lade her suspicious of 
demands for integration, a view that set her outside the African American intellectual 
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mainstream in the 19505. During the final decade of her life, she worked as a cleaning 
woman and at other menial jobs. She died in poverty, forgotten, with none of her 
books in print. In the early 1970s, the African American novelist Ailce Walker wrote 
movingly of locating the approximate site of Hurston's unmarked grave; Walker's 
essays, particularly 'her comments on Their Eyes Were Watching God, were instru
mental in reviving Hurston's reputation. 

In her last novel, Seraph on the Suwanee (1948), Hurston focused on a white 
woman, a shift implying a view of artistic freedom that our second selection, "What 
White Publishers Won't Print" (1950), makes explicit. Though her emphasis is on 
the need for publishers, theater producers, editors, and audiences to accept a more 
honest and nuanced treatment ot' black and other minority characters, she argues 
here against any restrictions on subject matter. For Hurston, it is crucial that writers 
and readers'strive to break through racial and ethnic stereotypes, even when readers 
find the new kinds of characters and themes unfamiliar and disorienting. She stresses, 
on the one hand, that the consciousness of black people is different (and not captured 
by the reductive, distorted versiolls in popular thought and in past and present liter
ature). But on the other hand, she contends that all individuals have much in com
mon: "Minorities," she explains, are "just like everybody else." 

Though set in a specific political context, when cold war tensions seemed to make 
imperative a national tlnity that appeared to be unattainable without better under
standing of racial and ethnic minorities, "What White Publishers Won't Print" is in 
large part a lively adaptation of an oft-repeated (and historically very important) argu
ment. In the nineteenth century, Frederick Douglass and other African American 
abolitionists argued that black men and women, slave and free alike, must be por
trayed and understood as authentic Individuals; malty twentieth-century black writers 
and critics, Including Wright, Ellison, w. E. B. DU BOIS, lANGSTON HUGHES, and 
James Baldwin, similarly attacked stereotyping and argued for artistic freedom. Hur
ston's call for literary works about average and well-to-do African Americans is both 
a plea for realism and a criticism of the typical depiction of "Negr(;",characters as 
quaint or exceptional. , 

But Hurston's essay also bears witness to her,ongoing literary, critical, and cultural 
disputes with her peers. In her judgment, because of their emphaSis on politics they 
misleadingly represent black experience as primarily defined by white racism, from 
whieh there is no escape. Hurston stresses that the search for freedom is profoundly 
personal and cannot be captured by the category of race a:lone. As "What White 
Publishers Won't Print" reveals, Hurston insists that the independence to explore the, 
inner lives of her characters, white as well as black, is essential both sociopolitically 
and artistically. 

-l'" 
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Characteristics of Negro Expre,ssion 

Drama 

The Negro's universal mimicry is not so much a thing in itself as an evidence 
of something that permeates his entire self. And that thing is drama. 

His very words are action words. His interpretation of the English language 
is in terms of pictures. One act described in' terms of another. Hence the 
rich metaphor and simile. 

The metaphor is of course very primitive. It is easier to illustrate than it is 
to explain because action came before speech. Let us make a parallel. Lan
guage is like money. In primitive communities sctiull goods, however bulky, 
are bartered for what one wants. This finally evolves into coin, the coin being 
not real wealth but a symbol of wealth. Still later even coin is abandoned for 
legal tender, and still later for checks in certain usages. 

Every phase of Negro life is highly dramatized. No matter how joyful or 
how sad the case there is sufficient poise for drama. Everything is acted out. 
Unconsciously for the most part of course. There is an impromptu ceremony 
always ready for every hour of life. No little moment passes unadorned. 

Now the people with highly developed languages have words for detached 
ideas. That is legal tender. "That-whith-we-squat-on" has become "chair." 
"Groan-causer" has evolved into "spear;1I and so on. Some individuals 'even 
conceive of the equivalent of check words, like "ideation" and "pleonastic." 
Perhaps we might say that ParadiSe Lost and Sartor Resartus· are' written in 
check words. 

The primitive man exchanges descriptive words. His terms are all close
fitting. Frequently the Negro, even with detached words in his vocabulary
not evolved in him but transplanted on his tongue by contact-must add 
action to it to make it do. So we' have "chop-axe," "sitting-chair," "cook-pot" 
and the like because the speaker has in his mind the picture of the object in 
llse. Action. Everything illustrated. So we can say the white man thinks in a 
written language and the Negro thinks in hieroglyphics. 

A bit of Negro drama familiar to all is the frequent meeting of two oppo
nents who threaten to do atrocious murder one upon the other. 

Who has not observed a robust young Negro chap posing upon a street 
corner, possessed of nothing but his clothing, his strength and his youth? 
Does he bear himself like a pauper? No, Louis XIV2 could be no more inso
lent in his assurance. His eyes say plainly "Female, halt!" His posture exults 
"Ah, female, I am the eternal male, the giver of life. Behold in my hot flesh 

I, A dense philosophical satire (1833) by the Scot
tish-born historian and essayist Thomas Carlyle. 
Paradise Lost (1667), epic poem by John Milton. 

2. King of France (1638-1715); his reign (1673-
1715) was a flowering of French art,literature, and 
extravagant style, 
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all the delights of this world. Salute me, I am strength." All this with a languid 
posture, there is no mistaking his meaning. 

A Negro girl strolls past the corner lounger. Her whole body panging and 
posing. A slight shoulder movement that calls attention to her bust, that is 
all of a dare. A hippy undulation below the waist that is a sheaf of promises 
tied with conscious power. She is acting out "I'm a darned sweet woman and 
YOll know it." 

These little plays by strolling players are acted out daily in a dozen streets 
in a thousand cities, and no one ever mistakes the meaning. 

Will to Adorn 

The will to adorn is the second most notable characteristic in Negro expres
sion. Perhaps his idea of ornament does not attempt to meet conventional 
standards, but it satisfies the soul of its creator. 

In this respect the American Negro has done wonders to the English 
language. It has often been stated by etymologists that the Negro has 
introduced no African wonIs to the language. This is true, but it is equally 
true that he has made over a great part of the tongue to his liking and has 
had his revision accepted by the ruling class. No one listening to a South
ern white man talk could deny this. Not only has he softened and toned 
down strongly consonanted words like "aren't" to "aint" and the like, he 
has made new force words out of old feeble elements. Examples of this are 
"ham-shanked," "battle-hammed," "double-teen," "bodaciously," "muffle
jawed." 

But the Negro's greatest contribution to the language is: (1) the use of 
metaphor and simile; (2) the use of the double descriptive; (3) the use of 
verbal nouns. 

1. Metaphor and Simile 
One at a time, like lawyers going to heaven. 
You sho is propaganda. 
Sobbing hearted. 
I'll beat you till: (a) rope like okra, (b) slack like lime, (c) smell like 

onions. 
Fatal for naked. 
Kyting3 along. 
That's a lynch. 
That's a rope. 
Cloakers-deceivers. 
Regular as pig-tracks. 
Mule blood-black molasses. 
Syndicating-gossiping. 
Plambeaux-cheap cafe (lighted by flambeaux). 
To put yo'self on de ladder. 

~. The Double Descriptive 
High-tall . 

. =J. 1 'url"ying. 

-r. -



1148 I ZORA NEALE HURSTON 

Little-tee-ninchy (tiny). 
Low-down. 
Top-superior. 
Sham-polish. 
Lady-people. 
Kill-dead. 
Hot-boiling. 
Chop-axe. 
Sitting-chairs. 
De watch wall. 
Speedy-hurry. 
More great and more better. 

3. Verbal Nouns 
She features somebody I know. 
Funeralize. 
Sense me into it. 
Puts the shamery on him.· .. . 
'Taint everybody you kin confidence. 
I wouldn't friend with her. 
Jooking-playing piano or guitar as it is done in Jook-houses (houses 

of ill-fame). 
Uglying away. 
I wouldn't scorn my name all up on you. 
Bookooing (beaucoup) around-showing off. 

Nouns from Verbs 
Won't stand a broke. 
She won't take a listen. 
He won't stand straightening. 
That is such a complement. 
That's a lynch. 

The stark, trimmed phrases of the OcCident seem too bare for the volup
tuous child of the sun, hence the adornment. It arises out of the same 
impulse as the wearing of jewelry and the making of sculpture-the urge to 
adorn. 

On the walls of the homes of the average Negro one always finds a glut of 
gaudy calendars, wall pockets and advertising lithographs. The sophisticated 
white man or Negro would tolerate none of thes~, even if they bore a likeness 
to the Mona Lisa,4 No commerCial art for decoration. Nor the calendar nor 
the advertisement spoils the picture for this lowly man. He sees the beauty 
in spite of the declaration of the Portland Cement Works or the butcher's 
announcement. I saw in Mobile a room in which there was an overstuffed 
mohair living-room suite, an imitation mahogany bed a~d chifforobe, a con
sole victrola.5 The walls were gaily papered with Sunday supplements of the 
Mobile Register. There were seven calendars and three wall pockets. One of 
them was decorated with a lace doily. The mantel-shelf was covered with a 

4. Painting (ca. J 504) by Leonardo da Vinci. 5. Brand of phonograph. 
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scarf of deep homemade lace, looped up with a huge bow of pink crepe paper. 
Over the door was a huge lithograph showing the Treaty ofVersai1les6 being 
signed with a Waterman fountain pen. 

It was grotesque, yes. But it indicated the desire for beauty. And decorating 
a decoration, as in the case of the doily on the gaudy wall pocket, did not 
seem out of place to the hostess. The feeling back of such an act is that there 
can never be enough of beauty, let alone too much. Perhaps she is right. We 
each have our standards of art, and thus are we ·all interested parties and so 
unfit to pass judgment upon the art concepts of others. 

Whatever the Negro does of his own ·volition he embellishes. His religious 
service is for the greater part excellent prose poetry. Both prayers and ser
mons are tooled and polished until they are true works of art. The suppli
cation is forgotten in the frenzy of creation. The prayer of the white man is 
considered humorous in its bleakness. The beauty of the Old Testament does 
not exceed that of a Negro prayer. , 

Angularity 

After adornment the next most striking manifestation of the Negro is Angu. 
larity. Everything that he touches becomes angular. In all African sculpture 
and doctrine of any sort we find the same thing. 

Anyone watching Negro dancers will be struck by the same phenomenon. 
Every posture is another angle. Plea'sing, yes. But an effect achieved by the 
very means which an European strives to avoid. 

The pictures on the walls are hung at deep angles. Furniture is always set 
at an angle. I have instances of a piece of furniture in the middle of a wall 
being set with one end nearer the wall than the other to avoid the simple 
str~ight line. 

Asymmetry 

Asymmetry is a definite feature of Negro art. I have no samples of true Negro 
painting unleSS-we count the African shield~, but the sculpture and carvings 
are full of this beauty and lack of symmetry. 

It is present in the liter~ture, both prose and verse. I offer an exaI11lMe of 
this quality in verse from £.:angston Hughes:? 

I ain't gonna mistreat rna good gal any more, 
I'm just gonna kill her next time she makes me sore. 

I treats her kind but she don't do me right, 
She fights and quarrels most ever' night. 

I can't have no woman's got such low-down ways 
Cause de blue gum woman aint de style now' days. 

I brought her from the South and she's goin on back, 
Else I'll use her head for a carpet track. 

6. Peace treaty of 1919 that formally ended World 

''''"r I. 
7. African American poet 0902-1967; see be
low}; the poem I. "Evil Woman" (1927). 
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It is the lack of symmetry which makes Negro dancing so difficult for white 
dancers to learn. The abrupt and unexpected changes. The frequent change 
of key and time are evidences of this quality in music. (Note the St. Louis 
Blues.)8 

The dancing of the justly famous Bo-Jangles and Snake Hips9 are excellent 
examples. 

The presence of rhythm and lack of symmetry are paradoxical, but there 
they are. Both are present to a marked degree. There is always rhythm, but 
it is the rhythm of segments. Each unit has a rhythm of its own, but when 
the whole is assembled it is lacking in symmetry. But easily workable to a 
Negro who is accustomed to the break in going from one part to another, so 
that he adjusts himself to the new tempo. 

Dancing 

Negro dancing is dynamic suggestion. No matter how violent it may appear 
to the beholder, every posture gives the impression that the dancer will do 
much more. For example, the performer flexes one knee sharply, assumes a 
ferocious face mask, thrusts the upper part of the body forward with 
clenched fists, elbows taut as in hard running or grasping a thrusting blade. 
That is all. But the spectator himself adds the picture of ferocious assault, 
hears the drums and finds himself keeping time with the music and tensing 
himself for the struggle. It is compelling insinuation. That is the very reason 
the spectator is held so rapt. He is participating in the performance himself
carrying out the suggestions of the performer. 

The difference in the two arts is: the white dancer attempts to express 
fully; the Negro is restrained, but succeeds in gripping the beholder by forc
ing him to finish the action the performer suggests. Since no art ever can 
express all the variations conceivable, the Negro must be considered the 
greater artist, his dancing is realistic suggestion, and that is about all a great 
artist can do. 

Negro Folklore 

Negro folklore is not a thing of the past. It is still in the making. Its great 
variety shows the adaptability of the black man: nothing is too old or too 
new, domestic or foreign, high or low, for his use. God and the Devil are 
paired, and are treated no .more reverently than Rockefeller and Ford.· Both 
of these men are prominent in folklore, Ford being particularly strong, and 
they talk and act like good-natured stevedores or mill-hands. Ole Massa is 
sometimes a smart man and often a fool. The automobile is ranged alongside 
of the oxcart. The angels and the apostles walk and talk like section hands. 
And through it all walks Jack, the greatest culture hero of the South; Jack 
beats them all-even the Devil, who is often smarter than God. 

8. Song written in 1914 by W. C. Handy, per
formed most notably by the blues singer Bessie 
Smith, and often called the most popular blues 
song ever written. 
9. Nicknames of, respectively, the African Amer~ 
ican dancers Bill Robinson (1878-1949) and Earl 

Tucker (1905-1937). 
J. Henry Ford (1863-1947), American automo
bile manufacturer and pioneer of the assembly 
line. John D. Rockefeller (1839-1937), U.S. oil 
magnate and philanthropist of enormous wealth. 
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Culture Heroes 

The Devil is next after Jack as a culture hero. He can outsmart everyone but 
Jack. God is absolutely no match for him. He is good-natured and full of 
humor. The sort of person one may count on to help out in any difficulty. 

Peter the Apostle is the third in importance. One need not look far for the 
explanation. The Negro is not a Christian really. The primitive gods are not 
deities of too subtle inner reflection; they are hardworking bodies who serve 
their devotees just as laboriously as the suppli~nt serves them. Gods of phys
ical violence, stopping at nothing to serve their followers. Now of all the 
apostles Peter is the most active. When the other ten fell back trembling in 
the garden, Peter wielded the blade on the posse.2 Peter first and foremost 
in all action. The gods of no peoples hlwe been philosophic until the people 
themselves have approached that state. 

The rabbit, the bear, the lion, the buzzard, the fox are culture heroes from 
the animal world. The rabbit is far in the lead of all the others and is blood 
brother to Jack. In short. the trickster-hero of West Africa has been trans
planted to America. 

John Henry3 is a culture hero in song. but no more so than Stacker Lee, 
Smokey Joe or Bad Lazarus. There are many, many Negroes who have never 
heard of any of the song heroes, but none who do not know John Oack) and 
the rabbit. 

EXAMPLES OF FOLKLORE AND THE MODERN CULTURE HERO 

Why de Porpoise's Tail Is On Crosswise 

~ow, I want to tell you 'bout de porpoise. God had done made de world 
and everything. He set de moon and de stars in de sky. He got de fishes 
of de sea, and de fowls of de air completed. 

He made de sun and hung it up. Then He made a nice gold track for 
it to run on. Then He said, "Now, Sun, I got everything made but Time. 
That's up to you. [ want you to start out and go round de world on dis' 
track just as fast as you kin make it. And de time it takes you to go and 
come, I'm going to caJl day and night." De Sun went zoonin' on cross de 
elements. Now, de porpoise was hanging round there and heard God'-" 
what he tole de Sun, so he decided he'd take dat trip round de world 
hisself. He looked up and saw de Sun kytin' along, so he lit out too, him 
and dat Sun! 

So de porpoise beat de Sun round de world by one hour and three 
minutes. So God said. "Aw naw, this aint gointer do! I didn't mean for 
nothin' to be faster than de Sun!" So God run dat porpoise for three 
days before he run him down and caught him, and took his tail off and 
put it on crossways to slow him up. Still he's de fastest thing in de water. 
And dat's why de porpoise got his tail on crossways. 

2. Sl'" lohn 18.10-11: Peter draws .. sword and 
cuts off the ear of a servant who is among those 
coming to seize Jesus. 
3, Legendary and r.rodiglously strong black hero 
of Am .... ican tall la es and ballads, and by far the 

best known of the "song heroes" named here 
(though In the 1930s the black band leader Cab 
Calloway recorded songs featuring Stacker Lee 
and Smokey Joe), 
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:': 

Rockefeller and Ford 

Once John D. Rockefeller and Henry Ford was, woofing at each other. 
Rockefeller'told Henry F<>rd he eQuId build a ~olid,gold tbad ~otind the 
world. Heiiry Ford told him if he ~ould hewouId loo1dit'i't ilnd, ~e'e ff:he 
liked'it, arid if hei did hf! woul" buy itand put one 'ofhis::tifi'lizZie~'" on 
it. ' , .' , , . ", ,: 

. :.. ~. . 

Originality 

Iiihas b~en' said SQ ofte~' th~t'the!l'-iegrois l~cking lri ~r!gi~lility ~hat it has 
alrridstbec'ome a gospel: OiJtwatd signs seem 'to 'bekli:, this' mit.' But if one 
tookii closely its falllity is .h'ilrrlediately eViden~. ' " ~ 
, It is 6bvimis 'thfit' td g~t bac"k to original'Soiirces is niuch too, difficult for 

any group to claim very mucit as a certainty. What we really'mean by origi
rtality fsthe tnodification of ideas. The most ardent adinii:er of the great 
Shakespeitre tiah~ot''cIairit first source even 'for him. It 'ishi~ treatmEmt of 
Hie horrowed fuateI'ial. ' " " "" 

So if ,we look at, it squarely, ,the Negro is a very Qriginal being. W'hiie he 
Iive~ aridinoves Iii the ,in~~st of a white c~Viliiatibh;' ev~~hing' t~~t'.'lle 
t~uch~~ tsre~n,terp~~~e~ fo~,1ii~,O~i'i:use, H,e h,as -.n.~d,t,~e:<I t~~ l~ngu,age;'i~i~de 
oHood preparation, practice ofmec:Ucine, 'and mostcedalnlythe'tellgion of 
his new country, just as he adapted to suit himself the Sheik hair~ut made 
famous by ~~dolph Val~~t.no"',, ,',,' ,', "', 

Everyoflt~ is familia~ wiHi' the Negro'smodificatioti '~f the' whites' nlusical 
instruments, so that his interpretation ,has' been adopted by the white inan 
P1mse1f.and then reinterpreted. In so mar;ty words, Pltul Whiteman6 is giving 
a~, iil?i!~tiol1' ?~' a:Ntdgr~'.~relt~stra~ia@~~, ~s~ ~~' ~~it4:!:i~fe#t~drn:l!sical 
instruments in il Negro Way. ,Thus has arisen a new ai:~ i~ the Civilized world, 
and ,thu~ ,has our so.-called dViliiaticln cc)me:Th~ br.chJri'g~·ilnil t(;-~change 
~f)a~Il(~t!t~e~ilg~~)liPS; '" ',' , ",', '" ',' ':,','::, .', 

:'/', ,.::,' 

i :.' ',' ... Imitation: , 

'tb~ N egrO, .th~ wodcl'qvet, is fa:rh'~u~,ils'lr1iimi~. Buttlitli 'ln' no' Way dainages 
hi~ stkri~ih.g "a~ an" (j'tigihill:Mifui~ty' ilil 'lin! arf iri ii:'self.1f rt'is' not, Ul~rt all art 
rutist f~ll by' th~ 'safue' 'blow th~f :strik~stt 'doWn.' Wbtih ~cuipiur~, pai~ting, 
llhing,dandrtg, literatllteheithc:ir' tcbfled: nor si.igge~t anythirig~iiiriai:tii:e or 
human experiepce we ~urn away with a dull~~nder in our hearts at why the 
thin.'g ~as dbi)e, , :More~ver;' the' contentidrtthat the' Neg~ 'imitates from a 
feeling 'of hifedo'rity 'ishlcorrect. Hemim'ics' for th~ loVe of 1i:, The group of 
Negroes who siilvishlY-imitate is stitall. The at;erag~ Negtb'glories iil his ways. 
The highly educittedNegro the S,apte. Tlie seU~despis~meitt lies in a. middle 
dass'who scc)rn~ ti,:do 'or be anything Negro. "'That's just like's Nigger" is 
the most terrible rebuke orie' cah lay upon' this kind: He wears drab clothing, 
sits through a boresome church service; pretends to have no interest in the 
community,holds ,beauty c01'~tests, and otherWise apes all the mediocrities . : :,:~: : . , .' ;' . . 

4. Model T Fords (the fint ':"~.s-p~u"edcar). 
5. Italian-born American actor (1895-1926), a 

star of silent films, Includln8n...:S~i1. (1921'). 
6. American conductor (1890-1967). 
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of the white brother. The truly cultured.Negro. scorns him, and the Negro 
"farthest down" is too busy '~spreading his junk" ·in his ,own way to .see or 
care. He likes his own things best. Even 'the group who:are not Negroes but 
belong to the "sixth race,"7 buy such records ·as· "Shake dat thing:' and "Tight 
lak dat." They really enjoy hearing a good bible~beater preach, but wild horses 
could drag no. such admission from them. Their ready-made expression is: 
'We done got away from all that now." Some refuse to countenance Negro 
music on the grounds that it is niggerism, and for that reason should be done 
away with. Roland Hayes8 was thoroughly.denounced for Singing spirituals 
until he was accepted by white audiences. Langston Hughes is not consid" 
ered a poet by this group because he writes of the man in the ditch, who is 
more numerous and real aniong us than any other. 

But, this group aside, let us say that the art of mimicry is better developed 
in the Negro than in other racial groups. He does it as the mockingbird does 
it, for the love of it, and not because he wishes to be like the oite imitated. 
I saw a group of small Negro boys imitating a cat defecating and the sub
sequent toilet of the cat. It was very realistic, and they enjoyed it as much 
as if they had been imitating a coronation ceremony. The dances are full of 
imitations of various animals. The buzzard lope, walking the dog, the pig's 
Mnd legsj holding the mule, elephant squat, pigeon's wing, falling off the 
log, seabord (imitation of an engine starting), and the like. 

It is said that Negroes keep nothing secret, that they have no reserve. This 
ought not to s~em strange when one considers that we are an outdoor people 
accustomed to communal life. Add this to all-permeating drama and you 
have the explanation. . 

There is no privacy in an African village. Loves, fights, possessions are, to 
misquote Woodrow Wilson, "Open disagreements openly arrived at/'9 The 
comm,unity is given the benefit of a good fight as well as a good wedding. An 
audience is a necessary part of any drama. We merely go with nature rather 
than' against it. 

Discord is more natural than accord. If we accept the doctrine of the 
survival of the fittest there are more fighting honors than there are honors 
for other achievements. Humanity places premiums on all things necessary 
to its well-being, and a valiant and go(!,d 'fighter is valuable in any community. 
So why hide the light under a bushel? ,Moreover, intimidation is a reco@nized 
part of warfare the world over, and threats certainly must be listed under 
that head. So that a great threatener must certainly be considered an aid to 
the fighting machine. So then if a man or woman is a facile hurler of threats 
why should he or she not show their wares to the community? Hence the 
holding of all quarrels and fights in the open. One relieves one's pent· up 
anger and at the same time earns laurels in intimidation. Besides, orie does 
the community a service. There is nothing so exhilarating as watching well
matched opponents go into action. The entire world likes action, for that 
matter. Hence prize-fighters become .millionaires. 

7. A new and higher race that will evolve in the 
Americas from a great amalgamation of all the cur
rent raceR of the earth, according to the teachings· 
of theosophy, a system of mystic and occult spec
ulation popular in the late 19th Rnd early 20th cen
tury. 

8. American tenor (1887-1977). . 
9. tn an address to Congress on January 8, .1918, 
President WlIson (1856-1924; 28th U.S. presi
dent, 1913-21) spoke of "Open covenants of 
peace, openly arrived at." 
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Likewise lovemaking is a biological necessity the world dv~r and an art 
among Negroes. So that a man or woman who is proficient sees no reason 
why the fact should not be moot. l He swaggers. She struts hippily about. 
Songs are built on the power to charm beneath the bedclothes.' Here again 
we have individuals striving to excel in what the community considers an art. 
Then if all of his world is seeking a great lover, why should he not speak right 
out loud? 

It is all in a viewpoint. Lovemaking and fighting in ~II their branches are 
high arts, other things are arts among other groups where they brag about 
their proficiency just as brazenly as we do about these ·things that others 
consider matters for conversation behind closed doors; At any rate, the white 
man is despised by Negroes as a very poor fighterihdividually, and a very 
poor lover. One Negro, speaking of white men, said, "White folks is alright 
when dey gits in de bank and on de law bench,1:sllt dey sho' kin lie about 
wimmen folks." 

I pressed him to explain. "Well you see, white. mens makes out they marries 
wimmen to look at they eyes, and they know they gits em for just what us 
gits em for. 'Nother thing, white mens say they goes c1ea~ round de world 
and wins all de wimmen folks way from they men folks. Oat's' a lie too. They 
don't win nothin, they buys em. Now de way I figgers it, if a woman don't 
want me enough to be wid me, 'thout2 I got to pay her, she kin rock right 
on, but these here white men don't know what to do wid a woman when they 
gits her-dat's how come they gives they wimmen so much. They got to. Us 
wimmen works jus as. hard as us does an come home an sleep wid us every 
night. They own wouldn't do it and its de mens fault. Dese white men done 
fooled theyself bout dese wimmen. 

"Now me, I keeps me some wimmens all de time. Oat's whut dey wuz put 
here for-us mens to use. Oat's right now, Miss. Y'all wuz put here so us 
mens could have some pleasure. CouI:se I don't run round like heap uh men 
folks. But if my ole lady go way from me and stay more'n two weeks, I got to 
gft me somebody, aint !?" 

The Jook , 
Jook is the word for a Negro pleasure house .. It may mean a bawdy house. It 
may mean the house set apart on public works where the men and women 
dance, drink and gamble. Often it is a combination of all these. 

In past generations the music was furnished by "boxes," another word for 
guitars. One guitar was enough. for a dance; to have two was considered 
excellent. Where two were playing one man played the lead and the other 
seconded him. The first player was "picking" and the second was "framming," 
that is, playing chords while the lead carried the melody by dexterous finger 
work. Sometimes a third player was added, and he played a tom-tom effect 
on the low strings. Believe it or not, this is excellent dance music. 

Pianos soon came to take the place of the boxes, and now player-pianos 
and victrolas are in all of the Jooks. 

Musically speaking, the Jook is the most important place in America. For 

I. Brought up. 2. Without, unless. 
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in its smelly. shoddy confines has been born the secular music known as 
blues, and on blues has been founded jazz. The singing and playing in the 
true Negro style is called "jooking." 

The songs grow by incremental repetition as they travel from mouth to 
mouth and from Jook to Jook for years before they reach outside ears. Hence 
the great variety of subject-matter in each song. 

The Negro dances circulated over the world were also conceived inside 
the Jooks. They too make the round of Jooks and public works before going 
into the outside world. 

In this respect it is interesting to mention the Black Bottom. I have read 
several false accounts of its origin and name. One writer claimed that it got 
its name from the black sticky mud on the bottom of the Mississippi river. 
Other equally absurd statements gummed the press. Now the dance really 
originated in the Jook section of Nashville, Tennessee, around Fourth Ave
nue. This is a tough neighborhood known as Black Bottom-hence the 
nalne. 

The Charleston is perhaps forty years old, and was danced up and down 
the Atlantic seaboard from North Carolina to Key West, Florida. 

The Negro social dance is slow and sensuous. The idea in the Jook is to 
gain sensation, and not so much exercise. So that just enough foot movement 
is added to keep the dancers on the floor. A tremenclous sex stimulation is 
gained from this. But who is trying to avoid it? The man, the woman, the 
time and the place have met. Rather, little intimate names are indulged in 
to heap fire on fire. 

These too have spread to all the worId. 
The Negro theatre, as built up by the Negro, is based on Jook situations, 

with women, gambling, fighting, drinking. Shows like "Dixie to Broadway"3 
are only Negro in cast, and could just as well have come from pre-Soviet 
Russia. 

Another interesting thing-Negro shows before being tampered with did 
not specialize in octoroon chorus girls. The girl who could hoist a Jook song 
from her belly and lam it against the front door of the theatre was the lead, 
even if she were as black as the hinges of hell. The question was "Can she 
jook?" She must also have a good belly wobble, and her hips must, to quote 
a popular work song. "Shake like jelly all over and be so broad, Lawd, Lawd; . 
and be so broad." So that the bleached chorus is the result of a white demand 
and not the Negro's. 

The woman in the Jook may be nappy headed and black, but if she is a 
good lover she gets there just the same. A favorite Jook song of the past has 
this to say: 

Singer: It aint good looks dat takes you through dis world. 
Audience: What is it, good mama? 
Singer: Elgin mo,-ements4 in your hips 

Twenty years guarantee_ 

And it always brought down the house too. 

3. A revue that opened on Broadway in 1924 fea
turing hlack performers, with music written by the 

black composer Will Vodery_ 
4. That is, the movements of an Elgin watch. 
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, Oh de white ,gal ,rides in a Cadillac, 
, De yaller5 gal rides de same, 

, Black gal rides in a rusty Ford 
But she gits dere just de same... ", 

: ~ .' 

".":-

The sort of Womgn her m~n id~aliie is the type ,that is put forth hi the 
theatre. The art-creating Negro'prefers 'a not toothih'woman Who C~tl shake 
like jelly-all oVer ~s ~h¢ 'ditnces anq ~ings, and thilt)s the type he 'p!-rCfdrth 
on the stage. She has beetrbanished by'the white prodtlcer·,ilhd the Negro 
who takes his cue from the white. " ,. : ' ' 

, Of course i:\b1ack woritanis'nevet the 'Wife ,of the tipperclas!1 Negro ip the 
North~ This' state' of affairs' does not obtain in the South, however.' 1 have 
Iidted niim¢tous cases where tl,.e ':wtfe was considerably' darker than the htis-
bttnd. People of sortie substance, too. ' , . , " 

This scornful attitude towards black Women receives mouth sanct;ionby 
the mtid-sills.6 ' ... ' '. 

Even on the works and in the Jooks the black man sings disparagingly of 
black wOmen. They say that she 'is eViL That shesl~eps~th-her fists doubled 
up and read~for action. Allover they are making a;1ittle'drama of waking ~p 
a yaller'wife and a black one. .. ,~, '",' , ' 

A man is lyrng beside his yaller wife arid Wake~' het up. She says, to himj 
"Darling, do you know what I was' dreaming wherl you woke 'me up'?" He 
says, "No 'honey, what was you dreaining~" She sal's, "I dreaint 1 J.1ad done 
cooked yoti a'big';:fihe dihl'lerdrid we was setting'down to'eEttout,de same 
plate and I was setting on yo' lap jus huggin you anp kissiit you and you ~a:s 
so sweet." ',." ' ' 
"Wake 'iipablack wbrnati, aiid before you 'kin' git any sense Into her she be 
dorteup arid lammed you ov~r the'he!d'fol1r'.or's.ve thnes~'When yougffher 
qufe't she'll'sayi "Nigger; 'kriow'Whut I was 'dream in when you'woke me up'?" 

You, say, "No hon~y, what was you dreamin'?" She says, "I dreamt yo.u shook 
yo' rusty list u~'lder'my :nose arid 'I 'split yo' head oj)eh Wid a axe." """ 
'But'in spite 'of disparaging fictitious drartia;inr~allife the black girl is 
drawing on his account' itt fh~ cortHnfssary.DoWn in th~ Cypress'Swamp? as 
he swings his axe he chants: , " ", ' ..' ' " , ' 

,. Dat~l~ biack gal, ,she keep;on grumblin, ': . 
New pair .shoe~, new,pair sqoes" " 
I'm goint to buy her shoes and stockings 
Slippers too, slippers too. ,. 

'Then adds aside: "Blacker de berry; sweeter de JuiCe'." 
': To be sure the black gal is still in power, men are still cutting and shooting 

way tQ her pillow. To the queen ofthe;J~ok! ., .', ., 
\fFlloSlpelilkiinR of the influence of the Jook, I noted that Mae WestS in • Sex' 

more flavor of the tu,rpentin~' quarters~ than' she' did' of the white 
1 know that the piece she played on the piano is a very old Jook com-

(that Is, mulatto). 
the bottom of the social scale. 

Florida. 
1,'d"lIIen.can actress (1892-1980), who began In 

arid continued to specialize in' double 

entendre In ftlin~; ibl! wr(;te as'w.iII';':. starred iri 
the 1926 play Sex. 
9. The housing (usually shanties) for black work· 
ers who collected tree sap to be processed into tur
pentine. 
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position. "Honey let yo' drawers hang. low" had been played and sung in every 
Jook in the South for at least thirty-five years. It has always puzzled me why 
she thought it likely to be played in a Canadian bawdy house. 

Speaking ofthe use of Negro material by white performers, it is astonishing 
that so many arE! trying it, and I have never seen one yet 'entirely realistic. 
They often have all the elements of the song, dance, or expression, but they 
are misplaced or distorted by the accent falling on the wrong element. Every 
one seems to think that the Negro is easily imitated when nothing is further 
from the· truth. 'Without exception I wonder why the blackface comedians 
are blackface; it is a puzzle-good comedians, but darn poor niggers. Gersh
win 1 and the other "Negro" rhapsodists come under this same axe. Just about 
as Negro as caviar or Ann Pennington's2 athletic Black Bottom. ·When the 
Negroes who knew the Black Bottom in its ctadle saW the Broadway version 
they asked each other, "Is you learnt dat new Black Bottom yet?" Proof that 
it was not their dance. 

And God only knows what the world has suffered from the white damsels 
who try to sing Blues. 

The Negroes themselves have sinned also in this respect.· In spite of the 
goings up and down on the earth, from the original Fisk Jubilee Singers3 

down to the present, there has been no genuine presentation of Negro songs 
to white audiences. The spirituals that have been sung around the world are 
Negroid to be. sure, but so full of musicians' tricks that Negro congregations 
are highly entertained when they hear their old songs so changed. They never 
use the new style songs, and these are never heard unless perchance some 
daughter or son has been off to college and returns with one of the old songs 
with its face lifted, so to speak. 

r am of the opinion that this trick style of delivery was originated by the 
Fisk Singers; Tuskegee and Hampton4 followed suit and have: helped spread 
this miscq~ception of Negro spiritual~. This Glee Club style has gone on so 
long and becoine so fixed among concert singe~s that ids considered. quite 
authentic. But I say again, that not one concert singer 1n the world is singing 
the songs as the Negro song-makers sing t~ein. . 

If anyone Wishes to prove the truth of this let him step into some unfash
ionable Negro church and hear' for himself. 

To thos~ who want to institute the Negro theatre, let me say it is aheady 
established. It is lacking in wealth, so it is not. seen in the "'igh places. A 
creaturewiih a white head and Negro feet Struts the Metropolitan boards. 
The real Negrotheatre is in the Jooks and the cabarets .. Sel~-conscious indi
viduals may turn away the eye and say, "Let us search' elsewhere for our 
dramatic art." Let 'em search. They certainly won't Hnd it. Butter Beans and 
Susie,5 Bo-Jangles and Snake Hips are the only performers of the real Negro 
school it has ever been my pleasure to behold in New York. 

I. George Gershwin (1898-1937), American 
composer who wrote both Broadway musicals and 
concert works that incorporated ja7..z elements, 
including Rhapsody i .. Blue (1924). 
2. American dancer and actress (1893-1971). 
3. An ensemble formed in 1871 at Fisk University, 
" historically black institution thot opened in 1866 
in Nashville, Tennessee; It that toured the United 
States and Europe to raise money for the school 

(the ensemble still exists). 
4. Two schools begun as industrial training Instl· 

. tutes, in Tuskegee, Alabama (founded 1881), and 
In Hampton, Virginia (founded 1868), respec
tively; both are now universities. 
5. Married African American vaudeville entertain
ers, Jodie "Butterbeans" Edwards (1895-1967) 
and Susie Hawthorne (ca. 1896-1963), who 
toured together for almost 50 years. 
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Dialect 

If we are to believe the majority of writers of Negro dialect and the burnt
cork artists,6 Negro speech is a weird thing, full of "ams" and "Ises." Fortu
nately we don't have to believe them. We may go directly to the Negro and 
let him speak for himself. 

I know that I run the risk of being damned as ail infidel for declaring that 
nowhere can be found the Negro who asks "am it?" nor yet his brother who 
announces "Ise uh gwinter." He exists only for a certain type of writers and 
performers. 

Very few Negroes, educated or not, use a clear clipped "I." It verges more 
or less upon "Ah." I think the lip form is responsible for this to a great extent. 
By experiment the reader will find that a sharp "1" is very much easier with 
a thin taut lip than with a full soft lip. Like tightening violin strings. 

If one listens closely one will note too that a word is slurred in one posi
tion in the sentence but clearly pronounced in another. This is particularly 
true of the pronouns. A pronoun as a subject is likely to be clearly enun
ciated, but slurred as an object. For example: ''You better not let me ketch 
yuh." 

There is a tendency in some localities to add the "h" to "it" and pronounce 
it "hit." Probably a vestige of old English. In some localities "iF' is "ef." 

In storytelling "so" is universally the connective. It is used even as an 
introductory word, at the very beginning of a story. In religious expression 
"and" is used. The trend in stories is to state conclusions; in religion, to 
enumerate. 

I am mentioning only the most general rules in dialect because there are 
so many quirks that belong only to certain localities that nothing less than 
a volume would be adequate. 

Now He told me,. He said: ''You' got the three witnesses. One is water, 
one is spirit, and one is. blood. And these three correspond with the three 
in heben-Father, Son, and Holy Ghost." 

Now I ast Him about this lyin in sin and He give me a handful of 
seeds and He tole me to sow 'em in a bed and He tole me: "I want you 
to watch them seeds." The seeds come up about in places and He said: 
"Those seeds that come up, they died in the heart of the earth ana 
quickened and come up and brought forth fruit. But those seeds that 
didn't come up, they died in the heart of the earth and rottened .. 

"And a soul that di~s and quickens through my spirit they will live 
forever, but those that dont never pray, they are lost forever." 

6. That is, white performers who act in blackface, 
a form popularized in the 19th century that laoted 

(Rev. JES~IE JEFFERSON.)7 

1934 

into the 19500. 
7. A local minister whom Hurston had observed. 
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What White Publishers Won't Print 
I 

I have been amazed by the Anglo-Saxon's lack of curiosity about the internal 
lives and emotions of the Negroes, anc:l f~r that matter, any non~Anglo-Saxon 
peoples within our borders, above the class of unskilled labor. 

This lack of interest is much more important than it seems at first glance. 
I t is even more important at this time than it was in the past. The internal 
affairs of the nation have bearings on the international stress and strain, I 
and this gap in the national literature now has tremendous weight in world 
affairs. National coherence and solidarity is implicit in a thorough under
standing of the various groups within a nation, and this lack of knowledge 
about the interrial emotions and behavior of ffte minorities cannot fail to bar 
our understanding. Man, like all the other 'apimals fears, and is repelled by 
that which he does not understand. and mere difference is apt to connote 
something malign. . 

The fact that there is no demand for incisive and full-dress stories around 
Negroes above the servant class is iridicative of something of vast importance 
to this nation. This blank is NOT filled by the fiction built around upperclass 
Negroes exploiting the race problem. Rather, it tends to point it up. A college
bred Negro still is not a person like other folks, but an interesting problem, 
more or less. It calls to mind a story of slavery time. In this story, a master 
with mor~ intellectual curiosity than usual, set out to see how much he could 
teach a particularly bright sla\'e of his. When he had gotten him up to higher 
matheqtatics and to be a fluent reader of Latin, he called in a neighbor to 
show off his brilliant slave, and to argue that Negroes had brains just like 
the slave-owners had, and given the same opportunities, would turn out the 
saine. 

The visiting master of slaves looked and listened, tried to trap the literate 
slave in Algebra and Latin. and failing to do so in both, turned to his neighbor 
and said: 

"Yes, he certainly knows his higher mathematics, and he can read Lath; 
better than many white men I know, but I c~nnot bring myself to believe 
that he understands a thing that he is doing. If.s all an aping of our culture. 
All on the outside. You are crazy if you thirikcthat it has changed him insiai . 
in the least. Turn him loose, and he will revert at once to the jungle. He is 
still a savage, and no amount of translating Virgil and Ovid2 is going to change 
him. In fact, all you ha\'e done is to turn a useful savage into a dangerous 
beast. " 

That was in slavery time, yes, and we have come a long, long way since 
then. but the troubling thing is that there are still too many who refuse to 
believe in the ingestion and digestion of western culture as yet. Hence the 
lack of literature about the higher emotions and love life of upperclass 
~egroes and the minorities in general. . 

Publishers and producers are cool to the idea. Now, do not leap to the 
conclusion that editors and producers constitute a special class of unbeliev-

J. The cold war-the post-World WBr II rivalry 
hC'twl'cn the United States and the SO\'iel Union. 
2. Roman poets: the Aeneid of Virgil (70-19 B.C.) 

and stories from the Metamorphoses of Ovid (43 
D.C.E.-17 C.E.) were staples of the schoolroom for 
centuries. 
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ers. That is far from true. Publishing houses and theatrical promoters are in 
business to make money. They will spoQsor anything that they believe will 
sell. They shy away from romantic stories about Negroes and Jews because 
they feel that. they knCi)"W the public indiffereh';:e to such works, unless the 
story.-or; .play .inv.olv.es racial. tension. It can then be offered as a .st.udy in 
Sociology, with.·the: romantic>side. subdued .. They know the skepticiSm in 
general about the co~pliqa~e.d ;enlOtions in t.he min9riti,es •. The .average 
American just cannot conceiv~ of. it, and would .be. apt .tp. r.eject· the :notion, 
and publishers and pro~ucers ta~e the st~nd,that they are not in bUsine~$ to 
educate, but to make money. Sympathetic :as they. ~ight ;h~l thl:y:cannot 
afford to be crusaders. . ".' .' 

In proof of this,y6u can note various publishers and producers edging 
forward a little, and· ready to go ,even further. when .the tthllballoons show 
that the public is ready for it .. This public 'lack of in'tete~t ·is the nut of the 
matter. .' 

The question naturally arises as to the why of this indi£f~~nce,not .to say 
skepticism. to the internal life of educ~tedm'nbrities..,,;·, 

The aI)IIWer lies in what we may call THE AMERICAN MUSEUM OF 
UNNATURAL HISTORY;~ .This is an intangible built on folk belief. It is 
as!lumed that all non-Artglo~Saxons are .. uncomplicated· stereotypes. Every
body' knows all about ~hem. They are lay6g\lres .mounted tn.,the .. museum 
wher.e.all may take them hI at a.g1ance.They arelJlade 9fbent wires without 
insides at all. So how couM anybody write. a boo.k.aboUt.the.honexistent? 
,. The American Indian is a .contraption~ of copper wires in. an etefPal :war, 
bonnet, with no equipment. for laughter, expres$ionless .face and that. says 
"How" when ,spoken to. His only activity.is.treachery lea~i.ng t9.massacres. 
Who is so dumb as not to know all about Indians; even if they have never 
seen one, nor talked with anyone who ever knew one? 

The American Negro ~ibit ,is' a group. of tw.o .. Both·pf,thes.e mechanical 
toys are bujlts9 that· their feet eternally shuffle, and theiJ;·eye$p~p and roll. 
Shuffling feet and those popping, rolling eyes denote the Negro,an.d no 
characterization iii genuine· without this J,llonotony. One is seated on a stump 
picking away on his; banjo .andsinging and :Iaughing. The other is a most 
amoral character before ashare~ropper's ;shack mumbling about injustice. 
Doing this makes him out to be:al'olegro '~intellectual." It is as simple as all 
that. ..', . . 

The whole D,luseum· is dedicated to the convenient "typical." In there· is 
-the "typical" Oriental, Jew; Yankee,. Westerner, Southerner, Latin, and even 
out-of-favor Nordics like the German. The Englishman "I say old chappie," 
and the gesticulating Frenchman. The least observant,,American can know 
them all at a glance. However, the public willingly accep.ts,theuntypical in 
Nordics, but feels cheated i£th~ un typical is portrayed b) others. The author 
of Scarlet Sister'Mary-t complained to me that her. neigl'll:>ors ol>jected. to her 
book on the grounds that she had thecharl;lcters thinking,.uand,everyl:>ody 
know. that Nigras don'tthink."( 

But for the n'ational .welfare, it is urgent. to realize that the .. minorities do 

3. New York City's American Museum of Natural 
History opened In 1877; among·lt •• exhlblts·were 
dioramas of ·prlmltlve" IIfe·.lmilBr .. to .thoge.moek-
Ingly suggested by Hur.ton. , 

4. The Southern writer Julia Peterkin (1880-
·1961), whose fiction foeu'.ed on ,the Gullahi; of 
coa.tal Sduth Carolina; thIS' novel·was· published 
In 1928.' . 
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think, and think about something other than the race probleni. That they 
are very human and internally, according to natural endowment,. are Just like 
everybody else. So long as this is not conceived, there must remain that 
feeling of unsurmountable difference, and difference· to the 'average .man 
means something bad. If people were made right, they would be just like 
him. 

The trouble with the purely problem arguments ill that they leave too much 
unknown. Argue all you will or may about inju.stice, but as long as the major
ity cannot conceive of a Negro or a Jew feeling and reacting inside just as 
they do, the majority will keep right on believing that people who do not look 
like them cannot possibly feel as they do,artd confdtm to the established 
pattern. It is well known that there must be.8 body 'of waived matter, let us 
say, things accepted and taken for granted .by all in a community before there 
can be that commonality of feeling. The usual phrase is having things in 
common. Until this is thoroughly establish,ed'in respect to Negroes in Amer
ica, as well as of other minorities, it willl'emaintimpossible,for the majority 
to conceive of a Negro experiencing a deep'andabidh\g love and not just the 
passion of sex. That a great mass of Negroescan:be stirred by the pageants 
of Spring and Fall; the extravaganza of summer, imd the inajestyof winter. 
That they can and do experience discovery of.the numerous subtle faces as 
a foundation' for agreafand selfless love, and·the diverse nuances that go to 
destroy that love as with others. As it is now, this capacity, this evidence of 
high and complicated emotions, is ruled out. Hence the lack of ihterest in a 
romance un'complicated by the race struggle'has so little appeal. 

This insistence on defeat in a story where upperclass Negroes are por
trayed perhaps says something from . the subconscious . of the majority. 
Involved fn western culture, the 'hero or the heroine, or both, ""ust appear 
frustrated and go down to defeat, somehow. Our literature reeks with it. Is 
it the same assaying, "You can translate Virgil, and fumble Mth the differ
ential calculus, but can you really comprehend it'? Can you cope with our 
subtleties'?" 

That brings' us to the folklore of "reversion to type." This curious doctrine 
has such wide acceptance that it is tragic. Orte has only to examine the huge 
literature on it to be convinced. No matter how high we may seem to climb, 
put us under strain and we revert to type, that is, to the bush; Unde'r,'Q 
superficial layer of western culture, the jungle drums,throb'in our veins. 

This ridiculous notion makes it possible for that majority who accept it to 
conceive of-even a man like the suave and scholarly Dr. Charles S. Johnson5 

to hide a black cat's bone on his person, and<indulge iri a midnight voodoo 
ceremony, complete with leopard skin and drums, if threatened with the loss 
of the presidency of Fisk University, or the love of his wife. "Under the skin 
, .. better to deal with them in business, etc., but otherwise keep them at a 
safe distance and under control. I tell you, Carl Van Vechten,6 think as you 
like, but they are just not like us." 

The extent and extravagance of this notion reaches the ultimate in non
sense in the widespread belief that the Chinese have bizarre genitals, because 
of that eye-fold that makes their eyes seertt to slant. In spite' of the fact :that 

5. African American SOCiologist and educator 
(1893-1956), president of Fisk University from 
1946 to 1956. 

6. White. American cl'iticand novelist '(18S0-
1964),! .. whose works ·Indude· Nigger' He,.",.,. 
(1926), a novel about Harlem life. 
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no biology has ever mentioned any such difference in reproductive organs 
makes no matter. Millions of people believe it. "Did you know that a Chinese 
has .... " Consequently, their quiet contemplative manner is interpreted as 
a sign of slyness and a treacherous inclination. 

But the opening wedge for better understanding has been thrust into the 
crack. Though many Negroes denounced Carl Vah Vechten's Nigger Heaven 
because of the title, and without ever reading it, the book, written in the 
deepest sincerity, revealed Negroes of wealth and culture to the white public. 
It created curiosity even when it aroused skepticism. It made folks want to 
know. Worth Tuttle Hedden's The Other Room7 has definitely widened the 
opening. Neither of these well-written works take a romance of upperclass 
Negro life as the central theme, but the atmosphere and the background is 
there. These works should be followed up by some incisive and intimate 
stories from the inside. 

The realistic story around a Negro insurance official, dentist, general prac
titioner, undertaker and the like would be most revealing. Thinly disguised 
fiction around the well known Negro names is not the answer, either. The 
"exceptional" as well as the 01' Man Rivers· has been explOited all out of 
contex~ already. Everybody is already resigned to the "exceptional" Negro, 
and willing to be entertained by the "quaint." To grasp the penetration of 
western civilization in a minority, it is necessary to know how the average 
behaves and lives. Books that deal with people like in Sinclair Lewis' Main 
Street9 is the necessary metier. For various reasons, the average, struggling, 
nonmorbid Negro is the best-kept secret in America. His revelation to the 
public is the thing needed to do away With that feeling of difference which 
inspires fear, and which ever expresses itself in dislike, 

It is inevitable that this knowledge will destroy many illusions and roman
tic traditions which America probably likes to have around. But then, we 
have no record of anybody sinking into a lingering death on finding out that 
there was no Santa Claus. The old·world will take it in its stride. The reali
zation that Negroes are no better ~or no worse, and at times just as boring 
as everybody else, will hardly kill off the population of the nation. 

Outside of racial attitudes, there is' still another reason why this literature 
should exist. Literature and other arts are supposed to hold up the mirror to 
nature.' With only the fractional "exceptional" and the "quaint" portrayed, a 
true picture of Negro life in America cannot be. A great principle of national 
art has been violated. 

These are the things that publishers and producers, as the accredited rep
resentatives of the American people, have not as yet taken into consideration 
sufficiently. Let there be IightP 

7. Prize-winning novel published in 1947; Hed
den (1896-1985), a white woman, was a champion 
of rights for black. and women. 
8. "ai' Man River" i. the title of a song sung by a 
black dockworker in the American musical Show 
Boa' (1927), written by Jerome Kern and Oscar 
Hammerstein II. 

1950 

9. Satiric 1920 noyel about small-town America 
by Lewis (1885-1961). , 
J. In Shakespeare's Hand., (ca. 1600), Hamlet 
urges the players "to hold as 'twere the mirror up 
to r\Bture"'(3.2.20). 
2. Genesis 1.3. 



WALTER BENJAMIN 
1892-1940 

"One of the foremost tasks of art has always been the creation of a demand whj~h 
could be fully satisfied only later." remarks Walter Benjamin in his celebrated essay 
"The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" (1936). The same could 
be said of Benjamin's criticism itself. During his lifetime, he was considered, by a 
small coterie of admirers such as the philosopher THEODOR ADORNP, one of the most 
original and promising writers on literature, language, and aesthetics of his genera
tion: but at the time of his premature death fleeing the Nazis in 1940, his name had 
passed into obscurity both within and outside Germany. The publication in 1955 of 
a collection of his works in a German edition sponsored by Adorno spurred renewed 
attention, and since the 19705 Benjamin has become one ofthe most highly esteemed 
critics of the twentieth century; he is seen as an innovator in diverse fields, including 
Marxist literary criticism, deconstruction, historiography, and media studies. A broad 
speculative account of the interaction of industrial prodJ.iction and modern aesthetics, 
"The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" has had particular influ
em:e in contemporary film and "isual st!Jdfes and is considered !l fundamental work 
of cultural studies. 

Born in Berlin into a wealthy Jewish family, Benjamin was first educated by private 
tutors, later attending boarding school and the University of Freiburg. He continued 
his studies in Berlin and Munich, but settled in Berne, Switzerland, in 1917 to avoid 
being drafte~ into the German army in 'Vorld War I. In 1919 he received his doctorate 
from the :~niversity there; his thesis, The Concept of Cr1.ticism in German Ron,anti
ciSH1, was published the following year. Returning to Berlin in 1920, he wrote essays 
and newspaper articles as he worked on a translation of the important nineteenth
century French poet CHARLES BAUDELAIRE, building a significant reputation as a cul
tural critic. Under financial pressure from his father, who wanted him to take a 
position in a bank, Benjamin considered starting' a used book business but finally 
decided to pursue an academic career. To complete an additional requirement for a 
teaching post in the German university system, he wrote a second dissertation in 
1925, T1le Origins of German Trag'c Drama (1928; trans. 1977); however, it was 
rejected because of Its density and difficulty. One examiner commented that it was' 
an "incomprehensible morass" (another examiner who criticized the submission 
was J\1A.'X HORKHEIMER, later an associate of Benjamin's). 

Thus thwarted, Benjamin became an independent scholar, writing articles for lead.". 
ing German periodicals, translating, and conducting research for an ambitious but 
nen'I'-completed historical work on nineteenth-century Paris later known as the 
A.rcades Project (trans. 1999), During the twenties and thirties, he traveled across 
Europe; in a visit to Moscow (1926-27), he observed firsthand the achievements and 
limitations of the Bolshevik Revolution. Though his friend Gershom Scholem, the 
Jewish mystical thinker. urged him to emigrate to Palestine, Benjamin remained in 
Germany. participati'ng in the German Communist Party (as his brother had done). 
Initially attracted to Marxism in the 1920s on reading GYORGY LUKACS's History and 
Class Consciousness (1923) and influenced by his friendship during the 1930s with 
the German Marxist writer Bertolt Brecht, Benjamin adopted increasingly left-wing 
political positions and showed the influence of Marxism in his writings on culture. 

Exiled in Paris after the Nazi takeover in Germany in 1933, Benjamin lived a lonely 
and, as the threat of war appl'Oached, increasingly desperate existence. He struggled 
to support himself by writing while pursuing research for his Arcades Project, one 
small section of which. "On Some Motifs in Baudelaire" (1939), appeared in the 
joul'nal of the Institute for Social Research at the University of Frankfurt. But Ben
jamin's methods and political orientation were increasingly at loggerheads with those 
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of the institute-members of the Frankfurt School were turning away from the tra
ditional paths of Marxism,:",-,and· h~. became distant from:his friend Adorno, as cor
respondence from the 1930s reveals .. After the German invasion of France in 1940, 
Benjamin attempted to escape to .Spain, ifit~nd.ing to emigrate from there to the 
United States. Stopped at the border' in the Pyrenees and fearful that he would be 
sent back to France to face internment in a concet'ttration camp,Benjamin committed 
suicide. '. 
: Though many of his larger projects remained unfi"nished at the time of his death, 
and his essays were often composed under. financial and emotional duress; Benjamin's 
work ehcompassesa rich and heterogeneous range: autobiographical writings and 
familiar essays on topics including his travels to Moscow, his experiments with hash
ish, and his love df book collecting; dense theoretical considerations of allegory and 
language, such: as 'Origins of German Tragic Drama and "The-Task of the Translator" 
(I 923 ),which . speculates. oli how translation. offers frllgments 'oli a ,~·pure.langt.iage"; 
'translations into German: of· Baudelaire and ,the modern' Fr~nchnovelist Marcel 
,Proulit; lit~r9ry' criticism introducing contemporarY authors: such ,as ·Franz Kafka. to 
genetal audiences; aphoristiclconsiderations of the philosophy of history; and avow
.edly Marxist examinations· of the role of art in modern society;· such as "The Author 
as Producer" (1934) and ''The ,Work of Art in the -Age of Mechanical" Reproduction." 
Academically trained but denied ad academic·career, Benja.ain represents' a crossover 
figure in literary theory, resembling the mid-twentieth-century American literary arid 
1I0clalcritic EDMUND WILsoN in the range,.df-·his· V\lritingand cultural concerns; as 
well.a~the more academic Adorno in his philosophical sophistication.:' ' .. 
, ,-Among' the' texts. that Benjamin' published under., the': /uispices ·of. the Frankfurt 
Institute, 'none· has· become more fal'rious than ''The Work of: Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction." It introduces ·his' seminal concept ·of "aura"~the unique 
quality traditionally attributed to an-artwork, givingit·a:special :status equivalent to 
that of a sacred objeet in religiolis ritual. Investigating the perennial theoretical prob
lem of the relation of aesthetics.to social. history, Benjamin' argues that the status of 
the artwork is not timeless: it:changed.with theadven~ of'capitalistmass production, 
which dispelled its unique aura and revered standing by devaluing the·concept.ofthe 
"original."·Taking photography and ,film as' his prime eXamples,· he speculates 'that 
social transformations induced by technological changes.in produCtion alte~ aesthetic 
perception itself. He contrasts painting-a topic: of comparison :made familiar in aes
theties by GOTTHOLD ,EPHRAIM LESSlNG {l729-1781)-;..with . film,. noting that the 
stream· of images in film promotes a "deepening of apperception" andth~t. the close
up, among other techniques, "extends oilr comprehension of the necessities which 
rule our lives. ", These are benefits of the mechanical reproduction of art.··,,· . ". " 

Though many view Benjamin as a mystical thinker,:he.dotis not express nostalgia 
for a time when the artwork·possessed an 'iaura"; inBeed,'he;denounces theories that 
assert an auraticor ritualistic power of film, brandihgthem politically and aestheti
cally regressive. In . contrast to painting or drchestral music" film has revolutionary 
potential because it abolishes authenticity and aura arid enjoins the participation of 
the audience; Echoing Brecht on the "alienation effects" achieved by actors and stag" 
ingin experim'ental.theater, Benjamin mairitains,that the very'process through which 
a movie is constructed-shot by. shotj as the editor sutures together sequencesfilnted 
at: different times-prevents audience members from unconsCiously empathizing or 
identifying with any actor, thereby provoking them to thought, and perhaps to actiari'. 

Nonetheless, .Benjamin . recognizes that a.ny art form can be' turned to reactionary 
purposes, and that the apparatus or technology of film does not guarantee a singular 
political outcome. He thus dispels the utopian belief that technology necessarily gen
erates beneficial changes (a; belief sometimes expressed. today in rhapsodic pro
nouncements on the World Wide Web, discussed by STUART MOULTHROP among 
others). Mindful of the uses that fascists had made of film-notably Leni Riefenstahl's 
Triumph·of the Will (1934),' an. infamous celebration of Nazi ideology-Benjamin 
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sternly rebukes the aestheticization of politics, by which sheer technical brilliance 
and beauty mask the representation of a pernicious political program. 'Instead of 
offering a fascination with aesthetic qualities,''C:omrnimism positively "politicizes art" 
by foregroundingpolitical action in thewotkand compelling the audience to reflect 
on the problems it raises. As is often the case With Benjamin, "The Work of Art in 
the Age of 'Mechanical Reproduction" is less' ari authoritative statement" of general 
aesthetic principles than a sequence of striking :observations and an injunction for 
future work; 

Some critics have stressed Benjamin's trajectory from the philosophical idealism 
of his early writings on language; aesthetics, and philosophy to hili more explicitly 
Marxist later writings, but the very range of his work-'-on language" allegory, trans
lation theory; histOriography, aesthetics, film, and the philosophy of technology-has 
sometimes led co'mmentators to shape Benjamin's work according to their own tastes. 
Beginning with hiS lifelong friend, Gershom Scholem, one pr6minent strand of read
ings foregrounds ·Benjamin's more philosophical works, '!leeil1g them as an expression 
of jewish mysticism. Such readings downplay his mature works of the 1930s, vieWing 
them as a misguided infatuation with the Marxist Brecht. ContemporarY deconstruc
tive critics, notably PAUL DE MAN and Geoffrey Hartmim, draw on Benjamin's writings 

·on allegory and language, claiming him as a preeursor of deconstruction in his focus 
on the problematics of language. Marxists like 'TERRY EAGLEToN have stressed his 
exemplary role as a revolutionary critic, though one With messianic leanings. Despite 
the legendary' obSCUrity of his prose style and ·his use of idioms derived from mysticism 
and German' idealist philosophy (especially ·in his earlier writings) .. BenjaMin persist
ently calls atterition in his later work to the influence of the mean's of production on 
culture; he commands the revolutionary intellectualto assulhe an attitude that would 
transform him '~from a supplier of the productive, apparatus irito an engineer who 
sees it as his· task to adapt this' apparatus to the purpol'les of proletarian revolution" 
("The AiJthoras Producer"). . 
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The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction i 

"Our fine arts were developed, their types and uses were estab
lished, In times very different from the present, by men whose 
power of action upon things was insignificant in comparison with 
ours. But the amazing growth of our techniques, the adaptability 
and precision they have attained, the ideas an~ habits they are cre
ating, make it a certainty that profound changes are impending in 
the ancient craft of the Beautiful. In all the arts there Is a physical 
comporient which can no longer be considered or treated as It uiled 
to be, which cannot remain unaffected by our modern knowledge 
and power. For the last twenty years neither matter nor space not 

I. Translated by Harry Zohn. 
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time has been what it was from time immemorial. We must expect 
great innovations to transform the entire technique of the arts, 
thereby affecting artistic invention itself and perhaps even bringing 
about an amazing change in our very notion of art." 

-Paul Valery, I'I~CES SUR L'ART, 
"La Conqu~te de I'ubiquit~," Paris.' 

Preface 

'Vhen Marx undertook his critique of the capitalistic mode of production,' 
this mode was in its infancy. Marx directed his efforts in such a way as to 
giYe them prognostic value. He went back to the basic conditions underlying 
capitalistic production and through his presentation showed what could be 
expected of capitalism in the future. The result was that one could expect it 
not only to exploit the proletariat with increasing intensity, but ultimately to 
create conditions which would make it possible to abolish capitalism itself. 

The transformation of the superstructure, which takes place far more 
slowly than that of the substructure, has taken more than half a century to 
manifest in all areas of culture the change in the conditions of production. 
Only today can it be indicated what form this has taken. Certain prognostic 
requirements should be met by these statements. However, theses about the 
art of the proletariat after its assumption of power or about the art of a 
classless society would have less bearing on these demands than theses about 
the developmental tendencies of art under present conditions of production. 
Theil' dialectic4 is no less noticeable in the superstructure than in the econ
omy. It would therefore be wrong to underestimate the value of such theses 
as a weapon. They brush aside a number of outmoded concepts, such as 
creativity and genius. eternal value and mystery-concepts whose uncon
trolled (and at present almost uncontrollable) application would lead to a 
processing of data in the Fascist sense. The concepts which are introduced 
into the theory of art in what follows differ from the more familiar terms in 
that they are completely useless for the purposes of Fascism. They are, on 
the other hand, useful for the formulation of revolutionary demands in the. 
politics of art. 

I 

In principle a work of art has always been reproducible. Man-made arti
facts could always be imitated by men. Replicas were made by pupils in 
practice of their craft, by masters for diffusing their works, and, finally. by 
thil"d parties in the pursuit of gain. Mechanical reproduction of a work of 
art. however, represents something new. Historically, it advanced intermit
tently and in leaps at long intervals, but with accelerated intensity. The 
Greeks knew only two procedures of technically reproducing works of art: 
founding and stamping. Bronzes. terra cottas, and coins were the only art 

2. Quoted from Paul Val<!ry. "The Conquest of 
Ubiquity," in Aesthet.ics, trans. Balph Manhehn 
I"'"", Ymk: Pantheon, 1964), p. 225 (translator's 
nute·. VaMry (1871-1945), modernist French poet 
and l's!oo£lyist. 
. ~. In the influential theory of the German social 
philosopher MRL MARX (18 I 8-1 883). capitalism's 

economic base (the mode of production, or "sub
structure") dete['mines all noneconomic aSfects of 
life ("superstructure"). including a society 5 legal, 
political, educational, religious, and cuitu['sl sys
tems. 
4. Reciprocal interaction . 
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works which they could produce in quantity. All others were unique and 
could not be mechanically reproduced. With the woodcutgdlphic art became 
mechanically reproducible for the first time, long before script became repro
ducible by print. The enormous changes which printing, the· mechanical 
reproduction of writing, has brought about in literature are a familiar story. 
However, within the phenomenon which we are here examining from the 
perspective of world history, print is merely a special, though particularly 
important, case. During the Middle Ages engraving and etching were added 
to the woodcut; at the beginning of the nineteenth century lithography made 
its appearance. 

With lithography the technique of reproduction reached an essentially 
new stage. This much more direCt process Was distinguished by the tracing 
nf the design on a stone rather than its incision on a block of wood or its 
etching on a copperplate and permitted graphic ·Brt for the first time to put 
its products on the market, not only in large numbers as hitherto, but also 
in daily changing forms. Lithography enabled graphic art to illustrate every
day life, and it began to keep pace with printing. But only a few decades after 
its invention, lithography was surpassed by photography. For the first time 
in the process of pictorial reproduction, photography freed the hand of the 
most important artistic functions which henceforth devolved only upon the 
eye looking into a lens. Since the eye perceives more swiftly than the hand 
Can draw, the process of pictorial reproduction waif accelerated so enor
mously that it could keep pace with speech. A film operator shooting a scene 
hi the studio captures the images at the speed of an actor's speech. Just as 
lithography virtually· hnplied the illustrated newspaper, so did photography 
foreshadow the sound filin. The technical reproduCtian of sound was tackled 
at the end of the last century. These convergent endeavors made predictable 
a situation which Paul VaMry pointed up in this sentence: "Just as water, 
gas, and electricity are brought into our houses from far off to satisfy oUr 
needs in response to a minimal effort, so we shall be supplied with visual or 
auditory images, which will appear and disappe·ar at a simple movement of 
the hand, hardly more than a sign."~ Around 1900 technical reproduction 
had reached a standard that not only permitted it to reproduce all transmitted 
works of art and thus to cause the most profound change in their impact 
upon the public; it also had captured a place of its .own among the artistic 
processes. For the study of this standard nothing is more revealing than the 
nature of the reperCUSSions that these two different manifestations-the 
reproduction of works of art and the art of the film-have had on art in its 
traditional form. 

II 

Even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art· is lacking in one 
element: its presence in time and space, its unique eXistence at the place 
where it happens to be. This unique existence of the work of art determined 
the history to which it was subject throughout the time of its existence. This 
includes the changes which it may have suffered in physical conditiori over 
the years as well as the various changes in its ownership.6 The traces of the 

5. Vall!ry, p. 226 [translator'. note}. 
6. of course, the history of a work of art encom-

passes more than thl •. The history of the "Mona 
Lisa," for instance, encornpas.es the kind and 
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first can be revealed only by chemical or physical analyses which it is impos
sible to perform on a reproduction; changes of ownership are subject to a 
tradition which must be traced from the situation of the original. 

The presence of the original is the prerequisite to the concept of authen
ticity. Chemical analyses of the patina of a bronze can help to establish this, 
as does the proof that a given manuscript of the Middle 'Ages stems from an 
archive of the fifteenth century. The whole sphere of authenticity is outside 
technical-and, of course, not hnly technical-reproducibility.7 Confronted 
with its manual reproduction, which was usually branded as a forgery, the 
original preserved all its authority; not so vis a vis technical reproduction. 
The reason is twofold. First, process reproduction is more independent of 
the original than manual reproduction. For example, in photography, process 
reproduction can bring' out those aspects of the original that are unattainable 
to the naked eye yet accessible to the lens, which is adjustable and chooses 
its angle at will. And photographic reproduction, with the aid of certain 
processes, such as enlargement or slow motion, can capture images which 
escape natural vision. Secondly, technical reproduction can put the copy of 
the original into situations which would be out of reach for the original itself. 
Above all, it enables the original to meet the beholder' halfway, be it in the 
form of a photograph or a phonograph record. The cathedral leaves its locale 
to be received in the studio of a lover of art; the choral production, performed 
in an auditorium or in the open air, resounds in the drawing room. 
. The situations into which the product of mechanical reproduction can be 
brought ~ay not touch the actual work of art, yet the quality of its presence 
is always depreciated. This holds not only for the art work but also, for 
instance, for a landscape which passes in review before the spectator in a 
movie. In the case of the art object, a most sensitive nucleus-'-namely, its 
authenticity-js interfered with whereas no natural object is vulnerable on 
that score. The authenticity of a thing is the essence of all that is transmis
sible from its beginning, ranging from its substantive duration to its testi
mony to the history which it has experienced. Since the historical testimony 
rests on the authenticity, the former, too, is jeopardized by reproduction 
when substantive duration ceases to matter. And what is 'really jeopardized 
when the historical testimony is affected is the authority of the object.R 

One might subsume the eliminated element in the term "aura" and go..Qn 
to say: that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura 
of the work of art. This is a symptomatic process whose significance points 
beyond. the realm of art. One might generalize by saying: the technique of 
reproduction detaches the reproduced object from the domain of tradition. 
By making many reproductions it substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique 
existence. And in permitting the reproduction to meet the beholder or lis
tener in his own particular situation, it reactivates the object reproduced. 

number of it. cOl'ie. made in the 17th, 18th, and 
19th l·enturie. [Benjamin', note). Some of the 
author's notes have been edited, and some omitted. 
7. Precisely because autheljHcity I, not reproduc. 
ible, the Intensive penetration of certain (mechan
ical) processes of reproduction was instrumental in 
differentiating and grading authenticity. To 
develop such differentiattons was an important 
function of tbe trade In works of art. The Invention 
of the woodcut may be sold to have struck at the 
rool uf the quality of authenticity even before its 
late IIowering. To be sure, at the time of its origin 

a medieval picture of the Madonna could not yet 
be said to be "authentic." It became Uauthentic" 
only during the succeeding centuries and perhaps 
mo.t strikingly so during the last one [Benjamin's 
note). . 
8. The poorest r,rovlnclal staging of Faust i. supe
rior to a Faust fi min that,ldeally,lt competes with 
the first performance at Weimar [Benjamin's 
note). Pause (1808, 1832), a drama by the German 
Romantic poet, novelist, and playwright Johann 
Wolfgang von Goethe, who lived for most of his 
life in Weimar. 
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These two processes lead to a tremendous shattering of tradition which is 
the obverse of the contemporary crisis and renewal of mankind. Both pro
cesses are intimately connected with the contemporary mass movements. 
Their most powerful agent is the film. Its social significance, particularly in 
its most positive form, is inconceivable without its destructive, cathartic9 

aspect, that is, the liquidation of the traditional value of the cultural heritage. 
This phenomenon is most palpable in the great historical films. It extends to 
ever new positions. In 1927 Abel Gance exclaimed enthusiastically: "Shake
speare, Rembrandt, Beethoven will make films ... all legends, all mytholo
gies and all myths, all founders of religion, and the very religions ... await 
their exposed resurrection, and the heroes crowd each other at the gate.'" 
Presumably without intending it, he issued an invitation to a far-reaching 
liquidation. 

III 

During long periods of history, the mode of human sense perception 
changes with humanity's entire mode of existence. The manner in which 
human sense perception is organized, the medium in which it is accom
plished, is determined not only by nature but by historical circumstances as 
well. The fifth century, with its great shifts of population, saw the birth of 
the late Roman art industry and the Vienna Genesis, and there developed 
not only an art different from that of antiquity but also a new kind of per
ception. The scholars of the Viennese school, Riegl and Wickhoff,2 who 
resisted the weight of classical tradition under which these later art forms 
had been buried, were the first to draw conclusions from them concerning 
the organization of perception at the time. However far-reaching their 
insight, these scholars limited themselves to showing the significant, formal 
hallmark which characterized perception in late Roman times. They did not 
attempt-and, perhaps, saw no way~to show the social transformations 
expressed by these changes of perception. The conditions for an analogous 
insight are more favorable in the present. And if changes in the medium of 
contemporary perception can be comprehended as decay of the aura, it is 
possible to show its social causes. 

The concept of aura which was proposed above with reference to historical 
objects may usefully be illustrated with reference to the aura of natural ones. 
We define the aura of the latter as the unique phenomenon of a distance, 
however close it may be. If, while resting on a summer afternoon, you follow 
with your eyes a mountain range on the horizon or a branch which casts its 
shadow over you, you experience the aura of those mountains, of that branch. 
This image makes it easy to comprehend the social bases of the contemporary 
decay of the aura. It rests on two circumstances, both of which are related 
to the increasing significance of the masses in contemporary life. Namely, 

9. Purgative. Benjamin here invokes a sense dif
ferent from the traditional literary meaning of 
catharsis, a term applied by ARISTOTLE (384-322 
B.C.E.) in the Poellcs (see above) to the emotional 
release ""Perienced by an audience watching a 
drama. 
I. Abel Gance, "Le Temps de I'image est venu" 
[''The Time of the Image Has Arrived" (French», 
L'An cin4matographiq"" 2 (1927): 94-95 [trans-

lator's note]. Gance (1889-1981), French silent 
film director. Rembrandt van Rljnn (1606-1669), 
Dutch painter. Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-
1827), German composer. 
2. Alai. Riegl (1858-1905) and Franz Wlckhoff 
(1853-1909). German art historians who studied 
the Inception (hence "genesis") of European art In 
Vienna in the Middle Age.. an inception Influ
enced by earlier Roman art .. 
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the desire of contemporary masses to bring things "closer" spatially and 
humanly, which is just as ardent as their bent toward overcoming the unique
ness of every reality by accepting its reproduction. 3 Every day the urge grows 
stronger to get hold of an object at very close range by way of its likeness, 
its reproduction. Unmistakably, reproduction as offered by picture maga
zines and newsreels differs from the image seen by the unarmed eye. Unique
ness and permanence are as closely linked in the latter as are transitoriness 
and reproducibility in the former. To pry an object from its shell, to destroy 
its aura, is the mark of a perception whose "sense of the universal equality 
of things" has increased to such a degree that it extracts it even from a unique 
object by means of reproduction. Thus is manifested in the field of percep
tion what in the theoretical sphere is noticeable in the increasing importance 
of statistics. The adjustment of reality to the masses and of the masses to 
reality is a process of unlimited scope, as much for thinking as for perception. 

IV 

The uniqueness of a work of art is inseparable from its being imbedded in 
the fabric of tradition. This tradition itself is thoroughly alive and extremely 
changeable. An ancient statue of Venus,4 for example, stood in a different 
traditional context with the Greeks, who made it an object of veneration, 
than with the clerics of the Middle Ages, who viewed it as an ominous idol. 
Both of them, however, were equally confronted with its uniqueness, that 
is. its aura. Originally the contextual integration of art in tradition found its 
expression in the cult. \Ve know that the earliest art works originated in the 
service of a ritual-first the magical, then the religious kind. It is significant 
that the existence of the work of art with reference to its aura is never entirely 
separated from its ritual function. 5 In other words, the unique value of the 
"authentic" work of art has its basis in ritual, the location of its original use 
value. This ritualistic basis, however remote, is still recognizable as secular
ized ritual even in the most profane forms of the cult of beauty. 6 The secular 
cult of beauty, developed during the Renaissance and prevailing for three 
centuries, clearly showed that ritualistic basis in its decline and the first deep 
cdsis which befell it. With the advent of the first truly revolutionary means 
of reproduction, photography, simultaneously with the rise of socialism, ftft· 

3. To satisfy the human interest of the masses may 
mean to have one's social function removed from 
th,> field of vision. Nothing guarantees that a por
traitist of today, when painting a famous surgeon 
at t he breakfast table in the midst of his family, 
d"l'kts his social function more precisely than a 
pa inter of the 17th century who portrayed his med
ical doctors as representing [his profession, like 
Renlbrandt in his fiAnatomy Lesson" [Benjamin's 
note]. 
4. Roman name of Aphrodite, the goddess of love 
in Greek mythology. 
5. The definition of the aura as a "unique phe
nOlnenon of a distance however close it Inay be" 
represents nothing but the formulation of the cult 
value of the work of art in categories of space and 
time perception. Distance is the opposite of close~ 
ness. The essentially distant object is the unap
proachable one. Unapproachability is indeed a 
ma.iOl' quality of the cult image. True to its nature, 
it renlains IIdistant, however close it may be." The 

closeness which one may gain from its subject mat· 
ter does not hnl'alr the distance which it retains in 
its appearance [Benjamin's note]. 
6. To the exlent to which the cult value of the 
painting Is se<'ularlzed the Ideas of Its fundamental 
uniqueness lose distinctness. In the imagination of 
the beholder the uniqueness of the phenomena 
which hold sway in the cult Image is more and 
more displaced by the empirical uniqueness of the 
creator or of his creative achievement. To be sure, 
never completely so; the concept of authenticity 
always transcends mere genuineness. (This is par
ticularly apparent In the collector who always 
retains some traces of the fetishist and who, by 
owning the work of art, shares in it. ritual power.) 
Nevertheless, the function of the concept of 
authenticity remains determinate in the evaluation 
of art; with the secularization of art, authenticity 
displaces the cult value of the work [Benjamin's 
note]. 
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sensed the approaching crisis which has become evident: a century later. At 
the time, art reacted with the doctrine of l'art pour l'art,.7 that is, with a 
theology of art. This gave rise to what might be called a negative theology in 
the forin of the idea of "pure" art, which not only denied any social function 
of art but also any categorizing by subject matter. (In poetry, Mallarme8 was 
the first to take this position.) 

An analysis of art in the age of mechanical reproduction must do justice 
to these relationships, for they lead us to an all-important insight: for the 
first time in world history,·mechanical reproduction emancipates the work 
of art from its parasitical dependence on ritual. To an ever greater degree 
the work of art reproduced becomes the work of art designed for reproduc
ibility.9 From a photographic negative, for example, one can make any num
berof prints; to ask for the ~'authentic" print makes no sense." But the instant 
the criterion of authenticity ceases to be applicable to artistic production, 
the total function of art is reversed. Instead of being based on ritual, it begins 
to be based on another practice--'-politics. . 

v 
Works of art are received and valued on different planes. Two polar types 

stand out: with one, the accent is on the culi vahle; with the other, on the 
exhibition value of the: work .. Artistic production begins with ceremonial 
objects destined to serve in a: cult. One may assume that what mattered was 
their existence, not their being on view. The elk portrayed by the man of the 
Stone Age on the walls of his cave was an instrument" of magic. He did expose 
it to his fellow men, but in the main it was meant for the spirits. Today the 
cult value would seem to demand that the work of art remain hidden. Certain 
statues of gods are accessible only to the priest in the cella; I certain Madon
nas remain" covered nearly all year round; certain sculptures on medieval 
cathedrals are invisible to the spectator on ground level. With the emanci
pation of the various art practices from ritual go increasing opportunities for 
the exhibition of their products. It is easier to exhibit a portrait bust that can 
be sent here and there than to exhibit the statue" of a divinity that has its 
fixed place in the interior of a temple. The same holds for the painting as 
against the mosaic or fresco that preceded it. And even though the public 
presentability of a mass originally may have been just as great as that of a 

.- 7. Art for art's sake (French), a 19th-century aes
thetic doctrine; see WALTER PATER, above. 
8. srnPIiANE MALLARM~ (1842-1898), French 
poet. 
9. In the case of films, mechanical reproduction 
Is not, as with literature and painting, an external 
condition for mass distribution. Mechanical rel'ro
ductlon is Inherent In the very technique of film 
production. This technique not only permits in the 
most direct way but virtually causes mass distri
bution. It enforces distribution because the pro
duction of a film Is so expensive that an Individual 
who, for Instance, might afford to buy a painting 
no longer can afford to buy a film. In 1927 it waS 
calculated that a major film, in order to pay its way, 
had to reach an audience of nine million. With the 
sound film, to be sure, a setback in Its International 
distribution occurred at first: audiences became 
limited by language barriers. This coincided with 

the Fascist emphasis on national interests. It is 
more Important to focus on this connection with 
Fascism than on this setback, which was soon min
Imized by synchronization. The simultaneity of 
both phenomena Is attributable to the depression. 
The same disturbances which, on a larger scale, 
led to an attempt to maintain the existing property 
structure by sheer force led the endangered film 
capital to speed up the development of the sound 
film. The introduction of the sound film brought 
about a temporary relief, not only because It again 
&rought the masses into the theaters but also 
because it merged new capital from the electrical 
Industry with that of the film industry. Thus, 
viewed from the outside, the sound film promoted 
national Interests, but seen from the Inside It 
helped to Internationalize film production even 
more than previously [Benjamin's notel. 
I. Small room (Latin); specifically, a priest's cell. 
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symphony, the latter originated at the moment when its public presentability 
promised to surpass that of the mass. 

With the different methods of technical reproduction of a work of art, its 
fitness for exhibition increased to such an extent that the quantitative shift 
between its two poles turned into a qualitative transformation of its nature. 
This is comparable to the situation of the work of art in prehistoric times 
when, by the absolute emphasis on its cult value, it was, first and foremost, 
an instrument of magic. Only later did it come to be recognized as a work of 
art. In the same way today, by the absolute emphasis on its exhibition value 
the work of art becomes a creation with entirely new functions, among which 
the one we are conscious of, the artistic function, later may be recognized 
as incidentaJ.2 This much is certain: today photography and the film are the 
most serviceable exemplifications of this new function. 

VI 

In photography, exhibition value begins to displace cult value al~ along the 
line. Sut cult value does not give way Without resistance. It,retires into an 
ultimate retrenchment: the human countenance. It is no accidenf that the 
portrait was the focal point of early photography. The cult of remembrance 
of loved ones, absent or dead, offers a last refuge for the c'ult value of the 
picture. For the last time the aura emanates from the early photographs in 
the fleeting expression of a human' face. This is what constitutes their mel
ancholy, incomparable beauty. But as man withdraws from the photographic 
image, the exhibition value for the first time shows its superiority to 'the ritual 
value. To have pinpointed this new stage constitutes the incomparable sig
nificance of Atget,3 who, around 1900, took photographs of deserted Paris 
streets. It has quite justly been said of him that he photographed them like 
scenes of crime. The scene of a crime, too, is deserted; it is photographed 
for the purpose of establishing evidence. With Atget, 'photographs become 
standard evidence for historical occurrences, and acquire a hidden political 
significance. They 4emand a specific kind of approach; free-floating contem
plation is not appropriate to them. They stir the viewer; he feels challenged 
by them in a new way. At the same time picture magazines' begin to .eu.i: up 
signposts for him, right ones or wrong ones, no matter. For the firstrfime, 
captions have become obligatory. And it is clear that they have an altogether 
different character than the title of a painting. The directives which the 
captions give to those looking at pictures in illustrated magazines soon 
become even more explicit and more imperative in the film where the mean
ing of each single picture appears to be prescribed by the sequence of all 
preceding ones. 

2. ncrtolt Brecht, on a different level, en\,aged in 
analogous reflections: "If the concept of work of 
art' cnn no longer be applied to the thing that 
emerJ(es once the work is tran!iformcd into a com
modity, we have to eliminate this concept with 
cautious care but without fear, lest we liquidate 
the function of the very thing os well. For It has to 
go through this phase without mental reservation, 
lind not as noncommittal deviation from the 
straight path; rather, what hnppe". here with the 

work of art will change it fundamentally and erase 
its past to such an extent that should the old con
cept be taken up again-and It will, why noO-it 
will no lon§er stir any memory of the thing it once 
deSignated' [Benjamin'. noteJ.' Brecht (1898-
1956), Marxist Gennan playwright and Influential 
friend of Benjamin. 
3. Eug~ne Atget (1856-1927), French photogra
pher. 
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VII 

The nineteenth-century dispute as to the artistic value of painting versus 
photography today seems devious and confused. This does not diminish its 
importance, however; if anything, it underlines it. The dispute was in fact 
the symptom of a historical transformation the universal impact of. which 
was not realized by either of the rivals. When the age of mechanical repro
duction separated art from its basis in cult, the semblance of its autonomy 
disappeared forever. The resulting change in the function of art transcended 
the perspective of the century; for a long time 'it even escaped that of the 
twentieth century, which experienced the development of the film. 

Earlier much futile thought had been devoted to the question of whether 
photography is an art. The primary question-whether the very invention of 
photography had not transformed the entire nature of art-was not raised. 
Soon the film theoreticians asked the same ill-considered question with 
regard to the film. But the difficulties which photography caused traditional 
aesthetics were mere child's playas compared to those raised by the film. 
Whence the insensitive and forced character of early theories of the film. 
Abel Gance, for instance, compares the film with hieroglyphs: "Here, by a 
remarkable regression, we have come back to the level of expression of the 
Egyptians .... Pictorial language has not yet matured because our eyes have 
not yet adjusted to it. There is as yet insufficient respect for, insufficient cult 
of, what it expresses."· Or, in the words of Severin-Mars: "What art has been 
granted a dream more poetical and more real at the same time! Approached 
in this fashion the film might represent an incomparable means of expres
sion. Only the most high-minded persons, in the most perfect and mysterious 
moments of their lives, should be allowed to enter its ambience.'" Alexandre 
Arnoux concludes his fantasy about the silent film with the question: "Do 
not all the bold descriptions we have given amount to the definition of 
prayer'?"6 It is instructive to note how their desire to class the film among 
the "arts" forces these theoreticians to read ritual elements into it-with a 
striking lack of discretion. Yet when these speculations were published, films 
like L'Opinion puhlique and The Gold Rush' had already appeared. This, 
however, did not keep Abel Gance from adducing hieroglyphs for purposes 
of comparison, nor Severin-Mars from speaking of the film as one might 
speak of paintings by Fra Angelico.8 Characteristically, even today ultrareac
tionary authors give the film a similar contextual significance-if not an 
outright sacred one, then at least a supernatural one. Commenting on Max 
Reinhardt's film version of A Midsummer Night's Dream, Werfel9 states that 
undoubtedly it was the sterile copying of the exterior world with its. streets, 
interiors, railroad stations, restaurants, motorcars, and beaches which until 
now had obstructed the elevation of the film to the realm of art. "The film 

4. Gance, pp. 100-101 [translator's note]. 
5. Quoted in Gance, p. 100 [translator's note]. 
So!""rln-Mars (Armand Jean de Malasayade, 1873-
1921). French actor, author, and film director. 
6. Alexandre Amoux, Ch.~ma (Paris, 1929), p. 28 
[translator's note]. Arnoux (1884-1978), French 
playwright. 
7. Two American silent films written and directed 
by the English actor and filmmaker Charlie Chap
lin (1889-1977), L'Opinion I"'bllq .... (Public 

Opinion [French], better known as A Woman of 
Paris, 1923) and The Gold Rush (1925). 
8. Florentine painter (Giovanni da Fiesole, ca. 
1400-1455), a monk whose works generally hacl 
religiOUS subjects. 
9. Franz Werfel (1890-1945), Austrian poet, 
playwright, and novelist. Reinhardt (1873-1943), 
Austrian-born actor and producer of theater and 
film; his version of A Mi/lsumm .. r Night's Dream 
was relealed in 1935. 
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has not yet realized its true meaning, its real possibilities ... these consist 
in its unique faculty to express by natural means and with incomparable 
persuasiveness all that is fairylike. marvelous, supernatural."1 

VIII 

The artistic performance of a stage actor is definitely presented to the 
public by the actor in person; that of the screen actor, however, is presented 
by a camera, with a twofold consequence. The camera that presents the 
performance of the film actor to the public need not respect the performance 
as an integral whole. Guided by the cameraman, the camera continually 
changes its position with respect to the performance. The sequence of posi
tional views which the editor composes from the material supplied him con
stitutes the completed film. It comprises certain factors of movement which 
are in reality those of the camera, not to mention special camera angles, 
close-ups, etc. Hence, the performance of the actor is subjected to a series 
of optical tests. This is the first consequence of the fact that the actor's 
performance is presented by means of a camera. Also, the film actor lacks 
the opportunity of the stage actor to adjust to the audience during his per
formance. since he does not present his performance to the audience in 
person. This permits the audience to take the position of a critic, without 
experiencing any personal contact with the actor. The audience's identifi
cation with the actor is really an identification with the camera. Conse
quently the audience takes the position of the camera; its approach is that 
of testing. 2 This is not the approach to which cult values may be exposed. 

IX 

For the film, what matters primarily is that the actor represents himself 
to the public before the camera, rather than representing someone else. One 
of the first to sense the actor's metamorphosis by this form of testing was 
Pirandello. 3 Though his remarks on the subject in his novel Si Gira were 
limited to the negative aspects of the question and the silent film only, this 
hal-dly impairs their validity. For in this respect, the sound film did not 
change anything essential. \Vhat matters is that the part is acted not for an-"" 
audience but for a mechanical contrivance-in the case of the sound film. 
for two of them. "The film actor." wrote Pirandello, "feels as if in exile
exiled not only from the stage but also from himself. With a vague sense of 
discomfort he feels inexplicable emptiness: his body loses its corporeality, it 
evaporates, it is deprived of l-eality, life, voice, and the noises caused by his 
mO\'ing about, in order to be changed into a mute image, flickering an instant 
on the screen, then vanishing into silence .... The projector will play with 

1. Fl'al1z Wcrfel, hEin Summernncht!litroum, Ein 
Fi/m von Shakespeare und Reinh'"'dt" ["A Mid
s.mllHer Nig"'" Dream, A Film by Sh"kespeare sltd 
Reinhardt"], Nefles Wiener TOI4",al, dted in Lu 15, 
Novel11bN 1935 [translato;'s 1l0teJ. 
2. TIl(' ('''pallsion of the field of the lestahl" which 
11l(·ch ... nk.n1 equipment brings about for tht· actor 
corr('~ponds to the extraordinary ('~pm1SioJ\ of the 
fidd "I' the tt'stable brought about for th" individ
l1(1llhrOll~h E"conomic conditions. Thus. \'()('ationol 

aptitude tests become constantly more important: 
What matters In these tests are segmental perform
ances of the individual. The film shot and the voca
tional aptitude test are taken before a committee 
of experts. The camera director in the studio occu
pies a place identical with that of the examiner dur
ing aptitude tests [Benjamin's note]. 
3. LuIgi Pirandello (1867-1936), italIan drama
tist and novelist; his novel Sl Glra (I9 1 5) was 
Iran slated a. Shoo'! In 1926. 
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his shadow before the public and he himself must be conteQ~ to play before 
the camera." This situation might also be characterized as follows: for the 
first time-and this is the effect of the film-man has 'to operate with his 
whole living person, yet forgoing its aura. For aura is tied to his presence; 
there can be no replica of it. The aura which, on the stage, emanates from 
Macbeth, cannot be separated for the spectators from that of the actor. 
However, the singularity of the shot in the studio is that the camera is sub
stituted for the public. Consequently, the aura that envelops the actor van
ishes, and with it the aura of the figure he portrays. 

It is not surprising that it should be a dramatist such as Pirandello who, 
in characterizing the film, inadvertently touches on the very crisis in which 
we see the theater. Any thorough study proves that there is indeed no greater 
contrast than that of the stage play to a work of art that.is completely subject 
to or, like the film, founded in, mechanical reproduction. Experts have long 
recognized that in the film "the greatest effects are almost always obtained 
by 'acting' as little as possible .... It In 1932 Rudolf Arnheim saw "the latest 
trend ... in treating the actons a stage prop chosen for its characteristics 
arid ... inserted at the proper place:'4 With this idea something else is 
closely connected. The stage actor identifies himself with the character of 
his role. The film actor very often is denied this opportunity. His creation is' 
by no means all of a piece; it 1s composed of many separate performances. 
Besides certain fortuitous considerations, such as cost oflltupio, availability 
of fellow players, decor, etc;, there are elementary necessities of equipment 
that split the actor's work into a series of mountable episodes. In particular, 
lighting and its installation require the presentation of-an event that; on.the 
screen, unfolds as a rapid and unified scene, in a sequence of separate shoot
Ings which may take hours at the studio; not to mention more obvious mon
tage. Thus a jump from the window can be shot in the studio as a jump from 
a scaffold, and the ensuing flight, if need be, can be shot weeks later when 
outdoor scenes are taken. Far more paradoxical cases can easily be con
strued. Let us assume that an actor is supposed to ·be startled by a knock at 
the door. If his reaction is not satisfactory, the director can resort to an 
expedient: when the actor happens to be at the studio again he has a shot 
fired behind him without his being forewarned of it. The frightened reaction 
can be shot now and be cut into the screen version. Nothing more strikingly 
shows that art has left the realm of the "beautiful semblance" which, so far, 
had been taken to be the only sphere where art could thrive. 

x 
The feeling of strangeness that overcomes the actor before the cam.era, as 

Pirandello describes it, is basically of the same kind as the estrangement felt 

4. Rudolf Arnhelm, Fi"" as Art (Berkeley: Unlver· 
sity of California Pre ... 1957), pp. 138~39 .. If the 
actor thus becomes a stage property, this latter, on 
the other hand, frequently functions as actor. At 
least it i. not unusual for the film to assign a role 
to the stage property. [For example.l a clock that 
is working will always· be. a disturbance on the 
stllge. There it cannot be permltt<!d Its function of 
measuring time. Even In a naturalistic play, astro
nomical time would clash with theatrical time. 

Under these circumstances It i. highly revealing 
that the film can, whenever appropriate. use time 

'a. measured ,by a clock. From this more than from 
many other touches it may clearly be recognized 
that under certain .circumstances each and every 
prop in a film may assume Important functions 
[Benjamin's note]. Arnheim (b. 1904). German
born writer on art and vI.ual thinklngs;· Film ,o/s 
Kunst was orlglnallypubll.hed In 1932. 
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before one's own image in the mirror. But now the reflected image has 
become separable, transportable. And where is it transported? Before the 
public. 5 Never for a moment does the screen actor cease to be conscious of 
this fact. While facing the camera he knows that ultimately he will face the 
public, the consumers who constitute the market. This market, where he 
offers not only his labor but also his whole self, his heart and soul, is beyond 
his reach. During the shooting he has as little contact with it as any article 
made in a factory. This may contribute to that oppression, that new anxiety 
which, according to Pirandello, grips the actor before the camera. The film 
responds to the shriveling of the aura with an artificial build-up of the "per
sonality" outside the studio. The cult of the movie star I fostered by the money 
of the film industry, preserves not the unique aura of the person but the 
"spell of the personality," the phony spell of a commodity. So long as the 
movie-makers' capital sets the fashion, as a rule no other revolutionary merit 
can be accredited to today's film than the promotion of a revolutionary crit
icism of traditional concepts of art. We do not deny that in some cases today's 
films can also promote revolutionary criticisM of social conditions, even of 
the distribution of property. However, our present study is no more specifi
cally concerned with this than is the filin production of Western Europe. 

It is inherent in the technique of the film as well as that of sports that 
everybody who witnesses its accomplishments is somewhat of an expert. This 
is obvious to anyone listening to Ii group of newspaper boys leaning on their 
bicycles and discussing the outcome of a bicycle race. It is not for nothing 
that newspaper publishers arrange races for their delivery boys. These arouse 
great interest among the participants, for the victor has an opportunity to 
rise from delivery boy to professional racer. Similarly, the newsreel offers 
everyone the opportunity to rise from passer-by to movie extra. In this way 
any man might even find himself part of a work of art, as witness Vert off's 
Three Songs About Lenin or Ivens' Borinage. 6 Any man today can lay claim 
to being filmed. This claim can best be elucidated by a comparative look at 
the historical situation of contemporary literature. 

For centuries a small number of writers were confronted by many 
thousands of readers. This changed toward the end of the last century. With 
the increasing extension of the press, which kept placing new political, reli
gious, scientific, professional, and local organs before the readers, an"liicreas
ing nuniber of readers became writers-at first, occasional ones. It began 
with the daily press opening to its readers space for "letters to the editor." 
And today there is hardly a gainfully employed European who could not, in 
principle, find an opportunity to publish somewhere or other comments on 

5. The change noted here in the method of exhi
bition caused by m .. chanlcal reproduction applies 
to politics a. well. The present crisis of the bour
geois democracies comprises .. crisis of the condi
tions which determine the public presentation of 
the rulers. Democracies exhibit a member of gov
.,'rnment directly and personally before the nation's 
representatives. Parliament is his public. Since the 
innovations of camera and recording equipment 
make It possible·for the orator to become audible 
and visible· to an unlimited number of persons, the 
presentation of the man bf pblltics before camera 
and recordJng equipment becomes paramount. 
Parliaments, as much as theaters, are deserted. 
Radio and film not only affe<:t the function of the 

professional actor but likewise the function of 
those who als.. exhibit themselves before this 
mechanical equipment, those who govern. Though 
their tasks may be different, the change affects 
equally the actor and the ruler. The trend Is toward 
establishing controllable and transferrable skills 
under, certain social conditions. This results In a 
new selection, a selection before the equipment 
from which the star and the .dictator emerge vic
torir;>us [Benjamin's note). 
6. A 1933 film directed by Dutch director Joris 
Ivens (I898-1989), Dzlga Vertoff (I896-1959), 
early Russian film director; Three Son1/.. "bout 
Lenin appeared In 1934. 
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his work, grievances, documentary reports, or that sort of thing. Thus, the 
distinction between author and public is about to lose its basic character. 
The difference becomes merely functional; it may vary from case to case. 
At any moment the reader is ready to turn into a writer. As expert, which 
he had to become willy-nilly in an extremely specialized work process, even 
if only in some minor respect, the reader gains access to authorship. In 
the Soviet Union work itself is given a voice. To present it verbally is part 
of a man's ability to perform the work. Literary license is now founded on 
polytechnic rather than specialized training and thus becomes common 
property. 7 '.-

All this can easily be applied to the film, where transitions that in liter
ature took centuries have come about in a decade. In cinematic practice, 
particularly in Russia, this change-over has partially become established 
reality. Some of the players whom we meet in· Russian films are not actors 
in our sense but people who portray themselves-and primarily in their 
own work process. In Western Europe the capitalistic exploitation of the 
film denies consideration to modern man's legitimate claim to being repro
duced. Under these circumstances the film industry is trying hard to spur 
the interest of the masses through illusion-promoting spectacles and dubi
ous speculations. 

XI 

The shooting of a film, especially of a sound film, affords a spectacle un
imaginable anywhere at any time before this. It presents a process in which 
it is impossible to assign to a spectator a viewpoint which would exclude 
from the actual scene such extraneous accessories as camera equipment, 
lighting machinery, staff assistants, etc.-unless his eye were on a line par
allel with the lens. This circumstance, more than any other, renders super-

7. The privileged character of the res.rective tech
niques is lost. Aldous Huxley writes: Advances In 
technology have led ... to vulgarity .... Process 
reproduction and the rotary press have made' pos
sible the indefinite multiplication of writing and 
pictures. Universal education and relatively high 
wages have created an enormous public who know 
how to read and can afford to buy reading and pic
torial matter. A great Industry has been called into 
eldstence in order to supply these commodities. 
Now, artistic talent is B very rare phenomenon; 
whence it follows ... that, at every epoch and In 
all countries, most art has been bad. But the pro
portion of trash In the total artistic output Is 
greater now than at any other period. That It must 
be so is a matter of simple arithmetic. The popu ... 
lation of Western Europe has a little more than 
doubled during the last century. But the amount 
of reading-and seeing-matter has increased, I 
should imagine, at least twenty and possibly fifty 
or even a hundred times. If there were n men of 
talent in a population of x millions, there will pre
sumably be 2n men of talent among 2x millions. 
The situation may be summed up thus. For every 
page of print and pictures published a century ago, 
twenty or perhaps even a hundred pages are pub
lished today. But for every man of talent then \iv-

lng, there are now only two men of talent. It may 
be of course that, thanks to universal education, 
many potential talents which ·In the/ast would 
have been stillborn are now enable to realize 
themselves. Let us assume, then, that there are 
now three or even four men of talent to every one 
of earlier times. It still remains true to say that the 
consumption of reading-and seeing-matter has 
far outstrl:rped the natural production of Rifted 
writers an draughtsmen. It Is' the same with hear
lng-matter. Prosperity, the gramophone and the 
radio have created an audience of hearers who 
consume an amount of hearing-matter that has 
Increased out of all proportion to the Increase of 
population and the consequent natural Increase of 
talented musicians. It follows from all this that In 
all the arts the output of trash Is both absolutely 
and relatively greater than It was in the past; and 
that it must remain greater for just so long as the 
world eontlnues to consume the present Inordinate 
quantities of reading-matter, seeing-matter, and 
hearing-matter." Aldous Huxley, 8eytmd ,IN 
MexiqIU 8ay: A TMvel~r'sJo .. rtUJl (1934; reprint, 
London, 1949), pp. 274ff. The mode of observa
tion Is obviously not progressive [Benjamin's note]. 
Huxley (1894-1963), English novelist and essay
Ist. 
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ficial and insignificant any possible similarity between a scene in the studio 
and one on the stage. In the theater one is well aware of the place from 
which the play cannot immediately be detected as illusionary. There is no 
such place for the movie scene that is being shot. Its illusionary nature is 
that of the second degree, the result of cutting. That is to say, in the studio 
the mechanical equipment has penetrated so deeply into reality that its pure 
aspect freed from the foreign substance of equipment is the result of a special 
procedure, namely, the shooting by the specially adjusted camera and the 
mounting of the shot together with other similar ones. The equipment-free 
aspect of reality here has become the height of artifice; the sight of imme
diate reality has become an orchid in the land of technology. 

Even more revealing is the comparison of these circumstances, which dif
fer so much from those of the theater, with the situation in painting. Here 
the question is: How does the cameraman compare with the painter? To 
answer this we take recourse to an analogy with a surgical operation. The 
surgeon represents the polar opposite of the magician. The magician heals 
a sick person by the laying on of hands; the surgeon cuts into the patient's 
body. The magician maintains the natural distance between the patient and 
himself; though he reduces it very slightly by the laying on of hands, he 
greatly increases it by "irtue of his authority. The surgeon does exactly the 
reverse; he greatly diminishes the distance between himself and the patient 
by penetrating into the patient's body, and increases it but little by the cau
tion with which his hand moves among the organs. In short, in contrast to 
the magician-who is still hidden in the medical practitioner-the surgeon 
at the decisive moment abstains from facing the patient man to man; rather, 
it is through the operation that he penetrates into him. 

1Vlagician and surgeon compare to painter and cameraman. The painter 
maintains in his work a natural distance from reality, the cameraman pen
etrates deeply into its web. There is a tremendous difference between the 
pictures they obtain. That of the painter is a total one, that of the cameraman 
consists of multiple fragments which are assembled under a new law. Thus, 
for contemporary man the representation of reality by the film is incompa~ 
rably more significant than that of the painter, since it offers, precisely 
because of the thoroughgoing permeation of reality with mechanical equip
ment, as aspect of reality which is free of all equipment, And that is what
one is entitled to ask from a work of art. 

XII 

;\1echanical reproduction of art changes the reaction of the masses toward 
art. The reactionary attitude toward a Picass08 painting changes into the 
progressive reaction toward a Chaplin movie. The progressive reaction is 
characterized by the direct, intimate fusion of visual and emotional enjoy
ment with the orientation of the expert. Such fusion is of great social sig
nificance. The greater the decrease in the social significance of an art form, 
the sharper the distinction between criticism and enjoyment by the public. 
The conventional is uncritically enjoyed, and the truly new is criticized with 
a\"ersion. \Vith regard to the screen, the critical and the receptive attitudes 

R. Pablo Picasso (1881-1973), Spanic;;h-born painter who was a pioneer of modern art. 
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of the public coincide. The decisive reason for this is that indivi!iual reactions 
are predetermined by the mass audience response they are about to produce, 
and this is nowhere more pronounced than in the film. The moment these 
responses become manifest they control each other. Again; the comparison 
with painting is fruitful. A painting has always had an excellent chance to 
be viewed by one person or by a few .. The simultaneous contemplation of 
paintings by a large public, such as developed in the nineteenth century, is 
ari early symptom of the crisis of painting, a crisis which was by no means 
occasioned exclusively by photography but .rather in a relatively independent 
manner by the appeal of art works to the masses. 

Painting simply is in no position to present an object for simultaneous 
collective experience, as it was possible for architecture at all times, for the 
epic poem in the past, and for the movie today. Although this circumstance 
in itself should not lead one to conclusions about the social role of painting, 
it. does constitute a serious threat as soon as painting, under special condi
tions and, as it were, against its nature, is confronted directly by the masses. 
In the churches and monasteries of the Middle Ages and at the princely 
courts up to the end of the eighteenth ceJltury, a collective ·reception of 
paintings did not occur simultaneously, but by graduated and hierarchized 
mediation. The change that has come about is an expression of the particular 
conflict in which painting was implicated by the mechanical reproducibility 
of paintings. Although paintings began to be publicly exhibited in galleries 
and salons, there was no way for the masses to organize and control therri
selves in their reception. Thus the same public which responds in a pro
gressive manner toward a grotesque film is bound to respond in a reactionary 
manner to surrealism. 

XIII 

The characteristics of the film lie not only in the manner in which man 
presents himself to mechanical equipment but also in the manner in which, 
by means of this apparatus,man can represent his environment. A glance at 
occupational psychology illustrates the testing capacity of the equipment. 
Psychoanalysis illustrates it in a different perspective •. The film has enriched 
our field of perception with methods which can be illustrated by those of 
Freudian theory. Fifty years ago, a slip of the tongue passed more or less 
unnoticed. Only exceptionally may such a slip have revealed dimensions of 
depth in a conversation which had seemed to be taking its course on the 
surface. Since the Psychopathology of Everyday Life9 things have changed. 
This book isolated and made analyzable things which had heretofore floated 
along unnoticed in the brqad stream of perception. For the entire spectrum 
of optical, and now also acoustical, perception the film has brought about a 
similar deepening of apperception. It is only an obverse of this fact that 
behavior items .shown in a movie can be analyzed much more precisely and 
from more points of view. than those pJ;'esented on paintings or on the stage. 
As compared with painting, filmed behavior lends itself more readily to anal
ysis because of its incomparably more precise statements of the situation. In 

9. An early work (1904) of SIGMUND FREUD (1856-1939), the Austrian founder of psychoanalysIs; It dis
cus.e. how what has come to be called a "Freudian slip" reveals unconscious feelings. 
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comparison with the stage scene, the filmed behavior item lends itself more 
readily to analysis because it can be isolated more easily. This circumstance 
derives its chief importance from its tendency to promote the mutual pen
etration of art and science. Actually, of a screened behavior item which is 
neatly brought out in a certain situation, like a muscle of a body, it is difficult 
to say which is more fascinating, its artistic value or its value for science. To 
demonstrate the identity of the artistic and scientific uses of photography 
which heretofore usually were separated will be one of the revolutionary 
functions of the- film. 

By close-ups of the things around us, by focusing on hidden details of 
familiar objects, by exploring commonplace milieus under the ingenious 
guidance of the camera, the film, on the one hand, extends our comprehen
sion of the necessities which rule our lives; on the other hand, it manages 
to assure us of an .immense and unexpected field of action. Our taverns and 
our metropolitan streets, our offices and furnished rooms, our railroad sta
tions and our factories appeared to have us locked up hopelessly. Then came 
the film and burst this prison-world asunder by the dynamite of the tenth of 
a second,! so that now, in the midst of its far-flung ruins and debris, we 
calmly and adventurously go traveling. With the close-up, space expands; 
with slow motion, movement is extended. The enlargement ofa -snapshot 
does not simply render more precise what in any case was visible, though 
unclear: it reveals entirely new structural formations of the subject. So, too, 
slow motion not only presents familiar qualities of movement but reveals in 
them entirely unknown ones "which, far from looking like retarded rapid 
movements, give the effect of singularly gliding, -floating, supernatural 
motions.":a Evidently a different nature opens itself to the camera than opens 
to the naked eye-if only because an unconsciously penetrated space is sub
stituted for a space consciously explored by man. Even if one has a general 
knowledge of the way people walk, one knows nothing of Ii person's posture 
during the fractional second of a stride. The act of reaching for a lIghter or 
a spoon is familiar routine, yet we hardly know what really goes on between 
hand and metal, not to mention how this fluctuates with our moods. Here 
the camera intervenes with the resources of its lowerings and liftings, its 
interruptions and isolations, its extensions and accelerations, its enlarge
ments and reductions. The camera introduces us to unconscious""dp"tics as 
does psychoanalysis to unconscious impulses. 

XIV 
One of the foremost tasks of art has always been the creation of a demand 

which could be fully satisfied only later. 3 The history of every art form shows 

I. That is, the viewing time of the individual 
frames of a film. 
2. Arnheim, pp. -116-17 [translator's nOle]. 
3. "The work of Art," says Andrll! Breton, "is valu
able only in so far as it is vibrated by Ihe reflexes 
of the future." Indeed, every developed art form 
inlersecls three line. of developmenlo Technology 
works toward a cerlaln form of art. Before the 
advent of the film there were photo booklets with 
pictures which flitted by the onlooker upon pres
sure of the thumb, thus portrnying a boxing bout 
or a tennis match. Then there were the slot 

machines in bazaars; their pIcture sequences were 
produced by the -turnIng of a crank. 

Secondly, the traditional art forms in certain 
phases of their dev~lopment strenuously work 
toward effects which later are effortlessly attained 
by the new ones. Before the rise of the movie the 
Dadaists' performances tried to create an audience 
reaction which Chaplin later evoked In a more nat· 
ural way. 

Thirdly, unspectacular social chanlle. often pro· 
mote a change In receptivity which will b':nefit the 
new art form. Before the movie had begun to ere· 
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critical epochs in which a certain art form aspires to effects which could be 
fully obtained only with a changed technical standard, that is to say, in a 
new art form. The extravagances and crudities· of art which thus appear, 
particularly in the so-called decadent epochs, actually arise from the nucleus 
of its richest historical energies. In recent years, such barbarisms were abun
dant in Dadaism. It is only now that its impulse becomes discernible: Dada
ism attempted to create by pictorial-and literary-means the effects which 
the public today seeks in the film. 

Every fundamentally new, pioneering creation of demands will carry 
beyond its goal. Dadaism did so to the extent.,that it sacrificed the market 
values which are so characteristic of the film in favor of higher ambitions
though of course it was not conscious of such intentions as here described. 
The Dadaists attached much less importance to the sales value of their work 
than to its uselessness for contemplative immersion. The studied degradation 
of their material was not the least of their means to achieve this uselessness. 
Their poems are "word salad"4 containing obscenities and every imaginable 
waste product of language. The same is true of their paintings, on which 
they mounted buttons and tickets. What they intended and achieved was a 
relentless destruction of the aura of their creations, 'which they branded as 
reproductions with the very means of production. Before a painting of Arp's 
or a poem by August Stramm it is impossible to take time for contemplation 
and evaluation as one would before a canvas of Derain's or a poem by Rilke. 5 

In the decline of middle-class society, contemplation became a school for 
asocial behavior; it was countered by distraction as a variant of social con
duct. Dadaistic activities actually assured a rather vehement distraction by 
making works of art the center of scandal. One requirement was foremost: 
to outrage the public. 

From an alluring appearance or persuasive structure of sound the work of 
art of the Dadaists became an instrument of ballistics. It hit the spectator 
like a bullet, it happened to him, thus acquiring a tactile quality. It promoted 
a demand for the film, the distracting element of which is also primarily 
tactile, being based on changes of place and focus which periodically assail 
the spectator. Let us compare the screen on which a film unfolds with the 
canvas of a painting. The painting invites the spectator to contemplation; 
before it the spectator can abandon himself to his associations. Before the 

ate its public, pictures that were no longer Immo· 
bile captivated an assembled audience in the 
so-called Ka/serpanorama. Here the public assem· 
bled before a screen into which stereoscopes were 
mounted. one to each beholder. By a mechanical 
process Individual pictures appeared briefly before 
the stereoscopes, then made way for others. Edison 
stili had to use similar devices In presenting the 
lirst movie strip before the film screen and proJec
tion were known, This ·strlp was presented to a 
small public which stared Into the apparatus in 
which the oucceilion of pictures wal reellna off. 
Incldentelly, the Institution ofthe Kaf •• ,."..nora ..... 
• howl very clearly a dialectic of the development, 
Shortly before the movie turned the reception of 
pictures Into a collective one, the Individual view
ing of pictures In these swiftly outmoded establish
ments came into play once more with an Intensity 
comparable to that of the ancient priest beholding 
the statue of a divinity In the cella [Benjamin's 

note). Dadaists: members of a literary and artistic 
movement, founded in 1916, that stressed irration
ality and anarchy and mocked normal aesthetic 
conventions. Breton (1896-1966), French artist 
and writer who broke with dadaism in 1921 and 
founded surrealism In 1924. Thomas Alva Edison 
(1847-1931), American Inventor, holder of pat; 
ents for the microphone (1877), the phonograph 
(1878), the incandescent lamp (1879), and the 
Kineto.cope '(1889), the .ingle-vlew machine 
described by Benjamin; he also experimented with 
synchronlzlna motion plcturel and lound. 
4. Incoherent Ipeech or wrltlnl made up of real 
and Invented word •. 
5. Rainer Marla Rllke (1875-1926), German 
poet. Jean Arp (1887-1966), French Iculptor, one 
of the founders of dadaism. Stramm (1874-1915), 
German poet. Andr!! Derain (1880-1954), French 
painter. 
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movie frame he cannot do so. No sooner has his eye grasped a scene than it 
is already changed. It cannot be arrested. Duhamel, who detests the film and 
knows nothing of its significance, though something of its structure, notes 
this circumstance as follows: "I can no longer think what I want to think. 
My thoughts have been replaced by moving images."6 The spectator's process 
of association in view of these images is indeed interrupted by their constant, 
sudden change. This constitutes the shock effect of the film, which, like all 
shocks, should be cushioned by heightened presence of mind. 7 By means of 
its technical structure, the film has taken the physical shock effect out of 
the wrappers in which Dadaism had. as it were, kept it inside the moral shock 
effect." 

xv 
The mass is a matrix from which all traditional behavior toward works of 

art issues today in a new form. Quantity has been transmuted into quality. 
The greatly increased mass of participants has produced a change in the 
mode of participation. The fact that the new mode of participation first 
appeared in a disreputable form must not confuse the spectator. Yet some 
people have launched spirited attacks against precisely this superficial 
aspect. Among these. Duhamel has expressed himself in the most radical 
manner. What he objects to most is the kind of participation which the movie 
elicits from the masses. Duhamel calls the moVie "a pastime for helots, a 
diversion for uneducated, wretched. worn-out creatures who are consumed 
by their worries ... , a spectacle which requires no concentration and pre
supposes no intelligence ... , which kindles no light in the heart and awak
ens no hope other than the ridiculous one of someday becoming a 'star' in 
Los Angeles."9 Clearly, this is at bottom the same ancient lament that the 
masses seek distraction whereas art demands concentration from the spec
tator. That is a commonplace. The question remains whether it provides a 
platform for the analysis of the film. A closer look is needed here. Distraction 
and concentration form polar opposites which may be stated as follows: A 
man who concentrates before a work of art is absorbed by it. He enters into 
this work of art the way legend tells of the Chinese painter when he viewed 
his finished painting. In contrast, the distracted mass absorbs the work '*,' 
art. This is most obvious with regard to buildings. Architecture has always 
represented the prototype of a work of art the reception of which is consum-

b. Georges Duhamel, Sc~t1es cle la de Jutrcre 
[See"",' fro ... d.e Future Life) (Paris, J 930). p. 52 
f translator's note). Duhamel (1884-1966), French 
non' list and poet. 
7. The film is the art form thst Is in keeping with 
the incressed threat to hi. life which modern man 
has 10 face. Man's need to expose himself to .hock 
effects is his adjustment to the dangers threatening 
him. The film corresponds to profound changes In 
the apperceptive apparatus-changes that are 
experienced on an Individual scale by the man in 
the strcet in big-city traffic, on a hlstotlcalscale by 
e"err present-day citizen [Benjamin's note). 
R. A. fOT Dadaism, InSights Important fOT Cubism 
and Futurism are to be gained f\'Om the movie. 
Both Al'pear as deficient attempts of art to accom
modat(' ,h., pervasion of reality by 'h" apparatus. 

In contrast to the film, these schools did not try to 
use the apparatus as such for the artistic presen
tation of realit)" but aimed at some sort of alloy in 
the joint presentation of reality and apparatus. In 
Cubism, the premonition that this apparatus will 
be structurally based on optic I plays a dominant 
part; In Futurism. It I. the premonition of the 
effects of this apparatus which are brought out 'by 
the rapid .equence of the fllm strip [Benjamin'. 
note]. Cubllm and futurllm are movements that 
both began before World War I: cubism, a reaction 
against sentimental and realistic painting. was con
cerned mainly with abstract forms; futurism, a rad
Ical movement in art and literature. glorified speed, 
war, and machinery and advocated rebellion. 
9. Duhamel, p. 58 [translator's notel. 
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mated by a collectivity in a state of distraction. The laws of its reception are 
most irtstructive. 

Buildings·have been man'scompanibns since primeval tiiDes\·.Many art 
forms have developed and perished. Tragedy begins with .the Greeks, is extin
guished with them, and 'afte,; centuries its "rules" only are revived. 1 The epic 
poem; which had its origin intheyouthof.nations, c!xpire-sin Eutope atthe 
end of the Renaissance. Panel painting isa creation of the Middle Ages, and 
nothing guarantees its . uninterrupted ,existence .. But. the human need ,for 
shelter is lasting. Architecture.has never. been idle. Its history is more ancient 
than that of. any other art, arid its claim to being a living force has significallce 
in every attempt to comprehend the relationship of the masses to art. Build
ings are appropriated in a twofold manner: by use and by perception-or 
rather, by touch and sight. Such appropriation cannot be understood in 
terms of the attentive concentration 'of a tourist before a famous building. 
On the. bictile side there is no counterpart to' contemplation on the optical 
side. Tactile appropriation is 'accomplished not so much by attention ·as by 
habit; Asregiuds architecture, habit determines to a large extent even optical 
reception. The latter, tbo,.-occursmuch less through rapt~ttentiori'than by 
noticing the object in incidehtal fashion. This· mode of a,ppr6priat.dn,devel. 
oped, with reference: to : archit~cture, .in certain· circumstances acquires 
t;anonical value~·For thetasks.whichface the human apparatu~ of perception 
at the turning points of hist~ty cannot be solved by optical.means, that is, 
by .. contemplation, alone. They are masteredgraduaUy. by habitj' under the 
guidanc~ of tactile appl'opriation. ..... . 
. ·.,The· distracted person; too;; :can forn .. habits. More, the ability to master 
cert-am tasks in; a state of distraction proves that their solution has become 
a.-matter of.habit. Distraction as prOvided by art presents a. covert, control of 
the extent .to .which new tasks have become:soluble by apperception .. , Since; 
moreover, individuals,are tempted.to. ·avoid such tasks"art,Will tackle·the 
most.: difficult· and ,most. important ones : where ,it is ·able ,to mobilize the 
masses. Today it does so in the film. Reception iJra state of distraction, which 
is increasing noticeably in ell fields of art,and issymptomatic.of.profound 
changes in apperception, ·finds in:the film its true. means Df.exercise; The 
film· with its· shock effect meets this mode of reception halfway. The film 
mak-es the cult value recede into the·,background not:onlyhy 'putting the 
public in the position of .the critic, but also by the fact'that at the movies 
this position requires no attention. The public is an examiner, but-an.abser;tt~ 
minded one. 

:. Epilogue 
I j": '. , .1 

.• The growirtg' proleulriani~tion of modern man an~ the .inctea~iiJ.g. f()t~ 
mationof rriasses'areiw'o'a:sp.ects'of the: same process: Fascism attempts -to 
organize: the rt.eWly created'Rroletaj::ian maSseswith'ottt affecting the propertY 
structure which the masses , stiiv«tto eliriiinate.·f'as(;ism·'seeidts sa)vationin 
giVing thes~mas~~sn<>t th¢.~t.iight, but instead a'chanc~. t~'express ,~he~~ 
selves. 2 The masses have a right to change property relations; Fascism seeks 

, I':. 

I. TragedY' d~ve[oped ftom' 'Greek t.!lililoui festl
w[s of 'Dl(;nysu~;' 'ArI.tb*[e described ~l1e .,enre lit 
hi. Poetics, but'its urlile.»" ""lore litld dOWti IIY .teo
classical critics and playwrights of the 17th and 
18th century (e.g., see PIERRE CORNEILLE, above). 

2: bite technlcal.teature I. slgnlficantnere, espe
cially with tegard til newsreel., the propagandl't 
linportaht:e of whIch' ~an ~attlly be overe$tima'ted, 
Mass reproduction Is Aided especially by the repro
duction of ma.ses. In big parade. and monster ra[-
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to give them .an expression while preserving property. The logical result of 
Fascism is the introduction of aesthetics into political life. The violation of 
the ·masses,' whom Fascism, with its Fahrer:cult, forces to their knees, has 
its counterpart in the violation of an apparatus which is pressed. into the 
production"of ritual values. 

All efforts to render politics aesthetic culminate in one thing: war. War 
and war 'only can set a goal for mass movements on the largest scale while 
respecting the. traditional property' system. This is the political formula for 
the situation. The technological formula may,be stated as follows: Only war 
makes it possible to mobilize all of today's technical resources while main
taining the property system, It goes without saying that the Fascist apotheosis 
of war does not employ such arguments. Still, Marinetti3 says in his mani
festo on the Ethiopian colonial war: "For twenty-seven years we Futurists 
have rebeIled a~ainst the branding of war as antiaesthetic, ... Accordingly 
we state: ... War is beautiful because it establishes man's dominion over the 
subjugated machin~ry by means of gas masks, terrifying megaphones, flame 
throwers, and small tanks. War is beautiful because it initiates the dreamt
of metalization of the human' body. War is, beautiful because it enriches a 
flowering meadow with the fiery orchids, of machine guns. War is beautiful 
because it combines the gunfire, the cannohades, the cease-fire, the scents, 
and the stench of putrefaction into a symphony. War is beautiful because it 
creates new architecture, like that of the big tanks, the geometrical forthatiori 
flights, thestttdke spirals fromblirnirig WIIagesj and rriatly:6thers .. '. Poets 
and artists 'of FlitUJjsrrt! ... rerrtember theseprirtciples of an aesthetics of 
war so'that 'yOUI' stroggle for a new literature' atid Ii new graphic ar't . '. ; may 
beilluriiineciby th~in!'" . . .' . . , 

This. !D.anifestJ) ;has the. virtPe ~ ~t ,~la~Aty •. I t~ . formu'ati0l1S .. de.sen;.e. 'tp. be 
accepted, qy'~ia]ecticians. To .the ]a.~~e" the ,~esthetics q£ today'~war appears 
as foIlows: .lE· the natural utilization of productive fc;>rces is impeded ,by the 
property . system,. the, incre,ase' in .techni~al· .devices, in speed; 'and in ,the 
sources' of energy wiIl press for an unnatural utilization, and .this js, found in 
war.· The destructiveness of war furnishes proof that society. has' not :been 
mature enoughtd incorpotate techtto]ogy as its organ, 'that techtlology:has 
not been ·s\.dl~~iently deVeloped ttl cope' with 'the elemental forces of society ~ 
The hotri1il~.'featlires of imperialistic warfare are attHbutable to 'the' dl~p~ 
ancy betvVe~n 'the tremendol1strie~ns of p.rodutti?n~nd the'i(irt~4e(I'llate 
utilization in the process Of production-:-il1, other, woids, to uriePtpJoyip.~nt 
and the lac,:,kof markets. Imperiali~i:ic war ls, are.belIJon of te~.hno,ogy which 
collects, in the· form. of "human m~t~rial,';, the.'~laims to which soc,:ietyhas 
denied its natural material. Instead of draining rivers, society directs a human 
stream into a bed ,of trenches; instead of dropping, seeds from airplanes, it 

lie., in sports 'events, and In war, all of which 
nowadays are captuted by camera and sound 
recording, the ma •• es are brought face to face with 
themselves. This process, whose slgnlflcance need 
not be stressed, IS'lntllnately connected with the 
development of the techniques of reproduction 
and photography. Mass . .movements are usually dis
cerned more dearly by Ii camera than by the naked 
eye. A bird's·eye View best captures gatherings of 
hundreds. of thou.a"d •. And even though such a 
view may be as accessible to the human eye as It 
is to the corriera, the image received by the eye 
cannot be enlarged the way a negative is enlarged. 

This inea"s that niass movements, lricludlng war, 
. constitute .. form of human behavior which partic' 
ularlr. Cavo .... mechanical equipment [Benjamin's 
note. 
3. Filippo Tom_so MBrfnettl (1876-1944), Ital· 
Ian poet an!! novelist who in 1909 founded Futur· 
ism; for a time, ,the JIlovement was endorsed by 
Italian I'itsdsts. "The' Ethiopian colonial ~r'" ari 
ambigUously worded 1889 treaty led Italy toJ daim 
Ethiopia as its protectorate; the w!lr of' 1895-96 
forced Italy to recognize Ethiopia's Independence, 
but In 1935 Italy Invaded the country, 
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drops incendiary bombs over cities; and through gas warfare the aura is abol
ished in a new way. 

"Fiat ars-pereat mundus,"4 says Fascism, and as Marinetti admits, expects 
war to supply the artistic gratification of a sense perception that has been 
changed by technology. This is evidently the consummation of 'Tart pour 
l'art." Mankind, which in Homer's time was an object of contemplation for 
the Olympian gods, now is one for itself. Its self-alienation has reached such 
a degree that it can experience its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure 
of the first order. This is the situation of politics which Fascism is rendering 
aesthetic. Communism responds by politicizing art. 

4. LeI art be made, let the world perish (Latin). 

MIKHAIL M. BAKHTIN 
1895-1975 

1936 

Proclaimed by TZVETAN TODOROV as perhaps the greatest twentieth-century theorist 
of literature, M. M. Bakhtin, since his discovery in the 1970s, has been acclaiined by 
literary critics across a wide theoretical and political spectrum. He has been called a 
formalist, a Marxist, a Christian humanist, a conservative, and a radical; because his 
work intersects in eccentric ways with so many of the critical orthodoxies of twentieth
century literary critiCism, it resists easy classification. 

Almost everything about Bakhtin's life and writing is colored by the fact that· his 
greatest period of productivity coincided with the Russian Revolution, the ensuing 
civil war (1918-21), and the repressive Soviet Tegime under Joseph Stalin. Lacking 
Communist Party credentials, he labored most of his adult life in obscurity, a circum
stance that probably saved his life at a time when his close-and better connected"'
friends were disappearing into death camps. The circumstances of Bakhtin's life make 
it sometimes difficult to verify the authorship and chronology of his writings. Certain 
works written during his youth in the 1920s were not published until late in his life 
or after his death, and controversies 'continue over three disputed books from the 
1920s that appeared under the names of his colleagues Valentin Vololinov and Pavel 
Medvedev, held by some to be the works of Bakhtin himself. Yet these difficulties in 
separating Bakht~n's voice from those of others are of a piece with his own philo
sophical beliefs about the dialogic nature of language. As he wrote in a note that was 
later published in his Speech Genres and Other Late Essays, "Quests for my own words 
are quests for a word that is not my own." 

Born in the Russian town of Orel, Bakhtin grew up in Vilnius and later Odessa. 
He earned a degree in classics and philology from the University of Petro grad in 1918. 
Working as a schoolteacher in Nevel in western Russia during the civil war between 
the Red Army and the anti-Bolshevist White armies, he first met the group of intel
lectuals who would become part of his circle and within whose wide-ranging discus
sions Bakhtin would formulate the critical concepts that were to dominate his 
thinking for the rest of his life. In 1920 Bakhtin settled in Vitebsk, where his circle, 
which by now included Vololinov and Medvedev, continued to meet. In 1924 Bakhtin 
moved back to Petrograd (or St. Petersburg), now renamed Leningrad; there in Jail~ 
uary 1929 he was arrested and imprisoned for alleged antigovernment activity and 
the Socratic crime of "corrupting the young." In prison he suffered from health prob-
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lems caused by chronic osteomyelitis, a painful inflammation of the bone marrow. 
He was sentenced to ten years in a labor camp, but dn the intervention of friends. 
the sentence was commuted to six vears' internal exile in Kazakhstan. In 1936, his 
exile over, he taught at Mordovia P~dagogical Institute in Saransk until new purges 
forced him to resign. He moved to a small town outside of Moscow where his wors
ening osteomyelitis led to the amputation of his right leg. After that surgery, Bakhtin 
had difficulty finding permanent employment, though he occasionally delivered lec
tures at the Gorky Institute of World Literature. 

tn the 1930s and 1940s Bakhtin began to write a dissertation on the French writer 
Franc;ois Rabelais (1490-1553). as well as a book on novels that chronicle the main 
character's maturation and education (the Bildungsroman). World War II intel'
rupted his work on the dissertation, and a shortage of cigarette paper led Bakhtin to 
sacrifice pages from the book on the Bildungsroman to his nicotine habit; only frag
ments of this book survive. Following the war, Bakhtin was allowed to return to his 
university position in Saransk, and to his unfinished dissertation on Rabelais. 
Although he was finally granted the doctoral degree, he could not publish his disser
tation; it remained unread until it was discovered in the Gorky Institute's archives 
by graduate students in the early 1960s. After Stalin's death in 1953, Bakhtin's 
scholarly fortunes began to rise even as his health began to decline. In addition to 
osteomyelitis, he also suffered from emphysema caused by his heavy smoking. By 
the time of his death from complications of emphysema, he had become something 
of a cult figure in Russia. In the 1970s his reputation spread to Paris through the 
work of Eastern European emigres such as JULIA KRISTEVA and Tzvetan Todorov; 
from there in the 1980s it reached North America and England, where his work had 
significant impact. 

Bakhtin's earliest writings, in such essays as "Towards a Philosophy of the Act" 
(1919, published 1986) and "Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity" (1919, published 
1975), are densely philosophical and heavily indebted to IMMANUEL KANT (1724-
1804). Although these lengthy essays exhibit a keen interest in phenomenology and 
the intersubjective nature of language, the publications of the Bakhtin Circle from 
the late 1920s defined the problems of language that would occupy Bakhtin for the 
rest of his life. In 1926 Volo~inov published Fret4dianism: A Marxist Critique, and 
Medvedev followed in 1928 with TI.e Formal Method in Literary Scholarship. In 1929 
VololHnov's Marxis,n and the Philosophy of Language appeared and also Bakhtin's 
Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics, the only book to be published under his own n~ine 
before Stalin's death. Critics wary of Marxism have attempted to distance Bakhtin 
from the work of his circle. arguing that he did not share the Communist sympathies 
of Volo~inov and Medvede\' (both members of the Communist Party; both ~p
peared during the political purges of the 1930s). But regardless of whether Bakhtin 
actually wrote the books ascribed to his two colleagues, as some have claimed, the 
influences among the members of the circle were undoubtedly strong and indelible. 
Bakhtin's words became inextricably and dialogically intertwined with those of his 
collaborators, whose thought influenced the key concepts he later developed in his 
celebrated writings on the novel. 

Bakhtin's theory of the novel relies on three key concepts. The carnil,alesque-an 
idea first introduced in Rabelais and His World (written in the 1930s and 1940s, 
published 1965)-is Bakhtin's term for those forms of unofficial culture (the early 
novel among them) that resist official culture, political oppression, and totalitarian 
order through laughter, parody. and "grotesque realism," In "Forms of Time and 
Chronotope in the Novel" (1937-38). he develops the influential term chr01lOtope to 
describe the intrinsic connectedness of time and space and their central role in con
stituting literary genres. Finally and most significantly. the dialogis", of language, the 
"intense interanimation and struggle between one's own and another's word," would 
come to dominate Bakhtin's thinking about language after 1926. This concept of the 
multivoiced nature of discourse received its fullest treatment in "Discourse in the 
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Novel".{l934-35), a key text for narrative, linguistic, and' literary theorY, from which 
we· have laken our selection .. ' 
.',:Bakhtin here. addresses the limitations for literary studies of the abstract and for
mal analyses of literary technique widespread among. critics during the interwar 
period. Traditional linguistics, stylistics, and literary theory-including the theory of 
the Russian .formalists,' represented by critics like BORIS EICHENBAUM-as well' BS 
eontemporary 'Marxist philosophy of language (see LEON TROTSKY) Bnd the new 
structural linguistics Indebted to FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE, all fail· to articulate an 
adequate account of the novel because they have not pursued a propetly "sociologi
cal stylistics." The philosophy of lahguage on which these inadequate critical meth
ods are based posits, on the one hand, a unitary system of language-'-a system of 
more cir less absolute norms that govern speech-and, on the other hand, an Individ
ual who is seen'as the controlling "author" of tliscourse. Bakhtin calls such a view of 
language "monologic,'" and he argues that it is alien to the dynamics of the novel 
because it describes not real, living langUlige but an abstraction created through self
conscious deliberation 'about language and cut off from the daily ideological activi
ties of ,social life. Living language exhibits heteroglossia, the term Bakhtin famously 
uses to,describe the "internal'stratificiltion" ·of language: th,e interplay ,among its 
social dialects, class dialects, professional jargons, languages of gen,erations and age 
groups· and of passing fads,' "languages· that serve the specific sociopolitical purposes 
of the day, even of the hour." Heteroglossia, which Bakhtin hails as,the·characteris
tic stylistic feature of the novel, celebrates not,as structuralism does, the systematic 
nature .of language but the multiplicity, of all those. '~centrift.tgal" forces at work in 
language, the varietY'of social speech types, and the diversity of voices' interacting 
with one another. 

". Central to Bakhtin's theory'ofthe novells his beliefthat.Janguage is fundamentally 
dialogic. "Dikciurse in the Novel'~ offers his most elabbrate ·analysis of "dialogism" 
and its relationship to style' iii the novelo 'Between any word arid its. object, between 
any word and its speaking subject, between· any word,aqditsactive;respondent(s), 
Bakhtin ,argues; there exists "an elastic environment, of other; -alien'words about the 
same object"l and this "dialogi~any agitated and tension~filIed'enVirbnment oralien 
words; value judgments and accents~' that weaves in and. out of discourSe' in complex 
patterns finds its most artistic expression In the novel. Bakhtin celebrates the dialOgics 
of the novel while criticizing the monologism' of poetry, which characteristically aims 
for a unified-and pure' discOlirse.Although conflict, contratliction, and doubt may be 
present in the subject matter of poei:ry, they do'not, according to Bakhtin; enter into 
the language of the poem itself, as they conSistently do in. the novel. 

Bakhtin's theotles ·can sometimes appear ·confusing and'vague .be<lBusehis critkal 
terminology often seems at once evaluative -and descriptive; hE!- regularly establishes 
hij;·critlcal vocabulary by defining cl!rtain terms po*ltively againstitelated terms'given 
negative valences. Thus the novel is opposed to poetry; the carnivalesque to official 
discourse, the dialogic to the monologic.Thesejudgments have posed problems for 
critics who value those genres that Bakhtin 'most fr~queritly derogates asmonologic, 
especially poetry, the epic, and drama. Other critics object that it is not clear to what 
degree Bakhtin espouses a mimetic theory of literature, insofar· as language for him 
seems less to represent or reflect reality than to refract and rework it. , 

Nevertheless; Bakhtin's work has been much admired and extended by scholars in 
many fields. Those in cultural studies have found twb majorconlributionsparticularly 
useful. First, Bakhtin focuses on "language" as the utterances of speaking subjects: 
that is, as spoken "discourse". and not the impersonal, p'i'evocal signifiers or rhetorical 
tropes posited by the influential structuralist· and poststructuralist traditions. Second, 
he insists. that discourse' unfolds in a heteroglot, dialogic force field of conflicting 
Interests and Ideologles;""with literary language being only one· of many discursive 
strata and itself divided by generic, stylistic. professional, and' other special features. 
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These Bakhtinian views, widely advocated by cultural studies scholars, promote a 
complex sociopoetics suited to a contemporary. globalized world of diverse peoples, 
languages, and cultural forms. 
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From Discourse in the Nove}! 

The principal idea of this essay is that the study of verbal art can and must 
overcome the divorce between an abstract "formal" approach and an equally 
abstract "ideological" approach. Form and content in discourse are one, once 
we understand that verbal discourse is a social phenomenon-social 
throughout its entire range and in each and every of its factors, from the 
sound image to the furthest reaches of abstract meaning. 

It is this idea that has motivated our emphasis on "the stylistics of genre." 
The separation of style and language from the question of genre has been 
largely responsible for a situation in which only individual and period-bound 
overtones of a style are the privileged subjects of study, while its basic social 
tone is ignored. The great historical destinies of genres are overshadowed by 
the petty vicissitudes of stylistic modifications, which in their turn are linked 
with individual artists and artistic movements. For this reason, stylistics has 
been deprived of an authentic philosophical and sociological approach to its 
problems; it has become bogged down in stylistic trivia; it is not able to sense 
behind the individual and period-bound shifts the great and anonymous des
tinies of artistic discourse itself. More often than not, stylistics defines itself 
as a stylistics of "private craftsmanship" and ignores the social life of dis
course outside the artist's study, discourse in the open ~paces of public 
squares, streets, cities and villages, of social groups, generations and epochs. 
Stylistics is concerned not with living discourse but with a histological spec
imen made from it, with abstract linguistic discourse in the service of an 
artist's individual creative powers. But these individual and tendentious over
tones of style, cut off from the fundamentally social modes in which dis
course lives, inevitably come across as flat and abstract in such a formulation 
and cannot therefore be studied in organic unity with a work's seinantic 
components. 

Modern Stylistics & the Novel 

Before the twentieth century, problems associated with a stylistics of the 
novel had not been precisely form'ulated-such a .formulation could only 
have resulted from a recognition of the stylistic utUqueness of novelistic 
(artistic-prose) discourse. . 

For a long time treatment of the novel was limited to little more than 
abstract ideological examin~tion and publicistic commentary. Concrete 
questions of stylistics were either not treated at all or treated in passing and 
in an arbitrary way: the discourse of artistic prose was either understood as 
being poetic in the narrow sense, and had the categories of traditional styl
istics (based on the study of tropes) uncritically applied to it, or else such 
questions were limited to empty, evaluative terms for the characterization of 
language, such as "expressiveness," "imagery," "force," "clarity" and So on
without providing these concepts with any stylistic significance, however 
vague and tentative. 

1. Translated by Caryl Emerson and Michael Holqulst. who occasionally retain the original Russian words 
or add Information in brackets. 
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Toward the end of the last century, as a counterweight to this abstract 
ideological way of viewing things, interest began to grow in the concrete 
problems of artistic craftsmanship in prose, in the problems of novel and 
short-story technique. However, in questions of stylistics the situation did 
not change in the slightest; attention was concentrated almost exclusively 
on problems of composition (in the broad sense of the word). But, as before, 
the peculiarities of the stylistic life of discourse in the novel (and in the short 
story as well) lacked an approach that was both principled and at the same 
time concrete (one is impossible without the other); the same arbitrary judg
mental observations about language-in the spirit of traditional stylistics
continued to reign supreme, and they totally overlooked the authentic nature 
of artistic prose. 

There is a highly characteristic and widespread point of view that sees 
novelistic discourse as an extra-artistic. medium, a discourse that is' not 
worked into any special or unique style. After failure to find in novelistic 
discourse a purely poetic formulation ("poetic" in the narrow sense) as was 
expected, prose discourse is denied any artistic value at all; it is the same as 
practical speech for everyday life. or speech for scientific purposes, an artis
tically neutral means of communication.2 

Such a point of view frees one from the necessity of undertaking stylistic 
analyses of the novel; it in fact gets rid of the very problem of a stylistics of 
the novel, permitting one to limit oneself to purely thematic analyses of it. 

It was, however. precisely in the 1920s that this situation changed: the 
novelistic prose word began to win a place for itself in stylistics. On the one 
hand there appeared a series of concrete stylistic analyses of novelistic prose; 
on the other hand. systematic attempts were made to re(:ognize and define 
the stylistic uniqueness of artistic prose as distinct from poetry. 

But it was precisely these concrete analyses and these attempts at a prin
cipled approach that made patently obvious the fact that all the categories 
of traditional stylistics-in fact the very concept of a poetic artistic discourse. 
,'vhich lies at the heart of such categories-were not applicable to novelis.tic 
discourse. Novelistic discourse proved to be the acid test for this whole way 
of conceiving style, exposing the narrowness of this type of thinking and its 
inadequacy in all areas of discourse's artistic life. . 

All attempts at concrete stylistic allalysis of novelistic prose either strayed 
into linguistic descriptions of the language of a given novelist or else limited 
themselves to those separate, isolated stylistic elements of the novel that 
were includable (or gave the appearance of being includable) in the tradi
tional categories of stylistics. In both instances the stylistic whole of the novel 
and of novelistic discourse eluded the investigator. 

The novel as a whole is a phenomenon multiform in style and variform in 

2. As recentlr. as the 1920s. V. M. 1.irmunskij 
!important fel ow traveler of the Formalists (trans-
1"lors' note») was writing: "\Vhen lyrical poetry 
"ppellrs to be authentically a work of l'erbal art, due 
to its choice and combination of \o\Ol"ds (on seman~ 
I ic a. well as sound levels) all of which are com
pl"tely subordinated to the ae.thetic project. 
Tolstoy's nove], by contrast, which is rree in its ver~ 
hal cOin position, does not use words as an artist!
':nlly significant element of interaction but as a 
IlINltral medium or as a systt"m of significations 
,ubordinated (as happens in practical .peech) to 

the communicative function. directing our atten
Uon to thematic aspects quite abstracted from 
purely verbal considerations. We cannot call such 
a literary work a work of verbal art or, in any case, 
not in the sense that the term is used for lyrical 
poetry" ["On the Problem of the Formal Method." 
in an antholo8)' of his articles, Prabl" .... of a Theory 
of Lle ...... t ... · .. (Leningrad, 1928. p. 173); Russian 
edition: "K voprosu 0 'formal' nom metode'," in 
V"rrasy !eorl; IIleralury (L .• 1928) (trans.) Bakh
tin s note). Leo Tolstoy (l828-1910), Ru.siannov
elist and moral philosopher. 
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speech and voice.' In it.the investigator is confronted with several heteroge
neous stylistic un.ities, often located on different linguistic levels and subject 
to different stylistic controls. 

We list below the basic types of compositional-stylistic unities into which 
the novelistic whole usually breaks down: 

(1) Direct authorialliterary-artistic.harration (in all its diverse.variants); . 
(2) Stylization· of the variQus forms of oral everyday narration (.1ca.z);. 
(3)Styliz8tion ofthe·various forms of semiliterary (written) everyday nar-

ration (the letter, the diary, .etc.); .. , 
(4) Various forms of literary but extra-artistic authorial speech (moral, phil

osophical or scientific statements, oratory, ethnographic descriptions, 
memoranda 'and so forth); . 

(5) The stylistically individualized speech of characters., 

" These heterogeneous stylistic,unities, upon entering the novel, combine 
to fonn a structured artistic system, and are subordinated to the higher styl
istic unity of the work as a whole, a unity that cannot be identified with any 
single one of the unities subordinated to it. 

The stylistic uniqueness of the novel as a genre consists precisely in the 
combination of thesesubordinated,yet still relatively autonomous; unities 
(even at times comprised of different languages) into the higher unity of the 
work as a whole: the style' of a novel is to be found in the combination ofits 
styles; the language of a hovel is the system of its "languages." Each separate 
element of a novel's language is determined first of aU·by one such subor
dinated stylistic unity :into which it enters directly-be it the stylistically 
individualized speech of a character, the down-to-earth voice of a narrator 
in skaz, a letter. or ,whatever. The linguistic and stylistic profile of a given 
element (lexical, semantic, syntactic) is shaped by that subordinated . unity 
to which it is most immediately proximate. At the same time this element, 
together with its most immediate unity, figures into the style of the whole, 
itself supports the accent of the whole and participates in the process 
whereby the unified meaning of the whole is structured and revealed; 

The novel can be defined as a diversity of social speech types (sometimes 
even diversity of languages) and a diversity of individual voices, artistically 
organized. The internal stratification of any single national language into 

-social dialects,' characteristic group behavior, professional jargons, generic 
languages, languages of generations and age groups, tendentious languages, 
languages of the authorities, of various circles and of passing fashions, lan
guages that serve the specific sociopOlitical purposes of the day, everiof the 
hour (each day has its own slogan, its own vocabulary, its own emphases)
this internal stratification present in every language at any given moment of 
its historical existence ,is the indispensable. prerequisite for' the novel as a 
genre. The novel. orch~strates ail its themes, the totality' of the world of 
objects and ideas depicted arid expressed in it, by ril'eans of the social diversity 
'of speech types [raznorecie] and by the differing individual voices that Hour
.~sh under such conditions. Authorial speech, the.' speeches of narrators, 

: , "" 

·3 .. This term has no precise equiwilent in English; 
.Iraz Is a technique or mode of narration that Imi
tates the oral speech or "yam" of an Individualized 

narrator, as In Mark Twaln's "Celebrati!!dJumping 
Frog of Calaveras County" (1865). S/uu: was the 
subject of much Russian formalist criticism. 
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inserted genres, the speech of characters are merely those· fundamental com
positional unities with whose help heteroglossia [raznorecie) can enter the 
novel; each of them permits a mUltiplicity of social voices and a wide variety 
of their links and interrelationships (always more 01' less dialogized). These 
distinctive links and interrelationships between utterances ·and languages, 
this movement of the theme through different languages and speech types, 
its dispersion into the rivulets and droplets of social heteroglossia, its dia
logization-this is the basic distinguishing .feature of the stylistics of the 
novel. 

Such a combining of languages and styles into a higher unity is unknown 
to traditional stylistics; it has no method for approaching the distinctive 
social dialogue among languages that is present in the novel. Thus stylistic 
analysis is not oriented toward the novel asa whole, but only toward one or 
another of its subordinated stylistic unities. The traditional. scholar bypasses 
the basic distinctive feature of the novel as a genre; he substitutes for it 
another object of study, and instead of novelistic style he actually analyzes 
something completely different.' He transposes a symphonic (orchestrated) 
theme onto the piano keyboard. 

We notice two such types of substitutions: in the first type, an analysis of 
novelistic style is replaced by a description'ofthe language of a given novelist 
(or at ·best of the, "languages" of a given novel); in the second type j one of 
the subordinated styles is isolated and analyzed as if it were the style of the 
whole. 

In the first type, style is cut off from considerations of genre,. and from 
the work as such, and regarded as a phenomenon of language itself: the unity 
of style in a given work is transformed either irito the unity of an individual 
language ("individual dialect"), or into the unity of an. individual speech 
(parole). It is precisely the individuality of the. speaking subject that is rec
ognized to. be that style-generating factor trarisforlning a phenomenon of 
language and linguistics into a stylistic unity. ' 

We 'have rio need to follow where stich an analysis of novelistic style leads, 
whether to,adisclosing of the novelist's individual dialect (that is, his vocab
ulary, his syntax) or to a disclosing of the distinctive features of the work 
taken as a "complete speech act," an "utterance," Equally in both cases, style 
is und~stood in ·the spirit of Saussure:4 as an individualization of the ge6eral 
language (in the sense of a system of general language norms). Stylistics is 
transformed either into a curious kind of linguistics treating individual lan
guages, or into a linguistics of the utterance. 

In accordance with the point of view selected j the' unity of a style thus 
presupposes on the one hand a unity of language (in the sense of a system 
of general normative forms) and on·the other hand the unity of an individual 
person realizing' himself in this language. 

Both these conditions are in fact obligatory in the majority of verse-based 
poetic genres,: but even in these genres they. far from exhaust or define the 
style of the work. The most precise and complete description of the individual 
language and speech of a poet--even if this description does choose to treat 
the expressiveness of language and' speech elements-does not add up to a 

4. SpeCifically. the emphasis by the French linguist FERblNAND'DE sAUSSURE (1857-1913) on langue (a 
lunguuge system) and 'parole (individual speech). 
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stylistic analysis of the work, inasmuch as these elements relate to a system 
of language or to a system of speech, that is, to various linguistic unities and 
not to the system of the artistic work, which is governed by a completely 
different system of rules than those that govern the linguistic systems of 
language and of speech. 
:. But-we repeat-in the majority of poe~ic genres, the unity of the lan
guag~ system and the unity (and uniqueness) of the poet's individuality as 
reflected in his language and speech, which is directly realized in this unity, 
are indispensable prerequisites of poetic style. The' 'hovel, however, not only 
does not require these conditions but (as yve have said) even makes of the 
internal stratification of language, of its social heteroglossia and the variety 
of individual voices in it, the prerequisite for authentic novelistic prose. 

Thus the su1>stitution of the individuaHzed language of the novelist (to the 
extent that one can recover this language from the "speech" and·"language" 
systems of the novel) for the style of the novel itself is doubly imprecise: it 
distorts the very essence of a stylistics of the novel. 'Such substitution inev
itably leads to the selectiqn from the novel of only those elements that can 
!:>e fitted within the frame of a single language system and that express, 
directly and without mediation, an authorial individuality in Janguage. The 
whole' of the novel and the specific tasks involved in construct.ing this whole 
out of heteroglot, multi-voiced, multi-styled and often multi-Ianguaged ele
men~s remain outside the boundaries of such a study. 

Such is the first type of substitution for the proper object of study in the 
styli!!~ic analysis of the novel. We will npt delve further into the diverse var
iations of this type, which are determined by the different ways in which 
such ~Pncepts as "the speech whole," "the system of language," "the individ
uality of the author's language and speech" are understood, and by a differ
ence in the very way in which the relationship between style and language 
is conc~ived (and also the relationship between stylistics and linguistics). In 
all possjple variants on this type of analysis, which acknowledge only one 
singh~ h~pguage and a single authorial individuality expressing itself directly 
in that language, the stylistic nature of the novel slips hopelessly away from 
the inve~tigator. 

The second type of substitution is characterized not by an orientation 
towar~ the language of the author, but rather toward the style of ~henovel 
itself~although style thus understood is narrowed down to mean the style 
of merely one out of the several subordina~ed unities (which are relatively 
autonomous) within the novel. 

In the majority of cases the style of the novel ~s subsumed under the 
concept of "epic style," and the appropriate categories of traditional stylistics 
are applied to it. In such circumstances only those elements of epic repre
sentation (those occurring predominantly in direct authorial-speech) are iso
lated from the novel for consideration. The profound difference between 
novelistic and purely epic modes of expression is ignored. Differences 
between the novel and the epic are usually perceived on the level of com
position and thematics alone. 

In other instances, different aspects of novelistic style are selected out as 
most characteristic of one or another concrete literary work. Thus the nar
rational aspect can be considered from the point of view not of its objective 
descriptive mode, but of its subjective expression mode (expressiveness). One 
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might select elements of vernacular extraliterary narration (skaz) or those 
aspects that provide the information necessary to further the plot (as one 
might do, for example, in analyzing an adventure novel).! And it is possible, 
finally, to select those purely dramatic elements of the novel that lower the 
narrational aspect to the level of a commentary on the dialogues of the 
novel's characters. But the system of languages in drama is organized on 
completely different principles, and therefore its languages sound utterly 
different than do the languages of the novel. In drama there is no all
encompassing language that addresses itself dialogically to separate lan
guages, there is no second all-encompassing plotless (nondramatic) dialogue 
outside that of the (llondramatic) plot. 

All these types of analysis" are inadequate to the style not only of the nov
elistic whole but even of that element isolated as fundamental for a given 
novel-inasmuch as that element, removed from its interaction with others, 
changes its stylistic meaning and ceases to be that which it in fact had been 
in the novel. 

The current state of questions posed by a stylistics of the novel reveals, 
fully and clearly, that all the categories and methods of traditional.styJistics 
remain incapable of dealing effectively with the artistic uniquene~s qf qis
course in the novel, or with the specific life that discourse leads in the novel. 
"Poetic language," "individuality of language," "image," "symbol," "epic "tyle" 
and other general categories worked out and applied by stylistics, ~s'weU as 
the entire set of concrete stylistic devices subsumed by th~se categories (no 
matter how differently understood by individual critics), are all equally ori
ented toward the single-Ianguagef!. ang single-styled genres, toward the 
poetic genres in the narrow sense of ~he word. Their connection" with this 
exclusive orientati~n explains a number of the particular features an4 liri
tations of traditional stylistic categc:>ries. All these categories, and thev~ry 
philosophical conception of poetiC' discourse in which they are grounded, 
are too narrow and cramped. and cannot accommodate the artistic prose of 
novelistiC discourse. ' 

Thus stylistics and the philosophy of discourse indeed confront a dilemma: 
either to" acknowledge the novel (and consequently all artistic prose tending 
in that direction) an unartistic or quasi-artistic genre, or to radically recoll-
sider that conception of poetic discourse in which traditional stylis~ic7is 
grounded and which determines all its -categories. " 

This dilemma, however. is by no means universally recognized. Most schol
ars are not inclined to undertake a radical revision of the fundamental phil
osophical conception of poetic discourse. Many do not even see or recognize 
the philosophical roots of the stylistics (and linguistics) in which they work, 
and shy away fl"Om any fundamental philosophical issues. They utterly fail 
to see behind their isolated and fragmented stylistic observations and lin
guistic descriptions any theoretical problems posed by novelistic discourse. 
Others-more principled-make a case for consistent individualism in their 
understanding of language and style. First and foremost they seek in the 
stylistic phenomenon a direct and un mediated expression of authorial indi-

5, Artistic prose style has been studied in Russia 
hy t he Formalists largely on these two last le,'els, 
that i., either skaz (Eichenbaum) or plot
infOl"mational "'pects (Shklo\'Sky) Wf're studied as 

most chara<:teristic of literary prose [Bakhtln's 
note]. BORIS EICHENBAUM (1886-1959), Russian 
formalist critic. Viktor Shklovsky (1893-1984), 
Russian formalist writer and critic. 
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viduality, and suchan understanding of'the problem is least-likely·of all to 
encourage a reconsideration of basic stylistic categories in the proper direc-
tioil. . . 

However,' there is another. solution of our dilemrpa that does take basic 
concepts into account: one need only consider oft-neglected rhetoric; which 
for centuries has included artistic prose in its-purview.· Once ,we have restored 
rhetoric to all its ancierit rights, we may adhere to the old concept of poetic 
discourse, relegating to "rhetorical forms" everything in novelistic. prose that 
does not fit the Procrustean bed of traditional stYlistic Fategorie·s.6 ", 

Gustav Shpet,7 in his time, proposed such a solution to the dilemma, with 
all due rigorousness and consistency. He utterly ejccluded artistic prose and 
its ultimate realization~the novel~fromthe·realm of·poetry,,-and assigned 
it to the category of purely rhetorical forms. B :"'.,. 

Here is what Shpetsays about the novel: ''The recognition that contem
poraryJorms of:moral propaganda-i.e .. , the noVel~o not spring from poetic 
creativity but are purely rhetorical compositions, is an admission,. and a con
ception, that apparently cannot arise without immediately confronting a for
midable obstacle in the form of the universal recognition,~despite everything, 
that the novel does have a certain.aesthetic value/'9. 

Shpef utterly denies the novel any aesthetic' significance. The iloVel· is an 
extra-artistic rh~torical genre, "the contemporary form of moral propaganda"; 
artistic discourse is ejcdusively poetic discourse (in dle, sense we have indi-
catedabove). 0_ 

Viktor,Vinogradov l adopted ·arianalogous point of view in:.his bookOn 
Artistic Prose, assigning the problem of a:rti~tic prosetorhetdric. While agree
ing With Shpet'sbasic philosophical definitions of the :"poetic" and the ,'~rhe~ 
toriesl;"-: Vinogradov. 'Was, . ,however, not so· paradoxically: ·:consistent:· ·he 
considered the novel. a syncretic, mixed form· f"a hybrid 'formation") and 
admitted that. it contained,- along with rhetorical elements, 'some purely 
poetic ones.2. . ., ...• . '.' 

The point of view that completely excludes novelistic prose I as a rhetorical 
formation, from the realm .ofpoetry~a point of view. that is basi~ally false
does nevertheless ,have a 'certain -indisputable,merit. Tltere resides in it an 
acknowledgment in principle and in substance of- the inadequacy of all con
temporary stylistics, along with its philosophical and linguistic,base, when it 
comes to defining the specific distinctive features .of. novelistic :prose;And 
what is more;· the very reliance on. rhetorical forms· has a' great· heuristic 

6. Such a solution to the 'problem was espeCially 
tempting "to adherent .. of the formal method In 
poetics: In fact. the re-establls"ment of rhetoric. 
with alll~. rights, greatly'strengthens the Formalist 
position. Formalist rhetoric is a neeessary addition' 
to Formalist poetics. Our Formalists. were being 
completely consisten~ when they spoke of the 
necessity of reviving rhetoric alongside foetics (on . 
this. see B. M. Eichenbaum, Literature [Literatuni;· 
Llmingrad. 19271, pp. 147-48) {Bakhtln's notel. 
7. Gustav Sh'l" et (1879-1937), outstanding rep
resentative 0 the neo-Kandan and (especially) 
Husserlian traditions In Russia; 81 professor 8t the 
UnlVenlty 'of MOlcow for many yean he Influ
enced many (amilnl othert, the youn. Rbman 
Jakob.on) llran,laton' note.1 IMMANUEL KANT 
(1724-1804), Gennen leI •• U,t phllolcipher, 

Edmund Hu,;serl(1859-i!J38). C';rman ph~riom
enologls!. 'JIIK08S0N (1896-'1982),. RLis,;lan-'borh 
literary theprist and linguist. . .. 
8., brlgln~l1y hl his Aesthetic Frag...e..1S, [Es.eetil!es
Ide frag-tJr) ~ ,in' a more' eomplete iispett 'in the 
I?ook no.. 'ntjer ·fomo of the W'1r" (Vnutren"jaja 
fo,..,... .lava) (M •• '(927) [Bakhtln's note).' 
9. Vnutr8tmjaja- forma s!twa .. p.215 IBakhtin's 
notel.·. '. 
1. Vlktor Vlnogradov (I 895-1969) •. outstanding 
lingUist ilI\d .r':'l!tiht of style In literature. a.frlendly 
critic of the Formalists, and an Important theorist 
in his own right (especially his work on sloa", tech-
nique) (tran.lato .. ··notel. ' .' :..... 
2, V. V. VlnolradOv,'cm Artistic ProSfl [0 XMIlof· 
.. .".,.- .f""")'· MOlcow-LenlnFacI, 1930, 
pp. 75-106 I BakhUn'i note), . 
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significance. Once rhetorical discourse is brought into the study with all its 
living diversity, it cannot fail to have a deeply revolutionizing· influence on 
linguistics and on the philosophy of. language; -It is precisely those aspects of 
any discourse (the internally dialogic quality of discourse, and the phenom
ena related to it), not yet sufficiently taken into account and fathomed in all 
the enormous weight they carry in the life' of language. that are revealed with 
great external precision in rhetorical forms; provided a correct and unprej
udiced approach to those forms is used. Such is the general methodological 
and heuristic significance of rhetorical forms for linguistics and for the phi
losophy of language. 

The special significance of rhetorical forms for understanding the novel is 
equally great. The noyel, and artistic prose in general, has the closest genetic, 
family relationship to rhetorical forms.,And throughout the entire develop
ment of the novel, itS intimate interaction (both peaceful and hostile) with 
living rhetorical genres (journalistic, moral, philosophical and others) has 
never c)eased;· this interaction was perhaps no less -intense than was the 
novel's interaction with the artistic genr~s (epic, dramatic, lyric). But in this 
uninterrupted interrelationship, novelistic discourse preserved its own qual
itative un~queness and was never reducible to rhetorical discourse. 

The novel is an artistic genre;· Novelistic discourse is poetic discourse, but 
one that does not fit within the frame provided by the concept of poetic 
discourse as it now exists. This concept has certain ·underlying .. presupposi
tionsthat limit it. The very concept~in the course of its historical formu
lation from Aristotle~ to the . present . day-has been' oriented toward the 
specific ~',official" gentes and connected with specific historical teildencies in 
verbal ideological life. Thus a whole series' ofphenomenarem'ained beyond 
its conceptual horizon. 

Philosophy of language, lingilistics' an& stylistics [i.e., 'such :as they have 
come ,down·to us] have all postulated'a;simple and 'unmediated relation of 
speaker·to his unitary and singular "own"danguage; .and hl;lve postulated as 
wells'simple realization' of this language. in the 'lIlonologic 'Utter~nce of the 
individual. Such disciplines actually know only two poles in ihe·ljfe of lan
guage; between which are located all the linguistic .and stylistic phenomena 
they· know: on the one hand, the system of a unitary language'.4Qd on the 
other the individual speaking in this language. ., 

Various schools of thought in the' philosophy of language, in lingUistics 
and in stylistics have, in different periods (and always in close connection 
with the diverse concrete poetic and ideological styles of a given epoch), 
introduced into such concepts as "syStem of . language," "monologic utter
ance," "the speaking individuum," various' differing nuimces of meaning, but 
their basic cOntent remains unchanged. This basic content is conditioned by 
the specific sociohistorical destinies of European . languages and by the des
tinies of ideological discourse,· and by those particular 'historical tasks that 
ideological ·discourse has fulfilled in specific social spheres and at specific 
stages in its own historical development. 

These tasks and destinies of discourse. conditioned specific verbal
ideological movements, as well as;various. specific genres of ideological dis
co~rse. Bnd ultimately the speCfficl'hilosophicBI concept.of discourse itself--'-

3. The Greek philosopher (384-322 D.C.E.) d'acu.lel poetic: dl.course In hll Poetle. (lee above). 
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in particular, the concept of poetic discourse, which had been at the heart 
of all concepts of style. 

The strength and at the same time the limitations of such basic stylistic 
categories become apparent when such categories are seen as conditioned 
by specific historical destinies and by the task that an ideological discourse 
assumes. These categories arose from and were shaped by the historically 
aktuell4 forces at work in the verbal-ideological evolution of specific social 
groups; they comprised the theoretical expression of actualizing forces that 
were in the process of creating a life for language. 

These forces are the forces that serve to unify and centralize the verbal
ideological world. 

Unitary language constitutes the theoretical expression of the historical 
processes of linguistic unification and centralization, an expression of the 
centripetal forces of language. A unitary language is not something given 
[dan] but is always in essence posited [zadan]-and at every moment of its 
linguistic life it is opposed to the realities of heteroglossia. But at the same 
time it makes its real presence felt as a force for overcoming this hetero
glossia, imposing specific limits to it, guaranteeing a certain maximum of 
mutual understanding and crystalizing into a real, although still relative, 
unity-the unity of the reigning conversational (everyday) and literary lan
guage, "correct language." 

A common unitary language is a system of linguistic norms. But these 
norms do not constitute an abstract imperative; they are rather the generative 
forces of linguistic life, forces that struggle to overcome the heteroglossia of 
language, forces that unite and centralize verbal-ideological thought, creat
ing within aheteroglot national language the firm, stable linguistic nucleus 
of an officially recognized literary language, or else defending an already 
formed language from the pressure of growing heteroglossia. 

What we have in mind here is not an abstract linguistic minimum of a 
common language, in the sense of a system of elementary forms (linguistic 
symbols) guaranteeing a minimum level of comprehension in practical com~ 
munication. We are taking language not as a system of abstract grammatical 
categories, but rather language conceived as ideologically saturated, lan
guage as a world view, even as a concrete opinion, insuring a maximum of 
mutual understanding in all spheres of ideolo'gical life. Thus a Unitary lan
guage gives expression to forces working toward concrete verbal and ideo
logical unification and centralization, which develop in vital 'connection with 
the processes of sociopolitical and cultural centralization. 

Aristotelian poetics, the poetics of Augustine, the poetics of the medieval 
church, of "the one language of truth," the Cartesian poetics of neoclassi
cism, the abstract grammatical universalism of Leibniz (the idea ~f a "uni
versal grammar"), Humboldt's' insistence on the concrete-all these, 
whatever their differences in nuance, give expression to the same centripetal 
forces in sociolinguistic and ideological life; they serve one and the same 

4. Topical, of pressing current importance 
(German). 
5. Wilhelm Freiherr von Humboldt (1767-1835), 
German humanist writer and philologist. AUGUS
TINE (354-430). early Christian philosopher and 
theologian; on his poetics, see above. 'The poetics 
of the medieval church": see HUGH OF ST. VICTOR 

(ca. 1097-1141). "The Cartesian poetics of neo
classicism": on these dualistic (from the French 
philosopher Rent! Descartes, 1596-1650) poetics, 
see PIERRE CORNEILLE (1606-1684). Gottfried 
Wilhelm von Leibniz (1646-1716), German phi
losopher and mathematician. 
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project of centralizing and unifying the European languages. The victory of 
one reigning language (dialect) over the others, the supplanting of languages, 
their enslavement, the process of illuminating them with the True Word, the 
incorporation of barbadans and lower social strata into a unitary language 
of culture and truth, the canonization of ideological systems, philology with 
its methods of studying and teaching dead languages, languages that were 
by that very fact "unities," Indo-European linguistics with its focus of atten
tion. directed away from language plurality to a single proto-language-all 
this determined the content and power of the category of "unitary language" 
in linguistic and stylistic thought, and determined its creative, style-shaping 
role in the majority of the poetic genres that coalesced in the channel formed 
by those same centripetal forces of verbal-ideological life. 

But the centripetal forces of the life of language, embodied in a "unitary 
language," operate in the midst of heteroglossia. At any given moment of its 
evolution, language is stratified not only into linguistic dialects in the strict 
sense of the word (according to formal linguistic markers, especially pho
netic), but also-and for us this is the essential point-into languages that 
are sOcio-ideological: languages of social groups, "professional" and "genetic" 
languages, languages of generations and so forth. From this point of view, 
literary language itself is only one of these heteroglot languages-and in its 
turn is also stratified into languages (generic, period-bound and others). And 
this stratification and heteroglossia. once realized, is not only a static invar
iant of linguistic life, but also what insures its dynamics: stratification and 
heteroglossia widen and deepen as long as language is alive and developing. 
Alongside the centripetal forces, the centrifugal forces of language carry on 
their uninterrupted work; alongside verbal-ideological centralization and 
unification, the uninterrupted processes of decentralization and disunifica
tion go forward. 

Every concrete utterance of a speaking subject serves as a point where 
centrifugal as well as centripetal forces are brought to bear. The processes 
of centralization and decentralization, of unification and disunification, 
intersect in the utterance; the utterance not only answers the requirements 
of its own language as an individualized embodiment of a speech act, but it 
answers the requirements of heteroglossia as well; it is in fact an active 
participant in such speech diversity. And this active participation of every" . 
utterance in living heteroglossia determines the linguistic profile and style 
of the utterance to no less a degree than its inclusion in any normative
centralizing system of a unitary language. 

Every utterance participates in the "unitary language" (in its centripetal 
forces and tendencies) and at the same time partakes of social and historical 
hetewglossia (the centrifugal. stratifying forces). 

Such is the fleeting language of a day, of an epoch, a social group, a genre, 
a school and so forth. It is possible to give a concrete and detailed analysis 
of any utterance, once having exposed it as a contradiction-ridden, tension
filled unity of two embattled tendencies in the life of language. 

The authentic environment of an utterance, the environment in which it 
lives and takes shape. is dialogized heteroglossia, anonymous and social as 
language. hut simultaneously concrete. filled with specific content and 
accented as an individual uttel-ance. 

At the time when major divisions of the poetic genres were developing 
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under the influence of the unifying, centralizing, centripetal forces of verbal
ideological life, the novel-and those artistic-prose genres that gravitate 
toWard it-was being historically shaped by the current of decentralizing, 
centrifugal forces. At the time when poetry was accomplishing the task of 
cultural, national and political centralization of the verbal-ideological world 
in the higher official socio-ideologIcal levels, on the lower levels, on the 
stagesoflocal fairs and at buffoon spectacles, the heteroglossia ofthe clown 
sounded forth, ridiculing all "languages" and dialects; there developed the 
literature of the fabliawt and Schwltnke6 of street songs, folksayings, anec
dotes; where there was no language-center at all, where there was to be found 
a lively play with the "languages" of poets, scholars, monks, knights and 
others, where all "languages" were masks and where no language could claim 
to be an authentic, incontestable face. 

Heteroglossia, as organized in these low genres, was not merely hetero
glossia viS-fl-vis the accepted literary language (in all its various generic 
expressions), that is, vis-a-vis the linguistic center of the verbal-ideological 
life of the nation and the epoch, but was a heteroglossia consciously opposed 
to this literary language. It was parodic, and aimed sharply and polemically 
against the official languages of its given time. It was heteroglossia that had 
.been dialogized . 

. Linguistics, stylistics and the J1hilosophy of language that were born and 
shaped by the current of centralizing tendencies in the life of language have 
ignored this dialogized heteroglossia, in which. is embodied the centrifugal 
forces in the life of language. For this very reason they could make no' pro
vision for the dialogic nattire of language, which was a struggle among socio
linguistic points of view, not an intra-language struggle between individual 
wills or logical contradictions. Moreover, even intra-language dialogue (dra
matic, rhetorical, cognitive or merely casual) has hardly been studied lin
guistically or stylistically up to. the present day. One might even say outright 
that the dialogic aspect of discourse and all the phenomena connected with 
it have remained to the present moment beyond the ken of linguistics. 

Stylistics has been likewise completely deaf to dialogue. A literary work 
has been conceived by 'stylistics as if it were a hermetic and self-sufficient 
whole, one whose elements constitute a closed system presuming nothing 
beyond themselves, no other utterances. The system comprising an artistic 
work was thought to be analogous with the system of a language, a system 
that could not stand in a dialogic interrelationship with other languages . 

. - From the point of view of stylistics, the artistic work as a whole-whatever 
that whole might be-is a self-sufficient and closed authorial monologue, 
one that presumes only passive listeners beyond its own boundaries. Should 
we imagine the work as a rejoinder in a given dialogue, whose style is deter
mined by its interrelationship with other rejoinders in the same dialogue (in 
the totality of the conversation)-then traditional stylistics does not offer an 
adequate means for approaching such a dialogized style. The sharpest and 
externally most marked manifestations of this stylistic category-the polem
ical style, the parodic, the ironic-are usually classified as rhetorical and not 
as poetic phenomena. Stylistics locks every stylistic phenomenon into the 
monologic context of a given self-sufficient and hermetic utterance, impris
oriing it, as it were, in the dungeon of a single context; it is not able to 

6, Medieval comic folktales (German). Fabliaux: medieval short tales in verse (French). 
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exchange messages with other utterances; it is not able to realize its own 
stylistic implications in a relationship with them; it is obliged to exhaust itself 
in its own single hermetic context. 

Linguistics, stylistics and the philosophy of language-as forces in the 
service of the great centralizing tendencies of European verbal-ideological 
life-have sought first and foremost for unity in diversity. This exclusive 
"orientation toward unity" in the present and past life of languages has con
centrated the attention of philosophical and linguistic thought on the firm
est, most stable, least changeable and most mono"semic aspects of 
discourse-on the phonetic aspects first of all-that are furthest removed 
from the changing socio-semantic spheres of discourse. Real ideologically 
saturated "language consciousness," one that participates in actual hetero
glossia and multi-languagedness, has remained outside its field of vision. It 
is precisely this orientation toward unity that has compelled scholars to 
ignore all the verbal genres (quotidian, rhetorical, artistic-prose) that were 
the carriers of the decentralizing tendencies in the life of language, or that 
were in any case too fundamentally implicated in heteroglossia. The expres
sion of this ,hetero- as well as polyglot consciousness in the specific forms 
and phenomena of verbal life remained utterly without determinative influ
ence on linguistics and stylistic thought. 

Therefore proper theoretical recognition and illumination could not be 
found for the specific feel for language and discourse that one gets in styli
zations, in skaz, in parodies and in various forms of verbal masquerade,. "not 
talking straight," and in the more complex artistic forms for the organization 
of contradiction, forms that orchestrate their themes by means of lan
guages-in all characteristic and profound models of novelistic prose, in 
Grimmelshausen, Cervantes, Rabelais, Fielding, Smollett, Sterne? and 
others. 

The problem of stylistics for the novel inevitably leads to the necessity of 
/engaging a series of fundamental questions concerning the philosophy of 
,cdiscourse, questions connected with' those aspects in the life of discourse 
. 'that have had no light cast on them by linguistic and stylistic thought:-that 

is, we must deal with the life and behavior of discourse in a contradictory 
and multi-languaged world. 

Discourse in Poetry and Discourse in the Novel 

For the philosophy of language, for linguistics and for stylistics structured 
on their base, a whole series of phenomena have therefore remained almost 
entirely beyond the realm of consideration: these include the specific phe
nomena that are present in discourse and that are determined by its dialogic 
orientation, first, amid others' utterances inside a single language (the pri
mordial dialogism of discourse), amid other "social languages" within a single 
national language and finally amid different national languages within the 
same culture, that is, the same socio-ideological conceptual horizon.8 

7. All important early novelists-German: Hans 
Jakob Christoffel von Grimmelshausen (ca. 1621-
1676); Sponi,h: Miguel de Cervantes (1547-
1616): French: Fran~ols Rabelais (ca. I 49O--ca. 
1533): and English: Henry Fielding (1707-1754), 
(Scottlsh·born) Tobias Smollett (1721-1771 ),and 
Laurence Sterne (1713-1768). 

8. Linguistics acknowledges only a mechanical 
reCiprocal influencing and Intermixing of lan
guages (that Is. one that i. unconscious and deter
mined by social conditions) which 'Is reflected In 
abstract linguistic elements (phonetic and mor
phological) [Bakhtln's notel. 
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In recent decades, it is true, these phenomena have begun to attract the 
attention of scholars in language and stylistics, but their fundamental and 
wide-ranging significance in all spheres of the life of discourse is still far 
from acknowledged. 

The dialogic orientation of a word among other words (of all kinds and 
degrees of otherness) creates new and significant artistic potential in dis
course, creates the potential for a distinctive art of prose, which has found 
its fullest and deepest expression in the novel. 

We will focus our attention here on various forms and degrees of dialogic 
orientation in discourse, and on the special potential for a distinctive prose
art. 

As treated by traditional stylistic thought, the word acknowledges only 
itself (that is, only its own context), its own object, its own direct expression 
and its own unitary and singular language. It acknowledges another word, 
one lying outside its own context, only as the neutral word of language, as 
the word of no one in particular, as simply the potential for speech. The 
direct word, as traditional stylistics understands it, encounters in its orien
tation toward the object only the resistance of the object itself (the impos
sibility of its being exhausted by a word, the impossibility of saying it all), 
but it does not encounter in its path toward the object the fundamental and 
richly varied opposition of another's word. No one hinders this word, no one 
argues with it. 

But no living word relates to its object in a singular way: between the word 
and its object, between the word and the speaking subject, there existS an 
elastic environment of other, alien words about the same object, the same 
theme, and this is an environment that it is often difficult to penetrate. It is 
precisely in the process of living interaction with this specific environment 
that the word may be individualized and given stylistic shape. 

Indeed, any concrete discourse (utterance) finds the object at which it 
was directed already as it were overlain with qualifications, open to dispute, 
charged with value, already enveloped in an obscuring mist-or, on the con
trary, by the "light" of alien words that have already been spoken about it. 
It is entangled, shot through with shared thoughts, points of view, alien 
value judgments and accents. The word, directed toward its object, enters a 
dialogically agitated and tension-filled environment of alien words, value 
judgments and accents, weaves in and out of complex interrelationships, 
merges with some, recoils from others, intersects with yet a third group: and 
all this may crucially shape discourse, may leave a trace in all its semantic 
layers, may complicate its expression and influence its entire stylistic pro
file. 

The living utterance, having taken meaning and shape at a particular his
torical moment in a socially specific environment, cannot fail to brush up 
against thousands of living dialogic threads, woven by socio-ideological con
sciousness around the given object of an utterance; it cannot fail to become 
an active participant in social dialogue. Mter all, the utterance arises out of 
this dialogue as a continuation of it and as a rejoinder to it-it does not 
approach the object from the sidelines. 

The way in which the word conceptualizes its object is a complex act-all 
objects, open to dispute and overlain as they are with qualifications, are from 
one side highlighted while from the other side dimmed by heteroglot social 
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opinion, by an alien word about them.9 And into this complex play of light 
and shadow the word enters-it becomes saturated with this play, and must 
determine within it the boundaries of its own semantic and stylistic contours. 
The way in which the word conceives its object is complicated by a dialogic 
interaction within the object between various aspects of its socio-verbal intel
ligibility. And an artistic representation, an "image" of the object, may be 
penetrated by this dialogic play of verbal intentions that meet and are inter
woven in it; such an image need not stifle these forces, but on the contrary 
may activate and organize them. If we imagine the intention of such a word, 
that is, its directionality toward the object, in the form of a ray of light, then 
the living and unrepealable play of colors and light on the facets of the image 
that it constructs can be explained as the spectral dispersion of the ray-word. 
not within the object itself (as would be the case in the play of an image-as
trope, in poetic speech taken in the narrow sense, in an "autotelic word"). 
but rather as its spectral dispersion in an atmosphere filled with the alien 
words. value judgments and accents through which the ray passes on its way 
toward the object; the social atmosphere of the word, the atmosphere that 
surrounds the object. makes the facets of the image sparkle. 

The word, breaking through to its own meaning and its own expression 
across an environment full of alien words and variously evaluating accents, 
harmonizing with some of the elements in this environment and striking a 
dissonance with others, is able. in this dialogized process, to shape its own 
stylistic profile and tone. 

Such is the image i11. artistic prose and the image of novelistic prose in 
particular. In the atmosphere of the novel, the direct and unmediated inten
tion of a word presents itself as something impermissably naive, something 
in fact impossible. for naivete itself, under authentic novelistic conditions, 
takes on the nature of an internal polemic and is consequently dialogized 
(in. for example, the work of the Sentimentalists, in Chateaubriand l and in 
Tostoy). Such a dialogized image can occur in all the poetic genres as well, 
even in the lyric (to be sure, without setting the tone).l But such an image 
can fully unfold, achieve full complexity and depth and at the same time 
artistic closure. only under the conditions present in the genre of the novel. 

In the poetic image narrowly conceived (in the image-as-trope), all activ
ity-the dynamics of the image-as-word-is completely exhausted by the ptay 
between the word (with all its aspects) and the object (in all its aspects). The 
word plunges into the inexhaustible wealth and contradictory multiplicity of 
the object itself. with its "virginal." still "unuttered" nature; therefore it pre
sumes nothing beyond the borders of its own context (except, of course, what 
can be found in the treasure-house of language itself). The word forgets that 
its object has its own history of contradictory acts of verbal recognition, as 
well as that heteroglossia that is always present in such acts of recognition. 

9. Highly significant in this respect is the struggle 
that must be undertaken in such movements as 
R()usseauism, Naturalism, 1mtreSsionism, Acnle
iSl", Dadaism, Surrealism an analogous schools 
with the "qualified" nature of the object (a struggle 
occ"sioned by the idea of a return to primordial 
consciousness, to original consciousness, to the 
ubjec.:t itself in itself, to pure perception and so 
fmlh') fBakhtin's note]. 
I. Fran<;ois-Auguste-Ren~, vicOl1llC de Chaleau-

briand (I 768-1848), French novelist. 
2. The Horatlan lyric, Villon. Heine, Lafargue, 
Annenskij and others-despile the fact that these 
are extremely varied Instances [Bakhtin's note]. All 
lyric poets: HORACE (65-8 B.C.E.), Roman; Fran· 
~ois Villon (I43J-ca.1463), French; Heinrich 
Heine (J 797-1856), German; Jules Lafargue 
(1860-1887), French; and Innokenty Annenskij 
(1855-1909), Russian. 
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For the writer of artistic prose, on the contrary, the object reveals first of 
all precisely the socially heteroglot multiplicity of its names, definitions and 
value judgments. Instead of the virginal fullness and inexhaustibility of the 
object itself, the prose writer confronts a multitude of routes, roads and paths 
that have been laid down in the object by social consciousness. Along with 
the internal contradictions inside the object itself, the prose writer witnesses 
as well the unfolding of social heteroglossia surrounding the object,the 
Tower-of-Babel mixing of languages3 that goes on around any, object; the 
dialectics of the object are interwoven with the social dialogue surrounding 
it. For the prose writer, the object is a focal point for heteroglot voices among 
which his own voice must also sound; these voices create the background 
necessary for his own voice, outside of which his artistic prose nuances can
not be perceived, :and without which they "do not sound." .0, 

, ·The prose artist elevates the social heteroglossia surrounding objects into 
an image that has finished contours, an image completely shot through with 
.dialogized overtones; he creates artistically calculated nuances. on alI the 
fundamental voices and tones of this heteroglossia. But as we have already 
said, every extra-artistic· prose discourse~inany of its forms, quotidian; rhe
·torical, scholarly-cannot fail to be oriented toward the "already uttered," 
the "already known," the "common opinion" and so forth. ·The dialogic ori
'entation of discourse is a phenomenon that is;' of course,a property of any 
discourse. It- is the natural orientation of any living discourse. On alI its 
various routes toward the object, in alI its directions; ·the word encounters 
'an alien word and cannot help encountering it ina living, tension-filIed inter
action. Only the mythical Adam, who approached a virginal and as yet ver
bally unqualified world with the first word,' could really have escaped from 
start to finish this dialogic inter-orientation with the alien word that occurs 
in the object. Concrete historical human discourse does not have this priv
ilege: it can deviate from such inter-orientation o'nly on a conditional basis 
and only to a certain degree. , 

It is all the more remarkable that linguistics and the philosophy of dis
course have been primarily oriented precisely toward this artificial, precon
ditioned status of. the word, a word excised from dialogue and taken for the 
norm (although the primacy of dialogue over monologue is frequently pro
claimed). Dialogue is studied merely as a compositional form in the struc
turing of speech, but the internal dialogism of the word (which occurs in a 
monologic utterance as welI as in a rejoinder), the dialogism that penetrates 
its entire 'structure, all its semantic and expressive layers, is almost entirely 
ignored. But it is precisely this internal dialogism of the word, which does 
not assume any external compositional forms of dialogue, that cannot be 
isolated as an independent act, separate from the word's ability to form a 
concept [koncipirovanie) of its object-it is precisely this internal dialogism 
that has such enormous power to shape style. The' internal dialogism of the 
word finds expression in a series of peculiar features in semantics, syntax 
and stylistics that have remained up to the' present time completely unstud
ied by linguistics and stylistics (nor, what is more, have the peculiar semantic 
features of ordinary dialogue been studied). . 

The word is born in a dialogue as a living rejoinder within·it; the word is 

3. See Gcnelll 11.1-9. 
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shaped in dialogic interaction with an alien word that is already in the object. 
A word forms a concept of its own object in a dialogic way. 

But this does not exhaust the internal dialogism of the word. It encounters 
an alien word not only in the obJect itself: every word is directed toward an 
answer and cannot escape the profound influence of the answering word that 
it anticipates. 

The word in living conversation is directly, blatantly, oriented toward a 
future answer-word: it provokes an answer, anticipates it and structures itself 
in the answer's direction. Forming itself in an atmosphere of the already 
spoken, the word is at the same time determined by that which has not yet 
been said but which is needed and in fact anticipated by the answering word. 
Such is the situation in any living dialogue. 

All rhetorical forms, monologic in their compositional structure, are ori
ented toward the· listener and his answer. This orientation toward the listener 
is usually considered the basic constitutive feature of rhetorical discourse. 4 

It is highly significant for rhetoric that this relationship toward the concrete 
listener, taking him into account, is a relationship that enters into the very 
internal construction of rhetorical discourse. This orientation toward an 
answer is open, blatant and concrete. 

This open orientation toward the listener and his answer in everyday dia
logue and in rhetorical forms has attracted ·the·attention of linguists. But 
even where this has been the case, linguists have by and large gotten no 
further than the compositional forms by which the listener is taken into 
account; they have not sought influence springing from more profound 
meaning and style. They have taken into consideration only those aspects of 
style determined by demands for comprehensibility and clarity-:-that is; pre
cisely those aspects that are deprived of any internal dialogism, that take the 
listener for a person who passively understands but not for one who actively 
answers and ·reacts. 

The listener and his response are regularly taken into account when it 
comes to everyday dialogue and rhetoric, but every other sort of discourse as 
well is oriented toward an understanding that is "responsive"-"-'-although this 
orientation is not particularized in an independent act and is not composi
tionally marked. Responsive understanding i!l a fundamental force, otte that 
participates in the formulation of discourse,and it is moreover an'tIi!tlve 
understanding, one that discourse senses ·as resistance or support enriching 
the discourse. 

LingUistics and the philosophy of language acknowledge only a passive 
understanding of discourse, and moreover this takes place by and large On 
the level of common language, that is, it is an understanding of an uttetlmce's 
neutral signification and not its actual meaning. 

The linguistic significance of a given utterance is understood against the 
background of language, while its actual meaning is understood against the 
background of other concrete utterances on the same theme, a background 
made up of contradictory opinions, points of view and value judgments
that is, precisely that background that, as we see, complicates the path of 
any word toward its object. Only now this contradictory environment of alien 

4. c;r. V. Vlnoarlldov'1 book On ArtIstIc Pro •• , the chapter "Rhetoric: and Poetic.," pp. 15ff" where den· 
nltilln. tMken front the older rhetQrlC:1 Ire Introduced [Rahktln'. note]. 
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words is present to the speaker not in the object, but rather in the conscious
ness of the listener, as his apperceptive background, pregnant with responses 
and objections. And every utterance is oriented toward this apperceptive 
background of understanding, which is not a linguistic background but 
rather one composed of specific objects and emotional expressions. There 
occurs a new encounter between the utterance and an alien word, which 
makes itself felt as a new and unique influence on its style. 

A passive understanding of linguistic meaning is no understanding at all, 
it is only the abstract aspect of meaning. But even a more concrete passive 
understanding of the meaning of the utterance, an understanding of the 
speaker's intention insofar as that understanding remains purely passive, 
purely receptive, contributes nothing new to the word under consideration, 
only mirroring it, seeking, at its most ambitious, merely the full reproduction 
of that which is already given in the word-even such an understanding 
never goes beyond the boundaries of the word's context and in no way 
enriches the word. Therefore, insofar as the speaker operates with such a 
passive understanding, nothing new can be introduced into his discourse; 
there can be no new aspects in his discourse relating to concrete objects and 
emotional expressions. Indeed the purely negative demands, such as could 
only emerge from a passive understanding (for instance, a need for greater 
clarity, more persuasiveness, more vividness and so forth), leave the speaker 
in his own personal context, within his own boundaries; such negative 
demands are completely immanent in the speaker's own discourse and do 
not go beyond his semantic or expressive self-sufficiency. 

In the actual life of speech, every concrete act of understanding is active: 
it assimilates the word to be understood into its own conceptual system filled 
with specific objects and emotional expressions, and is indissolubly merged 
with the response, with a motivated agreement or disagreement. To some 
extent, primacy belongs to the response, as the activating principle: it creates 
the ground for understanding, it prepares the ground for an active and 
engaged understanding. Understanding comes to·· fruition only in the 
response. Understanding and response are dialectically merged and mutually 
condition each other; one is impossible without the other. 

Thus an active understanding, one that assimilates the word under con
sideration into a new conceptual system, that of the one striving to under
stand, establishes a series of complex interrelationships, consonances and 
dissonances with the word and enriches it with new elements. It is precisely 
such an understanding that the speaker counts on. Therefore his orientation 
toward the listener is an orientation toward a specific conceptual horizon, 
toward the specific world of the listener; it introduces totally new elements 
into his discourse; it is in this way, after all, that various different points of 
view, conceptual horizons, systems for providing expressive accents, various 
social "languages" come to interact with one another. The speaker strives to 
get a reading on his own word, and on his own conceptual system that deter
mines this word, within the alien conceptual system of the understanding 
receiver; he enters into dialogical relationships with certain aspects of this 
system. The speaker breaks through the alien conceptual horizon of the lis
tener, constructs his own utterance on alien territory, against his, the lis
tener's, apperceptive background. 

This new form of internaldialogism of the word is different from that form 
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determined by an encounter with an alien word within the object itself: here 
it is not the object that serves as the arena for the encounter, but rather the 
subjective belief system of the listener. Thus this dialogism bears a more 
subjective, psychological and (frequently) random character, sometimes 
crassly accommodating. sometimes provocatively polemical. Very often, 
especially in the rhetorical forms, this orientation toward the listener and 
the related internal dialogism of the word may simply overshadow the object: 
the strong point of any concrete listener becomes a self-sufficient focus of 
attention, and one that interferes with the word's creative work on its ref
erent. 

Although they differ in their essentials and give rise to varying stylistic 
effects in discourse. the dialogic relationship toward an alien word within 
the object and the relationship toward an alien word in the anticipated 
answer of the listener can, nevertheless, be very tightly interwoven with each 
other. becoming almost indistinguishable during stylistic analysis. 

Thus. discourse in Tolstoy is characterized by a sharp internal dialogism, 
a nd this discourse is mOl"eOVer dialogized in the belief system of the reader
whose peculiar semantic and expressive characteristics Tolstoy acutely 
senses-as well as in the object. These two lines of dialogization (having in 
most cases polemical overtones) are tightly interwoven in his style: even in 
the most "lyrical" e:"pressions and the most "epic" descriptions, Tolstoy's 
discourse harmonizes and disharmonizes (more often disharmonizes) with 
various aspects of the heteroglot socio-verbal consciousness ensnaring the 
object, while at the same time polemically invading the reader's belief and 
evaluative system, striving to stun and destroy the apperceptive background 
of the reader's active understanding. In this respect Tolstoy is an heir of the 
eighteenth century, especially of Rousseau.' This propagandizing impulse 
sometimes leads to a narrowing-down of heteroglot social consciousness 
(against which Tolstoy polemicizes) to the consciousness of his immediate 
contemporary, a contemporary of the day and not of the epoch; what follows 
from this is a radical concretization of dialogization (almost always under
taken in the service of a polemic). For this reason Tolstoy's dialogization, no 
matter how acutely we sense it in the expressive profile of his style, some
times requires special historical or literary commentary: we are not sure wi~h 
what precisely a given tone is in harmony or disharmony, for this dissonahce 
or consonance has entered into the positive project of creating a style.6 It is 
true that such extreme concreteness (which approaches at time the feuille
ton)7 is present only in those secondary aspects, the overtones of internal 
dialogization in Tolstoy's discourse. 

In those examples of the internal dialogization of discourse that we have 
chosen (the internal. as contrasted with the external, compositionally 
marked. dialogue) the relationship to the alien word, to an alien utterance 
enters into the positing of the style. Style organically contains within itself 
indices that reach outside itself, a correspondence of its own elements and 
the elements of an alien context. The internal politics of style (how the ele-

=i, Jean·Jacques Rousseau (17 J 2-1778), Swiss
hom F"ench philosopher and author. 
6. Cf. B. M. Eichenbaum's hook LeI' Tol.rai. book 
I I Leningrad, 1928), which contains l11uc'h rele
HInt n1sterialj for example. an e.'l(plication of the 

topical context of "Family Happiness" [Bakhtin's 
note]. Tolstoy famously observed InA .. "" K .. renin .. 
(1875-77) that "Happy families are all alike; every 
unh .. ppy family Is unhappy In Its own way." 
7. Light. popular pIece of newspaper wrIting. 
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ments are put together) is determined by its external politics (its relationship 
to alien discourse). Discourse lives, as it were, on the boundary between its 
own context and 'another, alien, context. 

In any actual dialogue the rejoinder also leads such a: double life: it is 
structured and conceptualized in the context of the dialogue as a whole, 
which consists of its own utterances ("own" from the point'of view of the 
speaker) and of alien utterances (those of the partner). One cannot excise 
the rejoinder from this combined context made up of one's oWn words and 
the words of another without losing its sense and tone. It is an organic part 
of a heteroglot unity. 

The phenomenon of internal dialogization, as we have said, is present to 
a greater or lesser extent in all realms of the life of the word. But if in extra
artistic prose (everyday, rhetorical, scholarly) dialogization usually stands 
apart, crystallizes into a special kind of act of its own and runs its course in 
ordinary dialogue or in other, compositionally clearly marked forms for mix
ing and polemicizing with the discourse of another-then in artistic prose, 
and especially in the novel, this dialogization penetrates from within the very 
way in which the word conceives its object and its means for expressing itself, 
reformulating the semantics and syntactical structure of discourse. Here dia
logic inter-orientation becomes, as'it were, an event of discourse itself, ani
mating from within and dramatizing discourse in all aspects. 

In the'majority of poetic genres (poetic'in the narrow sense), as we have 
said, 'the internal dialogization of discourse is not put to artistic use, it does 
not enter into the work's "aesthedc object," and is artificially extinguished in 
poetic discourse. In the novel, however, this internal dialogization becomes 
one of the most fundamental aspects of prose style and undergoes a specific 
artistic elaboration. " 

But internal dialogization' can become such a crucial force for 'creating 
,form only where individual differences and contradictions are enriched by 
social heteroglossiat ' where dialogic reverberations do not sound in the 
semantic heights of discourse (as happens in the rhetorical genres) but pen
'etrate the deep strata of discourse; dialogize'language itself and the world 
view a particulat language has (the internal form of discourse)--where the 
dialogue of voices arises' 'directly out of a social dialogue of "languages," 
where an alien utterance: begins to sound like a SOcially alien language, where 
the orientation of the word among alien utteranceS changes into an orien
tation of a word among socially alien languages within the boundaries of one 
dnd the same national language. 

'In genres that are poetic in the narrow se~se, the natural dialogization of the 
word is not put to artistic use; the word is sufficient unto itself and does not 
presume alien utterances beyond its own boundaries. Poetic style is by con
vention suspended from any, mutual interaction' with alien discourse; any 
allusion to alien discourse. 

Any way whatever of, alluding to alien languages, to the possibility of 
another vocabulary, another semantics, other syntactic forms and so forth, 
to the possibility of other linguistic points of view, is equally foreign to poetic 
style. It follows that any sense of the boundedness, the historicity, the social 
determination artd,speeifiCi,ty of one's own language is alien to poetic style, 
and therefore a critical qualified relationship to one's own language (as 
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mer~:ly one of many languages in a heteroglot world) is foreign to poetic 
style-as is a related phenomenon, the incomplete commitment of oneself, 
of one's full meaning, to a given language. 

Of course this relationship and the relationship to his own language (in 
greater or lesser degree) could never be foreign to a historically existent poet, 
as a human being surrounded by living hetero- and polyglossia; but this rela
tionship could not find a place in the poetic style of his work without destroy
ing that style, without transposing it into a prosaic key arid in the process 
turning the poet into a writer of prose. 

In poetic genres, artistic consciousness-understood as a unity of all the 
author's semantic and expressive intentions-fully realizes itself within its 
own language; in them alone is such consciousness fully immanent; express
ing itself in it directly and without mediation, without conditions and without 
distance. The language of the poet is his language, he is utterly immersed in 
it, inseparable from it, he makes use of each form, each word, each expres
sion according to its unmediated power to assigii meaning (as it were, "with
out quotation marks"), that is, as a pure and direct expression of his own 
intention. No matter what "agonies of the word" the poet endured in the 
process of creation, in the finished work language is an obedient organ, fuIly 
adequate to the author's intention. 

The language in a poetic work realizes itself as something about which 
there·cart be no doubt, something that cannot be disputed,something all
encompassing. Everything that the poet sees, understands and thinks, he 
does through the eyes of a given language, in its inner forms, and there is 
nothing that might require, for its expression; the help of any other or alien 
language. The language of the poetic genre is a unitary and singular Ptole
maic worldil outside of which nothing else exists and nothing else is needed. 
The concept of many worlds of language, all equal in their ability to concep
tualize and to be expressive, is organically denied to poetic style. 

The world of poetry, no matter how many contradictions and insoluble 
conflicts the poet develops within it, is always illumined QY one unitary and 
indisputable discourse. Contradictions, coriflicts and doubts remain in the 
object, in thoughts, in living experjEmces-in short; in the subject matter
but they do not enter into the lang~age itself .. In poetry,even discourse about 
doubtscmust be cast in a discourse that·cannot be doubted. _. 

To take responsibility for the language of the work as a whole at all of its 
points as its language, to assume a full solidarity with each of the work's 
aspects, tones, nuances-such is the fundamental prerequisite for poetic 
style; style so conceived is fully adequate to a single language and a single 
linguistic consciousness. The poet is not able to oppose his own poetic con
sciousness, his own intentions to the language· that he uses, for he is com
pletely within it ~md therefore cannot turn it into an object to be perceived, 
reflected upon or related to. Language is present to him only from inside, in 
the work it does to effect its intention, and not from outside, in its objective 
specificity and boundedness. Within the limits of poetic style, direct uncon
ditional intentionality, language at its full weight and the objective display 
of language (as a socially and historically limited linguistic reality) are all 

8. That is, the stationary center of the universe. 
In the system of th .. univ .... e postulated hy Ptol
emy (active 127-148 C.E.), the AI .. xandrian astron-

orner, mathematician, and geographer, the sun, 
planets. and stars revolve around the earth. 
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simultaneous, but incompatible. The unity and singularity of language are 
the indispensable prerequisites for a realization of the direct (but not objec
tively typifying) intentional individuality of poetic style and of its monologic 
steadfastness. 

This does not mean, of course, that heteroglossia or even a foreign lan
guage is completely shut out of a poetic work. To be sure, such possibilities 
are limited: a certain latitude for heteroglossia exists only in the "low" poetic 
genres-in the satiric and comic genres and others. Nevertheless, hetero
glossia (other socio-ideological languages) can be introduced into purely 
poetic genres, primarily in the speeches of characters. But in such a context 
it is objective. It appears, in essence, as a thing; it does not lie on the same 
plane with the real language of the work: it is the depicted gesture of one of 
the characters and does not appear as an aspect of the word doing the depict
ing. Elements of heteroglossia enter here not in the capacity of another lan
guage carrying its own particular points of view, about which one can say 
things not expressible in one's own language, but rather in the capacity of a 
depicted thing. Even when speaking of alien things, the poet speaks in his 
own language. To shed light on an alien world, he never resorts to an alien 
language, even though it might in fact be more adequate to that world. 
Whereas the writer of prose, by contrast-as we shall see-attempts to talk 
about even his own world in an alien language (for example, in the nonliterary 
language of the teller of tales, or the representative of a specific socio
ideological group); he often measures his own world by alien linguistic stan
dards. 

As a consequence of the prerequisites mentioned above, the language of 
poetic genres, when they approach their stylistic limit,9 often becomes 
authoritarian, dogmatic and conservative, sealing itself off from the influence 
of extraliterary social dialects. Therefore such ideas as a special "poetic lan
guage," a "language of the gods," a "priestly language of poetry" and so forth 
could flourish on poetic soil. It is noteworthy that the poet, should he not 
accept the given literary language, will sooner resort to the artificial creation 
of a new language specifically for poetry than he will to the exploitation of 
actual available social dialects. Social languages are filled with specific 
objects, typical, socially localized and limited, while the artificially created 
language of poetry must be a directly intentional language, unitary and sin
gular. Thus, when Russian prose writers at the beginning of the twentieth 
century began to show a profound interest in dialects and skaz, the Symbol
ists (Bal'mont, V. Ivanov) and later the Futurists dreamed of creating a spe
cial "language of poetry," and even made experiments directed toward 
creating such a language (those of V. Khlebnikov).1 

The idea of a special unitary and singular language of poetry is a typical 
utopian philosopheme2 of poetic discourse: it is grounded in the actual con-

9. It goes without saying that we continually 
advance as typical the extreme to which poetic gen
res 8spirei in concrete examples of poetic works it 
I. possible to find features fundamental to prose, 
Bnd numerous hybrids of various generic types 
exist. These are especially widespread In periods of 
shift in literary poetic languages [Bahktln's note]. 
\. Velimir Khlebnikov (1885-1922), Russian 
experimental poet and playwright. Konstantln Bal
mont (1867-1943), Russian Iymbollst poet. 

Vyacheslav Ivanov (1866-1949), Russian poet and 
philo.1oglst. Symbolism, a poetic movement that 
began In France In the last third of the 19th cen
tury, emphaSized the evocation of subjective emo
tion, via symbol and metaphor, rather than 
objective description. Futurism, B revolutionary 
movement in art and literature begun In Italy in 
1909, stre.sed speed, modernity, and rebellion; It 
qUickly found adherents in Russia. 
2. In an argument, an inference or assumption. 
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ditions and demands of poetic style, which is always a style adequately serv
iced by one directly intentional language from whose point of view other 
languages (conversational. business and prose languages, among others) are 
perceived as objects that are in no way its equal.3 The idea of a "poetic 
language" is yet another expression of that same Ptolemaic conception of 
the linguistic and stylistic world. 

Language-like the living concrete environment in which the consciousness 
of the verbal artist lives-is never unitary. It is unitary only as an abstract 
grammatical system of normative forms, taken in isolation from the concrete, 
ideological conceptualizations that fill it, and in isolation from the uninter
rupted process of historical becoming that is a characteristic of all living 
language. Actual social life and historical becoming create within an 
abstractly unitary national language a multitude of concrete worlds, a mul
titude of bounded verbal-ideological and social belief systems; within these 
various systems (identical in the abstract) are elements of language filled 
with various semantic and axiological content and each with its own different 
sound. 

Literary language--both spoken and written-although it is unitary not 
only in its shared, abstract, linguistic markers but also in its forms for con
ceptualizing these abstract markers, is itself stratified and heteroglot in its 
aspect as an expressive system, that is, in the forms that carry its meanings. 

This stratification is accomplished first of all by the specific organisms 
called genres. Certain features of language (lexicological, semantic, syntac
tic) will knit together with the intentional aim, and with the ov~rall accentual 
system inherent in one or another genre: oratorical, publicistic, newspaper 
and journalistic genres, the genres of low literature (penny dreadfuls, for 
instance) or, finally, the various genres of high literature. Certain features 
of language take on the specific flavor of a given genre: they knit together 
with specific points of view, specific approaches, forms of thinking, nuances 
and accents characteristic of the given genre. 

In addition, there is interwoven with this generic stratification oflanguage 
a professional stratification of language, in the broad sense of the term "pro~ 
fessional": the language of the lawyer, the doctor, the businessman, the pol
itician, the public education teacher and so forth, and these sometirii€s 
coincide with, and sometimes depart from, the stratification into genres. It 
goes without saying that these languages differ from each other not only in 
their vocabularies; they involve specific forms for manifesting intentions, 
forms for making conceptualization and evaluation concrete. And even the 
H'ry language of the writer (the poet or novelist) can be taken as a profes
sional jargon on a par with professional jargons. 

\Vhat is important to us here is the intentional dimensions, that is, the 
denotative and e":pressive dimension of the "shared" language's stratification. 
It is in fact not the neutt'allinguistic components of language being stratified 
and differentiated. but rather a situation in which the intentional possibilities 
of language are being expropriated: these possibilities are realized in specific 
directions. filled with specific content, they are made concrete, particular, 

3. Such was the point of view lake" b)' Latin toward national languages in the Middle Ages [Bakhtin's 
note). 
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and are permeated with concrete value judgments; they knit together with 
specific objects and with the' belief systems of certain genres of expression 
and points of view peculiar to particular professions. Within these points of 
view, that is, for the speakers of the language themselves, these generic lan
guages. and professional jargons are directly intentional-they denote and 
express directly and fully, and are capable of expressing themselves without 
mediation; but outside, that is, for those not participating in the given pur
view, these languages may be treated as objects, as typifactions, as local color. 
For such outsiders, the intentions permeating these -languages become 
things, limited in their meaning ande,q,ression; they attract to, or excise 
from; such language a particular word-making it difficult for the word to 
be utilized in a directly intentional way, without any qualifications. 

But the situation is far from exhausted by the generic and professional 
stratification of the common literary language. Although at its very core lit
erary language· is· frequently socially homogeneous, as the' oral and written 
language of a dominant social group, there is nevertheless always present, 
even here, a certain degree of social differentiation, a social stratification, 
that in other eras can become extremely acute. Social stratification may here 
and there coincide with generic and professional stratification, but in essence 
it is, of course, a thing completely autonomous and peculiar to itself . 

. Social stratification is also' and primarily determined· by-differences 
between ·the forms used to convey meaning and between.' the expressive 
planes of various belief systems-that is, stratification expresses itself in typ
ical differences in ways used to conceptualize and accentuate elements of 
language, and stratification may not violate the abstractly linguistic dialec
tologicalunity of the shared literary language. 

What is more, all socially' significant world views' have the capacity to 
exploit the intentional possibilities of language through the medium of their 
specific concrete instancing. Various tendencies (artistic, and otherwise), cir
cles, journals,' particular newspapers, even particular· significant artistic 
works and individual persons are all capable of stratifying language, in pro
portion to their so'cial significance; they are capable of attracting its words 
and forms into ,their orbit by means of their own. characteristic intentions 
and accents, and in' so doing to a certain extent alienating these words and 
forms from other tendencies, parties, artistic works and persons. 

Every socially significant verbal performance has the ability-sometimes 
for a long period of time, and for a wide circle of persoQ~to infect with its 
own intention certain aspects of language that· had' been affected by its 
semantic and' expressive impulse, imposing' on them specific semantic 
nuances and specific axiological overtones; thus, it can create slogan-words, 
curse-words, praise-words and so forth. 

In any given historical moment of verbal-ideological life, each generation 
at each social level has its own language; moreover, every age group has as 
18' matter of fact its own language, its own vocabulary, its own particular 
accentual system that, in their turn, vary depending on social level, academic 
'iilstitution (the language of the cadet; the high school student, the trade 
,school student are all different languages) and other stratifying factors. All 
this is brought about by socially typifying languages, no matter how narrow 
~p'~,social circle in which they are spoken. It is eve~ possible to have a family 
;argon define the societat limits of a language, as, for instance, the jargon of 
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the Irtenevs4 in Tolstoy, with its special vocabulary and unique accentual 
system. 

And finally, at any given moment, languages of various epochs and periods 
of socio-ideologicallife cohabit with one another. Even languages of the day 
exist: one could say that today's and yesterday's socio-ideological and political 
"day" do not, in a certain sense, share the same language; every day repre
sents IOmother socio-ideological semantic "state of affairs," another vocabu
lary, another accentual system, with its own slogans, its own ways of 
assigning blame and praise. Poetry depersonalizes "days" in language, while 
prose, as we shall see, often deliberately intensifies difference between them, 
gives them embodied representation and dialogically opposes them to one 
another in unresolvable dialogues. 

Thus at any given moment of its historical existence, language is heteroglot 
from top to bottom: it represents the co-existence of socio-ideological con
tradictions between the present and the past, between differing epochs of 
the past, between different socio-ideological groups in the present, between 
tendencies, schools, circles and so forth, all given a bodily form. These "lan
guages" of heteroglossia intersect each other in a variety of ways, forming 
new socially typifying "languages." 

Each of these "languages" of heteroglossia requires a methodology very 
different from the others; each is grounded in a completely different prin
ciple for marking differences and for establishing units (for some this prin
ciple is functional, in others it is the principle of theme and content, in yet 
others it is, properly speaking, a socio-dialectological principle). Therefore 
languages do not exclude each other, but rather intersect with each other in 
many different ways (the Ukrainian language, the language of the epic poem, 
of early Symbolism, of the student, of a particular generation of children, of 
the run-of-the-mill intellectual, of the Nietzschean' and so on). It might even 
seem that the very word "language" loses 'all meaning in this process-for 
apparently there is no single plane on which all these "languages" might be 
juxtaposed to one another. 

In actual fact, however, there does exist a common plane that methodo
logically justifies our juxtaposing them: all languages of heteroglossia, what
ever the principle underlying them and making each unique, are 'specific 
points of view on the world, forms for conceptualizing the world in 'Wprds, 
specific world views, each characterized by its own objeCts,: meanings and 
values. As such they all may be juxtaposed to one another, mutually supple
ment one another, contradict one another and be interrelated dialogically. 
As such they encounter one another and co-exist in the consciousness of 
real people-first and foremost, in the cteadve consciousness of people who 
write novels, As such, these languages live a real life, they struggle and evolve 
in an environment of social heteroglossia, Therefore they are all able to enter 
into the unitary plane of the novel, which can unite in itself parodic styli-
7.ations of generic languages, various forms of stylizations and illustrations 
of professional and period-bound languagei, the languages of particular gen
erations, of social dialects and others (as occurs, for example, in the English 
comic novel). They may all be drawn in by the novelist for the orchestration 

4. Fnlnil), in Tolstoy's short slnry "The Devil" 
(1911). 

5. Follower of FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE (1844-
1900), Germnn philologist and philosopher. 
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of his themes and for the refracted (indirect) expression of his intentions 
and values. 

This is why we constantly put forward the referential and expressive-that 
is, intentional-factors as the force that stratifies and differentiates the com
mon literary language, and not the linguistic markers (lexical coloration, 
semantic overtones, etc.) of generic languages, professional jargons and so 
forth-markers that are, so to speak, the sclerotic deposits of an intentional 
process, signs left behind on the path of the real living project of an intention, 
of the particular way it imparts meaning to general linguistic norms. These 
external markers, linguistically observable and fixable, cannot in themselves 
be understood or studied without understanding the specific conceptuali
zation they have been given by an intention. 

Discourse lives, as it were, beyond itself, in a living impulse [napravlen
nost'] toward the object; if we detach ourselves completely from this impulse 
all we have left is the naked corpse of the word, from which we can learn 
nothing at all about the social situation or the fate of a given word in life. 
To study the word as such, ignoring the impulse that reaches out beyond it, is 
just as senseless as to study psychological experience outside the context of that 
real life toward which it was directed and by which it is determined. 

By stressing the intentional dimension of stratification in literary language, 
we are able, as has been said, to locate in a single series such methodologi
cally heterogeneous phenomena as professional and social dialects, world 
views and individual artistic works, for in their intentional dimension one 
finds that common plane on which they can all be juxtaposed, and juxtaposed 
dialogically. The whole matter consists in the fact that there may be, between 
"languages," highly specific dialogic relations; no matter how these languages 
are conceived, they may all be taken as particular points of view on the world. 
However varied the social forces doing the work of stratification-a profes
sion, a genre, a particular tendency, an individual personality-the work 
itself everywhere comes down to the (relatively) protracted and socially 
meaningful (collective) saturation of language with specific (and conse
quently limiting) intentions and accents. The longer this stratifying satura
tion goes on, the broader the social circle encompassed by it and 
consequently the more substantial the social force bringing about such a 
stratification of language, then the more.sharply focused and stable will be 
those traces, the linguistic changes in the language markers (linguistic sym
bols), that are left behind in language as a result of this social force's activ
ity-from stable (and consequently social) semantic nuances to authentic 
dialectological markers (phonetic, morphological and others), which permit 
us to speak of particular social dialects. 

As a result of the work done by all these stratifying forces in language, 
there are no "neutral" words and forms-words and forms that can belong 
to "no one"; language has been completely taken over, shot through with 
intentions and accents. For any individual consciousness living in it, lan
guage is not an abstract system of normative forms but rather a concrete 
heteroglot conception of the world. All words have the "taste" of a profession, 
a genre, a tendency, a party, a particular work, a particular person, a gen
eration, an age group, the day and hour. Each word tastes of the context and 
contexts in which it has lived its socially charged life; all words and forms 
are populated by intentions. Contextual overtones (generic, tendentious, 
individualistic) are inevitable in the word. 
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As a living, socio-ideological concrete thing, as heteroglot opinion, lan
guage, for the individual consciousness, lies on the borderline between one
self and the other. The word in language is half someone else's. It becomes 
"one's own" only when the speaker populates it with his own intention, his 
own accent, when he appropriates the word, adapting it to his own semantic 
and expressive intention. Prior to this moment of appropriation, the word 
does not exist in a neutral and impersonal language (it is not, after all, out 
of a dictionary that the speaker gets his words!). but rather it exists in other 
people's mouths, in other people's contexts, serving other people's intentions: 
it is from there that one must take the word, and make it one's own. And 
not all words for just anyone submit equally easily to this appropriation, to 
this seizure and transformation into private :property: many words stubbornly 
resist, others remain alien. sound foreign in the mouth of the one who appro
pl"iated them and who now speaks them; they cannot be assimilated into his 
context and fall out of it; it is as if they put themselves in quotation marks 
against the will of the speaker. Language is not a neutral medium that passes 
freely and easily into the private property of the speaker's intentions; it is 
populated-overpopulated-with the intentions of others. Expropriating it, 
forcing it to submit to one's own intentions and accents, is a difficult and 
complicated process. 

\Ve have so far proceeded on the assumption of the abstract-linguistic 
(dialectological) unity of literary language. But even a literary language is 
anything but a closed dialect. \Vithin the scope of literary language itself 
there is already a more or less sharply defined boundary between everyday
conversational language and written language. Distinctions between genres 
frequently coincide with dialectological distinctions (for example, the high
Church Slavonic6-and the low-conversational~genres of the eighteenth 
century); finally, certain dialects may be legitimized in literature and thus to 
a certain extent be appropriated by literary language. 

As they enter literature and are appropriated to literary language, dialects 
in this new context lose. of course, the quality of closed socio-linguistic sys
tems; they are deformed and in fact cease to be that which they had been 
simply as dialects. On the other hand, these dialects, on entering the literary 
language and preserving within it their own dialectological elasticity, t~ir 
other-languagedness. have the effect of deforming the literary language; it, 
too, ceases to be that \\-hich it had been, a closed socio-linguistic system. 
Literary language is a highly distinctive phenomenon, as is the linguistic 
consciousness of the educated person who is its agent; within it, intentional 
diversity of speech [razHorecit'ost'] (which is present in every living dialect as 
a closed system) is transformed into diversity oflanguage [raznojazycie]; what 
results is not a single language but a dialogue of languages. 

The national li~erary language of a people with a highly developed art of 
prose, especially if it is novelistic prose with a rich and tension-filled verbal
ideological history, is in fact an organized microcosm that reflects the macro
cosm not only of national heteroglossia, but of European heteroglossia as 
well. The unity of a literary language is not a unity of a single, closed language 
system. but is rather a highly specific unity of several "languages" that have 
established contact and mutual recognition with each other (merely one of 

6. Thc South Slavic language us"d in the standard 
9th century translation of the Bible don .. by the 
brothers Sts. Cyril (827-869) and Mcthodius 

(826-885) and still used as a IIturgicallanlluage by 
all Slavic Orthodox Christian Churches. 
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which is poetic language in the narrow sense). Precisely this constitutes the 
peculiar nature of the methodological problem in literary language . 
.... ,Conctete socio-ideological.language. consciousness, as it: becomes crea
.tive-'-'"that is, as it becomes active as literature-discovers itself already sur
rdunded by heteroglossia and not at all a Single, unitary languag~, inviolable 
:and indisputable. The actively literary linguistic consciousness at all times 
and everyWhere (that is, in all. epochs of literature historically available· to 
us) comes upon ,"languages," and not language .. Consciousness finds itself 
inevitably··faciJ;Jg the necessity· of having to choose a language. :With each 
literary-verbal peiformarice, consciousness must· actively orient itself amidst 
.heteroglossia,.it must move·,in and occupy a position -for itself within it, it 
<!hoosesl in other words; a "language/" Only by remaining in a closed envi
ronment, one without writing or thought, completely off the maps of socio
ideological becoming, could a man fail to sense this activity of. selecting a 
Janguage and rest assured in the inviolability of his· own language,the con
viction that his' language is predetermined. 
:,j Even such a man; however, ,deals not in fact with a single language, ·but 
with· lariguages~except that the place occupied by each of these ·languages 
ls-fixed.and indisputable, the movement from one to the other is predeter
mined and not a thought process; it is as if these languages·were in different 
·chambers. They do not collide with each other in his consciousness, there 
.is J10 attempt to coordinate them, to look at one of these languages through 
the ,eyes ,of anot~er language. . . 

·Thus··an illiterate.peasant, miles away 'from any' urban center, . naively 
-immersed in an unmoving and for him unshakable everydaY-world; never
theless lived in several language systems: he prayed to·God in one language 
;(Church Slavonic), sang songs· in another, spoke to his family in a third and, 
when he began to ,dictate petitions to the local authorities through ascribe, 
he tried speaking yet a.fourt~ laRguage (the official· literate language, "paper" 
language). All ,these are different langf,Ulges, even from the point of view of 
a~stl'aet socio-dialectological markers. But these languages were not dialog.,. 
kally' coordinated hi the linguistic consciousness of the peasant; he passed 
from one to the other'withoutthinking, automatically: each wasindispu~ably 
iil its own place~ and the place of each was indisputable .. He was not yet able 
to .regard one language (and the verbal world corresponding-.to it) through 
the ,eyes .of another language (that is,·the lariguage of· everyday life and the 
everyday world with the language of prayer or seing, or vice versa).? 
. : As soon as a critical interanimation of languages began to occur in the 
consciousness of our peasant, as soon as it became clear that these were·not 
only various.'different languages but· even internally variegated languages, 
that the ideological systems and approaches to the world that were indissol
'ubly connected with these languages contradicted each other and in no way 
~otild live in peace and quiet with .one another-then the inviolability and 
predetermined quality of these languages c;:ame to an end, and the necessity 
of actively choosing one's orientation among them .began. 

The language and' world. of prayer , the . language and world of song, the 
language and world of. labor and everyday life, the speCific language and 

7. We are of course deliberately si",plifying: the real·life peasant could and did do this to a certain extent 
[Bakhtln's riote]: .. , . . . 
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world of local authorities, the new language· and 'World of the workers freshly 
immigrated to the city-all these languages and worlds sooner or later 
emerged from a state of peaceful and moribund equilibrium and revealed 
the speech diversity in each. 

Of course the actively literary linguistic consciousness comes upon an 
even more varied and profound heteroglossia within literary language itself, 
as well as outside it. Any fundamental study of the stylistic life of the word 
must begin with this basic fact. The nature of the heteroglossia encountered 
and the means by which one orients . oneself .in it determine the concrete 
stylistic life that the word will lead. 

The poet is a poet insofar as he accepts the idea of a unitary and singular 
language and a unitary, monologically sealed-off utterance. These ideas are 
immanent in the poetic genres with which he works. In a condition of actual 
contradiction, these are what determine the means of orientation open to 
the poet. The poet roust assume a complet~ single-personed hegemony over 
his own I~nguage, he must assume equal responsibility for each one of its 
aspects and subordinate them to his own, and only his own, intentions. Each 
word must express the poet's -meaning directly and without mediation; there 
must be no distance between the poet and his word. The meaning must 
emerge from language as a single intentional whole: none of its stratification, 
its speech diversity, to say nothing ofits language·diversity, may be reflected 
in any fundamental way in his poetic work. 

To achieve this, the poet strips the word of others' intentions, he uses only 
such words and forms (and only in such a way) that they lose their link with 
concrete intentional levels of language and their connection with specific 
contexts. Behind ·the words of a poetic work one should not sense any typical 
or reified images of genres (except for the given poetic genre), nor profes
sions, temlencies, directions (except the direction chosen by the poet·him
self), nor world views (except for the unitary. and singular world.view of the 
poet hhnself),' nor typical and individual images of speaking ·perions; their 
speech mannerisms or typical intonations. Everything that enters the wfJrk 
must im-merse .itself in Lethe,8 and forget its previous life in any other contexts: 
language may remember only its life in poetic'contexts (in such contexts; how-
ever, eVen conc'rete reminiscences are possible). . .: .. '. 

Of course there always exists a limited sphere of more or less concrete 
contexts, and a connection with them must be deliberately evidenced in 
poetic discourse. But these contexts are purely semantic and, so to speak, 
accented 'in the abstract; in their linguistic dimension they are impersonal 
or at least no particularly concrete linguistic specificity is sensed behind 
them, no particular manner of speech and so forth, no socially typical lin
guistic face (the possible personality of the narrator) need peek out from 
behind them. Everywhere tht'f"e is only one face-the linguistic face of the 
author, answering for every word as if it were his own. No matter how mul
tiple and varied these semantic and accentual threads, associations, pointers, 
hints, correlations that emerge from every poetic. word, one· language, one 
conceptu'al horizon, is sufficient to them all; there is no need of·heteroglot 
social contexts. What is more, the very movement of the poetic symbol (for 

8. A mythological river through Hades (literally, "forgetfulness"; Gre"k). All who drink from It lose their 
memory. 
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example, the unfolding of a metaphor) presumes precisely this unity of lan
guage, an un mediated correspondence with its object. Social diversity of 
speech, were it to· arise in t~e work and stratify its language, would make 
impossible both the normal development and the activity of symbols within 
it. 

The very rhythm of poetic genres does not promote any appreciable degree 
of stratification. Rhythm, by creating an unmediated involvement between 
every aspect of the accentual system of the whole (via the most immediate 
rhythmic unities), destroys in embryo those social wtirlds of speech and of 
persons that are potentially embedded in the word: in any case, rhythm puts 
definite limits on them, does not let them unfold !lr materialize. Rhythm 
serves to strengthen and concentrate even further the unity and hermetic 
quality of the surface of poetic style, and of the unitary language that this 
style posits. . 

As a result of this work-stripping all aspects of language of the intentions 
and accents of other people, destroying all traces of social heteroglossia and 
diversity of language-a tension-filled unity of language is achieved in the 
poetic work. This unity may be naive, and present only in those extremely 
rare epochs of poetry, when poetry had not yet exceeded the limits of a 
closed, unitary, undifferentiated social circle whose language and ideology 
were not yet stratified. More often than not, we experience a profound and 
conscious tension through which the unitary poetic language of a work rises 
from the heteroglot and language-diverse chaos of the literary language con
temporary to it. 

This is how the poet proceeds. The novelist working in prose (and almost 
any prose writer) takes a completely different path. He welcomes the hetero
glossia and language diversity of the literary and extraliterary language into 
his own work not only not weakening them but even intensifying them (for 
he interacts with their particular self-consciousness). It is in fact out of this 
stratification of language, its speech diversity and even language diversity, 
that he constructs his style, while at the same time he maintains the unity 
of his own creative personality and the unity (although it is, to be sure, unity 
of another order) of his own style. 

The prose writer does not purge words of intentions and tones 'that are 
alien to him, he does not destroy the seeds:of social heteroglossia embedded 
in words, he does not eliminate those language characterizations and speech 
mannerisms (potential narrator-personalities) glimmering behind the words 
and forms, each at a different distance from the ultimate semantic nucleus 
of his work, that is, the center of his own persqnal intentions. 

The language of the prose writer deploys itself according to degrees of 
greater or lesser proximity to the author and to his ultimate semantic instan
tiation: certain aspects of language directly and unmediatedly express (as in 
poetry) the semantic and expressive intentions of the author, others refract 
these intentions; the writer of prose does not p-ield completely with any of 
these words, but rather accents each of them \n a particular way-humor
ously, ironically, parodically and so forth;9 yet another group may stand even 
further from the author's ultimate semantic instantiation, still mqre thor
oughly refracting his intentions; 'and there are, finally, those words that are 

9. That Is to say, the words are not his If we under
stand them as direct words, but they are his as 
things that are being transmitted ironically, exhlb-

ited and so forth, that Is, as words that are under· 
stood from the distances appropriate to humor, 
Irony, parody, etc. [Bakhtin'. note). 
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completely denied any authorial intentions: the author does not express him
selfin them (as the author of the word)-rather, he exhibits them as a unique 
speech-thing, they function for him as something completely reified. 
Therefore the stratification of language-generic, professional, social in the 
narrow sense, that of particular world views, particular tendencies, particular 
individuals, .the social speech diversity and langu~ge-diversity (dialects) of 
language-upon entering the novel establishs its own special order within 
it, and becomes a unique artistic system, which orchestrates the intentional 
theme of the author. 

Thus a prose writer can distance himself from the language of his own 
"'·ork, while at the same time distancing himself, in varying degrees, from 
the different layers and aspects of the work. He can make use of language 
without wholly giving himself up to it, he may treat it as semi-alien or com
pletely alien to himself, while compelling language ultimately to serve all his 
own intentions. The author does not speak in a given language (from which 
he distances himself to a greater or lesser degree), but he speaks, as it were, 
through language, a language that has somehow more or less materialized, 
become objectivized, that he merely ventriloquates. 

The prose writer as a novelist does not strip away the intentions of others 
from the heteroglot language of his works, he does not violate those socio
ideological cultural horizons (big and little worlds) that open up behind hetero
glot languages-rather. he welcomes them into his work. The prose writer 
makes use of words that are already populated with the social intentions of 
others and compels them to serve his own new intentions, to serve a second 
master. Therefore the intentions of the prose writer are refracted, and 
refracted at different angles, depending on the degree to which the refracted, 
heteroglot languages he deals with are socio-ideologically alien, already 
embodied and already objectivized. 

The orientation of the word amid the utterances and languages of others, 
and all the specific phenomena connected with this orientation, takes on 
af·tistic significance in novel style. Diversity of voices and heteroglossia enter 
the novel and organize themselves within it into a structured artistic system. 
This constitutes the distinguishing feature of the novel as a genre. 

Any stylistics capable of dealing with the distinctiveness of the novel as a 
genre must be a sociological stylistics. The internal social dialogism of n~ 
elistic discourse requires the concrete social context of discourse to be 
exposed. to be revealed as the force that determines its entire stylistic struc
ture. its "form" and its "content," determining it not from without, but from 
"'I:ithin; for indeed, social dialogue reverberates in all aspects of discourse, in 
those relating to "content" as well as the "formal" aspects themselves. 

The development of the novel is a function of the deepening of dialogic 
essence, its increased scope and greater precision. Fewer and fewer neutral, 
hard elements ("rock bottom truths") remain that are not drawn into dia
logue. Dialogue moves into the deepest molecular and, ultimately, subatomic 
levels. 

Of course, even the poetic word is social, but poetic forms reflect lengthier 
social processes, i.e., those tendencies in social life requiring centuries to 
unfold. The novelistic word, ho\vever, registers with extreme subtlety the 
tiniest shifts and oscillations of the social atmosphere; it does so, moreover, 
while registering it as a whole, in all of its aspects. 

\Vhen heteroglossia enters the novel it becomes subject to an artistic 
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reworking. The social and historical voices populating language, all its~ords 
and all its fomis, which provide language . with its particular concrete con
ceptualizations, ate organized in. the novel into astrudut-ed stylistic system 
that expresses the differentiated socio-ide.ological position of-the author amld 
the heteroglossia of his epoch. . ,. 

MAX HORKHE:IMER'"'' 
189 5'-,.1 9 7 3 

.. .. .. 
1934 __ 35 

THEODORW',' ADQRN<;> 
.,1903-1969 

In a celebrated aphorism, the German philosopher'and social critic TheodorWieseh
grundAdomo proclaimed ·that· "To'write poetry' after Auschwiti:isbarbaric/! This 
terse and austere' statement encapsulates Adorno's bi.tterly melancholic understand
ingof modern"art and society,which ;he. often eXpressed .. in· his highly.iriflutmtial 
!NI:itings on music; sociology, 'and aesthetics.: For Adorno, as for some other.members 
of the celebrated IQ,s.titute for Soc:;iaI Res~arch, t,he .production of consumable, stylized 
·mass art is complicit with a di!l~nterested view of society that permits social atrocities 
.such as Nazi conceritr:ation camps arid genocide to go.unchecked. 'The 'production 
of such art is also complicit with' what Adorno and his fellow Germ!!n social'critic 
Max Horkheimer. calle'd the '~cultute industry," mesning ·the constellation of enter
tainnient businesses that produce film, teleyisi6n,radio, magazines, and popular 
music-all phenomena created by mass technology in which the lines between art, 
advertising, and propaganda blur. In this world of manipulation and carefree amuse
ment; mass· art serves the status ·quo., As Adorno would assert on many occasions, 
the only legitimate form of art that can do some justice .to the immense . suffering in 
the world is the sutono.mous . art of modernism; which, through its apparent detach
ment from reality, critiques the world as it is, holding up:th~,pJ;omise of a better 
future. ", '. '.. ,. .:., . , .... : .• 

Adorno was born in Frankfurt ,am Main to a wealthy andassimUated Jewish wine 
merchant, Qskar Wiesengrtirid, .and Iiis Catholic wife, Maria C~lvell(-Adorno, whose 
last name Adorno may'it'sve ass.um~a because he flirted with embracing hJsmoth~r's 
faith; An impottartt influence on Adorno's intellectual development was his training 
in music, particularly because In the 1920. it enabled him to meet and study with 
famous Viennese expressionist compos~i's, such' as Arnold Schoenberg and his dis
ciples Alban Berj and :AntonWebem~ The 'atonal compoliitions of Schoenberg 
inspired Adorno, providing: him with modell for the unly.temaUcmethodology of hi' 
critical work tn philosophy; loclology, and aelthetic. and for what art In the modern 
world should be. Another formative contemporary influence on Adorno was the noted 
film critic and social theorist Siegfried Kracauer, who introduced him to earlier 
German philosophy. As an anti-idealist who would become well-known for his 
groundbreaking sociologic!!l analyses of popular culture, Kracauer taught Adorno how 
to read the works of IMMANUEL KANT as symptomatic historical and social documents, 
which is how Adorno would later' read mass art and the autonoMous artworks of 
modernism. 

At the University of Frankfurt in dIe '1920s, Kracauer introduced Adorno to WALTER 
BENJAMIN, who was also interested in sociological analyses' of contemporary culture. 



MAX HORKHEIMER AND THEODOR W. AOORNO / 1221 

Adorno was particularly taken with Benjamin's Origin of German Tragic Drama 
(I928), whose reflections on anti systematic philosophy helped Adorno develop his 
"atonal" philosophy, which, as he would explain In his Negative Dialectics (I 966), 
avoids fixed concepts, much as modernist autonomous art shuns. any kind of didactic 
or affirmative statements. With the help .of .Benjamin ·and Kracauer, Adorno's circle 
of associates .Iater widened to include Ernst Bloch,· whom Adorno regarded as the 
leading philosopher of expressionism, and BertoIt Brecht, the foremost Marxist dram
atist. During this time Adorno began studying various. materialist approaches to cul
ture, falling under·the influence of unorthodox Marxian·texts such as Bloch's Spirit 
of Utopia (1918) and GYORGY LUKACS's History.and ,Class Consciousness (l922). 
Bloch's utopian ·notion of art influenced Adorno's' understanding of autonomous art, 
and Lukacs's conception of reification informed his theory of the "mass deception" 
wrought by the modern culture industry .. 

At the University of Frankfurt, Adorno also met Max Horkheimer,' a .member of the 
now famous interdisciplinary Institute for Social Research ~the so-calle~. Frllnkfurt 
School), w.hich was founded in 1924 and concerned initially with Marxist political 
economy,labor-movement history, and Marx-Engels scholarship. Born near Stuttgart 
to an upwardly mobile Jewish family, Horkheimer as a'young man resisted his father's 
plans for him to' run the family textile busine!;s because he could not accept the 
exploitation of labor on which it was based. After World War I, Horkheirher began 
his studiesiti Mun_ch 'and then moved to the University of Frankfurt, which offered 
an exciting .environment for those interested in social philosophy. He studied with 
the neo-Kantian philosopher Hans ComeUus, submitted his Habilitationsschrift (dis
sertation) hi 1925, and became a regular lecturer in the history of philosophy. Like 
Adorno,' Horkheimer moved away from ideaUst philosophy and its unhistorical 
approaches to Marxist materiaUst views. When Borkheimer assumed the directorship 
of the institute in 1930, he shifted its focus to cultural studies ·and so-called Critical 
Theory, a term he coined for the emerging ·mode of theoretical and empirical social 
analyses of modern culture typical of Adorno, Herbert Marcuse, and other· members 
of the Frankfurt School. 

Through his relationship with Horkheimer, Adorno would publish in the institute's 
journal, become a member in 1938, and ultimately succeed Horkheimer as director 
in 1964. Even more important, in the mid-1930s Horkheimer invited Adorno to Amer
ica to do sociological work for the institute, which had been forced to relocate after 
being closed by the Nazis in 1933. Adorno himself had been denied the right to te~ch 
at the univefsfty level because he was Jewish.Conseqlieritly; 'in 1938 Adorno aC'cepted 
Horkheimer"s invitatiOI1 and moved to New York and then, in 1941, to Los Ailgeles. 
There Adorno 'and . Horkheimer collaborated on Dialectic of Enlightenment (I~), 
their major critique' of modern culture, in which they iitterrogate the riotion that the 
West~rn world has been progressing since the Enlighterthtent. In this dense polemical 
work, they claim that the modern West has not fulfilled the utopian promise of the 
Enlightenment, becoming instead a rationalized, admiriistered world that dominates 
Individuals through instrumental reason, monopoly capitalism, and political totali
tarianism. 

Appearing as a long chapter in Adorno and Horkheimer's Dud.otlo of Enllshtcm
ment, "The Culture Industry: Enlightenment al Mall Deception" argues that the 
administered modern world is sustained In part by technologically reproduced mass 
art. In contrast to Benjamin, who on occasion was optimistic about the emancipatory 
potential of mass art, Adorno and Horkheimer contend that the culture industry 
serves the totalitarian impulses of modern capitalist society, not least because the 
interests of leading broadcasting firms, publishing companies, and motion picture 
studios are economically interwoven' with those of all other capitaliilt industries. In 
its attempt to produce and reproduce the social relations of a homogenized society, 
the culture industry contributes to the liquidation of ' the individual and the mainte
nance of the status quo. It transforms art into commodities and people into compla-
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cent consumers, depicting a "realistic" world that is really no more than a combination 
of stereotypes, advertising, and propaganda. 

The culture industry, moreover, helps create a state of mind in which people's 
desires for pleasure and happiness are activated but deferred in endless entertain
ment. It inculcates resignation, habituating consumers to the everyday drudgery of 
the modern world. It does not "sublimate" the desire for happiness by providing com
pensatory entertainment for the life of regimentation but instead "represses" the 
desire for happiness, depicting the modern world in a degraded tragedY of "realistic" 
characters who accept the inexorable order of things. In this way the culture industry 
manages the psyche of its consumers, a line of thought that weds Marxian and Freud
ian insights-a combination often first credited to the Frankfurt School. 

After World War II, Adorno and Horkhelmer returned to Germany and reestab
lished the Institute for Social Research at the University of Frankfurt, where they 
also assumed professorships. Horkheimer eventually became rector ofthe university, 
serving fr~m 195 1 to 1953. During the 1960s, as he completed Negat~ve pialectic5 
and addressed timely sociological issues, Adorno worked on a monu~~ntal and never
completed study, Aesthetic Theory, which was post!lUtnously published in 1970. In 
numerous published writings before his death, Adorno propounded his views on the 
autonomous art of modernism, praising such writers as Samuel Beckett and Franz 
Kafka, whose difficult works he viewed as specific responses to the historical and 
social conditions of modernity. For Adorno, modern art resists the self-eVidence of 
empirical reality, lends suffering a voice, and acknowledges a better future to come. 
In the 1960s Adorno saw his Marxist utopian position on art and his melancholic 
"mandarin" view of mass culture; criticized by German student activists who demon
strated against him, questioned his ·Marxist credentials, and charged him with political 
quietism. While his work on ~he culture industry accurately portrays tenqencies pres
ent in mid-twentieth-century Western societies, many theorists woul~ -later find it 
losing some of its point toward the close of the century, when social disaggregation 
and niche marketing came to characterize mass societies. But even so, Adorno still 
serves as a forerunner for critics concerned with the politics of popular culture and 
the prospects for cultural stud~es. ' , 
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From Dialectic of Enlightenment ' 
From The Culture Industry: Enlighten·m.ent as 

Mass Deception 

The sociological theory that the loss of the support of objectively established 
religion, the dissolution of the last remnants of precapitalism, together with 
technological and social differentiation or specialization, have led to cultural
chaos is disproved every day; for culture now impresses the same stamp on 
everything. Films, radio and magazines make up a system which is uniform 
as a whole and in every part. Even the aesthetic activities of political oppo
sites are one in their enthusiastic obedience to the rhythm of the iron system. 
The decorative industrial management buildings and exhibition centers in 
authoritarian countries are much the same as anywhere else. The huge 
gleaming towers that shoot up everywhere are outward signs of the ingenious 
planning of international concerns, toward. which the unleashed entrepre
neuI"ial system (whose monuments are a mass of gloomy houses and business 
premises in grimy, spiritless cities) was already hastening. Even now the older 
houses just outside the concrete city centers look like slums, and the new 
bungalows on the outskirts are at one with the flimsy structures of world 
fail·s in their praise of technical progress and their built-in demand to be 

I. Tmn.lated by John Cumming. 
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discarded after a short while like empty food cans; Yet the city housing proj
ects designed to perpetuate the indiVidual as 'a supposedly independent unit 
in a small hygieniC:; dwellingttUlk~ him all tlie~bre sllbsetvienHdhis adver
sary~the abso~~,te power, of ~~f~t~I~~~':,'~e(!ause the;irtliabitan'ts; as 't>roduc
ers and as consuJ;llers, are drawn mto the 'center In search of work and 
ple.Iit,sure, all the hvin'g~itits crys~~lHze:iritc;welt'-orgariired cc:,mplex~s.The 
sj~riking unity, ,of ~kroc'osm: ~ncl mjicrocosm presents. r.rteri Witp a, model C?f 
their culture: the false identity of the general and the, particular~ Ynder 
monopoly aU mass culture is identical, and the lines of its artificial framework 
begin to show through. The people at:the'top are,no longel' so interested in 
concealing trionopoly: as its violeilcebecdtiles more;bpen;o$().itspower grows. 
Movies and radIo need no longer 'pretend ,to be art;' The truth, that they are 
just business is rriade into an'ideologyin order to justify the' h1bbishthey 
deliberately produc~. They caHth~m.selves lri~ustties; and wl1el1 their direc~ 
tors' incorilesare p'Liblished, any doubt about HiE!,sOcialuti~ity of the finished 
prociucts is removed. ' .. " " , ' , .,', ,,. '" . ',' ',. , ,'.. 
" Interested parties exp~ain'the c~ltl1r~ inclustrY.}p:~echnologica~tenns~,ltis 
alleged that because millions parti~ipate in,it, cei:t!'1in. reproduction processes 
are necess,ary that- inevitably require identkal needs in innumerable places 
to be stltisfled with identical goods. The technical contrast between the few 
production centers and the large-number of widely dispersed consumption 
pOints is said, to demand organization and planning 'by manligement: Fur
thermore, it is 'claimed that st~'i'l.dardswere ba~ed.in the fitlit place on con
sumers' needs, and for that 'reaso~;vyere acce.,ted 'with' so little re'sistance, 
The re~lilt is the :Circle of manipiilation and iE!troattive Ite~'d 'in 'which 'the 
unity of the system grows ever stronger. No mention is made of the fact that 
the basis on which technology acquires power over society is the power of 
those whose economic ho~d over society i~ ;&reatest. ~ techpological rationale 
is the rationale of dbrriinIHion i'tself.1t is the coercive nahi're of society alien
ated from itself;.: Automobiles, bombS,. and, tIlOvie!!. '~e~p, the whole thing 
together until their leveling elem~n~"JJ,bo""s, its strength in the very wrong 
which it furthered. It has made tlie Jechnology of the cul~ure industry no 
qlorethan theai::hievein.erit of stiiiiClardiZiltioh ,and mass ',ptodud~()n,sahi
fiting whateverinvdlved a: distinction bet~eeri"tHe':I~gic 'M ~he work and that 
of the social system.'This· ill the result not of ii lihv of l'novthrtetlt in technology 
as such but of its function in toda~'s eCdnomy. The need -whiChfuight resist 
central control 'has already been' suppressed~y the cbhtrolof the indi-ridual 
consciousness. 1'hestep froni the telephone to the, radio has' dearlydistin
guished the roles. The formersiill allowed the"stibscdber t6'play'ihe role of 
subject, and was liberal. The hitter is demoCtatic: it: turns all participan'ts 
into listeners and authoritatively subjects tHem to broadcast programs wHich 
are all exactly the same. No ,inachinery of rejoirid~i: liasbeeri devised,' and 
private broadcasters are denied any freedom. They are corifined to the apoc
ryphal field of the "amateur," and also have' to accept"brganizatlon froin 
above .. But any trace of spon~aneity from the public 'inofficial broadcasting 
is controlled and absorbed by ta:~ent scouts,' studio coinpetitions Il,nd official 
programs of every kind seIect~d hy professionals. Talented perforrnersbelong 
to the industry long before' it displays them; otherWise they would not be so 
eager to fit in. The attitude of the public, which ostensibly and actually favors 
the system of the culture industry, is a part of the system and not an excuse 
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for it. If one branch of art follows the same formula as one with a very 
different medium and content; if the dramatic intrigue of broadcast soap 
operas becomes no more than useful material for showing how to master 
technical problems at both ends of the scale of musical experience-real jazz 
or a cheap imitation; or if a movement from a Beethoven symphony is crudely 
"adapted" for a film sound-track in the same way,as a Tolstoy novel is garbled 
in a film script: then the claim that this is done to satisfy the spontaneous 
wishes of the public is no more than hot air. We are closer to the facts if we 
explain these phenomena· as inherent in the technical and personnel appa
ratus which, down to its last cog, itself forms part of the economic mecha
nism of selection. In addition there is the agreement--"-or at least the 
determination~of all executive authorities not to produce or sanction 
anything that in any way differs from their own rules, their own ideas about 
consumers, or above all themselves., 

. In our age the objective social tendency is incarnate in the hidden subjec
tive purposes of company directors, the foremost among whom are in the 
most powerful sectors of industry-steel, petroleum, electricity; and chem
icals.Culture monopolies are weak and dependent in comparison:. They can
not afford to neglect' their appeasement .of the real holders of power if their 
sphere of activity in mass society (a spher~ producing a specific type of com
modity which anyhow is still too closely bound up with' easygoing liberalism 
and Jewish intellectuals) is not to undergo a series of purges. The depen
dence of the most powerful broadcasting company on the electrical industry, 
or of the motion picture industry on the banks, is characteristic of the whole 
sphere, whose individual branches are themselves ·economically interwoven. 
All are in such close contact that the extremec6ncentration of mental forces 
allows demarcation lines betweendiffetent firms' B.nd technical branches to 
be ignored. The ruthless unity· in the· culture indllstry is 'evidence of what 
will happen in politics. Marked differentiations';such as those of A 'and B 
films, or of stories in magazines in different price ranges,: depend not:so much 
on subject ·maiter as on classifying, org~nizing,' ·and·labeling· consumers. 
Something is provided for all so that none may escape; the.distinctionsar~ 
emphasized and extended. The public is'catered forwith'a·hierarchical range 
of mass-produced· products of varying ·qudlitY; ,thus advanCing' the rule 'of 
complete quantification. Everybody must· behave (as' if spontaneously) 'ift. 
accordance with his previously determined and iridE!xed lev~l,.and choose the 
category of mass product turned out for his type. Constim~i's,appear as sta
tistics on research organization charts, and are-divided by income groups 
into red, green, and blue areas; the technique is· that used for any type of 
propaganda. . ! 

How formalized the procedure is can be seen when the mechanically dif
ferentiated products prove to be all alike in the end. That the difference 
between the Chrysler range and General Motors products is baSically illusory 
strikes every child with a keen interest in varieties. What connoisseurs dis
cuss as good or bad points serve only to perpetuate the semblance of com
petition and range of choice. The same applies to the Warner Brothers and 
Metro Goldwyn Mayer productions. But even the differences between the 
more expensive and cheaper models put out by the same firm steadily dimin
ish: for automobiles, there are such differences as the number of cylinders, 
cubic capacity, details of patented gadgets; and for films there are the num-
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ber of stars, the extravagant use'of technology, labor, and equipment, and 
the introduction of the latest psychological f<;>rmulas. The universal criterion 
of merit is the amount of "conspicuous production," of blatant cash invest
ment. The varying budgets in the, culture industry do not bear the slightest 
relation to factual values, to the meaning of the products themselves. Even 
the technical media are relentlessly forced into uniformity. Television aims 
at a synthesis of radio and film, and is held up only because the interested 
parties have not yet reached agreement, but its consequences wili be quite 
enormous and promise to intensify the impoverishment of aesthetic matter 
so drastically, that by tomorrow the thinly veiled identity of all industrial 
culture products can come triumphantly out into the open, derisively fulfill
ing the Wagnerian" dream of the Gesatntkunstwerk-the fusion of all the arts 
in one work. The alliance of word, image, and music is all the more perfect 
than in Tristan because the sensuous elements which all approvingly reflect 
the surface of social reality are in principle embodied in the same technical 
process, the unity of which becomes its distinctive content. This process 
integrates all the elements of the production, from the novel (shaped with 
an eye to the film) to the last sound effect. It is the triumph of invested 
capital, whose title as absolute master is etched deep into the hearts of the 
dispossessed in the employment line; it is the meaningful content of every 
film, whatever plot the production team may have selected. 

.. .. .. 
The whole world is made to pass through the filter of the culture industry. 

The old experience of the movie-goer, who sees the world outside as an 
extension of the film he has just left (because the latter is intent upon repro
ducing the world of everyday perceptions), is now the producer's guideline. 
The more intensely and flawlessly his techniques duplicate empirical objects, 
the easier it is today for the illusion to prevail that the outside world is the 
straightforward continuation of that presented on the screen. This purpose 
has been furthered by mechanical reproduction since the lightning takeover 
by the sound film. , 

Real life is becoming indistinguishable from the movies. The sound film, 
far surpassing the theater of illusion, leaves no room for imagination or 
reflection on the part of the audience, who is ~mable to respond within the 
structure of the film, yet deviate from its preCise detail without losing the 
thread of the story; hence the film forces its victims to equate it directly with 
reality. The stunting of the mass-media consumer's powers of imagination 
and spontaneity does not have to be traced back to any psychological mech
anisms; he must ascribe the loss of those attributes to the objective nature 
of the products themselves, especially to the most characteristic of them, the 
sound film. They are so designed that quickness, powers of observation, and 
experience are undeniably needed to apprehend them'at all; yet sustained 
thought is out of the question if the spectator is not to miss the relentless 
rush of facts. Even though the effort required for his response is semi
automatic, no scope is left for the imagination. Those who are so absorbed 
by the world of the movie-by its images, gestures, and words-that they 
are unable to supply what really makes it a world, do riot have to dwell on 

2. Richard Wagner (1813-1883), German compo.er. HI. operas Include TrIs ..... und Isolde (1859). 
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particular points of its mechanics during a screening. All the other films and 
products of the entertainment industry which they have seen have taught 
them what to expect; they react automatically. The might of industrial society 
is lodged in men's minds. The entertainments manufacturers know that their 
products will be consumed with alertness even when the customer is dis
traught. for each of them is a model of the huge economic machinery which 
has always sustained the masses, whether at work or at leisure-which is 
akin to work. From every sound film and every broadcast program the social 
effect can be inferred which is exclusive to none but is shared by all alike. 
The culture industry as a whole has molded men as a type unfailingly repro
duced in every product. All the agents of this process, from the producer to 
the women's clubs, take good care that the simple reproduction of this men
tal state is not nuanced or extended in any way. 

The art historians and guardians of culture who complain of the extinction 
in the West of a basic style-determining power are wrong. The stereotyped 
appropriation of everything. e\'en the inchoate, for the purposes of mechan
ical reproduction surpasses the rigor and general currency of any "real style," 
in the sense in which cultural cog1JOscenti celebrate the organic precapitalist 
past. No Palestrina3 could be more of a purist in eliminating every unpre
pal'ed and unresolved discord than the jazz arranger in suppressing any devel
opment which does not conform to the jargon. When jazzing up Mozart he 
changes him not only when he is too serious or too difficult but when he 
harmonizes the melody in a different way, perhaps more simply, than is 
customary now. No medieval builder can have scrutinized the subjects for 
church windows and sculptures more suspiciously than the studio hierarchy 
scrutinizes a work by Balzac or Hug04 before finally approving it. No medieval 
theologian could have determined the degree of the torment to be suffered 
by the damned in accordance with the ordas of divine love more meticulously 
than the producers of shoddy epics calculate the torture to be undergone by 
the hero or the exact point to which the leading lady's hemline shall be raised. 
The explicit and implicit, exoteric and esoteric catalog of the forbidden and 
tolerated is so extensive that it not only defines the area of freedom but is 
all-powerful inside it. Everything down to the last detail is shaped accord
ingly. Like its counterpart. avant-garde art, the entertainment industry 
determines its own language. down to its very syntax and vocabulary, by th.Q. 
use of anathema. 6 The constant pressure to produce new effects (which must 
conform to the old pattern) serves merely as another rule to increase the 
power of the conventions when any single effect threatens to slip through 
the net. Every detail is so firmly stamped with sameness that nothing can 
appear which is not marked at birth, or does not meet with approval at first 
sight. 

" .. 
In the culture industry the notion of genuine style is seen to be the aes

thetic equivalent of domination. Style considered as mere aesthetic regularity 
is a \"Oman tic dream of the past. The unity of style not only of the Christian 

_~. Giovanni Pierlulgi de Palestrina (1525-1594). 
ltcllian cOinposer. 
4. \'ktor Hugo (1802-1885), French poet and 
110\ (·Ii,1. Honor/! de Balzac (1799- 18501, French 

l1ovelist. 
5. Order (Latin). 
6, A vigorous curse or denunciation. usually by an 
ecclesiastical authority. 
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Middle Ages but of the, Renaissan~e expresses in each case the different 
stt:ucture of social power; and not the,obscure experience of the oppressed 
in which the, general 'was enclosed, The great artists were never those who 
embodied a wholly flawless and perfect style, but those who used,style as a 
way of hardening themselves against the chaotic expression of! ~uffering, as 
a negative truth. The style or their works gave,what was'expressed that force 
without, which, life, Hows away unheard. Those' very art, forms which are 
kIiown,as classical,such as Mozart's music,: contain obje'ctive trends which 
represent something, diffet:ent to the style ·which . they ,im:arnate·. As late as 
Sch,6nberg. ariil, Pic~sso, 7 -the great artists have' retained -a'-mistrust-of style. 
and at crucial 'point!! have· subordinated it. to thei logic of the. matter. ,What 
Dadaists and ExpressionistS~ called the untruth of style as' !mch· triumphs 
today in the sung jargon of a crooner, in, the t:arefully 'contrived elegance 'of 
a film star, and even'in the admirable eXpertise of a pootograph ·of a peasant's 
squalid hut. Style,represents a promise, in every work ofint. That which ·is 
expressed' is subsumed through, style into the dominant,forms of.generality, 
into. the language of musici·'pain~ing; or words; in'the hopethat.itwilLbe 
recortciled thus ,with the idea of true generality. This ;promise held -out by 
the work of art that 'it will create truth by lending new shape to the· conven~ 
tional social.forms, is as necessary, as ,it ishypocritic~l,.lt ,unconditionally 
posits the real ,forms .of life as ,it)s by suggesting that fulfillment lies in their 
aesthetic detivative'si:To this extent the claim of art is alw.ays ideology too. 
HoweVer,. only in .this·confrontation with tradition of which style is the. record 
can art ,express, suffering. ,That,fat:tor ,in. a .work· of ·ar~ which enables ,it. to 
transcend, reality certainly cannot-be detach~d from style; but· it does: not 
consist, of ·the. hartnonyactually ·realized; of any doubtful unity of form and 
content; within, and, without, of -individual ·and society; it is· to be found in 
those features in which discrel>ancy.appeats: in the' necessary. failure of the 
passionate 'striving for identity. Instead of. exposing . itself to this. failure in 
which the .style of,the:gteatwork of art has always :ac.hieved self-negat!ion, 
the inferior work lias always relied on its similarity withothers-,-on·a sur'-
rogate Identity. . l ,'. ,"," 

~
' In. the· culture ihdustry.this imitation finally becomes absolute. Haviiig 

~~eased to' be anything· but 'style, it reveals the latter's secret: obedience to 
, e social hierarchy. Today ae,sthetic barbarity completes 'what has threat

" 'ed the creations of the spirit since they w,eregathered together as culture 
'.·:.d neutralized. 'To spelik of culture was always contrary to. culture. Culture 
-' '. common denominator already contains in embryo that schematlzation 

.ti~ process of cataloging and 'classification .which brtn8 culture,Within the 
~p~re 'Of administration .. And it is precisely thelhdustrialized, the conse-
qt1l3nt, subsumption which entirely accords with this notion of culture. By 

! ,subprdinating in the same way and to the same end all areas of intellectual 
by occupying men's senses from the time they leave the factory 

:t\1erling to the time they clock in again the next morning with matter 
the impress of the labor process they themselves have to sustain 

~Ut~R'UL' the day, this substimption mockingly satisfies the concept of Ii 

1975),. Spanish Cubist 

r:~t~!:~~~J~~~~'] ~ (1874;..1951), Au.-, eXp~.'ibrilstlc ato-
(see following note). . 

Is an artistic movement that 

went beyond Impressionism' by magnifying dark 
Inner experiences. Dadaism, a precur$or to SUITe,: 
,,:lIsm, Is an artlstle .inovement that prot"sted the 
Insanity of World War I by demolishing the tenets 
of art, philosophy, and logic. 
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unified culture which the philosophers of personality contrasted with mass 
culture. 

.. .. .. 
Nevertheless the culture industry remains the entertainment business. Its 

influence.over the consumers is established by entertainment; that will ulti
mately be broken not by an outright decree, but by the hostility inherent in 
the prinCiple of entertainment to what is greater than itself. Since all the 
trends of the .culture industry are profoundly embedded in the public by the 
whole social process, they ate encouraged by the survival of the market in 
this area. Demand has not yet been replaced by simple obedience. As is well 
known, the major reorganization of the film industry shortly before World 
War I, the material prerequisite of its expansion, was precisely its deliberate 
acceptance of the public's needs as recorded at the box-office-a procedure 
which was hardly thought necessary in the pioneering days of the screen. 
The same opinion is held today by the captains of the film industry, who take 
as their criterion the more or less phenomenal song hits but wisely never 
have recourse to the judgment of truth, the opposite criterion. Business is 
their ideology. It is quite correct that the power of the culture industry resides 
in its identification with a manufactured need, and·not.insimple contrastto 
it; even if this contrast were one .of complete power and complete power" 
lessness. Amusement under.late capitalism is the prolongation of work. It is 
sought after as an escape from the mechanized work. process, and to recruit 
strength in. order to be able to cope with it again .. But at the same time 
mechanization has such power over a man'sleistire·and happiness, and so 
profoundly determines the manufacture of amusement goods, that his expe
riences ate il)evitably after-images of the work process itself. The ostensible 
content is 'me'rely a faded foregroundj what sinks in is the automatic si.lcceS· 
sion of standardized operations. What happens at work, in the factory, or in 
the office can. only be escaped from .by approximation to it in one's leisure 
time. All amusement suffers from this jncurable malady. Pleasur~ hardens 
into boredom because, if it is to remain.pleasure, it must not demand. any 
effort and therefore moves rigorously in the worn grooves of association .. No 
independent thinking must be expected from the audience: the product pre
scribes every reaction: not by its natural structure (which collapses 'Ulider 
reflection), but by signals. Any logical conne~tion calling for mental effort is 
painstakingly avoided. As far as possible, develbpments must follow from the 
immediately preceding situation and never from the idea of the whole. For 
the attentive movie-goer any individual scene will give him the whole thing. 
Even the set. pattern itself still seems dangerous, offering some· meaning~ 
wretched as it might be-where only meaninglessness is acceptable. Often 
the plot is maliciously deprived of the development demanded by characters 
and matter according to the old pattern. Instead, the next step is what the 
script writer:takes to be the most striking effect iiI the particular;sittiation, 
Banal though elaborate surprise interrupts the story-line. The tendency mis
chievously to: fall back on pure nonsense; which 'was a legitimate part of 
popular art, farce and clowning, right up to Chaplin and the Marx Brothers,9 

9. American comic actors: Chico (Leonard) 
(1887-1961), Harpo (Adolph) (I 888-1964}, 
Groucho Oullus Henry} (1890-1977); Gummo 
(Milton) (1893-1977), and Zeppo (Herbert) 

(l90i-1979). Charlie (Sir Charles Spencer) 
Chaplin {1889-1977}. English comic Bctor and 
prodlicer. 
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is most obvious in the unpretentious kinds. This tendency has completely 
asserted itself in the text of the novelty song, in the thriller movie, and in 
cartoons, although in films starring Greer Garson and Bette Davis' the unity 
of the socio-psychological case study provides something approximating a 
claim to a consistent plot. The idea itself, together with the objects of comedy 
and terror, is massacred and fragmented. Novelty songs have always existed 
on a contempt for meaning which, as predecessors and successors of psy
choanalysis, they reduce to the monotony of sexual symbolism. Today detec
tive and adventure films no longer give the audience the opportunity to 
experience the resolution. In, the non-ironic varieties of the genre, it has also 
to rest content with the simple horror of situations which have almost ceased 
to be linked in any way. 

.. .. .. 
This raises the question whether the culture industry fulfills the function 

of diverting minds which it boasts about so loudly. If most of the radio sta
tions and movie theaters were closed down, the consum,ers would probably 
not lose so very much. To walk from the street into the movie theater is no 
longer to enter a world of dream; as soon as the very existence of these 
institutions no longer made it obligatory to use them, there would be no 
great urge to do so. Such closures would not be reactionary machine wreck
ing. The disappointment would be felt not so much by the enthusiasts as by 
the slow-witted, who are the ones who suffer for everything anyhow. In spite 
of the films which are intended to complete her integration, the housewife 
finds in the darkness of the movie theater a place of refuge where she can 
sit for a few hours with nobody watching, just as she used to look out of the 
window when there were still homes and rest in the evening. The unem
ployed in the great cities find coolness in summer and warmth in winter in 
these temperature-controlled locations. Otherwise, despite its size, this 
bloated pleasure apparatus adds no dignity to man's lives. The idea of "fully 
exploiting" available technical resources and the facilities for aesthetic mass 
consumption is part of the economic system which refuses to exploit 
resources to abolish hunger. 

The culture industry perpetually cheats its consumers of what it perpet
ually promises. The promissory note which, vyith its plots and staging, it 
draws on pleasure is endlessly prolonged; the promise, which is actually all 
the spectacle consists of, is illusory: all it actually confirms is that the real 
point will never be reached, that the diner must be satisfied with the menu. 
In front of the appetite stimulated by all those brilliant names and images 
there is finally set no more than a commendation of the depressing everyday 
world it sought to escape. Of course works of art were not sexual exhibitions 
either. However, by representing deprivation as negative, they retracted, as 
it were, the prostitution of the impulse and rescued by mediation what was 
denied. The secret of aesthetic sublimation is its representation of fulfillment 
as a broken promise. The culture industry does not sublimate; it represses. 
By repeatedly exposing the objects of desire, breasts in a clinging sweater or 
the naked torso of the athletic hero, it only stimulates the unsublimated 
forepleasure which habitual deprivation has long since reduced to a maso-

I. American actor (1908-1989). Garson (1904-1996). English actor. 
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chistic semblance. There is no erotic situation which, while insinuating and 
E':..:citing, does not fail to indicate unmistakably that things can never go that 
far. The Hays Office merely confirms the ritual ofTantalus~ that the culture 
industry has established anyway. Works of art are ascetic and unashamed; 
the culture industry is pornographic and prudish. Love is downgraded to 
romance. And, after the descent, much is permitted; even license as a mar
ketable speciality has its quota bearing the trade description "daring." The 
mass production of the sexual automatically achieves its repression. Because 
of his ubiquity, the film star with whom one is meant to fall in love is from 
the outset a copy of himself. Every tenor voice comes to sound like a Carus03 

record, and the "natural'" faces of Texas girls are like the successful models 
by whom Hollywood has typecast them. The mechanical reproduction of 
beauty, which reactionary cultural fanaticism wholeheartedly serves in its 
methodical idolization of individuality, leaves no room for that unconscious 
idolatry which was once essential to beauty. The triumph over beauty is 
celebrated by humor-the Schadenfreude4 that every successful deprivation 
calls forth. There is laughter because there is nothing to laugh at. Laughter, 
whether conciliatory or terrible. always occurs when some fear passes. It 
indicates liberation either from physical danger or from the grip of logic. 
Conciliatory laughter is heard as the echo of an escape from power; the 
wrong kind overcomes fear by capitulating to the forces which are to be 
feared. It is the echo of power as something inescapable. Fun is a medicinal 
bath. The pleasure industry never fails to prescribe it. It makes laughter the 
instrument of the fraud practised on happiness. Moments of happiness are 
without laughter; only operettas and films portray sex to the accompaniment 
of resounding laughter. But Baudelaire is as devoid of humour as HBlderlin. 5 

In the false society laughter is a disease which has attacked happiness and 
is drawing it into its worthless totality. To laugh at something is always to 
deride it, and the life which, according to Bergson,6 in laughter breaks 
through the barrier, is actually an invading barbaric life, self-assertion pre
pared to parade its liberation from any scruple when the social occasion 
arises. Such a laughing audience is a parody of humanity. Its members are 
monads, all dedicated to the pleasure of being ready for anything at the 
expense of everyone else. Their harmony is a caricature of solidarity. What 
is fiendish about this false laughter is that it is a compelling parody of t-hE!' 
best, which is conciliatory. Delight is austere: res Set'era verum gaudium. 7 

The monastic theory that not asceticism but the sexual act denotes the 
renunciation of attainable bliss receives negative confirmation in the gravity 
of the lover who with foreboding commits his life to the fleeting moment. In 
the culture industry, jovial denial takes the place of the pain found in ecstasy 
and in asceticism. The supreme law is that they shall not satisfy their desires 
at any price; they must laugh and be content with laughter. In every product 
of the culture industry, the permanent denial imposed by civilization is once 

2. A Greek mythological figure whose punishment 
in Undes is always to have food and drink just out 
of his reach. "Hays Office": unofficial name of the 
i\1otinn Picture Producers and Distributors of 
America. founded in 1922 by ""ill Hays to monitor 
the film industry (precursor to the Production 
Code Administration, founded in 1934l. 
~. Enrico Caruso (1873-192 I), popular Italian 
opera tenor. 

4. Grim joy (i.e., joy at others' troubles) (German). 
5. Friedrich HlSlderlin (1770-1843), German 
poet and translator. CHARLES BAUDELAIRE (1821-
1867), French poet, critic, and forerunner of mod
ernism. 
6. Henri Bergson (1859-1941), French philoso
pher, author of Laug',ter: An Bssayon the MeaninR 
oft"e Comic (1911). 
7. True joy is a serious thing (Latin). 
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again unmistakably demonstrated and inflicted on its victims. To offer and 
to deprive them of something is one and the· same. This is what happens in 
erotic films. Precisely because it must never take place, every thing centers 
upon copulation. In films it is more strictly forbidden for an illegitimate 
relationship to be admitted. without the parties being punished than for a 
millionaire's future son-in-law to be active in .the labor movement. In con
trast to the liberal era, industrialized as well as popular culture may wax 
indignant at capitalism, but it cannot renounce the threat of castration. This 
is fundamentaL It outlasts the organized acceptance of the uniformed seen 
in the films which are produced to that end, and in reality. What is decisive 
today is no longer puritanism, although it still asserts itself in the form of 
women's organizations, but the necessity inherent in the system not to leave 
the customer alone, not for a moment to allow him any suspicion that resis" 
tance is possible. The principle dictates that he should be shown all his needs 
as capable of fulfillment, but that those needs should be so predetermined 
that he feels himself to be the eternal consumer, the ·object of the culture 
industry. Not only does it make him believe that the deception it practices 
is satisfaction; but it goes further and implies that, whatever the state of 
affairs, he must put up with what is offered. The escape froin everyday drudg
ery which. the· whole culture industry promises may be compared to the 
daughter's abduction in the cartoon: the father is holding the ladder in the 
dark. ,The paradise offered by.the culture industry is the same old drudgery. 
Both escape and elopement are predesigned to lead. back to the starting 
point. Pleasure promotes the resignation which it ought to help to forget. 

.. .. . 
The stronger the positions of the .culture industry become, the more sum
marily it can deal with consUmers' needs, produCing them, controlling them, 
disciplining them, and· even withdrawing amusement: 'no limits are set to 
cultural progress of this kind.· But the tendency is immanent in the principle 
of amusement itself, which is enlightened in a ,bourgeois sense. If the 'need 
for amusement was in large measure the creation of industry, which used 
the subject as a means of recommending the work to the masses-the oleo
graphA by the dainty morsel it depicted, or the cake mix by a picture of a 
cake-amusement always reveals the influence of business, the sales talk, 
the quack's spiel. But the original affinity of business and amusement is 
shown in the latter's specific significance: to defend society. To be pleased 
means to say Yes. It is possible only by insulation from the totality_of the 
social process, by desensitization and, from the first, by senselessly sacrificing 
the inescapable claim of every work, however inane; within its limits to reflect 
the whole •. Pleasure always means not to think about anything, to forget 
suffering even where it is shown. Basically it is helplessness. It is flight; not, 
asis asserted, flight from a wretched reality, but from the last remaining 
thought of resistance. The liberation which amusement promises is freedom 
from thought and from negation; The effrontery of the rhetoriCal question. 
"What do people want'?" lies' in the fact that it is addressed-as if to reflective 
individuals-to those very people .who are deliberately to be deprived 'of this 
individuality. Even when the public does-exceptionally-rebel agai~st the 

8. A chromolithograph printed on cloth to Imitate an oil painting. 



DIALECTIC OF ENLIGHTENMENT I 1233 

pleasure industry, all it can muster is that feeble resistance which that very 
industry has inculcated in it. Nevertheless, it has become increasingly diffi
cult to keep people in this condition. The rate at which they are reduced to 
stupidity must not fall behind the rate at which their intelligence is increas
ing. In this age of statistics the masses are too sharp to identify themselves 
with the millionaire on the screen, and too slow-witted to ignore the law of 
the largest number. Ideology conceals itself in the calculation of probabili
ties. Not everyone will be lucky one day-but the person who draws the 
winning ticket, or rather the one who is marked out to do so by a higher 
power-usually by the pleasure industry itself, which is represented as 
unceasingly in search of talent. Those discovered by talent scouts and then 
publicized on a vast scale by the studio are ideal types of the new dependent 
average. Of course, the starlet is meant to symbolize the typist in such a way 
that the splendid evening dress seems meant for the actress as distinct from 
the real girl. The girls in the audience not only feel that they could be on 
the screen, but realize the great gulf separating them from it. Only one girl 
can draw the lucky ticket, only one man can win the prize, and if, mathe
matically, all have the same chance, yet this is so infinitesimal for each one 
that he or she will do best to write it off and rejoice in the other's success, 
which might just as well have been his or hers, and somehow never is. When
ever the culture .industry still issues an invitation naively to identify, it is 
immediately withdrawn .. No one can escape from himself any more. Once a 
member of the audience could see his own wedding in the one shown in the 
film. Now the lucky actors on the screen are copies of the same category as 
every' member of the public, but such equality only demonstrates the insur
mountable separation of the human elements. The perfect similarity is the 
absolute difference. The identity of the category forbids that of the individual 
cases. Ironically, man as a member of a species has been made a reality by 
the culture industry. Now any person signifies only those attributes by which 
he can replace everybody else: he is interchangeable; a copy. As an individual 
he is completely eXpendable and utterly insignificant, and this is just what 
he finds out when time deprives him of this simiiarity.·This changes the inner. 
structure of the religion of success-otherwise strictly maintained. Increas
ing emphasis is laid not on the path per aspera adastra9 (which presupposes 
hardship and effort), but on winning a prize. The element of blind chanc~ . 
in the routine decision about which song deserves to be a hit and which extra 
a heroine is stressed by the ideology. Movies emphasize chance. By stopping 
at nothing to ensure that all the characters are essentially alike, with the 
exception of the villain, and by excluding non-conforming faces (for example, 
thos-e which, like Garbo's, I do not look as if you could say "Hello sister!" to 
them), Hfe is made easier for movie-goers at first. They are assured that they 
are all right as they are; that they could do just as well and that nothing 
beyond their powers will be asked of them. But at the same time they are 
given a hint that any effort would be useless because even bourgeois luck no 
longer has any connection with the calculable effect of their own work. They 
take the hint. Fundamentally they all recognize chance (by which one occa
sionally makes his fortune) as the other side of planning. Precisely because 

9. Through adversities to the stars (Latin). 
I. Grt·ta Gorbo (born Gretn Gustaf .. on, 1905-

1990), famously reclusive Swedish-born American 
film star. 
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the forces of society are so deployed in the direction of rationality that anyone 
might become an engineer or manager, it has ceased entirely to be a rational 
matter who the one will be in whom society will invest training or confidence 
for such functions. Chance and planning become one and the same thing, 
because, given men's equality, individual success and failure-right up to 
the top-lose any economic meaning. Chance itself is planned, not because 
it affects any particular individual but precisely because it is believed to play 
a vital part. It serves the planners as an alibi, and makes it seem that the 
complex of transactions and measures into which life has been transformed 
leaves scope for spontaneous and direct relations between man. This free
dom is symbolized in the various media of the culture industry by the arbi
trary selection of average individuals. In a magazine's detailed accounts of 
the modestly magnificent pleasure-trips it has arranged for the lucky person, 
preferably a stenotypist (who has probably won the competition because of 
her contacts with local bigwigs), the powerlessness of all is reflected. They 
are mere matter-so much so that those in control can take someone up 
into their heaven and throw him out again: his rights and his work count for 
nothing. Industry is interested in people merely as customers and employees, 
and has in fact reduced mankind as a whole and each of its elements to this 
all-embracing formula. According to the ruling aspect at the time, ideology 
emphasizes plan or chance, technology or life, civilization or nature. As 
employees, men are reminded of the rational organization and urged to fit 
in like sensible people. As customers, the freedom of choice, the charm of 
novelty, is demonstrated to them on the screen or in the press by means of 
the human and personal anecdote. In either case they remain objects. 

The less the culture industry has to promise, the less it can offer a mean
ingful explanation of life, and the emptier is the ideology it disseminates. 
Even the abstract ideals of the harmony and beneficence of society are too 
concrete in this age of universal publicity. We have even learned how to 
identify abstract concepts as sales propaganda. Language based entirely on 
truth simply arouses impatience to get on with the business deal it is probably 
advancing. The words that are not means appear senseless; the others seem 
to be fiction, untrue. Value judgments are taken either as advertising or as 
empty talk. Accordingly ideology has been made vague and noncommittal, 
and thus neither clearer nor weaker. Its very vagueness, its almost scientific 
aversion from committing itself to anything which cannot be verified, acts 
as an instrument of domination. It becomes a vigorous and prearranged 
promulgation of the status quo. The culture industry tends to make itself the 
embodiment of authoritative pronouncements, and thus the irrefutable 
prophet of the prevailing order. 

• • • 
By emphasizing the "heart of gold," society admits the suffering it has 

created: everyone knows that he is now helpless in the system, and ideology 
has to take this into account. Far from conc~aling suffering under the cloak 
of improvised fellowship, the culture industry takes pride in looking it in the 
face like a man, however great the strain on self-control. The pathos of com
posure justifies the world which makes it necessary. That is life-very hard, 
but just because of that so wonderful and so healthy. This lie does not shrink 
from tragedy. Mass culture deals with it, in the same way as centralized 
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society does not abolish the suffering of its members but records and plans 
it. That it is why it borrows so persistently from art. This provides the tragic 
substance which pure amusement cannot itself supply, but which it needs 
if it is somehow to remain faithful to the principle of the exact reproduction 
of phenomena. Tragedy made into a carefully calculated and accepted aspect 
of the world is a blessing. It is a safeguard against the reproach that truth is 
not respected, whereas it is really being adopted with cynical regret. To the 
consumer who-culturally-has seen better days it offers a substitute for 
long-discarded profundities. It provides the regular movie-goer with the 
scraps of culture he must have for prestige. It comforts all with the thought 
that a tough, genuine human fate is still possible. and that it must at all costs 
be represented uncompromisingly. Life in all the aspects which ideology 
today sets out to duplicate shows up all the more gloriously, powerfully and 
magnificently, the more it is redolent of necessary suffering. It begins to 
resemble fate. Tragedy is reduced to the threat to destroy anyone who does 
not cooperate, whereas its paradoxical significance once lay in a hopeless 
)'esistance to mythic destiny. Tragic fate becomes just punishment, which is 
what bourgeois aesthetics always tried to turn it into. The morality of mass 
culture is the cheap form of yesterday's children's books. In a first-class pro
duction, for example. the villainous character appears as a hysterical woman 
who (with presumed clinical accuracy) tries to ruin the happiness of her 
opposite number, who is truer to reality, and herself suffers a quite untheat
rical death. So much learning is of course found only at the top. Lower down 
less trouble is taken. Tragedy is made harmless without recourse to social 
psychology. Just as every Viennese operetta worthy of the name had to have 
its tragic finale in the second act. which left nothing for the third except to 
clear up misunderstandings. the culture industry assigns tragedy a fixed place 
in the routine. The well-known existence of the recipe is enough to allay any 
fear that there is no )'estraint on tragedy. The description of the dramatic 
formula by the housewife as "getting into trouble and out again" embraces 
the whole of mass culture from the idiotic women's serial to the top produc
tion. Even the worst ending which began with good intentions confirms the 
order of things and corrupts the tragic force, either because the woman 
whose love runs counter to the laws of the game plays with her death for a 
brief spell of happiness. or because the sad ending in the film all the mOM . 
clearly stresses the indestructibility of actual life. The tragic film becomes 
an institution for moral improvement. The masses. demoralized by their life 
under the pressure of the system. and who show signs of civilization only in 
modes of behavior which have been forced on them and through which fury 
and recalcitrance show everywhere, are to be kept in order by the sight of 
an inexorable life and exemplary behavior. Culture has always played its part 
in taming revolutionary and barbaric instincts. Industrial culture adds its 
contribution. It shows the condition under which this merciless life can be 
lived at all. The individual who is thoroughly weary must use his weariness 
as energy for his surrender to the collective power which wears him out. In 
films, those permanently desperate situations which crush the spectator in 
ordinary life somehow become a promise that one can go on living. One has 
only to become aware of one's own nothingness, only to recognize defeat and 
one is one with it all. Society is full of desperate people and therefore a prey 
to rackets. In some of the most significant German novels of the pre-Fascist 
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era such as Doblin's Berlin Alexanderplatz and Fallada's:Z Kleiner Mann, Was 
Nun, this trend was as obvious as in the average film and in the devices of 
jazz. What all these things have in common is the self-derision of man. The 
possibility of becoming a subjectin the economy, an entrepreneur or a pro
prietor, has been completely liquidated. Right down to the humblest shop, 
the independent enterprise, on the mariagement and inheritance of which 
the bourgeois family.and the. position of its head had rested, became hope
lessly dependent. Everybody became an employee; and in this civilization of 
employees the dignity of the father (questionable anyhow) vanishes. The 
attitude of the individual to the racket, business, profession or party, before 
or after admission, the Fuhrer's gesticulations before the masses, or the 
suitor's before his sweetheart, assume specifically masochistic traits. The 
attitude into which everybody is forced in order to give repeated proof of his 
moral suitability for this society reminds one of the boys who, during tribal 
initiation, go round in a circle with a stereotyped smile on their faces while 
the priest strikes them. Life in the late capitalist era is a constant initiation 
rite. Everyone must show that he wholly identifies himself with the power 
which is belaboring him. This occurs in the principle of jazz syncopation, 
which simultaneously derides stumbling and makes it a rule. The eunuch
like voice of the crooner on the radio, the heiress's smooth'suitor, who falls 
into the swhnming pool in his dinner jacketj are models for those who must 
become whatever the system wants. Everyone can be]ike this omnipotent 
society; everyone can be happy, if only he will capitulate fully and sacrifice 
his claim to happiness. In his weakness society recognizes its strength, and 
gives him some of it. His defenselessness makes him reliable. Hence tragedy 
is discarded. Once the opposition of the individual to society was its sub
stance. It glorified "the bravery. and freedom of emotion before a powerful 
enemy, an exalted affliction, a dreadful problem."3 Today tragedy has melted 
away into the nothingness of that false identity of society and individual, 
whose terror still shows for a moment In the empty semblance of the tragic. 
But the miracle of integration, the permanent act of grace by the authority 
who receives the defenaeleaa penon-once he haa awallowed hia rebellious
ness-signifies Fascism. This can be seen in the humanitarianism ,which 
D6blinuses to let his Biberkopf4 find refu~e, and again in socially-slanted 
films. The capacity to find refuge, to survive one's own ruin, by which tragedy 
is defeated; is found in the new generation; they can do any work because 
the work process does not let them become attached to any. This is remi
niscent of the sad lack of conviction ·of the homecoming soldier with no 
interest in the war, or of the casual laborer who ends Up by joining a para· 
military organization. This liquidation of tragedy confirms the abolition of 
the individual. 

In the culture industry the individual is an illusion not merely because of 
the standardization of the means of production. He is tolerated only so long 
as his complete identification with the .generality is unquestioned. Pseudo 

2. Hans Fallada (pseudonym of Rudolf Dlizen, 
1893-1947); Little Man, What NoW? was pub
lished in 1932. Alfred .. Dilblin (1878-1957) 
published Berlin Alexanderplatz in i 929. 
3. Nietzsche; GlJtzendllmmenmg [1888. Twilight 

o/the Idols), Werks, vol. VIII, p. 136 [Horkhelmer 
and Adorno's note). FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE (1844-
1900). German philosopher. 
4. Hero of Berlin Alexanderpl,.tz. 
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individuality is rife: from the standardized jazz improvisation to the excep
tional film star whose hair curls over her eye to demonstrate her originality. 
What is individual is no more than the generality's power to stamp the acci
dental detail sO firmly that it is accepted as such. The defiant reserve or 
elegant appearance of the individual on show is mass-produced like Yale 
locks, whose only difference can be measured in fractions of millimeters. 
The peculiarity of the self is a monopoly commodity determined by society; 
it is falsely represented as natural. It is no more than the moustache, the 
French accent, the deep voice of the woman of the world, the Lubitsch' 
touch: finger prints on identity cards which are otherwise exactly the same, 
and into which the lives and faces of every single person are transformed by 
the power of the generality. Pseudo individuality is the prerequisite for com
prehending tragedy and removing its poison: only because individuals have 
ceased to be themselves and are now merely centers where the general ten
dencies meet, is it possible to receive them again, whole and entire, into the 
generality. In this way mass culture discloses the fictitious character of the 
"individual" in the bourgeois era, and is merely unjust in boasting on account 
of this dreary harmony of general and particular. The principle of individu
ality was always full of contradiction. Individuation has never really been 
achieved. Self-preservation in the shape of class has kept everyone at the 
stage of a mere species being. Every bourgeois characteristic, in spite of its 
deviation and indeed because of it, expressed the same thing: the harshness 
of the competitive society. The individual who supported society bore its 
disfiguring mark; seemingly free, he was actually the product of its economic 
and' social apparatus. Power based itself on the prevailing conditions of 
power when it sought the approval of persons affected by it. As it progressed, 
bourgeois society did also develop the individual. Against the will of its lead
ers, technology has changed human beings from children into persons. How
ever, every advance in individuation of this kind took place at the expense of 
the individuality in whose name it occurred; so that nothing was left but the 

,resolve to pursue one's own particular purpose. The bourgeois whose exis
tence Is split into a business and a private life, whoseprtvate life is split into 
keeping up his public image and intimacy, whose intimacy is split into the 
surly partnership of marriage and the bitter comfort of being quite alone, at 
odds with himself and everybody else, is already virtually a Nazi, replete.:bioth 
with enthusiasm and abuse; or a modern city-dweller who can now only 
imagine friendship as a "social contact": that is, as being in social contact 
with others with whom he has no inward contact. The only reason why the 
culture industry can deal so successfully with individuality is that the latter 
has always reproduced the fragility of society. On the faces of private indi
viduals and movie heroes put together according to the patterns on magazine 
covers vanishes a pretense in which no one now believes; the popularity of 
the hero models comes partly from a secret satisfaction that the effort to 
achieve individuation has at last been replaced by the effort to imitatel which 
is admittedly. more breathless. It is idle to hope that this self-contradictory, 
disintegrating "person" will not last for generatibns; that the system must 
collapse because of such a psychological split, or that the deceitful suhsti-

5. Ernst Lubitsch (1892-1947), German· 
American film director whose widely imitated style 
("the Lubit5ch touch") brought Europcnn elegance 

and Irony to Hollywood cinema from the 19205 to 
the 1940 •. 
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tution of the stereotype for the individual will of itself become unbearable 
for mankind. Since Shakespeare's Hamlet, the unity of the personality has 
been seen through as a pretense. Synthetically produced physiognomies 
show that the people of today have already forgotten that there was ever a 
notion of what human life was. For centuries society has been preparing for 
Victor Mature and Mickey Rooney.6 By destroying they come to fulfill. 

The idolization of the cheap involves making the average the heroic. The 
highest-paid stars resemble pictures advertising unspecified proprietary arti
cles. Not without good purpose are they often selected from the host of 
commercial models. The prevailing taste takes its ideal from advertising, the 
beauty in consumption. Hence the Socratic saying that the beautiful is the 
useful? has now been fulfilled-ironically. The cinema makes propaganda 
for the culture combine as a whole; on radio, goods for whose sake the 
cultural commodity exists are also recommended individually. For a few 
coins one can see the film which cost millions, for even less one can buy the 
chewing gum whose manufacture involved immense riches-a hoard 
increased still further by sales. In absentia, but by universal suffrage, the 
treasure of armies is revealed, but prostitution is not allowed inside the coun
try. The best orchestras in the world-clearly not so-are brought into your 
living room free of charge. It is all a parody of the never-never land, just as 
the national society is a parody of the human society. You name it, we supply 
it. A man up from the country remarked at the old Berlin Metropol theater 
that it was astonishing what they could do for the money; his comment has 
long since been adopted by the culture industry and made the very substance 
of production. This is always coupled with the triumph that it is possible; 
but this, in large measure, is the very triumph. Putting on a show means 
showing everybody what there is, and what can be achieved. Even today it is 
still a fair, but incurably sick with culture. Just as the people who had been 
attracted by the fairground barkers overcame their disappointment in the 
booths with a brave smile, because they really knew in advance what would 
happen, so the movie-goer sticks knowingly to the institution. With the 
cheapness of mass-produce luxury goods and its complement, the universal 
swindle, a change in the character of the art commodity itself is coming 
about. What is new is not that it is a commodity, but that today it deliberately 
admits it is one; that art renounces its own autonomy and proudly takes its 
place among consumption goods constitutes -the charm of novelty. Art as a 
separate sphere was always possible only in a bourgeois society. Even as a 
negation of that social purposiveness which is spreading through the market, 
its freedom remains essentially bound up with the premise of a commodity 
economy. Pure works of art which deny the commodity society by the very 
fact that they obey their own law were always wares all the same. In so far 
as, until the eighteenth century, the buyer's patronage shielded the artist 
from the market, they were dependent on the buyer and his objectives. The 
purposelessness of the great modern work of art depends on the anonymity 
of the market. Its demands pass through so many intermediaries that the 
artist is exempt from any definite requirements-though admittedly only to 
a certain degree, for throughout the whole history of the bourgeoisie his 

6. Mature (1913-1999) and Rooney (b. 1920), 
American actors. 
7. See PLATO, Hi""ias Major 295c-e; as usual In 

Plato's dialogues, the Greek philosopher Socrates 
(469-399 B.C.E.) is the primary speaker. 
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autonomy was only tolerated, and thus contained an element of untruth 
which ultimately led to the social liquidation of art. When mortally sick, 
Beethoven hurled away a novel by Sir Walter ScottS with the cry: "Why, the 
fellow writes for money," and yet proved a most experienced and stubborn 
businessman in disposing of the last quartets, which were a most extreme 
renunciation of the market: he is the most outstanding example of the unity 
of those opposites. market and independence, in bourgeois art. Those who 
succumb to the ideology are precisely those who cover up the contradiction 
instead of taking it into the consciousness of their own production as Bee
tho\'en did: he went on to express in music his anger at losing a few pence, 
and derived the metaphysical Es jHuss Sein9 (which attempts an aesthetic 
banishment of the pressure of the world by taking it into itself) from the 
housekeeper's demand for hel" monthly wages. The principle of idealistic 
aesthetics-purposefulness without a purpose I-reverses the scheme of 
things to which bourgeois art conforms socially: purposelessness for the pur
poses declared by the market. At last, in the demand for entertainment and 
relaxation, purpose has absorbed the realm of purposelessness. But as the 
insistence that art should be disposable in terms of money becomes absolute, 
a shift in the internal structure of cultural commodities begins to show itself. 
The use which men in this antagonistic society promise themselves from the 
work of art is itself, to a great extent. that very existence of the useless which 
is abolished by compete inclusion under use. The work of art, by completely 
assimilating itself to need. deceitfully deprives men of precisely that libera
tion from the principle of utility which it should inaugurate. What might be 
called use value in the reception of cultural commodities' is replaced by 
exchange value; in place of enjoyment there are gallery-visiting and factual 
knowledge: the prestige seeker replaces the connoisseur. The consumer 
becomes the ideology of the pleasure industry, whose institutions he cannot 
escape. One simply "has to" have seen Mrs. Minil'er,2 just as one "has to" 
subscribe to Life and Time. Everything is looked at from only one aspect: 
that it can be used for something else, however vague the notion of this use 
may be. No object has an inherent value; it is valuable only to the extent that, 
it can be exchanged. The use value of art, its mode of being, is treated as a 
fetish; and the fetish, the work's social rating (misinterpreted as its artistic 
status) becomes its use value-the only quality which is enjoyed. The co~ . 
modity function of art disappears only to be wholly realized when art 
becomes a species of commodity instead, marketable and interchangeable 
like an industrial product. But art as a type of product which existed to be 
sold and yet to be unsaleable is wholly and hypocritically converted into 
"unsaleability" as soon as the transaction ceases to be the mere intention 
and becomes its sole principle. No tickets could be bought when Toscanini 
conducted over the radio:3 he was heard without charge, and every sound of 
the symphony was accompanied, as it were, by the sublime puff that the 
symphony was not interrupted by any advertising: "This concert is brought 
La you as a public service." The illusion was made possible by the profits of 

1'. ~c"ttish poet and novelist (177 I-I !H2), forced 
hv flmmcial difficulties late in his life to undertake 
n~lIch hack work. 
9. It Illust be (German), 
I. li\ll\lANUEL KANT's terminolop.y in his Critiql4e 
(~f".l"dJ!.me,,' (1790i see above). 

2. Movie (1942) with Greer Garson in the title 
role. 
3. Arturo Toscanini conducted the National 
Broadcasting Company Symphony Orchestra. 
which was organized specifically for him in 1937, 
In a notable series of radio broadcasts. 
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the united automobile and soap manufacturers, whose payments keep the 
radio stations going-and, of course, by the increased sales of the electrical 
industry, which J'!lanufactures the radio sets. 

.. .. 

EDMUND WILSON 
1895-1972 

1947 

Intellectually curious and prolific, Edmund Wilson contribl,lted to many journals and 
magazines, and for diverse audiences-writers, intellectuals, academics, and non
academiCs-he s~rved as' a potent source of informed taste and judgment. He seemed, 
as fellow critic A1fred Kazin noted, to have "the whole tradition of literature in his 
bones," and he became the foremost American literary journalist of the twentieth 
century. 

Born in Red Bank, New Jersey, Wilson was the oniy child of prosperous but emo
tionally distant parents. He was educated in the classics at the Hill School in Potts
town, Pennsylvania, where, he later said, he was taught the virtues of "lucidity, force, 
and ease" in written expression, and "at Princeton (1912-16), where his friends 
included F.,Scott Fitzgerald (who called Wilso~ his "intellectual conscience"). 

Mter graduation, Wilson worked briefly as a·reporter for the. New York Evening 
Sun. Like .the novelists John Dos Passos and Ernest HemingWay, who became his 
friends, he served in a hospital 'unit during World War I; he then Was reassigned to 
the Intelligence corps."When the war ended, he .tteelanced as a writer and worked as 
an editor of Vanity Fair (192O-c21) and the New Republic (I 926-31); later he became 
the lrIain book reviewer· for the New Yorke,. (1944-48). 

Wilson's first important book was Axel's CastL!: A Study in the Imaginative Litera
ture of 1870-1930 (1931), a pioneering study of modernism's relation to French 
symbolism, with chapters on William Butler Yeats, Marcel Prollst, James Joyce, T. S. 
ELIOT, Gertrude Stein, and Paul Valt!!ry. Yet even as he revealed his passionate Interest 
in the literary innovations of modernism, he voiced his ambivalence in Axel's CastL! 
itself and in his correspondence. He told his editor, Maxwell Perkins, "I belieVe that 
any literary movement which tends so to paralyze the will, to discourage literature 
from entering Into action, has a very serious weakness, and I think that the time has 
now come for a reaction against it." 

Part of Wilson's reaction was To the Finland Station (1940), a panoramic study of 
the origins of socialism, the careers lind main ideas of KARL MARX and FRIEDRICH 
ENGELS, and the intellectual and historical eontext!l of the Russian Revolution. Link
ing political utopianism with aesthetic activity, Wilson portrayed Marx, Engels, and 
Vladimir Lenin as "poets themselves in their political vision"; their "genius," he added, 
"lay in the intensity of their imaginations and in the skill with which through the 
written and spoken word they were able to arouse others to see human life and history 
as they did." 

This sharp feeling for individuals as agents of grand historical change makes Wil
son, at his best, thrilling to read: he tells captivating, dramatic stories. It also makes 
him hard to categorize as a critic. Rather than interpreting texts, Wilson sought to 
"spotlight" (one of his favorite terms) particular writers in the contexts of their eras; 
t~us he turned to biography, psychology, economics, politics, and history at roughly 
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the same moment when JOHN CROWE HANSOM, CLEANTH BROOKS, and the other New 
Critics were calling for an "intrinsic" literary criticism based on close reading. For 
them, the focus was on the text itself and on a method transferable to others. Wilson, 
in contrast, refused to narrow his approach, praising those critics of the past-such 
as the nineteenth-century French writers Ernest Renan and Hippolyte Taine-who 
had used criticism as "the vehicle of all sorts of ideas about the purpose and destiny 
of human life in generaI." 

Wilson's work ranges from fiction (e.g., a novel, I Though,t of Daisy, 1929; rev. ed., 
1967) to collections of literary essays (e.g., The Wound and the Baw, 1941) to travel 
writings (e.g., The Scrolls from the Dead Sea, 1955; rev. ed., 1969) to an 800-page 
study of the literature of the American Civil War, Patriotic Gore (1962), and a polem
ical pamphlet, The Fruits of the MIA (1969), criticizing academic scholars for their 
pedantic editorial practices and failure to help make the writings of American authors 
widely available. Wilson also assembled many collections of his essays and reviews
the best is The Shores of Light: A Literary Chronicle of the Twenties and Thirties 
(1952). 

With the publication of Axel's Castle at one end and To the Finland Station at the 
other, the 1930s is the most interesting phase of Wilson's career. Our selection, 
"Marxism and Literature" (I938), bears witness to Wilson's indebtedness to Marxist 
thought and to his determination to correct mistaken notions about it. Even more, it 
shows his regard for the- act of literary creation, for the separateness and special
ness of the work of art, which, he insists, should not be judged on political grounds 
alone. 

Politics and economics were pressing concerns of writers and intellectuals during 
the 1930s, as the stock market crash in October 1929 precipitated a total collapse In 
the American economy. Banks, farms, and businesses failed in unprecedented num
bers, unemployment skyrocketed, and personal income was cut in half. President 
Herbert Hoover's efforts had no effect on this seeniingly systemic failure, which was 
evident in markets around the world. For Wilson and others, Marxism' l!xplained what 
had happened: capitalism was breaking apart because of its internal conflicts ' and 
contradictions. Moreover, the Soviet Union of the 19205 appeared to many as a 
hopeful counterexample that confirmed the rightness of their faith ill revolutionary 
transformation. 

By 'J 930, as he studied events here and abroad, Wilson hadrnoved toward the 
political left. He explained in The American Jitters: A Year of the Slump (1932; rev: 
ed., 1958), a book of social reportage on his cross-couhtry travels in America during 
the early years of the Depression: "My present feeling is that my satisfaction in seeing' 
the whole world fairly and sensibly run as Russia is now run, instead of by shabby 
politicians in the interests of acquisitive manufacturers, business men and banker!l; 
would more than compensate me for Bny losses that I might incur in the process." In 
1931, Wilson wrote an "Appeal" to progressives to "take Communism away from the 
Communists" and plant its principles in authentically American soil. He visited the 
Soviet Union in 1935 and reported on his experiences in Travels in Two Democracies 
(1936). , 

Despite his enthusiasm for the Soviet system, Wilson remained critical and inde
pendent. He was suspicious of Joseph Stalin's cult of personality, distrusted the ever
expanding Soviet bureaucracy, balked at the Communists' tehdenc'y to evaluate 
literature and criticism only in narrowly political terms, and saw the purge trials of 
the mid- to late 1930s-used by Stalin to kill off or imprison rivals and those deemed 
disloyal-as a monstrous sham. To borrow a phrase he applied to the novelist Theo
dore Dreiser, Wilson was an "unrussianizable American." He was drawn toward Marx
,ism by its apparently accurate diagnosis of capitalism and by the sheer sweep and 
scale of its historical vision. But"he was an undogmatic Marxist, not a Communist. 
For him, as for the African American novelist Richard Wright, Marxism was only a 
"starting point" ("B'lueprint for Negro Writing," 1937). 
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In his essay "Marxism and Literature," first published in his collection The Triple 
Thinkers (I938; rev. ed., 1948), Wilson is both sympathetic and resistant to critics' 
attempts to connect Marxism and literature. Such connections were being made vig
orously in the United States in New Masses and other radical. magazines and journals, 
in collections of "proletarian" literature that depicted the ·struggles of the working 
class, and in books such as Granville Hicks's The Great Tradition: An Interpretation 
of American Literature Since the Civil War (1933). In this tightly constructed piece, 
Wilson musters evidence to demonstrate that the views of Marx and Engels on lit
erature have been misinterpreted, sets them against those of Lenin and LEON TROT
SKY, and condemns the repressiveness of Stalin's dictatorship. He emphasizes the 
folly of presuming that good literature cart be made from ideological formulas, 
explores the prospects for literature and criticism in periods of political revolution, 
and sketches the differences between sociocultural conditions in the United States 
and the Soviet Union. 

At the center of "Marxism and Literature" is Wilson's depoliticizing of Marxism
he defines its value as "throw[ingJ a great deal of light on the origins and social 
significance of works of art"-and his high regard for "literary appreciation." One 
of the fascinations of the essay is the way it displays Wilson in the process of at 
once responding positively to and yet critiquing Marxism, while ensuring that he 
preserves the fundamental duties that must be performed by the critic of literature 
as an art. 
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l\1arxism and Literature 

1. LET us begin with Marx and Engels.] What was the role assigned to 
literature and art in the system of Dialectical Materialism?2 This role was 
much less cut-and-dried than is nowadays often supposed. Marx and Engels 
conceived the forms of human society in any given country and epoch as 
growing out of the methods of production which prevailed at that place and 
time; and out of the relations involved in the social forms arose a 'superstruc
ture' of higher acthdties such as politics, law, religion, philosophy, literature 
and art. These activities were not, as is sometimes assumed, whollye" .. plicable 
in terms of economics. They showed the mold, in ways direct or indirect, of 
the social configuration below them, but each was working to get away from 
its roots in the social classes and to constitute a professional group, with its 
own discipline and its own standards of value, which cut across class lines. 
These departments 'all react upon one another and upon the economic base. 
It is not the case that the economic situation is the sole active cause and 
everything else only a passive effect. But there is a reciprocal interaction 
within a fundaITlental economic necessity, which in the last instance always 
asserts itself' (Engels to Hans Starkenburg,' January 25, 1894). So that the 
art of a great artistic period may reach a point of vitality and vision where it 
can influence the life of the period down to its very econoITlic foundations. 
Simply, it ITlust cease to flourish with the social systeITl which ITlade it pos
sible by providing the artist with training and leisure, even though the artist 
hiITlself ITlay have been working for the destruction of that systeITl. 

2. Marx and Engels, unlike SOITle of their followers, never atteITlpted to fur
nish social-econoITlic formulas by which the validity of works of art ITlight be 
tested. They had grown up in the sunset of Goethe4 before the great age of 
German literature was over, and they had both set out in their youth to be 
poets; they responded to iITlaginative work, first of all, on its artistic ITlerits. 
They could ridicule a trashy writer like Euglme Sue5 for what they regarded 
as his petit bourgeois remedies for the ITliseries of conteITlporary society (The 
Holy Family);6 they could becoITle bitter about Ferdinand Freiligrath,7 who 
had deserted the COITlmunist League and turned nationalist in 1870 (MM'f(" 
to Engels, August 22, 1870). And Marx could even make siITlilar jibes at 
HeineR when he thought that the latter had stooped to truckling to the 
authorities or when he read the expressions of piety in his will (Marx to 
Engels, DeceITlber 21, 1866 and May 8, 1856). But Marx's daughter tells us 
that her father loved Heine 'as ITluch as his work and was very indulgent of 
his political shortcoITlings. He used to say that the poets were originals, who 
must be allowed to go their own way, and that one shouldn't apply to them 

I. For the aesthetic writings of the German social
ists cmd theorists KARL MARX (1818-1883) and 
clllF.I>tlICH ENGELS (1820-1895), see above. 
l. The Marxist theory that InaintaillS the priority 
of Inatter over mind, stressing the material basis of 
reality as a changing dialectical process (or recip
rocal interaction) of matte[' and lnind. 
3. Hdnz Starkenburg. a German Social Democrat 
and editor, published this letter (actually sent to a 
law student named Walter Horp-ius). 

4. Johann Vliolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832), 
German poet, dramatist, and novelist. 
5. Pseudonym of Marie-Joseyh Sue (1804-1857). 
French author of sensationa novels about urban 
life. 
6. A work by Marx and Engels (1845). Petit botlr
geois: lower-middle-class (French). 
7. German political poet (1810-1876). 
8. Heinrich Heine (1797-1856), German poet 
and essayist. 
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the same standards as to ordinary people.' It was not characteristic of Marx 
and Engels to judge literature-that is, literature of power and distinction
in terms of its purely political tendencies. In fact, Engels always warned the 
socialist novelists against the dangers of Tendehz-Literatur (Engels to Minna 
Kautsky, November 26, 1885; and to Margaret Harkness,9 April 1888). In 
writing to Minna Kautsky about one of her novels, he tells her that the 
personalities of her hero and heroine have been dissolved in the principles 
they represent. 'You evidently,' he says; ~felt the need of publicly taking sides 
in this book, of proclaiming your opinions to the world ... But I believe that 
the tendency should arise from the situation and the action themselves with
out being explicitly formulated, and that the poet is not under the obligation 
to furnish the reader with a ready-made historical'solution for the future of 
the conflict which he describes.' When Ferdinand. Lassalle l sent Marx and 
Engels his poetic tragedy, Franz von Sickingen, and invited them to criticize 
it; Marx replied that, 'setting aside any purely critical'attitude toward the 
work,' it had on a first reading affected him . powerfully-characteristically 
adding that upon persons of a more emotional nature' it would doubtless 
produce an even stronger effect; and Engels wrote that he had read it twice 
and.had been moved by it so profoundly that he had been obliged to lay it 
aside in order to arrive at any critical perspective; It was only after pulling 
themselves together and making some purely literary observations that they 
were able to proceed to discuss, from their special historical point of view, 
the period with which the draina dealt and to show how Lassalle's own politi
cal position had led him to mistake the role of his ·hero. AeschylusZ Marx 
loved for his grandeur and for the defiance of Zeus by Prometheus; ,Goethe 
they both immensely admired: Engels wrote.of him as a 'colossal' and 'uni
versal' genius whose career had been marred by an admixture in his character 
of the philistine and the courtier (German Socialism in Verse and Prose); 
Shakespeare Marx knew by heart and was extremely fond, of quoting, but 
never-desplte the 'Iong, learhed and ridiculous ellays which have appeared 
in the Soviet magazine, Internattonal LtteraturB-attempted to draw from hi' 
plays any general social inoral. So far, indeed, was Marx from having worked 
out a systematic explanation of the relation of art to.social arrangements that 
he could assert, apropos of Greek art, i~ his Introduction to the Critique of 
Political Economy, that 'certain periods of highest development of art stand 
in no direct connection with the general development of society, nor with 
the material basis and the skeleton structure of its organization.' 

3. With Marx and Engels there is not yet any tendency to specialize art as 
a 'weapon.' They were both too much under the influence of the ideal of the 
many-sided man of the Renaissance, of the 'complete' man, who, like Leo-

c nardo, had been painter, mathematician and engineer, or, like Machiavelli, 
ii,. poet, historian and strategist, before the division of labor had had the effect 
': .~~ splitting up human nature and limiting everyone to some single function 
, ~~ngels' preface to his Dialectic and Nature). But with ~enin3 we come to a 

'. n·:I , 

i~';:~l~nglish novelist and socialist writer. (1825-I';, \'~7). Temlenz-Lltemhlr: tendency hterature 
-\(ti~nnan); that is, literature written with ~specllk 

:-.: i\alnlcal slant ~nd content. Kautsky (1837-1912), 
'j: ~slrian novehst. 
•. I:·Founder of the German Social Democratic 

'"Party (1825-1864). 

2. Greek tragic dramatist (525-456 R.C.E.); In his 
Promethe"s Bound, the Titan Prometheus contin
ues to defy zeus even a. he Is punished for stealing 
fire from the gods and giving it to mortals. 
3. Vladimir Uyich Lenin (born Ulyanov, 1870-
1924), a founder of the Russian Communist Party; 
he led the Bolshevik faction of the party into power 
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Marxist who is specialized himself as an organizer and fighter. Like most 
Russians, Lenin was sensitive to music; but Gorky" tells us that on one occa
sion, after listening to Beethoven's Appassionata Sonata and exclaiming that 
he 'would like to listen to it every day: it is marvelous superhuman music
I always think with pride ... what marvelous things human beings can do,' 
he screwed up his eyes and smiled sadly and added: 'But I can't listen to 
music too often. It affects your nerves, makes you want to say stupid, nice 
things, and stroke the heads of people who could create such beauty while 
living in this vile hell. And now you mustn't stroke anyone's head-you might 
get your hand bitten off.' Yet he was fond of fiction, poetry and the theater, 
and by no means doctrinaire in his tastes. Krupskaya' tells how, on a visit to 
a Youth Commune, he asked the young people, What do you read'? Do you 
read Pushkin'?' , "Oh, no!" someone blurted out. "He was a bourgeois. Maya
kovsky6 for us." Ilyitch smiled. "I think Pushkin is better." , Gorky says that 
one day he found Lenin with War and Peace lying on the table: '''Yes, Tol
stoy.7 I wanted to read over the scene of the hunt, then remembered that I 
had to write a comrade. Absolutely no time for reading." ... Smiling and 
screwing up his eyes, he stretched himself deliciously in his armchair and, 
lowering his voice, added quickly, "What a colossus, eh'? What a marvelously 
developed brain! Here's an artist for you, sir. And do you know something 
still more amazing'? You couldn't find a genuinemuzhik8 in literature till this 
count came upon the scene.'" In his very acute essays on Tolstoy, he deals 
with him much as Engels deals with Goethe-with tremendous admiration 
for Tolstoy's genius, but with an analysis of his non-resistance and mysticism 
in terms not, it is interesting to note, of the psychology of the landed nobility, 
but of the patriarchal peasantry with whom Tolstoy had identified himself. 
And Lenin's attitude toward Gorky was muc~like that of Marx toward Heine. 
He suggests in one of his letters that Gorky would be helpful as a journalist 
on the side of the Bolsheviks, but adds that he mustn't be bothered if he is 
busy writing a book. 

4. Trotsky' is a literary man as Lenin never was, and he published in 19.24 
a most remarkable little study called Literature and Revolution. In this book 
he tried to illuminate the problems which were arising- for Russian writers 
with the new society of the Revolution. And he was obliged to come to 8!).ps 
with· a question with which Marx and Engels had not been much con
cerned-the question of what Mr. James T. Farrell I in his book, A Note on 
Literary Criticism, one of the few sensible recent writings on this subject, 
calls 'the carry-over value' of literature. Marx had assumed the value of 
Shakespeare and the Greeks and more or less left it at that. But what, the 
writers in Russia were now asking, was to be the value of the literature and 
art of the ages of barbarism and oppression in the dawn of socialist freedom? 

in the October Revolution of 191 7 nnd became the 
fl"l head of the Soviet statc. Engel.'s work i. The 
Dialectics of Nature (1883). 
4. Maxim Gorky (pseudonym of Aleksey Maksi· 
movkh Peshkov, 1868-1936), Russian short slory 
wl"iter and novelist. 
~. Nndezhdo Krupskaya (1869-1939) met Lenin 
in 1894, and they married fotn ycars later. 
6. Vladimir Vladimirovich Mnynknvsky (1893-
1930), Russian futurist poet. Aleksandr Sergcyc
vich Pushkin (1799-1837), Russian novelist, play-

wright, and poc't, 
"7. Count Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910), Russian nov
elist; War and Peace was published 1864-69. 
8. A peasant In czarist Russia (Russian). 
9. LEON TROTSKY (1879-1940), Russian Ma~xlst 
theorist and revolutionary whose opposition to Sta
lin Jed to his e~pulsion from Russia in 1924. On 
Literature atttl Rsmlu.ttOH, see above. 
1. American novelist and critic (1904-1979); in 
A Note on LUerary Crltlcl.. .... (1936), he discusses 
Marxist-influenced literature and criticism. 
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What in particular was to be the status of the culture of that bourgeois society 
from which socialism had just emerged and of which it still bore the unforr 
gotten scars? Would there be a new proletarian literature, with new language, 
new style, new form, to give expression to the emotions and ideas of the new 
proletarian dictatorship? There had been in Russia a group called the Prolet
cult, which aimed at monopolizing the control of Soviet literature; but Lenin 
had discouraged and opposed it, insisting that proletarian culture was nct 
something which could be produced synthetically and by official dictaticn of 
policy, but only by natural evolution as a 'development of those reserves cf 
knowledge which society worked for under the oppression of capitalism, of 
the landlords, of the officials.' Now, in Literature and Revolution, Trotsky 
asserted that 'such terms as "proletarian literature" and "proletarian culture" 
are dangerous, because they erroneously compress the culture of the future 
into the narrow limits of the present day.' In a position to observe from his 
Marxist point of view the effects on a national literature of the dispossession 
of a dominant class, he was able to see the unexpected ways in which the 
presentments of life of the novelists, the feelings and images of the poets, 
the standards themselves of the critics, were turning out to be determined 
by their attitudes toward the social-economic crisis. But he did not believe 
in a proletarian culture which would displace the bourgeois one. The bour
geois literature of the French Revolution had ripened under the old regime; 
but the illiterate proletariat and peasantry of Russia had had no chance to 
produce a culture, nor would there be time for them to do so in the future, 
because the proletarian dictatorship was not to last: it was to be only a tran
sition phase and to lead the way to 'a culture which is above classes and 
which will be the first truly human culture.' In the meantime, the new social
ist literature would grow directly out of that which had already been pro
duced during the domination of the bourgeoisie. Communism, Trotsky said, 
had as yet no artistic culture; it had only a political culture. 

5. All this seems to 'us reasonable enough. But, reasonable and cultured as 
Trotsky is, ready as he is to admit that 'one cannot always go by the principles 
of Marxism in deciding whether to accept or reject a work of art,' that such 
a work 'should be judged in the first place by its own law-that is, by the law 
of art,' there is none the less in the whole situation something which is alien 
to us. We are not accustomed, in our quarter of the world, either to having 
the government attempt to control literature and art or to having literary and 
artistic movements try to identify themselves with the government. Yet Rus
sia, since the Revolution, has had a whole series of cultural groups which 
have attempted to dominate literature either with or without the authority 
of the government; and Trotsky himself, in his official position, even in com
bating these tendencies, cannot avoid passing censure and pinning ribbons. 
Sympathizers with the Soviet regime used to assume that th~s state of affairs 
was inseparable from the realization of socialism: that its evils would be easily 
outgrown and that in any case it was a great thing to have the government 
take so lively an interest in culture. I believe that this view was mistaken. 
Under the Tsar, imaginative literature in Russia played a role which was 
probably different from any role it had ever played in the life of any other 
nation. Political and social criticism, pursued and driven underground by the 
censorship, was forced to incorporate itself in the dramatic imagery of fic-
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tion. This was certainly one of the principal reasons for the greatness during 
the nineteenth century of the Russian theater and novel, for the mastery by 
the Russian writers-from Pushkin's time to Tolstoy's-of the art of impli
cation. In the fifties and sixties, the stories of Turgenev,Z which seem mild 
enough to us today, were capable of exciting the most passionate controver
sies-and even, in the case of A Sportsman's Sketches, causing the dismissal 
of the censor who had passed it-because each was regarded as a political 
message. Ever since the Revolution, literature and politics in Russia have 
remained inextricable. But after the Revolution the intelligentsia themselves 
\I\-'ere in power; and it became plain that in the altered situation the identi
fication of literature with politics was liable to terrible abuses. Lenin and 
Trotsky, Lunacharsky~ and Gorky, worked sincerely to keep literature free; 
but they had at the same time, from the years of the Tsardom, a keen sense 
of the possibility of art as an instrument of propaganda. Lenin took a special 
interest in the moving pictures from the propaganda point of view; and the 
first Soviet films. by Eisenstein and Pudovkin,4 were masterpieces of impli
cation, as the old novels and plays had been. But Lenin died; Trotsky was 
exiled; Lunacharsky died. The administration of Stalin,' unliterary and 
uncultivated himself, slipped into depending more and more on literature as 
a means of manipulating a people of whom, before the Revolution, 70 or 80 
pel' cent had been illiterate and who could hardly be expected to be critical 
of what they read. Gorky seems to have exerted what influence he could in 
the direction of liberalism: to him was due, no doubt, the liquidation of 
RAPP,6 the latest devicefor the monopoly of culture, and the opening of the 
Soviet canon to the best contemporary foreign writing and the classics. But 
though this made possible more freedom of form and a wider range of read
ing, it could not, under the dictatorship of Stalin, either stimulate or release 
a living literature. \Vhere no political opposition was possible, there was 
possible no political criticism; and in Russia political questions involve vitally 
the fate of society. What reality can there be for the Russians, the most 
socially-minded writers on earth. in a freedom purely 'esthetic',? Even the 
fine melodramatic themes of the post-revolutionary cinema and theater, with 
their real emotion and moral conviction, have been replaced by simple trash 
not very far removed from Hollywood, or by dramatized exemplifications of 
the latest 'directive' of Stalin which open the night after the speech that-.3as 
announced the directive. The recent damning of the music of Shostakovich7 

on the ground that the commissars were unable to hum it seems a withdrawal 
from the liberal position. And it is probable that the death of Gorky, as well 
as the imprisonment of Bukharin and Radek,8 have removed the last brakes 
from a precipitate descent, in the artistic as well as the political field, into a 

1. [van Sergeyevich Turgen"" (l8IS-1883), Rus
sian novelist whose works include A. Sportstuau's 
S1<etdws (1852). 
.~. Alexander Lunacharsky (IS75-19.HJ. Russian 
writer and Soviet minister uf (~ducatiun. 
4. Vsevolod Pudovkin (1893-1953), Russian 
actor and film director. Sergei Eisenstein (1898-
1948), generally acknowledged as one of the 
world's greatest film directors. 
5. Joseph Stalin (1879-1953), Russian revolu
tionary and leader of the Soviet Union (1924-53); 
Ill' forced Trotsky into internal exile in 1927 and 
banished him from the USSR in 1929. 

6. The Russian Association of Proletarian Writers. 
7. Dmitri Shostakovlch (1906-1975), leading 
Russian composer of the mid·20th century, who 
was forced to reform his musical style by official 
attacks in the I930s and again in 1948. 
8. Karl Ra<lek (ca. [885-1939), Communistprop
agandist and early leader of the Communist [nter
national (Comlnlern); he died in a labor camp 
while serving a sentence for treason. Nikolai [va
novich Bukharln (1888-1938), Bolshevik revolu· 
tionary and Soviet political figure, executed for 
treason during the purges of the 1930s. 
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nightmare of informing and repression. 'The practice of deliberate faJsifi~a~ 
tion of social and political history which began at the, time of the StaJirl.l 
Trotsky crisis 'and which has now attained:proportions so fantastic; that the 
government does not seem to hesitate to pass ,the sponge every. month or So 
over everything that the people have previously been told and to present them 
with, a 'new and contradictory' version of their history, their duty, ;and the 
characters and careers of their leaders-'this practice cannot fail in the end 
to corrupt every department of intellectual life, till the serious, the humane, 
the clear-seeing must simply, if they can, remain silent. 

6. ·ThusMarxisni in Russia for the moment has run itself into a blind'alley
or rather; it has been put down a well. The Soviets seem hardly at the present 
time to' have retained even the Marxist political culture, even in its cruder 
forms~so that we are relieve~ from the .authority of Russia as we' are 
deprived of her inspiration. To what conclusions shall we comejthen, at, this 
time of day about Marxism and literature"""""'-basing our views not even nee" 
essarily upon teXts from the Marxist Fathers, but upon ordinary common" 
sense'? Well, first of all, that we carl· go 'even further 'than Trotskyih one of 
the dicta I have quoted above and declElre that Marxism by.itself.can tell us 
nothing whatever about the goodness or'badness ofa work of art. Aman may 
bean excellent Marxist, but if he lacks: imagination'llnd.taste, he: will be 
unable to ·make ·the choi€e'between .. agbod-"and an "inferior 'book both of 
whichateideologically.unexceptibnablei What Marxism can dOt however, is 
throw a'-great' deal of light on the origins' and social significance of works' of 
art. The study of literature in its relation tq rsociety is a! old as Herder';""":and 
even Vico;9 Coleridge I' ,had flashes 'of:insighi'into :the:com'lection;between 
literary and social :phenomena; as when he isaw,the 'Greek state in the Greek 
sentence and the individualism pf the'Engl~sh in the short ·separate s'tate
m~nts of Chaucer's Prologue~ But the great, bourgeois master of this Idnd of 
criticism. was Taine,2 .with his race and'moment and,ntilieu; yet:Taine,: for all 
his scientific professions, responded artistically to literary artl:ahd r.esptinded 
sO'vividly; that his summings·up of writers and .. re~creations ;of perieds.·some.i 
times rival or surpass their subjects. MarX.and Engels:further,deepene&this 
study of literature in' relation to its social background by demonstrating for 
the first time inescapably the importance' of economic systems.' But if ·Marx 
and EngelsQl'1d Lenin and Trotsky are worth listening to on the subject. of 
books, it is not merely because they created Marxism, but· also because,they 
~ere capable of literary appreCiation; 

7. Yet the'man';who tries to'apply Marxist principles without: real. under
standing of literature is liable to go horribly wrong. For one thing, it is usually 
true in works of the highest order that the purport is not a shllplemessage, 
but a complex yision of things, which itself is tiot E!Xplicit but h'nplicit; 'and 
the reader who does riot grasp them artistically, but is merely lookin'g for 

9. CIAillDATI'ISTA VlCO (1668-1744), Italian phi
losopher of history. Johann Gottf~ed Herder 
(1744-~803). German philosopher, historian, and 
critic. , , ; , ," 
1. SAMUEl. TAYLOR. COLERIDGE (1772-1834), 
English Romantic poet and theorist. ' 

2:' hippolyte Talnoi'(1829'-JS93), French critic 
and philosopher, who' describes the impact ,of 
heredity, ' environment, ,and, history., ("18 race, ,Ie 
milieu, Ie moment") In thciJntrOduction to his Hl$c 
tory of En,iish Literat"", (3 vols., Ui~3)., ,,', 
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simple social morals, is certain to be hopelessly confused. Especially will he 
be confused if the author does draw an explicit moral which'is the opposite 
of or has nothing to do with his real purport. Friedrich Engels; in the letter 
to Margaret Harkness already referred to above, in warning her that the more 
the novelist allows his political ideas to 'remain hidden, the better it· is for 
the work of art,' says that Balzac, with his reactionary opinions, is worth a 
thousand of Zola,3 with all his democratic ones. (Balzac was one of the great 
literary admirations of both Engels and Marx, the latter of whom had planned 
to write a book on' him.) Engels points out, that Baliac himself was, or 
believed himself to be, a legitimist engaged in deploring the decline of high 
society; but that actually 'his irony is never more bitter, his satire never more 
trenchant, than when he is showing us these aristocrats ... for whom he felt 
so profound a sympathy,' and that 'the only men of whom he: speaks with 
undissimulated admiration are his most determined political adversaries,. the 
republican heroes of the Clottre-Saint-Merri,4 the men who at that period 
(1830-1836) truly represented the popular masses.' Nor does it matter nec
essarily in a work of art whether the .charactersare shown engaged in a 
conflict which illustrates the larger conflicts of society or in 'One which from 
that point 'Of view is triviaL In arf-'--.jt is quite obvious in music,' but it is also 
true in literature---:-a sort of law of moral intetchahgeability'prevails: we may 
transpose the actions and the sentiments that move us into terms of whatever 
we do or are ourselves. Real geniUS of moral'insightis a motor which will 
start any ,engine. When Proust,5 in his wonderful chapter on the death of 
the novelist Bt!rgotte, speaks of those moral obligations which impose them
selves in spite of everything and which seem to come through to hUmanity 
from some source :outside its wretChed self (obligations 'invisible only to 
fools-and'are they really to them?'), he is describing a kind of duty which 
he felt only in connection with the literary work which he performed in his 
dark and fetid room;· yet he speaks· for . every moral; esthetic or intellectual 
passion which holds the expediencies of the world in .contempt. And the hero 
of Thornton Wilder's Heaven's My Destination,6 the traveling salesman who 
tries to save souls in the smoking car and writes Bible texts on hotel blotters; 
is something more than a symptom 'of Thornton Wilder"sreligious tenden-' 
des: he is the type of all saints who begin absurdlYl'and Wilder's story would 
be as true of the socialist Upton Sinclair as of the Ghristian George Bn1s~ . 
Nor does it . necessarily matter, fot the moral effect 'of a work of literature, 
whether the forces of bravery or virtue with which .we identify ourselves are 
victorious or vanquished in the end. In Hemingway's story The Undefeated,S 
the old bull-fighter who figures as the hero is actually humiliated and killed, 
but his courage has itself been a victory. It is true, as I. Kashkin, the Soviet 

3. Emile Zola (1840-1902), French novelist who 
formulated the prInciples of naturalism. Honor"; de 
Babac: French writer. of realist novels (1799-
1850). 
4. Barricades called "the Cloister of Saint-Merri," 
raised in 1832 by radical. and workers who chal
lenged the French constitutional monarch 
Louis-PhilipPe, where many were killed. 
5. Marcel Proust (1871-1922), French novelist; 
he writes of the death of Bergolle in The Capt;v", 
vol. 6 of R" ........ b .... nce ofTldngs Past. 

,,6. A 1934 novel by the American playwright imd 
novelist Wilder (1897-1975) .. 
7. The central character of Wilder's ·novel. Sin
clair (1878-1968), prolific AmerIcan writer of nov
els and nonfiction, many concerned with social 
and political problems; he was .narrowly defeated 
in 1934 as the .Democratic candidate for governor 
of Califomla on the "End Poverty in California" 
platform. . 
8. In M .... without WOtneti (1927), by the Ameri
can writer Ernest Hemingway (1899-1961). 



1250 I EDMUND WILSON 

critic, has said, that Hemingway has written much about decadence, but in 
order to write tellingly about death you have to have the principle of life, and 
those that have it will make it felt in spite of everything. 

8. The Leftist critic with no literary competence is always trying to measure 
works of literature by tests which have no validity in that field. And one of 
his favorite occupations is giving specific directions and working out dia
grams for the construction of ideal Marxist books. Such formulas are of 
course perfectly futile. The rules observed in any given school of art become 
apparent, not before but after, the actual works of art,haye been produced. 
As we were reminded by Burton Rascoe9 at the time of the Humanist con
troversy, the esthetic laws involved in Greek tragedy were 'not formulated by 
Aristotle until at least half a century after Euripiqes apd Sophocles were 
dead.! And the behavior of the Marxist critics has b~en precisely like tha~ of 
the Humanists. The Humanists knew down to the l""st comma what they 
wanted a work of literature to be, but they never-witp the possible excep
tion, when pressed, of The Bridge of San Luis Rey,Z about which they had, 
however, hesitations-were able to find any contemporary work which fitted 
their specifications. The Marxists did just the same thing. In an article called 
The Crisis in Criticism in the New Masses of February 1933, Granville Hicks3 

drew up a list of requirements which the ideal Marxist work of literature 
must meet. The primary function of such a work, he asserted, must be to 
'lead the proletarian reader to recognize his role in the class struggle'-and 
it must therefore (1) 'directly or indirectly show the ~ffects of the class strug
gle'; (2) 'the author must be able to make the reader feel that he is partici
pating in the lives described'; and, finally, (3) the author's point of view must 
'be that of the vanguard of the proletariat; he should be, or should try to 
make himself, a member of the proletariat.' This formula, he says, 'gives us 
... a standard by which to recognize the perfect Marxian novel'-and adds 
'no novel as yet written-perfectly conforms to our demands.' But the doctrine 
of 'socialist realism' promulgated at the Soviet Writers' Congress of August 
1934 was only an at~empt on a larger scale to legislate masterpieces into 
existence-a kind of attempt which always indicates sterility on the part of 
those who engage in it, and which always actually works, if it has any effect 
at all, to legislate exi~ting good literature out of existence and tocliscourage 
the production of any more. The prescribers for the literature of the future 
usually cherish some great figure of the past whom they regard as having 
fulfilled their conditions and w~om they are always bringing forward to dem
onstrate the inferiority of the literature of the present;' As' there has never 
existed a great writer who really had anything in common with these critics' 
conception of literature, they are obliged to provide' imaginary versions of 
what their ideal great writers are like. The Humanists had Sophocles and 
Shakespeare; the socialist realists had Tolstoy. Yet it is certain that if Tolstoy 
had had to live up to tpe objectives and prohibitions which the socialist 

9. Editor and critic (1892-1957). author of 
"Pupils of Polonlus," an essay In Th .. Criliq"''' of 
H ..... anism: A Syml'0,.i ... " (1930). The Humanist 
critics in the United States, staunch foes of mod
ern literature, Included Irving Babbitt (1865-
1933) and Paul Elmer More (1864-1937). 
I. 80th Greek tragedians die~ in 406 H.C.E.; AR!S-

TOTLE, who forlnuJated these "esthetic laws" in the 
Poelics (see above), was not born until 384 H.C.E. 
2. A 1927 novel by Thornton Wilder. " 
3. A leading communist critic ofthe 1930s(l901-
1982) and editor of the Marxist Journal the New 
MASs.,s. 
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realists proposed he could never have written a chapter; and that if Babbitt 
and More had been able to enforce against Shakespeare their moral and 
esthetic injunctions he would never have written a Jine. The misrepresen
tation of Sophocles, which has involved even a tampering with his text in the 
interests not merely of Humanism but of academic classicism in general, has 
been one of the scandalous absurdities of scholarship. The Communist crit
ical movement in America. which had for its chief spokesman Mr. Hicks, 
tended to identify their ideal with the work of John Dos Passos.4 In order to 
make this possible, it was necessary to invent an imaginary Dos Passos. This 
ideal Dos Passos was a Communist, who wrote stories about the proletariat, 
at a time when the real Dos Passos was engaged in bringing out a long novel 
about the effects of the capitalist system on the American middle class and 
had announced himself-in the New Republic in 1930-politically a 
'middle-class liberal.' The ideal Dos Passos was something like Gorky without 
the mustache-Gorky. in the meantime, having himself undergone some 
transmogrification at the hands of Soviet publicity-and this myth was main
tained until the Communist critics were finally compelled to repudiate it, 
not because they had acquired new light on Dos Passos, the novelist and 
dramatist, but because of his attitude toward events in Russia. 

9. The object of these formulas for the future, as may be seen from the 
above quotations from Mr. Hicks, is to make of art an effective instrument 
in the class struggle. And we must deal with the dogma that 'art is a weapon.' 
It is true that art may be a weapon; but in the case of some of the greatest 
works of art, s~me of those which have the longest carry-over value, it is 
difficult to see that any important part of this value is due to their direct 
functioning as weapons. The Divine Comedy, in its political aspect, is a 
weapon for Henry of Luxemburg,5 whom Dante-with his medieval inter
nationalism and his lack of sympathy for the nationalistic instincts which 
were impelling the Italians of his time to get away from their Austrian emper
ors-was so passionately eager to impose on his countrymen. Today we may 
say with Carducci6 that we would as soon see the crown of his 'good Fred~ 
erick' rolling in Olona vale: 'Jove perishes; the poet's hymn remains.' And, 
though Shakespeare's Henry' IV and Henry V are weapons for Elizabethan 
imperialism, their real center is not Prince Hal but Falstaff; and Falstaf£..is· 
the father of Hamlet and of all Shakespeare's tragic heroes, who, if they 
illustrate any social moral-the moral, perhaps, that Renaissance princes, 
supreme in their little worlds, may go to pieces in all kinds of terrible ways 
for lack of a larger social organism to restrain them-do so evidently without 
Shakespeare's being aware of it. If these works may be spoken of as weapons 
at all, they are weapons in the more general struggle of modern European 
man emerging from the Middle Ages and striving to understand his world 
and himself~a function for which 'weapon' is hardly the right word. The 
truth is that there is short-range and long-range literature, Long-range lit
erature attempts to sum up wide areas and long periods of human experience, 

4. American novelist (1896-1970 I, whose writ
inl'!.' of the J930s-especiall)' the panoramic 
U.S ... \. trilogy (collected in 1938)-reAect left
\ ... ·ing views. He became increaSingly conservative 
in latt'r years. 
5. 11<,111')' VII (ca.1275-1313), t'lIlpt'l'Or and king 

of Germany (1308-13), originally count of Lux
embourg. DANTE ALIGHIERI (l265-132 J), who was 
deeply engaged in politics, hoped that reuniting 
Germany and Italy would put an end to the division 
within Florence. 
6. Gio5u~ Carducci (1835-1907), Italian poet. 
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or to extract from them general laws; short-tange literature preaches 'and 
pamphleteers with the view to an immediate effect; A good deal of the recent 
confusion of our writers in the Leftist camp has been due to' their not under
standing, orbeirig unable to make up their minds; whether they are aiming 
at long-range or short-range writing. 

10. This brings us to the question of what sort 'of periods are most favorable 
for works of art. One finds an assumption. on the Left that revolutionary or 
pre-revolutionary periods are apt to produce new and vital forms of literature. 
This, of course, is very far from the truth in the case of periods of actual 
revolution. The mor~ highly developed forms of literature require leisure and 
a 'certain amount of stability; and during a period of revolution the writer is 
usually deprived of both. The literature of the French Revolution consisted 
of the orations of Danton; the journalism of Camille Desll'ioulins arid the 
few political poems that Andr~ Chenier7 had a chance to write before he was 
guillotined. The literature ofthe Russian Revolution was the political writing 
of Lenin and Trotsky,. and Alexander Blok's8 poem, The Twelve, almost the 
last fruit of his genius before it was nipped by the wind of the storm. As for 
pre-revolutionary periods in which the new forces are fermenting, they may 
be great periods for literature-as the eighteenth century was in France and 
the nineteenth century in Russia (though here there was· a' decadence after 
1905); But the conditions that make possible the masterpieces are apparently 
not produced by the. impending revolutions, but by the.p"eJ;1omenon of lit
erary technique; already highly developed, in the. har'lds;,of.a ,writer who has 
had the· support of long-enduring 'institutions. He may'reflect an age of·lI·an
alUon, but it will not nec!esaarilybe true that his face is set squarely in.the 
direction of the future. The germ. of the Reilalisant18;are In Dante and the 
longing for a better world In Vll'lil.', but ne.ther Dante'nor Virgil can in any 
real sense be described as a r.evolutionaty writer: they sum up or write elegies 
for ages that are· passing. The socia" organisms that give· structure, to their 
thought-the Roman Empire and tbeCatholic.Church'!'-'"are already show
ing signs of decay. It is impossible; therefore; to identify the highest creative 
work in art with the most active moments of creative,s'ocial change .. The 
writer who' is seriously intent on producing long-range works of ·literature 
should, from the point of view of his own special personal interests, thank 
his stars if there is no violent revo.ution' going on in his own country in his 
time .. He may disapprove of. the society he' is writing about, but if -it were 

_ disrupted by an actuanlpheaval he would. probably not be able to write. 

II. But what about 'proletarian .literature' as an· accompaniment of the 
social. revolution? In the earlier days of the Communist regime ,in Russia, 
one used to hear about Russian authors-·who; oin the effort to eliminate from 
their writings any vestige .of the .. bourgeois·point of view, had reduced .their 
vocabulary and syntax to what, they regarded as an·A B C of essentials-with 
the .result of becoming more .,unintelligible to the, proletarian. audience at 
whom they were aiming than if they had been Symbolist poets. (Indeed, the 

7. Andr~ de Chi!nier (i 762-':1794), Fte'nch:poet 
and '~(;liticill journalist. Georgeol Jatqiiios biai>~on 
(1759-1794), French relriiluflol\ilr}."J';iidtl': l>e~
moullns (t 760-1794), French Jo1.Jtfialis{' and 
revolutionary; . '.' '.' 
8. A1eksandr Aleksandrovlch Blok (1880-1921), 

ltysslan critic,' plaYwright, andsYmbolitt poet; The 
T1iIel"" wils published in '1918." , . 
9.l\oltlan ~t (70.:.i 9 Ii.c.il.), authorofthe great 
epic of Rome.'. foundation, the Aeneid; he lived 
through the end of th., RomBn Republic, 
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futurist poet Mayakovsky has since that time become a part of the Soviet 
canon.) Later on, as I have said, Soviet culture followed the road that Trotsky 
recommended: it began building again on the classics and on the bourgeois 
culture of other countries and on able revolutionary Russian writers who had 
learned their trade before the Revolution. 'So'(iet publishers'-I quote from 
the Russian edition of International Literature, issue 2 of I 936-'sre bring
ing out Hemingway and Proust not merely in·order to demonstrate "bour
geois decay." Every genuine work of art-and such are the productions of 
Hemingway and Proust-enriches the writer's knowledge of life and height
ens his esthetic sensibility and his emotional culture-in a wordi' it figures, 
in the broad sense, as a factc;ir of educational value. Liberated socialist 
humanity inherits all that is beautiful, elevating and sustaining in the culture 
of previous ages.' The truth is that the talk in Soviet Russia about proletarian 
literature and art has resulted' from the persistence of the same situation 
which led Tolstoy under the old regime.to put on the muzhik's blouse and 
to go in for carpentry, cobbling and plowing: the difficulty experienced by an 
educated minority, who were only about 20 percent of the people, in getting 
in touch with the illiterate majority. In America, the situation is quite differ
ent. The percentage of illiterates in this country is only something like 4 per 
cent; and there is relatively little difficulty of communication between,dif
ferent social groups. Our development away from England, and from the old 
world generally, in this respect-in the direction of the democratization of 
our idiom-is demonstrated clearly in H. L. Mencken's The American 'Lan
guage;1 and if it is a question of either the use for high literature of the 
language of the people or the expression of the dignity and importance of 
the ordinary man, the country which has produced Leaves of Grass and Huck
leberry Pinna hal certainly nothing to learn· from RUllta. We had created 
during our pioneering period a Ilterature of the common man'i elcape, not 
only from feudal Europe, but also from bourgeois society, many years before 
the Russian masses were beginning to write their names. There has been a 
section of our recent American literature of the last fifteen 'years or so-the 
period of the boo~ and the depression-which has dealt with our industrial 
and rural life from the point of view of the f~ctory hand and the poor farmer 
under conditions which were forcing him t<! fight for his life, and this has 
been called proletarian literat~re; but it has he en accompanied by books,gn· 
the white-collar worker, the storekeeper, the well-to-do q-terchant, the sci
entist and the millionaire in situations equally disastrous or degrading. And 
this whole movement of critical and imaginative writing-though with some 
stimulus, certainly, from Russia-had come quite naturally out of our liter
ature of the past. It is curious to observe that one of the best of the recent 
strike novels, The Land of Plenty by Robert Cantwell,3 himself a Westerner 
and a former mill worker, owes a good deal to Henry James. 

12. Yet when all 'these things have been said, all the questions have not been 
answered. All that has been said has been said of the pa~t; and Marxism is 
something new in the world: it is a philosophical.system which leads directly 

I. First published In 1919 ,by Mencken (1880-
1956), American news}>Apeman, critic, and edi
tor; by 1938. it·was In its 4th edition, 
2. Both Walt Whlt.man'" book of poet'1' (1855) 
and Mark Twain's novel' (18.!'4), in ve'1' different 
wnys. are cuncerned with the dlRnity of the com-

mon people and wltb the spirit' of the United 
State~; ". 
3.' American proletarian writer (1908-1978); The 
Lqnd C!f Plenty .(1934) deals with labor troubles at 
a plywood facto'1' In the Northwest. On the Amer
ican writer HENn)' JIIMES (1843-1916), see above. 
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to programs of action. Has there ever appeared before in literature such a 
phenomenon as M. Andre Malraux,4 who alternates between attempts, some
times brilliant, to write long-range fiction on revolutionary themes, and 
exploits of aviation for the cause of revolution in Spain? Here creative politi
cal action and the more complex kind of imaginative writing have united at 
least to the extent that they have arisen from the same vision of history and 
have been included in the career of one man. The Marxist vision of Lenin
Vincent Sheean' has said it first-has in its completeness and its compelling 
force a good deal in common with the vision of Dante; but, partly realized 
by Lenin during his lifetime and still potent for some years after his death, 
it was a creation, not· of literary art, but of actual social engineering. It is 
society itself, says Trotsky, which under communism becomes the work of 
art. The first attempts at this art will be inexpert and they will have refractory 
material to work with; and the philosophy of the Marxist dialectic involves 
idealistic and mythological elements which have led too often to social reli
gion rather than to social art. Yet the human imagination has already come 
to conceive the possibility of re-creating human society; and how can we 
doubt that, as it acquires the power, it must emerge from whai will seem by 
comparison the revolutionary 'underground' of art as we have always known 
it up to now and deal with the materials of actual life in ways which we 
cannot now even foresee? This is to speak in terms of centuries, of ages; but, 
in practicing and prizing literature, we must not be unaware of the first 
efforts of the human spirit to transcend literature itself. 

4. French novelist and critic (1901-1976). He 
commanded a squadron In the Republican air 
forc" in the Spanish Civil War. 

1938, 1948 

5. Socialist journalist (1899-1975), and Euro
pean correspond"nt for a number of American 
newspapers. 

ROMAN JAKOBSON 
1896-1982 

Roman Jakobson's role in literary theory arises out of his use of two highly suggestive 
sets of paired terms: "linguistics and poetics" and "metaphor and metonymy." These 
terms, and the thoughts behind them, profoundly shaped the structuralist movement 
in anthropology, philosophy, and psychoanalysis as well as literary studies, especially 
in France after World War II. But this groundbreaking theorist chose to characterize 
himself as a "Russian philologist," the phrase inscribed on his tombstone. He was a 
linguist who could lecture in six languages ("unfortunately, all of them Russian,"joked 
his colleagues, referring to his pronounced accent): A large proportion of his many 
publications addressed minute topics in phonology, Slavic languages and literatures, 
and folklore. Yet that technical linguistic work grounded bold speculations about 
human linguistic behavior that opened up new channels for research in a number of 
different fields. 

Born in Moscow, Jakobson entered the Lazarev Institute of Oriental Languages 
there in his early teens; he went on to study linguistics, literature, and folklore at 
Moscow University, where in 1915 he co-founded the Moscow Linguistic Circle. In 
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this period of ferment just before the Russian Revolution, he wrote poetry and moved 
in avant-garde circles; like his friend the poet Vladimir Mayakovsky and others, he 
thought that a social revolution should include a revolution in artistic forms. At St. 
Petersburg University, where he studied in 1917, he worked with Victor Schlovsky 
and BORIS EICHENBAUM in the Society for the Study of Poetic Language, a group that 
has come to be known as the "Russian formalists." 

In 1920 Jakobson moved to Prague, where he studied linguistics and Old Czech 
literature; in 1926 he co-founded the Prague Linguistic Circle, which included Jan 
MukafovskY. The work of FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE {1857-1913} was central to the 
group, though Jakobson mO\'ed beyond the Swiss linguist in 1927 when he realized 
that the Saussurean dichotomy between linguistic synchrony (a cross section of lan
guage at a given time) and diachrony (a transverse section through time) was too 
absolute: languages could be studied structurally as they changed over time. His work 
on poetic language also questioned the two founding Saussurean principles of lan
guage, the arbitrariness and the linearity of the sign. Nevertheless, his disagreements 
",.-ith Saussure helped shape his thought. 

In 1938, when the Nazis invaded Czechoslovakia, Jakobson fled to Denmark, then 
l'\orway. then Sweden, before settling in the United States in i 941. He taught at the 
Ecole Libre des Hautes Etudes (Free School df Advanced Study) in New York. where 
in 1942 he met CLAUDE U::VI-STRAUSS, who had fled France; the two began attending 
each other's lectures. In 1943 Jakobson co-founded the Linguistic Circle of New York; 
he taught at Columbia lJniversity until .949, then moved to Harvard University, 
where he taught firsfSlavic languages and literatures and then linguistics. From 1957 
onward. he held a concurrent professorship at the Massachusetts Institute of Tech
nology. He became emeritus in 1967 but never retired; he was writing letters from 
his hospital bed as he lay dying. 

As a linguist, Jakobson clarified many important concepts. Phonemes or mor
phemes, for example, were once thol,1ght :to. be the smallest units of language, but 
Jakobson showed them to comprisebundles of 'idistinctive features" that themselves 
were formed by binary oppositions: voiced/unvoiced, consonant/vowel, singular/plu
ral. and so on. Furthermore, his analysis of the tendency of binary oppositions to fall 
into "marked/unmarked" pairs prepared the way fQr later ideological analyses of struc
tures and norms-where the "unmarked" (often the male, white, Christian, hetero
sexual point of view) goes unexamined, functionlrig as the standard against which 
"differences" are defined. 

As a reader of poetry, Jakobson pursued two kirids of analysis that are not often 
found together. By studying "the poetry of grammar and the grammar of poetry," he 
scrutinized linguistic patterns that contribute to the overall poetic effect but norm'!!P'. 
escape the notice of readers-leading many critics to protest that those patterns couId. 
not have been intended by the poet. At the same time, he was fascinated by the 
difficulty of separating a poet's life and work, not because the life explained the work 
but because the life was largely structured like another work. Jakobson was similar 
to but profoundly different from his contemporaries, the American New Critics. in 
several ways. Both opposed '\·ulgar biographism" and the "intentional fallacy" (see 
WILLIAM K. WIMSATI JR. AND MONROE C. BEARDSLEY, below), but Jakobson analyzed 
the myth of the poet as a function of cultural history, whereas the New Critics tuned 
their readings to a sense of the individual. Both Jakob~on and the New Critics read 
texts closely, but the New Critics tended to frame interpretation within a working 
sense of imagination and mind. whereas Jakobson sl,lbjected the largest and the small
est patterns to linguistic and cultural analysis, without regard for individual craft. It 
was not that Jakobson did not believe in the unity of the human imagination, but 
precisely that he believed in it so much that he thought he was in no danger of 
departing from it. Jakobson welcomed the contributions of science to the work of 
literal,}' studies, while the New Cl'itics were trying to defend "humanistic" values 
against the spread of scientific "professionalism." 
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In his broad position paper "Linguistics and Poetic:iil" (our first selection)-his'con
eluding statement to a'1958 'conference on style, published as Style in LangUage (ed. 
Thomas'8ebeok; .]960)-}akobson argues,thilt·wliat he calls the ~'poetic function~' is 
at work in all verbal communication. The ·other five major functions :0£ language are 
the emotive (focused on the speaker); the conative (focused 'On the address~e), the 
phatic (focused on the channel of communication), the metalingual (focused 01'1 
explanations· of the code itself); and the reJereniial'(focused on the context) ... 

hi defining the poetic function, }akobson cites approvingly the F~nch poet Paul 
Valery (1871-] 945), who called poetry a "sustained hesitation between :the sourid 
and·the sense:' He connects verbal art to the palpability (sound, sight) of.signs. The 
poetic function consists of making connections within the uitetance among 'the ptop
erties of the words, images, and sounds in a message,:uslng those connections ("equiv
alences") to generate the linguistic' sequence :itself. Meter, rhyme, imagery, and 
gerieric conventions are not subsequent to the poetic. function: they are the poetic 
function, Drawing on a mathematical sense. of mapping. ("projecting") 'one function 
upon another, he declares that "the poetic function proje~ts'the principle of equiva
lence from the' axis of selection.into the'axis of combination." what does this formula 
meani' While ordinary speakers' select one of the. terms they perceive as equivalent in 
order to convey a message; the poet combines what.is perceived' as equivalent.· Poetry 
seeks to 'flUlXimize redundancy; . ordinary communication seeks to minimize it. 
: . Careful to distinguish .betweeh evaluation and analytical description, Jakobson dis
cusses the poetic fUnction 'rather·tharr ""eery. His temarksabout- the self-reflections 
iindsounds in the'.1950s political slogan "I like Ike" is a classic analysis oEthe poetic 
function without claiming. to be an analy!Hs'of poetry. In shOwing how the ·slogan 
verballyerribodies "the loving subject enveloped' by the beloved object," he ,suggests 
the multiple uses to which the poetic function is put in everyday life, while noting 
that· poetry employs all the "everyday",functions,:too. . .,: 
:. Literary scholars unwilling to separate funct~ort from evaluation have protested tha, 
Jakobson's definition fails to do justiCe to poetry; which depends ort 'irldues'of meaning 
arid . creativity. Jakobson claimed that the extent. to which, effects ofmeaning;and 
creativity could be subject to -linguistic analysis could not be known in advance. This 
did not keep critics from charging Jakobson ·with annexing poetics to Iinguistics;.!t 
was' sometimes pointed out ,that the poets .who· best illustrate Jakobson's definition 
are not always those-most esteemed in literarY,history. Here, as: so often, EDGAR ALLAN 

pOE-loved by the French, often dismissed by the Americans"'-stands as a test case; 
perhaps suggesting a parallel to Jakobson's:impact·on'liietary studies in'Francelmd 
in the United States;' Bunri the: final' analysis ,'jakobson -does not/after' all, claim· to 
define poetry. He· is more: interested'. in how ·the poetic .function accounts for broad 
linguistic behavior and effectiveness. both within and outside any.poetic canon. For 
this reason, he writes about -Baudelaire, Shakespeare, Pushkin, 'Yeats, Biake, and 
Hopkins with the same curiosity he applies to the linguistic mechanisms of slogans, 
folldore; and everyday speech. 
,. Jakobson's distinction between;'metaphor and .metonymy in "Two Aspects.of Lan" 
guage and Two Types of Aphasic Disturbances" (] 956; our second 'selection) became 
forhim~and many others following him-a. key to language'itself. Derived from 
studies of aphasia (inability to 'speak), Jakobson detected two primordial. principles of 
language use: similarity and contiguity:(i.e" resemblance and nearnesl\). In the vast 
array of 'normal verbal behavior, both· operate at once; But in' the early stages of 
language learning by children, in the late stages of language, loss by aphasics (who 
can: either provide a synonym for a word or construct a sentence around it, but not 
both), and to soine extent in literary forms like Romanticism or realism; the outline 
of the two distinct principles becomes visible. Jakobson chooses to call:these metaphor 
and metonymy, using the names oFtwo rhetorical figures that had not previously been 
set in opposition. 

Metaphor, which has often stood as the general name for all figures and has long 
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been the object of philosophical and rhetorical analyses, stands in Jakobson's essay 
as the name for any two terms related by similarity (synonymy, analogy, comparison, 
even antithesis, with or without the word like): The opposing term, metonymy, has 
historically generated far less commentary. It is usually defined as the substitution of 
symbol for thing symbolized ("the throne is in danger" for "the king is in danger"), 
maker for thing made ("I drive a Ford'; Dr "I read Shakespeare"), container for con
tained ("drink'the whole glass"), part for whole ("all han'ds on de'ck")'-and so on. In 
each case, the association is not based on similarity; thus all ate relati"ons of contiguity. 
Contiguity is dbserved not just in the connections' among the irieahfngs of terms but 
also in the very fact of sequence, syntactically relating all terms thllt are present in a 
sentence. In Jakobson's scheme there are ultimately not· two principles but four: 
similarity, contiguity, ·substitution, and combination. And all verbal behavior can be 
analyzed along these lines. JACQUES LACAN, building on SIGMUND FREUD'S opposition 
between "condensation" and "displacement" in the rhetoric of dreams, sees in the 
relation between metaphor and metonymy the general psychoanalyt1cJaws, governing 
symptom and desire. . . '. ' ". . 

Jakobson was criticized for the same reasons he Was praised. H~was less hlterested 
in where to stop than in where to go, and his Jj61d. and pa-instakiiig \Yritings opened 
up many domains of study in linguistics, poetics, folklore, and iii the relations'among 
them; but the gap between his microanalyses and his broad generalizations left much 
room for quibbles. He was fond of looselyparaphtasin8 the Roman playwright Ter
ence: "Linguista sum; linguistlci nihil a me alienum·esse·puto~'-"-' . .'·I·ama linguist; I 
consider nothing. linguistic to be alien to me." (Terence's original formulation was 
"Homo [a human] sum; humaninil a. me .alienum puto/') In Jakobson's work, "lin
guistic" often became synonymous with Terence's "human." 
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From Linguistics and Poetics 
.. .. .. 

I have been asked for summary remarks about poetics in its relation to 
linguistics. Poetics deals primarily with the question, 'lWhat makes a verbal 
message a work of art'?" Because the main subject of poetics is the differentia 
specifica I of verbal art in relation to other arts and in relation to other kinds 
of verbal behavior, poetics is entitled to the leading place in literary studies. 

Poetics deals with problems of verbal structure, just as the analysis of 
painting is concerned with pictorial struhure. Since linguistics is the global 
science of verbal structure, poetics may be regarded as an integral part of 
linguistics. . 

Arguments against such a claim must be thoroughly discussed. It is evident 
that many devices studied by poetics are not t;:onfined to verbal art. We can 
refer to the possibility of transporting Wuthering Heights2 into a motion pic
ture, medieval legends into frescoes and miniatures, or L'Aprt!s-midi d'un 
faune 3 into music, ballet, and graphic art. However ludicrous the idea of the 
Iliad and Odyssey in comics may seem,4 certain structural features of their 
plot are preserved despite the disappearance of their verbal shape. The ques
tion of whether W. B. Yeats was right in affirming that· William Blake was 
"the one perfectly fit illustrator for the Inferno and the Purgatorio'" is a proof 
that different arts are comparable. The problems of the baroque or any other 
historical style transgress the frame of a single art. When handling the sur
realistic metaphor, we could hardly pass by Max Ernst's pictures or Luis 
Bunuel's films, The Andalusian Dog· and The Golden Age. 6 In short, many 
poetic features belong not only to the scierice of language but to the whole 
theory of signs, that is, to general semiotics.? This statement, however, is 
valid not only for verbal art but also for all varieties of language, since lan
guage shares many properties with certain other systems of signs or even 
with all of them (pan semiotic features). 

Likewise, a second objection contains nothing that would be specific for 
literature: the question of relations between the word and the world concerns 
not only verbal art but actually all kinds of discourse. Linguistics is likely to 
explore all possible problems of relation between discourse and the "universe 
of discourse": what of this universe is verbalized by a given discourse and 
how it is verbalized. The truth values, however, as far as they are-to say 
with the logicians-"extra-Iinguistic entities," obviously exceed the bounds 
of poetics and of linguistics in general. 

I. Speclfic difference (Latin). 
2. An 1847 novel by Emily Brontl!; the best-known 
film version was directed by WiIIlam Wyler (J 939). 
3. The AjUmoml of a Faun (1876). a poem by 
STtPHANE MALLARMt; It was set to music by 
Claude Debussy (1894). and choreographed and 
danced by Vaslav Nijlnsky for Sergei Dlaghilev's 
Ballets Russes (1912). Its original edition was illus
trated by Edouard Manet. 
4. Homer's epic poem. (ca. 8th c. B.C.E.) were 
among the many literary works presented as com
Ics In the American "Classic. Illustrated" series 
( 1940s-60s). 
5. Inferno and P,,"S,,'orio are two of the three 
books of DANTE ALIGHIERI'S Divine Co ..... dy 
(1321). Yeats (1865-1939), Irish poet and dram-

aUst. Blake (1757-1827). English poet and 
engraver. 
6. Films (1928 and 1930. respectively). on which 
the Spanish-born flImmaker Bulluel (1900-1983) 
collaborated with the surrealist painter Salvador 
Dall (1904-1989). Ernst (1891-1976), German-
born French painter. . 
7. S ..... iolic •• a term derived from the work of the 
American philosopher C. S. Pelrce (1839-1914). 
and semiology. from that of the Swl •• linguist FER
DlNAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913), both name 
the general theory of signs. In practice •• emiolics 
refers specifically to the science of the Interpreta
tion of signs (the study of whose meaning Is called 
semantic.) . 
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Sometimes we hear that poetics in contradistinction to linguistics, is con
cerned with evaluation. This separation of the two fields from each other is 
based on a current but erroneous interpretation of the contrast between the 
structure of poetry and other types of verbal structure: the latter are said to 
be opposed by their "casual." design less nature to the "noncasual," purpose
ful character of poetic language. In point of fact. any verbal behavior is goal
directed, but the aims are different and the conformity of the means used to 
the effect aimed at is a problem that evermore preoccupies inquirers into 
the diverse kinds of verbal communication. There is a close correspondence, 
much closer than critics believe, between the question of linguistic phenom
ena expanding in space and time and the spatial and temporal spread of 
literary models. Even such discontinuous expansion as the resurrection of 
neglected or forgotten poets-for instance, the posthumous discovery and 
subsequent canonization of Emily Dickinson (d. 1886) and Gerard Manley 
Hopkins (d. 1889), the tardy fame of Lautreamont (d. 1870) among surrealist 
poets, and the salient influence of the hitherto ignored Cyprian Norwid 
(d. 1883) on Polish modern poetry-finds a parallel in the history of standard 
languages that tend to revive outdated models, sometimes long forgotten, as 
was the case in literary Czech. which toward the beginning of the nineteenth 
century leaned toward sixteenth-century models. 

Unfortunately, the terminological confusion of "literary studies" with "crit
icism" tempts the student of literature to replace the description of the intrin
sic values of a literary work with a subjective, censorious verdict. The label 
"literary critic" applied to an investigator of literature is as erroneous as 
"grammatical (or lexical) critic" would be applied to a linguist. Syntactic and 
morphologic8 research cannot be supplanted by a normative grammar, and 
likewise no manifesto. foisting a critic's own tastes and opinions on creative 
literature, can serve as a substitute for an objective scholarly analysis of 
verbal art. This statement should not be mistaken for the quietist principle 
of laissez faire; any verbal culture involves programmatic, planning, norma
tive endeavors. Yet why is a clear-cut discrimination made between pure and 
applied linguistics or between phonetics and orthoepy,9 but not between 
literary studies and criticism? 

Literary studies, with poetics as their focal point, consist like linguistics 
of two sets of problems: synchrony and diachrony.l The synchronic des~p
tion envisages not only the literary production of any given stage but also 
that part of the literary tradition which for the stage in question has remained 
vital or has been revived. Thus. for instance, Shakespeare, on the one hand, 
and Donne, MarvelI. Keats. and Emily Dickinson, on the other, are experi
enced by the present English poetic world, whereas the works of James 
Thomson and LongfeIlow,2 for the time being, do not belong to viable artistic 
values. The selection of classics and their reinterpretation by a novel trend 
is a substantial problem of synchronic literary studies. Synchronic poetics, 
like synchronic linguistics. is not to be confused with statics; any stage dis-

~. Pertaining to the forms taken hy word~ in usage 
!conjugations, tenses, declensions. etc.), {ISyntac
tic'''; pertaining to the structure of phrases and sen
tences. 
9. The ~tudy of coneet pronunciation. "Phonet
in": the otudy of the sound. of language. 
I. Chang" In a system o\'('r tin1e. "Synchrony": the 
relations of part!li within a ~ystem arrested in time. 
. ~. Jakob.on contrasts thl' now hil'hly regarded 

English poets John Donne (1562-163 I), Andrew 
Marvell (l621-1678), John Keats (1795-1821), 
and the American Dickinson (who all. unlike 
Shakesr.eare, received relatively little attention in 
their Ii etlmes) to the once popular but now criti· 
cally scorned Scottish-born English poet Thomson 
(1700-1748) and American poet Henry Wad.
worth LonJ!fellow (1807-1882) . 



1260 I ROMAN JAKOBSON 

criminates between more· conservative and·more innovative forms .. Any con
temporary stage is experienced in its temporal dyhamics, and, ort the other 
hand, the historical approach both hI poetics and in linguistics is concerned 
'not only with changes·but also with c·ontinuous;'enduring. static factors. A 
thoroughly comprehensive historical poetics or history oflanguage isa super
structure to be built on a series of sliccessive .synchroriic descriptions. 

: Insistence on keeping poetics apart from linguistics Js·warrantedorily 
,when the, peld of linguistics appears to be illicitly restricted; for example, 
wheri the ·sentence is viewed by some linguists as' the: highest .analyzable 
constructioni or when the scope· of linguistics· is confined to grammar· alone 
or uniquely to nonsemantic questions of external form ·or to the· inventory of 
'denotative devices with no reference to free variations. Voegeliri has clearly 
pointed out the two most important and related problems that "face str.u.ctural 
linguistics, namely, a revision of "the monolithic- hypothesis about language" 
and a concern. with "the interdependence of diverse structures within ,one 
language."~·No doubt,:for.any speech.community, for any speaker, there 
:exists a unity of language, .but this over-all code represents a system of inter
.connected subcodes; every language encompasses several concurrent pat
terns, each charac;terized by different functions. 

Obviously we must agree with Sapir that; .on the whole!. "ideation reigns 
supreme in lariguage,"4 but this . supremacy does not authorize linguistics to 
disregard the "'secondary factors ..... 'The emotive elements of speec;:h, which, 
'as Joos is prone to believe,.cannot;be desoribed ~'with a:.finite,number.:bf 
:absolutecategorles," ,are cla.llfted by· him ,".s nonllllgtilltic element. of th.e 
ireal world." Hence; "for u. they . .-emaln vague, protean, fbictuating phenom
:ena," heconc::ludes. ','whlch,werefuse to t61erate.ln iour science.'" 10.05.15 

indeed a brilliant expertin reduction experiments, and his.~mphatic demand 
for the "expulsion" of emotive elemeiits I~from linguistic science" is a radical 
experiment in ·reduction.........,.eductio ad absu.fdum; ·'1 ., . 

, Language must be in.vestigatedin all the variety 'of its functions; Before 
discussing the poetic .functiori:,we .. must define its place .. among. the other 
functions .of language. An outline of these ·functions :demands a.concise· sur
vey of the constitutive factors in any speech event) in· any act of verbal com
munication. The ADDRESSER sends a MESSAGE to the ADDRESSEE. To' be 
operative the message requires's CONTEXT referred to "(the. "referent" in 
another, somewhat ambiguous,' nomenclature), graspable by the'addressee, 
and·either verbal or capable of being verbalized; a'GODEJully, orat,leaiit 

. paJ:tially, commOn to the addres,ser and addressee (or in other.words, to the 
encoder and decoder of the message); and, finally, a CONTACT. a physical 
channel and psychological connection ~etween the addresser and· the 
addressee, enabling both of them. to enter and stay ihcommunication.· All 
these factors inalienably involved in. verbal.communication maybesohe-
matized as follows: " 

3: . Charles F, Voegeiln; '.'Casual ~nd 'Ndncasual 
Uhetances wit"ln UniAed ·Strl.i:l'ures"," itl "S"rie,in 
'q.ngtlag~,.e(t Thomas Sebeok tCambr'~ge, i\tils~., 
1960), p. 57 (Jilkobson'. hote):" .... '. , 

'4." EdWard Saplt,' U.,.giicige. (New York, 1921), 
p,40 (Jakobsoii'S note). Sapit (1884-1939). 

G~rman7bomAmericalt1lngulst~ .....' .:;; 
5. MlirtlnJoo~; "tl".crlptlon of Language De~IgJ1/, 
Jo .. ~1 of.the Aco ... t!~! Society ofA,,",~ '~~ 
(1950): 7Ql-l (Jakob~()I1\notel. Joos ~b:,HI~7~. 
Amerlca~ lI?kUlst~ . ". . . . . '. 
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ADDRESSER 
CONTEXT 
MESSAGE 
CONTACT 

ADDRESSEE 

CODE 

Each of these six factors determines a different function of language. 
Although we distinguish six basic aspects of language, we could, however, 
hardly find verbal messages that would fulfill only one function. The diversity 
lies not in a monopoly of some one of these several. functions but in a dif
ferent hierarchical order of functions. The verbal structure of a message 
depends primarily on the predominant function. But even though a set (Ein
stellung) toward the referent, an orientation toward the context~briefly, the 
so-called REFERENTIAL, "denotative," "cognitive" function-is the leading 
task of numerous messages, the accessory participation ,of the other func
tions in such messages must be taken into account by the observant lingUist. 

The so-called EMOTIVE or "expressive" function, focused on the addresser, 
aims a direct expression of the speaker's attitude toward what he is speaking 
about. It tends to produce an impression of a certain emotion, whether true 
or feigned; therefore, the term "emotive," launched and advocated by Marty,6 
has proved to be preferable to "emotionaI." The purely emotive stratum in 
language is presented by the intetjections. They. differ from the means of 
referential language both by their sound patteri1(peculiarsound sequences 
or even sounds elsewhere unusual) and by their syntactic role (they are not 
components but 'equivalents of sentences). ~ITutl Tutl uid McGinty": the 
complete utterance of Conan Doyle'sr character consiata of two suction 
clicks. The emotive function, laid bare in the interjections f flavors to some 
extent all our utterances, on their phonic, grammatical, and lexical level. If. 
we analyze language from the standpoint of the information it carries, we 
cannot restrict the notion of information to the cognitive asp.ect of language. 
A man, using expressive features to indicate his angry or ironic attitude, 
conveys ostensible information, and evidently.this verbal behavior cannot be 
likened to such .• nonsemiotic, nutritive ·activities.·, as "eating grapefruit'\ 
(despite Chatman's bold simile).R The difference between [bIg] and the 
emphatic prolongation of the vowel [bl:g] is a conventional, coded linguistic 
feature like the. difference between the short and long vowel in such Czeelr 
pairs as [vi] "you" and [vi:] "knows," but in the latter pair the differential 
information is phonemic and in the former emotive; As long as we are inter
ested in phonemic invariants, the English lil and li:1 appear to be mere 
variants of one and the same phoneme, but if we are concerned with emotive 
units, the relation between the invariants and variants is reversed: length and 
shortness are invariants implemented by variable phonemes. Saporta's sur
mise that emotive difference is a non linguistic feature, "attributable to the 

6. Anton . Marty, Untef"Sl'Chungen zur Grundle
gung Jer Allgemeinen GrAmmAlik und Sl'TAchphi
losophie, I (Halle, 1908) Uakohson's note). Marty 
( 1847-1914), Au.triah linguist. 
7. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle (1859-1930), English 
novelist, hest known for his tales featuring Sher
Jock Holmes; the quotation Is from The VAlley of 
FeAr (I915). 

8. Seyniour Chatman (b. 1928) was another 
American participant in the Style conference." No 
reference to grapefruit occurs in his paper, which 
discusses the metrical contrasts between the poets 
John Donne and ALEXANDER POPE. Perhar. there 
was some connection between fCsegmenta sound" 
and grapefruit segments. 
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delivery of the message and not to the message/,9 arbitrarily reduces the 
informational capacity of messages. 

A former actor of Stanislavskij's' Moscow Theater told me how at his audi
tion he was asked by the famous director to make forty different messages 
from the phrase Segodnja veC!erotn (This evening), by diversifying itsexpres
sive tint. He made a list of some forty emotional situations, then emitted the 
given phrase in accordance with each of these situations, which his audience 
had to recognize only from the changes in the sound shape of the same tw.o 
words. For our research work in the description and analysis of contemporary 
Standard Russian (under the auspices of the RockefeIler Foundation) this 
actor was asked to repeat Stanislavskij's test. He wrote down some fifty sit
uations framing the same elliptic sentence and made of it fifty corresponding 
messages for a tape recording. Most of the messages were correctly and 
circumstantially decoded by Moscovite listeners. May I add that all such 
emotive cues easily undergo linguistic analysis. 

Orientation toward the addressee, the CONATlVE function, finds its purest 
grammatical expression in the vocative and imperative, which syntactically, 
morphologically, and often even phonemically deviate froin other nominal 
and verbal categories. The imperative sentences cardinally differ from declar
ative sentences: the latter are and the former are not liable to a truth test. 
When in O'Neill's2 play The Fountain, Nano "(in a fierce totie of command)" 
says "Drink!"-the imperative cannot be challenged by the question "is it 
true or not?" which may be, however; perfectly well asked after such sen
tences as "one drank," "one will drink," "one would drink." In t:ontradistinc
tion to the imperative sentences, the declarative sentences are convertible 
into interrogative sentences: "did one drink?," "will one drink?," "would one 
drink?" 

The traditional model of language as elucidated particularly by Bohler3 

was confined to these three functions-emotive, conative, and referential
and the three apexes of this model-the first person of the addresser, the 
second person of the addressee, and the "third person" properly (someone 
or something spoken of). Certain additional verbal functions can be easily 
inferred from this triadic modeL Thus the magic, incantatory function is 
chiefly some kind of conversion of an absent or inanimate "third person" into 
an addressee of a conative message. "May this sty dry up, tju, tju, tju, tju" 
(Lithuanian spell):4 "Water, queen river, daybreak! Send grief beyond the 
blue sea, to the sea bottom, like a gray stone never to rise from the sea 
bottom, may grief never come to burden the light heart of God's servant, 
may grief be removed and sink away" (North Russian incantation).' "Sun, 
stand thou still upon Gibeon; and thou, Moon, in the valley of Aj-a-Ion. And 
the sun stood still, and the moon stayed" Qoshua 10.12). We observe, how-

9. Sol Saporta, 'The Application of LinguisticS to 
the Study of Poetic Langua~e," in St"le in Lan
guage, p. 88 Uakobson's notel. Saporta (b. 1925), 
American Jingulst. 
1. Konstantln Stanislavsky (1863-1938), Russian 
actor and director of the Moscow Art Theater, 
developed what became known in the United 
States as "method acting." 
2. Eugene O'Neill (1888-1953), American play
wright; The Fou .. t"l .. was staged in 1925. 

3. Karl BOhler, "Die Axiorriatik der Sprachwissen
schaft," K" .. t-Studlen (Berlin) 38 (1933): 19-20 
Uakobson's note). BOhler (1879-1963): German 
psychologist. 
4. V. J. Manslkka, Utau/sclte Zaubersprlklte 
(Folltlore Fellows Communications) 87 (1929): 69 
Uakobson's note). 
5. P. N. Rybnikov, Pes .. i (Moscow, 1910), Ill, 
217-18 Uakobson's notel. 
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eyer, three further constitutive factors of verbal communication and three 
corresponding functions of language. 

There are messages primarily serving to establish, to prolong, or to dis
continue communication. to check whether the channel works ("Hello, do 
you hear me?"), to attract the attention of the interlocutor or to confirm his 
continued attention ("Are you listening?" or in Shakespearean diction, "Lend 
me your ears!"-and on the other end of the wire "Urn-hum!"). This set for 
contact. or in Malinowski's terms PHATIC function,6 may be displayed by a 
profuse exchange of ritualized formulas, by entire dialogues with the mere 
purport of prolonging communication. Oorothy Parker? caught eloquent 
examples: " 'Well!' the young man said. 'Well!' she said. Well, here we are,' 
he said. 'Here we are,' she said, 'Aren't we?' 'I should say we were,' he said, 
'Eeyop! Here we are.' 'WeU!' she said. 'Well!' he said, 'well.' " The endeavor 
to start and sustain communication is typical of talking birds; thus the phatic 
function of language is the only one they share with human beings. It is also 
the first verbal function acquired by infants; they are prone to communicate 
before being able to send or receive informative communication. 

A distinction has been made in modern logic between two levels of lan
guage: "object language" speaking of objects and "metalanguage" speaking 
of language. 8 But metalanguage is not only a necessary scientific tool utilized 
by logicians and linguists; it plays also an important role in our everyday 
language. Like Moliere's Jourdain9 who used prose without knowing it, we 
practice metalanguage without realizing the metalingual character of our 
operations. Whenever the addresser and/or the addressee need to check up 
whether they use the same code, speech is focused on the code: it performs 
a METALlNGUAL (i.e .• glossing) function. "I don't follow you-what do you 
mean?" asks the addressee. or in Shakespearean diction, "What is't thou 
say'st?" And the addresser in anticipation of such recapturing question 
inquires: "Do you know what I mean?" Imagine such an exasperating dia
logue: "The sophomore was plucked." "But what is plucked?" "Plucked means 
the same asjlunked." "Andjlunked?" "To bejlunked is tofail an exam." "And 
what is sophotnore?" persists the interrogator innocent of school vocabulary. 
"A. sophomore is (or means) a second-year student." All these equational sen" 
tences convey information merely about the lexical code of English; their 
function is strictly metalingual. Any process of language learning, in part~· 
ular child acquisition of the mother tongue, makes wide use of such meta
lingual operations; and aphasia may often be defined as a loss of ability for 
mctalingual operations. 

I have brought up all the six factors involved in verbal communication 
except the message itself. The set (Eiu.stellung) toward the message as such, 
focus on the message for its own sake, is the POETIC function of language. 
This function cannot be productively studied out of touch with the general 

6. Rronislaw Malinowski. "The Problem of Mean
inR in Primitive Languages," in TIle j\.-Ieaning of 
Meal/i •• g. ed. C. K. Ogden and J. A. Richards, 9th 
ecl. I New York, J 953), pp. 296-336 Uakobson's 
note]. Malinow.ki (1884-1942). Polish-born 
/\medcan anthropologist. 
.... Anlerican writer of light verse and short stories 
(J f;93-J 967); the quoted dialogue is froln the sto .. y 
"~kr<' We Are" (J 93 I). 
R. T<'nn introduced by Alfred Tar.ki, Poje~ie 

pmwdy w jezyhach _"It dedu/tcyjnych (Warsaw, 
1933), and "Der Wahrheitsbegriff in den formali
sierten Sprachen." S'udi .. Philosophica I (J 936) 
Uakobson'$ note]. 
9. M. Jourdain is the protagonist of Le Bourgeois 
ge .. Ulhomme f 1670. The Would-be Gentle",an), a 
play by Moli~re (pen name of Jean-Bar.tiste Poque
Iin, 1622-1673); he is surprised to earn that he 
has been speaking prose all his life without know
ing it. 
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problems of language, and, on the other. hand, the scrutiny of language 
requires a thorough consideration of its poetic function. Any attempt to 
reduce the sphere of the poetic function to poetry or to confine poetry to 
the poetic function would be a delusive oversimplification ... The poetic func
tion is not the sole function of verbal art but only its dominant,determin
ing function, whereas in all other verbal activities it acts as.a subsidiary, 
accessory constituent. This function, by promoting the palpability of signs, 
deepens the fundamental dichotomy of signs and objects·. Hence, when 
dealing with the poetic function, linguistics cannot limit itself to the field 
of poetry. 

'Why do you always say Joan. and Margery, yet never Margery and Joan? 
Do you prefer Joan to her twin sister'?" ':Not at all, it just sounds smoother." 
In a sequence of two coordinate' names, so far as no problems of rank inter
fere, the precedence of the shorter name suits the speaker, unaccountably 
for him, as a well-ordered shape for the message. 

A girl used to talk about "the horrible.Harry." "Why horrible'?" "Because 1 
hate him." "But why not dreadful, terribleJrjghtful, disgusting;" "I don't know 
why, but horrible fits him better." Without realizing it, she clung to the poetic 
device of paronomasia. 1 

The political slogan "I like Ike"/ay layk ayk/, succinctly structured, consists 
of three monosyllables and counts three diphthongs lay;, each of them sym
metrically followed by one consonantal phoneme, 1 .. I..k .. k/. The makeup of 
the three words presents a variation:' no consonantal phonemes in the first 
word, two around the diphthong in the second, and one final consonant in 
the third. A similar dominant nucleus /ayl was noticed by Hymes in some of 
the SOnnets of Keats. 2 Both cola3 of the trisyllabic formula "I like/lke" rhyme 
with each other, and the second of the two rhyming words is fully included 
in the first one (echo rhyme), /layk/-/ayk/, a paronomastic·image of a feel
ing which totally envelops its object. Both cola alliterate with each other, 
and the first of the two alliterating words is included. 1n, the second: lay/
laykl, a paronomastic image of the loving subject enveloped by the beloved 
object. The secondary, poetic function.of this campaign slogan reinforces its 
impressiveness and efficacy .. 

As 1 said, the linguistic study of' the poetic function must overstep the 
limits of poetry, and, on the other hand, the linguistic scrutiny of poetry 
cannot limit itself to the poetic function. The particularities of diverse poetic 
genres imply a differently ranked participation of the other verbal functions 
·along with the dominant poetic function. Epic poetry, focused bn the third 
person, strongly involves the referential function of language; the lyric, ori
ented toward the. first person, is intimately linked with the emotive function; 
poetry of the second person 'i~ imbued with the conative function and is 
either supplicatory or exhortative, depending on whether the first person is 
subordinated to the second one or the second to the first. 

Now that our cursory description of the six basic functions of verbal com
munication is more or less complete, we may complement our scheme of 
the fundamental factors with a corresponding scheme of the functions: 

1. A play on words that sound alike. 
2. Dell H. Hyme •• "Phonological Aspects of Style: 
Some English Sonnet.... In SJyIe in Language. 
pp. 123-26 lJakobson·. note). Hymes (b. 1927). 

American anthropologist and linguist. 
3. Se.ction. of a sentence or rhythmical period (the 
plural of colon). 
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What is the empirical linguistic criterion of the poetic function? In par
ticular, what is the indispensable feature inherent in any piece of poetryi' To 
answer this question we must recall the two basic modes of arrangement 
used in verbal behavior, selection and combination. If "child" is the topic of 
the message, the speaker selects one among the extant, more or less similar 
nouns like child, kid, youngster, tot, all of them equivalent in a certain 
respect, and then, to comment on this topic, he may select one of the seman
tically cognate verbs-sleeps, dozes, nods, naps. Both chosen words combine 
in the speech chain. The selection is produced on the basis of equivalence, 
similarity and dissimilarity, synonymy and antonymy, while the combination, 
the buil4-upof the sequence, is based on contiguity. The poetic function 
projects the principle of equivalence from the axis of selection into the axis of 
combination. Equivalence is promoted to the constitutive device of the 
sequence. In poetry one syllable is equalized with any other syllable of the 
same sequence; word stress· is assumed to. equal word stress, as unstress 
equals unstress; prosodic long is matched with long, and short with short; 
word boundary, equals word boundary, no boundary equals no boundary; 
syntactic pause equals syntactic pause, no pause equals no pause. Syllables 
are converted into units of measure, and so are morae4 or stresses. 

It may be objected that metalanguage also makes a sequential use of equiv
alent units when combining synonymic expressions into an equational sen
tence: A = A ("Mare is the female of the horse"). Poetry and metalanguage, 
however, are in diametrical opposition to each other: in metalanguage the 
sequence is used to build an equation, whereas in poetry the equation is used 
to build a sequence. 

.. .. .. 
1960 
~" 

From Two Aspects of Language and Two Types of Aphasic 
Disturbances 

v. The Metaphoric and Metonymic Poles 

The varieties of aphasia' are numerous and diverse, but all of them lie 
between the two polar types just described. Every form of aphasic distur
bance consists i~ some impairment, more or less severe, of the faculty either 
for selection and substitution or for combination and contexture. The former 
affliction involves a deterioration of metalinguistic operations, while the lat
ter damages the capacity for maintaining the hierarchy of linguistic units. 
The relation of similarity is suppressed in the former, the relation of conti-

4. Short (unstressed) .yllahie •. I. Loss of the ability to use or understand speech. 
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guity in the latter type of aphasia. Metaphor is alien to the similarity disorder, 
and metonymy to the contiguity disorder. 

The development of a discourse may take place along two different seman
tic lines: one topic may lead to another either through their similarity or 
through their contiguity. The metaphoric way would be the most appropriate 
term for the first case and the metonymic way for the second, since they find 
their most condensed expression in metaphor and .metonymyrespectively. 
In aphasia one or the other of these two processes is restricted or totally 
blocked-an effect which makes the study of aphasia particularly illuminat
ing for the linguist. In normal verbal behavior both processes are continually 
operative, but careful observation will reveal that under the influence of a 
cultural pattern, personality, and verbal style, preference is given to one of 
the two processes over the other. 

In a well-known psychological test, children are confronted with some 
noun and told to utter the first verbal response that comes into their heads. 
In this experiment two opposite linguistic predilections are invariably exhib
ited: the response is intended either as a substitute for or as a complement 
to the stimulus. In the latter case the stimulus and the response together 
form a proper syntactic construction, most usually a sentence; These two 
types of reaction have been labeled substitutive and predicative. 

To the stimulus hut one response was burnt out; another is a poor little 
house. Both reactions are predicative; but the first creates a purely narrative 
context, while in the second there is a double connection with the subject 
hut: on the one hand, a positional {namely, syntactic} contiguity and, on the 
other, a semantic similarity. 

The same stimulus produced the following substitutive reactions: the tau
tology hut; the synonyms cabin and hovel; the antonym palace; and the meta
phors den and burrow. The capacity of two words to replace one another is 
an instance of positional similarity, and, in addition, all these responses are 
linked to the stimulus by semantic similarity {or contrast}. Metonymical 
responses to the same stimulus, such as thatch, litter, or poverty, combine 
and contrast the positional similarity with semantic contiguity. 

In manipulating these two kinds of connection (similarity and contiguity) 
in both their aspects (positional and semantic}-selecting, combining, and 
ranking them-an individual exhibits his personal style, his verbal predilec
tions and preferences. 

In verbal art the interaction of these two elements is especially pro
nounced. Rich material for the study of this relationship is to be found in 
verse patterns which require a compulsory parallelism between adjacent 
lines, for example in biblical poetry or in the Finnic and, to some extent, the 
Russian oral traditions. This provides an objective criterion of what in the 
given speech community acts as a correspondence. Since on any verbal 
level-morphemic. lexical, syntactic, and phraseologicaP-either of these 
two relations {similarity and contiguity} can appear-and each in either of 
two aspects. an impressive range of possible configurations is created. Either 
of the two gravitational poles may prevail. In Russian lyrical songs, for exam
ple. metaphoric constructions predominate, while in the heroic epics the 
metonymic way is preponderant. 

In poetry there are various motives which determine the choice between 

2. That is, pertaining respectively to the smallest meaningful sound, to Individual words, to the structure 
of phrases and sentences, and to the organization of phrases Into larger elements. 



Two ASPECTS OF LANGUAGE / 1267 

these alternants. The primacy of the metaphoric process in the literary 
schools of Romanticism and Symbolism has been repeatedly acknowledged. 
but it is still insufficiently realized that it is the predominance of metonymy 
which underlies and actually predetermines the so-called Realist trend, 
which belongs to an intermediary stage between the decline of Romanticism 
and the rise of Symbolism and is opposed to both. Following the path of 
contiguous relationships. the Realist author metonymicaIIy digresses from 
the plot to the atmosphere and from the characters to the setting in space 
and time. He is fond of svnecdochic details. In the scene of Anna Karenina's 
suicide Tolstoj's 3 artistic' attention is focused on the heroine's handbag; and 
in \Var and Peace the synecdoches "hair on the upper lip" and "bare shoul
ders" are used by the same writer to stand for the female characters to whom 
these features belong. 

The alternative predominance of one or the other of these two processes 
is by no means confined to verbal art. The same oscillation occurs in sign 
systems other than language. A salient example from the history of painting 
is the manifestly metonymical orientation of Cubism, where the object is 
transformed into a set of synecdoches; the Sun'ealist painters4 responded 
with a patently metaphorical attitude. Ever since the productions of D. W. 
Griffith,' the art of the cinema, with its highly developed capacity for chang
ing the angle, perspective. and focus of shots, has broken with the tradition 
of the theater and ranged an unprecedented variety of synecdochic close
ups and metonymic set-ups in general. In such motion pictures as those of 
Charlie Chaplin and Eisenstein,6 these devices in turn were overlaid by a 
novel. metaphoric montage with its lap dissolves-the filmic similes. 

The bipolar structure of language (or other semiotic systems) and, in apha
sia. the fixation on one of these poles to the exclusion of the other require 
systematic comparative study. The retention of either of these alternatives 
in the two types of aphasia must be confronted with the predominance of 
the same pole in certain styles, personal habits, current fashions, etc. A 
careful analysis and comparison of these phenomena with the whole syn
drome of the corresponding type of aphasia is an imperative task for joint 
research by experts in psychopathology, psychology, linguistics, poetics, and 
semiotics, the general science of signs. The dichotomy discussed here 
appears to be of primal significance and consequence for all verbal beha~r 
and for human behavior in general.7 

To indicate the possibilities of the projected comparative research, I 
choose an example from a Russian folktale which employs parallelism as a 
comic device: "Thomas is a bachelor; Jeremiah is unmarried" (Foma x6lost; 
Eljoma uefelldt). Here the predicates in the two parallel clauses are associ-

.~. Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910). Russian no\'elistand 
mOI'al philosopher; his works include Am,a KM
en;IIa (1873-76) and War .. "d Peace <.1864-69). 
4. ,\1embers of an experimental literary and artis
tic movement founded in France in 1924, inspit'ed 
in part by SIGMUND FREUD (J 856-1 939), Surre
alists sought to express subconscious thought and 
feeling. Cubisnl: early-20th-century art movement 
that attempted to present objects from all points of 
"jew. 
5. American film director and producer (1875-
1(48). a pioneer in motion pictures. 
6. Cf. his striking essay "Dickens. Griffith. and 
'Ye": Sergej Eisenstein, Izbra'"l)'e .'>tnt'; [Selected 

Articles] (Moscow, 1950) Uakobson's note]. Chap
!in (1889-1977), English actor and film director. 
Eisensteln (1898-1948). Russian film director, an 
early innovator in cinematic technique. 
7. For the psychological and sociological aspects 
of this dichotomy, see Gregory Bateson's views on 
progressional and selective integration and Talcott 
Parsons on the conjunction-disjunction dichotomy 
in child devdopment: J. Ruesch and G. Bate"on, 
Communication, the Social Matrix of Psychiatry 
(New York, 1951), T. Parsons Bnd R. F. Bales, 
Fa ... ll" Socialbltlo" a.ullnteraction Process (Glen
coe, m., 1955) Uakobson's note]. 
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ated by similarity: they are in fact synonymous. The subjects of both clauses 
are masculine proper names and hence morphologically similar, while on the 
other hand they denote two contiguous heroes of the same tale, created to 
perform identical actions and thus to justify the use of synonymous pairs of 
predicates. A somewhat modified version of the same construction occurs in 
a familiar wedding song in which each of the wedding guests is addressed in 
turn by his first name and patronymic: "Gleb is a bachelor; Ivanovic is unmar
ried." .While both 'predicates here are again synonyms, the relationship 
between the two subjects is changed: both are proper names denoting the 
same man and are normally used contiguol.Jsly as a mode of polite address. 

In the quotation from the folktale, the two parallel clauses refer to two 
separate facts, the marital status of Thomas and the similar status of Jere
miah. In the verse from the wedding song, however, the two clauses are 
synonymous: they redundantly reiterate the celibacy of the same hero, 
splitting him into two verbal hypostases.s 

The Russian novelist Gleb·lvanovic Uspenskij (1840-:1902) in the last 
years of his life suffered from a mental illness involving a speech disorder. 
His first name and patronymic, Gleb lvanovii!, traditionally combined in 
polite intercourse, for him split into two distinct names designating two sep
arate beings: Gleb was endowed with all his virtues; while Ivanovi~, the name 
relating a.son to his father, becarne the incarnation of all Uspensk1j's vices. 
The linguistic aspect of thilspllt perlonality il the patient'1 inability to ule 
two syrnboll for the sarne thing, and it is thus a similarity disorder. Since the 
similarity disorder is bound up with themetonymical bent, an examination 
of the literary manner Uspenskij had e~ployed as a young writer takes on 
particular interest. And the study of Anatolij Kamegulov, who analyzed 
Uspenskij's. style, bears out our theoretical expectations. He shows that 
Uspenskij had a particular penchant for metonymy, and especiaJly for syn
ecdoche, and that he carried it so far that "the reader is crushed by the 
multiplicity of detail unloaded on him in a limited verbal space, and is phys
ically unable to grasp the whole, so that the portrait is often lost,"9 

To be sure, the metonymical style in Uspenskij is obviously prompted by 
the prevailing literary canon of his time, late nineteenth-century "realism"; 
but the personal stamp ofGleb Invanovic made his pen particularly suitable 
for this artistic trend in its extreme manifestations and finally left its mark 
upon the verbal aspect of his mental illness. 

A competition between both devices, metonymic and metaphoric, is man
if-est in any symbolic process, 'be it intrapersonal or social. Thus in an inquiry 
into the structure of dreams, the decisive question is whether the symbols 
and the temporal sequences us~d are based on contiguity (Freud's meto
nymic "displacement" and synecdochic "condensation")' or on similarity 
(Freud's "identification and symbolism"). The principles underlying magic 
rites have been resolved by Frazerl into 'two types: charms based on the law 

8. Concepts to which real identity is attributed. 
9. A. Kamegulov, Stll' Gleba Vspens"ago (Lenin
grad, 1930), pp.65, 145. One of such dIsinte
grated portraits cited In the monograph: "From 
underneath an ancient straw cap, with a black spot 
on its visor, peeked two braids resembling the tusks 
of a wild boar; a chin, grown fat and pendulous, 
had spread definitively over the greasy collar of the 
calico dicky and lay in R thick layer on the coarse 
collar of the canvas coat, firmly buttoned at the 
neck. From underneath this coat to the eyes of the 

observer j'rotruded massive hands with a ring 
which ha eaten Into the fat finger, a cane with a 
copper top, a significant bulge of the stomach, and 
the presence of very broad pants, almost of a mus
lin quality, In the wide bottoms of which hid the 
toes of the boots" Uakobson's note]. 
1. Slgmllnd Freud uses these terms in his analysis 
of the dream-work in Interpretation of Drea ..... 
(1900; see above). 
2. James George Frazer (1854-1941), Scottish 
anthropologist and folklorist. 
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of similarity and those founded on association by contiguity. The first of these 
two great branches of sympathetic magic has been called "homoeopathic" or 
"imitative," and the second, "contagious" magic.~ This bipai'tition is indeed 
illuminating. Nonetheless, for the most part, the question of the two poles 
is still neglected, despite its wide scope and importance for the study of any 
symbolic behavior, especially verbal, and of its impairments. What is the 
main reason for this neglect? 

Similarity in meaning connects the symbols of a metalanguage with the 
symbols of the language referred to. Similarity connects a metaphorical term 
with the term for which it is substituted. Consequently, when constructing 
a metalanguage to interpret tropes, the researcher possesses more homo
geneous means to handle metaphor, whereas metonymy, based on a different 
principle, easily defies interpretation. Therefore nothing comparable to the 
rich literature on metaphor can be cited for the theory of metonymy. For the 
same reason, it is generally realized that Romanticism is closely linked with 
metaphor, whereas the equally intimate ties of Ilealism with metonymy usu
ally remain unnoticed. Not only the tool of the observer but also the object 
of observation are responsible for the preponderance of metaphor over 
metonymy in scholarship. Since poetry is focused upon. the sign, and prag
matical prose primarily upon the referent, tropes and figures were studied 
mainly as poetic devices. The prihciple of similarity underlies poetry; the 
metrical parallelism of lines or the phonic equivalence of rhyming words 
prompts the question of semantic similarity' and contrast; there exist, for 
instance, grammatical and antigrammatical but never agranitnaticahhymes. 
Prose, on the contrary, is forwarded essentially by contiguity; Thus for poetry, 
metaphor-and for prose, metonymy-is the line ofIeast i'~sistli#ce arid con
sequently the study of poetical tropes is directed chiefly towai{f metaphor. 
The actual bipolarity has been artificially replaced in. these studies by an 
amputated, unipolar scheme which, strikingly enough, coincides with one of 
the two aphasic patterns, namely with the contiguity disorder. 

1956 

3. James G. Frs:rer, The Golden Bough: A Sludy in Magic and Religion, 3d ed. (VIenna, 1950), part I, chap: 
3 Unkobson's note]. 

KENNETH BURKE 
1897-1993 
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A wild and wooly autodidact with a vision as expansive and eccentric as Wait Whit
man's, Kenneth burke stands as an American original among mid-twentieth
century literary critics. Although there is no Burkean school per se· and many 
readers are not charmed by Burke's sprawling and (despite his best efforts) non
systematic work, writers in numerous fields-especially literary criticism, sociology, 
anthropology, and communication and performance studies-find it richly sugges
tive. With the boom in literary theory in the 1970s and 19805, his stock rose in lit
erature departments. The range of his interdisciplinary interests, his rejection of 
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modernist aestheticism and the belletristic close reading associated. with Anglo
American New Criticism, his abiding political concerns, and his connection of 
issues in criticism to those in the Western philosophical tradition all link his work 
with post-New Critical theory. 

Born and raised in Pittsburgh, Burke formed a lifelong friendship in high school 
with the critic and poet Malcolm Cowley. After short stints at Ohio State University 
and Columbia University, Burke quit school for good in 1918 and moved to New 
York City's Greenwich Village to become a writer. He was an active member of the 
downtown literary scene, working for the Dial (an influential "little magazine") and 
becoming friends with the poets William Carlos WilIiams and Hart Crane. Burke 
married in 1919 and had three daughters with his first wife, whom he divorced In the 
early 1930s. (He later had two sons with his first wife's sister, whom he married In 
1933.) In the mld-1920s he moved out of Manhattan to a New Jersey farm, where he 
and his family lived in considerable poverty. Burke's short stories, poetry, reviews, 
and translations generated little income. In 1931 he published his first work ofIiterary 
criticism, Counter-Statement, and in 1932 his first (and only) novel, Towards a Better 
Life. The disappointing reception of his novel apparently led Burke to conclude that 
his talents lay elsewhere. The rest of the decade was devoted to the broadly philo
sophical Permanence and Change (1935) and his work on genre, Attitudes toward 
History (I937). In 1943 Burke began teaching at Bennington College in Vermont, 
where he stayed until 1961. 

Our selection, "Kinds of Criticism" (1946), calls for a criticism as capacious as the 
object it criticizes. All kinds of criticism, Burke tells us, serve useful purposes-and 
will be even more useful if the critic is as explicit as possible about his goals. But 
each kind of criticism must scrupulously avoid the temptation to champion one crit
ical practice exclusively while denouncing others as illegitimate. 

Burke here draws a basic distinction between "intrinsic" and "extrinsic" criticism. 
Intrinsic criticism attempts to focus its attention solely on the literary text. This 
approach, often called formalism or "close reading," is usually associated with mid
twentieth-century Anglo-American New Criticism. Its hallmarks are the tracking of 
intricate symbolic or semantic patterns in a text and an interest in formal literary and 
rhetorical structures. Extrinsic criticism, Burke tells us, is concerned instead "with 
the relation between the poem and its non-poetic or extra-poetic ground." Issues of 
biography, of social and historical context, and of audience reactions are just some 
examples of extra textual matters that the extrinsic critic might consider. Against· a 
New Criticism that tried to limit literary critics to intrinsic interpretations, Burke 
insists: " 'In principle,' I can see no legitimate objection to such [extrinsic] inquiries." 
Burke, in fact, believes that intrinsic criticism is too narrow and severs the connection 
of literature to the world. Elsewhere, he famously calls literature "equipment for 
living." Poems and novels project "attitudes" toward existence in the world, displaying 
possible ways of living. Only if we locate the poem in terms of the world it addresses 
can we fully appreciate the possibilities it offers. 

Poetry is so important to Burke precisely because it is a discourse of the whole in 
a modern age fragmented by specialists. Different types of criticism are more partial 
than the poem being studied. Close reading ("textual analysis," in Burke's essay), for 
example, can be extremely useful, but it does not exhaust the poem: it does not 
replicate or surpass the poem's complex interweaving of elements. Each kind of crit
icism, we might say, addresses only some facets of the poem's multifaceted reality. 
Burke hints at one kind of criticism-"a criticism of criticism"-that may achieve a 
holism comparable to that which he ascribes to poetry. This criticism .of criticism 
looks very similar to standard definitions of theory: it will provide "systematic state
ments involving discrimination, classification, methodology, ... and the like." Burke, 
however, resists having theory trump all other kinds of criticism. He points out the
ory's limits, the way its generalizations can occlude attention to the singularities of 
particular objects. Theory, too, is just one critical practice among others. And if crit-
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icisl11 is to move toward holism. it must do as poetry does-not expecting anyone 
critical essay or anyone poem to contain everything, but accepting that all topics and 
methods are open for e"l'loration by the writer (whether poet or critic). 

In the 1940s Burke attempted to provide "the logical and procedural grounds" for 
a holistic criticism through a theoretical paradigm he christened Dramatism. 
Although he upheld the tenets of Dramatism throughout the rest of his long life, it 
is telling that Burke finished only two of the projected three volumes on the subject, 
A Gmmmarof Moti.t'es (1945) and A Rhetoric of Motives (1950);A Symbolic ofMotit'es 
was never written. Here Burke attempts to layout the essential components of human 
action and the ways in which these components can combine and interact. The five 
elements are act, scene. agent, agency, and purpose. (Later, Burke came to believe 
that "attitude" should be added to this list.) "Kinds of Criticism" suggests what can 
be accomplished with this list. Different critical practices can be characterized by 
their emphasis on different relations existing among the five basic elements. Biograph
ical or psychological criticism, for example, focuses on the relation of act (writing a 
poem) to agent (the author). Historical and sociological criticisms explore the con
nections between scene (the social and cultural conditions of its writing) and act. If 
we take all the different possible permutations of the basic components, we would 
presumably have an exhaustive table of the possible forms of criticism. 

Burke himself practiced a "rhetorical" criticism that starts from the fact of the 
poem's existence and tries to project the changes it will effect in its audience. His 
emphasis is on what the poem can and will do-to the author, to the audience, to 
the society. This rhetorical focus casts the poem as a social and cultural event, thereby 
anticipating more recent ideological and "cultural studies" approaches to literature 
as well as reader-response criticism. Burke's attention to the social networks in which 
poems are implicated and through which the poem's purposes are forwarded or 
thwarted explains his appeal to sociologists and anthropologist as well as literary 
critics. 

The widespread return to rhetoric in the work of critics such as STANLEY FISH and 
PAUL DE MAN follows from an interest in how linguistic utterances aim to shape the 
numerous responses they generate. Burke's description of linguistic utterances as 
"symbolic actions" dovetails in many respects with rhetorical criticism and with J. L. 

AUSTIN's notion of "speech acts." Like Austin and the earlier American pragmatist 
philosophers William James (1842-1910) and John Dewey (1859-1952), Burke is 
committed to an agent who has some control over motives and actions even while 
embedded in social relations and language. 

Burke's acts of practical criticism (including famous reading of poems by the 
Romantic poets John Keats and SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE), his examination of t.bt- ' 
grammar of action, and his emphasis on the rhetorical, consequential dimension of 
linguistic utterances provide useful models and powerful in sights for today's critic. 
Because he is almost always used as a treasure trove of insights rather than as the 
source of a unified theory, Burke has been criticized for being incoherent (notably by 
Rene Wellek) but is rarely attacked directly, He is ignored by those who can't fathom 
his appeal, while employed and reread joyously by those who find pleasure and use 
in his associative style. his encyclopedic knowledge, and his Whitmanesque embrace 
of C\'cl1,thing. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

The University of California Press keeps almost all of Burke's work in print. The major 
works are The Complete \,.Vl>ite O:l(en: Collected Sho,-t Fiction (1924), COlmter
State·ment (193 I), Permanence and Change (I 935), Attitudes toward History (1937), 
The Philosoplly of Literary Foml (1941), A Grammar of Motives (1945), A Rhetoric of 
Motil'es (1950), Ti,e Rhetol'ic 0..( Religion (I 96 1), Language as Symbolic Action (1966), 
Collected Poems, 1915-1967 (J 968), and The Selected Correspondence of Kenneth 
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Burke and Malcolm Cowley: 1915-1981, edited by Paul Jay (1988). The closestthing 
to a biography is Jack Selzer's Kenneth Burke in Greenwich Village (1996), which 
covers the years up to 1932. 

Critical Responses to Kenneth Burke, edited by William H. Rueckert (1969), collects 
reviews and early critical essays on B,urke, while Rueckert's.Kenneth Burke and the 
Drama of Human Relations (2d ed., 1982) remains the most comprehensive overview 
of Burke's Dramatism. The essays t:ollected in Representing Kenneth Burke, edited 
by Hayden White and Margaret Brose (1982), especially the important contributions 
by White and Fredric Jameson, mark the rev:(val of interest in Butke among literary 
theorists, as does Frank Lentricchia's influential Criticism and Social Change (1983). 
The Legacy of Kenneth Burke, edited by Herbert Simons and Trevor Melia (I 989), 
offers more standard, but still substantial, engagements with Burke's work. Robert 
Wess's Kenneth Burke: Rhetoric, Subjectivity, PostmodernistH (1996) provides the best 
comprehensive overview of Burke's whole career. Kenneeh Burke and the 21st Cen
tury, edited by Bernard L. Brock (1998), contains essays that consider Burke's work 
in relation to various intellectuals developments of the 1980s and 1990s. Rueckert's 
Critical Responses has a superb bibliography of Burke's work and work on Burke up 
to 1968, and Simons and Melia's Legacy provides coverage for the period from 1968 
to 1988. 

Kinds of Criticism 

In here surveying briefly the kinds of ~riticism, we don't hope to tell anybody 
anything he didn't already know. 'We J,llerely hope for whatever clarification 
may come of a general survey. And we' are more concerned to look over the 
field than to argue for anyone method. 

The critic can justify his choice of method in three ways: (1) by theoretical 
arguments defining its nature and the grounds of his choice; (2) by practical 
demonstrations of the method in operation;'(3) by claims for it as a moral 
contribution over and above its value as a specialty (that is, he may argue for 
it as cultural amenity, equipment for living, means of political betterment, 
etc.). Often the third class of justifications is nondescript, deriving vitality 
from true or false promises of individual reward (social, occupational, finan
cial, sexual, etc.), interests which are not'recognized formally. When the 
critic is not challenged, these nondescript motives may be indicated by sub
tleties of tone suggesting that persons in the know take such-and-such for 
granted; when he is challenged, he will show an acrimony greater than the 
point at issue seems to call for. This third class of motives, which usually 
protects itself either by the magic of suggestion or by the bulldozing of vehe
mence, and which adds resonance to a writer's work, is as legitimate as the 
other two, in so far as it is explicitly stated. The greater the range and depth 
of considerations about which a critic can be explicit, the more he is fulfilling 
his task as a critic. 

11 

EXTRINSIC' CRITICISM 

Genetic: 
Concern with the relation between the poem and its non-poetic or extra

poetic ground. The poem being the act of a human age~t in a temporal scene, 
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there is good reason for considering either the relations between act and 
scene (environmentalist, historical criticism) or the relations between act 
and agent (psychological criticism). Another step can be introduced here: 
The critic can ask first how the scene affects the consciousness of the agents, 
and next how the given emphases of consciousness attain their correspond
ing poetic expression. 

"In principle," I can see no legitimate objection to such inquiries. The 
art that arises under primitive conditions, for instance, is obviously differ
ent from the art that arises under highly sophisticated conditions, and this 
goes also for sophisticated cults of "neo-primitivism." Similarly, the poet's 
physique, temperament and beliefs must figure as motives in his work, 
however far we may have to depart from a mere one-to-one correspon
dence between the character of the poet as a citizen and the characters of 
his work as poet. 

However, such criticism has often been quite naIve in its choice of terms, 
and in its failure to recognize the ways in which these terms both guide and 
restrict its inquiries. Often a choice among such terminologies is best justi
fied by our third kind of argument: appeal to extrinsic interests (as when the 
ills of capitalism are cited as grounds for the special relevance of Marxist 
criticism now, or the secularization of cures for the sick soul is taken as 
ground for the favoring of a psychoanalytic approach to literature). Also, 
historical and psychological correlations are justifiable today on the grounds 
that new precisions in these fields offer new possibilities of development. 

lmplicational: 
The Genetic is concerned with the possible extra-literary causes of the 

poem. The Implicational is concerned with extra-literary effects. It deals with 
an act-agent relation, or if you will, an act-patient relation: the response 
which the poem arouses in its audience. A possible complication would be 
a study of the effect which the writing of the poem has upon the poet himself. 
For in its role as a perfecting of his own thought, it may serve as incarnation 
designed to solve personal problems by symbolic, or ritualistic means. Psy~ 
choanalytic criticism is Genetic in inquiring about the psychological origins 
of poetry, but Implicational in viewing the poem as a symbolic device for 
solving problems of the personality. Here would belong concerns with &:.be 
respects in which poetry may overtly or covertly serve as ritual of initiation, 
purification, farewell, rebirth, exorcism, commemoration, "flight and return" 
(with the object to which one returns having been transfigured by the jour
ney); though such a list suggests that the Implicational is much nearer to 
Intrinsic criticism than the Genetic is. 

The classical example of Implicational criticism is in the Republic, where 
Socrates asks what kind of art would best help form the ideal citizens of his 
ideal State.' Humanism of the Babbitt-Foerster 2 sort is typical1y Implica
tional. Mich,ael Gold's attack on Thornton Wilder3 (as "Prophet of the Gen
teel Christ") clearly illustrates the Implicational aspect of Marxist criticism: 
It suggests that Wilder's art helps form in readers an attitude which Gold 

I. Scc PlATO, Re,.ublic (ca. 360 R.e.F..), 3.386-
410e and IO.595,,-608b. 
2. Irvlnl! Babbitt (1865-1933) and Nonnan 
f'oerster (1887-1972), American Iiterarv critics 
and chmnpions in the 19205 of unew hun=.anism," 
which insisted that literature c"1boclied universal 

human values. 
3. Three-time PlIlitzer Prize-winning novelist and 
playwright (1897-1975). Gold (ca. 1893-1967), a 
Marxist Jewish American writer and critic; his 
''Wilder: Prophet of the Genteel Christ" appeared 
in the New R.." .. hUc, October 22, 1930. 
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considers morally (politically) suspect. At the same time, it draws upon both 
psychological and environmentalist aspects of the Genetic; for it derives the 
quality of consciousness in Wilder's work from the nature of his character 
as member of a social class, and it derives the nature of this social class from 
the nature of the economic background. 

Other words for Implicational might be "moral" or "futuristic." For the 
critic asks what effects upon future conduct are most likely to be implicit in 
the poem itself or in the values it embodies. But it is the kind of prognosti
cating that can prophesy after the event; as the critic might ask how readers 
of some past era were influenced by a given work or literary movement. 

Concerns with the receptivity and resistance of audiences, with the extra
literary situations influencing such responses, and with the extra-literary uses 
to which the pure poetic medium may be applied, could be grouped under 
the head of Rhetoric. That js, when we ask, "What is Rhetoric'?" it is enough 
to answer, "Rhetoric is the art of persuasion," and to expatiate upon this 
definition. But when we ask, "What all is Rhetoric'?" we must inquire at 
length into the extra-literary factors involved in expression and its uses. The 
individual, competitive motives which we have called "nondescript" would 
also figure here. 

III 

INTRINSIC CRITICISM 

Poetics: 
Poetic in the strictest sense (as with the Poetics of Aristotle4 ) deals with 

the poem as a member of a class. If the poem is a ballad, for instance, the 
critic formulates the principles of balladry, and treats of individual ballads 
in terms of these principles. Casuistry can be employed for considering the 
unique respects in which the poem embodies (in variation) the principles 
common to its kind. . . 

Such concern with a class of poems is Intrinsic because the principles 
reside in the genre only by residing in individuals that compose the genre. 
Each work has its way of embodying the given principles: hence, a discussion 
of class attributes, as so conceived, is at the same time a discussion of prin-
ciples intrinsic to the individual work. . 

In our strongly individualistic, nominalistic' era:;' with its turn away from 
the substantiality of the familial, Poetic in the strict sense is not often writ
ten. Also, there is a way (somewhat analogous in literary theory to the step 
from Aquinas to Scotus6 in theology) whereby we may conceive of the genre 
in a more individualized sense. Thus, we may speak of some one writer's ars 
poetic a, 7 the principles characteristic of his own particular kind of writing. 
For not only would there be the principles of "the novel" in general; there 
would, more narrowly, be the principles of the "historical novel," of the "psy
chological novel," or the roman experimental8 etc. And, finally, the principles 

4. Greek philosopher (384-322 B.C.E.); for the 
Poetics, see above. 
5. Belonging to a philosophical view that holds 
universals (such as liberty or even the category 
"tree") to be only linguistic and not real things 
existing independent of language or thought. 
6. Both THOMAS AQUINAS (1225-1274) and John 

Duns Scotus (ca. 1270-1308) were medieval phi
losophers. Aqulnas was committed to the truth of 
universals. while Duns Scotus located truth in par
ticulars. 
7. Art (technique) of roetry (Latin). 
8. Experimental nove (French). 
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of the "Flaubert novel." or "the Joycean9 novel," etc. Thus one would even
tually reduce the concept of class to the point where each work is in a class 
by itself, going its own unique way. its special principles of generation requir
ing it to be consi,dered sui generis. The line is shifted farther and farther 
along until the individual poem is treated as a "farnily;" with its parts all 
participating, each according to its nature, in the family identity. Poetic, as 
thus ultimately narrowed, fulfils in terms of principles and casuistry the ide
als of individual portraiture which the Impressionist embodies in terms of 
character or personality. I 

\Ve should also include, under Poetic, books designed to teach the prin
ciples of some particular craft, "how to" books on playwriting, versification, 
the short story, etc. 

The field may be extended to include discussion of any element that con
tributes to a work's effectiveness. Aristotle's Poetics, for instance, touches 
upon the cathartic aspect of tragedy; and by the same token, psychoanalysis 
may be said to contribute to Poetic in so far as it adds new precisions to the 
treatment of this matter. Here is an area where the Implicational impinges 
upon Poetic. 

Reviewing: 
The "news" about a book. Ideally. it is information given by an expert who 

has read the book, to a layman who has not read the book and wants to know 
whether he should read it. Advice to customers, like a market tip: "This is a 
good buy for such-and-such kind of literary investor." 

The review aims at characterization by naming a work's salient traits. It 
has three main ways of summing up the work under discussion: (l) sum
marizing the contents; (2) quoting characteristic passages; (3) using "con
clusive" adjectives that specify and evaluate the book's effects. Though 
reviewing does not, like Poetic. study the laws of a genre, it must at least 
indicate the genre in which a work belongs. 

In its primary function. reviewing is really "previewing." Secondarily, it is 
general coverage of the field, for the reader who would learn about the "gist" 
of a book precisely because he does not intend to read it, but wants to know 
of it for topical reasons. 

Reviewing in a more generalized form can lead into the historical suf'toW)', 
got by putting many reviews together and by seeking for characterizations 
that apply to the lot. Usually. in a more or less haphazard way, the reviewer 
of a particular book is affected by this wider logic of placement, hence in 
passing may assign the work a place in some larger curve of literary or cul
tural development. 

In so far as a review is scholarly, the evaluative kind of summarization will 
get more attention than the purely informative kind. Hence, the "conclusive 
adjectives" may be substantiated by much reasoning and citation, to dem
onstrate the grounds for the critic's judgments, rather than leaving them. as 
so often with the purely informational kind of review, as assertions by the 
critic to be taken by the reader on faith. Ideally, the evaluative review should 

<), Of .lames Joyce (1882-194n, Irish writer 
\\"ho~e novels display extroor"in~11"y technical Inl1o" 
mtions. Gustave Flaubert (1821-1880). French 
novelist famous for his empha5j~ on the technique 

and craft of writing, 
1. Impressionist criticism focuses on the critic's 
personal response to or impression of individual art 
works. 
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follow much the procedure of Coleridge2 when discussing Wordsworth's 
poetry (in Biographia Literaria). That is, it should enumerate the essential 
vices and virtues of the work, and demonstrate each by adequate reporting 
or citing of relevant material. And it might round out the ,pattern, where 
practicable, by showing wherein virtues and vices derive from the same basic 
character. 

Textual Analysis: . 
Art of the gloss; running commentary; line-by-Iine exegesis. Particularized 

appreciation, got by sustained and minute contemplation of a work. The 
critical commentator, as guide, calls attention to anything that he considers 
noteworthy: a sound effect here, an image there, a biographical or historical 
allusion, the comparison of a line in one place with a line somewhere else, 
appreciation of a felicity, interpretation of an ambiguous passage, etc. 

At its worst, it is a mere reflex of the fact that, for courses in literary 
appreciation, the instructor is obliged by contract to fill an appointed number 
of hours with observations on prescribed texts. At its best,it sustains the 
intense contemplation of an object to the point where one begins to see not 
only more deeply into the object but beyond it, in the direction of generali
zations about the kinds of art and artistic excellence, and even the principles 
of human thought and experience universally. 

There must always be a large ~easure of elasticity in textual analysis; for 
the text is imperious and sets the demands. Hence there is a temptation for 
the analyst to become "unprincipled," living from one appreciative moment 
to the next, with little thought of the generalized critical morrow. And since 
it is no trick at all for a practised commentator to convert ten words ~f text 
into ten pages of appreciation, textual analysis threatens· to become a mere 
feat of improvisation whereby the critic makes a free translation of firm 
poetry into loose critickese . 

. RevieWing and textual analysis move. in opposite directions, the one 
towards superficial summary, the other towards a clutter of tiny irisights 
whose worth is impaired by the law of.diminishing return's. Yet skill in both 
these kinds is of great use in all the other kinds of criticism. 

IV 

MERGING OF EXTRINSIC AND INTRINSIC 

Criticism of Criticism: 
All the kinds of criticism we have been considering lead back to an ultimate 

kind, the Criticism of Criticism, which should provide the logical and pro: 
cedural grounds for them. Here: belong all systematic statements involving 
discrimination, classification, methodology, possibility and standards of eval
uation, and the like. And ideally, here should be a terminology whose logic 
could be carried systematically into the most minute observations of Poetic 
and Textual Analysis. 

However, there must always be a discrepancy between the object of our 
observation and the medium by which we observe, even though, as in this 

2, The. Romantic poet and critic SAMUEL TAYLOR 
COLERIDGE 0772-1834), whose Biographia Lit
erarla (1817; see above) devotes much attention to 

describing and evaiuatlng the poetry of his friend 
W1LUAM WORDSWORTH (1770-1850)~ 
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case, the object (the poem) and the medium (the critique) are both verbal. 
The relation between poetry and criticism is here somewhat analogous to 
the relation between "revelation" and "reason" in theology. The poem, as the 
given, is something extra, something by nature beyond the reach of a purely 
critical rationale; hence, in the intuiting of it, there is always something 
which the critical treatment cannot equal (just as there is, in a physical 
object, something which a poem about it could not equal). The poem, as the 
object of the critiC's intuition, thus forever sets an obligation, that can never 
be wholly met, to bring the facts of the poem wholly within the orbit of the 
critic's terms. A criticism of the poem is not the poem (though at times a 
critic does seem to be asking of other critics that they do somehow contrive 
to write the poem over again, giving exactly the same quality of experience 
as the poem itself gives, in an idiom ~at simultaneously both is and is not 
a replica of the original). 

Though the Criticism of Criticism should, in its ideal perfection, provide 
the events out of which all other kinds of criticism could be drawn, often 
the discrepancy between the poem and the critique is widened to the point 
where the Criticism' of-Criticism becomes antithetical to specific analysis. It 
is then given to kinds of analysis that serve as "statements of policy" about 
literature, and provide no leads 'at all into the areas of the intrinsic. 

In so far as the Criticism of Criticism can provide terms that can be 
extended integrally (not by sheer addition) into all areaS of criticism, it brings 
both Extrinsic and Intrinsic criticism under a single focus. The motive for 
seeking to attain this focus resides in the fact that no critic in the actual 
practice of his craft exemplifies anyone of these kinds in its purity. Critics 
horrow in some measure from all the kinds. Hence there is always the logical 
pull towards the Criticism of Criticism as the ultimate methodizing of any 
criticism. 

Esthetic: 
Here also there is a merging of Extrinsic and Intrinsic, though by some

what duhious means. Esthetic criticism at first view seems wholly Intrinsic,· 
For it treats of poetry exclusively, and as' poetry. Yet it identifies the Intrinsic 
principle of poetry with an Extrinsic principle, thus bringing the two realms 
together by the estlieticizing of a non-esthetic term. Sensibility, Intuitio~· 
Imagination, for instance, ~re all terms that prevail outside the poetic orbit; 
as such, they would ordinarily be looked upon as E:xtrinsic; but by identifying 
them with the essence of the poetic, the Esthetic critic gives the Extrinsic 
an Intrinsic title. To my way of thinking, the resulting merger of the two 
realms is more apparent than real. But even if the reader disagrees with me 
as to the genuineness of the merger, I think he will agree as to the particular 
dialectical operation involved (most systematically embodied, perhaps, in the 
"Identity" philosophy of Schelling3 for merging "Subject" and "Object"). 

Esthetic criticism is likely to stress a strict dialectical opposition between 
the Esthetic and Practical, Art of Utility, Play and Work, whereby the "amo
rality" of art may be affirmed in contrast with the moral factor necessarily 
prominent in real life. Or Art (as the realm of ends) may be pitted against 
the Scientific and the Practical (as the realm of means). The Esthetic thus 

3. Fricdrich von Schellinll (1775-\ 854), German idealist philosopher and aesthetician. 
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by definition rules out Didactic, Propagandistic, Moralistic motives; No mat
ter how strongly such motives may pervade actual poems, the Esthetic rules 
them out, as an element alien to its modes of measurement. Often, accord
ingly, Esthetic criticism allows critical issues to get turned backwards: It 
proposes to rule out of poetry ingredients which are not alien to poetry as it 
actually is, but are alien to the definition of what belongs in the ideal category 
of "the esthetic." 

Such exclusion seems to be based upon a fallacy. For instance, if you 
distinguish between the good, the true, the expedient, and the beautiful, you 
have a convenience of discourse whereby you might take up these topics one 
by one. But it would be a fallacy to assume that such realms must exist in 
the same isolation with which they can be ideally treated as realms of being. 

The Esthetic is often linked with the stress upon "Nature" or "Tradition," 
since both of these terms can be considered inherently poetic. Hence, the 
scene out of which the poem arises is thought to be pervaded with the same 
poetic spirit as the poem arising out of it. The Esthetic leads into Impres
sionism by a similar route, though in this case the source of the poem is 
situated in poetic agent rather than in poetic scene. That is, the poem is 
derived from the character of the poet as poet. Secondarily; the poem itself 
may be considered as a personality, and the Impressionist critic seeks to do 
its portrait. 

The Esthetic approaches poetry not through the analysis of poems at one 
extreme, nor through general dialectical and philosophical considerations at 
the other, but through a philosophy of poetry, which it expands into a philos
ophy of everything. 

JACQUES LACAN 
1901-1981 

1946 

Difficult, polemical, and ironic, organized in sometimes baffling ways, and dotted 
with strange syntax, foreign words, wordplay, obscure allusions, personality, and 
mathematical formulas, Jacques Lacan's writings genuinely'stretch the reader's 
resources. He writes psychoanalytic theory as if it were poetry, philosophy, and sym
bolic logic. In writing, Lacan says that he tries "to leave the reader no other way out 
than the way in, which I prefer to be difficult." The reader cannot simply pick up a 
"meaning" and carry it away. And that is the point. It is not the fact of difficulty, but 
the experience and path of difficulty that are significant. Lacan demystifies as a fan
tasy of omniscience the objective, impersonal, external position often associated with 
science and theory. But to analyze the consequences of wanting it anyway is at the 
heart of Lacanian psychoanalysis. Insofar as most psychoanalytic theory is today 
Lacanian or post-Lacanian. there is no way around Jacques Lacan, the French Freud. 

Lacan is known for his larger-than-life persona, but his description of his career 
sounds distinctly unrevolutionary: it consists of a return to the discoveries of his 
predecessor. For more than thirty years, Lacan analyzed a single case: the writings of 
SIGMUND FREUD. Thus, what was revolutionary in his work was a reading-a reading 
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that, he claimed, returned to what was radical about "the Freudian discovery" (which 
he always refers to in the singular). Lacan's return and its radicality were made pos
sible by the development in his lifetime of modern linguistics: Lacan read Freud 
through the theories of FERD/NAND DE SAUSSURE and ROMAN ]AKOBSON, and, in the 
process, they all were changed. Like CLAUDE LeVI-STRAUSS (by whose work he was 
also influenced), he found that the structuralist models opened up by Saussure made 
possible a sea change in theoretical thinking. 

Born to middle-class Parisian Catholic parents who named him jacques-Marie, he 
was the first of four children (the second child did not survive). His father worked 
for a soap and oil manufacturer. \Vhile jacques renounced religion and dropped 
the "-Marie" from his name. his brother Marc-Fran~ois entered a monastery. Though 
the celibacy of one brother was more than counterbalanced by the active sexual life 
of the other, It can be argued that both remained profoundly marked by the church. 

[n the 1920s Lacan studied medicine in Paris, beginning clinical training in psy
chiatry (which requires a medical degree) in 1927. Interested in paranoia (delusions 
of persecution) and erotomania (delusions of love), he connected his work with sur
realism, particularly with that of the Spanish painter Salvador Dall, a contemporary 
whose theory of "paranoid criticism" resonated strongly with Lacan's research. In 
1932 Lacan published his doctoral dissertation, On Paranoiac Psychosis in Its Rela
tions with the Personality, and sent a copy to Freud. Although Freud lived another 
seven years and passed through Paris when escaping Nazi-occupied Austria in 1938, 
the two men never met. Freud acknowledged receipt of the thesis by postcard. 

Lac an married Marie-Louise Blondin in 1934 (one month before the birth of their 
child) and pursued his training analysis with Rudolph Loewenstein, who later 
became, after emigrating to the United States, one of the founders of American "ego 
psychology," which was often a target of Lacan's critique. Like others of his genera
tion, he was deeply affected by a famous series of lectures given on G. W. F. HEGEL 
by Alexandre KojiWe in the 1930s. Lacan was particularly inspired by Kojeve's inter
pretation of the Master-Slave dialectic and of the dynamics of recognition. But he 
was also struck by Kojeve's ability to revolutionize a text by reading it against its critical 
reception. His reading of Freud would do nothing less. And for twenty years Lacan's 
weekly seminars played. for the next generation of French intellectuals, the role that 
Kojeve's lectures had played for his. 

In 1938 Lacan became a member of the Soci~t~ Psychanalytlque de Paris (SPP), 
the official French branch of the International Psycho-Analytical Society (IPA) 
founded by Freud in 1910. During the war, the SPP was forced to suspend its oper
ations. Lacan's personal life was also in flux; the birth in 1941 of judith Bataille, 
Lacan's daughter with Sylvia Bataille (the estranged wife of the celebrated criti~d 
novelist Georges Bataille; their separation was not made public until the end of the 
war), led Marie-Louise to seek a divorce. In 1953 Lacan became president of the SPP 
and married Sylvia. 

Relations between the Freudian establishment and Lacan were always fraught. The 
prominent psychoanalyst Marie Bonaparte, who had apparently had an affair with 
Lacan's analyst, was particularly suspicious of him. His practice of seeing patients for 
variable lengths of time (the so-called short sessions) rather than for the prescribed 
fifty minutes led the commission on instruction to demand that he regularize his 
practice. He never did so. His intuitive brilliance as a clinician was often incompat
ible with institutional rules and safeguards, yet his charismatic personality seemed 
to call for new institutions. He resigned from the SPP and joined the newer So
ciete Fran~aise de Psychanalyse (SFP)-which, upon being told in 1963 that it 
could join the IPA if Lacan were not included, tried to ban his teaching and his 
practice. This episode is what Lacancalled his "excommunication." Unwilling to 
conform to the existing rules and excluded from the official organizations, Lacan 
decided to set up on his own. He founded L'Ecole Freudienne de Paris (the Freudian 
School of Paris), and with the support of LOUIS ALTHUSSER he moved his weekly 



'1280 / JACQUES LACAN 

,seminar, which had been held at the Sainte-Anne hospital, to the prestigious ~cole 
Normale . 
. In 1966 Lacan published a legendary 900-page collection of his ,essays and con
ference papers titled Ecnts (Writings). Despite· its difficulty, the book was a'sensation. 
,Crowds 'began filling his weekly seminar. Along With other French.thinkers, Lacan 
spoke that same year at Johns Hopkins University at a confere.nce---,'7he Languages 
of Criticism and the Sciences of Man"....,..thatlaunched structuralism and poststruc
-tUralism in the United States. And together With Althusser, JACQUES DERRIDA, JULIA 
'KRISTEVA, HItL~NE CIXOUS, and many others; Lacan became very closely associated 
with the intellectual ferment that helped lead to the student demonstrations in May 
·1968 in Paris ... Indeed, some of his students became so disruptive that the director of 
the Ecole Normale' made it known to Lacan that he-would haVe to seek another venue. 
In 1969 he began holding his seminars at the: Facult6 de Droit (Law School). Mean
wh~le, at the just-opened branch of the, University of Paris at Vincennes, the, first 
university department of psychoanalysis in France was created by people .sympathetic 
to Lacan. Among them was Jacques-Alain Miller, a student of Althusser,who later 
became important as Lacan's editor and son-in-law. 

In 1975 Lacan visited the United States again, lecturing at Yale University and 
MIT. But controversy raged ,at the Ecole Freudienne de Paris over,two developments: 
the . influence of Miller (who was .not a. medical doctor and preferred Lacan-the
logician to Lacan-the-cliniciarl) arid.the new pedagogical procedure (called "la passe") 
that Lilcan ha~ Introduced into his school to certify those who, would ,receive the title 
"ArialYlte de l'tcole" (Analyst of the ,Fttudiari School). The controversy became ID 

fierce that in 1980, the aging Laean announced the dOling of the Ichool he had 
founded (and, in effect, .his 'own impending' death); saying, "Je dissous ; •• " (l.dis
solve). ,But many members of the Freudian School felt the school was not his tb dis
solve. As he created a new sehool ("La Cause Freudienne"), they fought the legality of 
his dissolutioh of the old one, but lost. He died of-cancer a little more than a year later. 

Lacan published only one "book"-;-his ,1932 dissertation; Ecnts Was'a collection of 
assorted 'papers .. But his name is attached to ,the many article!"he published in the 
numerous-joumals 'of the Freudian School, and transcripts of.·eJl-twenty~sixof his 
annual book-length seminars were and still are being edited arid pUblished by Jacques
Alain Miller. His speaking style resembled writing hi its "poetic"richnen and its need 
for active listening but he did not consider- his Ecnts to be quite. worthy of their name 
("writings"). He. jokingly referred to publication as poubellication (poubelle means 
"wastebasket").· , 

The most influential seminar. from the: ·literary point of view ,is his 1955 seminar 
on EDGAR ALLAN POE's "Purloined Letter" (1845); parts were published as the opening 
texts in the French Ecnts, but they are not included in the much shorter English 
translation of the book. (The. entire seminar was published in English in 1988 'as The 
Ego in Freud's Theory and in the Technique of Psychoanalysis.) In his "Seminar on 
'The Purloined Letter',~! Lacan shows how a .text can be read even when a major piece 
of information ,is ,not disclosed; a lesson ,important for psychoanalysis, The path of 
the desired or feared letter in Poe's story does not depend, on knowledge of its con
tents; and the behavior of those who seek it creates a story around their presumptions 
about the contents, whether or not the letter is ever opened. In this seminar, .Lacan 
is commenting on Freud's concept of the "repetition compulsion," which he translates 
as "repetition automatism." The story is composed of two.different scenes .in which 
the same letter is stolen: the two scenes are··repetitions,of. each other with the. set 
roles being played by different characters. Like the lights on a news strip showing 
streaming headlines (the analogy is Lacan's); the individual characters are like the 
.light bulbs that go on .andoff according to the structure being ·repeated, and not 
,according to their individual volition or characteristics. The repetition is unconscious. 
foot, Lacan, in other words, Poe's story illustrates the fact that,the letter',s position 

• ~mong the characters, and . not the psychology of the individuals, determines what 
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each will do: "Their displacement is determined by the place which a pure signifier
the purloined letter-comes to occupy." Lacan calls this mechanism "symbolic deter
mination." Like a "free cell" in the solitaire of that name (included in the software of 
many computers) that allows the other cards to be moved, the "pure" signifier func
tions as the point of articulation whether or not anything is known about it. Although 
the story's reader never gains access to the text of the letter, the story's characters do 
read it; like the analyst, the reader has to understand the functioning of the repetition 
without necessarily knowing its content. 

For Lacan, there are three "orders" or "dimensions"·in the psyche: the "Symbolic," 
the "Imaginary," ahd the "Real." They are all equally important to the formation of 
subjectivity. The Real is the easiest to define and the hardest to talk about. In fact, it 
can't be talked about; any such discussion is "impossible." The moment it becomes 
an object of discourse, it ceases to be the "Real" because it becomes realfor someone 
and becomes the "truth." 'We are used to the ·real.· The truth we repress," writes 
Lacan late in his essay "The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious." "The truth is 
always disturbing." The "Real" is also defined by Lacan as "that to which the fact that 
I'm thinking about it doesn't matter." But what is disturbing can be disturbing only 
for someone. The Real can thus only be studied in,its effes:ts on the other two dfmen-
sions, the Imaginary and the Symbolic. ' 

The Imaginary originates in the human being's fascination with form. The funda
mental role of form for the human being is described in Lacan's essay ·'The Mirror 
Stage as Formative of the Function of the I" (1949; the concept was introduced in a 
1936 lecture), our first selection. The essay de8cribe. the foundins moment of the 
Imaginary: the infant's recognition of its image in th,·mirtor. The'baby forgets how 
weak It is and identifies jubilantly with the wholeness of a reflected form. The human 
self thus comes into being through a fundamentallY-aeSthetic recognition. The self
image that causes identification and recognition is aJWtiOn "over there,"·dictatingthe 
efforts of the subject ("I") toward a totality and autonomy it can never attain. Through 
an external medium (a mirror), the child's fragmented body is made whole: the newly 
fashioned specular "I" precedes the social "L'I 

The relation between the self and its image· constitutes the. "Imaginary" dim en
sion~so named not because it is unreal, but because it· involves an·image. The Sym'
bolic, in contrast, is the dimension of symbolization into which··the human being's 
body, to the extent that he or she begins to speak, must translate itself. :Ihe Symbolic 
is the dimension of articulation, not equivalent to pointing or naming. Like algebra, 
the "Symbolic". is a structure of relations rather thart things. (These terms cah he 
confusing; for example, so-called phallic symbols would belong in the Imaginaryl not 
the Symbolic dimension.) . ""'. 

"The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious" (I957)1 from which our seCcfud 
selection is drawn, develops some aspects of the "symbolic" structure of the psyche. 
It is one of Lacan's most explicit structuralist attempts to bring Freud and Saussure 
together. The unconscious, for Lacan, is not a hidden reservoir of repressed desires 
but rather a form of rhetorical energy designed both to disguise and to express those 
desires, which exist for psychoanalysis only in their effects. 'The unconscious is struc
tured like a language," he famously claims. This 'means not that the unconscious is 
language, but that the unconscious is like a language-a foreign language, In other 
words, the unconscious is structured, not amorphous, and it speaks rhetorically 
through the dreams, mistakes, and symptoms of the subject.· In the case of psycho
analytic symptoms, it is the body itself that provides the raw material that the tmcon
scious uses to express itself and that the analyst, .like a literary critic, must "read." 

Saussure's influential model of the linguistic sign has two parts: the sign is com
posed of a signifier and a signifuld. In his example, a' drawing of a tree fUrictions as 
the signified (concept-image), while the spoken word."tree" functions as the signifier 
(sound-image). By playing with the notion of the tree in Western theory and poetry, 
Lacan makes it clear that even this representative of "nature" is really a form of 
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"culture." Saussure's model of the sign has three implications that Lacan wants to 
challenge: that a sign is the representation of a thing, that signs function individually, 
and that the line that separates signifier from signified is only an abstract function of 
the diagram (see chapter 1 of Saussure's Course in General Linguistics, above). 
Lacan's countermodel of the sign-or rather, of the signifying chain-consists of two 
doors; one is labeled "ladies" and the other "gentlemen." The sign can no longer be 
considered a picture of a thing (since the doors are identical, except for their labels, 
and resemble neither men nor women). Rather, the sign is a structure into which the 
reader has to fit his or her body. The signs tell the reader where to "go": they instate 
the law of sexual difference but do not explain it. They also create a difference where 
none existed before; the doors are the same, but "ladies" and "gentlemen" are hence
forth different. The line in the diagram plays the role of censor merely by dividing 
one sex from the other. Lacan rewrites Saussure's model of the sign as S/s; The 
"signifier" (S) marks the spot where the "signified" ($) has been struck by the bar of 
repression, which is indistinguishable from the structuring function of civilization. 
Signs thus systematically and unconsciously constitute all social codes, conventions, 
and prohibitions. We are constituted and acculturated by signs. Even before we begin 
to speak, we are already being spoken. . 

Language, in Lacan's analysis, operates. on us as much as we operate on it. We 
follow the signs. Language speaks us. But in the process, we become split between a 
conscious self and an unconscious self that we repress, deny, and repeat. Given the 
power of the unconscious, Lacan rewrites the celebrated self-identity of Descartes's 
"I think, therefore 1 am" as enigmatic self-estrangement: "I think where 1 am not, 
therefore I am where I do not think." In attempting to describe the rhetoric of this 
self-estrangement, Lacan aligns Roman Jakobson's Iinguistit: studies of metaphor 
and metonymy with Freud's distinction (in The Interp;'~tation of Dreams, 1900) 
between condensation and displacement in the dream-work of the unconscious. 
Because an unconscious wish is, in Freud's model, unaccept~ble or forbidden, it must 
get around the censorship of consciousness if it is to express itself. It does. so either by 
choosing a stand-in ("one word for another" = metaphor) or by. !lliding along and 
selecting adjacent signifiers ("word-to-word" = metonymy). In "The Agency of the 
Letter," Lacan thus extends the theories of Saussure and Jakobson in the direction of 
Freud's implicit rhetoric· of unconscious processes, while at the same time drawing on 
modern linguistics to precisely formulate that which, in Freud; remains largely intui-
tive ... , .. , 

"The Signification of the Phallus" (1958), our final selection, is one of the most 
condensed, contested, suggestive, and misunderstood of Lacan's essays. It is about 
castration-a concept that never fails to be considered scandalous. Why, he asks, did 
Freud need the concept of castration at all? Women are not castrated men, are they? 
Little boys don't really believe their fathers will castrate them, do they? It's ridiculous 
to think that Mommy once had a penis and lost it, isn't it'? How could a theory so 
manif~$tly. absurd and disprovable have been taken seriously,? The outrageousness of 
these infantile sexual theories is of COur!ie the point. The human being comes into 
sexiiality epistemologically unprepared. Bl,lt why did Freud imagine that these were 
the theories that came most readily to mind to stanch the wound created by the 
discovery that not everyone resembles me, and that that has something to do with 
sexuality'? 

Lacan tackles these questions in several ways. His originality lies in the connections 
he makef between the functioning of language ~nd the functioning of desire. As Soon 
as mart begins to speak (there is no getting away from the masculine universal in 
Lacan), \le titust launder everything important or even routine about his bodily life 
through linguistic structures that don't exactly correspond to biological requirements. 
Lacan defines desire as what is left of absolute demand when all possible satisfaction 
of needs has been subtracted from it. In other words, desire is what by definition 
remains unsatisfiable. 
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Linguistic structures preexist the subject and are not created by him. Lacan calls 
'"the Other" "the very locus evoked by the recourse to speech." (The other designates 
a mirror image, a counterpart or competitor, another person; the Other, capitalized, 
designates the Symbolic dimension itself insofar as the subject has to relate to it.) 
The very fact of speaking routes everything through the Other. The intuition that 
somehow one has lost direct connection with the body-that something about the 
body is missing-is itself a first definition of the concept of castration. This lost object 
that is defined retrospeNively is also called, in Lacan's terms, objet petit tI (a phrase 
that should be translated "object little 0," since the a is from autre, "other"). The lost 
object is one that the subject never had, the loss brought into being by symbolization 
itself. 

Rut if that were all, then everyone would be in exactly the same position with 
respect to the unattainability of naturalness. There would be no sexual asymmetry. 
Sexual difference would disappear. Thus, what Lacan has to add to this "universal" 
cash'ation is a specific castration caused by the encounter with sexual difference. The 
castration that counts is the symbolic castration of the mother-the mother as not
all (not all there is for the child. not a total body form, not entirely focused on the 
child without other relationships). At this point, in other writings, Lacan describes 
the function of the father as both the instatement of language ("le nom du pere"
the name of the father) and the prohibition of incest ("Ie non du pere"-the "no" of 
the father). 

The phallus that is determining in the phallic stage of human development is thus 
the one that has never existed. The "something missing" cannot be anything real: it 
can be generated only by the fact of structure Itself. It is missing without ever having 
been there. It is an interpretation, a theory, a comparison, not a thing. The linguistic 
counterpart of the missing thing is an extra signifier whose only function is to be the 
name of the missing thing. There is no signified, but the signifier names the fact of 
signification-the fact that sexual difference is an interpretation-as such. For Lacan, 
the phallus is the name for that signifier. 

In his seminar Femiuine Sexuality (I972-73), Lacan goes so far as to claim that 
"there is no sexual relation." If there were a sexual relation, that would imply that the 
sexes are complementary, that they fit together to make a whole. But (according to 
Lacan and, he claims, all of literature). they don't. Women's pleasure is supplemen
tary, not complementary, to a sexual universe that revolves around the position of the 
one. the phallus, the center. The wholeness and completion that is desired in the 
sexual relation is precisely what would make it impossible, deadly. When Lacan says 
that woman does not exist. he is referring to "woman" as a fantasy of complementarity. 
If "woman" existed, women could not. To account for the existence of wome~s 
something that does not merely confirm the preeminence of the phalli~signifier, 
Lacan adds "God" to the couple. God is the third who keeps "two" from collapsing 
into "one." The point is not that Lacan "believes". in God, but that the position God 
occupies in the structure (that of the Other) cannot disappear. For that reason; Lacan 
focuses on the writings of mystics: Saint John of the Cross, Hadewijch d.'Anvers, Saint 
Tel'esa-and Jacques Lacan. 

It is easy to see why Lacan has been both useful for and anathema to feminists. 
On the one hand, his theory is useful because it is not in any simple way esse~iialist: 
"men" and "women" are not essences or biological givens but rather positions in a 
structure. On the other hand. his theory is "phallocentric" in the very terms he uses 
to displace phallocentrism. He writes as if the m~nage 1I trois implied in every rela
tionship consisted of the phallus, the not-all, and God. Like Freud's theory, Lacan's 
theory takes patriarchy as a given. Whether his writing constitutes a defense or simply 
an analysis of that given is open to interpretation. The writings of the French f~minists 
Luce Irigaray and H~lene Cixous, in particular, are attempts to give voice, figure, and 
flesh to alternative versions of sexuality starting from the feminine, not the phallic, 
perspective without falling into essentialist thinking themselves. 
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Any analysis, whether clinical or scholarly, implies what .LacaD.memorably calls 
"the subject presumed to know.!' The knowledge sought is presumed :to'exist some
.where. That fantasy of a knower "out there~'· is what.we have to be cured of. But it is 
therefore ironic that no one performs the role of that knower better than Lacan. Orie 
can only conclude that.the demystifier of the "subject presumed to know" is the most 
powerful of its incarnations. This is an observation with which PLATO's Socrates, who 
"knew nothing but the fact that he was ignorant," would agree. 
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lectures .giyen 1 in: ,19~41. and boCiJk. 20, On Feminine -Sexuality: The Limitsaf Love and 
Knowledge, J ~.72-73 (1998). Se~alothers ha;ve appeared in .French. . 

For·aninformatlon-packed,. f~s(linating.bjography,· see the work of Eljs!lbeth Rou
dinescol volume';! :of,her two~volumehistoryof psychoanalysis in Franfe. (La Bataille 
decent ans,J 982~86), deypted to LacaD,hQs been ttanslated asJacq~ Lacan.& Co. 
(I 990), and a separate work, Jacques Lacan, has also beeri· translated. (1993; trans, 
1997.). For a shorter hut. equally zesty account of psychoanalysis in France centered 
around Lacan's life and works; see Sherry Turkle; Psychoanalytic Politics (1978; rev. 
ed.; 1992). .: . 
. There are ma'fly introdllctiorts to Lacan's thought. The most useful for the nonspe
cialist are Elizabeth Grosz;Jacques Lacan: A Feptinist Introduction 0·.990); Malcolm 

,Bowie, Lacan (1991), a book-that focuses particularly on Lacal1~s style; Lacan and the 
Subject of.Language, edit~d by EIUe Ragland-Sullivan and ,Ma.rk, Bracher (1'991); 
Madan Sarup, ]acques Lacan (1992), an introduction to Lacan.i.n. culturalcofttextj 
Michael Payne, Reading Theory: An· Introduction to Lacan~ Derrida; ·arul Krjsteva 
(I 993); Bruce Fink, The ,Lac(:Jnian Subject (I 99 5); and Lacan fot; Beginners, written 
by Philip Hill and illus.tratedby David Leach (1997, 1999), whichls unusually good 
8S well as funny. For advanced .engagements with the process of reading Lacan, see 
Jane Gallop's Reading Lacan (19.8'5) arid Shoshana Felman's ]acqU8s. Lacan ·a.ndthe 
Adventure of Insight (I987). Fora gQod explanation ofthe,differenc::esbetweenLacan
ian and American pSYchoanalysis, see The Subject and the Self: Lac;an. and American 
Psychoanalysis, edited byJudith Feher Gurewich and Michel Tort (I 996). On Lacan's 
importance for. cultural.and historical studies, see Juliet Flower MacCannell's Fig
uring Lacan (1986) andTeresa,Btennan's History after Lacan (1993) ... 

There are many critical and polemical books aboqt Lacan. Some of the most inter-
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esting are Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, The Title of the Letter 
(I 973; trans. 1992), which continues the famous critique Jacques' Derrida had begun 
in his reading of Lacan's seminar on "The Purloined Letter" (see "The Purveyor of 
Truth" in The Purloined Poe); Fran~ois Roustang, Dire Mastery (I976; trans. 1982), 
which considers ~he combination of the religionlike nature of psychoanalysis and the 
tyrannical power of Jacques Lacan; and Mikket Borch-Jacobsen, Laean: The Absolute 
Master (1990; trans. 1991), a more restrained but stilI thoroughgoing critique of the 
effects of power iit Lacan's theory. A theorist whose work is an ongoing reinterpre
tation of the work of Lacan is Slavoj 2nek; see his 1992 Everything You've Ever 
Wanted ta Know about Lacan (But Were Afraid to Ask Hitchcock) and other works. 

For a dated but annotated bibliography, see Michael Clark, ]acques Lacan: An 
Annotated Bibliography (I988). Dylan Evans ,has published 'An Introductory 
Dictionary of Lacanian Psychoanalysis (1996), which is extremely useful and contains 
a good bibliography. 

The Mirror Stage as Formative of the Function of. the i as 
Revealed in Psychoanalytic Experience I 

The conception of the mirror stage that I introduced at our last congress, 
thirteen years ago" has since become more or,less established in .the practice 
of the French groUp.2 How.ever, I think it wQrthwhile to bring it. again to your 
attention, especially today, for the light it sheds on the foqnatidn of the I as 
we experience it inpsychoa~alysis. It is an experience that leads us to oppose 
any philosophy directly issuing from the Cogito. 3 

Some of you . may recall that this conception originated in a feature of 
human behaviour illuminated by a fact of comparative psychology. The child, 
at an age when,he is for a time, however short,. outdone by the chimpanzee 
in instrumental intelligence, can nevertheless"already recognize as such his 
own image in a mirror. This recognition is indicated in the illuminative mim
icry of the Aha7 E'rtebnis, which Kohlert sees as the expression of situ ationa I 
apperception,an essential siage of the act, of intelligence. 

This act,farfrom exhausting itself, as in the case of the monkey, once the 
image has been mastered and found empty, immediately rebounds in the 
case of the child in a series of gestures in which he experiences in play th4a 
relation between the movements assumed in the image and, the reflected 
environment; 'and between, this virtual complex and the reality, it redupli
cates-the child's own body', and the persons and things, around him; 

This event can take place, as we have known since Baldwin,' from the age 
of six months; and its repetition has often made me reflect upon the startling 
spectacle of the infant in front of the mirror. Unable as yet to walk, or even 
to stand up, and held tightly as he is by some support, human or artificial 
(what, in France, we call a 'trotte-bebe'6), he nevertheless overcomes, in a 

I. Translated by Alan Sherldan, who occasionally 
includes the original French in parentheses. 
2. That is, the Psychoanalytic Society of Paris, the 
official French branch of the International Psycho
Analytic Society. 
3. I think (Latin), a reference to the philosophy of 
Hene Dc,cartes (1596-1650), which was founded 
on the statement "I think, therefore 1 am" (cogilo 
ergo sU>H}-that is, the occurrence of thought 

guarantees the existence !If the, thinker. Here, It 
implies that thinking can peifectly colnci<le with 
being and Is the basis for human reality. 
4. Wolfgang ~hler (1887-1967), German co· 
founder,of Gestalt psychology. AM-Er/emi.: aha 
experle'nce (Gerinan). . " 
5. lames Baldwin (1861-1934), American devel
opmental psychologist. 
6. Baby trotter (French); that Is, a walker. 
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flutter of jubilant activity, the obstructions of his support and, fixing his 
attitude in a slightly leaning-forward position, in order to hold it in his gaze, 
brings back an instantaneous aspect of the image. . .. 

For me, this activity retains the meaning I have given it up to the age of 
eighteen months. This meaning discloses a libidinal dynamism, which has 
hitherto remained problematic, as well as an ontological structure of the 
human world that accords with my reflections on paranoiac knowledge.7 

We have only to understand the mirror stage as an identification, in the 
full sense that analysis gives to the term: namely, the transformation that 
takes place in the subject when he assumes an image-whose predestination 
to this phase-effect is sufficiently indicated by the use, in analytic theory, of 
the ancient term imago. 8 

This jubilant assumption of his specular image by the child at the infa,tp;9 
stage, still sunk in his mot(!r incapacity and nursling dependence, would 
seem to exhibit in an exemplaty situation the symbolic matrix in which the 
I is precipitated in a primordial form, before it is objectified in the dialecHc 
of identification with the other, and before language restores to it, in the 
universal, its function as subject. 

This form would have to be called the Ideal-I,! if we wished to incorporate 
it into our usual register, in the sense that it will also be the source of sec
ondary identifications, under which term I would place the functions of lib id
inal normalization. But the important point is that this form situates .the 
agency of the ego, before its social determination, in a fictional directt(;n, 
which will aiways remain irredutibte for the individual alone, or rather, 
which will only rejoin the coming-into-being (le devenir) of the subject 
asymptotically, Z whatever the succeSs of the dialectical syntheses by which 
he must resolve as I his discordanc~ With his own reality. '. 

The fact is that the total form of the body by which the subject anticipate!! 
in a mirage the maturation of his power is given to him only as Gestalt,3 that 
is to say, in an exteriority in which this form is certainly more constituent 
than constituted, but in which it appears to him above all in a contrasting 
size (un relief de stature) that fixes it and in a symmetry that inverts it, in 
contrast with the turbulent movements that the subject feels are animating 
him. Thus, this Gestalt-whose pregnancy should be~regarded as bound up 
with the species, though its motor style remains scarcely recognizable-by 
these two aspects of its appearance, symbolizes the mental permanence of 
the I, at the same time as it prefigures its alienating dest!nation; it is still 
pregnant with the correspondences that unite the I with the statue in which 
man projects himself, with the phantoms that dominate him, or with the 
automaton in which, in an ambiguous relation, the world of his own making 
tends to find completion. 

Indeed, for the imagos-whose veiled faces it is our privilege to see in 
outline in our daily experience and in the penumbra of symbolic efficacity"
the mirror-image would seem to be the threshold of the visible world, if we 
go by the mirror disposition that the imago of one's own body presents in 

7. According to Lacan, knowledge itself is struc
tured like paranoia, in that it projects a coherence 
onto the world that may not be there. 
8. Likeness, statue (Latin). 
9. Incapable of speech (Latin). 
1. Throughout this article I leave in its "eculiarity 
the translation I have adopted for Freud s ldeal-Ieh 

[i.e., "je-id~al") without further comment, other 
than to say that I have not maintained It since 
[Lacan's note). 
2. Coming ever closer but never reaching. 
3. Form, pattern, whole (German). 
4. Cf. CLi\UDE L£VJ-STRAUSS [b. 1908), Structural 
Anthropology (1958), chapter 10 [Lacan'. note). 
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hallucinations or dreams, whether it concerns its individual features, or even 
its infirmities, or its object-projections; or if we observe the role of the mirror 
apparatus in the appearances of the double, in which psychical realities, 
however heterogeneous, are manifested. 

That a Gestalt should be capable of formative effects in the organism is 
attested by a piece of biological experimentation that is itself so alien to the 
idea of psychical causality that it cannot bring itself to formulate its results 
in these terms. It nevertheless recognizes that it is a necessary condition for 
the maturation of the gonad of the female pigeon that it should see another 
member of its species. of either sex; so sufficient in itself is this condition 
that the desired effect may be obtained merely by placing the individual 
within reach of the field of reflection of a mirror. Similarly, in the case of 
the migratory locust, the transition within a generation from the solitary to 
the gregarious form can be obtained by exposing the individual, at a certain 
stage, to the exclusively visual action of a similar image, provided it is ani
mated by movements of a style sufficiently close to that characteristic of the 
species. Such facts are inscribed in an order of homeomorphic identification 
that would itself fall within the larger question of the meaning of beauty as 
both formative and erogenic,5 

But the facts of mimicry are no less instructive when conceived as cases of 
heteromorphic identification, in as much as they raise the problem of the sig
nification of space for the living organism-psychological concepts hardly 
seem less appropriate for shedding light on these matters than ridiculous 
attempts to reduce them to the supposedly supreme law of adaptation. We 
have only to recall how Roger Caillois6 (who was then very young, and still 
fresh from his breach with the sociological school in which he was trained) 
illuminated the subject by using the term 'legendarypsychastlJenia'7 to classify 
morphological mimicry as an obsession with space in its derealizing effect. 

I have myself shown in the social dialectic that structures human knowl
edge as paranoiac8 why human knowledge has greater autonomy than animal 
knowledge in relation to the field of force of desire, but also why human 
knowledge is determined in that 'little reality' (ce peu de realite), which the 
Surrealists,9 in their restless way, saw as its limitation, These reflections lead 
me to recognize in the spatial captation manifested in the mirror-stage, even 
before the social dialectic, the effect in man of an organic insufficiencyqi'l. 
his natural reality-in so far as any meaning can be given to the word 'nature'. 

I am led, therefore, to regard the function of the mirror-stage as a partic
ular case of the function of the imago, which is to establish a relation 
between the organism and its reality-or, as they say, between the Innenwelt 
and the Umwelt. I 

In man. however, this relation to nature is altered by a certain dehiscence 
at the heart of the organism, a primordial Discord betrayed by the signs of 
uneasiness and motor unco-ordination of the'neo-natal months. The objec
tive notion of the anatomical incompleteness of the pyramidal system2 and 

5. Giving rise to sexual desire. f'Hollleomorphic": 
havillg the same form (as opposed to flheteromor
"hie." differing from the usual form). 
6. French philosopher and critic (1913-1978), 
,· .... ho when young was a surrealist. 
7. A term once used for general neuroses. 
8. Cf. "Aggre •• ivity In Psychoanaly.i .... in £c"its 
I LaC'an', nOle). "The social dlalectiC''', humRIl Inter· 
'lctiOl1s. 

9. Member. of an e"perlmentalliterary and artis· 
tic movement founded in France In 1924; Inspired 
in part by SIGMUND FREUD. surrealists .ought to 
express subconscious thought and feeling. 
1. The inner world and the outer world (German). 
2. Part ofthe central nervous sy.tem that links the 
brain and .pinal cord and controls voluntary move
ment. 
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likewise the presence of certain humoral residues of the maternal organism 
confirm the view I have formulated as the fact of a real specific prematurity 
of birth in man. 

It is worth noting, incidentally, that this is a fact recognized as such by 
embryologists, by the termfoetalization, which determines the prevalence of 
the so-called superior apparatus of·the neurax,3 and especially of the cor
tex, which psycho-surgical operations lead us to' regard as the intra-organic 
mirror. 

This development is experienced as a temporal dialectic that decisively 
projects the formation of the individual into. history. The mirror stage isa 
drama whose internal thrust is precipitated from insufficiency to anticipa
tion-and which manufactures for the. subject, caught up in the lure, of 
spatial identification, the succession of phantasies that extends from il frag
mented body-image to a form of its totality. that I shall call orthopaedic"-,. 
and, lastly, to the assumption of the armour of an alienating identity, which 
will mark with its rigid structure the subject's 'entire mental development. 
Thus, to break out of the circle of the lnnenwelt Into the Umwelt generates 
the inexhaustible quadrature' of the ego's verifications. 

This fragmented body-which term I have also introduced into our system 
of theoretical references-usually manifests .itself in dreams when the move
ment of the analysis encounters a certain level of aggressive disintegration 
in the individual. It then appears in the form of disjointed limbs, or of those 
orgli.ns represented in exoscopy, growing wings and taking upa,rms for. intes
tinal persecutions-the very same that the visionary Hieronymus Bosch6 has 
fixed, for all time, in painting, in theirascent·from the fifteenth century to 
the jmaginary zenith of modetn man. But this form is even tangibly revealed 
at the organic level, in the lines of 'fragilization' that define the anatomy of 
phantasy, as eXhibited in the schizoid,and spasmodic symptoms of hysteria. 

Correlatively, the:formation of the I is symbolized in dreams by·a fortress, 
or a stadium-its inner arena and enclosure, ·surrounded by marshes and 
rubbish-tips,? dividing it into two opposed fields of contest where the subject 
flounders in quest of the lofty, remote inner castle whose . .form (sometimes 
juxtaposed in the same scenario) symbolizes the id in a quite startling way. 
Similarly, on the mental plane,' we find realized the structures of fortified 
works, the metaphor of which arises spontaneously,. as lf issuing from' the 
symptoms themselves, to designate the mechanisms of obsessionalneuro
sis-inversion, isolation, reduplication,: cancellation and displacement . 

.But if we· were to build on these subjective givens aloile~however.little 
we free them' from the condition of experience that makes, us see them· as 
partaking of the nature of a linguistic technique-our theoretical attempts 
would remain exposed to the charge of projecting themselves into the 
unthinkable of an absolute subjec't;This.fs why I have sought'in the present 
hypothesis, grounded in a conjunction of objective data; the gUiding .grid for 
a method of symbolic reduction. 8 

3. Neuraxis, or central nervous· system. '. 
4. Relating to' correct child rearing (Lacan Is draw
Ing on the, core. meanings of the ·word's Greek 
roots).. . 
5. An' allusion to "squaring' the circle," or con
structing a square whose area is equal to that of a 
given circle (an Impossible task If, follOwing the 
dictates of classical geometry, one uses only a 

stralghtedge and a compass). ' .. 
6. Dutch painter (ca.145~1516). best known for 
his detailed depictions of grotesque, fantastic crea-
tures. "Exoscopy", ".vlew from outside. . .' 
7. Garbage dump... ,', ... ;,.. " .' 
8. A method derived from the phenomenologists' 
practice of "bracketing" or IsoJath'R the experience 
being described. 
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It establishes in the defences of the ego a genetic order, in accordance with 
the wish formulated by Miss Anna Freud,9 in the first part of her great work, 
and situates (as against a frequently expressed prejudice) hysterical repres
sion and its returns at a more archaic stage than obsessional inversion and 
its isolating processes, and the latter in turn as preliminary to paranoic alien
ation, which dates from the deflection of the specular I into the social I. 

This moment in which the mirror-stage comes to an end inaugurates, by 
the identification with the imago of the counterpart and the drama of pri
mordial jealousy (so well brought out by the school of Charlotte 'Bnhler in 
the phenomenon of infantile transitivism'), the dialectic that will henceforth 
link the I to socially elaborated situations. 

It is this moment that decisively tips the whole of human knowledge into 
mediatization through the desire of the other, constitutes ·its objects in an 
abstract equivalence by the co-operation of others, and turns the I into that 
apparatus for which every instinctual thrust constitutes a danger, even 
though it should correspond to a natural maturation-the very normaliza
tion of this maturation being henceforth dependent, in man, on a cultural 
mediation as exemplified, in the case of the sexual object, by the Oedipus 
complex. a 

In the light of this conception, the term primary narcissism,3 by which 
analytiC doctrine 'designates the libidinal investment characteristic of that 
moment, reveals in those who invented it the most'profound awareness of 
semantic latencies. But it also throws light on the dynamic· opposition 
between this libido4 and the sexual libido, which the first analySts tried to 
define when they invoked destructive and, indeed, ·death instincts, in order 
to explain the evident connection between the .:narcissistic·libido and the 
alienating function of the I, the aggressivity it releases in·any relation to the 
other, even in a relation involving the most Samaritan of aid.' 

In fact, they were encountering that existential negativity whose reality is 
so vigorously proclaimed by the contemporary philosophy of being and noth-
ingness.6 . 

But unfortunately that philosophy grasps negativitY only within the limits' 
of a self-sufficiency of consciousness, which,· as one of its premises links to 
the meconnaissances7 that constitute the ego, the illusion of autonomy' to 
which it entrusts itself. This flight of fancy, for all that it draws, to an unusuat" . 
extent, on borrowings from psychoanalytic experience culminates in the pre
tention of providing an existential psychoanalysis. 

At the culmination of the historical effort of a society to refuse to recognize 
that it has any function other than the utilitarian one and if the anxiety of 
the individual confronting the 'concentrational'lI form of the social bond that 

9. Austrian-born English psychoanalyst (1895-
1982), Freud's daughter; her "great work" i. The 
Ego and the Mechanisms of Defense (1936). 
I. Aggressive mimicry. BUhler (1893-1974), 
German child psychologist. . 
2. The universal internalization of the prohibited 
desire for 'one's mother and the love-hate relation 
to onc', father posited by Freud. Lacan's point Is 
that human desire is not natural: It i. shaped by 
fictions Dnd prohibitions. 
3. Self-preservation. 
4. Desire (Latin), a Freudian term. 
5. That is, generous and altruistic help; for the 
I,arahle oC the good !;amarltan. see Luke 10.30-

37. 
6. That is, by JEAN-PAUL SARTRE (1905-1980), 
author of Being and NOfhingness (1943); the 
French philosopher argued that humans have no 
essence before they act and thus shape' themselves 
through their autonomous.choices. 
7. Misrecognltlons (French): . 
8.' ."ConcenlraUO .. nainl," an adjective coined after 
World War 11 (this artiele was written in 1949) to 
describe the life of the concentration camp. In the 
hands of certain writers It became, by extension, 
applicable to moinY aspects ot"modein" life [trims
lator's note}, 
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seems to arise to crown this effort, existentialism must be judged by the 
explanations it gives of the subjective impasses that have indeed resulted 
from it; a freedom that is never more authentic than when it is within the 
walls of a prison; a demand for commitment, expressing the impotence of a 
pure consciousness to master any situation; a voyeuristic-sadistic idealization 
of the sexual relation: a personality that realizes itself only in suicide: a con
sciousness of the other than can be satisfied only by Hegelian murder.9 

These propositions are opposed by all our experience, in so far as it teaches 
us not to regard the ego as centred on the perception-consciousness system, 
or as organized by the 'reality principle'--'--a principle that is the expression 
of a scientific prejudice most hostile to the dialectic of knowledge. Our expe
rience shows that we should start instead from the function of miconnais
sance that characterizes the ego in all its structures, so markedly articulated 
by Miss Anna Freud. For, if the Verneinung l represents the patent form of 
that function, its effects will, for the most part, remain latent, so long as they 
are not illuminated by some light reflected on to the level of fatality, which 
is where the id manifests itself. 

We can thus understand the inertia characteristic of the formations of the 
1, and find there the most extensive definition of neurosis-just as the cap
tation of the subject by the situation gives us the most general formula for 
madness, not only the madness that lies behind the walls of asylums, but 
also the madness that deafens the world with its sound and fury. 

The sufferings of neurosis and psychosis are for us a schooling in the 
passions of the soul, just as the beam of the psychoanalytic scales, when we 
calculate the tilt of its threat to entire communities, provides us with an 
indication of the deadening of the passions in society. 

At this junction of nature and culture, so persistently examined by modern 
anthropology, psychoanalysis alone recognizes this knot of imaginary servi
tude that love must always undo again, or sever. 

For such a task, we place no trust in altruistic feeling, we who lay bare the 
aggressivity that underlies the activity of the philanthropist, the idealist, the 
pedagogue, and even the reformer. 

fn the recourse of subject to subject that we preserve, psychoanalysis may 
accompany the patient to the ecstatic limit of the 'Thou art that,' in which 
i!! revealed to him the cipher of his mortal destiny, but it \is not in our mere 
power as practitioners to bring him to that point where the real journey 
begins. 

1949 

From The Agency of the Letter in the Unconscious' 
.. .. .. 

As my title suggests, beyond this 'speech', what the psychoanalytic experience 
discovers in the unconscious is the w~ole structure of language. Thus from 
the outset I have alerted informed minds to the extent to which the notion 

9. An allusion to the Master-Slave dialectic (see 
above) described by GEORG WILHELM FRIEDRICH 
HEGEL ( , 770-1831 ). German idealist philosopher. 

I. Denial (German). 
I. Translated by Alan Sherldan, who occasionally 
Includes the original French In parentheses. 
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that the unconscious is merely the seat of the instincts will have to be 
rethought. 

But how are we to take this 'letter' here? Quite simply, literally.2 
By 'letter' I designate that material support that concrete discourse bor-

rows from language: .' 
This simple definition assumes that language is not to be confused with 

the various psychical and somatic functions that serve it in the speaking 
subject-primarily because language and its structure exist prior to the 
moment at which each subject at a certain point in his mental development 
makes his entry into it. 

Let us note, then, that aphasias,3 although caused by pure'y anatomical 
lesions in the cerebral apparatus that supplies the mental centre for these 
functions, prove, on the whole, to distribute their deficits between the two 
sides of the signifying effect of what we call here 'the letter' in the creation 
of signification.4 A point that will be clarified later. 

Thus the subject, too, if he can appear to be the slave of language is all 
the more so of a discourse in the universal movement in which his place is 
already inscribed at birth, if only by virtue of his proper name. 

Reference to the experience of the community, or to the substance of this 
discourse, settles nothing. For this e."perience assumes its essential dimen
sion in the tradition that this discourse itself establishes. This tradition, long 
before the drama of history is inscribed in it, lays down the elementary struc
tures of culture. And these very structures reveal an ordering of possible 
exchanges which, even if unconscious, is inconceivable outside the permu
tations authorized by language. 

\\,ith the result that the ethnographic duality of nature and culture is 
giving way to a ternary conception of the human condition-nature, society, 
and culture-the last term of which could well be reduced to language, or 
that which essentially distinguishes human society from natural societies. 

But I shall not make of this distinction either a point or a point of depar
ture, leaving to its own obscurity the question of the original relations 
between the signifier and labour.' I shall be content, for my little jab at the' 
general function of pra.xis in the genesis of history, to point out that the very 
society that wished to restore. along with the privileges of the producer, the 
causal hierarchy of the relations between production and the ideologica{4.-· 
superstructure to their full political rights, has none the less failed to give 
birth to an esperanto in "vhich the relatiqns of language to socialist realities 
would have rendered any literary formalism radically impossible.' 

For my part, I shall trust only those assumptions that have already proven 
their value by virtue of the fact that language through them has attained the 
status of an object of scientific investigation. 

1. ",,\ /" I .. ttre" [translator's note]. 
3. Speech losses. 
4. Thi' aspect of aphasia, so us"ful in over' 
tluo\.\ in~ the concept of ffpsycho1ogical function," 
whi«..:h only obscures every aspect of the question, 
becomes quite clear In the purely Iin~uistic anal· 
ysis of the two major forms of aphasia \"'orked out 
by one of the leaders of modern linguistics, ROMAN 
J'\KOII~O'" [1896-1982]. See the most accessible 
of his works, the Fund"ment"ls of L""guQJle (with 
Mor";. Halle, Gravenh8ge: Mouton, 1956), part 11, 
chaph .. 'l"s 1 to 4 [Lacsn's note}. 

5. We may recalIthat the discussion of the need 
for a new language In communist society did In fact 
take place, and Stalin, much to the relief of those 
who adhered to his philosophy, put an end to It 
with the following formulation: language is not a 
superstructure [Lacan's note]. "Superstructure": 
the term used b)' KARL MARX (1818-1883) to des· 
ignate the political, legal, social, and cultural forms 
of a society, which are based on Its economic struc· 
ture. loseph Stnlin (1879-1953), leader of the 
U.S.S.R. (1924-53). 



1292 / ]ACQUES LACAN 

. For it is by virtue of this fact that linguistics6 ·is seen to occupy the key 
position in this domain, and the reclassification of the sciences 'and a 
regrouping of them around it· signals, as is usually the case, a revolution in 
knowledge; only· the necessities of communication made, me . inscribe .it' at 
the head of this volume under the title 'the sciences of man'7-despite the 
c'onfusion that is thereby covered over; 
. , To pinpoint the emergence of- linguistic science we maY'say that, 'as in 
the case of all sciences in the modern sense, it is contained in the constitu
tive . moment of an . algorithm that is its foundation. This algorithm is the 
following: 

S 
s 

which is read as: the signifier over the signified, 'over' corresponding to the 
bar separating the two stages. . 

This sigrl should be attributed to' Ferdinand de Saussure,B although it ~s 
hot found in exactly this form 'in any of the riiuneroiIs schemas,whiCh noqe 
the l~ss expressil:, to 'be found in the' printed version of h.s leCtures' of ~he 
years' , 906~7, 1908-9, and i 91 0-11, which the piety of a group of his dis
eiplescaused to be published under the title, Cours de liJt~uiStique'ge,amle; 
a work of prbne importance for the transmission of a te~ching worthy cif the 
name, thatis, that one ca~ come to terms with'only:in ifs oWn terms. ' ' 

That is why it is legitimate for uS to give him Credit for the formulation 
S/sby which,' in spite of the differences among schbol~, the beginiling 6f 
modern linguistics can be recognized. ' . ',' , ," , 
, , The'thematics of this' sCience is henceforth' suspended, in effect; at the 
primotdialpo~ition bf the sigi\ifi~r and ~hesignified as being distinct orders 
separateCl i'nitially by a barrietresistirig signification: An-dthat is what wa.~ 
to make possible art' ex~ct study of the' corthections proper tot,he liigni£.ier; 
and of'the extent of their function in the genesis of the sigriified: ' , " , , 
.' 'For th'is primordial 'distinction goes 'well beyond the disc;ussion c'oncerriing 
the arbitrariness' of the sigrt; as it ha's been" elaborated' ~ince the 'e'arIiest 
reflections of the ancients, and'even beyond the impasse which;thr~ugh the 
same: period, has been enccitintered 'in every discussion of the bf-univocal 
correspondence between the'word and the thing, if only in' the mere act of 
naming. All this, of course', is quite contrary to the appearances' suggested 
by the importance often imputed to the role of the index finger pointin'g to 
an object in the learning process of the infans9 subject learning his oibtl;ter 
tOhgue, . or the use in foreign' language teaching of sO'-called: 't:'6hcrete' 
methods. ,. , , " . ' 

One cannot go further along this line of thought: tharl to d~rhonstrate' that 

6. By "linguistics'· I mean the study of existing lan· 
guages (langues) In their structure and In the laWs 
revealed' therein; this excludes any, theory of 
abstract codes sometime. included· under the 
heading of communication theory. aI' well as the 
theory. originating In the physical sciences. called 
Infonnation theory .. or any semiology more. or less 
hypothetically generalized [Lacan's note], Lang ..... 
language in Its totality. Is distinct· from parole. lan· 
guage as actually spoken by an Individual. . 
7, Psychaf1Qlyse el sciences de I'homme [Lacsn'. 

note]. Lacan is stressing the changes that the scl
entl6c study of language has brought about' In the 
very!notion of a "humsQ science." . 
8, .. Swls.· lingulot ,(1857-1913; 'see above);· he 
described and named, th,Hwo parts of. a.lingulstic 
sign; the signified (the concept or meaning) and the 
.ignifter. (t},e souild that''Conveys the. concept' or 
meaning), His Course ,In Genenzl Lingulsllc. WBS 

published In 1916. 
9, Incapable of speech (Latin). 
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no signification can be sustained other than by reference to another signi
fication: l in its extreme form this amounts ,to the proposition' that there is 
no language (langue) in existence for which' there is any qUei;tion,of its ina
bility to cover the whole field of the sigmfied, it' being an effect of its existence 
as a language (langue) that it necessarily answers all needs. If we try tbgrasp 
in language the constitution of the object, we cannot fail to notice that this 
constitution is to be found only at the level of concept, a very different thing 
from a simple nominative, and that the thing; when reduced to the noun, 
breaks up into the double, divergent beam of the 'cause' (causa)2 in which it 
has taken shelter in the French word chose, and the nothing (rien) to which 
it has abandoned its Latin dress (rem). 

These considerations, important as their existence is for the philosopher, 
turn us away from the locus in which language questions us as to its very 
nature. And we will fail to pursue the questiori further as long as we cling to 
the illusion that the signifier answers to the function o( r~presenting the 
signified, or better, that the signifier has to answer, fo~' its existence in the 
name of any 'signification whatever. " . > , 

For even tE!rlu'ced to this latter formulation, the heresy is the same~the 
heresy that l~ad's"'ogicid positivism in ~earch of the 'meaning of meaning',3 
as its objective' is calied in the language' of its devotees.,'As a result, we can 
observe tl}at, even, a text highly, charged, wi~h in~ariing. tan' be reduced, 
through this sort of analysis, to insignificant bagatetIes, all that survives being 
mathematical algorithms that are~ Of cours~, ~thout any rheaiiing;4 ' 

To return to our formula S/s: if we could inf~r''nQthing from it'bilt the 
notion of the pttt'alleIis~ or its upper andlo~er't~"'ms'; ea~~ one t~kEm 'in 'its 
globality,it~btlld remain the enigmatic sign ot' a to~al.mr:stt!ry~ ,~ich' :of 
course IS not the case., " 

In' order to grasp its function: I' shall begin by teprod'uCin'g the'.'Cl~ssic; yet 
faulty iliustrati.ofi' (se~ below) by ~hich its usage is .n'pfih'al~Yi~tr6dti,ced, and 
one can 'scce hQw it opens the way' to the kinci"of ~r'rot,referf~d to above. 
'., . . .' . . . 

TaE~: 

1. Cf. the De M"gistro of 5t: Augustinc, cspecially 
the chapter "De slgnificatione locutionis" which r 
analy>'.ed in my semlnar,ofJune 23,1954 [Lacan's, 
note). AUGUSTINE (354-430), early Christian phi
losopher and tlieologi&rt. 
2. Latin, as I. """ i(~hlng), below. 
3. English in the original [translator's note). The 
Meaning of Me"n.ng' wlis a 1923 work by Charles 
K. Ogden and J. A. Richards, English lingUists who 
viewed the study of literature as an objective, sci
entific discipline. 
4. So Mr. I. A. Rlchards, author of a work pre
cisely In accord with sJ,lch on objective, has in 
another work shown us lis '!ppllcation. He took for 
his purposes Blage from Mong-lsc (Mencius, to 
the Jesuits) an called the piece, Mend". OH the 

j~ .• 

MiMd (1932). Th .. guarantees of the purity of the 
experiment' are nothing to' the luxury of the 
approaches. And DUI' ,expert on, the ,:traditional 
Canon that contains the text Is, found ,right on the 
spelt In' Pekihg wheioi oi..II" d<iritonstrl .. tlo'n-mod,,1 
mangle has beed transported regardless of cost. 

But we shall be no les. transported, If less expen
shr.,ly, to see 8 bronze"thllt gives out bell-tones lit 
the slightest contact with thought, transformed 
Into 8 rag to wipe the blackboard of the moot dis
maying ,British ,,"ychologism. And not, without 
eventually' being IdentIfied with the meninx of the 
author himself-ail' 'that rerilaln. of him or his 
object after having exhausted the n:.eaning of the 
latter and the ~ood sei'lSe of the former [Lacan's 
note]. "Meninx': It membra~e around the brain. 
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In my lecture, I replaced this illustration with another, which has no 
greater claim to correctness than that it has been transplanted into that 
incongruous dimension that the psychoanalyst has not yet altogether 
renounced because of his quite justified feeling that his conformism takes 
its value entirely from it. Here is the other diagram: 

LAD1BS GBNTLEMEN 

where we see that, without greatly extending the scope of the signifier con
cerned in the experiment, that is, by doubling a noun through the mere 
juxtaposition of two terms whose complementary meanings ought apparently 
to reinforce each other, a surprise is produced by an unexpected precipitation 
of an unexpected meaning: the image of twin doors symbolizing, through the 
solitary confinement offered Western Man for the satisfaction of his natural 
needs away from home, the imperative that he seems to share with'the great 
majority of primitive communities by which his public life is subjected to the 
laws of urinary segregation. 5 .. 

It is not only with the idea of silencing the nominalist debate6 with a low 
blow that I use this example, but rather to show how in fact the signifier 
enters the signified, namely, in a form which, not being im'material, raises 
the question of its place in reality. For the blinking gaze of a short sighted 
person might be justified in wondering whether this was indeed the signiner 
as he peered closely ,at the little enamel signs that bore it, a signifier whose 
signified would in this call receive its final honours from the double and 
solemn procession from the upper nave. 

But no contrived example can be as telling as the actual experience of 
truth. So I am happy to have invented the above, since it awoke in the person 
whose word I most trust a memory of childhood, which having thus happily 
come to my attention is best placed here. 

A train arrives at a station. A little boy and a little girl, brother and sister, 
are seated in a compartment face to face next to the window through which 
the buildings along the station platform can be seen passing as the train pulls 
to a stop. 'Look', says the brother, 'we're at Ladies!'; 'Idiotl' replies his sister, 
'Can't you see we're at Gentlemen'. 

Besides the fact that the rails in this story materialize the bar in the Saus
surian algorithm (and in a form designed to suggest that its resistance may 
be other than dialectical), we should add that only someone who didn't have 
his eyes in front of the holes (it's the appropriate image here) could possibly 

5. Lacan has transformed Saussure's model of the 
Sign (In which the Signified can still be understood 
to be a representation of a tree; see Couru in Gen
eral Linguistics, above) Into a structure In which 
the representative function of the sign I. lels 
important than Its law-giving function. In Saus
sure, the reader's body Is not Implicated; In Lacan, 

the .Ign exists to tell the reader where to "go." The 
two doors are Identical, but the subject confronting 
them must conform to the law of "urinary segre
gation" (I.e., sexual difference) If he or she wishes 
to find bodily relief. 
6. The debate that tries to determine which came 
first, words or things. 
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confuse the place of the signifier and the signified in this story, or not see 
from what radiating centre the signifier sends forth its light into the shadow 
of incomplete significations. 

For this signifier will now carry a purely animal Dissension, destined for 
the usual oblivion of natural mists, to the unbridled power of ideological 
warfare. relentless for families, a torment to the Gods. For these children, 
Ladies and Gentlemen will be henceforth two countries towards which each 
of their souls will strive on divergent wings, and between which a truce will 
be the more impossible since they are actually the same country and neither 
can compromise on its own superiority without detracting from the glory of 
the other. 

But enough. It is beginning to sound like the history of France. Which it 
is more human. as it ought to be, to evoke here than that of England, destined 
to tumble from the Large to the Small End of Dean Swift's egg. 7 

It remains to be conceived what steps, what corridor, the S of the signifier, 
visible here in the pluralss in which it focuses its welcome beyond the win
dow, must take in order to rest its elbows on the ventilators through which, 
like warm and cold air, indignation and scorn come hissing out below. 

One thing is certain: if the algorithm S/s with its bar is appropriate, access 
from one to the other cannot in any case have a signification. For in so far 
as it is itself only pure function of the signifier, the algorithm can reveal only 
the structure of a signifier in this transfer. 

Now the structure of the signifier is, as it is commonly said of language 
itself, that it should be articulated. 

This means that no matter where one starts to designate their reciprocal 
encroachments and increasing inclusions, these units are subjected to the 
double condition of being reducible to ultimate differential elements and of 
combining them according to the laws of a closed order. 9 

These elements, one of the decisive discoveries of linguistics, are pho
nemes; but we must not expect to find any phonetic constancy in the mod
ulatory variability to which this term applies, but rather the synchronic l 

system of differential couplings necessary for the discernment of sounds.in 
a given language. Through this, one sees that an essential element of the 
spoken word itself was predestined to flow into the mobile characters which, 
in a jumble of lower-case Didots or Garamonds,2 render validly present w.bpt 
we call the 'letter'. namely. the essentially localized structure of the signifier. 

\\iith the second propet·ty of the signifier, that of combining according to 
the laws of a closed order, is affirmed the necessity of the topological sub
stratum of which the term I ordinarily use, namely, the signifying chain, 
gives an approximate idea: rings of a necklace that is a ring in another neck
lace made of rings. 

Such are the structural conditions that define grammar as the order of 

'. In Cul/iver's Travels (J 726). by the Irish-born 
EIl~lish satirist and clergyman Jonathan Swift 
(1667-1745), the narrator visits an empire con
vulsed by civil war over the question of which end 
or an ~gg to eat from. 
h. Not. unfortunately, the cS!le in the English 
here-the plural of ugentleman" being indicated 
other than by the addition of an "s" [translator's 
not('l· 
9, (11 structural linguistics these conditions are 
nflt'1l tenned the paradigmatic rehnionship, which 

obtains between items that can be substituted for 
one another in a given context (e.g., two adverbs) 
and the syntagmatic relationship. which obtains 
between linguistic items that combine to form a 
nleaningful whole (e.g., the words in a given sen
tence), 
I. At a singl~ point in time (as opposed to the dia
chronic, which pertains to the development of a 
phenomenon over time), 
2. Names of different type-faces [translator's 
note]. 
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constitutive encroachments of the signifier up to the level of the unit imme
diately superior to the sentence, and lexicology as the order of constitutive 
inclusions of the signifier to the level of the verbal locution. 

In examining the limits by which these two exercises in the understanding 
of linguistic usage are determined, it is easy to see that only the correlations 
between signifier and signifier provide the standard for all research into sig
nification, as is indicated by the notion of 'usage' of a taxeme or semanteme,3 

which in fact refers to the context just above that of the units concerned. 
But it is not because the undertakings of grammar and lexicology are 

exhausted within certain limits that we must think that beyond those limits 
signification reigns supreme. That would be an error. 

For the signifier, by its very nature, always anticipates meaning by unfold
ing its dimension before it. As is seen at the level of the sentence when it is 
interrupted before the significant term: 'I shall never ;~ •. t, 'All the same it is 
... " 'And yet there may be ... '. Such ilentences are not without meaning, 
a meaning all the more oppressive fn that it is content to make us wait for 
it· 

But the phenomenon is no different which by the mere recoil of a 'but' 
brings to the light, comely as the Shulamite, honest as the dew; the negress 
adorned for the wedding and the poor woman ready for the auction-block. 5 

From which we can say that it· is in the chain of the signifier that the 
meaning 'insists'6 but that none of its elements 'consists' in the signification 
of which it is at the moment capable. _ 

We are forced, then, to accept the notion of an incessant sliding of the 
Signified under the signifier~which Ferdinand de Saussure illustrates with 
an image resembling the wavy lines of the upper and lower Waters in mini
atures from manuscripts of Genesis; a double flux marked by fine streaks of 
rain, vertical dotted lines supposedly confining segments of correspondence. 

All our experience runs counter to this linearity, which made me speak 
once, in one of my seminars on psychosis, of something more like 'anchoring 
points' ('points de capiton')7 as II schema for taking into account the domi
nance of the letter in the dramatic transformation that dialogue can effect 
in the subject. 

The linearity that Saussure holds to be constitutive of the chain of dis
course, in conformity with its emission by a single voice and with its hori
zontal position in our writing-if this linearity is necessary, in fact, it is not 
sufficient. It applies to the chain of discourse only in the direction in which 
iLls orientated in time, being taken as a signifying factor in all languages in 
which 'Peter hits Paul' reverses its time when the terms are inverted. 

But one has only to listen to poetry, which Saussure was no doubt in the 
habit of doing,8 for a polyphony to be heard, for it to become clear that all 
discourse is aligned along the several staves of a score. 

3. An irreducible unit of ~e8ning. "Ta"eme": a 
minlmallinglllstic feature (pitch. order. etc.) that 
differentiates two otherwise identical utterances. 
4. To which verbal hallucination. when It takes 
this form, openl a communicating door with the 
Freudian structure of psychosls-a door until now 
unnoticed (cf. "On a Question Prelimlna,), to Any 
Possible Treatment of Psychosis'" ~crlts) ILocan'. 
note] .. 
5. The allusion. are to the '" am black, but 
comely ... " of the Song of Solcmon [1.5], and to 
the 19th-century cllchj! of the "poor, but honest" 

woman [translator's note). 
6. The word "insitts"-lIke the French word 
insltmCe (translated 8S "agency") in the title of the 
essay-emphasize. location ("In-") and law ("legal 
Instance") rather thon content, stressing the links 
In articulation rather than the meaning of anyone 
term. 
7. The Image Is that of an upholster's button. 
8. The publication by Jean Starobinskl .. ln Le Mer
cure de France (February 1964) of Saussure's 
notes On anagrams and their hypogrammlltical use, 
from the Saturnine verses to the writings ofClcero, 
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There is in effect no signifying chain that does not have, as if attached to 
the punctuation of each of its units, a whole articulation of relevant contexts 
suspended 'vertically', as it were, from that point. 

Let us take our word 'tree' again, this time not as an isolated noun, but at 
the point of one of these punctuations, and see how it crosses the bar of the 
Saussurian algorithm. (The anagram of 'atbre' and 'barre'9 should be noted.) 

For even broken down into the double spectre of its vowels and conso
nants, it can stiH call up with the robur l and the plane tree the significations 
it takes on, in the context of our flora, of strength and majesty. Drawing on 
all the symbolic contexts suggested in the Hebrew of the Bible, it erects on 
a barren hill the shadow of the cross. Then reduces to the capital Y, the sign 
of dichotomy which, except for the illustration used by heraldry, would owe 
nothing to the tree however genealogical we may think it. Circulatory tree, 
tree of life of the cerebellum, tree of Saturn, tree of Diana,2 crystals formed 
in a tree struck by lightning, is it your figure that traces our destiny for us in 
the tortoise-shell cracked by the fire, or your lightning that causes that slow 
shjft in the axis of being to surge up from an unnamable night into the 
·'Ewrav.,.a~ of language: 

No! says the Tree, it says No! in the shower of sparks 
Of its superb head 

lines that require the harmonics of the tree just as much as their continua
tion: 

Which the storm treats as universally 
As it does a blade of grass. 4 

For this modern verse is ordered according to the same·law of the paral
lelism of the signifier that creates the harmony governing the primitive Slavic 
epic or the most refined Chinese poetry. 

As is seen in the fact that the tree and the blade of grass are chosen from 
the same mode of the existent in order for the signs of contradiction-saying 
'No!' and 'treat as'-to affect them, and also so as to bring about, through 
the categorical (;ontrast of the particularity of 'superb' with the 'universally' 
that reduces it; in the condensation of the 'head' (tete) and the 'storm' (tem
pete), the indiscernible shower of sparks of the eternal instant. .-:r.. 

But this whole signifier can only operate, it may be said, if it is present in 
the subject. It is this objection that I answer by supposing that it has passed 
over to the level of the signified. 

For what is important is not that the subject know anything whatsoever. 
(If LADIES and GENTLEMEN were written in a language unknown to the Httle 
hoy and girl, their quarrel would simply be the more exclusively a quarrel 
over words, but no less ready to take on signification.) 

pmvides the corroboration that I then lacked 
U..ac3n's note, added 1966j. "Saturnine verses": 
poetry in the Saturnian meter used by some early 
Latin writers (3d c. R.C.E.). Cicero (106-43 R.C.E.), 
Roman orator, philosopher, and undi.tinguished 
poet. 
9. Tree Rnd bar (French). I..acan goes on to explore 
the ways In which the I'tree" has been fundamental 
to Western thought. 
I. Ouk(Lalin). 
2. Diuno, Homon goddess of the hunl, "nd Saturn, 

the Roman god of agriculture, both had tree cult. 
associated with them. In addition, the "tree" shape 
of a stag's antle .. might also be associated with 
Diana. 
3. All one (Greek). 
4. Nonl dil/'Arbre, 11 dil: Nonl da ... I''§lincellemeHI 
I De sa tlJle ... "erbe I Que la tempi!le IrAile uni· 
"e .... /l" ..... '" / Com ..... "lie foil ...... herbe. (Paul 
Vall!ry. "Au Platane," Les CM,.,...,' (1922)) 
[Lacan'. note]. 
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What this structure of the signifying chain discloses is the possibility I 
have, precisely in so far as I have this language in common with other sub
jects, that is to say, in so far as it exists as a language, to use it in order to 
signify something quite other than what it says. This function of speech is 
more worth pointing out than that of 'disguising the thought' (more often 
than not indefinable) of the subject; it is no less than the function of indi
cating the place of this subject in the search for the true. 

I have only to plant my tree in a locution; climb the tree, even project on 
to it the cunning illumination a descriptive context gives to a word; raise it 
(arhorer) so as not to let myself be imprisoned in some sort of communiqm 
of the facts, however official, and if I know the truth, make it heard, in spite 
of all the hetween-the-lines censures by the only signifier my acrobatics 
through the branches of the tree can constitute, provocative to the point of 
burlesque, or perceptible only to the practised eye, according to whether I 
wish to be heard by the mob or by the few. 

The properly signifying function thus depicted in language has a name. 
We learned this name in some grammar of our childhood, on the last page, 
where the shade of Quintilian,5 relegated to some phantom chapter con
cerning 'final considerations on style', seemed suddenly to speed up his voice 
in an attempt to get in all he had to say before the end. . 

It is among the figures of style, or tropes-from which the verb 'to find' 
(trouver) comes to us-that this name is found. This name is metonymy. 6 

I shall refer only to the example given there: 'thirty sails'. For the disqui
etude I felt over the fact that the word 'ship', concealed in this expression, 
seemed, by taking on its figurative sense, through the endless repetition of 
the same old example, only to increase its presence, obscured (voilait) not 
so much those illustrious sails (voiles)7 as the definition they were supposed 
to illustrate. 

The part taken for the whole, we said to ourselves, and if the thing is to 
be taken seriously, we are left with very little idea of the importance of this 
fleet, which 'thirty sails' is precisely supposed to give us: for each ship to 
have just one sail is in fact the least likely possibility. 

By which we see that the connexion between ship and sail is nowhere but 
in the signifier, and that it is in the word-to-wbrd connexion that metonymy 
is based.8 

I shall designate as metonymy, then, the one side (versant) of the effective 
field constituted by the signifier, so that meaning can emerge there. 

The other side is metaphor.9 Let us immediately find an illustration; Quil
let'sl dictionary seemed an appropriate place to find a sample that would not 

5. Roman rhetorician (ca. 30/35-ca. IOOc.E.;see 
above). 
6. The substitution of one word for another dis
sociated with it in any way except resemblance 
(Le., except as metaphor): part for whole ("thirty 
sails"), material for thing made ("a glass"), author's 
name for text ("Lacsn"), and so on. 
7. The French word voile has two meanings and 
two genders: la vuil .. is a veil, while le vulle Is a sail. 
Playing on this ambiguity, Lacan shows that If 
"thirty sails" is a metonym for "thirty ships," that 
connection exists by linguistic convention rather 
than in reality. 
8. 1 pay homage here to the works of Roman 

Jakobson-to which I owe much of this formula
tion: works to which a psychoanalyst can con
stantly refer in order to structure his own 
experience, and which render superfluous the 
"personal communications" of which I could boast 
as much as the next fellow [Lacan's note]. 
9. The substitution of one word for another asso
ciated by resemblance ("my love is a rose"). In 
"Two Aspects of Language and Two Types of Apha
sic Disturbances" (1956; see above), Jakobson con
trasts the two figures. 
1. Arlstide Quillet (1880-1955), publisher of a 
French dictionary. 



THE AGENCY OF THE LETTER IN THE UNCONSCIOUS I 1299 

seem to be chosen for my o\'1tn purposes, and I didn't have to go any further 
than the well known line of Victor Hugo: 

His sheaf was neither miserly nor spiteful . .. 2 

under which aspect I presented metaphor in my seminar on the psychoses. 
It should be said that modern poetry and especially the Surrealist schooP 

have taken us a long way in this direction by showing that any conjunction 
of two signifiers would be equally sufficient to constitute a metaphor, except 
for the additional requirement of the greatest possible disparity of the images 
signified, needed for the production of the poetic spark, or in other words 
for metaphoric creation to take place. 

.... * "" 

FOI' in the analysis of dreams, Freud intends only to give us the laws of the 
unconscious in their most general extension." One of the reasons why dreams 
were most propitious for this demonstration is exactly, Freud tells us, that 
they reveal the same laws whether in the normal person or in the neurotic. 

But in either case, the efficacy of the unconscious does not cease in the 
waking state. The psychoanalytic experience does nothing other than estab
lish that the unconscious leaves none of our actions outside its field. The 
presence of the unconscious in the psychological order, in other words in 
the relation-functions of the individual, should, however, be more precisely 
defined: it is not coextensive with that order, for we know that if unconscious 
motivation is manifest in conscious psychical effects, as well as in uncon
scious ones, conversely it is only elementary to recall to mind that a large 
number of psychical effects that are quite legitimately designated as uncon
scious, in the sense of excluding the characteristic of consciousness, are 
nonetheless without any relation whatever to the unconscious in the Freud
ian sense. So it is only by an abuse of the term that unconscious in that 
sense is confused with psychical, and that one may thus designate as psy
chical what is in fact an effect of the unconscious, as on the somatic for 
instance. 

It is a matter, therefore, of defining the topography of this unconscious. I 
say that it is the very topography defined by the algorithm: 

S -J!' . 

s 

\Vhat we have been able to develop concerning the effects of the signifier 
on the signified suggests its transformation into:' 

f(S)! 

2. "Sa gerbe n't!tait pas avare ni hainellse," a line 
from "Booz endormiJl [translator's note], by Hugo 
(1802-1885), French Romantic poet, playwright, 
clnd novelist. "Rom endormi," from Hugo's La 
Le~""de de •• 'i~cle. (1859), Is a retelling of the Book 
of Ruth. 
3. An experimental literary and artistic movement 
founded in France in 1924; surrealiots sought to 
express subconscious thought and feeling, and 
believcd that the incongruous juxtaposjtions cre-

s 

ated by automatic writing and painting revealed 
inner truths. 
4. On SIGMUND FREUD (1856-1939), the Aus· 
trian founder of psychoanalysis, see above; TIre 
I"terpretation of Drea .... (1900) was his seminal 
work. 
5. According to the equation, the function of the 
signifier is in inverse relation to (depends on the 
repression of) the Signified. 
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We have shown the effects not only of the elements of the horizontal signi
fying chain, but also of its vertical dependencies in the signified, divided into 
two fundamental structures called metonymy and metaphor. We can sym-
bolize them by, first: 6 . 

f(8 . .. 8')8 e 8(-)5 

that is to say, the metonymic structure, indicating that it is the connexion 
between signifier and signifier that permits the elision in which the signifier 
installs the lack-of-being in the object relation, using the value of 'reference 
back' possessed by signification in order to invest it witn,thedesire aimed at 
the very lack it supports. The sign - placed between ( ) ·represents here the 
maintenance of the bar - which, in the original algorithm, marked the irre
ducibility in which, in the relations between signifier and signified, the resis
tance of signification ·is constituted.? 

8econdly,R 

f(~')8 == 8(+)5 

the metaphoric structure indicating that it is in the. substitution of signifier 
for signifier that an effect of signification is produced that is creative or 
poetic, in other words, which is. the advent of the signification in question.9 

The sign + between 0 represents here thecro~sing of thebar- and the 
constitutive value of this crossing for the emergence of signification. .. . 

This crossing expresses the condition of passage of the signifier into the 
signified that I pointed out above, although provisionally confusing iI: with 
the place of the subject. 

It is the function of the subject, thus introduced, that we must now turn 
to since it lies at the crucial point of OlU: ;problem. , 

'I think, therefore 1 am' (cogitO ergo.sum)! is not merely the formula in 
which is constituted, with the historical high point of reflection on the con
ditions of science, the link between the transparency of the transcendental 
subject and his existential affirmation. 

Perhaps 1 am only object and mechanism (and so nothing more than phe~ 
nomenon), but assuredly in so far as I thil1k so, I am-absolutely. No doubt 
philosophers have brought important corrections to this formulation, notably 
that in that which thinks (cogitans), I can never constitute myself as anything 
but object (cogitatum). Nonetheless it remains true that by way of this 

-extreme purification of the transcendental subject,2 my existential link to its 

6. According to the equation, the metonymic con
nection ("signifying challl") among slgnifiers 
depends on maintaining the bar of repression. 
7. The sign '" here designates congruence 
(Lacan's note]. 
8. According to the equation, the metaphoric con
nection "crosses over" -it breaks through the bar 
between the unconscious signified and the signi
fying chain. 
9. S' designating here the term productive of the 
signifying effect (or significance); one can see that 
the term is latent In metonymy, patent in metaphor 

(Lacan'. note]. 
1. The Latin is the foundatlonal statement of the 
French philosopher Rent! Descartes (1596-1650), 
who relied on this certainty of existence to deduce 
other 'truths. Lacan will subtly critique American 
"ego p~ychology' for modellng the psyche on this 
attempt to make "thinking" coincide with "being," 
or to make the unconscious more like conscious
ness. 
2. That is, the subject abstractly considered, out
side of Bny experience. 
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project seems irrefutable, at least in its present form, and that: 'cQgito ergo 
stun' ubi cogito, ibi sum,3 overcomes this objection. 

Of course, this limits me to being there in my being only in so far as I 
think that I am in my thought; just how far I actually think this concerns 
only myself and if I say it, interests no one.4 

Yet to elude this problem on the pretext of its philosophical pretensions is 
simply 'to admit one's inhibition. For the notion of subject is indispensable 
even to the operation of a science such as strategy (in the modern sense) 
whose calculations exclude all 'subjectivisin'. 

It is also to deny oneself access to what might be called the Freudian 
universe-in the way that we speak of the Copernican universe.5 It was in 
fact the so-called Copernican revolution to whiCh Freud himself compared 
his discovery, emphasizing that it was once again a question of the place man 
assigns to himself at the centre of a universe. 

Is the place that I occupy as the subject of a signifier concentric or excen
tric, in relation to the place I occupy as subject of the signified?-that is the 
question. 

It is not a question of knowing whether I speak of myself in a way that 
conforms to what I am, but rather of knowing whether I am the same as that 
of which J speak. And it is not at all inappropriate to use the word 'thought' 
here. For Freud uses the term to designate the elements involved in the 
unconscious, that is the signifying mechanisms that we now recognize as 
being there. 

It is nonetheless true that the philosophical cogito is at the centre of the 
mirage that renders modern man so sure of being himself even in his uncer
tainties about himself, and even in the mistrust he has learned to practise 
against the traps of self-love. 

Furthermore, if, turning the weapon of metonymy against the nostalgia 
that it serves, I refuse to seek any meaning beyond tautology, if in the name 
of 'war is war' and 'a penny's a penny' I decide to be only what I am, how 
even here can I ~lude the obvious fact that I am in that very act? 

And it is no less true if I take myself to the other, metaphoric pole of. the 
signifying quest, and if I dedicate myself to becoming what I am, to coming 
into being, I canhot doubt that even if I lose myself in the process, I am in 
that process. ~ , 

Now it is on these very points, where evidence will be subverted by the 
empirical, that the trick of the Freudian conversion lies. 

This signifying game between metonymy and metaphor, up to and includ
ing the active edge that splits my desire between a refusal of the signifier 
arid a lack of being, and links my fate to the question of my destiny, this 
game, in all its inexorable subtlety, is played until the match is called,6 there 
where I am not, because I cannot situate myself there. 

That is to say, what is needed is more than these words with which, for a 

3, Where I think, there I am (Latin). 
4. It i. quite otherwise If by posing a question such 
as 'Why philosophers 7" , become more cllndid 
than nature, for then I Am asking not only the 
question that philosophers hav~ heen asking them
selves for all time, but nlso the one in which they 
are perhaps most Interested [Lac"n', note). 
5. That Is, the universe at whose centcr was the 

sun, as the Polish astronomer Nicolaus Coperni
cus (l473-1543) suggested, and not the earth, as 
the Egyptian astronomer Ptolemy (active 127-14R 
C.E.) had believed, Freud compares his discoveries 
to a Copernican revolution in his lntroeluctary Lec
tures on P$)'Choanalysls (1917). 
6. That is, until' die. 
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brief moment I disconcerted my audience: I think where I am not, therefore 
I am where I do not think. Words that render sensible to an ear properly 
attuned with what elusive ambiguity7 the ring of meaning flees from our 
grasp along the verbal thread. 

What one ought to say is: I am not wherever I am the plaything of my 
thought; I think of what I am where I do not think to think. 

This two-sided mystery is linked to the fact that the truth can be evoked 
only in that dimension of alibi in which all 'realism' in creative works takes 
its virtue from metonymy; it is likewise linked to this other fact that we 
accede to meaning only through the double twist of metaphor when we have 
the one and only key: the S and the s of the Saussurian algorithm are not on 
the same level, and man only deludes himself when he believes his true place 
is at their axis, which is nowhere. 

Was nowhere, that is, until Freud discovered it; for if what Freud discov
ered isn't that, it isn't anything. 

.. .. .. 

The Signification of the Phallus· 

The following is the original, unaltered text of a lecture that 
I delivered in German on 9 May, 1958, at the Max-Planck 

Institute, Munich, where Professor Paul Matussek had 
Invited me to speak. 

If one has any notion of the state of mind then prevalent in 
even the least unaware circles, one will appreciate the 

effect that my use of such terms as, for example, 
'the other scene', which I was the first to extract 

. from Freud's work, must have had. 
If 'deferred action' (Nachtmg), to rescue another of these 
terms from the facility Into which they have since fallen, 

renders this effort impracticable, it should be known 
that they were unheard of at that ,t\me. 

1957 

We know that the unconscious castration complex2 has the function of "a 
knot: 

(1) in the dynamic structuring of symptoms in the analytic sense of the term, 
that is to say, in that which is analysable in the neuroses, perversions, 
and psychoses; 

(2) in a regulation of the development that gives its ratio to this first role: 
namely, the installation in the subject of an unconscious position with
out which he would be unable to identify himself with the ideal type of 
his sex, or to respond without grave risk to the needs of his partner in 

7. "Ambiguitl de luret"-Iiterally, "ferret-like 
ambiguity." This is one of a number of references 
in Lacan to the game "hunt-the-slipper" (Je .. 
du luret) [translator's note]. The wordplay de
pends on the name of the game (literally, "game of 
the ferret"), not the animal. "Hunt-the-slipper" is 
also known as "button, button, who's got the but
ton.1! 
1. Translated by Alan Sheridan, who occaSionally 

Indudes the original French or German In paren
theses. 
2. A more general understanding of the castration 
complex theorized by SICMUND FREUD. For Freud, 
"castration anxiety" was the fear of every male child 
that his desire to sleep with hi. mother would lead 
to his castration by his father (see Three Essays .... 
the Theory of Sexuality. 1905). 
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the sexual relation. or even to accept in a satisfactory way the needs of 
the child who may be pmduced by this relation. 

There is an antinomy, here. that is internal to the assumption by man 
(1\1enschp of his sex: why must he assume the attributes of that sex only 
through a threat-the threat, indeed, of their privation? In 'Civilization and 
its Discontents' Freud. as we know, went so far as to suggest a disturbance 
of human sexuality, not of a contingent, but of an essential kind, and one of 
his last articles concerns the irreducibility in any finite (endliche) analysis of 
the sequellae4 resulting from the castration complex in the masculine uncon
scious and from penis1'l.eids in the unconscious of women. 

This is not the only aporia.6 but it is the first that the Freudian experience 
and the metapsychology that resulted from it introduced into our experience 
of man. It is insoluble by any reduction to biological givens: the very necessity 
of the myth subjacent to the structuring of the Oedipus complex? demon
strates this sufficiently. 

It would be mere trickery to invoke in this case some hereditary amnesic 
trait. not only because such a trait is in itself debatable, but because it leaves 
the problem unsolved: namely, what is the link between the murder of the 
father and the pact of the primordial law, if it is included in that law that 
cash'ation should be the punishment for incest? 

It is only on the basis of the clinical facts that any discussion can be 
fruitful. These facts reveal a relation of the subject to the phallus that is 
established without regard to the anatomical difference of the sexes, and 
which, by this very fact, makes any interpretation of this relation especially 
difficult in the case of women. This problem may be treated under the fol
lowing four headings: 

t 1) from this 'why', the little girl considers herself, if only momentarily, as 
castrated, in the sense of deprived of the phallus, by someone, in the 
first instance by her mother. an important point, and then by her father, 
but in such a way that one must recognize in it a transference in the 
analytic sense of the term; 

(2) from this 'why', in a more primordial sense, the mother is considered, 
by both sexes, as possessing the phallus, as the phallic mother; _ -

(3) from this 'why', correlatively, the signification of castration in fact takes 
on its (clinically manifest) full weight as far as the formation of symp
toms is concerned, only on the basis of its discovery as castration of the 
mother; 

(4) these three problems lead, finally, to the question of the reason, in devel
opment, for the phalliC stage." We know that in this term Freud specifies 
the first genital matu!'ation: on the one hand, it would seem to be char
acterized by the imaginary dominance of the phallic attribute and by 
masturbatory jouissa1lce9 and. on the other, it localizes this jOlfissallce 
for the woman in the clitoris, which is thus raised to the function of the 
phallus. It therefore seems to exclude in both sexes, until the end of this 

~. A human being of either sex (Gerlnan l. 
4. Secondary consequences. "Ch'ili,ation and Its 
Discontents" was published in 1930. 
5. P<'nis envy (German). 
6. Difficulty, logical impasse (a term often used in 
decollstructive criticism 10 indicate- the point in a 
text where inherent contradictions rendt.·r intel'
pretation undecidable). 

7. The universal internalization by the male child 
of the prohibited desire for his mother and the 
love-hate relation to his father, as posited by Freud. 
8. According to Freud, the stages through which 
the child pass .. s are the oral, anal, phallic, and (if 
the Oedipal cQmplex is successfully resolved) gen
ital (i.e., mature sexuality). 
9. Orgasm (French). 
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stage, that is, to the decline of the Oedipal stage, all instinctual mapping 
of the vagina as locus of genital penetration. 

This ignorance is suspiciously like meconnais'sance l in the technical sense 
of the term-all the more so in that it is sometimes quite false. Does this 
not bear out the fable in which LongusZ shows us the initiation of Daphnis 
and Chloe subordinated to the explanations of an old woman'? 

Thus certain authors have been led to regard the phallic stage as the effect 
of a repression, and the function assumed in it by the phallic object as a 
symptom, The difficulty begins when one asks, what symptom? Phobia, says 
one, perversion, says another, both, says a third . .It seems in the last case 
that nothing more can be said: not that interesting transmutations of the 
object of a phobia into a fetish do not occur, but if they are interesting it is 
precisely on account of the difference of their place in the structure. It would 
be pointless to demand of these authors that they formulate this difference 
from the perspectives currently in favour, that is to say, in terms of the object 
relation. Indeed, there is no other reference on the subject than the approx
imate notion of part-object, which-unfortunately, in view of the convenient 
uses to which it is being put in our time, has never been subjected to criticism 
since Karl Abraham3 introduced it. 

The fact remains that the now abandoned discussion of the phallic stage, 
to be found in the ,surviving texts of the years 1928-32, is refreshing for the 
example it sets us of a devotion to doctrine-to which the degradation of 
psychoanalysis consequent on its American transplantation adds a note of 
nostalgia. 

Merely to summarize the debate would be to distort the authentic diversity 
of the positions taken up by a Helene Deutsch, a Karen Horney, and an 
Ernest jones,4 to mention only the most eminent. 

The series of three articles devoted by jones to the subject are especially 
fruitful-if only for the development of the n9tion of aP.hanisis a term that 
he himself had coined.' For, in positing so correctly the problem of the 
relation between castration and desire, he demonstrates his iDllbility to rec
ognize what he nevertheless grasped so clearly' that the term that earlier 
provided us with the key to it seems to emerge from his very failure. 

Particularly amusing is the way in which he manages to extract from a 
letter by Freud himself a position that is strictly coni:rary to it: an excellent 
model in a difficult genre. 
_ Yet the matter refuses to rest there, jones appearing to contradict his own 
case for a re-establishment of the equality of natural rights (does he not win 
the day with the Biblical 'God created them man and woman' with which 

I. Mlsrecognltion; misprision (French). 
2. Greek author (dates hlgl).ly uncertain; 2d--.6th c. 
C.E.) credited with writing the first pastoral prose 
romance, O .. "hnis .... d Chloll, which tells of two 
Fo\,ndlings brought up by shepherds who meet In 
childhood and gradually Fall In love. 
3. German psychoanalyst (1877-1925), who 
Focused on child sexual development. "Part
object": the tendency of a child to relate to parts 
r8th",r than to complete objel:ts (e.g., to the breast 
rather than the mother). 
4. All early psychoanalysts: Oeutsch (1884-
1982), a Polish-born American who wrote on the 

psychology of women;' Homey (1885-1952), a 
German-born American who rejected the notion of 
penis envy; and Jones (1879-1958), a British 
champion of psyChoanalysis who wrote the first 
definitive biography of Freud (3 vols .• 1953-57). 
5. A"Ja.sioisis, the disappearance of sexual desire. 
This Greek term was introduced into psychoanal
YSis by Joneo In "Early Development of Female Sex
uality" (1927), In P"l"'non P.".,ho-" .. "Iysis, 5th ed. 
(London, 1950). For Jones, the fear of aphanlsls 
exists, In both boys and Jllrls, at a deeper level than 
the castration complex [translator'S note). 
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his plea concludes?). In fact, what has he gained in normalizing the function 
of the phallus as a part-object if he has to invoke its presence in the mother's 
body as an internal object, which term is a function of the phantasies 
revealed by Melanie Klein,6 and if he cannot separate himself from Klein's 
view,that these phantasies originate as far back as in early childhood, during 
Oedipal formation? 

It might be a good idea to re-examine the question by asking what could 
have necessitated for Freud the evident paradox of his position. For one has 
to admit that he was better guided than anyone in his recognition of the 
order of unconscious phenomena, of which he was the inventor, and that, 
failing an adequate articulation of the nature of these phenomena, his fol
lowers were doomed to lose their way to a greater or lesser degree. 

It is on the basis of the following bet-which I lay down as the principle 
of a commentary of Freud's work that I have pursued during the past seven 
years-that I have been led to certain results: essentially, to promulgate as 
necessary to any articulation of analytic phenomena the notion of the sig
nifier, as opposed to that of the signified, in modern linguistic analysis.? 
Freud could not take this notion, which postdates him, into account, but I 
would claim that Freud's discovery stands out precisely because, although it 
set out from a domain in which one could not expect to recognize its reign, 
it could not fail to anticipate its formulas. Conversely, it is Freud's discovery 
that gives to the signifier/signified opposition the full extent of its implica
tions: namely, that the signifier has an active function in determining certain 
effects in which the signifiable appeats as submitting to its mark; by becom
ing through that passion the signified. 

This passion of the signifier now becomes a new dimension of the human 
condition in that it is not only man who speaks, but that in man and through 
man it speaks (~a parle), that his nature is woven by effects in which is to 
be found the structure of language, of which he becomes the material, and 
that therefore there resounds in him, beyond what could be conceived of by 
a psychology of ideas, the relation of speech. 

In this sense one can say that the consequences of the discovery of the 
unconscious have not yet been so much as glimpsed in theory, although its 
effects have been felt in praxis to a greater degree than perhaps we are aware 
of, if only in the form of effects of retreat. ~ . 

It should be made clear that this advocacy of man's relation to the signifier 
as such has nothing to do with a 'culturalist' position in the ordinary sense 
of the term, the position in which Karen Homey, for example, was antici
pated in the dispute concerning the phallus by a position described by Freud 
himself as a feminist one. It is not a question of the relation between man 
and language as a social phenomenon, there being no question even of some
thing resembling the ideological psychogenesis with which we are familiar, 
and which is not superseded by peremptory recourse to the quite meta
physical notion, which lurks beneath its question-begging appeal to the con
crete, conveyed so pitifully by the term 'affect'. 

It is a question of rediscovering in the laws that govern that other scene 

6. Austrian-horn English psychoanalyst (1882-
1960). particularly interested ill early mother-child 
relations. 
7. The sign was divided into !;;nnified (lh~ meaning 

conveyed) and slgnifier (the symbol or sound that 
conveys that meaning) by the Swiss Jinguist r-ER

D1NANU DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913). 
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(ein andere Schauplatz),8 which Freud, on the subject of dreams, designates 
as being that of the unconscious, the effects that are discovered at the level 
of the chain of materially unstable elements that constitutes language: 
effects determined by the double play of combination and substitution in the 
signifier, according to the two aspects that generate the signified, metonymy 
and metaphor; determining effects for the institution of the subject. From 
this test, a topology, in the mathematical sense of the term,9appears, without 
which one soon realizes that is impossible simply to note the structure of a 
symptom in the analytic sense of the term. 

It speaks in the Other, I say, designating by the Other the very locus evoked 
by the recourse to speech in any relation in which the Other intervenes. If 
it speaks in the Other, whether or not the subject hears it with his ear, it is 
because it is there that the subject, by means of a logic anterior to any 
awakening of the signified, finds its signifying place. The discovery of what 
it articulates in that place, that is to say, in the unconscious, enables us to 
grasp at the price of what splitting (Spaltung) it has thus been constituted. J 

The phallus reveals its function here. In Freudian doctrine, the phallus is 
not a phantasy, if by that we mean an imaginary effect. Nor is it as such an 
object (part-, internal, good, bad, etc.) in the sense that this term tends to 
accentuate the reality pertaining in a relation. It is even less the organ, penis 
or clitoris, that it symbolizes. And it is not without reason that Freud used 
the reference to the simulacrum that it represented for the Ancients. 

For the phallus is a signifier, a signifier whose function, in the intra
subjective economy of the analysis, lifts the veil perhaps from the function 
it performed in the mysteries. For it is the signifier intended to designate as 
a whole the effects of the signified,z in that the signifier conditions them by 
its presence as a signifier. 

Let us now examine the effects of this presence. In the first instance, they 
proceed from a deviation of man's needs from the fact that he speaks, in the 
sense that in so far as' his needs are subjected to demand, they return to him 
alienated. This is not the effect of his real dependence (one should not expect 
to find here the parasitic conception represented by the notion of depen
dence in the theory of neurosis), but rather the turning into signifying form 
as such, from the fact that it is from the locus of the'Other that its message 
is emitted. 

That which is thus alienated in needs constitutes an Urverdriingung (pri
ma) repression), an inability, it is supposed, to be articulated in demand, but 
it re-appears in something it gives rise to that presents itself in man as desire 
(das Begehren). The phenomenology that emerges from analytic experience 
is certainly of a kind to demonstrate in desire the paradoxical, deviant, 
erratic, eccentric, even scandalous character by which it is distinguished 
from need. This fact has been too often affirmed not to have ·been always 

8. Another theater (German). Freud, In Th .. Inter
pretation of Dreams, uses this metaphor to refer to 
conscious and unconscious processes. Lacsn 
extends this "topological" model of psychic loca
tion. suggesting that while a bourgeois drama may 
be playing on the main stage, a Greek tragedy is 
being performed somewhere else. 
9. That is, the study of a figure's properties that 
are unchanged by such deformations as stretching. 

I. In other words, the .ubject I. "split" by lan
guage: even the most nonverbal of needs are for
mulated through the "elsewhere" that the system 
of language constitutes. 
2. Lacan writes that the phallic signifier desig
nates as a whole "Ies effets DE signifi~" ("signlfied
effects," like "sound effects" or Ifspeclal effects"), 
not "le. effet. DU .ignifi~," which would Imply that 
the signified functions as a knowable cause. 
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obvious to moralists worthy of the name. The Freudianism of earlier days 
seemed to owe its status to this fact. Paradoxically, however, psychoanalysis 
is to be found at the head of an ever-present obscurantism that is still more 
boring when it denies the fact in an ideal of theoretical and practical reduc
tion of desire to need. 

This is why we must articulate this status here, beginning with demand, 
whose proper characteristics are eluded in the notion of frustration (which 
Freud never used). 

Demand in itself bears on something other than the satisfactions it calls 
for. It is demand of a presence or of an absence-which is what is manifested 
in the primordial relation to the mother, pregnant with that Other to be 
situated witlJin the needs that it can satisfy. Demand constitutes the Other 
as already possessing the 'privilege' of satisfying needs, that it is to say, the 
power of depriving them of that alone by which they are satisfied. This priv
ilege of the Other thus outlines the radical form of the gift of that which the 
Other does not have, namely, its love. 

In this way, demand annuls (aufhebt) the particularity of everything that 
can be granted by transmuting it into a proof of love, and the very satisfac
tions that it obtains for need are reduced (sic" erniedrigt) to the level of being 
no more than the crushing of the demand for love (all of which is perfectly 
apparent in the psychology of child-rearing. to which our analyst-nurses are 
so attached). 

It is necessary, then, that the particularity thus abolished should reappear 
be)'oud demand. It does, in fact, reappear there, but preserving the structure 
contained in the unconditional element of the demand for love. Bya reversal 
that is not simply a negation of the negation, the power of pure loss emerges 
from the residue of an obliteration. For the unconditional element of 
demand, desire substitutes the 'absolute' condition: this condition unties the 
knot of that element in the proof of love that is resistant to the satisfaction 
of a need. Thus desire is neither the appetite for satisfaction, nor the demand 
for love, but the difference that results from the subtraction of the first from 
the second, the phenomenon of their splitting (Spaltung). 

One can see how the sexual relation occupies this closed field of desire. 
in which it will play out its fate. This is because it is the field made for the 
production of the enigma that this relation arouses in the subject by douWy 
'signifying' it to him: the return of the demand that it gives rise to, as a 
demand on the subject of the need-an ambiguity made present on to the 
Other in question in the proof of love demanded. The gap in this enigma 
betrays what determines it, namely, to put it in the simplest possible way, 
that for both partners in the relation. both the subject and the Other, it is 
not enough to be subjects of need, or objects of love, but that they must 
stand for the cause of desire. 

This truth lies at the heart of all the distortions that have appeared in the 
field of psychoanalysis on the subject of the sexual life. It also constitutes 
the condition of the happiness of the subject: and to disguise the gap it 
creates by leaving it to the virtue of the 'genital' to resolve it through the 
maturation of tenderness (that is to say, solely by recourse to the Other as 
reality), however well intentioned, is fraudulent nonetheless. It has to be said 
here that the French analysts, with their hypocritical notion of genital obla-
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tivity,3 opened the way to the moralizing tendency, which, to the accompa
niment of its Salvationist choirs, is now to be found everywhere. 

In any case, man cannot aim at . being whole (the 'total personality' is 
another of the deviant premises of modern psychotherapy), while ever the 
play of displacement and condensation to which he is,doomed in the exercise 
of his functions marks his relation as a subject to the signifier. 

The phallus is the privileged signifier of that mark in which the role of the 
logos4 is joined with the advent of desire. 

It can be said that this signifier is chosen because it is the most tangible 
element in the real of sexual copulation, and also the most symbolic in the 
literal (typographical) sense of the term, since it ·.is equivalent there to 
the (logical) copula. It might also be said that, by virtue of its turgidity, it 
is the image of the vital flow as it is transmitted in generation. 

All these propositions merely conceal the fact that it can play its role only 
when veiled, that is to say, as itself a sign of the latency with which any 
signifiable is struck, when it is raised (aufgehoben) to the function of signifier. 

The phallus is the signifier of this Aufhebung5 itself, which it inaugurates 
(initiates) by its disappearance. That is why the demon of A16w~ (Scham, 
shame) arises at the very moment when, in the ancient wysteries, the phallus 
is unveiled (cf. the famous painting in the Villa di Pompei6 ). 

It then becomes the bar which, at the hands of this demon, strikes the 
signified,7 marking it as the bastard offspring.of this signifying concatenation. 

Thus a condition of complementarity is produced in the establishment of 
the subject by the signifier-which explains the Spaltung in the subject and 
the movement of intervention in which that 'splitting' is completed. 

Namely: 

(1) that the subject designates his being only by barring everything he sig
nifies, as it appears in 'the fact thathe wants to be loved for himself, a 
mirage that cannot be dismissed as merely grammatical (since it abol
ishes discourse); 

(2) that the living par.t of that being in the urverdrangt (primally repressed) 
finds its signifier by receiving the mark of the Verdrangung (repression) 
of the phallus (by virtue of which the unconscious is language). 

The phallus as signifier gives the ratio of desire (in the sense in which the 
term is used in music in the 'mean and extreme ratio' of harmonic division). 

I shall also be using the phallus as an algorithm, sO.if I am to help you to 
grasp this use of the term I shall have to rely on the echoes of the experience 
that we share-otherwise, my account of the problem could go on indefi
nitely. 

The fact that the phallus isa signifier means that it is in the place of the 
Other that the subject has access to it. But since this signifier is only veiled, 
as ratio of the Other's desire, it is this desire of the Other as such that the 

3. A mature form of love in which it is the person 
as a whole, and not what he or she can give, that 
i. loved. 
4, Word. speech (Greek). 
5. Raising. abolition (German), a.term taken from 
the German philosopher GEORG WILHELM FRIED
RICH HEGEL (1770-1831). The verb _fheban. 

which means n to annul,;' Uto preserve,1J and ffto 
raise," is often translated "to sublate." .. 
6. In the entrance hall of Pompeii's House of the 
Vettit is a fresco of the fertility god Priapus weigh
Ing his enormous phalluI. 
7. On this "bar," see Lacan'. "Agency ofthe Letter 
in the Unconscious" (1957; above). 
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subject must recognize, that is to say, the other in so far as he is himself a 
subject divided by the signifying Spaltung. 

The emergences that appear in psychological genesis confirm this signi
fying function of the phallus. 

Thus, to begin with, the Kleinian fact that the child apprehends from 
the outset that the mother 'contains' the phallus may be formulated more 
correctly. 

But it is in the dialecticN of the demand for love and the test of desire that 
development is ordered. 

The demand for love can only suffer from a desire whose signifier is alien 
to it. If the desire of the mother is the phallus, the child. wishes to be the 
phallus in order to satisfy that desire. Thus the division immanent in desire 
is already felt to be experienced in the desire of the Other, in that it is already 
opposed to the fact that the subject is content to present to the Other what 
in reality he may have that corresponds to this phallus, for what he has is 
worth no more than what he does not have, as far as his demand for love is 
concerned because that demand requires that he be the phallus. 

Clinical experience has shown us that this test of the desire of the Other 
is decisive not in the sense that the subject learns by it whether or not he 
has a real phallus, but in the sense that he learns that the mother does not 
have it. This is the moment of the experience without which no symptomatic 
consequence (phobia) or structural consequence (Penisneid) relating to 
the castration complex can take effect. Here is signed the conjunction of 
desire, in that the phallic signifier is its mark l with the threat or nostalgia of 
lacking it. 

Of course, its future depends on the law introduced by the father into this 
sequence. 

But one may, simply by reference to the functio~ of the phallus; indicate 
the structures that will govern the relations between the sexes. 

Let us say that these relations will turn around a 'to be' and a 'to have', 
which, by referring to a signifier, the phallus, have the opposed effect., on 
the one hand, of giving reality to the subject in this signifier, and, on the 
other, of de realizing the relations to be signified. 

This is brought about by the intervention of a 'to seem' that replaces.~he 
'to have', in order to protect it on the one side, and to mask its lack rrfthe 
other, and which -has the effect of projecting in their entirety the ideal or 
typical manifestations of the behaviour of each sex, including the act of 
copulation itself, into the comedy. 

These ideals take on new vigour from the demand that they are capable 
of satisfying, which is always a demand for love, with its complement of the 
reduction of desire to demand. 

Paradoxical as this formulation may seem; I am saying that it is in order 
to be the phallus, that is to say, the signifier of the desire of the Other, that 
a woman will reject an essential part of femininity, namely, all her attributes 
in the masquerade.· It is for that which she is not that she wishes to be 
desired as well as loved. But she finds the signifier of her own desire in the 

8. Reciprocal Interaction. 
9. An .. lluslon to Joan RIYI~re's f .. mo"s 1929 ess .. y. "Womanliness as n Masquerade." 
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body of him to whom she addresses her demand for love. Perhaps it should 
not be forgotten that the organ that assumes this signifying function takes 
on the value of a fetish. But the result for the woman remains that an expe
rience of love, which, as such (cf. above), deprives her ideally of that which 
the object gives, and a desire which finds its signifier in this object, converge 
on the same object. That is why one can observe that a lack in the satisfaction 
proper to sexual need, in other words, frigidity, is relatively well tolerated in 
women, whereas the Verdriingung (repression) inherent in desire is less pres
ent in women than in men. 

In the case of men, on the other hand, the dialectic of demand and desire 
engenders the effects-and one must once more admire the sureness with 
which Freud situated them at the precise articulations on which they 
depended-of a specific depreciation (Erniedrigung) of love. 

If, in effect, the man finds satisfaction for his demand for love in the 
relation with the woman, in as· much as the signifier of the phallus constitutes 
her as giving in love what she does not have-conversely, his own desire for 
the phallus will make its signifier emerge in its persistent divergence towards 
'another woman' who may signify this phallus in various ways, either as a 
virgin or as a prostitute. There results from this a centrifugal tendency of the 
genital drive in love life, which makes impotence much more difficult to bear 
for him, while the Verdriingung inherent in desire is more important. 

Yet it should not be thought that the sort of infidelity that would appear 
to be constitutive of the male function is proper to it. For if one looks more 
closely, the same redoubling is to be found in the woman,- except that the 
Other of Love as such, that is to say, in so far as he is deprived of what he 
gives, finds it difficult to see himself in the retreat in which he is substituted 
for the being of the very man whose attributes she cherishes. 

One might add here that male homosexuality, in accordance with the phal
lic mark that constitutes desire, is constituted on the side of desire, while 
female homosexuality; on the other hand, as observation shows, is orientated 
on a disappointment that reinforces the side of the demand for love. These 
remarks should really be examined in greater detail, from the point of view 
of a return to the function of the mask in so far as it dominates the identi
fications in which refusals of demand are resolved. 

The fact that femininity finds its refuge in this mask, by virtue of the 
fact of the Verdriingung inherent in the phallic mark of desire, has the cur
ious consequence of making virile display in the human being itself seem 
feminine. 

Correlatively, one can glimpse the reason for a characteristic that had 
never before been elucidated, and which shows once again the depth of 
Freud's intuition: namely, why he advances the view that there is only one 
libido, J his text showing that he conceives it as masculine in nature. The 
function of the phallic signifier touches here on its most profound relation: 
that in which the Ancients embodied the Noilc; and the AoyoC;.:l 

1958 

I. Desire (Latin). 2. "Mind" and 'Word" (Greek). 
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The most celebrated African American writer of the first half of the twentieth century, 
Langston Hughes was a poet, playwright, and fiction writer who also worked tirelessly 
to promote black literature and, more generally, the status of black people in Amer
ican society. Associated with the Harlem Renaissance, Hughes was interested in the 
relation of literature to the other arts; but he was particularly concerned with bridging 
the gap between "high" cultUl'e and the life of hi!! people. 

Hughes was born in 1\1issouri and spent an impoverished childhood living with 
various relatives after his father, discouraged by American racism, moved to Mexico 
shortly after his birth. His mother was a Langston, born of a family that had played 
a prominent role in the fight against slavery. Among Hughes's Langston relatives were 
a veteran of John Brown's famous raid on Harper's Ferry in 1859 and a congressman 
fWIn Virginia during the Reconstruction years. Hughes's life stabilized on joining his 
remarried mother in Cleveland when he was thirteen. After a successful four years 
at an integrated high school, he went to Columbia University for a year (1921-22) 
but dropped out.-

Over the next four years, Hughes traveled widely, held a number of menial jobs, 
and published poetry in the journals that constituted the literary portion of the Har
lem Renaissance-the outpouring of work in all the arts by young blacks during the 
1920s and early 1930s, Hughes's work was included in Alain Locke's famous anthol
ogy The New Negro (I925), which announced the movement, and Hughes knew
and collaborated with-almost all the major figures of the Harlem Renaissance, 
though he did not himself spend much time in New York during the 1920s. His first 
book of poems, Weary Blues, was published in 1926, the same year he wrote the essay 
''The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain" and enrolled in Lincoln University, the 
all-male black college in Southeastern Pennsylvania from which he received his B.A. 

During the 19 30s H ughes was desperately poor, living on funds provided by patrons 
or the earnings he could garner from poetry readings. Increasingly involved in radical 
causes, he wrote plays in support of the Scottsboro Boys (nine young black men from 
Alabama accused of raping two white women), spent almost a year in Russia, and 
served as a war correspondent during the Spanish Civil War. After World War 11 he 
taught at various universities, was called before the House Un-American Activities 
Committee as a suspected Communist, and lived to champion some of the young 
writers of the 1960s Black Arts Movement. His poetry has been his claim to fa!!.W, 
but increasing interest and attention have been paid to his fiction (both novels and 
short stories) and plays, 

His biographer Arnold Rampersad calls our selection, "The Negro Artist and the 
Racial Mountain" (I926), the "finest essay of Hughes's life." It was written for the 
Natiol1 as a solicited response to an essay by George Schuyler called "The Negro-Art 
Hokum," which argued that the idea of a separate black American culture and aes
thetic was untenable. Hughes's reply succinctly captures the varied pressures under 
which the African American artist labors. First and foremost, perhaps, is the problem 
of a heterogeneous audience. The Negro (to use Hughes's term) poet knows that both 
black and white people are potential readers of his work. Yet those two audiences 
have very different expectations and demands. To complicate matters even further, 
Hughes's ever-present sensitivity to class deprives him of any simple image of the 
black audience, "High-toned" blacks are mostly terrified by the artist, afraid that he 
will endanger their desperate hold on respectability. "0, be respectable, write about 
nice people, show how good we are," Hughes imagines them saying. The "Iow-down 
folks," on the other hand, "are not ashamed of [the artistJ-if they ~ow he exists at 
all." \Vhereas "the better class Negro would tell the artist what to do, the people at 
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least let him alone." But it's hardly a happy situation for the writer caught between 
an anxious and an unaware~black audience. 

Meanwhile, " 'Be stereotyped, don't go too, far, don't shatter our illusions about 
you, don't amuse us' too seriously. We win pay you,' say the whites." The Negro writer 
can win acclaim and fortune in the white world so long as he does nothing to disturb 
the whites' ,comfort, their conviction. ,that they are good, enlightened people; The 
temptations created by these constraints are obvious. Just as the modernist artist often 
set out deliberately to shock and outrage the bourgeoisie, so the, black artist will be 
tempted merely to shake the patronizing white audience out of Jts complacency. 

Hughesintimates, without quite saying it directly, that the best ,work will ple.ase 
neither the black nor the white audience. (His example is Jean Toomer's Cane.) And 
like many modernists, he believes that such problems are best solved by developing 
an indifference to all audiences-by cultivating an art that is true to itself: ~'We 
younger Negro artists who create now intend. to express our individual dark-skinned 
selves without fear or shame .... Brayely and defiantly; Hughellpro\::laimlithat it. "doesn't 
matter" if neither white nor coloted audiences "are pleased" by this;work; "Free within 
ourselves" and building "ourtei1;lples for tomorrow," the.youngel':artis.ts,are.already 
creating "an honest American Negro literature.". : " . . 
. Out of what material is that literature created? Here Hughes raiSes another recurc 

ring problem for African American writers. Despite his line about· expressing "our 
individual. dark-skinned .selves," Hughes actually.looks toward the collectiveexperi
ence of the black folk as the "great field of unused material ready,for his 'att.rtAntic
ipating the black.power.movement of the 1960s, Hughes .responds::to.Ame'i:ica's 
persistent racism by insisting that" .'.1 am a Negro---.-and beautiful/''';The black'artist 
should "interest 'himself. in· interpreting .the· beauty of his' own people." Hence the 
essay's essential move:· .the. ,repudiation of·a black middle and .upper- ,class: ·that has 
alienated itself from the black folk; Hughes will celebrate the c;:ommort ·people. The 
problem, of course, is. that Hughes himself:is not of the folk, 'andto "jnterpret'; their 
'~beauty" is not identical with. "expressing~" his owo"dark-skinned" individuality. There 
is a sizable gap. between the "they" 'Who '!furnish If wealth ,of colorful, .distinctive 
material for imy artist" ·and the. artist, ""ho belongs more obviously with' the classes 
Hughes wishes to repudiate.. .', .,- , .< '" 

Hughes ·strives to find.a.meeting:place in. African Americ.an music, especially 
jazz (but also the·blues): "JilzZ to ~e;is·one of the inherent:.expressionsofNegro life 
in: America.".Music provides an entty,pointto.the "Negro sO!lI,'!.offering theines to 
which ".the· Negro .artist .. can give his .. racia:l ihdividuality." Hughes,·hopes that:jazz's 
.merger of the folk and the artist can b~ reproduced in the other arts: theaterj painting, 
dance. He, believes that a "racial art" is already evident in the lite,ratu'I'e of the Harlem 
Renaissance., 

Writing in 1926, Hughes is uneasy about "the present vogue in things.Negro,'· and 
he. is-scathing in his 1940 autobiography about the whites who ,poured. into Harlem 
in~the. 1920s to listen to black music in clubs.(like the famous Cotton:Club) that 
excluded black patrons and black employees (with the sole exception of the musi
cians). He knows that black artists want their voices to be heard and that they are, 
like all artists, hungry for acclaim· as well.as.for.an audience. But he worries about 
the price paid for gaining the .attention of w.hites. The perils facing the black artist 
lire so many-fromself-loathirig to currying ~e'favOr of whites to.pro~ding a safe 
window on the exotic world of.the racilll Other.i.,.,-that.success.i:lepends:pn an honesty 
and fearlessness that are almbU too much· to ask. But these very difficulties point to 
another source of material for the Mrican American artist, for "when,he chooses to 
touch on the relations between Negroes and whites in thisc6untry with their innu
merable overtones and undertones;r.', . there is an inexhaustible supply of themes· at 
hand." In calling on the·African American artist to affirm his race, to cut loose from 
white 'standards and white ideals of highcultute, and to explore the experience of the 
black folk and the realities of racism, Hughes enunciates a program, for and vision'bf 
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black literature that is taken up again during the civil rights and black power move
ments of the mid-1950s to the early 1970s. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Hughespublished teJi books of poetry, eight of fiction, and twenty of non fictional 
prose (several coauthored). His social and literary criticisltiappeai'ed in A New Song 
(I 938), Freedom's Plow (l943),jim Crow's Last Statui (I 943); Laughing to Keepfrom 
Crying (I952), Black Misery (1969), and Good Morni.ng Revolution: UnCollected 
Social Protest Writings by Langston Hughes, .edited by Faith Berry (1973). His cor
respondence with the influential black writer and editor Arna Bontemps has been 
published in Arna Bontemps-Langston Hughes Letters, 1925-1 967, edi~ed by Charles 
H. Nichols (1980). A selection from all his work is available in 1Jr,e Langston Hughes 
Reader (1958). Hughes also edited many works, among them the important literary 
anthologies The Poetry of the Negro (1949), with A.rils·Bontemps; The Book of Negro 
Folklore (1 958)"with Arna Bontemps; New Negro 'Poets: USA (i964); and The Best 
Short Stories by Negro Writers (1967). 

Hughes wrote two autobiographies, The Big Sea (1940) and I Wonder as I Wander 
(1956). Two biographies are Faith Berry's Langston Hughes: Before and Beyond Har
lem (1983) and Arnold Rampersad's authoritative two-volume Life ofLangsion Hughes 
(I 986-88). Critical studies have focused almost entirely on the ,poetry; with some 
attention to the. fiction and virtually none to the non6ctional work. R. Buter Miller's 
Art and Imagination of Langston Hughes (1989) provides an'~nformative ~verview. For 
a sense of Hughes's place in American letters and the range of responses to his work, 
the reader will !:le best served by consulting Langston Hughes, edited by Harold Bloom 
(1989), and Langston Hughes: Critical Perspectives Past and Present, edited by Jienry 
Louis Gates Jr. and· K. A. Appiah (1993). A full arlnoUited 1:iihliogmphy of Hughes's 
own work and of critical commentary on the work csn be found in Thomas A: Miko
IYLk's Langstoit Hughes: A Bio-Bibliography (1990). 

, The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain 
. ',' ~ . J . : . I' ." ;" 

One of the most promising of ,the young Negro poets! said tome otlct'!; "I 
want to be a poet-not a Negro poet,"meaning; Ibelieve;'''1 want to write 
like a white p<>et"; meaning subconsciously, "I would like to be a white poet"; 
meaning behind that, "I would like to he white." And I was sorry the yOang 
man said that, for no great poet has ever been afraid of being himself. And 
I doubted' then that, with his desire to run away' spiritually from his race, 
this boy would ever be a great poet. Bilt this is the mountain standing in the 
Way of any true Negro art in America~this· urge within 'the race toward 
whiteness, the desire to pour racial individuality into the 'mold of American 
standardization, and to be as little Negro and as much Atrterican as possible. 

But let us look at the immediate background of thiS young poet. His family 
is of what I 'sUppose one would call the Negro middle class': 'people who are 
by no means Hthyet never uncomfortable nor hungry-smUg; contented, 
respectable folk, members of the Baptist church. The father goe~ to work 
every morning. He is a chief steward at· a large white' club: The mother 
sometimes does fancy sewing or supervises parties for the rich families of 

I, According to Hughes'. hiographer Arnold Rampersad, this Is almost certainly Countee Cullen (J 903-
1946), one of the African American poets associated with the,Harlem Rellalssallce. 
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the town. The children go to a mixe~ s~hool. In the home they read white 
papers and magazines. And the mother .. often says "Don't be like niggers" 
when the children are bad. A frequent phrase from the father is, "Look how 
well a white man does things." And. so the word white comes to be uncon
sciouslya symbol of a11 the virtues. It holds for the children beauty, morality, 
and money. The whisper of "I want to be white" runs silently through their 
minds. This young poet's home is, I believe, a fairly typical home of the 
colored middle class. One sees immediately how difficult it wciuld be for an 
artist born in such a home to interest himself in interpreting the beauty of 
his own people. He is never taught to see that beauty. He is taught rather 
not to see it, or if he does, to be ashamed of it when it is .not according to 
Caucasian patterns. 

, For racial culture the home of a self-styled "high-class" Negro has nothing 
better to offer. Instead there will perhaps be more aping of things white than 
ilia less cultured or less wealthy home. The father is perhaps a doctor, 
laWyer, landowner, or politician. The mother may be a social wor~er, or a 
teacher, or she may do nothing and have a maid. Father is often dark but he 
has usuaHy married the lightest woman he could find. The family attend a 
fashionable church where few reaHy colored faces are to be fourl;d. And they 
t~emselves draw a color line. In the North they go to white theaters arid 
white movies. And in the South they have at least two cats and a house "like 
white folks." Nordic manners, Nordic faces, Nordic hair; Nordic art (if any), 
and an Episcopal heaven. A very high mountain indeed for the would-be 
racial artist to climb in order to discover himself and his people. 

But, then there are the low-down folks, the so-called common elemerit, 
and they are the majority-may the Lord be praised I The people who have 
their nip of gin on Saturday nights and are not too important to themselves 
or the community, or too weH fed, or too learned to watch the lazy world go 
round. They live on Seventh Street in Wa!ihington or State Street in Chicago 
and they do not particularly care whether."they are like white folks or anybody 
else. Their joy runs, bangl into ecstasy. Their religion soars to a shout. Work 
mayb~ El lit~le today, rest a little tomorrciw. Play awhile. Sing awhile. 0, let's 
dance! These common people are riot afraid of spirituals, as for a long time 
their ~ore intellectual brethren were, ahd jazz is their child. They furnish a 
wealth ~f colorful, distinctive materiai for any artist because they still hold 
their own individuality in the face of American standardizations. And perhaps 
these common people will give to the world its truly great Negro artist, the 
cine who is not afraid to be himself. Whereas the better-class Negro would 
tell the artist what to do, the people at least let him alone when he does 
appear. And they are not ashamed of him-if they know he exists at all. And 
they accept what beauty is their own without question. 

Certainly there is, for the American Negro artist who can escape the 
restrictions the more advanced among his own group would put upon him, 
a great field of unused material ready for his art. Without going outside his 
race, and even among the better classes with their "white" culture and con
scious American manners, but still Negro enough to be different, there is 
sufficient matter to furnish a black artist with a lifetime of creative work. 
And when he chooses to touch on the relations between Negroes and whites 
in this country with their innumerable overtones and undertones, surely, and 
especially for literature and the drama,. there is an inexaustible supply of 
themes at hand. To these the Negro artist can give his racial individuality, 
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his heritage of rhythm and warmth, and his incongruous humor that so often, 
as in the Blues, becomes ironic laughter mixed with tears. But let us look 
again at the mountain. 

A prominent Negro clubwoman in Philadelphia paid eleven dollars to hear 
Raquel MeJler2 sing Andalusian popular songs. But she told me a few weeks 
before she would not think of going to hear "that woman," Clara Smith,3 a 
great black artist, sing Negro folksongs. And many an upper-class Negro 
church, even now, would not dream of employing a spiritual in its services. 
The drab melodies in white folks' hymnbooks are much to be preferred. "We 
want to worship the Lord correctly and quietly. We don't believe in 'shouting.' 
Let's be dull like the Nordics," they say, in effect. 

The road for the serious black artist, then, who would produce a racial art 
is most certainly rocky and the mountain is high. Until recently he received 
almost no encouragement for his work from either white or colored people. 
The fine novels of Chestnutt4 go out of print with neither race noticing their 
passing. The quaint charm and humor of Dunbar's' dialect verse brought to 
him, in his day, largely the same kind of encouragement one would give a 
side-show freak (A colored man writing poetry! How odd!) or a clown (How 
amusing!). 

The present vogue in things Negro, although it may do as much harm as 
good for the budding colored artist, has at least done this: it has brought him 
forcibly to the attention of his own people among whom for so long, unless 
the other race had noticed him beforehand, he was a prophet with little 
honor. I understand that Charles Gilpin 6 acted for years in Negro theaters 
without any special acclaim from his own, but when Broadway gave him 
eight curtain caJls, Negroes, too, began to beat a tin pan in his honor. I know 
a young colored writer, a manual worker by day, who had been writing well 
for the colored magazines for some years, but it was not until he recently 
broke into the white publications and his first book was accepted by a prom
inent New York publisher that the "best" Negroes in his city took the trouble 
to discover that he lived there. Then almost immediately they decided to give 
a grand dinner for him. But the society ladies were careful to whisper to his 
mother that perhaps she'd better not come. They were not sure she would 
have an evening gown. 

The Negro artist works against an undertow of sharp criticism and 1T'lh~ 
understanding from his own group and unintentional bribes from the whites. 
HO, be respectable, write about nice people, show how good we are," say the 
l\;egroes. "Be stereotyped. don't go too far, don't shatter our illusions about 
you, don't amuse us too seriously. We will pay you," say the whites. Both 
would have told Jean Toomer7 not to write "Cane." The colored people did 

2. Spanish singer (1888-1962) who made her 
highly successful New York debut in th .. spring of 
1926 (with the New York Philharmonic). Andalu· 
sia is 8 region of Spain; Meller would introduce 
hl'r Spanish songs by telling little stories about the 
folkways of the different regions from which they 
cmne. 
3. African American blues singer (1894-1935) 
who performed regularly in Harlen> throughout the 
J920s. 
4. Charles Chesnutt (1858-1932), African 
Alnerican novelist who lived in Cleveland and 
published most of his work belween 1890 and 
J91O. 

5. Paul Laurence Dunbar (1872-1906), African 
American poet who died young of tuberculosis. He 
was a major influence on Hughe •. 
6. African American actor and theater manager 
(1878-1930"1. He played the title role in Eugene 
O'Neill's Emperor Jones in 1920, the first black 
actor to Cia)" the lead in a Broadway production. 
His all-b ack Lafayette stock company was based 
in Harlem. 
7. African American writer (1894-1967). His 
book Ca"/! (1923), a formally experimental mixture 
of poetry and prose, was a major landmark in the 
Harlem Renaissance. 
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not praise .it. The white people' ,did not buy it.' Most of the 'colored, people 
who did read "Cane" hate it. They are afraid of it. Although the critics gave 
it good reviews the public remained indifferent. Yet (excepting the work of 
DuBois)8 "'Cane" contains the: finest prose written by a Negro in America. 
And like the singing of Robeson,' it is truly racial.. , 

But in spite of the Nordicized Negro intelligentsia and the desires of some 
white editors we have an honest American Negro literatu're already with us. 
Now 1 await the rise of the, Negro theater. Our folk music, having achieved 
world-wide fame; offers itself to the genius of the great ,individual American 
Negro composer who is to come, And within the nextdecade:l:expectto see 
the work of a growing school 'of colored artists who paint and'model the 
beauty of dark faces and ,create with new technique the expressions 'of their 
own soul-world. And the Negro dancers 'Who will dance like flame and the 
singers who will continue to carry our songs to, all who listen-they will be 
with us in even greater numbers tomorrow .. 

Most of my own poems are ,racial in theme and treatment,- derived from 
the life I know. In many of them I try to grasp and hold some of the meanings 
and rhythms of jazz. 1 am sincere as I' know how to be.in these poems and 
yet after every reading 1 answer questions like these from my own people: 
Do you think ,Negroes should always write about Negroes? 1 wish' you 
wouldn't read some of your poems to white folks. How do 'You find anything 
interesting in a place like a cabaret? Why do you write about black people? 
You aren't black. What makes you do, so many jazz, poems? ' 

But jazz ,to me is one of the ,inherent expressions of Negro life in America: 
the eternal tom·tom beating in the Negro soul"-thetom~tom of revolt against 
weariness ina white world, a world of subway trains,and work, work, work; 
the tom-tom of joy ,and laughter, and pain swallowed in asmile"Yet the 
Philadelphia clubwoman is ashamed to say-:that her, rar;:ecreated it and she 
does not like me to"write about it; The old 8ubconscious,~'white is,best",runs 
through her mind. Years of study under whiteteachers"a lifetime of white 
books, ,pictures, and papers, and white manners" morals, and, ,Puritanstan
dards made her !dislike the spirituals. And now she turns 1,lp her nose' at jazz 
and aIl.its manifestations-likewise almost everything e~se distinCtly 'racial. 
She doesn't care for the Winold Reiss' portraits of Negroes because they are 
"too Negro." She does' not want a:true picture of herselfftom anyb6dy.; She 
wants the artist to flatter her, to make the white World believe thaLall 
Negroes are as smug and as near white in soul as she wants to be. But, to 
my mind" it is the duty of the younger Negro artist, if he accepts any duties 
at all from outsiders, to change through the force of his art· that oldwhis· 
pering "I want to be white," hidden in the aspirations of his people, to "Why 
should I want to be white? I am a Negro-and beautiful!" 

So I am ashamed for the black poet who says, ~'I want to be a poet, n()t a 
Negro poet," as though his' own racial world were not as interesting as any 
other world. I' am ashamed, too; for the calored artist who runS from the 
painting of Negro faces to the painting 'of sunset~' after the manner ofthe 

8. W. E. 8. DU 80lS (1868-1 963),'Afrlcan Amerl
can hbtorllin, loclo\oillt, pOlitical iiCtMst, and 
author; the foremost black Intellectual and 
• ~.~emlc of the flrlt hillf of t/le twentieth century. 
9. Paul Robe.on (J8~8-1976)IAfrlcanAmerlcan 
Itale actor, Ilnler; and politlca aclMat. 

1. German-born painter (1886-1953), heat 
known for hie portrait. of l'I'!tlv. Ainerlcan. and 
AfrIcan Americalis. He contributed moil of the 
lllultratlonl to Alaln Locke'l pathbre8klnl 8i1thol • 
DIY The NsW N.,,,, (192'). 
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academicians because he fears the strange un-whiteness of his own features. 
An artist must be free to choose what he does, certainly, but he must also 
never be afraid to do what he might choose. 

Let the blare of Negro jazz bands and the bellowing voice of Bessie Smith2 

singing 'Blues penetrate the closed ears of the colored near~]ntellectuals until 
they listen and perhaps understand. Let Paul Robeson singing Water Boy, 
and Rudolph Fisher3 writing about the streets of Harlem, and Jean Toomer 
holding the heart of Georgia in his hands! and Aaron Douglas4 drawing 
strange black fantasies cause the smug Negro middle class to turn from their 
white, respectable, ordinary books and papers' to catch a glimmer of their 
own beauty. We younger Negro artists who create now intend to express our 
individual dark-skinned selves without fear or sharrte. If white people are 
pleased we are' glad. If they are not, it doesn't matter~' We know we are 
beautiful. And ugly too. The tom-tom cries and the toin-toinlaughs. If col
ored people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, their dispieasure doesn't 
matter either. We build our temples for tomorrow, strong as we know how, 
and we stand on top of the mountain, free within ourselves. 

2. African American singer (CD. 1894-1937), 
known as "the Empress of the Blues." 
3. African American short story writer and physl· 
clan (1897-1934). as.oclated with the Harlem 
Renaissance. -

GEORGES 

1926 

4. African American drtlst ahd 'ed~C/ltor' (1899-
1979). the most significant visual artist of the Har
lem Renai.sance. Douglas studied with Winold 
Reiss. and his work was included In Locke's New 
Nf!gro. .' 

POULET, 
1902-1991 

Throughout much of-his long and distinguished Career, the phenomenologicalliterary 
critic Georges· Poulet devoted himself to patient and reverential study of the various 
forms of human consciousness manifested in the history of French Iiterature .. ~r 
Poulet, whose criticism has been variously termed "criticism of identification," "con
sciousness of consciousness," and "genetic criticism," any given work of literature is 
not primarily a verbal medium, as it is for formalist critics like CLEANTH BROOKS, but 
an expression of a distinct form of human consciousness. Following in the footsteps 
of French rationalism, Poulet labels this form the cogito, which he characterizes as 
the transcendent living source of literature and the spiritual center of an author's 
entire body of writings. As a result, reading for Poulet becomes an intimate, meditative 
communion with the cogito. The reader selflessly and passively relives the mental 
universe of the. author, achieving a coincidence of minds that mingles traditionally 
separated subject and object; their interanimation is a main feature of modem phe
nomenological philosophy. 

Born in Ch@n~e, Belgium, Poulet studied at the University of Liege, where he 
received his doctorate in 1927. He first drew international attention after World War 
11 as a prominent member of the so-called Geneva School, a respected group of 
phenomenologicalliterory critics that included such notable figures as Marcel Ray
mond, A1bert B'guln, Jean Rousset, Jean Starobinlki, and Jean-Pierre Richard. Poulet 
began hiB teaching career at the University of Edinburgh; he later became a profeuor 
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in 1952 at Johns Hopkins University, a base from which his books subsequently 
influenced U.S. theory and criticism-especially the work of his younger colleague 
J. Hillis Miller, an ardent disciple of Poulet's during the 1950s and 1960s whose 
groundbreaking texts The Disapp.earanc;e of God (1963) and Poets of Reality (19~5) 
extended Poulet's approach. It wa.l!Hillis Miller who famously characterized the pro
gram of Geneva School critiCism as the "consciousness of the consciousness of 
another, the transposition of the mental universe of an author into the interior space 
of the critic's mind." In 1958 Poulet returned to Europe, teaching first at the Uni
versity of Zurich and completing his career in France at the University of Nice; he 
earned numerous honorary degrees, awards, and prizes for his work. 

Poulet's most highly regarded achievement is the four-volume work of literary crit
icism Studies in Human Time (1949~8), which explores the distinctive expressions 
of consciousness and selfhood in the various writings of selected French authors, 
spanning the Renaissance to the mod~rn period. Throughout this magisterial work 
Poulet attempts to examine all availaDle examples of a particular author's writings, 
whether published or not; he thus considers letters, marginalia, journal entries, 
essays, and fragmentary or aborted texts, as well as literary works in major genres. 
Poulet believed that a critic may find a page of a discarded notebook to be as valuable 
as a finished poem in expressing or revealing an author's consciousness, for either 
text can reveal deep-seated psychic patterns, constants, or preoccupations. Such ari 
inclusive approach, which ambitiously etnbraces the totality of an author's oeuvre, 
sharply distinguished the m.id-twentieth-century work of Poulet from his American 
contemporaries, the New Critics, who concentrated on individual texts. Since these 
formalists, such as JOHN CROWE RANSOM .and Cleanth Brooks, were primarily occu
pied with analyzing single, isolated poems and discovering the unique properties of 
poetic language, Poulet's focus on the oeuvre struck some U.S. critics as a breath of 
fresh air. It both broadened the scope and the field of opportunities available to 
literary studies and implicitly questioned the formalist conception of text and its dis
tinction between literary and nonliterary texts. 

Published in the first issue of the journai New Literary History in 1969, Poulet's 
"Phenomenology of Reading," our selection, offers a succinct programmatic state
ment of his critical approach. In the key first section of the essay, Poulet describes 
the peculiar nature of books, distinguishing them from other objects, such as sewing 
machines, vases, and statues, by applying one main criterion: the degree to which tHe 
object in question allows the reader to access or encounter the consciousness of the 
object's maker. As he sees it, an object such as a sewing ~Ilchine does not elicit or 
induce subjective interest, for it preserits merely an opaque, flat, lifeless surface. In 
contrast, objects such as a statue or a vase suggest an intriguing, mysterious interior 
with which one might have a relationship, prompting one to look-closely and critically 
for a possible entrance to its secret chamber; but, in the end, no such entrance can 
be found. Thus they remain isolated and closed, preserving the distinction between 
object and subject, inside and outside, and barring any kind of deep, personal con
templative engagement with the consciousness of its artificer. 

A book, however, is not a closed object like the others. During the process of 
reading, the reader becomes aware of a rational being emerging out of the book. 
Ideally, the barriers between the reader and the book fall away, eroding the opposition 
between subject and object and permitting an astonishing communion between the 
consciousness of the reader and that of the author. Poulet sees the reader as identi
fying with a pure form of the author's conscio~sness that can manifest itself only in 
an author's works (he discourages standard biographical criticism). Such identifica
tion can take different forms and possess different intensities, as Poulet makes clear 
in the second section of his essay, where he offers case studies. In this regard, Poulet 
was an unacknowledged pioneer of reader-response criticism. For him, the reader 
becomes a passive intuitive receptacle for the consciousness of the author and embod
ies an interior universe of mental entities (Le., images, ideas, and words). These 
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mental entities are objects. Poulet agrees, but they are subjectified objects, for they 
depend on the mind of the reader for their continued existence. The process of read
ing thus momentarily replaces the lifeless external objects and forms of books with 
the living internal objects of the author. Consequently the reader, dispossessed, 
"becomes" the thoughts of the author, enacting a wondrous merging with the pres
ence of someone wholly other and unique. At the same time, the style of the critic 
engaged in this fashion veers away from analytical impartiality toward literary lyricism, 
which is why Hillis Miller labeled this criticism "literature about literature." 

Poulet's theories of reading and criticism, as might be expected, have drawn a 
number of criticisms. In the 19505 some formalists charged Poulet with blurring the 
boundaries between various written artifacts and undermining the generic conven
tions and unique internal designs that are key elements in determining the value of 
a literary work. More pointed attacks appeared in the 1960s and 1970s, prompted by 
the rise of structuralism, poststructuralism, and deconstruction, which defined them
selves in opposition to phenomenology: they explicitly forsook consciousness and 
authorial intention for textuality and intertextuality. One charge common at this time 
was that Poulet neglected the rhetorical and self-constitutive nature of "language." 
viewing it merely as an unproblematic transparent and disposable medium that allows 
access to some kind of prelinguistic, subjective sense of immediacy and plenitude (a 
fault often branded as "psychologism"). Many faulted Poulet for tending to view read
ing as a passive process, gh'ing up on critical judgment and ideological critique as 
well as neglecting the extent to which the reader actively constructs the message of 
a work and fills in significant textual gaps and blanks. 

In the United States, the signs of this changing attitude toward Poulet and phe
nomenological criticism became apparent in 1966 at the celebrated Johns Hopkins 
University conference "Languages of Criticism and Sciences of Man." Poulet pre
sented an early version of "Phenomenology of Reading" titled "Criticism and the 
Experience of Interiority," but the rising stars of the conference were TZVETAN TODO
ROV, ROLAND BARTHES, JACQUES LACAN, and JACQUES DERRIDA, all variously associ
ated with structuralism and poststructuralism; indeed, the conference is credited with 
introducing these schools of thought to the Atnerican academy. Poulet appeared 
anomalous next to such theorists, an incongruity made more obvious when the con
ference proceedings were later published under the title The Structuralist Controversy 
(1970). But for nearly a quarter of a century, Poulet inspired French and American 
literary critics, creating unforgettable portraits of his authors' souls. Still today his 
account of the experience of reading is one of the most moving ever penned. 
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\'olume work with its overall title); TI~e Interior Distance (1952; 1959), the second 
volume of Studies in Human Time; IHetamorphoses of the Circle (196 I; 1966); ProtlS
ticll1 Space (I977); \\'110 H'as Balldelaire7 (I 969; 1969); Exploding Poetry: 
Baudelaire / Rimbaud () 980: 1984). Major French works unavailable in English are 
Le Point de depart (I 964 L the third volume of Studies in Human Time; Trois essais 
de mytl1Ologie romantique ( 1966); Les Chemins actuels de la critique (1967); Mesure 
de l'instant (I968), the fourth volume of Studies in Human Time; La Conscience 
c";tique (1969); Entre moi et mol: Essais critiques sur la conscience de soi (1977); and 
La Pensee indeterminee (3 vols., 1985-90). A revealing collection of letters between 
Poulet and Marcel Raymond exists in French, titled Correspondence: 1950-1977, 
edited by Pierre Grotzer (1981). 

J. HilIis Miller has published two influential assessments of Poulet's work, "The 
Geneva School: The Criticism of Marcel Raymond, Albert B~guin, Georges Poulet, 
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Jean Rousset, Jean,Pierre Richard, and Jean Starobinski" (1966) and "Geneva or 
Paris: The Recent Work of Georges Poulet" (I970), which adds several important 
theoretical sections, to an earlier essay, "The Literary Criticism of Georges Poulet" 
(1963). (Miller's essays have been conveniently,collected in his Theory Now And Then, 
199 I.) Sarah Ni Lawall's Critics of ConsciousneSs: The EXistential ,Structures of Lit
erAture (1968) offers an overview of the Geneva School, providing individual chapters 
on each of its major figures, including Poulet, while Paul de Man's BUnd,.." and 
Insight: Ess"}'S In the Rhetoric of Contemporary Criticism (1971) Includes Bn of ten
cited critique of Poulet from the perspective of.deconstruction. Robert R. Magliola's 
Phenomenology And Literature: An Introduction (1977) presents a critical account of 
the Geneva School as B whole, helpfully locating it within the lBrger context of phe
nomenologicaI theory and criticism. An influential leftist critique of Poulet is pro
pounded in Frank Lentricchia's After the New Criticism (1980). For tributes to Poulet 
by de Man, Miller, and others, see "Hommage A Georges Poulet," Modem Language 
Notes 97.5 (1982). A bibliography of Poulet's work can be found in Correspondence 
(listed above). 

Phen6~enolbgy .of Re~ding 

At the beginning of Mallarnie'sl unfinishedi;tory,' Igitur, there is t.h.e de~crip
tion of an empty room, in the middle of whiCh, on a table, there is an open 
book. This seems to me the situation of ey~ry book, until someone comes 
and begins to read it. Books are objects. On a table, on bookshelves, in store 
windows, they wait for someone to come and deliver them from. their mate
riality, from their immobility. When I see them on display, I look at them as 
I would at animals for sale, kept in'little cages, and So obviously hoping fol' 
a buyer. For-there is no doubting it-animals do know that their fate 
depends O"n a human intervention, thanks to whiCh they will be delivered 
from the shame of being treated as objects. Isri't the same true of books? 
Made of paper and ink, they lie where they are put, until the trtorpent s,ome 
one'shows an interest in them. They wait. ~e they avyare th~t an act of man 
might suddenly transform their existence? They appear tobe lit up with that 
hope. Read me, they seem to say. I find' it hard to resist their appeal. No, 
books are not just objects among others. 

This feeling they give me-I somethnes have it with other objects. I have 
it, for example, with vases and statues. It would never occur to me to walk 
around a sewing machine or·to look at the under side of a' plate. I am quite 
satisfied with the face they present to me. Bilt statues make me want to 
circle around them, vases make me Want to turn them in my hands. I wonder 
why. Isn't it because they give me theHlusion that there is something in 
them which, from a different arigle, I might be able to see? Neither vas(;! ri.or 
statue seems fully revealed by the unbroken perimeter of its surfaces. hi 
addition to its surfaces it must have an interior. What this i?-~erior·might be, 
that is what intrigues me and makes me cir<;le around them, as though look
ing for the entrance to a secret chamber. But there is no such entrance (save 
for the mouth of the vase, which is not a true entrance since it gives only 
access to a little space to put flowers in). So the vase ·and the statue are 

I. STtPHANE MALI.ARMt (1842-1898), French poet. 
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closed. They oblige me to remain outside. We can have no true rapport
whence my sense of uneasiness. 

So much for. statues and vases. I hope books are not like them. Buy a vase, 
take it home, put it on your table or your mantel, and,:aft~r a whUe, it will 
allow itself to be made a part of your household. But it willbe no less a vase, 
for that. On the other hand, take a book, and you will find it offering, opening 
itself. It is this openness of the book which I find so moving. A book is not 
shut in by its contours, is not walled-up as in a fortress. It asks nothing better 
than to exist outside itself, or to let you exist in it. In short;·the extraordinary 
fact in the case of a book is the falling away of the barriers between you and 
it. You are inside it; it is inside you; there is no longer either outside or inside. 

Such is the initial phenomenon produced whenever I take up a book, and 
begin to read it. At the precise moment that I see, surging out "Of the object 
I hold open before me, a quantity of significations which my mind grasps, I 
realize that what I hold in my 'hands is no longer just an object, or· even 
simply a living thing. I am aware of a rational being, of a consciousness, the 
consciousness of another, no different from the one I automatically assume 
in every human being. I encounter, except that in this case the conSciousness 
is open to me, welcomes me, lets me look deep irtside itself, and even allows 
me, with unheard-of license, to think what it thinks and feel what it feels. 

Unheard-of, I say. Unheard-of, first; is the disappearance of the "object." 
Where is the book I held in my hands?·1t is still there! arid at the same time 
it is there no longer, it is nowhere. THat object wholly:object,that thing made 
of paper,. as there are things made of .~etal or .porcelaine, that·.·object is no 
more, or at least it is as if it no longer eXisted, as' long as I read the book. For 
the book 'isno longer a material reality. It has become a series 'of words, of 
images, of ideas which in their turn .begin to exist. And ~whereis· this new 
existence? Surely not in the paper object. Nor,surely, in ·extelJlal space. 
There is only one place left for this new existence: my innermost self .. 

How has. this come about? By what·means,through whose intercession? 
How can I have opened my own mind so completely to what· is usually sl;lUt 
out of it? I do 'not know. I know only that, while reading, I perceive in my 
mind a number of significations which have made themselves·at·home.there. 
Doubtless they are still objects: images, ideas, words, objects of my thougJ-J.t. 
And yet, from this point of view, there is an enormous difference. Forthe 
book, like the vase, or like the statue,was an object among others, residing 
in the external world: the world which objects ordinarily inhabit exclusively 
in their own society or each on its own, in no need of being thought by my 
thought; whereas in this interior world where, like fish in' an aquarium, 
words, images and ideas disport themselves; these mental entities, in order 
to exist, need the shelter which I provide: they are dependeilt on my con
sciousness. 

This dependence is at once a disadvantage and an advantage. As I have 
just observed, it is the privilege of exterior objects to dispense with any inter
ference from the mind. All they ask-is to be let alone. They manage by them
selves. But the same is surely not true of interior objects. By definition they 
are condemned to change their very nature, condemned to lose their mate
riality. They become images, ideas, words, that is to say purely mental enti
ties. In sum, in order to exist as mental objects, they must relinquish their 
existence as real objects. 
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On the one hand, this is cause for regret. As soon as I replace my direct 
perception of reality by the words of a book, I deliver myself, bound rand 
and foot to the omnipotence of fiction. I say farewell to what is, in order to 
feign belief in what is not. I surround myself with fictitious beings; I become 
the prey of language. There is no escaping this take-over. Language sur
rounds me with its unreality. 

On the other hand, the transmutation through language of reality into a 
fictional equivalent has undeniable advantages. The universe of fiction is 
infinitely more elastic than the world of objective reality. It lends itself to 
any use; it yields with little resistance to the importunities of the mind. 
Moreover-and of all its benefits I find this the most appealing-this interior 
universe constituted by language does not seem radically opposed to the me 
who thinks it. Doubtless what I glimpse through the words are mental forms 
not divested of an appearance of objectivity. But they do not seem to be of 
a nature other than my mind wh~ch thinks them. They are objects, but sub
jectified objects. In short, since everything has become part of my mind, 
thanJ<s to the intervention of language, the opposition between the subject 
and its objects has been considerably attenuated. And thus the greatest 
advantage of literature is that I am persuaded by it that I am freed from my 
usual sense of incompatibility between my consciousness and its objects. 

This is the remarkable transformation wrought in me through the act of 
reading. Not only does it cause the physical objects around me to disappear, 
including the very book I am reading, but it replaces those external objects 
with a congeries of mental objects in close rapport with my own conscious
ness. And yet the very intimacy in which I now live with my objects is going 
to present me with new problems. The most curious of these is the following: 
I am someone who happens to have as objects of his own thought, thoughts 
which are part of a book I am reading, and which are therefore the cogitations 
of another. They are the thoughts of another, and yet it is I who am their 
subject. The situation is even more astonishing than the one noted above. I 
am thinking the thoughts of another. Of course, there would be no cause 
for astonishment if I were thinking it as the thought of another. But I think 
it as my very own. Ordinarily there is the I which~thinks, 'which recognizes 
itself (when it takes its bearings) in thoughts which may have come from 
elsewhere but which it takes upon itself as its own in the moment it thinks 
them. This is how we must take Diderot'sl declaration "Mes pens~es sont 
mes catins" ("My thoughts are my whores"). That is, they sleep with every
body without ceasing to belong to their author. Now, in the present case 
things are quite different. Because of the strange invasion of my person by 
the thoughts of another, I am a self who is granted the experience of thinking 
thoughts foreign to him. I am the subject of thoughts other than my own. 
My consciousness behaves as though it were the consciousness of another. 

This merits reflection. In a certain sense I must recognize that no idea 
really belongs to me. Ideas belong to no one. They pass from one mind to 
another as coins pass from hand to hand. Consequently, nothing could be 
more misleading than the attempt to define a consciousness by the ideas 
which it utters or entertains. But whatever these ideas may be, however 
strong the tie which binds them to their source, however transitory may be 

2. Denls Diderot (1713-1784). French author and encyclopedist. 
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their sojourn in my own mind, so long as I entertain them I assert myself as 
subject of these ideas; I am the subjective principle for whom the ideas serve 
for the time being as the predications. Furthermore, this subjective principle 
can in no wise be conceived as a predication, as something which is dis
cussed, referred to. It is I who think, who contemplate, who al!l:engaged in 
speaking. In short. it is never a HE but an I. 

Now what happens when I read a book? Am I then the subject of a series 
of predications which are not my predications? That is impossible, perhaps 
even a contradiction in terms. I feel sure that as soon as I thfnk something, 
that something becomes in some indefinable way my own. Whatever I think 
is a part of my mental ,',,"orld. And yet here I am thinking a thought which 
manifestly belongs to another mental world, which is being thought in me 
just as though I did not exist. Already the notion is inconceivabJe and seems 
even more so if I reflect that, since every thought must have a subject to 
think it, this thought which is alien to me and yet in me, must also have in 
me a subject which is alien to me. It all happens, then, as though reading 
were the act by which a thought managed to bestow itself within me with a 
subject not myself. Whenever I read, ~ mentally pronounce an I, and yet the 
I which I pronounce is not myself. This is true even when the hero of a novel 
is presented in the third person, and even when there is no hero and nothing 
but reflections or propositions: for as soon as something is presented as 
thought, there has to be a thinking subject with whom, at least for the time 
being, I identify, forgetting myself, alienated from myself. "JE est un autre." 
said Rimbaud.' Another I, who has replaced my own, and who will continue 
to do so as long as I read. Reading is just that: a way of giving way not only 
to a host of alien words. images, ideas, but also to the very alien principle 
which utters them and shelters them. 

The phenomenon is indeed hard to explain, even to conceive, and yet, 
once admitted, it explains to me what might otherwise seem even more inex
plicable. For how could I explain, without such take-over of my innermost 
subjective being, the astonishing facility with which I not only underst,and 
but even feel what I read. VVhen I read as I ought, i.e., without mental res
ervation, without any desire to preserve my independence of judgment, and 
\vith the total commitment required of any reader, my comprehe~i_on 
becomes intuitive and any feeling proposed to me is immediately assumed 
by me. In other words, the kind of comprehension in question here is not a 
movement from the unknown to the known, from the strange to the familiar, 
from outside to inside. It might rather be called a phenomenon by which 
mental objects rise up from the depths of consciousness into the light of 
recognition. On the other hand-and without contradiction-reading 
implies something resembling the apperception I have of myself, the action 
by which I grasp straightway what I think as being thought by a subject (who, 
in this case, is not I). \Vhatever sort of alienation I may endure, reading does 
not interpret my activity as subject. 

Reading, then, is the act in which the subjective principle which I call I, 
is modified in such a way that I no longer have the right, strictly speaking, 
to consider it as my I. I am on loan to another, and this other thinks, feels, 
suffers, and acts within me. The phenomenon appears in its most obvious 

3, Al,thur Rimbaud 0854-1891,:, French poet. "JE est un autre": r is Rn other (French), 
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and even naivest form in the sort of spell ,brought about by certain cheap 
kinds of reading, such as thrillers, of which I 'say "It gripped me." Now it is 
important to note that this possession of myself by anothei,takes'Place not 
only on the level of-objective thought, that is with regard to im"ges, sensa
tionsl ideas 'which reading affords me, but also 'on the level of my very sub
jectivity. When I am absorbed in reading, a second seU,takesover,a self 
which thinks and feels for me. Withdrawn in some recess of myself, do I 
then ,silently witness this, dispossession? Do I: derive from it some. comfort 
or, on the contrary, a kind of anguish? However that may be, someone, else 
holds the center of the stage, and the .question which imposes itself, which 
r am absolutely obliged to ask myself, is this: 'Who is the usurper who occu
pies the forefront? What is this mind who all alone by himself fills my con
sciousness and who, when I say I, is:indeed that n'~ 

There is an immediate 'answer to this question; perhaps ,too easy an answer. 
This I who, thinks in me when I read a book, is the I .of the one who Writes 
the book. When head Baudelaire or Racine,4 it is reallyBaudelaire Or Racine 
who thinks, feels, allows himself to be read within me. Thus a book is not 
only a book, ·it is the means by which ari author actually preserves his ideas, 
his feelings, his modes of dreaming and liVing. It -is his means of saVing his 
identity from death. Such an interpretation of reading is not false; It seems 
to justify what is commonly called the biographical explication, of literary 
texts. Indeed every word' of literature is impregnated with the mind· of the 
one who wrote 'it. As he ,makes 'us read it, he awakens in us the analogue 'of 
what he thought or felt. To understand a literary work, then, is ,to let,the 
indiVidual who wrote it reveal himself to us in us. It is .not the biography 
which explicates the work, but rather the work which sometimes enables us 
to understand the biography. 

But 'biographical interpretation is in part 'false and, misleading. It isttue 
that there is an analogy between;the,woru ·of an,author,and,the experiences 
of his life~ The works may be seen as, an inCOmplete translation of. the life. 
And further, there: is 'an even more significant analogy among all the works 
of a Single author., Each of the works, however; while J am:reEiding it; lives 
in.me its own life. The subject who is revealed to me ,through my reading of 
it is not the author, either in the disordered totality of his outer.experiences, 
or in the aggregate, better organized ,and concentrated totality,which is the 
one of his writings. Yet the subject which ,presides over the workean exist 
only in the work. To be sure, nothing is unimportani: for understanding the 
-wotk, and a mass of biographical, bibliographical, textual, and general critical 
information is indispensable to me. And yet this knowledge does not coincide 
with the internal knowledge of the work. Whatever may be the sum'of the 
information I acquire on Baudelaire or Racine, in whatever( degree of inti
macy I may live with their genius, I am aware that this contribution (apport) 
does not suffice to illuminate for me in its own inner meaning, in its formal 
perfection, and in the subjective principle which animates it, :the particular 
work of Baudelaire or Racine the reading of which now absorbs me.'At this 
moment what matters to me is to live, from the inside, in a certairi'identity 
with the work and the work alone. It could hardly be otherwise. Nothing 
external to the work could pOllibly ahare the extraordlnary'claim which the 
work now exerta on me. It la there within me, not to lend me back, outllde 

4. Jean Raclne (1639-1699), French dramatist. CHARLES BAUDELAIRE (1821-1867), French poet. 
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itself, to its author, nor to his other writings, but on the contrary to keep my 
attention rivetted on itself. It is the work which traces in me the very bound
aries within which this consciousness Will define itself. It.is the work which 
forces on me a series of mental objects and creates in me a network of words, 
beyond which, for the time being, there will be no room for other .mental 
objects or fi)r other words. And it is the work, finally, which, not satisfied 
thus with defining the content of my consciousness, takes hold of it; appro· 
priates it, and makes of it that I which, from one end of my reading to the 
other, presides over the unfolding of the work, of the single work which I 
am reading. 

And so the work forms the temporary mental' substance which fills my 
consciousness; and it is moreover that consciousness, the I'-subject; the con
tinued consciousness of what is, revealing itself within the interior of the 
work. Such is the characteristic condition of every work which I summon 
back into existence by placing my consciousness at its disposal. ·1 give it not 
only existence, but awareness of existence. And so I ought not to'hesitate to 
recognize that .so long as it is animated ·by this vital inbreathing inspired by 
the act of reading, a work of literature becomes (at the expense of the reader 
whose own life it suspends) a sort of human being, that it isa mind cohscious 
of itself and constituting itself in me as the subject of its own objects. 

I1 

The work lives its own life within me; in a certain sense; it .thinks itself, and 
it even gives itself a meaning within me .. 

This strange displacement of myself by the work deserves to be·examined 
even more closely. " ':' 

If the work thinks itself in mel does this mean that, during a complete loss 
of consciousness' on my part, another' thinking entity 'ir'ivades me, taking 
advantage of my unconscitlusness in order to think itself without my being 
able to think it? Obviously not. The annexation of my;consciousness by 
another (the other which is the work) in no way 'implies that I am thevietim 
of any deprivation of consciousness. Everything happensj on' the contrary, 
as though, from the moment I become a prey to what It-ead, I begin to share 
the use of my consciousness with this being whom I have tried to define alft}" 
who is the conscious subject ensconced at the heart of the work. He and I, 
we start having a common consciousness. Doubtless, within this community 
of feeling, the parts played by each of us are not of equal importance. The 
consciousness inherent in the work is active and, potent;· it . occupies the 
foreground; it is clearly related to its awn world, to objects which are its 
objects. In opposition, I myself, although conscious of whatever it may be 
conscious of, I play a much more humble role~ content to record passively 
all that is going in me. A lag takes place, a sort of schizoid distinction between 
what I·feel and what the other feels; a confused awareness of delay, so that 
the work seems first to think by itself, and then to inform me'what it has 
thought. Thus I often have the impression, while reading, of sirnply witness
ing an action which at the same time concerns and yet does not concern me. 
This provokes a certain feeling of surprise within me. I am a consciousness 
astonished by an existence which is not mine, but which I experience as 
though it were mine. 

This astonished consciousness is in fact the consciousness of the critic: 
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the consciousness of a being who is all~wed to apprehend as its own what is 
happening in the consciousness of another being. Aware of a certain gap, 
disclosing a feeling of identity, but of identity within difference, critical con
sciousness does not necessarily imply the total disappearance of the critic's 
mind in the mind to be criticized. From the partial and hesitant approxi
mation of Jacques Rivi~re5 to the exalted, digressive and triumphant approx
imation of Charles Du Bos,6 criticism can pass through a whole ser~es of 
nuances which we would be well advised to study. That is what I now pl.'opose 
to do. By discovering the various forms of identification and non
identification to be found in recent critical writing in French literature, I 
shall be able perhaps to give a better account of the variations of which this 
relationship-between criticizing subject and criticized object-is capable. 

Let me take a first example. In the case of the first critic I shall speak of, 
this fusion of two consciousnesses is barely suggested. It is an uncertain 
movement of the mind toward an object which remains hidden. Whereas in 
the perfect identification of two consciousnesses, each sees itself reflected 
in the other, in this instance the critical consciousness can, at best, .attempt 
but to draw closer to a reality which must remain forever veiled. Ip this 
attempt it uses the only mediators available to it in this quest, that i.s t~e 
senses. And since sight, the 'most intellectual of the five senses, seems in this 
particular case to come up against a basic opacity, the critical mind must 
approach its goal blindly, through the tactile exploration of surfaces, through 
a groping exploration of the material world which separates the critical mind 
from its object. Thus, despite the immense effort on the part of the sympa
thetic intelligence to lower itself to a level where it can, however la~ely, 
make some progress in its quest toward the consciousness of the other, this 
enterprise is destined to failure. One senses that the unfortunate critic is 
condemned never to fulfill adequately his role as reader. He stumbles, he 
puzzles, he questions awkwardly a language which he is condemned never 
to read with ease; or rather, in trying to read the language, he uses a key 
which enables him to translate but a fraction of the text. 

This critic is Jacques Rivi~re. 
And yet it is from this failure that a much later; critic will derive a more 

successful method of approaching a text. With this later critic, as with Rivi
~re, the whole project begins with an attempt at iden.tification on t~e most 
basic level. But this most primitive level is the one in which there flows, from 
mind to mind, a current which has only to be followed. To identify with the 
work means here, for the critic, to undergo the same experiences, beginning 
with the most elementary. On the level of indistinct thought, of sensations, 
emotions, images, and obsessions of preconscious life, it is possible for the 
critic to repeat, within himself, that life of which the work affords a' ~rst 
version, inexhaustibly revealing and suggestive. And yet such an imi~ation 
could not take place, in a domain so hard to define, without the aid of a 
powerful auxiliary. This auxiliary is language. There is no critical identifica
tion which is not prepared, realized, and incarnated through the agency of 
language. The deepest sentient life, hidden in the recesses of another's 
thoughts, could never be truly transposed, save for the mediation of words 

5. French critic (1886-1925), editor of the Influ
ential journal La Nou17elle Revue F ...... 9 .. 'se. 

6. French critic (1882-1939), associated with the 
Journal La Nouvelle R_ F .... H9 .. Is •• 
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which allow a whole series of equivalences to arise. To describe this phe
nomenon as it takes place in the criticism I am speaking of now, I can no 
longer be content with the usual distinctions between the signifier (signijiant) 
and the signified (signijie)7 for what would it mean here to say that the lan
guage of the critic signifies the language of the literary work'? There is not 
just equation, similitude. Words have attained a veritable power of recrea
tion; they are a sort of material entity, solid and three-dimensional, thanks 
to which a certain life of the senses is reborn, finding in a network of verbal 
connotations the very conditions necessary for its replication. In other words, 
the language of criticism here dedicates itself to the business of mimicking 
physically the apperceptual world of the author. Strangely enough, the lan
guage of this sort of mimetic criticism becomes even more tangible, more 
tactile than the author's own; the poetry of the .critic becomes more "poetic" 
than the poet's. This verbal mimesis, consciously exaggerated, is in no way 
servile, nor does it tend at all toward the pastiche. And yet it can reach its 
object only insofar as that object is deeply enmeshed in, almost confounded 
with, physical matter. This form of criticism is thus able to provide an admi
rable equivalent of the vital substratum which underlies all thought, and yet 
it seems incapable of attaining and expressing thought itself. This criticism 
is both helped and hindered by the language which it employs; helped, inso
far as this language allows it to express the sensuous life in its original state, 
where it is still almost impossible to distinguish between subject and object; 
and yet hindered, too. because this language, too congealed and opaque, 
does not lend itself to analysis, and because the subjectivity which it evokes 
and describes is as though forever mired in its objects. And so the activity of 
criticism in this case is somehow incomplete, in spite of its remarkable suc
cesses. Identification relative to objects is accomplished almost too well: 
relative to subjectivity it is barely sketched. 

This, then, is the criticism of Jean-Pierre Richard.s 
In its extreme form. in the abolition of any subject whatsoever, this criti

cism seems to extract from a literary work a certain condensed matter, a 
material essence. 

But what, then, would be a criticism which would be the reverse which 
would abolish the object and extract from the texts their most subjective 
c1ements'? ~ . 

To conceive such a criticism, I must leap to the opposite extreme. I imag
ine a critical language which would attempt deliberately to strip the literary 
language of anything concrete. In such a criticism it would be the artful aim 
of every line, of every sentence, of every metaphor, of every word, to reduce 
to the near nothingness of absh-action the images of the real world reflected 
by literature. If literature, by definition, is already a transportation of the real 
into the unreality of verbal conception, then the critical act in this case will 
constitute a transposition of this transposition, thus raising to the second 
power the "de-realization" of being through language. In this way, the mind 
puts the maximum distance between its thought and what is. Thanks to this 
withdl-awal, and to the consequent dematerialization of every object thus 

':". A distinction owed to the Swiss linguist FER
IJI~'\NI) DE sAussunE (1857-1913), who dividpd 
lh" silln into signified (the meaning con\'eyed) and 
sigrl;Iier (the sound or symbol that convey. that 

meaning), 
8. French critic (b. 1922). a member of the 
Geneva School. 
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pushed to the vanishing point, the universe represented in this criticism 
seems not so much the equivalent of the perceivable world, or of its literary 
representation, as rather its image crystallized through a process of rigorous 
intellectualization. Here criticism is no longer mimesisj it is the reduction 
of all literary forms to the same level of insignificance. In short, what survives 
this attempted annihilation of literature by the critical act? Nothing perhaps 
save a consciousness ceaselessly confronting the hollowness of mental 
objects, which yield without resistance, and an absolutely tr;ansparent lan
guage, which, by coating all objects with the same clear glaze, makes them 
("like leaves seen far beneath the ice") appear to be infinitely far away. Thus, 
the language of this criticism plays a role exactly opposite to the function it 
has in Jean·Pierre Richard's criticism. It does indeed bring about the unifi· 
cation of critical thought with the mental world revealed by the literary work; 
but it brings it about at the expense of the work. Everything is finally annexed 
by the dominion of a consciousness detached from any object, a hyper-critical 
consciousness, functioning all alone, somewhere in the void. 

Is there any need to say that this hyper-criticism is the critical thought of 
Maurice Blanchot?9 

I have found it useful to compare the criticism of Richard to the criticism 
of Blanchot. I learn from this confrontation that the critic's linguistic appa
ratus can, just as he chooses, bring him closer to the work under consider
ation, or can remove him from it indefinitely. If he so wishes,' he can 
approximate very closely the work in question, thanks to a verbal mimesis 
which transposes into the critic's language the sensuous themes of the work. 
Or else he can make language a pure crystallizing agent, an absolute trans
lucence, which, suffering no opaCity to exist between subject and object, 
promotes the exercise of the cognitive power, on the part of the subject; while 
at the same time accentuating in the object those characteristics which 
emphasize its infinite distance from the subject. In the first of the two cases, 
criticism achieves a remarkable compliCity, but at the risk of losing its min
imum lucidity; in the second case, it results in the most complete dissocia
tion; the maximum lucidity thereby achieved only con~rms a separation 
instead of a union.' 

Thus criticism seems to oscillate between two possibilities: a union with
out comprehenSion, and a comprehension without union. I may identify so 
completely with what I am reading that I lose consciousness not only of 
myself, but also of that other consciousness which lives within the work. Its 
pro~mity blinds me by blocking my prospect. But I may, on the other hand, 
separate myself so completely from what I am contemplating that the 
thought thus removed to a distance assumes the aspect of a being with whom 
I may never establish any relationship whatsoever. In eithel". case, the act of 
reading has delivered me from egocentricity: another's thought inhabits me 
or haunts me, but in the first case I lose myself in that alien world, and in 
the other we keep our distance and refuse to identify. Extreme closeness and 
extreme detachment have then the same regrettable effect of making me fall 
short of the total critical act: that is to say, the exploration of that mysterious 
interrelationship which, through the mediation of reading and of language, 
is established to our mutual satisfaction between the work read and myself. 

9. French writer and critic (b. 1907), associated with postwar phenomenologlcal criticism. 
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Thus extreme proximity and extreme separation each have grave disadvan
tages. And yet they have their privileges as well. Sensuous thought is privi
leged to move at once to the heart of the work and to share its own life; clear 
thought is privileged to confer on its objects the highest degree of intelligi
bility. Two sorts of insight are here distinguishable and mutually exclusive: 
there is penetration by the senses and penetration by the reflective con
sciousness. Now rather than contrasting these two forms of critical activity, 
would there not be some way, I wonder, not of practicing them simultane
ously, which would be impossible, but at least of combining them through a 
kind of reciprocation and alternation? 

Is not this perhaps the method used today by Jean Starobinski?' For 
instance, it would not be difficult to find in his work a number of texts which 
relate him to Maurice Blanchot. Like Blanchot he displays exceptional lucid
ity and an acute awareness of distance. And yet he does not quite abandon 
himself to Blanchot's habitual pessimism. On the contrary, he seems inclined 
to optimism, even at times to a pleasant utopianism. Starobinski's intellect 
in this respect is analogous to that of Rousseau,2 yearning for an immediate 
transparence of all beings to each other which would enable them to under
stand each other in an ecstatic happiness. From this point of view, is not the 
ideal of criticism precisely represented by the f~te citadine (street celebra
tion) of f~te champ~tre (rustic feast)? There is a milieu or a moment in the 
feast in which everyone communicates with everyone else, in which hearts 
are open like books. On a more modest scale, doesn't the same phenomenon 
occur in reading? Does not one being open its innermost self? Is not the 
other being enchanted by this opening? In the criticism of Starobinski we 
often find that crystalline tempo of music, that pure delight in understand
ing, that perfect sympathy between an intelligence which enters and that 
intelligence which welcomes it. 

In such moments of harmony, there is no longer any exclusion, no inside 
or outside. Contrary to Blanchot's belief, perfect translucence does not result 
in separation. On the contrary, with Starobinski, all is perfect agreement, 
joy shared, the pleasure of understanding and of being understood. More
over, such pleasure, however intellectual it may be, is not here exclusively a 
pleasure of the mind. For the relationship established on this level between 
author and critic is not a relationship betweet:t pure minds. It is rather 
between incarnate beings, and the particularities of their physical existence 
constitute not obstacles to understanding, but rather a complex of supple
mentary signs, a veritable language which must be deciphered and which 
enhances mutual comprehension. Thus for Starobinski, as much physician 
as critic, there is a reading of bodies which is likened to the reading of minds. 
It is not of the same nature, nor does it bring the intelligence to bear on the 
same area of human knowledge. But for the critic who practices it, this 
criticism provides the opportunity for a reciprocating exchange between dif
ferent types of learning which have, perhaps, different degrees of transpar
ency. 

Starobinski's criticism, then, displays great flexibility. Rising at times to 
the heights of metaphysics, it does not disdain the farthest reaches of the 

I. Swiss critic (b. 1920), psychiatrist, historian of 
science, and member of the Geneva School. 

2. Jean-Jacques Rous.eau (1712-1778), Swiss
born French philosopher and author. 

~ .. 
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subconscious. It is sometimes intimate, sometimes detached; it assumes all 
the degrees of identification and non-identification. But its final movement 
seems to consist in a sort of withdrawal, contradistinction with its earlier 
accord. After an initial intimacy with the object under study, this criticism 
has finally to detach itself, to move on, but this time in solitude. Let us not 
see this withdrawal as a failure of sympathy but rather as a way of avoiding 
the encumbrances of too prolonged a life in common. Above all we discern 
an acute need to establish bearings, to adopt the judicious perspective, to 
assess the fruits of proximity by examining them at a distance. Thus, Staro
binski's criticism always ends with a view from afar, or rather from above, 
for while moving away it has also moved imperceptibly toward a dominating 
(surplombante) position. Does this mean that Starobinski's criticism like 
Blanchot's is doomed to end in a philosophy of separation? This, in a way, 
must be conceded, and it is no coincidence that Starobinski treats with spe
cial care the themes of melancholy and nostalgia; His criticism always con
cludes with a double farewell. But this farewell is exchanged by two beings 
who have begun by living together; and the one left behind continues to be 
illuminated by that critical intellect which moves on. 

The sole fault with which I might reproach such criticism is the excessive 
ease with which it penetrates what it illuminates. 

By dint of seeing in literary works only the thoughts which inhabit them, 
Starobinski's criticism somehow passes through their forms, not neglecting 
them, it is true, but without pausing on the way. Under its action literary 
works lose their opacity, their solidity, their objective dimension; like those 
palace walls which become transparent in certain fairy tales. And if it is true 
that the ideal act of criticism must seize (and reproduce) that certain rela
tionship between an object and a mind which is the work itself, how could 
the act of criticism succeed when it suppresses one of the (polar) terms of 
this relationship'? 

My search must continue, then, for a criticism in which this relationship 
subsists. Could it perhaps be the criticism of Marcel Raymond and Jean 
Rousset,?3 Raymond's criticism always recognizes the presence of a double 
reality, both mental and formal. It strives to comprehend almost simulta
neously an inner experience and a perfected form. On'the one hand, no one 
allows himself to be absorbed with such complete self-forgetfulness into the 
thought of another. But the other's thought is grasped not at its highest, but 
at its most obscure, at its cloudiest point, at the point at which it is reduced 
to being a mere self-awareness scarcely perceived by the being which enter
tains it, and which yet to the eyes of the critic seems the sole means of access 
by which he can penetrate within the precincts of the alien mind. 

But Raymond's criticism presents another aspect which is precisely the 
reverse of this confused identification of the critic's thought with the thought 
criticized. It is then the reflective contemplation of a formal reality which is 
the work itself. The work stands before the critical intelligence as a perfected 
object, which is in fact an enigma, an external thing existing in itself and 
with which there is no possibility of identification nor of inner knowledge. 

Thus Raymond perceives sometimes a subject, sometimes an object. The 
subject is pure mind: it is a sheer indefinable presence, an almost inchoate 

3. Raymond (1897-1981) and Rousset (b. 1910), both Swiss critics and members of the Geneva School. 
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entity. into which, by very ,·irtue of its absence of form, it becomes possible 
for the critic's mind to penetrate. The work, on the contrary, exists only 
within a definite form. but this definition limits it, encloses it within its own 
contours, at the same time constraining the mind which studies it to remain 
on the outside. So that, if on the one hand the critical thought of Raymond 
tends to lose itself within an undefined subjectivity, on the other it tends to 
come to a stop before an impenetrable objectivity. 

Admirably gifted to submit his own subjectivity to that of another. and 
thus to immerse itself in the obscurest depths of every mental entity, the 
mind of Raymond is less well equipped to penetrate the obstacle presented 
by the objective surface of the works. He then finds himself marking time, 
01' moving in circles around the work, as around the vase or the statue men
tioned before. Does Raymond then establish an insurmountable partition 
between the two realities-subjective, objective-unified though they may 
be in the work? No, indeed, at least not in his best essays, since in them, by 
cBl'eful intuitive apprehension of the text and participation by the critic in 
the powers active in the poet's use of language, there appears some kind of 
link between the objective aspects of the work and the undefined subjectivity 
which sustains it. A link not to be confused with a pure relation of identity. 
The perception of the formal aspects of the work becomes somehow an ana
logical language by means of which it becomes possible for the critic to go, 
within the work, beyond the formal aspects it presents. Nevertheless this 
association is never presented by Raymond as a dialectical process. The usual 
state described by his method of criticism is one of plenitude, and even of a 
double plenitude. A certain fulness of experience detected in the poet and 
re-lived in the mind of the critic, is connected by the latter with a certain 
perfection of form; but why this is so, and how it does become so, is never 
clearly explained. 

Now is it then possible to go one step further? This is what is attempted by 
Jean Rousset, a former student of Raymond and perhaps his closest friend, 
He also dedicates himself to the task of discerning the structure of a work as 
well as the depth of an experience. Only what essentially matters to him is to 
establish a connection between the objective reality of the work and the 
organizing power which gives it shape. A work is not explained for him, as for 
the structuralists, by the exclusive interdependence of the objective elements 
,,,,hich compose it. He does not see in it a fortuitous combination, interpreted 
a posteriori as if it were an a priori organization. There is not in his eyes any 
system of the work without a principle of systematization which operates in 
correlation with that work and which is even included in it. In short, there is 
no spider-web without a center which is the spider. On the other hand, it is 
not a question of going from the work to the psychology of the author, but of 
going back, within the sphere of the work, from the objective elements sys
tematically arranged, to a certain power of organization, inherent in the work 
itself, as if the latter showed itself to be an intentional consciousness deter
mining its arrangements and solving its problems. So that it would scarcely 
be an abuse of terms to say that it speaks, by means of its structural elements, 
an authentic language, thanks to which it discloses itself and means nothing 
but itself. Such then is the critical enterprise of Jean Rousset. It sets itself to 
use the objective elements of the work in order to attain, beyond them. a real
ity not formal, nor objective. written down however in forms and expressing 
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itself by means of them. Thus the understanding of forms must not limit itself 
merely to the recording of their objective aspects. As Focillon4 demonstrated 
from the point of view of art history, there is a 11 life of forms" perceptible not 
only in the historic development which they display from epoch to epoch, but 
within each single work, in the movement by which forms tend therein some
times to -stabilize and become static, and sometimes to change into one 
another. Thus the two contradictory forces which are.1always at work in any 
literary writing, the will to stability and the protean impulse, help us to per
ceive by their interplay how much forms are dependent on what Coleridge5 

called a shaping power which determines them, replaces them and tran
scends them. The teaching of Raymond finds then its most satisfying success 
in the critical method of Jean Rousset, a method which leads the seeker from 
the continuously changing frontiers of form to what is beyond form.-

It is fitting then to conclude this inquiry here, since it has achieved its 
goal, namely to describe, relying on a series of more or less adequate exam
ples, a critical method having as guiding principle the relation between sub
ject and object. Yet there remains one last difficulty. In order to establish 
the interrelationship between subject and object, which is the principle of 
all creative work and of the understanding of it, two ways, at least theoreti
cally, are opened, one leading from the objects to the subject, the other from 
the subject to the objects. Thus we have seen Raymond and Rousset, through 
perception of the objective structures of a literary work, strive to attain the 
subjective principle which upholds it. But; in so doing, they seem to recog
nize the precedence of the subject over its objects. What Raymond and Rdus
set -are searching for in the objective and formal .aspects -of -the- work, is 
something which is previous to the work and on which the work depends for 
its very existence. So that the method which leads ~rom the object to"the 
subject does not differ radically at bottom from the one which leads from 
subject to object, since it does really consist in going from-subject to subject 
through the object. Yet there is the risk of overlooking an important point. 
The aim of criticism is not achieved merely by the understanding of the part 
played by the subject in its interrelation with objects. When reading a literary 
work, there is a moment when it seems to me that the subject present in this 
work disengages itself from all that surrounds it, and stands alone. Had I not 
once the intuition of this, when visiting the Scuola de San Rocco ill Venice, 
one of the highest summits of art, where there are assembled so many paint
ings of the same painter, Tintoretto?6 When looking at all these masterpieces 
brought there together and revealing so manifestly their unity of inspiration, 
I had suddenly the impression of having reached the common essence pres
ent in all the works of a great master, ari -essen~e which I was not able to 
perceive, except when emptying my mind of an the particular Images created 
by the artist. I became aware of a subjective power at work In all these 
pictures, and yet never so clearly understood by my mind as. when I had 
forgotten all their particular figurations. 

One may ask oneself: What is this subject left standing in isolation after 
all examination of a literary work? Is it the individual genius of the artist, 

4. Henri Focillon (111111-1943), French art and 
cultural historian; he theorized the evolution of art 
forms in Vie desfonnes (Life of Forms, 1934). 
5. SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE (1772-1834), 

English Romantic poet and critic; the reference 
here is to his theory of Imagination. 
6. ]acopo Rohusti (1518-1594), Italian painter 
known as Tintoretto. 



JEAN-PAUL SARTRE / 1333 

visibly present in his work, yet having an invisible life independent of the 
work'? Or is it, as VaIery7 thinks, an anonymous and abstract consciousness 
presiding, in its aloofness, over the operations of all more concrete con
sciousness'? Whatever it may be, I am constrained to acknowledge that all 
subjective activity present in a literary work is not entirely explained by its 
relationship with forms and objects within the work. There is in the work a 
mental activity profoundly engaged in objective forms; and there is, at 
another level, forsaking all forms, a subject which reveals itself to itself (and 
to me) in its transcendence over all which is reflected in it. At this point, no 
object can any longer express it, no structure can any longer define it; it is 
exposed in its ineffability and in its fundamental indeterminacy. Such is 

. perhaps the reason why the critic, in his elucidation of works, is haunted by 
this transcendence of mind. It seems then that criticism, in order to accom
pany the mind in this effort of detachment from itself, needs to annihilate, 
or at least momentarily to forget, the objective elements of the work, and to 
elevate itself to the apprehension of a subjectivity without objectivity. 

7. Paul VRlt!ry (1871-1945), French poet. critic. and essayist. 

'.) 

JEAN-PAUL SARTRE 
1905-1980 

1969 

Jean-Paul Sartre was an eminent French philosopher, novelist; and dramatist who 
wrote much literary criticism and biography, including books on the nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century French writers CHARLES BAUDELAIRE, Gustave Flaubert, ST£PHANE 
MALLARM~, and Jean Genet. During his lifetime, he became known worldwide for his 
distinct brand of eXistentialism, which focused on the human experience of freedom 
and responsibility in a goaless universe. For Sartre, "existence is prior to essence": 
because the world and human nature possess no fixed meaning, human beings are 
responsible for their own choices and actions. The experience of literature, SlIo!!tre 
argues, is precisely the experience of this freedom, an experience that draws together 
author and reader into the collaborative. future-oriented project of human existence, 
which is always in a state of becoming. 

Born in Paris, Sartre was raised by his mother and his grandfather, his father having 
died a year after his birth. As a young man, he was educated at the elite Louis-Ie
Grand preparatory school and the Lyc~e Henrf IV. Later he trained In phllolophyat 
the prestigious tcole Normale Sup6rfeure, recelvfna hlB postgraduate degree in 1929. 
At that time he met his famous intellectual alsociate and lifelong companion, the 
feminist existential philosopher SlMONE DE BEAUVOIR. Until the outbreak of World 
War II in 1939, Sartre taught philosophy at varfous secondary schools. From 1940 
to 1941 hc was a prisoner of war in Germany, and after being released he joined the 
French Resistance; until 1944 he worked as a journalist for the liberation of France, 
writing subversive underground publications. Philosophically. Sartre's experience of 
the war led him to a deeper appreciation of human freedom and responsibility. Polit
ically. it led him to a Marxist position. Soon after the war Sartre and Beauvoir founded 
the prestigious journal Les Temps Modernes; which continues to be an important 
literary periodical in France. 



1334 I JEAN-PAUL SARTRE 

Sartre's major philosophical work during the war was his L'Etre et le neant (1943, 
Being and Nothingness), a magisterial book influenced by the phenomenological phi
losophies of MARTIN HEIDEGGER (1889-1976) and Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), 
whom Sartre began to study during the 1930s. Here Sartre makes his famous dis
tinction between things that exist in themselves (en-soi) and human beings who exist 
for themselves (pour-so;), terms meant to distinguish between worldly objects and 
human consciousness. As a phenomenologist, Sartre links the two realms, observing 
that while human beings can apprehend the appearances of phenomena, they cannot 
grasp any kind of metaphysical reality, including God. All they can know is existence, 
which is contingent and unfixed. Conscious of the limits of knowledge and of mor
tality, human beings live with existential dread, facing the nothingness to come. And 
they live with the burden of the freedom to choose, to make of themselves what they 
will-but always in relation to the particular situations at hand. To the extent that 
they allow bureaucracies and entertainments to define and distract them, they live 
inauthentic lives. 

Through Sartre's various literary works-novels such as La Nausee (1938, Nausea) 
and Les Chemins de la liberte (1945-49, The Roads to Freedom) and plays such as 
Les Mouches (1943, The Flies) and Huis dos (1945, No Exit)-his evolving philo
sophical views became accessible to a general audience. In 1964 he was awarded the 
Nobel Prize for literature; he refused it, mainly because he did not want his views to 
be compromised by association with the European status quo. Sartre's goal was to 
remain a radical political figure: to the end of his life, he agitated on behalf of social 
and political causes. 

Our selection, "Pourquoi ecrirer" ("Why Writer"), is a key chapter in Sartre's well
known Qu'est-ce que la litterature? (1948, What Is Literature?), which was originally 
published in six installments in Les Temps Modernes (February-July 1947). It begins 
with the existentialist assumption that "man is the means by which things are mani
fested." Much like Heidegger, Sartre indicates that the individual discloses or reveals 
being; by introducing relationships and order, by imposing unity on the diversity of 
the world, he or she directs being. In the same way, Sartre argues, the reader brings 
to life the literary object, which can exist only in the ·concrete act of reading. As he 
oddly but memorably puts it, "the literary object is a peculiar top which exists only in 
movement." 

He is quick to point out, however, that the literary object imposes its own struc
tures, so that the reader must work within set parameters. The reader completes what 
the writer has begun. In contrast to GEORGES POULET, a conte~poraneous phenom
enological critic who sees the reader as a submissive receptacle for the author's con
sciousness, Sartre views the relationship between writer and reader as a collaboration 
of equals in freedom. "For the reader, all is to do and all is already done"; the result 
is a "directed creation." 

Not surprisingly, Sartre argues that the literary work makes an appeal to the free
dom of the reader, who, while reading, foresees, waits, hypothesizes, dreams, hopes, 
and is deceived. The reader, in Sartre's portrait, is decidedly not a blank tablet; he 
possesses feelings, prejudices, values, and predispositions; she is credulous, generous, 
creative, critical. Authors need the reader's freedom for their work to exist authenti
cally. Without It, they will cease to function as authors and their work will fall into 
obscurity, unread. In the larger social and political scheme of things, writers cannot 
endorse fascism or totalitarianism or any form of government that limits readers' 
freedoms, especially the freedom of expression. 

The goal of art, Sartre asserts, is "to recover this world by giving it to be seen as it 
is, but as if it had its source in human freedom." Such a recovery leads to joy but also 
to responsibility. Reading creates a pact between freedoms, between authors and 
readers. In disclosing or revealing the world, it calls forth from the reader examination, 
admiration, and indignation. It engages our support, consent, critique, or opposition, 
for "at the heart of the aesthetic imperative we discern the moral imperative." 
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In "Why Write?" Sartre is suggestive and bold, but sometimes cryptic and short
sighted. He quarrels with IMMANUEL KANT's Critique of Judgment (1790; see above), 
but the outcome leaves his own aesthetic theory uncertain. He depicts writing as a 
recovery and readaptation of the "totality of being," yet he is unclear about the 
nature of this totality. And he remains obscure when criticizing the writer's arousal 
of emotions and when praising the intriguing inexhaustibility of reading. He is per
haps most often criticized for failing to pay sufficient attention to the nature of 
language. Consider, for example. his distinction between poetry and prose: poetry 
is a use of language that treats words as things, whereas prose is a more utilitarian, 
u'ansparent medium. In this he differs from his famous predecessors St~phane Mal
lat'me and Paul Valery. Sartre's moral and political concerns lead him to value prose 
more-and in doing so he not only discounts poetry but also overlooks the ways in 
which language determines consciousness (a determination on which Heidegger 
focuses). Like .Poulet, Sartre is more concerned with consciousness in itself than 
with its linguistic medium. FOl' this and other reasons, when linguistically inspired 
structuralism and poststructuralism emerged in the 1960s, Sartre's work fell largely 
out of favor. 

But the gradual turn toward the political in literary studies during recent decades 
has put Sartre's work in a different light. The ethical and political dimensions of his 
existentialist thought and activism; his dramatic, interactive accounts of writing and 
reading; and his portrait of the reader as a complex human being with specific inter
ests and values serve as models for those writers and theorists critically engaged not 
just with the institution of literary studies but with the world at large. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

QII'est-ce que la litterature? (1948) was translated by Bernard Frechtman in 1949 and 
is available in several editions, most recently in "What Is Literature?" and Other Essays 
(1988). Other works by Sartre bearing directly on literary and artistic matters are The 
ImagilU1tion (I936; trans. 1962); The Psychology of the Imagination (I940; trans. 
1948); Literary and Philosophical Essays (1947; trans. 1962); Baudelaire (1947; trans. 
1950); Black Orp"etfS (1949; trans. 1963); Saint-Genet: Actor and Martyr (I952; 
tt·ans. 1964); Essays in Aesthetics, selected and translated by Wade Baskin (I 963); 
Sit"atiollS (1964; trans. 1965); The Family Idiot: Gustave Fltiubert, 1821-1857 
(3 \'ols .• 1971-72; trans. 5 vols., 1981-93); Politics and Literature, edited and trans
lated by J. A. Underwood and John Calder (I 973); and the posthumously published 
MaUarme. or, tl,e Poet of Nothingness (1986; trans. 1988). Sartre's major philosophical 
studies are TranSCelJdence of the Ego (1936; trans. 1957), TI,e Emotions: Outline ~ , 
a 'Dleory (1939; trans. 1948), Existential Psychoanalysis (1943; trans. 1953), Being 
and Nothingness (1943; trans. 1956), Existentialism (1946; trans. 1947), Search for 
a !\lethod (] 960; trans. 1963). and Critique of Dialectical ReasOJJ (2 vols., 1960-85; 
traIlS. 1976-90). See also Sartre's literary autobiography TIle Words (I964; trans. 
1964). as well as the posthumously published War Diaries of Jean-Paul Sartre: Not'em
be,- 1939 to March 1940 (1984; trans. 1984) and Witness to My Life: The Letters of 
]eall-Paul Sartre to Simone de Beaul'oir (1992; trans. 1992). Authoritative biographies 
are Annie Cohen-Solal's Sa,'tre: A Life (I 985; trans. 1987), Ronald Hayman's Sartre: 
A Biograpl1y (1991), and Philip Thody's Jean-Paul Sartre (1992). 

For introductions to Sartre's work as a whole, see Arthur C. Danto's Sartre (1975), 
Catharine Savage Brosman·sJean.-Paul Sartre (1983), and The Cambridge Companion 
to .')mire, edited by Christina Howells (1992). On Sartre's literary criticism, see 
Eugene F. Kaelin, An Existentialist Aesthetic: The Theories of Sartre and Merleau
POlity (1962); Benjamin Suhl. Jean-PaJll Sartre: The Philosopher as a Literary Critic 
(19iO); J. H. Bauer, Sartre (md tl1e Artist (1970); Fredric Jameson, Marxism and Form: 
Ttl"elltieth-Cen.tury Dialectical T7leories of Literature (1971), and "Three Methods in 
Sartre's Literary Criticism," in Modem French Criticism (ed. John K. Simon, 1972); 



1336 I JEAN-PAUL SARTRE 

Joseph Halpem, Critical Fictions: The Literary Criticism of Jean-Paul Sartre (1976); 
and Christina HowelIs, Sartre's Theory of Literature (1979). For studies of the influ
ential journal Les Temps Modernes, see Alain D. Ranwez, Jean-Paul Sartre's "Les 
Temps Modernes":· A Literary History, 1945-1952 (1981); Anna Boschetti, The Intel
lectual Enterprise: Sartre and "Les Temps Modernes" (1985; trans. 1988); and Howard 
Davies, Same and "Les Temps Modernes" (1987). For broader studies addressing his
torieal context and comparative analysis, see Ton), Judt, Past Itnpeifect: French Intel
lectuals, 1944-1956 (1992); Situating Same in Twentieth-Century Thought and 
Culture, edited by Jean-Frant;ois Foumy and Charles D. Minahen (1997); Michael 
Scriven, Jean-Paul Sartre: Politics and Culture in Postwar France (1999); and Ann 
Fulton, Apostles of Sartre: Existentialism in America, 1945-1963 (1999). For bibli
ographies of Sartre's works and criticism, see Michel Con tat and Miehel Rybalka, 
The Writings of Jean-Paul Sartre (2 vols., 1974); Robert Wilcocks, Jean-Paul Sartre: 
A Bibliography of International Criticism (1975); and Joan Nordquist, Jean-Paul Sar
tre: A Bibliography (1993). 

From What Is Literature?l 

Why Write? 

Each has his reasons: for one, art is a flight; for another a means of con
quering. But one can flee into a hermitage, into madness, into death. One 
can conquer by arms. Why does it have to be writing, why does one have to 
manage one's escapes and conquests by writing? Because, behind the various 
aims of authors, there is a deeper and more immediate choice which is com
mon to all of us. We shall try to elucidate this choice, and we shall see 
whether it is not in the name of this very choice of writing that the self
commitment of writers must be required. 

Each of our perceptions is accompanied by the consciousness that human 
reality is a 'revealer' ,. that is, it is through human reality that 'there is' being, 
or, to put it differently, that man is the means by which things are mani
fested. It is our presence in the world which multiplies relations. It is we 
who set up a relationship between this tree and that bit of sky. Thanks to us, 
that star which has been dead for millennia, that quarter moon, and that 
dark river are disclosed in the unity of a landscape. It is the speed of our car 
and our aeroplane which organizes the great masses of the earth. With each 
of our acts, the world reveals to us a new face. But, if we know that we are 
.~irectors of being, we also know that we are not its producers. If we turn 
away from this landscape, it win sink back into its dark permanence. At least, 
it will sink back; there is no one mad enough to think that it is going to be 
annihilated. It is we who shall be annihilated, and the earth will remain in 
its lethargy until another consciousness comes along to awaken it. Thus, to 
our inner certainty of being 'revealers' is added that of being inessential in 
relation to the thing revealed. 

One of the chief motives of artistic cre~tion is certainly the need of feeling 
that we are essential in relationship to the world. If I fix dn canvas or in 
writing a certain aspect of the fields or the sea or a look on someone's face 
which I h~ve disclosed, I am conscious of having produced them by con-

I. Translated by Bernard Frechtman. 
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densing relationships, by introducing order where there was none, by impos
ing the unity of mind on the diversity of things. That is, I feel myself essential 
in relation to my creation. But this time it is the created object which escapes 
me; I cannot reveal and produce at the same time. The creation becomes 
inessential in relation to the creative activity. First of all, even if it appears 
finished to others, the created object always seems to us in a state of sus
pension; we can always change this line; that shade, that word. Thus, it never 
forces itself. A novice painter asked his teacher, 'When should I consider my 
painting finished?' And the teacher answered, 'When you can look at it in 
amazement and say to yourself 'Tnt the one who did that!" , 

Which amounts to saying 'never'. For that would be virtually to consider 
one's work with someone else's eyes and to reveal what one has created. But 
it is self-evident that we are proportionally less conscious of the thing pro
duced and more conscious of our productive activity. When it is a matter of 
pottery or carpentry, we work according to traditional patterns, with tools 
whose usage is codified; it is Heidegger's2 famous 'they' who are working with 
our hands. In this case, the result can seem to us sufficiently strange to 
preserve its objectivity in our eyes. But if we ourselves produce the rules of 
production, the measures, the criteria, and if our creative drive comes from 
the very depths of our heart, then we never find anything but ourselves in 
our work. It is we who have invented the laws by which we judge it. It is our 
history, our love, 'our gaiety that we recognize in it. Even if we should look 
at it without '~ouching it any further, we never receive from it that gaiety of 
love. We put them into it. The results which we have obtained on canvas or 
paper never seem to us objective. We are too familiar with the processes of 
which they are the effects. These processes remain a subjective discovery; 
they are ourselves, our inspiration, our trick, and when we seek to perceive 
our work, we create it again, we repeat mentally the' operations which pro
duced it; each of its aspects appears as a result. Thus, in the perception, the 
object is given as the essential thing 'and the subject as the inessential. The 
latter seeks essentiality in the creation and obtains it, but then it is the object 
which becomes the inessential. . 

This dialectic' is nowhere more apparent than in the art of writing, for the 
literary object is a peculiar top which existsohly in movement. To make it 
come into view a concrete act called reading is necessary, and it lasts Ofi.[y 
as long as this act can last. Beyond that, there are only black marks on paper. 
Now, the writer cannot read what he writes, whereas the shoemaker can put 
on the shoes he has just made if they are his size, and the architect can live 
in the house he has built. In reading, one foresees; one waits. One foresees 
the end of the sentence, the following sentence, the next page. One waits 
for them to confirm or disappoint one's foresights. The reading is composed 
of a host of hypotheses, of dreams followed by awakenings, of hopes and 
deceptions. Readers are always ahead of the sentence they are reading in a 
merely probable future which partly collapses and partly comes together in 
proportion as 'they progress, which withdraws from one page to the next and 
forms the moving horizon of the literary object. Without waiting, without a 
future, without ignorance, there is no objectivity. 

2. Mi\IITIN HEIDEGGEB (1889-1976). German 
philosopher; author of Being ami Time (1927), to 

which Sartre refers. 
3. Reciprocal interaction. 
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Now the operation of writing involves an implicit quasi-reading which 
makes real reading impossible. When the words form under his pen, the 
author doubtless sees them, but he does not see them as the reader does, 
since he knows them before writing them down. The function of his gaze is 
not to reveal, by brushing against them, the sleeping words which are waiting 
to be read, but to control the sketching of the signs. In short, it is a purely 
regulating mission, and the view before him reveals nothing except for slight 
slips of the pen. The writer neither foresees nor conjectures; he projects. It 
often happens that he awaits, as they say, the inspiration. But one does not 
wait for oneself the way one waits for others. If he hesitates, he knows that 
the future is not made, that he himself is going to make it, and if he still 
does not know what is going to happen to his hero, that simply means that 
he has nbt thought about it, that he has not decided upon anything. The 
future is then a blank page, whereas the future of the reader is two hundred 
pages filled with words which separate him from the end. Thus, the writer 
meets everywhere only his knowledge, his will, his plans, in short, himself. 
He touches only his own subjectivity; the object he creates is out of reach; 
he does not create itfor himself. If he re-reads himself, it is already too late. 
The sentence will never quite be a thing in his eyes. He goes to the very 
limits of the subjective but without crossing it. He appreciates the effect of 
a touch, of an epigram, of a well-placed adjective, but it is the effect they 
will have on others. He can judge it, not feel it. Proust4 never discovered the 
homosexuality of Charlus, since he had decided upon it even before starting 
on his book. And if a day comes when the book takes on for its author a 
semblance of objectivity, it is because years have passed, because he has 
forgotten it, because its spirit is quite foreign to him, and doubtless he is no 
longer capable of writing it. This was the case with Rousseau 5 when he 
re-read the Social Contract at the end of his life. 

Thus, it is not true that one writes for oneself. That would be the worst 
blow. In projecting one's emotions on paper, one barely manages to give them 
a languid extension. The creative act is only an incomplete and abstract 
moment in the production of a work. If the author existed alone he would 
be able to write as much as he liked; the work a~ object would never see the 
light of day and he would either have to put down his pen or despair. But 
the operation of writing implies that of reading as its dialectical correlative 
and these two connected acts necessitate two distinct agents. It is the joint 
effort of author and reader which brings upon the scene that concrete and 
imaginary object which is the work of the mind. There is no art except for 
and by others. 

Reading seems, in fact, to be the synthesis of perception and creation.6 It 
posits the essentiality of both the subject and the object. The object is essen
tial because it is strictly transcendent, because it imposes its own structures, 
and because one must wait for it and observe it; but the subject is also 
essential because it is required not only to disclose the object (that is, to 
make it possible for there to he an object) but also so that this object might 

4. Marcel Proust (! 871-1922), French novelist; 
Charlus is a character in Proust's Rememhrance of 
Things Past (! 913-27). 
5. Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), Swiss
born French philosopher and writer; the Social 

ContTact was published in 1762. 
6. The same is true in different degrees regarding 
the spectator's attitude before other works of art 
(paintings, symphonies, statues, etc.) [Sartre'. 
note]. 
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exist absolutely (that is. to produce it). In a word, the reader is conscious of 
disclosing in creating. of creating by disclosing. In reality, it is not necessary 
to believe that reading is a mechanical operation and that signs make an 
impression upon him as light does on a photographic plate. If he is inatten
tive. tired, stupid, or thoughtless. most of the relations will escape him. The 
object will never 'catch' with him (in the sense in which we say that fire 
'catches' or 'doesn't catch'). He will draw some phrases out of the shadow, 
but they will seem to ha\'e appeared at random. If he is at his best, he will 
project beyond the words a synthetic form, each phrase of which will be no 
more than a partial function: the 'theme', the 'subject', or the 'meaning'. 
Thus. from the very beginning. the meaning is no longer contained in the 
words, since it is he, on the contrary, who allows the significance of each of 
them to be understood; and the literary object, though realized through lan
guage. is never given in language. On the contrary, it is by nature a silence 
and an opponent of the word. In addition, the hundred thousand words 
aligned in a book can be i'ead one by one so that the meaning of the work 
does not emerge. Nothing is accomplished if the reader does not put himself 
from the very beginning and almost without a guide at the height of this 
silence; if, in short, he does not invent it and does not then place there, and 
hold on to, the words and sentences which he awakens. And if I am told that 
it would be more fitting to call this operation a re-invention or a discovery, 
I shall answer that, first, such a re-invention would be as new and as original 
an act as the first invention. And, especially, when an object has never existed 
before, there can be no question of re-inventing it or discovering it. For if 
the silence about which I am speaking is really the goal at which the author 
is aiming, he has, at least. never been familiar with it; his silence is subjective 
and anterior to language. It is the absence of words, the undifferentiated and 
lived silence of inspiration, which the word will then particularize, whereas 
the silence produced by the reader is an object. And at the very interior of 
this object there are more silences-which the author does not mention. It 
is a question of silences which are so particular that they could not retain 
any meaning outside the object which the reading causes to appear. How
eyer, it is these which give it its density and its particular face. 

To say that they are unexpressed is hardly the word; for they are precisely 
the ine:o.:pressible. And that is why one does not come upon them at--dl1y 
definite moment in the reading; they are everywhere and nowhere. The qual
ity of the marvellous in Le Grand Meaulnes, the grandioseness of Armance, 
the degree of realism and truth of Kafka's7 mythology, these are never given. 
The reader must invent them all in a continual exceeding of the written thing. 
To be sure, the author guides him, but all he does is guide him. The land
marks he sets up are separated by the void. The reader must unite them; he 
must go beyond them. In short. reading is directed creation. 

On the one hand. the literary object has no other substance than the 
reader's subjectivity; Raskolnikov's8 waiting is my waiting which I lend him. 
\\'ithout this impatience of the reader he would remain only a collection of 
signs. His hatred of the police magistrate who questions him is my hatred 

7, Franz Kafka (1883-1924), Austrian writer who 
was born and Jived most of his life in Prague; his 
fictions often matter-of-factly present the unreal. 
Le Grand Meau'Hes (1913). a novel by HenrlAlain, 

Fournier. A .... , .. nce (1827), a novel by Stendhal. 
8. The cent ral character in CrlnU! and Pu"jshme,"It 
(1866), a novel by Fyodor Dostoyevsky. 
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which has been solicited and wheedled out of me by signs, 8)ld the police 
magistrate himself would not exist without the hatred' I have for him via 
Raskolnikov. That·is what animates him, it is his very flesh. 

But on the other hand, the words are there like traps to arouse our feelings 
and to reflect them towards us. Each word is a path of transcendence; it 
shapes our feelings, names them, and attributes them to an imaginary per
sonage who takes it upon himself to live them for us and who has no other 
substance than these borrowed passions; he confers objects, perspectives, 
and a horizon upon them. 

Thus, for the reader, all is to do and all is already done; the work exists 
only at the exact level of his capacities; while he reads and creates, he knows 
that he can always go further in his reading, can always create more pro
foundly, and thus the work seems to him as inexhaustible and· opaque as 
things. We would readily reconcile that 'rational intuition' which Kant9 

reserved to divine Reason with this absolute production of-qualities, which, 
to the extent that they emanate from our subjectivity, congeal before our 
eyes into impenetrable objectivities. 

Since the creation can find its fulfilment· only in reading, since the artist 
must entrust to another the job of carrying out what he has begun, since it 
is only through the consciousness of the reader that he can regard himself 
as essential to his work, all literary work is an appeal. To write is to make ari 
appeal to the reader that he lead into objective existence the revelation which 
I have undertaken by means of language. And if it should be asked to what 
the writer is appealing, the answer is simple. As the sufficient reason for the 
appearance of the aesthetic object is never found either in the book (where 
we find merely solicitations to produce the object). or in the author's mind, 
and as his subjectivity, which he cannot get away from, cannot give a reason 
for the act of leading into objectivity, the appearance of the work of art is a 
new event which cannot be explained by anterior data. And since this 
directed creation is an absolute beginning, it is therefore brought about by 
the freedom of the reader, and by what is purest in that freedom. Thus, the 
writer appeals to the reader's freedom to collaborate in the production of his 
work. . 

It will doubtless be said that all tools address themselves to our freedom 
since they are the instruments of a possible action, and that the work of art 
is not unique in that. And it is true that the tool is the congealed outline of 
an operation. But it remains on the level of the hypothetical imperative,) I 
may use a hammer to nail up a case or to hit my neighbour over the head. 
In la rar as I consider it in itself, it is not an appeal to my freedom; it doel 
not put me face to face with It; rather, It alms at using It by substituting a 
set succession of traditional procedures for the free invention of means. The 
book does not serve my freedom; it requires it. Indeed, one cannot address 
oneself to freedom as such by means of constraint, fascination, or entreaties. 
There is only one way of attaining it: first, by recognizing it, then, by having 
confidence in it, and finally, by requiring of it an act, an act in its own name
that is, in the name of the confidence that one brings to it. 

9. IMMANUEL KANT (J 724-11104), Gennan philos
opher. Knnt's rational or pure intultions work as a 
priori conditions that determine how we process 
sensations. 
I. A tenn from Kant's moral philosophy; hypo-

thetlcal imperative. depend on a preference for a 
particular end (e.g., "If I want to pIay.the piano 
better, then I should practice"). Because they are 
subjective. they are not moral imperatives. 
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Thus, the book is not, like the tool, a means for any end whatever; the end 
to which it offers itself is the reader's freedom. And the Kantian expression 
'finality without end'2 seems to me quite inappropriate for designating the 
work of art. In fact, it implies that the aesthetic object presents only the 
appearance of a finality and is limited to soliciting the free and ordered play 
of the imagination. It forgets that the imagination of the spectator has not 
only a regulating function, but a constitutive one. It does not play; it is called 
upon to recompose the beautiful object beyond the traces left by the artist. 
The imagination cannot revel in itself any more than can the other functions 
of the mind; it is always on the outside, always engaged in an enterprise. 
There would be finality without end if some object offered such a well
arranged composition that it would lead us to suppose that it has an end 
even though we cannot ascribe one to it. By defining the beautiful in this 
way one can-and this is Kant's aim-liken the beauty of art to natural 
beauty, since a flower, for example, presents so much symmetry, such har
monious colours, and such regular curves, that one is immediately tempted 
to seek a finalist explanation for all these properties and to see them as just 
so many means at the disposal of an unknown end. But that is exactly the 
error. The beauty' of nature is in no way comparable to that of art. The work 
of art does not have an end; there we agree with Kant. But the reason is that 
it is an end. The Kantian formula does not account for the appeal which 
resoundS" at the basis of each painting, each statue, each book. Kant believes 
that the work of art first exists as fact and that it is then seen. Whereas it 
exists only if one looks at it and if it is first pure appeal, pure exigence to 
exist. It is not an instrument whose existence is manifest and whose end is 
undetermined. It presents itself as a task to be discharged; from the very 
beginning it places itself on the level of the 'categorical imperative.3 You are 
perfectly free to leave that book on the table. But if you open it, you assume 
responsibility for it. For freedom is experienced not in the enjoyment of free 
subjective functioning, but in a creative act required by an imperative. The 
absolute end, this imperative which is transcendent yet acquiesced in, which 
freedom itself adopts as its own, is what we call a value. The work of art ·is 
a value because it is an appeal. 

If I appeal to my reader so that we may carry to a successful conclusion 
the enterprise which I have begun, it is self-evident that I consider him *a 
pure freedom, as an unconditioned activity; thus, in no case can I address 
myself to his passiveness, that is, try to affect him, to communicate to him, 
fro~ the very first, emotions of fear, desire, or ariger. There are, doubtless, 
aut~ofll who concern themselves solely with arousing these emotions 
because they are foreseeable, manageable, and because they have at their 
disposal sure-fire means for provoking them. But it is also true that they are 
reproached for this kind of thing, as Euripides4 has been since antiquity 
because he had children appear on the stage, Freedom is alienated in the 
state of passion; it is abruptly engaged in partial enterprises; it loses sight of 
its task, which is to produce an absolute end. And the book is no longer 
anything but a means for feeding hate or desire. The writer should not seek 

2. Thnl is, "purposiveness without purpuse," a key 
l<'rm in Kanl's Criliq .. " "f Judgment (1790; see 
"buve). 
3. t\ term from Kunt's moral philosuphy; categor
icu) imperatives are absolute and univt'r!oial (c.g., 

''Treat peuple with respect"). They are moral prin
ciple.: they do nut rely un individual, subjective 
preferences. 
4. Greek tragedian (CH. 485-<:8. 406 D.C.E.). 
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to overwhelm; otherwise he is in contradiction with himself; if he wishes to 
make demands he must propose only the task to be fulfilled. Hence, the 
character of pure presentation which appears essential to the work of art. 
The reader must be able to make a certain aesthetic withdrawal. This is what 
Gautier' foolishly confused with 'art for art's sake' and the Parnassians6 with 
the imperturbability of the artist. It is simply a matter of precaution, and 
Genet' more justly calls it the author's politeness towards the reader. But 
that does not mean that the writer makes an appeal to some sort of abstract 
and conceptual freedom. One certainly creates the aesthetic object with feel
ings; if it is touching, it appears through our tears; if it is comic, it will be 
recognized by laughter. However, these feelings are of a particular kind. They 
have their origin in freedom; they are loaned. The belief which I accord the 
tale is freely assented to. It is a Passion, in the Christian sense of the word, 
that is, a freedom which resolutely puts itself into a state of passiveness to 
obtain a certain transcendent effect by this sacrifice. The reader renders 
himself credulous; he descends into credulity which, though it ends by 
enclosing him like a dream, is at every moment conscious of being free. An 
effort is sometimes made to force the writer into this dilemma: 'Either one 
believes in your story, and it is intolerable, or one does not believe in it, and 
it is ridiculous'. But the argument ,is absurd because the characteristic of 
aesthetic consciousness is to be a belief by means of commitment, by oath, 
a belief sustained by fidelity to one's self and to the author, a perpetually 
renewed choice to believe. I can awaken at every moment, and I know it; but 
I do not want to; reading is a free dream. So that all feelings which are 
exacted on the basis of this imaginary belief are like particular modulations 
of my freedom. Far from absorbing or masking it, they are so many different 
ways it has chosen to reveal itself to itself. Raskolnikov, as I have said, would 
only be a shadow, without the mixture of repulsion and friendship which I 
feel for him and which makes him live. But, by a reversal which is the char
acteristic of the imaginary object, it is not his behaviour which excites. my 
indignation or esteem, but my indignation and esteem which give consis
tency and objectivity to his behaviour. Thus, the reader's feelings are never 
dominated by the object, and as no external reality can condition them, they 
have their permanent source in freedom; that is, they are all generous-for 
I call a feeling generous which has its origin and its end in freedom. Thus, 
reading is an exercise in generosity, and what the writer requires ofthe reader 
is not the application of an abstract freedom but the gift.of his whole person, 
with his passions, his prepossessions, his sympathies, his sexual tempera
ment, and his scale of values. Only this person will give himself generously; 
freedom goes through and through him and comes to transform the darkest 
masses of his sensibility. And just as activity has rendered itself passive in 
order for it better to create the object, conversely, passiveness becomes an 
act; the man who is reading has raised himself to the highest degree. That 
is why we see people who are known for their toughness shed tears at the 
recital of imaginary misfortunes; for the moment, they have become what 

5. TH~OPHILE OAUTIER (181 1-1872), French poet 
and novelist. On "art for art'. sake" and 19th
century aestheticism, see also WALTER PATER, 
above. 
6. A varied group of mid-19th-century French 

poets who gravitated around Charles Leconte de 
Lisle (1818-1894) and became known for their 
Impersonal approach to poetry. . 
7. Jean Genet (1910-1986), French dramatist 
and novelist. 
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they would have been if they had not spent their lives hiding their freedom 
from themselves. 

Thus, the author writes in order to address himself to the freedom of 
readers, and he requires it in order to make his work exist. But he does not 
stop there; he also requires that they return this confidence which he has 
given them, that they l·ecognize his creative freedom, and that they in turn 
solicit it by a symmetrical and inverse appeal. Here there appears the other 
dialectical paradox of reading; the more we experience our freedom, the more 
\'\1e recognize that of the other; the more he demands of us, the more we 
demand of him. 

When I am enchanted with a landscape, I know very well that it is not I 
who create it, but I also know that without me the relations which are estab
lished before my eyes among the trees, the foliage, the earth, and the grass 
would not exist at all. I know that I can give no reason for the appearance 
of finality which I discover in the assortment of hues and in the harmony of 
the forms and movements created by the wind. Yet, it exists; there it is before 
my eyes, and I can make something more out of what is already there. But 
even if I believe in God, I cannot establish any passage, unless it be purely 
verbal, between the divine, universal solicitude and the particular spectacle 
which I am considering. To say that He made the landscape in order to charm 
me or that He made me the kind of person who is pleased by it is to take a 
question for an answer. Is the marriage of this blue and that green deliberate? 
How can I know? The idea of a universal providence is no guarantee of any 
particular intention, especially in the case under consideration, since the 
green of the grass is explained by biological laws, specific constants, and 
geographical determinism. while the reason for the blue of the water is 
accounted for by the depth of the river, the nature of the soil and the swift
ness of the current. The assorting of the shades, if it is willed, can only be 
something thrown into the hargain;8 it is the meeting of two causal series, 
that is to say, at first sight, a fact of chance. At best, the finality remains 
problematic. All the relations we establish remain hypotheses; no end is 
proposed to us in the manner of an imperative, since none is expressly 
revealed as having been willed by a creator. Thus, our freedom is never called 
jOl-tll by natural beauty. Or rather, there is an appearance of order in the 
whole which includes the foliage, the forms, and the movements, hence,1fi.e 
illusion of a calling forth which seems to solicit this freedom and which 
disappears immediately when one looks at it. Hardly have we begun to run 
our eyes over this arrangement. than the appeal disappears; we remain alone, 
f.-ee to tie one colour with another or with a third, to set up a relationship 
between the tree and the water, or between the tree and the sky, or between 
the tree, the water, and the sky. My freedom becomes caprice. To the extent 
that I establish new relationships, I remove myself further from the illusory 
objectivity which solicits me. I muse about certain motifs which are vaguely 
outlined by the things; the natural reality is no longer anything but a pretext 
for musing. Or, in that case, because I have deeply regretted that this 
arrangement which was momentarily perceived was not offered to me by 
somebody and consequently is not real, the result is that I fix my dream, that 
I transpose it to canvas or in writing. Thus, I interpose myself between the 

h. In the original French, par-dessus le n1n,.cJle: usupplement," "extra." 
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finality without end which appears in the natural spectacles' and the gaze of 
other men. I transmit it to them. It becomes human by this transmission. 
Art here is a ceremony of the gift, and the gift alone brings about the meta
morphosis. It is something like the transmission of titles and powers in the 
matriarchaie; where the mother does not possess the names but is the indis
pensable intermediary between uncle and nephew. S4nce 1 have captured 
this illusion in flight, since I lay it out -for other men and have disentangled 
it and rethought it for them, they can consider it· with- confidence, It has 
become intentional. As for. me,: I remain, to be sure, at the' border of the 
subjective and the objective without ever being able to contemplate the 
objective: arrangement which 1 transmit . 

. The reader, on the contrary, progresses in security. However far he may 
go, the author has gone further. Whatever connections' he may establish 
among the different parts of the book-among the chapters or the words
he has a guarantee, namely, that they have been expressly willed. As Des
cartes9 says, he can even pretend that there' is·a secret order among parts 
which seem to have no :connectiom ·The . creator has preceded him along the 
way, and the most beautiful disorders are effects of art,'that is, again order. 
Reading is induction, interpolation,extrapolation; and the basis of these 
activities rests on the reader's will, as for a long time it was'believed that that 
of scientific induction rested on the divine will. A gentle force accompanies 
us· and, supports us from the first' page to the last. That does not mean that 
we fathom the artist's intentions easily. They constitute; as we have said; the 
object of conjectures, .and· :there is an experience of the reader; but these 
conjectures ·are supported by the great cet~ainty we have that the beauties 
which 'appear in the book are never accidental. In nature, the tree and the 
sky harmonize only by chance; if, on the contrary, in.the.novel;theprotag
onists find themselves·in·a certain tower, in a certain prison, if they stroll in 
a certain garden, it is a nlatter both of the restitution 'of independent 'causal 
series (thecharac'ter had·a certain state of mind which was due to a·succes
sion of psychological and social events; on the other· hand, he betook himself 
to fl determined' place ·and the layout of the city required him to .cross a 
certain park) and of· the 'expression ,of a deeper finality, for the park came 
into existence only in' order to harmonize with a certain state of mind, to 
express it by means of things or to put it into relief by a vivid 'coritrastiand 
the state of mind itself Was conceived in connection with the landscape. Here 
it is causality which is appearance and which might be 'called 'causality with
out cause', and it is the finality which is the profound;reality. But if I can 
thus in all confidence put the order of ends under the order of causes, iUs 
because by opening the book I am asser~ing that the object has its source iri 
human freedom. . 

If I were to· suspect' the. artist of having written out of passion' and.in 
passion, my confiderice would immediately vanish, for it would serve no pur
pose to have supported the order'of causes by the order of ends. The latter 
would be supported in its turn by a psychic causality and the work of art 
would end by re-entering the chain of determinism; Certainly I do not deny 
when I am reading that the author may be impttssioned, nor even that he 
might have conceived the first plan of his work under the sway of passion; 

9. Reno! Descartes (J 596-1650), French mathematldan and philosopher; 
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But his decision to write supposes that he: withdraws somewhat from his 
feelings, in short, that he has transformed his emotions into free emotions 
as I do mine while reading him, that is, that he is in an attitude of generosity. 

Thus, reading is a pact of generosity between author and reader. Each one 
trusts the oth.er; each one counts on the other, demands of the other as much 
as he demands of himself. For this confidence is itself generosity. Nothing 
can force the author to believe that his reader will use his freedom; nothing 
can force the reader to believe that the author has used his. Both of them 
make a free decision. There is then established a dialectical going-and
coming; when I read, I make demands; if my demands are met, what I am 
then reading provokes me to demand more of the author, which means to 
demand of the author that he demand more of me. And, vice versa, the 
author's demand is that I carry my demands to the highest pitch. Thus, my 
freedom, by revealing itself, reveals the freedom of the other. 

It matters little whether the aesthetic object is the product of 'realistic' art 
(or supposedly such) or 'formal' art. At any rate, the natural relations are 
inverted; that tree in the foreground of -the Cezanne l painting appears ini
tially as the product of a causal chain. But the causality is an illusion; it will 
doubtless remain as a proposition as long as we look at the painting, but it 
will be supported by a deep finality; if the tree is placed in such a way it is 
because the rest of the painting requires that thisc.form and those colours be 
placed in the foreground. Thus, through the phenomenal causality,. our gaze 
attains finality 'as the deep structure of the object,' and,beyond finality, it 
attains human freedom as its source and original basis. Vermeer's2 realism 
is 'carried so far that at first it might be thought to be photographic. But if 
one considers the splendour of his texture; the pink and velvety glory of his 
little .brick walls, the blue thickness of a branch of woodbine, the glazed 
darkness of his vestibules, the orange-coloured:flesh of his faces; which are 
as polished as the stone of holy-water basins,: one suddenly feels,in the 
pleasure that he experiences, that the finality is not so much in the forms or 
colours as in his material imagination. It is the'very substartce and~emper 
of the things which here give the forms their reason for being. With this 
realist we are perhaps closest to absolute creation, since it is in the very 
passiveness· of the matter that we meet the unfathomable freedom ~ man. 

The work is never limited to the painted, sculpted, or narrated object. Just 
as one perceives things only against the background of the world, so the 
objects represented by art appear against the background of the universe. In 
the background of Fabrice's adventures are the Italy of 1820, Austria, 
France, the sky and stars which the Abbe Blanis3 consults, and finally the 
whole earth. If the painter presents us with a field or a vase of flowers, his 
paintings are windows that open onto the whole world. We follow the red 
path' which is buried among the wheat much farther than Van Gogh4 has 
painted it, among other wheat fields, under other clouds, to the river which 
empties into the sea, and we extend to infinity, to the other end of the world, 
the deep finality which supports the existence of the field' and the earth. So 
that, through the various objects which it produces or reproduces, the cre-

1. Paul Ct!zanne (1839-1906), French pointer. 
2. Jan Vermeer (1632-1675), Dutch Fainter. 
3. Character in Stendhal's historico novel The 
Chanerlumse of Pa""" (1839), which chronicles 

the exploit. of Fabrlzio de!' Dongo. 
4. Vincent van Gogh (1853-1890), Dutch 
painter. 
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ative act aims at a total renewal of the world. Each painting, each book, is a 
recovery of the totality of being. Each of them presents this totality to the 
freedom of the spectator. For this is quite the final goal of art: to recover this 
world by giving it to be seen as it is, but as if it had its source in human 
freedom. But, since what the author creates takes on objective reality only 
in the eyes of the spectator, this recovery is consecrated by the ceremony of 
the spectacle-and particularly of reading. We are already in a better position 
to answer the question we raised a while ago: the writer chooses to appeal 
to the freedom of other men so that, by the reciprocal implications of their 
demands, they may re-adapt the totality 'of being to man and may again 
enclose the universe within man. 

If we wish to go still further, we must bear in mind that the writer, like all 
other artists, aims at giving his reader a certain feeling that is customarily 
called aesthetic pleasure, and which I would very m4ch rather call aesthetic 
joy, and that this feeling, when it appears, is a sign that the work is achieved. 
It is therefore fitting to examine it in the light of the preceding considera
tions. In effect, this joy, which is denied to the creator, in so far as he creates, 
becomes one with the aesthetic consciousness of the spectator, that is, in 
the case under consideration, of the reader. It is a coinplex feeling but one 
whose structures and condition are inseparable from. one ~nother. It is iden
tical, at first, with the recognition of a transcendent and absolute end which, 
for a moment, suspends the utilitarian round of ellds·rrieans and means
ends,' that is, of an appeal or, what amounts to the'same thing, of a value. 
And the positional consciousness which I take of this value is necessarily 
accompanied by the non-positional consciousness of my freedom, since my 
freedom is manifested to itself by a transcendent exigency'/fhe recognition 
of freedom by itself is joy, but this structure of non-thetical6 consciousness 
implies another: since, in effect, reading is creation, my freedom does not 
only appear to itself as pure autonomy but as creative 'acti~ty, that is, it is 
not limited to giving it~elf its own law but perceives itself as being constitutive 
of the object. It is on this level that the phenomenon specifically is mai'll
fested, that is, a creation wherein the created object is given as object to its 
creator. It is the sole case in which the creator gets any enjoyment out of the 
object he creates. And the word enjoyment which is applied to the positional 
consciousness of the work read indicates sufficiently"that we are in the pres
ence of an essential structure of aesthetic joy. This positional enjoyment is 
accompanied by the non-positional consciousness of being essential in rela
tion to an object perceived as essential. I shall call this aspect of !lesthetic 
consciousness the feeling of security; it is this which stamps the strongest 
aesthetic emotions with a sovereign calm. It has its origin in the authenti
cation of a strict harmony between subjectivity and objectivity. As, on the 
other hand, the aesthetic object is properly the world in'so far as it is aimed 
at through the imaginary, aesthetic joy accompanies the positional con
sciousness that the world is a value, that is, aCtask proposed to human free
dom. I shall call this the aesthetic modification of the hum.an project, for, as 
usual, the world appears as the horizon of our situation, as the infinite dis-

5. In practical life a means may.be taken for an 
end as soon as one searches for it, and each end is 
revealed as a means of attaining another end [Sar-

tre's notel. 
6. Nondogmatlc. 
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tance which separates us from ourselves, as the synthetic totality of the given, 
as the undifferentiated whole of obstacles and implements-but never as a 
demand addressed to our freedom. Thus, aesthetic joy proceeds to this level 
of the consciousness which I take of recovering and internalizing that which 
is non-ego par excellence, since I transform the given into an imperative and 
the fact into a value. The world is my task, that is, the essential and freely 
accepted function of my freedom is to make that unique and absolute object 
which is the universe come into being in an unconditioned movement. And, 
thirdly, the preceding structures imply a pact between human freedoms, for, 
on the one hand, reading is a confident and exacting recognition of the 
freedom of the writer, and, on the other hand, aesthetic pleasure, ·as it is 
itself experienced in the form of a value, involves an absolute exigence in 
regard to others; every man, in so far as he is a freedom, feels the same 
pleasure in reading the same work. Thus, all mankind is present in its highest 
freedom; it sustains the being of a world which is both its world and the 
'external' world. In aesthetic joy the positional consciousness is an image
making consciousness of the world in its totality both as being and having 
to be, both as totally ours and totally foreign, alld the more ours as it is the 
more foreign. The non-positional consciousness· really envelops the harmo
nious totality of human freedoms in so far as it makes the object of a universal 
confidence and exigency. 

To write is thus both to disclose the world and to offer it as a task to the 
generosity of the reader. It is to have recourse to the consciousness of others 
in order to make one's self be recognized as essential to the totality of being; 
it is to wish to live this essentiality by means of interposed persons; but, on 
the other hand, as the real world is revealed only by action, as one can feel 
oneself in it only by exceeding it in order to change it, the novelist's universe 
would lack depth if it were not discovered in a movement to transcend it. It 
has often been observed that an object in a story does not derive its density 
of existence from the number and length of the descriptions devoted to it, 
but from the complexity of its connections with the different characters. The 
more of tell the characters handle it, take it up, and put it down, in short, go 
beyond it towards their own ends, the more real Vli11 it appear. Thus, of the 
world of the novel, that is, the totality of men and things, we may say that 
in order for it to offer its maximum density the disclosure-creation by whicfi·· 
the reader discovers it must also be an imaginary participation in the action; 
in other words, the more disposed one is to change it, the more alive it will 
be. The error of realism has been to believe that the real reveals itself to 
contemplation, and that consequently one could draw an impartial picture 
of it. How could that be possible. since the very perception is partial, since 
by itself the naming is already a modification of the object? And how could 
the writer, who wants himself to be essential to this universe, want to be 
essential to the injustice which this universe comprehends? Yet, he must be; 
but if he accepts being the creator of injustices, it is in a movement whkh 
goes beyond them towards their abolition. As for me who read, if I create 
and keep alive an unjust world, I cannot help making myself responsible for 
it. And the author's whole art is bent on obliging me to create what he dis
closes, therefore to compromise myself. So both oEus. bear the responsibility 
for the universe. And precisely because this universe is supported by the joint 
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effort of our two freedoms; and because the author, with me as·medium, has 
attempted to integrate it into the human;itmust appear truly in itself, in its 
very'marrow, as: being ,shot through and through with a freedom which has 
taken human ·freedom, as its -end, and if it is not really the city of ends that 
it ought to be, it must at least'be a stage along the waYi in a word, it must 
be a becoming and it must always' be considered and presented not as a 
crushing mass which weighs us down, but from the point of view of its going 
beyond towards that· city of ends. However bad and hopeless, the' humanity 
which it paints may bej the·,work:must have an air of·generosity. Not,of 
course, that this generosity is'to be expressed by means of edifying discourses 
and virtuouscharaeters;.it must not even be premeditated, and,it is quite 
true that fine sentiments do not make fine books. But.it 'must-be the very 
warp and woof of the book, the stuff out of which the people and things are 
cut; .whatever the- subject," a sort·ofessentiallightness must'appear every
where and remind us that the work is nevet a natural datum, but an exigence 
and a gift. And if I am given this world With its injustices, it is not so that I 
may contemplate them coldly, but that I may animate them with my indig
nation, that I may disclose them and create them with their nature as injus~ 
tices; that is, as abuses to be suppressed" Thus,the writer's universe will only 
reveal itself in all its depth to the examination; the admiration; and the indig
nation of the reader; and the generous love is a promise to maintain, and the 
generous indignation is a promise to change; and the admiration a. promise 
to iinitate; although literature is one thing and morality a quite different one, 
at the heart of the aesthetic imperative we discern the moral imperative. For; 
since.the one who writes recognizes, by the very fact that·he·takes the trouble 
to write, the ·freedom of-his 'readers, and since the one who reads, by the 
mere fact of his opening the book, recognizes the freedom of the writer, the 
work of art, from whichever side you approach it, is an act of confidence in 
the freedom of men, And sim:e. readers, like the author, recognize this free
dom only to demand;that it manifest:itselfj the work can be defined as an 
imaginary presentation of the world in so far as· it demands human freedom. 
The result of which is that there is: no "gloomy literature', since, however 
dark may be the colours in which one'paints the world;onepaintl it 'only ID 

that free men may feel their freedom as .they face It. :THUI, there Ilre only 
good and bad novels. The bad novelaims,to please by.flattering, whereas the 
good one is an exigence and an act of faith. But above all, the unique point 
of view from which the author can present the world to those freedoms whose 
concurrence he wishes to bring about is.that of a world to be impregnated 
always with more freedom. It would be inconceivable that this unleashing of 
generosity provoked by the writer could ~e used to authorize an injustice; 
and that the reader could enjoy his freedom while reading a work which 
approves or accepts or simply .abstains from condeinning the: subjection of 
man by man. One can imagine a good novel being written by 'an American 
negro even if hatred of the whites were spread all over it, because it is the 
freedom of his race that he demands. through this hatred. And, as he invites 
me to assume· the attitude ,of generosity, the moment I feel myself a pure 
freedom I cannot bear to identify myself with a race of oppressors. Thus, I 
require of all freedoms that they demand. the liberation of coloured people 
againsf the white race and against. myself in so far as I am a part of it; but 
nobody can suppose for a moment that it is possible to write a good novel in 
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praise of anti-Semitism.7 For, the moment I.feelthat my.freedom is indis
solubly linked with that of all other men; it :cannot be demanded of me that 
I use it to approve the enslavement of a part of these men. Thus, whether 
he is an essayist, a pamphleteer, a satirist, or a novelist, whether he speaks 
only of individual passions or whether he attacks the social order, the writer, 
a free man ~ddressing free men, has only one 1iUbje~t-fre,ed?m: 

Hence, any attempt to enslave his readers threQfen.s him in his very art. A 
blacksmith can be affected by fascism in his life as a man, but not necessarily 
in his craft; a writer will be affected in both, and even more in his craft·than 
in his life. I have seen writers, who before the war called for fascism with all 
their hearts, smitten with sterility at the very moment when the Nazis were 
loading them with honours. I am thinking of Drieu la Rochelles in particular; 
he was mistaken, but he was sincere. He proved it. 'He had agreed to direct 
a Nazi-inspired review. The first few months he reprimanded, rebuked, and 
lectured his countrymen. No one answered him because no one was free to 
do so. He became irritated; he no longer felt his readers. He became more 
insistent, but no sign appeared to prove that he had been understood. No 
sign of hatred, nor of anger either; nothing. He seemed to have lost his 
bearings, the victim of a growing distress. He· complained bitterly to the 
Germans. His articles had been superb; they .became. shrill. The moment 
arrived when he struck his breast; no echo,. except among the bought jour
nalists whom he despised. He handed in his resignation, withdrew it, again 
spoke, still iri the desert. Finally, he said'nothitig;gagged by the sHence of 
others. He had' demanded the enslavement of others; but in his crazy mind 
he must have bnagined that it was voluntary, that'it was stlII free. It came; 
the man. in h~J!i congratulated himself mightily,: but the Writer could not bear 
it. While this was going on, others, who, happily, wer;e in the "1ajority, under
stood that the freedom of writing implies th~ :fr~edom of 'the citizen. One 
does not write for slaves. The art of prose is bt;JUnd up with the only r~gime 
in which prese has meaning, demecracy. When one is threatened, the ether 
is too. And iUs neteneugh to defend them wi~h the pen. A day comes when 
the pen is ferced to 'stop, and the writer mtiiJt then take up arms. Thus, 
however you might have come to it, whatever the opinions you might have 
professed, literature throws you into battle. Writing is a certain way of wapt-
ing freedom; once you have begun, you ate cohllnitted, willy-hmy,' ~. 

Cemmitted te what? Defending freedem? That's easy fo' say. 'Xs it a matter 
.of acting as a guardian of ideal values like Benda'~ 'derk' befere the betraYI;iI,9 

er is it concrete everyday freedom which must be .pretected by our taking 
sides in pelitical and social struggles? The question is tied up with another 
one, one very simple in appearance but which nebody ever asks himself: 'For 
whom does one write?' 

7. This last remsrk may arouse some readers. If 
so, I'd like to know a single good novel whose 
express purpose was to.serve oppre5sion, a single 
good novel which has been written against Jews, 
negroes, workers, or colonial people. 4'But if there 
isn't any, that's no reason why someone may not 
write one some day." But you then admit that you 
are IIn abstract theoretician. You, not I. For it is in 
the nllme of your abstract conception of art that 
you assert the possibility of R fact which ha. never 

1947, 1948 

come Into being, whereas I ihriit myself to propos
ing an explanation for a recognized fact [Sartre'. 
note]., ;. 
8. Pierre Drie" la Rochelle (1893-1945), French 
novelist" Imd essayist. 
9. The reference her.e is to Julien Benda's La T,..,· 
his.,.. des clercs [1927, The Treason afthe Intellec· 
tuals], translated into English as The Great 
nelrayal [tran.lator'. note]. Berida (1867-1956), 
French philosopher and novelist. 
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CLEANTH BROOKS 
1906-1994 

The reputation of Cleanth Brooks suffered during the 1970s and 1980s when his 
books and essays were repeatedly cited to illustrate the flaws· of the American New 
Criticism. Brooks, it was· said, isolated literary criticism by limiting it to intensive 
analysis of the text itself, ignored history, discounted readers, failed to consider writ
ings by women and minorities, and disabled any and all attempts to relate literary 
study to political, social, and cultural issues and debates. But while there are short
comings to Brooks's work, his criticism is more interesting and complex than the 
standard accounts suggest. He is a subtle, incisive interpreter of literary texts and an 
adept theorist whose turns and twists of argument anticipate~ the theories later 
deployed against him. 

Brooks was born in Murray, Kentucky, one of six children of a Methodist minister. 
He attended McTyeire School, a private classical academy in Tennessee, and received 
his B.A. from Vanderbilt in 1928 and his M.A. from Tulane University in 1929. He 
next studied as a Rhodes scholar at Exeter College at Oxford, returning to the United 
States in 1932 to begin his teaching career at Louisiana State University in Baton 
Rouge. 

While at Oxford, Brooks became good'friends with Robert Penn Warren, another 
Vanderbilt graduate and Rhodes scholar; when Warren joined LSU's English depart
ment in 1934, the two of them started to work together on criticism and pedagogy. 
Disturbed by the inability of their students to interpret literary works, Brooks and 
Warren prepared a booklet designed to teach the skills of close reading by providing 
examples. Their desire to improve literary study in the classroom led to Brooks and 
Warren's influential, best-selling textbooks: An Approach to Literature (1936), Under
standing Poetry (1938), Vnderstanding Fiction (1943), Modern Rhetoric (1949), and, 
with Robert Heilman, Understanding Drama (1945). 

From 1935 to 1942, Brooks and Warren co-edited the Southern Review, making 
it one of the foremost journals of its era. They published not only critical essays but 
also creative writing by'Eudora Welty, Katherine Anne Porter, and others.· In the 
first year alone, the authors appearing in the Southern R~ew ·included JOHN 
CROWE RANSOM, Alien Tate, WalIace Stevens, KENNETH BURKE, R. P. Blackrnur, 
RandalI }arrelI, Ford Madox Ford, and Yvor Winters-leading poets and critics of 
the time. 

Brooks's two most Important critical books, Modern Poetry and the Tradition (1939) 
and The Well Wrought Urn: Studies In the Structure of Poetry (1947), focus on poetry, 
and he extended and reinforced their arguments in essays, reviews, and lectures. For 
example, with}. E. Hardy, he edited and wrote detailed commentary for Poems of Mr. 
John Milton (1951), showing that Milton's verse, which T. S. ELIOT had attacked as 
numbing and monolithic, could be appreciated as subtle and complex. In 1947 Brooks 
left LSU for a professorship at Yale University (Warren later followed), where he 
taught until retiring in 1975, He researched, wrote, and published many essays and 
books on modern fiction and literary criticism, as well as editing textbooks. 

In a retrospective 1989 essay on his teacher anfl,friend} ohn Crowe Ransom, Brooks 
said that as a Vanderbilt student he had read the Southern Agrarian manifesto of 
1930, I'll Take My Stand, "over and over": "I tried my best to assimilate the whole 
position, philosophical and political. I learned a great deal from my intensive study." 
But in his own work he never argued on behalf of conservative Southern traditions, 
values, and beliefs as specifically and as forcefully as did Ransom, Warren, and Tate. 
For him the lesson put forward by the Agrarians was a general and unobjectionable 
one: "They asked that we consider what the good life is or ought to be." , 

Brooks was above all a literary critic and theorist. He said that his interest in "close 
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reading" was kindled in his school days when he studied the classical languages
"my prep school discipline in reading Latin and Greek." He noted too that he was 
affected by the approach to literature and criticism taken by his teachers and friends 
at Vanderbilt, especially the poets, "who were talking about the making of poems." 
Like many young literary critics in the 1930s, Brooks rebelled against the emphasis 
in graduate studies on "historical and biographical" information and protested the 
lack of attention to "the intet'ior life of the po~i:n." At Oxford he encountered I. A. 
Richards's books TI,e Pri11ciples of Literary Criticism (1924) and Practical Criticism 
(1929). Brooks did not accept everything he found in Richards's work-in particular, 
he disapproved of its "psychological termin.ology" and "confident positivism"-but as 
he read and reread Princil,les ("perhaps a dozen times" the first year he encountered 
it") and Practical Criticism, he borrowed terms (such as tone, irony, and attitude) and 
developed Richards's guidelines for examining the poem itself into his own intrinsic 
\01' formalist) criticism. 

For Brooks, criticism means scrutinizing technical elements, textual patterns, 
and incongruities in texts; as he indicates at the outset of The Well Wrought Urn, 
the cdtic should always begin "by making the closest examination of what the poem 
says as a poem." Genuine literary criticism is neither biographical nor historical, a 
matter of sources-and-influences and background information. Nor is it subjective, 
the record of a reader's impressions as h~ or she reacts to a literary work. In one 
sense Brooks seeks to make literary criticism more like a science-rigorous, precise, 
intensive. analytical. But like other formalist critics, he insists that literature and 
science use language in very different ways.· SCience is referential, abstract, and 
denotative, whereas literature is nonreferential, concrete, and connotative. "The 
tendency of science," he states in The Well wrou~iit Urn. "is necessarily to stabilize 
tenus, to freeze them into strict denotations; the poet's tendency is by contrast dis
ruptive. The terms are continually modifying each other, and thus violating their 
dictionary meanings." 

In the chapter we reprint below, "The Heresy of Paraphrase," Brooks emphaSizes 
that it is not the purpose of a poem to produce a statement, a proposition, a didactic 
lesson or message. Through irony, paradox, ambiguity, and other rhetorical and poetic 
devices of his or her art, the poet works constantly to resist any reduction of the poem 
to a paraphrasable core, favoring the presentation of conflicting facets of theme and 
patterns of resolved stresses. For Brooks, all poetry exhibits "irony," by which he 
means pervasive incongruity. . 

Brooks reiterates this point in our second seiection,"The Formalist Critics" (1951): . 
"in a successful work, form and content cannot be separated." Echoing the conclu
sions that WILLlAM K. WIMSATr JR. and MONROE BEARDSLEY presented in "TI:l!;".. 
Intentional Fallacy" (1946; see below) and "The Affective Fallacy" (1949; see below). 
Brooks states that literary study deals not with the author, the reader, or the historical 
context but instead with the specific text at hand: "the formalist critic is concerned 
primarily with the work itself." 

His focus on the text has led Brooks's critics to say that he misguidedly narrowed 
the field of literary criticism and pedagogy by brushing aside biographical and histor
ical contexts. Many later theorists, including EDWARD SAID and STEPHEN GREEN
IlI.AlT. have called attention to the antihistorical thrust of the New Criticism and 
sought to connect literary criticism with new forms of ideological critique and his
tOl'ical inquiry. But this complaint about Brooks and the New Critics is in fact an old 
one: it was made from the beginning of the New Critical movement, both by tradi
tional literary scholars and by public intellectuals and writers. Because Brooks did 
more than anyone else to at·ticulate and codify the principles of Anglo-American New 
Criticism and demonstrate how they applied to a wide range of texts, he became a 
prime target for opponents of the approach. 

Already in 1942, Alfred Kazin was attacking the New Critics for making "a fetish 
of form." Philip Rahv. like Kazin a New York Intellectual, also objected to the 
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restricted nature of the New Critical approach: "Their attachment to the text is what 
is appealing about the 'new critics'; what is unappealing is th!!!ir.neglect of context." 
Rahv indicted the New Critics for· "a narrow textual-formalistic approach which can
not account for change. and moveinent in literature and which· systematically elimi
nates ideas from critiCisM." Throughout his career, Brooks insisted th,at these charges 
were inaccurate and unfair. He claimed that he was noHgnoril'lg biography and his
tory, but that as a literary critic he.was intent on exploring the attitudes toward history 
that an author expressed in the language of the text itself. For Brooks the fext. pos
sesses organic Unity. A poem by Donne or MarVell does not depend for its succ~/is On 
outside knowledge that we bring to it; it is richly ambiguous y~t harmoniouslyorches
trated, coherent in its own speCial aesthetic terms. 

Brooks's close readings, while illuminating I ·dorun the risk of always coming to 
more or less the same conclusion. Each poem that he examlnelfl from whatever period, 
receives the same kind of inspection of its images, metaphors, tones of voice; each Is 
valued or reproved for its handling -of irony and paradox in the labol." ·of controlling 
incongruities; In a 1948 essay, the scholar-theorist R. S .. Crane faulted Brooks for 
"critical monismt remarking that alt of the texts· from the Renaissance through the 
modern period treated in The ·Well·Wrought Urn end up seeming like seventeenth
century lyrics. But Brooks-from· the outset pretty much 'conceded this'point; as he 
notes in "The Heresy of Paraphrase/' he ,is .undertaking :in his book: an analytical 
experiment---,reading eighteenth-and nineteenth-century poems "as one has learned 
to read Donne and·· the modems;"· While -a<;!knowledging the historical differences 
among the pOemS!' he ·intends to 6how that there are common elements in their use 
arid organization of language. 

Yet the terins·and emphases that shape Brooks's argumentabout.how poetry oper
ates-are an uneasy mix. On the:one·hand,::herefers.to.the warping, reslsting,and 
violating .. of meaning (for·.example, f~theresistance' which any good poem .sets :up 
against all attempts to paraphrase it"). On the other hand, taking his cue from SAMUEL 
TAYLOR COLEIUDGE and I:A. Richards, he spellks of-harmony, balance,order;:unity. 
Perhaps these impuls!!!s are ·not·contradictory;Brooks would likely say that the poem 
can contain a '''tension'' among its· paradOxical meanings while maintaining its coher
ence. But later theorists here saw and exploited ,an' opening in. Brooks's position', If 
there is a warping or resisting of ' meaning, how intense and deep is it? Can one claim 
that irony empowers the poem to. achieve unity, or is irony the dimension of literary 
language that undermines and forestalls unity? ,-, 

'In,the wOI:k.of poststructutalists such 'asPALlL DE MAN and BARBARA JOHN SON, it 
is preCisely the competing, conflicting,. indeed warring relationship among the words 
in the text that keeps it, from the' self-c'Ontained equilibrium .that Brooks celebrates. 
Where he seeS in the poem's "essential structure" a "pattern' of resolutions and' bal
ances and harmonizations, '\- the deconstructionist critic, In the words 'Of his younger 
Yale colleague' J. Hillis.MilIer;seeks "the thread in .the text in question which will 
·unravel it all." . , -
. Such an. approach, in Brooks's mind, was gravely mistaken;.and inhislinalyears 
he sharply critiCized .Miller, STANLEY FISH, HAROLD BLO@M and other 'advocatesof 
deconstruction and reader-response theory. In Brooks's view, p'oststrUcturalist theory 
denied the authority of the work of art and invited subjectivism and relativismj,as 
each critic played with the text's language unmindful of aesthetic relevance and for
mal design. The irony, however, is that all of the newer .critiCli 'had been trained as 
NewCritics themselves: they seized 011 and reframed the in sights and arguments that 
Brooks in particular had 'advanced; and 'were closer to him.in their conception of 
literature and criticism than per~aps' they.realized. In 1975 'another Yale professor, 
Paul de Man, affirmed in f~Semiology and Rhetoric" (see below): "A literary textsimul
taneously asserts and denies the authority of its own rhetorical, mode." He found 
radical instability where Brooks perceived harmony and balande, but the speCial sense 
of the paradoxical workings of literaty language is one that these critics share. Brooks 
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and de Man, New Criticism and deconstruction, are very different from one another, 
yet perhaps not so different after all. 
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From The Well Wrought Urn 

Chapter 11 
The Heresy of Paraphrase 

The ten poems' that have been discussed were not selected because .1Jl.ey 
happened to express a common theme or to display some particular style or 
to share a special set of symbols. It has proved, as a matter of fact, somewhat 
surprising to see how many items they do have in common: the light sym
bolism as used in "L'Allegro-1l Penseroso" and in the "Intimations" ode, for 
example; or, death as a sexual metaphor in "The Canonization" and in The 
Rape of the Lock; or the similarity of problem ahd theme In the "Intimations" 
ode and "Among School Children." . 

On reflection, however, it would probably warrant more surprise if these 
ten poems did hot have much in common. For they are an poems which mo'st 
of us will feel'are close to the central stream of the tradition. Indeed, if there 

I. 'rhe Well Wrought Urn includes sequential 
analyses of ten works: John Donne, "The Canoni
zation" (I 633); William Shakespeare, Macbeth (ca. 
1606); John Milton, "L'Allegro' and "n Penseroso" 
(1632); Robert. Herrlck, "Corinna'. Going A
Maying" (1648); ALEXANDER POPE, The Rape of the 
Lock (1714); Thomas Gray, "Elegy Written in a 

Country Churchyard" (175 I); WlLUAM WORDS, 
WORTH, "Ode: Intimations of Immortality from 
Recollections of Early Childhood" (1807); John 
Keat ... "Ode on a Grecian Urn" (1819); Alfred, 
Lord Tennyson, "Tears, Idle Tears" (1847); and 
William Butler Yeats, "Among School Children" 
(I927). 
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is any doubt on this point, it will have to do with only the first and last 
members of the series2-poems whose relatioh to the tradition I shall, for 
reasons to be given a little later, be glad to waive. The others, it will be 
granted, are surely in the main stream of the tra~ition. 

As a matter of fact, a number of the poems discussed in this book were 
not chosen by me but were chosen for me. But having written on these, I 
found that by adding a few poems I could construct a chronological series 
which (though it makes no pretension to being exhaustive of periods or types) 
would not leave seriously unrepresented any important period since Shake
speare. In filling the gaps I tried to select poems which had been held in 
favor in their own day and which most aritics still admire. There were, for 
example, to b~ no "metaphysical" poemsl beyond the first exhibit and no 
"modern" ones other than the last. But the intervening poems were to be 
read as one has learned to read Donne and the moderns. One was to attempt 
to see, in ,terms of this approach, what the masterpieces had in common 
rather than to see how the poems of different historical periods differed
and in particular to see whether they had anything in common with the 
"metaphysicals" and with the moderns. 

The reader will by this time have made up his mind as to whether the 
readings are adequate. (I use the wprd advisedly, for the readings do not 
pretend to be exhaustive, and certainly it is highly unlikely that they are not 
in error in one detail or another.) If the reader feels that they are seriously 
inadequate, then the case has been judged; for' the generalizations that follow 
will be thoroughly vitiated by the inept handling of the particular cases on 
which they depend. 

If, however, the reader does feel them to be adequate, it ought to be readily 
apparent that the common goodness which the poems share will have to be 
stated, not in terms of "content" or "subject matter" in the usual sense in 
which we use these terms, but rather in terms of structure. The "content" 
of the poems is various, and if we attempt to find one quality of content 
which is shared by all the poems-a "poetic" subject matter or diction or 
imagery-we shall find that we have merely confused the issues. For what 
is it to be poetic? Is the schoolroom of Yeats's poem poetic or unpoetic? Is 
Shakespeare's "new-borne babe I Striding the blast" poetic whereas the idiot 
of his "Life is a tale tolde by an idiot"4 is unpoetic? If Herrick's "budding boy 
or girl" is poetic, then why is not that monstrosity of the newspaper's society 
page, the "society bud,'" poetic too? 

To say this is not, of course, to say that all materials have, precisely the 
same potentialities (as if the various pigments on the palette had the same 
potentialities, anyone of them suiting the given picture as weil as another). 
But what has been said, on the other hand, requires to be said: for, if we are 
to proceed at all, we must draw a sharp distinction between the attractiveness 
or beauty of any particular item taken as ~Hch and the "beauty" of the poem 
considered as a whole. The latter is the effect of a total pattern, and of a 
kind of pattern which can incorporate within itself items intrinsically beau-

2. That Is. the poems by Donne and Yeats. 
3. The metaphYSical poetry of the early 17th cen
tury (including that of Donne) Is characterized by 
complex extended metaphors, unusual imagery. 
irregular meter, and highly condensed meanings. 

4. Machel" 1.7.21-22 and (slightly misquoted) 
5.5.25-26. 
5. A facetious term for a young, unmarried 
woman. 
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tiful or ugly, attractive or repulsive. Unless one asserts the primacy of the 
pattern, a poem becomes merely a bouquet of intrinsically beautiful items. 

But though it is in terms of structure that we must describe poetry, the 
term "structure" is certainly not altogether satisfactory as a term. One means 
by it something far more internal than the metrical pattern, say, or than the 
sequence of images. The structure meant is certainly not "form" in the con
ventional sense in which we think of form as a kind of envelope which "con
tains" the "content." The structure obviously is everywhere conditioned by 
the nature of the material which goes into the poem. The nature of the 
material sets the problem to be solved, and the solution is the ordering of 
the material. 

Pope's Rape of the Lock will illustrate: the structure is not the heroic 
couplet6 as such, or the canto arrangement; for, important as is Pope's use 
of the couplet as one means by which he secures the total effect, the heroic 
couplet can be used-has been used many times-as an instrument in secur
ing very different effects. The structure of the poem, furthermore, is not that 
of the mock-epic convention, though here, since the term "mock-epic" has 
implications of attitude, we approach a little nearer to the kind of structure 
of which we speak. 

The structure meant is a structure of meanings, evaluations, and inter
pretations; and the principle of unity which informs it seems to be one of 
balancing and harmonizing connotations, attitudes, and meanings. But even 
here one needs to make important qualifications: the principle is not one 
which involves the arrangement of the various elements into homogeneous 
groupings, pairing like with like. It unites the like with the unlike. It does 
not unite them, however, by the simple process of allowing one connotation 
to cancel out another nor does it reduce the contradictory attitudes to har
mony by a process of subtraction. The unity is not a unity of the sort to be 
achieved by the reduction and simplification appropriate to an algebraic for
mula. It is a positive unity, not a negative; it represents not a residue but an 
achieved harmony. 

The attempt to deal with a structure such as this may account for the 
frequent occurrence in the preceding chapters of such terms as "ambiguity," 
"paradox," "complex of attitudes," and-most frequent of all, and perhaps 
most annoying to the reader-"irony." I hasten to add that I hold no britf· 
for these terms as such. Perhaps they are inadequate. Perhaps they are mis
leading. It is to be hoped in that case that we can eventually improve upon 
them. But adequate terms-whatever those terms may turn out to be-will 
certainly have to be terms vv,hich do justice to the special kind of structure 
which seems to emerge as the common structure of poems so diverse on 
other counts as are TIle Rape of tile Lock and "Tears, Idle Tears." 

The conventional terms are much worse than inadequate: they are posi
tively misleading in their implication that the poem constitutes a "statement" 
of some sort, the statement being true or false, and expressed more or less 
clearly or eloquently or beautifully; for it is from this formula that most of 
the common heresies about poetry derive. The formula begins by introducing 
a dualism which thenceforward is rarely overcome, and which at best can be 
overcome only by the most elaborate and clumsy qualifications. Where it is 

(\. :\ rhymed couplet In iambic pentam"'er (called "heroic" because of its use in English epic poetry). 
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not overcome, it leaves the critic lodged upon one or.·theother of the horhs 
of a dilemma: the critic is forced to judge the poem by itspolitical.orscientific 
otphilosophical truth; or, he is forced ·tojudge,the poem, by .its ,form as 
conceived externally and, detached 'from human experience.' Mr,"Alfred 
Kazin/ for example,. to take an instance from a recent and popular book', 
accuses the, "new formalists"-'---7his choice of that epithet· is revealing.,..,-of 
accepting the latter horn of the dilemma because he notices that they have 
refused the former; In other words, since they refuse to rank poems:by their 
messages, he assumes that they are compelled to rank them by their formal 
embellishments. 

The omnipresence of this dilemma, a false dilemma, I believe, will also 
account for the fact that so much has been made in the,p'receding chapters 
of the resistance which any good poem sets .up against ,all attempts to para" 
phrase it. The point is surely not that we cannot describe adequately enough 
for many purposes what the poem in general is "about".and what· the gel)eral 
effect of the poem ,is: The Rape of the Lock -isahoiit the foibles of an 
eighteenth-century belle. The effect of "Goi'inna'.s':going.a-Maying" is one of 
gaiety temperedby.the poignance of the fleetingness of youth. We.can;,-,:ery 
properly use paraphrases as pointers and as shorthand references ,provided 
that we know what we are doing. But it is highly important that wekrlow 
what we are doing and that we see plainly that the paraphrase is not the real 
core of-meaning which constitutes the essence of the .poem. 

For the imagery and the rhythm are not. mer~ly the,instruments by which 
this ·fancied cote-of-meaning-which-can-be"expressed-in'-a-paraphrase, is 
directly rendered. Even in the· simplest poem their mediation is not positive 
and direct. Indeed,' whatever statement we may seize upon as incorporating 
the' "meahing" of the poem, . immediately the- imagery and ,the rhythm seem 
to set up tensions with it, warping and twisting it. qualifying and revising it. 
This i. true of Wordsworth's "Ode" no less than of Donne',s "Canonization." 
To illustrate: if we .say that 'the "Ode" celebrates the, 'spontaneous "natural .. 
ness" of the child, there is the poem itself to indicate that Nature has;8 more 
sinister aspect-that the process by which the poetic lamb becomes the dirty 
old sheep or: the child racing over the meadows becomes the baldingphilos
opher is a process that is thoroughly "natural." Or, if we say that the thesis 
of the "Ode" is that the ,child, brings into the natural world·a supernatural 
glory which acquaintance with the world ~ventually and inevitably quenches 
in the light of common day, there is the last stanza and the drastic qualific 

cations which it asserts: it:is significant that the thoughts that lie too,deep 
for tears are mentioned in this sunset stanta of the "Ode" and that ·they are 
thoughts, not of the child, but·of the man. 

We have precisely the same problem if we make our example The Rape of the 
Lock. Does the poet assert that Belinda is a goddess? Or does he say that she is 
a brainless chit? Whichever alt.ernativewe take, there are elaborate qualifica
tionsto be made. Moreover, if the simple propositions offered seem in their 
forthright simplicity to make too easy the .victory of the poem over any possible 
statement of its meaning; then let the reader try to formulate a proposition that 
will say what the poem "says." As his proposition approaches adequacy, he will 

7. American critic (1915-1998); his book Is On N"tiv" Grounds: An l"I"'1''''I''llon a!MaJernA..."rictl" 
Pros" Lil" .... ture (1942), 
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find, not only that it has increased greatly in length, but that it has begun to fill 
itself up With reservations and qualifications-and most significant of all-the 
formulator will find that he has himself begun to fall back upon metaphors of 
his own in his attempt to indicate what the poem "says." In sum, his proposi
tion, as it approaches adequacy, ceases to be' a proposition; 

Consider one more case, "Corinna's going a-Maying." Is the doctrine 
preached to Corinna throughout the first four stanzas true? Or is it damnably 
false? Or is it a "harmlesse follie"? Here perhaps we shall be tempted to take 
the last option as the saving mean~What the poem really says-and my 
account of the poem at the end of the third chapter is perhaps susceptible 
of this interpretation-or misinterpretation. If so, it is high time to clear the 
matter up. For we mistake matters grosslY'if we take the poem to be playing 
with opposed extremes, only to point the golden mean in a doctrine which, 
at the end, will correct the falsehood· of extremes. The reconcilement of 
opposites which the poet characteristically makes is riot· that' of a prudent 
splitting of the difference between antithetical overemphases;· 

It is not so in Wordsworth's poem nor in Keats's nor in Pop~'s. It is not so 
even in this poem of Herrick's. For though the· poem reflects, if we read it 
carefully, -the primacy of the Christian mores, the pressure· exerted through
out the poem is upon the pagan appeal; and the poem ends, sighificantly, 
with a reiteration of the appeal to Corinna to go a-Maying, an appeal which, 
if qualified by the Christian view, ~till,' in a sense, hasbetm deepened and 
made more urgent by that very qualincatiori. The" imagery of loss and decay, 
it must be remembered, comes in this last stanza after the admission that 
the May~day rites8 are not a real religion but a ;·'harmlessfollie." 

If we are to get all these qualifications into'our formulation of what the 
poem says~and they are relevant-then, our formulation of the "statement" 
made by Herrick's poem will turn out to be'qulte,,, dlffitult a. that of Pope's 
mock-epic. The truth of the matter Is that aUluch formulation. lead away 
from the' center of the poem-not toward it;- that the "prose-sense" of the 
poem is not a rack on which the stuff of the· 'Poem is hung; that it does not 
represent the "inner" structure or the "essential'rstruClure or the 'Ireal" struc
ture of the poem. We may use-and in many-connections'must u!le~such 
formulations as more or less convenient ways of referring to parts 'of the 
poem. But such formulations arescaffoldings which we may properJ9-for 
certain purposes throw about the building: we must not mistake them for 
the internal and essential structure of the building itself. 

Indeed, one may sum up by saying that most of the distempers of criticism 
come about from yielding to the temptation'to the take certain remarks 
which we make about the poem-statements about what it says or about 
what truth it gives or about what formulations it illustrates-for the essential 
core of the poem itself. As W. M. Urban puts it in his Language and Reality:9 
"The general principle of the inseparability of intuition and expression holds 
with special force for the aesthetic intuition. Here it means that form and 
content, or content and medium, are inseparable. The artist· does not first 
intuit his object and then find the appropriate medium. It is rather in and 

8. The traditional celebration of "prinK on May I 
including setting up and dancing around a may
pole, crowning 8 Msy queen, and other amuse
ments. 

9. WlIbur Marshall Urban, LDnguage and Reality: 
The Philosopl." of Language ana the Principle., of 
Symboli .... (1939). 
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through his medium that he intuits the object." So much for the process of 
composition. As for the critical process: "To pass from the intuitible to the 
nonintuitible is to negate the function arid meaning of'the symboL" For it 
"is precisely because the more universal and ideal relations: cannot be ade
quately expressed directly that they are indirectly expressed by means of the 
more intuitible." The most obvious examples of such error (and for that 
reason those which are really least dangerous) are those theories which 
frankly treat the poem as propaganda. The most subtle (and .the most stub
bornly rooted in the ambiguities of Janguage) are those which, beginning 
with the "paraphrasable" elements of the poem, refer the other elements of 
the poem finally to some role subordinate to the paraphrasable elements. 
(The relation between all the elements must surely be an organic one-there 
can be no question about that. There is, however, a very serious question as 
to whether the paraphrasable elements have primacy.) 

Mr. Winters'! position will furnish perhaps the most respectable example 
of the paraphrastic heresy. He assigns primacy to the "rational meanirig" of 
the poem. "The relationship, in the poem, between rational statement and 
feeling," he remarks in his latest book, "is thus seen to be that of motive to 
emotion." He goes on to illustrate his point by a brief and excellent analysis 
of the following lines from Browning: r 

So wore night; the East was gray, 
White the broad-faced hemlockJlowers . ... :l 

"The verb wore," he cOritinues, "means literally that the night passed, but 
it carries with it connotations of exhaustion and attrition which belong to 
the condition of the protagonist; and grayness is a color which we associate 
with such a condition. If we change the phrase to read: 'Thus night passed,' 
we shall have the same· rational meaning; and a meter quite as respectable, 
but no trace of the power of the line: the connotation of wore will be lost, 
and the connotation of gray will remain in a state of ineffective potentiality." 

But the word wore does not mean literally "that the night passed," it means 
literally "that the night wore"-whatever wore may mean, and as Winters' 
own admirable analysis indicates, wore "means," whether rationally or irra
tionally, a great deal. Furthermor~, "So wore night" and "Thus night passed" 
can be said to have "the same rational meaning" only if we equate "rational 
meaning" with the meaning of a loose paraphrase. And can a loose para
phrase be said to be the "motive to emotion"? Can it be said to "generate" 
the feelings in question? (Or, would Mr. Winters not have us equate "rational 
statement" and "rational meaning"?) 

Much more is at stake here than any quibble. In view of the store which 
Winters sets by rationality and of his penchant for poems which make their 
evaluations overtly, and in view of his frequent blindness to those poems 
which do not-in view of these considerations, it is important to see that 
what "So wore night" and "Thus night 'passed" have in common as their 
"rational meaning" is not the "rational meaning" of each but the lowest com
mon denominator of both. To refer the structure of the poem to what is 
finally a paraphrase of the poem is to refer it to something outside the poem. 

To repeat, most of our difficulties in criticism are rooted in the heresy of 

1. The American poet and critic Yvor Winters 
(1900-1968). 

2. "A Serenade at the Villa" (1855), by the English 
poet Robert Browning (1812-1889). 
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paraphrase. If we allow ourselves to be misled by it, we distort the relation 
of the poem to its "truth." we raise the problem of belief in a vicious and 
crippling form, we split the poem between its "form" and its "content"-we 
bring the statement to be conveyed into an unreal competition with science 
or philosophy or theology. In short, we put our questions about the poem in 
a form calculated to produce the battles of the last twenty-five years over the 
"use of poetry. "3 

If we allow ourselves to be misled by the heresy of paraphrase, we run the 
risk of doing even more violence to the internal order of the poem itself. By 
taking the paraphrase as our point of stance, we misconceive the function 
of metaphor and meter. \Ve demand logical coherences where they are some
times irrelevant. and we fail frequently to see imaginative coherences on 
levels where they are highly relevant. Some of the implications of the para
phl'astic heresy are so stubborn and so involved that I have thought best to 
relegate them to an appendix.4 There the reader who is interested may find 
further discussion of the problem and, I could hope, answers to certain mis
apprehensions of the positive theory to be adumbrated here. 

But what would be a positive theory? We tend to embrace the doctrine of 
a logical st.ructure the more readily because, to many of us, the failure to do 
so seems to leave the meaning of the poem hopelessly up in the air. The 
alternative position will appear to us to lack even the relative stability of an 
Ivory Tower: it is rather commitment to a free balloon. For, to deny the 
possibility of pinning down what the poem "says" to some "statement" will 
seem to assert that the poem really says nothing. And to point out what has 
been suggested in earlier chapters and brought to a head in this one, namely, 
that one can never measure a poem against the scientific or philosophical 
yardstick for the reason that the poem, when laid along the yardstick, is never 
the "full poem" but an abstraction from the poem-such an argument will 
seem to such readers a piece of barren logic-chopping-a transparent dodge. 

Considerations of strategy then, if nothing more, dictate some positive 
account of what a poem is and does. And some positive account can be given, 
though I cannot promise to do more than suggest what a poem is, nor will 
my terms turn out to be anything more than metaphors. 5 

The essential structure of a poem (as distinguished from the rational or 
logica.l structure of the "statement" which we abstract from it) resembl'e'S' 
that of architecture or painting: it is a pattern of resolved stresses. Or, to 
move closer still to poetry by considering the temporal arts, the structure of 
a poem resembles that of a ballet or musical composition. It is a pattern of 
resolutions and balances and harmonizations, developed through a temporal 
scheme." 

:1. I do not. of course, intend to minilnize the fact 
!ha! some of these battles have been highly pmf
itablc, or to imply that the foregoing r.aragraphs 
('uu IcI have been written except for the' iI umination 
.I",d hy the discussions of th" last 25 years. 
I Brooks's note]. 
4. In un appendix, Brooks disclIsses literary his
tory. "alue judgments, and critical relativism. 
5. For those who cannot be l~ontenl with mets
phon. (or with the particular metaphors which I 
can !live) I recommend Ren~ \V"ffek's excellent 
''The Mode of Existence of a Literary \Vork of Art" 
(Solltl,ern Review, spring, 1942), I shalf /lot try to 
1'('pl'oduce here as a handy, thunlb-nail definition 
his HC('CJunt of a poem as Ifa stratific>d system of 

norms," for the definition would be relatively 
meaningless "ithout the further definitfons which 
he assigns to the IndivIdual terms which he uses. I 
have made no special use of his terms In this chap
ter, but I believe that the generalizations about 
poetry outlined here can be thoroughly accom
modated to the position which his essay sets forth 
[Brooks's note]. Wenek (1903-1995). Austrian
born New Critic and historian of crIticism. 
6. In recent numbers of Accerrt, two critics for 
whose work I have hIgh regard have emphasized 
the dynamic character of poetry. Kenneth Burke 
argues that if we are to consider a poem as a poem, 
we must consider it as a "mode of action." R. P. 
Blackmur ask~ us to think of it as gesture, "the 
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Or, to move still closer to poetry, the structure of a poem resembles that 
of a play. This last example, of course; risks introducing oIice more the dis
tracting element, since drama, like poetry, makes use of words. Yet, on the 
whole, most of us are less inclined to 'force the concept of "statement" on 
drama than on a lyric poem; for the very nature of drama is that of something 
"acted out"-something which arrives at its conclusion through conflict
something which builds conflict into its very being. The dynamic nature of 
drama, in short, allows us to regard it as an action rather than as a formula 
for action or as a statement about action. For this reason, therefore; perhaps 
the most helpful analogy by which to suggest the structure of poetry is that 
of the drama, and for many readers at least; the least confusing way in which 
to approach a poem is to think of it as a drama. 

The general point, of course, is not that either poetry' or. drama makes no 
use of ideas, or that either. is "merely emotional"-whatever that is-or that 
there is not the closest and most important relationship between the intel
lectual materials which they absorb into their structure and other elements 
in the structure. The relationship between the intellectual and the nonin
tellectual elements in a poem is actually far more intimate than the conven
tional accounts would represent it to be: the relationship is not that of an 
idea "wrapped in emotion" or a "prose-sense decorated by sensuous imagery." 

The dimension in which the poem moves is not one which excludes ideas, 
but one which does include attitudes. The dimension includes ideas, to be 
sure; we can always abstract an "idea" from a poem-even ·from the simplest 
poem-even from a lyric so simple and unintellectual as 

Western wind, when wilt thou blow 
That the small rain down can rain? 

Christ, that my love were in my arms 
And I in'1ny bed againF 

But the idea which we abstract-assuming that we can all agree on what 
that idea is-will always be abstracted: it will always be the projection of a 
plane along a line or. the projection of acone upon a plane. 

If this last analogy proves to be more confusing than illuminating,. let us 
return totJ::te analogy with drama. We have argued that any proposition 
asserted in (a poem is not to be taken in abstraction but is justified, in terms 
of the poem, if it is justified at all, not by virtue of its scientific or historical 
or philosophical truth, but is justified in terms of a principle analogous to 
that of dramatic propriety. Thus, the proposition that "Beauty is truth, truth 
beauty"R is given its precise meaning and 'significance by its relation to the 
total context of the poem. 

outward Rnd dramatic play of Inward and Imagined 
meaning." I do not mean to commit either of these 
critics to my own Interpretation of dramatic or 
symbolic action; and I have, on my own part, sev· 
eral rather Important reservations with respect to 
Mr. Burke's position. But there are certainly large 
areas of agreement among our positions. The 
reader might also compare the account of poetic 
structure given in this chapter with the following 
passage from Susanne Langer's Philosophy in a 
New Key: " ... though the material of poetry Is ver· 
bal, It. import is not the literal assertion made in 
the words, but the tva), the assertion is nuuie, And 
this Involves the sound. the tempo, the aura of 

associations of the. words, the long or short 
sequences of ideas, the wealth or poverty of tran
sient Imagery that contains them, the sudden 
arrest of fantasy by pure fact, or of familiar fact by 

.sudden fantasy, the suspense of literal meaning by 
a sustained ambiguity resolved In a long-awaited 
key-word, and the unl£yins, all·embraclng artifice 
of rhythm" [Brooks', notel. BURKE (1897-1993), 
American critic and philosopher. Blackmur(J 904-
1965), American critic and poet. Langer (1895-
198.5), American philosopher and aesthetlclan. 
7. Anonymous 15th-century lyric. 
8. From the next-to-Iast line of KeBts'. "Ode on a 
Grecian Urn." 
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This principle is easy enough to see when the proposition is asserted overt
ly in the poem-that is, when it constitutes a specific detail of the poem. 
But the reader may well ask: is it not possible to frame a proposition, a 
statement, which will adequately represent the total meaning of the poem; 
that is, is it not possible to elaborate a summarizing proposition which will 
"say," briefly and in the form of a proposition, what the poem "says" as a 
poem, a proposition which will say it fully and will say it exactly, no more 
and no less? Could not the poet, if he had chosen, have framed such a 
proposition? Cannot we as readers and critics frame such a proposition? 

The answer must be that the poet himself obviously did not-else he would 
not have had to write his poem. We as readers can attempt to frame such a 
proposition in our effort to understand the poem; it may well help toward an 
understanding. Certainly, the efforts to arrive at such propositions can do 
no harm if we do not mistake them for the inner core of the poem-if we do 
not mistake them for "what the poem really says." For, if we take one of them 
to represent the essential poem, we have to disregard the qualifications 
exerted by the total context as of no account, or else we have assumed that 
we can reproduce the effect of the total context in a condensed prose state
ment.9 

But to deny that the coherence of a poem is reflected in a logical para
phrase of its "real meaning" is not, of course, to deny coherence to poetry; 
it is rather to assert that its coherence is to be sought elsewhere. The char
acteristic unity of a poem (even of those poems which may accidentally pos
sess a logical unity as well as this poetic unity) lies in the unification of 
attitudes into a hierarchy subordinated to a total and governing attitude. In 
the unified poem, the poet has "come to terms" with his experience. The 
poem does not merely eventuate in a logical conclusion. The conclusion of 
the poem is the working out of the various tensions-set up by whatever 
means-by propositions, metaphors, symbols. The unity is achieved by a 
dramatic process, not a logical; it represents an equilibrium of forces, not a 
formula. It is "proved" as a dramatic conclusion is proved: by its ability to 
resolve the conflicts which have been accepted as the donnees of the dtama. 

Thus, -it is easy to see why the relation of each item to the whole context 
is crucial, and why the effective and essential structure of the poem has to 
do with the complex of attitudes achieved. A scientific proposition ca~tand 
alone. If it is true, it is true. But the expression of an attitude, apart from 
the occasion which generates it and the situation which it encompasses, is 
meaningless. For example, the last two lines of the "Intimations" ode, 

To me the meanest flower that blows can give 
Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears, 

9. We may, it Is true, be able to adumbrate what 
the poem says if we allow ourselves enough words, 
and if we make enough reservations and qualifi
cations, thus attempting to come nearer to the 
meaning of the poe.m by successive .. lpproximlltions 
Rnd refinements, gradually encompassinl! the 
meaning and pointing to the area in which it lies 
rat her than realizing it. The earlier chapters of this 
hook, if they are successful, are obviously illustra
tions of this process. But such adumbrations will 
lack, not only the tension-the dramatic force-of 
the pocln; they will be at hest (~rl1([c approxima
tions of the poem. Moreover-and this is the cru-

clal point-they will be compelled to resort to the 
methods of the poem-analogy, metaphor, symbol, 
etc.-in order to secure even this near an approx
Imation. 

Urban's ('omment upon this problem is interest
Ing: he says that if we expand the symbol, "we lose 
the 'sense' or value of the symbol .... symbol. The 
solution ... seems to me to lie in an adequate the
ory of Interpretation of the symbol. It does not con
sist in substituting IIt",.,.1 for symbol sentences. in 
other word. substituting 'blunt' truth for symbolic 
truth, but .. ather in deel?enlng and enriching the 
meaning of the symbol" IBrook..'s notel. 
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when taken in isolation-I do not mean quoted in isolation by one who is 
even vaguely acquainted with the context-makes a statement which is sen
timental if taken in reference to the speaker, and one which is patent non
sense if taken with a general reference. The man in the street (of whom the 
average college freshman is a good enough replica) knows that the meanest 
flower that grows does not give him thoughts that lie too deep for tears: and, 
if he thinks about the matter at all, he is inclined to feel that the person who 
can make such an assertion is a very fuzzy sentimentalist. 

We have already seen the ease with which the statement "Beauty is truth, 
truth beauty" becomes detached from its context, even in the hands of able 
critics; and we have seen the misconceptions that ensue when this detach
ment occurs. To take one more instance: the last stanza of Herrick's "Cor
inna," taken in isolation, would probably not impress the average reader as 
sentimental nonsense. Yet it would suffer quite as much by isolation from 
its context as would the lines from Keats's "Ode." For, as mere statement, it 
would become something flat and obvious-of course our lives are short! 
And the conclusion from the fact would turn into an obvious truism for the 
convinced pagan, and, for the convinced Christian, equally obvious, though 
damnable, nonsense. 

Perhaps this is why the poet, to people interested in hard-and-fast gener
alizations, must always seem to be continually engaged in blurring out dis
tinctions, effecting compromises, or, at the best, coming to his conclusions 
only after provoking and unnecessary delays. But this last position is merely 
another variant of the paraphrastic heresy: to assume it is to misconceive the 
end of poetry-to take its meanderings as negative, or to excuse them (with 
the comfortable assurance that the curved line is the line of beauty) because 
we can conceive the purpose of a poem to be only the production, in the 
end, of a proposition-of a statement. 

But the meanderings of a good poem (they are meanderings only from the 
standpoint of the prose paraphrase of the poem) are not negative, and they 
do not have to be excused; and most of all, we need to see what their positive 
function is; for unless we can assign them a positive function, we shall find 
it difficult to explain why one divergence from "the prose line of the argu
ment" is not as good as another. The truth is that the apparent irrelevancies 
which metrical pattern and metaphor introduce do become relevant when 
we realize that they function in a good poem to modify, qualify, and develop 
the total attitude which we are to take in coming to terms with the total 
situation. 

If the last sentence seems to take a dangerous turn toward some special 
"use of poetry"-some therapeutic value for the sake of which poetry is to 
be cultivated-I can only say that I have in mind no special ills which poetry 
is to cure. Uses for poetry are always to be found, and doubtless will continue 
to be found. But my discussion of the structure of poetry is not being con
ditioned at this point by some new and special role which I expect poetry to 
assume in the future or some new function to which I would assign it. The 
structure described-a structure of "gestures" or attitudes-seems to me to 
describe the essential structure of both the Odyssey and The Waste Land. 1 It 

I. The modernist poem (1922) by T. S. ELIOT, usually not seen a. structured like H~mer'. Greek epic 
(8th c. B.e.E.). 
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seems to be the kind of structure which the ten poems considered in this 
book possess in common. 

If the structure of poetry is a structure of the order described, that fact 
may explain (if not justify) the frequency with which I have had to have 
recourse, in the foregoing chapters, to terms like "irony" and "paradox." By 
using the term irony, one risks, of course, making the poem seem arch and 
self-conscious, since irony. for most readers of poetry, is associated with 
satire, t'ers de societe,2 and other hintellectual" poetries. Yet, the necessity for 
some such term ought to be apparent; and irony is the most general term 
that we have for the kind of qualification which the various elements in a 
context receive from the context. This kind of qualification, as we have seen, 
is of tremendous importance in any poem. Moreover, irony is our most gen
eral term for indicating that recognition of incongruities-which, again, per
vades all poetry to a degree far beyond what our conventional criticism has 
been heretofore willing to allow. 

Irony in this general sense, then, is to be found in Tennyson's "Tears, Idle 
Tears" as well as in Donne's "Canonization." We have, of course, been taught 
to expect to find irony in Pope's Rape of the Lock, but there is a profound 
i!'Ony in Ke.ats's "Ode on a Grecian Urn"; and thel'e is irony of a very powerful 
sort in Wordsworth's "Intimations" ode. For the thrusts and pressures exerted 
by the various symbols in this poem are not avoided by the poet: they are 
taken into account and played, one against the other. Indeed, the symbols
from a scientific point of view-are used perversely: it is the child who is the 
best philosopher; it is f!'Om a kind of darkness-from something that is "shad
O\vy"-that the light proceeds; growth into manhood is viewed, not as an 
extrication from, but as an incarceration within, a prison. 

There should be no mystery as to why this must be so. The terms of science 
are abstract symbols which do not change under the pressure of the context. 
They are pure (or aspire to be pure) denotations; they are defined in advance. 
They are not to be warped into new meanings. But where is the dictionary 
which contains the terms of a poem? It is a truism that the poet is continually 
forced to remake language. As Eliot has put it, his task is to "dislocate lan
guage into meaning."3 And. from the standpoint of a scientific vocabulary, 
this is precisely what he performs: for, rationally considered, the ideal lan
guage would contain one term for each meaning, and the relation bet~n 
term and meaning would be constant. But the word, as the poet uses it, has 
to be conceived of, not as a discrete particle of meaning, but as a potential 
of meaning, a nexus or cluster of meanings. 

\\1hat is true of the poet's language in detail is true of the larger wholes of 
poetry. And therefore. if we persist in approaching the poem as primarily a 
rational statement, we ought not to be surprised if the statement seems to 
be presented to us always in the ironic mode. \\'hen we consider the state
ment immersed in the poem, it presents itself to us, like the stick immersed 
in the pool of water, warped and bent. Indeed, whatever the statement, it 
will always show itself as deflected away from a positive, straightforward 
fOI·mulation. 

It may seem perverse, however, to maintain, in the face of our revived 

, Verse of society (French); that is, ve .. se that wit
tily t .. eats topics favored by polite society. 

3. From T. S. Eliot's essay "The Metaphysical 
Poets" (I 921; see above). 
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interest in Donne, that the essential structure of poetry is· not logical. For 
Donne has been appealed to of late as the great master of metaphor who 
imposes a clean logic on his images beside which the brdering of the images 
in Shakespeare;s sonnets is fumbling and' loose. It· is perfectly true that 
Donne makes a great show of logic; but two matters need to be observed. In 
the first place, the elaborated and "logical" figure is not Donne's only figure 
or even his staple one. "Telescoped" figures like "Made one anothers her
mitage" are to be found much more frequently than the celebrated compar
ison of the souls of the lovers to the legs of a pair of compasses. In the second 
place, where Donne uses "logic," he regularly uses it to justify illogical posi
tions. He employs it to overthrow a conventional position 'or to "prove" an 
essentially illogical one. 

Logic, as Donne uses it, is nearly always an ironic logic to state the claims 
of an idea or attitude which we have agreed, with our everyday logic, is false. 
This is not to say, certainly, that Donne is not justified iri using his logic so, 
or that the best of his poems are not !'proved" in the only senses in which 
poems can be proved. 

But the proof is not a logical proof. "The Canonization" will scarcely prove 
to the hard-boiled naturalist that the lovers, by giving up the world, actually 
attain a better world. Nor will the argument advanced in the poem convince 
the dogmatic Christian that Donne's lovers are really saints. 

In using logic, Donne as a poet is fighting the devil with fire. To adopt 
Robert Penn Warren's4 metaphor (which, though I lift it somewhat scan
dalously out of another context, will apply to this one): ''The poet,somewhat 
less spectacularly [than the saint], proves his vision by submitting it to the 
fires of irony-to the drama of the structure-in the hope that the fires will 
refine it. In other words, the poet wishes to Indicate that his vision has been 
earned, that it can survive reference to the complexities and contradictions 
of experience." 

The same principle that inspires the presence of irony in so many of our 
great poems also accounts for the fact that so many of them seem to be built 
around paradoxes. Here again the conventional associations of the term may 
prejudice the reader just as the mention' of Donne may prejudice him. For 
Donne, as one type of reader knows all too well, was of that group of poets 
who wished' to impress their audience with their cleverness. All of us are 
familiar with the censure passed upon Donne and his followers by Dr. John
son,5 and a great many of us still retain it as our own, softening only the rigor 
~f it and the thoroughness of its application, but not giving it up as a prin-
ciple. . 

Yet there are better reasons than that of rhetorical vain-glory that have 
induced poet .after poet to choose ambiguity and paradox rather than plain, 
discursive siinplicity. It is not enough for the poet to analyse his experience as 
the scientist does, breaking it up into parts, distinguishing part from part, 
classifying the various parts. His task is finally to unify experience. He must 
return to us the unity of the experience itself as man knows it in his own expe
rience. The poem, if it be a true poem, is a simulacrum of reality-in this 

4. Poet, novelist, and critic (1905-1989); co
editor with Brooks of Understanding Poetry (1938). 
The quotation is from Warren's essay "Pure and 
Impure Poetry" (1943). 

5. SAMUEL JOHNSON (1709-1784), English critic, 
lexicographer, and"poet. See his comments on 
metaphysical poetry In Life of Cowley (1783; 
above). 
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sense, at least, it is an "imitation"-by being an experience rather than any 
mere statement about experience or any mere abstraction from experience. 

Tennyson cannot be content with saying that in memory the poet seems 
both dead and alive; he must dramatize its Iife-in-death for us, and his dram
atization involves, necessarily, ironic shock and wonder. The dramatization 
demands that the antithetical aspects of memory be coalesced into one entity 
which-if we take it on the level of statement-is a paradox, the assertion 
of the union of opposites. Keats's Urn must express a life which is above life 
and its vicissitudes, but it must also bear witness to the fact that its life is 
not life at all but is a kind of death. To put it in other terms, the Urn must, 
in its role as historian, assert that myth is truer than history. Donne's lovers 
must reject the world in order to possess the world. 

Or, to take one further instance: Wordsworth's light must serve as the 
common symbol for aspects of man's vision which seem mutually incompat
ible-intuition and analytic reason. Wordsworth's poem, as a matter of fact, 
typifies beautifully the poet's characteristic problem itself. For even this 
poem, which testifies so heavily to the way in which the world is split up and 
parceled out under the growing light of reason, cannot rest in this fact as its 
own mode of perception, and still be a poem. Even after the worst has been 
said about man's multiple vision, the poet must somehow prove that the child 
is father to the man, that the dawn light is still somehow the same light as 
the evening light. 

If the poet, then, must perforce dramatize the oneness of the experience, 
even though. paying tribute to its diversity, then his use of paradox and ambi
guity is seen as necessary. He is not simply trying to spice up, with a super
ficially exciting or mystifying rhetoric, the· old stale stockpot (though 
doubtless this will be what the·lnferior poet doe_generally and what the real 
poet does in his lapses). He is rather giving us an Insight which preserves 
the unity of experience and which, at its higher and more serious levels, 
triumphs over the apparently contradictory and conflicting elements of expe
rience by unifying them into a new pattern. 

Wordsworth's "Intimations" ode, then, is not only a poem, but, among 
other things, a parable about poetry. Keats's "Ode on a Grecian Urn" is quite 
obviously such a parable. And, indeed, most of the poems which we have 
discussed in this study may be taken as such parables. -r-" 

In one sense, Pope's treatment of Belinda raises all the characteristic prob
lems of poetry. For Pope, in dealing with his "goddess," must face the claims 
of naturalism and of common sense which would deny divinity to her. Unless 
he faces them, he is merely a sentimentalist. He must do an even harder 
thing: he must transcend the conventional and polite attributions of divinity 
which would be made to her as an acknowledged belle. Otherwise, he is 
merely trivial and obvious. He must "prove" her divinity against the common
sense denial (the brutal denial) and against the conventional assertion (the 
polite denial). The poetry must be wrested from the context: Belinda's lock, 
which is what the rude young man wants and which Belinda rather prudishly 
defends and which the naturalist asserts is only animal and which displays 
in its curled care the style of a particular era of history, must be given a place 
of permanence among the stars. 

1947 
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The Formalist Critics 1 

Here are some articles of faith I could subscribe to: That literary criticism is 
a description and an evaluation of its object. 

That the primary concern of criticism is with the problem of unity-the kind 
of whole which the literary work forms or fails to form, and the relation of the 
various parts to each other in building up this whole. 

I1lat the formal relations in a work of literature may include, but certainly 
exceed, those of logic. 

l1,at in a successful work, form and content cannot be separated. 
That form is meaning. . .. 
That literature is ultimately metaphorical and symbolic. 
That the general and the universal are not seized upon by abstraction, but 

got at through the concrete and the particular. 
That literature is not a surrogate for religion. 
l1U1t, as Allen TateZ says, "specific moral problems" are the subject matter 

of literature, but tlUft the purpose of literature is not to point a moral. 
That the principles of criticism define the area relevant to literary criticism; 

they do not constitute a method for carrying out the criticism. 
Such statements as these would not, however, even though greatly elab

orated, serve any useful purpose here. The interested reader already knows 
the general nature of the critical position adumbrated-or, if he does not, 
he can find it set forth in writings of mine or of other critics of like sympathy. 
Moreover, a condensed restatement of the position here would probably 
beget as many misunderstandings as have past attempts to set it forth. It 
seems much more profitable to use the present occasion for dealing with 
some persistent misunderstandings and objections. 

In the first place, to make the poem or the novel the central concern of 
criticism has appeared to mean cutting it loose from its author and from his 
life as a man, with his own particular hopes, fears, interests, conflicts, etc. 
A criticism so limited may seem bloodless and hollow. It will seem so to the 
typical professor of literature in the graduate school, where the study of 
literature is still primarily a study of the ideas and personality of the author 
as revealed in his letters, his diaries, and the recorded conversations of his 
friends. It will certainly seem so to literary gossip columnists who purvey 
literary chitchat. It may also seem so to the young poet or novelist, beset 
with his own problems of composition and with his struggles to find a subject 
and a style and to get a hearing for himself. 

In the second place, to emphasize the work seems to involve severing it 
from those who actually read it, and this severance may seem drastic and 
therefore disastrous. After all, literature is written to be read. Wordsworth's 
poet was a man speaking to men.] In each Sunday Times, Mr. J. Donald 
Adams4 points out that the hungry sheep 'Cook up and are not fed; and less 

I. Originally published In the K_yotl Revi6w in a 
series titled "My Credo." 
2. American editor, poet, novelist, and critic 
(1899-1979). 
3. S~e WILLIAM WORDSWORTH (1770-1850), 
preface to Lyrical Ballads (1800; above). 
4. James Donald Adams (1891-1968). author and 

editor, best known for his weekly column (which 
began in 1943) In the New York TI....,. Book 
Review. "The hungry sheep look up and are not 
fed" echoes line 125 of John Milton'. "Lycldas" 
(1637). a pastoral elegy for the poet Edward King. 
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strenuous moralists than lVlr. Adams are bound to feel a proper revulsion 
against "mere aestheticism." Moreover, if we neglect the audience which 
reads the work, including that for which it was presumably written, the lit
erary historian is prompt to point out that the kind of audience that Pope5 

had did condition the kind of poetry that he wrote. The poem has its roots 
in history, past or present. Its place in the historical context simply cannot 
be ignored. 

I have stated these objections as sharply as I can because I am sympathetic 
with the state of mind which is prone to voice them. Man's experience is 
indeed a seamless garment, no part of which can be separated from the rest. 
Yet if we urge this fact of inseparability against the drawing of distinctions, 
then there is no point in talking about criticism at all. I am assuming that 
distinctions are necessary and useful and indeed inevitable. 

The formalist critic knows as well as anyone that poems and plays and 
novels are written by men-that they do not somehow happen-and that 
they are written as expressions of particular personalities and are written 
from all sorts of motives-for money, from a desire to express oneself, for 
the sake of a cause, etc. Moreover, the formalist critic knows as well as 
anyone that literary works are merely potential until they are read-that is, 
that they are' re-created in the minds of actual readers, who vary enormously 
in their capabilities. their interests, their prejudices, their ideas. But the 
formalist critic is concerned primarily with the work itself. Speculation on 
the mental processes of the author takes the critic away from the work into 
biography and psychology. There is no reason, of course, why he should not 
turn away into biography and psychology. Such explorations are very much 
worth making. But they should not be confused with an account of the work. 
Such studies describe the process of composition, not the structure of the 
thing composed, and they may be performed quite as validly for the poor 
work as for the good one. They may be validly performed for any kind of 
expression-non-Iiterary as well as literary. 

On the other hand, exploration of the various readings which the work has 
l'eceived also takes the critic away from the work into psychology and the 
history of taste. The various imports of a given work may well be worth 
studying. I. A. Richards has put us all in his debt by demonstrating what 
different experiences may be derived from the same poem by an apparen.tJ¥. 
homogeneous group of readers;6 and the scholars have pointed out, all along. 
how different Shakespeare appeared to an 18th Century as compared with 
a 19th Century audience: or how sharply divergent are the estimates of John 
Donne's7 lyrics from histol'ical period to historical period. But such work, 
valuable and necessary as it may be. is to be distinguished from a criticism 
of the work itself. The formalist critic, because he wants to criticize the work 
itself. makes two assumptions: (I) he assumes that the relevant part of the 
author's intention is what he got actually into his work; that is, he assumes 
that the author's intention as realized is the "intention" that counts, not 
necessarily what he was conscious of trying to do, or what he now remembers 
he was then trying to do. And (2) the formalist critic assumes an ideal reader: 
that is, instead of focusing on the varying spectrum of possible readings, he 

~. ALEXANDER POPE (1688-1744), En~lish poet 
unci satirist. 
6. Brooks refel"s here to Pnlctic,,1 C,-;ticism: A 

Stauly of Liu.rary }.ulgnume (1929), by the English 
critic and theorist Richard. (1893-1979). 
7. English poet (1576-1631). 
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attempts to find a central point of reference from which he can focus upon 
the structure of the poem or novel. 

But there is no ideal reader, someone is prompt to point out, and he will 
probably add that it is sheer arrogance that allows the critic, with his own 
blindsides and prejudices, to put himself in the position of that ideal reader. 
There is no ideal reader, of course, and I suppose that the practising critic 
can never be too often reminded of the gap between his reading and the 
"true" reading of the poem. But for the purpose of focusing upon the poem 
rather than upon his own reactions, it is a defensible strategy. Finally, of 
course, it is the strategy that all critics of whatever persuasion are forced to 
adopt. (The alternatives are desperate: either we say that one person's read
ings is as good as another's and equate those readings on a basis of absolute 
equality and thus deny the possibility of any standard reading. Or else we 
take a lowest common denominator of the various readings that have been 
made; that is, we frankly move from literary criticism into socio-psychology. 
To propose taking a consensus of the opinions of "qualified" readers is simply 
to split the ideal reader into a group of ideal reade~.) As consequences of 
the distinction just referred to, the formalist critic rejects two popular tests 
for literary value. The first proves the value of the, work from the author's 
"sincerity" (or the intensity of the author's feelings as he composed it). Ifwe 
heard that Mr. GuestS testified that he put his heart and soul into his poems, 
we would not be very much impressed, though I.should see no reason to 
doubt such a statement from Mr. Guest. It would simply be critically i.rrel
evant. Ernest. Hemingway's statement in a recent issue of Time magazine 
that he counts his last novel his best is of interest for Hemingway's biography, 
but most readers of Across the River and Into the Trees9 . would agree that it 
proves nothing at all about the value of the novel-that in this case the 
judgment is simply pathetically inept. We discount also such tests for poetry 
as that proposed by A. E. Housman I-the bristling oEhis beard at the reading 
of a good poem. The intensity of his reaction has critical significance only 
in proportion as we have already learned to trust hiIP as a reader. Even so, 
what it tells us is something about Housman-nothing decisive about the 
poem. '(. 

It is unfortunate if this. playing down of such responses seems to deny 
humanity to either writer or reader. The critic may enjoy certain works very 
much and may be indeed intensely moved by them. I am, and I, have no 
embarrassment in admitting the fact; but a detailed description of my emo
tional state on reading certain works has little to do with indicating to an 
interested reader what the work is and how the parts of it are related. 

Should all criticism, then, be self-effacing and analytic? I hope that the 
answer is implicit in what I have already written, but I shall go on to spell it 
out. Of course not. That will depend upon the occasion and the audience. 
In practice, the critic's job is rarely a purely critical one. He is much more 

8, Edgar A. Guest (1881-1959), popular author 
whose sentimental poems were published daily In 
the Delroit Free Press. 
9. Across the River and Into lhe Trees received 
harsh reviews when it WBS published in 1950. 
Hemingway (1899-1961), AmericBn writer offic
tlon. 

1. Classical scholar and poet (1859-1936). Houl
man. stated In "The Name and Nature of Poetry" 
(1933): "Experience has taught me, when I am 
shaving of a morning, to keep watch over my 
thoughts, because; If a line of poetry strays Into my 
memory. my skin bristles so that the razor ceases 
to act," 
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likely to be involved in dozens of more or less related tasks, some of them 
trivial, some of them important. He may be trying to get a hearing for a new 
author, or to get the attention of the freshman sitting in the back row. He 
may be comparing two authors, or editing a text; writing a brief newspaper 
review or reading a paper before the Modern Language Association. 2 He may 
even be simply talking with a friend, talking about literature for the hell of 
it. Parable, anecdote, epigram, metaphor-these and a hundred other 
devices may be thoroughly legitimate for his varying purposes. He is certainly 
not to be asked to suppress his personal enthusiasms or his interest in social 
history or in politics. Least of all is he being asked to present his criticisms 
as the close reading of a text. Tact, common sense, and uncommon sense if 
he has it, are all requisite if the practising critic is to do his various jobs well. 

But it will do the critic no harm to have a clear idea of what his specific 
job as a critic is. I can sympathize with writers who are tired of reading rather 
drab "critical analyses," and who recommend brighter, more amateur, and 
more "human" criticism. As ideals, these are excellent; as recipes for improv
ing criticism, I have my doubts. Appropriate vulgarizations of these ideals 
are already flourishing, and have long flourished-in the class room presided 
over by the college lecturer of infectious enthusiasm, in the gossipy Book
of-the-Month Club bulletins, and in the columns of the Saturday Review of 
Literature. 

I have assigned the critic a modest,though I think an important, role. 
With reference to the help which the critic can give to the practising artist, 
the role is even more modest. As critic, he can give only negative help. Lit
erature is not written by formula: he can have no formula to offer. Perhaps 
he can do little more than indicate whether in his opinion the work has 
succ.eeded or failed. Healthy criticisrri .and healthy creation do tend to go 
hand in hand. Everything else being equal, the creative artist is better off for 
being in touch with a vigorous criticism. But the other considerations are 
never equal, the case is always special, and in a given case the proper advice 
could be: quit reading criticism altogether, or read political science or history 
or philosophy-or join the army, or join the church. 

There is certainly no doubt that the kind of specific and .positive help that 
someone like Ezra Pound3 was able to give to several writers of our time is 
in one.sense the most important kind of criticism that there can bee-I think 
that it is not unrelated to the kind of criticism that I have described: there 
is the same intense concern with the text which is being built up, the same 
concern with "technical problems." But many other things are involved
matters which lie outside the specific ambit of criticism altogether, among 
them a knowledge of the personality of the particular writer, the ability to 
stimulate, to make positive suggestions. 

A literary work is a document and as a document can be an.;tlysed in terms 
of the forces that have produced it, or it may be manipulated as a force in 
its own right. It mirrors the past, it may influence the future. These facts it 
would be futile to deny, and I know of no critic who does deny them. But 
the reduction of a work of literature to its causes does not constitute literary 

2. The primary North Americoll profeSSional orga
nization for scholars in English and foreign lan
guages and literatures. 
3. American poet and critic (1885-1972). Pound 

worked vigorously to promote T. S. ELIOT (1888-
1965), Hobert Frost (1874-1963), JAmes Joyce 
(J 882-194 I), and other write ... 
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criticism; nor does an estimate of its effects. Good literature is more than 
effective rhetoric applied to true ideas-even if we could agree upon a phil
osophical yardstick for measuring the truth of ideas and even if we could 
find some way that transcended nose-counting for determining the effect
iveness of the rhetoric. 

A recent essay by Lionel Trilling bears very emphatically upon this point.4 

(I refer to him the more readily because Trilling has registered some of his 
objections to the critical position that I maintain.) In the essay entitled "The 
Meaning of a Literary Idea," Trilling discusses the debt to Freud and Speng
ler of four American writers, O'Neill, Dos Passos, Wolfe, and Faulkner. Very 
justly, as it seems to me, he choose Faulkner as the contemporary writer 
who, along with Ernest Hemingway, .best illustrates the power and impor
tance of ideas in literature. Trilling is thoroughly aware that his choice will 
seem shocking and perhaps perverse, "because," as he writes, "Hemingway 
and Faulkner have insisted on their indifference to the conscious intellectual 
tradition of our time and have acquired the reputation of achieving their 
effects by means that have the least possible connection with any sort of 
intellectuality or even with intelligence." 

Here Trilling shows not only acute discernment but an admirable honesty 
in electing to deal with the hard cases-with the writers who do not clearly 
and easily make the case for the imporJ;ance of ideas. I applaud the discern
ment and the honesty, but I wonder whether the whole discussion in his 
essay does not indicate that Trilling is really much closer to the so-called 
"new critics" than perhaps he is aware. For Trilling, one notices, rejects any 
simple one-to-one relation between the truth of the idea and the value of the 
literary work in which it is embodied. Moreover, he does not claim that 
"recognizable ideas of a force or weight are 'used' in the work," or "new ideas 
of a certain force and weight are 'produced' by the work." He praises rather 
the fact that we feel that Hemingway,and Faulkner are "intensely at work 
upon the recalcitrant stuff of life." The last point is made the matter of real 
importance. Whereas Dos Passos, O'Neill, and Wolfe make us "feel that they 
feel that they have said the last word," "we seldom have the sense that [Hem
ingway and Faulkner] ... have misrepresented to themselves the nature and 
the difficulty of the matter they work on." 

Trilling has chosen to state the situation in terms of the writer's activity 
(Faulkner is intensely at work, etc.). But this judgment is plainly an inference 
from the quality of Faulkner's novels-Trilling has not simply heard Faulkner 
say that he has had to struggle with his work. (I take it Mr. Hemingway's 
declaration about the effort he put into the last novel impresses Trilling as 
little as it impresses the rest of us.) 

Suppose, then, that we tried to state Mr. Trilling's point, not in terms of 
the effort of the artist, but in terms of the structure of the work itself. Should 
we not get something very like the terms used by the formalist criticsi' A 
description in terms of "tensions," of sytnbolic development, of ironies and 
their resolution i' In short, is not the formalist critic trying to describe in terms 

4. The essay referred to is included in The Liberal 
Imagination: Essays on Literature and Society 
(1950). The American critic Trilling (1905-1975) 
discusses in It the influence of the Austrian foun
der of psychoanalysis SIGMUND FREUD (1856-
1939) and the German philosopher of history 

Oswald Spengler (I880-1936), author of The 
Decline of the West (I 918-22), on the playwright 
Eugene O'Neill (1888-1953) and the novelists 
John Dos Passos (1896-1970), Thomas Wolfe 
(I900-1938), and WiIIlam Faulkner (I 897-
1962). 
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of the dynamic form of the work itself how the recalcitrancy of the material 
is acknowledged and dealt with? 

Trilling's definition of "ideas" makes it still easier to accommodate my 
position to his. I have already quoted a passage in which he repudiates the 
notion that one has to show how recognizable ideas are "used" in the work, 
or new ideas are "produced" by the work. He goes on to write: "All that we 
need to do is account for a certain aesthetic effect as being in some important 
part achieved by a mental process which is not different from the process by 
,'vhich discursive ideas are conceived, and which is to be judged by some of 
the criteria by which an idea is judged." One would have to look far to find 
a critic "formal" enough to object to this. What some of us have been at pains 
to insist upon is that literature does not simply "exemplify" ideas or "produce" 
ideas-as Trilling acknowledges. But no one claims that the writer is an 
inspired idiot. He uses his mind and his reader ought to use his, in processes 
"not different from the process by which discursive ideas are conceived." 
Literature is not inimical to ideas. It thrives upon ideas, but it does not 
present ideas patIy and neatly. It involves them with the "recalcitrant stuff 
of life." The literary critic's job is to deal with that involvement. 

The mention of Faulkner invites a closing comment upon the critic's spe
cific job. As '1 have described it, it may seem so modest that one could take 
its performance for granted. But consider the misreadings of Faulkner now 
current, some of them the work of the most brilliant critics that we have, 
some of them quite wrong-headed, and demonstrably so. What is true of 
Faulkner is only less true of many another author, including many writers 
of the past. Literature has many "uses"-and critics propose new uses, some 
of them exciting and spectacular. But all the multiform uses to which liter
ature can be put rest finally upon our knowing what a given work "means." 
That knowledge is basic. 

\VILLIAM K. 
\VIMSATT JR. 
1907-1975 

1951 

MONROE C'." 
BEARDSLEY 

1915-1985 

"The Intentional Fallacy" (1946) and "The Affective Fallacy" (1949), coauthored by 
William Kurtz Wimsatt Jr. and Monroe C. Beardsley, are two of the most important 
position papers in the history of twentieth-century criticism. Neither presents an 
argument that is wholly original, but each codifies a crucial tenet of New Critical 
formalist orthodo,,:y. In "The Intentional Fallacy," Wimsatt and Beardsley argue that 
we cannot use the author's intention, even when we possess information about it, to 
judge a literary work; the work is a public utterance, not a private one that depends 
for its meaning on the intent or design of its author. In the later piece, "The Affective 
Fallacy," Wimsatt and Beardsley emphasize that the meaning of a literary work is not 
equivalent to its effects. especially its emotional impact, on the reader. Both of these 
positions are connected to Wimsatt and Beardsley's formalist view that analysis must 
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center on the text itself: the critic's task is to examine its linguistic structure and its 
aesthetic unity as an autonomous object. . 

Wimsatt, born in Washingtop, .D.C., attended Georgetown i University and Yale 
University, where he received his Ph.D. In 1939 he became a member of Yale's 
English department, and he soon won wide acclaim for his ~orkin eighteenth-century 
studies; his· books in that field include The Prose Style of Sa:.nuel Johnson (I 941) and 
Philosophic Wards: A Study of Style and Meaning in the "Rambler"';;,nd "Dictionary" 
of SamutilJohnson (1948). But he is best known·for his ·literary theory and criticism, 
notably The Verbal Icon: Studies in the Meaning of Poetry (1954), Hateful Contraries: 
Studies in Literature and Criticism (I965), Day of the Leopards: Essays in Defense of 
the Poem (1976), and; with CLEANTH BROOKS, Literary Criticism: A Short History 
(1957). Beardsley; a native of Connecticut, received his B.A. and Ph.D. from Yale 
University, and held a position in the Philosophy department there before moving on 
to Mount Holyoke College in 1944. He later taught at Swarthmore College and at 
Temple University, focusing on literary criticism and aesthetics; his books include 
Aesthetics: Problems in the Philosophy of Criticism ( 1 958) and Aesthetics from Classical 
Greece to the Present (1966). 

In their critique of intention, Wimsatt and Beardsley take aim at the Romantic idea 
of poetry as the expressiori of a writer's soul or personality. Influenced by T. S. ELIOT, 
as well as by JOHN CROWE RANSOM, Brooks, arid other New Critics, Wimsatt and 
Beardsley define poetry as an impersonal art: what matters is the text itself. They also 
challerige literary historians who, according to Wimsatt and ,Beardsley, mistakenly 
believe that when evaluating a poem, one must know its biographical and historical 
origins. For Wimsatt and Beardsley, one. must attend only to the organization of the 
words on th~ page and the coherence th .. t the words do or do not posse ••• As they 
affirm near the beginning of the ellay, "the poem itlelf IhowI what [the poet) II trying 
to do. And If the poet did not .uccee~, then the poem I. not adequate evidence, and 
the critic must go outside the poem-tor evidence of an intention that did not become 
effective in the poem." 

"The Intentional Fallacy" is a powerful polemic, but somewhat confused, as critics 
have pointed out. How convincing, for example, is the distinction that its authors 
draw between the inside and the outside of a text? They insist a poem is a public 
utterance and hence cannot depend for its success on personal or private knowledge 
about the author, whether deliberately revealed or unearthed by literary historians 
and biographers. But one could reply that what an author says and the information 
that a scholar brings forward are public as well. It is precisely the idea that a text has 
discrete inside and outside meanings that clearly separate into the private and public 
that KENNETH BUR~~, E. D. HIRSCH JR., HAROLD BLOOM, and SANDRA M. GILBERT AND 
SUSAN GUBAR, among many others, have in their different ways disputed. For the 
purposes of their polemic, Wimsatt and Beardsley's distinction is effective, but it has 
not held up under attack . 
. _ As with many key New Critical precepts, one-: of the appeals of "the intentional 
fallacy" is pedagogical. A teacher and class can concentrate on the text at hand with
out feeling that the students' interpretive work needs the support of information about 
the author and the· historical period when the text was composed. Wimsatt and 
Beardsley have a convenient rule of thumb: if information about the author or period 
is relevant, it will be in the poem; if it is not realized in the poem already, then it is 
not relevant. Thus they regard as extraneous all reference to psychology; social history, 
and anthropology, disciplines focused bn extrinsic rather thlln intrinsic matters-a 
key distinction for New Critics. Yet their claim creates pedagogical problems of its 
own, as E. D. Hirsch noted in Validity in Interpretation (I967; see below) and The 
Aims of Interpretation (1976). Once we set aside the author's intention, Hirsch main~ 
tains, we have no way to determine which reading of it poem is correct. The words 
on the page, he argues, can sustain interpretations that rn fact conflict with one 
another, and the only principled way to resolve such disagreements is by recourse to 
the author's "original meaning." , 
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Such foregrounding of authorial intention might seem to be common sense, but 
poets and noveli!lts as well as critics have denied that the author is the best authority 
on the meaning of his or her work. T. S. Eliot, the most influential poet-critic of the 
twentieth century, remarks in The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism (] 933) that 
"What a poem means is as much what it means to others as what it means to the 
author; and indeed, in the course of time a poet may become merely a reader in 
respect to his own works, forgetting his original -meaning-or without forgetting, 
merely changing." Earlier, in Studies in Classic American Literature (] 923), D. H. 
Lawrence set out this maxim: "Never trust the artist. Trust the tale. The proper func
tion of a critic Is to save the tale from the artist who created it." Wimsatt and Beardsley 
would accept these claims only insofar as they reaffirm the primacy of the text. For 
them, the text shapes and controls what we say about it. Meaning is in the text, not 
in the intention of the author and, as "The Affective Fallacy" suggests, not in the 
reader, either. 

In "The Affective Fallacy," Wimsatt and Beardsley contend that what the poem is 
is one thing (and the important thing), and what it does is another: it should be judged 
on the basis of itself, not according to its effects. While not forbidding discussion of 
emotion or feeling, they seek instead to keep all lines of inquiry connected to the 
"text": that is, to the elements of the poem that account for the effects that it creates. 
They distinguish sharply between "classical objectivity" and "romantic reader psy
chology," and of course accent the former. 

For Wimsatt and Beardsley, the authority is the poem. Only by keeping our focus 
on the- text can we guard against the dangers of impressionism, subjectivism, and 
relativism-a vital concern for scholars and teachers Intent on giving legitimacy to 
"English" all an academic field of study and source of scientific knowledge. This posi
tion reaches back at least as far as MAlTHEW ARNOLD, who In "The Study of Poetry" 
(1880) warned against the "personal fallacy," by which we Judge poetry "on grounds 
personal to ourselves." Paradoxically, however, many of the same critics who In the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries highlighted the priority of the text also spoke 
about the creative or constructive role played by the reader. I. A. Rlchards, for exam
ple, in "The Interactions of Words" (1942) maintained: "Understanding is not a prep
aration for reading the poem. It is itself the poem. And it is a constructive, hazardous, 
free creative process, a process of conception through which a new being is growing 
in the mind." 

During the late 19605 and 19705, a new movement in criticism, reader-response 
theory, drew on the insights about the reading process that Ric;hards and others had 
advanced or implied in formulating their text-centered approaches. One of its most 
important members, STANLEY f'ISH, explicitly invoked Wimsatt and Beardsley's argu
ments in his essay "Literature in the Reader" (I970). For Fish; criticism sht)lmfbc 
concerned with the "analysis of the developing responses of the reader in relation to 
the words as they succeed one another in time." 

Other critics and theorists during this same period challenged and complicated 
Wimsatt and Beardsley's conception-in effect, a diminution-of the author. For 
example, MICHEL FOUCAULT and STEPHEN GREENBLATT are-as much opposed to the 
Romantic conception of the author as were Wimsatt and Beardsley. But for them the 
author, reimagined and reconfigured, is nonetheless a focal point for literary inves
tigation and analysis. Thus in "What Is an Author?" (1969; see below), Foucault 
considers not the author as such but rather the historical "author-function," a "mode 
of existence, circulation, and functioning of certain discourses within a society." For 
Wimsatt and Beardsley, and for those they influenced, this position, and reader
response criticism as well, takes us too far afield from the specific text, the self
contained poem. Studying literature in a disciplined way means directly examining 
literary artifacts, not authors or readers or social contexts. 

"The Intentional Fallacy" and "The Affective Fallacy" are very important historically 
as key documents in the theory and practice of New Criticism, the dominant mode 
of American academic criticism during the mid-twentieth century. They remain 
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sharply pertinent to debates today about interpretation and judgment, as WALTER 
BENN MICHAELS AND STEVEN KNAPP's essay "Against Theory" (1982; see below) and 
the many responses to its favorable account of "intention" suggest. Where do we 
locate the authority or control for textual meaning? in the poem itself? in the author? 
or in the reader? How do we define these terms, and what is their relationship to one 
another? Can we make a distinction between the inside and the outside of a text, 
between intrinsic and extrinsic criticism? What is the nature of the knowledge that 
literary study gives us? These are permanent questions in the field of literary theory 
and criticism, and Wimsatt and Beardsley raised and vitalized them as vividly as any
one has done. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

The major works of Wimsatt and of Beardsley are listed in the second paragraph of 
this headnote. Secondary sources on Wimsatt Include Eliseo Vivas, "Mr. Wimsatt on 
the Theory of Literature," in The Artistic Transaction and Essays on Theory of Litera
ture (1963); Literary Theory and Structure: Essays in Honor ofW. K. Wimsatt, edited 
by Frank Brady, John Palmer, and Martin Price (1973); and Renc~ Wellek, "The Lit
erary Theory of WiIllam Ko Wlmsatt," Yale Review 66 (1977). See also the overview 
by Robert Moynlhan, In Dictionary of Literary Biogral'hy, vol. 63, Mothrn American 
Critics, 1920-1955 (ed. Gregory S. Jay, 1988), which contains biographical and bib
liographical information. Other than the two classic essays he coauthored with Wim
satt, Beardsley's work in philosophical aesthetics has had little impact in the field of 
literary criticism. r 

The Intentional Fallacy 

He owns with toll he wrote the following scenes; 
But, If they're naught, ne'er spare him for his pains: 
Damn him the more; have no commiseration 
For dullness on mature delibe,ration. 

WllIiam Congreve, Prologue to 
The Way ofth~ World' 

The claim of the author's "intention" upon the critic's judgment has been 
challenged in a number of recent discussions, notably in the debate entitled 
The Personal Heresy, between Professors Lewis and Tillyard,Z and at least 
implicitly in periodical essays like those in the "Symposiums" of 1940 in the 
Southern and Kenyan Reviews. 3 But it seems doubtful if this claim and most 
of its romantic corollaries are as yet subject to any widespread questioning. 
The present writers, in a short article entitled "Intention" for a Dictionary'" 
of literary criticism, raised the issue but were unable to pursue its implica
tions at any length. We argued that the design or intention of the author is 

I. RestoraUon comedy (1700) by the English 
dramatist and poet Congreve (1670-1729). 
2. Th" Personal H,,",sy: A Controversy by E. M. W. 
Till""rd a..a C. S. L ..... i. (1939). Tillyard (1889-
1962) was an English literary scholar. Lewis 
(1898-1963) an Irish-born literary scholar and 
novelist. 
3. Cf. Louis Teeter. "Scholarship and the Art of 
Criticism." ELH 5 (Sept. 1938). 173-94; Ren~ 
Wellek. review of Geoffrey Tillotson's E.says in 

Criticl.m and Re."arch. Modern Phllolol/Y 41 (May 
l.? 1944). 262; G. WUson Knight. Shalce.,.",,", a..a 

ToutD)'. English ASlociation Pamphlet no. 88 
(April 1934), p. 10; Bernard C. Heyl.N ..... B"ari .. s. 
in E.thetic. and Art Criticism (New Haven. 1943). 
pp. 66.113.149 [Wlmsatt and Beardsley's note). 
4. Dictionary of World Literat .. ",. ed. Joseph T. 
Shlpley (New York. 1943). pp. 326-39 [Wimsatt 
and Beardsley's note). 
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neither available nor desirable as a standard for judging the success of a work 
of literary art, and it seems to us that this is a principle which goes deep into 
some differences in the history of critical attitudes. It is a principle which 
accepted or rejected points to the polar opposites of classical "imitation" and 
romantic expression. It entails many specific' truths about inspiration, 
authenticity, biography. literary history and scholarship, and about some 
trends of contemporary poetry, especially its allusiveness. There is hardly a 
problem of literary criticism in which the critic's approach will not be qual
ified by his view of "intention." 

"Intention," as we shall use the term, corresponds to what he intended in 
a formula which more or less explicitly has had wide acceptance. "In order 
to judge the poet's performance, we must know what he intended." Intention 
is design or plan in the author's mind. Intention has obvious affinities for 
the author's attitude toward his work, the way he felt, what made him write. 

We begin our discussion with a series of propositions summarized and 
abstracted to a degree where they seem to us axiomatic, if not truistic. 

1. A poem does not come into existence by accident. The words of a poem, 
as Professor Stoll' has remarked, come out of a head, not out of a hat, Yet 
to insist on the designing intellect as a cause of a poem is not to grant the 
design or intention as a sta1'Jdard. 

2. One must ask how a critic expects to get an answer to the question 
about intention. How is he to find out what the poet tried to do? If the poet 
succeeded in doing it, then the poem itself shows what he was trying to do. 
And if the poet did not succeed. then the poem is not adequate evidence, 
and the critic must go outside the poem--:-for evidence of an intention that 
did not become effective in the poem. "Only one caveat must be borne in 
mind," says an eminent intentionalist6 in a moment when his theory repu
diates itself; "the poet's aim must be judged at the moment of the creative 
act, that is to say, by the art of the poem itself." 

3. Judging a poem is like judging a pudding or a machine. One demands 
that it work. It is only because an artifact works that we infer the intention 
of an artificer. "A poem should not mean but be."? A poem can be only 
through its meaning-since its medium is words-yet it is, simply is, in the 
sense that we have no excuse for inquiring what part is intended or meant.s 
Poetry is a feat of style by which a complex of meaning is handled all at om;:e. 
Poetry succeeds because all or most of what is said or implied is relevant; 
what is irrelevant has been excluded, like lumps from pudding and "bugs" 
from machinery. In this respect poetry differs from practical messages, which 
are successful if and only if we correctly infer the intention. They are more 
abstract than poetry. 

4. The meaning of a poem may certainly be a personal one, in the sense 
that a poem expresses a personality or state of soul rather than a physical 

5. Elmer Edgar Stoll (1874-1959), literary critic 
whose works focused primarily on drama (espe
cially Shakespeare). 
6. J. E. Spingarn, 'The New Criticism," in Crit;
ci .. u in America (New York, 1924). pp. 24-25 
[Wimsatt and Beardsley's note). 
7. From "Ars Poetica" (1926). by the American 
poet Archibald MacLeish. 
fi. As critics and teachers constantly do. "We have 
here a deliberate blurring .... " "Should this be 

regarded as ironic Or unplanned?" " ... is the.lIteral 
meaning Intended ... ?" ..... a paradox of reU-
giOUI faith which is intended to exult .... " "It 
seems to me that Herbert Intends .... " These 
examples are chosen from three pages of an issue 
of Tlte E"f'licalor (Frederlcklburg, Vs.), 2, no. 1 
(Oct. 1943). Authors often Judge their own works 
in the same way. See Tltls Is My Best, ed. Whit 
Burnett (New York, 1942), e.g., pp. 539-40 [Wim
satt and Beardsley'. note). 
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object like an apple. But even a short lyric poem lis dramatic~ the response 
of a speaker '(no matter how abstractly conceived) ·to a situation .(no matter 
how universalized). We ought to 'impute the thoughts and attitudes· of the 
poem immediately to the dramatic speakerl imd if to the author at all, only 
by a 'biographicalact of inference.· .. 

5. If there is any senseiri which an author, by revision, has better achieved 
his original intention, it is only the very abstract, taut910gical; sense that he 
intended to write a better work and, now has done· it. (In. :this sense '~very 
author's intention is the same.) His former' speCific intention was not his 
intention. "He's the man we were in search of, that's true"; says Hardy's'nistic 
constable,"and'yet he's-not the ·man we were in search of. For the man we 
were in search of was not the mao·we.wanted."9.·.,. 

"Is not a.critic," asks-ProfessorStoll;" ... a judge, ·who does not exPlore'his 
own consciousness, but deterniinesthe author's.meaning or intention, as if 
the poem were a 'will, a contract, or ·the constitution'? The poem' is·not· the 
critic'.s·own."1 He has diagnosed very accurately two forms of irresponsibility, 
one which:he prefers. Out view jsyet different. The poem is not the critic's 
own and not the author's (it·is detached from the author at birth and goes 
about the world beyond his power to intend aboutit or control it). The poem 
belongs to the public. It is embodied in language~ the peculiar possession of 
the public, and itis about the human beingl an object of public knowledge. 
What is said about the poem is subject to thesameSCrlitiny.as any statement 
in linguistics or. in the general science of psychology or morals. Mr .. Richards2 

has aptly called the poem. a class-,-"a class of experiences :whichdo not differ 
in any character more· than a··certain amount .'. ~ .. frbm'·a standard experi" 
ence." And he adds; "We may take cas' this standard 'experience the relevant 
experience of the poet when contemplating the' completed composition." 
Professor Wellek3 in a fine essay on the problem has preferred to call. the 
poem·"a·systerp of norms," "eXtracted from every inHiVidual experience," and 
he objeds to Mr.· Richards' deference to the poet as reader. We side with 
ProfessoriWellek hi not wishing to make the'poet(outside the: poem) an 
authority/' 

A critic oLour Dictionary article, Mr. Arianda K;.Coomaraswamy, has 
argued4 that'there are two kinds of enquiry about a work of art: (1) whether 
the artist achieved his intentions; (2) whether·the work orart "ought ever to 
have been undertaken 'atall" and so "whether iUs worth·preserving!' Number 
(2), Mr;' .coomaraswamy maintahis, is·.not "criticism· of. any work 'of art qua 
work of art," but is rather moral criticism; number (I) is artistic criticism. 
But we maintain that (2) need not be moral criticism: that there is another 
way of deciding whether·works of art are worth presetvingandwhether; in 
a sense, they "ought". to·have been undertaken; and this is' the· way of objec~ 

9 .. A close relative of the intentional fallacy Is that 
of talking about "means" and "end" in poetry 
Instead of "part" and ·"whole." We have treated thl,. 
relation concisely In our· dictionary article [Wlm
satt and Beardsley's note). The quotatlon·ls from 
"The Three Strangers" (1883), by the English 
writer Thomas Hardy (1840-1928). . 
I. E. E, Stoll, ~'The· Tempest," PMLA 44 (Sept. 
1932),703 [Wlmsatt and Beardsley's note). 
2. I. A. Richards (1893-1979); :Engllsh .lIterary 

theorist. For his fullest statement of the. view dis
cussed, see Principles ofLltemry entlcUm (1925). 
3. RenE Wellek (1903-1995), Austrian-born 
American ·lIterary theorist and scholar; ··the "fine 
essay" is ''The. Mode 'of Existence of·a Literary 
Work of Art," SoutMm Review, spring 1942. ,. 
4. Ananda K. Coomaraiwaniy, "1I1tention," Amer
Ica .. Book....... 1 (winter 1944), 41-48 [Wirrtsatt 
and Beardsley's note). • 
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tive criticism of works of art as such, the way which enables us to distinguish 
between a skilful murder and a skilful poem; A skilful murder is an example 
which Mr. Coomaraswamy uses, 'and in his system the difference between 
the murder and the poem is simply a "moral" one, not an "artistic" one, since 
each if carried out according to plan is "artistically" successful. We maintain 
that (2) is an enquiry of more worth than- (I), and since (2), and not (I), is 
capable of distinguishing poetry from murder, ,the name "artistic criticism" 
is properly given to (2). 

II 

It is not so much an empirical as an analytic judgment, not a historical 
statement, but: a definition, to say that the intentional fallacy is ·a romantic 
one. When a rhetorician, presumably of-the' first century A.D., writes: "Sub
limity is the echo of a great soul," or tells us' that "Homer enters into the 
sublime actions of his heroes" and "shares the full inspiration 'of the combat," 
we shall not be surprised to find this' rhetorician consider~d as a distant 
harbinger of romanticism and greeted'in the warmest terms by so romantic 
a cri tie as Saintsbury.5 One may wish to argue whether Longinus should be 
called romantic,6 but there can hardly be.'adoubt that in one important way 
he is. ' . 

Goethe's7, three questions for "constructive criticism" are "What did,the 
author set out to do? Was his plan reasonable and sensible, and how far did 
he succeed in carrying it out?" If one: leaves atii the tpiddle question, one 
has in effect the system of Croce8-the culminatio,n and 'crowning philo
sophic expression of romanticism; 'the beautifUlis the successful intuition
expression,' and the ugly is the un~uccessflih the intuition o~ private part of 
art is the aesthetic fact, and theii'iedium or public"part is 'not the subject of 
aesthetic at all. Yet aesthetic reproduction takes place'orilr "if all 'the other 
conHitions remain equal." . , ' . ' , ' 

Oil-paintings grow dark, frescoes fade, statues lose noses ... the text of 
a poem is corrupted by bad copyists or })adprinting. . 

The'Madonna of Cimabue is ~till i~' the' Church of S~nta Maria Novella; 
,b~i: does she speak t~ the \fisitor of to~day as to the Flore~ti~ of the 
thirteenth century? 

Historical interpretation labours ... to reintegrate in Us the psychologi
cal conditions which have changed in the course ·of history. It ... en
ables us to see a work of art (a physical objeCt)' 8S its author saw it in the 
mom'ent of production.9 

5. George Salr';tsbury (J 845-1933), English 
scholar and critic, whose work.. Include A History 
of Criticism and Literary Taste in Europe from the 
Earliest Texis 10 the Presenl Day (3 vols., 1900--05). 
6. For the relation of Longinus to modem roman
ticism, see R. S. Crane, review of Samuel Monk's 
The Sublime, Philological Quarterly 15 ,(April 
1936), 165-66 [Wimsatt and Beardsley's note]. 
On the Greek rhetorician 1.0NGlNUS, see above. 
7. Johann Wolfgang Van Goethe (1749-1832), 
German poet, playwright, and novelist. 
S. Benedetto Crace (1866-1952), Italian literary 

"critic, Ilnd philosopher; \vlm,att' and Beardsley 
quote:' his:'Aesthetlt:s' as' ScieNce of Expression and 
General Linguistic (1909). 
9. It is true that Croce himself in his Ariasto, 
Shakespeare, atul COf'PUIille, trans. Douglas Ainslie 
(London, 1920), ·chap. 1.- 'The Practical Person
ality and the Poetical Personality," and In his 
DejenCe 'of: Poe~ry; trans. E. F. Carritt (Oxford, 
1933), p. 24; has delivered a telling attack on 
intentlonalism, but the prevailing drift of such pas
sages'in the Aesthetlcs,.s We quote 1. In the oppo
site direction [Wlmsatt and Beardsley's note). 
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The first italics are Croce's, the second ours. The upshot of Croce's system 
is an ambiguous emphasis on history. With such passages as a point of depar
ture a critic may write a close analysis of the meaning or "spirit" of a play of 
Shakespeare or Corneillel-a process that involves close historical study but 
remains aesthetic criticism-or he may write sociology, biography, or other 
kinds of non-aesthetic history. The Crocean system seems to have given more 
of a boost to the latter way of writing. 

"What has the poet tried to do," asks Spingarn in his 1910 Columbia 
Lecture from which we have already quoted, "and how has he fulfilled his 
intention'?" The place to look for "insupetable" ugliness, says Bosanquet, in 
his third Lecture of 1914, is the "region of insincere and affected art."a The 
seepage of the theory into a non-philosophic place may be seen in such a 
book as Marguerite Wilkinson's inspirational New VoiCes,3 about the poetry 
of 1919 to 1931-where symbols "as old as the ages ... retain their strength 
and freshness" through "Realization." We close this:section with two exam
ples from quarters where one might least expect a taint pf the Crocean. Mr. 
I. A. Richards' fourfold distinction of meaning into "sense," "feeling," "tone," 
"intention" has been probably the most influential statement of intention
alism in the past fifteen years, though it contains a hi~t of self-repudiation: 
"This function [intention]," says Mr. Richards, "is not on all fours with the 
others."4 In an essay on "Three Types of Poetry" Mr. Alien Tate' writes as 
follows: ,. 

We must understand that the lines 
Life like a dome of many-colored glass 
Stains the white radiance of eternity, 

are not poetry; they express the frustrated will trying to compete with 
science. The will asserts a rhetorical pro'position about the whole of life, 
but the imagination has not seized upon the maf~r~als of the poem and 
made them into a whole. Shelley's simile is imposed upon the material 
from above; it does not grow out of the material. 

The last sentence contains a promise of objective analysis which is not ful
filled. The reason why the essay relies so heavily throughout on the terms 
"will" and "imagination" is that Mr. Tate is accusing the romantic poets of a 
kind of insincerity (romanticism in reverse) and at the same time is trying to 
describe something mysterious and perhaps indescribable, an "imaginative 
whole of life," a "wholeness of vision at a particular moment of experience," 
something which "yields us the quality of the experience." If a poet had a 
toothache at the moment of conceiving a poem, that would be part of the 
experience, but Mr. Tate of course does not mean anything like that. He is 
thinking about some kind of "whole" which in this essay at least he does not 
describe, but which doubtless it is the prime<)1eed of criticism to describe-in 
terms that may be publicly tested. 

1. PIERRE CORNEILLE (1606-1684), French dram
atist. 
2. From Three uct .. res on Authetlc (1915) by the 
English philosopher Bernard Bosanquet (1848-
1923). 
3. New Voice.: An Introduction to Contemporary 
Poetry (1919; rev. ed., 1923). byWllktnson (1883-

1928). 
4. Richard., Practical Criticism (1929), part 3, 
chapter I. 
5. American poet and critic (1899-1979). In the 
passage that follows, Tate quotes from PERCY 
BYSSHE SHELLEY'S pastoral elegy "Adonals" (1821). 
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III 
I went to the poets; tragic, dithyrambic, and all sorts .... I took 
them some of the most elaborate passages in their own writings, 
and asked what was the meaning of them .... \-ViII you believe me? 
... there is hardly a person present who would not have talked 
better about their poetry than they did themselves. Then I knew 
that not by wisdom do poets write poetry, but by a sort of genius 
and inspiration.-

That l'eiterated mistrust of the poets which we hear from Socrates may have 
been part of a rigorously ascetic view in which we hardly wish to participate, 
yet Plato's Socrates sa .... ' a truth about the poetic mind which the world no 
longer commonly sees-so much criticism, and that the most inspirational 
and most affectionately remembered, has proceeded from the poets them
selves. 

Certainly the poets have had something to say that the analyst and pro
fessor could not say; their message has been more exciting: that poetry should 
come as naturally as leaves to a tree, that poetry is the lava of the imagination, 
or that it is emotion recollected in tranquillity.7 But it is necessary that we 
realize the character and authority of such testimony. There is only a fine 
shade between those romantic e".-pressions and a kind of earnest advice that 
authors often give. Thus Edward Young, Carlyle, ~7alter Pater: 8 

I know two golden rules from ethics, which are no less golden in Com
position, than in life. 1. Know thyself; 2dly, Reverence thyself. 

This is the grand secret for finding readers and retaining them: let him 
who would move and convince others, be first moved and convinced 
himself. Horace's rule. Si vis me jlere,9 is applicable in a wider sense 
than the literal one. To every poet, to every writer, we might say: Be true, 
if you would be believed. 

Truth! there can be no merit, no craft at all, without that. And further, 
all beauty is in the long run only fineness of truth, or what we call expres
sion, the finer accommodation of speech to that vision within. 

And Housman's little handbook' to the poetic mind yields the following 
illustration: ....,. 

Having drunk a pint of beer at luncheon-beer is a sedative to the brain, 
and my afternoons are the least intellectual portion of my life-I would 
go out for a walk of two or three hours. As I went along, thinking of 
nothing in particular. only looking at things around me and following 
the progress of the seasons, there would flow into my mind, with sudden 
and unaccountable emotion, sometimes a line or two of verse, some
times a whole stanza at once ... 

6. From PLATO (ca. 427-ca. 347 Il.C.E.), Apology 
22a-c. 
7. The conceptions of poetry articulated by the 
Rumantic poets John Keats (\795-1821), George 
Gordon, Lord Byron (1784-1824), and W'LLlAM 
wallDSWORTH (1780-1850), respectively. 
8. Eni\lish critic and essayist 0839-1894; see 
aboH'); his quotation is from "Style" (1888). 
YOL Ne (1683-1765), English poet; his quotation 

is from Conjectures 0" Original Composition 
(1759). Thomas Carlyle (1795-188 I), Scottish· 
born historian and essayist. 
9. If you want me to cry [mourn first yourself] 
(Latin). From HORACE (65-8 B.C.E.), An Poetica, 
line 102. 
1. The Name ",od Nature of Poetry (1933), by the 
English poet and classical scholar A. E. Housman 
(1859-1936). 
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This is the logical terminus of the series already quoted. Here is a confession 
of how poems were written which wo'uld do as a definition of poetry just as 
well as "embtion recollected in trilnqtiility"~and whtchtheyourtg poet might 
equally well i:a~f! to, hea,tt:a:s a pr'act~cal 'rule. I>rir:~' ;a'pi!'!.t of beer, relax, go 
walking, think on nothing.inparticular', look at things;surrerider yourself to 
yourself, search for the truth.in' your, own soul, listen to the, sound of your 
own inside voice, discover aiid'exptessthe vraie V,gTi~.2,'1 

It is probably true that all this is excellent advice for poets. The young 
imagination fired by Wordsworth and Carlyle is probably closer to the verge 
of producing'a po~m'than the ~ir'td Of the student wh~has been sobered by 
Aristotle' or Richards. The art of inspiring poets, or atIeasfbf inciting somec 
thing like poetry in young, persons, has' probably gone furthe:t; in our q,ay than 
evtrr before:' Books of creative writing such as those issued from the Uncoln 
Sch~ol are interesting' evidence of what a child carido if taught how to 
manage himself honestly.· Altthis, hovyeyer, would appear to belong to an 
ari: separate from criUeism, or to, a disCipline which one might call the'psy
choiogy of composition,vali,d ~nd usefl,1I, an i~dividual and priy~te culture, 
yoga,,~tsy~~em of self~de~elopment'which i:he youpi poet would do well to 
notice, "~t different from,t~e,pubUc icience ofeva~l,1atinR p,oeml. 

Co,l~ridge ,and Amol~', were bet~er critics tha~ mOlt poets have ~een, and 
if the critical tendencydrieq up the 'poetry in Arno~d arid perhaps in Collil
ridge, it is not inconsistent with oUt argument, which is' that judgment of 
poeinsis'different from the 'art of producing them. Coleridge has given us 
the classicI/anodyne" story, and tells what he can'about the genesis of a 
poem6 which he calls ,a "psychologh;al curiosity," b.uthis definit~ons of poetry 
and of the' 'poetic quahty i'imaginationft are to befourid elsewhel£ and in 
quite other terms. ' ' ,,' 

The day may arrive whe:t:l, the p"ycIjc;>logy ofcomp'ositio~ ,~s uniij~d with 
the science of objective evaluation; but S6 far they are sep8;rate. It would be 
convenient if the passwords of the intentional seho'ol, "sinc'erity," "fidelity," 
"spontllrieity," "authendcity," "genuineness,'! "originality," could be equated 
with terms of analysis s'uch as "integrity;" "relevance;" "unity," "function"; 
with "maturity;" "subtlety," and "adequacy," and other more precise axiolog
ical terms-in short, i~ "expr,ession" always meant aesthetic communication. 
But this is not so. 

"Aesthetic" art, says Professor Curt Ducasse, an ingenious theorist of 
expre'ssion, is the conscious objectification of feelings, in which an intrinsic 
part is the critical moment. The ardst cortects 'the objectification when it is 
not adequate; but this may'mean that the earlier attempt was not successful 
in objectifying the self, or "it may also mean that it was a successful objec
tific'ation of a self which, when it confronted us clearly, we disowned and 
repudiated in'favorof another."? What is the standard by which we disown 

2. True truth (French). 
3. That is, by the Poetic. (see above) of Aristotle 
(384-322 D.C.E.). ' , 
4. See Hugh' Mearns, Creal"ve' Youlh (Garden 
City, 1925), esp: pp. 10,27-29. The tec~nfque of 
inspiring poems keeps pace today' with a parallel 
analysis of t,he process of in~pirBti~n in, ~!lccessful 
artists. See Rosamond E. M. HBrdi.ng,~nAftiltomy 
DJ Impiralia .. (Cambridge, 1940); Jul!tJs:l'ortnoy, 
A Psychology of Art Creatio .. (Philadelphia, 1942) 
[Wimsatt and BeBrdsley's note]. LIncoln School: 

an e><perimental school affiliated with Teachers 
College of Columbia University. ' 
5. MA'ITHEW ARNOLD (1822-1888), English critic 
and p!'et. SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE (1772-
1834), English poet" arid critic, , 
6. "Kubla Khari" (written 1797; pub. 1816); Cole
ridge's general acc,ount of poetry and the' imagi, 
nation is found in lIiogral'hla, Literaria (1817; s~e 
above). " , 
7. Curt Oucasse. Th~ PhiloJOI'''yofArt (New York, 
1929), p. 116 [Wimsatt and Bearclsley's note]. 
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or accept the self? Professor Ducasse does 'not say. Whatever it may be, 
however, this standard is an element in the definition of art which will not 
reduce to terms of objectification. The evaluation of the work of art remains 
public; the work is measured against something outside the author. 

IV 

There is criticism of poetry and there is; as we have seen, author psychol
ogy, which when applied to the present or future takes the form of inspira
tional promotion; but author psychology can be historical too, and then we 
have literary biography, a legitimate and attractive study in itself, one 
approach, as Mr. TiIlyard would argue, to personality, the poem being only 
a parallel approach. Certainly it need not be with a derogatory purpose that 
one points out personal studies, as distinct from poetic studies, in the realm 
of literary scholarship. Yet there is danger of confusing personal and poetic 
studies; and there is the fault of writing the personal as if it were poetic. 

There is a difference between internal and external evidence for the mean
ing of a poem. And the paradox is only verbal and superficial that what is (1) 
internal is also public: it is discovered through the semantics and syntax of 
a poem, through our habitual knowledge of the language; through grammars, 
dictionaries, and all the literature which is the source of dictionaries, in 
generalthrough all that makes a language and culture; while what is (2) 
external is private or idiosyncratic; not a part of the work as a linguistic fact: 
it consists of revelations (in journals, for example, or letters or reported con
versations) about how or why the poet wrote the p'oerp-to what lady, while 
sitting on what lawn, or at the death of what friend or brother. There is (3) 
an intermediate kind of evidence about the character of the author or about 
private or semi-private meanings attached to words or topics by an author or 
by a coterie of which he is a member. The .meaning of words is the history 
of words; and the biography of an author, his use of a word, and the asso
ciations which the word had for him, are part of the word's history and 
meaning. 8 But the three types of evidence,' especially (2) and (3), shllde into 
one another so subtly that it is not always :easy to draw a line between exam
ples; and hence arises the difficulty for criticism. The use of biographical 
evidence ·need not involve intentionalism, because while it may be .!V{i.dence 
of what the author intended, it may also be evidence of the meaning of his 
words and the dramatic character of his utterance. On the other hand, it 
may not be all this. And a critic·who is concerned with evidence of type (I) 
and moderately with that of type (3) will in the long run produce a different 
sort of comment from that of the critic who is concerned with type (2) and 
with (3) where it shades into (2). 

The whole glittering parade of Professor Lowes' Road to Xanadu,9 for 
instance, runs along the border between types (2) and (3) or boldly traverses 
the romantic region of (2) ... 'Kubla Khan"," says Pt9fessor Lowes, "is the 
fabric of a vision, but every image that rose up in its weaving had passed that 

8. And the history of word. after a poem i. written 
may contribute meanings which if relevant to the 
original pattern should not be ruled Ollt by a scru
ple about intention. Cf. C. S. Lewis and E. M. W. 
Tillyard, The Personal Heresy (Oxford, 1939), 
p. 16; Teeter, loc cit;, pp. 183, 192; review ofTII
lot50n'5 Essays, TLS 41 (April 1942), 174 [Wimsatt 

and Beardsley's note). 
9. An exhaustive' examination (1927; ·rev. ed., 
1930) of the sources of Coleridge's poems "The 
Rime of the Ancient Mariner" and flKubla Khan," 
by the literary historian John Uvlngston Lowe. 
( 1867-1945), 
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way before. And it would seem that there is nothing haphazard or fortuitous 
in their return." This is not quite clear-not even when Professor Lowes 
explains that there were clusters of associations, like hooked atoms, which 
were drawn into complex relation with other clusters in the deep well of 
Coleridge's memory, and which then coalesced and issued forth as poems. 
If there was nothing "haphazard or fortuitous" in the way the images returned 
to the surface, that may mean (I) that Coleridge could not produce what he 
did not have, that he was limited in his creation by what he had read or 
otherwise experienced, or (2) that having received certain clusters of asso
ciations, he was bound to return them in just the way he did, and that the 
value of the poem may be described in terms of the experiences on which 
he had to draw. The latter pair of propositions (a sort of Hartleyan associa
tionism l which Coleridge himself repudiated in .the Biographia) may not be 
assented to. There were certainly other combinations, other poems, worse 
or better, that might have been written by men who had read Bartram and 
Purchas and Bruce and Milton. 2 And this will be true no matter how many 
times we are able to add to the brilliant complex of Coleridge's reading. In 
certain flourishes (such as the sentence we have quoted) and in chapter 
headings like ''The Shaping Spirit," "The Magical Synthesis," "Imagination 
Creatrix," it may be that Professor Lowes pretends to say more about the 
actual poems than he does. There is a certain deceptive variation in these 
fancy chapter titles; one expects to pass on to a new stage in the argument, 
and one finds-more and more sources, more about "the streamy nature of 
association. "3 

"Wohin der Weg?" quotes Professor Lowes for the motto of his book. "Kein 
Weg! Ins Unbetretene."4 Precisely because the way is unhetreten, we should 
say, it leads away from the poem. Bartram's Travels contains a good deal of 
the history of certain words and romantic Floridan conceptions that JPpear 
in "Kubla Khan." And a good deal of that history has passed and w'as then 
passing into the very stuff of our language. Perhaps a person who ,has read 
Bartram appreciates the poem more than one who has not~ Or, by looking 
up the vocabulary of "Kubla Khan" in the Oxford English Dictionary, or by 
reading some of the other books there quoted, a person may know the poem 
better. But it would seem to pertain little to the poem to know that Coleridge 
had read Bartram. There is a gross body of life, of sensory and mental expe
rience, which lies behind and in some sense causes every poem, but can 
never be and need not be known in the verbal and hence intellectual com
position which is the poem. For all the objects of our manifold experience, 
especially for the intellectual objects. for every unity, there is an action of 
the mind which cuts off roots. melts away context-or indeed we should 
never have objects or ideas or anything'to talk about. 

I. Characteristic of David Hartley (1705-1757), 
English philosopher and physician; his ObservA' 
tions on Man: His Frame, His Duty, and His Expec
tations (1749) links mental phenomena to the 
associations of simple sen!lation. 
2. The English poet John Milton (1608-1674) Is 
sn anomaly in this list, whose other members are 
the American naturalist and traveler WilIiam Bar
tram (1739-1823), author of TrAvels through 
North and South Carolina (I 791); the English 
compiler of travel books Samuel Purchas (ca. 
1577-1626); and the Scottish traveler and author 
James Bruce (1730-1794). 

3. Chapters 8, "The Pattern," and 16, "The 
Known and Familiar Landscare," will be found of 
most help to the student 0 the poem. For an 
extreme example of intentionalist criticism, see 
Kenneth Burke's analysis of The Ancient Mariner 
in The Philosophy of Literary Fo"" (Baton Rouge, 
1941), pp. 22-23, 93-102. Mr. Burke must be 
credited with realizing very clearly what he is up to 
[Wlmsatt and Beardsley'. note}. On the American 
critic BURKI! (1897-1993), lee above. 
4. Where Is the wayr No wayl It Is untrodden 
(German). From Goethe's Faust (1808,1832). 



THE INTENTIONAL FALLACY I 1383 

It is probable that there is nothing in Professor Lowes' vast book which 
could detract from anyone's appreciatiort of either The Ancient Mariner or 
KlIbla Khan. We next present a case where preoccupation with evidence of 
type (3) has gone so fal' as to distort a critic's view of a poem (yet a case not 
so obvious as those that abound in our critical journals). 

In a well-known poem by John Donne appears the following quatrain: 

Moving of th' earth brings harmes and feares, 
Men reckon what it did and meant, 

But trepidation of the spheares, 
Though greater farre, is innocent. 5 

A recent critic in an elaborate treatment of Donne's learning has written of 
this quatrain as follows: 

... he touches the emotional pulse of the situation by a skillful allusion 
to the new and the old astronomy .... Of the new astronomy, the "mov
ing of the e .. rth" is the most radical principle; of the old, the "trepidation 
of the spheres" is the motion of the greatest complexity .... As the poem 
is a valediction forbidding mourning, the poet must exhort his love to 
quietness and calm upon his departure; and for this purpose the figure 
based upon the latter motion (trepidation), long absorbed into the tra
ditional astronomy, fittingly suggests the tension of the moment without 
arousing the "harmes and feares" implicit in the figure of the moving 
earth.6 

The argument is plausible and rests on a well-substantiated thesis that 
Donne was deeply interested in the new astronomy and its repercussions in 
the theological realm. In various works Donne shows his familiarity with 
Kepler's De Stella Nova, with Galileo's Siderius Nuncius, with WilIiam Gil
bert's De Magnete, and with Clavius's commentary on the De Sphaera of 
Sacrobosco.' He refers to the new science in his Sermon at Paul's Cross and 
in a letter to Sir Henry Goodyer.8 In The First Anniversary he says the "new 
philosophy calls all in doubi:." In the Elegy on Prince Henry he says that the 
"least moving of the center" makes "the world to shake." 

I t is difficult to answer argument like this, and impossible to answer it with 
evidence of like nature. There is no reason .why Donne might not have w~ . 
ten a stanza in which the two kinds of celestial motion stood for two sorts of 
emotion at parting. And if we become fuIl of astronomical ideas and see 
Donne only against the background of the new science, we may believe that 
he did. But the text itself remains to be dealt with. the analyzable vehicle of 
a complicated metaphor. And one may observe: (1) that the movement of 
the earth according to the Copernican theory is a celestial motion, smooth 
and regular, and while it might cause religious or philosophic fears. it could 
not be associated with the crudity and earthiness of the kind of commotion 
which the speaker in the poem wishes to discourage; (2) that there is another 

5. "A Valediction: Forbidding MOllrning" (1633). 
lines 9-12. by the English poet Donne (I 572-
1631 J. 
6. Charles M. Coffin, Jol ... Vonue ,,,,d tile Ne,,' 
Pllilosol,hy (New York, 1927), pp. 97-98 [Wim.att 
"nd Beard.ley·, note). 
7. All works of science, by Johannes Kepler 
i 15'7]-J 630), German astronomer and mathcma
lid",,: Galileo (I564-1642). Italion ".tronomel' 

and physlcisti Gilbert (1544-1603), English court 
physician who studied electricity and magnetism; 
and Johannes de Sacrobosco (or John Holywood or 
Halifax), Engli'h mathematician (mid-13th c.), 
whose commentators include the Italian mathe
matician Christopher Clavlus (16th c.). 
8. A friend of Donne', and an occasional poet 
himself. 
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moving of the earth, an earthquake, .which has just these' qualities' and is to 
be associated 'with the tear-floods and sigh-tempests of the second stanza of 
the poem; (3) that ."trepidation" is, an appropriate opposite of earthquake, 
because each is a shaking ; or vibratory motion; 'and "trepidation of the 
spheres" is "greater far" than' an earthquake, but not much greater .(if two 
such motions can be compared as to greatness) th,an.;the annual motion of 
the earth; (4) that reckoning what it '~did and meant" shows that the event 
has passed, like an earthquake,not like the incessant celestial movement of 
the earth. Perhaps a knowledge of-Donne's interest in th~ new science may 
add another shade of meaning, an overtone to the stanza in question, though 
to say even this runs against the words. To make the geo-centric and helio
centric antithesis the cote of the metaphor is to disregard the English lan-
guage, to prefer private evidence to public, external to internal. ' 

V 

If the distinction between kinds of evidence has implications for the his
torical critic, it has them no less for .the contemporary Pget and his critic. 
Or, since every rule for a poet is but another side of a judgment by a critic, 
and since the past is the realm of ~he s.cholar and critic,. and the future and 
present that of the poet and the critical leaders of ta'ste, we may say that the 
problems arising in. literary scholarship from the intentional fallacy are 
inatched by others which arise in the world of progressive experiment. 

The question of "allusiveness," for example, as acutely posed by the poetry 
of Eliot, is certainly one where a false judgment is likely to involv:ethe ·inten
tional fallacy. The frequency and depth of literary allusion in the poetry of 
Eliot and others has driven so many in pursuit of full meanings to the Golden 
Bough9 and the Elizabethan drama that it has become. a kind of common
place to ~uppose that we do not know what a poet means unless we have 
traced him in his reading--'-a supposition redolent with intentional implica
tions. The stand taken by Mr. F. O. Matthiessen ' is a sound one and partially 
forestalls the difficulty. ' 

If one reads these l~ne" with ~m attentive ear 'and is sensitive to their 
sudden shifts in m6vemeiit, the' contrast between the actual Thames 
and the idealized vision ~f it 'during an age before it fl~wed·through a 
megalopolis is sharply cOriveyed by that lrioveme.n~ itself, wh~ther or not 
one recognizes the refrain to be from, Spenser.· . 

Eliot's allusions work when we know them-and to a great extent even when 
we do not know them, through their suggestive power. 

But .sometimes. we find allusions supported by notes, and it is a very nice 
question whether the notes function more as guides to send us where we 
may be educated, or .more as indications in thernselvesabout the character 
of the alIusions. "Nearly~verything of importance ... that is apposite to an 
appreciation of 'The Waste Land'," writes Mr. Matthiessen of Miss Weston's 
book,2 "has been incorporated into the structure of the poem itself,.or into 

9, The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Reli
gion (12 vols.; 1890-1915);by J. G.Frazer; alluded 
to In The Was'e lAnd (1922) bYT:. s. ELIOT (1888-
1965~ .. 
I. American literary critic (1902-1950); the quo-

talion Is from The Achievement of T. s. Elloi; An 
Essay on the N~~re 'of Poetry (1935), : 
2. From Ritual to Romance (1920), by JessieWe~-
ton (1850-1928), . 
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Eliot's Notes." And with such an admission it may begin to appear that it 
would not much matter if Eliot invented his sources (as .sir WaIter Scott' 
invented chapter epigraphs from "old plays" and "anonymous" authors, or as 
Coleridge wrote marginal glosses for "The Ancient Mariner"). Allusions to 
Dante, Webster, Marvell, or Baudelaire,4.doubtless gain something because 
these writers existed, but it is doubtful whether the same can be said for an 
allusion to an obscure Elizabethan: 

The sound of horns and motors, which shall bring 
Sweeney to Mrs. Porter in the spring.' . 

"Cf. Day, Parlia-ment of Bees:" says Eliot; 

When of a sudden, listening, you shall hear, 
A noise of horns and hunting, which shall bring 
Actaeon to Diana6 in the spring, 
Where all shall see her naked skin .... 

The irony is completed by the quotation itself; had .Eliot, as is quite con
ceivable, composed these lines to furnish his own background, there would 
be no loss of validity. The conviction may grow as' ori~ reads Eliot'S hext note: 
"I do not know the origin of the ballad' from which 'these lines are taken: it 
was repotted to me from Sydney, Australia." The important word in this 
note-on Mrs. Porter and her' daughter who washed, their feet in soda 
water~is "ballad." And if one should feel from the; lines themselves their 
"ballad" quality, there would be little rH~ed ; for the note. Ultimately, the 
inquiry must focus on the integrity of such notes as p.art of the poem, for 
where they constitute special information about the meaning of phrases in 
the Pgem, they ought to be subject to the same scrutiny.~s any of the other 
words in which it is written. Mr. Matthiessen believes the notes were the 
price Eliot "had to pay in order to avoid what 'he ~ould have considered 
muffling the energy of his poem' by extendedcoJ'lJlecting links in the text 
itself." But it may be questioned whether the notes and the need for them 
are not equally muffling. The omission from poems of the explanatory stra
tum on which is built the dramatic or poetic stuff is a dangerous responsi
bility. Mr. F. W. Bateson has plausibly argued? that Tennyson's "The Sailor 
Boy" would be better if half the stanzas were omitted, and the hewversions 
of ballads like "Sir Patrick Spens"R owe their power to tht1 very audacity with 
which the minstrel has taken for granted the story upon which he comments. 
What then if a poet finds he cannot take so much for granted in a more 
recondite context and rather than write informatively, supplies notes? It can 
be said in favor of this plan that at least the notes do not pretend to be 
dramatic, as they would if written in verse. On the other hand, the notes may 
look like unassimilated material lying loose heside the poem, necessary for 

3. Scottish poet and no"clist (1771-1832). 
4. CIIARLES DAUDElAIIU; (1821-1867), French 
writer, translator, and critic. DANTE ALlGHI£RI 
(1265-1321), 'Italian poel. John Webster (ca. 
1580-<:a. '1625), English playwright. Andrew 
Marvell (1621-1678), English metaphysical poet. 
5. From 'The Fire Sermon," part 3 of The Waste 
Land. The "obscure Elizahethan" is John Day 
(1 574-ca. 1640), whose Parliament of Boe. is an 
"lIegorical masque. 

6. The Roman name of Artemls, the Greek god
des. of the hunt; after the hunter Actaeon by 
chance saw her bathing, she turned him into a ,tag 
and he was tom apart by his own dogs. 
7. In English Poetry and the English Language: A" 
Exp"rI",,, .. t i .. Literary History (1934), by the 
English academic Baleson (1901-1978). 
8. An early Scottish ballad. 'The Soilor Boy" 
(1861), B 6-stanza poem by Alfred, Lord Tennyson 
(1809-1892). 
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the meaning of the verbal symbol, but not integrated, so that the symbol 
stands incomplete. 

We mean to suggest by the above analysis that whereas notes tend to seem 
to justify themselves as external indexes to the author's intention, yet they 
ought to be judged like any other parts of a composition (verbal arrangement 
special to a particular context), and when so judged their reality as parts of 
the poem or their imaginative integration with the rest of the poem, may 
come into qt.iestion. Mr. Matthiessen, for instance, sees that Eliot's titles for 
poems and his epigraphs are informative apparatus, like the notes. But while 
he is worried by some of the notes and thinks .that Eliot "appears to be 
mocking himself for writing the note at the same time that he wants to convey 
something by it," Mr. Matthiessen believes that the "device" of epigraphs "is 
not at ali open to the objection of not being sufficiently structural." "The 
intention," he says, "is to enable the poet to secure a condensed expression 
in the poem itself." "In each case the epigraph is designed to form an integral 
part of the effect of the poem." And Eliot himself, in his notes, has justified 
his poetic practice in terms of interltion. 

The Hanged Man, a member of the traditional pack, fits my purpose in 
two ways: because he is associated in my mind with the Hanged God of 
Frazer, and because I associate him with the hooded figure in the pas
sage of the disciples to Emmaus in Part V .. / . The man with Three 
Staves (an authentic member of the Tarot pack) I associate, quite arbi
trarily, with the Fisher King himself. 

And perhaps he is to be taken more seriously here, when off guard in a note, 
than when in his Norton Lectures9 he comments on the difficulty of saying 
what a poem means and adds playfully that he thinks of prefixing ~o a second 
edition of Ash Wednesday some lines from Don Juan: I 

I don't pretend that I quite understand 
My own meaning when I would be very fine; 
But the fact is that I have nothing planned 
Unless it were to be a moment merry. 

If Eliot and other contemporary poets have any characteristic fault, it may 
be in planning too much.2 

Allusiveness in poetry is one of several critical issues by which we have 
illustrated the more abstract issue of intentionalism, but it may be for today 
the most important illustration. As a poetic practice allusiveness would 
appear to be in some recent poems an extreme corollary of the romantic 
intentionalist assumption, and as a critical issue it challenges and brings to 
light in a special way the basic premise of intentionalism. The following 
instance from the poetry of Eliot may serve to epitomize the practical impli
cations of what we have been saying. In Eliot's "Love Song of J. Alfred Pruf-

9. Delivered at Harvard Unlverslt), In the winter 
of 1932-33; Eliot later .J'ubllshed them as Th" Use 
of Poetry a..a the Use oJ Criticism (1933). 
J. A mock epic (1819-24) by Byron; the lines 
quoted are from canto 4, Itanza 5. Eliot publllhed 
Ash W .. d ........ )'ln 1930. 
2. In hi. critical wrltinll Eliot ha. axpre •• ed the 

right view of author psychololJY. See Th" Use of 
Poetry a..a the Use afCritlclsm (Cambridge, 1933), 
p. 139, and "Tradition and the Individual Talent" 
In Selected Essays (New York, 1932), thouah hi' 
record I, not entirely conllatent. See A Chotc. of 
Kip""'" V.". (London, 1941), pp. 10-11,20-21 
[Wlm.a" and Beard.ley'. note]. 
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rock." towards the end, occurs the line: "I have heard the mermaids singing, 
each to each," and this bears a certain resemblance to a line in a S.ong3 by 
John Donne, "Teach me to heare l\Ilermaides singing," so that for the reader 
acquainted to a certain degree with Donne's poetry, the critical question 
arises: Is Eliot's line an allusion to Donne's? Is Prufrock thinking about 
Donner Is Eliot thinking about Donner We suggest that there are two rad
ically different ways of looking for an answer to this question. There is (I) 
the way of poetic analysis and exegesis, which inquires whether it makes any 
sense if Eliot-Prufrock ;s thinking about Donne. In an earlier part of the 
poem. when Prufrock asks. "\Vould it have been worth while, ' , . To have 
squeezed the universe into a ball," his words take half their sadness and irony 
from certain energetic and passionate lines of Marvell's "To His Coy Mis
tress,"4 But the exegetical inquirer may wonder whether mermaids consid
ered as "strange sights" (to hear them is in Donne's poem analogous to 
getting with child a mandrake root) have much to do with Prufrock's mer
maids. which seem to be symbols of romance and dynamism, and which 
incidentally have literary authentication, if they need it, in a line of a sonnet 
by Gerard de NervaJ.5 This method of inquiry may lead to the conclusion 
that the given resemblance between Eliot and Donne is without significance 
and is better not thought of, or the method may have the disadvantage of 
providing no certain conclusion. Nevertheless, we submit that this is the true 
and objective way of criticism. as contrasted to what the very uncertainty of 
exegesis might tempt a second kind of critic to undertake: (2) the way of 
biographical or genetic inquiry. in which, taking advantage of the fact that 
Eliot is still alive, and in the spirit of a man who would settle a bet, the critic 
writes to Eliot and asks \-\·hat he meant, or if he had Donne in mind, We 
shall not here weigh the probabilities-whether Eliot would answer that he 
meant nothing at all, had nothing at all in mind-a sufficiently good answer 
to such a question-or in an unguarded moment might furnish a clear and, 
within its limit, irrefutable answer. Our point is that such an answer to such 
an inquiry would have nothing to do with the poem "Prufrock;" it would not 
be a critical inquiry. Critical inquiries, unlike bets, are not settled in this 
way. Critical inquiries are not settled by consulting the oracle. 

191Q.. 

The Mfective Fallacy 

We might as well study the properties of wine by getting drunk 
-Edward Hanslick, The Beautiful in Music.' 

As the title of this essay invites comparison with that of an earlier and parallel 
essay of ours, "The Intentional Fallacy" (THE SEWANEE REVIEW, Summer, 

3. "Go and catch a failing star"lI633). "Prufrock" 
was published in 1915. 
4. ''To His Coy Mistress" (I 65 I), lines 41-42: 
"L .. t us roll our strength and all i Our sweetne •• 
up into one ball." 
~. T'rt'llch ~ymbollst poet (1808-1855); the son· 

net Is In '11uo Chimeras (1854). 
I. An 1854 work most recently translated as 0 .. 
the M .. slc .. lly Be .... tlful: A Contribution tow .. rds 'he 
Revlslo.. of tlae AIIStMtlcs of Music. Hanslick 
(l8~5-1904), Au.trlan mu.lc critic. 
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.1946), it 'may be ,'relevant to assert at this point that we believe ourselves to 
be exploring two roads .'whithhave 'seemed to dfferconvenient· detours 
arbund the acknowledged and usually feared obstacles to objective'criticism, 
both of which, however, have actually led away_from criticism and from 
poetry. The Intentional' Fallacy· is it ~confusion ;between·:the poem and its 
drigins; a special case of what is known to philosophets as the Gen~tic Fal
lacy. It begins by trying to derive the standard of criticism from the psycho
logical: causes ·of ;the. poem and. ends in' biography:;and relativism. The 
Affective Fallacy is·a confusion between the poem' and .itsresults (what it is 
and what it does), a specialt:ase of epistemological skepticism; though usually 
advanced as if it. had far stronger .claims than the overall forms of. skepticism. 
It:begins by trying to 'derive the standard of criticism from the psychological 
tiffects of the poem and ends in impressionism and relativism. 'The outcome 
of either Fallacy, the.Intentional or· the Mfeciive, is that the'poem itself; as 
an object of· specifically critical judgment, tends to disapp~ar • 
. . "Most of. our criticismdn,literatureand the arts," .complains Mr. Ren~ 

Wellek in one of his English Institute essays, "Ii still purely emotive: it judges 
workS of art In terms, of their' emotional effect .' •• and: describes this effect 
by exclamations, suggested ·moods."2 We are perhaps not 10 pe .. i~iltic as 
Mr; Wellek about the pervasiveness of ·the .. critical method ·which'·he 
describes, but we believe there can ·be no doubt ·that his mistrust of the 
method is well-founded. Mr. C; S. Lewis in three lectures entitled.The Abo
lition of Man' has recently turned what we should judge to be a discomforting 
scrutiny on the doctrine of emotive relativism as it appears in textbooks of 
English composition for use in schools. Mr. John CroWe Ransom in a chapter 
of his New Criticism,4 "I. A. Richards: the ,Psychological Critic," has done 
the; ·like for some of the ,more sophisticated ,·claimsof n~uro~psy(!hological 
poetics.' In the present essay, we would discuss briefly the history and fruits 
of affective criticism, some of its correlatives; in cognitive criticism, and 
hence certain cognitive characteristics of poetry which have made affective 
criticism plausible. We would observe also the.premises of affective criticism, 
as they appear todaYI in certaih philosophic and pseudo·philosophic disci
plines of wide influence .. And first and mainly that of "semantics." 

I 

The separation of emotive from referential meaning was urged very per
suasively, it will be remel11~ered, a~out twenty y~'ilrs ago in the earlier works 
of Mr. I. A. Richards. 5 The typ~s of meaning which were defined in his Prac
tical Criticism andjnthe,M~a"ingof.Meaningof Messrs ... ;Ogden and Rich
ards created, p~rtly by suggestion,.partly with the aid of direct statement, a 
clean "antithesis" between "symbolic and emotive use of language." In his 
Pfitctical Criticis~ MI'; Richards 'spoke of "aesthetic" or "/projectile" words-'-

2. "The Parallelism between Literature and the 
Arts," English lnsl;lut" Ann .... l, 1941 .<New York, 
1942). p. 50 [W!msatt and Beardsley's note). Wel
lek (1903-1995), Austrian-born American literary 
theorist 'md sch'olar;' . '. '. . . 
3. '1'he Abolition of Man, DI',Re./lecti01zs iiri. Edu
cation wilh'Special nejerencii to the Teaching of 
E"R'ish ;n the Upper Forms of Schools (1947). 
Lewis (1898-1963), Irish-born literary schnlar and 

novelist .. 
4. A 1941 book by IV,NS9"" ,(1888,--1974), Amer-
ican poet and critic.' . . .. '.. . '. ' . 
5. EnRlish. literary theorist (1893.,..1979), who 
published P~clic .. 1 Crlt~l,<iK'ln 1929 and Sci""'i" 
"nil' Poetry 11'1 1925. WIth the English IIl1gtilst 
Charles Kay Ogden (1889:-1957), he published 
TIie Meaning of Mea,Ung'h' 192'3. 
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adjectives by which we' project feelings at objects themselves altogether inno
cent of these feelings or of any qualities corresponding to them. And in his 
succinct Science and Poetry, science is statement, poetry' is pseudo-statement 
which plays the important role of making us feel better about things than 
statements would. After Mr. Richards-and under the influence' too of 
Count Korzybski's non-Aristotelian Science and Sanity-came the semantic 
school of Messrs. Chase, Hayakawa, Walpole, and Lee.6 Most recently Mr. 
C. L. Stevenson7 in his Ethics and Language has given an account which, as 
it is more careful and explicit than the others, may be taken as most clearly 
pleading their cause-and best revealing its weakness. 

One of the most emphatic points in Mr. Stevenson's system is the distinc
tion between what a word means and what it suggests. To make the distinction 
in a given case, .one applies what the semiotician calls a "linguistic rule" 
("definition" in traditional terminology), the role of which is to stabilize 
responses to a word. The word "athlete" may be said :to mean one interested 
in sports, among other things, but merely to suggests tall young man. The 
linguistic rule is that "athletes are necessarily interested in sports, but may 
or may not be tall." All this is on the side of what may be called the descriptive 
(or cognitive) function of words. For a second and separate main function 
of words-that is, the emotive-there. is no linguistic rule to stabilize 
responses and, therefore, in Mr. Stevenson's system, no parallel distinction 
between meaning and suggestion. Although the term "quasi-dependent emo
tive meaning" is' recommended by Mr. Stevenson for B kind of emotive 
"meaning" which is "conditional to the cognitive suggestiveness of B sign," 
the main drift of his argument is that emotive "meaning" is something rion
correlative to and independent of descriptive (or cognitive) meaning. Thus, 
emotive "meaning" is said to survive sharp 'changes in descriptive meaning. 
And words with the same descriptive meaning are said to have very,different 
emotive "meanings." "License" and '\libertyt for example, Mr. Stevenson 
believes to hl;lve in some contexts the same descriptive meaning, but opposite 
emotive "meanings." Finally, there are words which he believes to· have no 
descriptive meaning, yet a decided emotive "meaning": these are expletives 
of various sorts. 

But a certain further distinction, and an important one, which does not 
appear in Mr. Stevenson's system-nor in those of his foreruriners-is~' 
invited by his persistent use of the word "meaning" for both cognitive and 
emotive language functions and by the absence .from the emotive of his 
careful distinction between "meaning" and "suggestion."·1t is a fact worth 
insisting upon that the term "emotive meaning,"as used by Mr. Stevenson, 
and the more cautious term "feeling," as used by Mr. Richards to .refer to 
one of his four types of "meaning," do not refer to any such cognitive mean
ing as that conveyed by the name of an emotion-"anger" or "love." Rather, 
these key terms refer to the expression of emotive states which Messrs. Ste-

6. Irving J. Lee (1909-1955), author "f studies in 
lhe philo.ophy of language, including Language 
Habits in Hu ....... Affairs: An Introduction to Gen
eral Semantic.. (1941). Count Alfred Korzyb.ki 
(1879-1950), Polish-born American scholar and 
philosopher of language, author of Science and 
San/I)': An Introduction to Non·Aristotelian S)'stems 
and Gene""l Semantics (1933). Stuart Chase 

(1888-1985), American economist and social sci
entist S. I. Hayakawa (1906-1992), Canadian lin
guist and later.·U.s. senator. Hugh ·R. Walpole 
(1905-1997), American academic. 
7. Charles L. Steven.on (ca. 1908-1979), Amer· 
ican philosopher; Et/dc! and Language was pub
lished in 1944. 
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venson and Richards believe to be effected by certain words-for instance, 
"license," "liberty," "pleasant," "beautiful," "ugly"-and hence also to the 
emotive response which these words may evoke in a hearer. As the term 
"meaning" has been traditionally and usefully assigned to. the cognitive, or 
descriptive, functions of language, it would have been well if these writers 
had employed, in such contexts, some less pre-empted ter,m., "Import" might 
have been a happy choice. Such differentiation in vocabulary would have 
had the merit of reflecting a profound difference in linguistic function-all 
the difference between grounds of einotion and emotions themselves, 
between what is immediately meant by words and what is evoked by the 
meaning of words, or what more briefly might be said to be the "import" of 
the words themselves. 

Without pausing to examine Mr. Stevenson's belief that expletives have 
no descriptive meaning, we are content to observe in pass~ng that these words 
at any rate have only the vaguest emotive import, something raw, unarticu
lated, imprecise. "Ohl" (surprise and related feelings), "Ah!" (regret), "Ugh!" 
(distaste). It takes a more descriptive reference to specify the feeling. "In 
quiet she reposes. Ah! would that I did too." But·a more central re-emphasis 
for Mr. Stevenson's position-and for that of his forerunners including Mr. 
Richards-seems required by a fact scarcely mentioned in semantic writings: 
namely, that a large and obvious area of emotiv~ import depends directly 
upon descriptive meaning (either with or without words of explicit ethkal 
valuation)-as when a person says and is believed: "General X ordered the 
execution of 50,000 civilian hostages," or "General X is guilty of the murder 
of 50,000 civilian hostages." And secondly; by the fact that a great deal of 
emotive import which does not depend thus directly on descriptive meaning 
does depend on descriptive suggestion. Here we have the "quasi-dependent 
emotive meaning" of Mr. Stevenson's system-a"meaning" to which surely 
he assigns too slight a role. This is the kind of emotive import, we should 
say, which appears when words change in descriptive meaning yet preserve 
a similar emotive "meaning"-when the Communists take over the term 
"democracy" and apply it to something else, preserving, however, the old 
descriptive suggestion, a government of, by, and for the people. It appears in 
pairs of words like "liberty" and "license," which even if they have the same 
descriptive meaning (as one may doubt), certainly carry very different 
descriptive suggestions. Or one might cite the word series in Bentham's8 
classic "Catalogue of Motives":-"humanity, good-will, partiality," "frugality, 
pecuniary interest, avarice." Or the other standard examples of emotive insin
uation: "Animals sweat, men perspire, women glow." "I am firm, thou art 
obstinate, he is pigheaded." Or the sentence, "There should be a revolution 
every twenty years," to which the experimenter in emotive responses attaches 
now the name Karl Marx (and arouses suspicion), now that of Thomas Jef
ferson (and provokes applause).9 

The principle applies conspicuously to the numerous examples offered by 

8. Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832), English writer, 
reformer, and utilitarian philosopher; the "Cata
logue" is in his Ineroductlon to the Principles of 
Morals and Legislation (1789), chap. 10. 
9. In letters to James Madison (1789) and Samuel 
Kercheval (1816), Jefferson (1743-1826) argued 
that each generation should act independently, 

choosing its own form of govemment at regular 
intervals of about 20 years. At the beginning of the 
cold war, the contrast between the Founding 
Father Jefferson and the German political and eco
nomic theorist MARX (1818-1883) had particular 
pointedness. 
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the school of Messrs. Hayakawa. Walpole, and Lee. In the interest of brevity, 
though in what may seem a quixotic defiance of the warnings of this school 
against unindexed generalization-according to which semanticist (1) is not 
semanticist (2) is not semanticist (3), and so forth-we call attention to Mr. 
frying Lee's Language Habits if't Human Affairs, particularly Chapters VII 
and VIII. According to Mr. Lee, every mistake that anyone ever makes in 
acting, since in some direct or remote sense it involves language or thought 
(which is related to language), may be ascribed to "bad language habits," a 
kind of magic misuse of words. No distinctions are permitted. Basil Rath
bone, I handed a scenario entitled The Monster, returns it unread, but accepts 
it later under a different title. The Ephraimite says "Sibboleth" instead of 
"Shibboleth" and is slain. 2 A man says he is offended by four-letter words 
describing events in a novel. but not by the events. Another man receives an 
erroneously worded telegram which says that his son is dead. The shock is 
fatal. One would have thought that with this example Lee's simplifying prej
udice might have broken down-that a man who is misinformed that his son 
is dead may have leave himself to drop dead without being thought a victim 
of emotive incantation. Or that the title of a scenario is some ground for the 
inference that it is a Grade-B horror movie; that the use of phonetic prin
ciples in choosing a password is reason rather than magic-as "lollapalooza" 
and "lullabye" were used against infiltration tactics on Guadalcanal;3 that 
four-letter words may ascribe to events certain qualities which a reader him
self finds it distasteful to contemplate and would rather not ascribe to them. 
None of these examples (except the utterly anomalous "Sibboleth") offers 
any evidence, in short, that what a word does to a person is to be ascribed to 
anything except what it means. or if this connection is not apparent, at the 
most and with a little reflection. by what it suggests. 

A question about the relation of language to objects of emotion is a shadow 
and index of another question, about the cognitive status of emotions them
selves. It is an entirely consistent cultural phenomenon that within the same 
period as the ftoruit of semantics one kind of anthropology has delivered a 
parallel attack upon the relation of the objects themselves to emotions, or' 
more specifically. upon the constancy of their relations through the times 
and places of human societies. In the classic treatise of Westermarck4 on 
Ethical Relativity we leam, for example, that the custom of eliminating th'tf . 
aged and unproductive has been practiced among certain primitive tribes 
and nomadic races. Other customs, that of exposing babies, that of suicide. 
that of showing hospitality to strangers-or the contrary custom of eating 
them. the reception of the Cyclops rather than that of Alcinous5-seem to 
haye enjoyed in some cultures a degree of approval unknown or at least 
unusual in our own. But even \Vestermarck6 has noticed that difference of 

I. En",lish actor (1892-19671. 
2. The Gileadites used their enemies' inability to 
say'''' to detect them; see Judges 12.4-6. 
3. That is. the Americans attempting to occupy 
the island in World War 11 believed that native 
speakers of Japanese would be unable to pro· 
nounce I· laden words. 
4. Ed\\'ard Alexander Westermarck (1862-1939), 
Finni.h anthropologist; Ethical Relati,,;/)' """s pub· 
lished in 1932. 
5. In Homer's Odyssey (ca. 8th c. B.C.E. I, Odysseus 

was aided In hi. journey home to Ithaca by Alein
ous. king of Phaeacia; the Cyclops planned to eat 
Odysseus and his companions, 
6. More recent researches and more precise anal· 
ysls have tended to reveal a greater universality in 
the emotive experience of cultures than Wester· 
marck admits, As an example of this trend. see 
C. S. Ford, "Society, Culture, and the Human 
Organism," Jo .. naal of General Psychololl)' 20 
(I939). pp, 135-79 [Wimsatt and Beardsley's 
notel. 
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emotion "largely originates in different measures of knowledge, based on 
experience of the consequences of conduct, and in different beliefs." That 
is to say, the different emotions, even though they are responses to similar 
objects or actions, may yet be responses to different qualities· or functions
to the edibility of Odysseus rather than to his comeliness "'or .manliness. A 
converse of this is the fact that for different objects in different cultures 
there may be on cognitive grounds emotions of similar quality-for the cun
ning of Odysseusand for the strategy of Montgomery at El Alamein. 7 There 
may be a functional analogy for any alien object of emotion. Were it other
wise, indeed,. there would be no way' of understanding and describing 
alien emotions; no basis on which the science of the cultural relativist might 
proceed. 

We shall not pretend to frame any formal discourse upon affective psy
chology, the laws of emotion. At this point, nevertheless, we venture to 
rehearse some generalities about objects, emotions, and words. Emotion, it 
is true, has a well-known capacity to fortify opinion, to inflame cognition, 
and to grow upon itself in surprising proportions to grains of reason. We 
have mob-psychology, psychosis, and neurosis. We have "free-floating anxi
ety" and all the vaguely understood and inchoate states of apprehension, 
depression, or elation, the prevailing complexions of melancholy or cheer. 
But it is well to remember that these states are indeed inchoate or vague and 
by that fact may even verge upon the unconscious.S They are the correlatives 
of very generalized objects, of general patterns of conception 01" misconcep
tion. At a less intensely affective level, we have "sensitivity" and oil the other 
hand what has been called "affective stupidity." There is the well-known 
saying of Pascal: "Le coeur a ses raisons que la raison ne connait pas."9 But 
to consider these sensitivities and "raisons" as special areas of knowing and 
response makes better sense than to refer them to a special faculty of know
ing. "Moral sentiments," we take it, are a part of eighteellth-century history. 
We have, again, the popular and self-vindicatory forms of confessing emo
tion. "He makes me boil." "It burns me up." Or in the novels of Evelyn 
Waugh 1 a social event or a person is "sick-making." But these locutions 
involve an extensiori of the strict operational meaning of make or effect. A 
food or a poison causes pain or death, ~;ut forlln emotion we have a reason 
or an object, not a cause. We have, as Mr. Ransom points out, not unspe
cified fear; but fear of something fearful, men with machine guns or the day 
of doom. If objects are ever connected by "emotional congruity," as in the 
association psychology of J. S. Mill, l this can mean only that similar emotions 
attach to various objects because of similarity in the objects or in their rela
tions. What makes one angry is something painful, insulting, or unjust. One 
does not call it an angry thing. The feeling and its correlative, far from being 
the same, are almost opposites. And the distinction holds even when the 
name of the correlative quality is verbally cognate with that of the emotion,-

7. A town of northern Egypt on the Mediterranean 
Sea, where, in late 1942, British forces under Gen
eral Bernard Montgomery decisively defeated Field 
Marshal Erwin Rommel's German troops snd won 
a crucial Allied victory in World War n. 
8. ulf feeling he regarded as conscious, it is 
unquestionable that it involves in some measure 
an Intellectual proce ..... F. Paulhan, The Laws of 
Feeling, trans. C. K. Ogden (London, 1930), 

p. 153 [Wlmsatt and Beardsley's note]. 
9. The heart has its reasonS that reason knows 
nothing of (French). From the French moralist 
Blaise Pascal (1623-1662), Pensr!es (1670). 
I. English writer (1903-1966), many of whose 
novels are satirical. 
2. John Stuart Mill (1806-1873), English philos
opher. economist. and social reformer. 
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as lovable to loving. Love, as Plato is at pains to make clear, loves that which 
it has not.] 

The tourist who said a waterfall was pretty provoked the silent disgust of 
Coleridge, while the other who said it was sublime won his approval. This, 
as Mr. C. S. Lewis so well observes, 4 was not the same as if the tourist had 
said, "I feel sick," and Coleri~ge had thought, "No, I feel quite well." 

The doctrine of emotive meaning propounded recently by the semanticists 
has seemed to offer a scientific basis for one kind of affective relativism in 
poetics-the personal. That is, if a person can correctly say either "liberty" 
or "license" in a given context independe.ntly of the cognitive quality of the 
context, merely at will or from emotion, 'it follows that a reader may likely 
feel either "hot" or "cold" and report either "bad" or "good" on reading either 
"liberty" or "license"-either an ode by Keats or a limerick. The sequence of 
licenses is endless. Similarly, the doctrines of one school of anthropology 
have gone far to fortify another kind of affective relativism, the cultural or 
historical, the measurement of poetic value by the degree of feeling felt by 
the readers of a given era. A different psychological criticism, that by author's 
intention, as we noted in our earlier essay, is consistent both with piety for 
the poet and with antiquarian curiosity and has been heavily supported by 
the historical scholar and biographer. So affective criticism, though in its 
personal, or impressionistic form it meets with strong dislike from scholars, 
yet in its 'theoretical or scientific form finds strong support from the same 
quarter. The historical scholar, if not much interested in his own personal 
responses or in those of his students, is intensely interested in whatever can 
be discovered about those of any member of Shakespeare's audience. 

II 

Plato's feeding and watering of the passions5 was an early example of affec
tive theory,. and Aristotle's counter-theory of catharsis was another (with 
modern intentionalistic analogues in theories of "relieF' and "sublimation"). 
There was also the "transport" of the audience in the Pe"; Hupsous6 (match
ing the great soul of the poet), and this had echoes of passion or enthusiasm 
among eighteenth-century Longinians. We have had more recently the con
tagion theory of Tolstoy (with its intentionalistic analogue in the eIH1!Jtive 
expressionism of Veron), the EinfUhlung or empathy of Lipps and related 
pleasure theories, either more or less tending to the "objectification" of San
tayaml: "Beauty is pleasure regarded as the quality of a thing." An affinity 
for these theories is seen in certain theories of the comic during the same 

3. In Sympo.dum 189c-193d, PLATO (ca. 427-c8. 
347 n.c.E.) presents 8 myth that explains love as 8 
scorch for one~s mjssing halF; the original humilns 
(2-headed and 8-limbed) were split by the gods. 
4. 'The ane,cdote as cited hy Mr. Lewis (Abolition 
"f Man, Oxford, 1944, pp. 3, 9) differs, though not 
in a way relevant to our argument, from the version 
known to u.s in the}.,..ntals of Dorothy Wordsworth, 
ed. E. de Selincourt (London, 1941), 1: 223-24. 
Cf. E. de Selincourt, Wordswnrthian and Other 
Studies (Oxford, 1947), p.185 [Wimsatt and 
ncardsley's notel. Dorothy Wordsworth (1771-
1 R55), younger sister of the poet WILLlAM WORI>S
\VORTIJ; she spent much time in the cOlnpany of 

her brother and his friend the poet and critic 
SAMUEL TAYLOH Ct>LERtDGE. 
5. Strictly, a theory not of poetry, but of morals, 
as, to take a curious modern Instance, Lucie Guil
let', La PoiticotMmpie, EfficadUs du Fluuie Poe
tique .(Paris, 1946), i. a theory not of poetry but of 
healing. Aristotle's catharsis is a true theory of 
poetry, I.e., pnrt of a definition of poetry [Wlmsatt 
and Beardsley'. note]. For A~ISTOTLE's (384-322 
R.C.E.) Poetics, see above. Plato's account of the 
proper balance of the human soul is found in 
Republic 3-4. 
6. On Subli"Jity (Greek), a 1st-century C.E. trea
tise attributed to LONGlNUS (see above). 
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era, the relaxation theory of Penjon, the laughter theory of Mr. Max East
man.7 In their Foundations of Aesthetics Messrs. Ogden, Richards, and Wood 
listed sixteen types of aesthetic theory, of which at least seven may be 
described as affective. Among these the theory of Synaesthesis8 (Beauty is 
what produces an equilibrium of appetencies) was the one they themselves 
espoused. This was developed at length by Mr. Richards in his Principles of 
Literary Criticism. 9 

The theories just mentioned may be considered as belonging to one branch 
of affective criticism, and that the main one, the emotive-unless the theory 
of empathy, with its transport of the self into the object, its vital meaning 
and enrichment of experience, belongs rather with a parallel and equally 
ancient affective theory, the imaginative. This is represented by the figure of 
vividness so often mentioned in the rhetorics-efficacia, enargeia, or the 
phantasiai in Chapter XV of Peri Hupsous. This if we mistake not is the 
imagination the "Pleasures" of which are celebrated by Addison l in his series 
of Spectators. It is an imagination implicit in the theories of Leibniz and 
Baumgarten,2 that beauty lies in clear but confused, or sensuous, ideas; in 
the statement of Warton in his Essay on Pope3 that the selection of "lively 
pictures ... chiefly constitutes true poetry." In our time, as the emotive form 
of psychologistic or affective theory has found its most impressive champion 
in Mr. I. A. Richards, so the imaginative form ha~ in Mr.Max Eastman j 

whose Literary Mind and Enjoyment of Poetry have much to say about vivid 
realizations or heightened consciousness. 

But an important distinction can be made between those who have coolly 
investigated what poetry does to others and those who have testified what it 
does to themselves. The theory of intention or author-psychology, as we 
noted in our earlier essay, has been the intense conviction of poets them
selves, Wordsworth, Keats, Housman,4 and since the Romantic era, of young 
persons interested in poetry, the introspective amateurs and soul-cultivators. 
In a parallel way, affective theory has often been less a scientific view of 
literature than a prerogative-that of the soul adventuring among master
pieces, the contagious teacher, the poetic radiator-a magnetic rhapsodic 
Ion, a Saintsbury, a QuilIer-Couch, a WilIiam Lyon Phelps.' Criticism on 
this theory has approximated the tone of the Buchmanite6 confession, the 

7. American writer and prominent radical (1883-
1969), whose books Enjayme.,1 of Poelry (1931) 
and The Ule,...ry Mind: lis Place In .... As" of SeI· 
.Nce (J 931) are mentioned later. Leo Tolltoy 
(1828-1910), Russian novelist and moral 
philosopher. Eug~ne V~ron (182.'-1889), French 
aesthetlclan. Theodor Llppl (1851-1914), 
Germln le.thetlclan. Georle Santlyanl (1863-
19'2), Spanllh.born American moral and lel' 
thetlc phllolopher. Auguste PenJon (1843-1919), 
Frencfi philosopher. 
8. The harmony of different or opposing Impulses 
produced by a work of art; a theory developed by 
C. K. Ogden, J. A. Richards, and James Wood In 
The Foundations of Aeslhelics (1925). 
9. Published in 1924. 
I. ]OSEPH ADDISON (1672-1719), Enallshessaylst 
and critic; many of his essays appeareJ In the perl· 
odical n", Spectalor. 
2. Alexander Gottlleb Baumgarten (1714-1762), 

German philosopher and aesthetlclan. Baron Gatt· 
fried Wilhelm van Lelbnltz (1646-1716), German 
philosopher and mathematician. 
3. A .. E .... y 0" 11 •• G .... ius .. .,d Wrill .... of Pope (2 
voll.; 1756, 1782); by the English poet and critic 
JOleph Warton (1722.-1800). 
4. A. E. Houlman (1859-1936), En,lIlh cla .. lcllt 
and poet. 
5. Amerlcln educator and critic (1865-1943). 
Ion: a rhaplode featured In In early dlllogue of 
that name by Plato; It focuses on the power of 
poetry' and the concept of Inspiration. George 
Saintsbury (1845-1933), English scholar and 
critic; his Histal')' of er/IleUm .. nd LiterAry T ... h. i .. 
Europe from duo E .. rllest Texts 10 lhe Present 0 .. ", 
3 vols. (1900-05), Is later quoted. Arthur Quiller· 
Couch (1863-1944), English poet and editor. 
6. Characteristic of the American evanselist 
Frank Nathan Daniel Buchman (1878-1961). 
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redval meeting. "To be quite frank." says Anatole France, "the critic ought 
to say: 'Gentlemen, I am going to speak about myself apropos of Shakespeare, 
apropos of Racine .... ' "7 The sincerity of the critic becomes an issue. as 
for the intentionalist the sincerity of the poet. 

"The mysterious entity called the Grand Style," says Saints bury .... "My 
definition ... [of it] would ... come nearer to the Longinian Sublime." 

\Nhenever this perfection of expression acquires such force that it trans
mutes the subject and transports the hearer or reader, then and there 
the Grand Style exists. for so long, and in such degree, as the trans
mutation of the one and the transportation of the other lasts. 

And if we follow him further in his three essays on the subject (the Grand 
Style in Shakespeare. in l\li1ton, in Dante), we discover that "It is nearly as 
impossible to describe, meticulously, the constituents of its grandeur as to 
describe that of the majesty of the sun itself." 

The fact is ... that this Grand Style is not easily tracked or discovered 
by observation, unless you give yourself up primarily to the feeling of it. 

\Nith Dante, "It is pure magic: the white magic of style and of grand style." 
This is the grand style. the emotive style, of nineteenth-century affective 
criticism. A somewhat less resonant style which has been heard in our col
umns of Saturday and Sunday reviewing and from our literary explorers is 
more closely connected with imagism and the kind of vividness sponsored 
by Mr. Eastman. In the Boolt-of-the-Month Club News Dorothy Canfield 
testifies to the power of a new novel: "To read this book is like living through 
an experience rather than just reading about it."8 "And so a poem," says Hans 
Zinsser, 

means nothing to me unless it can carry me away with the gentle or 
passionate pace of its emotion. over obstacles of reality into meadows 
and covers of illusion ... The sole criterion for me is whether it can 
sweep me with it into emotion or illusion of beauty, terror, tranquillity, 
or even disgust.9 . 

It is but a short step to what we may call the physiological form of affective 
criticism. Beauty, said Burke 1 in the Eighteenth Century, is small and curved . 
and smooth, clean and fair and mild; it "acts by relaxing the solids of the 
whole system." More recently, on the side of personal testimony, we have 
the oft-quoted goose-flesh experience in a letter of Emily Dickinson,2 and 
the top of her head taken off; the bristling of the skin while Housman was 

':'. 0" Life R .. " L.It.rs, First Series. trans. A. W. 
E"ilI" (London. 1911), preface. p. \'111 [Whn8Btt 
m1<1 Beardsley's note). France 1.1844-1924). 
Frem·h writer and critic. Jean Racine (1639-
1699.>, French playwright. 
B. New l'ork Times Book Review, April 13, 1947, 
p.29 [Wimsatt and Beardsley's note). CanfieId 
(IR79-1958), American novelist and short story 
''''Tiler. 
9. As I Remember Hi ... , quoted by J. DonaId 
Ad"m •. "Speaking of Books," Neu' }'ork Times Book 
Bedell', April 20, 1947, p. 2. Mr. AdBms's weekly 
department has been a happy hunting ground for 

ouch 'peclmonl [Wlm,.tt and B •• rd,ley'. note]. 
Zln •• er (1878-1940), American bacterloloal1t and 
immunologist; As I Reme"'Hr Him (J 940) I. his 
3d-person autobiography. 
1. EDMUND BURKE (1729-1797), English wr.iter 
and statesman; his Philosophical Inquiry /nlo the 
Origi ... of O .. r Ilk" of the Sublime .. nd Be .... tif"/ 
(1757; see above) is quoted. 
2. The American poet (1830-1886) made these 
comments to her editor, Thomas \Ventworth Hig
ginson. when they met in 1870 after a long corre
spondence. 
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shaving, the "shiver down the. spine," the sensation in "the pit of the stom
ach."3 And if poetry has been discerned by.these tests, truth also. "All sci
entists," said D. H. Lawrence to Aldous Huxley, "are liars .. ' .. 1 don't care 
about evidence, Evidence doesn't mean anything to me. 1 don't feel it·here." 
And, reports Huxley, "he pressed his two hands on his ;'alar plexus."4 

An even more advanced grade of affective theory, that of hallucination, 
would seem to have played some part in the neo-classic conviction about the 
uilitiescif time and place, was given a modified continuation of existence in 
phrases of Coleridge' about a "willing suspension· of disbelieF' and a "tem
porary half faith," and may be found today in some textbooks. The hypnotic 
hypothesis of E. D. Snyder6 might doubtless be invoked in its support. As 
this form of affective theory is the least theoretical in detail, has the least 
content, and makes the least claim on critical intelligence, so it is in its most 
concrete instances not a theory but a fiction or a fact-,of no critical signif
icance. In the Eighteenth Century Fielding conveys a right view of the hal
lucinative power of drama in his comic description of Partridge' seeing 
Garrick act the ghost scene in Hamlet. "Dial sir; ... If I was frightened, I 
am not the only person .••• You may call me coward if you will; but if that 
little man there upon the stage is not frightened, 1 never saw any man fright
ened in my life." Partridge is today found perhaps less often amorig the 
sophisticates at the theater than aritong the myriad audience of movie and 
radio. It is said, and no doubt reliably, that during the war Stefan Schnabel 
played Nazi roles in radio dramas so convincingly that he. received numerous 
letters of complaint, and in particular one from a lady who said that she had 
reported him to General MacArthur.8 

III 

As the systematic affective critic professes to deal not merely, if at all, with 
his own experiences, but With those ·of persons in general, his most resolute 
search for evidence willle~d him into the dreary·andllntiseptic laboratory, 
to testing with Fechner th&·effects of triangles and rectangles, to inquiring 
what kinds of colors are suggested by a line of Keats, or to measuring the 
motor discharges attendant upon reading it.9 If animals could read poetry, 
the affective critic might make discoveries analogous to those ofW. B. Can
non about Bodily Changes in Pain, Hunger, Fear and Ragel-the increased 
liberation of sugar from the liver, the secretion of adrenin from the adrenal 

. .&land. The affective critic is today actually able, if he wishes, to measure the 

3. From Housman, The Name and Nature of 
Poetry (1933). 
4. The O/lve Tree (New York, i937),y'. 212 [Wim
salt and Beardsley's not!'). Lawrence 1885-1930) 
and Huxley (1894-1963), Englis), noyclists. 
5. See BiographlD Literaria (1817; above) and 
Coleridge's lectures on Shakespeare. 
6. See Hypnotic Poetry: A Stnd,. of Trance Induc
big Technique in Certain PoemS and Its Litera". 
Significance (J 930), by Edward Douglas Snyder. 
7. A worthy but unworldly schoolmaster in Tom 
Jones (1749), by Henry Fielding (1707-1754). 
David Glirrick (1717-1779), English actor and 
theater manager. 
R. New Yor1ter, December 11, 1943, p. 28 [Wlm
salt and Beardsley's notel. Schnabel (1912-1999), 

German actor. Doualas MacArthur (1880-1964), 
American commander of the Allied forces In the 
South Pacific during World War 11. 
9. "The final average. showed that the combined 
finger movements for the Byron experiments were 
eighteen metres longer than they were for Keats." 
R. C. Glvler, The Psycho-Physiological Effect of the 
Elements of Speech in R"latioN to Poetry (Prlnce
ton, 1915), p. 62, quoted by Thomas C. Pollock, 
The N,.,u .... of Literature (Princeton, 1942), p. 110 
[Wimsatl and Beardsley's note]. Gustav Theodor 
Fechner (1801-1887), German psychologist and 
physicist who studied· the relationship between 
strength of stimulus slid intensity of sensation. 
I. Published In 1915 (2d ed., 1929). 
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"psycho-galvanic reflex" of persons subjected to a given moving picture. 2 But, 
as a recent writer on Science and Criticism points out: "Students have sin
cerely reported an 'emotion' at the mention of the word 'mother,' although 
a galvanometer indicated no bodily change whatever. They have also reported 
no emotion at the mention of 'prostitute,' although the galvanometer gave a 
definite kick. "3 Thomas Mann and a friend came out of a movie weeping 
copiously-but Mann narrates the incident in support of his view that movies 
are not Art. "Art is a cold sphere."· The gap between various levels of phys
iological experience and the perception of value remains wide, whether in 
the laboratory or not. 

In a similar way, general affective theory at the literary level has, by the 
very implications of its program, produced very little actual criticism. The 
author of the ancient Peri Hupsous is weakest at the points where he explains 
that passion and sublimity are the palliatives or excuses (alexipharmaka) of 
bold metaphors, and that passions which verge on transport are the lenitives 
or remedies (panakeia) of such audacities in speech as hyperbole. The lit
erature of catharsis has dealt with the historical and theoretical question 
whether Aristotle meant a medical or a lustratory; metaphor, whether the 
genitive which follows katharsis is of the thing purged or of the object puri
fied. Even the early critical practice of Mr. I. A. Richards had little to do 
with his theory of synaesthesis. His Practical Criticism depended mainly on 
two important constructive principles of criticism which Mr. Richards has 
realized and insisted upon-( 1) that rhythm (the vague, if direct, expression 
of emotion) and poetic form in general are intimately connected with and 
interpreted by other and more precise parts of poetic meaning, (2) that poetic 
meaning is inclusive or multiple and hence sophisticated. The latter quality 
of poetry may perhaps be the objective correlative of the affective state syn
aesthesis, but in applied criticism there would seem to be not much room 
for synaesthesis or for the touchy little attitudes of which it is composed. 

The report of some readers, on the other hand, that a poem or story 
induces in them vivid images, intense feelings, or heightened consciousness, 
is neither anything which can be refuted nor anything which it is po'Ssible 
for the objective critic to take into account. The purely affective report is 
either too physiological or it is too vague. Feelings, as Hegel6 has conven
iently put it, "remain purely subjective affections of myself, in whft~h the 
concrete matter vanishes, as though narrowed into a circle of the utmost 
abstraction." And the only constant or predictable thing about the vivid 
images which more eidetic readers experience is precisely their vividness
as may be seen by requiring a class of average pupils to draw illustrations of 
a short story or by consulting the newest Christmas edition of a childhood 
classic which one knew with the illustrations of Howard Pyle or N. C. 
Wyeth. 7 Vividness is not the thing in the work by which the work may be 
identified, but the result of a cognitive structure, which is the thing. "The 

2. Wendell S. Dysinger and Chri.tian A. Ruck
mick, nu. Emotional Response of Children to the 
Motion Picture Sit .... tion (New York, 1933) [Wim
satt and Beardsley's note]. 
3. Herbert J. Muller, Science and Criticism (New 
Haven, 1943), p. 137 [Wimsatt and Beardsley's 
notel. 
4. "Ueber den Film," in Die Forderung aes Tages 

(Berlin, 1930), p.387 [Wimsatt and Beard.ley's 
note]. Mann (1875-1955), German novelist and 
essayist. 
5. Ritually purifying. 
6. GEOIIG WIUIELM FIIIEDRICH HEGIlL (1770-
1831), German philosopher. 
7. Pyle (1853-1911) and Wyeth (1882-1945), 
both prolific American book Illustrators. 
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story is good," as the student so often says in his papers, "because it leaves 
so much to the imagination." The opaque accumulation of physical detail in 
some realistic novels has been an absurd reduction of plastic or graphic 
theory aptly dubbed by Mr. Middleton Murry "the pictorial fallacy."8 

Certain theorists, notably Mr. Richards, have anticipated some difficulties 
of affective criticism by saying that it is not intensity of emotion that char
acterizes poetry (murder, robbery, fornication, horse-racing, war-perhaps 
even chess-take care of that better), but the subtle quality of patterned 
emotions which play at the subdued level of disposition or attitude. We have 
psychological theories of aesthetic distance, detachment, or disinterested
ness. A criticism on these principles has already taken important steps toward 
objectivity. If Mr. Eastman's theory of imaginative vividness appears today 
chiefly in the excited puffs of the newspaper Book Sections, the campaign 
of the semanticists and the balanced emotions of Mr. Richards, instead of 
producing their own school of affective criticism; have contributed much to 
recent schools of cognitive analysis, of paradox, ambiguity, irony, and symbol. 
It is not always true that the emotive and cognitive forms of criticism will 
sound far different. If the affective critic (avoic;Jing both the physiological 
and the abstractly psychological form of report) ventures to sta~ with any 
precision what a line of poetry does-as "it fills us with a mixture of melan
choly and reverence for antiquity"-either the statement will be patently 
abnormal or false, or it will be a description of what the meaning of the line 
is: "the spectacle of massive antiquity in ruins." Tennyson's "Tears, idle 
tears,"9 as it deals with an emotion which the speaker at first seems not to 
understand, might be thought to be a specially emotive poem. "The last 
stanza," says Mr. Brooks in his recent analysis, 1 "evokes an intense emotional 
response from the reader." But this statement is not really a part of Mr. 
Brooks's criticism of the poem-rather a witness of his fondness for it. "The 
second stanza,"-Mr. Brooks might have said at an earlier point in his anal
ysis-"gives us a momentary vivid realization of past happy experiences, then 
makes us sad at their loss." But he says actually: "The conjunction of the 
qualities of sadness and freshness is reinforced by the fact that the same 
basic symbol-the light on the sails of a ship hull down-has been employed 
to suggest both qualities." The distinction between these formulations may 
seem trivial, and in the first example which we furnished may be practically 
unimportant. Yet the difference between translatable emotive formulas and 
more physiological and psychologically vague ones-cognitively untranslat
able-is theoretically of the greatest import. The distinction even when it is 
a very faint one is at the dividing point between paths which lead to polar 
opposites in criticism, to classical objectivity and to romantic reader psy
chology. 

The critic whose formulations lean to the emotive and the critic whose 
formulations lean to the cognitive will in the long run produce a vastly dif
ferent sort of criticism. 

The more specific the account of the emotion induced by a poem, the 
more nearly it will be an account of the reasons for emotion, the poem itself, 
and the more reliable it will be as an account of what the poem is likely to 

8. In Th .. Proble,"ojSryl .. (J936).John Mlddleton 
Murry (1889-1957), English critic and editor. 
9. An 1847 poem by Alfred, Lord Tenny.on 

(1809-1892). 
I. In The W .. II Wroughl Urn (1947). CLEANTH 
BROOKS (1906-1994), American New Critic. 
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induce in other-sufficiently informed-readers. It will in fact supply the 
kind of information which will enable readers to respond to the poem. It will 
talk not of tears, prickles. or other physiological symptoms, of feeling angry, 
joyful, hot, cold, or intense. or of vaguer states of emotional disturbance, but 
of shades of distinction and relation between objects of emotion. It is pre
cisely here that the discerning literary critic has his insuperable advantage 
over the subject of the laboratory experiment and over the tabulator of the 
subject's responses. The critic is not a contributor to statistically countable 
reports about the poem. but a teacher or explicator of meanings. His readers, 
if they are alert, will not be content to take what he says as testimony. but 
will scrutinize it as teaching. The critic's report vdll speak of emotions which 
arc not only complex and dependent upon a precise object but also, and for 
these reasons, stable. This paradox, if it is one, is the analogue in emotive 
terms of the antique formula of the metaphysical critic, that poetry is both 
individual and universal-a concrete universal. It may well be that the con
templation of this object, or pattern of emotive knowledge, which is the 
poem, is the ground for some ultimate emotional state which may be termed 
the aesthetic (some empathy, some synaesthesis. some objectified feeling of 
pleasure). It may well be. The belief is attracth'e; it may exalt our view of 
poetry. But it is no concel'n of criticism, no part of criteria. 

IV 

Poetry, as Matthew Arnold believed, "attaches the emotion to the idea; 
the idea is the fact."2 The objective critic, however, must admit that it is not 
easy to explain how this is d~ne, how poetry makes ideas thick and compli
cated enough to attach emotions. In his essay on "Hamlet and His Prob
lems"3 Mr. T. S. Eliot finds Hamlet's state of emotion unsatisfactory because 
it lacks an "objective correlative," a "chain of events" which are the "formula 
of that particular emotion." The emotion is "in excess of the facts as they 
appear." It is "inexpressible." Yet Hamlet's emotion must be expressible, we 
submit, and actually expressed too (by something) in the play; otherwise Mr. 
Eliot would not know it is there-in excess of the facts. That Hamlet himself 
or Shakespeare may be baffled by the emotion is beside the point. The second 
chapter of Mr. Yvor \Vinters' Primitivism and Decadence4 has gone maeh 
further in clarifying a distinction adumbrated by Mr. Eliot. Without embrac
ing the extreme doctrine of Mr. Winters, that if a poem cannot be para
phrased it is a poor poem. we may yet with profit reiterate his main thesis: 
that there is a difference between the motive, as he calls it, or logic of an 
emotion, and the surface or texture of a poem constructed to describe the 
emotion. and that both are important to a poem. Mr. Winters has shown, 
we think, how there can be in effect "fine poems" about nothing. There is 
!"alional progression and there is "qualitative progression,'" the latter, with 
several subtly related modes. a characteristic of decadent poetry. Qualitative 
progression is the succession, the dream float, of images, not substantiated 

2. From "The Study of Poetry" (1888), by the 
En!(lish poet and critic ARNOLD (1822-1888). 
3. A 1919 essay included in TI,e Sacred Wood 
119201, by ELIOT (1888-1965). 
4. />dmitivism and Decadence: A Stud), of A",eri
c,,,, Experimental Poetry (J 937\. Winters (! 900-

1968), American poet and critic. 
5. The term, as Mr. Winters Indicates, is borrowed 
from Mr. Kenneth Burke's Counter·State"le"t 
[Wimsatt and Beardsley's note). On the American 
critic BURKE (J 897-1993), see above. 
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by a plot. "Moister than an oyster in its clammy cloister, I'm bluer than a 
wooer who has slipped in a sewer," says Mr. Morris Bishop in a recent comic 
poem: 

Chiller than a killer in a cinema thriller, 
... 

Queerer than a leerer at his' leer in a J1!irror, 
Madder than an adder with a stone in the bladder. 
If you want to know why, I cannot but reply: . 

It is really no affair of yours.6 

The term "pseudo-statement" was for Mr. Richards a patronizing term by 
which he indicated the attractive nullity of poems. For Mr. Winters, the 
kindred term "pseudo-reference" is a name for the more disguised kinds of 
qualitative progression and is a term of reproach. It seems to us highly sig
nificant that for another psychological critic, Mr. Max Eastman, so important 
a part of poetry as metaphor is in effect too pseudo-statement. The vivid 
realization of metaphor comes from its being in some way an obstruction to 
practical knowledge (like a torn coat sleeve to the act of dressing). Metaphor 
operates by being abnormal. or inept, the wrong way of saying something.? 
Without pressing the point, we should say that an uncomfortable resem
blance to this doctrine appears in Mr. Ransom's logical structure and local 
texture of irrelevance.s 

What Mr. Winters has said seems basic. To venture both a slight elabo
ration of this and a return to the problem of emotive semantics surveyed in 
our first section: it is a well-known but nonetheless importanttruth ~hat there 
are two kinds of real objects which have emotive quality, the objects which 
are the literlil reasons for h1,lman emotion, and those which by. some kind of 
association suggest ~ithe.r the reasons or the resulting emotion:-the thief, 
the enemy, or the insult that makes us angry, and .the hornet that sounds 
and stings somewhat like ourselves when angry; the. murderer or felon, and 
the crow that kills small birds and animals or feeds on carrion. and is black 
like the night when crim~s are committed by men. The arrangement by 
which these two kinds of emotive meaning are brought together in ajuncture 
characteristic of poetry is, roughly speaking, the simile, the.metaphor, and 
the various less clearly defined forms of association. We offer the following 
crude example as a kind of skeleton figure to which we believe all the issues 
can be attached. 

I. X feels as angry as a hornet . 
. 11. X whose lunch has been stolen feels as angry as a hornet. 

No. I is, we take it, the qualitative poem, the vehicle of a metaphor, an 
objective correlative-for nothing. No. 11 adds the te.norofthe metaphor, 
the motive for feeling angry, and hence makes the feeling itself more specific. 
The total statement has a more complex and testable structure. The element 

6. New Yor""r, May 31,1947; p. 33 [Wlmsattand 
Beardsley's note). Bishop (1893-1973), scholar 
and author of many volumes of light verse. 
7. On pp. 183~4 of his Litemry Mind, Mr. East
man notices the possibility of Inapt metaphor.and 
seems about to explain why this would not be, on 
his hypothesis, even better than apt metaphor. But 
he never does. On p. 188, "Poetic metaphor Is the 

e~plOyment of word~ to suggest Impracticai iden
tifications." On p. 185 he alludes to the value of 
synecdocho! as focus,lng attention on qualities of 
objects. It would seem to escape his attention that 
metaphor does the sanie [W1msatt and Beardsley's 
note). 
8. See Ransom's essay ·Crltlclsm as Pure Specu
lation" (1941). 
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of aptitude, or ineptitude, is more susceptible of discussion. "Light thickens, 
and the crow makes wing to the rocky wood" might be a line from a poem 
about nothing, but initially owed much of its power, and we daresay still 
does, to the fact that it is spoken by a tormented murderer who, as night 
draws on, has sent his agents out to perform a further "deed of dreadful 
note."9 

These distinctions bear a close relation to the difference between historical 
statement which may be a reason for emotion because it is believed (Macbeth 
has killed the king) and fictitious or poetic statement, where a large com
ponent of suggestion (and hence metaphor) has usually appeared. The first 
of course seldom occurs pure, at least not for the. public eye. The coroner or 
the intelligence officer may content himself with it. Not the chronicler, the 
bard, or the newspaper man. To these we owe more or less direct words of 
value and emotion (the murder, the atrocity, the wholesale butchery) and all 
the repertoire of suggestive meanings which here and there in history-with 
somewhat to start upon-an Achilles, a Beowulf, t a Macbeth-have created 
out of a mere case of factual reason for intense emotion a specified, figura
tively fortified, and permanent object of less intense but far richer emotion. 
With the decline of heroes and of faith in objects as important, we have had 
within the last century a great flowering of poetry which has tried the utmost 
to do without any hero or action or fiction of these-the qualitative poetry 
of Mr. Winters' analysis. It is true that any hero and action when they become 
fictitious take the first step toward the simply qualitative, and all poetry, so 
far as separate from history, tends to be formula of emotion. The hero and 
action are taken as symbolic. A graded series from fact to quality might 
inclUde: (1) the historic Macbeth, (2) Macbeth as Renaissance tragic pro
tagonist, (3) a Macbeth written by Mr. Eliot, (4) a Macbeth written by Mr. 
Pound.2 As Mr. Winters has explained, "the prince is briefly introduced in 
the footnotes" of The Waste Land; "it is to be doubted that Mr. Pound could 
manage such an introduction." Yet in no one of these four stages has any
thing like a pure emotive poetry been produced. The semantic analysis which 
we have offered in our first section would say that even in the last stages a 
poetry of pure emotion is an illusion. What we have is a poetry where kings 
are only symbols or even a poetry of hornets and crows, rather than of human 
deeds. Yet a poetry about things. How these things are joined in patterns1lnd 
with what names of emotion, remains always the critical question. "The 
Romance of the Rose could not, without loss," observes Mr. Lewis, "be rewrit
ten as the Romance of the Onion."3 

Poetry is characteristically a discourse about both emotions and objects, 
or about the emotive quality of objects, and this through its preoccupation 
with symbol and metaphor. An emotion felt for one object is identified by 
reference to its analogue felt for another-a fact which is the basis for the 
expressionist doctrine of "objectification" or the giving to emotion a solid and 
outside objectivity of its own. The emotions correlative to the objects of 
poetry become a part of the matter dealt with-not communicated to the 

9. That is, the murder of Ranquo by' Macbeth's 
agents, plotled in Shakespeare's Macbeth (ca. 
1606), 3. I; the lines quoted are 3.2.44, 51-52. 
\. Hero of the Old English poem that bears his 
name. Achilles: hero of Homer's Iliad (ca. 8th c. 
R.".!;.). 

2. E7.ra Pound (1885-1972), American poet arid 
critic. 
3. From The Personal Heresy: A Controversy by 
E. M. W. TilI)'lIrd and C. S. Lewis (1939), chap. 5. 
Romance of the Rose: n 13th-century French alle
gorical romance. 
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reader like an infection or disease, not inflicted mechanically like a bullet or 
knife wound, not administered like a poison, not simply expressed as by 
expletives or grimaces or rhythms, but presented in their objects and con
templated as a pattern of knowledge. Poetry is a way of fixing emotions or 
making them more permanently perceptible when objects have undergone a 
functional change from culture to culture, or when as simple facts of history 
they have lost emotive value with loss of immediacy. Though the reasons for 
emotion in poetry may not be so simple as Ruskin's "noble grounds for the 
noble emotions,"· yet a great deal of constancy for poetic objects of emo
tion-if we will look for constancy-may be traced through the drift of 
human history. The murder of Duncan by Macbeth, whether as history of 
the Eleventh Century or chronicle of the. Sixteenth, has not tended to 
become the subject of a Christmas carol. In Shakespeare's play it is an act 
difficult to duplicate in all its immediate adjuncts of treachery, deliberation, 
and horror of conscience. Set in its galaxy of symbols-the hoarse raven, the 
thickening light, and the crow making wing, the babe plucked from the 
breast, the dagger in the air, the ghost, the bloody hands-th,ts ancient mur
der has become an object of strongly fixed emotive value. The corpse of 
Polynices, a far more ancient object and partially concealed from us by the 
difficulties of the Greek, shows a similar pertinacity in remaining among the 
understandable motives of higher duty.' Funeral customs have changed, but 
not the web of issues, religious, political, and private, woven about the corpse 
"unburied, un honoured, all unhallowed." Again, certain objects partly 
obscured in one age wax into appreciation in another, and partly through the 
efforts of the poet. It is not true that they suddenly arrive out of nothing. 
The pathos of Shylock,6 for example, is not a creation of our time, though a 
smugly modern humanitarianism, because it has slogans, may suppose that 
this was not felt by Shakespeare or Southampton7-and may not perceive 
its own debt to Shakespeare. "Poets," says Shelley, "are the unacknowledged 
legislators of the world. "8 And it may be granted at least that poets have been 
leading expositors of the laws of feeling. 9 

To the relativist historian of literature falls the uncomfortable task of 
establishing as discrete cultural moments the past when the poem was writ
ten and first appreciated, and the present into which the poem with its clear 
and nicely interrelated meanings, its completeness, balance, and tension has 
survived. A structure of emotive objects so complex and so reliable as to have 
been taken for great poetry by any past age will never, it seems safe to say, 
so wane with the waning of human culture as not to be recoverable at least 
by a willing student. And on the same grounds a confidence seems indicated 
for the objective discrimination of all future poetic phenomena, though the 
premises or materials of which such poems will be constructed cannot be 
prescribed or foreseen. If the exegesis of some poems depends upon the 
understanding of obsolete or exotic customs, the poems themselves are the 

4. Quoted from vol. 3 of Modern Pai .. t .. rs (1856), 
by the English art and social critic John Ruskin 
(1819-1900). 
5. That is. the duty of a sister to give her brother, 
though a rebel, proper burial rites, even when the 
king has ordered that he be left unburied as an 
example. The story 15 told In Sophocles' A .. ligo .... 
(ca. 441 D.C.E.). 

6. The ruthless moneylender In Shakespeare's 
M .. re/llmt of Venic .. (1598). 
7. Henry Wrlothesley, third earl of Southampton 
(J 573-1624), English politician, loldier, and 
patron of Shakespeare. 
8. See A D .. f .. nce of Po .. try (written 1821; above). 
9. Cf. Paulhan, The Laws of Feeling, pp. 105,110 
[Wimsatt and Beardsley's note]. 
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most precise emotive evaluation of the customs. In the poet's finely contrived 
objects of emotion and in other works of art the historian finds his most 
reliable evidence about the emotions of antiquity-and the anthropologist, 
about those of contemporary primitivism. To appreciate courtly love we 
turn to Chretien de Troyes and Marie de France.· Certain attitudes of late 
fourteenth-century England. toward knighthood, toward monasticism, 
toward the bourgeoisie, are nowhere more precisely illustrated than in the 
prologue to TIle Canterbury Tales. The field worker among the Zunis or 
the Navahos finds no informant so informative as the poet or the member 
of the tribe who can quote its myths. 2 In short, though cultures have changed 
and will change, poems remain and explain; and there is no legitimate reason 
why criticism. losing sight of its durable and peculiar objects, poems them
selves, should become a dependent of social history or of anthropology. 

I. French poet (] 2lh co), who wrote narratives of 
c..;ourt]y romance based on Celtic stories. Chrt!:tien 
(active 1160-1 ]90). French court poet who wrote 
inlportant early Uterary treatlnents of the Arthurian 
legends. 
2. See, for example, Clyde Kluckhohn and Doro
thea Leighton, The Navaho (Cambridge, 1946), 
pp. 134-38; Ruth Benedict, Zuni Mythology (New 

1949 

York, 1935), introduction. The emphasis of Bron
Islaw Malinowski's Myth in Prln,i!ive Psychology 
(New York, 1926) is upon the need of cultural con
text to interpret myth. Nevertheless the myth is the 
main point of the hook. "The anthropologist," says 
Malinowski, "has the myth-maker at his elbow" 
(p. 17) [Wlmsatt and Beardsley's notel. 

SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR 
1908-1986 

"Vritten in the absence of any organized feminist movement, Simone de Beauvoir's 
classic manifesto. The Second Se:tC (1949), provided the theoretical basis for the emer
gence in the 1 960s and 1 970s of feminist activism in both Europe and North America. 
Though her significant contributions to existentialist philosophy have often been over
shadowed by the fame of her lifelong associate and lover, the philosopher JEAN-~UL 
S'\RTRE, Beauvoir's importance for feminist theory is indisputable. With her famous 
,·emark that "One is not born. but rather becomes, a woman." which opens the second 
,·olume of The Second Sex (the original French text was published separately in two 
\"olumes issued months apart). Beauvoir inaugurated the social constructionist cri
tique of essentialism that occupied feminist literary theory in the 1980s and 1990s. 
'Vhile her uncompromising rejection of any notion of a female nature or essence 
finds echoes in the writing of later feminist theorists such as JULlA KRISTEVA, MONIQUE 
WllIIG, and JUDITH BUTLER, TI,e SecOJJd Sex has left its mark on virtually every aspect 
of the late-twentieth-centUloy women's movement. 

Born Simone Lucie Ernestine Marie Bertrande de Beauvoir in Paris, Beauvoir grew 
up the elder of two daughters in a comfortable middle-class family. Educated in a 
conservative Catholic girls' p.oeparatory school, she attended various institutions of 
higher learning, successfully pursuing licenses (equivalent to a n;taster's degree) in 
literature, philosophy, and mathematics. Among the first generation of women to be 
educated in the elite universities that had once been all-male preserves, Beauvoir 
g,oaduated in 1929 from the Sorbonne with a degree in philosophy, having written a 
thesis on Leibniz. \Vhile a student she met Sartre, who was studying philosophy at 
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the Ecole Normale Sup~rieure, and began a friendship with the philosopher most 
closely Bssociated with existentialism; other fellow students included the phenome
nologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty, the anthropologist CLAUDE L~VI-STRAUSS, and the 
Jewish theologian arid mystic Simone Weil. Beauvoir was only the,ninth woman and 
the youngest student ever to pass the rigorous agr6gation in philosophy (a competitive 
national exam for students who wa'nt to become tenure9 lyc6e professors), taking 
second place to Sartre (who had failed the first time). After completing her degree, 
she taught at various lyc6es in Marseilles, Rouen, Bnd Paris from 1931 to 1943, when 
her contract was suspended after she was accused of sleeping with a student. 
Although she was reinstated after the war, she never taught again; for the rest of her 
life she supported herself by her writing. 

The variety of Beauvoir'. writing over the next half century is impressive. In 1945 
she and Sartre, along with Merleau.Ponty, founded Les Temps MoJ.ernes, a monthly 
magazine devoted to politics and literature. Between 1943 and 1968, 'Beauvofr wrote 
six novels, winning the Prix Goncourt in 1954 for Les Mandarins (I954), a fiction
alized account of postwar leftist intellectuals and their attempts to give up their "man
darin" (educated elite) status and engage in political activism. This novel includes 
characters who resemble Beauvoir, Sartre, the French writer A1bert Camus, and the 
American novelist Nelson A1gren, with whom Beauvoir had a relationship for nearly 
fifteen years. During this time, she also wrote four books on philosophy-including 
The Ethics of Ambiguity (1947), which importantly articulates an ethics for Sartrean 
existentialisIn-'-and a number of essays, some of them book-length, the best known 
of which is The Second Sex. In addition to novels, philosophy, and feminist critique, 
Beauvoir wrote at least six volumes of autobiography between 1958 and 1972, cre
ating a detailed portrait of French intellectual life from the 1930s to the 1970s. 
Beauvoir addressed the issue of aging in A Very Easy Death (I964, Une Mort tres 
douce), on her mother's death in a hospital; Old Age (I 970, La Viellesse), a reflection 
on society's indifference to the elderly; and, in 1981, in Adieux: A Farewell to Sartre, 
a account of Sartre's last years. During the 1970s, Beauvoir was very active in feminist 
politics, in 1979 joining the editorial collective Questio'ns' F~ministes. 

The Second Sex is a wide-ranging, multidisciplinary essay that draws on and cri
tiques history, biology, anthropology, literature, psychoanalysis, Marxism, and exis
tentialist philosophy as means of understanding the lived experiences of women. 
Beauvoir argues that throughout history, woiri.e~.have been reduced to objects for 
men. Because men have imagined women as the "'Other/' women have been denied 
subjectivity. In this claim, Beauvoirechoes VIRGINIA WOOLF'S statement in A Room 
of One's Own (1929) that women serve "as looking-glasses possessing the magic and 
delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at tWice its natural size." While Beau
voir's argument that in patriarchal cultures man is the norm and woman the deviation 
has become a commonplace of feminist theory, in 1948 it was revolutionary. The 
Second Sex shows how these fundamental assumptions dominate social, political, 

. and cultural life and how women have internalized this ideolo'gy, so that they live in 
a constant state of "inauthenticity." In existentialist terms, patriarchy constructs 
woman as immanence (as stagnation and immersion in nature) and man as transcen
dence (as continually striving for' freedom and authenticity), thereby impeding 
women's struggle to achieve existential freedom and autonomous subjectivity. 

To illustrate her theoretical insights, The Second Sex employs a miniber of different 
perspectives. In the first part Beauvoir ,examines woman "objectively"-that is, as 
object of analysis-through a series of cultural lenses, indllding biology, psycho
analysis, Marxism, history, literature, and myth. At the same time she critiques each 
of these cultural lenses. In the second part she examines women "subjectively" from 
the perspective of their own lived experience, showing the processes through which 
women internalize the ideologies of otherness that relegate them to immanence and 
to the position of being man's Other. 
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Our selection is the last in a series of three chapters on myths about women, asking 
what significance they have in "daily life." What is the relationship between the myth 
of the Eternal Feminine and the lived experience of actual women? True to her roots 
in existentialism, Beauvoir argues that "essence does not precede existence"; that is, 
a human being is neither more nor less than the sum total of her or his acts. The 
myth of the Eternal Feminine, however, takes the values, beliefs, practices, and insti
tutions that constitute women's experience.and projects them into the realm of Pla
tonic Forms as timeless and unchanging essences. The myth becomes the only reality; 
against it, "the contrary facts of experience are impotent." Woman Is defined as the 
absolute Other of man and denied any subjectivity. 

Moreover, the various and invariably partial myths about femininlty-each claim
ing to be a totallzlng explanation-are contradictory, leadl!1g to the biggest myth of 
all: that women are mysterious, beyond the comprehension of men, an explanation 
that Beauvoir argues "flatters laziness and vanity at once." In fact, Beauvoir contends, 
in recognizing that all human beings have within them the potential for both tran
scendence and immanence, men would lose an attractive relationship that benefits 
them. Patriarchy relies on the myth of woman's essential immanence and her oth
erness in constructing male subjectivity. 

As this summary suggests, the primary influence on The Second Sex is Sartrean 
existentialism. However, the extent of Beauvoir's debt to Sartre has been somewhat 
exaggerated and .her own philosophical contributions to existentialism obscured. In 
particular, she. rejects Sartre's alienating .view of free40m, preferring instead to see 
authentic relationships as involving reciprocity between subjects, "the mutual rec
ognition of free .beings who confirm one another's freedom." In addition, she more 
quickly understood and developed the notion that the body is situated in culture and 
history, an idea that makes possible a more nuancedanalysls of oppression and politi
cal activism. Because of her close association with Sartre, readers have also tended 
to overlook the other influences on The Second Sex, including phenomenology, Marx
ism, and psychoanalysis. 

Our selection, which heavily influenced Kate MUlett's 1970 feminist classic, S.exual 
Politics, illustrates what feminists in the 1960s and .1970s found most appealing in 
The Second Sex: its complete blurring of fictional and autobiographical ways of know
ing the world and gaining a voice as a woman. Throughout The Second Sex, Beauvoir 
refuses to distinguish between literary accounts, anecdotes, and what might be taken 
as more "expert" discourses about women such as psychoanalysis and biology, a tech
nique central to her project of tearing down (de-essentializing) patriarchal myths. 
This strategy empowered second-wave feminists to construct new discourses about 
women to counter those from which women's voices had largely been excluded~·· 

Although The Second Sex has been an enormously influential text for feminist 
literary theory (even if its influence has often been tacit rather than explicit), it has 
not been without its critics, most of whom point to a masculinist bias in the text (seen 
as a result of Sartre's influence). Beauvoir, critics argue, tends to define what men 
do as transcendent and what women do-childbearing, motherhood, housework-as 
necessarily immanent. Economic independence is seen as the cornerstone of women's 
liberation, while both marriage and motherhood are disparaged as in authentic 
choices. As Kristeva points out in 'Women's Time"( 1979), Beauvoir is unable to 
imagine that motherhood might be an active and authentic choice-even a form of 
transcendence. Beauvoir also tends to generalize from: her specific observations of 
white, middle-class, and well-educated European women to universal claims about 
all women. Despite these criticisms, The Second Sex, revolutionary in its own time, 
offers a powerful analysis of the status of women and remains a foundational text for 
feminist theory. 
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From The Second Sex1 

Chapter Xl. Myth and Reality 

The myth of woman plays a considerable part in literature; but what is its 
importance in daily life? To what extent does it affect the customs and con
duct of individuals? In replying to this question it will be necessary to state 
precisely the relations this myth bears to reality. 

There are different kinds of myths. This one, the myth of woman, subli-

I. Translated by H. M. Parshley. 
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mating an immutable aspect of the human condition-namely, the "division" 
of humanity into two classes of individuals-is a static myth. It projects into 
the realm of Platonic ideas l a reality that is directly experienced or is con
ceptualized on a basis of experience; in place of fact, value, significance, 
knowledge. empirical law, it substitutes a transcendental Idea, timeless, 
unchangeable. necessary. This idea is indisputable because it is beyond the 
given: it is endowed with absolute truth. Thus, as against the dispersed, 
contingent, and multiple existences of actual women, mythical thought 
opposes the Eternal Feminine, unique and changeless. If the definition pro
vided for this concept is contradicted by the behavior of flesh-and-blood 
women, it is the latter who are wrong: we are told not that Femininity is a 
false entity, but that the women concerned are not feminine. The contrary 
facts of experience are impotent against the myth. In a way, however, its 
source is in experience. Thus it is quite true that woman is other than man, 
and this alterity is directly felt in desire, the embrace, love; but the real 
relation is one of reciprocity; as such it gives rise to authentic drama. 
Through eroticism, love, friendship, and their alternatives, deception, hate, 
rivah'Y, the relation is a struggle between conscious beings each of whom 
wishes to be essential. it is the mutual recognition of free beings who confirm 
one another's freedom, it is the vague transition from aversion to participa
tion. To pose Woman is to pose the absolute Other, without reciprocity, 
denying against all experience that she is a subject, a fellow human being. 

In actuality, of course, women appear under various aspects; but each of 
the myths built up around the subject of woman is intended to sum her up 
in toto; each aspires to be unique. In consequence, a number of incompatible 
myths exist, and men tarry musing before the strange incoherencies mani
fested by the idea of Femininity. As every woman has a share in a majority 
of these archetypes-each of which lays claim to containing the sole Truth 
of woman-men of today also are moved again in the presence of their 
female companions to an astonishment like that of the old sophists3 who 
failed to understand how man could be blond and dark at the same time! 
Transition toward the absolute was indicated long ago in social phenomena: 
relations are easily congealed in classes, functions in types, just as relations, 
to the childish mentality. are fixed in things. Patriarchal society, for examp~ . 
being centered upon the conservation of the patrimony, implies necessarily, 
along with those who own and transmit wealth, the existence of men and 
women who take property away from its owners and put it into circulation. 
The men-adventurers, s\'llindlers. thieves, speculators-are generally repu
diated by the group; the women, employing their erotic attraction, can 
induce young men and even fathers of families to scatter their patrimonies. 
without ceasing to be within the law. Some of these women appropriate their 
dctims' fortunes or obtain legacies by using undue influence; this role being 
regarded as evil, those who play it are called "bad women." But the fact .is 
that quite to the contrary they are able to appear in some other setting-at 
home with their fathers, brothers, husbands, or lovers-as guardian angels; 
and the courtesan who "plucks" rich financiers is, for painters and writers, 

2. TI'i:lnSCendent entities in whose reality existing 
lhjng~ (their imperfect representations' partici
patl" on the Greek philosopher PLATO (ca. 427-ca. 
347 Il.C.E.), see above. 

3. Itinerant profeSSional teachers of philosophy 
and especially rhetoric In 5th century D.e.E. 
Greece (see GORGIAS, above). 
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'iI gen·erouspatroness.It iseasy,to.understand in actual experience the ambig
uous·:personality. of. :t\.spasia:;or .·Mme ·de· Pompadour.4.·'B-ut.if woman .is 
depicted as· thee Praying ,Mantis,' the Maridrake, the .Demon;\"then jt is. most 
confusing to find. in woinan also·the Muse\ the Goddess Mother', Beatrice.5 

.. ·.As,group. symbols and social types .are·generally defined by"means of anto
nyms in pairs , ambivalence .. willseem to be aninti"insfc· qual~ty of the Eternal 
feminine. The :saintly mother has: for . correlative the cruel stepmother\ the 
angelic.younggirl has the. perverse virgin: thus it will :be said. sometimes that 
Mother :equals Life, sometimes· that. Mother equals Death, that every virgin 
is pui"espii"it or flesh dedicated to the devil. . 

Evidently it is not reality that dictates to society or td individuals their 
choice· between the two opposed basic categories; in:' every period, <in each 
case, society and the individual decide in accordance with their needs. Very 
often they project into the myth adopted the institutions and values to. which 
they adhere. Thus the paternalism that c1ainiswomari for hearth.and~home 
defines her .as 'sentiment; inwardness, immanence. In. fact every existent is 
at once immanence and transcendence;6 when one offers.:the existent. no 
aim; or prevents him from attaining any, or robs· him of his victory, then his 
transcendence falls vainly into the·past-that is to say, falls back irito imma
nence. This is the lot assigned; to woman in·the pati"iarchate; buUt is in no 
way a vocation, any more than slavery is:the vocation of the .~lave. The devel
opment of this ·mythology is to .be ·c1early seen in.Auguste Comte.7. To.-identify 
Woman with Altruism is.to guarantee.to man absolute· rights in her:devotion, 
i~ is. to impose on women a ,categorical imperative.. ' ... , " >.' '. 

'; The myth must not be confused with the recognition of significance; .sig
nificance .is immanent inthe·,object; it is :rev.ealed t9" the 'mind ;through. a 
living experience; whereas the myth is a transcendent Idea that escapes the 
mental grasp: entirely. When in'L't\ge d'homme Michel LeirisR ·describeshis 
vision of the feminine organs, he tells us things :of significance and elaborates 
no myth. Wonder at die feminine body, disliKe for menstrual blood,come 
from perceptions of a concrete reality. There is nothing mythical in the 'expe
rience that reveals the ·voluptuous qualities of feminine flesh;· and. it is not 
an excursion into myth if one attempts to describe them through compari
sons with flowers or pebbles. But to say that Woman is Flesh, to say that the 
Flesh is Night and Death, or that it is the splendor of the Cosmos, is to 
abandon terrestrial truth. and soar into anempty.skr. For marialso is flesh 

- 4.: feannoiJAntolriette' Poisson, matqulse de Pom
padour (1721-1764), Influential..mlstress (from 
1745) of the French khig Louis XV arid a notable 
patron of literature and the.arts: A'pasla: mistress' 
of the 5.th:century, D.e.E. Athenian s~atesman Per
Icle~, a WOman of con~lderable learmng. 
5.- Beatrice Pottinsri, the daughter of a 'hoble Flor
entine family, who died at the .age of.24 In 1290; 
khe provided the Inspirlition for much of DAritre:'s 
poetry, especially his masterpiece,' The. Dlvl .... 
Come.dy.(B~l). Praying Mantis: In th,:.fi:stp.~ra
graph of The Second Sex, 8eauvolr wrItes of ' the 
female praying mantis and the spider, [who,! sati
ated with fove, crush and devour their partners." 
Mandrake: a plant long used as both a narcotic and 
an aphrodisiac. Muse: In Greek mythology, one of 
the 9 daughters of Memory who preside over.the 
arts and all Intellectual pursuits. Goddess Mother: 
any of a variety of feminine deities and maternal 

symbols of creativity, birth; ferdlity"sexUill union, 
nurturing, and .the cycle 9£ growth. 'Qte term also 
hlis been applied to figures as' diverse a~ 'the 50-
called Stone Age Venuse.· and the Virgin Maty. 
6. All terms assoclated.wlth e1Cistentlalphil.osophy. 
The exi$';"'t is the subjeet 'bf existentialism.' the 

, human Bctor whose subjectivity Is shaped thtoujlh 
human aetlvlty. Such aetlvlty that achieves liberty 
Is a mode of transcetulenc"; Without It, there Is only 
Immanence, stagnation and· subjugation to giveri 
conditions. . . ~ . . . 
7. French philosopher (1798-1857), known "s 
the founder of sociology· and of positivism; he Ide
alized the role of women In society. 
8. French writer (1901-1990), a pioneer In mod
em confessional literature and a noted anthropol
ogist, poet, and art critic. His L'A, .. tl'homme 
(1939, Manhood: A )0"',.....,. from Childhood lnto 
the Flerce Order o/Virlllty) was autobiographical. 
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for woman; and woman is not merely a carnal object; and the flesh is clothed 
in special significance for each person and in each experience. And likewise 
it is quite true that woman-like man-is a being rooted·in nature; she is 
more enslaved to the species than is the male, her animality is more manifest; 
but in her as in hioi the given traits are taken on through the fact of existence, 
she belongs also to the human realm. To assimilate her to Nature is simply 
to act from prejudice. 

Few myths have been more advantageous to the ruling caste than the myth 
of woman: it justifies all privileges and even authorizes ·their abuse. Men 
need not bother themselves with alleviating the pains 'and the burdens that 
physiologically are women's lot, since these are "intended by Nature"; men 
use them as a pretext for increasing the misery of the feminine lot still fur
ther, for instance by refusing to grant to woman any right to sexual pleasure, 
by making her work like a beast of burden.9 

Of all these myths, none is more firmly anchored in masculine hearts than 
that of the feminine "mystery." It has numerous advantages. And first of all 
it permits an easy explanation of all that appears inexplicable; the man who 
"does not understand" a woman is happy to substitute an objective resistance 
for a subjective deficiency of mind; instead of admitting his ignorance, he 
perceives the presence of a "mystery" outside himself: an alibi, indeed, that 
flatters laziness and vanity at once. A heart smitten with love thus avoids 
many disappointments: if the loved one's behavior is capricious, her remarks 
stupid, then the mystery serves to excuse it all. And finally, thanks again to 
the mystery, that negative relation is perpetuated which seemed to Kierke
gaard1 infinitely preferable to positive possession; inthe company of a living 
enigma man remains alone-alone with his dreams, his hopes, his fears, his 
love, his vanity. This subjective game, which can go all the way from vice to 
mystical ecstasy, is for many a more attractive experience than an authentic 
relation with· a human being. What foundations exist for such a profitable 
illusion'? 

Surely woman is, in a sense, mysterious, "mysterious as is all the world," 
according to Maeterlinck.2 Each is subject only for himself; each can grasp 
in immanence only himself, alone: from this point of view the other is always 
a mystery. To men's eyes the opacity of the self-knowing self, of the pour
SOi,3 is denser in the other who is feminine; men are unable to penetrate-ift!r 
special experience through any working of sympathy: they are condemned to 
ignorance of the quality of woman's erotic pleasure, the discomfort of men
struation, and the pains of childbirth. The truth is that there is mystery on 
both sides: as the other who is of masculine sex, every man, also, has within 
him a. presence, an inner self impenetrable to woman; she in turn is in igno
rance of the male's erotic feeling. But in accordance with the universal rule 

9. er. BaI7.ac: Physiology of Marriage [J R30j: "Pay 
no attention to her murmurs, her cries, her pains; 
natr.,ro has made her for our use and for bearing 
everything: children, sorrows. blows and pains 
inflicted by man. Do not accuse yourself of hard
ness. In all the codes of so-called civilized nations, 
man has written the laws that rangc(1 woman 15 des
tiny under this bloody epigraph: 'Vae '''ct;s! Woe to 
the 'A'eak!' " (Beauvoir's note]. Honore de BalzQc 
(1799-1850), French novelist renowned for fic
tions of French middle-class society. 

J. SIlIren Kierkcgaard (J 813-1855), Danish phi
losopher and religious thinker, a forerunner of 
existentialism. 
2. MauriCe Mneterlinck (1862-1949), Belgian 
poet, dramatist, Ilnd essayist, whose antlnaturollst 
plays were precursors of theater of the absurd. 
3. Parshley translates the existentialist conce]>t 
r.:'ur-$O; as "the self.knowing self"; others prefer 
'belng-for-Itself." contrasting human con
sciousness with the being-in-Itself (e .. -sol) of those 
creatures that lack consciousness. 
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I have stated, the categories in which men think of the world are established 
from their point of view, as absolute: they misconceive reciprocity, here as 
everywhere. A mystery for man, woman is considered to be mysterious in 
essence. 

To tell the truth, her situation makes woman very liable to such 'a view. 
Her physiological nature is very complex; she herself submits to it as to some 
rigmarole from outside; her body does not seem to her to be a clear expression 
bf herself; within it she feels herself a stranger. Indeed, the bond that in 
every individual connects the physiological life and the psychic life-or, bet
ter the relation existing between the contingence of an individual and. the 
free spirit that assumes it-is the deepest enigma implied in the coridition 
of being humim, and this enigma is presented in its most disturbing form in 
woman. ~ 

But what is commonly referred to as the. mystery is not the subjective 
solitude of the conscious self, nor the secret ~rganic life. It is on the level of 
comirlunication that the word has its true meaning: it is not a reduction to 
pure silence, to darkness, to absence; it implies a stammering presehce that 
fails to make itself manifest and clear. To say that woman is mystery is to 
say, not that she is silent, but that her language is not understood; she is 
there, but hidden behind veils; she exists beyond these uncertain appear
ances. What is she'? Angel, demon, one inspired, an actress'? It may be sup
posed either that there are answers to these questions which are impossible 
to discover, or, rather, that no answer is. adequate becjluse a fundamental 
ambiguity marks the feminine being; and perhaps in her heart she is even 
for herself quite indefinable: a sphinX." . 

Thie fEic;:i: is that she would be quite embarras.sed to decide what she is; but 
this not because the hidden truth is too vague to.be discerned: it is because 
in this.domain there is no truth. An existent is nothing other than what he 
does; the possible does not extend beyond the real, essence does not precede 
existence: in pure subjectivity, the human being is not anything. He is to be 
measured by his acts. Of a peasant woman one can say that she is a good or 
a bad .wbrker, of an actress that she has or does not have talent; but if one 
considers a woman in her immanent presence, her inward self, one can say 
absolutely nothing about her, she falls short of having any qualifications. 
Now, in amorous or conjugal relations, in all relations where the woman is 
the vassal, the other, she is being dealt with in her immanence. It is note
worthy that the feminine comrade, colleague, and associate are without mys
tery; on the other hand, if the vassal is male, if, in the eyes of a man or a 
woman who is older, or richer, a young fellow, for example, plays the role of 
the inessential object, then he too becomes shrouded in mystery. And this 
uncovers for us a substructure under the feminine mystery which is eco
nomic in nature. 

A sentiment cannot be supposed to be anything. "In the domain of senti
ments," writes Gide,5 "the real is not distinguished from the imaginary. And 
if to imagine one loves is enough to be in love, then also to tell oneself that 
one imagines oneself to be in love when one is in love is enough to make 
one forthwith love a little less." Discrimination between the imaginary and 

4. That Is, an enigma; In Greek mythology, the 
sphinx was a monster with 8 woman's face, a lion'. 
body, and a bird'. wings whose riddle was finally 

answered by Oedipus. 
5. Androl! Gide (1869-1951), major French liter
ary figure of the first half of the 20th century. 
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the real can be made only through behavior. Since man occupies a privileged 
situation in this world, he is in a position to show his love actively; very often 
he supports the woman or at least helps her; in marrying her he gives her 
social standing; he makes her presents; his independent economic and social 
position allows him to take the initiative and think up contrivances: it was 
1\1. de Norpois who, when separated from Mme de Villeparisis,6 made 
twenty-four-hour trips to visit her. Very often the man is busy,. the woman 
idle: he gives her the time he passes with her; she takes it: is it with pleasure, 
passionately, or only for amusement? Does she accept these benefits through 
love or through self-interest? Does she love het husband or her marriage? 
Of course, even the man's evidence is ambiguous: is such and such a gift 
gmnted through love or out of pity? But while normally a woman finds 
numerous advantages in her relations with a man, his relations with a woman 
are profitable to a man only in so far as he loves her. And so one can almost 
judge the degree of his affection by the total picture of his attitude. . 

But a woman hardly has means for sounding her own heart; according to 
her moods she will view her own sentiments in different lights, and as she 
submits to them passively. one interpretation will be no truer than another. 
In those rare instances in which she holds the position of economic and 
social privilege, the mystery is reversed, showing that it does not pertain to 
one sex rather than the other, but to the situation. For a great many women 
the roads to transcendence are blocked: because they do nothing, they fail 
to make themselves anything. They wonder indefinitely what they cQuld have 
become, which sets them to asking about what they are. It is a vain question. 
I f man fails to discover that secret essence of femininity, it is simply because 
it does not exist. Kept on the fringe of the world, woman cannot be objectively 
defined through this world. and her mystery conceals nothing but emptiness. 

Furthermore, like all the oppressed, woman deliberately dissembles her 
objective actuality; the slave. the servant, the indigent, all who depend upon 
the caprices of a master,7 have learned to turn toward him a changeless smile 
or an enigmatic impassivity; their real sentiments, their actual behavior, ar~ 
carefully hidden. And moreover woman is taught from adolescence to lie to 
men. to scheme, to be wily. In speaking to them she wears an artificial expres
sion on her face; she is cautious. hypocritical, play-acting. ~ . 

But the Feminine Mystery as recognized in mythical thought is a more 
profound matter. In fact. it is immediately implied in the mythology of the 
absolute Other. If it be admitted that the inessential conscious being, too. 
is a clear subjecthity, capable of performing the Cogito,8 then it is also admit
ted that this being is in truth sovereign and returns to being essential; in 
order that all reciprocity may appear quite impossible, it is necessary for the 
Other to be for itself an other, for its very subjectivity to be affected by its 
otherness; this consciousness which would be alienated as a consciousness, 
in its pure immanent presence, would evidently be Mystery. It would be 
Mystery in itself from the fact that it would be Mystery for itself; it would 
be absolute Mystery. 

6. {"wo characters in Marcel Proust's multivolume 
Ilmd, A. la recherche du temps I'erd.. (1913-27. 
Remembrance a/ThiNBs Past). 
";' .. \n allusion to the famous Master-Slave dialec
ti<' (lf GEORG WfLHELM FRfEDRICH HEGEL (1770-
IInl I. described in his Phe .. ,,,,,en%ll)' of Spirit 

(\807; see above), 
8, 1 think (Latin); an allusion to the French phi
losopher Ren.! Descartes (1596-1650), whose 
most fundamental proposition was "cogito, ergo 
sum" (I think, therefore 1 am), 



1412 I SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR 

In the same way it is true that, beyond the secrecy created by their dis
sembling, there is mystery in the Black, the Yellow,' hi sofaI' as they are 
considered absolutely as the inessential Other. It should, be noted that the 
American citizen, who profoundly baffles the average European, is not, how
ever, considered as being "mysterious": one states more modestly that one 
does not understand him. And similarly woman does not always "understand" 
man; but there is no such thing' as a masculine mystery. The point is that 
rich America, and the male, are on the Master side and that Mystery belongs 
to the slave. 

To be sure, we can only muse in the twilight byways of bad faithP upon 
the positive reality of the Mystery; like. certain marginal hallucinations, it 
dissolves under the attempt to view it fixedly. Literature, always fails in 
attempting to portray "mysterious" women; they can appear only at the begin
ning of a novel as strange, enigmatic figures; but unless the story remains 
unfinished. they give up their secret in the end and they are then simply 
consistent and transparent persons. The heroes in Peter Cheyney'sl books, 
for example, never cease to be astonished at the unpredictable caprices of 
women: no one can ever guess how they will act, they upset"all calculations. 
The fact is that once the springs of'their action are revealed to the reader, 
they are seen to be very simple mechanisms: this woman.was a spy, that one 
a thief; however clever the plot,' there is always a key;' and it could not be 
otherwise, had the author all the· talent and imagination in the world; Mys
tery is never more than a mirage that vanishes as we draw near to look at it. 

We can see now that the myth is in large part explained' by its usefulness 
to man. The myth of woman is a luxury. It can appear only if man escapes 
from the urgent demands of his needs; the more relationships are concretely 
lived, the less they are idealized. The felIah of ancient Egypt, the Bedouin2 

peasant, the artisan ofthe Middle Ages, the worker of today has in the requir
ements of work and poverty relations with his particular woman companion 
which are too definite for her to be embelli~hed with an aura either auspi
cious or inauspicious. The epochs and the. social·classes that have been 
marked by the leisure to dream, have been the ones to set up the images, 
black and white, of femininity. But along with luxury there was utility; these 
dreams were irresistibly guided by interests. Surely most of the myths had 
roots in the spontaneous 'attitude of man toward his own existence and 
toward the world arbund hiin. But going beyond ,experience toward the tran
scenderit Idea was deliberately used by' patriarchal society for purposes of 
self"justification; through the, myths this; society imposed its laws and 
customs upon individuals in a picturesque, effective manner; it· is under a 
mythical form that the group-imperative is indoctrinated into each con
science. Through such intermediaries as religions, traditions, language, tales, 
songs, movies, the myths penetrate even into such existences' as are most 
harshly enslaved to material realities. Here everyone can find sublimation of 
his drab experiences: deceived by the woman he loves, one declares that she 
is a Crazy Womb; another, obsessed by his impotence, calls her a Praying 
Mantis; still another enjoys his wife's company: behold, she is Harmony, 

9. An existentialist "term referring to the effort to 
avoid the responsibility of one's own freedom by 
denying its full extent. 
J. English writer of detective fiction (1896-1951) .. 

2. Arabic-.peaklng pastoral nomad of the Middle 
Ea.t': and North ,Mrlca. "Fellah": 'agricultural 
laborer (Arabic), lis opposed to a nomadic desert 
dweller. 
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Rest, the Good Earth! The taste for eternity at a bargain, for a pocket-sized 
absolute, which is shared by a majority of men, is satisfied by myths. The 
smallest emotion, a slight annoyance; becomes the reflection of- a timeless 
Idea-an illusion agreeably flattering to the vanity. 

The myth is one of those snares of false objectivity into which the man 
who depends on ready-made valuations rushes headlong. Here again we have 
to do with the substitution of a set idol for actual experience arid the free 
judgments it requires. For an authentic relation with an autonomous exis
tent, the myth of Woman substitutes the fixed contemplation of a mirage. 
"Miragel Miragel" cries Laforgue,a 'We should kill them since we cannot 
comprehend them; or better tranquilize them, instruct them make them give 
up their taste for jewels, make them our genuinely equal comrades, our inti
mate friends, real associates here below, dress them differently, cut their 
hair short, say anything and everything to them," Man would have nothing 
to lose, quite the contrary, if he gave up disguising woman as a symbol. When 
dreams are official community affairs, cliches, they are poor and monotonous 
indeed beside the living reality; for the true dreamer, for the poet, woman is 
a more generous fount than is any down-at-heel marvel. The times that have 
most sincerely treasured women are not the period of feudal chivalry nor yet 
the gallant nineteenth century. They are the times-like the eighteenth cen
tury-when men have regarded women as fellow creatures; then it is that 
women seem truly romantic, as the reading of Liaisons dangereuses, Le Rouge 
et le noir, Farewell to Arms, is sufficient to show. The heroines of Laclos, 
Stendhal, Hemingway4 are without mystery, and they are not the less engag
ing fot that. To recognize in woman a human being is· not to impoverish 
man's experience: this would lose none of its diversity, its richness, or its 
intensity if it were to occur between two subjectivities. To discard the myths 
is not to destroy all dramatic relation between the 'sexes, it is not to deny the 
significance authentically revealed to man through feminine reality; it is not 
to do away with poetry, love, adventure, happiness, dreaming. It is simply to 
ask that behavior, sentiment, passion be founded upon the truth. s 

"Woman is lost. Where are the women? The women of today are' not 
women at aIll" We have seen what these mysterious slogans mean. In men's 
eyes-and for the legion of women who see through men's eyes-it is not 
enough to have a woman's body nor to assume the female function arfriis
tress or mother in order to be a "true woman." In sexuality and maternity 
woman as subject can claim autonomy; but to be a "true woinan" she must 
accept herself as the Other. The men of today show a certain duplicity of 
attitude which is painfully lacerating to women; they are willing on the whole 
to accept woman as a fellow being, an equal; but they still require her to 
remain the inessential. For her these two destinies are incompatible; she 
hesitates between one and the other without being exactly adapted to either, 
and from this comes her lack of equilibrium. With man there is no break 

3. Jules Laforgue (1860-1887), French symbolist 
poet. 
4. The authors of the three novels named: the 
French Pierre Choderlos de Laclos (1741-1803) 
wrote Dangerous Liaison.~ (1782)j the French Sten~ 
dhal, pen name of Henrl-Marie Beyle (171'13-
1842), wrote The Rea ana the BIDek (1830); and 
thc American Ernest Hemingway (1899-1961) 
wrote A Farewell to Ann. (1929). 

5. Laforgue goes on to say regarding woman: 
"Since she has been left in slavery, idleness, with
out occupation or weapon other than her sex, she 
has overdeveloped this aspect and has become the 
Feminine .... We have permitted this hyper
trophy; she Is here in the world for our benefit .... 
Well! that Is all wrong.·. ~ . Up to now we have 

r.layed with womEin as if she were a doll. This has 
asted altogether too long! •.. " [BeBuvolr's note). 
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between public and private life: the more h~ confirms his grasp on the world 
in action and in work, the more virile he seems to be; human and vital values 
are combined in him. Whereas woman's independent successes are in con
tradiction with her femininity, since the "true woman" is required to make 
herself object, to be the Other. 

It is quite possible that in this matter man's sensibility and sexualitY ~re 
being modified. A new sesthetics has already been born. If the fashion of flat 
chests and narrow hips-the boyish form-has had its brief season, at least 
the overopulent ideal of past centuries has not returned. The feminine body 
is asked to be flesh, but with discretion; it is to be slender and not loaded 
with fat; muscular, supple, strong, it is bound to suggest transcendence; l~ 
must not be pale like a too shaded hothouse plant, but preferably tanned 
like a workman's torso from being bared to the:open sun. Woman's dress in 
becoming practical need not make her appea~ sexless: on the contrary, short 
skirts made the most of legs and thighs as never before. There is no reason 
why working should take away womari's sex appea1.6 It may be disturbing to 
contemplate woman as at once a social personage and carnal prey: in a recent 
series of drawings by Peynet7 (1948), we see a young man break his engage
ment because he was seduced by the pretty mayoress who was getting ready 
to officiate at his marriage. For a woman to hold some "man's position" and 
be desirable at the same time has long been a subject for more or less ribald 
joking; but gradually the impropriety and the irony have become blunted, 
and it would seem that a new form of eroticism is coming into being
perhaps it will give rise to new myths. 

What is certain is that today it is very difficult for women to accept at the 
same time their status as autonomous individuals and their womanly destiny; 
this is the source of the blundering and restlesshess which sometimes cause 
them to be considered a "lost sex." And no doubt it is more comfortable to 
submit to a blind enslavement than to work for liberation: the dead, for that 
matter, are better adapted to the earth than are the living. In all respects a 
return to the past is no more possible than it is desirable. What must be 
hoped for is that the men for their part will unreservedly accept the situation 
that is coming into existence; only then will women be able to live in that 
situation without anguish. Then Laforgue's prayer will be answered: "Ah, 
young women, when will you be our brothers, our brothers in intimacy with
out ulterior thought of exploitation? When shall we clasp hands truly?" Then 
Breton's8 "Melusine, no longer under the weight of the calamity let loose 
upon her by man alone, Melusine set free ... " will regain "her place in 
humanity." Then she will be a full human being, "when," to quote a letter 
of Rimbaud,9 "the infinite bondage of woman is broken, when she will live 
in and for herself, man-hitherto detestable-having let her go free." 

6. A point that hardly need. to be made in Amer· 
ica, where even cursory acquaintance with any 
well-staffed business office will afford confir· 
matory evidence (translator's notel. 
7. Raymond Peynet (1908-1999), French artist 
and designer. 

1949 

8. Andr6 Breton (1896-1966), French surrealist 
poet, essayist, critic, and editor. In the legends of 
Brittany, M61uslne was part sea serpent and part 
woman. 
9. Arthur Rlmbaud (1854-1891), French symbol
ist poet. 



CLAUDE LEVI-STRAUSS 
h. 1908 

1415 

The French anthropologist Claude L~vi-Strauss is most famous for his role in the 
cross-disciplinary phenomenon known as "structuralism" that came to prominence 
in the late 1950s and reached its peak of popularity in the late 1960s. Taking inspi
ration from FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913), who had defined language as a 
system of signs and linguistics as a branch of semiology (the larger science of all 
signs), Levi-Strauss argued that the objects of social anthropology-cultural phenom
ena such as kinship systems and rituals-consist of communications, not just func
tions. Focusing both on the role of unconscious structures in Western European 
cultural practices and on the meaningful order informing what had appeared to earlier 
\Vestern observers as the purely irrational or instinct-driven customs of so-called 
primitive peoples, he simultaneously proclaimed the death of the Enlightenment con
cept of "Man" and posited a kind of universal mind. Reframing anthropology as a 
study of Culture rather than cultures, L~vi-Strauss underscored the diSCipline's impli
cations for history, politics, art, literature, economics, and philosophy, dramatically 
tmnsforming anthropology's profile in the academy. Within the discipline many schol
ars have contested the empirical validity of his analyses of kinship, totemism, and 
myth and have accused L~"i-Strauss of engaging in a kind of metaphysical coloniza
tion. Nevertheless, his adoption of linguistic metaphors and methods and his acute 
self-consciousness about the role of the ethnographer have had a lasting impact on 
the practice of anthropology proper and on the humanities and social sciences more 
generally. Though the structuralist method that L~vi-Strauss pioneered has been 
superseded, the analogy he proposed-that cultural phenomena constitute exchanges 
of messages and that cultural codes may be analyzed as languages-remains a tacit 
working assumption of many forms of cultural theory. 

\Vhile L~vi-Strauss may be the best-known and most broadly influential anthro
pologist of the twentieth century, he never received fOl'mal academic training in the 
study of other cultures (ethnology). Born in Brussels, son of a painter and grandson 
of a rabbi, he grew up primarily in Paris. Having pursued studies in philosophy and 
law and passed the prestigious agregatioll exam in philosophy in 1931 (along with 
fellow students Maurice Merleau-Ponty and SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR), he went on to 
spend a couple of years teaching philosophy in provincial secondary schools; but he 
soon became disaffected with that discipline. Evincing a bias that JACQUES DERRIDA 
was later to remark on, he complains of philosophy that "the signifier did not rel~' 
to any Signified; there was no I'eferent" (Tristes Tropiques, 1955). Yet more empirically 
oriented anthropologists have reproached L~vi-Strauss for failing to leave philosophy 
far enough behind. ""'hile his criticisms of philosophy seem implicitly to extol the 
virtues of firsthand obsel'vation. L~"i-Strauss later claimed to have "realized early on 
that [he] was a library man, not a fieldworker" and he suggested that "fieldwork is a 
kind of 'women's work' .. for which he had "neither the interest nor the patience" 
(Edhon, Conversations, 1988). Indeed, he was to spend relatively little time among 
the people whose cultures he studied, instead drawing heavily on others' ethnographic 
data. 

Levi-Strauss conducted the fieldwork on which much of his later work was based 
between 1935 and 1938, dUI'ing breaks from teaching sociology at the newly created 
Unh'ersity of Sao Paulo in Brazil, Tristes Tropiques, from which our selection is taken, 
was written almost twenty years later; it is among other things an autobiographical 
account of his expeditions into the Brazilian interior, where he sojourned aniong the 
Bororo. Caduveo, Nambikwara. and Tupi-Kawahib peoples. L~vi-Strauss returned to 
France in 1939 but the following year was dismissed from his teaching post: the racial 
laws of the Vichy government of occupied France decreed him ineligible to teach 
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because he was a Jew. In 1941, with the help of an aunt living in the United States 
and a Rockefeller Foundation: progtam to assist EUropean scientists and scholars 
threatened by World War 11, he was able to obtain an exit visa to travel to New York, 
where he was offered a position at the New School for SoC!fal Research. 

In New York Lc'!vi-Strauss met the Russian ROMAN JAKOBSON and attended his 
lectures on linguistics. This encounter. affected him as a "revelation": "Jakobson 
revealed to me the existence of a body of doctrine that had already been formed within 
a discipline, linguistics, with which I.was unacquainted" (Eribon;Conversations). 
Jakobson was elaborating Saussurean linguistics,'with its proposition that language 
does not consist of positive terms with meaning in and of themselves, but instead is 
a system of relations in which each term is defined by its difference from other terms. 
Suggesting that "the kinship system:is a language," Lc'!vi-Strauss proposed adapting 
the methods of structural linguistics to the analysis of kinship and other cultural 
phenomena. He pursued this semiological project in his doctoral thesis, at the Sor
bonne, published as The Elementary Structures of Kinship (1949). In his view, the 
prohibition of irtcest, which seems to be a universal rule in human society, is designed 
not to ward off biological or psychological damage but to make women available for 
"trade" by men of their group with :men of other groups. Extending the argument of 
Marcel Mauss; who in The Gift (1925) had emphasized the symbolic rather than the 
economic value of gifts exchanged, Lc'!vi-Strauss suggests that gift giving in general 
and wife trafficking in particulalj are above all modes of communication. In other 
words, women and other gifts are traded as words are exchanged in conversation; the 
fact that in matrimonial exchange "the mediating factor '.' ,. should be the women of 
the group, who are circulated between ,clans, lineages" or families, in. place of the 
words of the group, which are circ,ulated between individuals, does not at all change 
the fact that the essential aspect of the phenomenon is identical in b9tlt' c!lliles" (Struc
tural Anthropology, 1958). 

As the feminist theorists Teresa de ,Lauretis. and . Gayle Ruhin have. obs~rved, this 
way of reading kinship systems excludes women ,from the role of cultural agents, 
treating them only as cultural objects. In addition, Uvi-Strauss's account of the origin 
of culture through the exchange. of female ,"valuables par. excellence" puts the sym
bolization and subordination of women at the root of culture. Theorists of gender and 
sexuality, have found the critique o(Uvi-Strauss's blind spot a useful starting point 
in challenging the naturalization .of gender hierarchy . 

. The interest of literary theorists ,was initially attracted, by Lc'!vi-Strauss's work in 
mythology. His writings about myth were fitst published in book form in, the 
manifesto-like Structural Anthropology and later in a four-volume, collection, Mythol
Ogique5 (1964-71). These and later writings focus not on.what myths mean, but on 
what they do. What they do, he. argUes, is to make a story out of fundamental and 
irresolvable human contradictions or enigmas (for _EI?'ample, the differences between' 
humans and animals, life and death, one and two). They layer 'many different versions 
of the same contradiction on top of each other; 50 that in essence a myth is "three
dimensional;" not .linear.· It ,might, be 'useful here to compare the structural analysis 
of myth by Levi-Strauss to the "morphological" study of folktales by the Russian 
formalist Vladimir ·Prdpp ,( 1895~1970), since both kinds of analysis influen'ced struc
turalism. Propp studied a large number of Russian folktalesand found that, despite 
their differences, they all made use of a small number of functions (hero, helper, 
villain, test; prohibition, etc.) arranged in a predictable order. Narrative order was a 
function of unfolding linear time:· the narrative had a beginning; a middle, and an 
end. For Levi-Strauss, in:contrast, the linear (or diachronic) oroeringof,a myth is 
less important than the systematic (or synchronic) pattern of repetitions, which can 
exist in different versions or different arrangeritents without disturbing the mythic 
system (he foresaw how useful computer analysis would be to this kind of study). In 
a famous essay, first published: in. English in 1.955, titled "The Structural Study of 
Myth," Uvi-Strauss applied his method to the myth of Oedipus. Myths make order 
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out of the simultaneity of conflicting theories: they narrate over, without resolving, a 
cultural contradiction. 

The essay was published in the same year as "his influential book Tristes Tropiques, 
a year that marked a turning point for Uvi-Strauss. Mter two failed attempts to be 
appointed to France's prestigious Coll~ge de France, in 1959 he was appointed to the 
first chair in social anthropology; in 1973 he was" elected to the French Academy. 
Levi-Strauss, who had always considered himself an outsider, had become the con
summate insider. 

Written twenty years after the fieldwork on which it is based, Tristes Tropiques was 
an instant sensation and Levi-Strauss became a best-selling author. It was first pub
lished in English in 1961 as A World on the Wane (with several chapters omitted); 
the book appeared in a more complete translation that dates from 1973 and leaves 
the title in French (literally, "sad tropics"). Tristes Tropiquesbegim as a novel, became 
an autobiography, and ended up an account of an exoticized journey just like those 
Levi-Strauss feared it would resemble. The book's first sentence is "I hate travelling 
and explorers." Praised as a masterpiece by such leading critics as Stisan Sontag and 
George Steiner, loved and hated by a generation of anthropologists,' arid made into 
an opera in 1996' with libretto by the French fernirlist Catherine CMrnent and music 
by Georges Aperghis, Tristes Tropiques is a unique Imd sympttimaUc book. The sad
ness of its title conies from the unbearable loss of all societ~es previously uncontam
inated by Western intrusions. But the desire to find and docurrietit such societies is 
a form of the very same evil that has alread»'violated thertt: "Not content with having 
eliminated savage life, and unaware even'of haVing dbtie so, it [the Western public] 
feels the need fev~rishly to appease the nostalgic' cannibalism' of "history with the 
shadows of those that history has already destroyed." Lamenting"the 'blindness of the 
West, Levi.!.Strauss also personifies it-an irony he re(:ognizes/ ' . 

Our selection from the work, "A Writing Lesson/'shows LeVi-StHtuss in all of his 
dimensions'. Constaritly baffied, lost, arid nervous,'yet confident in~h~ intuitions of 
his own mind; he narrates a succession' of encounters with the 'Nambikwilra societies 
he tries to understand. His skill as a narrator is to make the reader feel that a great 
deal is not beirig understood and, at the same timE!, that all ofhurriiin life is at stake. 
Something of the Hctional power of writing" is iihmasked" whi:!ti Levi-Strauss's wife 
contracts iln: eye disease and has to be evacuated. This is the only mention of her 
presence. The "eye disease" affects Levi-Si:rauss;~' oWn narrative eye, previously so 
solitary and single: it reveals that Levi-Strauss is not a'lone fieldworker but part of a 
group of Westerners that had remained invisible~,The chapter thus illustrates the 
manipl!latlonsof writing that It discusses hi its c,entral passages. 

When an unpopular chief pretends to his people that he knows how to write, Uvi
Strouss launches into a famous meditation :on 'the role of writing in 'world history'7i-lis 
theory of writing (discussed by Derrida in his post'Sthlcluralist Of Grammatology) can 
be usefully compared to PLATO's censorious myth of writing in the Phaedrns (see 
above; see also Derrida's comments on Plato in Dissemination). Writing, concludes 
Levi-Stral1ss, is a technology for mass exploitation, a point 'MICHEL'FOUCAULT would 
develop in his Discipline and Punish (1975). But the appatent anti-Western animus 
in Levi-Strauss's remarks depends on a concept of societies without writing, an ide
alization of innocence lost, that is tied to an entirely Western fantasy he both attacks 
and prolongs: the fantasy of the noble savage. 

It is tempting to apply Levi-Strauss's theory of myths to his own multilayered writing 
in Tristes Tropiques, as Clifford Geertz (in Works and Lives, 1988) and Cleo McNelly 
(in "Natives, Women, and Claude Uvi-Strauss," 1975), in different ways, have done. 
What is the contradiction that Levi-Str3uss himself is covering over? One answer is 
suggested by his publication of "The Structural Study of Myth" at the same time as 
Tri,~tes Tropiques. While Tristes Tropiques expresses the pain and mourns the destruc
tive impact of Western civili~ation on non-Western people, the study of myth sees 
the different moments of human history as structurally simultaneous. On the one 
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hand, this allows for a cultural relativism that enables L~vi-Strauss to contest any 
narrative of "progress," with its cqncomitant belief in the superiority of the modern. 
But on the other hand, it makes th'e destruction of "primitive" societies total so as to 
internalize the lost object. In seeing "neolithic" structures as located within modern 
civilization, he is papering over loss (and also survival) through incorporation. It is 
no longer necessary to mourn, because in a sense nothing is lost: the "savage" is 
internalized in the deep structures of "all" thought. Yet such structural consolation 
remains haunted by the history and remainders it represses. In Tristes Tropiques, L~vi
Strauss gives voice to that haunting. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY, 
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examines L~vi-Strauss's framing of the writing lesson episode and proposes a recon
textualized interpretation of it. For bibliographies, see Joan Nordquist's Claude 
Lelli-Strauss: A Bibliography (1987), which covers publications in English, and Marcel 
H~naff's book (cited above), which provides a selective but nevertheless extensive 
bibliography. 
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From Tristes Tropiques' 

Chapter 28. A Writing Lesson 

I was keen to find out, at least indirectly, the approximate size of the Nam
bikwara2 population. In 1915, Rondon3 had suggested a figure of twenty 
thousand, which was probably too high an estimate; but at that time, each 
g'-oup comprised several hundred members, and, according to information I 
had picked up &long the line, there had since been a rap~q decline. Thirty 
years ago, the known fraction of the Sabane4 group comprised more than a 
thousand individuals; when the group visited the telegraph station at Campos 
Novos 5 in 1928, a hundred and twenty-seven men were coul1t«b~ ill addition 
to women and children. However, in 1929 an influenza epiderrtic broke out 
",,,·hen the group was camping in a locality known as Espirr:o: The illness 
developed into a form of pulmonary oedema6 and, within forty-eight hours, 
three hundred natives had died. The group broke up, leaving the sick and 
the dying behind. Of the thousand Sabane who were once known to exist, 
there remained in 1938 only nineteen men with their women and children. 
These figures are perhaps to be explained, not only by the epid~mic, but also 
by the fact that, a few years before, the Sabane had started 'a war against 
some of their eastern neighbours. But a large group, which had settled not 
far from Tres Buritis,' was wiped out bya flu epidemic in 1927, with the 
exception of six or seven individuals, of whom only three were still alive in 
1938. The Tarundes group, which was once one of the largest, numbered 
only twelve men (plus the women and children) in 1936; of these twelve men 
four survived in 1939. 

Now, there were perhaps no more than two thousand natives scattered 
across the area. A systematic census was out of the question, because of the 
permanent hostility shown by certain groups and the fact that all groups 
were on the move during the nomadic period. But I tried to persuade my 
Utiarity9 friends to take me to their village, after organizing some kind of 
meeting there with other groups to whom they were related either by kinship 
or marriage; in this way I would be able to gauge the size of a contemporary 
gathering and compare it in this respect with those previously observed. I 
promised to bring presents and to engage in barter. The chief of the grOup 
was rather reluctant to comply with my request: he was not sure of his guests, 
and if my companions and myself were to disappear in an area where no 
white men had set foot since the murder of the seven telegraph employees 
in 1925, the precarious peace which had prevailed since then might well be 
endangered for some time to come. 

He finally agreed on condition that we reduced the size of our expedition, 

1, Translated by John and Doreen \Veightman, 
2. A tribe of hunter-gatherers who live scattered 
in villages, primarily in Amazon l'ain forests in cen
tn.11 Brazil. 
3. Candido Mariano da Silva Rondon (1865-
1958). a Brazilian army engineer who "discovered" 
the Nambikwara in 1907 when he entered their 
terdtory to supervise construction of a telegraph 
line. 
4. A language of the Nambikwara linguistic fam
ily; also, the subgroup of Nambikwara who speak 

this dialect. 
5. A Brazilian settlement that was established on 
the telegraph line built through the Nambikwara 
territory, 
6. That is, edema: accumulation of fluids. 
.." Another Brazilian settlement built on the tele
graph line. 
8. A subgroup of the Namblkwara tribe (later 
anthropologists found no trace of this name), 
9. The site of another telegraph station in Nam
bikwara territory. 
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taking only four oxen to carry the presents. Even so, it would be impossible 
to follow the usual tracks·alons-t.he valley;bottoms wh~e the vegetation was 
too dense for the animals to get through. We would have to go across the 
plateaux following a rotitespeci~lIy worked out for the occasion. 

In retrospect, this jo~rney, which was an extremely ,hazardous one, seems 
to me now to have been like some grotesque interl.ude. We'had.hardly left 
Juruena '. when my Brazilian cOqlpanion noticed that the ,women and c~il,dren 
were not. ~th us: we were accompanied, only by the men, armed with bows 
and arrows. In travel books, such circumstances mean that an attack.fs .mmi
nent. So, we moved ahead withmixe4 feelings, checking th~'positio~ofour 
Smith-and-Wesson re,volvers (our men pronounced the name as 'C,emite 
Vechetone') and our rifles from time to time. ,our fears proved groundless: 
about midday we caught up with the rest of the group" whom the chief had 
taken the precaution of sending off the Previous evening, knowing that our 
mules would advance more quickly than the basket~carrying women, whose 
pace was further slowed downl?y. the children,; 

A little later; however, the Indians lost their way: the new. route, was not 
as straightforward as they had imagined. rowards evening w~ had to stop in 
the bush; we had been told that there would be game to shoot; the natives 
were relying on our rifles and, had brought nothing with them; we only had 
emergency provisions, which c()uld not possibly be shared out among e,:ery
body. A herd of deer grazing around a wat~r-hole ,fled at our appro~~h.T.he 
next morning, there was widespread discontent, openly directed again~tthe 
chief who was held responsible fora plan he and I had devised together. 
Instead of setting out on a huntillg 'or, collecting expedition, all the natives 
decided to lie down under the shelters, leaving thechh~f to discover the 
solution to the problem. He disappeared. along with one, of his wives; towards 
evening we saw them both return, their. helilVY baskets full,of the gra!>~h9Ppers 
they had spent the entire day collecting., Although cfushe<:l grassl10pper is 
considered r;ather poor fare, the nativ~s all ate hear~ily imd recovered their 
spirits. We se'" off again the following m~rnillg. " . . ','" 

At l!i1st ,we reached the appointed meeting"place . .It was a sandy terrace 
overlooking a stream lined wi~h,trees; bet;ween which lay half.h~d~en native 
gardens. «;:;roups arrived intermittently. Towards evening, there were seventy
five persons repJ;'esenting seventeen famili.es, all grouped ~Qgether under thir
teen shelters hardly more substantial than those to be found in native camps. 
It was, explained to me that, during the rainy'season, all these , people would 
be housed in five round huts built to last for some .months.' Several of the 
natives appe~red never to. have seen' a '1Vhite' mal1 ,b~fc;r~ alld th,eirsurly 
attitude and the chief's edginesssuggeste~ that he ,h,adpersuaded them ,to 
come rather against thek will. We did not feel safe,nQr.dJd .the Ind~ans. The 
night promised to be cold, and as there were no trees on the terrace, we had 
to lie down like the Nambikwara op the bare l7arth~Nobody slept: the hours 
were spent keeping a close. but polite watch ,on each other. ',' 

It would have been unwise to prolong such a dangerous' situation; so I 
urged the chief to proceed without' further delay to the exchange, of gifts.' It 
was at this point that theredc~urred an . extraordinary iqcideilt that, I can 
only explain by going back a little. It is unnecessary to pOint out that the 

.. ... '. 
I, The site of a telegraph station on the edge of NambikwarB territory. 
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Nambikwara have no written language; but they do not 'know how to draw 
either, apart from making a few dotted lines orzigzagson their gourds. Nev
ertheless, as I had done among the Caduve02 I handed-out :sheets of paper 
and pencils~ At first they did nothing with them, then une Clay lsawthat they 
were all busy drawing wavy, horizontal,lines. I wonderci!d what they were 
trying to'do, then it was suddenly borneiJpon me thattheywete writing or, 
to be more accurate, were trying to use their pencils in the same way as I 
did mine, which was the only way they could tonceive of, because I had not 
yet tried 'to amuse them with my drawin~s. The' majority did this and no 
more, but the ,chief had further ambitions: No d(jubt he Was the only one 
who had grasped the purpose of writing. So he asked me for a writing-pad, 
and when we both had one, and were working together; if I 'asked for infor
mation on a given point, he did not supply it verbally but drew waVy lines on 
his paper and presented them to me, as if I could read his reply. He was half 
taken in by his own make-believe; each time he completed a line, he exam
ined it anxiously as if expecting the meaning to leap from the page, and the 
same look of disappointment came over hisface~ But he never admitted this, 
and there'was a tacit understanding between us to the: effect that his unin
telligible scribbling had a meaning which I pretendei:ho decipher; his verbal 
commentary followed almost at once; relieving 'me of the: need to' ask for 
explanation!;,. , .' . 

As soon as he had got the company together, he took from a basket a piece 
of paper'covered with wavy lines and made a show of-reading it, pretending 
to hesitate as he checked on it the list of objects I ,was to give in exchange 
for the"presE!htS offered me: so-and-so Was 'to have a chopper in exchange 
for a:bow and arrows, someone else beads in exchange for his necklaces ... 
This farce went on for two hours. Was he 'perhaps hopitlg.todelude himself? 
More probably he wanted to astonish his companions, to convince them that 
he was ·acting as an intermediary agent for the 'E!xchange iofthe'goods, that 
he was in alliance with the white man and shared'hissecrets. We were eager 
to be off, since the most dangerous point would obViouslY'be'reached when 
all the marvels I had brought had been transferred' to native hands. So'I did 
not try to'explore the matter further, and we begari the return journey with 
the Indians still acting as 'our guides. 

The abortive meeting and the piece of humbug of which I had unwiKingly 
been the cause had created an atmosphere of irritation; to' make matters 
worse, my mule had ulcers in its mOlith which were causing it pain. It either 
rushed impatiently ahead or came to a sudden stop; the two of us fell out. 
Suddenly, before I realized what was happenhig, I found myself alone in the 
bushjwith no idea which way to go. " 

Travel books tell us that the thing'to do is attract the·attention of the main 
party by firing a shot. I got down from my mourtt'and fired. No response. At 
the second shot I seemed to hear a reply. I fired' ~ third, the 'only effect of 
which was, to' frighten the mule; it trotted' off, and: stopped sOme distance 
away. 

I systematically divested myself of my weapons and photographic equip
ment and laid them all at the foot of a tree, carefully noting its position. 
Then I ran off to recapture my mule, which 1 had glimpse'd in the distance, 

2, Another tribe living in Bra7.i\. 



1422 I CLAUDE L~VI-STRAUSS 

seemingly in docile mood. It waited till I got near, then fled just as I was 
about to seize the reins, repeating this little game several times and leading 
me further and further on. In despair I took a leap and hung on to its tail 
with both hands. Surprised at this unwonted procedure, it made no further 
attempt to escape from me. I climbed back into the saddle and tried to return 
to collect my equipment, but we had wandered round so much that I was 
unable to find it. " 

Disheartened by the loss, I then decided to try and . rejoin the caravan. 
Neither the mule nor I knew which way it had gone. Either I would decide 
on one direction which the mule was reluctant to follow, or I would let it 
have its head, and it would start going round in circles. The sun was sinking 
towards the horizon, I had lost my weapomf~nd at any moment I expected 
to be pierced by a shower of arrows. I might not be the first person to have 
entered that hostile area, but my predecessors had not returned, and, irre
spective of myself, my mule would be a most desirable prey for people whose 
food supplies were scanty. While turning these sombre thoughts over and 
over in my mind, I waited for the sun to set, my plan being to start a bush 
fire, since at least I had some matches. Just when I was about to do this, I 
heard voices: two Nambikwara had turned back as soon as my absence was 
noticed and had been following my trail since midday; for them, finding my 
equipment was child's play. They led me back through the darkness to the 
encampment, where the' others were waiting. 

Being still perturbed by this stupid incident, I slept badly and whiled away 
the sleepless hours by thinking over the episode of the exchange of gifts. 
Writing had, on that occasion, made. its appearance among the Nambikwara 
but not, as one might have imagil1ed, as a result of long and laborious train
ing. It had been borrowed as a symbol, and for a "sociological rather than an 
intellectual purpose, while its reality remained unknown. It had not been a 
question of acquiring knowledge, of remembering or understandf~g, but 
rather of increasing the authority and prestige of one individual-or func
tion-at the expense of others. A native still living in the Stone Age had 
guessed that this great means towards understanding, even if he was unable 
to understand it, could be made to serve. other purposes. After all, for 
thousands of years, writing has existed as an institution-and such is still 
the case today in a large part of the world-in societies the majority of whose 
members have never learnt to handle it. The i~habitants of the villages I 
stayed in in the Chittagong hills in eastern Pakistan were illiterate, but each 
village had its scribe who acted on behalf of individuals or of the community 
as a whole. All the villagers know about writing, and make use of it if the 
need arises, but they do so from the outside, .as if it were a foreign medilltory 
agent that they communicate with by oral methods. The scribe is rarely a 
functionary or employee of the group: his knowledge is accompa~ied by 
power, with the result that the same individual is often both scribe and 
money-lender; not just because he needs to be able to read and write to carry 
on his business, but because he thus happens to be, on two different counts, 
someone who has a hold over others. 

Writing is a strange invention. One might suppose that its emergence 
could not fail to bring about profound changes in the conditions of human 
existence, and that these transformations must of necessity be of an intel
lectual nature. The possession of writing vastly increases man's ability to 
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preserve knowledge. It can be thought of as an artificial memory, the devel
opment of which ought to lead to a clearer awareness of the past, and hence 
to a greater ability to organize both the present and the future. After elimi
nating all other criteria which have been put forward to distinguish between 
barbarism and civilization. it is tempting to retain this one at least: there are 
peoples with, or without. writing; the former are able to store up their past 
achievements and to move with ever-increasing rapidity towards the goal they 
have set themselves. whereas the latter, being incapable of remembering the 
past beyond the narrow margin of individual memory, seem bound to remain 
imprisoned in a fluctuating history which will always lack both a beginning 
and any lasting awareness of an aim. 

Yet nothing we know about writing and the part it has played in man's 
evolution justifies this view. One of the most creative periods in the history 
of mankind occurred during the early stages of the neolithic age, which was 
responsible for agriculture. the domestication of animals and various arts 
and crafts. This stage could only have been reached if, for thousands of years, 
small communities had been observing, experimenting and handing on their 
findings. This great development was carried out with an accuracy and a 
continuity which are proved by its success, although writing was still 
unknown at the time. If writing was invented between 4000 and 3000 s.c., 
it must be looked upon as an already remote (and no doubt indirect) result 
of the neolithic revolution. but certainly not as the necessary precondition 
for it. If we ask ourselves what great innovation writing was linked to, there 
is little we can suggest on the technical level, apart from architecture. But 
Egyptian and Sumerian architecture was not superior to the achievements 
of certain American peoples who knew nothing of writing" in the pre
Columbian period. Conversely, from the invention of writing right up to the 
birth of modern science, the world lived through some five thousand years 
when knowledge fluctuated more than it increased. It has often been pointed 
out that the way of life of a Greek or Roman citizen was not so very different 
from that of an eighteenth-century middle-class European. During the neo
lithic age, mankind made gigantic strides without the help of writing; with 
writing, the historic civilizations of the West stagnated for a long time. It 
would no doubt be difficult to imagine the expansion of science in the nine
teenth and twentieth centuries without writing. But, although a necessaJ!IY 
precondition, it is certainly not enough to explain the expansion. 

To establish a correlation between the emergence of writing and certain 
characteristic features of civilization, we must look in a quite different direc
tion. The only phenomenon vl'ith which writing has always been concomitant 
is the creation of cities and empires. that is, the integration of large numbers 
of individuals into a political system, and their grading into castes or classes. 
Such. at any rate, is the typical pattern of development to be observed from 
Egypt to China, at the time when writing first emerged: it seems to have 
favoured the exploitation of human beings rather than their enlightenment. 
This exploitation, which made it possible to assemble thousands of workers 
and force them to carry our exhausting tasks, is a much more likely expla
nation of the birth of architecture than the direct link referred to above. My 
hypothesis, if correct, would oblige us to recognize the fact that the primary 
fUllction of written communication is to facilitate slavery. The use of writing 
for disinterested purposes. and as a source of intellectual and aesthetic plea-
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sure,' is a secondary result, and more often than not it may even be turned 
into a ineans of strengthening, justifying or concealing the other. 

There are,' nevertheless, .exceptions to the rule: there were native empires 
in Africa which grouped together several hundreds of thousands of subjects; 
millions lived under the Inca empire in pre-Columbian America. But in both 
continents such attempts at ·empire building did not produce lasting results. 
We know that the Inca empire was established around the twelfth century: 
Pizarro'sl soldiers would not have conquered it so easily, three centuries 
later, had they not found it in a state of advancE;d decay. Although we know 
little about ancient African history, we can sense that the situation must 
have been similar: great political groupings came into being and then van
ished again within the space of a few decades. It is possible, then, that these 
examples confirm the hypothesis, instead of contradicting· it. Although writ
ing may' not have been enough to consolidate knowledge, it was perhaps 
indispensable for the strengthening of dominion. If we look at the situation 
nearer home, we see that the systematic development of.coinpulsory edu
cation in the European countries goes hand in hand with' the extension of 
military service and proletarianization. The fight against illiteracy is therefore 
connected with an increase in governmental. authority over the citizens. 
Everyone must be able to read, so that the government can say: Ignorance 
of the law is no excuse. 

The process has moved from the national to the international level, thanks 
to a kind of complicity that has grown up between newly created states
which find themselves facing problems which we had to cope with a hundred 
or two hundred years ago-and an international society of privileged coun~ 
tries worried by the possibility of its stability being threatened by the reac
tions of peoples insufficiently trained in the use of the written word to think 
in slogans that can be modified at will or to be an easy: prey to suggestion. 
Through gaining access to the knowledge stored in libraries, these peoples 
have also beco~e vulnerable to the still greater proportion of lies propagated 
in printed documents. No doubt, there can be no turning back now. But in 
my Nambikwara village, the insubordinate characters were the most sensible. 
The villagers who withdrew their allegiance to their chief after he had tried 
tb exploit a feature of civilization (after my visit he was abandoned by most 
of his people) felt in some obscure way that writing and deceit had penetrated 
simultaneously into their midst. They went off into a more remote area of 
the bush to allow themselves a period of respite. Yet at the same time I could 
not help admiring their chief's genius in instantly recognizing that writing 
could increase his authority, thus grasping the basis of the institution without 
knowing how to use it. At the same time, the episode drew my attention to 
another aspect of Nambikwara life: the political relationships between indi
viduals and groups. I was soon to be able to observe them more directly. 

While we were still at Utiarity, an epidemic of putrid ophthalmia had 
broken out among the natives. The infection, which was gonorrheal in origin. 
spread to the Whole community, causing terrible pain and temporary blind
ness which could become permanent. For several days the group was cOm
pletely paralysed. The natives treated the infection with water in which B 

3. Franchco Plzzaro (ca. 1418-1541), a Spanllh explorer and colon'lter who conquered the Inca empire 
In welterh South America. . ' 
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certain kind of bark had been allowed to soak and which they injected into 
the eye by means of a leaf rolled into a cornet shape. The disease spread to 
our group: the first person to catch it was my wife who had taken part in all 
my expeditions so far, her speciality being the study of material culture and 
skills; the infection was so serious that she had to be evacuated. Then it 
affected most of the men, as well as my Brazilian companion. Soon the 
expedition was brought to a halt; I left the main body to rest, with our doctor 
to give them such treatment as they needed, and with two men and a few 
beasts I headed for Campos Novos, near which post several bands of natives 
had been reported. I spent a fortnight there in semi-idleness, gathering barely 
ripe fruit in an orchard which had reverted to the wild state: there were 
guavas, the bitter taste and gritty texture of which always fall far short of 
their aroma, and caju, as brilliantly coloured as parrots, which contain an 
acid and strongly flavoured juice in the spongy cells of their coarse pulp. To 
get meat for our meals we had only to go a few hundred metres from the 
camp at dawn to a copse regularly visited by wood-pigeons, which were easy 
to shoot. It was at Campos Novos that I met with two groups, whom the 
expectation of my presents had lured down from the north. 

These two groups were as ill-disposed towards each other as they both 
were towards me. From the start, they did not so much ask for my presents 
as demand to be given them. During the first few days, only one group was 
present, as well as a native from Utiarity who had gone on ahead of me. I 
think perhaps he was showing too great an interest in a young woman belong
ing to his hosts' group, since relations between the strangers and their visitor 
became strained almost at once and he started coming to my encampment 
in search of a more friendly atmosphere; he also shared my meals. This fact 
was noticed and one day while he was out hunting I received a visit from 
four natives forming a kind of delegation. In threatening tones, they urged 
me to put poison in my guest's food; they had, in fact, brought the necessary 
preparation along with them, a grey powder packed in four little tubes tied 
together with thread. It was a very awkward situation: if I refused outright, 
I might well be attacked by the group, whose hostile intentions called for a 
prudent response. I therefore thought it better to exaggerate my ignorance 
of the language, and I pretended to understand nothing at all. After several 
attempts, during which I was told over and over again that my ~tege was 
kakore, that is, very wicked, and should be got rid of as soon as possible, the 
delegation withdrew with many expressions of displeasure. I warned the 
interested party, who at once disappeared; I did not see him again until I 
returned to the area several months later. 

Fortunately, the second group arrived the next day, thus providing the first 
with a different object on which to vent their animosity. The meeting took 
place at my encampment which was both neutral territory and the goal of 
these various journeyings. Consequently, I had a good view of the proceed
ings. The men had come alone; and almost immediately a lengthy conver
sation began between their respective chiefs. It might be more accurately 
termed a series of alternating monologues, uttered in plaintive, nasal tones 
which I had never heard before. We are extremely annoyed. You are our 
enemies!' moaned one group, whereupon the others replied more or less, 
'We are not annoyed. We are your brothers. We are friends-friendsl We 
can get along together! etc'. Once this exchange of provocations and prot-
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estations was over, a communal camp was set up next to mine. After a few 
songs and dances, during which each group ran down its own performance 
by comparing it with that of its opponents ('The Taimainde are good singers I 
We are poor singers!'), the quarrel was resumed, and before long the tension 
heightened. The night had only just begun' when the mixture of songs a·nd 
arguments produced a most extraordinary din, the meaning of which I failed 
to grasp. Threatening gestures were made, and sometimes scuffles broke out, 
and other natives intervened as peacemakers. All the threatening gestures 
centred round the sexual organs. A Nambikwara Indian expresses dislike by 
grasping his penis in both hands and pointing it towards his opponent. This 
gesture is followed by an assault on that person, the aim being to pull off the 
tuft of bunti straw attached to the front of t}{~ belt above the genitals. These 
'are hidden by the straw', and 'the object of the fight is to pull off the straw.' 
The action is purely symbolical, because the genital covering of the male is 
made of such flimsy material and is so insubstantial that it neither affords 
protection nor conceals the organs. Attempts are also made to seize the oppo
nent's bow and arrows and to put them beyond his reach. Throughout these 
actions, the natives remain extremely tense, as if they were in a state of 
violent and pent-up anger. The scuffles may sometimes degenerate into a 
free-for-all, but on this occasion the fighting subsided at dawn. Still in the 
same stare of visible irritation and with gestures that were anything but gen
tle, the two sets of opponents then set about examining each other, fingering 
their ear-pendants, cotton bracelets and little feather ornaments, and mut
tering a series of rapid comments, such as 'Give it ... give it ... see, that's 
pretty,' while the owner would protest, 'It's ugly ... old, ... damaged!' 

This 'reconciliatory inspection' marked the end of the quarrel, and initiated 
another kind of relationship between the groups: commercial exchanges. 
Rudimentary the material culture of the Nambikwara may be, but the crafts 
and produce of each group are highly prized by the others. The eastern Nam
bikwara need pottery. and seeds; those from the north consider that their 
more southerly neighbours make particularly delicate necklaces. It follows 
that when a meeting between two groups is conducted peacefully, it leads 
to a reciprocal exchange of gifts; strife is replaced by barter. 

Actually, it was difficult to believe that an exchange of gifts was in progress; 
the morning after the quarrel, each man went about his usual business and 
the objects or produce were passed from one to another without the giver 
calling attention to the fact that he was handing over a gift, and without the 
receiver paying any heed to his new acquisition. The items thus exchanged 
included raw cotton and balls of thread; lumps of wax or resin; urucu4 paste; 
shells, ear-drops, bracelets and necklaces; tobacco and seeds, feathers and 
bamboo laths to be made into arrow heads; bundles of palm fibres, porcupine 
quills; whole pots or fragments of pottery and gourds. This mysterious 
exchange of goods went on for half a day, after which the groups took leave 
of each other and went their separate ways. 

The Nambikwara rely, then, on the generosity of the other side. It simply 
does not occur to them to evaluate, argue, bargain, demand or take back. I 
offered a native a machete as payment for taking a message to a neighbouring 
group. On his return, I omitted to hand over the agreed reward immediately, 

4. A tropical shrub (Bixa orellana). from whose seed. a red dye can be extracted. 
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thinking that he would come to fetch it. He did not do so, and the next day 
I could not find him; he had departed in a rage, so his companions told me. 
and I never saw him again. I had to ask another native to accept the present 
on his behalf. This being so. it is hardly surprising that, when the exchanges 
are over, one group should go off dissatisfied with its share, and (taking stock 
of its acquisitions and remembering its own gifts) should build up feelings 
of resentment which become increasingly aggressive. Very often these feel
ings are enough to start a war; of course, there are other causes, such as the 
need to commit, or avenge. a murder or the kidnapping of a woman; however, 
it does not seem that a group feels collectively bound to exact reprisals for 
some injury done to one of its members. Nevertheless, because of the hos
tility between the groups. such pretexts are often willingly accepted, espe
cially if a particular group feels itself to be strong. The proposal is presented 
by a warrior who e. .... pounds his grievances in the same tone and style as is 
used for the inter-group speeches: 'Hallo! Come here! Come along! I am 
angry! very angry! arrows! big arrows!' 

Clad in special finery, consisting of tufts of bunti straw daubed with red 
and helmets made from jaguar hides, the men assemble under the leadership 
of their chief and dance. A divinatory rite has to be performed: the chief, or 
the shaman in those groups which have one, hides an arrow somewhere in 
the bush. A search is made for it the following day. If it is stained with blood, 
war is decided upon; if not. the idea is dropped. Many expeditions begun in 
this way come to an end after a few kilometres' march. The excitement and 
enthusiasm abate. and the warriors return home. But some expeditions are 
carried through and may result in bloodshed. The Nambikwara attack at 
dawn and arrange their ambush by posting themselves at intervals in the 
bush. The signal for the attack is passed from man to man by means of the 
whistle which each carries slung around his neck. This consists of two bam
boo tubes bound together with thread, and its sound approximates to the 
cricket's chirp; no doubt this is why its name is the same as that of the insect. 
The war arrows are identical to those normally used for hunting large ani
mals. except that their spear-shaped tip is given a serrated edge. Arrows 
dipped in curare poison. which are commonly employed for hunting, are 
never used, because an opponent hit by one would be able to remove it before 
the poison had time to spread through his body. ~. 

J. L. AUSTIN 
1911-1960 

1955 

The work of Oxford University philosopher John Langshaw Austin (along with that 
of Cambridge-based Ludwig Wittgenstein) broke th~ stranglehold of logical positivism 
on Anglo-American philosophy in the 19505. Championing the virtues of "ordinary 
language" against the idealized and purified language that logical positivism tried to 
create, Austin stressed varieties of linguistic utterance that do not simply use names 
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to refer to existing objects. His account of "performatlves"--.that is, words that are 
used to do things-has been especially influential for the understanding of Ii~erary 
language and, more recently, of the social processes through which identity is created 
and cultural values transmitted. 

Although he published only seven essays during his lifetime, Austin was a legendary 
figure at Oxforci University and in the philosophy departments of Harvard University 
and the UniverSity of California at Berkeley, wnere he tectured in the late 1950s. 
Austin was born in Lancasier, England, but spent his childhood in Scotland, where 
his father was a schoolmaster. Mter studying at Oxforci, he joined;,the faculty there, 
briefly at All Soul's College, then from 1935 on at Magdalen College. He worked for 
the British Intelligence Corps during World War 11 and played a large role in coor
dinating Intelligence for the Allied invasion of France on D day Oune 6, 1944). He 
ended the war a lieutenant colonel, decorated by both France and the United States, 
as well as receiving the Order of the British Empire from the British government. 
Returning to Oxford in 1948, Austin presided over a generation of philos~phers noted 
for their fierce intelligence and even fiercer subjection of one another's work to careful 
scrutiny. Austin's ability to find the holes in others' arguments made him feared as 
well as admired, while his own lectures and (few) published essays were models' of 
clarity and logic. His was not a style of work likely to lead to prolific publication, but 
philosophers on Both sides of the Atlantic came to believe something must be right 
if Austin could be convinced of its validity. Austih's early death in 1960 left his major 
projects unfinished, but two books~Sense and Sensibilia and Haw to Do Things with 
Words-were assembled posthumously from his lecture 'notes. 

The logical positivism of Bertrand Russell, the early Wittgenstein, and the "Vienna 
Circle" (many of whom, notably Rudolph Carnap and Otto Neurath, joined American 
university faculties after fleeing the Nazis) reigned supreme in Anglo-American phi
losophy from the 1930sinto the 1970s. But as early as 1937, Wittgenstein was rad
ically rethinking his earlier position (in work not published until after his death in 
195 I), and Austin Was leading a parallel attack at Oxford. 

The three cornerstones of logical positivism were an epistemology based on sense 
data as the only source of certain knowledge, an account of linguistic meaning that 
tied a word's meaning to its reference to (or correspondence with) a perceivable fact 
in the world, and an insistence that knowledge claims and linguistic uses that did not 
meet these stringent criteria were "nonsense." Thus, famously, the positivists saw 
ethical judgments of right and wrong as emotive statements that presented personal 
preferences or recommendations for action in the guise of statements of fact. A. J. 
Ayer codified the positivist position in his widely read Language, Truth, and Logic 
(1936). Significantly, positivists recognized ~hat everyday language was full of uses 
they deemed "nonsense." Their interest wa·s directed, therefore, toward creating a 
rigorous language that, once purified of nonsense, would be adequate for the needs 
(as they understood them) of an epistemologically sound modern sCience. But, as 
critics soon pointed out, the pOSitivists' own account of what was nonsense and what 
was certain knowledge was based not on sense data but on a normative understanding 
of what counts as true. 

In Sense and Sensibilia, 'Austin dismantles the logical positivists' account of per
ception in order to undermine their model of knowledge. When he turns his attention 
to language, Austin champions "ordinary language" against the purified language the 
positivists try to create. He starts from a faith in the usages and distinctions found in 
the languages we already possess. His working principle is that such usages and dis
tinctions probably make sense precisely because people have maintained them. We 
would not continue to use an expression like "saving for a rainy day" or make a 
distinction between "an accident" and "a mistake" unless such expressions and dis
tinctions fit our experiences and served to clarify them. The philosopher should work 
from ordinary language, striving to make explicit the claims about the world and the 
social relations that such language already contains. 
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Austin is sometimes castigated as conservative, as accepting the world as given. 
And, certainly, he is suspicious of an intellectual arrogance that regards common 
sense and daily practice as most likely faulty. But the clarity that philosophy can bring 
to prevailing habits of speech and daily practice does not necessarily reinforce such 
habits and practices; it may stir efforts at reform. 

Austin is a pluralist. In examining ordinary language, he sees that we use words for 
many different purposes. The logical positiVists were fixated on reference-the use 
of words to pick out and designate some thing in the world. They believed that mean
ing resided in correspondence between word and world. Where such correspondence 
was absent, so was meaning. Austin recognizes referential utterances ("statements, 
reports or descriptions") as one kind of meaningful speech but chastises logical 
positivism for failing to notice, or for denigrating when noticing, other kinds in
cluding greetings, apologies, imperatives, pleas, curses, exclamations, and counter
conditionals ("if I were king, I would ... "). 

In considering this range, Austin attempts in our selection, "Performative Utter
ances," to make a basic distinction. There are "statements," which refer to an already 
existing state of affairs "out there" and are "true" or "false" depending on whether the 
words fit the facts. And there are "performatives." which do not refer to an existing 
state of affairs but which, instead, bring a state of affairs into existence by being 
uttered. Performatives are speech acts, cases in which saying something counts as an 
action: ·they serve to alter the world, to bring something new into existence, or to 
modify, create, or establish a certain relationship between people. "[P]erformative 
utterances are not true or false, then".; rather, Austin deems them "felicitous" when 
they succeed in establishing the state of affairs they strive to create. He is interested 
in outlining the conditions that must be fulfilled for a performative to be felicitous. 

For starters, Austin realizes (as did FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE and Wittgenstein) 
that individual utterances rely heaVily on "background conditions" in order to make 
sense. Among these conditions are a whole set of "conventions," as well as the context 
in which an utterance is made. Austin points out that many conventions are, in fact, 
institutional, understanding "institutions" as formal organizations of authority. Per
formative speech acts such as a judge's sentencing of a criminal or a minister's "I now 
pronounce you man and wife" succeed only when uttered by a person with the appro
priate authority. 

Austin also considers noninstitutional causes of infelicity-insincerity, misunder
standing, and nonseriousness. When discussing these sources of "unhappy" utter
ances and returning to questions of truth and falsehood, Austin finds himself 
increasingly unable to sort out the different uses of language into separate bins. He 
cannot maintain the firm line between statements and performatives. If I_y "with a 
stem look, he opened the debate," am I being merely descriptive, or does my use of 
the adjective "stern" create a View of events for my auditorsf In addition, the verb 
"opened" is a "dead metaphor"; that is, a word designating physical action ("opening") 
is used to describe a different action. In other words, Austin runs into the kinds of 
di~culties FRlEDRlCH NIETZSCHE describes in the essay "On Truth and Lying in a 
Non-Moral Sense" (I873; see above), difficulties that led Nietzsche eventually to 
claim that "there are no facts, only interpretations." 

Austin does not phrase the problem in Nietzschean terms. But he does recognize 
that we seldom speak purely descriptively; we are always doing other things-even 
when we say "the chair is blue." We have a reason to say "the chair is blue," and that 
reason is almost always a desire to sway our auditor in some way or another. Austin's 
essay on performatives thus leads him to recognize the rhetorical element in most 
utterances. We say things in particular contexts to certain others with the aim of 
influencing their opinions, attitudes, beliefs, and so on. For this reason, Austin con
cludes the essay with the suggestion that utterances have "force" as well as "meaning"; 
he uses "force" to designate their impact on listeners, an impact that the speaker can 
try but cannot always manage to control. And he also concludes that we need to 
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"loosen up" the dichotomy "true / false" so we can more subtly appraise the complex 
relation between facts and utterances. . .' 

Austin's notion of performatives entered literary theory through the JACQUBS 
DBRRIDA-John Searle debate of the 1970s. Derrida found Austin's work suggestive 
but castigated the British philosopher for trying to exclude "non-serious" utterances 
(a category that included statements made in poems) from consideration. The Amer
ican philosopher Searle had studied under Austin at Oxford and he defended Austin 
against what he saw as Derrida's misunderstandings. The pyrotechnics of the 
debate-which cemented the hostility between Anglo-American philosophers and 
"French theory"-obscured the fact that Derrida found Austin's emphasis on how 
language produces things as well as simply reports them very important. JUDITH BUT
LER and EVE KOSOFSKY SEDGWICK in the 1990s recuperated the notion of the perfor
mative for literary and cultural theorists by stresAing the extent to which gender (and 
other) identities are produced through performances of the ritualized practices of 
daily life. Joining Derrida's emphasis on "iteratioQ." (repetition) with Austin's insis
tence that language is productive, Butler and Sedgwick show how prevailing social 
scripts (ideology) acquire reality for individuals through being performed. 
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Performative Utterances 

I 

You are more than entitled not to know what the word 'performative' means. 
It is a new word and an ugly word, and perhaps it does not mean anything 
very much. But atany rate there is one thing in its favour, it is not a profound 
word. I remember once when I had been talking on this subject that some
body afterwards said: 'You know, I haven't the least idea what he means, 
unless it could be that he simply means what he says'. Well, that is what I 
should like to mean. 
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Let us consider first how this affair arises. We have not got to go very far 
back in the history of philosophy to find philosophers assuming more or less 
as a matter of course that the sole business, the sole interesting business, of 
any utterance-that is, of anything we say-is to be true or at least false. Of 
course they had always known that there are other kinds of things which we 
say-things like imperatives, the expressions of wishes, and exclamations
some of which had even been classified by grammarians, though it wasn't 
perhaps too easy to tell always which was which. But still philosophers have 
assumed that the only things that they are interested in are utterances which 
report facts or which describe situations truly or falsely. In recent times this 
kind of approach has been questioned-in two stages, I think. First of all 
people began to say: ·~lelJ. if these things are true or false it ought to be 
possible to decide which they are, and if we can't decide which they are they 
aren't any good but are, in short, nonsense'. And this new approach did a 
great deal of good; a great many things which probably are nonsense were 
found to be such. It is not the case, I think, that all kinds of nonsense have 
becn adequately classified yet, and perhaps some things have been dismissed 
as nonsense which really are not; but still this movement, the verification 
movement, was, in its way. excellent. 

However, we then come to the second stage. After all, we set some limits 
to the amount of nonsense that we talk, or at least the amount of nonsense 
that we are prepared to admit we talk; and so people began to ask whether 
after all some of those things which, treated as statements, were in danger 
of being dismissed as nonsense did after all really set out to be statements 
at all. Mightn't they perhaps be intended not to report facts but to influence 
people in this way or that. or to let off steam in this way or that'? Or perhaps 
at any rate some elements in these utterances performed such functions, or, 
for example, drew attention in some way (without actually reporting it) to 
some important feature of the circumstances in which the utterance was 
being made. On these lines people have now adopted a new slogan, the 
slogan of the 'different uses of language'. The old approach, the old state
mental approach, is sometimes called even a fallacy, the descriptive fallacy. 

Certainly there are a great many uses of language. It's rather a pity that 
people are apt to invoke a new use of language whenever they feel so inclined, 
to help them out of this, that, or the other well-known philosophical tangle; 
we need more of a framework in which to discuss these uses of language; 
and also I think we should not despair too easily and talk, as people are apt 
to do. about the infinite uses of language. Philosophers will do this when 
they have listed as many. let us say, as seventeen; but even if there were 
something like ten thousand uses of language, surely we could list them all 
in time. This. after all, is no larger than the number of species of beetle that 
entomologists have taken the pains to list. But whatever the defects of either 
of these movements-the 'verification' movement or the 'use of language' 
movement-at any rate they have effected, nobody could deny, a great rev
olution in philosophy and, many would say, the most salutary in its history. 
(Not. if you come to think of it. a very immodest claim.) 

Now it is one such sort of use of language that I want to examine here. I 
,,"ant to discuss a kind of utterance which looks like a statement and gram
matically, I suppose, would be classed as a statement, which is not nonsen
sical, and yet is not true 01' false. These are not going to be utterances which 
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contain curious verbs like 'could' or 'might', or curious words like 'good', 
which many philosophers regard nowadays simply as danger signals. They 
will be perfectly straightforward utterances, with ordinary verbs in the first 
person singular present indicative active, and yet we shall see at once that 
they couldn't possibly be true or false. Furthermore, if a person makes an 
utterance of this sort we should say that he is doing something rather than 
merely saying something. This may sound a little odd; but the examples I 
shall give will in fact not be odd at all, and may even seem decidedly dull. 
Here are three or four. Suppose, for example, that in the course of a marriage 
ceremony I say, as people will,'1 do'-(sc. 1 take this woman to be my lawful 
wedded wife). Or again, suppose that 1 tread on your toe and say 'I apologize'. 
Or again, suppose that I have the bottle of champaghe in my hand and say 
'I name this ship the Queen Elizabeth'. Or suppose 1 say 'I het you sixpence 
it will rain tomorrow'. In all these cases it would be absurd to regard the 
thing that I say as a report of the performance of the action which is undoubt
edly done-the action of betting, or christening, or apologizing. We should 
say rather that, in saying what I do, I actually perform that action. When I 
say 'I name this ship the Queen Elizabeth' I do not describe the christening 
ceremony, I actually perform the christening; and when 1 say 'I do' (se. take 
this woman to be my lawful wedded wife), I am not reporting on a marriage, 
I am indulging in it. 

Now these kinds of utterance are the ones that we call performative utter
ances. This is rather an ugly word, and a new word, but there seems to be 
no word already in existence to do the job. The nearest approach that I can 
think of is the word 'operative', as used by lawyers. Lawyers when talking 
about legal instruments will distinguish between the preamble, which recites 
the circumstances in which a transaction is effected, and on the other hand 
the operative part-the part of it which actually performs the legal act which 
it is the purpose of the instrument to perform. So the word 'operative' is very 
near to what we want. 'I give and bequeath my watch to my brother' would 
be an operative clause and is a performative utterance. However, the word 
'operative' has other uses, and it seems preferable to have a word specially 
designed for the use we want. 

Now at this point one might protest, perhaps even with some alarm, that 
I seem to be suggesting that marrying is simply saying a few words, that just 
saying a few words is marrying. Well, that certainly is not the case. The words 
have to be said in the appropriate circumstances, and this is a matter that 
yvill come up again later. But the one thing we must not suppose is that what 
is needed in addition to the saying of the words in such cases is the perfor
mance of some internal spiritual act, of which the words then are to be the 
report. It's very easy to slip into this view at least in difficult, portentous 
cases, though perhaps not so easy in simple cases like apologizing. In the 
case of promising-for example, 'I promise to be there tomorrow'-it's very 
easy to think that the utterance is simply the outward and visible (that Is, 
verbal) sign of the performance of some.lnward spiritual act of promising, 
and this view has certainly been expressed in many classic places. There is 
the case of Eurlpfdes' Hlppolytus,3 who said 'My tongue swore to, but my 

I. Scilicet; namely. 
2. Eurlpide., Hll'l'olytus (428 D.e.E.), line 612. 

The Greek word here translated "heart" Is I'hri!n, 
which can also meal1: "mind" or uunderstandlng. JP 
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heart did not'-perhaps it should be 'mind' or 'spirit' rather than 'heart', but 
at any rate some kind of backstage artiste. Now it is clear from this sort of 
example that, if we slip into thinking that such utterances are reports, true 
or false, of the performance of inward and spiritual acts, we open a loop
hole to perjurers and welshers and bigamists and so on, so that there are 
disadvantages in being excessively solemn in this way. It is better, perhaps, 
to stick to the old saying that our word is our bond. 

However, although these utterances do not themselves report facts and 
are not themselves true or false, saying these things does very often imply 
that certain things are true and not false, in some sense at least of that rather 
woolly word 'imply'. For example, when I say 'I do take this woman to be my 
lawful wedded wife', or some other formula in the marriage ceremony, I do 
imply that I'm not already married, with wife living, sane, undivorced, and 
the rest of it. But still it is very important to realize that to imply that some
thing or other is true, is not at all the same as saying something which is 
true itself. 

These performative utterances are not true or false, then. But they do 
suffer from certain disabilities of their own. They can fail to come off in 
special ways, and that is what I want to consider next. The various ways in 
which a performative utterance may be unsatisfactory we call, for the sake 
of a name, the infelicities; and an infelicity arises-that is to say, the utter
ance is unhappy-if certain rules, transparently simple rules, are broken. I 
will mention some of these rules and then give examples of some infringe
ments. 

First of all, it is obvious that the conventional procedure which by our 
utterance we are purporting to use must actually exist. In the examples given 
here this procedure will be a verbal one, a verbal procedure for marrying or 
giving or whatever it may be; but it should be borne in mind that there are 
many non-verbal procedures by which we can perform exactly the same acts 
as we perform by these verbal means. It's worth remembering too that a great 
many of the things we do are at least in part of this conventional kind. 
Philosophers at least are too apt to assume that an action is always in the 
last resort the making of a physical movement, whereas it's usually, at least 
in part, a matter of convention. 

The first rule is, then, that the convention invoked must exist aTftI" be 
accepted. And the second rule, also a very obvious one, is that the circum
stances in which we purport to invoke this procedure must be appropriate 
for its invocation. If this is not observed, then the act that we purport to 
perform would not come off-it will be, one might say, a misfire. This will 
also be the case if, for example, we do not carry through the procedure
whatever it may be-correctly and completely, without a flaw and without a 
hitch. If any of these rules are not observed, we say that the act which we 
purported to perform is void, without effect, If, for example, the purported 
act was an act of marrying, then we should say that we 'went through a form' 
of marriage, but wc did nqt actually succeed In marrying. 

Here are some examples of this kind of misfire. Suppose that, living In a 
country like our own, we wish to divorce our wife. We may try standing her 
in front of us squarely in the room and saying, in a voice loud enough for all 
to hear, 'I divorce you'. Now this procedure is not accepted. We shall not 
thereby have succeeded in divorcing our wife, at least in this country and 
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others like it. This is a case where the convention, we should say, does not 
exist or is not accepted. Again, suppose that, picking sides at a children's 
party, I say 'I pick George'. But George turns red in the face and says 'Not 
playing'. In that case I plainly, for some reason or another, have not picked 
George-whether because there is no convention that you can pick people 
who aren't playing, or because George in the circumstances is an inappro
priate object for the procedure of picking. Or consider the case in which I 
say 'I appoint you Consul', and it turns out that you have been appointed 
already-or perhaps it may even transpire that you are a horse;3 here again 
we have the infelicity of inappropriate circumstances, inappropriate objects, 
or what not. Examples of flaws and hitches are perhaps scarcely necessary
one party in the marriage ceremony says 'I wiU\ the other says 'I won't'; I say 
'I bet sixpence', but nobody says 'Done', nobody takes up the offer. In all 
these and other such cases, the act which we purport to perform, or set out 
to perform, is not achieved. 

But there is another and a rather different way in which this kind of utter
ance may go wrong. A good many of these verbal procedures are designed 
for use by people who hold certain beliefs or have certain feelings or inten
tions. And if you use one of these formulae when you do not have the req
uisite thoughts or feelings or intentions then there is an abuse of the 
procedure, there is insincerity. Take, for example, the expression, 'I con
gratulate you'. This is designed for use by people who are glad that the person 
addressed has achieved a certain feat, believe that he was personally respon
sible for the success, and so on. If I say 'I congratulate you' when I'm not 
pleased or when I don't believe that the credit was yours, then there is insin
cerity. Likewise if I say I promise to do something, without having the least 
intention of doing it or without believing it feasible. In these cases there is 
something wrong certainly, but it is not like a misfire. We should not say 
that I didn't in fact promise, but rather that I did promise but promised 
insincerely; I did congratulate you but the congratulations were hollow. And 
there may be an infelicity of a somewhat similar kind when the performative 
utterance commits the speaker to future conduct of a certain description and 
then in the future he does not in fact behave in the expected way. This is 
very obvious, of course, if 1 promise to do something and then break my 
promise, but there are many kinds of commitment of a rather less tangible 
form than that in the case of promising. For instance, I may say 'I welcome 
you', bidding you welcome to my home or wherever it may be, but then I 
proceed to treat you as though you were exceedingly unwelcome. In this case 
the procedure of saying 'I welcome you' has been abused in a way rather 
different from that of simple insincerity. 

Now we might ask whether this list of infelicities is complete, whether the 
kinds of infelicity are mutually exclusive, and so forth. Well, it is not com
plete, and they are not mutually exclusive; they never are. Suppose that you 
are just about to name the ship, you have been appointed to name it, and 
you are just about to bang the bottle against the stem; but at that very 
moment some low type comes up, snatches the bottle out of your hand, 
breaks it on the stem, shouts out 'I name this ship the Generalissimo Stalin', 

3. A reference to an anecdote about the Roman emperor known as Caligula (Gaius Caesar Germanlcus, 
12-41 C.E.), who was said 10 have wished to make his favorlle horse consul. 
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and then for good measure kicks away the chocks. Well, we agree of course 
on several things. \Ve agree that the ship certainly isn't now named the 
Generalissimo Stali'2, and we agree that it's an infernal shame and so on and 
so forth. But we may not agree as to how we should classify the particular 
infelicity in this case. \Ve might say that here is a case of a perfectly legitimate 
and agreed procedure which. however, has been invoked in the wrong cir
cumstances, namely by the wrong person, this Iow type instead of the person 
appointed to do it. But on the other hand we might look at it differently and 
say that this is a case where the procedure has not as a whole been gone 
through correctly, because part of the procedure for naming a ship is that 
you should first of all get yourself appointed as the person to do the naming 
and that's what this fellow did not do. Thus the way we should classify infe
licities in different cases will be perhaps rather a difficult matter, and may 
even in the last resort be a bit arbitrary. But of course lawyers, who have to 
deal very much with this kind of thing. have invented all kinds of technical 
terms and have made numerous rules about different kinds of cases, which 
enable them to classify fairly rapidly what in particular is wrong in any given 
case. 

As for whether this list is complete, it certainly is not, One further way in 
which things may go wrong is. for example, through what in general may be 
called misunderstanding. You may not hear what I say, or you may under
stand me to refer to something different from what I intended to refer to, 
and so on. And apart from further additions which we might make to the 
list. there is the general over-riding consideration that, as we are performing 
an act when we issue these performative utterances, we may of course be 
doing so under duress or in some other circumstances which make us not 
entirely responsible for doing what we are doing. That would certainly be an 
unhappiness of a kind-any kind of non-responsibility might be called an 
unhappiness; but of course it is a quite different kind of thing from what we 
ha\'e been talking about. And I might mention that, quite differently again, 
we could be issuing any of these utterances, as we can issue an utterance of 
any kind whatsoever. in the course. for example, of acting a play or making 
a joke or writing a poem-in which case of course it would not be seriously 
meant and we shall not be able to say that we seriously performed the act 
concerned. If the poet says 'Go and catch a falling star'4 or whatever it ~' 
be, he doesn't seriously issue an order. Considerations of this kind apply to 
any utterance at all. not merely to performatives. 

That, then, is perhaps enough to be going on with. We have discussed the 
pel'formative utterance and its infelicities. That equips us, we may suppose, 
with two shining new tools to crack the crib of reality maybe. It also equips 
us-it always does-with two shining new skids under our metaphysical feet. 
The question is how we use them. 

1I 

So far we have been going firmly ahead, feeling the firm ground of prejudice 
glide away beneath our feet which is always rather exhilarating, but what 
next? You will be waiting for the bit when we bog down, the bit where we 

4, The first line of an untitled poem (163,~) by John Donne. 
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take it all back, and sure enough that's going to come but it will take time. 
First of all let us ask a rather simple question. How can we be sure, how can 
we tell, whether any utterance is to be classed as a performative or not? 
Surely, we feel, we ought to be able to do that. And we should obviously very 
much like to be able to say that there is a gramrrl'atical criterion for this, 
some grammatical means of deciding whether an utterance is performative. 
All the examples I have given hitherto do in fact have the same grammatical 
form; they all of them begin with the verb in the first person singular present 
indicative active-not just any kind of verb of course, but still they all are in 
fact of that form. Furthermore, with these verbs that I have used there is a 
typical asymmetry between the use of this person and tense of the verb and 
the use of the same verb in other persons and other tenses, and this asym
metry is rather an important clue. 

For example, when we say 'I promise that ... " the case is very different 
from when we say 'He promises that ... " or in the past tense 'I promised 
that ... '. For when we say 'I promise that; .. ' we do perform an act of 
promising-we give a promise. What we do not do is to report on somebody's 
performing an act of promising-in particular, we. do not report on some
body's use of the expression 'I promise'. We actually do use it and do the 
promising. But if I say 'He promises', or in the past tense 'I promised', I 
precisely do report on an act of promising, that is to say an act of using this 
formula 'I promise'-I report on a present act of promising by him, or on a 
past act of my own. There is thus a dear difference between our first person 
singular present indicative active, and other persons· and tenses. This is 
brought out by the typical incident of little Willie whose uncle says he'll give 
him half"a-crown5 if he promises never to smoke till he's 55. Little Willie's 
anxious parent will say 'Of course he promises, don't you, WiIlie?' giving him 
a nudge, and . little Willie just doesn't vouchsafe. The point here is that he 
must do the promising himself by saying 'I promise', and his parent is going 
too fast in saying he .promises. . 

That, then, isa bit of a test for whether an utterance is performative or 
not, but it would not do to suppose that every performative utterance. has to 
take this standard form. There is at least one other standard form, every bit 
as common as this one, where the verb is in the passive voice and in the 
second or third person, not in the first. The sort of case I mean is that of a 
notice inscribed 'Passengers are warned to cross the line by the bridge only', 
or of a document reading 'You are hereby authorized' to do so-and-so. These 
I!re undoubtedly performative, and in fact a signature is.often required in 
order to show who it is that is doing the act of warning, or authorizing, or 
whatever it may be. Very typical of this kind of performative-especially 
liable to occur in written documents of course-is that the little word 'hereby' 
either actually occurs or might naturally be inserted. 

Unfortunately, however, we still can't possibly suggest t;hat every utterance 
which is to be classed as a performative has to take one or another of these 
two, as we might call them, standard forms. After all it would be a very typical 
performative utterance to say 'I order you to shut the door'. This satisfies all 
the criteria; It is performing the act of ordering you to shut the door; and it 

5. Under the old U.K. system of money, a crown was worth 5 shillings; little Willie Is given the equivalent 
of about a half-dollar. 
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is not true or false. But in the appropriate circumstances surely we could 
perform exactly the same act by simply saying 'Shut the door', in the imper
ative. Or again, suppose that somebody sticks up a notice 'This bull is dan
gerous', or simply 'Dangerous bull', or simply 'Bull'. Does this necessarily 
differ from sticking up a notice, appropriately signed, saying 'You are hereby 
warned that this bull is dangerous'? It seems that the simple notice 'Bull' can 
do just the same job as the more elaborate formula. Of course the difference 
is that if we just stick up 'Bull' it would not be quite clear that it is a warning; 
it might be there just for interest or informatioh, like 'Wallaby' on the cage 
at the zoo, or 'Ancient Monument'. No doubt we should know from the 
nature of the case that it was a warning, but it would not be explicit. 

Well, in view of this break-down of grammatical, criteria, what we should 
like to suppose-and there is a good deal in this-is that any utterance which 
is performative could be reduced or expanded or analysed into one of these 
two standard forms beginning 'I ... ' so and so or beginning 'You (or he) 
hereby ... ' so and so. If there was any justification for this hope, as to some 
extent there is, then we might hope to make a list of all the verbs which can 
appear in these standard forms, and then we might classify the kinds of acts 
that can be performed by performative utterances. We might do this with 
the aid of a dictionary, using such a test as that already mentioned-whether 
there is the characteristic asymmetry between the first person singular pres
ent indicative· active and the other persons and tenses-in' order to decide 
whether a verb is to go into our list or not. Now if we make such a list of 
verbs we do in fact find that they fall into certain fairly well-marked classes. 
There is the class of cases where we deliver verdicts and make estimates and 
appraisals of various kinds. There is the class where we give undertakings, 
commit ourselves in various ways by saying something. There is the class 
where by saying something we exercise various rights and powers, such as 
appointing and voting and so on. And there are one or two other fairly weIl
marked classes. 

Suppose this-task accomplished. Then we could call these. verbs in our list 
explicit performative verbs, and any utterance that Was reduced to orie or 
the other of our standard forms we could call an explicit performative utter
ance. 'I order you to shut the door' would be an explicit performative utter
ance, whereas 'Shut the door' would not-that is simply a 'prhfjary' 
performative utterance or whatever we like to calJ it. In using the imperative 
we may be ordering you to shut the door, but it just isn't made clear whether 
we aJ:e ordering you or entreating you or imploring you or beseeching you or 
inciting you or tempting you, or one or another of many other subtly different 
acts which, in an unsophisticated primitive language, are very likely not yet 
discriminated. But we need not over-estimate the unsophistication of prim
itive languages. There are a great many devices that can be used for making 
clear, even at the primitive level, what act it is we are performing when we 
say something-the tone of voice, cadence; gesture-and above all we can 
rely upon the nature of the circumstances, the context in which the utterance 
is issued. This very often makes it quite unmistakable whether it is an order 
that is being given or whether, say, I am simply urging you or entreating you. 
We may, for instance, say something like this: 'Coming from him I was bound 
to take it as an order'. Still, in spite of all these devices, there is an unfor
tunate amount of ambiguity and lack of discrimination in default of our 
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explicit performative verbs. If I say something like 'I shall be there', it may 
not be certain whether it is a promise, or an expression of intention,· or 
perhaps even a forecast of my future behaviour, of what is going to happen 
to me; and it may matter a good deal, at least in developed societies, precisely 
which of these things it is. And that is why the explicit performative verb is 
evolved-to make clear exactly which it is, how far it commits me and in 
what way, and so forth. 

This is just one way in which language develops in tune with the society 
of which it is the language. The social habits of the society may considerably 
affect the question of which performative verbs are evolved and which, some
times for rather irrelevant reasons, are not. For example, if I say 'You are a 
poltroon', it might be that I am censuIing you or it might be that I am 
insulting you. Now since apparently society approves of censuring or repri
manding, we have here evolved a formula- 'I reprimand you', or 'I censure 
you', which enables us expeditiously to get this desirable business over. But 
on the other hand, since apparently we don't approve of insulting, we have 
not evolved a simple formula 'I insult you', which might have done just as 
well. 

By means of these explicit performative verbs· and some other devices, 
then, we make explicit what precise act it is that we are performing when 
we issue our utterance. But here I would like to put in a word of warning. 
We must distinguish between the function of making explicit what act it is 
we are performing, and the quite different matter of stating what act it is we 
are performing. In issuing an explicit performative utterance we are not stat
ing what act it is, we are showing or making explicit what act it is. We can 
draw a helpful parallel here with another case in which the act, the conven
tional act that we perform, is not a speech!act but a physical performance. 
Suppose I appear before you one day and bow deeply from the waist. Well, 
this is ambiguous. I may be simply observing the local flora, tying my shoe
lace, something of that kind; on the other hand, conceivably I might be doing 
obeisance to you. Well, to· clear up this ambiguity we have some device such 
as raising the hat, saying 'Salaam',6 or something of that kind, to make it 
quite plain that the act being performed is the conventional one of doing 
obeisance rather than some other act. Now nobody would want to say that 
lifting your hat was stating that you were performing an act of obeisance; it 
certainly is not, but it does make it quite plain that you are. And so in the 
same way to say 'I warn you that ... ' or 'I order you to ... ' or 'I promise 
that ... ' is not to state that you are doing something, but makes it plain that 
you are-it does constitute your verbal performance, a performance of a 
particular kind. 

So far we have been going along as though there was a quite clear differ
ence between our performative utterances and what we have contrasted 
them with, statements or reports or descriptions. But now we begin to find 
that this distinction is not as clear as it might be. It's now that we begin to 
sink in a little. In the first place, of course, we may feel doubts as to how 
widely our performatives extend. If we think up some odd kinds of expression 
we use in odd cases, we might very well wonder whether or not they satisfy 
our rather vague criteria for being performative utterances. Suppose, for 

6. Literally, "peace" lArabic); a r,reetinr, sometimes spoken while makinr, a ceremonla\ bow. 
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example, somebody says 'Hurrah'. Well, not true or false; he is performing 
the act of cheering. Does that make it a performative utterance in our sense 
or not'? Or suppose he says 'Damn'; he is performing the act of swearing, and 
it is not true or false. Does that make it performative? We feel that in a way 
it does and yet it's rather different. Again, consider cases of , suiting the action 
to the words'; these too may make us wonder whether perhaps the utterance 
should be classed as performative. Or sometimes, if somebody says 'I am 
sorry', we wonder whether this is just the same as 'I apologize'-in which 
case of course we have said it's a performative utterance-or whether per
haps it's to be taken as a description, true or false, of the state of his feelings. 
If he had said 'I feel perfectly awful about it', then we shOlild think it must 
be meant to be a description of the state of his feelings. If he had said 'I 
apologize', we should feel this was clearly a performative utterance, going 
through the ritual of apologizing. But if he says 'I am sorry' there is an unfor
tunate hovering between the two. This phenomenon is quite common. We 
often find cases in which there is an obvious pure performative utterance 
and obvious other utterances connected with it which are not performative 
but descriptive, but on the other hand a good many in between where we're 
not quite sure which they are. On some occasions of course they are obvi
ously used the one way, on some occasions the other way, but on some 
occasions they seem positively to revel in ambiguity. 

Again, consider the case of the umpire when he says 'Out' or 'Over',' or 
the jury's utterance when they say that they find the prisoner guilty. Of 
course, we say, these are cases of giving verdicts, performing the act of 
appraising and so forth, but still in a way they have some connexion with the 
facts. They seem to have something like the duty to be true or false, and 
seem not to be so very remote from statements. If the umpire says 'Over', 
this surely has at least something to do with six balls in fact having been 
delivered rather than seven, and so on. In fact in general we may remind 
ourselves that 'I state that ... ' does not look so very different from 'I warn 
you that ... ' or 'I promise to ... '. It makes clear surely that the act that we 
are performing is an act of stating, and so functions just like 'I warn' or 'I 
order'. So isn't 'I state that ... ' a performative utterance? But then one may 
feel that utterances beginning 'I state that ... ' do have to be true or false, 
that they are statements. ~ . 

Considerations of this sort, then, may well make us feel pretty unhappy. 
If we look back for a moment at our contrast between statements and per
Formative utterances, we realize that we were taking statements very much 
on trust from, as we said, the traditional treatment. Statements, we had it, 
were to be true or false; performative utterances on the other hand were to 
be felicitous or infelicitous. They were the doing of something, whereas for 
all we said making statements was not doing something. Now this contrast 
surely, if we look back at it, is unsatisfactory. Of course statements are liable 
to be assessed in this matter of their correspondence or failure to correspond 
with the facts, that is, being true or false. But they are also liable to infelicity 
every bit as much as are performative utterances. In fact some troubles that 
have arisen in the study of statements recently can be shown to be simply 
troubles of infelicity. For example, it has been pointed out that there is SOITle-

7. Umpire's calls in cricket. 
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thing very odd abou.t ;saying something .Hke this: 'The cat is .on the mat; .but I 
don't believe it is,',· Now this is. an outrageous thing to.say" but jt is: .no.t, self. 
contradic;tory.There-is n~ reason why the .cat;sh6uldn~t·be on the mafwithout 
my· believing ,that-it' is. So how ar:e we: !tP classify .what's·.wr~ng with this 
peculiar statement?· Jfweremember nQwt;he;·doCtrine: pf infelicity we shall 
see .that the person. who makes this·remark- about. the cat:isin much· the 
same position as ,somebody. Who says· something .like) thish:T,promise!.that;1 
shall be ·there, .. but • haven't, the least intention of: hldri8' there'. Once.again 
you can of course perfectly well promise to be th~re withbut having the least 
intention of'beil)gthere; b.ut-there is somethjngotJ.trageous.abotJf.;.saying it; 
about actually avoWing the-insincerity ofthe:pfomise.you give.·ln the same 
way:there is insincerity in the case Qf the: person .who ,says 'The (lat;is on the 
mat but L don't believe it .is~; . and he is actually avoWingthatinsincerity-
whioh makes a peculiar kind of.nonsense. . .;,: . 

. A secOJ:ld.casethat has.come to light is the one about Johrt!s chiIdren'7'"'" 
thecasewheresomebody,is supposed to say 'All John's children are bald but 
John hasn't got any children;.~ Or perhaps, somebody says 'All John's children 
are bald'"when as a.rnatter;offact"7'"he doesn't say sb~John has nO children. 
Now those who·study statements. have ,worried aboutthis;':oughtthey~o say 
that the statement 'All John's children.:are bald'·is ll1eaningless' iri.t;his case? 
Well, if it is, iUs not a bitJ~kea great many .other. m~>r.e·standardJdnds, of 
meaninglessness; and .we 'see; .if we look back: at our list· Qf,infelicities; that 
~hat·js.going,wrong here.·is·.much the.same as what'goes:W;fong in,say, the 
case· .. of a ,contract for the, ;sale .. Q£' ,a. p.iece of land .when' the piece 9f iand 
referred to d.oes not existi;Now·what.wesayin.the case·of.this.;sale of land, 
which,of'course would be ,effected by a performative, utterance, is that the 
sale ls void-vo~d for .lack of reference orainbiguity of reference; and so we 
can s~e·:that th~ istatement about· all John's children is .Ilkewise ,void. for lack 
bf refe·rence. And if the man.actually says ·that John ha,,! ho, children :in ;the 
same breath as saYing. they're :all, bald, he:is making;the same ,kind. of out
rageous :utterance as'thee,mari who says 'The cat·is on the mat.and I :don't 
believe it is\- Qr;theman.who.says'l proll),ise,to but 1 don't intend to'. 

In this way, then, ills .. that have ·be«mf6und to afflict,statements can be 
precisely paralleled,witht ills that· are .ch~tracteristic 'of ;performative utter~ 
ances; And after all when we state something or describe something or. repott 
something; we ·~o perform an act which is every. bit as. much an act as an act 
of ordering or! warning. There seems no good reason why ·st.ating should be 
given a specially unique position. Of course philosophers have been wont to 
talk as though you or I or anybody, could just go rouhd stating anything about 
anything and that would be perfectly in order, ·only there's just a Iittleques
tion: is ,it true. ot false? But besides the little question; is it true or false, there 
is surely the question: is it in order? Can you go round just making statements 
about anything? Suppose fol" example you, say to me 'I'm· feeling pretty 
mouldy. this morning'. Well, I say to you 'You're not\ and you say 'What the 
devil do you l11ean, I'm not?' I say 'Oh nothing-I'm just ,stating you're not, 
is it true or false?' And you say .~Wait a bit. abo'ut·,whether it's: true ot false, 
the question is· what did you'mean by making statements about somebody 

8. A reference to a famous example in "On Denoting" (1905) by Bertrand Russell. one of the earliest of 
the logical positivists: "The present king of France is bald." 
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else's feelings? I told you I'm feeling pretty mouldy. You're just not in a 
position to say, to state that I'm not'. This brings out that you can't just make 
statements about other people's feelings (though you can make' guesses if 
you like); and there are very many things which, having no knowledge of, 
not being in a position to pronounce about, you just can't state. What we 
need to do for the case of stating, and by the same token 'describing and 
reporting, is to take them a bit off their pedestal, to realize: that they are 
speech-acts no less than all these other speech-acts that we have been men
tioning and talking about as performative. 

Then let us look for a moment at our original contrast between the per
formative' and the statement from the other side. In handling performatives 
we have been putting it all the time as though the only thing that a perfor
mative utterance had to do was to be felicitous, to come off, not to be a 
misfire, not to be an abuse. Yes, but that's not the end of the matter. At least 
in the case of many utterances which, on wha.t we have said, we should have 
to class as performative-cases where we say 'I warn you to ... " 'I advise 
you to ... ' and so on-there will be other questions besides simply:·was it 
in order, was it all right, as a piece of advice or'a warning, did it come off? 
Mter that surely there will be the question: was it good or sound advice? 
Was it a justified warning? Or in the case, let us say, of a verdict or an 
estimate: was it a good estimate, or a sound verdict? And these are questions 
that can only be decided by considering how the content of the verdict or 
estimate is· related in some way to fact, or to evidence· available about the 
facts. This is to' say that we do require to asseSs at least a great. many per
formative utterances in a general dimension 6f correspondence-with fact. It 
may still be said, of course, that this does not make them very like statements 
because still they are not true or false, and that's a little black and white 
speciality that distinguishes statements as a class apart. But actually
though it would take too long to go on about this-the more you think about 
truth and falsity the more you find that very few statements that we ever 
utter are just true or just false. Usually there is the question are they fair or 
are they not fair, are they adequate or not ade:quate, are they exaggerated or 
not exaggerated? Are they too rough, or are t~ey perfectly precise, accurate, 
and so on? 'True' and 'false' are just gerierallabels for a whole dimension of 
different appraisals which have something or other to do with the rennion 
between what we say and the facts. If, therf, we loosen up our ideas of truth 
and falsity We shall see that statements, when assessed in relation to the 
facts, are not so very different after all from pieces of advice, warnings, ver
dicts, and so ·on. 

We see then that stating something is performing an act just as much as 
is giving an order or giving a warning; and we see, on the other hand. that, 
when we give an order or a warning or a piece of advice, there is a question 
about how this is related to fact which is not perhaps so very different from 
the kind of question that arises when we discuss how a statement is related 
to fact. Well. this seems to mean that in its original form our distinction 
between the .p~rformative and the statement. is considerably weakened, and 
indeed breaks down. I will just mal<.e a suggestion as to how to handle this 
matter. We need to go very much farther back, to consider all the ways and 
senses in which saying anything at all is doing this .or that-because of course 
it is always doing a good many different things. And one thing that emerges 
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when we do do this is that, besides the question that has been very much 
studied in the past as to what a certain utterance means, there is a further 
question distinct from this as to what was the force, as we may call it, of the 
utterilnce. We may be quite clear what 'Shut the dOQr' means, but not yet at 
all dear on the further point as to whether as utteJ;ed at a certain time it was 
an order, an entreaty or whatnot; What we need besides the old doctrine 
about ineanings is a new doctrine about all the possible forces of utterances, 
towards the discovery of which our proposed list of explicit performative 
verl>s would be a very great help; and then, going on from there, an investi
gation of the various terms of appraisal that we use in discussing speech
acts of this; that, or the other precise kind-orders, warnings, and the like. 

The notions that we have co~idered then, are the performative, the infe
licity, the explicit performative, and lastly, rather hurriedly, the notion of the 
forces of utterances. 1 <;Iare say tHat all this seems a little unremunerative, a 
little complicated. Well, 1 suppose in some ways it is unremunerative, and 1 
suppose it ought to be remunerative. At least, though, 1 think that if we pay 
attehtion to these matters we can clear up some mistakes in philosophy; arid 
after all philosophy is used as a scapegoat, it parades mistakes which are 
really the mistakes of everybody. We might even clear up some mistakes in 
grammar, which perhaps is a little more respectable. 

And is it complicated? Well, it is complicated a bit; but life and truth and 
things do tend to be complicated. It's not things, it's philosophers that are 
simple. You will have heard it said, I expect, that over-simplification is the 
occupational disease of philosophers, and in a way one might agree with 
that. But for a sneaking suspicion that it's their occupation. 

1956 

NORTHROP FRYE 
i912-1991 

1961 

By the mid-1950s, the New Critical "close reading" of texts had become the dominant 
theory and practice of literary criticism in the North American academy. Its reign was 
not uncontested; some scholars argued that this c;ritical approach (see JOHN CROWE 
RANSOM and CLEANTH BROOKS) failed to consider historical and biographical con
texts, and the "Chicago School"led by R. S. Crane maintained that the New Criticism 
emphasized irony and metaphor in all texts at the expense of crucial distinctions 
among the literary genres. But it was not untii the late 1950s, with the publication 
of Northrop Frye's Anatomy o/Criticism (1957), that the New Criticism was compre
hensively challenged by a fully defined alternative. 

In the Anatomy 0/ Criticism, Frye pointedly contrasted his archetypal or myth crit-
icism with the "rhetorical analysis of the new critics": 

The further back we go, the more conscious we are of the organizing design. At 
a great distance from, say, a Madonna, we can see nothing but the archetype of 
the Madonna, a large centripetal blue mass with a contrasting point of interest 
at its center. In the criticism of literature, too, we often have to "stand back" 
from the poem to see its archetypal organization. 
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Frre thus took issue with the critical orthodoxy of his own day, even as his approach 
looked forward to the structuralist poetics ancl analysis of narrative that theorists such 
as TVEZTAN TODOROV, ROLAND BARTHES, and HAYDEN WHITE would articulate in the 
19605 and 19705. 

A Canadian born in southern Quebec province, Fl-ye attended the University of 
Toronto, studied theology at Emmanuel College in Toronto, was ordained in the 
United Church of Canada in 1936. and then did postgraduate work at Merton Col
lege, Oxford University. He began his academic career at Victoria College. University 
of Toronto, in 1939, and later held administrative positions both in the English 
department and in the college. He was keenly interested in Canadian literature, cul
ture, and education, but his influence as a literary critic, theorist. and educator 
extended worldwide. He lectured and taught at many colleges and universities in the 
United States, England, and elsewhere, winning numerous awards and prizes for his 
scholarship and criticism. 

Fl'ye's first book was Featful Sym.netry: A Study of William Blake (1947), an influ
ential examination of Blake's symbolism, Here, Frye describes the imagination as the 
"creative force in the mind" from which "everything that we call culture and civili
zation" derives: "it is the power of transforming a sub-human physical world into a 
\'"orld with a human shape and meaning." The next important work, Anatomy of Crit
icism. articulated the role of archetypal symbols, myths, and generic conventions in 
creating literary meaning. 

The word "archetype" derives from the Greek archetypon, which means "beginning 
pattern"; as developed by Frye within the field of literary criticism, it refers to a 
recurrent image, character, plot, or pattern that, through its .repetitions in many works 
across the centuries, takes on a universal quality. Fi"ye drew from many sources, 
including the Bible, Blake's prophetic books, and (from the early twentieth century) 
the German historicist writer Oswald Spengler, SIGMUND FREUD, the Scottish folk
lorist and anthropologist J. G. Frazer, and the classical historian Gilbert Murray. But 
perhaps the main source for Frye was the psychologist eARL JUNG, particularly Jung's 
account of the "collective unconscious," Part of what makes us human, according to 
lung, is an "unconscious" inhabited by shared memories, desires, impulses, images, 
ideas-in a word, archetypes-distinct frOni the personal unconscious that each of 
us acquires from our individual experiences. 

But Frye objected to being called a "Jungian critic." As he explains in Anatomy of 
Criticism, the literary critic should be "concerned only with ritual or dream patterns 
which are actually in what he is studying, however they got there," Throughout his 
career, he continued to focus on and define the repeating images that are structural 
"building blocks" of literature. It was, he later observed, "a vision of literatu%-8s 
forming a total schematic order" (Spiritus Mundi. 1976), .. 

This conception of literature as constituting a total order or universe explains why 
Frye's work has intrigued and inspired theorists interested in intertextuality-theways 
in which one text leads to, evokes, is made from, and is intersected by others. The 
French feminist theorist JULIA KRISTEVA. for example. described reading Fearful Sym
metry in the late 1960s as a "revelation" in its insertion of the poetic text into Western 
literary tradition. Through Aflatomy of Criticism, she adds, we can begin to grasp the 
;'extraordinary polysemy of literary art and take up the challenge it permanently 
poses." 

Frye's work has been widely discussed and admired but also sharply criticized, 
Often, in reply, Frye embraces the charge made against him. For example, he cheer
fully admits his refusal to judge differences between good and bad literary works, even 
though this position puts him at odds with many of the major critics of the English 
and American traditions, as well as more recent theorists such as BARBARA HERRN
STEIN SMITH (see "Contingencies of Value," 1988, below). Marxist and leftist critics 
have stated that Frye strips away the historical and political meanings from texts; in 
the words of TERRY EAGLETO:'o1, Frye's "formalism" is "even more full-blooded than 
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that of New Criticism. The New Critic allowed that literature was in some ,significant 
sense cognitive, yielding a sort of knowledge of the world; Frye insists that literature 
is an 'autonomous verbal'structure' quite cut.'offfrom any reference· beyond·itself." 
But for Frye this is hardly a failing, for he is deter~ined to understand literature In 
its own terms, "opposed to any.construct-...Marxist; Fre~dian, Thomist, or whatever
that is going to annex literature and simply explain literature in its own terminology" 
("Freedom'and Concern,", 1985). 

In our selection,·"The, Archetypes of Literature" (I 95 I), Frye sketches an early 
version of his approach. He argues that literature teachers must not confuse literature 
with criticism: we cannot in our classrooms "teach literature"; rather,. we teach the 
criticism of literature. If teachers aim as they should to tnake criticism it "systematic 
structure of knowledge," then they will need to shed their mistaken ide'as and habitual 
practices. For. Frye, a eommon mistake is assuming .that criticism is the making of 
value judgments; these, he says, amount to no more than exercises in the history of 
taste. Other mistakes include the intensive analysis of specific' texts (disconneCted 
"close readings" do 'not lead us toward the goal of a unified. and' coherent field .of 
scientific study) and a focus on conventional literary history.(periods such as Gothic 
and baroque are cultural rather than truly literary categories) ... 

. In defining genuine criticism, Frye shows how it is connected to but different from 
philosophy, theology, history, and the·social sciences, meriting autonomy as a rigorous 
and comprehensive professional university discipline. He finds the work of cultural 
anthropologists particularly valuable in his search for a "co-ordinating principle/" and 
from Frazer, Jung, and others he develops his theory of "archetypes," such as -the 
quest of the hero. Knowledge: of the, archetypes enables us to perceive the shared 
myths that literary works rely on and explorel through that awareness we can glimpse 
the underlying structure of the structures of all works . 

. Like Jung,' Frye uses terms ·with a looseness that can make his writing both .'sug
gestive and exasperating; Sometimes he refers to the archetype/'sometimes he states 
that the archetype is itself a myth, like the. quest. And.while his theory, supported by 
a rich and· wide range of reading,allows him to make connections between many 
texts, he rarely if ever attends to the text's' Janguage~ One"could also point out. that 
Frye's candn, while .capacious, is not'capacious 'enough: few women·andminorities 
figure in it. In this respect Frye is no different from most other critics and theorists 
of his generation, and his theory could be said to haVe a built"in. answer to the .charge: 
the nature of·archetypes:ensures that they also structure the Jiterature he ·himself 
fails to discuss, and thus in a sense he has.included it after illl. .. . 

Frye is an extraordinary synthesizer, whose system building is rnatehed in twentieth. 
century literary criticism' and theory only by 'the veri different system-building·off. A 
Richards and KENNETH BURKE. At a certain point, however, the categories, patterns; 
classifications, lists" and charts in Frye's major theoretical works threaten to become 
formulaic, as perhaps happens at the close 'of the selection below. Many texts are 

• briefly touchetl:on and connections among. them made, but norie of them is really 
brought into sharp.focus~ CUriously enough, Fryenow often· seems most rewarding 
less for his bold vision of literature as a whole than for the essays on specific texts 
that he did produce. When he writes about Milton's· elegy "Lyddas" {in Fables of 
Identity) or Hamlet (in Northrop Frye on Shakespeare), he demonstrates a subtle, 
sensitive, compelling feeling for the text in its own right-the text as related to count
less other texts but a discrete literary'experience nonetheless.' Frye's work as a prac
tical critic sometimes departS' from ·the tenets of bis theory, and is arguably the better 
for it. 

. B~BLiOGRAPHY 
. , 

Frye~smajor books. indud~ Feaifrfl Symmet,.y( I 94 7), Ana,~'Yof Criticism (19.57), 
T. S, Eliot (1963), The Return of'Eden: Five ES$ays on Milton's Epics.(1 96.5), andA 
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Study of English Romanticism (] 968). He also wrote a number of books on Shake
speare, including Fools of Time: Studies in Shakespearean Tragedy (I967) and Nor
throp Fryeon Shakespeare (I986). Among his collections of essays on diverse topics 
are Fables of Identity: Studies in Poetic Mythology (1963), The Stubborn Structure: 
Essays on Criticism and Society (]970), and Spiritus Muruli: Essays on Literature, 
Myth, and Society (1976). See also Reading the World: Selected Writings, 1935-1976, 
edited by Robert D. Denham (1990). In addition, Frye has been a significant force 
in turning the attention of literary scholars to the narratives and structural patterns 
of the Bible; his books on this subject include The Great Code: The Bible and Liter
ature (1982) and Words with Power: Being a Second Study of the Bible and Literature 
(1990). 

The University of Toronto Press has begun publication of The Collected Works of 
Northrop Frye, under the general editorship of Alvin A. Lee. Along with new editions 
of Frye's books, it will include his diaries, letters, student essays, speeches, fiction, 
and notebooks and other unpublished material. Three volumes have appeared to date: 
The Correspondence of Northrop Frye and Helen Kemp, 1932-1939 (2 vols., ]996) 
and Northrop Frye's Student Essays, 1932-1938, edited by Robert D. Denham (1997). 
Frye gave many interviews about his life, work, and career; see, for example, the 
collection Northrop Frye in Conversation, edited by David Cayley (i 996). Also valu
able is John AYre's Northrop Frye: A Biography (1989). 

Good brief overviews include Robert D. Denhain, Northrop Frye and Critical 
Method (1974); David Cook, Northrop Frye: A Vision of the New World (1986); lan 
Balfour, Northrop Frye (] 988); and Joseph Adamson, Northrop Frye: A Visionary Life 
(] 993). The most comprehensive studies are A. C. Hamilton, Northrop Frye: An Anat
omy of His Criticism (1990), and Jonathan Locke Hart, Northrop Frye: The Theoretical 
Imagination (1994). . . . , 

There are a number of helpful collections: Northrop Frye, in: Mo~rn .Criticism, 
edited by Murray Krieger (I 966), which includes essays by Krieger, Angus f:letcher, 
WiIliam K.WimsattJr., and Geoffrey H. Hartman; commerits by Frye; ami"a checklist 
of his writin'gs; Centre and Labyrinth: Essays' in Honpur oJ"Northrop F,.ye, edited by 
Eleanor Cook et al. (1983); Northrop Frye and Eighteenth~Century Studies,edited by 
Howard D. Weinbrot-a special issue of Eighteenth-Centuiy Studies 24 (winter 
] 990-91); Visionary Poetics: Essays on NortJtrap Frye's Criticism; edited by Rohert D. 
Denham and Thomas Willard (] 991); Northrop Frye; edited'by Harold Bloom (1992); 
and The Legacy of Northrop Frye, edited by Alvin A. Lee and Robert D. Denham 
(1994), which is especially useful in describing Frye's contributions to Canadian cul
ture and his work on Romanticism, modernism, and religion. Another excellent col
lection is Rereading Frye, edited by David Boyd and Imre Salusinsky (1999). ~ .. 

See also Robert D. Denham, Northrop Frye: An Annotated Bihliography of Primary 
and Secondary Sources (1987), and the essays arid bibliographi~s in the Northrop Frye 
Newsletter. The Northrop Frye Centre was established in i 988 at the University of 
Toronto. 

The Archetypes of Literature I 

Every organized body of knowledge can be learned progressively; and expe
rience shows that there is also something progressive about the learning of 
literature. Our opening sentence has already got us into a semantic difficulty. 
Physics is ari organized body of knowledge about nature, and ~ student 'of it 
says that he is learning physics, not that he is learning nature. Art, like 

I. First published in the Ken)'Off Review series "My Credo," 
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nature, is the subject of a systematic study, and has to be distinguished from 
the study itself, which is criticism. It is therefore impossible to "learn liter
ature": one learns about it in a certain way, but what one learns, transitively, 
is the criticism of literature. Similarly, the difficulty often felt in "teaching 
literature" arises from the fact that it cannot be done: the criticism of liter
ature is all that can be directly taught. So while no one expects literature 
itself to behave like a science, there is surely no reason why criticism, as a 
systematic and organized study, should not be, at least partly, a science. Not 
a "pure" or "exact" science, perhaps, but these phrases form part of a 19th 
Century cosmology which is no longer with us. Criticism deals with the arts 
and may well be something of an art itself, but it does not follow that it must 
be unsystematic. If it is to be related to the sciences too, it does not follow 
that it must be deprived of the graces of culture. 

Certainly criticism as we find it in.'tc:arned journals and scholarly mono
graphs has every characteristic of a science. Evidence is examined scientifi
cally; previous authorities are used scientifically; fields are investigated 
scientifically; texts are edited scientifically. Prosody is scientific in structure; 
so is phonetics; so is philology. And yet in studying this kind of critical 
science the student becomes aware of a centrifugal movement carrying him 
away from literature. He finds that literature is the. central division of the 
"humanities," flanked on one side by history and on the other by philosophy. 
Criticism so far ranks only as a subdivision of literature; and hence, for the 
systematic mental organization of the subject, the student has to turn to the 
conceptual framework of the historian for events, and to that of the philos
opher for ideas. Even the more centrally placed critical sciences, such as 
textual editing, seem to be part of a "\>.ackground" that recedes into history 
or some other non-literary field. The thought suggests itself that the ancillary 
critical disciplines may be related to a central expanding pattern of systematic 
comprehension which has not yet been established, but which, if it were 
established, would prevent them from being centrifugal. If such a pattern 
exists, then criticism would be to art what philosophy is to wisdom and his
tory to action. 

Most of the central area of criticism is at present, and doubtless always 
will be, the area of commentary. But the commentators have little sense, 
unlike the researchers, of being contained within some sort of scientific dis
cipline: they are chiefly engaged, in the words of the gospel hymn, in bright
ening the corner where they are. If we attempt to get a more comprehensive 
idea of what criticism is about, we find ourselves wandering over quaking 
bogs of generalities, judicious pronouncements of value, reflective com
ments, perorations to works of research, and other consequences of taking 
the large view. But this part of the critical field is so full of pseudo
propositions, sonorous nonsense that contaic.s no truth and no falsehood, 
that it obviously exists only because criticism, like nature, prefers a waste 
space to an empty one. 

The term "pseudo-proposition" may imply some sort of logical positivist2 

attitude on my own part. Blit I would not confuse the significant proposition 
with the factual one; nor should I consider it advisable to muddle the study 

2. Characteristic of the philosophy that views all 
knowledge as deriving from empirical experience 
and logical reasoningi any statement that cannot 

be proved true or false is nonsense (i.e., a "pseudo~ 
proposition"). 
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of literature with a schizophrenic dichotomy between subjective-emotional 
and objective-descriptive aspects of meaning, considering that in order to 
produce any literary meaning at all one has to ignore this dichotomy. I say 
only that the principles by which one can distinguish a significant from a 
meaningless statement in criticism are not clearly defined. Our first step, 
therefore, is to recognize and get rid of meaningless criticism: that is, talking 
about literature in a way that cannot help to build up a systematic structure 
of knowledge. Casual value-judgments belong not to criticism but to the 
history of taste, and reflect, at best, only the social and psychological com
pulsions which prompted their utterance. All judgments in which the values 
are not based on literary experience but are sentimental or derived from 
religious or political prejudice may be regarded as casual. Sentimental judg
ments are usually based either on non-existent categories or antitheses 
("Shakespeare studied life, Milton books") or on a visceral reaction to the 
w!"iter's personality. The literary chit-chat which makes the reputations of 
poets boom and crash in an imaginary stock exchange is pseudo-criticism. 
That wealthy investor Mr. Eliot, after dumping Milton on the market, is now 
buying him again; Donne has probably reached his peak and will begin to 
taper off; Tennyson may be in for a slight flutter but the Shelley stocks are 
still bearish. 3 This sort of thing cannot be part of any systematic study, for a 
systematic study can only progress: whatever dithers or vacillates or reacts 
is merely leisure-class conversation. 

We next meet a more serious group of critics who say: the foreground of 
criticism is the impact of literature on the reader. Let us, then, keep the 
study of literature centripetal, and base the learning process on a structural 
an~lysis of the literary work itself. The texture of any great work of art is 
complex and ambiguous, and in unravelling the complexities we may take in 
as much history and philosophy as we please, if the subject of our study 
l-emains at the center. If it does not, we may find that in our anxiety to write 
about literature we have forgotten how to read it. 

The only weakness in this approach is that it is conceived primarily as the 
antithesis of centrifugal or "background" criticism. and so lands us in a some
what unreal dilemma. like the conflict of internal and external relations in 
philosophy. Antitheses are usually resolved, not by picking one side and 
refuting the other. or by making eclectic choices between them, but by tryfng 
to get past the antithetical way of stating the problem. It is right that the 
first effort of critical apprehension should take the form of a rhetorical or 
structural analysis of a work of art. But a purely structural approach has the 
same limitation in criticism that it has in biology. In itself it is simply a 
discrete series of analyses based on the mere existence of the literary struc
ture, without developing any explanation of how the structure came to be 
what it was and what its nearest relatives are. Structural analysis brings 
l'hetoric back to criticism, but we need a new poetics as well, and the attempt 
la construct a new poetics out of rhetoric alone can hardly avoid a ~ere 
complication of rhetorical terms into a sterile jargon. I suggest that what is 
at present missing from literary criticism is a co-ordinating principle, a cen
tral hypothesis which, like the theory of evolution in biology, will see the 

:~, Frye is referring to the evaluations of poets that 
the poet and critic T. S. ELIOT (1888-1965) made, 
Hnd that others-for example. the English cdtic 

F. R. Leavis and the American Yvor Winters-sub
sequently reinforced, modified, or disputed. 
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phenomena, it deals with as .parts of a whole~ Such a principle, though it 
would ·retain the. centripetal perspective ·of,structural.analysis, would try to 
give the same perSpective to other kinds .of criticism .too .. ' 
, The first.postulateof this hypothesis ,is, the same as that of , any sCience: 
the assumption of total coherence. The assUlttption refers to. the science, not 
to what it dealswith.,A belieHn an order of nature is an ,inference from the 
intelligibility of the natural.sciences;and .if the ·natural sciences ever com
pletely demonstrated the order of nature, they woi.dd presum~blyexhaust 
their subject. Criticism, as a.science, is totally intelligible; literature,as the 
subject of a science, is, so, far as we knowj-'an inexhaustible sOurce of new 
critical discoveries,and would be even if new works of:literature ceased to 
be written. If so, then the search for a limiting principle in literature in order 
to discourage the development of criticism'is mistaken. The. assertion ·that 
the .critk should. not look for more in a poem than the poet may. safely be 
assumed to ,have been conscious of putting!there is a: co~mon form of what 
may be called the fallacy of premature teleology. It corresponds to the asser
tion that a natural phenomenon is as it is ·because· Providence in its inscru
table wisdom made it so .. 

·Simple as the assumption·appears,.it takes a long time .for a science to 
discover . that it is in fact a totally intelligible body of knoWledge. Until it 
makes this discovery .it has not been born; as an .individual science, but 
remains an embryo 'within the body of some other subject. The. birth of phys
ics from ,"natural philosophy'~and of sociology from ';'moralphilosophy" will 
illustrate the process. It is also very approximately. true that. the ,modem 
sciences have developed in the,brder of their closeness to mathematics. Thus 
physics and astronomy assumed· their modern form in the Renaissance, 
chemistry in the 18th Century, biology in the 1.9th, and the . social sciences 
in the 20th. If. systematic criticism, then, is developing only in Our day, the 
fact is at least not an' anachronism; 

We are now looking for olassifying principles lying in an. area between two 
points that we have fixed. The first of these is the preliminary effort of crit
icism, the structural analysis of the work of art. The second is the assumption 
that there is such a subject as criticism, and that it makes,or could make, 
complete sense. We may next proceed Inductively from structural analysis, 
associating the data we collect and trying to. see larger pattemsln them. Or 
we may ptoceed deductively, with the consequences that follow from pos
tulating the unity of criticism; It is clear, of course, that neither procedure 
will work indefinitely without correction from the other. Pure induction will 
get us lost in haphazard guessing; pure deduction will lead to inflexible and 
over-simplified pigeon-holing. Let us now attempt a few tentative steps in 
each direction, beginning with the inductive one. 

Il 

The unity of a work of art, the basis of -structural analysis, has not been 
produced solely by the unconditioned Will of the artist, for the artist is' only 
its efficient cause: .it has form, and consequently a formal cause .. The fact 
that revision is possible, that the poet makes changes not because he likes 
them better but because they ani better, means that poems, like poets, are 
born and not made. The poet's task is todeiiver the p~em in as ~ninjur~d a 
state as possible, and if the poem is alive, it is equally anxious to be rid of 
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him, and screams to be cut loose from his private memories and associations, 
his desire fdr'self-expression, and all the other navel-strings and feeding 
tubes of his ego. The critic takes over where. the poet,leaves off; and criticism 
can hardly do without a kind of literary psychology connecting the poet with 
the poem. Part of this may be a psychological study of the poet, though this 
is useful chiefly in analysing the failures in his expression, the things in him 
which are still attached to his work. More . important is the fact that every 
poet has his private mythology, his own spectroscopic band or peculiar for
mation of symbols, of much of which he is quite unconscious. In works with 
characters of their own, such as dramas and novels, the same psychological 
analysis may be extended to the interplay of characters, though of course 
literary psychology would analyse the behavior of such characters only in 
relation to literary convention. 

There is still before us the problem of the formal cause of the poem, a 
problem deeply involved with the question of genres. We cannot say much 
about genres, for criticism does not know much about them. A good many 
critical efforts to grapple with such words as "novel" or "epic" are chiefly 
interesting as examples of the psychology of rum or. Two conceptions of the 
genre, however, are obviously fallacious, and as they are opposite extremes, 
the truth must lie somewhere between them. One is the pseudo-Platonic 
conception of genres as existing prior to and independently of creation, 
which confuses them with mere conventions of form like the sonnet. The 
other is that pseudo-biological conception of them as evolving species which 
turns up in so many surveys of the "development" of this or that form. 

We next inquire for the origin of the genre, and turn first of all to the 
social conditions and cultural demands which produced it-in other words 
to the material·cause of the work of art. This leads us into literary history, 
which differs from ordinary history in. that, its containing categories, 
"Gothic," "Baroque," "Romantic," and the like are cultural categories, of little 
use to the ordinary historian. Most literary history does not get as far as these 
categories,. but even so we know more about it than about most kinds of 
critical scholarship. The historian treats literature and philosophy historI
cally; the philosopher treats history and literature philosophically; and the 
so-called "history of ideas" approach marki the beginning of an attempt to 
treat history and philosophy from the point of view of an autonomour'Crltl
cism. 

But still we .feel that there is something missing. We say that every poet 
has his own peculiar formation of images. But when so· many poets use so 
many of the same images, surely there are much bigger critical problems 
involved than biographical ones. As Mr. Auden's brilliant essay The Enchafod 
Flood4 shows, an important symbol like the sea cannot remain within the 
poetry of Shelley or Keats or Coleridge: 5 it is bound to expand over many 
poets into an archetypal symbol of literature. And if the genre has a historical 
origin, why does the genre of drama emerge from medieval religion in a way 
so strikingly similar to the way it emerged from' Greek religion centuries 
before? This is a problem of structure rather than origin, and: suggests that 
there may be archetypes of genres as weII'as. <;»fimages. ' 

It is clear that criticism cannot be systematic unless' there is a quality in 

4. A set of lectures published by the poet and critic 
W. H. Auden (1907-1973) in 1950. 
5. All English Romantic poets: "EReY BYSSHE 

SHELLEY (1792-1822), John Keats (1795-1821), 
And SAMUELTAYLOR COLERIDGE (1772-1834). 
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literature which enables it to be so, an order of words corresponding to the 
order of nature in the natural sciences. An archetype should be not only a 
l.lnifying category of criticism, but itself a part of a total form, and it leads 
us a~ once to the question of what sort of total form criticism can see in 
literature. Our survey of critical techniques has taken us as far as literary 
history. Total literary history moves fro!" the primitive to the sophisticated, 
and here we glimpse the possibility of seeing literature as a complication of 
a relatively restricted and simple group of formulas that can be studied in 
primitive culture. If so, then the search for archetypes is a kind of literary 
anthropology, concerned with the way that literature is informed by pre
literary categories such as ritual, myth and folk tale. We next realize that the 
relation between these categories and literature is by no means purely one 
of descent, as we find them reappearing in the greatest classics-in fact there 
seems to be a general tendency on the part of great classics to revert to them. 
This coincides with a feeling that w~J1ave all had: that the study of mediocre 
works of art, however energetic, obstinately remains a random and peripheral 
form of critical experience, whereas the profoll:nd masterpiece seems to draw 
us to a point at which we can see an enormous number of converging pat
terns of significance. Here we begin to wonder if we cannot see literature, 
not only as complicating itself in time, but ~s spread out in conceptual space 
from some unseen center. 

This inductive movement towards the archetype is a process of backing 
up, as it were, from structural analysis, as we back up from a painting if we 
want to see composition instead of brushwork. In the foreground of the 
grave-digger scene in Ham~et, for instance, is an intricate verbal texture, 
ranging from the puns of the first ' clown to the danse macabre6 , of the Yorick 
soliloquy, which we study in the printed text. One step back, and we are in 
the Wilson Knight and Spurgeon group of critics,7 listening to the steady 
rain of images of corruption and decay. Here too, as the sense of the place 
of this scene in the whole play begins to dawn on us, we are in the network 
of psychological relationships which were the main interest of Bradley.8 But 
after all, we say, we are forgetting the genre: Hamlet is a play, and an Eliz
abethan play. So we take another step back into the Stoll and Shaw9 group 
and see the scene conventionally as part of its draml!.tic context. One step 
more, and we can begin to glimpse the archetype of the scene, as the hero's 
Liebestod l and first unequivocal declaration of his love, his struggle with 
Laertes and the sealing of his own fate, and the sudden sobering of his mood 
that marks the transition to the final scene, all take shape around a leap into 
and return from the grave that has so weirdly yawned open on the stage. 

At each stage of understanding this scene we are dependent on a certain 
kind of scholarly organization. We 'need first an editor to clean up the text 
for us, then the rhetorician and philologi!;(, then the literary psychologist. 
We cannot study the genre without the help of the literary social historian, 

6. Dance of death (French). See H ..... let (ca. 
1600),5.1. 
7. Critics who call attention to Shakespeare's pat
terns of imagery and symbolism. led by Caroline 
Spurgeon (1869-1941) and G. Wnson Knight 
(1897-1985). 
8. A. C. Bradley (1851-1935); his Sh .. ke.,.e .. r" .... 
Tr .. sed)l (1904) provided a detailed study of "char
acter," 

9. The playwright and critic George Bernard Shaw 
(1856-1950). E. E. Stall (1874-1959), critic who 
focused in hi. scholarship on the relationship of 
Shakespeare's plays to the dramatic convention. of 
the Elizabethan and Jacobean age. 
1. Literally, "death of love" (German); the L/"b,,"
tod Is specifically an operatic aria or duet on the 
suicide of lovers and, more generally, the thematic 
IInklng of love and death. 
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the literary philosopher and the student of the "history of ideas," and for the 
archetype we need a literary anthropologist. But now that we have 'got o'ur 
central pattern of criticism established, all these interests are seen as con
verging on literary criticism instead of receding from it into psychology ",,~d 
history and the rest. In particular, ~pe literary anthropologist who cpa!!~s the 
source of the Hamlet legend from the pre-Shakespeare play to SaKO,2 and 
from Saxo to nature-myths, is not running away from Shakespe~re: he is 
drawing closer to the archetypal form which Shakespeare recreated. Aminor 
result of our new perspective is that contradictions among critics, and asser
tions that this and not that critical apprq!lch is the right one, show a rem~rk
able tendency to dissolve into unreality. Let us now see whllt we can ge~ from 
the deductive end. 

III 

Some arts move in time. like music; others are presented in space, like paint
ing. In both cases the organizing principle is recurrence, which is ~alled 
rhythm when it is temporal and pattern when it is spatial. Thus we speak of 
the rhythm of music and the pattern of painting; but later, to show off our 
sophistication, we may begin to speak of the rhythm of painting and the 
pattern of music. In other words, all arts may be conceived both temporally 
and sp,atially. The score of a musical composition may )le studied all atonce; 
a picture may be seen as the track of an intricate dance of the eye. Literatllre 
seems to be intermediate between music and painting: its words fqrm 
rhythms which approach a musical se"quence of sounds at one of its bounc:l
aries, and form patterns which approach the" hieroglyPhic or pictorial image 
at the other. The attempts to get as near to these boundaries as possible form 
the main body of what is called experimental writing. We may call the rhythm 
of literature the narrative, and the pattern, the simultaneous mental grasp 
of the verbal structure, the meaning or significance. We hear or listen to a 
narrative, but when we grasp a writer's total pattern we "see" what he means. 

The criticism of literature is much more hampered by the representatidnal 
fallacy than even the criticism of painting. That is why we are apt to think 
of narrative as a sequentiall'epresentation of events in an outside "life," and 
of meaning as a reflection of some external "idea." Properly used as crittcal 
terms, an author's narrative is his linear movement; his meaning is the integ
rity of his completed form. Similarly an image is pot merely a verbal replica 
of an external object. but any unit of a verbal structure seen as part of a total 
pattern or rhythm. Even the letters an author spells his words with form part 
of his imagery, though only in special cases (such as alliteration) would they 
call for critical notice. l\"arrative and meaning thus become respectively", to 
borrow musical terms, the melodic and harmonic contexts of the imagery. 

Rhythm, or recurrent movement, is deeply founded on the natural cycle, 
and everything in nature that we think of as having some analogy with works 
of art. like the flower or the bird's song, grows out of a profound synchro
nization between an organism and the rhythms of its environment, especially 
that of the solar year. \\,ith animals some expressions of synchronization, 
like the mating dances of birds, could almost he called rituals. But in human 

2. Saxo Grammaticus (13th c.), Danish historian whose Gesta Darrom", includes the Hamlet story. 
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life a ritual seems to be something of a voluntary effort (hence the magical 
element in it) to recapture a lost rapport with the natural cycle. A farmer 
must harvest his ·crop at a certain ·timeof year, but because this is involun
tary, harvesting itself is not precisely a ritual, It. is· the ·deliberate :expression 
of a will to synchronize human andriatural energies at that time which pro'
duces the harvest· songs, harvest sacrifices. and harvest folk customs that we 
call rituals.,1nntual, then, we ,may find the origin'ofnarrative"a ritual being 
a tempor~1 sequence ·of -acts -in 'which the .conscious meaning or significance 
is .Iatent: it c'an' be seen by an observer, but is largely concealed from .the 
participators themselves. The i>1.iILof ri~ual is toward pUre narrative, 'which, 
if there could be such a· thing, 'would be automatic and uricdnsciollsrepeti
tion. We should notice too the regular tendency of rituaLto become,ency
clopedic. All the important recurrences in nature, the day, the phases of the 
moon, the seasons and solstices of the year, the crises of existence from birth 
to death, get rituals attached to them, and most of the higher religions are 
equipped with a definitive total body of rituals suggestive, if we· may put- it 
so;' of the entire range of potentially s'ignificant actiomHnhuman life .• 

Patterns of ifuagery, on .the· other: handl.or· fragments. nf significance, are 
oracularin origin, and deriye·fromthe epiphanic moment,' the flash ofiristan" 
taneious cOinprehensiori ,with no direCt .referenc.e to time,' the importance· of 
whkh is indicated byCassirer.in Myth and Language.3 By the time we get 
them,' in :the form o~ proverbs, .riddles, commandments and etiological folk 
tales,· there is already a considerable element of narrative in ·them. They too 
are encyclopedic .in tendency, building up ·a·.total structure 'of significance, 
or doctrine; from random and empiric.fragments. And just as:pure narrative 
would be unconscious act,so pure signific;a;nce would be.an incommunicable 
sta·te of consciousness, for communication begins. by construding narrative. 
"The myth is the central informing power th~t gives :archetYPal significance 

~o the ritual and archetypal riarrative.to the .. oracle. Hence the myth is the 
archetype, though it 'might be. convenient;tosay myth·only.when,referririg to 
narrative; and archetype when"speaking of significance. In ,the.' solar cycle of 
the day, the seasonal cycle of. the year, and the organic cycle· of human: life, 
there is a single pattern of .significance,out of which. myth· constructs a 
central :narrative around a figure who is partly the sun,· partly.vegetative 
fertility and.partly a god or archetypal human being. The crucial importance 
of this myth has been forced on. literary 'critics by Jung and Frazer in par~ 
ticular,but the several.books now available:on it are not-always systematic 

-in theft approach, for which reason I supply the following table of its phases: 

L· 

The dawn; spring and bi~th p.hase. Myths of the birth <>f the hero, ofi:evival 
and"resurredion,of' cre~tionand (beca1,1se the. four phases are El cycle) of 
the defe~t of the poweis' of daiklless,: Wiilter and cleatk' Subordinate char
aCters: the father arid the mothe·r. The krchetype ofroma~ce and of most 
dithyrambiC a~cl rhapsodic'. poetry. ,:: -' .... ' 
3, Properly, Language ,,~Myii. (192~), by'the 
German philosopher and historian of ideas Emst 
Casslrer (1874-1945). 
4. Sir James George Frazer(1854-1941),Scottlsh 
anthropologist and folklorist, whose Golden Bough 

(12 vols., 1890-1915) Is largely concerned with 
the fertility figure. eARL GUSTAV. JUNG (187.5-
1961), Swiss psychiatrist and theorist of arche
types. 
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2, 

The zenith, summer, and marriage or triumph phas~ •. Myths of apotheosis, 
of the sacred marriage, and of entering into Paradise, :Subordinate charac
ters: the companion and the bride. The archetyPe of.comedy, pastoral and 
idyll. 

3. 

The sunset, autumn and death phase. Myths of fall, of the dying, god; of 
violent death and sacrifice and of the isolation of the hero.' Subordinate 
characters: the traitor and that siren~ The archetype' of·tnlged.Y ~rid. elegy. 

4. 

The darkness, winter and dissolution phase. Myths of. the :triumph of these 
powers; myths of floods and the return' ·o{ chaos, of the defeat of the hero, 
and Gotterdammerung' myths. Subordinate characters; the ogre and the 
witch. The archetype of satire (see, for in'stance, ·the condusion of The ,Dun-
ciad).6 .. 

The quest of the hero also tends ·to 'assimilate the oracular and ,random 
verbal structureSt as we can see when we watch the chaos 'of local legends 
that results from 'prophetic epiphanies consolidating into a narrative mythol
ogy of departmental gods. In most of the higher religions,this in turn;has 
become·the same central quest-myth that emerges frornritual,:as the ,Mes
siah myth' became the, narrative structure of the-oracles of Judaism. A'local 
flood inaybeget a folk tale by accident,but.a comparison of flood stories will 
show how quickly such tales become examples; of the myth of dissolution. 
Finally, the 'tendency of both ritual and epiphany to become .encyclopedic 'is 
realized in the definitive body of myth which constitutes the sacred scriptures 
of religions. These sacred scriptures are consequently the first. documents 
that the ·literary critic has to study to gain a comprehensive viewof,his sub
ject. After he has understood their structure, then he can descend from 
archetypes to genres, and see how the drama emerges from ·the ritual side of 
myth ahd lyric from the epiphanic or fragmented side, while theepi'ifcarries 
on the central encyclopedic structure. 

Some words of caution and encouragement are nece~sary before literary 
criticism has clearly staked out its boundaries in these fields. It is pait ofthe 
critic's· business to show how all literary, genres are derived from the quest
myth, but the derivation is a logical one within the science of critic~sm: the 
quest-myth will constitute the first chapter of:whatever future handbooks of 
criticism may be written that will be ba~ed, on enough organized critical 
knowledge to call themselves "introductions" or "outlines" and still be able 
to live up to their titles. It is only when we try to expound· the derivation 
chronologically that we find ourselves writing pseudo-prehistorical fictions 
and theories of mythological contract. Again, because psychology and 

5. Literally, "the twilight of the gods" (Cerman), 
and the title of an opera (I876) by the German 
composer Richard" Wagner. More generally, the 
term refers to catastrophic collapse into violence 

and disbrder. 
6. Mock-heroic ·satlre (1728-43) by 'ALEXANDER 
POPE. . 
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anthropology are more highly developed sciences, the critic who deals with 
this kind of material is bound to appear, for some time, a dilettante of those 
subjects. These two phases of criticism are largely undeveloped in compar
ison with literary history and rhetoric, the reason being the later development 
of the sciences they are related to. But the fascination which The Golden 
Bough and Jung's book on libido symbols? have for literary critics is not based 
on dilettantism, but on the fact that these books are primarily studies in 
literary criticism, and very important ones. 

In any case the critic who is studying the principles of literary form has a 
quite different interest from the psychol~gist's concern with states of mind 
or the anthropologist's with social institutions. For instance: the mental 
response to narrative is mainly passive; to significance mainly active. From 
this fact Ruth Benedict's8 Patterns of Culture develops a distinction between 
"Apollonian" cultures based on obedience to ritual and "Dionysiac" ones 
based on a tense exposure of the prophetic mind to epiphany. The critic 
would tend rather to note how popular literature which appeals to the inertia 
of the untrained mind puts a heavy emp.hasis on narrative values, whereas a 
sophisticated attempt to disrupt the connection between the poet and his 
environment produces the Rimbaud type of illum~nation, Joyce's solitary 
epiphanies, and Baudelaire's' conception of nature as a source of oracles. 
Also how literature, as it develops from the primitive to the self-conscious, 
shows a gradual shift of the poet's -atterition from narrative to significant 
values, this shift of attention being the basis of Schiller's distinction between 
naive and s~ntimental poetry. I 

The relation of criticism to religion, when they deal with the same docu
ments, is more complicated. In criticism, as in history, the divine is always 
treated as a human artifact. God for the critic, whether he finds him in 
Paradise Lost2 or the Bible, is a character in a human story; and for the critic 
all epiphanies are explained, not in terms of the riddle of a possessing god 
or devil, but as mental phenomena closely associated in their origin with 
dreams. This once established, it is then necessary to say that nothing in 
criticism or art compels the critic to take the attitude of ordinary waking 
consciousness towards the dream or the god. Art deals not with the real but 
with the conceivable; and criticism, though it will eventually have to have 
some theory of conceivability, can never be justified in trying to develop, 
much less assume, any theory of actuality. It is necessary to understand this 
before our next and final point can be made. 

We have identified the central myth of literature, in its narrative aspect, 
with the quest-myth. Now if we wish to see this central myth as a pattern of 
meaning also, we have to start with the workings of the subconscious where 
the epiphany originates, in other words in the dream. The human cycle of 
waking and dreaming corresponds closel; to the natural cycle or light and 
darkness, and it is perhaps in this correspondence that all imaginative life 
begins. The correspondence is largely an antithesis: it is in daylight that man 

7. Transformations and Symbols of the Libido 
(191 2; trans. first as Psychology of the Unconscious 
and then as Symbols of Transformation). 
8. American anthropologist (1887-1948); Pat
lerns of Culture was published in 1934. 
9. CHARLES BAUDELAIRE (1821-1867), French 
symbolist poet. Arthur Rlmbaud (1854-1891), 

French symbolist poet. James Joyce (1882-194 I), 
Irish novelist who extended the term "epiphany" to 
refer to peak moments recorded In literature. 
I. See On Naive and Sentimental Poetry (I 795-
96) by FRIEDRICH VON SCHILLER (1759-1805), 
German dramatist, poet, and hlstor!an. 
2. Epic poem (1667) by John Milton. 
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is really in the powel' of darkness, a prey to frustration and weakness; it is in 
the darkness of nature that the "libido" or conquering heroic self awakes. 
Hence art, which Plato called a dream for awakenedminds,3 seems to have 
as its final cause the resolution of the antithesis, the mingling of the sun and 
the hero, the realizing of a world in which the inner desire and the outward 
circumstance coincide. This is the same goal, of course, that the attempt to 
combine human and natural power in ritual has. The social function of the 
arts, therefore, seems to be closely connected with visualizing the goal of 
work in human life. So in terms of significance, the central myth of art must 
be the vision of the end of social effort. the innocent world of fulfilled desires, 
the free human society. Once this is understood, the integral place of criti
cism among the other social sciences, in interpreting and systematizing the 
vision of the artist, will be easier to see. It is at this point that we can see 
how religious conceptions of the final cause of human effort are as relevant 
as any others to criticism. 

The importance of the god or hero in the myth lies in the fact that such 
characters, who are conceived in human likeness and yet have more power 
over nature, gradually build up the vision of an omnipotent personal com
munity beyond an indifferent nature. It is this community which the hero 
regularly' enters in his apotheosis. The world of this apotheosis thus begins 
to pull away from the rotary cycle of the quest in which all triumph is tem
porary. Hence jf we look at the quest-myth as a pattern of imagery, we see 
the hero's quest first of all jn terms of its fulfillment. This gives us our central 
pattern of archetypal images. the vision of innocence which sees the world 
in terms of total human intelligibility. It corresponds to, and is usually found 
in the form of, the vision of the unfallen world or heaven in religion. We 
may call it the comic vision of life, in contrast to the tragic vision, which 
sees the quest only in the form of its ordained cycle. 

We conclude with a second table of contents, in which we shall attempt 
to set forth the central pattern of the comic and tragic Visions. One essential 
principle of archetypal criticism is that the individual and the universaIforms 
of an image are identical, the reasons being too complicated for us just now. 
\Ve proceed according to the general plan of the game of Twenty Questions, 
01'. if we prefer, of the Great Chain of Being:4 

1. 

In the comic vision the human world is a community, or a hero who repre
sents the wish-fulfillment of the reader. The archetype of images of sympo
sium, communion, order. friendship and love. In the tragic vision the human 
world is a tyranny or anarchy, or an individual or isolated man, the leader 
with his back to his followers, the bullying giant of romance, the deserted or 
betrayed hero. Marriage or some equivalent consummation belongs to the 
comic vision; the harlot, witch and other varieties of Jung's "terrible mother" 
belong to the tragic one. All divine. heroic, angelic or other superhuman 
communities follow the human pattern. 

3, See Sophist 266c, by the GI'""k philosopher 
PlATO (ca. 427-ca. 347 K.<:.E,), 
4. The notion of the universe as a hierarchical 

order consisting of an enormous (or even infinite) 
number of links; Frye probably has in mind Arthul" 
O. Lovejoy's Greal Chain of Being (1936). 
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2. 

In the comic vision the animal world is a community of domesticated ani
mals, usually a flock of sheep, or a lamb, or one of the gentler birds, usually 
a dove. The archetype of pastoral images. In the tragic vision the animal 
world is seen in terms of beasts and birds of prey, -wolves, vUltures; serpents, 
dragons and the like. 

3. 

In the comic vision the vegetable world is a g'arden, grove or park, or a tree 
of life, or a rose or lotus. The archetype of Arcadian images, such as' that of 
Marvell's green world or of Shakespeare's forest comedies. 5 In the tragic 
vision it is a sinister forest like the one in Comus or at the opening of the 
Inferno,6 or a heath or wilderness, or a tree of death. 

4. 

In the comic vision the mineral world is a city, or one building or temple, or 
one stone, normally a glowing precious stone-in fact the whole comic 
series; especially the tree; can be conceived as luminous or fiery. The arche
type of geometrical images: the. "starlit dome"7 belongs here. In the tragic 
vision the mineral world is seen' in terms of deserts, rocks and ruins, or of 
sinister geometrical images like the cross. 

5. 

l~thecom'ic vision the unfontied world is a river, traditionally fourfold, which 
influenced' the Renaissance' image of the temperate' body with its four 
hUlhors. 8 In the tragic visiOn this world usually becomes the sea, as the 
narrati;,e myth of dissoluti~iri is so often a flood myth. The combination of 
the seaano beast ima~es' gives us the leviathan and ~imiiar wilter-monsters. 

bbvious as this table looks, a great variety of poetic images and forms will 
be found to' fit it. Yeats's "Sailing to Byzantium,"9 to take a famous example 
of the comic vision at random; has the City, the tree, the bird, the community 
of sages, the geometrical gyre and the detachment from the cyclic world. It 
is, of course, only the general comic or tragic context that determines the 
interpretation of any symbol: this is obvious with relatively neutral archetypes 
1ike the island, which may'be Prospero's island or Circe's.1 

Our tables are, of course, not only elementary but grossly over-simplified, 
just as our inductive approach to: the archetype was a mere hunch. The 
important point is not the deficiencies of either procedure/ taken by itself, 

5. Shakespeare's forest (that Is, pastoral) come
dies Include As You Lilu! It (ca. 1599). For the 
"green world" of Andre ... Marvell (1621-1678), 
Engli.h metaphysical poet, see especially "The 
Garden" (1681). 
6. The first book of DANTE ALlGHIERI'S Divine 
Comedy (132 I). Cm .. us (1634), a religious masque 
by Milton. 
7. See, for e"ample, Coleridge'. poem "Kubla 
Khan" (written 1797; pub. 1816), which refers to 
Kubla Khan's "stately pleasure-dome." " 

8. The four fluids of the body-blood, phlegm, 
choler, and black bile-whose relative proportions 
were thought to determine a person's disposition 
and general health. 
9. Poem (1927) by the Irish poet WIIIIam Butler 
Yeats (1865-1939). 
1. In Greek mythology, a sorceress who lived on 
the Island of Acaea (where Odysseu. Bnd his men 
land in Homer'. Odyssey). Prospero's island: the 
setting of Shakespeare's play The Tempe.t (1611). 
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but the fact that, somewhere and somehow, the two are clearly going to meet 
in the middle. And if they do meet, the ground plan of a systematic and 
comprehensive development of criticism has been established. 

ROLAND BARTHES 
1915-1980 

1951 

Generally considered one of the leading figures in French structuralism, Roland 
Barthes is, as Jonathan Culler puts it, "famous for contradictory reasons." On the one 
hand, there is the scientific Barthes: the one who sought a universal grammar of 
narrative in his influential essay "Introduction to the Structural Study of Narrative" 
(1966), or who explored FERDlNAND DE SAUSSURE's notion of semiology-a broad 
science of signs in human culture, of which linguistics would provide a model-in 
such works as Elements of Semiology (1965) and The Fashion System (1967). But on 
the other hand, there is the hedonist and connoisseur: the Barthes who wrote playfully 
and allusively about pleasure in The Pleasure of the Text (1973) and in A Lover's 
Discourse (1977). Even his literary tastes seemed contradictory: he promoted avant
garde writers (Robbe-Grillet, Brecht, Sollers), but he also loved and wrote about the 
most traditional of French authors (La Bruy~re; Racine, Chateaubriand, Balzac, 
Proust). And he who questioned the importance of the author was himself preemi
nendy an author-indeed, the only author to have written his own volume in a series 
of "perennial masters" (Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, 1975). A quintessential 
"man of letters" in the traditional sense, he was also a man of letters in an idiosyn
cratic, literal sense, organizing three of his books alphabetically so as to avoid thematic 
or lo.gical organization, and highlighting the material form of letters in one of his book 
titles. S!Z (1970). He was less a path breaker than a habit breaker, resolutely com
mitted to unlearning the routines of intelligibility, even those he himself had helped 
promote. 

Roland Barthes was born in Cherbourg. His father, a naval officer, was killed a year 
later, and Barthes's mother moved to the paternal family home in Bayonne iNouth
ern France. The theorist of the death of the author thus grew up without a father, 
living with or near his mother until her death in 1977, three years before his own. In 
1924 mother and son moved to Paris, where Barthes progressed to the baccalauTf!at 
in the Parisian schools and began studying for entrance into the prestigious Ecole 
Normale, until his promising academic trajectory was interrupted by the first of sev
eral attacks of tuberculosis. Meanwhile, his mother's already strained relations with 
her Parisian family worsened in 1927 when she gave birth to an illegitimate child
Roland's half-brother, Michel Salzado. Although Barthes's grandparents were well
off, they refused Henriette Binger Barthes and her two sons any financial support, 
with the result that Henriette had to scrape by oh what she earned as a bookbinder. 

From 1934 to 1950 Barthes's life alternated between tuberculosis sanitoria (he was 
exempted from military duty and spent the years of the Occupation in a sanatorium 
in the Is~re), academic institutions where he studied, and, when his health permitted, 
teaching jobs in Biarritz and abroad in Bucharest and Alexandria. Despite-or per
haps because of-his forced convalescences, he read avidly, founded a theatrical 
troupe, and began to write. From the first Barthes's writings refle'ct both his idiosyn
cratic creativity and his attunement to the intellectual milieu in which he found 
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himself. His first book, Writing Degree Zero (1953), initially published as articles in 
A1bert Camus's journal, Combat, analyzes the history of literary styles in terms derived 
from Marx and from Sartre. In this book Barthes looks at the relations between 
Literature with a capital L and the various modern forms of its demystification, from 
ST~PHANE MALLARM~'S "vibratory near-disappearance" to Camus's "blank" style (the 
"zero degree" of the title). 

A second, quite different, project Barthes undertook at the same time was an exten
sive study of the imagery used by the nineteenth-century historian Jules Michelet. 
Scribbling passages on index cards, Barthes organized Michelet's "imagination" in 
ways that did not correspond to the explicit intentions of his writing. Like the work 
of the phenomenological critics Jean-Pierre Richard and GEORGES POULET, Barthes's 
analysis was a way of structuring Michelet's writing around its unconscious "obses
sions." This research was published as a book titled Michelet (1954) in the same 
writers' series in which Barthes himself later appeared. 

Barthes's third project in the mid-1950s, different yet again, was a series of short 
occasional pieces later published as Mythologies (1957). In this work, of which we 
give three examples, Barthes does a kind of;Marxian semiology of mass culture and 
everyday life. His object is to show how mass culture is saturated with ideological 
propositions ("myths") presented as if they were natural and self-evident; the result 
in many ways anticipates what is today called "cultural studies." Barthes combines a 
sharp eye for the social life of signs with a subtle critique of the naturalizations of 
the ethnocentric, patriarchal, petit-bourgWis French worldview. Critical of the covert 
functions of what-goes-without-saying, Barthes nevertheless enjoys the exhibitions, 
advertisements, photographs, articles, films, wrestling matches, and commodities that 
provide the occasion for his little feats of writing. In the essay on soap powders, for 
example, he both ends up revealing that the competing products are owned by the 
same company and-in his descriptions of these products in terms of foam and fire, 
the depth of linen and the triumph of .c,eanliness-enjoys the process of "frothing" 
rhetorically himself. In fact, in a perfect illustration of how capitalism devours its 
critics, an executive at France's largest advertising firm found Barthes's work on adver
tising so compelling that he began studying with Barthes and persuaded him to work 
briefly as a consultan~ for the automak~r Renault. Barthes was critical of the myth
making operations of petit-bourgeois culture, but he was also intrigued by the 
meaning-making functions of cultural objects themselves. 

As a researcher in Paris for ten years at the CNRS (National Center for Scientific 
Research), Barthes-like many others in Paris at that time, including CLAUDE L~VI
STRAUSS in anthropology, JACQUES LACAN in psychoanalysis, and TZVETAN TODOROV 
and Gerard Genette In literary studies-continued his exploration of the possibilities 
of extending Saussure's synchronlc linguistic analysis to larger cultural structures. In 
1962 Barthes was appointed to a tenured post in "the sociology of signs, symbols, 
and representations" at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes (School for Advanced Study), 
where his seminar became legendary. His book On Racine (I963) raised hackles in 
the traditional academic community for its concentration on the structures of 
Racine's textual world rather than his biographical or historical world. Raymond 
Picard, a Racine scholar at the Sort-on ne, countered with New Criticism or New 
Fraud? (I965). Barthes responded to Picard by arguing that traditional critics' 
recourse to the values of clarity, nobility, and humanity, which they treat as neutral 
and self-evident, actually exerts a coercive, censoring force on other interpretive pos
sibilities. 

The Picard affair is the backdrop for one of Barthes's most notorious essays, "The 
Death of the Author." Written at the height of the antiestablishment uprisings of May 
1968, it assails academic criticism's typical focus on "the man and his work" (which 
is in many ways the organizing principle of the present anthology). Indeed, Barthes 
was surprised to find himself caught in 1968 between generations: while he was 
attacking the generation of Picard, the students-brandishing the anti structuralist 
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slogan "Structures don't take to the streets!"-were rebelling against the generation 
of Barthes himself. 

"The Death of the Author" begins with an example taken from Balzac's novella 
Sarrasine-the tale of a sculptor who falls in love with an Italian diva subsequently 
revealed to be not a woman but a castl'ato (Sarrasine was the text analyzed that year 
in his seminar, and Barthes went on to publish a full-length study of it in his book 
S/Z). Barthes focuses on a sentence in the text in which a series of exclamations 
about femininity cannot be clearly attributed to the conscious intentions of anyone 
person, whether that be the author, the narrator, a character, or even "universal 
wisdom." Barthes argues that the effective, productive, and engaged reading of a text 
depends on the suspension of preconceived ideas about the character of the particular 
author-or even about human psychology in general. The text itself is feigning a set 
of assumptions it will subsequently reveal to be misguided. From the moment that 
writing detaches itself from an immediate context, "It is language which speaks, not 
the author." The author, the text, and the reader are each composed of a universe of 
quotations without origin or end. In its celebration of the birth of the reader, "The 
Death of the Author" explores the consequences of freeing the reading process from 
the constraints of fidelity to an origin, a unified meaning, an identity, or any other 
pregiven exterior or interior reality. 

The publication of S /Z marks a turning point in Barthes's relation to structuralism. It 
is a multilevel analysis that refuses to structure the text otherwise than by cutting it into 
hundreds of little pieces of varying lengths (called lexias) and also by identifying five 
broad functions (called codes) at work in the text. Written as ifit were meant to consti
tute a methodological examplar, it exaggerates the performance of methodology to such 
an extent that it becomes inimitable and perhaps parodic. When commentators look for 
a break between structuralism and poststructuralism, S /Z stands as a revealing hinge. 
In it Barthes pursues not so much a critique of structuralism (as does JACQUES DER
RIDA, for example) as an e.'l:plosion of it. The hints of larger structures at work are frag
mentary and multiple, not sustained, and the theoretical comments are printed as 
digressions, numbering almost a hundred. Boredom with the structuralist project of 
reducing all narratives to a common grammar combines with delight in the foretaste 
of a multitude of grammars and rhetorics hinted at but not developed in S /Z. 

Barthes's subsequent essay reprinted here, "From Work to Text" (1971), is one of 
the clearest available summaries (including the obligatory disavowal of such a sum
mary) of the poststructuralist theory of the "text" as it was developed not only by 
Barthes but by all the writers associated with the vanguard journal Tel Quel, including 
Philippe Sollers, JULIA KRISTEVA, Derrida, and others. This description of "textuality" 
can be seen as one way of marking the transition between structuralism anlitpost
structuralism. Whereas culture and language for Ll'ivi-Strauss and Saussure were 
structured like a game (chess is the favorite example), the text is structured like play
children's play, musical performance, or the excess motion in a machine. But both 
structuralists and poststructuralists would contrast their analyses to the classical 
study of literary and other cultural objects ("work"). The text is a process; the wOI·k is 
a product. Works can be found on library shelves; texts are signifying fields into which 
one enters. (The development of the Internet has perhaps made this distinction seem 
less radical than it did in the 1970s.) Their point is not that literature can be divided 
into works and texts but that the reader can activate either the closure of the signified 
(the coherence of a meaning) or the "play" of the signifier (the dissemination and 
disruption of meanings). The text deserves no vital "respect"-it is not alive and can 
thus be "broken" or "manhandled" in ways that would violate organic forms. The 
death of the author turns out to be based not on a murder but on an elimination of 
the metaphor of life in the first place. The work is "consumed"; the text is "produced" 
fin S /Z, Barthes called these the readerly and the U'riterly aspects of a text). Barthes 
ends the essay by opening onto pleasure, a topic that would engage him more and 
more from then on. 
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In later writings (The Empire of Signs, 1970; The Pleasure of the Text, 1973; Roland 
Barthes by Roland Barthes, 1975; Camera Lucida, 1980; and the posthumously pub
lished Incidents, I Sl87), Roland Barthes seems to resurrect precisely the author he 
had killed off. But the contradiction· is .more apparent than real. While the disem
bodied, abstract author of the network of signs does' indeed become an embodied and 
particular author, the body and biography are both seen as historical, and both are 
structured like a text. The author is still not an extra textual identity determining 
meaning. The body can be read like a text, just as the text can be read like a body. 
Gaps in meaning, like the gaps in a garment, are equivalent sites of pleasure. Roland 
Barthes by Roland Barthes does not create a person retrospectively but gives an alpha
betically arranged mosaic of the preoccupations of someone who is just like a char
acter in a novel. Indeed, in an interview Barthes called autobiography a "novel that 
dares not speak its name." He thus subtly alludes to Wildean homosexuality ("The 
Love That Dares Not Speak Its Name") in a context in which Barthes's own homo
sexuality is being, by that very expression, detached from any real person. This sophis
ticated relation to homosexuality (neither hidden nor claimed) is readable throughout 
Barthes's work. 

In 1976 this critic of academic criticism was elected to the Chair in Literary Semi
ology at France's most prestigious institution, the College de France. In his inaugural 
lecture, published as Lefon (1978), he explains why he is an unlikely choice for such 
a post and then goes on to recapitulate many of his thoughts about semiology and 
literature. Barthes thus ended up as one of the most established of anti establishment 
academics. 

Barthes's last book published during.his lifetime, Camera Lucida, is both a medi
tation on photography and an act of mourning for his mother. Whereas in Mythologies 
he had revealed the contrived nature of the "reality" inherent in the campaign pho
tograph, in Camera Lucida, on the contrary, he finds something in a photograph, 
particularly. a snapshot, that is real. Neither a rhetorical sleight-of-hand nor an arbi
trary contrivance, the photograph has a way of telling us "This has been." Although 
Barthes was only sixty-four years old at the time of its publication, the book reads in 
many ways like a voice from beyond the grave. That same year Roland Barthes was 
hit by a laundry truck in the street; hi' injurle. proved fatal. 

Writing on the cusp of structuralism and postltructuralllm, Barthel was a malter 
of the provocative elsay, weaving together science and ple.lure, critique and elo
quence, and never simply chOOSing between them. For him, specialized vocabularies 
were delicious ih·themselves, and ordinary language already multidimensional. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

In addition to the thirteen book titles cited above, there are several volumes of 
Barthes's essays available in English. Barthes published four collections of essays in 
French, which have all been translated by Richard Howard (Critical Essays, 1972; 
New Critical Essays, 1980; The Responsibility of Forms, 1986; and The Rustle of Lan
guage, 1986). A Barthes Reader, edited by Susan Son tag (1982), has a good selection 
but does not include some of the best-known essays. The collection edited by Stephen 
Heath, Image, Music, Text (1977), is perhaps the best short selection available. A 
collection of interviews, The Grain of the Voice: Interviews, 1962-1980, was trans
lated by Linda Coverdale (1985); and an additional informative interview published 
in Yel Quel has been translated in The "Tel Quel" Reader (ed. Patrick ffrench and 
Roland-Fran~ois Lack, 1998). 

There are numerous studies of Barthes's life and work. The biography by Louis
Jean Calvet, Roland Barthes: A Biography (trans. Sarah Wykes, 1995), is excellent. 
Of t~e general introductions to Barthes's work as a whole, the essay on Barthes by 
John Sturrock in Structuralism. and Since (ed. John Sturrock, 1979) and the short 
Roland Barthes by Jonathan Culler (1983) are brief and meaty. Longer studies include 
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books-all called Roland Barthes-by Philip Thody (1977, rev. 1983; an early con
servative reading), Annette Lavers (1982; an early admirer and expositor), and Steven 
Ungar (1983; focusing on Barthes as "professor of desire"). More recent studies
still called Roland Barthes-include those by Michael Moriarty (1991; closely argued 
and extensive) and Rick Rylance (I 994; readable and useful, organized in terms of 
Barthes's "hot" and "cold" writing). Among the numerous critical studies, The Barthes 
Effect: The Essay as Reflective Text by Reda BensmaYa (1986; trans. 1987) deserves 
mention as an interesting study of the essay in Barthes and Montaigne. And, pub
lished together with Barthes's posthumous Incidents (1992), there is D. A. Miller's 
Bringing Out Roland Barthes, an analysis of the movement of gay desire through 
Barthes's texts. The annotated bibliography published by Sandford Freedman and 
Carole Anne Taylor, Roland Barthes: A Bibliographical Reader's Guide (1983), is use
ful but dated. 

From Mythologies! 

Soap-powders and Detergents 

The first World Detergent Congress (Paris, September 1954) had the effect 
of authorizing the world to yield to Omo euphoria: not only do detergents 
have no harmful effect on the skin, but they can even perhaps save miners 
from silicosis. These products have been in the last few years the object of 
such massive advertising that they now belong to a region of French daily 
life which the various types of psycho-analysis would do well to pay some 
attention to if they wish to keep up to date. One could then usefully contrast 
the psycho-analysis of purifying fluids (chlorinated, for example) with that 
of soap-powders (Lux, Persil) or that of detergents (Omo). The relations 
between the evil and the cure, between dirt and a given product, are very 
different in each case. 

Chlorinated fluids, for inlltance, have always been experienced a8 a sort of 
liquid fire, the action of which must be carefully estimated, otherwise the 
object itself would be affected, 'burnt'. The implicit legend of this tytje of 
product rests on the idea of a violent, abrasive modification of matter: the 
connotations are of a chemical or mutilating type: the product 'kills' the dirt. 
Powders, on the contrary, are separating agents: their ideal role is to litferate 
the object from its circumstantial imperfection: dirt is 'forced out' and no 
longer killed; in the Omo imagery, dirt is a diminutive enemy, stunted and 
black, which takes to its heels from the fine immaculate linen at the sole 
threat of the judgment of Omo. Products based on chlorine and ammonia 
are without doubt the representatives of a kind of absolute fire, a saviour but 
a blind one. Powders, on the contrary, are selective, they push, they drive 
dirt through the texture of the object, their function is keeping public order 
not making war. This distinction has ethnographic correlatives: the chemical 
fluid is an extension of the washerwoman's movements when she beats the 
clothes, while powders rather replace those of the housewife pressing and 
rolling the washing against a sloping board. 

But even in the category of powders, one must in addition oppose against 
advertisements based on psychology those based on psycho-analysis (I use 

1. Translated by AnnetLe l..avers. 
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this word without reference to any specific school). 'Persil Whiteness' for 
instance, bases its prestige on the evidence of a result; it calls into play vanity, 
a social concern with appearances, by offering for comparison two objects, 
one of which is whiter than the other. Advertisements for Orno also indicate 
the effect of the product (and in superlative fashion, incidentally), but they 
chiefly reveal its mode of action; in doing so, they involve the consumer in 
a kind of direct experience of the substance, make him the accomplice of a 
liberation rather than the mere beneficiary of a result; matter here is 
endowed with value-bearing states. 

Orno uses two of these, which are rather novel in the category of deter
gents: the deep and the foamy. To say that Orno cleans in depth (see the 
Cin~ma-Publicit~ advertisement)Z is to assume that linen is deep, which no 
one had previously thought, ,and this unquestionably results in exalting it, by 
establishing it as an object favourable to those obscure tendencies to enfold 
and caress which are found in every human body. As for foam, it is well 
known that it signifies lu~t:Iry. To begin with, it appears to lack any useful
ness; then, its abundant, e~sy, almost infinite proliferation allows one to 
suppose there is in the substance from which it issues a vigorous germ, a 
healthy and powerful essence, a great wealth of active elements in a small 
original volume. Finally, it gratifies in the consumer a tendency to imagine 
matter as something airy, with which contact is effected in a mode both light 
and vertical, which is sought after like that of happiness either in the gus
tatory category (foie gras, entremets, wines), in that of clothing (muslin, 
tulle), or that of soaps (film-star in her bath). Foam can even be the sign of 
a certain spirituality, inasmuch as the spirit has the reputation of being able 
to make something out of nothing, a large surface of effects out of a small 
volume of causes (creams have a very different 'psycho-analytical' meaning, 
of a soothing kind: they suppress wrinkles, pain, smarting, etc.). What mat
ters is the art of having disguised the abrasive function of the detergent under 
the delicious image' of a substance at once deep and airy which can govern 
the molecular order of the material without damaging it. A euphoria, inci
dentally, which must not make us forget that there is one plane on which 
Persil and Orno are one and the same: the plane of the Anglo-Dutch trust 
Unilever.3 

The Brain of Einstein4 

Einstein's brain is a mythical object: paradoxically; the greatest intelligence 
of all provides an image of the most up-to-date machine, the man who is too 
powerful is removed from psychology, and introduced into a world of robots; 
as is well known, the supermen of science-fiction always have something 
reified about them. So has Einstein: he is commonly signified by his brain, 
which is like an object for anthologies, a true museum exhibit. Perhaps 
because of his mathematical specialization, superman is here divested of 
every magical character; no diffuse power in him, no mystery other than 

2, French movie houses began their shows with a 
series of advertisements, which, like commercials 
on network television in the United States, helped 
provide revenue. 
3. In other words, the two competing products are 

manufactured by the same company, Untlever. 
4. Albert Einstein (1879-1955), celebrated.rhys
idst whose theory of relativity revolutionize the
oretical physics and spurred interest In the 
exploitation of atomic energy. 
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mechanical: he is a superior. a prodigious organ, but a real, even a physio
logical one. Mythologically, Einstein is matter, his power does not sponta
neously draw one towards the spiritual, it needs the help of an independent 
morality. a reminder about the scientist's 'conscience' (Science without con
science,5 they said ... ). 

Einstein himself has to some extent been a party to the legend by 
bequeathing his brain. for the possession of which two hospitals are still 
fighting as if it were an unusual piece of machinery which it will at last be 
possible to dismantle. A photograph shows him lying down, his head bristling 
with electric wires: the waves of his brain are being recorded, while he is 
requested to 'think of relativity'. (But for that matter. what does 'to think of' 
mean, exactly?) What this is meant to convey is probably that the seismo
grams will be all the more violent since 'relativity' is an arduous subject. 
Thought itself is thus repl'esented as an energetic material, the measurable 
product of a complex (quasi-electrical) apparatus which transforms cerebral 
substance into power. The mythology of Einstein shows him as a genius so 
lacking in magic that one speaks about his thought as of a functional labour 
analogous to the mechanical making of sausages, the grinding of corn or the 
cl"Ushing of ore: he used to produce thought, continuously, as a mill makes 
flour, and death was above all, for him, the cessation of a localized function: 
'the most powe1jul brain of all has stopped tJlinking'.· 

\<Vhat this machine of genius was supposed to produce was equations. 
Through the mythology of Einstein, the world blissfully regained the image 
of knowledge reduced to a formula. Paradoxically, the more the genius of 
the man was materialized under the guise of his brain, the more the product 
of his inventiveness came to acquire a magical dimension, and gave a new 
incarnation to the old esoteric image of a science entirely contained in a few 
letters. There is a single secret to the world, and this secret is held in one 
word; the universe is a safe of which humanity seeks the combination: Ein
stein almost found it. this is the myth of Einstein. In it, we find all the 
Gnostic6 themes: the unity of nature, the ideal possibility of a fundamental 
reduction of the world. the unfastening power of the word, the age-old strug
gle between a secret and an utterance, the idea that total knowledge can 
only be discovered all at once. like a lock which suddenly opens after a 
thousand unsuccessful attempts. The historic equation7 E = mc2 , byt'its 
unexpected simplicity. almost embodies the pure idea of the key, bare, linear, 
made of one metal, opening with a wholly magical ease a door which had 
I'esisted the desperate efforts of centuries. Popular imagery faithfully 
expresses this: photographs of Einstein show him standing next to a black
board covered with mathematical signs of obvious complexity; but cartoons 
of Einstein (the sign that he has become a legend) show him chalk still in 
hand, and having just written on an empty blackboard, as if without prepa
I"ation. the magic formula of the world. In this way mythology shows an 
awareness of the nature of the various tasks: research proper brings into·play 
clockwork-like mechanisms and has its seat in a wholly material organ which 

~. "Science without conscience is but the ruin of 
Ih~ Soul" (Rabelais. Pa,,'allm'" 115321. 11, ch. 8) 
I Barthes'. note], 
(" Pertaining to Gnosticism, the doctrines of cer· 
lni 11 late HeHenistic and early Christian s('cts that 

promised solvation through esoteric knowledge of 
spiritual truths. 
7. Einstein's famous formula showing that the 
energy (E) IIvailable In matter Is equal to its mass 
(m) multiplied by the speed of light (c) squared. 
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is monstrous only by its cybernetic complication; discovery, on the contrary, 
has a magical essence, it is simple like a basic 'element, a principal substance, 
like the philosophers' stone of hermetists, tar-water for Berkeley, or oxygen 
for Schelling.8 

But since the world is sti1l going on, since"research is proliferating, and 
on the other hand since God's share must be preserved, some failure on the 
part of Einstein is necessary: Einstein died, it is said, without having been 
able to verify 'the equation in which the secret of the world was enclosed'. So 
in the end the world resisted; hardly opened, the secret closed again, the 
code was incomplete. In this way Einstein fulfills all the conditions of myth, 
which could not care less about contradictions so long as it establishes a 
euphoric security: at once magician and machine, eternal researcher and 
unfulfilled discoverer, unleashing the best and the worst, brain and con
science, Einstein embodies the most contradictory dreams, and mythically 
reconciles the infinite power of man over nature with the 'fatality' of the 
sacrosanct, which man cannot yet do without. 

Photography and Electoral Appeal 

Some candidates for Parliament adorn their electoral prospectus with a por
trait. This presupposes that photography has a power to convert which must 
be analysed. To start with, the effigy.of a candidate establishes a personal 
link between him and the voters; the candidate does not only offer a .pro
gramme for judgment, he suggests a physical climate, a set of daily choices 
expressed in a morphology, a way of dressing, a posture. Photography thus 
tends to restore the paternalistic nature of elections, whose elitist essence 
has been disrupted by proportional representation and the rule of parties 
(the Right seems to use it more than the Left). Inasmuch as photography is 
an ellipse9 of language and a condensation of an 'ineffable' social whole, it 
c:;onstitutes an anti-intellectual weapon and tends to spirit away 'politics' (that 
is to say a body of problems and solutions) to the advantage of a 'manner of 
being', a socio-m9ral status. It is well known that this antithesis is one ofthe 
major myths of Poujadism (Poujade1 on television saying: 'Look at me: I am 
like you'). 

Electoral photography is therefore above all the acknowledgment of some
thing deep and irrational co-extensive with. politics. What is transmitted 
through the photograph of the candidate are not his plans, but his deep 
motives, all his family, mental, even erotic circumstances, all this style of 
life of which he is at once the product, the example and the bait. It is obvious 
that what most of our candidates ·offer us through their likeness is a type of 
social setting, the spectacular comfort of family, legal and religious norms, 
the suggestion of innately owning such items of bourgeois property as Sun
day Mass, xenophobia, steak and chips, cuckold jokes, in short, what we call 
an ideology. Needless to say the use of electoral photography presupposes a 

11. Friedrich von Schellln", (l775-1854), Gennan 
idealist philosopher; he argued that the atmo· 
sphere displays a natural equilibrium between two 
oppost!d forces, one of which Is oxygen. "The phi
losophers' stone", the Imaginary substance sought 
by alchemists ("hermetists") to turn base. metals 
Into gold. George Berkeley {l685-1753),Anglo-

Irish philosopher of empiricism, who wrote about 
the medicinal virtueS' of tar-water. 
9. Ellipsis 
I. Pierre-Marie Poujade (b. 1920), French politi
cian; leader of a right-wing movement during the 
1950s. 
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kind of complicity: a photograph is a mirror, what we are asked to read is 
the familiar, the known; it offers to the voter his owh Hkeness, but clarified, 
exalted, superbly elevated into a type. This glorification is in fact the very 
definition of the photogenic: the voter is at once expressed and heroized, he 
is invited to elect himself, to weigh the mandate which he is about to give 
with a veritable physical transference: he is delegating his 'race'. 

The types which are thus delegated are not very varied. First there is that 
which stands for social status, respectability, whether sanguine and well-fed 
(lists of 'National' parties), or genteel and insipid (lists of the M.R.P.2-the 
Christian Democrats). Then, the type of the intellectual (let it be repeated 
that we are dealing here with 'signified' types, not actual ones): whether 
sanctimonious like the candidate of centre right parties like the Rassemble
ment National, or 'searching' like that of the Communists. In the last two 
cases, the iconography is meant to signify the exceptional conjunction of 
thought and will, reflection and action: the slightly narrowed eyes allow a 
sharp look to fUter through, which seems to find its strength in a beautiful 
inner dream without however ceasing to alight on real obstacles, as if the 
ideal candidate had in this case magnificently to unite social idealism with 
bourgeois empiricism. The last type is quite simply that of the 'good-looking 
chap', whose obvious credentials are his health and virility. Some candidates, 
incidentally, beautifully manage to win on both counts, appearing for 
instance as a handsome hero (in uniform) on one side of the handout, and 
as a mature and virile citizen on the other, displaying his little family. For in 
most cases, the morphological type is assisted by very obvious attributes: one 
candidate is surrounded by his kids (curled and dolled-up like all children 
photographed in France), another is a young parachutist with rolled-up 
sleeves, or an officer with his chest covered with decorations. Photography 
constitutes here a veritable blackmaiJ by means of moral values: country, 
army, family, honour, reckless heroism. 

The conventions of photography, moreover, are themselves replete with 
signs. A full-face photograph underlines the realistic outlook of the candi
date, especially if he is provided with scrutinizing glasses. Everything there 
expresses penetration, gravity, frankness: the future deputy is looking 
squarely at the enemy, the obstacle, the 'problem'. A three-quarter face 
photograph, which is more common, suggests the tyranny of an iderirthe 
gaze is lost nobly in the future, it does not confront, it soars, and fertilizes 
some other domain, which is chastely left undefined. Almost all three-quarter 
face photos are ascension aI, the face is lifted towards a supernatural light 
which draws it up and elevates it to the realm of a higher humanity; the 
candidate reaches the Olympus of elevated feelings, where all political con
tradictions are solved: peace and war in Algeria,3 social progress and employ
ers' profits, so-called 'free' religious schools and subsidies from the sugar-beet 
lobby, the Right and the Left (an opposition always 'superseded'!): all these 
coexist peacefully in this thoughtful gaze, nobly fixed on the hidden interests 
of Order. 

2. Mouvement Ro!puhlicain Popul"irc (Repuhli
can Popular Movement; French). 

]957 

3. The Algerian struggle for independence from 
France (1954-62). 



1466 I ROLAND BARTHES 

The Death of the Author l 

In his story Sarrasine 2 Balzac, describing a castrato disguised as a woman, 
writes the following sentence: 'This was woman herself, with her sudden fears, 
her irrational whims, her instinctive worries, her impetuous boldness, her fuss
ings, and her delicious sensibility.' Who is speaking thus? Is it the hero of the 
story bent on remaining ignorant of the castrato hidden beneath the woman? 
Is it Balzac the individual, furnished by his personal experience with a phi
losophy of Woman? Is it Balzac the author professing 'literary' ideas on fem
ininity? Is it universal wisdom? Romantic psychology? We shall never know, 
for the good reason that writing is the destruction of every voice, of every 
point of origin. Writing is that neutral, composite, oblique space where our 
subject slips away, the negative where all identity is lost, starting with the 
very identity of the body writing. ,",' 

No doubt it has always been that way. As soon as a fact is narrated no 
longer with a view to acting directly QlJ reality but intransitively, that is to 
say, finally outside of any function other than that of the very practice of the 
symbol itself, this disconnection occurs, the voice loses its origin, the author 
enters into his own death, writing begins. The sense of this phenomenon, 
however, has varied; in ethnographic societies the responsibility for a nar
rative is never assumed by a person but by a mediator, shaman or relator 
whose 'performance'-the mastery of the narrative code-may possibly be 
admired but never his 'genius'. The author is a modern figure, a product of 
our society insofar as, emerging from the Middle Ages with English empiri
cism, French rationalism and the personal faith of the Reformation, it dis
covered the prestige of the individual, of, as it is more nobly put, the 'human 
person'. It is thus logical that in literature it should be this positivism, the 
epitome and culmination of capit~list ideology, which has attached the 
greatest importance to the 'person' of the author. The author still reigns in 
histories of literature, biographies of writers, interviews, magazines, as in the 
very consciousness of men of letters anxious to unite their person and their 
work through diaries and memoirs. The image of literature to be found in 
ordinary culture is tyrannically centred on the author, his person, his life, 
his tastes, his passions, while criticism still consists for the most part in 
saying that Baudelaire's work is the failure of Baudelaire the man, Van 
Gogh's his madness, Tchaikovsky's his vice. 3 The explanation of a work is 
always sought in the man or woman who produced it, as if it were always in 
the end, through the more or less transparent allegory of the fiction, the 
voice of a single person, the author 'confiding' in us. 

Though the sway of the Author remains powerful (the new criticism4 has 
often done no more than consolidate it), it goes without saying that certain 
writers have long since attempted to loosen it. In France, Mallarme5 was 

I, Translated by Stephen Heath. 
2. Short novel (1830) by Honor~ de Balzac 
(1799-1850), about which Barthes was In the pro
cess of writing (see S IZ, 1970). 
3. Pyotr Tchalkovsky (1840-1893), Russian com
poser; his uvice" is presumably homosexuality. 
CHARLES BAUDELAIRE (1821-1867), French poet. 

Vincent van Gogh (1853-1890), Dutch painter. 
4. The "new criticism" in France at that time 
Included structuralist, thematic, phenomenologi
cal, SOciological, Marxist, and psychoanalytic crit
icism. 
5. STt':PHANE MALLARMt': (1842-1898), French 
poet. 
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doubtless the first to see and to foresee in its full extent the necessity to 
substitute language itself for the person who until then had been supposed 
to be its owner. For him, for us too, it is language which speaks, not the 
author; to write is, through a prerequisite impersonality (not at all to be 
confused with the castrating objectivity of the realist novelist), to reach that 
point where only language acts, 'performs', and not 'me'. Mallarme's entire 
poetics consists in suppressing the author in the interests of writing (which 
is, as will be seen, to restore the place of the reader). Valery,6 encumbered 
by a psychology of the Ego, considerably diluted Mallarme's theory but, his 
taste for classicism leading him to turn to the lessons of rhetoric, he never 
stopped calling into question and deriding the Author; he stressed the lin
guistic and, as it were, 'hazardous' nature of his activity, and throughout his 
prose works he militated in favour of the essentially verbal condition of lit
erature, in the face of which all recourse to the writer's interiority seemed 
to him pure superstition. Proust? himself, despite the apparently psycholog
ical character of what al'e called his analyses, was ,isibly concerned with the 
task of inexorably blurring, by an extreme subtilization, the relation between 
the writer and his characters; by making of the narrator not he who has seen 
and felt nor even he who is writing, but he who is going to write (the young 
man in the novel-but, in fact, how old is he and who is he'?-wants to write 
but cannot; the novel ends when writing at last becomes possible), Proust 
gave modern writing its epic. By a radical reversal, instead of putting his life 
into his novel, as is so often maintained, he made of his very life a work for 
which his own book was the model; so that it is clear to us that Charlus8 

does not imitate Montesquiou but that Montesquiou-in his anecdotal, his
torical reality-is no more than a secondary fragment, derived from Charlus. 
Lastly, to go no further than this prehistory of modernity, Surrealism, though 
unable to accord language a supreme place (language being system and the 
aim of the movement being, romantically, a direct subversion of codes
itself moreover illusory: a code cannot be destroyed, only 'played off'), con
tributed to the desacralization of the image of the Author by ceaselessly 
recommending the abrupt disappointment of expectations of meaning (the 
famous surrealist 'jolt'), by entrusting the hand ~ith the task of writing as 
quickly as possible what the head itself is unaware of (automatic writing), 
by accepting the principle and the experience of several people writing, 
together. Leaving aside literature itself (such distinctions really becoming 
invalid), linguistics has recently prOvided the destruction of the Author with 
a valuable analytical tool by showing that the whole of the enunciation is an 
empty process, functioning perfectly without there being any need for it to 
be filled with the person of the interlocutors, Linguistically, the author is 
never more than the instance writing. just as I is nothing other than the 
instance saying I: language knows a 'subject', not a 'person', and this subject, 
empty outside of the very enunciation which defines it, suffices to make 
language 'hold together', suffices, that is to say, to exhaust it. 

The removal of the Author (one could talk here with Brecht9 of a veritable 
'distancing', the Author diminishing like a figurine at the far end of the Iit-

6, P'lUl Valery (1871 -I 945), French poet and 
critil:. 
7, Marcel Proust (1871-1922), F,'ench novelist. 
8. Le baron de Charlus, a character in Proust's 
Relllembrance of Things Past (1913-2';'), said to 
hm:e been modeled on the aesthete Robert. comte 

de Montesquiou-Fezensac (1855-1921). 
9. Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956), German poet and 
dramatist, whose "epic theater" was intended to 
distance and alienate the audience from traditional 
theatrical illusion. 
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erary stage) is not merely an historical fact or an act of writing; it utterly 
transforms the modern text (or-which is the same thing-the text is hence
forth made and read in such a way that at all its ievels the author is absent). 
The temporality is different. The Author; when believed in, is always con
ceived of as the past of his own book: book and author stand automatically 
on a shigle line divided into a before and an after. The Author is thought to 
nourish the book, which is to say that he exists before it, thinks, suffers, lives 
for it, is in the same relation of antecedence to his work as a father to his 
child. In complete contrast, the modern scriptor is born simultaneously with 
the text, is in no way equipped with a being preceding or. exceeding the 
writing, is not the subject with the book as predicate; there is no other time 
than that of the enunciation and every text is eternally written here and now. 
The fact is (or, it follows) that writing can no longer designate an operation 
of recording, notation, representation, 'depiction' (as the Classics would say); 
rather, it designates exactly what linguists, referring to Oxford philosophy,' 
call a performative, a rare verbal form (exclusively given in the first person 
and in the present tense) in which the enunciation has no other content 
(contains no other proposition) than the act by which it is uttered-some
thing like the I declare of kings or the I sing of very ancient poets. Having 
buried the Author, the modern scriptor can thus no longer believe, as accord
ing to the pathetic view of his predecessors, that this hand is too slow for his 
thought or passion and that consequently, making a law of necessity, he must 
emphasize this delay and indefinitely 'polish' his form. For him, on the con
trary, the hand, cut off from any voice, borne by a pure gesture of inscription 
(and not of expression), traces a field without orlgln-or which, at lealt, has 
no other origin than language itself. language which ceaselessly calls into 
question all origins. 

We know now that a text is nota line of words releasing a single 'theolog
ical' meaning (the 'message' of the Author-God) but a n;tulti-dimensional 
space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash. 
The text is a tissue of quotations· drawn from the innumerable centres of 
culture. Similar to IJouvard and Pecuchet,2. those eternal copyists, at once 
sublime and comic and whose profound ridiculousness indicates precisely 
the truth of writing, the writer can only imitate a gesture that is always 
anterior, never original. His only power is to mix writings; to counter the 
ones with the others, in such a way as never to rest on anyone of them.' Did 
he wish to express himself, he ought at least to know that the inner 'thing' he 
"thinks to 'translate' is itself only a ready-formed dictionary, its words only 
explainable through other words, and so on indefinitely; something experi
enced in exemplary fashion by the young Thomas de Quincey,3 he who was 
so good at Greek that in order to translate absolutely, modern ideas and 
images into that dead language, he had, so Baudelaire tells· us (in Paradis 
Artificiels),4 'created for himself an unfailing dictionary, vastly more extensive 
and complex than those resulting from the ordinary patience of purely lit
erary themes'. Succeeding the Author, the scriptor no longer bears within 
him passions, humours, feelings, impressions, but rather this immense 

1. That is, philosophy of language; see especially 
J. L. AUST.N, How to Do Thing. with Words 0962). 
2. The title characters in Gustave Flaubert's 
unfinished novel Bouvard and Prlcuchet (1881), 

who leave their jobs as copyists and unsuccessfully 
attempt to master all knowledge •. 
3. English essayist and critic (1785-1859). 
4. Artificial Paradises (1869). 
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dictionary from which he draws a writing that can know no halt: life never 
does more than imitate the book, and the book itself is only a tissue of signs, 
an imitation that is lost, infinitely deferred. 

Once the Author is removed, the claim to decipher a text becomes quite 
futile. To give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it 
with a final signified, to close the writing. Such a conception suits criticism 
very well, the latter then allotting itself the important task of discovering the 
Author (or its hypostases:' society, history, psyche, liberty) beneath the work: 
when the Author has been found, the text ·is 'explained'-victory to the critic. 
Hence there is no surprise in the fact that, historically, the reign of the 
Author has also been that of the Critic, nor again in the fact that criticism 
(be it new) is today undermined along with the Author. In the multiplicity 
of writing, everything is to be disentangled, nothing deciphered; the structure 
can be followed, 'run' (like the thread of a stocking) at every point and at 
every level, bu·t there is nothing beneath: the space of writing is to be ranged 
over, not pierced; writing ceaselessly posits meaning ceaselessly to evaporate 
it, carrying out a systematic exemption of meaning. In precisely this way 
literature (it would be better from now on to say writing), by refusing to 
assign a 'secret', an ultimate meaning, to the text (and to the world as text), 
liberates what may be called an anti-theological activity, an activity that is 
truly revolutionary since to refuse to fix meaning is, in the end, to refuse God 
and his hypostases-reason, science, law. 

Let us come back to the Balzac sentence. No one, no 'person', lays it: its 
source, its voice, is not the true place of the writing, which is reading. 
Another-very precise-example will helpto make this clear: recent research 
a.-p. Vernant)6 has demonstrated the constitutively ambiguous nature of 
Greek tragedy, its texts being woven from words with double meanings that 
each character understands unilaterally (this perpetual misunderstanding is 
exactly the 'tragic'); there is, however, someone who understands each word 
in its duplicity and who, in addition, hears the very deafness of the characters 
speaking in ftOnt of him-this someone being precisely the reader (or here; 
the listener). Thus is revealed the total existence of writing: a text is made 
of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and entering into mut~· 
relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but there is one place where this 
multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not, as was hitherto said, 
the author. The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make 
up a writing are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text's unity lies 
not in its origin but in its destination. Yet this destination cannot any longer 
be personal: the reader is without history, biography, psychology; he is simply 
that someone who holds together in a single field all the ·traces by which the 
written text is constituted. Which is why it is derisory to condemn the new 
writing in the name of a humanism hypocritically turned champion of the 
reader's rights. Classic criticism has never paid any attention to the reader; 
for it, the writer is the only person in literature. We are now beginning to let 
ourselves be fooled no longer by the arrogant antiphrasticaJ7 recriminations 

5. Stand-Ins (the concrete forms of ahstractions). 
6. Cf. Jean-Pierre Vernant (with Pierre Vldal
NU'Iuet), My the et tragddie en. (]r~ce ancienne 
(Puris. 1972), e.p. pp. 19-40,99-131 [translator's 

note]. Vernant (b. 1914), French scholar of 
ancient Greece. 
7. Characterized by USing· a word to Intend Its 
opposite. 
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of good society in favour of the very thing it sets aside, ignores, smothers, or 
destroys; we know that to give writing its future, it is necessary to overthrow 
the myth: the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the 
Author. 

1968 

From Work to Text I 

It is a fact that over the last few years a certain change has taken place (or 
is taking place) in our conception of language and, consequently, of the 
literary work which owes at least its phenomenal existence to this same lan
guage. The change is clearly connected with the current development of 
(amongst other disciplines) linguistics, anthtbpology, Marxism and psycho
analysis (the term 'connection' is used here in a deliberately neutral way: one 
does not decide a determination, be it multiple and dialectical). What is new 
and which affects the idea of the work co~,js not necessarily from the inter
nal recasting of each of these disciplines, but rather from their encounter in 
relation to an object which traditionally is the province of none of them. It 
is indeed as though the interdisciplinarity which is today held up as a prime 
value in research cannot be accomplished by the simple confrontation of 
specialist branches of knowledge. Interdisciplinarity is not the calm of an 
easy security; it begins effectively (as opposed to the mere expression of a 
pious wish) when the solidarity of the o.ld disciplines breaks down-perhaps 
even violently, via the jolts of fashion-in the interests of a new object and 
a new language neither of which has a place in the field of the sciences that 
were to be brought peacefully together, this unease in classification being 
precisely the point from which it is pos~Jble to diagnose a certain mutation. 
The mutation in which the idea of work seems to be gripped must not, how
ever. be over-estimated: it is more in the nature of an epistemological slide 
than of a real break. The break, as is' frequently stressed, is seen to have 
taken place in the last century with the appearance of Marxism and Freu
dianism;2 since then there has been no further break~ so that in a way it can 
be said that for the last hundred years we have been living in repetition. 
What History, our History, allows us today is merely to slide, to vary, to 
exceed, to repudiate. Just as Einsteinian science3 demands that the relativity 
of the frames of reference be included in the object studiE!d, so the combined 
action of Marxism, Freudianism and structuralism demands, in literature, 
the relativization of the relations of writer, reader and observer (critic). Over 
against the traditional notion of the work, for long-and still-conceived of 
in a, so to speak, Newtonian way, there is now the requirement of a new 
object, obtained by the sliding or overturning of former categories. That 
object is the Text. I know the word is fashionable (I am myself often led to 
use it) and therefore regarded by some with suspicion, but that is exactly 

I. Translated by Stephen Heath. 
2. On the economic and political theorist KARL 
MARX (1818-1883) and the founder of psycho· 
analysis SIGMUND FREUD (1856-1939), see above. 
3. That is, the theory of special relativity devel-

oped by A1bert Einstein (1879-1955), which 
explains what the mechanical worldvlew as.oei
ated with Sir Isaac Newton (1642-1727) could 
not: the Interactions of radiation and matter 
viewed from different Inertial &ames of reference. 
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why I should like to remind myself of the principal propositions at the inter
section of which I see the Text as standing. The word 'proposition' is to be 
understood more in a grammatical than in a logical sense: the following are 
not argumentations but enunciations, 'touches', approaches that consent to 
remain metaphorical. Here then are these propositions; they concern 
method, genres, signs. plurality. filiation, reading and pleasure. 

I. The Text is not to be thought of as an object that can be computed. It 
would be futile to·try to separate out materially works from texts. In partic
ular. the tendency must be avoided to say that the work is classic, the text 
a\'ant-garde; it is not a question of drawing up a crude honours list in the 
name of modernity and declaring certain literary productions 'in' and others 
'out' by virtue of their chronological situation: therl3 may be 'text' in a very 
ancient work, while many products of contemporary literature are in no way 
texts. The difference is this: the work is a fragment· of substance, occupying 
a part of the 'space of books (in a library for example), the Text is a meth
odological field. The opposition may recall (withqpt at all reproducing term 
for term) Lacan's4 distinction between 'reality' and 'the rea!': the one is dis
played, the other demonstrated; likewise, the work can be seen (in book
shops. in catalogues, in exam syllabuses), the text is a process of 
demonstration, speaks according to certain rules (or against certain rules); 
the work can be held in the hand, the text is held in language, only exists in 
the movement of a discourse (or ratl1er, it is Text for the very reason that it 
knows itself as text); the Text is not the decomposition of the work, it is the 
work that is the i!Daginary tail of the Text; or aga'in, the Text is experienced 
only in al'1 activity of production. It follows that the Text cannot stop (for 
example on a library shelf); its constitutive movement is that of cutting across 
(in particular, it can cut across the work, several works). 

2. In the same way, the Text does not stop at (good) Literature; it cannot 
be contained in a hierarchy, even in a' simple division of genres. What con
stitutes the Text is, on the contrary (or precisely), its subversive force in 
respect of the old classifications. How do you classify a writer like Georges 
Bataille"?5 Novelist, poet. essayist, economist, philosopher, mystic? The' 
answer is so difficult that the literary manuals generally prefer to forget about 
Bataille who, in fact, wrote texts. perhaps continuously one single text. If the 
Text poses problems of classification (whiCh is furthermore one of its 'socia1"""' . 
functions), thi's is because it always involves a certain experience of limits 
(to take up an expression from Philippe Sollers). Thibaudet6 used already to 
talk-but in a very restricted sense-of limit-works (such as Chateaubri
and's7 Vie de Ranee, which does indeed come through to us today as a'text'); 
the Text is that which goes to the limit of the rules of enunciation (rationality, 
readability. etc.): Nor is this a rhetorical idea, resorted to for some 'heroic' 
effcct: the Text tries to place itself very eXactly behind the limit of the do.."\:a B 

(is not general opinion-constitutive of our democratic societies and pow
erfully aided by mass communications-defined by its limits, the energy with 

4. J.\t"QUES LACAN (1901-1981), French psycho
analyst. 
S. F"encl, writer (1897-1962). 
6. Albcrt Thibaudet (1874-1936), French critic. 
Sollers (b. 1936), French writer. 

7. Franr;:ols-Rene, vicomte de Chateaubriand 
(1768-1848), French writer and statesman. In 
1980 a new edition of hi. Life of RafIC/! (1844) was 
published with a preface by Barthes. 
8. Received opinion (Greek). 
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which it excludes; its censorship?). Taking the word literally, it inay be said 
that the Text is always paradoxical.' . '. 

3. The· Text. tan be approached, experienced;fin reaction to the sign. The 
work·closes'on a signified.9 There are two modes of, signification which can 
he attributed to this, signified: either it is claimed to be evident and the work 
is then the object of a literal science,· of philology, or .else iUs considered to 
be secret, ultimate, 'something to be sought out, and' the':work then falls 
under the seopeof a',hermeneutics, of an interpretation,(Marxist; psycho
analytic, thematic, etc.);iri short, the work itself functions as a general sign 
arid it is normal, that· it. should represent an institutional, category of the 
civilization of the Sign. The Text, on the contrary, practises the infinite defer
ment of the signified, is ·dilatory;· its' field is that' of 'the signifier. and· the 
'signifier must not be conceived of as 'the first stage of meaning', its material 
vestibule, but;'in complete opposition to this, as its deferred action. Similarly, 
the infinity of the signifier refers not to some idea of the 'ineffable'(the un
nameable signified) but to that ofa playing; the generation of the perpetual 
signifier (after the fashion of a perpetuaL calendar) in the' field of the text 
(better, of which the text is· the field). is ,realized not according to·an organic 
'progress' of maturation or' a hermenetitic course of deepening investigation, 
but"ratherraccording to a serial movement of disconnect ions, overlappings, 
variations. The logic regulating the Text is not'comprehensive (de6.ne'what 
the work means') but metonymic; the activity of associations, contiguities, 
crirryings-over coincides with .8 liberation of symbolic 'energy (lacking it, man 
'would die); the work.-;....inthe best of casesLis moderately symbolic (its.sym~ 
bolic runs out, comes to a 'halt); the Text is radically symbolic: a work con
ceived, ·perceived and received in its integrally symbolic nature is a teXt. Thus 
is the Text restored to language; like language, it is struCtured ,but off
centred,: without closure (note! . in reply to the contemptuous suspicion of 
the 'fashionable',sometimes 'directed at structuralism, that the epistemolog~ 
kal privilege currentfy accorded'; to Janguage stems precisely from the'dis
covery· there of a paradoxical idea of structure: a system with·neither close 
nOr centre). .' . . ".' ' 

4;: The Text i"plural. Which is'not simply to say that it has several mean~ 
ings, but that it accomplishes the very plural of meaning:'sn irreducible (and 
not merely an acceptable) plural. The Text is riot a co-existence of meanings 
but a: passage, anovercrossing;,thusit answers not to·an interpretation, even 
a, liberal one, but to an explosion;' a dissemination .. The plural QE: the Text 
dt!pends, that is; not on,the ambiguity oUts contents but on what might !be 
called the stereographic plurality of its weave ofsignifiers (etymologically,'the 
text is a tissuei·a ;woven fabric), The reader of. the Text may be 'compared to 
someone at a loose end (someone' slackened .. off from any imaginary); this 
passably empty :subject strolIs~it is what happened to. the author of these 
lines, then it was that he had a vivid idea of the Text-'-on the side of a valley, 
a ouedLflowing down below (oued is there to bear witness to a certain feeling 
of unfamiliarity); what he perceives is multiple, irreducible, coming from a 
disconnected, heterogeneous variety of substances and perspectives: lights, 
colours, vegetation, heat, air, slender explosions o~ noises, scant cries of 

9. The sign was divided Into slgnl}ied(the meaning 
conveyed) and signl}isr (the syrt)bol or sound that 
conveys that meaning) by the Swiss lingUist FER-

DINAND DE SAUSSURE{1857~1913). 
I.' 'Wadl (Arabic); a .trelinibed that Is usually dry, 
except during the rainy season. 
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birds, children's voices from over on the other side, passages; gestures, 
clothes of inhabitants near or far away.' All these fncidents· are half
identifiable: they come from codes which are known but their combination 
is unique, founds the stroll in a difference repeatable only as difference. So 
the Text: it can be it only in its difference (which does' not'mean its individ
uality), its reading is semelfactive2 (this rendering illusory any inductive
deductive science of texts-no 'grammar' of the text) and nevertheless woven 
entirely with citations, references, echoes; cultural languages (what-language 
is not?), antecedent or contemporary, which cut across, it throtigh and 
through in a vast stereophony. The intertextual in which' every ·text· is held, 
it itself being the text-between of another text, is not to be confused with 
some origin of the text: to try to find the 'sources'; the 'irtfluences' of a work, 
is to fall in' ·with the myth of filiation; the citations which go to make up a 
text are anonymous, untraceable, and yet already read: they are quotations 
without inverted commas. The work has nothing disturbing for·any mORistic 
philosophy.(we know that there are opposing examples of these};: for such a 
philosophy, plural is the Evil. Against the work, therefore; the text could well 
take as its·motto the words of the man possessed by demons {Mark· 5: 9): 
'My name is, Legion: for we are many.' The 'plural ·of demoniacal texture 
which opposest~t to work can bring with it: fundamental changes in read
ing, and precisely in areas where monologism appears to be the Law: certain 
of the ~textil' of Holy Scripture traditionally recuperated 'by theological 
monism (historical or anagogical) will perhaps offer themselves to a diffrac
tion of meanings (finally, that is to say, to a materialist reading), while the 
Marxist interpretation of works, so ·far resolutely monistic, 'will be able to 
materialize 'itself more by pluralizing: itself (if, however, the Marxist 'insti
tutions' allow it). 

5. The work is caught up in a process of filiation. Are postulated: a deter
mination of the work by the world (by race, then by History)ja consecution 
of works amongst themselves, and a conformity of the work to the author. 
The author is reputed the father and the oWner of his work: literary science 
therefore teaches respect for the manuscript and the author's declared inten
tions, while society asserts the legality of the relation of author to work (the 
'droit d'auteur'3 or 'copyright', in fact of recent date since it was only really 
legalized at the time of the French Revolution). As for the Text, it'Peads 
without the inscription of the Father. Here again, the metaphor of the Text 
separates from that of the work: the latter refers to the image of an organism 
which grows by vital expansion, by 'development' (a word which is signifi
cantly ambiguous, at once biological and rhetorical); the metaphor of the 
Text is that of the network; if the Text extends itself, it is as a result of a 
combinatory systematic (an image, moreover, close to current biological con
ceptions of the living being). Hence no vital 'respect' is due to the Text: it 
can be broken (which is just what the Middle Ages did with two nevertheless 
authoritative texts-Holy Scripture and Aristotle); it can be read without the 
guarantee of its father, the restitution of the inter-text paradoxically abolish
ing any legacy. It is not that the Author may not 'come back' in the Text, in 
his text, but he then does so as a 'guest'. If he is a novelist, he is inscribed 

2, A neologlsm-sema (Greek) = sign; semi 
(Latin) = half:Jactio (Latin) = making-suggest
ing that the reading of "text" i. largely sign pro-

duction. 
3. Right of the author (French). 
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in the novel like one of his characters, figured in the carpet; no longer priv
ileged, paternal, aletheological;4 his inscription is ludic. He becomes, as it 
were, a paper-author: his life is no longer the origin of his fictions but a 
fiction contributing to his work; there is a reversion of the work on to the 
life (and no longer the contrary); it is the work of Proust, of Genet' which 
allows their lives to be read as a text. The word 'bio-graphy' re-acquires a 
strong, etymological sense, at the same time as the sincerity of the enunci
ation-veritable 'cross' borne by literary morality-becomes a false problem: 
the I which writes the text, it too, is never more than a paper-I. 

6. The work is normally the object of a consumption; no demagogy is 
intended here in referring to the so-called consumer culture but it ttas to be 
recognized that today it is the 'quality' of the work (which supposes finally 
an appreciation of 'taste') and not the operation of reading itself which can 
differentiate between books: structurally, there is no difference between 'cul
tured' reading and casual reading in trains. ·The Text (if only by its frequent 
'unreadability') decants the work (the work permjtting) from its consumption 
and gathers it up as play, activity, production; ·practice. This means that the 
Text requires that one try' to abolish (or \l~ the very least to diminish) the 
distance between writing and reading, in no way by intenSifying the' projec
tion of the reader into the work but by joining them in a single sig~ifying 
practice. The distance separating reading frolll writing is historical. In the 
times of the greatest social division (before the setting up of democratic 
cultures), reading and writing were equally privileges of class. Rhetoric, the 
great literary code of those times, taught one to write (even if what was then 
normally produced were speeches, not texts). Significantly, the coming of 
democracy reversed the word of command: what the (secondary) School 
prides itself on is teaching to read (well) and n~ longer to write (conscious
ness of the deficiency is becoming fashionable again today: the teacher is 
called upon to teach pupils to 'express themselves', which is a little like 
replacing a form of repression by a mi!;conception). In fact, reading; in the 
sense of consuming, is far from playing with the text. 'Playing' must be under
stood here in all its polysemy: the text itself plays (like a door, like a machine 
with 'play') and the reader plays twice over, playing the Text as one plays a 
game, looking for a practice which re-produces it, but, in order that that 
practice not be reduced to a passive, inner mimesis6 (the Text is preci!iely 
that which resists such a reduction), also playing the Text in the music::al 
sense of the term. The history of music (as a practice, not as an 'art') does 
indeed parallel that of the Text fairly closely: there was a period when prac
tising amateurs' were numerous (at least within the' confines of a certain 
class) and 'playing' and !listening' formed a scarcely differentiated activity; 
then two roles appeared in succession, first that of the performer, ·the inter
preter to whom the bourgeois public (though still itself able to play a Iittle
the whole history of the piano) delegated its playing, then that of the (passive) 
amateur, who listens to music without being able to play (the gramophone 
record takes the place of the piano). We know that today post-serial music' 

4. A neologlsm-a/l!thela (Greek) = the self· 
presentation of Truth; theological - relating to the 
study of religious faith-meaning that the author's 
writing no longer op~rate5 in a theological realm 
of truth. . 
5. Jean Genet (1910-1986), French dramatist. 

Marcel Proust (1871-1922), French novelist. 
6. Representation, Imitation (Greek). 
7. Barthes was an avid amateur pianist. 
8. Mu.ic that was a reaction again.t .erlall.m, the 
total mathematization of all musical varIables In 
the atonal compositions of Pierre Boulez (b; 1925) 
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has radically altered the role of the 'interpreter', who is called on to be in 
some sort the co-author of the score, completing it rather than giving it 
'expression'. The Text is very much a score of this new kind: it asks of the 
reader a practical collaboration. VVhich is an important change, for who 
executes the work? (Mallarme9 posed the question, wanting the audience to 
produce the book). Nowadays only the critic executes the work (accepting 
the play on words). The reduction of reading to a consumption is clearly 
responsible for the 'boredom' experienced by many in the face of the modern 
('unreadable') text, the avant-garde film or painting: to be bored means that 
one cannot produce the text, open it out, set it going. 

7. This leads us to pose (to propose) a final approach to the Text, that of 
pleasure. I do not know whether there has ever been a hedonistic aesthetics 
(eudaemonist philosophies are themselves rare). Certainly there exists a plea
sure of the work (of certain works); I can delight in reading and re-reading 
Proust, Flaubert, Balzac. even-why not?-Alexandre Dumas. 1 But this plea
sure, no matter how keen and even whefl free from all prejudice, remains in 
part (unless by some exceptional critical effort) a pleasure of consumption; 
for jf I can read these authors, I also know that I cannot re-write them (that 
it is impossible today to write 'like that') and this knowledge, depressing 
enough, suffices to cut me off from the" production of these works, in the 
very moment their remoteness establishes my modernity (is not to be modern 
to know clearly what cannot be started over again?). As for the Text, it is 
bound to jouissance,2 that is to a pleasure without separation. Order of the 
signifier, the Text participates in its own way in a social utopi~H befqre History 
(supposing the latter does not opt for J>arbarism). the Text acttieves, if not 
the transparence of social relations, that at least of language relations: the 
Text is that space where no language has a hold over any other, where lan
guages circulate (keeping the circular sense of the term). 

These few propositions, inevitably, do not constitute the articulations of a 
Theory of the Text and this is not simply the result of the failings of the 
person here presenting them (who in many respects has anyway done no 
more than pick up what is being developed round about hirrt). It stems from 
the fact that a Theory of the Text cannot be satisfied by a metalinguistic 
exposition: the destruction of meta-Ianguage, or at least (since it may ~e 
necessary provisionally to resort to meta-Ianguage) its calling into doubt,-rs . 
part of the theory itself: the discourse on the Text should itself be nothing 
other than text, research. textual activity, since the Text is that social space 
which leaves no language safe. outside, nor any subject of the enunciation 
jn position as judge, master, analyst, confessor, decoder. The theory of the 
Text can coincide only with a practice of writing. 

and others; in some cases the interpreter shapes a 
deliherately "open" work, still viewed as a network 
of variables. 
9. STEPHANE MALLARMIl (1842-18981, French 
pot't. 
I. F .. "nch novelist and dramatist (] 802-1870). 

1971 

GustaYe Flaubert (1821-1880) and Honor;! de 
Balzac (1799-1850), French novelists. 
2. In French, jo .. lssance (the surprise of orgasm. 
bliss. ecstasy) Is distinguished from ,,) .. is;r (plea
sure). 
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Lb,UIS.ALTHUS~ER 
'1918-1990 

One of the most influential and distinctive' Mliririst thinkei:-s of the second half of the 
twentieth century, Louis Althusser came to promi.,tence 'in thev(jiatile 1960s. His 
work 'combined the new; scientifically oriehted methods of structuralism developed 
by CLAUDE L~VI-STRAUSS, JACQUES LAcAN, and others' with acontmitnttmt to political 
engagement and social transformation, laying the :groundwork for a revolution in 
theory that affected fields ranging from literary criticism and cultural studies to his
tory and politics. "Ideology and Ideological.State Apparatuse$ (Notes towards an 
Investigation)" (1970), his most influential essay and our second selection, analytes 
how dominant socjal sy~tems enforce their control~subtly ~olding human subje,cts 
through ideology-;-and how they.reproduce themselves. "A Lt;tter on Art i.n Reply to 
Andr~ . Daspre" (1966), though less widely known, succinctly explores the relation of 
art to ideology.. . . . 

Born in French-held Algeria, Louis AltJ-tusser was 'educated in MarseillE!$ and ilt 
the Lyc~e du Parc in Lyons. In 1939 he was admitted ~o the prestigious Ecole. Nor
male Sup~rieure in Paris, 'but his 'academic career was delayed when he was drafted 
into the military during the eariy days of World War n. Captured in 1940 and held 
for five years in a German prisoner-of-war camp. he returned to the Ecole Normale 
after the war, completing a ma$ter's thesl. on the philosopher G. w. F. HEGEL (1770-
1831) in 1948. He then jolneJl,the faculty,at the schoQl, alia polng doctoral work 
under the supervision of the c~lebrate~ Hegel~an philosopher Jeal') J:lyppolite. HII 
memberahip In the French. Gom~unilt Party from 1948 on,was allo. decillve for his 
future work. His relations 'With the Party hierarchy were 'never ea$y, and his writings 
were often attacked by official Communist phifosophers-:-he was alm~st exPelled in 
1966 ina dispute QVE!f China's ,Cultural Revolution~but Aithusser temained a Iife
long member .. In Fat;M':lIx'(19f;5; trans. 1969); he encapsulates' 'his intellectual career 
and how he becamei'in 'a famous phrase, "a Marxist in philosophy," noting three 
coordinates: thE! underdevelopm\:!htof Marxi$'t theory within French communism; the 
impoveri$hmerit of French philosophy since the Enlightenment, and the political 
situation of the international,communist movement in.the post-Stalin era. Also for
mative were the political events,in France during his lifetime, which he called '~the 
terrible, el{ucaHon(Qf deeds"; these included the Spanish Civil War, World War H, 
and the cold. warthatf()ll(,:w~d, . . . ' 

Publisl;ting littiebefore the 1960s, Althuss~r undertook during the 1950s a long 
march through bothth~ l\:1andst classiCs and KARL MARX'S influences (notably I-iegel 
arid Ludwig Feuerbach, 18()4-1872). His research culminated in a series of imp or
tant texts, gathered in For Marx and Reading Capital (the latter coauthored With 
his student Etienne Balibar, 1965; trans. 1970), both of whiCh quickly captured the 
atterition of French and later British intellectuals. Althusser's interventions changed 
the face of Western Marxist theory, shattering ,the pie ties' of Stalinist . dogmatism 
and the newer Marxist humanism, which, influenced by Hegel and the twentieth
century philosophers GYORGY LUKACS and, JEAN-PAUL SARTRE, saw Marxism as an 
effort to recover an alienated humanity. Elevating the individual as its center of 
concern, humanism generally stresses human freedom and self-determination; in 
contrast, many structuralist thinkers argue th!J.t freedom of thought and action is 
limited by linguistic, psychological, or socioeconomic systems. Propounding an 
"antihumanism," Althusser .. emphasizes the scientific aspects of MarXism, inpartic
ular its investigation of how societal structures determine lived experience. His 'cri
tique of humanism continues to help shape postmodern and poststructuralist theory. 

Followirig Mar" and FRIEDRICH ENGELS'S central claim hi The Communist Mani
festo (1848; see above) that "the history of all hitherto existing society is the history 
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of class struggles," Althusser held that philosophy was bound by political obligations 
and that the task of the philosopher was to "represent the class struggle in theory," 
taking the side of the oppressed in ongoing ideological struggles with representatives 
of the ruling class. His injunction inspired the participants in the May 1968 student 
and worker uprising in France: but Althusser himself was absent during the turbulent 
events of May, recuperating in a sanatorium from a recurrence of the· clinical depres
sion that had plagued him following his experiences in World War 11. Mter recovering 
he embarked on an ambitious new theoretical project addressing two questions: how 
a society achieves stability over time by reproducing its dominant relations of pro
duction and what conditions make social revolution possible. "Ideology and Ideolog
ical State Apparatuses" stems from this larger project, which was never completed. 
Althusser would continue to teach and to write throughout the 1970s, but his illness 
worsened, and in 1980 he murdered his wife in a inanic fit of rage. Declared mentally 
incompetent, he was sentenced to house arrest under psychiatric. care and isolated 
from all but a few friends. At the time of his death a decade later, Althusser's repu
tation had reached a low point. 

Althusser's major concepts-"ideological state apparatuses," "interpellation," 
"imaginary relations," and "overdetermination"-permeate the'discourse of contem
porary literary and cultural theory, and his thebry of ideology has influenced virtually 
all subsequent serious work on the topic. The problem that Althusser sets out to solve 
in "Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses":--to determine how a society repro
duces its basic social relations, thereby ensuring its' continuing existence-is a per
ennial one in social theory, raised as early as PLATo's Republk'(ca. 373'B.C.E.). Plato 
thought that the key to sustaining a just state was controIUng the education of its 
citizens; particularly its ruling class. A1thu •• er concurs, while emphasizing that the 
dominant values in a society are for the most part endorsed ,by· the majority of Its 
members. Winning their endorsement is the'work of ideology, and Althusser employs 
a structuralist 'account of the societal mechanisms that inculcate such consent, as 
well as a .psychoanalytic account of how ideology makes individuals "subjects" of the 
dominant social order. Contrary to its colloquial sense, which suggests a set of ideas 
or beliefs that one chooses to espouse or reject; 'ideology fot Althusser is not voluntary 
but the result of structural factors in society; .he thus dispenses with· the standard 
humanist notion of free will. . , 

Althusser famously terms the societal.mechanisms for creating pliant, obedient 
citizens who practice dominant values "ideological state apparatuses".(ISAs). Com
plex, numerous, and differing from one society to another, they:are civil institutions 
that have legal standing (hence their deSignation' as "state" apparatuses), including 
churches, schools, the family, courts, political parties, unions, the media, spOl~and 
the arts. ISAs differ from "repressive state apparatuses"(RSAs), such as the police, 
the military, the prison system, and government,in .several key ways: they are not 
unified, they operate primarily in the private sphere; and they attain their power not 
by means of explicit coercion or force but through implicit consent realized in 
accepted "practices." One tacitly learns the practice of obedience to authority, for 
example, in church, in school, at home, or on sports teams. As Althusser notes, a 
dominant social order would not survive if it relied Orily on force, and he traces the 
rising influence of schools as the dominant ISA in modern society. Schools have 
supplanted the church in this role, instilling in students the habits that will make 
them productive workers in modern capitalist societies, so that they show up at the 
factory or office day after day without question. 

Althusser's theory revises the standard Marxist definition of ideology as "false con
sciousness;" the explanation of why people willingly participate in the capitalist exploi
tation seen to undergird modern society. Many Marxists argue that we simply 
misunderstand what is really going on: believing that the economic system is fair and 
offers equal opportunity, rather than favoring those who control the means of pro
duction and capital, we identify with and emulate the owners and capitalists. Althus-
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ser retains the classical Marxist stress on economic causes, which he says are decisive 
"in the last instance," but his concept of the ISAs presents a fuller explanation of the 
diverse socletal processes of ideology. It also allows for more complexity: ISAs operate 
with "relative autonomy," sometimes for different and contradictory ends (they are 
"overdetermined"). His theory ~\1us has affinities with the thought a generation earlier 
of the Italian Marxist ANTONIO GRAMSCI, whose concept of hegemony explains the 
flexibility of social dominance and its operation through cultural instit~tiQns. 

A1thusser defines ideology as "the imaginary relationship of individuals iD their real 
conditions of existence." It is here that he turn. to a subtle psychoanalytic account, 
adopting Jacques Lacan's concepts of the imaginary, mirroring, and subject forma
tion. Revising SIGMUND FREUD's concepts of the unconscious, ego, arid superego, 
Lacan posits a three-part structure-'-the Imaginary, the Real, and the Symbolic
that forms the individual subject. The Imaginary constitutes the preverbill· realm in 
which human beings exist from earliest years; it is not a false but a primordial str~c
ture of consciousness. For A1thusser, ideology takes the place of the Imaginary, which 
one is "born into" and which, like the Freudian unq>nsclous, deeply influences how 
one acts. But unlike Lacan, he sees an individual's subjectivity as generated through 
social forces. Using Lacan's ideas of mirroring and recognition, A1thusser describes 
how ISAs "interpellate or hail inpividuals as subjects." A pivotal stage in character 
development for Lacan is "the m~rror s~age," when ancJnfant recognizes him- qr herself 
in a mirror. For Althusser; ideology works through our tacit recognition of betng 
hailed, as when we turn around to answer the call, "Hey, you therel" 

Though Althusser focused largely on political theory, and his writings o~ art and 
literature were un systematic and occasional,·"A.Letter on Art" briefly investigates the 
effect of ideology on artworks. In keeping with the Marxist "reflection" theory of art, 
held by LEON TROTSKY and to some extent Llo1!<ACS, Althusser observes that art is 
formed out of and pictures ideological raw m~terials; but he also reasons that it 
maintains a.certain distance from the ideologies·"to which it alludes." He thus grants 
"authentic" art a special critical status in "mak[ing] us see" the ideologies "from which 
it detaches itself," exposing ideology "in some·sensefrom the inside." Other twentieth
century ideas lurking in the background are defamiliarization, as defined by the Rus
sian formalists BORIS EICHENBAUM and Victor Shklovsky, and especially estrangement, 
as described by the German Marxist playwright Bertolt Brecht. Although A1thusser 
allows art itself a special value, he also recognizes that the arts are embedded in 
institutions (museums, publishing houses, media, recording companies, Hollywood 
studios, and so forth) that function as rSAs, shoring up the ideas and values of the 
ruling class through imaginative representations. . . 

Provoking sharp reaction as well as a devoted following, A1thusser's work has had 
wide-ranging influence. Some have found his reliance on a structural account of 
society too deterministic; others, most notably E. P. Thompson, the English historian 
usually considered a founding father of cultural studies, have criticized his lack of 
attention to empirical history. Despite Thompson's disavowal, A1thusser's concept of 
ideology has been crucial to cultural studies, as recollnted in STUART HALL's "Cultural 
Studies and Its Theoretical Legacies" (1992; see below~ and as evidenced in DICK 
HEBDlGE's Subculture: The Meaning of Style (I979; see below). Althusser's concept 
of ideology has also been foundatlonal for the leading contemporary Marxist literary 
critics in Britain and in America, TERRY EAGLETON and FREDRIC]AMESON. Eagletoq's 
Criticism and Ideology (1976), for instance, draws heavily on Althusser, though focus
ing on how art produces Ideology rather than. how .Ideology informs art. Jameson's 
The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act (I 981; see below), 
perhaps the most sustained consideration of the ideological implications of the mod
ern novel, both elaborates on and critiques A1thusser. Less faithfully, the French 
sociologist PIERRE BOURDlEU shows the influence oE" Althusser in his focus on edu
cation and its formative effect in producing "distinction" and creating "cultural cap
ital"; Bourdieu swerves, however, from traditional Marxist analyses by stressing the 
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cu Itural over the economic. Although the breadth of his influence has dissipated some 
of the Marxist political chal'ge of his social critique, Althusser's theory of ideology 
remains a touchstone in contemporary criticism. 
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A Letter on Art in 'R~ply to Artdre Daspre I 

La Nouvelle Critique has sent me your letter.2 I hope you will permit me, if 
not to reply to all the questions' it i,oses, -at: 'least to add a few comments to 
yours in the line of your own' reflections. 

First of all, you should know that I am perfectly'oonscious of the very 
schematic character of my article on Hurnanism. As you have noticed; it has 
the disadvantage that it gives' a ,'broad' idea of , ideology without going ,into 
the analysis of details. As it does not mention art, I realize i:h~t it ispos~ible 
to ~oi1.der whether art shOUld or should not be ranked as sui:!harhorig ide~ 
cilogies, to bepr:ecise, whether' ~rt and ideology are cin~ al;id, tlte's~methi~g. 
That, 1 feel, is ho~' you have been t~mpted.to interpret niysil~tice. ;, . ". 

The problem of the relations between art and ideology.:is :a very compli
cated and difficult one. However, I can tell you. in what direc,tions ourinves
tigations tend.· I do not rank real art a1nong .the ideologies, although art does 
have a quite particular and specificrelationsh~p with ideology.;lf you .would 
like ,some idea of the initial elements ohhis thesis and the very complicated 
developments it· promises, 'I adVise you to read carefully· the article Pierre 
Macherey has written on 'Lenin as a critiC cifTolstoy.'3 Of course, that article 
is only a beghmihg, but if does pose the problem of the: t~lations between 
art and'ideology imd of the 'specifidty of art. This is the (iirection in whicli 
we are working, and We hope.topublish important studies.on this subject in 
a fewmonth,s' ti~.e., .,'. . . 

The article will also give you a fir:s~ idea; of the relationship between. art 
and knowledge .. Art (I mean authentio art, not works of an' average or medi
ocre level) does not give us·a·,knowledge in the strict sense, it therefore does 
itotreplace knowledge (in the modei'nsense: scitmtific knowledge}; 'but what 
it 'gives Us does neverthel~ss ;trl~intain a certain ·specijic:.:rela'tio1iship with 
knowledge. ThiS'relationship is not one of identity i?ut one'of diff~rence. Let 
me explain. I beHeve that th~peculiarity of attisto'~ake lis see' (#Om dOnner 
a,~C?ir); 'make us ~ercei~~'i.:'.mllk~ ,us feel' somethi~$ whtcfi f'gU4es to reality. 
If w~ take the case of the novel, Balzac or Solzhemtsy:tl;4 a~ you reff'!r to them, 
they make us see, perceive'(b,ut not know) sOplething which all~s t~ r,eality. 

IUs essential to take the words which tnak~upthill first pr:ovisional defi
nition literally if we are to avoid lapsing into .an identification of .what art 
gives us and what science gives us. What art makes us see, and therefore 
ghres to us in the form of 'seeing', 'perceiving' and 'feeling' (which is not the 
form of knOWing), is the ideology from which it is born, in which it bathes, 
from which it detaches itself as' art; and to which it alludes. Machetey has 
shown this very clearly in 'the case of Tolstoy, by extending Lenin's analyses. . . , , .. " 

L Tronslated by Ben Brew.ter, PS$pre:·a minor. 
figure in the French Communist Party. 
2, Daspre's response to an excerpt from Althus
ser's essay "Marxism and Humanism" published in 
the French journal La Nouvelle Crltiq .... (New CrI
tiqu<!) in March 1965; the full text was published 
in Althusser's For Marx (1965; trans, 1969), 
Dapre's letter appeared in the April 1966 issue. 
3, Reprinted as a chapter in A Theory of Literary 
Producllon (1966; trans, 1978) by Macherey (b, 
1938). French Marxist literary theorist and student 

of A1thusser'., V, I. Lenin (1870-1924), political 
theorist and leader of the Russian Revolution of 
1917, who wrote ,..veral pieces on the Russian 
novelist Leo Tolstoy {I 828-1910). 
4, A1eksandr Solzhenltsyn (b. 1918). Nobel Prize
winning Russian novelist. many of whose writings 
focus on the repressions of Joseph Stalin's regime 
(1927-53). Honore de Balzac (1799-1850), 
French novelist whose works faithfully depict 
everyday life. 
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Bal7..ac and Solzhenitsyn give us a 'view' of the ideology to which their work 
alludes and with which it is constantly fed, a view which presupposes a 
retreat, an internal distantiation from the very ideology from which their 
novels emerged. They make us 'perceive' (but not know) in some sensefrom 
the inside, by an internal distance, the very ideology in which they are held. 

These distinctions, which are not just shades' of meaning but specific dif
ferences, should in principle enable us to resolve a number. of problems. 

First the problem of the 'relations' between art and science. Neither Balzac 
nor Solzhenitsyn gives us any knowledge of the,world they describe, they only 
make us 'see', 'perceive' or 'feel' the reality· of the ideology of that world. 
When we speak of ideology we should know that· ideology slides into all 
human activity, that it is identical with the 'lived' experience of human exis
tence itself: that is why the form in which we are 'made to see' ideology in 
great novels has as its content the 'Jived' experience of individuals. This ·'lived' 
experience is not a given, given by a pure 'reality', but the spontaneous 'lived 
experience' of ideology in its peculiar relationship to the real. This is an 
important comment, for it enables us to understand that art does not deal 
with a reality peculiar to itself, with a peculiar domain of reality in which it 
has a monopoly (as you tend to imply when you write that 'with art, knowl-

-' edge becomes human', that the object of art is 'the individual'), whereas 
science deals with a different domain of reidity (say, in opposition to 'lived 
experience' and the 'individual', the abstraction of structures). Ideology is 
also an object of science, the 'lived experience' is also ari object of science, 
the 'individual' is also an object of science.' =The real difference between art 
and science lies in the specific form in·which they give us the same object in 
quite different ways: art in the form of 'seeing' and 'perceiving' or 'feeling', 
science in the form of knowledge (in the strict sense,.by concepts). 

The same· thing can be said in other terms. If Solzhenitsyn does 'make us 
see' the 'lived experience' (in the sense defined:.earlier)of the 'cult- of per
sonality" and its effects, in no way does· he give us'a knowledge'of them: this 
knowledge is the conceptual knowledge of·the complex mechanisms which 
eventually produce the 'lived experience':that Solzhehitsyn's novel discusses. 
If I wanted to use Spinoza's6 language again hete, I could say that art makes 
us 'see' 'conclusions without premisses', whereas knowledge makes us pen
etrate into the mechanism which produces the 'conclusions' out of the 'pri!iri
isses'. This is an important distinction, for it enables us to understand that 
a novel on the 'cult', however profound, may draw attention to its 'lived' 
effects, but cannot give an understanding of it; it may put the question of the 
'cult' on the agenda, bllt it cannot define the means which will make -it pos
sible to remedy these effects. 

In the same way, these few elementary principles perhaps enable us to 
point the direction from which we can hope for an answer to another ques
tion you pose: how is it that Balzac, despite' his personal political options, 
'makes us see' the 'lived experience' of capitalist society in a critical form? I 
do not believe one can say, as you do, that he 'was forced by the logic of his 
art to abandon certain of his political conceptions in his work as a novelist'. 

5. A phrase from the German philosophers MAX 
H()RKIIEIMER (1895-1973) and TIIEOI>OR AI>ORNO 
( 1903-1969), who critiqued the focus in bourgeois 
mo!;s culture on celebrity figures; it refers here to 

Stalin. 
6 .. Benedict de Spinoza (163~1677), Dutch phi. 
losopher .. 
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On the contrary, we know that Balzac never abandoned his political positions. 
We know even more: his peculiar, reactionary political positions played a 
decisive part in the production of the content of his work. This is certainly 
a paradox, but it is the case, and history provides us with a number of exam
ples to which Marx' drew our attention (on Balzac, I refer you to the article 
by R. Fayolle8 in the special 1965 number of Europe). These are examples 
of a deformation of sense very commonly found in the dialectic of ideologies. 
See what Lenin says aboutTolstoy (cf. Macherey's article): Tolstoy's personal 
ideological position is One component of the deep-lying causes of the content 
of his work. The fact that the content of the work of Balzac and Tolstoy is 
'detached' from their political ideology and in some way makes us 'see' it 
from the outside, makes us 'perceive' it by a distantiation inside that ideology, 
presupposes that ideology itself. It is certainly possible to say that it is an 
'effect' of their art as novelists that it produces this distance inside their 
ideology, which makes us 'perceive' it, but it is not possible to say, as you do, 
that art 'has its own logic' which 'made Balzac abandon his political concep
tions'. On the contrary, only because he retained them could he produce his 
work, only because he stuck to his political ideology could he produce in it 
this internal 'distance' which gives us a criticar"view' of it. , 

As you see, in order to answer most of the questions posed for us by the 
existence and specific nature of art, we are forced to produce an adequate 
(scientific) knowledge of the processes which produce the 'aesthetic effect' 
of a work of art. In other words, in order toC-answer the question of the 
relationship between art and knowledge we must produce a knowledge of art. 

You are conscious of this necessity. But you: ought also to know that in 
this issue we still have a long way to go. The recognition (even the political 
recognition) of the existence and importance 'of art does not constitute a 
knowledge of art. I do not even think that it is possible to take as the begin
nings of knowledge the texts you refer to, or; even Joliot-Curie quoted by 
Marcenac.9 To say a few words about the senten,ce attributed to Joliot-Curie, 
it contains a terminology-'aesthetic creation, scientific creation'-a termi
nology which is certainly quite common, but one which in my opinion must 
be abandoned and replaced by another, in order 1:0 be able to pose the prob
lem of the knowledge of art in the proper way. I know that the artist, and 
the art lover, spontaneously express themselves in terms of 'creation', etc. It 
is a 'spontaneous' language, but we know from Marx and Lenin that every 
'spontaneous' language is an ideological language, the vehicle of an ideology, 
here the ideology of art and of the activity productive of aesthetic effects. 
Like all knowledge, the knowledge of art presupposes a preliminary rupture 
with the language of ideological spontaneity and the constitution of a body 
of scientific concepts to replace it. It is essential to be conscious of the 
necessity for this rupture with ideology to be able to undertake the consti
tution of the edifice of a knowledge of art. 

Here perhaps, is where I must express a sharp reservation about what you 

7. KARL MARX (1818-1883), German social, polltl. 
cal, and economic theorist. 
8. Roaer Fayolle (b. 1928), French literary critic. 
9. Jean Marcenac (l913-1984I,lAs LAttrw.fiwn
fals •• , 1966. "I have alwaYI regretted the fact that 
F. Jollot-Curle never pursued the project he lug
gested to me at the time of Eluard's death, the pro
ject of a comparative study of poetic creation and 

Icle!1t1f1c creation, which he thouaht might even
tuallr prove an Identity In their procedures" [trans
lata.. notel. lean-Frld.rlc JoUot-Curle (1900-
1958), Nob.1 Prlze-wlnnln. French physlcllt and 
allo member of the French Communl.t Party. Paul 
~Iuard (1895-1952), French lurreall.t and lyric 
poet. 
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say. I am not perhaps speaking about exactly what you want or would like to 
say. but about what you actually do say. When you counterpose 'rigorous 
reflection on the concepts of l\iarxis1n' to 'something else', in particular to what 
art gives us, I believe you are establishing a comparison which is either 
incomplete or illegitimate. Since art in fact provides us with something else 
other than science, there is not an opposition between them, but a differ
ence. On the contrary, if it is a matter of kJ10Wing art, it is absolutely essential 
to begin with 'rigorous "eflection on the basic concepts of Marxism': there is 
no other way. And when I say, 'it is essential to begin . .. " it is not enough 
to say it, it is essential to do it. If not, it is easy to extricate oneself with a 
passing acknowledgement, like 'Althusser proposes to retun1 to a rigorous study 
of lHarxist theory. I agree that t11is is indispensable. But I do not believe that 
it is e'1otlgh. ' My response to this is the only real criticism: there is a way of 
declaring an exigency 'indispensable' which consists precisely of dispensj,1g 
with it, dispensing with a careful consideration of all its implications and 
consequences-by the acknowledgement accorded it in order to move 
quickly on to 'something else'. Now I believe that the only way we can hope 
to reach a real knowledge of art, to go deeper into the specificity of the work 
of art, to know the mechanisms which produce the 'aesthetic effect', is pre
cisely to spend a long time and pay the greatest attention to the 'basic prin
ciples of Marxism' and not to be in a hurry to 'move on to something else', 
for if we move on too quickly to 'something else' we shall arrive not at a 
lmowledge of art, but at an ideology of art: e.g., at the latent humanist ide
ology which may be induced by what you say about the relations between 
art and the 'human', and about artistic 'creation', etc. 

If we must turn (and this demands slow and arduous work) to the 'basic 
principles of Marxism' in order to be able to pose correctly, in concepts which 
are not the ideological concepts of aesthetic spontaneity, but scientific con
cepts adequate to their object, and thus necessarily new concepts, it is not 
in order to pass art silently by or to sacrifice it to science: it is quite simply 
in order to know it, and to give it its due. 

1966 

From Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses 
(Notes towards an Investigation)! 

From On the Repmductio11 of the Conditions of Production 

As Marx said, every child knows that a social formation which did not 
l'eproduce the conditions of production at the same time as it produced 
would not last a year. 2 The ultimate condition of production is therefore the 
reproduction of the conditions of production. This may be 'simple' (repto
ducing exactly the previous conditions of production) or 'on an extended 
scale' (eAl'anding them). Let us ignore this last distinction for the moment. 

\Vhat, then, is the repmductio11 of the conditions of production? 

I. T,·"".lated by Ben Brewste,', who ~ometimes 
rNlli"s the French word or phrase in parentheses. 
1. ,",arx to Kugelmann, July 11, 1868, Selected 
C',...·~'11Onde"ce (Moscow, 1955), p. 209 (Althus· 

ser's note], I<ARL MARX (1881-1883), German 
social, economic, and political theorist. Some of 
the author's notes have been edited, and some 
omitted. 



1484 I LOUIS,ALTHOSSER 

.. .. .. 
. , .. , r', I !; /. , 

, To simplify,my exposition,:,and"assurrting that every ,social formation arises 
from a domi.nant mode of ,producUQn, 3 I can say that the process. of produc
tion sets to work the existing 'productive force,s in and under definite' relations 
of production. , ' 
';,It follows that, in order toexist, every social formation must reproduce the 
conditions of itsproduc,tion, at the same time 'as it,produce~, and in order to 
be able to produce. It must therefore reproduce: 

,I, the productive forces, 
2, the ,existing relations of production. 

.. .. .. 
,Reproduction of Labour-Power 

* * '. 
How is the reproductionof.labour power ensured? , 
,It is ensured, by giving l~bour power the material means with which to 

reproduce itself: by wages. Wage,s fe~ture,in the aC,c,Ouni:ing of.e,ach enter
prise, but as 'wage capit~l', no~ at "all as a conditiQQ of the IJ.l$t,er~al repro-
duction QfI!ll>our po~e".. . " ,::,' ~, 
~owever, ,that t" "in ",fac,t. how:.t !""orks', ,lIi"ce WallelHtlprelent only;tha~ 

par.t of the .val~e prod4ced ~y the expen~Uture of ,Jab9ur;:P9wet, ".,ht~h ,is 
.ndispens~blt!, for ftsrepro44c,tion:sc., indisPElnsable, t9 the recons,titutiol1 ,of 
the labour power of the wage~eamerjthe, .wherewithal to pay fOJ:'ho\1s$ng, 
food and clothing, in short tOenabJEl,thewage~earner to present him.~elf again 
at the factory gate the Ilext day-:-:-and'every further day God grants hbn); and 
we should add: inJ1ispen,sable ,for raising and educating the children in, whom 
the proletarian, reproduces himself (in n models where n = 0,,1,.2, etc .. , . ) 
as labour power. , " ", ' . ,.,. , 

Remember that this quantity of value (w~ges) necessary for tlie reproduc
tion of labour power is determined not by the needs of a 'biological' Guar
anteed Minimum Wage (Salaire Minimum Interprofessionnel Garanti) alone, 
but by the needs of a historical minimum (Marx noted that English workers 
need beer while French proletarians need wine)-i.e. ah~storically variable 

., ..... .'.. . -. . . ',. 

minimum. 
I should also like'td point out ,that thismiilbnlim is doubly historical in 

that it is not defined by the historical needs of the working class 'recognized' 
by the capitalist class, but by the historical needs imposed by the proletarian 
class struggle (a double class struggle: against the lengthening of the working 
day and against the reduc~ion of wages). 

Ho\yever, it is not enough to ensure. for labour power the material condi
tions. of its reprodu~tion ifit is to be reproduced as labour power.,f have, said 
that the available lab~urpowermu!>t be 'competent', i.e, suItable, to be set 
to work in the complex system of the proce!lS of producti.on.The: development 
of the productive forces and the type of unityhistoric!llly con~i:itutive ofthe 
productive forces at a given moment produce the result that the. labour power 

3, N';w,capltallsm. whi,ch superseded tJ:ae f,!,udal mode of prOduCtion of the medieval' period, and which 
will be, supplanted, accordlrig to Man,. by ,soCialism, , . , " , 
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has to be .(diversely) skilled and therefore reproduced as such. Diversely: 
according to the requirements of the socio-technical division of labour, its 
different 'jobs' and 'posts'. 

How is this reproduction of the (diversified) skills of labour power provided 
for in a capitalist regime? Here, unlike social formations characterized by 
slavery or serfdom, this reproduction of the skills o( labour power tends (this 
is a tendentiallaw) decreasingly to be provided for 'on the spot' (apprentice
ship within production itself), but is achieyed more and more o,utside pro
duction: by the capitalist education system, and by other instances and 
institutions. 

What do children learn at school? They go varying distances in their stud
ies, but at any rate they learn to read, to write and to add-i.e. a n~mber of 
techniques, and a number of other things as well, including elemel)ts(which 
may be 'rudimentary or on the contrary thoroughgoing) of 'scientific' or 'lit
erary culture', which are directly usefui in the different jobs in production 
(one instruction for manual workers, another for technicians, a third for 
engineers, a final one for higher management, etc.). Thus they leatn 'know
how'. 

But besides these techniques a~d knowl,~c:lges, ~nd in ,learning them, 
children at school also learn the 'rules' ofgdo~,beha~Ru.r" i.e. the,.attitude 
that &houl~, be observed by every agent In the ,di~II()n .Qf labour, according 
to th~ job he is 'clestined' for: rulei,ot mor.BUty,: 'dvi~ and p'rof~ilion~l con
science,' which actually means rules O~i re'~pect .~or the socir?~tech~lcal dIvi
sion of labour and ultimately the rules of th~ order established by class 
dominati~n.They aiso learn to 'speak p~oper French', to'handie' the work
ers correctly, i.e. actually (for the future capitalists and their servants) to 
'order them about' properly, i.e. (ideally) to 'speak to them' in the right 
way, etc. . 

To put this more scientifically, I shall say'that the reproduction or labour 
power requires ,not only a reproduction .of its" skills .. but, also, at th~ same 
time, a reproduction of its submission to the rules of the established order, 
i.e. a reproduc~i~n: of submission to the~~I,ing,ideology for the, vv,;,:rkers,' and 
a reproduction .of the ability to manipulate. the ruling ideology correctly for 
the agents of exploitation and repression; so that they, too, will proVid~ for 
the domination of the ruling class 'in words'. . '~. 

In other ~~rds, the school (but also other State institutions like the 
Church, or 'other apparatuses like the Army) teaches 'know-how', but in 
forms which ensure subjection to the ruling ideology or the mastery of its 
'practice'. All the agents of production, exploitation and repression, not to 
speak of the 'professionals of ideology' (Marx), must in one way or another 
be 'steeped' in this ideology in order to perform their tasks 'conscientiously'
the tasks of the exploited (the proletarians), of the exploiters (the capitalists), 
of the exploiters' auxiliaries (the managers), or of the high priests of the ruling 
ideology (its 'functionaries'), etc. 

The repropuction of labour power thus reveals as its sine qua non not only 
the reproduction of its 'skills' but also the reproduction of its subjection to 
the ruling ideology or of the 'practice' of that ideology, with the proviso that 
it is not enough to say 'not only but also', for it is clear that it is in the forms 
and under the forms of ideological subjection that provision is made for the 
reproduction of the skills of labour pawer. ,. 
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But this is to recognize the effective presence of a new reality: ideology. 

From Infrastructure and Superstructure 

On a number of occasions I have insisted on the revolutionary character of 
the Marxist conception of the 'social whole' insofar as it is distinct from the 
Hegelian4 'totality'. I said (and this thesis only repeats famous propositions 
of historical materialism) that Marx conceived the structure of every society 
as constituted by 'levels' or 'instances' articulated by a specific determination: 
the infrastructure, or economic base (the 'unity' of the productive forces and 
the relations of production) and the superstructure, which itself contains two 
'levels' or 'instances': the politico-legal (law and the State) and ideology (the 
different ideologies, religious, ethical, legal, political, etc.). 

Besides its theoretico-didactic interest (it reveals the difference between 
Marx and Hegel), this representation has the following crucial theoretical 
advantage: it makes it possible to inscribe in the theoretical apparatus of its 
essential concepts what I have called their respective indices of effectivity. 
What does this mean? , 

It is easy to see that this representation 0'£ the structure of every society 
as an edifice containing a base (infrastructure) on which are erected the two 
'floors' of the superstructure, is a metaphor, to be quite precise, a spatial 
metaphor: the metaphor of a topography (t9,tfique).5 Like every metaphor, 
this metaphor suggests something, makes something visible. What? Precisely 
this: that the upper floors could not 'stay up' (in the air) alone, if they did 
not rest precisely on their base. 

Thus the object of the metaphor of the edifice is to represent above all the 
'determination in the last instance' by the econ'omic base. The effect of this 
spatial metaphor is to endow the base with an index of effectivity known by 
the famous terms: the determination in the last instance of what happens in 
the upper 'floors' (of ' the superstructure) by what happens in the economic 
base, . 

Given this index of effectivity 'in the last instance', the 'floors' of the super
structure are clearly endowed with different indices of effectivity. What kind 
of indices? 

It is possible to say that the floors of the superstructure are not determi
nant in the last instance, but that they are determined by the effectivity of 
the base; that if they are determinant in their own (as yet undefined) ways, 
this is true only insofar as they are determined by the base. 

Their index of effectivity (or determination), as determined by the deter
mination in the last instance of the base, is thought by the Marxist tradition 
in two ways: (1) there is a 'relative autonomy' of the superstructure with 
respect to the base; (2) there is a 'reciprocal action' of the superstructure on 
the base. 

We can therefore say that the great theoretical advantage of the Marxist 
topography, i.e. of the spatial metaphor of the edifice (base and superstruc
ture) is simultaneously that it reveals that questions of determination (or of 

4, Of GEORG FRIEDRICH WILHELM HEGEL (I 770-
1831), German idealist philosopher, 
5, Topography from the Greek topos: place, A 
topography represents in a definite space the 

respective sUes occupied by several realities: thus 
the economic is at tTu! bottom (the base), the super· 
structure ahove 11 [A1thusser's note], 
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index of effectivity) are crucial; that it reveals that it is the base which in the 
last instance determines the whole edifice; and that, as a consequence, it 
obliges us to pose the theoretical problem of the types of 'derivatory' effec
ti\'ity peculiar to the superstructure. i.e. it obliges us to think what the Marx
ist tradition calls conjointly the relative autonomy of the superstructure and 
the reciprocal action of the superstructure on the base. 

" .. 
J shall give a short analysis of Law. the State and Ideology from tJJis point 

oJ dew. And I shall reveal what happens both from the point of view of 
practice and production on the one hand, and from that of reproduction on 
tht, other. 

From The State 

The Marxist tradition is strict, here: in the Communist Manifesto and the 
Eigllteentl1 Brumaire (and in all the later classical texts, above all in Marx's 
writings on the Paris Commune and Lenin's6 on State and Revolution), the 
State is explicitly conceived as a repressive apparatus. The State is a 
'machine' of repression, which enables the ruling classes (in the nineteenth 
century the bourgeois class and the 'class' of big landowners) to ensure their 
domination over the working class. thus enabling the former to subject the 
latter to the process of surplus-value e."tortion (i.e. to capitalist exploitation). 

The State is thus first of all what the Marxist classics have called the State 
apparatus. This term means: not only the specialized apparatus (in the nar
row sense) whose existence and necessity I have recognized in relation to the 
requirements of legal practice, i.e. the police, the courts, the prisons; but 
also the army, which (the proletariat has paid for this experience with its 
blood) intervenes directly as a supplementary repressive force in the last 
instance, when the police and its specialized auxiliary corps are 'outrun by 
events'; and above this ensemble. the head of State, the government and the 
administration. 

Pl'esented in this form, the Marxist-Leninist 'theory' of the State has its 
finger on the essential point, and not for one moment can there be any 
question of rejecting the fact that this really is the essential point. The State- ' 
apparatus, which defines the State as a force of repressive execution and 
intervention 'in the interests of the ruling classes' in the class struggle con
ducted by the bourgeoisie and its allies against the proletariat, is quite cer
tainly the State, and quite certainly defines its basic 'function'. 

.. .. 
The Essentials of the Marxist Theory of the State 

Let me first clarify one important point: the State (and its existence in its 
apparatus) has no meaning except as a function of State power. The whole 

6. V. I. Lenin (1870-1 924),.Ieader of the Russian 
Rt'vulution of 1917 and author of many works on 
revolutionary politics, Including 11.e Stale and Re,'
ol"tirm: TI.e M"r.dsl 7neory of ".e SI"le rmd the T,,.,,-, of the Prolet"ria' in tl.e Rel'ol"tioll (1917), 
!\1ur\:'s "famous Communist Manifc.cto (co-written 
wil h rill EORICH ENGELS) dates from 1848, and his 

Eighteent.h Brumaire of Louis Bo''''parle from 
1852. The latter, along with his Class Stugsle. in 
Fr",we, 1848-1850 (1850) and The Civil War 
in France (18i I), deals with political struggles In 
France; the Paris Commune was a revolutionary 
government b,'lefly established in Paris In the 
spring of 1871. 



1488 / LoUIs ALTHUSSER 

of the political class struggle revolves around the State. By which I mean 
around the possession, i.e. the seizure and con~ervation of State power by a 
certain class or .by an alliance between classes or class fractions. This first 
clarification obliges me to distinguish between State power (conservation of 
State power or seizure of State power), the objective of the political class 
struggle on the one hand, and the State app·aratus on the other. 

We know that the State apparatus may s~rvive, as is proved by bourgeois 
'revolutions' in nineteenth-century France (I 830, 1848), by coups d'etat 
(2 December, May. 1958), by collapses of the State (the fall of the Empire 
in 1870, of the Third Republic in 1940), or by the political rise of the petty 
bourgeoisie (1890-95 in France), etc., without the State apparatus being 
affected or modified:? it may survive political events which affect the pos
session of State power. 

Even after a social revolution like that of 1917,8 a large part of the State 
apparatus survived after the seizure of State power by the alliance of the 
proletariat and the small peasantry: Lenin repeated the fact again and again. 

It is possible to describe the distinction between State power and State 
apparatus as part of the 'Marxist theory'of the State, expliCitly present since 
Marx's Eighteenth Brumaire and Class Struggles in France. 

To summarize the 'Marxist theory of the State' on this point, it can be said 
that the Marxist classics have always claimed that (1) the State is the repres
sive State apparatus, (2) State power and State apparatus must be distin
guished, (3) the objective of the class struggle concerns State power, and in 
consequence the use of the State apparatus by the classes (or alliance of 
classes or of fractions of classes) holding State power as a function of their 
class objectives, and (4) the proletariat must seize State power in order to 
destroy the existing bourgepis State apparatus and, in a first phase, replace 
it with a quite different, proletarian, State apparatus, then in later· phases 
set in motion a radical process, that of the destructio.n CIf the State (the end 
of State power, the end of every State apparatus). 

In this perspective, therefore, what I would propose to add to the 'Marxist 
theory' of the State is already there in so many words. But it seems' to me 
that evenvi[ith this supplement, this theory is still' in . part descriptive, 
although it does now contain complex and differential elements whose func~ 
tioning and action cannot be understood without recourse to further sup
plementary theoretical development. 

The State Ideological Apparatuses . .::.: .. 
In order to advance the theory of the State it is indispensable to take into 

account not only the distinction between State power and State apparatus, 
but also another reality which is clearly on the side·of the (repressive) State 

7. After the French Revolution ("J 789-92) and 
through the 19th century, France became a mod
ern bureaucratic state dominated by the bourgeoI
sie (rather than a feudal aristocracy). Althusser 
refers to the overthrow of the restored Bourbon 
monarchy In .1830: the "February Revolution" of 
1848 after which Napoleon HI became president 
and in 1852 emperor, esmblishlng the Second 
Empire, which fell In 1.!!70: and the Paris Com-

mune and the eltitbli~hment of the Third Repub" 
lie, which ended with the German occupation of 
France In 1940. In 1958, during a political crisis 
caused by France's colonial war .In Algeria, Charles 
de Gaulle (1890-1970), the leader of the French 
Resistance during World War H, became premier 
with broad powers. and then president (1959-69) 
of the lPifth Republic. 
8, That is, In Russia. 
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apparatus, but must not be confused with it. I shall call this reality by its 
concept: the ideological State apparatuses. 9 

What are the ideological State apparatuses (ISAs)? 
They must not be confused with the (repressive) State apparatus. Remem

ber that in Marxist theory, the State Apparatus (SA) contains: the Govern
ment, the Administration, the Army, the Police, the Courts, the Prisons, etc., 
which constitute what I shall in future call the Repressive State Apparatus. 
Repressive suggests that the State Apparatus in question 'functions by vio
lence'-at least ultimately (since repression, e.g. administrative repression, 
may take non-physical forms). 

I shall call Ideological State Apparatuses a certain number of realities 
which present themselves to the immediate observer in the form of distinct 
and specialized institutions. I propose an empirical list of these which will 
obviously have to be examined in detail, tested, corrected and reorganized. 
With all the reservations implied by this requirement, we can for the moment 
regard the following institutions as Ideological State Apparatuses (the order 
in which I have listed them has no particular significance): 

-the religious ISA (the system of the different Churches), 
-the educational ISA (the system of the different public and private 

'Schools'), 
-the family ISA,. 
-the legal ISA,2 
-the political ISA (the political system, including the different Parties), 
-the trade-union ISA, 
-the communications ISA (press, radio and television, etc.), 
-the cultural ISA (Literature, the Arts, sports, etc.). 

I have said that the ISAs must not be confused with the (Repressive) State 
Apparatus; What constitutes the difference? 

. As a first moment, it is clear that while there is one (Repressive) State 
Apparatus, there is a plurality of Ideological State Apparatuses. Even pre
supposing that it exists, the unity that constitutes this plurality of ISAs as a 
body is not immediately visible. 

Asa second moment, it is clear that whereas the----,unified-(Repressive) 
State Apparatus belongs entirely to the public domain, much the larg,*part 
of the Ideological State Apparatuses (in their apparent dispersion) are part, 
on the contrary, of the private domain. Churches, Parties, Trade Unions, 
families, some schools, most newspapers, cultural ventures, etc., etc., are 
private. 

We can ignore the first observation for the moment. But someone is bound 
to question the second, asking me by what right I regard as Ideological State 

9. To my knowledge, Gramsci is the only one who 
went any dlstaJ1ce In the road I am taking. He had 
the "remarkable" Idea that the State could not be 
reduced to the (Repressive) State Apparatus, but 
included, ss he put it, B certain number of in5ti~ 
tulions from ucivil society": the Church, the 
Schools, the trade unions, etc. Unfortunately, 
Gramsci did not systematize his institutions, which 
remained In the state of acute but fragmentary 
notes (cf. Gramsci, Selection.frotH the Prison Note
book. [International Publishers, 19711, pp. 12, 

259, 260-63) [Althus.er's note). ANTONIO GRAM
sel (1891-1937), Italian Marxist philosopher. 
I. The family obviously has other "runctions" thnn 
that of an ISA. It intervenes in the reproduction of 
labour power. In different modes of production it 
is the unit of production and/or the unit or con
sumption (Althusser'. note). 
2. The "Law" bel()ngs both to the (RepreSSive) 
State Apparatus and to the system of the ISA. 
IAlthusser'. note). 
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Apparatuses, institutions which for the most part do not possess public 
status, but are quite simply private institutions. As a conscious Marxist, 
Gramsci already forestalled this objection in one sentence. The distinction 
between the public and the private is a distinction internal to bourgeois law, 
and valid in the (subordinate) domains in which bourgeois law exercises its 
'authority'. The domain of the State escapes it because the latter is 'above 
the law': the State, which is the State of the ruling class, is neither public 
nor private; on the contrary, it is the precondition for any distinction between 
public and private. The same thing can be said from the starting-point of our 
State Ideological Apparatuses. It is unimportant whether the institutions in 
which they are realized are 'public' or 'private'. What matters is how they 
function. Private institutions can perfectly well 'function' as Ideological State 
Apparatuses. A reasonably thorough analysis of anyone of the ISAs proves 
it. 

But now for what is essential. What distinguishes the ISAs from the 
(Repressive) State Apparatus is the following basic difference: the Repressive 
State Apparatus functions 'by violence', whereas the Ideological State Appa
ratuses function 'by ideology. ' 

I can clarify matters by correcting this dispnction. I shall say rather that 
every State Apparatus, whether Repressive or Ideological, 'functions' both by 
violence and ideology, but with one very important distinction which makes 
it imperative not to confuse the Ideological Statff Apparatus with the (Repres-
sive) State Apparatus. 6' 

This is the fact that the (Repressive) State Apparatus functions massively 
and predominantly by repression (including physical repression), while func
tioning secondarily by ideology. (There is no such thing as a purely repressive 
apparatus.) For example, the Army and the Police also function by ideology 
both to ensure their own cohesion and reproduction, and in the 'values' they 
propound externally. 

In the same way, but inversely, it is essential to say that for their part the 
Ideological State Apparatuses function massively and predominantly by ide
ology, but they also function secondarily by repression, even if ultimately, 
but only ultimately, this is very attenuated and'-concealed, even symbolic; 
(There is no such thing as a purely ideological apparatus.) Thus Schools and 
Churches use suitable methods of punishment, expulsion, selection, etc., to 
'discipline' not only their shepherds, but also their flocks. The same is true 
of the Family .... The same is true of the cultural IS Apparatus (censorship, 
among other things), etc. 

Is it necessary to add that this determination of the double 'functioning' 
(predominantly, secondarily) by repression and by ideology, according to 
whether it is a matter of the (Repressive) State Apparatus or the Ideological 
State Apparatus, makes it clear that very subtle explicit or tacit combinations 
may be woven from the interplay of the (Repressive) State Apparatus and 
the Ideological State Apparatuses'? Everyday life provides us with innumer
able examples of this, but they must be studied in detail if we are to go further 
than this mere observation. 

Nevertheless, this remark leads us towards an understanding of what con
stitutes the unity of the apparently disparate body of the ISAs. ·If the ISAs 
'function' massively and predominantly by ideology, what unifies their diver
sity is precisely this functioning, insofar as the ideology by which they func-
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tion is always in fact unified, despite its diversity and its contradictions, 
beneath the ruling ideology, which is the ideology of 'the ruling class'. Given 
the fact that the 'ruling class' in principle holds State power (openly or more 
often by means of alliances between classes or class fractions), and therefore 
has its disposal the (Repressive) State Apparatus, we can accept the fact that 
this same ruling class is active in the Ideological State Apparatuses insofar 
as it is ultimately the ruling ideology which is realized in the Ideological State 
Apparatuses, precisely in its contradictions, Of course, it is a quite different 
thing to act by laws and decrees in the (Repressive) State Apparatus and to 
'act' through the intermediary of the ruling ideology in the Ideological State 
Apparatuses. We must go into the details of this difference-but it cannot 
mask the reality of a profound identity. To my knowledge, no class can hold 
State power over a long period witlwut at the same time e;'(ercising its hegemony 
OI'el' and in the State Ideological Apparatuses. I only need one example and 
proof of this: Lenin's anguished concern to revolutionize the educational 
Ideological State Apparatus (among others), simply to make it possible for 
the Soviet proletariat. who had seized State power, to secure the future of 
the dictatorship of the proletariat and the transition of socialism. 

This last comment puts us in a position to understand that the Ideological 
State Apparatuses may be not only the stake, but also the site of class struggle, 
and often of bitter forms of class struggle. The class (or class alliance) in 
power cannot lay down the law in the ISAs as easily as it can in the (repres
sive) State apparatus, not only because the former ruling classes are able to 
retain strong positions there for a long time, but also because the resistance 
of the exploited classes is able to find means and occasions to express itself 
there. either by the utilization of their contradictions, or by conquering com
bat positions in them in struggle. 3 

.. .. .. 

From On the Reproduction of the Relations of Production 

I can now answer the central question which I have left in suspense for many' 
long pages: how is the reproduction of the relations of production secured? 

In the topographical language (Infrastructure, Superstructure), I can say: 
for the most part, it is secured by the legal-political and ideological super--!'" 
structure. 

But as I have argued that it is essential to go beyond this still descriptive 
language, I shall say: for the most part, it is secured by the exercise of State 

3. \Vhat I have said In these few brief words about 
the c1uos struggle In the ISAs is obviously far from 
exhHusUng the question of the class st"ullgle, 

To approach this question, two principles must 
be bornc in mind: 

rh".I;, .. t prh,clple was formulated by Marx in the 
preface to .0\ Co.,lribu,ion to t',e Critique of Politi· 
"", Fco,um,y [1859): "In conSidering slIch trans· 
formations [a social revolution] a distinction 
should always be made between the material trans· 
formation of the economic conditions of produc
lion. \'\'hich can be determined with the precision 
of natural science, and the legal. political, reH· 
",ious, nesthetic or philosophic-in short. ideolog
kal funns in which men become conscious of this 

conflict and fight it out." The class struggle Is thus 
expressed and exercised In Ideological forms, thus 
also In the IdeoloBle.1 forml of the ISA" But the 
da .. struggle .. ,·teiuls for b.yottd thele forms, and 
It Is because It extend. beyond them that the strug· 
gle of the exploited daISes may also be exercised 
in the forms of the ISAs, and thus turn the weapon 
of ideology against the classes In power. 

This is by virtue of the second principle: the dass 
struggle extend. beyond the ISA. because it is 
rooted elsewhere than in ideology. in the Infra· 
structure. in the relations of production. which are 
relations of exploitation and constitute the base for 
class relations [AIthusser's note), 
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power in the State Apparatuses, on the one hand the (Repressive) State 
Apparatus, on the other the Ideological State Apparatuses. 

What I have just said must also be taken into account, and it can be 
assembled in the form of the following three features: ' 

1. All the State Apparatuses function both by repression and by ideology, 
with the difference that the (Repressive) State Apparatus functions massively 
and predominantly by repression, whereas the'Ideological State Apparatuses 
function massively and predominantly by ideology. 

2. Whereas the (Repressive) State Apparatus constitutes an organized 
whole whose different parts are centralized beneath a commanding unity, 
that of the politics of class struggle applied by the political representatives 
of the ruling classes in possession of State power, the Ideological State Appa
ratuses are multiple, distinct, 'relatively autonomous' and capable of provid
ing an objective field to contradictions which express, in forms which may 
be limited or extreme, the effects of the clashes between the capitalist class 
struggle and the proletarian class struggle; as well as their subordinate forms. 

3. Whereas the unity of the (Repressive) State Apparatus is secured by 
its unified and centralized organization under the leadership of the repre
sentatives of the classes in power executing the politics of the class struggle 
of the classes in power, the unity of the different Ideological State Appara
tuses is secured, usually in contradictory forms, by the ruling ideology, the 
ideology of the ruling class. 

, Taking these features into account, it is possible to represent the repro
duction of the relations of production in the following way; according to a 
kind of 'division of labour'. 

The role of the repressive State apparatus, insofar as it is a repressive 
apparatus, consists essentially in securing by force (physical' or otherwise) 
the political conditions of the reproduction of relations of production which 
are in the last resort relations of exploitation. Not only does the State appa
ratus contribute ge.nerously to its own reproduction (the capitalist State con
tains political dynasties, military dynasties, etc.), but ~lso and above all, the 
State apparatus secures by repression (from the most brutal physical force, 
via mere admi~istrative commands and interdictions, to open and tacit cen
sorship) the political conditions fot the action of the Ideological State Appa-
ratuses. " 

[n fact, it is the latter which largely secure the reproduction specifically 
of the relations of production, behind a 'shield' provided by the repressive 
State apparatus. It is here that the role of the ruling ideology is heavily 
concentrated, the ideology of the ruling class, which holds State power. It is 
the intermediation of the ruling ideology that ensures a (sometimes teeth
gritting) 'harmony' between the repressive State apparatus and the Ideolog
ical State Apparatuses, ,and between the different State Ideological 
Appatatuses. 

We are 'thus led to envisage the following hypothesis( as a function pre
cisely of the diversity of ideological State. Apparatuses in their single, because 
shared, role of the reproduction of the relations of production. 

Indeed we have listed a relatively large number of ideological State appa
ratuses in contemporary capitalist s~cial formations: the educational appa
ratus, the religious apparatus, the family'apparatus, the political apparatus, 
the trade-union apparatus, the communications apparatus, the 'cultural' 
apparatus, etc. 
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But in the social formations of that mode of production characterized by 
'serfdom' (usually called the feudal mode of production), we observe that 
although there is a single repressive State apparatus which, since the earliest 
known Ancient States, let alone the Absolute Monarchies, has been formally 
very similar to the one we know today, the number of Ideological State Appa
ratuses is smaller and their individual types are different. For example, we 
observe that during the Middle Ages, the Church (the religious ideological 
State apparatus) accumulated a number of functions which have today 
devolved on to several distinct ideological State apparatuses, new ones in 
relation to the past I am invoking, in particular educational and cultural 
functions. Alo.ngside the Church there was the family Ideological State Appa
ratus, which played a considerable part, incommensurable with its role in 
capitalist social formations. Despite appearances, the Church and the Family 
were not the only Ideological State Apparatuses. There was also a political 
Ideological State Apparatus (the Estates General, the Parlement, the differ
ent political factions and Leagues, the ancestors of the modern political 
parties, and the whole political system of the free Communes and then of 
the Villes4). There was also a powerful'proto-trade-union' Ideological State 
Apparatus, if I may venture such an anachronistic term (the powerful mer
chants' and bankers' guilds and the journeymen's associations, etc.). Pub
lishing and Communications, even, saw an indisputable development, as did 
the theatre; inithilly both were integral parts of the Church, then they 
became more and more independent of it. 

In the pre-capitalist historical period which I have examined extremely 
broadly, it is absolutely clear that there was one dominant Ideological State 
Apparatm, the Church, which concentrated within it not only religious func
tions, but also educational ones, and a large proportion of the functions of 
communications and 'culture'. It is no accident that all ideological struggle, 
from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century, starting with the first shocks 
of the Reformation, was concentrated in an anti-clerical and anti-religious 
struggle; rather this is a function precisely of the dominant position of the 
religious ideological State apparatus. 

The foremost objective and achievement of the French Revolution was not 
just to transfer State power from the feudal aristocracy to the merchant
capitalist bourgeoisie, to break part of the former repressive State aM'aratus 
and replace it with a new one (e.g., the national popular Army)-but also to 
attack the number-one Ideological State Apparatus: the Church. Hence the 
civil constitution of the clergy, the confiscation of ecclesiastical wealth, and 
the creation of new ideological State apparatuses to replace the religious 
ideological State apparatus in its dominant role. 

I believe that the ideological State apparatus which has been installed in 
the dominant position in mature capitalist social formations as a result of a 
violent political and ideological class struggle against the old dominant ide
ological State apparatus, is the educational ideological apparatm. 

4. The Vii/e.: a system instituted under Napoleon 
in 1799 that divided the country into districts 
administered by a central government. The Estates 
General: the three groups holding distinct political 
powers in France: the clergy, nobility, and com-

moners. When convened by Louis XVI to stave off 
social unrest in 1789, ,they instead created their 
own assembly, the Parl""'''''I, which was over
thrown in 1792 during the French Revolution and 
replaced briefly by a radical commune. 
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.. .. .. 
Why is the educational apparatus in fact the dominant ideological State 

apparatus in capitalist social formations, and how does it function? 
For the moment it must suffice to say: 
1. All ideological State apparatuses, whatever they are, contribute to the 

same result: the reproduction of the relations of production, i.e. of capitalist 
relations of exploitation. 

2. Each of them contributes towards this single result in the way proper 
to it. The political apparatus by subjecting individuals to the political State 
ideology, the 'indirect' (parliamentary) or 'direct' (plebiscitary or fascist) 
'democratic' ideology. The communications apparatus by cramming every 
'citizen' with daily doses of nationalism, chauvinism, liberalism, moralism, 
etc., by means of the press, the radio and television. The same goes for the 
cultural apparatus (the role of sport in chauvinism is of the first importance), 
etc. The religious apparatus by recalling in sermons and the other great 
ceremonies of Birth, Marriage and Death, that man is only ashes, unless he 
loves his neighbour to the extent of turning the other cheek to whoever 
strikes first. The family apparatus ... but there is no need to go on. 

3. This concert is dominated by a single score, occasionally disturbed by 
contradictions (those of the remnants of former ruling classes, those of the 
proletarians and their organizations): the score of the Ideology of the current 
ruling class which integrates into its music:;the great themes of the Human
ism of the Great Forefathers,' who produced the Greek Miracle even before 
Christianity, and afterwards the Glory of Rome, the Eternal City, and the 
themes of Interest, particular and general, etc. nationalism, moralism and 
economism. 

4. Nevertheless, in this concert, one ideological State apparatus certainly 
has the dominant role, although hardly anyon~ lends an ear to its music: it 
is so silent! This is the School. " 

It takes children from every class at infant-.school age, and then for years, 
the years in which the child is most 'vulnerable', squeezed between the family 
State apparatus and the educational State apparatus, it drums into them, 
whether it uses new or old methods, a certain amount of 'know-how' wrapped 
in the ruling ideology (French, arithmetic, natural history, the sciences, lit
erature) or simply the ruling ideology in its pure state (ethics, civic instruc
tion, philosophy). Somewhere around the age of sixteen, a huge mass of 
children are ejected 'into production': these are the workers or small peas
ants. Another portion of scholastically adapted youth carries on: and, for 
better or worse, it goes somewhat further, until it falls by the wayside and 
fills the posts of small and middle technicians, white-collar workers, small 
and middle executives, petty bourgeois of all kinds. A last portion reaches 
the summit, either to fall into intellectual semi-employment, or to provide, 
as well as the 'intellectuals of the collective labourer', the agents of exploi
tation (capitalists, managers), the agents of repression (soldiers, policemen, 
politicians, administrators, etc.) and the professional ideologists (priests of 
all sorts, most of whom are convinced 'laymen'). 

5. That Is, prlvlleglng the concept of "Man" and idealizing the achievements of the ancient Greeks as well 
as Christianity ana the Catholic Church. 
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Each mass ejected en route is practically provided with the ideology which 
suits the role it has to fulfil in class society: the role of the exploited (with a 
'highly-developed' 'professional', 'ethical', 'civic', 'national' and a-political 
consciousness); the role of the agent of exploitation (ability to give the work
ers orders and speak to them: 'human relations'), of the agent of repression 
(ability to give orders and enforce obedience 'without discussion', or ability 
to manipulate the demagogy of a political leader's rhetoric), or of the pro
fessional ideologist (ability to treat consciousnesses with the respect, i.e. with 
the contempt, blackmail. and demagogy they deserve, adapted to the accents 
of Morality, of Virtue. of 'Transcendence', of the Nation, of France's World 
Hole, etc.). 

Of course, many of these contrasting Virtues (modesty, resignation, sub
missiveness on the one hand. cynicism, contempt, arrogance, confidence, 
self-importance. even smooth talk and cunning on the other) are also taught 
in the Family, in the Church, in the Army, in Good Books, in films and even 
in the football6 stadium. But no other ideological State apparatus has the 
obligatory (and not least, free) audience of the totality of the children in the 
capitalist social formation, eight hours a day for five or six days out of seven. 

But it is by an apprenticeship in a variety of know-how wrapped up in the 
massive inculcation of the ideology of the ruling class that the relations of 
production in a capitalist social formation, i.e. the relations of exploited to 
exploiters and exploiters to exploited, are largely reproduced. The mecha
nisms which produce this vital result for the capitalist regime are naturally 
covered up and concealed by a universally reigning ideology of the School, 
universally reigning because it is one of the essential forms of the ruling 
bourgeois ideology: an ideology which represents the School as a neutral 
environment purged of ideology (because it is ... lay), where teachers 
respectful of the 'conscience' and 'freedom' of the children w:ho are entrusted 
to them (in complete confidence) by their 'parents' (who are free, too, i.e. 
the owners of their children) open up for them the path to the freedom, 
morality and responsibility of adults by their own example, by knowledge, 
literature and their 'liberating' virtues. 

I ask the pardon of those teachers who, in dreadful conditions, attempt to 
turn the few weapons they can find in the history and learning they 'teach' 
against the ideology, the system and the practices in which they are trap~. 
They are a kind of hero. But they are rare and how many (the majority) do 
not even begin to suspect the 'work' the system (which is bigger than they 
are and crushes them) forces them to do, or worse, put all their heart and 
ingenuity into performing it with the most advanced awareness (the famous 
new methods!). So little do they suspect it that their own devotion contrib
utes to the maintenance and nourishment of this ideological representation 
of the School, which makes the School today as 'natural', indispensable
useful and even beneficial for our contemporaries as the Church was 'nat
ural'. indispensable and generous for our ancestors a few centuries ago.-

In fact, the Church has been replaced today i1J its role as the dominant 
Ideological State Apparatlls by the School. It is coupled with the Family just 
as the Church was once coupled with the Family. We can now claim that 
the unprecedentedly deep crisis which is now shaking the education system 

(,. Soccer. 
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of so many States across the globe, often in conjunction With a crisis (already 
proclaimed in the Communist Manifesto) shakingthE!lfamily system, takes 
on a political meaning, given that the School (and the School-Family couple) 
constitutes the dominant Ideological State Apparatus, the Apparatus playing 
a determinant part in the reproduction of the relations of production of a 
mode of production threatened in its existence by the world class struggle. 

From On Ideology 

When I put forward the concept of an Ideological State Apparatus, when I 
said that the ISAs 'function by ideology', ~ invoked a reality which needs a 
little discussion: ideology. 

.. .. .. 
Ideology Has No History 

One word first of all to: expound the reason in principle which seems to me 
to found, or at least to Justify, the project of a theory of ideology in general, 
and not a theory of particular ideologies, which, whatever their form (reli
gious,ethical, legal, political), always express class positions. 

It is quite obvious that it is necessary to proceed towards a theory of ide
ologies in the 'two respects I have just suggested. It wiIi then be clear that a 
iheory of ideologies depends iil the last resort on the history of social for
mations, and thus of the modes of production combineC:l in social formations, 
and of the dass struggles 'which develop'in them. In this sense it is clear that 
there can be no questiott ofa theory ofideologies in general, since ideologies 
(defined in the double respect suggested above: regional and class) have a 
history, whose determination in the last instance is clearly situated outside 
ideologies alone, although it involves them. 

On, the contrary, if'I am able to put forward the project of a theory of 
ideology in general', and if this theory really is one of the elements on which 
theories' of ideologies depend, that eritailsan apparently paradoxical propo
sition which I shall express in the follo~ng terms: ideology has no history. 

As we know, thii1Jormulation appears in so many words in a passage from 
The German Ideology.? MarX utters it with respect to metaphysics, which, he 
says, has no more history than ethics (meaning also the other forms of ide
ology). 

In The German ideology, this formulation appears in a plainly positivistS 
contex~. Ideology is conceived as a pure illusion, a pure dream, i.e. as 
nothingness. All its reality is external to it. Ideology is thus thought as an 
imaginary construction whose status is exactly like the theoretical status of 
the dream among writers before Freud.9 For these writers, the dream was 

7. "The phantoms formed in the human brain are 
also, necessarily, sublimates of their material Iife
processes, 'which is empirically verifiable and 
bound to Inaterial premises. M\>rality, religion, 
metaphysics, all the rest of Ideology and their cor
responding forms of consciousness, thus no longer 
retain the semblance of Independence. They have 
no.hlstory, no development; but men, developing 
their material production and their material inter
course, alter, along with their real existence, their 

thinklng and the products of their thinklng." The 
C""""'H Ideology (1846), In The Ma1X-EHgels 
-Reader, ed. Roberi C. Tucker, 2d ed. (New York: 
Norton, 1978), pp. 154-55. 
8. Taklng knowledge and meaning to derive solely 
from what can be elnplrlcally observed. 
9. SIGMUND FREUD (1856-1939), Austrian foun'
der of psychoanalysl.; The 1 .. lerpretaUOH of Ore ...... 
(1900) was his seminal work. 
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the purely imaginary, i.e. null, result of 'day's residues', presented in an arbi
trary arrangement and order, sometimes even 'inverted', in other words, in 
'disorder'. For them, the dream was the imaginary, it was empty, null and 
arbitrarily 'stuck together' (bricole), once the eyes had closed, from the res
idues of the only full and positive reality, the reality of the day. This is exactly 
the status of philosophy and ideology (since in this book philosophy is ide
ology par excellence) in The German Ideology. 

Ideology, then, is for Marx an imaginary assemblage (bricolage),' a pure 
dream, empty and vain, constituted by the 'day's residues' from the only full 
and positive reality, that of the concrete history of concrete material individ
uals materially producing their existence. It is·on this basis that ideology has 
no history in The German Ideology, since its history is outside it, where the 
only existing history is the history of concrete individuals, etc. In The German 
Ideology, the thesis that ideology has no history is therefore a purely negative 
thesis, since it means both: 

1. ideology is nothing insofar as it is a pure dream (manufactured by who 
knows what power: if not by the alienation of the division of labour, but that, 
too, is a negative determination); 

2. ideology has no history, which emphatically does not mean that there 
is no history in it (on the contrary, for it is merely the pale, empty and 
inverted reflection of real history) but that it has no history of its own. 

Now, while the thesis I wish to defend formally speaking adopts the terms 
of The German Ideology ('ideology has no history'), it is radically different 
from the positivist and historicist thesis of The German Ideology. 

For on the one hand, I think it is possible to hold that ideologies have a 
history of their own (although it is determined in the last instance by the class 
struggle); and on the other, I think it is possible to hold that ideology in 
general has no history, not in a negative sense (its history is external to it), 
but in an absolutely positive sense. 

This sense is a positive one if it is true that the peculiarity of ideology is 
that it is endowed with a structure and a functioning such as to make it a 
non-historical reality, i.e. an omni-historical reality, in the sense in which 
that structure and functioning are immutable, present in the same form 
throughout what we can call history, in the sense in which the Communist 
Manifesto defines history as the history of class struggles, i.e. the histbry of 
class societies. 

To give a theoretical reference-point here, I might say that, to return to 
our example of the.dream, in its Freudian conception this time, our propo
sition: ideology has no history, can and must (and in a way wh.ich has abso
lutely nothing arbitrary about it, but, quite the reverse, is theoretically 
necessary, for there is an organic link between the two propositions) be 
related directly to Freud's proposition that the unconscious is eternal, i.e. that 
it has no history. 

If eternal means, not transcendent to all (temporal) history, but omni
present, trans-historical and therefore immutable in form throughout the 
extent of history, I shall adopt Freud's expression word for word, and write 
ideology is eternal, exactly like the unconscious. And I add that I find this 

I. A term associated with the French .mlhropologist (;LAUOE Lt-VI'S rRAUSS (b. I 9!JS), who employed it to 
describe the potchwork of tools used in his structuralist methodology. 
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comparison theoretically justified by the fact that the eternity of the uncon
scious is not unrelated to the eternity of ideology in general. 

That is why I believe I am justified, hypothetically at least, in proposing a 
theory of ideology in general, in the sense that Freud presented a theory of 
the unconscious in general. 

To simplify the phrase, it is convenient, taking into account what has been 
said about ideologies, to use the plain term ideology to designate ideology in 
general, which I have just said has no history, or, what comes to the same 
thing, is eternal. i.e. omnipresent in its immutable form throughout history 
(= the history of social formations containing social classes). For the 
moment I shall restrict myself to 'class societies' and their history. 

Ideology Is a 'Representation' of the Imaginary Relationship of 
Individuals to Their Real Conditions of Existence 

In order to approach my central thesis on the structure and functioning of 
ideology, I shall first present two theses, one negative, the other positive. The 
first concerns the object which is 'represented' in the imaginary form of 
ideology, the second concerns the materiality of ideology. 

THESIS I: Ideology represents the imaginary relationship of individuals to 
their real conditions of existence. 

We commonly call religious ideology, ethical ideology, legal ideology, 
political ideology, etc., so many 'world outlooks'. Of course,assuming that 
we do not live one of these ideologies as th~'truth (e.g. 'believe' in God, Duty, 
Justice, etc .... ), we admit that the ideology we are discussing from a critical 
point of view, examining it as the ethnologist 'examines the myths of a 'prim
itive society', that these 'world outlooks' are largely imaginary, i.e. do not 
'correspond to reality.' 

However, while admitting that they do not correspond to reality, i.e. that 
they constitute an illusion, we admit that· they do make allusion to reality, 
and that they need only be 'interpreted' to discover the reality of the world 
behind their imaginary representation of ~hat world (ideology = illusion/ 
allusion). 

There are different types of interpretatio~; the most famous of which are 
the mechanistic type, current in the eighteenth century (God is the imaginary 
representation of the real King), and the 'hermeneutic' interpretation, in
augurated by the earliest Church Fathers, and revived by Feuerbach and 
the theologico-philosophical school which descends from him, e.g. the the
ologian Barth2 (to Feuerbach, for example, God is the essence of real Man). 
The essential point is that on condition that we interpret the imaginary trans
position (and inversion) of ideology we arrive at the conclusion that in ide
ology 'men represent their real conditions of existence to themselves in an 
imaginary form'. 

Unfortunately, this interpretation leaves one small problem unsettled: why 
do men 'need' this imaginary transposition of their real conditions of exis
tence in order to 'represent to themselves' their real conditions of existence? 

The first answer (that of the eighteenth century) proposes a simple solu-

2. Karl Barth (1886-1968), German theologian; 
Ludwlg Feuerbaeh (1804-1872), German philos
opher to whom Marx responded In "Theses on 

Feuerbaeh" (1845), rh .. German Ideology, and n... 
Jewish Q ..... ,lon (1843). 
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tion: Priests or Despots are responsible. They 'forged' the Beautiful Lies so 
that. in the belief that they were obeying God, men would in fact obey the 
Priests and Despots, who are usually in alliance in their imposture, the 
Priests acting in the interests of the Despots or vice versa, according to 
the political positions of the 'theoreticians' concerned. There is therefore a 
cause for the imaginary transposition of the real conditions of existence: that 
cause is the existence of a small number of cynical men who base their 
domination and e"'ploitation of the 'people' on a falsified representation of 
the world which they have imagined in order to enslave other minds by dom
inating their imaginations. 

The second answer (that of Feuerbach. taken over word for word by Marx 
in his Early Works) is more 'profound', i.e. just as false. It, too, seeks and 
finds a cause for the imaginary transposition and distortion of men's real 
conditions of existence. in short, for the alienation in the imaginary of the 
representation of men's conditions of existence. This cause is no longer 
Priests or Despots, nor their active imagination and the passive imagination 
of their victims. This cause is the material alienation which reigns in the 
conditions of existence of men themselves. This is how, in The Jewish Ques
tio11 and elsewhere, Marx defends the Feuerbachian idea that men make 
themselves an alienated (= imaginary) representation of their conditions of 
existence because these conditions of existence are themselves alienating (in 
the 1844 Mantfscripts: 3 because these conditions are dominated by the 
essence of alienated society-'alienated labour'). 

All these interpretations thus take literally the thesis which they presup
pose, and on which they depend, i.e. that what is reflected in the imaginary 
representation of the world found in an ideology is the conditions of existence 
of men. i.e. their real world. 

Now I can return to a thesis which I have already advanced: it is not their 
real conditions of existence. their real world, that 'men' 'represent to them
selves' in ideology, but above all it is their relation to those conditions of 
existence which is represented to them- there. It is this relation which is at 
the centre of every ideological, i.e. imaginary, representation of the real
world. It is this relation that contains the 'cause' which has to explain the 
imaginary distortion of the ideological representation of the real world. Or 
rather. to leave aside the language of causality it is necessary to advance the.'!" -
thesis that it is the imagiltalT nature of this relatiml which underlies all the 
imaginary distortion that we can observe (if we do not live in its truth) in all 
ideology. 

To speak in a Marxist language, if it is true that the representation of the 
real conditions of existence of the individuals occupying the posts of agents 
of production, exploitation. repression, ideologization and scientific practice, 
does in the last analysis arise from the relations of production, and from 
relations deriving from the relations of production, we can say the following: 
all ideology represents in its necessarily imaginary distortion not the existing 
,-elations of production (and the other relations that derive from them), but 
above all the (imaginary) relationship of individuals to the relations of pro
duction and the relations that derive from them. What is represented in 
ideology is therefore not the system of the real relations which govern the 

3. f\'lal':X's EcoHom-ic and Philosopl·dCtl1 /HmlttscripfS of 1844 was not published until 1932. 
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existence of individuals, but the imaginary relation of those individuals to 
the real relations in which they live. ',.1-

If this is the case, the question of the 'cause' of the. imaginary distortion 
of the real relations in ideology disappears and mus.t be replaced by a differ
ent question: why is the .representation given to individuals of their (individ
ual) relation to the social relations which govern their conditions of existence 
and their collective and individual life necessarily an imaginary relation? And 
what is the nature of this imaginariness? Posed in this way, the question 
explodes the solution by a 'clique'4, by a group of individuals· (Priests or 
Despots) who are the authors of the great ideological mystification, just as 
it explodes the solution by the alienated character of the real world. We shall 
see why later in my exposition. For the moment I shall go no further. 

THESIS 11: Ideology has a material existence. 
I have already touched on this thesis by saying that the 'ideas' or 'repre~ 

sentations', etc;; which seem to make up ideology do not have an ideal.(ULtale 
or ULtelle)! or spiritual existence, but a material existence. I even suggested 
that the ideal (ideale, ideelle) and spiritual existence of 'ideas' arisesexclu
sively in an ideology of the 'idea' and of ideology, and let me add, in an 
ideology of what seems to have 'founded' this conception since the emer
gence of the sciences, i.e. what the practicians of the sciences represent to 
themselves in their spontaneous ideology as 'ideas', true or false. Of course, 
presented in affirmative form, this thesis is unproven. I simply ask that the 
reader be favourably disposed towards it, say, in the name of materialism. A 
long series of arguments would be necessary to prove it. 

This hypothetical thesis of the not spiritual but material existence of 'ideas' 
or other 'representations' is indeed necessary if we are to advance in our 
analysis of the nature of ideology. Or rather, it is merely useful to us in order 
the better to reveal what every ·at. all serious analysis of any ideology will 
immediately and empirically show to every observer, however critical. 

While discussing. the ideological State apparatuses and their practices, I 
said that each of them was the realization oEan ideology (the unity of these 
different regionalideologies-celigious, ethical, legal,political, aesthetic, 
etc.-being assure~ by their subjection to the ruling ideology). I now return 
to this thesis: an ideology always exists in an apparatus, and its practice, or 
practices. This existence is material. 

Of course, the material existence of the ideology in an apparatus and its 
practices does not have the same modality as the material existence of a 
paving-stone or a rifle. But, at the risk of being taken for a Neo-Aristotelian 
-(NB Marx had a very high regard for Aristotle),6 I shall say that 'matter is 
discussed in many senses', or rather that it exists in different modalities, all 
rooted in the last instance in ·'physical' matter. 

Having said this, let me move straight on and see what happens to the 
'individuals' who live in ideology, i.e. in a determinate (religious, ethical, etc.) 
representation of the world whose imaginary distortion depends on their 
imaginary relation to their conditions of ~xistence, in other words, in the last 

4. I use this very modern te";" deliberately. For 
even in Communist circles. unfortunately, It Is a 
commonplace to "explain" some political deviation 
by the action of a "clique" [Althusser's note]. 
5. Though the words sound similar In .french, icU-

ale means j'idea1" and idlelle means uideational" or 
"concepi:ual," 
6. The Greek philosopher ARISTOTLE (384-322 
R.C.E.) emphasized the direct observation of nature 

. and insisted on rigorous scientific procedure. 
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instance, to the relations of production and to class relations (ideology = an 
imaginary relation to real relations). I shall say that this imaginary relation 
is itself endowed with a material existence. 

Now I observe the following. 
An individual believes in God, or Duty, or Justice, etc. This belief derives 

(for everyone, i.e. for all those who live in an ideological representation of 
ideology, which reduces ideology to ideas endowed by definition with a spir
itual existence) from the ideas of the individual concerned, i.e. from him as 
a subject with a consciousness which contains the ideas of his belief. In this 
way, i.e. by means of the absolutely ideological 'conceptual' device 
(dispositij) thus set up (a subject endowed with a consCiousness in which he 
freely forms or freely recognizes ideas in which he believes), the (material) 
attitude of the subject concerned naturally follows. 

The individual in question behaves in such and such a way, adopts such 
and such a practical attitude, and, what is more, participates in certain reg
ular practices which are those of the ideological apparatus on which 'depend' 
the ideas which he has in all consCiousness freely chosen as a subject. If he 
believes in God, he goes to Church to attend Mass, kneels, prays, confesses, 
does penance (once it was material in the ordinary sense of the term) and 
naturally repents and so on. If he believes in Duty, he will have the corre
sponding attitudes, inscribed in ritual practices 'according to the correct 
prinCiples'. If he believes in Justice, he will submit unconditionally to the 
rules of the Law, and may even protest when they are violated, sign petitions, 
take part in a demonstration, etc. 

Throughout this schema we observe that the ideological representation of 
ideology is itself forced to recognize that every 'subject' endowed with a 'con
sCiousness' and believing in the 'ideas' that his 'consCiousness' inspires in 
him and freely accepts, must 'act according to his ideas', must therefore 
inscribe his own ideas as a free subject in the actions of his material practice. 
If he does not do so, 'that is wicked'. 

Indeed, if he does not do what he ought to do as a function of what he 
believes, it is because he does something else, which, still as a function of 
the same idealist scheme, implies that he has other ideas in his head as well 
as those he proclaims, and that he acts according to these other ideas, as a 
man who is either 'inconsistent' ('no one is willingly evil') or cynical, .QI'.·per
verse. 

In every case, the ideology of ideology thus recognizes, despite its imagi
nary distortion, that the 'ideas' of a human subject exist in his actions, or 
ought to exist in his actions, and if that is not the case, it lends him other 
ideas corresponding to the actions (however perverse) that he does perform. 
This ideology talks of actions: I shall talk of actions inserted into practices. 
And I shall point out that these practices are governed by the rituals in which 
these practices are inscribed, within the material existence of an ideological 
apparatus, be it only a small part of that apparatus: a small mass in a small 
church, a funeral, a minor match at a sports' club, a school day, a political 
party meeting, etc. 

Besides, we are indebted to Pascal's7 defensive 'dialectic' for the wonderful 

7. B1"ise Pllscal (1623-1662). French theoloKian 
and mathematician; he was influenced by the rcli
Mious thinking of Bishop Cornelius Jun.en (1585-

1638), whose posthumously published writings 
fostered a nlovement con1::lemned as heretical by 
the Romsn Catholic Church. 
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formula which will enable us to invert the order of the notional schema of 
ideology. Pascal says more or less: 'Kneel down, move your lips in prayer, 
and you will believe.' He thus scandalously inverts the order of things, bring
ing, like Christ, not peace but strife, and in addition something hardly Chris
tian (for woe to him who brings scandal into the worldl)-scandal itself. A 
fortunate scandal which makes him stick with Jansenist defiance to a lan-
guage that directly names the reality. . 

I will be allowed to leave Pascal to the arguments of his ideological struggle 
with the religious ideological State apparatus of his day. And I shall be 
expected to use a more directly Marxist vocabulary, if that is possible, for we 
are advancing in still poorly explored domains. 

I shall therefore say. that, where only a single subject (such and such an 
individual) is concerned, the existence of the ideas of his belief is material 
in that his ideas are his material actions inserted into material practices gov
erned by material rituals which are themselves defined by the material ideo
logical apparatus from which derive the ideas of that subject. Naturally, the 
four inscriptions of the adjective 'material' in my proposition must be 
affected by different modalities: the materialities of a displacement for going 
to mass, of kneeling down, of the gestUl:e of the sign of the cross, or of the 
mea culpa, of a sentence, of a prayer, of an act of contrition, of a penitence, 
of a gaze, of a hand-shake, of an external verbal discourse or an 'internal' 
verbal discourse (consciousness), are not, one and the same materiality. I 
shall leave on one side the problem of t}- theory of the differences between 
the modalities of materiality. 

It remains that in this inverted presentation of things, we are not dealing 
with an 'inversion' at all, since it is clear that certain notions have purely and 
simply disappeared from our presentation, whereas others on the contrary 
survive, and new terms appear. 

Disappeared: the term ideas. 
Survive: the terms s14bject, consciousness" belief, actions. 
Appear: the terms practices, rituals, ide?19gical apparatus. 

.. .. .. 
. ", 

But this very presentation reveals that we have retained the following 
notions: subject, consciousness, belief, actions. From this series I shall 
immediately extract the decisive central term on which everything else 
depends: the notion of the subject. , 

And I shall immediately set down two conjoint theses: 
1. there is no practice except by and in an ideology; 
2. there is no ideology except by the subject and for subjects. 
I can now come to my central thesis. 

Ideology Interpellates Individuals as Subjects 

This thesis is simply a matter of making my last proposition explicit: there is 
no ideology except by the subject and for subjects. Meaning, there is no 
ideology except for concrete subjects, and this destination for ideology is only 
made possible by the subject: meaning, by the category of the subject and its 
functioning. 

By this I mean that, even if it only appears under this name (the subject) 
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with the rise of bourgeois ideology, above all with the rise of legal ideology,S 
the category of the subject (which may function under other names: e.g., as 
the soul in Plato,9 as God, etc.) is the constitutive category of all ideology, 
whatever its determination (regional or class) and whatever its historical 
date-since ideology has no history. 

I say: the category of the subject is constitutive of all ideology, but at the 
same time and immediately I add that the category of the subject is only 
constitutive of all ideology iasofar as all ideology 1'/.aS the function (which 
defines it) of 'constituting' concrete individuals as S1,bjects. In the interaction 
of this double constitution exists the functioning of all ideology, ideology 
being nothing but its functioning in the material forms of existence of that 
functioning. 

,. .. 
At work in this reaction is the ideological recognition function which is 

one of the two functions of ideology as such (its inverse being the function 
of ntisrecognition-mecon11aissauce). 

To take a highly 'concrete' example, we all have friends who, when they 
knock on our door and we ask, through the door, the question 'Who's there?', 
answer (since 'it's obvious') 'It's me'. And we recognize that 'it is him', or 
'her'. We open the door, and 'it's true, it really was she who was there'. To 
take another example, when we recognize somebody of our (previous) 
acquaintance «re)-connaissance) in the street, we show him that we have 
recognized him (and have recognized that he has recognized us) by saying 
to him 'Hello, my friend', and shaking his hand (a material ritual practice of 
ideological recogn.tion in everyday life-in France, at least; elsewhere, there 
al'e other rituals). 

In this preliminary remark and these concrete illustrations, I only wish to 
point out that YQU and I are always already subjects, and as such constantly 
practice the rituals of ideological recognition, wh~~h guarantee for us that 
we are indeed concrete, individual, distinguishable and (naturally) irreplace
able subjects. The writing I am curr~ntly executing and the reading you are 
currentlyl performing are also in this respect rituals of ideological recogni
tion, including the 'obviousness' with which the 'truth' or 'error' of my reflec-
tions may impose itSelf on you. - . 

But to recognize that we are subjects and that we function in the practical 
rituals of the most 'elementary everyday life (the hand-shake, the fact of 
calling you by your name, the fact of knowing, even if I do not know what it 
is, that you 'have' a name of your own, which means that you are recognized 
as a unique subject, etc.)-this recogn.tion only gives us the 'consciousness' 
of our incessant (eternal) practice of ideological recognition-its conscious
ness. i.e. its recognition-but in no sense does it give us the (scientific) 
lwowledge of the mechanism of this recognition. Now it is this knowledge 
that we have to reach, if you will, while speaking in ideology, and from within 

8. '>\'hich borrowed the legal category of "subject 
in law" to make an ideological notion: "lan is by 
natw"e El subject [Althusser's note}. 
9. In discussing the structure of the ideal city in 
hi. Republic, the Greek philosopher PLATO (ca. 
4.:!~-<·a. 347 D.e.E.) analyzed the structure of the 
inhahitants' souls. 

1. NB: this double "currently" is one more proof 
of the fact that Ideology Is "eternal," since these 
two "currently." are separated by an Indefinile 
Interval; 1 am writing these lines on April 6, 1969, 
you may read them' at any subsequent tinle 
[AIthusser's notel. 
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ideology we have to outline a discourse which'tries to break with'ideology, 
in order to dare to be the beginning of a scientIfic (i.e. subjectless) discourse 
on, ideology. ' , 

Thus in order to represent why the category of the: 'subject' is constitutive 
of ideology, which only exists by constituting concrete subjects as subjects, 
I shall employ'a special mode of exposition: 'conc'rete' enough to be recog
nized, but abstract:'enough to be thinkable and ,thought; giving rise to a 
knowledge. ' 

As a first formulation' I shall say: all ideology hails orinterpellates concrete 
individuals as concrete subjects, by the functioning of the category of the 
subject. ' 

This is a proposition which entails that we distinguish for the moment 
between concrete individuals on the one hand and concrete subjects on the 
other, although at this level concrete subjects only exist insofar as they are 
supported by a cOncrete individuaL 

I shall then suggest that ideology 'acts' or 'functions' in such a way that it 
'recruits' subjects among the individuals (it recruit& them all), or 'transforms' 
the individuals into subjects (it transforms them all) by that very precise 
operation which J: have called 'interpellation or hailing, and which can be 
imagined along the lines of the most commonplace everyday police (or other) 
hailing:/Hey, youthete!'~ - ' 

Assuming that the 'theoretical scene I have imagined takes' place in the 
street, the hailed individual will turn round. By this mere one-hund'red-'and
eighty-degree physical cOhversion; he becomes a subject. Why? Because he 
has recognized that the, hail: was 'really' addressed to him, and that 'it Was 
really him who was hailed' (and not someone else). Experience shows that 
the practical telecommunication of hailings is such that they hardly ever miss 
their man: verbal call or whistle; the one hailed always recognizes that it is 
really him who is being hailed. And yet it is a strange phenomenon; and one 
which cannot be explained solely by 'guilt feelings', despite the large mimbers 
who' 'have something on their consciences'. ' 

Naturally for the convenience and clarity of rriy little theoretical theatre 'I 
have had to pres~nt things in the form of a sequence, with a before and an 
after, and thus in'the forrti of a temporal succession, There are individuals 
walking along. Somewhere (usually behind them) the hail rings out: 'Hey, 
you there!' Oneirtdividual (nine times out of ten it 'is -the right one) turns 
round, believing/sJspecting/knowing that it is for him, i.e. recognizing that 
'it really is he' who is nieant by the hailing. But in reality these things happen 
without any succession. The eiistence of ideology and the hailing or inter
pellation of individuals as subjects are one and the same thing. 

.. .. .. 
Thus ideology hails or interpellates individuals as subjects: As ideology is 

eternal, I must now ,suppress' the temporal form in which I have presented 
the functioning of ideology, and say: ideology has always-already inter
pellated individuals- as subjects, which amounts to making it clear that 

2.. Hailing as an everyd~y p~a~t~c~ s~bject to ~ precise ritual takes a qQIt~ "special" Fonn i:D the poll~ert,1an~s 
practice of "hailing" which concerqs the hailing of "suspects" [Althusser's notel_ 
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individuals are always-already interpellated by ideology as subjects, which 
necessarily leads us to one last proposition: individuals are always"already 
subjects. Hence individuals are 'abstract' with respect to the subjects which 
they always-already are. This proposition might seem paradoxical. 

That an individual is always-already a subject, even before he is born, is 
nevertheless the plain reality, accessible to everyone and not a paradox at 
all. Freud shows that individuals are always "abstract' with respect to the 
subjects they always-already are, simply by 'noting 'the ideological ritual that 
surrounds the 'expectation of a 'birth', that 'happy event'; Everyone knows 
how much and in what way an unborn child is expected. Which amounts to 
saying,v:ery prosaically, if we agree to drop the 'sentiments', i.e. the forms of 
family ideology (paternal/maternal/conjugaIlfraternal) in which the unborn 
child is expected: it is certain in advance that it will bear its Father's Name, 
and will therefore have an identity and be irreplaceable. Before its birth, the 
child is therefore always-already a subject, appointed as a subject in and by 
the specific familial ideological configuration in which it is 'expected' once 
it has been conceived. I hardly need add that this familial ideological con
figuration is, in its uniqueness, highly structured, and that it is in this implac
able and more or less 'pathological' (presupposing that any meaning can be 
assigned to that term) structure-that the former subject-to-be will have to 
'find' 'its' place, i.e. 'become' the sexual subject (boy or girl) which it already 
is in advance. It is clear that this ideological constraint and pre-appointment, 
and all the: rituals of rearing and then education' in the family, have some 
relationship with what Freud studied in the forms of the pte~genital and 
genital 'stages' of sexuality, i.e. in the 'grip' of what Freud registered by its 
effects as being the unconscious. But let us leave this point, too, on One side. 

Let me go one step further. What I shall now turn my attention to is the 
way the 'actors' in this mise en sc~ne of- interpellation, and their respective 
roles, are reflected in the very structure of all ideology. 

An Example: The Christian Religious Ideology 

As the formal structure of all ideology is always the same, I shall restrict my 
analYSIS to a single example, one accessible to everyone, that of religious 
ideology, with the proviso that the same demonstration can be prodLiCEid for 
ethical, legal, political, aesthetic ideology, etc. 

Let us therefore consider the Christian religious ideology. I shall use a 
rhetorical figure and 'make it speak', i.e. collect into a fictional discourse 
what it 'says' not only in its two Testaments, its Theologians, Sermons, but 
also in its practices, its rituals, its ceremonies and its sacraments. The Chris
tian religious ideology says something like this: 

It says: I address myself to you, a human individual called Peter (every 
individual is called by his name, in the passive sense, it is never he' who 
provides his own name), in order to tell you that God ,exists and that you are 
answerable to Him. It adds: God addresses himself to you through my voice 
(Scripture having collected the Word of God, Tradition having transmitted 
it, Papal Infallibility fixing it for ever on 'niCe' points). It says: this is who you 
are: you ate Peter! This is your origin, you were created by God for all eter
nity, although you were born in the 1920th year of Our Lord! This is your 
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place in the world! This is what you must do! By these means, if you observe 
the 'law of love' you will be saved, you, Peter, and will become part of the 
Glorious Body of Christ! Etc .... 

Now this is quite a familiar and banal discourse, but at the same time 
quite a surprising one. 

Surprising because if we consider that religious ideology is indeed 
addressed to individuals, in order to 'transform them into subjects', by inter
pellating the individual, Peter, in order to make him a subject, free to obey 
or disobey the appeal, i.e. God's commandments; if it calls these individuals 
by their names, thus recognizing that they are always-already interpellated 
as subjects with a personal identity (to the extent that Pascal's Christ says: 
'It is for you that I have shed this drop of my bloodl'); if it interpellates them 
in such a way that the subject responds: 'Yes, it really is me!' if it obtains from 
them the recognition that they really do occupy the place it designates for 
them as theirs in the world, a fixed residence: 'It really is me, I am here, a 
worker, a boss or a soldier!' in this vale of tears; if it obtains from them the 
recogniti9n of a destination (eternal life or damnation) according to the 
respect or contempt they show to 'God's Commandments', Law become 
Love;-if everything does happen in this.!way (in the practices of the well
known rituals of baptism, confirmation, communion, confession and extreme 
unction, etc .... ), we should note that all this 'procedure' to set up Christian 
religious subjects is dominated by a strange/phepomenon: the fact that there 
can only be such a multitude of possible'religious subjects on the absolute 
condition that there is a Unique, Absolute, Other Subject, i.e. God. 

It is convenient to designate this new and remarkable Subject by writ
ing Subject with a capital S to distinguish it from ordinary subjects, with a 
small s. ' 

It then emerges that the interpellation of individuals as subjects presup
poses the 'existence' of a Unique and central Otll~r Subject, in whose Name 
the religious ideology interpellates all individu .. '~ as subjects. All this is 
clearly written in what is rightly called the Scriptures. 'And it came to pass 
at that time that God the Lord (Yahweh) !!poke ~o Moses in the cloud. And 
the Lord cried to Moses, "Moses!" And Moses replied "It is (really) I! I am 
Moses thy servant, speak and I shall listen!" And the Lord spoke to Moses 
and said to him, "I am that I am" '. 

God thus defines himself as the Subject par excellence, he who is through 
himself and for himself ('I am that I am'), and he who interpellates his sub
ject, the individual subjected to him by his very interpellation, i.e. the indi
vidual named Moses. And Moses, interpellated-called by his Name, having 
recognized that it 'really' was he who was called by God, recognizes that'he 
is a subject, a subject of God, a subject subjected to God, a subject through 
the Subject and subjected to the Subject. The proof: he obeys him, and makes 
his people obey God's Commandments. 

God is thus the Subject, and Moses and the innumerable subjects of God's 
people, the Subject's interlocutors-interpellates: his mirrors, his reflections. 
Were not men made in the image of God? As all theological reflection proves, 
whereas He 'could' perfectly well have done without men, God ne~ds them, 
the Subject needs the subjects, just as men need God, the subjects need the 
Subject. Better: God needs men, the great Subject needs subjects, even in 
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the terrible inversion of his image in them (when the subjects wallow in 
debauchery. i.e. sin). 

t;c *' * 

Let us decipher into theoretical language this wonderful necessity for the 
duplication of the Subject into subjects and of the Subject itself into a subject
Subject. 

vVe observe that the structure of all ideology, interpellating individuals as 
subjects in the name of a Unique and Absolute Subject is speculary, i.e. a 
mirror-structure, and doubly speculary: this mirror duplication is constitutive 
of ideology and ensures its functioning. Which means that all ideology is 
cent/'ed, that the Absolute Subject occupies the unique place of the Centre. 
and interpellates around it the infinity of individuals into subjects in a double 
mirror-connexion such that it subjects the subjects to the Subject, while giv
ing them in the Subject in which each subject can contemplate its own image 
(present and future) the guaralltee that this really concerns them and Him, 
and that since everything takes place in the Family (the Holy Family: the 
Family is in essence Holy). 'God will recognize his own in it', i.e. those who 
have recognized God, and have recognized themselves in Him, will be saved. 

Let me summarize what we have discovered about ideology in general. 
The duplicate mirror-structure of ideology ensures simultaneously: 
1. the interpellation of 'individuals' as subjects; 
2. their subjection to the Subject; 
3. the mutual recognition of subjects and Subject, the subjects' recogni

tion of each other, and finally the subject's recognition of himself; 
4. the absolute guarantee that everything really is so, and that on condi

tion that the subjects recognize what they are and behave accordingly, every
thing will be all right: Amen-'So be it'. 

Result: caught in this quadruple system of interpellation as subjects, of 
subjection to the Subject. of universal recognition and of absolute guarantee, 
the subjects 'work', they 'work by themselves' in the vast majority of cases. 
with the exception of the 'bad subjects' who on occasion provoke the inter~ 
,,"ention of one of the detachments of the (repressive) State ~pparatus. But 
the \'ast majority of (good) subjects work all right 'all by themselves', i.e. by 
ideology (whose concrete forms are realized in the Ideological State Appa!' . 
ratuses). They are inserted into practices governed by the rituals of the ISAs. 
They 'recognize' the existing sta~e of affairs, that 'it really is 'true that it is so 
and not otherwise', and that they must be obedient to God, to their con
science, to the priest, to de Gaulle. to the boss, to the engineer, that thou 
shalt 'love thy neighbour as thyself'. etc. Their concrete, material beha"iour 
is simply the inscription in life of the admirable words of the prayer: 'Amen
So be it'. 

Yes, the subjects 'work by themselves'. The whole mystery of this effect 
lies in the first two moments of the quadruple system I have just discussed, 
or. if you prefer, in the ambiguity of the term subject. In the ordinary use of 
the term, subject in fact means: (1) a free subjectivity, a centre of initiatives, 
author of and responsible for its actions; (2) a subjected being, who submits 
to a higher authority, and is therefore stripped of all freedom except that of 
Freely accepting his submission. This last note gives us the meaning of this 
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ambiguity, which is merely a reflection of the effect which produces it: the 
individual is interpellated as a (free) subject in order thlJt he shall submit freely 
to the commandments of the Subject, i.e. in order that he shall (freely) accept 
his subjection, i.e. in order that he shall make the ge.stures and actions of his 
subjection 'all by' himself'. There are no subjects except by andfor their sub-
jection. That is why they 'work all by themselves'. . 

'So be it! ... ' This phrase which registers the effect to be obtained proves 
that it is not 'naturally' so ('naturally': outside the prayer, i.e. outside 'the 
ideological intervention). This phrase proves that it has to be so if things are 
to be what they must be, and. let us let the words slip: if the reproduction of 
the relations of productiomili to ·be.assured, even in the processes of pro
duction and 'circulation, every day> in the' consciousness', i.e; 'in the attitudes 
of the individual·subjects 'occupying the posts which the socio-technical divi
slim 6f labour assigns to them in production, exploitation, repression, ideo
logization/ scientific· practice,' etc. Indeed, what Is really In question hi this 
mechanism of the mirror recognition of the Subject and of the individuals 
interpellated as subjects; and of the guarantee given by the Subject to ·the 
subjects if they' freely accept their subjection to the Subject's 'command
ments',? The reality in question in this mechanism, the reality which is nec
essarily ignored (meconnue) in the very forms of recognition (ideology = 
misrecognition/ignorance) is indeed, in the last resort, the reproduction of 
the relations of production and of the relations deriving:fI'om them. 

_j~~~~Ap';;l 1'969 

P.S. 

I have suggested that the ideologies were realized iil institutions, in their 
rituals and their practices, in thelSAs. We have seen that on this basis.they 
contrillute to that form of c1assstrugglet vital for the ruling class, the repro
duction of the relations of production. But.the point of vieW itself, however 
real, is still an abstra<!t one. .' . . . .' .' 

In fact, the State and its'Apparatuses only have meaning from the point 
of view of,the class struggle, as an apparatus of class struggle ensuring class 
oppression and guaranteeing the conditions of exploitation and its reproduc
tion. But there is no class struggle 'Without. antagonistic. classes. Whoever 
says class struggle of the ruling class says resistance, revolt and class struggle 
of the ruled class. 

.. * * 
It is only from the point of view of the classes, i.e. of the class ~t~ggle, 

that- it is possible to explain the ideologies existing in a· social formation. Not 
only is it from this starting-point that it is possible to explain the realization 
of the ruling ideology in the ISAs· and of the forms of class struggle for which 
the ISAs are the seat and the stake. -But it is also and .above all from this 
starting-point that it is possible to understand the provenance of the ideol~ 
ogies which are realized hi: the. ISAs and confront· one another there. For if 
it is true that the I SAs represent the form in which the ideology· of the ruling 
class must necessarily be realized, and the form in which the ideology of the 
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ruled class must necessarily be measured and confronted, ideologies are not 
'born' in the ISAs but from the social classes at grips in the class struggle: 
from their conditions of existence, their practices, their experience of the 
struggle, etc. 

PAUL DE MAN 
1919-1983 

1970 

Spurred by the expansion of research universities, American academic literary criti
cism flourished from the late 1960s through the early 1980s. Ideas from contempo
rary Continental philosophy, linguistics, psychoanalysis, and criticism surged into its 
comparatively narrow confines, which had been. dominated by the model of close 
reading practiced by New Critics like CLEANTH BROOKS. Central to these new and 
avowedly theoretical stances toward literature Was the group of critics then at Yale 
University, including Paul de Man, HAROLD BLOOM, JACQUES DERRJDA, Geoffrey 
Hartman, J. HilIis·Miller, Shoshana .Felman, and de Man's student BARBARA JOHN
SON. Called the "Yale School," they revitalized..,....,.or, according to antagonists, 
ruined-American literary criticism by importing Continental theory and, to varying 
degress, by espousing deconstruction. An erudite ,and wide-ranging critic of critics as 
well as·a sophisticated reader of literary te1l:ts, de Man was the most influential literary 
theorist of the Yale. School, and perhaps of his generation. Complementing Derrida's 
broader philosophical.project, de Man promulgated deconstruction in literary criti
cism. His essay "Semiology and Rhetoric" (1973) programmatically outlines his model 
of deconstructive reading, arguing that rhetoric and figural language ultimately 
.undermine determinate interpretation and that texts become allegories of their own 

. interpretive difficulties. Responding to charges that deconstruction threatens literary 
study, de Man shifts focus in "The Return to. Philology" (1982) to offer a defense of 
theory, grounding it historically in the linguistically oriented tradition of philology 
and castigating its critics as alarmists. 

De Man was a prominent academic figure in the United States in his later Iiferbut 
his early life in Europe was marked by the events of World War 11, the decisive 
historical event of his generation. He was born and schooled in Antwerp, Belgium, 
where his father was a manufacturer of medical equipment and his uncle, Hendrik 
de Man, was a leading figure in the Socialist Party. In 1937 he entered the University 
of Brussels, first studying engineering and eventually taking degrees in chemistry 
(1940) and then philosophy (1942). While he was a student, Belgium was invaded 
by German forces, and it was under German military occupation from 1.940 to 1944. 
De Man tried to flee to Spain in the summer of 1940 but was denied permission to 
immigrate; he returned to Belgium in the fall. During this period, he published jour
nalism on literature and music; in 1939 he wrote for a democratic, antifascist student 
paper, and from 1940 to 1942 he regularly wrote for a Belgian newspaper, Le Soir 
(The Evening), then under German control. 

Mter the war de Man tried his hand at publishing and translating, 'but in 1948 he 
emigrated to the United States, where he worked at Doubleday Bookstore in New 
York and was introduced to prominent New York intellectuals. With the help of the 
writer Mary. McCarthy, in 1949 he took a job as an instructor or French at Bard 
College, and in 1951 he moved to Boston to teach at the Berlitz language school. In 
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] 952 he entered the graduate program in comparative literature at Harvard Univer
sity, attaining a prestigious appointment at the Harvard Society of Fellows (1955-58) 
and working with the New Critic Reuben Brower, for whom he was a teaching assis
tant. While a lecturer at Harvard, he received his M.A. in 1958 and his Ph.D. in 
1960. Though he began his acade~ic career relatively late in life, he quickly rose to 
prominence, teaching at Cornell University from 1960 to 1967, intermittently at the 
University of Zurich from 1963 to 1970, and at Johns Hopkins University from 1968 
to 1970. In ] 970 he moved to Yale University, where he was appointed Sterling 
Professor of Comparative Literature in 1979. In 1983, at the height of his influence, 
de Man died of cancer. 

It was not until four years after his death that Ortwin de Graef, a Be]gian graduate 
student who was researching It dissertation on de Man, rediscovered his wartime 
journalism. Although most of it consisted of cerebral literary reviews, one article 
contained explicitly anti-Semitic statements, to the effect that Europe~n literature 
would not be diminished if there were no Jewish writers; a few other' ar~icles were 
also troubling. These writings were met with shock, for they suggested that de Man 
had been complicit with Nazi policies. While de Man had been cleared of charg!,!s of 
collaboration by the Belgian postwar military prosecutor investigating those who had 
worked for Le Soir, his wartime wri~ings became a focal point of debate dJ.lring the 
late 1980s and early 19905, diminishing his influence in literary theory. 

De Man was ever attuned to the figural co'htradictions of language, and his oyvn 
career took many ironic turns. A debunker of the figure of personification in literary 
and critical language, he came for many to personify both deconstruction and literary 
theory. Though eschewing personality in teaching-as he sternly remarks in "The 
Resistance to Theory" (1982), p~4ilgogy is n~,show business-he had a large follow
ing of students and colleagues whp carried out his line of deconstruction. While he 
was persistently skeptical that any fPe~hojl cou]dyield determinable results, .. ,5 man
ner of reading became a model for ot11ers' critical practice, fulfilling his prediction, 
in "Semiology and Rhetoric," tha~ "The whole of literature would respond in simU;'-r 
fashion." And although he advocated the priority of linguistic indeterminacy in inter
preting historical events, his work w~s put into qpesfion by the discovery of the his
torical fact of his wartime writillgs. 

Trained both in the European tr~ditioll of phHosophy, especially phenol'Jlenology, 
at Brussels and in the American New Criticism.t4uring his time at Harvard j de Man 
was well positioned to adapt the developing discourses of Continental theory to Amer
ican literary criticism. He showed a CPllsis~~ht- affinity with the New Critics in 'his 
assiduous practice of close reading. As he remarked in an interview, he worke4 not 
from larger ideas but "one inch over the text." He also shared the New Critics' disdain 
for paraphrase, which reductively gloilses ~exts rather than teasing out their compli
cations. However, de Man departed from 'the New Critics in several key·ways: in 
denying the determinate meaning that they assumed, in stressing allegory as a primary 
literary mode, and in continually investigating' the theoretical bases of reading. 

A foundational statement of decoq~truc~ive literary analysis, "Semiology and Rhet
oric" takes aim at the semiological approaches characteristic of French structuralism, 
which attempt to develop a grammar of literary structure on the scientific model of 
linguistics. Using William Butler Yeat:s's poem "Among Schoolchildren" (I928) as a 
test case, de Man shows how meaning cannot be determined by grammar but is 
exceeded by the figural properties of language. Focusing on the poem's famous laiSt 
line, "How can we know the dancer from the da~ce?" ~e adduces two different read
ings, taking it first as a rhetorical question reinforcing the ~mages of unity in the poem 
(the standard interpretation) and then as a serious q4~stion that culminates in an 
image of dramatic uncertainty rather than unity. These yield "two entirely coherent 
but entirely incompatible readings," and thus "the enHre scheme set up by the first 
reading can be undermined, or deconstructed, in terfTls' of the second." Bringing home 
his point about the limitations of structuralism as well ~s of hermeneutic approaches, 
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de Man shows how the poem's rhetoric renders interpl·etation undecidable. He calls 
this the "rhetorization of grammar." 

As a complement to this rhetorical move, de Man also analyzes what he calls the 
"grammatization of rhetoric." Taking an example from Marcel Proust's Remembrance 
(~{nti"gs Past (1913-27), de Man traces the sequence of figures in a passage describ
ing the coolness of a room dudng summer, which seem necessarily linked and unified 
in "semi-automatic grammatical patterns." However, de Man argues that this link is 
deceptive and works only associatively. by contiguity; as he points out, a fly's buzz is 
no more necessarily connected to summer than the man Henry Ford is connected to 
an automobile. The figural nature of language again undoes the stable pattern that 
we assume to determine meaning. Although de Man claims that the indeterminacy 
generated by figuration applies to all linguistic' acts, he specifies that it is explicitly 
foregrounded in literature. He thereby proposes one answer to the perennial question 
in literary theory of what distinguishes literature from other kinds of discourse, 
though he at the same time undercuts this distinction by analyzing how the literary 
occurs in presumably propositional discourses such as criticism and philosophy. 

Generalizing from these examples, de Man finds that all literary texts become, in 
his trademark phrase, "allegories of reading," offering narratives of the problematic 
natUl'e of language and interpretation. One of de Man's most influential moves was 
to reconsider the place of allegory, usually associated with schematic forms of medi
e\'al literature, notably in his important early essay "The Rhetoric of Temponility" 
{1969), as well as in his masterwork, Allegories of Reading (1979; "Semiology and 
Rhetoric" was reprinted as its introduction). De Man stresses that his allegorical 
rendering is not something overlaid on texts as a theoretical template; as he puts it, 
"The deconstruction is not something we have atlded to the text but it constituted 
the text in the first place." Likewise, one does not "deconstruct" texts; rather, one 
unravels the ways in which language deconstructs its own assertions, a distinction 
that suggests the impersonality of language and its operation, beyond human control. 
For de Man, the workings of language have priority over historical or other consid
emtions; in another essay he makes the startling but consistent claim that "the bases 
for historical knowledge are not empirical facts but written texts, even if these texts 
masquerade in the guise of wars and revolutions." 

!\-Iost famous for his techniques of deconstructive reading of literary texts, de Man 
was equally influential in his readings of other critics, unpacking their theoretical 
assumptions and drawing out the contradictory implications of their arguments. He 
viewed criticism in essentially the same terms as literature, closely reading it to tease 
out its rhetoric as well as its purported claims-or, in his phrasing, its blindnesses as 
well as its insights. A succinct foray into debates over the value of theory, de M~. 
"Return to Philology" exemplifies both his "metacritical" perspective and his com
mand of the critical tradition (treated in a polemical style). Defending against the 
complaints of traditionalists-in particular, the prominent Harvard professor and lit
erary scholar Waiter Jackson Bate-that contemporary theory had caused a "crisis in 
English studies," de Man roots theory in the aesthetic, hermelieutic, and philological 
traditions of literary study. A deft rhetorician, de Man quells alarmist "cries of doom" 
by offering a disarming vignette of a Harvard literature course taught by Reuben 
Bmwer, Bate's colleague and de !\1an's teacher, thereby locating the linguistic focus 
of deconstruction in philology and the New Criticism. As he provides this nonthreat
{"ning portrait of theory's heritage, de Man continues to assert the priority of attention 
to language and its problematic nature over such external concerns as ethics, religion, 
politics. hermeneutics, and history. He subtly privileges rhetoric and poetics, which 
pmperly study language, over the moralizing and optimistic focus of nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century humanistic critics from SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE and MATTHEW 

AIlNOLD to I. A. Richards, T. s. ELIOT, and Bate himself-thereby getting the last word 
against Bate. 

Though he touches on the issue of "institutional resistances" in "The Return to 
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:tilology," de Man more forcefully argues for the philosophical inevitability of theory 
a related essay from 1982, "The Resistance to Theory," where he countercharges 

iat;·those who attack it are demonstrating a Freudian anxiety and block ("resistance"). 
"tending the logic of indeterminacy, he argues that the resistance to theory is "inher
it in the theoretical enterprise itself,".and that theory "consists hi the impossibility 
;ilts·definltion." Rather than discrediting ;theory, this paradox'yields a "negative 
lowledge about the reliability of linguistic utterance." Deconstruction is the theory 
',that negative knowledge. 
That de Man's work has drawn an . unparalleled 'amount of criticism from both 

aditionalists and fellow theorists within the academy, as well as from those outside, 
:stifies to his influence. Although 'he studied a wide range of canonical.literary texts, 
is .advocacy of theory led to the accusation that he was an enemy of literature; And 
espite being an inveterate close reader, he was charged with threatening the foun
ations of literary criticism because he radically questioned. the possibility of meaning. 
i'ithin the domain of theory, in perhaps the central struggle of the 19805, de Man
nd deconstruction"'"'-was pitted against leftist calls that attention be· paid to history, 
)ciety, and politics. The Marxist critic TERRY EAGLETON c1aitned that de· Man had 
~ven up the world entirely for the'aporias and unthinkable paradoxes of a text," and 
lat'deconstruction was "politically quietistic"; the postcolonial critic EDVVARD SAID 
harged that deconstruction, by its use of oVerspecialized "camouflaging jargons!' that 
abscure the social realities," detracte<;l from the social role and mission '.of criticism, 
Jlalyzing de Man's 'own rhetoric, the critic Frank Lentricchia quipped that-de Man's 
uthoritative . pronouncements about language; seemed the orders of· a 'Mafia . boss·, 
ontradicting his own theory of-indeterminacy. Although de Man's influence waned 
omewhat after the 1·9805, in' part because of ·the. discovery of his wartime Writings 
nd jn 'part because oLthe resurgence of'historicaLinethods', he remains· a pivotal 
(gure· 'in:'the assimilation of Continental theory, especially deconstruction, to the 
~otth,American scene . 

... d· 

i>'·".' 

~e Man's early reputation derived pri~arilyfrom.his essays; which were collected in 
l!loks published later in his life or posthumously. His first-and for ne,rly a decade 
l)lly~book, Blindness and Insight: Essays in the ,Rhetoric of Contempqrary Criticism 
l~7 .. 1;·2d ed.; 1983); surveys a cange of important critics and argues that criticism is 
req1,l.ently,.predicated on a blindness to· its own rhetoric, which paradoxically .also 
l,Ilables its insight; ·it includes· the important essay "The Rhetoric of -Temporality" 
1969) and a famous critique of Derrida, "The RhetQriC of Blindness" (1971). His 
m~st unified book, Allegories. of Re.ading: Figural Language in .R~au, Nietzsche, 
':Itlke, and Proust (1979), best exemplifies his deconstructive:reading m~thods and 
las been extremely influential. The remainder of de·Man's books, gathering llumerous 
!Ssllys;were published after his death; they are The RhetQric of Romantic;is1n (1984); 
the.Resistance to Theory 0.986); Critical Writings, 1953-1978;edited,by Lindsay 
Waters (1989); Romanticism and Contemporary Criticism: .The Gauss Seminars and 
Other Papers, edited by E. S. Burt, Kevin Newmark, and Andrzej Warminski (I 992}; 
and Aesthetic Ideology, edited by AndrzejWarminski (1996). His.conttoyersial jour
nalism dating from World War II is included in Wartime Journalism, 1939-1943, 
edited by Werner Hamacher, Neil Hertz, and Thomas Keenan (1988). 
,A~befits his central role in contemporary theory, de Man's work has drawn a large 

body of scholarship and commentary;_ Ortwin de Graers multivoil,lme project, which 
includes Serenity in Crisis: A Preface ,to Paul de Man, 1939-1960 (1993) and Titanic 
Light: Paul de Man's Post-Romanticism, 1960~1969 (I995), reviews de Man's intel
lectual career, though the best biographical recounting is Lindsay Waters's lengthy 
introduction to Critical Writings, "Paul de Man: Life and Works." A useful factual 
chronology of de Man's early life is offered in Responses: On Paul de Man's Wartime 
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Journalism, edited by Hamacher, Hertz, and Keenan (1989), their companion volume 
to Wartime Journalism; it also includes several essays elaborating the historical situ
ation in Belgium at the time of the wartime Writings. Robert Moynihan, "Interview 
with Paul de Man," Yale Review 73 (1984), is accessible and illuminating. 

Important early critical responses include Joseph Riddel, "A Miller's Tale," Dia
critics 5 (1975), which critiCizes de Man for elitism and formalism; Frank Lentric
chia's critiqUe of de M~m's "rhetoric of authority' in After the New Criticism (1980); 
Rodolphe Gasch~, "'Setzung' and 'Obersetzung': Notes on Paul de Man," Diacritics 
11 (198 I), which compares de Man's use of deconstruction unfavorably with that of 
Derrida; and Suzanne Gearhart, "Philosophy before Literature: Deconstruction, His
toricity, and the Work of Paul de Man," Diacritics 13 (I983), which defends de Man 
against Gasche. The Yale Critics: Deconstruction in America, edited by Jonathan Arac, 
Wlad Godzich, and Wallace Martin (1983), is an important early assessment of the 
Yale School and its various members. Barbara Johnson's "Gen.~erTheory and the Yale 
School" (1984), collected in her World of Difference (1987), is a feminist critique by 
someone af6liated with the Yale School. . 

Immediately after de Man's death, there was a spate of publications largely sym
pathetic to his work. Yale French Studies, no. 69 (1985), was a lengthy special issue 
devoted to "The Lesson of Paul de Man," with many critical essays as well as memorial 
tributes. Jacques Derrida's Memoires: For Paul de Man (1986) is a moving meditation 
on de Man's project, distinguishing his focus on literature and allegory from Derrida's 
version of deconstruction. Christopher Norris's Paul de Man: Deconstruction and the 
Critique of Aesthetic Ideology (I988), an introductory survey, roots de .Man in the 
Kantian philosophical tradition and speculates on his view of ideology. Jonathan 
Culler's retrospective assessment, "Paul de Man's Contribution to Literary Criticism 
and Theory," in The Future of Literary Theory (ed, Ralph Cohen, 1989), is a synoptic 
overview. Reading de Man Reading, edited by Lindsay Waters and W1ad Godzich 
(1989), collects fourteen useful essays on de Man's work; most are within the decon
structive camp. FolloWing the publication of his wartime'writings, the critiCism ort de 
Man changed markedly. Responses (cited above) records the range of debate, from 
condemnations to defenses, with some sober assessments' 'of the historical situation 
in Belgium. David Lehman's sometimes glib Signs of the Times: DeconstrUction'and 
the Fall of Paul de Man (1991) shows· how the wartime writings harmed de Man's 
popular representation. 

Other reconsiderations have been more theoretically focused. Fredric Jameson's 
"Immanence and Nominalism in Postmodem Theoretical Discourse," in Postmodern
ism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (199 i), traces de Man's philosophical 
roots. Echoing Gasche, Jeffrey Nealon, in "The Discipline of Deconstruction," PMLA 
107 (1992), 6nds the line of "American deconstruction," following de Man, inferior 
to Derrida's more philosophical version. In "Reflections on Post 'Post-mortem de 
Man,' " Minnesota Review, nos. 41-42 (I 994), Tom Cohen argues that contemporary 
cultural studies employs naive views of representation and would bene6t from decon
structive critique. Several of the essays in Critical Encounters: Reference and Respon
sibility in Deconstructive Writing, edited by Cathy Caruth and Deborah Esch (1995), 
discuss de Man, particularly his un6nished later work on aesthetics and ideology. 
Gathering contributions by Derrida, Judith Butler, Johnson, and others, Material 
Events: Paul de Man and the Afterlife of Theory, edited I:>y Tom Cohen, Barbara 
Cohen, J. Hillis Miller, and Andrzej Warminski (2000), proposes new directions for 
the study of de Man. The 1985 special issue of Yale Fre.nch Studies cited above and 
de Man's posthumous Resistance to Theory provide complete bibliographical lists of 
his work up to 1985; de Graef lists de Man's publications up to 1983, as well as more 
recent secondary sources. 

~. 
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Semiology and Rhetoric 

To judge from various recent publications; the spirit of the times is not 
blowing in the direction of formalist and intrinsic criticism.· We may no 
longer be hearing too much about relevance but we keep hearing a great 
deal about reference, about the nonverbal "outside" to which language refers, 
by which it is conditioned and upon which it acts. The stress falls not so 
much on the fictional status of literatute-a property now perhaps somewhat 
too easily taken for granted-btit ori the interplay between these fictions and 
categories that are said to partake of reality, such as the self, man, society, 
"the artist, his culture and the human community," as one critic puts it. 
Hence the emphasis on hybrid texts considered to be partly literary and partly 
referential, on popular fictions deliberately aimed towards social and psy
chological gratification, on literary autobiography as a key to the understand
ing of the self, and so on. We speak as if,-with the problems of literary form 
resolved once and forever, and with the techniques of structural analysis 
refined to near-perfection, we could now move "beyond formalism"z towards 
the questions that really interest us and<reap, at last, the fruits of the ascetic 
concentration on techniques that prepared us for this decisive step. With 
the internal law and order of literature weU policed, we can now confidently 
devote ourselves to the foreign affairs, the external politics of literature. Not 
only do we feel able to do so, but we owe it to ourselves to take this step: 
our moral conscience would not allow us to do otherwise. Behind the assur
ance that valid interpretation is possible, behind the recent interest in writing 
and reading as potentially effective public speech acts, stands a highly 
respectable moral imperative that strives to reconcile the internal, formal, 
private structures of literary language with their external, referential, and 
public effects. 

I want, for the moment, to consider briefly this tendency in itself, as an 
undeniable and recurrent historical fact, without regard for its truth or false
ness or for its value as desirable or pernicious. It is a fact that this sort of 
thing happens, again and again, in· literary studies. On the one hand, liter
ature cannot merely be received as a definite unit of referential meaning that 
can be decoded without leaving a residue. The code is unusually conspicu
ous, complex, and enigmatic; it attracts an inordinate amount of attention 
to itself, and this attention has to acquire the rigor of a method. The struc
tural moment of concentration on the ·code for its own sake cannot be 
avoided, and literature necessarily breeds its own formalism. Technical inno" 
vations in the methodical study of literature only occur when this kind of 
attention predominates. It can legitimately be said, for example, that, from 
a technical point of view, very little has happened in American criticism since 
the innovative works of New Criticism. There certainly have been numerous 
excellent books of criticism since, but irt none of them have the techniques 
of description and interpretation evolved beyond the techniques of close 

I. The New Critical distinction between "intrin
sic ll and lIextrinsic" criticism derives from the influ
ential handbook Theory of Literalure (1949), by 
Ren~. Wellek and Austin Warren; they opposed 
criticism limited to internal, uformal fJ features of a 

literary work to that focusing on external concerns 
such as the author, readers, or history. 
2. A reference to B..,.,..a Fo ....... /ism: Literary 
Essays, 1958-1970 (1970), by Geoffrey Hartman, 
de Man's colleague at Yale University. 
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reading established in the thirties and the forties. Formalism, it seems, is an 
all-absorbing and tyrannical muse; the hope that one can be at the same time 
technically original and discursively eloquent is not borne out by the history 
of literary criticism. 

On the other hand-and this is the real mystery-no literary formalism, 
no matter how accurate and enriching in its analytic powers, is ever allowed 
to come into being without seeming reductive. When form is considered to 
be the external trappings of literary meaning or content, it seems superficial 
and expendable. The development of intrinsic, formalist criticism in the 
twentieth century has changed this model: form is now a solipsistic category 
of self-reflection, and the referential meaning is said to be extrinsic. The 
polarities of inside and outside have been reversed. but they are still the 
same polarities that are at play: internal meaning has become outside ref
erence, and the outer form has become the intrinsic structure. A new version 
of reductiveness at once follows this reversal: formalism nowadays is mostly 
described in an imagery of imprisonment and claustrophobia: the "prison 
house of language," "the impasse of formalist criticism,"3 etc. Like the grand
mother in Proust's novel· ceaselessly driving the young Marcel out into the 
garden, away from the unhealthy inwardriess of his closeted reading, critics 
cry out for the fresh air of referential meaning. Thus, with the structure of 
the code so opaque, but the meaning so anxious to blot out the obstacle of 
form. no wonder that the reconciliation of form and meaning would be so 
attractive. The attraction of reconciliation is the elective breeding-ground of 
false models and metaphors; it accounts for the metaphorical model of lit
erature as a kind of box that separates an inside from an outside, and the 
reader or critic as the person who opens the lid in order to release in the 
open what was secreted but inaccessible inside. It matters little whether we 
call the inside of the box the content or the form, the outside the meaning 
or the appearance. The recurrent debate opposing intrinsic to extrinsic crit
icism stands under the aegis of an inside/outside metaphor that is never 
being seriously questioned. 

l\1etaphors are much more tenacious than facts, and I certainly don't· 
expect to dislodge this age-old model in one short try. I merely wish to spec
ulate on a different set of terms, perhaps less simple in their differential 
relationships than. the strictly polar. binary opposition between inside an~· 
outside and therefore less likely to enter into the easy play of chiasmic5 

reversals. I derive these terms (which are as old as the hills) pragmatically 
from the observation of developments and debates in recent critical meth
odology. 

One of the most controversial among these developments coincides with 
a new approach to poetics or, as it is called in Germany, poetology, as a 
branch of general semiotics. In France, a semiology of literature comes about 
as the outcome of the long-deferred but all the more explosive encounter of 

3. The title of one of de Man's own e .. ays pub
!i.h .. cl in French in 1956, later translated as "The 
Dead-End of Formalist CritiCism," in his Bliudness 
nnd JJlsigl1t (2d ed., 1983). "The 'prison house' ": 
on "lIu.ion to TI.e Prlson-Ho .. se of La"lluage: A 
Cdt;cnl A.ccount of Strwcturcdistn turd RI.lsS;Q,r For'· 
"",/is," (1972), by the American Marxist critic 
FREm"," IAMESON. 
-I . ..\ /" ·recherche du temps "e.·d .. (1913-27. 

Remembrance of Things Past), by the French nov
elist Marcel Proust (1871-1924). De Man uses 
this work as an example tJ:troughout the essay; it. 
main character;' the semi-autobiographical Mar
cel. 
5. Of chlasmus, a rhetorical device In which the 
elements of the second of two parallel syntactic 
struc.tures are Inverted (e.g., "renowned for con
quest, and in counsel skilled"). 
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the nimble French literary mind with the categ?ry of form. Semiology, as 
opposed to semantics, is the scie~ce or study of. signs as signifiersj it· does 
not ask what words mean but how;they mean. Unlike American New.Criti
cism, which derived the internalization of form from the practice of highly 
self-conscious modern writers; French semiology turned to linguistics for its 
model and adopted Saussure and Jakobson rather thanVaMry6 or Proust for 
its masters. By an awareness of the arbitrariness of the sign (Saussure) and 
of literature as an autotelic statement "focused 'on the way it is expressed" 
Qakobson) the entire question ,of meaning :can' be bracketed; thus freeing 
the critical discourse from the .debilitating burden of paraphrase, The demys
tifying power of semiology, within the context of French historical and the
matic criticism, has been considerable. It demonstrated that the perception 
of the literary dimensions of language is largely obscured if one submits 
uncritically to the authority of reference. It also revealed .how tenaciously 
this author:ity continues to assert itself in a. variety of disguises, ranging from 
the crudest ideology to the most refined forms of aesthetic and ethical judg
ment. It especially explodes the myth of semantic correspondence between 
sign and referent, the wishful hope of having it both ways, of being, to par
aphrase Marx in the German Ideology, a formalist critic in the morning; and 
a communal motalist in·theafternoonl7 .of'serving both the technique of 
form. and· the' substance of meaning; The .results, in the p~actice ·of Frenc:h 
criticism, have. been 'as fruitful as they are irreversible. Perhaps ,for the ·first 
time since the late eighteenth century, French critics can come at least·some
what closer to the ·kind of linguistic ·awareness that never .ceased to be oper~ 
ative in its poets and novelists and that forced all of them; including Sainte 
Beuve,8 to Write their main :works '.'contre .Sainte Beuve .. " The distance was 
never 'so considerable in £ngland and the·.United States;;:which .. does· not 
mean, however, that we may be.able; in this couhtry;·to.dispensealtogether 
with some preventative semiological hygiene ... ' . . 
. One of .the most striking characteristics of literary semiology as it· is prac
ticed today, in France and elsewhere, is the use of grammatical (especially 
syntactical) .structures conjointly with :rhetorical structures, without appar
ent awareness of a possible,d.iscrepancy between them. In theiditerary.anal
yses, Barthes, Genette, Todorov,·Greimas,9:and.their disciples all simplify 
and regress from Jakobson in letting grammar 'and rhetoric function in per
fect continuity,. and in passing from grammatical to rhetorical structures 
without difficulty. or hiterniption. Indeed; as the study of grammatical struc
tures is refined in contemporary theories·of generative, transformatiorial, and 

. distributive grammar, the study of tropes and of figures (which is how the 
term rhetoric is used here, and not in.- the derived sense of. comment or of 
eloquence or persuasion) becomes a'mere extension of grammatical models, 

(j. I;'aul VaMry (1871 • .,..1945), major. modem 
French poet and essayist. FERDlNAND DE 'SAUS-' 
SURE (1857-1913), Swls. linguist, the founder of 
structuralisin and semiology. ROMAN JAKOBSON 
(1896-1982), Russian-born American IIngulst,llt-
erary theorist, ·and. semlologist. ... .' . 
7. In his German Ideology (1845-'46), the German 
economic and political theorist KARL MARX (1818-
1883) notes that the goal of communist society 
would be to remove alienating regulations of work, 
so that 0I1e could "hunt In the·morning, fish in the 
afternoon ... [and) criticize after dinner." , 

' .. 
8, Charl~s-AlJgustln Sainte,Beuve (I~04-;:~869), 
the leading 19th-cenfury Frent:h literary cntlc and 
historian. Contre Sa'nts-Beuve (Aga ..... t Sa.n' 
B .... "") is the title of a. critical response by Proust. 
9 .. All Freneh critics: ROLAND BARTIfES (1915-
1980),. major structuralist· and poststructuralist; 
G<!rard Genette (b. 1930), French . literary critic 
and author of Figures III (1972; tran ..... 1980 as 
Na"...li"" DIscourse:' An E .. ..,. .n .Method),· men' 
tloned later; TZVETAN TODOROV (b. 1939), Bulgar
ian-born structuralist; and A. J. Grelmas (1917.,. 
1992), Lithuanian-born semiologlst. '. 
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a particular subset of syntactical relations. In the recent Dictionnaire ency
clopedique des sciences du langage, I Ducrot and Todorov write that rhetoric 
has always been satisfied with a paradigmatic view over words (words sub
stituting for each other), without questioning their syntagmatic relationship 
(the contiguity of words to each other). There ought to be another perspec
tive, complementary to the first, in which metaphbr, for example, would not 
be defined as a substitution but as a particular type of combination. Research 
inspired by linguistics or, more narrowly, by syntactical studies, has begun 
to reveal this possibility-but it remains to be explored. Todorov, who calls 
one of his books a Grammar of the Decameron,2 rightly thinks of his own 
work and ·that of his associates as first explorations.in the elaboration of a 
'systematic grammar of literary modes, genres, and also of literary figures. 
Perhaps the most perceptive work to come out of this school, Genette's stud
ies of figural modes, can be shown to be assimilations of rhetorical transfor
mationsor combinations to syntactical, grammatical patterns. Thus a recent 
study, now printed in Figures III and entitled Metaphor and Metonymy in 
Proust, shows the combined presence, in a wide and astute selection of pas
sages, of paradigmatic, metaphorical figures with syntagmatic,. metonymic 
structures. The combination of both is treated descriptively and non dialect-
ically without considering the possibility of logical tensions.· . 

One can ask whether this reduction of figure to grammar is legitimate. 
The existence of grammatical structures, within and beyond the unit of the 
sentence, in literary texts is undeniable, and. their description and classifi
cation are indispensable. The question remains if and how figures of rhetoric 
can be included in such a taxonomy. This question is at the core of the debate 
going on, in a wide variety of apparently unrelated forms,. in contemporary 
poetics. But the historical picture of contemporary criticis.m is too confused 
to make the mapping out of such a topography a useful'exercise. Not only 
are these questions mixed in and mixed up within particular groups or local 
trends, but they are often co-present, without apparent contradiction, within 
the work of a single author. 

Neither is the theory of the question suitable for quick expository treat
ment. To distinguish the epistemology of grammar from the epistemology of 
rhetoric is a redoubtable task. On an entirely naive level, we tend to conceive 
of grammatical systems as tending towards universality and as simply gi!tt~ 
erative, i.e., as capable of deriving an infinity of versions from a single model 
(that may govern transformations as well as derivations) without the inter
vention of another model that would upset the first. We therefore think of 
the relationship between grammar and logic, the passage from grammar to 
propositions, as being relatively unproblematic: no true propositions are con
ceivable in the absence of grammatical consistency or of controlled deviation 
from a system of consistency no matter how complex. Grammar and logic 
stand to each other in a dyadic relationship of. unsubverted support. In a 
logic of acts rather than of statements, as in Austin'53 theory of speech acts, 

I. Puhlished in 1972; translated as Encyclopedic 
Dictionary of the Sciences of LanglUlge (1979). 
aswald Ducrot (b. '1930). French linguist. The dis
tinction between paradigmatic and syntagmatic 
draws on Saussure. . 
2. Gmmtnaire du Dtlcamtlron (1969). The Deca
memn (1348-53), a collection of 100 tales, i. the 

best-known work of the italian writer GIOVANNI 
ROCCACCIO, 
3. J . .:.~ AuSTiN '(1911-1960), influential British 
philosopher'of language, especially of speech acts 
(what we typically perform wheh we speok). He 
distinguishes between locutlonary acts (saying 
something'ineaningful), iIIocutfonary Bcts (saying 

" ,: . ,.' " . 
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that has had such a strong influence on recent American work in literary 
semiology, it is also possible to move hetween speech acts and grammar 
without difficulty. 'The performance of what is called illocutionary acts such 
as ordering, questioning, denying, assuming, etc., Within the language is con~ 
gruent with the grammatical structures of syntax in the corresponding imper
ative, interrogative, negative, optative sentences. "The rules for illocutionary 
acts," writes Richard Ohmann in a recent paper, "determine whether per
formance of a given act is well-executed, in just the same way as grammatical 
rules determine whether the product of a locutionary act-a sentence-is 
well formed .... But whereas the rules of grammar concern the relationships 
among sound, syntax, and meaning, the rules of illocutionary acts concern 
relationships among people."4 And since rhetoric is then conceived exclu
sively as persuasion, as actual action upon others (and not as an intralin
guistic figure or trope), the continuity between the iIlocutionary realm of 
grammar and the perlocutionary realm of rhetoric is self-evident. It becomes 
the basis for a new rhetoric that, exactly as is the case for Todorov and 
Genette, would also be a new grammar. 

Without engaging the substance of the question, it can be pointed out, 
without having to go beyond recent"and American examples, arid without 
calling upon the strength of an age-old tradition, that the continuity here 
assumed between grammar ,and rhetoric is not borne out by theoretical and 
philosophical speculation. kenneth tBurke' mentions deflection (which he 
compares structurally to Freudian.@splacement), defined.as "any s~ight bias 
or even unintended error," as the rhetorical basis of language, and deflection 
is then conceived as a dialectical subversion of the consistent link between 
sign and meaning that operates within grammatical patterns; hence Burke's 
well-known insistence on the distinction between gramrpar and. rhetoric. 
Charles Sanders Peirce, wh~, with Nietzsche6 and Saussui'e, laid ~he philo
sophical foundation for modern semiology, stressed the distinction between 
grammar and rhetoric in his celebrat~d and so suggestively unfathomable 
definition of the sign. He insistS, as is w~1I known, on the necessary presence 
of a third element, called the interpretapt, within any relationship that the 
sign entertains With its object. The sign is to be interpreted if we are to 
understand the idea it is to convey, and this is so because the sign is not the 
thing but a meaning derived from the thing by a process here called repre
sentation that is not simply generative, i.e., dependent on a univocal origin. 
The interpretation of the sign is not, for Peirce, a meaning but another sign; 
it is a reading, not a decodage, and this .reading has, in its turn, to be inter
preted into another sign, and so on ad infinitum. Peirce calls this process by 
means of which "one sign gives birth to another" pure rhetoric, as distin
guished from pure grammar, which postulates the possibility of unproble
matic, dyadic meaning, and pure logic, which postulates the possibility of 
the universal truth of meanings. Only if the sign engendered meaning in the 
same way that the object engenders the sign, that is, by representation, would 
there be no need to distinguish between grammar and rhetoric. 

something meaningful for some purpose), and per
locutionary acts (having an effect on those who 
hear what Is said). 
4. "Speech, Literature. and the Space In 
Between," New Litemry History 4 (autumn 1972): 
50 [de Man's notel. OHMANN (b. 1931). American 
literary and cultural critic. 

5. American rhetorician and literary critic (J 897-
1993; see above); he drew on the work of th.e Au.s· 
trian founder of psychoanalysis SIGMUND FREUD 
(1856-1939). among many others. 
6. FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE (1844-1900). German 
philosopher. Pelrce (1839-1914), American prag
matist philosopher and linguist. 
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These remarks should indicate at least the existence and the difficulty of the 
question, a difficulty which puts its concise theoretical exposition beyond my 
powers. I must retreat thet'efore into a pragmatic discourse and try to illustrate 
the tension between grammar and rhetoric in a few specific textual examples. 
Let me begin by considering what is perhaps the most commonly known 
instance of an apparent symbiosis between a grammatical and a rhetorical 
stl'ucture, the so-called rhetorical question, in which the figure is conveyed 
directly by means of a syntactical device. I take the first example from the sub
literature of the mass media: asked by his wife whether he wants to have his 
bowling shoes laced over or laced under, Archie Bunker7 answers with a ques
tion: 'What's the difference?" Being a reader of sublime simplicity, his wife 
replies by patiently explaining the difference between lacing over and lacing 
under. whatever this may be, but provokes only ire. 'What's the difference" did 
not ask for difference but means instead "I don't give a damn what the differ
ence is." The same grammatical pattern engenders two meanings that are 
mutually exclusive: the literal meaning asks for the concept (difference) 
whose existence is denied by the figurative meaning. As long as we are talking 
about bowling shoes. the consequences are relatively trivial; Archie Bunker, 
who is a great believer in the authority of origins (as long, of course, as they are 
the right origins) muddles along in a world where literal and figurative mean
ings get in each other's way, though not without discomforts. But suppose that 
it is a de-bunker rather than a "Bunker," and a de-bunker of the arche (or ori
gin), an archie De-bunker such as Nietzsche or Jacques Derrida8 for instance, 
who asks the question "What is the Difference" -and we cannot even tell from 
his grammar whether he "really" wants to know "what" difference is or is just 
telling us that we shouldn't even try to find out. Confronted with the question 
of the difference between grammar and rhetoric, grammar allows us to ask the 
question, but the sentence by means of which we ask it may deny the very pos
sibility of asking. For what is the use of asking, I ask, when we cannot even 
authoritatively decide whether a question asks or doesn't ask? 

The point is as follows. A perfectly clear syntactical paradigm (the ques
tion) engenders a sentence that has at least two meanings, of which the one 
asserts and the other denies its own illocutionary mode. It is not so that there 
are simply two meanings. one literal and the other figural, and that we have 
to decide which one of these meanings is the right one in this particH"hir 
situation. The confusion can only be cleared up by the intervention of an 
e"l.:tm-textual intention, such as Archie Bunker putting his wife straight; but 
the very anger he displays is indicative of more than impatience; it reveals 
his despair when confwnted with a structure of linguistic meaning that he 
cannot control and that holds the discouraging prospect of an infinity of 
similar future confusions, all of them potentially catastrophic in their con
sequences. Nor is this intervention really a part of the mini-text constituted 
by the figure which holds our attention only as long as it remains suspended 
and unresolved. I follow the usage of common speech in calling this semio
logical enigma "rhetorical." The grammatical model of the question becomes 
rhetorical not when we have, on the one hand, a literal meaning and on the 
other hand a figural meaning, but when it is impossible to decide by gram-

~. The main character in the popular CBS televi
sion series All i"the Family ()97J-79). played by 
C<lITolI O'Connor; his wife, Edith. was pJaye-d by 
J(,,<ln Stapleton. 

8. Algerian-born French philosopher and progen
itor of deconstructlon (b. 1930; see below). 
"Arche" derh"es from the Greek archl! (origin). 
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matical or other linguistic' devices which of the two(bteanings (that can be 
entirely incompatible) prevails. Rhetoric radically sUspends logic and opens 
up vertiginous possibilities of referential aberration. And although it would 
perhaps be somewhat more remote from common usage, I would not hesitate 
to equate the rhetorical, figural potentiality of language with literature itself. 
I could point to a great number of antecedents to this equation of literature 
with figure; the most recent reference would be to MonroeBeardsley's insis
tence in his cont.ribution to the Essays to honor William Wimsatt, that literary 
language is characterized by being "distinctly above the norm in ratio of 
implicit [or, I would say' rhetorical] to explicit meaning."9 

Let me pursue the matter of the rhetorical question through one more 
example. Yeats's poem "Among School Children"· ends with the famous line: 
"How can we know the dancer from the dance?" Although there are some 
revealing inconsistencies within the commentaries, the line is usually inter
preted as stating, with the increased emphasis of a rhetorical device, the 
potential unity between form and experience, between creator and creation. 
It could be said that it denies the discrepancy betwee'n the sign and the 
referent from which we started out. Many elements in the imagery and the 
dramatic development of the poem strengthen this traditional reading; with
out having to look any further than' the immediately preceding lines, one 
finds powerful and consecrated images of the continuity from part to whole 
that makes synecdoche into·the most seductive of metaphors: the organic 
beauty of the tree, stated in the parallel syntax of a similar rhetorical ques
tion, or the convergence, in the dance, -of erotic desire with musical form: 

o chestnut-tree, great-rooted blossonier, 
Ar,e you the leaf; the blossom or the bole? 
o body swayed to music, b brightening glance, 
How can we know the dancer from the dance? 

A more extended reading, always. assuming that the final line is to be read 
as a rhetorical. question l reveals that the thematic and .. rhetorical grammar 
of the poem yields a consistent reading that extends ~rom the first line to the 
last and that can account for all the details in the text. It is equally possible, 
however, to read the last line Ifterally rather than figuratively, as asking with 
some urgency the question we asked earlier within the. context of contem
porary criticism: not that sign and referent are so exqllisitely fitted to each 
other that all difference between them is at times blotte.d .. out but, rather, 
since the two essentially different elements, sign and meaning, are so intri
cately intertwined in the imagined "presence" that the poem addresses, how 
can we possibly make th~ distinctions that would shelter us from .the error 
of identifying what cannot be identified? The clumsiness of the paraphrase 
reveals that it is not necessarily.the literal reading which is simpler than the 
figurative one, as was the case in our first example; here, the figural reading, 
which assumes ·the question to be rhetorical, is perhaps nai've, whereas the 
literal reading leads to greater complication of theme and statement. For it 

9. ''The Concept of Literature," in Lite .... ry Theory 
and Structure: Essay .• in Honor afWIll",,,, K. WI'H
salt, ed. Frank Rrady, John Palmer, and Martin 
Price' (New Haven, 1973), p. 371de Man's note). 
REIIRDSLEY (1915-1985), American aestheilc phi
losopher and WlmlaU', collaborator. WIMSATI' 

(1907-1975), American New Critic based at Yale. 
J. First r.ubllshed In The Tower (1928), by Wit
Ham But er Ycats (1865-1939), a leading modern
Ist Irish poet and the . subject of de Man', Ph.D. 
dissertation. 
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turns out· that the entire scheme set up by the first reading can be under
mined, or deconstructed, in the terms of the second, in which the final line 
is read literally as meaning that, since the dancer and the dance ate not the 
same, it might be useful, perhaps even desperately necessary-'-for the ques
tion can ·be given a ring of urgency, "Please tell me, how can I know the 
dancer from the dance"-to tell them apart. But this will replace the reading 
of each symbolic detail by a divergent interpretation. The oneness of trunk, 
leaf, and blossom, for example, that would have appealed to Goethe, would 
find itself replaced by the much less reassuring Tree of Life from the Mabi
nogion that appears in the poem "Vacillation," in which the fiery blossom 
and the earthly leaf are held together, as well as apart, by the crucified and 
castrated God Attis,2 of whose body it can hardly be said that it is "not bruised 
to pleasure soul."3 This hint should suffice to suggest that two entirely coher
ent hut entirely incompatihle readings can be made to hinge on one line, 
whose grammatical structure is devoid of ambiguity, but whose rhetorical 
mode turns the mood as well as the mode of the entire poem upside down. 
Neither can we say, as was already the case in the first example, that the 
poem simply has two meanings that exist side by side. The two readings have 
to engage each other in direct confrontation, for the one reading is precisely 
the error denounced by the other and has to be undone by it. Nor can we in 
any way make a valid decision as to which of the readings can be given 
priority over the other; none can exist in the other's absence: There can be 
no dance without a dancer, no sign without a referent. On the other hand, 
the authority of the meaning engendered by the grammatical stlJ.lcture is 
fully obscured by the duplicity of a figure that cries out for the differentiation 
that it conceals .. 

Yeats's poem is not explicitly "about" rhetorical questions 'but aboutimages 
or metaphors, and about the possibility of convergence between experiences 
of consciousness such as memory or emotions-what the poem calls passion, 
piety, and affection-and entities accessible to the senses such as bodies, 
persons, or icons. We return to the inside/outside model trom which we 
started out and which the poem puts into question by means of a syntactical 
device (the question) made to operate on a grammatical as well as on a 
rhetorical level. The couple grammarlrhetoric, certainly not a binary oppo
sition since they in no way exclude each other, disrupts and confus~the 
neat antithesis of the inside/outside pattern. We can transfer this scheme 
to the act of reading and interpretation. By reading we get, as we say, inside 
a text that was first something alien to us and which we now make our own 
by an act of understanding. But this understanding becomes at once the 
representation of an extra-textual meaning; in Austin's terms, the illocution
ary speech act becomes a perlocutionary actual act-in Frege's4 terms, 
Bedeutung becomes Sinn. Our recurrent question is whether this transfor
mation is semantically controlled along grammatical or along rhetorical lines. 

2. Greek god of fertility and vegetalion (though 
not crucified, In Greek versions of hi. myth). 
Johnnn Wolfgang von Goethe (I 749-1832}, 
German poet, playwright, and novelist, whose 
work. (including writing. in botany) reflecled an 
interest in the organic, develolling whol~. The 
MabiHOglon (comp. 14th c.), .. collection ofmedl
eV1I1 Welsh prole tales. "Vacillntion" (1932), a 
poem by Yeats. 

3. Earlier in the final stanza of "Among School 
Children," Ye .. ts wrote, "The body i. not bruised to 
please the souJ." 
4. Gottlob Frege (1848-1945), Germftn philoso
pher of langulIge, logic, and mathematics, who dls
tingliishes betweeh a word's reference (hi Germnn, 
Bea.. .. t ..... ). or the object .It represent., and Its 
sense (Sl_). or the thought It expresses. 
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Does the metaphor of reading really unite outer meaning with inner under
standing, aCtion with reflection, into one single totality? The assertion is 
powerfully and suggestively made in a passage from Proust that describes 
the experience of reading as such a urtion. It describes the young Marcel, 
near the beginning of Combray,' hiding in the closed space of his room in 
order to read. The example differs from the earlier ones in that we are, not 
dealing with a grammatical structure that also functions rhetorically but have 
instead the representation, the dramatization, in terms of the experience of 
a subject, of a rhetorical structure-just as, in many other passages, Proust 
dramatizes tropes by means of landscapes or descriptions of objects. The 
figure here dramatized is that of metaphor, an inside/outside correspon
dence as represented by the act of reading. The reading scene is the culmi
nation of a series of actions taking place in enclosed spaces and leading up 
to the "dark coolness" of Marcel's room. 

I had stretched out on my bed, with a book, in my room which sheltered, 
tremblingly, its transparent and fragile coolness from the afternoon sun, 
behind the almost closed blinds through which a glimmer of daylight 
had nevertheless managed to pusf? its yellow wings, remaining motion
less between the wood and the gl&ss, in a corner, poised like a butterfly. 
It was hardly light enough to read, and the sensation of the light's splen
dor was given me only by the noise of Camus6 ••• hammering dusty 
crates; resounding in the sonorotts atmosphere that is peculiar to hot 
weather, they seemed to spark toff scarlet stars; and also by the flies 
executing their little concert, the chamber milsic of summer: evocative 
not in the manner of a human tune that, heard perchance during the 
summer, afterwards reminds you, of it but connected to summer by a 
more necessary link: born from beautiful days, resurrecting only when 
they return, containing some of their essence, it does not only awaken 
their image in our memory; it guarantees their return, their actual, per-
sistent, un mediated presence. ' ., . 

The dark coolness of my room related to the full sunlight of the street 
as the shadow relates to the ray o(light, that is to say it was just as 
luminous and it gave my imagination the total spectacle of the summer, 
whereas my senses, if I had been on a walk, could only have enjoyed it 
by fragments; it matched my repose which (thanks to the adventures 
told by my book and stirring my tranquility) supported, like the quiet of 
a motionless hand in the middle of a running brook the shock and the 
motion of a torrent of activity.? . 

For our present purpose, the most striking aspect of this passage is the 
juxtaposition of figural and metafigurallanguage. It contains seductive meta
phors that bring into play a variety of irresistible objects: chamber music, 
butterflies, stars, books, running brooks, etc., and it inscribes these objects 
within dazzling fire- and waterworks of figuration. But the passage also com
ments normatively on the best way to achieve such effects; in this sense, it 
is metafigural: it writes figuratively about figures. It contrasts two ways of 

5. The title of the second section of the first vol· 
ume of Proust's Recherche; It Is the name of the 
small town where Marcel .pent his childhood hol. 
idays at his grandparents' house. 

6. A lervant. 
7. Swann's Way [0 .. c"tfl de chez Swann] (Paris: 
PI"ade, 1954), p. 83 [de Man's note and tran.la· 
tion]. 
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evoking the natural experience of summer and unambiguously states its pref
erence for one of these ways over the other: the "necessary link" that unites 
the buzzing of the flies to the summer makes it a much more effective symbol 
than the tune heard "perchance" during the summer. The preference is 
expressed by means of a distinction that corresponds to the difference 
between metaphor and metonymy, necessity and chance being a legitimate 
way to distinguish between analogy and contiguity. The inference of identity 
and totality that is constitutive of metaphor is lacking in the purely relational 
metonymic contact: an element of truth is involved in taking Achilles for a 
lion but none in taking 1\11-. FordS for a motor car. The passage is about the 
aesthetic superiority of metaphor over metonymy, but this aesthetic claim is 
made by means of categories that are the ontological ground of the meta
physical system that allows for the aesthetic to come into being as a category. 
The metaphor for summer (in this case, the synesthesia9 set off by the "cham
ber music" of the flies) guarantees a presence which, far from being contin
gent. is said to be essential, permanently recurrent and unmediated by 
linguistic representations or figurations. Finally, in the second part of the 
passage, the metaphor of presence not only appears as the ground of cog
nition but as the performance of an action, thus promising the reconciliation 
of the most disruptive of contradictions. By then, the investment in the power 
of metaphor is such that it may seem sacrilegious to put it in question. 

Yet, it takes little perspicacity to show that the text does not practice what 
it preaches. A rhetorical reading of the passage reveals that the figural praxis 
and the metafigural theory do not converge and that the assertion of the 
mastery of metaphor over metonymy owes its persuasive power to the use of 
metonymic structures. I have carried out such an analysis in a somewhat 
more extended context;) at this point, we are more concerned with the results 
than with the procedure. For the metaphysical categories of presence, 
essence, action, truth. and beauty do not remain unaffected by such a read
ing. This would become clear from an inclusive reading of Proust's novel or 
\-,,"ould become even more explicit in a language-conscious philosopher such 
as Nietzsche who, as a philosopher, has to be concerned with the episte
mological consequences of the kind of rhetorical seductions exemplified by 
the Proust passage. It can be shown that the systematic critique of the main 
categories of metaphysics undertaken by Nietzsche in his late work, the--eri
tique of the concepts of causality. of the subject, of identity, of referential 
and revealed truth, etc .. occurs along the same pattern of deconstruction 
that was operative in Proust's text; and it can also be shown that this pattern 
exactly corresponds to Nietzsche's description, in texts that precede TI,e Will 
to Power2 by more than fifteen years, of the structure of the main rhetorical 
tropes. The key to this critique of metaphysics. which is itself a recurrent 
gesture throughout the history of thought, is the rhetorical model of the trope 

8. Henry Ford (1863-1947), American innovator 
of mass production and founder of the Ford Motor 
Compan)·. Achilles: the greatest of the Greek war· 
riOl's who fought at Tray. De Man draws on Jakob· 
son1s seminal distinction of l11etaphor (the 
figurative relation between brave Achilles and a 
lion) and metonymy (the figurative relation 
hetween Ford and one of his cars), 
'I. Rhetorical figure in which one sense is rep· 
,-(· .. ented in terms of another; for example', lIa 

loud tie." 
I. In a later chapter of AIl"llorles of Reading: Fig· 
uraJ Lnnpt1se in Rouueau, Nie'zsche, Rilke, ana 
Proust (1979); this essay was reprinted to serve as 
the book's introduction. 
2. A late work, drawing on fragments from ca. 
1888 (published posthumously In 190 I). For the 
earlier works to which de Man refers, see especially 
"On Truth and Lying In a Non·Moral Sense" 
(1873; abo>-e). 
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or, if one prefers to call it that, literature. It turns ou,~ that in these innocent
looking didactic exercises we are in fact playing for very sizeable stakes. 

It is therefore all the more necessary to knowwhat.ts linguistically involved 
in a rhetorically conscious reading of the type here undertaken on a brief 
fragment from a novel and extended by Nietzsche to the entire text of post
Hellenic thought. Our first examples dealing with the rhetorical questions 
were rhetorizations of grammar, figures generated by syntactical paradigms, 
whereas the Proust example could be better described as a grammatization 
of rhetoric. By passing from a paradigmatic structure based on substitution, 
such as metaphor, to a syntagmatic structure based on contingent associa
tion such as metonymy, the mechanical, repetitive aspect of grammatical 
forms is shown to be operative in a passage that seemed at first sight to 
celebrate the self-willed and autonomous inventiveness of a subject. Figures 
are assumed to be inventions; the products of a highly particularized indi
vidual talent, whereas no one can claim credit for the programmed pattern 
of grammar. Yet, our reading of the Proust passage shows that precisely when 
the highest claims are being made for the unifying power of metaphor; these 
very images rely in fact on the deceptive use of semi-automatic grammatical 
patterns. The deconstruction of metaphor and of all rhetorical patterns such 
as mimesis, paronomasia,3 or personification that use resemblance as a way 
to disguise differences, takes us back to the impersonal precision of grammar 
and of a semiology derived from grammatical patterns. Such a reading puts 
into question a whole series of concepts that underlie the value judgments 
of our critical discourse: the metaphors of primacy, of genetic history, and, 
most notably, of the autonomous power to will of the self. 

There seems to be a difference, then, between what I called therhetori
zation of grammar (as in the rhetorical question) and the grammatization of 
rhetoric, as in the readings of the type sketched out in the passage from 
Proust. The former end up in Indetermination, in a suspended uncertainty 
that was unable to choose between two modes of reading, whereas the latter 
seems to reach a truth, albeit by the negative road of exposing an error, a 
false pretense. After the rhetorical reading of the Proust passage, we can no 
longer believe the assertion made in this passage about the intrinsic, meta
physical superiority of metaphor over metonymy. We seem to end up in a 
mood of negative assurance that is highly productive of critical discourse. 
The further text of Proust's novel, for example, responds perfectly to an 
extended application of this pattern: not only can similar gestures be 
repeated throughout the novel, at all the crucial articulations or all passages 
where large aesthetic and metaphysical claims are being made-the scenes 
of involuntary memory, the workshop of Elstir, the septette ofVinteuil,4 the 
convergence of author and narrator at the end of the novel-but a vast the
matic and semiotic network is revealed that structures the entire narrative 
and that remained invisible to a reader caught in na"ive metaphorical mysti
fication. The whole of literature would respond in similar fashion,- although 
the techniques and the patterns would have to vary considerably, of course, 
from author to author. But there is absolutely no reason why analyses of the 

3. Wordplay, especially a pun. .. 
4. Vlnteuil, a compm;er, Hnd Elstir,· 8. painter, are 

characters in Pro·~st'l.Rech.erch.e. USeptette": a sep
tet, a musical composition for 7 performers. 
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kind here suggested for Proust would not be applicable, with proper modi
fications of technique, to Milton or to Dante or to HOlderlin.· This will in 
fact be the task of literary criticism in the coming years. 

It would seem that we are saying that criticism is the deconstruction of 
literature,. the reduction to the rigors of grammar of rhetorical mystifications. 
And if we hold up Nietzsche as the philosopher of such a critical deconstruc
tion, then the literary critic would become the philosopher's ally in his strug
gle with the poets. Criticism and literature would separate around the 
epistemological axis that distinguishes grammar from rhetoric. It is easy 
enough to see that this apparent glorification of the critic-philosopher in the 
name of truth is in fact a glorification of the poet as the primary source of 
this truth; if truth is the recognition of the systematic character of a certain 
kind of error, then it would be fully dependent on the prior existence of this 
error. Philosophers of science like Bachelard or Wittgenstein6 are notoriously 
dependent on the aberrations of the poets. We are back at our unanswered 
question: does the grammatization of rhetoric end up in negative certainty 
or does it, like the rhetorization of grammar, remain suspended in the igno
rance of its own truth or falsehood? 

Two concluding remarks should suffice to answer the question. First of 
all, it is not true that Proust's text can simply be reduced to the mystified 
assertion (the superiority of metaphor over metonymy) that our reading 
deconstructs. The reading is not "our" reading, since it uses only the lin
guistic elements provided by the text itself; the distinction between author 
and reader is one of the false distinctions that the reading makes evident. 
The deconstruction is not something we have added to the text but it con
stituted the text in the first place. A literary text simultaneously asserts and 
denies the authority of its own rhetorical mode, and by reading the text as 
we did we were only trying to come closer to being as rigorous a reader as 
the author had to be in order to write the sentence in the first place. Poetic 
writing is the most advanced and refined mode of deconstruction; it may 
differ from critical or discursive writing in the economy of its articulation, 
but not in kind. 

But if we recognize the existence of such a moment as constitutive of all 
literary language, we have surreptitiously reintroduced the categories that 
this deconstruction was supposed to eliminate and that have merel1' been 
displaced. We have, for example, displaced the question of the self from the 
referent into the figure of the narrator, who then becomes the signife 7 of 
the passage. It becomes again possible to ask such nai've questions as what 
Proust's, or Marcel's, motives may have been in thus manipulating language: 
was he fooling himself, or was he represented as fooling himself and fooling 
us into believing that fiction and action are as easy to unite, by reading, as 
the passage asserts? The pathos of the entire section, which would have been 
more noticeable if the quotation had been a little more extended, the con
stant vacillation of the narrator between guilt and well-being, invites such 

5. Friedrich HlSlderlin (J 770-1.843), German 
Romantic poet. John Milton (1608-1674), English 
poet whose works Include Paradise Lo . ., (1667). 
DANTE ALlGHIERI (1265-1321), Italian poet, best 
known for the Divine Comedy (I 321). 
6. Ludwig Wittgcnslein (1889-195 J), Austrian-

horn philosopher. Gaston Bachelard (J 884-1 962), 
French philosopher, 
7. Signified (French); a term used by Saussure, 
who divided the sign into the signified (the mean
ing convey .. d) and signlfier (the symbol or slRn Ihat 
conveys thtlt meaning). ' 
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questions. They are absurd questions, of course, since the reconciliation of 
fact and fiction occurs itself as a mere assertion made in a text, and is thus 
productive of more text at the moment when it asserts its decision to escape 
from textual confinement. But even if we free ourselves of all false questions 
of intent and rightfully reduce the narrator to the status of a mere gram
matical pronoun, without which the narrative could not come into being, 
this subject remains endowed with a function that is not grammatical but 
rhetorical, in that it gives voice, so to speak, to a grammatical syntagm. The 
term voice, even when used in a grammatical terminology as when we speak 
of the passive or interrogative voice, is, of course, a metaphor inferring by 
analogy the intent of the subject from the structure of the predicate. In the 
case of the deconstructive discourse that we call literary, or rhetorical, or 
poetic, this creates a distinctive complication illustrated by the Proust pas
sage. The reading revealed a first paradox: the passage valorizes metaphor as 
being the "right" literary figure, but then proceeds to constitute itself by 
means of the epistemologically incompatible figure of metonymy. The critical 
discourse reveals the presence of this delusion and affirms it as the irrevers
ible mode of its truth. It cannot pause there however. For if we then ask the 
obvious and simple next question, whether the rhetorical mode of the text 
in question is that of metaphor or metonymy, it is impossible to give an 
answer. Individual metaphors, such as the chiaroscuroeffect or the butterfly, 
are shown to be subordinate figures in a general clause whose syntax is met
onymic; from this point of view, it seems that the rhetoric is superseded by 
a grammar that deconstructs it. But this metonymic clause has as its subject 
a voice whose relationship to this clause is again metaphorical. The narrator 
who tells us about the impossibility of metaphor is himself, or itself, a meta
phor, the metaphor of a grammatical syn.tagm whose meaning is the denial 
of metaphor stated, by antiphrasis,8 as its priority. And this subject-metaphor 
is, in its turn, open to the kind of deconstruction to the second degree, the 
rhetorical deconstruction of psycholinguistics, in which the more advanced 
investigations of literature are presently engaged, against considerable resis-
tance. " 

We end up therefore, in the case of the rhetorical grammatization of semi
ology, just as in the grammatical rhetorization of illocutionary phrases, in 
the same state of suspended ignorance. Any question about the rhetorical 
mode of a literary text is always a rhetorical question which does not even 
know whether it is really questioning. The resulting pathos is an anxiety (or 
bliss, depending on one's momentary mood or .individual temperament) of 
ignorance, not an anxiety of-reference-as becomes thematically clear in 
Proust's novel when reading is dramatized, in the relationship between Mar
cel and Albertine,9 not as an emotive reaction to what language does, but as 
an emotive reaction to the impossibility of knowing what it might be up to. 
Literature as well as criticism-the difference between them being delu
sive-is condemned (or privileged) to be forever the most rigorous and, con
sequently, the most unreliable language in terms of which man names and 
transforms himself. 

8. Rhetorical device of using words in R sense 
opposite to the generally accepted meaning. 

1973, 1979 

9. Marcel's love interest in the novel. 
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The Return to Philology 

The quarrelsome tone that hangs over the debates on the teaching of liter
ature can often be traced back to the advent of contemporary literary theory. 
This is certainly not surprising. \\1henever new approaches or techniques are 
being advocated, a very understandable iII-humor overcomes those who feel 
they may have to modify or to reconsider well-established pedagogical habits 
that served them well until the most recent troublemakers came along. But 
the polemical response in the case of contemporary theory, and especially 
of some of its aspects. runs deeper. 

It feeds not only on civilized conservatism but on moral indignation. It 
speaks with an anxiety that is not only that of a disturbed tranquility but of 
a disturbed moral conscience. Nor is this mood confined to the opponents 
of theory. Its protagonists, in most cases, are just as nervous. When they 
appear not to be, their self-assurance often seems to be dependent on uto
pian schemes. The well-established rationale for t.he professing of literature 
has come under fire. Small wonder that it chooses to shoot back. 

Ever since the teaching of literature became an autonomous academic 
field (and we are frequently reminded that this is a fairly recent development, 
going back no further than the late nineteenth century) it has justified itself 
as a humanistic and historical discipline, allied to yet distinct from the 
descriptive sciences of philologyl and rhetoric. Its ambitions, however, go 
beyond mere description. It not only has its own national and comparative 
history but, since it deals with a relatively stable canon of specific texts, it 
should be a model for the other historical sciences whose subject matter is 
less clearly defined. Moreover. it has the task of determining the meaning of 
texts and this hermeneutic function establishes its kinship with theology. 

Finally, as a depositor of human experience of considerable variety and 
scope, it gains access to questions of moral philosophy-questions of value 
and of normative judgment. Its technical and descriptive aspects as a science 
of language dovetail with its historical, theological and ethical function. The 
professor of literature has good reasons to feel appeased; his scientific con~ 
science is satisfied by the positive rigor of his linguistic and historical knowl
edge. while his moral. political and (in the extensive sense) religiO'tB 
conscience is assuaged by the application of this knowledge to the under
standing of the world, of society and of the self. The didactics of literature 
could legitimately hope to be exemplary for interdisciplinary humanistic 
studies. Neither is this hope incompatible with literary theory and literary 
cdticism: some forms of theory. especially those which continue a tradition 
of aesthetic speculation that, in the field of English, can be traced back to 
Coleridge.2 fully confirm these expectations. This would be the case for such 
diverse names as those of I. A. Richards, Lionel Trilling, R. P. Blackmur and 
"\orthrop Frye.3 

I. 1 he discipline that studies cullUres through 
hi.torical analyses of their languages. 
2. SA~IL1J;L TAYLOR CQLERIDGE (1772-1834). 
Enf,(lish poet and critic. 
.~. All 20th-century literary critics: Richard. 
, 1 SC) .~- 1979). an English critil' whose works 

include Practical Criticism (1929); Trilling (1905-
1975), a leading New York Intellectual; Blackmur 
(1904-1965), an American New Critic; and FRYE 
(1912-1991), a Canadian associated with arche
typal criticism. 
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It would, however, not be quite the same for William Empson or for Ken
neth Burke,4 or, more recently, for some, predomiri~ntly French, critics and 
philosophers whose work takes into account investigations pursued in the 
field of structural linguistics and who have kindled the ire of their humanistic 
colleagues. Thus, in an influential article published in the Harvard alumni 
bulletin, Harvard Magazine, September-October· 1982, the Distinguished 
Professor of English Literature, Waiter Jackson Bate, author of outstanding 
books on Keats, Samuel Johnson5 and the intellectual history of romanti
cism, denounced the bankruptcy of literary studies. Their increased profes
sionalism and specialization have failed, he claims, to rescue the humanities 
at a time when they are said to be "in the weakest state they ever suffered
bent on a self-destructive course, through a combination of anger, fear and 
purblind defensiveness." In a historical overview that traces the gradual 
decay of literary teaching, Bate sees the increasing concentration on literary 
theory as the main cause for this decline. It culminates in the final catastro
phe of the post-structural era, the invasion of departments of English by 
French influences that advocate "a nihilistic view of literature, of human 
communication, and of life itself." 

The .main culprit, denounced by name,>is Jacques Derrida,6 said to be a 
"puckish Parisian" (he is neither), "who never turns to the really major phi
losophers except to snatch at stale pessiinisms'~. (e.g., Nietzsche7). The 
remark suggests that Professor Bate, a careful scholar·and brilliant teacher, 
has this time confined his sources of information to Newsweek magazine. 

The crisis in the teaching of literature to which Bate alerts us is genuine 
enough. This does not mean, however, that his diagnosis or his remedies are 
valid, even less so since these remedies do not take the form of a reasoned 
discussion but of an appeal to the administrative officers of the universities 
to deny tenure to teachers who concentrate on theory. The question to Bate's 
mind is not even in need of discussion. For all people of good will and good 
sense, the matter has long since been settled once and for all. What is left 
is a matter of law-enforcement rather than a critical debate. One must be 
feeling very threatened indeed to become so aggressively defensive. 

My own awareness of the critical, even subversive, power of literary 
instruction does not stem f';om philosophical allegiances but from a very 
specific teaching experience. In the 1950s, Bate's colleague at Harvard, Reu
ben Brower,8 taught an undergraduate course in General Education entitled 
"The Interpretation of Literature" (better known on the Harvard campus and 
.in the profession at large as HUM 6) in which many graduate students in 
English and Comparative Literature served as teaching assistants. No one 
could be more remote from high-powered French theory than Reuben 
Brower. He wrote books on Shakespeare and on Pope9 that are models of 
sensitive scholarship but not exactly manifestos for critical terrorism. He was 

4. AmerIcan crItic (1897-1993; see above). Emp
son (1906-1984). EnglIsh critic. Both wrote slg· 
nmcant books on rhetorIcal analysIs. 
,. English poet, critic. and lexlcOlrapher (1709-
1784). Oate (1918-1999), AmerlCl8n literary 
.cholsr who wrote book. of crltlcalanalY1lI. a. well 
al Pulitzer Prlze-wlnnlnl blolfllphlee of IOHNSON 
and .Kcatl' the artlde dlsClulled II titled "The Crlsla 
In EnglIsh Literature." John Keall (1795-1821),· 

English Romantic poet. 
6. Algerlan·bom French philosopher and progen
Itor of deconstructlon Cb. 1930; lee below). 
7. FRIEORICH NIETZSCHE (1844-1900), German 
phllolopher. 
8. AmarlClan critic afflllatad with the New Crlt!
clam (1908-1975). 
9. ALEXANDIlR POPB (1688-1744), Engll.h poet. 
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much more interested in Greek and Latin literature than in literary theory. 
The critics he felt closest to, besides Eliot, were Richards and Leavis, I and 
in both of them he was in sympathy with their emphasis on ethics. 

Brower, however, believed in and effectively conveyed what appears to be 
an entirely innocuous and pragmatic precept, founded on Richards's "prac
tical criticism." Students, as they began to write on the writings of others, 
were not to say anything that was not derived from the text they were con
sidering. They were not to make any statements that they could not support 
by a specific use of language that actually occurred in the text. They were 
asked, in other words, to begin by reading texts closely as texts and not to 
move at once into the general context of human experience or history. Much 
more humbly or modestly, they were to start out from the bafflement that 
such singular turns of tone, phrase, and figure were bound to produce in 
readers attentive enough to notice them and honest enough not to hide their 
non-understanding behind the screen of received ideas that often passes, in 
literary instruction, for humanistic knowledge. 

This very simple rule, surprisingly enough, had far-reaching didactic con
sequences. I have never known a course by which students were so trans
formed. Some never saw the point of thus restricting their attention to the 
matter at hand and of concentrating on the way meaning is conveyed rather 
than on the meaning itself. Others, however, caught on very quickly and, 
henceforth, they would never be the same. The papers they handed in at the 
end of the course bore little resemblance to what they produced at the begin
ning. What they lost in generality, they more than made up for in precision 
and in the closer proximity of their writing to the original mode, It did not 
make writing easier for them for they no longer felt free to indulge in any 
thought that came into their head or to paraphrase any idea they happened 
to encounter. The profession is littered with the books that the students of 
Reuben Brower failed to write. Good readers often are spare writers and in 
the present state of literary studies, that is all to the good. 

Here was a course, then, utterly devoid of subversive intentions as well as 
of theoretical objections. The conceptual and terminological apparatus was 
kept to a minimum, with only a few ordinary language terms for rrieta
language.2 The entire stance was certainly not devoid of its own ideological 
and methodological assumptions, yet they managed to remain implicif'lWith
out interfering with the procedures. Reuben Brower had a rare talent, not 
out of respect for the delicacy of language, for keeping things as tidy as a 
philosophical investigation ought to be yet, at the same time, entirely prag
matic. Mere reading, it turns out, prior to any theory, is able to transform 
critical discourse in a manner that would appear deeply subversive to those 
who think of the teaching of literature as a substitute for the teaching of 
theology, ethics, psychology, or intellectual history. Close reading accom
plishes this often in spite of itself because it cannot fail to respond to struc
tures of language which it is the more or less secret aim of literary teaching 
to keep hidden. 

Attention to the philological or rhetorical devices of language is not the 

J. F. R. Leavls (1895-1978), English critic. T. S. 
1-:1.10"1" (J 888-1965). mojor American·born mod-
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same as aesthetic appreciation, although the latter can be a way of access to 
the former. Perhaps the most difficult thing for students and teachers of 
literature to realize is that their appreciation is measured by the analytical 
rigor of their own discourse about literature, a criterion that is not primarily 
or exclusively aesthetic. Yet it separates the ~heep from the goats, the con
sumers from the professors of literature, the chit-chat of evaluation from 
actual perception. 

The personal experience of Reuben Brower's Humanities 6 was not so 
different from the impact of theory on the teaching of literature over the 
past ten or fifteen years. The motives may have been more revolutionary and 
the terminology was certainly more intimidating. But, in practice, the turn 
to theory occurred as a return to philology, to an examination of the structure 
of language prior to the meaning it produces. This is so even among the most 
controversial French theoreticians. Foucaules first major book, Les mats et 
les choses,3 as its title indicates, has to do with the referential relationship 
between language and reality, but it approaches the question not in terms 
of philosophical speculation but, much more pragmatically, as it appears in 
the methodological innovations of social scientists and philologists. Whereas 
Derrida's starting point, though more traditionally "philosophical" in appear
ance, stresses the empirical powers of language over those of intuition and 
knowledge. His critique of phenomenology in the name of linguistics, by way 
of Husserl and Saussure,4 bears this outrEven in the case of Nietzsche, a 
frequent point of reference for all these writers, the accent falls on Nietzsche 
the philologist rather than Nietzsche the existential nihilist. 

Why, then, the cries of doom and the appeals to mobilization against a 
common enemy? It appears that the return to philology, whether it occurs 
casually or as a consequence of highly self-conscious, philosophical muta
tions, upsets the taken-for-granted assumptions with which the profession 
of literature has been operating. As a result, the attribution of a reliable, or 
even exemplary, cognitive and, by extension, ethical function to literature 
indeed becomes much more difficult. But this is a recurrent philosophical 
quandary that has never been resolved. The.> latest version of the question, 
which still determines our present-day convictions about the aims of litera
ture, goes back to the rise of aesthetics as an independent discipline in the 
later half of the eighteenth century. The link between literature (as art), 
epistemology, and ethics is the burden of aesthetic theory at least since 
Kant. 5 It is because we teach literature as an aesthetic function that we can 
move so easily from literature to its apparent prolongations in the spheres of 
self-knowledge, of religion, and of politics. 

In its origin and its development, aesthetics has been the province of phi
losophers of nature and of the self rather than of philosophers of language. 
Neither has aesthetic theory succeeded in its admirable ambition to unite 
cognition, desire and morality in one single synthetic judgment. Professor 
Bate, in the article mentioned before, asserts as a matter of course that it 

3. Words and Tltlngs (1966), translated as TIt" 
Order of Tltlngs (1970), an Influential book by the 
French philosopher and historian of Ideas MICHEL 
FOUCAULT (1926-1984). 
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suffices to "turn to Kant" to lay to rest a linguistically motivated scepticism 
like that of David Hume,6 He echoes a generally admitted position among 
professors of literature rather than among professors of philosophy, 

Whether a reading of TIte Ct"itique of Judgment, as distinct from its sim
plified versions in Schiller' and his offspring, would confirm this assertion 
certainly stands in need of careful examination, Contemporary literary theory 
has started this long overdue process, 

Literary theory raises the unavoidable question whether aesthetic values 
can be compatible with the linguistic structures that make up the entities 
from which these values are derived, Such questions never ceased to haunt 
the consciousness of writers and philosophers, They come to the fore in the 
ambivalent rejection of rhetoric at the very moment that it was being used 
and refined as never before, or in the assimilation of the considerable aes
thetic charge emanating from rhetorical tropes to the aesthetic neutrality of 
grammar, It is by no means an established fact that aesthetic values and 
linguistic structures are incompatible, What is established is that their com
patibility, or lack of it, has to remain an open question and that the manner 
in which the teaching of literature, since its beginning in the later nineteenth 
century, has foreclosed the question is unsound, even if motivated by the 
best of intentions, \Vhat also ought to be (but is not) established is that the 
professing of literature ought to take place under·the aegis of this question, 

From a purely methodological point of view, this would not be difficult to 
achieve, It would invoke a change by which literature, instead of being 
taught only as a historical and humanistic subject, should be taught as a 
rhetoric and a poetics prior to being taught as a hermeneutics and a history, 
The institutional resistances to such a move, however, are probably insur
mountable, For one thing, it changes departments of English from being 
large organizations in the service of everything except their own subject mat
ter into much smaller units, dedicated to the professional specialization that 
Professor Bate deplores, It also requires a change in the rationale for the 
teaching of literature, away from standards of cultural excellence that, in the 
last analysis, are always based on some form of religious faith, to a principle 
of disbelief that is not so much scientific as it is critical, in the full philo
sophical sense of the term, One sees easily enough why such changes are 
not likely to occur, ~. 

Yet. with the critical cat now so far out of the bag that one can no longer 
ignore its existence, those who refuse the crime of theoretical ruthlessness 
can no longer hope to gain a good conscience. Neither, of course, can the 
theorists-but, then, they never laid claim to it in the first place. 

6. Scottish philosopher and historian Cl 711-
1776; see above). 
7. ~B1EDRICH VON SCHII..LER (1759-1805), 

1982 

German playwright and poet whose most influen
tial work In aesthetics I. On Naive and Sentimental 
Poetry (J 795-96). 
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IRVING HOWE 
1920-1993 

C.oticism at its best, Irving Howe observed, is a "personal art" in which "the power 
of insight counts far more than allegiance to a critical theory or position .... No 
method can give the critic what he needs most: knowledge~ disinterestedness, love, 
insight, style." These words illuminate Howe's conception of his ,c.otical approach
perhaps accurately conveying more a tone or a style--especially the personal, inde
pendent slant on literature and politics that he sought to maintain. But they may 
puzzle present-day readers, who typically see him as a key member of a group: the 
"New York Intellectuals," who eJ(ercised much authority and influence in literary and 
cultural life from the 19305 into the 19605. 

Anumber of critics centered in New York City in the 1930s aimed to be men ofletters 
on the model of EDMUND WILSON-active; engaged intellectuals w.ritingabout and bat
tling over ideas, political positions, and modernism in literature and the arts. Nearly all 
were in fact men, and most were secularized JeWs; they challenged the formalist,text
centered theory and practice of the emerging New Criticism and, in their politics, 
embraced Marxism but rejected the Soviet' Union and assailed those in the United 
States and abroad who defended or excused Joseph Stalin's murderous policies. The 
first gerieration included the literary c.otic and editor PhilipRahv, the critic and essayist 
Lionel Trilling, the politicaljtJUrnalist and editor Dwight Macdonald, and the art critics 
Meyer Schapiro, Clement Greenberg, and Harold Rosenbetg; the second included 
Howe, the critic and memoirist Alfred J(azin, the poet-critic Delmore Schwartz; and the 
novelist Saul Bellow., Combative, ambitic;JUs, cocky, keenly aware of one another's work 
and influence, proud of being part of an jntelligentsia but .fiercely deterrrtined to take 
radical risks imd be brashly provocative In argument, the New York Inte~lectuals were, 
iri Rosenberg's witty phrase, a "herd ofindependent minds.;' " , ' 

By the 1950s, few of the New Yotk Intellectuals were Marxists any longer; 'some 
viewed themselves as democratic socialists 01' liberal humanists or cosmopolitan intel
lectuals, while still others in later years grew increasingly conservative on cultural 
arid political issues. The literary criticism of.the best of the New'York Intellectuals, 
especially that of Rahv (e.g., the collection Literature and the Sixth Sense, '1969) and 
Trilling (e.g., The Liberal Imagination, 1950) remains stimulating. Yet even this work 
has come to seem dated, for it dramatizes the need that many once felt for a sharp, 
self-aware integration of literary agd;political commentary. Now, after the cold war 
has ended, many younger readers find much of the writing by the New York Intellec
tuals hard to understand; its fighting tone, edgy rhythms, and political contexts and 
cultural references are far from their reality. ' 

In his intellectual autobiography, A Margin of Hope (I982), Howe describes the 
nature of the energized, coiitentious work of these authors and itsrelatioriship 'to 
their lives as Jewish Americans: ' 

The New York writers developed a style of brilliance, and a style of brilliance is 
often hard to bear. At its best this style represented a certain view of the intellec
tuallife: the free-lance dash, peacock strut, knockout syntheSis., It celebrated the 
idea of the intellectual as antispecialist, the writer whose specially is not to have 
one. It cerebrated the writer as roamer among theories, as dilettante connoisseur, 
as lujtmensch [i.e., impractical visionary] of the mind .... Our partial assimila
tion-roots loosed in Jewish soil but still not torn out, roots lowered into Ameri
can soil but still not fixed-gave us a seeminglyendle,ss range of possibilities. 

That sense of possibilities 'led them to embrace radicalism in both politics and 
modern literature. The New York Intellectuals, particularly at the outset, combined 
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dedication to the Marxist-socialist tradition with an intense response to European 
writers, philosophers, and theorists (in particular, Dostoyevsky, NIETZSCHE, FREUD) 
and to avant-garde authors such as T. S. ELIOT, William Butler Yeats, James Joyce, 
and William Faulkner. They took their stand on the political Left even as they pro
moted and wrote brilliantly about modernist authors whose explicit politics were con
servative, reactionary, or (in the extreme case of Ezra Pound, author of anti-Semitic, 
pro-Fascist diatribes) far worse. An author, as Rahv wrote of Dostoyevsky, could cre
ate art "reactionary in its abstract content" but "radical in sensibility and subversive 
in performance." 

Howe was born in New York City, the son of immigrant Jews from Ukraine. By his 
early teens, he was already immersed In the tempestuous world of New York radical 
politics as a staunch anti-Stalinist. Howe received his undergraduate degree in 1940 
from the City College of New York, attended graduate school for eighteen months, 
and then, in 1942, entered the U.S. Army. When the war ended he returned to New 
York, quickly becoming an incisive critic and journalist writing about politics. society, 
and literature. His essays appeared in prominent journals and magazines of opinion, 
especially the Partisan Review, Commentary, and the Nation. 

Though an anti-Communist, Howe stayed loyal to the ideas and ideals of Marxism. 
As he explained in 1952, "Marxism seems to me the best available method for under
standing and making history. Even as its most dogmatic, it proposes a more realistic 
theory of society than the currently popular liberalism." In ] 954 he and LewisCoser, 
bucking the tide of conservatism in American politics and intellectual life, founded 
the radical quarterly Dissent to reexamine the history of socialism and Marxism. Dis
sent still publishes the work of many importarit leftist literary critics, philosophers, 
and social scientists from the United States and around the world.' Howe's political 
writings in his books and in Dissent proved highly controversial, especially during the 
1960s and 1970s, when he wrangled bitterly with leaders of the New Left and popular 
protest movements. Though sharing many of their goals-he was an early opponent 
of the Vietnam War, for example-he accused the protesters of moral and political 
extremism that betrayed the values of socialism and democracy. 

Howe later expressed some regret for the hostile tone of these polemics. His posi
tions and, as he conceded, the anger 'In his voice explain in plirt why Howe, though 
still productive, was not an important critic . for most younger literary scholars and 
critics during the ] 9705 and 1980s. By the later stages of his career he ·was viewed 
less as an independent intellectual than as a member of the establishment. His c1'ahns 
to be sympathetic w radical, exploratory ideas were viewed with suspicion, for hewas 
dubious about (or else simply uninterested in) feminism, questioned changes in the 
canon and the curriculum, balked at new developments in literary theory, and ~-ked 
postmodern literature. Indeed, like other New York Intellectuals, Howe had In most 
regards joined the establishment. He held academic appointments at Brandeis Uni
versity (1953-61), Stanford University (1961-63), and, beginning in 1963, at the 
City University of New York, where he was awarded the rank of distinguished pro
fessor. He received grants and fellowships and won many honors for his work; he 
published in the best periodicals; he lectured extensively; and he was the author of a 
best-seller, World of Our Fathers (1976), a richly detailed history of the immigrant 
Jews' journey to and life in America from the 1880s to 1970s. 

Howe realized the complexity of his position as a redoubtable critic of the very 
system that was bestowing privileges on him; to him it indicated a challenge that 
modern intellectuals in general faced and would be obliged to articulate. In several 
of his essays, he presented ironic accounts of the ways in 'which capitalism soothes 
the alienated consciousness and manages to absorb even its most stringent critics 
and outsiders. He regarded the university as part of this process of co-option and 
cmbourgeoisement: the specialization that it fostered seemed a trap, shutting one 
away from larger audiences. 8ut his own work kept its independence. Its great merit 
lies in Howe's sustained effort to respect the autonomy of literature as an art and yet 
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delineate how it is embedded in history. He defined his own prinCiples cogently: "The 
most glorious vision of the intellectual life is that which is loosely called humanist: 
the idea of a mind committed yet dispassionate, ready to stand alone, curious, eager, 
skeptical. The banner of critical independence, ragged and tom though it may be, is 
still the best we have" ("This Age of Conformity," 1954). 

In this humanist engagement with literature, culture, and politics-a politics of 
the Left-Howe differs from the New Critics (see JdHN CROWE RANSOM and CLEANTH 
BROOKS), his contemporaries; in Howe's judgment, too often in their work literary 
texts appear cut off from political, historical, and other contexts. As he notes in A 
Margin of Hope, their analysis "tended to blunt [the] edge of insurgency" of such 
movements as modernism. Moreover, the New Critics failed to reflect on their own 
conservative religious and political views, and on how· their critical writing and ped
agogy promoted such views. Because they "encouraged a preference for the static," 
they dismissed "that radicalism of voice which forms a major strand within European 
and American modernism." Howe's commitment to· the dialectical relationship 
between literature and history separates him from later New Historicists and propo
nents of "cultural studies" as well (see STEPHEN GREENBLATI and STUART HALL). For 
these later critics, literature dissolves as a category and becomes woven into "dis
course" or "textuality"; hence it no longer inhabits the distinctive place as an art that 
Howe preserved for it. 

In "History and the Novel" (1990), our selection~ Howe returns to an issue he had 
treated before-the various, tangled relations between literature and history. As 
always, he is deeply interested in the power of the novel as a literary form to incor
porate history, to delve into the realities of social cri,sis and strife, while capturing our 
attention as a discrete fictional .work of art. Aml as always, part of the pleasure of 
reading Howe comes from his brilliant throwaw'iy ideas (for example, his striking 
observation that the novel inevitably both represents historical realities and criticizes 
dominant values, whatever an author's intentions). From one vantage point, Howe is 
an old-fashioned believer in the novel's capacity t.o seduce us into its world, where 
we lose ourselves in the experience of reading. But Howe has no interest in limiting 
his discussion to these terms. We can, he suggests, distinguish between what is inside 
and outside a text, but in fact we know that this distinction, however useful, is mis
leading: the intersections between a novel and· history, art.and ideology, do not sup
port it. He points out the virtual impossibility of "sep~rat[ing] ideological sentiments 
from literary judgments, for [we] read as whole per$ol}s, with a tush of feeling and 
idea that Is stronger than any recognition of the book's local verisimilitude." 

Some readers may find this essay confusing or even contradictory in its love of the 
special pleasures that literature provides, on the one hand, and in its attentiveness to 
the saturation of literary texts in politics and history, on the other. But Howe's claims 
become clearer when one becomes attuned to his dialectical style and remembers the 
positions he is arguing against. He resists both formalist approaches that cordon off 
literature from history and cultural approaches that overpoliticize literature and 
thereby reduce great writers into exponents of an ideology with which we simply agree 
or disagree. 

At the end, Howe's inquiry into literature and history takes an elegiac turn, when 
he notes how the passage of time affects our responses to the history depicted in 
novels. In the case of Mansfield Park, for example, present-day,readers are rightly 
troubled by passing references to slaveholding and colonialism, which loomed less 
significantly for Jane Austen's contemporary audience. For writers of the modern 
period, Howe adds, we encounter a different problem: novelists such as Ernest 
Hemingway, Ignazio Silone, and Arthur Koestler describe historical periods and 
address cultural and political issues that no longer resonate with most younger read
ers. As Howe concedes, the obvious remedy for a lack of historical knowledge is to 
learn as much as we can about the period in which an author wrote and set the text. 
But, he acknowledges, even a "historical imagination" is not enough, for we will still 
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be unable to read the text with the "direct, spontaneous response" enjoyed by earlier 
generations. 

The thrilling radical immediacy of modernism in the arts, the shocks and con
troversies of the cold war-for Howe these remained vivid, but not so for his students, 
whose lives were bound up with a different history and set of relationships to poli
tics and literature. The passage of time has likewise diminished the political 
force of Howe's work. yet his literary criticism remains sharp and bracing. bear
ing witness to the depth of his commitment to the enduring value of the literary 
imagination. 
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Howe was extraordinarily productive, the author or editor of nearly fifty books. He 
wrote a critical biography of Sherwood Anderson (I 951); monographs on WilIiam 
Faulkner (1952, rev. and expanded 1962, 1975) and Thomas Hardy (I967); a pro
vocative study, Politics and the Novel (1957), which includes acute appraisals of Sten
dhal. Dostoyevsky, Com'ad, Turgenev, James, and others; and The American Newness 
(1986), a survey of culture and politics in the age of Emerson. Hawthorne, and Tho
reau. \Vith Lewis Coser. he wrote a history of the American Communist Party (1957); 
he also wrote a study of Leon Trotsky (1978) and a history of socialism in America 
(1985). 

Howe published a number of collections of his essays and reviews, including A 
World More Attractit'e (1963), Steady Work (1966), Decline of the New (1970), and 
Tlte Critical Point (1973). His valuable work on Yiddish literature and culture 
included, with Eliezer Greenberg, A Treasury of Yiddish Poetry (1969), Voices from 
tile }"iddish: Essays, Memoirs, Diaries (1972), and Ashes out of Hope: Fiction by SotJiet
Yiddish Writers (1977); and. with Ruth R. Wisse and Khone Shmeruk, TIJe Penguin 
Book of Modern Hddisl, Verse (1987). See also two collections of Howe's essays and 
reviews: Selected lVritings, 1950-1990 (1990) and A Critic's Notebook, edited by 
l"icholas Howe (1994). He presented his intellectual autobiography in A Margin of 
Hope (1982). 

For a cogent critical assessment of Howe, consult the entry by Mark Krupnick in 
iHodern American Critics Since 1955, vo!. 67 (ed. Gregory S. Jay, 1988), in the Gale 
Dictionary of Literary Biography series. Edward Alexander, Irving Howe-Socialist, 
Critic, Jew (1988), is an excellent intellectual biography. Illuminating background 
and commentary on Howe and the New York Intellectuals are provided by Grant 
\Vebster, The Republic of Letters (1979); WilIiam Barrett, The Truants (1982); Alex
ander Bloom, Prodigal Sons: TIJe New l'ork Intellectuals and Their World (198~); 
,\ian M. Wald, The New Y01·k Intellectuals: The Rise and Decline of the Anti-StaTlftist 
Left fronl tlJe 1930s to t/1e 19805 (I987); Neil Jumonville, Critical CrOSSings: TIle 
New York Intellectuals in Postwar America (1991); Hugh Wilford, TIJe New York 
Tlltellectuals: From Vanguard to Institution (1995); and Harvey M. Teres, Renewing 
lIte Left: Politics, Imagination. and the New York Intellectuals (1996). A broader 
historical perspective is offered in Thomas Bender, New York Intellect: A History of 
111tellectual Life in Nett, Yorl~ Cit)', From 1750 to the Beginnings of Our Own Time 
( 1987). 

History and the Novel 

1. 

Defoe's Moll Flanders fears that she will sink into London's depths; Balzac's 
Lucien races toward fame and fortune; Dostoyevsky's Raskolnikov murders 
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at ,least partly for money; Joyce's ,Bloom 1 sells advertisements for a ·newspa
per. Except for Moll, these fictional characters also cherish high motives and 
grand'delusions, yet they are constrained by commonplace necessity.··They 
must find away to earn a liVing; they are 'pressed by circul1:uita:nces quite ~s 
mOSt ohis are in reality. No siJchpressuies, however', beset Aeneas','Trlstan, 
or'Paustz:"":"rtot e\ienthe m'bst' Iitei-al~tiiinaed reader cah ever havew6rtied 
aboUttheirHnances. '" . .". ' . . " . 
'in th~ novel ther~'is no "once up~;' a"thne ... " Ther~ isi..~~don' :jpth~ 
1840s, Moscow in the 1950s. The clock rules; place helps determine psychic 
formation; characters reach identity through social role. In the novel a com
plex of circumstances often emerges as a "slice" of time across the passage 
of history, since art ilIusiortof historical stoppage is essential for that "thick
ness" of speCification at which Ihany'novels aiili: Ch,cago as' it looked upon 
Sister Catiie's. arrival, Paris seen through the eyes of Swarin.3 . . 

But the'illusion of historical stoppage Ihusdllso. b~li~ked'to an iIIusibn of 
his~orical flow. How ihis is done 'we hardly ko\\', i~ fs .s. secret orlieqius. A 
fictional "world," say, Faulkn~r's Yoknapat~Wpha Goun~y,~ j~, pOf~ra.ye'd; at 
more~or-Iess stationary points, yet the very act .of so :conceiVil}g it. promotes 
the illusion of historical motion, somewhat the way a series of stills can result 
in a. moVing picture; Social circumstance melts into historical process. 

H. "' ':. ." 

Novel~sts Write on ;the tacit 'pte'mise . of' the' s~lf-sufficiertcy of hi~t~i'y,' the 
i::i>~mic solita~iness hf'lrla:nkihd. Beneath fith~v~fi's dirtdifferent blue'" we '~re 
now" freed. froin.:the· dec,tees, of . ~ny . exte~tir~ill, : ~s : ~h~, 8I.C)~ <>f fait~' is 
replaced by, thci1 har~Jigh~.ofca4sality.,::, ..... ': ,:', . ,.: .:, 

It was deism6 that taught us to 'accept the pain of historicity. ~y,gral}ting 
God powers ofjnitia~ion al}d th~J1 putting: him. to sleep forever, :d~isll) f.reed 
the.mind from the puZzle of origins and cleared the way for historical con
sciousness. Without such: a tacit, premise{' the novel could not have gotten 
very far,since·it really has,noI'ddm for'awiU superior tonalurallaw. Trite; 
great nbvelsha'Ve been Wiitteh by -devout Christians, but as writets'theywere 
somethin'g more or less than devout Chti~tians~ '.;'.'; •.. '. . 

In wrenching free from the' duaHsms of Christlanity;mbde~h,!i0veHsts 
improVised historical dualism~ .. of, their 9.~h·. Soon af~er.th:eEnUght~l'lipeht, 
the problem confronting the n(lvelistic imagination was not ordy dIe gloom 

i: Bloo~ i .• the ~ntlhero of V'r.~~ h 922), by 
Jame. }oyce (1892-1941). Mol Flande .. : title 
character In a plcareaque.novel.(1722) by Daniel 
Defoe (1660-17~ 1). LUclen: a· character In !.Me 
IlluSIons (1837-43),'B novel by Honort! 'de Balzac 
(1799-1850). R •• kolnlkoy: the central character 
In Cn,", AII4I Pt'"Is"_"' (1866), by Fyador 001-
toyevtky (1821-1881). 
2. In German legend, a magician and alehemllt 
who sells hlsloul to,the devil In exchange for power 
and knowledge; allo the protagon lit In .e~ralllt
erary works, Including FAust (1808,' 1832).by 
Johann Wolfgang YOn Goethe. Aeneas: the Trojan 
hero of VlrgiJ's epic poem, the Aeneld (19 D.C.E.). 
Trlstan: In Arthurlan legend, a knight who falls In 
love with the Irish princess Iseult; this story pro~ , 
Vided th~ basis of the ope .. Tristdw ~ '·lSolcLi 
(1865), by Richard Wagner. 

~, ,Charles Swa~n,'8 I~adlng c.j,arac~er·l;' R~-
· b ...... c,; 'DITkI..,," Pat (1913-27)jby Mareel Proust 
· OS·71-f922). Slater Came: ,title character of a 
natllral,atlc novel (J 9()0) by Theodore Orelser 
(11171-1945). . '. 
4. The fletlonalset"nll" Mlllllllppl for 14 "ovel. 
and many .hort Itorl" by WlIUam Faulkner 
(1897-1962). 
5. A ph,.le from "Sunday Momlnl" (1923), by 
the American poet Wallace Steven •• 
6. 'The belief, which gained force In the 18th een· 
'turyrthat God created the unIverse but remains 
separate or distant from It, permittIng all creations 
to govern themselves through natural laws. Deism 
rejects the supernatural doctrines of ChristianIty, 
such as belief In divine revelation In.the Bible, and 

· emphasizes the Importance of ..eas"';' and ethical 
conduct •. '!" 
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of being distanced from heaven; it was also the pain of estrangement from a 
society taken to be at least as indifferent to men and women as the cosmos 
was now recognized to be. In many nineteenth-century novels, society figures 
as more than the sum of its members. It takes on what we call "a life of its 
own," and that life· is not ours, certainly not the portion of life that we cherish 
most. Society· now hovers over mankind like a (:rushing weight, sometimes 
with a willfo.l malevolence. It's notable that conflicting visions of society bear 
a curious similarity to conflicting visions of God-and,: for that matter, of 
God's disappearance. Remove the idea of a wrathful or a loving God; and 
the distance froD) a neutral to a malevolent cosmos is not very great. Remove 
the idea of a naturally ordained social hierarchy, and the distance from a 
neutral to a malevolent social order is even smaller. 

Ill. 

A parallel development can be noticed, I think, with regard to the idea of 
the self. As a historically liberating hypothesis advanced during the Enlight
enment and the age of Romanticism, the self becomes a shadow of our public 
lives, created within the modern historical moment while often turning upon 
it as a critical adversary. The self comes to be treasured as a· reserve of 
consciousness, a resource beyond the press of social forms. The child of 
history. it erects a defense against the assaults of history. The very assump
tion that we· can locate a psychic presence that we ,call the self, or that it is 
useful to suppose such a presence exists, implies a separation of inner being 
from outer behavior-what might be called the dualism of the person. 

With time, the notion of the self becomes frayed, breaking into fragments 
of dissociation and estrangement. In Beckett's7 ;Dovels and plays·it ends as a 
state of nullity, the self erased or reduced. to waiting. Perhaps it's a simpli
fication' to see the history of the novel-.or historical consCiousness working 
through the- novel-as a two-sided 'confrontation with demons 'of estrange
ment: those· that bear down from· without and those· that surge up from 
within. With Kafka,8 this distinction collapses; .. 

IV. -r. . 

The historicity of the novel, wrote Georg Lukacs,9 is shown in its "derivation 
of the individuality of characters from the historical peculiarities of their 
age." Versions of morality, styles of sexual behavior,:tokensof psychic anxi
ety: such elements of fictional characterization are shaped by the moment 
of composition as well as by the individual sensibility that conforms to, or 
rebels against, that moment. George Eliot's Dorothea l strains toward a 
"heroic" surmounting of circumstance. but not only does circumstance limit 
her choice of vocation. the very notion she holds of what a heroic aspiration 
should be is itself flattened out by the circumstances of her life. By now 
Turgenev's Bazarov2 may represent the generic figure of the thwarted rebel. 

7. SamueIBeckett( 1 906-1 989), Irish-born writer, 
best known for his play WaitingJOr Godot (1952). 
11. Franz Kafka ( 1 883-1924), Austrian writer born 
in Prague; his fictions often mattcr-of-fuctly pre
sent grotesque unreality in a puintless world. 
9. GY(')RGY LUKACS (1885-1971), Hungarian 

Marxist philosopher and literary crItic, author of 
1lul Historical N0V61 (1955). 
I. The central character in the novel MiJdlemarch 
(1871-72), by George Eliot (1819-1880). 
2. Character in Fathe ... and So ... (1862), by the 
Russian novelistlvlin Turgenev (1818-11183). 
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but to gain this status he had first to be deployed as a narrow-minded posi
tivist of a kind that flourished in mid-nineteerith-century Russia. Nor are 
they ready-made characters "placed" against a giveh or fixed historical back
ground; they emerge out of the writer's historical awareness, out of a sense 
of a lived moment. The characters come, so to say, from the writer-in-history. 

But only out of historical awareness? Of,course not. Individual natures, 
visions, idiosyncrasies all play a part. Only as a convenience of discourse can 
we distinguish the historical from the individual. Still, the novel rests on the 
assumption that man is a consequence of himself, the outcome of a self
initiated activity over stretches of time. And woman, too. The novel thereby 
refuses, or at least minimizes the claims of, a belief in unalterable human 
nature. 

Ortega y Gasset,3 in a famous sentence, remarks that "man has no nature; 
whlit he has is ... a history." This is a powerful overstatement. Even if man 
has only a history, there are constants ahd continuities within that history 
that might well come, in their accumulation, to be something like a fixed 
nature. In the absence of such constants and continuities, we would be 
unable to make out fictional characters with any degree of intelligibility. So 
it might be better to say: man has no unchanging nature; what his nature 
does have is ... a history. And in most or much fiction, such an assumption 
prevails. 

Most novelists, I'm sure, never bothered theif- heads about this, but felt 
their way empirically, sentence by sentencetC)character by character. But 
what about those who did hold to an idea of immutable human nature? We 
can-only speculate. Insofar as novelists like Fielding4 held to a classical view 
of a fixed human nature, this had to make itself felt, of course, in their work, 
and many novels bear the imprint of worldvlews inherited from both classical 
Christianity and earlier literary genres (TomJones, for instance). Yet the fact 
that a 'novelist deliberately and frequently wrote out of a conscioiIs belief in 
immutable human traits-especially useful, by the way, in comedy, where it 
allows a stable repertoire of habit-does not at all mean that his work is 
untouched by the signs of history. Again, Tom Jones: Fielding's organizing 
conception of human nature may be suprahistorical, but his treatment of 
Squire Western and Lady Bellaston5 reflects an acute historical conscious
ness. Fielding may see them as universal types, and so they are, but we also 
see them as peculiarly situated in a specific moment of English life. Even 
what a writer like Fielding takes to be an immutable human trait may itself 
be marked by historical mutability. 

v. 
One of the things we expect from novels is that they answer the question 
put by Trollope's title How We Live Now. 6 Daily existence, with its scatter of 
contingencies and exhaustion of energies, preoccupies not only the realists; 
it absorbs even novelists like Proust who reach toward philosophical scope, 

3. Jos4! Ortega y Gasset (l883~1955). Spanish 
philosopher and essayist. The quotation is from 
Toward" Philosophy of History (1941). 
4. Henry Fielding (1707-1754), English writer 
whose works Include the novel To ... }ones (1749). 
5. A fashionable lady, one of Tom Jones's para-

mours. Squire Western: the Tory father of Sophla, 
Tom's beloved. 
6. A novel by the English writer Anthony Trollope 
(1815-1882), correctly titled The Way We Li"" 
Naw (1875). 
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or those like Lawrence7 who search for deeper grounds of existence. And 
also a writer like Beckett, whose bubbling nausea has a source in dailiness. 

Still, we ought not to think of history as a tyrant imposing itself, as if from 
necessity, upon every novel within reach. As history seeps into the novel, it 
becomes transformed into something else, into what might be called history
in-the-novel. Nor does history make itself felt simply as a reproduction of 
the familiar world. For many acceptable novels a sort of moderate mimesis 
is sufficient, the kind about which we say, "Well, it gives a pretty faithful 
picture of life in Oklahoma during the Depression years."8 Still, as modern 
l-eaders we have come to expect more. Accurate representation seems no 
longer enough, if only because journalism claims-or pretends-to offer as 
much_ At least since the late nineteenth century we have imposed an enor
mous cultural burden upon the novel, coming to think of it as an agency of 
moral criticism, and more remarkably as a creator of values. How We Live 
becomes How Should \;Ve Lil'e?-and then, Can We Live? 

During its two greatest periods-the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries-the novel maintained a deeply critical relation, even a subversive 
relation, to the social milieu in which it thrived. (Is literature "ungrateful," 
does it bite the hand that feeds it? Perhaps so; but that hand needs an 
occasional sharp bite, and anyway it does many other things than feed.) What 
gets "swept" into the novel are not just depictions of how we live now; it also 
draws upon the line of critical thought, the fund of literary allusions, the play 
of street sentiment, and sometimes the ideology of revolt. Look, even, at the 
work of such unrebellious novelists as Thackeray9 and Trollope, and you will 
see that there is more in it than acquiescence to standard Victorian precepts. 
There is also a subterranean critical ferment, sometimes beyond the writer's 
intention. Once past the sorts of novels written for amusement or shock, a 
representation of life can rarely be separated from a criticism of values. 

Is this true only for the modern epoch, so ruthless in its self-perceptions? 
I think not. Something about mimesis, the effort honestly to evoke a portion 
of shared experience, seems to mandate criticism. And probably there is no 
such thing as a mere record or "slice" of life, since all representations imply 
perspective and perspective entails criticism, though not necessarily of a type 
to satisfy critics of a particular kind or moment. 

.-,r. 

VI. 

'''hen you read a novel with a strong political-historical slant, you are faced 
with the delicate problem of balancing social rhetoric and imaginative rep
resentation. In certain nO'vels by Dostoyevsky, Stendhal, and Conrad, the 
two can hardly be separated, so that there follows among critics, as ]oseph 
Frank' remarks, "quarrels over the validity of the images of social life created 
bv novelists." Works like The Possessed, The Red and the Black, and Nos
t,:omo2 stir deep passions, which make a pure or disinterested literary judg
ment very hard. 

~. D. H. Lawrence (J885-1930). Engli.hnovelist 
and poet. 
H. An allusion to The Grapes of Ihatk (1939). a 
novel by John Steinbeck. 
9. \Villiam Makepeace Thackeray (1811-1863). 
E Ilglish novelist and satirist. 

I. Literary critic and scholar (b. 1918), author of 
a much-admired biography of Dostoyevsky. 
2. Novel (1904) by Joseph Conrad (1857-1924). 
TI,e Possessed (1871-72), novel by Dostoyevsky. 
TI,e Red and the Black (1830), novel by Stendhal 
(l783-1842), 
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In an essay about The Possessed, Frank draws upon an extensive knowledge 
of Russian culture to argue against critics like PhiJip··Rahv~and me, who 
greatly admire Dostoyevsky's novel, recognize that it scores some hits against 
leftist dogmatism; and still believe .that its attack upon Russian radicalism 
constitutes, on the whole, a historical distortion. Frank argues that Dosto
yevsky "does not transgress the bounds of verisimilitude" in The' Possessed; it 
foHows closely the career of the infamous Nechaev,4 the nineteenth-century 
Russian adventurer-revolutionary of iron wiH and terrorist deceit~ Dostoyev
sky, continues Frank: 

has been. charged with giVing a ini~leading picture ... of the Russian 
radical ,movement asa whole. Nechaev::was incontestably an isolated 
phenomenon among th~ radical groups of the 1860s, and his systematic 
Machiaveliianism' was' alien to the other major organizations of the rad
ical inteHigentsia .... In point of fact ... Dostoyevsky never tried to give 
any other impression. . . 

One critic's "point of fact," however, may dash with another's "impres
sion." I would argue that'bythepbpulating his radical group with· scoundrels 
and buffoons, and by employing a stYle of searing ridicule in' his treatment 
of them (laced though it is with 'a subterranean feeling of kinship), Dosto
yevsky had to leave another "impression." He was after bigger game than just 
the little Nechaev group. He was intent upon the ·showing that the murder
ous buffoonery,. the "systematic Machiavellianism" of PeterNerkhovensky 
(the fictional double' of Nechaev), is inherentin or a logical extension of the 
more hu.mane and rational brands of. radicalism. He wanted. the part to be 
seen as representing the whole. . , " 

If, as Frank writes j Dostoyevsky acknowledged that; the circle around Peter 
Verkhovensky was. merely "an . Isolated phenomenon.aniong the radical 
groups of the '18605,". and if indeed this acknowledgment informed the plot 
of The Possessed, then'not only would his;novellose its.claim to representa
tiveness, it would shrink into an extended anecdote about a·strange fanatic. 
But The Possessed does advance,. as· any ,serious novel must, a strong claim 
to some degree of representativeness, what I'd caH a sort of '~poteli.tialveri
similitude," one in which the story is taken to form an antit:ipation of things 
to come. 

So there is a disagreement here. To certain kinds of critics the disagree
ment would be profoundly uninteresting, since they do not regard verisimil
i~ude as a significimt factor in the criticism of fiction. But Frank and.l do; 
we both respond to the heavy breath of history upon Dostoyevsky's work 
Where we disagree is -in estimating the specific relationship between histor
ical event and Dostoyevsky's rendering of it. For my presentpuiposes, it 
hardly matters which, if either, of us is right, since what interests me here 
is in trying to locate a critical problem. 

We can read works ofJiterature touching on the politics of a distanttime 
in a relaxed fashion: Who feels strongly about, or quite remembers, Dante's 

3. Literary critic (1908-1973), a founder of the 
journal the Partisan RevIeW and the author of many 
essays on the 19th- and 20th-cehturynovel. How;' 
here refers to Rahv's "Dostoyevsky In The Pos-

s .. ~iltl') (1938).. ..' . 
4. Sergel Nechayev (1847~1882), Russian 'anar-
chist. ' , .', . 

",'," . 
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politicsi'S But novels that evoke our deepest biases, as The Possessed still can, 
make the act of reading into a moral risk, entailing what critics of a few 
decades ago used to call "the problem ofbelief."6 (For readers without beliefs, 
of course, there is I:10 problem.) Readers with strong political opinions are 
likely to . find that in responding to a novel like The Possessed, it is all but 
impossible to separate ideological sentiments from literary judgments, for 
they read as whole persons, with a rush of feeling and idea that is stronger 
than any recognition of the book's local verisimilitude. 

Let us suppose, then, that Frank and I, sharing a high estimate of The 
Possessed, are not very far apart in our political views. How are we to explain 
the differences between us? He believes that, in demonstrating the faithful
ness of the novel to the actual experience of l'lechaev, he has also demon
strated that "the usual accusations against Dostoyevsky [regarding the 
historical implication of the novel] must be qualified," while t believe that 
together with brilliant insights Dostoyevsky offered brilliant distortions. My 
admiration will probably turn out to be mote qualified or uneasy than 
Frank's. 

Can we be certain, however, whether these differences a·re due to political 
assumptions· or literary valuations( Do wereaUy know how to distinguish 
between themi' The one thing that seems reasonably clear is that I respond 
more intensely to Dostoyevsky's ideological intent than does Frank. But that 
of course does not mean that I respond more accurately .. 

I am left with a severe problem (some would say, a confusion). How 
can you say' that The Possessed is both a· great work of literature and also 
a work that. offers a distorted, even malicious treatment· of its subject? I 
am not at all sure how to answer this question:. perhaps by recognizing 
that the imperatives of literature and history can be at ,deep variance. In 
any case, I am entangled in this difficulty, and the tangle is exactly where 
I want to remain, since I believe it is faithful to the actual experience of 
reading such· novels. 

VII. 

"Ah," cries an impatient voice, "history, yes, but what about the eternal 
themes, those recurrent human experiences, those overarching myths-that, 
as Collingwood7 once wrote, tell readers 'the secrets of their own hearts,' 
themes like love and death, innocence and experience, goodness and evil, 
themes linking Helen and Paris to Anna and Vronsky, perhaps to Lily Bart 
and Seldeni'8 Are not these the abiding concerns of literature, reducing to a 
quite secondary level all reflected changes of historical circumstancei' Do we 
read Dreiser's An American Tragedy for his knowledge of h,otels, or for his 
ability to enter the sadly yearning heart of Clyde Griffiths?9 And what about 
the archetypal characters through whom the abiding myths ate dramatized, 

5. The Italian poet IlANTEALlGIIIEIU (1265-1321) 
held .trong political views. 
6. A topic for debate among the New Critics and 
other modern critics about the degree to which a 
reader's beliefs affect his or her response to and 
judgment of a literary work. 
7. R. G. Collingwood (1889-1943), English 
philosopher, aesthetlcian, and historian, 
S. Characters in an unfulfilled relationship in The 

House of Minh (1905) by Edith Wharton. In Greek 
mythology, Helen's abduction from her husband's 
home by·Paris i$ the cause·ofthe.Trojan War. Anna 
and Vronsky: ill-fated lovers in Aft.... Kareni .... 
(1875-77) by Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910), Russian 
novelist and moralist. ':. .' 
9. ·Social-e1lmhlng protagonist of Dreiser's 1925 
nOVl!1 who is e"ecuted for murdering his pregnant 
girlfriend. . . 
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do they not survive-Oedipus and Quixote, Clarissa Harlowe and Tess 1-

even into the age of the computer?" 

Well, yes; but the point is that if you strip them to bareness, the eternal 
themes come to seem commonplace, even boring. To affect us, they must 
take on flesh that will decay, be located in houses that will crumble. Eternity 
lodges in the teinporal. Here is an illuminating passage by William Troy2 
about the scene in Zola's3 Germinal in which Etienne and Catherine are 
trapped in the mine: 

It brings us back to an atmosphere and a meaning at least as old as the 
story of Orpheus and Eurydice.4 For what is the mine itself but a rein
tegration of the Hades-Hell symbol? The immediate and particular social 
situation is contained within the larger pattern of a universal recrudes
cence ... 

I would prefer to say that the "larger pattern" can be fully realized only 
through "the immediate and particular social situation," that is, that the 
"Hades-Hell symbol" reaches universality only through the graphic rendering 
of the mine. But no matter; in Troy's phrasing o{-:in mine, the central position 
of social circumstance is clear. 

Even powerful archetypes get worn down by the workings of time. A few
Oedipus, Hamlet, Faust-do seem to survive a rar;lge of historical situations, 
in part because we assign changing meanings ~o them. But Tristan: Does he 
still exert (except perhaps in Wagner's opera) the hnaginative hold he once 
did? As for Richardson's Clarissa, that spotless exemplar of maidenhood, she 
has surely lost a good part of her authority. And even Oedipus had to be 
reinvented by Freud~ in order to maintain his status as archetype. 

If we turn to a more modest variety, the sort for· which we claim not 
universal scope but a large role in a particular culture, we find that these 
can fade quickly. Sinclair Lewis's Babbitt6 was elevated a few decades ago 
to a proper notln in the American language, so representative did he seem 
of petit bourgeois philistinism. Now Lewis's novel is little read, and Babbitt 
almost forgotten, the name familiar only to the elderly. Archetypes die, too. 

VIII. 

Simply because it is what it is, the novel can nevef qihte free itself from the 
shaping pressures of history; but with some novels, history is more than a 
mere felt presence, it is an all but completely dominant force. 

Stendhal, a latecomer in the line of the French Revolution, writes out of 
an explicit recognition of historical disadvantage, The Revolutibri has been 

I. Main character In Tess of 110. d'U,b.rvllle. 
(1891) by Thomal Hardy. Oedipus and Qulxote: 
literary characters 10 famous that adjectives 
derived from their names have entered the Enfllsh 
language. Clarls.a Harlowe: main character 0 the 
novel Clarlua (1747-48) by the English novelist 
Samuel Rlchardson. 
2. Literary critic (1903-1961). 
3. ~mlle Zola (1840-1902), French naturaltst 
writer and critic; Germi" .. 1 was published In 1885. 
4. Orpheus, a musician unrlvaled among mortals, 
almost succeeded In freeing his dead wife, Euryd-

Ice, from the Greek und~rworld, Hades. 
5. SIGMUND FREUD (1856-1939), the Austrian 
founder of psychoanalysis, wrote an Influential, 
much-debated Interpretation of Shakespeare's 
Ha ... lee In terms of the Oedipus complex (1900; 
see above). 
6. George F. Babbltt, main character of BabWH, a 
1922 satiric novel by Slnclalr Lewis (1885-1951), 
Is a member of the American middle class who 
narrow-mlndedly espouses Its social and buslne •• 
Ideals. 
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traduced; liberalism has suffered rout. For people like himself, who admired 
Napoleon but refused his t}Tanny, there is nothing to do but wait. In The 
Red and the Black Julien Sorel strains against the confines of history, tries 
to escape though cunning and ruse, succumbs to values he had despised, 
and by way of concluding gesture, offers his head in payment. History comes 
here to form an accumulation of all the rubbish of a detested past as it defiles 
the present. History batters the spirit, stamps out spontaneity. 

Far more oblique. occasionally as farce tinged with a dry sadness, is Sten
dhaI's still greater novel The Cl1arterhouse of PaNna. 7 Once its protagonist 
Fabrizio has left the battlefield of Waterloo and come to the mean little duchy 
of Parma, the story may seem to be ~orne distance from the gross historical 
pressures weighing upon Julien SoreI. In The Charterhouse of Parma the 
central trio-the worldly politician Mosca, the grand Duchess Sanseverina, 
the innocently guileful Fabrizio--must live by personal relations, because 
personal relations are all that history allows in the post-Napoleonic moment. 
Yet their sense of the skimpiness of a life focused entirely upon personal 
relations itself is a mark left by history. They have known something better. 
Now they must submit to the authority of a comic-opera despot and a shriv
eled church. Resisting as best they can, they try to live out the Nietzschian8 

prescription of "objection. evasion, joyous distrust, and irony," but history is 
not to be cheated so easily. 

In 1908 the young Trotsky9 confronts Leo Tolstoy with a mixture of admi
ration and disapproval: "To history [he) grants no recognition; and this pro
vides the basis for all his thinking." A keen remark, but not really accurate; 
as Isaiah Berlin showed in The Hedgehog and the Fox, I it's not history as 
such, but all intellectual formulation claiming to possess a key to history, to 
which Tolstoy "grants no recognition.'! Berlin speaks of 

Tolstoy's violently unhistorical anq indeed antihistorical rejection of all 
efforts to explain or justify human actions or characters in terms of social 
or individual growth. or "roots" in the past; this side by side with an 
absorbed and lifelong interest in ~~story. 

For Tolstoy, adds Berlin. "history does 'not reveal causes; ,t presents only 
a blank succession of unexplained events." Tolstoy alternated between the 
hedgehog's search for a "single embracing vision" and the fox's "actual eX),e
rience of actual men and women in their relation to one another and to an 
actual, three-dimensional. empirically experienced physical environment." 

Yet there is no major novel of the last two centuries in which the experience 
of history-history as pressure, burden, enj:ompassing atmosphere-is so 
strongly felt as in 'Vat· and Peace: 2 the very satne history that Tolstoy believed 
lo be devoid of rational structure or progressive development. History is there 
in all its abundance. felt in Kutuzov's fatalistic submission to the course of 
battle, in Pierre's epiphany upon being captured by the French, in Prince 

7, Stendhal's 1839 novel, set in early-19th
l'elltllry Italy, focuses on the life of Fabrizio del 
Oongo, a young aristocrat and admirer of Napo~ 
1(·ul1. 
t<, Characteristic of FRIED RICH NIETZSCHE (1844-
19001, German philosopher. 
'I, I.F.ON TAO'rSKY (1879-1940). Ru.siall re\'olu-

tionary leader and theoretician; quotatIon from· 
"Tolstoy, Poet and Rebel." 
I. A study I I 953) of Tolstoy's view of history, by 
Berlin (1909-1997), a Russian-born English 
political scientist and Intellectual historian. 
2. A novel (1864-69) by Tol.toy, focusing on the 
Napoleonic invasion of Russia (181 1-12). 
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Andrei'-s ,discovery wheri;wdunded that "everything is empty, everything is a 
delusion' except this, infinite sky," even in Na,tasha's single-minded absorption 
in domesticity.,' " ' " 

If one can say with Tolstoy that history is the impenetrable sequence of 
human experience-that is; history is everything-and being impenetrable, 
that it cannot order that experience-that 'is, history is nothing-then one 
can conclude that in War and Peace history is nonetheless everywhere visible 
as guide and dynamic in the conduct of his characters. The theorist of anti
history becomes the great portraitist of historical shaping. (He also involves 
himself in'some amusing contradictions','Kutuzov is.said'to·b'e superior to 
Napoleon because he, Kutuzov,- knows that the course of battle cannot be 
determined in advance-whichisto say, that in denying historical determin
ism Kutuzov understands the history to which Tolstoy had denied rational 
order.) 

The.hedgehogsearches and the.fox portrays, but what the fox portrays is 
enabled, is provided for. by the hedgehog's search. It is Tolstoy's supreme 
achieveinent that, like Stendhal before him; each of his ·depictions of per
sonal life bears. the impress of historical consciousne'ss, with the two quite 
as inseparable in his fiction as we 'take them to be in our.life. \" 

In Garcfa Mlirquez's One Hundred. Years of Solitude~ the elemental life 
cycles of a Central American country-the haughty decorums and sensual~ 
ities by which people in the ,toWn of Macondo try to 'relieve the , barrenness 
of theit eXistence-become a power, a salvage that the sterile official history 
of the ,countryl that sequence of evolutions' and coups. d'etat, cannot qUite 
destroy. Garcfa Mlirquez wishes ,to capture all that gradually 'slips out of 
memory and can perhaps be regained only through myth:. he .wishes to pre
serve the subhistorical "history" of; his people as they try t.O preserve them
selves in the midst of an endless civil war. 

By itself the fabutou~ riarratlve 6f the rise arid fall of ' the Bucilrlda, family 
in One Hundred Y.i!ars of SolitUde :mighi: come to seem a grandiose evasion, 
falsely upbeat, a sort of Central Ariieric~n' operetta; but wh~t gives this novel 
its quotient of ferocity is the repeated intrusiori of the sterile offiCial history, 
the often ridiculous politics and'civil wars of the country so self-absorbed in 
its blood and waste as to paint up the meaning of Garda M4rquez's title. 
The sterile offichil history Is juxtaposed to the fertile subhistorical,myth. as 
a sort of comic transcendence •• The matriarch who dominates a godd part of 
the novel feels that "time was not ,passing ... but it was turning in a circle." 
The circle of generations and of solitude. 

IX. 
I come to a disconcerting conclusion. History may be the rock on which the 
novel rests, but time crumbles that rock into grains of sand., The circum
starices forming the matrix of fiction soon turn out to be inaccessible, distant, 
perhaps no ionger arresting: come to seem alloyed by values we can no longer 
credit; or decline into mere, reflexes of social bias. 

Mansfield Park,4 the one novel by Jane Atisten that her admirers find trou-

3. A 1967 novel by Gabrlel Garc(a M4rquez (b. 
1928), Colombian writer. 

4. An 1814 novel by the English writer Austen 
(1775-1817). 
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bling, was the subject of an influential essay some years ago by Lionel Tril
Iing,5 in which he made a case for this most conservative and least lively of 
Austen's works. Trilling confronted head-oh a problem that disturbs modern 
readers: that when Sir Thomas, head of a solid family in the landed gentry, 
leaves for the West Indies, his children and their friends decide to amuse 
themselves by producing an amateur theatrical, and that this project, which 
to us must seem the height of innocence, comes to be an occasion for moral 
uneasiness. The characters of firmer or traditional morality, Fanny Price and 
Edmund Bertram, express grave doubts at the propriety of dramatic imper
sonation, and Trilling persuasively explains why, in the circumstances, the 
amateur theatrical could be seen as morally, dubious. Not many readers 
would today "agree" with Sir Thomas's portentous statement that "such a 
scheme" is marked by "impropriety,"· but at least we learn to give it enough 
conditional assent so that the business of the amateur theatrical does not 
interfere with our enjoyment of the novel. 

But there is another historical fact that may cause even greater uneasiness. 
Sir Thomas, though subject to moral criticism by Austen because of his 
imperceptive rigidity, is stjll shown as a respected patriarch. His visit to the 
West-Indies on behalf of his estate occurs at a time when slavery dominated 
those islands, which means that it is close to a certainty that he was'an owner 
of slaves'. Now,this occasioned neither criticism.from Austen nor comment 
from Trilling; but it is a serious ground fot those discomforts that the passage 
of time, the flow of history, can cause irithe reading of even great or near
great novels. 

One common defense of Austen is that the working of the West Indian estate 
is not central to the action of Mansjield Park;;an:d then we have to make 
discounts, too, for an earlier time, as later times will for ours. In my years as 
a teacher I would offer this defense to students, but now I wonder. Austen 
could have sent Sir Thomas on plerity of other trips. The only requirement 
of the plot was to get him away from home. Yet; with the deliberatenes~that 
marks all her work, she clearly meant to write as she did: Sir'Thomas profits 
from the exploitation of black labor and is' nevertheless seen as a morally 
upright if somewhat unimaginative figure. Now I do not mean to suGGe.!l ~hat 
Austen approved of slavery; but she could assign the patriarchal Sir Tnomas 
a plantation in Antigua without it causing her any visible moral uneasiness 
in the evaluation of his character. I find this 'much more troubling than the 
amateur theatricals, which I am content to accept as a convenience of plot. 

The kind of problems presented by Mansfield Park can 'be found in many 
novels of the past. What can we "do" about them? Seek to accommodate 
ourselves, or make allowances, or offer partially negative judgments. If we 
are very sophisticated, we tell ourselves that in reading a novel of the past 
(and the not-so-distant past: say, Rousseau'sJulie or Fielding'sAmelia6 ), we 
ought to have enough "historical imagination" to enter unfamiliar settings 
and recognize the integrity of other monilities'., And w~, should also make it 
our business, of course, to learn about distant historical situations: say, those 

~. American literary critic (1905-1975); his essay 
on AlIsten is Included in The Opposing Sd!(!955). 
6. A 1751 novel by Henry Fielding. ]ulie, or the 

New Eloise (J 761), epistolary novel by Jean
Jacques Rnusseau (J 712-1778), Swiss-born 
French wrlt.'r and philosopher. 
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of Manzoni's The Betrothed or Cooper's Leatherstocking tales. 7 We should 
be able to understand, even if not share; the obsession with virginity that 
courses through Richardson's Clarissa-but see how I betray myself, since 
the very word "obsession" evinces a bias. 

It's a splendid thing, this historical imagination, alld everyone needs a 
supply of it, but the mere fact that we need to invoke it testifies to difficulties. 
We, can no longer read some of these-· novels with a direct, spontaneous 
response. There must now be a complex act of "mediation" that entails all 
sorts of mental reserves. By contrast, nothing of the sort is required if we 
pick up Eisa Morante's History,S at least nothing for any literate person over 
fifty. But for a twenty-year-old to whom the Second World War is almost as 
distant as the French and Indian War? And fifty years from now: introduc
tion, footnotes, chronolpgical table ("The Second World War, which forms 
the b~ckground to EIsa Morante's novel, broke out in 1939, when ... "). 

x. 
History makes, his~ory unmakes, the novel. And this is true even for novels 
we love. It is profoundly disconcerting to see, them slowly drained of their 
original power. 

In the 19305 'The Sun Also Rises9 was a work that many rea<\ers felt close 
to. We play have been irked by, Hemingway'santi-iniellecttialism, or have 
scorned his macho posturing; and we certa~y knew ourselves to be at a 
distand~ from his Parisian expatriates. And yet we felt that Hemingway 
expressed, through this story of lostness and its' sad repressed language, a 
disenchantment that we had inherited from the generation caught up in the 
First World War. Even if his notion of a' "secret community" surviving his
toriCal disaster had a self-dramatizing aspect, it still related to our feelings 
of plight. There is more than one kind of "secret community." 

In later years I still found The Sun Also Rises a deeply affecting novel, but 
by the late 1970s a dismaying change of response began to show itself among 
my students. 'They found tpe milieu of the novel merely exotic; they saw its 
stylizations as an affection, and its tone-this was the worst of all-as self
pitying. A gap had opened betwee!l generations, so that the very novel that 
history had, so to say, pressed against our hearts had now fallen victim to 
history. 

The decades have passed, these writers have died, and even those of us 
especially fond of, say, Ignazio SHone l know that a work of such moral poise 
as Bread and Wine is not likely to stir youp.ger readers as it once stirred 
readers of my generation. If a few young people do open Darkness at Noon,'1. 
a novel that roused violent argument when it first appeared, they may need 
explanatory notes about the Moscow trials. When was it that you said the 
Moscow trials took place? This fascism mentioned in SHone's Fontamara-

7. Five novels featuring the frontiersman Natty 
Bumppo. nicknamed Leatherstocklng, by the 
American novelist Jame. Fenlmore Cooper (1789-
1851). The Belrolhea (1825-26), a romantic novel 
of 17th-century Milan, by the Italian novelist and 
poet A1essandro Manzoni (1785-1873). 
8. A 1974 novel that describes the life of a half
Jewish teacher and her son, born of a rape by a 
German soldier during World War 11; by the Italian 

novelist, short story writer, and poet (1918-1985). 
9. The lirst novel (1926) by the American writer 
Ernest Hemlngway (1899-1961). 
I. Italian writer and political leader (1900-1978), 
whose works include the novels FORIA ..... r" (1930) 
and Bread and Wine (1937). 
2. A 1941 novel by Arthur Koestler, describing 
Joseph Stalin'. purges of those he viewed a. hi. 
enemies in the Soviet Union in the 1930 •. 
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what was that again? Should anyone remember? And isn't it wonderful tpat 
we have survived all these catastrophes? Yes, it's wonderful, but one's heart 
also sinks before the ravages of time, before the sheer sadness of the costs. 

HANS ROBERT JAUSS 
1921-1997 

1990 

A leading reader-response theorist, Hans Robert Jauss is best known for promoting 
the importance of reception history in Iitf;:rary interpretation. Countering the assump
tion that we confront te;'ts as self-sufficient ~ntities, on their own merits and in their 
own terms-as "verbal icons," in the phrase of the New Critic WfLLIAM K. WIMSATT 
JR.-Jauss stressed how the expectations that we bring to reading govern our response 
and aesthetic judgment. For example. if assigned James Joyce's Ulysses (1922l hI a 
course, a stl.Jdent probably starts with the assumption that it is a literary masterpiece, 
unlike a bestseller chosen for summer reading. And this hypothetical student might 
know tha~ Joyce is considered one of· the' most influential modernist novelists in 
English and a progenitor of "stream of consciousness." Our present-day exper.ience 
of Ulysses differs from that of Joyce's own day, in part because stream of consciowmess 
has become a familiar technique-what was innovative to his first readers has been 
jlssimilated into literary practice. Such expectations-sometimes to be fulfilled, s0lT!e" 
times to be sl.Jrprised-shape our thinking as we open the pages of Ulysses. Jau!oi!!; in 
a famous phrase derived from hermeneutic philosophy, called this phenomenon'~~he 
horizon of expectation." A foundatiol1al document in conteJTIporary reader-oriented 
approjlcttes to literature, Jauss's "Literary History as a Challenge to Literary Theory" 
( 1969; rev. 1970), from which our selection is drawn, makes the case for the influen~e 
of expectation on ,'nterpretation, for its centrality in generat~ng aesthetic judgments, 
and for its evolving role in Iitel'ary history. . " 

Jauss was born in Germany. and while a young man he served during World vyar 
11 as an officer in the Cerman army on the Eastern front. Mter the war he studied at 
the University of Heidelberg, where he worked with the leading hermeneutic phiJQf;
opher Hans-Georg Gadamer. receiving his doctorate in literature In 1957. Mter hold
ing positions at Heidelberg. MOnster University, and the University of Giessen, in 
1966 he accepted an appointment as a professor at the University of Constance, 
where he delivered "Literaturgeschichte als Provokation" (1967, "Literllry History as 
Challenge"), an early version of his similarly titled essay, as his inaugural lecture. 
Jauss was originally trained as a schol81' of French literature primarily of the medieval 
period, but with this text he first program~~tically developed his theory of reception. 
\\'hen it was published in English in 1969, h~ captured the attention of an inter~a
tional audience, becoming a prominent figure in the rise of contemporary reader
response theory. He also held visiting professorships at the Sorbonne, the University 
of Zurich, Columbia Univel'sity, Yale Univer!oii~y, the University of California at Berke
ley. and UCLA. 

At the University of Constance. Jauss formed, with WOLFGANG IS ER and other 
colleagues, what has been called the "Constance School," which promoted the study 
of Rezeptionsitsthetik (the aesthetics of reception), investigating in diverse ways the 
interaction of readers and texts. The school draws on the philosophical traditions of 
aesthetics inaugurated in eighteenth-century German philosophy by Alexander 
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Baumgarten, IMMANUELKANT; and FRIED RICH VON SCHILLER; of. hermeneutics; or 
the theory of interpretatlon~, propounded, in the nineteenth century by FRIEDRICH 
SCliLEIERMACHER ~md Wilhelm, Dilthey and iJ;l the twentieth by MARTIN HEIDEGGER 
and Gadamer; and of phenomenology, developed by Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), 
which emphasizes perception and the interaction of subjects and objects. In partic
ular, Jauss's work employs Gadamer's concept of historical "horizons" and the chang
ing nature of interpretation and aesthetic judgment over time. Like [ser, Jauss sees 
the literary work as an event rather than a fixed object, a view that reflects the influ
ence of phenomenology. However, their emphases differ; Iser, as does the twentieth, 
century French critic GEORGES POULET, focuses on the response of the individual 
reader when confronting a text, whereas Jauss stresses the cumulative experience of 
historical readers. ' , 

"Literary History as a Challenge to Literary Theory" aims to revitalize literary study 
by examining the history of reception. While proclaiming the importance of literary 
history, Jauss severely criticb:es its accepted forms, which center on individual 
authors, genres, or current ideas. Traditional niodel~ 'of literary histbty"'"'-for instance, 
those offered by the modernist poet'iind critic T. S; ELIOT and latetthe influential 
contemporary critic HAROLD BLooIVi~focus on the genius of individual authors ina 
lineage of gi-eat' works. In contrast, Jauss atgueli for expahding literary, history to 
encompass readers and the'background against whieh awo'rk is received. His partic
ular target is the view of literary works as timeless', sacrosanct objects; as he declares 
that "a literary work is not an object that stands by itself and that offerS' the same 
view to each re'aderin each period." , ,-" " , ' '",' ,:,' .. 

Jauss makes the' case that, our aesthetic, views' are shaped 'by literary history, and 
that those views change over time. For him,it is only through'studying the histo~ tJf 
a work's reception that one can fully'underStand it. Hepresetits 'seven key theses: 
first, reception history ihfluencesboth the writing arid readlrig'ofliterary works; sec
ond, a literary historian can ascertain a nonsubjective, objectifiable 'et of eXpectations 
that a reader brings to the text; third, these form' a "horizon" that deterniirie'S biter
pretatlon; fourth, reception works dialogically;'through a processdf"question and 
answer," at 'each point in time; fifth, expectations change, and literary historyptoperly 
records this evolution; sixth; literary historians and philologists can look at r~ceptiol'l 
both over time and at Oli,e moment; arid seventh, literary history constitutes a "speCial 
history" that dialogically relates to "general history," largely through the revision of 
moral ideas. 

Jaliss borrows from as well as criticizes two specific models ofhistoi'y, Marxism and 
Russiim formalism. He adopts t<ARL MARX's focus onhistorlcal context, but critiei~s 
the orthodox Marxist notion that literary works simply copy reality and reflect their 
socioeconomic foundations. Instead, Jauss claims, literary works are also "formative 
of reality." Addressing the perennial problem of the relation of the art to society,"]auss 
holds that art has a distinctive special history; but he also recognizes that it influences 
general history-for example, by questioning "ruling mOi'als."'Frorn Russian formal
ism, the literary theory developed during the early twentieth centbryby Boius EIt:HEN~ 
BAUM and others, Jauss draws' on the concept of "literary evolution," the process 
through which' aesthetic forms ,develop. While he' finds this View of literary history 
superior to others in accounting for change that has no pred~tetmined endpointi he 
criticizes it for focusing only on aesthetiC innovation. He 'therefore reVises the for
malist concept of literary evolution, basing it not on authorial creation but on the 
history of audience expectations and judgm~nt. ' , 

Shifting the focus away from authors and works, Jauss argues that an audience 
does 'not receive a literary work simply on its ()wo merits; it "is received and judged 
against the background of other works of art as well as again~t the hackground of the 
everyday experience of life:' This background he terms the "horizon of expt!ctations." 
Consider again the example of Joyce's Vlysses-Jauss himself uses' the example of the 
French novel Madame Bovary (I 856), by Gustave Flaubert-which was initially «::on-
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sidered shocking and banned because of its references to' sex and bodily functions, 
but now ,seems relatively tame. Jauss calls ,the space between original audietlce ex
pectation and its violation or negation by new works "aesthetiC distance," which 
he holds to be the primary measure of aesthetic value; this distance is produced by 
works recognized as masterpieces. In contrast, Works like popular bestsellers usually 
have little value because they are predictable, conforming to rather than negating 
expectation. 

Jauss notes; however, that such distance changes over time, so that classic works 
are continuallyreevaluated. He stresses that literary history is not simply a collection 
of static monuments, as most critics assume; rather, particular works startle us and 
alter the background, fostering new horizons of expectation and new perceptions of 
social norms. Because of our background, we ate no longer surprised by Ulysses and 
thus understand it differently than did its readers in 1922. Still, our understanding 
encompasses' our awareness of the controversy it first incited arldhow It opened 
literature to treating a wider range of moral topics in novels displaying a wider range 
of styles. Although we receive the book differently now; we recognize its role in'the 
history of the, novel, and that recognition contributes to our' judgment df it as a 
modem "c1assic."For Jauss, the interaction betwEieri' expectation and particular works 
is what generates interpretation, and our readiIig~ of works like: Ulysses 'are not static 
but evolve over time. 

Jauss views Iiteraty history not as a series of unchanging; "objective" facts but as a 
record of the "transsubjective" experience of reader!;'. 'He thereby staves off charges 
that reader-oriented approaches yield ii1erely'idio~:YnCtIi:ti(:, 'subjective'interpre!tations; 
interpretation results not from anyone reader's experience but from an "objeC:tifiable" 
set of expectations provided by a consensus of actual historical readers. This defensive 
move is similar to STANLEY FISH's proposal that interpretation derives from an estab
lished cqn!!e'nsus of readers joined in "ihterpretive,'comrn.1.mities." But while Fish's 
notion has been criticized as being ahistorical and static, Jauss accounts for the his
torical construction of and change within such communities. In general, Jauss's 
groundi~g i~ concrete histories of reading differs from other posts~~ctur~list views, 
such as Fish's. that stress the "writerly" role played by reactE!rs I'll constructing texts, 

Though his' cdncept of receptiori history fo~stalls charges of telatlvism. Jailss's 
work has been'cOndemned by Marxists for focusing primarily'bn 'literary rather than 
social history. Hfsriotion of background is largely limited to tht! 'field of literary study, 
and he rarely !extends the scope of his research to consider other forces that shape 
literary judgment-'-such as the social and professional institutions that RICHARD 
OHMANN expolles in "The Shaping of a Canon'~{1983;'see below). Jauss has also been 
criticized for a ponderous prose style. Whatever, their limitations. Jauss's writings-ftilVe 
provided important theoretical groundwork for the contemporary study of reception 
history in, evaluating literary texts. His stress on reception has been useful for cultural 
studies of'literature; for instance, in her highly,regarded Sensational Designs (I 985) 
the reader-response critic JANE TOMP'KINS showS how ilineteenth-century American 
sentimental novels were initially received positi~elybllt latetdevalued because of 
masculinist expectations. Jallss's views of the historical nature of literary evaluation 
have influenced debates over the literary canon in ways important to feminist, African 
American, aria postcolonial critics; and perhap~ his tnost significant contribution to 
contemporary theory is his revision of aesthetics. as he bases judgment not on uni
versality arid ,timelessness but on evolving historical horizons. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Jauss's untranslated works, primarily studies of French Iite,rature, inclllde Zeit und 
Erinnerung in Marcel Prousts "A la recherche du temps perdu" (1955, Ti-me and Mem
ory in Marcel Proust's "Remembrance of Things Past"); Unteriuchungen 2:1.1 mittelal
terlichen Tierdichtung l 1959, Investigations into Medieval Beast Literature); La 
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Gen~se de la po/!sie allegorique franrraise au Moyen-Age (1962, The Genesis of Medieval 
French Allegory); Kleine Apologie der asthetischen Erfahrung (1972, Short Defense of 
Aesthetic Experience); and Alteritat und modernitat der mittelalterlichen Literatur 
(1977, Alterity and Modernity of Medieval Literature). Parts of "Literary History as 
Challenge" appeared in English in 1969 in the journal New Literary History; it was 
first published in its entirety in German in 1970 as a short monograph, and the 
present translation is based on that text. Jauss's major books in English are Aesthetic 
Experience and Literary Hermeneutics (I977'; trans. 1982), which modifies his view 
of aesthetic distance and argues against Theodor Adorno's "aesthetics of negativity"; 
Toward an Aesthetic of Reception (1978; trans. 1982), which contains "Literary His
tory as a Challenge to Literary Theory" and other essays; and Question and Answer: 
Forms of Dialogic Understanding (1989), which stresses the dialogic nature of literary 
response and history. 

Two early articles introducing Jauss's work and reception theory to Anglo-American 
critics are Robert Weimann, " 'Reception Aesthetics' and the Crisis in Literary His
tory," Clio 5 (1975), and Peter Uwe Hohendahl, "Introduction to Reception 
Aesthetics," New German Critique 1 0 (I977). Paul.de Man's "Reading and History" 
(1982), first published as the introduction to Jauss's Toward an Aesthetic of Reception 
and later collected in de Man's Resistance to Theory (1986), lays out differences 
between deconstruction and hermeneutics. Wlad Godzich's introduction to Jauss's 
Aesthetic Experience and Literary Hermeneutics helpfully contextualizes the work. 
Robert C. Holub's Reception Theory: A Critical Introduction (1984) is a useful survey 
that situates Jauss in the context of hermeneutic philosophy, Marxism, and the Con
stance School. 

From Literary History as a Challenge to Literary Theory) 

V 

In the question thus posed, I see the challenge to literary studies of taking 
up once again the problem of literary history, which was left unresolved in 
the dispute between Marxist and Formalist methods. 2 My attempt ~o bridge 
the gap between literature and history, between historical and aesthetic 
approaches, begins at the point at which both schools stop. Their methods 
conceive the literary fact within the closed circle of an ae~thetics of produc
tion and of representation. In doing so, they deprive literature of a dimension 
that inalienably belongs to its aeslhetic character as well as to its social 
function: the dimension of its recE;ption and influence. Reader, listener, and 
spectator-in short, the factor of the audience-play an extremely limited 
role in both literary theories. Orthodox Marxist aesthetics treats the reader
if at all-no differently from the author: it inquires about his social position 

I. Translated by Timothy Bahti, who occasionally 
inserts English words In brackets for clarification. 
2. Here, the methods of the Russian formallsts
literary critics and language theorists, Including 
BORIS EICHENBAUM (1886-1959), who considered 
literature to be a special use of languBge thBt could 
be studied scientifically and could be analyzed In 
itself. Marxist methods draw on the theory of hl.
torical materialism, devised by KARL MARX (1818-
1 R83), which holds that the economic base of a 
society determines its superstructure of social 
forms and ideas, Including Its literature. laus. ends 

the previous section with a question: ulf on the one 
hand literary evolution can be comprehended 
within the historical change of systems, and on the 
other hand pragmatic history can be compre
hended within the processlike linkage of social 
conditions, must It not then also be possible to 
place the 'literary series' and the 'nonliterary series' 
into a relation that comprehends the relationship 
between literature and history without forcing lit
erature, at the expense of its character as art, into 
a function of mere copying or commentary'?" 
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or seeks to recognize him in the structure of a represented society. The 
Formalist school needs the reader only as a perceiving subject who follows 
the directions in the text in order to distinguish the [literary] form or discover 
the [literary] procedure. It assumes that the reader has the theoretical under
standing of the philologist who can reflect on the artistic devices, already 
knowing them: conversely, the Marxist school candidly equates the sponta
neous experience of the reader with the scholarly interest of historical mate
rialism, which would discover relationships between superstructure and 
basis in the literary work, However, as Walther Bulst has stated, "no text was 
ever written to be read and interpreted philologically by philologists,"~ nor, 
may I add, historically by historians. Both methods lack the reader in his 
genuine role, a role as unalterable for aesthetic as for historical knowledge: 
as the addressee for whom the literary work is primarily destined. 

For even the critic who judges a new work, the writer who conceives of 
his work in light of positive or negative norms of an earlier work, and the 
literary historian who classifies a work in its tradition and explains it histor
ically are first simply readers before their reflexive relationship to literature 
can become productive again. In the triangle of author, work, and public the 
last is no passive part, no chain of mere reactions, but rather itself an energy 
formative of history. The historical life of a literary work is unthinkable 
without the active pal'ticipation of its addressees. For it is only through the 
process of its mediation that the work enters into the changing horizon-of
experience of a continuity in which the perpetual inversion occurs from sim
ple reception to critical understanding, from passive to active reception, from 
l'ecognized aesthetic nOl'ms to a new production that surpasses them. The 
historicity of literature as well as its communicative character presupposes 
a dialogical and at once processlike relationship between· work, audience, 
and new work that can be conceived in the relations between message and 
receiver as well as between question and answer, problem and solution. The 
closed circle of production and of representation within which the meth
odology of literary studies has mainly moved in the past must therefore be 
opened to an aesthetics of reception and influence if the problem of com
prehending the historical sequence of literary works as the coherence of 
literary history is to find a new solution. 

The perspective of the aesthetics of reception mediates between pasri\'e 
reception and active understanding, experience formative of norms, and new 
production. If the history of literature is viewed in this way within the horizon 
of a dialogue between work and audience that forms a continuity, the oppo
sition between its aesthetic and its historical aspects is also continually medi
ated. Thus the thread from the past appearance to the present experience of 
literature, which historicism had cut, is tied back together. 

The relationship of literature and reader has aesthetic as well as historical 
implications. The aesthetic implication lies in the fact that the first reception 
of a work by the reader includes a test of its aesthetic value in comparison 
\\'ith works already read. The obvious historical implication of this is that the 
lIndel'standing of the first reader will be sustained and enriched in a chain 

.~. "Bedenken eines Phi1ologen," Studill1f1 gener
"le 7 11954): 321-23 Uau •• 's note). Bulst (1899-
J 9(6), German philologiSt. Phllolo!!i.ts study cui· 

ture through the historical analyses of languages 
and texts, Some of the author's note. have been 
edited, and sume omitted, 
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of receptions from generation to generation; in this way the historical sig
nificance of a work will be decided and. 'its aesthetic value made evident. In 
this process of the history of reception, which the literary historian can only 
escape at the price of leaving unquestioned the presuppositions that guide 
his understanding and judgment, th~ reappropriation of past works occurs 
simultaneously with the perpetual mediation of past and present art and of 
traditional evaluation and current literary attempts. The merit of a literary 
history based on an aesthetics of reception will depend upon the extent to 
which it can take an active part in the ongoing totalization of the past through 
aesthetic experience. This demands on the one hand-in opposition to the 
objectivism of positivist4 literary history-a conscious attempt at the for
mation of a canon, which, on the other hand'--in opposition to the classicism 
of the study of traditions~presupposes a critical revision if not destruction 
of the received literary canon. The criterion for the formation of such a canon 
and the ever necessary retelling of literary history is clearly set out by the 
aesthetics of· reception. The step from the history· of the reception of the 
individual work to the history of literature has to lead. to seeing and repre
senting the historical sequence of works as they determine and· clarify the 
coherence of literature, to ·the extent that it is meaningful for us, as the 
prehistory of its present experience. 5 

From this premise, the question as; to' how literary history can today be 
methodologically grounded and. written anew will be addressed in the follow" 
ing seven theses. 

Vi 
Thesis 1. A renewal of .literary history demands the removal of the prejudices 
of historical objectivismartd the grounding of the traditional aesthetics of 
production and representation in an aesthetics of reception and influence. 
The historicity of literature rests not on an organization of "literary facts" 
that is established. post !estum,6 but rather on the preceding experience of 
the literary work by its readers. 

R, G. Collinlilwood'. pOltulate, pOled in hi. critique·. of the prevatUng 
Ideology of objectivity in,history-"Hist0rY is·nothlng but the re-enactment 
of past thought in the historian's mind"'-is even more valid for literary 
history; For the .positivistic view of history as the "objective" description 
of a series of events in an isolated past neglects the artistic character as 
well as the specific historicity of literature. A literary work is not an object 
that stands by itself and that offers the same view to each reader in each 
period. It is not a monument that monologically reveals its timeless essence. 
It is much more like an orchestration that strikes ever new resonances 
among its readers and that frees the text from the material of the words 

4. Taking khowledge and meaning to derive solely 
from what can be empirically observed; 
5. Corre·spondihgly, WaIter Benjamin (1931) for
mulated: "For it is not a question of representing 
the written works in relation to their time but of 
bringing to representation the time that knows 
them-that is ollr time-in the time when they 
orighiated. Thus literature becomes an organon of 
history Rnd the task of literary history Is to make it 

this-and not to make written works the material 
of history" (Ang .. l .... Novus [Frankfurt, 1966), 

_p.456) Uauss'. note). 8ENJAMIN (1892-1940), 
German literary and cultural critic. 
6. After the feast (Latin); that Is, after the fact, too 
late. 
7. R. G. Collingwood, ne Idea of History (New 
York, 1956), p.252 Uauss·. note). Collingwood 
(1889-1 943), British philosopher of history. 
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and brings it to a contemporary existence: "words that must, at the same 
time that they speak to him, create an interlocutor capable of understanding 
them."8 This dialogical character of the literary work also establishes why 
philological understanding can exist only in a perpetual confrontation with 
the text, and cannot be allowed to be reduced to a knowledge of facts. 
Philological understanding always remains related to interpretation that 
must set as its goal, along with learning about ·the object, the reflection 
on and description of the completion of this knowledge as a moment of 
new understanding. 

History of literature is a process of aesthetic reception and production that 
takes place in the realization of literary texts on the part of the receptive 
reader, the reflective critic, and the author in his continuing productivity. 
The endlessly growing sum of literary "facts" that winds up in the conven
tional literary histories is merely left over from this process; it is only the 
collected and classified past and therefore not history at all, but pseudo
history. Anyone who considers a series of such literary facts as a piece of the 
history of literature confuses the eventful character of a work of art with that 
of historical matter-of-factness. The Perceval of Chretien de Troyes, as a 
literary event, is not "historical" in the same sense as, for example, the Third 
Crusade,9 which was occurring at about the same time. It is not a "fact" that 
could be explained as caused by a series of situational preconditions and 
motives, by the intent of a historical action as it can be reconstructed, and 
by the necessary and secondary consequences of this deed. The historical 
context in which a literary work appears is not a factical, independent series 
of events that exists apart from an observer. Perceval becomes a literary event 
only for its reader, who reads this last work of Chretien with a memory of 
his earlier works and who recognizes its individuality in comparison with 
these and other works that he already knows, so that he gains a new criterion 
for evaluating future works. In contrast· to a political event, a literary event 
has no unavoidable consequences subsisting on their own that no succeeding 
generation can ever escape. A literary event can continue to have an effect 
only if those who come after it still or once again respond to it-if there are 
readers who again appropriate the past work or authors who want to imitate, 
outdo, or refute it. The coherence of literature as an event is primarily medi
ated in the horizon of expectations of the literary experience of conteilolpOrary 
and later readers, critics, and authors. Whether it is possible to comprehend 
and represent the history of literature in its unique historicity depends on 
whether this horizon of expectations can be objectified. 

VII 

Thesis 2. The analysis of the literary experience of the reader avoids the 
threatening pitfalls of psychology if it describes the reception and the influ
ence of a work within the objectifiable system of expectations that arises for 

8. Gaetan Picon, Introduction tl une esthAtique de 
la littt!,ature [Introduction to an Aesthetics of Lit· 
emt"'''] (Paris, 1953), p. 34 Uaus.'. note). 
9. A European campaign (I 189-92)-one of a 
series undertaken between 1095 and 1291-

against the Muslims to gain pos.ession of the Holy 
Land. Chr~tien de Troyes (d. ca. 1180), French 
poet of courtly romances; Perceval l left unfinished 
at his death, is the earliest litemry version of the 
legendary quest for the Holy Grall. 
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each work in the historical moment of its appearance, from a pre
understanding of the genre, from the form and themes of already familiar 
works, and from the opposition between poetic and practical language. 

My thesis opposes a widespread skepticism that doubts whether an anal
ysis of aesthetic influence can approach the meaning of a work of art at all 
or can produce, at best, more than a simple soCiology of taste. Rene Wellek 
in particular directs such doubts against the Iit~rary theory of I. A. Richards. 1 

Wellek argues that neither the individual state of consciousness, since it is 
momentary and only personal, nor a collective state of consciousness, as Jan 
Mukafovskyl assumes the effect a work of art to be, can be determined by 
empirical means. Roman Jakobson wanted to replace the "collective state of 
consciousness" by a "collective ideology" in the form of a system of norms 
that exists for each literary work as langue and that is actualized as parole3 

by the receiver-although incompletely and never as a whole. This theory, 
it is true, limits the subjectivity of the influence, but it still leaves open the 
question of which data can be used to comprehend the influence of a par
ticular work on a certain public and to incorporate it into a system of norms. 
In the meantime there are empirical means that .had never been thought of 
before-literary data that allow one to ascertain':a specific disposition of the 
audience for each work (a disposition that precedes the psychological reac
tion as well as the subjective understanding of the individual reader). As in 
the case of every actual experience, the first literary ~erience of a previously 
unknown work also demands a "foreknowledge 'Vvhich is an element of the 
experience itself, and on the basis of which anything new that we come across 
is available to experience at all, i.e., as ii: were readable in a context of expe
rience."4 

A literary work, even when it appears to be new, does not present itself as 
something absolutely new in an informational vacu4m, but predisposes its 
audience to a very specific kind of reception by announcements, overt and 
covert Signals, familiar characteristics, or implicit allusions. It awakens mem
ories of that which was already read, brings the reader to a specific emotional 
attitude, and with its beginning arouses expectations for the "middle and 
end," which can then be maintained intact or altered, reoriented, or even 
fulfilled ironically in the course of the reading according to specific rules of 
the genre or type of text. The psychic process in'the reception of a text is, in 
the primary horizon of aesthetic experience, by no means only an arbitrary 
series of merely subjective impressions, but rather the c~rrying out of specific 
instructions in a process of directed perception, which can be comprehended 
according to its constitutive motivations and triggering signals, and which 
also can be described by a textual linguistics. If, along with W. D. Stempel, 
one defines the initial horizon of expectations of a text as paradigmatic iso
topy, which is transposed into an immanent syntagmatic. horizon of expec
tations to the extent that the utterance grows, then the process of reception 

1. English literary critic (1893-1979). a pioneer 
of analytic criticism focusing on the text Itself. 
Wellek (1903-1995). Czech-born American liter
ary theorist and historian of literary criticism. 
2. Czech literary theorist (1891-1975). 
3. Speech (French). distinguished by the Swiss 
lingUist FERDlNAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913) 

from lang ..... "language" understood In the abstract 
as the object of linguistics. JAKOBSON (1896-
1982). Russian-born American linguist and literary 
theorist. , 
4. Gunther Buck, Lernen .. nd Erfahrung [Learn
ing and Experience] (Stuttgart. 1967). p.56 
Uaus.·. note]. 
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becomes describable in the expansion of a semiotic system that accomplishes 
itself between the development and the correction of a system. 5 A corre
sponding process of the continuous establishing and altering of horizons also 
determines the relationship of the individual text to the succession of texts 
that forms the genre. The ne\'\.' text evokes for the reader (listener) the horizon 
of expectations and rules familiar from earlier texts, which are then varied, 
corrected, altered, or even just reproduced. Variation and correction deter
mine the scope, whereas alteration and reproduction determine the borders 
of a genre-structure. The interpretative reception of a text always presup
poses the context of experience of aesthetic perception: the question of the 
subjectivity of the interpretation and of the taste of different readers or 
le\·e1s of readers can be asked meaningfully only when one has first clarified 
which transsubjective hodzon of understanding conditions the influence of 
the text. 

The ideal cases of the objective capability of such literary-historical frames 
of reference are works that e\'oke the reader's horizon of expectations, formed 
by a convention of genre. style. or form, only in order to destroy it step by 
step-which by no means serves a critical purpose only, but can itself once 
again produce poetic effects. Thus Cervantes6 allows the horizon of expec
tations of favorite old tales of knighthood to arise out of the reading of Don 
Qui:l::ote, which the adventure of his last knight then seriously parodies. Thus 
Diderot. at the beginning ofJacques le Fataliste,7 evokes the horizon of expec
tations of the popular novelistic schema of the "journey" (with the fictive 
questions of the reader to the narrator) along with the (Aristotelian) conven
tion of the romanesque fableS and the providence unique to it, so that he 
can then provocatively oppose to the promised journey- and love-novel a 
completely unromanesque "verite de l'histoire":9 the bizarre reality and moral 
casuisti-y of the enclosed stodes in which the truth of life continually denies 
the mendacious character of poetic fiction. Thus Nerval' in the Chimeres 
cites. combines, and mixes a quintessence of well-known romantic and 
occult motifs to produce the horizon of expectations of a mythical meta
morphosis of the world only in order to signify his renunciation of romantic 
poetry. The identifications and relationships of the mythic state that are 
familiar or disclosable to the reader dissolve into an unknown to the same 
degree as the attempted private myth of the lyrical "I" fails, the law of su.fr.. 
ficient information is broken. and the obscurity that has become expressive 
itself gains a poetic function. 

There is also the possibility of objectifying the horizon of expectations in 
works that are historically less sharply delineated. For the specific disposition 

5. \Volr-Dieter Stempel, "Pour une descrirtion 
de~ {l,("nres litt~raires" ["For a Description 0 Lit
erary Genres"], in Bf!.itrage ::urTextlingu;stilt. [COfJ
tributiot,s to Textual Lingu.istics], ed. Slempel 
'1\Iunich. 1970) Uauss's note). Stempel (b. 1929.1. 
German philologIst. "Syntagmatic" and "paradig
matic" are key terms of semiotics. the study of signs 
(linguistic and other); paradigmatic relationships 
obtain between items that csn be substituted for 
onc another in a given context (here "isotopic," 
because the same possibilities are presented to any 
l"eadcl" at a given time), while syntagmatic relation
ships form a meaningful whole in a sequence (that 
here' changes over time). 
6. l\IIi!,uel de Cervantes (J 547-1 6 1 6), Spanish 

noyelist, dramatist, and poet; the novel Don Qui
:>rote (1605,1615) Is his masterpiece. 
7. Jack the Fatalist (pub. 1796), nov,,1 by the 
French philosopher and encyclopedist Denis Dide
rot (I7 13-1 784). 
8. A romance of the 12th and 13th centuries, fea
turing elements of .heroic adventure and the super
natural 85 well as love; it is "Aristotelian" insofar 
as it reflects the view of plot that the Greek phi
losopher ARISTOTLE (384-322 R.e.E.) offers in his 
Poetics (see above). 
9. True historY (French). 
I. G<!rard de' Nerval (born G<!rard Labrunie, 
1808-1855), French writer of verse and prose; 
Cld .. ,eras (1854) is a sonnet sequence. 
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toward a particular work that the author anticipates from the audience can 
also be arrived at, even if explicit signals are lacking, through three generally 
presupposed factors: first, ,through familiar norms or the immanent poetics 
of the genre; second, through the implic1trelationships to familiar works of 
the literary-historical surroundings; and third, through the opposition 
between fiction and reality, between the poetic and the practical function of 
language, which is always available to the reflective reader during the reading 
as a possibility of comparison. The third factor includes the possibility that 
the reader of a new work can perceive it within the narrower horizon of 
literary expectations, as wellas within the wider horizon of experience of life. 
I shall return to this horizontal structure, and its ability to be objectified by 
means of the hermeneutics of question and answer, in the discussion of the 
relationship between literature' and lived praxis (see XII). 

VIII 

Thesis 3. Reconstructed in this way, the horizon of expectations of a work 
allows one to determine its artistic character by the kind and the degree of 
its influence on 'a presupposed audience. If one characterizes as aesthetic 
distance the disparity between the given horizon of expectations and the 
appearance of a new work, whose reception can result in a "change ofhori
zons" through negation of familiar eXperiences or through raising newly artic
ulated experiences to the level of consciousness, then this aesthetic distance 
can be objectified historically along the spectrum of the audience's reactions 
and criticism's judgment (spontaneous success, rejection or shock, scattered 
approval, gradual or· belated understanding). 

The way in which il literary work, at the historical moment of its appear
ance, satisfies, ,surpasses, disappoints, or refutes the expectations ,of its first 
audience obviously prpvides a criterion for the determination ,of Its aesthetic 
value. The distance between the. horizon of expectations and the 'work, 
between the familiarity of previous aesthetic experience and the "horizonal 
change"2 demanded by the reception of the new work, determines the artistic 
character of a literary work, according to an aesthetics of reception: to the 
degree that this distance'decreases; and no turn toward the horizon of yet
unknown experience is demanded of the receiving consciousness; the closer 
the work comes to the sphere of "culinary" or entertainment art. This latter 
work can be characterized by an aesthetics of reception as not demanding 
any horizonal change, but rather as precisely fulfilling the eXpectations pre
scribed by a ruling standard of taste, in that it satisfies the desire for the 
reproduction of the fainiliarly beautiful; confirms familiar sentiments; sanc
tions wishful notions; makes unusual experiences enjoyable.as "sensations"; 
or even raises moral problems, but only to "solve" them in an edifying manner 
as predecided questions. If, conversely, the artistic character of a work is to 
be measured by the aesthetic distance with which it opposes the expectations 
of its first audience, then it follows that this distance, at first experienced 
as a pleasing or alienating new perspective, can disappear for later readers, 

2. A Husserlian concept Uauss's note). Edmund "usserI (1859-1938), German philosopher; the founder 
of phenomenology, which Investigates and describes phenomena as ('ohsciousIyexperlenced. 
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to the extent that the original negativity of the work has become self
evident and has itself entered into the horizon of future aesthetic experience, 
as a henceforth familiar expectation. The classical character of the so-called 
masterworks especial1y belongs to this second horizonal change;3 their beau
tiful form that has become self-evident, and their seemingly unquestionable 
"eternal meaning" bring them, according to an aesthetics of reception, dan
gerously close to the irresistibly convincing and enjoyable "culinary" art, so 
that it requires a special effort to read them "against the grain" of the accus
tomed experience to catch sight of their artistic character once again (see 
section X). 

The relationship between literature and audience includes more than the 
facts that every work has its own specific, historically and sociological1y 
determinable audience, that every writer is dependent on the milieu, views, 
and ideology of his audience, and that literary success presupposes a book 
"which expresses what the group expects, a book which presents the group 
with its own image."4 This objectivist determination of literary success 
according to the congruence of the work's intention with the expectations of 
a social group always leads literary sociology into a dilemma whenever later 
or ongoing influence is to be explained. Thus R. Escarpit wants to presuppose 
a "collective basis in space or time" for the "illusion of the lasting quality" of 
a writer, which in the case of Moliere5 leads to an astonishing prognosis: 
"Moliere is still young for the Frenchman of the twentieth century because 
his world still lives, and a sphere of culture, views, and language still binds 
us to him .... But the sphere becomes ever smaller, and Moliere will age 
and die when the things which our culture still has in common with the 
France of Moliere die" (p. 117). As if Moliere had only mirrored the "mores 
of his time" and had only remained successful through this supposed inten
tion! Where the congruence between work and social group does not exist, 
or no longer exists, as for example with the reception of a work in a foreign 
language, Escarpit is able to help himself by inserting a "myth" in between: 
"myths that are invented by a later world for which the reality that they 
substitute for has become alien" (p. Ill). As if all reception beyond the first, 
socially determined audience for a work were only a "distorted echo," only a 
result of "subjective myths," and did not itself have its objective a priori once 
again in the received work as the limit and possibility of later understandfng! 
The sociology of literature does not view its object dialectically enough when 
it determines the circle of author, work, and audience so one-sidedly. The 
determination is reversible: there are works that at the moment of their 
appearance are not yet directed at any specific audience, but that break 
through the familiar horizon of literary expectations so completely that an 
audience can only gradually develop for them.6 When, then, the new horizon 

3. Sec Boris Tomashevsky, in 'I1.eorie de / .. litter· 
ature: Textes des formali..te. ru. .. es [1'1teorr of Lit
erature: Texts of the Russian Fannalistsl. cd. 
T7.vClan Todorov (Paris, 1966), p. 306 n. 53: ''The 
appearance of a genius always equals a literal")' rev
olution which dethrones the dominanl Cllnon and 
gives )')ower to processes subordinated until then. 
... The "pigones repeat a worn-out combination 
of processes, and 05 original and revolutionary as 
il WIIS, this combination becomes stereotypical and 
traditional. Thus the eplgones kill, sometimes for 
a Jong time, the aptitude of their contemporaries 

to sense the aesthetic force of the example. they 
imitate; they discredit their masters" Uauss's note]. 
4. Robert Est'arpit, Das Such find der Leser: 
EnlwUr/ e;ner UtemtursozioloR;e [The Book and 
the Reader: Model for a Sociology of l.itemturc] 
(Cologne, 196 I), p. 1 16 Uauss's note]. Escarp it (b. 
1918), French literary critic. 
5. Pen name of Jean-Baptiste Poquelin (J 622-
1673), French playwright. 
6. The incomparably more p~mising literary soci
ology of Erich Auerbach brought these aspects to 
light in the variety of epoch-making breaks in th .. 
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of expectations has achieved more general currency, the power of the altered 
aesthetic norm can be demonstrated in that the audience experiences for
merly successful works as outmoded, and withdraws its appreciation. Only 
in view of such horizonal change does the analysis of literary influence 
achieve the dimension of a literary history of readers, and do the statistical 
curves of the bestsellers provide historical knowledge. 

A literary sensation from the year 1857 may serve as an example. Alongside 
Flaubert's MacUrme Bovary, which has since become world-famous, appeared 
his friend Feydeau's Fanny,7 today forgott~n. Although Flaubert's novel 
brought with it a trial for offending public morals, MacUrme Bovary was at 
first overshadowed by Feydeau's novel: Fanny went through thirteen editions 
in one year, achieving a success the likes of which Paris had not experienced 
since Chateaubriand's Atala. 8 Thematically considered, both novels met the 
expectations of a new audience that-in Baudelaire's analysis-had fore
sworn all romanticism, and despised great as well as naive passions equally:9 
they treated a trivial subject, infidelity in a bourgeois and provincial milieu. 
Both authors understood how to give to the conventional, ossified triangular 
relationship a sensational twist that went beyond the expected details of the 
erotic scenes. They put the worn-out theme of jealousy in a new light by 
reversing the expected relationship between th~ three classic roles: Feydeau 
has the youthful lover of the femme de trente ans 1 become jealous of his 
lover's husband despite his having already fulfilled his desires, and perishing 
over this agonizing situation; Flaubert gives th~ adulteries of the doctor's 
wife in the provinces-interpreted by BaudelaWe as a sublime form of cUrn
dysmeZ-the surprise ending that precisely the laughable figure of the cuck
olded Charles Bovary takes on dignified traits at the end. In the official 
criticism of the time, one finds voices that reject Fanny as well as Madame 
Bovary as a product of the new school of r~alisme, which they reproach for 
denying everything ideal and attacking the ideas on which the social order 
of the Second Empire3 was founded. The audience's horizon of expectations 
in 1857, here only vaguely sketched in, which did not expect anything great 
from the novel after Balzac's4 death, explains the different success of the two 
novels only when the question of,the effect of their narrative form is posed. 
Flaubert's formal innovation, his principle of "impersonal narration" (impas
sibilit~)-attacked by Barbey d'Aurevilly5 with the comparison that if a story
telling machine could be cast of English steel it would function no differently 

relationship between author and reader Ususs's 
note]. Auerbach (1892-1957), German literary 
critic. 
7. A work by the French novelist Ernest Aim/! Fey
deau (1821-1873). Madame Bovary, by the French 
novelist Gustave Flaubert (1821-1880), tells 
the story of Charles Bovary, a country doctor, and 
of his wife, Emma Bovary, who Is unfaithful to 
him. 
8. An unfinished 180 I romance novel by Fran
~ois-Rene, vicomte de Chateaubriand (1768-
1848), French Romantic writer and statesman. 
9. In "Ma&me Bovary par Gu,tave Flaubert" 
(Oeuvres compl~tes [Complete Works], PMlade ed. 
[Paris, 1951]. p. 998), Charles Baudelaire writes, 
"The last years of Louis-Philippe witnessed the last 
explosions of a spirit still e"cltable by the play of 
the imaginationj but the new novelist found him
self faced with a completely worn-out society-

worse than worn-out-stupified and gluttonous, 
with a horror only of fiction, and love only for pos
session" Uauss's note]. BAUDEUlIRE (1821-1867), 
French poet. Louis-Phillppe (1773-1850), 
selected king of France (1830-48); under his rule 
the new middle classes became rich and corrupt. 
\. Woman of thirty years (French); that Is, an 
older woman. 
2. Dandyism (French), a devotion to fashion and 
style praised by Baudelaire. 
3. The rule (1848-70) of Louis-Napoleon Bona
parte, who was elected constitutional president 
after the overthrow of Louis-Phlllppe and who 
declared himself emperor in 1852. 
4. Honore! de Balzac (1799-1850), French nov
elist. 
5. Jules Barbey d'Aurevilly (1808-1889), French 
Romantic writer of novels, poetry, and literary crit
icism. 
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than Monsieur Flaubert-must have shocked the same audience that was 
offered the provocative contents of Fanny in the inviting tone of a confes
sional novel. It could also find incorporated in Feydeau's descriptions the 
modish ideals and suppressed desires of a stylish level of society, and could 
delight without restraint in the lascivious central scene in which Fanny 
<without suspecting that her lover is watching from the balcony) seduces her 
husband-for the moral indignation was already diminished for them 
tht'ough the reaction of the unhappy witness. As Madame Bovary, however, 
became a worldwide success, when at first it was understood and appreciated 
as a turning-point in the history of the novel by only a small circle of con
noisseurs, the audience of novel-readers that was formed by it came to sanc
tion the new canon of e,,:pectations; this canon made Feydeau's 
weaknesses-his flowery style, his modish effects, his lyrical-confessional 
cliches-unbearable, and allowed Fa''t1lY to fade into yesterday's bestseller. 

IX 
Thesis 4. The reconstruction of the horizon of expectations, in the face of 
which a work was created and received in the past. enables one on the other 
hand to pose questions that the text gave an answer to, and thereby to dis
cover how the contemporary reader could have viewed and understood the 
work. This approach corrects the mostly unrecognized norms of a classicist 
or modernizing understanding of art, and avoids the circular recourse to a 
general "spirit of the age." It brings to view the hermeneutic difference 
between the former and the current understanding of a work; it raises to 
consciousness the history of its reception, which mediates both positions; 
and it thereby calls into question as a platonizing dogma6 of philological 
metaphysics the apparently self-evident claims that in the literary text, lit
erature [Dichtung]is eternally present, and that its objective meaning, deter
mined once and for all, is at all times immediately accessible to the 
interpreter. 

The method of historical reception is indispensable for the understanding 
of literature from the distant past. When the author of a work is unknown, 
his intent undeclared. and his relationship to sources and models only irrdt-" 
rectly accessible. the philological question of how the text is "properly"
that is, "from its intention and time"-to be understood can best be answered 
if one foregrounds it against those works that the author explicitly or implic
itly presupposed his contemporary audience to know. The creator of the 
oldest branches of the Roman de Re1wrt, for example, assumes--'-as his pro
logue testifies-that his listeners know romances like the story of Troy and 
Tdstan, heroic epics (challS0HS de geste), and verse fables (fabliaux),' and 
that they are therefore curious about the "unprecedented war between the 

C,. That is, a belief, like that of PLI\TO «·a. 427-ca. 
~4 - II.(:.E.). in timeless Forms 0" Ideas that give 
mCcllling to all particular phenom.enon. 
~. Ooth the epic poems (Iitcn,lIy. "songs of 
.. let ion "I depicting legendary and historical figures 
<lnd I he short. comic tales of ordinal"), lifC' were pop
lIJ.H- in 12th-14th century France. RnuwJl. de Retl.
(.If', 1;'\/01..'el of ReJUJrt): French stol"ics in vt'l'se (mid-

12th to early 14th c.) whose protagonists are ani
mals (Renard is a fox, and Ysengrin is a wolf). "The 
story of Troy": the Trojan War, most famously told 
in Homer's l/i.,d (ca. 8th c. D.C.E.). Trisln,,: a medi
eval cycle of lales about the doomed romanC'e of 
Tristan and Iseult (French versions appeared In the 
late 12th c.). 
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two barons, Renart and Ysengrin," which is to overshadow everything already 
known. The works and genres that are evoked are then all ironically touched 
on in the course of the narrative. From this~.porizonal change one can prob
ably also explain the public success, reaching far beyond France, of this 
rapidly famous work that for the first time took a position opposed to all the 
long-reigning heroic and courtly poetry. 

Philological research long misunderstood the originally satiric intention of 
the medieval Reineke Fuchs and, along with it, the ironic-didactic meaning 
of the analogy between animal and human natures, because ever since Jacob 
Grimm8 it had remained trapped within the romantic notion of pure nature 
poetry and naive animal tales. Thus; to give yet a second example of modern
izing norms, one could also rightly reproach French research into the epic 
since Bedier for living-unconsciously-by the criteria of Boileau's9 poetics, 
and judging a nonclassicalliterature by the norms of simplicity, harmony of 
part and whole, probability, and still others. The philological-critical method 
is obviously not protected by its historical objectivism from the interpreter 
who, supposedly bracketing himself, nonetheless raises his own aesthetic 
preconceptions to an unacknowledged norm and unreflectively modernizes 
the meaning of the past text. Whoever believes that the "timelessly-true" 
meaning of a literary work must immediately, and simply through one's mere 
absorption in the text, disclose itself to the interpreter as if he had a stand
point outside of history and beyond all "errors" of his predecessors and of the 
historical reception-whoever believes this "conceals the involvement of the 
historical consciousness itself in the history of influence." He denies "those 
presuppositions-certainly not arbitrary but rather fundamental-that gov
ern his own understanding," and can only feign an objectivity "that in truth 
depends upon the legitimacy of the questions asked."· 

In Truth and Method Han8-Georg Gadamer, whose critique of historical 
objectivism I am assuming here, described the principle of the history of 
influence; which seeks to present the reality of history in -understanding 
itself, as an application of the logic of question and answer to the historical 
tradition. In a continuation of CoIlingwood's thesis that "one can understand 
a text only when one has understood the question to which it is an answer,"2 
Gadamer demonstrates th~~ the reconstructed question can no longer stand 
within its original horizon because this historical horizon is always already 
enveloped within the horizon of the present: "Understanding is always the 
process of the fusion of these horizons that we suppose to exist by them
se!ves."] The historical question cannot exist for itself; it must merge with 

. the question "that the tradition is for US."4 One thereby solves the question 
with which Rene Wellek described the aporia of literary judgment: should 
the philologist evaluate a literary work according to the perspective of the 
past, the standpoint of the present, or the "verdict of the ages"?5 The actual 

8. German philologist (1785-1863) and collector 
of folktales. Rei .... ke Fuchs: Reynard the Fox 
(German); Grlmm's Reinhart Fuchs was published 
in 1834. 
9. Nlcolas Boileau (1636-1711), French critic 
and poet. author of The Art 0/ Poetry (1674). 
Joseph Bedier (1864-1938), French scholar of 
medieval literature. 
I. Hans-Georg Gadamer. Truth and Method: Fun
da,ne,.tals of a Philosorhlcal Hermeneutics (New 

York, 1975), p. 268 [JBUSS'S note]. Gadamer (b. 
1900), German (,_hilosopher. 
2. Ibid., p. 333 Uauss', note]. 
3. Ibid .• p. 273 Uau"s'" note]. 
4. Ibid., p. 337 Uauss's note]. 
5. Rene Wellek, Concepts of Criticism, ed. Ste
phen G. Nlchols Jr. (New Haven, 1963). pp. 17-
20 Uau •• •• notel. "Aporia'" difficulty, logical 
impasse. 
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standards of a· past could be so narrow that their use would only make poorer 
a work that in the history of its influence had unfolded a rich semantic 
potential. The aesthetic judgment of the present would favor a canon of 
works that correspond to modern taste, but would unjustly evaluate all other 
works only because their function in their time is no longer evident. And the 
history of influence itself, as instructive as it might be, is as "authority open 
to the same objections as the authority of the author's contemporaries."6 
WeIIek's conclusion-that there is no possibility of avoiding our own judg
ment; one must only make this judgment as objective as possible in that one 
does what every scholar does, namely, "isolate the object"-is no solution to 
the aporia, but rather a relapse into objectivism. The "verdict of the ages" 
on a literary work is more than merely "the accumulated judgment of other 
readers, critics, viewers, and even professors";7 it is the successive unfolding 
of the potential for meaning that is embedded in a work and actualized in 
the stages of its historical reception as it discloses itself to understanding 
judgment, so long as this faculty achieves in a controlled fashion the "fusion 
of horizons" in the encounter with the tradition. 

.. .. .. 
x 

Thesis 5. The theory of the aesthetics of reception not only allows one to 
conceive the meaning and form of a literary work in the historical unfolding 
of its understanding. It also demands that one inse"rt the individual work into 
its "literary seri,es" to recognize its historical position and significance in the 
context of the experience of literature. In the step from a history of the 
reception of works to an eventful history of literature, the latter manifests 
itself as a process in which the passive reception Is on the part of authors. 
Put another way, the next work can solve formal and moral problems left 
behind by the last work, and present new problems in turn. 

How can the individual work, which positivistic literary history determin~d 
in a chronological series and thereby reduced to the status of a "fact," be 
brought back into its historical-sequential relationship «nd thereby once 
again be understood as an "event"? The theory of the Formalist school.!..ls 
already mentioned, would solve this problem with its principle of "literary 
evolution," according to which the new work arises against the background 
of preceding or competing works, reaches the "high point" of a literary period 
as a successful form, is quickly reproduced and thereby increasingly autom
atized, until finally, when the next form has broken through, the former 
vegetates on as a used-up genre in the quotidian sphere of literature. 

.. .. .. 
Criticism has already displayed the weaknesses of the Formalist theory of 
evolution: mere opposition or aesthetic variat~on does not suffice to explain 
the growth of literature; the question of the direction of change of literary 
forms remains unanswerable; innovation for itself does not alone make up 
artistic character; and the connection between literary evolution and social 

6. w .. n.,k, p. 17 IJsus.'s oot<"J. 7. Ibid. Uau.s'. note]. 
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change does not vanish from the face of the earth through its mere negation. 
My thesis XII responds to the last question; the problematic of the remaining 
questions demands that the descriptive Jiterary theory of the FormaJists be 
opened up, through an aesthetics of reception, to the dimension of historical 
experience that must also include the historical standpoint of the present 
observer, that is, the Jiterary historian. 

.. .. .. 
Founding "literary evolution" on an aesthetics of reception thus not only 

returns its lost direction insofar as the standpoint of the Jiterary historian 
becomes the vanishing point-but not the goaJ!-of. the process. It also 
opens to view the temporal depths of Jiterary experience, in that it aHows one 
to recognize the variable distance between the actual and the virtual signif
icance of a Jiterary work. This means that the artistic character of a work, 
whose semantic potential FormaJism reduces to innovation as the single cri
terion of value, must in no way always be immediately perceptible within the 
horizon of its first appearance, let alone that it could then also already be 
exhausted in the pure opposition between the old and the new form. The 
distance between the actual first perception of a work and its virtual signif
icance, or, put another way, the resistance that the new work poses to the 
expectations of its first audience, can be so great that it requires a long 
process of reception to gather in that ·which was unexpected and unusable 
within the first horizon. It can thereby happen that a virtual significance of 
the work remains long unrecognized until the>"literary evolution," through 
the actualization of a newer form, reaches the horizon that now for the first 
time aHows one to find access to the understanding of the misunderstood 
older form. Thus the obscure lyrics of Mallarme and his school prepared the 
ground for the return of baroque poetry, long since unappreciated and 
therefore forgotten, and in ·particular for the philol!>gical reinterpretation and 
"rebirth" of G6ngora.8 One can Jine up the examples of how a new Jiterary 
form can reopen access to forgotten Jiterature. These include the so-caHed 
"renaissances"-so-called, because the word's meaning gives rise to the 
appearance of an automatic return, and often prevents one from recognizing 
that literary tradition can not transmit itself alone. That is, a Jiterary past 
can return only when a new reception araws it back into the present, whether 
an altered aesthetic attitude willfuHy reaches back to reappropriate the past, 
or an unexpected Jight faHs back on forgotten Jiterature from the new 
moment of Jiterary evolution, allowing something to be found that one pre
viously could not have sought in it. 

The new is thus not only an aesthetic category. It is not absorbed into the 
factors of innovation, surprise, surpassing, rearrangement, or aJienation, to 
which the Formalist theory assigned exclusive importance. The new also 
becomes a historical category when the diachronic an.alysis9 of literature is 
pushed further to ask which historical moments are really the ones that first 
make new that which is new in a literary ph.enomenon; to what degree this 
new element is already perceptible in the historical instant of its emergence; 

8. Luis de G6ngora y Argote (1561-1627). Span
ish pot't who employed an ornate style. s"TtPHA.NE 
MA.LLI\.RM~ (1842-1898), French poet. 
9. Dealing with phenomena as they change over 

time; In contrast, synchronic analysis concerns the 
relation of phenomena at a particular moment In 
time. 
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",-hich distance, path, or detour of understanding were required for its real
ization in content; and whether the moment of its full actualization was so 
influential that it could alter the perspective on the old, and thereby the 
canonization of the literary past. How the relationship of poetic theory to 
aesthetically productive pI'axis is represented in this light had already been 
discussed in another context. 1 The possibilities of the interaction between 
production and reception in the historical change of aesthetic attitudes are 
admittedly far from exhausted by these remarks. Here they should above all 
illustrate the dimension into which a diachronic view of literature leads when 
it would no longer be satisfied to consider a chronological series of literary 
facts as already the historical appearance of literature. 

XI 

Thesis 6. The achievements made in linguistics through the distinction and 
methodological interrelation of diachronic and synchronic analysis are the 
occasion for overcoming the diachronic perspective-previously the only one 
practiced-in literary history as well. If the perspective of the history of 
reception always bumps up against the functional connections between the 
understanding of new works and the significance of older ones when changes 
in aesthetic attitudes are considered, it must also be possible to take a syn
chronic cross-section of a moment in the development, to arrange the hetero
geneous multiplicity of contemporaneous works in equivalent, opposing, and 
hierarchical structures, and thereby to discover an overarching system of 
relationships in the literature of a historical moment. From this the principle 
of representation of a new literary history could be developed, if further 
cross-sections diachronic ally before and after were so arranged as to artic
ulate historically the change in literary structures in its epoch-making 
moments. 

" .. .. 
The problem of selecting that which is important for a new history of 

literature can be solved with the help of the synchronic perspective in a 
manner that has not yet been attempted: a horizontal change in the historical 
process of "literary evolution" need not be pursued only throughout the~
of all the diachronic facts and filiations, but can also be established in the 
altered remains of the synchronic literary system and read out of further 
cross-sectional analyses. In principle, a representation of literature in the 
historical succession of such systems would be possible through a series of 
arbitrary points of intersection between diachrony and synchrony. The his
todca! dimension of literature, its eventful continuity that is lost in tradi
tionalism as in positivism. can meanwhile be recovered only if the literary 
historian finds points of intersection and brings works to light that articulate 
the processlike character of "literary evolution" in its moments formative of 
history as well as its caesurae between periods. But neither statistics nor the 
subjective willfulness of the literary historian decides on this historical artic-

1_ P"etik und Hermeneutik 2. ed. \Volfgang Iser 
('''Iunich, 1966). esp. pp. 395-418 Uauss's note]. 
Poet;c.:'i and Hermenentics: a publication featuring 
the work of the Constance School-the group of 

scholars. Including Jauss and ISER (b. 1926), based 
at the University of Constance, who focused on the 
role of the reader In Interpretation. 
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ulation, but rather the history of influence: that "which results from the 
event" and which from the perspective of 'the present constitutes the coher
ence of literature as the prehistory of its present manifestation. 

XII 

Thesis 7. The task of literary history is thus only completed when literary 
production is not only represented synchronically and dia'chronically in the 
succession of its systems, but also seen as "special history" in its own unique 
relationship to "general history." This' relationship does not end with the fact 
that a typified, idealized, satiric, or utopian image of social existence can be 
found in the literature of all times. The social function of literature manifests 
itself in its genuine possibility only where the literary experience of the reader 
enters into the horizon of expectations of his lived praxis, preforms his under
standing of the world, and thereby also has an effect on his social behavior. 

• '* * 
The relationship between literature and reader can actualize itself in the 

sensorial realm as an incitement to aesthetic perception as well as in the 
ethical realm as a summons to moral reflection. The new literary work is 
received and judged against the background of other works of art as well as 
against the background of the everyday' experience of life. Its social function 
in the ethical realm is to be grasped according to an aesthetics of reception 
in the same modalities of question and answer, problem and solution, under 
which it enters into the horizon of its historical influence, 

.. .. .. 
It follows from all of this that the specific achievement of literature in 

social existence is to be sought exactly where literature is not absorbed into 
the function of a represe.ntational art. If one looks at the moments in history 
when literary works toppled the taboos of the ruling morals or offered the 
reader. new solutions for the moral casuistry of his lived praxis, which 
thereafter could be sanctioned by the consensus of all readers in the society, 
then a still-little-studied area of research opens itself up to the literary his
torian. The gap between literature and history, between aesthetic and his~ 
torical knowledge, can be bridged if literary history does not simply describe 
the process of general history in the reflection of its works one more time, 
but rather when it discovers in the course of "literary evolution" that properly 
socially formative function that belongs to literature as it competes with other 
arts and social forces in the emancipation of mankind from its natural, reli
gious, and social bonds. 

If it is worthwhile for the literary scholar to jump over his ahistorical 
shadow for the sake of this task, then it might well also provide an answer 
to the question: toward what end and with what right can one today still
or again~sti..tdy literary history? 

1969, 1970 
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Arguably the leading literary intellectual in Britain in the later twentieth century, 
Raymond Williams is best known for espousing the study of culture and society along
side that of literature. A committed socialist and political activist'as well as a highly 
productive scholar throughout his life, he provided a model for those interested in 
investigating literature in terms of politics, ideology, and social history. He was a 
literary journalist and novelist; a prominent critic of drama, the novel, culture, and 
media; and one of the founding figures of British cultural studies and of media studies 
and communications. Arguing against traditional views that assume the autonomy of 
literature and its privileged cultural value, Williams analyzes it as a specific historical 
product, carrying class values. 

The son of a railway worker, Williams grew up in a small farming village, Pandy, 
in Wales. A sense of class and place informs all his work, 'most visibly his novels, 
which depict working-class life and politics in Wales, In ] 939 he entered Cambridge 
University on a state scholarship, where he became acutely aware of class distinctions; 
he was politically active in the Socialist Club and, for a short time, the Communist 
Party. In 1941 he left to serve in an artillery division of the British Army during World 
War 11. He returned to Cambridge after the war, taking a degree'in English in 1945. 
By that time he was married, with one smali child and another on the way; so instead 
of accepting a postgraduate fellowship, he began teaching evening classes at Oxford 
in drama and fiction. His experience in adult education and his involvement with the 
Workers Educational Association helped convince him of the importance of litera
ture's social and political contexts and of the need for a democratic, "permanent 
education." In 1961 he reh.Jrned to Cambridge as a lecturer, and In 1974 a profes
sorship of drama, was created for him, a position he held until retiring in 1983. At 
Cambridge Williams not onry wrote prolifically but taught a number of students
among them, STUART HALL and TERRY EAGLETON-who would themselves become 
important figures in literary and cultural studies. 

Literary studies in England after World War n were dominated by "Cambridge 
English," strongly influenced by F. R. Leavis, a longtime professor at Cambridge and 
the editor of the leading critical journal of its day, Scrutiny. Extolling, in his famQus 
phrase, "the Great Tradition," Leavis privileged literature above all other disciplines, 
as offering a special morally edifying force. In so doing, he followed MA'ITHEW 
ABNOLD, who in Culture and Anarchy (1869) claimed that the literary canon could 
provide a civilizing "sweetness and light" to society, In effect assuming the redemptive 
powcr prcviously enjoyed by religion. Williams desacralizes literature by setting it in 
its historical context and examining its social uses. 

While engaging with history, sociology, and politics, WilIiams characteristically 
begins with literary analysis, often examining "keywords" of modern culture. In his 
masterwork C.ulture and Society, 1780-1950 (I958), whose title signals its revision 
of Arnold, Williams unfolds the history of culture, art, democracy, indUstry, and class. 
For example, culture, a term originally applied to agriculture, shifted in the eighteenth 
century to encompass "tending" the human mind, so that one might be a "cUltured" 
or "cultivated" individual. In the course of the nineteenth century, the term came to 
mean a general classification of the arts and literature, implying a high social value. 
WilIiams connects these transformations to the rise of industrial capitalism; he him
self adopts a broader definition, arguing in a famous passage that "a culture is not 
only a body of intellectual and imaginative work; it is also a whole way' of life;" 

Our selection, "Literature," from Marxism and Literature (I977), similarly exam
ines literature. With the rise of industrial capitalism, a term once applied to any 
written material began first to deSignate more specifically works of the imagination, 
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then certain poems, novels, and plays of high cultural and social value. Williams 
argues that our contemporary sense derives not from the intrinsic, timeless aesthetic 
value of literary works themselves but from the ongoing capitalist specialization of 
society, and that literary forms and genres are determined by the social roles they 
play. He also examines the development of "national" literatures, which further dem
onstrates how society, culture, and art interconnect and how literature serves the 
dominant order. Williams thus challenges all idealizing notions of literature. 

Williams responds specifically to the state of English studies of his time, but he 
also raises a perennial problem in literary theory---the definition of literature. Modern 
literary theorists often look to formal artistic features intrinsic in works, discerning 
what ROMAN JAKOBSON terms their "literariness" or "poeticity." Williams sees litera
ture instead as a shifting historical product-'-not a transcendent entity but a complex 
mutating human product linked with concepts such as literacy, imagination, taste, 
and beauty, all inflected by sociohistorical conditions. He also notes that criticism 
and its function have similarly mutated to reflect changing social roles. 

Williams calls his theoretical approach "cultural materialism," at once invoking the 
Marxist focus on the economic means of production and emphasizing the role of 
culture. Stressing the complex interaction of culture and society, he investigates the 
material, historical factors that inform culture-part of society's "superstructure"
but he also shows how culture shapes society in an ongoing process, often contesting 
and resisting dominant modes of production. 

Although Marxist and radical thought played a '&!gnificant role in Anglo-American 
criticism during the 1930s, such approaches were largely shunned during the cold 
war, particularly in the United States. The New York Intellectuals, for instance, as 
the title of IRVlNG HOWE's Politics and the Novel (19-57) suggests, were like Williams 
in joining the literary and the social; but they wereL~vowedly anticommunist and anti
Marxist. It was not until the 1970. and 1980s, In part through WiIIlams'. Influence 
and example, that Marxist and socialist ideas once again became accepted In literary 
studies. 

Williams's work, as he remarks in Culture and Society, "has been classified under 
headings as various as cultural history, h-istorical semantics, history of ideas, social 
criticism, literary history and sociology;" While som~ critics complain about Wil
Hams's style, which can be murky and ponderous, his disciplinary boundary crossing 
made him a model for cultural studies. Conversely, his stress on the political signif
icance of literary works was criticized by more traditional scholars for falling outside 
the purview of literary studies proper. In a career extending the traditional boundaries 
of literary studies, Williams exemplifies the possibilities for combining literary work 
with committed politics, and literary criticism with social criticism. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Raymond Williams published more than thirty books and .. approximately six hundred 
articles during his lifetime, spanning a wide range, from drama, poetry, and novel 
criticism to cultural history and media studies to literary theory and political com
mentary. Williams's early books include Reading and Criticism (1950), Dramafrom 
Ibsen to Eliot (1952; rev. as Drama from Ibsen to Brecht, 1968); and Drama in Per
formance (1954; rev. ed., 1968). He also published a textbook, Preface to Film, 
co-authored with Michael Orrom (1954). Culture and Society, 1780-1950 (I 958), a 
key text for British cultural studies, is a good place to enter his work. Its sequels 
include Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society (I976; rev. ed., 1983), origi
nally planned as an appendix, and The Long Revolution (1961). 

Williams helped pioneer media studies and the emerging discipline of communi
cations with Communications (1962; 3d ed., 1976); Television: Technology and Cul
tural Form (1974) is one of the first significant studies of that medium. Modern 
Tragedy (1966; rev. ed., 1979) continued his work in drama. He co-edited May Day 
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Manifesto, a response to the political events of the 1960s (1967; 2d ed., 1968), with 
his stlident Stuart Hall. \Villiams returned to Iitel'ary criticism with The English Novel 
from Dickens to Lallll'ence (1970) and The Country and tile City (I973). 

Marxism and Literature (1977) is a good introduction to WilIiams's more theoretical 
considerations of culture and society. Problems in Materialism and Culture: Selected 
Essays (1980) elaborates his theory of "cultural materialism," and Culture (1981; 
retitled TIJe Sociolog)' of Culture, 1982) is a sequel to Marxism and Literature. A 
lengthy collection of interviews, Politics and Letters: Interviews with New Left Relliew 
(1979), provides an accessible overview of his thought. His collections of occasional 
writings include "'dting in Society (1984); the posthumous The Politics of Modern
ism: Against t1~e New Conformists, edited by Tony Pinkney (1989), which includes a 
compelling interview of ,,vi/liams by Edward Said; and Resources of Hope: Culture, 
Democracy, Socialisl11. edited by Robin Gable (1989), which collects diverse essays. 
'''''lIat 1 Came to Say (1990) offers a short political summation. 

Williams edited a number of anthologies on literary figures, drama, and commu
nications, and he regularly published fiction throughout his career, including a trilogy 
of working-class life in 'Vales, Border Country (1960), Second Generation (1964), and 
TI,e Fightfor Manod (1979). He also wrote short stories, plays, and television scripts. 

The secondary literature on \Villiams's life and work is considerable. A compre
hensive biography. Fred Inglis's Raymond Williams (1995) presents a detailed and 
sometimes anecdotal picture of WiIliams's life. John and Lizzie Eldridge's Raytnond 
'Villian~: Making Connections (1994) is a useful introduction to the many aspects of 
\Villiams's work. There are a number of important collections: Raymond Williams: 
Critical Perspectives, edited by his .student Terry Eagleton (I 989), gathers essays by 
Stuart Hall, Said, Eagleton, and others, as well as an interview Eagleton conducted 
with WiIliams; Views beyond the Border Country: Raymond Williams and Cultural 
Politics, edited by Dennis L. Dworkin and Leslie G. Roman (1993); Cultural Mate
rialism: On Raymond Williams, edited by Christopher Prendergast (I995), which 
presents sophisticated examinations by contemporary critics; and Raymoud Williams 
Now: KtJowledge, Limits, and the Future, edited by Jeff Wallace, Rod Jones, and 
Sophie Nield (1997), which looks at Williams's relevance to subsequent theory. The 
best single-authored account, John Higgins's RaymoJtd Williams: Literahfre, Marxism 
and Cultural Materialism (1999), covers all WilIiams's work, from his early interest 
in drama to his political interventions. . 

Raymond Williams, edited by Eagleton, appends a chronological bibliography of all 
of WiIliams's writing, as well as a selected secondary bibliography. Higgins's Raymond 
"'illialt~, published more recently, also includes a chronological bibliography of his 
writings and a good listing of secondary sources. ~ ... 

From Marxism and Literature 

Part 1, Chapter 3 

Literature 

It is relatively difficult to see 'literature' as a concept. In ordinary usage it 
appears to be no more than a specific description, and what is described is 
then, as a rule, so highly valued that there is a virtually immediate and unnot
iced transfer of the specific values of particular works and kinds of work to 
what operates as a concept but is still firmly believed to be actual and prac
tical. Indeed the special property of 'literature' as a concept is that it claims 
this kind of importance and priority, in the concrete achievements of many 
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particular great works, ,as: against the 'ab1itraction', and 'generality', of other 
concepts·aridof;the kinds 'of practice w~ich they, by contiast,define,lThus 
it is common -to' see 'litet~ture' ,defined a~ 'full. central, . immediate humarl 
experience' .. usually '~ithah '!lsso'ciated 'reference to "mh\i1te pArtici.ila~s·~By 
co'ntrast,'$ociety' is often seen a's'esset1t~aIly general and ab#rllcl':)he $iJtri~ 
maries and averages, rather than the' dited substance, of'huplan liVing; Other 
related 'concepts, such as 'p~Htics', '!I:oc:;i~19gy'; or 'ideology:;, at:e' similarly 
placedan~ do-yvngraded, as ptere hardenep. outer shell)icomparedv,vith~he 
living experience of literature. '. '.. .,' , ., . . 

The na'ivety of the concept, in. this familiar form, 'can be shown ii;t tv,vo 
ways:· theoretically and historically. It is true that one popular version of the 
concept has been developed in ways that appear to protect it, and in 'practice 
do often protect it, against any such arguments.- An essential abstraCtion Of 
the 'personal' and the 'iminedbtte' is' carried so far that; within this highly 
developed form of thought, the' whole :process . of abst#lctioo' has been' dis
s61ved. None of Us steps can be retraced, and theabstrac.ti.on ofthe.'corittete' 
is a perfect and virtuallyunbrealaible circle. Argumepts fr'om' theoty'otfrom 
history are simply evidence of the {ncurable abstraction and 'gejieralit;i of 
those who are putting thim~forwar~. ,rhey can .then. be contc:;,rnptii~us.Iy 
rejected, often without, specific rElply, which would, be' only to fall. to· th~ir 
level. ..... .. 

This is a powerful and often foti:Udding' system of abstraction, in which 
the concept:of 'literature' becomes actively ideological/I. Theory CBn do gome
thingagairtst it, In the: necessary'tecognition (whichoughHiardly, to thOSe! 
who arei-eally in cQntac.t wi~hli~er,~i\ir~', tbrieed artylo'rig pi'ep8ra~ion) t~at 
what.ever else "it' maybe, Htel'atu~e' is' the. proct~s$ and ~h~ result of formal 
composition'~it~in' the soda:l 'and.£~nri,ll~ p~pehie,sot'ii l,~gu,~ge: 1?t~:e£fec
tive suppression o~ this proces~and its, drcums~~n~es,~hi<;1;l is achieved ,,,y 
shifting the concept to an· undifferentiated equivalence ,with 'immediaieJ{v
ing experience~ (inde~d,insome:~ases,to more th~ this,. so that th~~c;t1,lal 
lived experiences of society and history are seen as-Iess'particular and imme
diate than., diose of literature) is an, extraon;linary ideological feat. The ,very 
process' that··.is specific, that of. actual composition, has: effectively disap
peared 'or has been di~placedtoan internal·and self-proVing procedure in 
which writing of this kind is genuinely beliE!ved to be (however many ques
tions are then begged) 'immediate living experience' itself. Appeals to the 
history of literature, over its immense and extraordinarily various range, from 
-the Mabinogion to Middlemarch, or from Paradise Lost to The Prelude,z cause 
a momentary hesitation until v,arious dependent .c.at~gories of the concept 
are moved into place: 'myth', 'romance', 'fiction', 'realist fiction', 'epic', 'lyric', 
'autobiography'. What from another poini of view might reasonably be taken 
as initial definitions of the processes and circumstances of composition are 
converted, within the ideological c(nl'ce.tit, to 'forms' of what is still trium
phantly defined as 'full, central; immediate human experience'. Indeed when 
any concept ·has· so profound and complex an internal specializing develop-

I, That Is, ~Ia~s:a 'r~ie in the dQqdn'ant .y.~em of 
ideas arid beliefs of modern c1ass'bilsed' societies" 
that, according to· Marxism. optrates subliminally 
and '11,,~e~ u~ compliaqt subjects. .' .. 
2: Williams 'o'ameA 'major works' of prose' and' 
poetry: the Mablnogion (coinp, 14th ·c .. ), a collet:-

tion ~f.med.ieval Welih'~~I~.; Mlddletttarch (187'~
. 72);' a hovel bydeorge Eiiot; Paradise Lbst (1667i. 

. an epic by'Job" Mtlton;·and.'Iloe.Prelu4e (1.850), 
a long,au.toblographlc"l.poe'11. by,wl~M. WORDS-
WORn-l. ......... . 
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ment, it can hardly be examined or questioned at all from outside. If we are 
to understand its significance, and the complicated facts it 'partially reveals 
and partially obscures, we must turn to examining the development of the 
concept itself. ' 

In its modern form the concept of 'literature' ,did not emerge earlier than 
the eighteenth century and was not fully developed until the nineteenth 
century. Yet the conditions for its emergence had been developing since the 
Renaissance. The word itself came into English tise in the fourteenth cen
tury, following French and Latin precedents; its robt was Latin littera, a letter 
of the alphabet. Litterature, in the common early spelling, was then in effect 
a condition of ' reading: of being able to read and of having read. It was often 
close to the sense of modern literacy, which was not in the language until 
the late ·nineteenth century, its introduction in part ,made necessary ,by the 
movement of literature to a different sense; The normal adjective associated 
with literature was literate. Literary appeared in the sense of reading ability 
and experience in the seventeenth century; and did not acquire its specialized 
modern meaning until the eighteenth century. 

Literature as a new category was then a specialization of the area formerly 
categorized as rhetoric and grammar: 3 a specialization to reading and, in the 
material context of the development of printing! to the printed word and 
especially the book. It was eventually to become 'a more· general category 
than poetry or the earlier poesy, which had been general terms for imaginative 
composition, but which in relation to the development of literature became 
predominantly specialized, from the seventeenth century" to metrical com
position and especially written and printed metrical composition. But liter
ature was ,never primarily the active composition-the "makirig'~which 
poetry had described.4 As reading rather than writing. it was a category of a 
different kind. The characteristic use.can be seen in Bacon~"learned in all 
literature and erudition, divine and humane"-and as lateasJohnson-"he 
had probably more than common literature, ,as his son addresses ,him in one 
of his most elaborate Latin poems".5 Literature, that is to say; was a category 
of use and condition rather than ·of production. It was a particular speciali
zation of what had hitherto been seen as 'an activity or practice, and a spe
cialization, in· the circumstances, which Was l inevitably made in terms of 
social class. In its first extended sense, beyond the bare sense of 'lit~cy', it 
was a definition of 'polite' or 'humane' learning, and thus specified a partic
ular social distinction. New political concepts of the 'n'ation' and new valu
ations of the 'vernacular' interacted with a persistent emphasis on 'literature' 
as reading in the 'classical' languages. But still, in this first stagel into the 
eighteenth century, literature was primarily a generalized social concept, 
expressing a certain (minority) level of educational achievement. This carried 
with it a potential and eventually realized alternative definition of literature 
as 'printed books': the objects in and through which this achievement was 
demonstrated. 

It is important that, within the terms of this development, literature nor-

3. Fundamental subjects in classical and medieval 
education (del1ned much more broadly than they 
are today). 
4. The word poelry is etymologicolly related to the 
Greek verb "to make," poien. 
5. Written of Milton in the Ufe of Milton (1779), 

by SAMUEL JOHNSON (1709-1784). the English 
essayist, poet, and lexicographer. "Learned in a1l 
literature ... ": a description of KlngJamesI in The 
AdvAnce_"' of LeArnin" (1.60'), by the English 
philosopher nnd statesman Francls Racon (I561-
1626). 
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mally included all printed books. There was not necessary specialization to 
'imaginative' works. Literature,was still primarily reading ability and reading 
experience, and this included philosophy, history, and essays as well as 
poems. Were the new eighteenth-century novels 'literature'? That question 
was first approached, not by definition of their mode or content, but by 
reference to the standards of 'polite' or 'humane' learning. Was drama lit
erature? This question was to exercise successive generations, not because 
of any substantial difficulty but because of the practical limits of the cate
gory. If literature was reading, could a mode written for spoken performance 
be said to be literature, and if not, where was Shakespeare? (But of course 
he could nbw be read; this was made possible, and 'literary', by texts.) 

At one level the definition indicated by this development has persisted. 
Literature lbst its earliest sense of reading ability and reading experience, 
and becamE! an apparently objective category of printed works of a certain 
quality. The concerns of a 'literary editor' or a 'literary supplement' would 
still be defined in this way. But three complicating tendencies can then be 
distinguished.: first, a shift from 'learning' to 'taste' or 'sensibility' as a crite
rion defin,ing literary quality; second, an increasing specialization of 
literature to 't:reative' or 'imaginative' works; t~ird, a development of the 
concept of 'tradition' within national terms, resulting in the more effective 
definition of 'a nbtionalliterature'. The sources of-each of these tendencies 
can be discerned from the Renaissance, but it wj!S in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries that they came through most powerfully, until they 
became, in the twentieth century, in effect rec'lived assumptions. We can 
look more closely at each tendency. 

The shift from 'learning' to 'taste' or 'sensibility' was in effect the final 
stage of a $hir~ from a para-national scholarly profession, with its original 
social base in the church and then in the universities, and with the classical 
languages as its shared material, to a profession increasingly defined by its 
class position, from 'which essentially general criteria, applicable in fields 
other than literature, were derived. In England certain specific features of 
bourgeois development strengthened the shift; the 'cultivated amateur' was 
one of its elements, but 'taste' and 'sensibility' were essentially unifying con
cepts, in class terms, and could be applied over a very wide range from public 
and private behaviour to (as Wordsworth complainedj ~ither wine or poetry. 
As subjective definitions of apparently objective criteria (which acquire their 
apparent objectivity from an actively consensual class se~se), and at the same 
time apparently objective definitions of subjective qualities, 'taste' and 'sen
sibility' are characteristically bourgeois6 categories. 

'Criticism' is an essentially associated concept, in the same development. 
As a new term, from the seventeenth century, it developed (always in difficult 
relations with its general and persistent sense of faull:-flnding) from 'com
mentaries' on literature, within the 'learned' criterion, to the conscious exer
cise of 'taste', 'sensibility', and 'discrimination'. I~ became a significant special 
form of the general tendency in the concept of literature towards an empha
sis on the use or (conspicuous) consumption? of works, rather than on their 

6, Middle-class (as distinguished from aristo
cratic, working-class, and unemployed, criminalt 

etc.). 
7. "Conspicuous consumption" is a term applied 

by the American SOciologist Thorsteln Veblen In 
The Theoryoftlu! Leisure Class (1899) to the lavish 
spending by the modern leisure class designed to 
enhance their status. 



MARXISM AND LITERATURE / 1571 

production. While the habits of use or consumption were still the criteria of 
a relatively integrated class, they had their characteristic strengths as well as 
weaknesses. 'Taste' in literature might be confused with 'taste' in everything 
else, but, within class terms, responses to literature were notably integrated, 
and the relative integration of the 'reading public' (a characteristic term of 
the definition) was a sound base for important literary production. The reli
ance on 'sensibility'. as a special form of an attempted emphasis on whole 
'human' response, had its evident weaknesses in its tendency to separate 
'feeling" from 'thought' (with an associated vocabulary of 'subjective' and 
'objective', 'unconscious' and 'conscious', 'private' and 'public'). At the same 
time it served, at its best, to insist on 'iJOmediate' and 'living' substance (in 
which its contrast with the 'learned' tradition was especially marked). It was 
really only as this class lost its relative cohesion and dominance that the 
weakness of the concepts as concepts became evident. And it is evidence of 
at least its residual hegemony" that criticism, taken as a new conscious dis
cipline into the universities, to be practised by what became a new para
national profession, retained these founding class concepts, alongside 
attempts to establish new abstractly objective criteria. More seriously, criti
cism was taken to be a natural definition of literary studies, themselves 
defined by the specializing category (printed works of a certain quality) of 
literature. Thus these forms of the concepts of literature and criticism are, 
in the perspective of historical social development, forms of a class special
ization and control of a general social practice, and of a class limitation of 
the questions which it might raise. 

The process of the specialization of 'literature' to 'creative' or 'imaginative' 
works, is very much more complicated. It is in part a major affirmative 
response, in the name of an essentially general human 'creativity', to the 
socially repressive and intellectually mechghical forms of a new social order: 
that of capitalism and especially industrial cllpitalism. The practical special
ization of work to the wage-labour production of commodities; of 'being' to 
'work' in these terms; of language to the passing of 'rational' or 'informative' 
'messages'; of social relations to functions within a systematic economic and 
political order: all these pressures and limits were challenged in the name of 
a full arid liberating 'imagination' or 'creativity'. The central Romantic asser
tions, which depend on these concepts, have a significantly absolute range, 
from politics and nature to work and art. 'Literature' acquired, in this period, 
a quite new resonance. but it was not yet a specialized resonance. That came 
later as, against the full pressures of an industrial capitalist order, the asser
tion became defensive and reserving where it had once been positive and 
absolute. In 'art' and 'literature', the essential and saving httffUl1J qualities 
must, in the early phase, be 'extended'; in the later phase, 'preserved'. 

Several concepts developed together. 'Art' Was shifted from its sense of a 
general human skill to a special province, defined by 'imagination' and 'sen
sibility'. 'Aesthetic', in the same period, shifted from its sense of general 
perception to a specialized category of the 'artistic' and the 'beautiful'. 'Fic
tion' and 'myth' (a new term from the early nineteenth century) might be 
seen from the dominant class position as 'fancies' or 'lies' but from this alter-

8. Domination; also an allusion to "cultural 
hegemony," a Marxist concept developed by the 
1t"lian philosopher ANTO"'''' (lRAMSCI (1891-

1937). which refers to the manufactured consent 
that legitimates a dominant group and unifies a 
society. 
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native. position. were honoured as the be.arers of 'imaginative truth', 
'Romance' and 'romantic'· were' given, newly specialized positive emphases. 
'Literature' moved with· alll these. The. wide general meaning was still avail
able; but a specialized meaning' .came steadily to predominate, around the 
distinguishing qualities of the 'imaginative', and the 'aesthetie, 'Taste' and 
'sensibility' had begun asc~tegories. of a social condition, In ,the new spe
cialization, comparable but ,more elevated qualities .were assigned' to 'the 
works. themselves', the 'aesthetic· objects', 

But there was still one substantial uncertainty: wheth~r.the elevated qual
ities were to be assigned to the 'imaginative' dimension (access to a truth 
'higher' or 'deeper' than 'scientific' or 'objective' or 'everyday' reality; a claim 
consciously substituting itself for the traditional claims of religion). or to the 
'aesthetic' dimension' ('beauties' of language or style). : Within the speciali
zation of literature, alternative schools made one or other· of these emphases, 
but there were .. also repeated attempts to fuse them;' making 'truth' and 
'beauty', or 'truth' and :vitality of language', identical. Under continuing pres
sure these .arguments became not only positive assertions but increasingly 
negative and comparative, against all other-modes: not only against 'science' 
and 'society'-the abstract and generalizing modes .of other 'kinds' of expe
rience-and not only against other kinds .of writing-now in their turn spe
cialized as 'discursive' or 'factual''--but, ironically,against.much of 'literature' 
itself-'bad' writing, 'popular' writing; 'mass culture' .. Thus the category 
which had appeared objective as~all printed·books', 'and which had been 
given a social-class foundation as 'polite learning' and the ·domain of 'taste' 
and 'sensibility', now became a· necessarily selective and self-defining area: 
not all 'fiction' was 'imaginative'; not -all ·'literature' was ,'Literature'. 'Criti
cism' acquired a quite new and effectively.primary importance, since it was 
now the only way of validating-this specialized and selective category. It was 
at once 'a discrimination of the- authentic) 'great' or 'major' works, With a 
consequent grading, of 'minor!. works and,an'effective exclusion of 'bad' or 
'negligible' works, and a. practical, realization . and communication -of the 
'major' values. What had been claimed for ~art' and the 'creative imagination' 
in the central Romantic arguments was now .claimed for 'criticism',· as the 
central 'humane' activity a?d 'discipline!, - .; :. .: - , 

This development depe'nded, in the first place, on ah.elaboration of the 
concept of 'tradition'. The idea of a 'national literature' .had; been' growing 
strongly since the Renaissance;' It-drew .on all the positive forces of cultural 
~ationalism and its real achievements; It brought with it a sense of the 'great~ 
ness' or 'glory' of the native language, for.which before the Renaissance there 
had been conventional apology by comparison with a 'classical' range,9 Each 
of these rich and strong achievements had been actual; ~he 'national litera
ture' and the 'major language' were flOW indeed 'there'. But; within the spe
cialization of 'literature', each was re-defined so that it c·ould· be brought to 
identity with the selective and. self-defining 'literary values'.· The 'national 
literature' sodn ceased to be a· history and became a·.tradition. It was' not, 
even Jheoretically; all that had been written or all kinds of writing.' It was a 

9. That Is, not simply the works of Greek and 
Roman writers but the very languages In which 
they Wrote were thought superior to anything that 

contemporary writers could achieve in the vernac
ular (defended by such writers as JOACHIM DU BEL-
LAY~ ca. 1522-1560). .', . 
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selection which culminated in, and in a circular' way defined, the 'literary 
values' which 'criticism' was asserting. There were then always local disputes 
about who and what should be included, ot as commonly excluded, in the 
definition of this 'tradition'. To have been an Englishman and to have written 
was by no means to belong to the 'English literary tradition'; just as to be an 
Englishman and to speak was by no means to'exemplify the 'greatness' ofthe 
language-indeed the practice of most English speakers was continually 
cited as 'ignorance' or 'betrayal' or 'debasement" of just this 'greatness'. Selec
tivity and self-definition, which were the 'evident processes of 'criticism' of 
this kind, were, however, projected as 'literature' itself; as 'literary values' and 
even finally as 'essential Englishness': the absolute ratification of a limited 
and specializing consensual process. To oppose the terms of this ratification 
was to be 'against literature'. 

I t is one of the signs of the success ·of this categorization of literature that 
even Marxism has made so little headway against it. Marx himself, to be sure, 
hardly tried.· His characteristically intelligent and informed incidental dis
cussions of actual literature are now often cited, defensively, as evidence of 
the humane flexibility of Marxism, when they ought really to be cited (with 
no particular devaluation) as evidence of how far he remained, in these mat
ters, within the conventions and categories of his time. The radical challenge 
of the emphasis on 'practical consciousness"was thus never carried through 
to the categories of 'literature' and 'the aesthetic', arid tHere was always hes
itation about the prac'tical application, in this area, of propositions which 
Were held to be central and decisive almost everywhere else. 

When such application was eventually made, in the later Marxist tradition, 
it was of three main kinds: an attempted assimilation of 'literature' to 'ide
ology', which: was in practice little more than banging·one ·inadequate cat
egory against another; an effective and important inclusion of 'popular 
literature'-the 'literature of the people'-as a necessary but neglected part 
of the 'literary tradition'; and a sustained but uneven ·attempt to relate 'lit
erature' to the social and economic history within which 'it' had heen pro
duced. Each~ of these last two attempts has been significant. In the former 
a 'tradition' 'has been genuinely extended. In the latter there has been an 
effective reconstitution, over wide areas, of historical social practice, which 
makes the abstraction of 'literary' values' much m()re' problematical~nd 
which, more positively, allows new kinds of reading and new· kinds of ques
tions ahout 'the works themselves'. This has 'been known,: especially, as 
'Marxist criticism' (a radical variant of the established bourgeois practice) 
though other work has been done on quite different bases, from a wider 
social history and from wider conceptions of 'the people', 'the language', and 
'the nation'. 

It is significant that 'Marxist criticism' and 'Marxist literary studies' have 
been most successful, in ordinary terms, when they have worked within the 
received category of 'literature', which they may have extended or even reval
ued, but never radically questioned or opposed. By contrast, what looked like 
fundamental theoretical revaluation, in the attempted assimilation to 'ide-

I, On the literary and aesthetic writings of the social, economic, and political philosopher KARL I\otARX 
(1818-1883), see above, 
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ology', was a disastrous failure, and fundamentally compromised, in this 
whole area, the status of Marxism itself. Yet for half a century now there 
have been other and more significant tendencies. Lukacsz contributed a pro
found revaluation of 'the aesthetic'. The Frankfurt School,3 with its special 
emphasis on art, undertook a sustained re-examination of 'artistic produc
tion'. centred on the concept of 'mediation'. Goldmann4 undertook a radical 
revaluation of the 'creative subject'. Marxist variants of formalism undertook 
radical redefinition of the processes of writing, with new uses of the concepts 
of 'signs' and 'texts',' and with a significantly related refusal of 'literature' as 
a category. The methods and problems indiclj,lted by these tendencies wiJ) be 
examined in detail later in this book. . 

Yet the crucial theoretical break is the recognition of 'literature' as a spe
cializing social and historical category. It should be clear that this does not 
diminish its importance. Just because it is historical, a key concept of a major 
phase of a culture, it is decisive evidence of a particular form of the social 
development of language. Within its terms, work of outstanding and per
manent importance was done, in specific social and cultural relationships. 
But what has been happening, in our own century, is a profound transfor
mation of these relationships, directly connected with changes in the basic 
means of production. These changes are most etident in the new technolo
gies of language, which have moved practice beyond the relatively uniform 
and specializing technology of print. The principal changes are the electronic 
transmission and recording of speech and bf writing for speech, and the 
chemical and electronic composition and transmission of images,6 in com
plex relations with speech and with writing for speech, and including images 
which can themselves be 'written'. None of these means cancels print, or 
even diminishes its specific importance, but they are not simple additions to 
it, or mere alternatives. In their complex connections and interrelations they 
compose a new substantial practice in social language itself, over a range 
from public address and manifest representation to 'inner speech' and verbal 
thought. For they are always more than new technologies, in the limited 
sense. They are means of production, developed in direct if complex relations 
with profoundly changing and extending social and cultural relationships: 
changes elsewhere recognizable as deep political and economic transfor
mations. It is in no way surprising that the specialized concept of'literature', 
developed in precise forms of correspondence with a particular social class, 
a particular organization of learning, and the appropriate particular tech
nology of print, should now be so often invoked in retrospective, nostalgic, 
or reactionary moods, as a form of opposition to what is correctly seen as a 
new phase of civilization. The situation is historically comparable to that 
invocation of the divine and the sacred, and of divine and sacred learning, 
against the new humanist concept of literature, in the difficult and contested 
transition from feudal to bourgeois society. 

2. GYORGY LUKAcs (1885-1971), Hungarian 
Marxist literary critic and philosopher. 
3. A group of critics associated with the Frankfurt 
Institute of Social Research in Germany; influ
enced by Marxism, they focused on social and cul
tural criticism of modern society. Major members 
include MAX HORKHEIMER (1895-1973) and 
THEODOR ADORNO (1903- 1 969). 
4. Lucien Goldmann (1913-1970), French Marx-

1st sociologist. and critic; on the "creative subject," 
see especially Cultural Cr .. ation in MOikrn Soci.oty 
(1971). 
5. Terms assoelated with semiotics and with struc
turalist critics (e.g., ROLAND BARTHES), who 
expanded the analysis of "texts" beyond what is 
written. 
6. That is, in audio recording, radio, film, and tele
vision. 
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\Vhat can then be seen as happening, in each transition, is a historical 
development of social language itself: finding new means, new forms and 
then new definitions of a changing practical consciousness. Many of the 
acth"e values of 'literature' have then to be seen, not as tied to the concept, 
which came to limit as well as to summarize them, but as elements of a 
continuing and changing practice which already substantially, and now at 
the level of theoretical redefinition, is moving beyond its old forms. 

FRANTZ FANON 
1925-1961 

1977 

A leading third world intellectual whose work helped inspire the struggle against 
colonialism and ground theoretically the subsequent growth of postcolonial culture, 
Frantz Fanon was one of the most influential thinkers of the twentieth century. 
Though born in the French Antilles. he had particular impact in Africa, where his 
writings undergird the works of important anticolonial writers, such as Kenya's NGUGI 
wA THIONG'O and Senegal's Ousmane Sembene. During the 19505 and early 1960s, 
Fanon's various writings, especially Les DatJJn~s de la terre (I 961; trans. 1963, The 
H',"etched of the Earth), elaborated with passion on the historical conditions of anti
colonial struggle. Significantly, Fanon articulated the role to be played by intellectuals 
in this struggle, offering stern (and prescient, as it turned out) warnings of the diffi
culties that would face emerging African nations once independence had been won. 

Born to a middle-class black family on the island of Martinique, then a French 
colony, Fanon grew up amid descendants of African slaves brought to the Caribbean 
to work on the island's sugar plantations. As a teenager, he became intellectually 
attuned to the problems of colonialism and racism. He was politically active, partic'~ 
ipating in the guerrilla struggle against the supporters of the pro-Nazi French Vichy 
government. After the Free French forces gained control of Martinique in 1943, 
Fanon volunteered to go to Europe to fight. He emerged a decorated war hero, SAd" 
he stayed in France to complete his education and train as a psychiatrist in Paris and 
Lyons. There he found that his ser"ice to the French state made no difference to the 
",,"hites around him, who regarded black French subjects like himself as the Ot-her
as alien and inferior, yet frightening and dangerous. He came to understand that 
despite his intelligence. high level of education, and mastery of the French language. 
he ·was regarded not as a human being. but as a specimen of an exotic and savage 
race, viewed through stereotypes developed over centuries of racial prejudice. 

\Vhile in France, Fanon began his writing career, publishing his first book in 1952: 
Peal! noire, masques bla1lcs (u·ans. 1967, Black Skin, White Masks). This book 
includes the important chapter 'The Fact of Blackness," which describes Fanon's 
growing awareness of racism in France. The work, personal and lyrical, shows the 
strong influence of Fanon's psychiatric training, as he concentrates primarily on the 
impact of racism and colonialism on the black psyche. It also engages in a critical 
dialogue with French existentialism, particul~rly that of JEAN-PAUL SARTRE, and exhib
its the influence of the negritllde movement (which called in the 1940s and 1950s 
for a distinctive black cultural identity rather than complete assimilation into French 
culture). Indeed, one of the leaders of that movement, Aime Cesaire, had been 
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Fanon's tea~her and mentor back in Martinique and ~ef.P.ained an.i~portant influe.nce 
throughc;mt his life. Far;ton movingly describes, With anguish a~d anger, the va~ous 
stages of accommodation and alienation that characterize blackllfe in white societies. 
in partic~iar, F1l!-non tells ,or'his o~n sir~ggl~ ii;) make seilSe :0£ th~~hite·wo~ldand 
to' address it on its own rationaHstterms;orily to be rejected on tht: basis of ~~s, race 
and driven back., by white prejudice to im aritirational, primitivist 's~ai1ce. Then,'real
izing that 'such l>pmitlvism was'taken hy whites as 'simply *erityi'ng'theiI; oWn' stereo
typical attitudes toward blacks;' Fanoh began to' eXplore the' cultural achievements of 
African civilization, finally achieving a dialectical resolution between Western ration
alisin and Africanist primitivism. 

After completing his medical training, in 1953 Fanon was appointed head of the 
psychiatric department of the Blida-Jonville Hospital in Algeria, a French colony in 
North Africa. In 1954 the Algerians, led by the National Liberation Front (FLN), 
revolted against, French rule, initiating a period,of violent revolutionary struggle that 
would last until full Algerian independence was gained in 1962. Sympathetic to the 
revolution from its inception, Fanon resigried his medical post in 1956 to become the 
editor of the FLN newspapet. He remained involved in the revolution until his death 
from leukemia five years later, at the age of thirty-six. 

Much of Fanon's writing of that period concentrated on the Algerian revolution, 
including the essays published in VAn cinq, de la revolution Alg~rienne (1959; trans. 
1965, A Dying ColOnialism). Oth~r essays wereposthumoutlly collected arid published 
in 1964 as Pour la ntwlutUYn Africains (trans. 19'76, Toward t'-- African R..,o,uUDn). 
The culmination of his work, however; was ,the publlcllti(m of 11N Wteech ... of-ehe 
Barth, Just week» before his death. Thll volume, which featured' an Impa"lc)h~d Intro
duction by Sartrei gained Widespread reeognition' and soUdiAed Fanon's reputation 
as a leading revolutionary thinker of the twentieth century. ' , .' 

Fanoil'displays a distinctive political vision,cehtrally informed by the,European 
tradition'of Marxist thought in a version heavily modifiedlo reflecHhird whrld, anti
colonial perspectives. For example; in his convictiOn that colonialism w.ould be ended 
only thrciugh violent anticolonial'strUggle; Fanon' was very much in a~cord with the 
Marxist view of capitalism's inevitable end.' However, Fanon's tea sons differed; in 
particular, he stresse~ that in the :anticolonial struggle would counteract the long
term psychological effects of the violence of colonialism itself, 'In addltion,'whereas 
Marx envisioned the European working class; 'or proletariat, as the' cruX of the revo
lution, Farion felt that in Afticaand other colonial regions, the 'revolution would have 
to be'led by a coalition of peasantS and social outcasts, the so-called lumpenproletariat 
in whom Marx saw little revolutionary potential in Europe. 

,Perhaps the most important aspect of Fanon's ,political thought was his insight 
into the' complex interaction in colonies between class and race. Though he was 
intensely aware of the centrality of racism to European colonialism, Fanon as a 
Marxist argued that social, economic" and, political oppression in' the third world 
was ultimately more a matter of class. He makes this' point mOst forcefully in his 
influential argument in" The" Wretched of the Earth' that- 'postcolonial African 
nations court' disaster if they simply replace their white colonial' bourgeois leaders 
with a black African 'pbstcolonial bourgeoisie, while leaving' the basic' class struc-
ture of the societies in place. ' 

In the important chapter "The Pitfalls of National Consciousness" (excerpted 
below), Fanon explores'the pros' arid cons of nationalist attitudes in the struggle for 
independence from colonialism. While viewing nationalism as a necessary'and impor
tant tool, he warns that it threatens to force emerging African natiohs .into molds 
provided by their EUropean predecessors. He points out that the new African nations 
Will be ruled by a postcolonial bOUrgeOisie trained by EuropeEins to apptoach problems 
in characteristically European ways-but Without the historical energy that had ena
bled the Europea'n bourgeoiSie to defeat their feudal-aristocratic predecessors and to 
assume power across Europe ,from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries. The 
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members of the African bourgeoisie, he argues, are merely decadent imitators of their 
Western masters and thus can never lead Africa in its difficult struggle to build new 
postcolonial societies that truly move beyond the legacy of the colonial past. 

In the chapter "On National Culture" (excerpted below), Fanon continues his dis
cussion of nationalism, exploring the role played by culture in the development of 
viable postcolonial identities for emergent African 'nations. Here he particularly con
centrates on the importance of intellectuals in helping ,to develop cultural identities 
for emerging postcolonial nations. He urges African intellectuals ta join actively in 
the anticolonial struggle and to place the building of new postcolonial national iden
tities at the very center of their work. At the same time, he warns these intellectuals 
to remain aware that the new nation must exist within an international community. 
As they pursue national culture, they should draw their strength from the African 
masses but eschew isolationist or traditionalist solutions; they must maintain an 
understanding of and sense of connection to the'outside world. 

Fanon's work was an inspiration to the black power movement in the United States 
during the 19605. At the same time, he was a key theoretical resource for the gen
eration of intellectuals and writers wha struggled ta create viable postcolonlal cultural 
identities in Africa and elsewhere. Fanon's work was especially important to a number 
of r!ldical African novelists (including Ngugi and Semb~ne), and it-continues to pro
vide a central framework within which to interpret their work. Indeed, Fanon is argu
ably the most important theoretical gloss on the work of some! contemporary African 
novelists. such as Ghana's Ayi Kwef Armah and Zimbabwe's T,tt.'OanBarembga; who 
have been deeply Influenced by his ideas. NBUP has beell amC?nB the most explicit In 
pointing to the Importance of Fanon to his work. de~laring In DflcoZonl,slng the Mind 
(1992) that It Is "impossible to understand what informs African writing" without first 
reading two books: Lenin's Imperialism: The High~t, Stage of Capitalism (1917) and 
Fanon's Wretched of the Earth, "mostly the chapter titled 'pitfalls of national con-
sciousness.' " ' 

During the closing decades of the twentieth ceritury, 'Fanoil's work was joined by 
that of a new wave of scholars, such as EDWARD SAID and HOMI BHABHA, who often 
drew on poststructuralist theorists in descrlbing'the postcolanial condition. Never
theless, Fanon's logical but passionate arguments, rooted ina ,Marxist engagement 
with the material world, have remained a strong force in postcolonial studies. 
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From The Wretched of the Earth 1 

From 71t.e Piifalls of National Consciousness 

History teaches us clearly that the battle against colonialism does not run 
straight away along the lines of nationalism. 'For a very long time the native 
devotes his energies to ending certain definite abuses: forced lab or, corporal 
punishment, inequality of salaries, limitation of political rights, etc. This 
fight for democracy against the oppression of mankind will slowly leave the 
confusion of neo-liberal universalism to emerge, sometimes laboriously, as 
a claim to nationhood. It so happens that the'unpreparedness of the educated 
classes, the lack of practical links between them and the mass of the people, 
their laziness, and, let it be said, their coward.ice at the decisive moment of 
the struggle will give rise to tragic mishaps. 

National consciousness, instead of being the all-embracing crystallization 
of the innermost hopes of the whole people, instead of being the immediate 
and most obvious result of the mobilization of the people, will be in any case 
only an empty shell, a crude and fragile travesty of what it might have been. 
The faults that we find in it are quite sufficictnt explanation of the facility 
with which, when dealing with young and independent nations, the nation 
is passed over for the race, and the tribe is preferred to the state. These are 
the cracks in the edifice which show the procesg'of retrogression, that is so 
harmf~1 and prejudiCial to national effort and&ational unity. We shall see 
that such retrograde steps with all the weaknesses and serious dangers that 
they entail are the historical result of the incapacity of the national middle 
class to rationalize popular action, that is to say their incapacity to see into 
the reasons for that action. ,," 

This traditional weakness, which is almost congenital to the national con
sciousness of underdeveloped countries, is not solely the result of the muti
lation of the colonized people by the colonial regime. It is alsq the result of 
the intellectual laziness of the national middle class, of its spiritual penury, 
and of the profoundly cosmopolitan mold that its mind is set i~. 

The national middle class which'takes over power at the end of the colonial 
regime is an underdeveloped middle class. It hps practically no econqmic 
power, and in any case it is in no way commensurate with the bourgeoisie2 

of the mother country which it hopes to replace. In its narcissism, the 
national middle class is easily convinced that it can /ildvantageously replace 
the middle class of the mother coun~ry. But that same independence which 
literally drives it into a corner will give rise within its ranks to catastrophic 
reactions, and will oblige it to send out frenzied appeals for help to the former 
mother country. The university and merchant classes which make up the 
most enlightened section of the new state are in fact characterized by the 
smallness of their number and their being co~centrated in the capital, and 
the type of activities in which they are eng~ged: business, agriculture, and 
the liberal professions. Neither financiers nor industrial magnates are to be 
found within this national middle class. The national bourgeoiSie of under
developed countries is not engaged in production, nor in invention, nor 

I, Translated by Con stance Farrlngton, 
2, In Marxist analysis. the ruling class (owners of the means of produc~lon) In capitalist society. 
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building, nor labor; it is completely canalized into activities of the interme
diary type. Its innermost vocation seems to be to keep in the running and to 
be part of the racket. The psychology of the national bourgeoisie is that of 
the businessman, not that of a captain of industry; and it is only too true 
that the greed of the settlers and the system of embargoes set up by coloni
alism have hardly left them any other choiFe. 

Under the colonial system, a middle class which accumulates capital is an 
impossible phenomenon. Now, precisely, it would seem that the historical 
"ocation of an authentic national middle class in an underdeveloped country 
is to repudiate its own nature in so far it as it is bourgeois, that is to say in 
so far as it is the tool of capitalism, and to make itself the willing slave of 
that revolutionary capital which is the people. 

In an underdeveloped country an authentic national middle class ought 
to consider as its bounden duty to betray the calling fate has marked ou·': fqr 
it. and to put itself to school with the people: in other words to put at the 
people's disposal the intellectual and technical capital that it has snatched 
when going through the colonial universities. But unhappily we shall see 
that very often the national middle class does not follow this heroic, positive, 
fruitful, and just path; rathe"r. it disappears with its soul set at peace intq the 
shocking ways-shocking because anti-national-of a tr.aditional bour~eoi
sie. of a bourgeoisie which is stup~dly, contemptibly, cynically bourgeois. 

The object~ve of nationalist parties as from a certain given period is, we 
have seen, stdctly national. They mobilize the people with slogans of ,nde
pendence. and for the rest leave it to future events. When such parties are 
questioned on the economic program of the stat~ that they are clamoring 
for, or on the nature of the regime which they propose to install, they are 
incapable of replying, because, precisely, they are completely 'ignorant of the 
economy of their own country. . 

This economy has always developed outside the limits of their knowledge. 
They have nothing more than an approximate, bookish acquaintance with 
the actual and potent,~1 resources of their country's soil and mineral depp~
its; and therefore they can only speak of these resources on a general 'and 
abstract plane. After ind~pendence this undr::rdeveloped middle class, 
reduced in numbers and without capital, which H~f~~es to follow ~he path,.gf 
revolution, will fall ipto deplorable stagnation. It is'unable to give free rein 
to its genius, whicp formerly it was wont to lament, though rather too glibly. 
was held in cpeck by colonial domination. The precariousness of its 
resources and the paucity of its managerial class force it back for years into 
an artisan economy. From its point of view, which is inevitably a very limited 
one, a national economy is an economy based on ·what may be caIJed local 
products. Lo·ng speeches will be made about the artisan class. S~nce the 
middle classes find it impossible to set up factorie~ that yvould be mo~e profit
earning both for themselves and for the country· as a whole, they will sllr
round the arti!!an class with a chauvinistic tenderpess in keeping with the 
ne".' awareness of national dignity, and which m<?reover will bring them in 
quite a lot of money, This cult of local products and this incapability to seek 
out new systems of management will be equally mlmifested by the bogging 
down of the national middle class in the methods of agricultural production 
which were characteristic of the colonial period. . 

The national economy of the period of independence is not set on a qew 
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footing. It is still concerned with thegroundriut Harvest, with 'the cot:oa crop 
and the olive' yield. In the same way there is no change in ,the- marketing of 
basic products,:and.hota singleindustry'is set up -in the country. We go on 
sending out raw materials; we gO'on being Europe's small farmers,-who spec 
daHze-in'unfinished __ products; 1_ 

Yet the national middle class constantly demands the nationalization of 
the economy and of the trading sectors'. :This is because., from their point of 
view, nationalization does not mean placing the whole economy at the service 
of the nation and. deciding to satisfy- the needs of' the nation: For them, 
nationalization does not,meian governing the state 'with- regard-to -the new 
social relations whose growth -it has been deCided to encourage. To them, 
nationalization quite simply means the transfer into -native hands of those 
unfair advantages which are a legacy of the colonilil period. -

Since the . middle -class 'hasneither sufficient material nor intellectual 
resources (by. intellectual resources we mean engineers and technicians), it 
limits its claims to the taking over of business offices and commercial houses 
form.erly occupied by· the settlers. The' national bourgeoisie 'steps into the 
shoes of the former European settlement: doctors, barristers;· traders I corn" 
mercial travelers, geheralagents, and .transport agents.' It'considers that-the 
dignity of the .country and its own welfare requite that it should occupy all 
these posts. From now on it will insist-·that all the :bigforeign companies 
should pass through· its hands; -whether ·these companies wish to:-keep' on 
their connections with the country/or' to open it:up~j The national middle 
class discovers its historic mission: that of intermediary. 

Seen through its eyes, its mission has nothing to ·do·with transforming the 
nation; it consists, prosaically, of being the transmission line ,between the 
nation and a capitalism, rampant though camouflaged, which today puts on 
the mask of neo-colonialism. The national bourgeoisie will be quite content 
with the role of the Western bourgeoisie's· business agent, and it will play its 
part without any-complexes in a most dignified manner. But this same lucra
tive tole, this cheap-Jack's3 function, this meanness: of outlook .and this 
absence of: all ambition symbolize the incapability of ' the national middle 
class to fulfill its historic -role of bourgeoisie. Here,the-- dynamic, pioneer 
asp'ect, the characteristiC~jof. the inventor and of the discoverer. of neW worlds 
which, are fo.und hI all national. bourgeoisies are larnentablyabsent. In the 
colonial cowhtries, the spirit 'Of indulgence is dominanf at the core of the 
bourgeoisie; 'arid this is because the national bourgeoisie identifies itself with 
.the Western b'ourgeoisie, from whom it has learnt its les,sons. It follows the 
Western bourgeoisie along its: path of negation and decadence without ever 
having emulated it in' its first· stages of exploration and invention~ stages 
which are an acquisition of that Western bourgeoisie whatever the circum
stances. In its beginnings, the national bourgeoisie pf the colonial coul1tries 
identifies itself with the decadence of the bourgeoisie of the West. We need 
not think that it is jumping ahead; it is in fact beginning at the end. It is 
already senile before it has come to know the petulance, the fearlessness, or 
the will to succeed of youth. 

The national bourgeoisie will be greatly helped on its way toward deca
dence by the Western bourgeoisies, who come to 'it as tourists avid'for the 

3. Dealer in inferior goods. '.' 
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exotic, for big game hunting, and for casinos. The national bourgeoisie organ
izes centers of rest and relaxation and pleasure resorts to meet the wishes of 
the Western bourgeoisie. Such activity is given' the riame of tourism, and for 
the occasion will be built up as a national industry. If prdof is needed of the 
eventual transformation of certain elements of the ex-native bourg~oisie into 
the organizers of parties for their Western opposite numbers, it is worth while 
having a look at what has happened in Latin America. The casinos of Havana 
and of-Mexico, the beaches of Rio, the little Brazilian and Mexican girls, the 
half-breed thirteen-year-olds, the ports of Acapulco and Copacabana4-all 
these are the stigma of this depravation of the national 'middle class. Because 
it is bereft of ideas, because it lives to itself and cuts itself off from the people, 
undermined by its hereditary incapacity to think in terms of all the problems 
of the nation as seen from the point of view of the whole of that nation, the 
national middle class will have nothing:better to do than to take.on the role 
of manager for Western enterprise, and it will in practice set up its country 
as the brothel of Europe. 

Once again we must keep before us the unforturiate' example of certain 
Latin 'American republics. The banking magnates, ,the t~c'hnocrats, and ,the 
big businessmen of the United States have only to stepohto :a plane and they 
are wafted into subtropical climes; there for a ~pace of a:week o~ ten days to 
luxuriate in the delicious depravities which their "reserves" hold for them . 

. The behavior of the national landed proprietors-Is practically identical with 
that· of the middle classes of the towns. The big farmers' have, as soon as 
independence is proclaimed, demanded the . nationalization of agricultural 
product~on.' Through manifold scheming practioes they manage to make a 
clean sw~ep of the farms formetlyowned by settlers, thus reinforcing their 
hold on the district. But they do not try to introduce new agricultUral meth
ods, Ilor to farm more intensively, npr to integrate thejr farming systems into 
a genuinely national economy. ,'. ' ' " , . ' 

hi fact, ,the landed proprietors wiIlins.st th~t'the state',sho,uldgive them 
a hl.1lidred times more facilities andprlvileges than w~re enjoyedf?ythe for
eign settlers in former times. The exploitation of agri~ulturalworkers will be 
inten~ified an~ made legitimate. Using~wo o~ thr~e.slogans,. these new col
onists will demand an enormous amount of wor:kfroQl th~ agricult1;JralJabor
ers, in the. name of the national effort' .?f. course. ~ere, wiIr'be no 
moderniZation of agriculture,.no planning for'development;'and no initiative; 
for initiatiye throws these people into spa,riic since it implies a minimum of 
risk, and completely upsets the hesitant, prudent,.lan~ed .bourgeoisie, which 
gradually slips more and more into the lines laid down by ~oloniaJism. In the 
districts where this is the case, the only efforts made to better things are due 
to the government; it orders them, encourages them, and finances them. The 
landed bourgeoisie refuses to take the slightest risk, and remains opposed to 
any venture and to any hazard. It has no intention of building upon sand; it 
demands solid investments and quick returns. The enormous profits which 
it pockets, enormous if we take into account the natiorlal revenue, are never 
reinvested. The money-in-the-stocking' mentality is dominant in the psy
chology of these landed proprietors. Sometimes; espeCially, in the years 
immediately follOWing independence, the bOUrgeoisie d?es not heSitate to 

4. Resorts.!n Mexico and Brazil, respectively. 
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invest in foreign banks the profits that it makes out of its native soil. On the 
other hand large sums are spent on display: on cars, country houses, and on 
all those things which have been justly described by economists as charac
terizing an underdeveloped bourgeoisie. 

We have said that the native bourgeoisie which comes to power uses its 
class aggressiveness to corner the positio~s formerly kept for foreigners. On 
the morrow of independence, in fact, it violently attacks colonial personali
ties: barristers, traders, landed proprietors, doctors, and higher civil servants. 
It will fight to the bitter end against these people "who insult our dignity as 
a nation." It waves aloft the notion of the nationalization and Mricanization 
of the ruling classes. The fact is that such action will become more and more 
tinged by racism, until the bourgeoisie bluntly puts the problem to the gov
ernment by saying 'We must have these posts." They will not stop their 
snarling until they have taken over everyone. 

.. .. .. 
When the bourgeoisie's demands for a ruling class made up exclusively of 

Negroes or Arabs do not spring from an authentic movement of nationali
zation but merely correspond to an anxiety to place in the bourgeoisie's hands 
the power held hitherto by the foreigner, the masses on their level present 
the same demands, confining however the notion of Negro or Arab within 
certain territorial-limits. Between resounding assertions of the unity of the 
continent and this behavior of the masses which has its inspiration in their 
leaders, many different attitudes may be t~!!ced. We observe a permanent 
seesaw between Mrican unity, which fades quicker and quicker into the 
mists of oblivion, and a heartbreaking return to chauvinism in its most bitter 
and detestable form. 

On the Senegalese side, the leaders who have been the main theore
ticians of Mrican. unity, and who several times over have sacrificed their 
local political organizations and their personal positions to this idea, are, 
though in all good faith, undeniably responsible. Their mistake-our 
mistake-has been, unqer pretext of fighting "Balkanization," not to 
have taken into consideration the pre-colonial fact of territorialism: Our 
mistake has been not to have paid enough 'attentipn in our analyses to 
this phenomenon, which is the fruit of colonialism if you like, but also a 
sociological fact which no theory of unity, be it ever so laudable or attrac
tive, can abolish. We have allowed ourselves to be sequced by a mirage: 
that of the structure which is the most pleasing to our minds; and, mis
taking our ideal for reality, we have believed it enough to condemn ter
ritorialism, and its natural sequel, micro-nationalism, for us to get the 
better of them, and to assure the success of our chimerical undertaking.' 

From the chauvinism of the Senegalese to the trihalism of the Yolofs6 is 
not a big step. For in fact, everywhere that the national bourgeoisie has failed 
to break through to the people as a whole, to enlighten them, and to consider 
all problems in the first place with regard to them-a failure due to the 
bourgeoisie's attitude of mistrust and to the haziness of its political tenets
everywhere that national bourgeoisie has shown itself incapable of extending 

5. Mamadou Dla, NAtions Ajrle.dnes et sol/Jar/tll 
monaiale [African Nations and Worldwide Solidar
ity (Paris: Presses Univeroitaire. de France, 1960)) 

[Fanon'. notel. 
6. An ethnic group of Senegal (also spelled 
Wolof)_ 
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its vision of the world sufficiently, we observe a falling back toward old tribal 
attitudes, and, furious and sick at heart, we perceive that race feeling in its 
most exacerbated form is triumphing. Since the sole motto of the bourgeoisie 
is "Replace the foreigner." and because it hastens in every walk of life to 
secure justice for itself and to take over the posts that the foreigner has 
vacated, the "small people" of the nation-taxi drivers, cake "sellers, and boot
blacks-will be equally quick to insist that the Dahomans go home to their 
own country, or will even go further and demand that the Foulbis and the 
Peuhls7 return to their jungle or their mountains. 

It is from this viewpoint that we must interpret the fact that in young, 
independent countries, here and there federalism triumphs. We know that 
colonial domination has marked certain regions out for privilege. The col
ony's economy is not integrated into that of the nation as a whole. It is still 
organized in order to complete the economy of the different mother coun
tries. Colonialism hardly ever e:,.:ploits the whole of a country. It contents 
itself with bringing to light the natural resources, which it extracts, and 
exports to meet the needs of the mother country's industries, therebyallow
ing certain sectors of the colony to become relatively rich. But the rest of 
the colony follows its path of underdevelopment and poverty, or at all events 
sinks into it more deeply. 

Immediately after independence, the nationals who live in the more pros
perous regions realize their good luck, and show a primary and profound 
reaction in refusing to feed the other nationals. The districts which are rich 
in groundnuts, in cocoa, and in diamonds come to the forefront, and dom
inate the empty panorama which the rest of the nation presents. The nation
als of these rich regions look upon the others with hatred, and find" in them 
envy and covetousness. and homicidal impulses. Old rivalries which were 
there before colonialism, old interracial hatreds come to the surface. The 
Balubas refuse to feed the Luluas; Katanga8 forms itself into a state; and 
Albert Kalondji gets himself crowned king of South Kasai. 9 

African unity, that vague formula, yet one to which the men and wom~n 
of Africa were passionately attached, and whose operative value served to 
bring immense pressure to bear on colonialism, African unity takes off the 
mask, and crumbles into regionalism inside the hollow shell of nationa.!!Jy 
itself. The national bourgeoisie, since it is strung up to defend its immediate 
interests. and sees no further than the end ofits nose, reveals itself incapable 
of simply bringing national unity into being, or of building up the nation on 
a stable and productive basis. The national front which has forced coloni
alism to withdraw cracks up. and wastes the victory it has gained. 

This merciless fight engaged upon by races and tribes, and this aggressive 
anxiety to occupy the posts left vacant by the departure of the foreigner, will 
equally give rise to religious rivalries. In the country districts and the bush, 
minor confraternities. local religions, and maraboutic cults' will show a new 
vitality and will once more take up their round of excommunications. In the 

'7'. All African ethnic groups, the Dahonlans from 
Benin and the Foulbis and Peuhls near or in Sen
eg~1. 
8. A province in the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, now caJled Shaha, that declared its inde
pendence from the newly independent nation of 
till' BcpubUc of the Congo (later Z.~ire) in July 
J 960: the secession was ended in January 1963. 
Buluhas and Luluas: ethnic group!Oo frOln the Congo 

known for their historical animosity toward one 
another. 
9. A province that seceded from the newly inde
pendent Republic of the Congo In August 1960; 
Kalondji declared himself Its king and emperor of 
the Balubas. The central government regained 
control of the region in December 1961. 
I. Cults centered on marabouts, Muslim mystics 
in French Africa. 
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big towns, on the level of· the .administrativ@' classes, we will observe the 
coming to grips of the two great revealed religioris, Islam and Catholicism. 

Colonialism .. which had been shaken to its very foundations by the birth 
of African unity, recovers its balance and tries now to break that will to unity 
by using all the movement's weaknesses. Colonialism will set the African 
peoples moving by revealing to them the existence of "spiritual" rivalries. In 
Senegal, it is the newspaper New Africa which week by week distills hatred 
of Islam and of the Arabs. The Lebanese, in whose hands is the greater part 
of the small trading enterprises on the western seaboard, are marked out for 
national obloquy. The missionaries find it opportune to remind the masses 
that long before the advent of European colonialism the great African 
empires were disrupted by the Arab invasion. There is no hesitation in saying 
that it was the Arab occupation which paved the way for European coloni
alism; Arab imperialism is commonly spoken of, and the cultural imperialism 
of Islam is condemned. Moslems are usually kept out of the more important 
posts. In other regions the reverse is the case, and it is the native Christians 
who are considered as conscious, objective enemies of national indepen
dence. 

Colonialism pulls every string shamelessly, and is only too content to set 
at loggerheads those Africans who only yesterday were leagued against the 
settlers. The Idea of a Saint Bartholomew3 takes shape In certain minds, and 
the advocates of colonialism laugh to themselves derisively when they hear 
magnificent declarations about AfJ;'ican unity. Inside a single nation, religion 
splits up the people into different spiritual communities, all of them kept up 
and stiffened by colonialism and,its instruments. Totally unexpected events 
break out here and there. In regions where Catholicism'or Protestantism 
predominates, we see the Moslem minorities flinging themselves with unac
customed ardor into their devotions. The Islamic feast-days are revived, and 
the Moslem religion defends itself inch by inch against the violent absolutism 
of the Catholic faith. Ministers of state are heard to say for the benefit of 
certain individuals that if they are not content they have only to go to Cairo. 
Sometimes American Protestantism transplants its anti-Catholic prejudices 
into African soil, and keeps up tribal rivalries through religion. 

Taking the continent, liS a whole, this religious, tension may be responsible 
for the revival of the commonest racial feeling. Africa is divided into Black 
and White, and the names that are substituted-Africa South of the Sahara, 
Africa North of the Sahara-do not tnanage to hide this latent racism. Here, 
jt is affirmed that White Africa has a thousand-year-old tradition of culture; 
that she is Mediterranean, that she is a continuation of Europe, and that 
she shares in Greco-Latin civilization. Black Africa is looked on as a region 
that is inert, brutal, uncivilized, in a word, savage. There, all day long you 
may hear unpleasant remarks about veiled women, polygamy, and the sup
posed disdain the Arabs have for the feminine sex. All such remarks are 
reminiscent in their aggressiveness of those that are so often heard coming 
from the settler's lips. The national boul'geoisie of each of these two great 
regions, which has totally assimilated colonialist thought in its most corrupt 

2. Catholic saint whose name Is linked to one of 
history's most famous e>camples of violent religious 
persecutiQn. The massacre of St. BBrthol.omew's 
Day began on August 24, 1572, with the killing of 

French Huguenoi (Protestant) leaders In Paris; the 
massacre spread through the country. and by 
October tens of thousands had been murdered. 



THE WRETCHED OF THE EARTH I 1585 

form, takes over from the Europeans and establishes in the continent a racial 
philosophy which is extremely harmful for the future of Mrica. By its laziness 
and will to imitation, it promotes the ingrafting and stiffening of racism 
which was characteristic of the colonial era. Thus it is by no means aston
ishing to hear in a country that calls itself Mrican remarks which are neither 
more nor less than racist, and to observe the existence of paternalist behavior 
which gives you the bitter impression that you are in Paris, Brussels, or 
London. 

In certain regions of Africa, driveling paternalism with regard to the blacks 
and the loathsome idea derived from Western culture that the black man is 
impervious to logic and the sciences reign in all their nakedness. Sometimes 
it may be ascertained that the black minorities are hemmed in by a kind of 
semi-slavery which renders legitimate that species of wariness, or in other 
words mistrust, which the countries of Black Africa feel with regard to the 
countries of White Africa. It is all too common that a citizen of Black Africa 
hears himself called a "Negro" by the children when walking in the streets 
of a big town in White Africa, or finds that civil servants address him in 
pidgin English. 

Yes, unfortunately it is not unknown that students from Black Africa who 
attend secondary schools north of the Sahara hear their schoolfellows asking 
if in their country there are houses, if they know what electricity is, or if they 
practice cannibalism in their families. Yes, unfortunately it is not unknown 
that in certain regions north of the Sahara Africans coming from countries 
south of the Sahara meet nationals who implore them to take them "any
where at all on condition we meet Negroes." In parallel fashion, in certain 
young states of Black Africa members of parliament, or even ministers, main
tain without a trace of humor that the danger is not at all of a reoccupation 
of their country by colonialism but of an eventual invasion by "those vandals 
of Arabs coming from the North." 

As we see it, the bankruptcy of the bourgeoisie is not apparent in the 
economic field only. They have come to power in the name of a narrow 
nationalism and representing a race; they will prove themselves incapable of 
triumphantly putting into practice a program with even a minimum humanist 
content, in spite of fine-sounding declarations which are devoid of meaning 
since the speakers bandy about in irresponsible fashion phrases thai"come 
straight out of European treatises on morals and political philosophy. When 
the bourgeoisie is strong, when it can arrange everything and everybody to 
serve its power, it does not hesitate to affirm positively certain democratic 
ideas which claim to be universally applicable. There must be very excep
tional circumstances if such a bourgeoisie, solidly based economically, is 
forced into denying its own humanist ideology. The Western bourgeoisie, 
though fundamentally racist, most often manages to mask this racism by a 
multiplicity of nuances which allow it to preserve intact its proclamation of 
mankind's outstanding dignity. 

The Western bourgeoisie has prepared enough fences and railings to have 
no real fear of the competition of those whom it explOits and holds in con
tempt. Western bourgeois racial prejudice as regards the nigger and the Arab 
is a racism of contempt; it is a racism which minimizes what it hates. Bour
geois ideology, however, which is the proclamation of an' essential equality 
between men, manages to appear logical in its own eyes by inviting the sub-
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men to become human, and to take as their prototype Western humanity as 
incarnated in the Western bourgeoisie. 

* * * 
It is all the easier to neutralize this bourgeois class in that, as we have 

seen, it is numerically, intellectually, and economically weak. In the colo
nized territories, the bourgeois caste draws its strength after independence 
chiefly from agreements reached with the former colonial power. The 
national bourgeoisie has all the more opportunity to take over from the 
oppressor since it has been given time for a leisurely tete-~-t@te with the ex
colonial power. But deep-rooted contradictions undermine the ranks of that 
bourgeoisie; it is this that gives the observer an impression of instability. 
There is not as yet a homogeneity of castE!. Many intellectuals, for example, 
condemn this regime based on the domination of the few. In underdeveloped 
countries, there are certain members of the elite, intellectuals and civil ser
vants, who are sincere, who feel the necessity for a planned economy, the 
outlawing of profiteers, and the strict prohibition of attempts at mystifica
tion. In addition, such men fight in a certain measure for the mass partici
pation of the people in the ordering of public affairs. 

In those underdeveloped countries which accede to independence, there 
almost always exists a small number of honest intellectuals, who have no 
very precise ideas about politics, but who instinctively distrust the race for 
positions and pensions which is symptom~tfc of the early days of indepen
dence in colonized countries. The persona,!,situation of these men (bread
winners of large families) or their background (hard struggles and a strictly 
moral upbringing) explains their manifest contempt for profiteers and 
schemers. We must know how to use these men in the decisive battle that 
we mean to engage upon which will lead to a healthier outlook for the nation. 
Closing the road to the national bourgeoisie is, certainly, the means whereby 
the vicissitudes of newfound independence may be avoided, and with them 
the decline of morals, the installing of corruption within the country, eco
nomic regression, and the immediate disaster of an anti-democratic regime 
depending on force and intimidation. But it is also the only means toward 
progress. . 

What holds up the taking of a decision by the profoundly democratic ele
ments of the young nation and adds to their timidity is the apparent strength 
of the bourgeoisie. In newly independent underdeveloped countries, the 
whole of the ruling class swarms into the towns· built by colonialism. The 
absence of any analysis of the total population induces onlookers to think 
that there exists a powerful and perfectly organized bourgeoisie. In fact, we 
know today that the bourgeoisie in underdeveloped countries is non-existent. 
What creates a bourgeoisie is not the bourgeois spirit, nor its taste or man
ners, nor even its aspirations. The bourgeoisie is above all the direct product 
of precise economic conditions. 

Now, in the colonies, the economic conditions are conditions of a foreign 
bourgeoisie. Through its agents, it is the bourgeoisie of the mother country 
that we find present in the colonial towns. The bourgeoisie in the colonies 
is, before independence, a Western bourgeoisie, a true branch of the bour
geoisie of the mother country, that derives its legitimacy, its force. and its 
stability from the bourgeoisie of the homeland. During the period of unrest 
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that precedes independence. certain native elements, intellectuals, and trad
ers. who live in the midst of that imported bourgeoisie, try to identify them
selves with it. A permanent wish for identification with the bourgeois 
representatives of the mother country is to be found among the native intel
lectuals and merchants. 

" .. .. 
From On National Culhlre 

" .. 
RECIPROCAL BASES OF NATIONAL CULTURE AND THE FIGHT FOR 

FREEDOM 

Colonial domination, because it is total and tends to oversimplify, very soon 
manages to disrupt in spectacular fashion the cultural life of a conquered 
people. This cultural obliteration is made possible by the negation of national 
reality, by new legal relations introduced by the occupying power, by the 
banishment of the natives and their customs to outlying districts by colonial 
society. by expropriation, and by the systematic enslaving of men and women. 

Three years ago at our first congress3 I showed that, in the colonial situ
ation, dynamism is replaced fairly quickly by a substantification of the atti
tudes of the colonizing power. The area of culture is then marked off by 
fences and signposts. These are in fact so many defense mechanisms of the 
most elementary type, comparable for more than one good reason to the 
simple instinct for preservation. The interest of this period for us is that 
the oppressor does not manage to convince himself of the objective non
existence of the oppressed nation and its culture. Every effort is made to 
bring the colonized person to admit the inferiority of his culture which has 
been transformed into instinctive patterns of beha"ior, to recognize the unre
ality of his "nation," and. in the the last extreme, the confused and imperfect 
character of his own biological structure. 

Vis-a.-vis this state of affairs, the native's reactions are not unanimous'. 
\Vhile the mass of the people maintain intact traditions which are completely 
different from those of the colonial situation, and the artisanal style solidifies 
into a formalism which is more and more stereotyped, the intellectual throws . 
himself in frenzied fashion into the frantic acquisition of the culture of the 
occupying power and takes every opportunity of unfavorably criticizing his 
O,,'n national culture. or else takes refuge in setting out and substantiating 
the claims of that culture in a way that is passionate but rapidly becomes 
unproductive. 

The common nature of these two reactions lies in the fact that they both 
lead to impossible contradictions. \Vhether a turncoat or a substantialist, the 
native is ineffectual precisely because the analysis of the colonial situation 
is not carried out on strict lines. The colonial situation calls a halt to national 
culture in almost every field. \Vithin the framework of colonial domination 
there is not and there will never be such phenomena as new cultural depar
tures or changes in the national culture. Here and there valiant attempts are 
sometimes made to reanimate the cultural dynamic and to give fresh 

.'1. The First Congress of Black \Vriters and Artists (this chapter Is derived from an address delivered in 
19';9 ill the Second Congress. In ROIneL 



1588 / FRANTZ FANON 

impulses to its themes, its forms, and its tonalities. The immediate, palpable, 
and obvious interest of such leaps ahead is nil. But if we follow up the 
consequences to the very end we see that preparations are being thus made 
to brush the cobwebs off national consciousness, to question oppression, 
and to open up the struggle for freedom. 

A national culture under colenial domination is a contested culture whese 
destructien is sought in systematic fashion. It very quickly becomes a culture 
condemned te secrecy. This idea .of a clandestine culture is immediately seen 
in the reactions .of the .occupying pewer which interprets attachment to 
traditions as faithfulness te the spirit of the natien and as a refusal te submit. 
This persistence in fellewing ferms of cultures which are already condemned 
to extinction is already a demenstration of nationality; but it is a demonstra
tien which is a throwback to the laws .of inertia. There is no taking .of the 
offensive and ne redefining of relatienships. There is simply a cencentration 
on a hard cere of culture which is beceming more and more shrivelled up, 
inert, and empty. , 

By the time a century or two .of exploitation has passed there comes about 
a veritable emaciation of the steck of natienal culture. It becomes a set .of 
aiItomatk habits, seme traditioris of dress, and a few- broken-down institu
tions. Little movement can' b.e discerned in such remnants of culture; there 
is no real creativity and no ~verflowing life. The pov~rty of the people, 
national oppressien, and the inhibition of culture are one and the same thing. 
Mter a century .of colonial domination we find a culture which is rigid in the 
extreme, or rather what we find are the dregs of culture, its mineral strata .. 
The withering away of the reality. of the nation and the death pangs of the 
national culture are linked to each other in mutual dependence. This iswhy 
it is of capital importance to foll,ow the evolution of these relations during 
the struggle for national freedem. The negation of the native's culture, the 
contempt, for any manifestation of culture whether active or emotional,and 
the placing outside the pale of all specialized branches of organization con~ 
tribute to breed aggressive patterns of conduct in the native. But these pat
terns of conduct are of the reflexive type; they are poorly differentiated, 
anarchic, and ineffective. Colonial eXploitation, poverty, and endemic famine 
drive the native more and more to open, organized revolt. The necessity for 
an open and decisive bi~ach is foqned progressively and imperceptibly, and 
comes to be felt by the great majority of the people. Those tensions which 
hitherte were non-existent come into being. International events, the col
lapse of whole sections of colonial empires and the contradictions inherent 
in the colonial system strengthen and uphold the native's combativity while 
promoting and giving support to national consciousness. 

These new-found tensions which are present at all stages in the real nature 
of colonialism have their repercussions on the cultural plane. In literature, 
for example, there is relative overproduction. From being a reply on a mii-lOr 
scale to the dominating power, the literature produced by natives becomes 
differentiated ~md makes itself into a will to particularism. The ,intelligentsia', 
which during the period of repression was essentially a consuming public, 
now themselves become producers. This literature at first chooses to confine 
itself to the tragic and poetic style; but later on novels, short stories, and 
essays are attempted. It is as if a kind of internal organization or law of 
expression existed which wills that poetic expression become less frequent 
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in proportion as the objectives and the methods of the struggle for liberation 
become more precise. Themes are completely altered; in fact, we find less 
and less of bitter, hopeless recrimination and less also of that violent, 
resounding, florid writing which on the whole serves to reassure the occu
pying power. The colonialists have in former times encouraged these modes 
of expression and made their existence possible. Stinging denunciations, the 
exposing of, distressing conditions and passions which find their outlet in 
expression are in fact assimilated by the occupying power in a cathartic pro
cess. To aid such processes is in a certain sense to avoid their dramatization 
and to clear the atmosphere. 

But such a situation can only be transitory. In fact, the progress of national 
consciousness among the people modifies and gives precision to the literary 
utterances of the native intellectual. The continued cohesion of the people 
constitutes for the intellectual an invitation to go further than his cry of 
protest. The lament first makes the indictment; and then it makes an appeal. 
In the period that follows, the words of command are heard. The crystalli
zation of the national consciousness will both disrupt literary styles and 
themes, and also create a completely new public. While at the beginning the 
native intellectual used to produce his work to be read exclusively by the 
oppressor, whether with the intention of charming him or of denouncing 
him through ethnic or subjectivist means, now the native writer progressively 
takes on the habit of addressing his own people. 

It is only from that moment that we can speak of a national literature. 
Here there is, at the level of literary creation, the taking up and clarification 
of themes which are typically nationalist. This may be properly called a lit
erature of combat, in the sense that it calls on the whole people to fight for 
their existence as a nation. It, is a literature of combat, because it molds the 
national consciousness, giving it form and contours and flinging open before 
it new and boundless horizons; it is a literature of combat because it assumes 
responsibility, and because it is the will to liberty expressed in terms of time 
and space. 

On another level, the oral tradition-stories, epics, and songs of the peo
ple-which formerly were filed away as set pieces are now beginning to 
change. The storytellers who used to relate inert episodes now bring tlQtm 
alive and introduce into them modifications which are increasingly funda
mental. There is a tendency to bring conflicts up to date and to modernize 
the kinds of struggle which the stories evoke, together with the names of 
heroes and the types of weapons. The method of allusion is more and more 
widely used. The formula "This all happened long ago" is substituted with 
that of "What we are going to speak of happened somewhere else, but it 
might well have happened here today, and it might happen tomorrow." The 
example of AJgeria4 is significant in this context. From 1952-53 on, the 
storytellers, who were before that time stereotyped and tedious to listen to, 
completely overturned their traditional methods of storytelling and the con
tents of their tales. Their public, which was formerly scattered, became com
pact. The epic, with its typified categories, reappeared; it became an 
authentic form of entertainment which took on once more a cultural value. 

4. A department of France in North Africa that began an armed revolt in 1954. Fanon actively participated 
in the revolution, which led to Algeria's independence from French rule In 1962. 
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Colonialism made no mistake when from 1955 on it proceeded to arrest 
these storytellers systematically. 

The contact of the people with the 'new movement gives rise to a new 
rhythm of life and to forgotten muscular tensions, and develops the imagi
nation. Every time the storyteller relates a fresh episode to his public, he 
presides over a real invocation. The existence of a new type of man is revealed 
to the public. The present is no longer t~Jrned in upon itself but spread out 
for all to see. The storyteller once more gives free rein to his imagination; 
he makes innovations and he creates a work orart. It even happens that the 
characters, which are barely ready for such a transformation-highway rob
bers or more or less anti-social vagabonds-are taken up and remodeled. The 
emergence of the imagination and of the creative urge in the songs and epic 
stories of a colonized country is worth following.· The storyteller replies to 
the expectant people by successive approximations, and makes his way, 
apparently alone but in fact helped on by his public, toward the seeking out 
of new patterns, that is to say national patterns. Comedy and farce disappear, 
or lose their attraction. As for dramatization, it is no longer placed on the 
plane of the troubled intellectual and his tormented conscience. By losing 
its characteristics of despair and revolt, the drama becomes part of the com
mon lot of the people and forms part of an action in preparation or already 
in progress. 

Where handicrafts are concerned, the foI'lJls of expression which formerly 
were the dregs of art, surviving as if in a daze, now begin to reach out. 
Woodwork, for example, which formerly <turned out certain faces and atti
tudes by the million, begins to be differentiated. The inexpressive or over
wrought mask comes to life and the arms tend to be raised from the body as 
if to sketch an action. Compositions containing two, three, or five figures 
appear. The traditional schools are led on to creative efforts by the rising 
avalanche of amateurs or of critics. This new vigor in this sector of cultural 
life very often passes unseen; and yet its contribution to the national effort 
is of capital importance. By carving figures and faces which are full of life, 
and by taking as his theme a group fixed on the same pedestal, the artist 
invites participation in an organized movement. 

If we study the repercussions of the awakening of national consciousness 
in the domains of ceramics and pottery-making, the same observations may 
be drawn. Formalism is abandoned in the craftsman's work. Jugs, jars, and 
trays are modified, at first imperceptibly, then almost savagely. The colors, 
of which formerly there were but few and which obeyed the traditional rules 
of harmony, increase in number and are influenced by the repercussion of 
the rising revolution. Certain ochres and blues, which seemed forbidden to 
all eternity in a given cultural area, now assert themselves without giving rise 
to scandal. In the same way the stylization of the human face, which accord
ing to sociologists is typical of very clearly defined regions, becomes suddenly 
completely relative. The specialist coming from the home country and the 
ethnologist are quick to note these changes. On the whole such changes are 
condemned in the name of a rigid code of artistic style and cif a cultural life 
which grows up at the heart of the colonial system. The colonialist specialists 
do not recognize these new forms and rush to the help of the traditions of 
the indigenous society. It is the colonialists who become the defenders of 
the native style. We remember perfectly, and the example took on a certain 
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measure of importance since the real nature of colonialism was not involved, 
the reactions of the white jazz specialists when after the Second World War 
new styles such as the be-bop took definite shape. The fact is that in their 
eyes jazz should only be the despairing. broken-down nostalgia of an old 
!\Iegro who is trapped between five glasses of whiskey, the curse of his race. 
and the racial hatred of the white men. As soon as the Negro comes to an 
understanding of himself, and understands the rest of the world differently, 
when he gives birth to hope and forces back the racist universe, it is clear 
that his trumpet sounds more clearly and his voice less hoarsely. The new 
fashions in jazz are not simply born of economic competition. We must with
out any doubt see in them one of the consequences of the defeat, slow but 
sure. of the southern world of the United States. And it is not utopian to 
suppose that in fifty years' time the type of jazz howl hiccuped by a poor 
misfortunate Negro will be upheld only by the whites who believe in it as an 
expression of negritude. and who are faithful to this arrested image of a type 
of relationship. 

'Ve might in the same way seek and find in dancing, singing, and tradi
tional rites and ceremonies the same upward-springing trend, and make out 
the same changes and the same impatience in this field. Well before the 
political or fighting phase of the national movement, an attentive spectator 
can thus feel and see the manifestation of new vigor and feel the approaching 
conflict. He will note unusual forms of expression and themes which are 
fresh and imbued with a power which is no longer that of invocation but 
rather of the assembling of the people, a summoning together for a precise 
purpose. Everything works together to awaken the native's sensibility and to 
to make unreal and inacceptable the contemplative attitude, or the accep
tance of defeat. The native rebuilds his perceptions because he renews the 
purpose and dynamism of the craftsmen, of dancing and music, and of lit
erature and the oral tradition. His world comes to lose its accursed character. 
The conditions necessary for the inevitable conflict are brought together. 

We have noted the appearance of the movement in cultural forms and we 
have seen that this movement and these new forms are linked to the state 
of maturity of the national consciousness. Now, this movement tends more 
and more to express itself objectively, in institutions. From thence come~ 
the need for a national existence, whatever the cost. 

A frequent mistake, and one which is moreover hardly justifiable, is to try 
to find cultural expressions for and to give new values to native culture within 
the framework of colonial domination. This is why we arrive at a proposition 
which at first sight seems paradoxical: the fact that in a colonized country 
the most elementary, most savage, and the most undifferentiated nationalism 
is the most fervent and efficient means of defending national culture. For 
culture is first the expression of a nation, the expression of its preferences, 
of its taboos and of its patterns. It is at every stage of the whole of society' 
that other taboos, values, and patterns are formed. A national culture is the 
sum total of all these appraisals; it is the result of internal and external 
tensions exerted over society as a whole and also at every level of that society. 
In the colonial situation, culture, which is doubly deprived of the support of 
the nation and of the state, falls away and dies. The condition for its existence 
is thet-efore national liberation and the renaissance of the state. 

The nation is not only the condition of culture, its fruitfulness, its con tin-
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uous renewal, and its deepening. It is also a·necessity. It is the fight for 
national existence which sets culture moving and opens to it the doors of 
creation. Later on it is the nation which will ensufie the conditions and frame
work necessary to· culture. The nation gathers together the various indispen
sable elements necessary for the creation of a culture, those elements which 
alone can give it credibility, validity, life, and creative power. In the same 
way it is its national character that will make such a culture open to other 
cultures and which will enable it to influence and permeate other cultures. 
A non-existent culture can'hardly be expected to have bearing on reality, or 
to influence reality. The first necessity is the re-establishment of the nation 
in order to give life to national culture in the strictly biological sense of the 
phrase. 

Thus we have followed the breakup of the old strata of culture. a shattering 
which becomes increasingly fundamental; and we have noticed, on the eve 
of the decisive conflict for national freedom, the renewing of forms of expres
sion and the rebirth of the imagination. There remains one essential ques
tion: what are the relations between the struggle-whether political or 
military-and culture? Is there a suspension of culture during the conflict? 
Is the national struggle an expression of a culture? Finally, ought one to say 
that the battle for freedom however fertile a posteriori with 'regard to culture 
is in itself a negation of culture? In short, is the struggle for liberation a 
cultural phenomenon or not? . 

We believe that the conscious and organized undertaking by a colonized 
people to re-establish the sovereignty of that nation constitutes the most 
complete and obvious cultural manifestation that exists. It is not alone the 
success of the struggle which afterward gives validity and vigor to culture; 
culture is not put into cold storage during the .conflict. The struggle itself in 
its development and in its internal progression sends culture along different 
paths and traces out entirely new ones for it. The struggle for freedom does 
not give back to the national culture its former value and shapes; this struggle 
which aims at a fundamentally different set of relations between men cannot 
leave intact either the form or the content of the people's culture. After the 
conflict there is not only the disappearance of colonialism but also the dis
appearance of the colonized man. 

This new humanity cannot do otherwise than define a new humanism both 
for itself and for others. It is prefigured in the objectives and methods of the 
conflict. A struggle which mobilizes all classes of the people and which 
expresses their aims and their impatience, which is not afraid to count almost 
exclusively on the people's support, will of necessity triumph. The value of 
this type of conflict is that it supplies the maximum of conditions necessary 
for the development and aims of culture. After national freedom has been 
obtained in these conditions, there is no such painful cultural indecision 
which is found in certain countries which are newly independent, because 
the nation by its manner of coming into being and in the terms of its existence 
exerts a fundamental influence over culture. A nation which is born of the 
people's concerted action and which embodies the real aspirations of the 
people while changing the state cannot exist save in the expression of excep
tionally rich forms of culture. 

The natives who are anxious for the culture of their country and who wish 
to give to it a universal dimension ought not therefore to place. their confi-
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dence in the single principle of inevitable, undifferentiated independence 
written into the consciousness of the people in order to achieve their task. 
The liberation of the nation is one thing; the methods and popular content 
of the fight are another. It seems to us that the future of national culture 
and its riches are equally also part and parcel of the values which have 
ordained the struggle for freedom. 

And now it is time to denounce certain pharisees. National claims, it is 
here and there stated, are a phase that humanity has left behind. It is the 
day of great concerted actions, and retarded nationalists ought in conse
quence to set their mistakes aright. We however consider that the mistake, 
which may have very serious consequences, lies in wishing to skip the 
national period. If culture is the expression of national consciousness, I will 
not hesitate to affirm that in the case with which we are dealing it is the 
national consciousness which is the most elaborate form of culture. 

The consciousness of self is not the closing of a door to communication. 
Philosophic thought teaches us, on the contrary, that it is its guarantee. 
National consciousness, which is not nationalism, is the only thing that will 
give us an international dimension. This problem of national consciousness 
and of national culture takes on in Africa a special dimension. The birth of 
national consciousness in Africa has a strictly contemporaneous connection 
with the African consciousness. The responsibility of the African as regards 
national culture is also a responsibility with regard to African Negro culture. 
This joint responsibility is not the fact of a metaphysical principle but the 
awareness of a simple rule which wills that every independent nation in an 
Africa where colonialism is still entrenched is an encircled nation, a nation 
which is fragile and in permanent danger. 

If man is known by his acts, then we will say that the most urgent thing 
today for the intellectual is to build up his nation .. 1f this building up is true, 
that is to say if it interprets the manifest will of the people and reveals the 
eager African peoples, then the building of a nation is of necessity accom
panied by the discovery and encouragement of universalizing·.values. Far 
from keeping aloof from other nations, therefore, it is national'liberation 
which leads the nation to play its part on the stage of history. It is at the 
heart of national consciousness that international consciousness lives and 
grows. And this two-fold emerging is ultimately only the source okiU culture. 

GILLES DELEUZE 
1925-1995 

1961 

FELIX GUATTARI 
1930-1992 

Alternately hailed or dismissed in North America as the "enfants terribles" of post
structuralist philosophy and psychoanalysis following the publication of their Anti
Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (1972), Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari are 
known for their antiestablishment thinking in many domains. Trained as a philoso
pher and a psychoanalyst, respectively, Deleuze and Guattari critique the patterns of 
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knowledge that govern the disciplines in which they were schooled. In the process, 
they question the dominance of conceptual stability, organization, and unity as such. 
Their critique is well summed up in their pun on the word "General": knowledge 
functions like an operation of conquest and mastery, driven by "generality" as if it 
were a military "GeneraI." 

Born in Paris to a middle-class family, Deleuze was educated in the French uni
versity system and taught philosophy at the University of Paris at Vincennes (now St. 
Denis) from 1969 until his retirement in 1987. At the time of the 1968 student
worker revolts in France, Deleuze began to write books in his "own" voice, aiming to 
replace official philosophy with what he called '~bastard" philosophy. Deleuze declared 
that his early writings, such as Empiricism and Subjectivity: An Essay on Hume's 
Theory of Nature (I953) and Bergsonism (I966), still too closely resembled those of 
an "academic bureaucrat." In his Nietzsche and Philosophy (I962) but especially in 
Difference and Repetition (1968), The Logip. of Sense (1969), and Spinoza: Practical 
Philosophy (1970), Deleuze developed a new philosophy of becoming and exteriority
joining an orphan line of metaphysical thinkers that includes Lucretius, Benedict de 
Spinoza, Gottfried Leibniz, DAVID HUME, FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, and Henri Bergson
that his work combines with various other strands of contemporary theory. 

In the interdisciplinary mix of French philosophy and theory of the 19605 and 
1970s, he came in contact with the person who would become his "intercessor" for 
many years, Felix Guattari, a practicing psychoanalyst and political activist. Guattari, 
usually said to be the more "delirious" of the two, was born in the Paris suburb of 
Colombes and had received an erratic education; never having earned any official 
degrees, he had worked since the mid-1950s at La Borde, a psychiatric hospital out
side Paris known for innovative practicelt, in group therapy. One of JACQUES LACAN's 
earliest trainees, Guattari quickly took leave of the master. Lacan, he felt, had trans
formed structural psychoanalysis int~a religion devoted to, cultivating and initiating 
followers. Guattari's antihierarchical and anarchic tendencies drew him into an alli
ance with Deleuze. Together they wrote the polemical Anti-Oedipus. 

Described by MICHEL FOUCAULT as "an introduction to non-fascist living," 
Anti-Oedipus was an immediate sehsation in France and soon thereafter in England, 
Canada, and the United States, where it became an academic bestseller when its 
translation appeared in 1'983, It was hailed 'as a productive attack not only on state 
philosophy but also on the orthodox Marxism and institutional Freudianism that per
vaded the postwar years. In the view of Deleuze and Guattari, psychoanalysis com
bines with capitalism to channel and control desire, not to liberate it. As a negative 
critique, the book is more int~rested in freeing the forces that have been constrained 
than in proposing alternatives. 

After this moment of destruction, they experimented with a philosophy of becom
ing. In another of their books, Ka.fka: Toward a Minor Literature (I 975; trans. 1986), 
from which we have taken our first selection, Deleuze and Guattari claim that Franz 
Kafka (1883-1924), although writing in a dominant language, introduces into it ele
ments of his own Jewish, minoritarian culture. He thus recombines dominant 
ways of thinking with elements of a minority culture to produce something entirely 
different-a minor literature-thereby undermining power. But Deleuze and Guat
tari make clear that it does not suffice to be Jewish. One has to become Jewish-or 
minoritarian-in an ongoing way. The "outside" is never a given. Consider SIGMUND 
FREUD, whose own relation to dominant German culture was similar to Kafk.a's. 
Freud considered himself an observer whose distance from the "compact majority" 
enabled him to explore the hidden forces underlying the culture around him. Yet 
over time, according to Deleuze and Guattari, those explorations had become hard
ened into doctrine. 

A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, the sequel to Anti-Oedipus, 
appeared in 1980. The least well received of their books, as Deleuze and Guattari 
proudly admit, its project is very different from that of its predecessor. It is more a 
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work of art, a positive exercise in the productive desire and affirmative "nomad" 
thought that Anti-Oedipus called for. The book's introductory chapter (or "plateau"), 
from which our second selection is taken, is titled "Rhizome" and is often cited as an 
e.xemplary text of postmodern philosophy. 

Deleuze and Guattari claim that state philosophy as practiced in the academy is a 
fOl'm of the representational thought that has dominated the West since PLATO. Rep
resentation posits the self-identity of the thinking subject. The subject, the concepts, 
and the objects in the world are thus presumed to share a self-resemblance essential 
for maintaining their identity. Representational thought establishes a correspondence 
between two symmetrical domains. It is analogical: the success of a representation is 
derived from its accuracy, its closeness to an original. which nevertheless remains 
more "rea\." Deleuze and Guattari take the mimetic hierarchy described by Plato and 
turn it on its side. Whereas the traditional model for knowledge is drawn from plants 
with "roots" (the ground or origin that leads to the main growth through genealogy 
01' e"olution), Deleuze and Guattari draw their metaphor from fungal "rhizomes"-a 
network of threads that can send up new growths anywhere along their length, not 
subject to centralized control or structure. This logic (or rather, nonlogic) is exem
plified by invasive species such as mushrooms and crabgrass that proliferate without 
a controlling structure. As Deleuze and Guattari suggest, the same antihierarchical 
perspective is what may have led Wait Whitman to choose Leal'es o/Grass (1855) as 
the title for his book of poems. They thus replace the rooted tree (the Western meta
phor for knowledge par excellence) with the rhizome, conceived as an adventitious 
mode of thinking that grows between things and produces offshoots in unforeseen 
directions. It is striking that FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913) should choose 
"tree" as his example of a sign-his structural linguistics conform exactly to the static, 
binary logic that Deleuze and Guattari critique. (See also Lacan's tribute to the impor
tance of the tree in Western culture. above.) 

I n their difficult yet rewarding texts, Deleuze and Guattari distinguish between the 
segment-that is, the official, "molar" line that occupies a given social or political 
position-and another, "molecular" line that begins to separate itself, and to disag
gregate, from the first. Thus, for example, in Anti-Oedipus Deleuze and Guattari
both married-write: "We are heterosexuals statistically or in molar terms, but homo
sexuals personally, whether we know it or not, and finally transsexuals elementarily, 
molecularly." Sexuality for them is that experience of desire that breaks through any 
self-definition; requires a new. temporarily synthesized multiplicity; and yet does not 
pwvide a new identity. The de-Oedipalized body becomes a "Body without Organs," 
a "deSiring-machine" not governed by "phases" of development and not organized into 
"bundles" or knowable "organs." -r." . 

Rhizomatic thinking promotes becoming. not being. Deleuze and Guattari state-a 
statement for which they have been much critized-that because of the special rela
tion of women to the man-standard. all becomings (-child, -animal, -vegetal, -intense) 
begin with the "becoming-woman" of man. But the "becoming-woman" of man may 
il1\'olve the renunciation not only of se ... uality as mastery but also of family trees as 
U'ees: "family trees" I'esemble trees only when the patriarchal name is followed, and 
when one particular generation or indhidual is the focus. A true map of all Iines
male and female, legitimate and illegitimate-even in heterosexual reproduction 
would resemble a rhizome, not a tree. At the same time. the women who have been 
invisible in the family tree cannot simply become an alternative to it. Women, as well 
as homosexuals, Jews, and blacks, according to Deleuze and Guattarf, must constantly 
reinvent themselves as "minoritarian" to avoid becoming a minority as a new state. 
This way of being in, and open to, the world is called "ethics" by Spinoza; Deleuze 
and Guattari call it pragmatics. And for them, books themselves are pragmatic assem
blages or tool kits for becoming. 

The rhizome replaces. or at least complements, history (the story people tell) with 
geography (the ground they inhabit). A "map." for Deleuze and Guattari, is a drawing 
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that is and transforms the object it purportedly represents; a "tracing" merely tries to 
duplicate the object. Yet the rhizomatic process is not pure "dissemination": it is 
structured, but not organized, by moments of synthesis. Always in movement, a rhi
zome has neither beginning nor end. Influenced by theories of chaos and complexity, 
Deleuze and Guattari claim to study subjectivity where it emerges, society where it 
mutates, and the world where it is re-created. With the development of the Internet 
and virtual reality, we have already in some ways entered the rhizomatic structures 
they describe; but there is no. guarantee that the logics they critique have therefore 
disappeared. 

In literature, Deleuze and Guattari .do not look for meaning. When reading Hein
rich von Kleist (1777-1811) or Franz Kafka against alleged state writers such as 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832), or when reading HENRY JAMES(1843-
1916) or the twentieth-century writers F. Scott Fitzgerald, VIRGINIA WOOLF, or 
Nathalie Sarraute, they look for the lines of flight by means of which these writers 
detach themselves-and their texts-from an immobilizing order. In becoming, these 
writers "de territorialize" themselves from and within official culture before "reterri
torializing" themselves elsewhere. 

From the early 19.80s up to his death, Deleuze continued to emphasize the rieed 
to mesh aesthetics and philosophy. Mter A Thousand Plateaus, he studied the affective 
potential of color and line in Francis Bacon, the Logic of Sensation (1981); in that 
work he notes the English painter's capacity to affect and to be affected by chromatic 
vibration. Architecture, logic, and aesthetics are examined as events in The Fold: 
Leibniz and the. Baroque (1988), where Deleuze further writes about the world as a 
set of lines in relations of movement and rest. His two-volume analysis of cinema 
invents a taxonomy to replace the one underlying linguistic theories of film. The first 
vohlme, The Movement-Image {1983), projects the lexicon of classical cinema (close
up, medium shot, long shot) into a philosophical t;ield that associates bodily sensation 
with mobility, whose effect constitutes Cinematic events in the ,first fifty years of 
cinema's history. In the second, The Time-Image (I985), Deleuze analyzes the effect 
of duration, invention, and the absence of mimesis in films that follow the aftermath 
of World WadI. 

Concurrently, Felix Guattari also published on his own. Developing long-standing 
relations with radical It'alian social groups, he collaborated with the philosopher and 
political activist Toni Negri. It was; for him, a line of flight away from a fashionable 
intellectual lassitude reigning in France; He loathed post modern melancholia, which 
he excoriated repeatedly. In The Three Ecologies (1989), one of his most forceful 
essays, Guattari mobilizes concepts developed elsewhere with Deleuze. Discussing 
the relations between thought and PQlitics, he clarifies his theoretical and political 
stance on many contemporary issues, ranging from the exploitation of. women to 
problems of the third world to racism and environmental degradation. He also reem
phasizes the importance of literary texts and broaches the difference between mili
tantism and artistic invention in what he calls the converging of aesthetics, ethics, 
and politics. The slim volume serves as. an indication of how Guattari's thought 
evolved after texts like "Rhizome." Without reverting back to prestructuralism or to 
phenomenological analyses; Guattari pleaded for a philosophy of becoming (now re
named "ecosophy") in more openly existential terms. 

Deleuze's Negotiations (1990) records a series of interviews from 1972 to 1990. 
Emphasis is placed on the urgency of practicing philosophy in view of the controlling 
discourses of power-namely, religion, capitali!;m, science, law, television, and public 
opinion. He too makes a case for philosophy as guerrilla warfare not just in the streets 
but within subjects themselves. In the saine vein, Deleuze and Guattari wrote their last 
joint work, the compelling What Is Philosophy? (1991), which had an impact similar to 
that of Anti-Oedipus. They reiterate their belief in the continued importance of philos
ophyas a way of thinking and a mode of action. The inseparability of thought from con
text informs the hybrid nature of all national philosophical and literary traditions. 
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Alfirmation and action were key words in the lexicon and the lives of Deleuze and 
Guattari. In addition to writing on literature and the arts, Guattari unsuccessfully ran 
for office in the French Green Party, shortly before his untimely death from a heart 
attack in 1992. In essays written for Le Monde diplomatique he stressed the necessity 
of restructuring social thought and action. In "The Exhausted," an afterword of sorts 
to Samuel Beckett's Quad and Other Plays for Television (1992), Deleuze reflects that 
the exhausted person-in contrast to the tired person-has exhausted all the possi
bilities. For the next three years, he nonetheless continued to teach and write while 
cancer ravaged his body. In 1995 he jumped to his death from the window of his 
Parisian apartment. 
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From Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature l 

From Chapter 3. \¥hat Is a Minor Literature? 

.. .. .. 
A minor literature doesn't come from a minor language; it is rather that 
which a minority constructs within a major language. But the first charac
teristic of minor literature in any case is that in it language is affected with 
a high coefficient of deterritorialization. In this sense, Kafka2 marks the 
impasse that bars access to writing for the Jews of Prague and turns their 
literature into something impossible-the impossibility of not writing, the 
impossibility of writing in German, the impossibility of writing otherwise.3 

The impossibility of not writing because national consciousness, uncertain 
or oppressed, necessarily exists by means of literature ("The literary struggle 
has its real justification at the highest possible levels"). The impossibility of 
writing other than in German is for the Prague Jews the feeling of an irre
ducible distance from their primitive Czech territoriality. And the impossi
bility of writing in German is the deterritorialization of the German 
population itself, an oppressive minority that speaks a language cut off from 
the masses, like a "paper language" or an artificial language; this is all the 
more true for the Jews who are simultaneously a part of this minority and 
excluded from it, like "gypsies who have stolen a German child from its crib." 
In short, Prague German is a de territorialized language, appropriate for 
strange and minor uses. (This can be compared in another context to what 
blacks in America today are' able t-o do with the English language.) 

The second characteristic of minor literatures is that everything in them 
is political. In major literatures, in contrast, the individual concern (familial, 
marital, and so on) joins with other no less individual concerns, the social 
milieu serving as a mere environment or.a background; this is so much the 
case that none of these Oedipal intrigues are specifically indispensa.ble or 
absolutely necessary but all become as one in a large space. Minor literature 
is completely different; its cramped space forces each individual intrigue to 
connect immediately to politics. The individual concern thus becomes all 
the more necessary, indispensable, magnified, because a whole other story 
is vibrating within it. In this way, the family triangle connects to other tri
angles-commercial, economic, bureaucratic, juridical-that determine its 
values. When Kafka indicates that one of the goals of a minor literature is 
the "purification of the conflict that oppOses father and son and the possi
bility of discussing that conflict," it isn't a question of an Oedipal phantasm" 
but of a political program. "Even though something is often thought through 
calmly, one still does not reach the boundary where it connects up with 
similar things, one reaches the boundary soonest in politics, indeed, one even 
strives to see it before it is there, and often sees this limiting boundary every-

I. Translated by Dana Polan, who occasionally 
retains the original French in parentheses. . 
2. Franz Kafka (1883-1924), Jewish Austrian 
writer who lived much of his life In Prague and 
wrote in German; his work Is here the focus ofthe 
process of ubecoming-minor." 
3. See letter to [MaxJ Brod, Kafka, Letters, June 
1921, and commentaries in [K1aus] Wagenbach, 
Franz Ktifka: Ann.!e. tU jeunesse [1958J [Deleuze 

and Guattarl's noteJ. Some of the authors' notes 
have been omitted. Max Brod (1884-1968), a 
close friend and biographer of Kafka; he disobeyed 
the dying Kafka's request to destroy his papers. 
4. That Is, the Oedipal complex-the desire of a 
young boy for his mother that makes him view his 
father as B competitor-described by SIGMUND 
FREUD (1856-1939). 
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where .... What in great literature goes on down below, constituting a not 
indispensable cellar of the structure, here takes place in the full light of day, 
what is there a matter of passing interest for a few, here absorbs everyone 
no less than as a matter of life and death.'" 

The third characteristic of minor literature is that in it everything takes 
on a collective value. Indeed. precisely because talent isn't abundant in a 
minor literature. there are no possibilities for an individuated enunciation 
that would belong to this or that "master" and that could be separated from 
a collective enunciation. Indeed, scarcity of talent is in fact beneficial and 
allows the conception of something other than a literature of masters; what 
each author says individually already constitutes a common action, and what 
he or she says or does is necessarily political, e\'en if others aren't in agree
ment. The political domain has contaminated every statement (enonce).6 But 
above all else, because collective or national consciousness is "often inactive 
in external life and always in the process of break-down," literature finds 
itself positively charged with the role and function of collective, and even 
revolutionary, enunciation. It is literature that produces an active solidarity 
in spite of skepticism; and if the writer is in the margins or completely outside 
his or her fragile community, this situation allows the writer all the more the 
possibility to eA-press another possible community and to forge the means for 
another consciousness and another sensibility; just as the dog of "Investi
gations'" calls out in his solitude to another science. The literary machine 
thus becomes the relay for a revolutionary machine-to-come, not at all for 
ideological reasons but because the literary machine alone is determined to 
fill the conditions of a collective enunciation that is lacking elsewhere in this 
milieu: literature is tIle people's concern. 8 It is certainly in these terms that 
Kafka sees the problem. The message doesn't refer back to an enunciating 
subject who would be its cause, no more than to a subject of the statement 
(sujet d'enonce) who would be its effect. Undoubtedly, for a while, Kafka 
thought according to these traditional categories of the two subjects, theau
thor and the hero, the narrator and the character, the dreamer and the one 
dl'eamed of. But he will quickly reject the role of the narrator, just as he will 
refuse an author's or master's literature, despite his admiration for Goethe. 
Josephine the mouse9 renounces the individual act of singing in order to 
melt into the collective enunciation of "the immense crowd of the her~()f 
[her] people." A movement from the individuated animal to the pack or to a 
collective multiplicity-seven canine musicians. In "The Investigations of a 
Dog." the expressions of the solitary researcher tend toward the assembl~ge 
(agencement) of a collective enunciation of the canine species even if this 
collectivity is no longer or not yet given. There isn't a subject; there are only 
collectit'e assemblages of e1Z1mciation, and literature expresses these acts inso
far as they're not imposed from without and insofar as they exist only as 
diabolical powers to come or revolutionary forces to be constructed. Kafka's 
solitude opens him up to everything going on in history· today. The letter Kt 

~. i<afka, Diaries, December 25. 1911 [Deleuze 
and Guattari's note]. 
h. E;I1onctf (French) is the statemt'nt or content of 
un utterance; tlHonciatiuJI is the nct of uttering it. 
"7. "I nvestlgations of a Dog" i. the tit)" of a story 
hy Knfka. 
H. Kafka, Diaries, Decemb<>r 25. 1911: "[LJit. 
(, .... ture is less a concern of literary history, than of 
thl.' people" [Deleuze and Guattari's note], 

9. Title character In "Josephlne the Singer, or the 
Mouse Folk," the last story written by Kafka. 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832), mag' 
isterlal Geronan poet, playwright, and novelist. 
I. The hero of The Castle (1926), a posthumously 
published unfinished novel by Kafka, Is known 
only as K.; the hero of The Trial (1925), another 
posthumously published unfinished novel, I. 
Joseph K. 
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no longer designates a' narrator 'or a character ,but· an 'assemblage that 
becomes all :the more machine-like,'an agent that becomesbll the more 
collective because an indiVidualis locked intdl it :itl' his or ,her solitude (it is 
only in connection to a subject thatsorrtething individual would be separable 
from the collective and would lead its own life). ' 

The three 'characteristics of minor literature are the deterritorialization of 
language, the connection of the individual to a political immediacy, and the 
collective assemblage of enunciation. We might as well say'that minor no 
longer designates. specific literatures but the' revolutionary conditions for 
every literature within the heart of what is 'called great (or' established) lit
erature. Even he who, has the misfortune of being born: in the country of a 
great literature must write in its language, just as' a Czech Jew writes in 
German,' or an Ouzbekian writes in· Russian. Writing Iike:a :dog' digging a 
hole, a rat idigging its burrow. a Arid to do,that, finding his own 'point of 
underdevelopment, his own patois, his own third world, his·owri desert; There 
has been much discussion of the questions' "What is a,mlirginalliterature?" 
and '''What is' a popular literature, a proletarian literature?" The 'criteria are 
obviously difficult to establish if one doe'sn't start with a more objective con
cept .. ---:..that of minor ,literaturt!. Only the possibility of setting up a minor 
practice of major language from within allows one to define populal;' litera~ 
ture; marginJllliterature, 'and'so on.' Only in this way 'can literature really 
become a~ collective' machine of expression and really be able' to ti'eat and 
develop ,its 'contents. Kafka emphatically .declares"that a minor literature is 
much more able to,work over its materiaJ.3Why this machine of expression, 
and what is 'it?We·know that it, is in a relation of multiple deterritorializations 
with language,'it is the,situation of the Jews who have dropped the Czech 
language at the same time as' the rural environment, but it is also the situ
ation of the German language as a "paper language;" Well, one can go even 
farther; one can push this movement of de territorialization of expression 
even farther, But there are only two ways to do this. One way is to artificially 
enrich ,this German, to swell it up thtough all the, resources of symbolism, 
of ontHristn, of esoteric sense, of-a hidden signifier.This is the approach of 
the Prague school,' Gustav Meyrink and many others; including Max Brod." 
But this attempt implies,a desperate att~mpt at symbolic reterritorializatiori, 
based 'in archetypes, ,Kabbala;'. arid 'alchemy, that accentuates its break from 
the people and will find its political result only in Zionism and such things 
as the "dream of Zion~"5 Kafka Will quickly choose the ,other'way, or, rather; 
he will invent another way. He will opt for the German language of Prague 
as it is and in its very poverty'" Go always farther in the direction of deterri c 

torialization, to the point 'of sobriety. Since the language is arid, make it 
vibrate with a new intensity. Oppose a purely intensive usage of language to 
all symbolic or even significant or simply signifying usages of it. Arrive at a 
perfect ~nd un formed expression, a materially intense expression; (For these 

.: J. 

2. "The Burrow· Is a story by Kafka. 
3. Ka~a, ~ri,,~, ,l)ecem!>er,25,1911,:,"~.mall 
nil~lon's memory hi riot.i'I1'BlIe~ than ;tlle me!"ory 
0'£ a .large one and so can dlge,~~ th,l'.e!d~~lng \nate
rlal more thoroughly" to,ele.uzl' lIild Gualtarl's 
note]. . ,". , .. ' '. ·.l'~' ~ .. . '''. ".: .. ' . 
4. See the ej[cellent chapter. "Prague oat the Turn 
of the Century," I!, Wage'lliac/t, F~ .. m; KAfIca, .on 
the sltuatlo.n of the German language In CZIIcho-

slovalda and on the Prague School [Deleuze and 
Gualtari's ';l0te) .. Meyrink (I868-;~ 932), German 
author of occult fictlori, Including the .novel The 
Gale!" (1915). , . ' .. '. ..,' 
5. The Jewish homeland In Palestine, sought by 
Ziorilsm and achieved In the 'establishment of the 
State 'of Israel In '1948. Kabbala: a system ofJe)lVlsh 
mysticism, especially the esoteric theosophy of the 
13th century and hlter ~al!io spelled "Cabala"). , 

.... , 
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two possible paths, couldn't we find the same alternatives, under other con
ditions, in Joyce and Beckett?6 As Irishmen, both of them live within the 
genial conditions of a minor literature. That is the glor'y of this sort of minor 
literature'-'-to be the revolutionary force for all literature. The utilization of 
English'and of every language in Joyce. The utilization of English and French 
in Beckett. But the former never. stops operating by exhilaration and over
determination and brings about all sorts of worldwide reterritorializatibns. 
The other proceeds by dryness and sobriety, a willed poverty, pushing deter
ritorialization to such an extreme that nothing remains but intensities.} 

How many people today live in a language that is not their own? Or no 
longer, or not yet, even know their own and know poorly the major language 
that they are fdtced to serve? This is the problem. ofimmigrants, and espe
cially of their children, the problem of minorities, the problem of a minor 
literature, but also a problem for all of us: how to tear a minor literature 
away from its own language, allowing' it to challenge the language and mak
ing it follow a sober revolutionary path? How to become a nomad and an 
immigrant and a gypsy in relation to 'one's own language? Kafka answers: 
steal the baby from its crib, walk the tightrope. 

.. .. .. 
1975 

From A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia I 

From Introduction: Rhizo1'l'i:e 

The two of us wrote Anti-Oedipus2 together. Since each of us was several, 
there was already quite a crowd. Here we have made use of everything that 
came within range, what was closest asw-ell' as farthest away. ·We have 
assigned clever pseudonyms to prevent recognition. Why have we· kep~ our 
own names? Out of habit, purely out of habit. To make ourselves untecog
nizable in turn. To render imperceptible, not ourselves,' but what ·makes us 
act, feel, and think. Also because it's nice to talk like everybodr else,:.!?:say 
the sun rises, when everybody knows it's only a manner of speaking. To'reach, 
not the point where one no longer says I, but the point where it is no longer 
of any importance whether one says I. We are no longer ourselves. Each will 
know his own. We have been aided, inspired, multiplied. 

A book has neither object nor subject; it is made of variously formed mat
ters, and very different dates and speeds. To attribute the book to a subject 
is to overlook this working of matters, and the exteriority of their relations. 
It is to fabric~te a beneficent God to explain geological movements. In a 
book, as in all things, there are lines of articulation or segmentarity, strata 
and territOr.ies; but also lines of flight, movements of de territorialization and 
destrati6.cation. Comparative rates of flow on these lines produce phenom-

6. Samuel Beckett (1906-1989), Irish-born nov
elist and playwright who published in both French 
and English. James Joyce (1882-1941), Irish 
writer whose fiction is extraordinarily Innovative In 
technique and language. 

I. Translated by Brian Ma~su"1i,who occasionally 
retains the .origlnal French in parentheses. 
2. A;'~-.Oe"I"...: C"pitallsm "nd Schizophrenu., to 
which' this work is a sequel, was published in 
French in 1972. 
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ena of relative slowness and viscosity, or, on the contrary, of acceleration 
and rupture. All this, lines and measurable speeds, constitutes an assemblage. 
A book is an assemblage of this kind, and as such is unattributable. It is a 
multiplicity-but we don't know yet what the multiple entails when it is no 
longer attributed, that is, after it has been elevated to the status of a sub
stantive. One side of a machinic assemblage faces the strata, which doubtless 
make it a kind of organism, or signifying totality, or determination attribut
able to a subject; it also has a side facing a body without organs,3 which is 
continually dismantling the organism, causing asignifying particles or pure 
intensities to pass or circulate, and attributing to itself subjects that it leaves 
with nothing more than a name as the trace of an intensity. What is the body 
without organs of a book? There are several, depending on the nature of the 
lines considered, their particular grade 01' density, and the possibility of their 
converging on a "plane of consistency" ~ssuring their selection. Here, as 
elsewhere, the units of measure are what is essential: quantifywri#ng. There 
is no difference between what a book talks about and how it is made. 
Therefore a book also has no object. As an assemblage, a book has only itself, 
in connection with other assemblages and in relation to other bodies witho~t 
organs. We will never ask what a book means, as signified or signifier;4 we 
will not look for anything to understand in it. We will ask what it functions 
with, in connection with what other things it does or does not transmit inten
sities, in which other multiplicities its own are inserted and metamorphosed, 
and with what bodies without organs it makes its own converge. A book eXists 
only through the outside and on the outside'. A book itself is a lit~le machil'l~; 
what is the relation (also measurablc~} of this literary machine to a wat 
machine, love machine, revoh..itionary machine" etc.-and an abstract 
machine that sweeps them along? We have been cri~icized for overqu~ting 
literary authors. But wh~n one writes, the only qu~stioq is which other 
machine the literary machine can be plugged'into, must be plpgged into in 
order to work. Kleist and a mad war machine; Kafka5 and ~ ~p.st extraordi
nary bureaucratic machin~ ... (What if one l>.e~ame animal or plant through 
literature, which certainly does not mean Ute~ai",ly? Is it not firs~ through the 
voice that one becomes animal'?) Literature i~ a!lassemblage. It has nothing 
to do with ideology. There is np ideology and never has been.: 

All we talk about are multiplicities, lin~s, strata and segmentarities, lines 
of flight and intensities, machinic assemblag~s and the~r v~rious ~es, bodies 
without organs and their construction ~!ld selection, the plane of consis
tency, and in each case the units of meaSllre. Stratometers, deleometers,6 
BwO units of density, BwO units of convergence: Not only do th~se constitute 
a quantification of writing, but they defin~ writing as always the measure of 

3. A way of thinking about bodily experience as an 
Interconnected system of flows and forces rather 
than a structure of organs. Also referred to as BwO, 
It highlights the difference between the unpredict
able live body and the dl •• ectable dead body and 
sees the body as a ceaseless "desiring-machine." 
4. The terms come from the structural theory of 
language developed by FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE 
(1857-1913). The division of the "sign" Into "olg
nifier" (the material ofthe .Ign) and "signified" (the 
meaning of the sign) mirrors the division between 
matter and meaning that Deleuze and Guattarlalm 

to displace here. 
5. Franz Kafka (1883-1924), Austrian novelist 
and short stol:y writer who lived lI1uch of his life In 
P~all.ue; he'l11emorably depleted th~ bureaucratic 
mac!,lne in his unfinished novel na Castle (1926). 
Helnrlch Van Klel.t (1777-1811), perman writer 
of plays and novella.; his play PrI .. ce Fr/ear/ch ,,,,,, 
Homburg (1811)' Is concerned with the "war 
machine." 
6. O"ieuze and Guattarl'. coin'lge: conversions 
Into lines of ~~ath. ' .' 
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something else. Writing has nothing to do with signifying. It has to do with 
surveying, mapping. even realms that are yet to come. 

A first type of book is the root-book. The tree is already the image of the 
world, or the root the image of the world-tree. This is the classical book, as 
noble. signifying, and subjective organic interiority (the strata of the book). 
The book imitates the world, as art imitates nature: by procedures specific 
to it that accomplish '''''hat nature cannot or can no longer do. The law of the 
book is the law of reflection, the One that becomes two. How could the law 
of the book reside in nature, when it is what presides over the very division 
between world and book, nature and art? One becomes two: whenever we 
encounter this formula. even stated strategically by Ma07 or understood in 
the most "dialectical" way possible, what we have before us is the most clas
sical and well reflected. oldest, and weariest kind of thought. Nature doesn't 
work that way: in nature, roots are taproots with a more multiple, lateral. 
and circular system of ramification, rather than a d,chotomous one. Thought 
lags behind nature. Even the book as a natural reality is a taproot. with its 
pivotal spine and surrounding leaves. But the book as a spiritual reality, the 
Tree or Root as an image, endlessly develops the law of the One that becomes 
two, then of the two that become four ... Bipary logicS is the spiritual reality 
of the root-tree. Even a discipline as "advanced" as linguistics retains the 
root-tree as its fundamental image, and thus remains wedded to classical 
reflection (for example. Chomsky9 and his grammatical trees, which begin 
at a point S and proceed by dichotomy). This is as much as to say that this 
system of thought has never reached an understanding of multiplicity: in 
order to arrive at two following a spiritual method it must assume a strong 
principal unity. On the side of the object, it is no doubt possible, following 
the natural method, to go directly from One to three, four, or five, but only 
if there is a strong principal unity available, that of the pivotal taproot sup
porting the secondary roots. That doesn't get us "ery far. The binary logic of 
dichotomy has simply been replaced by biunivocal l relationships between 
successive circles. The pivotal taproot provides no better understanding of 
multiplicity than the dichotomo~s root. One operates in the object, the other 
in the subject. Binary logic and biunivocal relationships still dominate psy
choanalysis (the tree of delusion in the Freudian interpretation ofSchrebeP.i2 

case). linguistics, structuralism, and even information science. 
The radicle-system. or fascicular root,3 is the second figure of the book, to 

which our modernity pays willing allegiance. This time, the principal root 
has aborted. or its tip has been destroyed; an immediate, indefinite multi
plicity of secondary roots grafts onto it and undergoes a flourishing devel-

7. Mao Zedong (l893-1976),leaderandprincipal 
I\ia.-xisl theorist of China's communist revolution; 
the phrase "one becomes two' (applied to the birth 
of children) appears in his Exa"'ples of Dialectics 
(I <J59). 
8. The logic of either / or, in which all values come 
in puirs of opposition. 
9. Noam Chomsky (b. 1928), American lingUist 
who devised transformatlonal·generativegrammar, 
which attempts to relate sentences with different 
.tructures and account for all the acceptable sen
t,.>nct·s of a language by differentiating between 
"dt?ep structures" (innate and unconscious forms 

that ensure competence) and "surface structures" 
(the particular sentences into which the deep 
structures are transformed in performance). 
I. Turning to both sides, but only in a prescrIbed 
way. 
2. Daniel Paul Schreber (1842-191 I), German 
judge whose Memoirs of My Nervous Illness (1903) 
were analyzed by SIGMUND FREUD (1856-1939), 
Austrian founder of psychoanalysis, in an impor
tant 191 I study. 
3. A small, secondary root (afascic/e is also a divl
si!,n of a bool< published in parts, and both words 
share their Latin root withfoscism). 
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opment.This. time; natural reality is what abortsithe principal root, but the 
root's unity subsists, as ·past·· or .yet to, come;. as possible. ,We must ask if 
reflexive, spiritual reality does not compensate for this state· of.,things· by 
demanding an even more : comprehensive secret unity, .or a more extensive 
totality. Take ·William Burroughs's4, cut-up method: the folding of one text 
onto another, which constitutes multiple and even adventitious roots (like'a 
cutting),implies:.a supplementary dimension to that of the texts under con
sideration. In this supplementary dimension of foldirig,· unity continiJes its 
spirituallabor. 'That is why the most resolutely fragmented work can' also be 
presented·ss the Total Workor Magnum Opus.s Most modern methods for 
making series proliferate or. amultiplieity grow are perfectly valid in ·one 
direction; for example, Ii linear. direction, whereas a -unity of totalization 
asserts itself . even· . more firmly in another, circular or cyclic,. dimension. 
Whenever a multiplicity is taken up in a structure, its growth is offset by a 
reduction in its laws of combination.. The abortionists of unity are indeed 
angel makers, docrores Rngelici, because they affirm a properly angelic Qnd 
superior unity. ]oyce's6 words, accurately described as having "multiple 
roots," shatter the linear unity of: the w9rc;l, even of llmguage, only to.posit a 
cyclic unity of the sentence, text, .or knowledge. Nietzsche's7 aphorisms shat" 
ter the linear unity of knOWledge, only ~o invoke the cyclic unity of the eternal 
return, present as the nonknown. iri:thought;"This is as much as to say that 
the fascicular system does not really break with' dualism, with the comple
mentarity between.a subject and an object, a natural reality and a spiritual 
reality:. unity is consistently thwarted and obstructed in the, object; while a 
new type of unity triumphs in·the subject. The world has lost its pivot; the 
subject can no longer .even dichotomize, but accedes to a higher unity, of 
ambivalence or overdetermination.; ,in an always supplementary dimension 
to that of}ts object. The world has become chaos, but the book remains the 
image of the world:.radicle-chaosmos rather than root-cosmos. A strange 
mystification: a book all the more total for being fragmented.: At any rate, 
what a vapid idea,. the book as .the image of the world. In truth, it is not 
enough to say, "Long.live the muitiple," difficult,asit.fs·to raise that cry. No 
typographical, lexical, or even' syntactical' cleverness is' enough to make it 
heard. The multiple must be made, not by always adding a higher dimension, 
but rather in the simplest of .waYi, by dint of sobriety, with the number of 
dimensions one ,already has available,-always n - 1 (the only way thetme 
belongs to the multiple: always subtracted). Subtract the unique from the 
inultiplicity to be coristituted~write at n - 1 dimensions. A system of this 
kind could be called achizome. A rhizome as subterranean stem is absolutely 
different from roots and radicles. Bulbs and tubers are rhizomes. Plants with 
roots or radicles may be rhizomorphic in other respects altogether: the ques
tion is whether plaiit'life~n·its ~IJecificity is not e~tit'~ly rhizomatic. Even 
some animals are, in their pack torm. Rats are rhizomes. Burrows are too, 

4. American writer or experlmentBI.novel~( 1914-
1997); see "The Cut-Up Method' of Brjon'. Gysfn" 
In The Third Ml..d (1978) by Burroughs arid Gysbi.. 
5. An allusion to the French poet ST~PHANE MAL
LAnM~ (I842~1898), who combined a nbtoriously 
fragmentary style with an alchemical dream of the 
Great Work. . . . 
6. James Joyce (1882-1941), Irish writer known 

for the Innovations .of techniqtie and Inventions 6£ 
worci. In his fiction;' especially in 'Pi .... egam Wa.M 
(i 939),'whlch ends lit an unfinished sentence £hat 
is col'liplet.ed by the fragment with which the b~Dk 
begins. Docwres ange/lcl: angelic teachers (latin). 
7. FRJEDRlCH NIET2SCHE (1844-1900), German 
philosopher. . . 
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in all of their functions of shelter, supply; movement, evasion, and breakout. 
The rhizome itself assumes very diverse forms, from ramified surface exten
sion in all directions to concretion into bulbs and tubers. When rats swarm 
over each other. The rhizome includes the best and the worst: potato and 
couchgr~ss, or the weed. Animal and plant, couchgrass is crabgrass. 

.. .. .. 
Let us summarize the principal characteristics of a rhizome: unlike trees or 
their roots, the rhizome connects any point to any other point, and its traits 
are not necessarily linked to traits of ·the same nature; it brings into play 
very different regimes of signs, and even. nonsign states. The rhizome is 
reducible neither to the One nor the multiple. It is not the One that 
becomes Two or even directly three, four, five, etc. It is not a multiple 
derived from the One, or to which One is added (n + 1). It is composed not 
of units but of dimensions, or rather directions in motion. It has neither 
beginning nor end, but always a middle (milieu) from which it grows and 
which itoverspills. It constitutes linear multiplicities with n dimensions 
having neither subject nor object, which: can be laid out on a plane of con
sistency, and from which the One is always subtracted (n - 1). When a 
multiplicity of this kind changes dimension, it necessarily changes in nature 
as well, undergoes a metamorphosis. Unlike.a structure, which is defined 
by a set of points and positions, with binary relations. be.tween the points 
and biunivocal relationships between the. positions, the rhizome is made 
only of lines: lines of segmentarity and stratification as its dimensions, and 
the line of flight or deterritorialization as. ;the maximum dimension after 
which the multiplicity undergoes metamorphosis, changes in nature. These 
lines, or lineaments, should not be confused with lineages ·of the arbores
cent type, which are merely localizable linkages between points and posi
tions. Unlike the tree, the rhizome is not the object of·reproduction: neither 
external reproduction as image-tree nor internal reproduction· as tree
structure. The rhizome is an antigenealogy. It is a short-term memory, or 
antimemory. The rhizome operates by·variation, expansion; conquest, cap
ture, offshoots. Unlike the graphic arts, drawing, or photography, unlike 
tracings, the rhizome pertains to a map that must be produced, constr~ted, 
a map that is always detachable, connectable, reversible, modifiable, and 
has multiple entryways and exits and its own lines of flight. It is tracings 
that must be put on the map, not the opposite. In contrast to centered (even 
polycentric) systems with hierarchical modes of communication and prees
tablished paths, the rhizome is an acentered,. nonhierarchical, nonsignifying 
system without a General and without an· ·organizing memory or central 
automaton, defined solely by a circulation of states. What is at question in 
the rhizome is a relation to sexuality-but also to the animal, the vegetal, 
the world, politics, the book, things natural and artificial-that is totally 
different from the arborescent relation: all manner of "becomings." 

A plateau is always in the middle, not at the beginning or the end. A 
rhizome is made of plateaus. Gregory Bateson8 uses the word "plateau" to 
designate something very special: a continuous, self-Vibrating region of 
intensities whose development avoids any orientation towar~ a culmination 

R. En~lish anthwpologi'l, biologi.t, elhnologlst, and philosopher (1904-1980). 
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point or external end. Bateson cites Balinese culture as an example: mother
child sexual games, and even quarrels among men, undergo this bizarre 
intensive stabilization. "Some sort of continuing plateau of intensity is sub
stituted for [sexual] climax," war, or a culmination point. It is a regrettable 
characteristic of the Western mind to relate expressions and actions to exte
rior or transcendent ends, instead of evaluating them on a 'plane of consis
tency on the basis of their intrinsic value. 9 For example, a book composed 
of chapters has culmination and termination points. What takes place in a 
book composed instead of plateaus that communicate with one another 
across microfissures, as ip a brain? We call a "plateau" any multiplicity con
nected to other multiplicities by superficial underground stems in such a way 
as to form or extend a rhizome. We are writing this book as a rhizome. It is 
composed of plateaus. We have given it a circular form, but only for laughs. 
Each morning we woulq wake up, and each of us would ask himself what 
plateau he was going to tackle, writing five lines here, ten there. We had 
hallucinatory experiences, we watched lines leave one plateau and proceed 
to another like columns of tiny ants. We made circles of convergence. Each 
plateau can be read starting anywhere and can be relatep. to any other pla
teau. To attain the multiple, one must have a methoq that effectively con
structs it; no typographical cleverness, no lexical agility, no blending or 
creation of words. no syntacHcal boldness, can sub~titJ.l·te ror it. In fact, these 
are more often than not me'rely mimetic procedures Hsed to disseminate or 
disperse a unity that is retained in a different, dimepsion for an image-book. 
Technonarcissism. Typographical, lexical, 'or syntactic creations are neces
sary only when they no longer belong to(;he fortn of exp~ession of a hidden 
unity, becoming themsdyes dimensions of the multipliclfY under consider
ation; we only know of ra'i'e successes in this.' We ourselves were unable to 
do it. We just used words that in turn function for us as plat~aus. RHIZO

MATICS = SCHIZOANA~YSIS = STRATOANALYSIS = PRAGMATICS := MICROPOL
ITICS. These words are concepts, but concepts are lines, which is to say, 
number systems attached to a particular dimension' of tre multiplicities 
(strata. 1TI0lecular chains, lines of flight or rupture, circles of convergence, 
etc.). Nowhere do we clailTI for our concepts the title of a science. We are 
no more falTIiliar with scientific.ity than we are with ideology; aH we know 
are assemblages. And the only assemblages are machinic assemblages of 
desire and collectiye assemblages of enunciatipn. No signifiance,2 po sub
jectification: writing to the nth power (all individuated enunciation remains 
trapped within the dOlTIinant significations, all signifying desire is associated 
with dominated subjects). An assemblage, in its multiplicity, necessarily acts 
on semiotic flows, material flows, and social flows simultaneously (indepen
dently of any recapitulation that may be made of it in a sc~ellfific or th~o
retical corpus). There is no longer a tripartite division between a field of 
reality (the world) and a field of representatiqn (the book) and a field of 

9. Gregory Bateson. Seeps toward an Ecology of 
Mind (New York Ballantine Books. 1972). p. I 13. 
It will be noted that the word "plateau" Is used In 
classical studies of bulbs, tubers, and rhizomes: see 
the entry for "Bulb" In M. H. Balllon, Dictlon
naire de bOlanique [Dictionary of BOlan),) (Paris: 
HBchette, 1876-92) [Deleuze and Guattari's 
note]. 
I. For example, Jo~\le de La Casini~re, Absolu-

1»enl nlcessaire [Absoltttel), Necessary): The E ..... r
gency Book (Paris: Mlnuit, 1973), B trul), nomadic 
book. In the same vein, see the research in progress 
at the Montfaucon Research Center [Deleuze and 
Guattari's'note). 
2. A term that emphas!zes the process of produc
ing meaning (in contrast to significance, which 
emphasizes the result). ' .. 
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subjectivity (the author). Rather. an assemblage establishes connections 
between certain multiplicities drawn from each of these orders, so that a 
book has no sequel nor the world as its object nor one or several authors as 
its subject. In short, we think that one cannot write sufficiently in the name 
of an outside. The outside has no image, no signification, no subjectivity. 
The book as assemblage with the outside, against the book as image of the 
\vorld. A rhizome-book, not a dichotomous, pivotal, or fascicular book. Never 
send down roots, or plant them, however difficult it may be to avoid reverting 
to the old procedures. "Those things which occur to me, occur to me not 
from the root up but rather only fmm somewhere about their middle. Let 
someone then attempt to seize them, let someone attempt to seize a blade 
of grass arid hold fast to it when it begins to grow only from the middle. "3 

\Vhy is this so difficult? The question is directly one of perceptual semiotics. 
It's not easy to see things in the middle, rather than looking down on them 
from above or up at them from below, or from left to right or right to left: 
try it, you'll see that everything changes. It's not easy to see the grass in 
things and in words (similarly, Nietzsche said that an aphorism had to be 
"ruminated"; never is a plateau separable from the cows that populate it, 
which are also the clouds in the sky). 

History is always written from the sedentary point of view and in the 
name of a unitary State apparatus, at least a possible one, even when the 
topic is nomads. What is lacking is a Nomadology, the opposite of a history. 
There are rare successes in this also, for example, on the subject of the 
Children's Crusades:4 Marcel Schwob's book multiplies narratives like so 
many plateaus with variable numbers of dimensions. Then there is Andrze
jewski's book, Les partes du paradis (The gates of paradise), composed of a 
single uninterrupted sentence; a flow of children; a flow of walking with 
pauses, straggling, and forward rushes; the semiotic flow of the confessions 
of all the children who go up to the old monk at the head of the procession 
to make their declarations; a flow of desire and sexuaJity, each child having 
left out of love and more or less directly led by the dark posthumous ped
erastic desire of the count of Vendame; all this with circles of convergence. 
"ihat is important is not whether the flows are "One or multiple"-we're 
past that point: there is a collective assemblage of enunciation, a machinic 
assemblage of desire, one inside the other and both plugged into..an 
immense outsid.e that is a multiplicity in any case. A more recent example 
is Armand Farrachi's book on the Fourth Crusade,' La dislocation, in which 
the sentences space themselves out and disperse, or else jostle together and 
coexist, and in which the lettel's, the typography begin to dance as the cru
sade grows more delirious. 6 These are models of nomadic and rhizomatic 

3. T/,. Diarie.' of Fra"z Knf/ta, ed. Mn~ Brod. trans. 
Joseph Kresh (New York: Schocken, 1948), p. 12 
[Deleuze and Guattari's notel. 
4. Tht' attem},t of thousands of children to make 
tlu.'ir ,'"ay to the Holy Lond to reclahn it from the 
Mu,lims; the first group set out from Vendome in 
the <ummerof 1212. 
5. One of 8 European military expeditions (1095-
129 J) intended to drive the Mu.lims fmm Jeru
sHlem and other Christian holy sites; the Fourth 
Crusade was putatively targeted at.Eg)"pt (a center 
uf Muslim power) but was diverted to conquer the 
Chri"ian cities of Zara (in Hungary) and Constan-

Unople. which was sacked In 1203. 
6. Marcel Schwob, T'hs Children's C .... ade. trans. 
Henry Copley (Boston: Small, Maynard, 1898); 
Jetty Andrz:ejewski, Les Portes du paratUs (Paris: 
Gallimard. 1949); Armand Fal'rachi, La Disloca
tio" [Dis!ocatio"l (Paris: Stock, I 974). It was in 
the context of Schwob's book that Paul A1phando!ry 
remarked that literature, in certain cases, could 
revitalize history and impose upon it "genuine 
research directions"; La Ch~t;""""tI et lJidee de 
croist:lde [Christianity and the Idea of tlte C",sadel 
(Paris: A1bln Mlchel. 1959), voJ. 2, p. 116 [Deleuze 
and Guattari's notel. 
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writing. Writing weds a war machine and .lines of flight, abandoning' the 
strata, segmentarities, sedentarity; the State apparatus'.· But why is a model 
still necessary? Aren't these books.still "images" of the Crusades? Don'tthey 
still retain a unity; in Schwob's case a pivotal unity, in Farrachi'i; an aborted 
unity, and in the most beautiful example, Les portes du paradis, the unity of 
the funereal count? Is there.a need for a more profound· nomadism. than 
that of the Crusades, a nomadism·of true nomads, or of those who no lohger 
even move or imitate anything? The nomadism of those who only assemble 
(agencent). How can the book find an adequate outside with which to 
assemble in heterogeneity, rather than a world to reproduce? The cultural 
book is necessarily a tracing: already a tracing of itself, a tracing of thepre
vious book by the same author, a tracing of.other bookS however different 
they may he, an endless tracing of established concepts and words, a tracing 
of the world present, past, and future. Even .the anticultural book may still 
be burdened by too heavy a cultural load: but it will use it actively, for for
getting instead of remembering, for underdevelopment instead of progress 
toward development, in nomadism rather than· sedentarity, to make a map 
instead of a tracing. RHIZOMATICS ;= POP ANALYSIS, even if the people have 
other things to do besides read it, even it the blocks of academic culture or 
pseudoscientificity in it are still.too painful or ponderous. For science would 
go completely mad if left to its own'devices. Look at mathematics: it's not a 
science, it's a monster slang, it's nomadic. 'Even in the realm of theory, espe
cially in the realin of theory, any,'precarious and pragmatic framework is 
better than tracing concepts, with their breaks ·and progress changing 'noth
ing • .Imperceptible ,rupture, not.signifyin·gbreak..:The nomads invented a 
war machine in . opposition to the State apparatus. History has never .com
prehended nomadism, the book ha~ never comprehended the outside.:The 
State as the model· for the book and forthotight has a long;history: logos,? 
the philosopher-king, the transcendence of the Idea, ~heinteriority of the 
concept, the republic. of minds, the court of reason, the functionaries of 
th01,lght, man as legislator:and subject. The State's pretension-to be a world 
order, and to:root man. The Wiii'. machine's relation to :ari· outside is·not 
another "model"; it is an assemblage that makes thought itself nomadic, and 
the ?ook a working rart in eve%mobile'machine; a stem. for. a 'rh~~ome 
(Klelst andKafka agamst Goethe )'. _'. "" .. 

Write to the nth power;' the n-l power,··write with· slogans:. Make rhi~ 
zomes, not roots, never plant! Don't sow, grow offshoots! . Don't be one or 
inJ.Iltiple, be multiplicities! Run lines, never plot a pointl Speed turns the 
point into a line!9 Be quick, 'even when' standing stilll Line of chance, line 
of hips; line of flight. Don't bring out the General in you! Don't have just 
ideas, just have an idea (Godard)1 Have short-term ideas. Make maps, not 
photos or drawings. Be .the Pink·Panther and your loves will be like. the 
wasp and the orchid, the' cat and the baboon. As they say about old man 
river: 

7.' Word. speech; discourse. reason (Greek); in the 
New Testament. logos is' often identified,·wlth 
Christ. ',' ""'. ". 
B.· Johann Wolfgarig von Goethe (l749~lB32). 
magisterial German poet. playWright. 'and novelist. 
9. See Paul Virilio, ftV~hiculaire," In "Nomades .t 
vagabonds [Nomads "nd V"gabo .. ds)., ed; Jadques 

B~';;ue (Paris: Uni~n G~n~r~l~ cI'~ditlons; 1975): 
ori' the appearanC!e of linearity and the disruption 
of, perception. by speed [Deleu~e and Guattsri's 
notel.··" '. . . . . ., 
I.' Jean-Luc Godard (b. 1930). French filmmaker 
and .• creenwriter best .known for his work of the 
1950s·and 1960s durltig the New Wave in France. 



He don't plant 'tatos 
Don't plant cotton 
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Them that plants them' is 'soon forgotten 
But old man river he just keeps 'ranin' alang2 

A rhizome has no beginning or end; it is always ·in the middle, between 
things, interbeing, intermezzo. The tree is filiation, but the rht~ome is alli
ance, uniquely alliance. The tree imposes the verb "to be," but the fabric of 
the rhizome is the conjunction, "and ... and.' .. and ... " This conjunction 
carries enough force to shake and uproot the verb "to be.'" Where are you 
going? Where are you coming from? What are you heading for?3 These are 
totally useless questions. Making a clean s)a~~., .~tarting or beginning again 
from ground zero, seeking a beginning or a foundation~all ilJlply a false 
conception of voyage and movement (a conception that is methodical, ped
agogical, initiatory, symbolic ... ). But K1eist, Lenz, and Bfichner4 have 
another way of traveling and moving: proceeding from the middle, through 
the middle, coming' and going rather than starting and finillhing. 5 American 
literature, and already English literature; manifest this rhizomatie direction 
to an even greater extent; they know how to inove between things, establish 
a logic of the AND, overthrow ontology, do' away with foundations, nUllify 
endings and beginnings. They know ~ow to pr~c~ice pr~gmatiq;. The middle 
is by no means an average; on the cOJitr'ary,..iti~ where thiilgspick up speed. 
Between things does not designate a localizable relation gQing from one thing 
to the other and back again, but a perpendicular direction,.a transversal 
movement that sweeps one and the other away, a stream without beginning 
or end that undermines its banks and picks up speed in the middle . 

2. From 4'0)' Man River," an imitation of a Negro 
spiritual composed by Jerome Kern with lyrics 
(here slightly misquoted) by Oscar Hammerstein 
for the musical Show Boat (1927). 
3. Paul Gauguln (18.48-1903), a French painter 
who became a "nomad" in Tahiti, gave one of his 
Tahitian paintings these three questions as a title. 
4. Geo..,. BUchner (1813-1837), German drama-

.I980 

tlst. jakob Lenz (1751-1792), German poet . 
. 5. See jean-Chrlstopher BRiIly'. description of 
movement In German Roiriilntlclsm; in his intro
duction to La L~gende ·dispers4e: Anthalogle du 
romantWtt'! al,....umtl [1Jo .. Dispersed Legend:. An 
AndlOlogy Of. G..,.;,,;m Romanticism) (Paris: Union 
Gl!nl!rale d'Edltlonil; ) 976), pp: 18Er. [Deleu:te and 
Guallari'. note). 

I. 

JEAN-FRANc;OIS : LYOTARD 
1925-1998 

Jean-Fran~ois Lyotard was at the center of debates about postmodemism during the 
1980s and 1990s. His celebrated annOunceI1ient .ofthe demise ofugrand.narratives" 
and of the uincommensurability" of. local ,Ulang1..lage games'! made his'PQstmodern 
Condition (1979; trans. 1984) the most succi.nct, accessible, and, memorable mani
festo of the postmodernist position_ Lyotard; along with MICHEL :FOUCAULT, was 
labeled a Uyoung conservative" by the German philosopher jORGEN HABERMAS-and 
the battle was joined. The postmodernists contended that ~fgeneral-humah :emanci
pation" could not be gained through the universalist.strategies characteristic·ofboth 
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liberalism (with its appeal to human rights) and communism (with its goal of a one
class society). 

Born in Versailles, Lyotard received the equivalent of a master's degree in philos
ophy from the Sorbonne in 1949 and spent th~ 1950s teaching high school, including 
a two-year stint in Algeria. Following in the footsteps of the phenomenologist Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty (I 908-1961), Lyotard attempts in his early work to reconcile Marxist 
politics and philosophy. Active in leftist agitation against the French colonial war in 
Algeria and in the student revolution of 1968, Lyotard, like many French intellectuals, 
was dismayed by the powerful French Communist Party's less than adequate 
responses to these two crises. Increasingly, Marxism appeared unable to understand 
or to support any political action that did not derive from the working class and 
address specifically economic grievances. Turning first to psychoanalysis (in Des dis
positifs pulsionnels, 1973; and Libidinal Econqmy, 1974, trans. 1993) and then to the 
philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein (I 889-195 I) and IMMANUEL KANT (I 724-1804), 
Lyotard tried to reevaluate the "emancipatory" narratives of Marxism and liberalism, 
and to consider new bases for aesthetic, moral, and political judgment as well as 
action. He taught philosophy at the UniverSity of Paris (1959-66), the University of 
Nanterre (1966-70), and the University of Paris VIII at Vincennes (1972-87) and 
held visiting positions at a number of American universities, most notably the Uni
versity of California at Irvine. During the early 1980s, he was the first president of 
the prestigious but controversial International College of Philosophy in Paris, which 
he co-founded. 

Our brief selection, "Defining the Postmoderri" (1986), captures many of Lyotard's 
major themes. Modernism in the arts, he argues, partakes of the universal aims of 
modernity. Thus modernist architecture sought to make everything new, to transform 
the whole world, to effect a total revolution in how people live together by creating 
entirely new cities. But we have now-after AU9<:hwitz and the Soviet gulags-come 
to recognize that such modern dreams of transforming humanity can be pursued only 
violently, and even then they will not suc~d. Allegiance to one universal standard 
by which all are judged generates murderous hostility to the different, to whatever 
resists or simply does not desire to go along with the program. Modernist architects 
and city planners blithely razed old neighborhoods, confident that their plans for 
"urban renewal" would make for better lives. Instea~, they created inhospitable con
crete wastelands, unconnected to how people interact in lived space. 

Postmodernlsm attempts to turn fts back on this understanding of progress a5 the 
whole world marching In lockstep toward the Same utopian future. Instead, Lyotard 
preaches an appreciation and respect for diversity, for local differences, for the plu
rality of ways In which humans choose to live. In The Postmodern Condition, he 
argues that there Is no common measure by which such local differences (which, 
following Wittgensteln, he calls distinct "language games") can be compared. We 
cannot confidently declare one way of life or thought superior to another-one 
more progressive and modern, the other reactionary and residual. Such differences 
are "incommensurate," like those between apples and oranges. The use of "pro_ 
gress" as a yardstick has been discredited by the unintended side effects (such as 
ecological damage and weapons of mass destruction) of increasing scientific knowl
edge and technological innovation. We would do better if we stopped trying to 
force the world and its inhabitants into one mold and stopped trying to make his
tory move in one direction. 

At times, Lyotard recognizes that belief in progress, the notion that "development" 
is necessarily a good thing, is still very prevalent and must be combated. At other 
times, he writes as if a general loss of faith in progress has taken over, as if we are all 
already postmodern and thus skeptical of the "grand narratives" of modernization and 
its attendant emancipation of the poor, the ignorant, the oppressed, or whomever. 

The debates generated by Lyotard's work certainly do not indicate that a post
modern vision prevails. The political objection voiced by Habermas and others focuses 
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on the apparent passivity of Lyotard's position. If we have no way to judge different 
ways of life, then whatever exists must be tolerated. Moreover, this absence of stan
dards also seems to leave us unable to imagine a future that we can claim would he 
hetter than the status quo. Lyotard addresses some of these concerns inJust Gami.ng 
(1984), in which he argl.!es that violation of another's chosen way of life is a crime 
that can and should be halted by intervention (by the state or by other agencies). 
Thus, since the Nazis forcibly prevented people from living in their own chosen way, 
forceful intervention against the Nazis was justified. 

In matters literary and artistic, Lyotard focuses on shifts in style and expression 
between modernism and postmodernism. Our selection highlights the extent to which 
he sees postmodernism in the arts manifesting the signs of what psychologists call 
posttraumatic stress disorder. The postmodern artist, he observes, is haunted by "the 
sanguinary last two cerituries," the massive crimes against humanity and increasingly 
vicious wars since the French Revolution. The often-noted use in contemporary art 
of pastiche (the citation ot quoting of various previous moments in art or literary 
history) is a Freudian "working through" of past material in an effort to break the 
spell of the traumatic past that paralyzes the present moment. "Postmodernism," as 
the name suggests, is perhaps not a period in its own right but instead is linked to 
the modernism it tries to shake. Having discovered that the modernist dream of utterly 
bl'eaking with the past ensures "repeating" that past, postmodernist art strives instead 
to work through the tradition in order to overcome it. 

Though Lyotard is not sure what lies on the other side of that overcoming, he is 
optimistic that ours is a healthy moment, implicitly critiqulng FREDRIC JAMESON'S 
association of postmodern art with schizophrenia, with the fragmentation of the self. 
For Lyotard, we would be schizophrenic only if we did not reflect on and recast the 
various fragments from the tradition. But we should not expect that all the incom
mensurate pieces of our world and of our selves will fit together neatly. Complexity, 
he insists, cannot be sidestepped by simple visions of right and wrong or by simple 
models of all-encompassing systems. And he wants an art that is attentive to com
plexity, that grapples with the multiple meanings of our past and the plural realities 
of our present. 

In T1,e Postmodern Condition and subsequent works (especially Lessons on the Ana
I),tic of the Sublime, 1991). Lyotard links poshriodernist art with the sublime. (See 
above LONGINUS, JOSEPH ADDlSON, EDMUND BURKE, and Kant for traditional accounts 
of this concept.) Art. Lyotard suggests, Is one place where that which resists being 
fully captured within any existirig signifying system can make its existence felt. To 
m'oid modernity's persistent tendency to reduce everything back into known terms or 
(worse) to obliterate everythilig that resists such reduction, we must cultivate1fti 
appreciation of the sublime, of that which exceeds calculation and understanding. If 
postmodern art can foster such a sensibility, a future where difference exists and even 
nourishes just might be possible. Only such a future, Lyotard insists, can do justice 
to the complexity and variety of the world we inhabit. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

:Vluch, but not all, of Lyotard's work has been translated into English (the date of 
French publication is given first, where appropriate): Phenomenology (1954; 1991); 
LibidiIJal Ecollomy (1974; 1993); Duc1tamps's Trans/Fonners (1977; 1990); The 
Pacific lValt (1975; 1990); T1w Postmodern Cmulitioll (1979; 1984); Just Gaming. 
with Jean-Loup Thebaud (1979; 1985): The Differend (1983: 1988); The Postmodenz 
E:I.'1'laifled (I986; 1992); The Inlmma,,: RefiectiolU on Time (I 988; 199 I); Peregri
",,,';ons: Lauo, Form, E",'ellt (1988): Heidegger and "tl,e jews" (1988: 1990): LessolU on 
the oo\nalytic of the St,blime (I 9~ I; 1994); Postmodenz Fables (1993: 1997); and 
S;~lIecl, IHalratlX (1996; 1999). There are five collections of work spanning Lyotard's 
careel": D.-iftworks, edited by Roger McKeon (I 984); Th.e Lyotard Reader, edited by 



1612 I JEAN-FRANGOIS:LYOTARD 

Andrew Behjamin (1989); PoUt.cal· Writings, edited by Bill Readings'(l993); ToWard 
the Postmodern; edited by. F,lobert, Harvey and Mark S.Roberts .( 1993); and Music I 
Ideology: Resisting the Aestheticj,edited by Adam Krims (1998). The untranslated 
works are .Discoors, figures ( 1971 ; Discourse, Figures); Dtlrive a.partir de·Mane et Freud 
(1973; Starling frO?n Ma~ and,Freud); Des,dispositi/s .pulsionnels(l973; Driving 
Impulses); Instructions paiennes (1977.; Pagan Instructions); Rtlcits .tremblants (1977; 
Trembling Stories); L'Ent~ousiastner, La critique1cantienne de I'historie(I 986; Enthu
siasm: The Kantian Critique of Histo'ry); and La. Guerre de$ Algtlriens: Ecrits 1956-63 
(1988; The Algerian Warl"Writing 1956'-63). Stuart Sim's.]ean-F1'tl~is Lyotard 
(1996) is .the best sourcefot biographical information, andoit piaces Lyotard's work 
in historical and, intelleCtual conteXt. 
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'Defini~g the Ppstmod~rn" 
r. ;;' •. : ., 

I should like to make:only a small number of observations, inorder to pointto
and not at all to resolve--'-some, problems surrounding the term 'postn1odern'. 
My aim is not to close the:a~bate, but to open it, ·to allow it to develop by 
avoiding certain confusfoh:s and EUrlbigtiities, ·as· faNluhis is possible. 

Thet~' ate many debates' i~plied by; 'an:Q'irriplica~~d 'in; the'term 'p(Jst~ 
modern·; I will distinguish three of .the·m. .... 

First, the opposition betweep. postmodernism am;1 modern~sni; or the Mod
ern Movement (I 9.IH5);, in,'~rdlii.:ectui-al theory. 'Accord~ngto Pa?lo Por
toghesi ' (Dopo arc,hitett1,f.ra ~~rna), tJ;tere is aruphl[e or ~reak, and this 
br~ak would be th,e, abrogation of. the h~gemony 9f EuclideaQ geometry,2 

which was sublimated in the plastic poetry of the movement known. as De 
Stijli3 for example. According to VictorioGrigotti, another Italian a.rchitect, 
the difference between the two periods is charaCterized by what is possibly 
a more 'interesting fissiire. There is no longer any close Hnk8g~ between the 
architeCtural project and s<?Cio~historiCal progress in the realization ofhliIita~ 
emancipation on the larger sr;:ale. Postniodern architecture is condemned to 
generate a multiplicity of small tran'sformations in the space it inherits, and 
to give up the project of a last rebuilding of the whole space occupied by 
humanity. In this sense, a persp~ctive is opened in the larger landscape. 

In this account there is no longer a horiton of universalization, of general 
emancipation before the eyes of. postmodern man, or in particular, of the 
postmodern architect. The disappearance of this idea of progress within 

I. Italian archlt",ct and critic (b. 1931), whose 
books After Modern Architect ...... (1981) and Post· 
modern, the' Archlted .. ,..,' of th" Post'lttaustrlal· 
Society (1982) offer Influential de6hltlons' ohhe 
distinction between modernlst,and pos~mod~rnlst 
art, " 
2: Geometry . based on ordinary 2·' or 3-
dimensional space.· The refereilce here I1 appar-

'mtly to modernist ,/lrt's break with persr.ctlval 
painting, which. trlejl • to. represent sp!'tla ~epth 
reallstitlltly' on'the liahva.. .' . 
,3 .. A inoVerii~t.i of Dutch painters and architects 
formed hI l ~ 1 7; It ca)led for purity of IIn", and color 
In ait,; aloni with' attention to technological pro· 
irea' In modem society.' . 
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rationality and freedom would explain a certain tone, style or modus which 
are specific. to postmodern architecture. I would say a: sortofbricolage:4 the 
high frequency of quotations of elements ·from previous styles or periods 
(classical or modern), giving up the consideration ,of environment, and so 
on. 

Just a remark about this aspect. The 'post-','in the term 'postmodernist' is 
in this case to be understood in the sense of a simple succession, of a diach
rony' of periods, each of them clearly identifiable. Something like a conver
sion, a new direction after the previous one. I should like to observe· that this 
idea of chronology is totally modern. It belongs to Christianity, Cartesianism, 
Jacobinism.6 Since we are beginning something completely new, we have to 
re-set the hands of the clock at zero. The idea of modernity is closely bound 
up with this principle that it is possible and necessary to break,with tradition 
and to begin a new way of living and thinking. Today we can presume that 
this 'breaking' is, rather, a manner of forgetting or repressing the past. That's 
to say of repeating it. Not overcoming it. 

I would say that the quotation of elements of past architectures in the new 
one seems to me to be the same procedure as the' use of remains coming 
from past life in the dream-work as described by Freud, in the Interpretation 
of Dreams.7 This use of repetition or quotation. be it ironical or not, cynical 
or not, can ,be seen in the trends dominating contemporary painting, under 
the name of 'transavantgardism',XAchille: Bonito Oliva) or under the name of 
neo-expressionism.8 I'll come back to this question in my third point.· 

The second point. A second connotation 'of the term, 'postmodern'j and I 
admit that I am at least partly responsible for.the misunderstanding associ
ated with this meaning. 

The general idea is a trivial one. One can note a sort of decay in the 
confidence placed by the two last centuries in the idea of progress. This idea 
of progress as possible, probable or necessary was rooted in the certainty that 
the development of the arts, technology, knOWledge and, libe.rty would be 
profitable to mankind as a whole. To be sure, the question of knowing which 
was the subject truly victimized by the lack of developmEmt~whether it was 
the poor, the worker, the illiterate-remained open during the 19th and 20th 
centuries. There were disputes, even ~ars, between liberals, conservl!!;j.v.es 
and leftists over the very name of the subject ,we :are to help to become 
emancipated. Nevertheless, all the parties concurred in the same belief that 
enterprises, discoveries and institutions are .legitimate.only insofar as they 
contribute to the emancipation of mankind. 

After two centuries, we are more sensitive to signs that signify the.contrary. 

4. Literally. "tinkering" (French). The anthropol
ogist CLAUDE Levl-STRAUSS (b. 1908) uses the 
term to describe forms of thought or of work that 
combine elements taken from various sources. 
5. Events strung out along a time line, as con
trasted to synchrorty (events happening at the same 
thne); both terms are associated with structural
ism. 
6. 'The philosophy Of the most r"dical group dur
ing the French Revolution. the one most deter
mined to make an entirely new world. 
"Cartesian Ism", the 'philoiophy of Ren/! Descartes 
(1596-1650), whIch breaks from the past by start
Ing r ram .. ~adlcal doubting bf all received truths. 
7. PubUlhed In 1900 (lee above) by ~1(lMUN() 

FREUD .(1856-1939), Austrhm founder of psycho
analysIs" Throughout this essay, LyhtDrd sees the 
work dOhe by postmoderh IIrtl'ts 'as 'analogous to 
the psychic memory work that Freud claimed was 
done in dreams or done by the patient in psycho-
analytic therapy. , , ' , 
8. The name given to the worl{of]ulian Schnabel, 
Arise)m Kiefer, and other ,'p.ilnters In the early 
1980. who returned to earlier abstraCt and repre
se;,tatlo~al styles to "express" ps,ychologlcal and 
hlstorlc81 material. :Art ,critic Ollva's r .... nscrviJn,..,,.. IntertJatl"",,1 (t 9.82). de.crlbes neo
exprellloillsm as ii break /Tom the Impersonal 
expeHmentiition of the iv.nt'a!'~de •. 
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Neither economic nor political Jiberalism, nor the various Marxisms, emerge 
from the sanguinary last two centuries free from the suspicion of crimes 
against mankind. We can list a series of proper names (names of places, 
persons and dates) capable of illustrating and founding our suspicion. Fol~ 
lowing Theodor Adorno,9 I use the name of Auschwitz to point out the irrel
evance of empirical matter, the stuff of recent past history, in terms of the 
modern claim to help mankind to emancipate itself. What kind of thought 
is able to sublate (AuJheben) I Auschwitz in a general (either empirical or 
speculative) process towards a universal emancipation? So there is a sort of 
sorrow in the Zeitgeist. This can express itself by reactive or reactionary atti
tudes or by utopias, but never by a positive orientation offering a new per
spective. 

The development of techno-sciences has:become a means of increasing 
disease, not of fighting it. We can no 10nger,caII this development by the old 
name of progress. This development seems to be taking place by itself, by an 
autonomous force or 'motricity'.2 It doesn't respond to a demand coming 
from human needs. On the contrary, human entities (individual or social) 
seem always to be destabiJized by the results of this development. The intel
lectual results as much as the material ones. I would say that mankind is in 
the condition of running after the process of accumulating new objects of 
practice and thought. In my view it is a real and obscure question to deter
mine the reason of this process of corrtplexification. It's something Jike a 
destiny towards a more and more complex condition. Our demands for secu" 
rity, identity and happiness, coming from our condition as living beings and 
even social beings appear today irrelevant in the face of this sort of obligatiori 
to complexify, mediate, memorize and syn~hesize every object, and to change 
its scale. We are in this techno-scientific world Jike Gulliver:3 sometimes too 
big, sometimes too small, never at the right scale. Consequently, the claim 
for simplicity, in general, appears today. that of a barbarian. 

From this point, it would be necessary to consider the division of mankind 
into two parts: one part confronted with the challenge of complexity; the 
other with the terrible ancient task of survival. This is a major aspect of the 
failure of the modern project (which was, in principle, valid for mankind as 
a whole). 

The third argument is mote complex, and I shall present it as briefly as 
possible. The question of postmodernity is also the question of the expres
sionsof thought: art, literature, philosophy, politics. You know that in the 
field of art for example, and more especially the plastic arts, the dominant 
idea is that the big movement of avant-gardism is over. There seems to be 
general agreement about laughing at the avant-gardes,4 considered as the 
expression of an obsolete modernity. I don't like the term avant-garde any 
more than anyone else, because of its military connotatidns. Nevertheless I 

9. German philosopher and cultural critic (1903-
1969). ADORNO famously declared that "To write 
poetry after Auschwitz"-the Nazi'. largest con· 
centration camp_uis barbaric." 
I. A technical term from the philosophy of GEORG 
WILHELM FRIEDRICH HEGEL (1770-1831). In 
Hegel the thesis and its opposite, the antithesis, 
are "sublated" in. the synthesIs that joins them 
together. Here progress, the movement of human· 
ity to Its perfection, Is met by an antithesis, the 
murderous acts of Auschwitz. 
2. Lyotard's coinage, conveying the sense that the 

motor of history, its movement, .is now out of 
hOmah control. 
3; The narrator·hero of Jonathan Swift'. G"lIiver's 
Travels (1726), who vi.lts both an island whose 
Inhabitants are 6 inches tall and an island inhab· 
Ited by giants. 
4. what today are designated the modernist or 
historical avant·gardes were the self·organlzed and 
self-named "cutting edge" movements such a. sur
realism, dadalsm, futurism, a.nd constructlvlsm of 
the high modernist period (1914-30). The tertn 
originally meant the advance guard of an army. 
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would like to observe that the very process of a,-ant-gardism in painting was 
in reality a long, obstinate and highly responsible investigation of the pre
suppositions implied in modernity. The right approach, in order to under
stand the work of painters from, say, Manet to Duchamp or Barnett 
Newman~ is to compare their work with the anamnesis6 which takes place 
in psychoanalytical therapy. Just as the patient elaborates his present trouble 
by fl-eely associating the more imaginary, immaterial, irrelevant bits with past 
situations, so discovel"ing hidden meanings of his life, we can consider the 
work of Cezanne. Picasso. Delaunay, Kandinsky, Klee, Mondrian, Malevitch? 
and finally Duchamp as a working through-what Freud called Durch
arbeitung8-operated by modernity on itself. If we give up this responsibility, 
it is certain that we are condemned to repeat, without any displacement, the 
modern neurosis, the \\Testern schizophrenia, paranoia, and so on. This being 
granted, the 'post-' of postmodernity does not mean a process of coming back 
or flashing back, feeding back, but of ana-lysing, ana-mnesing, of reflecting. 9 

5. American abstract expressionist painter (1905-
1970)_ Edouard Manet (1833-1883). sometimes 
called the first modern rainter 1 a forerunner of the 
impressionists. Marce Duchamp (1887-1968), 
French (later American) painter and conceptual 
artist, whose experiments foreshadowed much 
J>ostmodem art. 
6. Remembering. 
7. All important modern artists: Paul Ct!zanne 
! 1839-1906), French impressionist painter and 
forcrunner of cubism; Pablo Picasso (1881-1973), 
Spanish painter who is the most celebrated mod
ernist artist; Robert Delaunay (1885-1941), 
French modernist painter; Wassily Kandlnsky 
( 1866-1944), Russian abstract painter; Paul K1ee 
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(1879-1940), Swl .. avante-garde painter; Piet 
Mondrian (1872-1944), Dutch abstract painter 
and member of De Stljl; Kasimir Malevich (1878-
1935), Russian contructlvist painter, active during 
the Russian Revolution and its Immediate after
math_ 
8_ Working through (German), a technical term 
from Freudian theories of therapy. Only after 
"working through" various elements in the past not 
assimilated into self-understanding can the patient 
get rid of the symptomatic (and/or neurotic) 
behaviors that have grown out of the repression of 
the past_ 
9_ Ana- literally means "again" or "back" (Greek). 

FOUCAULT 
1926-1984 

~. 

Michel Foucault is arguably the most influential European writer and thinker of the 
second half of the twentieth century. His unclassifiable work (is it history? philoso
phy? cultural theory?) is controversial and has attracted much criticism, but the ques
tions he raised, the topics he addressed, and the positions he took have become 
central features of today's intellectual landscape. In literary studies, Foucault stands 
as a major source for poststructuralism, New Historicism, cultural studies, and queer 
theory, while also fueling the growing interest in literature and medicine, the exam
ination of the institutional bases from which writers and critics operate, and the 
interest in processes of identity formation. 

Foucault was born in Poitiers_ France. His father was a doctor, and he (unlike his 
brother) went against the family's wishes that he study medicine; he eventually 
became a fierce critic of modern medical practices and institutions. Awkward, book
ish, and brilliant, Foucault progressed easily through the elaborate French educa
tional system, with its extremely competitive exams for gaining a place in the 
multitiered hierarchy. Foucault took his university degree at the nation's top univer
sity. the Ecole Normale Superieure. where he specialized in the philosophy of 
psychology. 
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Under the influence of his teacher LOUIS ALTHUSSER; Foucault joined the Com-
munist Party in 1950, quitting three years later, He spent thel950s teaching in 
France (briefly) and then abroad-in Sweden, Poland, .and Germany. Returning to 
France in 1960, he defended the graduate thesis that became his first book, Folie et 
def'tdson (1961; part was transla~ed into. English as Madness and CMll%ation )." A major 
theme of this book and Its follow-up, The Birth of the Clinic (1 ~63), Is an attack on 
the Institutions and procedures characteristic of modern medicine'. They Inaugurate 
Foucault's lifelong preoccupation with the ways in which individuals are "adminis
tered" by the various bureaucratic institutions-hospitals, prisons,' the military, 
schools-that increasingly render selves docile in the modern world. 

Foucault's 1966 Les Mots et les chases (translated as The Order of Things) made his 
reputation. Recognizably a structuralist history, The Order of Things examines how 
the disciplines of economics, linguistics, and biology emerged, offering along the way 
a brilliant, if overly schematic, characterization of the three different "epistemes" 
(deep-rooted, unconscious structures for.organizing knowledge) of the Middle Ages, 
the "classical period" (Foucault's term for the Enlightenment), and modernity. Fou
cault attempted to explicate 'and justify the methodology of The Order of Things in 
his next major book, The Archaeology of Knowledge (1969). 

By 1969 Foucault's focus had shifted away from intellectual history and method
ological meditations. The events of May 1968, when a student-led revolt almost top
pled the French government before itself collapsing, together with his own 
involvement in student unrest in Tunisia (where he taught from 1966 to 1968), "rad
icalized" Foucault. He became politically active-and remained so to the end of his 
life. His book Surveiller et punir: Naissance de la prison (1975, Discipline and Punish: 
The Birth of the Prison) is a direct outgrowth of his work on prison reform. Foucault 
asks himself in the first chapter of the book why he has written a history of the prison: 
"Simply because I am interested in' the past? No, if one means by that writing a history 
of the past in terms of the present. Yes, if one means writing the history of the 
present." He aims at describing the present through an analysis of the forces that 
created it, a historical and critical undertaking that he follows the nineteenth-century 
philosopher FRIEDRICH NIE'TZSCHE in calling "genealogy." From the history of the 
prison, Foucault turned next to the history of sexuality. Three volumes of his work 
on that topic were published, although the entire project was incomplete when he 
died of complications from AIDS a~ the age of fifty-seven. 

From 1970 on, Foucault spent longer and longer stints in North America as a 
lecturer or visiting professor at various universities-most notably at the University 
of California at Berkeley, where the New Historicists gathered around STEPHEN 
GREENBLATr brought Foucault-insplred work directly into literary studies. Tales of 
Foucault's experimentation with and explorations of drugs and sex were oral legend 
before being recorded in James Miller's notorious, yet mostly accurate, biography, 
The Passion of Michel Foucault (1993). The relevance of his personal life to the work 

_ is debatable, but Foucault's own growing interest in "the care of the selr' in his later 
years suggests that separating private and public is no easy task. 

Our selections present work particularly important to literary and cultural studies. 
The essay 'What Is an Author?" (1969) directly questions some· of the most funda
mental assumptions of literary criticism. Foucault realizes that he had taken the 
author for granted in The Order of Things, and asks himself what it would mean to 
take seriously "the death of the author" (in ROLAND BARTHES'S famous phrase). Fou
eau It's approach 10 this question is characteristic of mllch of his work. We must 
consider, he says, what "functions" the category- of "author" fulAlIs within the "dis
course" the historian or critic deploys in the analysis of written texts. The concept 
author, he points out, is an organizing device, permitting us to group certain texts 
together. More crUcially, the concept underwrites a number of interpretive conven
tions. We ascribe a certain unity and coherence to all the works written by a single 
author, or at least we feel that an author's drastic changes in style or opinion must 
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be explained. And we assume, at the most fundamental level, that the author is the 
source of the text. Interpretation moves from the written text (which may be all we 
know of a writer) back toward the author, searching out an Individual's biography, 
psychology, and intentions. The author thus functions both to organize the vast res
ervoir of materials that the past bequeaths us and to anchor a certain way of Inter
preting those materials. 

Foucault's ultimate target here is "humanism," the postmedieval understanding of 
who and what individuals are. He highlights the historical contingency of the belief 
that we are "individuals" with unique natures, possessing coherent interior identities, 
motives, desires, and conscious intentions that cause our actions. Humanism claims 
for each Individual the capacities that literary criticism ascribes to authors. 

Significantly, the "author function" has not always been deemed necessary to the 
apprehension and interpretation of texts. Prior to I 500 anonymous texts were the 
norm. Even today the importance of authors varies from field to field. A contract has 
no author, nor does the average poster. We barely note the authors of most newspaper 
articles. Generally speaking, Foucault opines, emphasis on the author is a mark of 
prestige. "Discourse that possesses an author's name is not to be immediately con
sumed and forgotten .... Rather, its status and its manner of reception are regulated 
by the culture in which it circulates." . 

Foucault·s essay, then. invites us to examine the ways in which literary criticism 
approaches its object-the text-and accords it the prestigious title of "literature" 
partly through the exaltation of the author (as talented, as worthy of honor and study). 
He also-and we see here his importance to New Historicism-shifts our focus away 
from the author and toward larger systematic social forces. What if the author is not 
thc cause, the source, of the text? What if author and text are both effects? In that 
case, the critic's inquiries and scrutiny need to be directed toward ·their common 
cause, toward cultural conventions and their inclusions and exclusions, not confined 
to formal analyses of texts or psychological investigations of writers' lives. 

Such questions reveal a persistent Foucauldian preoccupation: the social consti
tution of the "subject" (structuralism's preferred term for the self or the individual). 
In "What Is an Author?" he writes that "the subject should not be entirely abandoned. 
It should be reconsidered, not to restore the theme of an originating subject. but to 
seize its functions. its intervention in discourse, and its system of dependencies .... 
[W1e should ask: under what conditions and through what forms can an entity like 
the subject appear in the order of discourse; what position does it occupy; what 
functions does it exhibit; and what rules does it follow in each type of discourse?" 
Though antihumanistic "deconstruction of the selr' is characteristic of French post
structuralism, FoucauIt insists on keeping the category of the subject as a means.J.n 
study the historical discourses of power and knowledge that constitute it. 

Foucault uses the term subject for two reasons. First, he is thinking of the gram
matical subject, the subject of a sentence. Following the structuralists, he is influ
enced by the idea of a "subject position" that exists as a slot in syntax and is then 
occupied by different actual selves at different times. That selves assume the subject 
position only tentatively and temporarily is highlighted by grammatical "shifters." 
whose most dramatic example is the pronoun "L" When I use "I."· it means me; when 
you use "I," it means you. I bccome "I," the first-person subject of the sentence, only 
whcn I am authorized to speak or when I seize that position. Shifters thus indicate 
that subject positions-created by language-preexist individual selves, and that 
powcr enables their use. 

Sccond, Foucault draws on subject as a verb. Individuals get to occupy subject 
positions (the various roles existing within a discourse or an institution) only through 
a process in which they are "subjected" to power. Indeed, individuals are constituted 
by power as subjects prior to having any standing as individuals. 

Foucault's work from 1969 to 1980 focuses on the processes through which sub
jects Hre produced. Later, he writcs of selves. using a term that might allow individuals 
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an existence apart from their relations to a constituting power. But in the works of 
his middle period from which our selections are drawn, Foucault turns the usually 
celebratory narrative of the rise of the individual in modern Western societies on its 
head by connecting that rise with a tremendous decrease in freedom. Our selection 
"The Carceral" (the final section of Discipline and Punish) presents Foucault's sweep
ing, bleak, and all-too-convincing portrait of modern society since the 1740s as a 
series of increasingly prisonlike institutions that aim at "the accumulation and useful 
administration of men," conceived as docile subjects. The modern individual is pro
duced by a power that individualizes precisely in order to better control. A panoptic 
(all-seeing) power keeps subjects under constant surveillance. (Foucault takes the 
term panoptic from the early-nineteenth-century English reformer Jeremy Bentham, 
who designed a circular prison, the Panopticon, in which each inmate was always in 
view of a single guard in a central tower.) 

Foucault argues that premodern power intervened in subjects' lives only intermit
tently. Unless they broke the law, most premodern persons lived in deep obscurity, 
unnoticed by various authorities. But modern societies intervene from day one to 
shape, train. and normalize individuals. Compulsory schooling, public. health mea, 
sun~s, passports, employment records. family counseling, and the like are all very 
recent social practices-none more than 250 years old. In each case, an institution 
molds behavior according to a norm, subordinates individuals to institutional 
demands, examines and watches over all subjects, and punishes deviants. Such a 
society. Foucault argues, not only needs prisons because it inevitably produces devi
ants but also is itself prisonlike, "carceral," from top to bottom. The institutions that 
administer individuals (schools, factories, the army) use the same strategies and tech
niques of control that prisons employ. 

Alongside this historical argument, Foucault developed-in both Discipline and 
Punish and The History of Sexuality, volume 1, AHllntroduction (1976 )-an influential 
account of the interconnections among power, knowledge, and the subject. Two short 
phrases provide excellent points of entry to Foucault's revision of traditional notions 
of power. Famously, he writes that "power is ~ercised, rather than possessed," and 
he insists that power is not repressive but "productive." 

Power in Foucault's account does not belong to anyone, nor does it all emanate 
from one specific location, such as the state. Rather, power is diffused throughout 
social institutions, as it is exercised by innumera!:Jle, replaceable functionaries. It 
operates through the daily disciplines and routines to which bodies are subjected. 
Thus, for example, the teacher exercises power over students, and schools have count
less ways of governing students' behavior. But the teacher holds that power only as a 
function of his or her place in the institution, being subject as a teacher to various 
rules, incentives, and punishments. Both teacher and students are located (though 
differently) within the institution, and both go through their paces within a network 
that guides and oversees their conduct. Foucault stresses modern power's capillary 
"microtechniques," its ubiquitous reinforcement of the norm at every step, its direct 
work upon "docile" bodies. Think of how much time is spent making schoolchildren 
sit still or develop the motor skills required for "good" handwriting. Foucault sees 
power as decentralized and depersonalized. 

The diffusion of power through the "capillaries" of the social system alters .the 
model of political action. In our selection from the interview "Truth and Power," 
Foucault tells us that the traditional images of revolution are no longer appropriate. 
KARL MARX and other revolutionary theorists had dreamed of locating both the "uni
versal" voice (the intellectual) and the agent (the proletariat) of humankind's political 
aspirations. Their combined efforts could successfully confront the massed power of 
the state and capitalism. But Foucault points out that power operates in innumerable 
places, taking many different forms that mayor may not work in tandem. There is no 
single privileged place for the political activist to go to work, no locus of power whose 
removal will bring the whole system tumbling down. He therefore argues that the 
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time of the "universal" intellectual has given way to that of the "specific" intellectual, 
"situated" (as are all subjects) in social networks. Though no local struggle is neces
sarily more crucial or mOl'e effective than any other, the political agent must start 
with the local and the specific-not only because of his or her own location but also 
because "universalist" claims arrogantly (and mistakenly) assume the right to speak 
and act for others. 

The insistence that "power is productive" underwrites Foucault's rejection of "the 
repressive hypothesis" in our selection from volume 1 of The History of Sexuality. 
Power is traditionally seen as repressing behaviors that it finds unproductive, threat
ening. or otherwise undesirable. For example, people have various sexual desires (to 
masturbate or to seek same-sex partners) that are deemed unacceptable. and social 
power is exerted to repress those desires and the behaviors that follow from them. 
Foucault argues, however, that modern power produces the very categories, desires, 
and actions it strives to regulate. Before an act is prohibited, it is not singled out as 
something separate and identifiable or perhaps even desirable. The enunciation of 
the category and the law both Cl'eates (identifies, designates) certain actions as crimes 
and affords them a heightened presence. 

In keeping with his historical argument that modern power operates through con
tinual classification, surveillance. and intervention, Foucault goes further, proposing 
that such power names actions as crimes and perversions precisely to increase its 
opportunities for intervention. This is why he insists that modern society "is in actual 
fact, and directly, perverse." It produces the very desires and behaviors it claims to 
abhor, relying largely on discourse. Power can operate physically on bodies, but dis
cursively it carves up the world. Through language various bodies are assigned to 
various categories (race, gender, IQ, etc.), and various actions are designated in rela
tion to norms as praiseworthy, deviant. punishable, or criminal. A whole new array 
of identifiable "perverse" sexualities were named in the nineteenth century. Discourse 
disposes: it puts everything in its place. Modern power penetrates everywhere. giving 
a specific name to every possible variant of human action so as to master the world 
and leave nothing unexamined, unknown, uncatalogued. The nineteenth century 
(with its supposedly repressed Victorians) began this "explosion of discourse," which 
in the field of sexuality produced extensive new vocabularies and categories for nam
ing desires and actions that could then become subjected to medical, legal, and other 
institutional and state interventions. 

Along with producing subjects, modern power produces sexual (and other) cate" 
gories that structure the world in certain ways. Here Discipline aud Punish and vol. 
ume 1 of TIle History of Se:\"IAality are in accord. (In the later two volumes of The 
History of Sexuality, partly in response to criticism, Foucault examines how sel~., 
might act to produce themselves.) Consider Foucault's comment (one of the founding 
remarks of queer theory) on the medical categorization of homosexuality in 1870: 
"Homosexuality appeared as one of the forms of sexuality when it was transposed 
from the practice of sodomy to a kind of interior androgyny, a hermaphrodism of the 
soul. The sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual now was a 
species." Power acts discursively to produce homosexuality when it separates out and 
lahels as 11Onlosexual certain actions that had previously been included in the grab
bag term sodomy (which also included bestiality and some nonreproductive hetero
sexual acts). The new attempt to be more precise, more "scientific," in categorizing 
human sexual behavior itself requires that behavior to be scrutinized more carefully 
than ever before. 

Foucault further argues that the way that the courts and sociologists treat criminals 
and the medical profession and psychologists view homosexuals indicates a dramatic 
shift in the very form of subjecthood. In modern society, actions begin to be taken as 
evidence of a deep-rooted and persistent identity. In the premodern world, in contrast, 
sodomy and other crimes were seen as temporary aberrations, single acts that carried 
no particular relation to the self who committed them; they certainly were not seen 
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as demonstrating a sexual identity or a criminal nature. The label sodomite says noth
ing beyond pointing to the commission of particular acts. But the homosexual carries 
his homosexuality within himself at every moment; the act comes to determine iden
tity. Foucault's argument is that through this connection of actions to "being," of 
what I do to what I am; modern power produces subjects who have identities, thereby 
enabling its grip on us. Subjects whose identities must be figured out through an 
interpretation of their· actions become "both an object of analysis and a target of 
intervention," 

Foucault is exposing-and questioning--our era's most fundamental assumptions 
about who and what individuals are. And he argues that these assumptions have been 
produced by and are the foundational principles of the "social sciences"-what the 
French call "the human sciences." It is no coincidence that the modern academic 
disciplines arise during the same period that sees the shift toward disciplinary power. 
The knowledge produced In psychology, 'sociology, anthropology, criminology, and 
medicine is itself an integral part of the discursive ordering and physical management 
wielded by modern power. 

Power/knowledge is the term Fout::ault uses to indicate how the production of 
knowledge is wedded to productive power. Modern power requires increasingly nar
row categories through which'it analyzes, differentiates, identifies, and administers 
individuals. The human sciences not only provide tools for this sorting process but 
also legitimate the actions that follow it. The psychological exam, for example, tells 
us what needs to be done: is this murderer a criminal who must be sent to prison, or 
an insane person who must be sent to a hospital? 

Clearly, power/knowledge undercuts any lofty h·umanistie narrative of "the life of 
the mind" or "the disinterested pursuit of knowledge." The intellectual comes to look 
like power's dupe, or perhaps a privileged insider to power's activities. The university, 
in particular, serves a dual function. As gatekeeper, it sorts students via grades, exams, 
course requirements, and so on, thereby limiting access to various cherished places 
in the social hierarchy, such as. medical careers. At the same time the university 
undertakes funded research, thereby producing the knowledge through which pop
ulations are observed and managed .. 

Not surprisingly, Foucault's thoughts on the knowledge/power nexus have sparked 
some of the most intense criticisms of his work, and toward the end of his life he did 
soften some of his more extreme statements. The close of our selection from "Truth 
and Power" illustrates disturbing consequences that critics of Foucault's view have 
highlighted. At issue is the relation of knowledge and truth to political action. The 
modern world has repeatedly seen governments manipulate their populations by out
right lies and by cover-ups ·of) the truth. Eastern European dissidents against com
munist dictatorships and Americans protesting the war in Vietnam saw the strategy 
of exposing government lies as crucial. Foucault argues, however, that "truth" is 
always a part of a "regime." He uses the same logic that leads him to present the 
author as a "function" and to refute "the repressive hypothesis." As he says in our 
selection from Discipline and Punish, "there is no outside." Nothing-whether selves, 
desires, or truth-is external to the productive power/knowledge that creates the 
categories by which it is known. Thus, the truth to which dissidents appeal is no less 
a product of interested strategies-in this case, their own-than the truth spoken by 
the officials whom they oppose. Truths are not all born equal, because some dis
courses are more powerful than others. But Foucault does not recognize any com
ponent of truth separate from power. His position seems to reduce politics to a battle 
that can be waged only on the field of propaganda. Can I get the people to buy my 
"regime of truth" in place of the one that currently reigns? 

Critics of Foucault have often focused on aspects of this lack of any "outlide," as 
every thins that mlsht stand apart from power or dilcoune is Iwallowed up within 
them In his work. Dllciplinary power I, 10 all-pervasive and triumphant that mean
Ingful resistance and Independent agency appear Impolllble. Foucault Insisted 
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repeatedly that there was resistance everywhere throughout the world created by 
power, but by his own logic such resistance, like everything else, is an offshoot of 
power. As a result, many activities that may seem to oppose power are, a Foucauldian 
analysis shows. "complicitous" with it, reinforcing rather than contesting its reign. 
(Analyses of this sort, preoccupied with trying to differentiate the truly from the 
apparently oppositional, abound within New Historicism and cultural studies.) Fou
cault struggled to find ways to escape this compelling logic without returning to naive 
appeals to "truth" or "selves" that exist independently of the discursive and social 
networks in which they appear. His efforts in that direction remain fragmentary. Since 
his death, the ever-increasing pressure on individuals to fit in the bureaucratic slots 
of a "globalized" world of transnational corporations, international trade alliances and 
political organizations, and newly prominent nongovernmental organizations (such 
as the World Trade Organization) makes Foucault's account of a supervising, nonn
enforcing, disciplinary power appear even more pertinent. 
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What Is an Author?1 

In proposing this slightly odd question, I am conscious of the need for an 
explanation. To this day, the "author" remains an open question both with 
respect to its general function within discourse and in my own writings; that 
is, this question permits me to return to certain aspects of my own work 
which now appear ill-advised and misleading. In this regard, I wish to propose 
a necessary criticism and reeva:luation. 

For instance, my objective in The Order of Things~ had been to analyse 
verbal clusters as discursive layers which fall outside the familiar categories 
of a book, a work, or an author; But while I considered "natural history," the 
"analysis of wealth," and "polittcal economy" in general terms, I neglected a 
similar analysis of the author and his works; it is perhaps due to this omission 
that I employed the names of authors throughout thisbookin a naive and 
often crude fashion. I spoke of Buffon, Cuvier, Ricardo,3 and others as well, 
but failed to realize that I had allowed their names to function ambiguously. 
This has proved an embarrassment to me in that my oversight has served to 
raise two pertinent objections. 

It was argued that I had not properly described Buffon or his work and 
that my handling of Marx4 was pitift1Ily inadequate in terms of the totality 
of his thought. Although these objections were obviously justified, they 
ignored the task I had set myself: i <had no intention of describing Buffon or 
Marx or of reproducing their statements or implicit meanings, but, simply 
stated, I wanted to locate the rules that formed a certain number of concepts 
and theoretical relationships in thei~ works. In addition, it was argued that 
I had created monstrous families by bringing together names as disparate as 
Buffon and Linnaeus or in placing Cuvier next to Darwin5 in defiance of the 
most readily observable family resemblances and natural ties. This objection 
also seems inappropriate since I had never tried to establish a genealogical 
table of exceptional individuals, nor was I concerned in forming an intellec
tual daguerreotype of the scholar or naturalist of the seventeenth and eigh
teenth century. In fact, I had no intention of forming any family, whether 
holy or perverse. On the contrary, I wanted to determine-a much more 
modest task-the functional conditions of specific discursive practices. 

Then why did I use the names of authors in The Order of Things? Why 
not avoid their use altogether, or, short of that, why not define the manner 
in which they were used? These questions appear fully justified and I have 

1. Translated by Donald F. Bouchard and Sherry 
Simon. 
2. Published In 1966 as L". Mot. "I le. cho.".; In 
it, Foucault uncovered the epistemic assumptions 
of the "classical" (Enlightenment) and modern pe
riods by examining the work of natural scientists, 
political economists, and linguists. 
3. David Rlcardo (1777-1823), English econo
mist. Georges-Louis Leclerc, comte de Buffon 

(1707-1788), French naturalist. Georges Cuvler 
(1769-1832), French anatomist. 
4. KARL MARX (1818-1883), German social, politi
cal, and economic philosopher. 
5. Charles Darwin (1809-1882), English natural
ist and theorist of evolution. Carolus Linnaeus: 
Carl von Linn~ (1707-1778), Swedish botanist 
who devised the modern scientific nomenclature 
of living things. 
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tried to gauge their implications and consequences in a book that will appear 
shortly.6 These questions have determined my effort to situate comprehen
sive discursive units, such as "natural history" or "political economy," and to 
establish the methods and instruments for delimiting, analyzing, and describ
ing these unities. Nevertheless. as a privileged moment of individualization 
in the history of ideas, knowledge, and literature, or in the history of philos
ophy and science, the question of the author demands a more direct 
response. Even now. when we study the history of a concept, a literary genre. 
or a branch of philosophy. these concerns assume a relatively weak and sec
ondary position in relation to the solid and fundamental role of an author 
and his works. 

For the purposes of this paper, I will set aside a sociohistorical analysis of 
the author as an individual and the numerous questions that deserve atten
tion in this context: how the author was individualized in a culture such as 
ours; the status we have given the author, for instance, when we began our 
research into authenticity and attribution; the systems of valorization in 
which he was included; or the moment when the stories of heroes gave way 
to an author's biography; the conditions that fostered the formulation of the 
fundamental critical category of "the man and his work." For the time being, 
I wish to restrict myself to the singular relationship that holds between an 
author and a text, the manner in which a text apparently points to this figure 
who is outside and precedes it. 

Beckett supplies a direction: "What matter who's speaking, someone said, 
what matter who's speaking."7 In an indifference such as this we must rec
ognize one of the fundamental ethical principles of contemporary writing. It 
is not simply "ethical" because it characterizes our way of speaking and writ
ing. but because it stands as an immanent rule, endlessly adopted and yet 
never fully applied. As a principle, it dominates writing as an ongoing practice 
and slights our customary attention to the finished product. For the sake of 
illustration, we need only consider two of its major themes. First, the writing 
of our day has freed itself from the necessityof "expression"; it only refers 
to itself, yet it is not restricted to the confines of interiority. On the contrary, 
we recognize it in its exterior deployment. This reversal transforms writing 
into an interplay of signs, regulated less by the content it Signifies than by 
the yery nature of the signifier. Moreover, it implies an action that is always-l" . 
testing the limits of its regularity. transgressing and reversing an order that 
it accepts and manipulates. '\Vriting unfolds like a game that inevitably moves 
beyond its own rules and finally leaves them behind. Thus. the essential basis 
of this writing is not the exalted emotions related to the act of composition 
01' the insertion of a subject into language. Rather, it is primarily concerned 
with cl'eating an opening where the writing subject endlessly disappears. 

The second theme is even more familiar: it is the kinship between writing 
and death. This relationship inverts the age-old conception of Greek narra
tive 01' epic. which was designed to guarantee the immortality of a hero. The· 
hero accepted an early death because his life, consecrated and magnified by 
death. passed into immortality; and the narrative redeemed his acceptance 
of death. In a different sense. Arabic stories, and The Arabian Nigllts in 

6. TI,£, A,·chCleologyof KHowledl/e (19691. 
7. Samuel Beekett, Texts/orNothiug(l974),p. 16 

[translators' notel. Beckett (1906-1974), IrIsh, 
born French novelist and playwrIght. 
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particular, had as their motivation, their theme and pretext, this strategy for 
defeating death. Storytellers continued their narratives late into the night to 
forestall death and to delay the inevitable moment when everyone must fall 
silent. Scheherazade's story is a desperate inversion of murder; it is the effort, 
throughout all those nights, to exclude death from the Circle of existence.8 

This conception of a spoken or written narrative as a protection against death 
has been transformed by our culture. Writingis now linked to sacrifice and 
to the sacrifice of life itself; it is a voluntary obliteration of the self that does 
not require representation in books because it takes place in the everyday 
existence of the writer. Where a work had the duty of creating immortality, 
it now attains the right to kill, to become the murderer of its author. Flaubert, 
Proust, and Kafka9 are obvious examples of this reversal. In addition, we find 
the link between writing and death manifested in the total effacement of the 
individual characteristics of the writer; the quibbling and confrontations 
that a writer generates between himself iind his text cancel out the signs of 
his particular individuality. If we wish to know the writer in our day, it will 
be through the singularity of his absence and in his link to death, which 
has transformed him into a victim of his own writing. While all of this is 
familiar in philosophy, as in literary criticism, I am not certain that the con
sequences derived from the disappearance or death of the author l have 
been fully explored or that the importance of this event has been appreciated. 
To be specific, it seems to me that the themes destined to replace the priv
ilegedposition accorded the author have merely served to arrest the possi
bility of genuine change. Of these, I will examine two that seem particularly 
important. 

To begin with, the thesis concerning a work. It has been understood that 
the task of criticism is not to reestablish the ties between an.author and his 
work or to reconstitute an author's thought and experience through his works 
and, further, that criticism should concern itself with the structures of a 
work, its architectonic·forms, which are studied for their intrinsic and inter
nal relationships. Yet, what of a context that questions the concept of a work? 
What, in short, is the strange, unit' designated by the term, work? What is 
necessary to .its composition, if a work is not something written by a person 
called an "author"? Difficulties arise ori all sides if we raise the question in 
this way. If an individual .is not ari author, what are we to make of those 
things he has written or said, left among his papers or communicated to 
.others? Is this not properly a work? What, for instance, were Sade's papers 
before he was consecrated as an author?2 Little more, perhaps, than rolls of 

- paper on which he endlessly unravelled his fantasies while in prison. 
Assuming that we are dealing with an author, is everything he wrote and 

said, everything he left behind, to be included in his work? This problem is 
both theoretical and practical. If we wish to publish the complete works of 
Nietzsche,3 for example, . where do we draw the line? Certainly, everything 

8. Scheherazade, narrator of The Arabian Nighu (a 
collection of traditional tales from several Middle 
Eastern cultures, codified ca_ 1450), tells het sto
ries to avoid the fate of the king's previous brides: 
execution on the mdrning nfter he marries them. 
9. Franz Kafka (1883-1924), Austrian novelist, 
who lived much of his life in Prague. Gustave Flau
bert (1821-1880), and Marcel Proust (1871-
1922), French novelists. 

I. The phrase "death of the author" comes from 
the French literary critic ROLAND BARTHES (1915-
1980). . 
2. The French author the marquis de Sade (1740-
1814) began to write while in prison. 
3. FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE (1844-1900), the 
German philosopher, was insane the last ten years 
of his life and left many unr.ubUshed works, 
including wild jottings from his ater years. 
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must be published, but can we agree on what "everything" means? We will, 
of course, include everything that Nietzsche himself published, along with 
the drafts of his works, his plans for aphorisms, his marginal notations and 
corrections. But what if, in a notebook filled with aphorisms, we find a ref
erence, a reminder of an appointment, an address, or a laundry bill, should 
this be included in his works? Why not? These practical considerations are 
endless once we consider how a work can be extracted from the millions of 
traces left by an individual after his death. Plainly, we lack a theory to encom
pass the questions generated by a work and the empirical activity of those 
who naively undertake the publication of the complete works of an author 
often suffers from the absence of this framework. Yet more questions arise. 
Can we say that The Arahian Nights, and Stromates of Clement of Alexandria, 
or the Lives of Diogenes Laertes4 constitute works? Such questions only 
begin to suggest the range of our difficulties, and, if some have found it 
convenient to bypass the individuality of the writer or his status as an author 
to concentrate on a work, they have failed to appreciate the equally problem
atic nature of the word "work" and the unity it designates. 

Another thesis has detained us from taking full measure of the author's 
disappearance. It avoids confronting the specific event that makes it possible 
and, in subtle ways, continues to preserve the existence of the author. This 
is the notion of ecriture.' Strictly speaking, it should allow us not only to 
circumvent references to an author, but to situate his recent absence. The 
conception of ecriture, as currently employed, is concerned with neither the 
act of writing nor the indications, as symptoms or signs within a text, of an 
author's meaning; rather, it stands for a remarkably profound attempt to 
elaborate the conditions of any text, both the conditions of its spatial dis
persion and its temporal deployment. 

It appears, however, that this concept, as currently employed, has merely 
transposed the empirical characteristics of an author to a transcendental 
anonymity. The extremely visible signs of the author's empirical activity are 
effaced to allow the play, in paral1el or opposition, of religious and critical 
modes of characterization. In granting a primordial status to writing, do .we 
not, in effect, simply reinscribe in transcendental terms the theological affir
mation of its sacred origin or a critical belief in its creative nature? To say 
that writing, in terms of the particular history it made possible, is subj~ed 
to forgetfulness and repression, is this not to reintroduce in transcendental 
terms the religious principle of hidden meanings (which require interpreta
tion) and the critical assumption of implicit significations, silent purposes, 
and obscure contents (which give rise to commentary)?6 Final1y, is not the 
conception of writing as absence a transposition into transcendental terms 
of the religious belief in a fixed and continuous tradition or the aesthetic 
principle that proclaims the survival of the work as a kind of enigmatic sup
plement of the author beyond his own death? 

This conception of ecriture sustains the privileges of the author through 

4. Greek scholar (ca. early 3d c. C.E.) whose Lives 
is a compilation of the lives and doctrines of the 
philosophers. Clement of Alexandria (ca. J 50-ca. 
21 ~ C.E.), early church father and theolOgian; the 
Stromate. (Miscellanies) i. a collection of notes. 
full of digressions, on Christian philosophy. 
5. Written language or writing (French). In post-

structuralist thought. especially that of JAt:QUES 
DIlRRIDA (b. J 930), f!crit .. "" designates that which 
is required for any particular speech act-whether 
spoken or written-to take place. 
6. Here Foucault is criticizing the writings of Der
rida. 
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the safeguard of the a priori;7 the play of representations that formed a par
ticular image of the author is extended within a gray neutrality. The disap
pearance of the author-since Mallarme,8 an event of our time-is held in 
check by the transcendental. Is it not necessary to draw a line between those 
who believe that we can continue to situate our present discontinuities 
within the historical and transcendental tradition of the nineteenth century 
and those who are making a great effort to liberate themselves, once and for 
all, from this conceptual framework? 

It is obviously insufficient to repeat empty slogans: the author has disap
peared; God and man died a common death. Rather, we should reexamine 
the empty space left by the author's disappearance; we should attentively 
observe, along its gaps and fault lines, its new demarcations, and the reap
portionment of this void; we should await the fluid functions released by this 
disappearance. In this context we can briefly consider the problems that arise 
in the use of an author's name. What is the name of an author? How does 
it function? Far from offering a solution, I will attempt to indicate some of 
the difficulties related to these. questions. 

The name of an author poses all the problems related to the category of 
the proper name. (Here, I am referring to the work of John Searle,9 among 
others.) Obviously not a pure and simple reference, the proper name (and 
the author's name as well) has other than indicative functions, It 15 more 
than a gesture, a finger pointed at someone; it is, to a certain extent, the 
equivalent of a description. When we say "Aristotle,"1 we are using a word 
that means one or a series of defini~e descriptions of the type: "the author 
of the Analytics," or "the founder of ontology," and so forth. Furthermore, a 
proper name has other functions than that of signification: when we discover 
that Rimbaudz has not written La C'hasse sl'irituelle, we cannot maintain that 
the meaning of the proper name or this author's name has been altered. The 
proper name and the name of ·an author oscillate between the poles of 
description and designation,) and, granting that they are linked to what they 
name, they are not totally determined either by their descriptive or desig
native functions. Yet-and it is here that the specific difficulties attending 
an author's name appear-the link between a proper name and the individual 
being named and the link between an author's name and that which it names 
are not isomorphous and do not function in the same way; and these differ
ences require clarification. 

To learn, for example, that Pierre Dupont4 does not have blue eyes, does 
not live in Paris, and is not a doctor does not invalidate the fact that the 
name, Pierre Dupont, continues to refer to the same person; there has been 
no modification of the designation that links the name to the person. With 

7. That Is, that which Is derived from self-evident 
propositions (vs. from experience). 
8. ST£PHANE MALLARM£ (1842-1898), French 
symbolist poet; he was Interested in writing tech
niques that diminished the author's role In the cre
ation of the poem. 
9. See John Searle, Spe .. ch Acts, An Ess/II)' In the 
Pllilasoph.,. of Language (1969), pp. 162-74 [trans
lators' note). Searle (b. 1932), American philoso
pher. 
1. Greek philosopher (384-322 B.C.E: see above). 
2. Arthur Rlmbaud (1854-1891), French poet. 

The prose poem "La Chas.e s~lrituelle" was pub
lished in 1949 as a recovered 'lost" work by Rlm
baud; Its actual authors revealed the hoax· shortly 
after publication. 
3. -In the philosophy of language, a description Is 
a meaningful set of words that refers to a particular 
object. Hence, "the author of Great Expectatio ..... 
describes "Charles Dickens." In contrast, the name 
"Charles Dickens" is a designation of the person 
who bears that name. 
4. The French eqUivalent of "John Doe," a random 
designation of a living person. 



WHAT Is AN AUTHOR? / 1627 

the name of an author, however, the problems are far more complex. The 
disclosure that Shakespeare was not born in the house that tourists now visit 
would not modify the functioning of the author's name, but, if it were proved 
that he had not written the sonnets that we attribute to him, this would 
constitute a significant change and affect the manner in which the author's 
name functions. Moreover, if we establish that Shakespeare wrote Bacon's 
01'ganon and that the same author was responsible for both the works of 
Shakespeare and those of Bacon, we would have introduced a third type of 
alteration which completely modifies the functioning of the author's name. 5 

Consequently, the name of an author is not precisely a proper name among 
others. 

Many other factors sustain this paradoxical singularity of the name of an 
author. It is altogether different to maintain that Pierre Dupont does not 
exist and that Homer or Hermes Trismegistes6 have never existed. While the 
first negation merely implies that there is no one by the name of Pierre 
Dupont, the second indicates that several indhiduals have been referred to 
by one name or that the l'eal author possessed none of the traits traditionally 
associated with Homer or Hermes. Neither is it the same thing to say that 
Jacques Durand; not Pierre Dupont, is the real name of X and that Stendhal's 
name was Henri Beyle. 7 'Ve could also examine the function and meaning 
of such statements as "Bourbaki is this or that person," and "Victor Eremita, 
Climacus, Anticlimacus. Frater Taciturnus, Constantin Constantius, all of 
these are Kierkegaard. "s 

These differences indicate that an author's name is not simply an element 
of speech (as a subject. a complement, or an element that could be replaced 
by a pronoun or other parts of speech). Its presence is functional in that it 
serves as a means of classification. A name can group together a number of 
texts and thus differentiate them from others. A name also establishes dif
ferent forms of relationships among texts. Neither Hermes not Hippocrates 
existed in the sense that we can say Balzac9 existed, but the fact that a 
number of texts were attached to a single name implies that relationships of 
homogeneity, filiation, reciprocal eA-planation, authentification, or of coin
mon utilization were established among them. Finally, the author's name 
characterizes a particular manner of existence of discourse. Discourse that 
possesses an author's name is not to be immediately consumed and forg~n; 
neither is it accorded the momentary attention given to ordinary, fleeting 
words. Rather. its status and its manner of reception are regulated by the 
culture in which it circulates. 

We can conclude that. unlike a proper name, which moves from the inte
rior of a discourse to the real person outside who produced it, the name of 

5. Some people have argued that the plays ofWil
liatn Shakespeare (1564-1616) were actually wrIt
ten by the English philosopher Francis Bacon 
1.1561-1626), whose Organon (620) is often cited 
as the founding te"t of the "scientific method." 
6. The god of letters. to whom 42 philosophico
religiOUS works and books on alchemy and aotrol
()~y. presumed to be the ancient wisdom of Egypt, 
were attributed. Homer io the tradItional author of 
the Iliad and the Odyssey (ca. 8th c. R.e.E.); but the 
qu .. otion of whether these two poems, originally 
transmitted orally, were the work of any single 
author remains open. 

7. The real name of the French novelist (1783-
(842) who wrote under the pen name Stendahl. 
8. Victor Eremlta and the other names listed here 
were all pseudonyms used by the Danish philoso
pher Seren Klerkegaard (1813-1855) at various 
times during his career. Charles Denis Bourbaki 
(1816-1897), French general. 
9. Honore de Balzac (1799-1850), French nov
elist. Hippocrates (469-399 B.e.E.), Greek physi
cian usually considered the father of medicine; 
though It is unlikely that he wrote any of the books 
attributed to him, Hippocrates did e"ist. 
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the author remains at the contours of texts-separating one from the other, 
defining their form, and characterizing their mode of existence. It points to 
,the existence of certain groups of discourse and refers to the status of this 
discourse within a society and culture. The author's name is not a function 
of a man's civil status, nor is it fictional; it is situated in the breach, among 
the discontinuities, which gives rise to new groups of discourse and .their 
singular mode of existence. Consequently, we can say that in our culture, 
the name of an author is a variable that accompanies only certain teXts to 
the exclusion of others: Et private letter may have a signatory, but it does not 
have an author; a contract can have an underwriter, but not an author; and, 
similarly, an anonymous poster attached to a wall may have a writer, but he 
cannot be an author. In this sense, the function of an author is to charac
terize the existence, circulation, and operation of certain discourses within 
a society. 

In dealing with the "author"as a function of discourse, we must consider 
the characteristics of a discourse that· support this use and determine its 
difference from other discourses. If we limit our remarks to only those books 
or texts with authors, we can isolate four different features. 

First, they are objects of appropriation; the form of property they have 
become is of a particular type whose legal codification was accomplished 
some years ago. It is important to notice; as well, that its status as property 
is historically secondary to the penal code controlling its appropriation. 
Speeches and books were assigned real authors, other than mythical or 
important religious figures, only when the author became subject to punish
ment and to the extent that his discourse was considered transgressive. In 
our culture-undoubtedly in others as well-discourse was not originally a 
thing, a product, or a possession, but an action situated ill a bipolar field of 
sacred and profane, lawful and unlawful, religious and blasphemous. It was 
a gesture charged with risks long before it became a possession caught in a 
circuit of property value!!. But it was at the moment when a system of'own
ership and strict copyright rules were established (toward the end of t~e 
eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth century) that the trarisgressive 
properties always intrinsic to the act of writing became the forceful imper
ative of literature. It is as if the)8uthor, ,at the moment he was accepted into 
the social order of property which governs our culture, was compensating 
for his new status by reviving the older bipolar field of discourse in a system
_ atic practice of transgression and by restoring the danger of writing which, 
on another side, had been conferred the benefits of property. 

Secondly, the "author-function" is not universal or constant in all dis
course. Even within our civilization, the same types of texts have not always 
required authors; there was a time when those texts which we now call "lit
erary" (stories, folk tales, epics, and tragedies) were ,!,ccepted, circulated, and 
valorize·d Without any question about the identity of their author. Their ano
nymity was ignored because their real or supposed age was a sufficient guar
antee of their authenticity. Texts, however, that we now call "scientific" 
(dealing with cosmology and. the heavens, medicine or illness, the natural 
sciences or geography) were only considered truthful during the Middle Ages 
if the name of the author was indicated. Statements on the order of "Hip-



WHAT Is AN AUTHOR? / 1629 

pocrates said ... " or "Pliny' tells us that ... " were not merely formulas for 
an argument based on authority; they marked a proven discourse. In the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; a totally new conception was devel
oped when scientific texts were accepted on their own merits and positioned 
within an anonymous and coherent conceptual system of established truths 
and methods of verification. Authentification no longer required reference 
to the individual who had produced them; the role of the author disappeared 
as an index of truthfulness and, where it remained as an inventor's name, it 
was merely to denote a specific theorem or proposition, a strange effect, a 
property, a body, a group of elements, or pathological syndrome. 

At the same time, however, "literary" discourse was acceptable only if it 
carried an author's name; every text of poetry or fiction was obliged to state 
its author and the date, place, and circumstance of its writing. The meaning 
and value attributed to the text depended on this information. If by accident 
or design a text was presented anonymously, every effort was made to locate 
its author. Literary anonymity was of interest only as a puzzle to be solved 
as, in our day, literary works are totally dominated by the sovereignty of the 
author. (Undoubtedly, these remarks are far too categorical. Criticism has 
been concerned for some time now with aspects of a text not fully dependent 
on the notion of an individual creator; studies of genre or the analysis of 
recurring textual motifs and their variations from a norm other than the 
author. Furthermore, where in mathematics the author has become little 
more than a handy reference for a particular theorem or group of proposi
tions,the 'reference to an author in biology and medicine, or to the date of 
his research has a substantially different bearing. This latter reference; more 
than simply indicating the source of information, attests to the "reliability" 
of the evidence, since it entails an appreciation of the techniques 'and exper
imental materials available at a given time and in a particular laboratory.) 

The third point concerning this "author-function" is that it is not formed 
spontaneously through the simple attribution of a discourse to an individual. 
It results from a complex operation whose purpose is to construct the rational 
entity we call an author. Undoubtedly, this construction is assigned a "real
istic" dimension as we speak of an individual's "profundity" or "creative" 
power, his intentions or the original inspiration manifested in writing. Nev
ertheless, these aspects of an individual, which we designate as an lfifihor 
(or which comprise an individual as an author), are projections, in terms 
always more or less psychological, of our way of handling texts: in the com
parisons we make, the traits we extract as pertinent, the continuities we 
assign, or the exclusions we practice. In addition, all these operations vary 
according to the period and the form of discourse concerned. A "philosopher" 
and a "poet" are not constructed in the same manner; and the author of an 
eighteenth-century novel was formed differently from the modern novelist. 
There are, nevertheless, transhistorical constants in the rules that govern the 
construction of an author. 

In literary criticism, for example, the traditional methods for defining an 
author-or, rather, for determining the configuration of the author from 
existing texts-derive in large part from those used in the Christian tradition 

I. Homon writer (23124-79 C.E.): only hlR 37-hook Natural History survives. 
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to authenticate (or to reject) the particular texts in its possession. Modern 
criticism, in its desire to "recover" the author from a work, employs devices 
strongly reminiscent of Christian exegesis when it wished to prove the value 
of a text by ascertaining the holiness of its author. In De Viris Illustribus, 
Saint Jerome2 maintains that homonymy is not proof of the common author
ship of several works, since many individuals could have the same name or 
someone could have perversely appropriated another's name. The name, as 
an individual mark, is not sufficient as it relates to a textual tradition. How, 
then, can several texts be attributed to an individual author'? What norms, 
related to the function of the author, will disclose the involvement of several 
authors? According to Saint Jerome, there are four criteria: the texts that 
must be eliminated from the list of works attributed to a single author are 
those inferior to the others (thus, the author is defined as a standard level 
of quality); those whose ideas coitflict with the doctrine expressed in the 
others (here the author is defined as a certain field of conceptual or theo
retical coherence); those written in a different style and containing'words 
and phrases not ordinarily found in the other works (the author is seen as a 
stylistic uniformity); and those referring to events or historical figures sub
sequent to the death of the author (the author is thus a definite historical 
figure in which a series of events converge). Although modern criticism does 
not appear to have these same suspicions concerning authentication, its 
strategies for defining the author present striking similarities; The author 
explains the presence of certain events within a text, as well as their trans
formations, distortions, and their various modifications (and this through an 
author's biography or by reference to his particular point of view, in the 
analysis of his social preferences and his position within a class or bydelin
eating his fundamental objectives). T~e author also constitutes a principle 
of unity in writing where any unevenn~ss of production is ascribed to changes 
caused by evolution, maturation; or outside influence. In addition, the author 
serves to neutralize the contradictions that are found in a series, of texts. 
Governing this function is the belief that ~here must be-at a particular level 
of an author's thought, of his conscious or unconscious desire-a point 
where contradictions are resolved, where the incompatible elements can be 
shown to relate to one another or to cohere around a fundamental and orig
inating contradiction. Finally, the author is a particular source of expression 
who, in more or less finished forms, is manifested equally well, and with 
similar validity, in a text, in letters, fragments, drafts, and so forth. Thus, 
even while Saint Jerome's four principles of authenticity might seem largely 
inadequate to modern critics, they, nevertheless; define ,the critical modali
ties now used to display the function of the author. 

However, it would be false to consider the function of the author as a pure 
and simple reconstruction after the fact of a text given as passive material, 
since a text always bears a number of signs that refer to the author. Well 
known to grammarians, these textual signs are personal pronouns, adverbs 
of time and place, and the conjugation of verbs. But it is important to note 
that these elements have a different bearing on texts with an author and on 

2. Church father and scholar (ca. 340-420), the first to translate the Bible Into Latin. De Viri. IlI ... tribus 
(392-93, 0/ Illustrious Men) Is a collection of 130 biographies of Christian writers. 
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those without one. In the latter, these "shifters"3 refer to a real speaker and 
to an actual deictic situation, with certain exceptions such as the case of 
indirect speech in the first person. When discourse is linked to an author. 
however, the role of "shifters" is more complex and variable. It is well known 
that in a novel narrated in the first person, neither the first person pronoun, 
the present indicative tense. nor, for that matter. its signs of localization 
refer directly to the writer. either to the time when he wrote, or to the specific 
act of writing; rather, they stand for a "second self" whose similarity to the 
author is never fixed and undergoes considerable alteration within the course 
of a single book. It would be as false to seek the author in relation to the 
actual writer as to the fictional narrator; the "author-function" arises out of 
their scission-in the didsion and distance of the two. One might object that 
this phenomenon only applies to novels or poetry, to a context of "quasi
discourse." but, in fact. all discourse that supports this "author-function" is 
characterized by this plurality of egos. In a mathematical treatise, the ego 
who indicates the circumstances of composition in the preface is not iden
tical, either in terms of his position or his function, to the "I" who concludes 
a demonstration within the body of the text. The former implies a unique 
individual who, at a given time and place, succeeded in completing a project. 
whereas the latter indicates an instance and plan of demonstration that any
one could perform provided the same set of axioms, preliminary operations, 
and an identical set of symbols were used. It is also possible to locate a third 
ego: one who speaks of the goals of his investigation, the obstacles encoun
tered. its results, and the problems yet to be solved and this "I" would func
tion in a field of existing of futur~ mathematical discourses. We are not 
dealing with a system of dependencies where a first and essential use of the 
''I'' is reduplicated, as a kind of fiction, by the other two. On the contrary, 
the "author-function" in such discourses operates so as to effect the simul
taneous dispersion of the three egos. 

Further elaboration would, of course, disclose other characteristics of the 
Hauthor-function," but I have limited myself to the four that seemed the most 
obvious and important. They can be summarized in the follOwing manner: 
the "author-function" is tied to the legal and institutional systems that cir
cumscribe, determine. and 'articulate the realm of discourses; it does not 
operate in a uniform manner in all discourses, at all times, and in any giver.' 
culture; it is not defined by the spontaneous attribution of a text to its creator, 
but through a series of precise and complex procedures; it does not refer. 
purely and simply, to an actual individual insofar as it simultaneously gives 
rise to a variety of egos and to a series of subjective positions that individuals 
of any class may come to occupy. 

I am aware that until now I have kept my subject within unjustifiable 
limits; I should also have spoken of the "author-function" in painting, music, 
technical fields, and so forth. Admitting that my analysis is restricted to the 
domain of discourse, it seems that I have given the term "author" an exces
sh'ely narrow meaning. I have discussed the author only in the limited sense 
of a person to whom the production of a text, a book, or a work can be 
legitimately attributed. However. it is obvious that even within the realm of 

3. ,"ords whose referent changes "<'cording to the context In which they specify a person or thing (pro
noul1~). place (adverbs), or tinle (adverb!', verb tense)-that is, according to the Ifdeictic situBt~on." 
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discourse a person can be the author of much more than'a hook--of a theory, 
for instance, of a tradition or a, discipline within whieh' new books and 
authors can proliferate. For convenience, we could 'say that such authors 
occupy a "transdiscursive" position, 

Homer; Aristotle,4 and the Church'Fathers played,this role, as did the first 
mathematicians and the originators of the Hippocratic tradition. This type 
of author is surely as old 'as our civilization; But I believe that the nineteerith 
century'in Europe' produced a singular type of author 'who should not be 
confused with "greae~ literary authors, or the authors: of.canonicalreligious 
texts, and the founders of sciences. Somewhat arbitrarily, we'mightcallthem 
"initiators of discursive'practices.:"·", 

The distinctive contribution of these authors is that· they produced not 
only their own work, but the possibility and the rules of formation of other 
texts. In this sense, their· role differs entirely from that of a novelist,· for 
example, who is basically.never more than 'the author,ofhis own text. Freud5 

is not simply the author· of The Interpretation of Dreams or of Wit and its 
Relation to the Unconscious·andMarxis not simply the· autl1or'of the Com
munist Manifesto or· Capital:' they iboth established the endless possibilitY of 
discourse. Obviously,' ane'asy objection can be made .. The author 'of a: novel 
may be responsible for more than his oVllntext; if.heacquires some "impor
tance" in the literary world, ·his influence can hav~ 'significant ramifications. 
To takea.very simple'example, o~e-couldsay that Anri'Radcliffe6 .did not 
simply write The Mysteries of Udolpho artd a' few other novels;' bu't also made 
possible the appearance of Gothic' romances 'at the ; beginning of the hine· 
teenth century. To this extent; het function as an author exceeds the limitS 
of her work. However; this objection can be answered by the fact-that the 
possibilities disclosed by the initiators of discursive practices (using the 
examples of Marx and Freud, whom .. believe to be the first'and:i:he.most 
important) are significantly different from those suggested bynoveIists. The 
novels of Ann Radcliffe put'into circulation a certain>number of resem
blances and analogies patterned 'onher;work--various characteristic' signs, 
figures; relatioriships, and structures that could be integrated into other 
books. -In short; to say that'Ann Radcliffe created the Gothic Romance.means 
that th~re are certain elemenitscommon.to her works and,to the nineteenth
century Gothic romance: the, heroine~·rUined, by her cown innocence, the 
secret fortress that' functions as a counter-city, theoutlaw.hero who swears 
revenge on the world that has cut-sed hiln, etc. On the otherhandjMarx and 
Freud, as "initiators of discursive' practices;" not only made possible a certain 
number of analogies ;that.'could'be adopted by future texts,but, as impor
tantly, they also made possible a certain number of differences, They cleared 
a space for the introduction of elements other than their own, which, nev
ertheless, remain within -the field of discourse they initiated. In saying that 
Freud founded psychoanal:ysis,'we do not simply.mean that the concept of 
libido or the techniques ·ofdream analysis reappear in the writings ofKarl 
Abraham or Melanie Klein; 7 but that he made possible a certain number, of 

. 4: Arlstotle;s encyclopedic Writings enormously 
Influenced medieval philosophy and science: . 
5. SIGMUND FREUD (1856-1939), Austrian foun
der of psychoanalysis. 
6. English novelist (1764-1823); her M)'Sleries of 

rJdoll'M (1791) w". ext;"'mely popular . 
. 7. Austrian-born English psychoanalyst (1882-

1960). Abraham (1877-1925), German psycho-
analyst. . 
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differences with respect to his books, concepts, and hypotheses, which all 
arise out of psychoanalytic discourse. 

Is this not the case, however, with the founder of any new science or of 
any author who successful1y transforms an' existing science? After all, Gali
le08 is indirectly responsible for the texts'of those who mechanically applied 
the laws he formulated, in addition to having paved the way for the produc
tion of statements far different from his own. If Cuvier is the founder of 
biology and Saussure9 of linguistics, it is not because they were imitated or 
that an organic concept or a theory of the sign was uncritically integrated 
into new texts, but because Cuvier, to a certain extent, made possible a theory 
of evolution diametrically opposed to his own system and because Saussure 
made possible a generative grammar radically different from his own struc
tural analysis. Superficially, then, the initiation of discursive practices 
appears similar to the founding of any scientific endeavor, but I believe there 
is a fundamental difference. 

In a scientific program, the founding act is on an equal footing with its 
future transformations: it is merely one aniong the many modifications that 
it makes possible. This interdependence can take several forms. In the future 
development of a science, the founding act may appear as little more than a 
single instance of a more general phenomenon that has been discovered. It 
niight be questioned, in retrospect, for being too intuitive or empirical and 
submitted to the rigors of new theoretical operations'in order to situate it in 
a formal domain. Finally, it might be thought a hasty generalization whose 
validity should be restricted. In other words, the founding act of a science 
can always be rechanneled through the machinery of transformations it has 
instituted. 

On the other hand, the initiation of a discursive practice is heterogeneous 
to its ulterior transformations. To extend psychoanalytic practice, as initiated 
by Freud, is not to presume a formal generality that was not claimed at the 
outset; it is to explore a number of possible applications. To limit it is to 
isolate in the original texts a small set of propositions or statements that are 
recognized as haVing an inaugurative value and that mark other" Freudian 
concepts or theories' as derivative. Finally, there are DO "false" statements' in 
the work of these initiators; those statements considered inessential or "e,r,e
historic," in that they are associated with ,another discourse, are simply 
neglected in" favor of the more pertinent aspects of the work, The initiation 
of a discursive practice, unlike the founding of a science, overshadows and 
is necessarily detached from its later developments and transformations. As 
a consequence, we define the theoretical validity of a statement with respect 
to the work of the initiator, where as in the case of Galileo or Newton,' it is 
based on the structural and intrinsic norms established in cosmology or phys
ics. Stated schematically, the work of these initiators is not situated in rela
tion to a science or in the space it defines; rather, it is science or discursive 
practice that relate to their works as the primary points of reference. 

In keeping with this distinction, we can understand why it is inevitable 
that practitioners of such discourses must "return to the origin." Here, as 
well, it is necessary to distinguish a "return" from scientific "rediscoveries" 

8. Galileo Galilel (1!;64--1642), Italian astrono
mer and physicist. 
9, FERDINI\ND I>E SI\USSURE (1857-"1913), Swl .. 

lingUist". 
I. Sir Isaac, Newton (1642-1727), English physi· 
cist and mathematician. 
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or "reactivations." "Rediscoveries" are the effects of analogy or isomorphism 
with current forms of knowledge that allow the perception of. forgotten or 
obscured figures. For instance, Chomsky in his book on Cartesian grammar2 

"rediscovered" a form of knowledge that had been in use from Cordemoy to 
Humboldt.3 It could only be understoqd f~om the perspective of generative 
grammar because this later manifestation held the key to its c~nstruction: 
in effect, a retrospective codification of an ~i!!~orical position. "Reactivation" 
refers to something quite different: the insertion of discourse into totally 
new domains of generalization, practice, and transformations . The history of 
mathematics abounds in examples of this phenomenon as the work of Michel 
Serres on mathematical anamnesis shows.4 ' , 

The phrase, "return to," designates a movement with its proper specificity, 
which characterizes the initiation of discursive practices. If we, return, it is 
because of a basic and constructive omission, an omission that is not the 
result of accident or incomprehension. In effect, th~ act of initiation is such, 
in its essence, that it is inevitably subjected to its own distortions; that which 
displays this act and derives' from it is, at the same time, the root of its 
divergences and travesties. This ,nonaccidental omission must be regulated 
by precise operations that can be"situated, analysed, and reduced in a return 
to the act of initiation. The barrier imposed by omission was not added from 
the outside; it arises from the discursive practice in question, which gives it 
its law. Both the cause of the barrier and the means for its removal, this 
omission-also responsible for the obstacle'~~that prevent returning to the 
act of initiation-can only be resolved by a return. In addition, it is always 
a return to a text in itself, specifically, fO a pri~ary and unadorned text with 
particular attention to those things registered in the interstices of the text, 
its gaps ,and absences. We ret~rn to those empty spaces that have 'been 
masked by omission or concealed in a false and misleading plenitude. In 
these rediscoveries of an essential lack, we firid the oscillation of two char
acteristic responses: ':This point was made':"ydu can't help seeing it if you 
know how to read"; or, inversely, "No, that point is not made in any of the 
printed words in the text, but it is expressed through the words, in their 
relationships and in the distance that separates them." It follows naturally 
that this return, which is a part of the discursive mechanism, constantly 
introduces modifications that' would come, tq fix it~elf upon the primary dis
cursivity and redouble it,in the form of an ornament which, after all, is not 
essential. Rather, it is an effective and necessary means of transforming 
discursive practice. A study of Galileo's works couJd alter our knowledge of 
the history, but not the science, of mechanic!>;~hereas, a re-examination of 
the books of Freud or Marx can transform our understan~ing of psychoa
nalysis or Marxism. 

A last feature of these returns is that they te~d to reinforce the enigmatic 
link between an author and his ",!prks. A text has an inaugurative value pre
cisely because it is the work of ~, particular author, and our returns are con
ditioned by this knowledge. The rediscovery of an unknown text by Newton 
or Cantor' will not modify classical cosmology or group theory; at most, it 

2. Noam Chomsky, Cartesian Llnguls,lcs (1966) 
[translators' not .. ). Chomsky (b. 1928), American 
linguist. 
3. Karl Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767-1835), 
German statesman and philologist. Geraud de 
Cordemoy (d. 1684), French author of A Phllo-

sophlcal DIscourse Concerning Speech (1668). 
4. Mlchel Serre., La CommunlcaJlon: Hermes 1 
(1968), pp. 78-112 [translators' note). 
5. Georg Cantor (1845-1918), Russian-born 
German mathematician. 
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will change our appreciation of their historical genesis. Bringing to light, 
however, An Outline of Psychoanalysis, to the extent that we recognize it as 
H book by Freud, can transform not only our historical knowledge, but the 
field of psychoanalytic theory-if only through a shift of accent or of the 
center of gravity. These returns, an important component of discursive prac
tices. form a relationship between "fundamental" and mediate authors, 
which is not identical to that which links an ordinary text to its immediate 
author. 

These remarks concerning the initiation of discursive practices have been 
extremely schematic. especially with regard to the opposition I have tried to 
trace between this initiation and the f~unding of sciences. The distinction 
between the two is not readily discernible; moreover, there is no proof that 
the two procedures al'e mutually exclusive. My only purpose in setting up 
this opposition, however, was to show t~at the "author-function," sufficiently 
complex at the level of a book or a series of texts that bear a definite signature, 
has other determining factors when analysed in terms of larger entities
groups of works or entire disciplines. 

Unfortunately, there is a decided absence of positive propositions in this 
essay, as it applies to analytic procedures or directions for future research, 
but I ought at least to give the reasons why I attach such importance to a 
continuation of this work. Developing a similar analysis could provide the 
basis for a typology of discourse. A typology of this sort cannot be adequately 
understood in relation to the grammatical features, formal structures, and 
objects of discourse. because there undoubtedly exist specific discursive 
properties or relationships that are irreducible to the rules of grammar and 
logic and to the laws that govern objects. These properties require investi
gation if we hope to distinguish the larger categories of discourse. The dif
ferent forms of relationships (or nonrelationships) that an author can assume 
are evidently one of these discursive properties. 

This form of investigation might also permit the introduction of an his
torical analysis of discourse. Perhaps the time has come to study not only 
the expressive value and formal transformations of discourse, but its mode 
of existence: the modifications and variations, within any culture, of modes 
of circulation, valorization. attribution, and appropriation. Partially at tfte 
expense of themes and concepts that an author places in his work, the 
"author-function" could also reveal the manner in which discourse is artic
ulated on the basis of sociall·elationships. 

Is it not possible to reexamine. as a legitimate extension of this kind of 
analysis. the privileges of the subject? Clearly, in undertaking an internal 
and architectonic analysis of a work (whether it be a literary text, a philo
sophical system, or a scientific work) and in delimiting psychological and 
biographical references. suspicions arise concerning the absolute nature and 
creative role of the subject. But the subject should not be entirely abandoned. 
It should be reconsidered. not to restore the theme of an originating subject. 
but to seize its functions, its intervention in discourse, and its system of 
dependencies. We should suspend the typical questions: how does a free 
subject penetrate the density of things and endow them with meaning; how 
does it·accomplish its design by animating the rules of discourse from within? 
Rather, we should ask: under what conditions and through what forms can 
an entity like the subject appear in the order of discourse; what position does 
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it 'occupy; what functions does it exhibit; and what rules does .it follow in 
each type of discourse? In short, the subject (and its substitutes) must be 
stripped ofits creative'role and analysed as a complex and variable,function 
of discourse. 
,} The author~or what.J have called the "author-function"~is undoubtedly 
only: one of the possible, specifications ,of the subject and, considering past 
historical transformations; it appear.s that the form; the complexity, and even 
the existence of this function are far from immutable. We can easily imagine 
a'culture where discourse would'circulate without any need for an author. 
Discourses, whatever their statu!;; form; or value, and regardless of our man
ner of handling them; would unfold in a pervasive anonymity. No longer the 
tiresome repetitions: 

"Who is the'real author'?" 
,'j'l;iavewe proof of his authenticity and originality'?" 
"What has he revealed of his most profound self in his la,nguage?" ' 

New questions will be heard: 

,"What are the modes of existence of this discourse?" 
, I'Where does it come from; 'how is it circulated; who controls it?;' 
i'What placements are determined for possible subjects?" ' 
''Who can' ftiifil"these 'diverse functions of the subject?" ' 

. .' ',' . 

:' Behind all these questions,we would hear little more than .the murmur of 
indifference: ' 

" 'w.hat ,mat,te'r ~h~'s ~peaking?'" 

1969 

, From Discipline and Punis~: The Birth of the Prison), 

The Carceral 

Were I to fix the date of 'completion :of the catceraP system, I would choose 
not 1810 and the penal code, rior even 1844, (when the law laying down the 
principle of cellular internment was passed; I might not even choose 1838; 
when books on 'prison reform ,by ,Charles LucRs, Moreau-Christophe and 
Faucher were published.' The date I would choose would be 22 January 
1840. the date of the official opening of Mettray.4 Or better still, perhaps, 
that' glorious' day, unremEirkedand unrecorded, when ' •. child in Mettray 
remarked as he lay dying:, 'What a pity I left the colony so soon' .' This marked 
~he death of the first penitentiary saint. Many of the blessed no doubt went 
to join him, if" the former inmates of the, penal colonies are to be' believed 
when, in singing the praises of the new punitive policies of the body, they 
remarked: 'We preferred the blows, but the cell suits us better'. 

); Translated by Alan Sherldan. 
2. Related to the act of Incarceration and to Instl
t!,tions that discipline th;' body, especially prisons. 
3. Charles Luea., 06 la NI.forme.us pr/som (1836); 
L. Moreau-Christophe, De I" .nort"lit<§ et la .fo~le 
Jam le r<§lIime plnltentiaire (1839); L. Faueher, De 
I .. r<§.forme des prisom (1838) [Foucault's note). 

4,' French prison farm for juvenile criminal. 
founded In 1840; It was widely 11I1lta,ted through
out Europe as a model of modem disciplinary tech-
niques. ',", 
5. E., Oucpl!tlaux, ,0" la, condition physique et 
morale .us jeunes ou1irlm (1852), p. 383 . [Fou
cault's note). 
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Why Mettray? Because it is the disciplinaty form at its most extreme, the 
model in which are concentrated all the coercive technologies of behaviour. 
In it were to be found 'cloister, prison, school, regiment'. The small, highly 
hierarchized groups, into which the inmates were divided, followed simul
taneously five models: that of the family (each group was a 'family' composed 
of 'brothers' and two 'elder brothers'); that of the army (each family, com
manded by a head, was divided into two sections, each of which had a second 
in command; each inmate had a number and was taught basic military exer
cises; there was a cleanliness inspection every day, an inspection of clothing 
every week; a roll-call was taken three times a day); that of the workshop, 
with supervisors and foremen, who were responsible for the regularity of the 
work and for the apprenticeship of the younger inmates; that of the school 
(an hour or an hour and a half of lessons every day; the teaching was given 
by the instructor and by the deputy-heads); lastly, the judicial model (each 
day 'justice' was meted out in the parlour: 'The least act of disobedience is 
punished and the best way of avoiding serious offences is to punish the most 
minor offences very severely: at Mettray, a useless word is punishable'; the 
principal punishment inflicted was confinement to one's cell; for 'isolation 
is the best means of acting on the moral nature' of children; it is there above 
all that the voice of religion, even if it has never spoken to' their hearts, 
recovers all its emotional power'6); the entir~ parapenal7 institution, which 
is created in order not to be a prison, culminates in the cell, on the walls of 
which are written in black letters: 'God sees you'. 

This superimposition of different models makes it possible to indicate, in 
its specific features, the function of 'training'. The ,chiefs and their deputies 
at Mettray had to be not exactly judges, or teachers, or foremen, or non
commissioned .officers, or 'parents', but something of'all these things in a 
quite specific mode of intervention. They were in a sense technicians of 
behaviour: engineers of conduct, orthopaedists8 of.individuality. Their task 
was to produce bodies that were both docile and capable; they supervised 
the nine or ten working hours of every day (whether in a workshop or in the 
fields); they directed the orderly movements of groups oHnmates, physical 
exercises, military exercises, rising in the morning, going to bed.at night; 
walks to the accompaniment of bugle and whistle; they taught gymnastics;9 
they checked cleanliness, supervised bathing. Training was accompanied-lty· 
permanent observation; a body of knowledge was being constantly built up 
from the everyday behaviour of the inmates; it was organized as an instru
ment of perpetual assessment: 'On entering the colony, the child is subjected 
to a sort of interrogation as to his origins, the position of his family, the 
offence for which he was brought before the courts and all the other offences 
that make up his short and often very sad existence. This information is 
written down on a board on which everything concerning each inmate is 
noted in turn, his stay at the colony and the place to which he is sent when 
he leaves'. 1 The modelling of the body produces a knowledge of the individ
ual, the apprenticeship of the techniques induces modes of behaviour and 
the acquisition of skills is inextricably linked with the establishment of power 

6. Ihid., p. 377 [Foucault's notel. 
7. Closely related to the penal. 
8. Those who correct, 'or .et'stralght, chlldrcn. 
9. "Anything that help. to tire the body helps to 
expel bad thoughts; so care is taken that game. 
cnnsi.t of violent exercise. At night, they fall asleep 

the moment they touch the. pillow" (Ducp<!tlaux, 
De Itr conditio .. I,h)'$/qu .. et mor,d .. , pp. 375-76) 
[Foucault's note). , . 
I. E. Ducp~tiau", De. colonies agrlcoles (1851), 
p. 61 [Foucault's note]. 
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relations; strong, skilled agricultural workers are produced; in this very work, 
provided it is technically supervised, submissive subjects are produced and 
a dependable body of knowledge built up about them. This disciplinary tech
nique exercised upon the bpdy had a double effect: a 'soul' to be known and 
a subjection to be maintained. One result vindicated this work or'training: 
in 1848, at a moment when 'the fever of revolution fired the imagination of 
all, when the schools at Angers, La FI~che, Alfort, even the boarding schools, 
rose up in rebellion, the inmates of Mettray were calmer than ever'.2 

Where Mettray was especially exemplary was in the specificity that it rec
ognized in this operation of training. It was related to other forms of super
vision, on which it was based: medicine, general education, religious 
direction. But it cannot be identified absolutely with them. Nor with"admin
istration in the strict sense. Heads or deputy-heads of 'families', monitors 
and foremen, had to live in close proximity to the inmates; their clothes were 
'almost as humble' as those of the inmates themselves; they practically never 
left their side, observing them day and night; they constituted among them 
a network of permanent observation. And, in order to train them themselves, 
a specialized school had been organized in the colony. The essential element 
of its programme was to subject, the future cadres to the same apprentice
ships and to the same coercions as the inmates themselves: they were 'sub
jected as pupils to the discipline that, later, as instructors, they would 
themselves impose'. They were taught the art of power relations. It was the 
first training college in pure discipline: the 'penitentiary' was not simply a 
project that sought its justification in 'humanity' or its foundations in a 'sci
ence', but a technique that was learnt, transmitted and which obeyed general 
norms. The practice that normalized by compulsion the conduct of the 
undisciplined or dangerous could, in turn, by technical elaboration and 
rational reflection, be 'normalized' Jhe disciplinary technique became a 'dis~ 
cipline' which also had its school. 

It so happens that. historians of the human sciences date the birth of 
scientific psychology at this time: during these same years, it seems, Weber3 

was manipulating his little compass for the measurement of sensations. 
What took place at Mettray (and in other European countries sooner or later) 
was obviously of a quite different order. It was the emergence or rather the 
institutional specification, the baptism as it were, of a new type of supervi
sion-both knowledge and power-over individuals who resisted disciplinary 
normalization. And yet, in the formation and growth of psychology, the 
appearance of these professionals of discipline, normality and subjection 
surely marks the beginning of a new stage. It will be said that the quantitative 
assessment of sensorial responses could at least derive authority from the 
prestige of the emerging science of physiology and that for this alone it 
deserves to feature in the history of the sciences. But the supervision of 
normality was firmly encased in a medicine or a psychiatry that provided it 
with a sort of 'scientificity'; it was supported by a judicial apparatus which, 
directly or indirectly, gave it legal justification. Thus, in the shelter of these 
two considerable protectors, and, indeed, acting as a link between them, or 

2. G. Ferrus, D"5 pri50 .... ;".5 (1850) [FoucBult's 
note]. The Revolution of 1848, Bgalnst Louis
Philippe, established the short-lived Second 
Republic (1848-52). 

3. Ernst Weber (1795-1878), German physIolo
gist who devised a method of measuring the sen
sitivity of the skin. 
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a place of exchange, a carefully worked out technique for the supervision of 
norms has continued to develop right up to the present day. The specific, 
institutional supports of these methods have proliferated since the founding 
of the small school at Mettray; their apparatuses have increased in quantity 
and scope; their auxiliary services have increased, with hospitals, schools, 
public administrations and private enterprises; their agents have proliferated 
in number. in power. in technical qualification; the technicians of indisci
pline have founded a family. 'In the normalization of the power of normali
zation. in the arrangement of a power-knowledge over individuals, Mettray 
and its school marked a new era. 

But why choose this moment as the point of emergence of the formation 
of an art of punishing that is still more or less our own? Precisely because 
this choice is somewhat 'unjust". Because it situates the 'end' of the process 
in the lower reaches of criminal law. Because Mettray was a prison, but not 
entirely; a prison in that it contained young delinquents condemned by the 
courts; and yet something else. too, because it also contained minors who 
had been charged, but acquitted under article 66 of the code,. and boarders 
held. as in the eighteenth century, as an alternative to paternal correction. 
Mettray. a punitive model, is at the limit of strict penality. It was the most 
famous of a whole series of institutions which, well beyond the frontiers of 
criminal law, constituted what one might call the carceral archipelago. 5 

Yet the general principles. the great codes and subsequent legislation were 
quite clear on the matter: no imprisonment 'outside the law', no detention 
that had not been decided by a qualified judicial institution, no more of those 
arbitrary and yet widespread confinements. Yet the very principle of extra
penal incarceration was in fact never abandoned. (A whole study remains to 
be done of the debates that took place during the Revolution6 concerning 
family courts, paternal correction and the right of parents to lock up their 
children.) And, if the apparatus of the great classical form of confinement 
was partly {and only partly} dismantled, it was very soon reactivated, re
arranged. developed in certain directions. But what is still more important' 
is that it was homogenized, through the mediation of the prison, on the one 
hand with legal punishments and. on the other, with disciplinary mecha
nisms. The frontiers between confinement, judicial punishment and inst~ 
tutions of discipline, which were already blurred in the classical age,7 tended 
to disappear and to constitute a great carceral continuum that diffused pen
itentiary techniques into the most innocent disciplines, transmitting disci
plinary norms into the very heart of the penal system and placing over the 
slightest illegality, the smallest irregularity, deviation or anomaly, the threat 
of delinquency. A subtle, graduated carceral net, with compact institutions, 
but also separate and diffused methods, assumed responsibility for the arbi
tral-Y. widespread. badly integrated confinement of the classical age. 

I shall not attempt here to reconstitute the whole network that formed 
first the immediate surroundings of the prison, then spread farther and far-

4, .'\" article in the French Penal Code that con
de.·mncd children for acting "san!; discernement" 
(without discretion). 
5, !'", .. lIusion to The Gu'ag A,-ehil'elago (1973-
75'. bv the Russian novelist Aleksandr SoI7,henit
!'<yn. \,:hich dl'amatized for the West the (':\:tensive 

chain of prison ,'amps in the Soviet Union between 
1918 and 1956. 
6. That Is, the French Revolution of 1789. 
7. Foucaules term for (roughly) the period from 
1650 to 1789. 



1640 / MICHEL FOUCAULT 

ther outwards. However, a few references and dates should give some idea 
of the breadth and preco~ity of the phenomenon. :. 

There were l,igricultural sections in the -maisons centrales8 (the first example 
of which was Gaillon io.1824, followed later by Fontevrault, Les Douaires; 
Le Boulard); there were colonies for poor, abandoned vagrant children 
(Petit-Bourg9 in 1840, Ostwald in 1842); there were almshouses for young 
female offenders who 'recoiled before the idea of entering a life of disorder', 
for 'poor innocent girls whose mothers' immorality has exposed to precocious 
perversity', or for poor girls found on the doorsteps of hospitals and lodging 
houses. There were penal colonies envisaged by the law of 1850:·minors, 
acquitted or condemned, were to be sent to these colonies and 'brought up 
in common, under strict discipline, and trained inagticultural work and in 
the principal industries related to ie; later, they were to be joined by minors 
sentenced to hard labour for life and 'vicious and insubordinate wards ,of the 
Public Assistance'. I And, moving still farther away from penality in the strict 
sense, the carceral circles widen and the form of the prison slowly diminishes 
and finally disappears altogether: the institutions for abandoned or indigent 
children, the orphanages (like Neuhof or Mesnil-Firmin), the establishments 
for apprentices (like the BethIeem de Reims or the Maisonde Nancy); still 
farther away the factory-convents, such as La Sauvagere, Tarare and Jujurieu 
(where the girl workers entered about the age of thirteen; lived confined for 
years and were allowed out only under surveillance, received instead of wages 
pledged payment, which could be increased by bonuses for zeal. and good 
behaviour, which they could 'use only on leaving). And then, still farther, 
there was a whole series of'mechanisms that did not adopt the'compact' 
prison model,. but used some of·thecarceral ·methods: charitable societies, 
moral improvement associations,' 'Organizations that 'handed out assistance 
and also practised surveillance, . workers' estates and lodging houses~the 
most primitive of which still bear the all too visible marks of the penitentiary 
system.2 And"lastly,. this great' carceral network reaches all the disciplinary 
mechanisms .that function throughout society. ,/1": , 

We have seen that, in p~nal justice, the prison transformed the punitive 
procedure into a penitentiary technique; the carceral archipelago trans
ported this technique from the penal institution to the entire soCial body. 
With severaI.important results. ",:'. 

L This. vast mechanism established la slow, continuous;· imperceptible 
gradation that· made it possible to pass naturally from disorder .to offence 
l!nd 'back from a' transgression of the .law to.a slight departure . from a'rule, 
an ayerage, a demand, a norm. In the classical period" despite a certain 
common reference to offence in general,3 the order of the crime; the order 

8, State prisons (French); the 4 named here began 
to use prisoners'to do agriculturallBbor~ . 
9. Town In Guadeloupe, a French colony In the 
Caribbean. The other places named ar" all in 
France. . . 
I. . On all these ;,isiltutions, cf. H.' Gaillac,· Les 
Malsons de correction (1971) [Foucault's notel. 
2. Cf., for example, the following desc.ription of 
workers' accommodation built atLille.ln the ~id-
19th century' 'Cleanliness is the oroer of the day. 
It is the heart of the regulations,., There are a num
ber of severe provisions against noise, drunken
ness, disorders of all kinds. A serious offence 
brings expulSion. Brought back to regular habits of 
order and economy, the workers no longer desert 

the workshops on Mondays .... The children are 
better supervised' and are no longer a cause of 
,candal .... Prizeg are given for the upkeep of the 
dwell~ng., for good behavlor, for signs: bf devotion 
and each year these prizes are competed Jor by a 
large number of competitors' (HouZl! diH'Alilnay, 
Des logements o .. vriers a Lille [18631, pp. 13-15) 
[Foucault's notel. "Estates", pUblic. housing proj-
ects.. '" ," ,.' . 
3: Crime was explicitly' defined bycertBin jurists 
such as P. F, Muyart de Vouglans, Refutation d .. 
Trait4 d& tUUts et de. psi ..... (I767), p: 108, and 
Les Loo criminelles en Prance (I 780), p. 3; and G. 
Rousseaud de la Corribe" Trait4 des ..... ti~'es er/
minelles {I 741), pp. 1-2 [Foucault's notel. 
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of sin and the order of bad conduct remained separate in so far as they related 
to separate criteria and authorities (court, penitence, confinement). Incar
ceration with its mechanisms of surveillance and punishment functioned, 
on the contrary, according to a principle of relative continuity. The conti
nuity of the institutions themselves, which were linked to one another (pub
lic assistance with the orphanage, the reformitory, the penitentiary, the 
disciplinary battalion, the prison; the school with the charitable society, the 
workshop, the almshouse, the penitentiary convent; the workers' estate with 
the hospital and the prison). A continuity of the punitive criteria and mech
anisms, which on the basis of a mere deviation gradually strengthened the 
rules and increased the punishment. A continuous gradation of the estab
lished, specialized and competent authorities (in the order of knowledge and 
in the order' of power) which, without resort 'to ,arbitrariness, but strictly 
according to the regulations, by means of observation and ,assessment hier
archized, differentiated, judged, punished and moved gradually from the cor
rection of irregularities to the punishment ,of-crime. ,The 'carceral' with its 
many diffuse or compact forms, its institutions of supervision or constraint, 
of discreet surveillance and insistent coercion, assured the communication 
of punishments according to quality and quantity; it conneCted in series or 
disposed according to subtle divisions the minor and, the serious penalties, 
the mild and the strict forms of treatment,:bad markS and light sentences. 
You will end up in the convict-ship, the slightest indiscipline seems to say; 
and the harshest of prisons says to the prisoners condemned to life: I shall 
note the slightest irregularity in your conducL The generality of the punitive 
function that the eighteenth century sought in the 'ideological' technique of 
representations and signs now had 'as its support the extension, the material 
framework, complex, dispersed, but coherent; of the various careeral mech
anisms. As a result, a certain significant generality moved between the least 
irregularity and the greatest crime; it wasno"longer the,offence, the attack 
on the common interest, it was the ,departure '&om the norm,' the anomaly; 
it was this that haunted the school" the 'court,' the asylum' or the prison. It 
generalized ,in the sphere of meaning the function that the ,carceral gener
alized in the ,sphere of tactics. Replacing the adversary of the sovereign, the 
social enemy was transformed into a deviant; who brought with hi~ the 
multiple danger of disorder, crime and madness. The c'arceral network 
linked, through innumerable relations, the two long, multiple series of the 
punitive and the abnormal. 

2. The carceral, with its far-reaching networkS, allows the recruitment of 
major 'delinquents'. It organizes what might be called 'disciplinary careers' 
in which, through various exclusions and rejections, a whole process is set 
in motion. In the classical period, there opened up in the confines or inter
stices of society the confused, tolerant, and dangerous domain of the 'outlaw' 
or at least of that which eluded the direct hold of power: an uncertain space 
that was for criminality a training ground and a region of refuge; there pov
erty, unemployment, pursued innocence, cunning, the struggle-against the 
powerful, the refusal of obligations and laws, and organized crime all came 
together as chance and fortune would dictate; it was tJ:!e domain of adventure 
that Gil Bias, Sheppard or Mandrin,4 each in his own yvay, inhabited. 

4, Louis Mandrin (I724-175~), French highway. 
man, Gil BIos: rogue hero and title character of a 
I'icuresque French novel (1715-35) by Alain Rc",! 

Lesage, Ja~k Sheppard (1702-1724), famous 
English robber. the suhject of several popular 
18th-century plays, hallad., and hooks, 
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Through the play of disciplinary differentiations and divisions, the nine
teenth century constructed rigorous channels which, within the system, 
inculcated docility and produced delinquency by the same mechanisms. 
There was a sort of disciplinary 'training', continuous and compelling, that 
had something of the pedagogical curriculum and something of the profes
sional network. Careers emerged from it, as secure, as predictable, as those 
of public life: assistance associations, residential apprenticeships, penal col
onies, disciplinary battalions, prisons, hospitals, almshotises. These networks 
were already well mapped out at the beginning of the nineteenth century: 
'Our benevolent establishments presents an admirably coordinated whole by 
means of which the indigent does not remain a moment without help from 
the cradle to the grave. Follow the course of the unfortunate man: you will 
see him born among foundlings; from there he passes to the nursery, then 
to an orphanage; at the age of six he goes off to primary school and later to 
adult schools. If he cannot work, he is placed on the list of the charity offices 
of his district, and if he falls ill he may choose between twelve hospitals ... 
Lastly, when the poor Parisian reaches the end of his career, seven alms
houses await his age and often tJ;1eir salubrious regime has prolonged his 
useless days well beyond, those of the rich man'. 5 

The carceral network d,oes not cast the unassimilable into a confused hell; 
there is no outside. It t~kes back with one hand what it seems to exclude 
with the other. It saves everything, including what it punishes. It is unwilling 
to waste even what it has decided to disqualify. In this panoptic6 society of 
which incarceration is the omnipresent armature, the delinquent is not out
side the law; he is, from the very outset, in the law, at the very heart of the 
law, or at least in the midst of tho~e mechanisms that transfer the individual 
imperceptibly from discipline to the law, from deviation to offence. Although 
it is true that prison punishes delinquency, delinquency is for the most part 
produced in and by an incarceration which, ultimately, prison perpetuates 
in its turn. The prison·is merely the natural consequences, no more than a 
higher degree, of that hierarchy laid down step by step. The delinquent is an 
institutional product. It is no use being surprised, therefore, that in a con
siderable proportion of cases the biography of convicts passes through all 
these mechanisms and establishments, whose purpose, it is widely believed, 
is to lead away from prison. That one should find in them what one might 
call the index of an irrepressibly d.elinquent 'character': the prisoner con
demned to hard labour was meticulously produced by a childhood spent in 
a reformatory, according to the lines of force of the generalized carceral 
system. Conversely, the lyricism of marginality may find inspiration in the 
image of the 'outlaw', the great social nomad, who prowls on the confines of 
a docile, frightened order. But it is not on the fringes of society and through 
successive exiles that criminality is born, but by means of ever more closely 
placed insertions, under ever more insistent surveillance, by an accumulation 
of disciplinary coercion. In short, the carceral archipelago assures, in the 
depths of the social body, the formation of delinquency on the basis 0.£ subtle 

5. Moreau de Jonn~s. quoted In H. du Touquet, 
De la conditio .. de. classe. pauvre. (J 846) [Fou
eau It's note]. 
6. AII-.eelng. Jeremy Bentham (I748-1832), 
English philosopher and reformer, designed an 
ideal circular prison, which he called the Panop-

ticon, in which the prisoners could be kept under 
constant surveillance by a slnale guard in a central 
tower. In an earlier section ofDlsc.pli .... aM P .. "
Ish, Foucault presents this prison as a model and 
summation of disciplinary power. 
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illegalities, the overlapping of the latter by the former and the establishment 
of a specified criminality. 

3. But perhaps the most important effect of the carceral system and of its 
extension well beyond legal imprisonment is that it succeeds in making the 
power to punish natural and legitimate, in lowering at least the threshold of 
tolerance to penalty. It tends to efface what may be exorbitant in the exercise 
of punishment. It does this by playing the two registers in which it is 
deployed-:-the legal register of justice and the extra-legal register of disci
pline-against one another. In effect, the great continuity of the carceral 
system throughout the law and its sentences gives a sort of legal sanction to 
the disciplinary mechanisms, to the decisions and judgements that they 
enforce. Throughout this network. which comprises so many 'regional' insti
tutions, relatively autonomous and independent, is transmitted, with the 
'prison-form', the model of justice itself. The regulations of the disciplinary 
establishments may reproduce the law, the punishments imitate the verdicts 
and penalties, the surveillance repeat the police model; and, above all these 
multiple establishments. the prison. which in relation to them is a pure form, 
unadulterated and unimitigated, gives them a sort of official sanction. The 
carceral, with its long gradation stretching from the convict-ship or impris
onment with hard labour to diffuse, slight limitations, communicates a type 
of power that the law validates and that justice uses as its favourite weapon. 
How could the disciplines and the power that functions in them appear 
arbitrary, when they merely operate the mechanisms of justice itself, even 
with a view to mitigating their intensity'? When. by generalizing its effects 
and transmitting it to every level. it makes it possible to avoid its full rigour'? 
Carceral continuity and the fusion of the prison-form make it possible to 
legalize, or in any case to legitimate disciplinary power, which thus avoids 
any element of excess or abuse it may entail. 

But, conversely. the carceral pyramid gives to the power to inflict legal 
punishment a context in which it appears to be free of all excess and all 
violence. In the subtle gradation of the apparatuses of diScipline and of the 
successive 'embeddings' that they involve, the prison does not at all represent 
the unleashing of a different kind of power, but simply an additional degree 
in the intensity of a mechanism that has continued to operate since the 
earliest forms of legal punishment. Between the latest institution of 're.ba
bilitation', where ohe is taken in order to avoid prison, and the prison where 
one is sent after a definable offence. the difference is (and must be) scarcely 
perceptible. There is a strict economy that has the effect of rendering as 
discreet as possible the singular power to punish. There is nothing in it now 
that recalls the former excess of sovereign power when it revenged its author
ity on the tortured body of those about to be executed.? Prison continues, 
on those who are entrusted to it, a work begun elsewhere, which the whole 
of the SOCiety pursues on each individual through innumerable mechanisms 
of discipline. By means of a carceral continuum, the authority that sentences 
infiltrates all those other authorities that supervise, transform, correct, 
improve. It might even be said that nothing really distinguishes them any 
more except the singularly 'dangerous' character of the delinquents, the grav-

7. In earlier sections of Discil'liue al1d Punish, 
FOUCRUlt argues that autocratic power prior to 
I ~R9 operated directly and theatrically on an 

offender's body for a short time, as contrasted to 
the continuous discreet disciplinary work on bod
ies that I. characteristic of modern carceralsociety. 
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Ity of their departures from normal behaviour and the necessary solemnity 
of the ritual. But, in its function, the power to punish is .. not 'essentially 
different from that.ofcuring or educating. It receives from .them; and from 
their lesser, .smaller task, a. sanction from· below; but one that is, no less 
important for that, since it· is the sanction of technique and rationality. The 
aarceral 'naturalizes' the legal power to punish, as it 'legalizes' the technical 
power to discipline. In thus homogenizing them; effacing what may ·be vio
lent in one and arbitrary in the other, attem,J.ating the effects of revolt 'that 
they may both arouse, thus depriving excess in either of any pUJ;pose, cit
Qulating the same calculated, mechanical and discreet methods froin one to 
the other, the carceral makes it possible to carry out that great 'economy' of 
(Jower whose formula the eighteenth century had sought, when the problem 
J~ the accumulation and useful administration of men first emerged . 
. ' ,By operating at every level of. the social body and by mingling ceaselessly 
the art of rectifying and the right to punish, the universality of the carceral 
lowers the level from . which it becomes· ·natural and acceptable to be pun
ished. The question is often posed. as to how, b~fore and after the Revolution, 
i hew foundation was given to the right to punish. And no doubt the answer 
.s·to be found in the theory of the contract. But it is perhaps more important 
:o;ask the reverse·question: how werepeople'made to accept the power to 
)unish, or quite simply, when punished; tolerate being. so. The theory of the 
:ontract8 can only. answer this question by the fiction of a juridical subject 
~iving to others .thepower to exercise over him the .right that he himself 
mssesses over them. It is:highly pI'obablethatthe great,carceral continuum, 
ivhich provides a communication between the power of discipline and :the 
JOwer of the law, and extends without interruption from,the smallest coer" 
:ions to the longest penal detention, constituted .. the technical and real, 
mmediately material counterpart of ~hat chimerical granting .of the ·right to 
>unish. 
i;:4 ... With this new economy of power, the dirceral system, which is its basic 
niltrument, permitted the emergence: of a new'form of 'law': ·amixture. of 
egality and nature; . prescription and constitution, the norhl .. This had a 
vhole series of effectS·: -the internal dislocation ;of·the judicialpow~r or at 
east. of its functionirig; an increasing difficulty· 'in, judging, as if one were 
IIhamed to pass sentence; a furious desire on the part of the Judges to Judge, 
LS8ess, diagnose, recognize ·the normaLand abnormal and claim the .honour 
ifl()uring or rehabilitating. In view of thil,it ilulelell to believe: in the good 
Ir bad consciences of judges, or even of their unconscious.· Their' immense 
ippetite for medicine' -which· is constantly manifested~from their appeal to 
,sychiatric experts, to ·their attention to the chatter of criminology
:xpresses the major.fact that the power they exercise has been 'denatured'; 
hat it is at a certain -level governed by laws; that .at another, more funda
nental level it functions as a· normative power; it is the economy of power 
hat they exercise, and not that of their scruples 'or their hunianis.m, .that 
lakes them pass 'therapeutic' sentences and recQmmend 'rehabilitating' per
)ds of imprisonment. But, conversely, if the judges accept ever more reluc-

. The ".ocial contract" theory expounded by the 
,litlcal philosophets Thomas Hobbes (1588-
S79), John Locke (1632 ..... 170.4), and Jean
Icque. Rousseau (1712-1778); it explains states' 

power over Individuals by positing an original con
tract In which those Individuals .:ede power to the 
state In, return for protection. 



DISCIPLINE AND PUNISH: THE BIRTH OF THE PRISON / 1645 

tantly to condelTIn for the sake of condemning, the,activity of judging has 
increased precisely to the extent that the normalizing power has spread. 
Borne along by the omnipresence of the mechanislTIs of discipline, basing 
itself on all the. carceral apparatuses, it has become one of the lTIajor func
tions of our society. The judges of normality are present everywhere. We are 
in the society of the teacher-judge, the doctor-judge, the educator-judge,the 
'social worker'-judge; it is on them that the universal reign of the normative 
is based; and each individual, wherever he may find himself, subjects to it 
his body, his gestures, his behaviour, his aptitudes, his achievelTIents. The 
carceral network, in its cOlTIpact or disselTIinated forlTIs, with its systelTIs of 
insertion, distribution, surveillance, observation, has been the greatest sup-
port, in modern society, of the normalizing power. . . 

5. The carceral texture of society assures both the real capture of the body 
and its perpetual observation; it is, by its very nature, the apparatus of pun
ishlTIent that conforms most completely to the new economy of power and 
the instrument for the formation of knowledge that this very economy needs. 
Its panoptic functioning enables it to play this double role. By virtue of its 
methods of fixing, dividing, recording, it has been one of the simplest, crud-
est, also most concrete, but perhaps most indispensable conditions for the 
development of this immense activity of examination that has objectified 
hUlTIan behaviour. If, after the age of 'inquisitorial' justice, we have entered 
the age of 'examinatory' justice, 9 if, in an even more general way, the method 
of examination has l?eeIi able to spread so widely throughout society, and to 
give rise in part to the sciences of lTIan, one of the great instruments for this 
has been the multiplicity and close overlapping of: the various mechanisms 
of incarceration. I .am not saying that the human sciences emerged frolTI. the 
prison. But, if they have been able to be formed and to produce so many 
profound changes in the epistelTIe, I it is because they have been conveyed 
by a specific and new modality of power: a certain policy of the body, a certain 
way of rendering the group of lTIen docile and useful. This policy required 
the involvelTIent of definite relations of knowledge in. relations of power; it 
called for. a technique of overlapping subjection 'and objectificatiol1; it 
brought with it new procedures of individualization;, The careeral network 
constituted one· of the armatures of this power-knowledge :that has made the 
human sciences historically possible. Knowable man (soul, individuality, __ . 
consciousness, conduct, whatever it is called) is the ,obJect-effect of this 
analytical investment, of this domination-observation. 

6. This no doubt explains the extreme solidity of the prison, that slight 
invention that was nevertheless decried from the outset. If it had been no 
more than an instrument of rejection or repression in the service of'8 state 
apparatus, it would have been easier to alter its more overt forms or'to find 
a more acceptable substitute for it. But, rooted as it was in mechanisms and 
strategies of power, it could meet any attempt to transform it with.a great 
force of inertia. One fact is characteristic:' when it is'a .question of altering 
the systelTI of imprisonment, opposition does not come from the judicial 
institutions alone; resistance is to be found not in the prison as penal sanc-

9. Earlier in Discipline and Punish, Foucault dis
cusses the development of examination techniques 
in churches, schools, hospitals, the military, and 
other institutions. 

I. Foucault's term for the unconscious deep struc ... 
ture that undergirds a historical pefiod's conscious 
beliefs and knowledgi!. ' .. 
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tion, but in the prison with all its determinations, links and extra-judicial 
results; in the prison as the relay in a general network of disciplines and 
surveillances; in the prison as it functions in a panoptic regime. This does 
not mean that it cannot be aJtered, nor that it is once and for all indispensable 
to our kind of society. One may, on the contrary, cite the two processes 
which, in the very continuity of the processes that make the prison function, 
are capable of exercising considerable restraint on its use and of transforming 
its internal functioning. And no doubt these processes have already begun 
to a large degree. The first is that which reduces the utility (or increases its 
inconveniences) of a delinquency accommodated as a specific illegality, 
locked up and supervised; thus the growth of great national or international 
illegalities directly linked to the political and economic apparatuses (financial 
illegalities, information services, arms and drugs trafficking, property spec
ulation) makes it clear that the somewhat rustic and conspicuous work force 
of delinquency is proving ineffective; or again, on a smaller scale, as soon as 
the economic levy on sexual pleasure is carried out more efficiently by the 
sale of contraceptives, or obliquely through publications, films or shows, the 
archaic hierarchy of prostitution loses much of its former usefulness. The 
second process is the growth of the disciplinary networks, the multiplication 
of their exchanges with the penal apparatus, the ever more important powers 
that are given them, the ever more massive transference to them of judicial 
functions; now, as medicine, psychology, education, public assistance, 'social 
work' assume an ever greater share of the pbyvers of supervision and assess
ment, the penal apparatus will be able, in turri, to become medicalized, psy
chologized, educationalized; and by the same token that turning-point 
represented by the prison becomes less useful when, through the gap 
between its penitentiary discourse and its effect of consolidating delin
quency, it articulates the penal power and the disciplinary power. In the 
midst of all these mechanisms of normalization, which are becoming ever 
more rigorous in their a.pplication, the specificity of the prison and its role 
as link are losing something oflheir purpose. ' 

If there is an overall political issue around the prison, it is not therefore 
whether it is to be corrective or not; whether the judges, the psychiatrists or 
the sociologists are to exercise more power in it than the administrators or 
supervisors; it is not even whether we should have prison or something other 
than prison. At present, the problem lies rather in the steep rise in the use 
of these mechanisms of normalization and the wide-ranging powers which, 
through the proliferation of new disciplines, they bring with them. 

In 1836, a correspondent wrote to La Phalange: 'Moralists, philosophers, 
legislators, flatterers of civilization, this is 'the plan of your Paris, neatly 
ordered and arranged, here is the improved plan in which all like things are 
gathered together. At the centre, and, within a first enclosure: hospitals for 
all diseases, almshouses for all types of poverty, madhouses, prisons, convict
prisons for men, women and children. Around the first enclosure, barracks, 
courtrooms, police stations, houses for prison warders, scaffolds, houses for 
the executioner and his assistants. At the four corners, the Chamber of Dep
uties, the Chamber of Peers, the Institute and the Royal Palace. Outside, 
there are the various services that supply the central enclosure, commerce, 
with its swindlers and its bankruptcies; industry and its furious struggles; the 
press, with its sophisms; the gambling dens; prostitution, the people dying 
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of hunger or wallowing in debauchery, always ready to lend an ear to the 
voice of the Genius of Revolutions; the heartless rich ... Lastly the ruthless 
war of all against all'.2 

I shall stop with this anonymous text. We are now far away from the 
countl·y of tortures, dotted \'1/ith wheels, gibbets, gallows, pillories; we are far, 
too. from that dream of the reformers, less than fifty years before: the city 
of punishments in which a thousand small theatres would have provided an 
endless multicoloured representation of justice in which the punishments, 
meticulously produced on decorative scaffolds, would have constituted the 
permanent festival of the penal code. The carceral city, with its imaginary 
'geo-politics', is governed by quite different principles. The extract from La 
Plwiange reminds us of some of the more important ones: that at the centre 
of this city. and as if to hold it in place, there is, not the 'centre of power', 
not a network of forces, but a multiple network of diverse elements-walls, 
space, institution, rules. discourse; that the model of the carceral city is not, 
thet'efore, the body of the king.3 with the powers that emanate from it, nor 
the contractual meeting of wills from which a body that was both individual 
and collective was born. but a strategic distribution of elements of different 
natures and levels. That the prison is not the daughter of laws, codes or the 
judicial apparatus; that it is not subordinated to the court and the docile or 
clumsy instrument of the sentences that it hands out and of the results that 
it would like to achieve; that it is the court that is external and subordinate 
to the prison. That in the central position that it occupies, it is not alone, 
but linked to a whole series of 'carceraI' mechanisms which seem distinct 
enough-since they are intended to alleviate pain. to cure, to comfort-but 
which all tend, like the prison, to exercise a power of normalization. That 
these mechanisms are applied not to transgressions against a 'central' law, 
but to the apparatus of production-'commerce' and 'industry'-to a whole 
multiplicity of illegalities, in all their diversity of nature and origin, their 
specific role in profit and the different ways in which they are dealt with by 
the punitive mechanisms. And that ultimately what presides over all these 
mechanisms is not the unitary functioning of an apparatus or an institution; 
but the necessity of combat and the rules of strategy. That, consequently, 
the notions of institutions of repression, rejection, exclusion, marginaliza
tion. are not adequate to describe. at the very centre of the carceral city, t~. 
formation of the insidious leniencies, unavowable petty cruelties, small acts 
of cunning. calculated methods, techniques, 'sciences' that permit the fab
rication of the disciplinary individual. In this central and centralized human
ity, the effect and instrument of complex power relations, bodies and forces 
subjected by multiple mechanisms of 'incarceration', objects for discourses 
that are in themselves elements for this strategy, we must hear the distant 
roar of battle. 

At this point I end a book that must serve as a historical background to 
\'8 ri ou s studies of the power of normalization and the formation of knowledge 
in modern society. 

2. La Ph"lange, 10 August 1836 [Foucault'snote). 
"\Va.- of all against all": in Lcviat/.a>l (1651), 
Hohhes described "the condition of man" as lOa 
condition of war of everyone against everyone." 

1975 

3. The idea of modeling the city on the human 
body was common In the Renaissance (see espe
cially the Treati.e of Francesco dl Giorgio, 1439-
1501/2). 
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From The History of Sexuality, Volume 1, An Introduction) 

Part Two: The Repressive Hypothesis 

CHApTER 1; 
THE INCITEMENT TO DISCOURSE 

The seventeenth century, then, was the beginning of an age of repression 
emblematic of what we call the bourgeois societies, an age which perhaps 
we still have not completely left behind. Calling sex by its naIne thereafter 
became more difficult and more costly. As if in order to gain mastery over it 
in reality, it had first been necessary to subjugate it at the level of language, 
control its free circulation in speech, expunge it from the things that were 
said, and extinguish the words that,rendered it too visibly present. And ,even 
these prohibitions, it seems, were afraid to name it. Without even ,having to 
pronounce the 'word, modern pr'1,Idishness was able to ensure that one did 
not speak of sex, merely through the interplay of prohibitions that referred 
back to one another: instances of Inuteness which, by dint of saying nothing, 
imposed silence. Censorship. . 

Yet when one looks back over these last three centuries with their contin
ual transformations, things appear in a very different light: around and apro
pos of sex, one sees a veritable discursive explosion. We Inust be clear on 
this point, however. It is quite possi~le that there was an expurgation-and 
a very rigorous one-of the authorize,d vocabulary. It may indeed be true that 
a whole rhetoric of allusion and Inetaphor was codified. Without question, 
new rules of propriety screened out some words: there was a policing of 
statements. A control over, enuncilirtions as well: where and when it was not 
possible to talk about such, things·.became much more strictly definedi,in 
which circumstances; among which speakers, and within which social rela
tionships. Areas were thus established, if not of utter silence, at least of tact 
and discretion: between parents'and children, for instance, or t;eachers, and 
pupils, ,or masters and dOInestic'!fervants. This alInost certainly constituted 
a, whole restrictive econoInY, one that was incorporated into that politics of 
language and speech-spon~ane~:)Us on the one hand, concerted· on the 
other-which accompanied the social redistributions of the classical period.:Z 

At the level of discourses and their domains, however, practicaUythe oppo
site phenomenon occurred. There-[was a steady proliferation of discourses 
concerned with sex-specific discourses, different frOIn one another both by 

- their form and by their object: a discursive ferment that gathered momentum 
from the eighteenth century onward. Here I am thinking not so much of the 
probable increase in "illicit" discourses, that is, discourses of infraction that 
crudely named sex by way of insult or mockery of the new code of decency; 
the tightening up of the rules of decorum likely did produce, as a counter
effect, a valorization and intensification of indecent speech. But Inore impor
tant was the multiplication of discourses concerning sex in the field of 
exercise of power itself: an institutional incitement to speak about it, and to 
do so more and more; a determination on the part of the agencies of power 

I. Tran~lated by R~bert Hurley. 
2. FOllesult'. term for (roughly) the period from 1650 to 1789. 
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to hear it spoken about, and to cause it to speak through explicit articulation 
and endlessly accumulated detail. 

Consider the evolution of the Catholic pastoral and the sacrament of pen
ance after the Council of Trent. 3 Little by little, the nakedness of the ques
tions formulated by the confession manuals of the Middle Ages, and a good 
number of those still in use in the seventeenth century, was veiled. One 
avoided entering into that degree of detail which some authors, such as 
Sanchez or 'Tamburini,4 had for a long time believed indispensable for the 
confession to be complete: description of the respective positions of the part
ners, the postures assumed, gestures, places touched, caresses, the precise 
moment of pleasure-an entire painstaking review of the sexual act in its 
very unfolding. Discretion was advised, with increasing emphasis. The 
greatest reserve was counseled when dealing with sins against purity: "This 
matter is similar to pitch, for, however one might handle it, even to cast it 
far from oneself, it sticks nonetheless, and always soils.'" And later, Alfonso 
de' Liguori prescribed starting-and possibly going no further, especially 
when dealing with children-with questions that were "roundabout and 
vague."6 

But while the language may have been refined, the scope of the confes
sion-the confession of the flesh-continually increased. This was partly 
because the Counter Reformation 7 busied itself with stepping up the rhythm 
of the yearly confession in the Catholic countries, and because it tried to 
impose meticulous rules of self-examination; but above all, because it attrib
uted more and more importance in penance-and perhaps at the expense of 
some other sins-to all the insinuations of the flesh: thoughts, desires, volup
tuous imaginings, delectations,. combined movements of the body and the 
soul; henceforth all this had to enter, in detail, into the process· of confession 
and guidance. According to the new pastoral, sex must not be named impru
dently, but its aspects, its correlations, and its effects must be pursued down 
to their slenderest ramifications: a shadow in a daydream, an image too 
slowly dispelled, a badly exorcised complicity between the body's mechanics 
and the mind'·s complacency: everything had to be told. A twofold evolution 
tended to make the flesh into the root of all evil, shifting the most important 
moment of transgression from the act itself to the stirrings-so difficult to 
perceive and formulate-of desire. For this was an evil that afflict~ the 
whole man, and in the most secret of forms: "Examine diligently, therefore, 
all the faculties of your soul: memory, understanding, and will. Examine with 
precision all your senses as well .... Examine, moreover, all your thoughts, 
every word you speak, and all your actions. Examine even unto your dreams, 
to know if, once awakened, you did not give them your consent. And finally, 
do not think that in so sensitive and perilous a matter as this, there is any
thing trivial or insignificant."8 Discourse, therefore, had to trace the meeting 
line of the body and the soul, following all its meanderings: beneath the 

3. Series of meetings (1545-63) al which Ihe 
Cutholic hierarchy developed lIS response to the 
Protestant Reformation. 
4. Tommaso Tamburini (1591-1675), ItalianJcs· 
uit theologian. Francisco Sanchc7. (CR. 1550-
I (,23), PortugueAe physician and philosopher. 
5. Paolo Segneri, L'Instruction du l'tlnltent 
(French translation 1695), p.301 [FollcRult's 
notel. Segneri (1624-1694),ltaJjanJesuit. 

6. Alfon"o de' Liguorl, La Pratique de. conIe •• eur. 
(French translation 1854), p, 140 [Foueault's 
note]. '-iguori (1696-1787), Italian prelate. 
7. Effort (beginning·wlth the Council of Trent) to 
secure the traditions of the Catholic Church 
against the innovations of the Protestant Refor
mation. 
8. Segneri, L'lnstruclion du p4nitent, pp. 301-2 
[Foucault's note]. . 
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surface of the sins, it would lay bare the unbroken nervureof the flesh. Under 
the authority of a language that had been carefully expurgated so that it was 
no longer directly named, sex was taken charge of, tracked down as it were, 
by a discourse that aimed to allow it no obscurity, no respite. 

It was here, perhaps, that the injunction, so peculiar to the West, was laid 
down for the first time, in the form of a general constraint. I am not talking 
about the obligation to admit to violations of the laws of sex, as required by 
traditional penance; but of the nearly infinite task of telling-telling oneself 
and another, as often as possible, everything that might concern the interplay 
of innumerable pleasures, sensations, and thoughts which, through the body 
and the soul, had some affinity with sex. This scheme for transforming sex 
into discourse had been devised long before in an ascetic and monastic set
ting. The seventeenth century made it into a rule for everyone. It would seem 
in actual fact that it could scarcely have applied to any but a tiny elite; the 
great majority of the faithful who only went to confession on rare occasions 
in the course of the year escaped such complex prescriptions. But the impor
tant point no doubt is that this obligation was decreed, as an ideal at least, 
for every good Christian. An imperative was established: Not only will you 
confess to acts contravening the law, but you will seek to transform your 
desire, your every desire, into discourse. Insofar as possible, nothing was 
meant to elude this dictum, even if the words it employed had to be carefully 
neutralized. The Christian pastoral prescribed as a fundamental duty the task 
of passing everything having to do ~ith sex through the endless mill of 
speech.9 The forbidding of certain words, the decency of expressions, all the 
censorings of vocabulary, might well'have been only secondary devices com
pared to that great subjugation: ways of rendering it morally acceptable and 
technically useful. 

One could plot a line going straight from the seventeenth-century pastoral 
to what became its projection in literature, "scandalous" literature at that. 
"Tell everything," the directoJ.:s would say time and again: "not only consum
mated acts, but sensual toucli'ings, all impure gazes, all obscene remarks ... 
all consenting thoughts."! Sade takes up the injUnction in words that seem 
to have been retranscribed from the treatises of spirtual direction: ''Your 
narrations must be decorated with the most numerous and searching details; 
the precise way and extent to which we may judge how the passion you 
describe relates to human manners and man's character is determined by 
your willingness to disguise no circumstances; and what is more, the least 
circumstance is apt to have an immense influence upon the procuring of 
that kind of sensory irritation we expect from your stories."2 And again at the 
end of the nineteenth century, the anonymous author of My Secret Life 
submitted to the same prescription; outwardly, adeast, this man was doubt
less a kind of traditional libertine; but he conceived the idea of comple
menting his life-which he had almost totally dedicated to sexual activity-

9. The reformed pastor also laid down rules, albeit 
in a more discreet way, for putting sex Into dis
course. This notion will be developed In the next 
volume, nu. Body and the Fksk [Foucault's note). 
Foucault's plan later changed; the volumes he 
managed to complete deal Instead with sexuality In 
the ancient world. 
I. A1fonso de' Liguorl, Pricep'''' .ur le slxi • ...., 

co ........ ,..,..""'nl (French translation 1835), .p. 5 
[Foucault's note). . 
2. Donatlen-A1phonse de Sade, nu. 120 Days 0/ 
Sodam, tran.. Austryn Walnhouse and Richard 
Seaver (New York: Grove Press, 1966), p.271 
[Foucault's note). Marquis de Sad .. (1740-1814), 
French writer best known for his works of sexual 
fantasy. 
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with a scrupulous account of everyone of its episodes. He sometimes excuses 
himself by stressing his concern to educate young people, this man who had 
eleven volumes published. in a printing of only a few copies, which were 
de\'oted to the least adventures, pleasures, and sensations of his sex. It is 
best to take him at his word 'when he lets into his text the voice of a pure 
imperative: "I recount the facts. just as they happened, insofar as I am able 
to recollect them; this is all that I can do"; "a secret life must not leave out 
anything; there is nothing to be ashamed of ... one can never know too 
much concerning human nature. "3 The solitary author of My Secret Life 
often says, in order to justify his describing them, that his strangest practices 
undoubtedly were shared by thousands of men on the surface of the earth. 
But the guiding principle for the strangest of these practices, which was the 
fact of recounting them all, and in detail, from day to day, had been lodged 
in the heart of modern man for over two centuries. Rather than seeing in 
this singular man a courageous fugitive from a "Victorianism" that would 
ha\-e compelled him to silence. I am inclined to think that, in an epoch 
dominated by (highly prolix) directives enjoining discretion and modesty, he 
was the most direct and in a way the most naIve representative of a pluri
secular injunction4 to talk about sex. The historical accident would consist 
rather of the reticences of "Victorian puritanism"; at any rate, they were a 
digression, a refinement, a tactical diversion in the great process of trans
fOl-ming sex into discourse. 

This nameless Englishman will serve better than his queen' as the central 
figure for a sexuality whose main features were already taking shape with the 
Christian pastoral. Doubtless, in contrast to the latter, for him it was a matter 
of augmenting the sensations he experienced with the details of what he said 
about them; like Sade, he wrote "for his pleasure alone," in the strongest 
sense of the expression; he carefully mixed the editing and rereading of his 
text with erotic scenes which those writer's activities repeated, prolonged, 
and stimulated. But aftel' all, the Christian pastoral also sought to produce 
specific effects on desire, by the mere fact of transforming it-fully and 
deliberately-into discourse: effects of mastery and detachment, to be sure" 
but also an effect of spiritual reconversion, of turning back to God, a physical, 
effect of blissful suffering from feeling in one's body the pangs of temptation 
and the love that resists it. This is the essential thing: that Western man h~ -
been drawn for three centuries to the task of telling everything concerning 
his sex; that since the classical age there has been a constant optimization 
and an increasing valorization of the discourse on sex; and that this carefully 
analytical discourse was meant to yield multiple effects of displacement, 
intensification, reorientation, and modification of desire itself. Not only were 
the boundaries of what one could say about sex enlarged, and men compelled 
to hear it said; but more important. discourse was connected to sex by a 
complex organization with varying effects, by a deployment that cannot be 
adequately explained merely by referring it to a law of prohibition. A cen
SOl-ship of sex? There was installed rather an apparatus for producing an ever 
greater quantity of discourse about sex, capable of functioning and taking 
effect in its very economy. 

3. !\nonymous, My Secrel Life (New York: Grove 
Pr('ss. 1966) [Foucault's note]. 
4. Thut is, an injunction from many parts of the 

secular (nonreligious) world. 
5. Victoria (1819-1901). whose long reign (1838-
1901) delimits the age that bears her name. 
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This technique might have remained tied to the destiny of Christian spir
ituality if it. had not been supported and relayed by other mechanisins. In 
the first place; by a "public interest." Not a collective curiosity or sensibility; 
not a new mentality; but power mechanisms that functioned in such a way 
that discourse on sex~for reasons that will have to be examined:"'-became 
essential. Toward the beginning of the eighteenth century, there emerged a 
political, economic, and technical incitement to talk about sex. And not so 
much in the form of a general theory of sexuality as in the form of analysis, 
stocktaking, classification, ·and specification, of quantitative or causal stud
ies. This need to take sex "into account, ". to pronounce a· discourse on· sex 
that would not derive from morality alone but from rationality as well, was 
sufficiently new that at first it wondered at itself and sought apologies for its 
own existence. How could a discourse based on reason speak of that? "Rarely 
have philosophers directed a steady gaze to these objects situated between 
disgust and ridicule, where one must avoid both hypocrisy and scandal."6 
And nearly a century later, the medical establishment, which one might have 
expected to be less surprised by what.it was about to formulate, still stumbled 
at the moment of speaking: "The darkness that envelops these facts, the 
shame and disgust they inspire, have always repelled the observer's gaze .... 
For a long time I hesitated to introduce the. loathsome picture into this 
study."7 What is essential is not in all these scruples, in the "moralism" they 
betray, or in the hypocrisy one can suspect them of, but in the recognized 
necessity of overcoming this hesitation. One had to speak of sex; one had to 
speak publicly and in a manner that was not determined by the division 
between licit and illicit, even if the speaker,maintained the distinction for 
himself (which is what these solemn and preliminary declarations were 
intended to show): one had to speak of it as of a thing to be not simply 
condemned or tolerated but managed, inserted into systems of utility, reg
ulated for the greater good of all, made to function according to an optimum. 
Sex was hot something one simply judged; it was a thing one administered. 
It was in the nature of a pubHc potential; it called for management proce
dures; it had to be taken charge of by analytical discourses. In the eighteenth 
century, sex became a "police" matter-in the full and strict sense given the 
term at the time: not the repreSSion of disorder, but an ordered maximization 
of collective and individual forces: "We mUlt consolidate and aUiment, 
through the wildom of itl regulations, the internal power of the state; and 
since this power consists not only in the ~public in general, and in each of 
the members who constitute itj but also in the faculties and talents of those 
belonging to it, it follows that the police must concern themselves with these 
means and make them serve the public welfare. And they can only obtain 
this result through the knowledge they have of those different assets."B A 
policing of sex: that is, not the rigor of a taboo, but the necessity of regulating 
sex through useful and public discourses. 

A few examples will suffice. One of the great innovations in the techniques 
of power in. the· eighteenth century was the .emergence of "population" as an 
economic and political problem: population as wealth, population as man-

6. Condorcet, cited by Jean-Louis Flandrin, Fa-
1nilles: Parentlf, maison, sexual;.,'*. dam l~aHcienne 
.oci4t4 (Paris: Hachet.te, 1976) [Foucault's note). 
Marquis, de Condorcet (i 743-1794), French 
mathematician and philosopher. 

7. Auguste Tardleu • .ttuds mldico-l.lgale sur le. 
attentaes aux _rs (1857), p. 114 [Foucault's 
note). . 
R. Johann von Justi, .tllmenes shllrawc de f10lIce 
(French translation 1769), p. 20 [Foucault'. note). 



THE HISTORY OF SEXUALITY / ] 653 

power or labor capacity, population balanced between its own growth and 
the resources it commanded. Governments perceived that they were not 
dealing simply with subjects, or even with a "people," but with a "population," 
with its specific phenomena and its peculiar variables: birth and death rates, 
life expectancy, fertility, state of health, frequency of illnesses, patterns of 
diet and habitation. All these variables were situated at the point where the 
characteristic movements of life and the specific effects of institutions inter
sected: "States are not populated in accordance with the natural progression 
of propagation, but by virtue of their industry, their products, and their dif
ferent institutions .... Men multiply like the yields from the ground and in 
proportion to the advantages and resources they find in their labors."9 At the 
heart of this economic and political problem of population was sex: it was 
necessary to analyze the birthrate, the age of marriage, the legitimate and 
illegitimate births, the precocity and frequency of sexual relations, the ways 
of making them fertile or sterile, the effects of unmarried life or of the pro
hibitions, the impact of contraceptive practices~f those notorious "deadly 
secrets" which demographers on the eve of thellevolution knew were already 
familiar to the inhabitants of the countryside. 

Of course, it had long been asserted that a country had to be populated if 
it hoped to be rich and powerful; but this was the first time that a society 
had affirmed, in a constant way, that its future and its fortune were tied not 
only to the number and the uprightness of its citizens, to their marriage rules 
and family organization, but to the manner in which each individual made 
use of his sex. Things went from ritual lamenting over the unfruitful 
debauchery of the rich, bachelors, and libertines to a discourse in which the 
sexual conduct of the population was taken both as an object of analysis and 
as a target of intervention; there was a progression from the crudely popu
lationist arguments of the mercantilist epoch to the much more subtle and 
calculated attempts at regulation that tended to favor or discourage-accord
ing to the objectives and exigencies of the moment-an increasing birthrate. 
Through the political economy of population there was formed a whole grid 
of observations regarding sex. There emerged the analysis of the modes of 
sexual conduct, their determinations and their effects, at the boundary line 
of the biological and the economic domains. There also appeared those sys
tematic campaigns which, going beyond the traditional meanl-moW·.and 
religious exhortations, fiscal measures-tried to transform the sexual con
duct of couples into a concerted economic and political behavior. In time 
these new measures would become anchorage points for the different vari
eties of racism of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It was essential 
that the state know what was happening with its citizens' sex, and the use 
they made of it, but also that each individual be capable of controlling the 
use he made of it. Between the state and the individual, sex became an issue, 
and a public issue no less; a whole web of discourses, special knowledges, 
analyses, and injunctions settled upon it. 

The situation was similar in the case of children's sex. It is often said that 
the classical period consigned it to an obscurity from which it scarcely 
emerged before the Three Essays or the beneficent anxieties of Little Hans. 1 

'J. Cluude-Jacques Herberl, Es.ai sur I" police 
Renerale des grains (1753), pp. 320-2 I [Foucuult's 
nOle]. 
I. SICJMUNf) "IIEUD's Three EssaJ'.' 0" SexualitJ'was 

published in i 905; his c"se study of Little Han., 
titled "Analysis of. a Phobia of a Five-Year-Old 
Boy," dates from 1909. 
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It is true that a longstanding "freedom" of language between children and 
adults, or pupils and teachers, may have disappeared. No seventeenth
century pedagogue would have publicly advised his disciple, as did Erasmusz 

in his Dialogues, on the choice of a good prostitute. And the boisterous 
laughter that had accompanied the precocious sexuality of children for so 
long-and in all social classes, it seems-was gradually stifled. But this was 
not a plain and simple imposition of silence. Rather, it was a new regime of 
discourses. Not any less was said about it; on the contrary. But things were 
said in a different way; it was different people who said them, from different 
points of view, and in order to obtain different results. Silence itself-the 
things one declines to say, or is forbidden to name, the discretion that is 
required between different speakers-is less the absolute limit of discourse, 
the other side from which it is separated by a strict boundary, than an ele
ment that functions alongside the things said, with them and in relation to 
them within over-all strategies. There is no binary division to be made 
between what one says and what one does not say; we must try to determine 
the different ways of not saying such things, how those who can and those 
who cannot speak of them are distributed, which type of-discourse is author
ized, or which form of discretion is required in either case. There is not one 
but many silences, and they are an integral part of the strategies that underlie 
and permeate discourses. 

Take the secondary schools of the. eighteenth century, for example. On 
the whole, one can have the impressi9fl that sex was hardly spoken of at all 
in these institutions. But one only has to' glance over the architectural layout, 
the rules of discipline, and their wHole internal organization: the question 
of sex was a constant preoccupation. The builders considered it explicitly. 
The organizers took it permanently into account. All who held a measure of 
authority were placed in a state-of perpetual alert, which the fixtures, the 
precautions taken, the interplay of punishments and responsibilities, never 
ceased to reiterate. The space fot classes, the shape of the tables, the plan
ning of the recreation lessorls, the distribution of the dormitories (with or 
without partitions, with or without curtains), the rules for monitoring bed
time and sleep periods-all this referred, in the most prolix manner, to the 
sexuality of children.3 What one might call the internal discourse of the 
institution-the one it employed to address itself, and which circulated 
among those who made it function-was largely based on the assumption 
that this sexuality existed, that it was precocious, active, and ever present. 
But this was not all: the sex of the schoolboy became in the course of the 
eighteenth century-and quite apart from that of adolescents in general-a 
public problem. Doctors counseled the directors and professors of educa
tional establishments, but they also gave their opinions to families; educators 
designed projects which they submitted to the authorities; schoolmasters 
turned to students, made recommendations to them, and drafted for their 

2. Dutch humanist scholar (l466-1536); his Dia
logues (1516) cover a wide variety of topics. 
3. R.glemenJ th police pour le. Iyclles (1809), art. 
67: "There shall always be, during class and study 
hours, an instructor watching the exterior, so as to 
prevent students who have gone out to relieve 
themselves from stopping and congregating. 

art. 68: "After the evening prayer, the students 

will be conducted back to the dormitory, where the 
schoolmasters will put them to bed at once. 

art. 69: ''The masters will not retire except after 
having made certaIn that every student Is In bed. 

art. 70: ''The beds shall be separated by parti
tions two meters in height. The dormitories shall 
be illumInated during the night" [Foucault's note). 
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benefit books of exhortation. full of moral and medical examples. Around 
the schoolboy and his sex there proliferated a whole literature of precepts, 
opinions, observations, medical advice. clinical cases, outlines for reform, 
and plans for idea] institutions. \lVith Basedowf and the German "philan
thropic" movement, this transformation of adolescent sex into discourse grew 
to considerable dimensions. Salzmann 5 even organized an experimental 
school which owed its exceptional character to a supervision and education 
of sex so well thought out that youth's universal sin would never need to be 
practiced there. And with all these measures taken. the child was not to be 
simply the mute and unconscious object of attentions prearranged between 
adults only; a certain reasonable. limited, canonical, and truthful discourse 
on sex was prescribed for him-a kind of discursive orthopedics. 6 The great 
festival organized at the Philanthropinum in May of 1776 can serve as a 
vignette in this regard. Taking the form of an examination, mixed with floral 
games. the awarding of prizes, and a board of review, this was the first solemn 
communion of adolescent sex and reasonable discourse. In order to show 
the success of the sex education given the students, Basedow had invited all 
the dignitaries that Germany could muster (Goethe7 was one of the few to 
decHne the invitation). Before the assembled public, one of the professors, 
a certain Wo]ke, asked the students selected questions concerning the mys
teries of sex, birth. and procreation. He had them comment on engravings 
that depicted a pregnant woman. a couple, and a cradle. The replies were 
enlightened, offered without shame or embarrassment. No unseemly ]augh
ter intervened to disturb them-except from the very ranks of an adult audi
ence more childish than the children themselves, and whom Wolke severely 
reprimanded. At the end, they all applauded these cherub-faced boys who, 
in front of adults, had skillfully woven the garlands of discourse and sex.8 

It would be less than exact to say that the pedagogical institution has 
imposed a ponderous silence on the sex of children and adolescents. On the 
contrary, since the eighteenth century it has multiplied the forms of dis
course on the subject; it has established various points of implantation for 
sex; it has coded contents and qualified speakers. Speaking about children's· 
sex. inducing educators, physicians. administrators. and parents to speak of 
it. or speaking to them about it, causing children themselves to talk about 
it. and enclosing them in a web of discourses which sometimes address thern.,.r. . 
sometimes speak about them. or impose canonical bits of knowledge on 
them. or use them as a basis for constructing a science that is beyond their 
grasp-all this together enables us to link an intensification of the interven
tion of power to a multiplication of discourse. The sex of children and ado
lescents has become. since the eighteenth century, an important area of 
contention around which innumerable institutional devices and discursive 
strategies have been deployed. It may well be true that adults and children 
themselves were deprived of a certain way of speaking about sex, a mode 
that was disallowed as being too direct, crude, or coarse. But this was only 
the counterpart of other discourses. and perhaps the condition necessary in 

4. loh"nn Basedow (1723-1790), German 
tea~'h(,1" and educational reformer; his model 
s("hnol was the Philanthropinun1, ut De~s.au. 
'i. Chl'istian Salzmann (1744-1810. German 
educalor. 
h. I)i~(,,;'ounoe that corrects children. 

7. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832), 
German poet, dramatist, and novelist. 
8. Johann Gottlieb Schummel, Fritzens Reise nocl. 
Dessau (I 776), cited by Auguste Pinloche, La 
Rtfjorme de /'tfducation e .. Alien/as"" au XVlIl·si~· 
cle (1889), pp. 125-29 IFoucault's note). 
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order for them to function, discourses that were interlocking, hierarchized, 
and all highly articulated around a cluster of power relations. 

One could mention many other centers which in the eighteenth or nine
teenth century began to produce discourses on sex. First there was medicine, 
via the "nervous disorders"; next psychiatry, when it set out to discover the 
etiology of mental illnesses, focusing its gaze first on "excess," then onanism, 
then frustration, then "frauds against procreation," but especially when it 
annexed the whole of the sexual perversions as its own province; criminal 
justice, too, which had long been _concerned with sexuality, particularly in 
the form of "heinous" crimes and crimes against nature, but which, toward 
the middle of the nineteenth century, broadened its jurisdiction to include 
petty offenses, minor indecencies, insignificant perversions; and lastly, all 
those social controls, cropping up at the end of the last century, which 
screened the sexuality of couples, parents and children, dangerous and 
endangered adolescents-undertaking to protect, separate, and forewarn, 
signaling perils everywhere, awakening people's attention, calling for diag
noses, piling up reports, organizing therapies. These sites radiated discourses 
aimed at sex, intensifying people's awareness of it as a constant danger, and 
this in turn created a further incentive to- talk about it. 

One day in 1867, a farm hand from the village of Lapcourt, who was 
somewhat simple-minded, employed here then there, depending on the sea
son, living hand-to-mouth from a little charity or in exchange for the worst 
sort of lobor, sleeping in barns and stabl~s, was turned in to the authorities. 
At the border of a field, he had obtained a few caresses from a little girl, just 
as he had done before and seen done by the village urchins round about him; 
for, at the edge of the wood, or- in the ditch by the road leading to Saint
Nicolas, they would play the familiar game called "curdled milk." So he was 
pointed out by the girl's parents to the mayor of the village; reported by the 
mayor to the gendarmes, led by the gendarmes to the jl,ldge, who indicted 
him and turned him. over first to a doctor, then ,to two other experts who not 
only wrote their report but also had it -published.9 What is the significant 
thing about this story? The pettiness of it all; the fact that this everyday 
occurrence in the life of village sexuality, these inconsequential bucolic 
pleasures, could become, from a certain tirii'e, the object not only of a col
lective intolerance but of a judicial action, a medical intervention, a careful 
clinical examination, and an entire theoretical elaboration. The thing to note 
is that they went so far as to measure the brainpan, study the facial bone 
structure, and inspect for possible signs of degenerescence the anatomy of 
this personage who up to that moment had been an integral part of village 
life; that they made him talk; that they questioned him _ concerning his 
thoughts, inclinations, habits, sensations, and opinions. And then, acquitting 
him of any crime, they decided finally to make him into a pure object of 
medicine and knowledge-an object to be shut away till the end of his life 
in the hospital at Mareville, but also one to be made known to the world of 
learning through a detailed analysis. On~ can be fairly certain that during 
this same period the Lapcourt schoolmaster was instructing the little villag
ers to mind their language and not to talk about all these things aloud. But 

9. H~ Bonnet and J. Bulard, R"pport m.fdico-IIIl"lsur l'.flat ment,,1 ds CIt.-). Jour, January 4, 1868 [Fou
CBUlt'S note], 
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this was undoubtedly one of the conditions enabling the institutions of 
knowledge a~d power to overlay this everyday bit of theater with their solemn 
discourse. So it was that our society-and it was doubtless the first in history 
to take such measures-assembled around these timeless gestures, these 
barely furtive pleasures between simple-minded adults and alert children, a 
whole machinery for speechifying, analyzing; and investigating. 

Between the licentious Englishman, who earnestly recorded for his own 
purposes the singular episodes of his secret life, and his contemporary, this 
village halfwit who would give a few pennies to the little girls for favors the 
older ones refused him, there was without doubt a profound connection: in 
any case, from one extreme to the other, sex became something to say, and 
to say exhaustively in accordance with deployments that were varied, but all, 
in their own way, compelling. Whether in the form of a subtle confession in 
confidence or an authoritarian interrogation, sex-be it refined or rustic
had to be put into words. A great polymorphous injunction bound the Eng
lishman and the poor Lorrainese peasant alike. As history would have it, the 
latter was named Jouy.· 

Since the eighteenth century, sex has not ceased to provoke a kind (lf 
generalized discursive erethism.a And these discourses on sex did not mul
tiply apa.rt from or against power, but in the very space and as the means of 
its exercise, Incitements to speak were orchestrated from all quarters, appa
ratuses everywhere for listening and recording, procedures for observing, 
questioning, and formulating. Sex was driven out of hiding and constrained 
to lead a discursive existence. From the singular imperialism that compels 
everyone to transform their sexuality into a perpetual discourse, to the man
ifold mechanisms which, in the areas of economy, pedagogy, medicine, and 
justice, incite, extract, distribute, and institutionalize the sexual discourse, 
an immense verbosity is what our civilization has required and organized. 
Surely no other type of society has ever accumulated-and in such a' rela
tively short span of t"ime-a similar quantity of discourses concerned with 
sex. It may well be that we talk about sex more than anything else; we set 
our minds to the task; we convince ourselves that we have never said enough 
on the subject" that, through inertia or submissiveness, we conceal from 
ourselves the blinding evidence, and that what is essential always eludes us, 
so that we must always start out once again in search of it. It is possU¥e that 
where sex is concerned, the most long-winded, the most impatient of soci
eties is our own. 

But as this first overview shows, we are dealing less with a discourse on 
sex than with a multiplicity of discourses produced by a whole series of 
mechanisms operating in different institutions. The Middle Ages had organ
ized around the theme of the flesh and the practice of penance a discourse 
that was markedly unitary. In the course of recent centuries, this relative 
uniformity was broken apart, scattered, and multiplied in an explosion of 
distinct discursivities which took form in demography, biology, medicine, 
psychiatry, psychology, ethics, pedagogy, and political criticism. More pre
cisely, the secure bond that held together the moral theology of concupis
cence and the obligation of confession (equivalent to the theoretical 

J. Jouy sounds like the past participle ofJouir, the 
French verb meaning to enjoy, to deliKht in (some
thing), bUI also to have an orgasm, In come Itrans-

latur's notel. 
2. Abnormal irritability 'or responsiveness to stim
ulation. 
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discourse on sex and its first-person formulation) was, if not broken, at least 
loosened and diversified: between the objectification of sex in rational dis
courses, and the movement by which each individual was set to the task of 
recounting his own sex, there has occurred, since the eighteenth century, a 
whole series of tensions, conflicts, efforts at adjustment, and attempts at 
retranscription. So it is not simply in terms of a continual extension that we 
must speak of this discursive growth; it should be seen rather as a dispersion 
of centers from which discourses emanated, a diversification of their forms, 
and the complex deployment of the network connecting them. Rather than 
the uniform concern to hide sex, rather than a general prudishness of lan
guage, what distinguishes these last three centuries is the variety, the wide 
dispersion of devices that were invented for speaking about it, for having it 
be spoken about, for inducing it to speak of itself, for listening, recording, 
transcribing, and redistributing, what is said about it: around sex, a whole 
network of varying, specific, and coercive transpositions into discourse. 
Rather than a massive censorship, beginning with the verbal proprieties 
imposed by the Age of Reason, what was involved was regulated and poly
morphous incitement to discourse. 

The objection will doubtless be raised that if so many stimulations and 
constraining mechanisms were necessary in order to speak of sex, this was 
because there reigned over everyone a certain fundamental prohibition; only 
definite necessities-economic pressures, political requirements-were able 
to lift this prohibition and open a fj2w approaches to the discourse on sex, 
but these were limited and carefuIl.ycoded; so much talk about sex, so many 
insistent devices contrived for causing it to be talked about-but under strict 
conditions: does this not prove that it was an "object of secrecy, and more 
important, that there is still an attempt to keep it that way? But this of ten
stated theme, that sex is outside of discourse and that only the removing of 
an obstacle, the breaking of a secret, can clear the way leading to it, is pre
cisely what needs to· be examined.: Does it not partake of the injunction by 
which discourse is provok'i?d? Is it not with the aim of inciting people to 
speak of sex that it is made to mirror, at" the outer limit of every actual 
discourse, something akirl "to a secret whose discovery is imperative, a thing 
abusively reduced to silence, and at the same time difficult and necessary, 
dangerous and precious to divulge? We must not forget that by making sex 
into that which, above all else, had to be confessed, the Christian pastoral 
always presented it as the disquieting enigma: not a thing which stubbornly 
shows itself, but one which always hides, the insidious presence that speaks 
in a voice so muted and often disguised that one risks remaining deaf to it. 
Doubtless the secret does not reside in that basic reality in relation to which 
all the incitements to speak of sex are situated-whether they try to force 
the secret, or whether in some obscure way they reinforce it by the manner 
in which they speak of it. It is a question rather of a theme that forms part 
of the very mechanics of these incitements: a way of giving shape to the 
requirement to speak about the matter, a fable that is indispensable to the 
endlessly proliferating economy of the discourse on sex. What is peculiar to 
modern societies, in fact, is not that they consigned sex to a shadow exis
tence, but that they dedicated themselves to speaking of it ad infinitum, while 
exploiting it as the secret. "' 
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CHAPTER 2. 
THE PERVERSE IMPLANTATION 

A possible objection: it would be a mistake to see in this proliferation of 
discourses merely a quantitative phenomenon, something like a pure 
increase, as if what was said in them were immaterial, as if the fact of speak
ing about sex were of itself more important than the forms of imperatives 
that were imposed on it by speaking about it. For was this transformation of 
sex into discourse not governed by the endea,'or to expel from reality the 
forms of sexuality that were not amenable to the strict economy of repro
duction: to say no to unproductive activities, to banish casual pleasures, to 
reduce or exclude practices whose object was not procreation'? Through the 
"arious discourses, legal sanctions against minor perversions were multi
plied; sexual irregularity was annexed to mental illness; from childhood to 
old age, a norm of sexual development was defined and all the possible devi
ations were carefully described; pedagogical controls and medical treatments 
were organized; around the least fantasies, moralists, but especially doctors, 
brandished the whole emphatic vocabulary of abomination. Were these any
thing more than means employed to absorb, for the benefit of a genitally 
centered sexuality, all the fruitless pleasures'? All this garrulous attention 
which has us in a stew over sexuality, is it not motivated by one basic concern: 
to ensure population, to reproduce labor capacity, to perpetuate the form of 
social relations: in short, to constitute a sexuality that is economically useful 
and politically conservative'?3 

I still do not know whether this is the ultimate objective. But this much 
is certain: reduction has not been the means employed for trying to achieve 
it. The nineteenth century and our own have been rather the age of multi
plication: a dispersion of sexualities, a strengthening of their disparate forms, 
a multiple implantation of "perversions." Our epoch has initiated sexual het
erogeneities. 

Up to the end of the eighteenth century, three major explicit codes-apart 
from the customary regularities and constraints of opinion-governed sexual 
practices: canonical law. the Christian pastoral, and civil law. They deter
mined, each in its own way. the division between licit and illicit. They wgE! 
all centered on matrimonial relations: the marital obligation, the ability fo 
fulfill it, the manner in which one complied with it, the requirements and 
violences that accompanied it, the useless or unwarranted caresses for which 
it was a pretext, its fecundity or the way one went about making it sterile, 
the moments when one demanded it (dangerous periods of pregnancy or 
breast-feeding, forbidden times of Lent or abstinence), its frequency or infre
quency, and so on. It was this domain that was especially saturated with 
prescriptions. The sex of husband and wife was beset by rules and recom
mendations. The marriage relation was the most intense focus of constraints; 
it was spoken of more than anything else; more than any other relation, it 
was required to give a detailed accounting of itself. It was under constant 
surveillance: if it was found to be lacking, it had to come forward and plead 
its case before a witness. The "rest" remained a good deal more confused: 

~. This paragraph encapsulates the receivt'd view against which Fouc8ult will argue. 
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one only has to think of the uncertain status of "sodomy," or the indifference 
regarding the sexuality of children. 

Moreover, these different codes did not make a clear distinction between 
violations of the rules of marriage and deviations with respect to genitality. 
Breaking the rules of marriage or seeking strange pleasures brought an equal 
measure of condemnation. On the list of grave sins, and separated only by 
their relative importance, there appe~red debauchery (extramarital rela
tions), adultery, rape, spiritual or carnal incest, but also sodomy, or the 
mutual "caress." As to the courts, they could condemn homosexuality as well 
as infidelity, marriage without parental consent, or bestiality. What was taken 
into account in the civil and religious jurisdictions alike was a general unlaw'
fulness. Doubtless acts "contrary to nature" were stamped as especially 
abominable, but they were perceived simply as an extreme form of acts 
"against the law"; they were infringements of decrees which were just as 
sacred as those of marriage, and which had been established for governing 
the order of things and the plan of beings. Prohibitions bearing on sex were 
essentially of a juridical nature. The "nature" on which they were based was 
still a kind of law. For a long time hermaphrodites were criminals, or crime's 
offspring, since their anatomical disposition, their very being, confounded 
the law that distinguished the sexes and prescribed their union. 

The discursive explosion of the' eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
caused this system centered on legitimate alliance to undergo twomodifi
cations. First, a centrifugal movement with respect to heterosexual monog
amy. Of course, the array of practices and pleasures continued to be referred 
to it as their internal standard; but it was spoken of less and less, or in any 
case with a growing moderation. Efforts to find out its secrets were aban
doned; nothing further was demanded of it than to define itself from day to 
day. The legitimate c;ouple, with its regular sexuality, had a right to m'ore 
discretion. It tended to function 88 8 norm, one that was stricter, perhaps, 
but quieter. On the pther hand, what came under scrutiny was the sexuality 
of children, mad men and women, and criminals; the sensuality of those who 
did not like the opposite sex; reveries; obsessions; petty manias, or great 
transports of rage. It was time for all these figures, scarcely noticed in the 
past, to step forward and speak, to make the difficult c~nfessionof what they 
were. No doubt they were condemned all the same; but they were listened 
to; and if regular sexuality happened to be questioned ,once again, it was 
through a reflux movement, originating in these peripheral sexualities. 

Whence the setting apart of the "unnatural" as a speCific dimension in the 
field of sexuality. This kind of activity assumed an autonomy with regard to 
the other condemned forms such as adultery or rape (and the latter were 
condemned less and less); to marry a close relative or practice sodomy, to 
seduce a nun or engage in sadism, to deceive one's wife or violate cadavers, 
became things that were essentially different. The area covered by the Sixth 
Commandment4 began to fragment. Similarly, in the civil order, the con
fused category of "debauchery," which for more than a century had been one 
of the most frequent reasons for administrative confinement, came apart. 
From the debris, there appeared on the one hand infractions against the 
legislation (or morality) pertaining to marriage and the family, and on the 

4. 'Thou shalt not commit adultery!' 
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other, offenses against the regularity of a natural function (offenses which, 
it must be added, the law was apt to punish). Here we have a likely reason, 
among others, for the prestige of Don Juan,5 which three centuries have not 
erased. Underneath the great violator of the rules of marriage-stealer of 
wives, seducer of virgins, the shame of families, and an insult to husbands 
and fathers-another personage can be glimpsed: the individual driven, in 
s'pite of himself, by the somber madness of sex. Underneath the libertine, 
the pervert. He deliberately breaks the law, but at the same time, something 
like a nature gone awry transports him far from all nature; his death is the 
moment when the supernatural return of the crime and its retribution 
thwarts the flight into counternature. There were two great systems con
ceived by the West for governing sex: the law' of marriage and the order of 
desires-and the life of Don Juan overturned them both. We shall leave it 
to psychoanalysts to speculate whether he was homosexual, narcissistic, or 
impotent. 

Although not without delay and equivocation, the natural laws of matri
mony and the immanent rules of sexuality began to be recorded on two 
separate registers. There emerged a world of perversion which partook of 
that of legal or moral infraction, yet was'not simply a variety of the latter. 
An entire sub-race race was born, different-despite certain kinship ties
from the libertines of the past. From the end ,of the eighteenth century to 
our own, they circulated through the pores of soCiety; they Were always 
hounded, but not always by laws; were often locked up, but not always in 
prisons; were sick perhaps, but scandalous, dangerous victims, prey to a 
strange evil that also bore the name of vice 'snd sometimes crime. They were 
children wise beyond their years, precocious little girls, ambiguous school
boys, dubious servants and educators, cruel or maniacal husbands, solitary 
collectors, ramblers with bizarre impulses, they haunted the house. of cor
rection, the penal colonies, the tribunals, and the asylums; they carried their 
infamy to the doctors and their sickness to the judges. This was the num
berless family of perverts who were on friendly terms with delinquents and 
akin to madmen. In the course of the century they !iuccessivelybQre the 
stamp of "moral folly," "genital neurosis," "aberration of the genetic instinct," 
"degl!!nerescence," or "physical imbalance." 

What does the appearance of all these peripheral sexualities signif.xf.. Is the 
fact that they could appear in broad daylight a sign that the code had become 
more lax'? Or does the fact that they were given so much attention testify to 
a stricter regime and to its concern to bring them under close supervision? 
In terms of repression, things are unclear. There was 'permissiveness, if one 
bears in mind that the severity of the codes relating to sexual offenses dimin
ished considerably in the nineteenth century 'and that'law itself often 
deferred to medicine. But an additional ruse of severity, if one thinks of all 
the agencies of control and all the mechanisms of surveillance that were put 
into operation by pedagogy or therapeutics. It may be the case that the inter
vention of the Church in conjugal sexuality and its' rejection of "frauds" 
against procreation had lost much of their insistence over the previous two 
hundred years. But medicine made a forceful entry into the pleasures of the 

S, Legendary libertine. whose story i. variously told in Moli~re's play (1665), M07.art'S opera (1787), Byron's 
poem (l819-24), and elsewhere. 
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couple:it created an entire organic, functional, or mental pathology arising 
out of "incomplete" sexual practices; it carefully classified all forms of related 
pleasures; it incorporated them into the notions of "development" and 
instinctual "disturbances"; and it undertook to manage them. 

Perhaps the point to consider is not the level of indulgence or the quantity 
of repression but the form of power that' was exercised. When this whole 
thicket of disparate sexualities was labeled, as if to disentangle them from 
one another, was the object to exclude them from reality? It appears, in fact; 
that the function of the power exerted in this instance was not that of inter
diction, and that it involved four operations quite different from simple pro
hibition. 

1. Take the ancient prohibitions of consanguine marriages (as numerous 
and complex as they were) or the condemnation of adultery, with its inevi
table frequency of occurrence; or on the other hand, the recent controls 
through which, since the nineteenth century, the sexuality of children has 
been subordinated and their "solitary habits" interfered with. It is clear that 
we are not dealing with one and the same power mechanism. Not only 
because in the one case it is a question of law and penality, and in the other, 
medicine and regimentation; but also because the tactics employed is not 
the same. On the surface, what appears in both cases is an effort at elimi
nation that was always destined to fail and always constrained to begin again. 
But the prohibition of "incests" attempted to reach its objective' through an 
asymptotic decrease in the thing it condemned, whereas the control of infan
tile sexuality hoped to reach it through a simultaneous propagation of its 
own power and of the object on which it was brought to bear. It proceeded 
in accordance with a twofold increase extended indefinitely. Educators and 
doctors combatted children's onanism like an epidemic that needed to be 
eradicated. What this actually ~ntailed, throughout this whole secular cam
paign that mobilized the adult world around the sex of children, was using 
these tenuous pleasures as a prop, constituting them as secrets (that is, forc
ing them into hiding so alb to make possible their discovery), tracing them 
back to their source, tracking them from their origins to their effects, search
ing out everything that might cause them or simply enable them to exist. 
Wherever there was the chance they might appear, devices of surveillance 
were installed; traps were laid for compelling admissions; inexhaustible and 
corrective discourses were imposed; parents and teachers were alerted, and 
left with the suspicion that all children were guilty, and with the fear of being 
themselves at fault if their suspicions were not sufficiently strong; they were 
kept in readiness in the face. of this recurrent danger; their conduct was 
prescribed and their pedagogy recodified; an entire medico-sexual regime 
took hold of the family milieu. The child's "vice" was not so much an enemy 
as a support; it may have been designated as the evil to be eliminated, but 
the extraordinary effort that went into the task that was bound to fail leads 
one to suspect that what was demanded of it was to persevere, to proliferate 
to the limits of the visible and the. invisible, rather than to disappear for good. 
Always relying on this support, power advanced, multiplied its relays and its 
effects, while its target expanded, subdivided, and branched out, penetrating 
further into reality at the same pace. In appearance, we are dealing with a 
barrier system; but in fact, all around the child, indefinite lines o/penetration 
were disposed. 
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2. This new persecution of the peripheral sexualities entailed an incor
poration of perversions and a new specification of ittdividuals. As defined by 
the ancient civil or canonical codes, sodomy was a category of forbidden 
acts: their perpetrator was nothing more than the juridical subject of them. 
The nineteenth-century homosexual became a personage, a past, a case his
tory. and a childhood, in addition to being a type of life, a life form, and a 
morphology, with an indiscreet anatomy and possibly a mysterious physiol
ogy. Nothing that went into his total composition was unaffected by his 
sexuality. It was everywhere present in him: at the root of all his actions 
because it was their insidious and indefinitely active principle; written 
immodestly on his face and body because it was a secret that always gave 
itself away. It was consubstantial with him, less as a habitual sin than as a 
singular nature. We must not forget that the psychological, psychiatric, med
ical category of homosexuality was constituted from the moment it was char
acterized-Westphal's famous article of 18706 on "contrary sexual 
sensations" can stand as its date of birth-less by a type of sexual relations 
than by a certain quality of sexual sensibility, a certain way of inverting the 
masculine and the feminine in oneself. Homosexuality appeared as one of 
the forms of sexuality when it was transposed from the practice of sodomy 
onto a kind of interior androgyny, a hermaphrodism of the soul. The sod
omite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a species. 

So too were all those minor perverts whom nineteenth-century psychia
trists entomologized by giving them strange baptismal names: there were 
Krafft-Ebing's zoophiles and zooerasts, Rohleder's auto-monosexualists; and 
later, mixoscopophiles. gynecomasts, presbyophiles, sexoesthetic inverts, and 
dyspareunist women. 7 These fine names for heresies referred to a nature that 
was overlooked by the law, but not so neglectful of itself that it did not go 
on producing more species, even where th,ere was no order to fit them into. 
The machinery of power that focused ori this whole aUen strain did not aim 
to suppress it, but rather to give it an analytical, visible; and permanent 
reality: it was implanted in bodies, slipped in beneath modes of conduct, 
made into a principle of classification and intelligibility, established as'iI 
mi.son d'§tre and a natural order of disorder. Not the exclusion of these thou
sand aberrant sexualities. but the speCification, the regional solidification of 
each one of them. The strategy behind this dissemination was to strew reality 
with them and incorporate them into the individual. 

3. More than the old taboos. this form of power demanded constant, 
attentive, and curious presences for its exercise; it presupposed proximities; 
it proceeded through examination and insistent observation; it required an 
exchange of discourses, through questions that extorted admissions, and con
fidences that went beyond the questions that were asked. It implied a phys
ical proximity and an interplay of intense sensations. The medicalization of 

6, earl Westphal. Archl,· filr Neurologie, 1870 
[I'oucault's note). Westphal (1833-1890), 
German neurologist. 
7, The scientists named are Richard Krafft-Ebing 
',1840-1902), a German psychiatrist best known 
fnr hi' study of sexual abnormalities, and Hermann 
Bohleder 0866-1938), a German physician who 
wrote extensively on sexual behAvior, They and 
olh., .. psychiatrists labeled peoplc who c1esire sex
ual contact with animals (zoophiles. zooerast.), 

people who masturbate but have no sexual coritact 
with other people (auto-monosexualists), people 
who get sexual pleasure from viewing pictures of 
animals and humans having sexual Intercourse 
(mixoscopophlles), men with enlarged breasts 
(gynecomasts), people who are sexually attracted 
to clergy (presbyophiles), homosexuals who follow 
the Greek ideulization of the young male body (sex
aesthetic Inverts), and women for whom sexual 
Intercourse is painful (dyspareunlst women). 
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the sexually peculiar Was both: the effect and the instrum.ent of. this. Imbed
ded in bodies, becoming deeply characteristic of individuals, the oddities of 
sex relied on a technology of health and. pathology. And conversely, since 
sexuality was a medical and medicalizable· object, one. had to try and detect 
it~as a lesion; a dysfunction, or a symptom--:in the depths ofthe.organism; 
or on the. surface of .the skin, or among all the' signs:ofbehavior. The power 
which thus t.ook charge of ·sexuality set about contacting bodies, cal'essing 
them with itS eyes, intensifying areas, electrifying surfaces; dramatizing trou
bled .moments. It wrapped the sexual body in its embrace. There was 
undoubtedly an increase in~fectiveness and an extension o£ the domain 
controlled; but: also a sensuali~aUon of power and a gain: of pleasure. This 
produced a twofold effect: an iritIJetus wajq~iven to. power. through .its very 
exercise; 'anemotion rewarded .theoverseeing control and'carried it further; 
the intensity of the confession renewed thequestioner'scutiosityj·the plea
sure .discoveredfed back to the powe:t that encircled it. But so many pressing 
questions singularizedthe pleasures fdt by the one .who had to reply. They 
were fixed by a gaze, isolated and animated by the attention they received; 
Power operated as a mechanism of attraction; it drew out those peculiarities 
over which it kept watch. Pleasure spread to the power that- harried it; power 
anchored the pleasure it uncovered. . .. . 

The medical examination,.. the: 'psychiatric investigation) the pedagogical 
report, and family controls may.have the. ·over-all and. apparent objee.tive of 
saying. no to all WllyWard or unproductive Sexl,Jalitie.s, but the fact is that they 
function as me~hanisms with a double ,impetlis:pleasure and power. 'The 
pleasure that. comes of exercisil)g a power that questions,. m!,nitors, watche!h 
spies, searches out; palpates,,, brings to light; and· on the other hand; the 
pleasure that kindles .at having to evade this·power; flee tto'mit, fool it, or 
travesty.it. The power, that.lets itself be invaded by the pleasure it is pursuing; 
and opposite it,power asserting .itself in· the pleasure of showing. off; scari
dalizing;or.resisting. Capttue:,and seduction, confrontation. and. mutual 
reinforcement: parents and children, adults and adolescents,. educator· and 
students, doctors and patients, the psychiatrist with his hysteric and his 'per
vertS; all have played this game continually· since tbe,:nineteenth century. 
These attractions, these evasions, these cir(:ular incitements .have. traced 
around bodies and sexes, not.boundaries not to be· crossed; but perpetual 
spirals of power and pleasure. .', .' , ' 

·4. , Whence those devices of sexual saturation so characteristic of the space 
.. nd the social ritualsofthe ninete.enth century. People often say that. modern 
society has attempted ,to reduce sexuality to· the couple.~the heterosexual 
and; insofar as possible, legitimate couple.! There are ,equal grounds for· say
ing that it has, if not created, at least outfitted and made ,to proliferate, groups 
with multiple elements and a circulating sexuality: a distribution of points 
of power, hierarchized and placed opposite to one another; "pursued" plea
sures, that is, both sought after and. searched out; compart,mentalsexualities 
that are tolerated 'orencouragedi proximlties that serve as suryemllnc~ pr~~ 
cedures., and function ,as. me~hl;inisms of intensification; ,condidii that oper~ 
ate as :indlictors; This is the way things worked in the cll'se:of the family;' 01' 
rather thehousehold,!with ,parerits, children, aridhl.'s()meinstances.-ser~ 
vants~ Wasth~' nineteenth-centl,iry family really 'a m9i'l6gamiC and conjugal 
cenr Perhaps" to a certaiii exte~t. 8 u~ it was, also a netwoi'ko£ pleainires and 
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powers linked together at multiple points and a'ccording to transformable 
relationships. The separation of grown-ups and children, the polarity estab
lished between the parents' bedroom and that of the children (it became 
routine in the course of the century when working-class housing construc
tion was undertaken), the relative segregation of boys and girls, the strict 
instructions as to the care of nursing infants (maternal breast-feeding, 
hygiene), the attention focused on infantile: sexuality, the supposed dangers 
of masturbation, the importance attached to puberty, the methods of sur
veillance suggested to parents, the exhortations, secrets, and fears, the pres
ence-both valued and feared-of servants: all this made the family, even 
when brought down to its smallest dimensions, a complicated network, sat
urated with multiple, fragmentary, and mobile sexualities. To reduce them 
to the conjugal relationship, and then to project the latterjin the form of a 
forbidden desire, onto the children, cannot account for this apparatus which, 
in relation to these sexualities, was less a principle of inhibition than an 
inciting and multiplying mechanism.s Educational or psychiatric institu
tions, with their large populations, their hierarchies, their spatial arrange
ments, their surveillance systems, constituted, alongside the family, another 
way of distributing the interplay of powers and pleasures; but they too delin
eated areas of extreme sexual saturation, with privileged ,spaces or rituals 
such as the classr-oom, the dormitory, the lfisit, and .the consultation. The 
forms of a nonconjugal, nonmonogamous sexuality were drawn there and 
established. 

Nineteenth-century "bourgeois" society-and it is doubtless still with us
was a society of blatant and fragmented perversion. And this was not by way 
of hypocrisy, for nothing was more manifest and more prolix,.ormore man
ifestly taken over by discourses and institutions. Not because, having tried 
to erect too rigid or too general a barrier against sexuality, society succeeded 
only in giving rise to a whole perverse outbreak and a long pathology of the 
sexual instinct. At issue, rather, is· the type: of power it brought to bear on 
the body and on sex. In point of fact,· this power had neither the form of the 
law, nor the effects of the taboo. On the contrary, it acted by multiplication 
of singular sexualities. It did not set boundaries for sexuality; it extended the 
various forms of sexuality, pursuing them according to lines of indefinite 
penetration. It did not exclude sexuality, but included it in the bod)4Q8 a 
modt!. of specification of individuals. It did not seek to avoid it; it attracted 
its varieties by means of spirals in which pleasure and power reinforced one 
another. It did not set up a barrier; it provided places of maximum saturation. 
It produced and determined the sexual mosaic. Modern society is perverse, 
not in spite of its puritanism or as if from a backlash provoked by its hypoc
risy;,it is in actual fact, and directly,' perverse. 

In actual fact.· The manifold sexualities-those which appear with the 
different ages (sexualities of the infant or the child), those which become 
fixated on particular tastes or practices (the sexuality of the invert, the ger
ontophile;9 the fetishist), those which, in a diffuse manner; invest relation
ships (the sexuality of doctor and patient, teacher and student; psychiatrist 
and mental patient), those which haunt spaces (the sexuality of the home, 

8. An oblique critique nf Freud's concept of the 
Oedipus complex. 

9. Lover of the old. 
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the school, the prison}-all form the correlate of exact procedures of power. 
We must not imagine that all these things that were formerly tolerated 
attracted notice and received a pejorative designation when the time came 
to give a regulative role to the one type of sexuality that was capable of 
reprod~cing labor power and the form of the family. The~e polymorphous 
conducts were actually extracted from people's bodies and from their plea
sures; or rather, they were solidified in them; they were drawn out, revealed, 
isolated, intensified, incorporated, by multifarious power devices. The 
growth of perversions is not a moralizing theme that obssessed the scrupu
lous minds of the Victorians. It is the real product of the encroachment of 
a type of power on bodies and their pleasures. It is possible that the West 
has not been capable of inventing any new pleasures, and it has doubtless 
not discovered any original vices. But it has defined new rules for the game 
of powers and pleasures. The frozen countenance of the perversions is a 
fixture of this game. 

Directly. This implantation of multiple perversions is not a mockery of 
sexuality taking revenge on a power that has thrust oil it an excessively repres
sive law. Neither are we dealing with paradoxical forms of pleasure that turn 
back on power and invest it in the form of a "pleasure to be endured." The 
iinplantation of perversions is an instrument-effect: it is through the isola
tion, intensification, and consolidation of peripheral sexualities that the rela
tions of power to sex and pleasure branched oUt and multiplied, measured 
the body, and penetrated modes of conduct. And accompanying this 
encroachment of powers, scattered sexualities rigidified, became stuck to an 
age, a place, a type of practice. A proliferation of sexualities through the 
extension of power; an optimization of the power to which each of these local 
sexualities gave a surface of interVention: this concatenation, particularly 
since the nineteenth century, has been ensured and relayed by the countless 
economic interests which, with th~ help of medicine, psychiatry, prostitu
tion, and pornography,. have tapped into both this analytical multiplication 
of pleasure and this optimization of the power that controls it. Pleasure and 
power do not cancel or turn back against one another; they seek out, overlap, 
and reinforce one another. They are linked together by complex mechanisms 
and devices .of excitation and incitement. 

We must therefore abandon the hypothesis that modern industrial socie
ties ushered in an age of increased sexual repression. We have not only 
witnessed a visible explosion of unorthodox sexualities; but-and this is the 
important point-a deployment quite different from the law, even if it is 
locally dependent on procedures of prohibition, has ensured, through a net
work of interconnecting mechanisms, the proliferation of specific pleasures 
and the multiplication of disparate sexualities. It is said that no society has 
heen more prudish; never have the agencies of power taken such care to 
feign ignorance of the thing they prohibited, as if they were determined to 
have nothing to do with it. But it is the opposite that has become apparent, 
at least after a general review of the facts:. never have there existed more 
centers of power; never more attention manifested and verbalized; never 
more circular contacts and linkages; never more sites where the intensity of 
pleasures and the persistency of power catch hold, only to spread elsewhere. 

1976 
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From Truth and Power l 

" .. .. 
For a long period, the 'left' intellectual spoke and was acknowledged the right 
of speaking in the capacity of master of truth and justice. He was heard, or 
purported to make himself heard, as the spokesman of the universal. To be 
an intellectual meant something like being the consciousness/conscience of 
us all. I think we have here an idea transposed from Marxism, from a faded 
Marxism indeed.2 Just as the proletariat, by the necessity of its historical 
situation, is the bearer of the universal (but its immediate, unreflected 
bearer, barely conscious of itself as such), so the intellectual, through his 
moral, theoretical and political choice, aspires to be the bearer of this uni
versality in its conscious, elaborated form. The intellectual is thus taken as 
the clear, individual figure of a universality whose obscure, collective form 
is embodied in the proletariat. . 

Some years have now passed since the intellectual was called upon to play 
this role. A new mode of the 'connection between theory and practice' has 
been established. Intellectuals have got used to working, not in the modality 
of the 'universal', the 'exemplary', the 'just-and-true-for-all', but within spe
cific sectors, at the precise points where their own conditions of life or work 
situate them (housing, the hospital, the asylum, the laboratory, the univer
sity, family and sexual relations). This has undoubtedly given them a much 
more immediate and concrete awareness of struggles. And they have met 
here with problems which are specific, 'non-universa)', and often different 
from those of the proletariat or the masses. And yet I believe intellectuals 
have actually been drawn closer to the proletariat and the masses, for two 
reasons. Firstly, because it has been a question of real, material, everyday 
struggles, and secondly because they have often been confronted, albeit in 
a different form, by the same adversary as the proletariat, namely the multi
national corporations. the judicial and police apparatuses, the property spec
ulators, etc. This is what I would call the 'specific' intellectual as opposed tei 
the 'universal' intellectual. 

~ .. 

!'Iow let's come back to more precise details. 'Ye accept, alongside the 
development of technico-scientific structures in contemporary society, the 
importance gained by the specific intellectual in recent decades, as well as 
the acceleration of this process since around 1960. Now the specific intel
lectual encounters certain obstacles and faces certain dangers. The danger 
of remaining at the level of conjunctural struggles, pressing demands 
restricted to particular sectors. The risk of letting himself be manipulated by 
the political parties or trade union apparatuses which control these local 
struggles. Above all, the risk of being unable to develop these struggles for 
lack of a global strategy or outside support; the risk too of not being followed, 
or only by very limited groups. In France we can see at the moment an 

I. Translated by Colin Gordon. 
l. Th .. German political philosopher KARL MARX 
(1818-1883) believed that the proletariat within 

capitalism embodied the "universal" revolutionary 
aspirations of the people. 



1668 I MICHEL FOUCAULT 

exantple of this. The struggle around the prisons, the penal system and the 
police-judicial systent, because it has developed 'ir:t solitary', among social 
workers and ex-prisoners, has tended increasingly to separate itself from the 
forces which would have enabled it to grow. It has allowed itself to be pen
etrated by a whole naive, archaic ideology which makes the criminal at once 
into the innocent victim and the pure rebel-society's scapegoat-and the 
young wolf of future revolutions .. This return to anarchist themes of the late 
nineteenth century was possible only because of a failure of integration of 
current .strategies. And the result· has been a· deep split: between this cam
paign .with its monotonous, lyricallittIe ch~nt, heard only among a few small 
groups, and the masses who have good tea§onnot to accept it: as valid ;politi
cal currency, but who.also-thanks to the_studiously cultivated fear' of. c;:rim· 
inals-tolerate the maintenance, or rather'the reinforcement, ,of the judicial 
and police apparatuses. 

It seems to me that we are now at·a point. where the function-of the-specific 
intellectual needs to be reconsidered. Recdnsidered but not abandoned, 
despite the nostalgia of some for- the.great-'universar ,intellectuals and _the 
desire for· a new philosophy, a new world-view. Suffice it to consider the 
important results which have. been achieved in psychiatry: they prove. that 
these local, specific struggles. haven't been a mistake and haven't led. to a 
dead end. One may even say that the role: of the specific ' intellectual must 
become more and more important in proportion to the, politicalresponsibil
ities which he is obliged,willy-nilly to accept, as a nuclear scientist;E:omputer 
expert, pharmacologist, etc. It would be a dangerous error to discount him 
politically in his specific relation to a local form of power,. either on;the 
grounds that this is a .specialist matter which .doesn't concern the_ masses 
(which is doubly Wrong: they are already aware of it,- and in. anycaseimpli
cated in it), or that the specific intellectual serves-the interests-of State or 
Capital (which is true, but at the same time shows' the strategic _position he 
occupies), or., again, on the grounds that he_propagates a-scientific_ideblogy 
(which isn't always true, and is anyway certainly a -secondary matter com
pared with the,. fundamental point: the -effects proper to true discourses) •. 

The important thing here, I believe, is that truth Isn't outside power, or 
lacking in power: contrary to a myth whose history and functions would repay 
further study, truth isn't the reward of free spirits, the child of protracted 
solitude, nor the privilege of -those who have succeeded in liberating them
selves. Truth is a thing of this world:, iUs produced .only byvittue of multiple 
forms of constraint. And it induces regulat- effects of 'power. _Each society 
has its regime of truth,' its 'general politics' of truth: -that is, the types of 
discourse which it accepts and makes function'as true; the mechanisms and 
instances which enable one to distinguish true and false statements,. the 
means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded 
value in the acquisition of truth; ,the status of those who are charged with 
saying what counts as true. 

In societies like ours, the 'political economy' of truth is characterised by 
five important traits. 'Truth' is centred on the form· of sCientific discourse 
and the institutions which produce it; it is subject to constant economic and 
political incitement (the demand for truth, as much for economic production 
as for political power); it, is the object, under diverse forms, of inimense 
diffusion and consumption (circulating through apparatus'es of education 
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and information whose extent is relatively broad in the social body, notwith
standing certain strict limitations); it is produced and transmitted under the 
control, dominant if not exclusive, of a few great political and economic 
apparatuses (university, army, writing, media); lastly, it is the issue of a whole 
political debate and social confrontation ('ideological' struggles). 

It seems to me that what must now be taken into account in the intellec
tual is not the 'bearer of universal values', Rather, it's the person occupying 
a specific position-but whose specificity is linked, in a society like ours, to 
the general functioning of an apparatus of truth. In other words, the intel
lectual has a three-fold specificity: that of his class position (whether as petty
bourgeois in the service of capitalism or 'organic' intellectuaP of the 
proletariat); that of his conditions of life and work, linked to his condition 
as an intellectual (his field of research, his place in a laboratory, the political 
and economic demands to which he submits or against which he rebels, in 
the university, the hospital, etc.); lastly, the specificity of the politics of truth 
in our societies. And it's with this last factor that his position can take on a 
general significance and that his local, specific struggle can have effects and 
implications which are not simply professional or sectoral. The intellectual 
can operate and struggle at the general level of that r~gime of truth which 
is so essential to the structure and functioning of our society. There is a 
battle 'for truth', or at least 'around truth'-it being understood once again 
that by truth I do not mean 'the ensemble of trutbs which are to be discovered 
and accepted', but rather 'the ensemble oftules according to which the true 
and the false are separated and specific effects of power attached to the true', 
it being understood also that it's not a matter of a battle 'on behalr of the 
truth, but of a battle about the status ,9f truth and.the economic and political 
role it plays. It is necessary to think of the political problems of intellectuals 
not in terms of 'science' and 'ideology'., but in terms of.~truth' and 'power'. 
And thus the question of the professionalisation of intellectuals and the 
division between intellectual and manual labour can be envisaged in a new 
way. 

All this must seem very confused and uncertain .. Uncertain indeed; and 
what I am saying here is above all to be taken as a hypothesis. lit order for 
it to be a little less confused, however, I would Hke to put forward a few 
'proposidons'-not firm assertions, but simply suggestions to be f-tihher 
tested and evaluated. . 

'Truth' is to be understood as a system of ordered procedures for the pro
duction, regulation, distribution, circulation and operation of statements. 

'Truth' is linked in a circular relation with systems of power which produce 
and sustain it, and to effects of power which it induces and which extend it. 
A 'regime' of truth. 

This regime is not merely ideological or superstructuraJ; it Was a condition 
of the formation and development of capitalism.4 And it's this same r~gime 
which, subject to certain modifications, operates in the socialist countries (I 
leave open here the question of China, about which I know little) .. 

The essential political problem for the iritellectual is not to criticise the 

_~. Someone (regardless of "rofession) who directs 
the ideas and aspirations of the particular social 
class to which he or she "organically" belongs, as 
described by the Italian Marx;st ANTONIO GRAMS(;I 

(J891~1937). 
4. FoucBult reverses Marxist accounts that see 
"truth" as a superstructurel product of the eco
nomic base. 
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ideological contents supposedly linked to science, or to ensure that his own 
scientific practice is accompanied by a correct ideology, but that of ascer
taining the possibility of constituting a new politics of truth. The problem is 
not changing people's consciousnesses-or what's in their heads-but the 
political, economic, institutional regime of the production of truth. 

It's not a matter of emancipating truth from every system of power (which 
would be a chimera, for truth is already power) but of detaching the power 
of truth from the forms of hegemony,' social, economic and cultural, within 
which it operates at the present time. 

The political question, to sum up, is not error, illusion, alienated con
sciousness or ideology; it is truth itself. Hence the importance of Nietzsche.6 

5. A term from Gram.cI; the manufactured con
sent that leglttmates a dominant group and unifies 
a society. Foucault'. rj!gime of truth Is a form of 
hegemonlc discourse. 
6. FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE (1844-1900), German 

1977 

philosopher, who viewed truth as the product of 
"the will to power." Foucault, following Nletzsche, 
wants the story of truth to be told In a "genealog
ical" history that uncovers the struggles among 
contending forces. 

WOLFGANG ISER 
h. 1926 

\. 

Reacting against formalist approaches to ,iterature, notably the New Critical prohi. 
bltlon of considering audience response, :American literary criticism in the 1970s 
began to pay renewed attention to the role of the reader in interpretation. Alongside 
French poststructuralist approaches that asserted, in ROLAND BARTHES's phrase, the 
"writerly" nature of readins and psychoanalyHc views that studied the psychology of 
reading, the German "Constance School" was most prominent in advocating the 
investigation of Rezeptionsttsthetik, or "the aesthetics of reception." Wolfgang Iser is 
a leading member of the Constance School, an.d he focuses particularly on the way 
in which texts are actively constructed by individual readers through the phenome
nology of the reading process .. 

Born in Germany and trained as an undergraduate at the University of Leipzig and 
the University of Tubingen, Iset earned his Ph.D. in 1950 from the University of 
Heidelberg, where he studied with the philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer. Thereafter, 
Iser held a series of appointments in English literature at the Universities of Glasgow, 
Heidelberg, WUrzburg, and Cologne, settling finally in 1967 in Germany at the newly 
founded University of Constance as a professor of English 'and comparative literature. 
Iser's arrival at Constance, where he joined a research group that included HANS 
ROBERT JAUSS, proved especially fruitful for the development of his theories of reader 
response. Since the mid-1980s, Iser has also held an appointment as permanent 
visiting professor of English at the University of California at Irvine. . 

The Constance School draws on the philosophical tradition of aesthetics inaugu
rated in eighteenth-century German philosophy by Alexander Baumgarten, IMMAN
UEL KANT, and FRIEDRICH VON SCHILLER, and it focuses on the affective as well as 
the formal dimensions of art. The work of the Constance School has also been influ
enced by philosophical considerations of hermeneutics, or the theory of interpreta
tion, developed by FRIEDRICH SCHLEIERMACHER (1768-1834), MARTIN HElD EGG ER 
(1889-1976), and others. In particular, Iser's work draws on the hermeneutic 
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philosophy of Gadamer and the phenomenologicalliterary theory of Roman Ingarden 
(1893-1970), which examines the processes of cognition through which we under
stand literary works. 

Iser's early work includes two scholarly studies of English literature, his doctoral 
dissertation on the eighteenth-century novels of Henry Fielding and a book on the 
aesthetic views of the Victorian critic \VALTER PATER. However, it was not until his 
inaugural lecture at Constance in 1970, "The Affective Structure of the Text," that 
he articulated his theory of the interactive nature of the reading experience. This was 
followed by the two of his books that have most influenced Anglo-American literary 
studies, TIle Implied Reader-: Patterns of Communication il1 Prose Fictionfram Bunyan 
to Bechett (1972; trans. 1974) and The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response 
(1976; trans. 1978). TIle Implied Reader studies a series of English novels from the 
eighteenth century through the twentieth century, showing how "readers take an 
active part in the composition of the novel's meaning." According to Iser, literary texts 
pw\'ide the foundation for their interpretation, but they also imply the action of the 
reader. Reading is not passive or static but a process of discovery; a reader questions, 
negates, and revises the expectations that the text establishes, filling in what Iser calls 
-'blanks" or "gaps" in the text and continually modifying his or her interpretation. 

1ser's concept of "the implied I-eader" recalls Wayne Booth's notion of "the implied 
author," elaborated in TIle Rltetoric of FictiOll (1961; rev. ed. 1983). Booth argues 
that although we might not be able to recover an author's intention to determine 
meaning (acknowledging the New Critical argument against authorial intention cod
ified in W. K. WIMSA'IT JR. AND MONROE BEARDSLEY's "Intentional Fallacy," 1946: see 
above), we can infer intention, particularly bearing on ethical views, from the state
ments of the narrator. The reader, Iser maintains, can similarly infer from a text 
directions guiding interpretation. To borrow a phrase from the courtroom, texts ask 
leading questions. 

Expanding on the methods in The Implied Reader, The Act of Reading offers a more 
programmatic explanation of the reading experience and the ways In which readers 
process texts. Iser argues that texts provide "sets of Instructions" or a "repertoire" that 
the reader must assemble, so that interpretation depends on both the text and 
response. Interpretation does not derive from one or the other, but from their com
bination and interaction, forming what Iser calls "the virtual text." As Iser describes 
it. "the text represents a potential effect that is realized in the reading process." 

Iser's version of reader response differs from that of Jauss, who deals with the actual 
reception of a literary work and how that concrete history tempers our expectations 
and therefore influences our interpretation. We never see a text on its own, but always 
in the context of its reception by others. Iser focuses on the individual interactil!ft- -
process-the phenomenology or cognition-of the act of reading, rather than the 
larger literary-historical concerns that Jauss describes. Iser's investigation of response 
also differs from that of STANLEY FISH, the most prominent advocate of response 
criticism in the United States. who locates the meaning of literary texts in the pro
tocols of the interpretive communities to which readers belong rather than in the 
interaction of text and reader_ 

Header-response criticism takes particular aim at the once-dominant dictates of the 
l\iew Criticism, codified in \Vimsatt and Beardsley's "Affective Fallacy" (1949: see 
above), which dismisses considerations of the reader as "a confusion between the 
pDem and its results." Provocatively turning the tables on formalistic, text-based 
approaches, Fish claims that the affective fallacy is itself a fallacy, since our readings 
are always governed not by the text but by the personal assumptions and interpretive 
protocols that we start with_ Iser carves out a compromise position between formalist 
theories of literature that assume a stable object of study (witness the titles of the 
best-known books of the New Criticism, CLEANTH BROOKS'S Well Wrought Urn and 
\Vimsatt's Verbal [con) and more I-adical reader-based approaches, such as Fish's. Iser 
carefully qualifies his position. insisting that reading depends on the text and that a 
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theory of response, "if it is to carry any weight at all, must have its foundations in 
literary texts." A text functions in much the same way as a script does for a play. A 
script guides a performance, but performers enact it in different ways at different 
times. Just as we might say that one· actor's or director's version of a play is his or her 
interpretation, readings of literary texts depend on the text but are realized ·through 
the process of interpretation~ Iser's term "the virtual text" encompasses both dimen-
sions, the text and its realization by an actual reader. . ·r ... ; 

Some critics of contemporary reader-response .critlcism charge that ~t" .promotes 
radical relativism and Indeterminacy. By focusing on the role of the reader rather 
than the textual object, they contend, reader response leaves meaning to the subjec
tive whim of each individual reader, leaving no objective or secure basis for literary 
interpretation. Further, they accuse reader-based approachel of rendering interpre
tation indeterminate, because there might be an infinite number of possible readings 
for every text-as many as there are readers. Iser's analyses of literature do not sub
scribe to these views. His concept of a textual "repertoire" acknowledges the formal 
dimensions of literary works and their determinate,role in producing the "virtual text." 

Our selection, "Interaction between Text and Reader" (1980), summarizes the the
oretical argument offered in The'Act of Reading. Iser stresses that interpretation is 
neithet objective nor subjective, but always a result of the. dynamic interaction of text 
and reader. The structure of the literary text gUides the reader, but the reader con
tinually modiAes her or his viewpoint, connecting new segments of the text and Ailing 
in the "gaps" of what the text .does not mention. Meaning is not static but.constantly 
revised in a.proces!! that Iser compares to a feedback loop in communication theory, 
resembling what philosophers caU ~'the hermeneutic circle." 

As Stanley Fish remarks in an essay titled 'Why No One Is Afraid of Wolfgang 
Iser," despite the sometimes contentious debates in contemporary literary theory, 
there has been relatively little criticism of Iser's work. This results, in part, from Iser's 
middle-ground position between formalism and certain poststructuralist approaches 
that argue for the ultimate indeterminacy of interpretation.- Iser's acknowledgment of 
the text's rep.ertoire protects against charges of indeterminacy,· and his close attention 
to texts is consonant with close-reading practices common In Anglo-American literary 
criticism. In addition, Iser deals primarily with canonical English novels, making his 
work more "user-friehdly". for Anglo·Ametican· students· and critics. Fish himself 
argues that Iser's terms ·are vague and contradictory; for instance, to postulate the 
existence of gaps, one must assume thatthere.are deAnite.givens; and Fish questions 
whether one can determine the· difference between the two; Other criticism has been 
voiced by those advocating the study of the social dimensions of·literature, such as 
the Marxist critic TERRY EAGLETON, who notes that by solely concentrating on the 
"aesthetic aspects" of texts, Iser ignores their social and historical dimensions. 

Probably because it takes the middle ground, Iser's work has had more influence 
on pedagogy and applied criticism than:on larger debates in contemporary literary 

-theory. Iser does not claim a revolutionary view or one strongly antagonistic toward 
other approaches, which might gain vehement adherents and detractors. However, 
his work has been valuable in calling attention to the reading process'. It thereby forms 
part of what Fish has called "the rhetorical·turn" in literary criticism;"away from the 
narrow parameters of "the text itself" and. toward the effects of texts on audiences 
and in history. We. might speculate that' prominent modes of criticism in· the past 
could ignore the role of the reader since .they tacitly assumed that there was one kind 
of reader (i.e:, white; male, and the.recipient of a privileged education). With the 
expansion of higher education after .World· War 11, the diversity of those entering 
literary studies called attention to the variety of possible reading experiences and. how 
the positions of individual readers might affect their interpretations of texts. Feminist 
literary criticism has pointed to how.the literary canon has been shaped by rnesculinist 
assumptions (see SANDRA M. GILBERT AND SUSAN GUBAR) and how women might read 
differently (see ANNETTE KOLODNY). Other contemporary approaches, such as gay 
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and lesbian criticism, race and ethnic studies, and theories of postcolonialism, also 
note the significance of the identity of the reader in interpretation. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Iser's early works, Die Weltanschauung Henry Fieldings (1952, Henry Fielding's 
Worldview) and Waiter Pater: The Aesthetic Moment (I960; trans. 1987), are tradi
tional scholarly studies. He first develops his views of reader response In D~ Appells
truktur der Text (1970, The Affective Structure of the Text), The Implied Reader: 
Patterns of Communication in Prose Fiction from Bun),a" to Beckett (1972; trans. 
1974), andThe Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Relponse (1976; trans. 1978). 
Thereafter, Iser published Staging Politics: The Lasting Imptwt of Shakespeare's His
tories (1988; trans. 1993), Prospecting: From Reader Response to LiteraryAnthropology 
(1989), and The Fictive and the Imaginary: Charting Literary Anthropology (1991; 
trans. 1993). Staging Politics presents a series of lectures on Shakespeare's histories 
and their politics. Prospecting, which gathers a'number of essays elaborating his the
ories of reader response, calls for a "literary anthropology" that studies the human 
need for fiction. The Fictive and the Imaginary departs from Iser's concern with 
response to concentrate on literary anthropology, explaining "why literature seems to 
be necessary as a continual patterning of human plasticity." ' 

The standard' collections of reader-response criticism are Reader-Response Criti
cism: From Formalism to Post-Structuralism. 'edited by Jane P.' Tompkins (1980), 
which includes a,useful introduction surveying its development,and an annotated but 
dated bibliography, and The Reader in the Text: Essays on Audience and Interpretatwn, 
edited by Susan R. Suleiman and Inge Crasman (1980). An early, notable response 
by Stanley fish, "Why No One Is Afraid of Wolf gang {ser," appeared inDiacritics I I 
( 1981). Steven Mailloux's Interpretive Conventwns: The Reader in the Study of Amer
ican Fictwn (1982) includes a good discussion of Iser's relation to the New Criticism 
and a pointed comparison between Iser and Fish. Robert,C. H'olub"s'Receptwn The
ory: A CriticalInt~duction (1984) surveys German reception' theory from its roots in 
hermeneutic philosophy to its practice in the Cohstance School. The collection of 
essays Gender and Reading: Essays on Readers, Texts, and Contexts, edited by Elizabeth 
A., Flynn and Patl'ocinio P. Schweickart (I986); draws attention'to the question of 
gender and the identity of the reader, and its selections Include relevant discussions 
of Iser. Elizabeth Freund's Return of the Reader: Reader-Response Criticism' (1987) 
narrates the rise of reader-response criticism, in the United States, from the 'New 
Critics' disavowal of the reader to Iser's avowal of the r~ading, ewerie,nce. A special 
issue of New Li~rary History 31 (2000), edited by John ~aul Riquelme, recOl!ll'iders 
different aspects of Iser's work. 

Interaction between Text and Reader 

Central to the reading of every literary work is,the interaction between its 
structure and its recipient. This is why the phenomenological theory of art l 

has emphatically drawn attention to the fact that the study ofa literary work 
should concern not only the actual text but also, and in equal measure, the 
actions involved in responding to that text. The text itself simply offers "sche-

1, Phenomenologicol theories of philosophy focus 
on human consciousness and perception, partic
ularly the interrelation between the perceiving 

subject and the perceived object (here, audience 
and work), 
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matized aspects"2 through which the aesthetic object of the work can be 
produced. 

From this we may conclude that the literary work has two poles, which we 
might call the artistic and the aesthetic: the artistic pole is the author's text, 
and the aes'thetic is the realization accomplished by the reader. In view of 
this polarity, it is clear that the work itself cannot be identical with the text 
or with its actualization but must be situated somewhere between the two. 
It must inevitably be virtual in character, as it cannot be reduced to the reality 
of the text or to the subjectivity of the reader, and it is from this virtuality 
that it derives its dynamism. As the reader passes through the various per
spectives offered by the text, and relates the different views and patterns to 
one another, he sets the work in motion, and so sets himself in motion, too. 

If the virtual position of the work is between text and reader, its actuali
zation is clearly the result of an interaction between the two, and so exclusive 
concentration on either the author's techniques or the reader's psychology 
will tell us little about the reading process itself. This is not to deny the vital 
importance of each of the two poles-it is simply that if one loses sight of 
the relationship, one loses sight of the virtual work. Despite its uses, separate 
analysis would only be conclusive if the relationship were that of tranSmitter 
and receiver, for this would presuppose a common code, ensuring'accurate 
communication since the message would only be traveling one way. In lit
erary works, however, the message is transmitted in two ways, in that the 
reader "receives" it by compo!iing it. There is no common code~at best one 
could say that a common code' may arise in the course of the process. Starting 
out from this assumption, we must search for structures that will enable us 
to describe basic conditions ofJnteraction, for only then shall we be able to 
gain some insight into the potential effects inherent in the work. ' 

It is difficult to describe thil\ interaction, not least because literary criticism 
has very little to go on in the way of guidelines, and, of course, the two 
partners in the communication.'process, namely, the text and the reader, are 
far easier to analyze than is the event that takes place between them. ~ow
ever, there are discernible conditions that govern interaction generally, and 
some of these will certainly apply to the special reader-text relationship. The 
differences and similarities milY become clear if we briefly examine types of 
interaction that have emerge8 from psychoanalytical research into the struc
ture of communication. The findings of the Tavistock SchooP will serve us 
as a model in order to move the problem into focus. 

In assessing interpersonal relationships R. D. Laing writes: "I may not 
actually be able to see myself as others see me, but I am constantly supposing 
them to be seeing me in particular ways, and I am constantly acting in the 
light of the actual or supposed attitudes, opinions, needs, and so on the other 
has in respect of me."4 Now, the views that others have of me cannot be 
called "pure" perception; they are the result of interpretation. And this ne~d 
for interpretation arises from the structure of interpersonal experience. We 

2.. See Roman Ingarden, Th .. Llt .. mry Work of Art, 
trans, Geor!!e G, Grabowicz (Evanston, Ill., 1973), 
pp, 2.76 ff. [Iser'. note], (Some of Iser's notes have 
been omitted, and some have been edited.) Ingar
den (1893-1970), Polish theorist of literary cog
nition. 
3, A British school of psychology, prominent In 

the 1960s and 1970s, focused on Interpersonal 
relationSi its most prominent member was R. D. 
Laing (192.7-1989), a Scottish psychiatrist. 
4. R. D. Lalng, H. Phllltpson, and A. R. Lee, Int .. r-
perso .... 1 P .. rc .. ptlon: A Th .. ory .. na .. Method of 
Re ..... rch (New York, 1966), p. 4 [Iser's note]. 
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have experience of one another insofar as we know one another's conduct; 
but we have no experience of how others experience us. 

In his book, The Politics of Expelience, Laing pursues this line of thought 
by saying: "your experieace of me is invisible to me ,and my experience of you 
is iln,isible to you. I cannot experience your experiense. You cannot experi
ence my experience. We are both invisible men. All men are invisible to one 
another. Experience is man's invisibility to man."5 ,!t. is this invisibility, how
ever, that forms the basis of interpersonal relatioris-a basis which Laing 
calls "no-thing." "That which is really 'between~ capnot be named by any 
things that come between. The between is itself no-thing."6 In all our inter
personal relations we build upon this "no-thing," for we react as if we knew 
how our partners experienced us; we continually form views of their views, 
and then act as if our views of their views were realities. Contact therefore 
depends upon our continually filling in a central gap in our experience. Thus, 
dyadic7 and dynamic interaction comes about only because we are unable to 
experience how we experience one another, which in turn proves to be a 
propellant to interaction. Out of this fact arises the basic need for interpre
tation, which regulates the whole process of interaction. As we cannot per
ceive without preconception, each percept, in turn, only makes sense to us 
if it is processed, for pure perception is quite impossible. Hence dyadic inter
action is not given by nature but arises out of an interpretative. activity, which 
will contain a view of others and, unaVOidably, an image of ourselves. 

An obvious and major difference between reading and all forms of social 
interaction is the fact that with reading there is no face-to-Jace-situation. 8 A 
text cannot adapt itself to each reader it' comes into contact with. The part
ners in dyadic interaction can ask each other questions tr order to ascertain 
how far their images have bridged the gap of the inexpenenceability of one 
another's experiences. The reader, however, can never learn from the text 
how accurate or inaccurate are his views of it. Furthermore, dyadic inter
action serves specific purposes, so that the interaction always has a regulative 
context, which often serves as a tertium comparationis. 9 There is no such 
frame of reference governing the text-reader relationship; on the contrary, 
the codes which might regulate this interaction are fragmented in the text, 
and must first be reassembled or, in most cases, restructured before any 
frame of reference ·can. be established. Here, then, in conditions and intRl
tion. we find two basic differences between the text-reader relationship and 
the dyadic interaction between social partners. 

Now, it is the very lack of ascertainability and defined intention that brings 
about the text-reader interaction. and here there is a vital link with dyadic 
interaction. Social communication, as we have seen, arises'out of the fact 
that people cannot experience how others experience them, and not out of 
the common situation or out of the conventions that join both partners 
together. The situations and conventions regulate the manner in w,hich gaps 
are filled, but the gaps in turn arise out of the inexperienceability and, con
sequently, function as a basic inducement to communication. Similarly, it is 

5. R. D. Laing, The Politics of EXI'erie".ce (Har
mondsworth, 1968), p. 16. Lainp;'s italics [Iser's 
note}. 
6. Ibid., p. 34 [Iser's note]. 
7. Involving two entities. 

8. See also E. Goffman, Interactlo .. Ritual: Essays 
on Face·to-Fllce Bel .. ..,lor (New York, 1967) [lser's 
note]. Ervlng Goffman (1922-1982), Canadian
born American sociologist. 
9. ThIrd poil,t of comparison (Latin). 
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the gaps, the fundamental asymmetry between text and reader; that give rise 
to communication in the reading ·process; the lack of a ·common. situation 
and ·acommon :frame of refer:ence' corresponds to the "no-thing/".which 
brings about the.interaction,between persons. Asymmetry.and·the,~"no"thing" 
are all different forms of an indeterminate, constitutive blank, which under
lies all processes ,of interaction. WIth dyadic interaction; theimbalal¥ce is 
removed by the establishment of pragmatic connections resulting in an 
action; which is why the preconditions are always c1early'defined';in relation 
to situations and common frames of reference. The imbalance between' text 
and reader, however" is undefined, and it is ,this very indeterminacy that 
increases the variety of communication possible. 

Now, if communication between text and reader is to bttsuccessful, clearly 
the' reader's activity must also be controlled' in some wAy by the text. The 
control cannot be as specific, 'as, in a.face-to~face-situation, equally it cannot 
be as determinate as a sodal code; which regulates sociaHnteraction. How
ever, the guiding devices operative in the reading process' have to initiate 
communication 'and to control it. This control cannot be understood as a 
tangible entity occurring independently of the process of ·communication. 
Athough exercised by the text, it is not in the text. ,1;his is well illustrated by 
a comment Virginia Woolf made on the novels of Jane Austen: ' 

lane Austen is thus a mistress. of much deeper emotion', than appe~rs 
upon the surface. 'Site stimulates us to supply what is 'not there. What 
'she offers is, apparently, a trifle, yetis composed of something that 
exJ>andsin ~ite reader's mind and endows with the most ~nduring form 
of life scenes which are outwardly trivial. Always the stress is laid upon 
cha~ader .... The turns andtwi!lts, of the, dialogue keep us on' the ten
terhqoks of suspens~. Our attention is half uponthe'pre!lentmom~nt, 
~alf upon' 'the future .... Here, inde~d, in this ~.mfinis~e~ 8i1'l in th,e 
main inferior stqry, are all the element ofJane A,:,stcr~,'s<gr~~t,,~,~s.2 ',' 

'What is missing from the apparently trivial scenes, the gaps arising out of 
the dialogue-this is what stimulates. the reader intofillingi the blanks with 
projections. He is drawn into the events and made to supply what ~s,meant 
from what is not said. What is said only appeats to take'on significance as a 
reference to what is not said; it is' theiriIplications: and not the statements 
that give shape and weight to the meaning. But as the 'unsaid comes to life 
in the reader's imagination, so the said "expands" to take on greater'signifi
.cance than might have been 'Supposed: ,even trivial scenes can 'seem surpris
ingly profound. The "enduring form of life" which Virginia·Woolf,spea·ks of 
is not manifested on the printed page; 'it is a product 'arising out of the 
interaction between text and reader. 

Communication in literature;, then, is a: process set in motion and regu
lated, not by a given code, but by a mutually restrictive and magnifying inter~ 
action between' the explicit and the implicit, between' revelatioti. 'and 
concealment:What is concealed spurs the reader into action, but this action 
is also controlled by what is revealed; the explicit in its turn is transformed 
when the implicit has been brought to light. ,Whellever the ,reader bridges 
the gaps, communication' begins. The gaps function ass kind pf pivot on 

1. Enall.h noveit.t (1775-1817). WOO LP (1883-
1941), Enall.h novelist and e •• ayllt. 

a. Vlralnl. Woalfj TIN CiHltfllOJi RMm, 'F,,,,, 
Ss"'" (London, 19!17), p. 174 (lIer'I note). 
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which the whole text-reader relationship revolves. Hence, the'sttuctured 
blanks of the text stimulate the process of ideation to be performed 'by the 
reader on terms set by the text. There is, however, another place in the'textual 
system where text and reader converge, and,that is , marked by the various 
types of negation whiCh arise in the course of the reading. Blanks and nega
tions both control the process of communication in their own different ways: 
the blanks leave open the connection between textual perspectives, and so 
spur the reader into coordinating these perspectives and patterns-in other 
words, they induce the reader to perform basic operations within the text. 
The various types of negation invoke familiar and determinate' elements or 
knowledge only to cancel them out. What is cancelled, however, remains in 
view, and thus brings about modifications in the reader's',attitude toward 
what is familiar or determinate-in other words;' he is guided to adopt a 
position in relation to the text. 

In order to spotlight the communication process we shall Ci:>hfine Our con
sideration to how the blanks trigger off and sImultaneously control the 
reader's activity. Blanks indicate that the different segmenfs add patterns of 
the text are to be 'connected even though the text'itself'does not 'say so. They 
are the unseen joints of the text, and as they mark off SchE!mata iltid t'extu'al 
perspectives from one another, they Simultaneously .,rompt acts of ideation 
on the reader's part. Consequently 'when the scherribta and perspectives,have 
been linked together, the blanks "disappear." , "',' , ' :, "-

If we are to g~asp the unseen structure that regulates ,but does: not for
mulate the connection or even the meanihg, We in'ust beat 'in mind the:~ar
ious forms in which the textual segments are' presented, to the-, reader's 
viewpoint in the rea'ding process. Their most elementary forti1'i!! to be seen 
on the level of the story. The threads of the plot ate suddenly broken off, or 
continued in unexpected directions. One narrative section centers on a .,ar
ticular character and is then' continued by the abrupt introductitm of new 
characters. These sUdden changes are often'dendted by new chapters and'so 
are clearly distinguished; the object of this' distinctiori; however, is not sep" 
aration sO much as a ta,cit invitation to' find the mlssihg link .. Furtherrho~e, 
in each articulated reading momeht, ,only segments of textual" perspectives 
are present to theteader's wandering viewpoirtt. ' 

In order to become fully aware of the implication, we must beat in mTfiH 
that a narrative text, for instance, is composed ofavariety of petspectives, 
which outline the author's view and also provide' access to what the reader 
is meant to visualize. As a rule, there are four main: perspectives ltl'narration: 
those of the narrator, the characters, the plot, and the fictitious'reader. 3 

Although these may differ in order of importance, none of them on its'own 
is identical to the meaning of the text, which is to be brought about by their 
constant intertwining through the readet ih thereadln~ process. An increase 
in the number of blanks is bound to occur through the frequent subdivisions 
of each of the textual perspectives; thus the narrator's perspective is often 
split into that of the implied author's set against that of the'Eiuthoras nar
rator. The hero's perspective may be set against that oftheminor characters. 
The fictitious reader's perspective may be divided betweeri the explicit posi
tion ascribed to him and the implicit attitude he must adopt, to that position. 

As the reader's wandering viewpoint travel!! between ..ul"thes~segments, 

3, The rellder add relied In 11 text, liS dhtlnct from the actual reader. 
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its constant switching during the time flow of reading intertwines them, thus 
bringing forth a network of perspect~ves, within which each perspective 
opens a view not only of others, but also of the intended imaginary object. 
Hence no single textual perspective can be equated with this imaginary 
object, of which it forms only one aspect. The object itself is a product of 
interconnection, the structuring of which is to a great extent regulated and 
controlled by blanks. 

In order to explain this operation, we shall first give a schematic descrip
tion of how the blanks function, and then we shall try to illustrate this func
tion with an example. In the time flow of reading, segments of the various 
perspectives move into focus and are set off against preceding segments. 
Thus the segments ()f characters, narrator, plot, and fictitious reader per
spectives are not only marshaled int9 a graduated sequence but are also 
transformed into reciprocal reflectors. The blank as an empty space between 
segments enables them to be joined together, thus constituting a field of 
vision for the wandering viewpoint. A referential field is always formed when 
there are at least two positions related to and influencing one another-it is 
the minimal organizational unit in all processes of comprehension,4 and it is 
also the basic organizational unit of the wandering viewpoint. 

The first structural quality of the blank, then, is that it makes possible the 
organization of a refere~tial field of interacting textual segments projecting 
themselves one uponailOther. Now, the segments present ~n the field are 
structurally of equal value, and the fact that they are brought togetlter high
lights their affinities and their differences. This relationship gives ri~e to a 
tension that has to be resolved, for, as Arnheim has observed in a more 
general context: "It is ope of the functions of the third dimensIon to come 
to the rescue when things get uncomfortable itl the second.'" The third 
dimension comes 'about when the segments of the referential field are given 
a common framework, which allows the reader to relate affinities and dif
ferences and so to grai)> the 'patterns underlying the connections. But this 
framework is also a blank, which requires an act of ideation in order to be 
filled. It is as if the blank in the field- of the reader's viewpoint had c~anged 
its position. It began as the empty space between perspective segments, indi
cating their connectability, and so organizing them into projections ofrecip
rocal influence. But with the establishment of this connectability the blank, 
as the unformulated framework of these interacting segments, now enables 
the reader to produce a deterrninate relationship between them. We may 
infer already from this change in position that the blank exercises significap~ 
control over all the operations that occur within the referential field 6f the 
wandering viewpoint. 

Now we come to the third and most decisive function of the blank. 
Once the segments have been connected and a determinate relationship 
established, a referential field is formed which constitutes a particular 
reading moment, and which in turn has a discernible structure. The group
ing of segments within the referential field comes about, as we have seen, 
by making the viewpoint switch between the perspective segments. The 
segment on which the viewpoint focuses in each particu~ar moment 

4. See Aron Gurwltsch, The Field of Conscious ne .. 
(Pittsburgh, 1964), pp. 309-75 [Iser's note]. 
5. Rudolf Arnhelm, Toward a Psychology of Are 

(Berkeley, 1967), p. 239 [lser', note]. Amhelm (b. 
1904), R pathbreaklng German-born theorist of 
perception In art and film. ' 
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becomes the theme. The theme of one moment becomes the background 
against which the next segment takes on its actuality, and so on. Whenever 
a segment becomes a theme, the previous one must lose its thematic rel
evance6 and be turned into a marginal, thematically vacant position, which 
can be and usually is occupied by the reader so that he may focus on the 
new thematic segment. 

In this connection it might be more appropriate to designate the marginal 
01' horizontal position as a vacancy and not as a blank; blanks refer to sus
pended connectability in the text, vacancies refer to non thematic segments 
within the referential field of the wandering vie""point. Vacancies, then, are 
important guiding devices for building up the aesthetic object, because they 
condition the reader's view of the new theme, which in turn conditions his 
vie\\' of previous themes. These modifications, however, are not formulated 
in the text-they are to be implemented by the reader's ideational activity. 
:\nd so these vacancies enable the reader to combine segments into a field 
by reciprocal modification, to form positions from those fields, and then to 
adapt each position to its successor and predecessors in a process that ulti
mately transforms the textual perspectives, through a whole range of alter
nating themes and background relationships, into the aesthetic object of the 
text. 

Let us turn now to an example in order to illustrate the operations sparked 
off and governed by the vacancies in the referential field of the wandering 
viewpoint. For this reason we shall have a brief look at Fielding's? Tom jOfles 
and again, in particular, at the characters' perspective: that of the hero and 
that of the minor characters. Fielding's aim of depicting human nature is 
fulfilled by way of a repertoire that incorporates the prevailing norms of 
eighteenth-century thought systems and social systems and represents them 
as goverriing the conduct of the most important characters. In general, these 
norms are arranged in more or less explicitly contrasting patterns; Allworthy 
(benevolence) is set against Squire Western (ruling passion); the same applies 
to the two pedagogues, Square (the eternal fitness of things) and Thwackum 
(the human mind as a s;,-zlt of i1~iqtf.ity), who in turn are also contrasted with 
Allworthy and so forth. 

Thus in the individual situations, the hero is linked up with the norms of 
latitudinarian morality. orthodox theology, deistic philosophy,B eighteent'h~ 
century anthropology, and eighteenth-century aristocracy. Contrasts and dis
crepancies within the perspective of the characters give rise to the missing 
links, which enable the hero and the norms to shed light upon one another, 
and through which the individual situations may combine into a referential 
field. The hero's conduct cannot be subsumed under the norms, and through 
thCo' sequence of situations the norms shrink to a reified manifestation of 
human nature. This, however, is already an observation which the reader 
must make for himself. because such syntheses are rarely given in the text, 

h. FOI' Cl discussion orthe problem of (-hanging rel
l.'vanc:e and abandoned thematic relevance, see 
Alfred Schlltz. Reflections m. tI.e Problem of Rele
nl11ce. ed. Richard M. Zaner (!';('w Haven. 1970) 
[Iser's note). 
7. Ilenr), Fieldhlg (J 707-1754). English novelist 
and playwright; Tom J01l4S was published in I i49. 
8. Relief in a supreme being as the source of exis-

tence or the universe that rejects the supernatural 
d~trines of Christianity and the Influence or rev
elation of Goelln the events of the universe, stress
ing Instead the Importance of reason and ethical 
conduct. "Latitudinarian morality": tolerating free 
thought or a range of opinion, especially on reli
gious questions. 
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even though they are prefigured in the theme-and-backgroundstructure. The 
discrepancies continually arising between the perspectives of hero and minor 
characters bring about.a series of changing positions, with each theme losing 
its relevance but remaining in the background to influence and condition its 
successor. Whenever the hero violates the norms-as he does most of the 
time-the resultant situation may be judged in one or two.differ~nt w~ys: 
either the norm appears as a drastic reduction of human nature, in which 
case we view the theme from the standpoint of the hero, Of the violation 
shows the imperfections of human nature, in which case it is the norm that 
conditions our view. 

In both cases; we have the same structure of interacting positions being 
transformed into a dete.rminate meaning. For those characters,#tat represent 
a norm-in particular Allworthy, Squire Western, Square, and'Thwackum
human nature is defined in terms of one principle, so that all those possi
bilities which are not in harmony with the principle are given a negative 
slant. But when the negated possibilities exert their influence upon the 
course of events, and so show up the limitations of the principle concerned, 
the norms begin to appear in a different light. The apparently negative 
aspects of human nature fight back,as it were, against the principle itself 
and cast doubt upon it in proportion to its limitations. 
: ,In this way, the negation of other possibilities by the norm in question 
gives rise to a virtual diversification of human nature, which takes on a def
inite form to the extent that the norm is revealed as a restrlctipn on human 
nature. The. reader's attention is now fix.ed, not upon what the norms rep
resent, but upon what their representation. excludes, and so the 'aesthetic 
object-which is the whole spectrum of human nature-begins to arise out 
of what is adumbrated by the negated possibilities. In this way, the function 
of the norms themselves has changed: they rio longer represent lhesocial 
regulators prevalent in the thought systems of the eighteenth century, but 
instead they indicate the amount of human experience which they suppress 
because, as rigid principles, they cannot tolerate any modificatic;ms.· '0 • 

Transformations of this kind take place whenever the norms are the for
egrounded theme and the perspective of the hero remains the background 
conditioning the reader's viewpoint. But whenever the hero becomes the 
theme, and the norms of the minor characters shape the viewpoint, his well
intentioned spontaneity turns into the depravity of an impulsive nalure. Thus 
the position of the hero is also transformed, for it is no longer the standpoint 
frpm which we are to judge the norms; instead we see that even the best of 
intentions may come to nought if they are not gUided by circumspection, and 
spontaneity must be controlled byprudence9 if it is to allow a possibility of 
self-preservation. . 

The transformations brought about by the theme-and-background 
interaction are closely connected with the changing position of the vacancy 
within the referential field. Once a theme has been gr;:tsped, conditioned by 
the marginal position of the preceding segment, a feedback is bound to 
occur, thus retroactively modifying the shaping influence of the . reader's 
viewpoint. This reciprocal transformation is hermeneutic by natore,. even 

9. See Heriry Fielding, Tom}mt8S, 111.7 and XVIII, 
Chapter the Last (London, 1962), pp:.92, 427 
[Is er'. notel. 
I. Hermeneutlcs is the theory of interpretation; 

Iser Is alluding to what Is called the "hermeneutic 
circle," a model which holds that meaning Is not 
straightforWard but continually modified by feed
back. 
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though we may not be aware of the processes of interpretation resulting from 
the switching and reciprocal conditioning of our viewpoints; In this sense, 
the vacancy transforms the referential field of the moving viewpoint into a 
self-regulating str.ucture, which proves to be one of the most important links 
in the interaction between text and reader, and which prevents the reciprocal 
transformation of textual segments from being arbitrary. 

To sum up, then, the blank in the fictional text induces and guides the 
reader's constitutive activity. As a suspension of connectability between tex
tual perspective and perspective segments, it marks the need for an equiva
lence, thus transforming the segments into reciprocal projections, which in 
turn organize the reader's wandering viewpoint as a referential field. The 
tension that occurs within the field between heterogeneous perspective seg
ments is resolved by the theme-and-background structure, which makes the 
viewpoint focus on one segment as the theme, to be grasped from the the
matically vacant position now occupied by the reader as his standpoint. The
matically vacant positions remain present in the background against which 
new themes occur; they condition and influence those themes and are also 
retroactively influenced by them, for as each theme recedes into the back
ground of its successor, the vacancy shifts, allowing for a reciprocal trans
formation to take place. As the vacancy is structured by the sequence of 
positions in the time flow of reading, the reader's viewpoint cannot proceed 
arbitrarily; the thematically vacant position always acts as the angle from 
which a selective interpretation is to be made. 

Two points need to be emphasized: (1) we have described the structure of 
the blank in an abstract, somewhat idealized way in order to explain the pivot 
on which the interaction between text and reader turns; (2) the blank has 
different structural qualities, which appear to dovetail. The reader fills in the 
blank in the text, thereby bringing about a referential field; the blank arising 
in turn out of the referential field is filled in by. way of the theme-and
background st-ructure; and the vacancy arising from juxtaposed themes and 
backgrounds is occupied by the reader's standpoint, from which the various 
reciprocal transformations lead to the emergence of the aesthetic object. The 
structural qualities outlined make the blank shift, so that the changing posi
tions of the empty space mark out a definite need for determination, which 
the constitutive activity of the reader is to fulfi11. In this sense, the shifting 
blank maps out the path along which the wandering viewpoint is to travel, 
guided by the self-regulatory sequence in which the structural qualities of 
the blank interlock. 

Now we are in a position to qualify more precisely what is actually meant 
by reader participation in the text. If the blank is largely responsible for the 
activities described, then participation means that the reader is not simply 
called upon to "internalize" the positions given in the text, but he is induced 
to make them act upon and so transform each other, as a result of which the 
aesthetic object begins to emerge. The structure of the blank organizes this 
participation, revealing simultaneously the intimate connection between this 
stcucture and the reading subject. This interconnection completely conforms 
to a remark made by Piaget: "In a word, the subject is there and alive, because 
the basic quality of each structure is the structuring process itself."2 The 

2. Jean Piaget, Structuralism, Irans. Haninah Maschler (New York, 1970), p. 140 [Iser', note]. Plagel 
(1876-1980), Swiss psych"l"gist who applied structuralist method. In psychology. 
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blank in the fictional text appears to be a paradigmatic structure; its function 
consists in initiating structured operations in the reader, the execution -of 
which transmits the reciprocal interaction of textual positions into con
sciousness. The shifting blank is responsible for a sequence of colliding 
images, which condition each other in the time flow of reading. The dis
carded image imprints itself on its successor, even though the latter is meant 
to resolve the deficiencies of the former. In this respect the images hang 
together in a sequence, and it is by this sequence that the meaning of the 
text comes alive in the reader's imagination. 

E. D. HIRSCH JR. 
h. 1928 

1980 

In his famous Validity in Interpretation (1967), the American literary critic Eric Don
aId Hirsch Jr. argues against nearly every contemporary critical practice in order to 
establish a set of principles for valid textual interpretation grounded primarily in 
authorial intention. Although his position has been rejected by most critics, no one 
concerned with methods of interpretation can ignore his controversial project. When 
he wrote the book, Hirsch was, rea.(,;ting to the formalist views of the New Critics and 
their followers, whose skills as dose readers he admired but who, he said, had failed 
to explain how critics can id~ritify one reading as right and another wrong. In Hirsch's 
view the situation became even worse with the arrival from abroad of the new post
structuralist theories of literature and criticism in the late 1960s and 1970s, when 
theorists such as JACQUES DERRIDA and MICHEL FOUCAULT appeared to disavowalto
gether the principle-of "validity in interpretation"; thus to Hirsch they were "cognitive 
atheists," Faced with "relativism" on all fronts, Hirsch placed himself in firm oppo
sition not only to respected formalist theories such as those of w. K. WIMSATT JR. AND 
MONROE BEARDSLEY in "The Intentional Fallacy" (1946; see above), but also to post
structuralist ideas such as those of ROLAND BARTHES in "Death of the Author" (1968; 
see above). -

E. D. Hirsch was born in Memphis, Tennessee. He earned his B.A. at Cornell 
University in 1950 and both his M.A. and Ph.D. at Yale University (in 1953 and 
1957). During his long and distinguished career, he has received numerous research 
fellowships and honors, including a Guggenheim Fellowship (I 964). Hirsch's very 
early work focused on problems of interpretation in the field of Romanticism, address
ing the texts of such prominent figures as WILLlAM WORDSWORTH, Friedrich von 
Schelling, and William Blake. With the writing of his two major theoretical works, 
Validity in Interpretation and The Aims of Interpretation (I976), Hirsch turned his 
attention toward the general problem of interpretation; he drew primarily on the 
German traditions of philology, hermeneutics, and phenomenology, especially the 
work of FRIEDRICH SCHLEIERMACHER (1768':"'1834), August Boeckh (1785-1867), 
Wilhelm Dilthey (1833-1911), and Edmund Husserl (1859-1938). After a briefforay 
into composition theory in The Philosopl,y of Composition (1977), he published Cul
tural Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know (1987); though primarily aimed 
at improving literacy and influencing the school curriculum, it is also concerned with 
problems of interpretation. Cultural Literacy won national attention, and much of 
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Hirsch's subsequent work likewise seeks curricular reform-especially at the primary 
level, where his theories have been influential. In more recent years, Hirsch has 
entered into policy debates. and his ideas have been tried, tested, and approved in 
school systems. 

Published to much controversy in 1960 in PMLA (the journal of the Modern Lan
guage Association) and later collected as an appendL'I( to Validity in Interpretation, 
"Objective Interpretation," our selection, is a programmatic statement of Hirsch's 
hermeneutic project. whose overarching goal for interpretation is the imaginative 
reconstruction of the author's intention as the source of meaning. To begin with, 
Hirsch insists that an interpreter must distinguish between the "meaning" of a text 
and its "significance." Textual meaning is permanent. self-identical, and reproducible 
through interpretation. Significance, in contrast, is variable: the value or relevance 
of a text always depends on changing historical, social, and personal conditions. For 
Hirsch the significance of a text is the proper concern of criticism, while meaning is 
the domain of interpretation. Problems of objectivity arise, Hirsch argues, when con
temporary theorists confuse interpretation and criticism. He then asserts that the 
meaning of a text can only be the author's meaning. Textual meaning. it seems, is 
determined by the psychic acts of the author, which produce "intentional objects" or 
cognitive universals that are mentally reproducible by others independent of individ
ual biases. Adhering to the l'ationalist tradition of philosophy out of which Husserl's 
phenomenology emerges, Hirsch believes that the intentional objects of conscious
ness, including verbal meaning, are "objective" and "constant." 

This "suprapersonal" and "sharable" conscious object is properly the concern of 
interpretation. Hirsch thus distinguishes his theory from the phenomenological her
meneutics of MARTIN HEIDEGGER, who focuses on how language determines and 
shapes consciousness rather than on how consciousness precedes and manipulates 
language. Indeed, Heidegger's idea of the linguistic determination of consciousness 
puts the German philosopher in the camp of the "cognitive atheists" along with the 
poststructuralists and deconstructors, according to Hlrsch, for It too provides no solid 
basis for objective interpretation. Borrowing FERDlNAND DE SAUSSURE's fertile lin
guistic distinction between langlle and parole, Hirsch explains that a text represents 
a parole, or an individual utterance; it possesses a determinate verbal meaning created 
by a member of a particular speech community. Langlle consists of a system of mean
ing possibilities shared by the speech community. Parole, as a particular use or actu
alization of langue, implies the role of conscious choice, determination, will,' or 
intention. As a result, consciousness for Hirsch precedes language and guarantees its 
meaning; for Heidegger the forms of language and human consciousness are coex-
tensive. -r." 

Hirsch realizes, however. that critics rarely have direct access to an author's con
sciousness. Therefore, he advocates a reconstructive process for determining the 
"author's horizon"-the historical set of typical expectations, prohibitions, norms, and 
limits that define the author's intentions as a whole. These ground and sanction 
inferences about probable textual meaning. For instance, one important element of 
an author's horizon is genre. which invariably predetermines interpreters' expecta
tions for understanding a text. The goal is a reconstruction of the speaking subject's 
stance through attention to historical horizon or context. As Hirsch puts it, "The 
interpreter's primary task is to reproduce in himself the author's 'logic,' his attitudes, 
his cultural givens, in short his world." . 

.But as Hirsch's critics have noted. the turn toward the author's horizon reintro
duces the problems of textual interpretation in its suggestion that more texts (the 
~luthor's horizon) are required to interpret the text at hand. For instance, in reading 
\VOl'dsworth's other poetry and prose in order to contextualize his poem "A Slumber 
Did My Spirit Seal," a critic ~'ViII find these other texts as difficult to interpret as the 
primary poem. The critic will thus be forced to contextualize the secondary material 
as well. a process that will necessarily repeat itself. Inadvertently, Hirsch depicts each 
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text referring to other texts ad infinitum. As a result, his project to establish a con
sensus about meaning founders on theories of intertextuality (see, for instance, the 
work of MIKHAIL BAKHTIN and Roland Barthes in this area). In spite 'of Hirsch's efforts, 
critics who invoke "intention" as the basis for textual interpretation still end up dis
agreeing sharply about what this intention is and how it can be· Isolated. , 

What worries Hirsch is the "chaos" of conflicting and competing readings of the 
same text, and he has devised a theory to try to address this c()ncern. But in practice 
critics still find themselves in disagreement and dispute. Differences of opinion about 
the interpretation of a text get translated into argumentsovet the author's true inten
tion. Such contention results in part from ;the problems that horizon and intertex
tuality pose, but it also reflects the tendency of Hirsch's central distinctions between 
meaning and significance, interpretation and criticism, to br~lik down in practice. 
"Objective Interpretation" has nevertheless proven itself an indispensable, fertile text 
of interpretation theory. Moreover, in its attempt to e'stablish common criteria for 
interpretation, it is an important anticipation of Hirsch's later concern with "cultural 
literacy," which continues to have practical consequences for education in the United 
States. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Hirsch's major works include Wordsworth and Schelling: A T)'pological Study of 
Romanticism (1960), Innocence and Experience: An Introduction to Blake (1964), 
Validity in Interpretation (I967), The Aims of Interpretation (I976), The Philosophy 
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Studies .of Hirsch's theory of interpretation all find fault to some degree. For 
instance, .Richard Palmer's classic study, Hermeneutics: Interpretation Theory in 
Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger, and Gadamer (1969), argues that Hirsch fails 
to address the opposing hermeneutic theories of the historical and social nature of 
understanding; David Hoy's Critical Circle: Literature, History, and Philosophical 
Hermeneutics (1978) ~riticizes Hirsch's preoccupation with objective interpretation, 
adopting a more interactive perspective indebted to Martin Heiqegger and Hans 
Georg Gadamer. P. D. Juhl's Interpretation: An Essay in the Philosophy of Literary 
Criticism (1980) presents a more sympathetic, though not uncritical, overview of 
Hirsch's position. Two widely read leftist cultural assessments of Hirsch's work 
are offered by Frank Lentricchia's After the New Criticism (1980) and William E. 
Cain's Crisis in Criticism: Theory, Literature, and Reform in English Studies (I 984). 
WiIliam Ray's Literary Meaning: From Phenomenology to Deconstruction (1984) sit
uates Hirsch's work within wide-ranging contemporary theoretical debates on the 
problem of literary meaning, factoring in as well the arguments of reader-response 
theory. 

Objective Interpretation 

The fact that·the term "criticism" has now come to designate all commentary 
on textual meaning reflects a general acceptance of the doctrine that descrip
tion and evaluation are inseparable in literary study. In any serious confron
tation of literature it would be futile, of. course, to attempt a rigorous 
banishment of all evaluative judgment, but this fact does not give us the 
license to misunderstand or misinterpret our texts. It does not entitle us to 
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use the text as the basis for an exercise in "creativity" or to submit as serious 
textual commentary a disguised argument for a particular ethical, cultural, 
or aesthetic viewpoint. Nor is criticism's chief concern-the present rele
vance of a text-a strictly necessary aspect of textual commentary. That same 
kind of theory which argues the inseparability of description and evaluation 
also argues that a text's meaning is simply its meaning "to us, today." Both 
kinds of argument support the idea that interpretation is criticism and vice 
versa. But there is clearly a sense in which we can neither evaluate a text 
nor determine what it means "to us, today" until we have correctly appre
hended what it means. Understanding (and therefore interpretation, in the 
strict sense of the word) is both logically and psychologically prior to what is 
generally called criticism. It is true that this distinction between understand
ing and evaluation cannot always show itself in the finished work of criti
cism-nor, perhaps, should it-but a general grasp and acceptance of the 
distinction might help correct some of the most serious faults of current 
criticism (its subjectivism and relativism) and might even make it plausible 
to think of literary study as a corporate enterprise and a progressive disci
pline. 

No one would deny, of course, that the more important issue is not the 
status of literary study as a discipline but the vitality of literature-espe
cially of older 'literature-in the world at large. The critic is right to think 
that the text. should speak to us. The point which needs to be grasped clearly 
by the critic is that a text cannot be made to speak to us until what it says 
has been understood. This is not an argument in favor of historicism as 
against criticism-it is simply a brute ontological fact. Textual, meaning is 
not a naked given like a physical object. The text is first of all a conventional 
representation like a musical score, and what the score represents may be 
construed correctly or incorrectly. The literary text (in spite of the semi
mystical cla~ms made for its uniqueness) does not have a special ontological 
status which somehow absolves the reader from the demands universally 
imposed by all linguistic texts of every description. Nothing, that is, can 
give a conventional representation the status of an immediate given., The 
text of a poem, for example, has to be construed by the critic before it 
becomes a poem for him. Then it is, no doubt, an artifact with special 
characteristics. But before the critic construes the poem it is no artifaQt.for 
him at all, and if he construes it wrongly, he will subsequently be talking 
about the Wrong artifact, not the one represented by the text. If criticism 
is to be objective in any significant sense, it must be founded on a self
critical construction of textual meaning, which is to say, on objective inter
pretation. 

The distinction I am drawing between interpretation and criticism was 
one of the central principles in the now vestigial science of hermeneutics. 
August Boeckh, I for example, divided the theoretical part of his Encyklopadie 
into two sections, one devoted to Interpretation (Hermeneutik) and the other 
to Kritik. Boeckh's discussion of this distinction is illuminating: interpreta
tion is the construction of textual meaning as such; it explicates (legt aus) 
those meanings, and only those meanings, which the text explicitly or Implic
itly represents. Criticism, on the other hand, builds on the results of inter-

I, German phlloloRlst (1785-1867), 
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pretation; it confronts textual meaning not as such; but as a component 
within a larger context. Boeckh defined it as "that philological function 
through which a text is understood not simply in its own terms and for its 
own sake, but in order to establish a relationship with something else, in 
such a way that the goal is a knowledge of this relationship itself."z Boeckh's 
definition is useful in emphasizing that interpretation and criticism confront 
two quite distinct "objects," for this is the fundamental distinction between 
the two activities. The object of interpretation is textual meaning in and for 
itself and may be called the meaning of the text. The object of criticism, on 
the other hand, is that meaning in its bearing on something else (standards 
of value, present concerns, etc.), and this object may therefore be called the 
significance of the text. 

The distinction between the meaning and the significance of a text was 
first clearly made by Frege in his article "Ober Sinn und Bedeutung,"3 where 
he demonstrated that although the meanings of two texts may be different, 
their referent or truth-value may be identical. For example, the statement, 
"Scott is the author of Waverley," is true and yet the meaning of "Scott" is 
different from that of "the author o~ Waverley." The Sinn of each is different, 
but the Bedeutung (or one aspect of Bedeutung-the designatum of "Scott" 
and "author of Waverley") is the same. Frege considered only cases where 
different Sinne have an identical Bedeutung, but it is also true that the same 
Sinn may, in the course of time, have different Bedeutungen. For example, 
the sentence, "There is a unicorn in the garden," is prima facie false. But 
suppose the statement were made when there was a unicorn in the garden 
(as happened in Thurber's imaginative world);4 the statement would be true; 
its relevance woul.d:have shifted. But true or false, the meaning of the prop
osition would remain the same, for unless its meaning remained 
self-identical,'we would have nothing to label true or false. Frege's distinc
tion, now widely accepted by logicians, is a special case of Husserl's5 genera] 
distinction between the inner and outer horizons of any meaning. In 
section A I--shall try to clarify Husserl's concept and to show how it applies 
to the problems of textual study and especially to the basic assumptions of 
textual interpretation. 

My purpose is primarily constructive rather than polemical. I would not 
willingly argue that interpretation should be practiced in strict separation 
from criticism. I shall ignore criticism simply in order to confront the special 
problems involved in construing the meaning or Sinn of a text. For most of 
my notions I disclaim any originality. My aim is to revive some forgotten 
insights of literary study and to apply to the theory of interpretation certain 
other insights from lingUistics and philosophy. For although the analytical 
movement in criticism has permanently advanced the cause of intrinsic lit
erary study, it has not yet paid enough attention to the problem of establish
ing norms and limits in interpretation. If I display any argumentative intent, 

2. Encykw"adle .. nti Meehculologle der philolo
gischen Wissenscloaften, ed. E. Bratu.check, 2d ed. 
(Leipzig, 1886), p. 170 [Hlrsch's note). 
3. Gottlob Frege, "Ober Slnn und Bedeutung" 
[On Sense Rnd Meaning), Zeleschrift for Phlloso
phle "nd philosophise"" Kritlk 100 (1892). The 
article has been translated, and one English ver
sion may be found In H. Felgl and W. Sellars, 

Readings in Philosop',ical Analysis (New York, 
1949) [Hlrsch's notel. Frege (1848-1925), 
German analytical f.hilo.opher. 
4. A reference to 'The Unicorn in the Garden" 
(1940), a story by the American humorist and car
toonist James Thurber (1894-1961). 
5. Edmund Hus.erl (1859-1938), German phi
losopher, a founder of phenomenology. 
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it is not. therefore. against the analytical movement, which I approve, 
only against certain modern theories which hamper the establish mer 
normative principles in interpretation and which thereby encourage the 
jectivism and indh,idualism which have for many students discredited 
analytical movement. By normative principles I mean those notions wl 
concern the nature of a correct interpretation. When the critic clearly 4 
ceives what a correct interpretation is in principle, he possesses a gui, 
idea against which he can measure his construction. Without such a gui4 
idea. self-critical or objective interpretation is hardly possible. Current 
ory, however. fails to provide such a principle. The most influential 
representative statement of modern theory is Theory of Literature by We: 
and Warren. a book to which I owe much. I ungratefully select it (espec 
Chap. 12) as a target of attack, both because it is so influential and bec~ 
I need a specific, concrete example of the sort of theory which requ 
amendment. " 

A.. 71~e Two Horiz.on.s of Textual Meaning 

The metaphorical doctrine that a text leads a life of its own is used by mo( 
theorists to express the idea that textual meaning changes in the cours 
time.7 This theory of a changing meaning serves to support the fusiOl 
interpretation and criticism and, at the same time, the idea that pre! 
relevance forms the basis for textual commentary. But the view should 
remain unchallenged. since if it were correct, there could be no objec 
knowledge about texts. Any statement about textual meaning could be v 
only for the moment. and even this temporary validity could not be tes 
since there would be no permanent norms on which validating judgml 
could be based. While the "life" theory does serve to explain and sancl 
the fact that different ages tend to interpret texts differently, and whil 
emphasizes the importance of a text's present relevance, it overlooks the' 
that such a view undercuts all criticism, even the sort which emphas 
present relevance. If the view were correct, criticism would not only I 
permanent validity, but could not even claim current validity by the tiro 
got into print. Both the text's meaning and the tenor of the age would h 
altered. The "life" theory really masks the idea that the reader~nstrues 
own, new meaning instead of that represented by the text. 

The "life" theory thus implicitly places the principle of change squa 
where it belongs, that is. not in textual meaning as such, but in chan~ 
generations of readers. According to \VelIek, for example, the meaninl 
the text changes as it passes "through the minds of its readers, critics, i 

fellow artists."~ Now when even a few of the norms which determine a te: 
meaning aloe allotted to readers and made dependent on their attitudes i 

concerns. it is evident that textual meaning must change. But is it prope 
make textual meaning dependent upon the reader's own cultural givens 
may be granted that these givens change in the course of time, but does I 
imply that textual meaning itself changes? As soon as the reader's outloo 

6. Well"k and Warren, Theory of Literat .. re [New 
York, 1949], cha». 12. This chapter i. by Wellek 
[Hirsch's note]. This book by the literary critics 
Austin Warren (1899-1986) and Reno! Wellek 

(1903-1995) is a classic of New Criticism. 
7. See, for example, ibid., p. 31 [Hirsch'. not 
8. Ibid.,». 144 [Hirsch's note]. 
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permitted to determine what a text means, we have not simply a changing 
meaning but quite possibly as many meanings as readers. 

Against such a reductio ad absurdum, the proponent of the current theory 
points out that in a given age many readers will agree in their construction 
of a text and will unanimously repudiate the accepted interpretation of a 
former age. For the sake of fair-mindedness, thi!.l presumed unanimity may 
be granted, but must it be explained by arguing that the text's meaning has 
changed? Recalling Frege's distinction between Sinn and Bedeutung, the 
change could be explained by saying that the meanirig-",:~f the text has 
remained the same, while the significance of that meaning has shifted.9 Con
temporary readers will frequently share similar cultural givens and will 
therefore agree about what the text means to them. But might it not be the 
case that they agree about the text's meaning "to them" because they have 
first understood its meaning? If textual meaning itself could change, contem
porary readers would lack a basis for agreement or disagreement. No one 
would bother seriously to discuss such a protean object. The significance of 
textual meaning has no foundation and no objectivity unless meaning itself 
is unchanging. To fuse meaning and significance, or interpretation and crit
icism, by the conception of an autonomous, living, changing meaning does 
not really free the reader from the shackles of historicism; it simply destroys 
the basis both for any agreement among readers and for any objective study 
whatever. 

The dilemma created by the fusion of Sinn and Bedeutung in current 
theory is exhibited as soon as the theorist attempts to explain'how norms can 
be preserved in textual study. The explanation becomes openly self
contradictory: "It could be scarcely denied that there is [in textual rpeaning] 
a substantial identity of 'structure' which has remained the same throughout 
the ages. This structure, however, is dynamic: it changes throughout the pro
cess of history while passing through the minds of its readers, critics, and 
fellow artists.'" Fir.st the "structure" is self-identical; then it changes! What 
is given in one breath is taken away in the next. Although it is a matter of 
common experience that a text appears different to us than it appeared to a 
former age, and although we remain deeply convinced that there are per
manent norms in textual study, we cannot properly explain the facts by 
equating or fusing what changes with what remains the same. We must 
distinguish the two and give each its due. 

A couplet from MarvelI, used by WelIek to suggest how meaning changes, 
will illustrate my point:' 

My vegetable love should grow 
Vaster than empires and more slow.' 

Wellek grants that "vegetable" here probably means more or. less what we 
nowadays express by "vegetative," but he goes on to suggest that we cannot 
avoid associating the modern connotation of "vegetable" (what it means "to 
us"). Furthermore, he suggests that this enrichment of meaning may even 
be desirable. No doubt, the associated meaning is here desirable (since it 

9. [t could also be e"plained, of course, by laying 
that certain generations of readers tend to misun· 
derstand certain texts [Hirsch's note]. 
1. Wellek and Warren, p. 144. My italics [Hlrsch's 

note). 
2. Ibid., pp. 166-67 [Hlrsch'. note). 
3. "To His Coy Mistre .... (1650), by the English 
poet Andrew Marvell (1621-1678). 
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supports the mood of the poem), but Wellek could not 'evenJ11ake his point 
unless we could distinguish between what "vegetal;Jle" probably means as 
used in the text and what it commonly means to us. Simply to discuss the 
issue is to admit that Marvell's poem probably does not imply the modern 
connotation, for if we could not separate the sense of "vegetative" from the 
notion of an "erotic cabbage," we could not talk about the difficulty of making 
the separation. One need not argue that the delight we may take in such new 
meanings must be ignored. On the contrary, once we have self-critically 
understood the text, there is little reason to exclude valuable or pleasant 
associations which enhance its significance. However, it is essential to 
exclude these associations in the process of interpretation, that is, in the 
process of understanding what a text means. The way out of the theoretical 
dilemma is to perceive that the meaning of a text does not change and that 
the modern, different connotation of a word like "vegetable" belongs, if it is 
to be entertained at aH, to the constantly changing significance of a text's 
meaning. 

It is in the light of. the distinction between meaning and significance that 
critical theories like T. S. Eliot's need to be viewed. 4 Eliot, like other modern 
critics, insists that 'the meaning of a literary work changes in the course of 
time, but, in contrast to WeIIek, instead of locating the principle of change 
directly in the changing outlooks of readers, Eliot locates it in a changing 
literary tradition. In his view, the literary tradition is a "simultaneous" (as 
opposed to temporal) order of literary texts which is constantly rearranging 
itself as new literary works appear on the public scene. Whenever a new 
work appears it causes a rearrangement of the tradition as a whole, and this 
brings about an alteration in the meaning of each component literary text. 
For example, when Shakespeare's Troilus entered the tradition, it altered not 
only the meaning ofChaucer's Troilus,s but also, to some degree, the mean
ing of every other text in the literary tradition. 

If the changes in meaning Eliot speaks of are considered to be changes in 
significance, then his conception is perfectly sound. And indeed, by defini
tion, Eliot is speaking of significance rather than meaning, since he is'con
sidering the work in relation to a larger realm, as a component rather than 
a world in itself. It goes without saying that the character of a component 
considered as such changes whenever the larger realm of which it iS1l'-part 
changes. A red object will appear to have different color qualities when 
viewed against differently colored backgrounds. The same is true of textual 
meaning. But the meaning of the text (its Sinn) does not change any more 
than the hue .and saturation of the red object changes when seen against 
different backgrounds. Yet the analogy with colored objects is only partial: 
J can look at a red pencil against a green blotting pad and perceive the 
pencil's color in that special context without knowing the hue and saturation 
of either pencil or blotter. But textual meaning is a construction, not a naked 
given like a red object, and I cannot relate textual meaning to a larger realm 
until I ha"e .. ~onstruedit. Before I can judge just how the changed tradi
tion has altered the significance of a text, I must understand its meaning or 
Sinn. 

4. ELIOT, "Tradition and the Individual Talent" 
IHirsch's note]. This 1919 e .. ay by the American· 
horn English poet Is reprinl'ed above. 
5. Willium Shakespeare's play Tmilus and Crcs"ida 

(ca. '1601) and'Geoffrey Challcer's poem Troilus 
and CreseyJe (ca. 1385) treat the some postelassi
eal story of the Trojan War. 
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This permanent meaning is, and can be, nothing other than the author's 
meaning. There have been, of course, several other definitions of textual 
meaning-what the author's contemporaries would ideally have construed, 
what the ideal present-day reader construes, what the norms of language 
permit the text to mean, what the best critics conceive to be the best mean
ing, and so on. In support of these other candidates, various aesthetic and 
psychological objections have been aimed at the author: first, his meaning, 
being conditioned by history and culture, is too confined and simple; second, 
it remains, in any case, inaccessible to us because we live in another age, or 
because his mental processes are private, or because he himself did not know 
what he meant. Instead of attempting to meet each of these objections sep
arately, I shall attempt to describe the general principle for answering all of 
them and, in doing so, to clarify further the distinction between meaning 
and significance. The aim of my exposition will be to confirm that the 
author's meaning, as represented by his text, is unchanging and reproducible. 
My problem will be to show that, although textual meaning is determined by 
the psychic acts of an author and realized by those of a reader, textual mean
ing itself must not be identified with the author's or reader's psychic acts as 
such. To make this crucial point, I shall find it useful to draw upon Husserl's 
analysis of verbal meaning. 

In his chief work, Logische Untersuchungen,6 Husserl sought, among other 
things, to avoid an identification of verbal meaning with the psychic acts of 
speaker or listener, author or reader, but to do this he did not adopt a strict, 
Platonic idealism by which meanings have an actual existence apart from 
meaning experiences. Instead, he affirmed the objectivity of meaning by ana
lyzing the observable relationship between it and those very mental processes 
in which it is actualized, for in meaning experiences themselves, the objec
tivity and constancy of meaning are confirmed. 

Husserl's point may be grasped by an example from visual experience. 7 

When I look at a box, then close my eyes, and then reopen them, I can 
perceive in this second view the identical box I saw before. Yet, although I 
perceive the same box, the two acts of seeing are distinctly different-in this 
case, temporally different(,1he same sort of result is obtained when I alter 
my acts of seeing spatially. If I go to another side of the room or stand on a 
chair, what I actually "see" alters with my change in perspective, and yet I 
still "perceive" the identical box; I still understand that the object of my 
seeing is the same. Furthermore, if I leave the room and simply recall the 
box in memory, I still understand that the object I remember is identical with 
the object I saw. For if I did not understand that, how could I insist that I 
..vas remembering? The examples are paradigmatic: All events of conscious
less, not simply those involving visual perception and memory, are charac
:erized by the mind's ability to make modally and temporally different acts 
)f awareness refer to the same object of awareness. An object for the mind 
'emains the same even though what -is "going on in the mind" is not the 
ame. The mind's object therefore may not be equated with psychic processes 

. Log/caIInvestigation. (1900). 

. Most of my illustrations in this section are 
i.usl rather than verbal since the former may be 
• ore easily grasped. If, at this stage, I were to 
,Dose verbal e"amples, I would have to Interpret 
•• e"amples before maldng my point. I discuss a 

literary te"t In sections Band C. The e><ample of a 
bo" was suggested to me by Helmut Kuhn, ''The 
Phenomenological Concept of 'Horizon,' .. In Phil
osophical BSSfJ}" In Memory of Bd ..... ..., H .... erl. ed . 
Marvln Farber (Cambridge. Mall .• 1940) [Hlnch's 
note] . 
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as such; the mental object is self-identical over against a plurality of mental 
acts." 

The relation between an act of awareness and its object Husserl calls 
"intention," using the term in its traditional philosophical sense, which is 
much broader than that of ;'purpose" and is roughly equivalent to "aware
ness." ("Vhen I employ the word subsequently, I shall be using it in Husserl's 
sense.)9 This term is useful for distinguishing the components of a meaning 
experience. For example, when I "intend" a box, there are at least three 
distinguishable aspects of that event. First, there is the object as perceived 
by me; second, there is the act by which I perceive the object; and finally, 
there is (for physical things) the object which exists independently of my 
perceptual act. The first two aspects of the event Husserl calls "intentional 
object" and "intentional act" respectively. Husserl's point, then, is that dif
fel'ellt intentional acts (on different occasions) "intend" an identical inten
tional object. 

The general term for all intentional objects is meaning. Verbal meaning is 
simply a special kind of intentional object, and like any other one, it remains 
self-identical over against the many different acts which "intend" it. But the 
noteworthy feature of verbal meaning is its supra-personal character. It is 
not an intentional object for simply one person, but for many-potentially 
for all persons. Verbal meaning is, by definition, tltat aspect of a speaker's 
"intention" which, under linguistic c01l1'eJ'Ztions, may be shared by others. Any
thing not sharable in this sense does not belong to the verbal intention or 
verbal meaning. Thus, when I say, "The air is crisp," I may be thinking. 
among other things, "I should have eaten less at supper," and "Crisp air 
reminds me of my childhood in Vermont," and so on. In certain types of 
utterance such unspoken accompaniments to meaning may be sharable, but 
in general they are not, and therefore they do not generally belong to verbal 
meaning. The nonverbal aspects of the speaker's intention Husserl calls 
"experience" and the verbal ones "content." However, by content he does 
not mean simply intellectual content, but all those aspects of the intention
cognitive. emotive, phonetic (and in writing, even visual)-which may be 
conveyed to others by the linguistic means employed,l 

H usserl's analysis (in my brief exposition) makes the follOwing points then: 
Verbal meaning, being an intentional object, is unchanging, that is, it may 
be reproduced by different intentional acts and remains self-identical 
through all these reproductions. Verbal meaning is the sharable content of 
the speaker's intentional object. Since this meaning is both unchanging and 
interpersonal. it may be reproduced by the mental acts of different persons. 
Husscl"l's view is thus essentially historical, for even though he insists that 
verba I meaning is unchanging, he also insists that any particular verbal utter-

8. Sce Aroll Gurwitsch, "On the Intentionality of 
Consciousness." In Phi/osap/.iea/ Essays. ed. Farber 
[Hirs.,h's note). 
9. Although Husserl's term is a standard philo
sophical onc for which there Is no adequate sub
stitute, students of literature may unwittingly 
associate it with the intentional fallacy. The two 
llses of the ""ol"d are, however, quite distinct. As 
used by lif('rnry critics the term refers to Cl purpo!lit" 
which mayor may not be realized by a write, .. As 
used by I hrsserl the term refers to a proce .. of 
CO" sd" ... "', ... Thus In the literary usa~e, which 

involves problems of rhetoric, it Is possible to speak 
of an unfulfilled Intention, while in Husserl's usage 
such a locution would be meaningless [Hirsch's 
note). For "The Intentional Fallacy" (1946), an 
Influential New Critical essay by W1LLlAM K. WIM· 
SAIT JR. AND MONROE BEARDSLEY, see above. 
I. Edmund Husserl, Logisehe Untersuchungen, 
voJ. 2. Untersucllungen zur PhNnomenologle .",d 
,".eorie der Er"" .... ,nis [In''estigatlons Inlo PI",· 
nomen%g)' a"d Theo,)' of Perception), pt. I, 2d ed. 
(Halle, 1913), pp. 96-97 [Hlrach's note). 
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ance, written or spoken, is historically determined. Thatjs to say, the 
meaning is determined once and for all by the character of the speaker's 
intention.Z 

HusserI's views provide an excellent context for discussing the central 
problems of interpretation. Once we define verbal meaning as the content 
of the author's intention (which for brevity's sake 1 shall call simply the 
author's "verbal intention"), the problem for the intE;rpreter is quite clear: he 
must distinguish those meanings which belong to that verbal intention from 
those which do not belong. This problem may be rephrased, qf cpurse, in a 
way that nearly everyone will accept: the interpreter has to distinguish what 
a text implies from what it does not imply; he must give the text its full due, 
but he must also preserve norms and limits. For hermeneutic theory, the 
problem is to find a principle for judging whether various possible implica-
tions should or should not be admitted. . ' 

1 describe the problem in terms of implication, since, for practical pur
poses, it lies at the heart of the matter. Generally, the explicit meanings of 
a text can be construed to the satisfaction of most readers; the problems arise 
in determining 'inexplicit or "unsaid" meanings. If, for example, 1 announce, 
"I have a headache," there is no difficulty in construing what 1 "say," but 
there may be great difficulty in construing implications like "I desire sym
pathy" or "I have a right not to engage in distasteful work." Such implications 
may belong to my verbal meaning, or they may not belong. This is usually 
the area where the interpreter needs a guiding principle. 

It is often said that implications must be determined by referring to the 
context of the utterance, which, for ordinary statements like "I have a head
ache," means the concrete situation in which the utterance' occurs. In the 
case of written texts, however,context generally means verbal context: the 
explicit meanings which surround the problematical passage. But these 
explicit meanings alone do not exhaust what we mean by context when we 

,educe implicationsl The surrounding explicit meanings provide us with a 
sense of the whole meaning, and it is from this sense of the whole.that we 
decide what the problematical passage implies. We do not ask simply, "Does 
this implication belong with these other explicit meanings'?" but rather, 
"Does this implication belong with these other meanings within a particular 
sort of total meaning?" For example, we cannot determine whether ".root" 
belongs with or implies "bark" unless we know that the total meanh\g is "tree" 
and not "grass." The ground for educing implications is a sense of the whole 
meaning, and this is an indispensable aspect of what we mean by context. 

Previously I defined the whole meaning. of an utterance as the author's 
verbal intention. Does' this mean that the principle for admitting or excluding 
implications must be to ask, "Did the author have in mind such an impli
cation?" If that is the principle, all hope for objective interpretation must be 
abandoned, since in most cases it is impossible (even for the author.himself) 
to determine precisely what he was thinking of at the time or times he com
posed his te1l:t. But this is clearly not the correct principle. Wh~n rsay, "I 
have a headache," I may indeed imply, i'I would like some sympathy,'; and 
yet I might not have been explicitly conscious of such an implic'atitrn; The 
first step, then, in discovering a principle for admitting and excluding impli-

2. Ibid., p. 91 [Hirsch's note), 
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cations is to perceive the fundamental distinction between the author's ver
bal intention and the meanings of which he was explicitly conscious. Here 
again, Husserl's rejection of psychologism :is useful. The author's verbal 
intention (his total verbal·meaning) may be likened to my "intention" of a 
box. Normally, when I perceive a box, I am explicitly conscious of only three 
sides, and yet I assert with full confidence (although I might be wrong) that 
I "intend" a box, an object with six sides. Those three unseen sides belong 
to my "intention" in precisely the same way that the unconscious implica
tions of an utterance belong to the author's intention; They belong to the 
intention taken as a whole. 

Most, if not all, meaning experiences or intentions are occasions in which 
the whole meaning is not explicitly present to consciousness. But how are 
we to defin~.the manner in which these unconscious meanings are implicitly 
present? In Husserl's analysis, they are present in the form of a "horizon," 
which may be defined as a system of typical expectations and probabilities.~ 
"Horizon" is thus an essential aspect of what we usually call context. It is an 
inexplicit sense of the whole, derived from the eXplicit meanings present to 
consciousness. Thus, my view of three surfaces, presented in a familiar and 
typically box-like way, has a horizon of typical continuations; or, to put it 
another way, my "intention" of a whole box defines the horizon for my view 
of three visible sides. The same sort of relationship holds between the explicit 
and implicjt meanings ina verbal intention. The explicit meanings are com
ponents in a total meaning which is bounded by a horizon. Of the manifold 
typical continuations within this horizon_ author is not and cannot be 
explicitly conscious, nor would it be a paKit:ularly significant task to deter
mine just which components of his meanin·g the author was thinking of. But 
it is of the utmost importance to determine the horizon which defines the 
author's intention as a whole, for it is only with reference to this horizon, or 
sense of the whole, that the interpreter may distinguish those implications 
which are typical and proper components of the meaning from those which 
are not. 

The interpreter's aim, then, is to posit the author's horizon and carefully 
exclude his own accidental associations. A word like "vegetable," for example, 
had a meaning horizon in Marvell's language which is evidently somewhat 
different from the horizon it has in contemporary English. This is:,the lin
guistic horizon of the word, and it strictly bounds its possible implications. 
But all of these possible implications do not necessarily belong within the 
horizon of the particular utterance. What the word implies in the particular 
usage must be determined by asking, "Which implications are typical com
ponents of the whole meaning under consideration?" By analogy, when three 
surfaces are presented to me in a special way, I must know the typical con
tinuations of the surfaces. If I have never encountered a box before, I might 
think that the unseen surfaces were concave or irregular, or I might simply 
think there are other sides but have no idea what they are like. The proba
bility that I am right in the way I educe implications depends upon my famil
iarity with the type of meaning I consider. 

That is the reason, of course, that the genre concept is so important in 

3. Sce Edmund HlIsserl, E'fa"","g UI.d Un,,;1 
[Experience and Judgment), "d. L. Landgrebe 
(Hllmbllrg, 1948), pp. 26-36, and Kuhn, "The 

Phenomcnolo~ical Concept of 'Horizon··' 
[Hirsch'. notel. 
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textual study. By classifying the text as belonging to a particular genre, the 
interpreter automatically posits a general horizon for its meaning. The genre 
provides a sense of the whole, a notion of typical meaning components. Thus, 
before we interpret a text, we often classify it as casual conversation, lyric 
poem, military command, scientific prose, occasional verse, novel, epic, and 
so on. In a similar way, I have to classify the object I see as a box,a sphere, 
a tree, and so on before I can deduce the character of its unseen or inexplicit 
components. But these generic classifications are simply preliminary indi
cations. They give only a rough notion of the horizon for·a particular mean
ing. The aim of interpretation is to specify the horizon as far as possible. 
Thus, the object I see is not simply a box but a cigarette carton, and not 
simply that but a carton for a particular brand of cigarettes. If a paint mixer 
or dyer wants to specify a particular patch of color, he is not content to call 
it blue; he calls it Williamsburg Blue. The example of a color patch is para
digmatic for all particular verbal meanings. They are not simply kinds of 
meanings, nor are they single meanings corresponding to individual inten
tional acts (Williamsburg Blue is not simply an individual patch of color); 
they are typical meanings, particular yet reproducible, and the typical com
ponents of such meanings are similarly specific. The interpreter's job is to 
specify the text's horizon as far as he is able, and this means, ultimately, that 
he must familiarize himself with the typical meanings of the author's mental 
and experiential world. 

The importance of the horizon concept is that it defines in principle the 
norms and limits which bound the meaning represented by the text. But, at 
the same time, the concept frees the interpreter from the constricting and 
impossible task of discovering' What the author was explicitly thinking of. 
Thus, by defining textuaJ meaning as the author's meaning, the interpreter 
does not, as it is so often argued, impoverish meaning; he simply excludes 
what does not belong to it. For example, if I say, "My car ran out of gas," I 
imply, typically, "Th~ engine stopped running." Whether I also imply "Life 
is ironical" depends on the generality of my intention. Some linguistic utter
ances, many literary works among them, have an extremely broad horizon 
which at some points may touch the boundaries of man's intellectual cosmos. 
But whether this is the case is not a matter for a priori discussion; the deci
sion must be· based on a knowledgeable inference as to the particular inten
tion being considered. 

Within the horizon of a text's meaning, however, the process of explication 
is unlimited. In this respect Dryden4 was right; no text is ever fully explicated. 
For example, if I undertook to interpret my "intention" of a box, I could make 
explicit unlimited implications which I did not notice in my original inten
tion. I could educe not only the three unseen sides,' but also the fact that 
the surfaces of the box contain twenty-four right angles, that the area of two 
adjoining sides is less than half the total surface area, and so on. And if 
someone asked me whether such meanings were implicit in my intention of 
a box, I must answer affirmatively. In the case of linguistic meanings, where 
the horizon defines a much more complex intentional object, such deter
minations are far more difficult to make. But the probability of an inter
preter's inference may be judged by two criteria alone-the accuracy with 

4. JOHN DRYDEN (1631-1700), English poet, dramatist, and critic. 
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v.,hich he has sensed the horizon of the whole and the typicality of such a 
meaning within such a whole. Insofar as the inference meets these criteria, 
it is truly an explication of textual meaning. It simply renders explicit that 
which was, consciously or unconsciously, in the author's intention. 

The horizon which grounds and sanctions inferences about textual mean
ing is the "inner horizon" of the text. It is permanent and self-identical. 
Beyond this inner horizon any meaning has an "outer horizon"; that is to say, 
any meaning has relationships to other meanings; it is always a component 
in larger realms. This outer horizon is the domain of criticism. But this outer 
horizon is not only unlimited, it is also changing since the world itself 
changes. In general, criticism stakes out only a portion of this outer horizon 
as its peculiar object. Thus, for example, Eliot partitioned off that aspect of 
the text's outer horizon which is defined by the simultaneous order of literary 
texts. The simultaneous ordel' at a given point in time is therefore the inner 
horizon of the meaning Eliot is investigating, and this inner horizon is just 
as definite, atemporal, and objective as the inner horizon which bounds tex
tual meaning. However, the critic, like the interpreter, must construe cor
rectly the components of his inner horizon, and one major component is 
textual meaning itself. The critic must first accurately interpret the text. He 
need not perform a detailed explication, but he needs to achieve (and vali
date) that clear and specific sense of the whole meaning which makes 
detailed explication possible. 

B. Detenninateness of Textual Meaning 

In the previous section I defined textual meaning as the verbal intention of 
the author, and this argues implicitly that hermeneutics must stress a recon
struction of the author's aims and ~ttiiudes in order to evolve guides and 
norms for construing the meaning of his text. It is frequently argued, how
ever, that textual meaning has nothing to do with the author's mind but only 
with his verbal achievement, that the object of interpretation is not the 
author but his text. This plausible argument assumes, of course, that the text 
automatically has a meaning simply because it represents an unalterable 
sequence of words . .It assumes that the meaning of a word sequence is 
directly imposed by the public norms of language, that the text as a "piece-of 
language" is a public object whose character is defined by public norms." This 
"ie'l-\' is in one respect sound, since textual meaning must conform to public 
norms ifit is in any sense to be verbal (i.e. sharable) meaning; on no account 
may the interpreter permit his probing into the author's mind to raise private 
associations (experience) to the level of public implications (content). 

However, this basically sound argument remains one-sided, for even 
though verbal meaning must conform to public linguistic norms (these are 
highly tolerant, of course), no mere sequence of words can represent an 
actual verbal meaning with reference to public norms alone. Referred to 
these alone, the text's meaning remains indeterminate. This is true even of 
the simplest declarative sentence like "My car ran out of gas" (did my Pull
man dash from a cloud of Argon?). The fact that no one would radically 

5. The phrase, flriece of language:" conles from the first paragr'd.h of WUHam Empson's Set1en Types of 
A '" !>ig"i'y [1930. It is typical of th.· critical school Empson foun ed [Hlrsch's notel. 
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misinterpret such a sentence simply indioates .that its· frequency. is' high 
enough to give its usual meaning the apparent status of an .immediate given. 
But this apparent. immediacy o.bscures. a.c()mpleJII process O.f adjudications 
among meaning possibilities .. Under the' public normsoflanguage alone no 
such: :adjudicati()ns canocclik:, .since; the array of possibilities· presents a· face 
of blank indifference; The array.of possibilities only begins to become' a;more 
selective syStem of probabilities when,. instead of.confronting merely'p':'word 
sequence, we also·posit a speaker,whO" very likely. means something:.Then 
and only then does .the most usual sense of the wo"d seqttence become the 
inost probable or "obvious".sense. The point holds·true fl' fortiori, of course, 
when we confront less obvious word. sequences like. those·found in poetry. 
A careful exposition. of this point may be found in the first .volume .of Cas
sirer's6 Philosophy of.Sytnbolic Forms, whi~his.Iargelydevoted to a demon· 
stration that verbal meaning arises from .the "reciprocal determination" of 
public linguistic possibilities and .subjecti~e specifications. of those .possibil
ities.' Just as language constitutes and colors subjectivity, so does sl,lbje.ctivity 
color language. The author's. or speaker;s subjective act is fOrinally necessary 
to verbal meaning,. and· any theory; which tries to .dispense"",ith·.the author 
as specifier of m~aJ:ling by asserting that tel(tual, meaning is purelyobjectively 
determined finds: itselfchasi.ng :will~o' -the-wisps. The bUJ:den of this. section 
is,then; an attack on . the ,view: that a text is a '~pieceof lanSuage~' .. and a 
defense of the notion that a text represents the determinate ~erb.al meaning 
of an authot. '. 

One of the consequences at:ising from the view that a text is a piece of 
language-a purely 'public objj:d~isthe'iitipb~~ibi1iiy'of 'defining in princi
ple the natute ·of.a· correct interpretation, This· is the Same .impasse which 
results ·from the theory that .a. text· leads ja life .of its own,' and; .indeed, the 
two notions are .corollari,essince any '!piece of language!' must have;8 ch.mg
ing.meaning:when the changing puhlic . norms of language are view~d ·as the 
only ones.which.det~rmineJhe sensc,of thc;text. It is·thcirefOJ::e not surprising 
to find thatWt;!llek.subscribes implicitly toJ:he text-ss-language theory. The 
text is 'viewed as representing not- a determinate meaning; but rather a system 
of meaning potentials specified not.by a meaner but Iby ,the Vital potency of 
language itself •. Wellek. acutely perceives. the danger of the view:· 

'thus the system bE'rlormi; js stowing and ch'anging and Will remain; 'iri 
. sortie sense~ alvvays :incompl~i:ely :ahd . imperfectly realized. But this 
dynamic conception' a\jes riot tnearihiere s'UbjectiVism iUld ·telativisfu.. 
All the different point~ bf :view are' by no meartsequally' right. It will 
always be' possible to detertitine virhfi:hpoint of Vi«;w grasps 'thesubject 
most thotoughly arid deeply. A hierarchy of Viewpoints, a criticism' of 
the grasp of norms, is hnpiitid ili' the dmcept of iheadequacy' cif. inter-
.pret~.~ion.8 . ..' . ',! . c. . :, 

The dang~r of the view is, .of course, precisely ;thatit opens .. the. door' to 
subjectivism and relativism, since linguistic norms may.be invoked to ~uppott 

". , 
6." -Er.nst Cas~lrer (1874-1945), German philoso
pher. 
7. Vol. I, Language, trans. R. Manhelm (New 
Haven, 1953). It Is Ironic that Casslrer'. work 
should be! Used to 'support' the n'otion that a text 
speaks for itself. The realm of language' Is auton
omous for Cassirer only in the sense that it follow. 

an independent Clevelopmentwhlch Is re~lp;'ocally 
determined by objective .. nd subjective factors. See 
pp. 69, 178, 213, 249-50, and passim [Hirsch's 
note], 
8. Wellek and, Warren, . TJ.eo;y 0/ Literature, 
p. 144 (Hlrsch's note]. 
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any verbally possible meaning. Furthermore, it is not clear how one may 
criticize a grasp' of norms which will not stand stUI. 

Wellek's brief comment on the problem involved in defining and testing 
correctness in interpretation is representative of a widespread conviction 
among literary critics that the most correct interpretation is the most "inclu
sive" one. Indeed, the view is so widely accepted that Wellek did not need 
to defend his version of it (which he calls "Perspectivism") at length. The 
notion behind the theory is reflected by such phrases as "always incompletely 
and imperfectly realized" and "grasps the subject most thoroughly." This 
notion is simply that no single interpretation can exhaust the rich system of 
meaning potentia~ities represented by the text. Hence, every plausible read
ing which remains within public linguistic norms is a correct reading so far 
as it goes; but each reading is inevitably partial since it cannot realize all the 
potentialities of the text. The guiding principle in criticism, therefore, is that 
of the inclusive interpretation. The most "adequate" construction is the one 
which gives the fuHest coherent account of all the text's potential meanings.9 

Inclusivism is desirable as a position which induces a readiness to consider 
the results of others, but, aside from promoting an estimable tolerance, it 
has little theoretit:al value. Although its aim is to recondl~ ;diffei'ent plausible 
readings in an ideal, comprehensive inte.rpretation, it ca:nno~, in fact, either 
recol1;cile· different readings or choose between them: As. ~ normative ideal, 
or principle of correctness, it is useless: This point may be illustrated by 
citing two expert,readings of·a well-krioWn poem byWor(fswQl'th. I.shall first 
quote the poem and then quote excerpts from two published exegeses to 
de·monstrate the kind of impasse which inclusivisn:tal~ays provokes when it 
attempts to reconcile interpretations and, incidentally, .to demonstrate. the 
very kind of interpretive problem which calls for a.guicting principle: 

A slumber did my spirit seal; 
I had no human fears: 

She seemed a thing that could not feel 
The touch of earthly.years. 

:' . 
No motion has she now, no force; 

She neither hears nor sees; 
Rolled round in earth's diurnal course; 

With rocks, ai-td stones, and trees. I ::· 

~ .. 

Here are excerpts from two commentaries on the final lines of the poem; the 
first is by Cleanth Brooks, the second by F. W. Bateson.2 

[The poet] attempts to suggest something of the lover's agonized shock 
at the loved one's present lack of motion-of his response to her utter 
and horrible inertness .... Part of the effect, of course, resides in the 
fact that a dead lifelessness is suggested more sharply by an· object;s 

9. Every interpretation is necessarily incomplete 
in the sense that it fails to explicate all a text's 
implications. But this kind of incomplete Interpre
tation may still carry an absolutely correct system 
of emphases and an accurllte sense of the whole 
meaning. This kind of incompletenes. is radically 
different from that postulated by the Incluslvlsts, 
for whom R sense of the whole meuns a grasp of 
the various· possible meanings which 11 text can 

plaUSibly represent (Hlrsch's note]. 
I. "A Slumber Did My Spirit Seal" (1800), by the 
English Romantic poet WILLlAM wonDSWORTH 
(1770-1850). 
2. Frederlck Vl(i1se Bateson(l90 1-1978), English 
critic, founding editor in 1951 of the journal EsSQYS 
in Criticl ..... BROOKS ( 1906-1994), American New 
Critic and educator. 
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being whirled about by something else than by an image of the object 
in t'epose. But there are other matters which are at work here: the sense 
of the girl's falling back into the clutter of things, companioned by things 
chained like a tree to one particular spot, or by things completely inan
imate like rocks and stones .... [She] is caught up helplessly into the 
empty whirl of the earth which measures and makes time. She is touched 
by and held by earthly time in its most powerful and horrible image. 

The final impression the poem leaves is not of two contrasting moods, 
but of a single mood mounting to a climax in the pantheistic magnifi
cence of the last two lines .... The vague Iiving-Lucy of this poem is 
opposed to the.grander dead-Lucy who has become involved in the sub
lime processes of nature. We put the poem down satisfied, because its 
last two lines succeed in effecting a reconciliation between the two phi
losophies or social attitudes. Lucy is actually more alive now that she is 
dead, because she is now a part of the life of Nature, and not just a 
human "thing."3 

If we grant, as I think we must, that both the cited interpretations are permit
ted by the text, the problem for the inclusivist is to reconcile the two readings. 

Three modes of reconciliation are available to the inclusivist: (1) Brooks' 
reading includes Bateson's; it shows that any affirmative suggestions in the 
poem are negated by the bitte~ly ironical portrayal of the inert girl being 
whirled around by what Bateson calls the "sublime processes of Nature." (2) 
Bateson's reading includes Brooks'j the ironic contrast between the active, 
seemingly immortal girl anq the passive, inert, dead girl is overcome by a 
final unqualified affirmation of ir11;nlortality. (3) Each of the readings is par
tially right, but they must be fused to supplement one another. The very fact 
that the critics differ suggesbl that the meaning is essentially ambiguous. 
The emotion expressed is ambivalent and comprises both bitter regret and 
affirmation. The third mode of reconciliation is the one most often employed 
and is probably, in this case, the most satisfactory. A fourth type of resolu
tion, which would insiS!., that Brooks is right and Bateson wrong (or vice 
versa), is not available to the inclusivist, since the text, as language, renders 
both readings plausible. 

Close examination, however, reveals that none of the three modes of 
argument manages to reconcile or fuse the two diffe~ent readings. Mode 1, 
for example, insists that Brooks' reading comprehends Bateson's, but 
although it is conceivable that Brooks implies all the meanings which Bate
son has perceived, Brooks also implies a pattern of emphasis which cannot 
be reconciled with Bateson's reading. While Bateson con~trues a primary 
emphasis on life and affirmation, Brooks emphasizes deadness and inert
ness. No amount of manipulation can reconcile these divergent emphases, 
since one pattern of emphasis irrevocably excludes other patterns, and, 
since emphasis is always crucial to meaning, the two constructions of mean
ing rigorously exclude one another. Precisely the same strictures hold, of 
course, for the argument that Bateson's reading comprehends that of 

3. Cleanth Brooks. "Irony as a Principle of Struc· 
ture," In Lil<!rc .. y Opinion In America. ed. M. D. 
Zabel, 2d ed. (New York, 1951). p.736. F. W. 

Bateson, English Poetry: A Critical Itltroduction 
(London, 1950), pp. 33, 80-81 [Hlrsch's note). 
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Brooks. Nor can mode 3 escape ""'ith impunity. Although it seems to pre
serve a stress both on negation and on affirmation, thereby coalescing the 
two readings, it actually excludes both readings and labels them not simply 
partial, but wrong. For if the poem gives equal stress to bitter irony and to 
affirmation, then any construction which places a primary stress on either 
meaning is simply incorrect. 

The general principle implied by my analysis is very simple. The sub
meanings of a text are not blocks which can be brought together additively. 
Since verbal (and any other) meaning is a str"cture of component meanings. 
intel'pretation has not done its job when it simply enumerates what the 
component meanings are. The interpreter must also determine their prob
able structure and particularly their structure of emphases. Relative empha
sis is not only crucial to meaning (perhaps it is the most crucial and 
problematical element of all), it is also highly restrictive; it excludes alter
natives. It may be asserted as a general rule that whenever a reader con
fronts two interpretations which impose different emphases on similar 
meaning components, at least one of the interpretations must be wrong. 
They cannot be reconciled. 

By insisting that verhal meaning always exhibits a determinate structure 
of emphases, I do not. however, imply that a poem or any other text must 
be unambiguous. It is perfectly possible. for example, that Wordsworth's 
poem ambiguously implies both bitter irony and positive affirmation. Such 
complex emotions are commonly expressed in poetry, but if that is the kind 
of meaning the text represents, Brooks and Bateson would be wrong to 
emphasize one emotion at the expense of the other. Ambiguity or, for that 
matter, vagueness is not the same as indeterminateness. This is the crux of 
the issue. To say.that verbal meaning is determinate is not to exclude com
plexities of meaning but only to insist that a text's meaning is what it is and 
not a hundred other things. Taken in this sense, a vague or ambiguous text 
is just as determinate as a logical proposition; it means what it means and 
nothing else. This is true even if one argues that a text could display shifting 
emphases like those magic squares which first seem to jut out and then to' 
jut in. \\lith texts of this character (if any exist), one need only say that the' 
emphases shift and must not. therefore, be construed statically. Any static 
construction would simply be wrong. The fundamental flaw in the "theopY' . 
of the most inclusive interpretation" is that it overlooks the problem of 
emphasis. Since different patterns of emphasis exclude one another, inclu
si\'ism is neither a genuine norm nor an adequate guiding principle for 
establishing an interpretation. 

Aside from the fact that inclusivism cannot do its appointed job, there 
are more fundamental reasons for rejecting it and all other interpretive 
ideals based on the conception that a text represents a system of meaning 
possibilities. No one would deny that for the interpreter the text is at first 
the source of numerous possible interpretations. The very nature of lan
guage is such that a particular sequence of words can represent several 
different meanings (that is why public norms alone are insufficient in tex
tual interpretation). But to say that a text might represent several structures 
of meaning does not imply that it does in fact represent all the meanings 
which a particular word sequence can legally con\·ey. Is there not an obvi
OllS distinction between what a text might mean and what it does mean? 
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According to accepted: linguistic theory, it is far n'ioreaccurate to say that 
a written composition is nota mere locus of verbal possibilities, but·a record 
(made possible by' the iilVention of writing) of a verbal actuality. The inter
preter's job. is to 'reconstruct a determinate actual meaning, nof a mere 
system of possibilities. Indeed" if the text represented a system of p~sibil
ities, interpretation would be impossible, since no. actual rea'ding could cor
respond to a mere· system. ·of possibilities. Furthermore, :if the text is 
c,onceived to represent all the actual, structures· of meaning permissible 
within the public norms of language, then no single construction (with its 
exclusivist pattern of emphases) could be correct, and any legitimate con
struction would be just as incorrect as any other. When a text is conceived 
as a piece of language; a .familiar and all too common anarchy follows. But, 
aside' from' its unfortunate consequences, the theory con_tradicts a widely 
accepted principle in linguistics ... refer toSaussure's4 distinction between 
langue and parole. 

Saussure defined langue as the system of linguistic. possibilities. shared by 
a speech community at a given point in time. 5 This system of possibilities 
contains two distinguishable levels. The first consists of habits, engramS', 
prohibitions, and the like derived from past linguistic usage; these are the 
"virtualities" of the langue. Based on these virtualities,. there are, in' addition, 
sharable ,meaning possibilities which . have never before. been .acrualized; 
these are the "potentialities!' The two types of meaning possibilities taken 
together constitute the langue. which the speech community, draws upon. 
Butthis system of possibilities must be distinguished from the'actual verbal 
utterances of individuals who: draw.upon it. These· actual utterances are 
called paroles; they are uses of language and actualize some (but never all) 
of the meaning possibilities constituting the langue. 

Saussure'sdistinction pinpoints the issue:. does a text represent a segment 
of langue (as modern theorists hold) or a parole? A simple .test·suffices to 
provide the answer. If the text is composed of sentences, it.represents parole, 
which is to say, the determinate.verbal meaning of a member of the speech 
community. Langue contains words and sentence-forming principles, but it 
contains no sentences. It may be represented in writing only by isolated 
words in disconnection (Wi1rter as opposed to Worte) .. 6 A parole,. on the other 
hand. is always composed ·of. sentences; an assertion' cOlToborated by the 
firmly established principle: that the sentence· is the?fundamental unit of 
speech.7 Of course, there are numerous elliptical and one-word sentences, 
but wherever it can be correctly inferred that 8 text represents sentences and 
not simply isolated wordl, it may allo be inferred that the text representl 
paroZ., which is to lay, actual, determinate verbal meanihil . , , ' , 

The point is nicely illustrated in' a dictionary definition. The letters in 
boldface at the head of the definition represent the word ,as langue, with all 

4. FERDlNAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913), Swiss. 
linguist. Literally,' lang .... and ptirO/ .. mean "Ian.' 
guage" and "spoken 'word" (French)., . 
5. This Is the "synchronic" as opposed to the ""ia" 
chronic" sense of the term. See Ferdirilind de Sau,;' 
sure, Cours d .. linrulstique glfnlfrale [Coutst in' 
G ...... ral linguistics .(Paris, .1931). Useful discus
sions may be found lri Stephen UlIll'lan; TIt .. Prin
ciples of S ....... ntlcs (Glasgow, 1951)" and W. v. 

Wartbutg, Blnftlhrung, In, die Prob~ ..... !IIt und 
Methodllt tier SjWrichWiss.msclaaje [Problems and 
Methods In Llng",istics)(Halle,1943) [Hirsch's 
note)....· 

.. 6. The dlsth,ctlori drawn; In German, between iso-
lated and connected wOrds. . ; 

.7 ... See, for example, Casslrer, Symbollc .. Forms, vol. 
I, Languag .. , p. 304 [Hlrsch's notel •. " 
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its rich meaning possibilities. But under one of the sub~eadings, in an illus
trative sentence, those same letters represent the word as parole, as a par
ticular, selective actualization from langue. In yet another illustrative 
sentence, under another subheading, the· very same word represents a dif
ferent selective actualization. Of course, many sentences, especially those 
found in poetry, actualize far more possibilities than illustrative sentences in 
a dictionary. Any pun, for example, realizes simultaneously at least two diver
gent meaning possibilities. But the pun is nevertheless an actualization from 
langue and not a mere system of meaning possibilities. 

The langue-parole distinction, besides affirming the determinateness of 
textual meaning, also clarifies the special problems posed by revised and 
interpolated texts. With a revised text, composed over a long period of time 
(Faust,s for example), how are we to construe the unrevised portions? Should 
we assum~ that they still mean what they meant originally or that they took 
on a new meaning when the rest of the text was altered or expanded? With 
compiled or interpolated texts, like many books of the Bible, should we 
assume that sentences from varied provenances retain their original mean
ings or that these heterogeneous elements have become integral components 
of a new total meaning? In terms of Saussure's· distfnction, the question 
becomes: should we consider the text to represent a compilation of divers 
paroles or a new unitary parole "respoken" by the· new author or editor? I 
submit that there can be no definitive answer to the question, except in 
relation to a specific scholarly or aesthetic purpose, for in reality the question 
is not, "How are we to interpret the text?",but, "Which text are we to inter
pret?" Is it to be the heterogeneous compilation' of .past paroles, each to be 
separately considered, or the new, homogeneous parole? Both may be repre
sented by the written score. The only problem is to choose, and having cho
sen, rigorously to refrain from confusing or in any way identifying the two 
quite different and separate "texts" with one another. Without solving any 
concrete problems, then,' Saussure's distinction nevertheless confirms the 
critic's right in most cases to regard his text as representing a single parole. 

Another problem which Saussure'sdistinctioil clarifiesi!! that posed by the 
bungled text, where the author aimed to convey a meaning which his words 
do not convey to others in the speech conimimity. One sometimes confronts 
the problem in a freshman essay. In such a case, the question isTtioes the 
text mean what the author wanted it to mean or does it mean what'the speech 
community at large takes it to mean? Much attention has been devoted to 
this problem ever since the publication in "1946 ofWimsatt's and Beard.ley's 
essay on liThe Intentional Fallacy.'" In· that essay the position was taken 
(albeit modified by certain qualifications) that the text, being public, means 
what the speech community takes it to mean. This position is, in an ethical 
sense, right (and language, being social, has a strong ethical aspect): if the 
author has bungled so badly that his utterance will be .misconstrued, then it 
serves him right when people misunderstand him. However, put in linguistic 
terms, the position becomes unsatisfactory. It implies that the meaning rep
resented by the text is not the parole of an author, but rather the parole of 

8. Goethe published Fam! in two parts, in 1808 
and 1832. . 
9. See Sewanee Review 54 (1946). Reprinted In 

William K. Wimsatt, Jr., The Verbal Icon, Studies 
in the Me .. ning of Poetry (Lexlngton, Ky., 1954) 
[Hlnch's note]. 
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the speech community. But since only individuals utter paroles, a parole of 
the speech community is a nonexistent, or what the Germans call an Un
ding.' A text can represent only the parole of a speaker or author, which is 
another way of saying that meaning requires a meaner. 

However, it is not necessary that an author's text represent the parole he 
desired to convey. It is frequently the case, when an author has bungled, 
that his text represents no parole at all. Indeed, there are but two alternatives: 
either the text represents the author's verbal meaning or it represents no 
determinate verbal meaning at all. Sometimes, of course, it is impossible to 
detect that the author has bungled, and in that case, even though his text 
does not represent verbal meaning, we shall go on misconstruing the text as 
though it did, and no one will be the wiser. But with most bungles we are 
aware of a disjunction between the author's words and his probable meaning. 
Eliot, for example, chided Poe for saying "My most immemorial year," when 
Poe "meant" his most memorable year. 2 We all agree that Poe did not mean 
what speakers of English generally mean by the word "immemorial"-and so 
the word cannot have the usual meaning. (An author cannot mean what he 
does not mean.) The only question, then; is: does the word mean more or 
less what we convey by "never to be forgotten" or does it mean nothing at 
all? Has Poe so violated linguistic norms that we must deny his utterance 
verbal meaning or content? . 

The question probably cannot be answered by fiat, but since Poe's meaning 
is generally understood, and since the single criterion for verbal meaning is 
communicability, I am inclined to describe Poe's meaning as verba1. 3 I tend 
to side with the Poes and Malaprops4 of the world, for the norms of language 
remain far more tolerant than dictionaries and critics like Eliot suggest. On 
the other hand, every member of the speech community, and especially the 
critic, has a duty to avoid and conc!emn sloppiness and needless ambiguity 
in the use of language, simply in qrder to preserve the effectiveness of the 
langue itself. Moreover, there must be a dividing line between verbal mean
ings and those meanings which we half-divine by a supra-linguistic exercise 
of imagination. There must be a dividing line between Poe's successful dis
regard of normal usage andL~e incommunicable word sequences of a bad 
freshman essay. However, that dividing line is not between the author's 
meaning and the reader's, but rather between the author's parole and no 
parole at all. 

Of course, theoretical principles cannot directly solve the interpreter's 
problem. It is one thing to insist that a text represents the determinate verbal 
meaning of an author, but it is quite another to discover what that meaning 
is. The very same text could represent numerous different paroles, as any 
ironic sentence discloses ("That's a bright idea?" or "That's a bright idea!"). 

I. An impossibility, nonsense (literally, an "un
thing"). 
2. T. S. Eliot, "From Poe to Val~ry," Hudson 
Review 2 (1949): 232 [Hirsch's note]. Eliot is refer· 
ring to EDGAR ALLAN POE's poem "Ulalume" 
(1847). 
3. TI,e word Is, in fact, quite effective. It conveys 
the sense of "memorable" by the component 
"memorial," and the sense of "never to be forgot
ten" by the negative prefix. The difference between 
this and jabberwocky words Is that it appears to be 

a standard word occurring in a context of standard 
words. Perhaps Eliot Is right to scold Poe, but he 
cannot properly inolst that the word lack. a deter· 
mlnate verbal meaning [Hlrsch's notel. The words 
in Lewls Carroll'. poem "Jabberwocky" (1871) are 
effective (e.g., "frabjous") but nonsense. 
4. From Mrs. Malaprop In Richard Sherldan'. nu. 
Ri .... /s (1775), whose peculiar speech spawned the 
term "malapropism." an inappropriate use of one 
word for another slmllar·sounding word. 
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But it should be of some practical consequence for the interpreter to know 
that he does have a precisely defined task, namely, to discover the author's 
meaning. It is therefore not only sound but necessary for the interpreter to 
inquire. "What in all probability did the author mean? Is the pattern of 
emphases I construe the author's pattern?" But it is both incorrect and futile 
to inquire, "What does the language of the text say?" That question can have 
no determinate answer. 

c. Verification 

Since the meaning l'epresented by a text is that of another, the interpreter 
can never be certain that his reading is correct. He knows furthermore that 
the norms of lallgue by themselves are far too broad to specify the particular 
meanings and emphases represented by the text, that these particular mean
ings were specified by particular kinds of subjective acts on the part of the 
author. and that these acts. as such, remain inaccessible.' A less self-critical 
reader, on the other hand. approaches solipsism if he assumes that the text 
represents a perspicuous meaning simply because it represents an unalter
able sequence of words. For if this perspicuous meaning is not verified in 
some way. it will simply be the interpreter's own meaning, exhibiting the 
connotations and emphases which he himself imposes. Of course, the reader 
must realize verbal meaning by his own subjective acts (no one can do that 
fOl' him). but if he remembers that his job is to construe the author's mean
ing. he will attempt to exclude his own predispositions and to impose those 
of the author. However, no one can establish another's meaning with cer
tainty. The interpreter's goal is simply this-to show that a given reading is 
more probable than others. In hermeneutics, verification is a process of 
establishing relative probabilities. 

To establish a reading as probable it is first necessary to show, with ref
erence to the norms of language, that it is possible. This is the criterion of 
legitimacy: the reading must be permissible within the public norms of the 
langue in which the text was composed. The second criterion is that of 
con'espondence: the reading must account for each linguistic component in 
the text. Whenever a reading arbitrarily. ignores linguistic components or 
inadequately accounts for them. the reading may be presumed improbab,-g: 
The third criterion is that of generic appropriate1fess: if the text follows the 
conventions of a scientific essay. for example, it is inappropriate to construe 
the kind of allusive meaning found in casual conversation.6 When these 
three preliminary criteria have been satisfied, there remains a fourth cri
terion which gives significance to all the rest, the criterion of plausibility 
or coherence. The three preliminary norms usuaIJy permit several readings, 
and this is by definition the case when a text is problematical. Faced with 
alternatives, the interpreter chooses the reading which best meets the 
criterion of coherence. Indeed, even when the text is not problematical, 
coherence remains the decisive criterion, since the meaning is "ob
,-ious" only because it "make sense." I wish, therefore, to focus attention 

5. Tu recall Husserl's point, a particular verbal 
Inl'aning depends on a particular species of "in ten
ticlI1c11 act," not on a single. il"l"cproducihle act 
[Hir"sc:h's note]. 

6. This lhird criterion is, however, highly pre, 
sumptive, since the interpreter may easily mistake 
the tellt's genre [Hirsch's note). 
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on the criterion of coherence and shall take. for granted the demands of 
legitimacy, correspondence; and generic appropriateness. I shall try to.show 
that verification by the criterion of coherence, and ultimately,. therefore, 
verification in general, implies .a reconstruction of relevant . aspects in the 
author's outlook. My point may be summarized in the paradox thaHdbjec
tivity in textual· interpretation requires explicit reference to the speaker's 
subjectivity. 

The paradox reflects the peculiar nature of coherence, which is not an 
absolute but a dependent quality. The laws of coherence are variable; they 
depend upon the nature of the total meaning under consideration. Two 
meanings ("dark" and "bright," for example) which cohere in one context 
may not cohere in another.' "Dark .with excessive bright" ,makes excellent 
sense in Paradise Lost,8 but if a reader. found the phrase in a· textbook ·on 
plant pathology, he would assume that he confronted .a misprint :f~r . ~'dark 
with excessive blight." Coherence depends on the· context, andJt is helpful 
to recall our definition of context: it is a sense of the whole meaning, .con
stituted of explicit partial meanings plus a horizon of expectations andprob
abilities. One meaning coheres with another because it is typical or probable 
with ·reference to the whole (coherence is thus the first· cousin ofimplica~ 
tion). The criterion of coherence·can be invoked only·.with.reference to a 
particular .context, and this context may be inferred· ,only by positing the 
au thor' s . horizon, . hisdisposi tion toward a' particular .type of meaning .. This 
conclusion requires elaboration. . 

The fact that coherence is a dependent quality leads to an . unavoidable 
circularity in the process of interpretation. The interpreter posits. meanings 
for the words and word sequences :he confronts, ~lnd, at the same time, he 
has to posit a whole meaning or context in reference to which the'submean
ings cohere with one another. The procedure is thoroughly circu~ar;the;con
text.is derived from the.submeanings'andthe submeanings are specified and 
rendered coherent:with reference to:,the context. This circularity makes it 
very difficult to convince a :reader'to alter his construction; asevery.teach,er 
knows. Many a self-willed student cont.inues to insist that his reading is just 
as plausible as his instructor's, and, very often, the student is justified; his 
reading does make good sense. Often, the only thing at· faull-iwith the stu'
dent's reading is that it is· probably wrdng, not that it is incoherent. The 
student persists in his opinion precisely because his construction is.coherent 
and self~sustaining. In 'such a case.he is Wrong because he has misconstrued 
the context or ·sense of the. whole. In. this respect,the"student's hard
headedness is not different from that of all self-convinced interpreters. Our 
readings 'are too plausible to be relinquished. If.we have a distorted sense of 
the text's whole meaning, the .harder we look at it the more certainly we shall 
find our distorted .construction confirmed. 

Since the quality of coherence depends upon the context inferred,. there 
is no absolute standard of coherence by which we can adjudicate between 
different coherent readings. Verification by col}.erence implies therefore a 
verification of the grounds on which the reading is coherent. It is necessary 
to establish that the context invoked is the most probable context. Only then, 

7. Exceptions to. this are the .yncategorematlc 
meanings (color and extension, for example) which 
cohere by necessity regardless of the context 

[Hinch's note). . 
8. John Milton, Paradise Lose (1667), 3.380. 
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in relation to an established context, can we judge that one reading is more 
coherent than another. Ultimately, therefore, we have to posit' the most prob
able horizon for the text, and it is possible to do, this only if we posit the 
author's typical outlook, the typical associations and expectations which form 
in part the context of his utterance. This is not only the one way we can test 
the relative coherence of a reading, but it is also the only way to avoid pure 
circularity in making sense of the text. 

An essential task in the process of verification is, therefore, a deliberate 
reconstruction of the author's subjective stance to the extent that this stance 
is relevant to the ;text at hand.9 The importance 'of such psychological recon
struction'may be exemplified in adjudicating between different readings of 
Wordsworth's "A Slumber Did My Spirit Seal." The interpretations of Brooks 
and Bateson, different as they are, remain,' equally coherent, 'and self
sustaining.·The implications which Brooks construes cohere beautifully with 
the explicit meanIngs of the poem within the context which Brooks adum
brates. The same may be said of Bateson's reading. The best way to show 
that one reading is more plausible and coherent than the other is to show 
that one context is more probable than the 'other. The problem of adjudi
cating between Bateson and Brooks is therefore; implicitly" the problem 
every interpreter must face when he tries to verify his reading .. He must 
establish the most probable context. " 

Now when th~ homme moyen sensuel l confronts bereavement such as that 
which Wordsworth's poem explicitly presents, he adumbrates, typically, a 
horizon including sorrow and inconsolability. These are for him components 
in the very meaning of bereavement, .sorrow and inconsolability cannot fail 
to be associated with death when'the loved one, formerly so, active and alive, 
is imagined as lying in the earth, helpless, dumb, inert, insentient. And since 
there is no hint of life in Heaven' but only of bodily death, the comforts of 
Christianity lie beyond the poem's horizon. Affirmatiorts too deep for tear~,2 
like those, Bateson insists on, simply do 'not cohere with the poem's explicit 
meanings; they do not belong to the context. Brooks' reaCling, therefore, with 
its emphasis on inconsolability and bitter irony; is clearly justified not only 
by the text but by reference to universal human attitudes and feelings. 

However, the trouble with such a reading ill apparent to'most Wordswor
thians. The poet is not an homme moyen sensuel; his characteristic attitudes 

'are somewhat pantheistic. Instead of regarding rocks and stones and trees 
merely as inert objects, he probably regarded them in 1799 as deeply alive, 
as part of the immortal life of nature. Physical death he felt to be a return 
to the source of life, a new kind of participation in nature's "revolving immor
tality." From everything we know of Wordswol"th's typical attitudes during 
the period in which he composed the poem, inconsolability and bitter irony 

9. The reader may feel that I have telescoped a 
number of steps here. The author's verbal meaning 
or "verbal intention" Is the ohject of complex 
Ulntentional acts." To reproduce this meaning it is 
necessary for the interpreter to engage in "inten
lional acts" belonging to the same species as those 
of the author. (Two different Uintentional acts" 
belong to the same species when they "intend" the 
same "intentional object. ") That is why the issue 
of Ustancetl arises. The .interpreter needs to adopt 
sympathetically the author's stance (his disposition 
to engage in particu1ar kinds of "intentional acts") 

so that he can :'Intend" with some degree of prob
ability the same "intentional objects" as the author. 
This is especially clear In the case of implicit verbal 
meanl,ng"where,the Interpreter'. realization of the 
author's !'Otance determines the text's horizon 
[Hlrsch's note). 
I. The average,no\1lntellectual man (French), 
2. An allusion to the final words of Words worth's 
"Ode: Intimations of Immortality" (1807): "To me 
the meanest flower that blows can "ive I Thoughts 
that do often lie too ~eep for tears, ' 
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do not belong in its horizon. I think, however, that Bateson overstates his 
case and that he fails to emphasize properly the negative implications in the 
poem ("No motion has she now, no force"). He overlooks the poet's reticence, 
his distinct unwillingness to express any unqualified evaluation of his expe
rience. Bateson, I would say, has not paid enough attention to the criterion 
of correspondence. Nevertheless, in spite of this, and in spite of the apparent 
implausibility of Bateson's reading, it remains, I think, somewhat more prob
able than that of Brooks. His procedure is also more objective. Even if he 
had botched his job thoroughly and had produced a less probable reading 
than that of Brooks, his method would remain fundamentally sound. Instead 
of projecting his own attitudes (Bateson is presumably not a pantheist) and 
instead of positing a "universal matrix" of human attitudes (there is none), 
he has tried 'to reconstruct the author's probable attitudes so far as these are 
relevant in specifying the poem's meaning. It is still possible, of course, that 
Brooks is right and Bateson wrong. A poet's typical attitudes do not always 
apply to a particular poem, although Wordsworth is, in a given period, more 
consistent than most poets. Be that as it may, we shall never be certain what 
any writer means, and since Bateson grounds his interpretation in a con
scious construction of the poet's outlook, his reading must be deemed the 
more probable one until the uncovering of some presently unknown data 
makes a different construction of the poet's stance appear more valid. 

Bateson's procedure is appropriate to all texts, including anonymous ones. 
On the surface, it would seem impossible to invoke the author's, probable 
outlook when the author remains unknown, but in this limiting case the 
interpreter simply makes his psychological reconstruction on the basis 'of 
fewer data. Even with anonymous texts it is crucial to posit not simply some 
author or other, but a particular subj~(:tive stance in reference to which the 
construed context is render~d probable. That is why it is important to date 
anonymous texts. The interpreter needs all the clues he can muster with 
regard not only to the text'~ iangue and genre) but also to the cultural and 
personal attitudes the author 'might be expected to bring to bear in specifying 
his verbal meanings. In this' sense, all texts, including anonymous ones, are 
"attributed." The objective ~J}terpreter simply tries to makes his attribution 
explicit, so that the grounds for his reading are frankly acknowledged. This 
opens the way to progressive accuracy in interpretation, since it is possible 
then to test the assumptions behind a reading as well as the coherence of 
the reading itself. 

The fact that anonymous texts may be successfully interpreted does not, 
however, lead to the conclusion that all texts should be treated as anonymous 
ones, that they should, so to say, speak for themselves. I have already argued 
that no text speaks for itself and that every construed text is necessarily 
attributed. These points suggest strongly that it is unsound to insist on deriv
ing all inferences from the text itself. When we date an anonymous text, for 
example, we apply knowledge gained from a wide variety of sources which 
we correlate with data derived from the text. This extrinsic data is not, how
ever, read into the text. On the contrary, it is used to verify that which we 
read out of it. The extrinsic information has ultimately a purely verificative 
function. 

The same thing is true of information relating to the author's subjective 
stance. No matter what the source of this information may be, whether it be 
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the text alone or the text in conjunction with other data, this information is 
extrinsic to verbal meaning as such. Strictly speaking, the author's subjective 
stance is not part of his verbal meaning even when he explicitly discusses 
his feelings and attitudes. This is Husserl's point again. The intentional 
object represel}ted by a text is different from the intentional acts which real
ize it. When the intel'preter posits the author's stance he sympathetically 
reenacts the author's intentional acts, but although this imaginative act is 
necessary for realizing meaning, it must be distinguished from meaning as 
such. In no sense does the text represent the author"s subjective stance: the 
interpreter simply adopts a stance in order to make sense of the text, and, if 
he is self-critical, he tries to verify his interpretation by showing his adopted 
stance to be. in all probability, the author's. 

Of course, the text at hand is the safest source of clues to the author's 
outlook. since men do adopt different attitudes on different occasions. How
ever, even though the text itself should be the primary source of clues and 
must always be the final authority, the interpreter should make an effort to 
go beyond his text where'\'er possible, since this is the only way he can avoid 
a vicious circularity. The harder one looks at a text from an incorrect stance, 
the more convincing the incorrect construction becomes. Inferences about 
the author's stance are sometimes difficult to make even when all relevant 
data are brought to bear, and it is self-defeating to make the inferential 
process more difficult than it need be. Since these inferences are ultimately 
extrinsic, there is no virtue in deriving them from the text alone. One must 
not confuse the result of a construction (the interpreter's understanding of 
the text's Sinn) with the process of construction or with a validation of that 
process. The Sinn must be represented by and limited by thl;! text alone. but 
the processes of construction and validation involve psychological recon
struction and should therefore be based on all the data available. 

Not only the criterion of coherence but all the other criteria used in ver
ifying interpretations must be applied with reference to a psychological 
reconstruction. The criterion of legitimacy, for example, must be related to 
a speaking subject, since it is the author's langue, as an internal possession, 
and not the interpreter's which defines the range of meaning possibilities a 
text can represent. The criterion of correspondence has force only because 
we presume that the author meant something by each of the linguistic cO'fu
ponents he employed, and the criterion of generic appropriateness is relevant 
only so far as generic conventions are possessed and accepted by the author, 
The fact that these criteria all refer ultimately to a psychological construction 
is hardly surprising when we recall that to verify a text is simply to establish 
that the author probably meant what we construe his text to mean. The 
interpreter's primary task is to reproduce in himself the author's "logic," his 
attitudes, his cultural givens, in short, his world, Even though the process 
of verification is highly complex and difficult, the ultimate verificative prin
ciple is very simple-the imaginative reconstruction of the speaking subject. 3 

The speaking subject is not, however, identical with the subjectivity of the 
author as an actual historical person; it corresponds, rather, to a very limited 

.1. He'· ... I purposefully display my sympathies with 
Dilthey's concepts, Sicl.";'.e;'~fijllle" [to empa· 
Ihi/e) and \ferstel ..... [to understand). In fact, my 
v .. hole argument may be regarded as an attempt to 

ground some of Dilthey's hermeneutic principles 
in Husserl's epistemology and Saussure'. linguis
tics [Hlrsch's note). Wllhelm Dilthey (1833-
1911), German philosopher and historian of ideas, 
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and special aspect of the author's total subjectivity; it is, so to speak, that 
"part" of the author which, specifies or determines verbal meaning;4. This 
distinction is quite apparent in the case.of a lie. When I Wish to deceive, my 
secret awareness that I am .lying is irr~levant to.th~ verbal m~aning'~l.rity 
utterance. The only correct Interpretation of.my he Is,paradmacally,' to'\T1ew 
it as being a true statement, since this is the only correct' constructidrl of my 
verbal intention. Indeed, it is 'only when my listener has understood my mean
ing (presented as true) that he can judge it, to be. a lie. Since.I adopted a 
truth-telling stance, the verbal meaning. of my utterance'would be precisely 
the same, whether I was deliberately lying or suffering frdm the erroneous 
conviction that my statement was true. In other words, an author may adopt 
a stance which differs from his .deepest attitudes in the same way, that an 
interpreter must almost always adopt a 'stance different:from his own.' But 
for. the process of interpretation,. the author'5'private experiences arEUrrele
vant. The only relevant aspect of subjectiVity is that whiCh determines verbal 
meaning or, in Husserl's terms, coritent .. "':' " .. ,.,." ,.' 

. In a sense all poets arejof COUrSej' liars, ·and to some extent all, sp~akers 
arei but the deliberate lie,' spoken to deceive, is a borderline ,case. In ·most 
verbal utterances, the speaker's public stance is not totally foreign' to his 
private attitudes. Even in those 'cases Where the speakerdelibera~ly.assumes 
'a role, this mimetic- stance.!s u~tially not the final determinant.ofihismean
ing. In a play; forexamplej' "the' total, meaning of an utterance is nol' the 
intentional object of the' draniatic·charactet; that meaning is simply a com
ponent in the more complex intention of the dramatist. The speaker himself 
is spoken, The, best description, of these ; receding levels of subjectivity was 
provided by the scholastic philosophers in their distinction' between "first 
intention," "second· intention/, and so OD. Irony, for example, .always entails 
a comprehension of two contrasting stances· (intentional, levels) by a third 
and final complex b:ltention. The speaking subject may be defined as the,final 
and most comprehensive'level of awareness determinative o~ verbal·meaning. 
In the case' of, a lie, the speaking subject assUmes' that' he teUs the truth, 
while the actual subject retains a private· awareness of his deception,;Slml
larly, many speakers retain in their iBolated privacy a Belf-conicioull>Bware
nessof their verbal meaning, an awareness· which may agree or. disagree" 
approve or disapprove; but which does not participate in determining'their 
verbal meaning. To ,interpretation, this level of awareness is as irrelevant as 
it is inaccessible. In construing and verifying verbal meaning, only the speak-
.ing subject counts.: .' 

:. A separate' exposition would . be required. to discuss ·.the' problems'of psy
chological reconstruction. I have, here, ,simply tried to ,forestall ,the current 
objections to extrinsic biographical and· historical information by pointing, 
on the one hand, to the eXigencies· of verification and; ·on·the other,' to the 

4. Sprango;r,aptly.call. this the,"cultural,subject." 
See Eduard Spranger, "Zur Theorie des Verstehens 
und zur gelsteswlssen.c::haftllchen Psychologle" 
["On the Theory of Understanding and Humanls· 
tic Psychology"] In Festschrift j"hannes V"lkelt 
zum 70, Geb"rtslag [Feslschrift for j"hannes Vol· 
''''It's 70th Birthday] (Munich, 1918l., p. 369. It 
should be clear that I am here In e.sential agree· 
ment with the American antl·iritentionalists (term 
used In the ordinary sense). I think they are right 
to exclude private" associations from verbal mean
ing. But it is of some practical consequence to 

, .. 
, . insist that verbal .meanlng I. that .aspect of an 

author's meaning which' Is Interpersonally com· 
. iilllnicable. Thl. Implies that hi. verbal'lnelinlng is 
that which, under linguistic nl'rms, one ca .. under· 
stand, even if one must sometimes work hard to do 
so [Hir.ch's notej, . 
5. Charles Bally calls this "dtlboublement de la 
personalittl" [splitting of the personality] See his 
Li .. g"isliq~, g'*tu!rale et linguistlqioe. jram;alse 
[Gene""l anil .French LinguisticS (Paris, 1932)1, 
p. 37 [Hlrsch's note]. 
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distinction between a speaking subject and a "biographical" person. I shall 
be satisfied if this part of my discussion,' incomplete as it must be, will help 
revive the half-forgotten truism that interpretation is the construction of 
another's meaning. A slight shift in the way we spelik ,abo'u't texts would be 
highly salutary. It is natural to speak 'not of what a: 'tc!xt 'says; but of what an 
author means, and this more natural locution is ':hemore accurate one. 
Furthermore, to speak in this way impiies a readines~(not notably apparent 
in recent criticism) to put forth a wholehearted and self-critical effort at the 
primary level of criticism-the level of understanding. 

HAYDEN WHITE· 
h. 1928 

') .. "; 

1960 

A historian by training, Hayden White has since . the .1970s been a central figure in 
literary debates 'about the nature of history. While literary·criUc::s·at this time like 
STEPHEN GREENBLAlT began to ·turn to history to explain the formal structures of 
literary texts, White was investigating the formal literary structures of history. begin
ning with his celebrated 1973 book Metahistory: The· Historical Imagination of 
Nineteenth-Century Europe, which outlines 'an ambitious structuralist scheme for 
describing a "poetics of history." Drawing on NORTHROP FRYE's Anatomy of Criticism 
(1957) to describe the underlying "deep structure" ofhi~torical narratives, this project 
brings' together historiography and literary criticism in a broad·reflectionon narrative 
and its relation to culture. "To raise the question of the nature 'of narrative," White 
writes in The Content of the Form: Narrative Discours~ and Historical Representation 
(1987), "Is to Invite reflection on the very nature of culture and, possibly, even o,n the 
nature of humanity Itself. So natural II the Impulleto nar'radve, 10 Inevitable lithe 
form of narrative for any report on the way things really happened, that narratlvity 
could appear problematical only in a culture in which it was absent-or, as in some 
domain.s of contemporary Western intellectual and artistic culture, programm1!l'lically 
refused." Reacting against the tendency of history as a discipline ·to seek its models 
in the sciences, White contends that the Iiterarydimensioh' of history cannot be 
dismissed as mere decoration; rather, historians deploy the' traditional devices of nar
rative·to make sense of raw data, to organize and 'give meaning to their accounts of 
the past. Bringing the tools of the literary critic to bear on historical writing. White's 
analyses are powerful extensions of narrative theory for students' and scholars of lit
erature interested in understanding the nature and 'mechanisms of history as dis
course. 

White was Dorn in Martin, Tennessee. Mter attending'Wayne State University he 
did his graduate work in history at the University of Michigan, earning an M.A. in 
1952 and aPh.D. in 1956. He taught first as an instructor at Wayne State (1955-
58), then in 1958 was appointed to the history faculty at the University of Rochester, 
where he served as head of the· department from 1962. to 1964. He' subsequently 
taught history at the University of California, Los Angeles (1968~73), served as the 
director of the Center for Humanities at Wesleyan University· in Connecticut (1973-
77), and in 1978 became a professor in the History of Consciousness program at the 
University of California, Santa Cruz, Since formally retiring in 1994, he has been the 
Bonsall Professor of Comparative Literature at Stanford University. 
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White, who began his career as a historian of the medieval church and turned to 
nineteenth-century thought in the 1960s, has always been eclectic in his scholarly 
interests. With the publication of Metahistory, however, his scholarship became 
explicitly engaged in literary and theoretical issues, as he responded to critics from 
the disciplines of both history and literature. His book Tropics of Discourse: Essays in 
C1.ltllral Criticism (1978), from which our selection is taken, examines the structur
ing role of plots and tropes (figures of speech) in the discourse of history. The Content 
of Form explores the contemporary interplay between narrative theory and history in 
the work of both historians such as MICHEL FOUCAULT and literary theorists such as 
FREDRIC JAMESON and Paul Ricoeur. And in Figural Realism: Studies in the Mimesis 
Effect (1999), White takes on mimesis-the representation of reality-in history, an 
issue that has concerned literary critics from PLATO to Erich Auerbach (see Mimesis: 
The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, 1946). 

Hayden White has been in the vanguard of the movement among historians, start
ing in the 19805, that has come to be known as the "new cultural history." Historians 
associated with the movement, such as Lynn Hunt, Thomas Laqueur, and, in France, 
Roger Chartier, began to question the methods and goals of history in general, many 
turning to literary techniques and approaches to develop new materials and methods 
of analysis. The influences on this group of historians are varied. They include cultural 
Marxist approaches developed in the 1980s by British scholars such as E. P. Thomp
son and RAYMOND WILLlAMS, as well as the French Annales school, founded in the 
late 1920s by the historians Marc Bloch and Lucien Febvre. The new cultural history 
has also been strongly influenced by the work of Foucault, by literary theorists such 
as JACQUES DERRIDA and MIKHAIL BAKHTIN, and, of course, by White himself. Many 
of the historians associated with the new cultural history have ties with literary prac
titioners of the New Historicism and cultural. studies. 

"The Historical Text as Literary Artifact," our selection, provides an accessible and 
engaging synopsis of White's main arguments in Metahistory. beginning with his def
inition of metahistory as the attempt to "get" behind or beneath the presuppositions 
which sustain a given type of inquiry (in this case historical inquiry]." A key assump
tion that, according to White, has sustainid historical inquiry is the belief that history 
(judged by its corresPQndence to reality) and literature (judged as fiction) are two 
distinct, diametrically opposed, activities, a presupposition shared by practitioners in 
both disciplines. On the contrary; White argues, because history, like literature, is a 
verbal structure and the historian, first and foremost, is a writer, the tools that have 
served literary critics, the tools that compose the linguistic and rhetorical structures 
of a text, serve the historian "" well. The language in which history is written cannot 
be dismissed as window dressing, as most historians are tempted to do. Language in 
history is never merely a means to an end; it is neither transparent nor ~eutral, nor 
does it disappear to allow the pure truth of history to emerge. In White's view, his
torical narratives are verbal fictions with invented contexts. He goes beyond Erich 
Auerbach, arguing that history, because of its claims to represent reality adequately, 
is the form best suited for a study of the style of narrative "realism." 

Histories gain their explanatory power by processing data Into stories. Those stories 
take their shape from what White calls "emplotment," the process through which the 
facts contained in "chronicles" are encoded as components of plots. Plots are not 
immanent in events themselves but exist in the minds of historians, who rarely reflec~ 
on them. No historical event can itself constitute a story, tragic or ironic: it can only 
be presented as such from a particular historian's narrative point of view. The event 
emerges as a plotted story, which takes on meaning when it is combined with other 
elements in the limited number of generic plot structures by which a series of events 
can be constituted. Following Northrop Frye's archetypal analysis, White identifies 
four possible emplotments: tragic, comic, romantic, and ironic. These generic deep
plot structures are shared between historians and their audiences by virtu~ of t~eir 
participation in a common culture. 
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The kind of emplotment historians will employ to give meaning to a series of events. 
\Vhite argues, is determined by the dominant figurative mode of the language they 
use to describe these events and story elements. Drawing on the eighteenth-century 
philosopher GIAMBATTISTA VICO and the twentieth-century critic KENNETH BURKE, 
\Vhite identifies four master tropes or modes of figurative representation-metaphor. 
metonymy, synecdoche. and irony-which correspond to the four types of emplot
ment. For White, the differences between contending histories of, say, the French 
Revolution cannot be resolved by recourse to the facts, because the facts-and, more 
important, the relationships among those facts-do not inhere in the events them
selves, but instead are constituted by historians in the linguistic and literary structures 
they use to identify and describe the events they study. Tropes are ineradicable from dis
<:ourse, as are plots. Thus history evokes reality: it does not reproduce or represent it, 

This analysis of historical narrative makes special sense in the context of the struc
turalism of the 1970s, when it first caught public attention. Although White does not 
draw directly on the terminology of structural linguistics, his debts to such modern 
stl'ucturalists as CLAt;DE L~VI-STRAUSS, ROMAN JAKOBSON, and the linguist Noam 
Chomsky are clear. And his adaptation of Frye's archetypal criticism is structuralist 
both in its basic argument that history uses a few "deep structures" to generate its 
"sul·face structures" and in its broad contention that historians have mistakenly 
focused their attention only on the surface, while ignoring the underlying deep struc
tures that produce those narratives. 

Historians have objected to White's narrowing of history to language, while more 
poststructuralist-minded literary critics have taken issue with White's structuralist 
reductionism (only four master plots and tropes), Some critics argue that Frye's arche
typal approach to narrative. which White relies on, is too simple, forcing all narratives 
""iIly-nilly into abstract and timeless structures without regard to how they might 
function in particular cultural contexts. Others contend that unlike most structur
alists, White imagines plot as a quintessential expression of the historian's personal 
style and self. Despite these objections, White's skillful dismantling of the opposition 
between history and literature has paved the way for many productive studies in both 
fields. Once historians and literary critics no longer believe that history gives its read
ers a privileged access to the real or the truth, they turn to investigating the grounds 
of history-its nature and forms, its uses and abuses-as well as its links to other 
fields of knowledge and to ideologies. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

\Vhite has served as the author, editor, or translator of a dozen books on a wide rahge 
of topics in history and literature. He was the coauthor, with Wilson H. Coates and 
}. Selwyn Schapiro, of the two-volume Emergence of Liberal Humanism: An Intellec
tlW/ History of Western ElIrol7e (1966-70). He edited The Uses of History: Essays in 
Illtelleciual and Social His/m')' (1968); with Giorgio Tagliacozzo, Giambattista Vico: 
An International Symposillm (1969); and with Wilson H. Coates, The Ordeal of Lib
em/ Humanism (1970). The following year, he published The Graeco-Roman Tradi
tion (1971). Metahistory: TIre Historical Imagination in Ni'Jeteent'h-Ce,dllry Europe 
( 1973) was the groundbreaking study that first brought him to the attention of literary 
c-ritics. His interest in historiography led him to translate from the Italian Carlo 
Antoni's From History to Sociology: The Tradition i1" German Historical TIJinking 
(1976) and to collect his OWI1 1976 Clark Library lectures into a volume titled Theories 
of History (1978). Since the late 1970s, White's work has become more literary in its 
focus. including Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism (1978); Represlmt
illg Kenueth B.,rke (1982), which he edited with Margaret Brose;TIJe Content of 
For'm: Narrative Discourse alld Historical Representation (1987); and Figural Realism: 
Studies in the Mimesis Effect (1999). For biographical information consult the brief 
l>nlry in Cmltemporary Aut/lOP'S, \'01. 125 (1989). 
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Two lengthy, thought-provoking reviews of Metahistory, Fredric Jameson's"Figural 
Relativism: or the Poetics of Historiography" and David Carroll's,!'On Tropology: The 
Forms of History," appeared in the journal Diacritics 6 (1976): The journal History 
and Theory devoted a special issue, Metahistory: SiX Critiques 19 [1980]), to White's 
book. Dominick LaCapra, another historian who has written on the Iinguisti~ turn in 
history, offers a sympathetic evaluation in "A Poetics of Historiography:'Hayden 
White's Tropics of Discourse," in his Rethinking Intellectual History: Texts, Contexts, 
Language (1983). James M. Mellard's Doing Tropology: Analysis of Narrative Discourse 
(1989) and Hans Kellner's Language and Historical Representation: Getting the Story 
Crooked (1989) examine, critique, and extend White's approach. Russell Jacoby pres
ents a critique of White's work in his article "A New Intellectual History," American 
Historical Review 97 (1992). By the late 1990s much of the writing on White was 
dominated by debate over the truth claims of history; for instance, Nancy Partner, 
"Hayden White (and the content and the form and everyone else) at AHA," History 
and Theory 36 (1997), and Chris Lorenz, "Can Histories be Truth? Narrativism, Pos
itivism, and the 'Metaphorical Turn,' .. History and Theory 37 (1998). ,Mellard's book 
(cited above) contains a bibliography that includes books by and about White. 

The Historical Text as Literary Artifactl 

One Of the ways that a scholarly field takes stock of itself is by considering 
its history. Yet it is difficult to get anobjective historyofaschohlrIY,discipline, 
because if the historian is himself a practitioner of' It, he' is likely to be a 
devotee of one or another of its sects and hence biased; and if he is not a 
practitioner" he is unlikely to have the expertise necessary to distinguish 
between the significant and the insignificant events of the field's develop
ment, One might think that these difficulties would not arise 'in the field of 
history itself, but they do and not only for the reasons mentioned above, In 
order to write th~ history of any given scholarly discipline or 'even of a sci
ence, one must be prepatedto ask questions about it of a 'sort that do not 
have to be asked in the practice of it. One must try to get behind or' beneath 
the presuppositions which sustain a given type of inquiry, and ask the ques
tions that can be begged in its 'practice in the interest;'of determining why 
this type of inquiry has been designed to solve the problems it characteris
tically tries to solve. This is what metahistory seeks to do. It addresses itself 
to such questions as, What is the structure of a peculiarly historical con
sciousness? What is the epistemological status of historical explanations, as 
compared with other kinds of explanations that might be offered to account 
for the materials with which historians ordinarily deal? What are the possible 
forms of historical representation and what are their bases? What authority 
can historical accounts claim as contributions to a secured knowledge of 
reality in general and to the human sciences in ·partic.ular? 

Now, many of these questions have been dealt with qu,ite competently 

I. This essay is B revised version of B lecture given 
before the Comparative Literature ColloqUium of , 
Yale University on 2.4 January, 1974. In it I, have 
tried to elaborate some of the them". that I origi
nally di.cussed in an article, "The Structure of 
Historical Narroth'e," Clio I (1972.): 5-2.0. I have 

also drawn upon the material. of n'iy book Mela
hUlary: The Historical imasination in Nineteenth
Cent",), Europe (Baltimore, 1973), especially the 
introduction, entitled 'The Poetics of History" 
[While'. notel. 
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over the last quarter-century by philosophers concerned to define history's 
relationships ~o other disciplines, especially the physical and social sciences, 
and by historians interested in assessing the success of their discipline in 
mapping the past and determining the relationship of the past to the present. 
But there is one problem that neither philosophers nor historians have 
looked at very seriously and to which literary theorists have given only passing 
attention. This question has to do with the status of the historical narrative, 
considered purely as a verbal. artifact purporting to be a model of structures 
and processes 'long past and therefore not subject to either experimental or 
observational controls. This is not to say that historians and philosophers of 
history have failed to take notice of the essentially provisional and contingent 
nature of historical representations and of their susceptibility to infinite revi
sion in the light of new evidence or more sophisticated conceptualization of 
problems. One of the marks of a good professional historian is the consis
tency with which he reminds his readers of the purely provisional nature of 
his characterizations of events, agents, and agencies found in the always 
incomplete historical record. Nor is it to say that literary theorists have never 
studied the structure of historical narratives. But in general there has been 
a reluctance to consider historical narratives as what they most manifestly 
are: verbal fictions, the contents of which are as much·invented asfound and 
the forms of which have more in common with their counterparts in litera
ture than they have with those in the sciences. 

Now, it is obvious that this conflation of mythic and historical conscious
ness will offend some historians and disturb those literary theorists whose 
conception of Hterature presupposes a radical opposition of history to fiction 
or of fact to fancy. As Northrop Frye has remarked, "In a sense the historical 
is the opposite of the mythical, and to tell the historian that what gives shape 
to his book is a myth would sound to him vaguely insulting."z Yet Frye himself 
grants that "when a historian's scheme gets to a certain point of comprehen
siveness it becomes mythical in shape, and so approaches the poetic in its 
structure." He even speaks of different kinds of historical myths: Romantic 
myths "based on'a quest or pilgrimage to a City of God or classless society"; 
Comic "myths of progress through evolution or revolution"; Tragic myths 
of "decline and fall, like the works of Gibbon and Spengler"; and. Ironic 
"myths of recurrence or casual catastrophe." But Frye appears to beli~e that 
these myths are operative only in such victims of what might be called the 
"poetic fallacy" as HcgeI, Marx, Nietzsche, Spengler, Toynbee, and Sartre'
historians whose fascination with the "constructive" capacity of human 
thought has deadened their responsibility to the "found" data. ''The historian 
works inductively," he says, "collecting his facts and trying to avoid any 
informing patterns except those he sees, or is honestly convinced he sees, in 
the facts themselves." He does not work "from" a "unifying form," as the 
poet does, but "toward" it; and it therefore follows that the historian, like 

2. From Anatomy of Critlci",. (1957); White also 
cite.s Frye's "New Directions from Old," in Fables 
of Identity (1963). !'RYE (1912-1991), Canadian 
literary critic. 
3. French philosopher (1905-1980; see above), 
Eclward Gibbon (1737-1794), English historian, 
author of The H;,,'ory of the Decline and Fall of lhe 
Roman Empire (1776-87). Oswald Spengler 
(1880-1936), German philosopher of history, 

author of The Decline of lhe West 0918-22). 
GEORG WIUIELM FRIEDRICH HEGHI. (1770-1831), 
German philosopher, author of The Philosophy of 
Hislory (I 837). KARL MARX (I818-1883), political 
and economic theorist whose philosophy of com
munism draw. on HegeJ. FRlIlDRlCH NlIlTZ.'CI·IE 
(I 844-19(0), German philosopher. Arnold 
Toynbee (1889-1975), English historian, author 
of the 12-vulume Study of History (1936--61). 
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any writer of discursive prose, is to be judged "by the truth of what he says, 
or by the adequacy of his verbal reproduction of his external model," whether 
that external model be the actions of past men or the historian's own thought 
about such actions. 

What Frye says is true enough as a statement of the ideal that has inspired 
historical writing since the time of the Greeks, but that ideal presupposes an 
opposition between myth and history that is as problematical as it is vener
able. It serves Frye's purposes very well, since it permits him to locate the 
specifically "fictive" in the space between the two concepts of the "mythic" 
and the "historical." As readers of Frye's Anatomy of Criticism will remember, 
Frye conceives fictions to consist in part of sublimates of archetypal myth
structures; These structures have been displaced to the interior of verbal 
artifacts in such a way as to serve as their latent meanings. The fundamental 
meanings of all fictions, their thematic content, consist, in Frye's view, of 
the "pre-generic plot-structures" or mythoi derived from the corpora of Clas
sical and Judaeo-Christian religious literature. According to this theory, we 
understand why a particular story has "turned out" as it has when we have 
identified the archetypal myth, or pregeneric plot structure, of which the 
story is an exemplification. And we see the "point" of a story when we 'have 
identified its theme (Frye's translation of dianoia4 ) , which makes of it a "par
able or illustrative fable." "Every work of literature," Frye insists, "has ·both 
a fictional and a thematic aspect," but as we move from "fictional projection" 
toward the overt articulation of theme, the writing tends to take on the aspect 
of "direct address, or straight discursive writing and cease[s] to be literature." 
And in Frye's view, as we have seen, history (or at least "proper history") 
belongs to the category of "discursive writing," so that when the fictional 
element-or mythic plot structure-is obViously present in it, it ceases to be 
history altogether and becomes a bastard genre, product of an unholy, 
though not unnatural, union between history and poetry. 

Yet, I would argue, histories ga~n part of their explanatory effect by their 
success in making stories out of mere chronicles; and stories in turn are made 
out of chronicles by an operation which I have elsewhere called "emplot
ment." And by emplotment I mean simply the encodation of the facts con
tained in the chronicle as f,!j>mponents of specific' kinds of plot structures, in 
precisely the way that Frye has suggested is the case with "fictions" in gen
eral. 

The late R. G. Collingwood5 insisted that the historian was above all a 
story teller and suggested that historical sensibility was manifested in the 
capacity to make a plausible story out of a congeries of "facts" which, in their 
unprocessed form, made no sense at all. In their efforts to make sense of the 
historical record, which is fragmentary and always incomplete, historians 
have to make use of what Collingwood called "the constructive imagination," 
which told the historian-as it tells the competent detective-what "must 
have been the case" given the available evidence and the formal properties 
it displayed to the consciousness capable of putting the right question to it. 
This constructive imagination functions in much the same way that Kant6 

4. Thought (Greek). 
5. English historian (1889-1943), author of The 
Idea of History (1946). 
6. IMMANUEL KANT (1724-1804), Germanphilos-

opher. He distinguished between knowledge 
deduced from self-evident propositions (a priori) 
and knowledge deduced from empirical observa
tion (8 posteriori). 
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supposed the a priori imagination functions when it tells us that even though 
we cannot perceive both sides of a tabletop simultaneously, we can be certain 
it has two sides if it has one, because the very concept of 011e side entails at 
least one other. Collingwood suggested that historians come to their evidence 
endowed with a sense of the possible forms that different kinds of recogniz
ably human situations can take. He called this sense the nose for the "story" 
contained in the evidence or for the "true" story that was buried in or hidden 
behind the "apparent"" story. And he concluded that historians provide plau
sible explanations for bodies of historical evidence when they succeed in 
discovering the story or complex of stories inplicitiy contained within them. 

\Vhat Collingwood failed to see was that no given set of casually recorded 
historical events can in itself constitute a story; the most it might offer to 
the historian are story elements. The events are made into a story by the 
suppression or subordination of certain of them and the highlighting of oth
ers, by characterization, motific repetition, variation of tone and point of 
view, alternative descriptive strategies, and the like-in short, all of the tech
niques that we would normally expect to find in the emplotment of a novel 
or a play. For example, no historical event is intl'insically tragic; it can only 
be conceived as such from a particular point of view or from within the 
context of a structured set of events of which it is an element enjoying a 
privileged place. For in history what is tragic from one perspective is comic 
from another, just as in society what appears to be tragic from the standpoint 
of one class may be, as Marx purported to show of the 18th Brumaire of 
Louis Buonaparte,7 only a farce from that of another class. Considered as 
potential elements of a story, historical events are value-neutral. Whether 
they find their place finally in a story that is tragic, comic, romantic, or 
ironic-to use Frye's categories-depends upon the historian's decision to 
cOl1figure them according to the imperatives of one plot structure or mythos 
rather than another. The same set of events can serve as components of a 
story that is tragic or comic. as the case may be, depending on the historian's 
choice of the plot structure that he considers most appropriate for ordering 
events of that kind so as to make them into a comprehensible story. ' 

This suggests that what the historian brings to his consideration of the 
historical record is a notion of the types of configurations of events that can 
be recognized as stories by the audience for which he is writing. True;-f'te 
can misfire. I do not suppose that anyone would accept the emplotment of 
the life of President Kennedy as comedy, but whether it ought to be emplot
ted romantically, tragically, or satirically is an open question. The important 
point is that most historical sequences can be emplotted in a number of 
djfferent ways. so as to prmide different interpretations of those events and 
to endow them with different meanings. Thus, for example, what Michelet 
in his great history of the French Revolution construed as a drama of Roman
tic transcendence, his contemporary TocquevilIe8 emplotted as an ironic 
Tragedy. Neither can be said to have had more knowledge of the "facts" 
contained in the record; they simply had different notions of the kind of story 
that best fitted the facts they knew. Nor should it be thought that they told 

7. Marx, TIte Eighteent1, Bnullaire of Louis Bo",
"!,,,,'te \1848), 
R. Alexi. de Tocqueville (1805- 1 R59). French his
torian nnd author of Tlte Old flegime and tl,e 

French Rello/ution (1856). Jule. Michelet (1798-
1874), French historian, author of a 7 ·volume his
tory of the French Revolution (1847-53), 
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different stories of the Revolution because they had discovered different 
kinds of facts, political on, the one hand, social on the o~her. They sought 
out different kinds of facts because they had different kinds of stories to tell. 
But why did these alternative, not to say mutually exclusive, representations 
of what was substantially the same set of events appear equally plausible to 
their respective audiences? Simply because the historians shared with their 
audiences certain preconceptions about how the Revolution might be 
emplotted, in response to imperatives that were generally extra historical, 
ideological, aesthetic, or mythical. 

Collingwood once remarked that you could never explicate a tragedy to 
anyone who was not already acquainted with the kinds of situations ,that are 
regarded as "tragic" in our culture. Anyone who has taught or taken one of 
those omnibus courses usually entitled Western Civilization or Introduction 
to. the Classics of Western Literature will know what Collingwood had in 
mind. Unless you have some idea of the generic. .attributes of,tragic, comic, 
romantic, or ironic situations, you will be unable to recognize them as such 
when you come upon them in a literary text. But historica,l, situations dO.not 
have built into them intrinsic meanings in the way that literary texts do. 
Historical situations are not inherently tragic, comic, or romantic. They may 
all be inherently ironic, but they need not be emplotted that ~ay. All the 
historian needs to do to transform a tragic .into a comic . situation is to shift 
his point of view or change the scope of his perceptions; Anyway, we only 
think of situations as tragic or comic because these concepts are part of our 
generally cultural and specifically literary heritage. How a given historical 
situation is to be configured depends on the historian's subtlety in matching 
up a specific plot structure with the set of historical events that he wishes 
to endow with a meaning of a particular kind. This is essentially a literary, 
that is to say fiction-making, operation. And to calltt that in no way detracts 
from the status of historical narratives as providing a kind of knowledse. For 
not only are the pregenerlc plot structures by which sets of events can be 
constituted as stories of a particular kind limited in number, as Frye and 
other archetypal critics suggest; hut the encodation of events in terms of 
such plot structures is one of the ways that a culture has of-making sense of 
both personal and public pasts. 

We can make sense of sets' of events in a number of differ~nt ways. One 
of the ways is to subsume the events under the casual laws which may have 
governed their concatenation in order. to produce the· particular configura
tion that the events appear to assume when considered as "effects" of 
mechanical forces. This is the way of scientific explanation. Another way we 
make sense of a set of events which appears strange, enigmatic, or mysterious' 
in its immediate manifestations is to encode the set in' terms of culturally 
provided categories, such as metaphysical concepts, religious beliefs, or story 
forms. The effect of such encodations is to familiarize the unfamiliar; and 
in general.this is the way of historiography. whose "data" are always imme
diately strange, not to say exotic; simply by virtue of their distance from us 
in time and their origin in a way of life different from our own. 

The historian shares with his audience general notions of the forms that 
significant human situations must take by virtue of his participation in the 
specific processes of sense-inaking which identify him as a member of one 
cultural endowment rather than another. In the process of st~dying a given 
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complex of events, he begins to perceive the possihle story form that such 
events may figure. In his narrative account of how this set of events took on 
the shape which he perceives to inhere within it, he emplots his account as 
a story of a particular kind. The reader, in the process of following the his
torian's account of those events, gradually comes to realize that the story he 
is reading is of one kind rather than another: romance, tragedy, comedy, 
satire, epic, or what have you. And when he has perceived the class or type 
to which the story that he is reading belongs, he experiences the effect of 
having the events in the story explained to him. He has at this point not only 
successfully followed the story; he has grasped the point of it, understood it, 
as well. The original strangeness, mystery, or exoticism of the events is dis
pelled, and they take on a familiar aspect, not in their details, but in their 
functions as elements of a familiar kind of configuration. They are rendered 
comprehensible by being subsumed under the categories of the plot structure 
in which they are encoded as a story of a particular kind. They are familiar
ized, not only because the reader now has more information about the events, 
but also because he has been shown how the data conform to an icon of a 
comprehensible finished process, a plot structure with which he is familiar 
as a part of his cultural endowment. 

This is not unlike what happens, or is supposed to happen, in psycho
therapy. The sets of events in the patient's past which are the presumed 
cause of his distress, manifested in the neurotic syndrome, have been defam
iliarized, rendered strange, mysterious, and threatening and have assumed a 
meaning that he can neither accept nor effectively reject. It is not that the 
patient does- not know what those events were, does not know the facts; for 
if he did not in some sense know the facts, he would be unable to recognize 
them and repress them whenever they arise in his consciousness. On the 
contrary, he knows them all too well. He knows them so well, in fact, that 
he lives with them constantly and In such a way as to make It Impossible for 
him to see any otlier facts except through the coloration that the set of events 
in question gives to his perception of the world. We might say that, according 
to the theory of psychoanalysis, the patient has overemplotted these events, 
has charged them with a meaning so intense that, whether real or merely 
imagined, they· continue to shape both his perceptions and his responses to 
the world long after they should have become "past history." The thefipist's 
problem, then, is not to hold up before the patient the "real facts" of the 
matter, the "truth" as against the "fantasy" that obsesses him. Nor is it to 
give him a short course in psychoanalytical theory by which to enlighten him 
as to the true nature of his distress by cataloguing it as a manifestation of 
some "complex." This is what the analyst might do in relating the patient's 
case to a third party, and especially to another analyst. But psychoanalytic 
theory recognizes that the patient will resist both of these tactics in the same 
way that he resists the intrusion into consciousness of the traumatized mem
ory traces in the form. that he obsessively remembers them. The problem is 
to get the patient to "reemplot" his whole life history in such a way as to 
change the meaning of those events for him and their significance for the 
economy of the whole set of events that make up his life. As thus envisaged, 
the therapeutic process is an exercise in the refamiliarization of events that 
have been defamiliarized, rendered alienated from the patient's life-history, 
by virtue of their overdetermination as causal forces. And we might say that 
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the events are detraumatized by being removed from the plot structure in 
which they have a dominant place and inserted in another in which they 
have a subordinate or simply ordinary function as elements of a life shared 
with all other men. 

Now, I am not interested in forcing the analogy between psychotherapy 
and historiography; I use the example merely to illustrate a point about the 
fictive component in historical narratives. Historians seek to refamiliarize us 
with events which have been forgotten through either accident; neglect, or 
repression. Moreover, the greatest historians have always dealt with those 
events in the histories of their cultures which are "traumatic" in nature and 
the meaning of which is either problematical or overdetermined in the sig
nificance that they still have for current life, events such as revolutions, civil 
wars, large-scale processes such as industrialization and urbanization, or 
institutions which have lost their original function in a society but continue 
to play an important role on the current socia1 scene. In looking at the ways 
in which such structures took shape or evolved, historians refamiliarize them, 
not only by providing more information about them, but also by showing how 
their developments conformed to orte another of the story types that we 
conventionally invoke to make sense of our own life-histories. 

Now, if any of this is plausible as a characterization of the explanatory 
effect of historical narrative, it tells us something important about the 
mimetic aspect of historical narratives.9 It is generally maintained-as Frye 
said-that a history is a verbal model of a set of events external to the mind 
of the historian. But iUs wrong to think of a history as a model similar to a 
scale model of an airplane or ship, a map, or a photograph. For we can check 
the adequacy of this latter kind of model by going and looking at the original 
and, by applying the necessary rules of .translation, seeing in what respect 
the model has actually succeeded in reproducing aspects of the original. But 
historical structures and processes are not like these originals; we cannot go 
and look at them in' order to see if the historian has adequately reproduced 
them in his narrative. Nor should we want to, even if we could; for after all 
it was the very strangeness of the original as it appea.red in the documents 
that inspired the historian's efforts to make a model of it in the first place. 
If the historian only did that for us, we should be in the same situation as 
the patient whose analys1 merely told him,' on the basis of interviews with 
his parents, siblings, and childhood friends, what the "true facts" of the 
patient's early life were. We would have no reason to think that anything at 
all had been explained to us. 

This is what leads me to think that historical narratives are not only models 
of past events and processes, but also metaphorical statements which suggest 
a relation of similitude between such events and processes and the story 
types that we conventionally use to endow the events of our lives with cul
turally sanctioned meanings. Viewed in a purely formal way, a historical 
narrative is not only a reproduction of the events reported in it, but also a 
complex of symhols which gives us directions for finding an icon of the struc
ture of those events in our literary tradition. 

I am here. of course, invoking the distinctions between sign, symbol, and 
icon which C. S. Peirce1 developed in his philosophy of language. I think 

9. Whlt~ explores In history the same problem of 
mimesis that PLATO explored in poetry in Republic 
10 (ca. 373 D.e.E.; see above). 

1. Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914), Ameri
can philosopher generally credit~d, along with FER
DINAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913), with the 
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that these distinctions will help us to understand what is fictive in all puta
tively realistic representations of the world and what is realistic in all man
ifestly fictive ones. They help us, in short, to answer the question, What are 
historical representations representations oft It seems to me that we must say 
of histories what Frye seems to think is true only of poetry or philosophies 
of history, namely that. considered as a system of signs, the historical nar
rative points in two directions simultaneously: toward the events described 
in the narrative and toward the story type or mythos which the historian has 
chosen to serve as the icon of the structure of the events. The narrative itself 
is not the icon; what it does is describe events in the historical record in such 
a way as to inform the reader what to take as (J1l icon of the events so as to 
render them "familiar" to him. The historical narrative thus mediates 
between the events reported in it on the one side and pregeneric plot struc
tures conventionally used in our culture to endow unfamiliar events and 
situation with meanings on the other. 

The evasion of the implications of the fictive nature of historical narrative 
is in part a consequence of the utility of the concept "history" for the defi
nition of other types of discourse. "History" can be set over against "science" 
by virtue of its want of conceptual rigor and failure to produce the kinds of 
universal laws that the sciences characteristically seek to produce. Similarly, 
"history" can be set over against "literature" by virtue of its interest in the 
"actual" rather than the "possible," which is supposedly the object of repre
sentation of "literary" works. Thus, within a long and distinguished critical 
tradition that has sought to determine what is "real" and what is "imagined" 
in the novel, history has served as a kind of archetype of the "realistic" pole 
of representation. I am thinking of Frye, Auerbach, Booth, Scholes and Kel
\ogg,2 and others. Nor is it unusual for literary theorists, when they are speak
ing about the "context" of a literary work, to suppose that this context-the 
"historical milieu"-has a concreteness and an accessibility that the work 
itself can never have. as if it were easier to perceive the reality of a past world 
put together from a thousand historical documents than it is to probe the 
depths of a single literary work that is present to the critic studying it. But 
the presumed concreteness and accessibility of historical milieux, these con
texts of the texts that literary scholars study, are themselves products of the 
fictive capability of the historians who have studied those contexts. The'-'his
torical documents are not less opaque than the texts studied by the literary 
critic. Nor is the world those documents figure more accessible. The one is 
no more "given" than the other. In fact, the opaqueness of the world figured 
in historical documents is, if anything, increased by the production of his
todeal narratives. Each new historical work only adds to the number of pos
sible texts that have to be interpreted if a full and accurate picture of a given 
historical milieu is to be faithfully drawn. The relationship between the past 
to be analyzed and historical works produced by analysis of the documents 
is paradoxical; the 11to,'e we know about the past, the more difficult it is to 
generalize about it. 

founding of semiotics, the modern science that 
... tudies all types of sign systelTIs. An icon is a sign 
in which the signlfier (the sound or symbol that 
conveys meaning) resembles or imitates the signi
fied (the meaning conveyed); a symbol is a sign in 
\\ hieh the relationship between the two is purely 
c(lllventional. 
2. /\11 those named are author-s of key texts ofnar-

rative theory. Erich Auerbach (1892-1957). 
German literary critic and author of Mimesis: TIre 
Representation of Reality itr Western LifenJture 
(1946): ~-ayne Booth (b. 1921), American literary 
critic and author of71.e Rhetoric of Fiction (1961); 
and Robert Scholes (b. 1929) and Alfred Latimer 
Kellogg (1915-1986), American coauthors of 71re 
Nature of Narrative (1966). 
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But if the increase in our knowledge of the past makes it more difficult to 
generalize about it, it should make it easier for us to generaliie about the 
forms in which that knowledge is transmitted t~ us. Our knowledge of the 
past may increase incrementally, but our understanding of it does not. Nor 
does our understanding of the past progress by the kind of revolutionary 
breakthroughs that we associate with the development of the physical sci
ences.3 Like literature, history progresses by the production of classics, the 
nature of which is such that they cannot be disconfirmed or negated, in the 
way that the principal conceptual schemata of the sciences are. ·And it is 
their nondisconfirmability that testifies to the essentially literary nature of 
historical classics. There is something in a historical masterpiece that cannot 
be negated, and this nonnegatable element is its form, the form which is its 
fiction. 

It is frequently forgotten or, when remembered, denied that no given set 
of events attested by the historical record comprises a story manifestly fin
ished and complete. This is as true ·as the events that comprise the life of an 
individual as it is of an institution, a natio~, or a whole ·people. We do not 
live stories, even if we give our lives meaning by retrospectively casting them 
in the form of stories. And so too. with nations or whole cultures. In an essay 
on the "mythical" nature of historiographYI Levi-Strauss4 remarks on the 
astonishment that a visitor from another planet would feel if confronted by 
the thousands of histories written about the French Revolution. For in those 
works, the "authors do not always make. use of the same incidents; when 
they do, the incidents are revealed in different lights. And yet these are 
variations which have to do with the same country, the same period, and the 
same events-events whose reality is scattered across every level of a multi
layered structure." He goes· on to suggest that the criterion of validity by 
which historical accounts might be assessed cannot depend on their "ele
ments"-that is to say-their putative. factual content. On the contrary, he 
notes, "pursued in isolation, each element s~ows itself to be beyond grasp. 
But certain of them derive consistency from the fact that they can be inte
grated into a system whose terms are more or less credible when set against 
the overall coherence of the series;" But his "coherence of the series" cannot 
be the coherence of the chronological series, that sequence of "facts" organ
ized into the temporal order of their original occurrence. For the "chronicle" 
of events, out of which the historian fashions his story of "what really hap
pened," already comes preencoded. There are "hot" and "cold" chronologies, 
chronologies in which more or fewer dates appear to demand inclusion in a 
full chronicle of what happelled. Moreover, the dates themselves come to us 
already grouped into classes of dates, ·classes which are constitutive of puta- . 
tive domains of the historical field, domains which appear as problems for 
the historian to solve if he is to give a full and culturally responsible ac·count 
of the past. 

All this suggests to Levi-Strauss that, when it is a matter of working up a 
comprehensive account of the various domains of the historical record in 

3. White may be alluding to Thomas· Kuhn's cel
ebrated Stnocture of Scientific Revolutions (1962), 
which characterizes scientific progress as a 
sequence of abrupt revolutions that overtum exist
Ing paradigms, rendering them obsolete. 
4. CtAUI)E LtVI-STRAUSS (b. 1908), French 

anthropologist whose work was Influential In the 
development of structuralism. White dtes L~vI
Strau.s's S''''''ge Mitod (I966) and his "Overture to 
Le Cru el l .. cuit," published in Slmewrallsm (ed. 
Jacques Ehrmann, 1966). 
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the form of a story, the "alleged historical continuities" that the historian 
purports to find in the record are "secured only by dint of fraudulent outlines" 
imposed by the historian on the record. These "fraudulent outlines" are, in 
his view, a product of "abstraction" and a means of escape from the "threat 
of an infinite regress" that always lurks at the interior of every complex set 
of historical "facts." We can construct a comprehensible story of the past, 
Levi-Strauss insists, only by a decision to "give up" one or more of the 
domains of 'facts offering themselves for inclusion in our accounts. Our 
explanations-of historical structures and processes are thus determined more 
by what we leave out of our representations than by what we put in. For it 
is in this b~utal capacity to exclude certain facts in the interest of constituting 
others as components of comprehensible' stories that the historian displays 
his tact as well as his understanding. The "overall coherence" of any given 
"series" of historical facts is the coherence of story, but this coherence is 
achieved only by a tailoring of the "facts" to the requirements of the story 
form. And thus Levi-Strauss concludes: "In spite of worthy and indispensable 
efforts to bring another moment in history alive and to possess it, a clairvoy
ant history should admit that it never completely escapes from the nature of 
myth." 

It is this mediative function that permits us to speak of a historical nar
rative as an extended metaphor. As a symbolic structure, the historical nar
rative does not reproduce the events it describes; it tells us in what direction 
to think about the events and charges our thought about the events with 
different emotional valences. The historical narrative . does not image the 
things it indicates; it calls to mind images of the things it indicates, in the 
same way t~at a metaphor does. When a given concourse of events is emplot
ted as a "tragedy," this simply means that the historian has so described the 
events as to remind us of that form of fiction which we associate with the 
concept "tmgic." Properly understood, histories ought never to be read as 
unam~iguous signs of the events they report, but rather as symbolic struc
tures, extended metaphors, that "liken" the events reported in them to some 
form with which we have already become familiar in our literary culture. 

Perhaps I should indicate briefly what is meant by the symboliC and 'iconic 
aspects 'of a metaphor. The hackneyed phrase "My love, a rose" is not, obvi
ously, intended to be understood as suggesting that the loved one iSifctually 
a rose. It is not even meant to suggest that the loved one has the specific 
attributes of a rose-that is to say, that the loved one is red, yellow, orange, 
or black, is a plant, has thorns, needs sunlight, should be sprayed regularly 
with insecticides, and so on. It is meant to be understood as indicating that 
the beloved shares the qualities which the rose has come to symbolize in the 
customary linguistic usages of Western culture. That is to say, considered as 
a message, the metaphor gives directions for finding an entity that will evoke 
the images associated with loved ones and roses alike in our culture. The 
metaphor does not image the thing it seeks to characterize, it gives directions 
for finding the set of images that are intended to be associated with that 
thing. It functions as a symbol, rather than as a sign: which is to say that it 
does not give us either a description or an icon of the thing it represents, but 
tells us what images to look for in our culturally encoded experience in order 
to determine how we should feel about the thing represented. 

So too for historical narratives. They succeed in endowing sets of past 
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events with meanings, over and above whatever comprehension they provide 
by appeal to putative causal laws, by exploiting the metaphorical similarities 
between sets of real events and the conventional structures of our fictions. 
By the very constitution of a set of events in such a way as to make a com
prehensible story out of them, the historian charges those events with the 
symbolic significance of a comprehensible plot structure. Historians may not 
like to think of their works as translations of fact into fictions; but this is one 
of the effects of their works. By suggesting alternative emplotments of a given 
sequence of historical events, historians provide events. with all of the pos
sible meanings with which the literary art of their culture is capable of 
endowing them. The real dispute between the proper historian and the phi
losopher of history has to do with the latter's insistence that events can be 
emplotted in one and only one story form. History-writing thrives on the 
discovery of all the possible plot structures that might be invoked to endow 
sets of events with different meanings. And our understanding of the past 
increases precisely in the degree to which we succeed in determining how 
far that past conforms to the strategies of sense-making that are contained 
in their purest forms in literary art. 

Conceiving historical narratives in this way may give us some insight into 
the crisis in historical thinking which has been under way since the begin
ning of our century. Let us imagine that the problem of the historian is to 
make sense of a hypothetical set of events by arranging them in a series that 
is at once chronologically and syntactically structured, in the way that any 
discourse from a sentence all the way up to a novel is structured. We can 
see immediately that the imperatives of chronological arrangement of the 
events constituting the set must exist in tension with the imperatives of the 
syntactical strategies alluded to, whether the-:Iatter are conceived as those of 
logic (the syllogism) or those of narrative (~he plot structure). 

Thus, we have a set of events i 

-, 
(I) a, h, c, d, e, .. 4"" ••••• , n, 

ordered chronologically but requiring description, and characterization as 
elements of plot or argument by which to give them meaning. Now, the series 
can be emplotted in a number of-different ways and thereby endowed With 
different meanings without violating the imperatives of the chronological 
arrangement at all. We may briefly characterize some of these emplotments 
in the following ways: 

(2) 

(3) 

(4) 

(5) 

And so on. 

A, b, c, d, e, ........ , n 

a, B, c, d, e, ........ , n 

a, b, C, d, e, ........ , n 

a, h, c, D, e, ........ , n 

The capitalized letters indicate the privileged status given to certain events 
or sets of events in the series by which they are endowed with explanatory 
force, either as causes explaining the structure of the whole series or as 
symbols of the plot structure of the series considered as a story of a specific 
kind. We might say that any history which endows any putatively original 
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event (a) with the status of a decisive factor (A) in the structuration of the 
whole series of events following after it is "deterministic." The emplotments 
of the history of "society" by Rousseau in his SecOl'zd Discourse, Marx in the 
Manifesto, and Freud in Totem and Taboo would fall into this category.5 So 
too, any history which endows the last event in the series (e), whether real 
or only speculatively projected, with the force of full explanatory power (E) 
is of the type of all eschatological or apocalyptical histories. St. Augustine's 
City of God and the various vel'sions of the Joachite notion6 of the advent of 
a millennium, Hegel's Philosophy of History, and, in general, all Idealist his
tories are of this sort. In between we would have the various forms of his
toriography which appeal to plot structures of a distinctively "fictional" sort 
(Romance, Comedy, Tragedy, and Satire) by which to endow the series with 
a perceivable form and a conceivable "meaning." 

If the series were simply recorded in the order in which the events origi
naIly occurred. under the assumption that the ordering of the events in their 
temporal sequence itself provided a kind of explanation of why they occurred 
when and where they did. we would have the pure form of the chronicle. 
This would be a "naive" form of chronicle, however, inasmuch as the cate
gories of time and space alone served as the informing interpretative prin
ciples. Over against the naive form of chronicle we could postulate as a 
logical possibility its "sentimental" counterpart,' the ironic denial that his
torical series have any kind of larger significance or describe any imaginable 
plot structure or indeed can even be construed as a story with a discernible 
beginning. middle, and end. \\le could conceive such accounts of history as 
intending to serve as antidotes to their false or overemplotted counterparts 
(nos. 2, 3, 4, and 5 above) and could represent them as an ironic return to 
mere chronicle as constituting the only sense which any cognitively respon
sible history could take. We could characterize such histories thus: 

(6) "a, b, c, d, e .. " ..... , n" 

with the quotation marks indicating the conscious interpretation of the 
events as having nothing other than seriality as their meaning. 

This schema is of course highly abstract and does not do justice to the 
possible mixtures of and variations within the types that it is meant to ~,~ 
tinguish. But it helps us, I think. to conceive how events might be emplotted 
in different ways without violating the imperatives of the chronological order 
of the events (however they are construed) so as to yield alternative, mutually 
c\:c1usive, and yet, equaIly plausible interpretations of the set. I have tried to 
show in Metahist01''Y how such mixtures and variations occur in the writings 
of the master historians of the nineteenth century; and I have suggested in 
that book that classic historical accounts always represent attempts both to 
emplot the historical series adequately and implicitly to come to terms with 
other plausible emplotments. It is this dialectical tension between two or 

5. SIGMUND I'REUD (1856-1939), Austrian foun· 
d~I' or psychoanalysis; Totem and 1"/'00 WAS pub. 
lished in 1918. Jean-Jacqu .. s Rousseau (1711.
) 778), Swiss-born French philosopher ond politi
ca] theorist; his "second" discourse is the D'scortrse 
Oil tIlt! Origin and Bases of l11eqtwlit) among Me,., 
(1 754l. Marx and FRIEDRICH ENGEI.S's CrJtHfI'I1H1ist 
Mmli!esto appeared as 8 pomphl .. t in 1848. 

6. Taken froon Joachlm of Flore (1135-1202), an 
Italian monk who propounded a millenarlan theory 
of history between 1190 and 1195. AUGUSTINE 
(354-430). early Christian philosopher and theo
logian. 
7, For the opposition offlnaive" and "sentimental," 
see FRIEORICH VON SCHILLER, On Naive at1d Sell
limental Poet.'Y (1795-96). 
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more possible emplotments that signals the elements of critical self
consciousness present in any historian of recogni~ably classical stature. 

Histories, then, are not only about events butslso about the possible sets 
of relationships that those events can be demonstrated to figure. These sets 
of relationships are not, however, immanent in the events themselves; they 
exist only in the mind of the historian reflecting on them. Here they are 
present as the modes of relationships conceptualized in the myth, fable, and 
folklore, scientific knowledge, religion, and literary art, of the historian's own 
culture. But more importantly, they are, I suggest, immanent in the very 
language which the historian must use tOldescribe events prior to a scientific 
analysis of them or a fictional emplotment of them. For if the historian's aim 
is to familiarize us with the unfamiliar, he must use figurative, rather than 
technical, language. Technical languages are familiarizing only to those who 
have been indoctrinated in their uses and only of those sets of events wHich 
the practitioners of a discipline have agreed to describe in a uniform termi
nology. History possesses no such. generally 'accepted technical terminology 
and in fact no agreement on what kind of events make up its specific subject 
matter. The historian's characteristic instrument of en cod at ion, communi
cation, and exchange is ordinary educated speech. Thls implies that the only 
instruments that he has for endowing his data with meaning, of rendering 
the strange familiar, and of rendering the mysterious past comprehensible, 
are the techniques offigurative language. All historicalnarratives presuppose 
figurative characterizations of the events they purport to represent and 
explain. And this means that historical narratives, considered purely as verbal 
artifacts, can be characterized by the mode of figurative discourse in which 
they are cast. 

If this is the case, then it may well be that the kind of emplotment that 
the historian decides to use to give meaning to a set of historical events is 
dictated by the ~ominant figurative mode of the language he has used to 
describe the elements of his account prUir to his composition of a narrative. 
Geoffrey Hartman8 once remarked in my hearing; at a conference on literary 
history, that he was not sure that he knew what historians ofliterature might 
want to do, but he did know that to write a history meant to place an event 
within a context, by relating it as a part to some conceivable whole. He went 
on to suggest that as far as he knew, there were only two ways of relating 
parts to wholes, by metonymy and by synecdoche.9 Having been engaged for 
some time in the study of the thought of Giambattista Vico, I I was mU'ch 
taken with this thought j because it conformed to Vico's notion that the 
"logic" of all "poetic wisdom" was contained in the relationships which lan
guage itself provided in the four principal modes of figurative representation: 
metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony. My own hunch~and it is a 
hunch which I find confirmed in Hegel's reflections on the nature of non
scientific discourse--,is that in any field of study which, like history, has not 
yet become disciplinized to the point of constructing a formal terminological 
system for describing itsol?jects, in the way that physics and chemistry have, 

8. American literary critic and theorist (b. 1929). 
9. A figure of speech in which a part Is used for 
the whole (e.g., "all hands on deck") or the whole 
for a part (e.g.; "E .. glancl won the World Cup"). 
"Metonomy": a figure of speech in which one word 

.. ,[ 

or phrase is substituted for another with which It 
Is closely associated (e.g., the stage meaning "the 
theater"). . . ' . . .) 
I. Itolian philosopher and historian (1668-1744), 
author of The New Science (l725; see above) ... ' 
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it is the types of figurative discourse that dictate the fundamental forms of 
the data to be studied. This means that the shape of the relationships which 
will appear to be inherent in the objects inhabiting her field will in reality 
have been imposed on the field by the investigator in the very act of identi
fying and describing the objects that he finds there. The implication is that 
historians constitute their subjects as possible objects of narrative represen
tation by the very language they use to describe them. And if this is the case, 
it means that the different kinds of historical interpretations that we have of 
the same set of events, such as the French Revolution as interpreted by 
Michelet, Tocqueville, Taine,2 and others, are little more than projections of 
the linguistic protocols that these historians used to pre-figure that set of 
events prior to writing their narratives of it. It is only a hypothesis, but it 
seems possible that the conviction of the historian that he has "found" the 
form of his narrative in the events themselves, rather than imposed it upon 
them, in the way the poet does, is a result of a certain lack of linguistic self
consciousness which obscures the extent to which descriptions of events 
already constitute interpretations of their nature. As thus envisaged, the dif
ference between Michelet's and Tocqueville's accounts of the Revolution 
does not reside only in the fact that the former emplotted his story in the 
modality of a Romance and the latter his in the modality of Tragedy; it resides 
as well in the tropological mode-metaphorical and metonymic, respec
tively-with each brought to his apprehension of the facts as they appeared 
in the documents. 

I do not have the space to try to demonstrate the plausibility of this hypoth
esis, which is the informing principle of my book Metahistory. But I hope 
that this essay' may serve to suggest an approach to the study of such dis
cursive prose forms as historiography, an approach that is as old as the study 
of rhetoric ,hd as new as modem linguistics. Such a study would proceed 
along the lines laid out by Roman Jakobson~ in a paper entitled "Linguistics 
and Poetics," in which he characterized the difference between Romantic 
poetry and the various forms of nineteenth-century Realistic prose as resid
ing in the essentially metaphorical nature of the former and the essentially 
metonymical nature of the latter. I think that this characterization of the 
difference between poetry and prose is too narrow, because it presupposes 
that complex macrostructural narratives such as the novel are IittJer."inore 
than projections of the "selective" (i.e., phonemic) axis of all speech acts. 
Poetry, and especially Romantic poetry, is then characterized by Jakobson 
as a projection ofthe "combinatory" (i.e., morphemic) axis oflanguage. Such 
a binary theory pushes the analyst toward a dualistic opposition between 
poetry and prose which appears to rule out the possihility of a metonymical 
poetry and a metaphorical prose. But the fruitfulness of Jakobson's theory 
lies in its suggestion that the various forms of hoth poetry and prose, all of 
which have their counterparts in narrative in general and therefore in his
toriography too, can he characterized in terms of the dominant trope which 
serves as the:paradigm, provided. by language itself, of all significant rela
tionships conceived to exist in the world by anyone wishing to represent those 
relationships in language. 

2. Hippolyte-Adolphe Taille (1828-1893), 
French literary Rl)d art critic, philusupher, and hls
Lorian who anulyzed art and literaturt.' us products 

f 

of race, environ~ent, and epoch. 
3. Russian-born AmerIcan linguist (1896-1982); 
for "Linguistics and Poetics" (1960), see above. 
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Narrative, or the syntagmatic dispersion of events across a temporal series 
presented as a prose discourse,4 in such a way as to display their progressive 
elaboration as a comprehensible form, would represent the "inward turn" 
that discourse takes when it tries to show the reader the true form of things 
existing behind a merely apparent formlessness. Narrative style, in history as 
well as in the novel, would then be construed as the modality of the move
ment from a representation of some original state of affairs to some subse
quent state. The primary meaning of a narrative would then consist of the 
destructuration of a set of events (real or imagined) originally encoded in 
one tropological mode and the progressive restructuration of the set in 
another tropological mode. As thus envisaged, narrative would be a process 
of decodation and recodation in which an original perception is clarified by 
being cast in a figurative mode different from that in which it has come 
encoded by convention, authority, or custom. And the explanatory force of 
the narrative would then depend on the contrast between the original enco
dation and the later one. 

For example, let us suppose that a set of experiences comes to us as a 
grotesque, i.e., as unclassified and unclassifiable. Our problem is to identify 
the modality of the relationships that bind the discernible elements of the 
formless totality together in such a way as to make of it a whole of some sort. 
If we stress the similarities among the elements, we are working in the mode 
of metaphor; if we stress the differences among them, we are working in the 
mode of metonymy. Of course, in order to make sense of any set of experi
ences, we must obviously identify both the parts of a thing that appear to 
make it up and the nature of the shared aspects of the parts that make them 
identifiable as a totality. This implies that all original characterizations of 
anything must utilize hoth metaphor and metonymy in order to "fix" it as 
something about which we can meaningfully discourse. 

In the case of historiography, the attempts'of commentators to make sense 
of the French Revolution are instructive. Burke5 decodes the events' of the 
Revolution which his contemporaries exPerience,as a grotesque by recoding 
it in the mode of irony; Michelet recodes these eyents in the mode of syn
ecdoche; Tocqueville recodes them in the mode of metonymy. In each case, 
however, the movement from code to recode is narratively described, i.e., 
laid out on a time-line in such a ~ay as to make the interpretation of the 
events that made up the "Revolution" a kind of drama that we can recognize 
as Satirical, Romantic, and Tragic, respectively. This drama can be followed 
by the reader of the narrative in such a way as to be experienced as a pro
gressive revelation of what the true nature of the events consists of. The 
revelation is not experienced, however, as a restructuring of perception so 
much as an illumination of a field of occurrence. But actually what has 
happened is that a set of events originally encoded in one way is simply being 
decoded by being recoded in another. The events themselves are not sub
stantially changed from one account to another. That is to say, the data that 
are to be analyzed are not significantly different in the different accounts. 
What is different are the modalities of their relationships. These modalities, 

4. In linguistics. syntagrtUltic designates the rela
tionship between items that combine to form B 

meaningful whole (e.g .• the words In a sentence); 
by extension, the term here refers to the relation-

ships between events in a narrative, their se
quence. 
5. EDMUND BURKE (1729-1797), English author 
of ReJl .. cllrms an rh<! RevalutiaK in F ...... c .. (1790). 
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in turn, although they may appear to the reader to be based on different 
theories of the nature of society, politics, and history, ultimately have their 
origin in the figurative characterizations of the whole set of events as rep
resenting wholes of fundamentally different sorts. It is for this reason that, 
when it is a matter of setting different interpretations of the same set of 
historical phenomena over against one another in an attempt to decide which 
is the best or most convincing, we are often driven to confusion or ambiguity. 
This is not to say that we cannot distinguish between good and bad histori
ography, since we can always fall back on such criteria as responsibility to 
the rules of evidence. the relative fullness of narrative detail, logical consis
tency, and the like to determine this issue. But it is to say that the effort to 
distinguish between good and bad interpretations of a historical event such 
as the Revolution is not as easy as it might at first appear when it is a matter 
of dealing with alternative interpretations produced by historians of relatively 
equal learning and conceptual sophistication. After all, a great historical 
classic cannot be disconfirmed or nullified either by the discovery of some 
new datum that might call a specific explanation of some element of the 
whole account into question or by the generation of new methods of analysis 
which permit us to deal 'with questions that earlier historians might not have 
taken under consideration. And it is precisely because great historical clas
sics, such as works by Gibbon, Michelet, Thucydides, Mommsen, Ranke, 
Burckhardt, Bancroft,6 and so on, cannot be definitely disconfirmed that we 
must look to the specifically literary aspects of their work as crucial, and not 
merely subsidiary, elements in their historiographical technique. 

"""hat all this points to is the necessity of revising the distinction conven
tionally drawn between poetic and prose discourse in discussion of such 
narrative forms as historiography and recognizing that the distinction, as old 
as Aristotle,' between history and po'etry obscures as much as it illuminates 
about both. If there is an element of the historical in all poetry,' there is an 
element of poetry in every historical account of the world. And this because 
in our account of the historical world we are dependent, in ways perhaps 
that we are not in the natural scien'ces, on the techniques of figurative lan
guage both for our characterizatioJ1 of the objects of our narrative represen
tations and for the strategies by which to constitute narrative accounts of!b.e 
transformations of those objects in time. And this because history has no 
stipulatable subject matter uniquely its own; it is always written as part of a 
contest between contending poetic figurations of what the past might consist 
of. 

The older distinction between fiction and history, in which fiction is con
ceived as the representation of the imaginable and history as the represen
tation of the actual, must give place to the recognition that we can only know 

C,. All prominent hlsturians: Thueydidcs (ca. 455-
ca. 400 R.e.E.), Greek author of The History oft.he 
PelCJl'onnesian Warsj Theodor MOmlTISen (1817-
1903.), German classical scholar and author of71.e 
Histo') a.f Rattle (I 854-55), who ""eei,'ed the 1902 
Nolle} Prize for literature; Leopnld vun Ranke 
(1795-1886). German founder of the modern 
school uf history that championed objectivity 
ha sed on source materials loather than un legend 
and tradition; Jakob Burckhardt (1818-1897), 
Swiss historian of art and culture. author of 1ne 

Civilization a.fthe Rem.lissance in Italy (I 860): and 
George Bancroft (1800-1891), U.S. statesman 
and author of a 10-volume History of the United 
States (1837-74). 
7. See ARISTOTLE (384-322 B.e,E.), Poetics 9, 
1451 b: "The difference [between history and 
poetry) Is that the former relates things that have 
happened, the latter things that may happen. For 
this reason poetry is more philosophical and more 
serious than history; poetry tends to speak of uni
versals, history of partlcularl." 



1728 I HAYDEN WHITE 

the actual by contrasting it,with or likening it to ·the imaginable: As thus 
conceived, historical narratives· are complex structUres in' which' a ,world of 
experience is imagined to' exfst under at least two modeS',,;one of which' is 
encoded as "real," the otherof.whichis "revealed" to have been illusory in 
the course·of the narrative. Of course, it is a Bction of the historian that the 
various states of affairs which he constitutes' as the beginning, the middle, 
and the end of a course of development are all "actual" or "real" and that he 
has merely recorded "what happened" in the transition from the inaugural 
to the terminal phase. But both the beginning state of.affairs and the ending 
one are' inevitably poetic constructionsj' and 'as such, dependent upon tHe 
modality of the figurative language used to give them the 'aspect of coher
ence.This implies that all narrative isnot.shnply a recording of "whathap
pened" in the transition from one state of affairs to another, but'a progressive 
reMscription of.·sets; of' events 'insuch a way as to dismantle a. structure 
encoded in one verbal mode in,the beginnin'g so as to justify a recoding of it 
in another'modeat the end; This is what the "middle" of all narratives consist 
of. t"·" 

All of this is highly schematic, and I know:that ~his insisterice OI'i'the Rctive 
element in all historical narratives ,is certain to :'~rouse the . ire- of historians 
who believe that they are doing something fundamentally different- from the 
novelist, by virtue' of the fact that they deal with "real,".while the novelist 
deals with "imagined,"events .. But. neither- the form nor the explanatory 
power of narrative derives from the different contents it is pt-esumed to be 
able to accommodate. In point of fact, history~the real world as it evolves 
in time-is made sense of in the same way that the poet or novelist tries to 
make sense of it; i.e.', by endowing what originally appears to be problem
'atical and mysterious with the aspect of a recognizable, because it isa famil
iar, form;' It: does not matter whether·the world is conceived to be' real or 
only imagined; the manner of making sense of it'is,the same.' 

So too, to say that we make' sense of ,the real world by imposing upon it 
the' formal coherency that we customarily associate with the products of 
writers of fiction in no way detracts from .the 'status as knowledge which we 
ascribe to historiography. It would only detract from it if we were to believe 
that literature did not. teach us anything about reality,' but· was 'a product of 
-an imagination which was not of this world but of some other, inhuman one. 
hi my view, we experience the "fictionalization" of history as.an '.'eXplanation" 
for the same reason' that we experience' great fiction as an illumination of a 

. world that we inhabit along with the author. In both we recognize the forms 
by which consciousness both constitutes ·an·dcolonizes the world it seeks to 
inhabit comfortably. 

Finally, it may be observed that if historians were to recognize'the.fictive 
element in their narratives, this would not mean the degradation of histori-
9graphy to the status of ideology or propagan4a. In fact, this recognition 
would serve as ~ potent antidote: to the tende~cy or historians to become 
captive of ideological preconcepl:ions which they do not recognize as such 
but honor as the "correct" perception of "the. way things really are." By draw
ing historiography nearer to its origins in literary sensibility; we should be 
abie to identify the ideological, because it is the fictive, element in our own 
discourse. We are ~lways able to see the fictive element in those historians 
with whose interpretations of a given set of events we disagree; we seldom 
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perceive that element in our own prose. So, too, if we recognized the literary 
or fictive element in every historical account, we would be able to move the 
teaching of historiography onto a higher level of self-cohscioiisness than it 
currently occupies,. ' . 

What teacher has not lamented his inabiiity to give instruction,to appren
tices in 'the wNting of history? What graduate student of history has not 
despaired at trying to comprehend and imitate the model which his, .instruc
tors appear to. honor but the principles of which remain uncharted? If we 
recognize that .there is a fictive element in, all historical narrative, we would 
find in the th«;!ory of language and narrative itself the basis for a:more subtle 
presentation of what historiography consists ·of than' that which simply tells 
the student to go and "find out the facts" and write 'them up"in such a way 
as to tell "what really happened." . 

In my view, history as a discipline is in bad shape today becaiuie it has lost 
sight of its oI'igirisin the literary imagination, Iri the intere'stcif appeanng 
scientific and obJective, it has repressed and denied 'to ,itself its'own.greatest 
source of stre~gth and renewal. By drawing hisioriogr~phy ~ack once more 
to an intimate connection with its literary basis, we,shou~dnot only be putr 
ting ourselves on .guard against -merely ideoloiPcal distortions; we should be 
by way of arriving at that "theory" of history without which it cannot pass 
for a "discipline" at all. 

. JEAN BAUDRILLARD 
h. 192,9 

1978 

A prophet crying out in the wilderness of postmodernity, the sociologist,jean Baud
rillard made, dramatic pronouncements that hit a nerve in the ·,·19.805 and '1990s, 
especially in the international art world. The urge to define our "postmodern con~ 
tion" has perhaps' faded, but the basic tenets of· Baudrillard's critique ·still speak 
directly to the phenomena of global financial speculation, ever-increasing tourism, 
and the frenzied. stimulation of consumer desire through the media. The obliteration 
of nature by culture, particularly the replacement of the real by signs, is Baudrillard's 
great theme. Paradoxically enough, the accuracy of his analysis, its correspondence 
to what is happening in the contemporary world; I;ecures him a hearing even from 
those who find his style cryptic and his claims about media simulation of reality 
hyperbolic. 

The son of ciyil servants and the grandson of peasants; BaudrilIard shares the 
formative experiences of others among his generation of French intellectuals: coming 
to age in the aftermath of the German Occupation during World War 11, when JEAN
PAUL SARTRE'S existential Marxism dominated French thought; political radicalization 
in response to French colonial wars in Indochina and Algeria during the 1950s; oppo
sition to the Al11erican war in Vietnam; and involvement, as a young professor, in the 
"events" of 1968, when French student protesters brought the nation to a standstill 
for the month Jr May. 

Baudrillard earned his graduate degree in sociology in 1966, and in 1968 he was 
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teaching at Nanterre, one of the new universities at the center of the students' move
ment. Before getting his degree, he wrote about "nd translated German literature; he 
was deeply influenced by the Frankfurt School social theorists MAX HORKHEIMER and 
THEODOR ADORNO and by the semiotic criticism of ROLAND BARTHES. In the late 
1960s he was affiliated with the "Situatiopists," an international anarchist group that 
combined Marxist analysis with innovative critiques of consumer society and bour
geois values. After the collapse of the student movement, Baudrillard, like other mem
bers of his generation, began to consider what went wrong, starting with his critiques 
of Marxism (most notably in his Mirror of Production, 1973; trans. 1983) and moving 
toward the issues of media simulation and the hyperreality of consumer society taken 
up in our selection from Simulations (1981; trans. 1983). After becoming a minor 
cult figure in the 1980s, Baudrillard in 1987 resigl'led his post at Nanterre and pub
lished increasingly experimental texts that abandon consecutive argumentation for 
impressionistic collages of travel narrative, autobiographical material, social critique, 
and theoretical musings. 

The key to Baudrillard's thought is his reversal of the commonsense understanding 
of the relation of culture to nature, of sign to thing signified. ConventiQnal thought 
holds that nature (both human and nonhuman, suc;:h as trees, weather, ecological 
systems, the law of gravity) precedes culture (the human-made), which is built on top 
of it. Similarly, we think of a thing as existing in the world, and then of a word being 
invented and used to designate that thing. At times, Baudrillard implies that this 
commonsense view accurately describes how things used to be, at some unspecified 
time in the past. In our selection, he speaks of four "successive phases of the image 
(the sign)." 

Baudrillard argues that signs have now taken priority over the things signified. In 
fact, things have just about disappeared altogether. He links this development to the 
"death of God" (an event famously heralded in the nineteenth century by FRIEDRICH 
NIE1ZSCHE), to the devastation of natural envil'(mments, and to Western imperial 
destruction of all "primitive," non-Western, nonrnetropolitan "others." Something has 
changed in the human relation to the nonhurnan that plays itself out in a deadly 
hostility tQ all things different. It is, Baudrillard makes clear, a change for the worse, 
and all attempts to turn.back the, clock only accelerate the triumph of the sign. We 
are left yearning for the things we have killed, and "nostalgia assumes its full meaning" 
as we create ever more signs to simulate tho;e lost things. This is "the vengeance of 
the dead," who haunt us in their absence. 

To designate this new functiQP of signs, Baudrilla~d chooses the term simulacrum, 
a word that denotes representation but also carries the sense of a counterfeit, sham, 
or fake. Simulacra seem to have referertt's (real phenomena they refer to), but they 
are merely pretend representations that mark the absence, not the existence, of the 
objects they purport to represent. Baudrlllard blames two distinct but related culprits 
for this change: contemporary consumer culture and imperialistic Western science 
and philosophy. ' 

In consumer society, natural needs or desires have been buried under, if not totally 
eliminated by, desires stimulated by cultural discourses (advertising, media, and the 
rest), which tell us what we want. We are so precoded, so filled from the very start 
with the images of what we desire, that we process our relation to the world com
pletely through those images. Furthermore, capitalillt production in our time proceeds 
by first creating a demand through marketing and then producing the product to meet 
that demand. There are no longer natural needs t~at human work strives to satisfy. 
Rather, there are culturally produced "hyperreal" needs that are generated to provide 
work and profits. The world is remade in the Image of our desires. The signs (the 
images of what we want) exist before we create the thing to which the sign refers. 
Thus, for example, sexual desire is no longer a response to a person whom we meet 
and know face-to-face. Rather, sexual desire is stimulated by images promulgated by 
the media, and we strive to remake our bodies to fit those iinages. The "hyperreality" 
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of the model overwhelms the I'eality of the people we actually live among. Consumer 
society provides a "precession of simulacra," a parade of images that project a life that 
consumers are encouraged to try to live. 

The second part of Baudrillard's argument-his view of Western thought and West
ern science-explains how things lose their reality in the final phase, the phase of 
the simulacrum. His account here parallels visions of the West found earlier in Nietz
sche and later in JACQUES DERRIDA, MICHEL FOUCAULT, and other poststructuralist 
thinkers. The West, with its compulsions to explore and to know the whole globe, is 
driven to name and to e""plain each thing it encounten. The name, our knowledge, 
rcplaces the thing. For the difference and otherness of the thing, we substitute the 
signs that translate, account for, and tame it within our own signifying system. This 
is why Baudrillard insists that signs murder. The ethnologist (the anthropologist) 
crases the very people being studied by embalming them in his or her categories, 
replacing their reality with an explanatory, scholarly account. Having killed the real 
thing by reducing it to scientific terms, the anthropologist provides an embalmed 
simulation of that thing for display in the natural history museum. Western science, 
especially since the Enlightenment, has increasingly translated all otherness into its 
own terms, making it safe for subsequent touristlike encounters with the packaged 
exotic. We get simulated otherness; the real thing has evaporated. 

In claiming that "we all become living specimens under the spectral light of eth
nology." Baudrillard suggests that we all live our lives as if within quotation marks, 
as if playing a part in a mo"ie. The student who Is starting college, for example, has 
so many images of college students (from movies or TV) in mind that his or her way 
of being a student will inevitably be patterned in response to those preexisting images. 
The patterning may come from an attempt to resist the stereotype, to play against 
expectations, but the priority of the image still prevails. As "authentic" experience 
becomes ever harder to conceive. simulation, willed or not, rules the day. 

'Ve sense this loss of the real, according to Baudrillard; and our search for authen
ticity, often subconscious. has become ever more panicky as a result. He interprets 
Disneyland as an elaborately al·tificial land created precisely to convince us that our 
"real" lives are real. Caught up in the "precession of simulacra" that kills everything 
I'eal and replaces it with fabricated models, we feel that something is wrong; but we 
havc no satisfactory strategies for overturning the growing dominance of images and 
signs. 

In many ways, Baudrillard's work echoes Horkheimer and Adorno's earlier critique 
of the culture industry. Like them, he often comes across as a European intellectual 
appalled by American mass culture. extravagantly pessimistic and overgeneralizing .. 
Los Angeles for these critics stands for a dystopian futuI'e whose worst feature is tliift 
its inhabitants apparently like it. The passivity of (post)modern consumers in Baud
rillard's work leaves little space for hope. Only his apocalyptic rhetoric, with its hints 
of coming implosions. offers any prospect of change. 

Cl'itiques of Baudrillard's work since the] 980s have emerged largely from cultural 
studies, with its attention to the creative and progressive uses to which resisting 
audiences put the materials offered to them by the various media. In describing how 
we as social agents live out pJ'escripted patterns, Baudrillard misses the playful and 
parodic resignifications emphasized by performative accounts of action like JUDITH 
HI..TLER's. But the power of his work-and its influence-rests in its one-sidedness, 
the energy with which he presents his vision of a globalized economy of simulacra, 
of signs gone mad as they dictate all of our lives and obliterate anything that stands 
outside of them. 
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'From The: Precession of Siinulacra l 

The slmulacrum Is neVer tliat' whfch .. conceals the truth"':"lt 15 the 
truth which conceals that there Is none. 

, The slmulacrum Is true.· 
Ecclesiastes2. 

If we were able to take as the finest allegory of simulation the ,Borges tale] 
where the cartographers of the, Empire draw up a map so detailed that it 
ends up exactly covering the territory (but where the deCline of the Empire 
sees this map become frayed and finally ruined, a few shreds still discernible 
'in the deserts~the metaphysical beauty of this tuined abstraction, bearing 
:witness to an ImperiaI'pridearid totting like a carcass,teturning to the sub
~t~nce of the soil, rather as an aging double en~s up being confused with 
~~, real thing)-then this fable has come full circle for us, and now has 
~~~ing but the ~iscre~e charm of second-order simulacra.4 , 

,\n~~straction today is no longer that of the map, the double, the mirror or 
th~,coI:1cept. Simulation is no longer that of a territory, a referer.tial being 
or a substance. It is the generation by models of a real without origin- or 
reality: a hyperreal. The territory no longer precedes the map, nor survives 

l' ~r!,I)~'~~ ~Y, PauL Foss and ·Paul Patton. . 
E'~8r!-\d~YI~~', epigraph does not appear In 

ccleslasf s. :1' ' , ' 

3. "On Exaclllude In Science" (1960), by large 

Luis Barges (1899-1986), Argentinian short story 
writer and poet. ,. 
4. Cf. J. Baudrlllatd,· Symbolic &change and 
Death (1976) [Baudrillard's note), 
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it. ~enceforth, it is the map that precedes the territory-PRECESSION 
OF SIMULACRA-it is the map that engenders the territory and if we were 
to revive the fable today, it would be the territory whose shreds are slowly 
rotting across the map. It is the real, and not the map, whose vestiges subsist 
here and there, in the deserts which are no longer those of the Empire, but 
our own. The tksert of the real itself. 

In fact, even inverted, the fable is useless. Perhaps only the allegory of the 
Empire remains. For it is with the same Imperialism that present-day sim
ulators:try to make the real, all the real, coincide with their simulation mod
els. But it is no longer a question of either maps or territory. Something has 
disappeared: the sovereign difference between them that was the abstrac
tion's charm. For it is the difference which forms the poetry of the map and 
the charm of the territory, the magic of the concept and the charm of the 
real. This representational imaginary, which both culminates in and is 
engulfed by the cartographer's mad project of an ideal coextensivity between 
the map and the territory, disappears with simulation~whose operation is 
nuclear and genetic, and no longer specular and discursive. With it goes all 
of metaphysics. 5 No more mirror of being and appearances, of the real and 
its concept. No more imaginary coextensivity: rather, genetic miniaturisation 
is the dimension of simulation. The real is produced from miniaturised units, 
from matrices, memory banks and command models-and with these it can 
be reproduced an indefinite number of times. It no longer has to be rational, 
since it ir'no longer measured against some idealor negative instance. It is 
nothing more than operational. In fact, since it is no longer enveloped by an 
imaginaryj it is no longer real at all. It is a hyperreal, the product of an 
irradiating synthesis of combinatory models in a hyPerspace withoutatmo
sphere. 

In this passage to a space whose curvature is ·no longer that of the real, 
nor of truth, the age of simulation thus begins with a liquidation of all refer
entials-worse: by their artificial resurrection in systems of signs, a more 
ductile material than meaning, in that it lends itself to all systems· of equiv
alence, all binary oppositions and all combinatory algebra. It is no longer a 
question of imitation, nor of reduplication, nor even of parody. It is rather a 
question of substituting signs of the real for the real itself, that is, an oper
ation . to deter every real process by its operational double, a met~able, 
programmatic, perfect descriptive machine which provides all the signs of 
the real and short-circuits all its vicissitudes. Never again will the real have 
to be produced-this is the vital function of the model in a system of death,. 
or rather of anticipated resurrection which no longer leaves any chance even 
in the event of death. A hyperreal henceforth sheltered from the imaginary, 
and from ariy distinction between the real and the imaginary, leaving room 
only for the orbital recurrence of models and the simulated generation of 
difference. . 

The Divine Irreference of Images 

To dissimul~te is to feign not to have what one has. To simulate is to feign 
to have whit one hasn't. One implies a presence, the other an absence. But 

5. The branch of philosophy Ihat deal. with the ultimate structures or substance of the real. With the 
replacement of the real by the sign, there would be nothing left for metaphysics to ponder. 
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the matter is more complicated, since to simulate is not simply to feign: 
"Someone who feigns an illness can simply go to bed and make believe he is 
ill. Some who simulates an illness produces in himself some of the symp
toms." (Littre)6 Thus, feigning or dissimulating leaves the reality principle 
intact: the difference is always clear, it is only masked; whereas simulation 
threatens the difference between "true" and "false", between "real" and 
"imaginary". Since the simulator produces "true" symptoms, is he ill or not? 
He cannot be treated objectively either as ill, or as not-ill. Psychology and 
medicine stop at this point, before a thereafter undiscoverable truth of the 
illness. For if any symptom can be "produced", and can no longer he accepted 
as a fact of nature, then every illness may be considered as simulatable and 
simulated, and medicine loses its meaning since it only knows how to treat 
"true" illnesses by their objective causes. Psychosomatics? evolves in a dubi
ous way on the edge of the illness principle. As for psychoanalysis, it transfers 
the symptom from the organic to the unconscious order: once again, the 
latter is held to be true, more true than the former-but why should simu
lation stop at the portals of the unconscious? Why couldn't the "work" of the 
unconscious be "produced" in the same way as any other symptom in clas
sical medicine? Dreams already are.8 

The alienist,9 of course, claims that "for each form of the mental'alienation 
there is a particular order in the succession of symptoms, of which the sim
ulator is unaware and in the absence of which the alienist is unlikely to be 
deceived." This (which dates from 1865) in order to save at all cost the truth 
principle, and to escape the spectre raised by simulation-namely that truth, 
reference and objective causes have ceased to exist. What can medicine do 
with something which floats on ei~her side of illness, on either side of health, 
or with the reduplication of ilJ~ess in a discourse that is no longer true or 
false? What can psychoanalysis,'~o with the reduplication of the discourse 
of the unconscious in a discours~"(jf simulation that can never be unmasked, 
since it isn't false either?' _, 

What can the army do with-,simulators? Traditionally, following a clirect 
principle of identification, it 'unmasks and punishes them. Today, it can 
reform an excellent simulator as though he were equivalent to a "real" homo
sexual, heart-case or lunati~, Even military psychology retreats from the Car
tesian clarities~ and hesitates to draw the distinction between true and false, 
between the "produced" symptom and the authentic symptom. "If he acts 
crazy so well, then he must ,be mad." Nor is it mistaken: in the sense that all 
lunatics are simulators, and this lack of distinction is the worst form of sub
version. Against it classical reason armed itself with all its categories. But it 
is this today which again outflanks them, submerging the truth principle. 

6. Ma"imilien Paul Llltr/! (1801-1881). French 
I""icographer and translator of Hippocrates. Baud
rillart! takes this definition from Littrj!'s dictionary. 
7. Bodily symptoms caused by mental or emo
tional disturba.nce; these interest Baudrillard as Rn 

e"ample of how ideas or images produce a physical 
reality. 
8. That is, patients in therapy have dreams that fit 
Ihelr therapist's style of Interpretation. "produced" 
in response to the therBpist's prompting rather 
than reflective of some "truth" or "reality." 
9. Psychologist (a 19th-c. term). 
1. And which is not susceptible to resolution in 
transference. It Is the entanglement of these two 

discourse. which makes psychoanalysis Intermin
able [Baudrillard's note). S!GMUND FREUD (1856-
1939), the Austrian founder of psychoanalysis, 
wrote that therapy, strictly speaking, was "inter· 
m'lnable," but that it should end when the "trans
ference"-whlch Involves 'the patient's repetition 
of his or her basic problems in the relationship 
developed with the therapist-was complete and 
understood by the patient. The therapist uses this 
repetition as a way of enlightening the patient 
about the more general patterns of his or her life. 
2. 'The French philosopher Ren/! Delc.rte. 
(I596-1650) proposed a method for discerning 
"clear" and hence "certain" ideas. 
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Outside of medicine and the army, favored terrains of simulation, the 
affair goes back to religion and the simulacrum of divinity: "I forbad any 
simulacrum in the temples because the divinity that breathes life into nature 
cannot be represented." Indeed it can. But what becomes of the divinity 
when it reveals itself in icons, when it is multiplied in simulacra'? Does it 
remain the supreme authority. simply incarnated in images as a visible the
ology'? Or is it volatilized into simulacra which alone deploy their pomp and 
power of fascination-the visible machinery of icons being substituted for 
the pure and intelligible Idea of God'? This is precisely what was feared by 
the Iconoclasts, whose millennial quarrel is still with us today.3 Their rage 
to destroy images rose precisely because they sensed this omnipotence of 
simulacra, this facility they have of effacing God from the consciousness of 
men, and the overwhelming, destructive truth which they suggest: that ulti
mately there has never been any God, that only the simulacrum exists, indeed 
that God himself has only ever been his own simulacrum. Had they been 
able to believe that images only occulted or masked the Platonic Idea4 of 
God. there would have been no reason to destroy them. One can live with 
the idea of a distorted truth. But their metaphysical despair came from the 
idea that the images concealed nothing at all, and that in fact they were not 
images, such as the original model would have made them, but actually 
perfect simulacra forever radiant with their own fascination. But this death 
of the divine referential has to be exorcised at all cost. 

It can be seen that the iconoclasts, who are often accused of despising 
and denying images, were in fact the ones who accorded them their actual 
wOl·th, unlike the iconolaters, who saw in them only reflections and were 
content to venerate God at one remove. But the converse can also be said, 
namely that the iconolaters were the most modern and adventurous minds. 
since underneath the idea of the apparition of God in the mirror of images, 
they already enacted his death and his disappearance in the epiphany of his 
representations (which they perhaps knew no longer represented anything, 
and that they were purely a game, but that this was precisely the greatest 
game-knowing also that it is dangerous to unmask images, since they dili
simulate the fact that there is nothing behind them). 

This was the approach of the Jesuits,5 who based their politics on the 
"irtual disappearance of God and on the worldly and spectacular manipO~ 
lation of consciences-the evanescence of God in the epiphany of power
the end of transcendence. which no longer serves as alibi for a strategy com
pletely free of influences and signs. Behind the baroque of images hides the 
g!'ey eminence of politics. 

Thus perhaps at stake has always been the murderous capacity of images, 
murderers of the real. murderers of their own model as the Byzantine icons 
cou Id murder the divine identity.6 To this murderous capacity is opposed the 
dialectical capacity of representations as a visible and intelligible mediation 
of the Real. All of Western faith and good faith was engaged in this wager 

.~. Cf. M. Perniola, f4Jcones, Vi!lOions, ShnuIacres," 
r"""c,,,/?,l 10. p. 39 [Baudrillsl'<l's note] .. 
4. That is. a perfect. Immutable. transcendent 
Fornl or Idea in whose reality particular phenorn
('11;1 imperfectly participate,. as described in the 
writings of PLATO (ca. 427-cs. 34'7 II.(.'.E.,J. 
5. :'\,'lernbers of a Roman Catholic religious order 
fOllnded in response to the PI"otestant Reforma
tion_ who have long had a reputation for beinp: 

manipulative and unscrupulous In promoting 
Catholicism (lver Protestantism. 
6. The Byzantine empire. the eastern half of the 
Roman Empj,·e. was the home of the Greek Ortho· 
do" Church. whose lavish Icons have been seen by 
Western commentators, depending on their own 
attitude tOWSI'd Images of the divine. as e"amples 
either of pagan idolatry or of beautiful religious art. 
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on representation: that a sign could refer to the depth of meaning, that a 
sign could exchange for meaning and that something could guarantee· this 
exchange-God, of course. But what if God himself. can be simulated~. that 
is to say, reduced to the signs which aUest his existem:e? Then the 'whole 
system becomes weightless, it is no longer. anything but. a gigantic simula~ 
crum-not unreal, but a simulacrum, never again' exchanging for. what· is 
real, but exchanging in itself, in ·an uninterrupted circuit without reference 
or circumference. 
·So it is with simulation, insofar .as it is opposed to representation. The 

latter starts from the principle that the sign and the teal are equivalent (even 
if this equivalence is utopian, it is a' fundamental axiom). Conversely, sim" 
ulation starts from the utopia of this principle of equivalence,from the radical 
negation of the sign as value, from the sign as reversion and death 'sentence 
of every reference. Whereas representation tries to absorb simulation by 
interpreting it as false· representation, simulation e~telops the whole edifice 
of representation as itself a simulacrum. ' ;. 

This would be the successive phases of the image: 
-it is the reflection of a basic reality 
-it masks and perverts a basic reality. 
-it ma!\ks the absence of a basic reality 
-it bears no relation to any reality whatever: it is its own pure simulacrum. 
In the first case, the image is a good appearance-the representation is of 

the order of sacrament. In the second, it is an evil appearance-of the order 
of malefice.' In the third, it plays at being an appearance-it is of the order 
of sorcery. In the fourth, it is no longerinthe order of appearance at all, but 
of simulation;, . , 

'The transition from signs which dissimulate something to signs, which 
dissimulate that there is nothing, marks the decisive turning point. The first 
implies a theology of truth and. secrecy (to which the notion ofideologystill 
belongs). The second inaugurates an age of simulacraand stimulation,-~in 
which there is no longer any God to recognise his own, nor any last judge.; 
ment to separate true from false, the· real from its artificial resurrection, since 
everything is already dead and risen in advance. 

When the real is no longer what it· 'used to be, nostalgia assumes its' full 
meaning. There is a proliferation of myths of origin and signs. of reality; of 
second-hand truth, objectivity and authen~icity. There is an escalation of the 
true, of the.Iived experience; a resurrection of the figurative where the object 
and substance have disappeared. And there is a panic-stricken production.of 
the real and the referential, above and parallel to the panic of material pro
duction:' this is how simulation appears in the phase,that concerns us-'-a 
strategy of the real, neo-real and hyperreal whose universal double is a strat
egy of deterrence. 

.' ,: 

Rameses, or ll.'ose-Coloured Resur;.ecii~n 
Ethnology almost met a para~oXical death that day i~1911;:wheIi th~ Phil,ip
pino government decided to return the few dozen Tasad~Y' .discovered deep 

7. An evil deed. . . 
8. A small grouP.ot people "dlscOvered".lri 197i 
living in the highland rain forest I~ the Phllippb,les; 

they were acciiilmed as an example. of ;i ':primltive" 
tribe untouched by modern .life:.'(By the mld-
1980., many a.nthropologists were convinced that 
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in the jungle, 'where they had lived for eight centuries undisturbed by the 
rest of mankind, to their primitive state, out of reach of colonists, tourists 
and ethnologists. This was at the initiative of the anthropologists themselves, 
who saw the natives decompose immediately on contact, like a mummy in 
the open air. " 

For ethnology to live, its object must die. But the latter revenges itself by 
dying for having been "discovered", and defies by its death the science that 
wants to take hold of it. 

Doesn't every science live on this paradoxical slope to which it is doomed 
by the evanescence of its object in the very process of its apprehension, 
and by the pitiless reversal this dead object exerts on it? Like Orpheus it 
always turns around too soon, and its object, like Eurydice, falls back into 
Hades.9 

It was against this hades of paradox that the ethnologists wanted to protect 
themselves by cordoning off the Tasaday with virgin forest. Nobody now will 
touch it: the vein is closed down, like a mine. Science loses a precious capital, 
but the object will be safe-lost to science, but intact in its "virginity". It 
isn't a question of sacrifice (science never sacrifices itself: it is always mur
derous), but of the simulated sacrifice of its object in order to save its reality 
principle. The Tasaday, frozen in their natural elemEmt; prOvide a perfect 
alibi, an eternal guarantee. At this point" begins a persistent anti-ethnology 
to which Jaulin,.Castaneda and Clasttes l variously belong. In any case, the 
logical evolution of a science is to distance itself ever further from its object 
until it dispenses:with it entirely: its autonomy evermore fantastical in reach
ing its pure fomi. 

The Indian thereby driven back into the ghetto, into the glass coffin of 
virgin forest, becomes the simulation model for .allconceivable Indians before 
ethnology. The Jatter thus allows itself the luxury of being incarnate beyond 
itself, in the "brute" reality of these Indians it has entirely reinvented
Savages who are indebted to ethnology for'stilI being Savages: what a turn 
of events, what a triumph for this science which seemed dedicated to their 
destruction! 

Of course; these particular Savages are posthumous: frozen; cryogenised, 
sterilised, protected to death, they have become referential simulacra, and 
the science itself"a pure simulation. Same thing at Creusofz where, io.Jhe 
form of an "open" museum exhibition, they have "museumised" on the spot, 
as historical witnesses to their period, entire working class quarters, livihg 
metallurgical zones, a complete culture including men, women and children 
and their gestures, languages and habits-living beings fossilised as in a snap 
shot. The museum, instead of being orcumscribed in a geometrical location, 
is now everywhere, like a dimension of life itself. Thus ethnology, now freed 

the. whole episode was a hoax perpetrated by the 
Plii.tipplne government. Opinion remains divided 
ab~ut the "authenticity" of the Tasaday.) 
9. In Greek mythology, the poet-singer Orpheus 
wins back hi. dead wife, Euryd\ce, from the under
world-on the condition (which he does not keep) 
that he not look back at her until they are on the 
earth's surfacc~ I 
J. Three revisionist anthropologists of the 1960s 
and 1970s, espeCially interested in Native Ameri
can peuples arid their suffering at the hands of the 

West: the French RobertJaulin (b, 1928), Mexican 
American Carlos" Castaneda "(1931-1998), and 
French Pierre Clastres (1934-1977). 
2. A town in, the Burgundy region of central 

" France and home of the hiitor\c 'Schneider Iron 
and steel mills, (qunded in 1837. In response to 
the mill's economic troubles and to the decline of 
coal"mining In the:rcgiciri, the town established a 
museum In the Schneider family mansion, where 
it stages the work that it once did in earnest. 
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from its object, will no longer be circumscribed as an objective science but 
is applied to all living things and becomes invisible, like an omnipresent 
fourth dimension, that of the simulacrum. We are all Tasaday, or Indians 
who have once more become "what they used to be", or at least that which 
ethnology has made them-simulacra Indians who proclaim at last the uni
versal truth of ethnology. 

We all become living specimens under the spectral light of ethnology, or 
of anti-ethnology which is only the pure form of triumphal ethnology, under 
the sign of dead differences, and of the resurrection of differences. It is thus 
extremely naive to look for ethnology among the Savages or in some Third 
World-it is here, everywhere, in the metropolis, among the whites, in a 
world completely catalogued and analysed and then artificially revived as 
though real, in a world of simulation: of the hallucination of truth, of black
mail by the real, of the murder and historical (hysterical) retrospection of 
every symbolic form-a murder whose first victims were, noblesse oblige, 
the Savages, but which for a long time now has been extended to all Western 
societies. 

But at the same moment ethnology gives up its final and only lesson, the 
secret which kills it (and which the savages understood much better): the 
vengeance of the dead. 

The confinement of the scientific object is the same as that of the insane 
and the dead. And just as the whole of society is hopelessly contaminated by 
that mirror of .madness it has held out for itself, so science can only die 
contaminated by the death of the object which is its inverse mirror. It is 
science which ostensibly masters the object, but it is the latter which deeply 
invests the former, following an unconscious reversion, giving only dead and 
circular replies to a dead and circular interrogation. 

Nothing changes when society breaks the mirror of madness (abolishes 
asylums, gives speech back to the',inad, etc.) nor when science seems to break 
the mirror of its objectivity (effacing itself before its object, as Castaneda 
does, etc.) and to bow down before "differences". Confinement is succeeded 
by an apparatus which assumes a countless and endlessly diffractable, mul
tipliable form. As fast as ethnology iri its classical institution collapses, it 
survives in an anti-ethnology whose task is to reinject fictional difference and 
Savagery everywhere, in order to conceal the fact that it is this world, our 
own, which in its way has become savage again, that is to say devastated by 
difference and death. 

It is in this way, under the pretext of saving the original, that the caves of 
Lascaux' have been forbidden to visitors and an exact replica constructed 
500 metres away, so that everyone can see them (you glance through a peep
hole at the real grotto and then visit the reconstituted whole). It is possible 
that the very memory of the original caves will fade in the mind of future 
generations, but from now on there is no longer any difference: the dupli
cation is sufficient to render both artificial. 

In the same way the whole of science and technology were recently mob
ilised to save the mummy of Rameses 11, after it had been left to deteriorate 
in the basement of a museum. 4 The West was panic-stricken at the thought 

3. Site in southern France of CBve paintings from 
the Upper Paleolithlc period. 
4. In 1977, at the instigation of a French Bfchae-

ologist, the mummy of Ram .. ses 11 (Egyptian phar
aoh. 1304-1237 D.C.E.) was brought"from Cairo to 
Paris for restoration. French scientists declared it 
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of not being able to save what the symbolic order had been able to preserve 
for 40 centuries, but away from the light and gaze of onlookers. Rameses 
means nothing to us: only the mummy is of inestimable worth since it is 
what guarantees that accumulation means something. Our entire linear and 
accumulative culture would collapse if we could not stockpile the past in 
plain view. To this end the pharaohs must be brought out of their tombs, 
and the mummies out of their silence. To this end they must be exhumed 
and given military honors. They are prey to both science and the worms. 
Only absolute secrecy ensured their potency throughout the milIennia
their mastery over putl·efaction. which signified a mastery over the total cycle 
of exchange with death. Hle know better than to use our science for the 
J"el'aration of the mummy. that is, to restore a visible order, whereas embalm
ing was a mythical labor aimed at immortalising a hidden dimension. 

\Ve need a visible past. a visible continuum, a visible myth of origin to 
reassure us as to our ends. since ultimately we ha"e never believed in them. 
\"'hence that historic scene of the mummy's reception at Orly airport. 5 All 
because Rameses was a great despot and military figure? Certainly: but above 
all because the order which our culture dreams of, behind that defunct power 
it seeks to anne. ... , could have had nothing to do with it, and it dreams thus 
because it has exterminated this order by exhuming it as if it were our own 
past. 

\Ve are fascinated by Rameses as Renaissance Christians were by the 
American Indians: those (human?) beings who had never known the word 
of Christ. Thus, at the beginning of colonisation, there was a moment of 
stupor and amazement before the very possibility of escaping the universal 
law of the Gospel. There were two possible responses: either to admit that 
this law was not universal. or to exterminate the Indians so as to remove the 
evidence. In general, it was enough to convert them, or even simply to dis
cover them, to ensure their slow extermination. 

Thus it would have been enough to exhume Rameses to ensure his exter
mination by museurnification. For mummies do riot decay because of worms: 
they die from being transplanted from a prolonged symbolic order, which is 
master over death and putrescence. on to an order of history, science and 
museums-our own, which is no longer master over anything, since it only.
knows how to condemn its predecessors to death and putrescence and their 
subsequent resuscitation by science. An irreparable violence towards all 
secrets, the violehce of a civilisation without secrets. The hatred by an entire 
civilization for its own foundations. 

And just as with ethnology playing at surrendering its object the better to 
establish itself in its pure form, so museumification is only one more turn in 
the spiral of artificiality. Witness the cloister of St-Michel de Cuxa, which is 
going to be repatriated at great expense from the Cloisters in New York to 
be reinstalled on "its original site'·.6 And everyone is supposed to applaud 
this l'estitution (as with the "experimental campaign to win back the side
walks" on the Champs-Elysees!). However, if the exportation of the cornices 

l.:ured of aJl infection and "imnlullized" for the 
futuI-e after repairing some tissu~s and sterilizing 
I heln with gamma radiation. 
S. On<.' of two main airports sen,ing Paris. 
6, :\ 9th-century Benedictine Inonostel1' located 

in the northeast Pyrenees in France. (This cloister 
has not in fact been removed from the Cloisters, a 
New York City Inuseum that contains Inedieval 
ecclesiastic architecture taken from Europe.) 
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was in effect an arbitrary act, ,and if the Cloisters of New York are really an 
artificial mosaic of all cultures (according to a logic of the capitalistcen~ 
tralisation of value), then reimportation to the original location is even more 
artificial: it is a total simulacrum that links up with "reality" by a complete 
circumvolution. . 

The cloister should have stayed in New York in its simulated environment, 
which at least would have fooled no one. Repatriation is only a supplemen" 
tary subterfuge, in order to make out as though nothing had happened and 
to indulge in a retrospective hallucination. 

In the same way Americans flatter themselves they brought ·the number 
of Indians back to what it was before their conquest. Everything is obliterated 
only to. begin again. They even flatter. themselves they went one better, by 
surpassing the original· figure. This is presented as proof of the superiority 
of civilisation: it produces more Indians than' they were' capable of them
selves. By a sinister mockery, this overproduction is yet again a. way. of 
destroying them: for Indian culture, like all tribal culture, rests on the limi. 
tation of the group and prohibiting any of its "unrestricted" growth, as can 
be seen in case of Ishi.', Qemographic "promotion'.',therefore, is just one 
more step towards symbolic extermination. 

We too live in a universe everywhere strangely similar. to the original~ 
here things are duplicated by their own scenario. But this double does not 
mean, as in folklore; the imminence of death..,-they are already purged of 
death, and are even better than .in life; more smiling, more authentic, in light 
of their model, like the faces in funeral parlors. 

Hyp~tTeal. imd fmaginary 

Disneyland· is a perfect model of all the entangled orders of simulation . .To 
begin with it is a play of illusions and phantasms: Pirates, the. ·Frontier, 
Future World, et~. This imaginary world is supposed to be what makes the 
operation successful •. But what draws the crowds is undoubtedly much more 
the social microcosm, the miriiaturised and religious revelling .in teal Amer
ica, in its delights and drawbacks,· You,park outside, queUe up inSide, and 
are totally abandoned at the exit. In. this imaginary world the only. phantas
magoria is in the inherent.warmth andJaffection of the crowd, and in that 
sufficiently excessive number of gadgets used there to specifically maintain 
the multitudinous affect. The contrast with the absolute solitude of the park
ing lot-a veritable concentration camp-is total. Or rather: inside, a whole 
range of gadgets magnetise the crowd into direct flows-outside, solitude is 
directed onto a single gadget: the automobile. By an extraordinary coinci
dence (one that undoubtedly belongs to the peculiar enchantment of this 
universe), this deep-frozen infantile world happens to have been conceived 
and realised by a man who is himself now cryogenised: WaIt Disney,8 who 
awaits his resurrection at minus 180 degrees centigrade. 

The objective profile of America, then; may he traced throughout Disney-

7. The last surviving member of the Yahi (d. 
1916), a Native American trlbe.of nort)1ern Cali
fornia: "Discovered" In 1911 and famed as."ihe la~t 
Stone Age man," Ishllived his last five years at the 
University of California's Museum of Anthropol-

081 In Berkeley. 
8 .. The cartoonist and film producer (J 90 1-1966), 
who opened Disneyland in 1955. Disney Is widely 
(though 'mlstakenly) believed to have had his body 
cryogenlcally preserved upon death. 
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land, even down to the morphology. of individuals and the crowd. All its 
values are exalted here, in miniature and comic strip form. Embalmed and 
pacified. Whence the possibility of an ideological analysis of Disneyland 
(L. Marin9 does it well in Utopies, jeux d'espaces): digest ofthe American way 
of life, panegyric to American values, idealised tr~risposition of a contradic
tory reality~ To be sure. But this conceals· somdhing else, and that "ideolog
ical" blanket exactly serves to cover over a thir4-order: simulation: Disneyland 
is there to conceal the fact that it is the "real" country, all of "real" America, 
which is Disneyland (just as prisons are there to conceal the fact that it is 
the social in its entirety, in its banal omnipresence; which is carceraJt). Dis
neyland is presented as imaginary in order to make us believe that the rest 
is real, when in fact all of Los Angeles and the America surrounding it are 
no longer real, but of the order of the h)'perreal and of sirriulation. It is no 
longer a question of a false representatioriof reality (ideology), but of con
cealing the fact that the real is no longer real, and thus of ·saving the reality 
principle. . 

The Disneyland imaginary is neither true nor false; .it is a deterrence 
machine set up in order to rejuvenate. in rev~rse the .fiction of the real. 
Whence the debility, the infantile degeneration of this imaginary. It is meant 
to be an infantile world, in order to make·· us believe that the adults are 
else~here, in the "real" world, and to conceal the fact that real childishness 
is everywhere;·particularly amongst those adults who go there to act the child 
in order to foster illusions as to their real childishness. 

Moreover; Disneyland is not the billy ··oJie. Enchanted Village, Magic 
Mountain, Marine World: Los Angeles is encircled by these ·"imaginary sta
tions" which feed reality, reality-energy, to a town whose ·mystery is precisely 
that it is nothing more than a netwo~k of endless, un~eai drculation-a town 
of fabulous proportions, but without spac.~ or dimension.s. As much ,~s elec
trical and nuclear power stations, ~s much as film,studios, this town, which 
is nothing more than an immense script and a perpetual motion picture, 
needs this old imaginary made up of childhood signals and faked phantasms 
for its sympathetic nervous system. 

.. .. .. 

9. Louis Marin (1931-1992), French cultural hls
tarlan and semiotician. who writes about Disney
land in Utopics: Spa,ial Play (1973). 
1. Relating 10 prisons and imprisonment and 

1981 
~. 

incarceration. In his book about prisons. Discipline 
and Punish (1975; see above), MICHEL FOUCAULT 
claimed that modern society was increasingly IIcar
cera]." 

JORGEN HABERMAS 
h. 1929 

I 
Committed to completing what he calls "the unfinished project of modernity," Jilrgen 
Habermas is the most important liberal political philosopher of post-World War 11 
Germany. Although steeped in the Marxist tradition of the University of Frankfurt 
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(where he has been a professor of philosophy since 1961), Habermas nonetheless 
champions the civil liberties and the formal equality before the law guaranteed in 
modern Western democracies. In particular, he sees the postwar Federal Republic of 
West Germany as proof that constitutional representative government serves as a 
necessary, although not always sufficient, bulwark against the abuses of state power 
characteristic of the Nazis and of the Democratic Republic of East Germany (1945-
89). Habermas recognizes the failings of liberal democracies in addressing que.stions 
of economic justice and equality, but he usually argues that the welfare state, or what 
Europeans call "social democracy," has a better track record than socialism or other 
alternatives in promoting and spreading prosperity. His political views have led him 
to argue vehemently against the critique of modernity developed by French post
structuralist writers such as MICHEL FOUCAULT, JACQUES DERRIDA, and JEAN
FRANC;:OIS LYOTARD. The postmodernism debates initiated in the 19805 often center 
around Habermas's attempt to defend Enlightenment ideals of universal reason, 
rights, and justice against the critiques of the poststructuralists. . 

Born in DOsseldorf, Habermas was just young enough to avoid service in Adolf 
Hitler's army. He recalls the Nuremberg trials of Nazi war criminals as the formative 
historical event of his youth, and he insists that Germany must always keep in mind 
the lessons of its militaristic, totalitarian, and genocidal past; Habermas has strongly 
criticized the so-called new historians who argue that the Nazis crimes are no worse 
than Joseph Stalin's murders in Russia. As a student, Habermas worked with and for 
THEODOR ADORNO at the Frankfurt Institute for Social Research, and his early work, 
especially Knowledge and Human Interests (1968), reveals a Marxist concern with 
domination, class struggle, and emancipation. While he still refuses to consider the 
economic sphere a "private" domain that is off-limits to state action and continues to 
focus on illegitimate power inequities, his battle with poststructuralism and, espe
cially, his defense of a normative ideal of "communicative reason" shape his later 
work more than Marxism does. 

Habermas's first book, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An 
Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society (1962; trans. 1991), from which our first 
selection is taken, already indicates the interests in civil society, civil liberties, and 
public communication that mark his later endorsement of "the project of modernity" 
in our second selection. Modernity, for Habermas, is largely a product of the Enlight
enment dream of a free and just society guided by the light of reason. Western soci
eties have not realized that ·dreain, but it provides the standards by which they can 
measure and thus strive to remedy the failings of contemporary societies. Of course, 
modernity is also a product of the economic arrangements of capitalism, of techno
logical advances, and of th~, formation of nation-states grounded in ethnic and racial 
nationalisms. Despite his concern about the various forms of domination (economic, 
political, and bureaucratic) that threaten to make a free and just society impossible, 
Habermas firmly believes diat we can criticize domination only from the standpoint 
that political and social arrangements are legitimate insofar as they are rational and 
commited to equality. 

Poststructuralists argue that reason has often been a term used to exclude, deni
grate, or silence opinions that differ from the dominant view. The other side is always 
"irrationa!." In particular, nonprivileged social groups such as women, the poor, chil
dren, racial minorities, ethnic others, and the disabled are conSistently portrayed as 
unreasonable. And because the standards of reason are held to be uniform and uni
versaIly applicable. the supposed failure of whole social groups to meet that standard 
legitimates their being denied civil liberties (rights) that in principle, but not in prac
tice, are to be "universally" enjoyed. These subterfuges of the discourse of reason lead 
Lyotard, Foucault, and others to believe we might be better off abandoning it alto
gether. 

Habermas disagrees. He admits that those using the language of universal rights 
have violated as often as honored them, but he still thinks that reason, suitably 
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defined, can serve as the ideal against which actual practice can be judged. Only the 
existence of such a norm, he insists, frees us from a political world in which might 
makes right. And he argues that Foucault (in particular) assumes its existence even 
in attacking reason, since it is the failure of reason to be universal in practice that 
incites Foucault's ire. Habermas identifies that norm as "the ideal speech situation," 
on which depends the very possibility of what he calls "communicative action." This 
foclls on pragmatics (the linguistic study of speech performance) makes Habermas 
especially interesting for literary theorists. He contends that people would be able 
neither to understand one another nor to coordinate their activities together without 
some fundamental agreements embedded in every act of communication, 

Our first selection is taken from Habermas's Habilitationsschri/t (a second doc
t01'31 dissertation required from German Ph.D.'s who wish to secure university 
teaching positions). Here. Habermas offers his influential historical account of the 
genesis of the Enlightenment ideal of reason. Before the emergence of the bour
geoisie (men who commanded considerable wealth not based on ownership of 
land), power and rights in Europe were divided between the monarch and the tra
ditional orders, or "estates"-the nobility (the "first estate"), the clergy (the "second 
estate"), and the commons (the "third estate"), The monarch and the two privileged 
minorities ceaselessly jockeyed for advantage. The bourgeoisie, however, gained 
social but not political power through its accumulation of "private" wealth, that is, 
wealth unconnected with holding legitimate sway over other people. Within the 
ancien regime, the bourgeoisie had no way to translate its growing economic and 
social power into political power. So this new class needed to change the entire 
political structure. (Habermas is offering ·his own answer here to the question 
"\Vhat caused the French Revolution?") 

The crucial change began with the transformation of the public sphere, the creation 
of "civil society" in its modern form. Unlike in the court, the aristocratic estate, the 
cathedral, the family home, or the place of business, in civil society private persons 
congregate who are not acting in any official capacity when they gather, who do not 
know each other intimately. and who meet primarily to talk and exchange opinions. 
Habermas has in mind the face-to-face exchanges of the salon and the coffeehouse, 
as well as the explosive spread of newspapers and othel' written expressions of opinion 
during the eighteenth century. As TERRY EAGLETON puts it in his Habermasian Func
t;Olt of Criticism (1984): "l\10dern criticism was born of a struggle against the abso
lutist state." Post-Renaissance literary criticism, like other publicly enunciated 
opinions, signifies the movement of the bourgeoisie out of the "private" realm and 
onto the public stage. 

For Habermas, Enlightenment "standards of 'reason' and ... forms of the 'l~ ~' 
emerge from this ell.'Plosion of speech aimed at persuading others. He is not here 
making the claim sometimes proffered elsewhere in his writings that some agreement 
about these standards is reached. but instead is emphasizing that the very grounds of 
legitimacy have shifted. Governments must now account for their actions in the court 
or public opinion, and they will win the case only if they can convince significant 
portions of the population that those actions are "reasonable" and "legal." Absolutist 
imposition or appeals to traditional authority will no longer do. The transformation 
of the public sphere is essential to the victory of the bourgeoisie. 

Habermas realizes that the public sphere is not unitary. In our second selection, 
"~'vlodernity-An Incomplete Project" (1980), he argues that this Enlightenment 
pmject of basing authority on reason has gone awry because the specialized dis
courses of economics. of bureaucratic administration. of technological knowledge. 
and of art have become sepal'8ted from the "life-world" of everyday moral and prac
tical decisions. As these fields grow increasingly autonomous and professionalized, 
they become distanced from the needs of the people, Thus, the criticism of 
modernity and its experts launched by traditional conservatives, neoconservatives, 
and ;;young conservative" poststructuralists is understandable, even justified. But 
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Habermas strongly urges that we not condemn modernity altogether. Instead of 
rejecting reason and universality, we must strive to fully reintegrate the discourses 
of modern science, art, and politics with the everyday perspectives of a life-world in 
which people str.ive to secure a- decent existence for themselves and their loved 
ones. 

Habermas reads modernism in the arts as a failed attempt to rectify on a'cultural 
level "the differentiation of science, morality and art ... froin the hermeneutics of 
everyday communication" that is characteristic of modern societies. While he scorns 
neoconservative attempts to blame the arts for the erosions of tradition caused by 
capitalist transformations, he sees modernist art, even the radical "surrealist attempt 
to ... force a reconciliation of art and life," as incapable of reversing the alienations 
of modernity because confined to "a single cultural sphere." Only a more holistic 
analysis and action on a wider social terrain might remedy the ills of modernity, 
though "the chances for this today are not very good." But Habermas notes that the 
"young conservative" poststructuralists are beholden to a. modernity they claim to 
despise, because they launch their critique from a distanc~d aesthetic space. They 
rely on that distance for their- antimcidernism, not realizing that such distance is both 
qUintessentially modern and modernity's quintessential failing. 

It would be hard to overestimate the impact of Habermas's characterization-of the 
poststructuralists as "young conservatives," or of his description of a surprising anti
modernity "alliance of postmodernists with premodernists." The argument over the 
political significance of poststructuralism has been fierce-and inconclusive. Like the 
contemporaneous debate between Anglo-American and French feminisms; the battle 
is between two visions of social transformation, both of which are politically left of 
center. At issue is whether-and how much~the very terms by which political eman
cipation has been understood since the Enlightenment themselves hinder liberation. 
"Modernity-An Incomplete- Project" has been a major rallying point for artists and 
critics who believe that liberal ideals of universal rights, equal protection under the 
law, and economic justice are norms to which our societies should be held answerable 
and which should be protected from critique. 

Not a single claim by Habermas has gone uncontested; from his historical analyses 
of the eighteenth century to his- various accounts of speech pragmatics to his argu
ments about the- neces!,ity of rational norms and of completing the project of modern
ity. Critics have questioned the possibility of separatin-g out universal norms of 
"communicative reason" or other liberal ideals from the vastly different situations in 
which they are embedded. Similarly, the existence of many different public spheres, 
with distinctive conventions and protocols, makes generalizations about the "ideal 
speech situation" suspect. In short, norms appear much more context-sensitive than 
Habermas allows. Partly in response to such criticisms, Habermas's own work has 
continued to evolve, moving from a focus on communicative reason in the eatly 1980s 
to issues of "discourse ethics" in the late 1980s and to questions of law and democracy 
~n recent years. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Almost all of Habermas's major works have been translated into English (date given 
after the date of original German publication). For those coming to Habermas for the 
first time, the interviews with him collected in Autonomy and Solidarity, edited by 
Peter Dews (1986), offer an accessible overview, which can be followed with The 
Philosophical Discourse of Modernity (198"i; I 987), an articulation of his basic posi
tion against the attacks on reason by Nietzsche, Adorno, Derrida, and Foucault. His 
other works include The Structural Transfonnation of the Public Sphere (1962; 199 I), 
On the Logic of the Social Sciences (1967; 1988), Knowledge and Human Interests 
(I968; 197 I), Legitimation Crisis (I973; 1975), Communication and the Evolution 
of Society (1976; 1979), The Theory of Communicative Action (2 vols., 1981; 1984-
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87), Moral Consciousness and Com-municative Action (1983; 1990), The New Con
servatis-m (1985; 1989), Between Facts and Norms: Contributions to a Discourse Theory 
of Law and De-mocracy (I992; 1996), and The Inclusion of the Other (I996; 1998). 
Three volumes gather English translations of Habermas's essays written at various 
times: Post-metaphysical Thinking (1994), justification and Application: Re-marks on 
Discourse Ethics (1994), and On the Prag-matics of Communication (1998). Biograph
ical informati~n can be found in William Outhwaite's Haber-mas: A Critical Intro
duction (1994). 

The Critical Theory of jil.rgen Habermas (1978), by Thomas A. McCarthy, one of 
Habermas's translators, is still valuable, as is Stephen K. White's excellent The Recent 
Work of jil.rgen Haber-mas (1988). David Rasmussen's Reading Habermas (1990) is 
the best short introduction; it can be supplemented with Outhwaite's more skeptical 
book (cited above). Of the in-depth studies of Habermas, the three best are David 
Ingram, Haber-mas and the Dialectic of Reason (1987); Maeve Cook, Language and 
Reason: A Study of Habermas's Prag-matics (1994); and J. M. Bernstein, Recovering 
Ethical Life: jil.rgen Habermas and the Future of Critical Theory (1995). Especially 
useful is David Couzens Hoy and Thomas A. McCarthy's Critical Theory (1994), 
which lays out the case for each side in the Habermas-poststructuralist debate. 

There are a large number of collections of varied responses to Habermas's work, 
which often include replies by Habermas. Noteworthy are Habermas: Critical Debates, 
edited by John Thompson and David Held (1982); Habermas and Modernity, edited 
by Richard J. Bemstein (1985); The Co-m-municative Ethics Controversy, edited by 
Seyla Benhabib and Fred Dallmayr (I 990); Habermas and the Public Sphere, edited 
by Craig Calhoun (1992), which contains feminist philosopher Nancy Fraser's highly 
influential essay. "Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of 
Actually Existing Democracy"; Critique and Power: Recasting the Foucault-Habermas 
Debate, edited by Michael Kelly (1994); The Cambridge Companion to Haberma.~, 
edited by Stephen K. White (1995); Feminists Read Habermas, edited by J. Johanna 
Meehan (1995); Habermas and the Unfinished Project of Modernity, edited by Mau
rizio d'Entreves and Seyla Benhabib (1997); and Habermas on Law and Democracy, 
edited by Michel Rosenfeld and Andrew Arato (1998). The Bernsteiri and Calhoun 
collections have proved particularly influential in shaping the reception of Ha berm as's 
work. Joan Nordquist's bibliography, ]urgen Habermas III (1998)", lists all of Haber
mas's work in English and German, along with all English-language commentary on 
that work. 

. ~ .. 
From The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An 

Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society! 

From Part H. Social Structures of the Public Sphere 

SECTION 4. THE BASIC BLUEPRINT 

The bourgeois public sphere may be conceived above all as the sphere of 
private people come together as a public; they soon claimed the public sphere 
regulated from above against the public authorities themselves, to engage 
them in a debate over the general rules governing relations in the basically 
privatized but publicly relevant sphere of commodity exchange and social 
labor. The nledium of this political confrontation was peculiar and without 

I. T"lnslated hy Thomas Burger with the assistance of Frederlck Lawrence; they occasionally include the 
(;('l"Inml in parentheses And Rdd English in brackets for clarification. 
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historical precedent: people's public use of their reason (offentliches Riison
nement). In our [German] usage this term (i.e., Rlisonnement) unmistakably 
preserves the polemical nuances of both sides: simultaneously the invocation 
of reason and its disdainful disparagement as merely malcontent griping. 
Hitherto the estates' had negotiated agreements with the princes in which 
from case to case the conflicting power claims involved in the demarcation 
of estate liberties from the prince's overiordship or sovereignty were brought 
into balance. 3 Since the thirteenth century this practice first resulted in a 
dualism of the ruling estates and of the prince; soon the territorial estates 
alone represented the land, over against which stood the territorial ruler. 4 It 
is well known that where the prince's power was relatively reduced by a 
parliament, as in Great Britain, this development took a different course than 
it did on the continent, where the monarchs mediatized5 the estates. The 
third estate broke with this mode of balancing power since it was no longer 
capable of establishing itself as a ruling estate. A division of rule by parcelling 
out lordly rights (including the "liberties" of the estates) was no longer pos
sible on the basis of a commercial economy, for the power of control over 
one's own capitalistically functioning property; being grounded in private 
law, was apolitical. The bourgeois were private persons; as such they did not 
"rule." Their power claims against the public authority were thus not directed 
against the concentration of powers of command that ought to be "divided"; 
instead, they undercut the principle on which existing rule was based. The 
principle of control that the bourgeois public opposed to the latter-namely, 
publicity-was intended to change domination as such. The claim to power 
presented in rational-critical public debate (offentliches Rlisonnement) , 
which eo ipS06 renounced the form of a claim to rule, would entail, if it were 
to prevail, more than just an exchange of the basis of legitimation while 
domination was maintained)n 'principle (section 7). . 

The standards of "reason"~nd the forms of the "law" to which the public 
wanted to subject dominatioQand thereby change it in substance reveal their 
sociological meaning' only in ~n analysis of the bourgeois public sphere itself, 
especially in the recognition ·of the fact that it was private people who related 
to each other in it as a public. The public's understanding of the public use 
of reason was guided specifically by such private experiences as grew out of 
the audience-oriented (pu~likumsbez.ogen) subjectivity of the conjugal fam
ily's intimate domain (Intimsphare). Historically, the latter was the source of 
privateness in the modern ,sense of a saturated and free interiority. The 
ancient meaning of the "private"-an inevitability imposed by the necessities 
of life-was banned, or so it appears, from the inner region of the private 
sphere, from the home, together with the exertions and relations of depend
ence involved in social labor. To the degree to which commodity exchange 
burst out of the confines of the household economy, the sphere of the con
jugal family became differentiated from the sphere of social reproduction. 

2. The classes once formally vested with disUnct 
powers: traditionally, the nobility, clergy, and com
moners. 
3. Such status contracts, usually concluded on the 
occasion of a knight's rendering homage to his 
Lord's successor, are naturally not to be compared 
to contracts in the sense of modern private Jaw; 
see DUo Brunner, umd und Herrschajt [Land and 

Lordship 1 (1943), 484ff. [Habermas's note] 
4. See W. Naef, "Frllhformen des modernen Staa
tes in Splltmittelalten" ["Early Forms of Modern 
States in the Late Middle Ages"], Hlstoriscl.e Zeit
schTift 171 (1951): 225ff. [Habermas's note]. 
5. Mediated among (a role played in England by 
Parlfament). 
6. By that itself (Latin). 
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The process of the polarization of state and society was repeated once more 
within society itself. The status of private man combined the role of owner 
of commodities with that of head of the family, that of property owner with 
that of "human being" per se, The doubling of the private sphere on the 
higher plane of the intimate sphere (section 6) furnished the foundation for 
an identification of those two roles under the common title of the "private": 
ultimately, the political self-understanding of the bourgeois public originated 
there as well.? 

To be sure, before the public sphere explicitly assumed political functions 
in the tension-charged field of state-society relations, the subjectivity origi
nating in the intimate sphere of the conjugal family created, so to speak, its 
o\vn public. Even before the control over the public sphere by public author
ity was contested and finally wrested away by the critical reasoning of private 
persons on political issues. there evolved under its cover a public sphere in 
apolitical form-the literary precursor of the public sphere operative in the 
political domain. It provided the training ground for a critical public reflec
tion still preoccupied with itself-a process of self-clarification of private 
people focusing on the genuine experiences of their novel privateness. Of 
course. next to political economy. psychology arose as a specifically bourgeois 
science during the eighteenth century. Psychological interests also guided 
the critical discussion (Riison1Zenrent) sparked by the products of culture that 
had become publicly accessible: in the reading room and the theater, in 
museums and at concerts. Inasmuch as culture became a commodity and 
thus finally evolved into "culture" in the specific sense (as something that 
pretended to exist merely for its own sake), it was claimed as the ready topic 
of a discussion through vvhich an audience-oriented (publikumsbezogen) 
subjectivity communicated with itself.s 

The public sphere in the world of letters (litemrische (j.ffentlichlreit) was 
not, of course, autochthonously bourgeois;9 it preserved a certain continuity 
with the publicity involved in the representation enacted at the prince's 
COUl't. The bourgeois avant-garde of the educated middle class learned the 
art of critical-rational public debate through its contact with the "elegant 
world." This courtly-noble society, to the extent that the modern state appa
ratus) became independent from the monarch's personal sphere, naturally 
separated itself, in turn. more and more from the court and became its coUh~ 
terpoise in the town. The "town" was the life center of civil society not only 
economically; in cultural-political contrast to the court, it designated espe
cially an early public sphere in the world of letters whose institutions were 
the coffee houses, the salons. and the Tischgesellschafte11 (table societies),2 
The heirs of the humanistic-aristocratic society, in their encounter with the 
bOUl'geois intellectuals (through sociable discussions that quickly developed 

7. ElrichJ Auerbach finds thc word. in the sense 
or a theater audience, documented as early as 
1619; until then, the use of f'public" as a noun 
f{·fened exclusively to the state 01" to the public 
w(~lf.are. See Der fra'flZtJsische Publikum des J 7. 
J"hrl"",derlS [The French Public (!f Ilu J 711. Cen, 
'''') ] (1933). p. 5 [Habermas'. note]. 
8. Habermas Is both tracing a shift in th .. meaning 
of the word J",blic and contesting the liberal des' 
ignation of economic activities as "private." 
BC'(:ause "tile economy" no longer )-efers to the 
hOlls(.'hoJd. it is becoming "pubHc"-a \"v"ord that 

originally referred mainly to matters of state. Thus 
the modern state (government) looks different 
from earlier states: it must establish a relationship 
to "civil SOcietr" and "the market," a relationship 
that is politica and public. 
9. That is. produced wholly in and by the bour, 
geoisie. 
I. The bureaucratic state, which gains increasing 
sway over the nation by means of established pro, 
cedures and salaried permanent functionaries. 
2. That is. gatherings of artists and intellectuals 
who discussed the Issues of the day. 
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into public criticism), built a bridge between the remains of a collapsing form 
of publicity (the courtly one) and the precursor of a new one": the bourgeois 
public sphere (section 5). 

With the usual reservations concerning the simplification involved in such 
illustrations, the blueprint of the bourgeois public spnerein the eighteenth 
century may be presented graphically" as a schema of social realms in the 
diagram: 

Private Realm 

Civil society (realm of Public sphere in the 
commodity exchange and political realm 
sociallabor) Public sphere in the 

world of letters (clubs, 
press) 

Conjugal family'. inter- (market of culture 
nal space (bourgeois product.) ''Town'' 
Intellectuals) 

Sphere of Public 
Authority 

State (realm of the 
."police") 
~ i 

Court (courtly-noble 
lociety) 

The line between state and society, fundamental in our context, diVided the 
public sphere from the private realm. The public sphere was coextensive with 
public authority, and we consider the court part of it. Included in the private 
realm was the authentic "public sphere," for it was a public sphere consti
tuted by private people. Within the realm that was the preserve of private 
people we therefore distinguish again between private"and public spheres. 
The private sphere comprised ciVil society in the narrower sense, that is to 
say, the" realm of commodity exchange and of sociallabor; imbedded in it 
was the family with its interior domain (Intimsphitre). The public sphere in 
the political realm "evolved from the public spher~ in the world of letters; 
through the vehicle of public opinion "it put the state in touch with the needs 
of society. 

1962 

Modernity-An Incomplete Project) 

In 1980, architects were admitted to th~ Biennial in Venice,2 followingpaipt
ers and filmmakers. The "note sounded at this first Architecture Biennial was 
one of disappointment. I would describe it by saying that those who exhibited 
in Venice formed an avant-garde .of reversed fronts. I mean that they sacri
ficed the tradition of modernity in order to make room for a new historicism. 
Upon this o~casion, a critic of the German newspaper, Frankfurter Allge-

I" Translated by Seyla Benhabib [and edited by 
Hal Fosterl. This essay was originally delivered as 
11 talk in September 1980 when Habermas was 
awarded the Theodor w. Adomo prl7.e by the city 
of Frankfurt. It was subsequently delivered as a 

James Lecture of the New York Institute for the 
Humanities at New York University in March 198 I 
[Foster's notel. 
2. A prestigious International ""hlbltlon of con· 
temporary art, held every two year •. 
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meine Zeitung, advanced a thesis whose significance reaches beyond this 
particular event; it is a diagnosis of our times: "Postmodernity definitely pre
sents itself as Antimodernity." This statement describes an emotional current 
of our times which has penetrated all spheres of intellectual life. It has placed 
on the agenda theories of postenlightenment, postmodernity, even of post
history. 

From history we know the phrase, "The Ancients and the Moderns." Let 
me begin by defining these concepts. The term "modern" has a long history, 
one which has been'investigated by Hans Robert Jauss. 3 The word "modern" 
in its Latin form "modernus" was used for the first time in the late 5th 
century in order to distinguish the present, which had become officially 
Christian, from the Roman and pagan past. With varying content, the term 
"modern" again and again expresses the consciousness of an epoch that 
relates itself to the past of antiquity, in order to view itself as the result of a 
transition from the old to the new. 

Some writers restrict this concept of "modernity" to the Renaissance, but 
this is historically too narrow. People considered themselves modern during 
the period of Charles the Great in the 12th century, as well as in France of 
the late 1 7th century at the time of the famous "Querelle des Anciens et des 
Modernes."4 That is to say, the term "modern" appeared and reappeared 
exactly during those' periods in Europe when the consciousness of a new 
epoch formed itself through a renewed relationship to the ancients-when
ever, moreover, antiquity was considered a model to be recovered through 
some kind of imitation. 

The spell which the classics of the ancient world cast upon the spirit of 
later times was first dissolved with the ideals of the French Enlightenment. 
Specifically, the idea of being "modern" by looking back to the ancients 
changed with the belief, inspired by modern science, in the infinite progress 
of knowledge and in the infinite advance towards social and moral better
ment. Another form of modernist consciousness was formed in the wake of 
this change. The romantic modernist sought to oppose the antique ideals of 
the classicists; he looked for a new historical epoch and found it i~ the 
idealized Middle Ages. However, this new ideal age, established early in the 
19th century, did not remain a fixed ideal. In the course of the 19th century, 
there emerged out of this romantic spirit thatradicalized conscious~s.s of 
modernity which freed itself from all specific historical ties. This most recent 
modernism simply makes an abstract opposition between tradition and the 
present; and we are, in a way, still the contemporaries of that kind of aes
thetic modernity w.hich first appeared in the midst of the 19th century. Since 
then, the distinguishing mark of works which count as modern is "the new" 
which will be overcome and made obsolete through the novelty of the next 
style. But, while that which is merely "stylish" will sooitbecome outmoded, 
that which is modern preserves a secret tie to the classical. Of course, what
ever can survive ti$e has always been considered to' be a classic. But the 
emphatically modern document no longer borrows this power of being a 

3. German literary historian and critic (b. 1921; 
sce above). See hi. Aesthetic Standards and 
Historical Reflection in the "Quarrel of the Ancients 
and Ihe Modems" (1964) .. 
4. Quarrel of the Ancients .mcl the Moderns 
Wrench), a literary dispute between those afl<luing 

for strict adherence to classical (Greek and Latin) 
models and defende .. of modern (contemporary) 
works. "Charles the ·Great"- may refer to Charle
magne {742-~ln4),·though Habermas places him 
in the wrong century, perhaps intentionally. 
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classic from the authority of a past epoch; instead, a modern work becomes 
a classic because it has once been authentically modern. Our sense of 
modernity creates its own self-enclosed canons of being classic. In this sense 
we speak, e.g., in view of the history of modern art, of classical modernity. 
The relation between "modern" and "classical" has definitely lost- a fixed 
historical reference. 

The Discipline of Aesthetic Modernity 

The spirit and discipline of aesthetic modernity assumed clear contours in 
the work of Baudelaire. 5 Modernity then unfolded in various avant-garde 
movements and finally reached its climax in the Cafe Voltaire of the dadaists 
and in surrealism.6 Aesthetic modernity is characterized by attitudes which 
find a common focus in a changed consciousness of time. This time con
sciousness expresses itself through metaphors of the vanguard and the avant
garde. The avant-garde understands itself as invading unknown territory, 
exposing itself to the dangers of sudden, shocking encounters, conquering 
an as yet unoccupied future. The avant-garde must find a direction in a 
landscape into which no one seems to have yet ventured. 

But these forward gropings, this anticipation of an undefined future and 
the cult of the new mean in fact the exaltation of the present. The new time 
consciousness, which enters philosophy in the writings of Bergson,7 does 
more than express the experience of mobility in society, of acceleration in 
history, of discontinuity in everyday life. The new value placed on the tran
sitory, the elusive and the ephemeral, the very celebration of dynamism, 
discloses a longing for an undefiled, immaculate and stable present. 

This explains the rather abstract language in which the modernist temper 
has spoken of the "past." .. Individual epochs lose their distinct forces. 
Historical memory is replac~d by the heroic affinity of the present with the 
extremes of history-a. sense! of time wherein decadence immediately rec
ognizes itself in the barbariQ, the wild and the primitive. We observe the 
anarchistic intention of blowing up the continuum of history, and we can 
account for it in terms of the subversive force of this new aesthetic con
sciousness. Modernity revolts against the normalizing functions of tradition; 
modernity lives on the exp~rience of rebelling against all that is normative. 
This revolt is one way to neutralize the standards of both morality and utility. 
This aesthetic consciousness continuously stages a dialectical play between 
secrecy and public scandal; it is addicted to a fascination with that horror 
which accompanies the act of profaning, and yet is always in flight from the 
trivial results of profanation. 

On the other hand, the time consciousness articulated in avant-garde art 
is not simply ahistorical; it is directed against what might be called a false 
normativity in history. The modern, avant-garde spirit has sought to use the 
past in a different way; it disposes those pasts which have been made avail-

5. CHARLES BAUDELAJRE (1821-1867), French 
poet and critic. 
6. An artistic movement. founded In 1924, that 
grew directly out of dadalsm. which began durln, 
World War I; both reacted agaln.t loalc Ind both 
Intended to revolutionize art and loclety. Caf~ Vol-

talre. meeting place (1915-17) In Zurich. Switzer
land, of a group of artists Identified with dad.lsm. 
7. Henrl Berason (1859-1941), French philoso
pher who emphasized the notion of lived time (vs. 
clock or mechanistic time). 
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able by the objectifying scholarship of historicism, but it opposes at the same 
time a neutralized history which is locked up in the museum of historicism. 

Drawing upon the spirit of surrealism, WaIter Benjamin8 constructs the 
,'elationship of modernity to history in what I would call a posthistoricist 
attitude. He reminds us of the self-understanding of the French Revolution: 
''The Revolution cited ancient Rome. just as fashion cites an antiquated 
dress, Fashion has a scent for what is current, whenever this moves within 
the thicket of what was once." This is Benjamin's concept of the jetztzeit,9 
of I he present as a moment of revelation; a time in which splinters of a 
mcssianic presence are enmeshed. In this sense, for Robespierre, the antique 
Home was a past laden with momentary revelations.' 

;-'iow, this spirit of aesthetic modernity has recently begun to age. It has 
been recited once more in the 1960s; after the 1970s, however, we must 
admit to ourselves that this modernism arouses a much fainter response 
today than it did fifteen years ago. Octavio Paz,2 a fellow-traveller of modern
ity. noted already in the middle of the 1960s that "the avant-garde of 1967 
repeats the deeds and gestlll'es of those of 1917. 'Ve are experiencing the 
cnd of the idea of modern arL" The work of Peter Burger has since taught 
liS to speak of "post-avant-garde" art; this term is chosen to indicate the 
failure of the surrealist rebellion. J But what is the meaning of this failure? 
Does it signal a farewell to modernity? Thinking more generally, does the 
existence of a post-avant-garde mean there is a transition to that broader 
phenomenon called postmodernity? 

This is in fact how Daniel BelJ,4 the most brilliant of the American neo
conservatives, interprets matters. In his book, The Cultural Contradictions 
of Capitalism, Bell argues that the crises of the developed societies of the 
'Nest are to be traced back to a split between culture and society. Modernist 
culture has come to penetrate the values of everyday life; the life-world' is 
infected by modernism. Because of the forces of modernism, the principle 
of unlimited self-realization. the demand for authentic self-experience and 
the subjectivism of a hypel'stimulated sensitivity have come to be dominant. 
This temperament unleashes hedonistic motives irreconcilable with the dis
cipline of professional life in society, Bell says. Moreover, modernist culture 
is altogether incompatible with the moral basis of a purposive, rational con
duct of life, In this manner. BeIl places the burden of responsibility for the-l." 
dissolution of the Protestant ethic (a phenomenon which had already dis
turbed Max Weber") on the "adversal), culture." Culture in its modern form 
stirs up hatred against the conventions and virtues of everyday life, which 
has become rationalized under the pressures of economic and administrative 
impcmtives. 

S. G('rnMI1 write .. of literary and clIltlln.t) cl"iticisln 
(I ~91-1 <140; ,ee above). 
9. Pn3~l'111 timt· (German). 
I. S"L' lkll.im"h" "Theses on the Philo"ol'hy of 
lli:-.lol"v." ll1ulnil'Ultions, trails. Harrv Zohn (New 
Yud" ~d",<,k"n, 1969), p. 21 [Foste,:', note]. Ma,,· 
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I would call your attention to a complex wrinkle in this vie~. The impulse 
of modernity, we are told on the other hand, is exhausted; anyone who con
siders himself avant-garde can read his own death warrant. Although the 
avant-garde is' still considered to be expanding, it is supposedly no longer 
creative. Modernism is dominant but dead. For the neoconservative the 
question then arises: how can norms arise in society which will limit liber
tinism, reestablish the ethic of discipline and work? What new norms will 
put a brake on the levelling caused by the social welfare state so that the 
virtues of individual competition for achievement can again dominate? Bell 
sees a religious revival to be the only solution. Religious faith tied to a faith 
in tradition will provide individuals with clearly defined identities and exis-
tential security. ',1" 

Cultural Modernity and Societal Modernization 

One can certainly not conjure up by magic the compelling beliefs which 
command authority. Analyses like Bell's, therefore, only result in an attitude 
which is spreading in Germany no less than in the States: an intellectual and 
political confrontation with the carriers of cultural modernity. I cite Peter 
Steinfels, an observer of the new style which the neoconservatives have 
imposed upon the intellectual scene in the 1970s: 

The struggle takes the form of exPosing every manifestation of what 
could be considered an oppositionist mentality and tracing its "logic" so 
as to link it to various forms of extremism: drawing the connection 
between modernism and nihilism ... between government regulation 
and totalitarianism, between criticism of arms eXpenditures and subser
vience to coinmunism; between Women's liberation or homosexual 
rights and the destruction of the family ... between the Left ,generaiIy 
and terrorism, anti-semitism, and fascism ... 7 " 

, . 
The ad hominem approach and the bitterness of these intellectual accusa
tions have also been trumpeted loudly in Germany. They should not be 
explained so much in terms of the psychology of neoconservative writers; 
rather, they are rooted in the analytical weaknesses of neoconservative doc
trine itself. 

Neoconservatism shifts onto cultural modernism the uncomfortable bur
dens of a more or less successful capitalist modernization of. the economy 
and society. The neoconservative doctrine blurs the relationship between the 
welcomed process of societal modernization on the one hand" and the 
lamented cultural development on the other. The neoconservative does not' 
uncover the economic and social causes for the altered 'attitudes towards 
work, consumption, achievement and leisure.: Consequently, he attributes 
all of the following-hedonism, the lack of social identification, the lack of 
obedience, narcissism, the withdrawal from status and achievement com
petition-tO' the domain of "culture." In fact, however, culture is intervening 
in the creation of all these problems in only a very indirect and mediated 
fashion. 

7, Peter Steinfels, TIuI Neoconservatives (1979), p, 65 [Foster'. note), Steinfels (b. 1941),Americaneditor 
and journalist. 
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In the neoconservative view, those intellectuals who still feel themselves 
committed to the project of modernity are then presented as taking the place 
of those unan.alyzed causes. The mood which feeds neoconservatism today 
in no way originlltes from discontent about the antinomian consequences" 
of a culture breaking from the museums into the stream of ordinary life. This 
discontent has not been called into life by modernist intellectuals. It is rooted 
in deep-seated reactions against the process of societal modernization. Under 
the pressures of the dynamics of economic growth and the organizational 
accomplishments of the state, this social modernization penetrates deeper 
and deeper into previous forms of human existence. I would describe this 
subordination of the life-worlds under the system's imperatives as a matter 
of disturbing the communicative infrastructure of everyday life. 

Thus, for example, neopopulist protests only express in pointed fashion a 
widespread fear regarding the destruction of the urban and natural environ
ment and of forms of human sociability. There is a certain irony about these 
protests in terms of neoconservatism. The tasks of passing on a cultural 
tradition, of social integration and of socialization require adherence to what 
I call communicative rationality. But the occasions for protest and discontent 
originate preci!\ely when spheres of communicative action, centered on the 
reproduction and transmission of values and norms, are penetrated by a form 
of modernization guided by standards of economic and administrative ration
ality-in other words, by standards of rationalization quit~ different from 
those of communicative rationality on which those spheres depend. But neo
conservative doctrines turn our attention precisely away from such societal 
processes: they project the causes, which they do not bring to· light, onto the 
plane of a subversive culture and its advocates. 

To be sure, cultural modernity generates its own aporias9 as well. Inde
pendently from the consequences of societal modernization and within the 
perspective of cultural development itself, there originate motives for doubt
ing the project of modernity. Having dealt with a feeble kind of criticism of 
modernity-that of neoconservatism-Iet me now move our discussion of 
modernity and its discontents into a different domain that touches on ,these 
aporias of cultural modernity-issues that often serve only as a pretense for 
those positions which either call for a postmodernity, recommend a return 
to some form -of prcmodernity, or throw modernity radically overboa~. 

The Project of Enlightenment 

The idea of modernity is intimately tied to the development of European art, 
but what I call "the project of modernity" comes only into focus when we 
dispense with the usual concentration upon art. Let me start a different 
analysis by recalling an idea from Max Weber. He characterized cultural 
modernity as tl\e separation of the substantive reason expressed in religion 
and metaphysics into three autonomous spheres. They are: science, morality 
and art. These came to be differentiated because the unified world-views of 
religion and metaphysics fell apart. Since the 18th century, the problems 
inherited from these older world-views could be arranged so as to fall under 

8, Tl)at is, the resulting rejection of SOCially eSlab
Iishe{1 norms Rnd morality. 
~, Difficulties, logical imp ....... (11 term often used 
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1754 I JORGEN HABERMAS 

specific aspects of validity: truth, normative rightness, authenticity and 
beauty. They could then be handled as questions of knowledge, or of justice 
and morality, or of taste. Scientific discourse, theories of morality, jurispru
dence, and the production and criticism of art could in turn be institution
alized. Each domain of culture could be made to correspond to cultural 
professions in which problems could be dealt with as the concern of special 
experts. This professionalized treatment of the cultural tradition brings to 
the fore the intrinsic structures of each of the three dimensions of culture. 
There appear the structures of cognitive-instrumental, of moral-practical and 
of aesthetic-expressive rationality, each of these under the control of spe
cialists who seem more adept at being logical in these particular ways than 
other people are. As a result, the distance grows between the culture of the 
experts and that of the larger public. What accrues to culture through spe
cialized treatment and reflection does not immediately and necessarily 
become the property of everyday praxis. With cultural rationalization of this 
sort, the threat increases that the life-world, whose traditional substance has 
already been devalued, will become more and more impoverished. 

The project of modernity formulated in the 18th century by the philoso
phers of the Enlightenment consisted in their efforts to develop objective 
science, universal morality and law, and autonomous art according to their 
inner logic. At the same time, this project intended to release the cognitive 
potentials of each of these domains from their esoteric forms. The Enlight
enment philosophers wanted to utilize this accumulation of specialized cul
ture for the enrichment of everyday life-that is to say, for the rational 
organization of everyday social life. 

Enlightenment thinkers of the cast of mind of Condorcet l still had the 
extravagant expectation that the arts and sciences would promote not only 
the control of natural forces but also understanding of the world and of the 
self, moral progress, the' justice of institutions and even the happiness of 
human beings. The 20th'century has shattered this optimism. The differ
entiation of science, montlity and art has come to mean the autonomy of the 
segments treated by the specialist and their separation from the hermeneu
tics of everyday communication. This splitting off is the problem that has 
given rise to efforts to ;"negate" the culture of expertise. But the problem 
won't go away: shoul~· we try to hold on to the intentions of the Enlighten
ment, feeble as they may be, or should we declare the entire project of 
modernity a lost cause'? I now want to return to the problem of artistic cul
ture, having explained why, historically, aesthetic modernity is only a part of 
cultural modernity in general. 

TIle False Programs of the Negation of Culture 

Greatly oversimplifying, I would say that in the history of modern art one 
can detect a trend towards ever greater autonomy in the definition and prac
tice of art. The category of "beauty" and the,domain of beautiful objects were 
first constituted in the Renaissance. In the course of the 18th century, lit
erature, the fine arts and music were institutionalized as activities indepen-

I. Marie-Jean-Antoine-Nicolas de Carltat, mar
quis de Condorcet (1743-1794). French Enlight, 
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dent from sacred and courtly life. Finally, around the middle of the 19th 
century an aestheticist conception of art emerged, which encouraged the 
artist to produce his work according to the distinct consciousness of art for 
m't's sake. The autonomy of the aesthetic sphere could then become a delib
erate project: the talented artist could lend authentic expression to those 
experiences he had in encountering his own de-centered subjectivity. 
detached from the constraints of routinized cognition and everyday action. 

In the mid-19th century. in painting and literature, a movement began 
which Octavio Paz finds epitomized already in the art criticism of Baudelaire. 
Color. lines, sounds and movement ceased to serve primarily the cause of 
l'cpresentation; the media of expression and the techniques of production 
themselves became the aesthetic object. Theodor W. Adorn02 could 
therefore begin his Aesthetic Theory with the following sentence: "It is now 
taken for granted that nothing which concerns art can be taken for granted 
any more: neither art itself, nor art in its relationship to the whole, nor even 
the right of art to exist." And this is what surrealism then denied: das Exis
lell=I'echt del' KU11st als 1\.1II1.5t.' To be sure, surrealism would not have chal
lenged the right of art to exist. if modern art no longer had advanced a 
promise of happiness concerning its own relationship "to the whole" of life. 
For Schiller,4 such a promise was delivered by aesthetic intuition, but not 
fulfilled by it. Schiller's Letters on the Aestltetic Education of Man speaks to 
us of a utopia reaching beyond art itself. But by the time of Baudelaire. who 
l'epeated this promesse de b01zheur" via art, the utopia of reconciliation with 
society had gone sour. A relation of opposites had come into being; art had 
become a critical mirror. showing the irreconcilable nature of the aesthetic 
and the social worlds. This modernist transformation was all the more pain
fully realized, the more art alienated itself from life and withdrew into the 
llntouchableness of complete autonomy. Out of such emotional currents 
finally gathered those explosive energies which unloaded in the surrealist 
attempt to blow up the autal'kical sphere of art and to force a reconciliation 
of art and life. 

But all those attempts to level art and life, fiction and praxis, appearance 
and reality to one plane; the attempts to remove the distinction between' 
artifact and object of use. between conscious staging and spontaneous excite
mcnt; the attempts to declare everything to be al't and everyone to be ruf' 
aI'list. to retract all criteria and to equate aesthetic judgment with the expres
sion of subjective e:o.:periences-all these undertakings have proved them
selves to be sort of nonsense experiments. These eJl:periments have served to 
bring back to life. and to illuminate all the more glaringly, exactly those 
stl'llctures of art which they were meant to dissolve. They gave a new legit
imacy, as ends in themselves. to appearance as the medium of fiction, to the 
transcendence of the artwol'1.: over society, to the concentrated and planned 
cl1amcter of artistic production as well as to the special cognitive status of 
judgments of taste. The radical attempt to negate art has ended up ironically 
by gh·jng due exactly to these categories through which Enlightenment aes
thetics had circumscribed its object domain. The sUI'realists waged the most 
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extreme warfare, but two mistakes in particular destroyed their revolt. First, 
when the containers of an autonomously developed cultural sphere are shat
tered, the contents get dispersed. Nothing remains from a desublimated 
meaning or a destructured form; an emancipatory effect does not follow ... 

Their second mistake has more important consequences. In everyday com
munication, cognitive meanings, moral expectations, subjective expressions 
and evaluations must relate to one another. Communication processes need 
a cultural tradition covering all spheres-cognitive; moral-practical and 
expressive. A rationalized everyday life, therefore, could hardly be saved from 
cultural impoverishment through breaking open a single cultural sphere
art-and so providing access to just one of the specialized knowledge com
plexes. The surrealist revolt would have replaced only one abstraction. 

In the spheres of theoretical knowledge and morality, there are parallels 
to this failed attempt of what we might call the false negation of culture. 
Only they are less pronounced. Since the days of the Young Hegelians,6 there 
has been talk about the negation of philosophy. Since Marx,7 the question 
of the relationship of theory and practice has been posed. However, Marxist 
intellectuals joined a social movement; and only at its peripheries were there 
sectarian attempts to carry out a program of the negation of philosophy sim
ilar to the surrealist program to negate art.' A parallel to the surrealist mis
takes becomes visible in these programs when one observes the 
consequences of dogmatism and of moral rigorism. 

A reified8 everyday praxis can be cured only by creating unconstrained 
interaction of the cognitive with the moral-practical and the aesthetic
expressive elements. Reification cannot be overcome by forcing just one of 
those highly stylized cultural spheres to open up and become more accessi
ble. Instead, we see under certain circumstances a relationship emerge 
between terroristic activities and the over-extension of anyone of these 
spheres into other domains: examples would be tendencies to aestheticize 
politics, or to replace politics by moral rigoristn or to submit it to the dog
matism of a doctrine. These phenomena. should not lead us, however,. into 
denouncing the intentions of the surviving Enlightenment tradition 'as inten
tions rooted in a "terroristic reason." Those who lump together the very pro
ject of modernity with the state of consciousness and the spectacular action 
of the individual terrorist are no less short-sighted than those who would 
claim that the incomparably more persistent and extensive bureaucratic ter
ror practiced in the dark, in the cellars of the military and se.cret police, and 
in camps and institutions, is the raison d'~tre of the modern state, only 
because this kind of administrative terror makes use of the coercive means 
of modern bureaucracies. 

Alternatives 

I think that instead of giving up modernity and its project as a lost cause, we 
should learn from the mistakes of those ,extravagant programs which have 
tried to negate modernity. Perhaps the types of reception of art may offer an 
example which at least indicates the direction of a way out. 

6. Early leftist German followers of the German 
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Bourgeois art had two expectations at once from its audience. On the one 
hand, the layman who enjoyed art should educate himself to become an 
expert. On the other hand, he should also behave as a competent consumer 
who uses art and relates aesthetic experiences to his own life problems. This 
second, and seemingly harmless, manner of experiencing art has lost its rad
ical implications exactly because it had a confused relation to the attitude 
of being expert and professional. 

To be sure, artistic production would dry up, if it were not carried out in 
the form of a specialized treatment of autonomous problems and if it were 
to cease to be the concern of experts who do not pay so much attention to 
exoteric questions. Both artists and critics accept thereby the fact that such 
problems fall under the spell of what I earlier called the "inner logic" of a 
cultural domain. But' this sharp delineation, this exclusive concentration on 
one aspect of validity alone and the exclusion of aspects of truth and justice, 
break down as soon as aesthetic experience is drawn into an individual life 
history and is absorbed into ordinary life. The reception of art by the layman, 
or by the !'everyday expert," goes in a rather different direction than the 
reception of art by the professional critic. 

Albrecht Wellmer9 has drawn my attention to one way that an aesthetic 
experience which is not framed around the experts' critical judgments oftaste 
can have its significance altered: as soon as such an experience is used to 
illuminate a life-historical situation and is related to life problems, it enters 
into a language game which is no longer that of the aesthetic critic. The 
aesthetic experience then not only renews the interpretation of our needs in 
whose light we perceive the world. It permeates as well our cognitive signi
fications and our normative expectations and changes the manner in which 
all these moments refer to one another. Let me give an example of this 
process. 

This manner of receiving and relating to art is suggested in the first volume 
of the work The Aesthetics of Resistance by the German-Swedish writer Peter 
Weiss. Weiss describes the process of reappropriating art by presenting a 
group of politically motivated, knowledge-hungry workers in 1937 in Berlin.' 
These were young people who, through an evening high-school education, 
acquired the intellectual means to fathom the general and social history of 
European art. Out of the resilient edifice of this objective mind, emJm.cHed 
in works of art which they saw again and again in the museums in Berlin, 
they started removing their own chips of stone, which they gathered together 
and reassembled in the context of their own milieu. This milieu was far 
removed from that of traditional education as well as from the then existing 
regime. These young workers went back and forth between the edifice of 
European art .and their own milieu until they were able to illuminate both. 

In exampleI"like this which illustrate the reappropriation of the expert's 
culture from 'the standpoint of the life-world, we can discern an element 
which does justice to the intentions of the hopeless surrealist revolts, perhaps 
even more to' Brecht's2 and Benjamin's interests in how art works, which 
having lost their aura, could yet be received in illuminating ways. In sum, 

9. German philosopher (t>. 19:U). 
I. The reference is to the novel Die Asthetik des 
WideTStands (3 vol •.• 1975-81) by the author 
r 1916-1982) perh .. ps best known in the United 
States for hi. 1965 play MaratlSade. The work of 
arl "re'lpproluiHted' hy the wurkers i:rt tht.~ Perga-

man altar, emblem of power, c1a~!"ici5m, and 
rationality [Foster's note]. 
2. Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956). German Marxist 
playwright. On the "aura" of the artwork. se .. B~n
Jamin. ''The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction" (J 932; see above). 
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the project of modernity has not yet been fulfilled. And the reception of art 
is only one of at least three of its aspects. The project aims at a differentiated 
relinking of modern culture with an everyday praxis that still depends on vital 
heritages, but would be impoverished through mere traditionalism. This new 
connection, however, can only be established under the condition that soci
etal modernization will also be steered in a different direction. The life-world 
has to become able to develop institutions out of itself which set limits to 
the internal dynamics and imperatives of an almost autonomous economic 
system and its administrative complements. 

If I am not mistaken, the chances for this today are not very good. More 
or less in the entire Western world a climate has developed that furthers 
capitalist modernization processes as well as trends critical of cultural mod
ernism. The disillusionment with the very failures of those programs that 
called for the negation of art and philosophy has come to serve as a pretense 
for conservative positions. Let me briefly distinguish the antimodernism of 
the "young conservatives" from the premodernism of the "old conservatives" 
and from the postmodernism of the neoconservatives. 

The "young conservatives" recapitulate the basic experience of aesthetic 
modernity. They claim as their own the revelations of a decentel'ed subjec
tivity, emancipated from the imperatives of work and usefulness, and with 
this experience they step outside the modern world. On the basis of mod
ernistic attitudes they justify an irreconcilable antimodernism. They remove 
into the sphere of the far-away and the archaic the spontaneous powers of 
imagination, self-experience and emotion. To instrumental reason they jux
tapose in Manichean fashion 3 a principle only accessible through evocation; 
be it the will to power or sovereignty, Being or the Dionysiac force4 of the 
poetical. In France this line leads from Georges Bataille via Michel Foucault 
to Jacques Derrida. 5 

The "old conservatives" do not allow themselves to be contaminated by 
cultural modernism. :They observe the decline of substantive reason, the 
differentiation of sci~nce, morality and art, the modern world view and its 
merely procedural rationality, with sadness and recommend a withdrawal to 
a position anterior to modernity. Neo-Aristotelianism, in particular, enjoys a 
certain success today. In view of the problematic of ecology, it allows itself 
to call for a cosm<?}ogical ethic. (As belonging to this school, which originates 
with Leo Strauss, one can count the interesting works of Hans Jonas and 
Robert Spaemann.)6 

Finally, the neoconservatives welcome the development of modern sci
ence, as long as this only goes beyond its sphere to carry forward technical 
progress, capitalist growth and rational administration. Moreover, they rec-

3. That is, as a polar opposite (like the followers 
of Machaeism, a religion founded in the 3d c. C.E., 
who saw the world 85 divided between two opposed 
forces-good and evil, spirit and matter, etc.). 
4. A reference to TIt" Birth a/Tragedy (1872; see 
above) by FRIEDRICH NIETZ.';CHE, who saw In 
Greek culture a dynamic tension between the gods 
Apollo (representing form and reason) and 010-
nysus (representing frenzy and emotion). He also 
chamrloned the idea of "the will to power." 
5. Al important French writers: Bataille (1897-
1962), librarian and novelist; FOUCAULT (1926-
1984), philosopher and historian of Ideas; and 

DERRIDA (b. 1930), deconstructionist philosopher 
and critic. . 
6. All philosophers: Strauss (1899-1973), 
German-born American political philosopher; 
Jonas ( 1903-1993), German-born American moral 
philosopher; and Spaemann (b. 1927), German 
moral phllosorher. Any philosopher who adaptS 
the thought 0 ARISTOTLE (384-322 R.C.E.) to his 
or her own times may be called a "neo
Aristotelian"; Straus. argued in particular for the 
superiority of Aristotle's political science to the 
behavioralist approach dominant In the United 
States in the mid-20th century. 
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om mend a politics of defusing the explosive content of cultural modernity. 
According to one thesis, science, when properly understood, has become 
irrevocably meaningless for the orientation of the life-world. A further thesis 
is that politics must be kept as far aloof as possible from the demands of 
moral-practical justification. And a third thesis asserts the pure immanence 
of art, disputes that it has a utopian content, and points to its illusory char
acter in order to limit the aesthetic experience to privacy. (One could name 
here the early Wittgenstein, Carl Schmitt of the middle period, and Gottfried 
Benn? of the late period.) But with the decisive confinement of science, 
morality and art to autonomous spheres separated from the life-world and 
administered by experts, what remains from the project of cultural modernity 
is only what we would have if we were to give up the project of modernity 
altogether. As a replacement one points to traditions which, however, are 
held to be immune to demands of (normative) justification and validation. 

This typology is like any other, of course, a simplification, but it may not 
prove totally useless for the ana~ys~s of·contemporary intellectual and politi
cal confrontations. I fear that the ideas of antimodernity, together with an 
additional to~ch of premodernity, are becoming p'opular in the circles of 
alternative culture. When one observes the transformations of consciousness 
within political parties in Germany, a new ideologic~l shift (Tendenzwende) 
becomes visible. And this is the alliance of postmodernists with premodern
ists. It seems to me that there is no party in particplar that monopolizes the 
abuse of intellectuals and the position of neoconservatism. I therefore have 
good reason to be tltankful for the liberal spirit in which the city of Frankfurt 
offers me a prize bearing the name of Theodor Adorno, a most significant 
son of this city, who as philosopher and writer has stamped the image of the 
intellectual in our country in incorpparable fashion, who, even more, has 
become the very image of emulation for the intellectual. 

1980 

... German poet (181!6-1956). Ludwig \Vlttgenstein (l889-195I), Austrian-born English philosopher. 
Schmitt (1888-1985), German political philosopher. 

ADRIENNE RICH 
h, 1929 

One of the most celebrated poets of her generation, Adrienne Rich has also been a 
major voice in Americlln feminism since the late 19605. In her nonfictional prose and 
in her poetry, she has explored the ways in \'\.·hich patriarchal society oppresses women 
and the ways in which women have responded to that oppression~ While her analysis 
of "compulsory heterosexuality" will very likely prove her most lasting contribution to 
literary and social theory, Rich's contributions to feminist thought cover a wide range 
bf topics, from the silencing of women's voices to the history of childbirth and moth
erhood. Like E1aine Showalter and SUSAN BORDO, Rich links patriarchal oppression 
to power exerted directly (and often violently) on women's bodies. But her concern 
with the psychic and social underpinning!! of sexual identity also links Rich's work to 
the queer theory of JUDlTH BUTLER and EVE 'KOSOFSKY SEDGWICK. 
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Born and raised in a Jewish family in Baltimore, the precocious Rich was chosen 
by the poet W. H. Auden as a,winner of the prestigious Yale Younger Poets Award at 
the age of twenty-two, the year,she graduated from Radcliffe ,Gollege. She traveled 
in Europe for the next two years on a Guggenheim Fello~ship. Qn her .return, ,~he 
married Alfred Conrad, an econ9l1list who, taught at Harvard t)niversity. Between 
1953 and i 967, she raised three sons while continuing to publish poetry. When the 
fainily moved to New York'City in 1966, she began teachlrigat Various local colleges 
arid universities. Her husband committed suicide ,in 1970; RiCh has Written ~ome 
poetry about this event, but the reasons for and circumstances surroi.niding it remain 
obscure. 

Rich became increasingly identified with the women's movement throughout the 
1970s, composing poetry with feminist themes but also for the first time writing prose. 
She published essays and an important historiCal, theoretiCal, and first-person study 
of motherhood, Of Woman BOrn: Motherhood as Experience f'tJd Institution (1976). 
During this, decade, Diving into the Wreck (I973) won the National Book Awa~d for 
poetry, solidifying her status as a major literary figure. ", , ' 

By the mid-197Qs, RiCh was openly lesbian, and in her poetry and pros~ s,he was 
exploring all aspects of what she calls in our sele~tion "lesbian experience." Her work 
in the 1980s and 1990s, while still ~xploring feminist and lesbian themes, also 
in'cluded new attempts to connect to her Jewishness, her family (especially her father), 
imd the poetic tradition. Rich was a Visiting professor' at Cornell University from 1981 
to 1987, and she taught at Stanford University fiom 1987 to 1997. RiCh has received 
many honorary doctorates and literary prizes, but such awards do not 'convey how 
revered, a figure she is. An inspiration, especially for lesbian women and feminists; 
Rich is admired almost universally for her strength of character, staunch integrity, 
and immense talents as a poet and a writer, " " , " " ' 

The essay"Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian,E!dstence"(19~0>' has been 
widely influential. When it fir~t appeared, it marked (along With'several ;oughly con~ 
temporaneous works, mar:iy of them cited in Rich's first footnote)'the end' i::If "sis'ter
hood'" feminism-the, assumption that all women were "sisters" in th~ir,' shared 
oppression. Rich highlights the presence of both lesbians aridhetero'sexuai wonten 
in the feminist movement and calls on feminism'to acknowledge its fear of lesbians. 
Because those hostile to feminism often dismiss it as the complaints of a small group 
oflesbians, many 1970s feminists went out,of their way to prove their heterosexuality. 
Lesbians and the whole topiC of lesbian experience became practically taboo within 
the movement (except in its more radical separatist branches, whiCh the mainstream 
also held at a distance), Thus RiCh's essay, along with the feminist work of women of 
color and of working-class women, challenged a feminism that purported to speak for 
all women yet assumed the viewpoint of a heterosexual, middle-class white woman. 
Much of the feminist work of the 1980s was devoted to considering the ramifications 
of these differences (of race, class, and sexual orientation) for the category "woman" 
and, to attending to how such differences would strengthen or weaken feminist 
activism. I 

Rich's main purpose, however, is not so much to introduce or explore difference 
as to consider the extent to which heterosexual'desire and identity are funaarhental 
to women's oppression. Heterosexuality, she argues, is 'l'1ot natural but socilil, arid it 
should be analyzed as we would any social institution. Similar arguments are adVanced 
by the lesbian theorists MONIQUE WITTlG and BONNIE ZIMMERMAN. How is hetero
sexuality established and maintained'? What groups resist it'? What alternatives must 
he suppressed for it to 'prevail? Who benefits from and who is harmed by this insti
tution's dominance? What forms of enforcement underwrite that dominance? Rich 
argues that heterosexuality is compulsory because only partnt!rs of the opposite seX 
are deemed appropriate, all same-sex desire must be denied or indulged in secret;' 'and 
various kinds of same-sex bonding (including friendships) are viewed with suspicion. 
Compulsory heterosexuality fUnctions to ensure that women are 'aexually accenible 
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to men, with consent or choice on the women's part neither legally nor practically 
taken into account. In sum, compulsory heterosexuality is an institution that punishes 
those who are not heterosexual and systematically ensures the power of men over 
women. 

Because compulsory sexuality is central to creating and preserving the inequality 
between men and women, Rich argues that "the issue feminists have to address is 
not simple 'gender inequality' nor the domination of culture by males nor mere 'taboos 
against homosexuality,' but the enforcement of heterosexuality for women as a means 
of assuring male right of physical, economic, and emotional access." Feminism cannot 
truly comprehend the sources and system of inequality if it does not analyze the 
institution of compulsory heterosexuality. In 'the years since Rich published her essay, 
feminists have actively investigated the topics suggested by this charge. 

Three ,topics in Rich's essay have been especially importarit for feminist literary 
theory: sexualized relations of power within institutions, lesbian experience, and ques
tions of sexual identity. To begin with, Rich argues that women do not simply face 
the trials and tribulations' experienced by all subordinates in hierarchical institutions; 
they must also present themselves as "attractive" according to dominant standards of 
heterosexual desirability and be concerned with sexuality in the appropriate ways (e.g., 
be flirtatious within the proper bounds, be supportive of male superiors). Such expec
tations, rarely conscious, even more rarely explicit, permeate public male-female rela
tionships. They form part of a larger unwritten set of rules about the relative positions 
of men and women in society. 

Second, lesbian experience-and its corollary term, the lesbian continuum
challenges the notion that women "need" men by calling attention to all the ways in 
which women interact with one another, all the activities central to their lives, that 
do not involve connection to a man. Rich wants to highlight both how hostile to and 
threatened by women's independent action patriarchal society .~ and the prevalence 
of such action despite the price (sometimes very high) paid for it. The lesbian con
tinuum encompasses a wide variety of re.at~onships between and among women, 
ranging from "the sharing of a rich inner life, the bonding against male tyranny, [to] 
the giving and receiving of practical and political support!'By desexualizing the term 
lesbian, Rich calls our attention to the variety of bonds formed between women and 
to the various functions·those bonds play in women's lives. 

Finally, Rich's essay looks forward to the queer theory of the 1990s by asking a 
crucial question: How is sexual identity formed'? Through what processes of psychic 
identification does a self. form heterosexual and/or homos~xual desires'? While 
Rich is more suspicious of psychoanalytic understandjngs of these p,roc~sses, than 
are many subsequent queer theorists (such as Butler), she fuIty recognizes t~Jhe 
"law of ,compulsory heterosexuality" plays a crucial role in the formation of. selves, 
even as she note!\ 'that the early bond of the gid baby With her ritothe~ works against 
the injunction to be heterosexual. In addition, the' notion of the lesbian' continuum 
recognizes that sexuality comes in many forms and resultS in many diffetent behav
iors-a variety hadly captured by the simple dichotomy homosexual/heterosexual. 

Rich comes very close here to queer theory's later interest in' examples that 
confound received categories, that challenge the terms by which we make the 
world and our e'xperiences intelligible. However,she is impatient with the post
structuralist and French psychoanalytic theory that stands behind much queer the
ory; in articulating similar concepts, she uses her own idiom. An uneasy truce 
has prevailed between Rich and most theoretically minded American feminists, 
with both sides carefully avoiding direct attacks on the other. Desire, as Rich dis
covered in her own life, is neither unitary nor fixed once for all. Women especially 
suffer in a heterosexual regime that igriores the fluidity of desire in favor of chan
neling that desire toward heterosexual unions in which the needs of the male are 
primary. 
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From Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence l 

Foreword (1983) 

I want to say a little ·~bout the way "Compulsory ~eterosexuality" was orig
inally conceived and the context in which we are now living. It was written 
in part to c~allenge the erasure of lesbian existepce from so m~ch of schol
arly feminist literatur~, an erasure which I felt (~nd feel) to be not just anti
lesbian, but anti-feminist in its consequences, and to distort the experience 
of heterosexual women as well. It was not writt~n to widen divisions but to 
encourage heterosexual feminists to examine he~erosexuality as a political 
institution which Hisempowers women-and to cltange it. I also hoped that 
other lesbians would feel the depth and breadth of woman identification and 
woman bonding tha~ has run like a continuous though stifled theme through 
the heterosexual experience, and that this would become increasingly a polit
ically activating impulse, not simply a validation of personal lives. I wanted 
the essay to suggest new kinds of criticism, to incite new questions in clasl!
rooms and academic journals, and to sketch, at least, some bridge over the 
gap between lesbian and feminist. I wanted, at the very least, for feminists 
to find it less possible to read, write, or teach from a perspec~ive of unex-
amined heterocentricity. . 

Within the three years since I wrote "Compulsory HeterosexuaJity"-with 
this energy of hope and desire-the pressures to conform in a society increas
ingly conservative in mood have become more intense. The New Right'!pl 

I. This essay was first published In Signs: Journ .. 1 
of Women in Cult",e .... d Society (I 980). The 
shorter version printed here originally appe,ared in 
Adrien .... Rich's Poetry and Prose, edited by Barbars 

Charlesworth Gelpi snd A1bert Gelpl (1993); the 
asterisks mark their deletions. 
2. Social or cultural conservatives who stres. "0-
called moral and Ufamily" values, and who are often 
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messages to women have been. precisely, that we are the emotional and 
sexual property of men, and that the autonomy and equality of women 
threaten family, religion, and state. The institutions by which women have 
traditionally been controlled-patriarchal motherhood, economic exploita
tion, the nuclear family, compulsory heterosexuality~are being strength
ened by legislation, religious fiat, media imagery, and efforts at censorship. 
In a worsening economy, the single mother trying to support her children 
confronts the feminization of poverty which Joyce Miller of the National 
Coalition of Labor Union \"'omen has named one of the major issues of the 
1980s. The lesbian, unless in disguise, faces discrimination in hiring and 
harassment and violence in the street. Even within feminist-inspired insti
tutions such as battered-women's shelters and Women's Studies programs, 
open lesbians are fired and others warned to stay in the closet. The retreat 
into sameness-assimilation for those who can manage it-is the most pas
si\"(~ and debilitating of responses to political repression, economic insecurity, 
and a renewed open season on difference. 

I want to note that documentation of male violence against women
within the home especially-has been accumulating rapidly in this period. 
At the same time, in the realm of literature which depicts woman bonding 
and woman identification as essential for female survival, a steady stream of 
writing and criticism has been coming from women of color in general and 
lesbians of color in particular-the latter group being even more profoundly 
erased in academic feminist scholarship by the double bias of racism and 
homophobia.3 

There has recently been an intensified debate on female sexuality among 
feminists and lesbians, with lines often furiously and bitterly drawn, with 
sadomasochism and pornography as key words which are variously defined 
according to who is talking. 4 The depth Qf women's rage and fear regarding 
sexuality and its relation to power and pain is real, even when the dialogue 
sounds simplistic, self-righteous, or like parallel monologues. 

Because of all these developments, there are parts of this essay that I would 
word differently, qualify, or expand if I were writing it today. But I continue' 

sdf-id"ntified Christians. They played a huge role 
in the U.S. election of President Ronald Reagon in 
19R(). 
.~. S"". for example, PAULA GUNN "LLEN, TI,e 
Sm.Ted I-Ioop: Rec01Jeri"s tl,e Fen7;"ille in Am.er;· 
(;,111 J",linn Traaitions (Boston: Beacon, 1986); 
Ht,th Brant, ed., A Gat1rering oISpirit: \V,'iriJlg IJud 
;\'"' b.l' Nor,l •. 4.merican 1.ldin", Wo".,.",,, (!\·1011tpclier, 
VL, Sinister Wisdom Book., 1984), (;LOIUA 
t\ "'-iZ \LDLiA and Cherrfe Moraga, etls., 'n,i!O Bddge 
Cal/ed l\1y Back: Writings by Rac/kal Hhnr"lf of 
Colo,- (\,y.:ltertown, Mass.: Persephone, 1981 j dis· 
,ributcd by Kitchen Table IWomen of Color Press, 
Alban)" !,;.Y.); J. R. Roberts, Black l_eshia ... : An 
Allllo,,,,.d Bibliography (Tallahassee, 1'1 •. , Naiad, 
19~ I·" 1l.'RIlARA SMITH, ed., Home Girls: A Blacl. 
Fe",i,,;"t !\tlt.hokJgy (Albany. N.Y.: Kiteh .. n Table I 
\\lomen ofColar Press, 1984). As Lorraine Bethel 
and Barbara Smith pointed out in Conditions 5: 
TI,e Blnck ~Vomen's Issue (I980), .. great deal of 
fiction by Black women depicts primary relation· 
ship!'. hetween women. [ would like to cite hel'e the 
wurk of Ama Ata Aidoo, Toni Cade Balnbara, 
Buclli Elnecheta, Bessie Head, ZOHA N(~ALE IIUR· 
'To". !\lice Walker. Donna Allegra, Hed Jordan 
l\ruhaleclu, Auc1re Lorde, Ann Alien Shockley, 
among others, who write directly 3!O Blcu.:k k·!Obians. 

For fiction by other lesbians of color, see Elly 
Bulkin, ed., Lesl>i"n Fiction: An AntholollY (Water-
town, Mass.: Persephone, 1981). ~ . 

See also, for accounts of contemporary Jewish
lesbian .,xistent'e. Evdyn Torton Beck, ed., Nice 
Jewisl, Girls: A Lesbi"" Anthology (Watertown, 
Mass.: Persephnne, 1982; distributed by Crossing 
Press, Trumansburg, N.Y.); Alice Bloch, Lifetime 
Gr4.arnlltee (\\':-otertown, Mass.: Pcrscphone, 
1982); and Melanle Kaye-Kantrowitz and Il'ena 
K1epfisz, eds., n,e Tribe of Dina: AJewish Wom,,"'s 
Ant/lology (Montpelier, Vt.: Sinister Wisdom 
Books, 1986). 

The earliest formulation that I know of hetero
sexuality as an institution was in the lesbian· 
feminist paper The Furies, founded In 1971. For·a 
collection of articles from that paper, see Nancy 
Myron and Charlotte Bunch, .,ds., Lesbianism '!lid 
tIle Women's Movement (Oakland, Callf.: Diana 
Press, 1975; di.tributed by Crossing Press, Tru
mansburg, N.Y.) [Rich's note). 
4. The so-called sex wars within feminism-with 
the status of sadomasochism a key Issue as femi· 
nists argued about pornography-flared in the 
wake of an academic conference, C1Towarc1 a Puli a 

tics of Sexuality." held at Barnard College in April 
1982. 
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to think that heterosexual feminists will draw political strength for change 
from taking a critical stance toward the ideology which demands heterosex
uality, and that lesbians cannot assume that we are untouched by that ide
ology and the institutions founded upon it. There is nothing about such a 
critique that requires us to think of ourselves as victims, as having been 
brainwashed or totally powerless. Coercion and compulsion are among the 
conditions in which women have learned to recognize our strength. Resis
tance is a rnajor theme in this essay and in the study of women's lives, if we 
know what we are looking for. 

I 

Biologically men have only one innate orientation-,-a sexual one that 
draws them to women,-while women have two innate orientations, sex
ual toward men and reproductive toward their young. 5 

I was a woman terribly vulnerable, critical, using femaleness as a sort of 
standard or yardstick to measure and discard men. Yes-something like 
that. I was an Anna who invited defeat from men without ever being 
conscious of it. (But I am conscious of it. And being conscious of it 
means I shall leave it all behind me and become-but what?) I was stuck 
fast in an emotion common to women of our time" that can turn them 
bitter, or Lesbian, or solitary. Yes, that Anna during that time was ... 

[Another blank line across the page:]6 

The bias of compulsory heterosexuality, through which iesbi;;tn.expeiience' 
is perceived on a scale ranging from deviant to abhorrent or simply rendered 
invisible, could be illustrated from many texts other than the two just pre
ceding.' The assumption made by Rossi, that women are "innately" sexllally 
oriented only toward men, and that made by Lessing, that the lesbian is 
simply acting out of her bitterness toward men, are by no means theirs alone; 
these assumptions are widely current in literature and in the'sociafsciences. 

I am concerned here with two other matters as well: first, how ~md why 
women's choice of women as passionate comrades, life partners, co~workers, 
lovers, community has been crushed, invalidated, forced into hiding and 
disguise; and second, the virtual or total neglect of lesbian existence in a 
wide range of writings, including feminist scholarship. Obviously there is a 
connection here. I believe that much feminist theory and criticism is 
stranded on this shoal. 

My organizing impulse is the belief that it is nqt enough for feminist 
thought that specifically lesbian texts exist. Any theory or cultural/political 
creation that treats lesbian existence as a marginal or less "natural" phenom
enon, as mere "sexual preference," or as the mirror image of either hetero
sexual or male homosexual relations is profoundly weakened thereby, 
whatever its other contributions. Feminist theory can no longer afford merely 
to voice a toleration of "lesbianism" as an "alternative life style" or make 

5. Alice Rossi, "Children and Work in the Lives of 
Women," paper delivered at the University of Ari
zona, Tucson, February 1976 [Rich's note]. 

6. Doris Le.sing, The Golden Notebook (1962; 
reprint, New York: Bantam, 1977), p. 480 [Rich's 
note]. 
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token allusion to lesbians. A feminist critique of compulsory heterosexual 
orientation for women is long overdue. In this exploratory paper, I shall try 
to show why. 

'" '" '" 
II 

If women are the earliest sources of emotional caring and physical nurture 
for both female and male children, it would seem logical" from a feminist 
perspective at least, to pose the following questions:'whether the search for 
love and tenderness in both sexes does' riot originally lead toward women; 
why in fact women would ever redirect that search; why species survival, the 
means of impregnation, and emotional/erotic relationships should ever have 
become so rigidly identified with each other; and why such violent strictures 
should be found necessary to enforce women's total emotional, erotic loyalty 
and subservience to men. I doubt that enough feminist scholars and theorists 
have taken the pains to acknowledge the societal forces which wrench 
women's emotional and erotic energies away from themselves and other 
women and from woman-identified values. Th~se forces, as I shall try to 
show, range from literal physical enslavement to the disguising and distorting 
of possible options. 

I do not assume that mothering by women is a "sufficient cause" oflesbian 
existence. But the issue of mothering by Women has been much in the air 
of late, usually accompanied 'by the View that' increased parenting by men 
would minimize antagonism between the sexes and equalize the sexual 
imbalance of power of males over females. These discussions are carried on 
without reference to compulsory heterosexuality as a phenomenon, let alone 
as an ideology. I do not wish to psychologize here, but rather to identify 
sources of male power. I believe large numbers of men could, in fact, under
take child care DJ; a large scale without radically altering' the 'balance of male 
power in a male-identified society. 

In her essay "The Origin of the Family," Kathleen Gough lists eight char
acteristics of rt'Uile power in archaic and contemporary societies which I 
would like 'to use' as a framework: "men's ability to deny women sexuality or 
to force it upon them; to command or exploit their labor to control their 
produce; to (:ontrol or rob them of their children; to confine them phys~ally 
and prevent their movements; to use them as objects in male transactions; 
to cramp their creativeness; or to withhold from them large areas of the 
society's knowledge and cultural attainments."? (Gough does not perceive 
these power characteristics as specifically enforcing heterosexuality, only as 
producing sexu~l inequality.) Below, Gough's words appear in italics; the 
elaboration of each of her categories, in brackets, is my own. 

Characteristics of male power include the pawer of men 

1. to deny women [their own] sexuality-[by means of clitoridectomy 
and infibulation;" chastity belts; punishment, including death, for 

7. I<athleen Gough, "The Origin of the Family," in 
rOWaN an Anthropology of Women, ed. Rayna Rel
Icr (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1975), 
1'1',60-70 [Rich's notel. 
8. The stitching together of the vulva after a cli
toridectomy. leaving a small opening for the pao-

sage of urine and menstrual blood. Clitoridectomy: 
usually the removal of the' clitoris occurs in the 
context of a cldtural rite of passage towomanhood, 
but at times such surgery has been recommended 
to curb sexual desire. 
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female adultery; punishment, including death, for lesbian sexuality; 
psychoanalytic denial of the clitoris;9 strictures against masturbation; 
denial of maternal and postmenopausal sensuality; unnecessary hys
terectomy; pseudolesbian images in the media and literature; closing 
of archives and destruction of documents relating to lesbian exis
tence] 

2. or toforce it [male sexualityl upon them-[by means of rape (includ
ing marital rape) and wife beating; father-daughter, brother-sister 
incest; the socialization of women to feel that male sexual "drive" 
amounts to a right; I . idealization of heterosexual romance ~n art, lit
erature, the media, advertising, etc.; child marriage; arr;:mged mar
riage; prostitution; the harem; psychoanalytic doctrines of frigidity 
and vaginal orgasm;2 pornographic depictions of women responding 
pleasurably to sexual violence and humiliation (a subliminal message 
being that sadistic heterosexuality is more "normal" than sensuality 
between women)] 

3. to command or exploit their lahor to cOlttrol their produce-[by means 
of the institutions of marriage and motherhood as unpaid produc
tion; the horizon~al segregation of women in paid employment;3 the 
decoy of the upwardly mobile' token woman; male control of abor
tion, contraception,. sterilization, and childbirth; pimping; female 
infanticide, which robs mothers of daughters and contributes to gen
eralized devaluation of women] 

4. to control or rob them of their children-[by means of father right 
and "legal kidnapping";" enforced sterilization, systematized infan
ticide; seizure of children from lesbian mothers by the courts; the 
malpractice of m;;ale obstetrics; use of the mother as "token torturer'" 
in genital mutil~tion or in binding the daughter's feet (or Illind) to 
fit her for mard{lge] . ; . 

5. to confine them' physically and prevent their movement-[by means 
of rape as terrorism, keeping women off the. streets; purdah; foot 
binding; atrophying of women's athletic capabilities; high heels and 
"feminine" dress codes in fashions; the vei1;6 sexual harassment on 
the streets; horizontal segregation of women in employment; pre
scriptions for,,':'full-time" mothering at home; enforced economic 
dependence of wives] 

6. to use them as objects in male transactions-[use of women as "gifts"; 
bride price; pimping; arranged marriage; use of women as entertain-

9. The persistent medical claim, prior to the 
1970., that wOInen'. sexual pleasure derived from 
stimulation of the clitoris is not a "true" orgasm. 
I. Kathleen Barry, Female Sexua' Slavery (Engle
wood Cliffs, N.).: Prentice-Hall, 1979), pp. 216-
19 [Rich's notel. 
2. The notion that orgasm is achieved through 
vaginal stimulation (not the case for most women). 
3. That is, at the lowest levels of wage labor. 
4. Anna Demeter, Legal Kid .... pping (Boston: Bea
con, 1979), pp. xx, 126-28 [Rich's note}. Tradi
tionally, fathers have sole rights to their children; 
and even when mothers win custody, the courts 
have consistently maintained the father's right of 

access to children desrite a history of abuse or of 
financial or emotiona neglect. Denied access by 
mother., fathers have sometimes resorted to kid
nappings, later upheld by the courts as legal. 
5. Mary Daly, a"../Ecology: The Melaelhlcs of 
Radical Feminism (Boston: Beacon, 1978), 
pp. 139-41, 163-65 [Rich's notel. The practice of 
foot binding among' upper-class women in pre
Communist China was largely aimed at male sex-
ual gratification. . 
6. Islamic Women oflen wear a veil or hijab (some
times covering their entire body); to "take the veil" 
in We$.fern coul1tries is to become 8 nun and tra" 
ditlonally to retire to a convent. 



COMPULSORY HETEBOSEXUALlTY AND LESBIAN EXISTENCE I 1767 

ers to facilitate male deals-e.g., wife-hostess, cocktail waitress 
required to dress for male sexual titillation, call girls, "bunnies," gei
sha, kisae-ng7 prostitutes, secretaries] 

7. to cramp thei,' c"eatil'eness-[ witch persecutions as campaigns 
against midwives and female healers, and as pogrom against inde
pendent, "unassimilated" women;8 definition of male pursuits as 
more valuable than female within any culture, so that cultural values 
become the embodiment of male subjectivity; restriction of female 
self-fulfillment to marriage and motherhood; sexual exploitation of 
women by male artists and teachers; the social and economic 
disruption of women's creative aspirations;9 erasure of female 
tradition] I 

8. to Witlt110ld from them large areas of the society's knowledge and cul
tural attainmel1ts-[by means of noneducation of females; the "Great 
Silence" regarding women and particularly lesbian existence in his
tory and culture;' sex-role tracking which deflects women from sci
ence, technology, and other "masculine" pursuits; male social! 
professional bonding which excludes women; discrimination against 
women in the professions] 

These are some of the methods by which male power is manifested and 
maintained. Looking at the schema, what surely impresses itself is the fact 
that we are confronting not a simple maintenance of inequality and property 
possession, but a pervasive cluster of forces, ranging from physical brutality 
to control of consciousness, which suggests that an enormous potential 
counterforce is having to be restrained. 

Some of the forms by which male power manifests itself are more easily 
recognizable as enforcing heterosexuality on women than are others. Yet 
each one I have listed adds to the cluster of forces within which women have 
been convinced that marriage and sexual orientation toward men are inevi
table-even if unsatisfying or oppressive-components of their lives. The 
chastity belt; child marriage; erasure of lesbian existence (except as exotic 
and perverse) in art, literature. film; idealization of heterosexual romance 
and marriage-these are some fairly obvious forms of compulsion, the first 
two exemplifying physical force, the second two control of consciousnesS: . 
\Vhile clitoridectomy has been assailed by feminists as a form of woman 
torture," Kathleen Barry first pointed out that it is not simply a way of turning 

-:. Appropriated ([(orean); that is, W()tllt"n forced 
into prostitution. "Bunnies!!: ""·onu..~n working at 
Pla),"o), Clubs. 
S. [3arhara Ehrenreich and Dei .. dr" English, 
H'il('11" .• , Midwives. and NUl"Ses: A HislolJ' of 
\1'0111"" Healers (Old Westbury, N.Y.: Feminist 
PI"es!'O. 1973); Andrf>o Dworkin, lVomall Hatin!: 
! 1\J,'w Yod" Dutton, 1974), pp. 1 1 fl-~4: Daly, 
1'1" 1 -~-222 [Rich's note]. 
9. S(.'c Vln<:INIA WOOLF t A Room of O'1.e's Ow" 
(Lc.Hl(lon: Hogarth, 1929), and iel., Tl1ree Guiuea.s 
<."",.,, Yorle Harcourt Brace, [193~1 1966): Tilli., 
Ol,,·n. Silences (Boston: Delacorlc, 197~!: Mi
c.:ht.~Jk· CUff, "The Resonanc(.- of Inlt"'rruption," 
C/uTSfllis.: A Mogclzine of Women's C1Iltu,.e S 
:, 19':"'()!: 29-~7 [Rich's note]. ForA Boom (~(O"c' ... 

Own, see above. 
1. Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father (Boston: 
Beacon, 1973). pp. 347-51; Olsen, pp. 22-46 
[Rich's nOle]. 
2. Daly, Beyond God the Father, p.93 [Rich'. 
note]. 
3. Fran P. Hosken, "The Violence of Power: Gen
Ital Mutilation of Females," Herede.: A Fem.ini., 
JOll .... al of Art and Politics 6 (1979): 28-35; Diana 
Russell and Nlcole van de Ven, E"ds., Proceedi11gs 
of the InjonH<.tional Tribu .. al of Crimes Against 
Women (Millbrae, Callf.: Le. Femmes, 1976), 
pp. 194-95. S"e especially "Circumcision of 
Girls," in Nawal El Saadawi, The Hidden Ptlce "f 
E,'e: Women In the Arab World (Boston: Beacon, 
1982), pp. 33-43 [Rich's note]. 
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the young girl into a "marriageable" woman through brutal surgery. ,It intends 
that women in the intimate proximity of polygynous marriage will not form 
sexual relath;mships with each other, that-from a male, ,ge1'lital-fetishist4 

perspective-female erotic connections, even in a sex-'segregated:situation, 
will be literally excised.' 

The function of pornography as an influence on consciousness is a major 
public issue of our time, when a multibillion-dollar industry has the power 
to disseminate increasingly sadistic, women-degrading visual images. But 
even so-called soft-core pornography and advertising depict women as 
objects of sexual appetite devoid of emotional context, Vliithout individual 
meaning or personality-essentially as a sexual commodity to be consumed 
by males. (So-called lesbian pornography, created for the male voyeuristic 
eye, is equally devoid of emotional context or individual personality.) The 
most pernicious message relayed by pornography is that women are natural 
sexual prey to men and love it, that sexuality and violence are congruent, and 
that for women sex is ·essentially masochistic, humiliation pleasurable, phys
ical abuse erotic. But. along with this ,message comes another, not always 
recognized: that enforced submission and the use of cruelty, if played out in 
heterosexual pairing, is sexually "normal," while sensuality between women, 
including erotic mutuality and respect, is "queer," "sick," and either porno~ 
graphic in itself or not very exciting compared with the sexuality of whips 
and bondage.6 Pornography does not simply create a climate in which sex 
and violence are interchangeable; it widens the range of behavior considered 
acceptable from men in heterosexual intercourse~behavior.: which' reitera
tively strips women of their autonomy, dignity, and sexualpotential"includ
ing the potential of loving and being ioved by women in mutuality, and 
integrity. 

In her brilliant study Sexual Harassment bfWorking Women: A Case of Sex 
Discrimination, Catharine A. MacKinnon delineates the intersection of com
pulsory heterosexuality and economics. U ~der capitalism" women' are hori
zontally segregated by gender and occupy a structurally inferior position in 
the workplace. This is hardly news, but MacKinnon raises the question why, 
even if capitalism "requires some collection of individuals to occupy low
status, low-paying positions ... such ·persons must be biologically female," 
and goes on to point out that "the fact that male employers often do not hire 
qualified women, even when they could pay them less than men suggests that 
more than the profit motive is implic1lted" [emphasis added].:7 She cites a 
wealth of material documenting the fact that women are not only segregated 
in low-paying service jobs (as secretaries, domestics, nurses, typists,. tele
phone operators, child-care workers, waitresses), but that "sexualization cif 
the woman" is part of the job. Central and intrinsic to the economic realities 
of women's lives is the requirement that women ""ill "market sexual attrac
tiveness to men, who tend to hold the economic power and position, to 

4. In ,the, psychoanalytic theory of SIGMUND 
FREUD, mature sexuality Is "geni~lIy organized," 
while the fetishist takes an object' or a nongenital 
part of the body as the site for a habitual erotic 
response or fixation. Rich Is suggesting Instead that 
male sexuality, fixated on the genitals, I. Itself fet-
Ishlslic and thus abnormal. ' 
5. Bllfry, pp. 163-64 [Rich'. note). 
6, The I.iu. of "I •• btan .adoma.oeht.m" naCld. to 

be examined In terms of dominant cultures' teach-
. Ings about the relation of sex and violence. I 

believe this, to be another example of the "double 
life" of women [Rich'. notel. 
7. Catharlne A. MacKlnnon, SexUal H ....... sme .. 1 
of Worlti"l/ Women: A Cas" of S,_I Di5crlmi .... -
lion (New Haven: Vale U"tver.lty Pre ••• J 979), 
pp, 15-16 [Rleh'. note). · 
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enforce their predilections." And MacKinnon documents that "sexual harass
ment perpetuates the interlockeq structure by which women have been kept 
sexually in thrall to men at the bottom of the labor market. Two forces of 
American sQciety converge: men's control over women's sexuality and capi
tal's control over employees' work Iives."8 Thus, women in the workplace are 
at the mercy of sex as power in a vicious circle. Economically disadvantaged, 
women-whether waitresses or professors-endure sexual harassment to 
keep their jobs and learn to behave in a complaisantly and ingratiatingly 
heterosexual manner because they discover this is their true qualification for 
employment, whatever the job description. And, MacKinnon notes, the 
woman who too decisively resists sexual overtures in the workplace is accused 
of being "dried up" and sexless, or lesbian. This raises a specific difference 
between the experiences of lesbians and homosexual men. A lesbian, closeted 
on her job because of heterosexist prejudice, is not simply forced into denying 
the truth of her outside relationships or private life. Her job depends on her 
pretending to be not merely heterosexual, but a heterosexual woman in terms 
of dressing and playing the feminine, deferential role required of "real" 
women. 

MacKinnon raises radical questions' as to the qualitative differences 
between sexual harassment, rape, and or:dinary heterosexual intercourse. 
("As one accused rapist put it, he hadn't used 'any more force than is usual 
for males during the preliminaries.' ") She criticizes Susari Brownmiller9 for 
separating rape from the mainstream of daily life and for her unexamined 
premise that "rape is violence, intercourse is sexuality," removing rape from 
the sexual sphere altogether. Most crucially she arg~es that "taking rape from 
the realm of 'the sexual,' piacing i't in the realm of ' the violent,' aHows one 
to be against it without raising any questions about the extent to which the 
institution of heterosexuality has defined force as a 'normal part of 'the pre
liminaries.' "1 "Never is it asked whethet,; tinder (:onc::litions of male suprem
acy, the, notion of 'consent' has any meaning."2 " '.' 

The fact is_that the workplace, among other social institutions, is a place 
where women have learned to accept male Violation of their psychic and 
physical bouridaries as the price of survival; where' women have been edu
cated-no less than by romantic literature or by pornography-to perceive 
themselves as' sexual prey. A woman seeking to escape such casual ,iMlations 
along with economic disadvantage may well turn to marriage as a form of 
hoped-for protection, while bringing into marriage neither social nor eco
nomic power, thus entering that institution also from a disadvantaged 
position. MacKinnon finally asks: 

What ifnequality is built into the social concepti~ns of male and female 
sexuality, of masculinity and femininity, of sexiness and heterosexual 
attractiveness? Incidents of sexual harassment suggest that male sexual 
desire itself may be aroused by female vulnerability .... Men feel they 

8. Ibid., p. 174 [Rich's note]. 
9. Susan Brownmj\ler, Against Our Will: Men, 
Women, and Raf'" (New York: Slmon and Schus
ter, 1975) [Rich. note). 
I. MacKlnnon, p.219. SUlan Schecter wrltel: 
"The Ilush for heterosexLlal union I1t whatever coat 
I1 ID Inlenl" thllt ... It hpI hecome n rultural force 

of It. own that creates battering. The ideology of 
romantic love and Its Jealous possession of the 
partner as property provide the masquerade for 
what can become severe abuse." (A"/tls: MaRazine 
on BnJ.". VIo/_. 11,..''''' Wo"",,, Uuly-Aullull, 
1979)1 50-51) [Rich's note]. 
3. MacKlnnon, p, 398 [Rich's nOlel, 
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can take advantage, so they want to, so they,do. Examination of sexual 
harassment, precisely because the episodes appear commonplace, forces 
one to confront the fact that sexual intercourse normally occurs between 
economic (as well as physical) unequals ... the apparent legal require
ment that violations of women's sexuality appear out of the ordinary 
before they will be punished helps prevent women from defining the 
ordinary conditions of their own consent. 3 

Given the nature and extent of heterosexual pressures-the daily "erotici
zation of women's subordination," as MacKinnon phrases it4-1 question the 
more or less psychoanalytic perspective (suggested by such writers as Karen 
Horney, H. R. Hayes, Wolfgang Lederer, and, most recently, Dorothy Din
nerstein)5 that the male need to control women sexually results from some 
primal male "fear of women" and of women's sexual insatiability. It seems 
more probable that men really fear not that they will have women's sexual 
appetites forced on them or that women want to smother and devour them, 
but that women could be indifferent to them altogether, that men could be 
allowed sexual and emotional-therefore economic-access to women only 
on women's terms, otherwise being left on the periphery of the matrix. 

The means of assuring male sexual access to women have recently received 
searching investigation by Kathleen Barry.6 She documents extensive and 
appalling evidence for the existence, on a very large scale, of international 
female slavery, the institution once known as "white slavery" but which in 
fact has involved, and at this very moment involves, women of every race and 
class. In the theoretical analysis derived from her research, Barry makes the 
connection between all enforced conditions under which women live subject 
to men: prostitution, marital rape, father-daughter and brother-sister incest, 
wife beating, pornography, bride price, the selling of daughters, purdah, and 
genital mutilation. She sees the rape paradigm-where the victim of sexual 
assault is held respon~ibltl' for her own victimization-as leading to the 
rationalization and accept~nce of other forms of enslavement where the 
woman is presumed to have "chosen" her fate, to embrace it passively, or to 
have courted it perversely through rash or unchaste behavior. On the con
trary, Barry maintains, (.ifemale sexual slavery is present in ALL situations 
where women or girls cannot change the conditions of their existence; where 
regardless of how they got into those conditions, e.g., .social pressure, eco
nomic hardship, misplaced trust or the longing for affection, they cannot get 
out; and where they are subject to sexual violence and exploitation."? She 
provides a spectrum of concrete examples, not only as to the existence of a 
widespread international traffic in women, but also as to how this operates
whether in the form of a "Minnesota pipeline" funneling blonde, blue-eyed 
midwestern runaways to Times Square, or the purchasing of young women 

3. Ibid .• p. 220 [Rich', note]. 
4. Ibid .• p. 221 [Rich's note]. 
5. Dinnentein's The Mermaid nnd the Minotnur 
(J 976) focuses on women's child-bearing and 
child-caring capacities and argues that a more bal
anced involvement of the male and female parents 
in child-rearing will greatly improve relations 
between the se"es. In Femini .. e Psychology (1967), 
Horney rejects the Freudian notion of "penis 
envy," arguing that men are afraid of women 

because of women's procreative abilities. Hayes's 
The Dangerous Sex: The Myth of th", Fem;nine 
(1964) and Lederer'. The Fear of Women (1968) 
make similar arguments. 
6. Barry, op. cit. [Ric!h'. note]. [A.R., 1986: See 
also Kathleen Barry, Charlotte Bunch, and Shirley 
Castley, eds., International Femi"ism: Networking 
.. ga;ns! Fern .. l .. Sexual Slav .. ry (New York: Inter
national Women'. Tribune Center, 1984).] 
7. Barry, p. 33 [Rich'. note]. 
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out of rural poverty in Latin AITlerica or Southeast Asia, or the providing of 
maiso1ZS d'abattage8 for ITligrant workers in the eighteenth arrondisseITlent of 
Paris. Instead of "blaITling the victim" or trying to diagnose her presumed 
pathology, Barry turns her floodlights on the pathology of sex colonization 
itself, the ideology of "cultural sadism" represented by the pornography 
industry and by the overall identification of women primarily as "sexual 
beings whose responsibility is the sexual service of men."9 

Barry delineates what she naITles a "sexual dOITlination perspective" 
through whose lens sexual abuse and terrorism of women by men has been 
rendered almost invisible by treating it as natural and inevitable. FroITl its 
point of view, WOITlen are expendable as long as the sexual and emotional 
needs of the male can be satisfied. To replace this perspective of dOITlination 
with a universal standard of basic freedoITl for women from gender-specific 
violence, froITl constraints on ITloveITlent, and froITl ITlale right of sexual and 
emotional access is the political purpose of her book. Like Mary Daly in 
G)'a/Ecology, Barry rejects structuralist and other cultural-relativist ration
alizations' for sexual torture and anti-woITlan violence. In her opening chap
ter, she asks of her readers that they refuse all handy escapes into ignorance 
and denial. "The only way we can COITle out of hiding, break through our 
paralyzing defenses, is to know it all-the full extent of sexual violence and 
dOITlination of WOITlen .... In k1wlAling, in facing directly, we can learn to 
chart our course out of this oppression, by envisioning and creating a world 
which will preclude sexual slavery."2 

"Until we name the practice, give conceptual definition and forITl to it, 
illustrate its life over tiITle and in space, those who are its ITlost obvious 
victiITlS will also not be able to naITle it or define their experience." 

But WOITlen are all, in different ways and to different degrees, its victims; 
and part of the probleITl with naming and conceptualizing feITlale sexual 
sla\'ery is, as Barry clearly sees, COITlpulsory heterosexuality.3 Compulsory 
heterosexuality siITlplifies the task of the procurer and pimp in world-wide 
prostitution rings and "eros centers," while, in the privacy of the hOITle, it 
leads the daughter to "accept" incest/rape by her father, the mother to deny' 
that it is happening, the battered wife to stay on with an abusive husband. 
"Befdending or love" is a major tactic of the procurer, whose job it is to turn 
the runaway or the confused young girl over to the pimp for seasoning. The'"' . 
ideology of heterosexual romance, beamed at her from childhood out of fairy 
tales, television, filITls. advertising, popular songs, wedding pageantry, is a 
tool ready to the procurer's hand and one which he does not hesitate to use, 
as Barry docuITlents. Early feITlale indoctrination in "Iove" as an einotion ITlay 
be largely a Western concept: but a ITlore universal ideology concerns the 
primacy and uncontrollability of a ITlale sexual drive. This is one of ITlany 
insights offered by Barry's work: 

S. Hous,.. for beating or battering {Frenchl. The 
18th Hrrondissement is a district where many 
AIgerian~ and other North African iml1li~rants to 
Fnll1C(, live. 
9. Barry, p. 103 [Rich's note]. 
]. Structural anthropology in Inosl cases tries to 
he ,"aluc-neutraJ. simply describin~ the practices 
and structures of various cultures, ,~!ithout claim
ing anyone culture is superior to anothel" 01" nlor-

ally reprehenSible in some way. 
2. Barry, p. 5 [Rich's note]. 
3. Ibid., p. 100 [Rich's note]. 

[A.R .• 1986: This statement has been taken as 
claiining that flail women are: victims" purely and 
simply, or that "all heterosexuality equals sexual 
slavery." I would say, rather, that all women are 
affected. though differently, by dehumanizing atti
tudes and practices directed at women as a group.] 
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internalizing the values of ·the colonizer and· actively· participating; in 
carrying out the colonization ·of one's s.elf and one's. sex .. '.' Male iden~ 
tification is. the act whereby women pla~e men above women, including 
themselves, in credibility, status,.ahd importance in most situations, 
regardless of the comparative quality the women may bring to the situ
ation. T. , Interaction with women is seen as a lesser form, of relating on 
every .Ievel. 6 

What deserves further exploration is thedoublethiqk mahY womenerigage 
in and frtihi which no Woman is permimently'aiid utterly' free: Howev~r 
woman-to-woman relationships, female support networks; a female arid ferri
inist value system are relied on and cherished, indoctrination in male 
credibility a~~ status can still cr:eate synapses in. thought •. denial of feeling, 
wishful thinking, a profound sexual and intellectual confusion,7 I quote here 

! . • ~ I ' • • 

4. Ibid., p. 21!i [Rich's note). 
5. Ibid., p. 140 [Rich's note). 
6. Ibid., p. 172 [RIch's note). . 
7. Elsewhere 1 have suggested that male Identifi
cation has been a powerful . source of white 
women's racism and that It has often been women 

already seen as "disloyal" to male codes and sys
tems who have actIvely battled against It (Adiienne 
Rich, "Disloyal to CIvilization: Feminism, Racism, 
Gynephobl,,;,' In 0.. Lies, Sec .... ts, and SIIBflCe: 
Selected Prose,' 1966-1978 [New York: W. W. 
Norlon, 1979)) [Rich's note). 
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from a letter I received the day I was writing this passage: "I have had very 
bad relationships with men-I am now in the midst of a very painful sepa
ration. I am trying to find my strength through women-without my friends, 
I could no!: survive." How many times a day do women speak words like these 
or think them or write them, and how often does,the synapse reassert itself? 

Barry summarizes her findings: 

Considering the arrested sexual development that is understood to be 
normal iJ;l the male population, and considering the numbers of men 
who are pimps, procurers, members of slavery gangs, corriipt officials 
participating in this traffic, owners, operators, employees ofhrothels and 
lodging' and entertainment facilities, pornography purveyors, associated 
with prostitution prostitution, wife beaters, child molesters, incest per
petrators, johns (tricks) and rapists, one cannot but he momentarily 
stunned by the enormous male population engaging in female sexual 
slavery. The huge number of men engaged in these practices should be 
cause for declaration of an international emergency, a crisis in sexual 
violence. But what should be cause for alarm is instead accepted as 
normal sexual intercourse.s 

Susan Clivin, in a rich and provocative, if highly speculative, dissertation, 
suggests that patriarchy becomes possible when the original female band, 
which includes children but ejects adolescent males, becomes invaded and 
outnumbered by males; that not patriarchal marriage, but the rape of the 
mother by the son, becomes the first act of male domination. The entering 
wedge, or leverage, which allows this to happen is not just a simple change 
in sex ratios; it is also the mother-child bond,manipulated by 'adolescent 
males in order to remain within the matrix past the age of exClusion. Mater
nal affection is used to establish male right of sexual access,'which, however, 
must ever after be held by force {or through control of consciousness)since 
the original 'deep adult bonding is that of woman for ""oman.9 I find this 
hypothesis extremely suggestive, since one form of false consciousness which 
serves compulsory heterosexuality is the maint~,nance of a mother-son rela
tionship between women and men; including the demand that women pro
vide maternal' sol~ce, nonjudgmental nurturing,and, comp'as~ion for their 
harassers, rapists, and battenirs (as well as 'for men who passively va~rize 
them). ' , 

But whatever its origins, when we look hard and clearly at the extent and 
elaboration cif measures designed to keep women within a male sexual pur
lieu, it becomes an inescapable question whether the issue feminists have 
to address is not simyle "gender inequality" nor the domination of culture 
by males nor mere "taboos against'homosexuality,'"but the enforcement of 
hetero'se?,u'ality for women as a means of ,assuring maie right of physical, 
economic, and emotional access. 1 One of many means of enforcement is, of 
course, the rendering invisible of the lesbian possibility, an engulfed conti
nent which rises fragmentedly into view from time to time only to become 

8, Barry. p, 220 [Rich'~ note), 
9. Sussn Gavin. "Lesbian Origins" (Ph,D. dl .... 
Rutgers UniverSity. 1978). unpublished. chap. 6 
[Rlch's note). [A.R .• 1986: This dissertation was 
recently published as Lesbian Origins (San Fran
cisco: Ism Press. 1986).) 
I. For my perception of heterosexuality as on eco-

nomic institution I am Indebted to Llsa Leghorn 
and Katherlne Parker'. who allowed me to read the 
unpubli!~hed maituscriptof their book Woman'. 
Wore": SexUal EcOnomics and t"e World o/Women 
(London and Boston:' Routledge and Kegan Paul. 
1981) [Rich's note). 
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submerged again. Feminist research and theory that contribute to lesbian 
invisibility or marginality are actually working against the liberation and 
empowerment of wOmen as a group.2 The assumption that "most women ar~ 
innately heterosexual" stands as a theoretical and political stumbling block 
for feminism. It remains a tenable assumption partly because lesbian exis
tence has been written out of history or catalogued under disease, partly 
because it has been treated as exceptional rather ,than intrinsic, partly 
because to acknowledge that for women heterosex1-lality m~y riot be a "pref
erence" at all but something that has had to be imposed, managed, organized, 
propagandized, and maintained by force is an immense step to take if you 
consider yourself freely and "innately" heterosexual. Yet the failure to exam
ine heterosexuality as, an institution is like failing to admit that the economic 
system called capitalism or the caste system of racism is maintained by a 
variety of forces, including both physical violence and false consciousness.~ 
To take the step of questioning heterosexuality as a "preference" tu: "choice" 
for women-and to do the intellectual and emotional work that foIlows
will call for a special quality of courage in heterosexually identified feminists, 
but I think the rewards will be great: a freeing-up of thinking, the exploring 
of new paths, the shattering of another great' silence, new clarity in personal 
relationships. 

III 

I have chosen to use the terms lesbian existence and, lesbian~~ntin~um 
because the word lesbianis~ :has a clinical and limiting rin~; Lesbta~ extst_n~.e 
suggests both the fact of tile historical presence of lesbians and our contin
uing creation of the meaning of that existence. I. mean the term lesbian 
continuum to include a range-:-thrQugh each woman's life and throughou~ 
history-of woman-ide,htified experience, not simply the fact that a woman 
has had' or consciously d~~ired ,genitalsexuaI' experience wi~1i another 
woman. If we expand it to embrace many mpre forms of primary intens~ty 
between and among women, including the sharing of a rich inner life, the 
bonding against male tyranny"the giving and receiving of practical and politi
cal support, if we can also hear, it in such associations as marriage resistance 
and the "haggard" ,.behavior identified by MaryDaly {obsolete meanings: 
"intractable," "willful," "wanton," and "unchastei" "a woman reluctant to 
yield to wooing") ,4 we begin to grasp breadths of female history and psy-

2. I would suggest t/t"i: lesbian existence has been 
most recognized and tolerated where It has resem
bled a "deviant" version of heterosexuality-e.g., 
where lesbians have, like Stein and Toklaoi, played 
heterosexual roles (or seemed to in public) and 
have been chiefly identified with male culture. See 
also Claude E. Schaeffer, ''The Kuteral Female 
Berdache: Courier, Guide, Prophetess and War
rior," EI.hHOhistory 12, no. 3 (summer 1965):.\ 93-
236. (Berdache: "an individual of a definite phys
Iological sex [m. or f.J who assumes the role and 
status of the opposite sex and who. is viewed 1!y the 
community as being of one sex physiologically but 
as having assumed the role and .tatus or-the oppo
site sex" [Schaeffer. p.231J.) Lesbian existence 
ha. also been relegated to an upper-c1a.s phenom-

enon, an eUte decadence (as In the fasdna.lion with 
Paris salon lesbians such as Ren4!e Vlvien and 
Natalie Cllfford Barney), to the obscuring of .uch 
"common women" as. Judy Grahn depicts in her 
The Work of .. Common Wo ..... " (Oakland, Callf.: 
Diana Press, 1978) and True to Life Adve"ture Sto
ries (Oakland,. Calif.l Diana Press, 1978) [Rich's 
notel. Stein and Toklas: the American writer Ger
trude Stein (1874-1946) lived from 1909 on with 
AUce B. Toklas (1877-1967), who in many 
respects acted like the "wife" of B "genius."; 
3. A Marxist term referring to an individual'. ten
dency to view reality In ways congruent with the 
Intere.ts of the dominant orthodoxy rather than In 
ways that reflect his or her own «;Ia .. Interest. 
4. Daly, Gyn./ Ecology, p. 15 [Rich's notel· 
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chology which have lain out of reach as a consequence of limited, mostly 
clinical, definitions of lesbianism. 

Lesbian existence compl"ises both the breaking of a taboo and the rejection 
of a compulsory way of life. It is also a direct or indirect attack on male right 
of' access to women. But it is more than these, although we may first begin 
to perceive it as a fm"m of naysaying to patriarchy, an act of resistance. It 
has. of course, included isolation, self-hatred, breakdown, alcoholism, sui
cide. and intrawoman violence: we romanticize at our peril what it means to 
love and act against the grain, and under heavy penalties; and lesbian exis
tence has been lived (unlike, say. Jewish or Catholic existence) without 
access to any knowledge of a tradition, a continuity, a social underpinning. 
The destruction of records and memorabilia and letters documenting the 
realities of lesbian existence must be taken very seriously as a means of 
keeping heterosexuality compulsory for women, since what has been kept 
from our knowledge is joy. sensuality, courage, and community, as well as 
guilt, self-betrayal, and pain.' 

Lesbians have historically been deprived of a political existence through 
"inclusion" as female versions of male homosexuality. To equate lesbian exis
tence with male homosexuality because each is stigmatized is to erase female 
reality once again. Part of the history of lesbian existence is, obviously, to be 
found where lesbians, lacking a coherent female community, have shared a 
kind of social life and common cause with homosexual men. But there are 
diffel"ences: women's lack of economic and cultural privilege relative to men; 
qualitative differences in female and male relationships--.,;...for example, the 
patterns of anonymous sex among male homosexuals, and the pronounced 
ageism in male homosexual standards of sexual attractiveness. I perceive the 
lesbian experience as being, like motherhood, a profoundly female experi
ence, with particular oppressions, meanings, and potentialities we cannot 
comprehend as long as we simply bracket it with other sexually stigmatized 
existences. Just as the term pare11ting serves to conceal the particular and 
significant reality of being a parent who is actually a mother, the term gay 
may serve the purpose of blurring the very outlines we need to discern, which" 
are of crucial value for feminism and for the freedom of women as a group.6 

:\s the term lesbian has been held to limiting, clinical associations in is. " 
patriarchal definition. female friendship and comradeship have been set 
apan from the erotic, thus limiting the erotic itself. But as we deepen and 
broaden the range of what "ve define as lesbian existence, as we delineate a 
leshian continuum, we begin to discover the erotic in female terms: as that 
which is unconfined to any single part of the body or solely to the body itself; 
as an energy not only diffuse but. as Audre Lorde has described it, omni
present in "the sharing of joy. whether physical, emotional, psychic," and in 

:;. '·1 n ~, hostile world in which wOInen are not sup
posed to survive except in relation with und in sel"V
it.:e to Inell, entire communities of wOInen are 
simply erased. History tends to bury what it seeks 
tn '"<'ject" (Blanche W. Cook, .. '''Vomen Alone Stir 
1\"1)' Imagination': Lesbianism and (he Cultural 
'n·adilioll." Sigfls:}ourflol o!'volnen;1I C"ll,u'ea",d 
Society~. no. 4 {summer 1979}: 719-~O). The Le.
biUl' I '''''story Archives in New l'OI"k City is one 
attelllpt (Cl IJl"e~erve conternporary d()cuments on 
JC'!i:biull ('xistence-8 project of enorl11ous value 
and IlH';.lninlit. ,vorking against tilt> continuing ('en~ 

sorship and obliteration of relationships, networks, 
communities in other archives and elsewhere in 
the culture [Rich's note)" 
6. [A.R., 1986: The shared historical and spiritual 
"crossover" fun(·tfons of lesbians and gay men in 
cultures past and present are traced by Judy Grahn 
in Another Moth"r Tongue: Gay Words, Gay Worlds 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1984).1 now think we have 
much to learn hoth from the uniquely female 
aspects of lesbian existence and from the comple"~ 
"gay" identity we share with gay men.]. 
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the sharing of work; as the empowering joy which "makes us less willing to 
accept powerlessness, or those other supplied states of being which are not 
native to me, such as resignation, despair, self-effacement, depression, self
denial."7 In an'other context, writing of women and work, I quoted the auto
biographical passage in which the poet H.D. described how her friend Bry
herB supported her in persisting with the visionary experience which was to 
shape her mature work: 

I knew that this experience, this writing-on-the-wall before me, could 
not be shared with anyone except the girl who stood so bravely there 
beside me. This girl said without hesitation, "Go on." It was she really 
who had the detachment and integrity of the Pythoness of Delphi. But 
it was I, battered and dissociated ... who was'seeing the pictures, and 
who was reading the writing or granted'lhe inner visiori. Or perhaps, in 
some sense, we were "seeing" it together, foI' without her, a4mittedly, I 
could not have gone on.9 . 

If we consider the possibility that all women-from the infant suckling at 
her mother's breast, to the grown woman experiencing orgasmic sensations 
while suckling her own child, perhaps recalling her mother's milk smell in 
her own, to two women, like Virginia WooIrs Chloe and Olivia, who share 
a laboratory,! to the woman dying at ninety, touched and handled by 
women-exist on a lesbian continuum, we can see ourselves as moving in 
and out of this continuum, whether we. identify ourselves as lesbian or not. 

We can then connect aspects of woman identification as diverse as the 
impudent, intimate girl friendships of eight or nine year olds and the banding 
together of those women of the twelfth and fifteenth centuries known as 
Beguines who "shared houses, rented to one another, bequeathed houses t-;> 
their room-mates ... in cheap subdivided houses in the artisahs' area of 
town," who "practiced Christian virtue on their own, dressing and living 
simply and not ass,?ciating with men," who earned th~ir livings as spinsters, 
bakers, nurses, or ran schools for young girls, and who managed-until the 
Church forced them to disperse-to live independent both of marriage and 
of conventual restrictions.2 It allows us to connect these women with the 
more celebrated "Lesbians" of the women's schbol;around Sapph0 3 of the 
seventh century B.C., with women the secret sororities and economic net
works reported among African women, and with, the Chinese marriage
resistance sisterhoods-communities of women who refused marriage or 
who, if married, often refused to consummate their ma~riages an~ soon left 
their husbands, the only women in China who were not footbound and who, 
Agnes Smedley4 tells us, welcomed the births of daughters' and organized· 

7. Audre Lorde, "Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic ". 
Power," In St,ter Outsider (Trumansburg, N.Y.: 
Crossing Press, 1984) [Rich's notel. 
8. English writer, born Winlfred Ellerman (1894-
1983). who lived with H.D. (Hilda Doolittle, 
1886-1961) for much of the 19:i0. to 1940.; a 
wealthy woman, she supported the American poet 
financially al well al emotionally. 
9. Adrlenne Rich, "Condltlonl for Workl The 
Common World of Women," In Ott LIft, S,cr.u. 
"nd sn,"!:., p. 2091 H.D., Trilmt. to Frnd 
(OIcfordl Carcanet, 1971), pp. 50-54 [Rlch'lnote). 
Pythone.. of DelphI: oracular prlestes. of the 
Greek god Apollo. 

I. Woo If, A Room of One's Own, p. 126 [Rich's 
note). 
2.· Gracla Clark, ."The· Begulnes, A Mediaeval 
Women's Community," Quest: A Feminist Quar
terly I. no. 4 (1975), 73-80·[Rlch's notel. 
3. Greek lyric 'poet (b. ca. 61Z a.c.E.) who lived 
On the Island of Lesbos. Because lome of Sappho'. 
poems ellprelllove for women, both ,.,,,,,," and 
SI'p'phlc are uled to refer to feniale honioI8llUaJl9" 
(The tradition thlt ihe hid I "Ichool" I1 not reil· 
able.) 
4. American JoumaUlt(l892-1950), whcl:lpent 
much time In and wrote about China. 
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successful women's strikes in the silk mills.' It allows us to connect and 
compare disparate individual instances of marriage resistance: for example, 
the strategies. available to Emily Dickinson, a nineteenth-century white 
woman genius, with the strategies available to Zora Neale Hurston, a twen
tieth-century Black woman genius. Dickinson never married, had tenuous 
intellectual friendships with men, lived self-convented in her genteel father's 
house in Amhe'rst, and wrote a lifetime of passionate letters to her sister-in
law Sue Gilbert and a smaller group of such letters to her friend Kate Scott 
Anthon. Hurston married twice but soon left each husband, scrambled her 
way from Florida to Harlem to Columbia University to Haiti and finally back 
to Florida, moved in and out of white patronage and poverty, professional 
success, and failure; her survival relationships were all with women, begin
ning with her mother. Both of these women in their vastly different circum
stances were marriage resisters, committed to their own work and selfhood, 
and were later characterized as "apolitical." ~oth were drawn to men ofintel
lectual quality;' for both of them women provided the ongoing fascination 
and sustenance of life. 

If we think of heterosexuality as the natural emotional and sexual incli
nation for women, lives such as these are seen as deviant, as pathological, 
or as emotionally and sensuaJly deprived. Or, in more recent and permissive 
jargon, they are banalized as "life styles." And the work of such women, 
whether merely the daily work of individual or collective survival and resis
tance or the work of the writer, the activist, the reformer, the anthropologist, 
or the artist-the work of self-creation-is undervalued, or seen as the bitter 
fruit of "penis envy" or the sublimation of repressed eroticism or the mean
ingless rant of'a "man-hater." But when we turn the lens of vision and con
sider the degree to which and the methods whereby heterosexual 
"preference" has actually been imposed on women, not only can we under
stand differently the meaning of individual lives and work, but we can begin 
to recognize a central fact of women's history: that women have always 
resisted male tyranny. A feminism of action, often though not always without 
a theory, has constant1y re-emerged in every culture and in every period. We 
can then begin to 'study women's struggle against powerlessness, women's 
radical rebellion, not just in male-defined "concrete revolutionary situa
tions"6 but in all the situations male ideologies have not perceived a~evo
lutionary-for example, the refusal of some women to produce children, 
aided at great risk by other women;? the refusal to produce a higher standard 
of living and l~isure for men (Leghom and Parker show how both are part 
of women's unacknowledged, unpaid, and ununionized economic contribu-

5. See Denlse Paulm~, ed.; Women of Tropical 
Africa (Berkeley: Univeroity of California Prcss, 
1963), pp. 7, Z66-67. Some of these sororities are 
descrihed as "a kind of deFensive syndicate against 
the male element," their aims heing Ilto offer con
certed resistance to Bn oppressive patriarchate," 
"'ndependence In relation to one's husband and 
with regard to motherhood, mutual aid, Ratl.fac
tlon of portlonal revenge." See als" Audre Lorde, 
"ScratchlnB the Surface. Some Notes on Barrlertl 
In Women and Lovlnll," In SkIer O"Uld,r, pp. 45-
52; MaJjorle Topley, "Marrlalle Resistance fn Rural 
Kwanllluns." In Women In Chinese Society, ed. M. 
Wolf nnd R. Wltke (StBnford, Calif.: StBnford Uni
versity Press, 1978), pp. 67-89; Agnes Smedley, 

Portrai" of Chinese Women in Revolution, ed. J. 
MacKinnon !lnd S. MacKinnon (Old West bury, 
N.Y.: Feminist Press, 1976), pp. 103-10 [Rich'. 
note). 
6. See Rosalind Petchesky, "Dissolving the 
Hyphen: A Report on Marxist-Feminist Groups 1-
5," In Ca,ltalist Patriarchy and tM C"", for Social
Ist Feminism, ed. Z1llah Elsen.teln (New York: 
Monthly Review Preu, 1979), p.387 [Rich's 
notal. 
7. jA,R., 19861 Sca Anpla Davll, Won"n, Rllee, 
IIn CIIUI (New York: Random Houle, 1911 I), 
p. 102; Orlanilo Pattertlon, Slavery IIml Social 
Dlllllh: A Companollve Sludy (Combrldlle: HUl'Yard 
University Press, 198Z), p. 133.) 
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tion). We can no longer have patience with Dinnerstein's view that women 
have simply collaborated with men in the ','sexual arrangements" of history. 
We begin to observe behavior, both in history and in individual biography, 
that has hitherto been invisible or misnamed, behavior which often consti
tutes, given the limits of the counterforce exerted in a given time and place, 
radical rebellion. And we can connect these rebellions and the necessity for 
them with the physical passion of woman for woman which is central to 
lesbian existence: the erotic sensuality which has been, precisely, the most 
violently erased fact of female experience. 

.. .. .. 
IV 

Woman identification is a,source of energy, a potential springhead of female 
power, curtailed and contained under the institution of heterosexuality. The 
denial of reality and visibility to women's passion for women, women's choice 
of women as allies, life companions, and community, the forcing of such 
relationships into dissimulation and their disintegration under iIltense pres
sure have meant an incalculable loss to the power of all women to change 
the social relations of the sexes, to liberate ourselves and each other. The lie of 
compulsory female heteroseXuality today afflicts not just feminist scholar
ship, but every profession, every reference work, every curriculum, every 
organizing attempt, every relationship or conversation over which it hovers. 
It creates, specifically, a profound falseness, hypocrisy, and hysteria in the 
heterosexual dialogue, for every heterosexual relationship is lived in the 
queasy strobe light of that lie. However we choose to identify ourselves, 
however we find ourselves labeled, it flickers across and distorts our lives. s 

The lie keeps numberless women psychologically trapped, trying to fit 
mind, spirit, and sexuality into a prescribed script because they cannot look 
beyond the paramete'ts of the acceptable. It pulls on the energy of such 
women even as it d~ains the energy of "closeted" lesbians-the energy 
exhausted in the double life. The lesbian trapped in the "clo'set," the woman 
imprisoned in prescriptive ideas of the "normal" share the pain of blocked 
options, broken c~nnections, lost access to self-definition freely and pow-
erfully assumed. ' 

The lie is many,Jayered. In Western tradition, one layer-the romantic
asserts that women are inevitably, even if rashly and tragically, drawn tomen; 
that even when that attraction is suicidal (e.g., Tristan and Isolde, Kate Cho
pin's The Awakening), 9 it is still an organic imperative. In the tradition of the 
social sciences it asserts that primary love between the sexes is "normal"; 
that women need men as social and economic protectors, for adult sexuality, 
and for psychological completion; that the heterosexually constituted family 
is the basic social unit; that women who do not attach their primary intensity 
to men must be, in functional terms, condemned to an even more devastating 
outsiderhood than their outsiderhood as women. Small wonder that lesbians 
are reported to be a more hidden population than male homosexuals. The 

8, See Russell and van de Yen, p. 40: "Few het
erosexual women realize their lack of free choice 
about their sexuality, and a few realiz.e how Bnd 
why compulsory heterosexuality is also a crime 
ap.:ainst them" [Rich's note]. 
9, The Awakening (1899), by the American fiction 

writer Chopin (1851-1904), records the heroine's 
sexual awakening through an adulterous liaison 
and ends with her suicide. Trbea" And loalde: the 
1859 opera by Richard Wagner, with its celebra
tory mingling of love and death, retells the medi
eval legend of a doomed adulterous love, 
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Black lesbian-feminist critic Lorraine Bethel, writing on Zora Neale Hurston, 
remarks that for a Black woman-already twice an outsider-to choose to 
assume still another "hated identity" is problematic indeed. Yet the lesbian 
continuum has been a life line for Black women both in Mrica and the 
United States. 

Black women have a long tradition of bonding together ... in a Blackl 
women's community that has been a source of vital survival information. 
psychic and emotional support for us. We have a distinct Black woman
identified folk culture based on our experiences as Black women in this 
society; symbols, language and modes of expression that are specific to 
the realities of our lives .... Because Black women were rarely among 
those Blacks and females who gained access to literary and other 
acknowledged forms of artistic expression, this Black female bonding 
and Black woman-identification has often been hidden and unrecorded 
except in the individual lives of Black women through our own memories 
of our particulal' Black female tradition. I 

Another layer of the lie is the frequently encountered implication that 
women turn to women out of hatred for men. Profound skepticism, caution, 
and righteous paranoia about men may indeed be part of any healthy 
woman's response to the misogyny of male-dominated culture, to the forms 
assumed by "normal" male sexuality, and to the failure even of "sensitive" or 
"political" men to perceive or find these troubling. Lesbian existence is also 
represented as mere refuge from male abuses, rather than as an electric and 
empowering charge between women. One of the most frequently quoted 
literary passages on lesbian relationship is that in which Colette's2 Renee. in 
TI,e Vagabond, describes "the melancholy and touching image of two weak 
creatures who have perhaps found shelter in each other's arms, there to sleep 
and weep, safe from man who is often cruel, and there to taste better than 
an}' pleasure, the bitter happiness of feeling themselves akin, frail a,~dforgotten 
[emphasis added]."3 Colette is often considered a lesbian writer. Her popular 
reputation has, I think. much to do with the fact that she writes about lesbian 
existence as if for a male audience; her earliest "lesbian" novels, the Claudine 
series, were written under compulsion for her husband and published und~ . 
both their names. At all events, except for her writings on her mother, Colette 
is a less reliable source on the lesbian continuum than, I would think, Char
lotte Bronte," who understood that while women may, indeed must, be one 
another's allies. mentors. and comforters in the female struggle for survival, 
thel'e is quite extraneous delight in each other's company and attraction to 
each others' minds and character. which attend a recognition of each others' 
strengths. 

By the same token, we can say that there is a nascent feminist political 

1. Lorraine Bethel, I1 'This Infinit)t of Conscious 
Pain', Zora Neale Hurston and the Black Female 
Lile"<lr" Tradition," In All the H'o",ell .4.re H;1';le . 
.'1.11 rile 'B/aclu .4re Men, But Some of Vs Are Bmve, 
eel. Gloria T. Hull, Patrlcia Bell Scott, and Barbara 
Smith (Old Westbury, N.Y.: Feminist Press, 1982), 
1'1'. 1 ';'6-88 [Rich's note]. 
2. Pen name of Sldonle GabrieJle Claudine 
Colelle (1873-1954), prolific French novelist; TIle 
\'.'8ubond was published In 1910. 
3. Doro[hy Dillnerstein, the most recent writer to 
quote this passage. adds onlinously: "BUL what has 

to be added to her account Is that these 'women 
enlaced' are sheltering each other not just from 
what men want to do to them, but also from what 
they want to do to each other" (Dinnerstein, The 
Mermaid and the Mino",ur: Sext,al Arra"sel1aenu 
and the Human J\.falalse [New York: Harper and 
Row, 1976], p, 103). The fact is, however, that 
woman·lo·woman violence is a minute grain in the 
universe of male-against.female vioience perpetu· 
ated and rationalized in every social institution 
[Rich's note]. 
4. English novelist (1816-1855). 



1780 / AORIENNE RICH 

content in the act of choosing a woman lover or life partner in the face of 
institutionalized heterosexuality.5 But for lesbian existence to realize this 
political content in an ultimately liberating form·, the erotic ·choice must 
deepen and expand into conscious woman identification-into lesbian fem
inism. 

The work that lies ahead, of unearthing and describing what I ca)) here 
"lesbian existence," is potentia))y liberating for all women: It is work that 
must assuredly move beyond the limits of white and middle-class Western 
Women's Studies to examine women's lives, work, and groupings within 
every racial, ethnic, and political structure. There are differences, moreover, 
between "lesbian existence" and the "lesbian'continuum," differences we can 
discern even in the movement of our 0""," lives. The lesbian continuum, I 
suggest, needs delineation in light of the' i'double life" of women, not only 
women self-descrihed as heterosexual but also. of self-described lesbians. We 
need a far more exhaustive account of the forms the double life has assumed. 
Historians need to ask at every point how h~terosexuality as institution has 
been organized and maintained through the female wage scale, the enfotce
ment of middle-class women's "leisure," the glamorization of so-called sexual 
liberation, the withholding of education from women, the imagery of "high 
art" and popular culture, the mystification of the "personal" sphere, and 
much else. We need an economics which comprehends the institution of 
heterosexuality, with its doubled workload for women and its sexual divisions 
of labor, as the most idealized of economic re-lations. 

The question inevitably will arise: Are we then to condemn all heterosexual 
relationships, including those which are least oppressive? I believe this ques
tion, though often heartfelt, is the wrong question here. We have been sta))ed 
in a maze of false dichotomies which prevents our apprehending the insti
tution as a whole: "good" versus "bad" marriages; "marriage for love" versus 
arranged marriage; "liberated" sex versus prostitution; heterosexual inter
course versus rape; Liebeschmerz6 versus humiliation and dependency. 
Within the institution exist, of course, qualitative differences of experience; 
but the absence of choice remains the great unacknowledged reality, and in 
the absence of choice, women will remain dependent upon the chance or 
luck of particular relationships and will have no collective power to deter
mine the meaning and place of sexuality in their Iives .. As we address .the 
institution itself, moreover, we begin to perceive. a history of female resis
tance which has never fu))y understood itself because it has been so frag
mented, miscalled, erased. It will require a courageous. grasp of the politics 

. and economics, as well as the cultural propaganda, of heterosexuality to carry 
us beyond individual cases or diversified group situations into the complex 
kind of overview needed to undo the power men everywhere wield over 
women, power which has become a model for every other form of exploitation 
and illegitimate control. . 

1980, 1986 

5, Conversation with Blanche W_ Cook, New York 
City, March j 919lRlch's note]. . . 

6. The sorrow or pain of. love ·(German). 
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]n the wake of g]obal realignments after World War 11, many African, Asian, and 
other countries sought political independence from European colonial rule. The 
struggle for cultural recognition was an important part of this political process, and 
the 1960s and 1970s witnessed a profusion of writing from formerly colonial cultures. 
Arguably the most prominent African writer of his generation, Chinua Achebe 
brought to the English-speaking world highly regarded novelistic portraits of Nigeria. 
Alongside his fiction, he has also published influential criticism exposing colonialist 
biases in English fiction and criticism and arguing for an indigenous Mrican litera
ture. Indicting the view of Africa in Joseph Conrad's classic Heart of Darkness (1902) 
as a reflection of European racist assumptions of the "darkness" or inferiority of 
Africans, Achebe's "]mage of Africa: Racism in Conrad's Heart of Darkness" (I977) 
is a touchstone of anticolonialist-or what has come to be called postcolonial
criticism. 

Born in the village of Ogidi in eastern Nigeria, Achebe experienced the world of 
colonialism firsthand. Nigeria was a construction of European colonial powers; its 
disparate African tribes and territories were placed under British control from 1906 
until 1960, when it achieved independence. His father was a churchman in an evan
gelical Protestant mission, but as a boy Achebe was also exposed to traditional Igbo 
culture. He was selected to attend a prestigious colonial secondary school, the Gov
ernment College at Umuahia, and in 1948 went on to receive his undergraduate 
training at the newly formed University College in Ibadan, then an affiliate of the 
University of London. After graduating in 1953, he worked as a producer for the 
Nigerian Broadcasting Company, later founding and directing the Voice of Nigeria 
from 1961 to 1966. 

Achebe caught the attention of the literary world with the publication of his first 
novel, Things Fall Apart (1958). Depicting traditional Igbo culture and its clash with 
European culture, it has been an international success, translated into nearly fifty 
languages and selling millions of copies. Achebe became a senior research fellow at 
the University of. Nigeria in 1967, a professor of English in 1976, and professor 
emeritus in 1985. He has taught at various U.S. schools, including the University·of 
Massachusetts, the University of Virginia, UCtA, and Bard College, and has won 
numerous prizes and honors. He has also been actively involved in publishing ven
tures to promote African writing; most notably, from 1962 through 1987 he.-JIV8s 
founding editor of the British publisher Heinemann's African Writers Series, which 
has issued several hundred titles. In addition, Achebe has been an outspoken public 
figure, especially duringphe Nigerian Civil War (1967-70), when he supported the 
independence of Biafra from the Nigerian federation. 

Achebe's fiction and criticism present, as one African critic notes, "exemplary texts 
of nationalist contestatiol). of colonialist myths and distortions of Africans and Mrica." 
Achebe himself, in his influential essay "Colonialist Criticism" (I975), shows how 
colonialist biases permeate even sophisticated critical commentary on fiction repre
senting Mrica. This is the theme of "An Image of Africa," in which Achebe argues 
that Conrad's Heart of Darkness, however critical of the European imperialist mission, 
presents Africans as savage, subhuman, and incapable of speech. While allowing for 
the novel's artistry, he unequivocally condemns this view as "offensive and deplor
able." Significantly, he focuses much of his attack not on Conrad but on the critical 
position of Conrad's text in the Western canon as a masterpiece, a position largely 
forgiving of or blind to its racism. Thus its critical reception-up to the present day
unthinkingly perpetuates racist stereotypes. 

Although focused on the racism inherent in the specific case of Heart of Darkness, 
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Achebe's argument broaches large theoretical debates about the canon and about the 
moral and social values of art. It poses a difficult question: how should we respond 
to classic works that exhibit racist or other condemnable views? Achebe answers with 
an emphatic ethical judgment. In dismissing the aestheticist view that art is solely for 
art's sake or that we should merely appreciate and analyze the aesthetic or linguistic 
skill of a work, Achebe presupposes a social theory of art, holding that art reflects 
and propagates social views and values. He does not fully justify this position in ~'An 
Image of Mrica," but in a central early statement of his views, "The Novelist as 
Teacher" (1965), he underscores literature's pedagogical mission and its ethical and 
political responsibilities. 

Since its publication, "An Image of Africa" has set the terms of debate about one 
of the most read and taught books in the English curriculum. Some scholars maintain 
that Conrad disdainfully opposes European imperialism, which was at its height in 
1900, and exhibits sympathy for the plight of Mricans. Others argue that Heart of 
Darkness represents not a real Mrica but an allegory of an individual psychological 
descent or of a decontextualized battle between good and evil. Critics heeding Ach
ebe's angry battle cry find texts such as Heart of Darkness irretrievably flawed in their 
racism and limited in that they depict Mrica only through Western eyes. More mod
erate historicist critics have tried to mend fences; while agreeing that Heart of Dark
ness exhibits racist views, they point out that it represents relatively progressive views 
for its time and conclude that Conrad is not particularly blameworthy, noting that 
any condemnation would be unfairly based on anachronistic criteria. 

Beyond its impact on Conrad criticism, Achebe's denunciation of Conrad assumed 
a larger significance in the so-called culture wars of the 1980s and I 990s. Tradition
alists have taken it as a prime example of "political correctness," an attempt to impose 
moralistic and political standards on classic works of literature. They claim that 
canonical works exhibit high aesthetic value, proven by the test of time, and thus 
should be esteemed. On the other side, a range of theorists-postcolonial, Mrican 
American, feminist, queer, and so on-contest a literary canon that carries racist, 
orientalist, sexist, homophobic, and other negative values. This debate seems intrac
table, in part because both groups argue at cross-purposes; it is doubtful that a tra
ditionalist critic would advocate racism, or that a progressive critic would dispense 
with aesthetic appreciation. Rather, their disagreement rests on their differing theo
ries of art: tra~itionalist critics claim priority for formal aesthetic properties, while 
progressive critics claim priority for art's social-or in Achebe's terms, pedagogical
value. 

Along with the Kenyan novelist and critic NGUGI wA THIONG'O and others, Achebe 
has called for representations of imperialism to shift from European perspectives to 
the perspectives of those colonized. As he remarks in a 1989 interview, "The moment 
I realized in reading Heart of Darkness that I was not supposed to be part of Marlow's 
crew sailing down the Congo to a bend in the river, but I was one of those on the 
shore, jumping and clapping and making faces and so on, then I realized that was not 
me, and that that story had to be told again." This call, advocating a distinctive indig
enous voice to represent its own experience, has been influential for the developing 
field of postcolonial studies, as well as for Mrican American literature and criticism. 
Achebe's analysis of the West's imagination of Mrica as a negative projection of itself 
draws on the psychoanalytic model of colonialism proposed by FRANTZ FANON, which 
argues that European depictions of colonies as the "Other" are symptomatic of the 
West's own cultural neuroses. This analysis of the literary and cultural representation 
of non-Western cultures has received its fullest treatment in the work of EDWARD 
SAID, who labels Western projections onto the Eastern Other "Orientalism" (see 
below). In "An Image of Africa," Achebe simply calls it racism. 
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~. 

An Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad's Heart of Darkness) 

[n the fall of 1974 I was walking one day from the English Department at 
(he University of Massachusetts to a parking lot. It was a fine autumn morn
ing such as encouraged fdendliness to passing strangers. Brisk youngsters 
were hurrying in all directions, many of them obviously freshmen in their 
lirst flush of enthusiasm. An older man going the same way as I turned and 
remarked to me how very young they came these days. I agreed. Then he 
asked me if I was a student too. I said no, I was a teacher. What did I teach? 
;'\frican literature. Now that was funny, he said. because he knew a fellow 
\Vho taught the same thing. or pel'haps it was African history, in a certain 
community college not fm' from here. It always surprised him, he went on 

I. "his is an 81nended version of tht.· ~E"l'ond Chancellor's Lecture at the University of Massachusetts, 
,\mhcn.t, Febnlary ) 97C;: [Acheb,,',.. not(>~. 
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to say, because he never had thought of Mrica as having that kin~ of stuff, 
you know. By this time I was walking much faster. "Oh well," I heard him 
say finally, behind me: "I guess I have to take your course to find out." 

A few weeks later I received two very touching letters from high school 
children in Yonkers, New York, who-bless their teacher-had just read 
Things Fall Apart. 2 One of them was particularly happy to learn about the 
customs and superstitions of an Mrican tribe. 
. I propose' to draw from these rather trivial encounters rather heavy con
chisions which at first sight might seem somewhat out of proportion to them. 
But only, I hope, at first sight . 

. The young fellow from Yonkers, perhaps partly on account of his age, but 
I believe also for much deeper al\a .. more serious reasons, is obviously 
unaware that the life of his own tribesmen in Yonkers, New York, is full of 
odd customs and superstitions and, like everybody else in his culture, imag
ines that he needs a trip to Mrica to encounter those things. 

The other person being fully iny own age could not be excused on the 
grounds of his years. Ignorance might be a more likely reason; but here again 
I believe that something more wilful than a mere lack of information was at 
work. For did not that erudite British historian and Regius Professor at Oxford, 
Hugh Tre:vor-Roper,3 also pronounce that African history did not exist? 

If there is something in these utterances more than youthful inexperience, 
more than a lack of factual knowledge, what is it? Quite simply it is the 
desire-one might indeed say the need~in Western psychology to set Mrica 
up as a foil to Europe, as a place of negations at once remote and vaguely 
familiar, in comparison with which Europe's own state of spiritual grace will 
be manifest .. 

'. This need is not new; which should relieve us all of considerable respon
sibility and perhaps make us even willing to' look at this phenomenon dis
passionately. I have neither the wish nor the competence to embark on the 
exercise with the tools .of the social and biological sciences but do so more 
simply in the manner of a novelist respon.ding to one famous bo~k of Euro
pean fiction: Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darluiess, 4 which better than any other 
work that I know displays that Western. desire and need which I have just 
referred to. Of course there are whole libraries of books devoted to the same 
purpose but most of them are so obvious an"- so crude that few people worry 
about them today. Conrad, on the other hand, is undoubtedly one of the 
great stylists of modern fiction and a good story-teller into the bargain. His 
cO!'!tribution therefore falls automatically into a different class-permanent 
'literature-read and taught and constantly evaluated by serious academics. 
Heart of Darkness is indeed so secure today that a leading Conra~ scholar 
has numbered it "among the half-dozen greateat short novel a in the English 
language.'" Iwill return to this critical opinion in due course because it may 

2. Achebe's first Bnd best-known novel (published 
1958); it depicts a traditional Nigerian society from 
an African rather than EUropean perspective. 
3. English historian (b. 1914) known for his stud
ies of World War 11 and the Elizabethan period; 
formerly Reglus professor of modern history 
(1957-80). 
4. The ".,st-known work (I 902) ofConrad (J 857-

1924). the Polish-born English novelist. In It, a 
ship captain named' Marlow retells his Journey 
down the Congo River on behalf of a Belgian com
pany in search of their chief Ivory allent, Kurtz. 
5. Albert J. Guerard, introduction to Heart of 
Darkness and the Secret SJuJrer, by Jo.eph Conrad 
(New York: New American Library, 1950). p.9 
[Achebe's note). 
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seriously mod~fy my earlier suppositions about who mayor may not be guilty 
in some of the matters I will now raise. 

Heart of Darkness projects the image of Africa as "the other world," the 
antithesis of Europe and therefore of civilization, a place where man's 
vaunted intelligence and refinement are finally mocked by triumphant bes
tiality. The book opens on the River Thames, tranquil, resting peacefully "at 
the decline of day after ages of good service done to the race that peopled 
its banks."6 But the actual story will take place on the River Congo, the very 
antithesis of the Thames. The River Congo is quite decidedly not a River 
Emeritus. It has rendered no service and enjoys no old-age pension. We are 
told that "going up that river was like travelling back to the earliest beginning 
of the world." 

Is Conrad saying then that these two rivers are very different, one good, 
the other bad? Yes, but that is not the real point. It is not the differentness 
that worries Conrad but the lurking hint of kinship, of common ancestry. 
For the Thames too "has been one of the dark places of ihe earth." It con
quered its darkness, of course, and is now in daylight and at peace. But if it 
were to visit its primordial relative, the Congo, it would run the terrible risk 
of hearing grotesque echoes of its own forgotten darkness, and falling victim 
to an avenging recrudescence of the mindless frenzy of the first beginnings. 

These suggestive echoes comprise Conrad's famed evocation of the Afri
can atmosphere in Heart of Darkness. In the final consideration, his method 
amounts to no more than a steady, ponderous, fake-ritualistic repetition of 
two antithetical sentences, one about silence and the other about frenzy. We 
can inspeCt samples of this on pages 103 and 105 of the New American 
Library edition: (a) "It was the stillness of an implacable force brooding over 
an inscrutable intention" and (b) "The steamer toiled along slowly on the 
edge of a black and incomprehensible frenzy." Of course, there is a judicious 
change of adjective from time to time, so that instead of "inscrutable," for 
example, you might have "unspeakable," even plain "mysterious," etc., etc. 

The eagle-t!yed English critic F. R. Leavis7 drew attention long ago to Con
rad's "adjectival insistence upon inexpressible and incomprehensive mys
tery." That insistence must not be dismissed lightly, as many Conrad critics 
have tended to do, as a mere stylistic flaw; for it raises serious questions of 
artistic good fhith. When a writer while pretending to record scenes, ino.i
dents, and their impact is in reality engaged in inducing hypnotic stupor in 
his readers, through a bombardment of emotive words and other forms of 
trickery, much more has to be at stake than stylistic felicity. Generally, nor
mal readers are·well armed to detect and resist such underhand activity. But 
Conrad chose. his subJet;t well-one which was guaranteed not to put him 
in conflict with the psychological predisposition of his readers or raise the 
need for him to contend with their resistance. He chose the role of purveyor 
of comforting myths. 

The most interesting and revealing passages in Heart of Darkness are, how
ever, about people. I must crave the indulgence of my reader to.quote almost 
a whole page from about the middle of the story when representatives 

6. Conrad, p. 66' [Achebe's note]. 
7. Influential modern literary critic (1895-1 978}; 
the following ,(uotation is from The G,-eat Tradi-

tinn: George Eliot, Henry J_s, and Josep" Conrad 
(1948; reprint, New York: New York University 
Press, 1960), p. 177. 
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of Europe in a steamer going down the Congo encounter the denizens of 
Mrica: 

We were wanderers on a prehistoric earth, on an earth that wore the 
aspect of an unknown planet.· We could have fancied ourselves the first 
of men taking possession of an accursed inheritance, to be subdued at 
the cost of profound anguish and of excessive toil. But suddenly, as we 
struggled round a bend, there would be a glimpse of rush walls, of peaked 
grass-roofs, a burst of yells, a whirl of black limbs, a mass of hands 
clapping, of feet stamping, of bodies swaying, of eyes rolling, under the 
droop of heavy and motionless foliage. The steamer toiled along slowly 
on the edge of the black and incomprehensible frenzy. The prehistoric 
man was cursing us, praying to us, welcoming us-who could tell? We 
were cut off from. the comprehension of our surroundings; we glided 
past like phantoms, wondering and secretly appalled, as sane men would 
be before an enthusiastic outbreak in a madhouse. We could not under
stand because we were too far and could not remember because we were 
travelling in the night of first ages, of those ages that are gone, leaving 
hardly a sign-and no memories. 

The earth seemed unearthly. We are accustomed to look upon the 
shackled form of a conquered monster, but there-there you could look 
at a thing monstrous and free. It was unearthly, and the men were-No, 
they were not inhuman. Well, you know, that was the worst of it-this 
suspicion of their not being inhuman. It would come slowly to one. They 
howled and leaped, and spun, and made horrid faces; but what thrilled 
you was just the thought of their humanity-like yours-the thought of 
your remote kinship with this wild and passionate uproar. Ugly. Yes,it 
was ugly enough; but if you were man enough you would admit to your
self that there was in you just the faintest trace of a response to the 
terrible frankness of that noise, a dim suspicion of there being a meaning 
in it which you-you so remote from the night of first ages-could com
prehend.s 

Herein lies the meaning of Heart of Darkness and the fascination it holds 
over the Western mind: "What thrilled you was just the thought of their 
humanity-like yours ... Ugly." 

Having shown us Africa in the mass, Conrad then zeros in, half a page 
later,on a specific example, giving us one of his rare descriptions of an 
Mrican who is not just limbs or rolling eyes: 

And between whiles I had to look after the savage who was fireman. He 
was an improved specimen; he could fire up a vertical boiler. He was 
there below me, and, upon my word, to look at him was as edifying as 
seeing a dog in a parody of breeches and a feather hat, walking on his 
hind legs.9 A few months of training had done for that really fine chap. 
He squinted at the steam gauge and at the water gauge with an evident 
effort of intrepidity-and he had filed his teeth, too, the poor devil, and 

8. Conrad, pp. 105-6 [Achebe's note}. 
9. An allusion to a famous remark of SAMUEL 
JOHN SON (1709-1784), who described a woman's 
preaching as "like a dog's walking on his hinder 

legs. It is not done well; but you are surprised to 
find it done at all" (quoted by James Boswell in his 
Life of Jol.n.on, 179 I), 
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the wool of his pate shaved into queer patterns, and three ornamental 
scars on each of his cheeks. He ought to have been clapping his hands 
and stamping his feet on the bank, instead of which he was hard at work, 
a thrall to strange witchcraft, full of improving knowledge.· 

As everybody knows. Conrad is a romantic on the side. He might not 
exactly admire savages clapping their hands and stamping their feet but they 
have at least the merit of being in their place, unlike this dog in a parody of 
Iweeches; For Com·ad. things being in their place is of the utmost impor
tance. 

"Fine fellows-cannibals-in their place," he tells us pointedly. Tragedy 
begins when things leave their accustomed place., like Europe leaving its safe 
stronghold between the policeman and the baker to take a peep into the 
heart of darkness. 

Before the story takes us into the Congo basin proper we are given this 
nice little vignette as an example of things in their place: 

Now and then a boat from the shore gave one a momentary contact with 
reality. It was paddled by black fellows. You could see from afar the white 
of their eyeballs glistening. They shouted, sang; their bodies streamed 
with perspiration; they had faces like grotesque masks-these chaps; but 
they had bone, muscle, a wild vitality, an intense energy of movement, 
that was as natural and true as the surf along their coast. They wanted 
no excuse for being there. They were a great comfort to look at. 2 

Towards the end of the story Conrad lavishes a whole page quite unex
pectedly on an African woman who has obviously been some kind of mistress 
to Mr. Kurtz and now presides (if I may be permitted a little liberty) like a 
formidable mystery over the inexorable imminence of his departure: 

She was savage and superb. wild-eyed and magnificent .... She stood 
looking at us without a stir and like the wilderness itself, with an air of 
brooding over an inscrutable purpose.3 

This Amazon is drawn in considerable detail, albeit of a predictable nature, 
['or two reasons. First. she is in her place and so can win Conrad's special 
bmnd of approval; and second. she fulfils a structural requirement of the 
story; a savage counterpart to the refined, European woman who will S'tep 
forth to end the story: 

She came forward. all in black with a pale head, floating toward me in 
the dusk. She was in mourning ... She took both my hands in hers and 
mUl'murerl, "I had heard you were coming" ... She had a mature capac
ity for fidelity, for belief, for suffering. 4 

The difference in the attitude of the novelist to these two women is con
H~yed in too many dit'ect and subtle ways to need elaboration. But perhaps 
the most significant difference is the one implied in the author's bestowal of 
human expression to the one and the withholding of it from the other. It is 
deady not part of Conrad's purpose to confer language on the "rudimentary 
~;ouls" of Africa. In place of speech they made "a violent babble of uncouth 

I. C(>" .... d. p. 106 [Achebe's no(,,'. 
. l. Thid., p. 78 [Achebe's n"t~l. 

3. Ibid., pp. 136-37. 
4. Ibid., p. 153 . 
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sounds." They "exchanged short grunting phrases" even" among themselves. 
But most of the time they were too busy with their frenzy. There are two 
occasions in the book, however, when Conrad departs somewhat from his 
practice and confers speech, even English speech, on the savages. The first 
occurs when cannibalism gets the better of them: 

"Catch 'im," he snapped, with a bloodshot widening of his eyes and a 
flash of sharp white teeth-"catch 'im. Give 'im to us." "To you, eh?" I 
asked; "what would you do with them?" "Eat 'im!" he said curtly.5 

The other occasion was the famous announcement: "Mistah Kurtz-he 
dead "6 " 

At' first sight" these instances mightl'5~ mistaken for unexpected acts of 
generosity froni Conrad. In reality they constitute some of his best assaults. 
In the case of the cannibals the incomprehensible grunts that had thus far 
"served them for speech suddenly proved inadequate for Conrad's purpose of 
letting the European glimpse the unspeakable craving in their hearts. Weigh
ing the necessity for consistency in the portrayal of the dumb brutes against 
the sensational advantages of securing their conviction by clear, unambig
uous evidence issuing out of their own mouths, Conrad chose the latter. As 
for the announcement of Mr. Kurtz's death by the "insolent black head in 
the doorway," what better or more appropriatejinis could be written to the 
horror story of that wayward child of civilization who willfuIly had given his 
soul to the powers of darkness and "taken a ·high seat amongst the devils of 
the land" than the proclamation of his physical death by the forces he had 
joined? 

It might be contended, of course, that the attitude to the African in Heart 
of Darkness is not Conrad's but that of his fictional narrator, Marlow, and 
that far from endorsing it Conrad might indeed be holding it up to irony and 
criticism. Certainly," Conrad appears to go to considerable pains to set up 
layers of insulation between himself and the moral universe of his story. He 
has, for example, a narrator behind a narrator. The primary narrator is Mar
low, but his account is giv~n .to us through tbe filter of a second, "shadowy 
·person. But if Conrad's intention is to draw a cordon sanital.re between him
seif and th~. moral and 'psyc"h~"ogical_ataise of his narrator, his care' seems 
to me totaI1y wasted because he neglects to hint, clearly and adequately, !it 
an'alternative frame of reference by which we may judge the actions and 
opinions of his characters. It would not have been beyond Conrad's power 
to make that provision if he had thought it necessary. Conrad seems to me 
to approve of Marlow, with only minor reservations~a fact reinforced by the 
similarities between their two careers. 

Marlow comes through to us not only as a witness of truth, but one holding 
those advanced and humane views appropriate to the English liberal tradition 
which required all Englishmen of decency to be deeply: shocked by atrocities 
in Bulgaria or the Congo of King Leopold7 of the Belgians or wherever. 

Thus, Marlow is able tOo toss out such bleeding-heart sentiments as these: 

5. Ibid., p. Ill. 
6. Ibid" p, 148, "'" , 
7, Leopold 1I (I 835-1909: reigned 1865-1909), 
an ardent imperialist advocating the colonial devel
opment of the Congo region, which was then the 
private holding of a group of Investors headed by 

Leopold and later (1908-60) a colonial po.ses.lon 
of Belgium. l'Atrocities ~ in Bulgaria'::· after an 
unsuccessful Bulgarian .rebellion against Turkish 
rule, in 1876 the OUomans massacred some 
30,000 Bulgarian men, women, and chlldren_ 
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They were all dying slowly-it was very clear. They were not enemies, 
they were not criminals, they were nothing earthly now-nothing but 
black shadows of disease and starvation, lying confusedly in the greenish 
gloom. Brought from all the recesses of the coast in all the legality of 
time contracts, lost in uncongenial surroundings, fed on unfamiliar food, 
they sickened, became inefficient, and were then allowed to crawl away 
and rest. 8 

The kind of liberalism espoused here by Marlow/Conrad touched all the 
best minds of the age in England, Europe and America. It took different 
forms in the minds of different people but almost always managed to sidestep 
the ultimate question of equality between white people and black people. 
That extraordinary missionary Albert Schweitzer,9 who sacrificed brilliant 
careers in music and theology in Europe for a life of service to Africans in 
much the same area as Conrad writes about, epitomizes the ambivalence. In 
a comment which has often been quoted Schweitzer says: "The African is 
indeed my brother but my junior brother." And so he proceeded to build a 
hospital appropriate to the needs of junior brothers with standards of hygiene 
reminiscent of medical practice in the days before the germ theory of disease 
came into being. Naturally he became a sensation in Europe and America. 
Pilgrims flocked, and I believed still flock even after he has passed on, to 
witness the prodigious miracle in Lambarene, on the edge of the primeval 
forest. 

Conrad's liberalism would not take him quite as far as Schweitzer's, 
though. He would not use the word "brother" however qualified; the farthest 
he would go was "kinship." When Marlow's African helmsman falls down 
with a spear in his heart he gives his white master one final disquieting look: 

And the }ntimate profundity of that look he gave me when he received 
his hurt remains to this day in my memory-like a claim of distant kin
ship affirmed in a supreme moment. I 

It is important to note that Conrad, careful as ever with his words, is 
concerned not sp. much about "distant" kinship" as about someone laYing a 
claim on it. The black man lays a claim on the white man which is well-nigh 
intolerable. It is the laying of this claim which frightens and at th~, same 
time fascinates Conrad, "the thought of their humanity-like yoms ... 
Ugly.'; 

The point of my observations should be quite clear by now, namely that 
}oseph Conrad .was a thoroughgoing racist. That this simple truth is glossed 
over in criticisms of his work is due to the fact that white racism against 
Africa is such a normal way of thinking that its manifestations go completely 
unremarked. Students of Heart of Darkness wiIJ often te]) you that Conrad 
is concerned not so much with Africa as with the deterioration of one Euro
pean mind caused by solitude and sickness. They will point out to you that 
Conrad is, if anything, less charitable to the Europeans in the story than he 
is to the natives, that the point of the story i~ to ridicule Europe's civiliZing 

B. Conrad, p. 82 [Achehe's note]. 
9. !\Isalian theologian. philosopher. nnd physician 
(1875-1965), who in 1913 founded a hospital in 
I.umharen~? a city in the Gahon province of French 

Equatorial Africa. In 1952 he was awarded the 
Nobel Peace Prize for his humanitarian efforts in 
Mrica. -
I. Conrad. p. 124 [Achebe·. note). 
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mission in Africa. A Conrad student informed me in Scotland that Africa is 
merely a setting for the disintegration of the mind of Mr. Kurtz. 

Which is partly the point. Africa as setting and backdrop which eliminates 
the African as humari factor. Africa as a metaphysical battlefield devoid of 
all recognizable humanity, into which the wandering European enters at his 
peril. Can nobody see the preposterous and perverse arrogance in thus reduc
ing Africa to the role of props for the break-up of one petty European mind? 
But that is not even the point. The real question is the dehumanization of 
Africa and Africans which this age-long attitude has fostered and continues 
to foster in the world. And the question is whether a novel which celebrates 
this dehumanization, which depersonalizes a portion of the human race, can 
be called a great work of art. My answer is: No, it cannot. I do not doubt 
Conrad's great talents. Even Heart of Darkness has its inemorably good pas
sages and moments:' 

The reaches opened before us and closed behind, as if the forest had 
stepped leisurely across the water to bar the way for our return.2 

Its exploration of the minds of the European characters is often penetrat
ing and full of insight. But all that has been more than fully discussed in the 
last fifty years. His obvious racism has, however, not been addressed. And it 
is high time it was! 

Conrad was born in 1857, the very year in which the first Anglican mis
sionaries were arriving among my own people in Nigeria. It was certainly not 
his fault that he lived his life at a time when the reputation of the black man 
was at a particularly low level. But even after due allowances have been made 
for all the influences of contemporary prejudice on his sensibility, there 
remains still in Conrad's attitude a residue of antipathy to black people which 
his peculiar psychology alone can explain. His own account of his first 
encounter with a black man is very revealing: 

A certain enorm~us buck nigger encountered in Haiti fixed my concep
tion of blind, furious, unreasoning rage, as manifested in the human 
animal to the end of my days. Of the nigger I used to dream for years 
afterwards. 3 

Certainly Conrad had a problem with niggers. His inordinate love of that 
word itself should be of interest to psychoanalysts. Sometimes his fixation 
on blackness is equally interesting, as when he gives us this brief description: 
"A black figure stood up, strode on long black legs, waving long black 
arms"4-as though we might expect a black figure striding along on black 
legs to wave white arms! But so unrelenting is Conrad's obsession. 

As a matter of interest, Conrad gives us in A Personal Record what amounts 
to a companion piece to the buck nigger of Haiti. At the age of sixteen Conrad 
encountered his first Englishman in Europe. He calls him "my unforgettable 
Englishman" and describes him in the following manner: 

(his 1 calves exposed to the public gaze ... dazzled the beholder by the 
splendour of their marble-like condition and their rich tone of young 

2. Ibid., pp. 104-5. 
3. Qtd. in Jonah Ra.kln, The Mythology of Impe
rialism (New York: Random House, 1971), p. 143 

[Achebe's note}. 
4. Conrad, p. 142 [Achebe's note}. 
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ivory ... The light of a headlong, exalted satisfaction with the world of 
men ... ilIumined his face ... and triumphant eyes. In passing he cast 
a glance of kindly curiosity alJ.d a friendly gleam of big, sound. shiny 
teeth ... his white calves twinkled sturdily.5 

Irrational love and irrational hate jostling together in the heart of that 
talented, tormented man. But whereas irrational love may at worst engender 
foolish acts of indiscretion, irrational hate can endanger the life of the com
munity. Naturally, Conrad is a dream for psychoanalyt~c critics. Perhaps the 
most detailed study of him in this direction is by Bernard C. Meyer, M.D. 
In his lengthy book, Dr. Meyer follows every conceivable lead (and sometime 
inconceivable ones) to explain Conrad. As an example, he gives us long dis
quisitions on the significance. of hair and hair-cutting in Conrad. And yet not 
even one word is spared for his attitude to black people. Not even the dis
cussion of Conrad's antisemitism was enough to .spark off in Dr. Meyer's 
mind those other dark and explosive thoughts. Which only leads one to sur
mise that Western psychoanalysts must regard the kind of racism displayed 
by Conrad as absolutely normal despite the profoundly important work done 
by Frantz Fanon6 in the psychiatric hospitals of French Algeria. 

\Vhatever Conrad's problems were, you might say he is now safely dead. 
Quite true. Urifortunately, his heart of darkness plagues us still. Which is 
why ah offensive and deplorable book can be described by a serious scholar 
as "among the half-dozen greatest short novels in the English language." And 
,vhy it is. today perhaps the most commonly prescribed novel in twentieth
century literature courses in English departments of American universities. 

There are two probable grounds on which what I have said so far may be 
contested. The first is that it is no concern of fiction to please people about 
whom it is written. I will go along with that. But I am not talking about 
pleasing people. I am talking about a book which parades in the most vulgar 
fash~onprejudices and insults from which a section of mankind has suffered 
untold agonies and atrocities in the past and continues to do so in many 
ways at:ld many places today. I am talking about a story in which the very 
humanity of black people is called in question. 

Secondly, I may be challenged on the grounds of actuality. Conrad, after 
all. did sail down the Congo in 1890 when my own father was still a baWih 
arms. How could I stand up more than fifty years after his death and purport 
to contradict him? lVly ans\'\!er is that as a sensible man I will not accept just 
any traveller's tales solely on the grounds that I have not made the journey 
myself. I will not trust the evidence even of a man's very eyes when I suspect 
them to be 'as jaundiced as Conrad's. And we also happen to know that 
Conrad was, in the words of his biographer, Bernard C. Meyer, "notoriously 
inaccurate in the rendering of his own history."? 

But more important by far is the abundant testimony about Conrad's sav
ages which we could gather if we were so inclined. from other sources and 
which might lead us to think that these peopie must have had other occu
pations besides merging into the evii forest or materializing out of it simply 

5. Qtd. in Bernard C. Merer, JosepT. Conrad: A 
P.yclwa .. alytic Biography (Princeton: Princeton 
Cllh'ersity Pre •• , 1967). p. 30 [Achebe'. notel. 
~Ic}'er (1910-1988). an American psychiatrist as 
well as a PS)'Ch08t:1slytic literary critic:. 

6. Black ,W .. SI Indian 'psychoanalyst and social 
critic (1925-1961; see abovel, who was an influ· 
ential proponent of the national liberation of colo· 
nial peoples. 
7. Meyer. p. 30 [Achebe's notel. 
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to plague Marlow and his dispirited band. For as it happened, soon after 
Conrad had written his book an event of far greater consequence was taking 
place in the art world of Europe. This is how Frank WiIlett, a British art 
historian, describes it: 

Gauguir'l had gone to Tahiti, the most extravagant individual act of turn
ing to a non-European culture in the decades immediately, before and 
after 1900, when European artists wer~ avid for new artistic experiences', 
but it was only about 1904-5 that Mrican art began to make its distinc
tive impact. 'One piece is still identifiable; it isa mask that had been 
given to Maurice Vlaminck in 19.Q5,;' He records that, Derain Was 
"speechless" and "stunned" when hi? saw it, bought it from Vlaminck 
and in turn showed it to Picasso and Matisse, wh.o were also greatly 
affected by it. Ambroise Vollard then borrowed it'and had it cast in 
bronze ... The revolution of twentieth century art was under way!S 

The mask in question wa~ ,made by oth~r sav",ges living just no~t~ Qf Con
tadis Rivet Corigo. 'they have' a name too: the Fang people, and are without 
a doubt among the 'world'sgteatestrnasters of the sculptured form. The event 
Frank Willett is referring 'to marked the beginning of cubism and the infusion 
of new life ,into Eur6pean art that' had' run completely out of strength: ' , 
, ,The point of all this is to suggest that Conrad's p~cture of the peopltis of 

the' Congo seems, grossly inadequate eveh at the heiglit: of ~heirsubjection 
'to the ravages of King t..eopold's Inl:ernatfomil AssodaHoh forthe Civilization 
of Central Mrica.9 '.... " ,,,' 

Travellers with closed minds can tell us'lit'tle'eXcept about i:hetnsehres.'BUt 
even those not blinkered, like Gonrad, with.xenophob~a, can be'astoilishh\g1y 
blind. Let me' digress a littleh~re. One of tIle greateshind inostiritr~pld 
travdlEirs of all time, Marco Polo, Journeyed to the Fa'r East from the Me~~ 
iterranean in the thirteenth centtirY'iindsperit twenty years''iri the court of 
Kubh:ii'Khan'iri China. c>nhis retUrn to Venice heset-d6Wrlin his book 
entitled Description df the World his impressions of the peoples and' places 
and customs he had seen. But there were at least twci extraordinary omissions 
in his account. He said nothingabbut the art of prirtting,itnki},dwn as yet In 
Europe hut in full flower in Chitaa. He either did nrit notice it at all or, if he 
did, failed to see what use Europe could possiblyhave'for)t~Whatever the 
reason, Europe had to wait another hundred years fdr'Gutehberg:i But even 
more spectacular was MaJ;coPolo's omission of 'ariy refer~nce to the Great 
Wall of China, nearly four thousand miles lOng and already more than one 
thousand yearl old at the time of hi, vi.it. Aaatn, he may not have .een It; 
but the Great Wall of China, ii"the only Itructure built by man which il 
visible from the ritoonllndeed, travellers can be blind. 

As I said earlier Conrad did not originate the image of Mrica which we 
", ! 

8, Frank Willett, African Art, (New York: Praeger, 
1971), pp.35-36 [Achebe's notel. Willett' (b. 
1925), English art historian Who focused on works, 
from Africa. WilIett names the important French 
modern painters Paul Gauguln (1848-1903), 
Mliurice'de Vlaltilflck (1876~1958), And~ Derlan 
(1880-1954), and Heilfi Matisse (1869-1954), as 
well as the great Sr.anish modernist Pablo'Plcilsso 
(1881-1973). Vol ard (1867-1939) was an Influ
ential French art dealer and publisher who sup
ported modern art. 

9. An International group of explorers, geogra
phers, and scientists, founded by Leopold It; it was 
first convened In Brunels In 1876. 
I. Great Mongol ruler and emperor of China 
(1216-1294). Polo (1254-1324), Venetlan mer
chant ',,,id travel;,r who Is said to have spent years 
In the Khan's service'; his Writings about the court 
and Asia maile him' famous_ 
2, Johannes Gutenberg (ca. 1397-1468), the 
German printer credited with inventing movable 
type, which revolutionized book production_ 
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find in his buuk. It was and is the duminant image· uf Africa in the Western 
imaginatiun and .Cunrad merely bruught the peculiar gifts uf his uwn mind 
tu bear un it. Fur reasuns which can certainly use cluse psychulugical inquiry, 
the West seems tu suffer deep anxieties abuut the precariuusness uf its civ
ilizatiun and tu have a need fur cunstant reassurance by cumparisun with 
Africa. If Eurupe, advancing in civilizatiunl cuuld cast a backward glance 
periudically at Africa trapped in primurdial barbarity it cuuld say with faith 
and feeling: There go. I but fur the grace uf Gud. Africa is tu Eurupe as the 
picture is tu· Durian G ray3-a carrier un tu whum the master unluads his 
physical and mural defurmities so. that he may go. furward, erect and immac
ulate. Cunsequently, Africa is sumething tu be avuided just as the picture 
has to be hidden away tu safeguard the man's jeoparduus integrity. Keep 
away frum Africa, ur else! Mr. Kurtz uf Heart afDarkness should have heeded 
that warning and the prowling hurrur in his heart wuuld have kept its place, 
chained tu its lair. But he fuulishly- expused himself tu the wild irresistible 
allure of the jungle and lu! the darkness fuund him uut. 

In my uriginal cunceptiun uf this essay I had thuught tu cunclude it nicely 
un an apprupriately pusitive note in which I wuuld suggest frum my privileged 
pusitiun in African and Western cultures sume advantages the West might 
derive frum Africa unce it rid its mind uf uld prejudices and began tu louk at 
Africa nut thruugh a haze uf disturtiuns and cheap mystificatiuns but quite 
simply as a cuntinent uf peuple-not angels, but nut rudimentary suuls 
either-just peuple, uften highly gifted peuple and uften strikingly successful 
in their enterprise with life and suCiety. But as I thuught mure abuut the 
stereutyp~ image, abuut its grip and pervasiveness, abuut the wilful tenacity 
with which the West hulds it tu its heart; when I thuught uf the West's 
televisiun and cinema and newspapers, abbut buuks read in its schuuls and 
out uf schuul, uf churches preaching tu empty pews abuut the need tu send 
help tu the heathen in Africa, I realizedthat.no easy uptimism was pussible. 
And there was in any case something tutally wrung in uffering bribes tu the 
West in return fur its guud upiniun uf Africa. Ultimately the abandunment 
uf unwhulesume thuughts must be its uwn and unly ·reward. Althuugh I have 
used the wurd "wilful" a few times here tu characterize the West's view uf 
Africa, it may well be that what is happening at this stage is mure akin tu 
reflex actiun than calculated malice. Which dues nut make· the situlu}lm 
mure but less hupeful. 

The Christian Science Monitor, a paper mo.re enlightened than must, once 
carried an interesting article written by its Education Editor on the serious 
psychological and learning problems faced by Ilttle children who speak one 
language at home and then go to school where lomething elae il spoken. It 
was a wide-ranging article taking in Spanish-speaking children in America, 
the children uf migrant Italian workers in Germany, the quadrilingual phe
nomenun in Malaysia and so. un. And all this while the article speaks une
quivucally abuut language. But then uut of the blue sky cumes this: 

In Lundun there is an enurmous immigration uf children who speak 
Indian ur Nigerian dialects, ur sume uther native language. 4 

3. The title character of The PictuTe cif DOMn 
GT")' (1890), by the Irish author OSCAR WILDE; he 
does not age while his portrait changes, reflecting 

his moral disintegration. 
4. Chrisu .... Science Monllor, November 25, 
1974, p. 11 [Achebe's note). 
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I believe that the introduction of "dialects," which is technically erroneous 
in the context, is almost a reflex action caused hy ari instinctive desire of the 
writer to downgrade the discussion to the level of Africa and India. And this 
is quite comparable to Conrad's withholding of language from his rudimen
tary souls. Language is too grand for these chaps; let's give them dialects! 

. In all this business a lot of violertce is inevitably done not only to the image 
of despised peoples but even to words, the very tools of possible redress. 
Look at the phrase "native language" in the Christian ·Science Monitor 
excerpt. Surely the only native language' possible in London is Cockney 
English. But our writer means something else-something appropriate to 
the sounds Indians and Africans make! 

Although the work of redreSSing which needs to be done may appear too 
daunting, I believe it is not one day too soon to begin. Conrad saw and 
condemned the evil of impE"rial exploitation but was strangely unaware of 
the racism on which it sharpened its iron tooth. But the victims of racist 
slander who for centuries have' had to live with the inhumanity it makes 
them heir to have always known better than any casual visitor, even when 
he comes loaded with the gifts of a Conrad. 

1975 1977 

i-IAROLD BLOOM 
h. 1930 

Cantankerous rebel and staunch traditionalist, Harold Bloom embodies the tensions 
he depicts between tradition and innovation. The tradition of great writers is both a 
blessing and a curse,. Bloom tells us. But m~st of all, it is an inescapable fact. Bloom 
thus finds himself fighting on two major fronts, seeking to deny tame visions of what 
the tradition offersimd to shore up the primacy of the "strong" poets against those 
who wish to dismantle or stand aside from the tradition. This double fight has made 
Bloom that oddity more common in England than North America: a conservative 
rebel, addicted to sweeping condemnations of those who challenge the canon while 
carrying on his(;bwn revisionary battle with the received order. 

The burden of Bloom's argument is that we are belated sons who will never be as 
great as our fathers, but it is death for us to admit that we are inferior. Bloom's basic 
model is SIGMUND FREUD's Oedipal conflict between sons and fathers-a masculinist 
paradigm that requires the use of the male pronoun throughout this headnote. There 
is no denying Bloom's originality or his learning. His vision of our necessarily ambiv
alent relation to literary ancestors-lithe anxiety of influence"-has itself been very 
influential, while his broad historical generalizations and strong judgments can be 
counted on to stimulate debate. 

Educated·at Cornell and Yale Universities, Bloom has taught at Yale and New York 
University since receiving his Ph.D. in 1955. Legend has it that Bloom read English 
before he spoke it, and he unquestionably has much of English poetry memorized; 
like SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE and John Ruskin, he quotes from memory in his 
books, disdaining footnotes. In the 1970s, when the so-called Yale School (which 
included PAUL DE MAN, J. Hillis Miller, Geoffrey Hartman, and BARBARAJOHNSON) 
helped bring French literary theory to North American literature departments, Bloom 
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was sometimes linked to deconstruction. After devoting much of the 1980s to massive 
editing projects (over 200 volumes of literary criticism edited for Chelsea House 
alone). Bloom wrote a number of best-sellers in the 1990s, gaining a general audience. 
His allegiance to the cult of genius and to the transcendentally great masterpiece, 
along with his antipathy to ideological criticism, made him one of the most prominent 
enemies of "cultural studies." In TIle \Vestern Canon (1994), for example, he attacks 
the revisionist work on the literary canon performed by what he calls "the school of 
I'esentment" (all those who question the assumed greatness of received masterpieces). 

For Bloom as for the Romantic poet William Blake. one of his heroes, energy is 
the only life; and both poetl·y and criticism for him are matters of life and death. In 
our selection from TIle Anxiety of Influence (1973), Bloom describes the "strong" poet 
as engaged in a "fight to the end" against both nature and previous poets. "Every poet 
begins ... by rebelling more strongly against the consciousness of death's necessity 
than all other men and women do." In his impossible quest to achieve immortality, 
the strong poet strives to replace nature with art and previous poems with his own 
work, thereby declaring himself self-created and the master of his own fate. 

But a basic Oedipal ambivalence complicates the "ephebe's" (newcomer's) relation 
to his forebears. Even as a poet's world and aims are shaped by the words of the 
prccursors he most admires. the project of self-creation requires the denial of all 
influence, a "misprision" (misunderstanding) cif his actual sources. So too each child 
enters a world he did not create, is named by others (usually his parents), and is 
initiated into his culture's traditions. VVe are all "belated," arriving late into a cultural 
landscape already created by others, and given a preexisting language to express our 
selves. Most people fit themselves into typical roles, using common idioms; many try 
to make the world better fit their needs. But the "strong poet" attains a heightened 
individuality through a radical re-vision of tradition. 

The striving for originality necessarily involves aggression, but this struggle with 
the past is disguised in what Bloom labeled "six revisionary ratios." Each represents 
a strategy enabling the latecomer to revise the previous poet while either denying 
influence or professing reverence. If the newcomer only faithfully repeated the words 
of the past, he would never attain selfhood or originality. Thus, "to imagine [a poem 
and a self) is to misinterpret. which makes all poems antithetical to their precursors," 
Every poem rewrites earlier poems; every poem is an interpretation. Only misinter
pretation of precursors affords the poet his own voice, his own distinctive existence. 

In TIle Anxiety of Influence's "Manifesto of Antithetical Criticism," Bloom denies 
any categorical distinction between what poets do and what critics of poetry do: 
"Poets' misinterpretations or poems are more drastic than critics' misinterpretations 
01' criticism, but there is only a difference in degree and not at all in kind." In ottiet 
words, Bloom asserts that e\-ery critical act alters the text it interprets even when 
insisting on its faithfulness or accuracy. It is primarily this connection of criticism to 
misreading that prompted the association of Bloom with deconstructive theory. But 
while poststructuralists I-ejcct the humanist self, Bloom's version of "intertextuality" 
is placed in service of the psychological struggle to achieve selfhood. Bloom obviously 
admires those "strong" writers who most fully gain individuality, and he clearly aspires 
to write a strong, creative criticism that will overcome and outdo his own precursors. 
especially RALPH WALDO EMERSON, KENNETH BURKE, and NORTHROP FRYE. 

Bloom's psychoanalytic model. like Freud's, stresses competition, aggression, and 
self-assertion in ways that seem stereotypically male. From a feminist perspective. 
S_\:\ORA M. GILBERT AND SUSAN GUBAR stress more collaborative, nurturing, and co
operative relationships between ,,"riters and their precur_sors, between individuals and 
the tradition. Other critics have denied the unity that Bloom claims for the tradition 
(he makes Shakespeare and Milton the origin of all subsequent English poetry, Emer
son and VVhitman of American), pointing instead to the hybridity and pluralism of 
cultural life and arguing that poets are in dialogue with a wide variety of materials, 
both verbal and nonverbal. Finally, Bloom's work suffers from the ahistoricism of 
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·Freud's Oedipal complex, which is presented as .(but not proved ·to be) true .for all 
families at all times and in all places; 
.. In response, Bloom insists that the· tradition is so fully written into us that we 
delude ourselves if we think we can evade it; We must· "consciously know'~ and accept 
that we are "latecomers." To gain access to images and ideas that we do not imme
diately recognize as our'own, we need ·"antithetical texts"--,which j paradoxically,· are 
'precisely the great works that constitute the Western tradition and us·(Paradise Lost 
is ·Bloom's favorite example). That tradition is both endlessly conflicted and remark
ably unitary. It continually produces a "we" that is mosHy.stable and similar, with the 
OCcasional genius possessing distinctive strength and inllividuality~recognized only 
in contrast to ·other voices in the tradition. ' 

Bloom sees all poets as seeking "divination," or to be counted amongthe.immortals. 
His view of readers (and their reasons for reading) is similarly narrow: they are all 
would-be poets, locked in the revisionary struggle with previous writers '8nd striving 
for greatness. ' , ! 

This reverence for greatness shapes Bloom's style of argumentation. Greatness is 
conferred and confirmed by. Time, transcending the nattering of literary critics .. (In 
our selection, Bloom casually asserts the futility of all the existing types of criticism 
,in one quick sentence.). But because it can be obscured in a particular era, it needs 
a spokesman (to tell us! for example, that T. S. ELIOT and Robert LoweIl are negligible 
poets). Greatness for Bloom is both nowhere, off in misty Platonic regions of the 
.transcendent, or embodied in Bloom, the one critic faithful to' the -long view amid 
".dying generations at .their song" ·who perversely insist on wasting. their time with 
lesser talents. Either way, the. authority of'greatness is beyondthe.r:each ·of·mere 
'argument and brooks no disagreement. 
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(ed. Gregory S. Jay, 1988). 

Susan Handleman's Slayers of Moses: 'The Emergence of Rahhinic Interpretation in 
Modern Literary. Theory (1982) links Bloom's work to ancient. Jewish ·.interpretive 
traditions and contemporary deconstruction. David Fite's Harold Bloom: The Rhetoric 
of Romantic Vision ·(1985) is especially helpful on the relation of·Bloom's work to 
other critical paradigms. Peter de Bolla's Harold· Bloom: Towards Historical Rhetorics 
(1988) is a good short introduction, while Graham ·Allen's Hamld Bloom: A Poetics 
of Conflict (1994) offers a "stronger" and theoretical overview of. Bloom's whole 
career. Two interesting examinations of Bloom in a wider context are Rael Meyeroc 
witz's Transferring to American: Jewish Interpretations of American Dreams (1995), 
which situates Bloom alongside two contemporary U.S. critics, Stanley Cavell and 
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Sacvan Bercovitch; and Lars ale Sauerberg's Versions of the Past, Vision.~· of the 
Future: The Canonical in the Criticism ofT. S. Eliot, F. R. Leavis, Northrop Frye, ana 
Harold Bloom (1997). Alien's Harold Bloom (cited above) offers the best available 
bibliography, although it is not complete. 

From The Anxiety of Influence 

Introduction. A Meditation upon Priority, and a Synopsis 

This short book ~ffers a theory of poetry by. way of a dtlscription .of poetic 
influence, or the story of intra-poetic relationships. One aim of this theory 
is corrective: to de-idealize our accepted accounts of how one poet helps to 
form another. Another aim, also corrective, is to try to provide a poetics that 
will foster a more adequate practical criticism. 

Poetic history, in this book's argument, is held to be indistiriguishable from 
poetic influence, since strong poets make that history by misreading one 
another, so as to dear imaginative space for themseWes; 

My concern is only with strong poets, majoI'figures'with the persistence 
to wrestle with ·their strong precursors, even to the death. Weaker talents 
idealize; figures of capable imagination l appi'opria~e for themselves. But 
nothing is got for nothing, and self-appropriation involves theim11'lense anx
ieties of indebtedness, for what strong maker desire~ the realization that he 
has failed to create himself? Oscar Wilde,2 who knew he had failed as a poet 
because he lacked strength to overcome his. a~~ty of i.nflu,ence, knew also 
the darker truths concerning influence .. The Bal~ad<of Reading Gaol becomes 
an embarrassment.to read, directly one recognizes that every lustr:e it .. exhibits 
is reflected from The Rime of the Ancient Mariner;3 and Wil~e'.s lyr,cs anthol
ogize the whole of English High Romanticism. Knowing this". and armed with 
his customary intelligence, Wilde bitterly remarks in The Portrait, of Mr. 
W. H. that: "Influence. is simply a transferenc~ .of per:~ortaIUy. a mode of 
giving away what is most precious to o~e:s self,aJ;1.d its ex~rcise pr.oduces a 
sense, and,. it.may be,.a reality of loss. Every disciple takes awa.y something 
from his master." .This is the anxiety of influencing, ,yet no reversal in this 
area is a true reversal. Two years later, ~ilde refin~~ this b~tterness ·in OllF. 
of Lord Henry Wotton's elegant observations in The Pictur~ of Dorian Gray, 
where he tens Dorian that all influence is immoral: 

Because to influence a person is to give 'him one's own soul. He does 
not think his natural thoughts, or burn with his natural passions. His 
virtues are not real to him. His sins, if there are such things as sins, are 
borrowed. He becomes an echo of someone else's music, an actor of a 
part that has not been written for him. 

To apply Lord Henry's insight to Wilde, we need only read Wilde's review 
of Pater's4 Appreciations, with its splendidly self-deceptive closing observa-

1. A phrase from the poem "Mrs. Alfred Uruguay" 
(1940) by Wallace Stevens (1879-1955), whom 
Rloom considers the gre/ltest American poet of the 
twentieth century. 
2. Irish-born playwright and critic (1854-1900; 
see above). His works mentioned by Bloom are The 
I'lallad of Reading Gaol (1898), a poem on his expe
riences in prison; The Portrait of Mr. W. H. (1889), 

an essay on Shakespeare's sonnets; and The Pic
ture of Dorian Gray (1890), a novel. 
3. A 1798 'poem by SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE 
(1772-1834), English Romantic poet and critic. 
4. WALTER PATER (1839-1894), English critic 
who was one of Wllde's teachers at Oxford Uni· 
verslty; Af>pnicu.tions (1889) Is a collection of crit· 
Ical essays. 
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tion that Pater "has escaped disciples." Every major aesthetic consciousness 
seems peculiarly more gifted at denying obligation as the hungry generations 
go on treading one another down. Stevens, a stronger heir of Pater than even 
Wilde was, is revealingly vehement in his letters: 

While, of course, I come down from the past, the past is my own and 
not something marked Coleridge, Wordsworth,5 etc. I know of no one 
who has been particularly impor:tant to me. My reality-imagination com
plex is entirely my own even though I see it in others. 

He might have' said: "particularly because I see it in others," but poetic 
influence was hardly a subject where Stevens' in sights could center. Towards 
the end, his denials became rather violent, and oddly humored. Writing to 
the poet Richard Eberhart,6 he extends a sympathy all the stronger for being 
self-sympathy: 

I sympathize with your denial of any influence on my part. This sort 
of thing always jars me because, in my own case, I am not conscious of 
having been influenced by anybody and have purposely held off from 
reading highly mannered people like Eliot and Pound' so that I should 
not absorb anything, even unconsciously. But there is a kind of critic 
who spends his time dissecting what he reads for echoes, imitations, 
influences, as if no one was ever simply himself but is always com
pounded of a lot of other people. As for W. Blake,8 I think that this 
means Wilhelm Blake. 

This view, that poetic influence scarcely exists, except in furiously active 
pedants, is itself an illustration of one way in which poetic influence is a 
variety of melancholy or an anxiety-principle. St'evens was, as he insisted, a 
highly individual poet, as much an American original as Whitman or Dick
inson, or his own contemporaries: Pound, Williams, Moore.9 But poetic 
influence need not JIlake poets less original; as often it makes them more 
original, though not-ftherefore necessarily better. The profundities of poetic 
influence cannot be' reduced to source-study, to the history of ideas, to the 
patterning of images. Poetic influence or as I shall more frequently term it, 
poetic misprision I is necessarily the study of the life-cycle of the poet-as
poet. When such study considers the context in which that life-cycle is 
enacted, it ,"",ill be compelled to examine simulta~eously the relations 
between poets as cases akin to what Freud called the family romance,2 and 
as chapters in the history of modern revisionism, "modern" meaning here 
post-Enlightenment. The modern poet, as W. J. Bate3 shows in The Burden 
of the Past and tl1.e English Poet, is the inheritor of a melancholy engendered 
in the mind of the Enlightenment by its skepticism of its own double heritage 

5, WILLlAM WORDSWORTH (1770-1850), En8lish 
Romantic poet. 
6. American poet and critic (b. 1904). 
7. Ezra Pound (1885-1972), American poet and 
critic. T. S. ELIOT (1888-1965), American-born 
English poet and critic. 
8. William Blake (1757-1827), Romantic poet, 
mystic, and artist. 
9. Bloom names first 19th- and then 20th·century 
American poets: Emily Dlckinson (1830-1886), 
WaIt Whltman (1819-1892), Marianne Moore 

(1887-1972), and William Carlos WiIIlams 
(1883-1963). 
I. Error. misinterpretation. 
2. The son's sexual desire for his mother and 
aggression toward his father, according to SIG· 
MUND FREUD (1856-1939), the Austrian founder 
of psychoanalysis; a term also applied to the child'. 
fantasy that these are not his true parents. 
3. Waiter Jackson Bate (1918-1999), American 
literary critic whose 1970 book traces the role of 
Influence in English poetry. 
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of imaginative wealth, from the ancients and from the Renaissance masters. 
In this book I largely neglect the area Bate has e~:plored with great skill, in 
order to center upon intra-poetic relationships as parallels of family romance. 
Though I employ these parallels, I do so as a deliberate revisionist of some 
of the Freudian emphases. 

Nietzsche4 and Freud are. so far as I can tell, the prime influences upon 
the theory of influence presented in this book. Nietzsche is the prophet of 
the antithetical. and his Genealog)' of Morals is the profoundest study avail
able to me of the revisional"y and ascetic strains in the aesthetic tempera
ment. Freud's investigations of the mechanisms of defense and their 
ambivalent functionings provide the clearest analogues I have found for the 
revisionary ratios 5 that govern intra-poetic relations. Yet, the theory of influ
ence expounded here is un-l'aetzschean in its deliberate literalism, and in 
its Viconian6 insistence that priority in divination is crucial for every strong 
poet. lest he dwindle merely ihto a latecomer. My theory rejects also the 
qualified Freudian optimism that happy substitution is possible, that a sec
ond chance can save us from the repetitive quest for our earliest attach
ments. Poets as poets cannot accept substitutions, and fight to the end to 
ha\'e their initial chance alone. Both Nietzsche and Freud underestimated 
poets and poetry, yet each yielded more power to phantasmagoria7 than it 
truly possesses. They too, despite their moral realism, over-idealized the 
imagination. Nietzsche's disciple, Yeats and Freud's disciple, Otto Rank,S 
show a greater awareness of the artist's fight against art, and of the relation 
of this struggle to the artist's antithetical battle against nature. 

Freud recognized sublimation as the highest human achievement, a rec
ognition that allies him to Plat09 and to the entire moral traditions of both 
Judaism and Christianity. Freudian s4blimation involves the yielding-up of 
more primordial for more l'efined modes of pleasure, which is to exalt the 
second chance above the first. Freud's poem, in the view of this book, is not 
se\'ere enough, unlike the severe poems' written by the creative lives of the 
strong poets. To equate emotional maturation with the disroyery of accept
able substitutes may be pragmatic wisdom, particularly in the realm of Eros, 
but this is not the wisdom of the strong poets. The surrendered dream is not 
mel'ely a phantasmagoria of endless gratification, but is the greatest of all 
human illusions, the vision ofimmortality. IfWordsworth's Ode: Intimation§" 
of Immortality from Recollection ..... of Early Childhood possessed only the wis
dom found also in Freud. then we could cease calling it "the Great Ode."1 
\\,OJ'dsworth too saw repetition or second chance as essential for develop
ment, and his ode admits that we can redirect our needs by substitution or 
sublimation, But the ode plangently also awakens into failure, and into the 
creative mind's protest against time's tyranny. A VVorq,sworthian critic, even 
one as loyal to Wordsworth as Geoffrey Hartman,2 c~m insist upon clearly 

4, I n'EDRlCH NIETZSCHE (1844-1900'). German 
phil()~()pher; On tile Genealogy of /\tIara Is was pub· 
Iislwd in 1887. 
'5. Hcla!ionships. 
6, Like GIAMBATnSTA VICO (1668-1744 I, !h.-Ital· 
inn historian and philosopher who clnimed that the 
nr~t language was poetry and was of divine origin. 
~, Thl' fantasies and illusions produced by the 
mind. 
S. }\u,'rian psychoanalyst (]884-1939). \Villiam 

Butler Yeats (1865-1939), Irish poet. 
9. Greek philosopher (ca. 427-ca. 347 B.C.E.; see 
abovel. ' 
1. Wordworth's so·called "Intimations Ode" 
( i 804) traces the decline of human creativity from 
childhood (when we still have "Intimations" of our 
divine origin) to adultho<!d. 
2. American literary critic (b. 1929), a colleague 
of BI<!om's at Yale University; hi. books include 
Wordsworth's Poetry, 1787-1814 (1964). 
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distinguishing between priority, as a concept from the natural.order, and 
authority, from the spiritual order, but Wordsworth's ode declines to make 
this distinction .. "By seeking to overcome' priority," Hartman wisely says, "art 
fights nature on nature's own ground, and is bound to lose." The argument 
of this book is that strong poets are condemned to just this. unwisdom; 
Wordsworth's Great Ode fights nature on nature's own ground, and suffers 
a great defeat; even as it retains its greater dream. That dream, in Words
worth's ode, is· shadowed by the 'anxiety of influenct!',~due to the 'greatness of 
the precursor-poem, 'Milton's3 Lycidas, where the human refusal wholly to 
sublimate is even more rugged, despite the ostensible yielding to Christian 
teachings of sublimation. 

For' every poet begins (however "unconsciously") by rebelling more 
strongly against the consciousness of death's necessity than all othe!r men 
and women do. The young citizen of poetry, or ephebe4 as Athens would 
have called him, is already the anti-natural or antithetical man, and from his 
start as a' poet he quests for' an impossible object; ·as his precursor quested 
before him. That this quest. encompasses necessarily the diminishment of 
poetry seems to me an inevitablerealizati,on, one that accurate literary history 
must sustain. The great poets of the English Renaissance are not matched 
by their· Enlightened. descendants, and the whole ·tradition of .the post
Enlightenment, which is Romanticism, shows la further declinein·its Mod
ernist and post-Modernist heirs.· The death of: Pgetiy Will not be hastened by· 
any reader's broodings, yet it seems just to assume·that poetry in our tradi
tion, when it dies, will be'. self-slain, murdered by its.own past strength. An 
implied anguish throughout this bookis that Romanticism; for all its glories, 
may have been a vast 'visionary tragedy, the self-baffled enterprise not of 
Prometheus but of blinded Oedipus; who did not know that·the Sphinx was 
his Muse.'" .", 

. Oedipus, blind, was on the path to oracular godhood, and the strong poets 
have followed him by,transforming their blindness·towards their precursors 
into the revisionary in sights of theirowrlwork. The six revisionary move
ments that I wilLtrace in.the strong poet's life-cycle could as well be more, 
and could take' quite different names than those .I have erhployed.l have 
kept them to. six,' because these seem to be minimal.and-essential·.to my 
understanding'of how one poet deviates fron'l:another. Theriames; though 
arbitrary, carry on from variOlis·traditions that. have been ceritral-in Western 
imaginative life, and I hope can be usefuL. 
. . The greatest· poet in our language is excluded from the argument of this 
book for several reasons. One is necessarily historical;-8hakespeare6 .belongs 
to the giant age before the flood, before the anxiety of influence became 
central to poetic consciousness; Another has to do with the contrast between 
dramatic and lyric form. As poetry has become more subjective, the shadow 

3. John Milton (1608-1674), English poet; Lyei. 
tlas (1637) Is an elegy for a college dasomate. 
4. A young man (from ephsbos, Greek); here, more 
particularly, an Initiate or trainee. Wallace Stevens 
uses the term In "Notes toward a Supreme Fiction" 
(1947). 
5. That Is, source of Inspiration. Prometheu.: the 
Titan punished for steallnll fire from the Roda and 
alvlnll It to human. (by .ome .ccounta. hewa. 
their creator), he we. a favorlte figure of Romantic 

poets. Oedllms: In Greek mythology, the tragic 
hero whose correct answer to the riddle of tne 
Sj>hlnx-a monstet with a woman's face and lion', 
body--Ied to his becoming king of Thebes and to 
his self-blinding after he realized he had unknow
Ingly married his own mother and earlier killed his 
father. Klnll Lalul, In a' fight at a crouroad •• 
6. Wllllam Shake.peare (1564-1616), EnaU.h 
pciet and playwrllht, wrote before the Enllllhten
ment. 
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cast by the precursors has become more dominant. The main cause, though, 
is that Shakespeare's prime precursor was Marlowe,7 a poet very much 
smaller than his inheritor. Milton, with all his strength, yet had to struggle, 
subtly and crucially, with a major precursor in Spenser,8 and this struggle 
both formed and malformed Milton. Coleridge, ephebe of Milton and later 
of Wordsworth, would have been glad to find his Marlowe in Cowper (or in 
the much weaker Bowles),9 but influence cannot be willed. Shakespeare is 
the largest instance in the language of a phenomenon that stands outside 
the concern of this book: the absolute absorption of the precursor. Battle 
between strong equals, father and son as mighty opposites, Laius and Oed
ipus at the crossroads; only this is my subject here, though some of the 
fathers, as will be seen, are composite figures. That even the strongest poets 
are subject to influences not poetical is obvious even to me, but again my 
concern is only with the poet in a poet, or the aboriginal poetic self. 

A change like the one I propose in our ideas of influence should help us 
read more accurately any group of past poets who were contemporary with 
one another. To give one example, as misinterpreters of Keats, I in their 
poems, the Victorian disciples of Keats most notably include Tennyson, 
Arnold, Hopkins, and Rossetti.2 That Tennyson triumphed in his long, hid
den contest with Keats, no one can assert absolutely, but his clear superiority 
over Arnold, Hopkins, and Rossetti is due to his relative victory or at least 
holding of his own in contrast to their partial defeats. Arnold's elegiac poetry 
uneasily blends Keatsian style with anti-Romantic sentiment, while Hopkins' 
strained intensities and convolutions of diction:and Rossetti's densely inlaid 
art are also at variance with the burdens they seek to alleviate in their own 
poetic selves. Similarly, in our time we need to look again at Pound's unend
ing match with Browning;3 as at Stevens' long and largely hidden civil war 
with the major poets of English and American Romanticism~Wordsworth, 
Keats, Shelley, Emerson, 4 and .Whitman. As with the Victorian Keatsians, 

. these are instances among many, if a more accurate story is to be told about 
poetic history. 

This book's main purpose is necessarily to present one reader's critical 
vision, in the context both of the criticism and poetry of his own generation, 
where their current crises most touch him, and in the context of his own 
anxieties of influence. In the contemporary poems that most move me'; like 
the Corsons Inlet and Saliences of A. R. Ammons and the Fragment and 
Soonest Mended of John Ashbery,' I can recognize a strength that battles 
against the death of poetry, yet also the exhaustions of being a late-corner. 
Similarly, in the contemporary criticism that clarifies for me my own eva
sions, in books like Allegory by Angus Fletcher, Beyond Formalism by Geof
frey Hartman, and Blindness and Insight by Paul de Man,6 I am made aware 

7. Chrislopher Marlowe (J 564-1593), English 
poet and playwrfght. 
8. Edmund Spenser (1552-1599), English poet. 
9. Thomas Bowles (1694-1773), English scholar 
and poet. WiIIlam Cowper (l731-1800), English 
poet. 
I. John Keats (l795-182I), English Romantic 
poct. 
2. All English poets: Alfted, Lord Tennyson 
(1809-1892); MATTHEW ARNOLD {J 822-1 888); 
Gerard Manley Hopklne (! 844-1889); and DIlnte 
Gnbriel Renettl (1828-1882). 

3. Robert Browning (I812-i889), English Victo
rian poet. 
4. RALPH WALDO EMERSON (J803-1882), Ameri
can essayist and poet. PERCV RYSSHE StlELLEY 
(I 792-1822), English Romantic poet. 
5. ·Ammons (J926-2001) and Ashbery (b. 1927) 
are American poets. 
6. Belgian-born American literary theorist and 
critic (1919-1983; lee above), author of Bllnd .... ss 
.nd I",.,,,,, E .. .,.. I"k) tIN RMton" o!Crmt_po. 
,...". (i9'71). Fletcher (t,. 193~ American literary 
critic, author of All .. ,,,,,,, 'I'M 111."", of IJ S)'tllbollc 
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of the mind's effort to overcome the impasse of Formalist criticism, the bar
ren moralizing that Archetypal criticism has come to be, and the anti
humanistic plain dreariness of all those'developments in European criticism" 
that have yet to demonstrate that they can aid in reading anyone poem by 
any poet whatsoever. My Interchapter,8 proposing a more antithetical prac
tical qiticism than any we now have, is my response in this area of the 
contemporary. 

A theory of poetry that presents itself as a severe poem, reliant upon aph
orism, apothegm, ,and a quite personal (though thoroughly traditional) 
mythic pattern, still may be judged, and may ask to be judged, as argument. 
Every~hing that makes up this book-parables, definitions, the working
through of the revisionary ratios as mechanisms of defense-intends to be 
part of a unified meditation on the melancholy of the creative mind's des
perate insistence upon priority. Vico, who read all creation as a severe poem, 
understood that priority in the natural order and authority in the spiritual 
order had been 0l1e and had to remain one, for poets, because only this 
harshness constituted Poetic Wisdom. Vico reduced both natural priority 
and spiritual authority to property, a Hermetic reduction that I recognize as 
the Ananke,9 the dreadful necessity still governing the Western imagination. 

Valentinus,' second-century Gnostic speculator, came 'out of Alexandria 
to teach' the Pleroma, the Fullness of thirty Aeons, manifold of Divinity: "It 
was a great marvel that they were in the Father witpout knowing fiim." To 
searqh for where you already are is the most benighted of quests, 'and the 
most fated. Each strong poet's Muse, his Sophia,2 leaps as far out and down 
as can be, in a solipsistic passion of quest. Valentinus posited a Limit, at 
which quest ends, but no quest ends, if its context is Unconditioned Mind, 
the cosmos of the greatest post-Miltonic poets. The Sophia of Valentinu$ 
recovered, wed again within the Pleroma, 'and only her Passion or Dark 
Intention was separated out into our world, beyond the Limit. Into this Pas
sion, the Dark Intention that Valentinus caned "strengthless and female 
fruit," the ephebe'> must fall. If he emerges from it, however Crippled and 
blinded, he will be among the strong poets. 

SYNOPSIS: SIX REVISIONARY RATIOS 

1. Clinamen, which is poetic misreading or misprision proper; I take the 
word from Lucretius,3 where it means a "swerve" of the atoms so as to make 
change possible in the universe. A poet swerves away from his precursor, by 

Mode (1964). Beyo"d For ... al .. ,..: Literary Essays, 
1958-1970 was published In 1970. 
7. Structuralist and poststructuralist criticism, 
which began to Influence North American critics 
in the 1960s and 19705; It Is "anti-humanist" In 
ignoring the Individual. Formalist criticism: criti
cism focusing on the literary work itself, primarily 
practiced by New Critics, who stressed "close read
ing" (e.g., Bloom's Yale colleagues CLEANTH 
BROOKS and WILLlAM K. WIMSATT JR.). Archetypal 
criticism: criticism focusing on mythological pat
terns In texts (most prominently, the work of 
NORTHROP FRYE). 
8. "A Manifesto for Antithetical Criticism" (see 
below), which appears between chapters 3 and 4 

of Bloom's 6-chapter book. 
9. Necessity (G .... ek). Hermetic: occult; specifi
cally, of or .... Iatlng to &he Gnostic writings or 
teachings attibuted,to Hermes Trismeglstus. Gnos
ticism, an early Christian heresy, radically rejected 
the visible world and especially the body as evil; 
Gnostic rituals emphasiud ways to acce.s the hid
den knowledge of the spirit. 
1. Best known of the Gnostic teachers (d. ca. 160 
C.E.). 
2. Wisdom (Greek); this personification (usually 
as the supreme female principle) played 'an Impor
tant role In most Gnostic systems. 
3. Roman poet and' Eplcu .... "n philosopher (ca. 
94-055 B.C.E.); See On the Nalu,.., o/Tllings 2.292. 
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so reading his precursor's poem as to execute a clinamen in relation to it. 
This appears as a corrective movement in his own poem, which implies that 
the precursor poem went accurately up to a certain point, but then should 
have swerved, precisely in the direction that the new poem moves. 

2. Te~sera, which is completion and antithesis; I take c:he word not from 
mosaicJfnaking, where it is still used, but from the ancient mystery cults, 
where it meant a token of recognition, the fragment say of a small pot which 
with the other fragments would re-constitute the vessel. A poet antithetically 
"completes" his precursor, by so reading the parent-poem as to retain i~s 
terms but to mean them in another sense, as though the precursor hild failed 
to go far enough. . 

3. Kenosis, which is a breaking-device similar to the defense mechanisms 
our psyches employ against repetition compulsions; kenosis then is a move
ment towards discontinuity with tpe precursor. I take the word from St. 
Paul,4 where it means the humbling or emptying-out of Jesus J>y JtimseJf, 
when he accepts reduction from divine to human status'. The later poet, 
apparently emptying himself of his own afflatus, his imaginative gqdhood, 
seems to humble himself as though he were ceasing to be a poet,but·this 
ebbing is so performed in relation to a precursor's poem-of-ebbing that the 
precursor is emptied out also. and so the later poem of deflation is not as 
absolute as it seems. 

4. Daemonization, or a movement towards a personalized Co~nter
Sublime, in reactioll to the precursor's Sublime; I take the term from general 
Neo-Platonic usage,S where an intermediary being, neither divine nor 
human, enters into the adept to aid him. The later poet opens himself to 
what he believes to be a power in the parent-poem that does. not belong to 
the parent proper, but to a range of being just beyond that precursor. He 
does' this, in his poem, by so stationing its relation to the parent-poem as to 
generalize away the upiqueness of the e'arlier work. 

5. Askesis, or a movement of self-purgation which intends the attainment 
of a state of solitude; • take the term, general as it' is, particularly from ~he 
practice of pre-Socratic shamans like Empedocles.6 The later poet does not, 
as in kenosis, undergo a revisionary movement of emptying, but of curtailing; 
he yields up part of his own human and imaginative endowment, so as to 
separate himself from others. including the precursor, and he does thislii.· 
his poem by so stationing it in regard to the parent-poem as to make that 
poem undergo an askesis too: the precursor's endowment is also truncated. 

6. Apophrades, or the return of the dead; I ta~e the word from the Ath
enian dismal or unlucky days upon which the dead returned to reinhabit the 
houses in which they had lived. The later poet, in his own final phase, already 
burdened by an imaginative solitude that is almost a solipsism, holds his own 
poem so open again to the precursor's work that at first we might believe the 
wheel has come full circle, and that we are back in the later poet's flooded 
apprenticeship, before his strength began to assert itself in the revisionary 
ratios. But the poem is now held open to the precursor, where once it was 

4. Early Christian leader and writer (d. ca. 67 
c.F..:: see Philipplans 2.6-7. 
;. On Neoplatonlc thought, see PLOTINUS (ca. 
204/5-270 e.E.), who sought ways to move 

through matt .. r toward an apprehension of spirit. 
6. Greek philosopher and poet (ca. 493-ca. 433 
D.e.E.). 
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open, and the uncanny effect is that the new poem's achievement makes it 
seem to us, not as though the precursor were writing it, but'as though the 
later poet himself had written the precursor's characteristic work. 

Interchapter. A Manifesto for Antithetical Criticism 

If to imagine is to misinterpret, which makes all poems antithetical to their 
precursors; ·then to imagine after a poet is ttiJearnhis own metaphors for 
his acts of reading. Criticism then necessarily becomes antithetical also, a 
series of swerves after'uriique:acts of.creative misunderstanding.· 

The first swerve is to learn to read a great precursor poet as his greater 
descendants compelled themselves to read him. 

The second is to read the descendants as if we were their disciples, and 
so compel ourselves to learn where we must revise them if we are to be found 
by our own work, and claimed by the living of our own lives. 
, Neither of these quests is yet Antithetical Criticism. 

That begins when we measure the first clinamen ag~inst the second. Find
ing just what the accent of deviation is,' we proceed to apply it as corrective 
to the reading of the first but not the second poet' or group'of poets. To 
practice Antithetical Criticism' on the more recent ·poet or poets . becomes 
possible only when they have found disciples not ourselves. But these can 
be critics, and not poets. . . . 
·,.-Itrcanbeobjectedagainst·this,theory.that we l'lever read a poet as poet, 
but only read one poet in another poet, or even into another poet. Our answer 
is' manifold: we deny that there is, was or ever can be a poet as poet-to a 
reader; Just'as we can never embrace (sexually or otherWise)a·single personj 
but embrace the whole of her. or his family romance, so we 'can never read 
a poet without reading the whole of his or her family rbmanc:!eas poet. The 
issue is reduction and how besfto avoid it. Rhetorical, Aristotelian, phenomc 
enological, and struCturalist criticisms? all reduce, whether to images, ideas, 
given things,. or· ph(memes.· Moral -and. other blatant philosophical or psy
chological criticisms all reduce.to·rival conceptualizations. We reduce--'-ifat 
all.....;...to another poem. The meaning of a poem can only be another;J?oem. 
This is not a tautology, not even 'a deep tautology, since the·'two poems are 
not the same poem, any more than two lives can be the samidife>The issue 
is true history or rather the true' use of it, rather than the abuse of it,. both 
in Nietzsche's sense. True'poetic history is the story of how poets as poets 
-have suffered other p()ets~ just as. any true biography is the story of how 
anyone suffered his own familY"'--'-or his own displacement· of family into 
lovers and friends."' , -

Summary-Every poem is a misinterpretation ofa· parent poem.· A poem 
is 'not an overcoming of anxiety, but is that ·anxiety. J>oets' misinterpretations 
or poems are more drastic than critics'. misinterpretations or criticism, but 
this is only a difference in degree and not at all in kind.' There are no inter~ 
pretations but only misinterpretations, and so all criticism is prose poetry. 

7. Again, Bloom lists the types of criticism preva
lent In 1973. Rhetorical criticism considers the 
relation of text to audience (e.g., se." KENNETH 
BURKE). Aristotelian criticism combines Interest In 
genre with a focus on rhetoric (associated with the 
University of Chicago). Phenomenologlcal criti-

cI.m highlights the experience of the reader (e.g., 
see GEORGES POULEl: and WOLFGANG ISER). Struc
turalist criticism Id~htlfies the general .patterns 
underlying the surface words of the text; It derives 
from the structuralist linguistics of FERDlNAND DE 
SAUSSURE (1857-1913). 
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Critics are more or less valuable than other critics only (precisely) as poets 
are more, or less valuable than other poets. For just as a poet must be found 
by the opening in a precursor poet, so must the critic. The difference is that 
a critic has more parents. His precursors are poets and critics. But-in 
truth-so are a poet's precursors, often and more often as history lengthens. 

Poetry is the anxiety of influence, is misprision, is a disciplined perverse
ness. Poetry is misunderstanding, misinterpretation, misalliance. 

Poetry (Romance) is Family Romance. Poetry is the enchantment of 
incest, disciplined by resistance to that enchantment. 

Influence is Influenza-an astral disease. s 
If influence were health, who could write a poem? Health is stasis. 
Schizophrenia is bad poetry, for the schizophrenic has lost the strength of 

perverse, wilful, misprision. 
Poetry is thus both contraction and expansion; for all the ratios of revision 

are contracting movements, yet making is an expansive one. Good poetry is 
a dialectic of revisionary movement (contraction) and freshening outward
going-ness. 

The best critics of our time remain Empson and Wilson Knight,9 for they 
have misinterpreted more antithetically than all others. 

When we say that the meaning of a poem can only be another poem, we 
may mean a range of poems: 

The precursor poem or poems. 
The poem we write as our reading. 
A rival poem, son or grandson of the same precursor. 
A poem that never got written-that is-the poem that should 
have been written by the poet in que'stion. 
A composite poem, made up of these ins0!TIe combination. 

A poem is a poet's melancholy at his lack of priority. The failure to have 
begotten oneself is not the cause of the poem, for poems arise out of the 
illusion of freedom, out of a sense of priority being possible. But the poem
unlike the mind in creation-is a made thing, and as such is an achieved 
anxiety. 

How do we understand an anxiety? By ourselves being anxious. Every deep 
reader is an Idiot Questioner. He asks, "Who wrote my poem?" Hence1!"rner
son's insistence that: "In every work of genius we recognize our own rejected 
thoughts-they come back to us with a certain alienated majesty.'" 

Criticism is the discourse of the deep tautology-of the solipsist who 
knows that what he means is right, and yet that what he says is wrong. 
Criticism is the art of knowing the hidden roads that go from poem to poem. 

8. Epidemics (suc.h ,as those a~sociated with influ
cn1!a) were once thought to be influenced by the 
st~lrS. 

9. WiIliam Empson (l906-\9R4) and George 

1973 

Wilson Knight (1897-1985), English literary crit
ics. 
I. Emerson, "Self-Reliance" (1841). 



1806 

PIERRE BOURDIEU 
1930-2002 

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu explores the connection between aesthetic taste 
and social status. His influential book Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement 
of Taste (1979; trans. 1984) is nothing less than an attempt to rewrite IMMANUEL 
KANT'S landmark Critique of Judgment (1790; see above). Bourdieu challenges Kant's 
claim that our judgments about art are:disinterested, arguing.instead that cultivated 
sensibilities both derive from and produce a "cultural capital" that is tied to economic 
and social advantages. Literary theorists have found Bourdieu's work congenial to 
their own questioning of aesthetic theories that make art a realm entirely separate 
from worldly concerns. . . 

Bourdieu came from the provincial petite bourgeoisie (lower middle c1a~s); ~e was 
born in the village of Denguin, in the Pyrj!nj!es district of southwestern France, 
where his father was the village postmaster. A star rugby player in school, he was 
also a scholarship student; he received his degree in philosophy from the tcole nor
male superij!ure, perhaps the most elite university in France (jACQUES DERRIDA was 
a classmate). After a year teaching high school, Bourdieu was drafted into the ariny 
and served for two years in Algeria during the bloody and controversial war between 
France and Algerians seeking their independence, Returning to Franc~. in 1960, 
Bourdieu began to study anthropology and sociologyl ar:td he joined the faculty 'of 
the Ecole pratique des hautes j!tudes in 1964. He became director of the Centre de 
Sociologie Europj!enne in 1968, a pOSition he retained until his death. In 1981 
Bourdieu was appointed to the prestigious chair of sociology at the ColI~ge de 
France. . 

Kant's Critique of Judgment is the founding text of modern aestheticism, and much 
of Bourdieu's work is devoted to revealing·thepernicio~s· social consequences of 
modern aestheticism's exaltation of art and of those who appreciate art. For l3ourdieu, 
aesthetic judgment (the ability to distinguish between good and bad art, to appreciate 
the truly fine as opposed to the vulgar) is a sorting process through' which mo~ern 
societies both produce anii legitimate economic and status inequaliUes. The concepts 
grounding Kent's ,w6rk-disinterestedness, taste, ,and autonomY-PQint toward an 
effort to shelter art and its reception from worldly concerns. "Disinterestedness":-
especially prominent in both Kent and MA'tTHEW ARNOLD, but found throughout· the 
modern tradition-insists that art is adulterated if mundane purpOSeS influence either 
artist or audience. Only aesthetic concerns (defined circularly as concerns having to 
do only with art) are legitimate; otherwise, the artist is corrupted By material consid
erations and the audience's judgments of artistic value are clouded. Art, then, is to 
exist in its own autonomous realm. 

Bourdieu insists that aesthetic disinterestedness and autonomy are c1ass-b~sed 
notions imp~,sible to achieve. All acts of aesthetic production and consumption, like 
all other human actions, take place within social fields and their performance has 
consequences for the agents' social standing. In modem soc'ieties. Bo~rdieil argues, 
there are two distinct systems of social hierarchization operat~ng side 'by side. The 
first is economic, with position and power determined by the capit!ll (money and 
property) one commands. The second, whose logic he seeks to describe, is cultural, 
with status determined by how much "cultural capital" one possesses. We might think 
of certain contemporary business moguls. who, for all their ecqnoriiic power, will 
always be deemed "vulgar." No amount of money can buy them respect from the 
cultural elites. ' 

Bourdieu argues that modern aestheticism is central to the cultural elite's self
understanding and to the general willtngness of society to grant it authority and pres
tige. Though the elite is produced, this process of production is ~bscur~d so that the 
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elite's existence is taken as a natural fact. Particularly mystified is the marker of the 
cultul'al elite: "taste," its "natural" endowment. That taste (as the faculty of judgment) 
is notoriously difficult to define and to impart to others is made clear by the earlier 
works of DAVID HUME and EDMUND BURKE. But we do speak of "acquired tastes," and 
Bourdieu is determined to show quite specifically how taste is acquired. how it is 
socially produced in connection with very concrete material goals, and how spectators 
and l'eaders respond in coded. habitual ways. 

Setting flside those who inherit significant economic capital, we can make a rough 
distinction)between those who do some kind of physicallabor and those who receive 
their salari~s for mental wOl'k and require a university degree to secure their position. 
Bourdieu favors calling the latter "intellectuals" and memorably designates them "the 
dominated fraction of the dominant class" because they remain dependent on eco
nomic capital for their salaries but have a semiautonomous source of social prestige 
and power in their possession of cultural capital. 

The vast differences in wages and employment opportunities in modern society are 
justified as meritocratic. the rise of the best and brightest to the top. Bourdieu aims 
to explode the myth of merit. The two great predictors of success in contemporary 
socicty are the socioeconomic status of one's parents and one's success in school. 
There is not a level playing field, Bourdieu insists. And he argues that taste, an 
acquired "cultural competence." is used to legitimate social and economic inequali
ties. How does the rule that "taste classifies, and it classifies the classifier" come to 
be accepted? 

The answer, Bourdieu believes. is aesthetic ideology, which both mystifies taste and 
makes its possession prestigious. His argument is complex because of the way that 
aestheticism turns the economic world upside down. Taste is revealed through an 
(acquired) appreciation for everything that is nonmaterial: mind over body, muted 
over gaudy. nonpopular over commercial. and, crucially, form over content, "the mode 
of representation over the object of representation." Prestigious taste's pursuit of 
disinterestedness and purity leads it to shun everything that might appeal to "lower," 
popular appetites. That taste secures very concrete economic advantages is thus 
masked by taste's attachment to artworks esteemed precisely for their apparent 
unconcern for commercial success. The rarity of taste is ensured because it works 
against nature; it depends on "sublimating primary needs and impulses." 

Since taste functions to make social "distinctions" (hence the title of Bourdieu's 
book). intellectuals are driven by the desire to stay ahead of the crowd, to distinguish" 
themselves by appreciating works often unknown or even offensive to the many. The 
shifts in reputation of various artists and various artworks reflect the continual jock
eying by groups or individuals for position, prestige, and status. Those who comman~ " 
incomes by virtue of their mental work must keep proving their right to such work by 
continually demonstrating their good taste. Modem culture's preference for the 
immaterial and the pure is encoded in the aesthetic ideology and helps explain why 
mental labor is 50 much more highly paid than the physicallabor that is often more 
difficult, more dangerous, and more necessary. Cultural capital, acquired through 
schooling and maintained through a hierarchization of tastes and pleasures, plays an 
important role in securing the privileges of the upper classes in modern societies. 

The major objection to Boul-dieu's work-as to much materialist work-is that he 
is "rcductionist," oversimplifying a complex phenomenon by taking part of the picture 
as the whole. Few would deny that issues of social prestige and status influence 
judgments of artworks, but we might argue that a variety of desires and motives enter 
into our responses to art. 'Ve regularly distinguish those who value a work only for 
the social standing linked to such appreciation from those who have other reasons, 
and many people cling to frowned-on pleasures and tastes in defiance of the social 
costs. A different objection is that while Bourdieu's picture of idealist aestheticism 
connects to high modernism, it has much less relevance now that the clear markers 
bet,,"een high and low have dissolved. In the more mixed forms of postmodernism, 
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bodily pleasures are not outlawed and outright commercial ambitions on the part of 
artists do not lead to immediate condemnation by the elites. 

Objections aside, Bourdieu's work participates in the general crisis of the aesthetic 
as category and value that began in the late twentieth century, when the existence of 
any unique, autonomous quality adhering to the artwork came sharply under ques
tion. This crisis has certainly proved among the most persistent features of post
modernism (see JEAN-FRANyOlS LYOTARD and FREDRIC JAMESON). Bourdieu's linking 
of aesthetic value to economic and social value has also proved influential among 
critics who challenge the traditional literary cano~,(see BARBARA HERRNSTEIN SMITH). 
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Bourdieu's published works (almost all of which are available in English; the date of 
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edited by Richard Barker, Chellen Mahar, and Chris Wilkes (1990); Bourdieu: Crit
ical Perspectives, edited by Craig Calhoun, Edward LiPuma, and Moishe Postone 
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collect essays on various issues raised by Bourdieu. More advanced studies are offered 
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Culture and Power (1997). John Guillory's Cultural Capital: T1ui Problem of Literary 
Canon Formation (1993) addresses the issue of canons and of the institutionalization 
of literary theory in ways that creatively employ and expand Bourdieu's work. Joan 
N~rdquist's Pierre Bourdieu: A Bibliography (1997) iists the works in French, the 
available translations, and the commentaries in English. 
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From Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of 
Taste! 

Introduction 

You said it, my good knight! There ought to be laws to protect the 
body of acquired knowledge. 

Take one of our good pupils, for example: modest and diligent, 
from his earliest grammar classes he's kept a little notebook full of 
phrases. 

Mter hanging on the lips of his teachers for twenty years, he's 
managed to build up an intellectual stock in trade; doesn't it belong 
to him as if it were a house, or money? 

Paul ClaudeJ,> Le soulier de satin, Day Ill, Scene ii 

There is an economy of cultural goods, but it has a specific logic. Sociology 
endeavors to establish the conditions in which the consumers of cultural 
goods, and their taste for them, are produced, and at the same time to 
describe the different ways of appropriating such of these objects as are 
regarded at a particular moment as works of art, and the social conditions 
of the constitution of the mode of appropriation that is considered legitimate. 
But one cannot fully understand cultural practices unless 'culture', in the 
restricted, normative sense of ordinary usage, is brought back into 'culture' 
in the anthropological sense, and the elaborated taste for the most refined 
objects is reconnected with the elementary taste for the flavors of food. 

Whereas the ideology of charisma regards taste in legitimate culture as a 
gift of nature, scientific observation shows that cultural needs are the prod
uct of upbringing and education: surveys establish that all cultural practices 
(museum visits, concert-going, reading etc.), and preferences in literature, 
painting or music, are closely linked to educational level (measured by qual
ifications or 'length 0{ schooling) and secondarily to social origin.3 The rela
tive weight of home background and of formal education (the effectiveness 
and duration of which are closely dependent on' social origin) varies accord
ing to the extent to which the different cultural practices are recognized a'rid 
taught by the educational system, aild the influence of social origin is strong
est-other things being equal-in 'extra-curricular' and avant-garde culture. 
To the socially recognized hierarchy of the arts, and within each of therrirof 
genres, schools or periods, corresponds a social hierarchy of the consumers. 
This predisposes tastes to function as markers of 'class'. The manner in which 
culture has been acquired lives on in the manner of using it: the importance 
attached to manners can be understood once it is seen that it is these impon
derables of practice which distinguish the different-and ranked-modes of 
culture acquisition. early or late. domestic or scholastic; and the classes of 
individuals which they characterize (such as 'pedants' and mondains4 ), Cul
ture also has its titles of nobility-awarded by the educational system-and 
its pedigrees, measured by seniority in admission to the nobility. 

The definition of cultural nobility is the stake in a struggl~ which has gone 
on unceasingly, from the seventeenth century to the present day, between 

I. Translated by Richard Nice, who occasionally 
retains the original French in parentheses. 
2. French poet (1868-1955). 
3. BOllrdiell et aI., Photography: A Middle·brow 

Art (1965); P. Bourdleu and A. barbel, The Love 
of Art: European Art M ........... and Their Public 
(1969) [Bourdleu'. note). 
4. Sophisticated, fashionable people (French). 
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groups differing in their ideas of culture and of the legitimate relation to 
culture and to works of art, and therefore differing in the conditions of acqui
sition of which these dispositions are the product. 5 Even in the classroom, 
the dominant definition of the legitimate way of appropriating culture and 
works of art favours those who have had early access to legitimate culture, 
in a cultured household, outside of scholastic disciplines, since even within 
the educational system it devalues scholarly knowledge and interpretation as 
'scholastic' or even 'pedantic' in favour of direct experience and simple 
delight. " 

The logic of what is sometimes called, in typically 'pedantic' language, the 
'reading' of a work of art, offers 'an objective basis for this opposition. Con
sumption is, in this case, a stage in a process of communication, that is, an 
act of deciphering, decoding, which presupposes practical or explicit mastery 
of a cipher or code. In a sense, one can say that the 'capacity to see (voir) is 
a function of the knowledge (savoir), or concepts, that. is, the words, that are 
available to name visible things, and which are, as it were, programmes for 
perception. A work of art has meaning and interest only for someone who 
possesses the cultural competence, that is, the code, into which it is encoded. 
The conscious or unconscious implementation of explicit or implicit schemes 
of perception and appreciation which copstitutes pictorial or musical culture 
is the hidden condition for recognizing the styles characteristic of a period, 
a school or an author, and, more generally, for the familiarity with the inter
nal logic of works that aesthetic enjoyment presupposes. A beholder who 
lacks the specific code feels lost in a chaos of sounds and rhythms, colours 
and lines, without rhyme or reason. Not having learnt to adopt the adequate 
disposition, he stops short at what Erwin Panofsky 6 calls the 'sensible prop., 
erties', perceiving a skin as downy or lace-work as delicate, or at the emo., 
tional resonances aroused by these properties, referring to 'austere' colours 
or a 'joyful' melody. He cannot move from the 'primary stratum of the mean
ing we can grasp on the basis of our ordinary experience' to the 'stratum of 
secondary meariings', i.e., the 'level of the meaning of what is signified', 
unless he pO!lsesses the concepts which go beyond the sensible properties 
and which identify the specifically stylistic properties of the work.? Thus the 
encounter with a work of art is not 'love at first sight' as is generally supposed, 
and the act of empathy, Einjahlung,8 which is the art-lover's pleasure, pre
supposes an act of cognition, a decoding operation, which implies the imple
mentation of a cognitive acquirement, a cultural code.9 

ThistypicaIIy intellectualist theory of artistic perception directly contra
dicts th~ experience of the art-lovers closest to the legitimate definition; 
acquisition of legitimate culture by insensible familiarization within the fam
ily circle tends to favour an enchanted exp~rience of culture which implies 
forgetting the acquisition.· The 'eye' is a product of history reproduced by 

5. The word disposition seems particularly suited 
to e"Press what is covered by the concept of hab· 
itus (defined as a system of disposltlons)-used; 
later in this chapter. It expresses first the result of 
an organlzi"8 action, with a meaning close to that 
of words such as structure; it also designates 8 way 
of being, a habitual state (especially of the body) 
and, in particular, a predisposition, telUlsncy, pro
pensity or inclination. P. Bourdleu, Outline of a 
Theory of Practic .. (1977), p. 214, n. 1 [Bourdleu's 
noteJ. 
6. German-born American art historian and the-

orist (1892-1968). 
7. E. Panofsky, "Iconography and Iconology: An 
Introduction to the Study of Renaissance Art," in 
Meaning in the Visual Arts (1955), p.28 [Bour
dieu's note]. 
8. Empathy (German). 
9. It will be seen that this Internalized code called 
culture function. a. cultural capital owing to the 
fact that, being unequally distributed. it secures 
profits of distinction LBourdieu's note]. 
I. The sense of familiarity in no way excludes the 
ethnocentric misunderstanding which results from 
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education. This is true of the mode of artistic perception now accepted as 
legitimate, that is, the aesthetic disposition, the capacity to consider in and 
for themselves, as form rather than function, not only the works designated 
for such apprehension, i.e., legitimate works of art, but everything in the 
world. including cultural objects which are not yet consecrated-such as, at 
one time, primitive arts, or, nowadays, popular photography or kitsch-and 
natural obje<;ts. The 'pure' gaze is a historical invention linked to the emer
gence of an ~utonomous field of artistic production. that is, a field capable 
of imposing1ts own norms on both the production and the consumption of 
its products.2 An art which, like all Post-Impressionist painting/ is the prod
uct of an artistic intention ""hich asserts the primacy of the mode of repre
sentation over the object of representation demands categorically an 
attention to form which previous art only demanded conditionally. 

The pure intention of the artist is that of a producer who aims to be 
autonomous, that is, entirely the master of his product, who tends to reject 
not only the 'programmes' imposed a priori by scholars and scribes, but 
also-following the old hierarchy of doing and saying-the interpretations 
superimposed a posteriori on his work. The production of an 'open work', 
intrinsically and deliberately polysemic,4 can thus be understood as the final 
stage in the conquest of artistic autonomy by poets and. following in their 
footsteps, by painters, who had long been reliant on writers and their work 
of 'showing' and 'illustrating'. To assert the autonomy of production is to give 
primacy to that of which the artist is master, i.e., form, manner, style, rather 
than the 'subject', the external referent, which involves subordination to 
functions-even if only the most elementary one, that of representing. sig
nifying, saying something. It also means a refusal to recognize any necessity 
other than that inscribed in the specific tradition of the artistic discipline in 
question: the shift from an art which imitates nature to an art which imitates 
art, deri"ing from its own history the exclusive source of its experiments and 
even of its breaks with tradition. An art which ever increasingly contains 
reference to its own history demands to be perceived historically; it asks to 
be referred not to an external referent, the represented or designated 'reality', 
but to the universe of past and present works of art. Like artistic production, 
in that it is generated in a field, aesthetic perception is necessarily historical, 
inasmuch as it is differential. relational, attentive to the deviations (dscarts) 
which make styles. Like the so-called naive painter who, operating outside 
the field and its specific traditions. remains external to the history of the art, 
the 'naive' spectator cannot attain a specific grasp of works of art which only 
ha"e meaning-or value-in relation to the specific history of an artistic 
tradition. The aesthetic disposition demanded by the products of a highly 
autonomous field of production is inseparable from a specific cultural com-

applying the wrong code. Thus, Michael Bnan
dall's work in historical ethnology enables us to 
measure all that separates the perceptual schemes 
that no\\" tend to be applied to Quattrocento [1·Hh
c. Italian] paintings and those which their imme
diate add"esses applied. The "moral and spiritual 
eye" of Quattrocento man, that is. the set of cog
nitive and evaJuative dispositions which we."e the 
basis of his perception of the world and his per
ception of pictorial representation of the world. 
djffers radicallv from the "pure" gaze (pudfied. first 
of all. from .. If reference to economic value) with 
which the modern cultivated spectatol" looks at 

works of art .••• M. Baxandall, Painting and Expe
rience In Fifteenth-Century Italy: A Pri ... er 'to the 
Social History of Pictorial Style (1972) [Bourdleu's 
note). 
2. See P. Bourdleu, "The Market of Symbolic 
Goods" and "Outline of a Sociological Theory of 
Art Perception" in n", Field a/Cultural Prod"ctian 
(/993) [Bourdieu's note]. 
3. Styles developed in the last two decades of the 
19th century, especially by Paul C~zanne, Paul 
Gauguin, and Vincent van Gogh. 
4. Having many meanings. 

~. 
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petence. This historical culture functions as a principle of pertinence which 
enables one to identify, aITlong the eleITlents offered to the gaze, all the 
distinctive feature.s and only these, by referring theITl, consciously or uncon
sciously, to the universe of possible alternatives. This mastery is, for the most 
part, acquired simply by contact with works of art-that is, through an 
implicit learning analogous to that which makes it possible to recognize 
familiar faces without explicit rules or criteria-and it generally,remains at 
a practical level; it is what ITlakes it pos~i.ble to identify styles, i.e., modes of 
expression characteristic of a period, a dfiliza:tion or a school, without having 
to distinguish clearly, or state explicitly, the features which constitute their 
originality. Everything seems to suggest that even among professional-valu
ers, the criteria which define the stylistic properties of the 'typical works' on 
which all their judgments are based usually remain implicit. 

The pure gaze iITlplies a break with the ordinary attitude towards the world, 
which, given the conditions in which it is performed, is also a social sepa
ration. Ortega y Gasset5 can be believed when he attributes to modern art a 
systematic refusal of all that is 'human', i.e., generic, common~as·opposed 
to distinctive, or distinguished-naITlely, the passions, emotions and feelings 
which 'ordinary' people invest in their 'ordinary' lives. It is as if the 'popular 
aesthetic' (the quotation marks are there to indicate that this is an aesthetic 
'in itself not 'for itself'}6 were based on the affirITlation of the continuity 
between art and life, which implies the subordilJation of form to function. 
This is seen clearly in the case of the novel and especially the theatre, where 
the working-class audience refuses any sort of formal experimentation and 
all the effects which, by introducing a distance from the acceptedconven
tions (as regards scenery, plot etc.), tend to distance the spectator, preventing 
him from getting involved and fully .identifying with,the characters (I am 
thinking of Brechtian 'alienation' or the disruption. of pIot.in the nouveau 
roman7 ). In contrast to the detachment and disinterestedness which aes
thetic theory regards as .the only way of recognizing the work of art for what 
it is, i.e., autonomous,selbsutndig,8 the 'popular aesthetic' ignores or refuses 
the refusal of 'facile' involvement and 'vulgar' enjoyment, a refusal which is 
the basis of the taste for formal experiment. And popular judgITlents of paint
ings or photographs spring from an 'aesthetic' (in fact it.~s an ethos}f,Which 
is the exact opposite of the Kantian aesthetic.9 Whereas, in order to grasp 
thespecificity of the aesthetic judgment, Kant strove to distinguish that 
which pleases from that which gratifies and, morE< generally, to distinguish 
di~interestedness, the sole guarantor of the specifically aesthetic quality of 
contemplation, from the interest of reason which defines the Good, working
class people expect every iITlage to explicitly perform a function, if only that· 
of a sign, and their judgements make reference, often explicitly, to the norms 

5. Jost! Ortega y Gassett (I 883-1 955), Spanish 
philosopher and social critic. . 
6. Terms derived from GEORG WILHELM FRIED
mCH HEGEL's "Master-Slave dialectic" In Phenom
enalol/)' of Spirit (1807; see above). The "In ItselP' 
exists paSSively as a material embodiment of an 
entity, while the "for itselP' self-consciously shapes 
lIS Identity as a particular \dnd of en~l!y. . 
7. New novel (French). The "new novel" of Alain 
Robbe-Grillet and other French novelists of the 
1950s and 1960s disoriented readers by USing nar
rative techniques that made. time, place, ·and nar-

ratlve point of view difficult to discern .. "Brec\:ttian 
alienation": the German. playWright Bertolt Brecht 
(1891!-1956) adVocated a pOlItlc.al theater tha.t 
prevented audiences from. "Identifying" with the 
charllcters or taking the ..veiltS ori stl\ge as real, 
favorlng Instead a method that "alienat~d" or dis
tancedspectators from ·what il~ey were viewing .. 
B. Self-standing, self-suffiClent.{German). 
9. The highly Influential view Df art and its appre
CIation put i'orwa~ by German philosQpher 
IMMANUEL KANT (1724-IB04) in his Critiq .... of 
Judgment (1790; see above). 
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of morality or agreeableness. Whether rejecting or praising, their apprecia
tion always has an ethical basis. 

Popular taste applies the schemes of the ethos, which pertain in the ordi
nary circumstances of life, to legitimate works of art, and so performs a 
systematic reduction of the things of art to the things of life. The very seri
ousness (or naivety) which this taste invests in fictions and representations 
demonstrates.a contrario I that pure taste performs a suspension of 'naive' 
involvement which is one dimension of a 'quasi-Iudic' relationship with the 
necessities of the world. Intellectuals could be said to believe in the repre
sentation-literature, theatre, painting-'-more than in the things repre
sented, whereas the people chiefly expect representations and the 
conventions which govern them to allow them to believe 'naively' in the 
things represented. The pure aesthetic is rooted in an ethic, or rather, an 
ethos of elective distance from the necessities of the natural and social world, 
which may take the form of moral agnosticism (visible when ethical trans
gression becomes an artistic parti pris2) or of an aestheticism which presents 
the aesthetic disposition as a universally valid principle and takes the bour
geois denial of the social world to its limit. The detachment of the pure gaze 
cannot be dissociated from a general disposition towards the world which is 
the paradoxical product of conditioning by negative economic necessities
a life of ease-that tends to induce an active distance from necessity. 

Although art obviously offers the greatest scope to the aesthetic disposi
tion, there is no area: of practice in which the aim of purifying, refining and 
sublimating primary needs and impulses cannot assert itself, no area in 
which the stylization of life, that is, the primacy of forms over function, of 
manner over matter, does not produce the same effects. And nothing is more 
distinctive, more disting~ished, than the capacity to confer aesthetic status 
on objects that are banal or even 'common' (because the 'common' people 
make them their own, especially for aesthetic .purposes), or the ability to 
apply the principles of a 'pure' aesthetic to the most everyday choices of 
everyday life, e.g., in cooking, clothing or decoration, completely reversing 
the popular disposition which annexes aesthetics to ethics. 

In fact, through the economic and social conditions which they presup
pose, the different ways of relating to realities and fictions, of believing in 
fictions and the realities they simulate, with more or less distance...:f.tnd 
detachment, are very closely linked to the different possible positions in 
social space and, consequently, bound up with the systems of dispositions 
(habitus)3 characteristic of the different classes and class fractions. Taste 
classifies, and it classifies the classifier. Social subjects, classified by their 
classifications, distinguish themselves by the· distinctions they make, 
between the beautiful and the ugly, the distinguished and the vulgar, in 
which their position in the objective classifications is expressed or betrayed. 
And statistical analysis does indeed show that oppositions similar in structure 
to those found in cultural practices also appear in eating habits. The antith
esis between quantity and quality, substance and form, corresponds to the 

I. By way of contrast (Italian). 
2. A preconceived opinion or bias; a position 
(French). 
3. A key term in Bourdieu's work. defined else· 
where by him as "s system of acquired dispositions 
functioning on the practical level as categories of 

perception and assessment ... as well as being the 
organizing principles of Bction." In other words. 
habitus names the cultural categories through 
which Individuals process the world and make 
decisions about what to do. 
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opposition-linked to different distances from necessity-between the taste 
of necessity, which favours the most 'filling' and most economical foods, and 
the taste of liberty-or luxury-which shifts the emphasis to the manner (of 
presenting, serving, eating etc.) and tends to use stylized forms to deny func
tion. 

The science of taste and of cultural consumption begins with a transgres
sion that is in no way aesthetic: it has to abolish the sacred frontier which 
makes legitimate culture a separate universe, in order to discover the intel
ligible relations which unite apparently incommensurable 'choices', such as 
preferences in music and food, painting and sport, literature and hairstyle. 
This barbarous reintegration of aesthetic consumption into the world of ordi
nary consumption abolishes the opposition, which has been the basis of high 
aesthetic since Kant, between the 'taste of sense' and the 'taste of reflection', 
and between facile pleasure, pleasure reduced to a pleasure of the senses, 
and pure pleasure, pleasure purified of pleasure, which is predisposed to 
become a symbol of moral excellence and a measure of the capacity for 
sublimation which defines the truly human man. The culture which results 
from this magical division is sacred. Cultural consecration does indeed con
fer on the objects, persons and situations it touches, a sort of ontological 
promotion akin to a transubstantiation. Proof enough of this is found in the 
two following quotations, which might almost have been written for the 
delight of the sociologist: 

'What struck me most is this: nothing could be obscene on the stage of 
our premier theatre, and the ballerinas of the Opera, even as naked dancers, 
sylphs, sprites or Bacchae, retain an inviolable purity.'4 

'There are obscene postures: the simulated intercourse which offends the 
eye. Clearly, it is impossible to approve, although the interpolation of such 
gestures in dance routines does give them a symbolic and aesthetic quality 
which is absent from the intimate scenes the cinema daily flaunts before its 
spectators' eyes ... As for the nude scene, what can one say, except that it 
is brief and theatrically not very effective? I will not say it is chaste or inno
cent, for nothing commercial can be so described. Let us say it is not shock
ing, and that the chief objection is that it serves as a box-office gimmick .... 
In Hair, the nakedness fails to be symbolic.'5 

The denial of lower, coarse, vulgar, venal, servile-in a word, natural
enjoyment, which constitutes the sacred sphere of culture, implies an affir
mation of the superiority of those who can be satisfied with the sublimated, 
refine~, disinterested, gratuitous, distinguished pleasures forever closed to 
the profane. That is why art and cultural consumption are predisposed, con
sciously and deliberately or not, to fulfil a social function of legitimating 
social differences. 

4. O. Merlin, "Mile Thibon dans la vision de Mar
guerite," Le Mande, 9 December 1965lBourdieu's 
note1. Bacchae: female worshippers of Bacchus, 
often represented as maddened by wine. 
5. F. Chenique, "Hair est-il Immoral?" Le Mantle, 

1979 

28 January 1970 lBourdleu's note1. The anti-Viet
nam War rock musical Ha;r (1967), by Gerome 
Ragnl, James Rada, and Gait MacDermot, was a 
long-running Broadway hit. 
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The name of the French philosopher Jacques Derrida is synonymous with deconstruc
tion, a French word (deconstrllct;ofl) he revived but did not invent, Often described 
as a "method" of "analysis," a "type" of "critique," an "act" of "reading," of a 
"way" of "writing." deconstruction as a broad phenomenon has become all of those 
things, 'But in the writings of Derrida, the words here set in quotation marks are 
themselves the starting points of a deconstructive reading. not simply its description, 
Den-idean deconstruction thus makes use of-and at tlte same time puts in question 
(al once uses, puts "under erasure," and does not erase}-the toolbox of classical 
'Vest,'rn philosophy. Those words have all functioned as philosophical terms, and 
De .... ida, as a historian of philosophy, read them as such. All the gestures of certainty 
that allow philosophers to say what something is, especially when that something 
is itself an intellectual operation ("concept," "method," "structure," "system," "decon
stl'Uction"), become objects of particular critical attention for Derridean decon
slruction, 

\"'hat has been seen-both positively and negatively-as revolutionary about Der
rida's work for both philosophy and literary studies is the particular way it attends to 
language, Not only do the key terms as terms belong to a linguistic, and not some 
purely mental, domain, but that domain or object of inquiry from tile beginning con
tains multiple languages, It cannot be traced back to one original language, "full 
presence." or "living present" that would function as the origin or the end of the 
multiplicity of languages, The biblical story of the tower of Babel, which recounts 
humanity's loss of an original universal language, is a powerful myth, but the need 
for such a myth is not evidence for its validity, Existing languages constantly try, and 
constantly fail, to present the "truth" or "Being" that is assumed to be behind or 
beyond language, Derrida thus investigated questions of translation that are at the 
very heart of what other philosophers have called "truth," As he wrote to Toshiko 
Izutsu, his Japanese translatOJ', "the question of deconstruction is also through and 
through the question of translation," Since we have been conditioned to think of 
tmnslation as a secondary activity that presupposes a primary text, this reversal-as 
what we have conceived of as primary simply disappears-changes everything. Lan
guage is not merely a vehicle for something that preexists it. 

Born in Algeria to French-speaking Jewish parents, Derrida began life in an envi
ronment that was both multilingual and culturally complex, Like other Algerian Jews,....". 
he experienced firsthand the shifting borderlines of Frenchness: he was excluded from 
school as non-French during the Vichy government's collaboration with the Nazis in 
"'-'urld \I\1ar 11, but in the following decade he was considered too French by the Arab 
and Ikrber population during the war for Algerian independence from France. He 
was Ihe third of five children (four boys. one girl); the second and fourth sons died 
in infancy, the former just before his birth, In his autobiographical meditation called 
Ci''ClllllfessiOlJS (1991 )-which is, among other things, a sustained engagement with 
the COllfessions of AUGUSTINE, another North African by birth-Derrida writes about 
the ghosts of his two dead brothers and about the unremembered circumcision that 
m'H'ks his Jewishness, knowing perfectly well that some readers will draw connections' 
bctw<'en his life and his wOl'k, But he leaves it to them to speculate whether certain 
PJ'(,occupations (with ghosts, substitutes, bodily inscriptions, the mobile border 
betwC'en the inside and the outside) are causes or effects of his writing. In any event, 
he e"plOl'es precisely the relationship between "life" and "writing." 

The pull between Iiteraturc and philosophy that characterizes Derrida's work was 
therc from the beginning: in high school in Algiers, he imagined writing and teaching 
Iiteralul'e and, after passing the baccalaureat in 1948, he enrolled in the demanding 
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two-year program preparatory to entering one of the prestigious French Grandes 
~coles. While reading, he began to be "awed" by philosophers (especially by SlIfren 
Kierkegaard and MARTIN HEIDEGGER); he took his first trip to Paris and there enrolled 
at the famous Lyc~e Louis-le-Grand. After a difficult period in which he suffered 

. health problems, writer's block, examination failures, and depression, in 1952 he was 
admitted to the prestigious Ecole Normale Sup~rieure. In 1956 he passed the agrt
gation (a highly competitive nationwide exam that guaral1t.ees successful candidates 
a teaching job for life). A grant from Harvard UniversitY enabled him to work in 
Cambridge on what in 1962 became his first book: a translation from German of, 
and a long introduction to, "Questions as to the Origin of Geometry" by the phenom
enologist Edmund Husserl (1859-1938). While at Harvard, he also read the works 
of James Joyce and, in June 1957, married Marguerite Aucouturier (with whom he 
would have two sons). 

During the Algerian War, Derrida was expected to perform his obligatory military 
service, a requirement he satisfied by spending more than two years in Algeria as a 
civilian teacher of French and English. Although he condemned French colonialism, 
he hoped his parents would be able to remain in an independent Algeria; when that 
proved to be impossible, his whole family moved to Nice, in the south of France. 

After several teaching jobs in lyctes and at the Sorbonne, Den-ida was invited in 
1955 to become a mattre-assistant at the Ecole Normale Sup~rieure, where he taught 
the history of philosophy for twenty years, and where his seminars became legendary. 
In 1966, along with a number of other French intellectuals-notably ROLAND BAR
THES, JACQUES LACAN,GEORGES POULET, and Lucien Goldmann-he spoke at a land
mark conference, "The Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of Man," at Johns 
Hopkins University. That conference helped shape how structuralism and poststruc
turalism began to influence literary studies in the United States. Dei-rida's own talk, 
an extension but also a critique of structuralism titled "Structure, Sign, and Play in 
the Discourse of the Human Sciences," was fundamental in articulating what was 
later seen as the "break" between the two schools. 

In 1967 Derrida published his first three books: La Voixet le'phtnomene (Speech 
and Phenomena), a critique of Husser!'s concept of the sign; De la grammatologie 
(Of Grammatology) an introduction to the necessity and impossibility of a science 
of writing (from which· we draw our first selection); and L'E:criture et la diff~rence 
(Writing and Difference) a' collection of essays on authors that include MICHEL 
FOUCAULT (1926-1984), SIGMUND FREUD (I856-1939), G. W. F. HEGEL (I 770-
1831), and Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995). He was in,:"olved in yet ambivalent 
about the forces mobilized in the. French strikes of May .1968, but his philo.~ophy 
was crucial to the intellectual upheavals that took place at that time. Derrida pub
lished three more books in 1972: La Diss~mination (Dissemination), a collection of 
four long essays, from which our selection titled "Plato's Ph,armacy" is taken; Marges 
eN la phllosophle (Margins of Philosophy) another collection of essays; and Positions, 
the texts of three interviews (the first of many he granted oVer the years). These 
early books are touchstones for deconstructive literary criticism; many others fol-
~~ .. 

In 1975 Derrida was invited to teach a few weeks a year at Yale University, where 
he was soon considered a member of the so~called Yale School (along with PAUL DE 
MAN, J. Hillis Miller, Geoffrey Hartman, and HAROLD BLOOM). From then on, his 
career was split between two countries, as his role became embattled and marginalized 
in France and increasingly active and important in the United States. In 1980 he 
submitted his published works as a these d'~tat (advanced doctoral thesis). In 1983 
he was elected to the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales (the School for 
Advanced Study in the Social Sciences). In addition, he regularly offered seminars at 
several universities in the United States-most notably, at the University of California 
at Irvine. Derrida died of cancer in Paris at the age of 74. 
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Our first excerpt from Of Gramm.atology, titled "Exergue," is meant to function as 
an epigraph (one of the meanings of exergue) to Derrida's overall project of investi
gating the "science of writing." The first thing he notices is that Western discussions 
of writing tend 'to make two claims, presenting an ethnocentric argument that pho
nctic writing is the most advanced kind and a logocentric argument (a coinage from 
the Greek word logos, meaning "reason, logic, word") that spoken language is superior 
to written language. Thus, the form of writing that most closely approximates speech 
is best, and speech itself is considered primary. The consequences' of these two 
assumptions, and the covert or overt forms they take, constitute what Derrida calls 
"Western metaphysics." To the extent that science itself is modeled on the logic (also 
from logos) of speech, grammatology or a science of writing, is itself a contradiction 
in terms (combining grammata-, "writing," and logy, "speech"). But Derrida's project 
is to read rigorously and systematically those moments in the Western tradition where 
the text "speaks" about writing. 

Derrida is first and foremost an extraordinary critical reader. Whether he reads 
writings by philosophers or poets, autobiographers or anthropologists, linguists or 
psychoanalysts, he pulls out the threads that give the texts coherence and, at the same 
time, unravel them. His use of the figure of the web (well before the existence of but 
anticipating the World Wide Web) unpacks the appearance of unity presented by a 
book to reveal an articulation of conflicting messages woven together within it. Yet 
both forces-the unifying and unraveling-operate in what Derrida calls a "text." If 
Plato's written "dialogues" mark the beginning of the "age of writing," the writings of 
Derrida, perhaps, signal its end. 

Philosophy, like literature, is the study of things that can matter only to creatures 
that possess language, even-or especially-when they are attempting to get "beyond" 
it, That "beyond" is what philosophy calls "metaphysics." Instead of simply getting rid 
of metaphysics, as American neopragmatists like- Richard Rorty try to do, Derrida 
analyzes the metaphysical residues that cling to the very gesture of going beyond 
metaphysics, whether it is made In phH.osophicallanguage, literary language, or the 
language of everyday life. In a much-misunderstood sentence from our second excerpt 
from Of Grammdtology ("The Exorbitant. Question of Method"), Derrida makes the 
claim that "i1 n'y a pas de hors-texte," a phrase sometimes translated, not Ihcorrectly, 
as "there is nothing outside the text," But this tranSlation maintains the inside/outside 
opposition that the statement in fact aims to overturn. The text is already an attempt 
to include its own outside. There is no outside of that. 

Though Derrida is known for his neologisms, the terms most closely associ~ted 
with him are almost never his invention. He instead finds them already in the works 
he is reading, where they draw his attention by articulating the text in some way that 
has generally been overlooked. Take, for example, the word SuppUment, wh1t'}f In 
French means both "substitute" and "addition": In the late-eighteenth-century Con
fessions of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, it is used consciously in only one of itll senses at 
11 time, but it necessarily always carries in It the other, thereby draWing together Rome 
threads In the' text in ways that Rousseau seems not to have intended. As Derrida 
explains, "the reading must always aim at a certain relationship, unperceived by the 
writer, between what he' commands and what he does not command of the patterns 
of the language that he uses. The relationship is not a certain quantitative distribution 
of shadow and light, of weakness or of force, but a signifying structure that critical 
reading should produce." 

Derrida is famous for producing such critical readings, which have come to be 
called "deconstructions." His readings go beyond the mere accuracy {if "doubling 
commentary" ("this indispensable guardrail has always only protected, it has never 
opened, a reading"), but they nevertheless remain "intrinsic" to the text. Instead of 
rushing to expound the text's presumed content, meaning, or referent, they try to 
remain at the point and within the logic that renders the leap to an outside so tempt-
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ing. Instead of choosing between incompatible or contradictory readings, Derrida 
attempts to understand the double binds and tensions that are articulated in the text. 
Rousseau, standing between the Enlightenment and Romanticism, is a figure whose 
writings are symptomatic of the fissures in the logocentric system that he both repro
duces and resists. 

In order to see a relationship in a particular language between patterns one com
mands and patterns one does not command, Derrida worked within the space between 
the signified (what is meant) and the signifier (the vehicle for conveying that meaning). 
The noncoincidence of the two sides of the sign can never be overcome: indeed, we 
detect a signified when a signifier doesn't quite coincide with it. The signifier, for 
Derrida, thus functions as a "trace" that gives the impression that a signified was prior 
to it. even though the only evidence for that signified is the trace itself. 

The Swiss linguist FERDlNAND DE SAUSSURE, who split the sign into signifier and 
signified, revolutionized the understanding of language by seeing it as a system (inter
nally as well as externally articulated) and not as a nomenclature (a simple aggregation 
of names). According to Saussure, language does not arise cumulatively from either 
things or ideas but instead produces things or ideas out of a structure of differences. 
"Language is a system of differences," he says in Course in General Linguistics (1916), 
"wit/tout positive terms." Derrida takes this concept of difference from Saussure and 
adds to it the dimension of temporality that Saussure's static (or synchronic) structure 
does not allow. In doing so, Derrida uncovers a significant contradiction in Saussure: 
although Saussure thinks he can eliminate writing as secondary and keep speech as 
essential, he treats language as fixed in time and thus as if it were a dead language-a 
language that we can only know in writing. 

To mark the combination of such synchronic and diachronic differences, Derrida 
juxtaposes two grammatical extensions of the verb diffirer (translated into English by 
two different verbs, "to differ" and "to defer"): diffirence, a noun that implies syn
chronic comparison, and di.f:firance, a noun of identical pronunciation that invokes 
a process-the temporal process of deferring or postponing. The structure of language 
in real time~always changing, and always changing in more than one way-involves 
both of these senses. But, ironically, a difference (between "e" and "a") meant to be 
perceived only in writing has become, in English, recognizable in speech: "Derridean 
dW'erance'rO(pronounced with the French nasal found in "Vive la diffirencel") does 
not escape the privileging of voice that it was designed to counteract. 

Derrida makes the counterintuitlve claim that writing is more fundamental than 
speech. This has often been misunderstood or taken literally. It is as though Derrida 
is not aware of the fact that babies learn to speak before they learn to write, or that 
some societies have oral cultures on which writing (Western and imperialistic) has 
been imposed. Indeed, critics say, hasn't the existence of a written tradition been used 
to demonstrate Western culture's superiority, and hasn't orality been dismissed as 
primitive'? Why does Derrida say that 'Western metaphysics" privileges speech
tdgos-and represses writing'? Isn't the case just the opposite'? 

Yes and no. Western culture has always been able to have it both ways; starting 
with PLATO, who condemned writing in writing in his Phaedrus (ca. 370 B.C.E.; see 
above). Our selection from DisseminatioJJ-excerpts from "Plato's Pharmacy"-offers 
an analysis of that phenomenon. In his writing, Plato idealized speech as the living 
emanation of the word, as if it erased the gap between signifier and Signified. This 
idealization of the logos (speech, presence, truth, reason) requires that it belong not 
to any actual language but only to God. And, paradoxically, such an idea of speech is 
claimed only in writing-a writing that pretends it doesn't exist, or is simply a tool 
that effaces itself in the final moment of truth. This pretence is what Derrida calls 
"the repression of writing." 

In Phaedrus, Plato repeats an ancient story of the origin and judgment of writing. 
The inventor of writing, Theuth, presents it to King Thamus of Egypt as a remedy 
for forgetfulness. The king rejects his invention on the grounds that it will induce 
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forgetfulness, not remedy the condition. The word that they use for writing. pllar
n/nlwH (drug), means "remedy" as well as "poison." Though translators of Plato have 
chosen one rendering 01' the other, according to the context, the word contains both 
meanings; its translations thus dismember it into a subsequent either/or struc
ture. Derrida here analyzes the crucial role of translation in the reception of the 
dialogues of Plato, iq'the nature of "Platonism," and indeed in the history of phi-
losophy itself. / 

Dt'rrida shows how the effort to fit everything into binary oppositions (speech and 
writing. good and bad, true and false. philosophy and literature, etc.) depends on a 
distinguishability that does not exist within the word plJarmalwn. The translations 
suggest that it names one side or the other of an existing polarity, but the word is 
the ",edium and not a result of the split into either/or. A logic prior to that split, 
howc,"el·. is almost impossible to think. It risks seeming like sophistry-and after 
Plato. the distinction between philosophy and sophistry becomes the either/or split 
on which all the others (and philosophy itself) depend. The distinction Plato makes 
between sophistry and philosophy is philosophy, argues Derrida; philosophy is not 
merely one counterbalancing term (as Plato, but perhaps not Plato's text, seems to 
belie,"c). Derrida reads Plato's Phnedrus as outlining the paradoxical logic of that 
claim. 

In focusing on words-sltPl,lement in Rousseau, pharmalwn in Plato (even the 
word deconstruction was originally chosen to translate Heidegger's Destruktion, bring
ing out the sense of "taking apart'· rather than "blowing up")-Derrida does not fash
ion a theoretical metalanguage of concepts designed to support discriminations and 
generalizations. Each word is found in a text, not made to account for it or for other 
texts. Such terms are useful because they enable a rereading of the text in which they 
occur. Derrida is at pains not to separate out a set of terms and define them as 
"theory." aiming instead to read each new text and find its "exorbitant" terms. What 
these "undecidables" (as Derrida sometimes calls them) have in common is their 
displacement of what is normally taken for granted as the ground rules for a reading. 
In that sense, the logics they make visible and functional are generalizible-but they 
are not logics, if logic is understood as something separable from the text and gener
alizable apart from it. They are threads in it. 

Del'l'ida is most successful at making the work of language perceptible at all times 
within pJ'Ocesses of thinking, reading. and writing when he departs from the trans
parency readers expect-when he draws criticism for the stylistic obscurity he has 
worked so hard to achieve. In his delays. wordplays, digressions, etymologies, gram
matical and syntactical gymnastics. and apparent changes of subject, Derrida doesn't 
so much transgress rules as stretch them beyond the point where other writers would 
stop. Some of his sentences are indeed "unspeakable," refusing to correspond to the 
rhythm of breath, the sounds of emphasis that shape writing as a silent version of 
what could be spoken out loud. But more than resisting the clarity that every reader, 
in order to read at all. necessarily continues to seek, Derrida's writings analyze, make 
visible, <lI1d denaturalize the assumptions that have gone into the formation of what 
counts as c1al'ity in the first place. 
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From Of Grammatologyl 

Exergue~ 

1. The one who will shine in the science of writing will shine like the sun. 
A scribe (EP,3 p. 87) 

o Samas (sun-god), by your light you scan the totality of lands as if they 
were cuneiform signs (ibid.). 

2. These three ways of writing correspond almost exactly to three different 
stages according to which one can consider men gathered into a nation. The 
depicting of objects .s appropriate to a savage people; signs of words and of 
propositions, to a barbaric people; and the alphabet to civilized people. 
J.-J. Rousseau, Essai sur l'origine des langues. 4 

3. Alphabetic script is in itself and for itself the most intelligent. Hegel, 
Emyklopadie. 5 

This triple exergue is intended not only to focus attention on the ethno
centrism which, everywhere and always, had controlled the concept of writ
ing. Nor merely to focus attention on what I shall call logocentrism: the 
metaphysics of phonetic writing6 (for example, of the alphabet) which' was 
fundamentally-for enigmatic yet essential reasons that are inaccessible to 
a simple historical relativism-nothing but the most' original and powerful 
ethnocentrism, in the process of imposing itself upon the world, controlling 
in one and the same order: 

1. the concept of writing in a world where the phoneticization of writing 
must dissimulate its own history as it is produced; 

2. tile history of (the only) metaphysics, which has, in spite of all differ
ences, hot only from Plato to Hegel (even including Leibniz) but also, beyond 
these apparent limits, from the pre-Socratics, to Heidegger,7 always assigned 
the origin of truth in general' to the logos: the history of truth, of the truth 
of truth, has always been-except for a metaphysical diversion that we shall 
have to explain-the debasement of writing, and its repression outside "full" 
speech. 

3. the concept of science or the scientificity of science-what has always 
been determined as logic-a concept that has always been a philosophical 
concept, even if the practice of science has constantly challenged its impe
rialism of the logos, by invoking, for example, from the beginning and ever 
increasingly, nonphonetic writing. No doubt this subversion has always been 

I. Translated by Gaystrl Chakravorty Splvak, who 
sometimes retains the original French In brackets. 
2. Epigraph; Inscription on a coin; heading 
(French). 
3. L'E:crilure ella psychologie des peup/e.s (Writing 
and Follt Psychology) (Paris, 1963), the proceed· 
Ings of a colloquium. 
4. Essay OH the Origin of Languages (written 1761; 
pub. 1781), by the Swiss-born French philosopher 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778). 
5. E •• c)'clopedia of Ih" Philosophical Sciences 
(1817), by the German philosopher GEORG WIL
HELM FRIED RICH HEGEL (1770-1831). 
6. Writing mode led on spoken sounds. "Logo-

centrism": the prlvileglng of logos, of "word, 
speech, story, reason" (Greek). Derrlda applies the 
term to knowledge assumed to be organized 
around a central truth (e.g., Being, Presence, the 
Living Voice, or the Word of God). 
7. MARTIN HEIDEGGER (1889-1976), German 
philosopher. Pv,.TO (ca. 427-ca. 347 D.C.E.), 
Greek philosopher whose dialogues present the 
oral teachings of Socrates (469-399 B.C.E.). Gott
fried Wilhelm Lei\miz (1646-1716), German phi
losopher and mathematician. Pre-Socratlcs: Greek 
philosophers of the 6th and 5th centuries B.C.E •• 
whose thought was generally concerned with the 
natural world and with practical human conduct. 
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contained within a system of direct address [sysieme allocutoireJ which gave 
birth to the project of science and to the conventions of all nonphonetic 
characteristics.s It could not have been otherwise. Nonetheless, it is a pecu
liarity of our epoch that, at the moment when the phoneticization of writ
ing-the historical origin and structural possibility of philosophy as of 
science,the condition of the episti!!'me9-begins to lay hold on world culture, I 
science,Sin its advancements. can no longer be satisfied with it. This inade
quation had always already begun to make its presence felt. But today some
thing lets it appear as such, allows it a kind of takeover without our being 
able to translate this novelty into dear cut notions of mutation, explication, 
accumulation, revolution, or tradition. These values belong no doubt to the 
system whose dislocation is today presented as such, they describe the styles 
of an historical movement which was meaningful-like the concept of his
tory itself-only within a logocentric epoch. 

By alluding to a science of writing reined in by metaphor, metaphysics. 
and theology,Z this exergue must not only announce that the science of writ
ing-grammatology3-shows signs of liberation all over the world, as a result 
of decisive efforts. These efforts are necessarily discreet, dispersed, almost 
imperceptible; that is a quality of their meaning and of the milieu within 
which they produce their operation. I would like to suggest above all that, 
however fecund and necessary the undertaking might be, and even if. given 
the most favorable hypothesis. it did overcome all technical and epistemo
logical obstacles as wen as an the theological arid metaphysical impediments 
that have limited it hitherto, such a science of Writing runs the risk of never 
being established as such and with that t:lsme. Of never being able to define 
the unity of its project or its object. Of not being able to either write its 
discourse on method4 or to describe the limits of its field. For essential rea-

8. Cf., for example. the notions of "secondary 
eJaboration" or ('symbolism bf second intention" in 
Edmond Ortlguel, Le lliscours et /1' sy".bole [Dis
co ... ·se aud S"...bol] (Aubier, 1962) pp. 62 and 17 J. 
"Mathematical symbDllsm II·a conventiDn Df writ
ing, .. scrif.tural symb()Usm. II·is only by an abuse 
of vocabu ary or by analogy that one speaks of a 
'mathematical, language.' Algorithm is actually a 
'characteristics,' it is cprbposed of written charac
ters. It does not speak, except through the inter
medial")· of a langullge which furnishes nDt Dnly the 
phDnetic expression Df the characte .. but also the 
formulation of a"loms permitting the determina
tion of the value of thele characters. It is true that 
.. t a \,inch one could decipher unknown charac
te .... )ut that always supposes an acquired knowl
edge, a thought alread, formed by the usage of 
sp"ech. Therefore, In al hypothesis, mathematical 
.ymbolism is the fruit of a secondary elaboration, 
supposing preUmlnarlly the u.age of discourse and 
the possibility df conceiving e"plieit conventions. 
It is ne,·ertheless true that mathematical algorithm 
will express the formal laws of symbolization, of 
syntactic structures, jndependent of particular 
means of expression." On these problelns, cf. also 
Gille. Gaston Granger, P""sl" fo"nelle et sciences 
de /'hom",e (Paris, 1960), pp. 38£. and particularly 
pp. -13 and 50f. (on the "Reversal of Relationships 
between the Spoken Language and Writing") [Der
rida's note]. 
9. Knowledge; professional skill, profession 
(GreeJ<). 
I. ""./1 wOI·k. on the history of writing devote space 
to the problem of the introduction of phonetic 

writing In the cultures that did not practice It pre
viously. Cf. e.g., EP, pr. pp. 44f. or "La R~forme 
de I',krlture chlnolse, Linguist/que: Recherche. 
in"'rnatlonal& a la lumUre tlu ..... r.xis ..... 7 (May-. 
June 1958) [Derrida'i note]. 
2. Here I do not merely mean those "theological 
prejudices" which, at an Identifiable time and place, 
inflected or repressed the theory of the written sign 
In the I 7th and 18th centuries. I shall speak ofthei1Je' 
later In connection with Madelelne V.-David·s book 
[Deba"'s about ",'rUing And H/"roglyplalcs In the 
17th and 18th C" .. turillS, 1965]. These prejudices 
are nothing but the most c1earslghted and best cir
cumscribed, historically determined manifestation 
of a constitutive and permanent presupposition 
essential to the history of the West, therefore to 
metaphysics In lis entirety, even when It professes to 
be atheist [Derrlda's note]. 
3. Grnmmatolog .. , "A treatise upon Letters, upon 
the alphabet, syHabation, readlnll. and writing." 
Littn! [standard French dictionary]. To my knowl
edge and In our time, this word has only been used 
by I. J. Gelb to designate the project of a modern 
science In A Study 0/ \·"riti ... : The Foundations 0/ 
Grammatololl)' (Chicago, 1952) (the subtitle dis
appears In the 1963 edition). In spite of a concern 
for systematic or simplified classification, and in 
spite of the controversial hypotheses on the mon
ogenesis orr,0lyg .. nells of script., this book follows 
the c1as.lca mod .. 1 ofhlslorie. ofwrltlng [Derrlda's 
note]. 
4. The Disc:ours .. 010 Met/.od (1637) is a founda
tional work of the French philosopher Reno! De.
cartes. 
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sons: the unity of all that allows itself to be attempted today through the 
most diverse concepts of science and of Writing, is, in principle, m.ore or less 
covertly yet always, determined by an historico-metaphysical epoch of'WqiFh 
we merely glimpse the closure . .I do not say the end. The idea of scienc~ and 
the idea of writing-therefore als.o .of the. science of writing-is meaningful 
for us only in terms of an origin and within a world to which'a certain concept 
of the sign (Iater,I.shall call it the concept of sign) anda~ertain concept of 
the relationships between speech and writing, have already been assigned. A 
most determined relationship, in spite of its privilege, its necessity, and the 
field of vision that it has controlled for a few millennia, especially in the 
West, to the point of being now able to produce its own dislocation anditself 
proclaim its 'limits. 

Perhaps patient meditatio.n and painstaking investigation on and around 
what is still provisionally called writing; far from falling short of a science of 
writing or of hastily dismissing it ,by some obscurantist reaction, letting it 
rather develop its positivity as far as possible, are the WElnderings of a way,of 
thinking that is faithful and attentive to the ineluctable world of the future 
which proclaims itself at present, beyond the closure of, kIl.owledge. The 
future can only be anticipated in the form of an absolute danger. It is that 
which, breaks absolutely with' constituted normality :and' can only be pro
claimed, presented, as a sort.of monstrosity. For that futur.e, '!I!'9rld and fot 
that within it which will have put into question the values. of sign;'word, and 
writing, for that which guides .our future anterior, there is as yet noexergue. 

'. .. '. 
The Exorbitant.' Question of Method 

.~ . 1 

"For me there has never been an intermediary between everything and noth
ing." The intermediary is the mid-point andt~e mediat~on, tq~~iddle term 
between total absence and the absolute plenitude of presence. It is clear that 
ltiediacy is the name of all that Rousseau' wanted opiniona~edly to efface.! 
This wish is expres,sed in a deliberate, sharp, thematic way~ It does not have 
to pe deciphered. Jean.J~cqties recalls it here at the very moment when he 
is spelling out the supplements that are linked together to replace a mother 
or a Nature. And here the supplement occupies the middle poirifbetween 
total absence and total presence. The play of substitution fills and marks a 
determined lack. But Rousseau argues as if ~he recourse to, the supplement
here to Ther~se6-was going to appease his impatience when confronted 
with the intermediary: "From that moment I was alone;, for ,me there has 
never been an intermediary between everything and n9thing. I found in The
r~se the substitute that I qeeded." The virulence of this concept iS,thus 
appeased, as if one were able to arrest if, domesticate it, tame it. 

This brings up the question of the usage of' the word '''supplement'':? of 
Rousseau's situation within the language and the logic that assures to this 
word or this concept sufficiently surprising resources so that the presumed 

5. In omitted text; Derrlda has just sketched out a 
reading 'of Rousseau's Canfos.iaru (written 1766-
70; pub. 1781-88)"focusin8 on the contradictory 
claims Rousseau makes about the truth of his own 
self-portrait. 
6 .. Thlr~se Le VBSSeUI', B working-class woman 

who accompanied Roi.t~se"u for most of his life and 
had live children with him. 
7.' 'In French, .ul'f1!.1tK .... , means both "substitute" 
Bnd "addition," Both senses Bre in play!n this anal
ysis, articulating B logIC that describes tht! relation 
between language and the world. , . 
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subject of the sentence might always say, through using the "supplement," 
more, less, or something other than what he would mean [voudrait dire]. This 
question is therefore not only of Rousseau's writing but also of our reading. 
We should begin hy taking rigorous account of this being held Within [prise] 
or this surprise: the writer writes in a language and in a logic whose proper 
system, laws, and life his discourse by definition cannot dominate absolutely. 
He uses them only by letting himself, after aJashion and up to a point; be 
governed by the system. And the reading must always. aim at a certain rela
tionship, unperceived by the writer, between what he commands and what 
he does not command of the patterns of the language that he uses. This 
relationship is not a certain quantitative distribution of shadow and light, of 
weakness or of force, but a signifying structure that critical reading should 
produce. 

What does produce mean here? In my attempt to explain that, I would 
initiate a justification of my principles of reading. A justification; as we shall 
see, entirely negative, outlining by exclusion a space of reading that I shall 
not fill here: a task of reading. 

To produce this signifying structure obviously cannot consist of reproduc
ing, by the effaced and respectful doubling of commentary, the conscious, 
voluntary, intentional relationship that the writer institutes in his. exchanges 
with the history to which he belongs thanks to the elemenu>f language. This 
moment of doubling commentary should no doubt have its.cplace in a critical 
reading. To recognize and respect all its classical exigencies i5not easy and 
requires all the instruments of traditional criticism. Without this recognition 
and this respect, critical production would risk developing in any. direction 
at all and authorize itself to say almost anything. But this indispensable 
guardrail has always only protected, it has never opened, a readihg; 

Yet if reading must not be content with doubling the text; it cannot legit
imately transgress the text toward something other't~an it, toward a referent 
(a reality that is metaphysical, historical,Fsychobiographical, etc.) or toward 
a signified outside the text whose con.tent could .take place; could have taken 
place outside of language, that is to say,· in the sense that we give here to 
that word, outside of writing in general. That is'why the· IIlethodological 
considerations that we risk applying here to an example are doselydependent 
on general propositions that we have elaborated above; as regards .t,\le 
absence of the referent or the transcendental signified,8 There is nothing 
outside of the text [there is no outside-text; ifn'ya pqs de hors-texteV And 
that is neither because Jean-Jacques' life, or the existence of Mainma or 
Therese themselves, is not of prime interest to us, nor because we have access 
to their so-called "real" existence only in the text and we have neither any 
means of altering this, nor any right to neglect this limitation. All reasons of 
this type would already be sufficient, to be sure; but there are more radical 
reasons. What we have tried to show by following the guiding line of the 
"dangerous supplement," is that in what one calls the real life of these exis-

8. The ultil)late meaning. The sign was divided 
into signljied (the meaning conveyed) and signifier 
(the symbol or sound that conveys that meaning) 
by the Swiss linguist FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE 
(1857-1913), who argued that in language, the 
relation between the two is arbitrary. 
9. The translation "there Is nothing outside the 

text," while not irtcorrect; is misleading because it 
Implies an .Inside I outside. barrier whose existe'1ce 
Derrida is precisely I>uttlng In question. A lext is 
constituted by the attempt to represent what I. out· 
side it: every attempt to get outside of dUll ends up 
repeating, not transcending, the structure. 
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tences "of flesh and bone," beyond and behind what one believes can be 
circumscribed as Rousseau's text, there has never been anything but writing; 
there have never been anything but supplements, substitutive significations 
which could only come forth in a chain of different;~al references, the "real" 
supervening, and being added only while taking on' meaning from a trace 
and from an invocation of the supplement, etc. An4 thus to infinity, for we 
have read, in the text, that the absolute present, Nature', ,that which words 
like "real mother" name, have always already escaped, have, never existed; 
that what opens meaning and language is writing as the disappearance of 
natural presence. 

Although it is not commentary, our reading must be intrinsic and remain 
within the text. That is why, in spite of certain appearances, the locating of 
the "Yord supplement is here not at all psychoanalytical, if by that we under
stand an interpretation that takes us outside of the ~riting toward a psycho
biographical signified, or even to~ard a general psychological structure that 
could rightly be separated from the signifier. This method has occasionally 
been opposed to the traditional doubling commentary; it could -be shoWll 
that it actually comes to terms with it quite easily. The security with which 
thti commentary considers the self-identity of the text, the confidence with 
which it ca",es out its contour, goes hand in 'hand with the tranquil assurance 
that leaps over the text toward its presumed content, in the direction of the 
pure, signified. I And in effect, in. Rbusseau's case,' psychoanalytical studies 
like those of Dr. Laforgue2 transgress the text only after having read it accord
ing to the most current methods. The reading of the literary "symptom" is 
most .banal, most academic, most naive. And once one has thus blinded 
onesetfto tJ;le very tissue of the "symptom," to its proper texture, one cheer
fully exceeds it toward a psycho biographical signified whose link with the 
literary signifier3 then becomes perfectly extrinsic and contingent. One rec
ognizes the other aspect of the same gesture when, in general works on 
Rousseau, in a package of classical,shape that gives itself out to be a synthesis 
that faithfully restores, through commentary and compilation of themes" the 
totality of the work and the thought, one encounters a chapter of biograph
ieal and psychoanalytical cast on' the "probiem of sexuality in Rousseau," 
with a reference in an Appendix to the author's medical case-history. 

If it seems to us in principle impossible to separate, through interpretation 
or commentary, the signified from the signifier, and thus to destroy writing 
by the writing that is yet reading, we nevertheless believe that this impossi
bility is historieally articulated. It does not limit attempts at deciphering in 
the same way, to the same degree, and according to the same rules. Here we 
must take into account the history of the text in general. When we speak of 
the writer and of the encompassing power of the language to which he is 
subject, we are not only thinking of the writer in literature. The philosopher, 
the chronicler, the theoretician in general, and at the limit everyone writing, 
is thus taken by surprise. But, in each case, the person writing is inscribed 
in a determined textual system. Even if -there is never a pure signified, there 
are different relationships as to that which, from the signifier, is presented 
as the irreducible stratum of the siinified. For example, the philolophical 

1. Pur~ meanIng. 
2. See, In particular, Dr. Rent! Laforgue's "~tude 
sur },-}. Rousseau," Revue fram;aise de psychana. 

lyse, I, 11 (1927), and Psyehopa,holo," d. l'kMc 
(1944) (Oerrlda's note). " 
3. The words present in a text. 
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j 
text, although it is in fact always written includes, precisely as its philosoph
ieal specificity, the project of effacing itself in the face of the signified con
tent which it transports and in general teaches. Reading should be aware of 
this project, even if, in the last analysis, it intends to expose the project's 
failure. The entire history of texts, and within it the history of literary forms 
in the West, should be studied from this point of view. With the exception 
of a th~ust or a point of resistance which has only been very lately recognized 
as such, literary writing has. almost always and almost everywhere, according 
to some fashions and across very diverse ages, lent itself to this transce.,~dent 
reading, in that search for the signified which we here put in question, not 
to annulI it but to understand it within a system to which such a reading is 
blind. Philosophical literature is only one example within this history but it 
is among the most significant. And it interests us particularly in Rousseau's 
case. Who at the same time and for profound reasons produced a philo
sophical literature to which belong The Social Contract and La nouvelle 
Heloise,4 and chose to live by literary writing; by a writing which would not 
be exhausted by the message-philosophical or otherwise-which it could, 
so to speak, deliver. And what Rousseau has said, as philosopher or as psy
chologist, of writing in general, cannot be separated from the system of his 
own writing. We should be aware of this. 

This poses formidable problems. Problems of outlining in particular. Let 
me give three examples. 

I. If the course I have followed in the reading of the "supplement" is not 
merely psychoanalytical, it is undoubtedly because the habitual psychoanal
ysis of literature begins by putting the literary signifier as such within paren
theses. It is no doubt also because psychoanalytic theory itself is for me a 
collection of texts belonging to my history and.my culture. To that extent, if 
it marks my reading and the writing of my interpretation, it does not do so 
as a principle or a truth that one could abstraCt from the textual system that 
I inhabit in order to illuminate it with complete, neutrality. In a certain way, 
I am within the history of psychoanalysis as I am Within Rousseau's text. Just 
as Rousseau dretv upon a language that was already there-and which is 
found to be somewhat our own, thus assuring us a certain minimal reada
bility of French literature-in the same way we operate today within a certain 
network of significations marked by psychoanalYtic theory, even if we do nOf . 
master it and even if we are assured of never being able to master it perfectly. 

But it is for another reason that this is not even a somewhat inarticulate 
psychoanalysis of Jean-Jacques Housseau. Such a psychoanalysis is already 
obliged to have located all the structures of appurtenance within Rousseau's 
text, all that is not unique to it-by reason of the encompassing power and 
the already-thereness of the language or of the culture-all that could be 
inhabited rather than produced by writing. Around the irreducible point of 
originality of this writing an immense series of structures, of historical total
ities of all orders, are organized, enveloped, and blended. Supposing that 
psychoanalysis can by rights succeed in outlining them and their inter
pretations, supposing that it takes into account the entire history of 
metaphysics-the history of that Western metaphysics that entertains 
relationships of cohabitation with Rousseau's text,.lt would st111 be necessary 

4. The New ETo;.e (1761), an enormously popular epistolary novel by Rousseau; rh .. Social Cm,tract (1762) 
is his hest-known work of political philosophy. 
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for this psychoanalysis to elucidate the law of its own appurtenance to meta· 
physics and Western culture . .Let us not pursue this any further. ,We have 
already measured. the difficulty of the task and the element of frti~tnt~ion in 
our interpretation of the supplement. We are sure that something irreducibly 
Rousseauist is captured there but we have carried off, at the same time, a 
yet quite unformed mass of roots, soil, and sediments of all. sorts .. 

2. Even supposing that Rousseau's text can be rigorously.isolated and 
articulated within history iri general, and then within the history of the sign 
"supplement," one must still take into consideration many other possibilities. 
Following the appearance of the· word "supplement" and of the correspond
ing concept or. concepts; we traverse a certain path Within Rousseau's text. 
To be sure, this particular path will assure us the economy of a synopsis. But 
are other paths not possible? And as long as the totality. of paths is not 
effectively exhausted, how shall we justify this one? . 

3, In Rousseau's text, after having indicated-by anticipation and as a 
prelude-the function of the sign "supplement," I now prepare myself to give 
special privilege, in a manner that some might consider exorbitant, to certain 
texts like the Essay on the' Origin of Languages and other fragments on the 
theory of language and writing. By what right? And why these short texts; 
published for the most part after the author's death, difficult to classify, of 
uncertain date and inspiration?, .. ' . .:..... .' . 

To all these questions and Within the logic of their;system, there is no 
satisfying response. In a certain. measure and in spite of the. theoretical pre
cautions that I formulate, my choi~e is in fact exorbitant. 

But what is the exorbitant? . . ... 
I wished to reach the point of a certain exteriority'in relation to the totality. 

of the age of logocentrism. Starting from. this poi~t ofexteriority, a 'certain 
deconstruction of that totality which is also a traced,path, of that orb (orbis) 
which is also orbitary (orbita 5 ), might.be ·broached. The first gesture of this 
departure and this' deconstruction,. although subject· to a certain historical 
necessity, cannot ·begiven methodological or logical· intra-orbitary assur
ances. Within· the· closure', one can only. judge its style in terms· of the 
accepted -oppositions. It may be said that this style isempiricist6 and in a 
certain way· that would be correct. The departure is radicaI1y smpiricist. It 
proceeds like a wandering thought on the possibility of itiherary and of 
method. It is affected by nonknowledgeas by its futu_reand it ventures out 
deliberately. I have myself.defined the form and the-vulnerability of this 
empiricism. But here the very concept .of empiricism destroys :itself. To 
exceed the metaphysical orbis.an attempt to get ciut;of.theorbit (orbita); to 
think the entirety of the classical· conceptual opposition Si particularly the 
one within which the value of empiricism is held: the opposition of philos
ophy and nonphilosophy, another name for empiricism, for this incapability 
to sustain on one's own and to the limit the coherence of one's own discourse, 
for being produced as truth at the moment when the value of truth is shat
tered, for escaping the internal contradictions. of skepticism, etc. The thought 
of this historical opposition between philosophy and empiricism is not simply 
empirical and it cannot be thus qualified without abuse and misunderstanding. 

5. Track or rut; circuit (Latin). Orb;s: orb, circle 
(Latin). 

6. Reliant on experience. Empiricism holds that 
there is no genuine a priori knowledge of the world. 
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Let us make the diagram more specific. What is exorbitant in the reading 
of Rousseau'? No doubt Rousseau, as I have already suggested, has only a 
very relative privilege in the history that interests us. If we merely wished to 
situate him within this history, the attention that we accord him would be 
clearly disproportionate. But that is notour intention. We wish to identify a 
decisive articulation of the logocentric epoch. For purposes of this identifi
cation Rousseau seems to us to be most revealing, That obviously supposes 
that .we have already prepared the exit, determined the repression of writing 
as the fundamental operation of the epoch, read a certain number of texts 
but not all of them, a certain number of Rousseau's texts but not all of them. 
This avow~l of empiricism can sustain itself only by the strength of the ques
tion. The opening of the question, the departure from the closure of a self
evidence, the putting into doubt of a . system of oppositions, all these 
movements necessarily have the form of empiricism and of errancy. At any 
rate, they cannot be described, as to past norms, except in this form. No other 
trace is available, and as these errant questions are not ·absolute beginnings 
in every way, they allow themselves to be effectively reached, on one entire 
surface, by this description which is also a criticism. We must begin wherever 
we are and the thought of the trace, which cannot not take the scent into 
account, has already taught us that it was hnpossible ·to justify a point of 
departure absolutely. Wherever we are: in a text where we already believe 
ourselves to be. 

Let us narrow the arguments down further. In certain respects, the theme 
of supplementarity is certainly no more than one theme among others. It is 
in a chain, carried by it. Perhaps one could substitute something else for it. 
But it happens that this theme describes the chain itself, the being-chain of a 
textual chain, the structure of substitution, the articulation of desire and of 
language, the logic of all conceptual oppositio~. taken over by Rousseau, and 
particularly the role and the function, in his syst~m, of the concept of Nature. 
It tells us in a text what a text is, it tells ·us.in writing what writing it, in 
Rousseau's writing it tells us Jean-Jacques' de!,ire, etc. If we consider, accord
ing to the axial proposition of this essay, tb.at there is nothing outside the 
text, our ultimate justification would beth~: following: the concept of the 
supplement and the theory of writing deslgn'ate textuality i'tself in Rousseau's 
text in an indefinitely multiplied stru~ture-en abyme [in an ab}lli5}7-to 
employ the current phrase. And w~. shall see that" thi~abyss is not a happy 
or unhappy accident. An entire theory of the structural' ri.ec'essity of the abyss 
will be gradually constituted in our reading; the in'tlefihite process of sup
plementarity has always already infiltrated presence, al~ays 'already inscribed 
there the space of repetition and the splitting of the self. Representation in 
the abyss of presen'~e is not an accident of presence; the de~ite of presence 
is, on the contrary, born from the abyss (the indefi~~te 'in'ultiplication) of 
representation, from the representation of representation, etc. The supple
ment" itself is quite exorbitant, in every sense of the word. 

Thus Rousseau inscribes textuality in the text. But' its operation is not 
simple. It tricks with a gesture of effacement, and strategic relations like the 
relationships of force among the two movements form a complex design. 

7. That is, mise en abytne: literally, "setting in an abyss" (French). A. a .literary technique. this is a mini
narrative that encapsulates the narrative containing It. in a kind of mirroring of representation. 
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This design seems to us to be represented in the handling of the concept of 
the supplement. Rousseau cannot utilize it at the same time in all the vir
tualities of its meaning. The way in which he determines the concept and, 
in so doing, lets himself be determined by that very thing that he excludes 
from it, the direction in which he bends it, here as addition, there as sub
stitute, now as the positivity and exteriority of evil, now as a happy auxiliary, 
all this conveys neither a passivity nor an activity, neither an unconscious
ness nor a lucidity on the part of the author. Reading should not only aban
don these categories-which are also, let us recall in passing, the founding 
categories of metaphysics-but should produce the law of this relationship 
to the concept of the supplement. It it certainly a production, because I do 
not simply duplicate what Rousseau thought of this relationship. The con
cept of the supplement is a sort of blind spot in Rousseau's text, the not
seen that opens and limits visibility. But the production, if it attempts to 
make the not-seen accessible to sight, does not leave the text. It has moreover 
only believed it was doing so by illusion. It is contained in the transformation 
of the language it designates, in the regulated exchanges between Rousseau 
and history. We know that these excha~ge!l only take place by way of the 
language and the text, in the infrastructural sense that we now give to that 
word. And what we call production is necessarily .a text, the system of a 
writing and of a reading which we know is ordered around its own blind spot. 
We know this a priori, but only now and with a knowledge that is not a 
knowledge at all. 

1967 

From Di,ssernination 1 

From Plato's Pharmacy 

A text is not a text unless it hides from the first corner, from the first glance, 
the law of its compc>sition and the rules of its game. A text remains, moreover, 
forever imperceptible. Its law and its rules are not, however, harbored in the 
inaccessibility of a secret; it is simply that they can never be booked, in the 
present, into anything that could rigorously be called a perception. 

And hence, perpetually and essentially, they run the risk of being defini
tively lost. Who will ever know of such disappearances? 

The dissimulation of the woven texture can in arty, case take centuries to 
undo its web: a web that envelops a web, undoing the web for centuries; 
reconstituting it too as an organism, indefinitely regenerating its own tissue 
behind the cutting trace, the decision of each reading. There is always a 
surprise in store for the anatomy or physiology of any criticism2 that might 
think it has mastered the ga., surveyed all the threads at once, deluding 
itself, too, in wanting to look Tt the text without touching it, without laying 
a hand on the "object," without risking-which is the only chance of entering 
into the game, by getting a few fingers caught-the addition of some new 
thread. Adding, here, is nothing other than giving to read. One must manage 

I. Translated by Barbara Johnson, who occasIon
ally retains the original French In brackets. 
2. Perhaps a reference to A .... eomy of Criticism 

(1957), the best-kn;'wn book by the Canadian 
critic NORTHROP FRYE. 
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to think this out: that it is not a question of embroidering upon a text, unless 
one considers that to know how to embroider still means to have the ability 
to follow the given thread. That is, if you follow me, the hidden thread. If 
reading and writing are one. as is easily thought these days, if reading is 
"'Titing. this oneness designates neither undifferentiated (con)fusion nor 
identity at perfect rest; the is that couples reading with writing must rip apart. 

Orle must then. in a single gesture, but doubled, read and write. And that 
person would have understood nothing of the game who, at this [du coup P 
would feel himself authorized merely to add on; that is, to add any old thing. 
He would add nothing: the seam wouldn't hold. Reciprocally, he who 
through "methodological prudence," "norms of objectivity," or "safeguards 
of knowledge" would refrain from committing anything of himself, would not 
read at all. The same foolishness, the same sterility, obtains in the "not seri
ous" as in the "serious." The reading or writing supplement must be rigor
ously prescribed, but by the necessities of a game, by the logic of play, signs 
to ... ,·hich the system of all textual powers must be accorded and attuned. 

I 

To a considerable degree, we have already said all we tneant to say. Our 
lexicon at any rate is not far from being exhausted. With the exception of 
this or that supplement, our questions will have nothing more to name but 
the texture of the text, reading and writing, mastery and play, the paradoxes 
of supplementarity, and the graphic relations between the living and the 
dead: within the textual. the textile. and the histological. We will keep within 
the limits of this tissue; between the metaphorfJf ~he histos4 and the question 
of the histos of metaphor. 

Since we have already said everything, the reader must bear with us if we 
continue on awhile. If we extend ourselves by force of play. If we then write 
a bit: on Plato,5 who already said in the Phaedrus that writing can only repeat 
(itself), that it "always signifies (sf!mainei) the same" and that it is a "game" 
(paidia). . 

1. PHARMACIA 
~. 

Let us begin again. Therefore the dissimulation of the woven texture can in 
any case take centuries to undo its web. The example we shall propose of 
this will not, seeing that we are dealing with Plato, be the States,nan, which 
will have come to mind first, no doubt because of the paradigm of the weaver. 
and especially because of the paradigm of the paradigm, the example of the 
example-writing-which immediately precedes it.6 We will come back to 
that orily after a long detour, 

\\'e will take off here from the Phaedrus. 7 We are speaking of the Phaedrus 

.,. Al this blow (French). 
4. "Hhtos: anything set upright, hence: J. Inast. 11. 
"('~nJlI uf a loom, which stood upright. instead of 
lying hoizontal as in our looms (except in the weav
ing method. used by the Gobelins and in India), 
to which the threads of the warp "I'''' attached. 
helll'''' I. loam; 2. the warp fu;ed 10 tl.e l(lom, 
hen<.·(·, th.e Woof; 3. woven clotl •.. I';ece of ca"t-'tu. 4. "l' ~l1al. spider ">eb; or '.oneycolllb of bees. Ill. md. 
It'aua, dick. IV. by anal. shi ... ,bone. It'g'' {Derrida's 
llott·l· Derrida defines the word as used in classical 
Gn..·d ... ; in modern medicine, it .. eft.~r!O to tissues 

(e.g., $otology"). Some of the author's notes are 
omitted. 
5. Greek philosopher (ca. 427-ca. 347 D.e.E.; see 
above), many of whose dialogues are referred to by 
Derrida. He here quotes Pha"dnls 275d, 276d (see 
above). 
6. In a note, Derrida quotes Statesman 277d-e. 
7. As a rule, translations of Plato are taken from 
The Collected Dialog .. "s of Plato, ed. Edith Ham
i1ton.and Huntington Cairns. Bollingen Series 71 
(Prh1ceton: Princeton University Press, 1961), 
supplemented hy other renderings. In addition, I 
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that was obliged to wait almost .twenty-five centuries before.anyorie gave! up 
the idea .that it was a badly composed dialogue. It.was at first believed thilt 
Plato was too young,to do the thing right, to construct a well-made object. 
Diogenes Laertius8 records.this "they say" (logos [se. esti], legettii):according 
to which the Phaedrus was Plato's first attempt and thus ·manifested a certain 
juvenile quality (meirakiodes ti),9 Schleiermacher l thinks this legend can be 
corroborated by means of. a; ludicrous argument: ah aging writer would not 
have condemned writing·as Plato doe.s irtthe Phaedrus; This argumentisnot 
merely suspect in itself: it lends credit to the Laertiart legend by basing itself 
ori a second legend. Only a blind or grossly insensitive reading could indeed 
have spread the rumor that Plato was simply condemning the .Writer's activity. 
Nothing here is of a single piece and. the Phaedrus also,in its own writing, 
plays at saving writing-which also means causing it to be lost-as the best, 
the noblest game. As for the stunning hand Plato·has thus dealt himself, we 
will be able to follow its incidence and its payoff later on. 

In 1905, the tradition of Diogenes Laertius was reversed, .not in order to 
bring about a recognition of the excellent composition of the Phaedrus but 
in order to attribute its faults this time to the senile impotence of the author: 
"The Phaedrus is badly composed. This defect is all the more surprising since 
it is precisely there that· Socrates2 defines the work of art as a living being. 
But the inability to accomplish what has been well conceived is precisely a 
proof of old age."3 . 

We are no longer at that point., The hypothesis of a rigorous, sure, and 
subtle form is naturally more fertile. It discovers new chords, new concor
dances; it surprises them innihiufely fashioned counterpoint, within a more 
secret organization of themes, of names, of words; It untie. a whole sum
plolc.e4 patiently interlacing the arguments. What is ·magisterial· about the 
demonstration: affirms itself and effates itself at once, with suppleness, irony, 
and discretion. . 

This is, in particular,· the case-and this will".1 be our supplementary 
thread-with the whole last section (274b ff.), devoted, as everyone khows, 
to the origin, history, and value of writing. That entire hearing of the trial of 
writing should some day cease to appear as an extraneous mythological fan
tasy, an appendix the organism could easily, with no loss, have done without. 
In truth, ,it is rigorously called for from one end of the Phaedrus to the other. 

Always with irony. But what can be said of irony here? What is its major 
sign? The dialogue contains the only "rigorously original Platonic myths: the 
·fable of the cicadas in the Phaedrus, and the story of Theuth in the same 

have occa.lonally modified the wOrding or word 
order of the Platonic texts in order to bring them 
Into line with the parenthetical Greek Inserts. 
Some minor adjustments have also been made . 
when it seemed necessary to achieve 8 closer par
allel to the French version with which Derrlda Is 
working [translator's note, edited). . . 
8. Greek author (ca. early 3d c. C.E.) of a 10-
volume compendium on the liveS of Greek philos-
ophers. . . 
9. On the history of Interpretations of the Phae
drus and the problem of its composition,. a rich, 
detailed account can be found In L. Robirt's La 
'l'hiorie "latonlele""e de I· ..... o .. r [The Platonic 
Theory of Love), 2d ed. (Paris: Presses Universl· 
taites de France, 1964), and In the same iluthor's 

introduction to the Bud~ edition of the PJuu,d,.... 
[Denlda's note). 
l. FRIEDRICIi SCHLEIERMACHER (1768-1834). 
G'!tMan theologian and philosopher. 
2. Greek philosopher (469-399 R.C.E.), who.e 
teachings are known to us only through the writ
Ings of others-particularly Plato, who makes him 
the leading figure in the dialogues. . 
3. H. Raeder~ Platmis "hllosophisehe BntWId.e
I .. ng [Plato's Phlldrophlc .. 1 Development) (Leipzig, 
1905). A critique of this view, "Sur la compo_ltion 
qu Phlldre" ["On the Composition of the PMe
drils':J. by E. Bourguet, appeared In the Revue de 
Mllt.2"hysiq .... et de Mo ... "e,. 1919. p. 335 [Derrida's 
note). 
4. Intertwining; rhetorical interweaving (Greek). 



DISSEMINATION / PLATO'S PHARMACY / 1833 

dialogue.'" Interestingly, Socrates' first words, in the opening lines of the 
conversation, had concerned "not bothering about" mythologemes6 (229c-
230a). Not in order to reject them absolutely, but, on the one hand, not 
bothering them, leaving them alone, making room for them, in order to free 
them from the heavy serious naivete of the scientific "rationalists," and on 
the other, not bothering with them, in order to free oneself for the relation 
with oneself and the pursuit of self-knowledge. 

To give myths a send-off: a salute, a vacation, a dismissal; this fine reso
lution of the khairein,7 which means all that at once; will be twice interrupted 
in order to welcome these "two Platonic myths," so "rigorously originaL" Both 
of these myths arise, moreover, in the opening of a question about the status 
of writing. This is undoubtedly less obvious-has anyone ever picked up on 
it?-in the case of the cicada story.8 But it is no less 'certain. Both myths 
follow upon the same question, and they are only separated by a short space, 
just time enough for a detour. The first, of course, does not answer the 
question; on the contrary, it leaves it hanging, marks time for a rest, and 
makes us wait for the reprise that will lead us to the ·second. 

Let us read this more closely. At the precisely calculated center of the 
dialogue-the reader can count the lines-the question of logography 9 is 
raised (257c). Phaedrus reminds Socrates that the cititens of greatest influ
ence and dignity, the men who are the most free; feel ashamed (aiskhunontai) 
at "speechwriting" and at leaving sungrammata l behind them. They fear the 
judgment of posterity, which might consider them "sophists"2(257d). The 
logographer, ·in the strict sense, is a ghost wrlterwho composes speeches for 
use by litigants, speeches which he himself does not pronounce, which he 
does not attend, so to speak, in person, and which produce their effects in 
his absence. In writing what he does not· speak, what he would never say 
and, in truth, would probably never even. think, the author of the written 
speech is already entrenched in the posture of the sophist: the man of non
presence and of non-truth. Writing is thus already on the scene, The incom
patibility between the written and the true is deai'ly"announced at. the 
moment Socrates starts to recount the way in which 'men' are carried out of 
themselves by pleasure, become absent from themselves, forget themselves 
and die in the thrill of song (259c). ....;... . 

But the issue is delayed. Socrates still has a neutral attitude: writing is not 
in itself a shameful, indecent, infamous (aiskhron) activity .. One is dishon
ored only if one writes in a dishonorable manner. But what does it mean to 
write in a dishonorable manner? and, Phaedrus also wants to know, what 
does it mean to write beautifully (kalos)?· This question sketches out the 
central nervure, the great fold that divides the dialogue. Between'this ques
tion and the answer that takes up its terms in the 'last section ("But there 
remains the question of propriety and impropriety in writing, that is to say 
the conditions which make it proper or improper. Isn't that so?" 274b), the 

5. P. Frutiger, Les Mythes de P!aton [The Myths of 
PIAtn] (Paris: Alcsn, 1930) [Derrida's note]. 
6. Constituent elements of mythology. 
7. To rejoice at, to we]come, to hid farewell; or, 
rejoicing at, welcoming, bidding farewell (Greek). 
8. In Plaaedrus 259, Socrates explains that cicadas 
once were men who so loved the Muses (9 daugh
ters of Memory who preside over the arts and all 
intellectual pursuits) that they stopped eating and 

drinking. They eventually turned into the race of 
cicadas, who now report to the goddesses which 
mort .. l. espeCially honor each Muse. 
9. Speechwriting (In Greek, logographla). 
1. Written compositions (Greek). 
2. Those who taught rhetoric and devised argu
ments for money; the term later became synony
mous with fallacious reasoners. 
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thread remains solid, if not easily visible, all through the fable of the cicadas 
and t~e themes of psychagogy,3 rhetoric, and dialectics. 

Thus Socrates begins by sending myths off; and then, twice stopped before 
the question of writing, he invents two of them-not, as we shall see, entirely 
from scratch, but more freely and spontaneously than anywhere else in his 
work. Now, the khairein, in the Phaedrus' opening pages, takes place in the 
name of truth. We will reflect upon the fact that the myths come back from 
vacation at the time and in the name of writing. 

The kl1airein takes place in the name of truth: that is, in the name of 
knowledge of truth and, more precisely, of truth in the knowledge of the self. 
This is what Socrates explains (230a). But this imperative of self-knowledge 
is not first felt or dictated by any transparent immediacy of self-presence. It 
is not perceived. Only inter:preted, read, deciphered. A hermeneutics4 assigns 
intuition. An inscription, the Delphikon gramma,5 which is anything but an 
oracle, prescribes through its silent cipher; it signifies as one signifies an 
order-autoscopy and autognosis.6 The very activities that Socrates thinks 
can be contrasted to the hermeneutic adventure of myths, which he leaves 
to the sophists (229d). 

And the khairein takes place in the name of truth. The topoi' of the dia
logue are never indifferent. The themes, the topics, the (common-)places, 
in a rhetorical sense, are strictly inscribed, comprehended each time within 
a Significant site. They are dramatically staged, and in this theatrical geog
raphy, unity of place corresponds to an infallible calculation or necessity. 
For example, the fable of the cicadas would not have taken place, would not 
have been recounted, Socrates would not have been incited to tell it, if the 
heat, which weighs over the whole dialogue, had not driven the two friends 
out of the city, into the countryside, along the river Ilissus. Well before 
detailing the genealogy of the genus cicada, Socrates had exclaimed, "How 
welcome and sweet the fresh air is,resounding with the summer chirping of 
the, cicada chorus" (230c). But this is not the only counterpoint-effect 
required by the space of the dialogue. The myth that serves as a pretext for 
the khairein and for the retreat into autoscopy can itself on~y arise, during 
the first steps of this excursion, at the sight of the Ilissus. Isn't this the spot, 
asks Phaedrus, where Boreas, according to tradition, carried off Orithyia?8 
This riverbank, the diaphanous purity of these waters, must have welcomed 
the young virgins, or even drawn them like a spell, inciting them to play here. 
Socrates then mockingly proposes a learned explanation of the myth in the 
rationalistic, physicalist style of the sophoi:9 it ~as while she was playing with 
Pharmacia (sun Pharmakeiai paizousan) that the boreal wind (pneuma Bar,
eau) caught Orithyia up and blew her into the abyss, "down from the rocks 
hard by," "and having thus met her death was said to have been seized by 
Boreas ... For my part, Phaedrus, I regard such theories as attractive no 
doubt, but as the invention of clever, industrious people who are not exactly 
to be envied" (229d). 

3. Training of the soul. 
4. Art of Interpretation. 
S. Delphic inscription (Greek); that is, the famous 
Inscription at Apollo's temple at Delphi, "know thy
self" (see Pr. .. "d .... s 2.2.ge). 
6. Self-knowledge. "Autoscopy": self-examination. 

7. Places, topics (Greek). 
8. Daughter of the king of Thrace; Boreas, the 
personification or the north wind, fell in love with 
her. 
9. Wile or learned men (Greek). 
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This brief evocation of Pharmacia at the beginning of the Phaedrus-is it 
an accident? An hors d'reuvre? A fountain, "perhaps with curative powers," 
notes Robin, I was dedicated to Pharmacia near the Ilissus. Let us in any case 
retain this: that a little spot, a little stitch or mesh (macula 2 ) woven into the 
back of the' canvas, marks out for th.e entire dialogue the scene where that 
ril-gil1 '~_~s cast into the abyss, surprised by death while playing with Phar
macia. PHarmacia (Phurmakeia) is also a common noun signifying the admin
istration of the pllannakon. the drug: the medicine and/or poison. 
"Poisoning" was not the least usual meaning of "pharmacia." AntiphoJ1.3 has 
left us the logograrn of an "accusation of poisoning against a mother-in'-law" 
<Phannakeias hata tes metJ·yias). Through her games, Pharmacia has draggeq 
do\-"n to death a "irginal purity and an unpenetrated interior. 

Only a little further on, Socrates compares the written texts Phaedrus has 
brought along to a drug (pl1urmakon). This pharmako11, this "medicine," this 
philter. which acts as both remedy and poison, already introduces itself i~to 
the body of the discourse with all its ambivalence. This charm, this spell
binding virtue, this power of fascination. can be-alternately or simultane
ously-beneficent or maleficent. The phannakou would be a substance
with all that that word can connote in terms of matter with occult virtues, 
cryptic depths refusing to submit their ambivalence to analysis, already pav
ing the way for alchemy-if we didn't have eventually to come to recpgnize 
it as antisubstance itself: that which resists any philosopheme,4 indefinitely 
exceeding its bounds as nonidentity; 'ilOnessence, nonsubstance; granting 
philosoph.Y by that very fact the inexhaustible adversity of what funds it and 
the infinite absence of what founds it. 

Operating through seduction, the phannakon makes one stray from one's 
general. natural, habitual paths and ,~ws. Here, it takes Socrates ou~ of his 
proper place and off his customary track. The latter had always kept him 
inside the city. The leaves of writing act as a pha1"fnakon to push or attract 
out of the city the one who never wa~ted to get out, even at the end, to 
escape the hemlock. 5 They take him out 'of himself and draw him onto a path 
that is properly an exodus: 6 

PhaedTl~s: Anyone would take you, as you say, for a foreigner being 
shown the country by a guide, and not a native-you never leaVi . 
town to cross the frontier nor even, I believe, so much as set foot 
outside the walls. 

Socrates: You must forgive me, dear friend; I'm a lover of learning. and 
trees and open country won't teach me anything, whereas men in 
the town do. Yet you seem to have discovered a drug? for getting me 
out (dokeis moi tes emes exodou to phartnakon l1eurekenai). A hungry 
animal can be driven by dangling a carrot or a bit of greenstuff in 
front of it; similarly if you proffer me speeches bound in books (en 
bibliois) I don't doubt you can cart me all round Attica, and any-

1. Leon Robin (J 866-1947). French Iranslalor of 
the Ph{lednlS. 
2. Spot, stain (Latin). 
3. Greek orator (ca. 480-411 R.e.c.). 
4. Conslituent element of philosophy. 
S. The poison drunk by Socrates .. fter an Athenian 

court condemn .. d him to death for Impiety and cor
rupting the youth. 
6. A way out (Greek). 
7. Translated by others as "recipe" and "remedy" 
[translator'. note, edited]. 
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where else you please. Anyhow, now that we've got here I ptopqse 
for the time being to lie down, and you can choose whatever posture 
you think most convenient for reading, and proceed. (230d'-e) 

It is at' this point, whenSocrate~ has finally stretched.out on the grou~~ 
and Phaedrus has taken the most comfortable position for handling the text 
or, if you will,. thephat:makon,' that the discus!!ion actually gets 'off the 
ground. A spoken speech-whether by Lysias8 or by Phaedrus i~ person~a 
speech proffered in the present, in the presence of Socrates, would not have 
had the same effect~ Only the·logoi.en bibliois, only words that.are deferred. 
reserved, enveloped, rolled up .. words that force one to.wait for them in the 
form and under cover of a solid object, letting themselves be d~sired. for the 
space of a walk, ol1ly hid~en letters can thus get Socrates moving. If a' speech 
could be purely present, unveiled, naked, offered up in person in its, trjJth, 
without the detours of a signifier 'foreign to it, if at the limit an undeferred 
logos9 were possible, it would not seduce anyone. It would not draw Socrates, 
as if under the effects of apharmakon, out of his way. Let us get ahead of 
ourselves. Already: writing, the pharmakon, the going or leading astray. 

In our discussion of this text we have been using an authoritative French 
translation of Plato, the o~e published, by Guillauine Bud,I!!.· In the ~ase of 
the Phaedrus, the translation is by Ll!!on Robin. We will continue to refer to 
it, iri'serting the Greek' text in parenthes~s; however, whenever it' seems 
opportune or pertinent to' our point. Hel1ce, for example,' the .word' phar7 
makon. In this ws.ywe hope to'display in .the'mQst striking manner the reg
ular, . ordered polysemyl that has, through' skeWing; iridetermination, or 
(;lVerdet~rmination, but ~thoutmistranslation, permitted 'the !re~dering of 
t~~ same word by "remedy," "reCipe," "poison," "drug," "philter," etc,. It will 
also be seen to what extent themalIe!ible tinity of this concept, or rather its 
rules and the strange logic that liriks ~t with its' signifier~2 ha~ been dispersed, 
masked, obliterated;'a~d rElndered almost unreadable nptonlyby the impru~ 
dence or empiriCism of the translators, but first and foremostby i.he re,c:lOlibt~ 
able, irreduCible difficulty of translatiop.. It is a difficultY inherentiriitsvery 
principle, situated less in the passage from one language to another, from 
one philosophical language to another, than already, as ,we shalhree, in the 
tradition between Greek and Greek;' a violent difficulty in the ·transference 
of a nonphilosopheme into a philosophepIe. With this problem of translation 
we will thus be dealing with nothing less than the problem of the very passage 
into philosophy. 

The biblia that will draw Socrates out of his reserve and out of.the space 
in which he is wont to learn, to teach; to speak, to dialogue-the sheltered 
enclosure of the City-these biblia contain a'text written by· "the ablest writer 
of our day" (deinotatos an nun graph;ein). His narileis Lysias. Phaedrus is 
keeping the text or, if you will, the pharmakon, hidden under his cloak. He 
needs it because he has not learned the speech by heart. This point is impor
tant for what follows, the problem of. writing being closely linked to the 
problem of "knowing by heart." Before Socrates had stretched out on the 

8. Greek speechwrlter (ca, .. 459-.,a. 380 B'C,E,), 
who taught rhetoric and was one of the masters of 
classical oratory. 
9. Word, speech, story, reason (Greek). 

I. Possession of multiple meanings. '. .. . 
2. The symbol. or sound that conveys meaning(the 
signified), a term Introduced by the Swls' linguist 
FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913). 
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ground and invited Phaedrus to take the most comfortable position, the latter 
had offered to reconstitute, without the help of the text, the reasoning, argu
ment, ,and design of Lysias' speech, its dianaia. Socrates stops him short: 
"Very well, my dear fellow, but you must first show me what it is that you 
have in your left hand under your cloak, for I surmise that it is the actual 
discourse (ton logan autan)" (228d). Between" the invitation and the start of 
the reading, while the pharmakon is wandering about under Phaedrus' cloak, 
there occurs the evocation of Pharmacia and the send-off of myths. 

Is it after all by chance or by harmonics3 that, even before the overt pres
entation of writing as a pharmakon arises in the middle of the myth of 
Theuth, the connection between biblia and pharmaka should already be 
mentioned in a malevolent or suspicious vein? As opposed to the true prac
tice of medicine, founded on science, we find indeed, listed in a single stroke, 
empirical practice, treatments based on recipes learned by heart, mere book
ish knowledge, and the blind usage of drugs. All that, we are told, springs 
out of mania: "I expect they would say, 'the man is mad; he thinks he has 
made himself a doctor by picking up something out of a book (ek bibliou), 
or coming across a couple of ordinary drugs (pharmakiais), without any real 
knowledge of medicine' " (268c). 

This association between writing and the pharmakan still seems external; 
it could be judged artificial or purely coincidental. But the intention and 
intonation ,are recognizably the same: one and the same suspicion envelops 
in a single embrace the book and the'drug, writing and whatever works in 
an occult, ambiguous manner open to empiricism and chance, governed by 
the ways of magic and not the laws of necessity. Books, the dead and rigid 
knowledge shut up in biblia, piles of histories, nomenclatures; recipes and 
formulas learned by heart, all this is as foreign to living 'knowledge and dia
lectics as the pharmakon is to medical science; And myth' to true knowledge. 
In dealing with Plato, who knew so well on occasion how. to treat myth in 
its archeo-Iogical or paleo-Iogical capacity, one can glimpse the immensity 
and difficulty of this last opposition; The'extent of the difficulty is m,arked 
out-this is, among a hundred others, the: examph,i:that retains"us here-in 
that the truth-the original truth-about writing as a pharmakon will at first 
be left up to a myth. The myth ofTheuth,to which we hOW turn. ' . 

Up to this point in the dialogue, one can'say that the pharmakon ~d the 
grapheme4 have been beckoning to each other· from afar, indirectly sending 
back to e'ach other, and, as if by chance, appearing and disappearing together 
on the same line, for yet uncertain reasons; with an" effectiveness that is 
quite discrete and perhaps after all unintentional. But in order to lift this 
doubt and on the supposition that the categories of the voluntary and the 
involuntary still have some absolute pertirlerice in a re*ding-..-:which we don't 
for a minute believe, at least not on the textual level on which we are now 
advancing---":'let us proceed to the' last phase of the dialogue, to the point 
where Theuth appears on the scene. , 

This time it is without indirection, without hidden mediation, without 
secret argumentation, that writing is proposed, presented, and asserted as a 
pharmakon (274e). .'" 

In a certain sense, one can see how this section could have been set apart 

3, Design. rhythm, 4. Constituent element of writing. 
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I 
as an appendix, a superadded supplement. And despite all that calls for it in 
the preceding steps, it is true that Plato offers it somewhat as an amusement, 
an hors d'reuvre or rather a dessert. All the subjects of the dialogue, both 
themes and speakers, seem exhausted at the moment the supplement, writ
ing, or the pharmakon, are introduced: "Then we may feel that we have said 
enough both about the art of speaking and about the lack of art (to men 
tekh.tes te kai atekhnias loglin)'" (274b). And yet it is at this moment of 
general exhaustion that the question of writing is set out.6 And, as was fore
shadowed earlier by the use of the word aiskhron (or the adverb aiskhrDs7 ), the 
question of writing opens as a question of morality. It is truly morality that is at 
stake, both in the sense of the opposition between good and evil, or good and 
bad, and in the sense of mores, public morals and social conventions. It is a 
question of knowing what is done and what is not done. This moral disquiet is 
in no way to be distinguished from questions of truth, memory, anddialectics.8 

This latter question, which will quickly be engaged as the question qfwriting, 
is closely associated with the morality theme, and indeed develops it by affini~y 
of essence and not by superimposition. But within a debate rendered very real 
by the political development of the city, the propagation of writing and the 
activity of the sophists and speechwriters, the primary accent is 'naturally 
placed upon political and social proprieties. The type of arbitration proposed 
by Socrates plays within the opposition between the values of se~mliness and 
unseemliness (euprepeia/aprepeia): "But there remain!! the question of prop ri
ety and impropriety 'in writing, that is to say the conditlons which make it 
proper or improper. Isn't that so?" (274b). 

Is writing seemly? Does the writer cut a respectable figure? Is it proper to 
write? Is it done? 

Of course not. But the answer is not so simple, <and Socrates does not 
immediately offer it on his own account in a radonal discourse'or logos. He 
lets it be heard by delegating it to an akoe,9 to a well-known ru'mo~, to hearsay 
evidence, to a fable transmitted from ear to ear: "I can tell you what OJ,lr 
forefathers have said about it, but the truth of it is on~y kJiQwn by tradition. 
However, if we could discover that truth for ourselves, sqould we still be 
concerned with the fancies of mankind?" (274c). 

The truth of writing, that is, as we shall see, (the) nontruth, cannot be 
discovered in ourselves by ourselves. And it is not the object of a science, 
only of a history that is recited, a fable that is repeated. ~e link between 
writing and myth becomes clearer, as does .ts opposition,~o kno~ledge, nota
bly the knowledge one seeks in oneself, by one~elf. ~n4 at the s~pte time, 
through writing or through myth, the genealogical break and the estrange-

5, Here, when It I. a 'l,uestlon of logos, Robin 
translates 1.,It',"1 by "art. ' Later, In the course of 
the Indictment, the same word. this time pertain
ing to writing, will be rendered by "technical 
knowledge" [connaissanc., lech .. Iq .... ) [Derrlda'. 
note), 
6, While Saussure, in his Course I .. Geneml .LI .. -
gui.tics (1916), e"eludes or settles the question of 
writing In a sort of preliminary excursus or hors 
d'reuvre, the chapter Rousseau devotes to writing 
In the Essay on the Origl .. of Language. [written 
1761; pub. 1781) is also presented, despite Its 
actual importance, 8S B sort of somewhat contin .. 
gent supplement, a makeup criterion, "another 
Ineans of comparing languages and of ju!iglng their 

relative antiquity." The' same operation Is found In 
Hegel'. EtlCycl~,,,,tlla (1817); cf. "Le Pult. et la 
pyramide"( 1 ~68), In HegfJl et la fHJ1U~e mode ..... 
(Parle: Presses Un'lversltalres de Prance, 1910, 
coil. "Epimj!thi!eOO ). [Derrl"',,'. notel. Trian?IlIted by 
AJan Bass ,,,s ''The Pit and the Pyramid: lriiroduc
tion to Hegel's Semiology," In Derrlda's Marlllm of 
PhIlosophy (Chicago: Unlve..,lty of Chicago Press, 
1982). Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1 .. 12-1778), 
Swiss-born French philosopher. GEOR~ WILHELM 
FRIEDRICH HEGEL (1770-183 I), German idealist 
philosopher.' . 
7. Shamefully (Greek). 
8. 11ie pursuit of'truth, philosophy. 
9. Something heard (Greek).' , 
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ment from the OrIgm are sounded. One should note most especially that 
what writing will later be accused of-repeating without knowing-here 
defines the very approach that leads to the statement and determination of 
its status. One thus begins by repeating without knowing-through a myth
the definition of writing. which is to repeat without knowing. This kinship 
of writing and myth, both of them distinguished from logos and dialectics, 
will only become more precise as the text concludes. Having just repeated 
without knowing that writing consists of repeating without knowing, Soc
rates goes on to base the demonstration of his indictment, of his logos, upon 
the premises of the nlwe. upon structures that are readable through a fabu
lous genealogy of writing. As soon as the myth has struck the first blow, the 
logos of Socrates will demolish the accused. 

2. THE FATHER OF LOGOS 

The story begins like this: 

Socrates: Very well, I heard, then, that at Naucratis in Egypt there lived 
one of the old gods of that country, the one whose sacred bird is 
called the ibis; and the name of the divinity was Theuth. It was he 
who first invented numbers and calculation, geometry and astron
omy, not to speak of draughts and dice, and above all writing (gram
mata). Now the King of all Egypt at that time was Thamus who lived 
in the great city of the upper region which the Greeks call the Egyp
tian Thebes; the god himself they call Ammon. Theuth came to him 
and exhibited his arts and declared that they ought to be imparted 
to the other Egyptians. And Thamus questioned him about the use
fulness of each one; and as Theuth enumerated, the King blamed 
or praised what he thought were the good or bad points in the expla
nation. Now Thamus is said to have had a good deal to remark on 
both sides of the question about every single art (it would take too 
long to repeat it here); but when it came to writing, Theuth said, 
"This discipline (to mathem-a), my King, will make the Egyptians, 
wiser and will improve their memories (sophoterous kai mnihn01ti
katerous): my invention is a recipe (pharmakon) for both memory 
and wisdom." But the King said ... etc. (274c-e) -J:'" 

Let us cut the King off here, He is faced with the pharmakon. His reply 
will be incisive. 

Let us freeze the scene and the characters and take a look at them. Writing 
(or. if you will, the pl!(1rmalwl1) is thus presented to the King. Presented: like 
a kind of present offered up in homage by a vassal to his lord (Theuth is a 
demigod speaking to the king of the gods), but above all as a finished work 
submitted to his appreciation. And this work is itself an art, a capacity for 
work. a power of operation. This artefactum is an art. But the value of this 
gift is still uncertain. The value of writing-or of the pharmakon-has of 
course been spelled out to the King, but it is the King who will give it its 
\'alue. who will set the price of what, in the act of receiving, he constitutes 
or institutes. The king or god (Thamus represents' Ammon, the king of the 

J. For Plato, Thamus is doubtless another name 
for Ammon, whose figure (that of the sun king and 
of the father of the gods) we shall sketch out later 

for its own sake, On this question and the debate 
to which it has given rise, see Frutiger, Mythes, 
p, 233 n, 2. and notably R. Eisler, "Platon und das 



1840 / jACQUES DERRIDA 

gods, the king of kings, the god of gods. T;heuth says to him: 0 basileun is 
thus the other name for the origin of value~ The value of writing will noi: ,b~ 
itself, writing wm have no.value, unless and to the extent that god-the-king 
approves of it. But god-the-kingnonetheless experiences the pharmakon as 
a product; an ergon,J which is not his own, which comes to him from outside 
but also from below, and which awaits his condescending judgment in order 
to be consecrated in its being and value. God the king does not know how 
to write, but that ignorance or incapacity only testifies to his sovereign inde
pendence. He has no need to write. He speaks, he says, he dictates, and his 
word suffices. Whether a scribe from his secretarial staff then adds the sup
plement of a transcription or not, that consignment is always in essence 
secondary. 

From this position, without rejecting the homage, the god-king will depre
ciate it, pointing out not only its uselessness but its menace and its mischief. 
Another way of not receiving the offering of writing. In so doing, god-the
king-that-speaks is acting like a father. The pharmakon is here presented to 
the father and is by him rejected, belittled, abandoned, disparaged. The 
father is always suspicious and watchful toward writing. 

Even if we did not want to give in. here to the easy passage uniting the 
figures of the king, the god, and the fath~r, it would suffice to pay systematic 
attention-which to our knowledge has never been done-to the perma
nence of a Platonic schema that assigns the origin and power of speech, 
precisely of logos, to the' paternal position. Not thatCh!s happens especially 
Elnd exclusively in Plato. Everyone knows this or can easily!magirte it. But 
the fact that "Platonism," which sets up the whole of Western metaphysics 
in its conceptuaHty, should not escape the generality of this structural con
straint, and even illustrates it with incomparable subtlety and force, stands 
out as all the more significant. . 

Not that logos is the father,-either. But the origin of logos is itsfather. One 
could say anachronously that~the "speaking subject" is the father of his 
speech. And one would. quickly realize that this is no metaphor, at least not 
in the sense of any common, conv,entional effect of rhetoric. Logos is a son, 
then, a son that would be destroyed in his very presence without the present 
attendance of his father. His father who answers. His father who speaks for 
him and answers fot him. Without his father, he would be nothing but, in 
fact, writing. At least that is what is. said by the one who says: it is the father's 
thesis. The specificity of writing would thus be intimately bound to the 
absence of the father. Such an absence can of course exist along very diverse 
modalities, distinctly or confusedly, successively or simultaneously: to have 
lost one's father, through natural or violent death, through random violence 
or patricide; and then to solicit the aid and attendance, possible or impos
sible, of the paternal presence, to solicit it directly or to claim to be getting 
along without it, etc. The reader will have noted Socrates' insistence on the 
misery, whether pitiful or arrogant, of a logos committed to writing: " ... It 
always needs its father to attend to it, being quite unable to defend itself or 
attend to its own needs" (275e). 

Igyptische Alphabet" ["Plato and the Egyptian 
Alphabet"], Arch." Jar Gesehlehte tUr Philosophie 
(1922); Pau\y-Wissowa, Real-Encyloplldie tUrelos
riseh"," Allertumswissensehaft (s.v. "Ammon"); 

Ro.cher, Lex.lwn tUr griechisehen und rllmischen 
Mythologie (s.v. ''Yhamus'') [Derrida's note]. 
2. 0 king (Greek). 
3. Work (Greek). 
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This misery is ambiguous: it is the distress of the orphan, of course, who 
needs not only an attending presence but also a presence that will attend to 
its needs; but in pitying the orphan, one also makes an accusation against 
him, along with writing, for claiming to do away with the father, for achieving 
emancipation with complacent self-sufficiency. From the position of the 
holder of the scepter, the desire of writing is indicated, designated, and 
denounced as a desire for orphanhood and patricidal subversion. Isn't this 
pharmakon then a criminal thing, a poisoned present?4 

The status of this orphan, whose welfare cannot be assured by any atten
dance or assistance, coincides with that of a graphein' which, being nobody's 
son at the instant it reaches inscription; scarcely remains a son at all and no 
longer recognizes its origins, whether legally or morally. In contrast to writing, 
living logos is alive in that it has a living father (whereas the orphan is already 
half dead), a father that is present, standing near it, behind it, within it, 
sustaining it with his rectitude, attending it in persori in his own name. Living 
logos, for its part, recognizes its debt, lives off that recognition, and forbids 
itself, thinks it can forbid itself patricide. But prohibition and patricide, like 
the relations between speech and writing, are structures surprising enough 
to require us later on to articulate Plato's text between a patricide prohibited 
and a patricide proclaimed. The deferred murder of the father and rector. 

The Phaedrus would already be sufficient to prove that the responsibility 
for logos, for its meaning and effects, goes to those who attend it, to those 
who are present with the presence of a father. These "metaphors" must be 
tirelessly questioned. Witness Socrates, addressing Eras:' "If in our former 
speech Phaedrus or I said anything harsh against you, blame lysias, the 
father of the subject (ton tou logou patera)" (275b). Logos-"discourse"
has the meaning here of argument, line of reasoning, guiding thread ani
mating the spoken discussion (the Logos). To translate it by "subject" [sujet], 
as Robin does, is not merely anachronistic. The whole lntention and the 
organic unity of signification is destroyed. For only the "living" discourse, 
only a spoken word (and not a speech's theme, object, or subject) can have 
a father; and, according to a necessity that will not cease to become clearer 
to us from now on, the logoi are the children. Aliv'e enough to protest on 
occasion and to let themselves be questioned;' 'capable, too, in contr~st to 
written things, of responding when their father is there. They arcrtneir 
father's responsible presence. 

Some of them, for example, descend from Phaedrus, who is sometimes 
called upon to sustain them. Let us refer ~gain to Robin, who translates logos 
this time not by "subject" but by "argument," and d'isrupts in a space of ten 
lines the play on the.tekhne ton logOn. 7 (What is in question is the tekhne 
the sophists and rhetors had or pretended to have at their disposal, which 
was at once an art and an instrument, a recipe, an occult but transmissible 
"treatise," etc. Socrates considers the then classical problem in terms of the 
opposition between persuasion [peitho] and truth [aletheia] [260a].) 

Socrates: I agree-if, that is, the arguments (logoi) that come forward 
to speak for oratory should give testimony that it is an art (tekhne). 

4. A multilingual pun: in Engli.h, gift means 
"present"; in German, Gift means ·'poisnn." 
5. To write; writing (Greek). 

6. The personification of love. 
7. Th~ art of the arguments (Greek). 
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Now I seem, as it were, to hear $ome arguments advancing to give 
their evidence that it tells lies, that it is not an art at all, but an 
artless routine. "Without a grip on truth," says the Spartan, "there 
can be no genuine art of speaking (tau de legein) either now or in 
the future." 

Phaedrus: Socrates, we need these arguments (Touton dei ton lagon, 0 
Sokrates). Bring the witnesses here and let's find out what they have 
to say and how they'll say it (ti kai pas legousin). 

Socrates: Come here, then, noble brood (gennaia), and convince Phae
drus, father of such fine children (kallipaida te Phaidron), that if he 
doesn't give enough attention to philosophy, he will never become 
a competent speaker on any subject. Now let Phaedrus answer. 
(260e-261a) . 

It is again Phaedrus,. but this time in the Symposium, who must speak first 
because he is both "head of the table" and "father of our subject" (pater tau 
lOgOIJ) (l77d). 

What we are provisionally and for the sake of convenience continuing to 
call a metaphor thus in any event belongs to a whole system. If logos has a 
father, if it is a logos only when attended by its father, this is because it is 
always a being (on) and even a certain species of being (the Sophist, 260a), 
more precisely a living being. Logos is a zOon. An animal that is born, grows, 
belongs to the phusis. 8 Linguistics, logic, dialectics, and zoology are all in the 
same camp. 

In describing logos as a %OOn, Plato is following certain rhetors and sophists 
before him who, as a contrast to the cadaverous rigidity of writing, had held 
up the living spoken word, which infallibly conforms to the necessities of the 
situation at hand, to the expectations and demands of the interlocutors pres
ent, and which sniffs out the spots where it ought to produce itself, feigning 
to bend and adapt at the moment it is actually achieving maximum persua-
siveness and control.9 . 

Logos, a living, animate creature, is thus also an organism that has been 
engendered. An organism: a differentiated body proper, with a center and 
extremities, joints, a head, and feet. In order to be "proper," a written dis
course ought to submit to the laws of life just as a living discourse does. 
Logographical necessity (anangke logographike) ought to be analogous to 
biological, or rather zoological, necessity. Otherwise, obviously, it would have 
neither head nor tail. Both structure and constitution are in question in the 
risk run by logos of losing through writing both its tail and its head: 

Socrates: And what about the rest'? Don't you think the different parts 
of the speech (ta tau logou) are tossed in hit or miss'? Or is there 
really a cogent reason for starting his second point in the second 
place'? And is that the case with the rest of the speech'? As for myself, 
in my ignorance, I thought that the writer boldly set down whatever 

8. Nature; natural world (Greek). 
9. The association 10gos-zIIon appears in the dis
course of Isocrates. Against Ih .. Sophist., and in 
that of Alcidamas, On Ihe Sophisl', Cf. also W. 
Sass. who compares these two discourses line by 
line with the Phaedrus, in Elhos: SIudien %ur 
altere" greichische" Rhetorik (Leipzig, 19 J 0), 
pp. 34ff., and A. Di~s, "Philosophie et rhj!torlque," 

In Aulour de Plaeon (Paris: Gabrlel Beauchesne, 
1927), J: 103 [Derrlda's note). Isocrates (436-338 
B.e.E.), Athenian orator; a student of both GORGlAS 
and Socrates, he was an Important teacher of rhet
oric. A1cidamas (4th c. B.e.E.), rhetorician and 
sophist; he was chief among Gorglas's orthodox 
followers. 
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happened to come into his head. Can you explain his arrangement 
of the topics in the order he has adopted as the result of some 
principle of composition, some Iogographic necessity? 

Pltaedrus: It's very kind of you to think me'capable of such an accurate 
insight into his methods. 

Socrates: But to this you will surely agree: every discourse (logon), like 
a living creature (osper zoon), should be so put together (sufJestanai) 
that it has its own body and lacks neither head nor foot, middle nor 
extremities, all composed in such a way that they suit both each 
other and the ",,·hole. (264b-c) 

The organism thus engendered must be well born, of noble blood: "gen
uaia." we recall, is what Socrates called the logoi. those "noble creatures." 
This implies that the organism, having been engendered, must have a begin
ning and an end. Here. Socrates' standards become precise and insistent: a 
speech must have a beginning and an end, it must begin with the beginning 
and end with the end: "It certainly seems as though Lysias, at least, was far 
from satisfying our demands: it's from the end, not the beginning, that he 
tries to swim (on his back!) upstream through the current of his discourse. 
He starts out with what the lover ought to say at the very end to his beloved!" 
(264a). The implications and consequences of such a norm are immense, 
but they are obvious enough for us not to have to belabor them. It follows 
that the spoken discourse behaves like someone attended in origin and pres
ent in person. Logos: "Senn.o tanquam persona ipse loquens, "I as one Platonic 
Lexicon puts it.Z Like any person, the logos-zoon has a father. 

But what is a father? 
Should we consider this known, and with this term-the known-classify 

the other term within what one would hasten to classify as a metaphor? One 
would then say that the origin or cause of logos is being compared to what 
we know to be the cause of a living son, his father. One would understand 
or imagine the birth and development of logos from the standpoint of a 
domain foreign to it, the transmission of life or the generative relation. But' 
the father is not the generator or procreator in any "real" sense prior to or 
outside all relation to language. 3 In what way, indeed, is the father/son rela
tion distinguishable from a mere cause/effect or generator/engendered rela~" 
tion. if not by the instance of logos? Only a power of speech can have a 
father. The father is always father to a speaking/living being. In other words, 
it is p"ecisely logos that enables us to perceive and investigate something like 
paternity. If there were a simple metaphor in the expression "father oflogos," 
the first word, which seemed the morejamiliar, would nevertheless receive 
mm'e meaningjrom the second than it would transmit to it. The first famil
iarity is always involved in a relation of cohabitation with logos. Living-beings, 
father and son, are announced to us and related to each other within the 
household of logos. From which one does not escape, in spite of appearances. 
when one is transported. by "metaphor,"4 to a foreign territory where one 

I. Talk. just as if a person himself [were] speaking 
(Latin). 
2. Fr. Ast. Lexiq .. e plato,,;cien. Cf. also B. Parain. 
E«n; sur le logos platonicien (Paris: Gallimard, 
1942.1. p. 211; and P. Louis, Les Metaphores de 
Plntoll (Paris: Le. Belle. Lettre •• 1945). pp. 43-44 
[Derrida's note]. 

3. Until the advent of DNA testing and surrogate 
mothering, only maternity was considered certain. 
Paternity was thus always dependent on language 
(the mother'. word. the father'. name). 
4. Metaphor derives from the Greek verb that 
means Uto bear or carry across" (f.e., "transport"). 
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meets fathers, sons, living creatures, all sorts of beings that come in handy 
for explaining to anyone that doesn't know, i:>y comparison, what logos, that 
strange thing, is all about. Even though this hearth is the heart of all meta
phoricity, "father of logos" is-not a simple metaphor. To have simple meta
phoricity, one would have to make the statement. that some living creature 
incapable of language, if .anyone still wished to believe· in such a thing, has 
a father. One must thus proceed to undertake a general reversal of all meta
phorical directions, no longer asking whether logos can have a father but 
understanding that what the father claims to be the father of cannot go 
without the essential possibility of logos. . 

A logos indebted to a father, what does that mean? At least how can it be 
read within the stratum of the Platonic text that interests us here? 

. The figure of th~ father, of course, is also .that of the good (agathon). Logos 
represents what it is indebted to: the. father who is also chief, capital, and 
good(s). Or rather the chief, the capital; the good(s). Pater in Greek means 
aIt that at once. Neither translators nor commentators of Plato seem to have 
~ccounted for the play of these schemes. It is extremely difficult, we must 
recognize, to respect this play in a translation, and the fact can at least be 
explained in that no one has e~er, raised ~hequestion. Thus, at the point in 
the Republic where Socrates backs away from speaking of the good in itself 
(VI, 506e), he imiii~diately suggests replacing it with its ekgonos, its son, its 
offspring: 

... let us dismiss for the time being the nature of the good in itself, for 
to attain to my present surmise of that seems a pitch above the iinpulse 
that wings my flight today. B~t what seems to be the offspring (ekgonos) 

, of the good and most nearly rhade in its likeness I am willirig to speak if 
you too~sh it, and otherwise' to let the iOatter drop. 

Well, speak on,he said, for Y9U will duly pay me the tale of the parent 
another time. ~I' . 

'. . I could wish, I said, that I were able to make and you to re<;:eive the 
, . payment, and not merely as no~ the interest (tokous). But at any , rate 

, receive this interest and the offspring of the good (tokon te kai ekgonon 
autou tou agathou). .' . . 

TQkos, which is here associated with ekgonos, signifies . production and the 
p~oduct, birth and the child, etc. This word functions with~~his meaning in 
tlie domains of agriculture, of kinship relations, and of fiduciary operations. 
None of these domains, as we shall see, lies outside the investment and 
p~ssibility of a logos. . '. . . . 

As product, the tokos is the child, the human or animal brood, as well as 
the fruits of the seed sown in the field, and the interest on a capital invest
ment: it is a return or revenue. The distribution of all these meanings can he 
followed in Plato's text. The meaning of pater is sometimes even inflected in 
the exclusive sense of financial capital. In the Republic itself, and not far 
from the passage we have just quoted. One of the drawbacks of democracy 
lies in the role that capital is often allowed to play in it: "But these money
makers with down-bent heads, pretending not even to see the poor, but 
inserting the sting of their money into any of the remainder who do not resist, 
and harvesting ftom them in interest as it were a manifold progeny of the 
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parent sum (tou patros ekgonous tokous pollaplasious), foster the drone and 
pauper element in the state" (555e). 

Now, about this father, this capital, this good, this origin of value and of 
appearing beings, it is not possible to speak simply or directly. First of all 
because it is no more possible to look them in the face than to stare at the 
sun. On the subject of this bedazzlement before the face of the sun, a reread
ing of the famous passage of the Republic (VII, 515c ff) is strongly recom
mended here. 

Thus will Socrates evoke only the visible sun, the son that resembles the 
father, the analogon5 of the intelligible sun: "It was the sun, then, that I 
meant when I spoke of that offspring of the Good (ton tou agathou ekgonon) , 
which the Good has created in its own image (hon tagathon egennesen anal
Ogon heautoi), and which stands in the visible world in the same relation to 
vision and visible things as that which the good itself bears in the intelligible 
world to intelligence and to intelligible objects" (508c). 

How does Logos intercede in this analogy between the father and the son, 
the nooumena and the horOmena?6 

The Good, in the visible-invisible figure of the father, the sun, or capital, 
is the origin of all onta,7 responsible for their appearing and their coming 
into logos, which both assembles and distinguishes them: 'We predicate 'to 
be' of many beautiful things and many good things, saying of them severally 
that they are, and so define them in our speech (einai phamen te hai diori
zomen tOi logoi)" (507b). 

The good (father, sun, capital) is thus the hidden illuminating, blinding 
source of logos. And since one cannot speak of that which enables one to 
speak (being forbidden to speak of it or to speak to it face to face), one will 
speak only of that which speaks and of things that, with a single exception, 
one is constantly speaking of. And since an account or reason cannot be 
given of what logos (account or reason: ratio) is accountable or owing to, 
since the capital cannot be counted- nor the chief looked in the eye, it will 
be necessary, by means of a discriminative, diacritical8 operation, to count 
up the plurality of interests, returns, products, and offspring: 'Well, speak 
on (lege), he said, for you will duly pay me the tale of the parent another 
time-I could wish, I said, that I were able to make and you to receive the 
payment, and not merely as now the interest. But at any rate receive th~' 
interest and the offspring of the good. Have a care, however, lest I deceive 
you unintentionally with a false reckoning (ton logon) of the interest (tou 
tokou)" (507a). 

From the foregoing passage we should al~o retain the fact that, along with 
the account (logos) of the supplements (to the father-good-capital-origin, 
etc.), along with what comes above and beyond the One in the very move
ment through which it absents itself and becomes invisible, thus requiring 
that its place be supplied, along with differance9 and diacriticity, Socrates 
introduces or discovers the ever open possibility of the kibdelon, that which 
is falsified, adulterated, mendacious, deceptive, equivocal. Have a care, he 

5. Analogue (Greek). 
6. The intelligible and the visible (Plllto's terms in 
Republic 508c). 
7. Being. (Greek). 
8. Differentiating, separating. 
9. Temporal and spatial differentiating or deferral. 

Diffllrance Is Derrida's grammatical Invention: like 
diffllrence, which sound. the same and refers to 
'yhchronic comparison, It derives from diffllrer, 
which means both Ilto differ" and "to defer, post
pone." 
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says, lest I deceive you with a false reckoning of the interest (kibdelon apo
didous ton logon tou tokou). Kibdeleuma is fraudulent merchandise. The cor
responding verb (kibdeleuo) signifies "to tamper with money or merchandise, 
and, by extension, to be of bad faith." 

This recourse to logos, from fear of being blinded by any direct intuition 
of the face of the father, of good, of capital, of the origin of being in itself, 
of the form of forms, etc., this recburse to logos as that which protects us 
from the sun, protects us under it and from it, is proposed by Socrates else
where, in the analogous order of the sensible or the visible. We shall quote 
at length from that text. In addition to its intrinsic interest, the text, in its 
official Robin translation, manifests a series of slidings, as it were, that are 
highly significant. I Th~ passage in question is the critique, in the Phaedo, of 
"physicalists": 

Socrates proceeded:-I thought that as I had failed in the contemplation 
of true existence (ta onta), I ought to be careful that I did not lose the 
eye of my soul; as people may injure their bodily eye by observing and 
gazing on the sun during an eclipse, unless they take the precaution of 
only looking at the image (eikona) reflected in the water, or in some 
analogous medium. So in my own case, I was afraid that my soul might 
be blinded altogether if I looked at things with my eyes or tried to appre
hend them with the help of the senses. And I thought that I had better 
have recourse to the world of theory (en logois) and seek there the truth 
of things .... So, basing myself in each case on the idea (logon) that I 
judged to be the strongest ... (99d-IOOa) 

Logos is a thus a resource. One must turn to it, and not merely when the 
solar source is present and risks burning the eyes if stared at; one has also to 
turn away toward logos when the sun seems to withdraw during its eclipse. 
Dead, extinguished, or hidden, that star is more dangerous than ever. 

We will let these yarns of suns and sons spin on for a while. Up to now 
we have only followed this line so as to move from logos to the father, so as 
to tie speech to the kurios, the master, the lord, another name given in the 
Republic to the good-sun-capital-father (508a). Later, within the same tis
sue, within the same texts, we will draw on other filial filaments, pull the 
same strings once more, and witness the weaving or unraveling of other 
designs. 

4. THE PHARMAKON 

Let us return to the text of Plato, assuming we have ever really left it.Z The 
word plJarnmkon is caught in a chain of significations. The play of that chain 
seems systematic. But the system here is not, simply, that of the intentions 
of an author who goes by the name of Plato. The system is not primarily that 
of what someone -meant-to-say [un vouloir-dire]. Finely regulated communi
cations are established, through the play of language, among diverse func
tions of the word and, within it, among diverse strata or regions of culture. 
These communications or corridors of meaning can sometimes be declared 

1. I an> indebted to the friendship and alertness of 
Francine Markovits for having brought this to my 
attention. This text should of course be placed 
alongside those of book. 6 and 7 of the Republic 

[Derrida'. note]. 
2. In section 3 (omitted here), Derrlda has out
lined the genealogy of the myth of Theuth. 
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or clarified by Plato when he plays upon them "voluntarily," a word we put 
in quotation marks because what it designates; to content ourselves with 
remaining within the closure of these oppositions, is only a mode of "sub
mission" to the necessities of a given "language." l"one of these concepts 
can translate the relation we are aiming at here. Then again, in other cases, 
Plato can not see the links, can leave them in the shadow or break them up. 
And yet these links go on working of themselves. In spite of him? thanks to 
him? in his text? outside his text? but then where? between his text and the 
language? for what reader? at what moment? To answer such questions in 
principle and in general will seem impossible; and that will give us the sus
picion that there is some malformation in the question itself, in each of its 
concepts, in each of the oppositions it thus accredits. One can always choose 
to believe that if Plato did not put certain possibilities of passage into prac
tice. or even interrupted them. it is because he perceived them but left them 
in the impracticable. This formulation is possible only if one avoids all 
recourse to the difference between conscious and unconscious, voluntary 
and involuntary, a very crude tool for dealing with relations in and to lan
guage. The same would be true of the opposition between speech-or writ
ing-and language if that opposition, as is often the case, harked back to the 
above categories. 

This reason alone should already suffice to prevent us from reconstituting 
the entire chain of significations of the pharmakon. No absolute privilege 
allows us absolutely to master its textual system. This limitation can and 
should nevertheless be displaced to a certain extent. The possibilities and 
powers of displacement are extremely diverse in nature, and, rather than 
enumerating here all their titles, let us attempt to produce some of their 
effects as we go along, as we continue our march through the Platonic prob
lematic of writing.~ 

We have just sketched out the correspondence between the figure of 
Theuth in Egyptian mythology and a certain organization of concepts, 
philosophemes, metaphors, and my themes picked up from what is called the 
Platonic text. The word pharmakon has seemed to us extremely apt for the 
task of tying all the threads of this correspondence together. Let us now 
reread. in a rendering derived from Robin, this sentence from the Phaedrtls: 
"Here. 0 King, says Theuth, is a discipline (tnathema) that will make the 
Egyptians wiser (sophOterous) and will improve their memories (nmemoni
koteml/s): both memory (»llleme) and instruction (sophia) have found their 
remedy (phartnakon)." 

The common translation of plzarmakon by remedy [retnedeJ-a beneficent 
drug-is not, of course, inaccurate. Not only can pharmakon really mean 
remedy and thus erase, on a certain surface of its functioning, the ambiguity 
of its meaning. But it is even quite obvious here, the stated intention of 
Theuth being precisely to stress the worth of his product, that he turns the 
wonl 011 its strange and invisible pivot. presenting it from a single one, the 
most reassuring, of its poles. 4 This medicine is beneficial; it repairs and pro
duces, accumulates and remedies, increases knowledge and reduces forget-

3. Ila).;c· 11", liherty ofreferring the reader, in OI·der 
to J,!iH.' him Cl preliminary, indicative diloection. to 
the "(Jul'!-;tiol1 of Method" proposed in De la gnu'll
"'{lI()I"~ie rlC)67. Of Gram",al.ology]. With" few 
pJ"ec..~iHlrion~. one ·could say that pmlrnm/:'oll plays a 
role: tHw/o!..!.o,,". in this reading of Pinto. to that of 

suppl4me.II in the reading of Rousseau [Derrida's 
note]. For "The Exorbitant. Question of Method," 
see above. 
4. Derrida is making a link between the tipping of 
the earth (oil one of its poles) and the privlleging 
of one side of a polarity. 

~. 
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fulness. Its translation by "remedy" none~heless erases, in going outside the 
Greek language, the other pole reserved in the word phannalwn. It cancels 
out the resources of ambiguity and makes more difficult, if riot impossible, 
an understanding of the context. As dPposed to "drug" or even "medicine," 
remedy says the transparent rationality of science, technique; and therapeu
tic causality, thus excluding from the text any leaning toward the magic 
virtues of a force whose effects are hard to master, a dynamics that constantly 
surprises the one who tries to manipulate it as master and as subject. 

Now, on the one hand, Plato is bent on presenting writing as an occult, 
and therefore suspect, power. Just like painting. to which he will later com
pare it; and like optical illusions and the techniques of _imisis' in general. 
His mistrust of the mantic and magic, of sorcerers and casters of spells, is 
well attested.6 In the Laws, in particular, he reserves them terrible punish
ments. According to an operation we will have cause to remember later, he 
recommends that they be excluded-expelled or cut off-from the social 
arena. Expulsion and ostracism can even be accomplished at the same time, 
by keeping them in prison, where they would no longer be visited by free 
men but only by the slave that would bring them their food; then by depriving 
them of burial: "At death he shall be cast out beyond the borders without 
burial, and if any free citizen has a hand in his burial, he shall be liable to a 
prosecution for impiety at the suit of any who cares to take proceedings" (X, 
909b-c). 

On the other hand, the King's reply presupposes that the effectiveness of 
the pharmakon can be reversed: it can worsen the ill instead of remedy it. 
Or rather, the royal answer suggests that Theuth, by ruse andlor nai'vet~, 
has exhibited the reverse of the true effects of writing. In order to vaunt the 
worth of his invention, Theuth would thus have denatured the phannalwn, 
said the opposite (tounantion) of what writing is capable of. He has passed 
a poison off as a remedy. So·that in t'ranslating phannalwn by remedy, what 
one respects is not what Theuth intended, nor even what Plato intended, but 
rather what the King says Theuth has said, effectively deluding either the 
King or himself. If Plato's text tpen goes on to give the King's pronouncement 
as the truth of Theuth's production and his speech as the truth of writing, 
then the translation remedy makes Theuth into a simpleton or a flimflam 
artist,from the sun's point of view. From that viewpoint, Theuth has no doubt 
played on the word, interrupting, for his own purposes, the communication 
between the two opposing values. But the King restores that communication, 
and the translation takes no account of this. And all the while the two inter
locutors, whatever they do and whether or not they choose, remain within 
the unity of the same signifier. Their discourse plays within it, which is no 
longer the case in translation. Remedy is the rendition that, more than "med
icine" or "drug" would have done, obliterates the virtual, dynamic references 
to the other uses of the same word in Greek. The effect of such a translation 
is most importantly to destroy what we will later call Plato's anagrammatic 
writing,7 to destroy it by interrupting the relations interwoven among differ-

5. Imitation, representation (Greek). 
6. Cf. In particular Republic 2.364ff.; Letter 7, 
333e. The problem is raised with copious and use
ful references In E. Moutsopoulos, La M ..... _ 
dans I'"" .. vre de Plalon (Music In tlu! Work of Plato) 
(Paris: Presses Unlversltaires de France, 1959), 

pp. 13ff. (Derrlda'. note). 
7. Patterns formed by rearranging letters or words. 
Generalizing from writings (not published until In 
the "1960s) of Ferdlnand de Sau •• ure, who thought 
he found proper names Uanagrammatfcally" 
encoded In Latin poetry, many .cholars, Derrlda 
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ent functidns of the same word in different places, relations that are virtually 
but necessarily "citational." When a word inscribes itself as the citation of 
another sense of the same word, when the textual center-stage of the word 
pharmakon, even while it means remedy, cites, re-cites, and makes legible 
that which in the same word signifies, in another spot and on a different level 
of the stage, poison (for example, since that it not the only other thing phar
makon means), the choice of only one of these renditions by the translator 
has as its first effect the neutralization of the citational play, of the "ana
gram," and, in the end, quite simply of the very textuality of the translated 
text. It could no doubt be shown, and we will try to do so when the time 
comes, that this blockage of the passage among opposing values is itself 
already an effect of "Platonism," the consequence of something already at 
work in the translated text, in the relation between "Plato" and his "lan
guage." There is no contradiction between this proposition and the preceding 
one. Textuality being constituted by differences and by differences from dif
ferences, it is by nature absolutely heterogeneous and is constantly compos
ing with the forces that tend to annihilate it. 

One must therefore accept, follow, and analyze the composition of these 
two forces or of these two gestures. That composition is even, in a certain 
sense, the single theme ofthis essay. On the one hand Plato decides in favor 
of a logic that does not tolerate such passages between opposing senses of 
the same word, all the more so since such a passage would reveal itself to 
be something quite different from simple confusion, alternation, or the dia
lectic of opposites. And yet, on the other hand, the pharmakon, if our reading 
confirms itself, constitutes the original medium of that decision, the element 
that precedes it, comprehends it, goes beyond it, can never be reduced to it, 
and is not separated from it by a single word (or signifying apparatus), oper
ating within the Greek and Platonic text. All translations into languages that 
are the heirs and depositaries of Western metaphysics thus produce on the 
pharmakon an effect of analysis that violently destroys it, reduces it to one of 
its simple elements by interpreting it, paradoxically enough, in the light of 
the ulterior developments it itself has made possible. Such an interpretative 
translation is thus as violent as it is impotent: it destroys the pharmakon but 
at the same time forbids itself access to it, leaving it untouched in its reserve. 

The translation by "remedy" can thus be neither accepted nor sim~' 
rejected. Even if one intended thereby to save the "rational" pole and the 
laudatory intention, the idea of the correct use of the science or art of med
icine, one would still run every.risk of being deceived by language. Writing 
is no more valuable, says Platol as a remedy than as a poison. Even before 
Thamus has let fall his pejorative, sentence, the remedy is disturbing in itself. 
One must indeed be aware of the fact that Plato is suspicious of the phar
makon in general, even in the case of drugs used exclusively for therapeutic 
ends, even when they are wielded with good intentions, and even when they 
are as such effective. There is no such thing as a harmless remedy. The 
pharmakon can never be simply beneficial. 

For two different reasons, and at two different depths. First of all because 
the beneficial essence or virtue of a pharmakon does not prevent it from 

included, saw all texts as potentially ti •• ue. of ana· 
grains-relations that, regardless of the author's 

conscious Intentions, might reveal something fun· 
damental to writing. 
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hurting. The Prot~goras classes the pharmaka among the things that can be 
both good (agatha) and painful (aniara) (354a). The pharmakon is always 
caught in the mixture (summeikton) mentioned in the Philebus (46a), exam
ples of which are hubris, that violent, unbounded excess of pleasure that 
makes the profligate cry out like a madman (45e), and "relieving an itch by 
rubbing, and anything that can be treated by such a remedy (ouk alles tIeo
mena pharmaxeos)." This type of painful pleasure, linked as much to the 
malady as to its treatment, is a pharmakon in itself. It partakes of both good 
and ill, of the agreeable and the disagreeable. Or rather, it is within its mass 
that these oppositions are able to sketch themselves out. 

Then again, more profoundly, even beyond the question of pain, the phar
maceutical remedy is essentially harmful because it is artificial. In this, Plato 
is following Greek tradition and, more precisely, the doctors of Cos.s The 
plJarmakon goes against natural life: not only life unaffected by any illness, 
but even sick life, or rather the life of the sickness. For Plato believes in the 
natural life and normal development, so to speak, of disease. In the Timaeus; 
natural disease, like logos in the Phaedrus, is compared to a living organism 
which must be allowed to develop according to its own norms and forms, its 
specific rhythms and articulations. In disturbing the normal and natural pro
gress of the illness, the pharmakon is thus the enemy of the living in general, 
whether healthy or sick. One must bear this in mind, and Plato invites us to 
do so, when writing is proposed as a pharmakon. Contrary to life, writing
or, if you will, the pharmakon--can only displace or even aggravate the ill. 
Such will be, in its logical outlines, the objection the king raises to writing: 
under pretext of supplementing memory, writing makes one even more for
getful; far from increasing knowledge, it diminishes it. Writing does not 
answer the needs of memory, it aims to the side, does not reinforce the 
mneml!, but only hypomnesis. 9 And if, in the two texts we are now going to 
look at together, the formal structure of the argument is indeed the same, if 
in both cases what' is supposed to produce the positive and eliminate the 
negative does nothing but displace and at the same time multiply the effects 
of the negative, leading the lack that was its cause to proliferate, the necessity 
for this is inscribed in the sign pharmakon, which Robin (for example) dis
members, here as remedy, there as drug. We expressly said the sign phar
makon, intending thereby to mark that what is in question is indissociably a 
signifier and a concept signified. 

A) In the Timaeus, which ~preads itself out, from its opening pages, in the 
space between Egypt and Greece as in that between writing and speech ("You 
Hellenes are never anything but children, and there is not an old man among 
you," whereas in Egypt "everything has been written down by us of old": 
panta gegrammena [22b, 23a)), Plato demonstrates that, among all the body's 
movements, the best is natural motion, which spontaneously, from within, 
"is produced in a thing by itself": 

Now of all motions that is the best which is produced in a thing by itself, 
for it is most akin to the motion of thought and of the universe, but that 
motion which is caused by others is not so good, and worst of all is that 

8. That Is, the followers of Hlppocrates (ca. 460-
ca. 377 B.C.E.), the most celebrated physician in 

antiquity, who was born on the Island of Cos. 
9. A reminding (Greek). 
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which moves the body, when at rest, in parts only and by some agency 
alien to it. Wherefore of all modes of purit)ing and reuniting the body 
the best is gymnastics; the next best is a surging motion, as in sailing or 
any other mode of conveyance which is not fatiguing; the third sort of 
motion may be of use in a case of extreme necessity, but in any other 
will be adopted by no man of sense-I mean the purgative treatment 
(tes pharmakeutikes lwtlzarseos) of physicians; for diseases unless they 
are 'Very dangerous should not be irritated by medicines (ou.k erethisteon 
pharmakeiais). since every form of disease is in a manner akin to the 
living being (tei ton ;:'0011 phusei), whose complex frame (sustasis) has an 
appointed term of life. For not the whole race only, but each individual
barring inevitable accidents-comes into the world having a fixed span . 
. . . And this holds also of the constitution of diseases; if anyone regard
less of the appointed time tries to subdue them by medicine (phar1lJa
keiais), he only aggravates and multiplies them. Wherefore we ought 
always to manage them by regimen, as far as a man can spare the time. 
and not provoke a disagreeable enemy by medicines (plrarmakemmta). 
(89a-d) 

The reader will have noted that: 
1. The noxiousness of the pharruakon is indicted at the precise moment 

the entire context seems to authorize its translation by "remedy" rather than 
poison. 

2. The natural illness of the living is defined in its essence as an allergy,' 
a reaction to the aggression of an alien element. And it is necessary that the 
most general concept of disease should be allergy, from the moment the 
natural life of the body ought only to follow its own endogenous motions. 

3. Just as health is auto-nomous and auto-matic, "normal" disease dem
onstrates its autarky by confronting the pharmaceutical aggression with 
metastatic reactions which displace the site of the disease, with the eventual 
result that the points of resistance are reinforced and multiplied. "Normal" 
disease defends itself. In thus escaping the supplementary constraints, the 
supel'8dded pathogeny2 of the pharmako1t, the disease continues to follow 
its own course. 

4. This schema implies that the living being is finite (and its malad~s 
well): that it can have a relation with its other, then, in the allergic reaction, 
that it has a limited lifetime, that death is already inscribed and prescribed 
within its structure, in its "constitutive triangles." ("The triangles in us are 
originally framed with the power to last for a certain time beyond which no 
man can prolong his life." Ibid.) The immortality and perfection of a living 
heing would consist in its having no relation at all with any outside. That is 
the case with God (cf. Republic II, 381 b-a). God has no allergies. Health 
and virtue (1zugieia hai a/'ete). which are often associated in speaking of the 
body and, analogously. of the soul (cf. Gorgias, 479b), always proceed from 
within. The pharma1ron is that which, always springing up from without, 
acting like the outside itself, will never have any definable virtue of its own. 
But how can this supplementary parasite be excluded by maintaining the 
boundary, or, let us say. the triangle? 

I. A word coined from the Gred" words allos 
;olhcrl and ergon (work). 

2. Power to cause disease. 
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B) The system of these four features is reconstituted when, in the Phae
drus, King Thamus depresses and,depreciates the pharmakon of writing, a 
word that should thus not too hastily be considered a metaphor, unless the 
metaphorical possibility is allowed to retain all its power of enigma. Perhaps 
we can now read the ~~g's response: 

But the king said, "Theuth, my master of arts (0 tekhnilwtate Theuth), 
to one man it is given to create the elements of an Brt, 'to' another to 
judge the' extent of harm and usefulness it will have '(or those who are 
going to employ it. And now, 'since you are father of written letters (pater 
on grammaWn), youi' paternal goodwill has led you to pronounce the 
very opposite (tounantion) of what is their real power. The fact is that 
this invention will produce forgetfulness in the souls of those who have 
learned it because they will not need to exercise their memories (lethen 
men en psuchais parexei mnemes ameletesiai), being able to rely on what 
is written, using the stimulus of external marks that are alien to them
selves (dia pistin graphes exothen hup' allotrlon tupiin) rather than, from 
within, their own unaided powers to call things to mind (auk endothen 
autous huph' hauton anamimneiskomenous). So it's not a remedy for 
memory, but for reminding, that you have discovered (oukoun mnemes, 
alia hupomneseos, pharmakon heures). And as for wisdom (sophias ds), 
you're equipping your pupils with only a semblance (doxan) of it, not 
with truth (aletheian). Thanks to you and your invention, your pupils 
will be widely read without benefit of a teacher's instruction; in conse
quence, they'll entertain the delusion that they. have wide knowledge, 
while they are, in faCt, for the most part incapable oEreal judgment . 

. They will also be difficult to get on with since they will be Dien filled 
with the conceit of wisdom (doxosophoi) , not men of wisdom (anti 
sophon)." (274e-275b) 

The king, the father of speech, has thus asserted his authority over the 
father of writing. Arid he has done so with sC:!verity, without sho~ng the one 
who occupies the placti of his son any of that paternal good will exhibited by 
Theuth toward his own chifdre~, his "letters." Thamus presses on, multiplies 
his reservations, and visibly wants to leave,Theuth no hope. . 

In 'order for writing to produce, as he says, the "opposite" effect from what 
one might expect, in order for this pharmakon to show itSelf, with use, to be 
injurious, its effectiveness, its power, its dunamis3 must,of course, be ambig
uous. As is said of the pharmakon in the Protagoras, the Philebus, the 
Timaeus. It is precisely this ambiguity that Plato, through the mouth of the 
King, attempts to master, to dominate by inserting its definition into simple, 
clear-cut oppositions: good and evil, inside and outside, true and false, 
essence and appearance. If one rereads the reasons adduced by the royal 
sentence, one will find this series of oppositions there. And set in place in 
such a way that the pharmakon, or, if you will, writing, can only go around 
in circles: writing is only apparently good for memory, seemingly able to help 
it from within, through its own motion, to know what is true. But in truth, 
writing is essentially bad, external to memory, productive not of science but 
of belief, not of truth but of appearances. The pharmakon produces a play 
of appearances which enable it to pass for truth, etc. 

3. Power (Greek). 



DISSEMINATION / PLATO'S PHARMACY / 1853 

But while. in the Philehus and the Protagoras, the pharmakon, because it 
is painful, seems bad whereas it is beneficial, here, in the Phaedrus as in the 
Timaeus, it is passed off as a helpful remedy whereas it is in truth harmful. 
Bad ambiguity is thus opposed to good ambiguity, a deceitful intention to a 
mere ~ppearance. Writing's case is grave. 

It is not enough to say that writing is conceived out of this or that series 
of oppositions. Plato thinks of writing, and tries to comprehend it, to domi
nate it, on the basis of opposition as such. In order for these contrary values 
(good/evil, true/false, essence/appearance, inside/outside, etc.) to be in 
opposition, each of the terms must be simply external· to the other, which 
means that one of these oppositions (the opposition between inside and out
side) must already be accredited as the matrix of all possible opposition. And 
one of the elements of the system (or of the series) must also stand as the 
very possibility of systematicity or seriality in general. And if one got to think
ing that something like the pharmalwn-or writing-far from being governed 
by these oppositions, opens up their very possibility without letting itself be 
comprehended by them; if one got to thinking that it can only be out of 
something like writing-or the pharmalwn-that the strange difference 
between inside and outside can spring; if, consequently, one got to thinking 
that writing as a pharmakon cannot simply be assigned a site within what it 
situates, cannot be subsumed under concepts whose contours it draws, 
leaves only its ghost to a logic that can only seek to govern it insofar as logic 
arises from it-one would then have to hend [plier]4 into strange contortions 
what could no longer even simply be called logic or discourse. All the more 
so if what we have just imprudently called a ghost can no longer be distin
guished, with the same assurance, from truth, reality, living flesh, etc. One 
must accept the fact that here, for once, to leave a ghost behind will in a 
sense be to salvage nothing. 

This little exercise will no doubt have sufficed to warn the reader: to come 
to an understanding with Plato, as it is sketched out in this text, is already 
to slip away from the recognized models of commentary, from the genealog
ical or structural reconstitution of a system, whether this reconstitution tries 
to corroborate or refute, confirm or "overturn," mark a return-to-Plato or 
give him a "send-off' in the quite Platonic manner of the khairein. What is 
going on here is something altogether different. That too, of course, but still 
completely other. If the reader has any doubt, he is invited to reread the 
preceding paragraph. Every model of classical reading is exceeded there at 
some point, precisely at the pdint where it attaches to the inside of the 
series-it being understood that this excess is not a si_pie exit out of the 
series, since that would obviously fall under one of the categories of the 
series. The excess-but can we still call it that?-is only a certain displace
ment of the series. And a certain folding hack [repli]-which will later be 
called a re-mark-of opposition within the series, or even within its dialectic. 
We cannot qualify it, name it, comprehend it under a simple concept without 
immediately being off the mark. Such a functional displacement, which con
cerns differences (and, as we shall see, "simulacra") more than any concep
tual identities signified, is a real and necessary challenge. It writes itself. One 
must therefore begin by reading it. 

4. '11,,, French plier anticipates Derrid,,'s later 
loending in Dissemination of the French poct 
STI'.I'IIANE MAU.ARMrt (1892-1 R9R). wh" "ften 

uses the word to .... describe 8: poeln's way of doubling 
hack on Itself (pli6r means "to fold": repli, a ''rold
ing back"), 
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If writing, according to the king and under the sun, produces the opposite 
effect from what is expected, if the pharmakon is pernicious, it is because; 
like the one in the Timaeus, it doesn't come from around here. It comes from 
afar, it is external or aiien: to the living, which is the right-here of the insidei 
to logos as the zoon it claims to assist or relieve. The imprints (tupoi) of 
writing do not inscribe themselves this time, as they do in the hypothesis of 
the TIleaetetus, in the wax of the soul in intaglio,5 thus corresponding to the 
spontaneous, autochthonous motions of psychic life. Knowing that he can 
always leave his thoughts outside or check them with an external agency, 
with the physical, spatial, superficial marks that one lays flat on a tablet, he 
who has the tekhne of writing at his disposal will come to rely on it. He will 
know that he himself can leave without the tupoi's going away, that he can 
forget all about them without their leaving his service. They will represent 
him even if he forgets them; they will transmit his word even if he is not 
there to animate them. Even if he is dead, and only a pharmakon can be the 
wielder of such power, over death but also in cahoots with it. The pharmakon 
and writing are thus always involved in questions' of life and death. 

Can it be said without conceptual anachronism-and thus without serious 
interpretive error-that the tupoi are the representatives, the physical sur
rogates of the psychic that is absent? It would be better to assert that the 
written traces no longer even' belong to the order of the phusis, since they 
are not alive. They do not grow; they grow no more than what could be sown, 
as Socrates will say in a minute, with a reed (kalamos). They do violence to 
the natural, autonomous organization of the mneme, in which phusis and 
psuche6 are not opposed. If writing does belong to the phusis, wouldn't it be 
to that moment of the phusis, to that necessary movement through which its 
truth, the production of its appearing, tends, says Heraclitus,7 to take shelter 
in its crypt? "Cryptogram" thus condenses in a single word a pleonastic prop
osition. 

If one takes the king's word for it, then, it is this life of the memory that 
the pharmakon of writing would come to hypnotize: fascinating it, taking it 
out of itself by putting it to sleep in a monument. Confident of the perma
nence and independence of its types (tupoi), memory will fall asleep, will not 
keep itself up, will no longer keep to keeping itself alert, present, as close as 
possible to the truth of what is. Letting itself get stoned [mlfduslfe]8 by its 
own signs, its own guardians, by the types committed to the keeping and 
surveillance of knowledge, it will sink down into lethe, overcome by non
knowledge and forgetfulness. 9 Memory and truth cannot be separated. The 
movement of aletheia l is a deployment of mneme through and through. A 
deployment of living memory, of memory as psychic life in its self
presentation to itself. The powers of let he simultaneously increase the 
domains of death, of non truth, of nonknowledge. This is why writing, at least 

5. That is. with an Imprint left In relief. 
6. Soul (Greek). 
7. Greek natural Jhilosopher (active ca. 500 
H.C.E.), who viewe the universe as B ceaseless 
conflict of opposites. Derrlda alludes to fragment 
123, "Nature loves to hide [itsel£]." 
8. Fascinated (French). The word combines 
Medusa's power to turn those who see her to stone 
with a drug's power to carry people out of them
selves. 
9. We would here like to refer the reader In par
ticular to the extremely rich text by Jean-Pierre 

Vernant (who deals with these questions with quite 
different Intentions): "Aspects mythlque. de la 
m/!moire et du temps." in Mythe ,,' 1"""''''' chez r... 
Grecs (Paris: Masp/!ro. 1965). On the word ,ura •. 
its relations with p"ngr",,'" and "..r .. deig ...... c . A. 
von Blumenthal. T"pas "rul P .. radeig ...... quoted by 
P. M. Schuhl. In Plaltm .. ,l'"re d .. son , ..... ". [Plala 
and ,h .. Are of His Tim". 2d ed.] (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France. 1952). p. 18 n. 4 [Der
rid.'s note]. 
I. That is. truth's movement away from forgetful
ness (l.nhl). 
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insofar as it sows "forgetfu]ness in the sou]," turns us toward the inanimate 
and toward nonknow]edge. But it cannot be said that its essence simply and 
pJ'esently confounds it with death or nontruth. For writing has no essence or 
value of its own, whether positive' or negative. It plays within the simu]acrum. 
It is in its type the mime of memory, of knowledge, of truth, etc. That is why 
men of writing appear before the eye of God not as wise men (sophoi) bui: in 
truth as fake or self-pr~claimed wise men (doxosophoi). 

This is Plato's definition of the sophist. For it is above all against sophisticsZ 

that this diatribe against writing is directed: it can be inscribed within the 
interminable trial instituted by Plato, under the name of philosophy, against 
the sophists. The nian who relies on writing, who brags about the knowledge 
and powers it assures him. this simulator unmasked by Thamus has all the 
features of a sophist: "the imitator of him who knows," as the Sophist puts 
it (mimeti~s tou sQphou, 268c). He wf;lom we would call the graphocrat is as 
much like the sophist Hippias~ as a brother. Like the Hippias we see in the 
LesseJ' Hippias, he poasts about knC)v,ving and doing 'all. And mainly-which 
Socrates twice, in two different dialo~ues, ironically pretends he has forgot
ten to include h;! hlS list-about having a better understanding than anyone 
else of mnemC)nics and mnemotechriics.4 This is ind~ed the power he con
siders his pride Etnd joy: 

Socrates: Then in astronomy also, the same man will be true and false? 
Hippias: It would seem so. . 
Socrates: And now, Hippias, consider the question at large about all the 

sciences., and see whether the same principle does not always hold. 
I know that in most arts you !ire the wisest (sophotatos) of men, as 
I have heard you boasting in the Agora at the tables of the money
changers, when you were setting forth the gteat and enviable stores 
of your wisdom .... Moreover,you told us that you had brought 
with you poems, epic, tragic,' "md dithyrambic,s as well as prose 
writings of the most various ~nds, and you said that your skill was 
also pre-eminent in the arts whkh I was just now mentioning, and 
in the true principles of rhythm, ~nd harmony and of orthog~aphy. 
And, if I remember rightlj', ther~'were a great many other accom
plishments in which you excelled. I have forgotten to mention y~. 
art of memory. which you regard as your speciQI glory, and I dare 
say that I ha\'e forgotten mahyother things, b""t, as I was saying, 
only look to your own arts-and there are plenty'of them-,-and to 
those of others. and tell me, having regard to the admissi~ns which 
you and I have made, whether you discover any department of art 
or any desci-iption of wisdom or cunning, whichever name you use, 
in which the true and false are different and not the same. Tell me, 
if you can, of any. But you cann'ot. 

Hippias: Not without consideration, Socrates. 
Socrates: Nor will consideration help you, Hippias, as I pelieve, but then 

if I am right, remember what the consequence wil~ be. 
Hippias: I do not know what you mean, Socrates. 

2. In French. la sop"lstique; the Iran.lation link. 
"dialectics" and "sophistics" as Derrida's two faces 
of philosophy and avoid. dismissing the work ofthe 
sophists as mere "sophistry" (Socrates' claim). 
3, VC:.~ry successful Greek 'teacher and orator (ca. 

485-415 D.e.E.). 
4. Art, and techniques of memory. 
5. Choral poetry originally sung In honor of Dio· 
nysu. and later associated with highly excited 
music and Impas.lon~d language. 
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. Socrates: I suppose that you are not using your' art of memory ..... 
(368a-d) 

. The sophist thus sells the signs~nd insignia of science: not memory its~lf 
.(mneme), only monuments (hupomnlmata), inventories, archives, citations, 
c9pies, accounts, tales~ lists, notes, duplicates, chronicles, genealogies, 'iel'
erences. Not memory I>ut memorials. He thus answers the demands 'of the 
wealthy young men, and that is where he is most warmly··appla:ud~d. After 
a~mitting that his young admirers cannot stand to hear him 'speak ,of. the 
gre.~ter part of his' knowledge (Greater Hippias, 285c~), the sophist must 
tell Socrates all: ,: 

Socrates: What then are the subjects on which.they listen to you with 
pleasure and applauserPray enlighten ine; I cannot'see; 

Hippias: They delight in the genealogtes of heroes and of men and in 
stories of the ·foundations of cities in olden times, and, to put it 
briefly, in all ,forms of antiquarian lore, so that because of them, I 
have been compelled to acquire a· thorough comprehension and 
mastery of all that branch of learning. 

Socrates: Bless my. soul, you have certainly been lucky that the'Lace
daemonians do not want to hear a recital of the' list of,ourarchons, 
from Solon6 downward; you would have. had som~ .trouble learning 
it.' ': 

,;J;lippias: Why! I can repeat fifty names ~fter hearihg them olice. 
, Socrates: I ain sorry; I quite' forgot about' your mnEimonic( art .... 

.. (28Scl--:e) , . , 

In truth, the sophist only pretends to know everything; his "polymathy" 
(The Sophist, 232a) is never anything but pretense. Insofar as writing lends 
a:band to liypomnesia and not to live memory, it, too, ·is.foreign to true 
science, to anamrtesia7 iJ;l.its properly psychic motion, to truth in .the process 
of.(its) presentation, to dialectics. Writing· can only mime them. (It could be 
shown; ,but we will spare ourselves the development here, that the problem
atic, that today, and in this·.very spot, links writing with the (puttingin) ques
tion of truth-and of thought and speech; Which are informed by it-must 
necessarily exhume, w~thoutremaining at 'that, the conceptual monuments, 
the vestiges of the battlefield. [champ de bataille], the signposts marking 
out the battle lines between sophistics and philosophy, and; more generally, 
all the buttresses erected by Platonism. In many ways; and from a viewpoint 
chat"does,not cover ,the entire field, we are today on the eve of Platonism. 
Which can also, naturally; be thought of as the morning after Hegelianism, 
At that specific point, the philosophia, the episteme ·arenot"overturned," 
"rejected," "reined in," etc., in the name of something like writing; quite the 
contrary. But they are, according toa relation that, philosophy would call 
simulacrum, according to a -IIl.ore subtle excess of truth, assumed.· and 'st the 
same time displaced into a completely differ:ent field, where one :can still, 
'but that's all, ·"mime absolute knowledge," to use an expression coined by 
Bataille,S whose name will enable·us·here to dispense with la whole. network 
of references.) 

6. Athenian statesman" and po<!t (ca. 638-559 
B,ciE:), chief arehon (state' magistrate; 9, were 
~Iei:ted e~ch yellr) In 594/3 --and author of ecO
nomic, legal, and 'constltutional reforms, . 

7. 'Recollectl,on. "Hypomneslll'" ,remembrance Via 
a remlnder~";'" I;'" • '.' d ""I 

8. The ,French 'novelist and, theorist' Georges 
Batallle (l897-1962). . '.:":". 
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The front line that is violently inscribed between Platonism and its closest 
other, in the form of sophistics, is far from being unified, continuous, as if 
stretched between two homogeneous areas. Its design is such that, through 
a systematic indecision, the parties and the party lines frequently exchange 
their respective places, imitating the forms and borrowing the paths of the 
opponent. These permutations are therefore possible, and if they are obliged 
to inscribe themselves within some common territory, the dissension no 
dou'M: remains internal and casts into absolute shadow some entirely-other 
of both sophistics and Platonism, sOJne resistance having· ·no common 
denominator with this whole commutation. . 

Contrary to what we have indicated earlier, there are also good reasons 
for thinking that the diatribe against writing is not aimed first and foremost 
at the sophists. On the contrary: sometimes it seems to proceed from them. 
Isn't the stricture that one should exercise one's memory rather than entrust 
traces to an outside agency the imperious and classical recommendation of 
the sophists? Plato would thus be appropriating ·here, once again, as he so 
often does, one of the sophists' argumentations. And here again, he will use 
it against them. And later on, after the royal judgment, Socrates' whole dis
course, which we will take apart stitch by stitch, is woven out of schemes 
and concepts that issue from sophistics. 

One must thus minutely recognize the crossing of the border. And be fully 
cognizant that this reading of Plato is at no time spurred on by some slogan 
or password of a "back-to-the-sophists" nature.· 

Thus, in both cases, on both sides, writing is'considered suspicious and 
the alert exercise of memory prescribed. What: Plato is attacking ,in sophis
tics, therefore,. is not simply recourse to memory but, ·within such recourse, 
the substitution of the mnemonic device for live memory, of the prosthesis 
for the organ~ the perversion that consists of replacing a limb by a thing, 
here, substituting; the passive, mechanical "by-heart" for the' active reani
mation of knowledge, for its reproduction in the present. The· boundary 
(between inside and outside, living and nonliving) separates not only speech 
from writing but also memory as an unveiling (re- )producing a presence from 
re-memoration as the mere repetition of a monument; truth as distinct from 
its sign, being as distinct from types. The "outside" does not begin at t~. 
point where what we now call the psychic and the physical meet, but at the 
point where the mneme, instead of being ·present to itself in its life as a 
movement of truth, is supplanted by the archive, evicted by a sign of re
memoration or of com-memoration. The space of writing, space as writing, 
is opened up in the violent movement of this surrogation, in the difference 
between mneme and ·hypomnesis. The outside is already within the work of 
memory. The evil slips in within the relation of memory to itself, in the 
general organization of the mnesic9 activity. Memory is finite by nature. Plato 
recognizes this in attributing life to it. As in the case of all living organisms, 
he assigns it, as we have seen, certain limits. A limitless memory would in 
any event be not memory but infinite self-presence. Memory always therefore 
already needs signs in order to recall the non-present, with which it is nec
essarily in relation. The movement of dialectics bears witness to this. Mem
ory is thus contaminated by its first substitute: hypomnesis. But what Plato 
dreams of is a memory with no sign. That is, with no supplement. A mneme 

9. Having to do with memory. 
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with no hypomnesis, no pharmakon. And this at the very moment and for the 
very reason that he calls dream the confusion between the hypothetical and 
the anhypothetical' in the realm of mathematical intelligibility (Republic, 
533b). . 

Why is the surrogate or supplement dangerous'? It is not, so to speak, 
dangerous in itself, in that ~spect of it that can present itself as a thing, as 
a being-present. In that cas~ it would be reassuring. But here, the supple
ment is not, is not a being (on). It is neverthel~ss not a simple nonbeing (me 
on), either. Its slidings slip it out ofthe simple alternative presence/absence. 
That is the danger. And that is what enables the type always to pass for the 
original. As soon as the supplementary outside is opened, its structure 
implies that the supplement itself can be "typed," replaced by its double, and 
that a supplement to the supplement, a surrogate for the surrogate, is pos
sible and necessary. Necessary because this movement is not a sensible, 
"empiric~l" accident: it is linked to the ideality ofi:he eidosz as the possibility 
of the repetition of the same. And writing appears to Plato (and after him to 
all of philosophy, which is as such constituted in 'th;s gesture) as that process 
of redoubling in which we are fatally (en)trained:3 the supplement of a sup
plement, the signin.er, the representative of a representative. (A series whose 
first term or rather whose first structure does hot yet-but we will do it 
later-have to be kicked up [faire sauterJ and its irredUcibility made·appar
ent.) The structure and history of phonetic writing have of course played a 
decisive' role in the determination of writing asti1~ doubling of a sign, t~e 
sign of a sign. The signifier of aphonic signifier. While the'phonic signifier 
would remain in animate proximity, in the living presence of mneme or psu
che, the graphic signifier, whiCh reproduces it or imitates it, goes one degree 
further away, falls outside of life, entrains life out of itself and puts it to sleep 
in the type 9f its double. Whence the pharmakon's two misdeeds: it dulls ~pe 
memory, and if it is of any assistance at all, it is not for the .mneme but tor 
hypomnesis. Instead cif quickening life in the original, "in person," the phar
makon can at best only restore its monuments. It is a debilitating poison for 
memory, b~t a remedy or tonic for its external signs, its sytnptoms, with 
everything that this word can connote in Greek: an empirical, .f::ontingent, 
superficial event, genera1!y a fall or collapse, distinguishing itself like an 
index from whatever it is pointing to. Your writing cures only the symptom, 
the King ha~ already said, and it is from him t~at we know the unbri~gable 
difference between the essence of the symptom and the essence of the sig
nified; and that writing belongs to the order and exteriority of the symptom. 

Thus, eve., though writing is external to (interl1lill) memory, even though 
hypomnesia .is not in itself memory, it affects memory and hypnotizes it fn 
its very insi~e. That is the effect of this pharmakon. If it were purely external, 
writing would leave the intil11acy or integrity ofpsYt;:hic memory unt01~ched. 
And yet, just as Rousseau and Saussure wilt do' iil response to the same 
necessity, yet without discovering other relations between the intimate and 
the alien, Plat~ maintains both the exteriority of writing and its power of 

I. Not hypothetical (the Greek prefix a- or an
means "without" or "not"). 
2. Form, shape (Greek); In Plato, one of the per
fect and immutable transcendent Forms that, 
Imperfectly recollected, are the source of all knowl-

edge (see, e.g., MenD 81 d; Phaedo 75b--e). 
3, The French verb Is flntratner, which means both 
"to carry away," or Uta entrain," and "to exercise 
in," or Uto train." 
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maleficent penetration. its ability to affect or infect what lies deepest inside. 
The pharmakon is that dangerous supplement· that breaks into the very thing 
that would have liked to do without it yet lets itself at once be breached, 
roughed up, fulfilled. and replaced, completed by the very trace through 
which the present increases itself in the act of disappearing. 

If. instead of meditating on the structure that makes such supplementarity 
possible\ if above all instead of meditating on the reduction by which "Plato
Rousseau~Saussure" try in vain to master it with an odd kind of "reasoning." 
one were to content oneself with pointing to the "logical contradiction," one 
would have to recognize here an instance of that kind of "kettle-logic" to 
which Freud turns in the Traumdeutu-ng5 in order to illustrate the logic of 
dreams. In his attempt to arrange everything in his favor, the defendant piles 
up contradictory arguments: I. The kettle I am returning to you is brand 
new: 2. The holes were already in it when you lent it to me; 3. You never 
lent me a kettle, anyway. Analogously: I. Writing is rigorously exterior and 
inferior to living memory and speech, which are therefore undamaged by it. 
2. Writing is harmful to them because it puts them to sleep and infects their 
"cry life which would otherwise remain intact. 3. Anyway, if one has resorted 
to hypomnesfa and writing at all, it is not for their intrinsic value, but because 
living memory is finite. it already has holes in it before writing ever comes 
to leave its traces. Writing has no effect on memory. 

The opposition between 1Jlllbui and hypotnfJesis would thus preside over 
the meaning of writing. This opposition will appear to us to form a system 
with all the great structural oppositions of Platonism. What is played out at 
the boundary line between these two concepts is consequently something 
like the major decision of 'philosophy, the one through which it institutes 
itself. maintains itse~f, and contains its adverse deeps. 

Nevertheless, between IHneme and l1.ypotnnesis. between memory and its 
supplement, the line is more than subtle; it is hardly perceptible. On both 
sides of that line, it is a question of repetition. Live memory repeats the 
presence of the eidos, and truth is also the possibility of repetition throug~ 
recall. Truth unveils the eidos. or the o-ntos O-n,6 in other words, that which 
can be imitated, reproduced. repeated in its identity. But in the anamnesic 
movement of truth, what is repeated must present itself as such, as what it 
is. in repetition. The true is repeated; it is what is repeated in the repetitiOii', 
what is represented and present'in the representation. It is not the repeater 
in the repetition, nor the signifier in the signification. The true is the pres
ence of the eidos signified. 

Sophistics-the deployment of hypomnesia-as well as dialectics-the 
deployment of anamnesia-both presuppose the possibility of repetition. But 
sophistics this time keeps to the other side, to the other face, as it were, of 
repetition. And of signification. What is repeated is the repeater, the imitator. 

4, Th" expression "that dangerous supplement," 
lIs<"'c1 by Rousseau in his Confessions [written 
1766-70; pub. 1781-88] to desco'ib" masturba· 
tion, is the title of that chapter in OfG r",,, ",alvlvl/Y 
in which Derrida follows the con"equ~nc"s of the 
\V.I)' in which the word supplement's two meanings 
in FI"t~nch-"addition" and IIreplacement'l-com
plicate the logic of Rousseau's treatment of sex. 
education. and writing. Writing~ pedagogy, mas-
111rh~1tion, and the 1'hRrnJako" share the pruperly 

of being-with respect to speech, nature, inter· 
course, and living memory-at once something 
secondary, external, and compensatory, and some· 
thing that substitutes. violates, and usurps [trans· 
lator's note]. 
5. The Intery.'retal;on of Dreams (1900) by SIO' 
MUND FREUD (1856-1939), the Austrian founder 
of psychoanalysIs. 
6. The really real. what really exists (Greek). 
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the signifier, the representative, in the absence, as it happens; of the·thing 
itself, which these appear to reedit, and without psychic or mnesic animation, 
without the living. tension of-dialectics. Writing would'indeed be thesigni· 
fier's capacity to repeat itself by'it~elf, mechanically, without a living soul to 
sustain or attend iHn .j.ts· repetition, that is to say, without truth's presenting 
itself anywhere.SpphistiCs, hypomnesia, and writing:would thus only be sep
arated from philosophy; dialectics, anamnesis, and Iivirigspeech by the invis~ 
ible, almost nonexistent,' thickness of that leaf between the' signifier and the 
signified.? The "Ieaf'~: a significant metaphor,. we should note, or rather one 
taken from the signifier face of things, since the leaf with its recto and verso 
first appears as a surface and support for writing. But by the, same token, 
doesn't the unity of this leaf, of,the system of this difference between .sig
nified and signifier, also point to the inseparability of sophistics and philos
ophy'? The difference between signifier and signified is no doubt the 
governing pattern within whiCh Platonism institutes itself and determines its 
opposition,to sophistiCs. In being inaugurated in this manner, philosophy 
and dialectics are determined in the act of determining their other . 

. This profound complicity in the break has a first consequence: the argu
mentation . against writing in the Phaedrus is. able to borrow all its resources 
from Isocrates or Alcidamas at the moment it turns their own weapons, 
"transposing" them,8 against the sophists, Plato imitates the imitators in 
order to restore the truth of what they.imitate:namely; truth itself. Indeed, 
only truth as the presence (ousia) of the pre$ent (on) is here discriminative. 
And its power to discriminate, which comrqands or, as you .will, is.com
manded by the difference ·between signified and signifier, in any. case remairis 
systematically inseparable1from that diffe,rence. And this discrimination itself 
becomes so subtle that· eventually .it separates nothing, in. the ·fina:l analysis, 
but the same from itself, from its perfect, almost indistinguishable double. 
This is a movement that produces itself entirely within the structure ofambi-
guity and reversibility of the pha,.",akon.,. -., .. . 

How indeed does the. dialectician simulate him whom he denounces as a 
simulator, as the simulacrum-man'? On· the- one hand, the sophists advised, 
as does Plato, the exercise of memory. But, as we have 'seen, it was in order 
to enable themselves to speak without knowing, to recite without judgment, 
without regard for trutn, in order to give signs. Or rather in order to sell 
them. Through this economy of signs, the sophists are indisputably men of 
writing at the·moment they are protesting they are not. But isn't Plato one, 
too, through a symmetrical effect of reversal'? Not only because he is actually 
a writer (a banal argument we will specify later on) and cannot, whether' de 
facto or de jure; explain what dialectiCs is without recourse to writing; not 
only because he judges that the repetition of the same is necessary in anam
nesis; but also because he judges it indispensable as an inscription in the 
type. (It is notable that tupos applies with equal pertinence to the graphic 
impression and to, the eidos.as model. Among many other examples; cf. 
Republic, 402d.). This necessity belongs to .the order of the law and is posited 
by the Laws. tn t:his instance, the immutable, petrified identity of writing is 
not simply added to the s~gilified law or preSCribed rule like ~ mute, stupid 

7. In his Cou"'e In General Unguiseic. (see above), 
Saussure uses the image of a leaf to describe the 
relation between the slgnlfier and the signified; 
sophistry and philosophy are as c1ose~connected
and as far apart-as the slgnlfier an the signified. 

8. We are here using Aligusle DI~;"s word, refer
ring to hi. study of La TranspoSition .r.latonlcienne, 
more precisely to his' first chapter. Lio Transposi
tion de la rh6torique;" In A .. tour cle Plalon, 2:400 
[Derrida's notel. 
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simulaq:um: it assures the law's permanence and identity with the vigilance 
of a guardian.9 As another sort of guardian of the laws, writing guarantees 
the means of returning at will, as often as necessary, to that ideal object 
called the law. We can thus scrutinize it, question it; consult it, make it talk, 
without altering its identity. All this, even in the same words (notably boe
theia '), is the other side, exactly opposite, of Socrates' speech in the Phae-
drus. .•. '. 

Clinias: And, mark you, such argument will be a most valuable aid to 
intelligent legislation (nomothesia) , because legal prescriptions 
(prostagmata), once put into writing (en grammasi tethenta), remain 
always on record, as though to challenge the question of all time to 
come. Hence we need feel no dismay if they should be difficult on 
a first hearing, since even the dull student may return to them for 
reiterated scrutiny. Nor does their length, provided they are bene
ficial, make it less irrational than it is impious, in my opinion at 
least, for any man to refuse such discourse his heartiest support (to 
me 014 boethein toutois tois logois). (X, 891a. I am still quoting from 
an authorized translation,2 including the Greek· where pertinent, 
and leaving the reader to appreciate the usual effects of translation. 
On the relation between written and unwritten laws, see notably 
VII,793b-c.) . 

The italicized Greek words amply demonstrate it: the prostagmata of the 
law can be posited only in writing (en grammasi tethenta). Nomothesia is 
engrammatical. The legislator is a writer. And the judge a reader. Let us skip 
to book XII: "He that would show himself a righteously equal judge must 
keep these matters before his eyes; he must procure books (grammata) on 
the subject, and must make them his study. There is, in truth; no study 
whatsoever so potent as this of law, if the law be what it should be, to make 
a better man of its student" (975c). 

Inversely, symmetrically, the rhetors had not waited around for Plato in 
order to tra~late writing into judgment. For Isocratfils, for Alcidamas, lOgos 
was also a living thing (zoon) whose vigor, richness, agility, and flexibility 
were limited and constrained by the cadaverous rigidity of the written .sign. 
The type does not adapt to the changing givens of the present situatiort, 'to 
what is unique and irreplaceable about it each time, with all the subtlety 
reqUired. While presence is the general form of what is, the present, for its 
part, is always different. But writing, in that it repeats itself and remains 
identical in the type, cannot flex itself in all senses, cannot bend with all the 
differences among presents, with all the variable, fluid, furtive necessities of 
psychagogy. He who speaks, in contrast, is not controlled by any preestab
lished pattern; he is better able to conduct his signs; he is there to accentuate 
them, inflect them, retain them, or set them loose according to the demands 
of the moment, the nature of the desired effect, the hold he has on the 
listener. In attending his signs in their operation, he who acts by vocal means 
penetrates more easily into the soul of his disciple, producing effects that 
are always unique, leading the disciple, as though lodged within him, to the 

9. "Guardian" (ph"lax) is what Plato calls the rul
ers of hi. ideal city in the Republic. 
I. Help, aid (Greek). 
2. Derrido is quoting from Dil-<; J am quoting from 

A. E. Taylor. Interestingly, another of these 
"effects of translation" Is precisely the difficulty 
involved In translating a discussion of effect. of 
translation [tronslator'. note). 
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intended goal. It is thus not its pernicious violence but its breathless impo
tence that the sophists held against writing. In contrast to this blind servant 
with its haphazard, clumsy movements, the Attic school (Gorgias, Isocrates, 
Alcidamas) extolled the force of living logos, the great master, the great 
power: logos dunastes megas estin,3 says Gorgias in his Encomium of Helen. 
The dynasty of speech may be just as violent as that of writing, but its infil
tration is more profound, m0'r penetrating, more diverse, more assured. The 
only ones who take refuge in writing are those who are no better speakers 
than the man in' the street. Alcidamas recalls this in his treatise "on those 
who write speeches" and "on the Sophists." Writing is considered a' conso
lation, a compensation, a remedy for sickly speech. 

Despite these similarities, the condemnation of writing is not engaged in 
the same way by the rhetors as it is in the Phaedrus. If the written word is 
scorned, it is not as a pharmakmf coming to corrupt memory and truth. It is 
because logos is a more effective pharmakon. This is what Gorgias calls it. 
As a pharmakon, logos is at once good and bad; it is not at the outset governed 
exclusively by goodness or truth. It is only within this ambivalence and this 
mysterious indetermination of logos', and after these have been recognized, 
that Gorgias determines truth as a world, ~ structure or order, the counterpart 
(kosmos) of logos. In so doing he no doubt prefigures the Platonic gesture. 
But before such a determination, we are in the ambivalent, indeterminate 
space of the pharmakon, of that which in logos remains potency, potentiality, 
and is not yet the transparent language of knowledge. If one were justified 
in trying to capture it in categories that are subsequent to and dependent 
upon the history thus opened up, categories arising precisely in the aftermath 
of decision, one would have to speak of the "irrationality" of living ~ogos, of 
its spellbinding powers of enchantment, mesmerizing fascination, and 
alchemical transformation, which make it kin to witchcraft and magic. Sor
cery (goeteia), psychagogy, such are the "facts and acts" of speech, the most 
fearsome of pharmaka. In his Encomium of Helen, Gorgias used these very 
words to qualify the power of speech. . 

Sacred incantations sung with words (hai gar entheoi dia logon epoidai) 
are bearers of pleasure and banishers of pain, for, merging with opinion 
in the soul, the power of incantation is wont to beguile it (ethelxe) and 
persuade it and alter it by witchcraft (goeteiai). There have been discov~ 
ered two arts of witchcraft and magic: one consists of errors of soul and 
the other of deceptions of opinion .... What cause then prevents the 
conclusion that Helen similarly, against her will, might have come under 
the influence (humnos) of speech, just as if ravished by the force of the 
mighty? ... For speech constrained the soul, persuading it which it per
suaded, both to believe the things said and to approve the things done. 
The persuader, like a constrainer, does the wrong and the persuaded, 
like the constrained, in speech is wrongly charged.' 

Persuasive eloquence (peitho) is the power to break in, to carry off, to 
seduce internally, to ravish invisibly. It is furtive force per se. But in showing 

3. Logos is a great lord (Greek). For the Encomium 
(ca. 400 H.C.E.), a defen.e of Helen ofTroy (whose 
abduction from Greece by a Trojan prince led to 
the Trojan War), see above. 
4. On this passage of the Encom.ium, on the rela
tions of thelg~ and peithlJ, of chann and persuB-

sion, on their use in Homer, Aeschylus, and Plato, 
see Di~s, pp. 116-17 [Derrlda's notel. English 
translation by George Kennedy, In the The Older 
Sophists, ed. R. K. Sprague (Columbia: University 
of South Carolina Press, 1972), pp. 50-54 [trans
lator's note]. 
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that Helen gave in to the violence of speech (would she have yielded to a 
letter?), in disculpating5 this victim, Gorgias indicts logos in its capacity to 
lie. "By introducing some reasoning (logismon) into speech (tDi IogOi)," he 
wishes "to free the accused of blame and, having reproved her detractors as 
prevaricators and proved the truth, to free her from their ignorance." 

But before being reined in and tamed by the kosmos and order of truth, 
logos is a wild creature, an ambiguous animality. Its magical "pharmaceuti
cal" fqrce derives from this ambivalence, which explains the disproportion 
between the strength of that force and the inconsiderable thing speech seems 
to be: 

But if it was speech which persuaded her and deceived her heart, not 
even to this is it difficult to make an answer and to banish blame as 
follows. Speech is a powerful lord, which by means of the finest and 
most invisible body effects the divinest words: it can stop fear and banish 
grief and create joy and nurture pity. 

Such persuasion entering the soul through speech is indeed a phamrakon, 
and that is precisely what Gorgias calls it: 

The effect of speech (tau logon dunamis) upon the condition of the soul 
(pros ten tes pSllches taxi",) is comparable (ton auton de logon) to the 
power of drugs (ton phannakon taxis) over the nature of bodies (ten ton 
somaton phusin). For just as different drugs dispel different secretions 
from the body, and some bring an end to disease and others to life, so 
also in the case of speeches, some distress, others delight, some cause 
fear, others make the hearers bold, and some drug and bewitch the soul 
with a kind of evil persuasion (ten psuchen epharmakeusan kai exegoe
teusan). 

The reader will have paused to reflect that the relation (the analogy) 
between the logos/soul relation and the pharmakmdbody relation is itself 
designated by the term logos. The name of the relation is the same as thaf 
of one of its terms. The phaNllako1'l is comprehended in the structure of logos .. 
This comprehension is an act of both domitaation and decision. 

5. THE PHARMAKEUS 

For if there were nothing any more to hurt us, we should have no 
need whatever of any assistance. And thus you see it would then be 
made apparent that it was only on account of evil that we felt regard 
and affection for good (t,agat1.o1l), as we consid"red good to be a 
medicine (phUl'makoll) for evil, and evil to be a disease. But where 
there is no disease, there is, we are aware, no need of medicine 
(oude" dei pJtar".,ako,r), This, then, it appears, is the nature of 
good ... , 

-Yes, he said, that would seem to be true. 
-Lysis, 220c-d 

~. 

But if this is the case, and if logos is already a penetrating supplement, then 
isn't Socrates, "he who does not write," also a master of the pharmakoH? And 
in that way isn't he the spitting image of a sophist? a phartnakeus? a magi
cian? a sorcerer? even a poisonel'? and even one of those impostors 

~. (~learil1~ front blame. 
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denounced by Gorgias? The threads of these complicities are almost impos-
sible to disentangle. . 

Socrates in the dialogues of Plato often has the face of a pharmakeus. That 
is the name given by Diotima6 to Eros. But behind the portrait of Eros, one 
cannot fail to recognize the features of Socrates, as though, Diotima, in look
ing at him, were proposing to Socrates the portrait of Socrates· (Symposium, 
203c, d, e). Eros, who is neither rich, nor beautiful, nor delicate, spends his 
life philosophizing (philosophon dia pantos ·tou biou); he is a. fearsome sor
cerer· (deinos goes), magician (pharmakeus) , and sophist (sophistes).,A'being 
that no "logic" can confine wit~in a noncontradictory definition, an individ~ 
ual of the demonic species, neither god nor man, neither immortal nor mor
tal, neither H,virig nor dead, he . forms "the medium' oftke prophetic: arts, of 
the priestly rites of sacrifice, Initiation, and Incantation, of divination and of 
sorcery (thusias-teletaS-epiJidas-manteian)" (202e). . . 

In that same dialogue, Aga:thon accuses Socrates of trying to bewitch him, 
to cast a spell over him (Pharmattein boulei me, 0 Sokrates, 194a). The por
trait of Eros by Diotima is placed between this exclamation and,the portrait 
of Socrates by Alcibiades.7 

Who reminds us that Socrates' brand of magic is worked through . logos 
without the" aid of any inshument,' through' 'the effects' Of' a voice~thout 
accessories, wit~out the flute, of the satyrS Marsyas: 

And aren't you a piper as well? I should think you wei'e~and a far more 
wonderful piper than Marsyas; who had. only to put his flutcHd his lips 
to bewitch mankind .... His tunes will still have a magic,power. and by 
virtue of their own divinity they \.vill show which of us are 'fit subjects 
for diVine initiation. ~ow the only difference, Socrates, Between you and 
Marsyas is that you can get just the same effect without any instrument 
at all(ane~ .~rganOn)-with nothing but a few simple words (psilois 

'logois9 ),'., • • "(f1 ?c-d) , ". . . .' . 

When ~~nfronted with, this· simple, organless voice; one cannot escape its 
penetration by stopping upone.'sears~ like Ulysses' trying to block out the 
Sirens (216ar. . .. 

The Socratic pharmakon also acts like venom, like the bite of a poisonous 
snake (217-18). And Socra.te!i' b~te is worse than a snake's since its traces 
invade the soul. What Socrates' words and' the viper's venom have in com
mon, in any. case, is their ability to peney:ate~~d .make J)ff with the most 
concealed interiority of the body or soul. The demonic,speech of this thau
maturge (en)trains the listener in dionysian frenzy2 and philosophic mania 

6, The woman wl1o, in Plato's Symposium, gives 
Socrates instruction about love. -
7. Athenian general and statesman (ca. 4.0-404 
B.C.E). who praises Socrates at the end of the Sym
posium. Agathon (d. ca. 401 B.O.E.), Greek tragic 
poet; the Symposium represents a feast in honor of 
his victory (tragedie'. wer4i presented in a compe
tition. as part of a religious festival). 
8. In Greek mythology, an -atte.,dant. (often rep
resented. as/art go~t) of ~i~n'yi':"s" god o~ wi?e~ 
Marsyas ha such- confidence In his nub! plaYing 
th"t he. challenged Apollo. god of music, to.a musI
cal contest (and was Rayed alive when he lost). 
9. "Bare, ungamtshed voice, etc."; psilos 1080S also 
has the sense of abstract argument or simple affir-

mation without proof (cf. TIuoaeletus 165e) [Der-
rida's note). '. 
1. Odysseus, Greek king of Ithaca, whose efforts 
to return home after the Trojan War are recounted 
in Homer's Odyssey (ca. 8th c. B_(;.E.); he ordered 
his crew to fill their ear. with wax and tie him to 
the mast of his .hip so that he might safely hear 
tne Sirens-mythical monsters, half woman and 
half bird. whose singing so ~tranced'la8sing ~ail
ors that the listeners forgot tp eat. an dIed (Ocl,..-
siiyI2.1-73-200);':';'- -, -- -' -, " 
2. The ecsta.tic enthusl"sm ofthe.wor.h~pers.of 
DionySus; on the creative force of this frenzy (con-

- neeted with ·music). see 'FR1EI>RICH NIETZSdHE, 
The Btrth ofTrage~ (1872; above). 
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(218b). And when they don't act like the venom of a snake, Socrates' phar
maceutical charms provoke a kind of narcosis, benumbing and paralyzing 
into aporia,3 like the touch of a sting ray (narke): 

Meno:- ",Socrates, even before I met you they told me that in plain truth 
you are a perplexed man yourself and reduce' others to perplexity. 
At tHis moment I feel you are exercising magic and witchcraft upon 
me and positively laying me under your, spell until I am just a mass 
of helplessness (goeteueis me kai pharmatteis kai atekhniJs ketepai
deis, hiJste meston aporias gegonenai). If I may be flippant, I think 
that not only in outward appearance ,(eidos) but in other respects as 
well you are exactly like the flat stringray (narM) that one meets in 
the sea. Whenever anyone comes into contact with it, it numbs him, 
and that is the sort of thing that you seem to be doing to me now. 
My mind and my lips are literally numb, and I have nothing to reply 
to you .... In my opinion you are well advised not to leave Athens 
and live abroad. If you behaved like this as a foreigner in another 
country, you would most likely be arrested as a wizard (goes). (Meno, 
BOa-b) , 

Socrates arrested as a wizard (goes orpharmakeus): that will have to wait. 
What can be said about this analogy that ceaselessly refers the socratic 

pharmakon to the sophistic pharmakon and, proportioning· them to each 
other, makes us go back indefinitely from one ,to the other? How can they 
be distinguished? 

Irony does not consist in the dissolution of B sophistic charm or in the 
dismantling of an occult substance or power through analysis and question
ing. It does not consist in undoing the charlatanesque confidence of a phar
makeus from the vantage point of some obstinate: instance of transparent 
reason or innocent logos. Socratic irony precipitates out one pharmakon by 
bringing it in contact with anotherpharmakon. Or rather, it reverses the 
pharmakon's powers and turns its surface over4-thus taking effect, being 
recorded and dated, in the act of classing thE! pharmakon, through the 'fact 
that the pharmakoti properly consists in a certain1inconsistency, a certain 
impropriety, this nonidentity-with-itself . always allowing it ,to be turned 
against itself. ' ' ,-l" 

What is at st,ake in this overturning is no less than science and death. 
Which are consigned to a single type in the structure of the pharmakon, the 
one and only name for that portion that must be awaited. And even, in 
Socrates' case, deserved. 

3. Difficulty, logical impasse (a term often used in 
dcconstructive criticism to indicate the point in a 
text where inherent contradictions render inter
pretation undecidable). 
4. Alternately and/or all at once, the Socratic 
l'harma1wn petrifies and vivifies, anesthetizes and 
sensitizes, appeases and anguishes. Socrates J5 a 
benumbing stingray but also an animal that nee· 
die., we recall the bee in the Ph .. ed" (91 c); later 

we Wiir open the Apology at the point where Soc
rates compares him.elf precisely to a gadfly. This 
whole Socratic configuration thus composes a bes" 
tiary. It is surprising that the demonic inscribes 
Itself in a bestiary? It i. on the basis of this 7.00-

phannaceutlcal ambivalence and of that other 
Socratic analogy that the contours of the 4n,hrtJpos 
[human) are determined [Derrida's note). 
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II 

I'); * 1)1 

FROM 9. PLAY: FROM. THE PHARMAKON TO THE LETTER AND FROM 
BLINDNESS TO THE SUPPLEMENT 

It has been thought that Plato simply condemned play. And by the same 
token the art of mimesis whicJ:ds only a type of play.' But in all questions 
involving play. and its "opposite," the "logic" will necessarily be baffling. Play 
and art are lost by Plato as he saves them, and his logos is then subject to 
that untold constraint that can no longer even be called "logic." Plato does 
very well speak of play. He speaks in praise of it. But he praises play "in the 
best sense of the word," if this can be said without eliminating play beneath 
the reassuring silliness of such a precaution. The best sense of play is play 
that is supervised and contained within the safeguards of ethics and politics. 
This is play comprehended under the innocent, innocuous category of "fun." 
Amusement: however far off it may be, the common translation of paidia by 
pastime [divertissement] no doubt only helps consolidate the Platonic repres
sion of play. 

The opposition spoude/paidia6 will never be one of simple symmetry. Either 
play is nothing (and that is its only chance); either it can give place to no 
activity, to no discourse worthy of the name-that is, one charged with truth 
or at least with meaning-and then it is alogos or atopos. Or else play begins 
to be something and its very presence lays it open to some sort of dialectical 
confiscation. It takes on meaning and works in the service of seriousness, 
truth and ontology. Only logoi peri o1tton7 can be taken seriously. As soon as 
it comes into being and into language, play erases itself as such. Just as writing 
must erase itself as such before truth, etc. The point is that there is no as 
such where writing or play are concerned. Having no essence, introducing 
difference as the condition for the presence of essence, opening up the pos
sibility of the double, the copy, the imitation, the simulacrum-the game 
and the grapheB are constantly disappearing as they go along. They cannot, 
in classical affirmation, be affirmed without being negated. 

Plato thus plays at taking play seriously. That is what we earlier called the 
stunning hand Plato has dealt himself. Not only are his writings defined as 
games,9 but human affairs in general do not in his eyes need to be taken 
seriously. One thinks of the .famous passage in the Laws. Let us reread it 
despite its familiarity, so as to follow the theological assumption of play into 
games, the progressive neutralization of the singulari.ty of play: 

To be sure, man's life is a business which does not deserve to be taken 
too seriously (megales men spoudes ouk axia); yet we cannot help being 
in earnest with it, and there's the pity. Still, as we are here in this world, 
no doubt, for us the becoming thing is to show this earnestness in a 
suitable way (hemin summetron) . ... I mean we should keep our 'Seri-

5. cr. Rep .. blic IO.602a-b; Stalesman 288c-d; 
Sophist 234b-c; Laws 2.667e-668a; Epinmnis 
975d. etc. [Derrida's note]. 
6. Seriousness/play (Greek). 
7. Words about real things (Greek). 
B. Writings; indictment (Greek). 

9. Cf. Pannenides 137b; SlRle.man 268d; Ti ..... e ... 
59c-d. On the context and historical background 
of this problematic of play. cf. notably Schuhl, Pla
ton el l'art de son temp', pp. 61-63 [Derrida's 
note]. 
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ousness for serious things. and not waste it on trifles, and that, while 
God is the real goal of all beneficent serious endeavor (makario,~ spou
des), man, as we said before. 1 has been constructed as a toy (paignion) 
for God, and this is, in fact, the finest thing about him, All of us, then, 
men and women alike, must fall in with our role and spend life in making 
our play as perfect as possible-to the complete inversion of current 
theory, , . , It is the current fancy that our serious work should be done 
for the sake of our play; thus it is held that war is serious work which 
ought to be well discharged for the sake of peace, But the truth is that 
in war we do not find, and we never shall find, either any real play or 
any real education worth the name, and these are the things I count 
supremely serious for such creatures as ourselves, Hence it is peace in 
which each of us should spend most of his life and spend it best, What. 
then. is our right course? \Ve should pass our lives in the playing of 
games--certain games. that is, sacrifice, song, and dance-with the 
result of ability to gain heaven's grace, and to repel and vanquish an 
enemy when we have to fight him ... , (803b-e) 

Play is always lost when it seeks salvation in games, We have examined 
elsewhere, in "Rousseau's era,"2 this disappearance of play into games, This 
(non)logic of play and of writing enables us to understand what has always 
been considered so baffling: 3 why Plato, while subordinating or condemning 
writing and play, should have written so much, presenting his writings,jrom 
out of Socrates' death, as games, indicting writing in writing, lodging against 
it that complaint (graphe) whose reverberations even today have not ceased 
to resound, 

\Vhat law governs this "contradiction," this opposition to itself of what is 
said against writing, of a dictum that pronounces itself against itself as soon 
as it finds its way into writing, as soon as it writes down its self-identity and 
carries away what is proper to it against this ground of writing? This "con
tradiction," which is nothing other than the relation-to-self of diction as it 
opposes itself to scription, as it chases itself (away) in hunting down what is 
properly its trap-this contradiction is not contingent, In order to convince 
ourselves of this, it would already suffice to note that what seems to inau
gurate itself in Western literature with plato will not fail to re-edit itself ak . 
least in Rousseau, and then in Saussure. In these three cases, in these three 
"eras" of the repetition of Platonism, which give us a new thread to follow 
and other knots to recognize in the history of philosophia or the episteme, 
the exclusion and the devaluation of writing must somehow, in their very 
affirmation, come to terms with: 

I. cr. L"lI's 1.644d-e: "Let us look a.t the whole 
malleI' in some such light as this. We may imagine 
that each of us living creatures is a pupp .. t made 
by gods, possibly as a plaything (hlls 1',,;g,,;ol1) or 
possibly with sOlne more serJou5 purpose (ltlJs 
SI,cJtl£lei tinn. That, indeed. is more than we can 
tell, hllt one thing is certain. These interior states 
arc, ~o to say, the cords, or strings. by which we 
an' \\ orked; they are opposed to one another, and 
pull us with opposite tensions In the direction of 
oppo~ite actions, and therein lies the division of 
virtue from vice, In fact. so S8)'S our argument 
(If'J,!ll(IS>. Cl man must always yield to one of these 

tensions without resistance, but pull against all the 
other strings-must yield, that is, to that golden 
and hallowed drawing of judgments (Ill" 10" logls, 
ma" ag(JgII" "hrusll" lud hl"m") which goes by the 
name of the public law of the city. The others are 
hard and ironlike, It soft, as befits gold, whereas 
they resemble very various substances." Let us 
henceforth keep hold of this rein called ",,",sos 
(gold] or chrys%gy [Derrida's note]. 
2. Cf. Of Gmtt.matology (Derrlda's note]. 
3. The . principal references are collected in 
Robin's La Thllarle platonic;""",, de l'a"lOwr, 
pp. 54-59 [Derrlda's note]. 
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'" L a generalized sort of writing and, alongvvjth' it, 
2, a "contradiction": the· written proposal :of logocentrism; thesimulta

heous affirmation of the being"outside of the outside and, of its injurious 
intrusion into the inside; _ 
L c, 3 •. .the construction.of a "literary" work. Before Saussure's Anagrams, there 
were Rousseau's; and Plato's work, outside .and independent, of: its Jogo
centric "con.tent," which is then only one of its inscribed '.'functions," can be 
read in its ·anagrammattcal texture. 
, Thus it is that the "linguistics" elaborated by Plato, Rousseau, and,Saus
sure must both put writing out of the question and yet nevertheless borrow 
from it, for fundamental reasons,all its demonstrative and,. theoretical 
resources. As far as the Genevans4 are concerned, we have tried, to show this 
elsewhere. The case is at least equally clear for Plato. 

Plato often uses ·the example of letters of the alphabet in order to come to 
grips with a problem. They give him a better 'grip on things; that is; he can 
use them to explain dialectics----;-but he never·"comes to gripswith~': the.writ
ing he uses. His intentions are always apparently didactic and ,analogical. 
But.they conform,to a constant necessity, which is never thematized as such: 
what always makes itself apparent is the law of difference; tl,ie 'iireducibility 
of st,:ucture and relation, of proportionality, within analogy:' " . 
'We noted' earlier that tuposcan designate' with e~qual pertinence the 

graphic unit and the eidetic model. In the Repuhlic, even before ht; use~the 
Wdrd tupos in the sense of model-fbrin (eidos) Plato finds it necessary .to 'turn 
to the example of the' letter, still for appanintlypedagogical ends, as B: model 
that must be known before onecim recognize'its copies or icons'~efiec'ted in 
water or in a mirror: .. , . . " .. 

It is, then,said I, as it was when.weleame.d our letters ,and felt. that We 
.•. knew them sufficiently only when the separate letters did not elude us; 

.. ,app.earing as a Eew.elements:in.allthe combinations thatconvey.them; 
and :when. we did not disregard .them in small things or ,great and· think 
it unnecessary to recognizethein, but were eager to· distinguish them 
everywhere; in the belief that we should never be. literate .. and letter
perfect till we could do this ... .-And is it not also true that if there are 

· any likeness of letters (eikonaS grammaton) ref1ectedin water orinirrors.i 
· owe shall never know them until- we know the originals, but suchknowl" 
· edge belongs to the same art and discipline? (402a~b) 

". We have no doubt already been warned' bY' the Timaeus: in all the~~ com" 
piiriSons with wtlting, we are not' supposed to take' the letters'literaily. The 
stoikheia tou pantos, the elements (or letters)' 6f die whole are' ri'ot assembled 
like syllables (48c). "They cannot reasonably be compared by a man of any 
sense even to syllables.'.';5And yet, in the Ti.maeus, not .only is the entire 
irtathematical play of propottionalities based on a logos that can dQ without 
voice, God's calculation (logiSmos theou) (34a)heing able. to express' itself in 
the silence of ntlrribers; but, in addition, the introduction ofthe different and 
·the blend (3.5a), tbe:probleni~ti~'of the m~ng causeanclthe place-the 

4. RousseBu and Saussure. 
5. As for the use of letters, In the context of a.com
parlson between the ,Timaeus and the JaJr, the 
Islamic science of letters as a science of flpermu7 

talion," cf. notably H. Corbin, Histoire .tU· IG ',,"i
Iosop"ie '" isIGmique. (Paris: Nouvelle .Revue 
Fran~alse), pp. 204ff. [Dernda's notel. The quo
tation I. from Timaeus 48b-c. 
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third irreducible class-the duality of paradigms (49a), all these things 
"require" (49a) that we define the origin .of.the· world. as a trace, that is, a 
receptacle. It is a matrix, womb, or receptacle that is never and nowhere 
offered up in the form of presence, or in the. presence of form, since both of 
these already presuppose an inscription within the· mother. Here,-in any case, 
the turns @~ip.hrase that are somewhat awkwardly,called "Plato's metaphors" 
are exclusively and irreducibly scriptural: Let us, for example, point to a sign 
of this awkwardness in a certain preface to the Timaeus: "In order to conceive 
of place, one must always, through a process of abstraction that is almost 
un realizable in practice, separate or detach an object from the 'place' it occu
pies. This abstraction, however difficult, is nevertheless imposed upon us by 
the very fact of change, since two different objects c'annot . coexist in the 
same place, and since, without changing place, a same object can become 
'other.' But then, we find ourselves unable to represent 'place' itself except 
by metaphors. Plato used several quite different ones, which have greatly 
confused modern readers. The 'Place,' the 'locus;' 'that in which' things 
appear, 'that upon which' they manifest themselves, the Ireceptacle,' the 
'matrix,' the 'mother,' the 'nurse'~all these expressions make. us think of 
space, which contains things. But later on it isa question of the 'impression
bearer,' the formless 'base,' the completely inodorous substance on which 
the perfume-maker can fix the scent,· the soft gold o·n which the jeweller can 
impress many diverse figures" (Rivaud, Bude edition, p.66). Here is the 
passage beyond all "Platonic" oppositions, toward the aporia of the originary 
inscription: 

... Then we made two classes; now a third must be :revealed. The two 
sufficed for the former discussion. One, we assumed, was a pattern (par
adeigmatos) intelligible and always the same, and the second was only 
the imitation 'of the pattern, generated and Visible. ~here is also a third 
kind which we did not distinguish at the time,' .conceiving that the two 
would be enough. But now the argument seems to require that we should 
set forth hi· words another kind, which is difficult of explanation and' 
dimly seen. What nature are we to attribute to this new kind of being? 
We reply that it is the receptacle, and in a manner the nurse (hupo
dokh~n auten hoion tithenen) , of an generation (pases geneseos) . .. ~. 
[This nurse] miJst be always cal1ed the same, for, inasmuch as she always 
receives all things, she never departs at all from ,her own nature and 
never, in any way or at any time, assumes a form like that of any of the 
things which enter into ~er; she is the natural recipient of all,impressions 
(ekmageion), and is stirred and informed by them, alid appears different 
from time to time by reason of them. But the forins which enter into 
and go out of her are the likeness of eternal tealities (ton onton aei 
mimemata) modeled within her after their pattemis (tupOthenta) in a 
wonderful and mysterious manner, which we wil1 hereafter investigate. 
For the present we have only to conceive of three natures: first, that 
which is in process of generation; secondly, that in which the generation 
takes place; and thirdly, that of which the thing generated is a resem
blance natural1y produced. And we may liken the receiving principle to 
a mother, and the source or spring to a father! .and the intermediate 
nature to a child, and may remark further that if the model is to take 
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every variety of form, then the matter in which the model is fashioned 
will not be duly prepared unless it is formless and free from the impress 
of any of those shapes which it is hereafter to receive from without .... 
Wherefore the mother and receptacle of all created and visible and in 
any way sensible things is not to be termed earth or air or fire or water, 
or any of their compounds, or any of the elements from which these are 
derived, but is an invisible and formless being which receives all things 
and in some mysteriousAoVay partakes of the intelligible, and is most 
incomprehensible. (48e-51 b; The khDra6 is big with everything that is 
disseminated here. We will go into that elsewhere.) 

Whence the recourse to dream a bit further on, as in that text of the 
Republic (533b) where it is a question of "seeing" what cannot simply be 
conceived in terms of the opposition between sensible and intelligible, hypo~ 
thetical and anhypothetical, a certain bastardy whose notion (nothos) was 
probably not unknown to Democritus7 (cf. Rivaud; Le Proble1ne du devenir 
et la notion de la matiere8 •• • p. 310, n. 744): 

And there is a third nature, which is space and is eternal, and admits 
not of destruction and provides a home for all created things, and is 
apprehended, when all.sense is abseht, by a kind of spurious reason 
(logistnDi tini nothoi: bastard reasoning), and is, hardly real-which we, 
beholding as in a dream, say of all existence that it must of necessity be 
in some place and occupy a space, but that what is neither in heaven 
nor in earth has no existence. Of these and other things of the same 
kind, relating to the true and waking reality df nature, we have only this 
dreamlike sense, and we are unable to cast off sleep and determine the 
truth about them. (52~) 

Inscription is thus the production of the son and at the same time the 
constitution of structf1-rality.9 The link between . structural relations of pro
portionality on the one hand and literality on the other does not appear orily 
in cosmogonic discourse. It can also be seen in political discourse, and in 
the discourse of linguistic,S. , ' 

In the political order, structure is a sort of writing. At the mom~nt of ulti
mate difficulty, when no other pedagogical resOUrce is available, wJ{en theo
retical discourse cannot find any other way of formulating the order, the world, 
the cosmos of politics, Socrates turns to the grammaticai "metaphor." The 
analogy of the "large letters" and "small letters" comes up in the famous text of 
the Republic (368c-e) at the poirlt where "keen vision" is nec~ssary, and where 
it seems to be lacking. Structure is read as a form of' writing in an instance 
where the intuition of sensibie or intelligible presence happens to fail. 

The same thing occurs in the domain of linguisticA. As in Saussure's 
Course in General Linguistics, the scriptural reference becomes absolutely 

6. A G~eek word (lIterally. "space") often trans
lated "receptacle" In this passage. In Kh"ra (1991; 
tran •. In On Ih" N ..... e. ed. Thom,.s Dutolt [Stan
ford: Stanford Univetsity Press. 1995)). Derrida 
treats It as proper name rather than a concept. 
7. Greek philosopher (CB. 460-ca. 370,B.C.E')f 
who argued that the physical world is made up cl 
etemal and invisible atoms, which are In constant 
motion. 
8. A. Rivaud. Le Prob/~ ..... clu cl/lVflnlr .t '" notion 
cl" '" ..... ,1 .... cl .. n. la phl/olophle IIrecq ... clepuls le. 

oriSlnes , jusqu'" n. .. ophraste [The Problem of 
Becoml"jl and the Notion of Matter in Gre"k Phi
losophy fro ... Its Orislm to 11aeophrastusl (Paris: F. 
A1can. 1906). 
9. Biological (organic) generation and structural 
(mathematical or Iingul'tlc) generation. which are 
often seen .s completely different. thus tum out 
to be Interdependenli the son cannot be recognized 
as luch wlthoLit the whole apparatuI of Iymboli. 
zatlon. 
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indispensable at the point at which the principle of difference and diacriticity 
in general must be accounted for as the very condition of signification.! This 
is how Theuth comes to make his second appearance on the Platonic scene. 
In the Phaedrus, the inventor of the pharmakon gave a long speech in person 
and presented his letters as credentials to the king. More concise, more 
indirect, more allusive, his other intervention seems to us just as philosoph
ieally remarkable. It occurs in the name not of the invention of graphics but 
of grammar, of the science of grammar as a science of differences. It is in 
the b~ginning of the Philebus: the debate is open on the relations between 
pleasure (khairein) and intelligence or prudence (l,hronein) (I Id). The dis
cussion soon founders on the problem of liruits. And hence, as in the 
Till/netts, on the composition of the same and the other, the one and the 
multiple, the finite and the infinite. If ... the men of old, who were better 
than ourselves and dwelt nearer the gods, passed on this gift in the form of 
a saying. An things, as it ran, that are ever said to be consist of a one and a 
many, and have in their nature a conjunction (en hautois sumphuto1t) of limit 
and unlimitedness (peras de luti apeirian)." Socrates opposes dialectics, the 
art of respecting the intermediate forms (ta mesa), to eristic, which imme
diately leaps toward the infinite (l6c-17a). This time, in contrast to what 
happens in the Phaedrus, letters are charged with the task of introducing 
clarity (sapheneia) into discourse: 

Protarchu.s: I think I understand, more or less, part of what you say, 
Socrates, but there are some points I want to get further cleared up. 

Socrates: My meaning. Protarchus, is surely clear in the case of the 
alphabet; so take the letters of your school days as illustrating it. 

Protarchus: How do you mean? 
Socrates: The sound (phone) that proceeds through our mouths, yours 

and mine and everybody's, is one, isn't it, and also an unlimited 
variety? 

Protarchus: To be sure. 
Socrates: And we have no real understanding if we stop short at knowing. 

it either simply as an unlimited variety, or simply as one. What 
makes a man Iflettered" is knowing the number and the kinds of 
sounds. (17a-b) 

~. 

After a detour through the example of musical intervals (distemata), Soc
rates goes back to letters .in an effort to explain phonic intervals and differ
ences: 

Socrates: ... We might take our letters again to illustrate what I mean 
now .... The unlimited variety of sound was once discerned by 
some god, or perhaps some godlike man; you know the story that 
there was some such person in Egypt called Theuth. He it was who 
originally discerned the existence, in that unlimited variety, of the 
vowels (ta phonee1lta)-not "vowel" in the singular but "vowels" in 
the plural-and then of other things which, though they could not 
be called articulate sounds, yet were noises of a kind. There were a 
number of them, too, not just one, and as a third class he discrim
inated what we now call the mutes (aphona). Having done that, he 

I. Compare Saussure's famous .Ialeml'nt Ihat "'n language there are only differences without posithte 
'el"lII:o. ... 
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divided up the noiseless ones or mutes (aphthonga lud aphDna) until 
he got each one by itself, and did the same thing With the vowels 
and the intermediate sounds; in the end he found a number of the 
things, and affixed to the whole collection, as to each single member 
of it, the name "letters" '(stoikheion). It was because he realized that 
none of us could get to know one of the colleCtion all by itself, in 
isolation from all the rest, that he conceived of "letter" as a kind of 
bond of unity (desthon) uniting as it were all these sounds into one, 
and so he gave utterance to the expression "art of letters," implying 
that there was one art that dealt with the sounds. (18b-d) 

The scriptural "metaphor" thus crops up every time difference and relation 
are irreducible, every time otherness introduces determination and puts a 
system in circulation. The play of the other Within being must needs be 
designated "writing" by Plato in a discourse which would like to think of 
itself as spoken in essence, in truth, and which nevertheless is written. And 
if it is writtenfram out of the death of Socrates, this is no doubt the profound 
reason for it. From out of Socrates' death-that is, it would here be just as 
well to say, from out of the parricide in the Sophist. Without that violent 
eruption against the venerable paternal figure of Parmenides,2 against his 
thesis of the unity of being; without the disruptive intrusion of otherness 
and nonbeing, of nonbeing as other in the unity of being, writing and its play 
would not have been necessary. Writing is parricidal. Is it by chance that, 
for the Stranger in the Sophist, the necessity and inevitability of parricide, 
"plain enough, as they say, for even the blind (tuphloi) to see" (one ought to 
say, especially for the blind to see), are the condition of possibility of a dis
course on the false, the idol, the icon, the mimeme,3 the phantasm, and "the 
arts concerned with such things"? And thus, of writing? Writing is not named 
at this point but that does not prevent-on the contrary-its relation With 
all the aforementioned concepts from remaining systematic, and we have 
recognized it as such: . 

Stranger: We shall find it necessary in self-defense to put to the question 
-that pronouncement of father Parmenides (Ton tou patros Parmen
idou logon), and esta~lish by main force that what is not (me on), 
in some respect has a b~ing, and conversely that what is (on), in a 
way is not. 

Theaetetus: 4 It is plain that the course of the argument requires us to 
maintain that at all costs (Phainetai to toiouton diamakheteon en tois 

" logois). 
Stranger: Plain enough even for the blind to see, as they say. Unless 

these propositions are either refuted or accepted, anyone who talks 
of false statements or false judgment as being images or likenesses 
or copies or semblances, or of any of the arts concerned with such 
things, can hardly escape becoming a laughingstock by being forced 
to contradict himself. . 

Theaetetus: Quite true. 

2: Greek philosopher (b. ca. 515 B.e.E.). whose 
didactic poem On Nature explores the nature of 
being. His philosophy is discussed in Plato's Par
_ .. ides. 

3. Constit;"ent element of mimesis. 
4. Athenian" mathematician (ca. 414-369 B.e.E.). 
a friend and pupil of Plato's. 
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Stranger: That is why we must now dare to lay unfililial hands on that 
paternal pronouncement (toi patriIWi logOi), or else, if some scruple 
holds us back, drop the matter entirely. 

Theaetetus: As for that, we must let no scruple hinder us. (241d-242a) 

This parricide, which opens up the play of difference and writing, is a 
frightening decision. Even for an anonymous Stranger. It takes superhuman 
strength: And one runs the risk of madness or of being considered mad in 
the well-behaved, sane, sensible society of grateful sons.' So the Stranger is 
still afraid of not having the strength, not only to play the fool, but also to 
maintain a discourse that might-for real-be without head or tail; or, to 
put it another way, to set off on a path where he might not be able to avoid 
ending up walking on his head. In any event, this parricide will be just as 
decisive, cutting, and redoubtable as capital punishment. With no hope of 
return. One lays one's head, as well as one's chief, on the line. Thus, after 
having begged Theaetetus, without illusions, not to consider him a patricide 
(patraloian), the Stranger asks another favor: 

Stranger: In that case, for the third time, I have a small favor to ask. 
Theaetetus: You have only to mention it. 
Stranger: I believe I confessed just now that on this point the task of 

refutation has always proved too much for my powers, and still does 
so. 

Theaetetus: You did say that. 
Stranger: Well, that confession, I am afraid, may make you think me 

scatterbrained (manikos) when at every turn I shift my position to 
and fro (para poda metabalon emauton ana kai kato). (242a-b) 

The discourse, then, is off. Paternal logos is upside down. Is it then by 
chance if, once "being" has appeared as a triton ti, a third irreducible to the 
dualisms of classical ontology, it is again necessary to turn to the example of 
grammatical science and of the relations among letters in order to explain 
the interlacing that weaves together the system of differences (solidarity
exclusion), of kinds and forms, the sumploke ton eidem6 to which "any dis
course we can have owes its existence" (ho logosgegonen hemin) (25ge)?The 
sumploke, too, of being and non being (240c)? As far as the rules of concor--e-. 
dance and discordance, of union and exclusion among different things are 
concerned, this sumploke "might be said to be in the same case with the 
letters of the alphabet" (253a; cf. the Statesman where the "paradigm" of the 
sumploke is equally literal, 278a-b).' 

5. It would be interesting to articulate that pas
.age from the Laws (8.836b-c), in which a p/uJr
malwn i. sought a. a "protection (diaphuRen) 
against this peril," namely, pederasty. The Athen~ 
ion wonders, without holding out much hope, what 
would happen Nwere one to follow the guidance of 
nature and · .. dopt the law of the old days hefore 
Lai ... (tei phuset ,hlf.". ton"ro'ou Laio .. no",,,,.)
I mean, 10 pronounce it wrong that male .hould 
hove to do carnally with youthful male a. wilh 
female . ... " Laius, to whom the oracle had pre
dicted thal he would be killed by hi. son, was also 
the representative of unnatural love. Cf. "Oedipe," 
In Mnrie Dc!courl, LlIg"nde. "I culte. de hllms en 
Gr~ce ILeRe.,," and Hero ·Cults in Greece] (Paris: 
Presses Universitalres de France, 1942), p. 103. 

We al.o know that according to the Laws, there 

i. no greater crime or sacrilege than the murder of 
the parents: such a murderer should be put to 
"repeated deaths" (9.R69b). And even receive pun
ishment worse than death, which is not the ulti
mate chastisement. "Hence we must make the 
chastisements for such crime here is this present 
life, if we can, no lei<. stern than those of the life 
to come" (881 b) IDerrida'. note]. Laius: the father 
of Oedipus; when they met as strangers at a cros.
roads, Oedipus killed him. 
6. Intertwining or combination of the forms 
(Greek). 
7. On the problem ot" the letter. of the alphabet, 
particularly as it is treated in the Statesno.an, cf. V. 
Gold.chmidt, Le Paradigm" t/Q"" la dialeceique 
Platonicienne (Paris: Presses Universitaires de 
France, 1947), pp. 61-67 [Derrlda'. note). 
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Grammatical science is doubtless not in itself dialectics. Plato indeed 
explicitly subordinates the former to the latter (253b-c). And, to him, this 
distinction can be taken for granted; but what, in the final analysis, justifies 
it? Both are in a sense sciences of language. For dialectics is also the science 
that guides us "dia tOn logon,"8 on the voyage through discourses or argu
ments (253b). At this point, what distinguishes dialectics from grammar 
appears twofold: on the, one hand, the' lingUistic units it is concerned with 
are larger than the word (CJPtylus, 385a-393d); on the other, dialectics is 
always guided by~n intention of truth. It can only be satisfied by the presence 
of the eidos, which is here both the signified and the referent: the thing itself. 
The distinction between grammar and dialectics can thus only in all rigor be 
established at the point where truth is fully present and fills the logos. But 
what the parricide in the Sophist establishes is not only that any full, absolute 
presence of what is (of the being-present that most truly "is": the good or the 
sun that can't be looked in the face) is impossible; not only that any full 
intuition of truth, any truth-filled intuition, is impossible; but that the very 
condition of discourse-true or false-is the diacritical principle of the sum
ploke. If truth is the presence of the eidos, it must always, on pain of mortal 
blinding by the sun's fires, come to terms with relation, nonpresence, and 
thus nontruth. It then follows that the absolute precondition for a rigorous 
difference between grammar and dialectics (or ontology) cannot in principle 
be fulfilled. Or at least, it can perhaps be fulfilled at the root of the principle, 
at the point of arche-being or arche-truth,9 but that point has been crossed 
out by the necessity of parricide. Which means, by the very necessity of logos. 
And that is the difference that prevents there being in fact any difference 
between grammar and ontology. 

But now, what is the impossibility of any truth or of any full presence of 
being, of any fully-being? Or inversely, since such truth would be death as 
the absolute form of blindness, what is death as truth? Not what is? since 
the form of that questjon is produced by the very thing it questions, but how 
is the impossible plenitude of any absolute presence of the ontos on written? 
How is it inscribed? How is the necessity of the multiplicity of genres and 
ideas, of relation and difference, prescribed? How is dialectics traced? 

The absolute invisibility of the origin of the visible, of the good-sun-father
capital, the unattainment of presence or beingness in any form, the whole 
surplus Plato calls epekeina tes ousias (beyond beingness or presence), gives 
rise to a structure of repl!lcements such that all presences will be supple
ments substituted for the absent origin, and all differences, within the system 
of presence, will be the irreducible effect of what remains epekeina tes ousias. 

Just as Socrates supplements and replaces the 'father, as we have seen, 
dialectics supplements and replaces the impossible noesis, I the forbidden 
intuition of the face of the father (good-sun-capital). The withdrawal of that 
face both opens and limits the exercise of dialectics. It welds it irremediably 
to its "inferiors," the mimetic arts, play, grammar, writing, etc. The disap
pearance of that face is the movement of difference which violently opens 
writing or, if one prefers, which opens itself to writing and which writing 
opens for itself. All these "movements," in all these "senses," belong to the 

8. Through the words (Greek). 
9. "Arche-" derives from the Greek .. rcls.!. meaning 

"beginning. origin." 
1. Intelligence. understanding (Greek). 
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same "system." Also belonging to that same system are the proposition in the 
Republic, describing in nonviolent terms the inaccessibility of the father 
epeTteina tes ousias. and the patricidal proposal which, proffered by the 
Stranger, threatens the paternal logos. And which by the same token threat
ens the domestic, hierarchical interiority of the pharmacy, the proper order 
and healthy movement of goods, the lawful prescription of its controlled, 
classed, measured, labeled products, rigorously divided into remedies and 
poisons, seeds of life and seeds of death, good and bad traces, the unity of 
metaphysics, of technology, of well computed binarism. This philosophical, 
dialectkal mastery of the pharm,aka that should be handed down from legit
imate father to well-born son is constantly put in question by a family scene 
that constitutes and undermines at once the passage between the pharmacy 
and the house. "Platonism" is both the general rehearsal of this family scene 
and the most powerful effort to master it, to prevent anyone's ever hearing 
of it. to conceal it by drawing the curtains over the dawning of the West. 
How can we set off in search of a different guard, if the pharmaceutical 
"system" contains not only, in a single stranglehold, the scene in the Phae
dnts. the scene in the Republic, the scene in the Sophist, and the dialectics, 
logic. and mythology of Plato. but also, it seems, certain non-Greek struc
tures of mythology? And if it is not certain that there are such things as non
Greek "mythologies"-the opposition mythosllogos being only authorized 
follO'lI'ing Plato-into what general, unnamable necessity are we thrown? In 
other words, what does Platonism signify as repetition? 

To repeat: the disappearance of the good-father-capital-sun is thus the 
precondition of discourse, taken this time as a moment and not as a principle 
of gel~eraliz.ed writing. That writing (is) epekeina tes ousias. The disappear
ance of truth as presence, the withdrawal of the present origin of presence, 
is the condition of all (manifestation of) truth. Nontruth is the truth. Non
presence is presence. Difference, the disappearance of any originary pres
ence. is at once the condition of possibility' and the condition of impossibility 
of truth. At once. "At once" means that the being-present (on) in its truth, , 
in the presence of its identity and in the identity of its presence, is doubled 
as soon as it appears, as soon as it presents itself. It appears, in its essence, 
as the possibility of its own most proper non-truth, of its pseudo-trut~ .. 
reflected in the icon, the phantasm. or the simulacrum. What is is not what .. 
it is. identical and identical to itself, unique, unless it adds to itself the pos
sibility of being repeated as such. And its identity is hollowed out by that 
addition. withdraws itself in the supplement that presents it. 

The disappearance of the Face or the structure of repetition can thus no 
longer be dominated by the value of truth. On the contrary, the opposi
tion between the true and the untrue is entirely comprehended, inscribed, 
within this structure or this generalized writing. The true and the untrue are 
both species of repetition. And there is no repetition possible without the 
gml'hics of supplementarity. which supplies, for the lack of a full unity, 
another unit that comes to relieve it, being enough the same and enough 
other so that it can replace by addition. Thus, on the one hand, repetition 
is that without which there would be no truth: the truth of being in 
the intelligible form of ideality discovers in the eidos that which can be 
repeated, being the same, the clear, the stable, the identifiable in its equality 
with itself. And only the eidos can give rise to repetition as anamnesis or 
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maieutics,2 dialectics or didactics. Here repetition gives itself out to be a 
repetition of life. Tautology is life only going out of itself to come home to 
itself. Keeping close to itself through mneme, logos, and phone. But on the 
other hand, repetition is the very movement of non-truth: the presence of 
what is gets lost, disperses itself, multiplies itself through mimemes, icons, 
phantasms, simulacra, etc. Through phenomena, already. And this type of 
repetition is the possibility of becoming-perceptible-to-the-senses: nonideal
ity. This is on the side of non-philosophy, bad memory, hypomnesia, writing. 
Here, tautology fs life going out of itself beyond return. Death rehearsal. 
Unreserved spending. The irreducible excess, through the play of the sup
plement, of any self-intimacy of the living, the good, the true. 

These two types of repetition relate to each other according to the graphics 
of supplementarity. Which means that one can no more "separate" them 
from each other, think of either one apart from the other, "label" them, than 
one can in the pharmacy distinguish the medicine from the poison, the good 
from the evil, the true from the false, the inside from the outside, the vital 
from the mortal, the first from the second, etc. Conceived within this original 
reversibility, the phannakon is the same precisely because it has no identity. 
And the same (is) as supplement. Or in differance. In writing. 3 If he had 
meant to say something, such would have been the speech ofTheuth making 
of writing as a pharmakon a singular present to the King. 

But Theuth, it should be noted, spoke not another word. 
The great god's sentence went unanswered .. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ~ ............ . 
Mter closing the pharmacy, Plato went to retire, to get out of the sun; He 

took a few steps in the darkness toward the back of his reserves, found him
self leaning over the pharmakon, decided to analyze. 

Within the thick, cloudy liquid, trembling deep inside the drug, the whole 
pharmacy stood reflected. repeating the abyss of the Platonic phantasm. 

The analyst cocks his ears, tries to distinguish between two repetitions. 
He would like to isolate the good froni the bad, the true from the false. 
He leans over further: they repeat each other. 
Holding the phannakon in one hand, the calamus· in the other, Plato 

mutters as he' transcribes the play of formulas. In the enclosed space of the 
pharmacy, the reverberations of the monologue are immeasutably amplified. 
The walled-in voice strikes against the rafters, the words come apart, bits 
and pieces of sentences are separated, disarticulated parts begiri to circulate 
through the corridors, become fixed for a round or two, translate each other, 
become rejoined, bounce off each other, contradict each other, make trou
ble, tell on each other, come back like answers, orga'nize their ex~hanges, 
protect each other, institute an internal commerce, take themselves for a 
dialogue. Full of meaning. A whole story. An entire history. Ail of philosophy. 

.. .. .. 

2. The Socratic midwifery by means of which the 
student gives birth to the truth. 
3. Derrida has here analyzed the Inexorable logic 
(or rather, grBphic)-iind not just the contingent 
metaphorlclty-that leads Socrates to call lOgos 
"writing in the soul." In Section 8 of Part n of 
"Plato's Pharmacy" (''The Heritage of the Phar
makon: Family Scene" [omitted herell, he quotes 

1972 
from Phaedrus Socrates' definition of the discourse 

. of truth: ''The sort that goes together with knowl
edge, and is written In,t"" .Dul o/the /ea,..,."r, that 
can defend itself. and' knows to whom it should 
speak and to whom It should say nothing" (276a; 
emphasis added). 
4. Reed. pen. 



RICHARD OHMANN 
h. 1931 

1877 

Few contemporary debates in the humanities have incited as much controversy as 
those over the literary canon. Deemed "the best that is known and thought" by MAT
THEW ARNOLD and his intellectual progeny, the traditional literary canon has been 
critiqued, attacked, defended, and revised in recent years. The problem, say many 
literary theorists and critics, is that the canon has been shaped not by eternal or 
universal standards, but instead by unacknowledged gender, racial, ethnic, and class 
biases, traditionally favoring, in a memorable phrase, "dead white European males." 
These critics~fet11inist, African American, postcolonial, and other-have argued for 
"opening" the canon to include previously suppressed voices, especially women and 
people of color. Joining the fray, conservative political figures such as William Bennett 
and Lynne Cheney, along with academic allies such as A1lan Bloom, E. D. HIRSCH JR., 
and HAROLD BLOOM, blame efforts to revise the canon for a loss of traditionally 
revered Western cultural values and a fracturing of a unified culture. In "The Shaping 
of a Canon: U.S. Fiction, 1960-1975" (1983), Richard Ohmann, a leading contem
porary critic of the institution of literature, takes a step back and investigates the 
preliminary material, historical, and institutional processes that form the literary 
canon. 

Born in Cleveland, Ohm ann received his B.A. from Oberlin College in 1952 and 
his Ph.D. in English literature from Harvard University in rl960. He taught at Wes
leyan University in Connecticut from 1961 until his retirement in 1998; he also 
served in various administrative positions, including associate provost, chancellor, 
and director of the Humanities Center. His initial scholarly work focused on literary 
style and traditional literary figures, like George Bernard Shaw (1856-1960), but 
through the 1960s he explored new theoretical approaches imported from linguistics; 
he was one of the first American scholars to introduce speech act theory (developed 
in the 1950s by the English philosopher of language J. L. AUSTIN) to literary criticism. 
In the late 1960s his work again shifted, as he began to examine social and political 
issues involved in the study of literature. He was deeply influenced by the social unrest 
and leftist politics of the time, and his later work, most notably his landmark book 
English in America: A Radical View of the Profession (1976), arises out of that era's 
"ruthless critique of all things existing." 

English in America is a pioneering study of the social functions of literary study. 
While we normally justify the teaching of English as developing an appreciatio.!!".of 
language and good writing through the study of great works of literature, Ohmai'm 
points out less publicized functions of English studies: "We train young people, and 
those who train young people, in the skills required by a society most of whose work 
is done on paper and through talk, not by physicallabor. We also discipline the young 
to do assignments, on time, to follow instructions, to turn out uniform products, to 
observe the etiquette of v~rbal communication." In other words, university training 
in English is concerned not just with literary works but with inculcating the values 
and skills of white-collar work. Ohmann goes on to describe the class bias of English, 
arguing that despite the ideology of equal opportunity, "we eliminate the less adapted, 
the ill-trained, the city youth with bad verbal manners, blacks with the wrong dialect 
... and the rebellious of all shapes and sizes." In short, he produces a damning radi
cal critique of the institution of English, which functions as an "instrument" to "main
tain social and economic inequalities." Ohmann concludes English in America 
with a critique of the modern American university overall, detailing its connections 
to business and the military; he argues that universities are not "ivory towers" oper
ating to produce "pure" knowledge, but the instruments of industrial and military 
research. 

"The Shaping of a Canon: American Fiction, 1960-1975" turns from English 
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departments and the university to investigate institutions involved in the material 
production and distribution of literature, such as publishing houses, advertising firms, 
and book reviewing outlets, which are usually considered peripheral to discussions of 
the value and attributes of literary works. Judgments about literature are typically 
assumed to be a matter for literary critics, who read, criticize, and evaluate it on its 
autonomous artistic merits. Countering received opinion, Ohmann demonstrates how 
influential these institutions in fact are in determining merit and the canon. 

As a test case, Ohmann examines a group of contemporary U.S. novels published 
in the 1960s and early 1970s, inspecting normally overlooked aspects of their distri
bution and consumption, including"agenting, editing, marketing, advertising, and 
reviewing. He argues that this complex set of institutional channels determines which 
books receive attention, preselecting which texts are ordained as "precanonical," or 
potential entrants into the' canon. The primary criterion of value for these institutions 
is the capitalist one of marketability rather than abstract aesthetic merit. In particular, 
Ohmann demonstrates the large role of advertising in determining value and shaping 
the canon. As he concludes from the evidence compiled, "if a novel did not become 
a best-seller within three or four weeks of publication, it was unlikely to reach a large 
readership later on." While not denying that such works might have aesthetic value, 
Ohmann shows that aesthetic judgments are inflected by capitalist criteria. 

Significantly, Ohmann examines the class character of those who work in the insti
tutions of literature. He notes that they are members of the "professional-managerial" 
class-those who do intellectual rather than blue-collar work-and that their class 
position informs their judgments of value. They thus attribute value to books that 
speak to their lives and ideologies, and he speculates that they favor "illness stories," 
or works that depict the alienation of white-collar life. Continuing his argument that 
aesthetic judgments are not simply a matter of abstract, artistic value, Ohmann points 
out that they are shaped by the class divisions of modern capitalism: those in positions 
of relative power have more influence in determining which books are considered to 
have literary merit. 

Determining the value of artworks is a perennial problem in aesthetic theory, and 
contemporary debates over the canon pivot on conflicting theories of value. Those 
who defend the canon typically see its value" as universal and timeless, whereas those 
who attack it generally ~ee it as politically motivated and historically constructed. The 
eighteenth-century German philosopher IMMANUEL KANT, a founder of aesthetic the
ory, posited that aesthetic judgments are necessarily universal and disinterested, dis
tinguishing them from the exercise of individual taste. Ohmann dispels just this sense 
of universality and disinterest through his analysis of the judgments rendered on 
contemporary U.S. fiction, which testify to specific class interests and are influenced 
by elements of the capitalist mode of production. 

In his analysis of the soc,ial construction of aesthetic judgment, Ohmann has affin
ities with contemporary theorists such as PIERRE BOURDlEU and BARBARA HERRNSTEIN 
SMITH. In Distinction (1979; see above), Bourdieu conducts a sociological study of 
contemporary French culture, showing how taste is determined by class. Drawing on 
the aesthetic theory of the eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher DAVID HUME and 
of Bourdieu, and the contemporary pragmatist philosophy of Richard Rorty, Smith 
argues in Contingencies of Value (i 988; see below) that judgments of value and taste 
are not universal and timeless, but historically contingent. Ohmann's "Shaping of a 
Canon" offers a concrete counterpart to Smith's more explicitly theoretical consid
erations of aesthetic value, providing a case study replete with a "thick description" 
of historical events illustrating the processes of aesthetic judgment. 

Given its focus on class and the social and economic determinants of literary cul
ture, Ohmann's work has been characterized as Marxist and therefore criticized for 
overstressing material factors and for advocating the radicalization of the profession. 
Ohmann explains in an interview, however, that he had read few of the Marxist 
classics at the time he wrote English in America; his work arose instead from the 
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collective, radical "Movement" of the 1960s and from his participation in leftist 
groups such as the Radical Caucus of the Modern Language Association (the central 
professional organization of academic literary scholars in North America). In his inde
pendent leftism, Ohmann resembles his contemporary Noam Chomsky, the famous 
American linguist and independent l'adical intellectual, who has also critiqued the 
univel'sity and its complicity with the military-industrial complex. Yet in his focus on 
thick, historical description conjoined with a critique of capitalism, he resembles 
1\larxists from British cultural studies, like STUART HALL. Ohmann's innovative work 
in developing a cultural studies approach to literary practices make him somewhat 
idiosyncratic in an era when most American critics have been more absorbed in 
debates over poststructuralist theory. "The Shaping of a Canon" remains a distinctive 
and groundbreaking case study of the actual institutions of literature. 
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From The Shaping of a Canon: U.S. Fiction, 1960-1975 

Categorical names such as The English Novel, The Modern American Novel, 
and American Literature oft!'ln turn up in catalogues as titles of college 
courses, and we know from them pretty much what to expect. They also have 
standing in critical. discourse, along with allied terms unlikely to serve as 
course titles: good writing, great literature, seriousfiction, literature itself. The 
awareness has grown in recent years that such concepts pose problems, even 
though we use them with easy enough comprehension when we talk or write 
to others who share our cultural matrix. 

Lately, critics like Raymond Williams l have been reminding us that the 
categories change over time (just as literature used to mean al. printed books 
but has come to mean only certain poems, plays, novels, etc.) and that at 
any given moment categories embody complex social relations and a contin
uing historical process. That process deeply invests all terms with value: since 
not everyone's values are the same, the negotiating of such concepts is; 
among other things, a struggle for dominance-whether between adults and 
the young; professors and their students, one class and another, or men and 
women. One doesn't usually notice the power or the conflict, except when 
some previously weak or silent group seeks a share of the power: for example, 
when, in the 1960s, American blacks and their supporters insisted that black 
literature be included hi school a'nd. college curricula, or when they opeply 
challenged the candidacy ofWilliam Styron's Confe~ of Nat. Turnei2 for 
inclusion in some eventual canon. 3 But the gradual firming up of concepts 
like, say, postwar American fiction is always a contest for cultural hegemony,4 

even if in olir society it is often muted-carried on behind the scenes or in 
the seemingly neutral marketplace. 

Not only do the concepts change, in both intension and extension, but the 
process of their formation also changes. The English, who had power to do 
so, admitted Great Expectations to the· canon by means very different from 
those used to admit the Canterbury Tales' by earlier generations of taste" 
makers. Again, the process may differ from genre to genre even in a particular 
time and place. For instanc~, profit and the book market are relatively unim
portant hi deciding what will be considered modern American poetry, by 
contrast with their function in defining modern American fiction. As a result, 
in order to work toward a serviceable theory of canon formation, it is nec

, essary to look at a variety of these processes and at how they impinge on one 
another. 

Here, I attempt to sketch out one of them, the process' by which novels 

I. W.lsh literary and cultural critIc (1931-1988), 
whol' "Literature" (19771 .ee abOWl) dl.cuII •• the 
hIstorical chanp that Ohmann ref.n to. 
2. ThIs 1967 novel by Styt'On (b. 1925) d~lcts a 
slave rebellion before the American CIvil War. It 
won a Pulitzer Prize but generated controversy 
because some questioned whether Styron, a south
ern-born white author. could authentically repre
sent African Americans. 
3. See John Henrlk Clarke, ed., Will;., ... Sl)'rOn's 
Nat r .. mer: Te .. Black Writers Resporul (Boston, 

1968) [Ohmann'. notaJ. Some of the author'. 
not •• have b •• n .dlted, and .om. omitted, 
4. Th. manufactUred con •• nt that I.altlmat.s a 

. domInant IfOUP and unIfies a soclety;.a Marxist 
c,oncept artIculated by the Italian theorlstANToNIO 
GRAMSCI (1891-1937). 
5. Middle English poem (ca. 1386-1400) by 
Geoffrey Chaucer, one of the great works of the 
Middle Ages. G.reat &.p"ctatirms (186 I), English 
novel by Charles Dickens. 
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written by Americans from about ,1960 to 1975 have been sifted and 
assessed, so that a modest number of them retain the kind of attention and 
respect that eventually makes them eligible for canonical status.6 I am going 
to argue that the emergence of these novels has been a process saturated 
with class values and interests, a process inseparable from the broader strug
gle for po'sition and power in our society, from the institutions that mediate 
that stru~e,. as well as from legitimation of and challenges to the social 
order. I will then try to be more specific about the representation of those 
values and interests in the fiction itself. 

Reading and the Book Market 

People read books silently, and often in isolation, but reading is nonethe-
less a social act. As one study concludes: 

Book reading in adult life is sustained ... by interpersonal situations 
which minimize the individual's isolation from others. To persist over 
the years, the act of book reading must be incorporated ... into a social 
context. Reading a book becomes meaningful when, after completion, it 
is shared with others .... Social integration ... sustains a persistent 
engagement with books. Social isolation, in contrast, is likely to lead to 
the abandonment of books. 7 

Simone Beserman found, in her study of best-sellers around 1970, that fre
quent reading of books correlated highly with social interaction-in partic
ular, with the desire to rise in society. Upwardly ,mobile second- and 
third-generation Americans were heavy readers of best-sellers.8 

As you would expect, given the way reading is embedded in and reinforced 
by social relations, networks of friends and family also contributed in deter
mining which books would be widely read. In her survey, Beserman found 
that 58 percent of those who read a particular best-seller did, so upon rec
ommendation of a friend or relative. Who were these people, so crucial to a 
book's success? Beserman found that they were of better-than-average «du
cation (most had finished college), relatively well-to-do, many of them pro
fessionals, in mi~dle life, upwardly mobile, living near New York or oriented, 
especially through the New York Times,9 to New York cultural life. -.,. 

These people were responsive to novels where they discovered the values 

6. I make no large claims for nly boundaries. They 
mark off, crudely, the time when publi.hlng had 
become purt of big bUAlnes. but before subsidiary 
rlMhts had completely overshadowed hardbound 
novel publishing. My boundaries also mark the 
time when people horn to one side or the other of 
1930 attained I;ultural dominance IInd could most 
stronRly advance their readln" of the postwar ellpe
rlence. The.e yell .. roughl), enclose the rise and 
decline of the 19605 movements as well as eco
nomic boom and the U.S. intervention In South
east A.la. Anyhow, thing.. have chanMed .ince 
1975, both in the great world and in fiction puh
Iishing; accordingly I use the past tense when 
describing the proCC55 of canon-formation, even 
though many of my generllli,ations still hold true 
[Ohm"nn', note). 
7. Jan Hajda, "An American Paradnx: People and 

Books in a Metropolis" (Ph.D. di ... , University nf 
Chicago, J 963), p. 2 J 8, as cited In ElIzabeth W.n
ner McElroy, "Subject Variety In Adult Book Read
Ing" (M.A. thesis, University of Chlcallo, J 967) 
[Ohmann'. nOlc). 
8. See Slmone Beserman, "Le Best-aeller BU" 
ttatl-Unls de 1961 a 1970: ttude Itttfralre et 
soclololllque" (Ph,D', dl ••. , Unlvenlt)' of Paris, 
1975), pp, 280-95, SurprtslnRly, neither thIs audi
ence nor the ways It Integrated novel readIng Into 
It. social "Id,tence seem all that different from 
their counte'l,arts in early 18th-century England, 
ns described, for example, In chap. 2 of lan Watt, 
The Ri.." of the Novel: 5'''''1". In Defoe, Rlclumlson, 
and Fielding (Berkeley, 1957) [Ohmsnn', note). 
9. Arguably the most respected newspaper in the 
United States, 
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in which they believed or where they found needed moral guidance when 
shaken in their own beliefs. Saul Bellow's remark, "What Americans want to 
learn from their writers is how to live,"· finds support in Philip H. Ennis's 
study, Adult Book Reading in the United States. Ennis determined that three 
of the main interests people carried into their reading were a "search for 
personal meaning, for some kind of map to the moral landscape"; a need to 
"reinforce or to celebrate beliefs already held, or, when shaken by events, to 
provide support in some personal crisis"; and a wish to ~eep up "with the 
book talk of friends and neighbors."2 ) 

The values and beliefs of a slnall group of people played a disproportionate 
role in deciding what novels would be widely read in the United States. 
(Toward the end of this essay, I will turn to those values in some detail.) To 
underscore their influence, consider two other facts about the book market. 
First, if a novel did not become a best-seller within three or four weeks of 
publication, it was unlikely to reach a large readership later on. In the 1960s, 
only a very few books that were slow starters eventually became best-sellers 
(in paperback, not hardback). I know of three: Catch-22, Call It Sleep, and 
I Never Promised You a Rose Garden, to which we may add the early novels 
of Vonnegut, which were not published in hard covers, and-if we count its 
1970s revival in connectioh with the film-One Flew over the Cuckoo's Nest. 3 

To look at the process the other way around, once a new book did make the 
New York Times best-seller list, many other people bought it (and store man
agers around the country stocked it) because it was a best-seller. The process 
was cumulative. So the early buyers of hardcover books exercised a crucial 
role in selecting the books that the rest of the country's readers would buy. 

Second, best-sellerdom was much more important than suggested by the 
figures for hardbound sales through bookstores. Love Story,4 for instance, 
the leading best-seller (in all forms) of the decade sold 450,000 hardback 
copies in bookstores but more than 700,000 through book clubs, 2.5 million 
through the Reader's. Digest, 6'.5 million in the Ladies' Home Journal,' and 
more than 9,000,000 in paperback-not to mention library circulation or 
the millions of people who saw the film. Books were adopted by clubs, paper
back publishers, film producers, and so forth, in large part because they were 
best-sellers or because those investing in subsidiary rights thought them 
likely to become best-sellers. As Victor Navasky rather wryly said: 

Publishers got out of the business of selling hardcover books ten or fif
teen years ago. The 'idea now is to publish hardcover books so that they 

I. Saul Bellow. In loson Epsteln's Interview, "Saul 
Bellow of Chicago," New York Times Book Rmew, 
May 9, 1971, p. 16 [Ohmann's note]. Bellow (b. 
1915), Canadian-born American novelist; he won 
the Nobel Prize for literature In 1976. . 
2. Philip H. Ennls, Ad • .!1 Book Reading In lhe 
United States, National Opinion Research Center 
(University of Chicago, 1965), p. 25. Other main 
needs were (1) lIescape, IJ which also implies a rela· 
tlonshlp between reading a book and the rest of 
one's social life (what one Is escaping fro"'), and 
(2) Information, which 1 suspect Is a need less 
often fulfilled by novels now than In the time of 
Defoe and Richardson [Ohmann's note]. Daniel 
Defoe (1660-1731) and Samuel Richardson 
(1689-1761) were among the earlie.t English nov-

elists. 
3. A 1962 novel by Ken Kesey (b. 1935), made 
Into an Academy Award--winnlng film (1975, dir. 
Milos Forman). Catch-22 (1961), by 10seph Helier 
(.I 923-1999). Call 11 SI""I' (1934; reissued 1960), 
by Henry Roth (1906-1995), Ukrainian-born 
American novelist. I N" .... r Promised You R Ros" 
Garden (1964), by loan ne Greenberg (b. 1932). 
Kurt Vonnegut (b. 1922), American novelist whose 
early works Include The Si ... ". of Titan (1959), 
MOlher Nighl (1962), and Cal', Cradle (1963). 
4. A 1970 novel by Erich Segal (b. 1937), pub
lished by Harper and Row and made Into a movie 
(dir. Arthur Hiller) that same year. 
5. Popular mass-market magazines. 
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can be reviewed or promoted on television in order to sell paperback 
rights, movie rights, book club rights, seriali7,ation rights, international 
satellite rights, Barbie doll rights. etc.6 

The phenomenon of the hardbound best-seller had only modest economic 
and cultural significance in itself but great significance in triggering repro
duction and consumption of the story in other forms. 

:\. small group of relatively homogeneous readers, then, had a great deal 
of' influence at this preliminary stage. But of course these people did not 
make their decisions freely among the thousands of novels completed each 
year. They chose among the smaller number actually published. This fact 
points to an important role in canon formation for literary agents and for 
editors at the major houses. who belong to the same social stratum as the 
buyers of hardbound books. and who-as profitability in publishing came to 
hinge more and more on the achievement of best-seller do m for a few books
increasingly earned their keep by spotting (and pushing) novels that looked 
like best-sellers. Here we have a nearly closed circle of marketing and con
sumption, the simultaneous exploitation and creation of taste, familiar to 
anyone who has examined marketplace culture under monopoly capitalism. 

But. it is clear, influential readers chose not among all novels published 
but among the few that came to their attention in an urgent or attractive 
way. How did that happen? As a gesture toward the kind of answer that 
question requires, I will consider the extraordinary role of the New York 
Times. The New l'ork Times Book Review had about a million and a half 
readers, several times the audience of any other literary periodical. Among 
them were most bookstore managers, deciding what to stock, and librarians, 
deciding what to buy, not to mention the well-to-do, well-educated east
coasters who led in establishing hardback best-sellers. The single most 
important boost a novel could get was a prominent review in the Sunday 
New York Times-better a favorable one than an unfavorable one, but better 
an unfavorable one than none at all. 

Ads complemented the reviews, or perhaps the word is inu1Jdated: two- ' 
thirds of the space in the Times Book Review went to ads. According to 
Richard Kostelanetz, most publishers spent more than half their advertising 
budgets for space in that journal.? They often placed ads in such a way as t~ , 
reinforce a good Times review or offset a bad one with favorable quotations 
from reviews in other periodicals. And of course reviews and ads were further 
reinforced by the Times best-seller list itself, for the reason already men
tiOJ"lcd. Apparently. the publishers' faith in the Times was not misplaced. 
Beserman asked early readers of Love Story where they had heard of the 
book. Most read it on recommendation of another person; Beserman then 

6. Victor Navasky, uStudies in AnirnaJ Behavior," 
Ne" }'",'k Time. Book Re.>iew. February 20, 1973, 
p,2 [Ohmann's note). Navasky (b. 1932,;, AmerI
can cultural critic and longtime editor of the 
liberal-left magazine the Nation. 
7. See Richard Kostelanetz. TI,e End o/Intelligent 
'" Od'ing: Literary Politics in America ()\:'ew York, 
197· .... 1. p.207. Kostelanetz's estimate was con
finned by some of Beserman's interviews. AHan 
Grt'"n. who handled advertising for a number of 

publishers, Including Viking, told her In 1971 that 
on the average, 50 to 60 percent of the budget 
went to the Net., York Ti...... Book Review and 
another IOta 20 percent to the daily N"", l'ork 
Times, M. Stuart Harris. head of publicity at Har
per. said he ordinarily channeled 90 percent into 
the Ti ...... at the outset, though once a book's suc
cess was assured, he distributed advertising more 
broadly (see Beserman, p. 120) [Ohmann's note). 
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spoke to that person, and so on back to the beginning of the chain of verbal 
endorsements. At the original source, in more than half the instances, she 
found the Times. S (This in spite of the quite unusual impact, for that time, 
of Segal's appearance on the "Today" show9 the day of publication-Barbara 
Waiters said the book made her cry all night; HarPer was immediately 
swamped with orders-and of the novel's appearance in the Ladies' Home 
Journal just before book publication.) 

The influence of the Times Book Review led publicity departments to 
direct much of their prepublication effort toward persuading the Book 
Review's editors th~t a particular novel was important. It is hard to estimate 
the power of this suasion, but one thing can be measured: the correlation 
between advertising in the Book Review .and being reviewed there. A 1968 
study concluded, perhaps unsurprisingly, that the largest advertisers got dis
proportionately large amounts of review space. Among the large advertisers 
were, for instance: . 

Random House 
Harper 
Little, Brown 

And the smaller ones: 
Dutton 
Lippincott 
Harvard 

Pages 
of ads 

74 
29 
29 

16 
16 
.9 

Pages 
of reviews 

58 
22 
21 

4 
4 

"negligible" 

During the same year Random House (including Knopf and Pantheon) had 
nearly three times as many books mentioned in the feature "New and Rec
ommended" as Doubledayor Harper, both of which published as many hooks 
as the Random House group. I' . . 

To summadze: a ·small group of book buyers formed a screen through 
which novels passed on their way to commercial success;' a handful of agents 
and editors piCked the novels that would compete for the notice of those 
buyers; and a tight network of advertisers a-~d ; reviewers, organized around 
the NeW York Times Book RevieW, seleCted. from these a few to'be recogrtiZed 
as compelling, important, "talked-about." 

The Next Stage -. 

So far I have been speaking of a process that led to a mass readership for 
a few books each year. But most of these were never regarded as serious 
literature and did not live long- in popularity or memory. Books like Love 
Story, The Godfather, }onathan Livingston Seag~ll, and the novels of Susann, 
Robbins, Wouk, Wallace, and Uris~ would run a predictable course. They 
had large hardback sales for a few months, tapering off to a trickle in' a year 

'.-

8, See Beserman, p, 168 [Ohmann's note). 
9, The Today Show, a populat television show on 
NBC, debuted in 1952; WaIters (b. 1931), televi
sion reporter and celebrity. was One of Its hosts 
from 1964 to 1976. -
I. See Kostelanetz, p. 209 [Ohmann'. note]. 
2. Jacquellne Susann (1921-1974), Harold Rob-

bins (l916-1997), Hennan Wouk (b. 1915). 
Irvln6 Wallace (1916-1990) ilnd Leon 'UrI. (b. 
1924) were well-known. best-selling authors of the 
period. TM Godfather (1969) by Marlo Puw and 
la,.,.t..... Livingston S .... pll (1970) by Richard 
Bach were best-selling American novels. 
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or so. Meanwhile, they were reprinted in paper covers and enjoyed two or 
three years of popularity (often stoked by a film version). After that they 
disappeared or remained in print to be bought in smaller numbers by, for 
instance, newly won fans of Wallace who wanted to go back and read his 
earlier books. There was a similar pattern for mysteries, science fiction, and 
other specialized genres. 

But a few novels survived and continued (in paper covers) to attract buyers 
and readers for a longer time, and they still do. Why? To answer that the 
best novels survive is to beg the question. Excellence is a constantly changing, 
socially chosen value. Who attributed it to only some novels, and how? I 
hope now to hint at the way such a judgment took shape. 

First, one more word about the New York Ti?nes Book Review. I have 
argued that it led in developing a broad audience for fiction. It also began, I 
helieve, the process of distinguishing between ephemeral popular novels and 
those to be taken seriously over a longer period of time. There was a marked 
difference in impact between, say, Martin Levin's favorable but mildly con
descending (and brief) review of Love Story and the kind of front-page review 
by an Alfred Kazin or an Irving Howe' that asked readers to regard a new 
novel as literature, and that so often helped give the. stamp of highbrow 
approval to books by Bellow, Malamud, Updike, Ruth, Doctorow,4 and so 
forth. Cultural leaders read the Ti?nes Book Review too: not only professors 
but (according to Julie Hoover and Charles Kadushin) 75 percent of our elite 
intellectuals. 5 By reaching these circles, a major Ti?nes review could help put 
a novel on the cultural agenda and ensure that other journals would have to 
take it seriously. 

Among those others, a few carried special weight in forming cultural judg
ments. In a survey of.leading intellectuals, just eight journals-the New York 
Review of Books, the New Republic, the New York Ti?nes Book Review, the 
New Yorker, CO?n?nentary, Saturday Review, Partisan Review, and Harpers
received almost half the participants' "votes" in response toyarious questions 
about influence and importance.6 In effect, these periodicals .were both a 
communication network among the influentials .(where they reviewed one 
another's books) and an avenue of access to a wider cultural leadership. The. 
elite, writing in these journals, largely determined which books would be 
seriously debated and which ones permanently valued, as well as what ide~ _ 
were kept alive, circulated, discussed. Kadushin and his colleagues con
cluded, from their studies of our intellectual elite and infl.uential journals, 
that the "top intellectual journals constitute the American equivalent of an 
Oxbridge establishment, and have served as one of the main gatekeepers for 
new talent and new ideas."? 

A novel had to win at least the divided approval of these arbiters in order 

3. Kazin (l915-199R) and 1I0WF. (1920-1993), 
w,"re both highly regarded American literary <"Cities 
affiliated with the New York Intellectuals. Levin, 
Amcric.an writer and columnist. 
4. All respected "serious" American novelists: Rer
nard M"lamud (1914-19f16), John Updike (b. 
1932), Philip Roth (b. 1933) and E. L. Doctorow 
(h. 1931). 
5. Sec Julie Hoover and Charles Kadushin, "Influ
ential Intellectual Journals: A Very Privllte Club," 
Change, Mareh 1972, p. 41 [Ohmann', note I. 
6. SCC' Charles Kodushin. Julic Hnove..... and 

Monique Tichy, "How and where to Find the 
Intelleciual Elite in the United States," Public 
Opinion Quarwrl,., spring 1971, pp_ 1-·1'8. For the 
method used to identify an Intellectual elite, see 
Kadushin, "Who Are the Elite Intellectuals?" Pub
lie Interest, fall 1972, pp. 109-25 [Ohmann's 
note). 
7. Kadu.hin, Hoover, and Tichy, p, 17 [Ohmann'. 
note). "Oxbridge establishment": English intellec
tual elite (assumed 10 be graduales of Oxford or 
Cambridge University). 
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to remain in the universe of cultural discourse, once past the notoriety of 
best-sellerdom. The career of Love Story is a good example of failure to do 
so. Mter some initial favorable reviews (and enormous publicity on television 
and other media), the intellectuals began cutting it down to size. In the elite 
journals, it was either panned or ignored. Styron and the rest of the National 
Book Awards fiction panel threatened to quit if it were not removed from the 
list of candidates. And who will read it tomorrow, except on an excursion 
into the archives of mass culture? 

In talking about the New York Times Book Review, I suggested a close 
alliance between reviewing and profit, literary ~nd monetary values. The 
example of the New York Review of Books shows that a similar alliance can 
exist on the higher ramparts of literary culture. This journal, far and away 
the most influential among intellectuals (in answer to Kadushin's questions, 
it was mentioned almost twice as often as the New Republic, its nearest 
competitor), was founded by Jason Epstein, a vice president of Random 
House, and coedited by his wife, Barbara Epstein.9 It may be more than 
coincidental that in 1968 almost one-fourth of the books granted full reviews 
in the New York Review were published by Random House (again, including 
Knopf and Pantheon)-more than the combined total of books from Viking, 
Grove, Holt, Harper, Houghton Mifflin, Oxford, Doubleday, Macmillan, and 
Harvard so honored; or that in the same year one-fourth of the reviewers had 
books in print with Random House and that a third of those were reviewing 
other Random House books, mainly favorably; or that over a five-year period 
more than half the regular reviewers (ten or more appearances) were Ran
dom House authors.' This is not to deny the intellectual strength of the New 
York Review-only to suggest that it sometimes deployed that strength in 
ways consistent with the financial interest of Random House. One need not 
subscribe to conspiracy theories in order to see, almost everywhere one looks 
in the milieu of publishing and reviewing, linkages of fellowship and common 
interest. Together these networks make up a cultural establishment, insep
arable from the market, both influencing and influenced by it. 

If a novel was certified in the court of the prestigious journals, it was likely 
to draw the attention of academic critics in more specialized and academic 
journals like Contemporary Literature and by this route make its way into 
college curricula, where the very context-course title, academic setting, 
methodology-gave it de facto recognition as literature. This final step was 
all but necessary: the c61lege classroom and its counterpart, the academic 
journal, have become in our society the final arbiters of literary merit, and 
even of survival. It is hard to think of a novel more than twenty-five years 
old, aside from specialist fiction and Gone with the Wind,a that still com
mands a large readership outside of school and college. 

I am suggesting that novels moved toward a canonical position only if they 
attained both large sales (usually, but not always, concentrated enough to 
place them among the best-sellers for a while) and the right kind of critical 
attention. On the one side, this hypothesis conflicts with the one most vig
orously advanced by Leslie A. Fiedler-that intellectuals are, in the long run, 

8. A prestigious annual book prize, awarded In dlf· 
ferent genres. 
9. Jason Epstein (b. 1928) and Barbara Epsteln (b. 
1928), Influential American literary figures. 

J. See·Kostelanetz, pp. 107-8 [Ohmann's note). 
2. One of the most popular American novels of all 
time, published In 1936 by Margaret Mltchell. 
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outvoted by the sorts of readers who keep liking Gone with the Wind. 3 On 
the other side, it collides with the hopes or expectations of critics such as 
Kostelanetz and Jerome Klinkowitz, who promote an avant-garde fiction 
called postmodernist, postcontemporary, antinovel, or whatever.4 

Clearly, I need an independent measure of precanonical status, or my 
m-gument closes into a circle. Unfortunately, I don't have a very good one, 
in part. because it is still too early to settle the issue. But let me offer two 
scraps of pertinent information. First, the editors of Wilson Quarterly polled 
fmty-four professors of American literature (in 1977 or 1978, apparently), 
asking them to rank in order the ten "most important" novels published in 
the United States after World War 11.5 The editors p'rinted a list of the twenty
one novels rated highest in this survey; eleven of t:hem were published in or 
after 1960. In rank order, they are Catch-22, Grayity's Rainbow, Herzog, An 
Ame,-;can Dream, The Sotweed Factor, Second Skin, Portnoy's Complaint, 
TIle Armies of the Nigl1t, V, Rabbit Run,6 and One Flew over the Cuckoo's 
Nest. All easily meet the criterion of attention from intellectuals. (Again, it 
doesn't matter that Norman Podhoretz7 hates Updike's novels, so long as he 
takes them seriously enough to argue with his peers about them.) As for 
bwad readership, all of the novels except Seco",d Skin and perhaps The 
Sotweed Factor have sold over half a million copies-and one may be sure 
that many of those sales occurred through adoption in college courses.s 

lVly second 'cast of the net is much broader. Contemporary Literary Criti
ciS111 abstracts commentary on recent world literature, mainly by American 
professors and intellectuals. Its coverage includes critical books, respected 
academic journals, taste-forming magazines, quarterlies, and ~ittle maga
zines. It claims to excerpt from criticlsm of "work by well-known creative 
writers," "writers of considerable public' interest," who are alive or who died 
after January 1, 1960. So it constitutes a sampling of the interests of those 
who set literary standards. and it monitors the intermediate stage in canon 
formation. During the ten years and twenty-two volumes of its publication, 
up through 1982, it has run four or more entries (maximum, nine; 'and the 
average entry includes excerpts from four or five critical sources) for forty- . 
eight American novelists of the period in question:9 

_~. See. for instance, Leslie A. Fiedler. n1f! InRcl
l-'t!,-tel1t Epic: From "Uncle Tom's Cabin" to "Roots" 
(Ne", York. 1979). Fledler's "",at \VIIS Litemtl<re7 
CI(ls.' Cultllre and Mass Society (New York, 1982) 
ar~lI(:'s aguin for the primacy of pl"ople over pro
fes,.ors [Ohmsnn's note]. 
4. As Jerome Klinkowltz states In his preface: "For 
eVt"11 1 he well snd intelligently read, 'contemporary 
AI11(:'ric:~ln fiction' suggests Ken Kescy, Joseph Hel
Ier. John Barth, and Thomas Pynchon at best
and HI worst Updike, Roth, Bellow, and Malamud." 
He contends that such 0 list misses "the direction 
which fiction will take, snd is taking. as the future 
unfold, before us" (Literary Disrupti"",: TI,e Mak
ing uf a Post.-Cotltemporary A."rericatl Fiction, 2d 
(·d. [L'rbana. Ill., 1980) p. ix) [Ohmann', not.-). 
e;. Twenty-six of the forty-four responded. The 
survL'Y accompanies an article by Melvin J. Fried
man. "To 'Make It New': The American ~ovel 
since 1945 .• " "'il.~on Quarterly, , ... ,inter 1978, 
PI" 136~37. I don't know how the professors were 
scle(."tl.'d or who they were, bur: almost evcry novel 
on this list was written by a white male with an 
elite educational background [Ohmann's note). 

6. With their authors, in order: Grm';ty's Rainbo~ -
(1973), by Thomas Pynchon (b. 1937); Herzog 
(1964), by Bellow; An Amencan Dream (1965), by 
Norman Mailer (b. 1923); TI,e Sotweed Factor 
(1960), by John Barth (b. 1930); Second SI';n 
(1964), by John Hawke. (b. 1925); PO"JlOY's C01ll

plain, (1969), by Phlllp Roth; The Annle. of the 
Night (1968), by Maller; V (1963), by Pynchon: 
and Rabbit, Run (1960), by Updlke. 
7. AmerIcan e.layist and editor (b. 1930). 
8. John Hawkes Is the outstanding exa,nple of B 

novelist whose work has consistently impressed 
critics and professors, without ever appealing to B 

wider audience. Should any of us be around to wit
ness the outcome, it will be interesting to see if any 
pf his book. has a place In the canon 40 or 50 years 
from now [Ohmnnn's note]. 
9. I omit novelists .tilI olive In 1960, but whose 
possibly canonIcal work belongs to on earlier time
Stelnbeck, Dos Passos, Hemlngway, etc. r include 
those of on older generation (Porter, McCarthy) 
who did not publish a precanonical novel until the 
1960s. I exclude novelists of foreign origin (Asl
mov, KosinskJ, Nabokov) and writers mainly 
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. Auchincloss Elkin ,Piercy 
Baldwin Gllddis Plath 
Barth Gardrier .' Porter 
Barthelme . Gass. 'Pynchori 
Bellow ; Hawkes . Rechy 
Berger Helier Reed: 
Bradbury . Higgins Roth 
Brautigan. Jong Salinger 
Buqoughs Kesey. Selby· 
Capote~ . , R. MacDonald Sorrentino 
Cheevet' Mailer Styron .. 
Condon '. Malamud Theroux' 
de Vries . McCarthy Updike· 
Dickey McMurtry . Videl 
Didion Oates ,Vonnegut 

,Doctorow Percy Walkerl 

Most of these meet my.two criteria. All but a few (Bradbury, Condon, Mac" 
Donald, perhaps Auchinclossand Higgins) have received ample' considera~ 
tion by influential critics. Yet most novelists promoted by postconte'mporary 
advocates such as Klinkowitz (Si'oan, Coover, Wurlitzer, Katz, Federman', 
Sukenick,z etc.) are missing, while the list includes orilya few writers who 
have had elite approval but small readerships (Elkin,' Hawkes, Sorrentino, 
maybe two or, three: otherS). In fact, at least thirty-one of these novelists 
published one book' or more between,l960 and 1975 that was a best"seller 
in hard or paper covers:. 3. On the other hand, the list excludes the over
whelming majority of the writers who regulaHy produced large best-sellers: 
Puzo, Susann, Wouk, West, Robbins; Wallace, Michener; Krantz, Forsyth, 
Crichton,4 and 50 on and on. I cOhclude that both the Contemporary Literary 
Criticism selection. and 'the WiZson 'Quarterly survey give modest support to 
my thesis. Canon formation'during this period took place iri:theinteradion 
between large audiences andgatekeepel' intellectuals.:' ., . 

known for their pOetry, plays, or cr'ltlclsm; unle .. 
(as with Dickey and Plath) they allojroduced a 
precanonlcal novel durlnll this perlo [Ohmann 
note). ' ' ' , , 
I. Novelists whale date a have not already been 
IIlven: Loul. Auchlnloll (b. 1917), Jame. B.ldwtn 
(1934-1987), Don.ld Barthelme·(J 931-1989), 
Thomas Berger (b. 1924), Ray Bradburt(b;1930), 
Richard Brautlgan (1933-1984), Wllllam Bur
roughs (1914-1997), Truman Capote (1924-
1984), John Cheever (1912-1982), Richard Con
don (1915-1996), Peter de Vrles (1910-1993), 
'ames Dickey (1923-1997), loan Dldlon (b. 
1934), Stanley Elkln (1930-1995), WiIIlam Gad
dls (1922-·1998),' John Gardnet (1933-1982), 
WiIIlam Gass (b. 1924), George Higglns (1939-
1999), Erica jong' (b. 1942),' Ro.. MacIlonald 
(1915-1983), . Mary '. McCarthy (19U-1989), 
Larry McMurtry (b. 1936), Joyce Carol Oates (b. 
1938), Walker Percy (1916-1990), Marge Plercy 
(b.· 1936), Sylvla Plath (1932-1963), ~th"rlne 

Anhe Porter-{1890-1980), John Rechy,(b. 1934), 
Iahnlael Reed (b.' 1938), J. D.' Sallrtller (b. 1919), 
Hubert 5elby Jr. (b. 1938), Gilbert Samntlno (b. 
1939); Paul 'theroUX' (b; 1941). Gore Vldal (b. 
193'), Ind Maralret Walker (l91!-1998). 
Z •. American: crltln ·and nov.UItI: Jamlll Park 
510en Jr. (b. 1944), Robert COOYer (b. 1933), 
Rudalph Wurlltzer (b. 1938), Steve Katz (b. 193'), 
Raymond Federman (b. I U8), and Ronald Suken
Ick (b. 1932). 
3. I got this cOunt by surveying the hardback and 
paperback best-seller lists In the' New York Time. 
from 1969 through' 1975 and by checking the 
annual summaries In A1ice Payne Hackett: and 
james Henry'Burke, Eighty Y .... rs of Bed S .. llers, 
1895-1975 (New York;. 1977} for the rest of the 
1960. [Ohmann'. notel. " 
4. American authors:' Paul West ·(b. 1930). born 
In England; James Mlchener (l907';'1997);)udlth 
Krantz (b. 1927); Frederlck Forsyth (b. 1938), 
born In England;' and Mlchael Crlchton (b. 1942). 
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Class and the Canon 

To return to the main theme, then: I have drawn a sketch of the course a 
novel had to run in order to lodge itself in our culture as precimonical-as 
"literature," at least for the moment. It was selected, in turn, by an agent, 
an editor, a publicity department, a review editor (especially.the one at the 
Sunday New York Times Book Review), the New York metropolitan book 
buyers whose patronage was necessary to commercial success, critics writing 
for gatekeeper intellectual journals, academic critics, and college teachers. 
Obviously, the sequence was not rigid, and some steps might on occasion be 
omitted entirely (as I have indicated with respect to Catch-22 and One Flew 
over the Cuckoo's Nest). But one would expect the pattern to have become 
more regular through this period, as publishing was increasingly drawn into 
the sphere of monopoly capital (with RCA acquiring Random House; rrr, 
Howard Sams; Time, Inc., Little, Brown; CBS, Holt, Rinehart & Winston; 
Xerox, Ginn; and so on throughout almost the whole industry). For monopoly 
capital changed this industry much as it has changed the automobile and 
the toothpaste industries: by placing much greater emphasis on planned mar
keting and predictability of profits. 5 

This shift brought publishing into the same· arena as many other cultural 
processes. In fact, the absorption of culture began almost as soon as monop
oly capitalism itself, with the emergence of the advertising industry (crucial 
to planned marketing) in the 18805 and I890s, and simultaneously with 
mass-circulation magazines as the main vehicle of national brand advertis
ing.6 With some' variations, cinema, radio, music, sports; newspapers, 
television, and many lesser' forms have followed this path, with books among 
the last to do so. The change has transformed our culture and the ways we 
participate in it. It demands rethinking, not only of bourgeois ideas about 
culture but of central marxian oppositions like base and superstructure, pro
duction and reproduction.? Culture cannot, without straining, be understood 
as a reflex of basic economic activity, when culture is itself a core industry 
and a major source of capital accumulation. Nor can we bracket culture as 
reproduction, when it is inseparable from the making and selling of com
modities. We have at present a relatively new and rapidly changing cultural 
process that calls for new and flexible ways of thinking about culture.~ . 

My account may, however, have made it sound as if in one respect nothing 
has changed. Under monopoly capital, even more than when Marx and 
EngelsR wrote The German Ideology, the "class which has the means of mate
rial production at its disposal, has control at the same time over the means 

5. See the analysis In Paul A:'Baran and Paul M. 
Sweczy, MtmOf"'ly Capital: A .. Essay 011 I"" A ..... r. 
iean EcOtlom;c .. mI Social Order (New York, 1966). 
In pu blt.hing, the ascendancy of media packaging 
over simple book publishing has continued apace 
in recent years. See Thomas Whiteside, TIu Block· 
bu..ter Complex: Cotaglomemtes, Show Busi .. "ss, 
ami Book Publishi .. g (Mlddletown, Conn., 1981). 
The practices Whiteslde describes, along with the 
growth of national bookstore chains, have further 
altered the dynamic of publishing, thereby provid. 
ing another reason for terminating this study some· 
where around 1975 [Ohmann's notel. According 
to Marxist analysis, capitalism ineVitably leads to 
greater monopolistic control and less competition. 

6. See Ohmann's later study 5.111.., Cultll,.,,: 
Magazl .... s, Market., a .. cl Class al the Tu", of t"" 
C .... tu", (New York, Verso, 1996). 
7. See, for instance, Roymond Williams, "Base 
and Superstructure in Marxist Cultural Theory," 
New Left Review 82 (1973), 3..,16 [Ohmann's 
note]. The base I. the economic structure of soci
ety, which rrovldes the foundation for the super
structure 0 forms of social consciousness (legal, 
political, artistic, etc.). 
8. KARL MARX (1818-1883) and FRIEDRICH 
ENGELS (1820-1895), German social, economic, 
and political theorists; they wrote The Gentian ltU
nlngy (see above) In 1845-46. 
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of mental production." But does it still follow that, "thereby, generally speak
ing. the ideas of those who lack the means of mental production are subject 
to" the ruling class?9 The theory can explain contemporary reality only with 
an expanded and enriched understanding of "control" and "subject to." For 
although our ruling class owns the media and controls them formally, it does 
not exercise direct control over their content-does not now use them in the 
instrumental and ideological way that Marx and Engels identified 140 years 
ago. Mobi" "idea ads" are the exception, not the rule. . 

To return to the instance at hand: J\either the major stockholders of ITT 
and Xerox and ReA nor their boards ofC\lirectors played a significant role in 
deciding which novels of tl)e 1960s and early 1970s would gain acceptance 
as literature, and they certainly established no pouse rules-printing only 
those books that would advance their outlook on the world. (If they had done 
so, how could they have allowed, e.g., the Pantheon division of Random 
House virtually to enlist in 'the New Left?) They exercised control over pub
lishing in the usual abstract way: they sought a good return on investment 
and cared little whether it came from a novel by Bellow or by Krantz, or for 
that matter from novels or computer chips. And very few of the historical 
actors who did make critical decisions about fiction were members of the 
haute bourgeoisie. 2 Was class then irrelevant to the early shaping of a canon 
of fiction? Alternatively, did tf1e wQrking class make its own culture in this 
sphere? ' ' . If' , ' 

My argument points toward a conclusion diffE!rent from both of these, one 
that still turns upon class but not just upon the two great traditional classes. 
Intuitively, one can see that literary agents, editors, publicity people, review
ers, buyers of hardbound novels, taste-making intellectuals, critics, profes
sors, most of the students who took literary COUrSe!!, and, in fact, the writ~rs 
of the novels themselves, all had social affinities. They went to the same 
colleges, married one another, lived in the same neighborhoods, talked about 
the same movies, had ,to work fo~ their livings (but worked with their minds 
more than with their hands), and earned pretty good incomes. I hold that 
they belonged to a common class, one that itself emerged and grew up, o~Iy 
with monopoly capitalism. Following Barbara and John Ehrtmreich, I caU it 
the professional-manageri~l class.3 I characterize it by the affinities just men
tioned; by its conflicted relation to the ruling class (intelleCtuals managed 
that class's affairs and many of its institutions, and they 4erivecl benefits from 
this PQsition, but.they also strove for autonomy and for a somewh.litdifferent 
vision of the future); by its equally mixed relation to the working class (it 
dominated, supervised, taught, and planned for them, but even in ~oing so 
it also serveq and augmented capital); and by its own marginal positiol1 wi~h 
resp~ct to capital (its members didn't have the wealth to sit back andc'ip 

9. The Marx·E"gels Reader, ed, Robert C. Tucker 
(New York, 1972), p. 136 [Ohmann's note). ' 
1. The 011 company Mobll Corporation (now 
E""on Mobil Cof{,oration). 
2. The upper ml4dle class (French). 
3. See Barbara 'and John Ehrenrelch, "The Pro
fessional·Managerial Class," in Pat Walker, ed., 
BeiweeH Labor'nnd Caplf41 (Boston, 1979). Meth
odologically, I Join the Ehrenrelch, In holding that 
the ·point is not to "define" c1a.ses In some ahlo
torical way and that a notion of class is validated 

or invalidated by its power in theory, empirical 
explanation, and political practice. Hence I do not 
mean to be appropriating a pree",.ting definition 
of class in this essay and "applying" It to a partic
ular situation and problem; Rather, I Intend my 
argumertt and my evidence to help develop a more 
adequate picture of the way class has worked and 
works In the social process (Ohmann', note): Bar
bara Ehrenrelch' (b. 1941), American social critic 
and Journalist. John Ehrenrelch (b. 1943), Ameri
can sociologist. 
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coupons. but they had ready access to credit and most could choose-at 
least at an early stage in their careers-between working for themselves and 
selling their labor power to others). 

People in the professional-managerial class shared one relation to the 
bOUl-geoisie and another to the working class: they had many common social 
experiences and acted out similar styles of life. I hold that they also had
with of course many complexities and much variation-a common under
standing of the world and their place in it. In the remainder of this essay, I 
will look at some of the values. beliefs, and interests that constituted that 
class perspective, by considering the novels given cultural currency by those 
class members who produced. marketed, read, interpreted, and taught fic
tion. l\ly claim is that the needs and values of the professional-managerial 
class permeate the general form of these novels, as well as their categories 
of understanding and their means of representation. 

For my examples I wiII draw upon such works as Franny and Zooey, One 
Flew over the Cuckoo's Nest, The Bellj(Jr, Herzog, Port1JOY's Complaint, and 
Updike's Rabbit series." But what I say of these books is true of many other 
novels from the postwar period that have !Is yet a chance of becoming canon
ical. To glance ahead for a moment: dwse novels told stories of People trying 
to live a decent life in contemporary social settings, people represented as 
analogous to "us," rather than as "cases" to be examined an.q understood 
from a clinical distance. as in an older reaHstic convention. They are unhappy 
people. who move toward happiness. at least a bit, by the ends bf tht::ir stories. 

A premise of this fiction-nothing new to American literature but partic
ularly salient in this period-is that individual consciousness, not the social 
or historical field, is the locus of significant happening. In passing, note that 
on the level of style this premise authorizes variety, the pursuit of a unique 
and personal voice. But on the levels of conceptualization and story, the 
premise of individual autonomy has an opposite effect: it gives these fictions 
a common problem and drives their material into narratives that, seen from 
the middle distance, look very similar. ~ suggest that much precanonical. 
fiction of this period expresses. in Williams's term, a particular structure of 
feeling,~ that that structure of feeling was a common one for the class in 
question, and that novelists explored its contours before it was articulate~, 
in books of social commentary like Philip Slater's The Pursuit of Loneliness 
(1970) and Charles Reich's The Greening of America (I 970), or in films like 
The Gmduate,6 and certainly. before that structure of feeling informed a 
broad social movement or entereq conversational cliche, in phrases like "a 
sick society." "the establishmen~;' and "the system." (More avant-garde writ
Cl'S. outside the circuit of best-sellers, had given it earlier expression: the 
Beats. Mailer in Adl'ertiseme'1ts for A1yse{f, Barth in The End of the Road" 
etc. ) 

This structure of feeling gathered and strengthened during the postwar 

4. The sequels to Rabbit, R,,,, are R"bbit Redux 
(197 I "'. Rabbit Is Rid, (198 I). and (after the pub
lication of Ohmann's essay) Rabl>it ", nest ( 1990), 
Novels hot already mentioned: FraulI, ann Zooey 
(J 96 J " ily J. D. 5alinger; The Bell J(II' \ 196_~). by 
SvI"ia Ph.th. 
15: \Villimns has used this concept since writing 
C"It","e ""d Society, 1780-1950 (r-;ew York, 
] 958 l. Its most exact theoretical fOrlltulation is ill 

his Mat'Xism arui Literafure (New York, 1977) 
[Ohmann's note). 
6, An Academy Award-winning film (1967, dir. 
Mike Nichols), whose somewhat aimless title char
acter is unsure of his career and life plans after 
college graduation. 
7. A novel published in 1958. The Beats: members 
of a literarY and s"cial move!TIent of the 1950s who 
stressed unconventionality and rebelled against 
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period. It became rather intense by the early 19605. After 1965 it exploded 
into the wider cultural and political arena, when black rebellions, the student 
movement, the antiwar movement, and later the women's movement made 
it clear, right there in the headlines and on television, that not everyone 
considered ours an age of-only "happy problems."8 

In retrospect it is easy to understand some of the forces that generated 
this consciousness, To chart the connection, I will take a broad and specu
lative look at the historical experience of the class that endowed fiction with 
value and suggest how that eXperience shaped that class's concerns and 
neetls, before I turn at greater· length to the fiction that its members wrote, 
published, read; and preserved. 

Like everyone in the society, people in the professional-managerial class 
lived through a time when the United States was enjoying the spoils of World 
War n. It altogether dominated the "free world" for two decades, militarily, 
politically, and economically. Its power sufficed to give. it dominance among 
its allies and to prevent defections from the capitalist sphere,. though the 
"loss" of China and Cuba9 gave cause for worried vigilance. Its products and 
its capital flowed freely through most parts of the world (its very money was 
the currency of capitalism after .the Bretton· Woods and Dumbarton' Oaks 
agreements l ). U.S. values also flowed freely, borne by advertising; television 
shows, 'and the Reader's Digest 'more than by propaganda. The confidence 
one would expect to find in the metropolis of such an empire strengthened 
the feeling of righteotisness that .came from having defeated one set of ~ne
mies in war and having held .ilt bay another set in peace .. Both the war and 
the cold war fostered It chauvinistic and morally polarized conception of the 
world. They. were totalitarian monsters; we were an open society of free cit
izens pursuing a way of life superior to any.other, pastor present. . 

Furthermore, . that way of, life generated ,8 material prosperity that was 
historically unprecedented and that increased from one·year ·to the next. The 
pent-up buyirig power of the war period (never before or since has the broad 
.working class had so much ·money in the bank) eased the conversion from 
War production to production for consumers by providing capitalists with an 
enormous· and secure domestic market, and they: responded ~th rapid 
'investment and a flow of 'old and new,products. Affluence, like victory, in 
war, made people confident. that theyani:l'their society were doing things 
right. 

On.top of that; social conflict became muted. Inequality.remained as pro
·nollnced as ,it had been before,. but no more so, and the working class par

, ticipated in the steady growth of total produd.2 Though workers could not 

"square" middle-class· life. Advertisements for 
Myself < (959), a collection of Mailer's nctlon, non- . 
fiction, poems, and plays. 
11.. For a sampling of this consciousness, See ,Fler ••.. 
bert Gold's "ihe Age of Happy Probler'ns~ (1956; 
rpt. in a book of the same title, New York, 1962) 
[Ohmann's note). 
9. That Is, the institution In those countries of 
communist forms of government ·In 1949 and 
1959,respectively. 
l. Proposals drawn up in 1944 (at what was then 
a private estate In Washington, D.C.) that provided 
the bask plan' for the United .Natlons; chartered 
,the follOWing year. Bretton Woods: at the United 
Nations Monetary and Financial Conference at 

";< 
Bretton Woods, N,H., In 19,4~, the InternatIonal 
Monetary Fund and 'the In'tenu,tional Bank for 
Reconstruction and Oevelopment (the World 
~.nk) were ,created; headqu~ered in Washing
ton', D.C., they are intended to expand interna
tional trade by stabilizing exchanAe rates and 
promotirig investment, .~spet:tively. All calcula
tion.-at the UN, IMF;'and ·World Barik are based 
in dollars,' , ,', .' 
2 •. For.instance, the poorest 40·percent.offlimilies 
in the country received 16.8 percent of the ineome 
in 1947 and 16.9 percent in 1960, while the per
centage going to the ·richest !i percent .went from 
17.2 percent to 16.8 percent. The top 1 percent 
owned 23.3 percent of the nation's _It" in 1945 
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see any narrowing of the divide between themselves and higher classes, the 
postwar generation experienced an absolute gain, both from year to year and 
by comparison with the 1930s; many perceived this gain as a softening of 
class lines. The sense of economic well-being that results from such an expe
rience of history promoted allegiance to the social order, as did the tightening 
bonds between unions and management, amounting to a truce in class con
flict within the assumptions of the welfare state. Cold war propaganda helped 
make it possible-especially for those who managed the new arrangements 
and lived in suburbs-to see our society as a harmonious collaboration. 

Developments in business additionally gave support to this image of har
mony. There was a rapid growth and sophistication of advertising, which not 
only sold products but continued to shape people into masses, for the pur
pose of selling those products and advancing a whole way of life whose cor
nerstones were the suburban home, the family, and the automobile. Leisure 
and social life became more private, drained of class feeling and even of the 
feeling of interdependence. 

Politics seemed nearly irrelevant to such a life. Moreover, the boundaries 
of respectable political debate steadily closed in through the 1950s. On one 
side, socialism was pushed off the agenda by union leaders almost as vigor
ously as by Truman, McCarthy, the blacklisters, the PBI.3 On the other side, 
businessmen gradually abandoned the tough old capitalist principles of 
laissez-faire and espoused a more benign program of cooperation with lab or 
and government. The spectrum of discussable ideas reached only from cor
porate liberalism to welfare-state liberalism; no worider some thought they 
were witnessing the end of ideology.4 

Consider the· experience of the class that creates the canon of fiction in 
such an environment. Not only were its numbers and its prosperity growing 
rapidly along with its institutions but every public voice seemed to be saying 
to intellectuals, professionals, technical elites; and managers: "History is 
over, though progress continues. There is no more poverty. Everyone is mid
dle class. The state is a friendly power; capable of smoothing out the abra
sions of the economic system, solving its problems one by one through 
legislation that itself is the product of your ideas and values. You have 
brought a neutral and a humane rationality to the supervision of public life 
(exemplified beautifully by that parade of Harvard intellectuals to WashHig
ton in 1961 ~). Politics is for experts, not ideologues. You are, therefore, the 
favored people, the peacemakers, the technicians of an intelligent society, 
justly rewarded with quick promotions, respect, and adequate incomes. So 
carry forward this valued social mission, which in no way conflicts with indi-

and 27.4 percent in 1962. These figures come from 
tables complied by Frank Ackerman and Andrew 
Zimbalist, "Capitalism and InequalilY in the 
United States," in Richard C. Edwards, Michacl 
Reich, and Thomas E. Welsskopf, cds., Th" Capi· 
talist System: A Radical A_lysis of American Soci
et,., 2d ed. (Enj!lewood Cliffs, N.]., 1978). pp. 298, 
301 [Ohmann s notel. 
3. Representative figures of the cold war: Harry S. 
Truman (1884-1972), as U.S. president (1945-
53), strongly opposed the spread of communist 
forms of government In the world; ]oseph McCar
thy (I908-1957), U.S. senator from Wisconsin 
(1947-57), made largely unsubstantiated charges 
of Communist Infiltration In American govern-

ment and industry in the early 19500: "the black
listers" refused to hire those in the entertainment 
Industry accused of having some connection to 
communism, following public congressional hear
Ings by the House Committee on Un-American 
Activities that began In I 947; the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation secretly and sometimes illegally 
gathered Information about American citizens who 
were alleged to be subveroives. 
4. See Daniel Bell, The End of Ideology (Glencoe, 
Ill.: Free Press, J 960). 
5. During the presidency of John F. Kennedy 
0917-1963; president, 1961-63}, many intellec
tuals from Harvard University and elsewhere were 
appointed to positions In government. 
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vidual achievement. Enjoy your prestige and comforts. Fulfill yourselves on 
the terrain of private life." 

But because the economic underpinnings of this consciousness were of 
course not unchanging and free of conflict, because material interdepend
ence was an ever more pervasive fact, 6 whether perceived or r)O~, because 
society cannot be wished away, because freedom on such terms is an illu
sion-for all these reasons, the individual pursuit of happiness contiqued ~o 
be a problem. Yet myth, ideology, and experience assured the professional
managerial class that no real barriers w~uld prevent personal satisfaction, so 
it was easy to nourish t",e suspiclon thaf)any perceived lack was one's own 
fault. If unhappy, one mus/be personally maladjusted, perhaps even neu
rotic. I am suggesting that fqr the people who wrote, read, promoted, and 
preserved fiction, social con'tr~di~tions were easily displaced into i",ages of 
personal illness.? . 

.. .. .. 
What I hope to have accomplished ...... is to have given concrete enough 

form to the following powerful yet vague ideas about culture and value,. so 
that they may be criticized and perf1aps qeveloped. (1) A canon-Il shared 
understanding of what literature is :worth preserving-takes shape fhrough 
a troubled historical process. (2) It e~erges 'hrough specific institut.ons and 
practices, not in some historically' iilVafiant way; (3) These institutions are 
likely to have a rather well-defined class base. (4) Although the ruling ideas 
and myths may indeed be, in every age, the ideas and myths of the ruling 
class, the ruling class in advanced c~pitalist societies does not advance its 
ideas directly through its control of tJie means Qf "",ental production. Rather, 
a subordinate but influential class shapes culture in ways that express its 
own 'interests and experience and th~t sometimes turn on ruling-class values 
rather critically-yet in a nonreir~hJt~onary period end up confirming root 
elements of the dominant ideology, such as the premise of individu~lism. I 
hope, in short, to have given a usable and attackable account of the hege
monic process and to have added' content to the claim that aesthetic value 
arises from class conflict. 

6. That is, people relied on others. through the 
intermediary of the market, for more and more 
goods and services. In an ordinary day's "con~um· 
ing," each of us depends on the rast and present 
labor of hundreds of million. 0 workers world
wide. But of course this is easy to forget, since that 
loaf of bread magically appears on the store .helf 
and the only labor we see is that ofthe checker and 

1983 

the bagger [Ohmann's note). 
7. In the c1~sing section of the e •• ay, omitted 
here, O~mann' document. 'peclfic example. of 
what he \:all. "illness storie .... such as ~ Bell Jar, 
Fn.nny aKd Zoo..,., and One Flew over the Cuc1coo·. 
Nest, arguing that their depictions of mental Illness 
rppretent the, "social fragmentation wrought by 
modern U.S. capitalism. 
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The career of Stuart Hali, perhaps the single most prominent and influential theorist 
of British cultural studies. exemplifies the theoretical and political trajectory of late
twentieth-century intellectuals from the New Left of the 1960s through the engage
ment with poststructuralism in the 1970s to the cultural politics of the 1980s and 
1990s. Born in Jamaica in 1932, Hall came to Britain as a Rhodes Scholar in 1951 
and has never left. As he explains it, a combination of vexed family relations and his 
own intense involvement in the fm'mation of Britain's New Left made him miss the 
moment when he might ha\'e returned to the Caribbean. Instead, his racial and 
national difference as a black colonial subject rendered him a "familiar stranger" in 
his adopted home, occupying a "diasporic" position of knowing two "places intimately" 
(Jamaica and England), while being "not wholly of either place." 

Hall's work within New Left circles, including his position as a founding editor of 
the influential New Left· Relliew. kept him from completing his graduate work at 
Oxford University. The British New Left strove to create a non-Stalinist, noncom
munist socialism that could influence Labour Party policies and move intellectual 
and political paradigms from a sole focus on economic factors to a more complex 
undel'standing of the multiple determinants of people's allegiances, attitudes, and 
beliefs. Interested in popular culture (as were those who laid the groundwork for 
British cultural studies, E. P. Thompson. RAYMOND WILLIAMS, and Richard Hoggart), 
Hall worked with the Education Department of the British Film Institute In the early 
sixties. which ,in 1961 led to his appointment at the University of London as the first 
"lecturer in film and mass media studies" in Britain. He moved to the University of 
Birmingham in 1964 to join Hoggart's newly formed Centre for Contemporary Cul
tural Studies, remaining there until 1979 and serving as the center's director during 
much of that time. He spent the years from 1979 until his retirement in 1998 at the 
Open University. 

The Birmingham years have become legendary. with his work done at th~ Open 
Uni\'{>rsity only slightly less so. Many figures later important in cultural studies (for 
instance, DICK HEBDIGE, Hazel Carby. Angela McRobbie, Paul Gilroy, and Larry 
Gwssbel'g) were students or co-workers of HaU's at some point. Collaborative work 
was the norm at both places; this founding work In cultural studies characteristically 
came to the world in the form of edited volumes in which eight to twelve authors ~ _ 
address a topic, arguing with each other but also moving toward an overarchingdelin
cation of the factors that need to be considered if the topic is to be adequately 
analwcd. 

H;.II. like PAUL DE MAN, was a charismatic teacher, and his immense Influence is 
only partially captured in his written work. An essayist, he has produced no single 
distillation of his views, and his picces are scattered in journals and edited volumes 
that aI'C often hard to find. But the essay form is suited to his intellectual tempera
ment. which is self-consciously nondogmatic, restless, and open to new ideas and 
changing social conditions. . 

To some extent, Hall's intellectual stance bedevils cultural studies, especially as it 
becomes institutionalized in American universities. The dialogic, multivoiced incep
tion of cultural studies makes it a moving target. engaged in a series of debates with 
variolls formalized intellectual paradigms (notably Marxism, anthropological and 
sociological functionalism, and IIcstheticist literary criticism), all the while avoiding 
definitive statements of its own position. Hall advocates a "cultural studies ... that 
is always self-reflectively deconstructing itself .... Let me put it this way: you have 
to bc sUI-e about a position to teach a class, but you have to be open-minded enough 
to know that you are going to change your mind by the time you teach it next week." 
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Over the years, Hall's work has been influenced by Western Marxism, poststructur
alism (especially MICHEL FOUCAULT), critical race theory, and feminism, as he makes 
clear in our selection, Such openness has been. characterized by some critics of cul
tural studies as its willingness and" ability to absorb anything, a kind of academic 
imperialism that lacks intellectual or disciplinary boundaries or values . 

. Hall's wariness about a codification of cultural studies comes through in our selec
tion, "Cultural Studies and Its Theoretical Legacies" (1992), although certain traits 
typical of British cultural studies, can be identified. The primary feature is a commit
ment to the political. relevance of intellectual work. British cultural studies is an 
outgrowth of leftist.politics, born of the theoretical need for alternatives to a.vulgar 
Matxism that is rooted in class politics and economic determinism. As an offshoot of 
Marxism, this cultural studies is· aligned with ANTONio GRAMSCI' against the more 
pessimistic visions of the Frankfurt School (see MAX HORKHEIMER AND THEODOR W. 

ADORNO) and LOUIS ALTHUSSER. Adapting Gramsci's crucial notion of hegemony, Hall 
emphasizes the ways in which the power of ruling elites is constituted and reconsti
tuted within a complex cultural scene that: affords various possibilities for action. 
Rather than stressing the ways that power, through ideology, imposes a'mode of life 
on passive social subjects, he uses the concept of hegemony to provide a· more 
dynamic vision of ongoing struggles among all members of society, with only tem
porary and always fragile victories by any particular group. Hall's interest in con
necting intellectuals "organically" to these political struggles also follows Gramsci's 
lead. But such Gramscian elements in Hallare.elaborated through an engagement 
with Foticault, as he details power's dispersion -through a whole social order, the 
processes of subject formation, aml the power/knowledge produced by intellectual 
discourses. 

What has confused-and 'sometimes infuriated-many academics abou't cultural 
studies is its refusal to declare a prevailing methodology and a designated object of 
study, two features required of traditional academic disciplines. Cultural studies 
strives to analyze the hegemonic practices by which social groups are bound (insti
tutionally,intellectually, emotionally, and economically) to dominant social forms. 
And it examines how forces of resistance creatively intervene in those practices. Since 
hegemony works through and on every social site and practice, cultural studies has 
deemed anything a potential object of study and has adapted any disciplinary meth~ 
odology that might prove useful, ranging from surveys, case studies, and personal 
observation to textual explication, institutional analysis, and political critique, Partly 
in response to intellectual elitism, partly by happenstance; and pardy as a form of 
leftls.t populism, much cultural studies work has focused on popular, as contrasted 
to high, culture. But anyaetlvity through which people negotiate their relationship 
to society and to the disparate forces and institutions In their lives is fair game for its 
attention. 

The absence of a prevailing methodology does not inean that cultural studies lacks 
a !theory. Hall's scattered essays have addressed a wide array of theoretical Issues and, 
when taken together, delineate a comprehensive overview of the driving 'questions 
and .angles of approach followed by many cl!ltural studies practitioners. Processes of 
Identity formation are central, as are the concepts of "conjuncture" and "articulation." 
Hall, like most Marxists, is a "conflict theorist": one who views the social field as a 
dynamic site of numerous contending forces. Within that field, he refuses to recognize 
any stable identities-either group (like class) or personal (like ethnicity). Identity for 
him is always in the process of being constituted by prevailing social norms, institu
·tions, and subject positions, as well as by particular struggles against those would-be 
determinants. Identity, in other words, is a battleground; where the meaning' of social 
life is being forged and contested. Here :as elsewhere, Hall relies on the concept of 
"conjuncture," the idea that everything exists simultaneously amid specific historical 
forces in process and amid specific determinant structures. The elements within 'any 
conjuncture and the relations o.f force among them are differently "articulated" at 
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different times and places. Each conjuncture has its own configuration. Social groups, 
including intellectuals, will work to make their "articulation" of a given constellation 
of elements prevail. 

For Hall, no dominant order can ever provide a seamless, synthetic-, permanent 
vision. All hegemonies must be continually produced by very specific acts of public 
articulation. Cultural studies is interested in mapping the particular constellation of 
identities and hegemonic articulations at various social sites; it often focuses on 
dynamic tensions between mainstream norms and marginalized groups, studying how 
cultural materials are creatively resignified to fit the nonstandard purposes of such 
resistant groups. Typical counterhegemonic materials might include a punk 'zine, 
women's shop-floor gossip, romance novels, and rap poetry. A typical cultural studies 
research project might examine the circuits of production, distribution, and con
sumption through which such "discourses" pass. 

Critics of Hall's work are divided between traditional leftists who object that he 
overemphasizes a cultural politics of resistance at the expense of a socioeconomic 
politics focused on systematic inequalities and- poststructuralist opponents who see 
the concept of hegemony as aspiring to a totalized vision-that misses the irreducible 
heterogeneity of the social field. Nevertheless, HalI's-and cultural studies'-impor
tance for contemporary literary studies rests most crucially perhaps on his insistence 
in "Cultural Studies and Its Theoretical Legacies" that "textuality is never enough." 
That is to say, Hall insists on linking literary theory's understanding of meaning pro
duction and textual interpretation with social theory's delineation of conflicting forces 
within the social field. If a literary critic believes that any interpretation of a literary 
text must consider both the social forces that contribute to the text's production and 
the hegemonic work that the text does, then he or she has taken up the concerns and 
questions that characterize cultural studies. 
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Studies Group, Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (1978), and The Empire 
Strikes Back: Race and Racism in 70s Britain, edited by the Centre for Contemporary 
Cultural Studies (I982), are important early collections that extend cultural studies 
into studies of gender, race, and postcolonialism. The best biographical sources are 
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The excellent set of essays in the Morley and Chen volume is the best place to start 
for critical responses to Hall. Graeme Turner's British Cultural Studies: An Introduc
tion (2d ed., 1996) and Dennis Dworkin's Cultural Marxism in Postwar Britain His
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work in its intellectual and institutional contexts. On the intersection of Hall's post
colonial identity with his theoretical work, see Grant Farred, ''You Can Go Home 
Again. You Just Can't Stay: Stuart Hall and the Caribbean Diaspora," Research in 
African Literatures 2 7.4 (I 996). The Morley and Chen volume has a complete bib
liography of Hall's published work ... 

Cultural Studies '-Qnd Its Theoretical Legacies 
"\ 

This Confe·rence ' provides·' us with an opportunity for a moment of self
reflection on cultural studies as a practice, on its institutional positioning, and 
what Lidia Curti2 so effectively reminds us is both the marginality and the cen
trality of its practitioners as critical intellectuals. Inevitably, this involves 
reflecting on, and intervening in, the project of cultural studies itself. 

My title, "Cultural Studies and Its The~retical Legacies," suggests a look 
back to the past, to consult ahd think about the Now and the Future of 
cultural studies by way of a retrospective glance. It does seem necessary to 
do some genealogical and archaeological work on the archive. Now the ques
tion of the archives is extremely difficult for me because, where cultural 
studies is concerned, I sometirl1es feel like a tableau vivant,~ a spirit of the 
past resurrected, laying claim to the authority of an origin. After all, didn't 
cultural studies emerge somewhere at that moment when I first met Ray
mond Williams, or in the glance t exchanged with Richard Hoggart?4 In that 
moment, cultural studies was born; it emerged full grown from the head!S I 
do want to talk about the past, but definitely not in that way. I don't want to 
talk about British cultural studi~s (which is in any case a pretty awkward 
signifier for me) in a patriarchal way, as the keeper of the conscience of 
cultural studies, hoping to police you back into line with what it really was 
if only you knew. That is .to say, I want to absolve myself of the many burdens 
of representation which people carry around-I carry around at least three: 
I'm expected to speak for the entire black race on all questions theoretical, 
critical, etc., and sometimes for British politics, as well as for cultural studies. 
This is what is known as the black person's burden,6 and I would like to 
absolve myself of it at this moment. 

That means, paradoxically, speaking autobiographically. Autobiography is 
usually thought of as seizing the authority of authenticity. But in order not 
to be authoritative, I've got to speak autobiographically. I'm going to tell you 
about my own take on certain theoretical legacies and moments in cultural 
studies, not because it is the truth or the only way of telling the history. I 
myself have told it many other ways before; and I intend to tell it in a different 
way later. But just at this moment, for this conjuncture, I want to take a 
position in relation to the "grand narrative'" of cultural studies for the pur-

1. "Cultural Studies Now and In the Future." held 
In April 1990 at the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign. 
2. Italian academic working in cultural studies (b. 
1947). 
3. Living picture (French). 
4. Hoggart (b. 1918) and WILLlAMS (1921-1988), 
both British academics and early practition"rs of 
cultural studies. 
5. That Is. like Athena (goddess of wisdom) born 

from the head of Zeus (king of the gods), In Greek 
mythology. 
6. An allusion to "The White Man's Burden" 
(1899), a poem by Rudyard Klpling that paints 
Imperialism as the duty of the "advanced" peoples. 
7. JEAN-FRANCOIS LYOTARD (1925-1998) defined 
postmodernism a.s a skeptlcism toward any "grarid 
narrative" that offers an ail-encompassing vision of 
history'S trajectory. 
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poses of opening up some reflections on cultural studies as a practice, on 
our institutional position. and on its project. I want to do that by referring 
to some theoretical legacies or theoretical moments, but in a very particular 
way. This is not a commentary on the success or effectiveness of different 
theoretical positions in cultural studies (that is for some other occasion). It 
is an attempt to say something about what certain theoretical moments in 
cultural studies have been Hke for me, and from that position, to take some 
bearings about the general question of the politics of theory. 

Cultural studies is a discursive formation, in Foucault's8 sense. It has no 
simple origins, though some of us were present at some point when it first 
named itself in that way. Much of the work out of which it grew, in my own 
experience, was already present in the work of other people. Raymond Wil
Hams has made the same point, charting the roots of cultural studies in the 
eady adult education movement in his essay on "The Future of Cultural 
Studies" (1989). "The relation between a project and a formation is always 
decisive," he says, because they are "different ways of materializing ... then 
of describing a common disposition of energy and direction." Cultural stud
ies has multiple discourses; it has a number of different histories. It is a 
whole set of formations; it has its own different conjunctures and moments 
in the past. It included many different kinds of work. I want to insist on that! 
It always was a set of unstable formations. It was "centered" only in quotation 
marks, in a particular kind of way which I want to define in a moment. It 
had many trajectories; many people had and have different trajectories 
through it; it was constructed by a number of different methodologies and 
theoretical positions, all of them in contention. Theoretical work in the Cen
tre for Contemporary Cultural Studies9 was more appropriately called the
oretical noise. It was accompanied by a great deal of bad feeling, argument, 
unstable anxieties, and angry silences. 

:\Iow, does it follow that cultural studies is riot a policed disciplinaryarea? 
That it is whatever people do, if they choose to call or locate themselves 
within the project and practice of cultural studies? I am not happy with that 
formulation either. Although cultural studies as a project is open-ended, it 
can't he simply pluralist in that way. Yes, it refuses to be a master discourse 
01- a meta-discourse of any kind. Yes, it is a project that is always open to ~' 
that \\'hich it, doesn't yet know. to that which it can't yet name. But it does 
ha\'e some will to connect; it does have some stake in the choices it makes. 
It does matter whether cultural studies is this or that. It can't be just any old 
thing which chooses to march under a particular banner. It is a serious 
enterprise. or project, and that is inscribed in what is sometimes called the 
"political" aspect of cultural studies. Not that there's one politics already 
inscribed in it. But there is something at stake in cultural studies, in a way 
that I think, and hope, is not exactly true of many other very important 
intellectual and critical practices. Here one registers the tension between a 
refusal to close the field, to police it and, at the same time, a determination 
to stake out some positions within it and argJ.le for them. That is the ten
sion--the dialogic approach to theory-that I want to try to speak to in a 
number of different ways in the course of this paper. I don't believe knowl-

8. MIC:IlEL FnUCAULT (1926-19801). French phi
losopher and historian of ideas. 
9. FOllnded ut the University of Birmingham hy 

Richard Hoggart in 1964; Hall served as the cen
ter', director from 1968 to 1979. 



1900 I STUART HALL 

edge is closed, but I do believe that politks is impossiblewithout.what I have 
called "the arbitrary closure"; ;without 'what; Homi ,Bhabha l called social 
agency as an arbitrary closure. That is to say, I don't understand a practice 
which aims to make a difference in the, world I ,which doesn't have some 
points of difference or distinction which, it'has to, stake out, which ,really 
matter. It is a question of positionalities. Now, it is true that those position
alities are never final, they're never absolute. They can't be translated intact 
from one conjuncture to another; they cannot be depended on to remain in 
the same place. I want to go back to that moment of "staking out a wager" 
in cultural studies, to those moments in which the positions began to matter. 

This is a way of opening the question bfthe "worldliness" of cultural stud
ies, to borrow a term from Edward Said.2 I am not dwelling on the secular 
connotations of the metaphor of worldliness here, but on, the worldliness of 
cultural studies. I'm dwelling on the "dirtiness" of it: the dirtiness of the 
semiotic game, if I can put it that way. I'm trying to. return the project of 
cultural studies from, the clean air of meaning and textuality and theory to 
the something nasty down below. This involves the difficult exercise of exam
ining some of the key theoretical turns or moments in cultural studies. 

The first trace that I want to deconstruct has to do with a view of British 
cultural studies which often distinguishes it by the fact that, .at a certain 
moment, it became a Marxist critical practice. What exactly does that assig
nation. of cultural. studies as a Marxist critical theory mean'? How can we 
think cultural studies at that moment'? What moment is it we are speaking 
of'? What does that mean' for the theoretical legacies, .traces, and aftereffects 
which Marxism.continues to have in cultural studies'? There are a number 
of ways of telling that history, and let me remind you that I'm not .proposing 
this as the only story. Butl do, want to set it up in what I think may be a 
slightly surprising way to you. .J 

I entered cultural·studies from the New Left, and the New Left always 
regarded Marxism '.asa problem" as trouble, as danger,not as a . solution. 
Why'? It had nothing to do with theoretical questions as such .or in isolation. 
It had to do with the fact that my own (and its own) political formation 
occurred in a moment historically very much like the one' we are in now~ 
which I am astonished that'so few people have addressed-the moment of 
the disintegration of a certain kind of Marxism, In fact, -the first British New 
Left emerged ih 1956 at the 'moment : of. the disintegration of an entire 
historical/political project.,) In,that sertse I came into.Marxism backwards: 
against the Soviet tanks in' Budapest,as it were. What I mean by that is 
certainly not that I wasn't profoundly, and that cultural studies then wasn't 
from the beginning, profoundly influenced by the questions that Marxism as 
a theoretical project put on the agenda: the power, the global reach, and 
history-making capacities of capital; the question of cl;tss; the complex rela~ 
tionships between. power, which is an easier terin to establish in' the 
discourses of culture than exploitation, and, exploitation; the question of a 
general theory which could, in a critical:way, connect together in a critical 
reflection different·domains of life, politics and th~ory, theory and practice, 

I. Indian postcolonlal theorist and critic (b. 
1949); BHABHA makes this point In ''The Postco
lonlal and the Postmodern: A Question of Agency," 
In J1u, Location of Culture (1994). 
2. Palestinian-born American literary and cultural 
critic and social activist (b. 1935); for SAID'S dls-

cusslon of "worldliness," see chapter 1 of J1u, 
World, th" Text, and the Critic (1983). 
3. That is, whim Sovlet'troops suppressed a short
lived anti-Communist' and aritl-SovIet rebellion in 
Hungary in October 19~6. . 
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economic, political, ideological questions, and so on; the notion of critical 
knowledge itself and the production of critical knowledge as a practice. 
These important, central questions are what one meant by working within 
shouting distance.of Marxism, working on Marxism, working against Marx
ism, working with it, working to try to develop Marxism. 

There never was a prior moment when cultural studies and Marxism rep
resented a perfect theoretical fit. From the beginning (to use this way of 
speaking for a moment) there was always-already the question of the great 
inadequacies, theoretically and politically, the resounding silences, the great 
evasions of Marxism-the things that Marx did not talk about or seem to 
understand which were our privileged object of study: culture, ideology, lan
guage, the symbolic.4 These were always~already, instead, the things which 
had imprisoned Marxism as a mode of thought, as an activity of critical 
practice-its orthodoxy, its doctrinal character, its determinism, its reduc
tionism, its immutable law of history, its status as a metanarrative. That is 
to say, the encounter between British cultural studies and Marxism has first 
to be understood ·as the engagement with a problem....,-not a theory, not even 
a problematic. It begins, and develops through the critique of a certain reduc
tionism and economisin, which I think-is not extrinsic but intrinsic to Marx
ism; a contestation with the model of base and superstructure, through 
which sophisticated and vulgar Marxism alike had tried to think the rela
tionships between society, economy, and culture. It was located and sited in 
a necessary and prolonged and as yet unending contestation with the ques
tion of false consciousness. In my own case, it required a not~yet~completed 
contestation with the profound Eurocentrism of Marxist .theory. I want to 
make this very precise. It is not just a matter of where Marx happened to be 
born, and of what he talked about, but of the model at the center of the most 
developed parts of Marxist theory, which suggested that capitalism evolved 
organically from within its own transformations. Whereas I came from a 
society where the profound integument of capitalist society, economy, and 
culture had been imposed by conquest and colonization. This is a theoretical, 
not a vulgar critique. I don't blame Marx because of where he was born; I'm 
questioning the theory for the model around which it is articulated: its Euro-
centrism. ~" 

I want to suggest a different metaphor for theoretical work: the metaphor 
of struggle, of wrestling with the angels. The only theory worth having is that 
which you have to fight off, not that which you speak with profound fluency. 
I mean to say something later about the astonishing theoretical fluency of . 
cultural studies now. But my own experience of theory--,.and Marxism is 
certainly a case in point-is of wrestling with the angels-a metaphor you 
can take as literally as you like. I remember wrestling with Althusser.5 I 
remember looking at the idea of "theoretical practice" in Reading Capital 
and thinking, "I've gone as far in this book as it is .proper to go." I felt, I will 
not give an inch to this profound misreading, this super-structuralist mis
translation, of classical Marxism, unless he beats me down, unless he defeats 
me in the spirit. He'll have to march over me to convince me. I warred with 
him, to the death. A long, rambling piece I wrote (Hall, 1974)6 on Marx's 

4. On the writings of the German economic and 
political philosopher KAIlL MAIlX (1818-1883) per
taining to culture, see above. 
5. LOUIS ALTHUSSER (1918-1990), Frcnchphilos-

opher. Reading Capital was published in 1965. 
6. Stuart Hall, "Marx's Notes on Method: A'Read· 
Ing' of the 1857 Introduction," Working Pape ... in 
Cultural Studi". 6 (1974) [Hall's note]. 
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1857 Introduction to The Grundrisse, in which I tried to stake out the dif
ference between structuralism in Marx's epistemology and Althusser's, was 
only the tip of the iceberg of this long engagement. And that is not simply a 
personal question. In the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, for five 
or six years, long after the anti-theoreticism or resistance to theory of cultural 
studies had been overcome, and we decided, in a very un-British way, we 
had to take the plunge into theory, we walked right around the entire cir
cumference of European thought, in order not to be, in any simple capitu
lation to the zeitgeist, Marxisi5:\We read German idealism, we read Weber 
upside down, we read Hegelian idealism,7 we read idealistic art criticism. 
(I've written about this in the article called "The Hinterland of Science: 
Sociology of Knowledge" [1980] as well as in "Cultural Studies and the Cen
tre: Some Problems and Problematics" [1980].)8 

So the notion that Marxism and cultural studies slipped into place, rec
ognized an immediate affinity, joined hands in some teleological or Hegelian 
moment of synthesis, and there was the founding moment of cultural studies, 
is entirely mistaken. It couldn't have been more different from that. And 
when, eventually, in the seventies, British cultural studies did advance-in 
many different ways, it must be said-within the problematic of Marxism, 
you should hear the term problematic in a genuine way, not just in a 
formalist-theoretical way: as a problem; as much libout struggling against the 
constraints and limits of that model as about the necessary questions it 
required us to address. And when, in the end, In my own work, I tried to 
learn from and work with the theoretical gains of Gramsci,9 it was only 
because certain strategies of evasion had forced Gramsci's work, in a number 
of different ways, to respond to what I can only call (here's another metaphor 
for theoretical work) the conundrums of theory, the things which Marxist 
theory couldn't answer, the things about the modern world which Gramsci 
discovered remained unresolved within the theoretical framework of grand 
theory-Marxism-in which he continued to work. At a certain point, the 
questions I still wanted to address in short were inaccessible to me except 
via a detour through Grarrii;ci. Not because Gramsci resolved them but 
because he at least addressed many of them. I don't want to go through what 
it is I personally think cultural studies in the British context, in a certain 
period, learned from Gramsci: immense amounts about the nature of culture 
itself, about the discipline of the conjunctural, about the importance of his
torical specificity, about the enormously productive metaphor of hegemony, 
about the way in which one can think questions of class relations only by 
using the displaced notion of ensemble arid blocs. These are the particular 
gains of the "detour" via Gramsci, but I'm not trying to talk about that. I 
want to say, in this context, I;lbout Gram:;ci, that while Gramsci belonged 
and belongs to the problematic of Marxism, his importance for this moment 
of British cultural studies is precisely the degree to which he radically dis
placed some of the inheritances of Marxism in cultural studies. The radical 
character of Gramsci's "displacement" of Marxism has not yet been under-

7. In some respects, Marx's materialism was a 
reaction against the idealist philosophy of GEORG 
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stood and probably won't ever be reckoned with, now we are entering the 
era of post-Marxism. Such is the nature of the movement of history and of 
intellectual fashion. But Gramsci also did something else for cultural studies, 
and I want to say a little bit about that because it refers to what I call the 
need to l'eflect on our institutional position, and our intellectual practice. 

I tI"ied on many occasions. and other people in British cultural studies and 
at the Centre especially have tried, to describe what it is we thought we were 
doing with the kind of intellectual work we set in place in the Centre. I have 
to confess that, though rve read many, more elaborated and sophisticated, 
accounts, Gramsci's account still seems to me to come closest to expressing 
what it is I think we were trying to do. Admittedly, there's a problem about 
his phrase "the production of organic intellectuals."1 But there is no doubt 
in my mind that we were trying to find an institutional practice in cultural 
studies that might produce an organic intellectual. We didn't know previ
ously what that would mean, in the context of Britain in the 1970s, and we 
weren't sure we would recognize him or her if we managed to produce it. 
The problem about the concept of an organic intellectual is that it appears 
to align intellectuals with an emerging historic movement and we couldn't 
tell then, and can hardly tell now, where that emerging historical movement 
was to be found. We were organic intellectuals without any organic point of 
reference; organic intellectuals with a nostalgia or will or hope (to use Gram
sci's phrase from another context) that at some point we would be prepared 
in intellectual work for that kind of relationship, if such a conjuncture ever 
appeared. More truthfully, we were prepared to imagine or model or simulate 
such a relationship in its absence: "pessimism of the intellect, optimism of 
the wilI."2 

But I think it is very important that Gramsci's thinking around these ques
tions certainly captures part of what we were about. Because a second aspect 
of Gramsci's definition of intellectual work, which I think has always been 
lodged somewhere close to the notion of cultural studies as a project, has 
been his requirement that the "organic intellectual" must work on two fronts . 
a.t one and the same time. On the one hand, we had to be at the very forefront 
of intellectual theoretical work because, as Gramsci says, it is the job of the 
organic intellectual to know more than the traditional intellectuals do: reall}' . 
know, not just pretend to know, not just to have the facility of knowledge~ 
but to know deeply and profoundly. So often knowledge for Marxism is pure 
recognition-the production again of what we have always known! If you are 
in the game of hegemony you have to be smarter than "them." Hence, there 
are no theoretical limits from which cultural studies can turn back. But the 
second aspect is just as crucial: that the organic intellectual cannot absolve 
himself or herself from the responsibility of transmitting those ideas, that 
knowledge, through the intellectual function, to those who do not belong, 
pmfessionally, in the intellectual class. And unless those two fronts are oper~ 
sting at the same time, or at least unless those two ambitions are part of the 
project of cultural studies, you can get enormous theoretical advance without 
any engagement at the level of the political project. 

I'm extremely anxious that you should not decode what I'm saying as an 

I. That is, the thinking element that guides their 
particular class; Gramsci sets organic intellectuals 
again .. t "traditional intellectuals" (e.g.~ scienti5ts 

and academics). 
2. Quoted from Gramscl's Prison NotebooTu 
(1948-51). 
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anti-theoretical discourse. It is. not anti-theory, 'but it does have something 
to do with the conditions and problems of developing intellectual and the
oretical work as a political practice. It is an extremely difficult road, not 
resolving the tensions between those two requirements, but living with them. 
Gramsci never asked us to resolve them, but he gave us a practical example 
of how to live with them. We never produced organic intellectuals (would 
that we had) at the Centre. We never connected with that rising historic 
movement; it was a metaphoric exercise. Nevertheless, metaphors are serious 
things. They affect one's practice: I'm trying to redescribe cultural studies as 
theoretical work whiCh'must go on and On living with that tension. 

I want to look at two other theoretical moments in cultural studies which 
interrupted the already-interrupted history of its formation. Some of these 
developments came as it were from outer space: they were not at'all gener
ated from the inside, they were not part of an inner-unfolding general theory 
of culture. Again and again, the so-called unfolding of cultural studies was 
interrupted by a break, by real ruptures, by exterior forces; the interruption, 
as it were, of new ideas, which decentered what looked like the accumulating 
praCtice of the work. There's another metaphor for theoretical work: theo
retical work as interruption. 

There were at least two interruptions in the work of the Centre for Con
temporary Cultural Studies: The ,first around feminism, and the second 
around questions of race. This is not an attempt to sum up the theoretical 
and political advances and consequences for British cultural studies of the 
feminist intervention; that is for another time, another place. But I don't 
want, either, to invoke that moment in an operi:'ended and casual way. For 
cultural studies (in addition to many other theoretical projects), the inter
vention of feminism wss specific and decisive. It was rupturaI. It rebrganized 
the field in quite concrete ways. First, the opening of the question of the 
per.onal as political, and its consequences for chanKing the obJect of study 
tn, cultural studies, was completely revolutionary in a theoretical and prac
tical way. Second, the radical expansion of the fiotion of power, which had 
hitherto been very much developed within the "framework of the notion of 
the public, the public domain, with the effect that we could not use the term 
power-so key to the earlier problematic of hegemony-in the same way. 
Third, the centraIrty of questions of gender and sexuality to the understand
ing of power itself. Fourth, the opening of many of the questions that we 
thought we had abolished around the dangerous area of the subjective and 
tqe subject, which lodged those questions at the center of cultural studies 
as a theoretical practice. Fifth, the "re-opening" of the closed frontier 
between social theory and the theory of the unconscious-psychoanalysis. 
It's hard to describe the import of. the opening of that new continent in 
cultural studies, marked out by the relationship'---'-or rather, whatJllcqueline 
Rose3 has called the as yet "unsettled relations"-between' feminism, psy
chbanalysis, and cultural studies, or indeed how it was accomplished. 

We know it was, but it's not known generally how and where feminism 
first broke in. I use the metaphor deliberately. As the thief in the night, it 
broke in; interrupted, made an unseemly noise,'seized the time, crapped on 

3 .. British feminist literary critic (b, 1948). 
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the table of cultural studies. The title of the volume in which this dawn-raid 
was first accomplished-Women Take Issue4 - is instructive: for they "took 
issue" in both senses-took over that year's book and initiated a quarrel. But 
I want to tell you something else about it. Because of the growing importance 
of feminist work and the early beginnings of the feminist movement outside 
in the very early 1970s, many of us in the Centre-mainly, of course, men
thought it was time there was good feminist work in cultural studies. And 
we indeed tried to buy it in, to import it, to attract good feminist scholars. 
As you might expect, many of the women in cultural studies weren't terribly 
interested in this benign project. We were opening the door to feminist stud
ies, being good, transformed men. And yet, when it broke in through the 
window, every single unsuspected resistance rose to the surface-fully 
installed patriarchal power, which believed it had disavowed itself. There are 
no leaders here, we used to say; we are all graduate students and members 
of staff together, learning how to practice cultural studies. You can decide 
whatever you want to decide, etc. And yet, when it came to the question of 
the reading list ... Now that's where I realIy.'discovered about the gendered 
nature of power. Long, long after I was a.h1e to pronounce the words, I 
encountered the reality of Foucault's profo'und insight into the individual 
reciprocity of knowledge and power. Talking about giving up power is a rad
ically different experience from being silenced. That is another way of think
ing, and another metaphor for theory: the way feminism broke, and broke 
into, cultural studies. 

Then there is the question of race in cultural studies. I've talked about the 
important "extrinsic" sources of the formation of cultural studies-for exam-
ple, in what I called the moment of the New Left, and its original quarrel 
with Marxism-out of which cultural studies grew. And yet, of course, that 
was a profoundly English or British moment. Actually getting cultural studies 
to put on its own agenda the critical questions of race, the politics of race, 
the resistance to racism, the critical questions of cultural politics, was itself 
a profound theoretical struggle, a struggle of which Policing the Crisis,' was, 
curiously, the first and very late example. It represented a decisive turn in 
my own theoretical and intellectual work, as well as in that of the Centre. 
Again, it was only accomplished as the result of a long, and sometimes bit
ter-certainly bitterly contested-internal struggle against a resounding but ~. 
unconscious silence. A struggle which continued in what has since come to 
be known, but only in the rewritten history, as one of the great seminal books 
of the Centre for Cultural Studies, The Empire Strikes Back.6 In actuality, 
Paul Gilroy7 and the group of people who produced the book found it 
extremely difficult to create .,the necessary theoretical and political space in 
the Centre in which to work on the project. 

I want to hold to the notion, implicit in both these examples, that move
ments provoke theoretical moments. And historical conjunctures insist on 
theories: they are real moments in the evolution of theory. But here I have 

4. Women Take Issue: Aspects of Women', Subor
dination, edited by the Women'. Studies Group, 
Centre ror Contemporary Cultural Studies (1978). 
5. Policing the Cri.<i." Mugging, the Stale, and Law 
and Order, "dited by Stuart Hall et 81. (197R). 
6. The Empire Strikes Bac": Race and Rad.n. in 

70s Britain, edited by the Centre for Contemporary 
Cultural Studies (1982), an important early text in 
postcolonlal theory and criticism. 
7. British/Caribbean cultural theorist and critic 
(b. 1955). 
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to stop and. retrace my steps. Because I think you could hear, once again, in 
what I'm saying a kind of invocation of a simple-minded anti-theoretical 
populism, which does not respect and acknowledge the crucial importance, 
at each point in the moves I'm trying to renarrativize, of what I would call 
the necessary delay or detour through theory. I want to talk about that "nec
essary detour" for a moment. What decentered and dislocated the settled 
path of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies certainly, and British 
cultural studies to some extent in general, is what is sometimes called "the 
linguistic turn": the discovery of discursivity, of textuality. There are casu
alties in the Centre around tnpse names as well. They were wrestled with, 
in exactly the .same way I've tried to describe earlier. But the gains which 
were made through an engagement with them are crucially important in 
understanding how theory came to be advanced in that work. And yet, in my 
view, such theoretical "gains" can never be a self-sufficient moment. 

Again, there is no space here to do more than begin to list the theoretical 
advances which were made by the encounters with structuralist, semiotic, 
and poststructuralist work: the crucial importance of language and of the 
linguistic metaphor to any study of culture; the expansion of the notion of 
text and textuality, both as a source of meaning, and .as that which escapes 
and postpones meaning; the recognition of the heterogeneity, of the multi
plicity of meanings, of the struggle to close arbitrarily the infinite semiosis 
beyond meaning; the acknowledgment of textuality and cultural power, of 
representation itself, as a site of power and regulation; of the symbolic as a 
source of identity. These are enormous theoretical advances, though of 
course, it had always attended to questions of language (Raymond Williams's 
work, long before the semiotic revolution, is central there). Nevertheless, the 
refiguring of theory, made as a result of having to think questions of culture 
through the metaphors of language and textuality, represents a point beyond 
which cultural studies must now always necessarily locate itself. The meta
phor of the discursive, of textuality, instantiates a necessary delay, a displace
ment, which I think is always implied in the concept of culture. If you work 
on culture, or if you've tried to work on some other really important things 
and you find yourself driven back to culture, if culture happens to be what 
seizes hold of your soul, you have to recognize that you will always be working 
in an area of displacement. There's always something decentered about the 
medium of culture, about language, textuality, and signification, which 
always escapes and evades the attempt to link it, directly and immediately, 
with other structures. And yet, at the same time, the shadow, the imprint, 
the trace, of those other formations, of the intertextuality of texts in their 
institutional positions, of texts as sources of power, of textuality as a site of 
representation and resistance, all of those questions can never be erased 
from cultural studies. 

The question is what happens when a field, which I've been trying to 
describe in a very punctuated, dispersed, and interrupted way, as constantly 
changing directions, and which is defined as a political project, tries to 
develop itself as some kind of coherent theoretical intervention? Or, to put 
the same question in reverse, what happens when an academic and theoret
ical enterprise tries to engage in pedagogies which enlist the active engage
ment of individuals and groups, tries to make a difference in the institutional 
world in which it is located? These are extremely difficult issues to resolve, 
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because what is asked of us is to say "yes" and "no" at one and the same 
time. It asks us to assume that culture will always work through its textual
ities-and at the same time that textuality is never enough. But never enough 
of what? Never enough for what? That is an extremely difficult question to 
answer because, philosophically. it has always been impossible in the theo
retical field of cultural studies-whether it is conceived either in terms of 
texts and contexts, of intertextuality. or of the historical formations in which 
cultural practices are lodged-to get anything like an adequate theoretical 
account of culture's relations and its effects. Nevertheless I want to insist 
that until and unless cultural studies learns to live with this tension, a tension 
that all textual practices must assume-a tension which Said describes as 
the study of the text in its affiliations with "institutions, offices, agencies, 
classes, academies, corporations, groups, ideologically defined parties and 
professions, nations. races. and genders"8-it will have renounced its 
"worldly" vocation. That is to say. unless and until one respects the necessary 
displacement of culture. and yet is always irritated by its failure to reconcile 
itself with other questions that matter, with other questions that cannot and 
can never be fully covered by critical textuality in its elaborations, cultural 
studies as a project. an intervention, remains incomplete. If you lose hold of 
the tension, you can do extremely fine intellectual work, but you will have 
lost intellectual practice as a politics. I offer this to you, not because that's 
'\,vhat cultural studies ought to be, or because that's what the Centre managed 
to do well, but simply because I think that, overall, is what defines cultural 
studies as a project. Both in the British and the American context, cultural 
studies has drawn the attention itself, not just because of its sometimes 
dazzling internal theoretical development, but because it holds theoretical 
and political questions in an ever irresolvable but permanent tension. It con
stantlyallows the one to irritate, bother, and disturb the other, without insist
ing on some final theoretical closure. 

I've been talking very much in terms of a previous history. But I have been 
reminded of this tension very forcefully in the discussions on AIDS. AIDS 
is one of the questions which urgently brings before us our marginality as 
critical intellectuals in making real effects in the world. And yet it has often 
been represented for us in contradictory ways. Against the urgency of people 
dying in the streets, what in God's name is the point of cultural studi~' 
\"hat is the point of the study of representations, if there is no response to 
the question of what you say to someone who wants to know if they should 
take a drug and if that means they'll die two days later or a few months 
earlier? At that point, I think anybody who is into cultural studies seriously 
as an intellectual practice, must feel, on their pulse, its ephemerality, its 
insubstantiality, how little it registers, how little we've been able to change 
anything or get anybody to do anything. If you don't feel that as one tension 
in the work that you are doing, theory has let you off the hook. On the other 
hand. in the end, I don't agree with the way in which this dilemma is often 
posed for us, for it is indeed a more complex and displaced question than 
just people dying out there. The question of AIDS is an extremely important 
terrain of struggle and contestation. In addition to the people we know who 
are dying. or have died. or will, there are the many people dying who are 

R. Said, TIle World, tlte Text. ""d tI,E' Critic. chap. I. 
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never spoken of. How could we say that the question of AIDS is not also a 
question of who gets represented and who does not? AIDS is the site at which 
the advance of sexual politics is being rolled back. It's' a site at which not 
only people will die, but desire and pleasure will also die if certain metaphors 
do not survive, or survive in the wrong way. Unless we operate in this tension, 
we don't know what cultural studies can do, can't, can never do; but also, 
what it has to do, what it alone has a privileged capacity to do. It has to 
~nillyze certain things about the constitutive and political nature of repre
sentation itself, about its complexities, about the effects of language, about 
textuality as a site of life and death. Those are the things cultural studies 
cart address. 

I've used that example, not because it's a perfect example, but because it's 
a specific example, because it has.a concrete meaning, because it challenges 
us in .its complexity, and in so doing has things to teach us about the future 
of serious theoretical work. It preserves the essential nature of intellectual 
work and critical reflection, the irreducibility of the in sights which theory 
can bring to political practice, insights which cannot be arrived at in any 
other way. And at the same time, it rivets us to the necessary modesty of 
theory, the necessary modesty of cultural studies as an intellectual project. 

I want to end in two ways. First I want to address the problem of the 
institutionalization of these two constructions: British cultural studies and 
American cultural studies. And then, drawing on the metaphcirs about the
oretical work which I tried to launch (not I hope by claiming authority or 
authenticity but in what inevitably has to be a polemical, positional, political 
way), to say something about how the field of cultural studies has to be 
defined. 

I don't know what to say about American cultural studies. I am completely 
dumfounded by it. I think.of the struggles to get ·cultural studies into the 
in.stitution in the British context, to squeeze three or four jobs for anybody 
l,1nder some heavy disguise, compared with the rapid institutionalization 
which is going on in the U.S. The comparist>it is not only valid for cultural 
studies. If you think of the important work which has been done in feminist 
history or theory in Britain and ask how many of those women have ever had 
full-time academic jobs in their lives or are likely to, you get a sense of what 
marginality is really about. So the enonrt'ous explosion of cultural studies in 
the U.S., its rapid professionalization and. institutionalization, is not a 
moment which any of us who tried to set up a marginalized Centre in a 
~niversity like Birmingham could, in any simple way, regret. And yet I have 
to say, in the strongest sense, that it reminds me of the ways 'in which, in 
Britain, we are always aware of institutionalization as a moment of profound 
danger. Now, I've been saying that dangers are not places you run away from 
but places that you go towards. So I simply want you to. know that my own 
feeling is that the explosion of cultural studies along with other forms of 
critical theory in the academy represents a moment of extraordinarily pro
found danger. Why? Well, it would be excessively vulgar to talk about,such 
things as how many jobs there are, how much money there is around, and 
how much pressure that puts on people to do what they think of as critical 
political work and intellectual work of a critical kind while also looking over 
their shoulders at the promotions stakes and the publication stakes, and so 
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on. Let me instead return to the point that I made before: my astonishment 
at what I called the theoretical fluency of cultural studies in the United 
States. 

Now, the question of theoretical fluency is a difficult arid provoking meta
phor, and I want only to say one word about it. Some time ago, looking at 
what one can only call the deconstructive deluge (as opposed to deconstruc
tive turn) which had overtaken American literary studies, in its formalist 
mode, I tried to distinguish the extremely important theoretical and intellec
tual work which it had made possible in cultural studies from a mere repe
tition, a sort of mimicry or deconstructive ventriloquism which sometimes 
passes as a serious intellectual exercise.9 My fear at that moment was that if 
cultural studies gained an equivalent institutionalization in the American 
context, it would, in rather the same way, formalize out of existence the 
critical questions of power, history, and politics. Paradoxically, what I mean 
by theoretical fluency is exactly the reverse. There is no moment now, in 
American cultural studies, where we are not able, extensively and without 
end, to theorize power-politics, race, class, and gender, subjugation, dom
ination, exclusion, marginality, Otherness, etc. There is hardly anything in 
cultural studies which isn't so theorized. And yet, there is the nagging doubt 
that this overwhelming textualization of cultural studies' own discourses 
somehow constitutes power and politics as exclusively matters of language 
and textuality itself. Now, this is not to say that I don't think that questions 
of power and the political have to be and are always lodged within represen
tations, that they are always discursive questions. Nevertheless, there are 
ways of constituting power as an easy floating signifier which just leaves the 
crude exercise and connections of power and culture altogether emptied of 
any signification. That is what I take to be the moment of danger in the 
institutionalization of cultural studies in this highly rarified and.enormously 
elaborated and well-funded professional world of American academic life. It 
has nothing whatever to do with cultural studies making itself more like 
British cultural studies, which is, I think, an entirely false and empty cause 
to try to propound. I have specifically tried not to speak of the past in an 
attempt to police the present and the future. But I do want to extract, finally, 
from the narrative I have constructed of the past some guidelines for my 
own work and perhaps for some of yours. -' 

I come back to the deadly seriousness of intellectual work. It is a deadly 
serious matter. I come back to the critical distinction between intellectual 
work and academic work: they overlap, they abut with one another, they feed 
off one another, the one provides you with the means to do the other. But 
they are not the same thing. I come back to the difficulty of instituting a 
genuine cultural and critical practice, which is intended to produce some 
kind of organic intellectual political work, which does not try to inscribe 
itself in the overarching metanarrative of achieved knowledges, within the 
institutions. I come back to theory and politics, the politics of theory. Not 
theory as the will to truth, but theory as a set of contested, localized, con
junctural knowledges, which have to be debated in a dialogical way. But also 

9. Sec Stunrt Hall, "In Defence of Theory," In People'. HiskJry and Socialist Theory, edited hy Rall'h 
Samuel. (1981). 
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as a practice which always thinks about its intervention in a world in which 
it would make some difference, in which it would have some effect. Finally, 
a practice which understands the need for intellectual modesty. I do think 
there is all the difference in the world between understanding the politics of 
intellectual work and substituting intellectual work for politics. 
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In writings that have a direct impact on debates about the literary canon, Barbara 
Herrnsteln Smith examines the processes through which artistic value Is conferred. 
Smith's work diverges from that of many academics whose goal Is to "open up" the 
canon. Not focused on the marginalized voices of stigmatized groups, Smith Instead 
explores the general logic of categories such as "aesthetic," "value," "taste," and "mas
terpiece." Like PIERRE BOURDlEU, she concerns herself with philosophical aesthetics 
(what she calls "aesthetic axiology"), a set of themes she traces back to DAVlD HUME 
and IMMANUEL KANT. Against the Kantian dictum that art should be disinterested, 
Smith firmly links art to the purposes that shape our relation to it, while insisting 
that all aesthetic evaluations hinge' on complex, unpredictable, and "contingent" 
social processes. 

Originally from New York City, Smith received her degrees from Brandeis Univer
sity, with a Ph.D. in English literature in 1965. She began as a chemistry major and 
an interest in science, along with a refusal to accept any firm distinction between 
science and the arts, informs all her work. She has taught at Bennington College, the 
University of Pennsylvania, Rnd Duke University, and she serVed in 1988 as president 
of the Modern Language Association, the leading scholarly organization in North 
America for professors of languages and literature. 

Philosophical aesthetics aims to identify the "essential" or "intrinsic" properties 
that make an object "art." In establishing the universally binding rules that determine 
whether something is art or not, traditional aesthetics has stressed properties inhering 
in the object itself-properties distinct from "exchange value" (worth in economic 
transactions) and "use value" (worth for practical and mundane needs). By definition, 
the art object transcends commerce and the everyday. Art is "disinterested," appre
ciated "for its own sake" (not for any other good or advantage it might gain the artist 
or audience); it appeals to higher mental faculties in elevating form over content. In 
the repeated attempts to differentiate representations of the nude in painting, sculp
ture, and art photography from those held to be pornographic, we can see these 
principles applied. A work is art, and not pornography, we are told, when its focus is 
on form instead of content, and when its aim is disinterested, meaning that the artist 
and spectator do not intend or seek titillation. 

Smith deploys a number of arguments against this traditional aestheticist position. 
First and foremost, she insists that no set of universally binding principles can or will 
be found, that everything is contingent. That is, all definitions of art and all evalua
tions of specific "artworks" depend on a complex set of changing variables, whose 
interactions cannot be known in advance and will constantly change. The very attempt 
to designate stable principles must be understood as a reaction against, a denial of, 
and attempted solution to the permanent condition of unfixity. Furthermore, the 
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enunciation of essentialist definitions of art obscures the dynamic processes through 
which definitions and values are produced, transmitted, enforced, and contested. 
Het'e, like Bourdieu, Smith follows the logic of KARL MARX's observations on com
modity fetishism. By locating value in the object itself (the artwork), we blind our
seh-es to the social processes and social relations that are the real creators of value, 

Smith, however, is not a Marxist, believing that Marxists generally displace objec
tivity from things onto systems of social relations. She denies objectivity altogether, 
if by objecth-ity we mean sets of properties intrinsic to certain entities that allow us 
to pl'edict their effects. Smith's is an interactionist model, derived from the pragma
tism of~Tilliam James (1842-1910) and John Dewey (1859-1952), that sees entities 
and values as constituted by their dynamic involvement with other entities (notably 
but not exclUSively human agents). The results of such interactions are never pre
dictable in advance, and no party involved is so dominant as to be able to dictate the 
res ul ts. (This neopragmatist line is also taken by, among other contemporary theorists, 
Richard Horty, STANLEY FISH. and STEVEN KNAPP AND WALTER BENN MICHAELS.) Of 
COlll'se, any analysis must take into account the relative power wielded by the different 
parties to the specific interaction. But power differentials, like everything else, are 
contingent and in flux. Dominance today does not guarantee dominance tomorrow, 
though we may expect that today's dominant player will act in ways calculated to 
retain dominance. Hence Smith's interest in institutions, which might be defined as 
organizations of cultural power through rules, procedures, and exclusionary mecha
nisms meant to safeguard that power. 

To clarify how this neopragmatist theoretical framework translates into the evalu
ation of a literary work. let's consider a decision about whether to teach Waiting for 
Godot in a sophomore drama class, The main thing to note is that the choice is 
"situated": it occurs in an institutional context. The instructor takes into account the 
nature of the audience, the goals of the course, general institutional ideals and guide
lines about education, and his or her own desires to reael and teach the play again 
(or for the first time). The list could go on; but even in brief it highlights that the 
instructor's decision does not rest absolutely on whether Beckett's play is good or not. 
Good for what? Good as a text in a specific educational setting? Good because it 
ilIustmtes certain themes or techniques the teacher wants to emphasize? Good 
because various secondary materials are readily available to students? Good because 
knowledge of works by Nobel Prize winners is part of being well-educated? Good 
because the instructor studied Beckett during his or her own college years and hence 
can readily draw on models of how to go about teaching this play? 

In short. Smith insists that judgments of aesthetic value are always made in relation 
to the purposes we are pursuing. "To exist is to evaluate," she states, because we are~ -
always embedded in situations in which we must choose how to respond, what to do, 
while taking into account both extcrnal circumstances and internal goals. Such a 
viewpoint might seem obvious to the point of being trivial if it were not also clear that 
the aesthetic tradition has long been dedicated to denying it. Kant and other aesthetic 
theorists have worked hard to separate art from purposes: they have tried to judge 
tht' artwork's goodness without considering any uses to which it might contribute. 

In denying that such purposelessness is possible, Smith draws on two somewhat 
related claims. First, she argues that attempts to characterize the distinctive quality 
of the aesthetic are circulal': they always begin by assuming some quality or experience 
that (''(ists outside of purposes. In fact. she argues, if purposes are removed, there is 
nothing left. The aesthetic turns out to be vacuous, an "I know not what it is" that is 
called. in reverent tones, "art." Second, she insists that the aesthetic as a distinct 
category cannot be maintained. E.-el'y effect that traditional aesthetics attributes to 
art objects can be plausibly attributed to other kinds of objects or experiences that 
the tmdition would not deem aesthetic. As a result, Smith is emphatically "nominal
istic" ",hen it comes to art: somcthing is art because some community agrees to call 
it art. :\iothing in the object itself guarantees that naming. which can and will be 



1912 / BARBARA HERRNSTEIN SMITH 

contested. Attempts at enforcement are rampant precisely because such namings are 
so subject to flux (hence always insecure) and, crucially, because the term art carries 
so much value within our tradition. The very battles over art attest to its social values. -

In focusing on value-both the inevitability of evaluation in relation to purposes' 
(or interests) and the sp~cific values (economic, educational, prestige, and other) 
enjoyed by art in our culture-Smith questions the separation of academic literary 
criticism from evaluation. During the 19505, both the New Critics and NORTHROP 
FRYE believed that "objective," scholarly work should avoid entanglement in the messy 
business of judging whether the text being studied is good or not; the critic should 
_simply interpret or explain the literary text. This effort to secure the rigorous, even 
'quasi-scientific, character of criticism by detaching it from evaluation was also made 
in some structuralist and early poststructuralist theory. But in insisting that evaluation 
is unavoidable, Smith does not bestow on critics some special- authority to make 
aesthetic judgments. All readers evaluate, and all evaluations are tied to the reader's 
Interests and purposes. 

Smith's emphasis on interest is supplemented by her reliance on evolutionary mod
els and her Interest in psychology. In the long run we'll all be dead, the economist 
John Maynard Keynes (1883-1946) famously said. But it was the Roman philosopher 
Seneca who told us that art is -long even if life is brief. In considering why some works 
of art endure over the long run, Smith moves from focusing on the interested actions 
of individual human agents to stressing the accumulation of social and cultural power 
by the works themselves. The ~ey moment comes when rather than being chosen (to 
be read, to be studied, to be taught) by individuals seeking tofulfill their own pur
poses, the literary text acts "to shape and create the culture iri -which its value is 
produced and transmitted and, for that 'l{ery reason, to perpetuate the conditions of 
its own flourishing." In other words, certa'ln texts~by virtue of their repeated citation, 
their inclusion in the standard curriculum, their constantly reinforced cultural 
authority~onstitute the very foundational meanings and understandings that orient 
individuals -in this world. Hence when readers wish to reinforce their worldview, their 
ideology, they return to these works, which embody the tradition because they largely 
created it. To question the canonical status cif such texts, to lessen the likelihood of 

, their being read, seems more threatening ·if we understand their relation to the tra
dition in this foundatio'nal, creative way. No wonder the battles on campuses and in 
the media over changes in the curriculum have been so heated. 

Smith's psychological interests shed light on all that heat, and her work since Con
tingencies of Value (1988) has taken the sources and strategies of intellectual contro
versies as a major focus. In our selection, which is taken from Contingencies of Value, 
she points out that "temperament" and "moods" influence our evaluations, while also 
noting the persistent "asymmetry" that describes one's own "true" beliefs as reason
able and "the Other's" "false" beliefs as deluded. Smith's later work considers the 
dynamics of belief formation and how we argue with ourselves as well as with others. 
Because no person's beliefs are ever completely consistent or completely stable, our 
encounters with other viewpoints are both terrifying and potentially transformative. 
In thinking through the variety of ways in which we respond to and engage with 
others; Smith's work connects back to the fundamental concerns of those critics and 
teachers who have opened up the classroom to new voices. 
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An exchange between Smith and Martin Mueller titled "Endurance and Contin
gency," Sal-magundi, nos. 88-89 (I990), is the best place to start for responses to 
Contingencies of Value. Steven Connor's Theory and Cultural Value (1992) offers an 
extended and illuminating discussion of Smith, focusing on the common complaints 
against her "relativism" and the less common complaint that her "third-person" 
account fails to describe value for the agent who is making a decision and whose 
values thus serve as motives or rules. In Cultural Capital: The Problem of Literary 
Canon Formation (I993), John GuilIory strongly criticizes Smith for failing to see 
that value, far from being contingent, is the overdetermined product of quite spe
cific-and specifiable-social forces. 

'Pr01n Contingencies of Value 

Chapter 3. Contingencies of Value 

CONTINGENCY AND INTERDEPENDENCE 

All value is radically contingent, being neither a fixed attribute, an inherent 
quality, or an objective property of things but, rather, an effect of multiple, 
continuously changing, and continuously interacting variables or, to put this 
another way, the product of the dynamics, of a system, specifically an eco
nomic system. It is readily granted, of course, that it is in relation to such a 
system that commodities such as gold, bread, and paperback editions of 
Moby-Dick' acquire the value indicated by their market prices. It is tradi
tional, however, both in economic and aesthetic theory as well as in informal 
discourse, to distinguish sharply between the value of an entity in that sense 
(that is, its exchange value) and some other type of value that may be referred 
to as its utility or use value or, especially with respect to so-called nonutili
tarian objects such as artworks or works of literature, as its intrinsic value. 
Thus, it might be said that whereas the fluctuating price of a particular 
paperback edition of Moby-Dick is a function of such variables as supply and 
demand, production and distribution costs, the publisher's calculation of 
corporate profits, and so forth, these factors do not affect the value of Moby
Dick as experienced by an individual reader or its intrinsic value "as a w.erk 
of literature." These distinctions, however, are not as clear-cut as they may 
appear. 

Like its price in the marketplace, the value of an entity to an individual 
subject is also the product of the dynamics of an economic system: specifi
cally, the personal economy constituted by the subject's needs, interests, and 
resources-biological, psychological, material, experiential, and so forth. 
Like any other economy, moreover, this too is a continuously fluctuating or 
shifting system, for our individual needs, interests, and resources are them
selves functions of our continuously changing states in relation to an envi
ronment that may be relatively stable but is never absolutely fixed. The two 
kinds of economic system described here are, it should be noted, not only 
analogous but also interactive and interdependent, for part of our environ
ment is the market economy and, conversely, the market economy is com
posed, in part, of the diverse personal economies of individual producers, 
distributors, consumers, and so forth. At the same time, it must be empha-

1. Herman Melville's 1851 work i. often regarded as the greatest American novel of the 19th century. 
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sized that any particular subject's "self"-or that in behalf of which he or 
she may be said to act with "self-interest"-is also variable, being multiply 
and differently configurable in terms of different roles, relationships, and, in 
effect, identities (citizen, parent, woman, property owner, teacher, terrestrial 
organism, mortal being, etc.), in relation to which different needs and inter
ests acquire priority (and, as may happen, come into conflict) under different 
conditions. . . -_..r-.: 

The traditlonal.d.J:scourse of value-including a number of terms I have 
used" here, such as "subject," "object," "needs," "interests," and indeed 
"value" itself-reflects an arbitrary arresting, segmentation, and hypostasi
zation2 of the continuous process of our interactions with our environments 
or what could also be described as the continuous interplay among multiply 
configurable systems. While it would be difficult to devise (and perhaps 
impossible to sustain) a truly Heraclitean discourse3 that did not reflect such 
conceptual operations, we may nevertheless recognize that, insofar as such 
terms project images of discrete acts, agents and entities, fixed attributes, 
unidirectional forces, and simple causal and temporal relationships, they 
obscure the dynamics of value and reinforce dubious concepts of noncon
tingency: that is, concepts such as "intrinsic," "objective," "absolute," "uni
versal," and "transcendent." It is necessary, therefore, to emphaSize a number 
of other interactive relationships and forms of interdependence that are frag
mented by our language and commonly ignored in critical theory and aes
thetic axiology.4 

First, as I have already suggested, a subject's experience of an entity is 
always a function of his or her personal economy: that is, the specific "exis
tence" of an object or event, its integrity, coherence, and boundaries, the 
category of entities to which it "belongs," and its specific "features," "quali
ties," or "pr!lperties" are all the variable products of the subject's engagement 
with his or her environment under a particular set of conditions. Not only is 
an entity always expetienced under more or less different conditions, but the 
various experiences do not yield a simple cumulative (corrected, improved, 
deeper, more thorough or complete) knowledge of the entity because they 
are not additive. Rather, each experience of an entity frames it in a different 
role and constitutes it as a different configuration, with different "properties" 
foregrounded and repressed. Moreover, the subject's experiences of an entity 
are not' discrete or, strictly speaking, successive, because recollection and 
anticipation always overlay perception, and the units of what we call "expe
rience" themselves vary and overlap. 

Second, what we speak of as a subject's "needs," "interests," and "pur
poses" are not only always changing, but they are also not altogether inde
pendent of or prior to the entities that satisfy or implement them; that is, 
entities also produce the needs and interests they satisfy and evoke the pur
poses they implement. Moreover, because our purposes are continuously 

2. The act of attributing real Identity to a concept. 
3. That is, a discourse offering a new word for 
each new eKperience and thing as time unfolded. 
The pre-Socratic Greek philosopher Heraclitus 
(active ca. 500 D.e.E.) viewed the world as a place 
of constant flux. 
4. For related discussion of the linguistic and 
intellectual history of the term / concept "value," 

se" Barbara Herrnateln "Smith, "Value/Evalua
tion," in Critical Te ...... for Literary Stud", ed. 
Frank Lentricchia and Thomas McLaughlln (Chi
cago, 1995) [Smith's note]. "Aesthetic uiolollY": 
traditional philosophies or definitions of art that 
hold the art object's value to be unchanging and 
inherent in the object Itself. 
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transformed and redirected by the objects we produce in the very process of 
implementing them, and because of the complex interrelations among 
human needs, technological production, and cultural practices, there is a 
continuous process of mutual modification between our desires and our uni
verse." 

Of particular significance for the value of "works of art" and "literature" 
is the interactive relation between the classification of an entity and the func
tions it is expected or desired to perform. In perceiving an object or artifact 
in terms of some category-as, for example, "a clock," "a dictionary," "a door
stop," "a curio"-we implicitly isolate and foreground certain of its possible 
functions and typically refer its value to the extent to which it performs those 
functions more or less effectively. But the relation between function and 
classification also operates in reverse: thus, under conditions that produce 
the "need" for a doorstopping object or an "interest" in Victorian artifacts, 
certain properties and possible functions of various objects in the neighbor
hood will be foregrounded and both the classification and value of those 
obJects will follow accordingly. As we commonly put it, one will "realize" the 
,"alue of the dictionary as a doorstop or "appreciate" the value of the clock 
(IS a curio.6 (The mutually defining relations among classification, function, 
and value are nicely exhibited in the ~ED's? definition of "curio" as "an object 
of art, piece of bric-a-brac, etc. valued as a curiosity," which is, of course, 
something like-and no less accurate than-defining clock as "an object 
valued as a clock.") It may be l'elevantlynoted here that human beings have 
evolved as distinctly opportunistic creatures and that our survival, both as 
individuals and as a species, continues to be enhanced by our ability and 
inclination to reclassify objects and to "realize" and "appreciate" novel and 
alternate functions for them-which is also to "misuse" them and to fail to 
respect their presumed purposes and conventional generic classifications. 

The various forms of interdependence emphasized here have considerable 
bearing on what may be recognized as the economics of literary and aesthetic 
value. The traditional-idealist, humanist, genteel-tendency to isolate or 
protect certain aspects of life and culture, among them works of art arid 
literature, from consideration in economic terms has had the effect of mys
tifying the nature-or. more accurately, the dynamics-of their value. In 
view of the arbitrariness of the exclusion, it is not surprising that the Iiih~ 
guages of aesthetics and economics nevertheless tend to drift toward each 
other and that their segregation must be constantly patrolled. s (Thus, an 

5. The interrelations among human "needs and 
wants," cultura'lractices, and econotnic produc
tion are examine in Marshall Sahlins, Cul'"reand 
P,,,ctical Reason (Chicago, 1976); Mar), Douglas. 
Tire World of Goods (New York, 1979); Jean Baud
rillard. For a Critique of t/", Political Economy of 
the Sigil (Paris, 1972), trans. Charles Levin (St. 
Louis, 1981); and Pierre Bourdieu, Distillction: A. 
Social Cdtique of the Judgeme"t of Taste (Paris, 
1979), trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge, Mass., 
1984). Although BaudriJIard's critique of the con
lTpl of "use value" and, with it, of "sign value" is 
uf considerable interest, his effort to devel0r. nas a 
basis for the practical overthrow of politica econ
omy'· (p. 122) a theory of a value "beyond value" 
I.neated out of what he calls "symbolic exchange") 
i~ less sllccessrul, partly because or iu utopian 
"". hrnpology and partly because the value in ques-

tion doe'S not escape economic accounting 
[Smith's notel. For the French sociologists RAU
DRILLARD (b. 1929) and BOURDlEU (b. 1930), see 
above. 
6. For an excellent analysis of the relation 
between classification and value, see Michael 
Thompson, n"bbis'. Theory: 11.e Creation and 
Destruction of Value (Oxford, 1979), esp. pp .. \3-
56. The phenomenology and transformations of 
these classifications are also examined by Susan 
Stewart In 0" Longir.g: NarmJiveso!the Mlniat14re, 
the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection (Balti
more, 1984) [Smith's notel. 
7. Oxford English Dictionary. 
8. The magnetism or recurrent mutually meta
phoric relation between economic and aesthetic
especially literary-discourse Is documented and 
discussed by Marc Shell In The Economy of Liter-
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aesthetician deplores a pun on "appreciation" appearing in an article on art 
investment and warns of the dangers of confusing "the uniqueness of a paint
ing that gives it sc.arcity value. ;. with its unique value as a work of art.")9 
To those for whom terms such as "utility," "effectiveness," and "function" 
suggest gross pragmatic instrumentality, crass material desires, and the· sat
isfaction of animal needs, a concept such as use value will be seen as irrel
evant to or clearly to be distinguished from aesthetic value. There is, 
however, no good reason to confi,ne the domain of the utilitarian to objects 
that serve only immediate, specific, and unexalted ends or, for that matter, 
to assume that the value of art works has altogether nothing to do with prag
mluic instrumentality or animal needs. 1 The recurrent impulse and effort to 
define aesthetic value by contradistinction to all forms of utility or as the 
negation of all other nameable sources of interests or forms of value
hedonic, practical, sentimental, ornamental, historical, ideological, and so 
forth-is, in effect, to define it out of existence; for when all such utilities, 
interests, and other particular sources of value have been subtracted, nothing 
remains. Or, to put this in other terms: the "essential value" of an artwork 
consists of everything froni which it is usually distinguished. 

To be sure, various candidates have been proposed for a pure, nonutili
tarian, interest-free, and, in effe<;t, value-free source of aesthetic value, such 
as the eliciting of "intrinsically rewarding" intellectual, sensory, or perceptual 
activities, or Kant'lI "free play of the cognitive faculties."3 The question 
remains, however, whether a strict accounting of any of . these seemingly 
gratuitous activities would not bring us, sooner or later,· to their interest, 
utility, and thus value in some-and perhaps many-senses for those who 
pursue them. 

Three points may be made here. First,,in speaking of certain objects and 
activities as "intrinsically rewarding" or done "for their own sake," what we 
\Isually mean is that the rewards involved (a) are not predictable or quanti
fiable; (b) are likely to be heterogeneous and ongoing rather than specific 
and terminal; and, in the case of an object (for example, a painting' or a 
child), (c) are produced more or less "niquely by that object as distinct from 
any other of its kind. Of course, the provision of a variety of ongoing satis
factions is itself a contingent utility, and uniqueness is itself contingent (not 
everyone would derive irreplaceable satisfaction from that painting or that 
child). Second, although we may be individually motivated to engage in var· 
ious ludic, aesthetic, or artistic activities only for the sake of the ongoing 
pleasure they provide (or other, less readily nameable or specifiable, ongoing 
satisfactions), our doing so may nevertheless yield a long-term profit in 

am", (Baltimore, 1978), and by Kurt Heinzelman 
ill . The Economics of th .. Imagination (Amherst, 
Masg., 1980) [Smith s note). 
9. Andrew Harrl,on, Malting and Thinlr.ing (Indl
anapolis, 1978), p. 100 [Smith's note). 
J. See Gearge J. Stlgler and Gary S. Becker, "De 
Gustibus non est disputandum," AtKe'rica:n Bco
nomics Review 67 (March 1977): 76-90, for an 
ingenious and influential attempt (at the opposite 
extreme, perhaps, of Baudrillard's) to demonstrate 
that differences and changes of behavlor (Includ
ing aesthetic behavlor) that d'pear to be matters 
of "taste" and, as such, beyon explanation in eco
nomic terms can be accounted for (a) as functions 

of subtle forms of "price" and "Income" and (b) on 
the usual economlstlc assum:r.tlon that we always 
behave, all things considere , so as to mllllllmlze 
utility. As Stlgler and Becker acknowledge, how
ever," recent experimentalltudles offlcholce behav
lor" hi human (and other) subjects suaest that this 
latter assumrtlon Itself requires modification 
[Smith'. note. 
2. The Crltlq .... of Judgment (J 790; see above), by 
IMMANUEL KANT (1724-1804), is a major .ource 
of modern conceptions of art, especially the notion 
that art is "disinterested"-in other words, "free" 
of all connection to mundane' and material needs, 
desires. or purposes. 
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enhanced cognitive development, behavioral flexibility, or other kinds of 
advantage for survival, and our general tendency to find pleasure in such 
activities may, accordingly, be the product or by-product of our evolutionary 
development.3 Third, the occasioning of "intrinsically rewarding" activities 
(or "experiences") obviously cannot be confined to "works of art" and 
therefore cannot, without circularity, be said to constitute the defining "aes
thetic function" of the objects so labeled.4 Indeed, since there are no func
tions performed by artworks that may be specified as generically unique and 
also no way to distinguish the "rewards" provided by art-related experiences 
or behavior from those provided by innumerable other kinds of experience 
and behavior, any distinctions drawn between "aesthetic" and "nonaesthetic" 
(or "extra-aesthetic") value must be regarded as fundamentally problematic. 

It should be noted in passing that, except for allusions to other usages, 
"art" and "aesthetic" in the present study are equivalent, respectively, to "that 
which is called 'art' in the indicated discourse(s)" and "that which is related 
to that which is called 'art' (etc.)." Their use here is, in short, thoroughly 
nominalistic. Indeed, the point needs some emphasis in view of the fact that 
essentialist5 and circular usages of these terms are key operators in contem
porary aesthetic axiology. 

"Aesthetic" has, of course, a number of currently viable senses in addition 
to the nominalistic one just noted. For example, following Baumgarten6 and 
early nineteenth-century usage as influenced by Kant, it can also indicate a 
certain type of cognitive activity and/or sensory experience, specifically the 
type elic~ted by artworks either uniquely or among other things. At the same 
time, it 'can indicate a certain type of property of any object: specifically, the 
type of "purely formal" property which, according to Kant's analysis, uniquely 
elicits the sorts of experiences which, if all else is in order, constitute genuine 
judgments of taste. A combination or conflation of these three senses issues 
in the familiar recursive use of the term to name certain types of experience 
and certain types of objects and certain types of properties of objects, so that 
"aesthetic" comes to be roughly equivalent to "relating to certain cognitive/ 
sensory experiences, these being the ones elicited by objects that have certaiii 
formal properties, these being the ones that identify objects as artworks, 
these being the kinds of works that elicit certain cognitive/sensory experi
ences, these being ... ," and so forth around again.' The academic aest~-' 
tician trained to flourish in this sort of circle can spend his or her professional 
career describing (a) the nature of the "experiences" that are produced by 
those objects that are readily identifiable as works of art by virtue of their 

'I. See Robert Fagen, Animal .. Pla), B,,/tavior 
(Oxford, 1981), pp. 248-358, for un extensive 
analysis of "intrinsically rewarding" physical activ
ities nnd a suggestive account of the kinds of evo' 
lutionary mechanisms that could produce and 
sustain them [Smith's note). 
4. See the related dlscu .. ion of "cognitive play" in 
Burbura Herrnstein Smith, On the Margins o/Dis
cou ... " (Chicagn, 1978),pp. 116-24 [Smith', note]. 
5. Relying on the philosophical po.ition that some 
essential, shared feature unites a set of objects into 
a single category. "Nominalistic": relying on the 
phil()sophical position that universuls exist only in 
langlHlgc. Here I'art" has meaning only insofar as a 
speech community uses the word to desiWl3te cer· 
tain objects or experiences as art. 

6. Alexander Bllllmgarten (1714-1762), German 
philosopher, often cited as the first philosopher of 
aesthetics. 
7. Monroe Beardsley's "Instrumentalist" theory of 
aesthetic value In Aesthetics: Problems in the Phi
losophy 0/ Critic;, .... (New York. 1958), pp. 524-
76, and Mukafo".k)l's otherwise quite subtle explo
ration. of these questions In Aesth .. tic Function, 
No ..... and Value as Social Facts (Prague, 1936), 
trans, Mark E, Suino (Ann Arbor, Mlch., 1970), 
do not altogether e5cape the confinements and cir
cularities of formalist conceptions of, resr,ectlvely, 
"aesthetic experience" and "aesthetic unction" 
[Smith's note]. RIlARDSLIlY (1915-1985), Ameri
can New Critic. Jan Mukafovsk1 (1891-1975), 
Czech structuralist. 
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having the properties that elicit such experiences, and (b) the nature of the 
"properties," unquestionably possessed by what are unquestionably works of 
art, that elicit the experiences that only artworks can elicit. (This is a parody, 
but not by much.) 

In addition to the circularities thus generated, these academic exercises 
also perpetuate a thoroughly unproblematized conception of art, which is to 
say an essentialist definition of the label "art." The aesthetician who takes 
for granted the identity of thos~,.objects-"works of art"-that exemplify the 
possession of "aesthetic properties," or, in an only slightly more sophisticated 
move, who acknowledges the-fact of historical and variable usage only to 
dismiss its force with an appeal to some "core" of examples "that would be 
acknowledged as works of art by everyone," thereby effaces both the histo
ricity and cultural specificity of the term "art" and also the institutionally 
and otherwise contingent variability of the honorific labeling of cultural pro
ductions. Since the "core" examples cited will always be drawn from the 
Western academic canon (typically a handful of classic forms, works, and 
figures recurrently invoked in just these discourses: for example, sculpture, 
tragedy, symphony; Homer, Rembrandt, Mozart; King Lear, Don Giovanni, 
and, to indicate that there are modern masterpieces too, Guernica), and will 
also typically be attended by the tacit presumption of canonical audiences 
experiencing those works under canonical conditions plus the tacit exclusion 
ofnoncanonical (that is, non-Western, nonacademic, nonadult, ornon-high
culture) audiences and noncanonical (for example, folk, tribal, or mass
mediated) conditions of production and reception, it is no surprise that 
"essentially aesthetic experiences" always conform to those typical of the 
Western or Western-educated consumer of high culture and that "essentially 
aesthetic properties" and "essential aesthetic value" always turn out to be 
located in all the old familiar places and masterpieces. 

MATTERS OF TASTE 

Suggestions of the historical or cultural contingency of aesthetic value are 
commonly countered by evidence of apparent noncontingent value: the 
endurance, for example, of certain classic canonical works .(the invocation 
of Homer being a topos of the critical tradition) and, if not quite Pope's 
"gen~ral chorus of mankind,"8 then at least the convergent sentiments of all 
people of education and discrimination. Certainly any theory of aesthetic 
value must be able to account for continuity, stability, and apparent consen
sus as well as for drift, shift, and diversity in matters of taste. The tendency 
throughout formal aesthetic axiology, however, has been to explain each in 
a quite different way: specifically, to explain the constancies of value and 
convergences of taste by the inherent qualities of certain objects and/or 
some set of presumed human universals, and to explain the variabilities of 
value and divergences of taste by historical accident, cultural distortion, and 
the defects and deficiencies of individual subjects. 

This asymmetrical tyPe of explanation recalls-and is, in intellectual his
tory, of a piece with-the tendency in traditional philosophy of science to 
explain the credibility of so-called rational or true beliefs (for example, that 

8. From An Essay on Criticism (1711; see above), 
line 188, by ALEXANDER POPE (1688-1744). The 
English poet championed the (Greek and Latin) 

classics; here he addresses the question of their 
endurance over time. 
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the earth revolves around the sun) by the fact that they are rational or true, 
and the credibility of other beliefs (for example, that the sun revolves around 
the earth) by special historical, institutional, social, psychological, or oth
erwise "external" factors. I appropriate here the characterization of this ten
dency by two of its critics, Barry Barnes and David Bloor, who offer in 
opposition to it a postulate for historians and sociologists of science that 
states. in part, that "the incidence of all beliefs without exception ... must 
be accounted for by finding the specific, local causes of their credibility."9 

The classic development of this account of taste is found in Hume's essay 
"Of the Standard of Taste." where the "catholic and universal beauty" is seen 
to be the result of 

the relation which nature has placed between the form and the senti
ment ... We shall be able to ascertain its influence ... from the durable 
admiration which attends those works that have survived all the caprices 
of mode and fashion, all the mistakes of ignorance and envy. 

The same Homer who pleased at Athens two thousand years ago, is 
still admired at Paris and London. All the changes of climate, govern
ment, religion and language have not been able to obscure his glory ... 

It appears then, that amidst all the variety and caprice of taste, there 
are certain general principles of approbation and blame, whose influence 
a careful eye may trace in all the operations of the mind. Some particular 
forms or qualities. from the original structure of the internal fabric, are 
calculated to please, and others to displease; and if they fail of their effect 
il~ any particular instance, it is from some apparent defect or imperfection 
in the organ. 

Many and frequent are the defects ... which prevent or weaken the 
influence of those general principles.] 

"Ve shall return to this passage in the next chapter, where, together with 
Kant's Critique of Judgment, Hume's essay will be examined in connection 
with the general structure of a,"Xiological argumentation. For the present. we 
may observe that two linked notions are central to the account of tastes in 
traditional aesthetic axiology: first, the idea that certain objects or forms 
please us "naturaJly" by virtue of certain human universals; and second, t~. 
belief that a norm and thus "standard" of correct and defective taste can be 
derived accordingly. This set of notions obliged-or, rather, permitted
Hume. as it did and still does many others, to conclude that, in matters of 
taste, most people in the world are substandard 01' deviant. Perhaps. from a 
certain perspective, they are. But that still leaves us with a very peculiar sort 
of norm. and perhaps it can be seen otherwise. 

Before turning to that alternative conceptualization, we may recall here 
I. A. Richards's remarkable explanation of how the very fact that someone is 
capable of taking pleasure in a sonnet by Ella Wheeler Wilcox~ is evidence 
of that person's inability to survive in a complex environment and therefore 

9. Hurry Barnes and David Bloor. "Relativism, 
Rationalism, and the Sociology of Knowledge," in 
llatiOl.ality and Relativism, ed. Martin Hollis and 
Sleven Lukes (Cambridge, Mass., 19R2). pp. 25-
26 [Smith'. note]. 
I. ''qr the Standard of Taste" aud Other Essay., ed. 
,John \V. Lenz C1ndianapoli •• 1965i. pp. 11-10. 
cmph".i. added [Smith'. note). [>"VID HL'ME 

(1711-1776), Scottish philosopher and historian; 
for this 1757 eosay, see above. 
2. American writer (1850-1910) whose syndi
cated columns and poetry appeared In many daily 
newspapers. Richard. (1893-1979), English liter
ary critic and an Important early figure in both New 
Criticism and reader-response theory. 
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of his or her biological unfitness (and note as well the gene~l observations 
on popular culture and the mass media to which Richards is led): 

Those who have ad~quate impulses ... are not appeased [by the soimet's 
conclusion] ~.' Only for thps"e who make certain conventional, stereotyped 
tnaladjt.i.~tme~ts inst~a:d 'does the magic work.·'· . 

. . . At present bad literature, bad art,thecineilia '[sic], etc~ are an 
influence of the first importance ih fixing immature arid itctuallY'inap-
pHcable attitudes. toward most things .. : ..' , , ' 

... The strongest objection to, let us say, the so.tiii'et'~e have quoted 
is that a person who' enj6ys it, through the 'very org~tiiiai:ion of his 
responses which enables him to enjoy it, is debarred frorn"appre(:iating 
many things which, if he could appreciate them,. he ,would 'prefer; 3 

We can readily recognize the familiar moves ofaxiologiclogic ,in Richard's 
proposal, set forth here with egi-~gious circularity,'that the Other's enjoYment 
of his bad meat is possible, only because of something ~u,bopiirrial about his 
physiology, SOWe probleim in i:he organization of his responses that keeps him 
from "appreciating" certain "things"-realIy or objectively good meat, pre
sumably, though Richards avoids saying so explicitly~that he wouid prefer 
if his responses were properly organized. Whether thedehiHtyis attributed 
to 'defective "organs" or defective "organization,"'to Innate' deficienCies or the 
"influence" of popular culture and the mlls" media, the p~ivileging of the self 
through the pathblogizing of the Other remains the key 'move and defining 
objective of aXiology. ' ,," 

Art alternative View of these 'matters is, however; possible. Specifically, the 
array of individual preferences that Hume and Richards regarded as reflect
ing the proper operation of healthy organs of taste arid 'also' the individual 
preferences that they interpreted assoinanY'instances'ofpersonal pathology 
could both he seen as functions of interaction" amorlg the following variables: 
, a) variQus psychophysiological structures, mechanisms, and tendencies 

that are relatively uniform among human beings; " 
b) other psychophysiological structures, mechanisms, and tendencies that 

vary. quite widely among individuals; " 
c) such more or less obvious particulars of personal identity. and history 

as gender, age, ,the particular physical and social 'environment into which 
one was born, ethnic and national culture, formal and informal education, 
and so forth; , 
. d) other more subtle, volatile, and, accordingly, less readily specifiable or 
measurable particulars of personal identity, including individual "tempera
ment," "mood" on any given occasion, and.·current "interests"-each. of 
which, it might be noted~ is itself a product of the interactions of the other 
variables listed here; and"finally, ' 

e) innumerable social, cultural, institutional, and contextual variables 
operating at every level. of ana~ysist from broad through 'culturally specific 
ways of classifying objects to the most subtle and minute contextually specific 
circumstances of individual encounters with them. , ' , 

The traditional axioh>gical tendency, noted above, to provide two different 
kinds of explanation for human' ;preferences-'-one for canonical tastes and 

3. LA. Richards, Princif1le. 0/ Lttehlry Criticism (1924; Lon~on, 1960), pp. 202-5 [SmIth's note),. 
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the stability of preferences (convergence on an objective norm, the intrinsic 
value of certain objects) and another for.deviant tastes·and the mutability of 
preferences (defective organs, mists, mistakes; the "whirligig of fashion," and 
so forth}-would be replaced by a single account that explained all these 
phenomena symmetrically. That is, in accord with such an account, eval
uative divergences and the exhibition of so-called bad taste would be seen 
as the product of the same \dynamics-the playing out of-the same kinds of 
variables, but with different specific values-that produce evaluative con
vergences and the exhibition of so-called good taste. These' points can be 
elaborated further with regard to human preferences generally-that is, 
"tastes"· for anything, from artworks to lifestyles and from types of food to 
types of explanation or even types of logic. 

Within a particular community, the tastes and preferences of subjects will 
sometimes be conspicuously divergent or indeed idiosyncratic; that is, mem
bers of the community will tend to.find more satisfaction of a certain kind 
(aesthetic, erotic, consummatory, or whatever) in quite different items from 
some array of comparable items and will also tend to select among them 
accordingly. This occurs when and to the extent that the satisfactions in 
question are themselves functions of types of needs, interests, and resources 
that vary individually along a relatively wide spectrum, are relatively resis
tant-if not altogether intractable-to cultural channeling, and are espe
cially responsive to differences of circumstantial context. Conversely, their 
tastes and preferences will tend to be convergent-that is, they will tend to 
find satisfactions of certain kinds in the same items or types of items and to 
select them accordingly-to the eJltent that the satisfactions in question are 
functions of types of needs, interests, and resources that vary individually 
within a relatively narrow spectrum, are relatively tractable to cultural chan
ne ling, and remain fairly stableund~r a .variety of conditions. 

Insofar as satisfactions (again, "aesthetiC'!' or any other: erotic, for example) 
with regard to some array of objects are· functions of needs, interests, and 
resources of the first kind, individual preferences for those objects will appear 
"subjective," "eccentric," "stubborn," and ~'<;apricious." Insofar as they are 
functions of the second, preferences will seem so' obvious, "natural," and 
"rational" as not to appear to be matters of taste at all. Indeed, it is precisely 
under these latter conditions that the value of particular objects wiIl1ippear 
to be inherent, that distinctions or gradations of value among them will 
appear to reduce to differences in the "properties" or "qualities" of the objects 
themselves, and that explicit judgments of their value will appear to be-and 
for many, but not all, purposes will be-"objective." In short, here as else
where, a co-incidence of contingencies among individual subjects who interact 
as members of some community will operate for them as noncontingency and 
he interpreted by them accordingly. 

Because we are speaking here not of two opposed sets of discrete deter
minants (or "constraints" or "forces") but of the possibility of widely differing 
specifications for a large number of complexly interacting variables, we may 
expect to find a continuous exhibition of every degree of divergence and 
convergence among the subjects in a particular community over the course 
of its history, depending in each instance on 'the extent of the disparity and 
uniformity of each of the relevant contingencies and on the strength of var
ious social practices and cultural institutions that control the exhibition of 
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extreme "deviance."4 It may be noted in passing that the normative mecha
nisms within a community that suppress divergence-and tHereby obscure 
as well as deny the contihgency of value-will always h~ve., as their coun
terpart, a countermechanism that permits a recognition of that corltingency 
and a more or less genial acknowledgment of the inevitability bf dhrergence: 
hence the ineradicabilty, in spite of the efforts of establishment axiology, of 
what might be called folk-relativism: "Chacun a son gotlt," "De gustibus ... "s 
"One man's meat is ~other's poison," and so forth. 

As the prec~ding -~cc/unt suggests, the prevailing structure of tastes and 
preferences within some commun~ty (and consequent illusion of a cOQsensus 
based on objective value) will always be implicitly threatened or directly chal
lenged by the divergent tastes and preferences of some subjects within the 
community (for example, those not yet adequately acculturated, such as the 
yoopg, and others with "uncultivated" tastes, such as provincials and social 
ups~arts), as well as by most subjects who are outside it or, more significantly, 
on its periphery and who thus have. occasion to interact with its members 
(for ,example, exotic visitors, imriHgtants, colonials, and members of various 
minority or marginalized groups). Consequently, institutions of evaluative 
authority will be called upon repeatedly to devise arguments and procedures 
that validate the community'sesi:ablished tastes' and preferences, thereby 
warding off barbarism and the.constant apparition of .an imminent collapse 
of standards and also justifyirig the exercise of their own normative authority. 
~pth informally, as .in the drawingrooms of inen of cultivation and dis

crimination or in the classrooms of the literary academy, and fOrinally, as in 
Hume's essay and throughout the central ~radition of West em critical theory, 
that validation typiCally takes the twofold form of, first, privileging abso
lutely-that is, "standard"-izing, makirlg a standard out of.,.-not simply the 
preferences of the members of tHe group but, more Significantly and also 
more powerfully because more invisibly, the particular contingenoies that 
govern the.irpreferences; and, second biJt simultaneously, discounting or path
ologizing not merely other people's tastes but, again more significantly and 
effectively, all other contingencies... . 

Thus, it is assumed. or -maintained: . 
a) that the particular functions that the es~ablished members of the group 

expect and desire the class of objects in question (for example, "works of art" 
or "literature") to perform are their proper or intrinsiC functions, all other 
expected, desired, or emersent functions being inappropriate, irrelevant, and 
extrinsic-:-abuses of -the true nature of those objects or violations of their 
authorially intended or generically intrinsic purposes; 

b) that the particular conditions (circumstantial, technological, institu
tional, and so forth) under which the members of the group typically interact 
with those objects are SUitable, standard, or necessary-for-their-proper
appreciation, all other conditions being exceptional, peculiar, irregular, 
unsuitable, or substandard; and, most significantly of course, 

4. See Morse Peckham, Expl ...... "on and Power: 
nu. Control of H ....... " B.h41llor(NewYork, 1979), 
for an account of deviance (or what he calls "the 
delta effect") al the product of the relation 
between cultur.l pr.ctlcel .nd the ,.,."do",tIQ. of 
behavtor .nd, more lener.lly, for a hllhly orlatnal 

discussion of the I'roce8les and Inltltutlonl of cul
tural channellng [Smith's note). 
5. That t., O • .... ellnu no .. lISt du",dand ..... : there 
I. no dllputln. about t.lte (Latin). Chile ...... '0" 
,oA11 to .ach hi. own t •• t. (French). 
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c) that the particular subjects who constitute the established and author
ized members of the group are of sound mind and body, duly trained 
and informed, and generally competent, all other, subjects being defective, 
deficient, or deprived: suffering from crudeness of sensibility, diseases and 
distortions of perception. weaknesses of character. impoverishment of 
background-and-education. cultural or historical biases, ideological or per
sonal prejudices and/or undeveloped. corrupted, or jaded tastes. 

A few points deserve special notice here. The first is that communities 
(and drawingrooms) come in all sizes and that, insofar as the ptovincials, 
colonials, and other marginalized groups mentioned above~including the 
young-constitute social communities in themselves, they also tend to have 
prevailing structures of tastes and may be expected to control them in much 
the same ways as do more obviously "establishment" groups. ("Folk
relativism" is neither confined to the folk nor always exhibited by them.) 

Second, with regard to Cc) above, we may recall the familiar specifications 
of the "ideal" critic. as one who, in addition to possessing various exemplary 
natural endowments and cultural competencies, has, through exacting feats 
of self-liberation, freed himself of all forms of particularity and individuality, 
all special interests (or, as in Kant, all interests whatsoever), and thus of all 
bias-which is to say, one who is "free" of everything in relation to which 
any experience or judgment of value occurs. In these respects, it may be 
added. the ideal critic of aesthetic axiology is the exact counterpart of the 
"ideal reader" of literary hermeneutics.6 

Finally, we may note that the privileging of a particular set of functions 
for artworks or works of literature (cf. (a), abbve) is often itself justified on 
the ground that the performance of such functions serves some higher indi
vidual. social, or transcendent good, such as the psychic health of the reader, 
the brotherhood of mankind, the glorification of God, the project of human 
emancipation, or the survival of Western civilization. Any selection from 
among these alternate-and clearly to sonie extent mutually exclusive
higher goods, however, would itself require justification in terms of some yet' 
higher good, and there is no absolute stopping point for this theoretically 
infinite regress of judgments and justifications. This is not to say that certain 
functions of artworks do not serve higher (or at least more general, compre-..-.-· 
hensive, or longer-range) goods better than others. It is to say, however, that 
our selection among higher goods, like our selection among any array of 
goods. will always be contingent. 

PROCESSES OF EVALUATION 

It follows from the conception of value outlined above that evaluations are 
not discrete acts or episodes punctuating experience but indistinguishable 
from the very processes of acting and experiencing themselves. In other 
\vords. for a responsive creature, to exist is to evaluate. We are always. so to 
speak. calculating how things "figure" for us-always pricing them, so to 
speak. in relation to the total economy of our personal universe. Throughout 
our lives, we perform a continuous succession of what are, in effect, rapid
fire cost-benefit analyses. estimating the probable "worthwhileness" of alter-

6. TIlt' _cjence of Interpretation. 
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nate courses of action in relation to our always limited resources of time. and 
energy, assessing, reassessing, and classifying entities with respect to their 
probable capacity to satisfy our current needs and .desires, and to serve our 
emergent interests and long-range plans and purposes. We tend to become 
most conscious of our own evaluative behavior when the rieed to select 
among an array 'of alternate "goods" and/or to resolve an internal"contest 
of sentiments"? moves: us to specifically verbal or other symbolic forms of 
accounting: thus we draw up' our lists of pros and cons; lose sleep, and bore 
our friends by overtly ,rehearsing our options, estimating the· risks and prob
able outcomes of various actions, and so forth. Most of these "calculations," 
however, are performed intuitively and inarticulately, and many of them are 
so recurrent that the habitual arithmetic becomes part of our personality and 
comprises the very style of our being and behavior, forming what.we may 
call our principles or tastes-and what others may call our biases and prej
udices. 

I have been speaking up to this point of the evaluations we make for 
ourselves. We do not, however, move about in a raw universe. Not only are 
the objects we encounter always to some extent pre-interpreted arid pre
classified for us by our particular cultures·and languages; they are alsopre
evaluated, bearing the marks and signs of their prior valuating and 
evaluations by our fellow creatureS. Indeed, pre-c1assificationis itself a form 
of pre-evaluation, for the labels or category names underwhich we encounter 
objects not only, as I suggested earlier, foreground certain of their possible 
functions, but also operate as signs-in effect, as culturally certified endorse
ments-of their more or less effective performance of those functions. 

Like all other objects, works of art and literature. bear the marks of their 
own evaluation history, ·signs of value that acquire their force by virtue of 
various social and cultural practices and, ih this·.case,. certain highly spe
cialized and elaborated institutions; The.'labels "art'" and "literature" are, of 
course, commonly .signs of membership.in distinctly honorific categories. 
The particular functions that; may be endorsed by these labels, however, are; 
unlike those of "doorstops" a!1d "clocks," neither narrowly confined nor read. 
ily specifiable but, on ,the :contrary, exceptionally heterogeneous; mutable; 
and elusive. To the extent~always limited-that· the· relation between these 
labels and a particular. set of expected and desired functions is stabilized 
within a community, it is largely through the normative activities of various 
institutions: most significantly, the literary and aesthetic academy which, 
among other things, develops pedagogic and other acculturative mechanisms 
directed at maintaining at· least (and,co!llmonly, at most) a subpopulatiori 
of the community whose members "appreciate the value".of works of art and 
literature "as sucK" That is, by providing thein with "necessary 'back
grounds," teaching them i'appropriate skills," "c!-1ltivating their interests," 
and generally "developing their t~stes," the academy prOduces generation 
after generation of subjects for whom the objects and texts thus labeled do 
indeed perform the functions thus privileged, t~ereby' ensuring th~ conti
nuity of mutually defining canonical w()rks, canoriiealfunctions; and canon-
ical audiences.8 . 

7. The 18th-century phrase here antic:lpates the 
discussion of Davi.d Hum .. '. essay·Of the Standard 
of Taste" in Challtet 4 and is intended to suggest 
a sttuclurall dynamic: homology between indivi.d-

,: ... 

ual and social conflicts of preference [Smith'. 
notel. . .. .. .' 
8. Pierre Machetey and Etlenne Ballhat ana\yze 
some aspects of·this process in "Literalure as an 
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Artistic Creation as a Paradigm of Evaluative Activity 

It will be instructive at this point (and also for later analysis) to consider the 
very beginning of a work's valuational history-that is, its initial evaluation 
by the artist (here, the author}-for it is ~ot only a prefiguration of all the 
subsequent acts of evaluation of which the work will become the subject but 
is also a model or paradigm of all evaluative activity generally. I refer here 
not merely to that ultimate gesture of authorial judgment that must exhibit 
itself negatively-that is, in the author's either letting the work stand or 
ripping it up-but to the thousand individual acts of approval and rejection, 
preference and assessment, trial and revision, that constitute the entire pro
cess of literary composition. The work we receive is not so much the achieved 
consummation of that process as its enforced abandonment: "abandonment" 
not because the author's techniques are inadequate to her goals, but because 
the goals'themselves are inevitably multiple, mixed, mutually competing and 
thus mutually constraining, and also because they are inevitably unstable, 
changing their nature and relative potency and priority during the very course 
of composition. The completed work is thus always, in a sense, a temporary 
truce among contending forces, achieved at the point of exhaustion, that is, 
the literal depletion of the author's current resources or, given the most 
fundamental principle of the economics of existence, at the point when she 
simply has something else-more worthwhile-to do: when, in other words, 
the time and energy she would have to give to further tinkering, testing, and 
adjustment are no longer compensated for by an adequately rewarding sense 
of continuing interest in the process or increased satisfaction in the product. 

It is for comparable reasons that we, as readers of the work, will later let 
our own experience of it stand: not because we have "fully appreciated" the 
work, not because we have exhausted all its possible sources of interest and 
hence of value, but because we, too, ultimately have something else-more 
worthwhile-to do. The reader's experience' of the work is pre-figured-that 
is, both calculated and pre-enacted-by the author in other ways as well: 
for, in selecting this word, adjusting that turn of phrase, preferring this rhyme 
to that, she is all the while testing the local and global effectiveness of each 
decision by impersonating in advance her various p'resumptive audiences, 
who thereby themselves participate in shaping the work they wilLlater read. 
Every literary work-and, more generally, artwork-is thus the product of a 
complex evaluative feedback loop that embraces not only the ever-shifting 
economy of the artist's own interest and r~sour!7es as they evolve during and 
in reaction to the process of composition, but also all the shifting economies 
of her assumed and imagined audiences, including those who do not yet exist 
but those whose" emergent interests, variable conditions of encounter, and 
rival sources of gratification she will a~tempt to predict-or will intuitively 
surmise-and to which, among other things, her own sense of the fittingness 
of each decision will be responsive.9 

The inevitable evaluative and prefigurative aspects of literary composition, 
or of what is commonly referred to as "the creative process" in relation spe-

Ideolo~cal Form: Some Marxist Propositions," 
trans. James Kavanagh, Prtuis ':i (1981): 43-58. 
See also Bourdleu, Distinclion, pp. 230-44, for a 
related arialy*ls of what he refers to as "the quasi
miraculous correspondence" between "goods pro .. 
duction Bnd taste production" [Smith's note}. 

9. For a deSCription of some of the specific con
straints tha~ shape both the process and its termi
nation and, more generally, for a usefulnccounl of 
the, ~ays in which artworks are "produced" by 
social networks, see Howaro Beeker, Arl World!
(Berke/ey, 1982), pp. 198-209 {Smith's note}. ' 
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cifically to aesthetic/cultural production, mark significant continuities not 
only between "creative" and "critical" activities but also between "artistic" 
and "scientific" production, and thereby make quite problematic the tradI
tional effort to maintain clear distinctions among any of these. I shall return 
in Chapter 5 to the relation between the simultaneously critical and pro~ 
ductive processes of artistic composition and some characteristic aspects of 
scientific activity. I 

,,-

The descriptiofi~fabo5e, of the evaluative process of the author and, anal
ogously, the individual reader, may be extended even further. For it also 
describes all the other diverse forms of evaluation by which the work will be 
subsequently marked and its value reproduced and transmitted: that is, the 
innumerable implicit acts of evaluation performed by those who, as may 
happen, publish the work, purchase, preserve, display, quote, cite, translate, 
perform, allude to, and imitate it; the more explicit but causal judgments 
made, debated, and negotiated in informal contexts by readers and by all 
those others in whose personal economies the work, in some way, "figures"; 
and the highly specialized institutionalized forms of evaluation exhibited in 
the more or less professional activities of scholars, teachers, and academic 
or journalistic critics: not only their full-dress reviews and explicit rank
orderings, evaluations, and revaluations, but also such activities as the 
awarding of literary prizes, the commissioning and publishing of articles 
about certain works, the compiling of anthologies, the writing of introduc
tions, the construction of department curricula, and the drawing up of class 
reading lists. All these forms of evaluation, whether overt or covert, verbal 
or imirticulate, and whether performed by the common reader, professional 
reviewer, big-time bookseller, or small-town librarian, have functions and 
effects that are significant in the production and maintenance or destruction 
of literary value, both reflecting and contributing to the various economies 
in relation to which a work acquires value. And each of the evaluative acts 
mentioned, like those of the author and the individual reader, represents a 
set of individual economic decisions, an adjudication among competing 
claims for limited resources of time, space, energy, attention-or, of course, 
money-and also, insofar as the evaluation is a socially responsive act or part 
of a social transaction, a set of surmises, assumptions; or predictions regard
ing the personal economies of other people. 

Although it is important to recognize that the evaluation of texts is not 
confined to the formal. critical judgments issued within the rooms of the 
literary academy or upon the pages of its associated publications, the activ
ities of the academy certainly figure significantly iri the production of literary 
value. For example, the repeated inclusion of a particular work in literary 
anthologies not only promotes the value of that work but goes some distance 
toward creating its value, as does also its repeated appearance on reading 
lists or its frequent citation or quotation by professors, s~holars, and aca
demic critics. For, as noted in Chapter 1, all these institutional acts have the 
effect, at the least, of drawing the work into the orbit of attention of a pop-

I. For a related discussion of the continuities 
among theoretical, critical, and aesthetic activities, 
see Barbara Herrnstein Smith, "Masters and Ser
vants: Theory In the Literary Academy," In Ext>lo-

rations in Music, d.e Arts, and Ideas: A Festschri/t 
for Leo_rd B. Meyer, ed. Eugene Narmour (New 
York, 1989) [Smith's notel. 
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ulation of potential readers; and. by making it more accessible to the interests 
of those readers while at the same time shaping and supplying the very inter
ests in relation to which they will experience the work, they make it more 
likely both that the work \,,-iII be experienced at all and also that it wiH be 
expedenced as valuable. -

The converse side to this process is well known. Those who are in positions 
to edit anthologies and prepare reading lists are obviously those who occupy 
positions of some cultural power; and their acts of evaluation-represented 
in what they exclude as well as in what they include-constitute not merely 
recommendations of value. but. for the reasons just mentioned, also deter
minants of value. Moreover, since they will usually exclude not only what 
they take to be inferior literature but also what they take to be nonliterary, 
subliterary, or paraliteral-Y. their selections not only imply certain "criteria" 
of literary value. which may in fact be made explicit. but, more significantly, 
they produce and maintain certain definitions of "literature" and, thereby, 
certain assumptions about the desired and expected functions of the texts so 
classified and about the interests of their appropriate audiences, all of which 
are usually not explicit and, for that reason, less likely to be questioned, 
challenged, or even noticed. Thus the p'rivileging power of evaluative author
ity may be very great, even when it is rrianifested inarticulately. a The aca
demic activities described here, however, are only a small part of the complex 
process of literary canonization. ' 

THE DYNAMICS OF ENDURANCE 

\Vhen we consider the cultural re-production of value on a larger time-scale, 
the model of evaluative dynamics outlined above suggests that both (a) the 
"survival" or "endurance" of a text and, it may be, (b) its achievement of high 
cllnonical status not only as a "work of literature" but as a "classic" are the 
product neither of the objectively (in the Marxist sense) conspiratorial force 
of establishment institutions nor of the continuous appreciation of the time
less virtues of a fixed object by succeeding generations of isolated readers 
but, loather, of a series of continuous interactions Bfllong a variably consti- -
tuted object, emergent conditions. and mechanisms of cultural selection and 
transmission. These interactions are, in certain respects, analogous to those _ 
by ,-irtue of which biological species evolve and survive and also analogouS'-' 
to those through which al'tistic choices evolve and are found ~'fit" or fitting 
by the individual artist. The operation of these cultural-historical dynamics 
may be briefly indicated hel'e in quite general terms. 

At a given time and under the contemporary conditions of available mate
rials and technology or techniques, a particular object-let us say a verbal 
artifact or text-may perform certain desired/able3 functions quite well for 

2. Feu" H wen-documented i11ustratinll of the point, 
st.'e Ninu Baym, "Melodramas of Beset Manhood: 
Ho\\' Theories of American Fictiun Exclude 
'Nomen Authors," American Quarter'" 31 (sunlnler 
J 98 J): IlS-39. In addition to antholugles. Baym 
IlU'l'IliOI1S historical studies, psychological and 
".ciological theories of literary production. and 
pi.lI'tkular methods of literary intel'pretation 
ISmith's nute]. 
,_ I h·\"(, .. nd throughout this .tud), the term 

"desired / able" indicates that the valued effect In 
quesllon need not have been specifically desired 
(sought, wanted. imagined or intended) as such by 
any subject. In other words, it. value for certain 
subjects may have emerged independent of any 
specific; human intention or agency and, indeed, 
.nay have been altogether a product of the chances 
of history or, as we say, a matter of luck (Smith's 
note]. 
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some set cif subjects. It will·do so by virtue of certain of its "propel'ties'!,as 
they have been specifically constituted-framed j foregrounded; and config
ured-by those subjects under those -conditions and in accord. with' their 
particular needs, interests, arid resources-and also perhaps largely as. pre
figured by the artist who, as described earlier, in the very process of produc
ing the, work and continuously evaluating its fitness and adjusting it 
accordingly, will have multiply and variably constituted it. 
' .... Two related points need emphasis here. One .is' that the current value of 
a work-that is, its effectiveness in performing desired/able funCtions for 
some set of subjects---,is by no means independent of au.thorial design,labor, 
and skill. To be sure, the artist does not have absolute control over that value, 
nor, can its dimensions be simply equated with the dimensions of his artistic 
skill or genius. But the common anxiety that attention to the cultural deter
minants of aesthetic value makes the artist or artistic labor irrelevant is sim
ply unfounded. The second point is that what may be spoken 'of as the 
"properties" of a work-its "structure," "features," "qualities," and of course 
its "meanings"-are not fixed, given, or inherent in the work "itself" but are 
at every point the variable products of particular subjects' interactions with 
it. Thus, it is never "the same Homer ..... This is not to deny that some aspect, 
or perhaps many aspects', of a work may be constituted in similar ways by 
numerous different subjects, among wham we may include the au.thor: to the 
extent that this duplication occurs, however, it will be because the subjects 
who do the constituting are themselves similar, not only or simply in being 
human creatures (and thereby, as it is commonly supposed, "sharing an 
underlying humanity" and so on) but in occupying a particular universe tha.t 
may be,for them, in many respects recurrent of'relatively continuous and 
stable, and/or in inheriting from orie another, through mechanisms' of cul~ 
iural transmission, certain ways of:interacting with texts and "works of Jit-
erature." . . 
. ' To continue, however, the acc~unt pr the: cultl;lral-J:tis,torical dynamics of 
endurance. An object or artifact that perfoi-rhs certain desired/able functions 
particularly well at a given time for some community of subjects, being per
haps not only "fit" but exemplary~that is, "the best of its kind"-under'those 
conditions, will have an immediatesuivivaladvantage; for, relative to (or in 
competition with) other comparable objects or artifacts available at that time, 
it will not only be better protected from physical deterioration but will also 
be more frequently used or widely exhibited and, if it is a text or verbal 
artifact, more frequently read or recited, copied or reprinted, translated, imi-

-tated, ~ited, commented upon, and so forth-in short, culturally' re
produced-and thus will be more readily available to perform those or other 
functions for other subjects at a subsequent time. 

Two possible trajectories ensue: 
1. If, on the one hand, under the changing and emergent conditions of 

that subsequent time, the functions for which the text was earlier valued are 
no longer desired/able or if, in competition with comparable works (includ~ 
ing, now, those newly produced with newly available materials and tech
niques), it no longer performs those original functions particularly well, it 

4, For a careful neo-Marxlst analysis of the continuous historical "rewriting" of the H~merlc texts, .~e John 
Frow, Marxism and Literary History (Cambridge, Ma ... , 1986), pp. 172-82 [Smith's note]. 
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will, accordingly, be less well maintained and less frequently cited, recited, 
etc., so that its visibility as well as interest will fade and it will survive, if at 
all, simply as a physical relic. It may, of course, be subsequently valued 
specifically as a relic (for its archeological or "historical" interest), in which 
case it will be performing desired/able functions and pursue the trajectory 
described below. It may also be subsequently "rediscovered" as an "unjustly 
neglected masterpiece," either when the functions it had' originally per
formed are again desired/able or, what is more likely, when different of its 
properties and possible functions become foregrounded by a new set of sub
jects with emergent interests and purposes. 

2. If, on the other hand, under changing conditions and in competition 
with newly produced and other re-produced works, it continues to perform 
some desired/able functions particularly well, even if not the same ones for 
which it was initially valued (and, accordingly, by Virtue of other newly fore
grounded or differently framed or con figured properties'--including, once 
again, emergent "meanings"), it will continue to be cited and recited, con
tinue to be visible and available to succeeding generations of subjects, and 
thus continue to be culturally re-produced. A work that has in this way sur
vived for some time can always move into a trajectory of extinction through 
the sudden emergence or gradual conjunction of unfavorable conditions of 
the kind described above. There are, however, a number of reasons why, 
once it has achieved canonic,al status, it will be more secure from that risk. 

For one thing, when the value of a work is seen as unquestionable, those 
of its features that would, in a noncanonical work, be found alienating-for 
example, technically crude, philosophically rtaYve; or narrowly topical-will 
be glozed over or backgrounded. In particular, features that conflict intol
erably with the interests and ideologies of subsequent subjects (and, in the 
West, with those generally benign "humanistic" values for which canonical 
works are commonly celebrated)-for example,. incidents or sentiments of 
brutality, bigotry, and racial, sexual, or national chauvinism~will be 
repressed or rationalized, and there will be a tendency among humanistic 
scholars and academic critics to "save the text" by transferring the locus bf 
its interest to more formal or structural features and/or by allegorizing its 
potentially alienating ideology to some more general ("universal") level where 
it becomes more tolerable and also more readily interpretable in termS"l()f 
contemporary ideologies. Thus we make texts timeless by suppressing their 
temporality. (It may be added that to those scholars and critics for whom 
those features are not only palatable but for whom the value of the canonical 
works consists precisely in their "embodying" and "preserving" such "tradi
tional values," the transJer of the locus of value to formal properties will be 
seen as a descent into formalism and "aestheticism," and the tendency to 
allegorize it too generally or to interpret it too readily in terms of "modern 
values" will be seen not as saving the text but as betraying it.) 

Second, in addition to whatever various and perhaps continuously differ
ing functions a work performs for succeeding generations of individual sub
jects, it will also begin to perform certain characteristic cultural functions 
by virtue of the very fact that it has endured-that is, the functions of a 
canonical work as such-and be valued and preserved accordingly: as a wit
ness to lost innocence, former glory, and/of appaferttly' persistent communal 
interests and "values" and thus a banner of communal identity; as a reservoir 
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of images, archetypes, and topoi'-characters and episodes, passages and 
verbal tags-repeatedly invoked and rec~rrently applied to new situations 
and cfrcumstances; and as a stylistic and generic exemplar that will energize 
the prp.duction of subsequent works and texts (upon which the latter will be 
modeled ~md by which, as a normative "touchstone,"6 they will be measured). 
In thelie ways, the canonical work begins increasingly not merely to survive 
within but to shape and create the culture in which its value is produced and 
transmiHed and, for that very reason, to perpetuate the conditions of its own 
flourish,ng. Nothing endures like endurance. 

To the extent that~e develop within and are formed by a culture that is 
itself constituted in part by canonical texts, it is not surprising that those 
texts seem, as Hans-Georg Gadamer puts it, to "speak" to us "directly" and 
even "specially": "The classical is what is preserved precisely because it sig~ 
nifies and interprets itself; [that is,] that which speaks in such a way that it 
is not a statement about what is past, as mere testimony to someth~ng that 
needs to be interpreted, but says something to the present as if it were said 
specially to us ... This is just what the word 'classical' means, that the dura
tion of the power of a work to speak directly is fundamentally unlimited."7 
It is hardly, however, as Gadamer implies here, bec'ause such texts are 
uniquely self-mediated or unmediated and hence not needful of interpreta
tion but, rather, because they h~ve already been so thoroughly mediated
evaluated as well as interprete4-for us by the very culture and cultural 
institutions through which they have been preserved and by which we our
selves have been formed. 

What is commonly referred to as "the test of time" (Gadamer, for example, 
characterizes "the classical" as "a notable mode of 'being historical,' that 
historical process of preservation that through the constant proving of itself 
sets before us something that is true")8 is not, as the figure implies, an imper
sonal and impartial mechanism; for the cultural institutions through which 
it operates (schools, libraries, theaters, museums, publishing and printing 
houses, editorial boards, prize-awarding commissions, state censors, and so 
forth) are, of course, all managed by persons (who, by definition, are those 
with cultural power and commonly other forms of power as well); and, since 
the texts that are selected and preserved by "time" ~ll always tend to be 
those which "fit" (and, indeed, have often been designed to fit) their char
acteristic needs, interests, resources, and purposeSj t.hat testing mechanism 
has its own built-in partialities accumulated in and thus intensified by time. 
For example, the characteristic resources of the culturally dominant mem
bers of a community include access to specific training and the opportunity 
and occasion to develop not only competence in a large number of cultural 
codes but also a large number of diverse (or "cosmopolitan") interests. The 
works that are differentially reproduced, therefore, will tend to be those that 
gratify the exercise of such compet~ncies and engage interests 9f that kind: 
specifically, works that are structurally complex and, in the tecf1nical sense, 
information-rich-and which, by virtue of those qualities, may be especially 

5. Traditional or ~onventlonal themes or topics. 
6. A term closely linked to MA'ITHEW ARNOLD, 
who argued in ''The Study of Poetry" (1880) that 
poetry Is best judged by testing It against "lines and 
expressions of the great masters," kept as a "touch
stone" in one's mind. 

7. Trueh and M"ehod (New York, 1982), pp. 257-
58 [Smith's note]. Gadamer (b. 1900), German 
philosopher whose !'lOS, Influential work was on 
hermeneutfcs. 
8. Ibid., p. 255 [Smith's note]. 
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amendable to multiple re-configuration, more likely to el1ter into reJation 
with the emergent interests of vari01i's subjects, and thus more readily' adapt
able to emergent conditions. Also, as il! often remarked, since Hws~' with 
cultural power tend to be members of socially, economically, and'politically 
established classes (or to serve trerri f!nd identify their own interests wjth 
theirs), the texts that survive willterid to be those that appear to reflect and 
reinforce establishment ideologies. l-lowever much canonical workS'may be 
seen to "question" secular vanities such as wealth, social position, and politi
cal power, "remind" their readers of more elevated values and virtues~ and 
oblige them to "confront" such harH truths and harsh realities as their own 
mortality and the hidden griefs of obscure people, they would not be found 
to please long and wen if they were seen radically to undercut establishment 
interests or effectivel}' to subvert the ideologies that support them, (C0ftstru
ing them to the l~t~er ends, of course, is one of the characteristic ways in 
which those with ~nti-establishment interests participate in the cultural rt;-
productio!1 of canonical texts and thus in their endurance as well.) , I,' 

Two final points should be added here. First, it should be no~ed that "struc
tm'al complexity" and "information-richn~ss" are. of course, subject-relative 
as "qual~ffes" and ~ho experien~ially subject-v~riable. Since' ~e differ'iqdi
,;iduaIJy i,four tolerance for complexity in vario~s sensory/perc~ptual Ipmf;:il
ities arid 'also in our ability to process informati0ll in different codes, what 
is interestingly complex and engagingly information-rich to one subject may 
be intolerably chaotic to another and slickly academic to yet a third. More
over, these tolerances and competimces are themselves the complex and 
variable products of culturally specific conditi~ns. For these reasons, and 
pace the more naIvely ambitious claims of "empirical aesthetics,"9 such fea
tures cannot operate as "objective" m~aslires of aesthetic v~14e. 

Second, it is clear tha~ the needs, iqterests, and purposes of culturally and 
otherwise dominant members ofa community do not exclusively or totally 
determine which works sunrive. The antiquity and longevity of domestic 
pl"Overbs, popular tales, children's ver.j>al,games, and the entire phenomenon 
of what we call "folklore," which occurs through the same or corresponding 
mechanisms of cultural selection and re-ptodudioh as those described above 
specifically for "texts," demonstrate tllM ~he "eridurance" qf a verbal artifact 
(if not its achieveinent of academic canonical status as a "work of liteflf-' 
tu re "-many folkloric works do, ho~ever. perform all the functions described 
above as characteristic of canonical works as such) may be more or less 
independent of institutions controlled by those with political power, More
m'er, the interests and purposes of tile latter must always operate in inter
action with non- or antiestablishment iqterests and purposes as well as with 
\'arious other contingeqcies and "accidents of time" over which they have 
limited, if any. control. 'from the burning of libraries to political and social 
revolution. religiOUS iconoclasms, and shift!! of dominance among entire lan
guages and cultures. 

As the preceding discussion suggests, the value of a literary work is con
tinuously produced and re-produced by the' very acts of implicit and explicit 

9, The scientific attempt to mea.ut'., or analyze the features of art objects by assessing their impacts on 
Oludi('nces. 
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evaluation that are frequently invoked as "reflecting" its value an,d therefore 
as being evidence of it. In other words; what are commonly taken to be the 
signs of literary value are; in . effect, its springs. The endurance of a classic 
canonical author such as Homer, then, owes not to the alleged transcultural 
or universal value of his works but, 'on the contrary, to the continuity of their 
circulation in a particular culture. Repeatedly cited and recited. translated. 
taught and imitated. and thoroughly enmeshed in the network of intertex
tuality that continuously constitutes the high culture of the orthodoxly edu
cated population of the West (and the Western-educated population of the 
rest of the world), that highly. variable entity we refer to as "Homer" recur
rently enters our experience in relation' to a large number and variety of our 
interests and thus can perform· a large number of various functions for us 
and obviously has performed them for many of us over a good bit of the 
history of our culture. It is well to recall, however, that there are many people 
in the world who are not-or are not yet, or choose not to be---among the 
orthodoxly educated population of the West: people who do not encounter 
Western classics at all or who encounter them under cultural and institu
tional conditions very different from those of Aqterican'and European college 
professors and their students. The fact that Homer, Dante', and Shakespeare 
do not figure significantly in the personal economies ofthese people, do not 
perform individual or social functions that gratify their interests, do not have 
value for them, might properly be taken as qualifying the claims of transcen
dent universal value made for such works. As ·we know, however, it is rou
tinely taken instead as evidence or confirmation of.the cultural deficiency
or, . more piously, "deprivatiori"--'-Of such people. The fact ·that other verbal 
artifacts {not necessarily "works" of literature" or even "texts"} and other 
objects and events (not necessarily "works of art"or',even,artifacts) have 
performed and do perform for them the various ,functions that Homer, 
Dante. and Shakespeare perform for us and, moreover;' that the possibility 
of performing the totality of such function~ is always distributed over· the 
totality of texts, artifacts, objects, and events-a possibility continuously real
ized and thus a value continuously "appreciated"-comrndnlycannot be 
grasped or acknowledged by the custodians of the Western canon. 

FREDR,IG JAlVIESON 
. h. 1'934 

1988 

Although it flourished during the 1930s, Marxist aesthetics and literary criticism all 
but vanished from critical discourse in the 'United States aJter World War 11. The 
cold war consensus stigmatized everything·associated. with c6tniriunism, and the dom~ 
inant methods of the' New Crlticism pracdced by CLEANTHBROOKS· arid dihetS 
focused on internal features of works rather than external connections with society, 
politics, an.dhlstory. Even"vhen radical cultural;criticism revivcrd In the soci,l tt~mult 
of the 19605, its main roots were not in Marxism but in new social movements such 
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as feminism, black power, and environmentalism. Against this current~ Fredric Jame
son almost single-handedly revived Marxist literary studies within the American acad
emy, principally with Marxism and Form (1971), which recovered major figures in 
the Western Marxist tradition, and with his landmark The Political Unconscious: Nar
rative as a Socially Symbolic Act (1981), which outlined his methods for a Marxist 
literary criticism. An ambitious synthesis of contemporary structuralist theory and 
Marxism, The Political Unconscious, from which we take our first selection, argues 
that political and economic history form the subtexts and allegorical meanings of 
literary works. Jameson broadened his focus to 'examine conteinporary culture, and 
"Postmodernism and Consumer Society" (1988), our second'sdection, encapsulates 
his widely influential views on postmodernism, in particular on the relation of art to 
present-day capitalist production. 

Born in Cleveland, Ohio, Jameson was educated at Havetford College, receiving 
his B.A. in 1954, and at Yale University, where he earned a doctorate in French and 
comparative literature in 1959. He also spent a formative year in Germany on a 
Fulbright Fellowship at the Universities of Munich and Berlin (1956-57). After 
teaching at Harvard University from 1959 to 1967, Jaineson moved to the newly 
created University of California at San Diego, where he encountered Herbert Mar
cuse, guru for many student radicals and a surviving figure from the Frankfurt School 
(of which THEODOR ADORNO was a central member). Thereafter Jameson held posi
tions at Yale University (I976-83) and the University of California at Santa Cruz 
(1983-85), settling at Duke University in 1986 as distinguished professor of 
comparative literature and director of the graduate program in literature and of the 
Center for Critical Theory. 

By the mid-1970s, Jameson and TERRY EAGLETON were being hailed as the most 
significant Marxist literary critics and theorists in the Anglophone world, but it was 
not until the publication of The Political Unconscious that the originality oOameson's 
project became clear. Opening with the famous exhortation "Always historicize!" he 
sets out the methodological approach he calls "metacommentary," which provides a 
theoretically sophisticated answer to the perennial question of the relation of aes
thetics to social history. In contrast to those ptacticing more conventional torms of 
historical criticism, Jameson not only situiltes cultural texts in relation to their imme
diate historical context but also approaches them from the vantage point of herme
neutics, exploring the interpretive strategies that shape how we understand individual 
works. Unlike other modern theories of interpretation, such as the reception theory 
of HANSROBERT JAUSS, Jameson's stresses that its object is a Marxist analysis of 
ideology and that Marxism encompasses all other interpretive strategies, showing that 
their explanations of a text's meaning are only partial. . .-... . 

Jameson holds that a critic wishing to decipher the meaning of a text must tltoceed 
through a series of distinct phases, embodied in the text 'and uncovered through 
systematic decoding. He draws on a wide array of twentieth-century theoretical 
sources to do this, from NORTHROP FRYE's four levels of interpretation (which 
ultimately derive from the medieval interpretive schema of THOMAS AQUINAS), to 
jACQUES LACAN's theol:)' of the unconscious, to Lol.ns ALTHUSSER's account of ide
ology. Jahleson sees Marxist criticism not as excluslonary or separatist but as com
prehensive, assimilating a compendium of sources and thereby achieving greater 
"semantic richness." The critic should examine in turn the political history to which 
a text refers, social history (conceived in traditional Marxist terms as the history of 
class struggles), and the history of modes of production. These approaches do not 
displace but are embedded in each other, building to higher levels of generality and 
deeper layers of historical causation. 

To interpret a text within the horizon of political history, Jameson, borrowing from 
KENNETH BURKE's theory of symbolic action,' focuses on "the individual work ... 
grasped essentially as a symbolic act." For instance; one can read Shakespeare's Mac
beth (ca. 1606) as a presentation of the burning political 'Issue of its historical 
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moment, royal succession. Shakespeare's contemporaries would have recognized this 
both as the play's obvious them~ (Macbeth as the murderous usurper; Malcolm as 
the legitimate but feckless heir) and as a matter of immediate political concern-the 
play was performed at court not long after James VI of Scotland had assumed the 
English throne as James I, a Stuart supplanting the Tudor dynasty. Details of plot, 
character, and thought are in this reading understood as allegorical signs referring to 
historical figures and to Renaissance doctrine,s about royal power and its legitimacy. 

For the second phase of interpretation,' the object of investigation is "the ideolo
geme, that is, the smallest intelligible unit of the essentially antagonistic. collective 
discourses of sO.fj1iI'c::lasses." To take another example from Shakespeare, in a number 
of the hi,story plays, s~h as the two parts of Henry IV (ca. 1597, 1599), as well as in 
several of the tragedies, such as Hamlet (ca. 1600) and King Lear (ca. 1605), the 
dramatic struggle between the major characters stages the ideological conflict 
between older, medieval ideals of kingship and the state and the modernizing ten
dencies of an emergent absolutist power that advances the interests of the bourgeoisie 
against the prerogatives of powerful feudal landlords. This sociological interpretation 
does not cancel out the first; one can still recognize the political allegory in Henry 
IV, which justifies Tudor rule by shOWing the superiority of the modernizing Tudors 
(embodied in Prince Hal) over both the rebellious English barons and the effeminate 
French monarcf1.y. " 

The outermost circle of interpretation, "the ideology of form," links the literary 
work with the mode of production (characterized, according to KARL MARk; as tribal 
hordes, Neolithic kinship societies, Oriental despotism, imcient slaveholding .socie
ties, feudalism, capitalism, and finally communism). This criticism subsu~es prior 
levels, p'robing what Jameson calls "the symbolic messages transmitted to us by the 
coexistence of various sign systems which are themselves traces or anticipations of 
modes of production." Thus Hamlet's "problems" (famously elaborated by T. s; EL~OT) 
do not indicate Shakespeare's dramatic failure (as Eliot argued) but rather signify a 
historical tension between the feudal ideals embodied in Hamlet's fat per, ideals to 
which Hamlet owes one sort of allegiance, and the modern habits imbibed by 'the 
prince through his university education at Wittenberg. These latter include H~rrilet'iI 
tendency toward obsessive individualistic reflection, which ·prevents his carrying out 
the revenge that his father decreed against the usurping Claudius. This conflict is 
visible in the play's dramatic form, which overlays a modern psychological drama onto 
its older source material governed by the conventions of revenge tragedy (a popular 
form in Shakespeare's day). The play stands, thematicallyahd formally, on the cusp 
of a major historical transformation-the transition from feu<lalism to capitalism. 
Hamlet's fatal actions at the end do not resolve' the play's ideological and formal 
contradictions because no resolution was imaginable in 1600; tile triumph of capi
talism over feudalism in Britain would not be achieved until near the end of the 
seventeenth century, with remnants of feudal ic~eologies persisting long after. 

The imaginative Itmits imposed on' an author or a text by it!lh~storical moment 
reveal the operation of history itself, which "sets inexorable Iiinits to individual as well 
as collective praxis." And though its causes might not be immediately apparent, we 
can apprehend history in its effects, which are "inaccessible to us except in textual 
form." Here ]ameson espouses a distinctly poststructuralist view, that-as articulated 
by PAUL DE MAN-"the bases for historical knowledge are not empirical facts but 
written texts, even if these texts masquerade in the guise of w",rs ,or revolutions"; 
however, he departs from de Man in stressing the text~s ideological over its linguistic 
import. . ' 

In "Postmodernism and Consumer Society," which anticipates his magisterial study 
Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (I 991), ]ameson expands 
his consideration of the ideology of form, moving beyond the literary canon te) con
temporary culture-including film, experimental poetry, popular fiction, art, and 
architecture. He identifies two causal conditions for postmodernism across the arts: 
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first. its products "emerge as specific reactions against the established forms of high 
modernism"; and second, it I'esults from the "erosion of the older distinction between 
high culture and so-called mass 01' popular culture." These essentially aesthetic deter
minations. however. are not postmodernism's ultimate cause. In classically Marxist 
fashion, Jameson looks to the underlying economic formation: postmodernism 
"expresses the inner truth of that newly emergent social order of late capitalism," 
sometimes also called consumer. postindustrial, or multinational capitalism, which 
arose in the immediate aftermath of World War 11 and reached both its fulfillment 
and a moment of crisis during the 1960s. For Jameson, "postmodernism" names a 
historical period, not just a new style or aesthetic. As modernism was a result of the 
imperial stage of capitalism, so postmodernism is the distinctive "ideology of form" 
of the contemporary period of consumer capitalism. 

Postmodern works exhibit a range of distinctive formal features, such as pastiche, 
simulation, and, in architectuI'e, what Jameson terms "hyperspace." Focusing on what 
he calls "the nostalgia mode," Jameson describes the peculiar dehistoricized depth
lessness of certain postmodern works, such as the popular film American Graffiti 
(I 9(3) and novels like E. L. Doctorow's Ragtime (1975). In a postmodern world, we 
';se('m condemned to seek the historical past through our own pop images and ster
eotypes about the past, which itself remains forever out of reach." Jameson goes on 
to analyze one of the exemplary monuments of postmodern architecture, John Port
nwn's Bonaventure Hotel (1977) in downtown Los Angeles. Showing how space is 
configured in disorienting new ways by Portman's structure, Jameson argues that 
postmodern architecture-emblematic of other postmodern arts-embodies an 
objectively new kind of bewildering hyperspace, which we lack the necessary percep
tual and cognitive tools to understand. He concludes by returning to the contrast 
between high modernist and postmodern works, reemphasizing modernism's oppo
sitional stance toward the dominant culture of the bourgeoisie. About postmodern
ism, Jameson is more tentative; he suggests that it may be more than the reflection 
or reproduction of consumer society or late capitalism, but he ultimately declines to 
answer the question he has posed about its critical potential. 

Recognized as the leading contemporary Marxist critic in the United States as well 
as a major practitioner of poststructuralist theory, Jameson has drawn both a large 
follOWing and a great deal of criticism. Some have charged that his writing is overly 
difficult, obscure, and inaccessible. Theoretically attuned critics have variously ques
tiOl~ed his "totalizing" allegorical method of interpretation, his eclectic borrowing' 
from diverse theories, his reductive scheme of historical periods leading to postmod
crnism, his disregard of feminism and gender dynamics, and his lack of concrete 
attention to ongoing political struggles. From the Marxist Left, Terry Eagleton ques.-."., 
lions the connection between theory and politics, pointedly asking of one of jameson's 
readings in TI,e Political Ullco11scious: "How is a Marxist-structuralist analysis of a 
minOl' novel of Balzac to help shake the foundations of capitalism?" Although Eag
leton allows, quoting Althusser. that it contributes to the "class struggle at the level 
of theory," he concl~des that the relation is unclear. jameson himself answers in an 
intt'loview that his intention is to make Marxism a centl'al concern in intellectual 
ell·e1es. as well as to redefine it in light of contemporary thought. Though his work 
may nut immediately translate to concrete political practices and policies, jameson 
has been a tireless analyst of "the ideology of form" in literary and cultural works, 
and he is arguably the must influential proponent of Marxism in contemporary 
criticism. 
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lent selection of work spanning jameson's career. '. . 

Jameson's writings have drawn a substantial though uneven body of criticism. For 
an interesting early response from Kennet!t Burke, see "Methological Repression 
and I or Strategies of Containment," Critical Inquiry 5 (1978). Perhaps the best early 
accounts are by Terry Eagleton, "The Ideali~m of American Criticism" (1981) and 
"Frederic Jameson: The Politics of Style" (I982), both collected in his Against the 
Grain: Selected Essays (1986). Two critical journals devoted special issues to The 
Political Unconscious: Diacritics 12 (1982), which includes essays by the historian 
Hayden White, Eagleton (cited above), and others, and an illuminating interview with 
Jameson; and New Orleans Review II (1984), which includes a response by Jean
Fran~ois Lyotard, "The Unconscious, History,. and Phrases: Notes on The Political 
Unconscious." In "Fredric Jameson's Marxist Hermeneutics," Boundary 2 11 (1982,-: 
83), the African American social critic Cornel West points to Jatneson's roots in the 
work of Gyorgy LuImcs. Mike Davis offers a celebrated challenge to Jameson's 
account of postmodern architecture in "Urban Renaissance and the Spirit of Post
modernism," New Left Review, no. 151 (1985). Imaginary Relations: Aesthetics and 
Ideology in the Theory of Historical Materialism (1987) by the Marxist critic Michael 
Sprinker offers a useful analysis of Jameson's historicism. Postmodernism I Jameson I 
Critique, edited by Douglas Kellner (1989), gathers diverse essays as well as Jameson's 
response to his critics. A famous riposte, Aijaz Ahmad's "Jameson's Rhetoric of 
Otherness and the 'National Allegory''' (1987), polemically critiques Jameson's 
notion of third world literature; it has been reprinted in Ahmad's In Theory: Classes, 
Nations, Literatures (1992). Perry Anderson's Origi~ of Postmodernity (1998) is an 
excellent guide, covering the breadth of Jameson's career. Steven Helmling, in The 
Success and .Failure of Fredric Jameson: Writing, the Sublime, and the Dialectic of 
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Critique (2000), traces Jameson's thought, focusing on his work from The Political 
Unconscious on. 

Sean Homer, Fredric Jameson: Marxism, Hermeneutics, Postmodernism (1998), is 
a useful introduction, and contains a bibliography of primary and selected second
ary texts. The Jameson Reader includes a comprehensive bibliography of Jameson's 
writings. 

From The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially 
Symbolic Act 

Preface 

Always historicize! This slogan-the one absolute and we may even say 
"transhistorical" imperative of all dialectical thoughtt-will unsurprisingly 
turn out to be the moral of The Political Unconscious as well. But, as the 
traditional dialectic teaches us, the historicizing operation can follow two 
distinct paths, which only ultimately meet in the same place: the path of the 
object and the path of the subject, the historical origins of the things them
selves and that more intangible historicity of the concepts and categories by 
which we attempt to understand those things. In the area of culture, which 
is the central field of the present book, we are thus confronted with a choice 
between study of the nature of the "objective" structures of a given cultural 
text (the historicity of its forms and of its content, the historical moment of 
emergence of i{:s linguistic possibilities, the situation-specific function of its 
aesthetic) and something rather different which would instead foreground 
the interpretive categories or codes through which we read and receive the 
text in question. For better or for worse, it is this second path we have chosen 
to follow here: The Political Unconscious accordingly turns on the dynamics 
of the act of interpretation and presupposes, as its organizational fiction, that 
we never really confront a text immediately, in all its freshness as a thing
in-itself. Rather, texts come before us as the always-already-read; we appre
hend them through sedimented layers of previous interpretations, or-if the 
text is brand-new-through the sedimented reading habits and categories 
developed by those inherited interpretive traditions. This presYfJposition 
then dictates the use of a method (which I have elsewhere termed the "meta
commentary"2) according to which our object of study is less the text itself 
than the interpretations through which we attempt to confront and to appro
priate it. Interpretation is here construed as an essentially allegorical act, 
which consists in. rewriting a given text in terms of a particular interpretive 
master code. The identification of the latter will then lead to an evaluation 
of such codes or, in other words, of the "methods" or approaches current in 
American literary and cultural study today. Their juxtaposition with a dialect
ical or totalizing, properly Marxist ideal of understanding will be used to 
demonstrate the structural limitations of the other interpretive codes, and 
in particular to show the "local" ways in which they construct their objects 

I. In Marxist theory, thought that links ideas and 
cultural forms to their economic foundations. 
2. See "Metacommentury·' (1971), Included in 

}ameson'slaeulogies of Theory: Es ... "s, 1971-1986, 
vol. I, Situations ofTlaeury (Mlnneapolis: Univer
sity of MInnesota Press, 1988). 
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of study and the "strategies of containment" whereby they are able to project 
the illusion that their readings are somehow complete and self-sufficient. 

The retrospective illusion of the metacommentary thus has the advantage 
of allowing us to measure the yield and density of a properly Marxist inter
pretive act against those of other interpretive methods-the ethical, the psy
choanalytic, the myth-critical, the semiotic, the structural, and the 
theological-against which it must compete in the "pluralism" of the 
intellectual marketp!~._today. I will here argue the priority of a Marxian 
interpretive framework in terms of semantic richness. Marxism cannot today 
be defended as a mere substitute for such other methods, which would then 
triumphalistically be consigned to the ashcan of history; the authority of such 
methods. springs from their faithful consonance with this or that local law 
of a fragmented social life, this or that subsystem of a complex and mush
rooming cultural superstructure. 3 In the spirit of a more authentic dialectical 
tradition, Marxism is here conceived as that "untranscendable horizon" that 
subsumes such apparently antagonistic or incommensurable critical opera
tions, assigning them an undoubted sectoral validity within itself, and thus 
at once canceling and preserving them. 

Because of the peculiar focus of this retrospective organization, however, 
it may be worth warning the reader what The Political Unconscious is not. 
The reader should not, in the first place, expect anything like that exploratory 
projection of what a vital and emergent political culture should be and do 
which RaymondWilliams4 has rightly proposed as the most urgent task of a 
Marxist cultural criticism. There are, of course, good and objective historical 
reasons why contemporary Marxism has been slow in rising to this challenge: 
the sorry history of Zhdanovite prescription' in the arts is one, the fascination 
with modernisms and "revolutions" in form and language is another, as well 
as the coming of a whole new political and economic "world system," to 
which the older Marxist cultural paradigms only imperfectly apply. A provi
sional conclusion to the present work will spell out some of the challenges 
Marxist interpretation must anticipate in conceiving those new forms of col
lective thinking and collective culture which lie beyond the boundaries of 
our own world. The reader will there find an empty chair reserved for some 
as yet unrealized, collective, and decentered cultural production of the 
future, beyond realism and modernism alike. 

If this book, then, fails to propose a political or revolutionary aesthetic, it 
is equally little. concerned to raise once again the traditional issues of phil
osophical aesthetics: the nature and function of art, the specificity of poetic 
language and of the aesthetic experience, the theory of the beautiful, and so 
forth. Yet the very absence of such issues may serve as an implicit commen
tary on them; I have tried to maintain an essentially historicist perspective, 
in which our readings of the past are vitally dependent on our experience of 
the present, and in partiCular on the structural peculiarities of what is some
times called the societe de consommation (or the "disaccumulative" moment 
of late monopoly or consumer or multinational capitalism), what Guy 

3. According to the German social and folitlcal 
phllosorher KARL MARX (1818-1883), al social, 
politica , and cultural forms are part of a society'. 
superstructure, which interacts with but ultimately 
depends on its economic base. 
4. British literary and cultural critic (1921-1988; 

see above). 
5. The censorship by Andrey Zhdanov (1896-
1948). a Bolshevik leader during the Russian Rev
olution who later, as a member of the Soviet Pol
Itburo, tightened the guidelines for cultural 
activities. 
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Debord6 calls the society of the image or of the spectacle. The point is that 
in such a society, saturated with messages and with "aesthetic" experiences 
of all kinds, the issues of an older philosophical aesthetics themselves need 
to be radically historicized, and can be expected to be transformed beyond 
recognition in the process. 

Nor, although literm'Y history is here everywhere implied, should The 
Political UnconscioHs be taken as paradigmatic work in this discursive form 
or genre, which is today in crisis. Traditional literary history was a subset of 
representational narrative. a kind of narrative "realism" become as problem
atic as its principal exemplars in the history of the novel. The second chapter 
of the present book. which is concerned with genre criticism, will raise the 
theoretical problem of the status and possibility of such literary-historical 
narratives, which in IHarxism aHd Form I termed "diachronic7 construct"; the 
subsequent readings of Balzac, Gissing. and Conrad8 project a diachronic 
framework-the construction of the bourgeois subject in emergent capital
ism and its schizophrenic disintegration in our own time-which is, however, 
here never fully worked out. Of literary history today we may observe that 
its task is at one with that proposed by Louis Althusser9 for historiography 
in general: not to elaborate some achieved and lifelike simulacrum of its 
supposed object, but rather to "produce" the latter's "concept." This is indeed 
what the greatest modern or modernizing literary histories-such as Erich 
Auerbach's Mimesis'-have sought to do in their critical practice, if not in 
their theory. 

Is it at least possible, then, that the present work might be taken as an 
outline or projection of a new kind of critical method? Indeed it would seem 
to me perfectly appropriate to recast many of its findings in the form of a 
methodological handbook. but such a manual would have as its object ide
ological analysis, which remains, I believe, the appropriate designation for 
the critical "method" specific to Marxism. For reasons indicated above, this 
book is not that manual. which would necessarily settle its accounts with 
rival "methods" in a far more polemic spirit. Yet the unavoidably Hegelian2 
tone of the retrospective framework of TIle Political Unconscious should n'ot 
be taken to imply that such polemic interventions are not of the highest 
priority for Marxist cultural criticism. On the contrary, the latter must nec
essarily also be what Althusser has demanded of the practice of MaI'Xfsi: 
philosophy proper, namely "class struggle within theory." 

For the non-Marxist reader, however, who may well feel that this book is 
quite polemic enough. I will add what should be unnecessary and underline 
my debt to the great pioneers of narrative analysis. My theoretical dialogue 
\\'ith them in these pages is not merely to be taken as yet another specimen 
of the n~gative critique of "false consciousness"3 <although it is that too, and, 

6. French critic (1931-1994). author of11.e Sac;
etr (!ftl.e Spectacle (I 967), in which he coins these 
phrases. Soci4t~ de COJr,solt,mation: consumer soci~ 
ctv (French). 
";: Dealing with change over time (a term common 
in structuralist lingUistics, and often paired with 
the sy",-,I,ron;c, which focuses on phenomena at 
on(' In<nnent of time). Marxism and For", was pub
lished in 197), 
6, Joseph Conrad (1857-1924), Polish-born 
El1l1'lish novelist. Honort! de Balzac (1799-1850), 
F""OKh novelist. George Gis.ing (J 857-1903), 

English novelist. 
9. French MarxIst philosopher (1918-1990.; see 
above). 
I. Mimesis: 'n ... Representallon Df Re"!;,,, It. West
eno Lltemlu,"" (1946). by the German literary critic 
Auerbach (1892-1957). 
2. Characteristic of OEORG WILHELM FRIEDRICH 
HEGEL (I 770-183 I), German Idealist philosopher. 
3. A Marxist term referring to an Individual's ten
dency to view reality In ways congruent with the 
Interests of the dominant orthodoxy rather than in 
ways that reflect his or her own class Interest. 



1940 I FREDRIC JAMESON 

indeed, in the Conclusion I will deal explicitly with the problem of the proper 
uses of such critical gestures as demystification and ideological unmasking). 
It should meanwhile be obvious that no work in the area of narrative analysis 
can afford to ignore the fundamental contributions of Northrop Frye, , the 
codification by A. J. Greimas of the whole Formalist and semiotic traditions, 
the heritage of a certain Christian hermeneutics, and above all, the indis
pensable explorations by Freud of the logic of dreams, and byClaude L~vi
Strauss4 of the logic of "primitive" storytelling and penstfe sauvage, not to 
speak of the flawed yet monumental achievements in this area of the greatest 
Marxist philosopher of modern times, Georg Lukacs.' These divergent and 
unequal bodies of work. are her~ interrogated and evaluated from the per
spective of the specific critical and interpretive task of the present volume, 
namely to restructure the problematics of ideology, of the unconscious and 
of desire, of representation, of history, and of cultural production, around 
the all-informing process of narrative, which I take to be (here using the 
shorthand of philosophical idealism) the central function or instance of the 
human mind. This perspective may be reformulated in terms of the tradi
tional dialectical code as the study of Df;lr5tellung: 6 that untranslatable des
ignation in which the current problems of representation productively 
intersect with the quite different ones of presentation, or of the essentially 
narrative and rhetorical movement pf language and writing through time. 

Last but not least, the reader may well be puzzled as to why a book osten
sibly concerned with the interpretive act should devote so little attention to 
issues of interpretive validity,.and to the'triteria by which a given interpre
tation may.be faulted or accredited. I happen to feel that no interpretation 
can be effectively disqualified on its own. terms by a simple enumeration of 
inaccuracies or omissions, or by a list of. unanswered questions. Interpreta
tion is not an isolated act, but takes place within a Homeric battlefield, on 
which a host of interpretive options are f.ither openly or implicitly in conflict. 
If the positivistic conc.eption of philological accuracy be the only alternative, 
then I would much prefer to endorse the (:urrent provocative celebration of 
strong misreadings over weak ones.~ As the Chinese proverb has it, you use 
one ax handle to hew another: in our con~ext, ·only another, stronger inter
pretation can overthrow and practically refute an interpretation already in 
place., , 

I would therefore be content to have the theoretical sections of this book 
judged and tested against its interpretive practice. But this very antithesis 
marks out the double standard and the formal dilemma of all cultural study 
to"day, from which The Political Unconscious is scarcely ex~mpt: an uneasy 
struggle for priority between., models and history, between theoretical spec
ulation and textual analysis, in which the former seeks to transform the latter 
into so many mere examples, adduced to support its abstract propositions, 
while the latter continues insistently to imply that the theory itself was just 

4. French structuralist anthropologist (b. 1908: 
see abovel, whose works include La Pensel St.I.,Wlge 
(1962, The Sa1JClge Mind). FRYE (1912-1991), 
Canadian literary critic associated with archetypal 
criticism .. Greimas (1912-1992), Lithuanian-born 
French semiotician. SIGMUND FREUD (1859-
1939), Austrian founder of psychoanalysis and 
author of Th" rnt"TJ'retation of Vrea .... (1900). 

5.: r.;yORGY l.uKAcs (1885-1971), Hungarian lIt
erary critic and philosopher. 
6. Representation (German). . 
7. A reference to the theory of literary Influence 
presented by the American critic HAROLD BLOOM 
in such works as n... AftXI,,1)' of I .. jl ...... c .. (1973: 
see above) and A Map of Misreading (1975). 
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so much methodological scaffolding, which can readily be dismantled once 
the serious business of practical criticism is under way. These two tenden
cies-theory and literary history-have so often in Western academic 
thought been felt to be rigorously incompatible that it is worth reminding 
the reader, in conclusion, of the existence of a third position which tran
scends both. That position is, of course, Marxism, which, in the form of the 
dialectic, affirms a primacy of theory which is at one and the same time a 
recognition of the primacy of History itself. 

From Chapter 1. On Interpretation: Literature a. .. a Socially Symbolic Act 

III 

At this point it might seem appropriate to juxtapose a Marxist method of 
literary and cultural interpretation with those just outlined, and to document 
its claims to greater adequacy and validity. For better or for worse, however, 
as I warned in the Preface, this obvious next step is not the strategy projected 
by the present book, which rather seeks to argue the perspectives of Marxism 
as necessary preconditions for adequate literary comprehension. Marxist 
critical in sights ;Will therefore here be defended as something like an ultimate 
semantic precondition for the intelligibility of literary and cultural texts. Even 
this argument, however, needs a certain specification: in particular we will 
suggest that such semantic enrichment and enlargement of the inert givens 
and materials of a particular text must take place within three concentric 
frameworks, which mark a widening out of the sense of the social ground of 
a text through the notions, first, of political history, in the narrow sense of 
punctual event and a chroniclelike sequence of happenings in time; then of 
society, in the now already less diachronic and time-bound sense of a con
stitutive tension and struggle between social c1as'ses; and, ultimately, of his
tory now conceived in its vastest sense of the sequence of modes. of 
production8 and the succession and destiny of the various human social for
mations, from prehistoric life to whatever far future history has in store for 

us. _' 
These distinct semantic horizons are, to be sure, also distinct moments of 

the process of interpretation, and may in that sense be' understood as dialect
ical equivalents of what Frye has called the successive "phases" in our rein
terpretation-our rereading and rewriting-of the literary text. What we 
must also note, however, is that each phase or horizon governs a distinct 
reconstruction of its OBject, and construes the very structure of what can 
now only in a general sense be called "the text" in a different way. 

Thus, within the narrower limits of our first, narrowly political or histori
cal, horizon, "the text," the object of study, is still more or less construed as 
coinciding with the individual literary work or utterance. The difference 
between the perspective enforced and enabled by this horizon, however, and 

H, In the Marxist schema, human history pro
gress"s through tribal hordes, Neolithic kinship 
SOCieties, Oriental despotism, ancient slave holding 

societies, feudalism, capitalism, Bnd finally to com
munism. 
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that of ordinary explication de texte, or individual exegesis, is that here the 
individual work is grasped essentially as a symbolic act. 

When we pass into the second phase, and find that the semantic horizon 
within which we grasp a cultural object has widened to include the social 
order, we will find that the very objed of our analysis has itself been thereby 
dialectically transformed, and that it is no longer construed as an individual 
"text" or work in the narrow sense, but has been reconstituted in the form 
of the great collective and class discourses of which a text is little more than 
an individual pf,lrole or utterance.9 Within this new horizon, then, our object 
of study will prov~ be the ideologeme, that is, the smallest intelligible unit 
of the essentially antagonistic collective discourses of social classes. 

When finally, even the passions and values of a particular social formation 
find themselves placed in a new and seemingly relativized perspective by the 
ultimate horizon of human history as a whole, and by their respective posi
tions in the whole complex sequence of the modes of production, both the 
individual text and its ideologemes know a final transformation, and must be 
read in terms of what I will call the ideology of form, that is, the symbolic 
messages transmitted to us by the coexistence of various sign systems which 
are themselves traces or anticipations of modes of production. 

The general movement through these three progressively wider horizons 
will largely coincide with the shifts in focus of the final chapters in this book, 
and will be felt, although not narrowly and programmatically underscored, 
in the methodological transformations determined by the historical trans
formations of their textual objects, from Balzac to Gissing to Conrad. 

We must now briefly characterize each of these semantic or interpretive 
horizon~. We have suggested that it is only in the first narrowly political 
horizon-in which history is reduced to a series of punctual events and crises 
in time, to the diachronic agitation of the year-to-year, the chroniclelike 
annals of the rise and fall bf political regimes and social fashions, and the 
passionate immediacy of struggles between historical individuals-that the 
"text" or object of study will tend to coincide with the individual literary work 
or cultural artifact. Yet to specify this individual text as a symbolic act is 
already fundamentally to transform the categories with which traditional 
explication de texte (whether narrative or poetic) operated and largely still 
operates. 

The model for such an interpretive operation remains the readings of myth 
and aesthetic structure of Claude Levi-Strauss. as they are codified in his 
fundamental essay "The Structural Study of Myth."! These suggestive, often 
sheerly occasional, readings and speculative glosses immediately impose a 
basic analytical or interpretive principle: the individual narrative, or the indi
vidual formal structure, is to be grasped as the imaginary resolution of a real 
contradiction. Thus, to take only the most dramatic of Levi-Strauss's analy
ses-the "interpretation" of the unique facial decorations of the Caduveo 
Indians~-the starting point will be an immanent description of the formal 
and structural peculiarities of this body 8.rt; yet it must be 8 description 

9. Structural linguistics folIows the distinction 
first made by the Swiss linguist FERDINAND DE 
SAussunE (1857-1913), often retaining his 
French terms, between the speech of an Individual 
language user (parol .. ) Dnd language as an abstract 
system (lang""), 
I. Claude Lo!v;·Strauss, Stn.ctural Anthropology, 

trans. C. Jacobson and B. G. Schoel'f (New York: 
Basic, 1963), pp. 206-31 Uameson s note). Some 
of the author's notes have been edited, and some 
omitted. 
2. A South American indigenous people residing 
in Argentina, Paraguay, and Brazil. 
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already pre-prepared and oriented toward transcending the purely formalis
tic, a movement which is achieved not by abandoning the formal level for 
something extrinsic to it-such as some inertly social "content"-but rather 
immanently, by construing purely formal patterns as a symbolic enactment 
of the social within the formal and the aesthetic. Such symbolic functions 
are, however, rarely found by an aimless enumeration of random formal and 
stylistic features; our discovery of a text's symbolic efficacity must be oriented 
by a formal description which seeks to grasp it as a determinate structure of 
still properly formal contradictions. Thus, Levi-Strauss orients his still purely 
visual analysis of Caduveo facial decorations toward this climactic account 
of their contradictory dynamic: "the use of a design which is symmetrical but 
yet lies across an oblique axis, .. a complicated situation based upon two 
contradictory forms of duality, and resulting in a compromise brought about 
by a secondary opposition between the ideal axis of the object itself [the 
human face] and the ideal axis of the figure which it represents."3 Already 
on the purely formal level, then, this visual text has been grasped as a con
tradiction by way of the curiously provisional and asymmetrical resolution it 
pl'Oposes for that contradiction. 

Levi-Strauss's "interpretation" of this formal phenomenon may now, per
haps overhastily, be specified. Caduveo are a hierarchical society, organized 
in three endogamous groups4 or castes. In their social development, as in 
that of their neighbors, this nascent hierarchy is already the place of the 
emergence, if not of political power in the strict sense, then at least of rela
tions of domination: the infedor status of women, the subordination of youth 
to elders, and the development of a hereditary aristocracy. Yet whereas this 
latent power structure is, among the neighboring Guana and Bororo,5 
masked by a division into moieties which cuts across the three castes, and 
whose exogamous exchange6 appears to function in a nonhierarchical, essen
tially egalitarian way, it is openly present in Caduveo life, as surface inequal
ity and conflict. The social institutions of the Guana and Bororo, on the 
other hand, provide a realm of appearance, in which real hierarchy and 
inequality are dissimulated by the reciprocity of the moieties, and in which,· 
then"fore, "asymmetry of class is balanced, , . by symmetry of 'moieties.' " 

As for the Caduveo, 

they were never lucky enough to resolve their contradictions, or to dis-="" . 
guise them with the help of institutions artfully devised for that purpose. 
On the social leveL the remedy was lacking ... but it was never com
pletely out of their grasp. It was within them, never objectively formu
lated, but present as a source of confusion and disquiet. Yet since they 
were unable to conceptualize or to live this solution directly, they began 
to dream it, to project it into the imaginary .... We must therefore inter
pret the graphic art of Caduveo women, and explain its mysterious 
charm as well as its apparently gratuitous complication, as the fantasy 
production of a society seeking passionately to give symbolic expression 
to the institutions it might have had in reality, had not interest and 
superstition stood in the way.7 

3. Claude Levi-Strauss. Tristes Tropiqlfc?~. trans. 
John RlI<sell (New York: Atheneum, 1971), p. 176 
:Jamt"!'.on's note]. 
4. CI"OUPS whose melnbers intermarry. 
5. OthcJ" indigenolls peoples of the upper Para-

guay River. 
6. Marriages outside the group. 
7. Uvi-Str8uss, Tristes TTOpiques, pp. 179-80 
Uameson's note]. 
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In this fashion, then, the visual text of Caduveo facial art constitutes a sym
bolic act, whereby real social contradictions, insurmountable· in their own 
terms, find a purely formal resolution in the aesthetic realm. 

This interpretive model thus allows us a first specification of the relation
ship between ideology and cultural texts or artifacts: a specification. still 
conditioned by the limits of the first, narrowly historical or political hori
zon in which it is made. We may suggest that from this perspective, ideology 
is not something which informs· .or invests symbolic· production; rather 
the aesthetic act is itseff ideological, and the production of aesthetic or nar
rative form is to be seen as an ideological act in its own right, with the 
function of inventing imaginary or formal "solutions" to unresolvable social 
contradictions. 

Levi-Strauss's work also suggests a more general defense of the proposition 
of a political unconscious than we have hitherto been able to present, insofar 
as it offers the spectacle of so-called primitive peoples .perplexed enough by 
the dynamics and contradictions of their still relatively simple forms of tribal 
organization to project decorative or mythic resolutions of issues that they 
are unable to articulate conceptually. But if this is the case for pre-capitalist 
and even pre-political societies, then how much more must it be true for the 
citizen of the modern Gesellschaft,8 faced with the great constitutional 
options of the revolutionary period, and with the corrosive and tradition
annihilating effects of the spread of a money and market economy, with the 
changing cast of collective charahers which oppose the bourgeoisie, now to 
an embattled aristocracy, now to an urban proletariat, with the great fan
tasms of the various nationalisIlls, now themselves virtual "subjects of his
tory" of a rather different kind, with the social homogenization and psychic 
constriction of the rise of the industrial city and its "masses," the sudden 
appearance of the great transnational forces of communism and fascism, 
followed by the advent of the lsuperstates and the onset of that great ideo
logical rivalry between.capitalism and communism, which, no less passionate 
,md obsessive than that which, at the dawn of modern times, seethed through 
the wars of religion, marks the final tension of our now global village? It does 
not, indeed, seem particularly farfetched to suggest that these texts of hise 

tory, with their fantasmatic collective "actants,"9 their narrative organization, 
and their immense charge of anxiety and libidinal investment,are lived by 
the contemporary subject as a genLiine politico-historkalpensie sauvage 
which necessarily informs all of our cultural artifacts, from the literary insti
tu~ions of high modernism all the way to the products of mass culture. Under 

- ,these circumstances, Levi-Strauss's work suggests that the proposition 
whereby all cultural artifacts are to be read as symbolic resolutions of real 
political and social contradictions deserves serious exploration and system
atic experimental verification. It will become clear in later chapters of this 
book that the most readily accessible formal articulation of the operations 
of a political pens~e saiwage of this· kind will be found in what we will call 
the structure of a properly political allegory. as it develops from networks of 
topical allusion in Spenser or Milton or Swift' to the symbolic narratives of 

8. SocIety of Imperlona1 a .. oclatlons (German); 
often contrasted wIth Gemelnshaft (a community 
DE organic social relationships). 
9. Fundamental factors, such as subject and 

object. that (lenerate narratIve plot (a .technlcal 
term Introduced by GrelmBs). 
I. All canonical English authors whose works 
sometimes Include topical political references: 
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class representatives or "types" in novels like those of Balzac. With political 
allegory, then, a sometimes repressed ur-narrative2 or master fantasy about 
the interaction of collective subjects, we have moved to the very borders of 
our second horizon, in which what we formerly regarded as individual texts 
are grasped as "utterances" in an essentially collective or class discourse. 

We cannot cross those borders, however, without some final account of 
the critical operations involved in our first interpretive phase. We have 
implied that in order to be consequent, the will to read literary or cultural 
texts as symbolic acts must necessarily grasp them as resolutions of deter
minate contradictions; and it is clear that the notion of contradiction is cen
tral to any Marxist cultural analysis, just as it will remain central in our two 
subsequent horizons, although it will there take rather different forms. The 
methodological requirement to articulate a text's fundamental contradiction 
may then be seen as a test of the completeness of the analysis: this is why, 
for example, the conventional sociology of literature or culture, which mod
estly limits itself to the identification of class motifs or values in a given text, 
and feels that its work is done when it shows how a given artifact "reflects" 
its social background, is utterly unacceptable. Meanwhile, Kenneth Burke's3 
play of emphases, in which a symbolic act is on the one hand affirmed as a 
genuine act, albeit. on the symbolic level, while on the other it is registered 
as an act which is "merely" symbolic, its resolutions imaginary ones that leave 
the real untouched, suitably dramatizes the ambiguous status of art and 
culture. 

Still, we need to say a little more about the status of this external reality, 
of which it will otherwise be thought that it is little more than the traditional 
notion of "context" familiar in older social or historical criticism. The type 
of interpretation here proposed is more satisfactorily grasped as the rewriting 
of the literary text in such a way that the latter may itself be seen as the 
rewriting or restructuration of a prior historical or ideological subtext, it being 
always understood that that "subtext" is not immediately present as such, 
not some common-Sense external reality, nor even the conventional narra
tives of history manuals, but rather must itself always be {re )constructed after 
the fact. The literary or aesthetic act therefore always entertains some active 
relationship with the Real;4 yet in order to do so, it cannot simply allow 
"reality" to persevere inertly in its own being, outside the text and at dista~. 
It must rather draw the Real into its own texture, and the ultimate paradoxes 
and false problems of linguistics, and most notably of semantics, are to be 
traced back to this process, whereby language manages to carry the Real 
within itself as its own intrinsic or immanent subtext. Insofar, in other words, 
as symbolic action-whpt Burke will map as "dream," "prayer," or "chart"5-
is a way of doing something to the world, to that degree what we are calling 
"world" must inhere within it, as the content it has to take up into itself in 
order to submit it to the transformations of form. The symbolic act therefore 
begins by generating and producing its own context in the same moment of 
emergence in which it steps back from it, taking its measure with a view 

Edmund Sl'enler (1552-1599), John Milton 
(1608-1674), and Jonathan Swift (1667-1745). 
2. Proto.typleal or orlglnary story. 
3. American literary critic and rhetorician (1897-
1993: sce above). 
4. A technical term from the theory of the French 

psyehoanalytt JACQUES IACAN (1901-1981); the 
Real can be studied only In It I effects on the Sym
bolic (and the Imaginary). 
5. Kenneth Burke, The Philosophy of Literary 
Form (Berkeley: University of California Pres., 
1973), pp. 5-6 l!ameson'. note). 
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toward its own projects of transformation. The whole paradox of what we 
have here caIIed the subtext may be summed up in this, that the literary work 
or cultural object, as though for the first time, brings into being that very 
situation to which it is also, at one and the same time, a reaction. It articu
lates its own situation and textualizes it., thereby encouraging and perpetu
ating the illusion that the situation itself did not exist before it, that there is 
nothing but a text, that there never was any extra- or con-textual reality 
before the text itself generated it in the form of a mirage. One does not have 
to argue the reality of history: necessity, like Dr. Johnson's stone,6 does that 
for us. That history-Althusser's "absent cause," Lacan's "Real"-is not a 
text, for it is fundament-a.H~on-narrative and nonrepresentational; what can 
be added, however, is the proviso that history is inaccessible to us except in 
textual form, or in other words, that it can be approached only by way of 
prior (re)textualization. Thus, to insist on either of the two inseparable yet 
incommensurable dimensions of the symbolic act without the other: to over
emphasize the active way in which the text reorganizes its subtext (in order, 
presumably, to reach the triumphant conclusion that the "referent" does not 
exist); or on the other hand to stress the imaginary status of the symbolic act 
so completely as to reify its social ground, now no longer understood as a 
subtext but merely as some inert given that the text passively or fantasmat
ically "reflects"-to overstress either of these functions of the symbolic act 
at the expense of the other is surely to produce sheer ideology, whether it 
be, as in the first alternative, the ideology of structuralism, or, in the second, 
that of vulgar materialism. 

Still, this view of the place of the "referent" will be neither complete nor 
methodologicaIIy usable unless we specify a supplementary distinction 
between several types of subtext to be (re}constructed. We have implied, 
indeed, that the social contradiction addressed and "resolved" by the formal 
prestidigitation of narrative must, however reconstructed, remain an absent 
cause, which cannot be directly or immediately conceptualized by the text. 
It seems useful, therefore, to distinguish, from this ultimate subtext which 
is the place of social contradiction, a secondary one, which is more properly 
the place of ideology, and which takes the form of the aporia or the antin
omy: 7 what can in the former be resolved only through the intervention of 
praxis here comes before the purely contemplative mind as logical scandal 
or double bind, the unthinkable and the conceptually paradOXical, that which 
cannot be unknotted by the operation of pure thought, and which must 
therefore generate a whole more properly narrative apparatus-the text 
itself-to square its circles and to dispel, through narrative movement, its 
intolerable closure. Such a distinction, positing a system of antinomies as 
the symptomatic expression and conceptual reflex of something quite differ
ent, namely a social contradiction, will now allow us to reformulate that 
coordination between a semiotic and a dialectical method, which was evoked 
in the preceding section. The" operational validity of semiotic analysis, and 
in particular of the Greimassian semiotic rectangle,8 derives, as was sug-

6. That is. the stone famously kicked by the 
English critic, essayist, and lexicographer SAMUEL 
jOHNSON (I 709-1 784) to refute the theory of the 
nonexistence of matter espoused by George Berke
ley. 
7. A contradiction between two statements of 
apparently equal validity. "Aporia": difficulty. logi-

cal impasse (a term often used in deconstructive 
criticism to indicate the point In a text where inher
ent contradictions render interpretation undecid
able). 
8. Dialectical sets of oppositions through which, 
Greimas theorizes, narratives generate meaning 
and which he diagrams in a rectangle. Throughout 
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gested there, not from its adequacy to nature or being, nor even from its 
capacity to map all forms of thinking or language, but rather from its vocation 
specifically to model ideological closure and to articulate the workings of 
binary oppositions. here the privileged form of what we have called the antin
omy. A dialectical reevaJuation of the findings of semiotics intervenes, how
ever. at the moment in ""hich this entire system of ideological closure is 
taken as the symptomatic projection of something quite different, namely of 
social contradiction. 

\Ye may now leave this first textual or interpreth'e model behind, and pass 
over into the second horizon, that of the social. The latter becomes visible, 
and individual phenomena are l'evealed as social facts and institutions. only 
at the moment in which the organizing categories of analysis become those 
of social class. I have in another place described the dynamics of ideology in 
its constituted form as a function of social class:9 suffice it only to recall here 
that for Marxism classes must always be apprehended relationally, and that 
the ultimate (or ideal) form of class relationship and class struggle is always 
dichotomous. The constitutive form of class relationships is always that 
between a dominant and a laboring class: and it is only in terms of this axis 
that class fractions (for example, the petty bourgeoisie) or ec-centric or 
dependent classes (such as the peasantry) are positioned. To define class in 
this way is sharply to differentiate the Marxian model of classes from the 
conventional sociological analysis of society into strata, subgroups, profes
sional elites and the like. each of which can presumably be studied in iso
lation from one another in such a way that the analysis of their "values" or 
their "cultural space" folds back into separate and independent Weltanschau
lf1lgell, I each of which inertly reflects its particular "stratum." For Marxism. 
however. the very content of a class ideology is relational, in the sense that 
its ""alues" are always actively in situation with respect to the opposing class, 
and defined against the latter: normally, a ruling class ideology will explore 
various strategies of the legititlUltion of its own power position, while an 
appositional culture or ideology will. often in covert and disguised strategies, 
seek to contest and to undermine the dominant "value system." 

This is the sense in which we will say, follOWing Mikhail Bakhtin, that 
within this horizon class discourse-the categories in terms of which indi
vidual texts and cultural phenomena are now rewritten-is essentially di~ . 
logical in its structure. 2 As Bakhtin's (and Voloshinov's) own work in this 
field is relatively specialized. focusing primarily on the heterogeneous and 
explosive pluralism of moments of carnival or festival (moments, for example. 
such as the immense resurfacing of the whole spectrum of the religious or 
political sects in the English 1640s or the Soviet 1920s) it will be necessary 
to add the qualification that the normal form of the dialogical is essentially 
an antagonistic one. and that the dialogue of class struggle is one in which 

The Political Unconscior.... Jameson frequently 
lI~{,,!O Greimassian rectangles in anaJyzing novels. 
9. Sl.·C' In)' Mar.dsttl. and Fon",: Twentietlt-Cet"1fry 
Dialectical TlJeor;es of Literlllure (Princeton: 
Print·(·ton University Press, 1971), pp. 376-82. 
The lnnst authoritative contemporary l\1arxist 
stf-lte1nent of this view of social class is to be found 
in E. P. Thompson. The Making of tIre EIISlish 
Irod<i",!! Classes (New York: Vintage, 1966'). pp. 9-
] I [Jameson's note], 
1. '-\'orldviews (German). 
2. Mikhail Bakhtin, Problems of Do.,/o),el'sky·s 

Poetics, trans. R. W. Rolsel (Ann Arbor: Ardi •• 
1973), pp. 153-69. See also Bakhtin's Important 
book on linguistics. written under the name of 
V. N. Voloshlno\·. Marxism aM Ihe Philosophy of 
Langlfage. Irans. L. Malejka and I. R. Tftunik 
(New York: Seminar Press, 1973), pp. 83-98 
Uameson's note). On the Russian theorist BAKHTIN 
(1895-1975) and the "dlaloglcal" nature of the 
novel and discourse. see above. Some believe that 
to circumvent the suppression of his writings, he 
published some of his books under the name of 8 
colleague, Valent in N. Voloslnov (1895-1936). 
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two opposing discourses fight it out within the general unity of a shared code. 
Thus, for instance; the shared master code of religion becomes in the 1640s 
in England the place in which the dominant formulations of a hegemonic 
theology ai:e reappropriated and polemically modified.3 

Within this new horizon, then, the basic formal requirement of dialectical 
analysis is maintained, and its elements are still restructured in terms of 
contradiction (this is essentially, as we have said, what distinguishes the 
rationality of a Marxist class analysis from static analysis of the sociological 
type). Where the contradiction of the earlier horizon was univocal, however, 
and limited to the situation of the ind.ividual text, to the place of a purely 
individual symbolic resolution, contradiction here appears in the form of the 
dialogical as the irreconcilable demands and positions of antagonistic clas
ses. Here again, then, the requirement to prolong interpretation to the point 
at which this ultimate contradiction begins to appear offers a criterion for 
the completeness or insufficiency of the analysis. 

Yet to rewrite the individual text, the individual cultural artifact, in terms 
of the antagonistic dialogue of class voices is to perform a rather different 
operation from the one)we have ascribed to our first horizon. Now the indi
vidual text will be refocused as a parole, or individual utterance, of that vaster 
system, or langue, of class discourse. The individual text retains its formal 
structure as a symbolic act: yet the value and character of such symbolic 
action are now significantly modified and enlarged. On this rewriting, the 
individual utterance or tej[t is grasped as a symbolic move in an essentially 
polemic and strategic i.c;leologicalconfrontation between the classes, and t6 
describe it in these terms (or to reveal it in this form) demands a whole set 
of different instruments., 

For one thing, the illusion or appearance of isolation or autonomy which 
a printed text projects must now be systematically undermined. Indeed, since 
by definition the cultural monuments' and masterworks that have survived 
tend necessarily to perpetuate only a single voice in this class dialogue, the 
voice of a hegemonic class, they cannot be properly assigned their relational 
place in a dialogical system without the restorati'on or artificial reconstruc
tion of the voiCe to which they were initially opposed, a voice for the most 
part stifled and reduced to silence, marginalized, its own utterances scattered 
to the winds, or reappropriated in their turn by the hegemonic·culture. 

This is' the framework in which the reconstruction of so"called popular 
cultures must properly take place-most notably, from the fragments' of 
essentially peasant cultures: folk songs, fairy tales; popular festivals, occph: 
or oppositional systems of belief such as magic and witchcraft. Such recon
struction is of a piece with the reaffirmation of the existence of marginalized 
or oppositional cultures in our own time, and the reaudition of the opposi
tional voices of black or ethnic cultures, women's and gay literature, "naive" 
or marginalized folk art, and the like. But once again, the affirmation of such 
nonhegemonic cultural yokes remains ineffective if it is limited to the merely 
"sociological" perspective of the pluralistic rediscovery' of other isolated 
social groups: only an ultimate rewriting of these utterances in terms of their 
essentially polemic and subversive strategies restores them to their proper 
place in the dialogical system of the social classes. Thus, for instance, 

3. See Chrlstopher HiIl,''l''M World Turned Updtk Down (London: Temple Smith, 1972) Uameson's note]. 
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Bloch's4 reading of the fairy tale, with its magical wish-fulfillments and its 
Utopian fantasies of plenty and the pays de Cocagne, restores the dialogical 
and antagonistic content of this "form" by exhibiting it as a systematic decon
struction and undermining of the hegemonic aristocratic form of the epic, 
with its somber ideology of heroism and baleful destiny; thus also the work 
of Eugene Genovese on black religion restores the vitality of these utterances 
by reading them, not as the replication of imposed beliefs, but rather as a 
process whereby the hegemonic Christianity of the slave-owners is appro
priated, secretly emptied of its content and subverted to the transmission of 
quite different oppositional and coded messages. 5 

Moreover, the stress on the dialogical then allows us to reread or rewrite 
the hegemonic forms themselves; they also can be grasped as a process of 
the reappropriation and neutralization, the cooptation and class transfor
mation, the cultural universalization, of forms which originally expressed the 
situation of "popular," subordinate, or dominated groups. So the slave reli
gion of Christianity is transformed into the hegemonic ideological apparatus 
of the medieval system; while folk music and peasant dance find themselves 
transmuted into the forms of aristocratic or court festivity and into the cul
tural visions of the pastoral; and popular narrative from time immemorial
romance, adyenture story, melodrama, and the like-is ceaselessly drawn on 
to restore vitality to an enfeebled and asphyxiating "high culture." Just so, in 
our own time, the vernacular and its still vital sources of production (as in 
black language) are reappropriated by the exhausted and media-standardized 
speech of a hegemonic middle class. In the aesthetic realm, indeed, the 
process of cultural "universalization~' (which implies the repression of the 
oppositional voice, and the illusion that there is only one genuine "culture") 
is the specific form taken by what can be called the process of legitimation 
in the realm of ideology and conceptual systems. 

Still; this operation of rewriting and of the restoration of an essentially 
dialogical or class horizon will not be complete until we specify the "units" 
of this larger system. The linguistic metaphor (rewriting texts in terms of the 
opposition of a parole to a langue) cannot, in other words, be'particularly 
fruitful until we are able to convey something of the dynamics proper to a 
class langue itself, which is evidently, in Saussure's sense, something like an 
ideal construct that is never wholly visible and never fully preserft'in anyone 
of its individual utterances. This larger class discourse. can be said to be 
organized around minimal "units" which we will call ideologemes. The advan
tage ,of this formulation lies in its capacity to mediate between conceptions 
of ideology as abstract opinion, class value, and the like, and the narrative 
materials with. which we will be working here. The ideologeme is an amphib
ious formation, whose essential structural characteristic may be described 
as its possibility to manifest itself either as a pseudoidea-a conceptual or 
belief system, an abstract value, an opinion or prejudice-or as a proto
narrative, a kind of ultimate class fantasy about the "collective characters" 
which are the classes in opposition. This duality means that the basic 
requirement for the full description of the ideologeme is already given in 

4. Ernst Bloch (J 885-1977), German philoso
pher, a Morxist whose "philosophy of hope" sees 
history ending in utopia, which he calls the pays de 
Cocagne ("land of plenty"; French). 

5. Eugene Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The 
World dlf! Slave. Made (New York: Vintage, ) 976), 
pp. 161-284 Uameson's note). Gcnovcse (b. 
1930), American historian. 
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advance: as a construct it must be susceptible to both a conceptual descrip
tion and a narrative manifestation all at once. The ideologeme can of course 
be elaborated in either of these directions, taking on the finished appearance 
of a philosophical system on the one hand, or that of a cultural text on the 
other; but the ideological analysis of these finished cultural products requires 
us to demonstrate each one as a c~rriplex work of transformation on that 
ultimate raw material which is the ideologeme in question. The analyst's 
work is thus first that of the identification of the ideologeme, and, in many 
cases, of its initial naming in instances where for whatever reason it had not 
yet been registered as such. The immense preparatory task of identifying and 
inventorying such ideologer'es has scarcely even begun, and to it the present 
book will make but ,the most modest contribution: most notably in its isola
tion of that fundamental nineteenth-century ideologeme which is the "the
ory" of ressentiment,6 and in its "unmasking" of ethics and the ethical binary 
opposition of good and evil as one of the fundamental forms of ideological 
thought in Western culture. However, our stress here and throughout on the 
fundamentally narrative character of such ideologemes (even where they 
seem to be articulated only as abstract conceptual beliefs or values) will offer 
the advantage of restoring the complexity of the transactions between opin
ion and protonarrative or libidinal fantasy. Thus we will observe, in the case 
of Balzac, the generation of an overt and constituted ideological and political 
"value system" out of the operation of an essentially narrative and fantasy 
dynamic; the chapter on Gissing, on the other hand, will show how an already 
constituted "narrative paradigm" emits an ideological message in its own 
right without the mediation of authorial intervention. 

This focus or horizon, that of class struggle and its antagonistic discourses, 
is, as we have already suggested, not the ultimate form a Marxist analysis of 
culture can take. The example just alluded to-that of the seventeenth
century English revolution, in which the various classes and class fractions 
found themselves obliged to articulate their ideological struggles through the 
shared medium of a religious master code-can serve to dramatize the shift 
whereby these objects of study are reconstituted into a structurally distinct 
"text" specific to this final enlargement of the analytical frame. For the pos
sibility of a displacement in emphasis is already given in this example: we 
have suggested that within the apparent unity of the theological code, the 
fundamental difference of antagonistic class positions can be made to 
emerge. In that case, the inverse move is also possible, and such concrete 
semantic differences can on the contrary be focused in such a way that what 
emerges is rather the all-embracing unity of a single code which they must 
share and which thus characterizes the larger unity of the social system. This 
new object-code, sign system, or system of the production of signs and 
codes-thus becomes an index of an entity of study which greatly transcends 
those earlier ones of the narrowly political (the symbolic act), and the social 
(class discourse and the ide'ologeme), and which we have proposed to term 
the historical in the larger sense of this word. Here the organizing unity will 
be what the Marxian tradition designates as a mode of production. 

I have already observed that the "problematic" of modes of production is 

6. Resentment (French); this theory was developed by the German philosopher FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE 
(1844-1900). 
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the most vital new area of IVlarxist theory in all the disciplines today; not 
paradoxically, it is also one of the most traditiorial, and we must therefore, 
in a brief preliminary way. sketch in the "sequence" of modes of production 
as classical Marxism. from i\1arx and Engels to Stalin,7 tended to enumerate 
them.s These modes, or "stages" of human society, have traditionally 
included the following: primitive communism or tribal society (the horde). 
the gens or hierarchical kinship societies (neolithic society), the Asiatic mode 
of production (so-called Oriental despotism), the polis or an oligarchical 
slaveholding society (the ancient mode of production) , feudalism, capitalism. 
and communism (with a good deal of debate as to whether the "transitional" 
stage between these last-sometimes called "socialism"-is a genuine mode 
of production in its own right or not). What is more significant in the present 
context is that even this schematic or mechanical conception of historical 
"stages" (what the Althusserians have systematically criticized under the 
term "historicism") includes the notion of a cultural dominant or form of 
ideological coding specific to each mode of production. Following the same 
order these have generally been conceived as magic and mythic narrative, 
kinship, religion or the sacred. "politics" according to the narrower category 
of citizenship in the ancient city state, relations of personal dODlination. 
commodity reification, and (presuDlably) original and as yet nowhere fully 
developed forms of collective or cODlmunal association. 

Before we can determine the cultural "text" orbbject of study specific to 
the horizon of modes of production. however, we must make two preliminary 
remarks about the Dlethodological problems it raises. The first will bear on 
whether the concept of "mode of produciion" is a synchronic one, while the 
second will address the. temptation to use the various modes of production 
for a classifying or typologizing operation, in which cultural texts are simply 
dropped into so many separate compartments. 

Indeed, a number of theorists have been disturbed by the apparent con
vergence between the properly Marxian notion of an all-embracing and all
structuring mode of production (which assigns everything within itself
culture, ~deological production, class articulation, technology-a specific' 
and unique place), and non-l\l3OOst visions of a "total system" in which the 
various elements or levels of social life are programDled in some increasingly 
constricting way. Weber's dramatic notion of the "iron cage" of an increat-'" . 
ingly bureaucratic society,9 Foucault's image of the gridwork of an ever more 

7 .. hunesoJ:1 sURgests tkat "classical ~1al·"ism." or a 
1\1al"~i!un relying on definite descriptions of classes. 
class struggle. and so on, was at its height between 
th .. time of Marx and his collaborator I'RIEDRICU 
I'M;rLS (1820-1895) and that of Joseph Stalin 
0879-1953). 2d leader of the U.S.S.R. (1924-
53), 
8. The "c1a5~ic81" texts on modes of production, 
hesides Lewis Henry Morgan's Ancient Society 
( 1 R77)' at'e Kerl Mar", Pre-Ca."Ualht Ecotr.om.ic 
FonJur,;orls, a section of the Gru"drisse (1857-58), 
and Friec.lrich Enge)s, The Fa,nily. Pri1 .. ata Property', 
"nd 'he S',,'e (1884). An Important recent contri
bution to the mode of production debate is Etienne 
B"lib"r's "The Basic Concepts of Historical Mate
ri"lism." in Louis Althusser and Balibm·. ReRd;ng 
Ca/.i'al, trans. Ben Brewster (London: New Left 
B()oks. 1970). pp. 199-308 Uameson's note!. Bal
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in building the tremendous cosmos of the modern 
economic order. This order is now bound to the 
technical and economic conditions of machine 
production which today determine the lives of all 
the individuals who are born into this mechanism. 
not only those directly concerned with economic 
acquisition. with Irresistible force. Perhaps it will 
so determine them until the last ton of fossilized 
coal is burnt. In [one) view the care for e"ternal 
goods should only lie on the shoulders of the saint 
'like a light cloak. which can be thrown aside at 
any moment.' But fate decreed that the cloak 
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Protest .. nt Ethic n"d the Spirit of Caplt .. lIs .... trans. 
T. Parsons (New York: Scribners. 1958). p. 181 
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pervasive "political technology of the .body,"l but also more traditional "syn
chronic" accounts of the·· cultur.al programming of a given :historical 
"moment," s~ch as those that have variously been. proposed from Vico and 
Hegel: to. Spengler and Deleuze2-all such monolithic models ofthecultural 
uni~y of a given historical period have tended to confirm the suspicions of a 
dialectical. tradition about the:dangers of an emergent "synchronic" thought, 
in which.changeand development are rdegated to the marginalizedcategory 
of .the merely.~'diachronic," the contingent .or the rigorously nonmeaningful 
(and' this, even where; as .with Althu.sser,such models of cultural unity are 
attacked as forms of a more properly Hegelian and idealistic "expressive cau
sality"). This theoretical foreboding about the limits of synchronic thought 
can· perhaps be' most immediately grasped in the political area, where the 
model of the "total system" would seem slowly and inexorably.to eliminate 
any possibility of thenegatille as such, and to reintegrate the· place of an 
oppositional or even. merely "critical" practice and resistance back into the 
system as the latter's . mere . inversion. In particular, everything about ,class 
struggle that was anticipatory in the older dialectical framework, and .seen 
as an emergent space for..ratlically new social relations, would s.eem, in the 
synchronic model, to reduce.itself to practices that in fact tend to reinforce 
the very system that foresaw and dictated their specific . limits. This is the 
sense in which Jean Baudrillard3 has suggested that the "total-system"'view 
of contemporary society reduces the options of resistance to anarchist ges
tures, to the sole remaining ulti~ate protests of the. wildcat stril<.e, terrorism; 
and death .. Meanwhile, in the framework of the analysis of culture also, the 
latter's integration into a synchronic model would seem to empty cultural 
production of all its antisystemic capacities, and to "unmask" even the works 
of an overtlyoppositional or political stance as instruments ultimately pro-
grammed by the system itself. .: .'. . .' . :. . .' . 

It is, however, precisely the. notion of a series of enlarging theoretital 
horizons proposed, here. that can assign these disturbing synchronic frame
works their appropriate analytical places and dic;tate their proper use., This 
notion projects a long view. of history which is inconsistent with concrete 
political action and class struggle only if the specificityof the horizol1sis not 
respected;. thus, even if the concept of a mode of production is to be consid
ered a synchronic one (and we will see in a moment that things are somewhat 
more complicated than this); at the level of historical ;abstraction at which 
such a concept is properly to be used, the lesson of the "vision" of a total 
system is for the short r:un one of the structural limits imposed on praxis 
rather than the latter's impossibility. . ' 

The theoretical. problem with the synchronic systems. enumerated above 
lies elsewhere, and less in ~heir analytical framework than in what in a ~arx
ist perspective might be called their infrastructural regrtJunding. Historically, 

U.me.on'l not.], .W.ber (1864-11120), Glrmln 
.oclololllt who helped found the dllclpllne. 
I. Mlchel Foucault, DUcf,IIM Gnd Punish: The 
Birth of the Prison, trans .. Alan Sherldan (New 
York: Vintage, 1.979), pp. 26ff; [Jameson's note]. 
FOUCAULT(I ~26-1984), French philosopher and 
historian of Ideas, . . . 
2. All philosophers who made .large claims about 
historical. change: the Italian G1AMBATI1STA VICO 
(1668-1744) viewed historical change as a cycle; 

H'III propa •• d. I dllllctlcll mod.1 of the.I'1 
antlthe.II, and lynth.I1'1 the G.rman. O.weld 
Spenaler (1880-1936) sew a pattern of decltne~ 
and ihe Fre\1ch GILLES DELEUZE (1925-1995) 
argued for a.Nietzchean repetition modified for dif. 
ference.. . 
3. French sociologist (b. 1929; see above), who 
argues that In postmodern society we deal. only 
with simulation. of reality (slmulacra), not repre
sentations. ,. 
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such systems have tended to fall into two general groups, which one might 
term respectively the hard and soft visions of the total system. The first group 
projects a fantasy future of a "totalitarian" type in which the mechanisms of 
domination-whether these are understood as part· of the more general pro
cess of bureaucratization, or on the other hand derive more immediately from 
the deployment of physical and ideological force-are grasped as irrevocable 
and increasingly pervasive tendencies whose mission is to colonize the last 
remnants and survivals of human freedom-to occupy and organize, in other 
words, what still persists of Nature objectively and subjectively (very sche
matically, the Third World and the Unconscious). 

This group of theories can perhaps hastily be associated with the central 
names of Weber and Foucault; the second group may then be associated 
with names such as those of Jean Baudrillard and the American theorists of 
a "post-industrial society."· For this second group, the characteristics of the 
total system of contemporary world society are less those of political domi
nation than those of cultural programming and penetration: not the iron 
cage, but rather the societe de consommation with its consumption of images 
and simulacra, its free-floating signifiers and its effacement of the older 
structures of social class and traditional ideological hegemony. For both 
groups, world capitalism is in evolution toward a system which is not socialist 
in any classical sense, on the one hand the nightmare of total control and 
on the other the polymorphous or schizophrenic intensities of some ultimate 
counterculture (which may be no less disturbing for some than the overtly 
threatening characteristics of the first vision). What one must add is that 
neither kind of analysis respects the Marxian injunction of the "ultimately 
determining instance" of economic organization and tendencies: for both, 
indeed, economics (or political economy) of that ·type is in the new total 
system of the contemporary world at an end, and the economic finds itself 
in both reassigned to a secondary and nondeterminant position beneath the 
new dominant of political power or of cultural production respectively. 

There exist, however, within Marxism itself precise equivalents to these 
two non-Marxian visions of the contemporary total system: rewritings, if one 
likes, of both in specifically Marxian and "economic" terms. These are the 
analyses of late capitalism in terms of capita logic , and of disaccumulation, 6 

respectively; and while this book is clearly not the place to diS4il,tlss such 
theories at any length, it must be observed here that both, seeing the origi
nality of the contemporary situation in terms of systemic tendencies within 
capitalism, reassert the theoretical priority of the organizing concept of the 
mode of production which we have been concerned to argue. 

We must therefore now turn to the second related problem about this 
third and ultima(e horizon, and deal briefly with the objection that cultural 

4. The most Influential stutcment of the American 
version of thll "end of Ideology" / conlumer 1000Iety 
position 11, of coune, thllt of Dllnle\ Bell: lee hi. 
Coming of Post·lndustri"l Society (New York: 
Basic, 1973) and The Cultur,,1 Contradictions of 
Capitalism (New York: Basic, 1976) Uameson's 
note]. 
5. See, for a review and critique of the basic Ht

. erature, Stanley Aronoy.ritz, ffMarx, Braverman, 
and the Logic of Capital," Insurgent Sociologist 8, 
nos. 2 I 3 (fall 1978): 126-46 Uameson's note]. 
6. The basic texts on "disaccumulatfon theory" are 

Martin J. Sklar, "On the Proletarian Revolution 
and thr End of Pol1t1cal·Economlc Society," RI/d· 
ICI//AIII,r/ca3, no. 3 (May-June 1969): 1-41;Jtm 
O'Cannar, "Productive and Unproductive Labor," 
Politics "ruI Society 5 (1975): 297-336; Fred Block 
and Larry Hlrschhorn, if New Productive Forces 
and the Contradiction. of Contemporary Capit .. l
ism," TJu.ory ",.d Society 7 (1979): 363-95; and 
Stanley Aronowit7., "The End of Political Econ
omy," Social Text, no. 2 (1980): 3-52 Uameson's 
note]. 
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analysis pursued within· i~ will tend toward a p~rely typo.logical or classifi~ 
catory operation, in whic.h we are called upon to "de.cide" such issues as 
whether Milton is to be, ~e~d within a "precapitalist" or a. hascent capitalist 
context, and so forth. I ha.ve insisted elsewhere on thestei'ility of such cIas" 
sificatory procedures, which may always, it seems to rri~, be taken as symp
toms and indices of the repression of a more genuinely dialectical or 
historical practice of cultural analysis. This diagnosis may now be. expanded 
to cover all three horizons at issue here, where the practice pf homology, 
thdi: of a merely "sociological" search for some social or class equivalent, and 
that, finally, of the use of· some typology of sodal and cl,11tll!al systems, 
respectively, ~ay stand as e~llrnples of the misuse of these three frameworks. 
Furthermore, just as in our/d.iscussion of the first two we haye stressed the 
centrality of the category of contradiction for any Marxist analysis (seen, 
within the first horizon, as that which. the cultural and idedlogical artifact 
tries to "resolve," and in the second as the nature of the social and class 
confliCt within which a given work is one act or gesture), so too here we can 
effectively validate the horizon of the mode of production by showing the 
form contradiction takes on this level, and the relationship of the cultural 
object to it. .. . 

BeFore we do so, we inust take note of more recent objections to the very 
concept of the mode of pi-oductio':l' The traditional schema of the· ·various 
modes of production as so many Historical "stages'~ has generally been felt 
tq be unsatisfactory, not least because it encourages the kind of typologiZing 
crIticized above, in political quite as much as in culi:ur',1i"analYsis. (The form 
take,n in political analysis is evidently the procedure which consi!lts in "decid
ing", whether a given conjuncture?· is to be assigned to a moment Within 
feudalism-the result being a demand fox: bourgeois and parliamentary 
rights-or within capitalism~witH the accompanying "reformist" strategy'
or, .on the contrary, a genuine "revolutionary" moment~in which case the 
appropriate revolutionary strategy is then deduced.) . 

o.n the other hand, it has bec·orne increasingly clear to a number of con
temporary theorists that such cIassificatio~. of "empirical" materials within 
this or that abstract category is 'impermissible in large part because of the 
level of abstraction of the concept· of 1\ mode .of production: no historical 
society has ever "embodied" a mode of production in any pure state (nor is 
CapitalS the description of a historical society, but rather·the construction 
of the abstract concept of capitalism). This has led certain contemporary 
theorists, most notably Nicos Poulantzas,9 to insist on the distinction 
between a "mode of production" as ~{purely theoretical construction and a 
"social formation" that would involvtr the description of some historical soci
ety a.t a certain moment of its development. This distinction seems inade
quate and even misleading, to the degree that it encourages the very 
empirical thinking which it was concerned to denounce, in other words, 
subsuming a particular or an empirical "fact" under this or that correspond
ing "abstraction." Yet one feature of Poulantzas' discussion of the "social 
formation" may be retained: his suggestion that every social formation or 

7, Moment in social development at which various 
antagonistic and sometimes contradictory forces 
and trends combine. 
S. See Ma",. Capital, vo!. 1 (1867). 

9. Nlcos PoulBntzas .. Polilical POWflr and SociAl 
ClAsses, trans. T.O'Hagari (London: New Left 
Books, 1973), pp. 13-\6 Uameson'. note]. Pou
lantzas (b. 1936),. Greek political theorist. 
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historically existing society has in fact consisted in the overlay and structural 
coexistence of several modes of production all at once, including vestiges and 
slllTivals of older modes of production, now relegated to structurally depen
dent positions within the new, as well as anticipatory tendencies which are 
potentially inconsistent with the existing system but have not yet generated 
an autonomous space of their own. 

But if this suggestion is valid, then the problems of the "synchronic" sys
tem and of the typological temptation are both soked at one stroke. What is 
synchronic is the "concept" of the mode of production; the moment of the 
historical coexistence of several modes of production is not synchronic in 
this sense, but open to history in a dialectical way. The temptation to classify 
texts according to the appropriate mode of production is thereby removed, 
since the texts emerge in a space in which we may expect them to be criss
crossed and intersected by a variety of impulses froin contradictory modes 
of cultural production all at once. 

Yet we have still not characterized the specific object of study which is 
constructed by this ne",," and final horizon. It cannot, as we have sho"'n, 
consist in the concept of an individual mode of production (any more than, 
in our second horizon, the specific object of study could consist in a partic
ular social class in isolation from the others). We will therefore suggest that 
this new and ultimate object may be designated, drawing on recent historical 
experience, as cultural revolution. that moment in which the coexistenc~ of 
various modes of production becomes visibly antagonistic, their contradic
tions moving to the very center of political, social, and historical life. The 
incomplete Chinese experiment with a "proletarian" cultural revolution I may 
be invoked in support of the proposition that previous history has known 
a whole range of equivalents for similar processes to which the term may 
legitimately be extended. So the Western Enlightenment may be grasped as 
part of a properly bourgeois cultural revolution, in which the values and,the 
discourses, the habits and the daily space, of the ancien rt§gime'l. were sys
tematically dismantled so that in their place could be set the new concep
tualities, habits and life forms, and value systems of a capitalist market' 
society. This process clearly involved a vas~er historical rhythm than' 
such punctual historical events as the French Revolution or the Industrial 
Revolution, and includes in its longue durt§e 3 such phenomena as thoS'Cf" 
described by Weber in TIle Protestant Ethic and. the Spirit of Capitalism-a 
work that can now in its turn be read as a cOrittibution to the study of the 
bourgeois cultunil revolution. just as the corpus of work on romanticism is 
now repositioned as the study of a significant and ambiguous moment in the 
resistance to this particular "great transformation," alongside the more spe
cifically "popular" (precapitalist as well as working-class) forms of cultural 
resistance. 

But if this is the case. then we must go further and suggest that all previous 
modes of production have been accompanied by cultural revolutions specific 
to them of which the neolithic "cultural revolution," say, the triumph of 

J, Th", is. the 1966-76 Cultural Revolution, an 
clttclnpt to stamp out "bourgeois values" that 
caused great sodal and economic dhuuption in 
China. 
2. That is, the aristocracy. 

3. Long duration (French); a phrase used by the 
French historian Fernand Braudel (1902-1985), 
whose work emphasized large-scale, long-term 
changes. 
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patriarchy over the older matriarchal or tribal forms, or the victory of Hel
lenic "justice" and the new legality of the polis over the vendetta system are 
only the most dramatic manifestations. The concept of cultural revolution, 
then-or more precisely, the reconstrUction of the materials of cultural and 
literary history in the form of this new "text" or object of . study which is 
cultural revolution-may be expected to project a whole.newframework for 
the humanities, in which the study of culture in the widest sense could be 
placed on a materialist basis. 

This description is, however, misleading to the degree to which .it suggests 
that "cultural revolution" is aphel'lomenon limited to so~called '~transitional" 
periods, during which social formations dominated by one .mode of produc
tion undergo a radical -restrud:uration : in the course of which a different 
"dominant" emerges. The problem of such "transitions" is a traditional crux 
of the Maman problematic of modes of production, nor can it be said· that 
any of the solutions proposed, from Marx's own fragmentary discussions to 
the recent model of Etienne Balibar,' are altogether satisfactory, since in all 
of them the inconsistency betwe~n a "synchronic" description ·of. a given 
system and a "diachronic" account' of the passage from one system to another 
seems to return with undiminished intensity. But our own discussion began 
with the idea that a given social formation consisted-in' the coexistence of 
various synchronic . systems or .modes- of production, each with its own 
dynamic Or. time scheme-a kind. of metasynchronicity,' if one ·likes-:-while 
we have now shifted.to a description.of cultural revolution:which has been 
couched in the more diachronic language of. systemic transformation. I will 
therefore suggest .that these two ·apparently inconsist~nt accounts are simply 
the· twin perspectives which our' thinking (and out .presentation or Darstel
lung of that thinking) can take on this same vast:Mstorical object. Just as 
overt revolution is no punctual evrnteither, but bririgs.to the surface the 
inilUmerable daily struggles and forms of class polarization whichare .. at work 
in the whole course of social life that precedes it,. and, Whieh are therefore 
lateht and implicit in "prerevolutionary" social experience, made visible as 
the latter's deep structure only in such "moments: of truth"-so also 'the 
overtly "tran'sitional'~moments oCcultutal revolLition are· themselves but:the 
passage to the surface of a permanent 'process in human societies, of a per
manentstruggle between the.,various.:coexisting modes of production. The 
tr-iumphantmoment in whiCh a new' systemic dominant gains ascendency is 
therefore only the diachronic manifestadon of a constant struggle for the 
perpetuation· and reproduction of its dominance, a struggle which must 
continue throughout its .life course, accompanied at all moments by the sys
temic 01' structural antagonism· of those older and newer modes of produc
tion that .resist assimilation or seek deliverance from it. The task of cultural 
and social analysis thus construed within this final horizon will then clearly 
be the rewriting of its materials in such a way that this perpetual cultural 
revolution can be apprehended and read as the deeper and more permanent 
constitutive structure in which the empirical textual objects know intelligi
bility. 

Cultural revolution thus conceived may be said to be beyond the opposi
tion between synchrony and diachrony, and to correspond roughly to what 
Ernst Bloch has called the Ungleichzeitigkeit (or "nonsynchronous devel-
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opment") of cultural and social life.4 Such a view imposes a new use of 
concepts of periodization, and in particular of that older schema of the "lin
ear" stages which is here preserved and canceled all at once. We will deal 
more fully with the specific problems of periodization in the next chapter: 
suffice it to say at this point that such categories are produced within an 
initial diachronic or narrative framework, but become usable only when that 
initial framework has been annulled, allowing us now to coordinate or artic
ulate categories of diachronic origin (the various distinct modes of produc
tion) in what is now a synchronic or metasynchronic way .. 

We have, however, not yet specified the nature of the textual object which 
is constructed by this third horizon of cultural revolution, and which would 
be the equivalent within this dialectically new framework of the objects of 
our first two horizons-the symbolic act, and the ideologeme or dialogical 
organization of class discourse. I will suggest that within this final horizon 
the individual text or cultural artifact (with its appearance of autonomy 
which was dissolved in specific and original ways within the first two horizons 
as well) is here restructured as a field of force in which the dynamics of sign 
systems of several distinct modes of production can be registered and appre
hended. These dynamics-the newly constituted "text" of our third horizon
make up what can be termed the ideology ofform, that is, the. determinate 
contradiction of the specific messages emitted by the varied sign systems 
which coexist in a given artistic process as well as in its .general social for
mation. 

What must now be stressed is that at this level "form" is apprehended as 
content. The study of the ideology of form is no doubt grounded on a tech
nical and formalistic analysis in the narrower sensej even though, unlike 
much traditional formal analysis, it seeks to reveal the active presence within 
the text of a number of discontinuous and heterogeneous formal processes. 
But at the level of analysis in question here, .a dialectical reversal has taken 
place in which it has become possible to grasp such formal processes as 
sedimented content in their own right; as carrying ideological messages of 
their own,distinct from the ostensible or manifest· content of the works; it 
has become possible, in other words, to display such formal operations from 
the standpoint of what Louis Hjelmslev5 will call the "content ofform"rather 
than the:latter's "expression," which is generally the object of the'~iious 
more narrowly formalizing approaches .. The· simplest and most accessible 
demonstration of this reversal may be found 'in the area of literary genre. 

4. Ernst B]och, flNonsynchronism and Dialectics," 
New German Critique, no. 11 (spring 1977): 22-
38. The "nonsynchronous"--usc of the concept of 
the mode of production outlined above Is in my 
opinion the only way to fulfill Marx's well-known 
program for dialectical knowledge "of rising from 
the abstract to the concrete" (1857 Introduction, 
Grundrisse, ed. Eric Hobsbawm [New York: Inter
national, 1965), p. 1OI). Man< there distinguished 
three stages of knowledge: (I) the notation of the 
particular (this would correspond to something like 
empirical history, the collection of data and 
descriptive materials on the variety of human soci
eties); (2) the conquest of abstraction, the coming 
into being of a properly "bourgeois" science or of 
what Hegel called the categories of the Under-

standing; (3) the transcendence of abstraction hy 
the dialectic, the ('rise to the concrete," the setting 
in motion of hitherto static and typolog~zing cRte
gorle. by' their relnsertlon In D concrete historical 
situation (in the present context, this is achieved 
by moving form D classlficDtory use of the catego
ries of modes of production to a perception of their 
dynamic and contradictory coexistence in a given 
cultural moment). Althusser's own epistemology, 
incidentally, I. " glo •• on this same' fundamental 
passBge.of the, 1857 Introduction, but one which 
succeeds only too well in eliminating Its dialectical 
spirit· (For MaD:, trans. Den Drewsler [London: 
Verso, 1990), pp. I 83ff.) Uameson's note]. 
5. Danish linguist (1899-1965). . 
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Our next chapter, indeed, will model the process whereby generic specifi
cation and description can, in a given historical text, be transformed into the 
detection of a host of distinct generic messages-some of them objectified 
survivals from older modes of cultural production, some anticipatory, but all 
together projecting a formal conjuncture through which the "conjuncture" 
of coexisting modes of production at a given historical moment can be 
detected and allegorically articula~ed. 

Meanwhile, that what we have called the ideology of form is something 
other than a retreat from social and historical questions into the more nar
rowly formal may be suggested by the relevance of this final perspective to 
more overtly political a!lJl-:theoretical concerns; we may take the much 
debated relation of Marxisifi to feminism as a particularly revealing illustra
tion. The notion of overlapping modes of production outlined above has 
indeed the advantage of allowing us to short-circuit the false problem of the 
priority of the economic over the sexual, or of sexual oppression over that of 
social class. In our present perspective, it becomes clear that sexism and the 
patriarchal are to be grasped as the sedimentation and the virulent survival 
of forms of alienation specific to the oldest mode of production of human 
history, with its division of labor between men and women, and its division 
of power between youth and elder. The analysis of the ideology of form, 
properly completed, should reveal the formal persistence of such archaic 
structures of alienation-and the sign systems specific to them-beneath 
the overlay of all the more recent and historically original types of aliena
tion-such as political domination and commodity reification-which have 
become the dominants of that most complex of all cultural· revolutions, late 
capitalism, in which all the earlier modes of , production in one way or another 
structurally coexist. The affirmation of radical feminism, therefore, that to 
annul the patriarchal is the most radical political act-insofar as it includes 
and subsumes more partial demands, such as the liberation from the com
modity form-is thus perfectly consistent with an expanded Marxian frame
work, for which the transformation of our own dominant mode of production 
must be accompanied and completed by an equally radical restructura
tion of all the more archaic modes of production with whieh it structurally 
coexists. 

With this final horizon, then, we emerge into a space in which History 
itself becomes the ultimate ground as well as the untranscendable limit of 
our understanding in general and our textual interpretations in particular. 
This is, of course, also the moment in which the whole problem of interpre
tive priorities returns with a vengeance, and in which the practitioners of 
alternate or rival interpretive codes-far from having been persuaded that 
History is an interpretive code that includes and transcends all the others
will again assert "History" as simply one more code among others, with no 
particularly privileged status. This is most succinctly achieved when the crit
ics of Marxist interpretation, borrowing its own traditional terminology, sug
gest that the Marxian interpretive operation involves a thematization and a 
reification of "History" which is not markedly different from the process 
whereby the other interpretive codes produce their own forms of thematic 
closure and offer themselves as absolute methods. 

It should by now be clear that nothing is to be gained by opposing one 
reified theme-His tory-by another-Language-in a polemic debate as to 
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ultimate priority of one over the other. The influential forms this debate has 
taken in recent years-as in Jiirgen Habermas' attempt to subsume the 
"!Vlarxist" model of production beneath a more all-embracing model of "co m
munication" or intersubjectivity,6 or in Umberto Eco's assertion of the pri
ority of the Symbolic in general over the technological and productive 
systems which it must organize as signs before they can be used as tooZs7-

are based on the misconception that the Marxian category of a "mode of 
production" is a form of technological pr "productionist" determinism. 

It would seem therefore more useful to ask ourselves, in conclusion, how 
History as a ground and as an absent cause can be conceived in such a way 
as to l'esist such thematization or reificatipn, such transformation back into 
one optional code among others. We may'suggest such a possibility obliquely 
by attention to what the Aristotelians would call the generic satisfaction 
specific to the form of the great monuments of historiography,8 or what the 
semioticians might call the "history-effect" of such narrative texts. Whatever 
the raw material on which historiographic form works (and we will here only 
touch on that most widespread type of material which is the sheer chronology 
of fact as it is produced by the rote-drill of the history manual), the "emotion" 
of great historiographic form can then always be seen as the radical restruc
turation of that inert material, in this instance the powerful reorganization 
of otherwise inert chronological and "linear" data in the form of Necessity: 
why what happened (at first received as "empirical" fflct) had to happen the 
way it did. From this perspective, then, causality is only one of the possible 
tropes by which this formal restructuration can be achieved, although it has 
obviously been a privileged and historically significant one. Meanwhile, 
should it be objected that l\1arxism is rather a "comic" or "romance" para
digm, one which sees history in the salvational perspective of some ultimate 
liberation, we must observe that the most powerful realizations of a Marxist 
historiography-from Marx's own narratives of the 1848 revolution9 through 
the rich and varied canonical studies of the dynamics of the Revolution of 
1789 all the way to Charles Bettelheim'sl study of the Soviet revolutionary 
experience-remain visions of historical Necessity in the sense evoked above .. 
But Necessity is here represented in the form of the inexorable logic involved 
in the determinate failure of all the revolutions that have taken place in 
humal~ history: the ultimate Marxian presupppsi~ion-that socialist revolu-:-t' . 
tion can only be a total and worldwide process (and that this in turn presup
poses the completion of the capitalist "revolution" and of the process of 
commodification on a global scale)-is the perspective in which the failure 
or the blockage, the contradictory reversal or functional inversion, of this or 
that local revolutionary process is grasped as "inevitable," and as the opera
tion of objective limits. 

History is therefore the experience of Necessity, and it is this alone which 

6. ~ce .fUrgen Habermas, Kt,owleclge mId Human 
'"teres'". trans. J. Shapiro (Boston: Beacon, 1971), 
esp. ParI I Uameson's note). HAIIERMAS Ch. 19l9), 
Germa" philosopher. 
7. Umherto Eeo, A T1t.eory of Se1niotic.s (Blo(Jm~ 
ington: Indiana University Press, 1976.1, pp. ll-l6 
:J<1.Ineson's note], Eco (b. 1932), Italian senlioti
cian .111<1 novelist. 
H. "fhm is, emphasizing, as does AnlSTOTLE ill llis 
Poetic ... (<: .. 1. 330 R.e.E.; see above), the- itnportancc 

of form. 
9. The uprising in France that overthrew the con
stitutional monarchy of Loul •• Phllippe; Ma"" 
wrote about It in a series of articles in 1849-50 
published together as Class Struggles i" France 
(1895). 
I. French economist and social scientist (b. 
1913), who wrote Cl" .. Struggle. in ",e USSR (3 
vol •. , 1974-83). 
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can forestall its theniatization or reification as a mere object of representation 
or as one master code· among many others. Necessity is ·not in that sense a 
type of content, but rathet.: the inexorable form of evel:1ts; it is therefore a 
narrative category in theerilarged sense of some properly narrative political 
unconscious which has been argued here, a retextualization of History which 
does not propose· the latter as some new representation· or "vision,'" some new 
content, but as the formal effects of what Althusser {following Spinoza, Z calls 
an "absent cause." Conceived in this sense, History.is what hurts, it is what 
refuses desire and sets inexorable limits to individual ai; well as collective 
praxis, which its "ruses" turn into grisly and ironic reversals of their overt 
interition. But this History can he apprehended only through its effects, and 
never directly as somereified :force. This is indeed the ultimate sense in 
which History as ground and untranscendable horizon needs no particular 

. theoretical justification: we ,may be sure that. its alienating necessities will 
not forget us, however much we might prefer to ignore them. 

1981 

Postmoder~isfu 'and Consumer S~detyl' 

The concept of .p'ostmodernistri.is' not widely accepted or!!ven. urtderstood 
today. Some of the resistance to if may come from. the urifariiiliarity of the 
'works it covers, which can be foupdin aIi the arts: the"poetry 'of Johfi Ash
beiy,2 for instance, but also'the much 'simpler talk poetrY that came 'out of 
the "readlori against complex, 'ironic, ac~demic modernist poetry in the 
1960s; the'reaction against modern 3rchiteCture':aild in particular' against 
the monuments] buildings of th~ Intern~tiohal Style, the pop buildings and 

'decorated sheds. c~lebrau~d by Roberl Vehturl in 'his 'manifesto, Learning 
from. Las Vegas;3 Andy Warhol and Pop art/but also the'iitore recent PhotQ
realism;4 in music'- the moment of J~hri Cage but also the later synthesis of 
classical'and 'popular' styles foundiri composers like Philip Glass and Terry 
Riley, and also punk and new-waver'ockwith such groups as the Clash, 
Talking Heads and the Gang of Four;~ 11:1 Aim, everything that comes out of 
Godard6-contemporary vanguard Aim 'and video-hut also a whole new 
style of commercial or Action Alms,' which has its equivale.nt in contemporary 

2. Benedlet de Splnoza (1632-1611), Dutch 
ratlonalllt philosopher. ' 
1. The present text combines elements of two pre
viously published essays: "Postmodernism and 
Consumer Society," In The Anti·Aesthetic (Port 
Townsend, Wash.: Bay Press, 1983), and "Post
modernism: The Cultural Logic of Late Capital
Ism," In New Left Review, no. 146 (1984) 
Uameson's note]. 
2. Amerlcan/.oet (b. 1927) whose work Is often 
obscure and emandlng. 
3. Published In 1972, by the American eclectic 
postmodern architect Venturl (b. 1925), Denise 
Scot! Brown, and Steven Izenour. International 
Style. an architectural style, developed in Europe 
and the United States during the 19205 and 1930s 
and dominant by midcentury, characterized by rec
tilinear forms without ornamentation and by con-

Itructlon In 11 ... and l\ee1. .. . , 
4. An art movement thin f10urlihed In the'1970s: 
It was an outl1'owth' of pop art, which came to 
prominence In the 1960s and also focused on 
everyday subjects Crom constinler and popular cul-

, ture, such as the· Campbell'. Soup cans' depicted 
by Warhol (1928-1987), Its best·known American 
proponent. 
5. Jameson names· avant ... rde musicians: the 
American comr.0sers Cage (1912-1992), Glass (b. 
1937), and RI ey (b. 1935): and the Brlti.h punk 
band the Clash, the American art rock band Talk
Ing Head., and th~ British Marxist band the Gang 
of Four; all of whom teleased debut albums In the 
late 19.70s. 
6. jean-Luc Godard (b. 1930), French film dlrec
tOT. 



POSTMODERNISM AND CONSUMER SOCIETY I 1961 

novels as well, where the works ofWilliam Burroughs, Thomas Pynchon and 
Ishmael Reed? on the one hand, and· the French new novels on the other, 
are also to be numbered among the varieties of what can be called post mod
ernism. 

This list would seem to make two things clear at once: first, most of the 
postmodernisms mentioned above emerge as . specific reactions against the 
established forms of high modernism, against this or that dominant high 
modernism which conquered the university, the museum, the art gallery 
network, and the foundations. Those formerly subversive and embattled 
styles-Abstract Expressionism;9 the great modernist poetry of Pound, Eliot 
or Wallace Stevens; the International Style (Le Corbusier, Frank Lloyd 
Wright, Mies); Stravinsky; Joyce, Proust and Mannl-felt to be scandalous 
or shocking by our grandparents are, for the generation which arrives at the 
gate in the 1960s, felt to be the establishment and the enemy-dead, stifling, 
canonical, the reified monuments one has to destroy to do anything new. 
This means that there will be as many different forms of postmodernism as 
there were high modernisms in place, since the former are at least initially 
specific and local reactions against those models. That obviously does not 
make the job of describing postmodernism as a coherent thing any easier, 
since the unity of this new impulse-if it has one-is given not in itself but 
in the verY modernism it seeks to displace. 

The second feature of this list of postmodernisms is the effacement in it 
of some key boundaries or separations, most notably the erosion of the older 
distinction between high culture and so-called mass or popular culture. This 
is perhaps the most distressing development of all from an academic stand
point, which has traditionally had a vested interest in preserving a realm of 
high or elite culture against the surrounding environment of philistinism,2 
of schlock and kitsch, of TV series and Reader's Digest culture, and in trans
mitting difficult and complex skills of reading, listening and seeing to its 
initiates. But many of the newer postmodernisms have been fascinated pre
cisely by that whole landscape of advertising and motels, of the Las Vegas 
strip, of the late show and Grade-B Hollywood film, of so-called paralitera
ture with its airport paperback categories of the gothic and the romance, the 
popular biography, the murder mystery and the science fiction o!:.SRntasy 
novel. They no longer 'quote' such 'texts' as a Joyce might have done, or a 
Mahler;3 they incorporate them, to the point where the line between high 
art and commercial forms seems increasingly difficult to draw. 

A rather different indication of this effacement of the older categories of 
genre and discourse can be found in what is sometimes called contemporary 

7. All American authon of avant-garde fiction: 
Burroughs (1914-1997), Pynchon (b. 1937), and 
Reed (b. 1938). 
B. A French literary movement that began in the 
1950s and sought to frustrate conventional expec
tations of plot, character, and dialogue. 
9. School of abstract painting that emerged in the 
United States, during the 1940., characterized by 
attention to surface qualities, huge canvases, and 
the attempt to express pure emotion. 
I. All prominent representatives of high modern
ism: in poetry, Ezra Pound (IIIB5-1972), T. S. 
ELIOT (1888-1965), and Stevens (l879-1955),all 
Americans; in architecture, the French Le Cor-

busier (Charles ~douard Jeanneret, 1887-1965), 
the American Wrlght (1867-1959), and the 
German Louis Mles van der Rohe (1886-1969); in 
music, the Russian composer Igor Stravinsky 
(1882-1971); and· In the novel, the Irish James 
Joyce (1882-194 I), the French Marcel Proust 
(1871-1922), and the German Thomas Mann 
(1875-1955). 
2. Middle-class materialism (a term coined by 
MATTHEW ARNOLD in "The Function of Criticism 
at the Present Time," 1864; see above). 
3. Gustav Mahler (1860-1911), Austrian com
poser. 
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theory. A generation ago there was stiJI a technical discourse of professional 
philosophy-the great systems of Sartre or the phenomenologists, the work 
of W,ttgenstein4 or analyti<;al or common language philosophy-alongside 
which one could still distinguish that quite different discourse of the other 
academic disciplines-of political science, for example, or sociology or lit
erary criticism. T~day, increasingly, we have a kind of writing simply called 
'theory' which is a"", or none of those things at once. This new kind of dis
course, generally associated with France and so-called French theory, is 
becoming widespread and marks the end of philosophy as such. Is the work 
of Michel Foucault,' for example, to be called philosophy, history, social 
theory or political science'? It's undecidable, as they say nowadays; and I will 
suggest that such 'theoretical d~scourse' is also to be numbered among the 
manifestations of postmodernism. 

Now I must say a word about the proper use of this concept: it is not just 
another word for the description of a particular style. It is also, at least in 
my use, a periodizing concept whose function is to correlate the emergence 
of new formal features in culture with the emergence of a new type of social 
life and a new economic order-what is often euphemistically called mod
ernization, postindustrial or consumer society, the society of the media or 
the spectacle, or multinational capitalism. This new moment of capitalism 
can be dated from the postwar boom in the United States in the late 1940s 
and early 1950s or, in France, from the establishment of the Fifth Republic 
in 1958.6 The 1960s are in many ways the key transitional period, a period 
in which the new international order (neocoJonialism, the Green Revolu
tion,7 computerization and electronic information) is at one and the same 
time set in place and is swept and Ifhaken by itS own internal contradictions 
and by external resistance. I want here to sketch a few of the ways in which 
the new postmodernism expresses the inner truth of that newly emergent 
social order of late capitalism, but will have to· limit the description to only 
two of its significant features, which I will call pastiche and schizophrenia; 
they will give us a chance to sense the specificity of the postmodernist expe-
rience of space and time respectively. . 

Pastiche Eclipses Parody 

One of the most Significant feature~ or practices in postmodernism today is 
·pastiche. I must first explain this term, which people geherally tend to con
fuse with or assimilate to that related verbal phenomenon called parody. 
Both pastiche and parody involve the imitation or, better still, the mimicry 
of other styles and particularly of the mannerisms !lnd stylistic twitches of 
other styles. It is obvious that modern literature. in general offers a very rich 
field for parody, since the great modern writers have all been defined by the 

4. Ludwlg Wittgensteln (1889-1951), Austrlan
born English phllolopher whose early work was 
analytic and whose later work explored the nature 
of language. JEAN-PAUL SARTRE .(1905-1980), 
French existentialist phllos0f.her, novelist, and 
dramatist. ·Phenomenologlsts', philosophers who 
focus introspectively on the contents of conscious
ness. 
5. French philosopher and historian of Ideas 
(1926-1984; see above). 

6. The government established under a new con
stitution, written In response to the crlsll brought 
on by France', colonial war In Algeria; Charles de 
Gaulle (1890-1970) became Its first president in 
1959. . 
7. The enormous Increase In third world agricul
tural production (especially In India and Pakistan) 
In the 1960s made possible by new high-yield vari
eties of wheat and rice, the use of chemical fertil
Izers and pesticides, Irrigation, and mechanization. 
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invention or production of rather unique styles: think of the Faulknerian 
long sentence or of D. H. Lawrence's characteristic nature imagery; think of 
\\1aUace Stevens's p~culiar way of using abstractions; think also of the."man
nerisms of the philosophers, of Heidegger for example, or Sartre; think of 
the musical styles of Mahler or Prokofiev. 8 All of these styles, however dif~ 
ferent from each other. are comparable in this: each is quite unmistakabi~; 
once one is lear~ed, it is not likely to be confused with something else. 

NoW parody capitalizes on the uniqueness of these styles and seizes on 
their idibsyncrasies and eccentricities to produce an imitation which mocks 
the' original. I won't say that the satiric impulse is conscious in all forms of 
parody .... n any case, a good or great parodist has to have some secret sym
pathy for the original. just as a great mimic has to have the' capacity to put 
himself / herself in the place of the person imitated. SttH, the general eff~ct 
of parody is-whether in sympathy or with malice-to cast ridicule on the 
private nature of these stylistic 'mannerisms and their excessiveness and 
eccentricity with respect to the way pepple normally speak or write. So there 
remains somewhere behind all parody the feeling that there is a linguistic 
norm in contrast to which the styles of the great modernists can be mocked. 

But what would happen if one no longer believed in the existence of nor
mal language, of ordinary speech, of the linguistic norm (the kind of clarity 
and communicative power celebrated:H)' Orwell in his famous essay,9 say)? 
One could think of it in this way; perhaps the immense fragmentation and 
privatization of modern literature-its explosion into a host of distinct private 
style's and manner~sms-foreshadows; 4eeper and more gt;,neral tendencies 
in social life as a ;.vhole. Supposing'that modern art and'modernism-far 
from peing a kind of specialized aesthetic curiosity-actually anticipa~ed 
social developments along these lines; sLl.pposing that in the decades since 
the emergence of the great modern styles society has itself begun to fragment 
in this way, each group coming to speak a curious private language of its 
own, each' profession developing its private co~e or idiolect, and finally each 
individual coming to be ~ kind of linguistic island, separated from everyone 
else? But then in that case, the very possibility of any linguistic norm' in 
terms of which one could ridicule private languages and idiosyncratic styles 
would vanish, and we would have notping but stylistic diversity and he~ro-
geneity. . " 

That is the moment at which pastiche appears and parody has become 
impossible. Pastiche is. like parody, the imitation of a peculiar or unique 
style, the wearing of a stylistic mask, speech ,in a dead language: but it is a 
neutral practice of such mimicry, without parody's ulterior motive, without 
the satirical impulse, ~'\!ithout laughter, without that still latent feeling that 
there exists something normal compared to which what is being imitated is 
rather comic. Pastiche is blank parody, parody tha't has lost its sense of 
humor: pastiche is to parody what that curious thing, the modern practice 
of a kind of blank irony, is to what Wayne Booth' calls the stable and comic 
ironies of, say, the eighteenth century. ' 

B. All innovators of modernism: the American 
novelist WiIIlam Faulkner (189;-1962). the 
English novelist and poet Lawrence (1880-1930), 
the German philosopher MARTIN HEIDEGGER 
I J 889-1976). and the Russian composer Sergei 
Prnkofiev'( 1891-1953), 

9. "Politic. and the English Language" (1946), by 
the English nov",lIst and essayist George Orwell 
(pen name of Eric Arthur Blalr, 1903-1950). 
J. American IIt",rarycrltlc (b. 1921), author of The 
Rhetoric of Irony (J 974). 



'1964 I FREDRIC JAMESON 

The Df!.ath i vf the Subject 

But now we need 'to introduce a -new piece into this puzzle, which may help 
to explain why classical modernism is a thing of the past" and why 'postmod
ernism should have taken its place. This new component is what is generally 
.called the 'death of the subject'2 or, to say iUn more conventional language, 
the end of individualism as such. The great'inodernisms were, as we have 
said, predicated on the invention of a personal, privat~,style, as unmistakable 
as your fingerprint, as iQcomparable as your own body. But this means that 
'the modernist aesthetic is in Some way organically linked to the conception 
of a unique self and private identity,a unique personality and individuality, 
which can be expected to generate its own unique vision of the world and to 
forge its own unique, unmistakable style, 

: Yet today, from any number of distinct perspectives, the social theorists, 
the psychoanalysts, even' the linguists, not to speak of tho.$e of us who work 
in, the area of culture and cultural and formal change, are all exploring the 
notion that that kind of individualism and personal identity is a thing of the 
past; that the old individual 'br individualist subject is 'dead'; and that one 
might even describe the concept of the unique individual and the theoretical 
basis of individualism as ideological. There are in fact two, positions on all 
this, one of which is more radh::al than the other. The first one· is content to 
.say: yes, once upon a time, in. t~e classic age of competitive capitalism,- in 
the heyday of the nuclear family and the emergence of ·the bourgeoisie as 
the hegemonic social class, 'there was such a thing as individualism, as indi
vidual subjects. But today, in the. age of corporate capitalism, of the so-called 
organization man,3 of bureaucracies in business as well as. in the state, of 
demographic explosion-today, that older bourgeois individual subject no 
longer exists·." ,.' , "'\ ': . " .: '. ' 
" Then there is ase~ond position;' the more radical of,the .two, what one 

might call the poststructuralist .position . .It adds: not .only is the bourgeois 
individual subJect a thing of the past, it is also a myth; it never really existed 
in the first place; there have nevel) been autonomous subjects of that type. 
Rather, this construct is merely a philosophical and cultural mystification 
which sought to persuade people that they 'had' individual subjects and pos
sessed this unique personal identity. 

For our purposes"it is not particularlY',important to decide which of these 
positions is correct (or rather, which is more interesting and productive). 
,What we have to retain from all this is rather an aesthetic dilemma: because 
if the experience and the' ideology of the unique self; an experience and 
ideology which informed the, stylistic practice of classical modernism, is over 
and done 'with,. then it ,is' no longer clear what the artists and writers of the 
present period are supposed to be doing. What is clear is merely that ·the 
older models-Picasso,4. Proust, T. S. Eliot-do not. work any:more (or are 
positively harmful), ,since nobody has that kind of unique private world and 
style to express any longer. And this is perhaps not· merely a 'psychological' 
matter: we also have to take into account the immense weight of seventy or 
eighty years of classical modernism itself. There is another, sense, in which 

2,' Compare ROLAND BARTHES, "Death of the 
Author" (1968; see above). . 
3. See William Whyte, The Org .... n.dion Man 

(1956), 
"h Pablo Picasso .(1881~I973), Spanish painter 
and a pioneer of modernist art, especially cubism. 
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the writers and artists of the present day will no longer be able to invent new 
styles and worlds-they've already been invented;'only a limited number of 
combinations are possible; the unique ories have been thought of already. 
So the weight of the whole modernist aesthetic tradition-now dead~also 
'weighs like a nightmare on the brains of the living', as Marx said in another 
context. 5 

Hence, once again, pastiche: in a world in which stylistic innovation is no 
longer possible, all that is left is to imitate dead styles, to speak through the 
masks and with the voices of the styles in the imaginary museum. But this 
means that contemporary or postmodernist art is going to be about art itself 
in a new kind of way; even more, it means that one of its essential messages 
will involve the necessary failure of art and the aesthetic, the failure of the 
new, the imprisonment in the past. 

The Nostalgia Mode 

As this may seem very abstract, I want to give a few examples, one of which 
is so omnipresent that we rarely link it with the kinds of developments in 
high art discussed here. This particular practice of pastiche is not high
cultural but very much within mass culture; and it is generally known as the 
'nostalgia film' (what the French neatly call la mode retro-retrospective styl
ing). We must conceive of this category in the broadest way: narrowly, no 
doubt, it consists merely of films about the past and about specific genera
tional moments of that past. Thus, one of the ,inaugural films in this new 
'genre' (if that's what it is) was Lucas's American Graffiti, which in 1973 set 
out to recapture all the atmosphere and stylistic peculiarities of the 1950s 
United States, the United States of the Eisenhower era. Polanski's great film 
Chinatown does something similar for the 19305, as does' Bertolucci's The 
Conformist for the Italian and European context of the same period, the 
fascist era in Italy;6 and so forth. We could go ort listing these films for some 
time: why call them pastiche'? Are they not rather work in the more tradi
tional genre known as the historical film-work which can more simply be 
theorized by extrapolating that other well-known form which is the historical 
novel'? 

I have my reasons for thinking that we need new categories for suclr1ilins. 
But let me first add some anomalies: supposing I suggested that Star Wars7 

is also a nostalgia film. What could that mean? I presume we can agree that 
this is not a historical film about our own intergalactic past. Let me put it 
somewhat differently: one of the most important cultural experiences 'of the 
generations that grew up from the 1930s to the' 1950s was the Saturday 
afternoon serial of the Buck Rogers8 type--'-'-o.alien villains, true American 
heroes, heroines in distress, the death ray or the doomsday box, and the 
cliffhanger'at the end whose miraculous resolution was to be witnessed next 
Saturday afternoon. Star Wars reinvents this experience in the form of a 

5. See The Eighteenth Brumairo of Loui" Napoleon 
(1852) by the German social and political philos
opher KARL MARX (l818-IB83), 
6. All films of the 1970., set in the relatively 
recent past: A ..... rican Graffiti (1973), directed by 
George Lucas (b. 1945), an American; Chinatown 
(1974), directed by Roman Polanski (b. 1933), 

raised In Poland; and The Conformist (1970), writ
ten and ,directed by Bernardo Bertoluccl (b, 1941), 
an italian. 
7. A 1977 film, written and directed by Luca., 
B. Hero of a comic strip created in 1929 featuring 
science fiction adventures, later popularized in 
movie serials. 
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pastiche: that is, there is no longer any point to a parody of such serials since 
they are long extinct. Star Wars, far from being a pointless satire of such now 
dead forms, satisfies a deep (might I even say repressed?) longing to experi
ence them again: it ,is a complex object in which on some first level children 
and adolescents can take the adventures straight, while the adult public is 
able to glfAtify a d'eeper and more properly nostalgic desire to return to that 
older period and to live its strange old aesthetic artifacts through once again. 
This film !s thus metonymically9 a historical or nostalgia film: unlike Ameri
can Graffiil; it does not reinvent a picture of the past in its lived totality; 
rather, by reinventing the feel and shape of characteristic art objects of an 
older period (the serials), it seeks to reawaken a sense of the past associated 
with those objects. Raiders of the Lost Ark, I meanwhile, occupies an inter~ 
mediary position here: on some level it is about the 1930s and 1940s, but in 
reality it too conveys that period metonymically through its own character
istic adventure stories (which are no longer ours). 

Now let me discuss another interesting anomaly which may take us further 
towards understanding nostalgia film in particular and pastiche generally. 
This one i~volves a recent film called Body Heat,;' which, as has abundantly 
been pointed out by the critics, is a kind of distant remake of The Postman 
Always Rings Twice or Double Indemnity. (The alhlSive Ilnd elusive plagiarism 
of older plots is, of course, also a feature of pastiche.) Now J;Jody Heat is 
technically not a nostalgia film, since it takes place in a contemp~tary setting, 
in a little Florida village near Miami. On the other hand; this technical con
temporaneity is most ambiguous indeed: the credits-always out first cue
are lettered and scripted in a 1930s Art-Deeo style which cannot but trigger 
nostalgic reactions (first to Chinatown, no doubt, and then beyond it to some 
more historical referent), Then the very style of the hero himself is ambig
uous: William Hurt is a new star but has nothing of ~he di!!tinctive style of 
the preceding generation of male superstars like Steve McQueen or even 
Jack Nicholson, or rather, his persona here is a kind of mix of their charac
teristics with an older role of the type generally associated with Clark Gable.! 
So here too there is a faintly archaic feel to all this. The spectator \legins to 
wonder why this story, which could have been situated anywhere, j's set in a 
small Florida town, in spite of its contemporary reference. 'One begins to 
realize after a while that the small town setting has a crucial strategic func
tion: it allows the film to do without most of the signals and'references which 
we might associate with the contemporary world, with consumer soci~ty
the appliances and artifacts, the high rises, the.object world of late c~pital
ism. Technically, then, its objects (its cars, for instance) are 1980s prpducts, 
but everything in the film conspires to blurth~t immediate contemporary 
reference and to make it possible to receive this toq as nostalgill work-as a 
narrative set in some 'indefinable nostalgic past" an eternal 1930s, say, 
beyond history. It seems to me exceedingly sympto~atic to find the very style 
of nostalgia films invading and colonizing even those movies today which 

9, Through association, not through resemblance. 
J. A 1981 film, directed by Steven Splelberg; the 
story is by Luca •. 
2, This 1981 film. starring Wllllam Hurt (b. 
1950), follows the same seduction-murder plot 

line a. the film. nolr named. The Po.t ..... n Al_". 
Rings Twlc .. (1946) and no..b' .. ,nd ..... nl"'·(1944). 
3. Gable (1901-1960). like McQueen (1930-
1980) and Nlcholson (b. 1937), an American lead-
Ingman. ' 
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have contemporary settings: as though, for some reason, we were unable 
today to focus our own present, as though we have become incapable of 
achieving aesthetie representations of our own current experience. But if 
that is so, then it is a terrible indictment of consumer capitalism itself-or, 
at the very least, an alarming and pathological symptom of a society that has 
become incapable of dealing with time and history. 

So now we come back to the question of why nostalgia film or pastiche is 
to be considered different from the older historical novel or film. (I should 
also include in this discussion the major literary example of all this, to my 
mind: the novels of E. L. Doctorow4-Ragtitne, with its turn-of-the-century 
atmosphere, and Lom, Lake, for the most part about our 1930s. But these 
are, in my opinion, historical novels in appearance only. Doctorow is a seri
ous artist and one of the few genuinely left or radical novelists at work today. 
It is no disservice to him, however, to suggest that his narratives do not 
repl'esent our historical past so much as they represent our ideas or cultural 
stereotypes about that past.) Cultural production has been driven back inside 
the mind, within the monadic subject: it can no longer look directly out of 
its eyes at the real world for the referent but must, as in Plato's cave,' trace 
its ~ental images of the wodd on its confining walls. If there is any realism 
left here, it is a 'realism' which springs from the shock of grasping that con
finement and of realizing that, for whatever peculiar reasons, we seem con
demned to seek the historical past through our own pop images and 
stereotypes about that past, which itself remains forever out of reach. 

Post modernism and the City 

Now, before I try to offer a somewhat more positive conclusion, I want to 
sketch the analysis of a full-blown postmodern building-a work which is in 
many ways uncharacteristic of that postmodern architecture whose principal 
names are Robert Venturi, Charles Moore, Michael Graves, and more 
recently Frank Gehry,6 but which to my mind offers some very striking les
sons about the originality of postmodernist space. Let me amplify the figure 
which has run through the preceding remarks, and make it even more 
explicit: I am proposing the notion that we are here in the presence of some
thing like a mutation in built space itself. My implication is that we ourselves, ~ -
the human subjects who happen into this new space, have not kept pace 
with that evolution; there has been a mutation in the object, unaccompanied 
as yet by any equivalent mutation in the subject; we do not yet possess the 
perceptual equipment to match this new hyperspace, as I will call it, in part 
because our perceptual habits were formed in that older kind of space I have 
called the space of high modernism. The newer architecture therefore-like 
many of the other cultural products I have evoked in the preceding 

4. American novelist (b. 1931), who published 
Ra1!t.iJne in 1975 and Loo ... Lake in 1980. 
5. That is, the allegory ofthe cave that opens book 
7 or Rel'ublic (see above), by the Greek philoso
pher PtATO (ca. 427--<::a. 347 R.e.E.); it describes 
th~ majority of humanity as trapped in a C8'"e. see~ 
ing only the shadows cast by the repn'senlations of 
real objects (the "real" being the Fonns 01" Ideas of 
thillp.s. located outside the cave). This vi(>'w is ech-

oed in the argum('nt of the French theorist JEAN 
RAUDRILlARD (b. ) 927) that in postmodernlty we 
deal only with simulation. of things (their .Imula
era), not with the things themselves or even with 
their representations. 
6. All prominent American architects: Moore 
(1925-1993), Graves (b. 1934), and Gehry (b. 
1929). 
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remarks-stands as something like an imperative to grow new organs to 
expand our sensorium and O,l,lr body to some new, as yet unimaginable, per
haps ultimately impossible, dimensions. 

The Bonaventure Hotel 

The building whose fe~tures I will very rapidily enumerate in the next few 
moments is the BOilaventure Hotel, built in the new Los Angeles downtown 
by the architect an'd developer John Portman,? whose other works include 
the various Hyatt Regencies, the Peachtree Center in' Atlanta, and the 
Renaissance Center in Detroit~ I have mentioned the populist aspect of the 
rhetorical defence of postmodernism against the elite (and utopian) auster
ities of the great architectural modernisms: it is generally affirmed, in other 
words, that these mi~er building are popular works on the one hand; and 
that' they respect the vernacular of the American City fabric on the other, 
that is to say, that they no longer atternpt,.,as did the masterworks and mon
uments of high modernism, to insert a different, a distinct, an elevated, a 
new utopian language into the tawdry and commercial sign-system of the 
surrounding city, but rather, on the contrary, seek to speak that very lan
guage, using its lexicon and syntax as that has been emblematically 'learned 
from Las Vegas'. 

On the first of these counts, Portman's Bonaventure fully confirms the 
claim: it is a popular building, visited with enthusiasm by locals and tourists 
alike (although Portman's other buildings are even more successful in this 
respect). The populist insertion into the city fabric is, however, another mat
ter, and it is with this that we will begin. There are three entrances to the 
Bonaventure, one from Figueroa; and the other two by way of elevated gar
dens OJ:!. the other side of the-hotel, which is built ihto the remaining slope 
of the former Beacon Hil\. None of these· is anything like the old hotel mar
quee, or the ~onumental porte-coch~re8 with which the sumptuous buildings 
of yesteryear were wont to stage your passage frQm city 'street to the older 
interior. The entryways of the Bonaventure are as it were lateral and rather 
backdoor affairs: the gardens ip the back 'admit you to the sixth floor of the 
towers, and even there you must walk down one flight to find the elevator 
by which you gain access to the lobby. Meanwhile, what one is still tempted 
to think of as the front entry, on Figueroa, admits you, baggage and all, onto 
the second-story balcony, from which you must take an escalatol' down to 
the main registration desk. More about these elevators and escalators in a 
moment. What I first want to suggest about these curiously unmarked ways
in is that they seem to have been imposed by some new category of closure 
governing the inner space of the hotel itself (and this over and above the 
material constraints under which Portman had to work). I believe that, with 
a certain number of other characteristic postmodern buildings, such as the 
Beaubourg in Paris, or the Eaton Centre in Toronto, the Bonaventure aspires 
to being a total space, a complete world, a kind of miniature city (and I would 
want to add that to this new total space-corresponds a new collective practice, 
a new mode in which individuals move and congregate, something like the 
practice of a new and historically original kind ofhyper-crowd). In this sense, 

7. InAuentlal American architect (b. 1924). 
8. Coach duorway (French); now, a purch roof extending from an entrance over a driveway. 
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then, ideally the mini-city of Portman's Bonaventure ought not to have 
entrances at all, since the entryway is always the seam that links the building 
to the rest of the city that surrounds it: for it does not wish to be a part of 
the city, but rather its equivalent and its replacement or substitute. That is, 
however, obviously not possible or practical, whence the deliberate down
playing and reduction of the entrance function to its bare minimum. But 
this disjunction from the surrounding city is very different from that of the 
great monuments of the International Style: there, the act of disjunction was 
violent, visible, and had a very real symbolic significance-as in Le Corbu
sier's great pilotis9 whose gesture radically separates the new utopian space 
of the modern from the degraded and fallen city fabric which it thereby 
explicitly repudiates (although the gamble of the modern was that this new 
utopian space, in the virulence of its Novum, I would fan out and transform 
that eventualIy by the power of its new spatial language). The Bonaventure, 
however, is content to 'let the fallen city fabric continue to be in its being' 
(to parody Heidegger2); no further effects; no larger protopolitical utopian 
transformation, is either expected or desired. 

This diagnosis is to my mind confirmed by the great reflective glass skin 
of the Bonaventure, whose function I will now interpret rather differently 
that I did a moment ago when I saw the phenomenon of reflexion generally 
as developing a thematics of reproductive technology (the two readings are 
however not incompatible). Now one would want rather to stress the way in 
which the glass skin repels the city outside; a repulsion for which we have 
analogies in those reflector sunglasses which make it impossible for your 
interlocutor to see your own eyes and thereby achieve a certain aggressivity 
towards and power over the Other. In a similar way, the glass skin achieves 
a peculiar and placeless dissociation of the Bonaventure from its neighbor
hood: it is not even an exterior, inasmuch as when you seek to look at the 
hotel's outer walls you cannot see the hotel itself, but only the distorted 
images of everything that surrounds it. 

Now I want to say a few words about escalators and elevators: given their 
very real pleasures in Portman, particularly these last, which the artist has 
termed 'gigantic kinetic sculptures' and which certainly account for much of 
the spectacle and the excitement of the hotel interior, particul~rly in the 
Hyatts, where like great Japanese lanterns or gondolas they ceasefessly rise 
and fall-given such a deliberate marking and foregrounding in their own 
right, I believe one has to see such 'people movers' (Portman's own term, 
adapted from Disney3) as something a little more than mere functions and 
engineering components. We know in any case that recent architectural the
ory has begun to borrow from narrative analysis in other fields, and to attempt 
to see our physical trajectories through such buildings as virtual narratives 
or stories, as dynamic paths and narrative paradigms which we as visitors are 
asked to fulfiIl and to complete with our own bodies and movements. In the 
Bonaventure, however, we find a dialectical heightening of this process: it 
seems to me that the escalators and elevators here henceforth replace move-

9. Pilings (French), pillar. that support u building 
and make bearing walls unnecessary; Le Corbusier 
used them to leave the ground Aoor open. 
1. New thing, novelty (Latin). 
2. Jameson echoes language often used by Hel
degger in Be; .. g and T; ..... (1927). 

3_ Wait Disney (1901-1966), American animator 
and filmmaker who planned the amusement parks 
Disneyland and Disney World; they included esca
lators and monorails, which Disney called "people 
movers." .. 
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ment but also and above all designate themselves as new reflexive signs and 
emblems of movement proper (something which will become evident when 
we come to the whole question of what remains of older forms of movement 
in this building, most notably walking itself). Here the narrative stroll has 
been underscored, symbolized, reified and replaced by a transportation 
machine which becomes the allegorical signifier of that older promenade we 
are no longer allowed to conduct on our own: and this is a dialectical inten
sification Qf;the autoreferentiality of all modern culture, which tends to turn 
upon itse1f and designate its own cultural production as its content. 

I am mor~ __ at a loss when it comes to conveying the thing itself, the expe
rience of space you undergo when you step off such allegorical devices into 
the lobby or atrium, with its great central column, surrounded by a miniature 
lake, the whole positioned between the four symmetrical residential towers 
with their elevators, and surrounded by rising balconies capped by a kind of 
greenhouse roof at the sixth level. I am tempted to say that such space makes 
it impossible for us to use the language of volume of volumes any longer, 
since these last are impossible to seize. Hanging streamers indeed suffuse 
this empty space in such a way as to distract systematically and deliberately 
from whatever form it might be supposed to have; while a constant busyness 
gives the feeling that emptiness is here absolutely packed, that it is an ele
ment within which you yourself are immersed, without any of that distance 
that formerly enabled the perception of perspective or volume. You are in 
this hyperspace up to your eyes and your body; and if it seemed to you before 
that that suppression of depth I spoke of in postmodern painting or literature 
would necessarily be difficult to achieve in architecture itself, perhaps you 
may now be willing to see this bewildering immersion as the formal equiv
alent in the new medium. 

Yet escalator and elevator are also in this context dialectical opposites; and 
we may suggest that the glorious movement of the elevator gondolas is also 
a dialectical compensation for this filled space of the atrium-it gives us the 
chance at a radically different, but complementary, spatial experience, that 
of rapidly shooting up through the ceiling and outside, along one of the four 
symmetrical towers, with the referent, Los Angeles itself, spread out breath
takingly and even alarmingly before us. But even this vertical movement is 
contained: the elevator lifts you to one of those revolving cocktail lounges, 
in which you, seated, are again passively rotated about and offered a contem
plative spectacle of the city itself, now transformed into its own images by 
the glass windows through which you view it. 

Let me quickly conclude all this by returning to the central space of the 
lobby itself (with the passing observation that the hotel rooms are visibly 
marginalized: the corridors in the residential sections are low-ceilinged and 
dark, most depressingly functional indeed: while one understands that the 
rooms are in the worst of taste). The descent is dramatic enough, plummet
ing back down through the roof to splash down in the lake; what happens 
when you get there is something else, which I -can only try to characterize as 
milling confusion, something like the vengeance this space takes on those 
who still seek to walk through it. Given the absolute syinmetry of the four 
towers, it is quite impossible to get your bearings in this lobby; recently, 
colour coding and directional signals have been added in a pitifuland reveal
ing, rather desperate attempt to restore the coordinates of an older space. I 
will take as the most dramatic practical result of this spatial mutation the 
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notorious dilemma of the shopkeepers on the various balconies: it has been 
obdous, since the very opening of the hotel in 1977, that nobody could ever 
find any of these stores, and even if you located the appropriate boutique, 
you would be most unlikely to be as fortunate a second time; as a conse
quence, the commercial tenants are in despair and all the merchandise is 
marked down to bargain prices. When you recall that Portman is a busi
nessman as well as an architect, and a millionaire developer, an artist who 
is at one and the same time a capitalist in his own right, you cannot but feel 
that here too something of a ;return of the repressed' is involved. 

So I come finally to my principal point here, that this latest mutation in 
space-postmodern hyperspace-has finally succeeded in transcending the 
capacities of the individual human body to locate itself, to organize its imme
diate surroundings perceptually, and cognitively to map its position in a 
mappable external world. And I have already suggested that this alarming 
disjunction point between the body and its built environment-which is to 
the initial bewilderment of the older modernism as the velocities of space
craft are to those of the automobile-can itself stand as the symbol and 
analog of that even sharper dilemma which is the incapacity of our minds, 
at least at present, to map the great global multinational and decentered 
communicational network in which we find ourselves caught as individual 
subjects. 

The New Machine 

But as I am anxious that Portman's space not be perceived as something 
either exceptional or seemingly marginalized and leisure-specialized on the 
order of Disneyland, I would like in passing to juxtapose this complacent 
and entertaining (although bewildering) leisure-time space with its analog in 
a very different area, namely the space of postmodern warfare, in particular 
as Michael Herr evokes it in his great book on the experience of Vietnam, 
called Dispatches. 4 The extraordinary linguistic innovations of this work may 
still be considered postmodern, in the eclectic way in which its language 
impersonally fuses a whole range of contemporary collective icliolects, most 
notably rock language and black language: but the fusion is dictated by prob
lems of content. This first terrible postmodernist war cannot be told in any-r.- . 
of the traditional paradigms of the war novel or movie-indeed that break
down of all previous narrative paradigms is, along with the breakdown of any 
shared language through which a veteran might convey such experience, 
among the principal subjects of the book and may be said to open up the 
place of a whole new refle:..:ivity. Benjamin's account of Baudelaire,s and of 
the emergence of modernism from a new experience of city technology which 
transcends all the older habits of bodily perception, is both singularly rele
vant here, and singularly antiquated, in the light of this new and virtually 
unimaginable quantum leap in technological alienation: 

He was a moving-target-survh'or subscriber, a true child of the war, 
because except for the rare times when you were pinned or stranded the 

4. A memoir published in 1977; Herr Cb. 1940) is 
an Alnerican journalist. 
S. CH.\BLES IlAUDELAIRE (1821-1867), French 
poct; the German critic WALTER BENJAMIN {] 892-
19-+0.) discusses him and 19th-century PHris in his 

unfinished Arcade. Project (1983; Irans. 1999), 
part of which was published earlier as Charles 
Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet In the Era of High Capi
tnlism (1969; Iran •. 1973). 
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system was geared to keep you mobile, if that was what you thought you 
wanted. As a technique for staying alive it seemed to make as much 
sense as anything, given naturally that you were there to begin with and 
wanted to see it close; it started· out sound and straight but it formed a 
cone as it progressed, because the more you moved the more you saw, 

. the more you saw the more besides death and mutilation you risked, and 
the more you risked of that the more you would have to let go of one 
day as a 'survivor'. Some of us moved around the war like crazy people 
until we couldn't see which way the run was taking us anymore, only 
the war all over its surface with occasional, unexpected penetration. As 
long as we could have choppers like taxis it took real exhaustion or 
depression near shock or a dozen pipes of opium to keep us even appar
ently quiet, we'd still be ,running around inside our skins like something 
was after us, ha, ha, La Vida Loca.6 In the months after I got back the 
hundreds of helicopters I'd flown in begin to draw together until they'd 
forrlted a collective meta-chopper; and"in my mind it was the sexiest 
thing going; saver-destroyer, provider-waster, right hand-left hand, nim
ble, fluent, canny and hum~m; hot steel, grease, jungle-saturated canvas 
webbing, sweat cooling and warming up again, cassette rock and roll in 
one ear and door-gun fire in the other, fuel, heat, vitality and death, 
death itself, hardly an intruder.7 

In this new machine, which does n"t, like the older modernist machinery of 
the locomotive or the airplane, represent motion, but which can only be 
represented in motion, something of the mystery 9f the new postmodernist 
space is concentrated. J' 

The Aesthetic of Consumer SoCiety 
\ ': 

Now I must try very rapidly in conchlsion to characterize the relationship of 
cultural production of this kind to .sociallife in this, country today. This will 
also be the moment to address the principal objection to concepts of post
modernism of the type I have sketcheq here: namely that all the features we 
have enumerated are not new at all but abundantly characterized modernism 
proper or what I call high modernism. Was not Thomas Mann, . after all, 
interested in the idea of pastiche, and are not certain chapters of Ulysses its 
most obvious realization? Can Flaubert, Mallarm~ and Gertrude'Stein8 not 
be included in an account of pOstmodernist temporality? What is so new· 
about all of this? Do we really need the concept of postmodernism? 

One kind of answer to this question would raise the whole issue of per
iodization and of how a historian (literary or other) posits a radical break 
between two henceforth distinct periods. I must limit myself to the sugges
tion that radical breaks between periods do I;1ot generally involve complete 
changes of content but rather the restructuring 'of a certain number of 
elements alrelldy given: features that in an earlier period or system were 
subordinate now become dominant~ and features that had been dominant 

6. The Crazy LiCe (Spanish). 
7. Michael Herr, Dispatch .. (New York. Knopf, 
1977), pp. 8-9 Uame.on'. note). ' 
8. American modernist (1874-1946), wno was 

innovative In poetry and prose. Ulyss .. (1922), 
Joyce'. landmark modernist novel. Gustave F1au· 
bert (1821-1880), French novelist." $T£PHANE 
MAUARM£ (1842-.~ 898), French poet. 
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again become secondary. In this sense, everything we have described here 
can be found in earlier periods and most notably within modernism proper: 
my point is that until the present day those things have been secondary 
or minor features of modernist art, marginal rather than central, and that 
we have something new when they become the central features of cultural 
production. 

But I can argue this more concretely by turning to the relationship 
between cultural production and social life generally. The older or classical 
modernism was an oppositional art; it emerged within the business society 
of the gilded age" as scandalous and offensive to the middle-class public
ugly, dissonant, bohemian, sexually shocking. It was something to make fun 
of (when the police were not called in to seize the books or close the exhi
bitions): an offense to good taste and to common sense, or, as Freud and 
Marcuse l would have put it, a provocative challenge to the reigning 
reality- and performance-principles of early twentieth-century middle-class 
society. Modernism in general did not go well with over-stuffed Victorian 
furniture, with Victorian moral taboos, or with the conventions of polite 
society. This is to say that whatever the explicit political content of the great 
high modernisms, the latter were always in some mostly implicit ways dan
gerous and explosive, subversive within the established order. 

If then we suddenly return to the present day, we can measure the immen
sity of the cultural changes that have taken place. Not only are Joyce and 
Picasso no longer weird and repulsive, they have become classics and now 
look rather realistic to us. Meanwhile, there. is very little in either the form 
or the content of contemporary art that contemporary society finds intoler
able and scandalous. The most offensive forms of this art~punk rock, say, 
or what is called sexually explicit material-are all taken in stride by society, 
and they are commercially successful, unlike the productions of the older 
high modernism. But this means that even if contemporary art has all the 
same formal features as the older modernism, it has still shifted its position 
fundamentally within our culture. For one thing, commodity production and 
in particular our clothing, furniture, buildings and other artifacts are now 
intimately tied in with styling changes which derive from artistic experimen
tation; our advertising, for example, is fed by postmodernism in all the arts 
and inconceivable without it. For another, the classics of high1tfddernism 
are now part of the so-called canon and are taught in schools and universi
ties-which at once empties them of any of their .older subversive power. 
Indeed, one way of marking the break between the periods and of dating the 
emergence of postmodernism is precisely to be found there: in the moment 
(the early 19605., one would think) in which the position of high modernism 
and its dominant aesthetics become established in the academy and are 
henceforth felt to be academic by a whole new generation of poets, painters 
and musicians. 

But one can also come at the break from the other side, and describe it in 
terms of periods of recent social life. As I have suggested, non-Marxists and 

9. Era in late-19th-"entury America of rapid 
industrial expansion, hurgeoning wealth for some, 
ond gaudy materialism (the name is taken from an 
1 R73 novel by Mark Twain and Charles Dudley 
Warner). 

1. Hcrbert MBrcuse (1898-1979), German-born 
American philosopher and social critic. SIGMUND 
I'REUIl (1856-1939), Austrian founder of psycho
analysis. 
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Marxists alike have come around to the general feeling that at some point 
following World War 11 a new kind of society began to emerge (variously 
described as postindustrial society, multinational capitalism; consumer soci
ety, media society and so forth). New types of consumption; planned obso
lescence; an ever more rapid -rhythm of fashion and styling changes; the 
penetration of advertising, television and the media generally to a hitherto 
unparalleled degree throughout society; the replacement of the old tension 
between city and country, center and province, by the suburb and by uni
versal stamJardization; the growth of the great networks of superhighways 
and the araval of automobile culture-these are some of the features which 
would seem--t-o mark a radical break with that older prewar society in which 
high modernism was still an underground force. 

I believe that the emergence of postmodernism is closely related to the 
emergence of this new moment of late, consumer or multinational capital
ism. I believe also that its formal features in many ways express the deeper 
logic of that particular social system. I will only be able, however, to show 
this for one major theme: namely the disappearance of a sense of history, 
the way in which our entire contemporary social system has little by little 
begun to lose its capacity to retain its own past, has begun to live in a per
petual present and in a perpetual change that obliterates traditions of the 
kind which all earlier social formations have had in one way or another to 
preserve. Think only of the media exhaustion of news: of how Nixon and, 
even more so, Kennedy2 are figures from a now distant past. One is tempted 
to say that the very function of the news media is to relegate such recent 
historical experiences as rapidly as possible into the past. The informational 
function of the media would thus be to help us forget, to serve as the very 
agents and mechanisms for our historical amnesia. 

But in that case the two features of postmodernism on which I have dwelt 
here-the transformation of reality into images, the fragmentation of time 
into a series of perpetual presents-are both extraordinarily consonant with 
this process. My own conclusion here must take the form of a question about 
the critical value of the newer art. There is some agreement that the older 
modernism functioned against its society in ways which are variously 
described as critical, negative, contestatory, subversive, oppositional and the 
like. Can anything of the sort be affirmed about postmodernism and its social 
moment'? We have seen that there is a way in which postmodernism repli
cates or reproduces-reinforces-the logic of consumer capitalism; the more 
significant question is whether there is also a way in which it resists that 
logic. But that is a question we must leave open. 

1988 

2. John F. Kennedy (1917-1963), 35th U.S. preltdent (1961-63), Richard Nlllon (1913-1994), 37th U.S. 
president (1969-74), who lo.t to Kennedy In the 1960 electton. 
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With the refrain "This portrait is not an Indian," Gerald Vizenor dissects the images 
of Native Americans usually presented in literature, history, and popular culture. 
'Nritten in the associative style of pastiche, juxtaposing cultural commentary with 
post modern theory ranging from poststructuralist critiques of representation to 
postcolonialist critiques of the dominance of the West, Vizenor's "Postindian Warri
ors." the opening section of his Manifest l\1anners: Postimiian Warriors of Sun.'ivance 
( 1994). is a declaration of his theory of the "postindian." Along with PAULA GUNN 

ALLEN, Vizenor is one of the strongest voices in contemporary literary studies demand
ing that attention be paid to distorted representations of Native American history and 
cuItUl·e. 

VizenOl' was born in Minneapolis to a Swedish American mother and a French 
Anishinaabe ("Chippewa") father who was from the White Earth reservation in north
ern Minnesota. After his father's murder when he was less than two years old, Vizenor 
lived at various times with his paternal grandmother's family, his mother, and foster 
families. Dropping out of high school, he enlisted in the U .S. Army in 1952 and was 
stationed in Japan in 1953 as a tank commander and as a scriptwriter in an enter
tainment unit. There he earned a high school equivalency diploma and discovered an 
interest in writing, especially in haiku, a form he found similar to Anishinaabe dream 
songs. Back in civilian life, Vizenor completed his B.A. at the University of Minnesota 
in 1960. He worked as a social worker at the Minnesota State Reformatory, returned 
to the University of Minnesota for graduate study, and from 1964 to 1968 was director 
of the American Indian Employment and Guidance Center in Minneapolis. At a time 
of increasing Native American political activism in the United States in the late 1960s 
and 1970s. he reported and wrote essays on Native issues for the Minneapolis Trib
Wle. Beginning in 1970 Vizenor has held a series of academic jobs, teaching first at 
Lake Forest College, then in Minnesota, China, California, and Oklahoma; since 
1992 he has been a professor at the University of California at Berkeley. 

Like others subjected to European colonialism, Native peoples have commonly 
been represented as "primitives." lacking legitimate political structures and histories. 
They have also been treated as one monolithic group, despite their heterogeneity. 
!\:ath,.c peoples often remain absent even from progressive contemporary analyses of 
colonialism and identity. Vizenor aims to counteract this ignorance: his early work 
transcribes material from Native oral traditions and reports on the political situation. 
of prescnt-day Native peoples. his novels represent Native culture, and his later work 
cl·eat(·s a hybrid theoretical discourse to dispel the false stereotypes of Native peoples. 

In" Postindian Warriors," Vizenor creatively spins out a series of neologisms, mixing 
contemporary Euro-American theory and Native intellectual traditions to defamiliar
ize common notions of Native Americans. His key terms include manifest manners, 
stllTil'allCe, and postitldian. l\J"n~fest manners describes the spread of literary and 
cultural representations much as the historical subjection of Native peoples was 
explaincd as manifest destiny, a phrase coined in 1845 by John L. O'Sullivan, the 
e<litor of the United States 1\1(lga:ille and Democratic Retoier-v. O'SulIivan wrote that 
it was "the fulfilIment of our manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by· 
Providence." This ideology justifying the violence done Native peoples was supported 
not only by divine preordination but also by cultural and scholarly knowledge, which 
"proved" the inherent inferiority of Native peoples and warranted their surveillance 
and control. as well as their "natural" extinction. 

'\iineteenth-century American novelists and historians participated in the discourse 
of manifest manners. James Fenimore Cooper, for example, frequently portrays noble 
as well flS evil savages in his popular Leatherstocking Tales, but all his representations 
reinforce the idea of Indians' inevitable, providential disappearance. Vizenor argues 
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that manifest manners continue to flourish in present-day "simulations" of Native 
culture. Thus, examining the popular, award-winning film Dances with Wolves (1990), 
an ostensibly sympathetic depiction of Native Americans, he notes that it presents 
only the perspective of the white characters and their cultural anxieties; it offers no 
sense of actual tribal culture, whose death in fact is elegaically assumed. Vizenor sees 
the contemporary discourse of victimhood and sympathy as a "treacherous and elu
sive" mode still perpetuating Euro-American dominance of Native peoples. 

Coining the term sUrvivance';._which infuses survival with a more active sense of 
resistance, Vizenor turns the image of the Native American from romanticized victim 
to a figure of strength and endurance: the result is what he calls the "postindian," the 
postmodern Native person who has an awareness of and manipulates conventional 
images of the ~·Indian." Vizenor .Urges Native people to become "postindian warriors 
of simulations" and engage in "trickster hermeneutics," using invention in language 
and the shifting and contingent nature of meaning to replace simulations with a more 
valif;l "tribal.consciousness." 

Vizenor takes his own advice throughout "Postindian Warriors," juxtaposing an 
eclectic mix) of concepts and mannerisms from contemporary poststructuralist and 
postmodern theory. His playfully neologistic style mimics and parodies that of the 
deconstructive philosopher JACQU~S DERRIQA. From JEAN BAUDRILLARD he borrows 
the concept of simulation, or the belief that in postmodern life, we are so far from 
real things and experiences. that we can only simulate· them, not represent them. 
While Baudrillard finds simulation characteristic of postmodemity, Vizenor attempts 
to reclaim a sense of real Native peoples and cultures. He also draws on the writings 
both of MICHEL FOUCAULT, who has analyzed the link between the production of 
knowledge and the possession of powet by dominant groups, and of EDWARD W. SAID, 
who has exposed how the Westetn discourse and discipline of orientalism constructs 
an imaginary yet enduring "Orient;" which reflects the West's own prejudices and 
enforces control of foreign "others." 1n Vizenor's words, the Indian is an "occidental 
invention." He points out the pervasiveness and endurance of "knowledge" about 
Native peoples that Europeans continue to invoke-often unwittingly, in academic 
disciplines such as anthropology and literary criticism, in governmental policies, and 
in popular culture--:-to justify and maintain their political authority. 

Although Vizenor has. been a tireless advocate ofNatlve American studies, Native 
critics have taken him to talk for his use of academic theory and language-one critic 
calls It a "mudbath of jargon"-which they claim duplicates Westem dominance. 
Defenders rebut that he deploys theory ironically as a mocking trickster. This dispute 
highlights a perennial theoretical problem of authenticity and assimilation, particu
larly in studies related to racial, ethnic, and national Identity. Some scholars call for 
the rigorous self-representation of minority and colonized peoples and cultl!re, exclu
sively in their own languages rather than iri the "master's tongue." Others, such as 
HENRY LOUIS GATES JR. in African American studies and HOMI BHABHA in postcolonial 
studies, argue that minorities adopt the critical tools at hand to make their interven
tions, changing dominant discourse in the process. Like JANE TOMPKINS and other 
critics who in recent years have practiced alternative forms of criticism, Vizenor freely 
employs creative techniques and an informal, essayistic style instead of standard aca
demic argument. Perhaps frustrating for traditional theorists because it juxtaposes a 
range of sources without developing a consistent theoretical strand, but appealing for 
those who seek a new mode of critical writing, "Postindian Warriors" is a unique, 
sometimes eclectic, and distinctive intervention in contemporary theory. 

BIBLIOGRApHY 

Vizenor's prolific writings include poetry, fiction, journalism, oral history, autobiog
raphy, essays, criticism, and what have been called "mixed-genre" works. Influenced 
by his time in Japan, he published five books of haiku poetry in the 1960s, collected 
in Matushima: Pine Islands (1984) and later Cranes Arise: Hailtu Scenes (1998). He 
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also edited three compilations of Anishinaabe oral literature in the 19605, collected 
in Summer in the Spring: Anishinaabe Lyric Poems and Stories (1993), and three 
compilations of Chippewa and Ojibwe tribal history and lore. To draw attention to 
Native American literary tradition he edited a textbook anthology, Native American 
Literature: A Brief Introduction and Anthology (I 995). Through the 1980s and 1990s 
Vizenor became best known for his six novels, notably The Heirs of Columbus (1991), 
and he also published two collections of short stories, a film script, and a play. 

Vizenor's experience as a journalist reporting on Native American issues led to 
Escorts to White Earth, 1868-1968, One Hundred Years on a Reservation (1968), 
ThomasJames White Hawk (1968), Tribal Scenes and Ceremonies (1976; rev. as Cross
bloods: Bone Courts, Bingo, and Other Reports, 1990), and the mixed-genre Earthdiv
ers: Tribal Narratives on Mixed Descent (1983). With his edited collection Narrative 
Chance: Postmodern Discourse on Native American Indian Literature (1989) and his 
own essay in that collection, "Trickster Discourse: Comic Holotropes and Language 
Games," Vizenor turned to postmodern and poststructuralist theory. His later critical
theoretical works on the "postindian" include Manifest Manners: Postindian Warriors 
of Survivance (I 994), from which our selection "Postindian Warriors" is taken, and 
Fugitive Poses: Native American Scenes of Absence and Presence (1998). A good sam
ple of the range of Vizenor's writing can be found in the collection Shadow Distance: 
A Gerald Vizenor Reader, edited by A. Robert Lee (1994). For Vizenor's biography, 
consult his autobiography, Interior Landscapes: Autobiographical Myths and Meta
phors (1990). The collection of interviews with A. Robert Lee, Postindian Conversa
tions (I999), provides an excellent overview of Vizenor's career, recounting his life 
and writing in his own words; it also includes a usefuHntroduction by Lee that fills 
out Vizenor's biography and summarizes the variety of his work. 

For critical examinations of Vizenor's methods, see Elaine Jahner, "Allies in the 
World Wars: Vizenor's Uses of Contemporary Critical Theory," Studies in American 
Indian Literatures 9 (I 985); A. LaVonne Ruoff, 'Woodland Word Warrior: An Intro
duction to the Works of Gerald Vizenor," Melus 13 (I 986); and David Murray, "Cross
blood Strategies in the Writings of Gerald Vizenor," Yearbook of English Studies 24 
(1994). Ward Churchill criticizes Vizenor's "cliquish obscurantism" in a sharp review 
of Manifest Manners in American Indian Culture and ResearchJournal 1 B (1994). In 
The Turn of the Native: Studies in Criticism and Culture (1996), Arnold Krupat dis
cusses Vizenor's writing in relation to postcolonialism. The one book devoted to his 
work, Kimberly M. Blaeser's Gerald Vlzenor: Wrltln8 In the Oral Traditlon.(l996), 
places it in the context of Native oral traditions. A special issue of the journal Studies 
in American Indian Literatures, edited by Louis Owens (9 [1997]), features essays on 
Vizenor's diverse body of writing.. 

Blaeser's Gerald Vizenor includes an extensive bibliography, and both S~ Dis
tance and Postindian Conversations (cited above) offer good selected bibliographies. 
The hest source documenting the criticism of his work is "Gerald Vizenor: An Anno
tated Bibliography of Criticism," Studies in American Indian Literature 11 (I 999). 

From Manifest Manners: Postindian Warriors of Survivance 

From Chapter I. Postindian Warriors 

Manifest Destinyl would cause the death of millions of tribal people from 
massacres, diseases, and the loneliness of reservations. Entire cultures have 

I. A 19th'century doctrine that the United States had the divine right and duty to expand Its territory and 
influence throughout North America. 
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been terminated in the course of nationalism. These histories are now the 
simulations2 of dominance, and the causes of the conditions that have 
become manifest manners in literature. The postindian simulations are the 
core of survivance,3 the new stories of tribal courage. The simulations of 
manifest manners are the continuance of the surveillance and domination 
of the tribes in literature. Simulations are the absence of the tribal real; the 
postindian conversions are in the new stories of survivance over dominance. 
The natural reason' of the tribes anteceded by thousands of generations the 
invention of the Indian. The postindian ousts the inventions with humor, 
new stories, . .and the simulations of survivance. 

Standing Bear, for instance, had graduated from the government school 
and he was---working at John Wanamaker's department store in Philadelphia 
when he read in the newspaper that Sitting Bull,4 the Lakota healer, 
was scheduled to lecture in the city. "The paper stated that he was the In
dian who killed General Custer! The chief and his people had been held 
prisoners of war, and now here they were to appear" in a theater. "On the 
stage sat four Indian men, one of whom was Sitting Bull. There were two 
women and two children with them. A white man came on the stage and 
introduced Sitting Bull as the man who had killed General Custer," which 
was not true. 

Sitting Bull "addressed the audience in the Sioux tongue" and then the 
white man, the interpreter, misconstrued his speech in translation. "My 
friends, white people, we Indians are on our way to Washington to see the 
Grandfather, or President of the United States," and more was translated as 
the story of the massacre of General Custer at the Little Big Horn. "He told 
so many lies I had to smile." 

Standing Bear visited Sitting Bull at the hotel. "He wanted his children 
educated in the white man's way, because there was nothing left for the 
Indian." The interpreter was in the room, so "I did not get a chance to tell 
Sitting Bull how the white man had lied about him on the stage. And that 
was the last time I ever saw Sitting Bull alive." 

The postindian warriors hover at last over the ruins of tribal representa
tions and surmount the scriptures of manifest manners with new stories; 
these warriors counter the surveillance and literature of dominance with 
their own simulations of survivance. The postindian arises from the earlier 
inventions of the tribes only to contravene the absence of the real with the
atrical performances; the theater of tribal consciousness is the recreation of 
the real, not the absence of the real in the simulations of dominance. 

Manifest manners are the simulations of dominance; the notions and mis
nomers that are read as the authentic and sustained as representations of 
Native American Indians. The postindian warriors are new indications of a 

2, A term borrowed from the French theorist JEAN 
OAUDRILLARD (b. 1929), who argues that in post
modern society we "simulate" rather than "repre
sent" reality; see Slm .. /Qcra ,,,ul Simulation (1981). 
3. Vizenor's coinage, combining 5umval and resis
tance. "Postindian": the Native person who over .. 
comes false views of Indians by means of other 
slmulatlons, truth, and humor. 
4. Principal chief (ca. 1831-1890) of the Sioux 
after 1867; he led the alliance of western tribes 
that defeated George Custer (1839-1876) and the 

Seventh Cavalry In June 1876 at the Battle of the 
Little Bighorn. Starvation forced their surrender in 
1881. In 1885-86 Sitting Bull toured with the 
Wild' West Show of WiIIlam Frederick "Buffalo 
Bill" Cody. Luther Standing Bear (1868-1939), a 
Lakota who was born on the Pine Ridge Reserva
tion In South Dakota and attended boarding school 
In Pennsylvania; he worked as a clerk, teacher, 
minister, and movie actor, later becoming an activ
ist for Native people. 
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narrative recreation, the simulations that overcome the manifest manners of 
dominance. 

The once bankable simulations of the savage as an impediment to devel
opmental civilization, the simulations that audiences would consume in 
\Vestern literature and motion pictures, protracted the extermination of 
tribal cultures. 

Michael Blake5 must have been cued to continue the simulations in his 
novel. DU11-CeS with \Volt'es. "There were Pawnee, the most terrible of all the 
tribes," he wrote. "They saw with unsophisticated but ruthlessly efficient 
eyes .... And if it was determined that the object should cease to live, the 
Pawnee saw to its death with psychotic precision." 

The motion picture with the same name counts on the bankable manifest 
manners of the audience to associate with the adventures and discoveries of 
an errant cavalry officer who counters the simulations of savagism in ',is 
stories. The tiresome tanth-y of tried and true horses with no shadows, and 
the \Vestern tune of manifest manners, is the most serious deliverance of 
civilization ever concocted in the movies or literature. The Civil War has 
become one of those simulations in movies that abates the loathsome mem
ories of more recent wars, and hastens the disabused heroes to discover their 
honorable pluck with native warriors. Dances with \-Volves, for instance, must 
have been inspired by the men who heard the cicerones of Broke11- Arrow and 
Little Big Man. 6 Manifestly, movies have never been the representations of 
tribal cultures; at best, movies are the deliverance of an unsure civilization. 

Simulations are the absence of the tribes; that absence was wiser in the 
scenes of silence, richer in costumes, and more courageous on a ride beside 
simulated animals. Western movies are the muse of simulations, and the 
absence of humor and real tribal cultures. 

"The absence of Indians in Western movies, by which I mean the lack of 
their serious presence as individuals, is so shocking once you realize it that, 
even for someone acquainted with outrage, it's hard to admit," wrote Jane 
Tompkins in West of El'er;,tl1ing. 7 "My unbelief at the travesty of native peo.
pIes that Western films afford kept me from scrutinizing what was there. I 
didn't want to see. I stubbornly expected the genre to be better than it was, 
and when it wasn't, I dropped the subject .... I never cried at anything I s~_ 
in a Western, but I cried when I realized this: that after the Indians had been 
decimated by disease, removal. and conquest, and after they had been cari
catured and degraded in \Vestern movies, I had ignored them too." 

The Western movies, of course. are not cultural visions, but the vicious 
encounters with the antiselves of civilization, the invented savage. Since the 
national encounters over the war in Vietnam, however, the Indian is a new 
contrivance and encountel' of the antiselves in postwestern movies. The new 
scenes of postwestern simulations are the melancholy antiselves in the ruins 
of representation; the tribal others are now embraced, a romance with silen.ce 
and visions. The tragic wisdom that was once denied is now a new invention 
in such postwestern movies as Dances wit11- Wolves. 

5. American novelist (b. 1943); his 1988 novel 
was made In 1990 into an Academy Award
winning movie directed by and starring Ke\in Cost
ner. 
6. Two westerns: in Broken AYf"Ol,(..' f.dir. Delmer 
Da" .. ,. 1950), Apaches are depicted relatively sym-

pathetically; In the comedy Littls Big Man (dir. 
Arthur Penn, 1970), the main character is a white 
survivor of Little Bighorn. 
7. West of Everytlolng: The In...,r Life of Westerns 
(1992). TOMPKINS (b. 1940), American literary and 
cultural critic. 
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The postindian is the new simulation in the postwestern salvation of the 
antiselves in the movies; the landscape, overrun to be sure, has turned even 
richer in postwestern movies with the rescue of natural reason and romance 
over the ministrations of anti tribal mercantilism. 

Wall ace StegnerB has ushered the postwestern landscape into a new the
ater of literary salvation and dominance; alas, he has no obvious need to be 
seen with the tribal others as survivance. "Being a Westerner is not simple," 
he wrote in his recent collections of essays; Where the Bluebird Sings to the 
Lemonade Springs. He observes that "ethnic and cultural confusion exists 
not only in Los Angeles but in varying proportions in every western city and 
many towns. Much of the. adaptation that is going on is adaptation to an 
uncertain reality or to a reality whose past and present do not match. The 
western culture and westl!rn character with which it· is easiest to identify 
exist largely in the West of make-believe, where they can be kept simple." 

ThoIllas :.Jefferson, James Fenimore Cooper, Francis Parkman, George 
Bancrott,9 and other masters of manifest manhers in the nineteenth century, 
and earlier, represented tribal cultures as the other; to them "language did 
the capturing, binding IndiaJl society to a future of certain extinction," wrote 
Larzer Ziff in. Writing in the New Nation. I "Treating living Indians as sources 
for a literary construction of a vanished way of life rather than as members 
of a vital continuing culture, such writers used words to replace rather than 
to represent Indian reality." 

The simulations of manifest tnanners are treacherous and elusive in his
tories; how ironic that the' most secure simulations are unreal sensations, 
and become the real without a referent to an actual tribal remembrance. 
Tribal realities are superseded by simulations of the unreal, and tribal wis
dom is weakened by those imitations, however sincere. The pleasures of 
silence, natural reason, the rigp.ts of consciousness, transformations of the 
marvelous, and the. pleasure of trickster ,stories are misconstrued in the sim
ulations of dominance; manifest manners are the absence of the real in the 
ruins of tribal representations. 

Those who "memorialized rather. than perpetuated" a tribal presence .and 
wrote "Indian history as obituary'~ were unconsciously collaborating "with 
those bent on physical extermination," argued Ziff. "The process of literary 
annihilation would be checked only when Indian writers began representing 
their own culture." 

Andrew McLaughlin and Claude Van Tyne, authors of a high school his~ 
tory textbook published by Appleton and Company a generation after the 
Wounded Knee2 Massacre, resisted the inclusion of more than about half a 

8. Ainerican novelist (1909-1993), many of 
whose works are set in the American West; Where 
the Bluebird Sings to the Lemmuule Springs: Living 
and Writing in the West (1992) is a voluine of 
memoirs. 
9. All Americans who played major roles in shap: 
ing perceptions of the West: Jefferson (I 743-
1826), 3rd U.S. president (1801-09), whose views 
on Indians and treaties are expressed in Notes Oft 

the State of Virwinia (1787); Parkman (1823-
1893), historian who often focused on U.S. expan
sion; Cooper (1789-1851), novelist whose Leath
erstocking Tales were enormously popular; and 
Bancroft (1800-189 I), historian often called the 

father of American history. 
I. Writing in the New Nation: Prose, Print, and 
Politics in the Early United States (199 I). Ziff (b. 
1927), American literary scholar. 
2. Site in South Dakota within the Pine Ridge 
Reservation where more than 200 Lakota men, 
women, and children were massacred on Decem~ 
ber 29, 1890; followers of Sitting Bull had been 
pursued to the encampment after a gunlight 
erupted when troops and tribal police attempted to 
arrest the. chief, killing Sitting Bull and 12 others. 
McLaughlin and Tyne published A History of the 
United States for Schools in 191 I. 
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page on Indians. Manifest manners and the simulations of dominance are 
the annihilation, not the survivance of tribal stories. 

"Simulation is no longer that of a territory. a referential being or a sub
stance/' wrote Jean BaudrilIard in Simulacra and Simulation. "It is the gen
eration by models of a real without origin or reality: a hyperreal. The territory 
no longer precedes the map, nor survives iL" 

Americans, moreover, pursue a "more to come" consumer simulation, 
wrote Umberto Eco~ in Travels in Hyperreality. "This is the reason for this 
journey into hyperreality, in search of instances where the American imagi
nation demands the real thing, and, to attain it, must fabricate the absolute 
fake." Indians, in this sense, must be the simulations of the "absolute fakes" 
in the ruins of representation, or the victims in literary annihilation. 

.. .. .. 
The attention to manifest manners and the romance of the land would 

annihilate tribal names, languages, oral stories, and natural reason. Larzer 
Ziff argued that literary "annihilation I in which the representation offers 
itself as the only aspect of the represented that is still extant, is not, of course, 
physical extermination." However, in "order to conquer the savage one had 
to outdo him in savagery," and "the wild man within was purged even as the 
wild man without was exterminated." 

The word Indian, and most other tribal names, are simulations in the 
literature of dominance. Chippewa, for instance, is defined as otchipwe, and 
the invented word Indian is defined as anishinabe in A Dictionary of the 
Otchipwe Language by Bishop Baraga.4 This first dictionary of the language 
published more than a century ago defined anishinabe as a man, woman, 
child, of the anishinabe tribe, but the simulated names, not the names in 
tribal languages, were sustained by manifest manners in literature. 

Cognation and certain loan words can be traced to the earliest use in the 
literature of dominance. Canoe, for instance, was "picked up from the Indi
ans in the West Indies by Columbus's sailors," observed H. L. Mencken in 
The American Language.' "It was taken without change into Spanish where 
it remains as canoa to this day." Maize is another loan word that came into 
Spanish and then English from the West Indies. The word Indian, however, 
is a colonial enactment, not a loan word, and the dominance is stirstained by 
the simulation that has superseded the real tribal names. 

The Indian was an occidental invention that became a bankable simula
tion; the word has no referent in tribal languages or cultures. The postindian 
is the absence of the invention, and the end of representation in literature; 
the closure of that evasive melancholy of dominance. Manifest manners are 
the simulations -of bourgeois decadence and melancholy. 

The postindian warrior is the simulation of survivance in new stories. Indi
ans, and other simulations, are the absence of tribal intimation; the mere 

3. Italian semlotician and novelist (b. J 932); Trav
els in Hyperreality was published in 1986. 
4. Frederic Ban.ga (1797-1868), Austrian-horn 
first bishop of Marquctle, Michigan; he began his 
Indian mission in 1831, and!"blishe.1 the first 
Chippewa grammar (1850) an then dictionary: A 
Dictionary of the Olchipu'c Lan8"age, Explained in 
EnRlisl •. This la"R'"'lIe is spoken by the Chip"etvQ 

India ... , and also by lhe Otawas, Polawalami. and 
Alogonq .. in.., wilh little difference. I'or Ihe "se of 
mis.dondrles, And other persnn!C living aJnm11l the 
abovs menlionsd Indians () 853). 
5. The American Language: An Inquiry inlo Ihe 
Dew'opmenl of E"Rli.h in Ihe Uniled Slales () 9) 9; 
4th ed., 1936). Menclren (I 880-1956), American 
journnlist, editor, and critic. 
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mention of blunders in navigation undermines the significance of discoveries 
and the melancholy of dominance. The contrivance of names, however, 
endures in the monologues of manifest manners and literature of dominance. 
The postindian warriors ensnare the contrivances with their own simulations 
of survivance. 

RusselI Means,6 for iilstance, launched a new simulation of the name. 
There is "some cOJ.1fusion about the word Indian, a mistaken belief that it 
refers somehow to the country, India," he wrote in Mother Jones. "Columbus 
called the tribal people he met 'Indio,' from the Italian in dio, meaning 'in 
God.''' __ ,--;-

The postindian warriors bear their own simulations and revisions to con
tend with manifest manners, the "authentic" summaries of ethnology, and 
the curse of racialism and modernism in the ruins of representation. The 
wild incursions of the warriors of survivance undermine the simulations of 
the unreal in the literature of dominance. 

Postindian simulations arise from the silence of heard stories, or the imag
ination of oral literature in translation, not the absence of the real in simu
lated realities; the critical distinction is that postindian warriors create a new 
tribal presence in stories. The simulations of manifest- manners are domi
nance, the scriptures of a civilization in paradise. The counteractions of post
indian warriors are the simulations of survivance. 

The postindian encounters with manifest manners and the simulations of 
the other are established in names and literature. This is a continuous turn 
in tribal narratives, the oral stories are dominated by those 'narratives that 
are translated, published, and read at unnamed distances. Stories that arise 
in silence are the sources of a tribal presence. The simulations of dominance 
and absence of the other are the concern of manifest manners. The simu
lations of survivance are heard and read stories that mediate and undermine 
the literature of dominance. 

The names of the postindian warriors are new, but their encounters are 
consistent with the warriors who tread the manifest manners of past missions 
in tribal communities. The warriors of simulations, then and now, uncover 
the absence of the real and undermine the comparative poses of tribal 
traditions. 

The warrior modes and postindian interpretations, in this instance, at the 
closure of the colonial inventions of the tribes in literature; the warriors, 
then and now, observe postmodern situations, theories of simulation, de
construction, postindiari encounters, silence, remembrance, and other 
themes of survivance that would trace the inventions of tribal cultures by 
missionaries and ethnologists to the truancies and cruelties of a melancholy 
civilization. 

The postindian warriors and the missionaries of manifest manners are both 
responsible for simulations; even that resemblance is a simulation that ends 
in silence, or the presence of an original referent to tribal survivance. The 
warriors of simulation are entitled to tease the absence of remembrance in 
the ruins of representation, and in the tribal performance of heard stories. 
Simulations in oral stories arise from silence not inscriptions. The causal 

6. Lakota activist, writer, Aim actor, and recording 
artist (b. 1939); in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 
Means gained prominence as a spokesman for the 

American Indian Movement (founded 1968; dis
banded nationally In 1978). 
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narratives of missionaries and ethnologists are terminal simulations of dom
inance. not survivance. 

"But the matter is more complicated, since to simulate is not simply to 
feign," continued Jean Baudrillard in Simulacra and Simulation. "Someone 
who feigns an illness can simply go to bed and make believe he is ill. Someone 
who simulates an illness produces in himself some of the symptoms." Hence, 
"feigning or dissimulating leaves the realty principle intact: the difference is 
always clear, it is only masked: whereas simulation threatens the difference 
between 'true' and 'false,' between 'real' and 'imaginary.' Since the simulator 
produces 'true' symptoms, is he ill or not'?" , 

Jamake Highwater7 simulated his tribal descent, to be sure, and with such 
assurance that others feigned their own identities in his presence. Jack 
Anderson,s the investigative columnist, reported that Highwater "fabricated 
much of the bacf<.ground that made him famous." He was more answerable 
as a simulation than others were to their own real crossblood identities. 

How are we to understand the com"10n attributions of tribal descent in 
the simulations of postindian identities'? Some postindian warriors feign the 
sources of their own crossblood identities, the masks of a real tribal presence. 
Others, the wannabes. posers. and the missionaries of manifest manners, 
\"'ould threaten the remembrance of tribal identities with their surveillance 
and terminal simulations; the scriptures of dominance are the absence of 
tt'ibal realities not the sources of a presence. The simulations of manifest 
manners have never been the ma'sks of civilization or even the historical 
ironies of tribal cultures. . 

The Indian is the simulation of the absence, an unreal name; however, 
the misnome'r has a curious sel1se of legal standing. Some of, the defini
ti<?l1s are ethnological, racial. literary, and'juristic sanctions. "To be consid
ered an Indian for federal purposes, an 'individual must have some Indian 
blood." wrote Step hen Pevar in The Rights of Indian Tribes. 9 "Some federal 
laws define an Indian as anyone of Indian descent, while other laws 
require one-fourth or one-half Indian blood in order to be considered as 
an Indian for purposes of those laws'. Still other federal laws define Indian' 
as anyone who has been accepted as a member of a 'federally recognized' 
Indian tribe." Clearly. the simulations of tribal names, the absence of a 
presence in a mere tribal misnomer, cannot be sustained by legislation 07' 
legal maneuvers. 

Postindian autobiographies. the averments of tribal descent, and the asser
tions of crossblood identities, are simulations in literature; that names, nick
names, and the shadows of ancestors are stories is an invitation to new 
theories of tribal interpretation. 

The sources of natural reason and tribal consciousness are doubt and 
wonder, not nostalgia 01' liberal melancholy for the lost wilderness; comic 
Ilot tragic, because melancholy is cultural boredom. and the tragic js causal. 
the closure of natural reason. The shimmers of imagination are reason and 
the simulations are survivance, not dominance; an aesthetic' restoration of 

7. Choreographer and dance director, journalist, 
and t .. ""e! writer (b, 1930); since the l11id-1970s, a 
,elf-appointed spokesperson for Native people. 
I-HJthwdter has claimed at "'arious times to be 
Al[lckfl)nt, Cree, and Cherokee, and the authentic-

ity of his Indian ancestry has been questioned. 
8. American journalist (b. 1922). 
9. 11.., Rights of Indians and Tribes: 11,e BlIslc 
AC~tJ G.dde to Indian and Tribal Rights (2d ed .• 
1992). 
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trickster hermeneutics, the stories of liberation and survivance without the 
dominance of closure. Tribal consciousness is wonder, chance, coincidence, 
not the revisions of a pedate l paradise; even so, for· curious· reasdns some 
would hear confessions and the conversions of criminals as the evidence of 
a new tribal awareness;· 

Trickster hermeneutics is the "interpretation ofsimulations in the literature 
of survivance, the ironies of descent and racialism, transmutation, third gen
der, and themes of transformation in oral tribal stories and written narratives. 
Trickster stories arise in silen~e, not scriptures, and are the holotropes of 
imagination; the manifold tuins of scenes, the brush of natural reason, char
acters that liberate the mind and never reach a closure in stories.2 Trickster 
stories are the postindian simulations of tribal survivance. 

The trickster is reason and mediation in stories, the original. translator of 
tribal encounters; the hame is an intimation of transformation, . men to 
women, aniPlals to birds, and· more than mere causal representation in 
names. Tricksters are the translation· of creation;· the trickster createS the 
tribe in stories, and pronounces the moment of remembrance as the trace 
of liberation. The animals laugI1ed, birds cried, and there were w6rried hearts 
over the everlasting humor that would liberate the human mind in trickster 
stories. Trickster stories are the translation of liberation, and the shimmer 
of imagination is the liberation of the last trickster stories. 

Trickster hermeneutics is access to trickster stories, and the shimmer of 
a tribal presence in simulations; this new course oftribal interpretation arises 
from the postindian turns in literature, the reach of tribal shadows, post
modern conditions of translation, the traces of de construction, and the the
ories of representation and· simulation. Trickster hermeneutics i. survivance, 
not closure, and the discernment oftragic wisdom in tribal experiences. The 
tribes bear the simulations 'of palhos and the tragic without the wisdom of 
chance and natural miseries of the seasons. Simulation of the tragic has been 
SU!itained by tne literature of dominance. Natural reason teases the sense 
that ·nature is precarious; however, the realities of chance, fate, and tragic 
wisdom were denied in the literatur~ of dominance. 

"Some say that tragedy teaches us the power of chance, of the force of 
contingency in determining whether.the virtuous 'thrive," wrote Amelie Ok
senberg Rorty in Essays on Aristotle's Poetics. 3 "While tragedy does indeed 
focus on what can go wrong in the actions of the best of men, its ethical 
lessons are not primarily about the place of accident and fortune in the 
unfolding of human life." She observed that many "tragedies represent a tale 
with which the audience is likely to be familiar." The tragic tribal tales, in 
this sense, are simulations for an audience familiar with manifest manners 
and the literature of dominance. Decidedly, the stories that turn the tribes 
tragic are not their own stories. 

Manifest manners are s·criptural simulations, the causal narratives of 
racialism, the denial of tragic wisdom·, and the cultural leases of objectiv
ism; otherwise, the mere mention ·of the transitive other, the anti selves 
in the absence of remembrance, would end in silence. The postindian war
riors hear stories that arise in natural silence. Listen, oral stories are the best 

I. Having feet.. . 
2. Vizenor plays on BBudrillBrd's commentary on 
holograms, a three-dimensional projection of an 
object, in Simulacm .... d Simul .. tio ... 

3. See ''The Psychology .of Aristotelian Tragedy," 
In Ess .. ys on Aristode's PO"'tics, ed. Rorty (1992). 
Rorty (b.· 1932), Belgian-born American philoso
pher. 
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performance of simulations, because the reference is in the performance. 
Performance and human silence are strategies of survivance. Nature is a 

simulation without silence. The presence of human 'silence and death have 
no simulations. The absence and the presence of death are mortal perform
ances. "Death actually discloses the imposture of reality, not only in that the 
absence of duration gives the lie to it, but· above all because death is the 
great affirmer," wrote Georges Bataille4 in Theory of Religion. "But death 
suddenly shows that the real society was lying. Then it is not the loss of the 
thing, of the useful member, that is taken into consideration. What the real 
society has lost is not a member but rather its truth." 

Native American Indians have endured the lies and wicked burdens of 
discoveries, the puritanical destinies of monotheism, manifest manners, and 
the simulated realities of dominance, with silence, traces of natural reason, 
trickster hermeneutics, the interpretation of tribal figUrations, and the solace 
of heard stories. 

The various translations, interpretations, and representations of the 
absence of tribal realities have been posed as the verities of certain cultural 
traditions. Moreover, the closure of heard stories in favor of scriptural sim
ulations as authentic representations denied a common brush with the shim
mer of humor, the sources of tribal visions, and tragic wisdom; tribal 
imagination and creation stories were obscured without remorse in national 
histories and the literature of dominance. 

"One of the greatest paradoxes of contemporary culture is that at a time 
when the image reigns supreme the very notion of a creative human imagi
nation seems under mounting threat," wrote Richard Kearney in The Wake 
of Imagination.' "The imminent demise of imagination is clearly a postmod
ern obsession. Postmodernism undermines the modernist belief in the image 
as an authentic expression." 

In other words, the postindian warriors of postmodern simulations would 
undermine and surmount, with imagination and the performance of new 
stories, the manifest manners of scriptural simulations and "aut~entic" rep
resentations of the tribes in the literature of dominarice. 

Russell Means, for instance, posed with other radiealleaders of the Amer
ican Indian Movement at the occupation ofWou~ded Knee andJanded in 
motion pictures and a laudable postindian simulad9n'-a studi~roduction 
of a silk screen portrait by Andy WarhoI. . 

"How about the American Indian series?" asked Patrick Smith6 in Warhol: 
Conversations about the Artist. "Was that any particular Indian?" 

"Yeah. That was Russell Means," said Ronnie Cultrone who was, at the 
time, a studio production assistant to Andy Warhol. "He was involved with 
the Wounded Knee Massacre,? which I don't really know too much about, 
to tell you the truth. But I think he's still in court. I don't know. Something 
like that." Indeed, the studio production is a simulation in three dimensions, 

4. Influential French writer and critic (1897-
1962); hi. Theory of Religion was published in 
1974 (trans. 1989). 
5. The W.""" of Imaginalwn: Idea. of C .... aUvity in 
WeslBm C .. /ru .... (1988). Kearney (b. 1954), Irish 
philosopher. 
6. American art critic (b. 1949), who published 
Warho/ln 1988. Warhol (ca. 1928-1987), famous 
American artist and leader of the pop art move
ment; he created the American Indian series in 

1976. 
7. In one of the best-known actions of the Amer
Ican Indian Movement (AIM), which sought in the 
late 1960s and 1970. to improve the lives of Native 
people, armed members seized Wounded Knee on 
February 27, 1973, demanding that the V.S. Sen
ate investigate treaty and other grievances. A siege 
.with federal marshals lasted 70 days; individuals 
on both sides were wounded in exchanges of gun
fire, and 2 Native Americans died. 
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the absence, presence, and portrait of the militant leader of the American 
Indian Movement. " 

This portrait is not an Indian. 
Rent~ Magritte inscribed "Ceci n'est pas une pipe, This is not a pipe," across 

his painting of an obvious pipe.8 This ambiguous critique "exemplifies the 
penetration of discourse into the form of things; it reveals discourse's ambig
uous power to deny and to redouble," wrote Michel Foucault in This Is Not 
a Pipe. " 

Magritte ,said, "Sometimes the name of an object takes the place of an 
image. A 'r~rd can take the place of an object in reality. An image can take 
the place-:of a word in a proposition." 

Russell'lWeans, with all that, is not a portrait Qf an Indian. The portrait of 
an Indian, the silk screen acrylic image of the' American Indian by Andy 
Warhol, is denied by the assertion, "This is not an Indian." The portraiture 
is the absence; the assertion is an ambiguous discourse on simulations and 
the sources of tribal identities. . 

.. .. .. 
1994 

8, Th. Tr."cMry of I ..... g •• (1935; first version, 
1929), by the Belgian surrealist painter Magrltte 
(l898-1967). The inscription became the title of 

• 1973 book by the French philosopher and his-
torian of Ide •• FOUCAUl.T (I926-1984). ' 

EPW~RD W. SAID 
1935-2003 

One of the most prominent public intellectuals of recept decades, Edward W. Said 
was an influ,::ntial literary critic aria theorist as well as a significant political figure, 
especially as :an advocate of the rights of Palestinialls. Hi; 'early critical work provided 
groundbreaking considerations of emerging poststructuralist theorists, ,such as 
JACQUES DERRIDA and MICHEL FOUCAULT, alongside reconsideration$ of earlier phi
losophers arid critics, including 'G1AMBATTISTA VICO (1668-1744). Arguing for a 
socially engaged criticism against both linguistically oriented theories like deconstru~" 
tion and ideologically dogmatic positions, he promoted a "worldly," "secular criti
cism." Beginnirig with his iandmark Orlentalism (I 978); 'which is often regar~ed as 
having established the field of postcolonial studies, his ,work focused particularly on 
imperialism and the interplay between the dominant West (the "accident';) and the 
Middle and Far East (the "Orient"). In the introduction to Orlentialism, our selection, 
Said discusses i1pw European and V .S. 'uterary and cultural representations, academic 
disciplines, and public perception!! foster biases against ,non-Western peoples, casting 
them as oriental Others. . ' .. 

Of Palestinian heritage but educated in Britjsh and American colonial schools in 
Cairo and later in V.S. universities, Said experienced firsthand the complicated rela
tions betvveen the East and Western imperialism. I-t~ was born in Jerusalem, Pales
tine, which had bet!D controlled by Great Britaln since .1922 (with a mandate frQm 
the League of Nations to help establish a Jewish national home); but in 1947, in' the 
aftermath of World War 11, the United Nations divided Pales~ine into Arab and Jewish 
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territories and placed the city of Jerusalem under its control. The resulting political 
tension and fighting within Palestine led Said's family to emigrate to Cairo at the end 
of 1947. When the British mandate expired in 1948, Jewish authorities declared the 
establishment of the State of Israel, on which all the neigh boring Arab countries 
immediately declared war; hundl'eds of thousands of Arabs fled what had been Pal
estine. Though the creation of Israel is celebrated in the West as the restoration of a 
Jewish homeland, Palestinians call it the nakbah., or "disaster"; Said comments, "Israel 
was established; Palestine was destroyed." 

Said's father, Wadie Said, was a prosperous businessman who sold office equip
ment in Cairo and elsewhere. and Said himself, in the midst of political turmoil. 
received an elite education. He attended St. George's, an Anglican preparatory school; 
the American School in Cairo. whose student body was composed primarily of chil
dren of U.S. diplomats; and Victoria College, a secondary school where his classmates 
included the future King Hussein of Jordan. After Said was expelled from school for 
disciplinary reasons in 1951. his father sent him to Mount Hermon. a preparatory 
school in Massachusetts, to complete high school and to gain U.S. citizenship. (His 
father had emigrated to the United States in the 1910s and served in the army in 
\Vorld War I, becoming a naturalized U.S. citizen.) Said became a naturalized citizen 
in 1953 and attended Princeton University, receiving his B.A. degree in 1957. After 
a year in Cairo helping with his father's 'business, he returned to the United States 
to do doctoral work in English and comparative literature at Harvard University, 
,,,,·here he worked with the prominent scholar Harry Levin, earning an M.A. in 1960 
and a Ph.D. in 1964. 

The academic career of Said was remarkably successful; after joining the faculty 
at Columbia University in 1963 he quickly ascended the ladder of academic rank, 
eventually being appointed to several prestigious chairs. He also held distinguished 
visiting professorships and fellowships at Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Stanford, 
and elsewhere, and his books garnered a long list of honors, among them a National 
Book Critics Circle Award nomination for Orumtalism. At the same time, Said gained 
political prominence, translating Yasir Arafat's fir~~ addl'ess to the General Assembly 
of the United Nations in 1974, serving as a member of the Palestine National Council 
from 1977 to 1991 (helping to draft its declaration of Palestinian statehood in 1988), 
and advocating Palestinian national rights in international news media. While 
often criticizing Israel's and the United States' refusal to recognize a Palestinian state, 
he also criticized the leadership and policies of the Palestinian Liberation Organiza'~ 
tion. 

In some sense, Said fulfilled the definition of an "organic intellectual"-to use the 
phl'ase of the Italian Marxist philosopher ANTONIO GRAMSCI, one of Said's intellectlt\d' 
hel'Oes-developing his criticism of Western representations of Arab culture and his 
advocacy for the rights of Palestinians out of his personal roots. As he remarked in 
an interview, however, he always e"perienced his identity as complicated-as a U.S. 
citi7.en as well as a Palestinian. as an "Oriental" as well as a Western scholar educated 
in the British tradition, and as a renowned academic figure as well as an often dis
senting political spokesperson. He felt, as he titled his memoir, "out of place"; this 
sense of homelessness defined for him the proper stance of the intellectual, who 
should remain independent of fixed theoretical, disciplinary, professional, and 
national loyalties, yet always be attentive to social injustice and what he calls the 
';bl'utal reality" of history. 

Said first gained the attention of scholars with the publication of Beginnings: Inten
tion and Method (1975), a pioneering comparison of Foucault's method of historical 
"archaeology" and Derrida's deconstructive critique of language, ultimately favoring 
Fou(:ault's focus on social forces. A dense meditation on literary "beginnings" and 
influences, it also conducted an erudite examination of figures from the Western 
humanistic u·adition-Vico. Erich Auerbach, Ernst Robert Curtius, Leo Spitzer, and 
others. Though already well known in literary circles, Said attained wider prominence 
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both across the academic disciplines and among the general public with the publi
cation of his next book, Orientalism. Appearing as conflicts in the Middle East were 
escalating, it provided a timely~and controversial-critical overview of the history 
of Western understandings of Arabcllllture. In particular; it voiced a strong dissent 
against largely pro-Israeli V.S. polides that operated at the expense of Arab peoples. 

With Orientalism, ,Said turned to examine more directly the political dimensions 
of literature and culture. Many critics see this turn as a decisive shift in Said's focus 
from academic literary theory to actual politicS, but in fact ·his writings display a 
number of commonalities: a consistent grounding in the literary canon; an appreci
ation of philology and' the long humanistic tradition of criticism; research across 
disciplines, especially history; an ovenrrching concern, influenced by Foucault, with 
the complex interrelation of culture and the . operation of political power; a belief in 
the value ofindividual achievemeJ)ts.in literature, criticism, and politics; and an asser
tion of the independent role of the intellectual as someone who eschews. orthodoxies 
both theoretical and political. For·Said, literary, philological, and critical texts are 
always "in the world'l and have social resonances. 

In our selection, S,aid propounds a broad definition of Orientalism, encompassing 
both Western academic scholarship in disciplines whose field of study is the "Ori
ent"-such as anthropology, philology, history, and area studies~and the general 
Western image of the "Orient" depicted in novels, political accounts, and contem
porary media. Employing the techniques of dose literary analysis, he shows how 
Western writers,' archaeologists, linguists, historians, and politiCians from the eigh
teenth century to the present day have "discovered" and in a sense invented the 
Orient. According to Said, Orientalism reveals ·more about the West and its fantasies 
than it does about the actual people, culture, and history of the East; not simply a 
myth, it is "more particularly valuable as a sign of European-Atlantic power over the 
Orient than it is as a veridic discour'se about the Orient." In effect, the various literary, 
cultural, and historical discourses of. Orientalism participate in the conquest and 
continuing subjugation of the East. Furthermore, Said's analysis is a sharp warning 
to scholars and intellectuals, showing how scholarship is sometimes informed by 
radsm and how intellectuals havebe~n complicit in the administration of imperial 
power. , . 

. This examination of' Orientalism is particularly indebted to the work of Foucault, 
as' Said adopts Foucault's method of archival research, .his focus on cultural and 
historical knowledges as constituting a sys~em of "discourse,':' and his tracing of the 
complex interrelation of power and knowledge. But for Said, the disciplinary insti
tutions of knowledge are not simply embedded in the overarching Foucauldian cat
egory of "power": they directly serve the historical interests of European imperialism. 
Said also diverges' from Foucault's generalized, impersonal sense· of "discourse," 
instead retaining a humanistic belief in "the determining imprint of individual writers" 
and intellectuals. Another important poststructuralist influence is Derrida's critique 
of concepts such as center and -margin and self and Other. For Said, the "margin" of 
the East helps define the colonial center of the West, and the Oriental "Other" is a 
projection of the Western view that constructs it. These and related terms have played 
a crucial role in the development of postcolonial studies. Said criticizes Derrida's 
linguistic focus, however, and extends poststructuralist theory to examine its impli
cations for real-world politics-especially in the British rule of India, the European 
partitioning of the Middle East, and the V.S. intervention in Vietnam. 

A less often recognized influence on Said's work is that of RAYMOND WILLlAMS, the 
British literary and cultural critic. Said pr!\ised the work of Williams, particularly his 
disregard for such traditional academic boundaries as the distinction between liter
ature and history. and followed Williams in his concern with the societal effects of 
literature and culture. Although Said's Culture and Imperialism (I 993) is often taken 
as a riposte to MATTHEW ARNOLD's Culture and Anarchy (1869) in shoWing how 
culture does not helpfully stave off anarchy but operates in the service of imperialism, 
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its direct forebear is Williams's Culture and Society (1958). Especially in The World, 
the Text, and the Critic (I983), perhaps his most important statement on contem
porary criticism, Said insists on the need to analyze the relation of art and criticism 
to society; he attacks critics who promote a "disinfected" textuality, without reference 
to and therefore "camouflaging" the social network in which· texts are embedded. 
Although unnamed, his primary target is deconstruction, particularly the influential 
work of PAUL DE MAN, and Said came to represent a counterpoint to the deconstruc
tive modes of criticism prevalent during the 1970s and 1980s. 

While Said acknowledged sympathies with the Left, he also offered some sharp 
criticism of leftist literary criticism, such as U.S. Marxism, that he viewed as "prin_ 
cipallyan academic, not a political, commitment," and he disavowed critical systems 
that prescribe their results in advance. He believed that the critic should retain auton
omy as a kind of gadfly. He called for a·consistently "oppositional criticism," which 
"is reducible neither to a doctrine nor to a political position," and which is "life
enhancing and constitutively opposed ·to· every 'form of tyranny, domination, and 
abuse; its social goals are noncoercive knowledge produced in the interests of human 
freedom" (introduction to The World, the Text, and the Critic). He named this "secular 
criticism"; it shuns party-line thinking and dogma, whether stemming from religion, 
politiCS, or one's professional discipline or specialization. 

Said's work exerted considerable influence; especially in the development of post
colonial studies. Orientalis_ was immediately recognized as a critical classic, with an 
impact not only on literary studies but also on anthropology, history, international 
studies, and the discipline known as Orientalism. Said himself was praised as an 
exemplary intellectual, having crossed the boundary between the academic world and 
the public sphere and speaking out on contemporary. politics .. His advocacy on behalf 
of a Palestinian state provoked attacks, sometimes vehement. Within the field of 
literary studies, various scholars criticized different aspects of his work: his residual 
humanism and belief in individual will, his liberal .rather than radical views, his 
eschewal of professionalism for amateurism, his inattention to feminism, and his 
primary focus on the high Western literary tradition. However, most critics acknowl
edge his pivotal role in contemporary theory and his success iit forging a path for 
crossing disciplinary boundaries and in combining political commitment and intel
lectual work. As demonstrated in Orientalis?n, he persistently underscored the rela
tion of literary study to the world, especially the relation of· culture to the "brute 
reality" of imperialism. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ~. 

Said's first book,}oseph Conrad and the Fiction of Autobiography (1966), an outgrowth 
of his doctoral dissertation, is a literary study of Conrad's life and fiction. The ground
breaking Beginnings: Intention and Method (1975) established Said as a central figure 
in the leftist poststructuralist literary theory then emerging. Orientalis_ (I978), his 
most famous book, extended Said's influence to other disciplines and established him 
as a major contemporary public intellectual. See also his retrospective comments, 
"Orientalism Reconsidered," in Literature, Politics and Theory (ed. Francis Barker et 
aI., 1986), and the afterword to the 1995 edition of Orientalism. Said next published 
three books more directly addressing politics and the Middle East: Reaction and 
Counterrevolution in the Conte_porary Arab World (1978), a brief expos4!!; The Ques
tion of Palestine (1979), a history of the status of Palestine; and Covering Islam: How 
the Media and the Experts Determine How We See the Rest of the World (1981), an 
analysis of popular media representations. The latter two, directed at nonacademic 
audiences, form a trilogy with Orientalis_. Returning to the field of contemporary 
theory, The World, the Text, and the Critic (1983) gathers many important essays and 
provides perhaps the best introduction to Said's views on criticism. After the Last Shy: 
Palestinian Lives (1986) offers his personal, poetic reflections on Palestine alongside 
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photographs (by Jean Mohr). Said also co-edited (with Christopher Hitchens) and 
contributed three essays to the collection Blaming the Victims: Spurious Scholarship 
and the Palestinian Question (1988), which attacks stereotypes of Arabs (as terrorists, 
for instance). " 

Said has performed as a concert pia~ist and has written an occasional column on 
music for the Nation; Musical Elaborations (1991) gathers his writings in this area. 
Culture and Imperialism (I993) is a capstone of his investigation into literary and 
cultural representations of imperialism. Representations of the Intellectual: The 1993 
Reith Lectures (1994), a succinct and accessible survey of the role of the intellectual, 
culminates in Said's call for an independent intellectual who "speaks trutQ to power." 
Severallat,:~c9Ilections gather his diverse commentary on politics in the Middle East: 
The Politics of Dispossession: The StM4ggle for palestinian Self-Determinatiort, 1969-
1994 (I994h The Pen and the Sword: Co~versations with David Barsamian (1994), 
Peace and Its Discontents: Essays on Ptilestinein'ihe Middle East Peace Process (1998), 
and End of the Peace: Oslo and After (2QOO). The Edward Said Reader, edited by 
Moustafa Bayoumi and Andrew Rubin (2QOO), presents a range of selections covering 
his career. Reflections on Exile and Other''Essays (2001), a companion to The World, 
the Text, and the Critic, gathers his later 'critical essaYs.'6ut of Place: A Membir (1999) 
is an illuminating biographical account, covering Said's early life in Palestine and 
Cairo through his college years at Princeton University. 

From almost the beginning of his' c4teef, Said has attracted a large body of criticism. 
A special issue of the theory journal Diacritics 6 (I976) is devoted to Begiffnings; it 
also contains an illuminating interview'With Said. In Intellectuals in Power: A Gene
alogy of Critical Humanism (I986); Paul A. Bove analyzes Said's relation to the 
humanistic tradition. Jim Merod, in The Political Responsibility of the Critic (I987), 
sees Said rather than such more academically oriente~ figures as Fredric Jameson as 
an exemplary politically engaged critic. The Pre~icament of Culture: Twentieth
Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art (1988), 'by the- anthropologist lames Clif
ford, contains a noted critique of Orientalism. In Whii~ Mythologies: Writing History 
and the West (I990), Robert Young assigns Said a cefltral role, in establishing post
colonial studies. John McGowan, in Postmodernismand Its Critics (1991), explores 
the problem of freedom in Said's concept of exile; Edward Said: A Critical ReatUir, 
edited by Michael Sprlnker (199.2), contains an'excel"lent selection of essays exam
ining the range of Said's work,. as well as an informative Interview with Said. 

The Marxist critic Aijaz Ahmad, in his In Theory: Classes, Nations, Literatures 
(1992), severely criticizes Said's relatibn to postcolpnial studies, ~aking him to task 
for his focus on the humanistic Western tradition' and for his liberal politics. That 
attack was followed by a special issue of Public Culture 12 (1993) debating Ahmad's 
and Said's metlts. Bruce Robbins, in Secular Vocatiphs: Intellectuals, Professionalism, 
Culture (1993), analyzes Said's afubivalent views' toward professionalism. In "jane 
Austen and Edward Said: Gender,"Culture, ~nd Imperiansm," Critical Inquiry 21 
(1995), Susan Fraiman criticizes Said's lack of attention to gender and to texts by 
women. Jeffrey Williams, "Edward Said's Romance 'of the Amateur Intellectual," 
Review of Education 17 (1995), surveys Said's career, arguing that his claim for the 
amateur independent intellectual contradicts his own position as an eminent profes
sionalliterary critic, Bill Ashcroft and Pal Ahlumwalia's Edward Said: The Paradox of 
Idetltity (1999) is a useful overview. Edward Said and the Work of the Critic: Speaking 
Truth to Power, edited by Paul A. Bove (2000), gathers a range of essays on Said and 
two interviews with him. Timothy Brennan, "The Illusion of a Future: Orientalism as 
Traveling Theory," Critical Inquiry 26 (2000), provides a retrospective account of the 
influence of Orientalism, arguing that it critiques rather than follows Foucault. 
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From, Orientalism 

Introduction 

On a visit to Beirut during the terrible civil war of 1975-1976 a French 
jOUl-nalist wrote regretfully of the gutted downtown area that "it had once 
seemed to belong to ... the Orient of Chateaubriand and Nerval." I He was 
right about the place, of course, especially so far as a European was con
cerned. The Orient was almost a European invention, and had been since 
antiquity a place of romance, exotic beings, haunting memories and land
scapes, remarkable experiences. Now it was disappearing; in a sense it had 
happened, its time was over. Perhaps it seemed irrelevant that Orientals 
themselves had something at stake in the process, that even in the time of 
Chateaubriand and Nerval Orientals had lived there, and that now it was 
they who were suffering; the main thing for the European visitor was a Euro
pean representation of the Orient and its contemporary fate, both of which 
had a privileged communal significance for the journalist and his French 
readers. 

Americans will not feel quite the same about the Orient, which for them 
is much more likely to be associated very differently with the Far East (China 
and Japan, mainly). Unlike the Americans, the French and the British-less 
so the Germans, Russians, Spanish, Portuguese, Italians, and Swiss-have 
had a long tradition of what I shall be calling Orielltalism, a way of coming 
to terms with the Orient that is based on the Orient's special place in Euro
pean \Vestern experience. The Orient is not only adjacent to Europe; it is 
also the place of Europe's greatest and richest and oldest colonies, the source 
of its civilizations and languages, its cultural contestant, and one of its deep
est and most recurring images of the Other. In addition, the Orient has 
helped to define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting image, idea, person
ality, experience. Yet none of this Orient is merely imaginative. The Orient, 
is an integral part of European material civilization and culture. Orientalism 
expresses and represents that part culturally and even ideologically as a mode 
of discourse with supporting institutions, vocabulary, scholarship, imagery..,.r , 
doctrines, even colonial bureaucracies and colonial styles. In contrast, the 
American understanding of the Orient will seem considerably less dense, 
although our recent Japanese, Korean, and Indochinese adventures2 ought 
no\\' to be creating a more sober, more realistic "Oriental" awareness. More
O\Tl", the vastly expanded American political and economic role in the Near 
East (the Middle East) makes great claims on our understanding of that 
Orient. 

It "viii be clear to the reader (and will become clearer still throughout the 
many pages that follow) that by Orientalism I mean several things, all of 
them. in my opinion, interdependent. The most readily accepted designation 

1. Thicrry Desjardins, Le Martyre dll Lihan (Paris: 
rlon. 1976), p. 14 [Said's note]. Franr;ois·Rene, 
\'icomte de Chateaubriand (1768-1848), French 
\\ rite!" and statesman. Gerard de Nerval (1808-
I fiSC; I, French poet and journalist; he wrote an 

account of a journey to the MIddle East, Le Voyage 
en Orient (1851\. 
2. That Is, the Pacific Theater of World War" 
(J 941-45), the Korean War (1950-53), and the 
Vietnam Wllr (1964-75), respectively. 
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for Orientalism is an academic one, and indeed the label still serves in a 
number of academic institutions. Anyone who teaches, writes about, or 
researches the Orient-and this applies whether ,the person is an anthro
pologist, sociologist, historian, or philologist-either in its specific or its gen
eral aspects, is an Orientalist, and what he or she does is Orientalism. 
Compared with Oriental studies 01' area studies, it is true that the term Ori
entalism is less preferred by specialists today, both because it is too vague 
and general and because it connotes' the high-handed executive attitude of 
nineteenth-century and eatly-twentieth-century European colonialism. Nev
ertheless books are written and congresses held with "the Orient" as their 
main focus, with the Orientalist in his new or old guise as their main author
ity. The point is that even if it does riot survive as it once did, Orientalism 
lives on academically through its doctrines and theses about the Orient and 
the Oriental. ' 

Related to this academic tradition, whose fortunes, transmigrations, spe~ 
cializations, and t~ansmissions are in part the subject of this study, is a more 
general meaning for Orientalism is a.style of thought based upon an onto
logical and epistemological distinction) made between' "the Orient" and 
(most of the time} "the Occident:" Thus a very large mass of writers, among 
whom are poets, novelists, philosophers, political theorists, economists; and 
imperial administrators, have' accepted the basic distinction between East 
and West as the starting 'poiht for elaborate theories, epics, novels, social 
descriptions; and political Qtcoi.mts concerning the Orient,' its people; cus
toms, "mind," destiny, and,sP'on. This Orlentalism can accommodate Aes
chylus, say, and Victor Htigo~ Dante and Karl Marx.4 A lit de later in this 
introduction I shall deal with the methodological problems one encounters 
in sO broaclly construed a "field'! as this. " ", 
, The interchange between the at!ademic arid the mote or less imaginative 
meanings of Orientalism is a cCm.stant one; 'and since the late eighteenth 
ceritury there has been a considerable, qu'ite disciplined-perhaps even reg
ulated-traffic' between the two. Here I conle' to the third meaning of Ori~ 
entalism, 'which ili something more historically and materially defined than 
either of the, other two. Taking the late eighteenth century as a very roughly 
defined starting point Orientalism cart be discusse4. and analyzed as the cor
porate institution for dealing with the Orient-dealing with it by making 
statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing it, by teaching it, 
settling it, ruling over it: in short, Orientalism as a Western style for domi
nating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient. I have found it 
useful here to employ Michel Foucault's notion of a discourse, as described 
by him in The Archaeology of Knowledge 'arid in Discipline and Punish,' to 
identify Orientalism. My contention is that without examining Orientalism 
as a discourse one cannot possibly understand the enormously systematic 
disCipline by which European culture was"able to manage-and even pro
duce-the Orient politically, soCiologicaiIy, militarily, ideologically,scientif
ically, and imaginatively during the pos.t-Enlightenmentpenod. Moreover, 

3. That is. a difference in their essential being and 
how they are known. , ' , 
4. Said names, writers not generally viewed as 
treating the "Oriental": ~eschylus (525-456 
D.C.E.). Greek tragedian; Hugo (1802-1885). 
French Romantic poet, novelist. and dramatist; 
DANTE ALlGHIERI (1265-1321), Italian poet; and 

MARK (1818-1883). German economic. social. and 
pOlitical philosopher. ' , 
5. Books published in) 96.~ and 1975. respec· 
tlvely. by FOUCAULT .(1926-1984); French philos
opher and historian of ideas, who explores the 
connections among knowledge. discourse. and 
power. 
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so authoritative a position did Orientalism have that I believe no one writing, 
thinking, or acting on the Orient could do so without taking account of the 
limitations on thought and action imposed by Orientalism. In brief, because 
of Orientalism the Orient was not (and is not) a free subject of thought or 
action. This is not to say that Orientalism unilaterally determines what can 
be said about the Orient, but that it is the whole network of interests inev
itably brought to bear on (and therefore always involved in) any occasion 
when that peculiar entity "the Orient" is in question.· How this happens is 
what this book tries to demonstrate. It also tries to show that European 
culture gained in strength and identity by setting itself off against the Orient 
as a sort of surrogate and even underground self. 

Historically and culturally there is a quantitative as well as a qualitative 
difference between the Franco-British involvement in the Orient and-until 
the period of American ascendancy after World War I1-the involvement of 
every other European and Atlantic power. To speak of Orientalism therefore 
is to speak mainly, although not exclusively, <of a British and French cultural 
enterprise, a project whose dimensions take in such disparate realms as the 
imagination itself, the whole of India and the Levant,6 the Biblical texts and 
the Biblical lands, the spice trade, colonial armies and a long tradition of 
colonial administrators, a formidable scholarly corpus, innumerable Oriental 
"experts" and "hands," an Oriental professorate, a complex array of "Orien
tal" ideas (Oriental despotism, Oriental splendor, cruelty, sensuality), many 
Eastern sects, philosophies, and wisdoms domesticated Jor local European 
use-the list can be extended more or less indefinitely. My point is that 
Orientalism derives from a particular doseness experienced between Britain 
and France and the Orient, which until the early nineteenth century had 
really meant only India and the Bible lands. From the beginning of the nine
teenth century until the end of World War 11 France and Britain dominated 
the Orient and Orientalism; since World War 11 America has dominated the 
Orient, and approaches it as France and Britain once did·,. Out of that dose
ness, whose dynamic is enormously productive 'even if it always demonstrates 
the comparatively greater strength of the Occident (British, French, or Amer
ican), comes the large body of texts I call Orientalist. 

It should be said at once that even with the generous number of books 
and authors that I examine, there is a much larger number that I simptfhave 
had to leave out. My argument, however, depends neither upon an exhaustive 
catalogue of texts dealing with the Orient nor upon a dearly delimited set 
of texts, authors, and ideas that together make up the Orientalist canon. I 
have depended instead upon a different methodological alternative-whose 
backbone in a sensejs the set of historical generalizations I have so far been 
making in this Introduction-and it is these I want now to discuss in more 
analytical detail. 

11 

I have begun with the assumption that the Orient is not an inert fact of 
nature. It is not merely there, just as the Occident itself is not just .there 
either. We must take seriously Vico's7 great observation that men make their 

6. The countries bordering the eastern coast of 
the Mediterranean Sea from Turkey to Egypt, 
including present-day Syria, Lehanon, and Israel. 

7. GlAMDATnSTA VieD (1668-1744), Italian phi
losopher and historian. 
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own history; that what they can know is what they have made, and extend it 
to geography: as both geographical and cultural entities-to say nothing of 
historical entities-such locales, regions, geographical sectors as "Orient" 
and "Occident" are man-made. Therefore as much as the West itself, the 
Orient is an idea that has a history and a tradition of thought, imagery, and 
vocabulary that have given it reality and presence in and for the West. The 
two geographical entities thus support and to an extent reflect each other. 

Having said· that, one must go on to state a number of reasonable quali
fications. In the first place, it would be wrong to conclude that the Orient 
was essentially an idea, or a creation with no corresponding reality. When 
Disraeli said-in his novel Tancred8 that the East was a career, he meant that 
to be int~sted in the East was something bright young Westerners would 
find to be an all-consuming passion; he should not be interpreted as saying 
that the East was only a career for Westerners. There were-and are-cul
tures and nations whose location is in the East, and their lives, histories, and 
customs have a brute reality obviously greater than anything that could be 
said about them in the West. About that fact' this study of Orientalism has 
very little to contribute, except to acknowledge it tacitly. But the phenome
non of Orientalismas I study it here deals principally, not with a correspon
dence between Orientalism and Orient, but with the internal consistency of 
Orientalism and its ideas about th~ Orient (the East as career) despite or 
beyond any correspondence, or lack thereof, with a "real" Orient. My point 
is that Disraeli's statement about the East refers mainly to that created con
sistency, that regular constellation of ideas as the pre-eminent thing about 
the Orient, and not to its mere being, as Wallace Stevens's9 phrase has it. 

A second qualificati()n is that ideas, cultures; and histories cannot seri
ously be understood or studied without their force, or more precisely their 
configurations of power, also being studied. To believe that the Orient was 
created-or, as I call it, "Orientalized"-and to believe that such things hap
pen simply as a necessity of the imagination, is to be disingenuous. The 
relationship between Occident and Orient is a relationship of power, of dom
ination, of varying degrees of a complex hegemony, and is quite accurately 
indicated in the title of K. M'. Panikkar's classic Asia and Western Domi
nance. I The Orient was Orientaiized not only because it was discovered to 
be "Oriental" in all those ways considered commonplace by an average 
nineteenth-century Europ.ean, but also because it could be-that is, submit
ted to being-made Oriental. There is very little consent to be found, for 
example, in the fact that Flaubert'sZ encounter with an Egyptian courtesan 
produced a widely influential model of the Oriental woman; she never spoke 
of herself, she never represented her emotions, presence, or history. He 
spoke for and represented her. He was foreign, comparatively wealthy, male, 
and these were historical facts of domination that allowed him not only to 
possess Kuchuk Hanem physically but to speak for her and tell his readers 
in what way she was "typically OrientaL" My argument is that Flaubert's 
situation of strength in relation to Kuchuk Hanem was not an isolated 

8. An 1847 novel whose hero leaves 19th-century 
England for the East, by Benjamln Disraeli ( 1804-
1881), English politician and novelist. 
9. American poet (l879-1955); one of his poems 
is titled "Of Mere Being." 
1. K. M. PBnikkar, AsiA and Weltertl DomiHanclI! 

(London: Alien and Unwin, 1959) [Said's note]. 
2. Gustave Flaubert (1821-1880), French novel
istj his travels in Egypt and the. Orient Bre 
recounted In his letters, and his novel S"Ia ...... "" 
(1862) is set in ancient Carthage (In modern-day 
Tunisia). 
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instance. It fairly stands for the pattern of relative strength between East 
and \Vest, and the discourse about the Orient that it enabled. 

This brings us to a third qualification. One ought never to assume that the 
structure cif Orientalism is nothing more than a structure of lies or of myths 
which, were 'the truth about them to be told, would simply blow away. I 
myself believe that Orientalism is more particularly valuable as a sign of 
European-Atlantic power over the Orient than it is as a veridic discourse 
about the Orient (which is ,,,hat, in its academic or scholarly form, it claims 
to be). Nevertheless, ""hat we must respect and try to grasp is the sheer 
knitted-together strength of Orientalist discourse, its very close ties to the 
enabling socio-economic and political institutions, and its redoubtable dura
bility. After all, any system of ideas that can remain unchanged as teachable 
wisdom (in academies, books, congresses, universities, foreign-service insti
tutes) from the period of Ernest Renan 3 in the late 1840s until the present 
in the United States must be something more formidable than a mere col
lection of lies. Orientalism, therefore, is not an airy European fantasy about 
the Orient, but a created body of theory and practice in which, for many 
generations, there has been a considerable material investment. Continued 
investment made Orientalism, as a system of knowledge about the Orient, 
an accepted grid for filtering through the Orient into Western consciousness, 
just as that same investment multiplied-indeed, made truly productive
the statements proliferating out from Orientalism into the general culture. 

Gramsci4 has made the useful analytic distinction between civil and politi
cal society in which the former is made up of voluntary (or at least rational 
and noncoercive) affiliations like schools, families, and unions, the latter of 
state institutio~s (the army, the police, the central bureaucracy) whose role 
in the polity is direct domination. Culture, of course, is to be found operating 
within civil society, where the influence of ideas, of institutions, and of other 
persons works not through domination but by what Gramsci calls consent. 
In any society not totalitarian, then, certain cultural forms predominate over 
others, just as certain ideas are more influential than others; the form of this 
cultural leadership is what Gramsci has identified as hegemony, an indispen
sable concept for any understanding of cultural life in the industrial West. 
It is hegemony, or rather the result of cultural hegemony at work, that gives 
Orientalism the durability and the strength I have been speaking about so-"" . 
far. Orientalism is never far fwm what Denys Hay has called the idea of 
Europe.' a collective notion identifying "us" Europeans as against all "those" 
non-Europeans, and indeed it can be argued that the major component in 
European culture is precisely what made that culture hegemonic both in and 
outside Europe: the idea of European identity as a superior one in compar
ison with all the non-European peoples and cultures. There is in addition 
the hegemony of European ideas about the Orient, themselves reiterating 
EUl"Opean superiority over Oriental backwardness, usually overriding the pos
sibility that a more independent, or more skeptical, thinker might have had 
different views on the matter. 

In a quite constant way, Orientalism depends for its strategy on this flex-

3. FrL""nch historian (1823-1992), who wrote on 
the Oriental origins of Christianity. 
4, ~N] ON]O GRAMSCI (I 891-1937). Italian Marx
ist ",hose concept of cultural hegemony has be-en 

highly influential. 
5. Denys Hay, Europe: The Emergence alan Idea, 
2d ed. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
1968) [Said's note], 



1996 / EDWARD W. SAID 

iblepositional superiority, which puts ,the Westerner in a whole series of 
possible relationships with the· Orient without ever losing .him ·the relative 
upper hand. And why should it have been ,otherwise, especially. during the 
period of extraordinary European ascendancy from the .late ,Renaissance to 
the present'? The scientist, the scholar, the. missionary, the trader, or the 
soldier was in, or thought about, the Orient because he could be there, or 
could think about it, with very little resistance on the Orient's part. Under 
the general heading of knowledge of ' the Orient, and within the umbrella of 
Western hegemoI:1Y over the Orie~t during the period from the end of the 
eighteenth century, there emerged a complex Orient suitable for study in the 
academy, for display in the mus'eum, for reconstruction in the colonial office. 
for theoretical illustration ht' anthropological, biological,. linguistic, racial, 
and historical theses about mankind and the universe; for instances of eco
nomic and SOciological theories .of development, revolution,cultural-person
ality, national or religious character. Additionally, the imaginative 
examination bf things Oriental was based more or less exclusively upon a 
sovereign Western consciousness out of whose unchallenged centrality an 
Oriental worid emerged, first according to general ideas' about who or what 
was an Oriental; then accor,dingto a detailed logic governed not.simply by 
empirical re,ality but by a battery of desires, repressions, investments, and 
projections. If we can point to great Orientalist works of genuine scholarship 
likeSilvestre de Sacy's Chrestomathie ambe, Qr EdwBrd William Lane's 
Account of the Manners and Customs of.the Modern Egyptians, we need also 
to note that Renan's ·and Gobineau's6 racial ideas cam'e dut of the,.same 
impulse, as did,a great m",nyVictorian pornographic novels (see the analysis 
by Steven Marcus of "The Lustful Turk"7). 

And yet, one must repeatedly,·ask oneself whether·what·matters inOri
entalism:is the general group of ideas overriding the mass ofrrtaterial-about 

,which who could deny that\they.wer~ shot through with doctrines of Euro
pean superiority; various kinGS .of raciSm, imperialism .. and the like, dogmatic 
views of "the Oriental" .as a kind of ideal and unchanging abstraction'?-,or 
the much more varied work produced by almost uncountable individual writ
ers, whom one would take up as individual instances of authors dealing with 
the Orient. In a sense the two alternatives, general and particular, are really 
two perspectives on the same material: in both instances one would have to 
deal with pioneers in the field like William Jones,8 with great artists like 
Nerval or Flaubert. And why would it not be possible to employ both per
spectives together, or one after- the other'? Isn't there an obvious danger of 

. distortion (of precisely the kind that academic Orientalism has always been 
prone to) if either too ·general or too specific a level of description is main-. 
tained systematically'? 

My two fears are distortion and inaccuracy, or rather the kind of inaccu
racy produced by too dogmatic a generality and too positivistic a localized 
focus. In trying to deal with these problems I have tried to deal with three 

6. Joseph Arthur.. comte de Gobineau (1816-
1882), French diplomat and author of EIS,,), 0" I"" 
r .. equality of the H .. ma .. Races (1853-55). The 
French Orientalist Antoine-Isaac Silvestre de Sacy 
(1758~1838) published his Arab Chrestomathy in 
1806; Lane (1801-1876), an English scholar of 
Arabic, published his Acco .... t in 1836. 

1. Steven Marcus; The Ot""r Victoria ... : A Study 
of S""""lity a..a Pornography i .. MI4-NiHet ...... lh
C .... t .. ry E"IlIa..a (New York: Bantam, 1967), 
pp. 200-219 [Said's notel .. 
8. English philologist and judge (1746-1794); he 
was the 61'st to observe the close resemblance of 
Sanskrit to Greek and Latin. 
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main aspects of my own contemporary reality that seem to me to point the 
way out of the methodological or perspectivaldifficulties I have been dis
cussing, difficulties that might force one, in the first instance, into writing a 
coarse polemic on so unacceptably general a level of description as not to be 
worth the effort, or in the second instance, into writing so detailed and atom
istic a series of analyses as to lose all track of the general lines of· force 
informing the field, giving it its special cogency. How then to recognize indi
viduality and to reconcile it with its intelligent, and by no means passive or 
merely dictatorial, general and hegemonic context? 

III 

mentioned three aspects of my contemporary reality: I must explai'n and 
briefly discuss them now, so that it can be seEm how I was led to a particular 
course of research and writing. 

1. The distinction between pure and political knowledge. It is very easy to 
argue that knowledge about Shakespeare or Wordsworth9 is. not political 
whereas knowledge about contemporary China or the So~et Uriion i·s. My 
own formal and professional designation is that of "humanist," a title which 
indicates the humanities as my field and therefore the unlikely eventuality 
that there might be anything political about what I do in that field. Of course, 
all these labels and terms are quite unnuanced as I use thein here, but the 
general truth of what I am pointing to is, I think, widely held. One reason 
for saying that a humanist who writes about Wordsworth, or an editor whose 
specialty is Keats,1 is not involved in anything political' is' that what he does 
seems to have no direct political effect upon reality in the everyday sense. A 
scholar whose field is Soviet economics works in a highly charged area where 
there is much government interest, and what he might produce in the way 
of studies or proposals will be taken up by policymakets, governll?-ent offi
cials, institutional economists, intelligence experts. The distinction between 
"humanists" and persons whose work has policy implications, or political 
significance, can be broadened further by saying that the former's ideological 
color is a matter of incidental importance' to po'Htics (although possibly' of 
great m~ment to his colleagues in the field, who may object to his Stalinism2 

or fascism or too easy liberalism), whereas the ideology ofthe latter is woren 
directly into his material-indeed, economics, politi~s, and sociology in-ate 
modern academy are ideological sciences-and therefore taken for granted 
as being "politicaL" 

Nevertheless the determining impingement on most knowledge produced 
in the contemporary West (and here I speak mainly about the United States) 
is that it be nonpolitical, that is, scholarly, academic, impartial, above par
tisan or small-minded doctrinal belief. One can have no quarrel with such 
an ambition in theory, perhaps, but in practice the reality is much more 
problematic. No one has ever devised a method for deta~hing the scholar 
from the circumstances of life, from the fact of his' involvement (conscious 
or unconscious) with a class, a set of beliefs; it 'social position, or from the 

9. WILLlJ\M WORDSWORTH (1770-1850), English 
Romantic poet. 
I. John Keats (1795-182 I), English Romantic 
pact. 

2. That Is, hllrd-lIne authoritarianism similar to 
that of the oppressive Soviet regime (1924-53) of 
]oseph Stalin (1879-1953). 
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mere activity of being a member of a society. These continue to bear on what 
he does professionally, even though naturally enough his research and its 
fruits do attempt to reach a level of relative freedom from the inhibitions 
and the restrictions of brute, everyday reality. For there is such a thing as 
knowledge that is less, rather than more, partial than the individual (with 
his entangling and distracting life circumstances) who produces it. Yet this 
knowledge is not therefore automatically non political. 

Whether' discussions of literature or of classical philology are fraught 
with-or have un mediated-political significance is a very large question 
that I have tried to treat in some detail elsewhere. 3 What I am interested in 
doing n\)W is suggesting how the general liberal consensus that "true" knowl
edge is..~fundamentally nonpolitical (and conversely, that overtly political 
knowledge is not "true" knowledge) obscures the highly if obscurely organ
ized political circumstances obtaining when knowledge is produced. No one 
is helped in understanding this today when the adjective "political" is used 
as a label to discredit any work for daring to violate the protocol of pretended 
suprapolitical objectivity. We may say, first, that civil society recognizes a 
gradation of political importance in the various fields of knowledge. To some 
extent the political importance given a field comes from the possibility of its 
direct translation into economic terms; but to a greater extent political 
importance comes from the closeness of a field to ascertainable sources of 
power in political society. Thus an economic study of long-term Soviet energy 
potential and its effect on military capability is likely to be commissioned by 
the Defense Department, and thereafter to acquire a kind of political status 
impossible for a study of Tolstoi's4 early fiction financed in part by a foun
dation. Yet both works belong in what civil society acknowledges to be a 
similar field, Russian studies, even though one work may be done by a very 
conservative economist, the other by a radical lit~rary historian. My poirit 
here is that "Russia" as a general subject matter has political priority over 
nicer distinctions such. as "economics" and "literary history," because politi
cal society in Gramsci's sense reaches into such realms of civil society as the 
academy and saturates them with significance of direct concern to it. 

I do not want to press all'this any further on general theoretical grounds: 
it seems to me that the value and credibility of my case can be demonstrated 
by being muc;:h more specific, in the way, for example, Noam Chomsky has 
studied the instrumental connection between the Vietnam War and ·the 
notion of objective scholarship as it was applied to cover state-sponsored 
military research.' Now because Britain, France, and recently the United 
States are imperial powers, their political societies impart to their civil soci
eties a sense of urgency, a direct political infusion as it were, where and 
whenever matters pertaining to their imperial interests abroad are con
cerned. I doubt that it is controversial, for example, to say that an English
man in India or Egypt in the later nineteenth century took an interest in 
those countries that was never far from their status in his mind as British 
colonies. To say this may seem quite different from saying that all academic 

3. See my The World. the Text, and the Critic 
(Cambridge. Mass.: HalVord University Press. 
1983) [Said's note]. 
4. Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910), Russian novelist. 
5. Principally In his American Power and tlte New 

Mandarins: Historical and Political E<says (New 
York: Pantheon, 1969) and For Reasons of State 
(New York: Pantheon, 1973) [Said's. note]. Chom' 
sky (b. 1928), American linguist and radical social 
critic. 
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knowledge about India and Egypt is somehow tinged and impressed with, 
violated by, the gross political fact-and yet that is wltat I am saying in this 
study of Orientalism. For if it is true that no production of knowledge in the 
human sciences can ever ignore or disclaim its author's involvement as a 
human subject in his own circumstances, then it must also be true that for 
a European or American studying the Orient there can be no disclaiming 
the main circumstances of his actuality: that he comes up against the Orient 
as a European or American first, as an individual second. And to be a Euro
pean or an American in such a situation is by no means an inert fact. It 
meant and means being aware, however dimly, that one belongs to a power 
with definite interests in the Orient, and more important, that one belongs 
to a part of the earth with a definite history of involvement in the Orient 
almost since the time of Homer. 

Put in this way, these political actualities are still too undefined and gen
eral to be really interesting. Anyone would agree to them without necessarily 
agreeing also that they mattered very much, for instance, to Flaubert as he 
\\Tote Salammb6, or to H. A. R. Gibb as he wrote Modern Trends in IslafJ'J. 6 

The trouble is that there is too great a distance between the big dominating 
fact, as I have described it, and the details of everyday life that govern the 
minute discipline of a novel or a scholarly text as each is being written. Yet 
if we eliminate from the start any notion that "big" facts like imperial dom
ination can be applied mechanically and deterministically to such complex 
matters as culture and ideas, then we will begin to approach an interesting 
kind of study. My idea is that European and then American interest in the 
Orient was political according to some of the obvious historical accounts of 
it that I have given here, but that. it was the culture that created that interest, 
that acted dynamically along with brute political, economic, and military 
rationales to make the Orient the varied and complicated place that it obvi
ously was in the field I call Orientalism. 

Therefore, Orientalism is not a mere political subject matter or field that 
is reflected passively by culture, scholarship, or institutions; nor is it a large 
and diffuse collection of texts about the Orient; nor is it representative and' 
expressive of some nefarious "'Vestern" imperialist plot to hold down the 
"O.-iental" world. It is rather a distribution of geopolitical awareness into 
aesthetic, scholarly, economic, sociological, historical, and philological textSf . 
it is an elaboration not only of a basic geographical distinction (the world is 
made up of two unequal halves, Orient and Occident) but also of a whole 
sedes of "interests" which, by such means as scholarly discovery, philological 
reconstruction, psychological analysis, landscape and sociological descrip
tion, it not only creates but also maintains; it is, rather than expresses, a 
certain will or intention to understand, in some cases to control, manipulate, 
e,'en to incorporate, what is a manifestly different (or alternative and novel) 
world; it is, above all, a discourse that is by no means in direct, corresponding 
l'e1ationship with political power in the raw, but rather is produced and exists 
in an uneven exchange with various kinds of power, shaped to a degree by 
the exchange with power political (as with a colonial or imperial establish
ment), power intellectual (as with reigning sciences like comparative lin
guistics or anatomy, or any of the modern policy sciences), power cultural 

6. PlIhli,hed in 1947; Gibb (1895-1971) was an English scholar of Arabic language and history. 
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(as with orthodoxies and canons of taste, texts, values), power moral (as with 
ideas about what "we" do and what "they" cannot do or understand as "we" 
do). Indeed, my real argument is that Orientalism is-and does·not simply 
represent~a considerable dimension of modern political-intellectual cul
ture, and as such has less to do with the Orient than it does with "our" world. 

Because Orientalism is a cultural and a political fact;· then, it does not 
exist in some archival vacuum; quite the contrary, I think it can be shown 
that what is thought, said, or even done about the Orient follows (perhaps 
occurs Within) certain distinct and intellectually knowable lines. Here too a 
considerable degree of, nuance and elaboration can be seen working as 
between the broad silp~rstructural pressures and the details of composition, 
the facts of textuality. Most humanistic scholars are, I think, perfectly happy 
with the notion that ·texts exist in contexts, that there is such a thing as 
intertextuality, that the pressures of conventions, predecessors, and rhetor
ical styles limit what Waiter Benjamin once called the "overtaxing of the 
productive person in the name of ... the principle of 'creativity,' " in which 
the pdet is believed on his oWn, and out of his pure mind, to have brought 
forth his work.7 Yet there is' a reluctance to allow that political, institutional, 
and ideological constraints act in the same manner on the individual author. 
A humanist Will believe it to be an interesting fad to any interpreter of Balzac 
that he was influenced in the Cbmedie' humaine8 by the conflict between 
GeoffroySaint-Hilaire and CUvier,9 but the same sort of pressure on Balzac 
of deeply reactionary monatchism is felt in some vague way to demean his 
literary "genius" and therefore to be less worth serious study. Similarly-as 
Harry Brackeh' has been tirelessly showing......;...philosophers will conduct their 
discussions; of Locke,' Hilme; and empiricism2 Without ever taking into 
account that there is an explicit connection in these classic writers between 
their "philosophich doctrines and racial theory, justifications of slavery, or 
arguments for co~onial exploitation.3 These are· common enough ways by 
which contemporary scholarship keeps itself pure. 

Perhaps it is true that most attempts to rub culture's nose in the mud of 
politics have been. crudely iconoclastic; perhaps also the social interpretation 
of literature in my own field has simply not kept up With the enormous 
technical advances in detailed textuaJ analysis. But there is no getting away 
from the fact that literary-studies in general, and American Marxist theorists 
in particular, have avoided the effort of seriously bridging the gap between 
the superstructural and the base levels in textual, historical scholarship; on . 
another occasion I have gone so far as to say that the literary-cultural estab
lishment as a whole has declared the serious study of imperialism and culture 
off Iimits,4 For Orientalism brings one up directly against that question~ 

7. WaIter Benjamin, Charles Baudelai,..,: A Lyric 
Poel in Ihe Era of High Capitalism; trans. Harry 
Zohn (London, New Left Books,_ 1973), p.71 
[Said's note). RENJAMIN (1892-1940), German lit
erary and cultural critic. 
8. The Human Comedy, the tttle given to the total
ity of his short stories and novels by the French 
novelist Honore de Balzac (1799-1850); mostpor
tray contemporary French society and many are 
linked by recurring characters. 
9. A debate on comparative anatomy in 1830 
between the prominent French zoologists ~tienne 
Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire (1772-1844) and Georges 

Cuvier (J 769-1832). 
1. American philosopher (b. 1926). 
2. The view, held by British philosophers John 
Locke (1632-1704) Ilnd DAVID HUME (1711"-
1776), that all knowledge derives from .ensory 
experience. 
3. Harry Bracken, "Essence, Accident, and Race," 
Hermathena 116 (winter 1973), 81-96 [Said's I, 
note). -
4. In an interview published in Diacritics 6, no. 3 
(fall 1976): 38 [Said's note). The terrn .... p" ... lruc-
I ..... and base allude to the Marxist view that all 
aspects of a society-literature, arts, politics, and 
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that is, to realizing that political imperialism governs an entire field of study, 
imagination, and scholarly institutions-in such a way as to make its avoid
ance an intellectual and historical impossibility. Yet there will always remain 
the perennial escape mechanism of saying that a literary scholar and a phi
losopher, for example, are trained in literature and philosophy respectively, 
not in politics or ideological analysis. In other words, the specialist argument 
can work quite effectively to block the larger and, in my opinion, the more 
inteIlectuaHy serious perspective. 

Here it seems to me there is a simple two-part answer to be given, at least 
so far as the study of imperialism and culture (or Orientalism) is concerned. 
In the first place, nearly every nineteenth-century writer (and the same is 
true enough of writers in earlier periods) was extraordinarily well aware of 
the fact of empire: this is a subject not very well studied, but it will not take 
a modern Victorian specialist long to admit that liberal cultural heroes like 
John Stuart Mill, Arnold, Carlyle, Newman, Macaulay, Ruskin, George Eliot, 
and even Dickens~ had definite views on race and imperialism, which are 
quite easily to be found at work in their writing. So even a specialist must 
deal with the knowledge that Mill, for example; made it clear in On Liberty 
and Representative Government that his views there could not be applied to 
India (he was an India Office functionary for a good deal of his life, after all) 
because the Indians were civilizationally, if not racially, inferior. The same 
kind of paradox is to be found in Marx, as i try to show in this book. In the 
second place, to believe that politics in the form of imperialism bears upon 
the production of literature, scholarship, social theory, and history writing is 
by no means equivalent to saying that culture is therefore a demeaned or 
denigrated thing. Quite the contrary: my whole point is to say that we can 
better understand the persistence and the durability of saturating hegemonic 
systems like culture when we realize that their internal constraints upon 
writers and· thinkers were productive, not unilaterally inhibiting. It is this 
idea that Gramsci, certainly, and Foucault and Raymond Williams in their 
very different ways have been trying to illustrate. Even one or two pages by 
WiIliams on "the uses of the Empire" in The Long Revolution tell ~s more 
about nineteenth-century cultural richness than many volumes of hermetic 
textual analyses. 6 

Therefore I study Orientalism as a dynamic exchange between ind~vidual 
authors and the large political concerns shaped by the three great eiripires
British, French, American-in whose intellectual and imaginative territory 
the writing was produced. What interests me most as a scholar is not the 
gross political verity but the detail, as indeed what interests us in someone 
like Lane or Flaubert or Renan is not the (to him) indisputable truth that 
Occidentals are superior to Orientals, but the profoundly worked over and 
modulated evidence of his detailed work within the very wide space opened 
up by that truth. One need only remember that Lane's Manners and Customs 

'0 on-depend on it. economic fnrm of produc
tion. 
5. All major Victorian writers and thinkers: Mill 
(1806-1873), philosopher and social reformer, 
who published On Liberty in 1859 and Consider
ations on R"t'resentatil1e Government In 1861; 
MA'lTHF.W ARNOI .. D (1822-1888), poet and critic: 
Thomas Carlyle (1795-1881), historian and essay
i.t: John Henry Newman (1801-1890), prelate 

and tht'ologian; 'Thomas Babington Macaulay 
(1800-1859), historian and statesman: John Ru.
kin (1819-1900), art critic: Eliot (pen name of 
Marian Evans, 1819-1880), novelist: and Charles 
Dickens (1812-1870), novelist. 
6. Raymond Williams, ne Lmtg Revolution (Lon
don: Chatto and Windus, 1961), pp. 66-67 [Said's 
notel, WIl.LlAMS (1921-1988), British Marxist lit· 
erary critic. 
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of the Modern Egyptians is a classic of historical and anthropological obser
vation because of its style, its enormously intelligent and brilliant details, not 
because of its simple reflection of racial superiority, to understand what I 
am saying here. 

The kind of political questions raised by Orientalism, then, are as follows: 
What other sorts of intellectual, aesthetic, scholarly, and cultural energies 
went into the making of an imperialist tradition like the Orientalist one? 
How did philology, lexicography, history, biology, political and economic the
ory, novel-writing, and lyric poetry come to the service of Orientalism's 
broadly imperialist view of the world? What changes, modulations, refine
ments, even revolutions take place within Orientalism? What is the meaning 
of origiDanty, of continuity, of individuality, in this context? How does Ori
entalis~ transmit or reproduce itself from one epoch to another? In fine, 
how can we treat the cultural, historical phenomenon of Orientalism as a 
kind of willed human work-not of mere unconditioned ratiocination-in 
all its historical complexity, detail, and' worth without at the same time losing 
sight of the alliance between cultural work, political tendencies, the state, 
and the specific realities of domination? Governed by such concerns a 
humanistic study can responsibly address itself to politics and culture. But 
this is not to say that such a study establishes a hard-and-fast rule about the 
relationship between knowledge and politics. My argument is that each 
humanistic investigation must formulate the nature of that connection in 
the specific context of the study, the subject matter, and its historical cir
cumstances. 

2. The methodological question. In a previous book I gave a good deal of 
thought and analysis to the methodological importance for work in the 
human sciences of finding and formulating a first step, a point of departure, 
a beginning principle. 7 A major lesson I learned and tried to present was that 
there is no such thing as a-merely given, or simply available, starting point: 
beginnings have to be made for each project in such a way as to enable what 
follows from them. Nowh'ere in my experience has the difficulty of this lesson 
been more consciously lived (with what success-or failure-I cannot really 
say) than in this study of Orientalism. The idea of beginning, indeed the act 
of beginning, necessarily involves an act of delimitation by which something 
is cut out of a great mass of material, separated from the mass, and made to 
stand for, as well as be, a starting point, a beginning; for the student of texts 
one such notion of inaugural delimitation is Louis Althusser's idea of the 
problematic, a specific determinate unity of a text, or group of texts, which 
is something given rise to by analysis. 8 Yet in the case of Orientalism (as 
opposed to the case of Marx's texts, which is what Althusser studies) there 
is not simply the problem of finding a point of departure, or problematic, but 
also the question of designating which texts, authors, and periods are the 
ones best suited for study. 

It has seemed to me foolish to attempt an encyclopedic narrative history 
of Orientalism, first of all because if my guiding principle was to be "the 
European idea of the Orient" there would be virtually no limit to the material 
I would have had to deal with; second, because the narrative model itself did 

7. In my Beginnings: Intention and Method (New 
York: Basic, 1975) [Said's note}_ 
B. Louis Althusser, For Marx, trans. Ben Brewster 

(New York: Pantheon Books, 1969), pp. 65-67 
[Said's note}_ ALTHUSSER (1918-1990), French 
Marxist philosopher_ 
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not suit my descriptive and political interests; third, because in such books 
as Raymond Schwab's La Renaissance orientale, Johann Flick's Die Ara
bischen Studien in Europa bis in de?l A?lja1fg des 20. Jahrhunderts, and more 
recently. Dorothee Metlitzkfs The Matter oj Araby in Medieval England9 

there already exist encyclopedic works on certain aspects of the European
Oriental encounter such as make the critic's job, in the general political and 
intellectual context I sketched above, a different one. 

There still remained the problem of cutting down a very fat archive to 
manageable dimensions, and more important, outlining something in the 
natUl'e of an intellectual order within that group of texts without at the same 
time following a mindlessly chronological order. My starting point therefore 
has been the British. French. and American experience of the Orient taken 
as a unit. what made that experience possible by way of historical and intel
lectual background, what the quality and character of the experience has 
been. For reasons I shall discuss presently I limited that already limited (but 
still inordinately large) set of questions to the Anglo-French-American expe
rience of the Arabs and Islam. which for almost a thousand years together 
stood for the Orient. Immediately upon doing that, a large part of the Orient 
seemed to have been eliminated-India, Japan, China, and other sections of 
the Far East-not because these regions were not important (they obviously 
have been) but because one could discuss Europe's experience of the Near 
Orient. or of Islam, apart from its experience of the Far Orient. Yet at certain 
moments of that general European history of interest in the East, particular 
parts of the Orient like Eg)pt. Syria, and Arabia cannot be discussed without 
also studying Europe's involvement in the more distant parts, of which Persia 
and India are the most important; a notable case in point is the connection 
between Egypt and India so far as eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Brit
ain was concerned. Similarly the French role in deciphering the Zend-Avesta, 
the pre-eminence of Paris as a center of Sanskrit studies during the first 
decade of the nineteenth century, the fact that Napoleon'sl interest in the 
Orient was contingent upon his sense of the British role in India: all these 
Far Eastern interests directly influenced French interest in the Near East, 
Islam. and the Arabs. 

Britain and France dominated the Eastern Mediterranean from about the 
end of the seventeenth century on. Yet my discussion of that domination~ 
and systematic interest does not do justice to (a) the important contributions 
to Orientalism of Germany, Italy, Russia. Spain, and Portugal and (b) the 
fact that one of the important impulses toward the study of the Orient in 
the eighteenth century was the revolution in Biblical studies stimulated by 
such variously interesting pioneel's as Bishop Lowth, Eichhorn, Herder, and 
~ichaelis.2 In the first place, I had to focus rigorously upon the British-

9. HC:lymond Schwab, La Renaissance orieut,lle 
[1"11(.' O";c"tal Renaissance, French] (Pads: Payott 
19501: Johann W. FUck. Die Arabiscl.e .. Studie" i .. 
Europ'" I,is ;n de •• Anfanl!, des 20. Jahrl ... nclerts 
lAml>ic Studies in Europejrom Its Origins tl.rotlgl. 
the T,,·entiell. Century, German] (Leipzig: Otto 
Harrassowitz, 1955); Dorothee Metlitzki, n,,,Mal
t.el'(>,fAraby in Mediet'al E .. glancl (New Ha" .. n: Yal .. 
Uni,·ersily Press. 1977) [Said's note]. 
I. Napoleon Bonaparte (I 769-1821), general and 
e.mpcro,· of France (i 804-15), who campaigned in 
Egll't (I ';"QS-99) in an attempt to damslle Britain's 

trade with India. The Zend-Vesta: the Vesta, a 
book of sacred writings from eastern Iran (begun 
ca. 600 D.e.E., fixed in form ca. 4th-6th c. C.E.)· 
that collects the teachings of the religious leader 
and prophet Zoroaster. 
2. Johann David Michaelis (i 717-1 791),German 
theologian. Robert Lowth (1710-1787), English 
grammarian and biblical translator. Johann Gott, 
fried Elchhorn (1752-1827), German biblical 
scholar and professor of Oriental languages. 
Johann GOllfrled Herder (J 744-1803), German 
critic and philologist. 
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French and later the American material because it seemed inescapably true 
not only that Britain and France were the pioneer nations in the Orient and 
in Oriental studies, but that these vanguard positions were held by virtue of 
the two greatest colonial networks in pre-twentieth-century history; the 
American Oriental position since World War 11 has fit-I think, quite self
consciously-in the places excavated by the two earlier European powers. 
Then too, 1 believe that the sheer quality, consistency, and mass of British, 
French, and American Writing on the Orient lifts it above the doubtless cru
cial work done in Germany, Italy, Russia, and elsewhere. But 1 ,think it is 
also true thauhemajor steps in Oriental scholarship were first taken in either 
Britain and France; then elaborated upon by Germans. Silvestre de Sacy, for 
example, Was not :orily the first modern and institutional European Orien
talist, who worked on Islam; Arabic literature, the Druze religion, and Sas
sanid Persia; .he was'also the teacher of Champollion and 'of Franz Bopp,3 
the founder of German comparative linguistics. A similar' claim of priority 
and subsequent pre-eminence can be made for WilIiam Jones and Edward 
Willia.rn Lane. 

In the second place-and here the failings of my:studyofOrientalism are 
amply made up fbr-there has been some important recent work ,on the 
background in ·Biblical scholarship to the rise of what 1 have called modern 
Orientalism. 'The best and the most illuminatingly relevant is E. S. Shaffer's 
impressive "KublaKhan" and The Fall of Jerusalem," an indispensable study 
of the origins of Romanticism, and of the intellectual activity underpinning 
a great deal of what goes on in Coleridge; Browning,5 and George Eliot. To 
some'degree Shaffer's work refines upon the outlines provided in 'Schwab, 
by articulating the material of relevance to be found in the German Biblical 
scholars and using that material to read; in an intelligent and always inter
esting way, the work of three major British writers. Yet what is missing in 
the book is some sense of the political as well as ideological edge given the 
Oriental mat~rial. by the ,'British and French writers I am principally con
cerned with; in addition,' unlike Shaffer I attempt to elucidate subsequent 
developments in academic as' well as literary Orientalism that bear on the 
connection between Sritish and French Orientalism on .the one hand and 
the rise of an explicitly colonial-~inded imperialism on the other. Then too, 
I wish to show how all these earlier matters are reproduced more or less in 
American Orientalisrh after the Second World War. 

Nevertheless there is a possibly misleading aspect to my study, where,. 
aside from an occasional reference, I do not exhaustively discuss the German 
developments after the inaugural period dominated by Sacy. Any work that 
seeks to provide an understanding of academic Orientalism and pays little 
attention to scholars like Steinthal, MUller, Becker, Goldziher, Brockel
mann, Noldeke6-to mention only a handful-needs to be reproached, and 

3. German philologist and Sanskrit scholar 
(1791-1867). Druze: a Muslim sect (founded"in 
the early 11 th c.) whose members live mainly In 
the mountains of Lebanon and southern Syria. 
Sassanld Persia: an empire (224-651) founded by 
Ardashir I, who made Zoroastrianism the official 
religion. Jean·Fran~ols Champolllon (1790-
1823), French founder of Egyptology,' who decl· 
phered the hieroglyphs on the Rosetta Stone. 
4. E. S. Shaffer, "Kubla Khan" and the FallofJeru-

.a/em: The Mythological Sclaaol i .. Biblical Criti
cl.... and Secular Lite,...,u ... , 1770-1880 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975) 
[Said's notel. 
5.Robert Browning (1812-1889), English poet. 
SAMUEL TAY1.0R COLERIDGE (1772-1834), English 
Romantic poet and critic; hi. works Include "Kubla 
Khan" (written 1797; published 1816). 
6. Except for the Hungarian Goldziher (who also 
wrote in German), all those named are German: 
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I freely reproach myself. I particularly regret not taking more account of the 
great scientific prestige that accrued to German scholarship by the middle 
of the nineteenth century, whose neglect was made into a denunciation of 
insular British scholars by George Eliot. I have in mind Eliot's unforgettable 
portrait of Mr. Casaubon in Middlemarch. One reason Casaubon cannot 
finish his Key to All Mythologies is, according to his young cousin Will Lad
islaw, that he is unacquainted with German scholarship. For not only has 
Casaubon chosen a subject "as changing as chemistry: new discoveries are 
constantly making new points of view": he is undertaking a job similar to a 
refutation of Paracelsus because "he is not an Orientalist, you know."? 

Eliot was not wrong in implying that by about 1830, which is when Mid
dlemarch is set, German scholarship had fully attained its European pre
eminence. Yet at no time in German scholarship during the first two-thirds 
of the nineteenth century could a close partnership have developed between 
Orientalists and a protracted, sustained national interest in the Orient. There 
was nothing in Germany to correspond to the Anglo-French presence in 
India, the Levant, North Africa. Moreover, the German Orient was almost 
exclusively a scholarly, or at least a classical, Orient: it was made the subject 
of lyrics, fantasies, and even novels, but it was never actual, the way Egypt 
and Syria were actual for Chateaubriand, Lane, Lamartine, Burton,9 Dis
raeli, or NervaI. There is some significance in the fact that· the two most 
renowned German works on the Orient, Goethe's WesWsdicher Diwan and 
Friedrich Schlegel's Dber die Sprache und Weisheit der Indier,9 were based 
respectively on a Rhine journey and on hours spent in Paris libraries. What 
German Oriental scholarship did was to refine and elaborate techniques 
whose application was to texts, myths, ideas, and languages almost literally 
gathered from the Orient by imperial Britain and France. 

Yet what German Orientalism had in common with Anglo-French and 
later American Orientalism was a kind of intellectual authority over the Ori
ent within Western culture. This authority must in large part be the subject 
of any description of Orientalism, and it is so in this study. Even the name 
Orientalism suggests a serious, perhaps ponderous style of expertise·;· when I 
apply it to modern American social scientists (since they do not call them
selves Orientalists, my use of the word is anomalous), it is to draw attention 
to the way Middle East experts can still draw on the vestiges of Orie4talism's 
intellectual position in nineteenth-century Europe. 

There is nothing mysterious or natural about authority. It is formed, irra
diated, disseminated; it is instrumental, it is persuasive; it has status, it estab
lishes canons of taste and value; it is virtually indistinguishable from certain 

HeYInann Stelnthal (1823-1899). philologist; 
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cial Life [1871-72) (Boston: Houghton Mlffltn, 
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ideas it dignifies as true, and from traditions, perceptions, and judgments it 
forms, transmits, reproduces. Above all, authority can, indeed must, be ana
Iyzed. All these attributes of authority apply to Orientalism, and much of 
what I do in this study is to describe both the historical authority in and the 
personal authorities of Orientalism. 

My principal methodological devices for studying authority here are what 
can be called strategic location, which is a way of describing the author's 
position in a text with regard to the Oriental material he writes about, and 
strategic formation, which is a way of analyzing the relationship between texts 
and the way in which groups of texts, types of texts, even textual genres, 
acquire mass, density, and referential power among themselves and 
thereafter in the culture at large. I use the notion of strategy simply to iden
tify the pljOhlem every writer on the Orient has faced: how to get hold of it, 
how to a~proach it, how not to be defeated or overwhelmed by its sublimity, 
its scope, its awful dimensions. Everyone who writes about the Orient must 
locate himself vis-a-vis the Orient; translated into his text, this location 
includes the kind of narrative voice he adopts, the type of structure he builds, 
the kinds of images, themes, motifs that circulate in his text-all of which 
add up to deliberate ways of addressing the reader, containing the Orient, 
and finally, representing it or speaking in its behalf. None of this takes place 
in the abstract, however. Every writer on the Orient {and this is true even of 
Homer l } assumes some Oriental precedent, some previous knowledge of the 
Orient, to which he refers and on which he relies. Additionally, each work 
on the Orient affiliates itself with other works, with audiences, with institu
tions, with the Orient itself. The ensemble of relationships between works, 
audiences, and some particular aspects of the Orient therefore constitutes 
an analyzable formation-for example, that of philological studies, of anthol
ogies of extracts from Oriental literature, of travel books, of Oriental fanta
sies-whose presence in time, in discourse, in institutions (schools, libraries, 
foreign services) gives it strength and authority. 

It is clear, I hope, that my concern with authority does not entail analysis 
of what lies hidden in the Orientalist text, but analysis rather of the text's 
surface, its exteriority to what it describes. I do not think that this idea can 
be overemphasized. Orientalism is premised upon exteriority, that is, on the 
fact that the Orientalist, poet or scholar, makes the Orient speak, describes 
the Orient, renders its mysteries plain for and to the West. He is never 
concerned with the Orient except as the first cause of what he says. What 
he says and writes, by virtue of the fact that it is said or written, is meant to 
indicate that the Orientalist is outside the Orient, both as an existential and 
as a moral fact. The principal product of this exteriority is of course repre
sentation: as early as Aeschylus's play The Persians2 the Orient is transformed 
from a very far distant and often threatening Otherness into figures that are 
relatively familiar (in Aeschylus's case, grieving Asiatic women). The dra
matic immediacy of representation in The Persians obscures the fact that the 
audience is watching a highly artificial eQactment of what a non-Oriental 
has made into a symbol for the whole Orient. My analysis of the Orientalist 
text therefore places emphasis on the evidence, which is by no means invis-

\. Homer's Wad (ca. 8th c. B.C.E.) takes place at 
Troy, In northwestern Asia Minor (present-day 
Turkey). 
2. A tragedy Originally staged In 472 B.C.E. that 

portrays the return of Xerxes, king of Persia, to his 
capital after his defeat by the Greeks in the second 
Persian War (482-478). 
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ible, for such representations as representations, not as "natural" depictions 
of the Orient. This evidence is found just as prominently in the so-called 
truthful text (histories, philological analyses, political treatises) as in the 
avowedly artistic (i.e., openly imaginative) text. The things to look at are style, 
figures of speech. setting, narrative devices, historical and social circum
stances, not the correctness of the representation nor its fidelity to some 
great original. The exteriority of the representation is always governed by 
some version of the truism that if the Orient could represent itself, it would; 
since it cannot. the representation does the job, for the West, andfaute de 
",ieux,3 for the poor Orient. "Sie konnen sich nicht vertreten, sie miissen 
vertreten werden,"4 as l\1arx wrote in TIle Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis 
Bonaparte. 

Another reason for insisting upon exteriority is that I believe it needs to 
be made clear about cultul'al discourse and exchange within a culture that 
.. "hat is commonly circulated by it is not "truth" but representations. It hardly 
needs to be demonstrated again that language itself is a highly organized and 
encoded system. which employs many devices to express, indicate, exchange 
messages and information, represent, and so forth. In any instance of at least 
written language. there is no such thing as a delivered presence, but a re
presence. or a representation. The value, efficacy, strength, apparent veracity 
of a written statement about the Orient therefore relies very little, and cannot 
instrumentaIIy depend. on the Orient as such. On the contrary, the written 
statement is a presence to the reader by virtue of its having excluded, dis
placed, made supererogatory any such real thing as "the Orient." Thus all of 
Orientalism stands forth and away from the Orient: that Orientalism makes 
sense at all depends more on the West than on the Orient, and this sense is 
directly indebted to various Western techniques of representation that make 
the Orient visible. clear. "there" in discourse about it. And these represen
tations rely upon institutions, traditions, conventions, agreed-upon codes of 
understanding for their effects, not upon a distant and amorphous Orient. 

The difference between representations of the Orient before the last third 
of the eighteenth century and those after it (that is, those belonging to -What 
I call modern Orientalism) is that the range of representation expanded enor
mously in the later period, It is true that after William Jones and Anquetil
Duperron,' and after Napoleon's Egyptian expedition, Europe came toitnow 
the Orient more scientifically. to live in it with greater authority and disci
pline than ever before. But what mattered to Europe was the expanded scope 
and the much greater refinement given its techniques for receiving the Ori
ent, When around the turn of the eighteenth century the Orient definitively 
revealed the age of its languages-thus outdating Hebrew's divine pedigree
it was a group of Europeans who made the discovery, passed it on to other 
scholars. and preserved the discovery in the new science of Indo-European 
philology. A new powerful science for viewing the linguistic Orient was born, 
and with it, as Foucault has shown in The Order of TIlings,6 a whole ""eb of 
I'elated scientific interests, Similarly WilIiam Beckford, Byron,? Goethe, and 

.~. For want of anything better (French). 
4. ''They cannot represent themselves: they must 
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7. George Gordon, Lord Byron (1788-1824), 
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Hugo restructured the Orient by their art and made its colors, lights, and 
people visible through their images, rhythms, and motifs. At most, the "real" 
Orient provoked a writer to his vision; it very rarely guided it. 

Orientalism responded more to the culture that produced it than to its 
putative object, which was also produced by the West. Thus the history of 
Orientalism has both an internal consistency and a highly articulated set of 
relationships to the dominant culture surrounding it. My analyses conse
quently try to show the field's shape and internal organization,its pioneers; 
patriarchal authotities, canonical texts, doxologicalR ideas, exemplary figures, 
its followers, elaborators, and new authorities; I try also to explain how Ori
entalism borrowed and was frequently informed by "strong" ideas, doctrines, 
and trends ruling the culture. Thus there was (and is) a linguistic Orient, a 
Freudian Orient, a Spenglerian Orient, a Darwinian Orient,' a racist Ori
ent-and s.o on. Yet never has there been such a thing as a pure, or uncon
ditional, Orient; similarly, never has there been a nonmaterial form of 
OHentalism, much less something so innocent as an "idea" of the Orient. In 
this. underlying conviction and in its ensuing methodological consequences 
do I differ from scholars who study the history of ideas. For the emphases 
and the executive form, above all the material effectiveness, of statements 
made by Orientalist discourse are possible in ways that any hermetic history 
of ideas tends completely to scant. Without those emphases and that material 
effectiveness Orientalism would be just another idea, whereas it is and was 
much more than that. Therefore I set out to examine not only scholarly works 
but also Works of literature, political tracts, journalistic texts, travel books, 
religious and philological studies. In other words, my hybrid perspective is 
broadly historical and lianthropological," given that I believe. all texts to be 
worldly and circumstantial in (of course) ways that vary from genre to genre, 
and- from hist6rical period to historical period. 

Yet unlike Michel Foucault, to whose work I am greatly indebted, I do 
believe in the determining imprint of individual writers upon the otherwise 
anonymous collective body of. texts constituting a discursive formation like 
Orientalism. The unity of the large ensemble of texts I analyze is due in part 
to the fact that they frequently refer to each other: Orientalism is after all a 
system for citing works and authors. Edward WiIliam Lane'~ Manners and 
Customs of the Modern Egyptians was read and cited by such diverse figures 
as Nerval, Flaubert, and Richard Burton. He was an authority whose use 
was an imperative for anyone writing or thinking about the Orient, not just 
al?out Egypt: when Nerval borrows passages verbatim from Modern Egyptians 
it is to use Lane's authority to assist him in describing village scenes in Syria, 
not Egypt. Lane's authority and the opportunities provided for citing him 
discriminately as well as .Indiscriminately were there becauseOrientalism 
could give his text the kind of distributive currency that he acquired. There 
is no way, however, of understanding Lane's currency withput also under
standing the peculiar features of his text; this is equally true .of Renan, Sacy; 
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Lamartine, Schlegel, and a group of other influential writers. Foucault 
believes that in general the individual text or author counts for very little; 
empirically, in the case of Orientalism (and perhaps nowhere else) I find this 
not to be so. Accordingly my analyses employ close textual readings whose 
goal is to reveal the dialectic between individual text or writer and the com
plex collective formation to which his work is a contribution. 

Yet even though it includes an ample selection of writers, this book is still 
far from a complete history or general account of Orientalism. Of this failing 
I am very conscious. The fabric of as thick a discourse as Orientalism has 
survived and functioned in Western society because of its richness: all I have 
done is to describe parts of that fabric at certain moments, and merely to 
suggest the existence of a larger whole, detailed, interesting, dotted with 
fascinating figures, texts, and events. I have consoled myself with believing 
that this book is one installment of several, and hope there are scholars and 
critics who might want to write others. There is still a general essay to be 
written on imperialism and culture; other studies would go more deeply into 
the connection between Orientalism and pedagogy, or into Italian, Dutch, 
German, and Swiss Orientalism, or into the dynamic between scholarship 
and imaginative writing, or into the relationship between administrative ideas 
and intellectual discipline. Perhaps the most important task of all would be 
to undertake studies in contemporary alternatives to Orientalism, to ask how 
one can study other cultures and peoples from a libertarian, or a nonrepres
sive and nonmanipulative, perspective. But then one would have to rethink 
the whole complex problem of knowledge and power. These are all tasks left 
embarrassingly incomplete in this study. 

The last, perhaps self-flattering, observation on method _ that I want to 
make here is that I have written this -study with several audiences in mind. 
For students of literature and criticism, Orientalism offers a marvelous 
instance of the interrelations between society; history, and textuality; more
over, the cultural role played by the Orient in the West connects Orientalism 
with ideology, politics, and the logic of power, matters of relevance, I think, 
to the literary community. For contemporary students of the Orient, from 
university scholars to policymakers, I have written with two ends in mind: 
one, to present their intellectual genealogy to them in a way that has not 
been done; two, to criticize-with the hope of stirring discussion-the o~n 
unquestioned assumptions on which their work for the most part depends. 
For the general reader, this study deals with matters that always compel 
attention, all of them connected not only with -Western conceptions and 
treatments of the Other but also with the Singularly important role played 
by Western culture in what Vico called the world of nations. Lastly, for 
readers in the so-callea Third World,. this study proposes itself as a step 
towards an understanding not so much of Western politics and of the 
non-Western world in those politics as of the strength of Western cultural 
discourse, a strenlth too often mistaken as merely decorative or "superstruc
tural." My hope is to illustrate the formidable structure of cultural domina
tion and, specifically for formerly colonized peoples, the. dangers and 
temptations of employing this structure upon themselves or upon others. 

The three long chapters and twelve shorter units into which this book is 

I. The "underdeveloped" countries. nlany of them former ctllonies, now dominated by highly industriali7.ed 
"lirst world" (largely We.tern) nuti",," ill " global economy. 
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divided are intended to facilitate exposition as much as possible. Chapter 
One·, "The Scope of Orientalism," draws a large circle around all the dimen
sions of the subject, both in terms of historical time and experiences and in 
terms of philosophical and political themes. Chapter Two, "Orientalist Struc
tures and Restructures," attempts to trace the development of modern Ori
entalism by a broadly chronological description, and also by the description 
of a set of devices common to the work of important poets, artists, and 
scholars. Chapter Three, "Orientalism Now," begins where its predecessor 
left off, at around 1870. This is the period of great colonial expansion into 
the Orient, and it culminates in World War 11. The very last section of Chap
ter Three characterizes the shift from British and French to American 
hegemony; I attempt there finally to sketch the present intellectual and social 
realities fJf'Orientalism in the United States. 

3. ~e personal dimension. In the Prison Notebooks Gramsci says: "The 
starting-point of critical elaboration is the consciousness of what one really 
is, and is 'knowing thyself' as a product of the historical process to date, 
which has deposited in you an infinity of traces, without leaving an inven
tory." The only available English translation inexplicably leaves Gramsci's 
comment at that, whereas in fact Gramsci's Italian text concludes by adding, 
"therefore it is imperative at the outset to compile such an inventory."2 

Much of the personal investment in this study derives from my awareness 
of being an "Oriental" as a child growing up in two British colonies. All of 
my education, in those colonies (Palestine and Egypt) and in the United 
States, has been Western, and yet that deep early awareness has persisted. 
In many ways my study of Orientalism has been an attempt to inventory the 
traces upon me, the Oriental subject, of the culture whose domination has 
been so powerful a factor in the life of all Orientals. This is why for me the 
Islamic Orient has had to be the center of attention. Whether what I have 
achieved is the inventory prescribed by Gramsci is not for me to judge, 
although I have felt iJ: important to be conscious of trying to produce one. 
Along the way, as severely and as rationally as I have been able, I have tried 
to maintain a criticatconsciousness, as well as employing those instruments 
of historical, humanistic, and cultural research of which my education has 
made me the fortunate beneficiary. In none of that, however, have I ever lost 
hold of the cultural reality of, the personal involvement in having been con
stituted as, "an Oriental." 

The historical circumstances making such a study possible are fairly com
plex, and I can only list them schematic ally here. Anyone resident in the 
West since the 1950s, particularly in the United States, will have lived 
through an era of extraordinary turbulence in the relations of East and West. 
No one will have failed to note how "East" has always signified danger and 
threat during this period, even as it has meant the traditional Orient as well 
as Russia. In the universities a growing establishment of area-studies pro
grams and institutes has made the scholarly study of the Orient a branch of 
national policy. Public affairs in this country include a healthy interest in 
the Orient, as much for its strategic and economic importance as for its 
traditional exoticism. If the world has become immediately accessible to a 

2. Antonlo Gramscl, The Prison Notehoolcs: Seleclions, tran •. and ed. Qulntin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell 
Smith (New York: International Publishers, 197 I), p. 324 [Said's note). 
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\Vestern citizen living in the electronic age, the Orient too has drawn nearer 
to him, and is now less a myth perhaps than a place crisscrossed by Western, 
especially American. interests. 

One aspect of the electronic, postmodern world is that there has been a 
reinforcement of the stereotypes by which the Orient is viewed. Television, 
the films, and all the media's resources have forced information into more 
and more standardized molds. So far as the Orient is concerned, standardi
zation and cultural stereotyping have intensified the hold of the nineteenth
century academic and imaginative demonology of "the mysterious Orient." 
This is nowhere more true than in the ways by which the -Near East is 
grasped. Three things have contributed to making even the simplest percep
tion of the Arabs and Islam into a highly politicized, almost raucous matter: 
one. the history of popular anti-Arab and anti-Islamic prejudice in the West, 
which is immediately reflected in the history of Orientalism; two, the struggle 
between the Arabs and Israeli Zionism,3 and its effects upon American Jews 
as well as upon both the liberal culture and the population at large; three, 
the almost total absence of any cultural position making it possible either to 
identify with or dispassionately to discuss the Arabs or Islam. Furthermore, 
it hardly needs saying that because the Middle East is now so identified with 
Great Power politics, oil economics, and the simple-minded dichotomy of 
fl'eedom-loving, democratic Israel and evil, totalitarian, and terroristic Arabs, 
the chances of anything like a clear view of what one talks about in talking 
about the Near East are depressingly small. 

lVfy own experiences of these matters are in part what made me write this 
book. The life of an Arab Palestinian in the West, particularly in America, 
is disheartening. There exists here an almost unanimous consensus that 
politically he does not exist. and when it is allowed that he does, it is either 
as a nuisance or as an Oriental. The web of racism, cultural stereotypes, 
political imperialism, dehumanizing ideology holding in the Arab or the Mus
lim is very strong indeed. and it is this web which every Palestinian has come 
to feel as his uniquely punishing destiny. It has made matters worse for him 
to remark that no person academically involved with the Near East-no 
Orientalist, that is-has ever in the United States culturally and politically 
identified himself wholeheartedly with the Arabs; certainly there have been 
identifications on some level, but they have never taken an "acceptable" fonfl -
as has liberal American identification with Zionism, and all too frequently 
they have been radically flawed by their association either with discredited 
political and economic. interests (oil-company and State Department Arab
ists. for example) or with religion. 

The nexus of knowledge and power creating "the Oriental" and in a sense 
obliterating him as a human being is therefore not for me an exclusively 
academic matter. Yet it is an intellectual matter of some very obvious impor
tance. I have been able to put to use my humanistic and political concerns 
fOl" the analysis and description of a very worldly matter, the rise, develop
ment. and consolidation of Orientalism. Too often literature and culture are 
pl-esumed to be politically, even historically innocent; it has regularly seemed 
otherwise to me, and certainly my study of Orientalism has convinced me 

_~. ,\ political movement, originating in central and eastern Europe in the late 19th century, to reestabli.h 
and maintain a Jewish national state in Palestine. 
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(and I hope will convince my literary colleagues) that society and literary 
culture can only be understood and studied together. In addition, and by an 
almost inescapaJ>le logic, I have found myself writing the history of a strange, 
secret sharer of Western anti-Semitism. That anti-Semitism and, as I have 
discussed it in its Islamic branch, Orientalism resemble each other very 
closely is a historical, cultural, and political truth that needs only to be men
tioned to an Arab Palestinian for its irony to be perfectly understood. But 
what I should like also to have contributed here is a better understanding of 
the way cultural domination has operated. If this stimulates a new kind of 
dealing with the Orient, indeed if it eliminates the "Orient" and "Occident" 
altogether, then we shall have advanced a little in the process of what Ray
mond Willi~ms has called the "unlearning" of "the inherent dominative 
mode."4 

1978 

4. Raymond'Wllliams, C .. I, .. re "",,, Society, 1780-1950 (London: Chatto and Wlndus, 1958), p. 376 [Said's 
note]. 
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When the' French writer and radical lesbian theorist Monique Wittig concluded "The 
Straight Mind," her 1978 presentation at the 'Modem Language Association conven
tion in New York, with the statementothat "lesbians are not women," she was 'greeted 
with stunned silence. Not all feminists, ,or all lesbians, were ready to abandon a 
div~ion between the sexes that has seemed so natural and,inevitable.,Most feminists, 
as Wittig notes in ,"One Is Not Born a Woman," "still believe that the basis of women's 
oppression is biological as well as historical.", But for a lesbian like Wittig to refuse 
to be ,heterosexual means that she refuses to become a "man" or a "woman"
categories that she regards as political, not as natural givens. For this reason; she has 
been a centt'al figure in the debate between those feminists who see' "woman" as a 
transhistorical and eternal essence (see, for instance, H~Lt:NE crxous) and those who 
believe that the' idea of "woman" is a social construct (see, for instance, JUOITH BUT
LER). Although Wittig is better known for her fiction than her theoretical writing, her 
fiction frequently blurs the distinction between literature and theory. Femiriists have 
read her second novel, Les Gtdrilleres (1969), which describes a postholocaust world 
where Amazon fighters attempt to create a new society, as an important snd inspiring 
source of theory about ,language and women's writing. 

Wittig was born in Alsace, France, and studied Oriental languages, literatures, 
history, and philosophy at the Sorbonne in Parist She won the Prix Medici for her 
first novel, L'Opoponax (I964). Her political views were shaped by the'left-wing 
French intellectual milieu of Ilaris in the 1950s and 1960s; her participation in the 
May 1968 student-worker uprisings partly inspired Les Gtdrilleres. Active in the 
French women's movement from its inception, Wittig was a co-founder of the Move
ment de Iib~ration des femmes (MLF, the Women's Liberation Movement), the foun
der of the F~ministes R~volutionaires in 1970, and an active member of Gouines 
rouges (Red Dykes) in 1971. In 1976 she relocated to the United States, though she 
continued to explore her materialist theories oflesbianism as a member of the Parisian 
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Marxist-feminist editorial collective Questions Feministes from 1977 until 1980. She 
received a Ph.D. in literary languages from theSorbonne in 1986, and she has taught 
at the University of California at Berkeley, the University of Southern California, 
Vassar College, Duke University, New York University, Ilnd.the University of Arizona. 
Wittig served from 1980 to 1991 on the advisory board of Feminist Issues, where she 
published many of her influential essays, including our selection, "One Is Not Born 
a Woman" (1981). 

With a nod toward the best-known work of France's most famous feminist, SIMONE 
DE BEAUVOIR, "One Is Not Born a Woman" rejects biological explanations for in
equalities and differences between the sexes. The "immediate given," "the sensible 
given," even those physical features that appear to constitute the standard categories 
of sex or race are not, in fact, the result of direct physical perception, as we might 
intuit; rather they are "mythic constructions," which "reinterpret physical features 
... through the network of relationships in which they are perceived." For this reason, 
Wittig is critical of feminist speculations about prehistorical matriarchies in which 
women were the creators of civili7.8tion (see, for instance, PAULA GUNN ALLEN). This 
approach, she argues, only further imprisons women within the category of sex. From 
a lesbian vantage point, matriarchy and patriarchy are equally oppressive because 
equally heterosexist. 

All "naturalizing" explanations for the differences between men and women, 
according to Wittig, presume that the foundation of sex difference is heterosexuality, 
which she redefines as a tacit, unquestioned, and forced social contract. Because 
lesbians are not dependent on men, they cannot be "real" women; but because they 
lack economic, ideological, and political privilege, they cannot be men. Like ADRIENN E 
HleH, Wittig argues that the very existence of lesbians-a class of individuals who are 
"not-woman, not-man"-refutes the naturalized division between the sexes that sup
ports institutionalized heterosexuality, thereby exposing the artificiality of the ruling 
sex/gender system. For this reason, "One Is Not Born a Woman" became a founda
tional text both for gay and lesbian studies and for queer theory in the 1990s. 

The Marxist analysis of class offers, for Wittig, at least a starting point for a non
essentialist feminism in which socioeconomic relations, rather than biological neces
sity, provide the common ground for political struggle. The Marxist model, however, 
is not without problems of its own, and Wittig identifies two. First, Marx's analysis 
of the proletariat (industrial workers) as a class itself depends on an already natural
ized sexual division of labor that obscures the class conflict between men and women 
(constituted not as natural categories but on the basis of their different relations to 
the economic foundations of society). The subordination of women cannot simply be 
subsumed under the class conflict between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat; it 
must rather be understood as an independent, if related, historical developttt~nt. 
Second, Marxism has failed to develop a model of subjectivity that might enable 
women and other oppressed groups to constitute themselves as individual historical 
subjects. While Marxism allows for class consciousness, it has rejected as idealist the 
"transcendental subject" of Western philosophy. Wittig sets feminism the difficult 
task of defining the individual subject of feminist struggle in materialist terms, though 
she is less clear about l10w to coordinate the various-sometimes conflicting-class 
identifications that women have (different races, social classes, nationalities). Just as 
Marxism occludes the different investments of men and women in economic class, 
feminism runs the risk of obscuring the different ways in which women of different 
races and classes experience gender. Yet despite its problems, Wittig's challenging 
essay remains a central document in the essentialism debate within feminism that 
has continued since the 1980s. 
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• One Is Not Born a Woman 

A materialist feminist I approach to women's oppression destroys the idea 
that women are a "natural group": "a racial group of a special kind, a group 
perceived as natural, a group of men considered as materially specific in their 
bodies."2 What the analysis accomplishes on the level of ideas, practice 
makes actual at the level of facts: by its very existence, lesbian society 
destroys the artificial (social) fact constituting women as a "natural group." 
A lesbian society3 pragmatically reveals that the division from men of which 
women have been the object is a political one and shows that we have been 
ideologically rebuilt into a "natural group." In the case of women, ideology 
goes far since our bodies as well as our minds are the product of this manip-

1. Christine Delphy, "Pour un fj!mlnlsme matj!rl
aliste," L'Arc 61 (1975). Translated as "Fora Mate
rialist Feminism," Feminist Issues I, no. 2 (winter 
1981) (except as Indicated, all notes are WlttlS's). 
2. Colette Guillaumln, "Race et Nature: Syst~me 
des marques, Idj!e de groupe naturel et rapports 
sociaux," Pluriel, no. 1I (1977). Translated as 
"Race and Nature: The System of Mark., the Idea 

of a Natural Group and Social Relationships," 
Feminisl I ....... 8, no. 2 (fall 1988). 
3. I use the word soc"'", with an extended anthro
pological meaning; strlct/r. speaking, it does not 
refer to societies, in that esbian societies do not 
exist completely autonomously from heterosexual 
social systems. 
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ulation. We have been compelled in our bodies and in our minds to corre
spond, feature by feature, with the idea of nature that has been established 
for us. Distorted to such an extent that our deformed body is what they call 
"natural," what is supposed to exist as such before oppression. Distorted to 
such an extent that in the end oppression seems to be a consequence of this 
"nature" within ourselves (a nature which is only an idea). What a materialist 
analysis does by reasoning, a lesbian society accomplishes practically: not 
only is there no natural group "women" (we lesbians are living proof of it), 
but as individuals as well we question "woman," which for us, as for Simone 
de Beauvoir, is only a myth. She said: "One is not born, but becomes a 
woman. No biological, psychological, or economic fate determines the figure 
that the human female presents in society: it is civilization as a whole that 
produces this creature. intermediate between male and eunuch, which is 
described as feminine. "4 

However, most of the feminists and lesbian-feminists in America and else
where still believe that the basis of women's oppression is biological as well 
as historical. Some of them even claim to find their sources in Simone de 
Beauvoir.' The belief in mother right and in a "prehistory" when women 
created civilization (because of a biological predisposition) while the coarse 
and brutal men hunted (because of a biological predisposition) is symmet
rical with the biologizing interpretation of history produced up to now by the 
class of men. It is still the same method of finding in women and men a 
biological explanation of their division, outside of social facts. For me this 
could never constitute a lesbian approach to women's oppression, since it 
assumes that the basis of society or the beginning of society lies in hetero
sexuality. Matriarchy is no less heterosexual than patriarchy: it is only the 
sex of the oppressor that changes. Furthermore, not only is this conception 
still imprisoned in the categories of sex (woman and man), but it holds onto 
the idea that the capacity to give birth (biology) is what defines a woman. 
Although practical facts and ways of living contradict this theory in lesbian 
society, there are lesbians who affirm that "women and men are different 
species or races (the words are used interchangeably): men are biologically· 
inferior to women; male violence is a biological inevitability ... "6 By doing· 
this. by admitting that there is a '!r.atu·ral" division between women and men, 
we naturalize history. we assume that "men" and "women" have always>· 
existed and will always exist. Not only do we naturalize history, but also 
consequently we naturalize the social phenomena which express our oppres
sion, making change impossible. For example, instead of seeing giving birth 
as a forced production, we see it as a "natural," "biological" process, forget
ting that in our societies births are planned (demography), forgetting that 
we out'selves are programmed to produce children, while this is the only 
social activity "short of 'var"~ that presents such a great danger of death. 
Thus, as long as we will be "unable to abandon by will or impulse a lifelong 
and centuries-old commitment to childbearing as the female creative act;"~ 
gaining control of the production of chi~dren will mean much more than the 

4. Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex [tl"ans. 
1-f.1'1. ParshleyJ (New York: Bantam, 1952). 
p. 249. [REAUVOIR (1908-1986), French novelist, 
philosupher. and feminist-editor's not".) 
5. R.cdstockings, Fen.htist Revolution (~ew York: 
llandmn tlouse. 1978), p. 18. 

6. Andrea Dworkin, "Biological Superioritr The 
World's Most Dangerous and Deadly Idea,' Here
sie. 6 (1989): 46. 
7. Ti-Grace Alklnson, A ..... """ Od)' •• ,,)' (New York: 
Links Books, 1974), p. 15. 
8. Oworkln, 01'. cit. 
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mere control of the material means of this production: women will have to 
abstract themselves from' the definition "woman" which is imposed upon 
them. .:' 

A materialist feminist approach shows that what wEltake for the cause or 
origifiof oppression is in fact only the mark' imposed by theoppressdr: the 
"myth of woman,"· plus' its'material'effects and manifestations in the appro
priated consciousness :and bodies of women. 'Thus, 'this mark does not pre" 
date oppression:' Colette . Guillaumin2 has shown that' 'before the 
socioeconhmic reality of black slavety,.the concept of race did not exist, at 
least not in its modern meaning, since it was applied to the lineage of fam
ilies. However, now, race, exactly like sex, is taken as an "immediate given," 
a "sehsible given," "physical features," belonging to a natural order. Blit what 
we believe to be a physical and direct perception is only a sophisticated and 
mythic construction, ari "imaginary formation/'3which reinterprets physical 
features ,(in themselves as· neutral· as any others· but marked by the social 
system) through the netw'Ork oftelationshil's in which they are perceived. 
(They are seen as black; therefore they' are black; they arei seen as 'women, 
therefore, they are 'Women. But before being seen that waynhey first had to 
be'made that way.) Lesbians should always remember and acknowledge how 
"unnatural," compelling(totally oppressive, and destructive being "woman" 
was· for us in the old days before the women's liberation movement. It was a 
political constraint; and those who resisted it were accused of not being "real" 
women. But then we were proud of "it; since in the aC'cusation there' was 
already something like a shadow of victory: the avowal by' the oppressor that 
"woman" 'is not something that goes without saying, since to,be'ofie, one has 
to bea "real" one. We were at the same 'time accused of wanting to be'men. 
Today this double accusation has been taken up again' widi' enthusiasrnin 

, the context of the women's liberation movement by sOme' feJriinists and also, 
'dlas, by some lesbians whose political goal seems somehow:to be becoming 
more and more "feminine/' To refuse to be a woman," however, 'does not 
rriean. that one has to become· a: man. Besides, if we take as an' example the 
perfect '''butch,'' the classic example which provokes the most 'horror~ whom 
Proust4 would haye ca:lleda woman/man, how is het aliertation different 
from' that of someone who wants to become a woman? Tweedledum and 
Tweedledee.' At least for·a woman,-. wanting to become a man 'proves that 
she has escaped .her initial programtrtiri'g: But even if she would like to, with 
all her strength, she cannot. become a man. For becoming a man would 
demand from '·a woman ncit only a'man's external appearance but .his; con
sciousnessas well, that is, the consciousness of one who' disposes by- right 
of at least two "natural" slaves during his life span. This is impossible,and 
one feature of lesbiart oppression'-consists' precisely of makirig women out of 
reach for us; since women belong to men. Thus a lesbian has to be something 
else, a not-woman, a not-man, a product. of society, not a product of nature, 
for there is no nature 'fn society.' ;. ," : .' I . 

9, Guilla':'mi~, op, cit, 
1.. Beauvolr, op, clt. .... . . 
2. French sociolOgist and femlnf~t, theorist (b. 
1934), author of Racism, Sexism, Power, and Ide
ology (1995) [editor'. note], 
3. Guillaumin. ,jRace and Nature," 

4. MarceJ Pro':'st (1871,-192,2), French novelist 
[editor's note]. . ' . 
5. P~rblaJ n~me,j for Indl~tlngulshabJe entities, 
personified as two brothers· In Lewls ClIlToJl's 
Through the Looking-Glass (1872) [editor's note). 
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The refusal to become (or to remain) heterosexual always meant to refuse to 
become a man or a woman, consciously or not. Fat a lesbian this goes further 
than the refusal of the role "woman." It is the refusal of-the economic, ide
ological, and political power of a man. This, we lesbians, and non lesbians as 
well, knew before the beginning of the lesbian and feminist movement: How
ever, as Andrea Dworkin emphasizes, many lesbians recently "have increas
ingly tried to transform the very ideology that has enslaved us into a dynamic, 
religious, psychologically compelling celebration of female biological poten
tial."6 Thus, some avenues of the feminist and lesbian movement lead us 
back to the myth of woman which was created by men especially for us, and 
with it we sink back into a natural group. Having stood up to fight for a 
sexless society,7 we now find ourselves entrapped in the familiar deadlock of 
"woman is wonderful." Simone de Beauvoir underlined particularly the false 
consciousness8 which consists of selecting among the features of the myth 
(that women are different from men) those which look good and using them 
as a definition for women. What the concept "woman is wonderful" accom
plishes is that it retains for defining women the best features (best according 
to whom?) which oppression has granted us, and it does not radically ques
tion the ·categories "man" and "woman," which are political categories and 
not natural givens. It puts us in a position of fighting within the class 
"women" not as the other classes do, for the disappearance of our class, but 
for the defense of "woman" and its reenforceinent. It leads us to develop 
with complacency "new" theories about our specificitY: . thus, we· call our 
passivity "nonviolence," when the main 'and emergent point for us is to fight 
our passivity (our fear, rather, a justified one). The ambiguity of the term 
"feminist" sums up the whole situation. What does I'feminist"'mean? Femi
nist is formed with the word "femme," "wohtan," and means: someone who 
fights for women. For many of us it means,'someone who fights for women 
as a ChlSS and for the disappearance of this class. For many others it means 
someone who fights for woman and her de fen se-for the myth, then, arid its 
reenforcement. But why was the word "feminist" 'chosen if it retains the least 
ambiguity? We chose to call ourselves "feminists" ten years ago, notin order 
to support 01' reenforce the myth of woman,nor to identify ourselves With 
the oppressor's definition of us, but rather to affirm that our movement had 
a history and to emphasize the political link with the old feminist moveJ:Qent. 

It is, then, this movement that we can put in question for·the meaning 
that it gave·to feminism. It so happens that feminism in the last century 
could never resolve its contradictions on the subject of nature/culture, 
woman/society. Women started to fight for themselves·as a group and rightly 
considered that they ~hared common features as a result of oppression. But 
for them these features were natural and biological rather than ·social. They 
went so far as to adopt the Darwinist theory of evolution. They did not believe 
like Darwin, however, "that women were less evolved than men, but they did 
believe that male and female natures had diverged in the course of evolu
tionary development and that society at large reflected this polarization."9 

6. Dworkin, op. elt. [Dworkin (b. 1946), American 
feminist writer known for opposition to pornogra
phy and claim that there is no such thing as con
sensual (heterosexual) sex-editor's nole.] 
7. Atkinson, p. 6: "it feminism has any logic at all, 
it mu st be working for a sexless society." 
8. Marxist term referring to the tendency to view 

reality in way. congruent with the Interests of the 
dominant orthodoxy rather than in ways that 
reflect an individual', ela.sintere.t [editor's note]. 
9. Rosalind Ro.en~erg. "In Search of Woman'. 
Nature," F ...... ngt.Stt,,'ies 3, nos. 1/2 (1975): 144. 
[Charles Darwin (1809-1892), English natural
i.t-edltor's note_] 
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"The failure of early feminism was that it only attacked the Darwinist charge 
of female inferiority, while accepting the foundations of this charge
namely, the view of woman as 'unique.' "1 And finally it was Women schol
ars-and not feminists~who scientifically destroyed this theory. But the 
early feminists had failed to regard history as a dynamic process which devel
ops from conflicts of interests. Furthermore, they still believed ~s men do 
that the cause (origin) of their oppression lay within thems!,!lves. And 
therefore after some astonishing victories the feminists of this first front 
found themselves at an impasse out of a lack' ~f reasons to fight. They upheld 
the illogical principle of "equality in difference," an idea now· being born 
again. They fell back into the trap which threatens us once again: the myth 
of woman. 

Thus it is our historical task, and only ours, to define what we call oppres
sion in matfrialist terms, to make it evident that women are a class, which 
is to say that the category "woman" as well as the category "man" are political 
and economic categories not eternal ones. Our fight aims to suppress men 
as a class, not through a genocidal, but a political struggle. Onc~ the class 
"men" disappears, "women" as a class will disappear as well, for there are no 
slaves without masters. O~r first task, it seems, is to always thoroughly dis
sociate "women" (the class within which w~ fight) and "woman,': the myth. 
For "woman" does not exist for us: it is only ~n imaginary formation, while 
"women" is the product of a social relationship. We felt this strongly when 
everywhere we refused to be called a "woman's liberation .movement." 
Furthermore, we have tq destroy the myth inside and outside ourselves. 
"Woman" is not each one of us, but the political and ideological formation 
which negates "women" (the product of a relation of exploitation). "Woman" 
is there to confuse us, to hide the reality "women." In order to be aware of 
being a class and to become a class we first have to kill the myth of '~woman" 
including its most seductive aspects (I think about Virginia Woolf2 when she 
said the first task of a woman writer is to kill' "the angel in the house") .. But 
to become a class we do not have to suppress our individual selves, and since 
no individual can be reduced to her/his oppression we' are also confronted 
with the historical necessity of constituting 'ourselves as the individual sub
jects of our history as well. I believe this is the reason why all these attempts 
at "new" definitions of woman are blossoming now. What is at stake (and of 
course not only for women) is an individual definition as well as a class 
definition. For once one has acknowledged oppression, one needs to know 
and experience the fact that one can constitute oneself as a subject (as 
opposed to an object of oppr~ssion), that one'elln become someone in spite 
of oppression, that one has one's own identity. there is no possible fight for 
someone deprived of an identity, no internal motivation for fighting, since, 
although I can fight only with others, first I fight for myself. 

The question of the individual subject is historically a difficult one for 
everybody. Marxism, the last avatar of materialism, the science which has 
politically formed us, does not want to hear anything about a "subject." Marx
ism has rejected the transcendental subject, the subject as constitutive of 

I. Ibid., p. 146. 
2. English writer (1882-194 I). The reference Is 
to WOOLF's "Professions for Women lJ (lecture, 

1931; published 1942); the "Angel" Is the Victorian 
ideal of self-sacrificing womanhood [editor', note]. 
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knowledge, the "pure" consciousness. All that thinks per se, before all expe
rience. has ended up in the garbage can of history, because it claimed to 
exist outside matter. prior to matter. and needed God, spirit, or soul to exist 
in such a way. This is what is called "idealism." As for individuals, they ~re 
only the product of social relations, therefore their consciousness can only 
be "alienated." (Marx.~ in TIle German Ideology, says precisely that individ
uals of the dominating class are also alienated, although they are the direct 
producers of the ideas that alienate the classes oppressed by them. But since 
they draw visible advantages from their own alienation they can bear it with
out too much suffering.) There exists such a thing as class consciousness, 
but a consciousness which does not refer to a particular subject, except as 
participating in general conditions of exploitation at the same time as the 
other subjects of their class. all sharing the same consciousness. As for the 
practical class problems-outside of the class problems as traditionally 
defined-that one could encounter (for example, sexual problems), they were 
considered "bourgeois" problems that would disappear with the final victory 
of the class struggle. "Individualistic," "subjectivist," "petit bourgeois," these 
were the labels given to any person who had shown problems which could 
not be reduced to the "class struggle" '~seJf. 

Thus Marxism has denied the members of oppressed classes the attribute 
of being a subject. In doing this. Ma~ism;'because of the ideological and 
political power this "revolutionary s~ience" immediately exercised upon the 
workers' movement and all other political groups, has prevented all catego
ries of oppressed peoples from constititting themselves historically as sub
jects (subjects of their struggle, for example)'. This means that the "masses" 
did not fight for themselves but for the p~rty or its organizations. And when 
an economic transformation took place (end of private property, constitution 
of the socialist state). no revolutionary change took place within the new 
society. because the people themselves did not change. 

For women, Marxism had two results. It prevented them from being aware 
that they are a class and therefore from constituting themselves as a class 
for a very long time. by leaving the relation "women/men" outside of the 
social order, by turning it into a natural relation, doubtless for Marxists the 
only one. along with the relation of mothers to children, to be seen this way, 
and by hiding the class conflict between men and women behind a naturaf 
dh'ision of labor (The Germa1l Ideology). This concerns the theoretical (ide
ological) level. On the practical level, Lenin,4 the party, all the communist 
par-ties up to now. including all the most radical political groups, have always 
reacted to any attempt on the part of women to reflect and form groups 
based on their own class problem with an accusation of divisiveness. By 
uniting. we women are dividing the strength of the people. This means that 
for the Marxists women belong either to the bourgeois class or to the pro
letariat class, in other words, to the men of these classes. In addition, Marxist 
theory does not aIlow women any more than other classes of oppressed peo
ple to constitute themselves as historical subjects, because Marxism does not 
take into account the fact that a class also consists of individuals one by one. 

_~. h.,\HI MARX (1818-1883), Gennan economic, 
~ociaJ. and political philosopher; The Gernlll.n Ide
olo:!.' WO!; written in 1845-46 and published in 
] 9.31 I editor's note]: 

4, v, I. Lenin (1870-1924). Marxist revolutionary 
leader and theorist of the Bolshevik revolution and 
first head of the new Soviet government [editor's 
note). 
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Class consciousness is not enough. We must try to understand philosophi
cally (politically) these concepts of "subject" and "class consciousness" 'and 
how they work in: relation to our history; 'When we discover that women are 
the objects" of oppression "and appropriation, at the very 'moment that we 
become able to .perceive this, we become subjects in the sense of cognitive 
subjects, through an operation of-abstraction. Consciousness of oppression 
is not only a reaction to (fight against) oppression. It is also the whole con
ceptual reevaluation·of the social world, its whole reorganization with: new 
concepts, from ,the point of view of oppression. It is what I would call the 
science of oppression created by the oppressed. This operation of-under
standing reality has to be undertaken by every one of us: call it a subjective, 
cognitive practice. The movement back and forth between the levels of reality 
(the conceptual reality and the material reality of oppression; which are' both 
social realities) is accomplished through language. ' 

It is we who historically must undertake the task of defining the individual 
subject in materialist terms.This certainly seems to be'an'i~possibilitysince 
materialism and subjectivity have always been mutually exclusive. Neverthe
less, and rather than despairing of. ever ,understandingi we must recognize 
the need to reach subjeq,tivity in the abandonment by many of us to the myth 
"woman'.' (the myth of woman being only a snare that holds lis up). This real 
necessity for everyone to exist as· an individual, as .·wellas a member of a 
class, is perhaps theHrst condition for. the. accomplishment of a revolution, 
without which there can be no real fight or transformation; But the opposite 
is also true; without class and cla'ss consciousness there are no real subjects, 
only alienated individuals; For women to answer the question of the individ
ualsubjectin materialist terms is first to' show; as the lesbians and feminists 
did, that supposedly "subjective," "individual/' !'private" problems are in fact 
social problems, class problems; that sexuality is no~ for women an individual 
and subjective .expression, but a social institution of violence. But once we 
have shown that all so-called personal problems are'in .fact class problems, 
we will still be left with the question of the subject of each singular woman---
not the·myth, but ·each one of us. At this point, let us:.saythat a new personal 
and subjective definition for all humankind can only be found beyond the 
categories of sex (woman and man) and that the adventofindividual subjects 
demands first destroying the categories of sex, en4ing the use of them, and 
rejecting all sciences which ,still use these categori~sas their fundamentals 
(practically all social sciences). 

To destroy "woman" does not mean that we aim, short of physical destruc
tion, to destroy lesbianism simultaneously with the categories of sex, because 
lesbianism provides for the moment the only social form in which we can 
live freely. Lesbian is the only concept.l know of which is beyond the cate
gories of sex (woman and man), because the designated subject (lesbian) is 
not a woman; 'either economically, or polU:ically, or ideologically. For what 
makes a woman is'a specific social relation to a man, a relation that we have 
previously called servitude,5 a relation which implies personal and physical 
obligation as well as econo,~ic obligation ("forced r~sidence,"" domestic cor-

5, In an article published in L'ldloi int"maiional 
(mal 1970), whose original title was "Pour' un 
mouvement de Iib~ration des femmes" (For a 

Woman', Libei'atlo~ MOVement). . 
6, Christiane Rocherort, Le! stance. a . Sop"i" 
(Paris: Grasset, 1963). 
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vee, conjugal duties, unlimited production of children, etc.), a relation which 
lesbians escape by refusing to become or to stay heterosexuaL We are escap
ees from our class in the same way as the American runaway slaves were 
when escaping slavery and becoming free: For us this is an absolute neces
sity; our survival demands that we contribute aJl our strength to the destruc
tion of th.e class of women within which'ipen appropriate women. This can 
be accomplished only by the destruction of heterosexuality as a social system 
which is based on the oppression of women by men and which produces the 
doctrine of the difference between the sexes to justify this oppression. 

SANDRA M. GILBERT 
h. 1936 

1981 

SUSAN GUBAR 
h. 1944 

Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar's Madwoman in the Attic (1979) is a landmark 
of 1970s American feminism. The book encapsulates bbththe strengths and limita
tions of that first decade of "second-wave feminism. '! (First-wave feminism produced 
the Declaration of Women's Rights of 1848 and culminated in the ultimately suc
cessful campaign for female suffrage during the ,early twentieth century.) An out
growth of the. ciVil rights and student protest movements of ·the 1960s, second-wave 
feminism has proved to be among the most durable of the sixties' legacies. In its initial 
phase, contemporary feminists were pulled between its separatist and assimilationist 
tendencies. They debated whether women were· better off disavowing the given order 
altogether, choosing instead to form their own 'communities, or striving for equal 
treatDlent within patriarchal institutions while. Working to reform them. The Mad
woman in the Attic reflects the pressures from both sides. All parties to the dispute, 
however, assumed that every woman shares a set of similar experiences and that 
patriarchy-the male-dominated social order-is' everywhere' essentially the same. 
These assumptions became problematic later on, and they have been challenged by 
feminists such as BARBARA SMITH, BELL HOOKS, GLORIA ANZAlDUA, and .Ji,I1;>ITH 
BUTLER. .' 

Born in New York City, Sandra M. Gilbert attended Cornell University, where she 
was active in undergraduate literary circles. She received herM.A. from New York 
University and her Ph.D. in English literature from Cohimbia ·University. The author 
of six books of poetry along with her literary criticism, Gilbert has taught at California 
State University at Ha)!Ward, Indiana University, Prince ton University, and the Uni
versity of California at Davis. She and Susan Gubar (who was also born in New York 
City, and received her Ph.D. from the University of Iowa in ,1972) mettn 1973; both 
were young professors at Indiana University, where Gubar continues to teach. The 
Madwoman in the Attic grew out of the course in women'. literature that the two 
team-taught. Gilbert and Gubar have· continued to collaborate, while also writing 
single-authored books. They were jointly named Ms. magazine's "Woman of the Year" 
in 1986 for their work as editors of The Norton Anthology of Literature by Women. 

Building on the earlier 19705 feminist books by Ellen Moers arid Elaine Show
alter, The Madwoman in the Attic develops the notion that women writers can be 
understood as a group-and understood as "partiCipat[ing] in a quite different lit
erary subculture from that inhabited by male writers." Such separation is ambigu
ous: "exhilarating" at its best, "profoundly debilitating" at its worst. Gilbert and 
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Gubar argue that the influential Oedipal model developed by HAROLD BLOOM to 
describe the relation of post-Enlightenment male writers to each o.ther does not 
fit the entirely different situation of women in a male-dominated literary tradition. 
The female "anxiety of authorship" described by Gilbert and Gubar was an "isola
tion that felt like illness, [an] alienation that felt like madness" as wo'men writers 
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries wielded their pens in defiance of the 
social injunction that writing was not women's work. Each women Writer had to 
steal (at great risk and great cost to herself) a right to write that society extended 
only to men-and she looked to earlier women writers to see how such a theft 
could be pulled off. These "eighteenth-and nineteenth-century foremothers" ena
ble the work of "contemporary women [who] ... attempt the pen with energy and 
authority." 

For the aggression and competitiveness found in Bloom's account of the relation 
between male authors, Gilbert and Gubar thus substitute "the secret sisterhood" of 
role models who show that women can write. (Their own collaboration breaks with 
the model of (the isolated, individual scholar.) The connection remain~ "secret" 
because th'e early women writers they discuss still "fear ... the antagonfsm of male 
readers" and "dread" assuming "the patriarchal authority of art." But the tradition of 
women writers does provide resources for each new woman author. 

Gilbert and Gubar famously make evident the high costs women writers pay for 
success. The madwoman in the attic (a reference to Bertha, Rochester's hidden first 
wife. in Charlotte BronUl's Jane Eyre) stands for everything the woman writer must 
try to repress....:....though never with complete success-in order to write books accept
able by male standards. In detailing the various illnesses that women suffer~ Gilbert 
and Gubar open up questions of bodily experience and mainstream medicine that are 
also pursued by Elaine Showalter, MICHEL FOUCAULT, and SUSAN BORDO. Employing 
a psychological approach to literature, they focus on the psychic cost of repression 
and on bodily symptoms that are interpreted as responses to societal oppression. For 
Gilbert and Gubar, women need to speak and write, but they must do so in a world 
that strives to keep t~em silent. The woman who speaks out is branded "an active 
monster"; the woman who remains silent risks madness. 

As feminism moved into the 19805, Gilbert and Gubar's approach was sometimes 
derided as "Anglo-American" or "liberal" feminism, defined as the effort to achieve 
equal status for w0l!len within existing social institl,ltions. Their treatment of "woman" 
as a unitary category was also challenged. In placing Anne Sexton, an American poet 
of the 1960s, alongside Charlotte Brontt!, a Victorian novelist, they looked historically 
naive, while their omission of nonwhite women writers seemed to point to an addi
tional blind spot. Differences of race, class, sexual orientation, ethnicity, and histor
ieal period not only meant that not all women had the same fundamental experiences 
but also suggested that women writers could not be judged and valued according to 
one universal standard. The intensified exploration of difference challenged the 
notion of "sisterhood," the heady 1970s assumption that all woman shared certain 
basic similarities and would gain political unity through their common experience of 
being oppressed. 

But we should not consign The Madwoman in the Attic to a now-surpassed moment 
of feminism, as is sometimes done. Gilbert and Gubar attend to the strategies woman 
have adopted to survive in a male-dominated society, thus focusing on the world that 
most women inhabit. The recovery of women's histories and the celebration of 
women's successes within that male world have proven useful. Traditions are con
structed, not discovered, and Gilbert and Gubar offer one remarkable example of how 
feminist critics can create a usable past, can uncover the achievements and resis
tances unrecorded by official histories. By being alert both to what women writers 
have 50 gloriously done and to the high costs paid for those successes, Gilbert and 
Gubar offer a nuanced view of what it means to dwell in relatively powerless positions 
within a world one did not make. 
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From The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and 
the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination 

FnJ11t Chapter 2. Infection in the Sentence: The Woman Writer and the 
Anxiety of Authorship 

The man who does not know sick women does not know women 
-So Weir Mitchell 

I try to describe this long limitation, hoping that with such power 
as is now mine, and such use of language as is within that power, 
this will convince anyone who cares about it that this "living" of 
mine had been done under a heavy handicap .... 

A Word dropped ca .. dess on a Page 
May stimulate an eye 
When folded in perpetual seam 
The Wrinkled Maker Iic 

-Charlotte Perkins Gilman 
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Infection in the sentence breeds 
We may inhale Despair 
At distances of Centuries 
Frotn'the Ntalaria~> 

I stand in the ring 
in the dead City 
and tie on the red shoes . . - . . .' ..................... 
They are not mine, 
they are my mother's, 
her mother's befQre, 

1 ;'. 

handed down like an heirloom 
. but' hidde!l.like shameful letters; 

-Emily Dickinson 

-Anne Sext~n' 

What does it mean to be a woman writer ib.' a culture whose fundamental 
'definitions, of literary authority are, as ~e hayeseen, b?th overtly and COV~t;t1y 
patriarch~l? If the, "exed and vexing polarities of angel and monster, sweet 
dumb SnowWhite and fierce mad Queen, ar~ major images literary tradition 
offers women, .how does such .imagery influence the ways. in which women 
attempt the pen? If the Queen's Iboking glass speaks with the King's voice,2 

'how do its perpetual kingly admonitions affect the Queen's ,own voice? Since 
his is the chief voice she hears, does the QueEm :try.to sound like the King, 
imitilting his tone, his iii~ections; his phra~ing; his ':pointof view? Or does 
she "talk bllck" to him in her oWn vocabiilary,her:own :timbre, insisting ori 
her oWn vieWpOInt? Wc:i'helieve these ar~'basiCquestii::ms feminist literary 
criticil'm-b~th theoretical. and practical':"'-must ilQ~~ert and consequently 
they ~r~" questiOJls Jo which we'. shall turn again an~1' again, not only in .this 
chapterl;Jut in'all ourread~ngs of nineteel1-th-ce~turyliterature by women. 
, That .writers assimilate and then consciously or unconsciously affirm or 

deny' the achievem~nts of-theit'predecessors is, of. course, a central.fact of 
literary history, a fact whose aesthetic and· metaphysical implications have 
been discussed in detail-by theorists as diverse 'as T. S. Eliot, M. H. Abrams, 
Erich Auerbach, arid Frank Kermod~.3 More recently, some literary theorists 
pave begun to explore what we might call the psychology of literary history....:... 
the tensions and anxieties, hostilities and inadequacies writers feel when they 
confront not only the achievements of their predecessors but the traditions 
of genre, style, . and 'metaphor that tH.ey inherit from such "forefathers." 
Increasingly, :thest!critiC's study the ways iri which, as J. Hillis Miller has put 

1. Epigraphs: Doctor on P,,'/ .... , (Philadelphia: 
Lipplncott, 1888), quoted In llza Veith, !Iystsria: 
The History of" DisetU" (Chicago: UnIVersity of 
Chicago Press, 1965), pp. 219-20; Th .. Living of 
Clu.rlotts P"rld ... Gilman (1935; reprint, New 
York: Harper and Row, 1975)1. p. 104; } .. 1261 in 
The Poems of Bm;ly Dlcldnso .. , "d. Thomas John. 
son, 3 vols. (Cambridge, .Mass.: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 1955); ''The Red Shoes," 
in The Book of Folly (Boston: HoughtOil Mlfflin. 
1972), pp. 28-29· [Gilbert and Gubar's note; 
except as Indicated, all subsequent notes are 
theirs]. Mitchell (1829-1914), American physi. 
cian and author, specializing in nervous diseases. 
Gilman (1860-1935), American feminist author 
and lecturer who underwent and strongly criticized 
Mitchell's "rest cure." Dlckinson (1830-1886), 
American poet. Sexton (1928-1974), American 

. feminist poet. 
2. Gilbert and Gubar make this argument In chap
ter· 1 of Madwoma .. · In ,"" Attic, '7he Queen's 
Lookln~ Glass" {editor's note]. 
3. In 'Tradition and the Individual Talent" 
[I 9191. Eliot of course considers these matters; in 
Mi ..... sis [1946] Auerbach traces th~ ways In which 
the realist includes what ha~ 1!een previously 
excluded from art; and in The S-"'" of .... Bnding 
[1967] Frank Kennoo" oihows how poets and nov
elists lay bare the literariness of their predecessors' 
forms in order to explore the dissonance between 
fiction and reality. [t;:L10i'(l888~1965),AmericBn
born English r.oet and .critlc; .for ''Tradition and the 
Individual ta ent,". see' libbve. Abrams (b. 1912), 
American literary eriti .. , Ati~rl>aeh (1892-1957), 
German critic. J(ermoc!e (b,'1919), English literary 
crltlc-editor's note.] 
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it, a Hterary text "is inhabited ... by a long chain of parasitical presences, 
echoes, allusions, guests, ghosts of previous texts."4 

As Miller himself also notes, the first and foremost student of such Hterary 
psychohistory has been Harold Bloom. 5 Applying Freudian structures'to lit
erary genealogies, Bloom has postulated that the dynamiCs of literary history 
arise from the artist's "anxiety of influence/'his fear that he.is not his own 
creator and that the works of his predecessors, existing before and beyond 
him, assume essential priority over his own writings. In fact, as we pointed 
out in our discussion of the metaphor of literary paternity, Bloom's paradigm 
of the sequential historical relationship between literary a'rtists is the rela
tionship of father and son, specifically that relationship as it was defined by 
Freud. Thus Bloom explains that a "strong poet" must engage in heroic war
fare with his "precursor," for, involved as he is in a literary Oedipal struggle, 
a man can only become a poet by somehow invalidating his poetic father. 

Bloom's model of literary history is intensely (even exclusively) male, artd 
necessarily patriarchal. For this reason it has seemed, and no doubt will 
continue to seem, offensively sexist to some feminist critics. Not only, after 
all, does Bloom describe literary history as the crucial warfare of fathers and 
sons, he sees Milton's fiercely masculine fallen Satan as the type of the poet 
in our culture, and he metaphorically defines the poetic.process as a sexual 
encounter between a male poet and his female muse. ,Where, then, does the 
female poet fit in? Does she want to annihilate a "forefather" or a "fore
mother"? What if she can find no models; no precursors? Does· she have a 
muse, and what is its sex? Such questions are inevitable in any-female con
sideration of Bloomian poetics.6 And yet, from a feminist perspective, their 
inevitability may be just the point; it may, that is, call our attention not to 
what is wrong about Bloom's conceptualization of,the dynamics of Western 
literary history, but to what is right (or at least suggestive) about his theory. 

For Western Hterary history is overwhelmingly-male-or, more accurately, 
patriarchal...,.-'-and Bloom analyzes and explains this fact, while other theorists 
have ignored it, precisely, one supposes, because they assumed literature 
had to be male. Like Freud, whose psychoanalytic postulates permeate 
Bloom's literary psychoanalyses of the "anxiety of influence," Bloom has 
defined processes of interaction that his predecessors did not bother to con
sider because, among other reasons, they were themselves so caugltf'up in 
such processes. Like Freud, too, Bloom has insisted on bringing to con
sciousness assumptions readers and writers do not ordinarily examine. In 
doing so, he has clarified the implications of the· psychosexual and socio
sexual contexts by which every literary text is surrounded, and thus the mean
ings of the "guests':' and "ghosts" which inhabit texts themselves. Speaking 
of Freud, the feminist theorist Juliet MitchelI has remarked that "psycho
analysis is not a recommendation for a patriarchal society, but an analysis of 
one."? The same sort of statement could be made about Bloom's model of 
literary history, which is not a recommendation for but an analysis of the 

4, J. Hillis Miller, "The Limits of Pluralism, Ill: 
The Critic as Host," Critical Inquiry 3, no. 3 
(spring 1977): 446. 
5, American literary critic (b. 1930; sce above), 
author of Ths Anxiety of Influence (1972). On SIG
MUNI> FIIEUI> (1856-1939), the Austrian founder 
of psychoanalysis, see above r editor's note]. 
6. For a discussion of the woman writer and her 
place in Bloomlon literarv history, sec Joannc Feit 

Diehl, .. 'Come Slowly-Eden': An Exploration of 
Women Poets and Their Muse," Signs 3, no. 3 
(spring (978): 572-87. See also the responses to 
Diehl,in Signs 4, no. 1 (autumn 1978): 188-96. 
[For John Milton's Satan, see Paradise Lost 
(1 667)"':"':editor's note.] 
7. 'Juliet Mltchell, Psyc"",""",/ysls "nd Feminism 
(New York: Vintage, 1975), p. xIIi. 
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patriarchal poetics (and attendant anxieties) which underlie our culture's 
chief literary movements. 

For our purposes here, however, Bloom's historical construct is useful not 
only because it helps identify and define the patriarchal psychosexual context 
in which so much Western literature was authored, but also because it can 
help us distinguish the anxieties and achievements of female writers from 
those of male writers. If we return to the question we asked earlier-where 
does a woman writer "fit in" to the overwhelmingly and essentially male 
literary history Bloom describes?-we find we have to answer that a woman 
writer does not "fit in." At first glance, indeed, she seems to be anomalous, 
indefinable, alienated, a freakish outsider. Just as in Freud's theories of male 
and female psychosexual development there is no symmetry between a boy's 
growth and a girl's (with, say, the male "Oedipus complex" balanced by a 
female "Ele-ctra complex")8 so Bloom's male-oriented theory of the "anxiety 
of infldertce" cannot be simply reversed or inverted in order to account for 
the situation of the woman writer. 

Certainly if we acquiesce in the patriarchal Bloomian model, we can be 
sure that the female poet does not experience the "anxiety of influence" in 
the same way that her male counterpart would, for the simple reason that 
she must confront precursors who are almost exclusively male, and therefore 
significantly different from her. Not only do these precursors incarnate patri
archal authority (as our discussion of the metaphor of literary paternity 
argued), they attempt to enclose her in definitions of her person and her 
potential which, by reducing her to extreme stereotypes (angel, monster) 
drastically conflict with her own sense of her self-that is, of her subjectivity, 
her autonomy, her creativity. Oft.the one hand, therefore, the woman writer's 
male precursors !!ymbolize authority; on the other hand, despite their author
ity, they fail to define the ways in which she experiences her own identity as 
a writer. More, the masculine authority with which they construct their lit
erary personae, as well as the fierce power struggles in which they engage in 
their efforts o{:.self-creation, seem to the woman writer directly to contradict 
the terms of her own gender definition. Thus the "anxiety of influence" that 
a male poet experiences is. felt by a female poet as an even more primary 
"anxiety ofauthorship"-a radical fear that she cannot create, that because 
she can never become a "precursor" the act of writing will isolate or destroy 
her. 

This anxiety is, of course, exacerbated by her fear that not only can she 
not fight a male precursor on "his" terms and win, she cannot "beget" art 
upon the (female) body of the muse. As Juliet Mitchell notes, in a concise 
summary of the implications Freud's theory of psychosexual development 
has for women, both a boy and a girl, "as they learn to speak and live within 
society, want to take the father's [in Bloom's terminology the precursor's] 
place, and only the boy will one day be allowed to do so. Furthermore both 
sexes are born into the desire of the mother, and as, through cultural heri
tage, what the mother desires is the phallus-turned-baby, both children 

8. In Greek mythology, Electra wishes to avenge 
the death of her father. Agamemnon, whom her 
mother. Clytemnestra, has helped to murder on hll 
return from leading the Greek armleeln the Trojan 
War. Some psychologist. have arlued that a alrl 

has an Electra complex that parallels the boy's 
Oedipus complex, meaning that she feels all8reo
.Ive toward her mother and desire. her father [edi
tor'. notel. 
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desh'e to be the phallus for the mother. Again, only the boy can fully recognize 
himself in his tJJotl~er:~ desil·e. Thus both sexes repudiate the implications of 
femininity," but the girl learns (in relation to her father) ~'that her subjugation 
to the law of the father entails her becoming the representative of 'nature' 
and 'sexuality,' a chaos of spontaneous, intuitive creativity."9 

Unlike her male counterpart, then, the female artist must first struggle 
against the effects of a socialization which makes conflict with the will of 
her (male) precursors seem inexpressibly absurd, futile, or even-as in the 
case of the Queen in "Little Snow White"-self~annihiJating. Andjust as the 
male artist's struggle against his precursor takes the form of what Bloom 
calls revisionary swerves. flights. misreadings, so the female writer's battle 
for self-creation involves her in a revisionary process. Her battle, however, 
is not against her (male) precursor's reading of the world but against his 
reading of her. In order to define herself as an author she must redefine the 
the terms of her socialization. Her revisionary struggle, therefore, often 
becomes a struggle for what Adrienne Rich has called "Re-vision-the act 
of looking back. of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new 
critical direction ... an act of survivaL" I Frequently, moreover, she can 
begin such a struggle only by actively seeking a female precursor who, far 
from representing a threatening force to be denied or killed, proves byexam
ple that a revolt against patriarchal literary authority is possible. 

For this reason, as well as for the sound psychoanalytic reasons Mitchell 
and others give, it would be foolish to lock the woman artist into an Electra 
pattern matching the Oedipal structure Bloom proposes for male writers. 
The woman writer-and we shall see women doing this over and over again
searches for a female model not because she wants dutifuHy to comply with 
male definitions of her "femininity" but because she must legitimize her own 
rebellious endeavors. At the same time, like most women in patriarchal soci
ety. the woman writer does experience her gender as a painful obstacle, or 
even a debilitating inadequacy; like most patriarchaJIy conditioned women, 
in other words, she is victimized by what Mitchell calls "the inferiorized and 
'alternative' (second sex) psychology of women under patriarchy."2 Thus the 
loneliness of the female artist, her feelings of alienation from male prede
cessors coupled with her need for sisterly precursors and successors, ~J;' 
urgent sense of her need for a female audience together with her fear of the 
antagonism of male readers. her culturaHy conditioned timidity about self
dramatization, her dread of the patriarchal authority of art, her anxiety about 
the impropriety of female invention-all these phenomena of "inferioriza
tion" mark the woman writer's struggle for artistic self-definition and differ
entiate her efforts at self-creation from those of her male counterpart. 

As we shall see, such sociosexual differentiation means that, as Elaine 
Showalter has suggested. women writers participate in a quite different lit
erary subculture from that inhabited by male writers, a subculture which has 
its own distinctive literary traditions, even-though it defines itself in "ela
tion to the "main," male-dominated, literary culture-a distinctive history.~ 

9. I\litchell. Psyclwanalysis "lid Feminism. 
PI" 404-5. 
I. Adrienne Rich. "When We Dead Awaken: Writ
in~ fiN Re-Vision," in Adrien110 Rich ',fi POf'try, ed. 
Barhara Charlesworth Gelp; and Albert Gelpl 
(J',;.'w York: Norton. 1975). p. 90. [AlCII (b. 192.9). 

feminist poet and essayist-editor's note.] 
2. Mitchell. Psychoanalysis and F ..... lnl ..... ,. 402. 
3. See Elalne Showalter. A Llleralure 0 TIaeir 
Own (Prlnceton: Prlnceton University Press. 
1977). [Show.lter (b. 1941). American feminist 
literary critic-editor'. note,] 
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At best, the. ·separateness of this female subculture has been exhilarating for 
women: In recent.years, for instance, while male writers seem.incteasingly 
to have felt exhausted by the need for revisionism which Bloom's theory:of 
the ;','anxiety of influence" accurately describes, women·.writers have seen 
themselves as pioneers in a creativity so intense that their male. counterparts 
have probably not' experienced its analog since the Renaissance, or. at least 
since the Romantic era. The son of many fathers,. today's male writer feels 
hopelessly belated; the daughter of too few mothers, today's female writer 
feels that she is helping to create a viable tradition whiCh is at last definitively 
emerging . 

. There is a darker side of this female literary subculture, however, especially 
when women's struggles for literary self-creation are seEm in the psychosexual 
context described by Bloom's :Freudian theories of ·patrilineal literary inher
itance. As we noted above, for: an. "anxiety of influence" the woman writer 
substitutes what we have called an "anxiety of authorship," an anxiety.built 
from complex and often only barely conscious fears of that authority which 
seems to the female Ilrtist .to . be by definition· inappropriate., to her sex. 
Because it is based on the woman's socially determined sense of her own 
biology, this anxiety of authIJrship is quite distinctfr011l the: anxiety about 
creativity that could be, traced in such male writers as Hawthorne ,or Dos
toevsky. Indeed, to the extent that it forms one of the unique honds that.lirtk 
women in what we might call the secret sisterhood· of their literary'subcul~ 
ture, such anxiety in itself constitutes a crucial mark of that .subculture.' .. , 

In'-comparison to the "male" tradition of strong, ·father-son combat,. how7 
ever; this female anxiety of authorship is profoundly debilitating. Handed 
down not from one woman to another but from the stern Jiterary "fathers'! 
of patriarchy to all their "inferiorized" female descendants~jt is in many ways 
the germ of a dis-ease or, at any rate, a disaffection, a disturbance, a distrust, 
that spreads like a stain throughout the style and structure of much literature 
by women, especially~as we shall see in this study:-. ... throughout literature 
by women before the twentieth ·century. For if contemporary women do now 
attempt the ·pen with energy and authority, they are able to do 'so,orily 
because their eighteenth-and ni~eteenth-century foremothers· struggledjn 

. isolation that felt like illness, alienation that felt like madness,obscurity that 
felt like paralysis to overcome the anxiety of authorship. that was endemic to 
their literary subculture. Thus,: while the recent feminist emphasis on posi" 
tive role models has undoubtedly helped many women, it should not keep 
us from realizing the terrible odds against which a creative female subculture 
was established. Far from reinforcing socially oppressive sexual stereotypin&, 
only a full consideration of such problems can reveal the extraordinary 
strength of women's literary accomplishments in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries. .' 

Emily Dickinson's acute observations about"infection in the seritence," 
quoted in our epigraphs, resonate in a number of different ways, then, for 
women writers~given the literary woman's special c:ioncept of her·place in 
literary psychohistory. To begin with, the words seem to indiCate Dickinson's 
keen consciousness that, in, the, purest Bloomian' 01' Milletian sense, perni~ 
dous "guests" and "ghosts" inhabit all literary texts. For any reader, but espe
dallyfor It reader whois also a writer, every text can become a ,"sentence" 
or weapon in a kind of metaphorical germ warfare. Beyond this, however, 
the fact that "infection in the sentertce breeds" suggests Dickinson's recog-



THE MADWOMAN IN THE ATTIC I 2029 

nition that literary texts are coercive, imprisoning, fever-inducing; that, since 
literature usurps a reader's interiority, it is an invasion of privacy. Moreover, 
given Dickinson's own gender definition, the sexual ambiguity of her poem's 
"Wrinkled Maker" is significant. For while, on the. one hand, "we" (meaning 
especially women writers) "may inhale Despair" from all. those patriarchal 
texts which seek to deny female autonomy and authority, on the other hand 
"we" (meaning especially women writers) "may inhale Despair" from all those 
"foremothers" who have both overtly and covertly conveyed their traditional 
authorship anxiety to their bewildered female descendants. Finally, such tra
ditional, metaphorically matrilineal anxiety ensures that even the maker of 
a text, when she is a woman, may feel imprisoned within texts-folded and 
"wrinkled" by their pages and thus trapped in their "perpetual seam[s]" which 
perpetually tell her how she seems. 

Although contemporary women writers are relatively free of the infection 
of this "Despair" Dickinson defines (at least in comparison to their nine
teenth-century precursors), an anecdote recently related by the American 
poet and essayist Annie Gottlieb summarizes our point about the ways in 
which, for all women, "Infection in the ·sentence breeds": 

When I began to enjoy my powers as a writer, I dreamt that my mother 
had me sterilized! (Even in dreams we. still blame our .mothers for the 
punitive choices our culture forces on us.) I went after the mother-figure 
in my dream, brandishing a large knit~;'on its blade was writing. I cried, 
"Do you know what you are doing? Y~u are destroying my femaleness, 
my female power, which is important to me because.ofyou!"4 

Seeking motherly precursors, says Go'ttlieb, as if echoing' Dickinsori, the 
woman writer may find only infection," debilitation. Yet still'she must seek, 
not seek to subvert, her "female power," which is important" to her because 
of her lost literary matrilineage. In this corinection, Dickinson's own words 
about mothers are revealing, for she alternately claimed that "I never had a 
mother," that "I always ran Home to Awe .as a child .... He was an. awful 
Mother but I liked him better than none," and that "amother [was] a mir
acle."5 Yet, as we shall see, her own anxiety of ali'thorshlp was a "Despair" 
inhaled not only from the infectio~s suffered by he~ own ailing .p¥ysical 
mother, and her many tormented hterary mothers; but from the literary 
fathers who spoke to her-even "lied" ·to her-so~etimes near at hand, 
sometimes "at distances of Centuries," from the censorious looking glasses 
of literary texts. 

It is debilitating to be any woman in a society where women are warned 
that if they do not behave like angels they must be monsters. Recently, in 
fact, social scientists and social historians like Jessie Bernard, Phyllis Ches
ler, Naomi Weisstein, and Pauline Bart ·have begun to study the ways in 
which patriarchal socialization literally makes women sick, both physically 
and mentally.6 Hysteria, the disease with which Freud so famously began his 

4. Annie Gottlieb, "Feminists Look at Mother
hood," Mother Jones, Novemher 1976, p. 53. 
5. The Letters of Emily Dickin.<OH, ed. Thomas 
Johnson, 3 vols. (Cambridge, Mo •• : Belknap Press 
of Harvard University Press, 1958), 2:475, 518. 
/). See Jessie Bernard, "The Paradox of the Happy 

Marriage," Pauline B. Bart, "Depression in Mid
dle-Aged \lVomen," and Naomi Wei.stein, "Psy
chology Cortstruct. the Female," all in Vlvian 
Gornick and Barbara K. Moran, ed •. , Woman In 
Sexist Society (New York: Basle Books, 1971). See 
also Phyllis Chesler, Women "nd M"dHes., (New 
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investigations into the dynamic connections between psyche and soma,7 is by 
definition a "female disease," not so much because it takes its name from 
the Greek word for womb, hyster (the organ whiCh was in the nineteenth 
century supposed to "cause" this emotional disturbance), but because hys
teria did occur mainly among women in turn-of-the-century Vienna, and 
because throughout the nineteenth century this mental illness, like many 
other nervous disorders, was thought to be caused by the female reproductive 
system, as if to elaborate upon Aristotle's notion that femaleness was in and 
of itself a deformity.s And, indeed, such diseases of maladjustment to the 
'physical and social environment as anorexia and agoraphobia did and do 
strike a disproportionate number of women. SlIfferers from anorexia-loss 
of appetite, self-starvation-are primarily adolescent girls. Sufferers from 
agoraphobia-fear of open or "public" places-are usually female, most fre
quentlymirdle-aged housewives, as are sufferers from crippling rheumatoid 
arthriti~.9--

Such diseases are caused by patriarchal socialization in several ways. Most 
obviously, of course, any young girl, but especially a lively or imaginative 
one, is likely to experience her education in docility, submissiveness, self
lessness as in some sense Sickening. To be trained in renunciation is alm,ost 
necessarily to be trained to ill health, since the human animal's first and 
strongest urge is to his/her own survival, pleasure, assertion. In addition, 
each of the "subjects" in which a young girl is educated may be sickening ih 
a specific way. Learning to become a beautiful object, the girl learns anxiety 
about-perhaps even loathing of-her own fl~sh. Peering obsessively into 
the real as well as metaphoric looking glasses that surround her, she desires 
literally to "reduce" her own body. In the nineteenth century, as we noted 
earlier, this desir.e to be beautiful and "frail" led to tight-lacing and vinegar
drinking. In our own era it has spawned innumerable diets and "controlled" 
fasts, as well as the extraordinary phenomenon of teenage anorexia.' Simi
larly, it seems inevitable that women reared for,. and conditioned to, lives of 
privacy, reticence, domesticity, might develop pathological fears of public 
places and unconfined spaces. Like the comb, stay-laces, and apple which 
the Queen in "Little Snow White" uses as weapOhS against her hated step-

York: Doubleday, 1972). and-for a summary of 
all these matters-Barbara Ehrenrelch and Delr
dre English. Complain's .. nd Disorden: n... SfIXIUII 
Polilics of Sick .. ess (Old Westbury, N.Y.: Feminist 
Press, 1973). 
7. Body (Greek) [editor's note). 
8. In Hints 0" I ....... ity (1861) John Millar wrote 
that "Mental derangement frequently occurs In 
young females from Amenorrhoea, especially In 
those who have any strong hereditary predisposi
tion to insanity," addfng that "an occasional warm 
hlpbath or leeches to the pubis will ... befollowed 
by complete mental recovery." In 1873, Henry 
Mauldsey wrote In Body and MiKd that "the 
monthly activity of the ovaries ... has a notable 
effect upon the mind and. body; wherefore It may 
become an Imrortant cause of mental and physical 
derangement.' See especially the medical opinions 
of John MllIar. Henry Maudsley. and Andrew 
Wynter in Madness and Morals: Ideas 0 .. I ..... nity 
In ,Iu! NInetee .. '" Ce .. 'ury, ed. Vieda Skultans 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975). 
pp. 230-35. [ See ARISTOTLE (384-322 B.e.E.), 0 .. 
1Iu! Ge .... ralion of Anim .. ls-edltor's note.) 
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Stepsisters: A Feminist Perspective .on Anorexia 
Nervosa and Bulimia," Signs 2, no. 2 (winter 
1976): 342-56; Waiter Blum, ''The Thirteenth 
Guest" (on agoraphobia), In California Llving,.TIae 
Sa .. Francisco SunJay E_mlner .. nd C"ro .. icle, 17 
April 1977, pp. 8-12; Joan Arehart·Trelchel,"Can 
Your Personality Kill You?" (on female r.heumalpld 
arthritis, among other diseases), New York 10, no. 
48 (28 November 1977), 45: "According to .tudies 
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;rhe disease appears to arise In those unhappy with 
the traditional female-sex role." 
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M.D.; n... Golde .. Cage: The Enigma of Anor:<!Xia 
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Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1978). [Gilbert 
and Gubar discuss "tight-lacing and vinegar
d.rlnking"In chapter l-edltor's note.) 
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daughter, such afflictions as anorexia and agoraphobia simply carry patriar
chal definitions of "femininity" to absurd extremes, and thus function as 
essential or at least inescapable parodies of social prescriptions. 

In the nineteenth century, however, the complex of social prescriptions 
these diseases parody did not merely urge women to act in ways which would 
cause them to become ill; nineteenth-century culture seems to have actually 
admonished women to be ill. In other words, the "female diseases" from 
which Victorian women suffered were not always byproducts of their training 
in femininity; they were the goals of such training. As Barbara Ehrenreich 
and Deirdre English ha,'e shown. throughout much of the nineteenth cen
tury "Upper- and upper-middle-class women were [defined as] 'sick' [frail. 
ill]: working-class women were [defined as] 'sickening' [infectious, 
diseased]." Speaking of the "lady," they go on to point out that "Society 
agreed that she was frail and sickly," and consequently a "cult of female 
im'alidism" developed in England and America. For the products of such a 
cult, it was, as Dr. Mary Putnam Jacobi wrote in 1895, "considered natural 
and almost laudable to break down under all conceivable varieties of strain
a winter dissipation, a houseful of servants, a quarrel with a female friend, 
not to speak of more legitimate reasons .... Constantly considering their 
nerves, urged to consider them by well-intentioned but short-sighted advi
sors. [women] pretty soon become nothing but a bundle of nerves'."z 

Given this socially conditioned epidemic of female illness, it is not sur
prising to find that the angel in the house of literature frequently suffered 
not just from fear and trembling but from literal and figurative sickness unto 
death. 3 Although her hyperactive stepmother dances herself into the grave, 
after all. beautiful Snow \\'hite has just barely recovered from a catatonic 
tr-ance in her glass coffin, And if we return to Goethe's Makarie, the "good" 
woman of Wilheltn Meister's Travels whom Hans Eichner has described as 
incarnating her author's ideal of "contemplative purity," we find that this 
"model of selflessness and of purity of heart .. , this embodiment of das 
EU'ig-Weibliche, suffers from migraine headaches."" Implying ruthless self
suppression, does the "eternal feminine" necessarily imply illness? If so, we 
may have found yet another meaning for Dickinson's assertion that "Infec
tion in the sentence breeds." The despair we "inhale" even "at distances of 
centuries" may be the despair of a life like Makarie's, a life that "has no st~.!' 

At the same time, however. the despair of the monster-woman is also real, 
undeniable, and infectious. The Queen's mad tarantella is plainly unhealthy 
and metaphorically the result of too much storytelling. As the Romantic 
poets feared, too much imagination may be dangerous to anyone, male or 
female. but for women in particular patriarchal culture has always assumed 
mental exercises would have dire consequences. In 1645 John Winthrop. the 
gm'ernor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, noted in his journal that Anne 

2. Quoted in Ehrenreich and English. Ca'''plaiuts 
"lid Disorders, p. 19. 
~. Fe",. ami Trembling (1843) and 71,e Sickness 
" .. to Denth (1849) are works on religiOUS faith and 
"<"<pair by the Danish philosopher Soren Kierke
~aal"d; "the angel in the house" is the heroine oC 
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dom~sticity, by Coventry Patlnore and is the fie
tinni:ll figure whon1 VIRCINIA \~"'OOLF. in her talk 
·'p .... rc,"inll' for Women" (J 93 J; puhlished J 942), 

declared that she had to kill in order to be free to 
write [editor's note), 
4. Elchner, "The Eternal Female," in Faust., ed. 
Cyrus Hamlin, Norton Critical Edition (New York: 
w. W. Norton, 1976), p. 620, [Johann Wolfgang 
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Hopkins "has. fallen into a sad infirmity, the loss of her understanding and 
reason, which had been growing upon her divers years, by occasion' of her 
giving herself wh~lly to reading and writing, and had written many books," 
adding that "if she had attended her household affairs, and such things as 
belong to women ... she had kept her wits."s And as Wendy Martin has 
noted 

in the nineteenth century this fear of the intellectual woman became so 
intense that the phenomenon ... was .recorded in medical annals. A 
thinking woman waS considered such a breach of nature that a Harvard 
doctor reported during his autopsy on a Radcliffe gradlu~tehe discovered 
that her uterus had shrivelltid to the size of a pea.6 . 

If, then, as Anne Sexton suggests (in a poem parts of which 'we have also 
use~ here as an epigraph), the red shoes passed furtively down from woman 
to woman are the shoes of art, the Queen's dancing shoes, it is as sickening 
'to be a Queen who wears them as it is to be an angelic Makarie who repu
diates them. Several passages in Sexton's verse express what we have defined 
as "anxiety of authorship" in the form of a feverish dread of the suicidal 
tarantella of female creativity: 

And those girls, 
who wore red shoes, 
each boarded a train that would not stop. 

'~;They tore off their ears .like safety pins. 
Their arms fell'off them and became hats. 
Their heads rolled off and sangdowrt the street~ 
And their feet-oh God, their feet in: the market place-
... the feet went on. . 
The feet could not stop . 
............ ;;. ............ . 

They could .not listen. '" 
They could not stop. . 
What they did was the death dance. 
What they did .would do them in. 

Certainly infectiort breeds in these s~hi:ences; and de~pair: female art, Sexton 
suggests, has a "hidden" but' crucial tradition' of uricontrollable madness. 
Perhaps it was her semi-conscious perception of this tradition that gave Sex
ton herself "a secret fear" of being "a reincarnation" of Edna' Millay,? whose 
reputation seemed based on romance. In a letter to DeWitt Snodgrass she 
confessed that she had "a fear of writing as a 'woman writes," adding, "I wish 
I were a man-I would rather, write the way a man writes."8 After all, dancing 
the death dance, "all those girls / who wore the red 'shoes" dismantle their 
own bodies, like anorexics renouncing the guilty weight of their female flesh. 

5. John Winth';'p. The HislOry of New, England 
from 1630. 10 1649. ed. jame; S~:w.g.; ;(Bo~ton. 
1826).2:216. .... .. ::' ... .': 
'6. Wendy Martin. "Anne Bradstreel's Poetry: A 
Study of Subversive Piety. "In SluJlc.ispeare·s Siste,... 
ed. Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar (BIOom-

ington: Indiana University Press •. 1979). pp. ']9-
31. .' '. 
7. Edna St. Vincent MllIay (1892-1950); Ameri-
can poet [editor's not.;).. .: 
8, 'The Uncensored Poet: Letters of Anne Sex
ton." Ms .. 6. no. 5 (NOvember 1977): 53. 
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But if their arms, ears, and heads fall off, perhaps their wombs, too, will 
"shrivel" to "the size of a pea"? 

In this connection, a passage from Margaret Atwood's9 Lady Oracle acts 
almost as a gloss on the conflict between creativity and "femininity" which 
Sexton's violent imagery embodies (or dis-embodies). Significantly, the pro
tagonist of Atwood's novel is a writer of the sort of fiction that has recently 
heen called "female gothic," and even more significantly she too projects her 
anxieties of authorship into the fairy-tale metaphor of the red shoes. Stepping 
in glass, she sees blood on her feet, and suddenly feels that she has discov
ered 

The real red shoes, the feet punished for dancing. You could dance, or 
you could have the love of a good man. But you were afraid to dance, 
because you had this unnatural fear that if you danced they'd cut your 
feet off so you wouldn't be able to dance .... Finally you overcame your 
fear and danced, and they cut your feet off. The good man went away 
too, because you wanted to dance.' 

Whether she is a passive angel or an active monster, in other words, the 
woman writer feels herself to be literally or figuratively crippled by the debil
itating alternatives her culture offers her, and the crippling effects of her 
conditioning sometimes seem to "breed" like sentences of death in the bloody 
shoes she inherits from her literary foremothers. 

Surrounded as she is by images of disease, traditions of disease, and invi
tations both to disease and to dis-ease, it is nO'wonder that the woman writer 
has held many mirrors up to the discomforts of her own nature. As we shall 
see, the notion that "Infection in the sentence breeds" has been so central 
a truth for literary women that the great artistic achievements of nineteenth
century novelists and poets from Austen and Shelley to Dickinson and Bar
rett BrowningZ are often both IiteralJy and figuratively concerned with 
disease, as if to emphasize the effort with which health and wholeness were 
won from the infectious "vapors" of despair and fragmentation. Rejecting the 
poisoned apples her culture offers her, the woman writer often becomes in 
some sense anorexic, resolutely closing her mouth on silence (since-in the' 
words of Jane Austen's Henry Tilney-"a woman's only power is the power 
of refusal"3), even while she complains of starvation. Thus both Charlotnf· 
and Emily Bronte4 depict the travails of starved or starving anorexic heroines, 
while Emily Dickinson declares in one breath that she "had been hungry, all 
the Years," and in another opts for "Sumptuous Destitution." Similarly, 
Christina Rossetti~ represents her own anxiety of authorship in the split 
between one heroine who longs to "suck and suck" on goblin fruit and 
another who locks her lips fiercely together in a gesture of silent and pas
sionate renunciation. In addition, many of these literary women become in 

9. CanHdi,m novelist and poet (b. 1939) [editor's 
notel· 
I. Murgaret Atwood. Lady Oracle (New York: 
Simon and Schuster. 1976). p. 335. 
2. Elizubeth Barrett Browning (I 806-18(1). 
English poet. Jane Austen (1775-1818), English 
novelist. Milry Shelley (1797-1851), English nov
elist [editor's nole]. 

3. See NorthangerA"b'7 [18181. chapter 10: ''You 
will allow, that in both [matrimony and danclngl, 
mun has the advantage of choice. woman only the 
power of refusal." 
4. English poet and novelist (1818-1848). Char
lotte BronU! (1816-1855). English novelist [edi. 
tOT'S note] .. 
5. English poet ("830-1894) [editor'. note]. 
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one way or another agoraphobic. Trained to reticence, they fear the vertigi
nous openriess of the literary marketplace and rationalize with Emily Dick
inson that "Publication-is the Auction/Of the Mind of Man" or, worse, 
punningly confess that "Creation seemed a mighty Crack-/ To make me 
visible."6 

As we shall also see, other diseases and dis-eases accompany the two clas
sic symptoms of anorexia and agoraphobia. Claustrophobia, for instance, 
agoraphobia's parallel and complementary opposite, is a disturbance we shall 
encounter again and again in women's writing throughout the nineteenth 
century. Eye "troubles," moreover, seem to abound in the lives and works of 
literary women, with Dickinson matter-of-factly noting that her eye got "put 
out," George Eliot7 describing patriarchal Rome as "a disease of the retina," 
Jane Eyre and Aurora Leigh8 marrying blind men, Charlotte Bront~ delib
erately writing with her eyes closed, and Mary Elizabeth Coleridge writing 
about "Blindness" that came because "Absolute and bright, / The Sun's rays 
smote me till they masked the Sun."9 Finally, aphasia and amnesia-two 
illnesses which symbolically represent (and parody) the sort of intellectual 
incapacity patriarchal culture has traditionally required of women-appear 
and reappear in w~fnen's writings in frankly stated or disguised forms. "Fool
ish" women ch,u8cters in Jane Austen's novels (Miss Bates in Emma, for 
instance) express Malapropish confusion about language, while Mary Shel
ley's monster l has to learn language from scratch and Emily Dickinson her
self childishly questions the meanings of the most basic English words: "Will 
there really be a 'Morning'? /Is there such a thing as 'Day'?"2 At the same 
time, many women writers manage to imply that the reason for such igno
rance of language-as well as the reason for their deep sense of alienation 
and inescapable feeling of anomie-is that they have forgotten something. 
Deprived of the power that even their pens don't seem to confer, these 
women resemble Doris Lessing's3 heroines, who have to fight their internal
ization of patriarchal strictures for even a faint trace memory of what they 
might have become. 

"Where are the songs 1 used to know, / Where are the notes 1 used to 
sing?" writes Christina Rossetti in "The Key-Note," a poem whose title indi
cates its significance for her. "I have forgotten everything / 1 used to know 
so longago."4 As if to make the same point, Charlotte Bront~'s Lucy Snowe' 
conveniently "forgets" her own history and even, so it seems, the Christian 
name of one of the central characters in her story, while Bront~'s orphaned 
Jane Eyre seems to have lost (or symbolically "forgotten") her family heritage. 

6. See Dlckinson, Poems, J. 579 ("( had been hun
gry, all the Years"), J. 709 ("Publication-Is the 
Auction"), and J. 891 (''To my quick ear the 
Leaves-conferred"); see allo ChrllUna ROlSettl, 
"Goblin Market" [1862]. 
7. En"l.h novell.t (pen name of Mary Ann Even', 
1819-1880) [editor'. nat.). 
8. Heroine of Elizabeth Barretl Brownln,', "novel 
In verse" Aurora Lelg" (1856). Jane Eyre: heroine 
of Charlotte Bront!!', novelJane Eyre (1847) [edi
tor's note). 
9. See Dlckinson, Poems, J. 327 ("Before I got my 
eye put out), George Eliot, Middl"marc" [1871-
72]. book 2, chapter 20, and M. E. Colerldge, 
"Doubt," in Po"",,, by Mary E. Coleridge (London: 

Elldn Mathews, 1908), p. 40. {Colerldge (1861-
1907), English poet and noveli.t--edltor'. note;) 
1. That Is, the monster created In Shelley's novel 
Fra .. ,.. .. " .. i .. (1818). Malapropllh: like Mrl. Mala
p~op, a I:haracter In Richard Sherldan'l I:omlc play 
TM Rlv«b (1775), who humorou,ly and unlnt.n
tlonally mtlu,., lingua •• [.dltor'. note). 
2, See Otddnlon, P08,"" J. 101. 
3. Rhodesian and later English novelist (b. 1919) 
[editor's notel. 
4. TIoe Poetical Works of Christilta RosseUl, 2 vols. 
(Boston: Little, Brown, 1909),2:1 I. . 
5. The heroine of Charlotte Bronti!'s novel Vill"tte 
(1853) [editor's note). 
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Similarly, too, Emily Bronti:!'s Heathcliff6 "forgets" or is made to forget who 
and what he was; I\lary Shelley's monster is "born" without either a memory 
or a family history; and Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Aurora Leigh is early 
separated from-and thus induced to "forget"-her "mother land" of Italy. 
As this last example suggests, however, what all these characters and their 
authors really fear they have forgotten is precisely that aspect of their lives 
which has been kept from them by patriarchal poetics: their matrilineal her
itage of literary strength, their "female power" which, as Annie Gottlieb 
wrote, is important to them because of (ilot in spite of) their mothers. In 
order. then, not only to understand the ways in which "Infection in the 
sentence breeds" for women but also to learn how women have won through 
disease to artistic health we must begin by redefining Bloom's seminal defi
nitions of the re"isional'Y "anxiety of influence." In doing so, we will have to 
trace the difficulty paths by which nineteenth-century women overcame 
their "anxiety of authorship," repudiated debilitating patriarchal prescrip
tions. and recovered or remembered the lost foremothers who could help 
them find their distinctive female power. 

'" '" .. 

6. The dark hero of Emily Bronte'. novel ~Vlltl,eri"g Heigl,t. (1847) [editor'. note]. 

HELENE CIXOUS 
h. 1937 

1979 

"I have nothing to write except ,""hat I don't know," says Hel~ne Cixous in her essay 
"Coming to Writing" (1977), And in her autobiographical Rootprints (I994), she 
declares: "No sooner do I write ... it is not true. And yet, I write hanging on to Truth." 
Like Socrates, Cixous claims to know only that she does not know. Unlike Socr~, 
she writes what she does not know. Transgressing the laws of genre, Cixous's writing 
defies categorization, but it nevertheless rein,igorates and reexamines many of the 
conventions of critical essays. novels, plays, and memoirs. In both form and content. 
Cixous has attempted to put in practice the freedom from any git'enness that such 
mdical ignorance ("uncover)''') entails. 

Cixous (pronounced "seek-soo") is known in the English-speaking world primarily 
as a mid-1970s feminist theorist, a leading practitioner of what is called icritllre 
fiSmil1ine-feminine writing. The wordfiminine has been subject to energetic debates 
among feminists, nonfeminists, and antifemlnlats ever since Cixous first published 
l1('r celebrated manifesto, "The Laugh of the Medula," in 1975 in a spec:iallllue of 
L ~,\"c magazine devoted to SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR and the women's movement (Ci
xous's text was translated in a 1976 issue of Signs: ]ourtJal o/Women in Culture and 
Society, and has been reprinted many times since). Those debates, central to feminist 
criticism, will be summarized below. But with all the interrogation of the word fi
Jl/il1.;ne. one sometimes forgets that in France in the late 1960s, it was the word 
ee,,;/w'e (writing) that was the common denominator for a wide range of explosive 
n~'''' practices and publications. 
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Ecriture may be the best name for what distinguishes contemporary "French the
ory" from "German idealism" or "Anglo-American pragmatism." It describes every
thing about writing that can neither be subsumed into an idea nor made to correspond 
exactly to empirical reality. In the late 19605, a number of important thinkers in 
FranCe-jACQUES DERRIDA, jU,L1A KRISTEVA, and ROLAND BARTHES among them
began to investigate what would happen to Western thought if the fact that it exists 
mainly iil writing were taken seriously. Philippe Sollers, editor of the journal Tel Quel, 
proClaimed that a new "science of ~criture," concentrating on the "textuality" of all 
discourses and inflected by MarXism, promised revolutionary change. The year was 
1968, a time of social and political revolt on all levels of French society. 
H~lene Cixous, a young English professor, was at the very heart of the intellectual. 

and institutional ferment. Born in Oran, Algeria, to a multicultural, diasporic Jewish 
family thllt spoke German and French, she was surrounded by Spanish and .Arabic, 
experienced anti-Semitism during the Vichy regime of the early '1940s, and saw 
french colonialism firsthand from a position neither French ,nor Arab. When her 
father died in i 948, her mother (appropriately named Eve) studied to become ,a 
midwife, and was often accoinpanied by her daughter as she performed her task.'!. 
H~lene, married at eighteen to Guy Berger, With whom she had two children and 
whom she divorced in 1964, moved to Paris during the Algerian War of Indepen
dence, in which her husband was conscripted on the French side while her brother 
fought for the Algerian side. Pursuing her studies in English, a language not spoken 
in her family, she became agr~g~e (received the advanced teaching degree) in 1959 
and started to teach at the University of Bordeaux, while beginning work on a doctoral 
dissertation on James Joyce. 

Joyce's late style is perhaps the Closest thing in the English tradition to ~criture. As 
Cix0l:ls was writing her dissertation (published in 1969; trans. 1976, The Exile of 
fames foyce), she often discussed Joyce with Derrida, whom she had met in 1962, 
and with jACQUES LACAN, who was looking for a tutor on Joyce. She went on to teach 
at the Sorbonne, and then obtained a chair in English literature at the University of 
Nanterre near Paris, all before having completeq her doctorate. 

When protests and strikes erupted both within and outside the university in May 
1968, Cixous was charged by the minister of education to head a committee to create 
an experimental branch of the University of Paris (so-called Paris VIII) in the outlying 
Bois de Vincennes. Many of the country's most innovative writers and thinkers in 
literature and philosophy came to teach there, including TZVETAN TODOROV, MiCHEL 
FOUCAULT, and G1LLES DELEUZE. The first department of psychoanalysis in France 
was also established there (a department in which the psychoanalytic feminist Luce 
Irlgaray taught until 1974, when she was expelled by the Lacanians for her book 
Speculum o/the Other Woman). With G~rard Genette and Todorov, Cixous created 
the influential journal Po~tique. At the University of Paris VIII, first at Vincennes and 
then at St. Denis, she went on to create and run the only doctoral program in France 

- in Etudes F~minines (Women's Studies),' a program that was abolished in the late 
1970s by the Barre government and reestablished in the 1980s by the Socialists. But 
in 1968, she was in the process of completing her doctorat d't§tat in English. She 
became the youngest "doctor" in France. 

So what was this t§criture that was so much a part of the 1968 moment, and how 
did it lead to t§criture ft§minine? 

Ever since Socrates (who did not write) was described in the 'works of PLATO (who 
did), writing had been considered a secondary notation of il primary activity, speech. 
The theory of t§criture-developed especially in Derrida's Of Gtamtnatology (1967) 
and Writing and Difference (1967), where it has come to be known a~ deconstruc
tion-did not simply reverse the hierarchy between speech and writing; it redefined 
the terms of that hierarchy. Whereas "speech" had been made to stand for immediacy, 
presence, truth, Logos (i.e., the 'Word"), God; and Oneness (and "writing" had stood 
for deferral, difference, absence, lack, lawlessness, multiplicity, and heterogeneity), 
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Derrida argued that speech itself had never actually manifested Truth directly; 
instead, like writing, it was structured through the difference, first named by FEKIJI

NAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913), between the signifier (the word) and the signified 
(the meaning). In any act of language, there was a lag, a discrepancy, between a sign 
and what it meant. To the extent that there was meaning at all, the two things could 
not be the same. Thus, to the extent that philosophy existed in language (spoken or 
written), it was structured like "writing." No actual language could achieve the simul
taneity of signifier and signified, an idealization that was a consequence of the way 
in which Platonism and Christianity characterized the divine. 

Western philosophy after Plato was centered around the impossible but irresistible 
search for a fundamental Truth or Logos. Derrida calls this search "logocentrism." 
Brought to clearest conceptualization in the philosophical work of G. w. F. HEGEL in 
the early nineteenth century, logocentric structures were organized through a series 
of binary oppositions (mind/matter, light/darkness, presence/absence, nature/ 
culture, good/evil, etc.), the first term of each being desirable and the other shunned. 
KAIlL MARX had already claimed to turn Hegel on his head by reversing the relations 
between materiality and spirituality. But language was neither exactly material nor 
exactly spiritual. Theorists of ecriture thus had to find new ways of making readable 
everything that had been repressed, obscured, or unacknowledged in Western 
thought. 

In the course of that project, many male writers made use of figures of femininity 
to bring out what had been marginalized from traditional philosophical discourse. 
Thesefigures-veils, shadows, enigmas, figurative language itself-represented resis
tance to the One, the Light, the Truth, and, implicitly, the idealization of the Male 
itself. In a way, therefore, we could say that all icriture was already icriture femi
nine-it was just being theorized mainly by men. 

In part, H~lene Cixous aimed at rendering literal the figures of femininity in the 
theory of ecriture and exploring the consequences of that Iiteralization. She did not 
simply privilege the "female" half of an existing binary opposition between "male" and 
"female"; like other theorists of ecriture, she questioned the very adequacy of either/ 
or logics to name the complexity of cultural realities. But while Derrida did so by 
demystifying the "metaphysics of presence" involved in the notion of "voice," Cixous 
did so by describing the physical (as opposed to metaphysical) sensations of a woman 
who is speaking for the first time in public. Structuralism had- analyzed the funda
mental importance of binary oppositions; it now seemed urgent for poststructuralists 
to analyze all the things that those oppositions had obscured-and not only to snalyze 
them but also to perform them, to transform them. 

The real scandal of Cixous's work lay in her insistence on its two inc0!!lPiitible 
logics. On the one hand, she claimed that icriture feminine was characteriz~d by the 
explicitly female body parts that had been repressed by traditional discourse and were 
being ex-pressed by the woman writer: "There is always within her at least a little of 
that good mother's milk. She writes in white ink." Yet on the other hand, she claimed 
that both men and women could write ecriture feminine. How can both claims be 
true at the same time? 

The binary logic that structures the opposition between "male" and "female" is set 
up as a relation not between "A" and "B" but between "A" arid "not-A." SIGMUND 

FREUD'S geometrical concept of castration, refined but not substantially changed by 
Lacan, defines "woman" not in terms of what she has but in terms of what she lacks
that is, a penis. "Is the fact that Logocentrism subjects thought-all concepts, codes, 
and values-to a binary system, related to 'the' couple, man/woman?" Cixous asks in 
"Sorties," published the same year as ''The Laugh of the Medusa." Yes, she answers, 
and the consequences for the structure of all thought, not just thought having to do 
with sexual difference, are far-reaching. One half of the opposition is essentially 
destroyed for the other half to make "sense." If this is so, then both sides of an 
opposition are defined in terms of (me of its elements. Thus anyone simply trying to 
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unrepress the obscured term-here, the feminine-is likely to reproduce the very 
structures he or she is resisting. This is why Cixous declares, "I am not a feminist." 
Feminism, for her, participates in the same logic of opposition as traditional logo
centrism or its companion, phallocentrism (the description of sexual difference as a 
difference between having and lacking the phallus). 

Nonetheless, she acknowledges, the female body has been repressed. Indeed, any 
transgressive, desiring body-and perhaps the body itself-has been repressed. But 
maybe there is no "body itself," only bodies that have had power and bodies that 
haven·t. Granted, power and authority and law have presupposed the male body
but on the condition that no actual body be represented at all. Thus, both men and 
women would have everything left to say about the body, and that "everything" would 
no longer fall neatly into any given category. By writing as if the female body could 
be asserted, Cixous's t!critureft!minine frees it from invisibility and, at the same time, 
does not make it into a new model for the universal human being. The new opposition 
is not between male and female, but between a logic of the One and a logic of het
erogeneity and multiplicity. 

The incompatibility between t!criture ft!miniJle as assertion of the female body and 
I§criture ft!minine as capable of being written by men creates an impossible logic that 
!! I§criture fl§minine. Such a writing practice is bound to seem outrageous almost all 
the time. Respon'\ing mainly to "The Laugh of the Medusa," many Anglo-American 
feminists haW. a1:cused Cixous of promoting "essentialism"-that is, of equating 
female writing with an idealized and unhistoricized "femininity." And by making such 
claims as "women are multiple," "women are open to the other," "women write in 
white ink," she does seem to be affirming some sort of "essence" of woman. It could 
be argued that these claims are mythic, performative, and critical rather than descrip
tive. In her puns (valer as "steal" and "fly," dt!penser as "spend" and "unthink," and 
blanc as both "white" and "blank"), she works on and in language, not in the empirical 
world. "Essentialism" or "anatomical destiny" is in one sense exactly what Cixous is 
arguing against. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

In 1969 Cixous won the prestigious Medici Prize for her first novel, Dedans (trans. 
1986, Inside), and she has published many writings since, first called novels, then 
called fictions, then often not characterized; among those available in English are 
Angst (1977; trans. 1985), The Book of Promethea (1983; trans. 1991), and Manna, 
for the Mandelstams for the Mandelas (1988; trans. 1993). These are part mythic 
autobiography, part meditation, part philosophy, and part poetry, and the mobility of 
her style gives pronouns and structures of address a range far beyond any person or 
character. She has written a number of plays as well, including Portrait of Dora (1976; 
trans. 1979) and two historical dramas, one on Cambodia and one on India, which 
she wrote in collaboration with Ariane Mnouchkine's celebrated Th~4tre du Solei!. 
Cixous is the author of more than fifty books. 

"The Laugh of the Medusa" forms part of a larger project Cixous was working on 
in 1975, another part of which ("Sorties") she published in collaboration with the 
more historicist feminist Catherine CI~ment as La Jeune nt!e (trans. 1986, The Newly 
Born Woman). These are the texts in which Cixous speaks most explicitly about t!cri
ture jl§minine, and they are the best-known works by her in English. In addition to 
The Exile of James Joyce (1969; trans. 1976), she has also written a book on the 
contemporary Brazilian writer Clarice Lispector, translated as Reading wid, Clarice 
Lispector (1989; trans. 1990). Two volumes of her other literary criticism and theory 
have been published as Coming to Writing and Other Essays, edited by Deborah Jen
son (1991), and Readings: The Poetics of Blanchot, Joyce, Kleist, KaJk.a, Lispector, and 
Tsvetayeva, edited by Verena Andermatt Conley (1991). Her essay in The Future oj 
Literary Theory (ed. Ralph Cohen, 1989), titled "From the Scene of the Unconscious 
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to the Scene of History," gh-es a good overview of Cixous's own poetics. A collection. 
The Helene Ci;l(Ous Reader. with a preface by Cixous and a foreword by Derrida, was 
edited in 1994 by Susan Sellers. It consists of short extracts from a large number of 
WOl"ks. mainly "fictional." Although there is no full-length biography, Cixous has writ
ten a partly autobiographical text, complete with family histories and photographs, 
with Mireille Calle-Gruber called Helene Cixous, Photos de racines (I 994; trans. 
1997, Helene Cixous, Rootp"ints: IHemory and Life Writing). 

There are many critical studies devoted to the work of Cixous. Two books by Verena 
Andermatt Conley, Helene Cixous: \~lriting the Feminine (1984) and Ht!MJle Cixous 
(j 992), provide excellent introductions. Ht!lene Cixot/s: A Politics of Writing (I 991) 
by l\1orag Shiach presents a somewhat critical assessment but discusses aspects of 
Cixous's work not often mentioned in Anglo-American theory, while Susan Sellers's 
H"lime Cixous: Authorsltip, .4.lItobiogmpl1y, and Love (1996) presents a more admiring 
view. Discussions of Cixous in the context of other "French feminists" (a designation 
that exists only in English) began with the 1981 anthology called New French Fem
;l1;''''S. painstakingly and far-reachingly edited by Elaine Marks and Isabelle de Cour
tin-on. Alice Jardine's G)l11esis: C011figurations of Women and Modernity (1985) 
analyzes how poststructuralist male theorists in France made use of the figure of 
woman in their attempts to articulate what had been marginalized from traditional 
philosophical discourse. Susan Sellers, in her Langu.age and Sexual Difference: Fem
i"ist "'rititag in France (199]). sees Cixous as the central theorist of feminine writing. 
And in a larger study of French thought around 1968, Logics of Failed Revolt: French 
Theory after May '68 (I995). Peter Starr sees Cixous as the theorist of a "hysteria" 
that might be politically enabling. For bibliographies, see the entry on Cixous by 
Verells Andermatt Conley in Fret,c1, H'ome11 Writers: A Bio-Bibliographic Source 
Bool. (ed. Eva Martin Sartori snd Dorothy Wynne Zimmerman, 1991) and FretlCh 
Feminist Theory (111): Llfce lrigaray and Helene Cixous: A Bibliography (I996), by 
Joan Nordquist. 

The Laugh of the Medusa l 

I shall speak about women's writing: about what it will do. Woman must 
write her self: must write about women and bring women to writing, from
which they have been driven away as violently as from their bodies-for 
the same reasons. by the same law. with the same fatal goal. Woman muSf 
put herself into the text-as into the world and into history-by her own 
movement. 

The future must no longer be determined by the past. I do not deny that 
the effects of the past are still with us. But I refuse to strengthen them by 
I'epeating them, to confer upon them an irremovability the equivalent of 
destiny. to confuse the biological and the cultural. Anticipation is imperative. 

Since these reflections are taking shape in an area just on the point of 
being discovered, they necessarily bear the mark of our time-a time during 
which the new breaks away from the old, and, more precisely, the (feminine) 
new from the old (la 1lOIlvelle de l'ancien).~ Thus, as there are no grounds 
for establishing a discourse. but rather an arid mi1lennial ground to break. 

I_ T.-anslated by Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen. 
who occasionally include the ori~il1al French in 
IlHrt'llthcses. 

2. In French la nouv"lle (the new, the news) is 
grammatically feminine, while I'anclen (the old. 
the former) is masculine. 
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what I say has at least two sides and two aims: to break up, to destroy; and 
to foresee the unforeseeable, to project . 

. I write this as a woman, toward wOmen. When I say "woman," I'm speaking 
of woman in her inevitable struggle against conventional man; and of a uni
versal woman subject ~ho must bring women to their senses and to their 
meaning in history. But first it must be said that in spite of the enormity of 
the repression that has kept them in the "dark"-thatdark which people 
have been trying to make them accept as their attribute--.,.there is, at this 
time, no general woman, no one typical woman. What they have in common 
I will say. But what strikes me is the infinite richness of their individual 
constitutions: you can't talk about a female sexuality, uniform, homogene
ous, classifiable into codes-any more than you can talk about one 
unconscious resembling another. Women's imaginary is inexhaustible, like 
music, painting, writing: their stream of phantasms is incredible. 

I have been amazed more than once by a description a woman gave me of 
a world all her own which she had been secretly haunting since early child
hood. A world of searching, the. elaboration of a knowledge, on the basis of 
a systematic experimentation with the bodily functions,a passionate and 
precise interrogation of her .erotogeneity. This practice, extraordinarily rich 
and inventive, ih particular as. concerns masturbation, is prolonged or accom
panied by a production of forms, a veritable aesthetic activity, each stage of 
rapture inscribing a resonant vision, a composition, something beautiful. 
Beauty will no longer be forbidden. 

I wished that that woman would write and proclaim this unique empire 
so that other women, other unacknowledged sovereigns, might exclaim: I, 
too, overflow; my desires have invented new desires, my body knows 
unheard-of songs. Time and again I, too, have felt so full of luminous torrents 
that I could burst-burst with forms much more beautiful than those which 
are put up in frames and sold for a stinking fortune. And I, too, said nothing, 
showed nothing; I didn't open my mouth, I didn't repaint my half of the 
world. I was ashamed. I was afraid, and I swallowed my shame and my fear. 
I said to myself: You are niad!What's the meaning of these waves, these 
floods, these outbursts? Where is the ebullient, infinite woman who, 
immersed as she was in her naivete, kept in the dark about herself, led into 
self-disdain by the greaCarm of parental-conjugal phallocentrism,3 hasn't 
been ashamed of her strength? Who, surprised and horrified by the fantastic 
tumult of her drives (for she was made to believe that a well-adjusted normal 

.woman has a ... divine composure), hasn't accused herself of being a mon
ster? Who, feeling a funny desire stirring inside her (to sing, to write, to dare 
to speak, in short, to bring out. something new)! hasn't thought she was sick? 
Well, her shameful sickness is that she resists death, that she makes trouble. 

And why don't you write? Write! Writing is for you, you are for you; your 
body is yours, take it. I know why you haven't written. (And why I didn't 
write before the age of twenty·seven.) Because writing is at once too high, 
too great for you; it's reserved for the great-that is, for "great men"; and it's 

3. The psychoanalytic system In which sexual dif
ference Is defined as the difference between having 
Bnd lacking the phallus; the term has come to refer 
to the patriarchal cultural system as a whole Inso
far as that system privileges the phallus as the sym-

bol Bnd source of power. It is closely related to 
Iogocenlri..m, a term coined by the French philos
opher JACQUES DERRIDA (b. 1930); the two Bre 
sometime. combined as "h"llogoc",,'rism. 
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"silly." Besides, you've written a little, but in secret. And it wasn't good, 
because it was in secret, and because you punished yourself for writing, 
because you didn't go all the way; or because you wrote, irresistibly, as when 
we would masturbate in secret, not to go further, but to attenuate the tension 
a bit, just· enough to take the edge off. And then as soon as we come, we go 
and make ourselves feel guilty-so as to be forgiven; or to forget, to bury it 
until the next time. 

Write, let no one hold you back, let nothing stop you: not man; not the 
imbecilic capitalist machinery, in which publishing houses are the crafty, 
obsequious re layers of imperatives handed down by an economy that works 
against us and off our backs; and not yourself. Smug-faced readers, managing 
editors, and big bosses don't like the true texts of women-female-sexed 
texts. That kind scares them. 

I write woman: woman must write woman. And man, man. So only an 
oblique consideration will be found here of man; it's up to him to say where 
his masculinity and femininity are at: this win concern us once men have 
opened their eyes and seen themselves c1early.4 

Now women return from afar, from always: from "without," from the heath 
where witches are kept alive; from below, from beyond "culture"; from their 
childhood which men have been trying desperately to make them forget, 
condemning it to "eternal rest." The little girls and their "ill-mannered" bod
ies immured, well-preserved, intact unto themselves, in the mirror. Frigidi
fied. But are they ever seething underneath! What an effort it takes-there's 
no end to it-for the sex cops to bar their threatening return. Such a display 
of forces on both sides that the struggle has for centuries been immobilized 
in the trembling equilibrium of a deadlock. 

Here they are, returning, arriving over and again, because the unconscious 
is impregnable. They have wandered around in circles, confined to the nar
row room in which they've been given a deadly brainwashing. You can incar
cerate them, slow them down, get away with the old Apartheid5 routine, but 
for a time only. As soon as they begin to speak, at the same time as they're 
taught their name, they can be taught that their territory is black: because 
you are Africa, you are black. Your continent is dark. Dark is dangeroq:)o You 
can't see anything in the dark,. you're afraid. Don't move, you might fall. 
Most of all, don't go into the forest. And so we have internalized this horror 
of the dark. 

Men have committed the greatest crime against women. Insidiously, vio
lently, they have led them to hate women, to be their own enemies, to mobi-

4. Men stln have everything to say about their sex
uality, llnd everything to write. For wllat they have 
said so far, for the m()st part, steins from the oppo
sition ;'Ictivjty/passivity, from the power relation 
hetween a fantasized obligatory virility mennt to 
invnde, to colonize, and the conse(]uenliaJ phan
t,usm ur woman 85 a "dark continent" to penetrate 
and to "pacify." (We know what "pncify" Incans in 
terms of scotomizing the other nnd misrccognizing 
the self.) Conquering her, they·v(· made haste tn 
depart from her borciers, to get out of sight, uut of 
body. The way man has of getting nut of him.elf 
'lIld into her whom he takes not for the other but 
for hi.s own, deprives him. he knows, of his own 

bodily territory. One can understand how man, 
COnfl1!cinS hhnself with his penis and rushing in for 
the attack, might reel resentment and fear of being 
"taken" by the woman, of being lost in her, 
absorbed, or alone [Cixous's note]. uDark c{)ntf~ 
nent": a met:ophor ltsed by SIGMUND FREUD in his 
essay ''The Question of Lay Analysis" (I 926) to 
descrlhe woman as unexplored and mysterious. 
"Scotomlzing": forming a mental blind spot about 
(a psychoanalytic term). 
5. Apartnes. (Afrikaans), the former official policy 
of racial segregation and discrimination in South 
Africa (J 948--93). 
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lize their immense strength against themselves, to be the executants of their 
virile needs. They have made for women an antinarcissism! A narcissism 
which loves itself only to be loved for what women haven't got! They have 
constructed the infamous logic of antilove. 

We the precocious, we the repressed of culture, our lovely mouths gagged 
with pollen, our wind knocked out of us, we the labyrinths, the ladders, the 
trampled spaces, the bevies-we are black and we are beautifu}.6 

We're stormy, and that which is ours breaks loose from us without our 
fearing any debilitation. Our glances, our smiles, are spent; laughs exude 
from all our mouths; our blood flows and we extend ourselves without ever 
reaching an end; we never hold back our thoughts, our signs, our writing; 
and we're not afraid of lacking.7 

What happiness for us who are omitted, brushed aside at the scene of 
inheritances; we inspire ourselves and we expire without running out of 
breath, we are everywhere! 

From now on, who, if we say so, can say no to us? We've come back from 
always. ' 

It is time t(liberate the New Woman from the Old by coming to know 
her-by t()vjrig her for getting by, for getting beyond the Old without delay, 
by going out ahead of what the New Woman will be, as an arrow quits the 
bow with a movement that gathers and separates the vibrations musically, 
in order to be more than her self. 

I say that we must, for, with a few rare exceptions, there has not yet been 
any writing that inscribes femininity; exceptions so rare, in fact, that, after 
plowing through literature across languages, cultures, and ages,8 one can 
only be startled at this vain scouting mission. It is well known that the num
ber of wom~n writers (while having increased very slightly from the nine
teenth century on) has always been ridiculously small. This is a useless and 
deceptive fact unless from their species of female writers we do not first 
deduct the immense majority whose workmanship is in no way different from 
male writing, and which either obscures women or reproduces the classic 
representations of women (as sensitive-intuitive-dreamy, etc.).9 

Let me insert here a parenthetical remark. I mean it when I speak of male 
writing. I maintain unequivocally that there is such a thing as marked writing; 
that, until now, far more extensively and repressively than is ever suspected 
or admitted, writing has been run by a libidinal and cultural-hence political, 
typically masculine-economy; I that this is a locus where the repression of 
women has been perpetuated, over and over, more or less consciously, and 

6, A reference to the Song of Solomon (1.5) and, 
perhaps, to a slogan of the U.S. black power move
ment of the 1960 •. 
7. A reference to the reinterpretation of Freud's 
theory of sexual difference by the French psycho
analyst JACQUBS UtoCAN (1901-1981). For Freud, 
men have a penis, and women don't. For Lacan, 
men and women are hoth structured through a 
fundamental "lack," but that lack is first perceived 
on the body of the mother. 
8. I am speaking here only of the place "reserved" 
for women by the Western world \Cixous's note]. 
9, Which works, then, might be called feminine? 
I'll just point out .ome examples: one would have 
to give them full readings to bring out what i. per
vasively feminine in their significance. Which I 
shall do elsewhere. In France (have you noted our 

infinite poverty in this field?-the Anglo-Saxon 
countries have .hown resources of distinctly 
greater consequence), leafing through what's come 
out of the 20th century-and it's not much-the 
only inscription. of femininity that I have seen 
were by Colette, Marguerite Duras, ... and Jean 
Genet [Clxous'. note]. Genet (1910-1986), male 
French novelist and playwright. Sldonle Gabrielle 
Colette (1873-1954), French novelist. Dura. 
(pseudonym of Marguerite Donnadieu, 1914-
1996), French novelist, screenwriter, playwright, 
and film director. 
I. The "libidinal economy" Is the system of 
exchanges having to do with sexual desire (libido), 
which Freud characterized as Inherently mascu
line to the extent that It WBI active, not passive; In 
this view, only one desire can function at a time. 
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in a manner that's frightening since it's often hidden or adorned with the 
mystifying charms of fiction; that this locus has grossly exaggerated all the 
signs of sexual opposition (and not sexual difference), where woman has 
never her turn to speak-this being all the more serious and unpardonable 
in that writing is precisely the l'ery possibility of change, the space that can 
serve as a springboard for subversive thought, the precursory movement of 
a transformation of social and cultural structures. 

Nearly the entire history of writing is confounded with the history of rea
son, of which it is at once the effect, the support, and one of the privileged 
alibis. It has been one with the phallocentric tradition. It is indeed that same 
self-admiring. self-stimulating. self-congratulatory phallocentrism. 

\Vith some exceptions, for there have been failures-and if it weren't for 
them. I wouldn't be writing (I-woman, escapee)-in that enormous 
machine that has been operating and turning out its "truth" for centuries. 
There have been poets who would go to any lengths to slip something by 
at odds with tradition-men capable of loving love and hence capable of 
loving others and of wanting them, of imagining the woman who would hold 
out against oppression and constitute herself as a superb, equal, hence 
"impossible" subject, untenable in a real social framework. Such a woman 
the poet could desire only by breaking the codes that negate her. Her 
appearance would necessarily bring on, if not revolution-for the bastion 
was supposed to be immutable-at least harrowing explosions. At times it 
is in the fissure caused by an earthquake, through that radical mutation of 
things brought on by a material up-heaval when every structure is for a 
moment thrown off balance and an ephemeral wildness sweeps order away, 
that the poet slips something by, for a brief span, of woman. Thus did 
Kleist2 expend himself in his yearning for the existence of sister-lovers, 
maternal daughters. mother-sisters, who never hung their heads in shame. 
Once the palace of magistrates is restored, it's time to pay: immediate 
bloody death to the uncontrollable elements. 

But only the poets-not the novelists, allies of representationalism. 
Because poetry involves gaining strength through the unconscious and 
because the unconscious, that other limitless country, is the place where the 
repressed manage to survive: women, or as Hoffmann3 would say, fairies-': -

She must write her self. because this is the invention of a new insurgent 
writing which, when the moment of her liberation has come, will allow her 
to carry out the indispensable ruptures and transformations in her history. 
first at two levels that cannot be separated. 

a) Individually. By writing her self, woman will return to the body which 
has been more than confiscated from her, which has been turned into the 
uncanny stranger on display-the ailing or dead figure, which so often turns 
out to be the nasty companion. the cause and location of inhibitions. Censor 
the body and you censor breath and speech at the same time. 

\Vrite your self. Your body must be heard. Only then will the immense 
resources of the unconscious spring forth. Our naphtha4 will spread. 

2. Heinrich van Kleist (1777-18 I I :'. German 
drnnlatist and poet. 
3. E. T. A. Hoffmann (1776-1822i. German 
"riler known especially for his fantastic tales 
~ F!"('lId discusses "The Sandman" in his influential 

1919 essay "The 'Uncanny' "; see above), 
4. A volatile petroleum product: the term was used 
by alchemists to refer to liquids with low boiling 
points. 
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throughout the world, without dollars-black or gold-nonassessed values 
that will change the rules of the old game. 

To write. An ~ct which will not only."realize" the decensored relation of 
woman to her sexuality, to her womanly being, giving her access to her native 
strength; it will give her back her goods, her pleasures, her organs, her 
immense bodily territories which have been kept under seal; it .will tear her 
away from the superegoized structure5 in which she has always occupied the 
place reserved for the guilty (guilty of everything, guilty at every turn: for 
having desires, for not having any; for being frigid, for being "too hot"; for 
not being both at once; for being too motherly and not enough; for having 
children and for not having any; for nursing and for not nursing ... }-tear 
her away by means of this research, this job of analysis and illumination, this 
emancipation of the marvelous text of her self that she must urgently learn 
to speak. A woman without a body, dumb, blind, can't possibly be a good 
fighter. She is reduced to being the servant of the militant male, his shadow. 
We must kill the false woman who is preventing the live one from breathing. 
Inscribe the breath of the whole woman. 

b) An act that will also be marked by woman's seizing the occasion to speak, 
hence her shattering entry into history; which has always been based on her 
suppression. To write and thus to forge for herself the antilogos weapon. To 
become at will the taker and initiator, for her own right, in every symbolic 
system, in every political process. 

It is time for women to start scoring their feats in written and orallan
guage. 

Every woman has known the torment of getting up to speak. Her heart 
racing, at. times entirely lost for words, ground and language slipping away
that's how daring a feat, how great a transgression it ·is for a woman to 
speak-even just open her mouth-in public. A double distress, fOT even if 
she transgresses, her words fall almost always upon the deaf male ear, which 

. hears in language only that which speaks in the masculine. 
It is by writing, from and toward women, and by taking' up the challenge 

of speech which has been governed by the phallus, that women will confirm 
women in a place other than that which is reserved in and by the ,symbolic,6 

that is, in a place other than silence. Women.should break out of the snare 
of silence. They shouldn't be conned into accepting a domain which is the 
margin or the harem. 

Listen to a woman speak at a public gathering (if,she hasn't painfully lost 
her wind). She doesn't "speak," she throws her trembling body forward; she 
lets go of herself, she flies; al1 of her passes into her voice, and it's with her 
body that she vitally supports the "logic" of her speech. Her flesh speaks true. 
She lays herself bare. In fact, she physically materializes what she's thinking; 
she signifies it with her body. In a certain way she inscribes what she's saying, 
because she doesn't deny her drives the intractable and impassioned part 
they have in speaking. Her speech, even when "theoretical". or political, is 

5. The superego, according to' Freud, is the part 
of the psyche that develops through the incorpo
ration of the moral standard. of the child's parents 
and community. 
6. A reference to Lacsn'. theory of the psyche. 

"The Symbolic" is the dimension of language, law, 
and the father; in contrast, "the Imaginary" is mod
eled on the mother-child dyad, or on the relation 
between an infant and its mirror image. 
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never simple or linear or "objectified," generalized: she draws her story into 
history. 

There is not that scission, that division made by the common man between 
the logic of oral speech and the logic of the text, bound as he is by his 
antiquated relation-servile, calculating-to mastery. From which proceeds 
the niggardly lip service which engages only the tiniest part of the body, plus 
the mask. 

In women's speech, as in their writing, that element which never stops 
resonating, which, once we've been permeated by it, profoundly and imper
ceptibly touched by it, retains the power of moving us-that element is the 
song: first music from the first voice of love which is alive in every woman. 
Why this privileged relationship with the voice? Because no woman stock
piles as many defenses for countering the drives as does a man. You don't 
build walls around yourself, you don't forego pleasure as "wisely" as he. Even 
if phallic mystification has generally contaminated good relationships, a 
woman is never far from "mother" (I mean outside her role functions: the 
"mother" as nonname and as source of goods). There is always within her at 
least a little of that good mother's milk. She writes in white ink. 

Woman for women.-There always remains in woman that force which 
produces/is produced by the other-in particular, the other woman. In her, 
matrix, cradlet; herself giver as her mother and child; she is her own sister
daughter. You might object, "What about she who is the hysterical offspring 
of a bad mother?" Everything will be changed once woman gives woman to 
the other woman. There is hidden and always ready in woman the source; 
the locus for the other. The mother, too, is a metaphor. It is necessary and 
sufficient that the best of herself be given to woman by another woman for 
her to be able to love herself and return in love the body that was "born" to 
her. Touch me, caress me, you the living no-name, give me my self as myself. 
The relation to the "mother," in terms of intense pleasure and violence, is 
curtailed no more than the relation to childhood (the child that she was, that 
she is, that she makes, remakes, undoes, there at the point where, the sa,me, 
she others herself). Text: my body-shot through with streams of song; I 
don't mean the overbearing, clutchy "mother" but, rather, what touches you, 
the equivoice that affects you, fills your breast with an urge to co~.to 
language and launches your force; the rhythm that laughs you; the intimate 
recipient who makes all metaphors possible and desirable; body (body? bod
ies?), no more describable than god, the soul, or the Other; that part of you 
that leaves a space between yourself and urges you to inscribe in language 
your woman's style. In women there is always more or less of the mother 
who makes everything all right, who nourishes, and who stands up against 
separation; a force that will not be cut off but will knock the wind out of the 
codes. We will rethink womankind beginning with every ·form and every 
period of her body. The Americans remind us, "We are all Lesbians";7 that 
is, don't denigrate woman, don't make of her what men have made of you. 

Because the "economy" of her drives is prodigious, she cannot fail, in 
seizing the occasion to speak, to transform directly and indirectly all systems 

7. Compare the American feminist slognn attrih
tiled lo Ti-Grnce Atkinson (h. 1939). "Feminism is 
the theory, lesbianism is the practice"; !'tee also the 
opt!ning or the Radicale5bian~' manifesto. "The 

Woman-Identified Woman" (1970): "A leshlan i. 
the rage of all women condensed to the point of 
explosion." 
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of exchange based on masculine thrift. Her libido will produce far more 
radical effects of political and social change than some might like to think. 

Because she arrives, vibrant, over and again, we are at the beginning of a 
new history, or rather of a process of becoming in which several histories 
intersect with one another. As subject for history, woman always occurs 
simultaneously in several places. Woman un-thinks8 the unifying, regulating 
history that homogenizes and channels forces, herding contradictions into a 
single battlefield. In woman, personal history blends together with the history 
of all women, as well as national and world history. As a militant, she is an 
integral part of allliberations. She must be farsighted, not limited to a blow
by-blow interaction. She foresees that her liberation will do more than mod
ify power relations or toss the ball over to the other camp; she will bring 
about a mutation in human relations, in thought, in all praxis: hers is not 
simply a class struggle, which she carries forward into a much vaster move
ment. Not that in order to be a woman-in-struggle(s) you have to leave the 
class struggle or repudiate it; but you have to split it open, spread it out, 
push it forward, fill it with the fundamental struggle so as to prevent the 
class strugg{e, or any other struggle for the liberation of a class or people, 
from operating as a form of repression, pretext for postponing the inevitable, 
the staggering alteration in power relations and in the production of individ
ualities. This alteration is already upon us-in the United States, for exam
ple, where millions of night crawlers.are in the process of undermining the 
family and disintegrating the whole of American sociality. 

The new history is coming; it's not a dream, though it does extend beyond 
men's imagination, and for good reason. It's going to deprive them of their 
conceptual orthopedics,9 beginning with the destruction of their enticement 
machine. 

It is impossible to define a feminine practice of writing, and this is an 
impossibility that will remain, for this practice can never be theorized, 
enclosed, coded-which doesn't mean that it doesn't exist. But it will always 
surpass the discourse that regulates the phallocentric system; it does and 
will take place in areas other than those subordinated to philosophico
theoretical domination. It will be conceived of only by subjects who are brea
kers of automatisms, by peripheral figures that no authority can ever 
subjugate. 

Hence the necessity to affirm the flourishes of this writing, to give form 
to its movement, its near and distant byways. Bear in mind to begin with (1) 
that sexual opposition, which has always worked for man's profit to the point 
of reducing writing, too, to his laws, is only a historico-culturallimit. There 
is, there will be more and more rapidly pervasive now, a fiction that produces 
irreducible effects of femininity. (2) That it is through ignorance that most 
readers, critics, and writers of both sexes hesitate to admit or deny outright 
the possibility or the pertinence of a distinction between feminine and mas
culine writing. It will usually be said, thus disposing of sexual difference: 
either that all writing, to the extent that it materializes, is feminine; or, 
inversely-but it comes to the same thing-that the act of writing is equiv-

8. "DI-pense," a neologism formed on the verb 
fenser [to think), hence "unthlnks." but also 
'spends" (from dtpenser) [translator's note). 

9. An allusion to Lacan's term orthopedic, which 
refers to any training process that "corrects" the 
infant's imagination. 
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alent to masculine masturbation (and so the woman who writes cuts herself 
out a paper penis); or that writing is bisexual, hence neuter, which again 
does away with diffel·entiation. To admit that writing is precisely working 
(in) the in-between, inspecting the process of the same and of the other 
without which nothing can live, undoing the work of death-to admit this 
is first to want the two. as well as both, the ensemble of the one and the 
other, not fixed in sequences of struggle and expulsion or some other form 
of death but infinitely dynamized by an incessant process of exchange from 
one subject to another. A process of different subjects knowing one another 
a nd beginning one another anew only from the living boundaries of the other: 
a multiple and inexhaustible course with millions of encounters and trans
formations of the same into the other and into the in-between, from which 
woman takes her forms (and man, in his turn; but that's his other history). 

In saying "bisexual. hence neuter," I am referring to the classic conception 
of bisexuality, which. squashed under the emblem of castration fear ' and 
along with the fantasy of a "total" being (though composed of two halves), 
would do away with the difference •. experienced as an operation incurring 
loss. as the mark of dreaded sectility. 

To this self-effacing, merger-type bisexuality, which would conjure away 
castration (the writer who puts up his sign: "bisexual written here, come and 
see." when the odds are good that it's'neither one nor the other), I oppose 
the other bisexuality on which every subject not enclosed in the false theater 
of phallocentric representationalism has founded his/her erotic universe, 
Bisexuality; that is, each one's location in self (r~p~rage en soi) of the pres
ence-variously manifest and insistent according to each person, male or 
female-of both sexes, nonexclusion either of the difference or of one sex, 
and, from this "self-permission," multiplication of the effects of the inscrip
tion of desire, over all parts of my bQdy and the other body. 

Now it happens that at present, for historico-cultural reasons, it is women 
who are opening up to and benefiting from this vatle bisexuality which 
doesn't annul differences bilt stirs them up, pursues them, increases their 
number. In a certain way. "woman is bisexual";2 man-it's a secret to 'no 
one-being poised to keep glorious pha1Iic monosexuality in view, By virtue 
of affirming the primacy of the phallus and of bringing it into play, phallo
cratic ideology has claimed more than one victim. As a woman, I've ireen 
clouded over by the great shadow of the scepter and been told: idolize it, that 
which you cannot brandish, But at the same time, man has been handed 
that grotesque and scarcely enviable destiny (just imagine) of being reduced 
to a single idol with clay balls. And consumed, as Freud and his followers 
note, by a fear of being a "voman! For, if psychoanalysis was constituted from 
woman. to repress femininity (and not so successful a repression at that
men have made it clear), its account of masculine sexuality is now hardly 
l'efutable; as with all the "human" scienc.es, it reproduces the masculine view. 
of which it is one of the effects, 

Here we encounter the inevitable man~with-rock, standing erect in his old 

I, The fear that Freud attributes !Cl e,'ery male 
child imagining the punishment for desiring his 
lllothE."rj more generally, the feiu uf losing 50me
t hill!!. of not being "whole," that lead. men to cling 
to masculinity for fear ofbecomin~ "l'flstrated" like 

women. 
2. Freud claimed that because the mother was the 
first object of desire for both sexes, women (who 
had to change their object of desire) were more 
inherently bise"ual than men. 
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Freudian realm, in the way that" to take the figure .back to the point .where 
linguistics is conceptualizing it "anew," Lacan preserves it in ~he sanctuary 
of the phallos (tfJ)3 "sheltered" from castration's lack! Their "symbolic" exists, 
it holds power-we, the sowers of disorder, know it only too well. But we are 
in no way obliged to deposit ,our lives in their banks of.lack, to consider the 
constitution of the subject in terms· of a drama .manglingly restaged, to rein
state again and again the religion of the father. Because we don't want that. 
We don't fawn around the supreme hole. We have no· womanly reason to 
pledge allegiance. to. the ,negative. The; feminine (as· the poets suspected) 
affirms: " ... And yes," says Molly, carrying Ulysses off-beyond, any book. and 
toward the new. writing; "I said. yes; I will Yes."4 . ,. 

The Dark Continent is neither dark nor unexplorable. '-It is still unex-
- plored only because we've been made,to believe that it -Was too dark to.be 

explorable. And because they want. to make us believe that what interests us 
is the white continent, with its mO.lluments,to Lack. And we believed. They 
riveted us between two horrifying, myths:: . between the Med,osa6 and the 
abyss. That w.Quld be enough to set half the world laughing, ,except that it's 
still going on. For the phallologocentric Su.blation7 ill with lls".and it's mili
tant, regenerating the. old, patterns, anc~ored in the. ,dogma of castratlon. 
They ha"Em'tchanged a. thing: they've theorized their desire for reality! Let 
the priests tremble, we're going -to show them our sextS!8 

Too. bad for them if they fall apart ,upon discovering that women aren't 
men, or that the mother doesn't have one,. But isn't thi$, fear convenient for 
them? Wouldn't the worst be, isn't the worst, ,in truth,. that women aren't 
castrated, that they have only.to stop listening to the Sirens9 (for the Sirens 
were men) for history. to ~hange its meaning'? You only have,to look at the 
Medusa straight ·on to s.e.e her .. And she!s not deadly.;She's beautiful and 
she's laughing. • 
i: Men say that there ~re two.unrepresentable things: death.and the feminine 
S:ex. That's because they need £eminipi.ty to be associated with .death; it's the 
jitters thatgives,themahard~on! fpr themselves! They need. to be·afraid of 
us. Look at the trembling.PerSeUses· moving .backward.;toward us, clad in 
apotropes,l What lovely backs! Not- BIJQther minute to lose. Let's get out of 
~~. . '.- . 

Lees hurry: the continent is not impenetrably dark. I've been there of~en. 
I was. overjoyed one day to run into-Jean Gertet. It wasin Pompesfu~bres.2 

3. The symbol (the Gr~ek 'etter phi) representing 
the phallic function, lri Lacanian terminology. 
4. The final words of James Joyce's Ulysses (1922), 
spoken by Molly Bloom .. 
5. Qualities .u~ested by Freud, who also saw 
female sexuality (the "dark continent") as a "riddle" 
(see "Femininity," 19,32). . 
6: In' Greek 'mythology,' the most famous of the 
monstrous Gorgon sisters; her head was covered 
with snakes, and anyone who looked at her was 
turned to stone (Perseu5 looked at her reflection 
In his shield to decapitate her). Freud, In his short 
essay "Medusa's Head" (1922). associates Medusa 
with castration (= decapitation) and analyzes the 
ambiguity of the Image: the snakes on her head are 
a denial of the castration she represents, while the 
notion of being turrii!d to stone represents both 
castration and arousal. Cixous may IIlso be refer
ring to Lacan as' Perseus, caJiable orily of lookihg 
at things In a mirror (see above his famous essay 
''The Mirror Stage," 1949). 

.~ 

7. The standard .Engllsh translation of A .. "",,,"..,. 
a term used by 'the German philosopher GEORG 
WILHELM FRIEDRICH HEGEL (1770-1831) to refer 
to the .dialectlca! p.r.ogresslon from a contradiction 
to a higher synthesis. Here, ·Woman" has been sub

·Ialed into the general catefory "man," and "man," 
at first opposed t~ "woman,' has risen u:r to become 
the generic name for all 'of humankln . . 
8. In redescrlblnll Medusa all beautiful rather than 
horrible, Clxous Is revising the noUon offemlnlnlty 
itself. And "showing our sex!i" represents a new 
articulation of sex and text (as does lIenl ..... fimi
nine). as women who no longer repress their sex
uality can talk about everything. 
9. In Greek mythology, nymplts with a woman'. 
head and a bird's bodYi~ho lived on an Island'sur
rounded by rocks; the: Sirens' enchanting song 
lured sailOrs to their death. . . 
1. Chatnis' with the power to t."rnawaY evil. 
2. Jean Genet, POtttpes"/u,ubres [Fu .... ral Riles] 
(Paris, 1948), p. 185 [Cixous's notel. 
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He had come there led by his Jean. There are some men (all too few) who 
aren't afraid of femininity. 

Almost everything is yet to be written by women about femininity: about 
their sexuality, that is, its infinite and mobile complexity, about their eroti
cization, sudden turn-ons of a certain minuscule-immense area of their bod
ies; not about destiny, but about the adventure of such. and such a drive, 
about trips, crossings, trudges, abrupt and gradual awakenings, discoveries 
of a zone at one time timorous and soon ·to be forthright. A woman's body, 
with its thousand and one thresholds of ardor-once, by smashing yokes and 
censors, she lets it articulate the profusion of meanings that run through it 
in every direction-will make the old single-grooved mother tongue rever
berate with more than one language. 

We've been turned away from our bodies, shamefully taught to ignore 
them, to strike them with that stupid sexual modesty; we've been made vice 
tims of the old fool's game: each one will love the other sex. I'll give you your 
body and you'll give me mine. But who are .the men .who give women the 
body that women blindly yield to them?Whysofewtexts? Because so few 
women have as yet won back their body; .Women must write through their 
bodies, they must invent the impregnable language that will wreck partitions, 
classes, and rhetorics, regulations arid codes, they must submerge, cut 
through, . get beyond the ultimate reserve.,discourse, including the one that 
laughs at the very idea of pronouncing the word "silence,"·the one that, 
aiming for the impossible, stops short before the word "impossible" and 
writes it as "the end." 

Such is the strength of women that, sweeping away syhtax, breaking that 
famous thread (just a tiny little thread, they say) which acts .for men as a 
surrogate umbilical cord, assuring. them-otherwise they. couldn't come
that the old lady is always right behind them,3 watching them make phallus, 
women will go right up to the impossible.; 

When the ."repressed" of their culture and their society returns, it's an 
explosive, utterly destructive, staggering return, with. a force never yet 
unleashed and equal to the most forbidding of suppressions. For when the 
Phallic period comes to an end, women will have been either annihilated or 
borne up to the highest and most violent incandescence. Muffled throttghout 
their history, they have lived in dreams, in bodies· (though muted), in 
silences, in aphonic4 revolts. 

And with such force in their fragility; a fragility, a vulnerability, equal to 
their incomparable intensity. Fortunately, they haven't sublimated; they've 
saved their skin, their energy. They haven't worked at liquidating the impasse 
of Jives without futures. They have furiously inhabited these sumptuous bod
ies: admirable hysterics who made Freud succumb to many voluptuous 
moments impossible to confess, bombarding ·his Mosaic ·statue5 with their 
carnal and passionate body words, haunting him with their inaudible and 

3. An allusion to two Greek myths: the story of 
Theseus, led out of the Minotaur's labyrinth by Ari
"dne's thread, and the story of the poet Orpheus. 
whu won ihe release of his dead wife from the 
underworld on the condition (which he does not 
kcep) that he not turn around and look at hcr as 
Iheyascended. 
4. Speechless; an allusion to Freu(I's patient Dora, 

one of whose symptoms was aphonia (loss of 
voice); she is often considered an exemplary case 
of th.! mlslmderstood hysterical Woman (Data left 
Freud before the end of the ahalysis). 
5: Michelangelo's statue tit Moses (ca. 1515). 
which fascinated FreUd, who here stands as the 
patriarchal Lawgiver himself. 
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thundering denunciations, dazzling, more than naked underneath the seven 
veils of modesty. Those who, with a single word of the body, have inscribed 
the vertiginous immensity of a history which is sprung like an arrow from 
the whole history of men and from biblico-capitalist society, are the women, 
the supplicants of yesterday, who come as forebears of the new women, after 
whom no intersubjective relation will ever be the same. You, Dora, you the 
indomitable, the poetic body, you are the true "mistress" of the Signifier,6 
Before long yout" efficacity will be seen at work when your speech is no longer 
suppressed, its point turned in against your breast; but written out over 
against the other. 

In bod),.-More so than men who are coaxed toward social success, toward 
sublimation, women are body. More body, hence more writing. For a long 
time it has been in body that women have responded to persecution, to the 
fa'milial-conjugal enterprise of domestication, to the repeated attempts at 
castrating them. Those who have turned their tongues 10,000 times seven 
times before not speaking are either dead from it or more familiar with their 
tongues al}d their mouths than anyone else. Now, I-woman am going to blow 
up the-Law: an explosion henceforth possible and ineluctable; let it be done, 
right now, in language. 

Let us not be trapped by an analysis still encumbered with the old autom
atisms. It's not to be feared that language conceals an invincible adversary, 
because it's the language of men and their grammar. We mustn't leave them 
a single place tha"t's any more theirs alone than we are. 

If woman has always furictioned "within" the discourse of man, a signifier 
that has always referred back to the opposite signifier Which annihilates its 
specific energy and diminishes or stifles its very different sounds, it is time 
for her to dislocate this "within," to explode it, turn it around, and seize it; 
to make it hers, containing it, taking it in her own mouth, biting that tongue 
with her very own teeth to invent for herself a language to get inside of. And 
you'll see witl;1 what 'ease she will spring forth f~om that "within"-the 
"within" where once she so drowsily crouched-to overflow at the lips she 
will cover the foam. 

Nor is the point to appropriate their instruments; their concepts, their 
places, or to begrudge them their position of mastery. Just because there's a 
risk of identification doesn't mean that we'll succumb. Let's leave it to the 
worri~rs, to masculine anxiety and its obsession with ho':'V to dominate the 
way things work-knowing "how it works" hi order to "make it work." For us 
the point is not to take possession in order to internaliz~ or manipulate, but 
rather to dash through and to "fly."7 

Flying is woman's gesture-flying in language and making it fly, We have 
all learned ,the art of flying and its numerous techniques; for centuries we've 
been able to possess anything only by flying; we've lived in flight, stealing 
away, findhig, when desired, narrow passageways, hidden crossovers. It's no 
accident that voleT has a double meaning, that it plays on each of them and 
thus throws off the agents of sense. It's no accident: women take after birds 

6. The capitalizatlo;" of the term, coined by the 
Swi •• linguist FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-
1913) to explain the functioning of signs (divided 
into slgnifier, the form 11 sign takes, and signified, 
the concept it represerits), Indicates that C.lxous is 
here referring specifically to Lacan'. designation of 

the phallus as privileged Slgnlfier within the field 
of sexuality. , 
7. Also, "to steal." Both meanings of the verb voler 
are played on, as the text Itself explains in the fol
lowing paragraph [translator's note). 
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and robbers just as robbers take after women and birds. They (illes)9 go by, 
fly the coop, take pleasure in jumbling the order of space, in disorienting it, 
in changing around the furniture, dislocaUng things and values, breaking 
them all up, emptying structures, and turning propriety upside down. 

What woman hasn't flown/stolen? Who hasn't felt. dreamt, performed the 
gesture that jams sociality? Who hasn't crumbled, held up to ridicule, the 
bar of separation?9 Who hasn't inscribed with her body the differential, punc
tured the system of couples and opposition? Who, by some act of trans
gression, hasn't overthrown successiveness, connection, the wall of 
~ircumfusion? 

A feminine text cannot fail to be more than subversive. It is volcanic; as 
it is written it brings about an upheaval of the old property crust, carrier of 
masculine investments; there's no other way. There's no room for her if she's 
not a he. If she's a her-she. it's in order to smash everything, to shatter the 
ft-amework of institutions. to blow up the law, to break up the "truth" with 
laughter. 

For once she blazes 1leT trail in the symbolic. she cannot fail to make of it 
the chaosmos l of the "personal"-in her pronouns, her nouns, and her clique 
of referents. And for good reason. There will have been the long history of 
gynocide.2 This is known by the colonized peoples of yesterday, the workers, 
the nations. the species off whose backs the history of men has made its 
gold; those who have known the ignominy of persecution derive from it an 
obstinate future desire for grandeur; those who are locked up know better 
than their jailers the taste of free air. Thanks to their history, women today 
know (how to do and want) what men will be able to conceive of only much 
later. I say woman overturns the "personal," for if, by means of laws, lies. 
blackmail, and marriage. her right to herself has been extorted at the same 
time as her name, she has been able, through the very movement of mortal 
alienation, to see more closely the inanity of "propriety," the reductive stin
giness of the masculine-conjugal subjective economy, which she doubly 
resists. On the one hand she has constituted herself necessarily as that "per
son" capable of losing a part of herself without losing her integrity. But 
secretly. silently, deep down inside, she grows and multipJies, for, on the 
other hand, she knows far more about living and about the relation between 
the economy of the drh'es and the management of the ego than any mifn:. 
Unlike man, who holds so dearly to his title and his titles, his pouches of 
"alue, his cap. crown. and everything connected with his head, woman 
couldn't care less about the fear of decapitation (or castration), adventuring, 
'\'ithout the masculine temerity, into anonymity, which she can merge with 
without annihilating herself: because she's a giver. 

I shall have a great deal to say about the whole deceptive problematic of 
the gift. 3 Woman is obviously not that woman Nietzsche dreamed of who 

H. files is a fusion of the masculine " .. oi10lln il •• 
whieh refers back to birds and robhe .... with the 
fl.'minine pronoun ellesr which refers to wonlen 
!ll"anslator's note], 
9. An allusion to Lacan's revision of SSLlssure in 
'TIlt' Agency of the Letter in tll .. Unt'onscious" 
! 195i: see above): the "bar" between signifier and 
!o>igniHed is identical with the structurJng function 
of ch·ilization. 
I. .'\ ("'oinage blending chaos and C:OSJ11.0!i. 

2. The killing of women. 
3. As explored by the French anthropologist Mar
c,,1 Mau •• ln Essay on the Gift (1924). A key con
cept In Cixous's critique of ownership, property, 
and exchange, the gift funclions as excess, as 
spending, and as abundance-which all become, 
for Cixous, women's attributes. 
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gives only in order to.4 Who:could ever think of the gift as a gift~that·takes'? 
Who else but man, precisely. the one who would like to take: everything? 

If there isa "propriety of woman," it, is paradoxically her capacity to depro
priate unselfishlYI. body ,without end; Without. appendage; without principal 
"parts." If she is a whole, it's.a whore composed of parts· that are wholes, not 
simple partial objects but a moving, limitlessly changing ensemble, a cosmos 
tirelessly traversed by -Eros, an' immense astral space not organized around 
anyone sun that's any more of a star than ·the others. 

This doesn't mean -that she's an undifferentiated magma, but that she 
doesn't lord it over her body or her desire. Though masculine se;x:uality grav
itates around -the penis, engendering that centralized body (in political anat
omy) under the dictatorship of. its parts, woman does not bring about the 
same regiona:lization :whichserves the couple head/genitals and which is 
inscribed only within boundaries. Her libido is cosmic, just ·as her uncon

. scious is worldwide. 'Her writing can only keep going, without,ever inscribing 
or discerning contours, daring to make these vertiginous crossings. of the 
other{s) ephemeral and passionate. sojourns in him, her,- them, whom she 
inhabits long enough to look at:from the point. closest to their unconscious 
from the moment they awaken,-- to· love them. at the point closest ,to their 
prives; and then further, impregnated through and through with these brief, 
identificatoryembraces, she goes and passes into infinity. She alone dares 
and wishes to know from within,- ,where she, the outcast,'has never ceased 
.to hear the resonance of fore-language, She lets the other language speak"'"'
the language of 1 ,000 tongues which knows neither enclosure nor death. To 
life she refuses nothing. Her language does not contain, it carries; it does 
not hold back, it makes possible. When id' is ambiguously uttered-the won
der of being several-she doesn't defend herself against these unknown 
Women whom she's surprised at becoming, but derives pleasure ·from this 

- gift· of alterability. I am spacious, singing flesh, on which is grafted 'no one 
( knows which I, more or less human; but alive because of transforrilation .. 

Write! and·your s~lf-seeking-.text will know itself better than flesh and 
blood i 'rising, insurrectionary 'dough kneading .itself;. with· sonorous, per-

. fumed ingredients,· a lively combination ;df flying colors, le.ves; and _rivers 
plunging into the ·sea we feed. "Ah; therQ's her sea," he-will say as he holds 
out to me a basin full of water from the little phallic mother from whom 
he's inseparable. But look, our seas are· what we make of them, full of fish 
or not, opaque or transparent, red or black; high or smooth, narrow or bank
less; and we are ourselves sea, sand, cora', seaweed~ beaches, tides, swim
mers; children, waves .... More or less wavily sea, earth, sky-what matter 
would rebuff us'? We know how to speak them all. 

Heterogeneous, 'yes. For her joyous Benefit she is erogenous; she is the 

4. Reread Derrida's text, "Le Style de la femme," 
In N;el%..che .. ujau"",,",,; (Paris: Union G~n~rale 
d'Editlons, Coli. 10/18; [1973]), where the·phi
losopher can' be 'Seen bperating an AuJhebung of 
all philosophy in its syStematic reducing of Woman 
to the place of seduction: she appears as the one 
who is tliken for; the bait in person, all veils 
unfurled, the one who doesn't give but.who gives 
only In order to (take) (Cixous's note]. Translated 
In Jacques Derrlda, Spurs: Nietzsche's Styles 
(1978). FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE (1844-1900), 

German philosopher. 
5. The first of three components of the Infant's 
psyche (the others being the ego and superego); as 
theorized by Freud; It Is- governed by the .most 
primitive unconscious urges for gratlficatlon, ruled 
by no laws of logic. and unconstrained.by external 
reality. 
6. The child's fantasy of what the mother mu~t 
have been like before she· was castrated; theorized 
by both Freud and Lacan. .! 
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erotogeneity of the heterogeneous: airborne swimmer, in flight, she does not 
cling to herself; she is dispersible, prodigious, stunning, desirous and capable 
of others, of the other woman that she -will be; of the other woman -she isn't, 
of him of you. 

Woman be unafraid of any other place, of any same, or any other. My eyes, 
my tongue, my ears, my nose, my skin, my mouth, my-hodywfor .. (the)-other
not that I long for it in order to fill up a hole, to provide--against some defect 
of mine, or because, as fate would have it, I'm spurred on' by feminine "jeal
ousy"; not because I've been dragged into the whole chain of substitutions 
that brings that which is substituted back to its ultimate object; That sort of 
thing you -would expect to come straight out -of "Tom Thumb," -out of the 
Penisneid7 whispered to us by old grandmother ogresses, servants to their 
father-sons. If they believe, in order to muster up some self-importance, if 
they really need to believe that we're dying of deSire; that we are this hole 
fringed with desire for their penis-that's their immemorial business. Unde
niably (we verify it at our own expense-but also to our amusement), it's 
their business to let us know they're getting a hard-on, so that we'll assure 
them (we the maternal mistresses of their-little pocket signifier) that they 
still can, that it's still there-that men structure ,themselves only by being 
fitted with a feather. s In the child it's not the penis that the woman desires, 
it's not that famous bit of skin around which every man gravitates. 'Pregnancy 
cannot be traced back, except within the historlcallimits of the ancients, to 
some form of fate, to those mechanical- substitutions brought labout by the 
unconscious of some eternal "jealous woman"; not to penis envies; and not 
to narcissism or to some sort of homosexuality linked to the ever-present 
mother! Begetting a child doesn't mean that the woman or the man must fall 
ineluctably into patterns or must recharge :the circuit of reproduction. If 
there's a risk there's not an inevitable trap: may women be spared the pres
sure, under the guise of consciousness-raising, 'ofa supplement of interdic
tions. Either you want a kid or you don't-that's your business.9 Let nobody 
threaten you; in satisfying your desire; let -not· the- fear- of; Decoming the 
accomplice to a sociality succeed the old-time fear:of beihg'!'takeri/' And 
man, are you still going to bank on everyone's blindness and passivity, afraid 
lest the child make a father and, consequently, that in having a kia.1he 
woman land herself more than one bad deal by engendering all at once 
child-mother-father-family? No; it's up to you to break the old circuits. 
It will be up to man and woman to render obsolete the former relationship 
and all its consequences, to consider the launching of a brand~new subject, 
alive, with defamiliali1llltion. Let us demater-paternalize rather than deny 
woman, in an effort to avoid the co-optation of procreation, a thrilling era 
of the body. Let us defetishize. Let's get away from the dialectic which has 
it that the only good father is a dead one, or that the child is the death of 
his parents. The child is the other, but the other without violence, bypassing 
loss, struggle. We're fed up with the reuniting of bonds forever to be severed, 

7. Penis envy (German): Freud's name for the life
long wish to have a penis, which he ~lUribuled to 
women. "Tom Thumb": the old nursery tale fea
turing the diminutive hero of the same name. 
S. In the French s'empennsr, "lo sprout feathers": 

a reference to PLATO's deSCription 'of the soul's 
return to Its original perfection by regrowing its lost 
wings: see Phaed".. (ca.370 R,C.E.), 246-252a_ 
9. Abortion was legalized in France In 1974, a year 
before this essay was published. 
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with the litany of castration that's handed down and genealogized. We won't 
advance backward anymore; we're not going to repress something so simple 
as the desire for life. Oral drive, anal drive, vocal drive-all these drives are 
our strengths, and among them is the gestation drive-just like the desire to 
write: a desire to live self from within, a desire for the swollen belly, for 
language, for blood. We are not going to refuse, if it should happen to strike 
our fancy, the unsurpassed pleasures of pregnancy which have actually been 
always exaggerated or conjured away-or cursed-in the classic texts. For if 
there's one thing that's been repressed here's just the place to find it: in the 
taboo of the pregnant woman. This says a lot about the power she seems 
invested with at the time, because it has always been suspected, that, when 
pregnant, the woman not only doubles her market value, but-what's more 
important-takes on intrinsic value as a woman in her own eyes and, unde
niably, acquires body and sex. 

There are thousands of ways of living one's pregnancy; to have or not to 
have with that still invisible other a relationship of another intensity. And if 
you don!t have that particular yearning, it doesn't mean that you're in any 
way_laJ'king. Each body distributes in its own special way, without model or 
norm, the nonfinite and changing totality of its desires. Decide for yourself 
on your position in the arena of contradictions, where pleasure and reality 
embrace. Bring the other to life. Women know how to live detachment; 
giving birth is neither losing nor increasing. It's adding to life an other. Am 
I dreaming'? Am I mis-recognizing'? You, the defenders of "theory," the sac
rosanct yes-men of Concept, enthroners of the phallus (but not of the penis): 

Once more you'll say that all this smacks of "idealism," or what's worse, 
you'll splutter that I'm a "mystic." 

And what about the libido'? Haven't I read the "Signification of the Phal
lus",?) And what about separation, what about that bit of self for which, to 
be born, you undergo an ablation-an ablation, so they say, to be forever 
commemorated by your'desire'? . 

Besides, isn't it evident that the penis gets around in my texts, that I give 
it a place and appeal'? Of course I do. I want all. I want all of me with all of 
him. Why should I deprive myself of a part of us'? I want all of us. Woman 
of course has a desire for a "loving desire" and not a jealous one. But not 
because she is gelded; not because she's deprived and needs to be filled out, 
like some wounded person who wants to console herself or seek vengeance: 
I don't want a penis to decorate my body with. But I do desire the other for 
the other,2 whole and entire, male or female; because living means wanting 
everything that is, everything that lives, and wanting it alive. Castration'? Let 
others toy with it. What's a desire originating from a lack? A pretty meager 
desire. 

The woman who still allows herself to be threatened by the big dick, who's 
still impressed by the commotion of the phallic stance, who still leads a loyal 
master to the beat of the drum: that's the woman of yesterday. They still 
exist, easy and numerous victims of the oldest of farces: either they're cast 
in the original silent version in which, as titanesses lying under the moun
tains they make with their quivering, they never see erected that theoretic 

I. A 1958 essay by Jacques Lacan (see above). 
2. Th .. non-me, the non-self. In The Second Sex 

(1949), SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR was the first to ana
lyze how society positions woman as man's other. 
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monument to the golden phallus looming, in the old manner, over their 
bodies. Or, coming today out of their infans3 period and into the second, 
';enlightened" version of their virtuous debasement, they see themselves sud
denly assaulted by the builders of the analytic empire and, as soon as they've 
begun to formulate the new desire. naked, nameless, so happy at making an 
appearance, they're taken in their bath by the new old men, and then, 
whoops! Luring them with flashy signifiers, the demon of interpretation
oblique. decked out in modernity-sells them the same old handcuffs, bau
bles. and chains. Which castration do you prefer? Whose degrading do you 
like better. the father's or the mother's? Oh, what pwetty eyes, you pwetty 
little girl. Here, buy my glasses and you'll see the Truth-Me-Myself4 tell you 
everything you should know. Put them on your nose and take a fetishist's 
look (you are me, the other analyst-that's what I'm telling you) at your body 
HmI the body of the other. You see? No? Wait, you'll have everything 
explained to you, and you'll know at last which sort of neurosis you're related 
to. Hold still, we're going to do your portrait, so that you can begin looking 
like it right away. 

Yes. the naives to the first and second degree are still legion. If the New 
"'omen, arriving now, dare to create outside the theoretical, they're called 
in by the cops of the signifier, fingerprinted, remonstrated, and brought into 
the line of order that they are supposed to know; assigned by force of trickery 
to a precise place in the chain that's always formed for the benefit of a 
privileged signifier. We are pieced back to the string which leads back, if not 
to the Name-of-the-Father. then. for a new twist, to the place of the phallic
mother.5 

Beware, my friend. of the signifier that would take you back to the author
ity of a signified! Beware of diagnoses that would reduce your generative 
powers. "Common" nouns are also proper nouns that disparage your singu
larity by classifying it into species. Break out of the circles; don't remain 
within the psychoanalytic closure. Take a look around, then cut through! 

And if we are legion. it's because the war of liberation has only made as 
yet a tiny breakthrough. But women are thronging to it. I've seen them, those 
who will be neither dupe nor domestic, those who will not fear the risk of 
being a woman; will not fear any risk. any desire, any space still unexplored 
in themselves, among themselves and others or anywhere else. They do not-r. . 
fetishize, they do not deny. they do not hate. They observe, they approach, 
they tl'Y to see the other woman. the child, the lover-not to strengthen their 
own narcissism or verify the solidity or weakness of the master. but to make 
lo\'(' better, to invent. 

Otlzet·lolle.-In the beginning are our differences. The new love dares for 
the other. wants the other, makes dizzying, precipitous flights between 
kno\\ledge and invention. The woman arriving over and over again does not 
stand still; she's everywhere. she exchanges, she is the desire-that-gives. (Not 
enclosed in the paradox of the gift that takes nor under the illusion of unitary 

3. h"'(lpable of speech (Latin). Lac .. n uses the 
word In tlt'scribe the child at the mirror ~talitc. 
4. A n,,.sfcrence 10 Lacsn, who had written in his 
"""Y 'The Freudian Thing" (I 955). "Moi, la n'rite, 
j<' parl<'" 11. the Truth, speak). "My glasses" alludes 
to tilt, ~inister eyeglass salt"sman in Hoff,nonn's 
"Sandman" (1816) whom Freud anulyze~ in "The 

IUncanny'." 
5. In his seminars of the 1970s, Lacan had 
attempted to demonstrate the relations among the 
Imaginary, the Symbolic, and the Real by means 
of knots made of string. Name-of-the-Father: the 
Lacanlan t .. rm for the function of the father In the 
Symbolic. 
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fusion. We're past that.) She' comes in, comes-in-between 'herself.me and 
you; between the other me .where:one;is always· infinitely. more than one and 
more than me, without the . fear of ever ·reaching a limit; 'she thrills jri: our 
becoming. And we'll keep on becoming! .She cuts through: defensive loves, 
motherages, and devourations: beyond selfish narcissism,dn the moving, 
open, transitional space"she runs her risks. Beyond the suuggle-to-the-death 
that's been removed to the bed, beyond thelbve-battle..that; claims to rep
resent exchange, she scorns at·an 'Eros dynamic that would be fed by hatred. 
Hatred:.a heritage v agaih, a remainder, a duping subservience to the phallus. 
To love; to watch-think-seek the other.in the other! to despecularize, to 
unhoard. Does this seem 'difficult?:It's nO.t impossible, and-this is what nour
ishes Iife-a love that has no·commerce with the . apprehensive desire that 
provides against the lack and stultifies the strange; a love; that· rejoices in the 
exchange that multiplies. Wherever history still unfolds as the history of 
death, she does not tread. Opposition, hierarchizing exchange,the struggle 
for .inastery which can end only in at least one death (one maste~neslave, 
or two nonmasters *" two dead)6-alI that comes from a period.intime gov
erned .by phallocentric values. The fact that this period extends into. the 
present doesn't prevent .woman .from starting the history, of life somewhere 
else .. Elsewhere, she gives. She doesn't "know" what·she's'giving, she doesn't 
measurtdtj she gives, .though,. neither a90unterfeit impression 'nor some
thing she hasn't got. She gives more,·with no assurance thatshe!JI get back 
even some unexpected profit from what she ·puts .outt She' gives that. there 
may be life, thought, transformation .. This is· an "economy':. that can no longer 
be put in economic terms. Wherever she loves, all the old concepts of man
agement.areleft behind. At the endofa more. Or lessi.::onsciolis computation, 
she finds not her sum but her differences.Tam foryouiwhat:you want me 
to be at the moment you look at me in a way·you~ve. never, seen. me before: 
at every instant. When I write, .it's everything that we do,p.'t know we can be 

. that is written out of me, without exclusions, without· stipulation, and,every
thing we will be calls us to th'e.unflagging,.intoxicating,lj.nappeasable search 
for love. In one another we,will.never be.lacldng. . 

1975, 1?76 

6.· .. n· the Master-Slave dialectic (tescrlbeclby Hegelln i>1N~/iotbloitY ~i'S;nrii (1S07; '$ee abOVe), the 
m.Ster Is the. one who Is V\'fUing to fight,to the death for· freedQm;. the slave chooses· life. . . . , ,. , ... 

. G.E;:~A~P.··dRAFF 
i; h. 1.937.· 

·Z, " , '. 

In "Taking Cover in Coverage" (1986), Gerald' Graff views the university itself through 
the lens.of ~ritical theory, askin.~h~r~ questi0t;ii; abotit: ~he iristi~utional lih:uct~res 
within English departinen~sl.Whydivide literature .nto separatefi~Jds'?How do sub
specialUes affect the way professors: work artd ,!lt~dehts learn. in literature· depart
ments'" W~tTied, as hededar~s: \q .,L~4iT~tuTe-4tf4hsi Itself ( 1 ~'??) i. ~h!ltcontemporary 
approaches to literature within English departments have undermined ·'thepower..of 
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language to connect us with the world," Graff recommends a novel and subsequently 
influential method for bringing coherence to what he' sees as an increasingly dis
jointed curriculum, a method he calls "teaching the conflicts." 

Born in Chicago, Graff received his B.A. from the University o£Chicago :in 1959. 
He did graduate work at Stanford University, where he studied with the New Critic 
Ivor Winters and the New York IntellectuallRVING HOWE, receiving his Ph.D. in 1963. 
He taught at the University of New Mexico from 1963 to 1966, then returned to 
Illinois to teach at Northwestern University (196~9 I) and at the University of Chi
cago (1991-98), where he was appointed to the Pullman professorship formerly held 
by the narrative and rhetorical theorist Wayne Booth. In 1999 he took a deanship at 
the University of Illinois-Chicago to develop undergraduate curricula and coordinate 
teacher education programs. ' 

In his writing, Graff is an iconoclast. While he has been a prominent participant 
in debates on 'contemporary theory, he does not readily fit into any definable camp. 
He is also an unapologetic polemicist, persistently arguing against literary criticism's 
disconnection from society. In his early work, he attacked the New Critical axiom 
that "a poem, as a poem, does not say anything about the world." In his provocative 
Literature against Itself: Literary Ideas in Modern Society, Graff turned his Sights on 
a range of contemporary theories and claimed that their· excessive focus on language 
fostered the ineffectuality of literary intellectuals. Overall, Graff shows a consistent 
concern with the social dimensions of inteHectual work, but he does so in a pluralistic 
way, advocating no particular approach and avoiding orthodoxy. 

"Taking Cover in Coverage" looks at the ways in which the University institutionally 
and historica]]y has shaped intellectual work. Graff'begins with a defense of theory. 
His argument is tacitly directed at antitheorists, ranging from traditionalists who 
believe, in the phrase of the New Critic Rene Wellek; that 'contemporary theory is 
"destroying literary studies" to neopragmatists, such as STEVEN KNAPP AND'WALTER 
BENN MICHAELS, who claim that theory is inconsequential. Despite Craff's earlier 
rough handling of theory, he here sees it as enriching our thought and thus advocates 
putting it at the center of the curriculum. Although· Graff had been an opponent of 
deconstruction, his defense of theory para]]els that in PAUL "DE MAN'S "Resistance to 
Theory" (I982), which similarly responds to antitheorlsts and argues for the impor
tance of theory. However, Graff takes to task mlich contemporary theory for failing 
to reflect on its own institutional location, willing to "apply theory within the existing 
structure but ... fail[ing] to make a theoretical examination of the structure itself." 

Moving to his main topic, Graff gives thumbnail sketches of the ,history o£U.S. 
English ,departments (born in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries) and 
the "field coverage" model on which they rely; Specialized fields both engen.d;r. dis
connections and insularities that thwart inte]]ectual community and encoura'ge effi
ciency, innovation and autonomy-the benefits that led to the model's success. While 
institutional structures in English departments have given faculty a relative degree of 
freedom to pursue new topics (including contemporary theoty), they have also essen
tially quarantined individual scholars in their particular fields; as s'result, there is no 
common ground for discussion, conflicts are suppressed, the curriculum is incoher
ent, and students lose out. Graff's recommendation to fa'culty, which has since 
become something of a slogan, is to "teach the conflicts" and make such divisions 
the organizing basis of curriculum. 

Throughout his argument, Graff shows a concerri' for how the divisions wrought 
by field coverage have harmed not just scholars :lind professors but students as we]]. 
Though pedagogy has been discussed by many in other fields, Graff's consistent atten
tion to teaching is unusual among contemporary theorists. His writing style also sets 
"Taking Cover in Coverage" apart. Graff argues for theory in an accessible, plain; and 
colloquial language (using sentences like "literature departments should stop kidding 
themselves") rarely seen in contemporary theory. In the 19905' a number of other 
critics, notably Michael Berube in his book Public Access: Literary Theory and Amer-
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ican Cultural Politics (I 994), called for an accessible criticism directed to a public 
rather than a narrowly academic audience. 

Graff fleshed out his argument about English departments and field coverage in 
an important book, Professing Literature: An Institutional History (1987), which traces 
the discipline's history from the nineteenth century to the 1980s. He sees contem
porary conflicts over theory as part of a historical process often altt;mating between 
traditionalism and new approaches. In the 1990s Graff focused increasingly on pede 
agogy. He has responded to public debates over th~ canon,' theory, and '''political 
correctness" by extolling their potential as a resource for teaching. Ccihtinuing his 
argument from "Taking Cover in Coverage," particularly in his popular Beyond the 
Culture Wars: How Teaching the Conflicts Can Revitalize Higher Education (1992), 
Graff advocates foregrounding critical I;ontroversies in the classroom rather than 
hiding them from students. Citing his own experience as a student, he admits that 
class discussions of literature bored him until he discovered that literature was some
thing to argue over. 

Although Graff's conflictual model has been widely accepted as a productive teach
ing method and as a useful account of theoretical change, several critics have noted 
its liIJlitations. Some criticize Graff's nostalgia' for a vibrant literary culture outside 
th~_university, even as he supplies prescriptions that apply only to the academy. Oth
ers note the reductiveness of seeing all change in terms of a repeated conflict between 
tradition and new movements. From a feminist perspective, Graff's conflictual model 
is precisely what JANE TOMPKINs'criticizes in "Me and My Shadow" (1987; see below). 
Though she joins Graff's attack on the isolation fostered by English departments, 
Tompkins calls for cooperation rather than confrontation and would see Graff's 
embrace of conflict as reflecting a masculinist bias-per:haps making the ,discipline 
akin to a contact sport. From a postcolonial perspective, critics like NGUGl,wA 
THIONG'O argue that "English" departments propagate imperialism, and therefQre call 
for their abolition. Graff mentions that the division of departments by' language is 
arbitrary, but he does not continue this analysis to critique the natiomllistic origins 
and purposes of English departments. Nevertheless, Gl'aff's history of EnglJsh ~epJlr~
ments is a pathbreaking investigation shOWing how our institutions shape litersty 
thought and proposing how ther migltt be changed. " 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Stemming from his doctoral dissertation (for which Irving Howe was an adviser), 
Graff's first book, Poetic Statement and Critical Dogma (1970), attacks the laCk of 
social concem evinced by the New Criticism and other approaches. Literature ~gainst 
Itself: Literary Ideas in Modern $ociety (1979) extends his polemic to contemporary 
theory. Through the 1980s Graff turned his attention more concertedly to tlt'~ llni
versity, in 1985 co-editing (with Reginald Gibbons) a collection, Criticism in the 
University, that deals with the t~entiei:h-century shift from' literary journalism to an 
academic criticism largely divorced from the world. Drawing on nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century documentary sources, GrafE's Professing Literature: An Institutional 
History (1987) is regarded as the standard history of t~e discipline. In a related wor"-; 
Graff compiled (with Michael W~rn~r) a collection of historical documents, The'Ori
gins of Literary Studies in America: A Documentary History (1988). Beyond the Culture 
Wars: How Teaching the Conflicts Can Revitalize Higher Education (1992) presents 
his program for "teaching the conflicts." Graff has also contributed a substantial 
history of contemporary American criticism, "Criticism since'1940" (coauthored with 
Evan Carton), to The Cambridge History of American Literature, voL 8, Poetry and 
Criticism, 1940-1995 (ed. Sacvan Berc'ovitch, 1996); it characteristicallyforegrounds 
the cycle of conflicts in and the' '''academicization'' of criticism. He also has edH:ed 
two casebooks deploying his conflictual mode., Adventures of Huc1deberry Finn: A 
Case Study in Critical Controversy (co-edited with James Phelan, 1995) and The Tem-
pest: A Case Study in Contemporary Controversy (1999). ' 
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Graff's views of the English department have been "idely discussed. A special issue 
of the journal Critical Exchm'ge (23 [1987]) devotes itllelf to them and includes an 
interview with Graff; in particular. Nick Visser's "Criticism and Liberal Reason" crit
icizes Graff's nostalgia for preacademic literary culture. A leading critic of profes
sionalism, Bruce Robbins, in l\1innesota Review, n.s., 30-31 (1988), judges Grafrs 
institutional accollnt to be "sociologically thin" in attending only to English depart
ments. The collection Teaching the Conflicts: Gerald Oraff, CurriculAr Reform, and 
tIle Culture WArs, edited by \ViIliam E. Cain (I994), gathers eleven useful essays 
assessing Orafrs work, especially in relation to curriculum. Cain's introduction pro
"ides an excellent fiurvey. and the volume contains a response and three short essays 
by Graff (including "Taking Cover in Coverage"). Brook Thomas's "Teaching the Con
flicts in the Humanities Core Course at University of California, Irvine," College 
Literature 21 (I 994), reports on Graff's method in practice. In University in Ruins 
(1996), Bill Readings assimilates Graff's conflictual model in recommending that the 
university be a community of "dissensus," but he argues that Graff's model itself 
becomes "a unified object of professional discourse." Dpn Bialostosky, in "Is Gerald 
Graff Machia';~llian?" Style 33 (J 999), provocatively co'rripil;es Grafrs notion of the 
productive tises of conflict with Machiavelli's prescriptipns for power. That Graff's 
conflictual model has inspired a textbook series, Case Studies in Critical Controversy. 
published by Belford Books, further testifies to his infl~ence. 

Taking Cover in Coverage 

In addressing the topic "The Value of Theory in English Studies,"1 I want to 
say at the ol,Jtset that the antagonism usually presumed to exist between 
literary theory and humanistic tradition J'ta,s been exaggerated. It is perfectly 
possible to defend the infusion of theory into the curriculum on traditional 
grounds, nal11ely, that students need theoretical frameworks in order to con
ceptualize, and talk about, literature. Until recently, in fact, it was tradition
alists like Irving Babbitt and Norman Foerstera who called for more "theory," 
in opposition to the disconnected empircisim of positivist litel'!ilry history and 
formalist explication. where the faith seemed to be that "the facts, once in, 
would of themselves mean something."3 Most scholars "have left virtually 
uninspected the theory upon which their practice rests" or have proceeded 
"as if that theory were an absolute good for all time;"4 While a great deliK:if 
current theory does radically attack the 'premises and v~lues of traditional 
literary humanism. that attack re\ives the kinds of questions about literature 
and its cultural functions that used to concern traditional humanistic critics. 

The real enemy of tradition has been the established form of literary study, 
which has neglected traditional theoretical questions about the ends and 
social functions of literature and criticism. There is something strange about 
the belief that we are being traditional when we isolate literary works from 
their contexts and explicate them in a vacuum or with a modicum of back
ground information. Matthew ArnoldS would have recognized little tradi-

I, The essay wa, originally presented at a 1986 
~(:'nlinar run by the Association of Departments of 
English on thi' topic. 
2. L.iterary critics and Hal'va .. d University profes
SOl'S who espoused the ~lumani!!itic villue of study
Ing literature: Foer'ter (1887-) 972) was 0 protege 
0(" HnbbiU', (1865-1933), 
3. "\1orman Foerster, "The Study of Letters," in 
Lile,'"r')' Sclwlarsl,ip: Its Aims ami Metlood •• by Nor-

man Foerst .. r et al. (Chapel Hili: University of 
North Carolina Pre •• , 1941), 11-12 [Grafr,note], 
4. Norman Foerster et aI., Introduction, in Ibid" v 
[GraIT's note]. 
5. Leading Victorian poet and critic (1822-1888; 
see above), whose engagement with contemporar)' 
society Is c1e .. r In such works as Cullure and AUt", 
ch)' (1869). 
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tional or humanistic in these established forms of pedagogy. Obviously lam 
not !laying that recent literary 'theory 'is nothing more than ~he application of 
Arrioldian culture by either means; What lam saying i!l thlit'rec~rit theory 
has reawakened some of the'large questions thai Arnoldrai$ed, while reject~ 
ing the Arnoldian answers as rio lohger',sufficierit. ' ',." ' 

In fact, it was the br:eakdo~ of ~gr~ement onthEl kit~I'dian a~swers'that 
inspired the current popularitY'9f ~h~Qry and ensures, I think, that this inter, 
est will not be a passing fad. By,onedefipition that seems to me valid,,~'literary 
theory" is simply the ,kind of discourse that is generated when presupposi
tions that were Once, tacitly shared about literature, :criticisril"and ~ulture 
become open to question, Theoryiis what breaks'out when agreement about 
such terms as text, reading,. history" interpretation, tradition, and literature 
can no longe~ be taken for grAnted,:.so ,that their meanings have, to be for" 
rriulated and debated . .f\dmittedly~tthe tertnthe.ory is usedhere.in a very broad 
si!riS'e, denotiJ:}g an examination '(jf legitimating presuppositi~ris, beliefs, and 
ideologies. By this definition,ev~n a.nti'theorists like ,Arnold and F. R. Leavls6 

qualify as theorists, ha~ng theori~ed about the premises of literature and 
culture and the place of literature, and culture in modem societies. And in 
this sense all teachers of literature operate on theories, whether they choose 
to examine these theories or not. 

Clearly, we need to reserve another sense of theory to denote the technical, 
abstruse, and systematic speculation typical of recent Continental thought. 
But here is another misconception-that theory is necessarily obscure, tech
nical and abstruse, and therefore too advanced or esoteric for the average 
coll~ge or high school student 'of-literature; This belief fails to'recogni:re that 
all teaching involves popularization and:that even the most difficult current 
theories are not intrinsically more resistant to populariZation than the,New 
Criticism, which had its own abstruse, conceptual origins in Kant, Coleridge, 
and:Croce.7 ' , ' 

It is the average-to-poor studenLwho suffers most froin ,the established 
cuJiriculum's poverty of the0IY."for, such,a ,student lacks:command',of,the 
conceptual contexts that make'it possible to integrate perceptions and 'gen
eralize from them. All the close concentration in the world on the particu
larities of literary texts will not : ,help a student 'make sense ofthege 
particularities without the categories that give them meaning;, , ' 

Current anti theorists ,have, things exactly,backward'when they oppose the" 
ory to tradition and to close literary analysis and demand that we minister 
to the ills of literary studies by desisting from theoretical 'chatter and getting 
back to teaching literature'itself. It was the isolation of "literature itself" in 
a conceptual vacuum that stranded students without a, context for talking 
about literature and that still forces many of them ,to, resort· to Cliffs Notes 
and other such cribs. It is easy to disdain these cribs, but marketing pressures 
have actually forced their: producers to think through' the problems facing 
the average literature student.inore realistically than have many department 

6, Influential English literary critic 0895-1978; 
see above), who extolled "the great tradition.",' , 
7. Three Important and sometimes abstruse writ
ers,on aesthetics: IMMANUEL KANT (1724-1804), 
a German philosopher; SAMUEL 1'AYLOR, COLER
IOGE (1'772-1834), a British Romantic poet and 
theorist; and Benedetto Croce (1866-1952), an 

Italian philosophe~!,';d I!terary critic: The New 
Criticism, tin approach (championed by CI,EfoNTH 
BROOKS, WJLLlAM ~, 'I\IIMSA1'T JR:, ,and others) that 
emphasize. close ,t'4\adlrig ot, the, text considered as 
an aut~nomous ''!''):io\e;,',\i ha~ 'greatly influ!'nced 
teaching from the mid-20th c;entury onward. 
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curricular planners. Cliffs Notes supply students with the generalized things 
to say about literary works that the literature program takes for gi-anted they 
will somehow get on their own. 

The irony of the current cry of "back to literature itself' is that it was the 
exclusive concentration on literature itself that helped create a situation in 
which the Cliffs Notes on given works of literattire are more readily available 
in campus bookstores than are the works themselves. Perhaps I am naive to 
suggest that a more theoretically contextualized cilrrituli.J.m would cause 
such cribs to wither away. I can certainly imagine a Cliffs Notes on decon
struction, supplementing the ones on Keats and Dickens.8 But for the 
moment I think we should view this eventuality as a possibiiity to be recog
nized and avoided rather than as an inevitability. 

These opening reflections will probably persuade only those who agree 
with them.' My purpose here, however, is not to make a cilse for theory in 
the literature program but to point up some difficulties that arise once we 
have decided that such a goal is desirable. In addressing the pedagogical uses 
of recent literary theory, we tend to treat the issue Ilsif it weteprimarily a 
matter of figuring out how to integrate this theory into individual classrooms. 
We form conference "workshops," which concentrate on technical questions 
like how to use reader-response criticism to teach Hamlet, or poststructur
alist theory to teach the romantic lyric, or feminist 'critiques of the estab
lished canon to restructure the nineteenth-century'~iioVel' course. Such 
reforms can be useful and necessary, bilt'if we do' not go beyond them we 
will limit theory to its instrumental uses, making it into a means of sprucing 
up ritualized procedures of explication. We will apply theory Within the exist
ing structure but will fail to make a theoretical exarttin~tioriof the structure 
itself. 

I want to suggest that one of the first things we need to do with literary 
theory is to train it on the literature department itself; particularly on' the 
way that the department and other departments and the university are organ
ized. Insofar as a literature departrtlent represents a certain organization of 
literature, it is itself a kind of theory; though it has beeillargely an incoherent 
theory, and this incoherence in fact has reinforced the impression that the 
department has no theory. 

In deciding to call ourselves departments of English,· Freilch;"~and 
German----'--rather than of literature, cultural studies, or somethiilgelse-and 
in subdividing these national units into periods and genres, we ,have already 
made significant theoretical choices. But we do ntU see these choices as 
choices, much less as theoretical ones, because the categories that mark 
them-English, eighteenth century, poetry, novel-operate as' administra
tive conveniences and eventually as facts"of nature that we can take for 
granted. We need to recognize that the way we organize and departmehtalize 
literature is not only a crucial theoreticalchoic'e but one that largely deter
mines our professional activity and the way students and the laity see it or 
fail to see it. 

To make this statement is not to agree with, those who think that the 
departmentalization of literature itself was a kind of original sin and who 
look back nostalgically to the days before the creative imagination was 

8, Charles Dickens (I812-1870), Victorian novelist. John Keats (I795-182\), English Romantic poet. 
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bureaucratized. Anyone seriously committed to the idea of democratic mass 
education has to acknowledge the obvious necessity for some form of bureau
cratic departmental organization and the specialized division of labor that 
that entails. But the form that organization takes is neith~r self-evident nor 
inevitable,and it will have a lot to do with considerations of theory. 

I use the term field coverage as a convenient description of the model of 
organization that has governe4 literature departments since the dawn of the 
modern university, in the last c:~o decades ofthe nineteenth century. Accord
ing to the field-coverage ~odel, a department considers itself adequately 
staffed when it has acquired the personnel to "cover" an adequate number 
of designated fields of literature, and it assumes that the core of the curric
ulum will consist of the student's cove~age of sOllle pOftion of those fields. 
The field-coverage model arose as an adaptation to ~he modern university's 
ideal of research specialization, for dividing the territory of literature into 
fields supervised by specialists imitated the organizational form that had 
made the sciences efficient in producing advanced research. But the field
coVerage principle had a humanistic justification as well, the argument 
that a student who covered the fields represented by the average depart
ment would get a reasonaply balanced exposure to the literary-humanis~ic 
tradition. 

It was the operational advantages, however, that made the field-coverage 
model irresistible, especially in a newly eXpanding un.versity where short
term expediency rarely afforded leisure for discussion of first principles and 
where first principles.in any case were Qecoming increasingly open to dis
pute. One of the most conspicuous operational advantages was the way field 
coverage made the department virtually self-regulating. By assigning instruc
tors the roles predetermin~d by their lit,erary fields, the model created a 
system in which the job of instruction could proceed as if on automatic' pilot, 
with no need for instructors to confer with their peers or superiors; Assuming 
that individual instructors had been competently trained-and by about 
1900 or so the American system of graduate study had matured sufficiently 
to see to that-they could be left on their own to carry out their teaching 
and research jobs without elaborate supervision and management. , 

A second advantage of ~he field-coverage inodel was 'that it made the 
department immensely flexible to innovation. By making Individuals' func
tionally independent of one another in carrying out their tasks; the model 
enabled the department to assimilate new subjects, ideas, and methodologies 
without risking the conflicts that would otherwise ~ave had to be debated 
and worked through. It thus allowed the modern university t9 overcopie the 
chronic stagnation that had beset the old nineteenth-century college, where 
new ideas that challenged the established Christian orthodoxy were usually 
excluded or suppressed. The coverage model solved the problem of ~ow tQ 
make the university open to innovation and diverse viewpoints without ~ncu'r
ring paralyzing conflicts. 

Unfortunately, these advantages came at a severe cost that we have been 
paying ever since. The same arrangements that allowed instructors to do 
their jobs efficiently and independently also relieved them of the need to 
discuss and reflect on the values and 'implications of their practices. Th,,, 
form of organization left literature departments without any need to qiscuss 
matters of fundamental direction either with their own members or with 
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members of other departments. and it is a rule of bureaucratic organizations 
that whatever these Ol'ganizations are not structurally required to do they 
will tend not to do. Moral exhortation unaccompanied by structural change 
".ill be largely wasted. The department was open to innovation as the college 
had not been before, but under circumstances that were almost as effective 
in muffling the confrontations provoked by innovation as the old system of 
repressive control had been. Previously there had been little open debate 
over first principles because dissenters had been excluded. Now dissenters 
were invited in, but the departmental structure kept them too isolated from 
theil' colleagues for open debate to take place. 

Vigorous controversy did arise, but usually only behind the scenes of edu
cation. in specialized journals. department meetings, or private gossip-all 
places where students derived little benefit from it, usually knew nothing of 
its existence, and certainly did not participate in it. Instructors were freer 
than they had been from administrative tyranny, but at the sacrifice of certain 
possibilities of intellectual community. 

To put it another way, the field-coverage model solved the problem of 
theory. Departmental organization took the place of theory, for the presence 
of an ordered array of fields, fully staffed, made it unnecessary for anyone to 
have a theory about what the department should do to permit the work of 
teaching and research to go on. The theoretical choices had already been 
taken care of in the grid of periods, genres, and other catalog rubrics, which 
embodied a clear and seemingly uncontroversial conceptualization of what 
the department was about. With literature courses ranged in periods and 
genres, instructors did not need to ask what "period" or "genre" meant or 
what justified the established demarcations. The connections and contrasts 
between periods and genres. so important for understanding these catego
ries, fell between the cracks, as did other large issues in the university, such 
as the relation between the sciences and the humanities, which was the 
responsibility of neither the sciences nor the humanities. 

Latent conflicts of method and ideology that had divided the faculty from. 
the outset and the cultural conflicts that these often exemplified did not have 
to be confronted and taught. Fundamental disagreements over the study of 
literature were embodied. for example, in the conflict between the research... . 
"scholar." who adhered to a positivistic methodology, and the generalist man
or woman of letters. who scorned this methodology, and, later, in the conflict 
hetween both these types and the hyperanalytical New Critic. But while the 
department enacted these conflicts, it did not explicitly foreground and 
engage them. As long as scholars, generalists, and critics covered their turfs 
within self-enclosed classrooms, the average student did not need to be aware 
of the clashes of principle. much less use them as a larger context for literary 
stud\"' 

TI;is e:\.-planation accounts for the otherwise inexplicable persistence of 
the fiction of shared humanistic values and purposes during a period when 
conflicts in method and ideology were becoming progressively more frequent 
and antagonistic. Since the official premise that humanistic values governed 
the department did not have to be theorized or subjected to periodical review 
and discussion, there was no pal·ticular reason to acknowledge that the prem
ise was wearing increasingly thin. Not only did the structure provide no 
necessary occasion for questioning the content of that humanism which. 



2064 / GERALD GRAFF 

according to the catalog, theoretically held the diverse and conflicting view
points of departments together, but the illusion could be maintained that 
nobody even had a theory. 

And of course it was true that the department did riot have a theory, for 
it harbored many theories without any clear way to integrate them. Here 
we arrive at the central problem: How does a department institutionalize 
theory when there is no agreement on what the theory is to be? The ques
tion becomes unanswerable, however, only if it is assumed that a depart
ment must achieve theoretical consensus before it can achieve theoretical 
coherence. 

The perennial assumption seems to have been that professional and cul
tural conflicts have to be resolved before they can be presented to the stu
dents: students, apparently, must be exposed only to the results of the 
conflicts dividing their teachers, not to th.e process of conflict itself, which 
presumably would confuse or demoralize them. Surely one reason why we 
tend, as I noted earlier, to reduce pedagdgical questions to questions about 
workshop techniques for indiviclual courses is that we doubt the possibility 
of agreement on larger collective goals. Our doubts are well founded in expe
rience, but why need we assume that we have to agree in order to integrate 
our activities? Must we have consensus to have coherence? 

The unfortunate thing is not that our conflicts of method and ideology 
have often proved unresolvable but that we have been able to exploit so little 
of the potential educational value of our unresolved conflicts. Part of the 
reason stems' from the literary mind's temperamental resistance to airing 
differences; tqe old-fashioned version of this attitude held that open debate 
is unseemly, while the more up-to-date version holds that there are no priv
ileged metalangul;lges, or no fact-of-the-matter outside interpretations, or no 
"decidable" answers to questions,' so that there is nothing to argue about 
anyway. But even if-these sources of resistance to debate were to disappear, 
there would remain. ~ problem of structure. Our structure prevents exemplary 
differences of metho~, ideology, and value from emerging into view even 
when we want them -to. 

The literature curriculum mirrors and reproduces the evasion of conflict 
characteristic of the departmental structure. Hypothetically, the curriculum 
expresses a unified humanistic tradition, yet anyone who looks at it can see 
that in every era down to the present it has never expressed a unity of human
istic values but always 'a ,set of polit~cal trade-offs and compromises among 
competing professional factions. We need not enter into the now disputed 
question of whether th~,1 curriculum can or should be determined by any 
more lofty principle than political trade-offs, for again this is precisely the 
type of theoretical·and cultural question that does not have to be resolved 
in order to play an 'effettive part in education. If the curriculum is going to 
continue to express ),olitical trade-offs, as it seems likely to do unless one 
faction in the current disciplinary conflict can wholly liquidate its opposition, 
then why not bring st.udents.in on what~ver may be instrl,lctive in the conflict 
of political principles invdl'ved? 

Instead of confronting -such conflicts and building them into the curric
ulum, however, the department (and the university at large) has always 
responded to pressures by~,adding new subjects and .keeping them safely 
sealed off from one another. This practice can be justified educationally only 
on the increasingly hollow pretense that exposure to an aggregate of teachers, 
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periods, genres, methods, and points of view figures to come together in the 
student's mind as a coherent humanistic experience. The tacit faith is that 
students will make sense of the aggregate even if their instructors cannot. 
The surprising thing is that some students manage to do just that, but most 
do not. Recognition of this failure stimulates further curricular innovation, 
which in turn, however, is assimilated to the cycle of accretion and margin
alization. So we beat on, boats against the current,9 etc., etc. 

Over the hundred-year span of our institutional history we have had a 
succession of methodological models, each with a corresponding pedagogy, 
from linguistic philology to positivist literary history to New Critical expli
cation, all of which now remain as geological strata overlaid by the new 
theories and methodologies. Each of these revisions has marked a paradigm 
shift in which the conception of what counts as "literature," "scholarship," 
and "criticism" altered radically. Yet, as I attempt to show in a forthcoming 
institutional history of academic literary studies in the United States, I the 
one constant through all this change has been the field-coverage model. The 
contents have been radically reshuffled, but the envelope has remained the 
same, and with it the method of aSSimilating innovation. Arguably the 
changes represent considerable progress in critical sophistication and cul
tural range, but if I am correct the benefits for the average student have been 
less than they might have been. 

Nor is it just the students who have paid a price under the field-coverage 
system, it is the faculty as well. The principles of selection for amassing a 
literature faculty have systematically screened 'out intellectual commonality 
and programmed professional loneliness. A self-destructive principle is built 
into the mighty effort departments make to achieve a balanced spread of 
interests. If the interests of candidate X overlap those of faculty member Y, 
their shared ground is an argument for not hiring X-'We already have Y 
who does that." The calculus of needs determining appointment priorities 
thus tends to preselect exactly those instructors who have the least basis for 
talking to one another. In compensation the department gets a salutary diver
sity, but the potential benefits of diversity are not really exploited. Nor is the 
problem merely abstract: the recent proliferation of humanities conferences 
and symposia suggests that these gatherings have become substitutes for the 
kind of general discussion that does not take place at home. -.. . 

The moral is that if the introduction of theory is to make a real difference 
at the average student's level, we must find some way to modify the field
coverage model, if not to scrap it entirely. Otherwise, theory will be insti
tutionalized as yet another field, equivalent to literary periods and genres
which is to say, it will become one more option that can safely be ignored. 
We will lose theory's potential for drawing the disconnected parts of the 
literature curriculum into relation and providing students with the needed 
contexts. So, I would argue, the real threat that theory faces today comes 
not from its outright opponents, some of whom are at least willing to argue 
with it, but from those who are perfectly willing to grant theory an honored 
place in the scheme of departmental coverage so that they can then forget 
about it. 

This pattern seems to be establishing itself now, as departments damor 

9. The last sentence of The Great Galsby (I925), 
by F. Scott Fitzgerald (it ends, "borne ceaselessly 
into the past"). 

J. Professing Llleralure: An ,,,,,1'1'11,,,,,,/ History 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987). 
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to hire theorists to get the new field covered, after which they sit back and 
assume that the relation of theory to the interests of the rest of the depart
ment will take care of itself. In practice, this policy passes the buck to the 
students, leaving them to figure out how theory courses correlate with the 
others. And of course as long as theory is conceived as a special field, the 
rest of the department can go on thinking that its work has no connection 
with theory. 

Offering students doses of theory in individual courses without helping 
them make the requisite connections and relations between courses will tend 
to produce a confused response, which antitheorists will quickIytake as proof 
that theory is inherently over the head of the average student. For the average 
student to profit from theory, especially from recent theory, the courses that 
incorporate it must be not only linked with other courses, both theoretical 
and untheoretical, but also positioned to operate as a central means of cor
relation and contextualization. 

Ip other words, literature departments should stop kidding themselves. 
Tli~y should stop pretending that, as long as individual courses are reason
ably well conceived and well taught, the aggregate can be counted on to take 
care of itself. If they are serious about incorporating theory, they should not 
let it remain an option hut should make it central to all their activities, not 
by putting theory specialists in charge but by recognizing that all their mem
bers are theorists. 

To put it another way, introducing more theory will only compound our 
problems unless we rethink the assumption that the essential unit of all 
teaching has to be the single, self-sufficient course that the students corre
late with other courses on their own. We can fail just as badly teaching a 
new canon in a theoretical way as we have failed in teaching an old canon 
in a nontheoretical way. Unless literature teachers change their means of 
connecting institutionally with one another, I am afraid that even the most 
radical theories and canon revisions will not Significantly affect the way most 
students take in what is put before them. 

To close, then, I offer a few schematic suggestions: 

1. In relation to other courses in the department, theory courses should be 
central, not peripheral; their function should be to contextualize and pull 
together the students' work in other courses (outside as well as inside the 
literature department). Wherever possible, therefore, they should be 
required courses rather than electives. 

2. In taking stock of its strengths, a department should evaluate not just 
how well it is covering standard fields and approaches but also what 
potential conflicts of ideological and methodological perspectives it har
bors; it should then ask itself what curricular arrangements might exploit 
these conflicts. There need be no single way of doing this-but one idea 
(suggested by Brook Thomas1 ) is to couple courses to bring out concep
tual relations and contrasts-between, say, views of literature in earlier 
and modern literary periods or between competing and complementary 
methodologies of interpretation. 

3. A department harboring a conflict between theorists and antitheorists 

2. American New Hlltorlcllt critic; (b. 1947). 
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should look for ways to build this conflict into its courses, so that students 
can situate themselves in relation to the controversy and eventually par
ticipate in it. The department should also look for ways such disputes can 
be used to complicate and challenge period and genre distinctions with
out necessarily eliminating them. 

4. A department should consider the unit of teaching to be the issue or 
context, not the isolated text; texts to be taught should be chosen not only 
for their intrinsic value but for their usefulness in iHustrating exemplary 
problems and issues. 

5. As a means of accomplishing goal 4 on a structural scale, the university 
should subsume literary studies under cultural studies and cultural his
tory, conceived not as a privileged approach but as a framework that 
encourages ideological dialectic while retaining enough chronological 
structure to keep focus and continuity from being lost. 

The point is that theory is not only a field to be covered, though it is that at 
one level. It is something that all teachers of literature and all readers prac
tice and that all have a stake in. The worst thing we could do would be to 
institutionalize theory in a compartmentalized way that would keep theorists 
and antitheorists from having to hear what they are saying about each 
other-and would keep students from observing and joining in the battle. 

STANLEY E. FISH 
h. 1938 

1986 

One of the most controversial figures in contemporary literary theory, Stanley Fish 
has been pivotal to theory's development in the American academy. The leading critic 
of John Milton of his generation. the self-proclaimed inventor of reader-respon~ 
theory. the progenitor of antifoundationalism and neoprllgmatism in literary studies; 
a pioneer of critical legal studies. and through the 1990s a spirited defender of the 
humanities amid public attacks over political correctness. Fish is perhaps best known 
for the brio of his intellectual style. which he practices with the intensity of a contact 
Spot't. The feminist theorist Nanc), Miller once remarked in an interview, "I've seen 
Stanle), Fish, for instance. go through an amazingly brutal exchange of assaults and 
then walk off, and it's as if he'd played a squash game and then went home to take a 
shower." Debunking standard notions of interpretation, Fish's essay "Interpreting the 
"a,,;ol'llm" (1976; rev. 1980) introduces his seminal concept, "interpretive commu
nities," which radically revises interpretive theory by lo(,ating meaning not in texts 
hut in readers, not in individual response but in the protocols of communities. 

Fish was born in Providence. Rhode Island, where his father was a plumbing con
tractor. The first in his family to go to college, he attended the University of Penn
sylvania. receiving his B.A. in 1959. He went on to do graduate work at Yale 
University, then the bastion of the American New Critics (such as CLEANTH BROOKS 
and WILLlAM K, WIMSATT JR.), quickly completing an M.A. and Ph.D" in 1960 and 
1962. He taught at the University of California at Berkeley from 1962 to 1974 and 
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published two books before he was thirty, most notably a touchstone of Milton crit
icism, Surprised by Sin: The Reader in "Paradise Lost" (1967; rev. ed., 1999). While 
at Berkeley, he also wrote Self-Consuming Artifacts: The Experience of Seventeenth
Century Literature (1972), which was nominated for a National Book Award. From 
1974 to 1985 he was Kenan Professor of English at the Johns Hopkins University, 
publishing another pioneering reader-response work, Is There a Text in This Class? 
The Authority of Interpretive Communities (1980). Concerned with interpretation and 
its consequences, at Johns Hopkins he also began to teach in the law school, pursuing 
an interest in legal theory that became more central to his work through the next two 
decades. 

In 1985 Fish moved to Duke University as Arts and Sciences Distinguished Pro
fessor of English and Law and as chair of the English department. As chair, he was 
instrumental in building the most famous-if sometimes controversial-department 
of its time; he gathered scholars such as EVE KOSOFSKY SEDGWICK, BARBARA HERRN
STEIN SMITH, and his spouse, JANE TOMPKlNS, among others, who represented new 
theoretical approaches. After stepping down as chair in 1993, he became executive 
director of the Duke University Press, serving through 1998, when he took a position 
as dean of Arts and Sciences at the University of Illinois-Chicago·. In part because 
he was both an administrator and a prominent critic, through the 1990s Fish was a 
public spokesperson for the humanities, frequently debating Dinesh D'SouZB, a neo
conservative critic of affirmative action, over political correctness; writing opinion 
pieces in the New York Times; and occasi~nally appearing on television. Meanwhile 
he also published several notable books on theory, professionalism, law, and pc;>Htics. 

A formative factor of Fish's work was his response to the New Criticism. Like other 
theorists who were trained under its auspices, he rebelled against its belief in the 
iconic status of the text and its sole focus on literary form and language. HAROLD 
BLOOM, for instance, asserted the centrality of the author and the author's "anxiety 
of influence" in the face of the New Critical prohibition of the "intentional fallacy"; 
STEPHEN GReENBLATT, who like Fish and Bloom received his graduate training at Yale 
University, asserted the significance of historical context against the New Critical 
view of texts as self-sufficient "verbal icons." Countering Wimsatt and MONROE 
BEARDSLEY's declaration in uThe Affective Fallacy" (1949; see above) that the audi
ence of a literary work is irrelevant, Fish declared that referring to affectiveness as a 
fallacy was a fallacy itself. An abiding concern throughout Fish's work is the rhetorical 
force of texts and their effects on readers. 

In Surprised bY.. Sin; Fish focuses on the experience of the reader as he or she 
encounters Milton's Paradise Lost. He upends conventional interpretations of Milton, 
arguing that the poem's meaning is located not in our final assessment but in the 
process of struggling thraugh Milton's 'difficult grammar and rhetoric, which didac
tically makes readers repeat the Fall. He summarizes this argument in "Interpreting 
the Variorum": those who believe in for,:rial unity refuse to acknowledge "the extra
ordinary number of adjustments required of readers who would negotiate these lines"; 
instead, the "difficulty we experience in the ad of reading" is "what the lines -mean." 
Fish extended his-views dt response in Self-Consu-ming Artifacts, showing how sev
enteenth-centuryvi!riters such as Thomas ~rowne and John Donne establish but then 
demolish the reader's expectations. Arguing, as would the deconstructive theorist 
PAUL DE MAN, that l~terature is largely about its own failures of signification, Fish 
asserted that these texts thus become "self-consuming artifacts" rather than what 
Cleanth Brooks termed "well wrought urns." 

Though he continued. to )Y.fite about literature (and Milton remained a constant 
point of reference), through'the late 1970s and ·1980s Fish engaged in broader the
oretical speculations on interpretation and rhetOric, exemplified by Is There a Text in 
This Class?, which includes the revised version of our selection, "Interpreting the 
Variorum." He questions the e,ostence of the freestanding literary,text and argues for 
meaning as a process rather than a formal product. While stressing reading, Fish 
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distances himself from simple, subjectivist views of reader response. There are many 
possible interpretations, but, as he observes, agreement for the most part prevails. 
Fish's explanation is that wc derive our interpretations not from texts but from the 
codes and protocols of "the interpretive community." With this key concept, he 
attempts to stave off the criticism that reader-response theory promotes a radical 
relativism, or that in interpretation, anything goes. 

"Interpreting the VarioTUtn" epitomizes Fish's stance and style. It characteristically 
uses Milton as a test case, attacks accepted beliefs in authorial intention and textual 
autonomy, and proposes the provocative thesis that texts are empty in themselves and 
made only by the reader. However, in the second section, "Undoing the Case for 
Reader-Response Analysis," Fish critiques his earlier assumption of an individual, 
informed reader. In a sense, his own essay acts as a self-consuming artifact. Cor
recting his claims that certain lines "generate a pressure for judgment" and that their 
"speaker is struggling with his agitated thoughts," he asserts thilt no text can generate 
any pressure and that any speaker is a fiction constructed by the poem's reader. "I 
did what critics always do," Fish confesses, "I 'saw' what my interpretive principles 
permitted or directed me to see, and then I turned around and attributed what 1 had 
'seen' to a text and an intention." 

Those interpretive principles-or, as Fish came to prefer, strategies-derive from 
the educational and professional communities in which we receive training and have 
membership. These communities, rather than texts, govern and generate interpreta
tion. Emphasizing in the last section of the essay the generative power of "interpretive 
communities," Fish proposes that they "are made up of those who share interpretive 
strategies not for reading (in the conventional sense) but for writing texts." In seeing 
reading as a form of writing, he parallels poststructuralist views of the "death of the 
author" and of the writerly text (as expressed by ROLAND BARTHES, for example). As 
proof of the existence of interpretive communities, Fish cites the history of Milton 
criticism, amassed in the VarioTUm edition of Milton's works, which demonstrates 
that consensus is the rule within the community of Milton scholars. While changes 
of consensus present a problem for Fish, his inventive concept of the interpretive 
community foregrounds the professional and· institutional dimensions of literary 
criticism. 

In his later work Fish takes on the perennial problem of the relation of theory to 
practice. He persistently attacks the assumption tha:twc generate our interpretations 
from the principles or theories we hold. Instead, in a trademark reversal, he atgues 
that theory stems from our practices, occurs only after the fact, and has no consc
quences. Like "strategies," practices determine our interpretations. Extending this 
notion to law, Fish makes a characteristically provocative claim that judges c:1Q;.not 
derive their decisions from legal principles, such as the doctrine of free speech, but 
accrue legal precedents to justify their practical judgments. This view is called anti
foundationalism: the denial that practice derives from a predetermined foundation of 
theory or principle. In advocating antifoundationalism in literary and legal studies, 
fish complements RICHARD ROIlTY's celebrated pragmatist critique of the philosoph
ieal tradition (pragma is. the Greek word for "practice"). His argument about the 
inconsequentiality of thcory helped inject neopragmatism into literary studies, pro
viding the catalyst for the influential argument of STEVEN KNAPP AND WALTER RENN 
MICHAELS in "Against Theory" (1982; see below). 

Probably because of his contrarian style as well as the nature of his claims, Stanley 
Fish has been one of the most cited literary critics of his generation, prompting both 
admiration and ire. Traditionalists have denounced him as a relativist who believes 
in nothing. Leftist critics havc attacked him for espousing a circular position that 
makes principled political action impossible. Defenders of theory have countered that 
Fish's argument itself has consequences in delegitimating the study of theory in the 
academy. Critics of his concept of interpretive communities note that it does not 
explain one's entrance into or departure from a particular community; there are social 



2070 / STANLEY E. FISH 

and political factors that influence what community one might enter. Within the 
reader-response camp itself, WOLFGANG ISER poses the question: "It is quite true that 
membership of the community helps to prevent arbitrary ideation, but if there is no 
subjectivist element in reading, how on earth does Professor Fish account for differ
ent interpretations of one and the same text"?" Rather than troubling Fish, such rebut
tals spur his further argument. His work has indelibly marked contemporary literary 
theory, especially the 'concept of interpretation. 
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INTERPRETING THE VARIORUM I 2071 

Interpreting the Variorum 

[This essay was written in three stages and, as it finally stands, is something 
of a self-consuming artifact.! The original version was prepared in 1973 for 
a :\10dern Language Association forum organized by Fredric Jameson2 and 
was intended as a brief for reader-oriented criticism. I seized upon the pub
lication of the Milton \'ariOI'UIII' because it greatly facilitated what had long 
since become my method. the surveying of the critical history of a work in 
order to find disputes that rested upon a base of agreement of which the 
disputants were unaware. I then identified that base with the experience of 
a \'vork, and argued that formalist criticism,4 because it is spatial rather than 
temporal in its emphasis. either ignored or suppressed what is really hap
pening in the act of reading. Thus, in the case of three sonnets by Milton. 
what is really happening depends upon a moment of hesitation or syntactic 
sI ide, when a reader is invited to make a certain kind of sense only to discover 
(at the beginning of the next line) that the sense he has made is either 
incomplete or simply v',Tong. "In a formalist analysis," I complain, "that 
moment will disappear. either because it has been flattened out and made 
into an (insoluble) crux or because it has been eliminated in the course of a 
procedure that is incapable of finding value in temporal phenomena." 

What I did not then see is that the moment that disappears in a formalist 
analysis is the moment that has been made to appear in another kind of 
analysis, the kind of analysis I was urging in this essay. This is the point of 
the second stage of the essay, which begins by declaring that formal features 
do not exist independently of the reader's experience and ends by admitting 
that my account of the reader's experience is itself the product of a set of 
interpretive assumptions. In other words, the facts that I cite as ones ignored 
by a formalist criticism (premature conclusions, double syntax, misidentifi
cation of speakers) are not discovered but creclted by the criticism I was 
myself practicing. The indictment of the first two sections-that a bad 
(because spatial) model had suppressed what was really happening-loses 
its force because of my realization that the notion "really happening" is just 
one more interpretation. This realization immediately presented me with the 
problem that led me in the fall of 1975 to write the final section, the probt€m 
of accounting for the agreement readers often reach and for the principled 
ways in which they disagree. It was at this point that I elaborated the notion 
of interpretive communities as an explanation both for the difference we 
see-and, by seeing, make-and for the fact that those differences are not 
random or idiosyncratic but systematic and conventional. The essay thus 
concludes with a perspective that is not at all the perspective with which it 

,. A reference to Fish's own book. Se{r-Consuming 
,\1'" {(acts; The Experience of Set'erlteentl,-Century 
Ut(>r<ltw'e (1972). 
2, A leading American Marxisl cultural critic (b. 
193~: .ee above), The annual c()J",cntion of the 
l\ loclt'l"1l Language Association, the primClry l,ro
t'c~sional organization for North AJnel"ican col ege 
und university teachers and s('holars in literature 
ilnd languages, features hundreds of panels, 
3. A Va";orutu. Com.ntentary on the PQC1HS of John 
Milton, general ed. Merritt Y. Hughes. 4 vols. (New 

York: Columbia Unlve .... ity Press, 1970-75). A 
"varlorum" edition includes all variants of partic
ular passages. Among the poems by John Milton 
(1608-1674) are the epic Paradise Los' (1667). the 
paired poems "L'Allegro" and "11 Penseroso" 
(1631-32), the elegy Lycidas (1637), the masque 
Com". (1637). and sonnets, mentioned by Fish. 
4. Particularly the American New Criticism. 
which focuses on the work itself, regarded as an 
autonomous whole. 
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began, and it is from that perspective that the essays subsequent to this one 
are written.] 

The Case for Reader-Response Analysis 

The first two volumes of the Milton Variorum Commentary have now 
appeared, and I find them endlessly fascinating. My interest, however, is not 
in the questions they manage to resolve (although these are many) but in 
the theoretical assumptions which are responsible for their occasional fail
ures. These failures constitute a pattern, one in which a host of commen
tators-separated by as much as two hundred and seventy years but 
contemporaries in their shared concerns-are lined up on either side of an 
interpretive crux. Some of these are famous, even infamous: what is the two
handed engine in Lycidas,? what is the meaning of Haemony in Comus? Oth
ers, like the identity of whoever or whatever comes to the window in 
L'AllegTO, line 46, are only slightly less notorious. Still others are of interest 
largely to those who make editions: matters of pronoun referents, lexical 
ambiguities, punctuation. In each instance, however, the pattern is consis
tent: every position taken is supported by wholly convincing evidence-in 
the case of L 'Allegro and the coming to the window there is a persuasive 
champion for every proper noun within a radius of ten lines-and. the edi
torial procedure always ends either in the graceful throwing up of hands or 
in the recording of a disagreement between the two editors themselves. In 
short, these are problems that apparently cannot he solved, at least not by 
the methods traditionally brought to bear on them. What I would like to 
argue is that they are not meant to be solved but to be experienced (they 
signify), and that consequently any procedure that attempts to determine 
which of a number of readings· is correct will necessarily fail. What this 
means is that the commentators and editors have been asking the wrong 
questions and that a new set of questions based on new assumptions must 
be formulated.·1 would like at least to make a beginning in that direction by 
examining some' of .the points in dispute in Milton's sonnets. I choose the 
sonnets because they are brief and because one can move easily from them 
to the theoretickl issues with which this paper is finally concerned. 

Milton's twentieth ·sonnet-IfLawrence of virtuous father virtuous son"
has been the subject of relatively'little commentary. In it the poet invites a 
friend to join him in some distim;~ly Horatiail5 pleasures-a neat repast inter
mixed with conversation, wine,'tl'nd song, a respite from labor all the more 
enjoyable because outliide the earth is frozen and the day sullen. The only 
controversy the sonnet;;has inspired concerns its final two lines: 

LawrEmce6 of virtuous father virtuous son, 
Now that the fields are dank, and ways are mire, 
WI\ereshall we sometimes meet, and by the fire 
Help waste a sullen day; what may be won 

From,the ~ard season gaining; time will run 
On smo'other, till Favonius7 reinspire 

5. Of HQnACE (65-8 n.c.E.), a Roman.poet whose 
Odes and Epistles often praise the slr;nple pleasures 
of frlend.hlp, country life, Bnd unc.rmplicated food 
and drink. Poems Invltlnp; a friend to dinner made 
lip one genre of Latin poetry. 

6. Probably Edward Lawrence, whose father, 
Henry Lawrence, was. political ally of Milton',. 
7. The ·Roman personification of the west wind, 
which blows in the spring. 
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The frozen earth; and clothe in fresh attire 
The lily and rose, that neither sowed nor spun.s 

What neat repast shall feast us, light and choice, 
10 Of Attic taste, with wine, whence we may rise 

To hear the lute well touched, or artful voice 
Warble immortal notes and Tuscan9 air? 

He who of those delights can judge, and spare 
To interpose them oft, is not unwise. I 

The focus of the controversy is the word "spare," for which two readings have 
been proposed: leave time for and refrain from. Obviously the point is crucial 
if one is to resolve the sense of the lines. In one reading "those delights" are 
being recommended-he who can leave time for them is not unwise; in the 
other, they are the subject of a warning-he who knows when to refrain from 
them is not unwise. The proponents of the two interpretations cite as evi
dence both English and Latin syntax, various sources and analogues, Mil
ton's "known attitudes" as they are found in his other writings, and the 
unambiguously expressed sentiments of the following sonnet on the same 
question. Surveying these arguments, A. S. P. Woodhouse roundly declares: 
"It is plain that aJl the honours rest with" the meaning "refrain from" or 
"forbear to." This declaration is followed immediately by a bracketed para
graph initialled D. B. for Douglas Bush, who, writing presumably after 
Woodhouse has died, begins "In spite of the array of scholarly names the 
case for 'forbear to' may be thought much weaker, and the case for 'spare 
time for' much stronger, than Woodhouse found them."2 Bush then proceeds 
to review much of the evidence marshaled by Woodhouse and to draw from 
it exactly the opposite conclusion. If it does nothing else, this curious per
formance artticipates a point I shall make i~ a few moments: evidence 
brought to bear in the course of formalist analyses-that is, analyses gen
erated by the assumption that meaning is embedded in the artifact-will 
always point in as many directions as there are interpreters; that is, not only 
will it prove something, it will prove anything. 

It would appear then that we are back at square one, with a controversy 
that cannot be settled because the evidence is inconclusive. But what if that 
controversy is itself regarded as evidence, not of an ambiguity that ml1S.\i>be 
removed, but of an ambiguity that readers have always experienced? What, 
in other words, if for the question "what does 'spare' mean?" we substitute 
the question "what does the fact that the meaning of 'spare' has always been 
an issue mean"? The advantage of this question is that it can be answered. 
Indeed it has already been answered by the readers who are cited in the 
Variorum Commentary. What these readers debate is the judgment the poem 
makes on the delights of recreation; what their debate indicates is that the 
judgment is blurred by a verb that can be made to participate in contradictory 
readings. (Thus the important thing about the evidence surveyed in the Var
iorum is not how it is marshaled but that it could be marshaled at all, because 
it then becomes evidence of the equal availability of both interpretations.) 

H. Cornpare Matthew 6.28: "Consicler the lilies of 
the field, how they grow; they toil not, l1<,ith.,r do 
they spin." 
9. 'I'h"t is, of Tuscany, in Italy. 
I. All references are to The Poem, of /o/m Milt" .. , 
(,d. John Carey ond Alistoir Fowler (i ... ·'mlon: Lon~' 

mans, Green, 1968) [Fish'. note). 
2. Vaoorum Commentary, vol. 2, pt. 2, p. 275 
[FIsh's note). The American scholars Woodhollse 
(1895-1964) and Bush (1896-1983) are two of 
the editors of the V .. rlrJrum volume •. 
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In other words, the lines first generate a pressure for judgment-"he who of 
those delights can judge"-and then decline to deliver it; the pressure, how
ever, still exists, and it is transferred from the words on the page to the reader 
(the reader is "he who"), who comes away from the poem not with a state
ment but with a responsibility, the responsibility of deciding when and how 
often-if at all-to indulge in "those delights" (they remain delights in either 
case). This transferring of responsibility from the text to its readers is what 
the lines ask us to do-it is the essence of their experience-and in my terms 
it is therefore what the lines mean. It is a meaning the Variorum critics attest 
to even as they resist it, for what they are laboring so mightily to do by fixing 
the sense of the lines is to give the responsibility back. The text, however, 
will not accept it and remains determinedly evasive, even in its last two 
words, "not unwise." In their position these words confirm the impossibility 
of extracting from the poem a moral formula, for the assertion (certainly too 
strong a word) they complete is of the form, "He who does such and such, 
of him it cannot be said that he is unwise"; but of course neither can it be 
said that he is wise. Thus what Bush correctly terms the "defensive" "not 
unwise" operates to prevent us from attaching the label "wise" to any action, 
incl~ding either of the actions-leaving time for or refraining from-repre
sented by the ambiguity of "spare." Not only is the pressure of judgment 
taken off the poem, it is taken off the activity the poem at first pretended to 
judge. The issue is finally not the moral status of "those delights"-they 
become in seventeenth-century terms "things indifferent"-but on the good 
or bad uses to which they can be put by readers who are left, as Milton 
always leaves them, to choose and manage by themselves. 

Let us step back for a moment and see how far we've come. We began 
with an apparently insoluble problem and proceeded, not to solve it, but to 
make it signify, first by regarding it as evidence of an experience and then 
by specifying for that experience a meaning. Moreover, the configurations of 
that experience, when they are made available by a reader-oriented analysis, 
serve as a check against the endlessly inconclusive adducing of evidence 
which characterizes formalist analysis. That is to say, any determination of 
what "spare" means (in a positivist or literal sense) is liable to be upset by 
the bringing forward of another analogue, or by a more complete computa
tion of statistical frequencies, or by the discovery of new biographical infor
mation, or by anything else; but if we first determine that everything in the 
line before "spare" creates the expectation of an imminent judgment then 
the ambiguity of "spare" can be assigned a significance in the context of that 
expectation. (It disappoints it and transfers the pressure of judgment to us.) 
That context is experiential, and it is within its contours and constraints that 
significances are established (both in the act of reading and in the analysis 
of that act). In formalist analyses the only constraints are the notoriously 
open-ended possibilities and combination of possibilities that emerge when 
one begins to consult dictionaries and grammars and histories; to consult 
dictionaries, grammars, and histories is to assume that meanings can be 
specified independently of the activity of reading; what the example of 
"spare" shows is that it is in and by that activity that meanings-experiential, 
not positivist-are created. 

In other words, it is the structure of the reader's experience rather than 
any structures available on the page that should be the object of description. 
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In the case of Sonnet 20, that experiential structure was uncovered when an 
examination of formal structures led to an impasse; and the pressure to 
remove that impasse led to the substitution of one set of questions for 
another. It will more often be the case that the pressure of a spectacular 
failure will be absent. The sins of formalist-positivist analysis are primarily 
sins of omission, not an inability to explain phenomena but an inability to 
sec that they are there because its assumptions make it inevitable that they 
will be overlooked or suppressed. Consider, for example, the concluding lines 
of another of Milton's sonnets. "Avenge 0 Lord thy slaughtered saints." 

Avenge 0 Lord thy slaughtered saints,3 whose bones 
Lie scattered on the Alpine mountains cold, 
Even them who kept thy truth so pure of old 
When all our fathers worshipped stocks and stones, 

Forget not: in thy book record their groans 
Who were thy sheep and in their ancient fold 
Slain by the bloody Piedmontese that rolled 
Mother with infant down the rocks. Their moans 

The vales redoubled to the hills, and they 
10 To heaven. Their martyred blood and ashes sow 

O'er all the Italian fields where still doth sway 
The triple T}Tant: that from these may grow 

A hundredfold, who having learnt thy way 
Early may fly the Babylonian woe. 

In this sonnet, the poet simultaneously petitions God and wonders aloud 
about the justice of allowing the faithful-UEven them who kept thy truth"
to be so brutally slaughtered. The note struck is alternately one of plea and 
complaint, and there is more than a hint that God is being called to account 
for what has happened to the Waldensians. It is generally agreed, however, 
that the note of complaint is less and less sounded and that the poem ends 
with an affirmation of faith in the ultimate operation of God's justice. In this 
reading. the final lines are taken to be saying something like this: From the. 
hlood of these martyred, 0 God. raise up a new and more numerous people. 
,yho. by "irtue of an early education in thy law, will escape destruction by 
fleeing the Babylonian woe. Babylonian woe has been variously glossed;4 bu.!.,. . 
whatever it is taken to mean it is always read as part of a statement that' 
specifies a set of conditions for the escaping of destruction or punishment; 
it is a warning to the reader as well as a petition to God. As a warning. 
however, it is oddly situated since the conditions it seems to specify were in 
fact met by the Waldensians, who of all men most followed God's laws. In 
other words, the details of their story would seem to undercut the affirmative 
moral the speaker proposes to draw from it. It is further undercut by a reading 
that is fleetingly available. although no one has acknowledged it because it 

.~. Ht'I"(' the Waldenllans, 8 heretical SL'ct ofChri.
t ;'\IlS professing a creed akin to Protestanti.m that 
l1I'n~e in the 12th century. Their .tronghold. were 
in the "alleys of northern Italy (the "Piedmont") 
and ",uther" France, and many were killed. 
-I. It is nr.t of all a reference to the city of iniquity 
from which the Hebrews are urged to Aee in Isaiah 
and ,1er('miah. In Protestant polemic. Babylo" is 
id"ntHi('d with the ROlnan Church whose desu'uc-

tion Is prophesied In the book of Revelation. And 
In some Puritan tracts Babylon Is the name for 
Augustine's earthl), city, from which the faithful 
are to Aee Inwardly In order to escape the fate 
awaiting the unregenerate. See Varion.m Com
",entary. pp. 44() .... 41 [Fish's note). AllGUSTINE 
(354 .... 430), early Christian philosopher and 
theologian. 
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is a function not of the words on the page but of the experience of the reader. 
In that experience, line 13 will for a moment be accepted as a complete 
sense unit and the emphasis of the line will fall on "thy way" (a phrase that 
has received absolutely no attention in the commentaries). At this point "thy 
way" can refer only to the way in which God has dealt with the Waldensians. 
That is, "thy way" seems to pick up the note of outrage with which the poem 
began, and if we continue to so interpret it, the conclusion of the poem will 
be a grim one indeed: since by this example it appears that God rains down 
punishment indiscriminately, it would be best perhaps to withdraw from the 
arena of his service, and thereby hope at least to be safely out of the line of 
fire. This is not the conclusion we carry away, because as line 14 unfolds, 
another reading of "thy way" becomes available, a reading in which "early" 
qualifies "learnt" and refers to something the faithful should do (learn thy 
way at an early age) rather than to something God has failed to do (save the 
Waldensians). These two readings are answerable to the pulls exerted by the 
beginning and ending of the poem: the outrage expressed in the opening 
lines generates a pressure for an . explanation, and the grimmer reading is 
answerable to that pressure (even if iUs also disturbing); the ending of the 
poem, the forward and upward movement of lines 10-14, creates the expec
tation of an affirmation, and the second reading fulfills that expectation. The 
criticism shows that in the end we settle on the more optimistic reading-it 
feels better-but even so the other has been a part of our experience, and 
because it has been a part of our experience, it means. What it means is that 
while we may be able to extract from the poem a statement affirming God's 
justice, we are not allowed to forget the evidence (of things seen) that makes 
the extraction so difficult (both for the speaker and for.us). It is a difficulty 
we experience in the .act of reading, even though a criticism which takes no 
account of that act has, as w~ ,have seen, suppressed it. . 

In each of the sonnets we have considered, the significant. word or phrase 
occurs at a ~ine break where a reader is invited to place it first in one and 
then in another structure of syntax and sense. This moment of hesitation, of 
semantic _q~ syntactic slide, is crucial to the experience the verse provides, 
but in a formalist analysis that moment will disappear,. either because it has 
been flattened o!1t and made into an (insoluble) interpretive crux or because 
it has been eliminated in the course of a procedure that is incapable of 
finding value.in . temporal phenomena. In the case of "When I consider how 
my light is spent," these two f~nures are combined. 

When'f{ consider how my light is spent, 
Ere half my days, iri this dark world and wide, 

'. And that one talent which is death to hide, 
.. Lodged with me useless, though my soul more bent 

To. serve therewith my maker, and present 
My true account, lest he returning chide, 
Ooth God exact day-labour, light denied, . 
I fondly ask; but Patience to prevent 

That murmur, soon replies, God doth not need. 
\0 Either-man's work or his own gifts, who best 

Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best, his state 
Is kingly;-Thousands at his bidding speed 
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And post o'er land and ocean without rest: 
They also serve who only stand and wait. 

The interpretive crux once again concerns the final line: "They also serve who 
only stand and wait." For some this is an unqualified acceptance of God's 
will, while for others the note of affirmation is muted or even forced. The 
usual kinds of evidence are marshaled by the opposing parties, and the usual 
inconclusiveness is the result. There are some areas of agreement. "All the 
interpretations," Woodhouse remarks, "recognize that the sonnet com
mences from a mood of depression, frustration [and] impatience."~ The 
object of impatience is a God who would first demand service and then take 
away the means of serving, and the oft noted allusion to the parable of the 
talents6 lends scriptural support to the accusation the poet is implicitly mak
ing: you have cast the wrong servant into unprofitable darkness. It has also 
been observed that the syntax and rhythm of these early lines, and especially 
of lines 6-8, are rough and uncertain; the speaker is struggling with his agi
tated thoughts and he changes directions abruptly, with no regard for the line 
as a unit of sense. The poem, says one critic, "seems almost out of contro!'''' 

The question I would ask is "whose control?" For what these formal 
descriptions point to (but do not acknowledge) is the extraordiriary number 
of adjustments required of readers who would negotiate these lines. The first 
adjustment is' the result of the expectations created by the second half of 
line 6-"lest he returning chide." Since there is no full stop after "chide," it 
is natural to assume that this will be an introduction to reported speech, and 
to assume further that what will be reported is the poet's anticipation of the 
voice of God as it calls him, to an unfair accounting. This assumption does 
not survive line 7-"Doth God exact day-labour, light denied"-which, 
rather than chiding the poet for his inactivity, seems to rebuke him for having 
expected that chiding. The accents are precisely those heard so often in the 
Old Testament ~hen God answers a reluctant Gideon, or a disputatious 
Moses, or a self-justifying Job: do you presume to judge my ways or to appoint 
my motives? Do you think I would exact day labor, light denied? In o~her 
words, the poem seems to turn at this point from a questioning of God to a 
questioning of that questioning; or, rather, the reader turns from the one to 
the other in the act of revising his projection of what line 7 will say and 40. 
As it turns out, however, that revision must itself be revised because ithad 
been made within the assumption that what we are hearing is the' voice of 
God. This assumption falls before the very next phrase, "I fondly ask," which 
requires not one but two adjustments. Since the speaker of line 7 is firmly 
identified as the poet, the line must be reinterpreted as a continuation of his 
complaint-Is that the way you operate, God, denying light, but exacting 
labor?-but even as that interpretation emerges, the poet withdraws from it 
by inserting the adverb "fondly," and once again the line slips out of the 
reader's control. 

In a matter of seconds, then, line 7 has led four experiential lives, one as 
we anticipate it, another as that anticipation is revised, a third when we 
retroactively identify its speaker, and a fourth when that speaker disclaims 

5. V"riorum Commentary, 1>. 469 [Fish'. note]. 
6. See Matthew 25.14-30: the servant who hides 
the onc talent he was given (his lurd'!'; money) is 

tccast .. . into outer darkness. It 
7. Varlorum Comm .... tary, p. 457 [Fish', notel. 
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it. What changes in each of these lives is the status of the poet's murmur
ings-they are alternately expressed, rejected, reinstated, and qualified-and 
as the sequence ends, the reader is without a firm perspective on the question 
of record: does God deal justly with his servants? 

A firm perspective appears to be provided by Patience, whose entrance into 
the poem, the critics tell us, gives it both argumentative and metrical stabil
ity. But in fact the presence of Patience in the poem finally assures its contin
uing instability by making it impossible to specify the degree to which the 
speaker approves, or even participates in, the affirmation of the final line: 
"They also serve who only stand and wait." We know that Patience to prevent 
the poet's murmur soon replies (not soon enough however to prevent the 
murmur from registering), but we do not know when that reply ends. Does 
Patience fall silent in line 12, after "kingly"? or at the conclusion of line 13? 
or not at all? Does the poet appropriate these lines or share them or simply 
listen to them. as we do'? These questions are unanswerable, and it is because 
they l'emain unanswerable that the poem ends uncertainly. The uncertainty 
is nlin the statement it makes-in isolation line 14 is unequivocal-but in 
our ability to assign that statement to either the poet or to Patience. Were 
the nalline marked unambiguously for the poet, then we would receive it as 
a re~olution of his earlier doubts; and were it marked for Patience, it would 
be a sign that those doubts were still very much in force. It is marked for nei
ther, and therefore we are without the satisfaction that a firmly conclusive 
ending (in any direction) would have provided. In short, we leave the poem 
unsure, and our unsureness is the realization (in our experience) of the 
unsureness with which the affirmation of the final line is, or is not, made. 
(This unsureness also operates to actualize the two possible readings of 
"wait"; wait in the sense of expecting, that is waiting for an opportunity to 
serve actively; or wait in the sense of waiting in service, a waiting that is itself 
fully satisfying because the impulse to self-glorifying action has been stilled.) 

The question debated in the Variorum Commentary is, how far from the 
mood of frustration and impatience does the poem finally move'? The answer 
given by an experiential analysis is that you can't tell, and the fact that you 
can't tell is responsible for the uneasiness the poem has always inspired. It is 
that uneasiness which the critics inadvertently acknowledge when they argue 
about the force of the last line, but they are unable to make analytical use of 
what they acknowledge because they have no way of dealing with or even rec
ognizing experiential (that is, temporal) structures. In fact, more than one 
editor has eliminated those structures by punctuating them out of existence: 
first by putting a full stop at the end of line 6 a.nd thereby making it unlikely 
that the reader will assign line 7 to God (there will no longer be an expecta
tion of reported speech), and then by supplying quotation marks for the ses
tet in order to remove any doubts one might have as to who is speaking. There 
is of course no warrant for these emendations, and in 1791 Thomas Warton 
had the grace and honesty to admit as much. "I have," he said, "introduced 
the turned commas both in the question and answer, not from any authority, 
but because they seem absolutely necessary to the sense."8 

8. Poe" .. upon Several OccASlom, Engli.", Italian, 
and Larin, wit" Translalio ... , by Jo"n Millon, ed. 
Thomas Warton (London, 1791), p. 352 [Fish'! 

note]. Warton (1728-1790), English poet, critic, 
and literary historian. 
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Undoing the Case for Reader-Response Analysis 

Editorial practices like these are only the most obvious manifestations of the 
assumptions to which I stand opposed: the assumption that there is a sense, 
that it is embedded or encoded in the text, and that it can be taken in at a 
single glance. These assumptions are, in order, positivist,9 holistiC, and spa
tial. and to have them is to be committed both to a goal and to a procedure: 
The goal is to settle on a meaning, and the procedure involves first stepping 
back from the text, and then putting together or othenvise calculating the 
discrete units of significance it contains. My quarrel with this procedure (and 
,'vith the assumptions that generate it) is that in the course of following it 
through the reader's activities are at once ignored and devalued. They are 
ignored because the text is taken to be self-sufficient-everything is in it
and they are devalued because when they are thought of at all, they are 
thought of as the disposable machinery of extraction. In the procedures I 
would urge, the reader's activities are at the center of attention, where they 
are regarded not as leading to meaning but as having meaning. The meaning 
they have is a consequence of their not being empty; for they include the 
making and revising of assumptions, the rendering and regretting of judg
ments, the coming to and abandoning of conclusions, the giving and with
drawing of approval, the specifying of causes, the asking of questions, the 
supplying of answers, the solving of puzzles. In a word, these activities are 
interpretive-rather than being preliminary to questions of vaiue, they are 
at every moment settling and resettling questions of value-and because they 
are interpretive, a description of them will also be; and without any additional 
step, an interpre~ation, not after the fact but of the fact (of experiencing). It 
will be a description of a moving field of concerns, at once wholly present 
(nbt waiting for meaning but constituting meaning) and continually in the 
act of reconstituting itself. . 

As a project sl,lch a description presents enormous difficulties, and there 
is hardly time to consider them here; I but it should be obvious from my brief 
examples how different it is from the positivist-formalist project. Everything 
depends on the temporal dimension. and as a consequence the notion of a 
mistake, at least as something to be avoided, disappears. In a sequence where 
a reader first structures the field he inhabits and then is asked to restructure
it (by changing an assignment of speaker or realigning attitudes and posi
tions) there is no question of priority among his structurings; no one of 
them. even if it is the last, has privilege; each is equally legitimate, each 
equally the proper object of analysis, because each is equally an event in his 
experience. 

The firm assertiveness of this paragraph only calls attention to the ques
tions it avoids. Who is this reader? How can I presume to describe his expe
riences, and what do I say to readers who report that they do not have the 
experiences I describe? Let me answer these questions or rather make a 
beginning at answering them in the context of another example. this time 

9. Tnkin~ knowledge and meaning to derive solely 
frolll what can be empirically observed. 
\. St'e chapters 2, 3, and 5 in Is 71.ere a Text in 
111;s C/as.\? (where this essay was reprinted), as well 

as Surprised by Si .. : The Reader i .. Pamdise Lost 
(1967) and Self-Consu,,'; .. , Ani/aces (Fish's note, 
edited]. 



2080 / STANLEY E. FISH 

from Milton's Comus. In line 46 of Comus we are introduced to the villain 
by way of a genealogy: " , 

Bacchus, that first froni out the purple grape,' 
Ciush~d the sweet p"oi'son 'of misused witi~.', ; , 
. .' .. .-' ." . 

In almost any edition of this 'poem, a footnote will tel. you that, Bac~hus 
is the god of wine. Of course most reade,rs .already know that, aJ')d because 
they know it, they will be anticipating the appearance .. of "wine" long.before 
they come upon it in the final position. Moreover, they will also be aJ')tici'" 
pating a negative judgment onit, in part because of the.~ssociation ofBac
chus with revelry and excess, ·and especially becausethe·;phrase "sweet 
poison" suggests that the judgment has already been made.·, At an early point 
then, we will have both filled in the form of the assertion and ma..d~ a decision 
about its moral content. That decision is upset by th.e word "misused";' for 
what "misused" asks us to do is transfer the pressure of ~udgrpent from wine 
(where we have already placed it) to ,the abusers of wine, and therefore when 
"wine" finally appears, we must declare it inno<;ent of-the charges we have 
ourselves made. . , . 

This, then, is the structure, of the reader's ~erience~the transferring of 
amoral label f~oma thing to those who ,appropriate it;' .t.is an experien.ce 
that depends ona reader for wh~m.l:he name Bacchus h~s, precise and imme~ 
diate associations; another reader, a reader for whom tho.se.·associations aJ.".e 
less precise .willnot have that experience. because he Will npt: have rushed to 
a conclusion in relation to which the word"misused'~.will stand as a chal
lenge.Obviously I am discriminating between these two read~fs:and between 
the ,two equally real experiences they:wUI have. It is nQt:a discrimination 
based simply on information, because what is ,important is not the infor
mation itself. but the action of the mind which its possessi<m makes possiblE) 
for one reader and impossible for the other. One might discri,minate further 
between them by notiJ;lg t,hat the point at issue--:-whether ·value is a function 
of objects and actio~1S or,of intentions-is at the heart of the severiteenth
century debate over "things indifferent." A reader who is aware of that d.ebate 
will nO,t only have the e~erience I describe; he will recognize at the end of 
it that he has been asked to take a position on one side of a continuing 
controversy; and that req)gnition (also a part of his experience) will be part 
of the dispositionwithivhich he moves into the lines that follow. 

It would be possible to continue with this profile of the optimal reader, 
but I would not get ,very far ~efore someone would point out,that what I am 
reitlly describing is the intended reader, the· reader whose education, opin
ions, concerns, lingttistic competences, and so on make him capable of 
having the experience the author wished to provide. I would.not,resist this 
characterization because it seems obvious· that the efforts of readers are 
always efforts to discern and therefore to realize (in the sense of becoming) 
an author's intention. I would only object if that realization were conceived 
narrowly, as the single act of comprehending. an author's purpose, rather 
than (as I would .conceive it) as the successIon of acts readers perform in the 
continuing assumption that they are dealing with intentional,beings. In this 
view discerning an intention is no more or less thanuhderstandihg, and 
understanding includes (is constituted by) aU the activities which makeup 
what I eaU the structure of the reader's experience. To describe that expe-
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rience is therefore to describe the reader's efforts at understanding, and to 
describe the reader's efforts at understanding is to·describe his realization 
(in two senses) of an author's intention;' Or to put it another way, what my 
analyses amount to are descriptions of a ·succession of decisions made by 
readers, about an author's intention--decisions. that are not limited to the 
specifying-of purpose but include the specifying of every aspect of succes
sively intended worlds, decisions that are precisely' the shape, because they 
are the content, of the reader's activities. 

Having said this, however, it would appear that I am open to two objec
tions. The first is that the procedure is a circular one. I describe the expe
rience of a reader who in his strategies is answerable to an author's intention, 
and I specify the author's intention by pointing to the strategies employed 
by that same reader. But this objection would have force only if it were 
possible to specify one independently of the other. What is being specified 
from either perspective are the conditions of utterance, of what could have 
been understood to have been meant by what was said. That is, intention 
and understanding are two ends of a conventional act, each' of which nec
essarilystipulates (includes, defines, specifies) the othe~. To ,construct the 
profile of the'informed or at-home reader is' at the same time to characterize 
the author's intention and vice versa, because to do either·is to specify the 
contemporary conditions of utterance, to identify; by becoming a member of, 
a community made up of those who share interpretive strategies. 

The second objection is another version of the first:· if the content of the 
reader's experience is the succession of acts he performs:in search of an 
author's intentions, and if he performs those acts at the bidding of the text, 
does not the text then produce or contain everything~intention and expe
rience-and have I not compromised my antiformalist position? This objec
tion will have force only if the formal patterns of the text are assumed to 
exist independently of the reader's experience, for only then can priority be 
claimed for them. Indeed, the claims of independence and priority are one 
and the same; when they are separated it is 'so that they can give circular 
and illegitimate support to each other. The question "do fontial features eXist 
independently?" is usually answered by pointing to their priority: they are 
"in" the text. before the reader comes to it. The question "are formal features 
prior?" is usually answered by pointing to their independent status! th~e 
"in" the text before the reader comes' to it. What looks like a step in an 
argument is actually the spectacle of an assertion supporting itself. It follows 
then that an attack on the independence of formal features will also be an 
attack on their priority (and vice versa), and I would like to mount such an 
attack in the context of two short passages from Lycidas. 

The first passage (actually the second in the poem's sequence) begins at 
line 42: 

The willows and the hazel copses green 
Shall now no more be seen, 
Fanning their joyous leaves' to thy soft lays. 

It is my thesis that the reader is always making sense (I intend "making" to 
have its literal force), and in the case of these lines the sense he makes will 
involve the assumption (and therefore the creation) of a completed assertion 
after the word "seen," to wit, the death of Lycidas has so affected the willows 
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and the hazel copses green that, hi sYmpathy, they will wither and die (will 
no more be seen by anyone). In other words, at the end of lipe 43 the reader 
will ,have hazarded an interpretati,on, or performed an act of perceptual clo
sure, or made a decision as to what is being asserted. I do not mean that he 
has done four things, but that he has done one thing the description of which 
might take anyone of four forms':""-making sense, interpreting, performing 
petceptual closure, deciding about what is intended. (The importance of this 
point will become clear later.) Whatever he has done (that is, however we 
characterize it), he will undo it in the act of reading the next line, for here 
h~ discovers that his closure, or making of sense, was premature and that he 
must make a new one in which the relationship between man and nature is 
exactly the reverse of what was first assumed. The willows and the hazel 
copses green will in fact be seen, but they will not be seen by Lycidas. It is 
he who will be no more, while they go on as before, fanning their joyous 
leaves to someone else's soft lays (the whole of line 44 is now perceived as 
modifying and removing the absoluteness of "seen"). Nature is not sympa
thetic, but indifferent, and the notion of her sympathy is one of those "false 
shrmises" that the poem is continually encouraging and then disallowing. 

The previous sentence shows how easy it'is to surrender to the bias of our 
c/itical language and begin to talk as if poems, not readers or interpreters, 
did things. Words like "encourage" and "disallow" (and others I have used 
in this essay) imply agents, and it is only "natural" to assign agency first to 
ari author's intentions and then to the forms that assumedly embody them. 
What really happens, I think, is something quite different: rather than inten
tion and its formal realization producing interpretation (the "normal" pic
ture), interpretation creates intention and its formal realization by creating 
the conditions in which it becomes possible to pick them out. In other words, 
in the analysis of these lines from Lycidas I did what critics always do: I "saw" 
what my interpretive principles permitted or directed me to see, and then I 
turned around and attributed what t had "seen" to a text and an intention; 
What my principles direct me to "see" are readers perfo~ing acts; the points 
at which I find (or to be more precise, declare) those acts to have been 
performed become (by a sleight of hand) demarcations in the text; those 
demarcations are then available for tile designation l'fortnal features," and 
as formal features they can be (ilIegiti~ately) assigned the responsibility for 
producing the interpretation which in fact 'produced them. In, this case, the 
demarcation my interpretation' calls into being is placed at the end of 
line 42; but of course the end of that (or any other) tine is worth noticing or 
pointing out only because my model demands (the word is not too stro~g) 
perceptual closures and therefore locations at which they occur; in that 
model this point will be one of those locations, although (1) it need not have 
been (not every line ending occasions a closure) alJd (2) in another model, 
one that does not give value to the activities of readers, the possibility of its 
being one would not have arisen. . . 

What I am suggesting is that formal units are always a function of the 
interpretative model one brings to bear; they are not "in" the text, and I would 
make the same argument for intentions. That is, iritention is no more e~bod
ied "in" the text than are formal units; rather an intention, like a formal unit, 
is made when perceptual or interpreqve closure is hazarded; it is verified by 
an interpretive act, and I would add, it is not verifiable in any other way. This 



INTERPRETING THE VARIORUM / 2083 

last assertion is too large to be fully considered here, but I can sketch out 
the argumentative sequence I would follow Were I to consider it: intention 
is known when and only when it is recognized; it is recognized as soon as 
you decide about it; you decide about it as soon as you make a sense; and 
you make a sense (or so my model claims) as soon as you can. 

Let me tie up the threads of my argument with a final example from 
Lycidas: 

He must not float upon his wafry bier 
Unwept ... (13-14) 

Here the reader's experience has much the same career as it does in lines 
42-44: at the end of line 13 perceptual closure is hazarded, and a sense is 
made in which the line is taken to be a resolution bordering on a promise: 
that is. there is now an expectation that something will be done about this 
unfortunate situation. and the reader anticipates a call to action, perhaps 
even a program for the undertaking of a rescue mission. With "Unwept," 
however, that expectation and anticipation are disappointed, and the reali
zation of that disappointment will be inseparable from the making of a new 
(and less comforting) sense: nothing will be done; Lycidas will continue to 
float upon his wat'ry bier. and the only action taken will be the lamenting of 
the fact that no action will he efficacious, including the actions of speaking 
and listening to this lament (which in line 15 will receive the meretricious 
and self-mocking designation "melodious tear"). Three "structures" come 
into view at preciseiy the same moment, the moment when the reader having 
resolved a sense unresolves it and makes a new one; that moment will also 
be the moment of picking out a formal pattern or unit, end ofline/beginning 
of line, and it will also be the moment at which the reader, having decided 
about the speaker's interition, about what is meant by what has been said, 
,'viII make the decision again and in so doing will make another intention. 

This, then, is my thesis: that the form of the reader's experience, formal 
units. and the structure of intention are one, that they come into view simul
taneously, and that therefore the questions. of priority and independence do' 
not arise. What does arise is another question: what produces them? That is, 
jf intention, form, and the shape of the reader's experience are simply dif
ferent ways of referring to (different perspectives on) the same interpretivet." . 
act. what is that act an interpretation of? I cannot ansWer that question, but 
neither, I would claim, can anyone else, although formalists try to answer it 
hy pointing to patterns and claiming that they are available independently of 
(prior to) interpretation. These patterns vary according to the procedures 
that yield them: they may be statistical (number of two-syllable words per 
hundred words), grammatical (ratio of passive to active constructions, or of 
l"ight-branching to left-branching sentences,2 or of anything else); but what
evel' they are I would argue that they do not lie innocently in the world but 
are themselves constituted by an interpretive act, even if, as is often the case, 
that act is unacknowledged. Of course, this is as true of my analyses.as it is 
of anyone else's. In the examples offered here I appropriate the notion "line 
ending" and treat it as a fact of nature; and one might conclude that as a 

2. Different patterns of modifying clauses: in the left-branching sentence, the modifying clause begins the 
s(:'nt(,I1C('~ in the rjght~br8nching. it ends the sentence. 
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fact it is responsible for:the reading experience I describe. The truth I think 
is exactly the reverse: line endings eXist by virtue of perceptual· strategies 
rather than the other way around._:,Historically, the strategy that we know as 
"reading (or hearing) ·poetry" has· included paying attention. to the line as a 
unit, but it is precisely that attention which has made the line as a unit (either 
of print or of aural' duration) available. A reader so practiced in paying that 
attention that he regards the line as. a brute fact rather than as a convention 
will have a great deal of difficulty with concrete poetry;' .if he overcomes that 
!Iifficu~ty, it will not be because· he has learned to igno!~ the line as a unit 
but because he will have acquired a new sef of interpretive strategies (the 
strategies constitutive of "concrete poetry reading") in .the context of which 
the line as a unit no longer exists. In short, what is noticed is what'has been 
made noticeable; not by a clear and undistorting glass; but by an interpretive 
strategy. '" -

,This may be hard· to see· when the strategy has become so· habitual·that 
the forms it yields seem part'ofthe world .. We find it easy to ·assume that 
alliteration as an effect .depends on a "fact" ·that eXists independently of any 
interpretive "use" one might make;ofit, the fact that wor4s in proximity begin 
with the same letter. But it· takes only a :moment's refle,ction ito realize :that 
the sameness, far from being natural;· is enforced by an' orthographic con
vention;. that .is to say, -itl IS the product of an interpretation. Were we ·to 
substitute phonetic -conventions for orthographic ones'(a·"refonn!!,tradition.., 
ally urged by puristskthe supposedly "objective" basis for alliteratiohwould 
disappear because a phonetic transcription would reqUire that we distinguish 
between the . initial sounds of those very words that'enter into' alliterative 
relationships; ratHer ,than conforming to those relationships, the rules of 
spelling make theml:Onemight reply that, since alliteration is an aural rather 
than a visual phenomenon when poetry is heard, we have·unthediated access 
to the· physical sounds themselves-and hear "real" similarities. ·Sutphono
logical "facts" are no' moreuninterpreted (or·less'cdnventional) than the 
"facts" of: orthography; the distinctive features that 'make· 8t"ticulation· and 
reception possible; are the product of a· system ofdiffetem:!esthat·must be 
imposed before it· chln be recognized; the' patterns the·ear hears .(like the 
pattetns the eye sees) are the patterns its perceptual habits make available. 

·One can·extendthis analysis forever, even·to the "facts'tof grammar •. The 
history ·of lingUistics. is the history· of competing paradigms,· each of which 
offers a different account' bfthe·constituents of language. Verbs, nouns, cleft 
sentences, transformations; deep and surface structures;'setnes; rhemes, tag
memes~"""-now ·you:see them, now you don't, depending:on· the descriptive 
apparatus you :«iinploy. The critiowho 'confidendyrests his analyses on the 
bedrock-of syntactic descriptions is resting on an· interpretation; the fac'ts he 
pOints to are·there;butonly,as a consequence of the interpretive (man~made) 
mOllehhathascalled them into being. ;.: .. 

The motltl is clear: the choice is ·never between objectivity and ·interpre
tation but between an interpretation that~sunacknowledged.as such and an 

: ' 1""' . I:·, , > • " I': . 

3. Poetry. especially of the i950~· anC:\ . i 960s, in 
which the visual shape of the words and letters on 
the page Is part of its meaning. 
4;. Fish Ii~ts technical linguistic terms: a·seme Is a 
basic unit of meaning. a rheme Is a rhetorical unit 

comparable to the predlc~te ~t a· sentence. arid a 
tagmene is a unit of construction (e.g., "noun-is
subject"). Cleft sentences: simple sentences 

,divided Into 2 clauses,· .so' that a particular ·word 
(and thus Idea) is emphasized .... 
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interpretation that is at least aware of itself. It is this ·awareness that I am 
claiming for myself, although in doing so I must give up the claims implicitly 
made in the first part of this essay. There I argue that a bad (because' spatial) 
model had suppressed what was really happening, but by my own declared 
principles the notion "really happening" is just one ·more interpretation. 

Interpretive Communities .. '. 

It seems then that the price one pays for denying the priority of either forms 
or intentions is an inability to say how it is that one ever begins. Yet we do 
begin, and we continue, and because we do there arises an immediate coun
terobjection to the preceding pages. If interpretive acts· are· the source' of 
forms rather than the other way around, !why isn't it the case that readers 
are always performing the same acts or a sequence of random, acts, and 
therefore creating the same forms or a random succession of fOr'ms? How, 
in short, does one explain these two "facts" of reading? (1) The !lame reader 
will perform differently when reading' two' '~'different" (the word is in quota
tionmarks because its status is precisely . ""hat is at issue) texts; and '(2) 
different readers will perform similarly when 'reading the "same" (in quotes 
for the same reason) text. That is to' Say,. both the stability of interpretation 
among readers and the variety of interpretation in the career 6f a single 
reader would seem to argue for the 'existence;fof something independent of 
and prior to interpretive acts, something:wHich1produces them; I will answer 
this challenge by asserting that both the stability and the variety are functions 
of interpretive strategies rather than of. texts:." .. 

Let us suppose that I am reading Lycidt,s:,What is it that lam doing? First 
of all, what I am not doing is "simply reading/' an activity in which I do hot 
believe because it implies the possibility of pure (that is, disinterested) per
ception.' Rather, I am proceeding on ·the' basis of (at least) twO interpretive 
decisions: (I )'that Lycidas is a pastoral and (Z) that if was written by Milton. 
(I should add that the notions "pastoral" and '<'Miltonl '. are ,also' interpreta
tions; that is, they do not stand for a set of. indisputable, objective facts; if 
they did, a great many books would not nOw be getting written'.) Once these 
decisions have been made (and if I had not made these;1 would have made 
others, and they would be consequential in the same way), 1 am immemarely 
predisposed to perform certain acts, to "nnd," by looking for, themes (the 
relationship' between natural processes and the careers 'of men, the efficacy 
of poetry or of any other action), to confer significailces (ort flowers, streams, 
shepherds, pagan deities), to mark.out· "formal" units (the lament, the con
solation, the turn, th_e affirmation of faith, and so on). My disposition to 
perform these acts (and others; the list is riot. meant to be exhaustive) con
stitutes a set of interpretive strategies, which, when they are put into exe
cution, become the large act of reading. That is to say, interpretive strategies 
are not put into execution after reading (the pure act of perception in which 
1 do not believe); they are the shape of reading, and because they are the 
shape of reading, they give texts their shape, making them rather than, as it 
is usually as.sumed, arising from them. Several important things f~llow from 
this account: 

(I) I did not have to execute this particular set of.in~erp~etive,strategies 
because 1 did not have to make those particular interpretive (pre-reading) 
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decisions. I could have decided, for example, that Lycidas was a text in which 
a set of fantasies and defenses find expression. These decisions would have 
entailed the assumption of another set of interpretive strategies (perhaps like 
that put forward by Norman Holland' in 'The Dynamics of Literary Response) 
and the execution of that set would have made another text. 

(2) I could execute this same set of strategies when presented with texts 
that did not bear the title (again a notion which is itself an interpretation) 
Lycidas, a Pastoral Monody. I could decide (it is a decision some have made) 
that Adam Bede6 is a pastoral written by an author who consciously modeled 
herself on Milton (still remembering that "pastoral" and "Milton" are inter
pretations, not facts in the public domain); or I could decide, as Empson7 

did, that a great many things not usually considered pastoral were in fact to 
be so read; and either decision would give rise to a set of interpretive strat
egies, which, when put into action, would write the text I write when reading 
Lycidas. (Are you with me'?) . 

. (3) A reader other than myself who, when presented with Lycidas, proceeds 
Jo put into execution a set of interpretive strategies similar to mine (how he 
tould do so is a question I will take up later), will peiforin the same (or at 
least a similar) succession of interpretive acts .. ~eand I then might be 
'tempted to say that we agree about the poem (thereby assuming that the 
poem exists independently of the acts either of us performs); but what we 
really would agree about is the way to write it. 

(4) A reader other than myself who, when presente~ with LyC;idas .(please 
keep in mind that the status of Lycidas is what is at issue), puts hito bxecution 
a different set of interpretive strategies will perform a different succession 
of interpretive acts. (I am assuming, it is the article of my faith, that a reader 
will always execute some set of interpretive strategies and therefore perform 
some succession of interpretive acts.) One of us might then be tempted to 
complain to the other that we could not possibly be reading the same poem 
(literary criticism is full of such complaints) and he would be right; for each 
'of us would be reading the poem he had made. 

The large conclusion that follows from these four smaller ones is that the 
notions of the "same" or "dU"ferent" texts are fictions. If I .read Lycifilas and 
The Waste LandS differently (in fact I do not), it will not be because the 
formal structures of the two poems (to term them such is also an interpretive 
decision) call forth different interpretive strategies but because my predis
position to execute different interpretive strategies will produce different for
mal structures. That is, the two poems are different because I have.decided 
that they will be. The proof of this is the possibility of doing the rever~e (that 
is why point 2 is so important). That is to say, the answer to the question 
"why do different texts give rise to different sequences of interpretiv~ acts?" 
is that tlley don't have to, an answer which implies strongly that "they' don't 
exist. Indeed, it has always been possible to put into action interpretive strat
egies designed to make all texts one, or to put it more accurately, to be forever 
making the same text. Augustine urges just such a strategy, for example, in 

5. American reader-respons .. critic (b. 1927). who 
employs psychoallalyts: Dynamics was published In 
1968. 
6. An 1859 novel by th .. English writer George 
Eliot. 

7. Wllllam Empson (1906-1984), English critic 
and poet, whos" work. Include So ..... V .. rslons of 
Pastoral (1935). 
8. A 1922 poem by the American-born poet and 
critic T. S. ELIOT. 
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0,1 Christian Doctrine v.'here he delivers the "rule of faith" which is of course 
a rule of interpretation,Y It is dazzlingly simple: everything in the Scriptures, 
and indeed in the world when it is properly read, points to (bears the meaning 
of) God's love for us and our answering responsibility to love our fellow 
creatures for His sake. If only you should come upon something which does 
not at first seem to bear this meaning, that "does not literally pertain to 
virtuous behavior or to the truth of faith," you are then to take it "to be 
figurative" and proceed to scrutinize it "until an interpretation contributing 
to the reign of charity is produced." This then is both a stipulation of what 
meaning there is and a set of directions for finding it, which is of course a 
set of directions-of interpretive strategies-for making it, that is, for the 
endless reproduction of the same text. Whatever one may think of this inter
pretive program, its success and ease of execution are attested to by centuries 
of Christian exegesis. It is my contention that any interpretive program, any 
set of interpretive strategies, can have a similar success, although few have 
been as spectacularly successful as this one. (For some time now, for at least 
three hundred years. the most successful interpretive program has gone 
under the name "ordinary language.") 1 In our own discipline programs with 
the same characteristic of always reproducing one text include psychoana
lytic criticism, Robertsonianism2 (always threatening to extend its sway into 
later and later periods), numerology (a sameness based on the assumption 
of innumerable fixed differences). 

The other challenging question-"why will different readers execute the 
same interpretive strategy when faced with the 'same' text?"-can be handled 
in the same way. The answer is again that they don't have to, and my evidence 
is the entire history of literary criticism.' And again this answer implies that 
the notion "same text" is the product of the possession by two or more readers 
of similar interpretive strategies. 

But why should this ever happen? Why should two or more readers ever 
agree. and why should regular. that is, habitual, differences in the career of 
a single reader ever occur? \Vhat is the explanation on the one hand of the 
stability of interpretation (at least among certain groups at certain times) and 
on the other of the orderly variety of interpretation if it is not the stability 
and variety of texts? The answer to all of these questions is to be found in~ 
notion that has been implicit in my argument, the notion of interpretive 
cOJ1l1l'umities. Interpreth'e cominunities are made up of those who share 
interpretive strategies not for reading (in the conventional sense) but for 
writing texts. for constituting their properties and assigning their intentions. 
I n other words, these strategies exist prior to the act of reading and therefore 
determine the shape of what is read rather than, as is usually assumed, the 
other way around. If it is an article· of faith in a particular community that 
there are a variety of texts, its members will boast a repertoire of strategies 
for making them. And if a community believes in the existence of only one 
text, then the single strategy its mem!>ers employ wm be forever writing it. 
The first community wiII accuse the me~bers of the second of being reduc-

9. For On C,.ristiat'l DoctJ;",e (ca. 395 c.F...), see 
ahov(', 
I. TIll" study of how everyday language is used. 
Strictly speaking. this is p 20th.century movement 
'tnrIL'c! by the Austrian·born philosopher Ludwig 
Witlg"nstcin (I 889-1 941). thoul(h it is rooted in 

the work of the English empiricist John Locke 
(1632-1704). 
2. That is, the scripturally based criticism inspired 
by D. W. RobertsonJr. (1914-92), a critic afmedi· 
eval literature, 
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tive, and they in turri will call their accusers superficial. The ,assumption in 
.each community will be that the other is not correctly perceiving the "true 
text," but the truth.will be .that each perceives the text ,(or texts) its interpre
tive strategies demand andoall into being. This, then, is the explanation both 
for the stability of interpretation among different readers (they belong to the 
same community) and. ,for ,thereg\llarity with which a single reader will 
employ different ,interpretive strategies and ,thus make different texts (he 
belongs. to different communities). 'It also explains why there are disagree
mentsand why they can b.e debated in a principled way: not because of a 
stability in texts, but because of a stability in the makeup of interpretive 
communities and therefore in the opposing positions they make possible. Of 
course this stability.is always temporary (unlike the longed for and timeless 
stability of the text). Interpretive communities grow larger and decline, and 
individuals move from, orie·to another; thus, while. the'alignments are not 
permanent, they are alwaysr there, providing just:enough stability for the 
interpretive battles to go on, :and just enough shift. and slippage to assure 
that they will never be settled .. The notion of interpretive comm'unities thus 
stands. between an .impossible ideal and the fear .which leads so many to 
maintain it. The ideal is of perfect agreement:and it would require texts to 
have· a status independent of interpretation. The fear is of interpretive anar
·chy, but it would only be realized if interpretation (text making) were com
pletely random. It is the fragile but real consolidation of- interpretive 
communities that·allews us to talk to one another, butwith·ho hope or fear 
'of ever being able to stop .. 
·.!;In other words, interpretive. communities are no more stable than texts 

because interpretive strategies ,are net natural or universal,. but learned. This 
dees not mean that there.is·a point at which an individual·has not yet,learned 
any. The ability to interpret is not acquired; it is censtitutive of being human. 
What,is acquired, are -the ways, bf iriterpreting and those same. ways can 'also 
be forgotten ot supplanted, or, complicated or dropped fromfavor ("no one 
reads that way a'nymore"). When ·any of these things happens, there is a 
·corresponding change in texts,'not because they are being read differeritly, 
but because they are being written differently. 

The only.stability, then, inheres in the fact (at least in my model) that 
interpretive s~rategies are always being deployed, and this means that com
munication is a: much more chancy affair,than we are accustomed to think 
it. For if there· are ne fixed texts, but only 'interpretive strategies making them, 

, and if interpretive striitegies ·are not .natural, but learned (and are therefore 
unavailable to a finite description), what is it that utterers (speakers, authors, 
critics, me, you) do r In the old medel utterers are in the business of handing 
over ready-made or prefabricated meanings, These meanings are said ·to 'be 
encoded; and the code-isassumed to be in the world independently of the 
individuals who are obliged to attach themselves to it' (if they do not they 
run the danger of being .declared deviant). In my model, however, meanings 
are riot\extracted but made' and made not by encoded forms but by interpre
tive strategies that call forms into being. It follows then that what utterers 
do is give hearers and readers the opportunity to make meanings (and texts) 
by inviting them to put into execution a set of strategies. It is presumed that 
the invitation will be recognized, and that presumption rests on a projection 
on the part of a speaker or author of the moves he would make if confronted 
by the sounds or marks he is uttering or setting do,vvn. 
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It would seem at first that this account of things simply reintroduces the 
old objection; for isn't this an admission that there is after all a formal encod
ing, not perhaps of meanings, but of the directions fot making them, for 
executing interpretive strategies? The answer is that they will orily be direc
tions to those who already have the interpretive strategi~s in the first place. 
Rather than producing interpretive acts, they are the' product of one. An 
author haz~rds his projection, not because o(something "in" the marks, but 
because of something he assumes to be in his _reader. The very existence of 
the "marks" is a function of an interpretive community,for they will be 
recognized (that is, made) only by its members. Those outside that com
munity will be deploying a different set of interpretive strategies (interpre
tation cannot be withheld) and will therefore be making different marks. 

So once again I have made the text disappear, but unfotttinately the prob
lems do not disappear with it. If everyone is continually executing interpre
tive strategies and in that act constituting texts, intentions, speakers, and 
authors, how can anyone of us know whether or not he is a member of the 
same interpretive community as any other of us? The answer is that he can't, 
since any evidence brought forward to support the claim would itself be an 
interpretation (especially if the "other" were an author long dead). The only 
"proof" of membership is fellowship, the nod of recognition from someone 
in the same community, someone who says to 'you what ,neither of us could 
ever prove to a third party: "we know." I say it to youn'ow,'knowing full well 
that you will agree with me (that is, understand) only if you already agree 
with me: 

1976, 1980 

NGUGI wA THIONG'O 
h. 1938 

TABAN LO LIYONG 
h. 1939 

HENRY OWUOR-ANYUMBA 
1932-1992 

-f." ' 

Though it is hard to imagine a university in the English-speaking world without an 
English department, English departments are a relatively recent hfltorical develop
ment, arising only in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Before that, 
academic literary study centered on the Greek and Latin classics and focused on 
elements of rhetoric and philology. During the Victorian era in England, as TERRY 

EAGLETON points out in the first chapter of Literary Theory (1983; see below), English 
arose as a discipline to foster an appreciation for culture in the less educated classes, 
who were not trained in Greek and Latin. But as Eagleton also argues, English was 
enmeshed with nationalism and designed to instill mitional pride-hence the subject 
was "English" rather than simply "literature"-particularly in the face of European 
conflicts (such as those leading up to World War I) and competition for colonies. 
Moreover, the teaching of English language and literature 'was a prominent part of 
the administration of the British Empire in its many colonies around the globe-in 
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India, Africa, and elsewhere. "On the Abolition of the English Department" (1968), 
our selection here, stages a revolt against this vestige of British colonial rule: it depicts 
English not as a neutral or natural subject but as an instrument of imperialism, and 
promotes the study of indigenous national literatures and languages. Originally a 
university memorandum, it today is seen as an important inaugural statement of 
postcolonialliterary criticism. 

Its lead author, Ngugi wll Thiong'o Oames Ngugi), is an internationally renowned 
novelist, dramatist, and critic. Born in Kenya, which was under British rule from 
1895 until 1963, Ngugi witnessed the effects of colonialism firsthand. He attended 
an independent mission school where the teachers were native Kenyans; but in 1954, 
in response to the Mau Mau uprising against colonial rule, the British government 
took control of it and made Instruction in English mandatory. In the political turmoil 
leading to independence, one of his stepbrothers was killed and his mother tortured, 
and an older brother joined the Mau Mau rebellion. In 1959 Ngugi entered Makerere 
University in Uganda, receiving his B.A. in 1964; there he also began his writing 
ca~eer, publishing the acclaimed novel W:eep Not, Child (I964) about the Mau Mau 
war and East African culture. After attending Leeds University on a British council 
icholarship (1964-67), he returned to Africa to take a position at Nairobi University, 
out soon resigned in protest over governmental interference in the university. He 
r~joined the faculty iri 1971, becoming in 1973 !'tead of the Department ofJ..iterature, 
newly formed in response to his and his colleagues' criticism of English. He also 
renounced his anglicized name, James Ngugi, which he held to be a sign of coloni
alism; taking his name in his native Kikuyu language, he thereafter wrote first in 
Kikuyu and then translated his own work into Engl~sh. In 1977 he was arrested by 
Kenyan police after the production of one of his plays that was critical of the gov
er.nfTlent. Protests from international literary groups led to his release after he had 
been imprisoned for a year without being charged. Ngugi eventually left the country; 
sip,Fe 1992 he has held the Erich Maria Remarque Chair in Languages at New York 
U~jversity. 

Born in northern Uganda, which was under British rule from 1896 until 1962, 
Taban' lp Liyong received his B.A. from the Ugandan National Teachers College in 
1962. He ttaveled to the t,.Inited States to st~dy political science, but changed paths 
tn 1965 to attend the prestigious writers' work~ttop at the University of Iowa; in 1968 
he became its first African· graduate. He was an important early critic of the paucity 
of Afrlc::an literature, attributing it to British colonial rule: "I blame the British. The 
education they l=ame to offer was aimed at recruiting candidates for a Christian 
Heaven" and at "produc(ing] clerks, teachers, servants"-a point made less critically 
a century earlier by the English historian and PQlitician Thomas Babington Macaulay 
in "M~nllf~ on Indian Education" (1835). In 1968 he returned to Africa on a fellow
ship offered by the Institute for African Studies at Nairobi University, where he also 
lectured in the English department and joined forces with Ngugi and Owuor
Anyumba. Since 1978 he has been a member of the Faculty of Literature at Juba in 
the Sudall. 

Born in Kenya, Henry Owuor-Anyumba received a degree in education from the 
University of East Africa and his B.A. from Cambridge University in 1966. Thereafter 
he taught at Nairobi University until his retirement in the early 1990s. Less widely 
known than his coauthors, he was a historian of African music, documenting its 
distinctive traditions. 

After World War 11, almost all of the many colonies of the European powers gained 
their national independence, sometimes through negotiation and sometimes through 
revolt I!pd war. But political independence did not ~ecessarily entail economic or 
cultural autonomy, and the effects of colonialism lingered in language, education, 
and religion, as well as in economic and political structures. The residual effects of 
imperialism are variously called "postcolonial," "neo-colon~al" (the term that Ngugi 
most frequently uses), or simply "colpnial" (the term favored by the celebrated Niger-
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ian novelist CHINUA ACHEBE). Inaugurated as a critique of the results of decoloniza
tion, postcolonial studies addresses the perennial theoretical issue of the relation of 
culture and society, particularly the role that culture-notably language, literature, 
and education-plays in furthering imperialism. In "Literature and Society" (1973), 
Ngugi spells out a direct connection between culture and politics, viewing the influ
ence of a dominant culture as a central vehicle for continued colonial control, or 
"cultural imperialism," "which during classical colonialism supplemented direct mil
italT and political occupation [but now] becomes the major agency of control under 
neo-colonialism." 

"On the Abolition of the English Department" deals with how literary education 
and academic institutions have helped implement cultural imperialism in Africa. Lit
erature is not neutral nor does it merely impart truth and beauty; instead, as Ngugi 
elaborates in "Literature and Society," "the content of our literature syllabus, its pres
entation, the machinery for determining the choice of texts anq their interpretation 
were all an integral part of imperialism and domination in the colonial phase, and 
they are today an integral part of the imperialism and domination in the neo-colonial 
phase." To remedy this, "On the Abolition of the English Department" offers a 
straightforward set of proposals for African universities: first, dismantle departments 
centered on English language an'd literature; second, create departments centered on 
the study of indigenous African languages and literature, as well as relevant foreign 
ones; third, study neglected topics such as the African oral tradition; and, finally, 
study modern African literatUl'e, which includes Caribbean and African American 
liter~ture. Ngugi, Liyong, and Owuor~Anyumba are careful not to discre~litEnglish 
or European literature, but argue for the benefits of opening literary study; to ,wfcler 
currents. 'Vi thin the debate oyer the literary canon, they take an expansionist 1:)09i
tion. recommending that the canon encomp~ss more texts from different cllltiJres 
rather than be artificially limited, and that we study representative rather than' "clas-
sic" texts. ;: .;, 

A contentious issue among writers and critics during the early days of decoloriza
tion was whether to write in native languages or in the dominant colon~allangilage, 
usually English or French. European authors similarly had to grapple wi'th tt¥stah"s 

..•• 'I 
of vernacular languages in the early Ren~lssance, when Latin was !the domlh~nt 'lan-
guage of learning (for example, see JOACHllII! DU BELLAy. above). In his ofher work, 
~gugi argues for tpe primary use of native traditions and languages; in co~tr~st, his 
coauthor Liyong contends that African ~t!f~rs must write in a European language to 
capture a wide readers~ip-with the ql!-aliftcation that "we will not have'to sHck ~o 
Queen's English[;) .. '.'we have to tame"the 'shrew and naturalize her," a pOfnt a152".. , 
made by Achebe. " ;' .", 

Since the 1980s postcolonial and cultural critics have questioned the nationalistic 
character of suc,", struggles for independence, arguing that nationalism panicfpates 
in the logic of imperialism and that it rests on a Active construct, an "imagined com
munit\'," witHout an essential core. Set amid debates over decolonization and Afro
ccntri~m.!'On the Abolition of the English Department" provides a glimpse into the 
political' effects of literature and the seemingly neutral institutions of education. 
:"<gugi challenges us t!J considet· such questions more closely, declaring. "Every writer 
is a writer in politics. The only question is what and whose politics." 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

;\igugi wa Thioflg'o has published numerous critical essays on African literature, 
education. and politics, collected in Homecoming: Essays an African and Caribbean 
UtemtUl'e, Culture aJ1d Politics (1973), W~ich includes "On the Abolition of t~e 
English Department"; H'riters ill Politics: Essays (1981; rev. ed., 1997); Education 
fOl' " 1\'atiol1al Cult1lre (198 I ); Barrel of a Pen: Resistance to llepression il1 Neo
C%llial Kenya (198~); Dec%nising the"Mind: The ~olitics of Language in Africem 
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Literature (I986); Moving the Centre: The StTUggle for Cultural Freedom (I 993); 
and Penpoints;' Gunpoints, and Dreams: Towards a Critical Theoty of the Arts and 
the State of Africa, (I998). Detained: A Writer's Prison Diary (1981), written during 
his year under arrest; is a biographical reflection on his, career and politics. Ngugi 
also has an international,reputation as a novelist depicting twentieth-century Kenya; 
his best-known novels are, Weep Not, Child '(1 964), The' River Between (1965), and 
A,Grain of Wheat (1967). " 

'Published primarily,in·Africa,Taban 10 Uyong is a prolific writer of poetry, short 
stories, and criticism. His most notable books in English are The List, Word: Cultural 
Synthesism (1969), the first book of literary criticism specifically focused on African 
literature, and ,Fixions (1968), a collection of short stories that contain elements of 
Mrican oral tradition. Other works include Eating Chiefs: Lwo, Culture from Lolwe 
to Malkal (I970), ThirteenOffensives: Against Our Enemies (I 973)', and Meditations 
in- Limbo (1978). Henry Owuor-Anyumba's publications in, English, include a col
lection, Kikuyu'Folktales, co-edited with Rose N. Gecau (1970kthe monograph A 
Musical ,Profile of Some Kalenjin Songs (1973); and an article, "Contemporary ,Lyres 
in' Eastern Africa,!' African Musicology 1 (1983). : " 

There 'is a great, deal of scholarship on Ngugi's work, especially his fiction. 'Ngugi 
wa Thiong'o (2000) by Oliver Lovesey provides biographical infonnation as well as 
an overview of Ngugi's work. DaVid Cook and Michael, Okenimkpe's Ngugi wa 
Thiong'o: An Exploration of His Writings (1983), a survey, concluc;les with a chapter 
on his social criticism.'Ngugi wa Thiong'o: The Making of a Rebel: A SOurce Book 
in 'Kenyan Literature and;Resistance,:edited by Carol Sicherman (1989), is a helpful 
reference work. Simon -Gikandi;Ngugi wa Thiong'o (2000), is a useful comprehen
sive study. Ngug; wa ,Thiong'o::A Bibliography of Primary and Secondary Works, 
1957-,,1987, compiled by Carol Sicherman,; (1991), offers a comprehensive 
bibliography. More recently" [:;ovesey's Ngugi wa Thiong'o contains a good bibliog
raphy. There is to date little criticism and bibliography on Uyong or OWuor
Anyumba. 

On the' Abolitibnof the 'English Departmer:ttl,; 
',: • .1 • .., • : < • : " ;. • '. !:" '., . .~!. "!". ~ , : 

1. ,This is a comn\tfut ort the paper presented by th:eActing Head of the 
'English Departmertt at 'the University: 9f Nairobi2 t.o t~i:; 42rid meeting 'of the 
Arts Faculty Boar(l on the 20th September, 1968. ' .. . .. 
2 (a) That paper.,Wits mainly concerned with possible dev~lqpments,within 
the Arts, Facultf and .their relationship .with the English Department,partic-
lllarly: . 

" 

(i) The place of modern languages, ,especially French; 
(ii)The place and role of. the ,Department of English; 

(iii) The emergence of·a DepilttmentofUnguistics and Languages; 
(iv) , The place of African languages, especiaJly SwahiJi. 

(h) In"connection with the above, the paper specifically suggested that a 
department of Linguistics .and Languages, to be closely re~ated .to English, 
be ~st~blished. :.', , .. ", . .' "" ' , " 

\ J'" • '. • : . 

i. This (iebat~ resulted in Hie e~t~bIi5h.hent or 
two departmo!lhts:' Languages and Literature; "In 
both. AfrIcan languages and Iiterature,_re to form, 
t"'e core. In the case of the Uterature Departm~'".t, 
Carlbblian 'and' black Ameflcan literature were to 
be emphasized. It thus represents a radical depar-

, ture in the teachi'ng ':;r Iiterat~'r.; in Afric:a (Ngug!, 
Uyong, and Owuor-Anyurn:bs's note),' 
2. A focal point of the political tension that con
tinued to beset Kenya after Independence was 
gained in 1964. ' "" , 
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(c) A remote possibility of a Department of African literature, oralterna
tively, that of African literature and culture, was envisaged ... 
3. The paper raised important problems. It should have'been the subject of 
a more involved debate and discussion, preceding the appointment of a com
mittee with specific tasks, because it raises questiotrs of valuej direction and 
orientation. 
4. For instance, the suggestions, as the paper itself admits, question the role 
and status of an English Department in art African.· situation ahd environ-
ment. To quote from his paper: .. 

The English Department has had a long h~!!tory a~ this. College and has 
built up a strong syllabus which by its stu.dy of the hiStoric continuity of 
a singl.e culture throughout the period of emergenc·e of the modern west, 
makes it an important companion to History and to Philosophy and Reli
gious Studies. However, it is bound to become less 'British', more open to 
other writing in English (American, Caribbean, African, Commonwealth) 
and also to continental writing, for comparative purposes. 

5. Underlying the suggestions is a basic assumption that the English tradi
tion and the emergence of the modern west is the central root of our con
sciousness and cultural heritage. Mrica becomes an extension of the west, 
an attitude which, until a radical reassessment, 'Used to dictate the teaching 
and organization of History in our University.3 Hence, in fact; the assumed 
centrality of English Department, into which other cultures can be admitted 
from time to time, as fit subjects for study, or from which other satellite 
departments can spring as time and money allow. A small ·example is the 
current, rather apologetic attempt to smuggle Mrican writing into an English 
syllabus in our three colleges. 
6. Here then, is our main question: If there is need for a "study ofthe'historic 
continuity of a single culture', why can't this be Mrlcan? WhY'can't'African 
literature be at the centre so that we can view other cultures in relationship 
to it? 

This is not mere rhetoric: already Mrican writing; ,With the sister connec
tions in the Caribbean and the Mro-Aniericah'literatures, has· played an 
important role in the Mrican renaissahce, and will ·become even mor~nd 
more important with time and pressure of events. Just because for reasons 
of political expediency we have kept English as our official language, there 
is no need to substitute a study of English culture for our own; We reject 
the primacy of English literature and culture. 
7. The aim, in short, should be to oriehtate ourselves towards placing Kenya, 
East Africa, and then 'Africa in the centre. All other things are to be consid
ered in their relevance to our situation, and their contribution towards 
understanding ourselves. 
8. We therefore suggest: 

A. That the English Department be abolished;· 
B. That a Department of African Literature and Languages be set up in 

its place. 

3. Then the University of East Africa with three 
constituent colleges at Makerere, Dar es Salaam, 
and Nairobi. Since then the three have become 

autonomous univer<ities [Ngugl. Liyong, and 
Owuor: Anyun,bs's note]. Makerere Is in Uganda: 
Oar es Salaam is the capital of Tanzania. 
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The primary duty of any literature department is to illuminate the spirit 
animating a people, to show how it meets new challenges, and to investigate 
possible areas of development and involvement. 

In suggesting this name, we are not rejecting other cultural streams, espe
cially the western stream. We ~re only clearly mapping out the directions 
and perspectives the study of culture and literature will inevitably take in an 
African university. 
9. We know that European literatures constitute one source of influence on 
modern African literatures in English, French, and Portuguese; Swahili," 
Arabic, and Asian literatures constitute another, an important source, espe
cially here in East Africa; and the African tradition, a tradition as active and 
alive as ever, constitutes the third and the most significant. This is the stuff 
on which We grew up, and it is the base from which we make our cultural 
take-off into the world. . .. 
·10. Languages and linguistics should be studied in the department because 

:' in literature we see the principles of languages and linguistics in action. 
',' Conversely, through knowledge of languages and linguistics we can get more 

from literature. For linguistics not to become eccentric, it should be studied 
/ in the Department of African Literature and Languages. . 

In addition to Swahili, French, and English, whenever feasible other lan
guages such as Arabic, Hindustani, Kikuyu, Luo, Akamba,' etc., should be 
introduced into the syllabus as optional subjects. 
11. On the literature side, the pepartment ought to offer roughly: 

(a) The oral tradition, which is our primary root; 
(b) Swahili literature (with Arabic and Asian literatut-es): this is another 

root, especially in East Africa; 
(c) A selected c.ourse in European literature: yet another root; 
(d) Modern African literature. 

For the purposes of the Department, a knowledge of Swahili, English, and 
French should be compulsory. The largest body of writing by Africans is now 
written in the French language. Africans writing in the French language have 
also produced most of the best poems and novels.· In fact it makes no sense 
to talk of modern African literature without French. 
12. The Oral Tradition 

The Oral tradition is rich and many-sided. In fact 'Africa is littered with 
Oral Literature'. But the art did not end ye'iterday; it is a living tradition. 
Even now there are songs being sung in political rallies, in churche!\, in night 
clubs by guitarists, by accordion players, by dancers, etc. Another .point tp 
be observed is the interlinked nature of art forms in traditional practice. 
Verbal forms are not always distinct from dance, music, etc. For example. in 
music there is close correspondence between verbal and melodic tones; in 
'metrical lyrics' it has been observed that poetic text is inseparable from tune; 
and the 'folk tale' often bears an 'operatic' form, with sung refrain 'as an 
integral part. The distinction between prose and poetry i~ absent or very fluid. 

Though tale, dance, song. myth. etc. can be performed for ~ndivi4ual aes-

4. One of the official languages of Kenya and Tan
zania. 

5. Some of the diverse languages of the different 
ethnic groups In and aro\1nd Kenya. 
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the tic enjoyment, they have other social purposes as well. Dance, for exam
ple. has been studied 'as symbolic e":pression of social reality reflecting and 
influencing the social, cultural and personality systems of which it is a part', 
The oral tradition also comments on society because of its intimate relation
ship and involvement, 

The study of the oral tradition at the University should therefore lead to 
a multi-disciplinary outlook: literature, music, linguistics, Sociology, Anthro
pology, History, Psychology, Religion, Philosophy. Secondly, its study can 
lead to fresh approaches by making it possible for the student to be familiar 
with art forms different in kind and historical development from Western 
literary forms. Spontaneity and liberty of communication inherent in oral 
transmission-openness to sounds, sights, rhythms, tones, in life and in the 
environment-are examples of traditional elements from which the student 
can draw. More specifically, his familiarity with oral literature could suggest 
new structures and techniques; and could foster attitudes of mind charac
terized by the willingness to experiment with new forms, so transcending 
'fixed literary patterns' and what that implies-the preconceived ranking of 
art forms. 

The study of the Oral Tradition would therefore supplement (not replace) 
courses in Modern African Literature. By discovering and proclaiming loyalty 
to indigenous values. the new literature would be on the one hand be set in 
the stream of history to which it belongs and so be better appreciated; and 
on the other be better able to embrace and assimilate other thoughts without 
losing its roots. 
1 3. Swahili Literature 

There is a large amount of oral and written classical Swahili Literature of 
high calibre. There is also a growing body of modem Swahili literature: both 
written and oral. 
14. European Literatw'e 

Europe has influenced Africa, especially through English and French cul
tures, In our part of Africa there has been an over-concentration on the 
English side of European life. Even the French side, which is dominant in 
othel' countries of Africa, has not received the importance it deserves, We 
therefore urge for freedom of choice so that a more representative cOYf.se 
can be drawn up. \Ve see no reason why English literature should have 
priority over and above other European literatures where we are concerned. 
The Russian novel of the nineteenth century should and must be taught. 
Selections from American, German. and other European literatures should 
also be introduced. In other words English writings will be taught in their 
European context and only for their relevance to the East African perspec
tive, 
I 5. IHodern African Litemtllre 

The case for the study of Modern African Literature is self-evident, Its 
possible scope would em'brace: 

fa) The African novel written in French and English; 
(h) African poetry written in French and English, with relevant transla

tions of works written by Africans in Portuguese and Spanish; 
(c) The Caribbean novel and poetry: the Caribbean involvement with 

Africa can never be over-emphasized. A lot of writers from the West 
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Indies have often had Mrica in mind. Their works have had a big 
impact on the Mrican renaissance-in politics and literature. The 
poetry of Negritude6 indeed cannot be understood without studying 
its Caribbean roots. We must also study Mro-American literature. 

16. Drama 
Since drama is an integral part of literature, as well as being its extension, 

various dramatic works should be studied as parts of the literature of the 
people under study. Courses in play-writing, play-acting, directing, lighting, 
costuming, etc. should be instituted. 
17. Relationship with other Departments 

From things already said in this paper, it is obvious that African Oral and 
Modern literatures cannot be fully understood without some understanding 
of social and political ideas in Mrican history. For this, we propose that either 
with the help of other departments, or within the department, or both, 
courses on mutually relevant aspects of African thought be offered. For 
instance, an introductory course on Mrican art-sculpture, painting-could 
be offered in co-operation with the Department of Design and Architecture. 
18. The 3.1.1' should be abolished. We think an undergraduate should be 
exposed to as many general ideas as possible. Any specialization should come 
in a graduate school where more specialized courses can be offered. 
19. In other words we envisage an active Graduate School will develop, 
which should be organized with such department as the Institute for Devel
opment studies. 
20. Conclusion 

One of the things which has been hindering a radical outlook in our study 
of literature in Mrica is the question of literary excellence; that only works 
of undisputed literary excellence should be offered. (In this case it meant 
virtually the study of disputable 'peaks' of English literature.) The question 
or literary excellence implies a value judgment as to what is literary and what 
is excellence, and from whose point of view. For any group it is better to 
study represents,tive works which mirror their society rather than to study a 
few isolated 'clli,~sics', either of their own or of a foreign culture. 

To sum up; we have been trying all along to place values where they 
belong. We have argued the case for the abolition of the present Department 
of English in the College, and the establishment of a Department of Mrican 
Literature and Languages. This is not a change of names only. We want to 

_ establish the c!'lntrality of Africa in the department. This, we have argued, is 
justifiable pn various grounds, the most important one being that education 
Is a means ~f knowledge about ourselves. Therefore, after we have examined 
ourselves, We radiate outwards and discover peoples and worlds around us. 
W,ith Africa at the centre of things, not existing as an appendix or a satellite 
of other countries and literatures, things must be seen from the African 
p~spective. The dominant object in that perspective is African literature, 
the major branch of African culture. Its. roots go back to past African liter-

6, A literary movement of the 1930. through 
1950. that began In Pari. among black French
speaking African and Carihbean writers; protesting 
French colonist rule and asslmilationist policies, 
they dec:lared the value of black Mrican identity, 

culture, and tradition •. 
7. This is B course for those who want to specialize 
in literature: 1st year-three subject.; 2d and 3d 
years-literature only [Ngugl, Liyong, and Owuor
Anyumha'. notel. 
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atures, European literatures, and Asian literatures. These can only be studied 
meaningfully in a Department of African Literature and Languages in an 
African University. 

We ask that this paper be accepted in principle; we suggest that a repre
sentative committee be appointed to work out the details and harmonize the 
various suggestions into an administratively workable whole. 

TZVETAN TODOROV 

h. 1939 

1968 

A central figure in French structuralism, Tzvetan Todorov is best known for advocat
ing the scientific study of narrative, modeled on linguistics, for which he coined the 
now-standard term narratology. He was responsible for renewing attention to the 
narrative theory put forth earlier in the twentieth century by the Russian formalists, 
such as BORIS EICHENRAUM and Viktor Shklovsky, and for an effort, with his mentor 
ROLAND BARTHES, to establish a universal "grammar" of narrative. In "Structural Anal
ysis of Narrative" (1969), Todorov presents a condensed manifesto for the narrato
logical approach. 

Born in Bulgaria, Todorov emigrated to France in 1963 to study literature and 
language at University of Paris, where he did his doctoral dissertation under the 
direction of Barthes. Since 1968 he has held an appointment at the Centre National 
de la Recherche Scientifique (National Center of Scientific Research) in Paris. His 
writing has been prolific and varied. From the late 1960s through the 1970s, he 
focused on questions of literary structure; he later turned to questions of interpre
tation and larger issues of contemporary culture. 

The 1960s witnessed a flourishing of structuralism in fields as diverse as anthro
pology, psychology, philosophy, and literature. Influenced by FERDINAND 'DE SAUS
SURE (1857-1913) as well as by contemporary linguists, structuralists applied the 
scientific model of linguistics to other aspects of human culture, seeking to chart 
their underlying structures and rules. For instance, fashion or courtship rJ..U,als might 
be seen as operating according to their own distinctive codes. The Saussurean model 
treats words and other minimal linguistic elements not as freestanding units but as 
components of a larger, abstract system; the overall system of language rather than 
individual speech utterances thus becomes the primary object of analysis. The anthro
pologist CLAUOE LEVl-STnAUSS became famous for applying structuralist methods to 
the analysis of the .myths and rituals of the primitive societies he observed, and his 
"Structural Analysis of Myth" (1958) provided an influential early example for work 
in literary studies. Defining literary study as one of the "human sciences" instead of 
a humanistic pursuit, structuralist critics aimed to describe and categorize the sys
tematic operation of literature, whose general codes were exhibited and instantiated 
in individual literary works. 

Encapsulating the tenets of Todorov's books Grammaire du Decameron (1969, 
Grammar of the Decameron) and Poetics of Prose (1971; trans. 1977), "Structural 
Analysis of Narrative" seeks to develop a "poetics" or a theoretical study of literary 
techniques and categories. Todorov is quick to distinguish his version of structural 
analysis from the Ncw Criticism, the predominant Anglo-American critical approach 
of the mid-twentieth century. While both focus on internal literary features of 



2098 / TZVETAN TODOROV 

works rather than on external concerns such as historical context, he notes that the 
New Criticism deals only with the individual work itself. The structuralist method 
proposes instead to understand the overall system in which the work is a part. In 
his analyses of BOCCACCIO's Decameron (1351-53), for example, Todorov's interest 
is not in any individual tale, but in the general and abstract plot structures that 
govern all the tales. For Todorov, the New Critical method results only in paraphrase 
and thus does not create new knowledge; the structuralist method, hi contrast, 
charts the systematic laws and patterns that generate literary works. It therefore 
yields a scientific knowledge of literature, as physics yields a scientific knowledge of 
the laws of nature or as linguistics yields a scientific knowledge of the laws of 
language. 

Calling his approach a "poetics," Todorov harkens back to ARISTOTLE's originary 
division of scientific disciplines, poetics being the study of human-made rather than 
natural artifacts-specifically, of verbal artifacts, such as epics and tragedies. Follow
ing Aristotle's view of plot as the prime category of tragedy, Todorov (and narratology 
in general) takes plot as the central abstract structure of narrative, analyzing the 
hundred tales in the Decameron on the basis of the similarity of their plots. They lead 
him to the insight that plot moves from an equilibrium to a disequilibrium-hence 
'!;he action of the narrative-and concludes in a new equilibrium, which displays either 
"avoided punishment" or "conversion." As he states, "All of the stories of the Deca
~eron can be entered into this very broad schema." In privileging and schematizing 
plot, Todorov also shows the influence of the Russian formalists, particularly the 
folklorist Vladimir Propp, whose Morphology of the Folktale (1928) charts basic plot 
motifs or patterns common to folktales. Todorov designates the specific elements of 
each plot, on the model of the sentence, as subject, predicate, and adjective. In an 
effort to adopt the technical precision of linguistics, he discerns the "grammar" rather 
than semantic meaning of narrative. 

With the powerful critiques of structuralism and the development of poststtuctur
alism by thinkers such as JACQUES DERRIDA through the 1970s, structuralism waned 
as a vanguard theoretical approach. However, the structuralist theory of narrative has 
been less discredited than displaced, supplanted by inore socially engaged 
approaches-among them, Marxism, feminism, the New Historicism, and cultural 
studies. The interest of those studying narrative in recent decades seems to have 
shifted to hermeneutic interpretation rather than poetic description, and to issues of 
culture and society. Todorov's own work broadened to consider larger cultural and 
interpretive issues, as did that of Barthes, who in the 1970s became a leading pro
ponent of poststructuralist literary criticism, extolling the richness of textual inter
pretation. Yet as Todorov notes in "Structural Study of Narrative," poetics does not 
deny "the relation between literature and ... social life"; therefore it does not con
tradict "external" approaches, but serves a different purpose. Narratology remains an 
active though technical subfield in literary studies, and Todorov's work is still regarded 
as foundationa!' 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Todorov's work falls into three periods. The first and best-known to English-speaking 
critics is his structuralist phase; books include Grammar of tire Decameron (1969); 
The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre (1970; trans. 1973); The 
Poetics of Prose (1971; trans. 1977), which gathers many important essays on narra
tive; the Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Sciences of Language, coauthored with the 
philosopher of language Oswald Ducrot (1972; trans. 1979); and Introduction to 
Poetics (1973; trans. 1981), a good starting point in reading Todorov. In addition, he 
translated into French and edited an influential collection, Thiorie de la littirature: 
Textes des Jormalistes russes (1965, Theory of Literature: Texts of the Russian Formal
ists), which introduced central writings of important Russian formalists to the French 
scene. 
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In his second phase, Todorov turned from questions of structure to those of inter
pretation. publishing TIleories o/the Symbol (1977; trans. 1982), Symbolistnand Inter
pr'etation (1978; trans. 1982). Genres in Discourse (1978; abridged trans., 1990), and 
l\1ikllail Bakl,ti,,: TIle Dialogic"l Principle (I 981; trans. 1984). He also edited the 
anthology French Literary TIzeory Today: A Reader (1982). In his third phase, Todorov 
took up broad issues of cultures. ethics, and history in books including TIle Conquest 
o/A/IIedca: The Question of the Other' (1984; trans. 1992), the retrospective Literatllre 
ami Its TIteorists: A Personal Viet.!' o.fTwentieth-Century Criticism (1984; trans, 1987), 
OH Human Diversity: Nationalism, Racism, and Exoticism in French Thougllt (I989; 
trans. 1993), The Morals o.f History (I 991; trans, 1995), Facing the Extreme: Moral 
L~fe in the Concentration Camps (1991; trans. 1996), Life in Common: An Essay in 
General Anthropology (1995; trans, 2000), and A Passion for Democt'acy: Benjami" 
COIlstatlt ( 1997; trans. 1999), The autobiography L 'Hotnme depayse (1996, Matl with
out (t Country) gives an account of his life and travels. 

Todorov's "grammar" of plot remains a touchstone for narrative theory. Gerard 
Genette's seminal Narratil'e Discourse: A.n Essay in Method (1972; trans. 1980) builds 
on some of Todorov's narratological categories, In his useful overview, Jonathan 
Culler in Strltcturalist Poetics: Stl"llctumlism, Linguistics. and the Study of Literature 
( I 9 i 5) discusses Todorov as a primary representative of the structural approach to 
fiction. Gerald Prince's Nm'ratology: TI,e Form and Functioning of Narrati,'e (1982) 
is indebted to Todorov, though it notes the limitations of the grammatical approach, 
Todorov is a significant actor in Fran"ois Dosse's History of Structuralism (1992; 
trans. 1997), an excellent account of the major figures and events of the movement. 
Emma Kafalenos expands on the Propp-Todorov definition of narrative as a disruption 
of equilibrium; see her contribution to Narratologies: New Perspectives on Narrative 
Anal)Sls (ed. David Herman. 1999). For a comprehensive bibliography of Todorov's 
WOI'k, see David Gorman. "Tzvetan Todorov: An Anglo-French Checklist to 1995," 
Style 31 (1997). 

Structural Analysis of Narrative l 

The theme I propose to deal with is so vast that the few pages which follow· 
will inevitably take the form of a resume, My title, moreover, contains the 
WOI'd "structural," a word more misleading than enlightening today. To avoid 
misunderstandings as much as possible, I shall proceed in the following fas~ 
ion. First, I shall give an abstract description of what I conceive to be the 
structural approach to literature. This approach will then be illustrated by a 
concrete problem, that of narrative. and more specifically, that of plot. The 
examples will all be taken from the Decameron of Boccaccio.Z Finally, I shall 
attempt to make several general conclusions about the nature of narrative 
and the principles of its analysis. 

First of all, one can contrast two possible attitudes toward literature: a 
theOl'etical attitude and a descriptive attitude. The nature of structural anal
ysis ,vill be essentially theoretical and non-descriptive; in other words, the 
aim of such a study will never be the description of a concrete work. The 
work will be considered as the manifestation of an abstract structure, merely 
one of its possible realizations; an understanding of that structure will be the 
I'cal goal of structural analysis. Thus, the term "structure" has, in this case, 
a logical rather than spatial significance. 

I. Translated by Arnold Weinstein, 
2. (;I()\'ANNI BOCCACCIO (1313-1375\. Italian 

writer; the Decamero.. (I351-53), his major 
achievement, Is a collection of 100 tales. 
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Another opposition will enable us to focus more sharply on the critical 
position which concerns us. If we contrast the internal approach to a literary 
work with the external one, structural analysis would represent an internal 
approach. This opposition is well known to ,iiterary critics, and Wellek and 
Watren have used it as the basis for their The~ry of Literaturt!.J It is necessary, 
however, to recall it here, because, in labeling all'stnictural analysis "theo
retical," I clearly come close to what is generally termed an "external" 
approach (in imprecise usage, i'theoretical" and "external," on the one hand, 
and "descriptive" and "internal," on ·the other, are synonyms). For example, 
when Marxists or psychoanalysts deal with a work of literature, they are not 
interested in a knowledge of the work itself, but in the understanding of an 
abstract structure, social or psychic, which manifests itself through that 
work. This attitude is therefore both theoretical and external. On the other 
hand, a New Critic4 (imaginary) whose approach is obviously internal, will 
have no goal other than an understanding of the work itself; the result of his 
efforts will be a paraphrase of the work, which is supposed to reveal the 
meaning better than the work itself. 

Structural analysis differs from both of these attitudes. Here we can be 
satisfied neither by a pure ,description of the work nor by its interpretation 
in terms that are psychological or sociological or, indeed, philosophical. In 
other words, structural ,analysis coincides (in its basic tenets) with theory, 
with poetics of literature. Its object is the literary discourse rather than works 
of literature, literature that is virtual rather than real. Such analysis seeks 
no longer to articulate a paraphrase, a rational resume of the concrete work, 
but to propose a theory of the structure and operation' of the literary dis
course, to present a spectrum of literary possibilities, in such a manner that 
the existing works of literature appear as particular instances that have been 
realized. 

It must immediately be added that, in practice, structural analysis will also 
refer to real works: the best stepping-stone toward theory is that of precise, 
empirical knowledge. But s~c~ analysis will discover in each work what it 
has in common wIth others (study of genres, of periods, for example), or even 
with all other",!,~rks (theory of literature); it would be unable to state the 
individual spedificity of each work. In practice, it· is always a question of 
going continually back and forth, from abstract literary properties to individ
ual works and: .. ~ce versa. Poetics and description are in fact two comple
mentary ,activities . 
. On the othe~ hand, to affirm the internal nature of this approach does not 

mean a deni;tf of the relation between literature and other homogeneous 
series, such as philosophy or social life. It is rather a question of establishing 
a hierarchy'! literature must be understood in its specificity, as literature, 
before we seek to determine its relation with anything else. 

It'is'easily seen that such a conception of literary analysis oWes much to 
the modern notion of science. It can be said that structural analysis of lit
~rature is a kind of propaedeutic5 for a future science of literature. This terI~ 

3. First pu blished in 1949 and for decades a ~t8n
dBrd introduction to literarY criticismj the' coau
thors, Austrian-born Ren/! Wellek (1903-1995) 
.nd Austin Warren (1899-1986), were two Amer
ican literary critics. 
4. An adherent of the domln.nt Anglo-Amerlcan 
academic approach to literary study in the mid-

20th century, which focuses on the text itself and 
stresses clos:e reading_ Prominent New Critics 
include CLEANTIl RROOKS (1906-1994) and WIL
UAM K. WIMSATT JR. (1907-1975); Warren and 
Wellek were loosely associated with the move
ment. 
5. Analysis preliminary to some other study. 
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"science," used with regard to literature, usually raises a multitude of pro
tests. It will therefore perhaps be fitting to try to answer some of those pro
tests right now. 

Let us first of all reread that page from Henry James's6 famous essay on 
"The Art of Fiction," which already contains several criticisms: "Nothing, for 
instance, is more possible than that he [the novelist) be of a turn of mind 
for which this odd, literal opposition of description and dialogue, incident 
and description, has little meaning and light. People often talk of these things 
as if they had a kind of internecine distinctness, instead of melting into each 
other at every breath, and being intimately associated parts of one general 
effort of expression. I cannot imagine composition existing in a series of 
blocks, nor conceive, in any novel worth discussing at all, of a passage of 
description that is not in its intention narrative, a passage of dialogue that 
is not in its intention descriptive, a touch of truth of any sort that does not 
partake of the nature of incident, or an incident that derives its interest from 
any other source than the general and only source of the success of a work 
of art-that of being illustrative. A novel is a living thing, all one and con
tinuous, like any other organism, and in proportion as it lives will it be found, 
I think, that in each of the parts there is something of each of the other 
parts. The critic who over the close texture of a finished work shall pretend 
to trace a geography of items will mark some frontiers as artificial, I fear, as 
any.that have been known to history." 

In this excerpt, the critic who uses such terms as "description," "narra
tion," "dialogue," is accused by Henry James of committing two sins. First, 
there will never be found, in a real text, a pure dialogue, a pure description, 
and so on. Secondly, the very use of these terms is unnecessary, even harm
ful, since the novel is "a living thing, all one and continuous." 

The first objection loses all its weight as soon as we put ourselves in the 
perspective of structural analysis; although it does aim at an understanding 
of concepts like "description" or "action," there is no need to find them in a 
pure state. It seems rather natural that abstract concepts cannot be analyzed 
directly, at the level of empirical reality. In physics, for example, we speak 
of a property such as temperature although we are unable to isolate it by 
itself and are forced to observe it in bodies possessing many other qu.elities 
also, like resistance and volume. Temperature is a theoretical concept, and 
it does not need to exist in a pure state; such is also true for description. 

The second objection is still more curious. Let us consider the already 
dubious comparison between a work and a living thing. We all know that 
any part of our body will contain blood, nerves, muscles-all at the same 
time; we nonethelesS" do not require the biologist to abandon these mislead
ing abstractions, designated by the words: blood, nerves, muscles. The fact 
that we find them together does not prevent us from distinguishing them. If 
the first argument of James had a positive aspect (it indicated that our objec
tive should be composed of abstract categories and not concrete works), the 
second represents an absolute refusal to recognize the existence of abstract 
categories, of whatever is not visible. 

There is another very popular argument against the introduction of sci
entific principles in literary analysis. We are told in this instance that science 
must be objective, whereas the interpretation of Jiterature is always subjec-

6. Aml'rican novelist and critic (lH43-1916); for his programmatic "Art of Fiction" (1884), see ahove. 
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tive. In my opinion this crude opposition is untenable. The critic's work can 
have varying degrees of subjectivity; everything depends on the perspective 
he has chosen. This degree wi1l be much lower if he tries to ascertain the 
properties of the work rather than seeking its significance for a given period 
or milieu. The degree of subjectivity will vary, moreover, when he is exam
ining different strata of the same work. There will be very few discussions 
concerning the metrical or phonic scheme of a poem; slightly more con
cerning the nature of its images; still more with regard to the more complex 
semantic patterns. 

On the other hand there is no social science (or science whatsoever) which 
is totally free of subjectivity. The very choice of one group of theoretical 
concepts instead of another presupposes a subjective decision; but if we do 
not make this choice I we achieve nothing at all. The economist, the anthro
pologist, and the linguist must be subjective also; the only difference is that 
they are aware of it and they try to limit this subjectivity, to make allowance 
fow it within the theory. One can hardly attempt to repudiate the subjectivity 
of\he social sciences at a time when even the natural sciences are affected 
by it. 

It is now time to stop these theoretical speculations and to give an example 
of the structural approach to literature. This example will serve as illustration 
rather than proof: the theories which I have just exposed will not be neces
sarily contested if there are some imperfections in the concrete analysis 
based on them. 

The abstract literary concept I would like to discuss is that of plot. Of 
course, that does not mean that literature, for me, is reduced to plot alone. 
I do think, however, that plot is a notion that critics undervalue and, hence, 
often disregard. The ordinary reader, however, reads a book above all as the 
narration of a plot; but this naive reader is uninterested in theoretical prob
lems. My aim is to suggest a certain number of useful categories for exam
ining and describing plot's. These categories can thus implement the meager 
vocabulary at our command with regard to the analysis of narrative; it con
sists of such terms as action, character, recognition. 

The literary examples that I shall use are taken from the Decameron of 
Boccaccio. I do not intend, however, to give an analysis of the Decameron: 
these stories will be used only to display an abstract literary structure, that 
is, plot. I shall begin by stating the plots of several of the tales. 

A monk introduces a young girl into his cell and makes love to her. The 
abbot detects this misbehavior and plans to punish him severely. But the 
monk learns of the abbot's discovery and lays a trap for him by leaving his 
cell. The abbot goes in and succumbs to the charms of the girl, while the 
monk tries his turn at watching. At the end when the abbot intends to punish 
him, the monk points out that he has just committed the same sin. Result: 
the monk is not punished (1,4).7 

Isabetta, a young nun, is with her lover in her cell. Upon discovering this, 
the other nuns become jealous and go to wake up the abbess and have Isa
betta punished. But the abbess was in bed with an abbot; because she has 
to come out quickly, she puts the under-shorts of the abbot on her head 
instead of her coif. Isabetta is led into the church; as the abbess begins to 

7. There are 10 characters In the Decameron, and each in turn tells one story a day for 10 days; "1,4" refers 
to the 4th story on the Ist day. 
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lecture her, Isabetta notices the garment on her head. She brings this evi
dence to everyone's attention and thus escapes punishment (IX,2). 

Peronnella receives her lover while her husband, a poor mason; is absent. 
But one day he comes home early. Peronnella hides the lover in a cask; when 
the husband comes in, she tells him that somebody wanted to buy the cask 
and that this somebody is now in the process of examining it. The husband 
believes her and is delighted with the sale. The lover pays and leaves with 
the cask (VII,2). 

A married woman meets her lover every night in the family's country 
house. where she is usually alone. But one night the husband returns from 
town: the lover has not come yet; he arrives a little later and knocks at the 
door. The wife asserts that this is a ghost who comes to annoy her every night 
and must be exorcised. The husband pronounces the formula which the wife 
has improvised; the lover figures out the situation and leaves, pleased with 
the ingenuity of his mistress (VII,l). 

It is easy to recognize that these four plots (and there are many others like 
them in the Decatneron) have something in common. In order to express 
that. I shall use a schematic formulation which retains only the common 
elements of these plots. The sign ---+ will indicate a relation of entailment 
between two actions. 

X violates a law ---+ Y must punish X ---+ X tries to avoid being punished ---+ 

{ Y violates a law Y d t . h X ---+ ---+ oes no punls 
Y believes that X is not violating the law 

This schematic representation requires several e"planations. 
I. \Ve first notice that the minimal schema of the plot can be shown 

naturally by a clause. Between the categories of language and those of nar
rative there is a profound analogy which must be e:xplored. 

2. Analysis of this narrative clause leads us to discover the existence of 
two entities which correspond to the "parts of speech." a) The agents, des
ignated here by X and Y. correspond to proper nouns. They serve as subject -
or object of the clause; moreover, they permit identification of their reference 
\",ithout its being described. b) The predicate, which is always a verb here: 
violate, punish, avoid. The verbs have a semantic characteristic in commonT"-' 
they denote an action which modifies the preceding situation. c) An analysis 
of other stories would have shown us a third part of narrative speech, which 
corresponds to quality and does not alter the situation in which it appears: 
the adjective. Thus in 1.8: at the beginning of the action Ermino is stingy, 
""hel'eas Guillaume is generous. Guillaume finds a way to ridicule Ermino's 
stinginess, and since then Ermino is "the most generous and pleasant of 
gentlemen." The qualities of the two characters are examples of adjectives. 

3. Actions (violate. punish) can have a positive- or a negative form; thus, 
we shall also need the category of status, negation being one possible status; 

-.I. The category of modality& is also relevant here. When we say "X must 
punish Y," we denote thereby an action which has not yet taken place (in 
the imaginary universe of the story) but which is nonetheless present in a 
,-i1-tual state. Andre Jolles9 suggested that entire genres could be character-

8. Thal is, the determination of whether a sen
tenct' ('xpresses a fact, a command. a wish. and so 
on. HS ,,·t hy the form (the mood) of the ,-erh and 
its au,ilhll"j(!s. 

9. Dutch literary and art historian (1814-1946); 
the reference is to his Einfache Forme .. (1930. 
Simple Forms). 
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ized by their mood; legends would be the genre of the imperative, to the 
extent that they offer us an example to follow; the fairy tale is, as is often 
said, the genre of the optative, of the fulfilled wish. 

5. When we write "Y believes that X is not violating the law," we have an 
example of a verb ("believe") which differs from the others. It is not a ques
tion of a different action here but of a different perception of the same 
action. We could therefore speak of a kind of "point of view" which refers 
not only to the relation between reader and narrator, but also to the char
acters. 

6. There are also relations between the clauses; in our example this is 
always a causal relation; but a more extensive study would distinguish at 
least between entailment and presupposition (for example, the relation intro
ducing modal punishment). Analysis of other stories shows that there are 
also purely temporal relations (succession) and purely spatial ones (parallel
ism). 

7. An organized succession of clauses forms a new syntagmatic pattern, I 
sequence. Sequence is perceived by the reader as a finished story; it is the 
minimal narrative in a completed form. This impression of completion is 
caused by a modified repetition of the initial clause; the first and the last 
clause will be identical but they will either have a different mood .or status, 
for instance, or they will be seen from different points of view. In our example 
it is punishment which is repeated: first changed in modality, then denied. 
In a sequence of temporal relations, repetition can be total. 

8. We might also ask: is there a way back? How does one get from the 
abstract, schematic representation to the individual tale? Here, there are 
three answers: 

~) The same kind of organization can be studied at a more concrete level: 
each clause of our 'sequence could be rewritten as an entire sequence itself. 
We would not thereby change the nature of the analysis, but rather the level 
of generality. . 

b) It is alsb possible to study the concrete actions that 'incorporate our 
abstract pattern. For instance, we may point out the different laws that 
become violatFd in the stories of the Decameron or the different punishments 
that are ineted out. That would be a thematic study. 

c) Finally, we can examine the verbal medium which composes our 
abstract,pa~terhs. The same action can be expressed by means of dialogue 
or description, figurative or literal discourse; moreover, each action can be 
seen from'" different point of view~ Here we are dealing with a rhetorical 
study. '.' 

These three directions correspond to the three major catego'ries of narra
tive anakysis: study of narrative syntax, study of theme, study of rhetoric. 

At this point we may ask: what is the purpose of all this? Has this analysis 
tau'ght us anything about the 'stories in question? But that would be a bad 
qbestion. Our goal is not a kno~ledge of the Decameron (although such 
analysis will also serve that purpose), but rather an underStanding of litera
ture or, in this specific instanc~, of plot. The categories 'of plot mentioned 
here will permit a more extensive and precise description of other,plots. The 

I. The relationship between lInguistic items that 
combine to form a meaningful whole (e.g., the 
words in a ~jven sentence); in contrast, paradig-

matic relationships obtain between items that can 
be substituted for one another in a given context 
(e.g., two adverbs). . 
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object of our study must be narrative mood, or point of view, or sequence, 
and not this or that story in and for itself. 

From such categories we can move forward and inquire about the possi
bility of a typology of plots. For the moment it is difficult to offer a valid 
hypothesis; therefore I must be content to summarize the results of my 
research on the Decameron. 

The minimal complete plot can be seen as the shift from one equilibrium 
to another. This term "equilibrium," which I am borrowing from genetic 
psychology, means the existence of a stable but not static relation between 
the members of a society; it is a social law, a rule of the game, a particular 
system of exchange. The two moments of equilibrium, similar and different, 
are separated by a period of imbalance, which is composed of a process of 
degeneration and a process of improvement. 

All of the stories of the Decameron can be entered into this very broad 
schema. From that point, however, we can make a distinction between two 
kinds of stories. The first can be labeled "avoided punishment"; the four 
stories I mentioned at the beginning are examples of it. Here we follow a 
complete cycle: we begin with a state of equilibrium which is broken by a 
violation of the law. Punishment would have restored the initial balance; the 
fact that punishment is avoided establishes a new equilibrium. 

The other type of story is illustrated by the tale about Ermino (1,8), which 
we may label "conversion." This story begins in the middle of a complete 
cycle, with a state of imbalance created by a flaw in one of the characters. 
The story is basically the description of an improvement process-until the 
flaw is no longer there. 

The categories which help us to describe these types tell us much about 
the universe of a book. With Boccaccio, the two equilibriums symbolize (for 
the most part) culture and nature,2 the social and the individual; the story 
usually consists in illustrating the superiority of the second term' over the 
first. 

We could also seek even greater generalizations. It is possible to contrast 
a specific plot typology with a game typology and to see them as two variants 
of a common structure. So little has been done in this direction that we do 
not even know what kinds of questions to ask. 

I would like to return now to the beginning argument and to look af'fhe 
initial question again: what is the object of structural analysis of literature 
(or, if you wish, of poetics)? At first glance, it is literature or, as Jakobson1 

would have said, literariness. But let us look more closely. In our discussion 
of literary phenomena, we have had to introduce a certain number of notions 
and to create an image of literature; this image constitutes the constant 
preoccupation of all research on poetics. "Science is concerned not with 
things but with the system of signs it can substitute for things," wrote Ortega 
y Gasset. 4 The virtualities which make up the object of poetics (as of all other 
sciences), these abstract qualities of literature exist only in the discourse of 
poetics itself. From this perspective, literature becomes only a mediator, a 
language, which poetics uses for dealing with itself. 

2. The opposition between nuture nnd culture is 
fuundatiDnsl in structurnlism, notubly in the work 
"r the French anthropologist CI..AUIW. I..(\VI· 
'" ""uss (b. 1908). 

3. ROMAN JAK08S0N (1896-1982), Russian-born 
American linguist and literary theorist. 
4. Jost! OrteRa y Gas.et (1883-1955), Sp"nlsh 
philosopher and critic. 
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We must not, however, conclude that literature is secondary for poetics 
or that it is not, in a certain sense, the object of poetics. Science is charac
terized precisely by this ambiguity concerning its object, an ambiguity that 
need not be resolved, but rather used as the basis for analysis. Poetics, like 
literature, consists of an uninterrupted movement back and forth between 
the two poles: the first is auto-reference, preoccupation with itse1f; the sec
ond is what we usually call its object. 

There is a practical conclusion to be drawn from these speculations. In 
poetics as elsewhere, discussions of methodology are not a minor area of the 
larger field, a kind of accidental by-product: they are rather its very center, 
its principal goal. As Freud' said, "The important thing in a scientific work 
is not the nature of the facts with which it is concerned, but the rigor, the 
exactness of the method which is prior to the establishment of these facts, 
and the research of a synthesis as large as possible." 

l 
5. SiGMUND FREUD (1856-1939), Austrian founder of psychoanalysIs. 
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"What I'm really attempting to do is affect feminist thinking," Paula Gunn AlIen 
remarked in an interview for MELUS in 1982. In this she Joins African American 
theorists like BELL HOOKS and third-world feminist critics like GLORIA ANZALi>(/A in 
criticizing a feminist movement that has been predominantly white and middle class: 
"my white sisters-and they have influenced the Black and Asian and Chicano sis
ters-have given the impression that women have always been held down, have always 
been weak, and have always been persecuted by men, but I know that's not true. I 
come from a people that that is not true of." Alien approaches feminist theory from 
the unique perspective of Native American culture; her speculations about the exis
tence of woman-centered societies, societies that were matrilocal, matrifocal, matri
lineal, and egalitarian, supplement feminism's focus on women's oppression. More 
important, however, her rigorous and imaginative critique of Eurocentric critical 
methods, especially as they are applied to the transmission, translation, and interpre
tation of Native American oral texts, highlights the difficulties of reading Native Amer
ican literature in a white European context without either trivializing or romanticizing 
the culture that produced it. 

Paula Gunn Alien was born in Cubero, New Mexico, a Spanish land-grant town 
near Laguna Pueblo. Alien's mother is Laguna-Sioux; her father is Lebanese Ameri
can. Both are natives of New Mexico. As a child AlIen received her education from 
mission and convent schools. She received a B.A. iJ:l English literature in 1966 and 
an M.F.A. in creative writing in 1968, both from the University of Oregon. She did 
not intend to enter the field of Native American studies, but she was asked to teach 
in the newly formed Native American Studies Program at the University of New 
Mexico; there she earned her Ph.D. in American Indian studies (1975). After holding 
a postdoctoral fellowship at the University of California at Los Angeles, she moved 
to the University of California at Berkeley, where she received a fellowship to research 
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the OI'al tradition in Native AmeI"ican literature. She has taught at numerous schools, 
including San Diego State University. San Francisco State University, the University 
of Ne\,," Mexico, and the University of California at Berkeley. She now teaches English 
and '\;ative American studies at UCLA, 

"Kochinnenako in Academe: Three Approaches to Interpreting a Keres Indian 
Tale," our selection from Allen's Sacred Hoop: Recovering the Feminine in American 
Indian T,'aditions (1986), is a revealing investigation of the effects that cultural expec
tations have on translation. narrath'e structures, and interpretive strategies. In explor
ing the translation made by hel' mother's uncle, John M. Gunn, of a traditional oral 
Kochinnenako (or Yellow \\'oman) story of the Laguna Acoma Keres, AlIen demon
strates that translations are never innocent: they are invariably marked by cultural 
biases so ingrained as to be virtually unconscious, Acting as an anthropologist record
ing the oral traditions of a foreign culture, John Gunn was anything but a neutral 
observer simply recording what his informants told him. His translation imposes on 
the Keres tale a formal plot structure that it lacks. This narrative structure, Alien 
argues, is necessary to make the tale coherent for a European audience, but it adds 
sexist. racist, and violent plot details that distort the original, transforming the tale 
from a ritual enactment of the metamorphosis of winter into spring into a conflict
centered patriarchal narrative involving the familiar rivalry of two powerful men over 
possession of a woman (the sort of triangle EVE KOSOFSKY SEDGWICK describes in 
Between Me1l, 1985, as characteristic of Western narrative). 

Alien offers three revisionary readings of John Gunn's tale, all of which shed light on 
contemporary debates about the status of interpretation. The first is a traditional tribal 
interpretation in which the tale is not a narrative at all, but a ritual enacted every year to 
represent the transformation of winter into summer through the agency of a woman 
{Yellow Woman}. This ritual was a traditional mechanism for balancing and exchanging 
political power between two divisions-or moieties-of the tribe. The second reading is 
a feminist interpretation that, while it is also distorted by Eurocentric assumptions 
about native cultures, reads the tale as an allegory of colonialism: the defeat of the 
aggressive white colonizer by the rebel (Miochin) who acts in the best interests of the 
people, This reading exhorts women to become involved in the struggle to overthrow 
colonial powers, In a third reading. which attempts to synthesize the other two, Alien 
offers a "tribal-feminist" account that both reveals the Western colonial context of the 
tale and underscores the central role played by women in the life ofthe tribe. 

A reader's allegiance to a particular mode of interpretation, she argues, shapes the' 
formal structure of the tale and either asserts or denies women's agency within tribal 
cllltUl'e, Alien demonstrates that the formal tools and strategies developed for reading 
Euwpean narrative are inadequate guides to understanding Native American Iitera.:..r 
ture, \Vhile she is no interpretive pluralist, AlIen explores in this essay the ways in 
which "interpretive communities," especially cultural communities, shape readers' 
understanding of narrative. a topic also examined by STANLEY FISH. 

The most salient influence on Alien's criticism is her own tribal heritage, and in 
this l'egard she has affinities with Native American critics like GERALD VIZENOR, But 
she also draws from and interrogates several other influential critical approaches, 
including ethnographic studies of Native American tales such as those of the anthro
pologists Franz Boas (1858-1942) and Ruth Benedict (1887-1948). In addition. she 
writes with and against feminist theory-drawing on feminist insights, for instance, 
abollt the difference between men's and women's art, but criticizing the movemenfs 
Eurocentrism, a position she shares with theorists of colonialism and postcolonial
ism (see GAYATRI CHAKRAVORTY SPIVAK and HOMI BHABHA). "Kochinnenako in Aca
deme" develops a subtle critique of the structuralist assumptions of anthropological 
critics like CLAUDE LEVI-STRAUSS (b. 1908). who claims that there are universal 
struclures of narrative on which all mythologies draw. Instead, AlIen argues. formal 
narrative structures depend on specific historical contexts. Whatever universality 
structuralist critics impute to :"Iative American tales results from the imposition of 
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familiar narrative structures that enable colonial readers to understand the colonized 
culture. 

Ironically, however, AlIen seems to be claiming a kind of universality when she 
argues that women writers share with tribal cultures a common "female" approach 
to narrative that is accretive, achronological, and "dependent on harmonizing rela
tionships of all elements within a field of perception." She appears to be describing 
in this statement a kind of ~criture f~minine, a feminine or female writing (see HEL~NE 
CIXOUS), that the rest of her essay belies. While it is possible (and even productive) 
to argue that some female arts, such as quilting, rely on artistic values that differ from 
those of ·elite European art, it Is hard to see how AlIen can claim that women share 
a narrative style different from that of elite Western men without arguing for biolog
ical essentialism or a common oppression-yet she explicitly denies both. Such an 
assertion of commonality would obscure European women's complicity in the appro
priation of tribal cultures under colonialism. Despite this apparent contradiction, 
"Kochlnnenako in Academe" provides feminist criticism with a pointed critique of 
certain key Eurocentric assumptions that sustain most narrative theory (including 
feminist theories of narrative). . 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Alien is the author of five.volumes of poetry and a novel. Her literary criticism includes 
Studies in American Indian Literature: Critical Essays and Course Designs (1983), 
which was among the first texts on the teaching of Native American literature, and 
The Sacred Hoop: Recovering the. Feminine in American Indian Traditions (1986), a 
collection of seventeen essays on topics ranging from the status of lesbians in Native 
American culture to the relationship between narrative structure and ritual in Native 
American tales. In 1989 she edited Spider Woman's Granddaughters: Traditicwu,z Tales 
and Contemporary Writing by Native·.American Women. A number of interviews with 
AlIen that have appeared in print shed light on her life and work: in MELUS 10 
(1983); in a collection titled Survival This Way: Interviews with American Indian Poets 
(ed. Joseph Bruchac, 1987); in North Dakota Quarterly 57 (1989); and in Studies in 
America .. Indian' Literature 9.3 (1997). Elizabeth I. Hanson's monograph Paula Gunn 
Alle .. (1990) is a useful introduction to AlIen's fiction and critical writing. AnaLouise 
Keating examines the relationships among AlIen and two other ethnic American 
women Writers in Women Reading Women Writing: Self-Invention in Paula Gunn 
Allen, Glqria AnzaldUa, and Audre Lord (1993). Bibliographical and biographical 
information can be found in Annette Van Dyke's essay on Alien in Contemporary 
Lesbian Writers of the United States: A Bio-Bibliographic Critical Sourcebook (ed. 
Sandr~Pollack and Denise D. Knight, 1993), 

I)ochinnenako in Academe: Three Approaches to Interpreting 
a Keres Indian Tale 

\ I became engaged in studying feminist thought and theory when I was first 
stUdying and teaching American Indian literature in the early 1970s. Over 

. the ensuing fifteen years, my own stances toward both feminist and AmeriCan 
India:n life and thought have intertwined as they have unfolded. I have always 
included feminist content and perspectives in my teaching of American 
Indian subjects, though at first the mating was uneasy at best. My determi
nation that both areas were interdependent and mutually significant to a 
balanced pedagogy of American Indian studies led me to grow into an 
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approach to both that is best described as tribal-feminism or feminist
tribalism. Both terms are applicable: if I am dealing with feminism, I 
approach it from a strongly tribal posture, and when I am dealing with Amer
ican Indian literature, history, culture, or philosophy I approach it from a 
strongly feminist one. 

A feminist approach to the study and teaching of American Indian life and 
thought is essential because the area has been dominated by paternalistic, 
male-dominant modes of consciousness since the first writings about Amer
ican Indians in the fifteenth century. This male bias has seriously skewed 
our understanding of tribal life and philosophy, distorting it in ways that are 
sometimes obvious but are most often invisible. 

Often what appears to be a misinterpretation caused by racial differences 
is a distortion based on sexual politics. When the patriarchal paradigm that 
characterizes western thinking is applied to gynccentric' tribal modes, it 
transforms the ideas, significances, and raw data into something that is not 
only unrecognizable to the tribes but entirely incongruent with their philos
ophies and theories. We know that materials and interpretations amassed by 
the white intellectual establishment are in error, but we have not pinpointed 
the major sources of that error. I believe that a fundamental source has been 
male bias and that feminist theory, when judiciously applied to the field, 
makes the error correctible, freeing the data for reinterpretation that is at 
least congruent with a tribal perceptual mode. . 

To demonstrate the interconnections between tribal and feminist 
approaches as I use them in my work, I have developed an analysis of a 
traditional Kochinnenako, or Yellow Woman story of the Laguna-Acoma 
Keres, as recast by my mother's uncle John M. Gunn in his book Schat Chen.' 
My analysis utilizes three approaches and demonstrates the relationship of 
context to meaning, illuminating three consciousness styles and providing 
students with a traditionally tribal, nonracist, feminist understanding of tra
ditional and contemporary American Indian life. 

Some Theoretical Considerations 

Analyzing tribal cultural systems from a mainstream feminist point of view 
allows an otherwise overlooked insight into the complex interplay of fac1!brs 
that have led to the systematic loosening of tribal ties, the disruption of tribal 
cohesion and complexity, and the growing disequilibrium of cultures that 
were anciently based on a belief in balance, relationship, and the centrality 
of women, particularly elder women. A feminist approach reveals not only 
the exploitation and oppression of the tribes by whites and white government 
but also areas of oppression within the tribes and the sources and nature of 

J. Woman-centered [editor's note: (~xccpt liS indi
cated. 011 notes are Alien's]. 
l. John M. Gunn, SeMt Che": Histor)', 'fradition. 
and NarrRtives of the Que ..... India .... of Lug .... a and 
Aeo ... a (1917; reprint, New York: AMS. 1977). 
Gunn, my mother's uncle. Jived among the 
L"gun"s all his adult lif". He spoke L"guml (Keres) 
anti !!.8lhered information in somewhnt informal 
WelYS while sitting in the sun visitil1M, with older 
people. He married Mela Atoeye. my great
gnlntimother, years aFler her hushantl Uohn 

Gunn', brother) died and may have taken much of 
his information from her stories or explanations of 
Laguna ceremonial events. She had 0 way of 
htranslating" terms and concepts from Keres into 
English and from a Lnguna conceptual framework 
jnto an Amerknll one, as she understood it. For 
""ample, she u.ed to refer to the Navajo people .. s 
"gypsies," probably because they traveled in cov
ered wag<Jns and the women wear lung, fltll skirts 
and head scarves and both men and women wellr 
a great deal of jewclry. 
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that oppression. To a large extent, such an analysis can provide strategies for 
ameliorating the effects of patriarchal colonialism enabling many of the 
tribes to reclaim their ancient gynarchical,3 egalitarian, and sacred traditions. 

At the present time, American Indians in general are not comfortable with 
feminist analysis or action within the reservation or urban Indian enclaves. 
Many Indian women are uncomfortable with feminism because they perceive 
it (correctly) as white-dominated. They (not so correctly) believe it is con
cerned with issues that have little.bearing on their own lives. They are also 
uncomfortable with it because they have been reared in an anglophobic 
world that views white society with fear and hostility. But because of their 
fear of and bitterness toward whites and their consequent unwillingness to 
examine the dynamics of white socialization, American Indian women often 
overlook the central areas of damage done to tribal tradition by white Chris
tian and secular patriarchal dominance. Militant and "progressive" American 
Indian men are even more likely to quarrel with feminism; they have bene

,fited in certain ways from white male-centeredness, and while those benefits 
'9re of real danger to the tribes, the individual rewards are compelling. 

It is within the context of growing violence against women and the con
komitant lowering of our status among Native Americans that I teach and 
write. Certainly I could not locate the mechanisms of colonization that have 
led to the virulent rise of woman-hating among American Indian men (and, 
to a certain extent, among many of the women) without a secure and deter
mined feminism. Just as certainly, feminist theory applied to my literary 
studies clarifies a number of issues for me, including the patriarchal bias 
that has been systematically imposed on traditional literary materials and the 
mechanism by which that bias has affected contemporary American Indian 
life, thought, and culture. 

The oral tradition is more than a record of a people's culture. It is the 
creative source of their collective and individual selves. When that wellspring 
of identity is tampered with, the sense of self is also tampered with; and 
when that tampering includes the sexist and classist assumptions of the white 
world within the body of an Indian tradition, serious consequences neces
sarily ensue. 

The oral tradition is a living body. It is in continuous flux, which enables 
it to accommodate itself to the real circumstances of a people's lives. That 
is its strength, but it is also its weakness, for when a people finds itself living 
within a racist, classist, and sexist reality, the oral tradition will reflect those 
values and will thus shape the people's consciousness to include and accept 
racism, classism and sexism, and they will incorporate that change, hardly 
noticing the shift. If the oral tradition is altered in certain subtle, funda
mental ways, if elements alien to it are introduced so that its internal coher
ence is disturbed, it becomes the major instrument of colonization and 
oppression. 

Such alterations have occurred and are still occurring. Those who translate 
or "render" narratives make certain crucial changes, many unconscious. The 
cultural bias of the translator inevitably shapes his or her perception of the 
materials being translated, often in ways that he or she is unaware of. Culture 

3. In a system where all person. In power are 
called Mother Chief and where the supreme deltr. 
is female, and social organization is malriloca, 
matrifocal. and matrilineal. gynarchy Is happening. 

However, it does not Imply domination of men by 
women as patriarchy Implies domination by ruling 
class males of all aspects of a society. 
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is fundamentally a shaper of perception, after all, and perception is shaped 
by culture in many subtle ways. In short, it's hard to see the forest when 
you're a tree. To a great extent. changes in materials translated from a tribal 
to a western language are a result of the vast difference in languages; certain 
ideas and concepts that are implicit in the structure of an Indian language 
are not possible in English. Language embodies the unspoken assumptions 
and orientations of the culture it belongs to. So while the problem is one of 
translation, it is not simply one of word equivalence. The differences, are 
perceptual and contextual as much as verbal. 

Sometimes the shifts are contextual; indeed, both the context and content 
usually are shifted. sometimes subtly, sometimes blatantly, The net effect is 
a shifting of the whole axis of the culture. When shifts of language and 
context are coupled with the almost infinite changes occasioned by Chris
tianization, secularization, ecoQomic dislocation from subsistence to indus
trial modes, destruction of the wilderness and associated damage to the hiota, 
much that is changed goes unnoticed or unremarked by the people being 
changed. This is not to suggest that Native Americans are unaware of the 
enormity of the change they have been' forced to undergo by the several 
centuries of white presence. but much of that change is at deep and subtle 
levels that are not easily noted or resisted. 

John Gunn received the story I am using here from a Keres-speaking infor
mant and translated it himself. The story, which he titles "Sh-ah-cock and 
Miochin or the Battle of the Seasons," is in reality a narrative version of a 
ritual. The ritual brings about the change of season and of moiety ainong 
the Keres.4 Gunn doesn't mention this, perhaps because he was interested 
in stories and not in religion or perhaps because his informant did not men-
tion the connection to him, ' 

What is interesting about his rendering is his use of European, c1assist, 
conflict-centerec! patriarchal assumptions as plotting devices. These inter
polations dislocate the significance of the tale and subtly alter the ideational 
context of woman-centered, largely pacifist people whose ritual story this is. 
J have developed three critiques of the tale as it appears in his book,using 
feminist and tribal understandings to discuss the various meanings of the 
story when it is read from three different perspectives.' ' 

In the first reading, I apply tribal understanding to 'the story. In the second, 
apply the sort of feminist persp~ctive I applied to'traditional stories, his

torical events, traditional culture. and contemporary literature when I began 
developing a feminist perspective. The third read~ng applies what I call a 
Feminist-tribal perspective. Each analysis is somewhat less detailed than it 
might be; but 'as I am interested in describing modes of perception and their 
impact on our understanding of cultural artifacts' (and by extension our 
understanding of people who come from different cultural contexts than our 
own) rather than critiquing a story, 'they are adequate. ' 

Yellow Woman Stories 

The Keres of Laguna and Acorna Pueblos in New Mexico have stories that 
are called Yellow Woman stories, The themes and to a large extent the motifs 

4. ~ative American tribes that arc nHltrilineal and 
matrifocal are politically organi:t.ed into two prin
cipal classes, called fnoieties (further divided into 

clans and families, which in turn share primacy of 
power) [editor's note). 
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:of ,these stories' are . always· female-centered, always told. from Yellow 
Woman's point of view. Some 'olderrecorded versions of Yellow Woman tales 
'(as in Gunn) make Yellow Woman the daughter of the hocheni. Gunn trans
lates·hocheni as "ruler." But . .Keresnotions of the hocheni's function and 
'position are as cacique or Mother Chief, which differ greatly from- Anglo
European ideas of rulership. Howeveri for Gunn to render hocheni 'as "ruler" 
lS congruent with the European folktale tradition. 5 

; . Kochinnenako, Yellow 'Woman,' is in some' sense 'a name that means 
Woman-Woman because among th'e Keres, yellow is' the calor for women 
(as pink and red are among Anglo .. European Americans), and it is the calor 
ascribed to the Northwest.' Keres.women paint their faces yellow on certain 
'ceremonial occasions' and iare ,so painted' at death so that the: guardian at 
the gate of the spirit WOrldi Naiya lyatiku (Mother Corn Woman), will rec
ognize that thehewly arrived person is a woman, It is also the name of a 
parti~ular Irriaku; Corn Mother' (sacred corn-ear hundle); and Yellow 
Woman stories in'their original form detail rituals in which the Irriaku fig
ureS prominently. 

Yellow Woman stories are about all sorts of things-:,"abduction, meeting 
with happy powerful spirits,. birth of twins, getting power from the spirit 
worlds and returning it to the people, refUsing to marry, weaving, grinding 
corn, getting water,' outsmarting witches, eluding or escaping from mal
interitioned spirits, and more, Yellow Woman's sisters are often in the stories 
(Blue, White, and Red Corn) as is Grandmother Spider and her helper'Spider 
Boy, 'the Sun God or one of his aspects, Yellow Woman's twin sons, Witches, 
;magicians; gamblers', and mothers-in-law.' 

Many Yellow Woman tales highlight her· alienation from the people: she 
lives with her grandmother at the edge of the village, for example, or she is 
in some way atypical, maybe a woman who refuses to marry, one who is 
known fat some partic;ulllr special talent, or one who is very quick-witted 
and resourceful. In many ways Kochinnenako is a role model, though she 
posse8s~s soine behaviors that are riot likely to occur in many of the women 
who hear her stories. She is, one might say, the Spirit of Woman. . 

The ·stories do not necessarily imply that difference is punishablej on the 
contrary, it is often her very difference that makes her· special adventures 
possible, and these adventures often have happy outcomes for'Kochinnenako 
and for her people; This is significant among a.people who value conformity 
and propriety above almost anything. It suggests that the behavior of women, 
at 'least at certain times or under certain circumstances, must be improper 
or nonconformist for the greater good of the whole. Not that all the stories 
ar~ graced with a happy ending. Some come to a tragic conclusion, some-

'Si··His u~e of the term may reflect thi,use by his 
informants, who were often educated In Carlisle or 
Ml\naullndian schools, In their attempt to find an 
equivalent term that Gunn could understand to 
signify the deep respect and reverence accorded 
the hocheni tyi'a'munl. Or he might have selected 
the term because he was writing a book for an 
anonymous non·Keres audience; which included . 
himself. Since he sf,0ke Laguna Keres, I thlnk he . 
was doing the trans ations himself, arid his render
ings of words (and contexts) was likely Influenced 
by the way Lagunas themselves rendered local 
terms Into English. I doubt, however, that he was 

conscious of the extent to which his renderln'gs 
. reflected European traditions · ... nd slmultaneo,",sly 

distorted L .. guna.Acom .. ones. 
Gunn was deeply aware of the Importance and 

Intelligence of the Keresan tradition, but he was 
also'unable to grant It Independent existence. His 
major impulse was to link the western Keres with 
the Sumerians, to In some strange way demon
strate the justice of his assessment of their Intel· 
Iigence. An unpublished manuscript in' my 
possession written by John Gunn after Seluzt Ch .... 
is devoted to his researches and speculations into 
this Idea. 
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times resulting from someone's inability to follow the rules or perform a ritual 
in the proper way. 

Other Kochinnenako stories are about her centrality to the harmony, 
balance, and prosperity of the tribe. "Sh-ah-cock and Miochin" is one of 
these stories. John Gunn prefaces the narrative with the comment that 
while the story is about a battle, war stories are rarely told by the Keres 
because they are not "a war like peop]e" and "very rarely refer to their 
exploits in war.", 

Sh-ah-cock and Miochin or the Battle of the Seasons 

In the Kush-kut-ret-u-nah-tit (white village of the north) was once a 
ruler by the name of Hut-cha-mun-Ki-uk (the broken prayer stick), one 
of whose daughters, Ko-chin-ne-nako, became the bride of Sh-ah-cock 
(the spirit of winter), a person of very violent temper. He always mani
fested his presence by blizzards of snow or sleet or by freezing cold, and 
on account of his alliance with the ruler's daughter, he was most of the 
time in the vicinity of Kush-kut-ret, and as these manifestations contin
ued from month to month and year to year, the people of Kush-kut-ret 
found that their crops would not mature, and finally they were compelled 
to subsist on the leaves of the cactus. . 

On one occasion Ko-chin-ne-nako had wandered '8 long way from 
home in search of the cactus and had gathered quite a bundle and was 
preparing to carry home by singeing off the thoms; when on'looking up 
she found herself confronted by a very bold but handsome young man. 
His attire attracted her gaze at once. He wore a shirt of yellow woven 
from the silks of corn, a belt made from the broad green blades of the 
same plant, a tall pointed hat made from the same kind of material and 
from the top which waved a yellow corn tassel. He wore green leggings 
woven from kow-e-nuh, the green stringy moss that forms in springs and 
ponds. His moccasins were beautifully embroidered with flowers and 
butterflies. In his hand he carried an ear of green corn. 

His whole appearance proclaimed hiin a stranger and as Ko-chin-ne
nako gaped in wonder, he spoke to her in a very pleasing voice aski~' 
her what she was doing. She told him that on account Of the cold and 
drouth, the people of Kush-kut-ret were forced to eat the leaves of the 
cactus to keep from starving. 

"Here," said the young man, handing her the ear of green corn. "Eat 
this and I will go and bring more that you may take home with you." 

He left her soon and di!iappeared going towards the south. In a short 
time he returned bringing with him a big load of green corn. Ko-chin
ne-nako asked him where he had gathered corn and if it grew near by. 
"No," he replied, "it is from my home far away to the south, where the 
corn grows and the flowers bloom all the year around. Would you not 
like to accompany me back to my country?" Ko-chin-ne-nako replied 
that his home must be very beautiful, but that she could not go with 
him because she was the wife of Sh-ah-cocko And then she told him of 
her alliance with the Spirit of Winter, and admitted that her husband 
was very cold and disagreeable and that she did not love him. The strange 
young man urged her to go with him to the warm land of the south, 
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saying that he did not fear Sh-ah-cock. But Ko-chin~ne-nako would not 
consent. So the stranger directed her to return to her home with the 
corn he had brought and cautioned her not to" throwaway any of the 
husks out of the door. Upon leaving he said to her, "you must meet me 
at this place tomorrow. I will bring more corn for you." 

Ko-chin-ne-nako had not proceeded far on her homeward way ere she 
met her sisters who, having become uneasy because of her long absence, 
had come in search of her. They were greatly surprised at seeing her 
with an armful of corn instead of cactus. Ko-chin-ne-nako told them the 
whole story of how she had obtained 'it, and thereby only added wonder
ment to their surprise. They helped her to carry the corn home; and 
there she again had to tell her story to her father and mother. 

When she had described the stranger even from his peaked hat to his 
butterfly moccasins, and had told them that she was to meet him again 
on the day following, Hut-cha-mun Ki-uk, the father, exclaimed: 

"It is Mi-o-chinl"" " 
"It is Mi-o-chinl It is Mi-o-chinl," echoed the mother. "Tomorrow you 

must bring him home with you." 
The next day Ko-chin-ne-nako went again to the spot where she had 

met Mi-o-chin, for it was indeed Mi-o-chin, the ~pirit of Summer. He 
was already there, awaiting her coming. With him he had brought a huge 
bundle of corn. 

Ko-chin-ne-nako pressed upon him the invitation of her parents to 
accompany her home, so together they carried the corn to Kush-kut-ret. 
When it had been distributed there was sufficient to feed all the people 
of the city. Amid great rejoicing and thanksgiving, Mi-o~chin was wel
comed at the Hotchin's (ruler's) house. 

In the evening, as was his custom, Sh-ah-cock, the Spirit of the Win
ter, returned to his home. He came in a blinding storm of snow and hail 
and sleet, for he was in a boisterous mood. On approaching the city, he 
felt within his bones that Mi-o-chin was there, so he called in a loud 
and blustering voice: 

"Ha! Mi-o-chin, are you here?" 
For answer, Mi-o-chin advanced to meet him. 
Then Sh-ah-cock, beholding him, called again, 
"Ha! Mi-o-chin, I will destroy you." 
"Ha! Sh-ah-cock, I will destroy you," replied Mi-o-chin, still advanc

ing. 
Sh-ah-cock paused, irresolute. He was covered from head to foot with 

frost (skah). Icycles [sic] (ya-pet-tu-ne) draped him round. The fierce, 
cold wind proceedeq from his nostrils. 

As Mi-o-chin drew near, the wintry wind changed to a warm summer 
breeze. The frost" and icycles melted and displayed beneath them, the 
dry, bleached bulrushes (ska-ra-ru-ka) in which Sh-ah-cock was dad. 

Seeing that he was doomed to defeat, Sh~ah-cock cried out: 
"I will not fight you now, for we cannot try our powers. We will make 

ready, and in four"days from this time, we will meet here and fight for 
supremacy. The victor shall ciaim Ko-chin-ne~nako for his wife." 

With this, Sh-ah-cock ~ithdrew in rage. The wind again roared and 
! ". 
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shook the very houses; but the people were warm within them, for Mi
o-chin was with them. 

The next day Mi-o-chin left Kush-kut-ret for his home in the south. 
Arriving ~here, he began to make his preparations to meet Sh-ah-cock 
in battle. 

First he sent an eagle as a messenger to his friend, Ya-chun-ne-ne
moot (kind of shaley rock that becomes very hot in the fire), who lived 
in the west, requesting him to come and help to battle Sh-ah-cock. Then 
he called together the birds and the four legged animals-all those that 
live in sunny climes. For his advance guard and shield he selected the 
bat (pickikke), as its tough skin would best res~st the sleet and hail that 
Sh-ah-cock would hurl at him. 

Meantime Sh-ah-cock had gone to his home in the north to make his 
preparations for battle. To his aid he called all the winter birds and all 
of the four legged animals of the wintry cli~ates. For his advance guard 
and shield he selected Shro-ak-ah (a magpie). 

When these formidable forces had been must~red by the rivals, they 
advanced, Mi-o-chin from the south and Sh-ah-cock from the north, in 
battle array. 

Ya-chun-ne-ne-moot kindled his fires and piled great heaps of resinous 
fuel upon them until volumes of steam and smoke ascended, forming 
enormous clouds that hurried forward toward Kush-kut-ret and the bat
tle ground. Upon these clouds rode Mi-o-chin, the Spirit of Summer, 
and his vast army. All the animals of the army, encountering the smoke 
from Ya-chun-ne-ne-moot's fires, were colored by the smoke so that, 
from that qay, the animals from the south have been black or brown in 
color. 

Sh-ah-cock and his army came out of the north in a howling blizzard 
and borne forward on black storm clouds driven by a freezing wintry 
wind. As he came on, the lakes and rivers over which he passed were 
frozen and the air was filled with blinding sleet. 

When the combatants drew near to Kush-kut-ret, they advanced with 
fearful rapidity. Their arrival upon the field was marked by fierce and 
terrific strife. __ . 

Flashes of lightning darted from Mi-o-chin's clouds. Striking the ani
mals of Sh-ah-cock, they singed the hair upon them, and turned it white, 
so that, from that day, the animals from the north have worn a covering 
of white or have white markings upon them. 

From the south, the black clouds still rolled upward, the thunder 
spoke again and again. Clouds of smoke and vapor ru'S~ed onward, melt
ing the snow and ice 'weapons of Sh-ah-cock and compelling him, at 
length, to retire from the field. Mi-occhin, assured of victory, pursued 
him. To save himself from total defeat and destruction, Sh-ah-cock 
called for armistice. 

This being granted on the part of Mi-o-chin, the rivals met at Kush
kut-ret to arrange the terms of the treaty. Sh-ah-cock acknowledged 
himself defeated. He consented to give up Ko-chin-ne-na\<o to Mi-o
chin. This concession was received with rejoicing by Ko-chin-ne-nako 
and all the people of Kush-kut-ret. 
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. ·.It was then agreed between the late combatants;that, for,o8ll time 
thereafter, Mi-o-chin was to rule at Kush-kut-ret during one-half of the 
year, arid Sh-ah-cock was to rule during the remaining half, and that 
neither should molest the·other.6 

John .Gunn's version has a formal plot structure that makes the account 
seem to be a narrative. But had .he translated it directly .from th~ Keres, even 
in "narrative" form; as in a $torytelling session, its ritual nature would have 
been clearer . 

. 1 can only surmise abo!.Jt. how the' a,ccount might go 'if it were done that 
way, basing my ideas on.renderings of Ke(es rituals in narrative forms 1 am 
acquainted with. But a direct translation from the Keres would have sounded 
more like the following than Jike Gunn's rendition of it:.' 

. Long ~go.Eh. There i~the North. Yellow Woman ... Up northward she 
went. Then she picked burrs.and cactus. Then here went Summer. From 
the south he came. Above there,he arrived. Thus spoke Si,.llnmer. "Are 
you here?l1owis it. going?'; said,Summer. "Did you come here?" thus 
said Yellow Woman: Then answered Yellow Woman. "I pick these poor 
.things because 1 am h.ungry." "Why,do you not;eat corn and melons?" 
asked Summer. Then he gave her some;corn ,and melons. "Take it!" Then 
thus spoke Yellow Woman, "It is good .. Let us go. To.my house 1 take 
you.""Is not your husband there?" "No. He ~ent .hunting deer. Today 
at night he will come back." . . , 

Then, in the north they arrived. In the west they went do~., Arrived 
then ~hey' in the east. "Are y<,lU her~i" RemelTlbering Prayer: Sticks said. 
"Yes" Summer said. "How is it going?" Summer said. Then he said, ':Your 
daughter Yellow Woman, she brought me; here.'~ "Eh. That i~ good." 
'thus spoke Remembering Prayer: Sticks. ., . ' 

The story would continue, with rt:J.any of the element~ c;~;ntained.in Gunn's 
x~r~ion but organized along the aXi.s of directions, fi.1~vement of th~;partici
:pants,. their maternal relationships to each other (d!lughter, .~other, m9ther 
'chief, etc.), and events sketched in only as they pertained to directions and 
the division of the year into its ritual/ceremonial segments, one belonging 
to the Kurena (summer supernatural!! or po~ers who are ,connected Jp the 
summer people or clans) and the other belonging to the Kashare; perhaps in 
conjunction with the Kopishtaya, the Spirits. 

Summer, Miochin, is the Shiwana who lives on the south mountain, and 
Sh-ah-cock is the Shiwana who lives on the north mountain.7 It is interesting 
to note that the Kureria wear. three eagl~' feathers and ctc'otika' feathers 
(white striped) on their heads,:'bells, 'and woman's dress~~d carry a reed 
flute, which. perhaps is connected with Iyatiku's sister,Istoakoa, Reed 
Woman. . 

6, :Gunn. Scloal Ch ..... pp, 217-22. 
7. f'rllnz Boas. Keresan Texis. Publications .of the 
Al)'lerican Ethn'1logical Society.;"'!. 8. pt, l' (New 
Ydrk: AmeriCan 'Ethnologlcal Society. '1928). 
writes. ''The second and the fourth of the shlwana 
appear In the tale of summer and winter, , , Sum
mer wears a shirt of buckskin with squash orna-

. ments, shoes like moss to whlchlarrot feathers are 
. . ~Ied, His face I. painted with re mica and flowers 

.. are tied on to It , , ; Winter wears a shirt of icicles 
and his shoes' a~ like Ice, His shirt Is shiny and to 
Its end are tied· turkey feathers and eagle feathers" 
(p,284), . , . . 
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A KERES INTERPRETATION 

When a traditional Keres reads the tale of I{ochinnenako, she listens with 
certain infonnation about her people in mind: she knows, for example, that 
Hutchamun Kiuk (properly it means Rememl>ering Prayer Sticks, though 
Gunn translates it as Broken Prayer .Sticks)8 refers to the ritual (sacred) 
identity of the cacique and that the story is a narrative version of a ceremony 
related to the planting of corn. She knows that Lagunas and Acomas don't 
have rulers in the Anglo-European sense of monarchs,. lords, an'd such 
(though they do, in recent times, have elected' governors, but that's another 
matter), and that a person's social status is determined by her mother's clan 
and position in it rather than by her relationship to the cacique as his daugh
ter. (Actually, in various accounts, the cacique refers to.Yellow Woman as 
his mother, so the designation of her as his daughter is troublesome unless 
one is aware that relationships in the context of their· ritual significance are 
being delineated here.) 

In any case, our hypothetical Keres reader also .knows that the story is 
about a ritual that takes place every year and that the battle imagery refers 
to events that take place during the ritual; she.is also.aware that Kochinne
nako's will, as expressed in her attraction to Miochin,. is a central element 
of the ritual. She knows further that the ritual is partly about the coming of 
summer and partly about the ritual relationship and exchange of primacy 
between the two divisions of the tribe, that ,the ritual described in the nar
rative is enacted by men, dressed as Miochin and Sh-ah-cock, and that Yel
low Woman in her Corn Mother aspect is the center of this and other sacred 
rites of the Kurena, though in this ritual she may also be danced by a Kurena 
mask dancer. (Gunn includes a drawing of this figure, made by a Laguna, 
and titled "Ko-chin-ne-nako-In the Mask.Dances.") 

The various birds and animals along with the forces such as warm air, fire, 
heat, sleet, and ice are represented in the ritual; Hutchamun Kiuk, the time
keeper or officer who keeps track of the ritual calendar (which isintrinsi,cally 
related to the solstices and equinoxes), plays a central role in the ritual. The 
presence of Kochinnenako and Hutchamun Kiuk arid the Shiwana Miochin 
and Sh-ah-cock means something sacred is going on for ·the Keres. ..-.e- . 

The ritual transfers the focus of power,. or the ritual·axis, held in turn by 
two moieties whose constitution reflects the earth's bilateral division 
between summer and winter, from the winter to the summer people. Each 
moiety's right to power is confinned by and reflective of the seasons, as it is 
reflective of and supported by the equinoxes. The power is achieved through 
the Iyani (ritual empowerment) of female Power,9 embodied in Kochinne-

8. Boas, Keresan Texts, p. 288. Boas says he made 
the same mistake at first, having misheard the word 
they used. 
9. When my sister Carol Lee Sanehez spoke to her 
university Women's Studies class about the posi
tion of centrality women hold in our Keres tradi
tion, one young' woman, a self-identified radical 
feminist, was outraged. She insisted that Sanchez 
and other LagUha women had been brainwashed 
into believing that we had power over our live •. 
After all, she knew thot no woman anywhere ha. 
ever had that kind of power: her feminist studies 
had mode that fact quite plain to her, The kind of 

cultural chauvinism that has been promulgated by 
well-lntentf9ned but culturally entranced feminists 
can lead to serious !hisunderstandings such as this 
and in the process become a new racism based on 
what becomes the feminist canon. Not that femi
nist. can be faulted entirely on this-they are, after 

. all, reRecting the research and Interpretation done 
in a patriarchal context, by m,de-hlased ~search
cr. and scholars, most of whom would avidly sup
port the young' radical. feminiu'. strenuous 
po.ition, It's too bad, .though, that feminists fall 
Into the patrlarehal irap! 
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nako as mask dancer and/or Irriaku. Without her empowering mediatorship 
among the south and north Shiwana, the cacique, and the village, the season 
and the moiety cannot change, and balance cannot be maintained. 

Unchanging supremacy of one moiety/season over the other is unnatural 
and therefore undesirable because unilateral dominance of one aspect of 
existence and of society over another is not reflective of or supported by 
reality at meteorological or spiritual levels. Sh-ah-cock, is the Winter Spirit 
or Winter Cloud, a Shiwana (one of several categories of supernaturals), and 
as such is cold and connected to sleet, snow, ice, and hunger. He is not 
portrayed as cold because he is a source of unmitigated evil (or of evil at all, 
for that matter). 

Half of the people (not numerically but mystically, so to speak) are Winter, 
and in that sense are Sh-ah-cock; and while this aspect of the group psyche 
may seem unlovely when its time is over, that same half is lovely ~O(teed in 
the proper season. Similarly, Miochin will also age-that is, pass his time

(and will then give way for his "rival," which is also his complement. Thus 
balance and harmony are preserved for the village through exchange of dom
~nance, and thus each portion of the community takes respon~ibility in turn 
for the prosperity and well-being of the people. 

A Keres is of course aware that balance and harmony are ~wq primary 
assumptions of Keres society and will not approa,::h the narrative wondering 
whether the handsome Miochin will win the hand of the unhappy wife and 
triumph over the enemy, thereby heroically saving the people from disaster. 
The triumph of handsome youth over ugly age or of virile liberality over 
withered tyranny doesn't make sense in a Kerescontext because sdch views 
contradict central Keres values. 

A traditional Keres is satisfied by the story because it reaffirms a Keres 
sense of rightness, of propriety. It is a tale that affirms ritual understandings, 
and the Keres reader c~n visu'alize the ritual itself when reading Gunn's story. 
Such a reader is likely to be puzzled by the references to ruler~ !il~d by the 
tone of heroic romance but will"be reasonably satisfied by fhe' account 
because in spite of its westernized changes, it still ends happily with the 
orderly transfer of focality bEltween the moieties and seasons accpmplished 
in seasonal splendor as winter in New Mexico blusters and sleets its way 
north and summer sings and warms its way home. In the end, the'primary 
Keres values of harmony, balance, and the centrality of woman to ",aintain 
them have been validated', and the fundamental Keres principal of proper 
order is celebrated and affirmed once again. 

A MODERN FEMINIST INTERPRETATION 

A non-Keres feminist1 reading this tale, is likely to wrongly suppose that 
this narrative is about the 'importa!lce of men a'ttd the use of a passive female 
figure as a pawn in their bid for power. And, given the way Gunn renders 
the story, a modern feminist would have good reason to make such an infer
ence. As Gunn recounts it, the story opens in classic patriarchal style and 
implies certain patriarchal complication~:t~at Kochinnenako has ~arried ~ 
man who is violent and destructive: She is the ruler's daughter, which might 
suggest that the traditional Keres are concerned with the abuses of power of 
the wealthy. This in turn suggests that the. traditional Keres social system, 



KOCHINNENAI<.O IN ACADEME / 2 I 19 

like the traditional Anglo-European ones, suffer from oppressive class struc
tures in which the rich and powerful bring misery to the people, who in the 
tale are reduced to bare subsistence seemingly as a result of Kochinnenako's 
unfortunate alliance. A reader making the usual assumptions western readers 
make when enjoying folk tales will think she is reading a sort of Robin Hood 
story. replete with a lovely maid Marian, an evil Sheriff, and a green-clad 
agent of social justice with the Indian name Miochin. 

Given the usual assumptions that underlie EUJ"Opean folktales, the West
ern romantic view of the Indian, and the usual antipatriarchal bias that 
characterizes feminist analysis. a feminist reader might assume that Kochin
nenako has been compelled to make an unhappy match by her father the 
ruler. who must be gaining some power from the alliance. Besides, his name 
is given as Broken Prayer Stick. which might be taken to mean that he is an 
unholy man, remiss in his religious duties and weak spiritually. 

Gunn's tale does not clarify these issues. Instead it proceeds in a way best 
calculated to confirm a feminist's interpretation of the tale as only another 
example of the low status of women in tribal cultures. In accordance with 
this entrenched American myth, Gunn makes it clear that Kochinnenako is 
not happy in her marriage; she thinks Sh-ah-cock is "cold and disagreeable, 
and she cannot love him." Certainly, contemporary American women will 
read that to mean that Sh-ah-cock is an emotionally uncaring, perhaps cruel 
husband and that Kochinnenako is forced to accept a life bereft of warmth 
and love. A feminist reader might imagine that Kochinnenako, like many 
women. has been socialized into submission. So obedient is she, it seems, so 
lacking in spirit and independence, that she doesn't seize her chance to 
escape a bad situation. preferring instead to remain obedient to the patri
archal institution of marriage. As it turns out (in Gunn's tale), Kochinnenako 
is delivered from the clutches of her violent and unwanted mate by the timely 
intervention of a ml,lch more pleasant man, the hero. 

A radical feminist is likely to read the story for its content vis a vis racism 
and resistance to oppression. From a radical perspective, it seems politically 
significant that Sh-ah-cock is white. That is, winter is white. Snow is white. 
Blizzards are white. Clearly, while the story does not give much support to 
concepts of a people's struggles. it could be construed to mean that the 
oppressor is designated white in the story because the Keres are engaged-m: 
serious combat with white colonial power and, given the significance of story
telling in tribal cultures, .are chronicling th~t struggle in this tale. Read this 
way. it would seem to ackno\'dedge the right and duty of the people in over
throwing the hated white dictator. who by this account possesses the power 
of life and death over them. 

Briefly. in this context. the story can be read as a tale about the nature of 
\\·hite oppression of Indian people. and Kochinnenako then becomes some
thing of a revolutionary fighter ~hrough her collusion with the rebel Miochin 
in the overthrow of the tyrant Sh-ah-cock. In this reading. the tale becomes 
a cry for liberation and a direct command to women to aid in the people's 
struggle to overthrow the colonial powers that drain them of life and strength, 
deprive them of their rightful prosperity, and threaten them with extinction. 
An activist teacher could use this tale to instruct women in their obligation 
to the revolutionary struggle. The daughter, her sisters, and the mother are, 
afh~r all. implicated in the attempt to bring peace and prosperity to the peo-
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pIe; indeed, they are central to it. Such a teacher could, by so using the story, 
appear to be incorporating culturally diverse materials in the classroom while 
at the same time exploiting theiromantic and moral appeal Native Americans 
have for other Americans .. 

When read as·a battle narrative, the story as Gunn renders it makes clear 
that the' superiority of Miochin rests as much in his commitment to the 
welfare of the people as in his military prowess and that because his attempt 
to free the people is backed up by their invitation to him to come and liberate 
them; he is successful. Because of his success he is entitled to the hand of 
the ruler's daughter, Kochinnenako, one of the traditional Old World spoils 
of victory. Similarly, Sh-ah"cock is defeated not only because he is violent 
and oppressive but because the people, like Kochinnenako, find that they 
cannot love him. 

A radical lesbian separatist might find herself uncomfortable with the story 
even though it is so clearly. correct .in identifying the enemy as white and 
violent. But the overthrow of the tyrant is placed squarely in the hands' of 
another male figure, Miochin. This rescue is likely to be viewed with a jaun
diced eye by many feminists (though more romantic women might be satis
fied with it, since it's a story about an . Indian woman of long ago), as 
Kochinnemiko has to await the coming of a handsome stranger for her sal
vation, and.her fate is decided by her father and the more salutary suitor 
Miochin; No one asks Kochinnenako what she wants to do; the reader is 
informed 'that her marriage, is' not ,to her liking when' she admits to Miochin 
that she is unhappy. Nevertheless, Kochinnenako acts like any passive, 
dependent woman who is- exploited by the males in her life, who get what 
they want regardless ofher:own needs or desires. 

Some readers (like· myself) might find. themselves wondering hopefully 
whether Miochin isn't really female, disguised by males as one of them in 
order to buttress their position of relative power. Mter all, this figure is 
dressed in yellow and green, the colorsof 'corn, a plant always associated 
with Woman .. Kockinnenako and her sisters are all Corn Women and her 
mnther is, presumably, the head of the Corn Clan; and the Earth Mother of 
the Keres, Iyatiku, is Corn Woman herself. Alas, I haven't yet found evidence 
to support such a wishful notionj except thaLthe mask dancer who imper
sonates Kochinnenako is male, dressed female, which is sort of the obverse 
side of the wish. 

A FEMINIST-TRIBAL .INTERPRETATION 

The feminist interPrEitation I have sketched-which is a fair representation 
of one of my early readings from what I took to be a feminist perspective-pro
ceeds from two unspoken assuniptions: that women are essentially powerless 
and that conflict is basic to human existence. The first is a fundamental femi
nist pOSition, while the second is basic to Anglo-European thought; neither, 
howev~r, is characteristic of Keres thought. To a modern feminist, marriage is 
an institution developed tC) establish and maintain male supremacy; because 
she is the ruler's daughter, Kochinnenako's choiCe of a husband determines 
which male will hold power over the people and who wiUinherit the throne.· 

I. For 'I detailed exposition of what this dynaml~ 
consists of, see Adrienne Rich, o· "Compulsory 
Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence," Signs: 

Journal of.Women in Culture and Society, vo!. 5, 
no. 4 (summer 1980): 630-61. [For this essay by 
RICH, see above-editor's note.] 
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When Western assumptions are applied to tribal narratives, they become 
mildly confusing and moderately annoying from any perspective',2 'Western 
assumptions about the nature of human society (and thus of literature) when 
contextualizing a tribal story or ritual must necessarily leave certain elements 
unclear, If the battle between Summer Spirit and Winter Spirit is about the 
triumph of warmth, generosity, and kindness over coldness, miserliness, and 
cruelty, supremacy of the good over the bad, why does the hero grant his 
antagonist rights over the village and Kochinnenako for half of each year? 

The contexts of Anglo-European and Keres Indian life differ so greatly in 
virtually every assumption about the nature of reality; society, ethics, female 
roles, and the sacred importance of seasonal change that simply telling a 
Keres tale within an Anglo-European narrative context creates a dizzying 
series of false impressions and unanswerable (perhaps even unposable) 
questions. 

For instance, marriage among traditional Keres is not particularly related 
to marriage among Anglo-European Americans, As I explain in greater detail 
in a later essay,] paternity is not an issue among traditional Keres people; a 
child belongs to its mother's clan, not in the sense that she or he is owned 
by the clan, but in the sense that she or he belongs within it. Another basic 
difference is the attitude toward conflict; the Keres can best be described as 
a conflict-phobic people, while Buro-American culture is conflict-centered, 
So while the orderly and proper annual transference of power from Winter 
to Summer people through the agency of the Keres central female figure is 
the major theme of the narrative from a Keres perspective, the, triumph of 
good over evil becomes its major theme when it is retold by a white man. 

Essentially what happens is that Summer (a mask dancer dressed as 
Miochin) asks Kochinnenako permission, in a ritual manner, to enter the 
village, She (who is either a mask dancer dressed as Yellow:Woman, or a 
Yellow Corn Irriaku) follows a ritual order 'of responses and actions that 
enable Summer to enter. The narrative specifies the acts she must perform, 
the words she must say, and those that are prohibited, such,as the command 
that she not "throw any of the husks out of the door," This command estab
lishes both the identity of Miochin and constitutes his declaration of his 
ritual intention and his ritual relationship to Kochinnenako. 

Agency is Kochinnenako's ritual role here; it is through her ritual a~cy 
that the orderly, harmonious transfer of primacy between the Summer and 

2. Elaine Jiohner. a specialist in Lakota language 
and oral1iteroture, has suggested that the western 
ohsession with western plot in- narrative structure 
led early informant George Sword to construct nar· 
.-atives in the western fashion and tell them as La
kntH trnditionsl stories. Research has shown that 
Sword's stories are not recognized as Lakota tra
ditional stories by Lakotas themselves; but the 
tribal narratives that are 50 recognized are loosely 
strtlctllred and do not exhibit the reliance on cen
tral theme or character that is so dear lo Lhe hearts 
of western collectors. As time has gone by, the 
Sword stories have become a .ort of model for later 
Lakota storytellers who. nut of a desire to convey 
lhe tribal tales to western collectors, have changed 
the old structures to ones more pleasing to Amer
ican and European ears. Personal conversations 
with Elaine Jahner. 

Education in western schools, exposure to masS 

media. and the need to function In a white
dominated world have subtly but perhaps perma
nently altered the' narrative structures of the old 
tales and, with them, the tribal conceptual modes 
of tribal people. The shift has been away from a.so
ciative, synchronistic, event·centered narrative 
and thought' to' a linear, foreground-centeted one. 
Concurrently, tribal social organization and inter
personal relations have taken a turn toward author· 
itarian, patriarchal, linear, and misogynist modes
hence the -rise of violenc~ against women, an 
unthinkable event in older. more circular, and 
tribal times. , 
3. Paula Gunn Alien, "Hwame. Koshkalaka. and 
the Rest: Lesbians in American Indian Culture .... 
In T'Ite Sacred Hoop: Recoveri"g the Fe ... i"i"e i" 
A ..... rica" India.. Traditions (Boston: Beacon 
Pre.s, 1986). pp. 245-61 [editor's note). 
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Winter people is accomplished. This transfer takes place at the time of the 
year that Winter goes north and Summer cOl11es to the pueblo from the 
south, the time when the sun moves north along the line it makes with the 
edge of the sun's house as ascertained by the hocheni calendar keeper who 
determines the proper solar and astronomical times for various ceremonies. 
Thus, in the proper time, Kochinnenako empowers Summer to enter the 
village. Kochinnenako's careful observance of the ritual requirements 
together with the proper conduct of her sisters, her mother, the priests (sym
bolized by the title Hutchamun Kiuk, whom Gunn identifies as the ruler and 
Yellow Woman's father, though he could as properly-more properly, actu
ally-be called her mother), the animals and birds, the weather, and the 
people at last brings summer to the yillage, ending the winter and the famine 
that accompanies winter's end. .. 

A feminist who is conscious of tribal thought and practice will know that 
the real story of S~-ah-cock and Miochin underscores the central role that 
woman plays in the orderly life of the people. Reading Gunn's version, she 
will be aware of tr,e vast gulf between the Lagunas and John Gunn in their 
understanding of the role of women in a traditional gynecentric society such 
as that of the western Keres. Knowing that the central role of woman is 
harmonizing spiritual relationships between the people and the rest of the 
universe by empowering ritual activities, she will be able to read the story 
for its western colonial content, aware that Gunn's version reveals more 
about American consciousness when it meets tribal thought than it reveals 
about the tribe. When the story is analyzed within the context to which it 
rightly belongs, its feminist content becomes clear, as do the various pur
poses to which industrialized patriarchal people can put a tribal story. 

If she is familiar with the ritual color coCle of this particular group of Native 
Americans, a feminist will know that white is the color of Shipap, the place 
where the four rivers of life come together and where our Mother Iyatiku 
lives. Thus she will know that it is appfbpiiate that the Spirit of Woman's 
Power/Being (Yellow Woman) be "married" (that is, ritually connected in 
energy-transferring gestalts) first with Winter who is the power signified by 
the color white, which informs c1ciuds, the Mountain Tse-pina, Shipap, orig
inating Power, Koshare, the north and northwest, and that half of the year, 
and then with Summer, whose color powers are yellow and green, which 
inform Kurena, sunrise, the growing and ripening time of Mother Earth, and 
whose direction is south and southeast and that portion of the year. 

A feminist will know that the story is about how the Mother Corn Iyatiku's 
"daughter," that is, her essence in one of its aspects, comes to live as Remem
bering Prayer Sticks' daughter first with the Winter people and then with 
the Summer people, and so on. 

The net effect of Gunn's rendition of the story is the unhappy wedding of 
the woman-centered tradition of the western Keres to patriarchal Anglo
European tradition and thus the dislocation of the ceritral position of Keres 
women by their assumption under the rule of the inen. When one under
stands that the hocheni is the person who tells the time and prays for all the 
people, even the white people, and that the Hutchamun Kiuk is the ruler 
only in the sense that the Constitution of the United States is the ruler of 
the citizens and government of the United States, then the Keres organiza
tion of women, men, spirit folk, equinoxes, seasons, and clouds into a bal-
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anced and integral dynamic will be seen reflected in the narrative. Knowing 
this, a feminist will also be able to see how the interpolations of patriarchal 
thinking distort all the relationships in the story and, by extension, how such 
impositions of patriarchy on gynocracy disorder harmonious social and spir
itual relationships. 

A careful feminist-tribal analysis of Gunn's rendition of a story that would 
be better titled "The Transfer of Ianyi (ritual power, sacred power) from 
\\'inter to Summer" will provide a tribally conscious feminist with an inter
esting example of how colonization works, however consciously or un
consciously, to misinform both the colonized and the colonizer. She will be 
able to note the process by which the victim of the translation process, the 
Keres woman who reads the tale, is misinformed because she reads Gunn's 
book. Even though she knows that something odd is happening in the tale, 
she is not likely to apply sophisticated feminist analysis to the rendition; in 
the absence of real knowledge of the colonizing process of story-changing. 
she is all too likely to find bits of the Gunrt tale sticking in her mind and 
subtly altering her perception of herself, her role in her society, and her 
relationship to the larger world. 

The hazard to male Keres readers is, of cO!-Jrse, equal~y great. They are 
likely to imagine that the proper relationship of women to men is sub
servience. And it is because of such a shockingly untraditiOrlal modern inter
pretation, brought on as much by reading Gunn as by other, perhaps more 
obvious societal mechanisms, that the rela~ionships between men and 
women are so severely disordered at Laguna that wife-abuse, rape, and bat
tery of women there has reached frightening levels in recent years. 

Political Implications of Narrative Stnlcture 

The changes Gunn has mf!de in the narrative are not only chahge,s in content; 
they are structural as well. One useful social function of traditional tribal 
literature is its tendency to distribute value evenly among vaHous elements, 
providing a model or pattern for egalitarian structuring of society as well as 
literature. However, egalitarian structures in either literature or society are 
not easily "read" by hierarchically inclined westerners. , 

Still, the tendency to equal distribution of Villue among ail elements in-a ' 
field. whether the field is social. spiritual, or aesthetic (and the distinction 
is moot when tribal materials are under discussion), is an int,egral part of 
tdbal consciousness and is reflected in tribal sodal and aesthetic systems all 
ovel' the Americas. In this structural framework, no single element is fore
grounded. leaving the others to supply "background." Thus, properly speak
ing. there are no heroes. no villains, no chorus, no setting (in the sense of 
inert ground against which dramas are played out). There are no minor char
acters, and foreground slips along from one focal point to an~ther until all 
the pertinent elements in the ritual conversation have had their say. 

In tribal literatures. the timing of the foregrounding of various elements 
is depende~t on the purpose the narrative is intended to serve. Tribal art 
functions something like a forest in which all elements coexist, where each 
is integral to the being of the others. Depending on the season, the interplay 
of various life forms. the state of the overall bi~sphere and psychosphere. 
and the woman's reason for being there. certain plants will leap into focus 
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on certain occasions. For example, when tribal women .on. the eastern sea
board went out to gather sassafras, what they noticed,wha:t stood out sharply 
in their attention, .were the sassafras plants. But when they went out to get 
maple sugar, maples became foregrounded. But the foregrounding of sas~ 
safras or maple in no way lessens the value of the other plants or other 
features of the forest. When a woman goes after maple, syrup"she is aware 
of the other plant forms that are also present. ' . 

In the sill.ne way, a story that is intended toconyey the, importance. of the 
Grandmother Spirits will focus on grandmothers in their, interaction .with 
grandchildren and will. convey Httle information about. uncles. Traditional 
tales will make a number of points; and a number of elements willbe present; 
all·of which will bear some relationship tQthe subje.ct.'ofthe story. Within 
the time the storyteller hasalloted to the story, and depending on the inter; 
ests and needs of her audience at .the· time of the storytelliitg, each of these 
~.Iements will receive its proper due • 

. Traditional American: Indian ·st.ories workdynamicaUy. among clusters of 
loosely interconnected circles. The focus of the action IIhifts from one char
acter to another as the story unfolds. There is no .!·poJ.~t·,of view" as the term 
is generally un<;lerstood, unless, the action itself, the story's purpose; can be 
termed "point of view.", But as' the old tales are tnmslated and rendered in 
English,.· the western, n.otion . of proper fictional form. takes over the tribal 
narrative. Soon there appear;to be heroes, point of view,-conflict, crisis, and 
resolution, ·and.as we!!tern,tastes in storyicrafting·are imposed on the nar
ratiye structure of. the Htualstory, the result is a western story:with Indian 
characters. Mournfully; the new. form often becomes confused with the 
archaic form by the very people whose tradition has been re-formed. 

The story Gunn calls "Sh-ah-cock and. Mi~o-chin or .The Battle of the 
Seasons" might be" better terlned "How Kt>chinnenako Balanced the World," 
though even then the title would be misleading to Amer,ican-readers, for they 
would se.e Kochinnenako· as the heroine, the foreground. of the story .. They 
would see her as the. central figure of the action, and .of course· that .would 

- be wrong. There is no central figure in. the . tale, tho~gh there is a Central 
point. The point is concerned with the proper process of a shift in focus; not 
the resolution of a conflict .. Kochinnenako's part in the process is agency, 
not heroics; even in Gunn's version,' she· does nothing heroic. A situation 
presents itself in the proper time; .and.Yellow Wontan. acts in accord~nce 
with the dictates of timing, using.proper ritual as her mode. ·But the people 

_ cannot go from Winter· into Summer without conscious acceptance of 
Miochin, and' Yellow Woman~s invitation to him, .an acceptance .that is 
encouraged and supported bYlill involved, constitutes a . tribal act . 

. The "batde" between.Summer and Winter is anaccutate: description ,of 
seasonal change in central,.New Mexico during the spring. This comes 
through in the Gunn renditiQn, but because the story is focused on conflict 
rather than on balance, the meteorological facts and their intrinsic relation
ship to human ritual are obsctJred. Only a non-Indian mind, accustomed to 
interpreting events in terms of. battle,. struggle, and conflict, would assume 
that the. process of transfer had to occur through a· ba~tle teplete with pro~ 
tagonist, antagonist, a cast of thousands; and a pretty girl as the prize. For 
who' but. 'an industrialized patriarch would think that winter can be. van
quished? .Winter and Su~me.r enjoy a relationship based on complementar
ity, mutuality, and this is the moral significance of the tale. 
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Tribal Narratives and Wonzen's Lives 

Reading American Indian traditional stories and songs is not an easy task. 
Adequate comprehension requires that the reader be aware that Indians 
never think like whites and that any typeset version of traditional materials 
is distorting. 

In many ways, literary conventions, as well as the conventions of literacy, 
militate against an understanding of traditional tribal materials. Western 
technological-industrialized minds cannot adequately interpret tribal mate
rials because they are generally trained to perceive their entire world in ways 
that are alien to tribal understandings. 

This problem is not exclusive to tribal literature. -It is-one that all ethnic 
writers who write out of a tribal or folk tradition face, -and one that is also 
shared by women writers, who, after all, inhabit a separate folk tradition. 
Much of women's culture bears marked resemblance to tribal culture. The 
perceptual modes that women, even those of us who are literate, industri
alized, and reared within masculinist academic traditions, habitually engage 
in more closely resemble inclusive-field perception than" excluding 
foreground-background perceptions. 

Women's traditional occupations, their arts and crafts, and their literature 
and philosophies are more often accretive than linear, more achronological 
than chronological, and more dependent on harmonious relationships of al1 
elements within a field of perception - than western 'culture in general is 
thought to be. Indeed, the patchwork quilt is the best material example I can 
think of to describe the plot and process ofa traditional tribal narrative, and 
quilting is a non-Indian woman's art, one that Indian women have taken to 
avidly and that they display in their ceremonies, rituals, and social gatherings 
as well as in their homes. 

It is the nature of woman's existence to be and to create background. This 
fact, viewed with unhappiness by many feminists, is of ultimate importance 
in a tribal Elontext. Certainly no art object is bereft of background. Certainly 
the contents and tone of one's background will largely determine the ~irec
tion and meaning of one's life and, therefore, the meaning and effect of qne's 
performance in any given sphere of activity. 

Westerners have for a long time discounted the importance ofbackgr..9,qnd. 
The earth herself, which is our most inclusive background, is dealt' with 
summarily as a source of food, metals, water, and profit, whi'e the fact that 
she is the fundamental agent of all planetary life is blithely ignored. Similarly, 
women's activities-cooking, planting, harvesting, preservation, storage, 
home building, decorating, maintaining, doctoring, nursing, soothing, and 
healing, along with -the bearing, nurturing, and rearing of children-are 
devalued as blithely. An anti background bias is bound to have social costs 
that have so far remained unexplored, but elite attitudes toward workers, 
nonwhite races, and women are all part of the pric~ we pay for overvaluing 
the foreground. 

In the western mind, shadows highlight the foreground. In contrast, in the 
tribal view the mutual relationships among shadows and light in all their 
varying degrees of intensity create a living web of definition and depth, and 
significance arises from their interplay. Traditional and contemporary tribal 
arts and crafts testify powerfully to the importance of balance among all 
elements in tribal perception, aesthetics, and social systems. 
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Traditionai peoples perceive their world in a unified-field fashion that is 
very different from the single-focus perception that generally characterizes 
western masculinist, monotheistic modes of perception. Because of this, 
tribal cultures are consistently misperceived and misrepresented by non tribal 
folklorists, ethnographers, artists, writers, and social workers. A number of 
scholars have recently addressed this issue, but they have had little success 
because the demands of type and of analysis are, after all, linear and fixed, 
while the requirements of ttibal literatures are accretive and fluid. The one 
is unidimensional, monolithic, excluding, and chronological while the other 
is multidimensional; achronological, and including. . .. 

How one teaches or writes about the one perspective in terms cif the other 
is problematic. This essay itself is a pale representation of a tribal under
standing of the Kochinnenako tale. I am acutely aware that much of what I 
have said is likely to be under~tood in ways I did not intend, and I am also 
aware of how mucp I did not say that probably needed to be said if the real 
story of the trans~r of responsibility from one segment of the tribe to the 
other is to be made clear. 

In the end, the!tale I have analyzed is not about Kochinnenako or Sh-ah
cock and Miochin. It is about the change of seasons and it is about the 
centrality of woman as agent and empowerer of that ~hange. It is abol,lt how 
a people engag~ themselves as a people within the spiritual cosmos and in 
an ordered and proper way that bestows the dignity of each upon ail with 
careful respect; folkish humor, and ceremonial delight. It is about how·every
one is part of the background ~hat shapes the meaning and value of each 
person's life. It is about propriety, mutuality, and the dynamics of socio
environmental change. 

JANE, TOMPKINS 
b. 1940 

1986 

In recent years many prominent American academic critics have published autobi
ographies, memoirs, and what has been called "personal criticism," often distancing 
themselves from the dense theoretical language and investigations of their earlier 
work. An inaugural manifesto of this trend, Jane Tompkins's "Me and My Shadow" 
(19.87; rev; 1989) turns away from cpntemporary theory, critiquing it as bereft or 
feeling and as participating in masculine forms of competition and aggrellivene.s; 
her essay Illustrates instead a more persorjaUy invelted form of critical writing . 

.Tompkins received a B.A. from Bryn Mawr College in 1961 and a Ph.D. from Yale 
University in 1966. during the heyday of the New Critics (CLEANTH BROOKS and 
WILLIAM K. WIMSATT JR. were prominent Yale professors). Their motto, as she recall~ 
in her memoir, A Life in School: \Mut~ the Teac;her Learned (I996), was "Stay close 
to the text." Her initial forays in criticism were in keeping with the close textual 
analysis of the New Criticism. After graduating from Yale, she held a series of aca
demic jobs at institutions ranging from Hartford (Conn.) Community College to Tem
ple University; there in 1976 she attained a tenured professorship, which she held 
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until 1983. As she explains in A Life in. School, her uneven career path was the direct 
I'esult of being a woman; male job candidates, through the 1960s and after, often 
wel'e favored. 

Tompkins's real intellectual awakening. in her recounting. occurred in the late 
1970s when she was introduced to the new poststructuralist theories of interpreta
tion, She became an influential exponent of the developing field of reader-response 
cdticism. editing a landmark anthology, Reader-Response Criticism: From Formalism 
to Post-StmcturalisnJ (1980). She followed this with an influential book, Sensatiotlal 
Designs: The Cultt4ral n'OI'k of American Fiction, 1790-1860 (1985), which com
bined feminism. reception history, and cultural studies to argue for a revision of the 
nineteenth-century canon of Ame.rican literature. In 1985 she and her spouse, the 
reader-response theorist STANLEY FISH. moved to Duke University, where she was 
later part of a famous writing group that explored alternative forms of critical writing. 
She taught at Duke until 1998, when she took a professorship in education at the 
Cniversity of Illinois-Chicago, 

Drawing on the disciplines of philosophy, linguistics. and structural anthropology, 
litemry theory in the 1970s and 1980s adopted an impersonal style and technical 
language, much like that used in the social sciences. In the 1960s many prominent 
theorists-particularly those affiliated with French structuralism, such as ROLAND 
IMRTHES and TZVETAN TODoRov-had cast the study of literature as one domain of 
the "human sciences" (specifically a "science of signs," or semiology), rather than a 
humanistic pursuit. In the 1990s and early 2000s, however, a number of prominent 
cl·itics. including the Marxist Frank Lentricchia, the feminist Nancy K. Miller, the 
African Americanist HENRY LOUIS GATES JR., the queer theorist EVE KOSOFSKY SEDG
WICK. and the scholar of the novel LENNARD DAVIS, published their autobiographies 
or memoirs. Many of these figures had established themselves as leading proponents 
of the theoretical movements of the 1970s and 19805; yet their personal explorations 
seemed surprising departures from their earlier avowedly theoretical works. 

While gaining attention for its moments of personal exposure, "Me and My 
Shadow" critiques conventional modes of academic argument that, Tompkins points 
out, are deeply competitive and are often forms of veiled aggression rather than intel
lectual collaboration. In a mock response to Ellen Messer-Davidow's "Philosophical 
Bases of Feminist Literary Criticisms" (1987), she demonstrates how criticism reg
ularly delivers a rhetorical "stab in the entrails." In a related essay, Tompkins calls 
such critical moves "fighting words" and enjoins critics to unlearn such behavior, 
which debilitates intellectual community. She presents her views in an informal style 
mixed with personal asides to avoid the argumentative, "fighting" mode and demon
strate an alternative way to write criticism. -r . 

Tompkins's critique does not just focus on writing style but extends to the profe's
sional community that fosters such debilitating competition. In her own case, she 
s('es her professional success as having occurred at the expense of her emotional life, 
cl'eating two separate selves: one who "writes for professional journals, the other in 
diaries," "Me and My Shadow" attempts to join those split spheres, not only for her 
own good but as a prescription for others who work in the profession of literature. 
For Tompkins, the anxiety induced by the profession applies especially to women, 
and her critique is a feminist one, She roots the competitive mode of criticism in "a 
male standard of rationality that militates against women's being recognized as cul
turally legitimate sources of knowledge." In achieving professional success, as she 
explains in an interview. "I'd had to become a man to do what I'd done." Just as she 
argues for the value of sentiment in the literary tradition in Sensational Designs and 
blames its exclusion on masculinist bias. she argues here for the value of personal 
feeling in criticism. 

":\1e and My Shadow" explicitly targets the philosophical "apparatus" ofpoststruc
turalist theory as a "straitjacket," and it thus in some ways parallels contemporaneous 
m'guments reacting against theory's dominance. such as STEVEN KNAPP AND WALTER 
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BENN MICHAELS'S manifesto "Against Theory" (1982; see below) and BARBARA CHRIS
TIAN's ''The Race for Theory" (1987; see below). However, we would be wrong to see 
Tompkins's argument as nontheoretical, since it not only is rife with references to 
various theorists but also joins in theoretical conversations on poststructuralism, fem
inism, professionalism, and subjectivity. It continues her emphasis on subjective 
rather than objective approaches to literature, evident In her work on reader-response 
theory, and it is grounded in the feminist concern with the personal and how, in the 
familiar slogan, the personal is the political. 

In Getting Personal: Feminist Occasions and Othe,. Autobiog,.aphical Acts (1991), 
Nancy K. Miller named the form of criticism Tompkins advocates "personal criti
cism," thereby stressing that it does not solely offer autobiographical narrative but 
combines both personal reflection and critical argument. This form of criticism has 
also been called "autobiographical literary criticism," "confessional criticism," "Inti
mate critique," and "the new belIetrism," and it has incited a great deal of debate. 
Part of the debate stems from its tendency to include personal details usually left 
unmentioned, such as Tompkins's reference to waiting to go to the bathroom or Frank 
Lentricchla's analogy between his penis and a chalnsaw In The Edge of Night: A 
Confession (1 994). Because it reveals these sometimes sensationalistic details, per
sonal criticism has been attacked as self-indulgent, narcissistic, and participating in 
gossip worthy of People magazine. More measured responses question whether it 
produces legitimate literary knowledge. David Simpson's The Academic Postmoaern 
and the Rule of Lite,.atu,.e: A Report on Half-Knowledge (1995) suggests that It is 
returning to Romantic notions of literature, reinvoking WILLIAM WORDSWORTH's 
claim that literature arises from a "spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings." Simp
son also situates this approach within a larger movement in contemporary literary 
criticism toward "localism"· and a stress on individual identity, which, he argues, 
occurs at the expense of larger community. 

Though personal criticism opens the door to charges of subjectivism, Tompkins 
goes beyond advocating the expression of emotion to foreground the effects of the 
professional codes and institutional structures of literary study. She presents a 
cogent-and often moving-critique of the sometimes personally debilitating results 
'of higher education and professional literary study, which promote competition and 
isolation rather than community and cooperation. Tompkins ultimately holds out 
hope fur an improved way to study literature; one that does not, repress or damage 
one's emotional life but fosters it alongside the pursuit of theoretical knowledge. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ., 
Tomp!<ins's first book, an edited collection; was Twentieth Century Interp,.etations of 
The,.Turn of the Sc,.ew and Othe,. Tales: A Collection of Critical Essays (1970). After 
eihbracing new theoretical work, she became a prominent exponent of reader-reponse 
theolY, editing Reade,.-Response Criticism: From Formalism to Post-Structuralism 
(i 980), one of the first imthologies to establish this new mode. It includes eleven 

, influential essays by a range of theorists, including Wolfgang Iser, Stanley Fish, and 
Norman Holland, as well as an excellent introduction, concluding chapter, and an
notated bibliography by Tompkins. A celebrated crit~que of the canon of American 
literature, Tompkins's next book, Sensational Designs: The Cultu,.al wo,.k of Ameri
can Fiction, 1790-1860 (1985), argues for the value of sentimental, "feminine," 
lirerature. 

"Me and My Shadow," New Lite,.ary History 19 (1987), announced a departure 
from her earlier work; it has been reprinted in an expanded version in several anthol
ogies. Our selection is taken from Gende,. and Theory: Dialogues on Feminist Criticism 
(ed. Linda Kauffman, 1989), which also Includes the Messer-Davidow article and a 
response to Tompkins by Gerald M. Mac Lean. Employing a hybrid of personal style, 
literary and cultural 'analysis, and feminist criticism, West of Everything: The Inne,. 



ME AND My SHADOW / 2129 

Life of Western.~ (1992) extends Tompkins's investigation of sentiment to works of 
popular culture by men, examining how Western novels and movies depict masculin
ity. The best biographical source is Tompkins's own A Life in School: What the 
Teacher Learned (1996), which recounts her life from early schooling through her 
time as a professor at Duke University. 

Nancy K. Miller's Getting Personal: Feminist Occasions and Other Autobiographical 
Acts (I 99 1) is a balanced consideration of Tompkins and the turn to personal criti
cism, examining its roots in feminism and autobiography. Olivia Frey's "Beyond Lit
erary Darwinism: Women's Voices and Critical Discourse," in The Intimate Critique: 
Autobiographical Literary Criticism (ed. Diane P. Freedman, Olivia Frey, and Frances 
Murphy Zauhar, 1993), focuses on personal criticism as a form of women's writing 
and sees Tompkins's work as path-breaking; the same anthology collects "Me and My 
Shadow" and offers many perspectives on "intimate critique." "Writing in Concert: 
An Interview with Cathy Davidson, Alice Kaplan, Jane Tompklns, and Marianna Tor
govnick," conducted by Jeffrcy Williams, Minnesota Review, n.s., 41-42 (1994), Is a 
revealing Ilccount of alternative modes of criticism in the words of Tompkins and her 
writing-group colleagues at Duke University. In The Academic Postmodern and the 
Rule of Literature: A Report on Half-Knowledge (1995), David Simpson inciSively 
critiques the trend toward subjective approaches, tracing their genesis to nineteenth
century Romanticism. Charles Altieri's "What Is at Stake in Confessional Criticism," 
in Confessions afthe Critics (ed. H. Aram Veeser, 1996), assesses some of the benefits 
and problems of confessional criticism, arguing that personal details constitute more 
a "clever theoretical gesture" than a distinctive revelation; the anthology also gathers 
criticisms of the personal turn as well as examples of it, including an essay by Tomp
kins. Jeffrey Williams's "The New Belletrism," Style 33 (1999), sees the turn toward 
the personal as part of a larger shift toward more traditional belletristic modes of 
criticism. 

Me and My Shadow 

I wrote this essay in answer to Ellen Messer-Davidow's 'The philosophical 
bases of feminist literary criticism' which appeared in the Fall 1987 issue of 
New Literary History along with several replies, induding a shorter version 
of this one.· As if it weren't distraction enough that my essay depends on 
someone else's, I want, before you've even read it, to defend it from an aCG~
sation. Believing that my reply, which turns its back on theory, constitutefl . 
a return to the 'rhetoric of presence', to an 'earlier, naive, untheoretical fem
inism', someone, whom I'll call the unfriendly reader, complained that I was 
making the 'old patriarchal gesture of representation' whose effect had been 
to marginalize women, thus 'reinforcing the very stereotypes women and 
minorities have fought so-hard to overcome.' I want to reply to this objection 
because I think it is mistaken and because it reproduces exactly the way I 
used to feel about feminist criticism when it first appeared in the late 1960s. 

I wanted nothing to do with it. It was embarrassing to see. women, with 
whom one was necessarily identified, insisting in print on the differences 
between men's and women's experience, focusing obsessively on women 

I. Thi. expanded version or"Me and My Shadow" 
i. token from Gender and Theory: D;"IoII"'" on 
Fent'ni ... ' Criticism, ed. Lindo Kauffmnn (New 
York: Bu.H nIackwell. 1989). which .. Iso include. 

Ellcn Messer-Davidow's essay (the version cited 
below); both originally appeared In New Llu.rary 
History 19 (1987). 
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authors, women characters, women's issues. How pathetic, I thought, to have 
to call attention to yourself in that way. And in such bad taste. It was the 
worst kind of special pleading, an admission of weakness so blatant it made 
me ashamed. What I felt then, and what I think my unfriendly reader feels 
now, is a version of what women who are new to feminism often feel: that 
if we don't call attention to ourselves as women, but just shut up about it 
and do our work. no one will notice the difference and everything will be 
OK. 

Women who adopt this line are, understandably, afraid. Afraid of being 
confused with the weaker sex, the sex that goes around whining and talking 
about itself in an unseemly way, that cal1't or won't do what the big boys do 
('tough it out') and so won't ever be allowed to play in the big boys' games. I 
am sympathetic with this position. Not:, long ago, as organizer of an MLA2 
session entitled 'Professional politics: women and the institution', I urged a 
large roomful of wo~en to 'get theory' because I thought that doing theory 
would admit us to th~ big leagues and enable us at the same time to argue 
a feminist case in th~most unimpeachable terms-those that men had sup
plied. I busily took my own advice, which was good as far as it went. But I 
now see that there ~as been a price for this, at least there has been for me; 
it is the subject of rl"y reply to Ellen. I now tend to think that theory itself, 
at least as it is usually practiced, may be one of the patriarchal gestures 
women and men ought to avoid. 

There are two voices inside me answering, answering to, Ellen's essay. One 
is the voice of a critic who wants to correct a mistake in the essay's view of 
epistemology. The other is the voice of a person who wants to write about 
her feelings (I have wanted to do this for a long time but have felt too embar
rassed). This person feels it is wrong to criticize the essay philosophically, 
and even beside the point: because a critique of the kind the critic has in 
mind only insulates academic discourse further from the issues that make 
feminism matter. That make her matter. The critic, meanwhile, believes such 
feelings, and the attitudes that inform them, are soft-minded, self-indulgent, 
and unprofessional. 

These beings exist separately but not apart. One writes for professional 
journals, the other in diaries, late at night. One uses words like 'context' and 
'intelligibility', likes to win arguments, see her name in print, and give grad
uate students hardheaded advice. The other has hardly ever been heard from. 
She had a short story published once in a university literary magazine, but 
her works exist chiefly in notebooks and manila folders labelled 'Journal' and 
'Private'. This person talks on the telephone a lot to her friends, has seen 
psychiatrists, likes cappuccino, worries about the state of her soul. Her father 
is ill right now, and one of her friends recently committed suicide. 

The dichotomy drawn here is false-and not false. I mean in reality there's 
no split. It's the same person who feels and who discourses about episte
mology. The problem is that you can't t~lk about your private life in the 
course of doing your professional work. You have to pretend that epistemol
ogy, or whatever you're writing about, has nothing to do with your life, that 

2. The Modern Language Association, the main 
professional organization for literary scholars and 
critics in North Americai at its annual conventions, 

papers are presented at hundreds of "sessions," 
Tompklns's panel was organized in 1980. 
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it's more exalted, more important, because it (supposedly) transcends the 
merely personal. \Vell. I'm tired of the conventions that keep discussions of 
epistemology, or James Joyce,3 segregated from meditations on what is hap
pening outside my window or inside my heart. The public-private dichotomy, 
which is to say. the public-private hierarchy, is a founding condition offemale 
oppression. I say to hell with it. The reason I feel embarrassed at my own 
attempts to speak personally in a professional context is that I have been 
conditioned to feel that ",'ay. That's all there is to it. 

I think people are scared to talk about themselves, that they haven't got 
the guts to do it. I think readers want to know about each other. Sometimes, 
when a writer introduces some personal bit of story into an essay, I can hardly 
contain my pleasure. I love writers who write about their own experience. I 
feel I'm being nourished by them. that I'm being allowed to enter into a 
personal relationship with them. That I can match my own experience up 
,dth theirs, feel cousin to them. and say, yes, that's how it is. 

\Vhen he casts his leaves forth upon the wind [said Hawthorne], the 
author addresses. not the many who will fling aside his volume, or never 
take it up, but the few who will understand him .... As if the printed 
book, thrown at large on the wide world, were certain to find out the 
divided segment of the writer's own nature, and complete his circle of 
existence by bringing him into communion with it .... And so as 
thoughts are frozen and utterance, benumbed unless the speaker stand 
in some true relation with this audience-it may be pardonable to imag
ine that a friend, a kind and apprehensive, though not the closest friend, 
is listening to our talk. 4 

Hawthorne's sensitivity to the relationship that writing implies is rare in 
academic prose, even when the subject would seem to make awareness of 
the reader inevitable. Alison Jaggar5 gave a lecture recently that crystallized 
the problem. Western epistemology, she argued, is shaped by the belief that 
emotion should be excluded from the process of attaining knowledge. 
Because women in our culture are not simply encouraged but required to be 
the bearers of emotion, which men are culturally conditioned to repress, an 
epistemology which excludes emotions from the process of attaining knowl
edge radically undercuts women's epistemic authority. The idea that the c.gn
,·entions defining legitimate sources of knowledge overlapped with the 
conventions defining appropriate gender behavior (male) came to me as a 
blinding insight. I saw that I had been socialized from birth to feel and act 
in ways that automatically excluded me from participating in the culture's 
most valued activities. No wonder I felt so uncomfortable in the postures 
academic prose forced me to assume; it was like wearing men's jeans. 

Ellen Messer-Davidow's essay participates-as Jaggar's lecture and my 
precis of it did-in the conventions of Western rationalism. It adopts the 
impersonal, technical vocabulary of the epistemic ideology it seeks to dislo
cate. The political problem posed by my need to reply to the essay is this: to 

.~. I rish modernist writer (J 882- I 94 I). much of 
whos" fiction Is considered difficult. 
4. "athanlel Hawthorne [ I 804-18641. "The Cus
tom House." 71.1' Scar/et Lelter. in The Scar/et Let
t,..- and O,her Tales of the Purit", ... "d. Harry Levin 
!Boston: Houghton Mlfflin. 1960), pp. 5-6 

[Tompkins's notel. Some of the author's notes 
have been edited. 
5. American feminist philosopher (b. 1942); the 
lecture was published as "Love and Knowledge: 
Emotion in Feminist Epistemology," Inquiry 32 
(J 989). 
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adhere to the conventions is to uphold a ITlale standard of rationality that 
ITlilitates against wOITlen's being recognized as culturally legitiITlate sources 
of knowledge. To break with the convention is to risk not being heard at all. 

This is how i would reply to Ellen's essay if I were to do it in the profes
sionally sanctioned way. 

The essay provides feITlinist critics with an overarching fraITlework for think
ing about what they do, both in relation to ITlainstreaITl criticiSITl and in 
relation to feITlinist work in other fields. It allows the reader to see wOITlen's 
studies as a whole, furnishing useful categories for organizing a confusing 
and ITliscellaneous array of ITlaterials. It also provides excellent sUITlITlaries 
of a wide variety of books and essays that readers ITlight not otherwise 
encounter. The enterprise is carried out without pointed attacks on other 
theorists, without creating a cUITlbersoITle new vocabulary, without exhibi
tionistic displays of intellect or esoteric learning. Its practical aiITl-to define 
a field within which debate can take place-is fulfilled by New Literary His
tory's decision to publish it, and to do so in a forITlat which includes replies. 

(Very nice, Jane. You sound so reasonable and generous. But, as anybody 
can tell, this is just the obligatory pat on the back before the stab in the 
entrails) . 

. The difficulty with the essay froITl a philosophical, as opposed to a prac
tical, point of view is that the theory it offers as a basis for future work steITlS 
from a confused notion of what an epistemology is. The author says: 'An 
epist~mology ... consists of assumptions that knowers make about the enti
ties and processes in a domain of study, the relations. that obtain among 
them, and the proper methods for investigating them.'6 I want to quarrel with 
this definition. Epistemology, strictly speaking, is a theory about the origins 
and nature of knowledge. As such, it is a set of ideas explicitly held and 
consciously elaborated, and thus belongs to the practice of a sub-category of 
philosophy called epistemology. The fact that there is a branch of philosophy 
given over to the study of what knowledge is and how it is acquired is impor
tant, because it means that such theories are generated· not in relation to 
this' or that 'domain of study' but in relation to one another: that is, within 
the context of already existing epistemological theories. They are rarely based 
·upon a study of the practices of investigators within a particular field . 

. An epistemology does not consist of 'assumptions that knowers make' in 
a particular field; it is a theory about how knowledge is acquired which makes 
~ense, chiefly, in relation to other such theories. What Messer-Davidow 
offers as the 'epistemology' of traditional literary critics is not their episte
mology, if in fact they have one, but her description of what she aSSUITles 
their assumptions are, a description which mayor may not be correct. More
over, if literary critics should indeed elaborate a theory of how they got their 

- beliefs, that theory would have no privileged position in relation to their 
actual assumptions. It would siITlply be another theory. This distinction
between actual assumptions and an observer's description of them (even 
when one is observing one's own practice)-is crucial because it points to 
an all-important fact about the relation of epistemology to what really gets 
done in a given domain of study, namely this: that epistemology, a theory 

6. Me •• er·DRvldow, "PhilolophlcaJ Bases," p. 87 [Tompkln", note]. 
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about how one gets one's knowledge, in no way determines the particular 
knowledge that one has. 

This. fact is important because Messer-Davidow assumes that if we change 
our eplstemo]?gy, our practice as critics will change, too. Specifically, she 
wants us to gIVe up the subject-object theory, in which 'knowledge is an 
abstract representation of objective existence,' for a theory which says that 
what counts as knowledge is a function of situation and perspective. She 
believes that it foUows from this latter theory that knowledge will become 
more equitable, more self-aware, and more humane. 

I disagree. Knowing that my knowledge is perspectival, language-based, 
culturally constructed, or what have you, does not change in the slightest 
the things I believe to be true. All that it changes is what I think about how 
we get knowledge. The insight that my ideas are all products of the situation 
I occupy in the world applies to all of my ideas equally (including the idea 
that knowledge is culturally based); and to all of everybody else's ideas as 
well. So where does this get us? Right back to where we were before, mainly. 
I sti1l believe what I believe and, if you differ with me, think that you are 
wrong. If I want to change your mind I still have to persuade you that I am 
right by using evidence, reasons, chains of inference, citations of authority, 
analogies, illustrations, and so on. Believing that what I believe comes from 
my being in a particular cultural framework does not change my relation to 
my beliefs. I still believe them just as much as if I thought they came from 
God, or the laws of nature, or my autonomous self. 

Here endeth the epistle. 

But while I think Ellen is wrong in thinking that a change of epistemology 
can mean a change in the kinds of things we think, I am in sympathy with 
the ends she has in view. This sympathy prompts me to say that my profes
sionally correct reply is not on target. Because the target, the goal, rather, is 
not to be fighting over these questions, trying to beat the other person down. 
(What the goal is, it is harder to say.) Intellectual debate, if it were in the 
right spirit, would be wonderful. But I don't know how to be in the right 
spirit, exactly, can't make points without sounding rather superior and smug. 
Most of all, I don't know how to enter the debate without leaving everyt,W,ng 
else behind-the birds outside my window, my grief over Janice, just myself 
as a person sitting here in stockinged feet, a little bit chilly because the 
windows are open, and thinking about going to the bathroom. But not going 
yet. 

I find that when I try to write in my 'other' voice, I am immediately critical 
of it. It wobbles, vacillates back and forth, is neither this nor that. The voice 
in which I write about epistemology is familiar, I know how it ought to sound. 
This voice, though, I hardly know. I don't even know if it has anything to 
say. But if I never write in it, it never will. So I have to try. (That is why, you 
see, this doesn't sound too good. It isn't a practiced performance, it hasn't 
got a surface. I'm asking you to bear with me while I try, hoping that this, 
what I write, will express something you yourself have felt or will help you 
find a part of yourself that you would like to express.) 

The thing I want to say is that I've been hiding a part of myself for a long 
time. I've known it was there but I couldn't listen because there was rio place 
for this person in literary criticism. The criticism I wouid like to write would 
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always take off from personal experience. Would always be in some way a 
chronicle of my hours and days. Would speak in a voice which can talk about 
everything, would reach out to a reader like me and touch me where I want 
to be touched. Susan Griffin's voice in 'The way of all ideology'.? I want to 
speak in what Ursula LeGuin,8 at the Bryn Mawr College commencement 
in 1986, called the 'mother tongue'. This is LeGuin speaking: 

The dialect of the father tongue that you and I learned best in college 
... only lectures ... Many believe this dialect-the expository and par
ticularly scientific discourse-is the highest form of language, the true 
language, of which an other uses of words are primitive vestiges ... And 
it is indeed a High Language .... Newton's Principia was written in it in 
Latin ... and Kant wrote German in it, and Marx, Darwin, Freud, Boas, 
Foucault,9 all the great scientists and social thinkers wrote it. It is the 
language of thought that seeks objectivity . 

. . . The essential gesture of the father tongue is not reasoning, but 
distancing-m~king a gap, a space, between the subject or self and the 
object or othe~ .... Everywhere now everybody speaks [this] language in 
laboratories ana government buildings and headquarters and offices of 
business ... the father tongue is spoken from above. It goes one way. 
No answer is expected, or heard . 

. . . The mother tongue, spoken or written, expects an answer. It is 
conversation, a word the root of which means 'turning together.' The 
mother tongue is language not as mere communication, but as relation, 
relationship. It connects ... Its power is not in dividing but in binding 
... We all know it by heart. John have you got your umbrella I think it's 
going to rain. Can you come play with me? If I told you once I told you 
a hundred times .... 0 what am I going to do? ... Pass the soy sauce 
please. Oh, shit ... You look like what the cat dragged in .... I 

Much of what I'm saying elaborates or circles around these quotes from 
LeGuin. I find that having released myself from the duty to say things I'm 
not interested in, in a language I resist, I feel free to entertain other people's 
voices. Quoting them becomes a pleasure of appreciation rather than the 
obligatory giving of credit, because when I write in a voice that is notstrug
gling to be heard through the screen of a forced language, I no longer feel 
that it is not I who am speaking, and so, there is more room for what others 
have said. 

One sentence in Ellen's essay stuck out for me the first time I read it and 
the second and the third: 'In time we can build a synchronous account of 
our subject matters as we glissade among them and turn upon ourselves.'z 

7. ''The Way of All Ideology." in M"de from the 
Enrt": An A"tJ.oloBYo/WrI,ings (New York: Harper 
and Row, 1982). pp. 161-82 [Tompklns's note]. 
Griffin (b. 1943). American feminist poet. essayist. 
and critic. 
8. American science fiction writer (b. 1929). 
9. LeGuin names major Western thinkers, In 
roughly chronological order: Sir Isaac Newton 
(1642-1727), mathematician and physicist, whose 
Prindpia Math"m"tica (1687) expounded the the
ory of gravitation; IMMANUEL KANT (1724-1804), 
German Idealist philosopher; KARL MARK (1818-
1883), German social. political. and economic the-

orist; Charles Darwin (1809-1882). English nat
uralist and originator of the theory of evolution; 
SIGMUND FREUD (1856-1939), Austrian founder 
of psychoanalysis; Franz Boas (1858-1942). 
German-bom American anthropolOgist; and 
MICHEL FOUCAULT (1926-1984), French philoso-
pher and historian of Ideas. . 
J. Ursula LeGuln, "The Mother Tongue," Bryn 
Mawr Alumnae Bullelin. summer 1986. pp. 3-4 
[Tompklns's note]. 
2. Messer-Davidow. "Pi:lilosophlcal Ba.e .... p. 79 
[Tompkln.'s note]. 
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\Vhat attracted me to the sentence was the 'glissade'. Fluidity, flexibility, 
versatility. mobility. Moving from one thing to another without embarrass
ment. It is a tenet of feminist rhetoric that the personal is political, but who 
in the academy acts on this where language is concerned? We all speak the 
father tongue, which is impersonal, while decrying the fathers' ideas. All of 
what I have written so far is in a kind of watered-down expository prose. Not 
much imagery. No description of concrete things. Only that one word, 'glis
sade'. 

Like black swallows swooping and gliding 
in a flurry of entangled loops and curves ... 3 

Two lines of a poem I memorized in high school are what the word 'glissade' 
called to mind. Turning upon ourselves. Turning. weaving, bending, unbend
ing, moving in loops and curves. 

I don't believe we can ever turn upon ourselves in the sense ElIen intends. 
You can't get behind the thing that casts the shadow. You cast the shadow. 
As soon as you turn. the shadow falls in another place. It is still your shadow. 
You have not got 'behind' yourself. That is why self-consciousness is not the 
way to make ourselves better than we are. 

Just me and my shadow. walkin' down the avenue. 
It is a beautiful day here in North Carolina. The first day that is both cool 

and sunny all summer. After a terrible summer, first drought, then heat
wave, then torrential rain. trees down, flooding. Now, finally, beautiful 
weather. A tree outside my window just brushed by red, with one fully red 
leaf. (This is what I want you to see. A person sitting in stockinged feet 
looking out of her window-a floor to ceiling rectangle filled with green, with 
one red leaf. The season poised. sunny and chill, ready to rush down the 
incline into autumn. But perfect, and still. Not going yet.) 

My response to this essay is not a response to something ElIen Messer
Davidow has written; it is a response to something within myself. As I read 
the opening pages I feel myself being squeezed into a straitjacket; I wriggle. 
I will not go in. As I read the list 'subject matters, methods of reasoning. and 
epistemology', the words will not go down. They belong to a debate whose 
susurrus hardly reaches my ears. 

The liberation ElIen promises from the straitjacket of a subject-objectepis
temology is one I experienced some time ago. Mine didn't take the form she 
outlines. but it was close enough. I discovered, or thought I discovered, that 
the post-structuralist way of understanding language and knowledge enabled 
me to say what I wanted about the world. It enabled me to do this because 
it pointed out that the world I knew was a construct of ways of thinking 
about it. and as such. had no privileged claim on the truth. Truth in fact 
would always be just such a construction, and so, one could offer another, 
competing. description and so help to change the world that was. 

The catch was that anything I might say or imagine was itself the product 
of an already existing discourse. Not something '1' had made up but a way of 
constructing things I had absorbed from the intellectual surround. Post
structuralism's proposition about the constructed nature of things held good, 
but that did not mean that the world could be changed by an act of will. For, 

.~. From "The Skaters," by tht· American poet John Gould Fletcher (1886-1950). 
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as we are looking at this or that phenomenon and re-seeing it, re-thinking 
it, the rest of the world, that part of it from which we do the seeing, is still 
there, in place, real, irrefragable as a whole, and making visible what we see, 
though changed by it, too. 

This little lecture pretends to something I no longer want to claim. The 
pretense is in the tone and level of the language, not in what it says about 
post-structuralism. The claim, being made by the language is analogous to 
what Barthes4 calls the reality effect of historical writing, whose real message 
is not that this or that happened but that reality exists. So the claim of this 
language I've been using (and am using right now) lies in its implicit deifi
cation of the speaker. Let's call it the 'authority effect'. I cannot describe the 
pretense except to talk about what it ignores: the human frailty of the 
speaker, his body, his emotions, his history; the moment of intercourse with 
the reader-acknowledgment of the other person's presence, feelings, needs. 
This 'authoritative' language speaks as though the other person weren't there. 
Or perhaps ' more accurately, it doesn't bother to imagine who, as Hawthorne 
said, is listening to our talk. 

How can we speak personally to one another and yet not be self-centered,? 
How can we be part of the great world and yet remain loyal to ourselves'? 

It seems to me that I am trying to write out of my experience without 
acknowledging any discontinuity between this and the subject matter of the 
profession I work in. And at the same time find that I no longer want to write 
about that subject matter, as it appears in Ellen's essay. I am, on the one 
hand, demanding a c'onnection between literary theory and my own life, and 
asserting, on the other, that there is no connection. 

But here, is a connection . .I learned what epistemology I know from my 
husband. 5 I think of it as more his game than mine. It's a game I enjoy playing 
but which I no longer need or want to play. I want·to deciare my indepen
dence of it, of him. (Part of what is going on here has to do with a need I 
have'to make sure I'm not being absorbed in someone else's personality.) 
What I am breaking away from is both my conformity to the conventions of 
a male professional practice and my intellectual dep'endence on my husband. 
How can I talk about such things in public'? How can I not. 

Looking for something to read this morning, I took three books down from 
my literary theory shelf, in order to prove a point. The first book was Felix 
Guattari's Molecular Revolution.6 I find it difficult to read, and therefore have 
read very little of it, but according to a student who is'a disciple of Deleuze7 

.and Guattari, 'molecular revolution' has to do with getting away from ide
ology and enacting revolution' within daily life. It is specific, not pro
grammed-that is, it does not have a 'method', nor, 'steps'" and is neither 
psychoanalytic nor marxist, although its discourse seems shaped by those 
discourses, antithetically. From ,this kind of revolution, said I to myself, dis
ingenuously, one would expect some recognition of the personal. A revolu
tion that started with daily life would have to begin, or at least would have 

4, ROLAND BAnl'HEs (191 5-1980), French writer 
and critic. , ' 
5. The well-known reader-response theorist STAN
LF.Y FISH (b. 1938). 
6. Ft!lIx Guattari. Molecular Revolution: Psychialr), 
and Politics, tran •. Rosemary Sheed (New York: 
Penguin. 1984) (Tompkin.'. note). GUATrAnl 

(1930-1992), French poststructuralistpsychlatrist 
Bnd philosopher. .. 
7. G1LLF.S DELEUZE (1925-1995), French post
structuralist philosopher and coauthor of several 
books with GUattari, most notably Anli-Oedi".,.: 
Capitalis". and Schhophrenla (1972). 
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sometimes to reside, at home. So I open at a section entitled 'Towards a new 
vocabulary', looking for something in the mother tongue, and this is what I 
find: 

The distinction I am proposing between machine and structure is based 
solely on the way we use the words; we may consider that we are merely 
dealing with a 'written device' of the kind one has to invent for dealing 
with a mathematical problem, or with an axiom that may have to be 
reconsidered at a particular stage of development, or again with the kind 
of machine we shall be talking about here. 

I want therefore to make it clear that I am putting into parentheses 
the fact that, in reality, a machine is inseparable from its structural 
articulations and conversely, that each contingent structure is domi
nated (and this is what I want to demonstrate) by a system of machines, 
or at the very least by one logic machine.A 

At this point, I start to skip, reading only the first sentence of each paragraph. 

'We may say of structure that it positions its elements ... ' 
'The agent of action, whose definition here does not extend beyond 

this principle of reciprocal determination ... ' 
'The machine, on the other hand remains essentially remote ... ' 
'The history of technology is dated ... '. 
'Yesterday's machine, today's and tomorrow's, are not related in their 

structural determinations ... ' 

I find this language incredibly alienating. In fact, the paragraph after the 
one I stopped at begins: 'The individual's relation to the machine has been 
described by sociologists following Friedmann9 as one of fundamental alien
ation.' I will return to this essay some day and read it. I sense that it will 
have something interesting to say. But the effort is too great now. What 
strikes me now is the incredibly distancing effect of this language. It is totally 
abstract and impersonal. Though the author uses the first person ('The dis
tinction I am proposing', 'I want therefore to make it clear'), it quickly 
became clear to me that he had no interest whatsoever in the personal, or 
in concrete situations as I understand them-a specific person, at a specific 
machine, somewhere in time and space, with something on his/hel"'f'ilind, 
real noises, smells, aches and pains. He has no interest in his own experience 
of machines, or in explaining why he is writing about them, what they mean 
to him personally. I take down the next book: Poetry and Repression by HaroJd 
Bloom.' 

This book should contain some reference to the self, to the author's self, 
to ourselves, to how"peopJe feel, to how the author feels, since its subject is 
psychological: repression. I open the book at page I and read: 

Jacques Derrida2 asks a central question in his essay on 'Freud and the 
Scene of Writing': 'What is a text, and what must the psyche be if it can 
be represented by a text?' My narrow concern with poetry prompts the 

R. GuuUnri, Molecular Revolu'i"", p. ) I I (Tomp
killS'S noteJ. 
9. George. Friedmann (1902-1977), French soci
ologist. 
I. Ameri('an literary critic (h. 1930; scc ahove). 

author of Poetry and Repre .. don: Revi.ion from 
Bla1te 10 Stevem (New Haven: Yule University 
Pre •• , 1976). 
2. French philosopher. pmponent of deconslrllc
tion (b. 193(); see above). 
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contrary question: 'What is a psyche, and what must a text be if it can 
be represented by a psyche?' Both Derrida's question and my own require 
exploration of three terms: 'psyche,' 'text,' 'represented.' 

'Psyche' is ultimately from the Indo-European root ... 

-and I stop reading. 
The subject of poetry and repression will involve the asking and answering 

of questions about 'a text'-a generalized, non-particular object that has been 
the subject of endless discussion for the past twenty years-and about an 
equally disembodied 'psyche' in relation to the thing called 'a text'-not, to 
my mind, or rather in view of my c!;esires, a very promising relation in which 
to consider it. Answering these questions, moreover, will 'require' (on whose 
part, I wonder?) the 'exploration' of 'three terms'. Before we get to the things 
themselves-psyches, texts-we shall have to spend a lot of time looking at 
them as words. With the beginning of the next paragraph, we get down to 
the etymology of 'psyche'. With my agenda, I get off the bus here. 

But first I look t~rough the book. Bloom is arguing against canonical read
ings (of some very fanonical poems) and for readings that are not exactly 
personal, but in wJ;uch the drama of a self is constantly being played out on 
a cosmic stage-ldts of references to God, kingdom, Paradise, the fall, the 
eternal-a biblical stage on which, apparently, only men are players (God, 
Freud, Christ, Nietzsche,3 and the poets). It is a drama that, although I can 
see how gripping Bloom can make it, will pall for me because it isn't my 
drama. . 

Book number three, Michel Foucault's History ojSexuality, is more prom
ising. Section One is entitled 'We "other Victorians" '. So Foucault is 
acknowledging his and our implication in the object of the study. This book 
will in some. way be about 'ourselves', which is what I want. It begins: 

For a long time, the story goes, we suppo.rted a Victorian regime, and 
we continue to be dominated by it even today. Thus the image of the 
imperial prude is emblazoned. on our restrained, mute, and hypocritical 
sexuality.4 

Who, exactly, are 'we'? Foucault is using the convention in which the 
author establishes common ground with his reader by using the first person 
plural-a presumptuous, though usually successful, move. Presumptuous 
because it presumes that we are really like him, and successful because, 
especially when an author is famous, and even when he isn't, 'our' instinct 
(I criticize the practice and engage in it too) is to want to cooperate, to be 
included in the circle the author is drawing so cosily around 'us'. It is 
chummy, this 'we'. It feels good, for a little while, until it starts to feel coer
cive, until 'we' are subscribing to things that 'I' don't believe. 

There is no specific reference to the author's self, no attempt to specify 
himself. It continues: 

At the beginning of the seventeenth century ... 

3. FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE (I844-1900), German 
philosopher. 
4. Michel Foucault, The History of S/!;XU4l/ty, vol. 

I, An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New 
York: Vintage, 1978), p. 3 [Tompkins'. note}. 
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I know now where we are going. \\le are going to history. 'At the beginning 
of the seventeenth centurv a certain frankness was still common, it would 
seem.' Generalizations ab~ut the past, though pleasantly qualified ('a certain 
frankness'. 'it would seem'), are nevertheless disappointingly magisterial. 
Things continue in a generalizing vein-'It was a time of direct gestures, 
shameless discourse, and open transgressions.' It's not so much that I don't 
belie\'e him as that I am uncomfortable with the level or the mode of dis
course. It is everything that. I thought, Foucault was trying to get away from, 
in TIle Archaeology of Knowledge. s The primacy of the subject as the point 
of \'iew from which history could be written, the bland assumption of author
ity. the taking over of time. of substance. of event, the imperialism of descrip
tion from a unified perspective. Even though the subject matter interests 
mc-sex. hypocrisy. whether or not our view of Victorianism and of ourselves 
in relation to it is correct-I am not eager to read on. The point of view is 
discouraging. It will march along giving orders, barking out commands. I'm 
not willing to go along for the march. not even on Foucault's say-so (I am, 
or have been, an extravagant admirer of his). 

So I turn to 'my' books. To the women's section of my shelves. I take down. 
unerringly, an anthology called TIle Powers of Desire edited by Christine 
Stansell. Ann Snitow, and Sharon Thompson. I turn, almost as unerringly. 
to an essay by Jessica Benjamin entitled 'Master and slave: the fantasy of 
erotic domination', and begin to read: 

This essay is concerned with the violence of erotic domination. It is 
about the strange union of rationality and violence that is made in the 
secret heart of our culture and sometimes enacted in the body. This 
union has inspired some of the holiest imagery of religious transcen
dence and now comes to light at the porno newsstands, where women 
are regularly depicted in the bonds of love. But the slave of love is not 
always a woman, not always a heterosexual; the fantasy of erotic domi
nation permeates all sexual imagery in our culture. 6 

I am completely hooked. I am going to read this essay from beginning to 
end and proceed to do so. It gets better, much better, as it goes along. In 
fact. it gets so good, I find myself putting it down and straying from it because 
the subject is so close to home, and therefore so threatening, that I neeel· 
relief from it, little breathers. before I can go on. I underline vigorously and 
often. Think of people I should give it to to read (my husband, this colleague, 
that colleague). 

But wait a minute. There is no personal reference here. The author deals, 
like Foucault. in generalities. In even bigger ones than his: hers aren't limited 
to the seventeenth century or the Victorian era. She generalizes about reli
gion, rationality. violence. \Vhy am I not turned off by this as I was in Fou
cault's case? Why don't I reject this as a grand drama in the style of Bloom? 
\\'hy don't I bridle at the abstractions as I did when reading Guattari? Well? 

The answer is, I see the abstractions as concrete and the issues as personal. 
They are already personal for me without being personalized because they 

5. An influential 1969 book. 
6. Jessica Benjamin, "Master and Slave: The Fan
tasy of Erotic Domination," in TI,e Powers of 
De,h'''' The Politics of Se.~'URlit), ed. Ann Snitow, 

Chrlstine Stansell, and Sharon Thompson (New 
York: Monthly Review Press, 1983),p. 281 [Tomp
Idn.'s note]. Benjamin (b. 1946), American 
psychoanalyst. 
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concern things I've been thinking about for some time, struggling with, trying 
to figure out for myself. I don't need the author to identify her own involve
ment, I don't n.eed her to concretize, because these things are already per
sonal and concrete for me. The erotic is already eroticized. 

Probably, when Guattari picks up.an article whose first sentence has the 
words 'machine'; 'structure', and 'determination', he cathects7 it immediately. 
Great stuff. Juicy, terrific. The same would go for Bloom on encountering 
multiple references to Nietzsche, representation, God the father, and the 
Sublime.8 But isn't erotic domination, as a subject, surer to arouse strong 
feeling than systems of machines or the psyche that can be represented as a 
text'? Clearly, the answer depends on the readership. The people at the con
venience store whei'e I stop to get gas and buy milk would find all these 
passages equally baffling. Though they might have uneasy stirrings when they 
read Jessica Benjamin. 'Erotic domination', especially when coupled with 
'porno newsstands', does call some feelings into play almost no matter who 
you are in this culture. 

But I will concede the point. What is personal is completely a function of 
what is perceived as personal. And what is perceived as personal by men, or 
rather, what is gripping, significant, 'juicy', is different from what is felt to 
be that way by women. For what we are really talking about is not the per
sonal as such, what we are talking about is what is important, answers one's 
needs, strikes one as immediately interesting. For women, the personal is 
such a category. 

in literary criticism, we .have moved from the New Criticism, which was 
anti-personal and declared the personal off-limits at every turn;.......the inten
tional fallacy, the affective fallacy9-to structuralism, which does away with 
the self altogether-at least as something unique and important to con
sider-to deconstruction, which subsumes everything in language and makes 
the self non-self-consistent, ungiaspable, a floating signifier, and finally to 
new historicism which re-institutes the discourse of the object-'In the 
seventeenth century'-with occasional side glances at how the author's 
'situated ness' affects his writing. 

The female subject par excellence, which is her self and her experiences, 
has once more been elided by literary criticism. 

The question is, why did this happen'? One might have imagined a different 
outcome. The 1960s paves the way for a new personalism in literary dis
course by opening literary discussion up to politics, to psychology, to the 

.'reader',.to the effects of style. What happened to deflect criticism into the 
impersonal labyrinths of 'language', 'discourse', 'system', 'network', and now, 
with Guattari, 'machine',? 

I met Ellen Messer-Davidow last summer at the School of Criticism and 
Theory' where she was the undoubted leader of the women who were there. 

7. Attaches to; fmm the piychoanalytlc term 
" .. !/wm, the attachment of psychic energy to an 
Idea or persorl. 
8. A category of aesthetics especially prominent 
among th" Romantics. 
9. These are "fallacies," the New Critics WILLlAM 
K. WIMSATT JR. AND MONROE C. BEARDSI.EVargue 
in es.ays with these titles (1946, 1949; see abovel, 

tiecaule the author's Intention and the affective 
response of the audience are Irrelevant to Interpre
tation. 
1. A prestigious yearly summer program In the 
United States at which leading theorists give sem
Inars for doctoral students and faculty; Tompklns 
refers to the 1985 program. 
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She organized them, led them (I might as well say us, since, although 1 was 
on the faculty as a visiting lecturer, she led me, too). At the end of the 
summer we put on a symposium, a kind of teach-in on feminist criticism and 
theory, of which none was being offered that summer. I thought it really 
worked. Some people, eager to advertise their intellectual superiority, mur
mured disappointment at the 'level' of discussion (code for, 'my mind is finer 
and more rigorous than yours'). One person who spoke out at the closing 
session said he felt bulldozed: a more honest and useful response. The point 
is that Ellen's leadership affected the experience of everyone at the School 
that summer. What she offered was not an intellectual perforrrtance calcu
lated to draw attention to the quality of her mind, but a sustained effort of 
practical courage that changed the situation we were in. I think that the kind 
of thing Ellen did should be included in our concept of criticism: analysis 
that is not an end in itself but pressure brought to bear on a situation. 

Now it's time to talk about something that's central to everything I've been 
saying so far, although it doesn't show, as we used to say about the slips we 
used to wear. If I had to bet on it I would say that EIIen Messer-Davidow 
was motivated last summer, and probably in her essay, by anger (forgive me, 
EIIen, if I am wrong), anger at her, our, exclusion from what was being 
studied at the School, our exclusion from the discourse of 'Western man'. I 
interpret her behavior this way because anger is what fuels my engagement 
with feminist issues; an absolute fury that has never even been tapped, rel
atively speaking. It's time to talk about this now, because it's so central, at 
least for me. I hate men for the way they treat women, and pretending that 
women aren't there is one of the ways I hate most. 

Last night I saw a movie called Gunfight at the OK COTTal,z starring Burt 
Lancaster and Kirk Douglas. The movie is patently about the love
relationship between the characters these men play-Wyatt Earp and Doe 
HoIIiday. The women in the movie are merely pawns that serve in various 
ways to reflect the characters of the men, and to advance the story of their 
relationship to one another. There is a particularly humiliating part, played 
by Jo Van Fleet, the part of Doc HolIiday's mistress-Kate Fisher-whom 
he treats abominably (everybody in the movie acknowledges this, it's not just 
me saying so). This woman is degraded over and over again. She is a whore, 
she is a drunkard, she is a clinging woman, she betrays the life of Wyat£Earp 
in order to get Doc Holliday back, she is no longer young (perhaps this is her 
chief sin). And her words are always in vain, they are chaff, less than nothing, 
another sign of her degradation. 

Now Doe HolIiday is a similarly degraded character. He used to be a den
tist and is now a ga'!lbler, who lives to get other people's money away from 
them; he is a drunk, and he abuses the woman who loves him. But his 
weaknesses, in the perspective of the movie, are glamorous. He is irresistible, 
charming, seductive, handsome, witty, commanding; it's no wonder Wyatt 
Earp falls for him, who wouldn't? The degradation doesn't stick to Kirk Doug
las; it is all absorbed by his female counterpart, the 'slut',}o Van Fleet. We 
are embarrassed every time she appears on the screen, because every time, 
she is humiliated further. 

What enrages me is the way women are used as extensions of men, mirrors 

2. Di,- Juhn Sturge. (1957). 
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of men, devices for showing men off, devices for helping men get what they 
want. They are never there in their own right, or rarely. The world of the 
Western contains no women. 

Sometimes I think the world contains no women. 
Why am I so angry'? 
My anger is partly the result of having been an only child who caved in to 

authority very early on. As a result I've built up a huge storehouse of hatred 
and resentment against people in authority over me (mostly male). Hatred 
and resentment and attraction. 

Why should poor men be made the object of this old pent-up anger'? (Old 
anger is the best anger, the meanest, the truest, the most intense. Old anger 
is pure because it's been dislocated from its source for so long, has had the 
chance to ferment, to feed on itself for so many years, so that it is nothing 
but anger. All cause, all relation to the outside world, long since sloughed 
off, withered aw~y. The rage I feel inside me now is the distillation offorty-six 
years. It has had a long time to simmer, to harden, to become adamantine, 
a black slab th~ glows in the dark.) 

Are all femin~ts fueled by such rage'? Is the molten lava of millennia of 
hatred boiling pelow the surface of every essay, every book, every syllabus, 
every newsletter, every little magazine'? I imagine that I can open the front 
of my stomach like a door, reach in, and pluck from memory the rooted 
sorrow, pull it out, root and branch. But where, or rather, who, would I be 
then'? I am ,attached to this rage. It is a source of identity for me. It is a 
motivator, an explainer, ajustifier, a no-need-to-say-more greeter at the door. 
If I were to eradicate this anger somehow, what would I do'? Volunteer work 
all day long'? 

A therapist once suggested to me that I blamed on sexism a lot of stuff 
that really had to do with my own childhood. Her view was basically the one 
articulated in Alice Miller's The Drama of the Gifted Child, in which the 
good child has been made to develop a false self by parents who cathect the 
child narcissistically, My therapist meant that if I worked out some of my 
problems-as she understood them, on a psychological level-my feminist 
rage would subside. 

Maybe it would, but that wouldn't touch the issue of female oppression. 
Here is what Miller says about this: 

Political action can be fed by the unconscious anger of children who 
have been ... misused, imprisoned, exploited, cramped, and drilled ... 
If, however, disillusionment and the resultant mourning can be lived 
through ... , then social and political disengagement do not usually fol
low, but the patient's actions are freed from the compulsion to repeat. 3 

According to Miller's theory, the critical voice inside me, the voice I 
noticed butting in, belittling, doubting, being wise, is 'the contemptuous 
introject'. The introjection of authorities who manipulated me, without nec
essarily meaning to. I think that if you can come to terms with your 'con
temptuous introjects', learn to forgive and understand them, your anger will 
go away. 

3. Alice Miller, The Dram .. of the Gifted Child (New York: Basic Books, 1983), p. 101 [Tompkins's note]. 
Miller (b. 1923), Swiss psychoanalyst. 
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But if you're not angry. can you still act'? Will you still care enough to write 
the letters, make the phone calls, attend the meetings'? You need to find 
another center within yourself from which to act. A center of outgoing, out
flcl\\ing, giving feelings. Love instead of anger. I'm embarrassed to say words 
like these beca'use I've been taught they are mushy and sentimental and 
smack of cheap popular psychology. I've been taught to look down on people 
who read M. Sc'ott Peck and Leo Buscagiia and Harold Kushner,4 because 
they're people who haven't very much education, and because they're mostly 
women. Or if not women. then people who take responsibility for learning 
how to deal with their feelings, who take responsibility for marriages that are 
going bad, for children who are in trouble, for friends who need help, for 
themselves. The disdain for popular psychology and for words like 'love' and 
'giving' is part of the police action that a~ademic intellectuals wage cease
lessly against feeling, against women, agai~st what is personal. The ridiculing 
of the 'touchy-feely', of the 'Mickey 1V!0use', of the sentimental (often asso
ciated with teaching that takes students' concerns into account), belongs to 
the tradition Alison Jaggar rightly chara~terized as founding knowledge in 
the denial of emotion. It is looking down on women, with whom feelings are 
associated, and on the activities with which women are identified: mother, 
nurse, teacher, social worker, volunteer. 

So for a while I can't talk about epistemology. I can't deal with the phil
osophical bases of feminist literary criticisms. I can't strap myself psychically 
into an apparatus that will produce the right gestures when I begin to move. 
I have to deal with the trashing of emotiorl, and with my anger against it. 

This one time I've taken off the stndtjacket, and it feels s'o good. 

1987,1989 

4. Authors of popular self-help books, the best known of which are (respectively) The Road Less TrtIVeled 
i 1979), Lovi,,& EACh Other () 984), and IVlte" Bad Thitlss HAppen '0 Good People () 98), 

ANNETTE KOLODNY 
b, 1941' 

Feminist literary critic and activist Annette Kolodny represents-in her work 
and her career-the struggle. aspirations. and accomplishments of post- I 960s 
women in the U.S. academy. Her essay "Dancing through the Minefield" has been 
called "the most reprinted essay of American feminist literary criticism." It both 
summarizes the achievements of feminist literary criticism after its first full decade, 
the 1970s, and attempts to provide a theoretical underpinning for future feminist 
~~ . 

Born in New York City. Kolodny did her undergraduate work at Brooklyn College, 
after which she went to work fOl- NewS'U'eelt in 1962. She .'eturned to graduate school 
in 1964, earning her Ph.D, in American literature from the University of California 
at Berkeley in 1969, Active in the students' movel1lent during her BerkeJey years, 
Kolodny left her first teaching position (at Yale University) after only a year to join 
her husband in Canada, where he fled when his dra'£t board rejected his application 
for conscientious objecto.' status during the Vietnam War. She taught at the Univer-
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sity of British Columbia before returning to the United States in 1974 to take a 
position at the University of New Hampshire. 

Despite publishing a,much-admired work of feminist criticism, The Lay of the 
Land:, Metaphor as Experience and History in American Life and Letters (1975), 
Kolodny was denied tenure at Ne~ Hampshire, partly as a response to her continued 
activism, including her work to establish a program in wome~'s' 'studies. She sued 
on the basis of sexual discri~ination and the violation 'of, Etcadeinic freedoin. A 
founding member of the'National'Women's Studies Association (NWSA), Kolodny 
donated much of ~tie ca~h settlement to establish the Legid Fund of the' NWSA's 
Task Force on Discrimination. She also serVed as a direc'tor of the task force from 
1980 to 1985. Kolodny tau~ht at the University of Maryland and Ren'sselaer Poly
technic Institute before moving to the University of Arizona in 1983,' where she 
became dean of the Faculty of Humanities. Although this trajectory illustrates the 
improving status, ;of Women in American universities, Kolodny's book F(!.iling the 
Future: A Dean Looks at Higher Education in the Twenty-First Century (1998) details 
the extent to which women and nonwhite students are, stiil outsiders on American 
campuses. , , 

Kolodny's first two books-The Lay of the Land and The Land before Her: Fantasy 
dndExperlence oj the America?i Frontiers; 1630-1860 (I984)-are major scholarly 
studies,' both iit theirhreadth and in their revision of dominant themes iit American 
studies. 'But her reputation rests largely on two essaYS~~'Da:nciilg through the Mine
field" (Feminist Studies, spring 1980) and "A Map of Reading: Gender and the Inter
pretation of Texts" (New Literary History; spring 1980). Although '·'Dancing," our 
selectibn, slights psychoanalytically Informed feminist work, it continues to serve as 
a, helpful guide to feminist concerns and methodologies. 

What comes through strongest in the, essay is feminism's persistent con:tmitment 
to what is often' called ~'social constructionism," although,Kolodny in 1980 did,not 
use that term: Social constructiVists argue that things in the world-selves, texts, 
bodies, behaviors-are the products of ongoing social processes of interaction, and 
thus do not have fixed or inherent meanings. Entities are always dynamic, always in 
process; their identities change over time !is they'e!ltablish new relations with various 
other elements in tlie I!odal scene.' Kolodny's primary example in her essay is the 
"canon" of literary works deemed "great" and worthy of study. (PIERRE BOURDIEU and 
BARBARA HERRNSTEIN SMITH also address questions of aesthetic value from a social 
constructivist position.) She insists that the "aesthetic value" of literary works is 
"determined not so much by the work itself as by the critical technique or aesthetic 
criteria through which it,is, ... read." The cri~ic's interpretation is a product of the 
interaction between reader and text. And we' must 'unde'rstand that how any critic 
reads is also a social product: "reading is a highly socialized-or learned-activity." 
Just as there is no pure text offering its meanings untouched by conventions and 
s~cial relations, so there is no pure reader, unshaped by prevailing habits and assump
tions. Readers and texts are both made-and they ate continually being remade, To 
deny these social constructions and 'the' changes they cause, Kolodny argues, is'to 
use a claim of fixity to sHence debates over values and purposes before such arguments 
can even begin. 

, Kolodny believes, then; that feininist criticism should "discover how aesthetic vahie 
is iissigned in the first place'! and "evaluate the imputed norms and normative reading 
patterns that, in part, led to those pronouncements." Here is a key theoretical moment 
of her essay. Having become embroiled in value disagreements, feminism should 
consider the processes underlying value judgmerits. Kolodny does not believe this 
theoretical ground will be'free of conflict; but she ideritifies a three-part "theoretical 
core" that she believes"most current feminist literary criticism" assumes. Her'crucial 
first axiom is that "literary history ... is a fiction": that is, any narrative which tells 
the story of literature, indicating the "major" and "minor" works while ignoring others 
altogether, is constructed by specific individuals within spedfic institutions and with 
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specific assumptions and aims. Such narratives and the canons they create can-and 
should-be contested. . 

Where Kolodny says "fictions," we might.today substitute "social constructions," if 
only because "fictions" can sound inconsequential and arbitrary. Fictions of the sort 
Kolodny describes have real effects as well as real causes. Literary criticism matters 
to feminists because they insist that literature embodies social beliefs, conventions, 
attitudes, and ideologies that operate powerfully throughout the whole of society. Just 
as feminism for Kolodny embeds judgments of 'aesthetic values within .social pro
cesses, so feminists embed the aesthetic within larger "ideological codes" and "value 
systems." Not just the aesthetic but language itself is deeply and' persistently impli
cated in "establishing, reflecting, and maintaining an asymmetrical relationship 
between women and men." 

Kolodny's essay becomes more problematic-and has attracted criticism-when 
she moves to theorizing the social embedding of readers. The second of her three 
explicit axioms is that "we" readers "engage ... not texts but paradigms." Her point 
is that texts are encountered by readers from within a certain mind-set, a point most 
famously made by STANLEY FISH. For Kolodny, "we appropriate meaning from a text 
according to what we need (or desire) or, in other words, according to the critical 
assumptions or predispositions (conscious or not) that we bring to it .... For most 
readers, this is a fairly unconscious process." This formulation raises many questions. 
Most troubling is that Kolodny's own values-as enunciated in the remainder of the 
essay-appear to run counter to the theoretical claim. 

Kolodny's third axiom-"we must reexamine .. :. the inherent biases and assump
tions informing the critical methods which (in part) shape· our aesthetic responses"
strives to undo the unconsciousness of readers identified in axiom two. But a problem 
arises: Kolodny does not consider the social forces that work against readers' move
ment from unconsciousness to critical awareness. Failing to pay. enough attention to 
ideology (the ways subjects apprehend the worl~ through cul~ure's filter), she does 
not recognize the seismic transformation that would be required before selves would 
be capable' of naming their biases and assu.'n~.~ion.s'. KolodnY's critics say that she 
underestimates power-the social power that establishes and maintail7s the "fictions" 
of her first axiom-when she envisions that critics can make ildeliberate "choice ... 
between having some awareness of what constitutes . . . the bases of our aesthetic 
responses and going without such an awareness." 

In advocating a feminist "pluralistn," Kolodny partly responds to such criticism. 
There are multiple interpretations of various texts; and, pluralism recognizes the pos
sible validity and "usefulness" of various readings in terms of.different·contexts and 
purposes. Moreover, the fact of different interpretations shows thatnQ single:idtology 
or "fiction" ev~r .reigns supreme. By examining the logic. and arguments of different 
critical approaches, we can move toward the kind of broad critical awareness that 
Kolodny wishes 'to promote. . 

The last'pa~agraph of her essay illustrates certain limits and strengths of Kolodny's 
understanding of feminist politics. On the one hand, she accords "ideology" the 
"power" to order "the sum of our actions" and tells us "that ideas ... determine the 
ways we live"; yet on the other hand she asserts that a "consciously ideologically 
premised criticism" will be up to the task of undoing that power. Less debatable 
perhaps is her insistence that women live and work within institutions that are not 
likely to wither away. She will not let dreams of total revolution distract us from the 
daily struggles to survive and prosper in the world before us. And she insists that 
individual success for some women is not enough. Feminism.is committed to improv
ing the conditions of all women as they negotiate their way through hierarchies (aca
demic, corporate, political, familial) that have kept them subordinate. Kolodny 
remains resolutely focused on the work to be done that is right in front of her, while 
holding on to the larger vision of what that mundane work is striving to accomplish 
in the long run. 



2146 / ANNETTE KOLODNY 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Kolodny's books to date are The Lay of the Land: Metaphor as Experience and History 
if! American Life and Letters (1975), The Land before Her: Fantasy and Experience of 
the American Frontiers, 1630-1860 (1984), and Failing the Future: A Dean Looks at 
Higher Education in the Twenty-First Century (1998). The Dictionary of Literary Biog
raphy, vol. 67 (ed. Gregory S. Jay, 1988), contains a useful entry on Kolodny, which 
can be supplemented with Mark Lussier and Peggy McCormack's "Interview with 
Annette Kolodny," New Orleans Review 13.4 (1986). . 

Judith Kegan Gardiner, EUy Bulkin. Rena Patterson, and Annette Kolodny, "An 
Interchange on Feminist Criticism," Feminist Studies 8.3 (1982). is the best place to 
begin for responses to Kolodny's work. Toril Moi's Sexual/Textual Politics (1985) 
discusses Kolodny as an example of the Anglo-American feminism against which Moi 
argues. Jane Marcus, "Storming the Toolshed," Signs 7.2 (1985), and Ta;;ia Modleski, 
"Feminism and the Power of interpretation," in Feminist Studies/Critical Studies (ed. 
Teresa de Lauretis, 1986), offer more sympathetic, albeit still critical, evaluations of 
Kolodny. " . 

S 
Dancing through the Minefield: 

Some Observations on the Theory, Prljlctice, and Politics of a 
. Feminist Literary Criticism 

Had anyone the prescience, ten years ago, to pose the ques~ion of defining 
a "feminist" Uterary criticism, she might have been told, in the wake of 
Mary Ellmann's Thinking About Women, I that it involved exposing the sexual 
stereotyping of women in both our literature and our literary criticism ~nd, 
as well, demonstrating the inadequacy of estabJlshed. critical schools and 
methods to deal fairly or sensitively with works written by women. In broad 
outline, such ~. prediction would have stood ~el~ d~e test of time, and, in 
fact, Ellmann's book contin~es to be widely read and to point us in useful 
directions. What could not have been anticipated in 1969, however,was 
the catalyzing farce of an ideology that, for many of us, helped to bridge 
the gap between the world as we found it and th'e world as we wante~ it 
to be. For those of us who studied literature, a previously unspoken sense 
of exclusion from !luthorship;' and a painfully person~l 'distress at discovering 
whores, bitches, muses, and heroines dead in childbirth where we had once 
hoped to discover ourselves, could-for the first time-begin to be under
stood as more than "a set of disconnected; unrealized private emotions."2 
With a renewed courage to make ·public our otherwise private discontents, 
what had once been "felt individually as personal insecurity" came at last 
to be "viewed collectively as ·structural inconsistency"3 within the very dis
ciplines we studied. Following unflinchingly the full implications of Ell
mann's percipient observations, and emboldened by the liberating energy 
of feminist ideology-in all its various forms and guises-feminist criticism 
very quickly moved beyond merely "expos[ing] sexism in one work of lit~ 

1. Mary ElImann. Thinking about Wo ..... n (New 
York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovlch. Harvest, 1968). 
[Except as Indicated, all notes are Kolodny' •. ] 
2. See Cllfford Geertz, "Ideology as a Cultural 

System," In hi. 7lae Interp,e",~ion of Cultu,..,.: 
Selected Essays (New York: Basle Books, 1973), 
p.232. 
3. Ibid., p. 204. 
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erature after anothet','·· and promised, instead, that we might at last "begin 
to ,'ecord new choices in a new literary history.'" So powerful was that 
impulse that we experienced it, along with Adrienne Rich, as much "more 
than a chapter in cultural history": it became, rather, "an act of survival."· 
\Vhat was at stake was not so much literature or criticism as such, but the 
historical, social, and ethical consequences of women's participation in, or 
exclusion from, either enterprise. 

The pace of inquiry these last ten years has been fast and furious-espe
cially after Kate l\1ilIeu's 1970 analysis of the sexual politics of literature' 
added a note of urgency to what had earlier been Ellmann's sardonic anger
while the diversity of that inquiry easily outstripped all efforts to define fem
inist literary criticism as either a coherent system or a unified set of meth
odologies. Under its wide umbrepa, everything has been thrown into the 
question: our established canons, our aesthetic criteria, our interpretative 
strategies, our reading habits, and, most of all, ourselves as critics and as 
teachers. To delineate its full scope wou.d require nothing less than a book
a book that would be outdated even as it was being composed. For the sake 
of brevity, therefOl'e, let me attempt only a summary outline. 

Perhaps the most obvious success of this new scholarship has been the 
return to circulation of previously lost or otherwise ignored works by women 
writers. FolIowing fast upon theinithll success of the Feminist Press in reis
suing gems such as Rebecca Harding Davis's 1861 novella, Life i1~ the Iron 
Mills, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman's 1892 The Yellow Wallpaper, published 
in 1972 and 1973 respectively,8 commercial trade and. reprint houses vied 
with one another in the reprinting of arithologies of lost texts and, in some 
cases, in the reprinting of whole series. For those of us in American literature 
especially, the phenomenon promised a radical reshaping of our concepts of 
literary history and, at the very least, a new chapter in understanding the 
development of women's literary traditions. So commercially successful were 
these reprintings, and so attuned were the reprint houses to the political 
attitudes of the audiences for which they were offered, that many of us found 
ourselves wooed to compose critiCal introductions which would find in 'the 
pages of nineteenth-century domestic and sentimental fictions some signs 
of either muted rebellions or overt radicalism, in anticipation of the current 
wave of "new feminism." In rereading with our students these previouslyfcist 
\ .... orks. we inevitably raised perplexing questions as to the reasons for their 
disappearance from the canons of "major works," and we worried over the 
aesthetic and critical criteria by which they had been accorded diminished 
status. 

This increased availability of works by women writers led, of course, to an 

-I. Lillian S. Robinson. "Cultural Criticism and the 
HOI.,.or Vacui." College EI/glish 33. no. I (1972); 
reprinted as "The Critical Task" in her Se .... Class. 
"lid Culture (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Pre .. , 1978), p. 51. 
C;. EJah,e Showalter, A Lite,"a,,,,.e of Their OlV,.,: 
H,.ilisl, Wo,"e., N(1IJelists fro", Bm"'/! 10 Lessi.,g 
\ Princeton: Princeton Universitv Press, 1977), 
p. ~6. . 
6. AJ)RIENNE RICH, "When \-\le Dead Awaken: 
\~/,·jting as Re-Vision," College Euglisll 34, nO. 1 
(October 1972); reprinted in /\d,iem.e Rich's 
Poelry, "d. Barbara CharJesworth Gelpi and Albert 

Gelpi (New York: W. W. Norton, 1975), p. 90. 
7. Kate Millett, Sexual Polillcs (Garden City. N.Y.: 
Doubleday, 1970). 
8. Rebecca Harding Davis, Life in the Iron Mills, 
originally published in The Atlantic Montl,ly. April 
1861; reprinted with "A Biographical I nterpreta
tion" by Tillie Olsen (Old Westbury, N.Y.: Feminist 
Press, 1972). Charlotte Perkins Gllmen, The l'e/, 
low \VaUp"per, originally published in The New 
Eng/and Magarine, May 1892; reprinted with an 
afterward' by Elaine R. Hedges (Old Westbury. 
N.Y.: Feminist Press, 1973). 
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increased interest in what elements, if any; 1llight comprise some sort of unity 
or connection· among them. The possibility that women had developed either 
a unique, ,or at . least a related tradition· of their own,.: especially "intrigued 
those of us who specialized in one national literature or another, or in his
toricalperiods. Nina Baym's recent Woman's Fiction: A Guide to Novels by 
and about Women in America,- 1820-18709 demonstrates the Amer.icanists' 
penchant for examining what were once the "best :sellers" of their: day, the 
ranks of the popular fiction -writers, among which women took a dominant 
place throughout the nineteenth:century, while the feminist ,studies .0f:Brit
ish literature emphasized instead" of the wealth of women writers who 'have 
been regarded as wotthyof canonization. Not so much building upon one 
another's work as clarifying, successively, the parameters of the questions to 
be posed, Sydney Janet Kaplan, Ellen Moers, Patricia Meyer Spacks, and 
Elaine Showalter, among many others, concentrated their energies on delin
eating an internally consistent "body of work" .by womerithat might stand as 
a female counter-tradition. For· Kaplan, in 1975, this"entailed examining 
women writers':various attempts to portray feminine· consCiousness and self
consciousness, not as a psychological category, but as a stylistic or rhetorical 
device.·· That same year, arguing essentially that literature publicizes' the 
private, Spacks placed her consideration of a "female imagination" within 
social and historical frames, to.conclude that .... for readily discernible histor
ical reasons women have characteristically concerned themselves with mat
ters more or less peripheral to male concerns;" and she attributed to this fact 
an inevitable, . difference in the literary emphases and subjeCt matters of 
female and male writers. 2 The next year; Moers's Literary Women: The Great 
Writers focused on the pathways of literary influence that linked the .English 
hovel in the handsofwomen. 3 And,·finallYtin 1977, Showalter took up the 
matter of a "female literary tradition in the English novel from the generation 
ofthe Bront~s4 to the present day" by arguing that, because women in general 
constitute a kind of "'subculture within the framework of a larger society," 
the work of women writers, in particular, would thereby demonstrate a unity 
of "values, conventions, experiences, and behaviors impinging on each ·indi
vidual" ~s she found her sources of "self-expression relative to a dominant 
[and, by implication, male] society."5 
.. ,' At .the same time that. women writers were being reconsidered and reread, 
male writers were similarly subjected to a new feminist ·scrutiny. The con
tinuing result~to put ten years of difficult analysis into a single -sentence
has ·been nothing less than an' acute attentiveness to the ways in which cer
tain power 'relations-usually those in which males wield various forms of 
influence over females-are inscribed in the texts (both literary and critical) 
that we have inherited, not merely as subject matter, but as the unques-

9. 'Nlna Baynt, Woman's Fiction: A Gu"" to Nav
,Is ",. IIInd lllbou' Wo"..n In A"..rfCIII, 1820-1870 
(Itf,aca: Cornell University Press; (978). . 
I. In her Fe,,;inin .. Comciamness in the Modem 
British Nov,,1 (Urbana: University of illinois Press, 
1975), p. 3, Sydney Janet Kaplan'explalns that she 
Is: using the term "feminine consciousness" flnot 
simply as some general attitude .of women toward 
their own femininity, and ·not· as something syn. 
onymous with a particular sensibility among 
female writers. I am concerned with It BS a literary 

device. a method of characterization of female. In 
fiction." . 
2 .. Patrlcla Meyer Spacks, The Female lmaglnlll
lton (New York: Avon Books,(975), p. 6. 
3. ElIen Moers, Lite .... ry Wo ..... n: Th" Grea' Wril
ers (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, "1976). 
4. The sisters Charlotte (1816-1855), Emily 
(1818-1848), and Ann!! (1820-IS49) Brontl! all 
published novels [editor's notel. '. . 
5. Showalter, A LUe .... t ...... of TheIr Own, p. 11. 
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tioned, often unacknowledged given of the culture. Even more important 
than the new interpretations of individual texts' are the probirigs into the 
consequences (for women) of the conventionsthat.inform those texts. For 
example, in surveying selected nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Brit
ish novels which employ what she calls "the two suitors convention," Jean 
E. Kennard sought to understand why and how the strudural demands of 
the convention, even in the hands of women writers, inevitably work to imply 
"the inferiority and necessary subordination of women."Her.1978 study, 
Victims of Convention, points out that the symbolic nature of the marriage 
which conventionally concludes such novels "indicates the adjustment of the 
protagonist to society's values, a condition which is'equated with her matur
ity." Kennard's concern, however, is with the fact that the structural demands 
of the form too often sacrifice precisely those "virtues of independence and 
individuality," or, in other words, the very "qualities we have been invited to 
admire in" the heroines." Kennard appropriately cautions us against drawing 
from her work any simplistically reductive thesis about the miillE:tic relations 
between art and life. Yet her approach nonetheless suggests that what is 
important about a fiction is not whether it ends in a death ora marriage, but 
what the symbolic demands of that 'particular conventional ending imply 
about the values and beliefs of the world that'engendered it. ,'. 

Her work thus participates in a growing emphasis in feminist literary study 
on the fact of literature as a social institution; embedded not 'only within its 
own literary traditions, but also within the particular physical al')d mental 
artifacts of the society from which ~t comes. Adumbrating ,Millett's 1970 
decision to anchor her "literary reflections"· to a 'preceding analysis of the 
historical, social, and economic contexts of :seXual politics,7 more recent 
work-most notably Lillian Robinson's-begins with the' premise that the 
process of artistic creation "consists not of ghostly happenings in the head 
but of a matching of the states and processes of syl'nbolic inodels against the 
states and processes of the wider world."8 The power relations inscribed in 
the form of conventions within our literarY inheritance, these critics argue, 
reify the encodings of those same power· relations in the culture at lilrge. 
And the critical examination of rhetorical codes becomes; ·in their hands, the 
pursuit of ideological codes, because both embody. either 'value 'systems or 
the dialectic of competition between value systems; More often tha'ifilot, 
these critics also insist upon examining not only the mirroring of life in art, 
but al'so the normative impact of art on life. Addressing'herself to the popular 
art available to working women, for example, Robinson is interested in under
standing not only "the forms it uses," but, more importantly; "the myths it 
creates, the influence it exerts." "The way art helps people to order, interpret, 
mythologize, or dispose of their own experience," she declares, may be "com
plex and often ambiguous, but it is not impossible to define/'v 

Whether its focus be upon the material or the fmagbtaUve contexts of 
literary invention; single texts or entire canons; the relations between 
authors, genres, or historical circumstances; lost author!; or. well-known 

6. Jean E. Kennard. Victim.. of Convention (Ham
den, Conn.: Archon Books, 197R), pp. 164.18,14. 
7. See Milieu. Sexual Politics, pt. 3, "The Literary 
Reflection," pp. 235-'361. 
8. The phrase is Geertz's, "Ideology n. a Cultural 
System," p. 214. 

9. Lillian Robinson. '''Criticism-and Self
Criticism," College English 36, no. 4 (1974), And 
"Criticism: Who Needs It?"· in The U.es of 
Critlci ..... ed. A. P. Foulkes (Bern and Frankfurt: 
Lang, 1976); both reprinted in Sex, Cia ••• and Cui
ture, pp. 67, 80. 
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names, the variety and diversity of all femini!!t literary criticism finally 
coheres in its stance of almost defensive rereading. What Adrienne Rich had 
earlier called "re-vision," that is, ~'th~ act of looking back, of seeing with fresh 
eyes, of entering an old text from a' new critical direction,"1 took on a more 
actively self-protective coloratiori'in 1978, when Judith Fetterley called upon 
the woman reader to learn to "resist" the sexist designs a text might make 
upon her-asking her to identify against herself, so to speak, by manipulating 
her sympathies on behalf of male heroes, but against female shrew or bitch 
characters. Z Underpinning a great deal of this critical rereading has been the 
not-unexpected alliance between feminist literary study and feminist studies 
in linguistics and language-acquisition. TilIie Olseri's commonsense obser
vation of the danger of "perpetuating-by continued usage-entrenched, 
centuries-old oppressive power realities, e*ly-on incorporated into 
language,"3 has been given substantive analysis in the writings of feminists 
who study "language as a symt)Qlic system closely; tied to a patriarchal social 
structure{~." Taken together, their work demonstrates "the importance of lan
guage in establishing, reflecting, and maintaining an asymmetrical relation-
ship bet)Yeen women and men."4 .' . 

To consider what this implies for the fate of women who essay the craft 
of language is to ascertain, perhaps for the fi~~t time, the real dilemma of 
the poet who finds her most cherished private eXperience "hedged by taboos, 
mined with false-namings."5 It al~o examines tfle d!lerpma of the male reader 
who, in opening the pages of a woman's book, finds 'himself en·tering a strange 
and unfamiliar world of symbolic signific~nce. For if, as Nelly Furman 
insists, neither language use nor language acquisition are "gender-neutral," 
but are, instead, "imbued with our sex-inflected cultural values";6 and if, 
additionally, reading is a process of "sorting out the structures of significa
tion"7 in any text, then male readers who find themselves outside of and 
unfamiliar with the symbolic systems that constitute f!!male experience in 
women's writings will' necessarily dismiss those systems as undecipherable, 
meaningless, or trivial. And male professors will find ~o reason to include 
such works in the canons of "major authors." At the' same time,women 
writers, coming into a tradition of literary language and conventional forms 
already appropriated, for centuries, to the purposes of male expression, will 
be forced virtually to "wrestle" with that language in an effort "to remake it 
as a language adequate to our conceptual processes."8 To all of this, feminists 
concerned with the politics of language and style have been acutely attentive. 
"Language conceals an invincible adversary," observes French critic Hel~ne 
Cixous, "because it's the language of men and their grammar."9 But equally 

1. Rich, 'When We Dead Awaken," p. 90. 
2. Judlth Fetterley, TI,e Resisting Readtm A Fem
inl., APl'roach 10 Americ .... Ficlion (Bloomlngton: 
Indiana UniversIty Press, 1978). 
3. TiIIle Olsen. Silence. (New York: Delacorte 
Press I Seymour Lawrence, 1978), pp. 239-40. 
4. See Cheri. Kramer. Barrie Thorne, and Nancy 
Henley, "Perspectives on Language and Commu
nication," review essay in SiSn.s 3, no. 3 (summer 
1978): 646. 
5. See Adrlenne Rich's discussion of the difficulty 
in finding authentic language for her experience as 
a mother In her Of wo ....... Born (New York: 
W. W. Norton, 1976), p. 15. 

6. NeIly Furman, 'The Study of Women and Lan
guage: Comment on Vol. 3, no. 3," Signs 4, no. 1 
(autumn 1978): 184. 
7. Again, my phrasing comes from Geertz, 'Thlck 
Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of 
Cuh.ure" In his I"'e,."",,t .. t1on of Cullure., S.dscted 
B .... Y' (New York: Basic Books, 1972), p. 9. 
8. Julla Penelope Stanley and Susan W. Robbins, 
"Toward a Feminist Aesthetic," Chrysalis, no. 6 
(1977): 63. 
9. HELENE CIXOUS, ''The Laugh of tbe Medusa," 
trim •. Kelth Coben and Paula Cohen, Signs 1, no. 
4 (summer 1976): 87. [For this essay, see above
editor'. note.) 
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insistent, as in the work of Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, has been 
the understanding of the need for all readers-male and female alike-to 
learn to penetrate the otherwise unfamiliar universes of symbolic action that 
comprise women's writings, past and present.' 

To have attempted so many difficult questions and to have accomplished 
so much-even acknQ\.\·Jedging the inevitable false starts, overlapping, and 
I-epetition-in so short a time, should certainly have secured feminist literary 
cdticism an honored berth on that ongoing intellectual journey which we 
loosely term in academia, "critical analysis." Instead of being welcomed onto 
the train, however, we've been forced to negtitiate a minefield. The very 
energy and diversity of our enterprise have rendered us vulnerable to attack 
on the grounds that we lack both definition and coherence; while our par
ticular attentiveness to the ways in which literature encodes and dissemi
nates cultural value systems calls down upon us imprecations echoing those 
heaped upon the Marxist critics of an earlier generation. If we are scholars 
dedicated to rediscovering a lost body of writings by women, then our finds 
are questioned ori aesthetic gl'Ounds. And if we are critics, determined to 
practice revisionist readings, it is claimed that our focus is too narrow, and 
our results are only distortions or, worse still, polemical misreadings. 

The very vehemence of the outcry, coupled with our total dismissal in some 
quarters,2 suggest.s not our deficiencies, however, but the potential magni
tudeof our chaJIenge. For what we are asking be scrutinized are nothing less 
than shared cultl,lral assumptions so deeply rooted and so long ingrained that, 
for the most part, our critical colleagues have ceased to recognize them as 
such. In other words, what is really being bewailed in the claims that we 
distort texts or threaten the disappearance of the g~~at Western literary tra
dition itselP is not so much the disappearance of either text or tradition but, 
instead, the eclipse of that particular form of the text, and that particular 
slwl'e of the canon, which previously reified male readers' sense of power 
and significance in the world. Analogously, by asking whether, as readers, 
we ought to be "really satisfied by the marriage of Dorothea Brooke to Will 
Ladislaw? of Shirley Keeldar to Louis Moore?" or whether, as Kennard sug-' 
gests, we must reckon with the ways in which "the qualities we have been 
indted to admire in these heroines [have] been sacrificed to structural neaT: . 

I. III rllt! Madwoman in the A.ttic: TI,e \"'"man 
,\ 'rite,- and tlte NiHet~,tll-CentIH) I_iter",)' IIHag
;1I""io" (New Haven: Yale University PI"E'S5, J 979), 
c..;t\NDIl·\ M. GILRERT and SUSA~ GlIOAB suggest that 
wUl11en's \"ritings are in some sen!Oe "palirnpsestic" 
in that their "surface designs conceul or obscure 
de~l'er. less accessible (and less sociAlly Accepl
ahl(·) levels of meaning" (p. 73). It is. in their view. 
an Hrt designed "both to express and tn camou
f1al!~" Ip. 81). 
2. Consider. for example. Paul Bo)·,,!"'!!, !"eductive 
and inaccurate generalization that "what distin
guishes ordinary books and articles about women 
frOl11 f("minist writing is the feminist il1!Oisten('e on 
C1!';kin~ the same questions of e"cry \-vorl" and 
d~milndin!l ideologIcally satisfactory Answers to 
tho!Cie questions as a means of evaluating it:' in his 
hA Case againsl Feminist Criticism:' Parlisn., 
lie";",,' ·H, no. 4 (1976): 602. It i"partly us a result 
or slIch Inisconceptions that wc have th~ l,aucity 

of feminist critics who are granted 8 place in 
English departments which otherwise pride them
selves on the variety of their critical orientalions. 
3. Ambivalent though he Is about the literary con
tinulty that begins with Homer, HAROLD RLOOM 
nonetheless somewhat ominously prophesies "that 
the first true break ... will be brought about in 
generations to come, If the burgeoning religion of 
Liberated Woman spreads from its dusters of 
enthusiasts to dominate the West," in his A Mnl' 
of Misreadlns (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1975), p. 33. On p. 36, he acknowledges that while 
something "as ,"Iolent [as) a quarrel would ensue if 
I expressed my judgment" on Robert Lowell and 
Norman Mailer, "it would lead to something more 
intense than quarrels If I expressed my judgment 
upon ... the jliterature of Women's Liberation.'" 
[Lowell (1917-1977), Amercan poet. Mailer (b. 
1923), American writer of novels and nonfiction
editor's note.] 
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ness,"4 is to raise difficult and profoundly perplexing quelltions about the 
ethical implications of our otherwise unquestioned aesthetiC pleasures. It is, 
after all, an iinposition of high order to ask the viewer to attend to Ophelia's 
sufferings in a scene where, before, he'd always so comfortably kept his eye 
fixed firmly on Hamlet. To understand all this, then, as the real nature of 
the challenge we have offered and, in consequence, as the' motivation for 
the often overt hostility we've aroused, should help us learn to negotiate the 
minefield, if not with grace, then with at least a clearer comprehension of 
its underlying patterns. 

The ways in whiCh objections to our work are usually posed; of course, 
serve to obscure their deeper motivations. But this may,. in part, be ·due to 
our own retiCence at taking full responsibility for the truly radiaidizing prem
ises that lie at the· theoretical core of all we have so far accomplished. It may 
be time, therefore, to redirect discussion, forcing our adversaries to deal with 
the substantive issues and pushing ourselves into a clearer articulation 'of 
what, in fact, we are about. Up until now, I fear, we have only piecemeal 
dealt with the difficulties inherent in challenging the authority of established 
canons and then justifying the excellence of women's traditions, sometimes 
in accord with standards to whiCh they have no intrinsic relation. 

At the very point at which we must perforce enter' the discourse-that is, 
claiming excellence or importance for our "finds"~all discussion has already, 
we discover, long ago been closed. "If Kate Chopin' were really worth read
ing," an Oxford-trained colleague once assured'me, "she~d,have lasted~like 
Shakespeare"; and he. then proceeded to vote against the· English depart
ment's crediting· a women's studies seminar I was offering in American 
women writers. The canon, for him, conferred excellence: Chopin's exclu
sion demonstrated only. her lesser worth. As far as he was concerned. I could 
no more justify giving English department credit for the study of. Chopin 
than I could dare publidyto question Shakespeare's genius. Through,hind
sight;, I've now come to view that discussion as not only having posed fruitless 
oppositions, but also as having entirely evaded the much ·more prqfound 
problem lurking just beneath the .surface of our disagreement. That' .is;· that 
the fact of-canonization puts imy work beyond .questions of establishing its 
merit and; instead,invites' stud.ents to offer only increasingly more ingenious 
readings. aDd interpretations, the purpose of which is to validate the greatness 
already imputed by canonization. 

H,ad I o~!y, understood it for what it was ~hen, into this circular ~n,q self
!!eniing set 'of' assumptions I might have interjected some' statement . of my 
right to questi~:n. why any text is. revered and ~y need to know what it. tells 
us about "how,,lwe live, how we have been liVing, how we have been led to 
imagine ourselves, . [and] how our language has trapped .as ~.ell as liberat~d 
US."6 The very fact of our critical training within the strictures imposed by 
an established canon of major works and authors,however, repeatedly 
deflects us ~rom such questions. Instead" we find ourselves endlessly 
responding to, the riposte th,at the overwheh~ingly male p~esence among 

4. Kennard,-Victi;"" a/Convention, p. ~4. [Doro
thee Brooke. the .heroine of George Eliot's Mid
dlem"rc" (1871-,;>2), marrie.··.WilI Ladislaw at 
the novel's end; 'Shirley Keeldar, the heroine of 
Charlotte Bront!!'. S"irley (1849), marries Louis 

.Moore--editor'.s note.] 
5. American fiction writer (1851-1904) whOle 
once-neglected work is now often taught in Amer
ican literature classes [editor's note],· 
6. Rich, "When We Dead Awaken," p. 90. 
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canonical authors was only an accident of history-and never intentionally 
sexist-coupled with claims to the "obvious" aesthetic merit of those can
onized texts. It is; as I say, a fruitless exchange, serving more to obscure than 
to expos~ the territory being protected and dragging us, again and again, 
through the minefield. 

It is my contention that current hostilities might be transformed into a 
true dialogue with our critics if we at last made explicit what appear, to this 
observer, to constitute the three crucial propositions to which our special 
interests inevitably give rise. They are, moreover, propositions which, if han
dled with care and intelligence, could breathe new life into now moribund 
areas of our profession: (I) Literary history (and with that, the historicity of 
literature) is a fiction; (2) insofar as we are taught how to read, what we 
engage are not texts but paradigms; and, finally, (3) since the grounds upon 
which we assign aesthetic value to texts are never infallible, unchangeable, 
or universal, we must reexamine not only our aesthetics but, as weU, the 
inherent biases and assumptions informing the critical methods which (in 
part) shape our aesthetic responses. For the sake of brevity, I won't attempt 
to offer the full arguments for each but, rather, only sufficient elaboration 
to demonstrate what I see as their intrinsic relation to the potential scope of 
and present chaUenge implied by feminist literary study. 

]. Literary history (and, with that, the historicity of literature) is afiction. 
To begin with, an established canon functions as a model by which to chart 
the continuities and discontinuities, as weU as the influences upon and the 
interconnections between works, genres, and authors. That model we tend 
to forget, however, is of our own making. It wiU take a very different shape, 
and explain its inclusions and exclusions in very different ways, if the reigning 
critical ideology believes that new literary forms result from soine kind of 
ongoing internal dialectic within preexisting styles and traditions or if, by 
contrast, the ideology declares that literary change·is dependent upon soci
eta] development and thereby determined by upheavals in the social and 
economic organization of the culture at large.7 Indeed, whenever in:the pre
vious century of English and American literary scholarship one altermiHve 
replaced the other, we saw dramatic alterations in canonical "wisdom." 

This suggests, then, that our sense of a "literary history" and, by extension, 
our confidence in a "historical" canon, is rooted not so much in any definifhre 
understanding of the past, as it is in our need to call up and utilize the past 
on behalf of a better understanding of the present. Thus, to paraphrase David 
Couzens Hoy, it becomes "necessary to point out that,the understanding of 
art and. literature is such an essential aspect· of the· present's self
understanding that this self-understanding conditions what even gets taken" 
as comprising that artistic and literary past. To quote Hoy fuUy,- "this con
tinual reinterpretation of the past goes hand':in hand with the continual 
reinterpretation by the present of itself."8 In our own time, uncertain' as to 
which, if any, model truly accounts for our canonical choices or accurately 
explains literary history, and pressured further by the feminists' eaU for some 

7. The first is a proposition currently expressed by 
some structuralists and formalist critics; the best 
statement of the second probably appears in Georg 
Lukul:s, Writer and Critic (New York: Grosset and 
Dunlap, 1970), p. I 19. [On the Hungari,," Marxist 

critic OYO~GY LuKAcs, ·see above--edjtor's note.] 
8. David Couu'ns Hoy, "Hermeneutic Circularity, 
Indeterminacy, and Incommensurability," Neu' 
Literary History 10,no. I (autumn 1978): 166-67. 
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justification of the criteria by which. women's writings were largely excluded 
from both that canon and history, we suffer what Harold Bloom has called 
"a remarkable dimming" of "our mutual sense of canonical standards."9 

Into this apparent impasse, feminist literary theorists implicitly introduce 
the observation that our choices and evaluations of current literature have 
the effect either of solidifying of of reshaping our sense of the past. The 
authority of any established canon, after all, is reified by our perception that 
current work seems to grow, almost inevitably, out of it {even in opposition 
or rebellion}, and is called into question when what we read appears to have 
little or no relation to what we recogriize as coming before. So, were the 
larger critical community to begin to seriously attend to the recent outpour
ing of fine literature by women, this would surely be accompanied by a con
comitant researching of the past, by literary historians, in order to account 
for the pl;"esent phenomenon. In that process, literary history would itself be 
altered: works by seventeenth-, eighteenth-, or nineteenth-century women, 
to whicb we had not previously attended, might be given new importance, 
as "prectusors" or as prior influences upon present-day authors; whiie 
selecteji'male writers might also be granted new prominence as figures whom 
the women today, or even yesterday, needed to reject. I am arguing, in other 
words, that the choices we make in the present inevitably alter our sense of 
the past that led to them. .. 

Related to this is the feminist challenge to that patently mendacious crit
ical fallacy that we read the "classics" in order to reconstruct the past "the 
way it really was," and that we read Shakespeare and;.Milton in order to 
apprehend the meanings that they" intended. Short of time machines or 
miraculous resurrections tllere is simply no way to know, precisely or surely, 
what "really was," what Homer;intended ~hen he sang, or Milton when he 
dictated.· Critics more acute than I have already pointed up the impossibility 
of grounding a reading in the i'mputatiort of authorial interition because the 
further removed the author is from us, so too must be her or his systems of 
knowledge and belief,poi~ts of view, and structures of vision {artistic and 
otherwise}.2 (I omit here the difficulty of finally either proving or disproving 
the imputation of intentionality because, inescapably, the only appropriate 
authority is unavailable: deceased.) What we have really come to mean when 
we speak of competence in reading historical texts,3 therefore, is the ability 
to recognize literary conventions which have survived through time-so as 
to remain operational in the mind of the reader-and, where these are lack
ing, the ability to translate {or perhaps transform'?} the text's ciphers into 
more current and recognizable shapes. But we never really reconstruct the 

9. Bloom, Map of Misreading, p .. 36. 
I. When John Milton (1608-1674) composed his 
great epic, Paradise Lost (1667), he was blind; he 
therefore dictated the poem to his daughters 
(whose work as his amanuenses has struck some 
feminist critics as emblematic). The epics attrib
uted to Homer (ca. 8th c. B.e.E.) are the oldest 
surviving works of Greek literature (editor's hotel. 
2. John Dewey offered precisely this argument in 
1934 when he insisted that a work of art "Is re
created every time It Is esthetlcally experien<;ed. 
... It is absurd to ask what an artist 'really' meant 
by his product: he himself would find dllhrent 
meanings In It at different days and hours and In 
different stages of his own development." Further, 

he bplalned, "It Is simply an impossibility that any 
one todllY should experience the Parthenon as the 
devout Athenian contemporary citizen experienced 
it, any more than the religiOUS statuary of the 
twelfth century can mean, esthetlcally, even to a 
good Catholic today just what it meant to the wor· 
shlpers _ of the old period," in Art tU Experience 
(New York: Capricorn Books, 1958), pp. 108-9. 
3. In his very Influential Structuralist Poeties 
(1975), Jonathan Culler described the "compe
tent" reader as one versed in the literary conven .. 
tlons and other cultural bac\caround knowledge 
that inform the production and reception of liter
ary texts (editor's notel. 
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past in its own terms. \Vhat we gain when we read the "classics," then, is 
neither Homer's Greece nor George Eliot's England as they knew it but, 
rather, an approximation of an already fictively imputed past made available, 
through our interpretive strategies. for present concerns. Only by under
standing this can we put to rest that recurrent delusion that the "continuing 
relevance" of the classics serves as "testimony to perennial features of human 
experience."4 The only "perennial feature" to which our ability to read and 
reread texts written in previous centuries testifies is our inventiveness-in 
the sense that all of literary history is a fiction which we daily recreate as we 
reread it. What distinguishes feminists in this regard is their desire to alter 
and extend what we take as historically relevant from out of that vast store
house of our literary inheritance and, further, feminists' recognition of the 
stOl'ehouse for what it really is: a resource for remodeling our literary history, 
past. present, and future. 

2, Insofar as we are taugh.t how to read, what we engage are not texts but 
paradigms. To pursue the logical consequences of the first proposition leads, 
however uncomfortably, to the conclusion that we appropriate meaning from 
a text acco.rding to what we need (or desire) or, irl other words, according to 
the critical assumptions or predispositions (conscious or not) that we bring 
to it. And ~e appropriate different meanings, or report differerit gleanings, 
at different times-even from the same text-according to our changed 
assumptions;circumstances, and requirements. This, in essence, constitutes 
the heart of the second proposition. For insofar as literature is itself a social 
institution, so, too, reading is a highly socialized-or learned-activity. What 
makes it so exciting, of course, is that it can be constantly relearned and 
refined. so as to provide either an individual or an entire reading community, 
over time, with infinite variations of the same text. It can provide that, but, 
I must add, too often it does not. Frequently our reading habits become fixed, 
so that each successive reading experience functions, in effect, normatively, 
with one particular kind of novel stylizing our expectations of those to follow, 
the stylistic devices of any favorite author (or group of authors) alerting us 
to the presence or absence of those devices in the works of others, and so 
on. "Once one has read his first poem," Murray Krieger has observed, "he 
turns to his second and to the others that will follow thereafter with an 
increasing series of preconceptions about the sort of activity in which he is-r . 
indulging. In matters of literary experience, as in other experiences," Krieger 
concludes, "one is a virgin but once."~ 

For most readers, this is a fairly unconscious process, and not unnaturally, 
what we are taught to read well and with pleasure, when we are young, 
predisposes us to certain specific kinds of adult reading tastes. For the pro
fessionalliterary critic, the process may be no different, but it is at least more 
conscious. Graduate schools. at their best, are training grounds for compet
ing interpretive paradigms or reading techniques: affective stylistics, struc
turalism, and semiotic analysis. to name only a few of the more recent 
entl'ies. The delight we learn to take in the mastery of these interpretive 
strategies is then often mistakenly construed as our delight in reading spe-

4. Charles Altieri, "The Hermeneutics uf Literary 
Indeterminacy: A Dissent from the J\'"cw Ortho
do;\:)'," !\feu' Litemry History 10, no. 1 (autumn 
1C):fi\,90. 

5, Murray Krieger, Theory of Criticism: A Tradi
tion m,d Its Syst .. nt (Baltimore: John. Hopkins Uni
versity Press, 1976), p. 6. 
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cific texts, especially in the case of works that would otherwise be unavailable 
or even offensive to us. In my own graduate career, for example, with superb 
teachers to guide me, I learned to take' great pleasure.in Paradise Lost; even 
though as both a Jew and a feminist, I can subscribe·neither.to:its theology 
nor. to its hierarchy of·sexual valuation. If,within its own.terms.(as lhave 
been taught to understand them), the text manipulates my sensibilities and 
moves me to pleasure-as I will affirm it does-then, at least in part; that 
must be because', in spite of my real-world alienation from many of its basic 
tenets, .I have been able to' enter that text . through interpretive strategies 
which allow me to displace )esscomfortable observations with others to 
which I have been taught pleasurably to attend. Though some of my teachers 
may have called this procesS "learning to read the text properly," I have now 
come to see it as learning to effectively manipulate the. critical strategies 
which they taught me so well. Knowing, for example, the poem's debt to epic 
conventions, I am able to ·discover in it echoes and reworkings of both lines 
and situations from Virgil6 and Homer; placing it within the ongoing Chris
tian debate.between Good and Evil, I comprehend both the philosophic and 
the stylistic Significance of Satan's ornate rhetoric as compared to God's 
majestic simplicity in. Book Ill. But, in. each case, an interpretative model, 
already assumed,- had guided my discovery of the evidence for it.7 . 
'When we consider the implications of these observations fot the processes 
of canon formation and for the assignment of aesthetic .value, we find our
selves locked in a chicken,..and-egg dilemma. unable easily to distinguish as 
primary the imp.ortance of what we read as opposed to how we ,have learned 
to read it; For, simply put, we read well, and with pleasure, what we already 
know how to read; and what. we know how to read is to a large extent depen
deo't upon what we have already read (works from whkh we've developed 
our expectations . and learned· our interpretive strategies); ,What we then 
choose, to read~and, by extension,-teach and thereby "canonize"~usually 
follows upon .our previous, reading; Radical: breaks' are: tiring,' demanding, 
uncomfortable,- and sometimes wholly beyond our comprehension . 

. Though the argument is. not usually couched in precisely these terms, a 
considerable segment of the most recent feminist re readings of women writ
ers allows' the, conclusion that, where those authors have dropped out of 
sight, the reason may be due not to any lack of merit in the work but, instead, 
to an incapacity of predominantly male readers to properly interpret and 
appreciate women's texts-due, in large part, to a lack of prior acquaintance. 
The fiction's which women compose about the worlds they inhabit may owe 
a debt to prior; influential works by other women or, simply enough, to the 
daily experienc.e of the writer herself or, more usually,' to some combination 
of the two., The reader coming upon such fiction, with knowledge of neither 
its informing literary traditions. nor its real-world contexts, will thereby find 
himself hard-pressed, though, he 'may recognize the words on the page, to 
competently p,ecipher its intended meanings. And this is what makes the 
recent studies by Spacks, Moers, Showalte!" Gilbert and Gubar, and others 
so crucial. For, by attempting to delineate the connections and interrelations 

\, 

6. Roman poet·(70-19 B.C;E.); hi. Aeneid is an 
epic on the le$endary origin. of the Roman people 
[editor', note]. . :. 
7. See STANLEY E. FISH, uNormal Circumstances, 

Literal .Language, Direct Speech Acts. the Ordi
nary. the Everyday. the Obvlous .. What Goe. with
out Saying, and Other Special Case.... Critical 
Inquiry 4. no. 4 (summer 1978): 627-28. 
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that make for a female literary tradition, they provide us invaluable aids for 
recognizing and understanding the unique literary traditions and gender
related contexts out of which women write. 

The (usually male) reader who, both by experience and by reading, has 
never made acquaintance with those contexts-historicaIiy, the lying-in 
room, the parlor, the nursery, the kitchen, the laundry, and so on-will nec
p.ssarily lack the capacity to fully interpret the dialogue or action embedded 
therein; for, as every good novelist knows, the meaning of any character's 
action or statement is inescapably a function of the specific situation in 
which it is embedded. 8 Virginia Woolf therefore quite properly anticipated 
the male reader's dispostion to write off what he could not understand, aban
doning women's writings as offering "not merely a difference of view, but a 
view that is weak, or trivial, or sentimental because it differs from his own." 
In her 1929 essay on "Women and Fiction;" Woolf grappled most obviously 
with the ways in which male writers and male subject ·matter had· already 
preempted the language of literature. Yet she was also tacitly commenting 
on the problem of (male) audience and conventional reading expectations 
when she speculated that the woman writer might well "find that she is 
perpetually wishing to alter the established values [in literature}-to make 
serious what appears insignificant to a man, and trivial what is to him impor
tant."9 "The 'competence' necessary for understanding [a] literary message 
... depends upon a great number of codices," after 'all; as Cesare Segre has 
pointed out, to be competent, a reader must either share or at least be famil
iar with, "in addition to the code language ... the codes of custom, of soci
ety, and of conceptions of the world'" {what Woolf meant by "values"}. Males 
ignorant of women's "values" or conceptions of the world .will necessarily, 
thereby, be poor readers of works that in arty.sense recapitulate their codes. 

The problem is further exacerbated when the language of the literary text 
is largely dependent upon figuration. For it can be argued, as Ted Cohen has 
shown, that while "in general, and with some obvious qualifications ... all 
literal use of language is accessible to all whose language it is ... figurative 
use can be inaccessible to all but those who share information about ·one 
another's knowledge, beliefs, intentions, and attitudes. a There .was nothing 
fortuitous, for example, in Charlotte Perkins Gilman's decision to situate the 
progressive mental breakdown and increasing incapacity of the protagmtlst 
of The Yellow Wallpaper in an upstairs room that had once served as a nurs
ery (with barred windows, no less). But the reader unacquainted with the 
ways in which women traditionally inhabited a household might not have 
taken the initial description of the setting as semanticaIIy relevant; and the 
progressive infantilizatj.on of the adult protagonist would thereby lose some 
of its symbolic implications. Analogously, the contemporary poet who 
declares, along with Adrienne Rich, the need for "a whole new poetry begin
ning here" is acknowledging that the materials available for symbolization 
and figuration from women's contexts will necessarily differ from those that 
men have traditionally utilized: 

8. Ibid .• p. 643. 
9. VIRCINIA WOOLF, 'Women and Fiction," in her 
Granite and Rainbow: Essays (London: Hogarth, 
1958), p. 8 J. 
I. Cesare Segre, "Narrative Stnlctures and Liter-

ary History," C,;tlcal r"'fulry 3, no. 2 (winter 
1976): 272-73. 
2. Ted Cohen, "Metaphor and the Cultivation of 
[ntimacy," Crit;callnqu;ry 5, no. I (autumn 1978): 
9. 
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Vision begins to happen in sUch a life 
as if a 'Woinan quietly walked away 
from the argument and jargon ~n a room 
and sitting down in the kitcheri, began turning in her lap 
bits of yam, calico and velvet scraps, 

pulling the tenets of a life together 
with no mere will to mastery, 
only care for the many-lived, unending 
forms in which she finds herseIf. 3 

What, then, is the fate of the woman writer whose competent reading 
community is composed. only of members of her own sex? And what, then, 
the response of the male critic who, on first looking into Virginia Woolf or 
Doris Lessing,4 finds all bf the interpretative strategies at his command inad
equate to a full and pleasurable deciphering of their pages? Historically, the 
result has been the diminished status of women's products and their con
sequent abl;~nce from major canons. Nowadays, howev~r, by pointing out 
that the a4llt of "interpreting language is no more sexually neutral than lan
guage use 0)' the language system itself," feminist students of language, like 
NelIy Furman, help us better understand the crucial linkage between our 
gender and our interpretive, or reading, strategies. Insisting upon "the con
tribution of the .. ~ reader [in] the active attribution of significance to formal 
signifiers,'" Furman and others promise to shake us all-female and male 
alike-out of our canonized and conventional aesthetic assumptions. 

3. Since the grounds upon which we assign aesthetic value to texts are never 
infallible, unchangeable, or universal, we must reexamine not only ouraes
thetics but, as well, the inherent biases and assumptions inforniing the critical 
methods which (in part) shape our aesthetic responses. I am, on the one hand, 
arguing that men will be better readers, or appreciators, of women's books 
when they have read inore of them (as women have always been taught to 
become astute readers of men's texts). On the other hand, it will be noted, 
the emphasis of my remarks shifts the act of critical judgment from assigning 
aesthetic valuations to texts and directs it, instead, ,to ascertaining the ade
quacy of any interpretative paradigm to a full reading of both female and 
male writing. My third proposition-and, I admit, perhaps the most con~ro
versial-thus calls into question that recurrent tendency in criticism to 
establish norms for the evaluation of literary works when we might better 
serve the cause of literature by developing standards for evaluating the ade
quacy of our critical methods.6 This does not mean that I wish to discard 
aesthetic valuation. The choice, as I see it, is not between retaining or dis
carding aesthetic values; rather, the choice is between having some aware
ness of what constitutes (at least in part) the bases of our aesthetic responses 

3. From Adrienne Rich's ''Transcendental Etude," 
in her The Drellm of 11 Common IAKS-lIe, Poems, 
1974-1977 (New York: W. W. Nort;,n, 1978), 
pp. 76-77. 
4. Kolodny echoes here John Keats's 1819 sonnet 
"On First Looking into Chapman's Homer," which 
describes the ('new worlds" that "swim" Into view 
as Keats reads George Chapinan's translation of 
Homer's poetry. Lessing (b. 1919). English novel· 

ist, or"naliy frpm RhodeSia, whose Goiden No"'· 
book (I962) Is a feminist landmark [editor's note). 
5. Furman, 'The Study of Women and Language," 
p.184. 
6. "A recurrent tendency In criticism Is the estab· 
lI.hment of f.lse norms for the evaluation of lit· 
erary works," notes Robert Scholes lri his 
Struc'u""llsm ... LiterA'ure, An rKtrodi.c,loK (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1974), p. 131. 
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and going without such an awareness. For it is my view that insofar as aes
thetic responsiveness continues to be an integral aspect of our human 
response system-in part spontaneous, in part learned and educated-we 
will inevitably develop theories to help explain, formalize, or even initiate 
those responses. 

In challenging the adequacy of received critical opinion or the imputed 
exce lIence of established canons. feminist literary critics are essentially seek
ing to discover how aesthetic value is assigned in the first place, where it 
resides (in the text or in the reader), and, most importantly, what validity 
may really be claimed by our aesthetic "judgments." What ends do those 
judgments serve, the feminist asks; and what conceptions of the world or 
id(~ological stances do they (even if unwittingly) help to perpetuate? In so 
doing. she points out, among other things, that any response labeled "aes
thetic" may as easily designate some immediately experienced moment or 
e\'cnt as it may designate a species of nostalgia, a yearning for the compo
nents of a simpler past, when the world seemed known or at least under
standable. Thus the value accorded an opera or a Shakespeare play may well 
reside in the viewer's immediate viewing pleasure, or it may reside in the 
play's nostalgic evocation of a once-comprehensible and ordered world. At 
the same time, the feminist confronts, for example, the reader who simply 
cannot entertain the possibility that women's worlds are symbolically rich. 
the reader who, like the male characters in Susan Glaspell's 1917 short story, 
"A Jury of Her Peers." has already assumed the innate "insignificance of 
kitchen things."? Such a reader, she knows, will prove himself unable to 
assign significance to fictions that attend to "kitchen things" and will, 
instead, judge such fictions as trivial and as aesthetically wanting. For her 
to take useful issue with such a reader, she must make clear that what 
appears to be a dispute about aesthetic merit is, in reality, a dispute about 
the contexts of judgment; and what is at issue, then, is the adequacy of the 
prior assumptions and reading habits brought to bear on the text. To put it 
bluntly: we have had enough pronouncements of aesthetic valuation for a 
time; it is now our task to evaluate the imputed norms and normative reading 
patterns that, in part, led to those pronouncements. 

By and large, I think I've made my point. Only to clarify it do I add this 
coda: when feminists turn their attention to the works of male authors whi~. 
have traditionally been accorded high aesthetic value and, where warranted, 
follow Olsen's advice that we assert our "right to say: this is surface, this 
falsifies reality, this degrades. "8 such statements do not necessarily mean that 
we will end up with a diminished canon. To question the source of the 
aesthetic pleasures we've gained from reading Spenser,9 Shakespeare, Mil
ton, and so on, does not imply that we must deny those pleasures. It means 
only that aesthetic response is once more invested with epistemological, eth
ical, and moral concerns. It means, in other words, that readings of Paradise 
Lost which analyze its comple:" hierarchal structures but fail to note the 
implications of gender within that hierarchy; or which insist upon the inher-

"7. For a full discussion of the Glaspell short story 
",,,hieh takes this problem into account, please see 
111)" ",1\ Map for Re-Reading: Or. Gender and the 
Interpretation of UteTory Texts," forthcolning in a 
~peciuJ issue on narrative. New Literary History 
I J'IRO). [Glaspell (1876-1948), American play-

wright, who also wrote fiction. In the story men
tioned, it is women's attention to Ukitchen things" 
that enables them to solve a murder-editor's 
note.) 
8. Olsen, Sile .. ces, p. 45. 
9. English poet (I 552-1599) [editor's note). 
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ent (or even inspired) perfection of Milton's figurative language but fail to 
note the consequences, for Eve, of her specifically gender"ntarked weakness, 
which, like the flowers to which she attends, requires "propping Up";1 or 
which concentrate on the poem's thematic reworking of classical notions of 
martial and epic prowess into Christian (moral) heroism but fail to note that 
Eve is stylistically edited out of that process-all such· readings, however 
useful, will no longer be deemed wholly adequate. The pleasures we had 
earlier learned to take in the poem will not be diminished thereby, but they 
will become part of an altered reading attentiveness. 

These three propositions I believe to be at the theoretical core of most 
current feminist literary criticism, whether acknowledged as such or not. If 
I am correct in this, then that criticism represents more than a profoundly 
skeptical stance toward all other preexisting and contentporaneous schools 
and methods, and more than an impassioned demand that the variety and 
variability of women's literary expression be taken into full account, rather 
than written off as caprice and exception, the irregularity in an otherwise 
regular design. It represents that. locus in literary study where, in unceasing 
effort, female self-consciousness turns in upon .tself,attempting to grasp the 
deepest conditions of its own unique and rriultiplicitous realities; in the hope, 
eventually, of altering the very forms through which the culture perceives, 
expresses, and knows itself. For, if what the larger women's movement looks 
for in the future is a transformation of the structures of primarily male power 
which now·.order our society, then the feminist literary critic demands that 
we understimd the ways in which those structures have been-and continue 
to·be""'-reified by our literature and by our literary criticism;·Thus, along with 
other "radical" critics and critical schools, though our· focus remains the 
power of the word to ·both structure and mirror human experience, our over
riding commitment is to· a radical . alteration-an improvement, we hope
in the nature of that experienCe~ 

What distinguishes ·our work ·from those similarly oriented "social con
sciousness" critiques, it is said, is its lack of systematic coherence. Pitted 
against, for example, psychoanalytic or Marxist readings, which owe a deci
sive share of their persuasiveness to their apparent internal consistency as a 
system, the aggregate of feminist literary criticism appears woefully deficient 
in system, and painfully lacking in program. It is, in fact, from all quarters, 
the most telling defect alleged against us, the most explosive threat in the 
minefield. And my own earlier observation that, as of 1976, feminist literary 
criticism appeared "more like a set .of interchangeable strategies than any 
coherents~hool or shared goal orientation!" has been taken by some as an 
indictment, by others as a statement of impatience. Neither was intended. I 
felt then, .as [ do now, that this would "prove both its strength and its weak
ness,"2 in the sense that the apparent disarray would leave us vulnerable to 
the kind of objection I've just alluded to; while the fact of our diversity would 
finally place us securely where, :all along, we should have been: camped out, 
on the far side of the minefield, with the other pluralists and pluralisms. 

In b~r heart of hearts, of course, most critics are really structuralists3 

I. See Paradise Lost 9.424-33 [editor's note]. 
2. Annette Kolodny, ('Literary Criticism," review 
essay in Sign.. 2, no. 2 (winter 1976): 420. 

3. Kolodny uses this term "structuralist" loosely 
here to refer to critical efforts to uncover the 
"deep" structures and forms underlying surface 
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(whether or not they accept the label) because what we are seeking are 
patterns (or structures) that can order and explain the otherwise inchoate; 
thus, we invent, or believe we discover, relational patternings in the texts we 
read which promise transcendence from difficulty and perplexity to clarity 
and coherence. But, as I've tried to argue in these pages, to the imputed 
"truth" or "accuracy" of these findings, the feminist must oppose the pain
fully obvious truism that what is attended to in a literary work, and hence 
what is reported about it, is often determined not so much by the work itself 
as by the critical technique or aesthetic criteria through which it is filtered 
or, rather, read and decoded. All the feminist is asserting, then, is her own 
equivalent right to liberate new (and perhaps different) significances from 
these same texts; and, at the same time, her right to choose which features 
of a text she takes as relevant because she is, after all, asking new and dif
ferent questions of it. In the process, she claims neither definitiveness nor 
structural completeness for her different readings and reading systems, but 
only their usefulness in recognizing the particular achievements of woman
as-author and their applicability in conscientiously decoding woman-as-sign. 

That these alternate foci of critical attentiveness will result in alternate 
readings or interpretations of the same text-even among feminists-should 
be no cause for alarm. Such developments illustrate only the pluralist con
tention that, "in approaching a text of any complexity ... the reader must 
choose to emphasize certain aspects which seein to him crucial" and that, 
"in fact, the variety of readings which we have for many works is a function 
of the selection of crucial aspects made by the variety of readers." Robert 
Scholes, from whom I've been quoting, goes so far as to assert that "there is 
no single 'right' reading for any complex literary work,"and, following the 
Russian formalist school, he observes that "we do not speak of readings that 
are simply true or false, but of readings that are more or less rich, strategies 
that are more or less appropriate."4 Because those who share the term "fem
inist" nonetheless practice a diversity of critical strategies, leading, in some 
cases, to quite different readings, we must acknowledge among ourselves 
that sister critics, "having chosen to tell a different story, may in their in'ter
pretation identify different aspects of the meanings conveyed by the saine 
passage."~ 

Adopting a "pluralist" label does not mean, however, that we cea~ 'to 
disagree; it means only that we entertain the possibility that different read
ings, even of the same text, may be differently useful, even illuminating. 
within different contexts of inquiry. It means, in effect, that we enter a 
dialectical process of examining, testing, even trying out the contexts-be 
they prior critical assl.'mptions or explicitly stated ideological stances (or 
some combination of the two)---'that led to the disparate readings. Not all 
will be equally acceptable to every one of us, of course, and even those prior 

expressions of meaning. Such "truclures are 
thought to "generate" the more chaotic (or "incho
ate") words and organi7..ntions of H(~tunl shttemC'nts 
'editor's notel. 
4. Scholes, Structurali.,m. in i_iterature, pp. 144-
45. These comment. appear within his ""plicatiun 
of Tzvetan Todorov's theory of reading. rOn the 
Bulgarian-hurn French theorist TOI)Ono\', sce 
above-editors note.] 
5. T hurrow this cuncise phrasing of pluralistic 

modesty from M. H. Abrams's "The Deconstru<', 
tive Angel," Critical Inquiry 3, no. 3 (spring 1977): 
427. Indications of the pluralism that was lo IllArk 
feminist Inquir)' were to be found in the dive .. ity 
of essays collected hy Susan Koppelntan Cornillon 
for her early Bnd grouitdbreaking 'anthology, 
Images of Wome.n In Flee/on: Feminist Perspective., 
(Buwling Green, Ohio: Bowling Green Univer.ity 
Popular Press, 1972). 
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assumptions or ideologies that are acceptable may call for further refinement 
and/or clarification. But, at the very least, because we will have grappled 
with the assumptions that led to it, we will be better able to articulate why 
we find a particular reading or interpretation adequate or inadequate. This 
kind of dialectical process, moreover, not only makes us more fully aware of 
what criticism is, and how it functions; it also gives us access to its future 
possibilities, making us conscious,. as R. P. Blackmur put it, "of what we 
have done," "of what can be done next, or done again,"6 or, I would add, of 
what can be done differently. To put it still another way: just because we 
will no longer tolerate the specifically sexist omissions and oversights of ear
lier critical schools and methods does not mean that, in their stead, we must 
establish our own "party line." 

In my view, our purpose is not and should not be the formulation of any 
single reading method or potentially procrustean set of critical procedures 
nor, even less, the generation of prescriptive categories for some dreamed
of nonsexist literary canon.7 Instead, as I see it, our task is to initiate nothing 
less t~an a playful pluralism responsive to the possibilities of multiple critical 
sch~ols and methods, but captive of none, recognizing that the many tools 
-"eed~ for our analysis will necessarily be largely inherited and only partly 
of our own making. Only by employing a plurality of methods will we protect 
ourselves from the temptation to so oversimplify any text-and especially 
those particularly offensive to us-that we render ourselves unresponsive to 
what Scholes has called "its various systems ·of meaning and their interac
tion."s Any text we deem worthy of our critical attention is usually, after all, 
a locus of many and varied kinds of (personal, thematic, stylistic, structural, 
rhetorical, etc.) relationships. So, whether we tend to treat a text as a mime
sis, in which words are taken to be recreating or representing viable worlds; 
or whether we prefer to treat a text as a kind of equation of communication, 
in which decipherable messages are passed from writers to readers; and 
whether we locate meaning as inherent in the· text, the act of reading, or in 
some collaboration between reader and text-whatever our predilection, let 
us not generate from it a straitjacket that limits the scope of possible analysis. 
Rather, let us generate an ongoing dialogue of competing potential possi
bilities-among feminists and, as well, between feminist and nonfeminist 
critics. 

The difficulty of what I describe does not escape me. The very idea of 
pluralism seems to threaten a kind of chaos for the future of literary inquiry 
while, at the same time, it seems to deny the hope of establishing some 
basic conceptual model which can organize all data-the hope which always 
begins any analytical exercise. My effort here, however, has been to dem
onstrate the essential delusions that inform such objections: If literary 
inquiry has historically escaped chaos by establishing canons, then it has 
only substituted one mode of arbitrary action for another-and, in this 

6. R. P. Blackmur. "A Burden for Critic .... Hudson 
Review 1 (1948): 171. Blackmur. of course. was 
referring to the way in which criticism make. us 
unconscious of how art functions; I use his word
ing here becau.e I am arguing that that same 
awareness must also be focused on the critical act 
itself. "Consciousness," he avers, "is the way we 
feel the critic's burden," [Blackmur (1904-1965). 

American New Crltlc--edltor's note.) 
7. I have earlier elaborated my objection to pre
scriptive categories for literature in 'The Feminist 
as Literary Critic." critical response In Critical 
Inquiry 2, no. 4 (summer I 976): 827~28. 
8. Scholes, Structuralism in Lit .. ratur .. , pp. 151-
52. 
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case, at the expense of half the population. And if feminists openly acknowl
edge ourselves as pluralists. then we do not give up the search for patterns 
of opposition and connection-probably the basis of thinking itself; what 
we give up is simply the arrogance of. claiming that our work is either 
exhaustive or definitive. (It is, after all, the identical arrogance we are 
asking our nonfeminist colleagues to abandon.) If this kind of pluralism 
appears to threaten both the present coherence of and the inherited aesthetic 
criteria for a canon of "greats," then, as I have earlier argued, it is precisely 
that threat which, alone, can free us from the prejudices, the strictures, 
and the blind spots of the past. In feminist hands, I would add, it is less 
a threat than a promise. 

'''hat unites and repeatedly invigorates feminist literary criticism, then. is 
neither dogma nor method but, as I have indicated earlier, an acute and 
impassioned attentiveness to the ways in which primarily male structures of 
power are inscribed (or encoded) within our literary inheritance; the con
sequences of that encoding for women-as characters, as readers, and as 
writers; and, with that, a shared analytic concern for the implications of that 
encoding not only for a better understanding of the past, but also for an 
improved reordering of the present and future as well. If that concern iden
tifies feminist literary criticism as one of the many academic arms of the 
larger women's movement, then that attentiveness, within the halls of aca
deme. poses no less a challenge for change, generating, as it does, the three 
propositions explored here. The critical pluralism that inevitably follows 
upon those three propositions, however, bears little resemblance to what 
Robinson has called "the greatest bourgeois theme of all, the myth of plu
ralism, with its consequent rejection of ideological commitment as 'too 
simple' to embrace the (necessarily complex) truth."9 Only ideological com
mitment could have gotten us to enter the minefield, putting in jeopardy our 
careers and our livelihood. Only the power of ideology to transform our con
ceptual worlds, and the inspiration of that ideology to liberate long
suppressed energies and emotions, can account for our willingness to take 
on critical tasks that. in an earlier decade, would have been "abandoned in 
despair or apathy."· The fact of differences among us proves only that, 
despite our shared commitments. we have nonetheless refused to shy away 
from complexity, preferring rather to openly disagree than to give up ei~r 
intellectual honesty or hard-won insights. 

Finally, I would argue. pluralism informs feminist literary inquiry not sim
ply as a description of what already exists but, more importantly, as the only 
critical stance consistent with the current status of the larger women's move
ment. Segmented and ,'ariously focused, the different women's organizations 
neither espouse any single system of analysis nor, as a result, express any 
wholly shared, consistently articulated ideology. The ensuing loss in effective 
organization and political clout is a serious one, but it has not been paralyz
ing; in spite of our differences. we have united to act in areas of clear mutual 
concern (the push for the Equal Rights Amendment is probably the most 

9. Ullian Robinson, "Dwelling in Decencies: Rad
ical Criticism and the Feminist Pc.-sl'ective/' Col
le?,,, English 32, no. 8 (May 1971):' reprinted in 
Se." Class, and C .. lt ... · ... p. I I. 
1. "Ideology bridges the emotionnl !Zap between 

things as they are and as one would have them be, 
thus Insuring the performance of roles that might 
otherwise be abandoned in despair or apathy," 
comments GeerlZ in "Ideology as a Cultural Sys
tem," p. 205. 
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obvious example).2 The trade-off, .as i see it, has made possible an ongoing 
and educatIve dialectic of analysis and preferred solutions,· protecting· Us 
thereby from the inviting traps of reductionism and dogma. And so long as 
this dialogue remains active, both our politics and our criticism will be .free 
of dogma-but never, I hope, of feminist ideology, in all itsvai'iety. For, 
"whatever else ideologies may be-projections of unacknowledged fears, dis
guises for ulterior motives, phatic expressions of group solidarity" (and the 
women's movement, to date, I has certainly' been all of these, and more)
whatever ideologies express, they are, as Geertz astutely observes, "most dis
tinctively, maps of problematic social reality and matrices for the creation of 
collective conscience." And despite the fact that "ideological advocates ... 
tend as much to obscure as to clarify the true nature of the problems 
involved," as Geertz notes, "they at least call attention to their existence and, 
by polarizing issues, make continued neglect more difficult. Without MaI7(ist 
attack, there would have been no laborreform; without Black Nationalists, 
no deliberate speed."3 Without Seneca .Falls, I would add, no enfranchise
ment of women, and without "consciousness raising,"4 no feminist literary 
criticism nor, even less, women's studies. . 

Ideology, however, only truly manifests its power by ordering the sum of 
oUr actions. 5 If feminist criticism calls anything into question, it must.· be 
that dog-eared myth of intellectual neutrality. For, what I take to be the 
underlying spirit, or message, of any consciously ideologically premised crit
icism-that is, that ideas are important because they deterinine the ways we 
live, or want to live, in the world-is vitiated by confining those ideas to the 
study, the classroom, or the pages -of our books. To write chapters decrying 
the sexual stereotyping of women in our literature, while closing our eyes to 
the sexual harassment of our women students and colleagues; to display 
Katharine ,Hepbum and Rosalind Russell6 in our courses on ''The Image of 
the Independent Career Women in Film;'~ while managing not to· notice the 
paucity of female administrators on our .own campus; to study ,the women 
who helped make universal enfranchisement a political reality, while keeping 
silent about our activist colleagues who are denied promotion or tenure; to 
include segments on 'Women in the Labor Movemerit" in our American 
studies or women's studies courses, while remaining willfully ignorant of the 
department secretary fired for h~r efforts to organize a clerical workers' 
union; to glory in the delusions of "merit," "privilege," and "status" which 
accompany campus life in order to insulate ourselves from the millions of 
wotnerirwho labor in poverty-'all this is not merely hypocritical; it destroys 
boOth the spirit and the meaning of what we are about. It puts us, however 

2. 'rh/~qual Rights Amendment, passed by the 
U,S, Congress In 1972, failed to become part of 
the Constitution when fewer than the required 38 
states rDtilled it by the 1982 deadline [editor's 
note). ' 
3_ Geert>:, "Ideology as a Cultural System," 
pp. 220, 205. 
4. The aim of the group meetings at which women 
di.<;,us.ed their grievances and plan. in the late 
1960s and early 1970.; these meetings were the 
origin of "second wave" feminism, the name given 
to the revival of feminist activism between 1968 
and 1975. Seneca Fall.: the 1848 Women's Con
vention that met In Seneca Falls, N.Y., produced 

a "Declaration of Sentiments" (;"'odeled on the 
Declaration of Independence) that served as a cru
cial founding document of "first wave" femjnism 
[editor's note). 
5. I here follow FREDRIC JAMESO)\l'. view In The 
Prisrm-House of Language: A Critical Account of 
Structurali.". and Russian Formali .... (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1974), p. 107: "Ideol
oRY would seem to be that grillwork of forni, con
vention, and belief which orders our Rctlons." 
6. Hepburn (b. 1907) and Russell (1907-1976), 
both American movie stars, played career women 
in a number of films [editor'. note). 



]ULIA KRISTEVA I 2165 

unwittingly, in the service of those who laid the minefield in the first place. 
In my view, it is a finE' thing for many of us, individually, to have traversed 
the minefield; but that happy circumstance will only prove of lasting impor
tance if, together, we expose it for what it is (the male fear of sharing power 
and significance with women) and deactivate its components, so that others, 
after us, may literally dance through the minefield. 

JULIA KRISiEVA 
h. 1941 

1980 

Linguist, literary critic, cultural theorist, and psychoanalyst, Julia Kristeva has been 
one of the central figures of French intellectual life in the late twentieth and early 
twenty-first century. Kristeva's main contribution to contemporary theory resides in 
her elucidation of the processes by which preverbal experience-bodily drives and 
affects-enters into language and activates creative, ttansformative, and at times rev
olutionary modes of cultural production. Like other structuralist and poststructuralist 
theorists-most notably JACQUES LACAN, ROlAND. BARTHES, and JACQUES DERRIDA
Kristeva has a long-standing interest in the relationship of subjectivity to language, 
in how the speaking subject is both constituted through and threatened by the logic 
of signification. But Kristeva diverges from other contemporary theorists in her insis
tence on the corporeal origins of subjectivity and of artistic practice. In contrast to 
the Saussurean linguistic models of Lacanian psychoanalysis, for Instance, Kristeva 
has emphasized. the importance of prelinguistic, instinctual, and.sensory components 
of both subjectivity and signification. Indeed, while Krlsteva's thlnklnghas undergone 
major transformations over the past three decades, progressively moving away from 
abstract linguistics and toward more classically psychoanalytic concerns, her writings 
nevertheless exhibit a remarkable degree of continuity insofar as they have consfs
tendy sought to articulate-without completely departing from language-the force 
of the body and its drives. 

Born in Bulgaria in 1941, Kristeva arrived in France on a doctoral research fe1l8'lll'~ 
ship in December 1965. Since her francophone parents were not members of Bul
garia's ruling Communist Party. she had been excluded from the foreign-language 
schools available to the children of the "red bourgeoisie." Nevertheless, she acquired 
a French as well as a Bulgarian education from an early age by attending two 
schools-Bulgarian in the morning and French in the afternoon. In Paris she became 
a student of Roland Barthes and quickly established herself as a major participant in 
the lively avant-garde milieu of the late 1960s. By the . spring of 1967, Kristeva's 
articles were being published in such leading journals as Critique, Langages, and Tel 
Quel, and in 1970 she was appointed to the editorial board of Tel Quel, the intellec
tual venue for the young generation of structuralist and poststructuralist theorists. 
rei Quel was edited by the charismatic writer and theorist Philippe Sollers, whom 
she later married and with whom she had a son. In 1974 she was appointed professor 
of linguistics at the University of Paris VII, where she continues to teach. 

Besides Barthes, Lucien Goldmann (an influential sociological critic), and CLAUDE 
LF.vI-STHAUSS, who were her teachers, Kristeva acknowledges intellectual debts to 
other twentieth-century figures: MIKHAIL BAKHTIN, Emile Benveniste (an important 
linguist), Jacques Lacan. Melanie Klein (a theorist of pre-Ocdipal development), and, 
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of course, SIGMUND FREUD. With TZVETAN TODOROV, Kristeva brought the work of 
Bakhtin into prominence in the French context. In 1970 she published an introduc
tion to the French translation of Bakhtin's work on Dostoyevsky, and she combined 
his concept of "dialogism" (the idea that a text contains language from more than one 
"world") with FERDlNAND DE SAUSSURE's notebooks on anagrams in poetry (which 
had recently been discovered and were being published by Jean Starobinski in Tel 
Qtlel) into a general theory of "intertextuality." 

The intertextual sense of the multiplicity of origins and meanings in language 
informs the theory of the sign set forth in Kristeva's first book, IflI.lEUIJ'T'X;' (Scfmei6ti1re): 
Recherches pour tine Scfmanalyse (1969, Research toward a Sem-analysis, where sem
is from the Greek word for "sign"). This was followed in 1974 by Revolution in Poetic 
Langtlage, Kristeva's doctoral dissertation, in which she developed a theory of poetic 
language based on the writings of ST~PHANE MALLARM~ (1842-1898) and Isidore 
Ducasse (better known as the comte de Lautr~amont, 1846-1870). We print several 
sections from this book as our selection, below. The "revolution" in poetic language 
Kristeva analyzed in the work of these late-nineteenth-century French poets quickly 
became a revolution brought about by Kristeva herself in the analysis of poetic lan
guage as such. 

Kfisteva finds two forces competing for expression In the language of poetry: the 
symbolic and the semiotic. The symbolic is that aspect of language that· allows it to 
re!sr;-.Jt is systematic, propositional, rule-bound, tied to the social order, dependent 
on a functional separation between the subject and the object, and capable of existing 
independently of its referent. The linguistics of Saussure focused on this dimension, 
treating language as a theoretical fiction studied in the absence of any particular 
speaker. The semiotic dimension of language-which cannot be known except in the 
moments where it breaks through the symbolic-is that aspect that bears the trace 
of the language user's own body and of the mother's protolinguistic presence-the 
babbling of the infant who tries out the vocal repertoire before he or she learns to 
speak, for instance, or the mother's voice prior to the baby's acquisition of language: 
poetic language in this sense has been called "babble, doodle, and riddle." The "music" 
of poetry (and indeed prosody itself), Kristeva contends, arises out of this dimension. 
It is important to avoid two possible misunderstandings of Kristeva's use of these 
terms. Her "symbolic" is similar to Lacan's, insofar as it is not symbolic of any thing
not a collection of meaning-filled symbols as, say, eARL JUNG, might conceive it-but 
is a structure. And "the semiotic" is not the same as semiotics, which is the study of 
the functioning of signs. 

In Rel'olution in Poetic Language, Kristeva thus maintains that all signification 
entails the dialectical interaction of the symbolic and the semiotic. The semiotic 
represents the discharge of pre-Oedipal instinctual energies and drives within lan
guage; it is associated with what Kristeva, following PLATO, designates as the chora 
(literally, "space"; Greek)-receptacle, space, womb. This semiotic chora, which "pre
cedes and underlies figuration," is, in turn, connected to the maternal body, to the 
feminine in general, and to what remains mysterious, unintelligible, and unsignifiable. 
Kristeva's thesis is that the eruption of the semiotic within the symbolic is what 
provides the creative and innovative impulse of modern poetic language. Ordinary 
language use depends on a thetic or positing structure (Kristeva borrows the -term 
from the German phenomenologist Edmund Husserl, 1859-1938): that is, it is posi
tional and propositional. Artistic practice, capable of transgressing the thetic bound
ary between the symbolic and the semiotic, fractures and disrupts established modes 
of signification so as to retrieve the surmounted semiotic energies and thus create an 
opening for new, polyvalent cultural meanings. This the tic rupture, then, is profoundly 
subversive, not only implying an upheaval of art forms (such as that effected by Mal
larm~ and Lautr~amont, according to Kristeva, on traditional .literary discourse) but 
also calling for a reconfiguration of the notion of subjectivity. Distinguishing between 
the genotext (the energies that bring a text about) and the phenotext (the linguistic 
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strllcture that results), Kristeva tries to capture the trace of what in a subject brings 
a te"t into being, not just what the text signifies. The genotext corresponds roughly 
1.0 Freud's primary (unconscious) processes-a dream's "latent content." But while a 
dream's "manifest content" obeys only the rule of representability, a text is shaped by 
al[ the linguistic and social structUl'es of the symbolic order. 

The "revolution" of Kristeva's title therefore both refers to a transformation in 
poetic practice and heralds the emergence of what Kristeva, throughout her writings, 
refet's to as the sujet-en-proces. Proces, in French, means both "process" and "trial." 
Hence, this expression can be translated "subject in process" or "subject on trial." The 
phrase itself expresses what Kristeva sees as the double bind of subjecthood: it com
him's the incompatible forces of constant change and constant judgment. The subject 
hoth cannot and must present itself in stasis. The semiotic dimension frees the subject 
from stasis and, according to Kristeva, "gives us a vision of the human venture as a 
venture of innovation. of creation, of opening. of renewal" (Interviews, 1996). 

Bllt the breakthroughs of the semiotic have their dark as well as their playful side. 
The theories of psychoanalysis have enabled Kristeva-who completed her training 
as a psychoanalyst in 1979-to analyze in more detail the consequences of those 
breakthroughs for life and writing. Her many book-length studies-treating horror, 
anti-Semitism, melancholy. and abjection-attend to the destructive as well as the 
c,'eative consequences of breaking through the symbolic, which is the repository of 
cid/ization in both its repressive and its protective guises. Indeed, for Kristeva psy
choanalysis is the practice of the difficulty in tearing apart the two "sides." The abject, 
fot, instance, is as important to the constitution of the "subject" as its "object." The 
abject is what the subject's consciousness has to expel or disregard in order to create 
the proper separation between subject and object. The mother splits into two parts: 
she is the prototype of subsequent objects that the subject will desire or hate, but she 
is also the despised ground of infantile dependency and bodily need. Another way of 
putting this is that the abject is still unconsciously desired and thereby transformed 
into something undesirable. filthy, and disgusting. like the bodily processes for which 
it stands. Both matter and mother are abjects for the fantasy of self-creation. 

Kristeva's publications after 1979 thus take an explicitly psychoanalytic approach 
to what she calls "the maladies of the souL" Powers of Horror: AtI Essay on Abjection 
(1980; trans. 1982), Tales of Lo~'e (1983; trans. 1987). Black Sun: Depressiml and 
IHela .. c1zolia (1987; trans. 1989), and New Maladies of the Soul (1993; trans. 1995) 
often feature case studies from her clinical practice. At the same time, Kristeva began 
enlarging and loosening her compact, difficult, and rather abstract style to attempt" 
new kinds of writing, In a special 1977 issue of Tel Quel titled Recherc"esft!mi~tines 
(Rcsearch by and abotft Women l. she published a celebrated essay about motherho~ " 
("f-{e\"C~thique de I'amour" or "Love's Herethics"; later u'anslated as "Stabat Mater") 
written in two columns juxtaposed irregularly on the page. She went on to write 
se,"cral novels, the first of which. TI,e Samurai (1990), is a thinly disguised account 
of the Tel Quel milieu, Its Japanese title is a wink at the Chinese title used by SIMONE 
DE BEAUVOIR (an important precursor for Kristeva) for a similar roman A clef, TI,e 
;\lallclar-ins (I954), 

"-risteva has published more explicitly political writings as well, from her early 
Al>otlt Chinese Women (I 974 )-based on a trip to China taken by several members 
of Tel Quel during its period of interest in Maoism-to the later Strangers to Ourselves 
(1989) and Natimrs without Nationalism (1990). In Strangers to Ourseives, Kristeva 
,'ediscovers Freud's notion of the "uncanny" in the context of the encounter between 
the self and the "foreignet''': by recognizing that the foreignness lies withi., the self, 
it might be possible, she suggests. to avoid the violence entailed by its projection 
outwCII'd onto others, 

"\-\'omen's Time" (1979; trans, 1981), a synthesiS of Kristeva's analysis oflanguage, 
the social contract, and feminism, has been much reprinted. It addresses the question 
of female subjectivity by intet'rogating the position that women are said to occupy in 
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the social structure. If, according.to Uvi-Strauss, women are circulated on the mar
riage market between men of different groups like the words of a system of commu
nication, what happens when women are seen not as the objects but as the subjects 
of communication? If women have had to bear the sacrificial weight of the social 
contract in patriarchy, does that mean that lifting the weight of patriarchy would 
provide free, unfettered enjoyment and fulfillment for women? It is Kristeva'scon
tention that a liberating change in the social order, however necessary and desirable, 
would nevertheless not give access to the fulfillmerit whose attainment appears to be 
blocked by specific structures of subjectivity. The fantasy of wholeness is a function 
of those obstacles, not something beyond them. Kristeva's ideal could be said to be 
postfeminist in the sense that it implies the demolition of 'Woman". as an identifiable 
social category. To the extent that feminism depends on the difference between men 
and women conceived as an opposition, she has resisted being called a "feminist." 
This has estranged her from some feminists committed to an oppositional notion of 
political action. When asked. what constitutes her distinctiveness, however; she 
responds by calling herself "a female intellectual," committed to exploring the oxy
moronic exclusiveness inherent in the traditional understanding of those categories 
but refusing to conceive of either one as an "identity." 

The attempt to bridge the gap between French and Anglo-American feminisms has 
contributed to the introduction and dissemination of Kristeva's work to the English
speaking world-see, notably, Toril Moi's Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist Literary 
Theory (1985 )-but Kristeva herself tends to view institutionalized forms of feminism 
(like all institutionalized groups) as totalizing, at times even as totalitarian, forms of 
cultural discourse. In 'Women's·Time" she wonders whether feminism is not in the 
process of becoming a sort·of religion;·and she remains highly critical.of any feminist 
politics based on universalist or essentialist notions of femininity. Although Kristeva, 
in Anglo;American writings, frequently gets grouped together with H~L~NE CIXOUS 
and Luce Irigaray as a representative of "French feminism," the three writers are 
really very 'different, united only by the extent to which each is influenced by the 
1968 upheaval in French society. Yet· Kristeva's rich and provocative writings-par
ticularly her reflections on love,.abjection, melancholy, maternity, and the preverbal 
semiotic-are directly relevant to feminist theorists and continue to generate a sizable 
body of criticism. 

Drawing together linguistics, psychoanalysis, political science, and feminism, Julia 
Kristeva's work has repeatedly revealed aspects of textuality that literary theory is in 
danger of glossing over. In insisting that the speaking subject's investment in language 
is neither transcendental nor entirely conscious; she has enlarged, enriched, and 
complicated our sense of what goes on in a literary text. 
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'. English translation of New Maladies of the Soul (1995). All of the work that derives 
from Kristeva's "psychoanalytic" period is deeply literary as well, grappling with such 
authors as Louis-Ferdinand C~line.(lS94~1961), G~rard de Nerval (lS08-1S55), 
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(J 980; trans. 1982), Tales of Love (I 983; trans. 1987), and Black Sun (I987; trans. 
1989) have been influential in literary studies. Among her other writings are Lan
guage: The Unknown (1981; trans. 1989) and Time and Sense: Proust and the Expe
rience of Literature (1994; trans. 1996). Kristeva has also written a number of novels 
and a series of reflections un the limits of psychoanalysis. Toril Moi's Kristeva Reader 
(1986) and Kelly Oliver's Portable Kri.~teva (I 997) present good selections and sub
stantial introductions to Kristeva's writings. Two books contain biographical infor
mation: julia Kri.~teva: Interviews, edited by Ross Mitchell Guberman (1996), and, 
with a grain of salt, The Samurai (1990; trans. 1992). 

There exist a number of helpful explications of Kristeva's work. Elizabeth Grosz's 
Sexual Subversions: Three French Fe1ninists (I989) places Kristeva in the context of 
French philosophy and feminism, and Michael Payne's Reading Theory: An Intro
duction to Lacan, Derrida, and Kristeva (I993) has a chapter devoted to Revolution 
in Poetic Language. John Lechte,julia Kristeva (I 990); Kel1y Oliver, Reading Kristeva: 
Unraveling the Double-Bind ( I 993); Anna Smith,julia Kristeva: Readings of Exile and 
Estrange1nent (1996); and Anne-Marie Smith, julia Kristeva: Speaking the Un.~peak
able (1998), all provide overviews of Kristeva's main arguments and concepts. The 
critical literature on Kristeva is represented in numerous collections of essays, the 
most notable of which include Abjection, Melancholia, and Love: The Work of julia 
Kristeva, edited by John F1etchcr and Andrew Benjamin (I 990); Body/Text in julia 
Kristeva: Religion, Women, and Psychoanalysis, edited by Dlivid Crownfield (I 992); 
Ethics, Politics, and Difference in Julia Kristeva's Writing, edited by KeJly Oliver 
(1993); and After the Revolution: On Kristeva, edited by John Lechte and Mary Zour-
nazi (1998). . 

French Feminist Criticism: Women, Language, aHd Literature by Elissa D. Gelfand 
and Virginia Thorndike Hulcs (I985), contains a dated but well-annotated bibliog
raphy of the early Kristeva. Joan Nordquist's Julia Kristeva: A Bibliography (I995) 
provides a comprehensive list of Kristeva's books and essays as we]] as of relevant 
critical literature published in English. 

From Revolution in Poetic Language I 

From Part 1. The Semiotic and the Symbolic 

2. THE SEMIOTIC CHORA ORDERING THE DRIVES 

We understand the term "semiotic"2 in its Greek sense: OTJI'eLoV = disti~~ive 
mark, trace, index, precursory sign, proof, engraved or written sign, imprint, 
trace, figuration. This etymological reminder would be a mere archaeological 
embellishment (and an unconvincing one at that, since the term ultimately 
encompasses such disparate meanings), were it not for the fact that the 
preponderant etymological use of the word, the one that implies a distinc
tiveness, allows us to connect it to a precise modality in the signifying process. 
This modality is the one Freudian psychoanalysis points to in postulating not 
only the facilitation and the structuring disposition of drives, but also the so
called primary proces.~es3 which displace and condense both energies and 
their inscription. Discrete quantities of energy move through the body of the 

I. Translated by Margarel Wailer, who occasion
ally inserts the original French i" hracket •. 
2. In Kristeva's usage, pre-Oedif"l-that is, 
hcforc the infant'5 discovery of sexua dirferencc
preverhol drives and affects. 
3. The- most primitive of unconsduus mccha· 

nism., according 10 StGMUND FREUI> (1856-
1939), Austrian founder of psychoanalysis. "Facil
itation" (French frayage. from Freud's German 
Bann""g) and "disposition" are the prnCe!;Se5 that 
shape habits of desire. 
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subject who is not yet constituted as such and, in the course of his devel
opment, they are arranged according to the various constraints imposed on 
this body-always already involved in a semiotic process-by family and 
social structures. In this way the drives, which are "energy" charges as well 
as "psychical" marks, articulate what we call a chora: a nonexpressive totality 
formed by the drives and their stases in a motility that is as full of movement 
as it is regulated. 

We borrow the term chora4 from Plato's Timaeus 5 to denote an essentially 
mobile and extremely provisional articulation constituted by movements and 
their ephemeral stases. We differentiate this uncertain and indeterminate 
articulation from a disposition that already depends on representation, lends 
itself to phenomenological, spatial intuition,6 and gives rise to a geometry. 
Although our theoretical description of the chora is itself part of the dis
course of representation that offers it as evidence, the chora, as rupture and 
articulations (rhythm), precedes evidence, verisimilitude, spatiality, and tem
porality. Our discourse-all discourse-moves with and against the chora in 
the sense that it simultaneously depends upon and refuses it. Although the 

,chora can be designated and regulated, it can never be definitively posited: 
jJsa result, one can situate the chora and, if necessary, lend it a topology, 
but one can never give it axiomatic form. 7 

The chora is not yet a position that represents something for someone (i.e., 
it is not a sign); nor is it a position that represents someone for another 
position (i.e., it is not yet a signifier either8 ); it is, however, generated in order 
to attain to this signifying position. Neither model nor copy, the chora pre
cedes and underlies figuration and thus specularization, and is analogous 
only to vocal or kinetic rhythm. We must restore this motility's gestural and 
vocal play (to mention only the aspect relevant to language) on the level of 
the socialized body in order to remove motility from ontology and amor
phousness9 where Plato confines it in an apparent attempt to conceal it from 

4. The term uch.oral! has recently been criticized 
for its ontological essence by Jacques Derrida, 
Positions. trans. Bnd annot. Alan Bass (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1981), pp. 75, 106 n. 
39 [Kristeva's note]. Some of the author's notes 
have been omitted. DERRIDA (b. 1930), French phi
losopher. 
5. One of the later dialogues by the Greek philos
opher PLATO (ca. 427-ca. 347 R.C.E.). 
6. Phenomenology is a philosophical method 
restricted to analyzlng the Intellectual processes of 
which we are introspectively aware (while ignoring 
external objects, the question of whose existence 
is "bracketed"). 
7. Plato emphasizes that the receptacle 
(U:rtO[)OXELoV), which Is also called space (xwpa) 
vis-l-vis reason, is necessary-but not divine since 
it is unstable, uncertain, ever changing and becom
ing; it is even unnameable, improbable, bastard: 
"Space,whfch is everlasting, not admitting destruc
tion; providing a situation for all things that come 
Into bping, but itself apprehended without the 
senses by a sort of bastard reasoning, and hardly 
an object of belief. This, indeed, i. that which we 
look upon .s in a dream and say that anything that 
Is must needs be in lame place and occupy some 
room . .. " (Tinlae'us, tran •. Francl. M. Cornford, 
52a-b). Is the rec"ptacle a "thing" or a mode of 
language? Plato'. h".ltation between the two gives 
the receptacle an even more uncertain statuI. It Is 

one of the elements that antedate not only the .... 1-
" .... " but also n ..... "s and even .,.Ilabz..s: 'We speak 
... positing them as original principles, elements 
(as it were, letters) of the universe; whereas one 
who has ever so little intelligence should not rank 
them In this analogy even so low as syllables" 
(48b). "It Is hard to say, with respect to anyone of 
these, which we ought to call really water rather 
than fire, or indeed which we should call by any 
given name rather than by all the names together 
or by each severally, so as to use language In a 
sound and trustworthy way . .. . Since, then, In this 
way no one of these things ever makes Its appear
ance 8S the SlIme' thing, which of them can we 
steadfastly affirm to be this-whatever It may be
and not something else, without blushing for our
selves? It cannot be done" (49b-d) [Kri.teva's 
note]. 
8. A reference to the statement by the French psy
choanalyst JACgUES LACAN (1901-1981) that "a 
signlfier represents a subject for another signlfier"; 
see Seminar XI (1964), The Fo .. r F .. """ ....... 'ial 
Co .. cept. of Psycho .. nalysis (1973; tran •. 1977). 
9. There Is a fundamental ambiguity: on the one 
hand, the receptacle 10 mobile and even contradic
tory, without unIty, separable and divisible: pre
syllable, pre-word. Yet, on the other hand, because 
thil ."parabUlty and dlvhlblllty antec"de numbers 
and forms, the spac" or receptacle il called ..... or
pho ... ; thus Its lugg"oted rhythmlclty will In a cer-
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Democritean rhythm.' The theory of the subject proposed by the theory of 
the unconscious will allow us to read in this rhythmic space, which has no 
thesis and no position, the process by which signifiance2 is constituted. Plato 
himself leads us to such a process when he calls this receptacle or ckora 
nourishing and maternal,' not yet unified in an ordered whole because deity 
is absent from it. Though deprived of unity, identity, or deity, the chora is 
nevertheless subject to a regulating process [reglementatio1l]' which is dif
ferent from that of symbolic law but nevertheless effectuates discontinuities 
by temporarily articulating them and then starting over, again and again. 

The chora is a modality of signifiance in which the linguistic sign is not 
yet articulated as the absence of an object and as the distinction between 
real and symbolic. We emphasize the regulated aspect of the chora: its vocal 
and gestural organization is subject to what we shall call an objective ordering 
[OI'domumcement], which is dictated by natural or socio-historical con
straints such as the biological difference between the sexes or family struc
ture. We may therefOl'e posit that social organization, always already 
symbolic. imprints its consh'aint in a mediated form which organizes the 
chora not according to a law (a term we reserve for the symbolic) but through 
an 0I·dering. 4 What is this mediation? 

tain sense be erased, for how can one think an 
articulation of what is not yet singular but is nev
ertheless necessary? All we may say of it, then, to 
make it intelligible, is that it is amorphous but that 
it "is of such and suc:h a quality." not even an index 
01' sonlething in particular (Uthis" or Uthat"), Once 
Ilallled. it immediately becomes a container that 
takes the place of infinitely repeatable separability. 
This amounts to saying that this repeated separa· 
hility is "ontologized" the mOlnent a name or a u..'Ord 
replaces it, making it intelligible: "At·e we talking 
idly whenever we say that there i. such a thing as 
an intelligible Form of anything? Is this nothing 
more than a word'?" (Timael.ts 5] c), Is the Platonic 
choI"Q the "nom inability" of rhythm (of repeated 
separation )? 

\'Vhy then borrow an ontologi7.ed term in order 
to designate an articulation that antecedes posit
ing? First. the Platonic term makes explicit an 
i",urmountable problem for discourse: once it has 
hC'en named, that functioning. e\'en if it is pre
s)'lllhoJie, is brought back into a symhoHc position. 
All discourse can do is differentiate. by means of a 
"bastard reasoning." the receptacle fronl the motil
ity. which, by contrast, is not being posited as being 
"a ce,t,,;,., something" [Uune telle"l, Second, this 
motility is the precondition for symbolicity, heter
ogeneous to It, yet indispensable. Therefore what 
n" .. ds to be done is to try and differentiate, always 
tlnough a "bastard reasoning:' the specific 
a .... angements of this motility. without seeing them 
as recipients of accidental singularities. or a Beltas 
alwars posited in itself, or a projection of the Que. 
!\·1orco\'er, Plato invites us to differentiate in this 
fn,hion when he describes this, while gathering it 
into the receiving membrane: "But because it was 
filled with powers that were neithe.· alike nor 
<,,',·(·nly balanced, there was no equipoise in any 
l'egiol1 of it; but it was evety\vhere swayed une\'enly 
and <haken by these things, and its motion shook 
tlll'ln in turn. And they, being thus moved. were 
perp"tually being separated and carried In differ· 
ent dil'eetions; just as when things are ~haken and 
winnowed by means of winnowing baskets and 

other instruments for cleaning corn ... it sepa
rated the most unlike kinds farthest apart from one 
another, and thrust the most alike closest together; 
whereby the different kinds came to have different 
regions, even before the ordered whole consisting 
of them came to be ... but were altogether in such 
a condition as we should expect for anything when 
deity Is absent from it" (52d-53b). Indefinite "con
junctions" and "disjunctions" (functioning, devoid 
of Meaning), the dlDrA is governed by a necessity 
that is not God's law [Kristeva's note]. "Corn": 
wheat. 
I. That is, the eternal motion of atoms in haphaz
ard collision postulated by the Greek philosopher 
Democritus (ca. 46O-ca. 370 B.C.E.), a concept 
here presented as a precursor of the semiotic. 
2. K,risteva's coinage: the fact or process of signi
fication, ·encompassing both the symbolic and the 
semiotic. 
3. The Platonic space or receptacle is a mother 
and wet nurse: "'ndeed we may fittingly com(>&,[e. 
the Recipient to a mother, the model to a fatner, 
and the nature that arises between them to their 
offspring" (Timaeu. 50d); "Now the wet nurse of 
Becoming was made watery and fiery, received the 
characters of earth and air, and was qualified by 
all the other aff.,ctions that go with these ... " 
(52d; translation modified) [Kristeva's note]. 
4. "Law," which derives etymologically from lex 
[Latinl, necessarily implies the act of judgment 
whose role in safeguarding society was first devel
oped by the Roman law courts. "Ordering," on the 
other hand, is closer to the series "rule," "norm" 
(from the Greek yvWJA.(l)'Y, meaning "discerning" 
[adj.l. "carpenter's square" [noun]), etc., which 
implies a nunlerical or geometrical necessity. On 
normativlty in lingUistics, see A1ain Rey, "Usages, 
judgments et prescriptlonslingulstiques" [LingUis
tic Usage, Judgment, and Prescription], Langue 
Fmnflllse (Dt-cember 1972), 16:5. But the tem
porary ordering of the cho .... is not yet even a n.le: 
the arsenal of geometry Is posterior to the cllorn's 
motility; It fixes the chorA in place and reduces it 
[Krlsteva's notel. 
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According to a number of psycholinguists, "concrete operations" precede 
the acquisition of language, and organize preverbal semiotic space according 
to logical categories, which are thereby shown to precede or transcend lan
guage. From their research we shall retain not the principle of ari operational 
state5 but that,of a preverbal functional state that governs the connections 
between the body (in the process of constituting itself as a body proper), 
objects, and the protagonists of family structure.6 But we shall distinguish 
this functioning from symbolic operations that depend on language as a sign 
system-whether the language [langueF is vocalized or gestural (as with 
deaf-mutes). The kinetic functional stage of the semiotic precedes the estab
lishment of the sign; it is not, therefore, cognitive in the sense of being 
assumed by a knowing, already constituted subject. The genesis of thefunc
tions organizing the semiotic process can be accurately elucidated only 
within a theory of the subject that does not reduce the' subject to one of 
understanding, but instead opens up within the subject this other scene of 
pre-symbolic functions. The Kleinian theory" expanding upon Freud's posi
tions on the drives will momentarily serve as a guide. 

Drives involve pre-Oedipal semiotic functions and energy discharges that 
connect and orient the body to the mother. We must emphasize that "drives" 
are always already ambiguous, simultaneously assimilating and destructive; 
this dualism, which has been represented as a tetrad9 or as a double helix, 
as in the configuration of the DNA and RNA molecule,l makes the semio
tited body a place of permanent scission. The oral and anal drives,2 both of 
which are oriented and structured around the mother's body,3 domhlate this 
sensorimotor organizatiori~ The rfiother's body is therefore what mediates the 
symbolidaw organizing sodal relations and becomes the'ordering principle 
of the semiotic cnora,4 which is ori the path of destructio~, aggressivity, an4 

5. Operation. are. rather. an act of the .ubject of 
understanding [Ktl.teva's note]. Hans G. Furth.ln 
Plaget aHd Know/edge, 'I1ieoretical Fouttdatlons 
(Englewood Cliff •• N.J.: Prentlce-Hall;' 1969), 
offers the following definition of "c'oncrete opera
tion.": "Characteristic of the . first stage of opera
tional Intelligence. A concrete operation Implies 
underlying general systems or 'groupings' such as 
classification, seriation. number. Its applicability Is 
limited to objects considered as real (concrete)" 
(p. 260) [translator's note]. 
6. Piaget stresses that the roots of sen.orimotor 
operations precede language and that the acqUisi
tion of thought is due tathe symbolic function. 

- which. for him. is a notion .eparate from that of 
language peT se. See Jean Plaget. "Language and 
Symbolic Operation .... In Plaget and Knowledge, 
pp. 121-30 [Kri.teva·s note]. 
7. That is. language AS an abstract system, as dis
tinguished from the speech or hand signs of any 
particular lenguRge u.er <parole)-a distinction 
first drawn by the Swiss linguist FERDlNAND DE 
SAUSSURE (1857-1913). 
8. The theory of mother-child relations held by 
Melanie K1eln (1882-1960), Austrian-born 
English psychoanalyst. 
9. Such a position has been fonnulated by Upot 
Szondl. Experimental Dlagnoslic of Drives. tran •. 
Gertrude Anll (New York: Grune and Stralton. 
J 952) [Rristeva's note]. 'Tetrad": gr<Jup of four. 
I. See James D. Watson. The Double Helix: A Per
.0 .... 1 Account· of tla" Discovery of ,'''' 'Structure of 
DNA (London: Weldenfeld and Nlcolson. J 968) 

[Krlsteva's note]. 
2. The first and second phase. of Freud'. discus-·. 
slon of Infantile sexuali!l; the "oral" Is associated 
with sucking, the "anal with the start of toilet 
training. 
3. Throughout her wrltln!!s. Melanie Rlein 
emphasizes the "pre-Oedlpal' phase. I.e., a period 
of the' subject'. development that precedes the 
"dl.covery" of castration and the positing' of the 
superego. which Itself is subject to (paternal) Law. 
The proce.ses she describes for. this phase' corre
spond. but on a 'ge .... tlc level. to what we call the 
semiotic as opposed to the symbolic, which under
lies and conditions the semiotic, Significantly. 
these pre-Oedipal processes are organi7.ed through 
projection onto the mother·s·body. for girls as well 
as for boys: "at this stage of development children 
of both sexes believo! that it Is the body of their 
mother which contains ,all that Is desirable. espe
cially their father's penis." TIle Psyclto-analysis of 
Children. trans •. All" 'Strachey (London: Hogarth 
Press, J 932), p. 269. Our own view of this stage Is 
a. follows: Without "believing" or "desiring". any 
"object" whatsoever, the subject is in the process 
of constituting himself vis-1\-vis a non-object. He is 
in the process of separating from this non-object 
so as to make that non-object "one" and posit him
self a5 "other": the mother's body is the not-yet
one that the believing and desiring subject will 
imagine as a "reco!ptac::le" [Kristeva's notel. 
4. As for what situates the. , mother in symboliC 
space. we find the phallus again (see Jacques 
Lacan, teLa Relation d'objet et les structures freu~ 
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death. For although drives have been described as disunited or contradictory 
structures, simultaneously "positive" and "negative," this doubling is said to 
generate a dominant "destructive wave" that is drive's most characteristic 
trait: Freud notes that the most instinctual drive is the death drive. s In this 
way, the term "drive" denotes waves of attack against stases, which are them
selves constituted by the repetition of these charges; together, charges and 
stases lead to no identity (not even that of the "body proper") that could be 
seen as a result of their functioning. This is to say that the semiotic chora is 
no more than the place where the subject is both generated and negated, 
the place where his unity succumbs before the process of charges and stases 
that produce him. We shall call this process of charges and stases a tu!gativity 
to distinguish it from negation, which is the act of a judging subject (see 
below, part 11). 

Checked by the constraints of biological and social structures, the drive 
charge thus undergoes stases. Drive facilitation, temporarily arrested, marks 
discontinuities in what may be called the various material supports [mate
riaux] susceptible to semiotization: voice, gesture, colors. Phonic (later pho
nemic), kinetic, or chromatic units and differences are the marks of these 
stases in the drives. Connections or functions are thereby established 
between these discrete marks which are based on drives and articulated 
according to their resemblance or opposition, either by slippage or by con
densation. Here we find the principles of metonymy and metaphor6 indis
sociable from the drive economy underlying them. 

Although we recognize the vital role played by the processes of displace
ment and condensation in the organization of the semiotic, we must also add 
to these processes the relations (eventually representable as topological 
spaces) that connect the zones of the fragmented body to each other and 
also to "external" "objects" and "subjects," which are not yet constituted as 
such. This type of relation makes it possible to specify the semiotic as a 
psychosomatic modality of the signifying process; in other words, not a sym
bolic modality but one articulating (in the largest sense of the word) a con
tinuum: the connections between the (glottal and anal) sphincters in 
(rhythmic and intonational) vocal modulations, or those between the sphinc
ters and family protagonists, for example. 

dicnnes" rOhject Relations and Freudian Struc
tures]. Bulletin de Psydtologie, April 19~7, 
pp. 426-30>, represented hy the mother's father, 
i.e., the subject's maternBI grandfnther (see Marie
Cia ire Boons, "Le Mcurtre du Pere chez Freud" 
{KilHng the Father in FreuclL IJ'lnconscient, 
January-March 196R, '5, _101-29) [Kristevo's 
nOle]. 
'i. Though disputed and inconsi~tent, the Freud
ian theory of drives is nf interest here hecau~c of 
the predominance Freud gives to the death drive 
in both "living matter" and the "human being." The 
death drive is transver~al to identity and tends to 
disperse "narcissisms" whose constitution ensures 
the link hetween structures und, by extension, life. 
But at the same time and conversely, narcissism 
and pleasure arc only tcmponu}' positions from 
which the death drive blazes new paths [,e fra)'e de 
,1mtllCaUX passages]. Narcissism and pleasure are 
therefure inveiglings and realizations or the death 
drive. The semiotic chm"a, convcrlin~ drive dis
charges inlo stases, can be thought of both as a 

~' 

delaying of the death drive and as a po.sible real· 
Izatlon of this drive, which tend!i to return to a 
homeostatic state. This hypothe~ds Is consistent 
with the followIng remark "at the beginning of 
mental Hfe," writes Freud, "the struggle for plea
sure was far more intense than later but not so 
unrestricted: it had to submit to frequent 
interruptions," Beyond the Pleasure Principle. in 
The Standard Edition of the Complete PS'j'cho
Analytic Work< of SiRmund Freud, ed. lames Stra
chey (London: Hogarth Press, 1953), 18:63 
rKristeva's note], ' 
6. Two figllres (dependent on resemblance And 
as~oci8tlon, respectively), most influentially dis
cussed by the Russian-born American linguist 
HUMAN JAKORSON in flTwo Aspects of Langunge 
and Two Types of Aphasic Disturbances" (19'56; 
see ahove); Lacan (In "The Agency of the Letter in 
the Unconscious," 1957; see above) and others 
connected them to Freud's dream-work procc~ses 
of condenSAtion and displacement, as described in 
The Interpretation of Dreams (1900; see above), 
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All these various processes and relations, anterior to sign and syntax, have 
just been identified from a genetic perspective as previous and necessary to 
the acquisition of language, but not identical to language. Theory can "sit
uate" such processes and relations diachronically within the process of the 
constitution of the subject precisely because they function synchronically 
witllin the signifying process of the subject himself, i.e., the subject of cogi
tatio. 7 Only in dream logic, however, have they attracted attention, and only 
in certain signifying practices, such as the text, do they dominate the signi
fying process. 

It may be hypothesized that certain semiotic articulations are transmitted 
through the biological code or physiological "memory" and thus form the 
inborn bases' of the symbolic function. Indeed, one branch of generative 
linguistics asserts the principle of innate language universals. As it will 
become apparent in what follows, however, the symbolic-and therefore syn
tax and all linguistic categories-is a social effect of the relation to the other, 
established through the objective constraints of biological (including sexual) 
diffe.rences and concrete, historical family structures. Genetic programmings 
~re necessarily semiotic: they include the primary processes such as displace
meftt and condensation, absorption and repulsion, rejection and stasis, all 
of which function as innate preconditions, "memorizable" by the species, for 
language acquisition. 

Mallarme8 calls attention to the semiotic rhythm within language when 
he speaks of "The Mystery in Literature" ["Le Mysti!:re dans les lettres"]. 
Indifferent to language, enigmatic and feminine, this space underlying the 
written is rhythmic, unfettered, irreducible to its intelligible verbal transla
tion; it is musical, anterior to judgment, but restrained by a single guarantee: 
syntax. As evidence, we could cite "The Mystery in Literature" in its entirety.9 
For now, however, we shall quote only those passages that ally the function
ing of that "air or song beneath the text" with woman: 

And the instrument of Darkness, whom they have designated, will not 
set down a word from then on except to deny that she must have been 
the enigma; lest she settle matters with a wisk of her skirts; 'I don't get 
it! ' 

-They [the critics] play their parts disinterestedly or for a minor gain: 
leaving our Lady and Patroness exposed to show her dehiscence or 
lacuna, with respect to certain dreams, as though this were the standard 
to which everything is reduced. I 

To these passages we add others that point to the "mysterious" functioning 
of literature as a rhythm made intelligible by syntax: "Following the instinct 
for rhythms that has chosen him, the poet does not deny seeing a lack of 
proportion between the means let loose and the result." "I know that there 
are those who would restrict Mystery to Music's domain; when writing 
aspires to it."2 

7. Thinking (Latin). 
8. sTllpHANE MALLARMIl (1842-1898), French 
poet. 
9. Mallarml!, 0" .. "",. comp~t". [Compz..", 

Worlu) (Paris: Galllmard, 1945), pp. 382-87 
[KristevB'. note). 
1. Ibid., p. 383 [Krlstevs's note). 
2. Ibid., pp. 383, 385 [Krlstevs's note). 
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\Vhat pivot is there. I mean within these contrasts, for intelligibility? a 
guarantee is needed-

Syntax-
... an extraordinary appropriation of structure, limpid, to the prim

itive lightning bolts of logic. A stammering, what the sentence seems, 
here repressed [ ... J 

The debate-whether necessary average cliuity deviates in a detail
remains one for gJ·ammarians. 3 

Our positing of the semiotic is obviously inseparable from a theory of the 
subject that takes into account the Freudian pO$iting of the unconscious. 
\Ve view the subject in language as decenteririg the transcendental ego,4 
cutting through it, and opening it up to a dialectic in which its syntactic and 
categorical understanding is merely the Iiminary moment of the process, 
which is itself always acted upon by the relation ~Q the other dominated by 
the death drive and its productive reiteration of the "signifier." We will be 
attempting to formulate the distinction between semiotic and synJbolic within 
this perspective, which was introduced by Lacanian analysis, but also within 
the constraints of a practice-the te..-ct-:-which is only of secondary interest 
to psychoanalysis. 

5. THE THETIC: RUPTURE AND/OR BOUNDARY 

\Ve shall distinguish the semiotic (drives and their articulations) from the 
realm of signification. which is ,always that of ,a proposition or judgment, in 
other words, a realm of positions. This, positionaIity', which Husserlian phe
nomenology orchestrates through the concepts of doxa, position, and thesis, 
is structured as, a break in the signifying process, establishing the identifi
cation of the subject and its object as preconditions of propositionality. We 
shall call this break. which produces the positing of signification, a thetic5 

phase. All enunciation, whether of a word or of a sentence, is thetic. It 
J'equires an identification; in other words, the 'subject must separate from 
and through his image. from and through his objects. This image and objects 
must first be posited in a space that becomes symbolic because it connects 
the two separated positions, recording them or redistributing them in-an 
open combinatorial system. , 

The child's first so-called holophrastic enuneiations include gesture, the 
object, and vocal emission. Because they are perhaps not yet sentences (NP
VP).6 generative grammar is not re~dily equipped to account for them. Nev
ertheless, they are already the tic in the sense that they separate an object 
from the subject, and attribute to it a semiotic fragment, which thereby 
becomes a signifier. That this attribution is either metaphoric or metonymic 
("woof-woof" says the dog, and all animals become "woof-woof") is logically 
secondary to the fact that it constitutes an attribution, which is to say, a 

3, Ibid" pp. 385-86 [KrioteVH·. naie]. 
4. The autonomous, abstract subject implicit in 
I'<'<ception and cognition, a. defined by the 
Gel'man philosopher Edmund Husserl (1859-
19.~R). a founder of phenomenolollY. 

5. Proposltional (from thesis), also a 'term from 
Husserl. 
6. Noun·phrase, verb.phrase; nomenclature from 
the generative and transformational grammar of 
the American linguist No.m Chomsky (b. 1928). 
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positing of identity or difference, and that it represents the nucleus of judg
ment or proposition. 

We shall say that the thetic phase of the signifying process is the "deepest 
structure" of the possibility of enunciation, in other words, of signification 
and the proposition. Husserl theologizes this deep logiC of signification by 
making it a productive origin of the "free spontaneity" of. the Ego: 

Its free spontaneity and activity consists in positing, positing on the 
strength of this or that', positing as an antecedent or a consequent, and 
so forth; it does not live within the 'theses aSB passive indweller; the 
theses radiate from it as from a primary source of generation [Eneugun
gen]. Every thesis begins with a point of insertion [Einsatzpunktl with a 
point at which the positing has its origin [Ursprungssetzung]; so it is with 
the first thesis and, with ,each further one in the synthetic, nexus. This 
'inserting' even belongs to the thesis as such, as a remarkable modus of 
original actuality. It ,somewhat resembles the fiat, 7 the point of insertion 
of will and action. 8 

in this sense, there exists only one signification, that ofthe thetic phase; Which 
contains the object as' well as the proposition, arid the complicity between 
them. There is 'no sign: that is riot thetic' and every sign is alreiidy the germ 
of a "sentence," attributing a signifier to an object through 'a "copula"9'that 
will function as a signified. Stoic semiology, which was the first to formulate 
the matrix of the sigl'l, had already established this' ~omplicity between sign 
and sentence, making them: proofs of each: other. 

Modern philosophy recognizes that the right to represent 'the founding 
thesis of signification (sign:and/or. proposition) devolves upon the transcen
dental ego. But only since Freud have we been able to raise .the question not 
of the' origin of this thesis ,butr!!ther 'of. the process of'its production. To 
brand,the thetic as the foundation of ,metaphysics is to risk serving as an 
antechamber for metaphysics,.,....,-unless, that is, we specify the way the thetic 
is produced. In our view, the Freudian theory of the, unconscious and its 
Lacanian development showl precisely, that the tic signification is a stage 
attained under, certain precise conditions during the signifying process, imd 
that,it constitutes the subject without being reduced to this process precisely 
b~cause it is the,threshold of language. Such a standpoint constitutes neither 
a reduction ofthe subject to the transcendental ego, nor a denial {denegation] 
of the thetic phase that establishes signification. 

'·12. GENOTEXT AND PHENOTEXT 

·)in light of the 'distinci:io~ we have made'between the semi~tic chora ari~ the 
symbolic, we may'now examine the way texts function. Wha,t 'We shall call a 
genotext will incllideseiTiiotic processes but also the adverit'i:>tt.hesyinbo~I.C: 
The former includes drives;,their disposition, and theirdivisiCin of the body, 
plus the ecological and social system surrounding the body, such as objects 

7. Uterally "let there be" (Latin); this Is the form 
of God's creative pronouncements in Genesis, in 
the Vulgate Bible. " . 
8. Edmund Hu.serl, Ideas: GeneTal Introd~tlon 
to PUTe Phenomenology, trBns. W. R. Boyee Gibsoh 

(London: Alien and Unwln, 1969), p. 342 [Krls-
teva's note). ;, -.. ; .' .... : 
9. Linking verb (which Joins the subject and pred, 
Icate). ,,' 
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and pre-Oedipal relations with parents. The latter encompasses the emer
gence of object and subject, and the constitution of nuclei of meaning involv
ing categories: semantic and categorial fields. Designating the genotext in a 
text requires pointing out the transfers of drive energy that can be detected 
in phonematic devices (such as the accumulation and repetition of pho
nemes! or rhyme) and melodic devices (such as intonation or rhythm), in 
the way semantic and categorial fields are set out in syntactic and logical 
features, or in the economy of mimesis (fantasy, the deferment of denotation, 
narrative, etc.). The genotext is thus the only·transfer of drive energies that 
organizes a space in which the subject is not yet a split unity that will become 
blurred, giving rise to the symbolic. Instead, the space it organizes· is one in 
which the subject will be generated as such by a process of facilitations2 and 
marks within the constraints of the biological and social structure. 

In other words, even though it can be seen in language, the genotext is 
not linguistic (in the sense understood by ·structural or generative linguis
tics). It is, rather, a process, which tends to articulate structures that are 
ephemeral (unstable, threatened by drive charges, "quanta" rather than 
"marks") and nonsignifying (devices that dO'not have a·double articulation).3 
It forms these structures out of: a) instinctual dyads, b) the corporeal and 
ecological continuum, c) the social organism and family structures, which 
convey the constraints imposed by the mode of production, and cl) matrices 
of enunciation, which give rise to discursive "genres" (according to literary 
history), "psychic structures" (according to psychiatry and psychoanalysis), 
or various arrangements of "the participants in the speech event" (in Jakob· 
son's notion of the linguistics of discourse).4 We may posit that the matrices 
of enunciation are the result of the repetition of drive charges (a) within 
biological, ecological, and socio-familial constraints (b and c), and the sta
bilization of their facilitation into stases whose surrounding structure accom
modates and leaves its mark on symbolization. 

The genotext can thus be seen as language's underlying foundation. We 
shall use the term phenotext to denote language that serves to communicate, 
which linguistics describes in terms of "competence" and "performatice."5 
The phenotext is constantly split up and divided, and is irreducible to the 
semiotic process that works through the ge!1otext .. The·phenotext is a.struc
ture (which·can be generated, in generative grammar's sense); it ober.rtules 
of communication and presupposes a subject of .enunciation· and an 
addressee. The genotext, on the other hand, is a process; it moves through 
zones that have relative and transitory borders and constitutes a path that is 
not restricted to the two poles of univocal information between two full
fledged subjects. If. these two terms-genotext and phenotext-could be 
translated into a metalanguage that would convey the difference between 

I. Units of sound. The translalor previously noted: 
" 'Device' is Kristeva's own choice for the transla
lion of dL<pOsitif: something devised or constructed 
for a particular purpose." 
2. The translation of Freud's Gel'man Bahnungen. 
According to Freud, it was easier to repcat an expe
rience than to have a new onCj repetition thus lays 
down or "facilitates" a pattern ror future experi
ences. 
3. To signify something else, language must both 

link the sign to the thing (referent) and articulate 
the two parts of the sign (slgnifier and signifier). 
4. See "Shifters, Verbal Categories, and the Rus
sian Verb, H in Roinan Jakobson, S .. /"cteJ Writings, 
2 vols. (rhe Hague: Mouton, 1971), 2:130-47 
[Kristeva's note); 
5. Chomsky's terms, corresponding roughly to 
Saussure's tangus and parole: ffcompetence" is 
knowledge of language as a system; "performance" 
involves lingUistic acts by particular speakers. 
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them, one might say that the genotext is a matter of topology, whereas the 
phenotext is one of algebra.6 This distinction may be illustrated by a partic
ular signifying system: written and spoken Chinese, particularly classical 
Chinese. Writing represents-articulates the signifying process into specific 
networks or spaces; speech (which may correspond to that writing) restores 
the diacritical elements necessary for an exchange of meaning ~etween two 
subjects (tempClrality, aspect, specification of the protagonists, morpho
semantic identifiers, aho so forth).7 

The signifying pro~ess therefore includes both the genotext and the phe
notext; indeed it could, riot do otherwise. For it is in languag~ that all signi
fying operations are realized (even when linguistic material is hot used), and 
it is on the basis of language that a theoretical approach may attempt to 
perceive that operation. 

In our view, the process we have just described accouqts for the way all 
signifying practices are generated.s But every signir.ng practice does nett 
encompass the infinite totality of that process. Multiple constraints-which 
are ultimately sociopolitical-stop the signifying procei~s at one or another 
of the theses that it traverses; they knot it and lock it i~to a given surface or 
structure; they discard pr"ctice under fixed, fragmentary; symbolic matrices; 
the tr.acings of various socia~ constraints that obliterate th~ infinity of the 
prqcess: the phenotext'is ':'Vhat conveys these oblitenitions. Among the cap
italist' mode of production's numerous signifyil1g pract~ces only certain 
liter~ry texts of the avant~g~rde (Mallarm~, Joyce9 ) inanage to cover the infin
ity of the process, that is, 'r~ach the semiotic chora, which modifies linguistic 
structures. It must be empkasized, however:, that this total exploration of the 
signifying proc;:ess generally leaves in abeyance the thes~s that are charac
teristic of the social organism, its structures, and their .political transforma
tion: the text has a tendency to dispense with politicalahd'~Rbial signifieds. 

It has only been in very recent years or in revolutionaryi?eriods that sig
nifying 'practice has inscribed within the phenotexi: the plural, heteroge
neous, and contradictory process of signification encompassing the flow of 
drives, material discontinuity, political struggle; arid the pulverization of lan-
guage. l . . 

Lacan has delineated four types of discourse ~n our society: that of the 
hysteric, the academic, the master, and the analy~t.2. Within the perspective 
just set forth, we shall posit a 4ifferetit Classification, ~hich, in certain 
respects, intersects these four Lacanian . categories, and in othets, adds to 
them. We shall distinguish between the following signifying practices: nar
rative, metalanguage, contemplation, and text-practice. 

6. Th~t Is, the genotext Is the shape taken byexlst· 
Ing space, while the phenotext translates the rela· 
tlons discovered Into a formal language. , 
7. See Joseph Needham, Science and ClvIllstitfotl 
in elalttn, 4 vol •. (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer
sity Press, 1960), vol. 1 [KrIstevs's note]. 
8. From a similar perapectlve, Edgar Morln writes: 
"We un think of magic, mythologies, and Ideolo
gies bqth al mixed Iysteml, maldn, affectlYtty 
rational and rationality affective, and a. outcome. 
of comblnln,: a) fundamental drivel, b} the chancy 
play of fantasy, and c) 101lco-constructlve Iystems. 
(To our mind, the theory of myth must be based 
on trlunlc syncretism rather than unilateral logic.)" 
He adds. In a not", that "myth does not have a sin-

II:le logic but a synthesis of three kinds of logic." 
'Le Paradlgme perdu: La Nature humalne" [Par
adigm Lost: Human Nature], paper presented at 
the "Invariants blologlques et unlversauxculturels" 
[Biological Invariants and Cultural Universal.] 
Colloquium, ROY8umont, S<:,pterriber 6-9. 1972 
[KrIsteva's note]. 
9. Jame. Joyc. (I88l-194I), Irllh writer known 
for 1dl Innovltlonl In the form Ind lanlul.e of the 
novel. 
1. An allullon to L.. Po ..... pldvlrl,l (1947, 'TIN 
Pu'wrluti Poe",), a volume of pro.e poems by the 
French poet Ren~ Char. 
2. Lacan presented this typology of discourse at 
his 1969 and 1970 seminars [Krlsteva's note]. 
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Let us state from the outset that this distinction is only provisional and 
schematic, and that although it corresponds to actual practices, it interests 
LIS primariiy as a didactic implement [outil]-one that will allow us to specify 
some of the modalities of signifying dispositions. The latter interest us to the 
extent that they give rise to different practices and are, as a consequence, 
more or less coded in modes of production. Of course narrative and contem
plation could also be seen as devices stemming from (hysterical and obses
siona\) transference neurosis; and metalanguage and the text as practices 
allied with psychotic (paranoid and schizoid) economies. 3 

1974 

3. Suggesting parallels between creativity and madness. Kristeva connects narrative with hysteria. contem
p)<ltion with obseS5lon, metalanguage with paranoia, and textuality with schlwphrenla. 

LAURA MULVEY 
h. 1941 

\\Triter and filmmaker Laura Mulvey is widely regarded as one of the most challenging 
and incisive contemporary feminist cultural theorists. Belonging to the 1970s gen
eration of British film theorists and independent filmmakers, she came to prominence 
with "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema," a foundational text in feminist film 
criticism. This essay, published in 1975 in the vanguard British film journal Screen 
and frequently anthologized since, w,as groundbreaking .as one of the earliest pieces 
of feminist criticism to go beyond cataloguing images of women in films. Extending 
the psychoanalytic insights of both SIGMUND FREUD and JACQUES LACAN, Mulvey 
describes how sexual difference and inequality are inscribed not only in the content 
or subject matter of a film but in its formal visual apparatus-its characteristic ways 
of looking-as well. 

Born in Oxford, England. l\1uhrey received a B.A. in history from Oxford University 
in 1963. In 1972, with Claire Johnston and Linda Myles, she organized the women's 
c"ents at the Edinburgh Film Festival. She has taught classes at Bulmershe Colle~e 
in Readirig. England: the London Institute: the University of East Anglia: Co~ell 
Unh'ersity; the University of California at Davis; and the British Film Institute. She 
has co-directed several avant-garde films with her husband, Peter Wollen, including 
PClltllesileia: Queen of the Anta:tons (1974), Riddles of the Sphinx (I977), Amy! 
(J 980), Crystal Gazing (1982), and The Bad Sister (1·983), all of which attempt to 
undermine conventional cinematic methods of filming women. In addition, her essays 
on a wide variety of subjects have been published in Visual and Other Pleasures (1989) 
and Fetishism and Curiosit)· (1996). 

In 1975 Mulvey's essay on visual pleasure and narrative cinema was revolutionary. 
It was written at a time when feminist literary criticism was beginning to est~blish 
itself as a field of study in many English departments and when women's studies 
programs were just getting off the ground. Few of the works now considered canonical 
in feminist literary criticism had been written. Anglo-Amerlcan feminists, document
ing images of women in literature, focused mainly on the content rather than the 
form of the texts they examined. Furthermore, milny were hostile toward psycho
analysis, though a few were already exploring the potential connections between 
Freud and feminism. In France the theorists who would come to be known in the 
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United 'States as the ·French feminists~JULlA KRISTEVA, H~LtNE CIXOUS, and Luce 
lrigaray~were using psychoanalytic theory as a means of exploring sexual difference 
and i""equaUty, but their work would not.begin to have a signifi<;ant Impact on ~mer-
ican feminism until the 19805. . . 

",hsual Pleasure and Na'rratlve Cinema" describes the mann~r in which the tradi
tional vistlal apparatus ~t maihstteairi 'HollYwood "narrative" fil~ looks at women as 
passive objects subordinated 'to the m'at~ gazf!.Using a derisebut illuminating psy
choanalytic framewc>rk, Mulv~y'e,q,lores how tlie male unconsCious shapes the erotic 
pleasures involved in looking. While she concedes that psychoanalysis might not offer 
a way out of the inequalities' between the sexes or the' oppressiGhof wotnen, she 
argues that it does provide a useful political tool for illustrating the mechanisms of 
pleasure on which the cinematic objectification of women depends . 
. Accordingt~ Mulvey, thevil!ual techniques of cinema afford viewers two c.ontra

dictory pleasures. First" throllgh the process Freud terms scopophilia (pleasure in 
looking), we enjoy making others the object of a controlling gaze. Second, through a 
process of identification that parallels Lacan's famous mirror stage (theorized in "The 
Mirror Stage," 1949; see above), we derive pleasure from identifying with an ideal 
image on the. screen. Both have their origins in infantile processes by which we 
learned to separate ourselves from others. As described to this point, the two processes 
seem to structure the visual pleasure of men and women in the same way. However, 
Mulvey argues that because the male viewer caimot bear the burden of sexual objec
tification, he (the viewer is specifically male) deflects the tension by splitting his gaze 
between spectaele and narrative. A woman on-screen typically functions as the prl. 
mary erotic object for both screen characters and audience members, becoming the 
object ofthe··domlnant, male gaz:elasiluch,she exists outside' the'narrative illusions 
of time and space the film ;creates; At the same time, spectators identify with the male 
protagonist, who acts within the parameters of time and space-the diegesis-created 
by the fibil's story line.' . . 

The' v!sualapparatus ohnainstream film is further complicated because the process 
of gazing on the female object 'of desire is both pleasurable. and threatening. While 
fibticreates an illusionistic worldthatall6w~ fot the free play of desire, in actuality 
the viewer is never free from the dtcumstances that gave rise to those desires within 
the symbolic social order, es~ecially from the'castration complex: The female object 
of the gaze,' because she lacks a: penis, is as'sodated with' thel primordial fear 'of cas
tration; although that threat initiates the male subject's integration into the symbolic 
social order, it also creates cOhsiderable anxiety. For this reason, the controlling male 
ego must attempt to escape the· threat of castration evoked by the very gaze that gi'veli 
i~ pleasute~ Mulvey maintains that the male unconscious'has tWo means of disarming 
the threat. The first is a form of voyeurisni-investigating the female;'demystifying 
her; and either denouncing, punishing, ot saVing her. The second is male disavowal, 
achieved 'by the substitution of a fetish object that becomes reassuring rather than 

. dangerous. She examines these processes in the films of the directors Josef von Stern
berg (1894-1969) and Alfred Hitchcock (1899-1980). 

Before the pleasures of mainstream film can be challenged,: Mulvey argues, viewers 
must be able to break down··the cinematic codes that create the controlling male gaze 
and the illusionistic world that satisfies the desires it invokes. The ci~ema deperids 
on three looks: that of the camera; that of the audience, and that of the film's'char
acters. It achieves its illusion of truth and reality (mimesis) by denying or downplaying 
the first tWo (the material process of recording and the critical reading of the viewer) 
and by emphasizing' the last; Only by disrupting the seamlessness of this whole visual 
illusion can women's subordination to the male gaze be defied. 

The visual dynamiCs described in "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema" have 
been.widely applied not only to film but to other media as well, including photography, 
advertising, painting, and' ·television; making this essay a landmark text' for visual 
culture and media stUdies generally. But Mulvey's description of the male gaze has 
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not been without its critics-feminists included-who have pointed out its limita
tions. For many, the spatial logic of the male gaze limits the ways in which vision 
(and visual pleasure) can be understood. Because the masculine gaze is always posited 
as the siteof mastery and control, while the feminine is marked by submission to the 
gaze, little. room is left within mainstream narrative cinema for resistances or alter
native practices. Nor does avant-garde cinema, ~here Mulvey locates the alternative 
to the male gaze, offer much evidence of being any more resporisive to feminist cri
tique than Hollywood filmmaking. Others argue that her paradigm locks the activity 
of looking into a traditional Oedipal heterosexuality. Moreover, theories drawing on 
a visual apparatus based on a gendered split between female object and inale voyeur 
cannot describe the visual pleasure of female viewers, or account:for the male gaze 
at another male. Mulvey herself has recognized the validity of such objections, 
attempting to address many of them in a later essay, "Afterthoughts on 'Visual Plea
sure and Narrative Cinema' Inspired by King Vidor's Duel in the Sun" (1981). Despite 
such criticism, Mulvey's 1975 essay continues to inspire important work in. feminist 
film studies. 
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Laura Mulvey has published three books: Visual and Other Pleasures (1989) collects 
her essays on a wide range of. topics, Citizen Kane (1992) explores what is perhaps 
the most celebrated American film, and Fetishism and Curiosity (1996) examines how 
the concept of fetishism as it has been developed by .Karl Marx and Freud relates to 
artistic texts. For biographical information .on Mulvey, consult the interviews by 
Jacqueline Suter and Sandy Flitterman, "Textual. Riddles: Women as Enigma or Site 
of Social Meaningsi' An Interview with ~aura Mt..ilvey," Discourse 1 (1979), and by 
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A great deal of feminist film criticism since 1975 has been ~it~n in response to 
Mulvey's ·essay. Among the most notable analyses are E. Ami Kaplan, Women and 
Film: Both Sides of the Camera (1983); Re-vision: Essays in Feminist Film Criticism, 
edited by Mary Ann Doane, Patricia Mellencamp, and Limla Williams (1984); Kap
lan, Rocking around the Clock: Music Television; Postmodernism; and Consumer Cul
ture (1987), which examines MlV and the popular music video, in another extension 
and critique of Mulvey's argument; and Mary Ann Doane, The Desire to Desire: The 
Woman's Film of the 1940s (1987). An anthology that demonstrates Mulvey's.consid
erable influence on feminist film criticism is "Female Spectators: Looking at Film and 
Television, edited by E. Deidre Pribram (I 988)~ Several major psychoanalyt;ic; books 
on fiim assess Mulvey's contributions, including Raja Silverman, The Acous~ Mirror: 
The Female Voice in Psychoanalysis and Cinema (i 988); Psychoanalysis and Cinema, 
edited by E. Ann Kaplan (1990); and Femmes "Fatales: Feminism, Film Theory, Psy
choanalysis, edited by Mary Ann Doane (1991 ).,. 

Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema 

I Introduction 

(A) A POLITICAL USE OF PSYCHOANALYSIS 

This paper intends to use psychoanalysis to discover where and how the 
fascination of film is reinforced by pre-existing patterns of fascination already 
at work within the individual subject and the social formations that have 
moulded him. It takes as its starting-point the way film reflects, reveals and 



2182 / LAURA MULVEY 

even plays on the straight, socially established interpretation of sexual dif
ference which controls images, erotic ways of looking and spectacle. It is 
helpful to understand what the cinema has been, how its magic has worked 
in the past, while attempting a theory and a practice which will challenge 
this cinema of the past. Psychoanalytic theory is thus appropriated here as 
a political weapon, demonstrating the way the unconscious of patriarchal 
society has structured film form. 

The paradox of phallocentrism· in all its manifestations is that it depends 
on the image of the castrated women to give order and meaning to its world. 
An idea of woman stands as linchpin to the system: it is her lack that pro
duces the phallus as a symbolic presence, it is her desire to make good the 
lack that the phallus signifies. Recent writing in Screen2 about psychoanal
ysis and the cinema has not sufficiently brought out the importance of the 
representation of the female form in a symbolic order3 in which, in the last 
resort, it speaks castration and nothing else. To summarise briefly: the func
tion of woman in forming the patriarchal unconscious is twofold: she firstly 
symbolises the castration threat by her real lack of a penis and secondly 
thereby raises her child into the symbolic. Once this has been achieved, her 
meaning in the process is at an end. It does not last into the world of law 
and .language except as a memory, which oscillates between memory of 
maternal plenitude and memory of lack. Both are posited on nature (or on 
anap>my in Freud's famous phrase·). Woman's desire is subjugated to her 
image as bearer of the bleeding wound; she can exist only in relation to 
castration and cannot transcend it. She turns her child into the signifier of 
her own desire to possess a penis (the condition, she imagines, of entry into 
the symbolic). Either she must gracefully give way to the word, the name of 
the father and the law, or else struggle to keep her child down with her in 
the half-light of the imaginary. Woman then stands in patriarchal culture as 
a signifier' for the male other, bound by a symbolic order in which man can 
live out his fantasies and obsessions through linguistic command by imposing 
them on the silent image of woman still tied to her place as bearer, not maker, 
of meaning. 

There is an obvious interest in this analysis for feminists, a beauty in its 
exact rendering of the frustration experienced under the phallocentric order. 
It gets us nearer to the roots of our oppression, it brings closer an articulation 
of the problem, it faces us with the ultimate challenge: how to fight the 
unconscious structured like a language (formed critically at the moment of 
arrival of language) while still caught within the language of the patriarchy? 

I. The psychoanaly.1c system In which sexual dif
ference is defined as the difference between having 
and lacklng the phallus; the term has come to refer 
to the patriarchal cultural system as a whole 'nso· 
far as .hat system privileges .he phallus as the sym
bol and source of power. Because of that privilege, 
women suffer ((penis envy" and men suffer the 
"castration complex" (the fear of every male child 
.ha. hi. desire for hi. mo.her will be punished by 
castration by his father; more generally. the fear of 
becoming "castrated" like women that leads men 
to cling to masculini.y); both terms are originally 
from the theories of SIGMUND FREUD (1856-
1939). 
2. Vanguard British film journal, founded in 1969 
by the British Society for Education in Film and 

Television. 
3. In the theories of the psyche put forward by the 
French psychoanalyst JACQUES LACAN (1901-
198 I), the Symbolic Is the dimension of language, 
law, and the father; in contrast, the Imaginary is 
modeled on the preverbal mother-child dyad, or on 
the relation between an infant and its mirror 
image. 
4. That is, "anatomy is destiny" C'The Dissolution 
of the Oedipus Complex," 1924). 
5. Term used by structuralist and poststructuralist 
theorists that was coined by the Swiss linguist FER
D1NAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913) to explain the 
functioning of signs, which he divided into a s;g
nlfier (the form a sign take.) and a signified (the 
concept it represents). 
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There is no way in which we can produce an alternative out of the blue, but 
we can begin to make a break by examining patriarchy with the tools it 
pl"Ovides, of which psychoanalysis is not the only but an important one. We 
are still separated by a great gap from important issues for the female uncon
scious which are scarcely relevant to phalloce~tric theory: the sexing of the 
female infant and her relationship to the ~Ymbolic, the sexually mature 
woman as non-mother, maternity outside the signification of the phallus, the 
\"agina. But, at this point, psychoanalytic theory as it'riow stands can at least 
advance our understanding of the status quo, of the patriarchal order in 
whiCh we are caught. 

(8) DESTRUCTlO:-' OF PLEASURE AS A RADICAL WEAPON 

As an advanced representation system, the cinema poses questions about the 
ways the unconscious (formed by the dominant order) structures ways of 
seeing and pleasure in looking. Cinema has changed over the last few 
decades. It is no longer the monolithic system based on large capital invest
ment exemplified at its best by Hollywood iii the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s. 
Technological advances (16mm and so on) have changed the economic con
ditions of cinematic production, which can now be artisanal as well as cap
italist. Thus it has been possible for an alternative cinema to develop. 
However self-conscious and ironic Hollywood managed to be, it always 
restricted itself to a formal mise en sc~ne6 refl.ecting the dominant ideological 
concept of the cinema. The alternative cinema provides a space for the birth 
of a cinema which is radical in both a political and an aesthetic sense and 
challenges the basic assumptions of the mainstream film. This is not to reject 
the latter moralistically, but to highlight the ~;a"ys in which its formal pre
occupations reflect the psychical obsessions of the s'ociety which produced 
it and, further, to stress that the alterila~ive cinema'must start specifically 
by reacting against these obsessions and assumptions. A politically and aes
thetically avant-garde cinema is now possible, but it can still only exist as a 
counterpoint. . 

The magic of the HolI}wood style at its best (and of all the cinema which 
fell within" its sphere of influence) arose, not exclusively, but in one important 
aspect, from its skilled and satisfying manipulation of visual ple~re. 
Unchallenged, mainstream film coded the erotic into the language of the 
domin~nt patriarchal order. In the highly developed Hollywood cinema it 
was only through these codes that the alienated subject, torn in his imaginary 
memory by a sense of loss, by the terror of potential lack in fantasy, came 
near to finding a glimpse of satisfaction: through its formal beauty and its 
play on his own formative obsessions. This article will discuss the inter
weaving of that erotic pleasure in film, its meaning and, in particular, the 
central place of the image of woman. It is said that analysing pleasure, or 
beauty, destroys it. That is the intention of this article. The satisfaction and 
reinforcement of the ego' that represent the high point of film history hith
erto must be attacked. 1\:ot in favour of a reconstructed new pleasure, which 
cannot exist in the abstract, nor of intellectualised unpleasure, but to make 

(,. 1n fihn. everything within tin' fl'Onle of a shot, 
induding actors, settings. <'~(J~tumcs, action, and 
li~hting. 

7. The part of the psyche, as described by Freud. 
that Is conscious, controls behavlor, and Is in touch 
with external reality. 



2184 I LAURA MULVEY 

way for a total negation of the eas,e and plenitude of the narrative' fiction 
film. ,The ,alternative Is the thrill that comes from leaving the::past.behind 
without simply rejecting.it,'transcending outworn or ,oppressive forms, and 
daring to break with normal :pleasurable eXpectations in order. to conceive a 
new language of desire., ' 

II'Ple~ure inL~okinglFascination with the Hiiin4n .For+n' 
. ' . '.' . .' .~ . !.. ", I f ~ ,I • '. . .. : • 

A The cinema, offers a number of possible pleasures:~One' is scopophilia 
(pleasure in looking). There are circumstances in which .looking itself is ,a 
source of pleasure, just as, in the reverse formation, there is pleasure in being 
looked at. Originally, in his Three E$says on Sexuality, Freud isolated scopo
philia as one of the component instincts of sexuality w~ich' exist as dri~es 
quitt; ,independently of" the erotogeniczon,es. At this point he'associated 
scopophilia with t~king' other people as ,objects, subjecHng 'them ~o~ con
trolling' and curio~s gaze. His particuliu 'examples centre on the voyeuristic 
activities of children, 'their desiri to see and make sure of the prlv!i'te and 
f~rbidden (curiosity about other p'eople's g~nital and'bodilyfunctiori~; ~bout 
the presence or absence of the'penis and, retrospecti,:,ely" about the primal 
sc'ene8 ); In, this an81ysis scopophilia is essentially active. (Later, in'1nstinets 
ahd their'vidssihides','Pretid developed his theory 'of sc'OpophiI'i~ further, 
attaching it initially to,pre":gehital auto~eroticism, after which', 'by apaiogy, 
the pleasure of the look is transferred to others. There is a 'dose working 
here of the relationship betweell the active instinct arid its flitther develop~ 
ment in 'a narcissistic form.) Although the instinct is' modified by other 'fac~ 
tors, in particular the constitution of the ego, it continues to eXist as the 
~rotic b,as~s, for pleasure in loc;)dng at another person as, object. : At the 
extreme,itcanbecome fixatt;d intq 'a perVersion, producing obsessive voyeurs 
and Peeping Toms whose only sexual satisfaction can come from watching, 
ill i1O' aCtive controI1ing 'sense,' im objectified other. . ", ' 

At first glance, the tinema wotild seem to be remote from the,~ndercover 
world of the surreptitious observation of an unknowing and unwilling victim. 
What is' seen' on the screen'is so nuuiifestly shown. But the' ma~s of rri~in
stream film, and the conventions Within whi<ih it has con~ciously evrilved, 
portray a, hermetic ally sealed ~orld '~hich unwinds magically, indif{erent to 
the presence of the audience, pr6ducing for them a sense of sep~rai:ion and 
playing on their voyeuristic fantasy. Moreover' the extreme contrast betwe'en 
the darkness in the auditorium (which also isolates the speCtators from one 
another) and the brilliance of the shifting patterns of light and shade on'the 
screen helps'to promote the illusion of voyeuristic separation: Although'the 
film is really being shown, is there to be seen, conditions of screening and 
narrative conventions give the spectator an illusion of looking in on a private 
world. Among other things, the position of the specblt6rs in the 'cinema is 
blatantly one of repression' of' their exhibitionism and projection of the 
repressed d~sire onto the performer. , .. , 

B The cinema satisfies a prhribrdial wish for pleasurable looking, but it also 
goes further, developing scopophilia in its narcissistic aspect. The conven-'. ; " .. 

8. The scene of the child's pa':~nts engaged'ln sexual Intercourse, Freud published Three Esurys 'on the 
Theory of Sex .... lity In 1905 and "Instincts and Their Vicissitudes" in 1915. 
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tions of mainstream film focus attention on the human form-. Scale, space, 
stories are all anthropomorphic. Here, curiosity and the wish to look inter
mingle with a fascination with likeness and recognition: the human face, the 
human body, the relationship between the human form and its surroundings, 
the visible presence of the person in the world. Jacques Lacan has described 
how the moment when a child recognises its own image' in the mirror is 
crucial for the constitution of the ego.9 Several aspects of this analysis are 
relevant here. The mirror phase occurs at a' time when children's physical 
ambitions outstrip their motor capacity, with the result that their recognition 
of themselves is joyous in that they imagine their mirror image to be more 
complete, more perfect than they experience -in their own body. Recognition 
is thus overlaid with misrecognition: the image-re'cognised-is conceived as 
the reflected body of the self, but its misrecogn-ition -as superior projects this 
body outside itself as an ideal ego, the alienated subject which, re
introjected ' as an ego ideal, prepares the way for identification with others 
in the- future. This mirror moment predates language for the child. 

Important for this article is the fact that it is an image that constitutes the 
matrix of the imaginary, of recognition/misrecognition and identification, 
and hence of the first articulation of the I, of subjectivity. This is a moment 
when an older fascination with looking '(at the mother's face, for an obvious 
example) collides with the initial inklings· of se.1f-awareness. Hence it is the 
birth of the long love affair/despair between image and self-image which has 
found such intensity of expression in film and such joyous recognition in the 
cinema audience. Quite apart from the extraneous similarities between 
screen and mirror (the framing of the human form in its surroundings, for 
instance), the cinema has structures of fascination strong enough to allow 
temporary loss of ego while simultaneously reinforcing it. The sense of for
getting the world as the ego has come to perceive it (I forgot who lam and 
where I was) is nostalgically reminiscent of that pre-subjective moment of 
image recognition. While at the same time, the cinema has distinguished 
itself in the production of ego ideals; through 'the star system for instance. 
Stars provide a focus or centre both to screen space and screen story where 
they act out a complex process of likeness and difference (the glamorous 
impersonates the ordinary). 

C Sections A and B have set out two contradictory aspects of the pleasur
able structures of looking in the conventional cinematic situation. The first, 
scopophilic, arises from pleasure in using another person as an object of 
sexual stimulation through sight. The second, developed through narcissism 
and the constitution-of the ego, comes from identification with the image 
seen. Thus, in film terms, one implies a separation of the erotic identity of 
the subject from the object on the screen (active scopophilia), the other 
demands identification of the ego with the object on the screen through the 
spectator's fascination with and recognition of his like. The first is a function 
of the sexual instincts, the second of ego Iibido. 2 This dichotomy was crucial 
for Freud. Although he saw the two as interacting and overlaying each other, 

9. Lacan, in "The Mirror Stage" (r 949j see above), 
describe. the development of selfhood in children 
between 6 and J 8 months old. 
J. A psychoanalytic term; introjection is the un
conscious process by which the outside world j. 

taken Into the self and represented In its Internal 
structure. 
2. Narcissistic libido, a pleasure derived from ide
alizing the self. 
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the tension between instinctual drives and self-preservation polarises in 
terms of pleasure. But both are formative structures, mechanisms without 
intrinsic meaning. In themselves they have no signification, unless attached 
to an idealisation. Both pursue aims in indifference to perceptual reality, and 
motivate eroticised phantasmagoria that affect the subject's perception of 
the world to make a mockery of empirical objectivity. 

During its history, the cinema seems to have evolved a particular illusion 
of reality in which -this contradiction between libido and ego has found a 
beautifully complementary fantasy world. In reality the fantasy world of the 
screen is subject to the law which produces it. Sexual instincts and identi
fication processes have a meaning within the symbolic order which articu
lates desire. Desire, born with language, allows the possibility of 
transcending the instinctual and the imaginary, but its _point of reference 
continually returns to the traumatic moment of its birth: the castration com
plex. Hence the look, pleasurable in form, can-be threatening in 'content, 
and it is woman as representation/image that crystallises this paradox. 

111 W01nan as Image, Man as Bearer of the Look 

A In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been 
split between active/male and passive/female. The determining male gaze 
projects its fantasy onto the female figure, which is styled accordingly. In 
their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and 
displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact 
so that they can be said to connote to-be~looked-at-ness. Woman displayed 
as sexual object is the leitmotif of erotic spectacle: from pin-ups to strip
tease~ from Ziegfeld to Busby Berkeley,3 she holds the look, and plays to and 
signifies male desire. Mainstream film neatly combines spectacle and nar
rative. (Note, however, how in the musical song-and-dance numbers inter
rupt the flow of the diegesis.4 ) The presence of woman is an indispensable 
element of spectacle in normal narrative film, yet her visual presence tends 
to work against the development of a story-line, to freeze the flow of action 
in moments of erotic contemplation. This alien presence then has to be 
integrated into cohesion with the narrative. As Budd Boetticher' has put it: 

What counts is what the heroine provokes, or rather what she represents. 
She is the one, or rather the love or fear she inspires in the hero, or else 
the concern he feels for her, who makes him act the way he does. In 
herself the woman has not the slightest importance. 

(A recent tendency in narrative fiim has been to dispense with this problem 
altogether; hence the development of what Molly Haske1l6 has called th~ 
'buddy movie', in which the active homosexual eroticism of the central male 
figures can carry the story without distraction.) Traditionally, the woman 
displayed has functioned on two levels: as erotic object for the characters 
within the screen story, and as erotic object- for the spectator within th~ 

3. American choreographer and film director 
(1895-1976), famous for his musical productions. 
Flor"nz Zlegfeld (1869-1932), American theatrl· 
cal producer, best known for extravagant revues 
featuring showgirls. 
4. The ongoing story or narrative. 

'. 
5. American film director (b. 1916), best kno~n 
for his westerns. 
6. American film critic (b. 1939); she discus.",. 
"buddy movies" in From R ...... ,..,nce to R"pe: n, 
T .... "tment o/Women'" die Movl". (1974). 
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auditorium, with a shifting tension between the looks on either side of the 
screen. For instance, the device of the show-girl allows the two looks to be 
unified technically without any apparent break in the diegesis. A woman 
performs within the narrative; the gaze of the spectator and that of the male 
characters in the film are neatly combined without breaking narrative veri
similitude. For a moment the sexual !mpact of the performing woman takes 
the film into a no man's land outside its own time and space. Thus Marilyn 
j\'1onroe's first appearance in The Ri11er of No Return and Lauren Bacall's 
songs in To Have and Ha1'e Not. 7 SimHariy, conventional close-ups of legs 
(Dietrich, for instance) or a face (Garbo)8 integrate into the narrative a dif
ferent mode of eroticism. One part of a fragmented body destroys the Renais
sance space, the illusion of depth demanded by the narrative; it gives flatness, 
the quality of a cut-out or icon, rather than verisimilitude, to the screen. 

B An active/passive heterosexual division of labour has similarly controlled 
narrative structure. According to the principles of the ruling ideology and 
the psychical structures that back it up, the male figure cannot bear the 
burden of sexual objectification. Man is reluctant to gaze at his exhibitionist 
like. Hence the spHt bet'''''een spectacle and narrative supports the man's role 
as the active one of advancing the story, making things happen. The man 
controls the film fantasy and also emerges as the representative of power in 
a further sense: as the bearer of the look of the spectator, transferring it 
behind the screen to neutralise the extra-diegetic9 tendencies represented by 
woman as spectacle. This is made possible through the processes set in 
motion by structuring the film around a main controlling figure wf~h whom 
the spectator can identify. As the speCtator identifies with the main male 
protagonist, he projects his look onto that of his like, his screen surrogate, 
so that the power of the male protagonist as he controls events coincides 
with the active power of the erotic look, both giving a satisfying sense of 
omnipotence. A male movie star's glamorous characteristics are thus not 
those of the erotic object of the gaze. but those of the more perfect, more 
complete, more powerful ideal ego conceived in the original moment of rec
ognition in front of the mirror. The character in the story can make things 
happen and control events better than the subject/spectator, just as the 
image in the mirror was more in control of motor co-ordination. -J!" . 

In contrast to woman as icon, the active male figure (the ego ideal of the 
identification process) demands a three-dimensional space corresponding to 
that of the mirror recognition. in which the alienated subject internalised 
his own representation of his imaginary existence. He is a figure in a land
scape. Here the function of film is to reproduce as accurately as possible the 
so-called natural conditions of human perception. Camera technology (as 
exemplified by deep focus in particular) and camera movements (determined 
by the action of the protagonist), combined with invisible editing (demanded 
by realism), all tend to blur the limits of screen space. The male protagonist 
is free to command the stage. a stage of spatial illusion in which he articu-

7. The 1944 American Aim (dir. H()ward Hawks) 
Iha\ was the Aim debut of the "ctress Bacall (b. 
1':124). Rh'er of No Retn", (di!". Otto Pl'eminger, 
1<.);4 l, American film that stars the actress Monroe 
(I '126-1962) as a beautiful saloon singer. 

8. Greta Garbo (J 905-1990), Swedish-born 
American Aim actress. Marlene Dietrich (J 90 1-
1992), German-born American actress. . 
9. Outside the story or the frlime of.the camera. 
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lates the look and creates the action. (There are films With a woman as main 
protagonist, of course~ To analyse this phenomenon seriously 'here ·would 
take me too far ,afield. Pain 'Cook and Glaire Johnston's study: of The Revolt 
of MantieStover I in Phit Hardy(ed~), Raoul Walsh (Edinburgh;'1974), shows 
in a striking case how the strength of this female protagonist:is more apparent 
thEm real.) 

Cl Sections III A and B'have set out a t~nsiort"betweena mode of repre
sentation of woman in film "nd conventions surrounding the diegesis. Each 
is associated with a look: that of the spectator in direct scopophilic contact 
with the female form displayed. for his enjoyment (connoting male fantasy) 
and that of the spectator fascinated with the image' of-his like .. set in an 
illusion of natural space, and through himgainingcontroi:and possession of 
the woman within the diegesis. (This tension and the shift from one pole to 
the other can structure a single text. Thus both in Only Angels Have Wings" 
and in To Have and Have Not, the film' opens with the woman as object of 
the combined gaze of spectator and all the male protagonists in the film. She 
is isolated, glamorous, on display, sexualised. But as the narrative progresses 
she falls in love with the main male protagonist and becomes his property, 
losing her outward glamorous, characteristics, her generalised sexuality, her 
show-girl connotations; her eroticism is subjected to the male star'alone. By 
means of ,identification with him, through participation in his power, ·the 
spectator canindireci:ly possess her too.) 

, But in psychoanalytic' termsj' the . female figure poses a deeper problem. 
She also connotes something that the look continually circles around but 
disavows: her lack of a penis, implying a threat,' of c'astration 'and hence 
unpleasure. Ultimately, the meaning: of woman is sexual difference, the visu
ally ascertainable absence of, the, penisithe material evidence, on which is 
'based-the castration complex ,essential for the organisation',of entrance to 
the symbolic order imdthe ,law, of the .father. Thus the woman as icort, dis
playedfot the gaze and enjoyment of men, the activec'ontrollers of the look, 
always threatens to evoke the' anxiety it Originally signified. The male uncon
scious has two avenues of escape from this castration arudety: preoccupation 
with the re-enactment .of 'the original trauma (investigating the woman, 
demystifying her mystery), counterbalanced by the devaluation, punishment 
or saving of the guilty object (an avenue typified by the concerns of the film 
noir~); or else complete disavowal of castration by the substitution of a fetish 

" object or turning the represented figure itself into a fetish so that it becomes 
reassuring rather than dangerous (hence overvaluation, the'cult of the female 
star). ' 
, This second avenue, fetishistic scopophilia, builds up,the physical beauty 

of the object, transforming .. ,it,intosomething satisfying'in' itself. The, first 
avenue, voyeurism, on the, contrary, has associations with sadismi pleasure 
lies in ascertaining guilt.(immediately associated with castration), asserting 
control and subjugating the guilty 'person through punishment or forgive
ness. This sadistic side fits in well with narrative. Sadism demands a story, 
depends on making something happen, forcing a change in another person, 

1. A 1956 American film (dir. Raoul Walsh), star· 
ring Jane Ru •• ell in the title role. .' , 
2. A 1939 American film (dir, Howard Hawks); 
the female "object" is Jean Arthur. 

3. Uterally, "black Glm" (French), a postwar genre 
characterized by dark settlng.,. by shady or dis
turbed characters who are alienated and Isolated, 
and by a view of SOCiety from Its underside, 
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a battle of will and strength, victory/defeat, all occurring in a linear time 
with a beginning and an end. Fetishistic scopophilia, on the other hand, can 
exist outside linear time as the erotic instinct is focused on the look alone. 
These contradictions and ambiguities can be illustrated more simply by using 
works by Hitchcock and Sternberg,4 both of whom take the look almost as 
the content or subject matter of many of their·filnts. Hitchcock is the more 
complex, as he uses both mechanisms. Sternberg's work, bn the other hand, 
provides many pure examples of fetishistic scopophilia. 

C2 Sternberg once said he would welcome his' films' being projected 
upside-down so that story and character' involvement would not interfere 
with the spectator's undiluted appreciation of the screen image. This state
ment is revealing but ingenuous: ingenuous in that his filnts do demand that 
the figure of the woman (Dietrich, in the cycle of films with her, as the 
ultimate example) should be identifiable; but revealing in that it emphasises 
the fact that for him the pictorial space enclosed by the frame is paramount, 
rather than narrative or identification processes. While Hitchcock goes into 
the investigative side of voyeurism, Sternberg produces' the ultimate fetish, 
taking it to the point where the powerful look of the male protagonist (char
acteristic of traditional narrative film) is broken in favour of the image in 
direct erotic rapport with the spectator. The beauty of the woman as object 
and the screen space coalesce; she is no lon'ger the bearer of guilt but a 
perfect product, whose body, stylised and fragmented by close-ups, is the 
content of the film and the direct recipient of the spectator's look. 

Sternberg plays down the illusion of screen depth; his screen tends to be 
one-dimensional, as light and shade, lace, steam, foliage, net, streamers and 
so on reduce the visual field. There is little or no mediation of the look 
through the eyes of the main male protagonist. On the contrary, shadowy 
presences like La Bessiere in Morocco' ac;t .as surrogates for'the director, 
detached as they are from audience identification. Despite Sternberg's insis
tence that his stories are irrelevant, it is significant that they are cot1cerned 
with situation, not suspense, and cyclical rather than linear time, while plot 
complications revolve around misunderstanding rather' than conflict. The 
most important absence is that of the controlling male gaze within the ~r.een 
scene. The high point of emotional drama in the most typical Dietrich films, 
her supreme moments of erotic meaning, take place in the absence of the 
man she loves in the fiction. There are other witnesses, other spectators 
watching her on the screen, their gaze is one with, not standing in for, that 
of the audience. At the end of Morocco, Tom Brown has already disappeared 
into the deser.t when Amy Jolly kicks off her gold sandals and walks after 
him. At the end of Dishonoured,6 Kranau is indifferent to the fate of Magda. 
In both cases, the erotic impact, sanctified by death, is displayed as a spec
tacle for the audience. The male hero misunderstands and, above all, does 
not see. 

In Hitchcock, by contrast, the male hero does see precisely what the audi-

4. Josef von Sternberg (I 894-1 969), Austrian
born American film director; he brought the 
"etre •• Marlene Dletrich 10 the United States and 
f!'alured her In a number of films in the early 
1930s. Alfred Hltchcock (I 899-1980), English 
film director known as B master of suspense; many 
of his most important films were made in Holly-

wood. 
5. A 1930 American film directed by Sternberg; 
La Bessl~re Is played by Adolphe Menjou, Tom 
Brown by Gary Cooper, and Amy Jolly by Dletrich. 
6. A 1931 Atnerlcan AIm directed by Sternberg; 
Kranau ·is/.' tayed by Victor McLaglen and Marie 
(not "Mdg a"), a spy, by Dletrich. 
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ence sees. However, although fascination with an image through scopophilic 
eroticism can be the subject of the film, it is the role of the hero to portray 
the contradictions and tensions experienced by the spectator. In Vertigo in 
particular, but also in Marnie and Rear Window,7 the look is central to the 
plot, oscillating between voyeurism and fetishistic fascination. Hitchcockhas 
never concealed his interest in voyeurism, cinematic and non-cinematic. His 
heroes are exemplary of the symbolic order and the law-a policeman (Ver
tigo), a dominant male possessing money and power (Marnie)-but their 
erotic drives lead them into compromised situations. The power to subject 
another person to the will sadistically or to the gaze voyeuristically is turned 
onto the woman as the object of both. Power is backed by a certainty of legal 
right and the established guilt of the woman (evoking castration, psychoan
alytically speaking). True perversion is barely concealed under a shallow 
mask of ideological correctness-the man is on, the right side of the law, the 
woman on the wrong. Hitchcock's skillful use of identUication processes and 
liberal use of subjective camera from the point of view of the male protag
onist draw the spectators deeply into his position, making them share his 
uneasy gaze. The spectator is absorbed into a voyeuristic situation within the 
screen scene and dieges'is, which parodies his awn in the cinema. : " , 
, In an analysis of Rear Window, Douchet8 takes the film as a metaphor for 

,-the cinema. Jeffries is the audience, the events in t\1.e apartment b~ock oppo
~ite correspond to the screen. As he watches, an erotic dimension fs aclded 
to his look, a central image' to the drama. His, girlfriend Lisa had be~n of 
little sexual interest to him, more or less a drag, so long as she 'remained on 
the spectator side. When she crosses the barrier between his, room and the 
block opposite, their relationship is reborn erotically. -He~oes not, merely 
watch her through his leps, as a distant meaningful image, he also sees her 
as a guilty intruder expo~ed by a dangerOl,ls rilan threatening her w,~h pun
ishment, anq thus finally giving him the opportunity to save her. Lisa's exhi
bitionism has alreacly heen established by her'obsessi~e interest in dress and 
style, in being a passive image of visual perfection;jeffries's voyeurism and 
activity have also been established through his work as' a photo-journalist, a 
maker of stories and. captor of images. However, his enforced inactivity, bind
ing him to his seat as a ~pectator, puts him squarely in i:h~'fant~sy position 
of the cinema audience. ' , 

In Vertigo, subjective camera predom~nates. Apart from one flashback 
from Judy's point of view, the 'narrative is woven around what Scottie sees 
or fails to see.9 The 'audience follows the growth of his erotic obsession and 
subsequent despair precisely from his' point of view. Scottie's voyeurism is 
blatant: he falls in love with a woman he follows and spies on without speak
ing to. Its sadistic side is equally blatant: he has chosen (and freely chosen, 
for he had been a successful lawyer) to be a policeman, with all the attendant 
possibilities of pursuit and investigation. As a result, he follows, watches and 
falls in love with a perfect image of female beauty and mystery. Once he 
actually confronts her, his erotic drive is to break her down and force her *0 
tell by persistent cross-questioning. ' ' 

7, Three American film. directed by Hitchcock: 
Vertigo (1958), M"mie (1964), and Re"r Wimlow 
(1954), 
8, Jean Douchet, French film director and critic, 
author of Alfred HilcJ'CDC/t (1967). Jeffrles, tem
porarily immobilized by R broken leg, is played by 

James Stewart; Usa is played by Grace Kelly, 
9. ScotUe Uame. Stewart) is hired to watch Mad
elelne (Kim Novak), a wealthy man'. wife; he 
becomes obsessed with her, and after her suicide, 
he finds another woman who resembles her Uudy, 
also played by Novak), 
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In the second part of the film, he re-enacts his obsessive involvement with 
the image he loved to watch secretly. He reconstructs Judy as Madeleine, 
forces her to conform in every detail to the actual physical appearance of his 
fetish. Her exhibitionism, her masochism, make her an ideal passive coun
terpart to Scottie's active sadistic voyeurism. She knows her part is to per
form. and only by playing it through and then replaying it can she keep 
Scottie's erotic interest. But in the repetition he does break her down and 
succeeds in exposing her guilt. His curiosity wins through; she is punished. 

Thus, in Vertigo, erotic involvement with the look boomerangs: the spec
tator's own fascination is revealed as illicit voyeurism as the narrative content 
enacts the processes and pleasures that he is himself exercising and enjoying. 
The Hitchcock hero here is firmly placed within the symbolic order, in nar
rative terms. He has all the attributes of the patriarchal superego.' Hence 
the spectator, lulled into a false sense of security by the apparent legality of 
his surrogate, sees through his look and finds himself exposed as complicit, 
caught in the moral ambiguity of looking. Far from being simply an aside on 
the perversion of the police, Vertigo focuses on the implications of the 
active/looking, passivellooked-at split in terms of sexual 'difference and the 
power of the male symbolic encapsulated in the hero. Marnie, too, performs 
for Mark Rutland's gaze and masquerades as the perfect to-be-Iooked-at 
image.z He, too, is on the side of the law until. drawn in by obsession with 
her guilt. her secret. he longs to see her in the act of committing a crime, 
make her confess and thus save her. So he, too, becomes complicit as he 
acts out the implications of his power. He controls money and words; he can 
have his cake and eat it. 

IV Summary 

The psychoanalytic background that has been discussed in this article is 
relevant to the pleasure and unpleasure offered by traditional narrative film. 
The scopophilic instinct (pleasure in looking at another person as an erotic 
object) and, in contradistinction. ego libido (forming identification pro
cesses) act as formations. mechanisms. which mould this cinema's formal 
attributes. The actual image of woman as (passive) raw material for the 
(active) gaze of man takes the argument a step further into the contem...end 
structure of representation. adding a further layer of ideological significance 
demanded by the patriarchal order in its favourite cinematic form-illusion
istic 3 narrative film. The argument must return again to the psychoanalytic 
background: women in representation can signify castration, and activate 
\'oyeuristic or fetishistic mechanisms to circumvent this threat. Although 
none of these interacting layers is intrinsic to film, it is only in the film form 
that they can reach a perfect and beautiful contradiction, thanks to the pos
sibility in the cinema of shifting the emphasis of the look. The place of the 
look defines cinema, the possibility of varying it and exposing it. This is what 
makes cinema quite different in its voyeuristic potential from, say. strip
tease, theatre, shows and so on. Going far beyond highlighting a woman's 
to-be-looked-at-ness, cinema builds the way she is to be looked at into the 

I. The part of the psyche. as described by Freud, 
I hat develops through the incorporation of the 
moral ~tandards of the parents and community. 
1. In Marnie, the title character \Tippi Hedren) is 

a habitual thief and liar who steals from her 
employers Rnd then changes her identity: Rutlancl 
(Sean Connery) hires her despite recognizing her. 
3. Relying on illusion to convey realism. 
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spectacle itself. Playing on the tension between film as controlling the 
dimension of time (editing, narrative) and film as controlling the dimension 
of space (change~ in distance, editing), cinematic codes create a gaze, a world 
and an object, thereby producing an illusion cut to the measure of desire. It 
is these cinematic codes and their relationship to formative external struc
tures that must be broken down before mainstream film ·and the pleasure it 
provides can be challenged. 

To begin with (as an ending), the v9yeuristic-scopophilic look that is a 
crucial part of traditional filmic pleasure can itself be broken down. There 
are three different looks associated with cinema: that of the camera as it 
records the pro-filmic event, that of the audience as it watches the final 
product, and that of the characters at each other within the screen illusion. 
The conventions of narrative film deny the first two and subordinate them 
to the third, the conscious aim being always to eliminate intrusive camera 
presence and prevent a distancing awareness in the audience. Without these 
two absences (the material existence of the recording process, the critical 
reading of the spectator), fictional drama cannot achieve reality, obviousness 
and truth. Nevertheless, as this article has argued, the structure. of looking 
in narrative fiction film contains a contradiction in· its own premises: the 
female image as a castration threat constantly endangers the unity· of the 
diegesis and bursts through the world of illusion as an intrusive, static, one
dimensional fetish. Thus the two looks materially present in time and space 
are obsessively subordinated to the neurotic needs of the male ego. The 
camera becomes the mechanism for producing an illusion of Renaissance 
space, flowing movements compatible with the human eye, an ideology of 
representation that revolves around the perception of the subject; the cam

.era's look is disavowed in order to create a convincing world in which the 
spectator's surrogate can perform with verisimilitude. Simultaneously, the 
look of the audience is denied an intrinsic force: as soon as fetishistic rep
resentation of the female image threatens to break the spell of illusion, and 
the erotic image on the screen .appears directly (witliout mediation) to the 
spectator, the fact of fetishisation, concealing as it does castration fear, 
freezes the look, fixates the spectator and prevents him from achieving any 
distance from the image in front of him. 

This complex interaction of IQoks is specific to film. The first blow against 
the monoHthic accumulation of traditional film conventions (already under
taken by radical film-makers) is to free the look of the camera into its mate
riality4 in time and space and the look of the audience into dialectics' and 
passionate detachment. There is no doubt that this destroys the satisfaction, 
pleasure and privilege of the 'invisible guest', and highlights the way film has 
depended on voyeuristic active/passive mechanisms. Women, whose image 
has continually been stolen and used for this end, cannot view the decline 
of the traditional film form with anything much more than sentimental 
regret. 

1973 1975 

4. Actual mechanisms. 5. Analysis of interaction. 
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Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak is an unsettling voice in literary theory and,especially, 
postcolonial studies. She has described herself as a "practical deconstructionist fem
inist Marxist" and as a "gadfly." She uses deconstruction to examine "how truth is 
constructed" and to deploy the assertions of one intellectual and political position 
(such as Marxism) to "interrupt" or "bring into crisis" another (feminism, for exam
ple). In her work, she combines passionate denunciations of the harm done to women, 
non-Europeans, and the poor by the privileged West with a persistent questioning of 
the grounds on which radical critique takes its stand. 

Her continual interrogation of assumptions can make Spivak difficult to read. But 
her restless critiques connect directly to her ethical aspiration for a "politics of the 
open end," in which deconstruction acts as a "safeguard" against the repression or 
exclusion of "alterities"-that is, peop.1e, events, or ideas that are radically "other" to 
the dominant worldvicw. She writes against the "epistemic violence" done by dis
courses of knowledge that carve up the world and condemn to oblivion the pieces 
that do not easily fit. Characteristically, she does not claim to avoid such violence 
herself; rather, she self-consciously explores structures of violence without assuming 
a final, settled position. 

Spivak was born in Calcutta, India, and received her B.A. from the University of 
Calcutta. She came to the United States and completed her M.A. and Ph.D. in 
English literature at Corn ell University, where PAUL DE MAN was one of her mentors. 
She has taught at various American universities, including the University of Iowa, 
the University of Texas, the University of Pittsburgh, and Columbia University. Her 
earliest important work was her introduction to and translation of JACQUES DERRIDA'S 

Of Grammatology (1977), the first of his major books to be rendered in full into 
English. Spivak played a key role in introdUcing French "theory" into North American 
and British literature departments between 1975 and 1982. Almost from the start, 
she emphasized how deconstruction's interest in the "violence" of traditional hierar
chical binary oppositions (between male and female, the West and the rest, etc.) 
afforded a passage from literary theory to radical politics. Spivak joined feminism's 
interest in silenced women to a Marxist global concern with the political, economic, 
and cultural oppression of nonwhite people. The result was a series of highly influ
t>ntial essays that helped set the agenda for feminism and for postcolonial theory in 
the 1980s and 1990s. ~ . 

"Can the Subaltern Speak'?" may be Spivak's best-known essay; it is certainly her 
most controversial. First given as a lecture in 1983 and published in different versions 
in 1985 and 1988, Spivak offers a greatly expanded revision (more than one hundred 
pages) in her Critique of l'ostcolonial Reason (1999). Our selection offers three sec
tions from this revised version, beginning with the sentence in which Spivak poses a 
central concern: "the -possibility that the intellectual is complicit in the persistent 
constitution of the Other as the Self's shadow." Her essay insists "on marking [critics'] 
positionality as investigating subjects." Postcolonial critics, like many feminists, want 
to give silenced others a voice. But Spivak worries that even the most benevolent 
effort merely repeats the very silencing it aims to combat. After an, colonialists often 
thought of themselves as well-intentioned. Spivak points to the British outlawing of 
sati, the Hindu practice of hurning a widow on her husband's funeral pyre. While 
this intervention saved some lives and may have given women a modicum of free 
choice, it also served to secure British power in India and to underscore the asserted 
difference between British "civilization" and Indian "barbarism." Hindu culture was 
driven underground, written out of law, denied any legitimacy. Can today's intellec
tuals avoid a similar condescension when they represent the oppressed? 
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Spivak articulates her reasons for her worries in the first part of our selection, 
applying MICHEL FOUCAULT's understanding of "epistemic violence" to the "remotely 
orchestrated, far-flung, and heterogeneous project to constitute the colonial subject 
as Other." Foucault views intellectual power as functioning discursively to produce 
the very subject over which it then exercises mastery. Of course, no discourse suc
ceeds in obliterating all alternative discourses. Intellectuals have frequently tried to 
create counterdiscourses that contest the dominant discourses, with the hope of con
necting with the oppressed's own acts of resistance. Spivak sees postcolonial studies 
as a new instance of this attempt to liberate the other and to enable that other to 
experience and articulate those parts of itself that fall outside what the dominant 
discourse has constituted as its subjecthood. She asks whether such work can suc
ceed. Can-with or without the intervention of well-intentioned intellectuals-the 
"subaltern" speak? Her blunt answer is no. 

A subaltern, according to the dictionary, is a person holding a subordinate position, 
originally ajunior officer in the British army. But Spivak draws on the term's nuances. 
It has particularly rich chnnotations for the Indian subcontinent because the Anglo
Indian writer Rudyard Klpling (1865-1936) so often viewed imperialism from the 
ambivalent position of the' subaltern functionary in the complex colonial hierarchy, 
caught between detested superiors and feared "natives." The Italian Marxist theorist 
ANTONIO GRAMSCI later applied the term to the unorganized masses that must be 
politicized for the workers' revolution to succeed. In the 1980s the Subaltern Studies 
Grou'p (a collective of radical historians in India with whom Spivak maintains ties) 
appropriated the term, focusing their attention on the disenfranchised peoples of 
Ind~. The "subaltern" always stands in an ambiguous relation to power-subordinate 
to it 'but never fully consenting to its rule, never adopting the dominant point of view 
or vocabulary as expressive of its own identity. "One must nevertheless insist that the 
colonized subaltern subject is irretrievably heterogeneous," declares Spivak. Can this 
difference be articulated? And if so, by whom? 

Because subalterns exist, to some extent, outside power, theorists and advocates of 
political transformation have consistently looked to them as a potential source of 
change. Marxists speak of and for the proletariat, feminists of and for oppressed 
women, and anticolonialists of and for third world peoples. In part, Spivak is reacting 
against the persistent tendency of radical political movements to romanticize the 
other, especially against the notion that third world peoples must lead the fight against 
multinational global capitalism. To assign them that role Is to repeat colonialism's 
basic violence, which views non-Europeans as Important only insofar as they follow 
Western scripts. Furthermore, when most of the power resides in the West, why 
should the least powerful of those caught up in globalization be responsible for halting 
its advance? Finally, Spivak points out that the suggestion that all third world peoples 
stand in the same relation to global capitalism and should respond to it in the same 
way is "essentialist." 

Essentialism names the belief that certain people or entities share some essential, 
unchanging "nature" that secures their membership in a category. In the 1980s, 
essentialism was the target of much feminist criticism because activists recognized 
that generalizations about "woman" inevitably exclude some women. One response 
was "difference feminism," which stressed alliances among women across their dif
ferences and hoped to replace a solidarity based on shared essential qualities and 
experiences. Spivak's landmark contribution to this debate was the concept of "stra
tegic essentialism." In some instances, she argued, .it was important strategically to 
make essentialist claims, even while one retained an awareness that those claims 
were, at best, crude political generalizations. For example, feminists must publicize 
"the feminization of poverty"-the ways in which employment practices and wages, 
divorce law and settlements, and social policies ensure that in many societies women 
make up the majority of poor adults. Of course, many women are not poor, and 
poverty has causes other than an individual's sex, but to battle effectively against the 
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poverty of some women requires the strategic essentialism of highlighting the gen
dcred nature of economic inequality. 

Leftist intellectuals who romanticize the oppressed, Spivak argues, essentialize 
the subaltern and thus replicate the colonialist discourses they purport to critique. 
To I'eplace this leftist fantasy of an untouched or essential purity lodged in a par
ticular group, Spivak reminds us (citing Ranajit Guha, a founding member of 
the Subaltern Studies Group) that a person's or group's identity is relational, a 
function of its place in a system of differences. There is no true or pure other; 
instead, the other always already exists in relation to the discourse that would name 
it as other. 

But does the differential position of otherness afford it some resources it can use 
to al-ticulate its singulal"ity, its nonidentity with power'? Spivak seems doubtful; her 
historical and political analysis describes Western capitalism and colonialism as tri
umphant. The whole world is now organized economically, politically, and culturally 
along the lines of Western discourses. Although those discourses are not perfectly 
aligned, their multiplicity generally reinforces rather than undercuts the marginali
zation of nonwhite peoples and the dual marginalization of nonwhite women. Given 
this bleak picture. Spivak turns (in the second part of our selection) to SIGMUND 

FREUD in an effort to develop an appropriate model of intellectual work. 
Freud furthers the analysis of colonialism by helping us see how the very identity 

of whiteness itself is created in part through the self-proclaimed benevolence of colo
nial action. More important, he implicitly cautions us against scapegoating or, con
versely. creating saviors. Spivak's "sentence"-"White men are saving brown women 
from brown men"-serves to justify colonial interventions if white men are taken as 
saviors and brown men are scapegoated as oppressors (of brown women). A post
colonialist discourse could just as easily scapegoat white men, with the inevitable 
consequence of presenting eithel- brown men or brown women as the saviors. Spivak 
thinks that Freud (as both a positive and a negative example, since he himself didn't 
always avoid scapegoating) can aid us to keep the "sentence" open, to explore the 
dynamics of the unfolding human relationships without foreclosing narratives by 
assigning determinate roles. She remains leery of any attempt to fix and celebrate the 
subaltern's distinctive voice by claims that the subaltern occupies the position of 
victim, abjected other, scapegoat, savior, and so on. The critic must remain attentive 
to the fluidity of possible relations and actions. Spivak's discussion of Freud is offered 
not "as a solution" but "in acknowledgment of these dangers" of interpreting and 
representing the other. 

Neither Freud nor Spivak is silent. They each make various determinate claims 
and. Spivak says, re\'eal their "political interests" in those claims. As intellectuals., 
both are at home (although their belonging is qualified by Freud's being Jewish 8rfd 
Spivak's being a nonwhite women) within the dominant discourse. The subaltern is 
not similarly privileged. and does not speak in a vocabulary that will get a hearing in 
institutional locations of powel-. The subaltern enters official and intellectual dis
com-se only rarely and usually through the mediating commentary of someone more 
ot home in those discourses. If the problematic is understood this way, it is hard to 
sce how the subaltern can be capable of speaking. 

In the thil'd part of our selection, Spivak offers yet a further twist. She tells the 
story of Bhubaneswari Bhaduri's suicide not as an example of the Indian woman's 
inability to speak within \Vestern discourse, but to show that Indian discourse has 
been so battered by the storms of (colonial) history that it, too, offers no resources 
for successful communication. Bhubaneswari's suicide is misunderstood by everyone, 
including her own family-and no one in India seems interested in Spivak's return 
to and reinterpretation of the event. "Unnerved by this failure of communication," 
Spil'ak wrote her "passionate lament: the subaltern cannot speak!" Fifteen years later, 
Sph'ak comments: "It was an inadvisable remark." 

\Vhat scraps of comfort has Spivak unearthed in the meantime to challenge her 



2196 / GAYATRI CHAKRAVORTY SPIVAK 

first, despairing conclusion'? She has reminded herself that "speaking" always occurs 
within the nexus of actions that include listening, responding, interpreting, and qual
ifying. One's words can be taken up in any number of possible ways. The ongoing 
effects of an utterance, not its singular expression or anyone response, produces its 
character as a speech act. Much of the point of revisionist history, of returning to 
scenes of domination and oppression, is to reactivate attempts at speaking that other 
forces tried to obliterate and keep from having effects. In revisiting Bhubaneswari's 
suicide, Spivak makes it speak in new ways . .To deny that this retelling is a form of 
speaking would be to hold on to a criterion of "authenticity" that runs counter to 
Spivak's whole argument about identity. The historian who tries to recover the past 
should sketch "the itinerary of the trace" that the silenced subaltern has left, should 
mark the sites where the subaltern was effaced, and should delineate the discourses 
that did the effacing. 

Splvak remains wary of all representatlons,even while accepting that the opening 
of "a line of communication" is "to be desired" and "allows us to take pride in our 
work without making missionary claims." On theoretic and ethical grounds, she 
insists that any system, any discourse, inevitably excludes something, and she will 
"reserve" the word subaltern to point toward "the sheer heterogeneity of decolonized 
space." She very much wants the. "traces" of those exclusions to haunt us. In every 
utterance, she urges us to hear the faint whisper of what could not be said. And she 
asks us to be ready to change our current discourse for a new one that would get 
closer to what the old one leaves unspoken-although the new discourse will have 
its own silences. This attunemeilt to the unheard is what Spivak, following the phi
losopher 8imal Krishna MatHal, calls "moral love." 

A persistent complaint against Spivak, aside from her difficult style, is that she 
leaves us no place to stand. Her political pronouncements are unambiguous, but she 
steadfastly refuses to advocate solutions beyond an openness to the other that can 
appear vague, undiscriminating, and.indeed theatrical. To continually dismantle one's 
oWn assumptions seems itself an act of privilege, a deconstructionist's luxury that few 
can afford, especially those who have ,to make decisions here and now (a point some
what conceded by Spivak in her concept of "strategic essentialism"). As an antidote 
to complacency, however, Spivak's work is exemplary. She never lets anyone, 'includ
ing herself, smugly assume that he or she is on the side of the angels. Her restless 
probing is unsettling, but invigorating. Like the stranger whose name is "trouble," she 
shakes things up and gets them m'oving. No topic is ever quite the same or quite so 
easy after Spivak has come through town. 
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From A Critique of Postcolonial Reason 

From Chapter 3. History 

[CAN THE SUBALTERN SPEAK?] 

.. .. .. 
In the face of the possibility that the intellectual is complicit in the persistent 
constitution of the Other as the Self's shadow, a possibility of political prac
tice for the intellectual would be to put the economic "under erasure," to 
see the economic factor as irreducible as it rein scribes the social text, even 
as it is erased, however imperfectly, when it claims to be the final determi
nant or the transcendental signified. I 

Until very recently, the clearest available example of such epistemic violence2 

was the remotely orchestrated, far-flung, and heterogeneous project to con
stitute the colonial subject as Other. This project is also .the asymmetrical 
obliteration of the trace of that Other in its precarious' Subject-ivity. It is 
well known that Foucault locates one case of epistemic violence, a complete 
overhaul of the episteme, in the redefinition of madness at the end of the 
European eighteenth century.3 But what if that particular redefinition was 
only a part of the narrative of history in Europe as well as in the colonies? 
What if the two projects of epistemic overhaul worked as dislocated and 
unackn9wledged parts of a vast two-handed engine? Perhaps it is no more 
than to ask that the subtext of the palimpsestic narrative of imperialism be 
recognized as "subjugated knowledge," "a whole set of know ledges that. have 
been disqualified as inadequate to their· task or insufficiently elaborated: 
naive knowledges, located Iow down on the hierarchy, beneath the required 
level of cognition or scientificity."4 ~_ 

This is not to describe "the way things really were" or to privilege the 

I. This argument is developed furl her in Spivak, 
"Scattered Speculations nn the Question of 
Value," in In Otlter World.<: E .. ,uy. in Cultural Pol
itics (New York: Mcthuen, 1987), pp. 154-75, 
Once Hgnin, the Anti·Oedil'Ds did not ignore the 
economic text, although the treatment was per
haps loo allegorical. In this respect, th .. mov .. from 
schb.o- to rhp-o-analysis in 1\ n.ons""d Plate" ... 
w"s not, perhaps, salutary [Spivak', note). Some of 
the author's notes hove heen edited, and sOInc 
omitted_ Spivak here argues againsl regarding the 
ecollomic as all-powerful or as ncgligible; instead, 
the economic factor has .. dlsccrniblc impact on 
society nnd its discourses {the "social text"}. In A 
TI", ... "nd Plateaus (1980), the French philosopher 
G/I.LES DELEUZE (l925-1995) and the Frenchpsy
chmonalYSI FI!LlX C;UJnTARJ (19.~O-1992) argue for 
" model of knowledge patterned not on plants with 
roots (us is traditfonal) but on fungal rhizomes, 
which lack centralized control or structure; their 
cnrlicr Anti-Oedi7'tu: Ca1'itali.~JJJ ern" Schizophrc-

nla (1972) critiques both orthodox Marxism and 
institutional Freudianism. Earlier in her book, Spi· 
vak faults them for Ignoring soclohistorical sped
ficities, an omission that leads them to posit an 
e.sentlalized psychological "subject of desire" in 
place of a histOrically constituted subject. 
2. That is, I he forcible replacement of one struc
ture of belief. with another; the term i. borrowed 
fTom the writings of the French philosopher Rnd 
historian of Ideas MICHEl. FOUCAULT (1926-
1984), who mean I byepistenu< (literally, "knowl
edge"; Greek) the underlying structure of knowl
edge and beliefs during a historical period. 
3. Se~ Foucoult, Madness IIHd Civlli%Dtinn, 1\ Hi.<
tory of I ..... nity In tlte Age of Re.uan, trons. Richard 
Howard(New York: Pantheon, 1965), pp. 251, 
262, 269 {Spivak'. note) 
4. Foucault, Puwer/Knowledge, Selected Inler
views and Other Writing', 1972-1977, eel. Co/in 
Gordon (New York: Pantheon, 1980), p. 82 [S"i
vok's note). 
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narrative of history as imperialism as the best version of history. It is, rather, 
to continue the account of how one explanation and narrative of reality was 
established as the normative one. A comparable account in the case(s} of 
Central and Eastern Europe is soon to be launched. To elaborate on this, let 
us consider for the moment and briefly the underpinnings of the British 
codification of Hindu Law. 

Once again, I am not a South Asianist. I turn to Indian material because 
I have some accident-of-birth facility there. 

Here, then, is a schematic summary of the epistemic violence of the cod
ification of Hindu Law. If it clarifies the notion of epistemic violence, my 
final discussion of widow-sacrifice' may gain added significance. 

At the end of the eighteenth century, Hindu Law, insofar as it can be 
described as a unitary system, operated in terms of four texts that "staged" 
a four-part episteme defined by the subject's use of memory: sruti (the heard), 
smriti (the remembered), siistra (the calculus), and vyavahiira (the perfor
mance). The origins of what had been heard and what was remembered were 
not necessarily continuous or identical. Every invocation of sruti technically 
recited (or reopened) the event of originary "hearing" or revelation. The sec
ond two texts-the learned and the performed~were seen as dialectically 
continuous. Legal theorists and practitioners were not in any given case 
certain if this structure described the body of law or four ways of settling a 
di~pute. The legitimation, through a binary vision, of the' polymorphous 
structure of legal performance, "internally" noncoherent and open at both 
ends, is the narrative of codification I offer as an example of epistemic vio
lence." 

Consider the often-quoted programmatic lines from Macaulay's infamous 
"Minute on Indian Education" (1835): 

We must at present do our best to form a class who may be interpreters 
between us and the rp.illions whom we govern; a class of persons, Indian 
in blood and colour, but English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in 
intellect. To that class we may leave it to refine the vernacular dialects 
of the country, to enrich those dialects with terms of science borrowed 
from the Western nomenclature, and to render them by degrees fit vehi
cles for conveying knowledge to the great mass of the population.7 

The education of colonial subjects complements their production in law. 
One effect of establishing a version of the British system was the develop
ment of an uneasy separation between disciplinary formation in Sanskrit 
studies and the native, now alternative, tradition of Sanskirt "high culture." 
In the first section, I have suggested that within the former, the cultural 
explanations generated by authoritative scholars matched the epistemic vio
lence of the legal project. 8 

Those authorities would be the very best of the sources for the nonspecialist 

5. Suttee (from the Hindu satr, literally "devoted 
woman"), the Hindu custom of a widow's being 
cremated on the funeral pyre of her husband. 
6, That is, the British Empire's imposition of 
Ubi nary vision" in place of the existing set ofbeHefs r 

the "polymorphous" Hindu Law. 
7. Thomas BBbington Macaulay, "Minute on 
Indian Education," In Selected Writings, ed. John 

Clive and Thomas Pinney (ChiCBfo: University of 
Chicago Press, 1972), p. 249 Splvak's note}, 
Macaulay (I800-1859), English historian and 
statesman. 
8. In suggesting that the organization and produc
tion of knowledge within academic disciplines acts 
with and re'lnforces more overtly political and legal 
accumulations of power, SplVBk follows Foucault, 
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French intellectual's entry into the civilization of the Other.9 I am, however, 
not referring to intellectuals and scholars of colonial production, like Shas
tri.' when I say that the Other as Subject is inaccessible to Foucault and 
Deleuze. I am thinking of the general nonspecialist, nonacademic population 
acl"OSS the class spectrum, for whom the episteme operates its silent pro
gramming function. Without considering the map of exploitation,Z on what 
grid of "oppression" would they place this motley crew? 

Let us now move to consider the margins (one can just as well say the silent, 
silenced center) of the circuit marked out by this epistemic violence, men 
and women among the illiterate peasantry, Aboriginals, and the lowest strata 
of the urban subproletadat. According to Foucalllt and Deleuze (in the First 
',,"orld,1 under the standardization and regimentation of socialized capital, 
though they do not seem to recognize this) and mutatis mutandis the met
ropolitan4 "third world feminist" only interested in resistance within capital 
logic, the oppressed, if given the chance (the problem of representation can
not be bypassed here), and on the way to solidarity through alliance politics 
(a ~arxist thematic is at work here) can speak and know tJ'/.eir conditions. 
'Ye must now confront the following question: On the other side of the 
international division of labor from socialized capital, inside and outside the 
circuit of the epistemic violence of imperialist law and education supple
menting an earlier economic text, can the subaltern speak? 

\Ve have already considered the possibility that", given the exigencies of 
the inauguration of colonial records, the instrumental woman (the Rani of 
Sirmur) is not fully written.' 

Antonio Gramsci's& work on the "subaltern classes" extends the class
position / class-consciousness argument isolated in TI'/.e Eighteetlth Bru
ma;re. 7 Perhaps because Gramsci criticizes the vanguardistic position of the 
Lcninist intellectual,R he is concerned with the intellectual's rOle in the sub
altern's cultural and political movement into the hegemony. This movement 

9. I have discussed this issue in greater detail with 
I'eference to Julia Kristeva's Abo..,t Chinese 
\,,"om.en, lrans. Anita Barrows (New York; Urizen, 
1977), in uFrench Feminisln in an International 
rral11e." in 1 .. Ot/,er Warlds, pp. 136-41 [Spivak's 
note 1. KRISTEVA (b. 1941), Bulgarian·born French 
philosopher and psychoanalyst. 
I. Mahamahopadhyaya Shostl'i 'active 1920s), 
described by Spivak earlier in the chapter as a 
''It.'m-ned Indianist, (and] brilliant repre~el1tative of 
th(' indigenous elite \vithin colonial production." 
2. That is, the map of the colonized non·Western 
\\'odd, a map absent from Western thought. 
.~. The highly Industriali1.ed (lal'gely Weste.rn) 
IH,tions ill a global economy, which dontinate the 
"undcrdev~loped" countries of the uthird world," 
lllill1Y of which are former colonies. 
4. Of or pertaining to the "mother country," as dis· 
tinguished from its colony. 
<;. I n an earlier chapter, Spi\'ak discusses at length 
how th .. British in 1815 prevented the widow
suicide of the widow of the depo.ed leader of the 
province of Sirmur, arguing that their intervention 
WilS bnsed 011 a misunderstal1din~ of Hindu prac
tic(~. served the British's adlnil'i~trutive needs in 
~inl1ur, was conducted with an ahnost parodic 
British reverence for "legality," and completely 

obscured the Rani's motives and wishes. 
6. Italian Marxist (1891-1937; see above), best
known for his notions of "cultural hegemony" (the 
manufactured consent that legitimates a dom~!ll'~t 
group and unifies a society) and the "organicTrl'iel
lectual" (someone, regardless of profession, who 
directs the ideas and aspirations of the particular 
social class to which he or she "organically" 
belongs). In his Prison Notebooks (published 
1948-51), he applies the word .... b .. lter.. to the 
proletariat. 
7. The Eiglo.leenth Brumaire of Lou" N"f.01eo .. 
(1852), an analysis by the German socia, eco
nomic, and political theorist KARL MARX (1818-
1883) of the dictatorship (later emperorship) 
declared by President Louis Bonaparte of France 
in 1851. Spivak argued earlier In her text that Man< 
explores the "gap" between "class-position" (a 
group IS location in the economic relations of pro
duction) and "c1ass·consciousness" (a group's abil· 
ity to represent to itself the Interests that stem from 
Its class position). 
8. That is, the position of the Russian revolution· 
ary V. I. Lenin (1870-1924), contrary to Mar,,'. 
own theory. that the proletarian revolution must 
be led by a vanguard (I.e., the Bolsheviks). 
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must be made to determine the production of history as narrative (oftruth).9 
In texts 'such as The Southern Question, Gramsci considers the movement 
of historical-political economy in Italy within what can be seen as an allegory 
of reading taken from or prefiguring an international division of labor.' Yet 
an account of the phased development of the subaltern is thrown out of joint 
when his cultural macrologyZ is operated, however remotely, by the epistemic 
interference with legal and disciplinary definitions accompanying the impe
rialist project. When I move, at the end of this essay, to the question of 
woman as subaltern; I will suggest that the possibility of collectivity itself is 
persistently foreclosed through the manipulation of female agency.3 

The first part of my proposition-that the phased development of the sub
altern is complicated by the imperialist project-is confronted by the "Sub
altern Studies" group.4 They must ask, Can the subaltern speak"? Here we 
are within Foucault's own discipline of history and with people who acknowl
edge his influence. Their project is to rethink Indian colonial historiography 
from the perspective of the discontinuous chain of peasant insurgencies dur
ing the colonial occupation. This is indeed the problem of "the permission 
to narrate" discussed by Said.5 As Ranajit Guha, the founding editor of the 
collective, argues, 

The historiography of Indian nationalism has for a 10,ngtime been dom
inated by elitism-colonialist elitism and bourgeois-nationalist elitism 
... shar[ing] the prejudice that the making of the Indian nation and the 
development of the consciousness-nationalism-which confirmed this 
process were exclusively or predominantly elite achievements. In the 
colonialist and neo-colonialisthistoriographies these achievements are 
credited to British colonial rulers, administrators, policies, institutions, 
and culture; in the nationalist and neo-nationalist writings-to Indian 
elite personalities, institutions, activities and ideas.6 

Certain members of t.he Indian elite are of course native informants for first
world intellectuals interested in the voice of the Other. But one must nev
ertheless insist that the colonized subaltern subject is irretrievably 
heterogeneous. 

Against, the indigenous elite we may set what Guha calls "the politics of 
the people," both outside ("this was an autonomous domairt, for it neither 
originated from dite politics nor did its existence depend on the latter") and 
inside ("it continued to operate vigorously in spite of [colonialism], adjusting 
itself to the conditions prevailing under the Ray and in many respects devel
oping entirely new strains in both form and content") the circuit of colonial 

9. That is. a way of seeing .the 'world shared by 
those Individuals won over to the hegemonlc view. 
I. Antonio Gramscl; The Southern Que.lIon, 
trans. Pasql.lale Verdicchlo (West Lafayette, Ind.: 
Bordlghera, 1995) [Splvak's note). 
2. Prolonged discourse. 
3. That Is, by colonial and postcolonlal economic 
and political arrangements that place women and 
men at odds with one ariothi;.. " 
4. A group of radical historians In india-In par
ticular, the eclitorlal collective of ,the annual pub-

Iicatlon S .. I> .. II"rK StudIes (founded In 1982)
who worked to recOver the struggles of the poor 
Independent of elite nationalism ,and to recon
struct peasant consciousness . 

. 5; Edward W. Said, "Permission to Narrate," Lon
don Review 0/ Books, February 16, 1984 [Splvak's 
note). SAID (b. 1935', Palestinian-born American 
theorist of postcoloniallsm and political activist. 
6. Ranajlt Guha, 5 .. 1> .. 11",.,. Studies 1 (I982): I 
[Splvak'. note). 
7. British colonial rule In India. 
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production. I cannot entirely endorse this insistence of determinate vigor 
and full autonomy, for practical historiographic exigencies will not allow 
such endorsements to privilege subaltern consciousness. Against the possible 
charge that his approach is essentialist, Guha constructs a definition of the 
people (the place of that essence) that can be only an identity-in-differential. 
He proposes a dynamic stratification grid describing colonial social produc
tion at large. Even the third group on the list, the buffer group, as it were, 
between the people and the great macro-structural dominant groups, is itself 
defined as a place of in-betweenness. The classification falls into: "dominant 
foreign groups," and "dominant indigenous groups at the all-India and at the 
regional and local levels" representing the elite; and "[t]he social groups and 
elements included in [the terms "people" and "subaltern classes"] repre
sent[ing] the demographic difference between the total Indian population and 
all those whom we have described as the "elite. "ft 

"The task of research" projected here is "to investigate, identify and 
measure the specific nature and degree of the deviation of [the] elements 
[constituting item 3] from the ideal and situate it historically." "Investi
gate, identify, and measure the specific": a program could hardly be more 
essentialist and taxonomic. Yet a curious methodological imperative is at 
work. I have argued that, in the Foucault~Deleuze conversation, a post
representationalist vocabulary9 hides an essentialist agenda. In subaltern 
studies, because of the violence of imperiaHst epistemic, social, and disci
plinary inscription, a project understood in essentialist terms l must traffic 
in a radical textual practice of differences. The object of the group's inves
tigation, in this case not even of the people as such but of the floating buf
fer zone of the regional elite-is a deviation from an ideal-the people or 
subaltern-which is itself defined as a difference from the elite. It is 
toward this structure that the research is oriented, a predicament rather 
different from the self-diagnosed transparency of the first-world radical 
intellectual. What taxonomy can fix such a space? Whether or not they 
themselves perceive it-in fact Guha sees his definition of "the people" 
within the master-slave dialectic2-their text articulates the difficult" task of 
rewriting its own conditions of impossibility as the conditions of its possi
bility. "At the regional and local levels [the dominant indigenous groups] 
... if belonging to social strata hierarchically inferior to those of dfe' dom
inant all-Indian groups acted in the interests of the latter and not in con
formity to interests corresponding truly to their own social being. "3 When 
these writers speak, in their essentializing language, of a gap between 
interest and action in the intermediate group, their conclusions are closer 
to Marx than to the self-conscious naivete of Deleuze's pronouncement on 
the issue. Guha, like Marx, speaks of interest in terms of the social rather 
than the libidinal being. The Name-of-the-Father imagery in The Eigh
teenth Brumaire can help to emphasize that, nn the level of class or group 

A. Guha, pp. 4, 8 [Spivak's note]. 
9. That is, a vocabulary that chllmpions difference 
and the undecidable. 
1. ]n terms of a search for the U true" or "essential" 
voice of Indian resistance to the British. 
2. As set forth by the German philosopher GEORG 

WILHF.I.M FRIEI)RtCH ""GEl. in Phenomenology of 

Spirit (I fl07; see above): he tello of two self· 
consciousnesse. that confront each other Rnd fight 
for mutual recognition. One wins the battle and 
the other lose., but each get. reeognltion and 
thereby Identifies hlm- or herself through the eyes 
of the other, 
3. Guha, 1 [Splvak's note]. 
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action, "true correspondence to own being" is as artificial or social as the 
patronymic.4 

It is to this intermediate group that the second woman in this chapter 
belongs. 5 The pattern of domination is here determined mainly by gender 
rather than class. The subordinated gender following the dominant within 
the challenge of nationalism while remaining caught within gender oppres
sion is not an unknown story. 

For the (gender-unspecified) "true" subaltern group, whose identity is its 
difference, there is no unrepresentable subaltern subject that can know and 
speak itself; the intellectual's solution is not to abstain from representation. 
The problem is that the subject's itinerarY' has not been left traced so as to 
offer an object of seduction to the representing intellectual. In the slightly 
dated language of the Indian group, the question becomes, How can we 
touch the consciousness of the people, even as we investigate their politicsi' 
With what voice-consciousness can the subaltern speak? 

My question about how to earn the "secret encounter" with the contem
porary hill women of Sirmur7 is a practical version of this. The woman of 
whom I will speak in this section was not a "true" subaltern, but a metro
politan middle-Class girl. Further, the effort she made to write or speak her 
body was in the accents of accountable reason, the instrument of self
c.~nscious responsibility. Still her Speech ActS was refused. She was made 
t~ unspeak herself posthumously, by other women. In an earlier version of 
this chapter, I had summarized this historical indifference and its results as: 
the subaltern cannot speak. 

The critique by Ajit K. Chaudhury, a West Bengali Marxist, of Guha's 
search for the subaltern consciousness can be taken as representative of a 
moment of the production process that includes the subaltern.9 Chaudhury's 
perception that the Marxist view of the transformation of consciousness 
involves the knowledge of social relations seems, in principle, astute. Yet the 
heritage of the positivist. ideology· that has appropriated orthodox Marxism 
obliges him to add this rider: ''This is not to belittle the importance of under
standing peasants' consciousness or workers' consciousness in its pure form. 
This enriches our knowledge of the peasant and the worker and, possibly, 
throws light on how a particular mode takes on different forms in different 
regions, which is considered a problem of second order importance in classical 
Marxism."2 

This variety of "internationalist Marxism," which believes in a pure, 
retrievable form of consciousness only to dismiss it, thus closing off what 

4. ThaI is. the Name-of-the-Father, a term used 
by the French psychoanalyst JACQUES U\CAN 
(1901-1981) to refer to the father In the Symbolic 
realm (not a biological entity), which marks the 
child's entrance Into language-based experience. 
5. Bhunaneswarl Bhaduri, discussed later in this 
selection. 
6. That is, the history of its constitution as a sub
ject-and hence the erasure of Its heterogenelty
by eplstemically violent discourses. 
7. That is, the contemporary equivalents of the 
Rani of Sirmur. 
8. An allusion to the speech act theory of the 
English philosopher J. L. AUSTIN (1911-1960), 
who considered all the actions typically performed 
in speaking (here the reverse Is suggested: an 

action serves as an utterance). 
9. Since then, In the disciplinary fallout after the 
serious electoral and terrorist augmentation of 
Hindu nationalism In India, more alarming 
charges have been. leveled at the group. See AiJaz 
Ahmad, In Theory: CI ...... s. N .. tions, Llt .. , .. tu,e 
(London: Verso, 1992),pp.68, 194,207-11;and 
Sumit Sarkar, "The Fascism of the Sangh Parlvar," 
Economic .. nd Politic .. 1 W .... 1cI,.. January 30, 1993, 
pp. 163-67 [Splvak's note). 
1. The sociopolitical program that take. knowl
edge and meaning to derive solely from what can 
be empirically observed. 
2. AJit K. Chaudhury, "New Wave Social Sci
ence," Fronti .. , 16.24 Oanuary 28, 1984), p. 10. 
Emphasis mine [Splvak's note). 
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in Marx remain moments of productive bafflement, can at once be the 
occasion for Foucault's and Deleuze's rejection of l\1arxism and the source 
of the critical motivation of the subaltern studies groups. All three are united 
in the assumption that there is a pure form of consciousness. On the French 
scene, there is a shuffling of signifiers: "the unconscious" or "the subject
in-oppression" clandestinely fills the space of "the pure form of conscious
ness." In orthodox "internationalist" intellectual Marxism, whether in the 
First World or the Third. the pure form of consciousness remains, para
doxically, a material effect, and therefore a second-order problem. This often 
earns it the reputation of racism and sexism. In the subaltern studies group 
it needs development according to the unacknowledged terms of its own 
articulation. 

Within the effaced itinerary of the subaltern subject, the track of sexual 
difference is doubly effaced. 3 The question is not of female participation in 
insurgency, or the ground rules of the sexual division of lab or, for both of 
which there is "evidence," It is, rather, that, both as object of colonialist 
historiography and as subject of insurgency, the ideological construction of 
gender keeps the male dominant. If, in the contest of colonial production, 
the subaltern has no history and cannot speak. the subaltern as female is 
even more deeply in shadow. 

In the first part of this chapter we meditate upon an elusive female figure 
called into the service of colonialism. In the last part we will look at a com
parable figure in anti-colonialist nationalism. The regulative psychobiogra
phy of widow self-immolation will be pertinent in both cases. In the interest 
of the invaginated spaces4 of this book, let us remind ourselves of the gradual 
emergence of the new subaltern in the New World Order. 5 

.. .. .. 
I am generally sympathetic with the call to make U.S, feminism more "the
oretical." It seems, however, that the problem of the muted subject of the 
subaltern woman, though not solved by an "essentialist" search for lost ori
gins, cannot be served by the call for more theory in Anglo-America eith~r. 

That call is often given in the name of a critique of "positivism," which is 
seen here as identical with "essentialism."Yet Hegel, the modern inaugurator 
of "the work of the negative," was not a stranger to the notion of essences. 
For Marx, the curious persistence of essentialism within the dialectic W'Ks a 
profound and productive problem. Thus, the stringent binary opposition 
between positivism / essentialism (read, U.S.) and "theory" (read, French or 
Franco-German via Anglo-American) may be spurious. Apart from repressing 
the ambiguous complicity between essentialism and critiques of positivism 
(acknowledged by Derrida in "Of Grammatology as a Positive Science"6), it 
also errs by impl)ing that positivism is not a theory. This move allows the 
emergence of a proper name. a positive essence, Theory. And once again, 

3. I do not believe that the recent trend of roman
tkiz.ing anything written by the Aboriginal or out
caste intellectual has lifted the effacement 
i Spivak's notel. 
4. An allusion to the Icritur .. f""';11ine (feminine 
w";ting) championed by the French feminist 
H U .ENE CIXOUS (b. 1937) and a description of Spi
n,k'. method, which folds together various argu
mcnts rather than laying them out in a linear 

progression. 
5. A phrase coined by George Bush (b. 1924; 4ht 
U.S. president, 1989-93) to describe what was 
needed after the collapse of communism in East
ern Europ •• 10 replace East-West cold war rivalries. 
6. A section of Of Grammatology (I967; trans. 
1977 by Spivak), by the French deconslructivephi
losopher JACQUES DERRIDA (b. 1930). 
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the position of the investigator remains unquestioned. If and when this ter
ritorial debate turns toward the Third World, no change in the question of 
method is to be discerned. This debate cannot take into account that, in the 
case of the woman as subaltern, rather few ingredients for the constitution 
of the itinerary of the trace of a sexed subject (rather than an anthropological 
object) can be gathered to locate the possibility of dissemination.7 

Yet I remain generally sympathetic to aligning feminism with the critique 
of positivism and the defetishization of the concrete. I am also far from averse 
to learning from the work of Western theorists, though I have learned to 
insist on marking their posltionality as investigating subjects. Given these 
conditions, and as a literary critic, I tactically confronted the immense prob
lem of the consciousness of the woman as subaltern. I reinvented the prob
lem in a sentence and transformed it into the object of a simple semiosis.8 

What can such a transformation mean'? 
This gesture of transformation marks the fact that knowledge of the other 

subject is theoretically impossible. Empirical work in the discipline con
stantly performs this transformation tacitly. It is a transformation from a 
first-second person performance to the constatation in the third person.9 It 
is, in other words, at once a gesture of control and an acknowledgement of 
limits. Freud provides a homology I for such positional hazards. 

Sarah Kofman has suggested that the deep ambiguity of Freud's use of 
women as a scapegoat may be read as a reaction-formation to an initial and 
continuing desire to give the hysteric a voice, to transform her into the sUbject 
of hysteria. 2 The masculine-imperialist ideological formation that shaped 
that desire into "the daughter's seduction"3 is part of the same formation that 
constructs the monolithic "third-world woman." No contemporary metro
politan investigator is not influenced by that formation. Part of our "unlearn
ing" project is to articulate our participation in that formation-by measuring 
silences, if necessary-into the object of investigation. Thus, when con
fronted with the questions, Can the subaltern speak? and Can the subaltern 
(as woman) speak'? our efforts to give the subaltern a voice in history will be 
doubly open to the dangers run by Freud's discourse. It is in acknowledgment 
of these dangers rather than as solution to a problem that I put together the 
sentence "White men are saving brown women from brown men," a sentence 
that runs like a red threlid through today's "gender and development." My 
impulse is not unlike the one to be encountered in Freud's investigation of 
the sentence "A child is being beaten."4 

7. An allusion to Derrida, one of whose important 
works is titled DlsseminaUon (J 972). 
8. Process of meaning making, of producing signs. 
The "sentence," given be]ow, is 'White men are 
saving brown women from brown men." 
9. In speech act theory, an utterance that 
describes a condition, fact, or state of affairs; in 
contrast, a perfonnative utterance does something 
(e.g., saying, "I promise to ... " makes a promise). 
By writing in the 3d person, Western scholars hide 
the performative nature' of their work, which cre· 
ates B particula~ way of seeing the Ufacts." 
J. An example of similarity In structure due to 
similar development; like the scholars, the psycho
analyst SICMUND FREUD (1856-1939) turned the 
performatives of his own 1 st-person claims and his 

patients' appropriated 2d-pe"'on account. into 3d
personal "empirical" st8~m~nts of scientific Iffact." 
2. Sarah Kofman, The Enlpa ofW_n, Woman 
In Freud's Wrlllngs, tran.: Catherine Porter (Ith
aca, N.Y., Cornell University Press, 1985) [Spi. 
vak's note]. 
3. A reference both to Freud's work on female hys· 
teria (viewed as a symptom of frustrated sexual 
desire for a male authority ,figure) and to Tlte 
Da~ghfer'. Seduction (1982), ,a book by}ane Gal· 
lop that describe. feminist appropriations of 
Freud. 
4. Freud," 'A Child Is Being Beaten', A'Contri· 
butlon to the Study of the Origin of Sexual Per
version," in nu. Standard 8diUon of th .. Complete 
Psychological Works of Sigm .. ...l Freud, ed. James 
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The use of Freud here does not imply an isomorphic analogy between 
subject-formation and the behavior of social collectives, a frequent practice, 
often accompanied by a reference to Reich,' in the conversation between 
Deleuze and Foucault. I am, in other words, not suggesting that 'White men 
are saving brown women from brown men" is a sentence indicating a collec
tive fantasy symptomatic of a collective itinerary of sadomasochistic repres
sion in a collective imperialist enterprise. There isa satisfying symmetry in 
such an allegory, but I would rather invite the reader to consider it a problem 
in "wild psychoanalysis" than a clinching solution.6 Just as Freud's insistence 
on making the woman the scapegoat in "A child is being beaten" and else
where discloses his political interests, however imperfectly, so my insistence 
on imperialist subject-production as the occasion for this sentence discloses 
a politics that I cannot step around. 

.. .. .. 
A young woman of sixteen or seventeen, Bhubaneswari Bhaduri, hanged her
self in her father's modest apartment in North Calcutta in 1926. The suicide 
was a puzzle since, as Bhubaneswari was menstruating at the time, it was 
clearly not a case of illicit pregnancy. Nearly a decade later, it was discovered, 
in a letter she had left for her elder sister, that she was a member of one of 
the many groups involved in the armed struggle for Indian independence. 
She had been entrusted with a political assassination. Unable to confront the 
task and yet aware of the practical need for trust, she killed herself. 

Bhubaneswari had known that her death would be diagnosed as the out
come of illegitimate passion. She had therefore waited for·the onset of men
struation. While waiting, Bhubaneswari, the brahmacarinF who was no 
doubt looking forward to good wifehood, perhaps· rewrote the social text of 
.~ati-suicide in an interventionist way. (One tentative explanation of her inex
plicable act had been a possible melancholia brought on by her father's death 
and her brother-in-Iaw's repeated taunts that she was too'old to be not-yet
a-wife.) She generalized the sanctioned motive for female suicide by taking 
immense trouble to displace (not merely deny), in the physiological inScrip
tion of her body, its imprisonment within legitimate passion by a single male. 
In the immediate context, her act became absurd, a case of delirium rather 
than sanity. The displacing gesture-waiting for menstruation-'--"is at-ftr-st a 
reversal of'the interdict against a menstruating widow's'right to immolate 
herself; the unclean widow must wait, publicly, until the cleansing bath of 
the fourth day, when she is no longer menstruating, in order to claim her 
dubious privilege. 

In this reading, B~!lbaneswari Bhaduri's suicide is an unemphatic, ad hoc, 

Strachey, 24 vols. (London: I-Iogarth, 1953-74), 
17: 175-204. For a list of ways in which Western 
criticism constructs "third world women," see 
Chandra Talpade Mohanty, "Under Western Eyes: 
".,minist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses," in 
Third World Women and the "olWcs of Feminism, 
C{1. Mohantyet al. (Bloomington: Indiana Univer
sity Press, 1991), pp. 51-80 [Spivak's notel. 
~. Wilhclm Reieh (1897-1957), Austrian psycho
"nalyst whose Mass Psychology of F"sci.m (I933) 
cx"mplilies a radical attempt to psychoanalyze" 

whole society. 
6. Freud, .. Wild' Psycho-Analysis," in Slsndard 
Editi"", 11:221-27. A Jlood deal of psychoanalytic 
social critique would fit this description [Splva!<'s 
note). Freud warns against "wild" psychoanalysis 
that jumps to conclusions without the slow accu
mulation of information and the relationship 
between patient and therapist necessary for psy
choanalytic treatment. 
7. Female member of the BrahmIn (upper) caste 
(Hindl). 
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subaltern rewriting of the social text of sati-suicide as much as the hegemonic 
account of the blazing, fighting, familial Durga.8 The emergent dissenting 
possibilities of that hegemonic account of the fighting mother are well doc
umented and .popularly well remembered through the discourse of the male 
leaders and participants in the Independence movement. The subaltern as 
female cannot be heard or read. 

I know of. Bhubaneswari's life and death through family connections. 
Before investigating them more thoroughly, I asked a Bengali woman, a phi
losopher and Sanskritist whose early intellectual production is almost iden
tical to mine, to start the process. Two responses: (a) Why, when her two 
sisters, Saileswari and Raseswari, led such full and wonderful lives, are you 
interested in the hapless Bhubaneswari'? (b) I asked her nieces. It appears 
that it was a case of illicit love. 

I was so unnerved by this failure of communication that, in the first version 
of this text, I wrote, in the accents of passionate lament: the subaltern cannot 
speak! It was an inadvisable remark. 

In the intervening years between the publication of the second part of this 
chapter in essay form and this revision, I have profited greatly from the many 
published responses to it. I will refer to two of them here: "Can the Subaltern 
Vote'?" and "Silencing Sycorax."9 
, As I have been insisting, Bhubaneswari Bhaduti was not a "true" subaltern. 
SIi~ was a woman of the middle class, with access, however clandestine, to 
the bourgeois movement for Independence. Indeed the Rani of Sirmur, with 
her claim to elevated birth, was not a subaltern at all. Part. of what I seem 
to have argued in this chapter is that woman's interception of the claim to 
subalternity can be staked out across strict lines of definition by virtue of 
their muting by heterogeneous circumstances. GularP cannot speak to us 
because indigenous patriarchal "history" would only keep a record of her 
funeral and colonial history only needed her as an incidental instrument. 
Bhubaneswari attempted to "speak" by turning her body into a text of 
womanlwriting. The immediate passion of ·my declaration "the subaltern 
cannot speak," came from the despair that, in her own family, among women, 
in no more than fifty years, her attempt had failed. I am not laying the blame 
for the muting on the colonial authorities here, as Busia seems to think: 
"Gayatri Spivak's 'Can the Subaltern Speak'?'-section 4 of which is a com
pelling explication of this role of disappearing in the case of Indian women 
in British legal history."2 

I am pointing, rather, at her silencing by her own more emancipated grand
daughters: a new mainstream. To this can be added two newer groups: one, 
the liberal multiculturalist metropolitan academy, Susan Barton's3 great
granddaughters; as follows: 

8. In Hindu mythology Rnd religion, one ot the 
many forms of Devl (the divine mother goddess). 
She is a warrior, often represented with 8 or 10 
arms; each hand holds the special weapon of the 
other gods. 
9. Leerom Medovol et al., "Can the Subaltern 
Vote?" Socialist Review 20.3 Ouly-September 
1990): 133-49; and Abena Busla, "Silencing 
Sycora,,: On Mrlcan Colonial Discourse and the 
Unvoiced Female," Cullu,..,l Critique, no. 14 (wln-

ter 1989-90): 81-104 [Splvak's note]. Splvak's 
original essay was "Can the Subaltern Speak?" In 
Ma","," and tM Interpretation o/Culture, ed. Cary 
Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Urbana: Univer
sity of illinois Press, 1988), pp. 271-313. 
1. The family name of the Rani of Slrmur. 
2. Busla, "Silencing Sycorax," p. 102 [Spivak'. 
note]. 
3. The daughter whose mother refuses to 
acknowledge her as her own In Daniel Defoe's 
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As I have been saying all along, I think it is important to acknowledge our 
complicity in the muting, in order precisely to be more effective in the long 
run. Out work cannot succeed if we always have a scapegoat. The post
colonial inigrant investigator is touched by the colonial social formations. 
Busia strikes a positive note for further work when she points out that, after 
all. I am able to read Bhubaneswari's case, and therefore she has spoken in 
some way. Busia is right. of course. All speaking. even seemingly the most 
immediate. entails a distanced decipherment by another, which is, at best. 
an interception. That is what speaking is. 

I acknowledge this theoretical point, and also acknowledge the practical 
importance, for oneself and others, of being upbeat about future work. Yet 
the moot decipherment by another in an academic institution (willy-nilly a 
knowledge-production factory) many years later must not be too quickly 
identified with the "speaking" of the subaltern. It is not a mere tautology to 
say that the colonial or postcolonial subaltern is defined as the being on the 
other side of difference, or an epistemic fracture, even from other groupings 
among the colonized. What is at stake when we insist that the subaltern 
speaks? 

In "Can the Subaltern Vote?" the three authors apply the question of 
stakes to "political speaking." This seems to me to be a fruitful way of extend
ing my reading of subaltern' speech into a collective arena. Access to "citi
zenship" (civil society) by becoming a voter (in the nation) is indeed the 
symbolic circuit of the mobilizing of subalternity into hegemony. This ter
rain, ever negotiating between national liberation and globalization, allows 
for examining the casting of the vote itself as a performative convention given 
as constative "speech" of the subaltern subject. It is part of my current con
cerns to see how this set is manipulated to legitimize globalization; but it is 
beyqrid the scope of this book. Here let us remain confined to the field of 
academic prose, and advance thl'ee points: 

1. Simply by being postcolonial or the member of an ethnic minority, we 
are not "subaltern." That word is reserved for the sheer heterogeneity of 
de colonized space. 

2. When a line of communication is established between a member of sub
altern groups and the circuits of citizenship or institutionality, the"'Stlb
altern has l)een inserted into the long road to hegemony. Unless we want 
to be romantic purists or primitivists about "preserving subalternity"-a 
contradiction in terms-this is absolutely to be desired. (It goes without 
saying thatmuseumized or curricularized access to ethnic origin
another battle that must be fought-is not identical with preserving sub
alte~nity.) Remembering this allows us to take pride in our work without 
making missionary claims. 

3. This trace-structure (effacement in disclosure) surfaces as the tragic emo
tions of the political activist, springing not out of superficial utopianism. 
but out of the depths of what Bimal Krishna MatHal has called "moral 

newel Roxana: TI,e Forllmate Mist"ess (1724). The 
South African writer l' M. Coct~ee uses Susan 
Barton as the narraior or much fbut not all) of his 
I'ctdling of the Robinson CrU50e ~torr in his nove1 

Foe (1987), a retelling that Spivak discusses at 
length in ('hapter 2 of A Critique of Poste%nial 
Reaso". 
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love." Mahasweta.Qevi,4 herself an indefatigable activist, documents this 
emotion with exquisite care in "Pterodactyl, Puran Sahay, and Pirtha," 

And finally, the' third group:. Bhubane!iwari's elder .sister's eldest daughter's 
eldest daughter's elt{es.t ,dllughter is a. new U.S. immigrant and was recently 
promoted to an executive position in a .v.S,-based transnational. She-will be 
helpful in ,the emerging South Asian market precisely because sheis,a well
placed Southern diasporic. ' 

For Europe, the t;.i,me when the new capitalism definitely superseded the 
old can be established ,~th fair predsiotl: it was the beginnin~ of the 
twentieth century. ~ . [With t]he boom at the end of the nineteenth'cen
tury and the crisis or 1'900-03 ... [c]artels become oile of the founda" 
tions of the whole of economic life. Capitalism has been transformed 
into imperialism.5 

Today's program of .global financialization carries on· that relay. Bhuba
neswari had, fought for national liberation. Her great-grandniece works for 
the New Empire. This too is a historical silencing of the subaltern. ,When 
the ,news of this young woman's promotion was broadcast in the family 
amidst general jubilation ,I could not help remarking to the eldest surviving 
female member: "BhubaI)eswari"----,her nickname had.been Talu....-"hanged 
herself in vain,'! but not too.loudly. Is it any wonder that this young woman 
is a staunch multiculturalist" believes in natural childbirth, and wears only 
cotton? ' " 

1983 

4', Iridiah author (b, 1925), who writes In Be'ngilli; yeaD! 
loml: of her .wOrk has been translated Into 2nRlish, .: 5. v.. I.J,.e"in, :1~",,",,11sm, n... Highest S~ .. of 
bySpivak.. Maiilal'(l935-':'199'O, lridla;, 'phiroso-, Capitalism: A Popular Outline (London: Junius: 
pher who taught at Oxford University for many' .. :Chicligo:'Phito; i996)/ l>P. 15, 17 [Spivak's note), 

'.G'LO'RiA ANZALDUi\' 
.1,' "b; 1942';' 

,; . 

Mexican American Writer and activist Gloria Anzaidua self-consc'iously ~mbodies the 
longings, critical conscious~~s,~: ,and ~ontradictions qf. so~~al'~4 identity politics., She 
both speaks from her perspective as alesbian Mexican AlIlerican and biHies anY,simple 
categorization of individuals through their ethnic originsoi' sexual orientation. We 
are all mixtures, she insists, and she calls for a new'mestiza (mixed or hybHd) con
sdousness to replace "the 'policy of tacl'l purity that white America practlcea." Her 
work .imultaneoully celebrates apd explore. the dlfficultlel of inult!culturalldentlty, 

Anzaldtla comes from a • .,venth.generatloI't Mexican American family that settled 
in the Rio Grande Valley in southern Texas. After her father died when she was 
fifteen, she worked as a farm laborer for a time to help support her family. The only 
member of her family with any education beyond high school, she received her B.A. 
from Pan-American University in 1969 and an M.A. in English and ,"ducation from 
the University of Texas at Austin in 1972. Mter teaching at a high school for migrant 
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workers in Indiana, Anzaldua returned to Texas to pursue a Ph.D. in .comparative 
literature, but quit when she met resistance to her desire to focus on Chicano (Mex
ican American) studies. She subsequently did additional graduate work at the Uni
versity of California at Santa Cruz while teaching at both San :Francisco State 
University and Santa Cruz, where she once again found herself'at odds with academic 
proprieties. Apart from occasional visiting positions at universities, she now devotes 
herself primarily to writing and social activism •. She has received a· National Endow
ment for the Arts Fiction Award as well as the 199 I. Lesbian .Rights Award. 

Anzaldlia's work is important-and has .been widely read and taught--'--hot only 
because she effectively articulates the radical understandings and aspirations of the 
ethnic, feminist, and gay liberation movements born in the late . 1960s and early 
.I 970s, but also because she faces the ambivalences and contradictions of these move
ments. For literary studies, the most obvious result of such liberation efforts (often 
referred to as "the new social movements") has been the overt politicization of teach
ing and criticism. To the bafflement of many and the outrage of some, reading lists 
and teaching methods in literature classes have been opened to political scrutiny. A 
formerly vague and innocuous idea--culture-is now a battleground. At stake is 
"idtmtity"-especially the relative status accorded different identities within a multi
eth!lic society. The new social movements demand not just equal rights and economic 
opportunity but also respect and recognition. They aim at affirming racial, sexual, 
and class identities in all their difference from prevailing norms. Anzaldlia's writings 
speak to this call for affirmation and acknowledgement. 

The political energies of the new social movements interacted with developments 
in literary studies in three especially salient ways. First, the new interest in different 
identities within American culture arose at the same time that French poststructur
alism arrived in literature departments. Although distinct from' the "multiculturalist" 
emphasis on inter- and intracultural differences, the poststructuralist concept of "dif
ference" (espeCially in the work of JACQUES DERRIDA) provided a favorable theoretical 
environment for exploring the heterogeneity of identity. In particular, ·the poststruc
turalist questioning of boundaries and of the integrity of defined 'entities encouraged 
the interest in mixed, hybrid identities found.in ethnic theory like Anzaldlia's. 

The second conjunction of the new social movements with developments in literary 
studies centered around the term voice. Mid-twentieth-century· New Criticism tried 
to sever the. content expressed in literary works from the intention and voice of the 
author through an insistence on the "intentional fallacy" (see' WILLlAM K. WIMSA'IT 
JB. AND MONROE C. I1EARDSLEY), which states that the narrator in a novel·or the 
speaker in a lyric poem is always a mask, a "persona," never the author. With the 
increasing interest of the 1960s in the personal (culminating in feminis~ .dec
laration that "the personal is political") and the growing desire to recover lo~t and 
oppressed "voices" in American history, the new ·social movements stressed the 
voices of testimony and experience at the exact time when literary critics were 
striving to reconnect literary expressions to their authors. "Recovery work," which 
resurrected neglected or forgotten works by nonwhite, nomnale,' and nonheterosexual 
authors, was combinefl with a new valuing of narratives of personal experience in 
both historical and contemporary texts. Anzaldlia's text, in our selection taken from 
her book Borderlandsl La Frontera (1987), mixes cultural analysis with history, private 
memories, poems, and politics, demonstrating the stylistic possibilities opened up 
by the new Interest in personal voice. Furthermore,' her preoccupation with the 
difficulties faced by writers who use the "malter's tongue" (In her case, English) 
resonates with similar concerns In postcolonial theory. Anzaldua wants to combat 
the suppression of Spanish in America by creating a space for Spanish voices within 
American literature and culture, but she also recognizes that she must use English 
to reach the widest possible audience. So her literary voice mixes languages as well 
as genres. 

Third, and finally, the dual focus of the new social movements on "identity" and 
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"culture". coincid~s with the general shift in literary st~(li~s after 1965 from text to 
context, a movement partly reflected in the broad (~nd often 10Qsely used) term "cul
tural studies." The literary work is studied as a product or, .syriiptom o( its culture or 
of its author's identity and not as a self-enclosed unit of purely aesthetic elements. 
In addition, the writing arid reading (interpreting) of Uterliry texts are understood as 
dynamic proce~~es through which . identities andcu~tures 'ate produced, reproduced, 
maintained, and transformed. Cultural representations are the very stuff of which 
identities are made, a'nd literature is one crucial arena in which that making is done. 
As Anzaldua puts it, "culture" is a "story to explain the world and our partidpation in 
it, a ... value system with images and symbols to connect us to each other and to the 
planets." She sees her cultural work as the production of a "new" culture, a new story 
with new Images. 

Cultural representations, such as the stereotypes that undergird contempt for oth
ers who are different, can \turt. They are powerful in every sense of that word, coming 
to us invested with authority and upheld by the social ins.titutions that promulgate 
them. Those representations, those images, occupy us; they are ours, they are us. 
That's what it means to be immersed in a ·culture. For that reason, Anzaldua insists 
that the primary political wor:~ is "inner." "The struggle," she writes, "has always been 
inner, imd is played out in outer terrains. Awareness of our sU:uation must come before 
inner changes; which in turn come before changes in society., 'Nothing happens in 
the 'real' world ~nle~s it first haPfens in our heads." ~is f?c?~on changing im.a~es 
and representatIOns IS sometimes called "cultural politics," wluch means emphaslzmg 
the transformation of values and beliefs more 'than changes in elected officials, laws, 

. or working conditions. 
'1i is not surprising that Anzaldua and other literary people would put their energy 

ana faith Into cultural politics. Words and images are their stock-tn-trade, what most 
Influences them, and where they have lome chance of Wielding influence. But cul
tural politics in the late-twentieth~century United States was also' a direct response 
to the civil rights movement, wliich succeeded in changi.ng the laws arid institutional 
structures of a legally racist society. People discovered, however, .that abolishing tile 
legality of racism was hardly the same thing as creating a nonracist society. Cult,ural 
politics Is oft.en criticized as vague, as nonconcrete, as ignoring bread-and-butter 
Issues, But a cul~.ural politics Hke Anzaldua's is developed to foreground and contest 
the nebulous quality of racism and sexism in her America, prej!ldices that often'do 
not manifest themselves in overt ways yet have persistent coHcrete effects in the 
continued poverty of and the differential opportunities in housing, education, and 
employment available to nonwhites and women. . 

Anzaldua's work; then,' is largely' concerned With conveying what it -feels like for a 
nonwhite, nonheterosexual woman to live in'post-civil rights movement North Amer
ica. She explores the ambiguities and ambivalences lived by a "hypnenated" Mexican 
American, The United States both is obsessed with this presence ~f Qonwhites in Its 
midst and acts as if they do not exist. On one level, she simply c~lls for recognition, 
for the acknowledgment by the culture at large, and Anglos hi particular, that she 
and her people-part'Native American, part European, part American-exist. They 
have been here a long time and are going to be here even longer; meanwhile, "the 
dotninant white culture is killing us slowly with its igriorance." Anzaldua calls our 
attention to the 20 million Mexican Americans in·the United States. 

But on another level, Anzaldlla is arguing that our whole undel'$tanding of identity 
has to be revised. The old notion that we can know who we are by tracing our roots, 
by referring back to some !!table point of origin,' has to be aban~ohed. There is no 
pure, single source. All iderihties are hybrids, formed over time I:hrdugh the interac
tion of multiple cultures .and constantly being transformed by new encounters in the 
"borderlands" between one t:ulture and another. Anzaldua's work here parallels con
temporary postcolonial criticism, particularly that of HOMI K. BHABHA. The nostalgic 
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demand for unitary. isolated cultures can only do harm in a world in which each of 
us is always already a mixture and we constantly come into contact with, and must 
live among, others who are mixed in different ways. 

Identity politics is often criticized for its contradictions. especially for joining a 
celebration of difference with simplistic notions of group solidarity. Anzaldua's work 
addresses the complex emotional core of identity politics: the deep desire felt through
out the contemporary world for an identity that 'ian be asserted, recognized, affirmed, 
and respected in the public sphere. In additioh •. she describes the very forces of 
cultural mixing and powerful blindnesses that make an unambiguous, clear identity 
so attractive, especially to those who are least visible within the current order. in 
trying to negotiate these contrary pressures and achie\'e a coherent identity in the 
face of ~he myriad cultural influences that shape us, Anzaldua necessarily becomes a 
writer of ambiguity and ambivalence. "It makes us crazy constantly," she writes, "but 
if the center holds. we've made some kind of evolutionary step forward." 
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Hamos's biographical essay cited above.· 

From Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza 

Chapter 7. 
La conciencia de la mestiza: 

Towards a New ConScioUS1teSS 

Por la mujer de mi raza 
hablani el espfritu. 

Jose Vascocelos, Mexican philosopher. envisaged una raza mestiza, una 
lIte:::cla de razas afines, uua mza de color-Ia primera raza s{ntesis del globo. 
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He called it a cosmic race, la raza cosmica, a fifth race embracing the four 
major races of the world. I Opposite to the theory of the pure Aryan, and to 
the policy of racial purity that white AineriCa practiCes, his theory is one of 
inclusivity. At the confIuericeof two or rrioregenetic strearri~; with' chro
mosomes constaiitly ."crossing over," this rriixture of races, rath~r ihiinre'sult
ing in an inferior being, pr~:Vid~s hY~J;'id progeny, a m!-1table, more'mall~abie 
species with' a riCh gene pooL,. Frow. iris racial, ideologiCal, cultur.al· and 
biological cross~pollinization,an. "aJiert" consciousness :is presently:in. the 
making-a new mfJ,Stiza consciousness, una conciencia de mujer. It is a.con
sciousness of the· Borderlands; 

UNA LPCHA DEFRONTERAS/A ~TRtJGGLE OF.. B.ORD",RS 

Because I, a mestiza, 
continually walk out.of one culture 

and into a";;'ther; 
because I am in all culture'S at the same time, . 

alma entre dos muta4ps, tres, cuatro, 
. me z~mba ~ cabeza con lo cont~dictorio, , . 
Estoy norfeadapor todas las 1l()C~ qUe me hablati· 

. sim .. ltdneamen~,· 

The ambivalence from the clash or'voices results in men~I.~nd emotional 
states of perplexity. Internal ·strife. results ,in : insecurity, and indecisiv.e
ness. The mestiza's dual or multiple personality is plagued by psychic rest-
lessness. " . ·'1 .. 

'In a constant state' of mental nepantilisrn; an Mtecz.word meaning torn 
between ways, la mestiza is a prodUct of th~\, transfer of 'th~tculthtal '~nd 
spiritual values or:~he .group to 'anoi:her:' Being', trkulhiral, monolingual, 
biHngual, 91: mult~Hngual, speaking a patois;, arid in a~tate of perpetual tran
sidon,'the, mestiza.·faces the <lileiriina of the miXed breed: which collectivity 
d9.es the .4aught~r of a . darbkir't~e.d rq~ther listen, to? . . .' . ." 

.. Elcooq1U! deu",.al:maatr~l'adoentreel mundp del eSl'{rit~.y el mundo de 
la ,tt!cnica a .·veces la . deja entul.1.ada. Cradled, 'in-:one. culture, sandwiched 
between two cultures, straddling all three cultures and their value systems, 

. la mestiZa undergoes a struggle of:fIesh, a struggle of-borders, an inner war. 
Like all people, we perceive the version of reality that our culture'comrriu
nicates. Like others having or living in more than one culture, we get mul
tiple, often opposing messages. The coming together of two self-consistent 
but habitually incomparable frames of reference3 causes un chQque, a cul-

.> tural collision. , . , _ 
Within us and within la cultura chicana,4 commonly held beliefs of the 

white culture attack commonly held~beliE!fs of the Mexican culture, and both 
, '. : .:, " ~ . .: . . '. ." 

>,' 

I. Thi. i. my own "take off" on Jos' 'Va's'~o;'-';e~os' 
idea, Jo.' Vasconcelos, La Raza Cdsmica: Mirid" 
tk la RIWI lbero-America .... (Mexico City: Aguilar 
S.A. de Edlclones, 1961) [Anzaldlla's note). 
2 •. One .. of the majot native' groups .In Mexico 
before the al'l'i~1 of Europ'e~n~, ... ' ',. .. 
3. Arihin' Koestler termed . this' \'b/sOtiation." 
Albert Rothenberg, Tke Creative Process In Art, 

S~i~,J,e, t!nd Other Fields (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Pres., 1979), 12 [Anzaldlla's note). Koest
ler (1905-1983), Hungarian-born English novel-
Ist, jo",malist, and cri,tic. . 
4.' Chlcanos are t>ortrayed by.Anualdlla ag existing 
"etwee~, Angl~ (whl~e,Eiu~~a~): p.S. ,~u'~llre and 
the indIgenous Naltve l\Merican culture of both 
Mexico and the United States. 
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attack commonly held beliefs of the indigenous culture. Subconsciously, we 
see an attack on ourselves and our beliefs as a threat and we attempt to block 
with a counterstance. 

But it is not enough to stand on the opposite river bank, shouting ques
tions, challenging patriarchal, white conventions. A counterstance locks one 
into a duel of oppressor and oppressed; locked in mortal combat, like the 
cop and the criminal, both are reduced to a common denominator of vio
lence. The counterstance refutes the dominant culture~sviews and beliefs, 
and, for this, it is proudly defiant. All reaction is limited by, and dependent 
on, what it is reacting against. Because the counterstance" stems from a prob
lem with authority-outer as well as inner-it's a step towards liberation 
from cultural domination. But it is not a way of life". At some point, on our 
way to a new consciousness, we will have to leave the opposite bank, the 
split between the two mortal combatants somehow healed so that we are on 
both shores at once and, at once, see through serpent and eagle eyes. Or 
perhaps we will decide to disengage from the dominant "culture, write it off 
altogether as a lost cause, and cross the border into a wholly new and sep
arate territory. Or we might go another route.'The possibilities are numerous 
once we decide to act and not react. 

A TOLERANCE FOR AMBIGUI'IY 

These numerous possibilities leave la mestiza floundering in uncharted 
seas. In perceiving conflicting information and points" of view, she is sub
jected to a swamping of her psychological borders. She has discovered that 
she can't hold concepts or ideas in rigid boundaries. The borders and walls 
that are supposed to keep the undesirable ideas out are entrenched habits 
and patterns of behavior; these habits and patterr1.s are the enemy within. 
Rigidity means death. Only by remaining flexible is she able to stretch the 
psyche horizontally and vertically. La mestiza constantly has to shift out of 
habitual formations; from convergent thinking, analytical reasoning that 
tends to use rationality to move toward a single goal (a Western"mod~), to 
divergent thinking,5 characterized by movement away from set patterns and 
goals and toward a more whole perspective, one that includes rather than 
excludes. " 

The new mestiza copes by developing a" tolerance" for t:ontradidrori~, a 
tolerance for ambiguity. She learns to be" an Indian in'MexIcan culture, to 
be Mexican from an Anglo point of view. She learns tOJ~ggle cl!ltur~s. She 
has a plural personality, she operates in a pluralistic mode""':"i1othing is thrust 
out, the good the bad and the ugly, nothing rejected, nothing abandoned. 
Not only does she sustain contradictions, she turns the ambivalence into 
something else. 

She can be jarred out of ambivalence by an intense, and often painful, 
emotional event which inverts or resolves the: ambivalence." I'm not sure 
exactly how. The work takes place underground-subconsciously. It is work 
that the soul performs. That focal point ot fulcrum, that juncture where the 
mestiza stands, is where phenomena tend to collide. It is where the possibility 

5. In part, I derive my definitions for "convergent" and "divergent" thinking fro~ Rothenberg, 12-13 
[A,v ... ldua's notel. 
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of uniting all that is separate occurs. This assembly is not one where severed 
or separated pieces merely come together. Nor is it a balancing of opposing 
powers. In attempting to work out a synthesis, the self has added a third 
element which is greater than the sum of its severed parts. That third element 
is a new consciousness-a mestiza consciousness-and though it is a source 
of intense pain, its energy comes from continual creative motion that keeps 
breaking down the unitary aspect of each new paradigm. 

En unas 1'ocas centurias, the future will belong to the mestiza. Because the 
future depends on the breaking down of paradigms, it depends on the strad
dling of two or more cultures. By creating a new mythos-that is, a change 
in the way we perceive reality, the way we see ourselves, and the ways we 
behave-la mestiza creates a new consciousness. 

The work of mestiza consciousness is to break down the subject-object 
duality that keeps her a prisoner and to show in the flesh and through the 
images in her work how duality is transcended. The answer to the problem 
between the white race and the colored, between males and females, lies in 
healing the split that originates in the very foundation of our lives, our cul
ture, our languages, our thoughts. A massive uprooting of dualistic thinking 
in the individual and collective consciousness is the beginning of a long 
struggle, but one that could, in our best hopes, bring us to the end of rape, 
of violence, of war. 

\ 
\ LA ENCRUCI"ADAfrHE CROSSROADS 

A chicken is being sacrificed 
at a crossroads, a simple mound of earth 

a mud shrine for Eshu, 
YOTuba 6 god of indeterminacy, 

who blesses her choice of path. 
She begins her journey. 

Su cuerpo es una bocacalle. La mestiza has gone from being the sacrificial 
goat to becoming the officiating priestess at the crossroads. 

As a mestiza I have no country, my homeland cast me out; yet all countries 
are mine because I am every woman's sister or potential lover. (As a lesbian 
I have no race, my own people disclaim me; but I am all races because there 
is the queer of me in all races.) I am cultureless because, as a feminist, I 
challenge the collective cultural/religious male-derived beliefs of Indo
Hispanics and Anglos; yet I am cultured because I am participating in the 
creation of yet another culture, a new story to explain the world and our 
participation in it, a new value system with images and symbols that connect 
us to each other and to the planet. Soy un amasamiento, I am an act of 
kneading, of uniting and joining that not only has produced both a creature 
of darkness and a creature of light, but also a creature that questions the 
definitions of light and dark and gives them new meanings. 

6. One of the two largest ethnic groups in Nigeria; many Caribbean and Latin American blacks come from 
the Yoruba and have retained elements of their ancestral culture. 
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'Ve are the people who leap in the dark, we are the people on the knees 
of the gods. In our very flesh, (r)evolution works out the clash of cultures. 
It makes us crazy constantly, but if the center holds, we've made some kind 
of evolutionary step forward. Nuestra alma el trabajo, the opus, the great 
alchemical work; spiritual mestizaje, a "morphogenesis,"7 an inevitable 
unfolding. We have become the quickening serpent movement. 

Indigenous like corn, like corn, the mestiza is a product of crossbreeding, 
designed for preservation under a variety of conditions. Like an ear of corn
a female seed-bearing organ-the mestiza is tenacious, tightly wrapped in 
the husks of her culture. Like kernels she clings to the cob; with thick stalks 
and strong brace roots, she holds tight to the earth-she will survive the 
crossroads. 

Lm.'ando y remojando el mal:;;. en agua de cal, despojando el pellejo. 
!Holieudo, mixteando, amasando, l1aciendo tortillas de masa. S She steeps the 
corn in lime, it swells, softens. With stone roller on metate she grinds the 
corn. then grinds again. She kneads and moulds the dough, pats the round 
balls into tortillas. 

We are the porous rock in the stone metate 
squatting on the ground 
We are the rolling pin, el ma{z y agua, 
la masa l'laril1a. Somos el amasijo. 
Somos 10 molido en el tnetate. 
We are the comal sizzling hot, 
the hot tortilla, the hungry mouth. 
We are the coarse rock. 
We are the grinding motion, 
the mixed potion, somos el molcajete. 
We are the pestle, the comino, ajo, pimienta, 
We are the chile colorado, 
the green shoot that cracks the rock. 
We will abide. 

EL CAM1NO DE L4. MESTIZA/THE MESTIZA WAY 

Caught between the sudden contraction, the breath sucked in 
and the endless space. the brown woman stands still, looks at the 
sky. She decides to go down, digging her way along the roots of 
trees. Sifting through the bones, she shakes them to see if there is 
any marrow in them. Then. touching the dirt to her forehead, to 
her tongue, she takes a few bones, leaves the rest in their burial 
place. 

To borrow chemist Ilya Prigop;in,,'s theory 
,,/, "di •• ipative structures." Prigolline lb. 1917) 
di.!'covered that substances interact not in predict
<'1 hit.· ways as it was taught in science, but in dif
f(')'cnt and Auctuating ways to produce new and 
mOP·t' complex structures, a kind of birth he called 
"morphogenesis," which cl"eated unpredictable 
inllovation Herold Gilliam, "SeArching for a N"ew 
"'orld View." This Worltl, January 1981, 23 

[Anzaldola's note). 
8. Tortillas de masa: corn tortillas Bre of two type •• 
the smooth uniform ones made in a tortilla press 
and usually bought at a tortilla factory or super
market, and gordita., made by milling ma.a with 
lard or shortrning or butter (my mother sometimes 
puts in bits of bacon or chicarTone.) [Anzaldola's 
note). 
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She goes through her backpack, :keeps her journa1 and address 
book, throws away the muni-bart metromaps.· The coi'ns' are heavy. 
and they go next; then the greetibacks flutter through the air. She 
keeps her knife, 'can'opener and eyebrow pencl1. She puts bones; 
pieces of bark, hierbas .. eagle 'feather, .snakeskin, tape recorder, the. 
rattle and drum in her pack and she set~ out to become the complete 
tolteea. I . . " . 

Her first step is to takeinventory~ Pe.spojand,o, desgranando, quit,an,40paja. 
Just. what did she inherit Kro~ h~r·~~.cestors? This weight on her'back~ 
which is the baggage from the hldfa~,piQ~her, whic::hthe baggage from the 
'Spanish father, which the baggage from the Anglo? ".,' . 

Pero es diflcil differentiating b~tween lo heredado,: 10 adquirido, lo 
impuesto. She puts history through ilsieve, winnows out the lies, looks at 
the forces that we as a race, as women, have been a part of. Luego hota lo 
que no vale, los desmi,entos, los desencuentos, el embrutecimiento. Aguarda el 
juicio., hondQ yentalzado, de,iagente antlgUa. This step is a conscious tupture 
with all oppressive 'traditions of all' cultures and religions.' She communicates 
that rupture, documents ,the struggle. She reinterprets history and, using 
neW symbols, she ~hapes' new tnyths~ She adopts new perspeCtives toward 
the darkskinned, women and queers. She strengthens her t61~rarice (and 
intolerance) for ambiguity. ShE:;is willing.to share, to make herself vulnerable 
to foreign ways of seeing and thinking .. She surrenders· all, notions of safety, 
of the familiar. Deconstruct; construct, 'She becomes a nahUal, able to trans
form herself into a tree, a coyote; ·into another person:· She learns to trans
form the small "I" into the totaISeIf;·Se hacemoldeadora·J.e su alma. Segun 
la concepci6n que tiene de s{ mismajdsl setd. " 

QUE NO SE NOS,O~WDE !-OS HoMBlms. 
"Tu no"Sirv6S 1'4' nada- " . 

. you're good fot.nothing.; ' .. '. 
Eres pura.vieja." . , co,_ 

.,,' :.' 

"You're nothing but a woman" means you are defective. Its opposite is 
to be un macho. The modern meaning. of the word "machismo," as well as 
the concept, is actually an Anglo imrention. For meIlliisemy father, being 
"macho" meant being str~mg enough to protect ancl. suppor.t my mother 
and us, yet being able to sh~w loye. Today's msc::ho .pas. doub~s about his 
ability to feed and protect his family; His "machismo":isan adaptation to 
oppression and poverty and lo~'self·esteem. Ins the result of hierarchical 
male dominance. The 'Anglo, feeling inadequate and inferior and power
less, displaces or transfers these feelings to the Chicano by shaming him. 
In the Gringo world, the Chicano suffers from excessive humility and self
effacement, shame of self and self-depreciation. Around Latinos he suffers 
from a .s~nse of. language inadequacy: ana its 'accompanying discomfort; 
with Native Americans he suffers from a racial amnesia which ignores our 
common blood, ·and frofu guilt ~e~ause 'the Spanish. part of him took their 

9. Maps of San Francisco'. bus and SUbway 
routes. 
I. Gina Vald~s, Puentes " Fronteras: Coplas Chi-

canas (Los Angeles Ca.t~e Lithograph, 1982), 2 
[Anzaldllo's note]. .... '. 
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land and oppressed them. He has an' excessive compensatory hubris when 
around Mexicans from the other side. It overlays a deep sense of racial 
shame. 

The loss of a sense of dignity and respect in the macho breeds a false 
machismo which leads him to put down women and even to brutalize them. 
Coexisting with his sexist behavior is a love for the mother which takes pre
cedence over that of all others. Devoted son, macho pig. To wash down the 
shame of his acts, of his very being, and to handle the brute in the mirror, 
he takes to the bottle, the snort, the needle, and the fisti" 

Though we "understand" the root causes of male hatred and fear, and the 
subsequent wounding of women, we do not excuse,-we do not condone, and 
we will no longer put up with it. From the men of our race, we demand the 
admission/acknowledgmentldisclosure/testimony that they wound us, violate 
us, are afraid of us and of our power. We need them to say they will begin 
to eliminate their hurtful put-down ways. But more than the words, we 
demand acts. We say to them: We will develop equal power with you and 
those who have shamed us. 

It is imperative that mestizas support each other in changing the sexist 
elements in the Mexican-Indian culture. As long as woman is put down, the 
Indian and the Black in all of us, is put down. ,The struggle of the mestiza is 
above ~ll a feminist one. As long as los .hoinb,res think they have to chingar 
mujeres and each other to be me:n,a!i Jorig • .a-S' men ar~ ,taught that they are 
superior and therefore culturally fav~red,pver la ,,:":ujer, as long as to be a 
vieja is a thing of derision, there can b~ no rea), he~t~ngRf our psyches. We're 
halfway there-we have such love of the Mqther, the good mother. The first 
step is to unlearn the putalvirgen dichotomy and to see Coatlapopeuh-
Coatlicue in the Mother, Guadalupe.2 , .. " " • :., . 

Tenderness, a sign of vulner!lbility, is so feared,tl:tat .it is showered on 
women with verbal abuse and blows. Men, even. llJ.,ore than women, are fet
tered to gender roles. Women at least have: h~dt theg~~~ to break out of 
bondage. Only gay men have had the courage to. expose: themselves to the 
woman inside them and to chalienge'the current ~ascuiinity: I'veencoun
tered a few scattered and isolated gentle s~aight.men, the, beginnings of a 
new breed, but they are confused,a~d entangled 'wi~ s~st be~iors that 
they have not been able to eradic;ate.We need' aneYv masculinity and the 
new man needs a movement. . 

Lumping the males who deviate from the general norm with man, the 
oppressor, is a gross injustice. Asombra pensar q~ .nos hemos quedado en 
ese. POz,o oscuro donde el mundo encierraa ~ lesbianas. Asombra pensar 
que . hemos, como femenistas y lesb~q~1 cerradonuestros coraz,6nes a los 
hombres, a nuestros hermanos los jotos,::d.esheredados y marginales como 
nosotros. Being the supreme crossers of cultures, homosexuals have strong 
bonds with the queer white, Black, Asian, Native Ameri<,:an, Latino, and 
with the queer in Italy, Australia and the rest of the planet. We come from 

2. Our Lady of Guadalupe, the Virgin Mury (who Is said to have appeared to a Native American in that 
Mexican city in 1531), Cotltlapopeuh-Coatlicue: Aztec earth goddeso who is the mother of the gods. 
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all colors, all classes, all races, all time periods. Our role is to link people 
with each other-the Blacks with Jews with Indians with Asians with 
whites with extraterrestrials. It is to transfer ideas and information from 
one culture to another. Colored homosexuals have more knowle'dg~ of 
other cultures; have always been at the forefront (although sometimes in 
the closet) of all liberation struggles in this country; have suffered more 
injustices and have survived them despite all odds. Chicanos need t~ 
acknowledge the political and artistic contributions of their queer. People~ 
listen to what your joteria is saying. ' 

The mestizo and the queer exist at this time and point on the evolutionary 
continuum for a purpose. We are a blending that proves that all blood is 
intricately woven together, and that we are spawned out of similar souls. 

SOMOS UNA GENTE 

Hay tantisimas frontems 
que clWiden a la gente, 
pero pew cacla frontem 
ex1ste tambUn un puente. 

~Glna Vald~sJ 

, Divided Loyalties. Many women and men of color do not want to have 
a~y dealings with white people. H takes too much time and energy to 
explain to the downwardly mobile, 'white middle-class women that it's okay 
for us to want to own "pos!iessions," never having had any nice furniture on 
our dirt floors or "luxuries'l like washing machines. Many feel that whites 
should help their own people rid themselves of race hatred and fear first. I, 
for one, choose to use some of my energy to serve as mediator. I think we 
need to allow whites to be our allies. Through our literature, art, corridos, 
and' folktales we must share our history with them so when 'they set up corn" 
mittees to help Big Mountain Navajos or the Chicano, farrilworkers or los 
Nicaragaenses4 they won't turn people away because of their racial fears and 
ignorances. They will come to see that they are hot helping us but following 
our lead. ' 

IridiVidually, but also as a racial entity, we need to voice our needs. We 
need to say to white society: We need you to accept the fact that Chicanos 
are different, to acknowledge your rejection and negatiori of us. We need 
you to own the fact that you looked upori US as less than human, that you 
stole olir lands, our 'personhood, our self-respect. We need you to make 
public restitution: to say that, to compensate for your own sense of defec
tiveness, you strive for power over us, you erase otir history and our experi
ence because it makes yciu feel guilty-you'd rather forget your brutish acts. 
To say you've split yourself from minority groups, that you disown us, that 
your dual consciousness splits off parts of yourself, transferring the "nega
tive" parts onto us. (Where there is persecution of minorities, there is 
shadow projection. Where there is viole?ce and war,there is repression of 

3. Vald~s, Ptu!nt". y Fronteras, :z (Anzaldlla'. 
note), . 
4, In the 1980. the U,S. government funded 501-

dlers fighting against the Sandlnista government of 
Nicaragua. 
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shadow.) To say that YOll are afraid of us, that to put distance between us, 
you wear the mask of contempt. Admit that Mexico is your double, that she 
exists in the shadow of this country, that we are irrevocably tied to her. 
Gringo. accept the doppelganger in your psyche. By taking back your collec
tive shadow the intracultural split will heal. And finally, tell us what you 
need from us. 

BY YOUR TRUE FACES WE WILL KNOW YOU 

I am visible-see this Indian face-yet I am invisible. I both blind them 
\dth my beak nose and am their blind spot. But I exist. we exist. They'd like 
to think I have melted in the pot. But I haven't, we haven't. . 

The dominant white culture is killing us slowly with its ignorance. By 
taking away our self-determination, it has made us weak and empty. As a 
people we have resisted and we have taken expedient positions, but we have 
never been allowed to develop unencumbered-we have never been allowed 
to be fully ourselves. The whites in power want us people of color to barricade 
ourselves behind our separate . tribal wal~s so they can pick us off Olle ata 
time with their hidden weapons; so they can whitewash and distort history. 
Ignorance splits people. creates prejudices.'A misinformed people is a sub
jugated people. 

Before the Chicano and the undocumented worker and the Mexican from 
the other side can come together, before the Chicano can have unity with 
l\'ative Americans and other groups, we need to know the history of their 
struggle and they need to know ours. Our mothers, our sisters and brothers. 
the guys who hang out on street corners"the children in the playgroupds, 
each of us must know our Indian lineage, our afro-mestisaJe, our history of 
resistance. . 

To the immigrant mexicano and the r~~ent arrivals we must teach our 
history. The 80 million mexicanos and the Latinos from Central and Sout" 
America must know of our struggles. Each one of us must know basic facts 
about Nicaragua, Chile and the rest of Latin Amerifa.'. The Latinoist mqve
ment (Chicanos, Puerto Ricans, Cubans and other Sp~nish-speaking peow. 
working together to combat raCial discrimination in the market place) is gOQd 
but it is not enough. Other than a common culture we' will ~ave nothing to 
hold us· together. We need to l11eet on a broader communal ground .. 

The struggle is inner: Chicano, indio, American Indian, mojado, mexicano, 
immigrant Latino, Anglo in power, working class Anglo, B~ack, Asian-our 
psyches resemble the bordertowns and are populated by the same people. 
The struggle has always been inner, and is played' out in the outer terrains~ 
Awareness of pur situation must come before. inner changes, which in tun; 
come before chapges in society. Nothing happens in the "real" world:unless 
it first happen~ in the images in our heads. 

5. This history incl1l4es V.S. government interventions in various Latin and Central American countries 
from 1950 to 1990. undermining gO"ernments thought to be too leftist and supporting right·wing govern
ments. 
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. EL ViA DE LA CHicANA 

(will not be shamed·again. 
Nor 'will I shame myself. . 

I ani possessed by a vision that we Chicanas and Chicanos have taken 
back or uncovered our true faces, our dignity and self-respect. It's a valida
tion vision. 

Seeing the Chicana anew in light of her history. I seek an exoneration, a 
seein~.through. the fi~tions of white supremacy, a.seeing ofour:!!elves in our 
true guises and riot its .. the false rac,1al personality that hs·s been given to us 
and that" we have given to ourselves~ I seek our woman's face, our true fea
tures, the positive and the negative seen clearly, free of the tainted biases ·of 
male dominance. I seek new images of identity, new beliefs about ourselves, 
our hUIiHlnity and worth no longer in question. 

Esta",9S Yiviendo en .la :ko.~~e de la Raza, un tiempo cuando el trabajo. se hace 
a 10 q,u!eto, en el oscu~ .. El. dla cuamIO aceptamas tal y coma SomaS ypara en 
donde vamos :Y porqiie,~e.se .dia se.ra de la ~aza. Ye> tengoel·conpromiso. de 
expresqr nii ~iOn, miSensib.ilidad, mi percepi6n de la revalidaci6n de ~ ge",tf 
mexicana,. su f!'4rito est~maci6n, hOnra, tiprecio, y valide:L. , :. ... " 

On·'December 2nd when ,my sun goes"into my first .house, . I celebrate' el 
dfade la Chicana y. el·Chieano. On that dayIclesn my altars, light ·my 
Coatlalopeuh candle, burn 'Sage and copal, take el baiio para espantar basurti, 
sweep'my house.· On that·day.I bare my· soul, make myself vulnerable to 
friends ;,and family· by expressing my feelings. On that day I affirm who .we 
are .•.. ,... ; . .. 

On that day I ,look inside our conflicts and our basic introverted racial 
temper.amentul identify our needs, voice them .. I acknowledge .that the self 
.and,the.race have been wounded,iI recognize the needit& take· care of , our 
perso.nhood,: of our !'Beia); self •. Dn that dQ,y I gather 'the, splintered and dis
owned parts of la gente·~ana.and hold them in my arms. Todas las partes 
de:nosotros valen: ' : .. "" '.'" '" : .... J . ,. ,., 

.. Qn;~hat day . .I,.say~:·~'¥es;,aJI you. people wound us when you.rejectus. 
Rejection, strips; US,· 0£.self1worthl' our vulnerability exposes us to shame.: It 
is our innate ~dentity!you ,find wanting •. We· are ashamedthati we, need your 
good opinion, that we nec::d your acceptance. We can no longer camouflage 
our needs, can no longer let. gefenses and fences sprout around us. We 
~an no longer ~ithdr~w. T~rag~,'~rid look upo.t-;. yo,1,i 'With contempt. i~ to 
r~~e ~nd be;: co?te~p,t~ous o~ ou~sl:ilves.We caJl n.0l~~ger blame y~~" nor 
disown, th~. :whlt~ par~~, the male .parts, the pa~hologlcalpa;rts~the queer 
parts, the ,vi,dner{ible .. part.s; .~ere . we are· weaporiles~ • with open arms, with 
only our magic; tet's trylf 041- way, the mestiza 'way; the Chicana way, the 
- . . . : <:. - '. . . • ~ , ' 

woman way. 
On that day, I search for our essential 'dignity as a people, a people with 

a sense of purpose-to belong and contribute to something greater than our 
p,ut;lblo,'· Qnthat d~y I seek, to recover anP- re~hap~' my spiritual iden~ity. 
jAnlmate! Raza, a celebrar el dla de la Chicana. . 
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EL RETORNO 

All movements are accomplished in six stages, 
and the seventh brings return. -

-I Ching" 

Tanto tiempo sin verte 'casa m(a, 
mi cuna, mi hondo nido'de la huerla. 

-"Soledad'" 

I stand at the river, watch the curving, twisting serpent, a serpent nailed 
to the fence where the mouth of the Rio Grande empties into the Gulf. 

I have come back. Tanto dolor me costd el alejamiento. -I shade my eyes 
and look up. The bone beak of a hawk slowly circling over me, checking me 
out as potential carrion. In its wake a little bird flickering its wings, swimming 
sporadically like a fish. In the distance the expressway and the slough of 
traffic like an irritated sow. The sudden pull in my gut; la tierra, los aguaceros. 
My land, el viento soplando la arena, el lagartijo debajo de un nopalito. Me 
acuerdo como era antes. Una regi6~ dest!rtica de vasta llanuras, costeras de 
baja altura, de escasa lluvia, de diaparrales formados por mesquiies y hui
zaches. If I look real hard I can almost see the Spanish 'fathers who were 
called "the cavalry of Christ" enter_ this valley riding their burros, see the 
clash of cultures commence. -

Tierra natal. This is home, the s,mall towns, in the V~lley, los pueblitos 
with chicken pens and goats picketed to JIlesquite shrubs. En las colonias 
on the other side of the tracks, junk cars line the front yards of hot pink and 
lavender-trimmed houses-Chicano_arc:1#tec;ture we call it, self-consciously. 
I have missed the 7V shows where ho~iS spe;"k in half and half,' ~nd where 
awards are given in the category of Tex-M~ ,music. I have ,missed the Mex
ican cemeteries blooming with artificjal jl.owers, the fields of aloe vera and 
red pepper, rows of sugar cane, of corn ~nging on the stalks, the cloud of 
polvareda in the dirt roads behind a speeding pickup truck, el,saboT de 
tamales de re% y venado. I have missed la yegua colorada gnawing the 
wooden gate of her stall, the smell of horse flesh from Carito's corrals. He 
hecho menos las noches calientes Sin aire; noches de linternas ~~echu%a5 
making holes in the night. '., 

I still feel the old despair when I look at the unpainted, dilapidated, scrap 
lumber houses consisting mostly of corrugated aluminum. Some of the poor
est people in the_ U.S. live in the Lower Rio Grande Valley; an arid and semi
arid land of irrigated farming, intense sunlight and heat, citrus groves next 
to chaparral and cactus. I walk through the elementary schooI'I attended so 
long ago, 'that remained segregated until recently. I remember how the white 
teachers used to punish us for being Mexican. 

How I love this tragic valley of South Texas, as Ricardo Sanchez8 calls it; 

6. Richard Wilhelm, The 1 Ching OT Boolt of 
Ch .... ges, tran •. CBry F. Baynes (Princeton: Prince
Ion University Press, 1950), 98 [Anza\dua's note). 

7. '''SoledBd'' Is sung by the group Haclendo Punto 
and Otto Son [Anzaldua'. note). 
S. American poet and critic (i941-1995)_ 
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this borderland between the Nueces and the Rio Grande. This land has 
survived possession and ill-use by five countries: Spain, Mexico, the Republic 
of Texas, the U.S., the Confederacy, and the V.S. ag~in. It has survived 
Anglo-Mexican blood feuds, lynchings, burnings, rapes, pillage. 

Today I see the Valley still strugglil1g to survive. Whether it does or not, 
it will never be as I remember it. The borderlands depression that was set 
off by the 1982 peso devaluation in Mexico resulted in the closure of hun
dreds of Valley businesses. Many people lost their homes, cars, land. Prior 
to 1982, U.S. store owners thrived on retail sales to Mexicans who came 
across the border for groceries and clothes and' appliances. While goods on 
the V.S. side have become 10, 100, 1000 times more expensive for Mexiclln 
buyers, goods on the Mexican side have become 10, 100, 1000 tilt}es cheaper 
for Americans. Bec,ause the Valley is heavily dependent ori agriculture and 
Mexican retail trade, it has the highest unempl!lyment rates along the entire 
border region; it is the Valley that has been hardest hit.9 ' 

, , 

"It's been a bad year for corn," my brother, Nune, says. As he talks, I 
remember my father scanning tpe sky for a rain that woulfl e~d the drought, 
looking up into the sky, day after day, while the cor~ witfJered on its stalk. 
My father has been dead for 29 years, having worked him~~If to death. The 
ljfe span of a Mexican farm laborer is 56-he lived to be 38. It shocks me 

,. th,t I am older than he. I, too, search the sky for rain. Like the anci~nts, I 
worship the rain god and the maize goddess, b~t J.lnlike 'my father I have 
recovered their names. Now for rain (irrigation) on~ offers qat a sacrdice of 
blood, but of money. ' . 

"Farming is in a bad way," my br9ther says. "Two to three thousand small 
and big farmers went bankrupt in ~his country la!i!t yeaf. Six years ago the 
price of corn was $8.00 per. hundred pounds," he goes on. "This year it is 
$3.90 per hundred p~urids.'~ And, t think ~o myself, after taking inflation irtto 
account, not planting ~nythirig puts you ahead. 

. ,~~ 

I walk oilt to,the back yard, stare at los rosales de mamd. She wants me to 
help her prune the rose busf1es, dig out the carpet grass that ~s choking them. 
Mamagrande Ramo'na tambidn ten{a resales. Here every Mexican grows 
flowers. If they don't have a piece of dirt, they use car tires, jars, cans, shoe 
boxes. Roses are the Mexican's favoli~e fl~wer. I think, how symbolic~ 
thorns and all. ' ' 

Yes, the Chicano and Chic ana have always taken care of growing things 
and the land. Again I see the four of 'us kids ge~ting off the school bus, 
changing into our work "lo~hes, walking into the field With Papi and Mamf, 
all six of us bending to the ground. Below our feet, under the eartf1 lie the 
watermelon seeds. We cover them with paper plates, putting terremotes on 

9, Out of the 22 border counties in the four border 
states, Hldalgo County (named for Father !1ldalgo 
who was shot In 1810 after instigating Mexico's 
revolt against Spain under the banner of la Vi'!! .... 
tk Guadalupe) Is the most poverty-stricken county 

In the nation as well as the largest home bale 
(along with Imperial In California) for migrant 
farm-workers. It was here that I was born .rid 
raised. I am ama:r.ed that 'both It and I have SUrvived 
[Anzaldda's note]. 
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top of the plates to keep them from being blown away by the wind. The paper 
plates keep the freeze away. Next day or the next, we remove the plates, bare 
the tiny green shoots to the elements. They survive and grow, give fruit 
hundreds of times the size of the seed. We water them and hoe them. ,"le 
harvest them. The vines dry, rot, are plowed under. Growth,death, decay, 
birth. The soil prepared again and again, impregnated, worked on. A constant 
changing of forms, renacimientos de latierra madre. 

This land was Mexican once 
was Indian always 

and is. 
And wiII be again. 

HOUSTON A. BAKER JR. 
h. 1943 

1987 

Since the late 19605, Houston A. Baker Jr. has been central to the increasing crit
ical and scholarly attention paid to African American literature. Along with detailed 
criticism of many notable African American writers, Baker's work provides highly· 
influential theoretical paradigms for the study of "vernacular" literatures. His deep 
commitment to the specificity of African American culture and the dignity of Afri
can American experience is combined with an adventurous willingness to cOIl4-. 
stantly reexamine his own critical stance toward that culture and experience. The' 
result has been a body of work exemplary in its engagement with the material stud
ied. with the shifting theoretical landscape, and with the pressing needs of black 
Americans. 

Baker was born in 1943 and raised in Louisville, Kentucky, when that city,like the 
rest of the American South, practiced racial segregation. "During [my] youth," he 
writes, "the town was dangerously Southern for black ambitions and enterprise (like 
walking down the street)." Baker attended an honors high school, where he was one 
of the few black students, then did his undergraduate work at historically black How
nrd Cniversity in Washington, D.e. He received a Ph.D. in 1968 from the University 
of California at Los Angeles, with a dissertation on Victorian poetry, but he quickly 
left nineteenth-century British literature behind. Apart frum some early essays, Baker 
has focused on African American literature. He has also published several volumes 
of his own poetry. Baker first found his voice and subject in his initial jobs as a 
professor-at Yale University and then the University of Virginia-when he became 
an early proponent and teachCl' of courses on black writers. Hired to direct the Afro-
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American Studies Program at the University of Pennsylvania in 1974, he was named 
the Albert M. Greenfield Professor of Human Relations there in 1982. He joined the 
faculty at Duke University in 1998. He has served as president of the Modem Lan
guage Association, and holds honorary degrees from several universities. 

In his work, Baker walks a fine line between validating African American writing 
for the mainstream, non black, academic tradition and insisting on the specific dif
ferences that mark African American writing as it distinct tradition of its own. He was 
one of the first academic critics to argue that the standards of judgment used· in 
evaluating white writing were not suitable for judging black writing. His articulation 
of appropriate standards explained the value of black literature to a previously indif
ferent (at best) white academy. Similarly, in our selection as elsewhere in his work, 
Baker's use of "high" theory-the invocation of concepts drawn from G. W. F. HEGEL, 
KARL MARX, JACQUES DERRIDA, and FREDRIC JAMEsoN-has the effect of placing black 
literature on a par with canonical masterpieces that are deemed worthy of sophisti
cated analysis and prolonged, intensive attention. His explicit use of theory to study 
African American texts ·aligns him with HENRY LOUIS GATES JR. and against BARBARA 
CHRISTIAN among conteihporary black literary critics, who have long debated the 
relevance of European theory and philosophy to black literary studies. 

Baker wants to use theory to highlight "the distinctive, the culturally specific 
aspects of Afm-American literature," not to assimilate black works to the existing 
canon. His project mirrors the problem faced by black writers themselves: how to Use 
the language of the dominant white culture to express the different realities of African 
American life. To complicate matters, Baker adopts the theoretical view that language 
"speaks" the subject, rather than the other way around. Linguistic and literary forms 
and meanings precede personal experience and its expression by any particular sub
ject. The very experiences of subjects (including that of their own status as subjects) 
are shaped and produced by those preexisting discursive forms. Within this theoretical 
perspective, African American literature can be unique only if it is created within a 
distinctive culture that "speaks" subjects, constitutes experiences, and generates 
expressions differently than does mainstream culture. 

Baker's argument for this distinct African American culture employs Hege!'s con
cept of "determinat~ negation," which posits that the definition or determination of 
identity occurs by excluding entities now understood as not part of the self. The 
importance of this concept for Baker and for theorists of racial, ethnic, gendered, and 
other sodal differences cannot .be overstated. Mainstream culture achieves its self
understanding and its coherence through defining itself as "not colored": white Amer
ica achieves its identity by its negative relation to "colored" America. Given this act 
of exclusion, black Amc!rica Inevitably had to form Its own culture. Baker lees his 
critical ta.k aa the de8criptlon and analyals of that distinctive black culture. 

But Baker does not want the concept of black culture that he delineates to be too 
rigid or simplistic. His epigraph from Ralph EUison indicates that black "cultural 
wholeness" is "always in cacophonic motion." For Baker, "Afro-American culture is 
a complex, reflexive enterprise which finds its proper figuration in blues conceived as 
a matrix .... The matrix is a point of ceaseless input and output; a web of interacting. 
crisscrossing impulses always in productive transit." Note here the simultaneous com
mitment to a single "Afro-American culture" and to dynamic, continually productive 
and transformative actions within that culture. The shift in terminology from "cul
ture" to "matrix" highlights Baker's efforts to describe a unity, a single framework 
within which all the singularities are held,. without suggesting conformity among the 
parts. 

Baker wants to keep difference alive 01'1 two levels-between black and white cul
ture, and within black culture-while staying attuned to structuralist and semiotic 
theories of powerful, holistic cultural "codes" that produce individual events and 
subjects according to large-scale patterns. To do so, he relies primarily on the idea of 
the "vernacular." The term itself derives from the special Latin vocabulary of slavery, 
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meaning a slave who was not bought by the slaveowner but was born into slavery on 
the master's estate. More generally, it can refer to a nonstandard language or dialect 
of a place or country. To study the vernacular, for Baker, is to study how a particular 
language is used by just those speakers who have not been in the social position to 
use or create the "standard" language. His emphasis on the black vernacular as the 
dialect of the marginalized, the unheard, connects with similar concerns in contem
porary feminist and postcolonial theory, as in the work of HOMI K. BHABHA. How do 
those whose speech carries no authority and who are usually expected to be silent 
use the master's language differently than the master himself does? How do they 
make that language, so often employed to oppress them, serve their own purposes 
and needs? What resources are to be found within those "nonstandard dialects" cre
ated by speakers far from the centers of power? 

Baker argues that "the blues" is the vernacular core of black America. In Blues, 
Ideology, and Afro-American Literature (1984), he lyrically details the complex fea
tures of this form and then connects particular literary works to its overarching 
"matrix." For Baker, the vernacular is an expression of the popular as well as the local. 
"High" art, like "standard" language, understands itself in contrast to "Iow" forms that 
exist apart from authoritative institutions such as museums, libraries, and unIversi
ties. Popular art, like a speech dialect, comes from below and is often anonymous. 
(We need to distinguish here between "popular art" or "folk art" and the very different 
"pop culture" produced by the mass media. By their very nature, such media-despite 
their efforts to capitalize on dialects-cannot produce these localized variants, which 
are limited to smaller groups.) Jokes, folktales, and traditional songs are good exam
ples of anonymous, popular art forms. Baker wants to activate this popular and anon
ymous element of the vernacular; he sees the "higher" instances of African American 
poetry and prose fiction as springing from the fertile ground of an anonymously cre
ated blues that serves as a shared vernacular for all African Americans, regardless of 
class, region, or gender. 

What all African Americans share, Baker insists, is the "obdurate 'economics of 
slavery,' " by which he means the ongoing, centuries-long material, symbolic, and 
social deprivations suffered by blacks in American society. The blues is a central form 
of expression created by African Americans as a people in response to racism and its 
concrete effects. Baker is anxious, however, not to reduce the blues to a simple expres
sion of the experience of oppression. He stresses that any artistic expression, as well 
as any act of criticism, is "inventive": the raw material of experience is workea on and 
shaped into artistic form. In the simplest terms, experience doesn't come to us In 
musical notes. So a translation from experience to art is always part of the process. 
And because the art forms already exist when a particular artist Hoes t~reate a 
particular blues song, the conventions of the blues to a certain extent shape the forms 
of experience, rather than raw experience simply dictating its artistic expression. 

Baker maintains an allegiance to the concept of "experience"; he does not believe 
that we perceive only according to established forms. Rather, the meeting of such 
forms and personal experience is precisely the moment of "invention." Indeed, the 
artist at times creates new forms; thus Baker's definition of the blues matrix empha
sizes the "reflexive." Experience and form mutually influence each other as individual 
African American artists strive to "achieve a resonant, improvisational, expressive 
dignity." 

Baker's commitments to experience, individual expression, and the unity of African 
American culture all place him at odds with certain more radical antihumanist ver
sions of poststructuralism, although he invokes the work of such theorists. Like some 
feminist and postcolonial theorists, Baker retains a stake in the individual subject 
situated among marginalized groups, a commitment that tempers the usual hostility 
to the "bourgeois" or "Cartesian" subject found in much poststructuralist work. In 
addition, Baker's desire to locate a single African American cultural matrix runs 
athwart work that stresses the nonintegrity of cultural formations. Certainly, his focus 
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on the blues immediately calls to mind other distinctive African American cultural 
forms, such as the slave narrative, the oral tradition of black preaching, jazz, and 
"trash talk" within groups of black men. Are these forms of expression all variants of 
the "blues matrix," or do we need to think of multiple strands of available forms within 
a varied African American tradition'? And how should we think about borrowings 
between white and black cultures, since the boundaries between the two are contin
ually crossed'? Baker's work since Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literature has 
taken up some of these questions, as he has examined rap music and the interaction 
between modernism and the Harlem Renaissance. 

During his career, Baker has attempted to negotiate a number of vexed issues, 
ranging from the status of African American studies in the university to the relation 
of African American literature to the wider experience, needs, and cultural resources 
of all African American people. In joining Hegel to the blues singer Robert Johnson, 
and in celebrating the blues as an artistic form available to African Americans both 
as evidence of their unique cultural identity and as a means to express that identity, 
Baker is being, he tells us, Inventive. He Is working to create a new social position 
for black Americans through a re-vision of their cultural achievements. 
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From Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literature: A 
Vernacular Theory 

Introduction 

Vernacular, adj.: Oj a slat'e: That is' born on hi~ master's estate; 
home-born 
Of arts, or features of these: Native or peculiar to a particular country 
or locality 

Other states indicate themselves in their deputies ..• but the 
genius of the United States is not best or most in its executives or 
legislatures, nor in its ambassadors or authors or colleges or 
churches or parlors. nor even in its newspapers or inventors ... but 
always most in the common people ... these ... are unrhymed 
poetry. It awaits the gigantic and generous treatment worthy of It. 

-Wait Whitman' 

If you see me coming. better open up your door, 
If you see me coming, better open up your door, 
I ain't no stranger, I been here before. 

Standing at the crossroads, tried to flag a ride, 
Standing at the crossroads. tried to flag a ride, 

-Traditional Blues 

Ain't nobody seem to know me, everybody passed me by. 
-Crossroad Blues' 

In every case the result of an untrue mode of knowledge must not 
be allowed to run away into an empty nothing, but must necessarily 
be grasped as the nothing of that from which it results-a result 
which contains what was true in the preceding knowledge. 

-Hegel,' Phenomenology of Spirit 

So perhaps we shy from confronting our cultural wholeness because 
it offers no easily recognizable points of rest, no facile certainties 
as to who, what. or where (culturally or historically) we are. Instead, 
the whole Is always in cacophonlc motion. 

-Ralph Elllson,' "The Little Man at the Chehaw Station" 

... maybe one day, you'll find they actually do understand exactly 
what you are talking about. all these fantasy people. All these blues 
people. 

-Amiri Baraka,' D.dchman 

FROM SYMBOL TO IDEOLOGY 

-r..' 

In my book TIle jou,.lley Back: Issues in Black Literature and Criticism 
(1980),6 I envisioned the "speaking subject" creating language (a code) to be 
deciphered by the present-day commentator. In my current study, I envision 
language (the code) "speaking" the subject. The subject is "decentered." My 
quest during the past decade has been for the distinctive, the culturally spe
cific aspects of Afro-American literature and culture. I was convinced that I 
had found such specificity in a peculiar subjectivity, but the objectivity of 

I. American poet (1819-1892). From the 1855 
preface to Leaves of G ....... 
1. By Mississippi Delta blues singer RobertJohn
<on (ca. 1911-1938). 
~. GEORG WILHELM FRIEDR1CB BEGEL (1770-
1 8.i I). German philosopher; Phenomenology of 
Sl'iril was published in 1807. 

4. African American novelist (1914-1994); this 
essay was published In 1978. 
5. African American poet and playwright (for. 
merly LeRoi Jones, h. 1934); the play Dulcl ... ,a" 
was published in 1964. 
6. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980 
[Baker's note]. 
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economics and the sound lessons of poststructuralism arose to reorient my 
thinking. I was also convinced that the symbolic, and quite specifically the 
symbolically anthropological, offered avenues to the comprehension of Afro
American expressive culture in its plenitud.e.? I discovered that the symbolic's 
antithesis-practical reason, or the material-is as necessary for understand
ing Afro-American discourse as the cultural-in-itself. 

My shift from a centered to a decentered subject, from an exclusively 
symbolic to a more inclusively expressive perspective, Was prompted by the 
curious force of dialectical thought. My access to the study of such thought 
came from attentive readings of Fredric Jameson, Hayden White, Marshall 
Sahlins,8 and others. While profiting from observations by these scholars, I 
also began to attend meetings of a study group devoted to Hegel's Phenom
enology of Spirit. 

Having journeyed ~ith the aid of symbolic anthropology to what appeared 
to be the soundest possible observations on Afro-American art, I found 
myself confronted SUddenly by a figure-to-ground reversal. A fitting image 
for the effect of my reorientation is the gestalt illustration of the Greek hydria 
(a water vase with curved handles) that transforms itself into two faces in 
profile. John Keat's "Ode on a Grecian Urn," with its familiar detailing of 
the economies of "art" and human emotion, can be considered one moment 
in the shift.9 Contrast~ng.wii:h Keat's romantic figurations'are the emergent 
faces of a venerable ancestry. The shift from Greek hydrias to ancestral faces 
is a shift from high art to vernacular expression. 

The "vernacular" ·in relation to human beings signals "a slave born on his 
master's estate." In expressive terms, vernacular indicates "arts native or 
peculiar to a particular country or locale." The material conditions of slavery 
in the United States and the rhythms of Afro-American blues combined and 
emerged from my revised materialistic perspective as an ancestral matrix that 
has produced a forceful and indigenous American creativity. The moment of 
emergence of economic and vernacular concerns left me, as the French say, 
entre les deux: 1 suspended somewhere between symbolic anthropology and 
analytical strategies that Fredric Jameson calls the "ideology of form."2 

IDEOLOGY, SEMIOTICS, AND THE MATERIAL 

In acknowledging a concern for the ideology of form, however, I do not want 
to imply that my symbolic-anthropological orientation was untrue, in the 

7. Though a great many sources were involved In 
my reoriented cultural thinking, certainly the ter
minology employed In my discussion .at this point 
derives from Mar.hall Sahlins's wonderfully lucid 
Culture and Practical Reason (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1976). Sahlins delineates two 
modes of thinking that have characterized anthro
pology from its Inception. These two poles are 
"symbolic" and "functionalist."· He resolves the 
dichotomy suggested by these terms through the 
middle term "cultural proposition," a phrase that 
he defines as a cultural mediating ground where 
the material and symbolic, the useful and the Inef· 
fable, ceaselessly converge and depart [Baker's 
notel. 
8. American anthropologist (b. 1930). JAMESON 
(b. 1934), American Marxist literary theorist. 
WHITE (b. 1928), American historian and narrative 

theorist. 
9. "Ode on a Grecian Urn" (1819), by the Roman· 
tic poet Keats (1795-1821), contrasts tbe cold per
fection of timele •• art with the pain experienced 
by those who live in time. . 
I. Between the two (French). 
2. The "id .. ology of form" a. a description of Jame
son's project derives from the e.say "The Symbolic 
Inference; or, Kenneth Burke and Ideological 
~alysi.," Critical Inquiry 4 (1978): 507-23. 
Surely, though, Jameson'. most recent study, The 
Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Sym· 
bolic Act (Ithaca, N.V.: Cornell University Pre .. , 
1981), offers the fullest description of hi. views on 
ways In which cultural texts formally Inscribe 
material/historical conditions of their production. 
distribution, and consumption [Baker's note]. 
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sense of deluded or deceived.' This symbolic orientation was simply one 
moment in my experiencing of Afro-American culture~a moment super
seded now by a prospect that constitutes its determinate negation.4 What 
was true in my prior framework remains so in my current concern for the 
ideology of form. Certainly the mode of ideological investigation proposed 
by Jameson is an analysis that escapes all hints of "vulgar Marxism" through 
its studious attention to modern critiques of political economy, and also 
through its shrewd incorporation of poststructuralist thought.5 

In chapters that follow, I too attempt to avoid a naive Marxism." I do not 
believe, for example, that a fruitful correlation exists when one merely claims 
that certain black folk seculars are determinate results of agricultural gang 
labor. Such attributions simply privilege the material as a substrate while 
failing to provide detailed accounts of processes leading from an apparent 
substrate to a peculiar expressive form. A faith of enormous magnitude is 
required to accept such crude formulations as adequate explanations. The 
"material" is shifty ground, and current critiques of political ecoriomy suggest 
that postulates based on this ground can be understood only in "semiotic" 
terms. Hence, the employment of ideology as an analytical category begins 
with the awareness that "production" as well as "modes of production" must 
be grasped in terms of the sign. An example of a persuasive case for "political 
economy" as a code existing in a relationship of identity with language can 
be found in Jean Baudrillard's For a Critique of the Political Econmny of the 
Sign. To read economics as a semiotic process leads to the realization that 
ideological analyses may be as decidedly intertextual as, say, analyses of the 
relationship between Afro-American vernacular expression and more sophis
ticated forms of verbal art. If what is normally categorized as material (e.g., 
"raw material," "consumer goods") can be interpreted semiotically, then any 
collection of such entities and their defining interrelationships may be 
defined as a text. 7 

In the chapters in this book, however, I do not write about or interpret 
the material in exclusively semiotic terms. Although I am fully aware of 
insights to be gained from semiotics, my analyses focus directly on the living 
and Iaboring conditions of people designated as "the desperate class" by 

:'I. In n.e Jounuly Back, I define my project as fol
lows: "The phrase [,the anthropology of art') 
expresses for me the notion that art must be stud
ied wuh an attention to the methods and findings 
of disciplines which enable one to addre .. such 
concerns RS the status of the artistic object, the 
relationship of art to other cultural systems, and 
the nature and function of artistic creation and 
perception in a given society" (p. xvi). The project's 
priviJcging of "symbolic nnthropoJogy" and "art" 
under the sign interdisciplinary involved e"cJu~ions 
that were ironical and (I now reaIi7.e) somewhat 
disabling where a full deSCriftion of expressive cul
ture is sought [Baker's note. 
4. The Hegelian epigraph that marks the begin
ning of these introductory remarks offers the hest 
definition I know of "determinate ne~ation." The 
epigraph is taken from the Phenomenology o/Spirit 
[Baker's note). "Determinate negation": the pro
cess of defining an entity by indicating what it is 
not. 
5. I have in mind Louis Althusser Hnd Eticnne 
Balibar, Reading Capital (London; New Left 

..:..r,. . 
Books, 1977), and Jean Baudrillard's Fora Critiq"" 
of tIur Political Economy of the Sign (1972; St. 
Louis: Telos Press, .1981) and TJte Mirror of Pro
duction (1973; St. Louis: Telo. Press, 1975). By 
"poststruc:turallst" thought, I have In mind the uni
verse of discourse constituted by aeconstl'Uclio ... 
Jac:ques Derrfda's Of Grammatowgy (J 967; Balti
more: Johns Hopldns University Press, 1976) is 
perhaps the locus classicus of the deconstruction
ist project. One of the more helpful accounts of 
dec:onstruction is Christopher Noms's Deeonstrue
tio .. : Theory and Practice (London: Methuen, 
1982). Of course, there is a certain collapsing of 
poststructuralism and political economy In the 
sources cited previously [Baker', note). On the 
French philosophers AL l1iUSSER (1918-1990) and 
DERRIDA (b. 1930), and the French social critic 
BAUDRILU\RD (b. 1929), see ahove. 
6. That Is, a Marxism that see. cultural and politi
cal phenomena as direct reflections of economic 
activities connected to material needs. 
7. See Raudrillard, For a Critiq.." of the Political 
Econo ... y oftla" Sign [Baker's note). 
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James Weldon Johnson'sB narrator in The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored 
Man. Such people constitute the vernacular in the United States. Their lives 
have always been sharply conditioned by an "economics of slavery" as they 
worked the agricultural rows, searing furnaces, rolling levees, bustling round
houses, and piney-woods logging camps of America. A sense of "production" 
and "modes of production" that foregrounds such Mro-American labor seems 
an appropriate inscription of the material. 

THE MATRIX AS BLUES 

The guiding presupposition of the chapters that follow is that Afro-American 
culture is a complex, reflexive enterprise which finds its proper figuration in 
blues conceived as a matrix. A matrix is a womb, a network, a fossil-bearing 
rock, a rocky trace of a gemstone's removal, a principal metal in an alloy, a 
mat or plate for reproducing print or phonograph records. The matrix is a 
point of ceaseless i'nput and output, a web of intersecting, crisscrossing 
impulses always in productive transit. Mro-American blues constitute such 
a vibrant network.· They are what Jacques Derrida might describe as the 
"always already" of Afro-American culture.9 They are the multiplex, enabling 
script in which Mro-American cultural discourse is inscribed. 

First arranged, scored, and published for commercial distribution early in 
the twentieth century when Hart Wand, Arthur "Baby" Seals, and W. C. 

Il'fandy' released their first compositions, the blues defy narrow definition. 
For they exist, not as a function of formal inscription, but as a forceful con
dition of Mro-American inscription itself. They were for Handy a "found" 
folk signifier, awakening him from (perhaps) a dream of American form in 
Tutwiler, Mississippi, in 1903.2 At a railroad juncture deep in the southern 
night, Handy dozed restlessly as he awaited the arrival of a much-delayed 
train. A guitar's bottleneck resonance suddenly jolted him to consciousness, 
as a lean, loose-jointed, shabbily clad black man sang: 

Goin' where the Southern cross the Dog. 
Goin' where the Southern cross the Dog. 
Goin' where the Southern cross the Dog. 

This haunting invocation of railroad crossings in bottleneck tones left Handy 
stupified and inspired. In 1914, he published his own Yellow Dog Blues. 

But the autobiographical account of the man who has been called the 
"Father of the Blues" offers only a simplistic detailing of a progress, describ
ing, as it were, the elevation of a "primitive" folk ditty to the status of "art" 
in America. Handy's rendering leaves unexamined, therefore, myriad corri-

8. African American writer (1871-1938), best 
known for hi. fictive autobiography (published 
anonymously in 1912). 
9. In Of Grammatology, Derrida defines a prob
lematic in which writing, conceived as an iterable 
diffe",(a)nce, Is held to be alW<l)'S already Instituted 
(or, in motion) when a traditionally designated 
Man begins to speak. Hence, script Is anterior to 
speech, and absence and dif!ere(a)nce displace 
presence and identity (conceived as "Intention") in 
philosophical discourse [Baker's notel. 
I. In 1912, within a few months of each other, 
Wand (a white band leader), Seall (a black vaude
ville performer), and Handy (a black cDmpDler) 
pubUlhed the 6nt transcriptions of bluel lonll. 

2. The story appears In W. C. Handy, FatMroftM 
Blues, ed. Arna Bontemps (New York: Macmillan 
Co., 1941), f' 78. Other defining source. of blues 
include Pau Oliver, Tlte Story of the Blue. (Lon
don: ChUton, 1969); Samuel B. Charters, The 
Countr; Blues (New York: Rinehart, 1959); Glles 
Oaldey, The Devil'. Music: A H;'tory of the Country 
Blue. (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
1976); Amirl Baraka, Blues People: Ne[l1"O Music i .. 
While A ..... rica (New York: Wllliam E. Morrow, 
1963); Albert Murray, Stomping the Blues (New 
York: McGraw-HiII Book Co., 1976); and Wil1iam 
Ferr'I, BI_. fro .... t'" D.I'4 (New York: Anchor 
Bookl, 1979) [Baker', notel. 
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dOl-s. mainroads, and way-stations of an extraordinary and elusive Afro
American cultural phenomenon. 

DEFINING BLUES 

The task of adequately describing the blues is equivalent to the labor of 
describing a world class athlete's awesome gymnastics. Adequate apprecia
tioll demands comprehensive attention. An investigator has to be there, to 
follow a course recommended by one of the African writer Wole Soyinka's3 
ironic narrators to a London landlord: "See for yourself." 

The elaborations of the blues may begin in an austere self-accusation; 
"l'\"ow this trouble I'm having. I brought it all on myself." But the accusation 
seamlessly fades into humorous acknowledgment of duplicity's always 
duplicitous triumph: "You know the woman that I love, I stoled her from my 
best friend. I But you know that fool done got lucky and stole her back again." 
Simple provisos for the u'oubled mind are commonplace, and drear exactions 
of cl-ushing manuallabor are objects of wry, in situ commentary. Numinous 
im'ocation punctuates a guitat·'s resonant back beat with: "Lawd, Lawd, Lawd 
... have mercy on me I Please send me someone, to end this misery." Exis
tential declarations of lack combine with lustily macabre prophecies of the 
subject's demise. If a "matchbox" will hold his clothes, surely the roadside 
of much-traveled highways will be his memorial plot: "You can bury my body 
down by the highway side I So myoId devil spirit can catch a Greyhound 
bus and ride." Conative formulations of a brighter future (sun shining in the 
back door some day, wind l'ising to blow the blues away) join with a slow
moving askesis· of present, amorous imprisonment: "You leavin' now, baby, 
but you hangin' crepe on my door," or "She got a mortgage on my body, and 
a lien on my soul." Self-deprecating confession and slack-strumming growls 
of violent solutions combine: "My lead mule's cripple, you know my off 
mule's blind I You know I can't drive nobody I Bring me a loaded .39 (I'm 
go'n pop him, pop that mule!)." The wish for a river of whiskey where if a 
man were a "divin' duck" he would submerge himself and never "come up'.' 
is a function of a world in which "when you lose yo' eyesight, yo' best friend's 
gone I Sometimes yo' own dear people don't want to fool with you long." 

Like a streamlined athlete's awesomely dazzling explosions of prowess, t~. 
blues song erupts, creating a veritable playful festival of meaning. Rather 
than a rigidly personalized form, the blues offer a phylogenetic5 recapitula
tion-a nonlinear, freely associative, non sequential meditation-of species 
experience. What emerges is not a filled subject, but an anonymous (name
less) voice issuing from the black (w)hole.6 The blues singer's signatory coda 
is always atopic, placeless: "If anybody ask you who sang this song I Tell 'em 

3. Nob'" Prize-winning Nigerian writer (b. 1934). 
Thl" (1~10t~,tion Is from his po~m uTele-phone Con
\'crsfltlon. 
4. TI·.,lining, asceticism (Greek). 
';. H<.'necting its evolutionary history. 
6. The description at this point is coextensive with 
Ihe "dccentering" of the subjecI mentioned at the 
olll,,,1 of my introduction. What I wish to effect by 
n"ting a "subject" who is 110t ,filled i. a displace
Inent uf the notion that knowledge. 01" "art," 01' 
"!'Oll~." are manifestations of an ever more clearJ)" 
d"fiiwcl Individual consciousness of Ma". In 
u,"<"( .... 1 with Michel Foucault's ,,,.,lor"llono In his 
.·I,·d",,·.,/,,!!,. of Knowledge (1969, New York: Har-

per and Row, 1972), I want to claim that blues is 
like a discourse that comprises the ffalready said" 
of Mro-America. Blues' governing statements and 
sites are thus "astly more interesting in the process 
of cultural Investigation than either 8 history of 
ideas or a history of individual, subjective con
sciousness vis-l-vis blues. When I move to the "X" 
of the trace and the body as host, I am invoking 
Mark Taylor's formulations in a suggestive decon
structive essay toward radical christology called 
"The Text al Victim," in Oeco",tnfCt/o" ",.d The
ology (New York: Crollroad, 1982), pp. 58-78 
[Baker', note]. On the French philosopher and his
torian FOUCAL1LT (1926-1987), lee above. 
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X done been here and gone." The "signature" is a space already "X"(ed), a 
trace of the already "gone"-a fissure rejoined. Nevertheless, the "you" (audi
ence) addressed is always free to invoke the X(ed) spot in the body's absence. 
For the signature comprises a scripted authentication of "your" feelings. Its 
mark is an invitation to energizing intersubjectivity. Its implied (in)junction 
reads: Here is my body meant for (a phylogenetically conceived) you. 

The blues are a synthesis (albeit one always synthes~zing rather than one 
already hypostatized). Combining work songs, group seculars, field hollers, 
sacred harmonies, proverbialwi!!dom, folk philosophy, political commentary, 
ribald humor, elegiac lament; and much more, they constitute an amalgam 
that seems always to have been in motion in America-always becoming, 
shaping, transforming, displacing the peculiar experiences bf Africans in the 
New World. ' 

)1LUES AS CODE AND FORCE 

One way of describing the blues is to claim their amalgam as a code radically 
conditioning Afro-America's cultural signifying. Such a description implies 
a prospect in which any aspect of the blues-a guitar's growling vamp or a 
stanza's sardonic boast of heroically back-breaking labor~"stands," in 
Umberto Eco's words, "for something else" in virtue of a systematic set of 
conventional procedures.7 The materiality of any blues manifestation, such 
as a guitar's walking bass or a French harp's8 "whoop" of ·motion seen, is, 
one might say, enciphered in' ways that enable the material to escape into a 
named or coded, blues signification. The material, thus, slips into irreversible 
difference. And as phenomena named and set in meaningful relation bya 
blues code, both the harmonica's whoop and the guitar's bass can recapitu
late vast dimensions of experience. For such discrete blues instances are 
always intertextually related by the blue. code a8 a whole. Moreover, they 
are involved in the. code's manifold interconnections with other codes of 
Afro-American culture. 

A further charaderizati9n of blues suggests that, they are equivalent to 
Hegelian "force."9 In the Phenomenology, Hegel speaks of Et flux in which 
there is "only difference as a universal difference, or as a difference into 
which the many antitheses have been resolved. This differerice, as a universal 
difference, is consequently the simple element in the play of Force itself and 
what is true in it. It is the law of Force" (p. 90). Force. is thus defined as a 
relational matrix where difference is the law. Finally,the blues, employed as 
an image for the investigation of culture, represents aforce not unlike elec
tricity. Hegel writes: 

Of course, given positive electricity, negative too is given in principle; 
for the positive is, only as related to a negative, or, the positive is in its 

7. The definition of "code" Is drawn from A Tlteory 
of S ..... iotics (Bloomingtoll: Indiana Univetsity 
Press, 1976), All references to Eco refer to this 
work and Bre hereafter marked by page numbers 
In parentheses [Baker's note), ~co (b. 1 !B2), Ital· 
lan literary critic and·novelist. 
8. Harmonica. 
9. The Phenomenalogro/Spirit, tran;'. A. V. Miller 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1977). While 
It Is true that the material dimensions of the, dia-

lectic are of primary importance to my current 
study, It is also true that the locus classicus of the 
dialectic, in and for Itself. i. the PMnomenology. 
Marx may well have stood He&el 011 hi. feet 
through a materialist 'Inversion of the ,PMnome' 
no/ogy, but subsequent generations have always 
looked at that uprlghted figure-Hegel hlmself
as an authentic host [Baker's note]. On the 
German social, political, ,iitd economic theorist 
KARL MARX (1818-1883), see above. 
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awn self the difference from itself; and similarly with the negative. But 
that electricity as such should divide itself in this way is not in itself a 
necessity. Electricity, as ~imple Force, is indifferent to its law-to be 
positive and negative; and if we call the former its Notion but the latter 
its being, then its Notion is indifferent to its being. It merely has this 
property, which just means that this property is not in itself necessary 
to it ... It is only with law as law that we are to compare its Notions as 
Notion, or its necessity. But in all these forms, necessity has shown itself 
to be only an empty word. [po 93] 

Metaphorically extending Hege1's formulation vis-a-vis electricity, one 
might say that a traditional property of cultural study may well be the kind 
of dichotomy inscribed in terms like "culture" and "practical reason." But 
even if such dichotomies are raised to the status of law, they never constitute 
the necessity or "determinant instances" of cultural study and explanation 
conceived in terms of force-envisioned, that is, in the analytic notion of a 
blues matrix as force. The blues, therefore, comprise a mediational site where 
familiar antinomies are resolved (or dissolved) in the office of adequate cul
tural understanding. 

BLUES TRANSLATION AT THE JUNCTION 

To suggest a trope for the blues as a forceful matrix in cultural understanding 
is to summon an image of the black blues singer at the railway junction lustily 
transforming experiences of a durative (unceasingly oppressive) landscape 
into the energies of rhythmic song. The railway juncture is marked by tran
sience. Its inhabitants are always travelers-a multifarious assembly in tran
sit. The "X" of crossing roadbeds signals the multidirectionality of the 
juncture and is simply a single instance in a boundless network that redou
bles and circles, makes sidings and ladders, forms Y's and branches over the 
vastness of hundreds of thousands of American miles. Polymorphous and 
multidirectional, scene of arrivals and departures, place betwixt and between 
(ever entre les deux), the juncture is the way-station of the blues. . 

The singer and his production are always at this intersection, this crossing, 
codifying force, providing resonance for experience's multiplicities. Singer 
and song never arrest transience-fix it in "transcendent form." InsteliCithey 
provide expressive equivalence for the juncture's ceaseless flux. Hence, they 
may be conceived as translators. I 

Like translators of written texts, blues and its sundry performers offer 
interpretations of the experiencing of experience. To experience the junc
ture's ever-changing..scenes, like successive readings of ever-varying texts by 
conventional translators, is to produce vibrantly polyvalent interpretations 
encoded as blues. The singer's product, like the railway juncture itself (or a 

I. Having heard John Felstincr in " session at the 
) 982 Modern Language Association Convention 
present H masterful paper defining "translation" as 
n process of preserving "something of value" by 
keeping it in motion, I decidedthal the blues wcre 
upt translators of experience. Fclstiner, it seemed 
to mc, sought to demonstrate that translat'on was 
a proces5 equivalent to gift-giving in Maus5's clas
sic dcflnltlon of that activity. The value of the gift 
of trnnslation is never fixed 'JeCllllSe, say, the poem, 

is always in 8 transJiterational motion, moving from 
one alphabet to another, always renewing and 
being re-neu",d In the process. Translation fore
stalls fixity. It call. attention always to the trans
lated's excess-to its complex muJtivalence 
[Baker's notel. Marcel Maus. (1872-1950), 
French anthropologiO!; in TIoe Gift (1925), he out
lines glft-ex<:hange as a continual exchange of 
goods kept in motion by the obligation created to 
give something in return after one receives a gift. 
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successful translator's original), constitutes a lively scene, a robust matrix, 
where endless antinomies are mediated and understanding and explanation 
find conditions of possibility. 

The durative-transliterated as lyrical statements of injustice, despair, 
loss, absence, denial, and so forth-is complemented in blues performance 
by an instrumental energy (guitar, harmonica, fiddle, gut-bucket bass, molas
ses jug, washboard) that employs locomotive rhythms, train bells, and whis
tles as onomatopoeic references. z In A Theory of Semiotics, Eco writes: 

Music presents, on the one hand, the problem of a semiotic system 
without a semantic level (or a content plane): on the other hand, how
ever, there are musical "signs" (or syntagms)3 with an explicit denotative 
value (trumpet signals in the army) and there are syntagms or entire 
"texts" possessing pre-culturalized connotative value ("pastoral" or 
"thrilling" music, etc.). [po Ill] 

The absence of a content plane noted by Eco implies what is commonly 
referred to as the "abstractness" of instrumental music. The "musical sign," 
on the other hand, suggests cultural signals that function onomatopoeically 
by calling to mind "natural" sounds or sounds "naturally" associated With 
common human situations. Surely, though, it would bea mistake to claim 
that onomatopoeia is in any sense "natural," for different cultures encode 

, ,even the "same" natural sounds in varying ways. (A rooster onomatopoeically 
\sounded in Puerto Rican Spanish is phonically unrecognizable in United 
States English, as a classic Puerto Rican short story' makes hilariously clear.) 

If onomatopoeia is taken as cultural mimesis, however, it is possible to 
apply the semiotician's observations to blues by pointing out that the domi
nant blues syntagm in America is an instrumental imitation of train-wheels
over-track-junctures. This sound is the "Sign," as it were, of the blues, and it 
combines an intriguing melange of phonics: rattling gondolas,' clattering 
fIatbeds, quilling whistles, clanging bells, rumbling boxcars, and other rail
road sounds. A blues text may thus announce itself by the onomatopoeia of 
the train's whistle sounded on the indrawn breath of a harmonica or a train's 
bell tinkled on the high keys of an upright piano. The blues stanzas may then 
roll through an extended meditative repertoire with a steady train-wheels
over-track-junctures guitar back beat as a traditional, syntagmatic comple
ment. If desire and absence are driving conditions of blues performance, the 
amelioration of such conditions is implied by the onomatopoeic training of 
blues voice and instrument. Only a trained voice can sing the blues. 6 

At the junctures, the intersections of experience where roads cross and 
diverge, the blues singer and his performance serve as codifiers, absorbing 
and transforming discontinuous experience into formal expressive instances 
that bear only the trace of origins, refusing to be pinned down' to any final, 
dualistic significance. Even as they speak of paralyzing absence and inerad
icable desire, their instrumental rhythms suggest change, mov,(!ment, action, 
continuance, unlimited and unending possibility., Like signification itself, 

2. Words that refer to an object by Imitating the 
sounds that object makes. 
3. Meaningful arrangements or combinations of 
smaller expressive units. 
4. "Peyo Merc~: English Teacher," by Abelardo 
Dfaz A1taro (1917-1999). 

5. Railroad cars with fixed sides and no top. 
6. One of the most inspiring and Intriguing 
descriptions of the relationship between blues 
voice and the sounds ofthe railroad Is Albert Mur
ray's Irrlcal exposition In Seom"ing ~M Bl ..... 
[Baker. notel. 
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blues are always nomadically wandering, Like the freight-hopping hobo, they 
are ever on the move. ceaselessly summing novel experience. 

ANTINO!\lIES AND BLUES MEDIATION 

The blues performance is further suggestive if economic conditions of Afro
American existence are brought to mind. Standing at the Juncture, or rail
head. the singer draws into his repertoire hollers, cries, whoops, and moans 
of black men and women "vorking in fields without recompense. The perfor
mance can be cryptically conceived, therefore, in terms suggested by the 
bluesman Booker White, who said, "The foundation of the blues is working 
behind a mule way back in slavery time.'" As a force, the blues matrix defines 
itself as a network mediating poverty and abundance in much the same man
ner that it reconciles durative and kinetic. Many instances of the blues per
formance contain lyrical inscriptions of both lack and commercial possibility. 
The performance that sings of abysmal poverty and deprivation may be rec
ompensed by sumptuous food and stimulating beverage at a country picnic, 
amorous favors from an attentive listener, enhanced Afro-American com
munality, or Yankee dollars from representatives of record companies trav
eling the South in search of blues as commodifiable entertainment. The 
performance, therefore. mediates one of the most prevalent of all antimonies 
in cultural investigation-creativity and commerce. 

As driving force, the blues matrix thus avoids simple dualities. It perpet
ually achieves its effects as a fluid and multivalent network. It is only when 
"understanding"-the analytical work of a translator who translates the infi
nite changes of the blues-converges with such blues "force," however, that 
adequate explanatory perception (and half-creation) occurs. The matrix 
effectively functions toward cultural understanding, that is, only when an 
investigator brings an inventive attention to bear. 

THE INVESTIGATOR. RELATlVI'IY, AND BLUES EFFECT 

The blues matrix is a "cultural invention": a "negative symbol" that generates 
(or obliges one to invent) its own referents.s As an inventive trope, this matrix 
provides for my following chapters the type of image or model that is always 
present in accounts of culture and cultural products. If the analyses th:rtr."l 
pl'ovide are successful, the blues matrix will have taken effect (and affect) 
through me. 

To "take effect," of course. is not identical with to "come into existence" 
Ol' la "demonstrate seniceability for the first time." Because what I have 
defined as a blues matrix is so demonstrably anterior to any single instance 
of its cultural-explanatory employment, my predecessors as effectors are 
ob\'iously legion. "Take effect," therefore, does not signify discovery in the 
traditional sense of that word. Rather, it signals the tropological nature9 of 
my uses of an already extant matrix. 

Ordinarily. accounts of art. literature, and culture fail to acknowledge their 

~. Quoted in Oakley, TI,e Devil's Music, p.7 
[Baker's note). Booker T. WAshington (also called 
"Rukka") White (1906-1971), blues guitarist and 
harmonica player. 
S. I have appropriated the term "nc~a.tive symbol" 

from Roy Wagner'. The I.rv .... tlo .. aIC,,'t .. re (Chi, 
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1975), p ... 'VI 
[Baker'. note). 
9. Figurative extension. 
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governing theories; further, they invariably conceal the inventive character 
of such theories. Nevertheless, all accounts of art, expressive culture, or 
culture in general are indisputably functions of their creators' tropological 
energies. When such creators talk of "art," for example, they are never deal
ing with existential givens. Rather, they are summoning .objects, processes, 
or events defined by a model that they have created (by and for themselves) 
as a picture of art. Such models, or tropes, are continually i'nvoked to con
stitute and explain phenomena inaccessible to the senses. Any single model, 
or any complementary set of inventive tropes, therefore, will offer only a 
selective account of experience-a partial reading, as it were, of the world. 
While the single account temporarily reduces chaos to ordered plan, all such 
accounts are eternally troubled by "remainders." 

Where literary art' is concerned, for example, a single, ordering, investi
gative model or trope will necessarily exClude phenomena that an alternative 
model or trope priVileges as a definitive artistic instance. Recognizing the 
determinacy of "jnvention" in cultural explanation entails the acknowledge
ment of what migbt be called a normative relativity. To acknowledge relativity 
in our post-Heisenbergian universe' is, of course, far from original. Neither, 
however, is it an occasion for the skeptics or the conservatives to heroically 
assume the .critical stage. 

, The assumption of normative relativity, far from being a call to abandon
ment or retrenchment in the critical arena, constitutes an invitation to spec
ulative explorations that are aware both of their own partiality and their 
heuristic transitions from suggestive (sometimes dramatic) images to 
inscribed concepts. The openness implied by relativity enabJes, say, the lit
erary critic' to re-cognize his endeavors, presupposing from '~he 'outset that 
such labors are not directed toward independent, observable-; 'empirical phe
nomena but rather toward processes, objects, and events that h~ or she half
creates (and privileges as "art") through his or her own speculative, inventive 
energies and interests. 

One axiological3 extrapolation from these observations oil invention and 
relativity is that no object, process, or single element possesses intrinsic aes
thetic value. The "art object" as well as its value are selective constructions 
of the critic's tropes and models. A.ra-dicalizing uncertainty may thus be said 
to mark cultural explanation. This uncertainty is similar in kind to the always 
selective endeavors of, say, the particle physicist.3 

The physicist is always compelled to choose between velocity and posi
tion.4 Similarly, an investigator of Afro-American expressive culture is cease-

1. That is, a universe governed by the "uncertainty 
. \I principle" articulated In 1927 by Werner Helsen

berg (1901-1976), a Nobel Prize-winning 
German physicist: It .tates that one cannot pre
cisely determine both the position and momentum 
of atomic particles at anyone moment. The exact 
calculations of classical mechanics are thus 
replaced with statements of probability In quan
tum mechanics. 
2. Pertaining to the branch of philosophy dealing 
with values. 
3. My references to a "f,0.t-Helsenbergian uni
verse" and to the ('partic e physicist" were made 
possible by a joyful reading of Gary Zukav's The 
Dancing W .. Li Masters: An Overview of tM New 

Physics (New York: WlIIlam E. Morrow, 1979) 
[Baker's notel. 
4. Zukav, ibid., writes: ~Accordlng to the uncer
tainty principle, we cannot measure accurate1y, at 
the same time, both the position and the momen
tum of a moving rartlcle. The more precisely we 
determine one 0 these properties, the less we 
know about the other. If we precisely determine 
the· position of the particle, then, strange as It 
sounds,there Is nothing that we can know about 
it. momentum. If we precisely determine the 
momentum of the particle, there is no way to deter
mine its position" (p. Ill). Bril;/ly, if we bring to 
bear enough energy actually to ·see" the bnaglned 
·particle," that energy has always already moved 
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lessly compelled to forgo manifold variables in order to apply intensive energy 
to a selected array. 

Continuing the metaphor, one might say that if the investigator's efforts 
are sufficiently charged with blues energy,5 he is almost certain to remodel 
elements and events appearing in traditional, Anglo-American space-time in 
ways that make them "jump" several rings toward blackness and the vernac
ular. The blues-oriented observer (the trained critic) necessarily "heats up" 
the observational space by his or her very presence.6 

An inventive, tropological, investigative model such as that proposed by 
Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literature entails not only awareness of 
the metaphorical nature of the blues matrix, but also a willingness on my 
own part to do more than merely hear, read, or see the blues. I must also 
play (with and on) them. Since the explanatory possibilities of a blues 
matrix-like analytical possibilities of a delimited set of forces in unified field 
theory-are hypothetically unbounded, the blues challenge investigative 
understanding to an unlimited play. 

BLUES AND VERNACULAR EXPRESSION IN AMERICA 

The blues should be privileged in the study of American culture to precisely 
the extent that inventive understanding successfully converges with blues 
force to yield accounts that persuasively and playfully refigure expressive 
geographies in the United States. My own ludic uses of the blues are various, 
and each figuration implies the valorization of vernacular facets of American 
culture. The Mro-American writer James Alan McPherson is, I think, the 
commentator who most brilliantly and encouragingly coalesces blues, ver
nacular, and cultural geographies of the United States in his introduction to 
Railroad: Trains and Train People in American Culture.7 

Having described a fiduciary reaction to the steam locomotive by 
nineteenth-century financiers and an adverse artistic response by such tra
ditional American writers as Melville, Hawthorne, and Thoreau,8 McPherson 
details the reaction of another sector of the United States population to the 
railroad: . 

To a third group of people, those not bound by the assumptions of either 
business or classical traditions in art, the shrill whistle might hav~o
ken of new possibilities. These were the backwoodsmen and Africans 
and recent immigrants-the people who comprised the vernacular level 
of American society. To them the machine might have been loud and 
frightening, but its whistle and its wheels promised movement. And 
since a commitme..nt to both freedom and movement was the basic prom-

lhe particle from its position (which is one of the 
aspects of its existence that one altempts to deler
mine) when we take our measurement. 1ndeter· 
rninacy thus becomes normative [Baker's nOle]. 
5. The "blues force" is my translational e(Juivalent 
in investigative "energy" for the investigative 
energy delineated hy Hciscnb"rg'. rormulations 
[nnlter's note]. 
6. Eco (A Theory of Semiolic., p. 29) employs the 
m(~laphor of lIe co logical variat.ion" in his discussion 
of the semiotic investigations of culture to describe 

observer effect in the mapping of experience 
[Baker's note]. 
7. New York, Random Hou!Ie, 1976. All citations 
refer to this edition and are hereafter marked by 
page numbers in parentheses [Raker's notel. 
McPherson (b. J 943), novelist and short story 
writer. 
8. All canonical authors of mid-nineteenth
century American literature, Herman Melville 
(1819-1891). Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804-
1864), and H"nry Do"ld l"oreau {l817-1862). 
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ise of democracy, it was probable that such people would view the 
locomotive as a challenge to the integrative powers of their imaginations. 
[p.6] 

Mro-Americans-at the bottom even of the vernacular ladder in Amer
ica-responded to the railroad as a "meaningful symbol offering both eco
nomic progress and the possibility of aesthetic expression" (p. 9). This 
possibility came from the locomotive's drive and thrust, its promise of unre
strained mobility and unlimited freedom. The blues musician at the crossing, 
as I have already suggested, became an expert at reproducing or translating 
these locomotive energies. With the birth of the blues, the vernacular realm 
of American culture acquired a music that had "wide appeal because it 
expressed a toughness of spirit and resilience, a willingness to transcend 
difficulties which was strikingly familiar to those whites who remembered 
their own history" (p. 16). The signal expressive achievement of blues, then, 
lay in their translation of technological innovativeness, unsettling demo
graphic fluidity, and boundless frontier energy into expression which 
attracted avid interest from the American masses. By the 1920s, American 
financiers had become aware of commercial possibilities not only of railroads 
but also of black music deriving from them. 

A "race record" market flourished during the twenties. Major companies 
issued blues releases under labels such as Columbia, Vocalion, Okeh, Gen-

';pett, and Victor. Sometimes as many as ten blues releases appeared in a 
single week; their sales (aided by radio's dissemination of the music) climbed 
to hundreds of thousands. The onset of the Great Depression ended this 
phenomenal boom. During their heyday, however, the blues unequivocally 
signified a ludic predominance of the vernacular with that sassy, growling, 
moaning, whooping confidence that marks their finest performances. 

McPherson's assessment seems fully justified. It serves, in fact, as a sug
gestive play in the over~ll project of refiguring American expressive geogra
phies. Resonantly complementing the insights of such astute commentators 
as Albert Murray, Paul Oliver, Samuel Charters, Amiri Baraka, and others, 
McPherson's judgments highlight the value of a blues matrix for cultural 
analysis in the United States. 

In harmony with other brilliant commentators on the blues already noted, 
Ralph ElIison selects the railroad way-station (the "Chehaw Station") as his 
top os for the American "little man."9 In "The Little Man at the Chehaw 
Station,"· he autobiographically details his own confirmation of his Tuskegee 
music teacher's observation that in the United States 

You must always play your best, even if it's only in the waiting room at 
Chehaw Station, because in this country there'lI always be a little man 
hidden behind the stove ... and he'll know the music, and the tradition, 
and the standards of musicianship required for. whatever you set out to 
perform. [po 25] 

When Hazel Harrison made this statement to the young Ellison, he felt 
that she was joking. But as he matured and moved through a diversity of 

9. The Chehaw Station Is a whlatle-stop near TUI' 
kegee. Alabama. It was a feature of the landscape 
ofTuskegee Institute, where EllIson studied music 
(and much else) [Baker's note). 

1. A_rlcan Scholar 47 (1978): 24-48. All cita
tlon. refer to this version and are hereafter marked 
by page numbers In parentheses [Baker'. note). 
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American scenes, ElIison realized that the inhabitants of the "drab, utilitar
ian structure" of the American vernacular do far more than respond in 
expressive ways to "blues-echoing, train-whistle rhapsodies blared by fast 
express trains as they thundered past" the jUI1!=tion. At the vernacular level, 
according to ElIison, people possess a "cul~ivated taste" that asserts its 
"authority out of obscurity" (p. 26). The "little man" finally comes to repre
sent, therefore, "that unknown quality which fenders the American audience 
far more than a receptive instrument that play be dominated through a skill
ful exercise of the sheerly 'rhetorical' elements-the flash and filigree-of 
the artist's craft" (p. 26). 

From Ellison's opening gambit and wonderfully illustrative succeeding 
examples. I infer that the vernacular (in its exp,ressive adequacy and adept 
critical facility) always absorbs "classical" elements of American life and art. 
Indeed, ElIison seems to imply that expressive performers in America who 
ignore the judgments of the vernacular are destined to failure. 

Although his injunctions are intended pril1cip.~lly to advocate a traditional 
"melting pot" ideal in American "high art," ElIison's observations ultimately 
\'alorize a comprehensive, vernacular expressiveness in America. Though he 
seldom loses sight of the possibilities of a classically "transcendent" Ameri
can high art, he derives his most forceful examp~es from the vernacular: 
Blues seem implicitly to comprise the AI~ of Ame·rican cul~ure. 

BLUES MOMENTS IN AFRO-AMERICAN EXPRESSION 

In the chapters that follow. I attempt to prov~de suggestive accounts of 
moments in Afro-American discourse when personae, protagonists, autobio
graphical narrators, or literary critics successfully negotiate an obdurate 
"economics of slavery" and achieve a resonant, improvisational, expressive 
dignity. Such moments and successful analyses of them provide cogent 
examples of the blues matrix at work. 

The expressive instances that I have in mind occur in passages such as 
the conclusion of the Narmti'",e of the Life of Frederick Douglass. 2 Stand
ing at a Nantucket convention, riffing (in the "break" suddenly confront
ing him) on the personal troubles he has seen and successfully negotiated 
in a "prisonhouse of American bondage," Douglass achieves a profoundiy 
dignified blues voice. Zora Neale HUi'stori's3 protagonist Janie in the nov.el 
TIlei,. Eyes Wel'eWatchil1g God-as she lyrically and idiomatically relates 
a tale of personal suffering and triumph that begins in the sexual exploi
tations of slavery-is a blues artist par excellence. Her wisdom might well 
be joined to that of AJniri Baraka's Walker Vessels4 (a "locomotive con
tainer" of blues'?), whose chameleon code-switching from academic phi
losophy to blues insight makes him a veritable incarnation of the 
ahsorptively vernacular. The narrator of Richard Wright's' Black Ba)' 
inscribes a black blues life's lean desire (as I shaH demonstrate in chapter 
3) and suggests yet a further instance of the blues matrix's expressive 
enel'gies. Ellison's invisible man and Baraka's narrator in The System of 

2. The) 845 autobiography of the African Amerl· 
l'ill1 u"lislavery activist and writer (1818-1895), 
3, !\/'rk'an American novellst and anthropologist 
(1891-)960; see above); 17,eirEyes IV .. r .. Hatch-

Ing God was published In 1937. 
4. A character In Baraka'. play The Slnl>e (1962). 
5. African Amerlcan'novellst (J 908-1960); BIRck 
Boy, an autobiography, was published In 1945. 
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Dante's He1l6 (whose blues; book produces dance) 'provide additional 
·examples. Fimilly, ToniMorrison's7. Milkman Dead ,bi Song,oj'SoZomon 
discovers through "Sugarman's" song that· an' awesomely expressive blues 
response· may well consist of improvisational ·andserendipitous surrender 
to the air: "As fleet and bright as a lodestar he wheeled' toward Guitar 
and it did not matter which one of them. would give up his ghost in the 
killing arms of his brother, For now he knew what Shalimar khew: ;If you 
surrendered to ·the air; you could ride it."8 

Such blues moments are butrandoJt1:instances of the blues matrix at work 
in Mro-American cultural expression. In my study as a whole, I attempt 
persuasively to demonstrate that a blues ·matrix (as'a vernacular. trope,for 
AmeriCan cultural explanation in' general) possesses enormous force' for the 
studY'of literature, 'criticism,':arid culture; I know that I have appropriated 
the' vastness of the vem'acular"in the United' States to a single matrix. But I 
trust that my necessary selectivity will be interpreted, not as a sign of myopic 
exclusiveness, but as an in\.itation to inventive play. The success of my efforts 
would be effectively·signaled in the following chapters, I think, by·thetrans
formatiori of my "I" into a juncture where readers could freely improVise 
their own distinctive tropes for cultural explanation. A closing that in 'fact 
opened on such inventive possibilities (like the close of these introductory 
remarks) would be appropriately marked by the crossing sign's inviting "X." 

1984 

6, A 196' novel. Tha novel ''''''''''''II.fIl~ (19,a) 
I, Elllion'a beat·known work. . . . 
'.' Nobel Prlzl!"'wittnltiiAfrtcan Anierlc.h noyellst 

(b. 1931). '.' .. . 
8. S,,", DJ Solomon (New Yorkl Alfred A. Knopf, 
1977), p. 337 [Bakei"lihotel.~ .' 

,.,! : , ',;.: ~;::., 
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TERRY:EAGLETON 
b. 1943 

Satirically paraphrasing MATtHEW' ARNOLD'S influential view 'of the'erinoblihg power 
of literature and culture, Terry Eagleton writes: "If the masses' are not thrown. a few 
novels, they may' react. by throwing up 'a few barricades." In; Cu.ltu.,.e and AnarChy 
(1869), Arnold claims that art, literature, and culture confer "greatness !lnd a noble 
spirit" on thc;>se who appreciate them, and furthermore are the means to' avoid anar
chy. In "The Rise of English" (1983), Eagleton argues that literature concerns not 
simply beauty and spiritual uplift, but the social control of the middle and wor~ng 
classes. Answering a perennial question in. literary theory about the, role' of literature 
in society, Eagleton bluntly asserts that the discipline of literature, like fOnilal reli
gion, is deeply involved in the reproduction of the dominant sodal order. . 

A student of the Marxist literary and cultural critic RAYMOND WILLlAMS, Eagleton 
has been the foremost Marxist commentator on literary theory in England since the 
1980s, as' well as a literary journalist; novelist, and playwright. Born in a· working
class community in Salford, England, he attended Cambridge University on a schol
arship, receiving his B.A. in 1964 and his Ph.D. in 1968. He taught at Cambridge 
for a year, but since 1969 he has held various appointments at Oxford University, 
becoming Thomas Warton Professor of English and Li.terature in 1992. During the 
politically vibrant late 19605, Eagleton was active in the Catholic Left-among other 
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things, he helped found a journal, Slant-and he published three books before he 
was thirty. It was not until the mid- 1 970s, however, that he established himself as a 
leading expositor of Marxism within the emerging field of contemporary literary the
ory, most notably with Criticism and Ideology: A Study in Marxist Literary Theory 
(1976). Extending LOUIS ALTHUSSER's theory of ideology to literature, it propounds a 
Marxist theory of the text. Against traditional, aestheticist views that literature pri
marily produces beauty and pleasure, as well as the conventional Marxist view, 
espoused by LEON TROTSKY, that texts directly reflect social reality, Eagleton argues 
that texts actively produce ideology rather than merely reflect it. 

While his later work frequently returns to questions of aesthetics and ideology, 
Eagleton subsequently turned away from the pursuit of an overarching theoretical 
model, or what the American sociologist C. Wright Mills (I 916-1 962) termed 
"Grand Theory." As he remarked in a 1990 interview, "I think that back in the sev
enties we used to suffer from a certain fetishism of method; we used to think that 
we have to get a certain kind of systematic method right, and this would be the way 
of proceeding. I think some of my early work, certainly Criticism and Ideology, 
would fall within that general approach." Rather than dispensing with Marxism, 
however, he distinguishes between theoretical methods and political goals: "[AJ 
Marxist has to define certain urgent political goals and allow, as it were, those to 
determine questions of method rather than the other way around." In eschewing 
large-scale theoretical models, Eagleton resembles the twebtieth·century neoprag
matists Richard Rorty, STANLEY FISH, AND STEVEN KNAPP AND WALTER BENN 
MICHAELS, who insist that method cannot· be determined in advance but derives 
from practice. But whereas they argue that literary studies are politically ·ineffec
tual, Eagletonadvocates a political focus. 

Another element of Eagleton's turn from Grand Theory t. htlltyle, which t. lively, 
witty, clear, and frequently opinionated, 'combining :theory and literary journalism. 
Eagleton unabashedly states his opinions-'-often in audacious' one-liners, such as 
"deconstruction is the death drive at the level of theory'! ..... imd injects' humor'into his 
writing. For instance, he concludes his collection of essays, Against the Grain, Essays 
1975-1985 (1986), with a comic song: 

Chaucer was a class traitor 
Shakespeare hated the ~::'h" 
Donne sold out a bit later" 
Sidney was a nob" '" '. 

There are only three names 
To be plucked from this dismal set 
Milton Blake and Shelley 
Will smash the ruling class yet. 

~. 

However whimsical, Eagleton's song memorably reinforces his argument for the class 
orientation of literature, valuing the socially revolutionary rather than the purely aes
thetic. 

In his Function of Criticism: From the "Spectator" to Post-Structuralism (I 984), 
Eagleton declares that contemporary criticism has lost its social purpose and become 
marginalized through the technocratic fetishizing of Grand Theory. Drawing on the 
twentieth-century German philosopher JORGEN HABERMAS's concept of the public 
sphere, he notes that modern criticism arose in the eighteenth century in opposition 
to the absolutist state, and he calls for the renewed oppositional role of criticism in 
the public sphere. To that end, Eagleton became known as the foremost popularizer 
of contemporary literary theory in the 1980s. His Literary Theory: An Introduction 
(1983; 2d ed., 1996), from which "The Rise of English" is drawn; was an academic 
bestseller and probably the most influential introduction to contemporary theory for 
students and curious readers. It conducts a knowledgeable but fast-paced, readable, 
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and pithy survey of reader-response and reception theory, structuralism, deconstruc
tion, and psychoanalysis. Rather than presenting a dispassionate history, Literary The
ory bluntly states Eagleton's preferences and value judgmentS, Finding fault with most 
contemporary theories for their lack of attention to politics, he praises Marxist and 
feminist criticism for their concern with the political effects of literature. 

Accessible and polemical, "The Rise of English" illustrates Eagleton's trademark 
style. Developing some of the concerns of Raymond Williams's "Literature" (1977; 
see above), this survey of the discipline combines broad historical overview and ide
ological analysis. Eagleton sees English, which became an academic subject only in 
the late nineteenth century, as an outgrowth of nationalism as well as a replacement 
for religion as a crucial ideological apparatus. While lacking nuance, Eagleton's anal
ysis succinctly answers a major theoretical question, proposing that literature has 
social significance not simply as an innocent, pleasurable entertainment but as a 
primary means of reinforcing the dominant social order. 

In part because of his popularizations of theory, and in part because of the often 
sweeping, polemIcal nature of his arguments, Eagleton has occasionally been dis
missed by specialist commentators on theory. His influence among theorists is much 
less pronounced than that of FREDRIC JAMESON, the most prominent U.S. Marxist 
critic. However, Eagleton has made theory accessible to students and nonspeciali!!!ts, 
persistently reminding readers of its social role In the public sphere. He has provided 

. a model for younger literary critics who self-consciously choose to write in a more 
journalistic mode, turning from the dense language and specialist focus of Grand 
Theory to address a larger public in discussing cultural issues. The tension in criticism 

\ between specialization and accessibility, which itself became a central theoreticai 
\ issue in the 1990s, mirrors a perennial debate in literary studies-whether literature 

demonstrates special qualities available only to connoisseurs who have expert knowl
edge of the tradition, as articulated by the modernist T. S. ELIOT, or whether literature 
can reach· the common reader, in what the Romantic poet WILLIAM WORDSWORTH 
calls "the real language of men." 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Eagleton has been prolific, writing more than twenty critical books, scores of pieces 
of literary journalism, several plays, and a novel. In this he follows the model of his 
teacher Raymond Williams, though he has focused primarily on literary criticism and 
theory rather than cultural and media studies. Eagleton's early books Include Shake
speare and Society: Critical Studies in Shakespearean Drama (1967), E:lCiles and Emi
gres: Studies in Modern Literature (1970), and The Body as Language: Outline of a 
"New Left".Theology (1970). He also edited collections that reflect his involvement 
in the Catholic Left, including Directions: PointerS for the Post-Conciliar Church 
(1968) and, with Brian Wicker, From Culture to Revolution: The "Sla~t" Symposium, 
1967 (1968). In the 1970s and early 1980s he published three works of l\1arxlst 
theory: Marxism and Literary Criticism (1976), a superb short survey of major Marxist 
critics and debates; the influential Criticism and Ideology: A Study in Marxist Literary 
Theory (1976); and Walter Benjamin; or, Towards a Revolutionary Criticism (1981), 
reassessing Benjamin as a model for Marxist criticism. He also published two works 
of literary criticism, Myths of Power: A Marxist Study of the Brontl!s· (1975; 2d ed., 
1988) and The Rape of Clarissa: Writing, Sexuality, and Class Struggle in Samuel 
Richardson (1982), which is notable for its engagement with feminism. 

In the mid-1980s Eagleton published the popular overview Literary Theory: An 
Introduction (1983; 2d ed., 1996) and a short history, The Fun~tion of Criticism: 
Fro»1 the "Spectator" to Post-Structuralism (1984), which is perhaps the best place to 
start reading his work. He also published a short critical introduction, William Shake
speare (1986); a collection of his essays, Againstthe ~rain: Essays, 1975':"'1985 (1986); 
and a fine edited collection assessing the influence ~f his teacher, Ra~ond Williams: 
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A C"itical Reader (1989). In the 19905, Eagleton published several critical histories, 
including The Ideology of tire ;\estlaetic (I990), an engaging and ambitious account 
of aesthetic theory from David Hume to Theodor Adorno; the slim Significance of 
T/,eOlY (1990), which gathers two lectures and an interesting interview commenting 
Oil contemporary theory; Ideology: Au Introducti01t (1991), an accessible tour of the 
development of the concept of ideology; and The Illusions of Postmodemism (1996), 
all attack on key tendencies of contemporary theory. Of Irish ancestry, Eagleton has 
also shown an interest in Irish culture, especially in Heathcliff and the Great Hunger: 
Studies in Irish Culture (1995) and Crazy John and tile Bishop and Other Essays on 
I ";sll Culhfre (I998). He continued his lucid expositions of key theoretical ideas in 
two short volumes, Ma,'x (I999) and TIle Idea of Culture (2000). Alongside his own 
books. he co-edited with Drew Milne a useful anthology, l\1arxist Literary Theory: A 
Readel' (1996). His creative work includes the novel Saints atJd Scholars (I987); a 
script, Wittge1lStein: TIle Terry Eagleton Script, the Derek Jarman Film (1993); and 
plays, Saint Oscar and Otlter Pla)!s (1997). The Eagleton Reader, edited by Stephen 
Regan (1998), provides an excellent sampler spanning all of Eagleton's work. 

"iotable comments on Eagleton's views of English and theory include Elaine Sho
waIter's "Critical Cross-Dressing: Male Feminists and the Woman of the Year," Rar
itall 3.2 (1983), which applauds his attention to feminism; Jonathan Culler's review 
of Literary Theory, in Poetics Today 5 (1984), which praises Eagieton's efficient history 
of theory but criticizes his simplistic sense of historical cau!lality; Richard Aczel's 
"Eagleton and English," New Left Review 154 (i 985), which usefully situates his work 
up to TIle Function of Criticism; Steven Helmlng's ")\;Iarxist Pleasure: Jameson and 
Eagleton," in Essays in Postlltodern Cultlfre (ed. Eyal Amiran and John Unsworth, 
1993), which interestingly compares the two prominent Marxist critics; and R. Bof
fin's "Used Books," Critical Quarterly 37 (1995), which contests Eagleton's claim for 
"the centrality of literature" as an ideology, reasql1ing that "if literature was as central 
to the social order as Eagleton claims, the massive success of his own book [Literary 
TIleory] should presage some extraordinary transformation of the social order." TIle 
£agleton Reader contains the definitive bibliography of both Eagleton's writings and 
commentary on his work up to 1996. ' 

From Literary Theory: An Introduction 

From Chapter 1. The Rise of English 

.. .. 
To speak of 'literature and ideology' as two separate phenomena which can 
be interrelated is, as I hope to have shown, in one sense quite unnecessary. 
Literature, in the meaning of the word we have inherited, is an ideology.' It 
has the most intimate relations to questions of social power. But if the reader 
is still unconvinced, the narrative of what happ'ened to literature in the later 
nineteenth century might prove a little more persuasive. 

If one were asked to provide a single explanation fqr the growth of English 
studies in the later nineteenth century, one c·Quld do worse than reply: 'the 
failure of religion'. By the mid-Victorian period, this traditionally reliable, 
immensely powerful ideological form was ip deep trouble. It was no longer 
winning the hearts and minds of the masses, and under the twin impacts of 

1. That is. a system of specific class beliefs. images. values, and practices that functions to reproduce the 
dominant social order. 
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scientific discovery and social change its previous unquestioned dominance 
was in danger of evaporating. This was particularly worrying for the Victorian 
ruling class, because religion is fot illl kinds of reasons an 'extremely effective 
form of ideological control: Like all successful ideologies, it~otks much less 
by explicit concep,ts' or forrilulate~docttines than byima~e, ~}'Jl1bi:)l, habit, 
ritual and mythology. It is, affective and experiential,' entWining 'itself with 
the deepest unconscious ro~ts of the hutD.lln subject; and ariy social ides>logy 
which is ,unabie to engage wi~h such deep-seated a-rational fears and needs, 
as T., S, Eliot2 knew, is unlikely to survive very long. ~eligion; moreover, is 
capable of operating at every social level: if there is a doctrinal ,inflection of 
it for the intellectual elite, there is also a pietistic brartd of it for the masses. 
It provides an excellentsodal 'cement' jericompassing pious peasant', enlight
ened middle-class liberal afld theologieal httellectual ina single organization. 
Its ideological power lies in its capacity to 'materialize' bcmefs as practices: 
religion is the sharing Of the chiilice and the blessing of the harvest, ~ot just 
absttact 'argument a.)Otit"c~n~ubstantiationor hyperduiia.3 ltsuttiq-tate 
trutHS, like those media~e<l.by'~he literary symbol, arec~ry~4e~ient1y;'~losecl to 
,rational demonstrat~on, and thus absolute in, their ctaiDls. Fi~aUy religio.,., 
atleast in its Victorian forms, is a pacifying influence,,(o!'tering.meekness, 
self-sacrifice and the contemplative inner life. It is no wonder thaUhe,Vic
torian ruling class looked oh' the threatened dissolution of this ideological 
discourse with something less' than equanimity. 

, Fortilhately, however, artothetremarkably similar discourse lay to harid: 
English literature. GeorgeGordori," early Professor of ErtglishLiterature at 
Oxford, commented in hiS inauguriH lecture 'that 'Ei'lgtaild is sick, and ... 
English literature riu~st save it. ~eChutches (as Iuriderstlmd),havingfailed, 
,and social remedies ,being slo~,English lit:er~ture has llow'a triple function: 
still,"I suppose, to delight and Instruct us, but also, llnd. apoye all, tq,saveour 
souls and heal the State.'5 Gordon's words were spoken in our own century, 
but they find a reson'ance everywhere in Victorian England. It is a striking 
thought that had it not been for this dramatic crisis in mid-nineteenth
century ideology, ~e migh~, not today , have su~h,a;plentiful supply of Jane 
Austen casebooks and bluffer's guides to Pound.6 As religion progressively 
ceases to provide the sOcial'cenient\'sffective values'an:d basic mythologies 
by which a socially turbulent class-society can be welded together, 'English' 
is constructed as a subject to carry, this ideological burden from the Victorian 
period dnwar'ds. The 'key6gute here ~s Matthew Arnold,7 always'p~etetnat
u-rally sensitive to the 'need!lof his social class, and engagingly candid about 
being so; The utg~nt social need, as Atnold recognizes, is to 'Hellenize' 'or 
cultivate the philistine middle class, who' hav~ proved unable to' underpin 

2, American-bDrn English poet, critic, and dram-
atist (1888-1965; see abDve)., , 
3. 'the particular veneration .or the Virgin Miary' 
by RDman, CathDlics., "CDnsubstlintlatlDn": the 
Lut"eran 'dDctrine that the body and, blDod .of 
'Christ cDeXist With the elen'tenti of bread and wine 
'during HDly CDmmunlDn (a pDlnt ;Df" argument 
with the RDman CathDlic belief in transubstantla
tiDn, the literal transfDttnlltlDh .of the conseCrated 
bread and wine IntD the bDdy and blDDd .of Christ), 
4, OxfDrd prDfessDr and critic (1881-1942). 
5. QUDted by Chris Baldick, The Sqclal Mission of 
English CriticlSnt;' 1848-1932 (OxfDrd, 1983). 
p, 105 [EagletDn's nDte), "TD delight and Instruct" 
are the traditiDnal functlDns of literature; see HOR-

,ACE, An Poetica ,(ca. 10 B.C.E.), 'lines 343-44, 
abDve. '..'" 
6. Ezra PDund (1885~1972), American I><iet, edi· 

,tor, and critic;, nDtable, ,fDr Ms' djfficulty, and 
ab~truse range, .of, JlterafY, , ~ferences .. , A,~sten 
(1775-1817), English novelist', , ,,' , 
7. English critic,: poet; and" school : in'pect"r 
(1822-1888; see abDve), whD,greatly influenced 
mDdern views of literature. f"C .. liure and Andr'clt,. 
(1869; see abDve) he divided England intD Barbar
Ian. (the aristocracy), Philistine. (the materialist 
,rnlddl~,classes), and tltefDpulace; he,~I'D DI'Ppsed 
"Hellenism·' to "Hebralsm," favorlng the fDrmer 
(and classical Greek culture generally). ' ',,' 
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their political 'and economic power with a suitably rich and subtle ideology. 
This can be done by transfusing into them something of the traditional style 
of the aristocracy, who as Arnold shrewdly perceives are ceasing to be the 
dominant class in England, but who have something of the ideological 
wherewithal to lend a hand to their middle-class masters. State-established 
schools, by linking the middle class to 'the best culture of their nation', will 
confer on them 'a greatness and a noble spirit, which the tone of these classes 
is not of itself at present adequate to impart'.8 

The true beauty of this manoeuvre, however, lies in the effect it will have 
in controlling and incorporating the working 'class: 

It is of itself a serious calamity for' a nation that its tone of feeling and 
grandeur of spirit should be lowered or dulled. But the calamity appears 
far more serious still when we consider th~tthe'middle clas~es, remain
ing as they are now, with their' narrow, harsh, unintellige~t,and unat
tractive 'spirit and culture, will almost', certainly fail to mould or 
assimilat~ the masses below them,' whose, ~ympathies,' are 'at the present 
moment actually wider and more liberal than theits. They'arrive, these 
masses, eager to enter into possessiori of the world, to gain a more vivid 
sense' of their own life and activity. In this, their irrepressible develop
ment, their natural educators and iriitiators arethos,e immediately above 
them, the middle classes. If these da~ses cimnot win their sympathy or 
give them their direction, society is ih.dahg~t offalliitg into anarchy.9 

'. ....... . ' 

Arnold is refreshingly unhypocritical: there is no feeble. preten.ce ·that the 
education of the working class is to be conducted chiefly for: their own ben
efit, or that his concern with their spiritual condition.is, in one of his own 
most cherished terms, in the least 'disinterested:. In. the even. more disarm
ingly candid words of a twentieth-century proponent of this view: 'Deny to 
working-class children any common share in the immaterial, and presently 
they will grow into the men who demand with meriaces· a:.communism of the 
material'.· If the masses are not thrown a few. novels,. they· may react by 
throwing up a few barricades. 'J' '. 

Literature was in several ways a suitable candidate ,for this· ideological 
enterprise. Asa liberal, 'humanizing~pursuit,.it could provide a potent.,(mti
dote to political bigotry and ideological. extremism.' Since literature, a's we 
know, deals in universal human values rather: than in such historical trivia 
as civil wars, the oppression of women or the dispossession of the English 
peasantry, ·it could serve to place in cosmic perspective the petty demands 
of working people for decent living conditions or greater control over their 
own lives, and might even with luck come to render them oblivious of such 
issues in their high-minded contemplation of eternal truths and beauties. 
English, as a Victorian handbook for English teachers put it, helps to 'pro
mote sympathy and fellow feeling among all classes'·; ·another Victorian writer 
speaks of literature as opening a 'serene and luminous region of truth where 
all may meet and expatiate in common', above 'the smoke and stirf the din 
and turmoil of man's lower life of care and business and debate'.2 Literature 

R. II"rhc Popular Education of France," in DefHo· 
cmtic Education, ed. R. H. Super (I\nn Arbor, 
1962), p. 22 [Eagleton's note). 
9. Ibid., p. 26 [Eagleton's note). 
I. Gcorge Sampson, English for the English 
(1921). quoted by Baldick, The Social Mi5si,m of 

English Critid ..... p. 103 [Eogleton's note]. 
2. H. G. Robinson. "0,,' the. Use of English Clas
sical Uteratute In the Work of Education," Mac
... illan's M<!<gilz;ne 11 (1 A60), quoted by Baldick. 
The Social Mission of English Criticism, p. 66 [Eag
leton's note). 
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would rehearse the masses in the habits of pluralistic thought and feeling, 
persuading them to acknowledge that more than one viewpoint than theirs 
existed-namely, that of their masters. It would communicate to them the 
moral riches of bourgeois civilization, impress upon them a reverence for 
middle-class achievements, and, since reading is an essentially solitary, con
templative activity, curb in them any disruptive tendency, to collective 
political action. It would give them a pride in their national language and 
literature: if scanty education and extensive hours of labour prevented them 
personally from producing a literary masterpiece, they could take pleasure 
in the thought that others of their own kind-English people-had done so. 
The people, according to a study of English literature written in 1891, 'need 
political culture, instruction, that is to say, in what pertains to their relation 
to the State, to their duties as citizens; and they need also to be impressed 
sentimentally py having the presentation in legend and history of heroic and 
patriotic examples brought vividly and attractively before the~'.3 All of this, 
moreover, could be achieved without the cost and labour of teaching them 
the Classics: English literature was written in their own language, and so 
was conveniently available to them. ' ' 
, Like religion, literature works primarily by ,emotion and experience, and 

so was admirably well-fitted to carry through the ideological ~~sk which reli-
) gion left off. Indeed by our own time literature had become effectively iden
~ical with the opposite of analytical thought and conceptual enquiry: whereas 
s\cientists, philosophers and political theorists are saddled with these drably 
discursive pursuits, students of literature occupy the more prized territory of 
feeling and experience. Whose experience, and what kinds of fe~ling, is a 
different questio,n. Literature from Arnold onwards is the enemy of'ideolog
ieal dogma', an attitude which might have come as a sprprise to Dante, 
Milton and Pope;4 the truth or falsity of beliefs such as that blacks are infe
rior to whites is less important than what it feels like to experience them. 
Arnold himself had beliefs, of course, though like everybody else he regarded 
his own beliefs as reasoned positions rather than ideological dogmas. Even 
so, it was not the business of literature to communicate such beliefs 
directly-to argue openly, for example, that private property is the bulwark 
of liberty. Instead, literature should convey timeless truths, thus distracting 
the masses from their immediate commitments, nurturing in them a spirit 
of tolerance and generosity, and so ensuring the survival of private property. 
Just as Arnold attempted in Literature and Dogma and Goe:( and the Bible' to 
dissolve away the embarrassingly doctri,nal 1>its of Christianity into poetically 
suggestive sonorities, so the pill of middle-class ideology was to be sweetened 
by the sugar of literature. ' 

There was another sense in which the 'experient~al' nature of literature 
was ideologically convenient. For 'experienc~' is not only the homeland of 
ideology, the place where it takes root most effectively; it is also in its literary 
form a kind of vicarious self-fulfillment. If you do not have the money and 
leisure to visit the Far East, except perhaps as a soldier in,the pay of British 
imperialism, then you can always 'experience' 'it at second hand by reading 

3, J. C. Colllns, The Study of English Literature 
(1891), quoted by Baldlck, The Social Mission of 
English CrWclsm, pp. 64-65 [Eagleton's note]. 
4. All three major poets-the ItaUan DANTE 

ALlGHIERI (1265-1321) and Jhe EngUshJohn Mil
ton (1608-1674) and ALEXANDER POPE (1688-
1 744)-held strong political views. 
5. Published In 1873 an~ 1875, respectively. 
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Conrad or Kipling. 6 Indeed according to some literary theories this is even 
more real than strolling round Bangkok. The actually impoverished experi
ence of the mass of people, an impoverishment bred by their social condi
tions, can be supplemented by literature: instead of working to change such 
conditions (which Arnold, to his credit, did more thoroughly than almost any 
of those who sought to inherit his mantle), you can vicariously fulfil some
one's desire for a fuller life by handing them Pride and Prejudice. 7 

It is significant, then, that 'English' as an academic subject was first insti
tutionalized not in the Universities, but in the Mechanics' Institutes, working 
men's colleges and extension lecturing circuits.S English was literally the 
poor man's Classics-a way of providing a cheapish 'liberal' education for 
those beyond the charmed circles of public school and Oxbridge.9 From the 
outset, in the work of 'English' pioneers like F. D. Maurice and Charles 
Kingsley,1 the emphasis \Vas on solidarity between the social classes, the 
cultivation of 'larger sympathies', the instillation of national pride and the 
transmission of 'moral' values. This last concern-still the distinctive hall
mark of literary, studies in England. and a frequent source of bemusement 
to intellectuals from other cultures-was an essential part of the ideological 
project; indeed the rise of 'English' is more or less concomitant with an 
historic shift in the very meaning of the term 'moral', of which Arnold, Henry 
James and F. R. Leavis2 are the major critical exponents. Morality is no 
longer to be grasped as a formulated code or explicit ethical system: it is 
rather a sensitive preoccupation with the whole quality of life itself, with the 
oblique, nuanced particulars of human experience. Somewhat rephrased, 
this can be taken as meaning that the old religious ideologies have lost their 
force, and that a more subtle communication of moral values, one which 
works by 'dramatic enactment' rather than rebarbative abstraction, is thus in 
order. Since such values are nowhere more vividly dramatized than in liter
ature, brought home to 'felt experience' with all the unquestionable reality 
of a blow on the head. literature becomes more than just a handmaiden of 
moral ideology: it is moral ideology for the modern age, as the work of F. R. 
Leavis was most graphically to evince. 

The working class was not the only oppressed layer of Victorian society at 
whom 'English' was specifically beamed. English literature, reflected a Royal 
Commission witness in ] 877, might be considered a suitable subject f.so.r 
'women ... and the second- and third-rate men who [ ... ] become school
masters.'3 The 'softening' and 'humanizing' effects of English, terms recur
rently used by its early proponents, are within the existing ideological 
stereotypes of gender clearly feminine. The rise of English in England ran 
pal'allel to the gradual, grudging admission of women to the institutions of 
higher education; and since English was an untaxing sort of affair, concerned 

h, Bolh these English writers-th .. Polish-born 
nO\'"list Joseph Conrad 0857-1924) and the short 
w,,')' writer, poet, and novelist Rudyard Kir,ling 
(I R6<;-1936)-often set their works in paces 
UI1c1<·,. colonial rule (though not usually the Far 
East\. 
7, J"n~ .i\lIsten's best-known nowl (plIblish .. d 
IHI.h 
H. S(.:e Lionel Gossman, liLiteraturc and Educa
lion," Ne ... Liter"ry History 13.2 (19R2,1: 341-71. 
Se~ "Iso D. J. Palmer, The Rise of English Studies 
!!.ondon, 1965) [Eagleton's note], 

9. Oxford and Cambridge Universities; both date 
to the 12th century. "Public school": in Great Brit
ain, endowed boarding schools, whose curriculum 
traditionally has been largely classical. 
I. English clergyman. social reformer, and novel
ist (1819-1875). Maurice (1805-1872), English 
theologian. c1l'rgyman, and writer. 
2. English literary critic (1895-1978) and editor 
of the influential journal Scrutiny. lAMES (1843-
1916), American novelist and critic. 
3. Quoted by Gossman, "Uterature and Educa
tion," pp. 341-42 [Eagleton's notel. 



2248 I TERRY EAGLETON 

with the finer feelings rather than with the more virile topics of bona fide 
academic 'disciplines', it, 'seemed a. convenient sort of .non-subject to palm 
off on the·ladies, who :werie inany.case excluded from science and the pro~ 
fessions. Sir Arthurf Quiller Couch,4. first Professor of English at Cambridge 
University, would'open with the word "Gentlemen' lectures addressed'. toa 
hall filled largely with women. Though modern male lecturers may have 
changed their manners, the. ideological conditions which make English a 
popular University subject for women to read ,have not.· 

. If English had its feminine aspect,:however, it also acquired a masculine 
one as the century drew on. The era of the academic establishment of English 
is also the era of high imperialism in England. As British capitalism became 
threatened and progressively outstripped by its younger Gen'nan and Amer
ican rivals, the· squalid, undignified scramble of too much- capital chasing 
too few:'overseas territories, which was to culminate in 1914 in the first 
imperialist world war, created the urgent need for a sense of national mission 
and identity. What was at stake in English studies was less English literature 
than English literature: our great 'national poefs' Shakespeare and Milton, 
the sense of an 'organic' national tradition and identity to which new recruits 
could be admitted by the study of.human'e letters. The reports of-educational 
bodies and official enquiries into the teaching of English; in this period and 
in the early twentieth century. are strewn with' nostalgic back-references td 
the 'organic' community of Elizabethan' England' in which nobles _ and 
groundlings found a common meeting-place in .the Shakespearian theatre. 
and which might still be reinvented today. It is no accident,that the author 
of one of the most influential Government reports in this area/The Teaching 
of English in. Bngland( 1921), was: 'none other than Sir Henry Newbolt;~ 
minor. jingoist poet and perpetrator of the immortal line .'Play;up! play upl 
and play the 'game!' Chris Baldi€k has pointed to the· importance of the 
admission of English literature to the Civil Service examinations in the Vie.; 
torian period: armed with this conveniently packaged. version of their oWn 
cultural treasures, the servants of British imperialism could sally' forth over~ 
seas secure in a sense of their national identity, and able- to display that 
cultural superiority to their envying colonialpeoples.7 . 

;. It took rather longer for English, a subject fit for women, workers and 
those wishing to impress the natives, to penetrate the bastions of ruling~class 

'power in Oxford .and Cambridge. English was an upstart, amateurish >Bffair 
as academic subjects went, hardly able.to conipete on equal terins with the 
rigours of Greats or philologyj8 since every English gentleman read his own 
'Iiterature in his spare time anyway, what was the point of submitting it to 
. systematic study? Fierce rearguard actions were fought by both ancient Uni
::versities against this distressingly dilettante subject: the definition of an aca-
demic subject was what could be examined, and since English was no more 
than idle gossip about literary taste it was ,difficult to know'how to make it 
unpleasant enough to qualify as a properac~i:Iemicpursuit. This; it might be 
said, is one' of the few problems' iissociated with the. study of Erlglish ~hich 
have since been effectively re~otved. The frivolous contempt for his subject 

~4. English critic {I 863-1944). • 
5. That Is, EriRland during the reign (1558-1603) 
ofQuee" Elizabeth I (1533-1603), theperi<;>d.dur
Ing which Shakespeare ""rote 'many of his plays. 
6. English poet, historian, and novelist (1862-
1938); Eagleton quotes "Vitar Lampada" from Th" 

Island Race (1898). .. .,:.' < 
7. See Baldick, Tit .. S6<;;,,1 MIssion.of englislt Cri~
icism~ pp. 70:-72 [Eaglet«",', note].;', .. 
8. The studr.··of cultures throulfh historical an,aly
ses of their anguages. "Greats : studies of Greek 
and Latin literature. history. and philosophy. 
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displayed by the first really 'literary' Oxford professor, Sir Waiter Raleigh, 
has to be read to be believed.9 Raleigh held his post in the years leading up 
to the First World War; and his relief at the outbreak of the war, an event 
which aJlowed him to abandon the feminine vagaries of literature and put 
his pen to something more manly-war propaganda-is palpable in his writ
ing. The only way in which English seemed likely to justify its existence in 
the ancient Universities was by systematicaJly mistaking itself for the Clas
sics; but the classicists were hardly keen to have this pathetic parody of 
themselves around. 

If the first imperialist world war more or le.ss put paid to Sir Waiter Raleigh, 
providing him with an heroic identity more comfortingly in line with that of 
his Elizabethan namesake, I it also signalled the final victory of English stud
ies at Oxford and Cambridge. One of the most strenuous antagonists of 
English-philology-was closely bound up. with Germanie· irifluence; and 
since England happened to be passing through a major war with Germany, 
it was possible to smear classical philology as a form of ponderous Teutonic 
nonsense with which no self-respecting Englishman shoJll~be caught asso
ciating.z England's victory over Germany meant a renewal of national pride, 
an upsurge of patriotism which could only aid English's cause; but at the 
same time the deep trauma of the war, its almost intolerable questioning of 
every previously held cultural assumption, gave rise to a 'spiritual hungering', 
as one contemporary commentator described it, for which poetry seemed to 
provide an answer. It is a chastening thought that we owe the University 
study of English, in part at least, to a meaningless massacre·. The Great War, 
with its carnage of ruling-class rhetoric, put paid to some of the more strident 
forms of chauvinism on which English had previously thrived: there could 
be few more Waiter Raleighs after Wilfred Owen.3 English Lfterature rode 
to power on the back of wartime nationalism; but it also represented a search 
for spiritual solutions on the part of an English ruling class whose sense of 
identity had been profoundly shaken, whose psyche was ineradicably scarred 
by the horrors it had endured. Literature would be at once solace and reaf-. 
firmation, a familiar ground on which Englishmen could regroup both to 
explore, and to find some alternative to, the nightmare of history. 

.. .. .. -!." . 

9. Sce Baldick, The Social Mission of Engli.h Crit
icism pp. 76-79 [Eagleton's notel. Roleigh (1861-
1922), English scholar, essayist, and critic. 
I. The soldier, courtier, and poct Sir WaIter 
RaJegh (l552-1618). 

1983 

2. See Francls Mulhern, TJu, Moment of "Scru_ 
tiny" (London, 19.79), pp. 20-22 [Eagleton's notel. 
3. English poet (I.89~1918) who wrote about his 
experiences as a soldier In World War I; he died In 
combat. 
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STEPHEN GREENBLATT 
h. 1943 

The leading proponent of "New Historicism," Stephen Greenblatt became a key figure 
in the shift from literary to cultural poetics and from textual to contextual interpre
tation in U.S. English departments in the 1980s and 19905. Inspired by MICHEL 
FOUCAULT's historical investigations of medical and penal institutions and his theo
retical understanding of power, the New Historicists see the literary work as a vessel 
tossed in a social sea of competing interests, antagonistic values, and contradictions. 
For Greenblatt, literary works are "fields of force, places of dissension and shifting 
interests, occasions for the jostling of orthodox and subversive impulses," 

Greenblatt was born in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in 1943 and did his under
graduate and ,graduate work at Yale University, gaining his Ph.D. in 1969. For more 
than twenty years, he taught at the University of California at Berkeley, where he was 
one of the founders of Representations, the journal in which much pathbreaking New 
Historicist work first appeared. He moved to Harvard University in the mid-1990s. 

New Historicism, as our selection suggests, begins its quest to be political by deny
ing that any social world is stable and that artworks are separated from the power 
struggles constituting social reality. The literary work is a player in the competition 
among various groups to gain their ends, a competition that takes place on many 
levels. New Histoticism accepts Foucault's insistence that power operates through 
myriad capillary channels; these include not just direct coercion and governmental 

\ action but also, crucially, daily routines and language. Because discourse organizes 
perception of the world by its categorical groupings and because symbols bind social 
agents emotionally to institutions and practices, conflicts over images resonat~ 
throughout the social order. Thus the New Historicist not only pays attention to such 
discursive disputes in particular texts but also examines how particular texts are 
addressed to other texts, other discursive orders, in the wider culture. A "cultural 
poetics" tries to identify the key images-and the values, beliefs, practices, and social 
structures that those images point toward-of a particular cultural moment: Unlike 
the old historicist, the New Historicist does not expect that cultural moment to be 
unified, with the literary text simply reflecting or embodying that unity. Rather, the 
text is a dynamic interweaving of multiple strands from a culture that is itself an 
unstable field of contending forces. 

Any given text for the New Historicist is an attempted intervention in the ongoing 
struggle to influence or even dominate the cultural field. The critic's own work inter
venes in his or her own present, responding to and striving to alter. contemporary 
configurations of power. To explain how Shakespeare's Richard 11 is implicated in the 
power struggles of its time is both to writ.e a history of the consolidation of power 
prior to our moment and to awaken today's reader to the conflicts that define our 
moment. The New Historicists, again follOWing Foucault, often construct narratives 
in which dispersed and disputed power' becomes more insidious, and dominance 
grows more dominant. They want to emphasize history's contingencies, its fluidity in 
any given moment, but they aiso, e~J>hasize how history re,:,eals the growth of forms 
of power that continuously affect subjects' lives. ' 

The tendency to tell similar historical tales of power's expanding reach, coupled 
with fairly blunt evaluations of literary works as _either complicitous with or resistant 
to power, has opened New Historicism to criticism. Historians have objected that 
these literary critics read a few nonliterary texts, juxtapose them with plays or novels, 
and think they are doing history. But such complaints, even when justified in indi
vidual cases, largely miss the point. New Historicism is part of a broader sea change 
in literary studies-and in history as well. Instead of asking what a particular text 
means in and of itself, New Historicists ask what it does within the ensemble of social 
relations in which it is embedded. Rather than focusing on the masterpiece or on the 
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author of masterpieces, these critics attempt to understand the lived social reality of 
the el'a being studied. And just as New Historicism and cultural studies were begin
ning to emerge in departments of literature, history departments also were changing. 
During the late twentieth century, new prominence was given to both social and cul
tural history, which shift the historians' gaze away from famous actors or grand histor
ical events to ordinary people and their mundane routines. A whole new relation to 
texts, which were now being read to gain insight into the society from which they 
sprang, along with a new definition of the goal of historical investigation, has increas
ingly blurred the disciplinary lines between English and history. As literary critics have 
become more familiar with this paradigm, they have grown accustomed to delving as 
deeply into archives as historians; and some historians have begun to adopt the more 
linguistically nuanced interpretations of solirces characteristic of literary critics. 

Greenblatt's work, along with that of Louis Adrian Montrose, 'Stephen Mullaney, 
Jonathan Dollimore. Catherine Belsey, and numerous other literary critics, has 
ensured that English Renaissance studies and New Historicism have become inex
tricably linked. But New Historicists work has also been highly influential in studies 
of other historical periods. especially nineteenth-century American and British liter
ature. Jerome McGann. for example, though not influenced so directly by Foucault 
as are members of the Represelltations group, has brought a New Historicist concern 
with social context to the cdticism of British RO'l1antic poetry. By the late 1990s, 
literary critics seldom explicitly identified themselves as New Historicists, but the 
emphasis on context over text still prevailed in literary studies. 
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Introduction to The Power of Forms in tlt-e English Renaissance 

"I am RiChard 11. Know ye not that?" exclaimed Queen Elizabeth on August 
4, 1601. in the wake of the abortive Essex rising. I On the day before the 
rising. someone had paid the Lord Chamberlain's Men forty shillings to 

I. An attempt against the court of Queen Eliz.a· 
beth I (1523-1603; reigned 1558-1603) in Feb
ruary 1601, led by Rober! Devereux (1566-1601), 

the 2d earl "f ESle", When the citizens of London 
failed to come to his 'small army's aid. Essex and 
his followers fled; Esse" was .,,,ecuted for treason, 
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tevive their old play about the deposing and killing of Richard 11.2 As far as·we 
know, the play-'-almost certainly Shakespeare's~was 'performed only once 
at the Globe, but in Elizabeth's bitter recollection the peiformancehas metas" 
tisized: "this tr/igedy was played 40th~ timeS in operi streets and houses."3 ' 

The' Queen enjoyed and ptotected ·tH~' theater; agMnst ·irtoralists whb 
chargec;l that it was a'corr1~p~ing and sediti0tfs force, she e~aently;!"hled vrith 
those who replie~ that it released socialt~Ilsions,inculcated ;v~luable mor~l 
lessons,' and occupied with .. harmle·ss .diversion thos~ whQ."n;iighf~~efWisE: 
conspire against legitimate authority. But there were some ~llthe.Essex.f~(;~ 
tion who saw in the theater the power to subvert, or rather the power to wrest 
legitimation from the established ruler and confer, it on .another. This power i 
notwithstanding toyal protection; censorship, and·the· players'professions' of 
unswerving loyalty, could be purchased for forty shillings. . . . : ' 

The story of Richard 11 'was obviously a highlj"l:harged: one ind society 
where paliti~al disctlSsionwas conduCted, as in parts of the world today;' 
with Aesopiari indir~~tion.4 Clearlyit is not. the text.alo~e-over which'th,e 
~ensor had some control-that bears the full significance' of Shakespeare's 
play, or of any. versionof,th~ s.tory. It is rather the .story's fu" situati,on~ 
the .. ,genre,it is thought to embody, the circumstances of, its performance, 
the imaginings of its audience-.,.-that governs· its shifting meanings; "40tie 
times in open streets and ,houses": for the Queen the repeatability of the 
tragedy, and hence the numbers of people: iwho have been exposed to its 
infection, is part of the danger, along wi~h the fact (or:, rather he~ cOn,viction) 
that the play had broken ~ut ofthe.··h.ou~dl!lriesot. the playhouse;iVhere 
such stories are clearly marked as pow~J;'ft,i1 illusions, ~nd mpved .in.to the 
more volatile zone---:the zone she calls "operi"-of the. streets, In the streets 
the story begins to ·lose . the conventional containme,nt of the playhouse 
where audiences are kept ata safe distance both from ,the. action on stage 
and from the world beyond the walls. And in the wake of this: subversive 
deregulation, the t~rms that mark the distinction between the lucid and the 
real become themselves problematical: are the "houses" ta whieh Elizabeth 
refers public theaters or private dwellings where her 'enemies plot her over
throw? can "tragedy" be a strictly literary term when the Queen's own life 
is endangered by the play?' . . . , .' :. .. 

Modem historical scholarshiP. has assured Elizah.eth that she had nothing 
to worry about: R.ichard It is n.at at al,lsubvefsive but'rathera hymn to Tud.~)l,6 
c;>rder. The play, far from encouraging thoughts of re})ellion, regards the dep
osition of the legitimate ,king ~s a "sacrilegious" act that drags. the country 

-down into "the abyss of chaos"; "that Shakespeare and his audience regarded 
Bolingbroke as a usurper," declares J. Dover Wilsort, "is incontestable,'" But 

2, RIe""rd 11 (ca. 1595). The Lord Chamberlain's 
Men: Shakespeare's theatl'r company. 
3. Elizabeth was .speaklng·to;WilIlam .. Lambarde 'C, 

the antiquary; see the Arden edition of Shake
speare's Kinll RIe""rd 11,' ed. Peter Ure (1956), 
pp, lvii~l"iI IGreenblatt's note), "Metastislzed": 
grown (a word usually applied to cancers). 
4, Aesop'. fables make their point by way of story 
rather than by direct statement, . 
5. The ambiguity is Intensified by the Queen's pre
ceding comment, according to Lambarde: "Her 
Majes«e. 'He that will forget God, will also forget 
his benefactors; this tragedy was played 40tie times 
in open streets and houses' " (Ure, p. 11,,) [Green-

blatt's note), 
6. The English royal. dynasty that begins with 
Henry VII (1457-1509)' In 1485 and ends 'l'ith 
Elizabeth I. 
7. John Dover Wnson, "The Political Background 
of Shakespeare's RIe""," ll·ai1<1.Henry lV, ·S"", .. I
spea,,,.Jahrbuch 7~ (1939): 47. The condemnation 

. of Bollngbroke Is "evident," we aroi told, "from the 
whole tone and· emphasis of'Rich"rd'll" (p.·48) 
[Greenblatt's note]. Bollngbroke: the naine of 
Henry IV (1367-1415) before he deposed his 
cousin Richard 11 (1367-1400; reigned, 1377~99) 
In 1399. Bolingbroke'. violent rise to power Is the 
subject of Shakespeare's RIe""r" 11, 
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in 1601 neither Queen Elizabeth nor the Earl of Essex were so sure: after 
all, someone on the eve of a rebellion thought the play sufficiently seditious 
to warrant squandering two pounds on' the players, and the Queen under
stood the performance as a threat. Moreover, even befote the. Essex rising, 
the actual. disposition scene (IV.i. 154...,..318 in the Arden edition) was care
fully omitted from the first three quartos8 .of Shakespeare's play and appears 
for the first time only after Elizabeth's death. 

How can we account for the discrepancy between Dover Wilson's histor
ical reconstruction and the anxious response of the figures whose history he 
purports to have accurately reconstructed? The answer lies at least in part 
in the difference between a conception of art that has no.respect whatsoever 
for the integrity of the text ("l am Richard 11. Know ye not that?") and one 
that hopes to find, through historical research, a stable core of meaning 
within the text, a core that unites disparate and even contradictory parts into 
an organic whole. That whole may provide a perfectly orthodox celebration 
of legitimacy and order, as measured by homilies, royal pronouncements, 
and official propaganda, but the Queen is clearly responding to something 
else: to the presence of any representation of deposition, whether regarded 
as sacrilegious or not; to the choice of this particular story at this particular 
time; to the place of the performance; to her. own identity as it is present in 
the public sphere and as it fuses with the figure of the murdered king. Dover 
Wilson is not a New Critic:9 he does not conceive of the text as an iconic 
object whose meaning is perfectly contained within its own formal structure. 
Yet for him historical research has the effect of· conferring autonomy and 
fixity upon the text, and it is precisely this fixity that is denied by Elizabeth's 
response. 

Dover Wilson's work is a distinguished example of the charaCteristic 
assumptions and methods of the mainstream literary history practiced in the 
first half of our century, and a further glance at these:may help us to bring 
into focus the distinctive assumptions and methods exemplified in the essays 
collected in this volume. I To be sure, these essays are quite diverse in their 
concerns and represent no single critical practice; a comparative glan~e, for 
example, at the brilliant pieces by Franco Moretti and John Traugott2 will 
suggest at once how various this work is. Yet diverse as they are, many of the 
present essays give voice, I think, to what:we may call the new hist5!Pcism, 
set apart from both the dominant historical scholarship of , the past'and the 
formalist criticism that partially displaced this scholarship in the decades 
after World War Two. The earlier historicism tends to be monological; that 
is, it is concerned with discovering a single political vision, usually identical 
to that said to be held by the entire literate class or indeed the entire pop
ulation ("In the eye-s of the later middle ages/',writes Dover Wilson, Richard 
U "represented the type and exemplar of royal ·martyrdom" [po 50)). This 
vision, most often presumed to be internally coherent and consistent, though 

8. The earliest printed versions 01' individual plays 
by Shakespeare: the 1st (Iuarto of Richard 1I 
appeared In 1597, and 2 more in 1598 (the 4th, 
printed in 1608, contained the deposition scene). 
9. A close reader who focuses exclusively on the 
text as an autonomous whole. See, for example, 
.,OUN CROWF. RANSOM and CLEAN1H R1~OOKS 
(above). 

1. An anthology of critical essays on English 
Renaissance literature. 
2. Moretti, "'A Huge Eclipse'! Trallie Form and 
the Deconsecration of Sovereignty"; and Traugott, 
"Creating a Rational Rinaldo! A Study in the MIx· 
ture of the Genres of Comedy and Roinance in 
Much Ad<, Abo"t Nothing." 
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occasionally analyzed as the fusion of two or more elements, has the status 
of an historical fact. It is not thought to be the product of the historian's 
interpretation, nor even of the particular· interests of a given social group 
in conflict with other groups. Protected then from interpretation and con
flict, this vision can serve as a stable point of reference, beyond contingency! 
to which literary interpretation can securely refer. Literature is conceived 
to mirror the period's beliefs, but to mirror them, as it were, from a safe 
distance. . 

The new historicism erodes the firm ground of both criticism and Iitera~ 
ture. It tends to ask questions about its own methodological assumptions 
and those of others: in the present case, for example, it might encourage us 
to examine the ideological situation not only of Richard II but of Dover 
Wilson on Richard II. The lecture from which I have quoted-"The Political 
Background of Shakespeare's Richard 11 and Henry IV"-was delivered 
before the German Shakespeare Society, at Weimar, in 1939. We might, in 
a full discussion of the critical issues at stake here, look closely at the relation 
between Dover· Wilson's reading of Richard II-a reading that discovl:!rs 
Shakespeare's fears of chaos and his consequent support for legitirrlate .if 
weak authority over the claims of ruthless usurper-and the eerie occa~ioh 
of his lecture ("these plays," he concludes, "sliould be of particular interest 
to German students at this moment of that everlasting adventure which we 
call history" [po 51]). \ . 
\ Moreover, recent criticism has' been less concerned to establish the 
organic unity of literary works and more open to such works as fields of force, 
places of dissension and shifting interest" occasions for the jostling of ortho
dox and subversive impulses. "The Eliz~bethan playhouse, playwright, and 
player," writes Louis Adrian Montrose iii a brilliant recent essay, "exemplify 
the contradictions of Elizabethan society and make those contradictions 
their subject. If the world is a theatre dn~ the theatre is an image of the 
world; then by rHlecting upon its oWn artifice, the drama is holding t:tte 
mirror up to nature. "3 As the problematizing of the mirror metaphor suggests, 
Renaissance literary works are no longer regarded ~ither as a fixed set of texts 
that are ~et apart from all other forms of expression an~ that contain their 
own determinate meanings or as a stabl~ set of reflectio~s of historical facts 
that lie beyond them. The critical practice represented in this volume chal
lenges the assumptions that guarantee a secure distinction between "literary 
foreground" and "political background" or, more generally, between artistic 
production and other kinds of social production. Such distinctions do in fact 
exist, but they are not intrinsic to the texts; rather they are made up and 
constantly redrawn by artists, audiences, and readers. These collective social 
constructions on the one hand define the range of aesthetic possibilities 
within a given representational mode and, on the other, link that mode to 
the complex network of institutions, practiees, and beliefs that constitute the 
culture as a whole. In this light, the study or'genre is an exploration of the 
poetics of culture. 

1982 

3. "The Purpose of Playing: Reflections on a Shakespearean Anthropology." Hello. n .•.• 7 (1980): 57 
IGreenblatt's note). 
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"How does one respond to a language that is tonality, dance, to these voices without 
mutilating them and turning them into logical progressions, mere intellectual con
cepts? How does one shimmy back to forms that soar beyond philosophical discourse 
or jargon?" Writing in "Being the Subject and the Object: Reading African-American 
\lI/omen's Novels" (1990), Barbara Christian poses a series of questions that inter
rogate not only the utility of theory to the project of African American literature 
but also the very nexus of literature and philosophy that has occupied literary criticism 
and theory since PLATO banished the poets from his ideal Republic (see above). 
\Vhile Plato preferred the "tl'Uths" of philosophy to the lies of the poets, Christian 
would seem to agree with SIR PHILlP SIDNEY that literature is superior to philosophy 
because it offers more dynamic and complex representations of the world. At the 
same time, Christian rejects the beliefs of "neutral humanists" who would char
acterize literature as pure expression or as a disinterested search for truth. Because 
she speaks for an African American literary tradition that has been devalued and 
excluded from the Western literary canon, she is sensitive to the roles that power 
and privilege play in determining literary value. The complex interplay between an 
appreciation of literature as "hieroglyph"-"a figure which is both sensual and 
abstract"-and a realist's understanding of the politics of literary work characterizes 
Christian's critical writing. 

Born on St. Thomas in the Virgin Islands, Christian attended a Catholic mission 
school and went on to earn an A.B. cum laude from l\larquette University in 1963; 
from Columbia University she received an M.A. in 1964 and a Ph.D. with distinction 
in 1970. From 1971 until her death in 2000, she taught English, African American 
studies, and women's studies at the University of California at Berkeley, where she 
was the first black woman to receive tenure. She served on the editorial boards of 
several journals, including Femin.ist Sft/dies (1984-92), Black American Literature 
Forum (I985-90), Sage (1987-89), and Contentions (I 990-2000). Her scholarly 
honors include the 1994 MELUS award for her contributions to ethnic studies. 

I n our selection. "The Race for Theory" (1988), Christian deplores the influence 
that contemporary theory has exerted over the study of literature, especially the study 
of African American literature. "Theory," by which she means primarily the post
structuralist theories of JACQUES DERRIDA, popularized in the 1980. by such Yale 
Critics as PAUL DE MAN, purportedly attempts to fix ideas, to prescribe a "set method" 
fOl'interpreting literary texts. She thus equates theorists with philosophers. -Bbt 
critics-especially critics of the "energetic emergent literatures" by women, African 
Americans, and third wodd \vriters-need to read without preconceived ideas. 
remaining open to the complex intersections of language, class, race, and gender. 
\·lore negatively than BELL HOOKS, Christian questions why the elitist jargon and 
opaque style of postmodern theory, with its proclamation of the death of the author, 
should become prominent at the same moment when the works of black men and 
,,·omen are just gaining recognition. But unlike hook.<;, who sees in postmodernism 
a means of exploring black experience without becoming mired in reductive notions 
of authentic blackness, Christian fears that theory, because of its abstracting ten
dencies. will lead to precisely the kinds of monolithic formulations about authenticity 
that marred the V.S. Black Arts Movements and black cultural nationalism of the 
1960s, 

Christian identifies herself with an earlier twentieth-century tradition of African 
American literary critics. who were keenly interested in the practice of literature. 
Though not immersed in the abstract logic of Western philosophy, these critics
including ZORA NEALE HliRSTON, Ralph Ellison, Richard Wright, and LANGSTON 
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HUGI·ms-do theorize; but for them, theory is a dynamic rather than static activity, 
embedded in stories, riddles, proverbs, and play with language (HENRY LOUIS GATES 
JR. addresses this argument differently and in more detail). Without naming them, 
Christian sets herself in opposition to critics such as Gates, HOUSTON A. BAKER JR., 
and hooks, who have defended theory as useful for understanding Mrican American 
literature. Among theorists she quickly became a symbol of the widespread reaction 
against the rise of theory in the 1970s. 

Christian's critique is related to feminist criticism of theory in the 1980s and 1990s 
(see ANNETTE KOLODNY). "The Race for Theory" similarly reserves its harshest criti
cism for poststructuralist French theorists such as H~L~NE CIXOUS and JULlA KRIS
TEVA, who, by the late 1980s, had achieved a kind of authoritative status among 
academic feminists. Christian questions whether this kind of feminist theory, culled 
from the practices of first world white women, can be at all relevant to the experiences 
of nonwhlte and non"Western women. 

While "The Race for Theory" can be, and has been, criticized for its vagueness, its 
tendency to tar a disparate set of theoretical discourses with the same brush, and its 
refusal to engage with the specifics of any particular theory, it does evince a keen 
understanding of the power relations that structure contemporary academic literary 
studies. Theory is not simply one literary discourse among others; it is not a neutral, 
value-free set of ideas. Christian recognizes that postmodern theory is· both an ide
ology and a commodity within academic literary studies-ohe highly valued in the 
1980s and 1990s; endowing a few elite theorists with substantial influence within 
the academic profession. She attacks the "race for theory" because, as the metaphor 
implies, it has become an end In itself rather than a means to· an end, a way of 
advancing'in the profession rather than a means of understanding literature. "The 
Race for Theory" stands as a challenge to feminist critics, AfriCan American critics; 
and critics of other "emergent" literatures ·to understand what·might be at stake in 
their involvement with contemporary literary theory. ' 

':0;, 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 
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The Race for Theory 

have seized this occasi~m to break the silence among those of us, critics, 
as we are now called, who have been intimidated, 'devalued by what I calI 
the race for theory. I have become convinced that there has been a takeover 
in the literary world by Western philosophers from the old literary elite, the 
neutral humanists. Philosophers have been able to effect such a takeover 
because so much of the literature of the West has become pallid, laden with 
despair, self-indulgent, and disconnected. The New Philosophers, eager to 
understand a world that is today fast escaping their political control, have 
redefined literature so that the distinctions implied by that term, that is, the 
distinctions between everything written and those things written to evoke 
feeling as well as to express thought, have been blurred. They have changed 
literary critical language to suit their own purposes as philosophers, and they 
have reinvented the meaning of theory. 

My first response to this realization was to ignore it. Perhaps, in spite of 
the egocentrism of this trend, some good might come of it. I had, I felt, more 
pressing and interesting things to do, such as reading and studying the history 
and literature of black women, a history that had been totally ignored, a 
contemporary literature bursting with originality, passion, insight, and 
heauty. But unfortunately it is difficult to ignore this new takeover, since 
theory has become a commodity which helps determine whether we are hired 
or promoted in academic institutions-worse, whether we are heard at alI. 
Due to this new orientation, works (a word which evokes labor) have become 
texts. I Critics are no longer concerned with literature, but with other critics' 
texts, for the critic yearning for attention has displaced the wtiter and has 
conceived of himself as the center. Interestingly in the first part of this cen
tury, at least in England and America, the critic was usually also a writer of 
poetry, plays, or novels. But today, as a new generation of professionals devel
ops, he or she is increasingly an academic. Activities such as teaching or 
writing one's response to specific works of literature have, among this group, 
become subordinated to one primary thrust, that moment when one creates 
a theory, thus fixing a constellation of ideas for a time at least, a fixing which 
no doubt will be replaced in another month 01" so by somebody else's ~m
peting theory as the race accelerates. Perhaps because those who have 
effected the takeover have the power (although they deny it) first of all to be 
published, and thereby to determine the ideas which are deemed valuable, 
some of our most daring and potentially radical critics (and by our I mean 
black, women, third world) have been influenced, even coopted, into speak
ing a language and de lining their discussion in terms alien to and opposed 
to our needs and orientation. At least so far, the creative writers I study have 
resisted this language. 

For people of color have always theorized-but in forms quite different 
from the Western form of abstract logic. And I am inclined to say that our 
theorizing (and I intentionally use the verb rather than the noun) is often in 
narrative forms, in the stories we create, in riddles and proverbs, in the play 
with language, since dynamic rather than fixed ideas seem more to our liking. 

1. Scc, e.g., nOIAN)) BAR'I'IIES, "'-:ro111 Wc,rk to 'rext" (1971; above). 
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How else have we managed to survive with such spiritedness the assault on 
our bodies, social institutions, countries, our very humanity? And women, at 
least the women I grew up around, continuously speculjted about the nature 
of life through pithy language that unmasked the power relations of their 
world. It is this language, and the grace and pleasure with which they played 
with it, that I find celebrated, refined, critiqued in the works of writers like 
Morrison and Walker.2 My folk, in other words, have always been a race for 
theory-though more in the form of the hieroglyph, a written figure which 
is both sensual and abstract, both beautiful and communicative. In my own 
work I try to illuminate and explain these hieroglyphs, which is, I think, an 
activity quite different from the creating of the hieroglyphs themselves. As 
the Buddhists would say, the finger pointing at the moon is not the moon. 

In this discussion, however, I am more concerned with the issue raised by 
my first use of the term, the race for theory, in relation to its academic hegem
ony,3 and possibly of its inappropriateness to the energetic emerging litera
tures in the world today. The pervasiveness of this academic hegemony is an 
issue continually spoken about-but usually in hidden groups, lest we, who 
are disturbed by it, appear ignorant to the reigning academic ~lite. Among 
the folk who speak in muted tones are people of color, feminists, radical 
critics, creative writers, who have struggled for much longer than a decade 

) to make their voices, their various voices, heard, and for whom literature is 
. not an occasion for discourse among critics but is necessary nourishment 
f~r their people and one way by which they come to understand their lives 
b'etter. Clich~d though this may be, it bears, I think, repeating here. 

The race for theory, with its linguistic jargon, its emphasis on quoting its 
prophets, its tendency towards "Biblical" exegesis, its refusal even to mention 
specific works of creative writers, far less contemporary ones, its preoccu
pations with mechanical analyses of language, graphs, algebraic equations, 
its gross generalizations about culture, has silenced many of us to the extent 
that some of us feel we c~n no longer discuss our own literature, while others 
have developed intense writing blocks and are puzzled by the incomprehen
sibility of the language set adrift in literary circles. There have been, in the 
last year, any number of occasions on which I had to convince literary critics 
who have pioneered entire new areas of critical inquiry that they did have 
something to say. Some of us are continually harassed to invent wholesale 
theories regardless of the complexity of the literatu~e we study. I, for one, 
am tired of being asked to produce a black feminist literary theory as if I 
were a mechanical man. For I believe such theory is prescriptive-it ought 
to have some relationship to practice. Since I can count on one hand the 
number of people attempting to be black feminist literary critics in the world 
today, I consider it presumptuous of me t? invent a theory of how we ought 
to read. Instead, I think we need to read the works of our writers in our 
various ways and remain open to the intr,icacies of the intersection of lan
guage, class, race, and gender in the literature. And it would help if we share 
our process, that is, our practice, as much as possible since, finally, our work 
is a collective endeavor. -

2. Alice Walker (b. 1944), Mrican American 
writer. Tonl Morrlson (b. 1931), Mrlcan American 
novelist and winner of the 1993 Nobel Prize In lit-

erature. 
3. That Is, theory's dominance over the world's 
emergIng literatures. 
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The insidious quality of this race for theory is symbolized for me by the 
vel'y name of this special issue-Minority Discourse4-a label which is bor
rowed from the reigning theory of the day and is untrue to the literatures 
being produced by our writers, for many of our literatures (certainly Afro
American literature) are central, not minor, and by the titles of many of the 
articles, which illuminate language as an assault on the other, rather than 
as possible communication. and play with, or ,even affirmation of another. I 
haye used the passive voice in my last sentence construction, contrary to the 
J'ules of Black English, which like all languages has a particular value system, 
since I have not placed responsibility on any particular person or group. But 
that is precisely because this new ideology has become so prevalent among 
us that it behaves like so many of the other ideologies with which we have 
had to contend. It appears to have neither head nor center. At the least, 
though. we can say that the terms "minority" and "discourse" are located 
firmly in a Western dualistic or "binary" frame which sees the rest of the 
world as minor, and tries to convince the rest of the world that it is major, 
usually through force and then through language, even as it claims many of 
the ideas that we, its "historical" other, have known and spoken about for so 
long. For many of us have never conceived of ourselves only as somebody's 
otllel". 

Let me not give the impression that by objecting to the race for theory I 
ally myself with or agree with the neutral humanists who see literature as 
pure expression and will not admit to the obvious control of its production, 
value, and distribution by those who have power, who deny, in other words, 
that literature is, of necessity. political. I am studying an entire body of lit
erature that has been denigrated for centuries by such terms as political, For 
an entire century Afro-American writers, from Charles Chestnutt in the 
nineteenth century through Richard Wright in the 1930s, Imamu Baraka' 
in the 1 960s, Alice Walker in the 1970s, have protested the literary hierarchy 
of dominance which declares when literature is literature, when literature is 
gl'eat. depending on what it thinks is to its advantage. The Black Arts Move
ment~ of the 1960s, out of \'vhich Black Studies, the Feminist Literary Move
ment of the 1970s, and 'Vomen's Studies grew, articulated precisely those 
issues. which came not from the declarations of the New Western philoso
phers but from these groups' reflections on their own lives. That Wester~' 
scholars have long believed their ideas to be universal has been strongly 
opposed by many such groups. Some of my colleagues do not see black 
critical writers of previous decades as eloquent enough. Clearly they have 
not read Wright's "Blueprint for Negro Writing," Ellison's Shadow and Act, 
Chestnutt's resignation from being a writer, or Alice Walker's "Search for 
Zom Neale Hurston. "7 There are two reasons for this general ignorance of 

-I. This essay was originally published in Cultural 
Cl'iti(]1IC .w!th o~her papers wri!ten for a conff"1"~nce 
at the Lmverslty of Califorma at Berkeley tItled 
"Minority Discourse," held May 29-31, 1986. 
5. ~on·list, poet, and playwright (born LeRoi 
JOnt'.. 1934). Chesnut! (1858-1932'" writer of 
short Iktion and novels. Wright (J908-1 960),nov, 
eli!-'t. 
6. L'. S. social and literary movement that began in 
the mid, I 960. and ended in the early 1970.; it 

extended the concerns of the civil rights and black 
power movements into literature, academia, and 
the arts. 
7. Walker's "Lookinjl for Zora" (1975) WRS crucial 
in the "rediscovery' of HURSTON (1891-1960), 
Mrican Amerlc .. n novelist and anthropologist. 
Both Shad"w and Ace (1964) by the novelist and 
essayist RaJph Elllson (1914-1997) and "Blueprint 
for Negro Writing" (193 7) by Wrlght are Important 
pieces of Mrican American crIticism. 
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what our writer-critics have said. One is that black writing has been generally 
ignored in this country. Since we, as Toni Morrison has put it, are seen as a 
discredited people, it is no surprise, then, that our creations are also dis
credited, but this is also due to the fact that until recently dominant critics 
in·the Western World have also been creative writers who have had'access 
to the upper middle class institutions of education and until recently our 
writers have decidedly been excluded from these institutions and in fact have 
often been opposed to them. Because of the academic world's general igno
rance about the literature of black people and of women, whose work too 
has been discredited, it is not, surprising that so manY'ofour critics think 
that the position arguing that literature is political begins' with these New 
Philosophers. Unfortunately, many of our young critics do not- investigate 
the reasonS why that·· statement'--literature is political-is now acceptable 
when before it· was not; nor do we look to our own antecedents for the 
sophisticated arguments upon which we can build ill order to change the 
tendency of any established Western idea to become hegemonic . 

. For. I feel that the new emphasis on literary critical theory is as hegemonic 
as the world <which it attacks. I see the language it creates as one which 
mystifies rather' than clarifies our condition, making it possible for a few 
people who know that particular language to control the critical scene-that 
language surfaced,. -interestingly enough, just when the literature of peoples 
of color, of black women, 'of ,Latin Americans, of Mricans. began to move to 
"the center." Such words as'center and periphery are themselves instructive. 
Discourse, canon, texts, words as latinate as the tradition from which they 
come, are quite familiar to me. Because I went to a Catholic Mission school 
in the West Indies I must· confess that I cannot hear the word "canon" with
out smelling incense, that the word "text" immediately brings back agonizing 
inemories of Biblical exegesis; that "disa:ourse" reeks for me of metaphysics 
forced down my throat in those courses that traced world philosophy from 
Aristotle through Thomas Aquinas. to Heidegger. 8 '~Periphery" too is a word 
I' heard throughout my childhood, for if anything was· seen as being: at the 
periphery, it was those small Caribbean islands which had neither land mass 
nor military power. Still I noted how intensely important this periphery was, 
for U.S. troops,were continually invading ~r1e'island or another if any change 
in political control even seemed to be occurring. As I lived among folk for 
whom language was an absolutely necessary way of validating our existence, 
I was told that the minds of the world lived only in the small continent of 
Europe. The metaphysical language of the New Philosophy, thEm, I must 
admit, is repulsive to me and is one ,reason why I raced:from' philosophy to 
literature, since the latter seemed to me to have the possibilities of rendering 
the world as large' and as complicated as I experienced it, as sensual as I 
knew it was. In literature I sensed the possibility of the integration of 
feeling/knowledge, rather than the split between the abstract and the emo
tiomal in which Western philosophy inevitably indulged. 

Now I am being told that philosophers, are the ones who write literature, 
that authors are dead, irrelevant, mere vessels through which their narratives 
ooze; that they do not work nor have they the faintest idea what they are 

8. MARTIN HEIDEGGIlR (1888-1916), German philosopher. ARISTOTLE (384-322 R.e.E.), Greek phlioso. 
pher, THOMAS AQUINAS (1225-1274), Italian philosopher and theologIan. 
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doing; rather they produce texts as disembodied as the angels. I am frankly 
astonished that scholars who call themselves Marxists or post-Marxists could 
seriously use such metaphysical language even as they attempt to de
construct the philosophical tradition from which their language comes. And 
as a student of literature, I am appalled by the sheer ugliness of the language, 
its lack of clarity, its unnecessarily complicated sentence constructions, its 
lack of pleasurableness, its alienating quality. It is the kind of writing for 
which composition teachers would give a freshman a resounding F. 

Because I am a curious person, however, I postponed readings of black 
women writers I was working on and read some of the prophets of this new 
literary orientation. These writers did announce their dissatisfaction with 
some of the cornerstone ideas of their own tradition, a dissatisfaction with 
which I was born. But in their attempt to change the orientation of Western 
scholarship, they, as usual, concentrated on themselves and were not in the 
slightest interested in the worlds they had ignored or controlled. Again I was 
supposed to know them, while they were not at all interested in knowing me. 
Instead they sought to "deconstruct" the tradition to which they belonged 
even as they used the same forms, style, language of that tradition, forms 
which necessarily embody its values. And increasingly as I read them and 
saw their substitution of their philosophical writings for literary ones, I began 
to have the uneasy feeling that their folk were not producing any literature 
worth mentioning. For they always harkened back to the masterpieces of the 
past, again reifying the very texts they said they were deconstructing. Increas
ingly, as their way, their terms, their approaches remained central and 
became the means by which one defined literary critics, many of my own 
peers who had previously been concentrating on dealing with the other side 
of the equation, the reclamation and discussion of past and present third 
world literatures, were diverted into continually discussing the new literary 
theory. 

From my point of view as a critic of contemporary Afro-American women's 
writing, this orientation is extremely problematic. In attempting to find the 
deep structures in the literary tradition, a major preoccupation of the.new 
New Criticism,9 many of us have become obsessed with the nature of reading 
itself to the extent that we have stopped writing about literature being written 
today. Since I am slightly paranoid, it has begun to occur to me th~the 
literature being produced is precisely one of the reasons why this new 
philosophical-literary-critical theory of relativity is so prominent. In other 
words, the literature of blacks, women of South America and Africa, etc., as 
overtly "political" literature was being preempted by a new Western concept 
which proclaimed that reality does not exist, that everything is relative, and 
that every text is silent about something-which indeed it must necessarily 
be. 

There is, of course, much to be learned from exploring how we know what 
we know, how we read what we read, an exploration which, of necessity, can 
have no end. But there also has to be a "what," and that "what," when it is 
even mentioned by the new philosophers, are texts of the past, primarily 
Western male texts, whose norms are again being transferred onto third 

9. An approach (championed by CI.EANTH 
RROOKS, W. K. WIMSATT JR., and .others) that 
emphasi7.eo close reading of the text considered a5 

an autonomous whole; it has greatly influenced 
teaching from the mid-20th century onward. 
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world, female texts as theories of reading proliferate. Inevitably a hierarchy 
has now developed between what is called theoretical criticism and practical 
criticism, as mind is deemed superior to matter. I have no quarrel with those 
who wish to philosophize about how we know what we know. But I do resent 
the fact that this particular orientation is so privileged and has diverted so 
many of us from doing the first readings of the literature being written today 
as well as of past works about which nothing has been written. I note, for 
example, that there is little work done on Gloria Naylor, I that most of Alice 
Walker's works have not been commented on-despite the rage around The 
Color PurpleZ-that there has yet to be an in-depth study of Frances Harper, 
the nineteenth-century abolitionist poet and novelist. If our emphasis on 
theoretical criticism continues, critics of the future may have to reclaim the 
writers we are now ignoring, that is, if they are even aware these artists exist. 

I am particularly perturbed by the movement to exalt theory, as well, 
because of my own adult history. I was an active member of the Black Arts 
Movement of the sixties and know how dangerous theory can become. Many 
today may not be aware of this, bu.t the Black Arts Movement tried to create 
Black Literary Theory and in doing so became prescriptive. My fear is that 
when Theory is not rooted in practice, it becomes prescriptive, exclusive, 
elitish. 

An example of this prescriptiveness is the approach the Black Arts Move
ment took towards language. For it, blackness resided in the use of black 
talk which they defined as hip urban language. So that when Nikki Giovanni 
reviewed Paule Marshall's3 Chosen Place, Timeless People, she criticized the 
novel on the grounds that it was not black, for the language was too elegant, 
too white. Blacks, she said, did not speak that way. Having come from the 
West Indies where we do, some of the time, speak that way, I was amazed 
by the narrowness of her vision. The emphasis on one way to be black resulted 
in the works of Southern writers being seen as non-black since the black talk 
of Georgia does not. sound like the black talk of Philadelphia. Because the 
ideologues, like Baraka, come from the urban centers they tended to privilege 
their way of speaking, thinking, writing, and to condemn other kinds of writ
ing as not being black enough. Whole areas of the canon were assessed 
according to the dictum of the Black Arts Nationalist point of view, as in 
Addison Gayle's4 The Way of the New World, while other works were ignored 
because they did not fit the scheme of cultural nationalism. Older writers 
like Ellison and Baldwin5 were condemned because they saw that the inter
section of Western and African influences resulted in a new Afro-American 
culture, a position with which many of the Black Nationalist ideologues 
disagreed. Writers were told that writing love poems was not being black. 
Further examples abound. 

It is true that the Black Arts Movements resulted in a necessary and impor
tant critique both of previous Afro-American literature and of the white-

I. Mrlcan American novelist (b. 1950), best 
known for The Wome .. of Brewster Place (1983). 
2. Walker's 1982 novel was the subject of much 
controversy among African American critics 
because of Its negative portrayal of black men. 
3. Mrlcan American novelist (b. 1929); Chosen 
Plnce, Timeless People was published in 1969. Glo-

va.nni (b. 1943), Mrlcan American poet. 
4.· Mrlcan American critic (b. 1932). The Way of 
II,e New World (1975) treats the African American 
novel. 
5. James Baldwin (J 924-1987), Mrlcan American 
novelist and essayist. 
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established literary world. But in attempting to take over power, it, as Ishmael 
Reed6 satirizes so well in l\1u.mbo Jumbo, became much like its opponent. 
monolithic and downright repressive. 

It is this tendency towards the monolithic, monotheistic, etc., which wor
ries me about the race for theory. Constructs like the center and the periphery 
reveal that tendency to want to make the world less complex by organizing 
it according to one principle. to fix it through an idea which is really an ideal. 
:\ J any of us are particularly sensitive to monolith ism since one major element 
of ideologies of dominance, such as sexism and racism, is to dehumanize 
people by stereotyping them, by denying them their variousness and com
plexity. Inevitably. monolithism becomes a metasystem, in which there is a 
controlling ideal, especially in relation to pleasure. Language as one form of 
pleasure is immediately restricted, and becomes heavy, abstract, prescriptive, 
monotonous. 

Variety, multiplicity, eroticism are difficult to control. And it may very well 
be that these are the reasons why writers are often seen as person.a non grata 
by political states, whatever form they take, since writers/artists have a ten
dency to refuse to give up their way of seeing the world and of playing with 
possibilities; in fact. their very expression relies on that insistence. Perhaps 
that is why creative literature, even when written by politically reactionary 
people, can be so freeing, for in having to embody ideas and recreate the 
world, writers cannot merely produce "one way." 

The characteristics of the Black Arts Movement are, I am afraid, being 
repeated again today. certainly in the other area to which I am especially 
tuned. In the race for theory, feminists, eager to enter the halls of power, 
have attempted their own prescriptions. So often I have read books on fem
inist literary theory that restrict the definition of what feminist means and 
overgeneralize about so much of the world that most women as well as men 
are excluded. And seldom do feminist theorists take into account the com
plexity of life-that women are of many races and ethnic backgrounds with 
different histories and cultures and that as a rule women belong to different 
classes that have different concerns. Seldom do they note these distinctions, 
because if they did they could not articulate a theory. Often as a way of 
clearing themselves they do acknowledge that women of calor, for example, 
do exist, then go on to do what they were going to do anyway, which-irs ·to 
invent a theory that has little relevance for us. 

That tendency towards monolithism is precisely how I see the French 
feminist theorists. 7 They concentrate on the female body as the means to 
creating a female language. since language, they say, is male and necessarily 
conceives of woman as other. Clearly many of them have been irritated by 
the theories of LacanS for whom language is phallic. But suppose there are 
peoples in the world whose language was invented primarily in relation to 
women, who after all al'e the ones who relate to children and teach language. 
Some Native American languages, for example, use female pronouns when 
speaking about non-gender specific activity. Who knows who, according to 

6. African American writ ... r (b. 1938). M",,,bo 
./II",ho (1972) is one of his best-known novels. 
7. The most prominent includ(' HEI.ENE CIXOUS 
,h. 1937), Luce Irigaray (b. 19301, ,md.IULlA "RIS-

TEVA (b. 1941). 
8. JACgUES LACAN (1901-1981), French psycho
analyst. 
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gender, created languages. Further, by positing the body as the source of 
everything French feminists return to the old myth that biology determines 
everything and ignore the fact that gender is a social rather than a biological 
construct. 

I could go on critiquing the positions of French feminists who are them
selves more various in their points of view than the label which is used to 
describe them, but that is not my point. What I am concerned about is the 
authority this school now has in feminist scholarship-the way it has become 
authoritative discourse, monologic, which occurs precisely because it does 
have access to the means of promulgating its ideas. The Black Arts Move
ment was able to do this for a time because of the political movements of 
the 1960s-so too with the French feminists who could not be inventing 
"theory" if a space had not been created by the Women's Movement. In both 
cases, both groups posited a theory that excluded many of the people who 
made that space possible. Hence one of the reasons for the surge of Afro
American women's writing during the 1970s and its emphasis on sexism in 
the black community is precisely that when the ideologues of the 1960s said 
black, they meant black male. 

I and many of my sisters do not see the world as being so simple. And 
perhaps that is why we have not rushed to create abstract theories. For we 
know there are countless women of color, both in America and in the rest 
of the world to whom our singular ideas Would be applied. There is, therefore, 
a caution we feel about pronouncing' black feminist theory that might be 
seen as a decisive statement about Third World women. This is not to say 
we are not theorizing. Certainly our literature is an indication of the ways in 
which our theorizing, of necessity, is based on our multiplicity of experiences. 

There is at least one other les.bn I iearned from the BlackArts Movement . 
.one reason for its monolithic· approach had to do with its desire to destroy 
the power which controlled black people; but it was a .power which many of 
its ideologues wisbed to achieve. The nature of our context today is such 
that an approach' which desires power singlemindedly must of necessity 
become like that which it wishes to destroy. Rather than wanting to change 
the whole model, many of us want to be at the center. It is this point of view 
that writers like June Jordan and Audre Lorde9 continually critique even as 
they call for empowerment, as they emphasize the fear of difference among 
us and our need for leaders rather than a reliance on ourselves. 

For one must distinguish the desire for power from the need to become 
empowered-that is, seeing oneself as capable of and having the right to 
determine one's life.' Such empowerment is partially derived from a knowl
edge of history. The Black Arts Movement did result in the creation of Afro
American Studies as a concept, thus giving it a place in the university where 
one might engage in the reclamation of Afro-American history and culture 
and pass it on to others. I am particularly concerned that institutions such 
as Black Studies and Women's Studies, fought for with such vigor and at 
some sacrifice, are not often seen as i'mportant by many of our black or 
women scholars precisely because the old hierarchy of traditional depart
ments is seen as superior to these "marginal" groups. Yet, 'ltis in this context 

9. African American poet and essayist (1934-1992). Jordan (b. 1936). African American poet . 
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that many others of us are discovering the extent of our complexity, the 
interrelationships of different areas of knowledge in relation to a distinctly 
Arro-American or female experience. Rather than having to view our world 
as subordinate to others, or rather than having to work as if we were hybrids, 
we can pursue ourselves as subjects. 

My major objection to the race for theory, as some readers have probably 
guessed by now, really hinges on the question, "for whom are we doing what 
we are doing when wc do literary criticism?" It is, I think, the central question 
today especially for the few of us who have infiltrated the academy enough 
to be wooed by it. The answer to that question determines what orientation 
wc take in our work, the language we use, the purposes for which it is 
intended. 

I can only speak for myself. But what I write and how I write is done in 
order to save my own life. And I mean that literally. For me literature is a 
way of knowing that I am not hallucinating, that whatever I feel/know is. It 
is an affirmation that sensuality is intelligence, that serisuallanguage is lan
guage that makes sensc. My response, then, is directed to those who write 
what I read and to those who read what I read-put concretely-to Toni 
Morrison and to people who read Toni Morrison (among whom I would 
count few academics). That number is increasing, as is the readership of 
Walker and Marshall. But in no way is the literature Morrison, Marshall, or 
Walker create supported by the academic world" Nor given the political con
text of our society, do J expect that to change soon. For there is no reason, 
given who controls thcse institutions, for them to be anything other than 
threatened by these writers. 

My readings do presuppose a need, a desire among folk who like me also 
want to save their own lives. My concern, then, is a passionate one, for the 
literature of people who arc not in power has always been in danger of extinc
tion or of cooptation, not because we do not theorize, but because what we 
can even imagine, far less who we can reach, is constantly limited by societal 
structures. For me, literary criticism is promotion as well as understanding, 
a response to the writer to whom there is often no response, to folk who 
need the writing as much as they need anything. I know, from literary history, 
that writing disappears unless there is a response to it. Because I write about 
writers who are now writing, I hope to help ensure that their traditiofi!1ias 
continuity and survives. 

So my "method," to use a new "lit. crit." word, is not fixed but relates to 
what I read and to the historical context of the writers I read and to the many 
critical activities in which I am engaged, which mayor may not involve writ
ing. It is a learning ftom the language of creative writers, which is one of 
surprise, so that I might discover what language I might use. For my language 
is very much based on what I read and how it affects me, that is, on the 
surprise that comes from reading something that compels you to read dif
ferently, as I believe literature does. I, therefore, have no set method, another 
prcrequisite of the new theory, since for me every work suggests a new 
approach. As risky as that might seem, it is, I believe, what intelligence 
means-a tuned sensitivity to that which is alive and therefore cannot be 
known until it is known. Audre Lorde puts it in a far more succinct and 
sensual way in her essay "Poetry is not a Luxury": 
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As they become known to and accepted by us, our feelings and the 
honest exploration of them become sanctuaries and spawning grounds 
for the most radical and daring of ideas. They become a safe-house for 
that difference so necessary to change and the conceptualization of any 
meaningful action. Right now, I could name at least ten ideas I would 
have found intolerable or incomprehensible and frightening, except as 
they came after dreams and poems. This is not idle fantasy, but a dis
ciplined attention to the true meaning of "it feels right to me." We can 
train ourselves to respect our feelings and to transpose them into a lan
guage so they can be shared. And where that language does not yet exist, 
it is our poetry which helps to fashion it. Poetry is not only dream and 
vision; it is the skeleton architecture of our lives. It lays the foundations 
for a future of change, a bridge across our fears of what has never been 
before.' 

1988 

I. Audre Lorde, Sister O .. ~lder (Trumansburg, N.Y.: Crossing Press, 1984), p. 37 [Christian's notel. 
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"In the introduction to her book Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of 
Nature (I 991), Donna Haraway describes her transformation from a "proper, U.S. 
socialist feminist, white, female, hominid biologist" into a "multiply marked cyborg 
feminist" whose writings range freely from primatology to epistemology and on sub
jects from AIDS to feminist science fiction. Haraway's challenging and innovative 
theoretical work is part of the cultural studies of science and technology, a thriving 
subdiscipline interested in the history, sociology, and politics of technoscience. Her 
best-known text, "A Manifesto for Cyborgs" (1985), has been hailed as the central 
text of cyberfeminism--a new and often iconoclastic wave of feminist theory and 
practice that is seeking to reclaim technoscience. As she attempts to understand the 
place of technology within a postmodem, socialist feminism, Haraway argues that far 
from being antithetical to the human organism, technology is a material and symbolic 
apparatus that is already deeply involved in what it means to be human. The old 
political strategies--Marxist, liberal, and conservative--have become obsolete in the 
face of a global technoscience that is outpacing the ethical and political mechanisms 
we have devised for containing it. Her landmark essay is a call for "reconstructing 
socialist-feminist politics ... through theory and practice addressed to the social rela
tions of science and technology." In" this manifesto, she introduces the mysterious 
boundary creature and new myth: the cyborg, a "hybrid of machine and organism" 
that, for Haraway, becomes a metaphor for the "disassembled and reassembled, post
modern collective and personal self" of contemporary cultural theory suited to the 
West's late capitalist social order. " 

Haraway's educational history illuminates the broad range of her scholarship. With 
the aid of a Boettcher Foundation scholarship, she earned a degree in zoology and 
philosophy in 1966 from Colorado College, where she also fulfilled the requirements 
for an English major. She studied philosophies of evolution in Paris for a year on a 
Fulbright scholarship before beginning graduate studies in biology at Yale University; 
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in 1972 she earned a Ph.D. for an interdisciplinary dissertation on the functions of 
metaphor in shaping twentieth-century research in developmental biology. She has 
taught at the University of Hawaii and Johns Hopkins University and has been a 
professor in the History of Consciousness Program at the University of California at 
Santa Cruz since 1980, where she teaches feminist theory and science studies. She 
is also an affiliated faculty member in the Women's Studies, Anthropology, and Envi
ronmental Studies Boards at Santa Cruz. 

"A VIanifesto for Cyborgs" attempts to appropriate the resources of contemporary 
technoscience as a means of constructing "an ironic political myth faithful to femi
nism, socialism, and materialism." The positive icon of this new feminist mythology 
is the cyborg, the hybrid creation of modern science-part human, part machine. 
Like the feminist theorist GLORIA ANZALDOA, Haraway is interested in exploring those 
boundaries, borders, and borderlands where our jumbled personal and collective iden
tities are constructed and contested. By adopting the cyborg as a political myth, fem
inism, she believes, might be able to initiate effective political action without recourse 
to essentialism or identity politics; she argues "for pleasure in the confusion of bound -
aries and for responsibility in their construction," Identity is multiply configured dur
ing postmodern times. Whiie Anzaldua investigates boundary confusion in geo
graphical space and racial identity, Haraway explores and affirms the breakdowns in 
three crucial boundaries that have resulted from post-World War II technoscience: 
those between human and animal, organism and machine, and the physical and non
physical. 

Because they are situated on the boundary between OI-ganism and machine, Har
away argues, cyborgs do not participate in the various traditional mythologies that 
have defined the West. Most pernicious among these are the myths of essential iden
tity and original unity-the myth of the garden of Eden, a belief in a pure, coherent 
social identity that separates the truly human from animals, machines, and other 
races and ethnic groups. Haraway joins postmodern feminists such as JUDITH BUTLER 

and EVE KOSOFSI\.'Y SEDGWICK in the critique of essentialism, arguing that totalizing 
formulations of pure identity often associated with Marxism, the feminism of Catha
rine MacKinnon, and other movements are based on exclusion and marginalization. 
Because the cyborg is postgender, post-Western, post-Marxist, and post-Oedipal, it 
sen-es as a viable image for a new partial and heterogeneous subjectivity that recon
ceptualizes identity politics. Cyborgs, being "wary of holism, but needy for connec
tion," offer a new kind of community and politics based not on unity but affinity, not
on the party but on the coalition, not on the totalized conception of the category -
"woman" (central to many feminisms) but on partial explanations based on a careful 
undel'standing of difference. Haraway warns that "difference" is not inherently Ii~. 
erating: "some differences are playful; some are poles of world historical systems ot 
domination." 

Haraway's post-Marxist call for new political strategies follows from her perception 
of new forms of political domination. The old forms of domination endemic to an 
industrial society-to white patriarchal capitalism-are rapidly being rendered obso
Icte by new technologies. The emerging new networks of power, which she calls the 
"informatics of domination," are adapted to technoscicntific economies based on 
information systems. Hat'away's focus on the metaphor of the cyborg does not, as a 
few of her critics have unfairly charged, ignore the real material oppression of women 
worldwide-their poverty and exploitation; it is not a flight away from the "real world" 
into a poststructuralist utopia, even though her poststructuralist language is very 
difficult and highly theoretical. Her exploration of the informatics of domination rests 
on an analysis of the social and material relations of science and technology. These 
I'eal and frequently oppressive relations include the "homework economy" (that is, 
the restructuring and feminization of the workplace), encroaching privatization and 
the loss of public life, growing insecurity even among the well-to-do, cultural impov
el'i~hment, and the "failure of subsistence networks for the most vulnerable." 
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Haraway has been criticized for the exuberance with which she embraces the "mon
strous" mixed identity.of the cyborg, but her enthusiasm is usually qualified by sober
ing discussions of the various impacts of modern technosclence on our lives. Her 
cyborg myth, which recognizes that monsters always mark the limits of community, 
attempts to integrate women and machines into a new "science" fiction. Writing and 
language, she argues, are crucial to the new technology and to the new cyborg politics. 
She advocates, however, not the "dream of a common language" embraced by 
ADRIENNE RICH or the purified icriture fiminine (feminine Writing) described by 
HEU~:NE CIXOUS, but a "powerful infidel heteroglossia," derived from MIKHAIL BAKH
TIN, that enables us to theorize the complications of language, the frustrations of 
communicating experience, and the necessity of negotiating rather than policing 
boundaries that are becoming increasingly unstable. 
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A Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science, Technology, and 
Socialist Feminism in the 1980s 

An Ironic Dream of a Common Language' 
for Women in the Integrated Circuit 

This essay is an effort to build an ironic political myth faithful to feminism, 
socialism, and materialism. Perhaps more faithful as blasphemy is faithful, 
than as reverent worship and identification. Blasphemy has always seemed 
to require taking things very seriously. I know no better stance to adopt 
from within the secular-religious, evangelical traditions of United States 
politics, including the politics of socialist-feminism. Blasphemy protects 
one from the moral majority within, while still insisting on the need for 
community. Blasphemy is not apostasy. Irony is about contradictions that 
do not resolve into larger wholes, even dialectically, about the tension of 
holding incompatible things together because both or all are necessary and 
true. Irony is about humor and serious play. It is also a rhetorical 'strategy 
and a political method, one I would like to see more honored within 
socialist feminism. At the center of my ironic faith, my blasphemy, is the 
image of the cyborg. 

A cyborg is a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of. machine and organism, 
a creature of social reality as well as a creature of fiction. Social reality 
is lived social relations, our most important political construction, a world
changing fiction. The international women's movements have constructed 
"women's experience," as well as uncovered or discovered this crucial 
collective object. This experience is a fiction and fact of the most crucial, 
political kind. Liberation rests on the construction of the consciousness, 
the imaginative apprehension, of oppression, and so of possibility. The 
cyborg is a matter of fiction and lived experience that changes what counts 
as women's experience in the late twentieth century. This is a struggle 
over life and death, but the boundary between science fiction and social 
reality is an optical illusion. . 

Contemporary science fiction is full of cyborgs-creatures simultaneously 
animal and machine, who populate worlds ambiguously natural and craftc:!! .. 
Modern medicine is also full of cyborgs, of couplings between organism ana 
machine, each conceived as coded devices, in an intimacy and with a power 
that was not generated in the history of sexuality. Cyborg "sex" restores some 
of the lovely replicative baroque of ferns and invertebrates (such nice organic 
prophylactics against heterosexism). Cyborg replication is uncoupled from 
organic reproduction. Mudern production seems like a dream of cyborg col
oni7.ation of work, a dream that makes the nightmare of Taylorism2 seem 
idyllic. And modern war is a cyborg orgy, coded by C~I, command-control
communication-intelligence, an $84 billion item in 1984's U.S. defense bud
get. I am making an argument for the cyborg as a fiction mapping our social 
and bodily reality and as an imaginative resource suggesting some very fruit-

I. A n.,fcrence to the feminism of AIlIHI-:"NF. mel-l 
(b. 1929). Illlthor of "Compulsory Heterosexuality 
itnd Lesbiun Exislence" (1980; see u),ovC') and of It 
197R collection nf poetry titled TI,e DreQII' "I a 
(;(ltn"'1(}1' 1 .. ,,'W'.AI40, 

2. A system of Industrial management, devised by 
the American Inventor and enAlneer Frcderlck 
Toylnr (1856-1916), thut seek. to maxlmI7.ework
ers' efficiency In order 10 IIptlmlze production. 
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ful couplings. Foucault's biopolitics J is a flaccid premonition of cyborg pol
itics, a very open field. 

By the late twentieth century, our time, a mythic time, we are all chimeras, 
theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism; in short, we are 
cyborgs. The cyborg is our ontology,4 it gives us our politics. The cyborg is a 
condensed image of both imagination and material reality, the two joined 
centers structuring any possibility of historical transformation. In the 
traditions of "Western" science and politics-the tradition of racist, male
dominant capitalism; the tradition of progress; the tradition of the appropri
ation of nature as resource for the productions of culture; the tradition of 
reproduction of the self from the reflections of the other-the relation 
between organism and machine has been a border war. The stakes in the 
border war have been the territories of production, reproduction, and imag
ination. This essay is an argument for pleasure in the confusion of boundaries 
and for responsibility in their construction. It is also an effort to contribute 
to socialist-feminist culture and theory in a post-modernist, non-naturalist 
mode and in the utopian tradition of imagining a world without gender, 
which is perhaps a world without genesis, but maybe also a world without 
end. The cyborg incarnation is outside salvation history. 

The cyborg is a creature in a post-gender world; it has no truck with bisex
uality, pre-Oedipal symbiosis,' unalienated labor,6 or other seductions to 
organic wholeness through a final appropriation of all the powers of the parts 
into a higher unity. In a sense, the cyborg has no origin story in the Western 
sense; a "final" irony since the cyborg is also the awful apocalyptic telos of 
the 'West's" escalating dominations of abstract individuation, an ultimate 
self untied at last from all dependency, .a man in space. An origin story in 
the 'Western," humanist sense depends on the myth of original unity, full
ness, bliss and terror, represented by the phallic mother from whom all 
humans must separate, the task of individual development and of history, 
the twin potent myths inscribed most powerfully for us in psychoanalysis and 
Marxism. Hilary Klein has argued? that both Marxism and psychoanalysis, 
in their concepts of labor and of individuation and gender formation, depend 
on the plot of original unity out of which difference must be produced and 
enlisted in a drama of escalating domination of woman/nature. The cyborg 
skips the step of original unity, of identification with nature in the Western 
sense. This is its illegitimate promise that might lead to subversion of its 
teleology as star wars.8 

The cyborg is resolutely committed to partiality, irony, intimacy, and per
versity. It is oppositional, utopian, and completely without innocence. No 

3. A term used In The History of Se::..."lIty (1976) 
by the French philosopher and cultural historian 
MICHEL FOUCAULT (1926-1984) to describe the 
social mechanisms of power that regulate the body, 
extending the methods of power and knowledge 
over life Itself. 
4. The branch of philosophy concerned with the 
nature of being. Chimera: in Creek mythology, a 
female monster with a lion's head, a goat's body, 
and a serpent's tan; more generally, any monster 
made of Incongruous parts. 
5. In psychoanalytic theory, a period of maternal 
dependence, narcissistic Identification, and poly· 
morphous erotic drives that occurs during earliest 
infancy, preceding the Oedipal phase when con-

flict with the father and the social order emerge. 
This period of Intense attachment to the maternal 
has been of great Interest to contemporary feminist 
psychoanalytic theorists (e.g., JULlA KRISTEVA and 
H~LIlNE CIXOUS). 
6. In Marxist theory, labor that does not occur 
within the exploitative relationships of slavery, feu
dalism, colonialism, or capitalism. 
7. For example, see K1eln's "Marxism, Psycho
analysis, and Mother Nature," Feminist Stuai .. s 15 
(1989). 
8. The Strategic Defense Initiative, proposed by 
President Ronald Reagan In 1983, to create a 
shield against Incoming missiles. 
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longel' structured by the polarity of pubJic and private, the cyborg defines a 
technological polis based partly on a revolution of social relations in the 
oikos. the household. Nature and culture are reworked; the one can no longer 
be. the resource for appropriation or incorporation by the other. The rela
tionships for forming wholes from parts, including those of polarity and hier
archical domination, are at issue in the cyborg world. Unlike the hopes of 
Frankenstein's monster.9 the cyborg does not expect its father to save it 
through a restoration of the garden; i.e., through the fabrication of a heter
osexual mate, through its completion in a finished whole, a city and cosmos. 
The cyborg does not dream of community on the model of the organic family, 
this time without the Oedipal project. I The cyborg would not recognize the 
Gm'den of Eden; it is not made of mud a.nd cannot dream of returning to 
dust. Perhaps that is why I want to see if cyborgs can subvert the apocalypse 
of returning to nuclear dust in the manic compulsion to name the Enemy. 
Cyborgs are not reverent; they do not re-m~mber the cosmos. They are wary 
of holism, but needy for connection-they seem to have a natural feel for 
united front politics, but without the vanguard party.l The main trouble with 
cyborgs, of course, is that they are the illegitimate offspring of militarism 
and patriarchal capitalism. not to mention state socialism. But illegitimate 
offspring are often exceedingly unfaithful to their origins. Their fathers, after 
all, are inessential. 

I will return to the science fiction of cyborgs at the end of this essay, but 
now I want to signal three crucial boundary breakdowns that make the fol
lo"ving political fictional (political scientific) analysis possible. By the late 
twentieth century in United States scientific culture, the boundary between 
human and animal is thoroughly breached. The last beachheads of unique
ness have been polluted if not turned into 'amusement parks-language, tool 
use. social behavior, mental events, nothing really convincingly settles the 
separation of human and animal. And ma~y people no longer feel the need 
of such a separation; indeed, many branches of feminist culture affirm the 
pleasure of connection of human and other living creatures. Movements fo.r 
animal rights are not irrational denials of human uniqueness; they are c1ear~ 
sighted recognition of connection across the discredited breach of nature 
and culture. Biology and evolutionary theory over the last two centuries h~. 
sjmult~neously produced modern organisms' as objects of knowledge anCI 
reduced the line between humans and animals to a faint trace re-etched in 
ideological struggle or professional disputes between life and social sciences. 
\\'ithin this framework. teaching modern Christian creationism should be 
fought as a form of child abuse. 

Biological-determinist ideology is only one position opened up in scientific 
culture for arguing the meanings of human animality. There is much room 
for radieal political people to contest for the meanings of the breached 
boundary.] The cyborg appears in myth precisely where the boundary 

Y. TheH is. the creature constructt·d in Mary Shel
Icy's novel Frankenstein (1818). who bellS his cre
utor for a mate. 
I, Psychoanalysis describes the task of early child
hood-the formation of a distinct ego or identity
Cl~ s("pluation from the mother, acconlplished 
thl"Ou!lh the Oedipal stage In which the paternal 
figllr,' ir,tc"ven"s between the mother-child dyad. 
2. Hm·away alludes to Soviet history. Vttnguard 

party: party Intended to lead and control the rev
olutlon of the workers (e.g., the Bolshevik Party, 
established during the Russian Revolution). 
"United ftont politics": coalitions (e.g.; the united 
fronts set up by the Comintern durlnJ! the J 930s). 
3. Useful references to left and/or feminist radi
cal science movements Bnd theory and to 
blologlcal/1>lutechnologlcal Issues include: Ruth 
Bleler. Scien<'e and Genaer: A Critique of Biology 
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between human arid animal is transgressed. Far from signaling a walling off 
of people from: other living .beings, cyborgs/signal disturbfngly andpleasur
ably tight coupling. Bestiality has a new status in thIs: oycle; of marriage 
exchange. . . 

The second leaky distinction .is between animallhuman(organisin) and 
machine. Pre~cybernetic ,maohihescould be haunted; there was ·always the 
specter of the ghost in·the machine.4 This· dualism structured the dialogue 
between materialism ·and idealism that was settled by a' dialectical pl-ogeny, 
called spirit or history,' according to taste;' But basically.mathines were not 
self-moving; self-designing,. autonomous. They could :·not: achieve· man's 
dream, only mock it. They.were not man, an' author to :himse!lf,' but only a 
caricature of that masculinist reproductive dream; To·thinkthey'were oth~ 
erwise was paranoid; Now we· are not· so sure," Late-tWentieth;..century 
m~chines have made thoroughly ambiguous the difference hetw,een natural 
and artificial, mind and body, self-developing and externally-designed, and 
many other distinctions that used to apply to organisms and machines. OUr 
machines are disturbingly lively, and we ourselves frighteningly inert. 

Technological determinism is only one ideological space opened up by the 
reconceptions of machine and organism as coded texts through 'which we 
engage hi the play of writing and reading· the world.' "Textualization'" of 
everything in post-structuralist, post-modernist theory has been damned. by 
Marxists and socialist, feminists for its utopian disregard for lived relations 

ana Its n...;,u,s on Wo ..... n (New York: Pei-gamon, 
1984); Elizabeth Fee; "c:;ritiques .of Modern Sci
ence: The Relationship of Feminist and Other 
Radical Epistemologles;" and -Evely.; HalTimond., 
"Women of Color, Femlrilsm, and Science,'! papers: 
for Symposium on Feminist Perspectives on Sci
ence, UniVersity of Wls~onsin, 11";13 Aptil 1985 
(proceedings to be published. by Pergamon) (Ruth 
Dleier, ed., F .. minist Approacltes to Scienc .. (New 
York. Perganion, 1986)]; Stephen J. Gould, Mis
m,e.uureof Man (New Yor~: Norton;. 1.981);~uth ' 
Hubbard, Mary Sue Henlfin and Barbara Fried. 
eds., i31olOglcal Woman, dl .. · Convenient Myth 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Schenkman, 1982); Evelyn 
Fox Keller, Rllflecliono on GWn and Scienc .. 
(New Haven: Yale UniversitY Press, 1985);,R. C. 
Lewontln, Steve Rose, and Leon .Kaml!1, Not in . 
Our Genes (New York: Pantheon,' 1984); RAdical 
Sci .... ce Journal, 26 Freegrove Road, London N7 
9RQ; Sci .. nc .. fo.r th .. P .. ople, 897 Main St .. , Cam
bridge, MA 02139 (Haraway's noteJ. Haraway's 
original references are, where appropriate, up
dated in square bracket •. 
4. A phrase associated with the dualism of the 
French philosopher Reno! Descartes (1596-1650), 
who 5epa~ated, the publicly observable (material •. 
physical) from th~ private mind (spiritual). .. 
5. Starting pohlts for left and lor feminist 
approaches to technQlogy and politics. Inelude: . 
Ruth Schwartz Cowan, MDi'v! Wor"for Motlter: ..,..,... 
Ironies of Hous .. hold Tllchnology from 'tlte Open 
H .. arth to tlte Microwave (New York: Basic Books, 
1983); Joan Rothschfld, Machlna e>l Dlla: F ..... ;nisl 
Pllrspeclives on Technolo8± (New York: Per8amon, 
1983); Sharon Traweek, [~ea"'i~s and Lift/I ..... " 
The World of High Energy Physics (C:;aml?rI.dge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1988)j; ~. M. 
Young and Les. Levldov,eds., Science, -r .. pl'ono(ogy, 
and tlte LDbour Proc .. ss, vols. 1--,3.(LOndOll: CSE 
Books); Jose"h Welzenbaum, Cmnp'ulp.f~r....a 

Human ReasOn (San' Fran~lsc<i" Freeman; 1976); 
Langdoit Winner, A"'~,,, ·T"c,hnology: T .. ch
nlcs out of Conlrol liS a n... ..... In Political n..oughl 
(Cambr.ldHe, Mass.: Ml1' Pies., 1977); La~gdon 
Winner; In... Whale <ind,tlte. R .. actor (ChIcago: 
UniVersity of Chicago Press, 1986»); Jan Zlmmer-

· mdit,ed., The T"';hnolo~al Woman: Inteifaclng 
wilh TomOrrow (New York: .Pra~er; ,1983); Global 
Electronics Newsletter, 867 West Dana St., 6204, 

'Mountain View, CA 9404l; Pii;iJe:i$M World, 55 
. Sutter St., San Francisco,. CA. 94104; ISIS, 

Women's IntemaUonallntormatlon and Commu
nication Service. ··P.O. Box 50 (Corna"'n), 1211 

.Geneva 2, Switzerland, and Via Santa Marls 
deIl'Anlma 30, 00186 Roine~ Italy. 'Fundamental 

. . :approaches to' modern sOCial' studies of science 
.... th,al do ·nOt continue the liberal mystification that 

It all started with 'Thomas Kuhn, h,e1ude: Kartn 
KnoiT'-Cetlna, n... Manufacture of K.wwledge 
(Oxford: Pergamo'l, 1981); K. D. Knorr-Cetlna 
and Mlchael Mulby, eds., Scie""" Observed'P .. r-

· ."...,tive~ on tlte Social StUtly of Science' (Beverly 
· Hills, Callf.: Sage, 1983); ·Bruno Latour and Steve 
Wo'olgar,LDbortltory Llfo: n... Social Construction 
of Scletilific Facts· (Beverly Hills, Call f.:' Sage, 

, 1979); .Robert M. Young, "lnterpretln8 the Pro
duction of Science," N"", Scienlist, vol. 29 (March 
1979), .,p. 1026-28. More Is claimed than Is 
known about room for contesting productions of 
science In the mythlc I material space of "the lab· 
oratory", the 1984 Directory of the Network forthe 
Ethnographic Study of Science, Technology, and 
QrganlZAtlons lists a wide range of pe.ople and r.roJ
ects cruc!al to better radical. analysis; avai able 
from' NBSSTO, P .0. Box 11442, $tanford, CA 
94305 (Haraway'. note). Kuhn (1922-1996), 
American historian of science; his »Ook that some 
view as ~tarting m.oderri soclal.s.tu~ie. or science is 
.n... SlnWu,re of Sclenlijic Revolutions (Chicago: 
University of Chlc;'go.Pres., 1962). 
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of domination that ground the "play" of arbitrary reading.6 It'is certainly true 
that post-modernist strategies, like mY'cyborg myth, subvert myriad organic 
wholes (e.g., the poem, the primitive ·culture, the biological organism). In 
short, the certainty of what counts as nature--.;..a s()urce of insight and a 
promise of innocence-is undermined; probably fatally. The transcendent 
authorization of interpretation is lost and: with it the ontology. grounding 
"Western" epistemology.? But the alternative is not cynicism or faithlessness, 
i.e., some version of abstract existence, like the accounts of :technological 
determinism destroying "man" by the "machine" 'or "meaningful political 
action" by the "text." Who cyborgswill be is a radical question; the answers 
are a matter of survival. Both chimpanzee and artifacts have politics, so why 
shouldn't we?8 

The third distinction is a subset of the second: the· boundary between 
physical and non-physical is very imprecise for' us. Pop physics books on the 
consequences of quantum theory and the indeterminacy principle9 are a kind 
of popular scientific equivalent to the Harlequin romances as a· marker of 
radical change in American white heterosexuality: they get it wrong, but they 
are on the right subject. Modern -machines are quintessentially microelec
tronic devices: they are everywhere and they are invisible. Modern machinery 
is an irreverent upstart god, mocking the Father's .ubiquity and spirituality. 
The silicon chip is a surface for writing; it is etched in molecular scales 
disturbed only by atomic noise, the ultimate interference for nuclear scores. 
Writing, power, and technology are old partners in Western stories' of the 
origin of civilization, but miniaturization has changed our experience of 
mechanism. Miniaturization has turned out to be about power; small is not 
so much beautiful as pre-eminently dangerous, as in cruise missiles. Contrast 

6. Fredric Jameson, "Postmodernism, or, The 
Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism," New Left 
Review, July/August 1984, pp. 53-94. See Mar· 
jorie Perloff, " 'Dirty' Language and Scramble Sys· 
tems," Sui fur 11 (1984), pp. 178-83; Kathleen 
Fra.er, SometlliHg (Even Human Voices) in Ihe 
Foreground, " Lake (Berkeley, Calif.: Kelsey St. 
Press, 1984). 

A provocative, comprehensive argument about 
the policies and theories of "post-modernism" Is 
made by Fredrlc jameson, who argues that post
modernism is not an option, a style among others, 
but a cultural dominant requiring radical reinven
tion of left politics from within; there is no longer 
any f.lace from without that gives meaning to the 
corn ortlng fiction of critical distance. Jame.on 
also makes clear why one cannot be for or against 
post-modernism, an essential1y morolist move. My 
position is that feminists (arl,d others) need contin
uous cultural reinvention, post-modernist critique, 
and hjst~rical materialism; only a cyborg would 
have a chance. The old dominations of white cap ... 
italist patriarchy seem nostalgically innocent now: 
they normalized heterogeneity, e.g., Into man and 
woman, white and black. "Advanced capitalism" 
and post-modernism release heterogeneity without 
a norm, and we Bre flattened, without subjectivity, 
which requires depth, even unfriendly and drown
ing depths. It is time to write The Death of the 
Clinic. The clinic's methods required bodies and 
works; we have texts and surfaces. Our domina
tions don't work by medlcali7.ation and 
normalization anymore; they work by networking, 
cOlnmunications redesign, stress management. 

Normalization gives way to automation, utter 
redundancy. Mlchel Foucault'. Birth of 'he Clinic 
[1963), f!islory of s..,..."lily, and Discipline and 
Putiklh (1975) name a fotni of power at Its moment 
of implosion. The discourse of biopolitics gives way 
to technobnbble, the language of the splic~d sub
stantive; no noun Is left whole by the multination
als. These are their names, listed from one issue of 
Sciomce: 1'cch-KnoWledge, Genentech, Allergen, 
Hybriiech, Conipupro, Genen-cot, Syntex,"Allellx, 
Agrlgenetlcs Corp., Syntro, Codon, J1t:pligen, 
Micro-Angclo £rom Scion Corp., Percom Data, 
Inter Systems, . Cyborg Corp., Statcom Corp., 
Intertec. If we are Imprisoned by language, then 
escape from that prison house requires language 
poet., B kind of cultural restr.lctlon enzyme to cut 
the code; cyborg heteroglossla Is one form of rad
Ical culture politics [Haraway's note). On the 
American Marxist literary critic JAMESON (b. 
1934), whose works Include The Prison-House of 
r..mgUIIge (1972), .ee above. "Heteroglossla": an 
allusion to the highly Influential theories of MIK
HAIL M. RAKHTiN (189~-1975). 
7. The branch of philosophy concerned with ways 
of knOwing. 
8_ Fran. de Waal, Chlmpan .... e Polilics: Power and 
Sex among ,IU! Apes (New York: Harper & Row, 
1982); Langdon Winner, "00 Artifacts Have Pol
itics?" Daed4lwi, winter 1980 [Haraway'. note). 
9. That is, the. theory formulat~d in 1927 by the 
German physicist Wemer Hel.enberg that one 
cannot specify both the position and momentum 
of a particle. . 
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the TV sets of the 1950s or the news cameras of the 1970s with the TV wrist 
bands or hand-sized video cameras now advertiseq. Our best machines are 
made of sunshine; they are all light and clean because they are nothing but 
signals, electromagnetic waves, a section of a spectrum. And these machines 
are eminently portable, mobile-a matter of immense human pain in Detroit 
and Singapore. People are nowhere near so fluid, being both material and 
opaque. Cyborgs are ether, quintessence. ' 

The ubiquity and invisibility of cyborgs is precisely why these sunshine
belt machines are so deadly. They are as hard to see politically as materially. 
They are about consciousness-or its simulation.' They are floating signifiers 
moving in pickup trucks across Europe, blocked more effectively by the 
witch-weavings of the displaced and so unnatural Greenh~m wpmen,z who 
read the cyborg webs of power very well, than by the militant labor of older 
masculinist politics, whose natural constituency needs defense jobs. Ulti
mately the "hardest" science is about the realm of greatest boundary cOn
fusion, the realm of pure number, pure spirit, C 3 I, cryptography, and the 
preservation ~f potent secrets. The new machines are so dean and light. 
Their engineers are sun-worshipers mediating a new scientific revolution 
associated with the night dream of post-industrial society. The diseases 
evoked by these clean machines are "no more" than the minuscule coding 
changes of ~n antigen in the immune system, ~~no ~ore" than th~ experience 
of stress. The nimble little fingers of "Oriental" women, the old fascination 
Qf little Anglo~Saxon Victorian girls with ~oll ho~ses, women's enforc~d 
attention to th~ small take on quite new dimensions in this world. There 
might be a cyborg Alice3 taking account of these new dimensions. Ironically, 
it might be the unnatural cy~org women making chips in Asia and spiral 
dancing in Santa Rita whose constructed unities will g~ide effective oppo
sitional strategies. 

So rp,y cybo'rg myth is about transgressed bou~claries, potent fus'ons,~nd 
dangerous possibilities which progressive people might explore as .one part 
of needed political work. One of my premises is tha~ most American socialists 
and feminists 'see deepened dualisms of mind and body, animal and machine, 
idealism and materialism in the social practices; symbolic formulations, and 
physical artifacts associated with "high technology" and scientific. culture. 
From One-Dimensional Man ~o The Death of Nature, ~ the analytic resources 
developed by progressives have insisted on the necessary domination of tech
nics and recalled us to an imagined organic body to integrate our resistance. 
Another of my premises is' that the need for unity of people trying to resist 
worldwide intensification of domination has never been more acute. But a 
slightly perverse sh.ift of perspect~ve might better enable us to contest for 

1. Jean Baudrlllard. Si ..... lations. trans. P. Fo ••• P. 
Patton. P. Beitchman (New York:' Semlotext(e). 
1983). Jameson ("Postmodernism." f.' 66) point. 
out that Plato's definitio.n o.f the simu acrum Is the 
copy for which there I. no original. I.e .• the world 
of advanced capitalism; of pure exchange [Har
away's note]. On the French social critic and the
orist BAUDRILLARD (b. 1929) and the Greek 
philo.so.pher PLATO (ca. 427-ca. 327 B.C.E.). see 
above. 
2. British group that protested the placement o.f 

nuclear cruise missiles at the U.S. Atr Force base 
at Greenham Co.mmon for nearly twO decades. 
beginning In 1982. 
3. A reference to the hero.lne o.f AIi" .. •• Ad"" .. t .. ,..,. 
i .. Wo.nderla .. d (1865) by Lewis Carroll. who 
became both very small and very large. 
4. Herbert Marcuse. O .... -DI ..... nsional M .... (Bos-
to.n: Beacon. 1964); Caro.lyn Merchant. D .... 'h o.f 
N .. ture (San Francisco.: Harper &: Ro.w. 1980) 
[Haraway's note]. . 
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meanings, as well as for other forms of power and pleasure in technologically
mediated societies. 

From one perspective, a cyborg world is about the final imposition of a 
grid of control on the planet, about the final abstraction embodied in a 
Star \Var apocalypse waged in the name of defense, about the final appro
priation of women's bodies in a masculinist orgy of war.' From another 
perspective, a cyborg world might be about lived social and bodily realities 
in which people are not afraid of their joint kinship with animals and 
machines, not afraid of permanently partial identities and contradictory 
standpoints. The political struggle is to see from both perspectives at once 
because each reveals both dominations and possibilities unimaginable from 
the other vantage point. Single vision produces worse illusions than double 
vision or many-headed monsters. Cyborg unities are monstrous and il
legitimate; in our present political circumstances, we could hardly hope for 
more potent myths for resistance and recoupling. I like to imagine LAG, 
the Livermore Action Group,6 as a kind of cyborg society, dedicated to 
realistically converting the laboratories that most fiercely emb~ay and spew 
out the tools of technological apocalypse, and committed to building a 
political form that actually manages to hold together witches, engineers, 
elders, perverts, Christians, mothers, and Len~nists? long epough to disarm 
the state. Fission Impossible is the name of the affinity group in my town. 
(Affinity: related not by blood but by choice, the appeal of one chemical 
nuclear group for another, avidity.) 

Fractured Ide1dities 

It has become difficult to name one's feminism by a single adjective-or even 
to insist in every circumstance upon the noun, Consciousness of exclusion 
through naming is acute. Identities seem contradictory, partial, and strategic. 
With the hard-won recognition of their social and historical constitution, 
gender, race, and class cannot provide the basis for belief in "essential" unity., 
There is nothing about being "female" that naturally binds women. There is 
not even such a state as "being" female, itself a highly complex category 
constructed in contested sexual scientific discourses and other social praQ.<'
tices. Gender, race, or class consciousness is an achievement forced on us 
by the terrible historical experience of the contradictory social realities of 
patriarchy, colonialism. and capitalism. And who counts as "us" in my own 
rhetoric? Which identities are available to ground such a potent political 
myth called "us," and what could motivate enlistment in this collectivity? 
Painful fragmentation among feminists (not to mention among women) 
along every possible fault line has made the concept of woman elusive, an 
eJ\.cuse for the matrix of women's dominations of each other. For me-and 
for many who share a similar historical location in white, professional middle 

5. Zue Sofia, "Extermfnating Fetuses," Diacrit.ics, 
n,1. 14, no. 2 (summer 1984), pp. 47-59, and 
"JlIpiter Space" (Pomona, Callf.: American Studies 
As.ociatlon, 1984) [Haraway's notel. 
6. i\ I\roup organized to protest the development 
or nuclear weapons technology at Lawrence Liv· 

ermore Natlollal Laboratory In Livermore, Califor
nia. 
7. Adherents of the militant offshoot of commu
nism associated with V1adlmir Lenin (1870-1924), 
founder of the Russian Bolshevik Party. 
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c.lass, female, radical,.·:North·Amedcan. mid~adult·bodies-the sources of.a 
crisis in political identity are legion. The recent history for much ofthe. U.S·. 
left and U.S .. feminism has been a response to this kind of crisis by endless 
splitting and searches for amew essential·unity. But ,there ,has also been a 
growing recognition. of· another response . throug~ coalition~affinity, .. not 
identity.8 , , 

.Chela Sandoval, from·a consideration of specific' historical moments in 
the formation ofthe new political voice called women oEeolor, has theorized 
a hopeful. model of'political identity called. "oppositional consciousness," 
born: of the. skills for· reading: webs of power by those refused· ,stable mem
bership .In the social categories of race; sex;'. or class'.~ "Women of color," a 
name contested at- its origins by those whom it would incorporate, as well as 
a historical consciousness· marking systematic breakdown of all the signs of 
Man in "Western~' traditions,. c~>nstructs a kind. of:post~l1'lodernist identity 
out of otherness and difference. This post-modernist identity is fully political, 
whatever might be said about other possible post-modernisms. 

Sandoval'emphasizes the lack oEany essential criterion for identifying who 
is a woman of color. She' notes that the definition of the group has been by 
conscious· appropriation of 'negation" For example, a Chicana or U.S. black 
woman has not been able to speak as a woman or.as a black person.or as a 
Chicano. Thus, she was at the bottom of a cascade ,of negative identities, 
left out of even the priVileged oppressed authorial categories'called "women 
and blacks," who claimed to make the important r~volutions. The category 
"woman" negated all non-white'twomen; "black" negated all non-black :peo
pie, as well as all black women~: But there was also no "she," no singularity, 
but a sea of differences among, U.S~.women who have affirmed their histor
ical identity as U.S. women of "col or. This identity marks out a self
consciously constructed space ,that cannot affirm ·the capacity to act on the 
basis of natural identification, but only on the 'basis of conscious coalition, 
of affinity, of political kinship; I Unlike the ·"woman" of some streams ,of the 
white women's movement in the Uriited States,' there is no naturalization of 
the matrix, or at least this is what Sandoval argues·is. uniquely available 
through the power of oppositional consciousness. 

Sandoval's argument has to be seen as one potent formulation for feminists 
out of the worldwide development ofanti-colonialist discourse, i.e., dis
course dissolving the 'West" and its highest product~the one who is not 

8. PoWerful developments of coalition politic. 
emerge from "third world" .po!lIke .... apeaklna from' 
nowhere, the displaced. <;:en'er of t!;le unlver,e, 
earth: "We lIve on the thl", planet From the lun '
SIIII Potnt by' Jalltllcan Wrltar 'Edwlrd KlmlU 
Br.lthwalt~,·reYlew.b)' Nathanlel Mackey, S",,"r, . 
11 (1984), pp. 200-205 .. H_ GIrls, ed. Barbara 
Smith (New York: Kitchen Table, Women of Col or 
Press, 1983), Ironically subverts naturalized Iden- - . 
titles precisely while construCting a place froin 
which to speak called home. See esp. Bernlce Rea .. 
gan, "Coalition Politics, Turning the· Century," 
pp.356-68 [Haraway's note). On the African 
American feminist critic SMITH (b. ·1946), see 
below. , 
9. Chela Sandoval. "Dls-iIIuslonment and the 
Poetry of the Future: The Making of appositional 

Conlcloulnell,· Ph:D. qualifyirig el .. Y. UCSC, 
1984 (HaraWily'. riote). . . . 
I. bell hoou,· AI,,'t I .. W""...,., (Boltom South 
End Prell, 1981)1 Clorla Hull, PatrlcllBell Scott. 
and Barbare Smith" adl" All t"- WO""" AN 
WltIN, All tIN M", ~"'i~LlcIc, Bill So",. o1.U. Ar:
BraWl: SLIck Women's Stlldks. (Old Westbury, 
Conn.: Feminist Pre~.,1982).Tonl Cade Bam
bara, In 'I'M. S .. l~. Ea"'", (New York:. Vintage I 
Random House, 1981), writes an extraordinary 
post-modernist novel, In which the women of color 
theater group, The Seven 'Slsters, explores a form 
of unity. Thanks to Elliott Evans's readings of Bam
bara, Ph.D.· qualifying essay, UCSC, 1984 [Har
away'. note). On the African American feminist 
critic HOOKS (b.· 1952);:see below. 
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animal, barbarian, or woman; i.e., man, the author. of a cosmos called history. 
As orientalism is deconstructed politically and seniiotically, the identities of 
the occidentdestabilize, including those of feminists~2 Sandoval argues that 
"women of color" have a chance to, build 'an effective unity that does not 
replicate the imperializing, totalizing revolutionary subjects 'of previous 
Marxisms and feminisms which had not faced the:consequences of the dis
orderly polyphony emerging from decolonization. 

Katie King has emphasized the limits of identification and the political! 
poetic mechanics of identification built into reading "the poem," that gen
erative core of cultural feminism. King criticizes the persistent tendency 
among contemporary feminists from different "moments" or "conversations" 
in feminist practice to taxonomize3 the, women's movement to make one's 
own political tendencies appear to be the telos of the whole. These taxono
mies tend to remake feminist history to appear to be an ideological struggle 
among coherent types persisting over time,' especially those typical units 
called radical, liberal, and socialist feminism. Literally, all other femin
isms are either incorporated or marginalized, usually by building an explicit 
ontology and epistemology.4 Taxonomies of feminism produce epistemolo
gies to police deviation from official women's eXperience; And of course, 
"women's culture," like women of color, is consCiously. created by mecha
nisms inducing affinity. The rituals of poetry, music, and certain forms of 
academic practice have been pre-eniinent. The politics of race and culture 
in the U.S. women's movements are intimately interwoven. The common 
achievement of King and Sandoval is learning how to craft a poetic/political 
unity without relying on a logic of appropriation, incorporation, and taxo
nomic identification. 

The theoretical and practical struggle against unity-through-domination or 
unity-through-incorporation ironically not only undermines the justifications 
for patriarchy, colonialism, humanism" positivism, essentialism, scientism, 
and other unlamented -isms, but all claims for an organic or natural stand
point. I think that radical and socialist/Marxist feminisms have also under
mined their/our epistemological strategies and that this is a crucially 
valuable step in imagining possible unities. It remains to be seen whether all 
"epistemologies" as Western political people have known them feil ·us in the 
task to build effective affinities. 

It is important to note that the effort to construct revolutionary stand
points, epistemologies as achievements of people committed to changing the 
world, has been part of the process showing the limits of identification. The 
acid tools of po§t-modernist theory and the constructive tools of ontological 

2. On oMentallsm In femlni.t work. and else
where, see Llsa Lowe, "Orientation: Representa
tions of Cultural and Sexual 'Others,''' Ph. D. 
thesis, UCSC; Edward Said, Orientalism (New 
York: Pantheon, 1978) [Haraway'. note]. On the 
Palestinian-born American critic SAID (b. 1935), 
see above. 
3. To categorize or classify. 
4. Katie King has develop"d a theoretically sensi
tive treatment of the workings of feminist taxono
mies as genealogies of power in femini.t Ideology 

and polemic: "Prospectus/' In Gender and Genre: 
Acadetnlc Practice and the Making of Criticism 
(San la Cruz, Calif.: University of California, 
1984). king examines an intelligent, problematic 
example of taxonomlzlng feminisms to make a little 
machine producing the desired final position: AIi
son ]aggar, Feminist Politics and Human Nature 
(Totowa, N.].: Rowman Br AIIBnheld, 1983). My 
carlc"ture here of socialist and radical feminism is 
also'an example [Haraway's note]. 
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, 
discourse about revolutionary subjects might be seen as ironic allies in dis
solving Western selves in the interests of survival. We are excruciatingly 
conscious of what it means to have ~ historically constituted body. But with 
the loss of innocence in our orig~fl, there is no expulsion from the Garden 
either. Our politics lose the indulgence of guilt with the na"'vet~ of innocence. 
But what would another political myth for socialist feminism look like? What 
kind of politics could embrace partial, contradictory, permanently unclosed 
constructions of personal and collective selves and still be faithful, effec
tive-and, ironically, socialist feminist? 

I do not know of any other time in history ~he!l there was greater need 
for political unity to confront effe'ctively the domil18tions of "race," "gender," 
"sexuality," and "class." I also do not know of any other time when the kind 
of unity we might help build could have been possible. None of "us" have 
any longer the symbolic or m~terial capability of dictating the shape of reality 
to any of "them." Or at least "we" cannot claim iinnocence from practicing 
such dominations. White women, including sobialist feminists, discovered 
(i.e., were forced kicking and screaming t~ notice) the rion-innocence of the 
category "woman." That consciousness change~. the geography of all previous 
categories, it denatures them as heat dena~ur~s a fragile protein. Cyborg 

. feminists have to argue that l'we" do not wan~ a~y more natural matrix of 
I unity and that no construction l~ whole. Innocenqi, and the corollary insis

tence on victimhood as the only ground for insight, ra~ dorie enough damage. 
\But the constructed revolutionary supje~t must give late~twentieth-century 
people pause as well. In the frayiIlg of ideflti~ies and in the reflexive strategies 
for constructing them, the possibility opens up for Iweaving something other 
than a shroud for the day after the apocalypse that so prophetically ends 
salvation history. 

Both Marxist/ socialist feminisms and radical feminisms have simultane
ously naturalized and denatured the category "women" !lnd consciousness of 
the social lives of "women." Perhaps a schematic caricature. can highlight 
both kin~s of moves. Marxian socialism is rooted in an analysis of wage labor 
which reveals class structure. The consequence of the wage relationship is 
systematic alienation, as the worker is dissociated from his (sic) product. 
Abstraction and illusion rule in knowledge, domination rules in practice. 
Labor is the pre-eminently privileged category enabling the Marxist to over
come illusion and find that point of view which is necessary for changing the 
world. Labor is the humanizing. activity that makes mal1i.labor is an ontolog
ical category permitting the knowledge of a subject, arid so the knowledge 
of subjugation and alienation. . 

In faithful filiation, socialist feminism advanced by allying itself with the 
basic analytic strategies of Marxism. The main achievement of both Marxist 
feminists and socialist feminists was to expand the category of labor to 
accommodate what (some) women did, even when the wage relation was 
subordinated to a more comprehensive view of labor under capitalist patri
archy. In particular, women's labor in the household and women's activity 
as mothers generally, i.e., reproduction in the socialist· feminist sehse, 
entered theory on the authority of analogy to the Marxian concept of labor. 
The unity of women here rests on an epistemology based on the ontological 
structure of "Iabor." Marxist/socialist feminism does not "naturalize" unity, 
it is a possible achievement based on a possi~le standpoint rooted in social 
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relations. The essentializing move is in the ontological structure of labor or 
of its analogue, women's activity.5 The inheritance of Marxian humanism, 
with its pre-eminently Western self, is the difficulty for me. The contribution 
from these formulations has been the emphasis on the daily responsibility 
of real women to build unities, rather than to naturalize them. 

Catharine MacKinnon's version of radical feminism is itself a caricature of 
the appropriating, incorporating, totalizing tendencies of Western theories 
of identitY'grounding action. 6 It is factually and politically wrong to assimilate 
all of th~ diverse "moments" or "conversations" in recent women's politics 
named radiclil feminism to MacKinnon's version. But the teleologicallogic7 

of her theory shows how an epistemology and ontology-including their 
negations-erase or police difference. Only one of the effects of Mac
Kinnon's theory is the rewriting of the history of the polymorphous field 
called radical feminism. The major effect is the production of a theory of 
experience. of women's identity, that is a kind of apocalypse for all revolu
tionary standpoints. That is. the totalization built into this tale of radical 
feminism ~chieves its end-the unity of women-by enforcing the experi
ence of and testimony to radical non-being. As for the Marxist/socialist fem
inist, consciousness is an achievement, not a natural fact. And MacKinnon's 
theory eHminates some of the difficulties built into humanist revolutionary 
subjects, but at the cost of radical reductionism. 

Mac Kin non argues that radical feminism necessarily adopted a different 
analytical strategy from Marxism, looking first not at the structure of class, 
but at the structure of sex/gender and its generative relationship, men's con
stitution and appropriation of women sexually.· Ironically, MacKinnon's 
"ontology" constructs a non-subject, a non-being. Another's desire, not the 
self's labor, is the origin of "woman." She therefore develops a theory of 
consciousness that enforces what can count as "women's" experience-any-

5. The feminist standpoint argument is bE'ing 
dc\'Cloped by: Jane Flax, "Political Philosophy and 
the Patriarchal Unconsciousness." in Sandra Hor· 
ding and MerriJl Hintikka, eds., D;sc(l1'er;ug Reality 
([)o .. d"E'cht: Reidel, 1983); Sandra Hard!n!!. "The 
Contradictions and AmblvalE'ncE' of n Feminist Sci· 
encc;'," rns.; Herding and Hintikko, Discol'sring 
R<'IIlit)': Nancy Hartsock, Money. Se.>:. and Power 
\Nl"w York: Longman. 1983) and "ThE' Feminist 
Standpoint: Developing the Gl'Ound fOI' a Specifi
cally Feminist Historical Materialism," in Harding 
and Hintikka, Discovering Reality; Mar), O'Brien, 
Tile Politics of Re"rodut;~io .. (New York: ROlltled!!e 
& Kegan Paul, 1981); Hilary Rose, "Hand, Brain, 
,,,,cl Heart: A Feminist Epistemology for Ihe Nat
lIr .. 1 SciE'nces," Signs, vol. 9. no. I (I <)83),1'1" 73-
90~ Dorothy Smith, "Women's Perspective as a 
Radical Critique of Sociology," SOciological 
r"quir), 44 (\974), and "A SOCiology of Women," 
in I. Sherman and E. T. Beck, eds., TI,e Prism of 
Se.~ (Madison: University of \Visconsin Press, 
1979). 
Th~ central role of object~rclations versions of 

p~ychoanaly$is and related strong univenoali7.ing 
nl()\'CS in discussing reproduction, caring work, 
ane! mothering in nlany approaches to epistemol
ng~ underline tI:Jeir author5' rc~iShlnce to what I 
am c.·alling post-modernism. For me. both the unt· 
\ (.·,·!'O""lizin~ moves and th(' vel'!;iun~ of ps),choftnal· 

ysls make analysis of "women's place In the 
Integrated circuit" difficult and lead to systematic 
difficulties In accounting or even seeing major 
aspects of the constn.ction of gender and gender 
sociallifr [Haraway's noteJ. Haraway's main target 
in object-relations theory Is Nancy Chodor.wt'·s 
influential buok The Reproduction of Mothering 
(1978). 
6. Catharlne MacKinnon, "Frminism, Marxism, 
Method, and the State: An Agenda for Theory," 
Signs, vol. 7, no. 3 (1982), pp. 515-44. A critique 
Indebted .to MacKinnon; but without the reduc
tlonism Bnd with an elegant feminist account of 
Foucault's paradoxical conservatism on sexual vio~ 
lence (rape), Is Teresa de Lauretis, ["The Violence 
of Rhetoric: Considerations on Representation and 
Gender," Se ... lotlca 54 (1985), pp. 11-311"pecial 
Issue on ''The Rhetoric of Violence," ed. Nancy 
Armstrong. A theoretically elegant feminist social
historical examination of family ,violence, . that 
insists on women's. men's, children's complex 
agency without lOSing sight of the material struC'
tures of male domination, race, and class, Is Llnda 
Gordon, [Heroes of Their Own Lives (New York: 
Viking, 1988)J [Haraway's noteJ. MacKinnon (b. 
1946), an American legal theorist, Is best known 
for arguing in favor of local ordinances against por
nography. 
7. Logic oriented toward an end. 
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thing that names sexual violation; indeed, ,sex itself as far as "women'" can 
be c'Oncerned. Feminist practice is the constructi'On, of this f'Orm of con~ 
sciousness; i.e.', 'the self-knowledge of a self-who-is-not. . 

Perversely, sexual appropriati'On ·in this radical feminism. stilL has the 
epistemological status of labor, i.e.; the point from which analysis able to 
contribute to changing the world must flow. But sexual objectification, not 
alienation, is the consequence of the . structure of sex/gender,. In ·the realm 
of knowledge, the result of sexualobjectification ,is illusion and abstraction. 
However, a woman is not simply. alienated from her product, but in a deep 
sense does not exist as a subject; or even potential subject, since she owes 
her existence as a woman to sexual appropriation. To, be constituted by 
another's desire is not the same thing as to be alienated'in the violent-sep
aration of the laborer from his product. 

MacKinnon's radical theory of experience is totalizing in the extreme; it 
does not so much marginalize as :obliterate the authority of: any other 
women's political speech and·action. It is.a totalization producing what West
ern .patriarchy itself never1succeeded' in doirig-feminists"consciousness of 
the non-existence of women, except as products of men's desire. I think 
MacKinnon correctly arkue~ that no Maman version of,idEmtitycan firmly 
ground women's unity'. But in solving the problem of the contradictions of 
any' Western revolutionary subject for feminist purposes, she develops an 
even more authoritarian doctrine' of experience. If my eomplaint, about 
socialist! Maman standpoints.is their' unintended erasure of polyvocal" unas
similable, radical difference made visible in anti-colonial discourse and prac
tice; MacKinnon's intentionaler"sure of all difference through the device of 
theUessential" non-existence of women is not reassuring. . 
. ·'In my taxonomy,·which Iike·anY other taxonomy is areinscription of his
t'Ory; radical feminism can acctimmodate all·the activities of women named 
by s'Ocialist feminist.s as forms, of Iabor only if the activity can ·somehow· be 
sexualized. Reproduction had different tones of meanings for the two ten
d~ncies, one I~qted in labor, 'One in sex, both calling tl:J.f!. c!>ns~qu~nces of 
domination and ignorance of~s'ocial and, personal realitY "false conscious-
nes's/'8 '". ' .. ' .. . , ',' ' ." .,. .., 

BEiyond either the difficulties or the contributions· in the' argument of any 
. one .author, neitherl\1arxist riorradical feminist poirttsOf VIeVli have t~nded 
to embrace the status of a parti~fexplanation; both w~rer~gularlyconstituted 
as ·totalities. Western explanation has demanded .as much; how else' could 
·th~·"Western" author incorporat~ its others'? Each tried toa·nnexoth~r.forms 
of'domination by expandirig:its ba~k categories through analogy, 'simple list
ing, or addition. Embarrassed ,silence about race among white radicaland 
~ocialist feminists was one major,tJ,evastating political consequence.l:listo.ry 
and. poIyvocality disappear into political taxonomies that try to establish 
ge·oealogies .. There was ,no striIctiual room, for race (or for nitich else) in 
theory claiming to reveal the construction. of the category. woman and social 
group women as a unified or totalizable whole. 'The structure of my caricature 
looks like this: 

8. A Marxist ~erin referring to an individual's tendency to '~';w reality in ways congruent with the'interests 
of the dominant orthodoxy rather than in ways that reflect his or her own class interest. _. ", 
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Socialist Feminism-
structure of class! /wage labor/ /alienation 
labor, by analogy reproduction, by extension sex, by addition race 

Radical Feminism-
, structure of gender/ /sexual appropriation/ /objectification 

sex, by analogy labor, by extension reproduction, by addition race 

In another context, the French theorist Julia Kristeva daimed women 
appeared as a historical group after World War It, along with groups like 
youth. Her dates are doubtful; but we are now accustomed to remembering 
that as objects of knowledge and as historical actors, "race" did not always 
exist, "class" has a historical genesis, and "homosexuals" are quite junior. It 
is no accident that the symbolic system of the family of man-;-and so the 
essence of woman-breaks up at the same moment that, 'networks of con
nection among people on the planet are unprecedentedly 'multiple, pregnant, 
and complex. "Advanced capitalism" is inadequate to convey the structure 
of this historical moment. In the "Western" sense, the e'iidof man is at stake. 
It is no accident 'that woman disintegrates into women i~ our tim,e. Perhaps 
socialist feminists were not substantially guilty of producing, essentialist the
ory that suppressed women's particularity and contradictory interests. I think 
we have been, at least through unreflective participation, iri the logics, lan
guages, and practices of white humanism and through searching fora single 
ground of'domination to secure our revolutionary voice. Now we have less 
excuse. But in the consciousness of our failures, we risk lapsing into bound
less difference and giving up on the confusing task of making partial, real 
connection. Some differences are playful; some are poles of world historical 
systems of domination. "Epistemology" is about knowing t~e difference . 

. , ,,' 
The Informatics of Domination 

In this attempt at an epistemological ,and political position" I would ,like to 
sketch a picture of possible unity, a picture, indebted to socialist 'and feQ1inist 
principles of design. The frame for my sketch'is set ,by the ,extent-and.impor
tance of rearrangements in worldwide sodal' r.elations' tied itO science' and 
~echnology. I argue for a politics rooted ~n claims ab~)Ut fundamentalo1\il.nges 
In the nature of class, race, and gender In,an emetgmg system ofworfclorder 
analogous in its novelty and scope to that created bY'industrial capitalism; 
we are living through a movement from'-an organic, industrial society to a 
polymorphous, information system-from all work to all play, a deadly game. 
Simultaneously material and ideological" the dichotomies may be expressed 
in the following chart of transitions from the comfortable, old hierarchical 
dominations to the scary new networks I have called the informatics of dom
ination: 

Representation 
Bourgeois novel, realism 
Organism 
Depth, integrity 
Heat 
Biology as clinical practice 

Simulation 
Science fiction, post-modernism 

"Biotic component,' 
Surface, boundary 
Noise' 
Bioiogy as inscription 
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Physiology 
Small group 
Perfection 
Eugenics 
Decadence, Magic Mountain 
Hygiene 
Microbiology, tuberculosis 
Organic division of labor 
Functional' specialization 
Reproduction 
Organic sex role specialization 
Biological determinism 
Community ecology 
Racial chain of being 

Scientific management in 
home/fractory 

Family/Market/Factory 
Family wage 
Public /Private 
Nature/Culture 
Cooperation 
Freud 
Sex 
Labor 
Mind 
World War 11 
White Capitalist Patriarchy 

'. 

Communications engineering 
Subsystem 
Optimization 
Population control . 
Obsolescence, Future Shock9 

Stress Management 
Immunology, AIDS 
Ergonomics/cybernetics of labor 
Modular construction 
Replication 
Optimal genetic strategies 
Evolutionary inertia, constraints 
Ecosystem 
Neo-imperialism, United Nations 

humanism 
Global factory/Electronic 

cottage 
Women in the Integrated Circuit 
Comparable worth l 

Cyborg citizenship 
Fields of difference 
Communications enhancement 
Lacanz 
Genetic engineering 
Robotics. . 
Artificial Intelligence 
Star Wars 
Informatics of Domination 

This list suggests several interesting things.) First, the objects on the right-
hand side cannot be coded as "natural," a realization that subverts natural
istic coding for the left-hand side as well. We cannot go back ideologically 
or materially. It's not just that ilgod" is dead; so is the ~goddess." In relation 
to objects like biotic comporients, one must think not in terms of essential 
properties, but in terms of strategies of design, boundary constraints, rates 
of flows, systems logics, costs of lowering constraints. Sexual reproduction 
is one kind of reproductive strategy among many, with costs and benefits as 

9. A 1970 work of social history, and production 
by A1vin Toffler. nu; Magic Mountain (1924), a 
novel by Thomas Mann. . . 
I. The concept that male and· female workers 
holding different jobs that are comparable In dif
ficulty and responsibility should receive equal pay. 
"Family wage': a wage high enough that a single 
(usually male) bread winner can support a family. 
2. JACQUES [ACAN (1901-1981), French psycho
analyst; he argued that the unconscious Is struc
tured like a language and claimed to be the 
intellectual heir of SIGMUND FREUD (1856-1939), 
the Austrian founder of psychoanalysis. 
3. My previous efforts to understand biology as 
a cybernetic command-control discourse and 

organisms as "natural-technical objects of knowl. 
edge" are: ".The High Cost of Information In Post
World War II Evolutionary Biology," Phiu,sophical 
Foru,", vol. 13, nos. 2-3 (1979), pp. 206-37; 
"Signs of Dominance: From a Physiology to a 
Cybernetics of Primate Society," Studies in History 
DJ Biology 6 (1983), pp. 129-219; "Class, Race, 
Sex, Scientific Objects of Knowledge: A Socialist· 
Feminist Perspective on the Social Construction 
of Productive Knowledge and Some Political Con
sequences," In Violet Haas and Carolyn Peruccl, 
eds., Wo,"en in SClentYic and Engineering Profe.· 
sions (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
1984), pp. 212-29 (Haraway's note]. 
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a function of the system environment. Ideologies of sexual reproduction can 
no longer reasonably call on the notions of sex and sex role as organic aspects 
in natural objects like organisms and families. Such reasoning will be 
unmasked as irrational. and ironically corporate executives reading Playboy 
and anti-porn radical feminists will make strange bedfellows in jointly 
unmasking the irrationalism. 

Likewise ,for race, ideologies about human diversity have to be formulated 
in terms of frequencies of paniineters, like blood groups or intelligence 
scores. It is "irrational" to invoke concepts like primitive and civilized. For 
liberals and radicals, the search for integrated social systems gives way 
to a new practice called "experimental ethnography" in which an 
organic object dissipates in attention to the play of writing. At the level 
of ideology, we see translat.ions of racism and colonialism into languages 
of development and underdevelopment, rates and constraints of modern
ization. Ar:ty objects or persons can be reasonably thought of in terms of 
disassembly and reassembly; no "natural" architectures constrain system 
design. The financial districts in all the world's cities, as well as the export
processingal1-d free-trade zones, proclaim this elementary fact of "late 
capitalism." The entire universe of objects that can be known scientifically 
must be formulated as problems in communications engineering (for the 
managers)' or theories of the text (for those who would resist). Both are 
cyborg semiologies.4 

One should expect control strategies to concentrate on boundary condi
tions and interfaces, on rates of flow across boundaries-and not on the 
integrity of n'atural objects. "Integrity" or "sincerity" of the Western self gives 
way to decision procedures and expert systems. For example, control strat
egies applied to women's capacities to give birth to new human beings will 
be developed in the languages of population control and maximization of 
goal achievement for individual decision-makers. Control strategies will be 
formulated in terms of rates, costs of constraints, degrees of freedom. 
Human beings, like any other component or subsystem, must be localiz,ed 
in a system architecture whose basic modes of operation are probabilistic, 
statistical. No objects, spaces, or bodies are sacred in themselves; any com
ponent can be interfaced with any other if the proper standard, the pr<.m-~r 
code. can be constructed for processing signals in a common language. 
Exchange in this world transcends the universal translation effected by cap
italist markets that Mar,.. analyzed so well.' The privileged pathology affecting 
all kinds of components in this universe is stress-communications break
down." The cyborg is not subject to Foucault's biopolitics; the cyborg simu
lates politics, a much more potent field of operations. 

This kind of analysis of scientific and cultural objects of knowledge which 
have appeared historically since \Vorld \Var 11 prepares us to notice some 
important inadequacies in feminist analysis which has proceeded as if the 

4. Studies of sign systems. 
S. That is. the translation of indi"idual JabOT 

power into commodities. On the German political 
tlH'od~L, econonlist, and revolutionary I,ARL MARX 
IIHIR-I8!l31. see above. 

6. E. Rust"n Hogn" .. , 'Why Stress? A Look at the 
Making of Stress, 1936-56," Available frClm the 
author, 443i Mill Creek Rd., Healdsburg. CA 
95448 [Haraway's nClte]. 
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organic, hierarchical dualisms ordering discoutse in "the West" since Aris
totle·still ruled. They have been cannibalized, or as Zoe Sofia (Sofoulis) might 
putJt, they have .been "techrio-digested.".The dichotomies between mind 
and body, animal and humanj"organism and machine,. public and private, 
nature and culture, men and women, primitive and civiliZed are all in ques
tion ideologically. The actual situation of women is their .integration/exploi
tation into a world system .of:production/reproduction and communication 
oalle~ the, informatics·of,domination.·The home, workplac!,!,:market, public 
arena, the body itself~all can be dispersed and interfaced in nearly infinite; 
polymorphous ways,·with large consequences for women ·and others"':-con
sequences that themselves are very different for different people and which 
makepbtent oppositional international movements difficult to··imagine and 
essential forsur:vivaL One important route for reconstructing socialist
feminist politics is' through, theory and practice addressed to ,the social tela
tions of science and technology, including crucially the systems of myth and 
meanings structuring. our imaginations. The cyborg is a kind"of disassembled 
and reassembled. post~moderri. collective and personal self., This ds the, .self 
feminists must'code, :' ; ", 

Commlinications technologies. an~ : biotechnologies are the crucial; tools 
recraftingourb~~ies. These :tools embody and enforce new social relations 
for. women worldwide. Technologies and scientific discourses. can be partially 
understood as formalizations, .i.e., as frozen moments,. of.the· fluid social 
interactions constituting them, but they should also '.be viewed ·as instru
m~mts for enforcing meanings. The .boundary is permeable between t-ool and 
myth;' instrument and concept, historical systems of social relations and his~ 
toric.al anatomies of possible bodies, including objects of knowledgei Indeed, 
itiythand tool mutually constitute each other.. . .: ! . 

. 'J Furthermore, communicad.bns sciences and· modern· biologies are con
struCted by a common rriove""";""the translation of the· world ,into 'a problem of 
ooding;a search for a. cominon.language in. which all resistance· to instru
mental control disappears iandall heterogeneity can be submitted to disas-
sembly, reassembly, tnvest~~ntjand exchange. . ;' " 

In communications sCiences, the translation of the world. into a problem 
in, coding cBn be illustrated by, looking at cybernetic (feedback controlled) 
sy,tems theories applied to telephone technology, computerdesign,weapons 
deployment, or data base construction and maintenance. In each· case, solu
Jion to the key questions rests on a theory of language and control; the key 
.operation is determining the rates, directions, and probabilities of flow of a 
quantity called information. The world is subdivided by boundaries differ-

, entially permeable to information. Information is just that kind of quantifi
able element (unit, basis of unity) which allows universal translation, and so 
unhindered instrumental power (called effective communication). The big
gest; threat to such power· is interruption of communication. Any system 
breakdown is a function of stress. The fundamentals of this technology can 
be condensed into the metaphor C 3I, command-control-communication
intelligence, the military's symbol for its operations theory •. 

. 'In modern biologies, the translation of the world into a problem in coding 
,can be illustrated by molecular genetics, ecology, socio-biologica.1 evolution
ary theory, and imrimnobi'ology. The organism has been translated into prob
lems of genetic coding and read-out. Biotechnology, a writing technology, 
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informs research broadly.7 In a sense, organisms have ceased to exist as 
objects of knowledge, giving way to biotic components, i.e., special kinds of 
information processing devices. The analogous moves in ecology could be 
examined by probing the history and utility of the· concept of the ecosystem. 
Immunobiology and associated medical practices are rich exemplars of the 
privilege of coding and recognition systems as objects of knowledge, as con
structions of bodily reality for us. Biology is here a kind of cryptography. 
Research is necessarily a kind of intelligence activity. Ironies abound. A 
stressed system goes awry; its communication processes break down; it fails 
to recognize the difference between self and other. Human babies with 
baboon hearts evoke national ethical perplexity-for animal-rights activists 
at least as much as for guardians of human purity. Gay men, Haitian immi
grants, and intravenous drug users8 are the "privileged" victims of an awful 
immune-system disease that marks (inscribes on the body) confusion of 
boundaries and moral pollution. 

But these excursions into communications sciences and biology have been 
at a rarefied level; there is a mundane, largely economic reality to support 
my claim that these sciences and technologies indicate fundamental trans
formations in the structure of the world for us. Communications technolo
gies depend on electronics. Modern states·,· multinational corporations, 
military power, welfare-state apparatuses, ·sateUitesystems, political pro
cesses, fabrication of our imaginations, labor"control systems, medical con
structions of our bodies, commercial pornography, the international division 
of labor, and religious evangelism depend .intimately upon electronics. 
Microelectronics is the technical basis of sitnulacra, i.e., of copies without 
originals. 

Microelectronics mediates the translations of labOT into robotics and 
word processing; sex into genetic engineering and.reproductive technologies; 
and mind into artificial intelligence and decision procedures;· The new 
biotechnologies concern more than human reproduction .• :.Biology as a 
powerful engineering science for redesigning· materials ·and processes has 
revolutionary implications for industry, perhaps *nost obvious today in areas 
of fermentation, agriculture, and energy. Communications sciences and 
biology are constructions of natural-technical objects of knowledge in which 
the difference between machine and organism is thoroughly blurred; niTr\(J, 
body, and tool are on very intimate terms. The "multinational" material 
organization of the production and reproduction of daily life and the 
symbolic organization of the production and reproduction of culture and 
imagination seem equally implicated. The boundary-maintaining images of 
base and superstructure," public and private, ·or: material and. ideal never 
seemed more feeble. 

I have used R~chel Grossman's image of wom~n in the integrated circuit 
to name the situation of women in a world so intitnately restructured through 

7. A lefL entry to the biote<:hnology debate: 
Gene\¥atch, a Bulletin of the Committee for 
Responsihle Genetics, 5 Doane SL. 4th floor, Bos
ton, MA 02109; Susan Wrlght, ["Recombinant 
DNA Technology and It. Social Transformation, 
1972-82," Osiris, 2<1 ser., val. 2 (1996), pp. 303-
60) und "Recombinant DNA: The Status of Haz
ards and Controls," Environment, July/August 
1982; Edwurd YOKen, The Gene R",i"es< (New 

York: Harper & Row, 1983) [Haraway's notel. 
8. These three groups were the focus of medical 
attention when AIDS was first Identified in the 
19805. 
9. "Base" and "superstructure" are Marxist terms: 
a society's base Is its economic mode of produc
tion, which conditjons its superstructure-it5 
social, political, jurldical .. and intellectual life gen
erally. 
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the social relations of science and technology.· I use the odd circumlocution, 
"the social relatioris of science and technology," to indicate that we are not 
dealing with a technolqgical determinism, but with a historical system 
depending upon structured relations among people. But the phrase should 
also indicate that science and technology provi.de fresh sources of power, 
that we need fresh sources of analysis and political action.Z Some of the 
rearrangements of race, sex, and class rooted in high-tech-facilitated social 
relations can make socialist feminism more relevant to effective progressive 
politics. . 

The Homework Economy 

The "new industrial resolution" is producing.~ new worldwide working class. 
The extreme mobility of capital and the emerging international division of 
labor are intertwined with the emergence of new collectivities, and the weak
ening of familiar groupings. These developments are neither gender- nor 
race-neutral. White men in advanced industrial societies have become newly 
vulnerable to permanent job loss, and women are not disappearing from the 
job rolls at the same rates as men. It is not simply that women in third-world 
countries are the preferred labor force for the science-based multinationals 
in the export-processing sectors, particularly in electronics. The picture is 
,more systematic and involves reproduction, sexuality, cult~re, consumption, 
~nd production. In the prototypical Silicon Valley, many women's lives have 
been structured around employment in electronics-dependent jobs, and their 
intimate realities include serial heterosexual monogamy, negotiating child
care, distance from extended kin or most other forms of traditional com
munity, a high likelihood of loneliness and extrem~ economic vulnerability 
as they age. The ethnic and racial diversity of women in Silicon Valley struc
tures a microcosm of cOriflicting differences in culture, family, religion, edu-
cation, language. . 

Richard Gordon has called this new situation the homework economy.3 
Although he includes the phenomenon of literal homework emerging in con-

1. Starting references for "women In the Inte
grated circuit": Pamela D'Onofrio-Flore, and 
Shells M. pramln, eds., Scientific-Technologic .. l 
Change "nd 'he Role of Women in Development 
(Boulder, Cola.: Westview Press. 1982); Maria 
Patrlcla Fernandez-Kelly. For We Are Sold. I .. nd 
My People (Albany. N.Y.: SUNY Pres •• 1983); 
Annette Fuente. and Barbara Ehtenrelch. Women 
In Ih .. Glob"l Faclory (Boston: South End Press. 
1983). with an especially useful Ust of resource. 
and organizations; Rachael Grossman. 'Women's 
Place in the Integrated Circuit." Radic,,' Americ". 
vol. 14. no. 1 (1980). pp. 29-50; June Nash and 
M. P. Fernandez-Kelly. edo .• Women .. nd Men "nd 
lhe International Division of Labor (Albany. N.Y.: 
SUNY Press. 1983); A1hwa Ong. ·"Japanese Fac
tories. Malay Workers: Industrialization and the 
Cultural Construction of Gender In We.t Malay
sia." In Uane Atkinson and Shelly Errlngtoh. ed •.• 
Power and Difference: Ge.uler I .. Island SOUlheast 
Asia (Stanford: Stanford Unlvenlty Press. 1990)]; 
Science Policy Research Unity. Microelectronics 
and Women's Employment I .. Brital .. (University of 
Sus.ex. 1982) {Haraway·. note]. 
2. The best example Is Bruno Latour. Le. 

Microbes: G .... rre "t Pal.x. sulvl de I",tductlons 
[Microbe.: War "nd Peace, followed by Irre
ductiom] (Paris: Mt!tallit!. 1984) [Haraway's 
note]. 
3. For the homework economy and some support
Ing arguments: Richard Gordon. ''The Computer
Ization of Daily Life. the Sexual Division of Labor. 
and the Homework Economy." In R. Gordon. ed .• 
Microelectro .. i". i .. T .... nsltio .. (Norwood N.J.: 
Ablex. 1985); Patrlcla Hill Collln •. ''Third World 
Women in America," and Sara G. Burr, 'Woman 
and Work," in Barhara K. Haber. ed .• The Wome .. •• 
A ........ I. 1981 (Boston: G. K. HIIII. 1982); Judlth 
Gregory and Karen Nus.baum. "Race against 
Time. Automation of the Office." Office: Technol
ogy .... d People I (i982). pp. 197-236; Frances 
Fox Piven and Richard Cloward. The New Cla .. 
W .. r: Reng .. n·" Attack 0" the Welfare Stale and 
lis Conseq ...... ces (New York: Pantheon. 1982); 
Microelectronics Group. Mlcroeledronlcs: ·Ca"i
tali., Tecl ... ology and tile Workl .. g Cla •• (London: 
CSE. 1980); Karln Stallard. Barbara Ehrenrelch. 
and Holly Sklar. P01IerI)' in the America .. Dre_ 
(Boston: South End Press. 1983).lnciudlng a use
ful organization and resource list {HBraway's note]. 
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nection with electronics assembly. Gordon intends "homework economy" to 
name a restructuring of work that broadly has the characteristics formerly 
ascribed to female jobs. jobs literally done only by women. Work is being 
redefined as both literally female and feminized, whether performed by men 
or women. To be feminized means to be made extremely vulnerable; able to 
be disassembled, reassembled, exploited as a reserve labor force; seen less 
as workers than as servers; subjected to time arrangements on and off the 
paid job that make a mockery of a limited work day; leading an existence that 
ahvays borders on being obscene, out of place, and reducible to sex. Deskill
ing is an old strategy newly applicable to formerly privileged workers. How
ever. the homework economy does not refer only to large-scale des killing, 
nor does it deny that new areas of high skill are emerging, even for women 
and men previously excluded from skilled employment. Rather, the concept 
indicates that factory, home. and market are integrated on a new scale and 
that the places of women are crucial-and need to be analyzed for differ
ences among women and for meanings for relations between men and 
women in various situations. 

The homework economy as a world capitalist organizational structure is 
made possible by (not caused by) the new technologies. The success of the 
attack on relatively privileged, mostly white, men's unionized jobs is tied to 
the power of the new communications technologies to integrate and control 
labor despite extensive dispersion and decentralization. The consequences 
of the new technologies are felt by women both in the loss of the family 
(male) wage (if they ever had access to this white privilege) and in the char
acter of their own jobs, which are becoming capital-intensive, e.g., office 
work and nursing. 

The new economic and technological arrangements are also related to the 
collapsing welfare state and the ensuing intensification of demands on 
women to sustain daily life for themselves as well as for men, children, and 
old people. The feminization of poverty-generated by dismantling the wel
fare state, by the homework economy where stable jobs become the excep
tion, and sustained by the expectation that women's wage will not be 
matched by a male income for the support of children-has become im 
urgent focus. The causes of various women-headed households are a func
tion of race, class, or sexuality; but their increasing generality is a ground for 
coalitions of women on many issues. That women regularly sustain daily1fi'e 
partly as a function of their enforced status as mothers is hardly new; the 
kind of integration with the overall capitalist and progressively war-based 
economy is new. The particular pressure, for example, on V.S. black women, 
who have achieved an escape from (barely) paid domestic service and who 
now hold clerical and similar jobs in large numbers, has large implications 
for continued enforced black poverty with employment. Teenage women in 
industrializing areas of the third world increasingly find themselves the sole 
or major source of a cash wage for their families, while access to land is ever 
more problematic. These developments must have major consequences in 
the psychodynamics and politics of gender and race. 

\Vithin the framework of three major stages of capitalism (commerciaIl 
eady industrial. monopoly. multinational)-tied to nationalism, imperialism, 
and multinationalism. and related to ]ameson's three dominant aesthetic 
periods of realism, modernism, and post-modernism-I would argue that 
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specific forms of families dialectically relate to forms of capital·and to its 
political and culturalconcomitimts. Although lived problematically and un
equally, ideal forms of these families might be schematized as (1) the patri
archal nuclear family; structured by the dichotomy between public and 
private and accompanied by the white bourgeois ideology of separate 
spheres4 and nineteenth-century Anglo-American bourgeois feminism; (2) 
the modern family mediated (or enforced) by the welfare state and institu
tions like the family wage, with a flowering of a-feminist heterosexual ide
ologies, including their radical versions represented in Greenwich Village 
around World War I; and (3) the "family" of the homework economy with 
its oxymoronic structure of women-headed households and its explosion of 
feminisms and the paradoxical intensification and erosion of gender itself. 

This is the context in which the projections for worldwide structural unem
ployment stemming from the new technologies are part of the picture of the 
homework economy. As robotics and related technologies put men out of 
work in "developed" countries and exacerbate failure to generate male jobs 
in third-world "development," and as the automated office becomes the rule 
even in labor-surplus countries; the feminization of work intensifies. Black 
women in the United States have long known what it looks like to face the 
structural underemployment ("feminization") of black men, as well as their 
own highly vulnerable position in the wage economy. It is no longer a secret 
that sexuality, reproduction, family, and community life are interwoven with 
this economic structure in myriad ways which have' also differentiated the 
situations of white and black women. Many more women and men will con
tend with similar situations, 'which will make cross-gender and race alliances 
on issues of basic life support (with or without jobs) necessary, not just nice. 

". 
The new technologies als~ have a profound effect on hunger and on food 
production for subsistenc~ worldwide, Rae' Lessor Blumberg estimates that 
women produce about fifty per cent of the world's subsistence food. 5, Women 
are excluded generally from benefiting from the increased high-tech com
modification of food and· !~nergy crops, their days are made more arduous 

4. 'rhat is, the division of life Into the public 
sphere of work and the private sphere oUhe home, ' 
where Authority was said to be held by inen and by 
wolnen, respectively. ' 
5 .. Rae Lessor Blumberg. "A General Theory of 

, "Sex Stratification and Its Application to the Posi
tion of Women In Today's WoHd Economy/, paper 

''delivered to Sociology Board, UCSC, February 
1983. Also Blumberg, StratifiCation:' Socloeco
flbmic aM Sexual Inequality (Boston; Brown, 
198\). See also Sally Hacker, "Doing,lt the Hard 
Way:' Ethnographic Studies In the Al!rlbuslnes< 
And Engineering Classroom," California Ametican 
Studies Association, Pomona, 1984, forthcoming 
In HUlllanity afld Society; S. Hacker and Lisa Bovit, 
"AWiculture to Agrlbuslness: Technical Impera
tives and Changing Roles," Proceed~ngs of the 
Society for the History of Technology, Mllwaukee, 
1981; Lawrence Busch and William Lacy, Science, 
A,c:ricult"re, aM tit.. Politics of Research (Boulder, 
COlD.: Westview Press, 1983); Denis Wilfred, 
"Capitol and Agriculture, A Review of Maman 
~mblematlcs," Studies in Political Economy, no. 7 
(1982), pp. 127-54; Camlyn Sachs, The Invisible 
Farmers: Women in Agricultural Production 

(Totowa, N.].: RoWnian Bc' A1lanheld, 1983). 
Thanks to·· Elizaheth Rlrd, "Green Revolution 
Im1>erialism," I Bc 11, ms. liCSC, 1984. 

The conjunction of the Green Revolution'. 
social relations with biotechnologies like plant 
genetic engineering makes, ,the pressures on land 
In the third world increasingly Intense. AID's esti
mates (New York n ..... s, 14 October 1984) u.ed at 
the 1984 World Food Day are that in Africa, 
women produce about 90 per cent of rural food 
supplies, about 60-8(1 per cent in Asia, and provide 
40jer cent of agriculturallabor in the Near East 
an Latin America. Blumberg charges that world 
organizations' agricultural politics, as well as those 
of multinationals and national governments in the 
third world, generally Ignore fundamental issues in 
the sexual division of labor. The present tragedy of 
famine In MrlcA might owe as much to male 
supremacy as to capitalism, colonialism, and rain 
pattern •. More accurately, capitalism and racism 
Are usually structurally male dominant [Haraway's 
notel. The Green ReVolution: the Western cam
poign that Introduced, high-yield varieties of spe
cific staple crops And promoted pesticides to 
increase food production ill developing countries. 
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hecause their responsibilities to provide food do not diminish, and their 
reproductive situations are made more complex. Green Revolution technol
ogies interact with other high-tech industrial production to alter gender divi
sions of labor and differential gender migration patterns. 

The new technologies seem deeply involved in the forms of "privatization" 
that Ros Petchesky has analyzed, in which militarization, right-wing family 
ideologies and policies, and intensified definitions of corporate property as 
private synergistically interact." The new communications technologies are 
fundamental to the eradication of "public life" for everyone. This facilitates 
the mushrooming of a permanent high-tech military establishment at the 
cultural and economic expense of most people, but especially of women. 
Technologies like video games and highly miniaturized television seem cru
cial to production of modern forms of "private life." The culture of video 
games is heavily oriented to individual competition and extraterrestrial war
fare. High-tech, gendered imaginations are produced here, imaginations that 
can contemplate destruction of the planet and a sci-fi escape from its con
sequences. More than our imaginations is militarized; and the other realities 
of electronic and nuclear warfare are inescapable. 

The new technologies affect the social relations of both sexuality and of 
reproduction, and not always in the same ways. The close ties of sexuality 
and instrumentality, of views of the body as a kind of private satisfaction
and utility-maximizing machine, are described nicely in sociobiological origin 
stories that stress a genetic calculus and explain the inevitable dialectic of 
domination of male and female gender roles. 7 These sociobiological stories 
depend on a high-tech view of the body as a biotic component or cybernetic 
communications system. Among the many transformations of reproductive 
situations is the medical one, where women's bodies have boundaries newly 
permeable to both "visualization" and "intervention." Of course, who controls 
the interpretation of bodily boundaries in medical hermeneutics is a major 
feminist issue. The speculum" served as an icon of women's claiming their 
bodies in the 1970s; that hand-craft tool is inadequate to express our needed 
body politics in the negotiation of reality in the practices of cyborg repro
duction. Self-help is not enough. The technologies of visualization recall the 
important cultural practice of hunting with the-camera and the deeply pred
atory nature of a photographic consciousness.9 Sex; sexuality, and reproID,lc
tion are central actors in high-tech myth systems structuring our itttag
inations of personal and social possibility. 

6. Cynthitt Enloc. "Women Textile Workers in the 
Milihlri7..ntion of Southe8!il Asiu," in Nush and Fer
nandez-I<elly, Women and Men: Ro.alind Pet
chcskYt "Abortion, Anti-Feminisill, nnd tile Rise of 
the New Right," Feminid Studies. vul. 7, no. 2 
(I 9!1 1 ) [Haraway's notel. 
7. For n feminist ver.don of this logic. scc S~:I1"ah 
BI"fF"r Hrdy, The Wuman That Nc",er Evolved 
(Cmnbricig", Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
19R I). For an analysis ()f scientific wOlnen's story· 
lclling practicest especially in rdutinn to socio
biology, in evolutionary dehales around child 
abusC' ~lnd infanticide, see Donna Haruwuy, liThe 
Contest for Primale Nature: Daughters of Mon Ihe 
Hunler in the Field, 1960-110," in Mark Kann, ed_. 
The Future cif American Democracy (Philadclphio: 
Temple University Press, 19!13), 1'1'_ 17';-208 
I Hamway's note]. 

8. A medica) instrument used in vaginal exami
nation5i feminist bouks such 85 Our Rotiies, Our
selves (3 eds. in the 1970s) advocated .c1f
examination. 
9. For the moonent of transition of hunting with 
guns to hunting with cameras in the construction 
of popular meanings of nature for an American 
urban immigrant public, see Donna Haraw"y. 
"Teddy Bear Patriarchy," Social Te.xI, [no. 11 (win
ter 1984-85), PI" 20-64]; Roderlck Na.h, "The 
Exporting and Importing of Nature: Nature
Appreciation as R Commodity, 1850-1980," Per
spectives in American History, vol. 3 (1979). 
pp. 517-60; Sus"n Sontag, On Phntngra,r.hy (New 
York: Dell, 1977); and Douglas Preston, • Shooting 
in Paradise," j\latural HL,tory, vol. 93, no. ] 2 
(December 19!14), pp. 14-19 [Haraway's notel. 
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Another ~ritical aspect of the social relations of the new technologies is 
the reformulation of expectations, culture,-. work, and reproduction for the 
large scientific and technical work force. A major social and political danger 
is the formation of a strongly bimodal social structure, with the masses of 
women and men of all et~nic groups, but especially people of color, confined 
to a homework economy, illiteracy of several varieties, and general redun
dancy and impotence, controlled by high-tech repressive apparatuses ranging 
from entertainment to surveillance and disappearance. An adequate social
ist-feminist politics should. address women in the privileged occupational 
categories, and particularly in the production of science and technology that 
constructs scientific-technical discourses, processes, and objects.! 

This issue is only one aspect of inquiry into the possibility of a feminist 
science, but it is important. What kind of constitutive role in the production 
of knowledge, imagination, and practice can new groups doing science have? 
How can these groups be allied with progressive social and political move
ments? What kind of political accountability can be constructed to tie 
women together across the scientific-technical hierarchies separating us? 
Might there be ways of developing feminist scienceltechnology politics in 
alliance with anti-military science facility conversion action groups? Many 
scientific and technical workers in Silicon Valley, the high-tech cowboys 
included, do not want to work on military science.z Can these personal pref
erences and cultural tendencies be welded into progressive politics among 
this professional middle class in which women, including women of color, 
are coming to be fairly numerous? 

Women in the Integrated Circuit 

Let me summarize the picture of women's historical locations in advanced 
industrial societies, as these positions have been restructured partly through 
the social relations of science and technology. If it was ever possible ideo
logically to characterize women's lives by the distinction of public and private 
domains-suggested by images of the division of working-class life into fac
tory and home, of bourgeois life into market and home, and of gender exis
tence into personal and political realms-it is now a totally misleading 
ideology, even to show how both terms of these dichotomies construct each 
other in practice and in theory. I prefer a network ideological image, sug
gesting the profuSion of spaces and identities and the permeability of bound
aries in the personal body and in the body politic. "Networking" is both a 
feminist practice and a multinational corporate strategy-weaving is for 
oppositional cyborgs. . 

The only way to characterize the informatics of domination is as a massive 

I. For crucial gUidance for thinking about the 
political I cultural Implications of the history of 
women doing science In the United States. see: 
Violet Haas and Carolyn Perucci. "ds .• Women 'n 
Scientific and En" .... erin' Professiom (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press. 1984); Sally Hacker. 
"The Culture of Engineering: Women. Workplace. 
and Machine." Women·s ShUlies I ......... ational 
Qua""r/,.. vol. 4. no. 3 (1981), pp. 341-53; Evelyn 
Fm, Keller. A F""II"g for the Orga .. lsm (San Fran. 
ciICO: Freeman. 1983); National Science Faun· 

dation. Wome .. and MI1tOrItles i.. Scieftc:e and 
En'l .... eri .. ' (Washington. D.C.: NSF. 1982); 
Margaret Rosslter. Wo ..... " Sclentbts I" A ..... rica 
(Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press. 1982) 
[Haraway's note). 
2. John Markoff and Lenny Siegel. "MIlitary 
Micro •• " UCSC Silicon Valley Research Project 
conference. 1983. High TechnolollY Prof •• slonal. 
for Peace and Computer ProfelSlonal. for Social 
Relponllbllity are promlllnll orllanl:utlonl [Har. 
away'. notel. 
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intensification of insecurity and cultural impoverishment, with common fail
ure of subsistence networks for the most vulnerable. Since much of this 
picture interweaves with the social relations of science and technology, the 
urgency of a socialist-feminist politics addressed to science and technology 
is plain. There is much now being done, and the grounds for political work 
are rich. For example. the efforts to develop forms of collective struggle for 
women in paid work. like SEIV's District 925,' should be a high priority for 
all of us. These efforts are profoundly tied to technical restructuring ofIabor 
processes and reformations of working classes. These efforts also are provid
ing understanding of a more comprehensive kind of labor organization, 
involving community. sexuality, and family issues never privileged in the 
largely white male industrial unions. 

The structural rearrangements related to the social relations of science 
and technology evoke strong ambivalence. But it is not necessary to be ulti
mately depressed by the implications of late-twentieth-century women's 
relation to all aspects of work. culture, production of knowledge, sexuality. 
and reproduction. For excellent reasons, most Marxisms see domination best 
and have trouble understanding what can only look like false consciousness 
and people's complicity in their own domination in late capitalism. It is cru
cial to remember that what is lost, perhaps especially from women's points 
of view, is often "irulent forms of oppression, nostalgically naturalized in the 
face of current violation. Ambivalence toward the disrupted unities mediated 
by high-tech culture requires not sorting consciousness into categories of 
"clear-sighted critique grounding a solid political epistemology" versus 
"manipulated false consciousness," but subtle understanding of emerging 
pleasures, experiences. and powers with serious potential for changing the 
rules of the game. 

There are grounds for hope in the emerging bases for new kinds of unity 
across race, gender, and class, as these elementary units of socialist-feminist 
analysis themselves suffer protean transformations. Intensifications of hard
ship experienced worldwide in connection with the social relations of science 
and technology are severe; But what people are experiencing is not trans
parently clear, and we lack sufficiently subtle connections for collectively 
building effective theories of experience. Present efforts-Marxist, psycho
analytic, feminist, anthropological-to clarify even "our" experience are..F.udi
mentary. 

I am conscious of the odd perspective provided by my historical position
a Ph.D. in biology for an Irish Catholic girl was made possible by Sputnik's4 
impact on V.S. national science-education policy. I have a body and mind 
as much constructed by the post-World War 11 arms race and cold war as by 
the women's movements. There are more grounds for hope by fOCUSing on 
the contradictory effects of politics designed to produce loyal American 
technocrats, which as well produced large numbers of dissidents, rather than 
by focusing on the present defeats. 

The permanent partiality of feminist points of view has consequences for 
our expectations of forms of political organization and participation. We do 

.~. The division of the Sen'iee Employee. Inter. 
"ational Union that represents librarians and civic 
employees. 
-I. The- flrat artlflclal satellite. launched by the 

Soviet Union on October 4, 1957; its launch 
spurred the United States to Invest In science and 
science education and to begin the space race. 
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not need a totality in order to work well. The feminist dream of a common 
language, like all dreams for a perfectly true language, of perfectly faithful 
naming of experience, is a totalizing and imperialist one. In that sense, dia
lectics5 too is a dream language, longing to resolve contradiction. Perhaps, 
ironically, we can learn fro'm our fusions with animals ,and machines how 
not to be Man, the embodiment of Western logos.6 From the point of view 
of pleasure in these potent and taboo fusions, made inevitable by the social 
relations of science and, technology, there might indeed be a feminist 
science. 

Cyborgs: A Myth of Political Identity 

I want to conclude with a myth about identity and boundaries which might 
inform late-twentieth-century political imaginations. I am indebted in this 
story to writers like Joanna Russ, Samuel DeIBny,.John Varley, James Tiptree, 
Jr., Octavia Butler, Monique Wittig, and Vonda Mclntyre.' These are our 
storytellers exploring what it means to be embodied in high-tech worlds. They 
are theorists for cyborgs. Exploring conceptions of bodily boundaries and 
social order, the anthropologi~t Mary Douglas should be credited with help
ing us to consciousness about how fundamental body imagery is to world 
view, and so to politicallanguage.8 French feminists like Luce lrigaray and 
Monique Wittig, for all their'differences, know how to write the body, how 
to weave eroticism, cosmology, and politics from imagery of embodiment, 
and especially for Wittig, from imagery of fragmentation and reconstitution 
of bodies.9 ,I' , , 

American radical feminist~' like Susan Griffin, Audre Lorde, and Adrienne 
Rich have profoundly affected our political imaginations-and perhaps 
restricted too much what we allow as a friendly body and political language.' 
They insist on the organic, opposing it to the technological. But their sym
bolic systems and the related ~ositions of ecofeminism and feminist pagan
ism; replete withorganicilms, can only be undentood in Sandoval's terms 

5. Marxist '·~lIalectlc. relates . i<lc'lety'.' cultural 
sphere (Its politics, arts, philosophy, Rrill r<!1Ig1on) 
directly to Its .socioeconomic foundations, depict' 
Ing society-Including it. apparent contradic
tions-as a coherent total system. 
6. HarawBY alludes to the French philosopher 
JACQUES Jlf.:RRIDA (b, 193\1), who deconstructs 
West~"1lbgos (literally, "wow; discourse, reason"; 
Greek) ilJld Its partial conception of ·~Man." 
7. Katie King, The PleRsure of Repetition and the 
Limits,of Identification in Feminist Science FIc
lion: Reimaglnatlons of. the Body after the 
Cyborg," California American Studies Association, 
Pomons, 1984. An abbreviated list of feminist sci
ence fiction underl)~ng themes of this es.ay: Octa
via Butler, Wild Seed, Mind of My Mind, Kindred, 
Sumvor; Suzy McKee Charnas, Motherlines; Sam
uel Delany, Tales of Neverynn; Anne McCaffrey, 
11.e Shil' "",0 Sang, Dinosaur Planet; Vonda 
1\1clntyre, Superlaminal, Dreamsna""; Joanna 
Ru •• , Ad""nlures of Alix, The Female Man; James 
Tiptree, Jr., Star Song,. of an Old Primate, VI' the 
Walls of 110" World; John Varley, Til ..... WiZArd, 
DemD/' [Haraway's note). ' 
8. Mary Douglas, Purily and Danger (London: 
Routledge Bc Kegan Paul, 1966), Natural Symbols 

(London: Crenet Pr" .. , 1970) [Haraway·. note). 
9. French feminism. contribute to cyborg hetero-

, glossla. Carolyn Burke, "Iripray through the Look
Ing Glass," Feminist StUdies, va\. 7, no. 2 (198 I), 
pp. 288-306; Luce Irigaray, Ce ,exe qui n'en est 
I'tU un [The sex which is not one) (Paris: Minuit, 
1977); L. (rlgaray, Et I'" .... ne houge"a, ,an, I'autre 
[One does not move without the other) (Paris: 
Minuit, 1979); Elalne Mark. and Isabelle de Cour
tivmn, eds., New French F ..... /nisms (Amherst: 
University of Massachusett. Press, 1980); Slgn.., 
vo\. 7, no. 1 (1981), special Issue on French fem
inism; Monique Wittig, The Lesbian Body, trans, 
Davld LeVay (New York: Avon, 1975; Le corps les
bian, 1973) [Haraway's note). On the French 
writer W'ITIG (b. 1935), see above. 
I. But all these poets are very complex, not least 

,in treatment of theme. of lying and erotic, decen
,tered collective and per.onal identitfes. Susan 
Griffin. Women and Natui'e: The Roaring rnsid.. 
Her (New York: Harper & Row, 1978); Audre 
Lorde, Sisler Outsider (Trumansburg, N.Y.: Cross
Ing Pre •• , 1984); Adrlenne Rich, The D .... _ of a 
Common Language (New York: Norton, 1978) 
(Haraway'. ,note). 
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as oppositional ideologies fitting the late twentieth century. They would sim
ply bewilder anyone not preoccupied with the machines and consciousness 
of late capitalism. In that sense they are part of the cyborg world. But there 
are also great riches for feminists in explicitly embracing the possibilities 
inherent in the breakdown of clean distinctions between organism and 
machine and similar distinctions structuring the Western self. It is the simul
taneity of breakdowns that cracks the matrices of domination and opens 
geometric possibilities. What might be learned from personal and political 
"technological" pollution? I will look briefly at two overlapping groups of texts 
for their insight into the construction of a potentially helpful cyborg myth: 
constructions of women of color and monstrous selves in feminist science 
fiction. 

Earlier I suggested that "women of color" might be understood as a cyborg 
identity, a potent subjectivity synthesized from fusions of outsider identities. 
There are material and cultural grids mapping this potential. Audre Lorde 
captures the tone in the title of her Sister Outsider. In my political myth, 
Sister Outsider is the offshore woman, whom U.S. workers, female and fem
inized, are supposed to regard as the enemy preventing their solidarity, 
threatening their security. Onshore, inside the boundary of the United 
States, Sister Outsider is a potential amidst the races and ethnic identities 
of women manipulated for division, competition, and exploitation in the 
same industries. "Women of color" are the preferred labor force for the 
science-based industries, the real women for whom the worldwide sexual 
market, labor market, and politics of reproduction kaleidoscope into daily 
life. Young Korean women hired in the sex industry and in electronics assem
bly are recruited from high schools, educated for the integrated circuit. Lit
eracy, especially in English, distinguishes the "cheap" female labor so 
attractive to the multinationals. 

Contrary to orientalist stereotypes of the "oral primitive," literacy is a spe
cial mark of women of color, acquired by U.S. black women as well as men 
through a history of risking death to learn and to teach reading and writing. 
Writing has a special significance for all colonized groups. Writing has beet1 
crucial to the Western myth of the distinction of oral and written cultures, 
primitive and civilized mentalities, and more recently to the erosion of that 
distinction in "post-modernist" theories attacking the phallogocentrism2 of . 
the West, with its worship of the monotheistic, phallic, authoritative, and 
singular word, the unique and perfect name. 3 Contests for the meanings of 
writing are a major form of contemporary political struggle. Releasing the 
play of writing is deadly serious. The poetry and stories of U.S. women of 
color are repeatedly abou.! writing, about access to the power to signify; but 
this time that power must be neither phallic nor innocent. Cyborg writing 
must not be about the Fall, the imagination of a once-upon-a-time wholeness 
before language, before writing, before Man. Cyborg writing is about the 
power to survive, not on the basis of original innocence, but on the basis of 
seizing the tools to mark the world that marked them as other. 

2. A Dcrridean term applied to the malc-cent~rcd 
values and mode ofrcasoning-philo~ophy-cha["
Hcteristic of Western culture from ancit'nt Greek 
times to the present. 
3. Jacqllcs Derrida, Of Grammatology, truns. and 
introd. G. C. Spivak (Baltimore: Johns Hupkins 

University Press, 1976), esp. port 11, "Nature, Cul
ture, Writing"; Claude Levi-StraU!'i5, Tristes Tro
piques, trans. John Russell (New York: Criterion 
Books, 1961), esp. "1be Writing Lesson" [Har
away's note]. For this text by the French structural 
anthropologist LEVI-STRAUSS (b. 1908), sce above. 
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The tools are often stories, retold stories, versions that reverse and displace 
the hierarchical dualisms of naturalized identities. In retelling origin stories, 
cyborg authors subvert the central myths of origin of Western culture. We 
have all been colonized by those origin myths, with their longing for fulflll
ment in apocalypse. The phallogocentric origin stories most crucial for fem
inist cyborgs are built into-'the literal technologies-technologies that write 
the world, biotechnology and microelectronics-that have recently textual~ 
ized our bodies as code problems on the grid of C'I, Feminist cyborg stories 
have the task of recoding communication and intelligence to subvert com
mand and control. 

Figuratively and literally, language politics pervade the struggles of women 
of color; and stories about language have a special power in the rich con
temporary writing by U.S. women of color. For example, retellings of the 
story of the indigenous woman Malinche, mother of the mestizo "bastard" 
race of the new world, master of languages, and mistress of Cortes· carry 
special meaning for Chicana constructions of identity. Cherrie Moraga in 
Loving in the War Years explores the themes of identity when one never 
possessed the original language, never told the original story, never resided 
in the harmony of legitimate heterosexuality in the garden of culture, -and 
so cannot base identity on a myth or a fall from innocence and right to 
natural names, mother's or father's.! Moraga's writing, her superb literacy, 
is presented in her poetry as the same kind of violation as Malinche's mastery 

\ of the conquerer's language-a violation, an illegitimate production, that 
allows survival. Moraga's language is not "whole"; it is self-conSciously 
spliced, a chimera of English and Spanish, both conqueror's languages. But 
it is this chimeric monster, without claim to an original language before 
violation, that crafts the erotic, competent, potent identities of women of 
color. Sister Outsider hints at the possibility of world survival not because 
of her innocence, but because of her ability to live on the boundaries, to 
write without the founding myth of original wholeness, with its inescapable 
apocalypse of final return to a deathly oneness that -Man has imagined to 
be the innocent and all-powerful Mother, freed at the End from another 
spiral of appropriation by her son. Writing marks Moraga's body, affirms it 
as the body of a woman of color, against the possibility of passing into the 
unmarked category of the Anglo father or into the orientalist myth of "orig
inal illiteracy" of a mother that never was. Malinche was mother here, not 
Eve before eating the forbidden fruit. Writing affirms Sister Outsider, 

4. Hern'n Cort~s (\485-1547), Spanish explorer 
who conquered Mexico. Mallnche: an Aztec chief
tain's daughter who was Cort~s'olnterpreter as well 
as his mlstre ••. 
5. Cherrfe Moraga, Le",;'" In tI,e War Yea ... (Bos
ton: South End Press, 1983). The sharp relation of 
women of calor to writing as theme and politics 
can be approached through: "The Black Woman 
and the Dla'pora: Hidden Connections and 
Extended Acknowledgments," an International 
Literary Conference, Michigan State University, 
October 1985; Marl Evan., ed., Black Women 
Write ... : A Critical Eval .... tion (Garden City. N.Y.: 
Doubledayl Anchor, 1984); Dexter Fisher, ed., The 
Third Woma .. : Minority Women Writers 0/ tI,e 
United State. (Boston: Houghton Mlffiin, 1980); 
several issues of Fronllers, esp. vol. 5 (1980), "Chi
canas en el Ambiente Nacional," and vol. 7 (1983), 

"Feminism. in the Non .. Western World"; Maxlne 
Hong Kingston, China Men (New York: Knopf, 
1977); Gerda Lemer, ed., Black Women i .. White 
America: A Documenlary Hislory (New York: Vin
tage, 1971); Cherrfe Moraga and Glorla Anzaldua, 
edo., This Bridg .. Called My Back, Writings by Rad· 
ical Women o/Color (Watertown, Mass.: Perseph· 
one, 1981); Robin Morgan, ed., Sisterhood Is 
Global (Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor/Doubleday, 
1984). The writing of white women has had similar 
meaning .. Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The 
Madwo ....... In th" Attic (New Haven: Yale Univer· 
sity Pres., 1979); Joanna Russ, How to SU",_5 
Women's Writing (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1983) (Haraway's note]. For the American 
critics ANZALDOA (b. 1942), GILBERT (b. 1936), and 
GUBAR (b. 1944), see above. 
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not the \\Toman-before-the-FaIl-into-Writing needed by the phallogocentric 
Family of Man. 

\Vriting is pre-eminently the technology of cyborgs, etched surfaces of the 
late twentieth century. Cyborg politics is the struggle for language and the 
struggle against perfect communication, against the one code that translates 
all meaning perfectly, the central dogma of phallogocentrism. That is why 
cyborg politics insist on noise and advocate pollution, rejoicing in the ille
gitimate fusions of animal and machine. These are the couplings which make 
!\ lan and Woman so problematic, subverting the structure of desire, the force 
imagined to generate language and gender, and so subverting the structure 
and modes of reproduction of "\\!estern" identity, of nature and culture, of 
mil'ror and eye, slave and master. body and mind. "We" did not originally 
choose to be cyborgs, but choice grounds a liberal politics and epistemology 
that imagines the reproduction of individuals before the wider replications 
of ·'texts." 

From the perspective of cyborgs. freed of the need to ground politics in 
"our" privileged position of the oppression that incorporates all other domi
nations, the innocence of the merely violated, the ground of those closer to 
nature, we can see powerful possibilities. Feminisms and Marxisms have run 
aground on Western epistemological imperatives to construct a revolutionary 
subject from the perspective of a hierarchy of oppressions and/or a latent 
position of moral superiority. innocence, and greater closeness to nature. 
\Vith no available original dream of a common language or original symbiosis 
promising protection from hostile "masculine" separation, but written into 
the play of a text that has no finally privileged reading or salvation history, 
to recognize "oneself" as fully implicated in the world, frees us of the need 
to root politics in identification, vanguard parties, purity, and mothering. 
Stripped of identity. the bastard race teaches about the power of the margins 
and the importance of a mother like Malinche. \Vomen of color have trans
formed her from the evil mother of masculinist fear into the originally literate 
mother who teaches survival. , 

This is not just literary deconstruction, but liminal transformation. Every 
story that begins with original innocence and privileges the return to whole
ness imagines the drama of life to be individuation, separation, the birt~Qf 
the self, the tragedy of autonomy, the fall into writing, alienation; i.e., war, 
tempered by imaginary respite in the bosom of the Other. These plots are 
mled by a reproductive politics-rebirth without flaw, perfection, abstrac
tion. In this plot women are imagined either better or worse off, but all agree 
they have less selfhood. weaker individuation, more fusion to the oral, to 
Mother, less at stake in masculine autonomy. But there is another route to 
having less at stake in masculine autonomy, a route that does not pass 
through Woman, Primitive. Zero, the Mirror Stage and its imaginary.6 It 
passes through women and other present-tense, illegitimate cyborgs, not of 
\Voman born, who refuse the ideological resources of victimization so as to 
have a real life. These cyborgs are the people who refuse to disappear on 

h. 1-IRraway alludes to Lacan's "j\1inor Stage" 
, 1'166; see above). which describes the stages of 
id,'nlity formation during childhood; the "Imagi
naI"Y," mode led on the relation hct\·\,een an infant 

and its mirror image, precedes entrance into the 
"Symbolic" (the dimension of language, law, and 
the father). 



A MANIFESTO FOR CVBOBGS / 2297 

prosthetic devices, intimate components, friendly selves. We don't need 
OI'ganic holism to give impermeable wholeness, the total woman and her 
fC'minist variants (mutants?). Let me conclude this point by a very partial 
reading of the logic of the cyborg monsters of my second group of texts, 
feminist science fiction. 

The cyborgs populating feminist science fiction make very problematic the 
statuses of man or woman, human, artifact, member of a race, individual 
identity, or body. Katie Nng clarifies how pleasure in reading these fictions 
is not largely based on identification. Students facing Joanna Russ for the 
first time. students who have learned to take modernist writers like James 
Jo)'ce or Virginia WoolfQ "vithout flinching. do not know what to make of The 
Ad\'(!I'ltures of Al}'x or The Female l\1an,1 where characters refuse the reader's 
~ca\'ch for innocent who)l?ness while granting the wish for heroic quests, 
exuberant eroticism, and serious politics. TIle Female Matl is the story of 
fOllr versions of one genotype, all of whom meet, but even taken together do 
not make a whole, resolve the dilemmas of violent moral action, nor remove 
(Ill' growing scandal of gender. The feminist science fiction of Samuel 
Delany, especially Tales (~f Never),on,2 mocks stories of origin by redoing the 
neolithic revolution. replaying the founding moves of Western civilization t(> 
subvert their plausibility. James Tiptree, Jr.,' an author whose fiction was 
regarded as particularly manly until her "true" gender was revealed, tells tales 
of reproduction based on non-mammalian technologies like alternation 
of generations or male brood pouches and male nurturing. John Varley 
constructs a supreme cyborg in his arch-feminist exploration of Gaea, a 
mad goddess-plallet-trickster-old woman-technological device on whose 
surface an extraordinary array of post-cyborg symbioses are spawned.4 Octa
via Butler writes of an African sorceress pitting her powers of transformation 
against the genetic manipulations of her rival (Wild Seed), of time warps that 
hring a modern D.S. black woman into slavery where her actions in relation 
to her white master-ancestor determine the possibility of her own birth (Kin
tired). and of the illegitimate insights into identity and community of an 
adopted cross-species child who came to know the enemy as self (Survivor).' 

Because it is particularly rich in boundary transgressions, Vonda Mc
J ntyre's Superlwninal'; can close this truncated catalogue of promising lllQl1-
stcrs who help redefine the pleasures and politics of embodiment and 
feminist writing. In a fiction where no character is "simply" human, human 
status is highly problematiC. Orea, a genetically altered diver, can speak with 
killer whales and survive deep ocean conditions, but she longs to explore 
space as a pilot. necessitating bionic implants jeopardizing her kinship with 
the divers and cetaceans. Transformations are effected by virus vectors carry
ing a new developmental code, by transplant surgery, by implants of micro
electronic devices, hy analogue doubles, and other means. Laenea becomes 

<l. Eni:li.h novelist and critk (I Sf<J-I ~41 ),author 
CII" ,!\ Ro("u of One's Own (1929; sc..'(' ub(lve). Joyce 
f I S~.2-1941)9 Iri~h writer whu~t' no\'t"ls U1V5se$ 
I 1 ()22) ~In(t Fintlt!R{UU Wake (19~9) ;;Irt .. fnm()lIsly 
•• b ... lru!'>C'. 
I. Work. by Russ (b. 1 ~37) I'uhlislwd ill 1983 and 
1Q -;;, n:>spectively. 
.2. ,\ 197q collection of !Uorit.'S hy f1elany (h. 

1942). 
3. Pen name of Alice Sheldon (ca. 1915-1987). 
4. Haraway de.cribes the setting of Titan (1979), 
Wizard (1980), and Demo .. (1984), a trilogy hy 
Varley (b. 1 <)47) . 
5. Novels by Butler (b. 1947) published In 1980, 
1979, and 1978, re.pectlvely . 
6. A 1983 novel by Mclntyre (b. 1948). 
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cue, no matter how many times a "Western" commentator remarks on the 
sad passing of another primitive, another organic group done in by 'Western" 
technology, by writing.? These real-life cyborgs, e.g., the Southeast Asian 
village women workers in Japanese and U.S. electronics firms described by 
Aihwa Ong, are actively rewriting the texts of their bodies and societies. 
Survival is the stakes in this play of readings. , 
To recapitulate, certain dualisms have been persistent in Western traditions; 
they have all been systemic to the logics and practices of domination of 
women, people of color, nature, workers, animals-in short, domination of 
all constituted as others, whose task is to mirror the self. Chief among these 
troubling dualisms are self/other, mind/body, culture/nature, male/female, 
civilized/primitive, reality/appearance, whole/part, agent/resource, maker/ 
made, active/passive, right/wrong, truth/illusion, total/partial, God/man. 
The self is the One who is not dominated, who knows that by the service of 
the other; the other is the one who holds the future, who knows that by the 
experience of domination, which gives the lie to the autonomy of the self. 
To be One is to be autonomous, to be powerful, to be God; but to be One 
is to be an illusion, and so to be involved in a dialectic of apocalypse with 
the other. Yet to be other is to be multiple, without clear boundary, frayed, 
insubstantial. One is too few, but two are too many. 

High-tech culture challenges these dualisms in intriguing ways. It is not 
\ clear who makes and who is made in the relation between human and 

machine. It is not clear what is mind and what body in machines that resolve 
into coding practices. Insofar as we know ourselves in both formal discourse 
(e.g., biology) and in daily practice (e.g., the homework economy in the inte
grated circuit), we find ourselves to be cyborgs, hybrids, mosaics, chimeras. 
Biological organisms have become biotic systems, communications devices 
like others. There is no fundamental, ontological separation in our formal 
knowledge of machine and organism, of technical and organic. 

One consequence is that our sense of connection to our tools is height
ened. The trance state experienced by many computer users has become a 
staple of science-fiction film and cultural jokes. Perhaps paraplegics and 
other severely handicapped people can (and sometimes do) have the most 
intense experiences of complex hybridization with other communication 
devices. Anne McCaffrey's The Ship Who Sang8 explored the consciousness 
of a cyborg, hybrid of girl's brain and complex machinery, formed after the 
birth of a severely handicapped child. Gender, sexuality, embodiment, skill: 
all were reconstituted in the story. Why should our bodies end at the skin, 
or include at best other beings encapsulated by skin? From the seventeenth 
century till now, machines could be animated-given ghostly souls to make 
them speak or move 'or to account for their orderly development and mental 
capacities. Or organisms could be mechanized-reduced to body understood 
as resource of mind. These machine/organism relationships are obsolete, 
unnecessary. For us, in imagination and in o,ther practice, machines can be 

7. James Clifford argues persuasively for recogni
tion of continuous cultural reinvenlion, the stub
born non-disappearance of those flmarked" by 
Western imperlalizlng practices; see "On Ethno
graphic Allegory" (in James Clifford and George E. 
Marcus, eds., Writing Culture: The Poetics and 

Polities of Ethnography (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1986), pp. 98-121) and "On Eth
nographic Authority," Repres .... tations. vol. I, no. 
2 (1983). pp. 118-46 [Haraway's note). 
8. A 1969 novel by McCaffrey (b. 1926). 
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a pilot by accepting a heart implant and a host of other alterations allowing 
survival in transit at speeds exceeding that of light. Radu Dracul survives a 
virus-caused plague on his outerworld planet to find himself with a time 
sense that changes the boundaries of spatial perception for the whole spe
cies. All the characters explore the limits of language, the dream of com
municating experience, and the necessity of limitation, partiality, and 
intimacy even in this world of protean transformation and connection. 

Monsters have always defined the limits of community in Western imagi
nations. The Centaurs and Amazons7 of ancient Greece established the limits 
of the centered polis of the. Greek male human by their disruption of mar
riage and boundary pollutions of the warrior with animality and woman. 
Unseparated twins and hermaphrodites were the confused human material 
in early modern France who grounded discourse on the natural and super
natural, medical and legal, portents and diseases-all crucial to establishing 
modern identity.s The evolutionary and behavioral sciences of monkeys and 
apes have marked the multiple boundaries of late-twentieth-century indus
trial identities. Cyborg monsters in feminist science fiction define quite dif
ferent political possibilities and limits from those proposed by the mundane 
fiction of Man and Woman. 

There are several consequences to taking seriously the imagery of cyborgs 
as other than our enemies. Our bodies, ourselves; bodies are maps of power 
.,nd identity. Cyborgs are no exceptions. A cyborg body is not innocent; it 
was not born in a garden; it does not seek unitary identity and so generate 
antagonistic dualisms without end (or until the world ends); it takes irony 
for granted. One is too few, and two is only one possibility. Intense pleasure 
in skill, machine skill, ceases to be a sin, but an aspect of embodiment. The 
machine is not an it to be animated, worshiped and dominated. The machine 
is us, our processes, an aspect of our embodiment. We can be responsible 
for machines; they do nat dominate or threaten us. We are responsible for 
boundaries; we are they. Up till now (once upon a time), female embodiment 
seemed to be given, organic, necessary; and female embodiment seemed to 
mean skill in mothering and its metaphoric extensions. Only by being out of 
place could we take intense pleasure in machines, and then with excuses 
that this was organic activity after all, appropriate to females. Cyborgs might 
consider more seriously the partial, fluid, sometimes aspect of sex and sexual 
embodiment. Gender might not be global identity after all. 

The ideologically charged question of what counts as daily activity, as 
experience, can be approached by exploiting the cyborg image. Feminists 
have recently claimed that women are given to dailiness, that women more 
than men somehow sustain daily life, and so have a privileged epistemolog
ical position potentially. There is a compelling aspect to this claim, one that 
makes visible unvalued female activity and names it as the ground of life. 
But the ground of life? What about all the ignorance of women, all the exclu
sions and failures of knowledge and skill? What about men's access to daily 

7. In Greek mythology, female warriors. Centaurs: 
creatures with the body of a horse and the torso 
and upper body of a man. 
8. Page DuBois, Cen.taurs and Amazons (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1982); Lor
raine OBston and KBtharine Park, UHerma-

phrodites in Renaissance France," ms., nod.; 
Katharine Park and Lorraine Daston, ·Unnatural 
Conceptions: The Study of Monsters in 16th and 
17th Century France and England," Past and Pres
ent, no. 92 (August 1981), pp. 20-54 [Haraway'. 
notel. 
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competence, to knowing how to build things, to take them apart, to play? 
\Vhat about other embodiments? Cyborg gender is a local possibility taking 
a global vengeance. Race, gender, and capital require a cyborg theory of 
wholes and parts. There is no drive in cyborgs to produce total theory, but 
there is an intimate e""perience of boundaries, their construction and decon
stwction. There is a myth system waiting to become a political language to 
gmund one way of looking at science arid technology and challenging the 
infOl'matics of domination. 

One last image: organisms and organismic, holistic politics depend on 
metaphors of rebirth and invariably call on the resources of reproductive sex. 
Y would suggest that cyborgs have more to do with regeneration and are 
sllspicious of the reproductive matrix and of most birthing. For salamanders, 
regeneration after injury, such as the loss of a limb, involves re growth of 
stwcture and restoration of function with the constant possibility of twinning 
01' other odd topographical productions at the site of former injury. The 
regrown limb can be monstrous, duplicated, potent. We have all been 
injured, profoundly. We require regeneration, not rebirth~ and the possibil
ities for our reconstitution include the utopian dream of the hope for a mon
strous world without gender. 

Cyborg imagery can help express two crucial arguments in this essay: 
(. I) the production of universal, totalizing theory is a major mistake that 
misses most of reality, probably always, but certainly now; (2) taking respon
sibility for the social relations of science and technology means refusing an 
anti-science metaphysics. a demonology of technology, and so means 
embracing the skillful task of reconstructing the boundaries of daily life, in 
partial connection with others, in communication with all of our parts. It is 
not just that science and technology are possible means of great human 
satisfaction, as well as a matrix of complex dominations. Cyborg imagery can 
suggest a way out of the maze of dualisms in which we have explained our 
bodies and our tools to ourselves. This is a dream not of a common language, 
but of a powerful infidel heteroglossia. It is an imagination of a feminist 
speaking in tongues to strike fear into the circuits of the super-savers of t~e 
new right. It means both building and destroying machines, identities, cat
egol"ies. relationships, spaces, stories. Though both are bound in the spiral 
dance, I would rather be a cyborg than a goddess. 

BARBARA SMITH 
h. 1946 

1985 

A pioneer of black feminist and lesbian criticism, Barbara Smith was an early voice 
calling attention to black women's writing. Despite the achievements of the women's 
liberation movement and the civil rights movement during the politically vibrant 
19605, critics soon began to point out limitations: the feminist movement seemed to 
speak primarily from the perspective of white, middle-class, heterosexual women, and 
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the civil rights movement for black men. Charging in her famous 1977 essay "Toward 
a Black Feminist Criticism" that "All segments of the literary worlQ~whether estab
lishment, progressive, Black, female, or lesbian-do not know, or ,at .. least act as if 
they do not know, that Black women writers and Black lesbian writers exist," Smith 
assumed the task of establishing a distinctive tradition of black women's writing and 
a specifically black feminist and lesbian criticism. 

Barbata Smith was born in Cleveland, where she became involved in the civil rights 
movement i!lS il high school student in the 19605. Mter earning a B.A. from Mount 
Holyoke College in 1969 and an M.A. from the UniversitY of Pittsburgh in 197"1; she 
was active in the emerging black feminist movement; in 1974 she became one of the 
founding members of Boston's Combahee River Collective, a black feminist group 
named after Harriet Tubman's guerrilla campaign of 1863 that freed more than 750 
slaves. Smith taught,as an instructor at the University of Massachusetts (I 976-81) 
and has held several visiting professorships, but she has primarily worked outside the 
academy, as a writer, editor, publisher, and activist. In 1980, with the poet Audre 
Lorde, she co-founded Kitchen Table/Women of Color Press, the, first publishing 
collective organized by women of color. She was the director of the press from 1984 
through 1995, when she left to write full-time. During the 1990s, she held fellowships 
at the Schomburg Center for Research in Blai:k Culture, the Bunting Institute at 
Radcliffe College, and the Center for Lesbian and Gay Studies at the City University 
of New York. 

The 19705 were an especlally'rlch time for black women's writing, witnessing the 
beginning of the careers of a generation of writers of prose and poetry that includes 
Tonl Morrlson, Tonl Cade Bambara, Allce Walker, Audre Lorde, and June Jordan; 
the formation of organizatlon~ such as the Combahee River Collective, which pro
vided an alternative to mainstream feminism; and the recovery of earlier writers, such 
88 ZOM. NEALE HURSTON (1891-1960), This renaiuance of black women'sUterature 
inspired the black women'. npera~ion movement. Its members held a wide range of 
views but agreed that women 'of ~oIor experience oppressions different from those of 
white women and black rri~ii, because of their race, sex, sexuality, and' economic 
status. They were thus con1initted to the liberation of black women from racis'm, 
sexism, hetetOsexism, and c1assism in culture as well as politics. 

In "Toward a Black Feminist Criticism," Smith points out the glaring absence of 
scholarship on black women's writing, which she links to black women's invisibility 
in the mainstream feminist movement. Feminists initially tried to create a sense of 
solidarity by emphasizing the universality of women's experiences and the bond 
forged by their differences from men. To correct the limitations of this universal
izirig assumption, Smith calls fora redefinition of the goals of the women's move
ment and for an autonomous black feminist movement. Surveying the treatment 
o( black women authors by book reviewers arid literary critics, Smith accrues evi
dence of black ,wqmen's invisibility. She quotes from both black and white male 
critics who ignore or denigrate black women's literary accomplishments, and points 
out that even feminists such as Elaine Showalter and Patricla Meyers Spacks omit
ted .women writers of color from the influential studies they published in the 
19705. 

In addition to faulting critical practices, Smith enumerates principles for a black 
feminist approach that would show more positively "the profound subtleties of this 
particular body of literature." A black feminist critic should (1) explore both sexual 
and racial politics in black women's writing; (2) assume that there is an identifiable 
literary tradition; (3) decipher the common diemes, motifs, and concepts in black 
women's literature that' derive from writers' political, social, and ecohomic experi
ences; (4) examine the specific black female language in ,this literature; (5) demon
strate an existing tradition that does "not try to graft the ideas or methodology of 
white/male literary thought upon the precious materials of Black women's art"; (6) 
try to be innovative and daring, following the model of black women's literature; and, 
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perhaps most important, (7) asscrt the political implications of a literary work and its 
connections to the situation of black women. 

Drawing upon these principles, Smith devotes a substantial portion of the essay to 
a reading of Toni Morrison's novel Sula (I973) from the neW petspective of black 
lesbian feminism, focusing on the relationships between women. It is regarded as a 
pioneering analysis of the novel, though some scholars criticized what they saw as a 
fabrication of lesbian themes. Deborah McDowell, in her influential overview "New 
Directions for Black Feminist Criticism" (1980), praises Smith 'but faults her defi
nition of lesbianism as vague and reductive, overlooking Sula's "density and. com
plexity." However, Smith is careful to note that Mortison did not intend readers to 
view the relationship betwecn the two main characters, Sula and Nel, as lesbian, and 
that her reading of the lesbian overtones in their relationship exemplifies how a black 
lesbian feminist perspective might deepen our understanding of the nuances and 
political possibilities of a text. 

In the years following the essay's publication, diverse feminists have taken up 
Smith's challenge to build their own literary and political traditions. Smith provided 
a model for later writers who stressed the differences among women, including the 
black feminist Deborah McDowell, the white lesbian feminist BONNIE ZIMMERMAN, 
the Native American feminist PAUlA GUNN ALLEN, and the third world feminist GLO
H1A ANZALDOA. In "What Has Never Been: An Overview of Lesbian Feminist Criti
cism" (1981; see below), Zimmerman cites "Toward a Black Feminist Criticism" as 
one of the origins of lesbian feminist literary criticism, and McDowell accords it a 
prominent place in inaugurating black feminist criticism. 

In more recent years, a key debate in feminism has concerned essentialism, with 
most feminists opposing the view that gender, ethnic" and racial Identities are deter
mined by biological essences rather than by cultural differences. Some have criticized 
Smith's insistence on a separate llterature and criticism for black women as "essen
tialist." Smith has met this charge with some impatience, dismissing it as a narrow 
academic debate resulting from "the new scholasticism" and "obscurantist academic 
theory," and arguing that regardless of the issue of essentialism, she "share[s] an 
objective political status with other Black females in this country, a political status 
that is not substantially altered by economic or educational variables." Intended as a 
consciousness-raising piece to call attention to the common ground black women 
share, "Toward a Black Feminist Criticism" combines groundbreaking scholarship 
and a commitment to black feminist activism. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

"Toward a Black Feminist Criticism" was 6rst published in 1977 in the lesbiari"tem
in;st literary magazine Conditions, and it has since been widely anthologized. In 1981 
Smilh co-edited (with Gloria T. Hull and Patricia Bell Scott) a pioneering anthology 
of black feminism, All the Women Are \Vhite, All the Blacks Are Men, but Some of 
Us Are Brave. DraWing on a later issue of Conditions, Smith edited, with Lorraine 
I3ethel, a pioneering anthology of black lesbian feminist writings, Home Girls: A Black 
Feminist Anthology (1983). In 1984, she coauthored (with Elly Bulkin and Minnie 
nryce Pratt) Yours in StNlggle: Three Feminist Perspectives on'Anti-Semitism and 
Racism. Smith's The TNlth That Never Hurts: Writings on Race, Gender, and Freedom 
(.1998) collects a wide array of her writings from the 19.705 through the 19905, includ
ing well-known critical essays such as "Toward a Black Feminist Tradition" and "The 
Truth That Never Hurts: Black Lesbians in Fiction in the 1980s," essays on race 
politics in the United States, and her 6rsthand accounts of "working for liberation." 

Deborah McDowell's influential survey "New Directions for Black Feminist Criti
cism" (1980), an important early response to Smith, praises Smith's pathbreaking 
work while noting its limitations. Hazel Carby, in ReconstNlcting Womanhood: The 
Emergence of the Afm-American Woman Novelist (1987), acknowledges the impor-
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tance of Smith's essay as a manifesto but criticizes its belief in "an essential.black 
female experience and an exclusive black female language." Though disagreeing on 
the necessity of theory; Barbata Christian's "But What Do We Think We're Doing 
Anyway: The State of Black Feminist Criticism(s) or My Version of a Little Bit of 
History" credits Smith's role in establishing black women's literature; the essay is 
included in the anthology Changing Our Own. Words: Essays on Criticism, Theory, 
and Writing by Black. Women (ed. Cheryl A. Wall, 1989), which is dedicated "To the 
community of black women writing and to Barbara Smith for pointing 'towards a 
black feminist criticism.' " In an.argument against Barbara Christian's "Race for The
ory" (I 987; see. above) , J\.1ichiJel Awkw/lrd's "Appropriative Gestures: Theory and Afro
American Literary Criticism," in Gettder and Theory: Dialogues on Feminist Criticism 
(ed. Linda Kaufman, 1989), invokes Smith's essay as demonstrating the importance 
of theory, proposing that it might be improved by engaging reader-response theory. 
An interesting update examining Smith's continuing relevance is Deborah G. Chay's 
"Rereading Barbara Smith: Black Feminist Criticism and the Category of Experience," 
New Literary History 24 (1993), which also includes a short response from Smith. 

Toward a Black Feminist Criticism 

For all my sisters, especially Beverly and Demita 

I do not know where to begin. Long before I tried to write this I realized that 
I was attempting something unprecedented, something dangerous, merely 

\by writing about Black women writers from a feminist perspective and about 
Black lesbian writers from any perspective at all. These things have'not been 
done. Not by white male critics, expectedly.Not by Black male critics. Not 
by white women critics who think of themselves as feminists. And most 
crucially not by Black women critics, who, although they pay the most atten
tion to Black women writers as a group, seldom use a consistently feminist 
analysis or write about Black lesbian literature. All segments of the literary 
world-whether establi!!hment, progressive, Black, female, or lesbian-do 
not know, or at least act as if they do not know, that Black women writers 
and Black lesbian writers exist. 

For whites, this specialized lack of knowledge is inextricably connected to 
their not knowing in any concrete or politically transforming way that Black 
women of any description dwell in this place. Black women's existence, expe
rience, and culture and the brutally complex systems of oppression which 
shape these are in the "real world" of white and/or male' consciousness 
beneath consideration, invisible, unknown. 

This invisibility, which goes beyond anything that either Black men or 
white women experience and tell about in their writing, is one reason it is 
so difficult for me to know where to start. It seems overwhelming to break 
such a massive silence. Even more numbing, however, is the realization that 
so many of the women who will read this have not yet noticed us missing 
either from their reading matter, their politics, or their lives. It is galling that 
ostensible feminists and acknowledged lesbians have been so oblivious to the 
implications of any womanhood that is not white womanhood and that they 
have yet to struggle with the deep racism in themselves that is at the source 
of their ignorance. . . 

I think of the thousands and thousands of books, magazines, and articles 
which have been devoted, by this time, to the subject of women's writing and 
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I am filled with rage at the fraction of those pages that mention Black and 
other Third World women. I finally do not know how to begin because in 
1977 I want to be writing this for a Black feminist publication, for Black 
women who know and love these writers as I do and who, if they do not yet 
know their names. have at least profoundly felt the pain of their absence. 

The conditions that coalesce into the impossibiHties of this essay have as 
much to do with politics as with the practice of literature. Any discussion of 
Afro-American writers can rightfully begin with the fact that for most of the 
time we have been in this country we have been categorically denied not 
only literacy but the most minimal possibility of a decent human life. In her 
landmark essay, "In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens," Alice Walker dis
closes how the political, economic, and social restrictions of slavery and 
racism have historically stunted the creative lives of Black women. I 

At the present time I feel that the politics of feminism have a direct rela
tionship to the state of Black women's literature. A viable, autonomous Black 
feminist movement in this country would open up the space needed for the 
exploration of Black women's lives and the c.reation of consciously Black 
"'oman-identified art, At the same time a redefinition of the goals and strat
egies of the white feminist movement would lead to much-needed change 
in the focus and content of what is now generally accepted as women's 
culture. 

I want to make in this essay some connections between the politics of 
Black women's lives, what we write about, and our situation as artists. In 
order to do this I will look at how Black women have been viewed critically 
by outsiders. demonstrate the necessity for Black feminist criticism, and try 
to understand what the existence or nonexistence of Black lesbian writing 
reveals about the state of Black women's culture and the intensity of all Black 
,,,omen's oppression. 

The role that criticism plays in making a body of literature recognizable 
and real hardly needs to be explained here. The necessity for nonhostile and 
perceptive analysis of works written by persons outside the "mainstream" of 
white/male cultural rule has been proven by the Black cultural resurgence 
of the 1960s and 1970s and by the even more recent growth of feminist 
literary scholarship. For books to be real and remembered they have to be 
talked about. For books to be understood they must be examined in sucli 'a 
way that the basic intentions of the writers are at least considered. Because 
of racism Black IiteratUl'e has usually been viewed as a discrete subcategory 
of American literature. and there have been Black critics of Black literature 
",ho did much to keep it alive long before it caught the attention of whites. 
Before the advent of specifically feminist criticism in this decade, books by 
white women, on the other hand, were not clearly perceived as the cultural 
manifestation of an oppressed people. It took the surfacing of the second 
wave of the North American feminist movement2 to expose the fact that these 
works contain a stunningly accurate record of the impact of patriarchal val
ues and practice upon the lives of women, and more significantly, that lit
erature by women provides essential insights into female experience. 

I. Alice Walker. "in Search of Our Mothers' Gar
d,'''','' Ms., May 1974 [Smith'. note]. Some of the 
authors notes have been edited. \Valker lb. 1994), 
,\rrican American novelist, poet, and Rctivist. 

2. That is, feminist. of the 1960. and later; the 
"first wave" was made up of feminists engaged in 
the battles for women's suffrage, education, and 
legal autonomy In the 19th century. 
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In speaking about· the current· situation of Black. W9mett writers, it is 
important to remember that the existence of a feministmo.vement 'was an 
essential precondition to the growth of. feminist literature,· criticism, and 
women's studies, which focused at the beginning almost.entirely upon inves
tigations of literature. The fact that· a parallel Black feminist movement .has 
been much slower' in evolving cannot helpbut have impact.upon the situa
tion of Black women. writers and artists and explains in part why during this 
very same period We. have been so ignored. 

There is no political movement to give power:or support to tho.se who want 
to examine Black women's experience through studying our history, litera
ture, and culture. There is 'no political presence that demands a minimal 
level of consciousness and respect.from. those who write .or talk about our 
lives. Finally, there is not .a.developed body of Black feminist political theory 
whose assumptions could be':used in the· study of·Black women's art. When 
Black women's books are dealt with at all, it is usually in the context of. Black 
literature, which largely ignores the implications of sexual. politics: When 
white women look at Black women's works they are of course. ill equipped 
to deal with the subtleties of racial politics. A Black feminist approach to 
literature that embodies the realization that the politics of sex as well as the 
politics of race, and class are crucially interlocking factors· in the works of 
Black women writers is an absolute necessity. Until a Black feminist criticism 
exists we will not even kn,ow what these writers mean .. The: citations from a 
variety of critics .which!Ollow prove that withouta. Black ,feminist critieal 
perspective not only ar~1,hooks by Black women: misunderstood; they .are 
destroyed in the process .. 
, Jerry H. Bryant, . The Nation's white male reviewer of Alice Walker's In 

Love and Trouble: Stories of Black Women, wrote in: 1973: 

The subtitle of the l:ollection, "Stories of Bhlck Women," is prob'ab\y an 
attempt by the pUbii$het tb exploit not only'bllick ~\Ibject5 but feritihine 
ones: There is nothlngfeminist about these storie~,however.3 ,. 

; , . ',' , .... ", ." ' .. ,'.. ':'" . 

Blackness ,and feminism' 'are: to. his mind mutually exclusive and peripheral 
to the act of writingJiction. Bryant of course does not'considertbat Walker 
might have .. titled the work herself, nor did he apparently. re.ad. the book, 
which unequivocally.reve.als the' author's feminist .corisciousness .. 

In The Negro Novel in A~rica, a book that Black critics recognize as one 
of the wors,t examples of white racist pseudoscholarship; Robert Bonecav
alierly dismisses ,Ann Pe try's classiC, The Street ... He perceives .itto be "a 
superficial social analysis" of how slums victimize their . Black inhabitants. 
He further objects: 

It is ari attempt 1:0 inteq;ret shim life' in terms of Negro experience, when 
a' larger' fratile df i~fere!'ice is 'required.. As AI~in : Loc~e. has oh,served, 
"Knock on·AtzYDboi.is superior t6 The Street because it designates class 
and enVii:oriment~' ~ath~t than' 'm~ie 't~ce artd envirbnrrtent,' as i'ts antag-
onist:'" '.... . " . . . '. 

3, Jerry H. Bryant, ''The Outoki.rt$ of a New City," 
N .. tion,November 12, 1973,p;'SOl [Smfth;sriote]. 
4, The best-known book (I 944)' by the American 
novelist Petry (1908-1;97), Borie (b. 1924); 
American literary critic speCializing h,' African 
American literature. 

5. Robert B"ne, 'J'!te Negro N""",I i!'A ..... rIc .. (New 
HaVen: Yale UniVersity Pres.,'1958), 'p.·180. 
Knock ori Anl DoOr I. a nOvel by Black, writer Wll
lard Motley [Smith's. note].Locke .( ~ 886-195~), 
Influential black philosopher and crItIC, . 
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Neither Robert Bone nor Alain Locke, the Black male critic he cites, can 
recognize that The Street is one of the best delineations in literature of how 
sex, race, and class interact to oppress Black women. 

In her review of Toni Morrison's Sula6 for:the New YorkTimes Book Review 
in 1973, putative feminist Sara Blackburn makes similarly racist comments: 

Toni Morrison is far too talent~d to remain only a m:arvelous recorder 
of the black side of provincial Americttl'l life. If she is to maintain the 
large and serious audience she deserves, she,'is going to have' to address 
a riskier contemporary reality than this beautifUl but nevertheless dis
tanced novel. And if she does this, it seems to me that she might easily 
transcend that early and unintentionally limiting cl4ssificatlon "black 
woman writer" and take her place am~ng the nwst serious, important and 
tale1ited American novelists now working. 7 (Italics mine) , 

Recognizing Morrison's exquisite gift, Blackburn unashamedly asserts that 
Morrison is "too talented" to deal with mere Black folk, particularly those 
double nonentities, Black women. In order to be accepted as "serious," 
"important," "talented," and "American," she must obviously focus her efforts 
upon chronicling the doings of white men. 

The mishandling of Black women writers by whites is paralleled more often 
by their not being handled at all, particularlyin feminist criticism. Although 
Elaine Showalter" in her review essay on literary criticism.for Signs states 
that "the best work being produced today [in feminist criticism] is exacting 
and cosmopolitan," her essay is neither. Ifit·were, she would not have failed 
to mention a single Black or Third World woman writer, whether "major" or 
"minor," to cite her questionable categories. That she also does not even hint 
that lesbian writers of any color exist renders her purported overview virtually 
meaningless. Showalter obviously thinks that the identities of being Black 
and female are mutually exclusive, as 'this statement illUstrates: 

, '. . 

Furthermore, there are other literary subcultures (black American nov
elists, for example) whose history offers a precedent for femini!;it schol
arship to use." 

The idea of critics like Showalter using Black literature is chilling, a case of 
barely disguised cultural imperialism. The final insult is that she-motnotes 
the preceding remark by pointing readers to works on Black literature by 
white males Robert Bone and Roger Ros~nblatt! I 

Two recent works by white women, Ellen Moers's Literary Women: The 
Great Writers and Patricia Meyer Spacks's The Female Imagination, evidence 
the same racist flaw. 2 Moers includes the names of four Black and one Puer
torriqueiia writer in her seventy pages of bibliographical notes and does not 
deal at all with Third World women in the body of her book. Spacks refers 
to a comparison between Negroes (sic) and women in Mary Ellmann's Think-

6. The second novel (1973) by Morrison (b. 
1931), who in 1993 became the first black woman 
to be awarded the Nobel Pri7.e in literature. 
7. Sara Blackburn, "You Still Can't Go Home 
Again," New YDrk. Times Book Review, December 
3D, 1973, p. 3 [Smith'. note]. 
8. Prominent American feminist literary critic (b. 
1941), who in A Literature of Their Own (1977) 
defined a sr.ecilically female tradition of the 
English nove . 
9. Elainc Showalter. ul..iterary Criticism," Signs I 

(1975): 46P, 445 [Smith's noie]. 
I. American critic and journalist (b. 1940). 
2. Ellell Mbers, Literary Women: The Great Writ
er'S (Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Books, 1977); 
PatriCla Meyer Spacks, The Femals Imagination 
(New York: Avon Books, 1976) [Smith'. note]. 
These books by the American feminist critics 
Moer. (1928-1979) and Spack. (b. 1929) were 
pioneering works in establishing a canon of 
women's writing. 
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ing about Women3 under the index entry "blacks, women and." "Black BOy 
(Wright)" is the preceding entry. Nothing follows. Again there is absolutely 
no recognition that Black and female identity ever coexist, specifically in a 
group of Black women writers. Perhaps one can assUme that these women 
do not know. who Black women writers are; that like most Americans they 
have little opportunity to learn about them. Perhaps. Their ignorance seems 
suspiciously selective, however, particularly in the light of ~he dozens of truly 
obscure white women: wtite~s they are able t9. unearth. Spacks was herself 
employed at Wellesley Cdllege at'. the same time that Alice W!llker was there 
teaching one of the. fir.st courses 'on Black women writers in the country. 

I am not trying to encourage racist criticism of Black women writers like 
that of Sara Blackburn, to cite only on~ example. As a begil1rtil?g I would at 
least like to see in print white women's acknowledgment of the contradic
tions of who arid what are being left out of their research ~md ,writing.4 

Black male critics can also act as if they do not know, .i:ha,t Black wome.~ 
writers exist and are, of course, hampered by an iriabil~l:y. to compreheria 
Black women's experience in sexual as well as racialterrHs. Unfortunately 
there are also those who. ~re as virulently sexist in th~~r. fi'eatment of Black 
women writers as their w~ite male counterparts .. Darw~n Turner's discussiort 
of Zora Neale Hurston in his In a Minor Chord: Three Afro-American Writers 
and Their Search for Identity is a frightening example of the near assassina
tion of a great Black woman writer.' His descripti~ns of her and her work as 
"artful," "coy," "irrational," "superficial," and "shallow" be~r no relationship 
to the actual quality of her achievements .. Turner is completely insensitive 
to the sexual political dynainics of Hurstori's life and writing. '. 

In a recent interview the notoriously misolJynist writer Ishmael Reed6 com
ments in this way upon t~e Iow sales of his newest novel: 

,I: , 

B;"t the book only sold 8000 copies. I don't mind giVi~g out th~ figure: 
8000. Maybe if I \yas one of those youngfemale.Afro~~merican writers 
that are so hot now, I'd sell more. You know, fill my books w.ith ghetto 
women who can do no wrong . ... But come on, I think I could have sold 
8000 copies by myself.? 

The politics of the situation of Black women are glaringly illuminated by this 
statenient. Neither Reed nor his white male interviewer has the slightest 
compUnction about attacking Bl~~k wOinEih in print. They need not fear 
widespread public denunciation since Reed's statement is in perfect agree
ment with the values of a society that hates Black people; women, and Black 
woinen. Finally the two of them feel free to base their actions on the premise 
that Black women are powerless to alter either their political or their cultural 
oppression. 

3. An· early (1968) work of second-wave literary 
criticism. by Ellmann (1921-1989). Black Bo)' 
(I945) is the autobiography of the African Ameri
can novelist Richard Wrlght (1908-1960). 
4. An article by Nancy Hoffman, "Whl~e Women, 
Black Women: Inventing an Adequate Pedagogy," 
Women's Studies Newsletter 5 (spring 1977): .21-
24, gives valuable Inslghts Into how white women 
can approach the writing of Black women [Smith'. 
note). 
5. Darwin T. Turner, In a Minor Chord: ,",ree 

A/ro-Americlln Writers and 'TIUllr Search for Iden
tit)' (CBrbondBle; Southern illinois University 
Press,. 1971) [Smith', notel. HURSTON (1891-
1960),. writer of fiction and folklore whose works 
were long 'neglected. 
6. African American novelist (b. 1938), known for 
his satirical and experimental fiction. 
7. John Domini, "Roots and Racism; An Interview 
with Ishm.el Reed," Boston PhoeIJix, April 5, 1977, 
p. 20 [Smith's note). 
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In her introduction to hA Bibliography of Works Written by American 
Black Women" Ora WiIliams quotes some of the reactions of her colleagues 
toward her efforts to do research on Black women: 

Others have reacted negatively with such statements as, "I really don't 
think you are going to find very much written," "Have 'they' written 
anything that is any good?" and, "I wouldn't go overboard with this 
woman's lib thing." \Vhen discussions touched on the possibility of 
teaching a course in which emphasis would be on the literature by Black 
women, one response was. "Ha. ha. That will certainly be the most noth
ing course ever offered!"R 

A remark by Alice \\'alker capsulizes what all the preceding examples indi
cate about the position of Black women writers and the reasons for the dam
aging criticism about them. She responds to her interviewer's question, "\Vhy 
do you think that the black woman writer has been so ignored in America? 
Does she have even more difficulty than the black male writer, who perhaps 
has just begun to gain recognition?" Walker replies: 

There are two reasons why the black woman w~iter is not taken as seri
ously as die black male writer. One is that she's a woman. Critics seem 
unusually ill-equipped to intelligently discuss and analyze the works of 
black women. Generally, they do not even make the attempt; they prefer, 
rather, to talk about the lives of black women writers, not about what 
they write. And, since black women writers are not-it would seem
very likable-until recently they were the least willing worshippers of 
male supremacy-comments about them tend to be cruel.9 

A convincing case for Black feminist criticism can obviously be built solely 
upon the basis of the negativity of what already exists. It is far more gratifying, 
however, to demonstrate its necessity by shOWing how it can serve to reveal 
for the first time the profound subtleties of this particular body of literature. 

Before s~ggesting how a Black feminist approach might be used to exam
ine a specific work, I will outline some of the principles that I think a Black 
feminist critic could use. Beginning with a primary commitment to exploring 
how both sexual and racial politics and Black and female identity are inex
tricable elements in Black women's writings, she would also work frolRolthe 
assumption that Black women writers constitute an identifiable literary tra
dition. The breadth of her familiarity with these writers would have shown 
her that not only is theirs a verifiable historical tradition that parallels in time 
the tradition of Black men and white women writing in this country, but that 
thematically, stylistically, aesthetically, and conceptually Black women writ
ers manifest common approaches to the act of creating literature as a direct 
result of the specific political, social, and economic experience they have 
been obliged to share. The way, for example, that Zora Neale Hurston. Mar
garet Walker,' Toni Morrison, and Alice Walker incorporate the traditional 

1';. Ora Williams, "A Bibliography of Work. Writ
l(,1l by American Black Worn""," College c.n"guage 
I\'sociation Journal 15 (1972): ~55. There is an 
,,~panded book-length version of this bibliogr .. phy: 
Ame."jc'Jn Black "'otKen it. the Arts "lid Sodal Sci~ 
C'/IC'es: A Bibliographic Sun'ey L\1etucht'n; N.J.: 
<'carecJ"Ow Press, 1973) [Smilh'. note]. Williams 

(b. 1926), an AfrlcRn American professor of 
English, published a revised and e"panded edition 
in 1978, 
9. John O'Brien, ed., Interviews with B/ad. Writers 
(New York: Liveright, 1973), p. 201 [Smith's note]. 
1. African American poet and novelist (191 5-
1998). 



2308 I BARBARA SMITH 

Black female activities of root-working, herbal medicine; conjure, and mid
wifery into the fabric' of their stories is- :not -mere cOincidence, .. nor'·is ,theit 
use of specifically Black female language to express their own and their char~ 
acters' thou~hts ac~idental. The u.se of Blac~ women'sla'-:l~u!1ge and cul~ural 
exp~riEmce}n books by Black.w?melj a'!wut Bl~c~ wom,en resultsin~ a.!"irac
ulotisly rich coalescing of forin' arid c<,mtent and also'takes their ~iting far 
beyond the confines of white/male literary structures. The. :Slack feminist 
critic woul~. ~nd.:inri~m.erable· :c~?imonali~ies iri "wo~ks by ~i?~~::~9me~ .. 

Another pnnclpl~ whIch grows out of the concept of a tracbtu:m and whIch 
would also heipto's'trEhlgthEm thi~' trad.itio~ would be' for-'the ·<;~tic'to look 
first for precedents and insights in interpretation within' the works of other 
Black women. In other words she would think and write out of her own 
identity and not try to graft the ideas or methodology of .whit elm ale literary 
thought upon the precious materials of Black women's art. Black femiriist 
criticism would by definition be highly innovative, ·embodying. ·the .daring 
spirit of the works themselves .. The Black feminist critic would be constantly 
aware of the political implications of her work and would assert the con~ec· 
tlons between it an~ I the 1'.<;,l,i,~~~~lsit~~ti9n .of all Blac~ .w~men. L<?gically 
developed, Black feI:llIriist critic.I!lnl WQuld' owe its existell(:e to a Bllilck fem
inist rTlOvement while,~t the sa~e t~f¥tecontribu~irig idelilst~'~t ~omen in the 
movement could us'e.. . /t . ... .... '. . 

. Black feiriirHst cHti~~s~ ~p'plie4 y; aparticular work, can' oyetturn P'l'evious 
assumptiQns' abput it,and exp~!I~'for the first 'time its a~tual dim~~sio'{ls. At 
the "Lesbians and Literature", 'discussion at the 1 t:}76 Modern Language 

. . '. .' . . ., I' '.'~'" '.. ...... .' . .' .. ' 

Association conve~ti()n Bertll~_l!airls2suggest~d t~~t if in a. woIilan M,iter's 
work a,sentence refuses to dovirhat it is supposed to do, if there are strong 
images of women arid if there is, a refusal to be linear; the result is innately 
lesbian literature. As usual, I wanted to see 'ifthese ideas might be applied 
to the Black women writers thaf:! know .. and quickly realized:that manY"of 
their works were; in H'erris's sense, lesbhlni :Not. because'women are "lovers," 
but because.they are the central figures;'arepositively'portrayed and have 
pivotal relationships withorie ,another. The form and language ofthese works 
are also nothing like what white p~triarchal- cailture requires.or expects. . 

1-was particulatly struck by the way.in·which Toni Morrison's novels The 
Bluest Eye and Sula3 could be explored ·from-this new perspective; In both 
works the relationships between girls and women are.' essential, yet at the 
same: time physical sexuality is overtly expressed only. 'between . men and 
women. Despite thefapparent heterosexuality of the female characters, I 
discovered in rereading Sula that it works as a lesbian novel riot only because 
of the passionate friendship between Sula and Nel blit- because of Morrison's 
consistently. critical stance toward .. the _ heterosexual ·institutions· of male
female relationships, marriage;·and the family. Consciously. or riot, Morri
son's work poses both lesbian ·and feminist questions about .Black women's 
autonomy and their impact.upon each -other's lives. '. i;." ; 

Sula and Nel find each other in 1922 when each of them is twelve, on the 
brink of puberty and the. discovery of boys. Ev~n as ·;awakening.sexua~ity 

.' .; . . . .. ..... . 

2 .. American lesbian novelist (b, 1937),.The,Mod
em' Language Association: th~ prhTIII.y '.'North 
A!iterfcdn professional organization f!>r scholars lri 
English and foreign literatures;' at" it$ annual COIl
ventlon. papers are presented lri hundreds of pan~ 
els. 

3, Tonl Mo.rrlson;~ Bi";'~, ~Ye (1.970; niprlfi~! 
New York: Pocket Books; 1976) and Sula (New 
York: Alfred A, Knopf, 19'13). 'An stibseque'nt ·reF· 
erences to Sula will be designated. In the. text 
[Smith's note]. '. . 
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"clotted their dreams," each girl desires "a someone" obviously' female with 
whom to share her feelings. Morrison writes: 

For it was' in dreams that the two' gfrls had' met. Long before Edna 
Finch's Mellow House opened, even before'they marched, through the 
chocolate halls of Garfield Primary School ... 'they had already made 
each other's acquaintance in the delirium of their noon dreams. They 
were solitary little girls whose loneliness was so 'profound it intoxicated 
them and sent them stumbling into Technicoloredvisions that always 
included a presence, a someone who, quite like the dreamer, shared the 
delight of the dream. When Nel, an only child, sat on the'steps of her 
back porch surrounded by the high silence of her mother's incredibly 
orderly house, feeling the neatness .pointing at her back, she studied the 
poplars and fell easily into a picture of herself lying on a flower bed, 
tangled in her own hair, waiting for some fiery prince'. He approached 
but never quite arrived. But always. watching the dream along with her, 
were some smiling sympathetic eyes. Someone as interested as she her
self in the flow of her imagined hair, the thickness'of the mattress of 
flowers, the voile sleeves that closed below her elbows in gold-threaded 
cuffs. 

Similarly, Sula, also an only child, but wedged into a household of 
throbbing disorder constantly awry witli,thitlgs, pe<,>ple,vol.ces and the 
slamming of doors, spent hours in the, attic "beJ:ti!1d ,a r~ll .of linoleum 
galloping through her own mind on a gray~arid-white horse tasting sugar 
and smelling roses in full view of someone who' sharedb~th the taste 
and the speed. 

So when they met, first in those chocolate halls and next through the 
ropes of the swing, they felt the ease and comfort 'of old friends; Because 
each had discovered years before that they were neither white nor male, 
and that all freedom and triumph was forbidden to them, they had set 
about creating something else to be. Th~ir meeti'ng was fortunate, for it 
let them use each other to grow on. Daughters of distant mothers and 
incomprehensible fathers (Sula's because he was dead; Nel's because he 
wasn't), they found in each other's eyes the intimacy they were looking 
for. (pp. 51-52) , , ~ , 

As this beautiful passage shows, their relationship, from'the very beginning, 
is suffused with an erotic romanticism. The dreams in which they are initially 
drawn to each other are actually complementary aspects, of. the same sen
suous fairy tale. Nel imagines a "fiery prince" who never quite arrives while 
Sula gallops like a prince "on a gray-and-white horse."4 The "real world" of 
patriarchy requires, however, that they channel this energy away from each 
other to the opposite sex. Lorraine Bethel explains this dynamic in her essay 
"Conversations with Ourselves: Black Female Relationships in Toni Cade 
Bambara's' Gorilla, My Love and Toni Morrison's Sula": 

I am not suggesting that Sula and Nel are being consciously sexual, or 
that their relationship has an overt lesbian nature. I am suggesting, how
ever, that there is a certain sensuality in their interactions that is rein-

4. My sister. neverl), Smith, pOinle(1 out this con
nection to me [Smith's note.]. 
5. African American writer of fiction and screen-

plays 0939-1995) as well as actiVist; the short 
story colledion Gorilla, My Love was published In 
1972, 
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forced by the mirror-like nature of their reiationship. Sexual exploration 
and coming of age is a natural part of adolescence. Sula and Nel discover 
men together, and though their flirtations with males are an important 
part of their sexual exploration, the sensuality that they experience in 
each other's company is equally important.6 

Sula and Nel must also struggle with the constrictions of racism upon their 
lives. The knowledge that "they were neither white nor male" is the inherent 
explanation of their need for each other. Morrison depicts in literature the 
necessary bonding that has always taken place between Black women for the 
sake of barest survival. Together the two girls can find the courage to create 
themselves. 

Their relationship is)severed only when Nel marries Jude, an unexceptional 
young man who thinks of her as "the hem-the tuck and fold that hid his 
raveling edges" (p.83). Sula's inventive wildness cannot overcome social 
pressure or the influence of Nel's parents who "had succeeded in rubbing 
down to a dull glow any sparkle or splutter she had" (p. 83). Nel falls prey 
to convention while Sula escapes it. Yet at the wedding which ends the first 
phase of their relationship, NeI's final action is to look past her husband 
toward Sula, 

a slim figure in blue, gliding, With just a hint of a strut, down the path 
towards the road .... Even from the rear Nel could tell that it was Sula 
and that she was smiling; that something deep down in that litheness 
was amused. (p. 85) 

When Sula returns ten years later, her rebelliousness full blown:, a major 
source of the town's suspicions stems from the fact that although she is 
almost thirty, she is still unmarried. Sula's grandmother, Eva, does not hes
itate to bring up the matter as soon as she arrives~, She asks: 

"When you gone tb get married? You need to have some babies. It'll 
settle you .... Ain't no woman got no business floatin' around without 
no man." (p. 92) 

Sula replies: "I don't want to inake somebody else. I want to make myself" 
(p. 92). Self-definition is a dangerous activity for any woman to engage in, 
especially a Black one, and it expectedly earns Sula pariah status in Medal
lion. 

Morrison clearly points out that it is the fact that Sula has n~t been tamed 
or broken by the exigencies of heterosexual family life which most galls the 
others: 

Among the weighty evidence piling up was th~ fact that Sula did not 
look her age. She was near thirty and, unlike them, had lost no teeth, 
suffered no bruises, developed no ring of fat at the waist or pocket at 
the back of her neck. (p. 115) 

In other words she is not a domestic serf, a woman run down by obligatory 
childbearing or a victim of battering. Sula also sleeps with the husbands of 

6, Lorraine Bethel, "Conversations with Our
selves: Black Female Relationships In Tonl Cade 
Bambara'. Gorilla, My Love and Tonl Morrlson'. 

s .. Ia," unpublished paper written at Yale Univer
sity, 1976 [Smith's note). 
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the town once and then discards them, needing them even less than her own 
mother did for sexual gratification and affection. The town reacts to her 
disavowal of patriarchal values by becoming fanatically serious about their 
own family obligations, as if in this way they migh~ counteract Sula's radical 
criticism of their lives. ' 

Sula's presence in her community functions much like the presence of 
lesbians everywhere to expose the contradictions of supposedly "normal" life. 
The opening paragraph of the essay ''The Woman-ldentified Woman" has 
amazing relevance as an explanation of Sula's position and character in the 
novel. It asks: 

\Vhat is a lesbian? A lesbian is the rage of all women condensed to the 
point of explosion. She is the woman who, often beginning at an 
extremely early age, acts in accordance with her inner compulsion to be 
a more complete and freer human being than her society-perhaps then, 
but certainly later-cares to allow her. These needs and actions, over a 
period of years, bring her into painf~l conflict with people, situations, 
the accepted ways of thinking, feeling all(~ behaving, until she is in a 
state of continual war with everything around her, and usually with her
self. She may not be fully conscious of the political implications of what 
for her began as personal necessity, but on:·some level she has not been 
able to accept the limitations and oppression laid on her by the most 
basic role of her society-the female role:? 

The limitations of the Blac1t fema~e role are even greater in a racist and 
sexist society, as is the amount of courage it takes to challenge them. It is 
no wonder that the townspeople see Sula's independence as imminently dan-
gerous. .. 

Morrison is also careful to show the reader that despite their years of 
separation and their opposing paths, Nel and Sula's relationship retains its 
primacy for each of them. Nel feels transformed when Sula returns and 
thinks: 

It was like getting the use of an eye back, having a cataract removed. 
Her old friend had come home. Sula. Who made her laugh, who made 
her see old things with new eyes, in whose presence she felt clever, 
gentle and a little raunchy. (p. 95) -':'" .. 

Laughing together in the familiar "rib-scraping" way, Nel feels "new, soft and 
ne\-,," (p. 98). Morrison uses here the visual imagery which symbolizes the 
women's closeness thro,-!ghout the novel. 

Sula fractures this closeness. however, by sleeping with Nel's husband, an 
Het of little import according to her system of values. Nel, of course, cannot 
understand. Sula thinks ruefully: 

Nel was the one person who had wanted nothing from her, who had 
accepted all aspects of her. Now she wanted everything, and all becimse 
of that. Nel was the first person who had been real to her, whose name 
she knew, who pad seen as she had the slant of life that made it possible 
to stretch it to its limits. Now Nel was one of tltem. (pp. 119-120) 

-. New York Radicalesbians, "The Woman-Identified Woman," In Lesbians Speak Out (OakJand: Women's 
I',.t· .. Collective, 1974), p. 87 (Smith's notel. 
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Sula also thinks at the realization.oflosing Nel about how unsatisfactory her 
relationships with men' have .been and admits: . 

She had been lo'oking' 'all' along' fora i friend; and it' took' her a whil~ to 
discover that it lover was not a::~orm'ade ana could'h~ver' be-for a 
woman. (p. 121)" , . " 

The nearesUhat Sula comes to actually loving a man is ·in aibrief affair ,With 
Ajaxand.what-,she valuesmost.ilbout him.is the intellect1:lal ~ompanionship 
he· provides; the brilliaJ1cehe ."allows~~ her:to show." ,. .', 

Sula's feelings about sex with men are also consistent with a lesbian inter
pretation of the novel. Morrison writes: 

" .' .,' : .. ', '.,." ... , " 

'She went to bed'with men as frequently as she could .. ~t Was the only 
place' .where she could, find what she Was looking for: misery ~lnd the 

·ability to feel deep sorroW . .. '. During; 'the lovemaking .. shefound and 
needed to find the cutting 'edge; Wheh she left off coop-erating with her 
body and began to assert herself in the act, particles of strengfh gathered 
in her like steel shavings drawri.to a·spacious magnetic center, forming 
a tight duster that nothing, it ,seemed, could breaK. And there was utmost 
irony and outrage· in lying unaer'fomeone, in a position ,ofsurren4er, feel
ing her own abiding strength and.limitless power . ..• When her partner 
disengaged himself, she loo~~d up at him in wonder trying to recall his 
name ... waiting impatiently for him to turn away,· .. leaving'her to the 
postcoital priva~eness in which she met. herself, we.lcomed herself, and 
Joined'herselfinmatchless·harmonjl. (pp. 122-li3; italics mine) 

• • . ' I .. ' \ 

Sulatises men for sex wbich results; ,not in. communion with them, but in 
her further delving into s&if. '. '.' 
. Ultimately the deepest· communion ·and ·col'nmunication.jn the. novel 
occurs:. between -two women who' love .each other. After . their last painful 
'meeting, which does not·bring reconciliation, Sula thinks as,NeJ.leaves her: 

"So she will walk on down that road, her back so straight in that oiel 
green coat •.. thinking how 'much 1 have cost her and never remember 
the days when we w~re.two·throats and'one eye aridwehad·no price." 
(p.147) 

. '. '. : ." i 
It is diffioult to imagine a more evocative metaphor for whaf"'i.vomen can be 
to each other, the "pricelessness" they achieve inrefusing.to sell-themselves 
~or male approval, the total worth that they can only find in each other's eyes. 

Decades later the novel concludes with· Nel's final comprehension of the 
source of the grief'1hat has plagued her from the time her husband walked 
out: 

"All that time, I thought I was missingju'de." And the loss pressed down 
on her chest and came up into her throat. "We was girls together," she 
said~as,though explaining something. "0 Lord j Sula,"'she cried, "girl, 
girl; girlfriend." . . " 

It,was a fine cry-loud and long-but it had rio bottom and it had no 
top, just circles and. circles of sorrow. (p. 174) 

Again Morrison exquisitely co~v~ys what women, .B1ack w,omen,. mean to 
each other. This final passage verifies the depth of Suta and Nel's relationship 
and its centrality to an accurate interpretation of the work. 
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Sula is an exceedingly lesbian novel in the emotionse,q,ressed, in the 
definition of female character, and in the way that the politics of heterosex
uality are portrayed. The very meaning of lesbianism is, being expanded in 
literature, just as it is being redefined throughpolidcs. The confusion that 
many readers have felt about Sula may well have a lesbian explanation. If 
one sees Sula's inexplicable "evil" and nonconformitY as the evil of not being 
male-identified, many elements in the ,novel become c1ear~ The work might 
be clearer still if Morrison had approached her subject. With the conscious
ness that a lesbian relationship was at least a possibility for ,her characters. 
Obviously Morrison did not intend the reader to perceiveSula and Nel's 
relationship as inherently lesbian. However, this lack of intention only shows 
the way in which heterosexist assumptions can veil what lIlay logically be 
expected to occur in a work. What I have tried to do bere i~ riot to prove that 
Morrison wrote something that she did not, but to poirtfout, how a Black 
feminist critical perspective at least allows consideration' of"this level of the 
novel's meaning. ' 

In her interview in Conditions: One Adrienne Rich8 talks about uncon
summated relationships and the need t~ reevaluate the meaning of intense 
yet supposedly nonerotic connections between women. She' asserts: 

We need a lot more documentation about what actually happened: I 
think we can also imagine it, because we know it happened-we know 
it out of our own Iives.9 

Black women are still in the position of having to "imagine," discover, and 
verify Black lesbian literature because so little has been written from an 
avowedly lesbian perspective. The near nonexistence of Black lesbian liter
ature which other Black lesbians and I so deeply feel has everything to do 
with the politics of our lives, the total suppression of identity that EiII Black 
women, lesbian or not, must face. This literary silence is again intensified 
by the unavailability of an autonomous Black : feminist inovement through 
which we could fight our oppression and also begin to name ourselves. 

In a speech, "The Autonomy of Black Lesbian Women,"',Wilmette Brown 
comments upon the connection between our political reality and the litera
ture we must invent: 

Because the isolation of Black lesbian ':Yomen,given tJ:tat weareS"tiper
freaks, given that our lesbianism defies both the sexual 'identity that 
capital gives us and the racial identity that capital gives us, the isolation 
of Black lesbian women from heterosexual Black women is very pro
found. Very profound. I have searched throughout Black history, Black 
literature, whatever, looking for som~ women, that I could see were 
somehow lesbian. Now I know that in a certain sense they were aIlles
bian. But that was a very painful search.· 

Heterosexual privilege is usually the only privilege that Black women have. 
None of us have racial or sexual privilege, ~Imost none' of us have class 
privilege; maintaining "straightness" is our last resort. Being out, particularly 
out in print, is the final renunciation of any claim; to the crumbs of "toler-

R, American poet, essayist, and leshian feminist. 
(h. 1929; see above). 
9. Elly Bulkin, "An Interview with I\drienne Rich: 
PM! I," Conditions: One I (1977): 62 ISmith's 

note]. 
1. Wilmette Brown, "The Autonomy of Black Les
bian Women," manuscript of speech delivered July 
24, 1976, in Toronto, Canada [Smith', note]. 
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ance" that non threatening "ladylike" Black women are sometimes fed. I am 
convinced that it is our lack of privilege and power in every other sphere that 
allows so few Black women to make the leap that many white women, par
ticularly writers, have been able to make in this decade, not merely because 
they are white or have economic leverage, but because they have had the 
strength and support of a movement behind them. 

As Black lesbians we must be out not only in white society but in the Black 
community as well, which is at least as homophobic. That the sanctions 
against Black lesbians are extremely high is well illustrated in this comment 
by Black male writer Ishmael Reed. Speaking about the inroads that whites 
make into Black culture, he asserts; 

In Manhattan yo~ find pec;>ple actively trying to impede intellectual 
debate among Afro~Americans. The powerful "liberal/radical/existen
tialist" influences of the Manhattan literary and drama establishment 
speak through tokens, like for example that ancient notion of the' one 
black ideologue (who's usually a Communist), ~he one black poetess 
(who's usually a feminist lesbian).z 

To Reed, "feminist" and "lesbian" are the most pejorative terms he can hurl 
at a Black woman and totally invalidate anything she might say regardless of 
her actual politics or sexual identity .. Such accusations are quite effective for 
keeping in line Black women writers who are writing with integrity and 

\. strength from any conceivable perspective, but especially ones who are actu
ally feminist and lesbian. Unfortunately Reed's reactionary attitude is all too 
typical. A community which has not confronted sexism, because a wide
spread Black feminist movement has not required it to, has likewise not been 
chaJIenged to examine its heterosexism. Even at this moment I am not con
vinced that one can write explicitly as a Black lesbian and live to tell about 
it. 

Yet there are a handful of Black women who have risked everything for 
truth. Audre Lorde, Pat Parker, and Ann AlIen Shockley have at least broken 
ground in the vast wilderness of works that do not exist. 3 Black feminist 
criticism will again have an essential role not only in creating a climate in 
which Black lesbian writers can survive, but in undertaking the total re
assessment of Black literature and literary history needed to reveal the Black 
woman-identified women that Wilmette Br!lwn and so many of us are looking 
for. 

Although I have concentrated here upon what does not exist and what 
needs to be done, a few Black feminist critics have already begun this work. 
Gloria T. Hull at the University of Delaware has discovered in her research 
on Black women· poets of the Harlem Renaissance4 that many of the women 

2. Domini, "Roots and Racism," p. i8 [Smith', 
note). 
3. Audre Lorde, New York Headshop and Mme ..... 
(Detroit: Broadside Press, 1974); Co .. 1 (NewVork: 
Norton, 1976); Between O .. r Selves (Point Reye., 
Calif.: Eldolon Editions, 1976); ne Black Unicorn 
(New York: Norton, 1978). Pat Parker, Child of 
Myself (Oakland: Women's Press Collective, 
1972); Pit Slop (Oakland: Women's Press Collec· 
tive, 1973); Wo ..... nsla .. ghter (Oakland: Dlana 
Press, 1978); Moveme,at I .. Black (Oakland: Dlana 
Press, 1978). Ann Alien Shockley, Loving Her 

(Indlanapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1974) [Smith'. 
note}. All Americans: Lorde (1934-1992), ppet 
and essayist; Parker (1944-1989), poet; and 
Shockley (b. 1927), novelist. 
4. Vibrant movement of the 1920s and early 
1930. encompassing literature and the visual an" 
performing arts; Harlem in New York City w~s 
then the cultural capital of black America .. MaJor 
literary figures of the Harlem Renaissance Include 
Alaln Locke, LANGSTON HUGHES, and Huroton: 
Hull (b. 1944), scholar and poet, a pioneer In Afri
can A~erlcan feminist studies. 
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\\'ho are considered "minor" writers of the period were in constant contact 
with each other and provided both intellectual stimulation and psychological 
support for each other's work. At leas~ one of these writers, Angelina Weld 
Crimke.5 wrote many unpublished love poems to women. Lorraine Bethel, 
a l-ecent graduate of Yale College, has q~ne substantial work on Black women 
writers, particularly in her senior essay, "This Infinity of Conscious Pain: 
Blues Lyricism and Hurston's .Black Female Folk Aesthetic and Cultural 
Sensibility in Their Eyes \-Vere Watching God," in which she brilliantly defines 
and uses the principles of Black feminist criticism. Elaine Scott at the State 
Lniversity of New York at Old West~llry is also involved in highly creative 
and politically resonant research on Hurston and other writers. 

The fact that these critics are young and, except for Hull, unpublished 
mel-ely indicates the impediments we face. Undoubtedly there are other 
women working and writing whom I do not even know, simply because there 
is no place to read them_ As l\tichele Wallace states in her article "A Black 
f:eminist's Search for Sisterhood": 

We exist as women who are Black who are feminists, each stranded for 
the moment, working independently because there is not yet an envi
ronment in this society remotely congenial to our struggle-for our 
thoughts]. 6 . 

I only hope that this essay is one way of breaking our silence and our isola
tion. of helping us to know each other. 

Just as I did not know where to start I a~ not sure how to end. I feel that 
I have tried to say too much and at the s!ime time have left too much unsaid. 
\\'hat I want this essay to do is lead everyone who reads it to examine every
tlt;"rg that they have ever thought and believed about feminist culture and 
to ask themselves how their thoughts connect to the reality of Black women's 
writing and lives. I want to encourage in white women, as a first step, a sane 
accountability to all the women who write and live on this soil. I want most 
of all for Black women and Black lesbians somehow not to be so alone. This 
last will require the most expansive of revolutions as well as many new wor:ds 
to tell us how to make this revolution real. t finally want to express how much 
easier both my waking and my sleeping hours would be if there were one 
book in existence that would tell me something specific about my life. Qpe 
book based in Black feminist and Black lesbian experience, fiction or non
fiction. Just one work to reflect the reality that I and the Black women whom 
I love are trying to create. \Vhen such a book exists then each of us will not 
only know better how to live. but how to dream. 

~. Poet and dramatist (1880-1958); few of her 
wurks were published in her lifetitne. 
1>. Michele Wallace, "A Black Feminist's Search 

1977 

for Sisterh()od," VIIIAse Voice, July 28, 1975, p. 7 
[Smith's note}. Wallace (b. 1952), African AmerI
can critic. 
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BARBARA.}OliNSON 
b. 1 ~47 

" .' 
. , ' '.: .,j"" '.1' ",: .: ",: I'" 

'Barbara johnson ,is knowri ~s a translator in various senses of the word. 'She is the 
~eiebrated trartsllltor OfJAC'O'UES OERRIDA's' Dissemi~iion (1972; trari~:,'198i); and 
she is also o~{ br' thl! 'ea~liestand !nost interesting translatod6£'sth,l.cturalist 
and poststhidiitalist theotyintb literary insight.s~ Often praised for her:"ltiCldity' and 
"clarity," she has . nevertheless emphasized;' again and' agaiii( the 'uflavb1dahility 
and necessity of linguistic complexity and difficulty in forinulating,hitraotable prob
lems. For her, language,cannot be'extricated from what is. problematic; ,language is 
not simply about probleins, it part,icipates ,~n them. , .:. , 

Born in 1 ~4 7 near Bos,ton" she was the first of four cpildten. Her. f.,~~er wall a 
school principal and her mother a,librarian. She attended Oberlin College (1965-
69), l11ajorlng in French. and ,completed a Ph,D. in French.!I~Yiile UJ;liversityin 1977. 
Her !Itudies at Yale took place at a complicated intersection 'of politJcs 'arid criticism,; 
while the effects of the 1969 student strike against the Vietnam 'War and the tital 'of 
Black I'~nther Bobby Seale in New Haven lingered, the ','Yale Schoor' ;of academic 
literary, th~ory ,wa,s dev,eloping, and, arc;>und J 968, there had explod~d.q~to the scene 
"french Theory"~aslll;lrthand de'.i.Knation ~Qr, structuralism, and poslstructuralism 
in many fields. The ''Yale School" was the label by which the academiC;:,llnd popular 
press referred to a group of male Uterary critics (PAUL DE MAN, HAROLD BLOOM, 
Geoffrey Hartman, J.: HilUs ,Miller)\vho were all interested in Romanticism and who 
often incorporated structuralist and poststructuralist perspecti~es .~n ,their work. At 
the same time, the works, of Derrida, JACQUES. LACAN, and oth,er french theorists 
'-vere 'gaining recognitipn, but becau~e most had ~ot yet be~n translated'into English, 
French departments provided one of the first points of entry into th~ American acad
emy fo~ their revolutionary: ideas. The challenge of transladiigbe,tWeen one context 
and another'thus itself beciu!le part of thEitheoretical enterpris~:' , ' , 

Johnson's work has been profoundly engaged with and by the' work ora number of 
teachers and colleagues; ,both at 'Vale, where she taught French"'and 'coinparative 
literature from· 1977;, to 1983, and at Harvai'd' UniversitY,' v<.hete she has'taught 
French, comparative literature, and English'since 1983dn particular, Paul de Man 
(her thesis director at Yale) and colleagues:Shoshana Feltnan.(at,Yale),HENRY LOUIS 
GATES JR. (at both Yale and HJlrvatd), Ilnd Marjorie Garber, (at; Jlal"\:'ard).,Her first 
book, publishe~, in Fra~ce in 1979, examineci, the prOSe poems of tJte, 'J)~n~teenth
centu7 French writers CHARLES, BAUDELAI~E;, a,od STEPHANE MALi.ARME, Titled D~
jiguratwns du language, p~tiq~: la sec~ .revolution baudelairienne, (Q,i:sjisurations 
of Poetic Langage: Thi S"cond Baudelairean Revolutio~), it ,analyzed the'sigriificance 
of Baudelaire's turn to 'prose 'after', the publication of his one book of .lyric verse, Les 

. Fleurs du mal (Flowerlof Evil). Johnson's second book, The Criii'cal'Difieience: Essays 
in the Contemp0f.ary Rhetoric of Reading (1980), which ranged 'more widely ovet 
theory, quickly followed. The word difference in the title is meant to name two dif
ferent conceptions of difference and the tension between them: binary difference in 
its traditional sense (prose and poetry, male and female, etc.); and Derridean diff~r
ance, a nonidentity within each term that is concealed or repressed in the process of 
establishing opposition. Johnson named these "the difference between" and "the dif
ference within," terms that have entered the critical lexicon. 

The Critical Difference collected what might be called johnson's first "allegOries of 
the6ry": the essays focused on the process of finding in literary texts preoccupations 
that have become newly readable through new theoretical perspectives. Rather than 
viewing theory as something applie,d to the text, she contends that theore~i~a. q~es
tions already inhabit the text. The theory can draw them· out, and, ,perhaps, provide 
the means of analyzing the text's resistances to the very theory that illuminates it. 
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Theory thus becomes a subset of literature: a process of formulating a knowledge the 
literary text is presumed to store. The key words of the theory are themselves words; 
they are therefore subject to the same play, seriousness, and instability that literary 
texts can give to all words. What constitutes "literature," however, is not fixed but 
constantly changing, a function of the kinds of questions asked of it: what is "stored" 
in the text both is and isn't in it. As the text and the theory interact, the two cOhstantly 
shift ground. johnson's reading of Hermann Melville's Billy Budd j oUr selection, sees 
Melville's short novel as deeply preoccupied by the same issues about language that 
occupied FERDlNAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913) andJ. L. AUSTIN (I 911-1960). Billy 
Budd is a particularly good example of a text Assured by conflicting assumptions about 
words: the final revision was never finished by Melville, and competing versions of it 
have been published posthumously. Another well-knoWn essay from The Critical Dif
ference, "The Frame of Reference," examines the influential analyses, by Lacan and 
Derrida, of EDGAR ALLAN POE's story "The Purloined Letter" (1844) and meditates 
explicitly on the structure of mutual framing between text and theory. 

In 1981 Johnson published her translation of Derrida's Dissemination, with a 
much-cited introduction. In 1982 she edited an Issue of Yale French Studies titled 
The Pedagogical Imperative: Teaching as a Literary Genre. In this collection of essays, 
such authors as Derrida, de Man, Felman, Jane Gallop, and JEAN-FRANC;;OIS LYOTARD 
explored not how to teach literary texts but how literature depicts teaching, and how 
"the literary" and "the pedagogica)" are linked. 

In 1980 a student introducedjohnson to the workofzoRA NEALE HURSTON (1891-
1960); aided by a series of conversations with Henry Louis Ga~esJr.,Johnson became 
one of the first scholars to apply French literary theory to African American texts. 
Hurston was a particularly productive novelist for this enterprise, since her rhetorical 
virtuosity and folkloric imagination were at odds with the kinds of realist texts that 
dominated the canon of African American literature. Feminists, prompted by the 
writer Alice Walker's essays of the mid-1970s about I-iurston's· importance to the 
literary tradition of black women, were beginning to rethink both the canon and 
canonical aesthetics through Hurston's novels and ·folktales; The resultant boom in 
Hurston studies contributed to a change in AfricahAmerican studies itself, epitom
ized by Gates's The Signifying Monkey: A Theory of Afro-American Literary Criticism 
(1988). Johnson's two essays on Hurston appear in her cOlIectlon·AWorld of Differ
ence (1987), a book in which she attempts to think deconstructively about a wide set 
of questions. For example, the often-reprinted essay "Apostrophe, Animation, and 
Abortion," which ends the book, brings together in striking ways literature (lyric 
poetry) and law (the abortion debates). 

In 1991 Johnson co-edited a volume titled Consequences of Theory, whose con~rib
utors attempted to refute the notorious assertion, made by STANLEY FISH in hi;f)oing 
What Comes Naturally: Change, Rhetoric, and the Practice of Theory in· Literary and 
Legal Studies (I989), that theory has no consequences. There followed in 1993 Free
dom and Interpretation, johnson's edited volume of·the Oxford Amnesty Lectures of 
1992, part of a project designed to raise money for Amnesty International. The lec
turers invited to Oxforg that year had been asked by the organizers to address what 
happens to the idea of "human rights" in an age of the "deconstruction of the subject." 
johnson's introduction attempts to analyze what is at stake in the question, especially 
when its two elements are viewed as not simply oPPolled. This volume belongs to the 
Jarger investigation of the relations between deconstruction and politics; a topic hotly 
debated at the time. 

johnson's own lectures on literary theory given at Bucknell University yielded The 
Wake of Deccmstruction (1994), in which she discusses the questions deconstruction 
had both awakened and left in its wake, especially after the double "death" of Paul 
de Man (his literal death in 1983, followed by the revelation in 1987 of his coli abo
rationist journalism). The two lectures, "Double Mourning and the Public Sphere" 
and "Women and Allegory," analyze the conflation of deconstruction, political cor-
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rectness, and identity politics, which had all become strangely and wrongly linked in 
the public mind. 

In the late 1990s, a series of attacks on feminism and on women's studies pro
grams led Johnson to write about the status of ambivalence within oppositional 
movements. She argues in the introduction to The Feminist Difference (I998) that 
the trap of unanimity, even when called forth by a common target, is ultimately 
impoverishing except on specific and strategic occasions. The debates within femi
nism-among black and white feminists, among lesbians and heterosexuals, among 
women from different classes or different countries-had revealed that the strength 
of the feminist movement lay not in unity but in the ability to face differences and 
conflicts and still go on, and that it was the continued functioning· of the powers 
being contested (even within feminists themselves) that made going on so difficult. 
The essays in The Feminist Difference take up the issues raised in the book's 
subtitle-Literature, Psyc~anal)'sis, Race, and Gender-and are loosely structured 
around paired texts. 

Our selection, from "Melville's Fist: The Execution of Bill)' BuM" (1979), weaves 
together Melville's writing strategies with the tale he is telling. In addition, it examines 
the early critical literature surrounding Melville's text, which can be seen to act out 
the problems found within the work. The problem brought to crisis by the plot-Billy 
Budd's murder of John Claggart-is an outgrowth of issues of representat~on exem
plified by the two characters. "Handsome is as handsome qoes," the saying applied 
to Billy, presupposes the ideal of an absolute correspondence (Saussure calls it "moti
vation") between a sign and its meaning, a slgnifier and a signified. In contrast, "His 
portrait I essay, but shall never hit it," the narrator's admission about his;represen-

J tation of John Claggart, presupposes an unbridgeable gap between the two parts of 
the sign. Captain Vere, whose role is to judge ("read") the resulting confrontation, 
must negotiate between these two theories of the sign-tJ"te "motivated" versus the 
"arbitrary"-in relation to the legal "forms" or conventions under which he is obliged 
to operate. Johnson frames the tale in the context not only of linguistic theory but 
also of relations between literature and law. For Captain V~re cannot pronounce upon 
the "text" before him without at the same time, as J ...... Austin would put it, "doing 
things with words." . I " ' 

"Melville's' Fist" isa good, !i!xample of what we might call the literary life of theory. 
The essay both provide$ an intricate close reading of !l text and discover$, within the 
text, questions the theory' is attempting to discuss. It is all 'too easy to think of theory 
as a body of knowledge rather than as an approach to insoluble problems. By uncov
ering general preoccupations that are "in" the text even though they could not, in the 
same form, have been "in" Melville's mind, Johnson explores the questions that tJ"te 
text and the theory implicitly share-questions about motivation, intention, action, 
and law. In finding Saussure and Austin already impossibly within Melville, she sug
gests that a reader can achieve a closeness to texts that is based not on accuracy (as 
measured against some fixed standard or truth) but on intimacy (as results from 
getting to know how something works). . 

In describins the processes by which forces of uncertainty are institutionalized as 
certainties-and thus, as theorles-Johnson once lamented that "nothing falls like 
success" (A World of Difference). The "linguistic turn" In the human sciences during 
the twentieth century has in some ways been superseded and critlqued, but Johnson 
remains unconvinced that the project of accounting for the role of language can ever 
really become outmoded. We need to find, she implies, not something "beyond the 
linguistic turn" but a way to keep being surprised by it. 

At Harvard University, Johnson has been named the Fredric Wertham Pr~fessor 
of Law and Psychiatry in Society, a title reflective of her ongoing interdisciplinary 
work. Like SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE's Ancient Mariner, whom she cites as a'model 
teacher, she seems determined to repeat the story of the importance of language in 
widely differing contexts. But the lesson she derives from the Mariner about pedagogy 
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is not simple: "Teaching." she writes in her introduction to The Pedagogical Impera
tit'e. "is a compulsion to repeat what one has not yet understood." 
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From Melville's Fist: The Execution of Billy Budd 

The Plot against the CI,aracters 

The plot of Melville's Billy Budd' is well known, and, like its title character, 
appears entirely straightforward and simple. It is a tale of three men in a 
boat: the innocent, ignorant foretopman, handsome Billy Budd; the devious, 
urbane master-at-arms, John Claggart; and the respectable, bookish com
manding officer, Captain the Honorable Edward Fairfax ("Starry") Vere. 
Falsely accused by Claggart of plotting mutiny aboard the British man-qf
war Bellipotent, Billy Budd, his speech impeded by a stutter, strikes his 
accuser dead in front of the Captain, and is condemned, after a summary 
trial, to hang. 

In spite of the apparent straightforwardness of the facts of the case, n6w
e"el-, there exists in the critical literature on Billy Budd a notable range of 
disagreement over the ultimate meaning of the tale. For some, the story 
constitutes MelvilIe's "testament of acceptance,"z his "ever-lasting yea,"3 his 
"acceptance of tragedy,"4 or at least his "recognition of necessity.'" For oth
ers, MelvilIe's "final stage" is, on the contrary, "irony":6 Billy Budd is consid-

I. Ilerman Melville, Bill}' Bwlcl ;8 posthumous, 
IInnnished, much-revised no"ella first published in 
I 924 I. in "Billy Budd, Sailor ... ""cl Otl,er Stoo';es, 

<.c1. H, Beaver (New York: Pen!!uin Books, 1967). 
L;nl('ss otherwise indicated. all l·efert.~I'1Ce5 to Bill,. 
l3udcl "re to this edition. which t"cprints the Hay-
1'01'<1 and Sealts Reading Te"t [except as indicated, 
"Il notes are Johnoon's], [MelvillE' (1819-1891). 
/\111e'rkan writer of fiction and poetry-editor's 
nnt".] 
2.. E. L. Grant Walson, IfMelvilJe's Testament of 
:\cceptance." New Englantl Q""ne,'ly 6 (1933): 
. ~1<)-27. 

3. The expression appears in both J. Freeman. 
Henna .. Me/vllle (New York: Macmlllan, 1926), 
p. 136, and in R, M. Weaver, nu. SllOrter Novels 
of HeNNan Me/vllle (New York: Liveright, 1928), 
p. (j. 

4. W. E. Sedgwick. He ......... M"lvlll,,: TI ... Tragedy 
of MI"d (Cambridge, Ma.s.: Harvard University 
Pres., 1944), pp. 231-49. 
5. F. B. Freeman, Melville's Billy Budd (Cam, 
bridge, Ma.s.: Harvard University Press, 1948), 
pp. 115-24. 
6. J. Schlffman, "Melvllle's Final Stage: Irony," 
America" Literature 22 (1950): 128-36 . 
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ered a "testament of resistance,'" "it'onic social criticism,"8 or the last 
vituperation in Melville's "quarrel with God."g More recently, critical atten
tion has devoted itself to the fact of ambiguity itself in the story, sometimes 
deploring it, 1 sometimes revelling in it; 2 and sometimes simply listing it. 3 The 
ambiguity is attributed to various causes: the unfinished state ,of the manu
script, Melville's change of heart toward Vere, Melville's unreconciled ambiv
alence toward authority or his guilt about paternity, or the incompatibility 
between the "plot" and the "story."4 

.. .. .. 
Most studies of the story tend to begin, after a few general r«;!marks about 

the nature of good and eVil, with a delineation 'of ~hethree main char;tcters: 
Billy, Claggart,and Vere. As Charles Weir puts it, "Thepurelyp~ysical action 
of the story, is clear enough, arid about its significant details there is never 
any doubt .... It is, therefore. with some consideration of the characters of 
the three principal actors that any analysis must begin.'" "Structurally;" 
writes F. B. Freeman, "the three characters are the novel" Cp. 73). 

Melville goes to great le'ngths to describe both the physical and the moral 
characteristics of his prota-gonists. Billy Budd, a twenty-one-year-old "novice 
in the complexities of factitious life," is remarkable for his "significant per
sonal beauty," his "reposeful good nature," his "straightforward simplicity," 
and his "unconventional rectitude." But Billy's intelligence ("such as it was," 
says Melville) is as primitiv.e as his: virtues a.re prist.ne. He is illiterate, he 
cannot understand ambiguity, and he stutters. 

Claggart, on the other hand, is presented as the very image of urbane, 
intellectualized, artifulate evil. Although "of no ill figure upon the whole," 
something in Claggar't's pallid face consisteritly inspires uneasiness and mis
trust. He is a man, writes Melville; "in whom was the mania of an evil nature, 
not engendered by vicious training or corrupting books, or licentious living, 
but born with hilTl and innate, in short, 'a depravity according to nature' " 
(p. 354). The mere sight of Billy Budd's rosy beauty and rollickiriginnocence 
dQes not' fail to provoke in such a character "an antipathy spontaneous and 
profound." ",' ' , 

The third man in the drama, the one who has inspired the greatest critical 
(J.i.ssent, is pr~ented in less vivid but curiously more contradictory tenDs. 
The Bellipotent's captain is described as both unaffected ,and peda'ntic, 
qreainy and resolute, irascible and undemonstrative, "mindful of the welfare 
-of his men, but never tolerating an infraction of discipline," "intrepid to the 
verge of tehierity, though never injudiciously so" Cp. 338). While Billy and 
'Claggart a~~ said to'owe their characters to linature," Captain Vere is shaped 
mainly by, his fondness for books: ' 

7. P. Within;, "Billy BudJ: Testament of Resis
tance," Mode,... La"g'Ulge Quarterly 20 (1959): 
115-27. 
8. K. E. Zink, "Herman MelYllle and the Form.
Irony and Social Criticism In Billy B,uld,· Accent 

. .12 (1952): 131-39. 
'9. L. 'Thompson, Melville's Quarrel with Gnd 
(Prir:'ceton: Princeton UnIversity Press,,1952)., 
1. K. Ledbetter, 'The Ambiguity of Billy BudJ," 
Tex"s Studies i .. Literalure and Language 4 (1962): 
130-34. 
2. S. E. Hyman, quoted in R. H. Fogle, "Billy 
B"dd-Acceptal1ce of Irony," Tuu ... e Studies in 

English 8 (1958):107. , 
3. E. M. Clfelli,"Bllly BudJ: Boggy Ground to 
Build On," Studle .• i .. Shon Fiction 13 (1976): 
463-69. . 
4. L. T. Lemon, "Billy Budd: The Plot against the 
Story," S"ulies In Shon Fiction 2 (1964): 32-43 . 
[The larger story is that of the French and English 
wars following the time of the French Revolution, 
in which Billy BudJ is set-editor's note.I 
5. Charles Weir Jr., "Malice Reconciled," in Crit
ics 0" Melvill .. , ed. Theodore Rounlree (Coral 
Gables: UnIversity of Miami Press, 1972), p. 121. 
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He loved books, never going to sea without a newly replenished library, 
compact but of the best .... With nothing of that literary taste which 
less heeds the thing conveyed than the vehicle, his bias was toward those 
books to which every serious mind of superior order occupying any active 
post of authority in the world naturally inclines: books treating of actual 
men and events no matter of what era-history, biography, and uncon
ventional writes like Montaigne,6 who, free from cant and convention, 
honestly and in the spirit of common sense philosophize upon realities. 
(p.340) 

Vere, then, is an honest, serious reader, seemingly well suited for the role of 
judge and witness that in the course of the story he will come to play. 

No consideration of the nature of character in Billy Budd, however, can 
fail to take into account the fact that the fate of each of the characters is 
the direct reverse of what one is led to expect from his "nature." Billy is 
sweet, innocent, and harmless, yet he kills. Claggart is evil, perverted, and 
mendacious, yet he dies a victim. Vere is sagacious and responsible, yet he 
allows a man whom he feels to be blameless to hang. It is this discrepancy 
between character and action that gives rise to the critical disagreement over 
the story: readers tend either to save the plot and condemn Billy ("accep
tance," "tragedy," or "necessity"), or to save Billy and condemn the plot 
("irony," "injustice," or "social criticism"). 

In an effort to make sense of this troubling incompatibility between char
acter and plot, many readers are tempted to say of Billy and Claggart, as 
does W. Y. Tindall, that "each is more important for what he is than what 
he does .... Good and bad, they occupy the region of good and evil."? This 
reading effectively preserves the allegorical values suggested by MelviIle's 
opening chapters, but it does so only by denying the importance of the plot. 
It ends where the plot begins: with the identification of the moral natures of 
the characters. One may therefore ask whether the allegorical interpretation 
(good vs. evil) depends as such on this sort of preference for "being" over 
"doing," and, if so, what effect the incompatibility between character and 
action may have on the allegorical functioning of Billy BOOd. 

Interestingly enough, Melville himself both invites an allegorical reading 
and subverts the very terms of its consistency when he writes of the mur.der: 
"Innocence and guilt personified in Claggart and Budd in effect ch'Knged 
places" (p. 380). Allowing for the existence of personification but reversing 
the relation between personifier and personified, positioning an opposition 
between good and evil only to make each term take on the properties of its 
opposite, Melville thus scts up his plot in the form of a chiasmus:H 

Billy __________ Innocence 
Claggart....?""-- Guilt 

This story, which is often read as a retelling of the story of Christ, is thus 
literally a cruci-fiction-a fiction structured in the shape of a cross. At the 
moment of the reversal, an instant before his fist shoots out, Billy's face 

6. Michel de Montaigne (J 533-1592), French 
l.·ssuyist [editor's note].· 
7. "ofhe Ceremony of Innocence," in Great Moral 
Dilcm'lttM ... in Litera,ure, Past "nd PresefJt, <.~d. R. M. 
Mclv .. r (New York: Harper IInd H()w, 1956), p. 75. 

8. A rhetorical figure in which the elements of the 
second of two parallel clauses are Inverted, forming 
a kind of X, or Greek chi (e.g., "Eat to live, don't 
live to eat") [editor's notel. 
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seems to mark out the point of crossing, bearing "an expression which was 
as a crucifixion to behold" (p. 376). Innocence and guilt, criminal and victim, 
change places through the mute expressiveness of Billy's inability to speak. 

If Billy Budd is indeed an allegory, it is thus an allegory of the questioning 
of the traditional conditions of allegorical stability. The fact that MelviIIe's 
plot requires that the good act out the evil designs of the bad while the bad 
suffer the unwarranted fate of the good indicates that the real opposition 
with which Melville is preoccupied here is less the static opposition between 
evil and good than the dynamic opposition between a man's "nature" and his 
acts, or, in TyndaIl's terms, the relation between human "being" and human 
"doing." 

Curiously enough, it is precisely this question of "being" versus "doing" 
that is brought up by the only!!entence we ever see Claggart directly address 
to Billy Budd. When BiJly accidentally spiJIs his soup across the path of the 
master-at-arms, Claggart playfully replies, "Handsomely done, my lad! And 
handsome is as handsome did it, tool" (p. 350; emphasis mine). The prover
bial expression j'handsome is as handsome does," from which this exclama
tion springs, posits the possibility of a continuous, predictable, transparent 
relationship between "being" and "doing." It supposes that the inner good
ness of Billy Budd is in harmonious accord with his fair appearance, that, as 
MelviIle writes of the stereotypical "Handsome. Sailor" in the opening pages 
of the story, "the moral nature" is not "out of keeping with the physical make" 
(p. 322). But it is precisely this continuity between the physical and the 
moral, between appearance and action, or between "being" and "doing," that 
Claggart questions in Billy Budd. He warns Captain Vere not to be taken in 
by Billy's physical beauty: "You have but noted his fair cheek. A mantrap 
may be under the ruddy-tipped daisies" (p. 372). Claggart indeed soon finds 
his suspicions confirmed with a vengeance: when he repeats his accusation 
in front of Billy, he is struck down dead. It would thus seem that to question 
the continuity between 'character and action cannot be done with impunity, 
that fundamental questions of life and death are always surreptitiously 
involved. 

In an effort to examine what it is that is at stake in Claggart's accusation, 
it might be helpful to view the opposition between Billy and Claggart as an 
opposition not between innocence and guilt but between two conceptions 
of language, or between two types of reading. Billy seemingly represents the 
perfectly motivated sign; that is, his inner self (the signified) is considered 
transparently readable from the beauty of his outer self (the signifier).9 His 
"straightforward simplicity" is the very opposite of the "moral obliquities" or 
"crookedness of heart" that characterizes "citified" or rhetorically sophisti
cated man. "To deal in double meanings and insinuations of any sort," writes 
MelviIle, "was quite foreign to his nature" (p. 327). In accordance with this 
"nature," Billy reads everything at face value, never questioning the meaning 
of appearances. He is dumbfounded at the Dansker's suggestion, "incom
prehensible to a novice," that Claggart's very·pleasantness can be interpreted 
as its opposite, as a sign that he is "down on" Billy Budd. To Billy, "the 

9, The sign was divided Into signltied (the meaning 
conveyed) and .ignifier (the symbol or sound that 
conveys that meaning) by the Swiss linguist FER· 
OINAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913), who argued 

that In language, the relation between the two Is 
Arbilrary; to the extent that the signified deter· 
mines the slgnifier, the sign is motivated [editor'. 
notel. 
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occasional frank air and pleasant word went for wl,at flley purported to be, 
the young sailor never having heard as yet of the 'too fair-spoken man' " 
(pp. 365-66; emphasis mine), As a reader, then, Billy is symbolically as well 
as factually illiterate. His literal-mindedness is represented by his illiteracy 
because, in assuming that language can be taken at face value, he excludes 
the very functioning of difference that makes the act of reading both indis
pensable and undecidable. 

Claggart, on the other hand, is the very image of difference and duplicity, 
both in his appearance and in his character. His face is not ugly, but it hints 
of something defective or abnormal. He has no vices, yet he incarnates evil. 
He is an intellectual, but uses reason as "an ambidexter implement for ef
fecting the irrational" (p. 354). Billy inspires in him both "profound antipa
thy" and a "soft yearning," In the incompatibility of his attributes, Claggart 
is thus a personification of ambiguity and ambivalence, of the distance 
between signifier and signified, of the separation between being and doing: 
"apprehending the good, but powerless to be it, a nature like Claggart's, ... 
what recourse is left to it but to recoil upon itself" (p. 356). As a reader, 
Claggart has learned to "exel'cise a distrust keen in proportion to the fairness 
of the appearance" (p. 364). He is properly an ironic reader, who, assuming 
the sign to be arbitrary and unmotivated, reverses the value signs of appear
ances and takes a daisy for a mantrap and an unmotivated accidental spilling 
of soup for an intentional sly escape of antipathy. Claggart meets his down
fall, however, when he attempts to master the arbitrariness of the sign for 
his own ends, precisely by falsely (that is, arbitrarily) accusing Billy of 
harboring arbitrariness, of hiding a mutineer beneath the appearance of a 
baby. 

Such a formulation of the Budd/Claggart relationship enables one to take 
a new look not only at the story itself, but at the criticism as well. For, 
curiously enough, it is precisely this opposition between the literal reader 
(Billy) and the ironic reader (Claggart) that is reenacted in the critical read
ings of Billy BuM in the opposition between the "acceptance" school and 
the "irony" school. Those who see the story as a "testament of acceptance" 
tend to take Billy's final benediction ofVere at face value: as Lewis Mumford 
puts it, "As Melville's own end approached, he cried out with Billy Budd: 
God Bless Captain Vere! In this final affirmation Herman Melville died.;!l. In 
contrast, those who read the tale ironically tend to take Billy's sweet farewell 
as Melville's bitter curse. Joseph Schiffman writes: "At heart a kind man, 
Vel'e, strange to say, makes possible the depraved Claggart's wish-the 
destruction of Billy. 'God bless Captain Vere!' Is this not piercing irony? As 
innocent Billy utters these words, does not the reader gag?" (p. 133) But 
since the acceptance/irony dichotomy is already contained within the story, 
since it is obviously one of the things the story is about, it is not enough to 
try to decide which of the readings is correct. What the reader of Billy Budd 
must do is to analyze what is at stake in the very opposition between literality 
and irony. This question. crucial for an understanding of Billy Budd not only 
as a literary but also as a critical phenomenon, will be taken up again in the 
final pages of the present study, but first let us examine further the linguistic 
implications of the murder itself. 

I. Herman Me/ville (New York: H"rcourt, Brace. and World. 1929), p. 357. 
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The Fiend That Lies Like Truth 

If Claggart's accusation that Billy is secretly plotting mutiny is essentially an 
affirmation of the possibility of a discontinuity between being and doing, of 
.an arbitrary, nonmotivated relation between signifier and signified, then 
Billy's blow must be read as an attempt violently to deny that discontinuity 
or arbitrariness, The blow, as a denial, functions as a substitute for speech, 
as Billy, during his trial, explains: "I did not mean to kill him. Could I have 
used my tongue I would not have struck him. But he foully lied to my face 
and in presence of my captain, and I had to say something, and I could only 
say it with a blow" (p. 383). But in striking a blow in defense of the sign's 
motivation, Billy, paradoxically enough, actually personifies the very absence 
of motivation: "I did not mean .... " His blow is involuntary, accidental, prop
erly unmotivated. He is a sign that does not mean to mean. Billy, who cannot 
understand ambiguity, who takes pleasant words at face value and then oblit
erates Claggart for suggesting that one could do otherwise, whose sudden 
blow is a violent denial of any discrepancy between his being and his doing, 
thus ends up radically illustrating the very discrepancy he denies. 

The story thus takes place between the postulate of continuity between 
signifier and signified ("handsome is as handsome does") and the postulate 
of their discontinuity ("a maq.ap may be under the ruddy-tipped daisies"). 
Claggart, whose accusations'-o'f incipient mutiny are apparently false and 
therefore illustrate the very doublefacedness which they attribute to Billy, is 
negated for proclaiming the very lie about Billy which Billy's act of negation 
paradoxically proves to be the truth. 

This paradox can also be stated in another way, in terms of the opposition 
between the performative and the constative functions of language.z Con
stative language is languag~ used as an instrument of cognition-it describes, 
reports, ·speaks about something other than itself. Performative language is 
language which itself functions as an act, not as a report of one. Promising, 
bettiilg, swearing, marrying, ·and declaring war, for example, ai'enot descrip
tions of acts but acts in their own right. The proverb "handsome is as hand
some does" can thus also be read as a statement of the compatibility between 
the constativC;; ("being") and the performative ("doing") dimensions of lan
guage. But what Billy's act dramatizes is precisely their radical incompati
bility-Billy performs the truth ofClaggart's report to Vere only by means 
of his absolute and blind denial of its cognitive validity. If Billy had under
stoo(1. the truth, he would not have performed it. Handsome cannot both be 
and do its own undoing. The knowledge that being and doing are incompat
ible cannot know the ultimate performance of its own confirmation. 

Melville's chiasmus thus creates a rev~rsal not only between the places of 
guilt and innocence, but between. the postulate of continuity and the pos
tulate of discontinuity between doing and,being, performance and cognition. 
When Billy's fist strikes Claggart's forehead, it is no longer possible for know
ing and doing to meet. Melville's story not· only reports the occurrence of a 
particularly deadly performative utterance; it itself performs the radical 
incompatibility between knowledge and acts. , 

All this, we recall, is triggered by a stutter,.a linguistic defect. No analysis 

2. The distinction between constalive and performalive language was developed by the English philosopher 
J. L, AU!>"TIN (1911-1960) [editor's note). 
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of the story's dramatization of linguistic categories can be complete without 
careful attention to this glaring infelicity. Billy's "vocal defect" is presented 
and explained in the story in the following terms: 

There was just one thing amiss in him ... , an occasional liability to a 
vocal defect. Though in the hour of elemental uproar or peril he was 
everything that a sailor should be, yet under sudden provocation of 
strong heart-feeling his voice, otherwise singularly musical, as if expres
sive of the harmony within, was apt to develop an organic hesitancy, in 
fact more or less of a stutter or even worse. In this particular Billy was 
a striking instance that the arch interferer, the envious marplot of Eden, 
still has more or less to do with every human consignment to this planet 
of Earth. In every case, one way or another he is sure to slip in his little 
card, as much as to remind us-I too have a hand here. (pp. 331-332) 

It is doubtless this Satanic "hand" that shoots out when Billy's speech fails 
him. Billy is all too literally a "striking instance" of the workings of the "envi
ous marplot." 

Melville's choice of the word "marplot" to characterize the originator of 
Billy's stutter deserves special note. It seems logical to understand that the 
stutter "mars" the plot in that it triggers the reversal of roles between Billy 
and Claggart. Yet in another sense this reversal does not mar'the plot, it 
constitutes it. Here as in the story of Eden, what'the envious marplot mars 
is not the plot, but the state of plotlessness that exists "in the beginning." 
What both the Book of Genesis and Billy Budd narrate is thus not the story 
of a fall, but a fall into story. 

In this connection, 'it is not irrelevant to recall what it is that Claggart 
falsely accuses Billy of: precisely of instigating a plot, of stirring up mutiny 
against the naval authorities. What Claggart is in a sense doing by positing 
this fictitious plot, then, is trying desperately to scare up a plot for the story. 
And it is Billy's very act of denial of his involvement in any plot that finally 
brings him into the plot. Billy's involuntary blow is an act of mutiny not only 
against the authority of his naval superiors, but also against the authority of 
his own conscious intentions. Perhaps it is not by chance that the word "plot" 
can mean both "intrigue" and "story": if all plots somehow ten the story of 
their own marring, then perhaps it could be said that an plots are p1bts 
against authority, that authority is precisely that which creates the sense of 
its own destruction, that all stories necessarily recount by their very existence 
the subversion of the father, of the gods, of consciousness, of order, of expec
tations, or of meaning. 

But is Billy truly as "plotless" as he appears? Does his "simplicity" hide no 
division, no ambiguity? As many critics have remarked, Billy's character 
seems to result mainly from his exclusion of the negative. When informed 
that he is being arbitrarily impressed for service on a man-of-war, Billy 
"makes no demur" (p. 323). When invited to a clandestine meeting by a 
mysterious stranger, Billy acquiesces through his "incapacity of plumply say
ing no" (p. 359). But it is interesting to note that although Billy thus seems 
to be "just a boy who cain't say no,"3 almost an the words used to describe 
him are negative in form: in-nocent, un-conventional, i1-literate, un-

3. A reference to the song "I Cain't Say No," from the Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein ([ musical 
Oklahoma! (1943; film, 1955) [editor's nOle). 
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sophisticated, un-adulterate, etc. And although he denies any discrepancy 
between what is said and what is meant, he does not prove to be totally 
incapable of lying. When asked about the shady visit of the afterguardsman, 
he distorts his account in order to edit out anything that indicates any incom
patibility with the absolute maintenance of authority. He neglects to report 
the questionable proposition even though "it was his duty as a loyal blue 
jacket" (p. 362) to do so. In thus shrinking from "the dirty work of a telltale" 
(p. 362), Billy maintains his "plotlessness" not spontaneously but through a 
complex act of filtering. Far from being simply and naturally pure, he is 
obsessed with maintaining his own irreproachability in the eyes of authority. 
After witnessing a flogging, he is so horrified that he ·resolves "that never 
through remissness would he make himself liahie to such a visitation or do 
or omit aught that might merit even verbal reproof" (p. 346). Billy does not 
simply exclude the negative: he represses it. His reaction to questionable 
behavior of any sort (Red Whiskers, the afterguardsman, Claggart) is to oblit
erate it. He retains his "blank ignorance" (p. 363) only by a vigorous act of 
erasing. As Melville says of Billy's reaction to Claggart's petty provocations, 
"the ineffectual speculations into which he was led were so disturbingly alien 
to him that he did his best to smother them" (p. 362; emphasis mine). 

In his disgustful recoil from an overture which, though he but ill .com
prehended, he instinctively knew must involve evil of some sort, Billy 
Budd was like a young horse fresh from the pasture suddenly inhaling a 
vile whiff from some chemical factory, and by repeated snortings trying 
to get it out of his nostrils and lungs. This frame of mind barred all desire 
of holding further parley with the fellow, even were it but for the purpose 
of gaining some enlightenment as to his design in approaching him. 
(p. 361; emphasis mine) 

Billy maintains his purity only through constant', though unconscious, cen
sorship. "Innocence," Writes Melville, "was his blinder" (p. 366). 

It is interesting to note that while the majority of readers see Billy as a 
personification of goodness and Claggart as a personification of evil, those 
who do not tend to read from a psychoanalytical point of view.4 Much has 
heen made 6f Claggart's latent homosexuality, which Melville clearly sug
gests. Claggart, like the hypothetical "X-," "is a nut not to he cracked by 
the tap of a lady's fan" (p. 352). The "unobserved glance'; he sometimes casts 
upon Billy contains "a touch of soft yearning, as if Claggart could even have 
loved Billy but for fate and ban" (p. 365). The spilling of the soup and Clag
gart's reaction to it are often read symbolically as a sexual exchange, the 
import of which, of course, is lost on Billy, who cannot read. 

• • • 
The Deadly Space Between 

While Billy thus stands as a performative riddle (are his actions motivated 
or accidental?), John Claggart is presented as an enigma for cognition, a man 
"who for reasons of his own was keeping incog" (p. 343; emphasis mine). 

4, See .. specially Rollo May, Power and Innocence (1972), and, more recently, EVE KOSOFSKY SEDGWICK, 
Epistemology of 'he Closet (1990) [editor's notel, 
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Hepeatedly referred to as a "mystery," Claggart, it seems, is difficult, even 
perilous, to describe: 

For the adequate comprehending of Claggart by a normal nature these 
hints are insufficient. To pass from a normal nature to him one must 
cross "the deadly space between." And this is best done by indirection. 
(p. 352) 

Between Claggart and a "normal nature," there exists a gaping cognitive 
chasm. In a Iiteml sense, this image of crossing a "deadly space" in order to 
reach Claggart can be seen almost as an ironic prefiguration of the murder. 
Billy does indeed "cross" the "space" between himself and Claggart by means 
of a "deadly" blow. The phrase "space between" recurs, in fact, just after the 
murder, to refer to the physical separation between the dead Claggart and 
the condemned Billy: 

Aft, and on either side, was a small stateroom, the one now temporarily 
a jail and the other a dead-house, and a yet smaller compartment, leaving 
a space between expanding forward. (p. 382; emphasis mine) 

I t is by means of a deadly chiasmus that the spatial chasm is crossed. 
But physical separation is obviously not the only kind of "deadly space" 

involved here. The e:-..pression "deadly space between" refers primarily to a 
gap in cognition, a boundary beyond which ordinary understanding does not 
normally go. This sort of space. which stands as a limit to comprehension, 
seems to be an inherent feature of the attempt to describe John Claggart. 
From the very beginning, MeI"iIIe admits: "His portrait I essay, but shaH 
never hit it" (p. 342). vVhat Melville says he will "ot do here is precisely what 
Billy Budd does do: hit John Claggart. It would seem that speaking and killing 
are thus mutually exclusive: Billy Budd kills because he cannot speak, while 
Melville, through the very act of speaking, does not kill. Billy's fist crosses 
the "deadly space" directly; Melville's crossing, "done by indirection," leaves 
its target intact. 

This state of affairs, reassuring as it sounds on a moral level, is. however, 
rather unsettling if one examines what it implies about Melville's writing. 
For how reliable can a description be if it does not hit its object? What do 
we come to know of John Claggart if what we learn is that his portr!!.jt.is 
askew? If to describe perfectly. to refer adequately, would be to "hit" the 
referent and thus annihilate it; if to know completely would be to obliterate 
the very object known; if the perfect fulfiHment of the constative, referential 
function of language would consist in the total obliteration of the object of 
that function; then language can retain its "innocence" only by giving up its 
referential validity. Melville can avoid murder only by grounding his dis
course in ineradicable eITor. If to cross a space by indirection-that is, by 
rhetorical displacement-is to escape deadliness, that crossing can succeed 
only on the condition of radically losing its way. 

" .. .. 
The cognitive spaces marked out by these eclipses of meaning are impor

tant not because they mark the limits of interpretation but because they 
Function as its cause. The gaps in understanding are never directly perceived 
as such by the characters in the novel; those gaps are themselves taken as 
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interpretable signs and triggers for interpretation. The lack of knowledge of 
Claggart's past, for example, is seen as a sign that he has something to hide: 

Nothing waS known of his former life .... Among certain grizzled sea 
gossips of the gun decks and forecastle went a rumor perdue5 that the 
master-at-arms was a chevalier [Melville's italics] who had volunteered 
into the King's navy by way of compounding for some mysterious swindle 
whereof he had been arraigned at the King's Bench. The fact that nobody 
could substantiate this report was, of course, nothing against its secret 
currency . ... Indeed a man of Claggart's acc~mplishments, without 
prior nautical experience entering the navy at mature life, as he did, and 
necessarily allotted at the start to the lowest grade in it; a man too who 
never made allusion to his previous life ashore; these were circumstances 
which in the dearth of exact knowledge as to his true antecedents opened 
to the invidious a vague field for unfavorable surmise. (p. 343; emphasis 
mine) 

In other words, it is precisely the absence of knowledge that here leads to 
the propagation of tales. The fact that nothing is known of Claggart's origins 
is not a simple, contingent, theoretically remediable· lack of information; it 
is the very origin of his "evil nature." Interestingly, in Billy's case, an equal 
lack of knowledge leads some re~ders to see his origin as divine. Asked who 
his father is, Billy replies, "God't'nows." The divine and the satanic can thus 
be seen as metaphysical interpretations of discontinuities in knowledge. In 
Billy Budd, a stutter and a tautology serve to mark the spot from which evil 
springs. 

Evil, then, is essentially the misreading of discontinuity through the attri
bution of meaning to a space or division in language. But the fact that stories 
of Claggart's evil arise oyt of a seemingly meaningless gap in knowledge is 
hardly a meaningless or innocent fact in itself, either in its causes or in its 
copsequences. Claggart's function is that of a policeman "charged among 
other matters with the duty of preserving order on the populous lower gun 
decks" (p. 342). As Melville points out, "no man holding his office in a man
of-war c;an ever hope to be popular with the crew" (p. 345). The inevitable 
climate of resentment surrounding the master-at-arms might itself be suffi
cient to turn the hypothesis of depravity into a self-fulfilling prophecy. As 
Melville puts it, "The point of the present story tum[s] on the hidden nature 
of the master-at-arms" (p. 354). The entire plot of Billy Budd could con
·t'eivably be seen as a consequence not of what Claggart does, but of what he 
does not say. 

It is thus by means of the misreading of gaps in knowledge and of discon
tinuities in action that the plot of Billy Budd takes shape. But because Mel
ville describes both the spaces and the readings they engender, his 
concentration on the vagaries of interpretive error open up within the text 
the possibility of substantiating quite a number of "inside narratives" differ
ent from the one with which we are explicitly presented. What Melville's tale 
tells is the snowballing of tale-telling. It is possible, indeed, to retell the story 

5, Unattrlbutable [editor', note], 
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from a point of view that fully justifies Claggart's suspicions, merely by put
ting together a series of indications already available in the narrative: 

I. As Billy is being taken from the merchant ship to the warship, he shouts 
in farewell, "And good-bye to you too, old Rights-oJ-Man." Lt. Ratcliffe, who 
later recounts the incident to Claggart (as is shown by the latter's referring 
to it in making his accusation to Vere), interprets this as "a sly slur at impress
ment in general, and that of himself in especial" (p. 327). The first infor
mation Claggart is likely to have gleaned on Billy Budd has thus passed 
through the filter of the Lieutenant's interpretation that the handsome 
rccruit's apparent gaiety conceals resentment. 

2. When Bi1Iy resolves, after seeing the flogging of another novice, "never 
to merit reproof," his "punctiliousness in duty" (p. 346) is laughed at by his 
topmates. Billy tries desperately to make his actions coincide with his desire 
for perfect irreproachability, but he nevertheless finds himself "getting into 
petty trouble" (p. 346). Billy's "unconcealed anxiety" is considered "comical" 
by his fellows (p. 347). It is thus Billy's obsessive concern with his own per
fection that starts a second snowball rolling, since Claggart undertakes a 
subtle campaign of petty persecutions "to try the temper of the man" 
(p. 358). The instrument used by Claggart to set "little traps for the worri
ment of the foretopman" is a corporal called "Squeak," who, "having natu
rally enough concluded that his master could have no love for the sailor, 
made it his business, faithful understrapper that he was, to foment the ill 
blood by perverting to his chief certain innocent frolics of the good-natured 
foretopman, besides inventing for his mouth sundry contumelious epithets 
he claimed to have overheard him let fall" (p. 357). Again, Claggart perceives 
Billy only through the distortion of an unfavorable interpretation. 

3. With this impression of Billy already in his mind, Claggart proceeds to 
take Billy's spilling of the soup across his path "not for the mere accident it 
assuredly was, but for the sly escape of a spontaneous feeling on Billy's part 
more or less answering to the antipathy of his own" (p. 356). If this is an 
over-reading, it is important to note that the critical tendency to see sexual 
or religious symbolism in the soup scene operates on exactly th~ame 
assumption as that made by Claggart: that what appears to be an accident 
is actually motivated and meaningful. Claggart's spontaneous interpretation, 
hidden behind his playful words ("Handsomely done ... "), is not only legit
imate enough on its own terms, but receives unexpected confirmation in 
Billy's naive outburst: "There now, who says that Jemmy Legs is down on 
me!" This evidence of a preexisting context in which Claggart, referred to by 
his disrespectful nickname, has been discussed by Billy with others-appar
cntly a number of others, although in fact it is only one person-provides all 
the support Claggart needs to substantiate his suspicions. And still, he is 
willing to try another test. 

4. Claggart sends an afterguardsman to Billy at night with a proposition to 
join a mutinous conspiracy of impressed men. Although Billy rejects the 
invitation, he does not report it as loyalty demands. He is thus protecting 
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the conspirators. Claggart's last test has been completed: Billy is a danger to 
the ship. In his function as chief of police, it is Claggart's duty to report the 
danger .... 

This "reversed" reading is no more-but certainly no less-legitimate than 
the ordinary "good vs. evil" interpretation. But its very possibility-evoked 
not only by these behind-the-scenes hints and nuances but also by the "gar
bled" newspaper report-can be taken as a sign of the centrality of the ques
tion of reading posed not only by but also in the text of Billy Budd. Far from 
recounting an unequivocal "clash of opposites"6 the confrontation between 
Billy and Claggart is built by a series of minute gradations and subtle insin
uations. The opposites that clash here are not two characters but two 
readings. I. 

Three Readings of Reading 

It is no doubt significant that the character around whom the greatest critical 
dissent has revolved is neither the good one nor the evil one but the one who 
is explicitly presented as a reader, Captain Vere. On some level, readers of 
Billy Budd have always testified to the fact that it is reading, as much as 
killing, that is at the heart of Melville's story. But how is the act of reading 
being manifested? And wh!lt, precisely, are its relations with the deadliness 
of the spaces it attempts to comprehend? 

As we have noted, critical readings of Billy Budd have generally divided 
themselves into two opposing groups, the "testament of acceptance" school 
on the one hand and the "testament of resistance" or "irony" school on the 
other. The first is characterized by its tendency to take at face value the 
narrator's professed admiration of Vere's sagacity and the final benediction 
of Vere uttered by Billy. The second group is characterized by its tendency 
to distance the reader's point of view from that of any of the characters, 
including the narrator, so that the injustice of Billy's execution becomes 
perceptible through a process of reversal of certain explicit pronouncements 
within the tale. This opposition between "acceptance" and "irony" quite strik
ingly mirrors, as we mentioned earlier, the opposition within the story 
between Billy's naivete and Claggart's paranoia. We will therefore begin our 
analysis of Melville's study of the nature of reading with an examination of 
the way in which the act of reading is manifested in the confrontation 
between these two characters. 

It seems evident that Billy's reading method consists in taking everything 
at face value, while Claggart's consists in seeing a mantrap under every daisy. 
Yet in practice, neither of these methods is rigorously upheld. The naive 
reader is not naive enough to forget to edit out information too troubling to 
report. The instability of the space between sign and referent, normally 
denied by the naive reader, is called upon as an instrument whenever that 
same instability threatens to disturb the content of meaning itself. Billy takes 
every sign as transparently readable as long as what he reads is consistent 
with transparent peace, order, and authority. When this is not so, his reading 

6. J. M. Murry. "HermBn Melville's Silence." Ti ... ". Llt"rary 5u,."I" ....... '. July 10.1924. p. 433. 
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clouds accordingly. And Claggart, for whom every sign can be read as its 
opposite, neglects to doubt the transparency of any sign that tends to confirm 
his own doubts: "the master-at-arms never suspected the veracity" (p. 357) of 
Squeak's reports. The naive believer thus refuses to believe any evidence that 
subverts the transparency of his beliefs, while the ironic doubter forgets to 
suspect the reliability of anything confirming his own suspicions. 

But what of the third reader in the drama, Captain Vere'? What can be 
said of a reading whose task is precisely to read the relation between naivete 
and paranoia, acceptance and irony, murder and error'? 

" .. .. 
In order to analyze what is at stake in Mehille's portrait of Vere, let us 

first examine the ways in which Vere's reading differs from those of Billy 
Budd and John Claggart: 

1. \Vhile the naive / ironic dichotomy was based on a symmetry between indi
viduals, Captain Vere's reading takes place within a social structure: the rig
idly hierarchical structure of a British warship. While the naive reader (Billy) 
destroys the other in order to defend the self, and while the ironic reader 
(Claggart) destroys the self by projecting aggression onto the other, the third 
reader (Vere) subordinates both self and other, and ultimately sacrifices both 
self and other, for the preservation of a political order. 

2. The apparent purpose of both Billy's and Claggart's readings was to deter
mine character: to preserve innocence or to prove guilt. Vere, on the other 
hand, subordinates character to action, being to doing: "A martial court," he 
tells his officers, "must needs in the present case confine its attention to the 
blow's consequence, which consequence justly is to be deemed not otherwise 
than as the striker's deed" (p. 384). 

3. In the opposition between the metaphysical and the psychoanalytical 
"eadings of Billy's deed. the deciding question was whether the blow should 
be considered accidental or (unconsciously) motivated, But in Vere's court
,-oom reading, both these alternatives are irrelevant: "Budd's intent or ri~n
intent is nothing to the purpose" (p. 389). What matters is not the cause but 
the consequences of the blow. 

4. The naive or litem) reader takes language at face value and treats signs 
as motivated; the ironic reader assumes that the relation between sign and 
meaning can be arbitrary and that appearances are made to be reversed. For 
Vere, the functions and meanings of signs are neither transparent nor revers
ible but fixed by socially determined convention. Vere's very character is 
determined not by a relation between his outward appearance and his inner 
being but by the "buttons" that signify his position in society. While both 
Billy and Claggart are said to owe their character to "Nature," Vere sees his 
actions and being as meaningful only within the context of a contractual 
allegiance: 
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Do these buttons that we wear attest that our allegiance is to Nature'? 
No, to the King. Though the ocean, which is inviolate Nature primeval, 
though this be the element where we move and have our being as sailors, 
yet as the King's officers lies our duty in a sphere correspondingly nat
ural? So little is that true, that in receiving our commissions we in the 
most important regards ceased to be natural free agents. When war is 
declared are we the commissioned fighters previously consulted? We 
fight at command. If our judgments approve the war, that is but coin
cidence. (p. 387) 

Judgment is thus for Vere a function neither of individual conscience nor of 
absolute justice but of "the rigor of martial law" (p. 387) operating through 
him. 

5. While Billy and Claggart read spontaneously and directly, Vere's reading 
often makes use of precedent (historical facts, childhood memories), allu
sions (to the Bible, to various ancient and modem authors), and analogies 
(Billy is like Adam, Claggart is like Ananias7 ). Just as both Billy and Claggart 
have rio known past, they read without memory; just as their lives end with 
their reading, they read without foresight. Vere, on the other hand, interro
gates both past and future for interpretative guidance. 

6. While Budd and Claggart'thus oppose each other directly, without regard 
for circumstance or conseq~hce, Vere reads solely in function of the attend
ing historical situation: the 'Nore and Spithead mutinies8 have created an 
atmosphere "critical to naval authority" (p. 380), and, since an engagement 
with the enemy fleet is possible at any moment, the Bellipotent cannot afford 
internal unrest. 

The fundamental factor that underlies the opposition between the meta
physical Budd/Cl:igglul conflict on the one hand and the reading of Captain 
Vere on the other can be summed up in a single word: history. While the 
naive and the .ironic readers attempt to impose upon language the function
ing of an absolute, timeless, universal law (the sign' as either motivated or 
arbitrary), the question of martial law arises within the story precisely to 
reveal the law as a historical phenomenon, to underscore the element of 
contextual mutability in the conditions of any act of reading. Arbitrariness 
and motivation, irony and literality, are parameters between which language 
constantly fluctuates, but only historical context determines which propor
tion of each is perceptible to each reader. 

.. .. .. 
There is still another reason for the uncertainty over Vere's final status, 

however: the unfinished state of the manuscript at Melville's death. Accord
ing to editors Hayford and Sealts,9 it is the "late pencil revisions" that cast 
the greatest doubt upon Vere; Melville was evidently still fine-tuning the 

7. A man who is struck down dead in front of Peter 
for lying to God (Acts 5.3-5) [editor's note). 
8. Uprising. In the British fleet in 1797. Spithead 
Is an anchorage off Portsmouth's harbor (south 
England); the Nore is a sandbank at the mouth of 

the Thames River [editor's note]. 
9. ·Editor', Introduction, Billy Budtl, Sailor (Chi
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1962); see esp. 
pp. 34-35. 
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text's attitude toward its third reader when he died. The ultimate irony in 
the tale is thus that our final judgment of the very reader who takes history 
into consideration is made problematic precisely by the intervention of his
tory: by the historical accident of the author's death. History here affects 
interpretation not only within the content of the narration but also within 
the very production of the narrative. And what remains suspended by this 
historical accident is nothing less than the exact signifying value of history 
itself. Clearly, the meaning of "history" as a feature distinguishing Vere's 
reading from those of Claggart and Budd can in no way be taken for granted. 

Judgment as Political Performance 

In the final analysis, the question is not: what did Melville really think of 
Captain Vere? but rather: What is at stake in his way of presenting him? 
What can we learn from him about the act of judging? Melville seems to be 
presenting us less with an object for judgment than with an example of judg
ment. And the very vehemence with which the critics tend to praise or con
demn the justice ofVere's decision indicates that it is judging, not murdering, 
that Melville is asking us to judge. 

And yet Vere's judgment is an act of murder. Captain Vere is a reader who 
kills, not, like Billy, instead of speaking, but rather, precisely by means of 
speaking. While Billy kills through verbal impotence, Vere kills through the 
very potency and sophistication of rhetoric. Judging, in Vere's case, is nothing 
less than the wielding of the power of life and death through language. In 
thus occupying the point at which murder and language meet, Captain Vere 
positions himself precisely astride the "deadly space between." While Billy's 
performative force occupies the vanishing point of utterance and cognition, 
and while the validity of Claggart's cognitive perception is realized only 
through the annihilation of the perceiver, Captain Vere's reading mobilizes 
both power and knowledge, performance and cognition, error and murder. 
Judgment is precisely cognition functioning as an act. It is this combination 
of performance and cognition that defines Vere's reading not merely as his
torical but as political. If politics is defined as the attempt to reconcile action 
with understanding, then Melville's story offers an exemplary context in 
which to analyze the interpretive and performative structures that'ifiake pol
itics so problematic. 

That the alliance between knowledge and action is by no means an easy 
one is amply demonstrated in Melville's story. Vere indeed has often been 
seen as the character in the tale who experiences the greatest suffering: his 
understanding o£ Billy's character and his military duty are totally at odds. 
On the one hand, cognitive exactitude requires that "history" be taken into 
consideration. Yet what constitutes "knowledge of history"? How are "cir
cumstances" to be defined? What sort of causality does "precedent" imply? 
And what is to be done with overlapping but incompatible "contexts"? Before 
deciding upon innocence and guilt, Vere must define and limit the frame of 
reference within which his decision is to be possible. He does so by choosing 
the "legal" context over the "essential" context: 

In a legal view thc apparent victim of the tragedy was he who had sought 
to victimize a man blameless; and the indisputable deed of the latter, 
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navally regarded, constituted the most heinous of military crimes. Yet 
more. The essential right and wrong involved in the matter, the clearer 
that might be, so much the worse for the responsibility of a loyal sea 
commander, inasmuch as he was not authorized to determine the matter 
on that primitive basis. (p. 380; emphasis mine) 

Yet it is precisely this determination of the proper frame of reference that 
dictates the outcome of the decision: once Vere has defined his context, he 
has also in fact reached his verdict. The very choice of the conditions of 
judgment itself constitutes a judgment. But what are the conditions of choos
ing the conditions of judgment? 

• • • 
IfVere names the Absolute-as opposed to the martial-by means of quo

tations and allusions, does this not suggest that the two alternative frames 
of reference within which judgment is possible are not Nature and the King, 
but rather two types of textual authority: the Bible and the Mutiny Act?· This 
is not to say that Vere is "innocently" choosing one text over another, but 
that the nature of "Nature" in a legal context cannot be taken for granted. 
Even Thomas Paine,2 who is referred to by Melville in his function as pro
ponent of "natural" human rights, cannot avoid grounding his concept of 
nature in Biblical myth. In the very act of rejecting the authority of antiquity, 
he writes: 

The fact is, that portions of antiquity, by proving every thing, establish 
nothing. It is authority against authority all the way, till we come to the 
divine origin of the rights of man, at the Creation. Here our inquiries 
find a resting-place, and our reason a home. 3 

The final frame of reference is neither the heart nor the gun, neither Nature 
nor the King, but the authority of a Sacred Text. Authority seems to be 
nothing other than the vanishing-point of textuality. And Nature is authority 
whose textual origins have been forgotten. Even behind the martial order of 
the world of the man-of-war, there lies a religious referent: the Bellipotent's 
last battle is with a French ship called the Athee. 4 

Judgment, then, would seem to ground itself in a suspension of the oppo
sition between textuality and referentiality, just as politics can be seen as 
that which makes it impossible to draw the line between "language" and 
"life." Vere, indeed, is presented precisely as a reader who does not recognize 
the "frontier" between "remote allusions" and current events: 

In illustrating of any point touching the stirring personages and events 
of the time he would be as apt to cite some historic character or incident 
of antiquity as he would be to cite from the moderns. He seemed 
unmindful of the circumstance that to his bluff company such remote 
allusions, however pertinent they might really be, were altogether alien 
to men whose reading was mainly confined to the journals. But cons id-

I. An act first passed In 1689. which In fact 
applied only to the army; even the Articles of War 
of 1749, to which Vere also and more appropriately 
alludes, give him more latitude than he claims [edl· 
tor's note). 

2. English-born American revolutionary and 
political theorist (J 737-1809) [editor's notel. 
3. Thomas Palne, The Rights of Ma" (Garden 
City, N.V.: Anchor Press, 1973), p. 303. 
4. Atheist (French) [editor', note]. 
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erateness in such matters is not easy to natures constituted like Captain 
Vere's. Their honesty prescribes to them directness, sometimes far
reaching like that of a migratory fowl that in its flight never heeds when 
it crosses a frontfer. (p. 341) 

Yet it is precisely by im;ting Billy Budd and John Claggart to "cross" the 
"frontier" between their proper territory and their superior's cabin, between 
the private and the political realms, that Vere unwittingly sets up the con
ditions for the narrative chiasmus he must judge. 

As was noted earlier. Captain Vere's function, according to many critics. is 
to insert "ambiguity" into the story's "oversimplified" allegorical opposition. 
Yet at the same time, it is precisely Captain Vere who inspires the most 
vehement critical oppositions. Captain Vere, in other words, seems to mobi
lize simultaneously the seemingly contradictory forces of ambiguity and 
polarity. 

In his median position between the Budd/Claggart opposition and the 
acceptance/irony opposition. Captain Vere functions as a focus for the con
t'ersion of polarity into ambiguity and back again. Interestingly, he plays 
exactly the same role in the progress of the plot. It is Vere who brings together 
the "Innocent" Billy and the "guilty" Claggart in order to test the validity of 
Claggart's accusations, but he does so in such a way as to effect not a clar
ification but a reversal of places between guilt and innocence. Vere's fatherly 
words to Billy are precisely what triggers the ambiguous deed upon which 
Vere must pronounce a verdict of "condemn or let go." Just as Mehille's 
readers, faced with the ambiguity they themselves recognize as being pro
vided by Vere, are quick to pronounce the Captain vicious or virtuous, evil 
or just; so, too, Vere, who clearly perceives the "mystery" in the "moral 
dilemma" confronting him, must nevertheless reduce the situation to a 
binary opposition. 

It would seem, then, that the function of judgment is to convert an ambig
uous situation into a decidable one. But it does so by converting a difference 
within (Billy as divided between conscious submissiveness and unconscious 
hostility, Vere as divided between understanding father and military author
ity) into a difference between. (between Claggart and Billy, between Nature 
and the King, between authority and criminality). A difference betW416n 
opposing forces presupposes that the entities in conflict be knowable. A 
difference within one of the entities in question is precisely what proble
matizes the very idea of an entity in the first place, rendering the "legal point 
of view" inapplicable. In studying the plays of both ambiguity and binarity. 
!\Ielville's story situates its critical difference neither within nor between. but 
precisely in ·the very question of the ,'elation between tl,e two as the funda
mental question of all human politics. The political context in Billy Budd is 
such that on all levels the differences within (mutiny on the warship, the 
French revolution as a threat to "lasting institutions," Billy's unconscious 
hostility) are subordinated to differences between (the Bellipotent vs, the 
;\thee, England vs. France. murderer vs. victim). This is why MelviIIe's choice 
of historical setting is so significant: the war between France and England 
at the time of the French Revolution is as striking an example of the simul
timeous functioning of differences within and between as is the confronta
t ion between Billy and Claggart in relation to their own internal divisions. 
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War, ,indeed, is. the absolute . transformation of all differences into. binary 
differences.· . ,;, ..; .. . 

It would. seem; th,m, that the: maintenanceo£,political authority. requires 
that the law function as a set of rules for the regular,predictable misreading 
of the "difference within" as a "difference between." Yet if • • • law is thus 
defined. in' terms of· its repression .ofambiguity, then it is· itself an over" 
whelmir'lg.example of an entity based ona ."difference.within." Like Billy, the 
law, in .att~mpting t~ eliminate its'own "deadly. space," can only inscribe itself 
in a space' of deadliness. 

. ..... 

iD! * .' 
. But 'if judging is always.a,pprtial readin~ <in both sens~s of the wOJ;'d), is 

tltere a place for.reading beyond politics? Are we, as Melville's readers, out
side th.e arena.in which power~nd fees are exchanged? if law is the forcible 
transformation of ambiguity into decidability, is it possible to read ambiguity 
as sue", without that reading functioning as. a politic~Iact? 

,Even about this; Melville has. something to say. F01: there.is, a fourth reader 
in, .Billy Budd, one who "never interferes ~~, aught and ne."~r gives advice" 
(p,:3~3): the old Dansker. A maI1- of "few w9rds, many wrinkles," and"the 
complexion of an antique parchm~nt" (p .. 347), the QEin!\k,el; is the ,very pic
ture of one who understands andemit.s ambiguous{ut~erance!l!. When asked 
by . Billy . for an explanatiop' o{; his .petty troubles, th~ Dansker: says only, 
':Jemmy. Legs. [Claggart).f's down-.on .you".·:(p. 349) .. ,ThJ!>.: iJ;lterpreta.tion, 
entirely. accurate as a reading ,of,Glaggart's ambiguous. behavior. is handed 
down to Billy without further explanation: 

Something less unpleasantly oracular he tried te:) extract; but 'the old sea 
Chiron, thinking perhaps' ~hat' -for' the nonce he h~d s4ffieieittly 
instructed his young Achilles; 5 pursed his lips, gathered' all his Wrinkles 
together, and would ,£ommit himself to .nothing further. '(p. 349) . 

. '.' .',. , ";. ,. ',' 

As a reader "",ha understand~ .ambiguity yet refuses to "commit,him~elf," the 
Danskerthus dramatize.sa·reading that attempts to be as cogn.tiv:elyaccl,u;ate 
and as. performatively neutral; as . possible. Yet: h,Pweyer, n.eutral.: he tries. to 

. remain, the Dansker's reading does not take: place outside .. the political realm: 
it is his 'very refusal to particip.ate in it, whetl.te~ ,by further .instruction or by 
direct intervention, that leads to Billy's el!'damatio~ in,.the soup episode 
("There now, who says Jemmy Legs is down on, me,?:") .. The transference of 
knowledge is not any more innocent than the transference of.power.Forit 
is precisely through the impossibility of finding a spot'frc;mi which knowledge 
could be all-encompassing that the plays of political power proceed .. 

. Just as the attempUQ "know" without "doing" can itself.function.as a deed, 
the fact that judgment is always explicitly an act adds il further insoluble 
problem to its cognitive.predicament.Since, a8 Vere point8 dut, no judgment 
can take place in the L",~.Assl,es,6. no judge can ever pronounce a Last 
Judgment. In order to reach a verdict, Vere must determine the. conse
quences not only of the fatal blow, but also: precisely of his own verdict. 

5. In G~ek mythology, th~ g~atest of ti.~·Greek 
warriors at Tray and the hero of Home~'. I1uui'{ca. 
8th c. B.e.E.); Chlron, a centaur, was his teacher 

[editor;s note}.·. . .. 
6: Session of tt1i! .Upei-ibr',coutt hd::hgliih'coun; 

. ties [editor's rlote}. . .... , .. 
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Judgment is an act not only because it kills, but bec~use it is in turn open 
to judgment: .. 

"Can we not convict and yet mitigate the penalty?" asked the sailing 
master .... 

"Gentlemen, were that clearly lawful for us under the circumstances, 
consider the consequences of such clemency.' ... To the people the 
foretopman's deed, however it be worded in the announcement, will be 
plain homicide committed in a flagrant act of mutiny. What penalty for 
that should follow, they know. But it does not follow. Why? They will 
ruminate. You know what sailors are. Will they not revert to the recent 
outbreak at the Nore?" (p. 389) 

The danger is not only one of repeating the Nore mutiny, however. It is also 
one of forcing Billy, for all his innocence, to repeat his crime. Billy is a 
politically charged object from the moment he strikes·his'superior; He is no 
longer, and can never again be, plotless. If he were set free; he himself would 
be unable to explain why. As a focus for the questions and intrigues of the 
crew, he would be even less capable of def~nding hinlself than before, and 
would surely strike again. The political reading, as. ~ognition, attempts to 
understand,the past; as performance, it attempt's to eliminate from the future 
any necessity for its own recurrence. 

What this means is that every judge ~s in the ,impossible. position of having 
to include the effects of his own act of judging within'the cognitive context 
of his decision. The question of the nature of the 'type.of historical causality 
that would govern such effects can neither be decided nor ignored. Because 
of his official position, Vere cannot choose to read in such a way that his 
reading would not be an act of political authority. But what Meh,ilIeshows 
in Billy Budd is that authority consists precisely in the 'impossibility of con-
taining the effects of its own application. . ' , 

As a political allegory, Melville's Billy Budd is thus.h,1uch more than a 
study of good and evil, justice and injusUce.· It. is a 'drliniatization of the 
twisted relations between knowing and doing, $peaking 'and kiiling, reading 
and judging, which make political understanding and action 'so problematic; 
In the subtle creation of Claggart's "evil" out of a series of spaces in knowl
edge, Melville shows that gaps in cognition, far from being mere ab.stlnces, 
take on the performative power of true acts. The force of what is not known 
is all the more effective for not being perceived a's such. The crew, which 
does not understand that it does not know; is no less performative a reader 
than the Captain, who clearly perceives and represses the presence of "mys
tery." 'the legal order, which attempts to submit'''brute force" to "forms, 
measured forms," can only eliminate violence by transforming violence into 
the final authority. And cognition, which perhaps begins as a power play 
against the play of power, can only increase, through its own elaboration, 
the range of what it tries to dominate. The ffdeadly space" or ffdifference" 
that runs through Billy Budd is not located between knowledge and action, 
performance and cognition: it is that which, within cognition, functions as 
an act; it is that which, within action, prevents' us from ever knowing whether 
what we hit 'coincides with what we understand. And this is what makes the 
meaning of Melville's last work so ... striking; 

1979 
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BONNIE ZIMMERMAN 
h. 1947 

"Beginning with nothing," Bonnle Zimtnerman announces in 'What Has Never Been: 
An Overview of Lesbian Feminist Criticism" (1981), "this generation quickly began 
to expand the limitations of literary scholarship by pointing to what had been for 
~ecades 'unspeakable'-Iesbian existence." Arising out of the social and cultural 
inovements of the 1960s, feminist criticism by the late 1970s was a controversial but 
widely recognized practice in contemporary literary criticism and theory. As it gained 
institutional recognition, however, many within the feminist movement began to 
question the assumption of a monolithic feminism based on the commonality of 
women's experience. In particular, lesbian-identified women and women of color, 
such as Bonnie Zimmerman" BARBARA SMITH, and GLORIA ANZALDUA, argued that the 
Anglo-American feminist movement spoke'largely from the standpoint of white, het
erosexual, middle-class women, tending to take that perspective as universal while 
ignoring differences in race, sexuality, or class. Aiming to remedy this limitation, 
Zimmerman's 'What Has Never Been" is a defining document of lesbian-focused 
literary criticism, staking out a new area of feminist scholarship. 

Born in Chicago, Zimmerman studied philosophy at Indiana University, earning a 
B.A. in 1968, and English at the State University of New York at Buffalo, where she 
earned her Ph.D. in 1974. She held several temporary academic positions in the 
Chicago area, but since 1978 she has taught at San Diego State University, where 
she was active in establishing a WOrrif!n'S studies major, then a rare offering in the 
curriculum; she has frequently served as chair of the women's studies department. 
Zimmerman was also one of the first openly lesbian professors in the American acad
emy, and, linking her politics and scholarship, she pioneered the development of 
interdisciplinary courses studying lesbian literature, history, and theory. 

While the feminist and sexual liberation movements of the 19605 seemed to dispel 
negative biases against alternative sexualities, lesbian )theory and literary criticism 
were still marginalized a decade later in course offerings and in academic scholars):tip. 
As Zimmerman laments in '~at Has Never Been," even feminist forums were reluc
tant to acknowledge the worth of lesbian theory; when not condemned, it usually 
received only token mentions. Although the essay begins with this criticism, "What 
Has Never Been" embraces the ,opportunity to establish a new field and to bring 
lesbian studies out of the "closet." For Zimmerman, this scholarly transformation has 
political as well as profeSSional consequences, fostering a sense of lesbian identity 
and community. 

Grounded in encyclopedic research, 'What Has Never Been" traces the origins of 
lesbian feminist literary criticism, reviews definitions of lesbianism, inventories a les
bian literary canon, and suggests a "lesbian aesthetic." Looking to the future, it also 
assesses the difficulties, outlines the tasks, and anticipates the challenges that face 
lesbian feminist literary critics. One of the main 'challenges that Zimmerman idellti
Res is "heterosexlsm"-the assumption 'in mainstream feminism and in cultu,re' ~t 
large that heterosexuality is the one natural way to express sexual or affectiohal attach
ment. She details the heterosexist assumptions that dominate fen1inist literary anthol
ogies, journals, and books of literary criticism, in particular faulting such prominent 
feminists as Elaine Showalter, SANDRA M. GILBERT; arid SUSAN GUBAR, whose well
known studies of women writers fail to note female companions and lesbian 'attach
ments. Further, she claims that anthologlell ignore prominent :lesbian writers, that 
surveys omit lesbianism as a theme or perSpective, and that analyses either disregard 
or vilify lesbian characters and themes in literature. To overcome heterosexist biases, 
she calls for lesbian theorists to develop their own resources to build a canon and a 
critical approach. 
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In building a distinctive canon and criticism, Zimmerman sees a central theoretical 
problem in the definition of "lesbian" and whom that term includes or excludes. Some 
modern critics, like Catherine Stimpson, lean toward a narrow definition predicated 
on sexual intimacy, while others, like the feminist poet and critic ADRIENNE RICH, 
advocate a more e.xpansive category. Rich's concept of a "lesbian continuum" encom
passes all women who have intense women-identified bonds, which might be social 
0)' political rather than sexual. This problem of definition mirrors a perennial one in 
theory, particularly in those studies based on identity: if they are exclusive, then such 
definitions might reproduce biases and static categories of thought; whereas if they 
are too expansive, then they might gradually erase meaningful distinctions. Although 
Zimmerman admires the flexibility of Rich's "continuum," she ultimately cautions 
against it, arguing that it diminishes a sense of lesbian difference and specificitYi 
instead, she advocates LilIian Faderman's definition that identifies as lesbian those 
women who have affectionate attachments with other women, usually in a romantic 
couple. 

Once the lesbian critic has settled this theoretical problem, her primary responsibil
ilies, according to Zimmerman, are to identify lesbian texts and to build a literary tra
dition. This first involves a task of recovery, because many lesbians were historically 
constrained to write in "code" to avoid public ostracism. As an example of building a 
canon, Zimmerman cites Barbara Smith's famous lesbian reading (see above) cif the 
African American novelist Toni Morrison's Sula (1973), arguing against the need for 
biographical evidence or proof of authorial intention. Once a canon is established, she 
hopes lesbian critics can go on to analyze the images and stereotypes of lesbians in lit
e\'Bture and to examine the stylistics of lesbian writing, culminating in defining a "pe
cificaJly lesbian aesthetic. In some ways, Zimmerman's template for developing lesbian 
C1'iticism parallels the course of early feminist criticism, which in the 19705 worked to 
construct a canon of women's writing (or what Elaine Showalter called a "literature of 
their own") and to critique literary stereotypes of women, and in the 1980s moved to 
examine specific characteristics of ffcriture fffminine (female/feminine writing or style), 
in the phrase of the French feminist H~L~NE CIXOUS. 

Zimmerman concludes by anticipating problems that might face lesbian critics. 
Although she celebrates the radical edge of lesbian separati~m and its resistance to 
dominant hierarchies, she also foresees that lesbian criticism must be flexible and 
pluralistic to avoid stagnation and dogmatism. Another problem is naiveM about the 
universality of the lesbian experience. Much·as critics challenged mainstream femi
nism of the 1970s for representing as universal an experience that excluded lesbians 
and women of color, Zimmerman challenges the new lesbian criticism to allow for 
specificity and diversity, especially in recognizing race and class differences. D«;!.fite 
these caveats, she closes on a hopeful note, finding that lesbian studies constItutes 
one of the most exciting al'eas of contemporary theory because of its exploration of 
"what has never been." 

\\Thile "What Has Never Been" has been widely praised for helping to establish the 
field of lesbian literary criticism, some critics have offered emendations of specific 
points, such as Zimmerman's compromise definition of what qualifies as lesbian lit
emture. In a later book, TIle Safe Sea ofWcm,en: Lesbian Fiction, 1969-1989 (I990), 
Zimmerman herself narrows its scope, asserting that although some leeway must be 
granted in identifying lesbian fiction of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
contemporary fiction should be classified as "lesbian" if it has (1) an author wh.o has 
declared herself as a lesbian. (2) a main character who acknowledges her lesbian 
orientation, or (3) a story that puts love between women at its center. Lillian Fader
man argues that this set of rigid criteria excludes many contemporary novels that 
might also be productively considered lesbian literature. 

Although, as Zimmerman surmises in a 1992 essay, "Lesbian theory is much more 
e,·ident throughout current literary criticism than it was in 1981," in recent years a 
new debate has surfaced: its relation to queer theory. Drawing on poststructuralist 
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and psychoanalytic critiques of subjectivity and identity, proponents of queer theory, 
such as JUDlTH BUTLER, argue that lesbian feminist criticism assumes Ii tacit essen
tialism-the,belief that identity derives from a determinate essence, rather than from 
cultural circumstimces and conventions. Updating her defen!ui of a distinctive lesbian 
c,riticisni;Zimmerman argues against subsuming lesbian studies within ,gay or queer 
studies, cautioning that such a theoretical move dissolves the ties between lesbianism 
Rnd feminism and obliterates the specificity of lesbian identity and a lesbian aesthetic. 
'!What Has Never Been" remains a landmark call for developing a distinctively lesbian 
feminist criticism. 
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bian Literature (ed. ~haron Malinowski, 1994). 

'," 
",' 

What Has Never Been: Ari Overview of Lesbian' Feminist;,: 
Literary C~iticism '" d ~ \' .. 

'!j'" 

tti the,1970s,a ge..nerai:i~nof l~sbian fer;ni~ist)iterary c~tic~ came"cifage: 
Some,like ,the.le,sb~,an professor in,Lynn $~rorigin'sp~e~,,",Sayret' qacl,,Qeen 
closeted in the proFeSSion; many had "come out" as lesbiaI)s, ,in the women's 
liberation movement. As,aca,qemk,s and asJesbians, ,we cautiously began. to 
plait together the strands of ourexis,tence: teaching lesbian lite,rature,'e.Stab
lishing networks add support groups, and, exploring 'assumptions about a 
lesbian-focused literary criticism. Beginning with n'othing; as we thought, 
this generation qUiti)dy began to expand the limitations of literary scholarship 
by pointing to what had been for decades "unspeakable" -:--lesbian existence
thus phrasing, in novelist June Arnold's words, "what has never been."2 Our 
process has,par,alleted the development of feminist literary criticism-and; 

I, Lynn Strongin, "Sayre," in Rising TiJSs: Twen
li"lh Cenlury A ..... ric .. n Women Poets, ed, Laura 
Chester and Sharon Barba (New York: Washlng- , 
ton Square Press, 1973), p, 317 [Zimmerman's 
note), Some ofthe author';' ':'otd have been c!dited, 
and some omitted. 

2. June' Arnold, "Lesbian Fictiot..," I;' U~bian 
Writing .... .I Publish'..", special'lssue:of Slit/Iter 
Wisdom 2 (fall 1976): 28 [Zlmmennan's, note), 
Arnold (1926-1982); A';'erican'':'oveiist imd pub
lisher . who founded a lesbilln ~ feminist: press, 
Daughters Inc" in 1972, 
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indeed, pioneering feminist critics and lesbian critics are often one and the 
same. As women in a male-dominated acadeiny,we explored' the way we 
write and read from a different or "other" perspective, AS'lesbians in a het
erosexist academy, we have continued to explore the impact of "otherness," 
suggesting dimensions previously. ignored; and yet necessary to understand 
fully the female condition and the creative work born from it. 

Lesbian critics, in the I 980s, may have more questions than answers, 
but the questions are important not only to 'lesbians/ but to all feminists 
teaching and criticizing literature. Does 'a'woman's ·sexual and affectional 
preference influence the way she writes; reads,' and thinks? Does lesbian
ism belong in the classroom and in scholarship? IS· there a lesbian aes
thetic distinct from a feminist aesthetic? What should be the role of the 
lesbian critic? Can we establish a lesbian "canon" ,in the way in which fem
inist critics have established a female canon? Can lesbian feminists 
develop insights into female creativity that might enrich all literary criti
cism? Different women, of 'course, answer. these' questions in different 
ways, but one set of assumptions underlies virtually·all lesbian criticism: 
that a woman's identity is not defined only by her relation' to a male world 
and male literary tradition (as feminist critics have demonstrated), that 
powerful bonds between women are a ·crucial.factor in women's lives, and 
that the sexual and emotional orientation 'of a woman profoundly affects 
her consciousness and thus her creativity.' Those critics who have con
sciously' chosen to read as lesbians argue that this perspective 'can be 
uniquely liberating and can provide new iitsights into life and literature 
because it assigns the lesbian a specific vantage point from which to criti
cize and :analyze the politics, language, and, culture of patriarchy: 

We have the whole range of women's ~~~iEmce,and the other dimen
sion too; which is the unique viewpo~q¥.~f}~~ ~yke.3 This 'extra dimen
sion puts us a step outside of so-calked normal ,life. and lets us see how 
gruesomely abnormal it is .... [T\tis',p~"sp~di~ej caniss~e in a world-
view that is distinct in history and uniq~ely l~~~rat~ng. 4 .' 

The purpose of this essay is to analyze the' current ;state, of .lesbian scholar
ship, to suggest how lesbians are exercising ,this unique world viewj and to 
investigate some of the problems, strehgths, and future.needs of a developing 
lesbian feminist literary criticism. S 

One way in which this unique world'view takes shape is as a ~'critical 
consciousness about heterosexist assumptions."" Heterosexism is the set of 
values and structures that assumes heterosexuality to be the only natural 
form of sexual and emotional expression, "the perceptual screen provided by 
our [patriarchal] cultural conditioning."7 Heterosexist assumptions abound 

3. A disparaging term for a lesbian, reclaimed by 
lesbians as a positive self-deSCription. 
4. Sandy Boucher, "Lesbian Artists," in Lesbian 
Art and ArH .• ts, a special issue of Heresies 3 (fall 
1977): 48 [Zimmerman'. note). 
5. This survey is limited to published and unpub
lished essays In literary criticism that present a per
spective either sympathetic to lesbianism or those 
explicitly lesbian In orientation. It is limited to lit
e.-ature and to theoretical articles (not book 
reviews). The sexual preference of the autho .... Is, 
for the most part, irrelevant; this is un ana1ysis of 
lesbiun feminist ideas, not authors. Although the 

network of lesbian critics Is well developed, some 
major un~ublished pafers may have escaped my 
attention (Zimmerman s note). 
6. Elly Bulkin, " 'Kissing against the Light': A Look 
at Lesbian Poetry," Radical Teacher 10 (1978): 8. 
This articl.e was reprint'''~ in College .Etllfl~.h "nd 
Wo ....... '. Studies Newsletter [Zimmerman'. note). 
7. Julia Penelope [Stanl..,.), 'The Articulation of 
Bias: Hoof In Mouth Disease," paper presented at 
the convention of the National Council of Teach
ers of English; San' Francisco, November 1979 
[Zimmerman's note). 
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in literary texts, such as feminist literary anthologies, that purport to be open
minded about lesbianism. When authors' biographies make special note of 
husbands, male mentors, and male companions, even when that author was 
primarily female-identified, but fail to mention the female companions of 
prominent lesbian writers-that is heterosexisrit" When anthologists ignore 
historically significant lesbian writers such as 'Reh~e Vivien and Radclyffe 
HallS-that is heterosexism. When anthologies include only the heterosexual 
or nonsexual works of a writer like Katherine Philips. or Adrienne Rich9 who 
is celebrated for her lesbian or homo-emotional poetry--..,.that is heterosexism. 
When a topically organized anthology includes sections on wives, mothers, 
sex objects, young girls, aging women, and liberated women, but not lesbi
ans-that is heterosexism. Heterosexism in feminist anthologies-like the 
sexism of androcentric I collections-serves to obliterate lesbian existence 
and maintain the lie that wom~n ,have searched for emotional and sexual 
fulfillment only through men~or '~ot at all. 

Lesbians have also expressed concern that the absence of lesbian material 
in women's studies journals such as Feminist Studies, Women's Studies, and 
Women and Literature indicates heterosexism either by omission or by 
design. Only in 1979 did lesbian-focused articles appear in Signs and. Fron
tiers. 2 Most lesbian criticism first appeared in alternative, non~establishment 
lesbian journals, particularly Sinister Wisdom arid Conditions,3 yVhichare 
unfamiliar to many feminist scholars. For example, Signs' first review article 
on literary criticism by Elaine Showaltert (1975) makes no mention of les
bianism as a theme or potential critical perspective, not even to point out its 
absence. Annette Kolodny, in the second review article in Signs (1976), does 
call Jane Rule's Lesbian Images "a novelist's challenge to the academy and 
its accompanying critical community," and further criticizes the homophobia 
in then-current biographies, calling for "candor arid sensitivity" in future 
work. 5 However, neither this nor subsequent review articles fami~i!lrize .the 
reader with "underground" ~ources of lesbian criticism, some of which had 
appeared by this time, nor do they explicate lesbianism as a literary theme 
or critical perspective. Ironically, more articles on lesbian literatiJre have 
appeared in traditional literary journals than in the women's studies press, 
just as for years only male critics felt free to mention lesbianism. Possibly, 
feminist critics continue to feel that they will be identified as "dykes," thus 
invalidating their work. ' ; 

The perceptual screen of heterosexism is also evident in most of the 
acclaimed works of feminist literary criticism. None of the current collec
tions of essays-such as The Authority of Experience or Shakespeare's Sis-

8. English poet and novelist (1880-1943). whose 
work Is openly lesbian; her best-known novel Is n.e 
Well of LoHeli .... ss (1928), which was banned In 
England as obscene. V\vIen (1877-1909), born 
Pauline Tarn, In London; French writer of poetry 
and prose. . 
9. Contemeorary American lesbian feminist poet 
and critic (b. 1929; see above), Phlllps (1623-
1664). English poet who celebrates female love 
and equality. 
1. Male-centered. 
2. Leading feminist scholarly journals; all began 
publication In the 1970s. 

3. Founded In 1976 and 1977, respectively. 
4. A leading American feminist literary critic (b. 
1941); Showalter's pioneering A Ltter"t .. r" ofTh"ir 
Own: British Wo ....... N01If!listsfrom BronU! to Les
sins (1977) was Instrumental In establishing a 
female··canon. 
5. Annette Kolodny, "Literary Criticism: Review 
EISa),," Slsm 2 (1976): 416, 419 [Zlmmerman'. 
note]. KOLODNY (b. 1941), influential American 
feminist literary critic. Rule (b. 1931), Amerlcan
born Canadian novelist; LAsblAn I_ses, a collec
tion of essays, was published In 1975. 
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tel:~6-includes even a token article from a lesbian perspective. EIIen 
Moers' Literary \Vomen, ~ germinal work as it is, is homophobic as well as 
heterosexist. Lesbians, she points out, appear as monsters, grotesques, 
and freaks in works by Carson McCullers, Djuna Barnes (her reading of 
Ni~htwood is at the very least questionable), and Diane Arbus,8 but she 
seems to concur in this identification rather than call it into question or 
explain its historical context. Although her so-called defense of unmarried 
women writers against the "charge" of lesbianism does criticize the way in 
which this word has been used as a slur, she neither condemns such 
antilesbianism nor entertains the possibility that some women writers 
were, in fact, lesbians. Her chapter on "Loving Heroinism" is virtually 
textbook heterosexism, assuming as it does that women writers only artic
ulate love for men. Perceptual blinders also mar The Female Imagination 
by Patricia Meyers Spacks which never uses the word "lesbian" (except in 
the index) or "lover" to describe either the "sexual ambiguity" of the bond 
between Jane and Helen in Jane Eyre,9 nor Margaret Anderson's relation
ship with a "beloved older woman." Furthermore, Spacks claims that Ger
trude Stein, "whose life lack[ed] real attachments" (a surprise to Alice B. 
Toklas), also "denied whatever is special to women" (which lesbianism is 
not?).· This latter judgment is particularly ominous because heterosexuals 
often have difficulty accepting that a lesbian, especially a role-playing 
"butch," is in fact a woman. More care is demonstrated by Elaine Show
alter who, in A Literature of Their Own, uncovers the attitudes toward 
lesbianism held by nineteenth-century writers Eliza Lynn Unton and 
Mrs. Humphrey Ward. 2 However, she does not integrate lesbian issues 
into her discussion of the crucial generation of early twentieth-century 
writers (Virginia Woolf, Vita Sackville-West, Dorothy Richardson, and 
Rosamond Lehmann3 among others; Radclyffe Hall is mentioned, but not 
The 'Veil of Loneliness), all of whom wrote about sexual love between 
women. Her well-taken point that modern British novelists avoid lesbi
anism might have been balanced, however, by a mention of Maureen 
Duffy, Sybille Bedford, or Fay Weldon,4 Finally, Sandra Gilbert arid 
Susan Gubar's The l\1adwoman in the Attic does not even index lesbian-

f>. Edited by the influential felninist literary critics 
,,,,<I collaborators SANDRA M. GILRERT lb. 1936) 
<lml SL'SAN GUIlAR (b. 1944) (J 979). TIle Aut/.or;")' 
(,( Experience (1977). edited by Arlyn Diamond 
n"d L<'e R. Edwards. 
7'. Liten.ry Women: The. Great "'rite,'s (1976), pio~ 
"""rinll feminist work by Moers \1928-1979). 
H .. '\merlcan photographer (1923-1971). Mc
C"lIers (1917-1967), American now list and short 
>tnry writer. Bames (1892-1982). American jour
"alist and novelist best known for her novel NIg'lt
m,od (1936). 
9. The 1847 novel by Charlotte Bront!! (1816-
I ~55); Helen and the young Jane mcet at boarding 
>dlOnl (where Helen dies). 
I. Sp"ck., TI.e Fe",,,le 1"'''11;11''1;(''' I New York: 
.\"0" Books, 1975), pp. 89, 214. 363 rZitnmer
l11.m·s nnte). Anderson (1886-1973). American 
(~dil()r, pubHAher, and writer; thtt flolder woman" 
,,"~IS the French actress and !<oinger Georgette 
I,(·hlanc (d. 1941), with whom she had a 20-year 
n·lHliol1shil'. In 1907 the AmeriCAn nlodt"rnist poet 
",HI novelist Stein (J874-194f>', met the American 

-&- . 

Toklas (1877-1967) In Pari., where they lived 
together for the rest of her life. 
2. Both women were successful English novelists; 
while Unton (1822-1898) caricatured women 
working toward suffrage as lesbians, Ward (1851-
1920), who was also antlsuffrage,ln her fiction val
orized Intimate friendships between women. 
3. All English novelists: WOOLF (1882-1941) and 
Sackville-West (1892-1962) had a romantic rela
tionship In the late 1920s; the IIfework of Richard
son (J 873-1957) was a l3-volume novel 
sequence, Pilgrl ..... ge (1915-38), that attempted 
to convey feminine consciousness In a feminine 
style (to which the description "stream of con
sciousness" was first applied); al'!d Lehmann 
(1901-1990) In her first 'novel, Dust)' A"swer 
(1927), portrayed an adolescent ,lesbian relation
ship. 
4, English novelist, playwright, and critic: (b. 
1931). Duffy (b. 1933), English lesbian novelist, 
poet, and playwright and socialist activist. Bedford 
(b. 191 1), C .. rman-born English novelist and biog
rapher. 
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ism;;. the. lone reference made in the text is ·to the possibilityithat "Goblin 
Market'.' describes·; ~·a-covertly_. (if. ambiguously) lesbian -. world."'· -The 
authors' tendency to .interpret all pairs of female characters as aspects _of 
the. self sometimes serves to mask, a; relationship' that -- a lesbian; reader 
might interpret as bonding or love·:between women. 

Lesbian critics, who as femirdsts owe much to -these critical texts, have 
had.to -turn to other. resources) first to develop a lesbian canon, and then to 
establish'a lesbian critical perspective. Barbara Grier who, as. Gene Damon, 
reviewed books for the pioneering lesbian journal The Ladder, laid the 
groundwork for this canon with her incomparable, but largely. unknown The 
Lesbian in Literature; A Bibliography. 6, Equally obscure was Jeannette Fos
ter's7 Sex Variant Women in Literature, self-published in 1956 after having 
been rejected by a university press because of its subject matter. An--exhaus
tive _ chronological. account of every reference to love between women from 
Sappho and Ruth8 to the fiction of the fifties, Sex Variant Women has proven 
to be_ an invaluable starting point for lesbian readers and scholars. Out of 
print almosUrrimediately after its publication and lost to all but a few intrepid 
souls, it was finally reprinted by Diana·Press in 1975. A further resource and 
gathering point for lesbian critics was the special issue .on lesbian writing 
and- publishing in Margins, a review of small press -publications, which 
appeared in 1975; the first issue ofa literary journal-devoted.entirely to 
lesbian writing. In 1976, its editor, Beth Hodges, produced a second special 
issue; . this. time. in Sinister Wisdom.,' Along with the growing- visibility and 
solidarity of lesbians within the academic profession, and the increased avail
ability ofJesbian-literature from f~inist andmass-tnarket presses, these two 
journal iSsues propelled lesbian f~minist literary criticism to .the surface.9 

- . The literary -resources available to -lesbian critics fortnonly part of the 
story, fot lesbian-.criticism is equally rooted!n politicaI.ideology. Although 
not all lesbian critics are activists;' most have been strongly influenced by the 
politics of lesbian (eminism';::These politics travel the;continuum,from £-ivil 
rights advocacy to separatisin';(~owever,- mostt if not all" lesbian .feminists 
assume that lesbianism is It healthy lifestyle chosenby.women in virtually all 
eras and all' cultures, and thus strive to eliminate, the stigma historically 
attached to lesbianism. One way to remove this stigma is to associate lesbian-

5. Gilbert and Gllbai; n.. Mat:lwottimf." tM'A'fficj: 
.,.,.. W ....... is Wri'.~ IIt!tl llaJ :Niti;j~'1a'C"''''rr . L.."",,.,, llisql"",'rm (N.w HaVenr y.le UnlYlfllt)' 
Pre" 1919), ',,'6'1, [Zlmme,m,'n'. note), In 
"GoblIn MiI~ket (18113),' loni children', pI/em by 
the English poet Chrlstlna ROllettl, Iln~'lliterwho 
Alckens after ~atlng'lhe forbidden fruits riffeted by 
g"b!ln .men ,Is_ 'a~!od when th~ other--'-p~lte,~ With 
fruit by the men-Allows her to take the pulp trom 

~~r J':r' 03;;'on, ~n W~tson; -and Robin jo.d~~, 
The Lesbian I .. LI~~WfYI: 'A Bibliography (1967; 
rpt., Reno: Naiad .Press, 1975) [Z1ritmimitan's 
note]. Grie;-(b. ,1933), American publi.lie~'ilnd 
editor, who In 1973 'co-founded the lesbian femt'-
nhi Naiad Pi-ds. -, . 
7. American writer, teacher, and librarian (I 895-
1981).' -" . _ _ ' 
8. Thl! bihlical Agut"<! who sWore .h~ would be 
parted from' her mother'-in-law,N!l0mi, only by 

de~~h (Ruth 1,15-17). Sappho (1:1; 'ca'. 612 a.C,B.), 
Greek lyric poet ~ho wa. at.'the'cel'lte.i' i;lf.' band 
of women who wonhlppeil Aphmillto. anil. the 
MUI •• ,It ,11 bee,uI.of the Int.nllt)' of th,re.lIn .. 
tor her, ~dmp.nlon., 1IlPrt!lIed In l!er poem., that 
the EnRllsh word fdi' lemale homosexual, was 
coined from the name! of her home Isl!lnd, Lesbol_ 
9. 'In' addition, networks of lesbian critics, teach
erS; arid scholan were establJs~ed through panels 
lit the Modern L..:i'iguage Assoc18tfoh's .nnual con
vention and at the Lesbian WrIter's Conference In 
Chicago, which began- I": 1974 and continued for 
.. everal years. Currently, :.networklng continues 
'through conferences, journals, 'and other Institu
tionalized outlet. [Z1ritriterritari's note]. The MLA 
I. the primary North Ameri.can professional orga
;tizatlon for literary scholars In Englis~ and foreign 
languages; Its annual convention Include .• hur;'
dreds of panels, which are forums at which aca-
demic papers are pre~'*tj,d~ :_ _ -. , " 
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ism with positive and desirable attributes, to divert women"s:attention away 
from male values and toward an exclusively female communitas. Thus, the 
influential Radicalesbians' essay, "The Woman-Identified Woman," argues 
that lesbian feminism assumes "the primacy of women relating to women, of 
women creating a new consciousness of and with·each other ..... We see our
selves as, prime, find our centers inside of ourselves."· Many,lesbian writers 
and critics have also been influenced profoundly by the politic;:s of separatism 
which provides a critique of heterosexuality as a political institution rather 
than a personal choice, "because relationships between men and women are 
essentially political, they involve power and dominance."2 As ~eshaU see, the 
notion of "woman-identification," that is, the primacy of women bonding with 
women emotionally and politically, as well as the premises of separatism, that 
lesbians have a unique and critical place a~ the margins ofpatrlarchal society, 
are central to much current lesbian literary criticism. 

Unmasking heterosexist assumptions in feminist literary criticism has 
been an important but hardly primary task fot lesbian critics. We are more 
concerned with the development of a unique lesbian feminist perspective or, 
at the very least, determining whether or not such a perspective is possible. 
In order to do so, lesbian critics have had to begin with a special question: 
"When is a text a 'lesbian text' or its writer a 'lesbian writer' "?3 Lesbians are 
faced with this special problem of definition: presu~ably we know when a 
writer is a ''Victorian writer" or a "Canadian writer." To answer this question, 
we have to determine how inclusively or! exclusively we define "lesbian." 
Should we limit this appellation to those wO'men fdr whom sexual experience 
with other women can be proven? This is an almost impossible historical 
task, as many have noted, for what constitutes pro.of? Women' have not left 
obvious markers in their private writings. Furthermore, such a narrow defi
nition "names" lesbianism as an exclusively sexual phenomenon which; many 
argue, may be an inadequate construction of lesbian experience, both today 
and in less sexually explicit eras. This sexual definition' of lesbianism also 
leads to the identification of literature with life, and thus can be an overly 
defensive and suspect strategy. 

Nevertheless, lesbian criticism continues to be plagued with the problem 
of definition. One perspective insists that ~ .. 

desire must be there and at least somewhat,embodied •.•. That carnality 
distinguishes it from gestures of political sympathy for homosexuals and 
from affectionate friendships in which Women enjoy each other, support 
each other, and .commingle their sense of identity and well-being.4 

1, Radicalesblans. "The Woman-Identified Wo
man." in Radical Feminism. ed. Anne Koedt. Ellen 
Levin". and Anlta Rapone (Ncw York: Quadrangle. 
1973). and extensively reprinted in women's stud
ies anthologies [Zimmcrmun·. note]. Radicalesbl
~ln": American group of lesbian separatists, formed 
in 1970 largely In reaction to discrimination 
"WOlnst leshians within the women's movement 
(particularly the National Organization for 
Womcn). which cast lesbianism a. a political 
choice (defining a lesbian a~ uthe rage of all women 
condensed to the point of explosion"); members 

included the novelist and poet Rita Mae Brown 
and the writer and activist Karla Jay. 
2. Charlotte Bunch; "Lesbians In Revolt ... in Les
bla .. ism and the Wo ....... ·s M""" ....... t. ed, Nancy 
Myron 'and Charlotte Buneh (Baltimore: Diana 
Press. 1975). p. 30 [Zimmerman's note]. 
3. Su.an Snaider Lanaer, "Speaking In Tongues: 
Ladles AI_mac" and .the Language· of Celehra
tion." Fronli",.. 4. no. 3 (1979): 39 [Zlmmerman's 
note]. 
4. Catharlne R. Stimpson, "Zero Degree Devl
aney: A Study or the Lesbian Novel." unpublished 
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A second perspective, which might be called a school, claims, on the con
trary, that "the very meaning of lesbianism is being expanded in literature, 
just as it is being redefined through politics."~ An articulate spokeswoman 
for this "expanded meaning" school of criticism is Adrienne Rich, who offers 
a compelling inclusive definition of lesbianism: 

I mean the term lesbian continuum to include a range-through each 
woman's life and throughout history.,..-of woman-identified experience; 
not simply the fact that a woman has had or consciously desired genital 
experience with another woman. If we expand it to embrace many more 
forms of primary intensity between and among women, including the 
sharing of a rich inner life, the bonding against male tyranny, the giving 
and receiving of practical and political support ... we be'gin to grasp 
breadths of female history and psychology which have lain out of reach 
as a consequence of limited, mostly clinical, definitions of'lesbianism.'6 

This definition has the virtue of dee'~phasizing lesbianism as a static e~tity 
and of suggesting interconnections among the various ways in which women 
bond together. However, all inclusive'definitions of lesbianism risk blurring 
the distinctions between lesbian relationships and non-lesbian female friend
ships, or between lesbian identity and female-centered identity; Some les
bian writers would deny that there are such distinctions, but this position is 
reductive and of mixed value to those who are developing lesbian criticism 
and theory and who may need limited and precise definitions. In fact, reduc
tionism is a serious problem in lesbian ideology. Too often, we identify les
bian and woman, or feminist: we equate lesbianism with any dose bonds 
b~tween women or with political commitment to' women. These identifica
tions can be fuzzy and histor~cally questionable, as, for example, in the claim 
thllt lesbians have a unique relationship with nature or (as Rich also has 
chii~ed) that all female creativity is ~esbian. By so reducing the meaning of 
lesbian, we have in effect eliminated lesbianism as a meaningful category. 

A similar problem arises when lesbian theo~ists redefine lesbiani~tn poiit
icaJly, equating it with strength, indepell~ence, and resistance to patriarchy. 
This new political definition then influenCes the interpretation of literature: 
"If in a woman writer's work a sentence refuses to do what it is supposed to 
do, if there are strong images of women and if there is a refusal to be linear, 
the result is innately lesbian literature,"7 The concept of an "innately" lesbian 
perspec~ive or aestp.etic allows the critic ~o separate lesbianism from bio
graphical content, which is an essential development in lesbian critical the
ory, Lite~ary interpretation will, of c~urse, be supported by historical and 
biograptiical evidence, but perhaps lesbian critics should borrow a few 
insights from New Criticism,s If a text lends itself to a lesbian reading, then 

r,aper [Zimmerman's note). Later published as 
'Zero Degree Devlancy: The Lesbian Novel In 
English," Crie/ca/Inqulry 8 (winter 1981): 363-80, 
5, Barbara Smith, "Toward a Black Feminist Crit
Icism," Conditions: Two I, no. 2 (1977): 39, It Is 
sometimes overlooked that Smith's path breaking 
article on black feminist criticism Is al80 8 lesbian 
feminist analysis [Z1mmerman's note), SMITII (b. 
1946), pioneering black and lesbian feminist critic; 
for this essay, see above. 
6. Adrlenne Rich, ·Compulsory Heterose"uality 

and Lesbian Existence," Si~ 5, no, 4 (1980): 
648-49 [Zimme~man'. notel. For this essay, see 
above.' , 
7. B,iI!rtha Harrls, 'I,td. by Smith, ''Toward a Black 
Feminist Criticism, ' p. 33 [Zimmerman'. note). 
8.' A formalist approach (championed byCLI!ANTIf 
BROOKS, W1LLlAM K. W1MSATT JR., and others) that 
emphasizes close reading of the text considered as 
an autonomous whole; It has greatly Influenced 
teach~ng from the mlc!-20th century onward. 



WHAT HAS NEVER BEEN / 2347 

no amount of biographic "proof" ought to be necessary to establish it as a 
lesbian text. Barbara Smith, for example, interprets Toni Morrison's Suia9 as 
a lesbian novel, regardless of the author's affectional preference. But we need 
to be cautious about what we call "innately" lesbian. Why is circularity or 
strength limited to lesbians, or. similarly, why is love of nature or creativity? 
It is certainly not evident that women, let alone lesbians, are "innately" any
thing. And, although it might require a lesbian perspective to stress the dom
inant relationship between Nel and Sula ("All that time, all that time, I 
thought I was missing Jude"l. it is difficult to imagine a novel so imbued 
with heterosexuality as lesbian. 

Almost midway between the inclusive and exclusive approaches to a def
inition of lesbianism lies that of LiJlian Faderman in her extraordinary over
view. Surpassing the Love of Man: Romantic Friendship ami. L01le Between 
\ Vomen Fro?n the Renaissan.ce to the Present. Faderman's precise definition 
of lesbianism provides a conceptual framework for the four hundred years 
of literary history explored by the text: 

"Lesbian" describes a relationship in which two women's strongest emo
tions and affections are directed toward each other. Sexual contact may 
be a part of the relationship to a greater or lesser degree, or it may be 
entirely absent. By preference the two women spend most of their time 
together and share most aspects of their lives with each other.· 

Broader than the exclusive definition of lesbianism~for Faderman argues 
that not all lesbian relationships may be fully embodied-but narrovyer tpan 
Rich's "lesbian continuum," this definition is both specific and discriminat
ing. The book is slightly marred by a defensive, overexplanatory tone, caused, 
no doubt, by her attempt to neutralize the "intense charge of the word les
bian"; note, for example. that this charged word is omitted from the Htle.:Z 
Furthermore, certain problems remain with her framework, as with any ~tiat 
a lesbian critic or historian might establish. The historical relatiqpspip 
between genital sexuality and lesb,anism remains unclear .. and w~ qlnnot 
identify easily lesbianism outside a monogamous relationship. Neverthel~ss, 
despite problems in definition that may ·be inherent in lesbian lItuqies,' the 
strength of Surpassing tl1e Love. o!¥en i~ partially the precision With which 
Faderman defines her topic and chooses her texts and subjects. -.-. 

This problem of definition is exacerbated by the problem of silence. One 
of the most pervasive themes in lesbian criticism is that womari-ideptified 
\vl'iters, silenced by a homophob~c an'd misogynistic society, have been forced 
to adopt coded and obscure langull~e and internal censorship. Emily Dick
inson3 Coul1l1eled us to "tell all the truth / }Jut tell it slant," and critics are 
now calculating what price we have paid for slanted truth. The silences of 
heterosexual women writers may become lies for lesbian writers, as Rich 
warns: "a life 'in the closet' ... [may] spread into private life, so that lying 

9. A 1973 novel by Morrison (b. 193 I), African 
American novelist and winner of the Nobel Prize 
for literature. ". 
I. Lillian Faderman. S"rpa .. i"g the LOI'e of Men: 
Romantic Friendship and Love be'""ettn \l·o1tr~n 
/;'011/. the Renaissance 10 the P"esent (New York: 
\Villiam Morrow, 1981), pp. 17-18 [Ziinrnerrnan's 

note]. Faderman (b. 1940), American lesbian critic 
and historian.. . 
2. Adrienne Rich, "It I, the Lesbian in Us ... " in 
On Lies, Secrets, and Silence (New York: Norton, 
1979), p. 202 [Zimmerman's note]. . 
3: American poet (1830-1886): Zimmerman 
quote. (with misplaced line break) poem}. 1129. 



2348 I BONNIE ZIMMERMAN. 

(described as discretion) becomes an easy way to avoid conflict or compli
cation/'4 Gloria T. Hull recounts the moving story of just such 'avictim of 
society, the black lesbian poet Angelina Weld Grimk~, whose "convoluted 
life and thwarted sexuality" miirked her slim output of poetry virith:images of 
self-abnegation,dirriinution,' sadness, and the wish for death. The' lesbian 
writer who is working dass or a woman of color may be particularly isolated, 
shackled by conventions and, ultimately, silenced "'with,[her] real gifts stifled 
within.'" What does a lesbi~h Writer do when the words-cannot be silenced? 
Critics are pointing tathe codes arid strategies for literary SUrviVEil adopted 
by many women. For example, Willa Cather may have' adopted her: char
acteristic male persona in order· to express safely her emotional and erotic 
feelings for other women. Thus,: a Writer s()me' critics call antifeminist or at 
least disappointing may be better, appreciated when her lesbianism is taken 
into account. Similarly, many ask whether Gertrude Stein cultivaied obscu
rity, encoding her lesbianism in order to express hidden feelings. and evade 
potential enemies. Or, on the other' hand, Stein may have been always' a 
declared lesbian, but a victim of readers' (and scholars') unwillingn,.ess or 
inability to pay her the dose an.d sympathetic attention she requires'? 

The silence of "Shakespeare's [lesbian] sister"8 has meant that modern 
writers have had little or no tradition with which to nurture themselves. 
Feminist critics such'as Moei-s', Sho~alter, and Gilbert and Giibar have dem
onstrated the extent and sigri.ifica~ce of a female literary ttadition, hut the 
lesbian writer developed her craft alone (and perhaps this is 'thesignificance 
of-the title of-the lesbian novel 'about novel writing. The Well of Loneliness). 
EUy Bulkin's much-reprinted artiCle on lesbian poetry points out that lesbian 
po~ts"'~ave- their Wol'~' shapeq.by. the;,~imple ~act of their' haVing begun to 
wnte .WIthout ;knowledge of stt.9t 'hlstory and WIth little or.no hope of.support 
frdm a woman's and/or lesbian Writing community."'·.Ifwhitewomen can at 
least;imagine a lesbian literature,the blacklesbian writer; as BarbaraSmith 
demonstrates, is eveh.more hampered by:the lack of tradition: "Black worrien 
are still.in the position :of ha:ving to 'imagine,' discover·and·verify.:Black les~ 
bian literature because"so little:has·been·written from· an avowedly.lesbian 
perspective.'!1 Blanche Wiesen Cook,points out further that all lesbians are 
affe'cted by this ;absence of tradit~on and role models,.or the limiting of role 
models to Hall's Stephen Gordon, She also reminds Us that our lesbian fore~ 
mothers and networks ' were not simply lost:·and forgotten; ratherrour'past 
has been "erased," obliterated by the actions of a hostile society.2.. . 
. It would appear then that lesbian critics are faced with a set of problems 
that make ?ur work particularly delicate and problematic; requiring caution, 

4. Rich, "Wodi"n and; Honor: Some N';t!"~ on'" 
'Lylng (1975),'1' In' 0 .. Lia,· Secrets, and' Silence, 
p. 190 [ZI!IImennan'~ rtotel,. ,.'. 
5. Gloria Ti.;Hull, "Under the Oloys': The' Buried 
Life and Poetry of Angelina Weld Grimkl!," Con· 
ditiom.! F,ive'2, no, 2(1~79): 23, 20 [Zlmmennan's 
note],' Giimkl! (1880-;.1958), writer .. of p~try, 
plays, a,ili short stories. '.' .' . 
6. American rioveIlst(1873':-1947). 
7: TWo'inale cridcs--'-EdniuridWilson and' Rober't 
Bridgman-finl suggested'" the cortnection 
betWee'; Stein's obSCUrity and hiir lesblaitisiti [Zlm
mermal'l's note]. WILSON (J89~':;1972l, American 
literary and social critic and novelist. 

:'f'x "';f~;"'nce to "J"'dlth'shakespeari.~· Imagin~d 
.·by Woolf In ARoOfll of One's 0- (1929; see 
. above) to illustrate the debilitatl"g.obstacl«:~ ~ced 
. by women who wish to 'Write.' . ., 

9, Bulldn," 'Kissing against the Light,' "p, 8 [Zlm
~er~an's note]. .' . 
I. SmUh, "Toward a Black Femln!~t Crltlc;l~m," 
p. 39 [Zimmennan's ,;ote). '. .. .. :. '. 
2. BIa!,che Wlesen ~ook, .. .'W~men . A1"'l~: Stir 
My Iq"'gination': Leiblanism a~d the ,Ciiltural 
T""dldon: Signs 4,rio:·.~ (r979),i'718-3.!l [Zlri:i
mennan's note]. Gordon, Is the protagoitlst of 
Hall'. Well Df Loneli .... ss (and is herself a noVelist). 
Cook (b, 1941), American historian and activist, 
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sensitivity, and flexibility as well as imagination and risk. Lesbian criticism 
begins with the establishment of the lesbian text: the creation of language 
out of silence. The critic must first define the term "lesbian" and then deter
mine its applicability to both writer and text, sorting'out the relation of lit
erature to life. Her definition of lesbianism will influence the texts she 
identifies as lesbian, and, except for the' groWing body of literature written 
from an explicit lesbian perspective since the development ofa lesbian politi
cal movement, it is likely that many will disagree with various identifications 
of lesbian texts. It is not only Sula that may provoke controversy, but even 
the "coded" works of lesbian writers like Gertrude Stein. The critic will need 
to consider whether a lesbian text is one written by a lesbian (and if so, how 
do we determine who is a lesbian'?), one written about lesbians (which might 
be by a heterosexual woman or a man), or one that expresses a lesbian 
"vision" (which has yet to be satisfactorily outlined). But . despite the prob
lems raised by definition, silence and coding, and absence of tradition, les
bian critics have begun to develop a critical stance. Often this stance involves 
peering into shadows, into the spaces between words, into what has been 
unspoken and barely imagined. It is a perilous critical adventure with results 
that may violate accepted norms of traditional criticism, but which may also 
transform our notions of literary possibility. 

One of the first tasks of this emerging lesbian,ctiticism has been to provide 
lesbians with a tradition, even if a retrospective' one. Jane Rule, whose Les
bian Images appeared about the· 'same 'time; 'as Literary Women, first 
attempted to establish this tradition. Although her text is· problematic, relying 
overly much on biographical evidence and derivative interpretations and 
including some questionable writers (such as Dorothy Baker3) while omitting 
others, Lesbian Images was a milestone in lesbian criticism. ;Its importance 
is partially suggested by the fact that it took five years for another complete 
book-Faderman's-to appear on lesbian··literature. In a review of Lesbian 
Images, I· questioned the existence of a lesbian "great tradition"·in literature, 
but now I think I was wrong.4 Along with Rule, Dolores Klaich in Woman 
Plus Woman and Louise Bernikow iil the introduction to·The World Split 
Open have explored the possibility of a lesbian tradition,5 and recent orttics 
such as Faderman and Cook in particular have begun to define that tradition, 
who belongs to it, and what links the writers who can be identified as les
bians. Cook's review of lesbian literature an.d.culture il) the early twentieth 
century proposes "to analyze the literature and' attitudes out of which the 
present lesbian feminist works have emerged;'snd to.examine the continued 
denials and invalidation of the lesbian experience.,,6 Focusing on the recog
nized lesbian networks in France and England that inclu~~'d Virginia Woolf, 
Vita Sackville-West, Ethel Smyth, Gertrude Stein, Radclyffe Hall, Natalie 
Barney, and Romaine Brooks,7 Cook provides an important outline of a les-

3. American novelist (1907-1968). 
4. Donnie Zimmerman, l'The New Tradition," Sin
ister Wisdo ... 2 (1976): 34-41 [Zimmerman's 
note). "The great tradition," a phrase made famous 
by the English critic F. R. Leovis's use of it to title 
his 1948 study of the English novel, designates the 
canon of English literature (composed almost 
entirely of works by men). 
5. Dolorcs K1alch, Wo ... an Plus Worn"n: Attitudes 

IOward usbianism (New York: WiIIlom Morrow, 
1974); Loulse Dernikow, The World Splil Open: 
Four Cent .. rles of Women ·P06ts in Engla...! .. ...! 
A ... erica, 1552-1950 (NewYo~k: Vintage Book.., 
1974) [Zimmerman'. note]: 
6. Cook,· 'Women Alone Stir My Imagination,' .. 
p. 720 [Zimmprman's note] .. 
7. American painter (1874-1970). Smyth (1858-
1944), English composer and campaIgner for 
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bian cultural tradition and an insightful analysis of the distortions and deni~ 
als of homophobic scholars, critics, and biographers. 

Faderman's Surpassing the Love of Men, like her earlier critical articles, 
ranges more widely through a literary tradition of romantic love between 
women (whether or not one calls that "lesbian") from the sixteenth to the 
twentieth centuries. Her thesis is that passionate love between women was 
labeled neither abnormal nor undesirable-probably because women were 
perceived to be asexual-until the sexologists led by Krafft-Ebing and Have
lock Ellis8 "morbidified" female friendship around 1900. 

Although she does not always clarify the dialectic between idealization and 
condemnation that is suggested in her text. Faderman's basic theory is quite 
convincing. Most readers, like myself, will be amazed at the wealth of infor
mation about women's S{lme-sex love that Faderman has uncovered. She 
rescues from heterosexual,.obscurity Mary Wollstonecraft, Mary Wordey 
Montagu, Anna Seward, Sarah Orne jewett, Edith Somerville, "Michael 
Field," and many others, including the Scottish school~mistresses whose les~ 
bian libel suit inspired Lillian Hellman's The Children's Hour. 9 Faderman 
has also written on the theme of same-sex love and romantic friendship in 
poems and letters of Emily Dickinson; in novels by Henry james, Oliver 
Wendell Holmes, and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow;1 and in popular mag
azine fiction of the early twentieth century.2 

Faderman is preeminent among those critics who are attempting to estab
lish a lesbian tradition by rereading writers of the past previously assumed 
to be heterosexual or "spinsters." As songwriter Holly Near expresses it: "Lady 
poet of great acclaim / I have been misreading you / I never knew your 
poems were meant for me."3 It is in this area of lesbian scholarship that the 
most controversy-and some of the most exciting work-occurs. Was Mary 
Wollstonecraft's passionate love for Fapny Blood, recorded in Ma"" A Fic
tion," lesbian? Does Henry lames dissect a lesbian relationship in The Bos
tonians? Did Emily Dickinson address many of her love poems to a woman, 
not a man? How did Virginia Woolf's relationship with Vita Sackville-West 
and Ethel Smyth affect her literary vision? Not only are some lesbian critics 
increaSingly naming such women and relationships "lesbian," they are also 

women's suffrage. Barney (1876-1972), American 
lesbian writer whose Paris salon attracted famoul 
writers and artists for 60 years. 
8. English physician (1859-1939), pioneer of the 
field of "sexology" and coauthor of S_I '_mon 
(l897). Baron Richard van Krafft·Eblna (1840-
1902), German neurologist whose PsychOp"thl" 
Sexual/s (1876) detailed lexual .. perversion .... 
9. A 1934 play by the American playwrllht and 
memolr .. t H.,lIman (1905-1984). WOLLSTONE' 
CRAFT (17'19-1797), Enall.h writer belt known for 
A Vindication of th. IU,1ttl 0/ Woman (1'1'921 •• e 
above). Montallu (1689-1763), EnRlllh poet and 
es.aylst. Seward (1747-1809), English poet. Jew
ett (1849-1909). American novelist Rnd short 
stol"Y writer. Somervllle (1858-1949). Irish novel
ist who frequently collaborated with her cousin 
Violet Martin. "Mlc:hael Field": the pseudonym of 
the English poets Katharlne HRrrls Bradley (1846-
1914) and her niece, Edlth Emma Cooper (1862-
1913), who wrote and lived together. 
I. Popular 19th-century American poet (1807-
1882). JAMES (1843-1916), American wrlterofflc
tion and criticism; his novels Include Th" Bo.IO .. -

lam (1886), which focuses In large part oil the 
relation between 8 Boston femlnl.t and the woman 
whom she hopes to penuade to Join her In fighting 
for women'. rlaht •. Holme. (1809-1894), Ameri-
can physician, poet, and essayist. . 
2. See LllIlan Faderman'. articles: ''The Morbldl
ficatlon of Love between Women by Nlneteenth
Century 5noloallll," jo"",,,' of Homos_lily 4, 
no. 1 (1978): 73-90; "Emlly Dlckinlon'. Letter. to 
Sue Gilbert," M_ch", .. et. R."..,.. 18, no. 3 
(197'1')1 19'7-33!11 "Emlly Dlckinlon'. Homoerotlc 
Poetry," HfaltllOn jau"",1 18 (19'1'8): 19-37; 
"Female Same·Sn Relatlon,hlps in Novel. by 
Lonafellow, Holmes, and James," New England 
Q .... _rly 60, no. 3 (1978): 309-32; and "Lesbian 
Magazine Fiction In the Early Twentieth Century," 
journ,,' of Popul/lr Cullur .. 11, no. 4 (1978): 800-
817 (Zlmmerman's notel. 
3. Holly Near, "'maglne My Surprise," on ',,",glne 
My Surprlsel (Redwood Records, 1978) [Zlmmer-
man's note]. I 

4. A 1788 novel by Wollenotonecraft; Fanny 
(Frances) Blood (1757-1785) had died In child-
birth. . 
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suggesting that criticism cannot fail to take into account the influence of 
sexual and emotional orientation on literary expression. 

In the establishment of a self-conscious literary tradition, certain writers 
have become focal points both for critics and for lesbians in general, who 
affirm and celebrate their identity by "naming names," establishing a sense 
of historical continuity and community through the knowledge that incon
trovertibly great women were also lesbians. Foremost among these heroes 
(or "heras") are the women who created the first self-identified lesbian fem
inist community in Paris during the early years of the twentieth century. 
\Vith Natalie Barney at its hub, this circle included such notable writers as 
Colette. 5 Djuna Baroes. Radclyffe Hall, Ren~e Vivien, and, peripherally, Ger
twde Stein. Contemporary lesbians-literary critics. historians, and layread
ers-have been drawn to their mythic and mythmaking presence, seeing in 
them a vision of lesbian society and culture that may have existed only once 
before on the original island of Lesbos. More interest, however, has been 
paid to their lives so far than to their art. Barnes's portraits of decadent, 
tOl-mented lesbians and homosexuals in Nightwood and silly, salacious ones 
in The Ladies Alnurnac1t6 often prove troublesome to lesbian readers and 
critics. However. Elaine Marks's perceptive study of French lesbian writers 
traces a tradition and how it has changed, modified by circumstance and by 
feminism, from the Sappho of Ren~e Vivien to the amazons of Monique 
\Vittig. ? 

The problems inherent in reading lesbian literature primarily for role mod
eling is most evident with Hall-the most notorious of literary lesbians
whose archetypal "butch," Stephen Gordon, has bothered readers since the 
publication of TIle \Vell of Loneliness. Although one critic praises it as "the 
standard by which all subsequent similar works are measured," most con
temporary lesbian feminists would, I believe, agree with Faderman's harsh 
condemnation that it "helped to wreak confusion in young women."s Such 
an extraliterary debate is not limited to lesbian novels and lesbian characters; 
I am reminded of the intense disappointment expressed by many feminists 
over George Eliot's9 disposal of Dorothea Brooke in Middlemarc1l. In both 
cases, the cry is the same: why haven't these writers provided us with appro
priate role models'? Cook may be justified in criticizing Hall for creatin.s. a 
narrow and debilitating image for lesbians who follow, but my reading oTthe 
novel (and that of Catherine Stimpson in an excellent study of the lesbian 
nove)) convinces me that both Hall's hero and message are highly complex. I 
I n looking to writers for a tradition, we need to recognize that the tradition 
may not always be a happy one. Women like Stephen Gordon exist alongside 
characters like MolIy Bolt, in Rita Mae Brown's Rubyfruit Jungle,Z but les
bians may also question whether or not the incarnation of a "politically cor-

0; Sidonie Gabrlelle Colette (1873-1954), 
French novelist. 
6. A 1928 novel parodying BlIl'I1ey's le.bian salon. 
7. Elaine Marks, "Lesbian Intertextuality." in 
//omosexualides and Fre".,h Literature. ed. George 
Stambolian and Elaine Marks (!thaca, N.V.: Cor
nell University Press, 1979). pp. 353-77 rZlmmer
man's notel. WITTIG (b .. 1935.1, French lesbian 
felnillist writer and activist whose experimental 
prose works include Les Guelilleres (1969) and Le 
COI'PS lesbien (I973, TI,e LesMall Bodyl. Vlvien 
translated Sappho. 

8. LlIIian Faderman and Ann Wllllams, "Radclyffe 
Hall and the Lesbian Image," Conditions: One J, 
no. 1 (1977): 40 [Zimmerman's notel. 
9. English novelist (pseudonym of Marian Evans. 
1819-1880); in Middle ... arch (1871-72), the 
vision and yearning. of her protagonist are frus' 
trated. 
1. Stimpson, "Zero Degree Deviancy," pp. 8-17 
[Zimmerman's notel. 
2. This 1973 novel was one of the earliest to por
tray lesbian love positively. 
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rect" but elusive and utopian mythology provides our only appropriate role 
model. 

As with Hall, many readers and critics are strongly antipathetic to Stein, 
citing her reactionary and antifeminist politics and her role-playing relation
ship with Alice B. TokIas. However, other critics, by carefully analyzing 
Stein's actual words, establish, convincingly to my reading, that she did have 
a lesbian and feminist perspective, calling into question assumptions about 
coding and masculine role playing. Cynthia Secor, who is developing an 
exciting lesbian feminist interpretation of Stein, argues that her novel lda 
attempts to discover what it means to be a female person, and that the author 
profited from her position on the boundaries of patriarchal society: "Stein's 
own experience as a lesbian gives her a critical distance that shapes her 
understanding of the struggle to be one's self. Her own identity is not shaped 
as she moves into relation with a man."3 Similarly, Elizabeth Fifer points out 
that Stein's situation encouraged her to experiment with parody, theatrical
ity, role playing, and "the diversity of ways possible to look at homosexual 
love and at her love object.'" Deirdre Vanderlinde finds in Three Lives "one 
of the earliest attempts to find a new language in which to say, 'I, woman
loving woman, exist.' "5 Catharine Stimpson places inore critical emphasis 
on Stein's use of masculine pronouns and conventional language, but despite 
what may have been her compromise, Stimpson feels that female bonding 
in Stein provides her with a private solution to woman's mind-body split. 6 

Along with Stein, Dickinson's woman-identification has drawn the most 
attention from recent critics, and has generated considerable controversy 
between lesbian and other feminist critics. Faderman insists that Dickinson's 
love for women must be considered homosexual, and that critics must take 
into account her sexuality (or affectionality). Like most critics who accept 
this lesbian identification pf Dlckinson,' she points to Susan Gilbert Dick
inson as Emily's primary romantic and sexual passion. Both Faderman and 
Bernikow thus argue'that, Dickinllon's ~lmUle" was sometimes a female figure 
811 well as a male.' Some of this work can be justifiably criticized for too 
closely identifying literature with life; however, by altering our awareness of 
what is possible-namely, that Dickinson's poetry was inspired by her love 
for a woman-we also dtn transform our response to the poetry. Paula Ben
rtett dari,ngly suggests that Dickinson's use of crumbs, jewels, pebbles, and 
similar objects was an attempt to create "clitoral imagery."B In a controversial 
paper on the subject, Nadean Bishop argues forcefully that the poet's mar
r-iage, poems must be reread in light of what she considers to have been 
DicRinson's consummated sexual relationship with her sister-in-Iaw.9 

3., Cynthia Secor, "Ida, a Great American Novel," 
Twentieth Century Literature 24, no, I (1978): 99 
[Zimmerman', note], fda: A Navel (1941) is a late 
work by Stein, 
4, Elizabeth Fifer, "Is Flesh Advisable? The Inte
rior Theater of Gertrude Stein," Signs 4, no. 3 
(1979): 478 [Zimmerman's note). 
5. Deirdre Vanderlinde, "Gertrude Stein: Three 
Lives/' paper presented at the MLA convention, 
San Francisco, December 1979 [Zimmerman's 
note], In Three Lives (1909), her first novel, Stein 
depict~ the lives of three working-class women in 
minimalist, plain language. 
6. Catharlne Stimpson, "The Mind, and Body, 
And Gertrude Stein," Critical Inquiry 3, no. 3 

(1977): 489-506 [Zimmerman's note]. 
7. Ltllian Faderman and Louise Bemlkow, "Com
ment on Joanne FeU Diehl'! 11 'Come Slowly
Eden,' " Sif"S 4, no. I (J 978): 188-95 [Zimmer
man's note. Gilbert, who met and became a close 
friend of Dicklnson In the late 18405, married the 
poet's brother, Au~ttn, In 1856; the women then 
lived next door to one another. 
8. Paula Bennett, "The Language of Love: Emily 
Dickinson's Homoerotic Poetry," Gal Saher 1, no. 
I (1977): 13-17; and "Emlly Dicldnson and the 
Value of Isolation," Dickinson Studies 36 (1979): 
I3-17 [Zimmerman's note]. 
9. Nadeon Bishop, "Renunciation in the Bridal 
Poems of Emily Dicklnson," paper presented at the 
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The establishment of a lesbian literary tradition, a "canon," as my lengthy 
discussion suggests, has been the primary task of critics writing from a les
bian feminist perspective. But it is not the only focus to emerge. For example, 
lesbian critics, like feminist critics in the early seventies, have begun to ana
lyze the images, stereotypes, and mythic presence of lesbians in fiction by or 
about lesbians. Bertha Harris, a major novelist as well as a provocative and 
trailblazing critic, considers the lesbian to be the prototype of the monster 
and "the quintessence of all that is female; and female enraged ... a lesbian 
is ... that which has been unspeakable about women.'" Harris offers this 
monstrous lesbian as a female archetype who subverts traditional notions of 
female submissiveness, passivity, and virtue. Her "tooth-and-claw" image of 
the lesbian is ironically similar to that of Ellen Moers, although from a les
bian rather than heterosexual point of view. But the very fact that Moers 
presents the lesbian-as-monster in a derogatory context and Harris in a cele
bratory one suggests that there is an important dialectic between how the 
lesbian articulates herself and how she is articulated and objectified by oth
ers. Popular culture, in particular, exposes the objectifying purpose of the 
lesbian-as-monster image, such as the lesbian vampire first created by Joseph 
Sheridan LeFanu's 1871 ghost story, "Carmilla," and revived in early 1970s 
"B" films as a symbolic attack on women's struggle for self-identity.2 Other 
critics also have analyzed the negative symbolic appearance of the lesbian in 
literature. Ann Alien Shockley, reviewing black lesbian characters in Amer
ican fiction, notes that "within these works exists an undercurrent of hostil
ity, trepidation, subtlety, shadiness, and in some instahces, ignorance culling 
forth homophobic stereotypes."J Homophobic stereotypes are also what 
Judith Mc Daniel and Maureen Brady find in abundance in recent commer
cial fiction (such as KinJlicks, A Sea Change, Some Do and How to Save Your 
Own Life4 ) by avowedly feminist novelists. Although individuals might dis
agree with Mc Daniel and Brady's severe criticilm of specific novels, their 
overall argument is unimpeachable. Contemporary feminist fiction, by per
petuating stereotyped characters and themes (such as the punishment th~me 
so dear to prefeminist lesbian literature), serves to "disempower the lesbian."~ 
Lesbian, as well as heterosexual, writers present the lesbian as Other, as 
JuHa Penelope Stanley discovered in prefeminist fiction: "the lesbian char
acter creates for herself a mythology of darkness, a world in which she riili~es 
through dreams and shadows."6 Lesbian critics may wish to avoid this anal
ysis of the lesbian as Other because we no longer wish to dwell upon the 
cultural violence done against us. Yet this area must be explored until we 
strip these stereotypes of their inhibiting and dehumanizing presence in our 
popular culture and social mythology. 

National Women's Studies Association ConFer
('nCl', Bloomington, Indiana, May 19RO (Zimm<'r
mun's note]. 
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2. Bonnie Zimmerman, "Daughters of Dnrkness': 
Lesbilln Vampires,"} .. mp CuI, nos. 24-25 (1981): 
2.~-24 [Zimmerman'. note]. Le Fanll (1814-
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Hnd nlysleries. 
.~. Ann Alien Shoekley, ''The Black Lesbian in 
Alneric3n I ... ilerature: An ()verview." C(JndititmS: 

Five 2, no. 2 (1979): 136 [Zimmerman's note]. 
4. All Amerkan novels of the 1970.: KinJlicks 
(1975), by Usa Alther; A Sea Change (1976), by 
Loi. Gould; Some Do (1978), by Jane DeLynn; and 
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5. Maureen IIrady and Judith MeDaniel, "Lesbi
ans In the Mainstream: Images of Lesbians ih 
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Lesbian critics have also delved into the area of stylistics and literary the
ory. If we have been silenced for centuries and speak an oppressor's tongue, 
then liberation for the lesbian must begin with language. Some writers may 
have reconciled their internal censor with their speech by writing in code, 
but many critics maintain that modern lesbian writers, because they are 
uniquely alienated from the patriarchy, experiment with its literary style and 
form. Julia Penelope Stanley and Susan Wolfe, considering such diverse 
writers as Virginia Woolf, Gertrude Stein, Kate Millett, and Elana Dyke
woman,? claim that "a feminist aesthetic, as it emerges out of women's evo
lution, grounds itself in female consciousness and in the unrelenting 
language of process and change."8 In this article, the authors do not call their 
feminist aesthetic a lesbian f~minist aesthetic, although all the writers they 
discuss are, in fact, lesbiaqs. Susan Wolfe later confronted this fact: "Few 
women who continue to identify with men can risk the male censure of 
'women's style,' and few escape the male perspective long enough to attempt 
it."9 Through examples from Kate Millett, Jill Johnston,! and Monique Wit
tig, she illustrates her contention that lesbian literature is characterized by 
the use of the continuous present, unconventional grammar and neologism; 
and that it breaks boundaries between art and the world, between events and 
our perceptions of them, and between past, present, and the dream world. 
It is, as even the proponents of this theory admit, highly debatable that all 
lesbian writers are modernists, or that all modernists are lesbians. If Virginia 
Woolf wrote in nonlinear, stream-of-consciousness style because she was a 
lesbian (or "woman-identified") how does one explain Dorothy Richardson 
whose Pilgrimage, despite one lesbian relationship, is primarily heterosexual? 
If both Woolf and Richardson can be called "feminist" stylists, then how 
does one explain the nonlinear experimentation of James Joyce or Alain 
Robbe-Grillet,Z for example? The holes that presently exist in this theory 
should not, however, detract from the highly suggestive overlap between 
experimental and lesbian writers. Nor should we ignore the clear evidence 
that many contemporary, self-conscious lesbian writers (such as Wittig, 
Johnston, Bertha Harris and June Arnold) are choosing an experimental style 
as well as content. 

This development of a self-conscious lesbian literature and literary theory 
in recent years has led a number of critics to investigate the unifying themes 
and values of current literature. Such an attempt has been made by Elly 
Bulkin, who traces the various sources of contemporary lesbian poetry, ana
lyzes "the range of lesbian voices," and advises feminist teachers how to teach 
lesbian poetry. Mary Carruthers, in asking why so much contemporary fem
inist poetry is also lesbian, observes that the "lesbian love celebrated in con
temporary women's poetry requires an affirmation of the value of femaleness, 
women's bodies, women's sexuality-in women's language."3 Jane Gurko and 

7. American lesbian separatist writer and activist 
(b. 1949). Millet! (b. 1934), American feminist 
critic, novelist, and artist. 
8. Julia Penelope Stanley and Susan J. Wolfe, 
''Toward B Feminist Aesthetic," Cllrysatb, no. 6, 
p. 66 [Zimmerman's note]. 
9. Susan J. Wolfe, "Stylistic Experimentation In 
MiIlett, Johnston, and Wlttig," paper presented at 
the MLA convention, New York, December 1978 
[Zimmerman's note]. 

I. English-born American dancer, critic, and 
activist (b. 1929), author of Le.bl" .. Natlo .. (1973). 
2. French novelist and theoretician (b. 1922), best 
known for developing the experimental "New 
Novel" in the 1950. and 19601. Joyce (1882-
1941), Irish modernist whose malt experimental 
use of language and form appears In Ulys .... (1922) 
and FI .... "B" ... W"ke (1939). 
3. Mary Carruthers, "Imagining Women: Notes 
toward B Feminist Poetic," MASsachusetts Rev'ew 
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Sally Gearhart compare contemporary lesbian and gay male literature, 
attempting to discern to what extent one or the other transforms heterosexual 
ideology. They claim that, unlike gay male literature, lesbian literature "does 
express a revolutiOliary model of sexuality which in its structure, its content, 
and its practice defies the fundamental violent assumptions of patriarchal 
culture."4 There is a danger in this attempt to establish a characteristic les
bian vision or literary value system, one that is well illustrated by this article. 
In an attempt to say tltis is what defines a lesbian literature, we are easily 
tempted to read selectively, omitting what is foreign to our theories. Most 
contemporary lesbian literature does embrace a rhetoric of nonviolence, but 
this is not universally tme; for example, M. F. Beal's Angel Dance5 is a lesbian 
hard-boiled detective novel and Monique Wittig's Le Corps lesbien is infused 
with a violent eroticism that is, nonetheless, intensely nonpatriarchaI. Vio
lence, role playing, disaffection, unhappiness, suicide, and self-hatred, to 
name a few "taboo" subjects, all exist within the lesbian culture, and a useful 
criticism will have to effectively analyze these as lesbian themes and issues, 
regardless of ideological purity. 

Lesbian feminist criticism faces a number of concerns that must be 
addressed as it grows in force and clarity. Among these concerns is the fact 
that this criticism is dominated by the politics of lesbian separatism. This is 
exemplified by the following statement from Sinister Wisdom, a journal that 
has developed a consistent and articulate separatist politics, 

'lesbian consciousness' is really a point of view, a view from the bound
ary. And in a sense every time a woman draws a circle around her psyche, 
saying 'this isa room of ffJY o,""t.' and then ,wites from within that 'room,' 
she's inhabiting lesbian consciousness.6 

The value of separatism which, I believe, has always provided the most excit
ing theoretical developments in lesbian ideology, is precisely this marginality: 
lesbian existence "on the periphery of patriarchy."7 Separatism provides 
criticism, as it did for lesbian politics, a cutting edge and radical energy'that 
keeps us moving forward rather than backward either from fear or compla
cency. Those critics who maintain a consciously chosen position on the 
boundaries (and not one imposed by a hostile society) help to keep 18bian 
and feminist criticism radical and provocative, preventing both from becom
ing another arm of the established truth. At the same time, however. it is 
essential that separatist criticism does not itself become an orthodoxy, and 
thus repetitive, empty. and resistant to change. Lesbian criticism, as Kolodny 
has argued about feminist criticism, has more to gain from resisting dogma 
than from monotheism.s Understandably, those critics and scholars willing 
to identify themselves publicly as lesbians also have tended to hold radical 
politics of marginality. Exposing one's self to public scrutiny as a lesbian may 

10, no, 2 (1979): 30 I [Zimmel'man's note], 
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Lesbian Model of Nonviolent Rhetoric," paper 
presented at the 1979 MLA convention [Zimmer-
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1937). 
6. Harriet Desmoines, "Notes for a Magazine 11/' 
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in fact entail marginality through denial of tenure or loss of job, and those 
lesbians willing to risk these consequences usually have ,a political position 
that justifies their risk. However, to me it seems imperative that lesbian 
criticism develop diversity in theory and approach. Much as lesbians, even 
more than heterosexual feminists, may mistrust systems of thought devel
oped by and associated with men and male values, we may, in fact, enrich 
our work through the in sights of Marxist, structuralist, semiotic, or even 
psychoanalytic criticism. Perhaps "male" systems of thought are incompati
ble with a lesbian literary vision, but we will not know until we attempt to 
integrate these ideas into our work. 

Similarly, lesbian criticism and cultural theory in general can only gain by 
developing a greater specificity, historically and culturally. We have tended 
to write and act as if lesbian experience-which is perceived as that of a 
contemporary, white middle-class feminist-is universal and unchanging. 
Although most lesbians know that this is not the case, we too often forget to 
apply rigorous historical and cross-cultural tools to our scholarship. Much 
of this ahistoricity occurs around the shifting definitions of lesbianism from 
one era and one culture to another. To state simply that Wollstonecraft "was" 
a lesbian because she passionately loved Fanny Blood, or Susan B. Anthony 
was a lesbian because she wrote amorous letters to Anna Dickinson,9 without 
accounting for historical circumstances, may serve to distort or dislocate the 
actual meaning of these women's lives (just as it is distorting to deny their 
love for women). There are also notable differences among the institution of 
the berdache (the adoption by one sex of the opposite gender role) in Native 
Amedcan tribes; faute de mieux'J lesbian activity tolerated in France (as in 
Colette's Claudine novels); idyllic romantic friendships (such as that of the 
famous Ladies of LlangolJe~2); and contemporary self-conscious lesbianism. 
I do believe that there is ,~common structure-a lesbian "essence"-that 
may be located in all these:tpecific historical existences, just as we may speak 
of a widespread, perhaps universal, structure of marriage Or the family. How
ever, in each of these,' cases-lesbianism, marriage, the family-careful 
attention to history teaches us that differences are as significant as similar
ities, and vital information about female survival may be found in the differ
ent ways in which women have responded to their historical situation. This 
tende,ncy toward simplistic universalism is accompanied by what I see as a 
dangerous development of biological determinism and a curious revival of 
the nineteenth-century feminist notion of female (now lesbian) moral supe
riority-that women are uniquely caring and superior to inherently violent 
males, Although only an undertone in some criticism and literature, any such 
sociobiological impulse should be questioned at every appearance. 

The denial of meaningful differences among women is being challenged, 
particularly around the issue of racism. Bulkin has raised criticisms about 
the racism of white lesbian feminist theory. She has written that 

jf I can put together-or think some~ne else can put together-:-a viable 
piece of feminist criticism or theory whose base is the thought and writ-

9. American orator, playwright, and abolitionist 
(1842-1932), who had a romantic friendship with 
Anthony (1820-1906), American abolitionist who 
became A leader of the women's suffrage move
ment. 
1. For want of anything better (French). 

2. Nickname of Lady Eleanor Butler (1739-1829) 
and Sarah Ponsonby (1755-1831), two English 
women who In 1778 defied their families' wishes 
to live together in L1angollen Vale, In north Wale., 
where they received visits from many distingUished 
writers (Including WILLlAM WORDSWORTH). 
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ing of white womenllesbians and expect that an analysis of racism can 
be tacked on or dealt with later as a useful addition, it is a measure of 
the extent to which I partake of that white privilege.3 

Implicit in the criticism of Bulkin and other antiracist writers is the belief 
that lesbians, because of our experience of stigma and exclusion from the 
feminist mainstream, ought to be particularly sensitive to the dynamic 
between oppression and oppressing. White lesbians who are concerned 
about eradicating racism in criticism and theory have been greatly influenced 
as well by the work of several black lesbian feminist literary critics, such as 
Gloria T. Hull, Barbara Smith, and Lorraine Bethel. Such concern is not yet 
present over the issue of class, although the historical association of lesbi
anism with upper-class values has often been used by left-wing political 
groups and governments to deny legitimacy to homosexual rights and needs. 
Lesbian critics studying the Barney circle, for example, might analyze the 
historical connections between lesbianism and class status. Lesbian critics 
might also develop comparisons among the literature of various nationalities 
because the lesbian canon is of necessity cross-national. We have barely 
explored the differences between American, English, French, and German 
lesbian literature (although Surpassing the Love of Men draws some distinc
tions), let alone non-Western literature. The paucity of lesbian scholars 
trained in these literatures has so far prevented the development of a truly 
international lesbian literary canon. 

As lesbian criticism matures, we may anticipate the development of ongo
ing and compelling political and practical concerns. At this time, for example, 
lesbians are still defining and discovering texts. We are certainly not as badly 
off as we were in the early seventies when the only lesbian novels in print 
were The Well of Loneliness, Rubyfruit Jungle, and Isabel Miller's Patience 
and Sarah. 4 However, texts published prior to 1970 are still difficult to find, 
and even The Well of Loneliness is intermittently available at the whim of 
publishers. Furthermore, the demise of Diana Press and the apparent slow
down of Daughters (two of the most active lesbian publishing houses) leaves 
many major works unavailable, possibly forever. As the boom in gay literature 
subsides, teachers of literature will find it very difficult to unearth teaBiable 
texts. Scholars have the excellent Arno Press series, Homosexuality: Lesbians 
and Gay Men in Society, History, and Literature, but, as Faderman's monu
mental scholarship reveals, far more lesbian literature exists than anyone has 
suspected. This literature needs to be unearthed, analyzed, explicated, per
haps translated, and made available to readers. 

As lesbian critics, we also need to address the exclusion of lesbian litera
ture from not merely the traditional, but also the feminist canon. Little les
bian literature has been integrated into the mainstream of feminist texts, as 
evidenced by what is criticized, collected, and taught. It is a matter of serious 
concern that lesbian literature is omitted from anthologies or included in 
mere token amounts, or that critical works and Modern Language Associa
tion panels still exclude lesbianism. It may as yet be possible for heterosexual 
feminists to claim ignorance about lesbian literature; however, lesbian critics 

3. Ell)' Bulkin, "Racism and Wriling: Some Impli
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should make it impossible for that claim to stand much longer. Lesbianism 
is still perceived as a minor and somewhat discomforting variation within the 
female life cycle, when it is mentioned at all. Just as we need to integrate 
lesbian material and perspectives into the traditional and feminist canons, 
we might also apply lesbian theory to traditional literature. Feminists have 
not only pointed out the sexism in many canonical works, but have also 
provided creative and influential re readings of these works; similarly lesbians 
might contribute to the rereading of the classics. For example, The Boston
ians, an obvious text, has been reread often from a lesbian perspective, and 
we could reinterpret D. H. Lawrence's antifeminism or Doris Lessing's' com
promised feminism (particularly in The Golden Notebook) by relating these 
attitudes to their fear of or discomfort with lesbianism. Other texts or selec
tions of texts-such as Rossetti's "Goblin Market" or the relationship 
between Lucy Snowe and Gin~vra Fanshawe in Villette6-might reveal a 
subtext that could be called lesbian. Just as few texts escape a feminist re
vision, few might evade a lesbian transformation. 

This last point-that there is a way in which we might "review" literature 
as lesbians-brings me to my conclusion. In a brief period of a few years, 
critics have begun to demonstrate the existence of a distinct lesbian aes
thetic, just as feminists have outlined elements of a female aesthetic. Certain 
components of this aesthetic or critical perspective are clear: 

Perhaps lesbian feminist criticism [or literature, I would add] is a politi
calor thematic perspective, a kind of imagination that can see beyond 
the barriers of heterosexuality, role stereotypes, patterns of language and 
culture that may be repressive to female sexuality and expression.? 

A lesbian artist very likely would express herself differently about sexuality, 
the body, and relationships. But are there other-less obvious-unifying 
themes, ideas, and imagery that might define a lesbian text or subtext? How, 
for example, does the lesbian's sense of outlaw status affect her literary 
vision? Might lesbian writing, because of the lesbian's position on the bound
aries, be characterized by a particular sense of freedom and flexibility or, 
rather, by images of violently imposed barriers, the closet? Or, in fact, is 
there a dialectic between freedom and imprisonment unique to lesbian writ
ing? Do lesbians have a special perception of suffering and stigma, as so 
much prefeminist literature seems to suggest? What about the "muse," the 
female symbol of literary creativity: do women writers create a lesbian rela
tionship with their muse as May Sarton8 asserts? If so, do those writers who 
choose a female muse experience a freedom from inhibition because of that 
fact, or might there be a lack of creative tension in such a figurative same
sex relationship? I feel on solid ground in asserting that there are certain 
topics and themes that define lesbian culture, and that we are beginning to 
define a lesbian symbolism. Lesbian literature may present a unified tradition 
of thematic concerns such as that of unrequited longing, a longing of almost 
cosmic totality because the love object is denied not by circumstance or 

5. English novelist (b. 1919), originally from Rho
desfa; The Golden Notebook (1962) Is her novel 
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8. American poet, novelist, and essayist (1912-
1995). 
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chance, but by necessity. The tension between romantic love and genital 
sexuality takes a particular form in woman-to-woman relationships, often 
articulated through musings of the difference between purity and impurity 
(culminating in Colette's study of variant sexuality, TIle Pure and the 
Impure9 ). Lesbian literatul'e approaches the theme of development or the 
quest in a manner different from that of men or heterosexual women. Les
bian literature, as lesbian culture in general, is particularly flexible on issues 
of gender and role identification; even The Well of Loneliness hints at the 
tragedy of rigid gender roles. Because of this flexibility, lesbian artists and 
writers have always been fascinated with costuming. because dress is an 
external manifestation of gender roles lesbians often reject. As we read and 
reread literature from a lesbian perspective, I am confident we will continue 
to expand our understanding of the lesbian literary tradition and a lesbian 
aesthetic. 

This essay has suggested the vigor of lesbian criticism and its value to all 
feminists in raising awareness of entrenched heterosexism in existing texts, 
clarifying the lesbian traditions in literature through scholarship and rein
terpretation. pointing out barriers that have stood in the way of free lesbian 
expression, explicating the recurring themes and values of lesbian literature, 
and e;\.-posing the dehumanizing stereotypes of lesbians in our culture. Many 
of the issues that face lesbian critics-resisting dogma, expanding the canon, 
creating a non-racist and non-classist critical vision, transforming our read
ings of traditional texts, and exploring new methodologies-are the interests 
of all feminist critics. Because feminism concerns itself with the removal of 
limitations and impediments in the way of female imagination, and lesbian 
criticism helps to expand our notions of what is possible for women, then all 
women would grow by adopting for themselves a lesbian vision. Disenfran
chised groups have had to adopt a double vision for survival; one of the 
political transformations of recent decades has been the realization that 
enfranchised groups-men, whites, heterosexuals, the middle class-would 
do well to adopt that double vision for the survival of us all. Lesbian literary 
criticism simply restates what feminists already know, that one group can'not 
name itself "humanity" or even "woman": 'We're not trying to become part 
of the old order misnamed 'universal' which has tabooed us; we are trans
forming the meaning of ·universality.' "I Whether lesbian criticism wilr1'ur
vive depends as much upon the external social climate as it does upon the 
cl'eativity and skill of its practitioners. If political attacks on gay rights and 
freedom grow; if the so-called Moral Majority~ wins its fight to eliminate gay 
tcachers and texts from the schools (it would be foolhardy to believe they 
will exempt universities); and if the academy, including feminist teachers 
and scholars, fails to support lesbian scholars, eradicate heterosexist values 
and assumptions, and incorporate the insights of lesbian scholarship into the 
mainstream; then current lesbian criticism will probably suffer the same fate 
as did Jeannette Foster's Sex Variant Women in the fifties. Lesbian or hetero
scxual, we will all suffer from that loss. 
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SUSAN BORDO 
h. 1947 

Susan Bordo epitomizes feminist efforts to detail the oppression of women "and the 
resources available for resistance. Although strongly influenced by MICHEL FOU
CAULT, Bordo is wary of theory and the academy. She advocates a politically active 
feminism. Writing in a steely, lucid prose that reaches Out to nonacademic audiences, 
she works against both cultural self-congratulation ("you've come a long way, baby") 
and the abstractions of French feminism. She insists on the practical consequences 
for women's daily lives of .feminism's analyses of contemporary culture. Bordo's work 
on the physical shaping of women's bodies by cultural forces introduces a crucial 
gendered element into contemporary literary and cultural theory's interest in the 
processes involved in the formation of social subjects. 

Bordo was educated at Carleton College and the State University of New York at 
Stony Brook, from which she received her Ph.D. in 1982. She has taught at Le Moyne 
College and the University of Kentucky. Trained as a philosopher, she now describes 
her work as "gender studies," which is "part of cultural studies." "But neither gender 
studies nor cultural studies," she writes, "can be of much significance unless they 
reach outside the academic world." She calls the "slow unlearning" of the "language" 
and "arrogance" of the academy her "second and ongoing education." 

Bordo's early work explored the exclusionary use of terms such as "rationality" and 
"objectivity" in the philosophical tradition. Like others studying what came to be 
called "feminist epistemology," she argued that knowledge is not something achieved 
by a pure mind that "distances" itself from the object it studies. Rather, knowledge 
Is "embodied," produced from a ".tandpoint" by a body that i. located al a material 
entity among other material eritities. Her work participate. In an emerging field called 
"body studies." 

Not all bodies are alike. Different bodies are assigned to different "locations, are 
represented differently in preiailing cultural codes, and are accorded different author
ity as producers of kp.owled~. One crucial way to differentiate bodies is, of course, 
gender. Bordo turns her attention to the ways in which the body is a "text of culture." 
Prevailing and enforced cultural notions of gender differences are inscribed on the 
body, as it shapes itself to fit conventions of proper appearance, deportment, and 
physical activity. 

Psychoanalytic feminists tend to discuss the shaping of the girl's body and of her 
relation to it in generalizJa terms that posit a triangular familial relation (mother
fatfier-daughter) and an overarching patriarchal Law (the law of the father, compul
sory heterosexuality, or the incest taboo). Bordo eschews this focus On the family, 
contending instead that a variety of social forces converge in the shapirig of bodies
and that this constellation of forces shifts over time and from one society to another. 
The decline in hysteria and the recent rise in anorexia and bulimia pOint to changes 
in the cultural nexus within which bodies are produced. Like others who adopt a 
"social constructivist" position, Bordo argues that the body does not have a fixed and 
enduring nature; bodies are plastic and change in response to the social demands 
placed on them. 

Bordo follows other contemporary feminists (such as Elaine Showalter, and SANDRA 
M. GILBERT and SUSAN GUBAR) in noting that women over the past two hundred years 
are more prone than men to suffer from a number of illnesses that occupy an ill
defined terrain between the physical and the psychological. In our selection from her 
book Unbearable Weight (1993), Bordo focuses on three such illnesses: hysteria 
(extreme emotional excitability), anorexia (inability or refusal to eat), and agoraphobia 
(inability to enter public places). She strives to demonstrate that these "pathologies 
of resistance" mark the ways individual women both insert their bodies into "the 
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network of practices, institutions, and technologies" within which bodies are pro
duced and struggle against those very networks. 

Her analysis of anorexia provides an example of this doubleness. Contemporary 
women in the United States, Bordo argues, are pulled in multiple directions as com
peting demands are made on them. The anorectic's refusal to eat is tied directly to 
the peculiar "double bind" in which today's young woman is placed. She is expected 
to emulate the impossibly thin body that is presented as the ideal in countless media 
images, while she is also urged-in a kind of demonic parody of feminism-to take 
control of her own life. to be strong, to become a superwoman. The conflicting mes
sage is that only onc ideal is acceptable, but you are supposed to be your own woman. 
Anorexia for Bordo is not solely, as in some popular accounts, the result of an obses
sion with thinness; it is also, crucially, a comprehensible response to powerlessness. 
The young woman dramatically enacts her powerlessness by playing the female role 
to its extreme, making its destructive underpinnings obvious. Paradoxically, this strat
egy also secures for her a modicum of power as she gains control over her appetite 
and directly resists (albeit in a self-destructive way) the family, friends, and therapists 
who urge her to eat. 

Bordo is careful to say that cultural images are not everything. "Anorexia," she 
writes, "clearly contains a dimension of physical addiction to the biochemical effects 
of starvation." But like Foucault, she focuses on the discourses through which society 
produces, understands, defines, and interprets the female body. Social codings of 
heauty, of motherhood, of sexual modesty or its opposite place the individual woman 
in relation to the prevailing images and conventions. Even if that relation is one of 
negation and resistance, the power of the categories is still felt as the individual 
struggles against them. Every body is marked by Its relation to the "constitutive mech
anisms" of a "power" that "shapes." Femininity, for Bordo, is ideology (a culture's 
dominant notions of the feminine) inscribed on the' body, 

In presenting anorexia as a parodic demonstration of the destructive energy stored 
in our cultural categories, Bordo appears close to JUDITH BUTLER's influential discus
sion of how homosexual cross-dressing "troubles" gender categories. But Bordo has 
been sharply critical of Butler because she believes that Butler vastly underestimates 
the suffering the parodic body endures and vastly overestimates the cultural or politi
cal effectiveness of parody. Anorexia, as analyzed by Bordo, may be an eloquent bodily 
articulation of the unreasonable demands our society places. on women, but that 
articulation through parody can hardly be celebrated or encouraged when its practical 
effects "utterly defeat rebellion and subvert protest." Anorexia is self-destructive and 
does nothing in itself to alter the cultural order that calls it forth. Action, Bordo 
insists, must come on other fronts, especially those of feminist critique and Mtninist 
political activism. In this respect, Bordo self-consciously looks back to the feminism 
of the late 1960s and early 19705 as a model. 

The fundamental dispute between Bordo and Butler, or more widely between 
t\nglo-American and French-oriented feminisms, rests on the question of how politi
cal and cultural transformation should be attempted. Bordo honors "female praxis": 
individual and collective action with clear, conscious goals that are pursued through 
a series of purposive strategies. Similarly, she aims for subjects who are reasonably 
at home in their bodies, who can experience their bodies as aligned with their pur
poses and aspirations in life. The anorectic demonstrates how difficult American 
culture makes it for women t.o achieve such selfhood and such a relation to their 
hodies, but the example of the anorectic does not lead Bordo to think the basic goal 
unattainable. French feminists and those influenced by them believe that such desires 
for self-unity are themselves symptoms of the repressive patriarchal cultural order of 
intelIigibilty that must he transformed. All ideals of coherence, of unity, of conscious 
control must be problematized if we are not to repeat endlessly the enforcement of 
differences that characterizes existing male cultural domination. The two sides share 
the conviction that cultural codings are powerful and that feminism begins with an 
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analysis of how those codings exercise power, especially over the ongoing social con
struction of bodies. Their disagreements over the site of the most effective cultural 
and political interventions continue to resonate throughout feminist theory. 
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From Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture, and 
the Body 

Chapter 5. The Body and the Reproduction of Femininity 

RECONSTRUCTING FEMINIST DISCOURSE ON THE BODY 

The body-what we eat, how we dress, the daily rituals through which we 
attend to the body-is a medium of culture. The body, as anthropologist 
Mary Douglas has argued, is a powerful symbolic form, a surface on which 
the central rules, hierarchies, and even metaphysical commitments of a cul
ture are inscribed and thus reinforced through the concrete language of the 
body.1 The body may also operate as a metaphor for culture. From quarters 
as diverse as Plato and Hobbes to French feminist Luce Irigaray,2 an imag
ination of body morphology has provided a blueprint for diagnosis and / or 
vision of social and political life. 

The body is not only a text of culture. It is also, as anthropologist Pierre 
Bourdieu and philosopher Michel Foucault3 (among others) have argued, a 
practical, direct locus of social control. Banally, through table manners and 
toilet habits, through seemingly trivial routines, rules, and practices, culture 
is "made body," as Bourdieu puts it-converted into automatic, habitual 
activity. As such it is put "beyond the grasp of consciousness .. , [untouch
able] by voluntary, deliberate transformations."4 Our conscious politics, 
social commitments, strivings for change may be undermined and betrayed 
by the life of our bodies-not the craving, instinctual body imagined by Plato, 
Augustine, and Freud,' but what Foucault calls the "docile body," regulated 
by the norms of culturallife.6 

I. Mary Douglas, Nat ..... d Symbols (New York: 
Pantheon, 1982) and P .. rit)' a..a Danger (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1966) (except as indi
cated, all notes are Bordo's). 
2. French feminist theorist (b. 1930). PLATO (ca. 
427-347 D.C.E.), Greek l'hilosopher. Thomas 
Hobbes (1588-1679), English political philoso
pher [editor's note]. 
3. French philosopher and historian of Ideas 
(1926-1984; see above). BOURDIEU (b. 1930), 
French social theorist (editor's note). 
4. Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Praclice 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 
p. 94 (emphasis In original). 
5. 'SIGMUND FREUD (1856-1939), Austrian foun
der of psychoanalysis. AUGUSTINE (354-430), 
Christian theologian. The three thinkers all evi
denced a disgust with the body, especially the 
female body [editor's note). 
6. On docility, see Mlchel Foucault, Discipline 
"..a P .... lsh (New York: Vintage, 1979), pp. 135-
69. For a Foucauldlan analysis of feminine prac
tice, see Sandra Bartky, "Foucault, Femininity, 
and the Modernization of Patriarchal Power," In 
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Throughout his later "genealogical" works (Discipline aJ1d Punish, The His
tory of SQ..'uality) , Foucault constantly reminds us of the primacy of practice 
over belief. Not chiefly through ideology, but through the organization and 
regulation of the time. space, and movements of our daily lives, our bodies 
are trained. shaped, and impressed with the stamp of prevailing historical 
forms of selfhood. desire, masculinity, femininity, Such an emphasis casts a 
dark and disquieting shadow across the contemporary scene. For women, as 
study after study shows, are spending more time on the management and 
discipline of our bodies than we have in a long, long time. In a decade marked 
by a reopening of the public arena to women, the intensification of such 
regimens appears diversionary and subverting. Through the pursuit of an 
ever-changing, homogenizing, elusive ideal of femininity-a pursuit without 
a terminus, requiring that women constantly attend to minute and often 
whimsical changes in fashion-female bodies become docile bodies-bodies 
whose forces and energies are habituated to external regulation, subjection, 
transformation, "improvement. " Through the exacting and normalizing dis
ciplines of diet, makeup, and dress-central organizing principles of time 
and space in the day of many women-we are rendered less socially oriented 
and more centripetally focused on self-modification. Through these disci
plines, we continue to memorize on our bodies the feel and conviction of 
lack. of insufficiency, of never being good enough. At the farthest extremes, 
the practices of femininity may lead us to utter demoralization, debilitation, 
and death. 

Viewed historically. the discipline and normalization of the female body
perhaps the only gender oppression that exercises itself, although to different 
degrees and in different forms, across age, race, class, and sexual orienta
tion-has to be acknowledged as an amazingly durable and flexible strategy 
of social control. In our own era, it is difficult to avoid the recognition that 
the contemporary preoccupation with appearance, which still affects women 
far more powerfully than men, even in our narcissistic and visually oriented 
culture, may function as a backlash phenomenon, reasserting existing gender 
configurations against any attempts to shift or transform power relations.? 
Surely we are in the throes of this backlash today. In newspapers and niag
azines we daily encounter stories that promote traditional gender relations 
and prey on anxieties about change: stories about latch-key children, 1i'6i.tse 
in day-care centers. the "new woman's" troubles with men, her lack of mar
l'iageability, and so on. A dominant visual theme in teenage magazines 
involves women hiding in the shadows of men, seeking solace in their arms, 

her Fem;",i:tlity And Domination (!"\ew York: Rout~ 
ledge. 1990); see also Susan Bl"Ownn1iller, Fe ... ;
"i"ily (l"ew York: Ballantine, 1984). 
-. During the late 1 970s and 1980s. male concern 
over appearance undeniably Increased. Study after 
study confirms. however, that there is still a large 
gender gap In this area. Research conducted at the 
University of Pennsylvania in 1985 found men to 
he generally satisfied with their appearance, often, 
in fact, "distorting their perceptions [of them
~elves] in a positive, self-aggrandizing way" e'Djs
like of Own Bodies Found Common among 
\,Vomen," New York Ti",es, March 19, 1985, 
p. Cl). Women, however. were found to e"hibit 
exll"elne negative assessments and distortions of 
body perception. Other studies have suggested that 
women are judged more harshly than men when 
t hey deviate from dominant social standards of 

attractiveness. Thomas Cash et aI., in "The Great 
American Shape-Up," Psychology To.u.y, April 
1986, p. 34, report that although the situation for 
men has changed, the situation for women has 
more thalt proportionally worsened. Citing results 
from 30,000 responses to a 1985 survey ofpercep
tions of body image and comparing' similar 
responses to a 1972 questionnaire, they report that 
the 1985 respondents were conSiderably more dis
satisfied with their bodies than the 1972 respon
dents. and they note a marked IntensUlcation of 
concern among men. Among the 1985 group, the 
group most dissatisfied of all with their appear
ance, however, were teenage women. Women 
today constitute by far the largest number of con
sumers of diet products, attenders of spas and diet 
centers, and subjects of Intestinal by-pas. and 
other fat-reduction operations. 
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willingly contracting the space they occupy. The last, of course, also 
describes our contemporary aesthetic ideal for women, an ideal whose obses
sive pursuit has become the central torment of many women's lives. In such 
an era we desperately need an effective political discourse about the female 
body, a discourse adequate to an analysis of the insidious, and often para
doxical, pathways of modern social control. 

Developing such a discourse requires reconstructing the feminist para
digm of the late 1960s and early 1970s, with its political categories of oppres
sors and oppressed, villains and victims. Here I believe that a feminist 
appropriation of some of Foucault's later concepts can prove useful. Follow
ing Foucault, we must first abandon the idea of power as something pos
sessed by one group and leveled against another; we must instead think of 
the network of practices, institutions, and technologies that sustain positions 
of dominance and subordination in a particular domain. 

Second, we need an analytics adequate to describe a power whose central 
mechanisms are not repressive, but constitutive: "a power bent on generating 
forces, making them grow, and ordering them, rather than one dedicated to 
impeding them, making them submit, or destroying them." Particularly in 
the realm of femininity, where so much depends on the seemingly willing 
acceptance of various norms and practices, we need an analysis of power 
"from below," as Foucault puts it; for example, of the mechanisms that shape 
and proliferate-rather than repress-desire, generate and focus our ener
gies, construct our conceptions of normalcy and deviance." 

And, third, we need a discourse that will enable us to account for the 
subversion of potential rebellion, a discourse that, while insisting on the 
necessity of objective analysis of power relations, social hierarchy, political 
backlash, and so forth, will nonetheless allow us to confront the mechanisms 
by which the subject at times becomes enmeshed in collusion with forces 
that sustain her own oppre\sion. 

This essay will riot attempt to produce a general theory along these lines. 
Rather, my focus will be the analysis of one particular arena where the inter
play of these dynamics i!l,striking and perhaps exemplary. It is a limited and 
unusual arena, i:hat of a group of gender-related and historically localized 
disorders: hysteria, agoraphobia, and anorexia nervosa.9 I recognize that 
these disorders have also historically been class- and race-biased, largely 
(although not exclusively) occurring aniong white middle- and upper-middle
cl~ss women. Nonetheless, anorexia, hysteria, and agoraphobia may provide 

8. Michel Foucault, n... History of Sexu"lity, vol. 
I, A .. I .. troductio .. (New York: Vintage, 1980), 
pp. 136,94. 
9. On the gendered and historical nature of these 
disorders: the number of female to male hysterics 
has been estimated at anywhere from 2: 1 to 4: I, 
and as many as 80 percent of all agoraphobics are 
female (Annette Brodskyand Rachel Hare,Mustin, 
Women " .. d Psychotn..rAI'Y [New York: Gullford 
Press, 1980]. "p. 116, 122). Although more cases 
of male eating disorders have been reported In the 
late eighties and early nineties, it is estimated that 
close to 90 percent of all anorectlcs are female 
(Paul Garflnkel and Davld Garner, Anorexia Nerv
os,,: A MultidimensionAl Perspeclive [New York: 
Brunner/Mazel, 1982]' pp. 112-13). Fora .ophls, 
ticated account of female psychopathology, with 
particular attention to nineteenth~century disor-

den but, unfortunately, little mention of agora
phobia or eating disorders, see Elaine ShowBlter. 
The FemAle MAlady: WOfHen, M .. d""ss A"d English 
Cullure, 1830-1980 (New York: Pantheon, 1985). 
For a di!cussion of social and gender issues in ago
raphobia, see Robert Seldenberg and Karen De' 
Crow, Wome.. Who M .. rry Howes: P .... ic A"d 
Prol".1 in AgoraphobiA (New York: McGraw,HiIl, 
1983). On the history of anorexia nervosa, seeJoan 

Jacobs Brumberg, Fasti"g Girls: The Emergence of 
Anorexi<z Nervos .. as .. Modern Dhe ..... (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1988). ["Hysteria": a 
psychoneurosis marked by emotional excitability. 
The word derives fmm the Greek word for womb: 
it was thought that such ailments were peculiar to 
women and caused by disturbances of the uteru5-
editor's nole.] 
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a paradigm of one way in which potential resistance is not merely undercut 
but utilized in the maintenance and reproduction of existing power rela
tions.' 

The central mechanism I will describe involves a transformation (or, if you 
wish, duality) of meaning, through which conditions that are objectively 
(and, on one level, experientially) constraining, enslaving, and even murder
ous, come to be experienced as liberating, transforming, and life-giving. I 
offer this analysis, although limited to a specific domain, as an example of 
how various contemporary critical discourses may be joined to yield an 
understanding of the subtle and often unwitting role played by our bodies in 
the symboli7..ation and reproduction of gender. 

THE BODY AS A TEXT OF FEMININITY 

The continuum between female disorder and "normal" feminine practice is 
sharply revealed through a close reading of those disorders to which women 
have been particularly vulnerable. These, of course, have varied historically: 
neurasthenia2 and hysteria in the second half of the nineteenth century; 
agoraphobia and, most dramatically, anorexia nervosa and bulimia in the 
second half of the twentieth century. This is not to say that anorectics did 
not exist in the nineteenth century-many cases were described, usually in 
the context of diagnoses of hysteria3-or that women no longer suffer from 
classical hysterical symptoms in the twentieth century. But the taking up of 
eating disorders on a mass scale is as unique to the culture of the 1980s as 
the epidemic of hysteria was to the Victorian era.4 

The symptomatology of these disorders reveals itself as textuality. Loss of 
mobility, loss of voice, inability to leave the home, feeding others while starv
ing oneself, taking up space, and whittling down the space one's body takes 
up-all have symbolic meaning, all have political meaning under the varying 
rules governing the historical construction of gender; Working within this 
framework, we see that whether we look at hysteria, agoraphobia, or ano
rexia, we find the body of the sufferer deeply inscribed with an ideological 
construction of femininity emblematic of the period ~n question. The.con
struction, of course, is always homogenizing and normalizing, erasing racial, 
clalis, and other differences and insisting that all women aspire to a cQ@Ccive, 
standardized ideal. Strikingly, in these disorders the construction of femi
ninity is written in disturbingly concrete, hyperbolic terms: exaggerated, 
extremely literal, at times virtually caricatured presentations of the ruling 
feminine mystique. The bodies of disordered women in this way offer them
selves as an aggressively graphic text for the interpreter-a text that insists, 
actually demands, that it be read as a cultural statement, a statement about 
gender. 

J. In constructing such a p" .. u,ligm I do not pre
tend to do jllstiee to any of these disorders in its 
individUAl complexity. My aim is 10 chart some 
points of intersection, to describe some simiJarplu
((,I'ns, as they emerge through u particulal" rending 
of the phcJ1omenon-a politicHl J"(:'luling, if you 
will. 
2. An emotiona' and psychic disO/'der "haractcr
i7,,<I by easy fatigabllity nnd often by 'uck of moli· 
vaOon, as well os f",,/ings of illudcqwJcy r editor's 

note). 
3. Showa'ler, The Female Malady, pp. 128-29. 
4. On the epidemic of hysteria and neura.th .. niu, 
see Showalter, The Fe ..... 1e Malady; Carroll Smith· 
Rosenberg. ''The Hysterical Woman: Sex Rol .. s ond 
Role Conflict in Nineteenth-Century America," in 
her Disorderly Cuml .. ct: Visions of Gender in Vic· 
torian America (Oxford: Oxford Univ .. rsity Press, 
1985). 
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Both nineteenth-century male physicians and twentieth-century feminist 
critics have seen, in the symptoms of neurasthenia and hysteria (syndromes 
that became increasingly less differentiated as the century wore on), an exag
geration of stereotypic ally feminine traits. The nineteenth-century "lady" was 
idealized in terms of delicacy and dreaminess, sexual passivity, and a charm
ingly labile and capricious emotionality.' Such notions were formalized and 
scientized in the work of male theorists from Acton and Krafft-Ebing6 to 
Freud, who described "normal," mature femininity in such terms.? In this 
context, the dissociations, the drifting and fogging of perception, the nervous 
tremors and faints, the anesthesias,8 and the extreme mutability of sympto
matology associated with nineteenth-century female disorders can be seen 
to be concretizations of the feminine mystique of the period, produced 
according to rules that governed the prevailing construction of femininity. 
Doctors described what came t~ be known as the hysterical personality as 
"impressionable, suggestible, and narcissistic; highly labile, their moods 
changing suddenly, dramatically, and seemingly for inconsequential reasons 
... egocentric in the extreme ... essentially asexual and not uncommonly 
frigid"9-all characteristics normative of femininity in this era. As E1aine 
Showalter points out, the term hysterical itself became almost interchange
able with the term feminine in the literature of the period. I 

The hysteric's embodiment of the feminine mystique of her era, however, 
seems subtle and ineffable compared to the ingenious literalism of agora
phobia and anorexia. In the context of our culture this literalism makes 
sense. With the advent of movies and television, the rules for femininity have 
come to be culturally transmitted more and more through standardized visual 
images. As a result, femininity itself has come to be largely a matter of con
structing, in the manner described by Erving Goffman, the appropriate sur
face presentation of the self.z We are no longer given verbal descriptions or 
exemplars of what a lady is or of what femininity consists. Rather, we learn 
the rules directly through bodily discourse: through images that tell us what 
clothes, body shape, facial expression, movements, and behavior are 
required. 

In agoraphobia and, even more dramatically, in anorexia, the disorder pre
sents itself as a virtual, though tragic, parody of twentieth-century construc
tions of femininity. The 1950s and early 1960s, when agoraphobia first began 
to escalate among women, was a period of reassertion of domesticity and 

5. Martha Vlcinu., "Introduction: The Perfect 
Victorian Lady," In Martha Viclnu., ed., Sujferand 
B" Still: Women in the Victorian Ag .. (Bloomlng
ton: Indiana University Press, 1972), PI" x-xl. 
6. Richard von Kraft-Eblng (1840-1902), 
German physician who wrote about sexual behav
lor, e.pecially .exual .. pathologle .... Wllllam Acton 
0813-1875), English doctor and civil servant who 
wrote physician's manual. on sexuality that codify 
Victorian stereotype. [editor's note). 
7. See Carol Nadelson and Malkah Notman, The 
Femal" Patient (New York: Plenum, 1982), p. 5; 
E. M. Sigsworth and T. J. Wyke, "A Stud?,' ofVic
torian Prostitution and Venereal Disease, I in Vici· 
nus, Suffer "nd B" Still, p. 82. For more general 
discussions, see Peter Gay, The B01'rgeois Bxperi
lOne": Victoria to Freud, vol. I, Education of the 
Sen.es (New York: Oxford University Press, 1984), 
esp. pp. 109-68; Showalter, The Female Malady, 

esp. pp. 121-44. The delicate lady, an ideal that 
had very strong class connotation. (as does slen
derness today), is not the only conception of fem
Ininity to be found in Victorian cultures. But it was 
arguably the single most powerful Ideological rep
resentation of femininity in that era, affecting 
women of all classes, Including those without the 
material means to realize the Ideal fully. See 
Helena Mltchie, The Flesh Made Word (New York: 
Oxford University Pre.s, 1987), for discussions of 
the control of female· appetite and Victorian con
structions of femininity. 
8. Losses of feeling in· various parts of the body 
[editor's note). 
9. Smith-Rosenberg, Disorderly Conduct, p. 203. 
1. Showalter, Th. Female Malady, p. 129. 
2. Emng Goffman, The PresentaUcm of Self in 
Everyday Life (Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor Double
day, 1959). 
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dependency as the feminine ideal. Careerwomt/" became a dirty word, much 
more so than it had been during the war, when the economy depended on 
women's willingness to do "men's work." The reigning ideology of femininity. 
so well described by Betty Friedan and perfectly captured in the movies and 
television shows of the era. was childlike, nonassertive, helpless without a 
man, "content in a world of bedroom and kitchen, sex, babies and home.'" 
The housebound agoraphobic lives this construction of femininity literally. 
"You want me in this home? You'll have me in this home-with a vengeance!" 
The point, upon which many therapists have commented, does not need 
belaboring. Agoraphobia. as I. G. Fodor has put it, seems "the logical-albeit 
extreme-extension of the cultural sex-role stereotype for women" in this 
cra. 4 

The emaciated body of the anorectic, of course, immediately presents itself 
as a caricature of the contemporary ideal of hyperslenderness for women, an 
ideal that, despite the game resistance of racial and ethnic difference, has 
become the norm for women today. But slenderness is only the tip of the 
iceberg, for slenderness itself requires interpretation. "e'est le sens qui fait 
vendre," said Barthes. speaking of clothing styles-it is meaning that makes 
the sale. 5 So, too, it is meaning that makes the body admirable. To the degree 
that anorexia may be said to be "about" slenderness, it is about slenderness, 
as a citadel of contemporary and historical meaning, not as an empty fashion 
ideal. As such, the interpretation of slenderness yields multiple readings, 
some related to gender, some not. For the purposes of this essay I will offer 
an abbreviated, gender-focused reading. But I must stress that this reading 
illuminates only partially. and that many other currents not discussed here
economic, psychosocial, and historical, as well as ethnic and class dimen
sions-figure prominently.6 

We begin with the painfully literal inscription, on tlte anorectic's body, of 
the rules governing the construction of contempor~ry femininity. That con
struction is a double bind? that legislates contradictory ideals and directives. 
On the one hand, our culture still widely advertises domestic conceptions of 
femininity, the ideological mQorings for a rigorously dualistic sexual divfsion 
of labor that casts woman as chief emotional and physical nurturer. The 
rules for this construction of femininity (and I speak here in a language both 
symbolic and literal) require that women learn to fef'!d others, not tltt!t"self, 
and to construe any desires for self-nurturance and self-feeding as greedy 
and excessive. S Thus. women must develop a totally other-oriented emotional 

3. Beny Friedan, 71,e Fe",;n,"e My.Hq"e (New 
York: Dell, 1962), p. 36. The theme song of one 
~lIch show ran, in part, ". Inarried Joan ... What 
" girl ... what a whirl ... what a lifel I married 
,loan ... What a mind ... love is hlind ... what 8 
wife'" [From 1 Married j",m. 8n NBC sitcom 
(1952-55)-editor's note.] 
4. Se" J. G. Fodor, "The Phobic Syndrome in 
\Vomen," in V. Franks and V. Burtle. eds., ""omen 
ill Therap)l (New York: Brunner/Mazel, 1974), 
1'. 119; see also Kathleen· Brehony, "Women and 
Agoraphobia," in Violet Franks and Esth .. r Roth
"Ium. eds., The Stereotypiflll 0f'"v"",p" (New York: 
Springer. 19831. 
~. In Jonathan Culler, Ra/mId Rart/,Ps (New York: 
Oxford University Pre •• , 1983). p. 74. [Bo\RTHES 
( 1915-1980), French literary <'ritic-edltor's 
Ilote.] 

6. For other Interpretive perspectives on the slen
derness ideal, see "Reading the Slender Body" in 
Unbearable Welgllt (1993); Klm Chernln, 71,., 
Ob.esslo", Reflections 0" ehe Tyra .... ,. o!SIe"d"mess 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1981); Susle Orbae", 
Hunger SI""", 11.e Anorectic's SIn'BllIe as a Met,,
phor for Our As" (New York: W. W. Norton, 1985). 
7. A psychological predicament In whic!, B person 
receives from a single source conflicting messages 
that allow no appropriate response. First coined in 
1956 by the Scotti.h psychologist R. D. Lalng in 
his study of schizophrenic children, the term is 
now used more broadly (editor'. note). 
8. See my "Hunger as Ideology" In VnbearaJ,L" 
Weighe for B discussion of how this construction of 
femininity Is reproduced In contemporary com
mercials and advertisements concerning food, eat
ing, and cooklrig. 
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economy. In this economy, the control of female appetite for food is merely 
the most concrete expression. of the general rule governing the co'nstruction 
of femininity: that female hunger"":""for public·power,for-independence, for 
sexual gratification~be' contairied, and the public space that,;women be 
allowed ·to take tip be circumscribed, limited ........ [S]lendernessi set)off 
against the resurgent musaularity and bulk· of the current"'male body-ideal, 
carries 'connotations of fragility and lack of' power. in, the face· of a deCisive 
male occupation of social space. On the' body of the anorexic woman l'uch 
rules are grimly and deeply etched. . <; 

On the other hand, even as i young' women today continue to be taught 
traditionally "feminine" virtues; 'to the degree that' the professional arena is 
open to them they must also learn to embody the "masculine" language and 
values of that arena ......... self-control, 'determination, cool, emotional discipline, 
mastery, and so on. Female bod~es now speak symbolically of this necessity 
in their slender spare shape .and 'the currently fashionable men's-wear look . 
.. .. .. Our bodies, too, as we trudge to the gym every day and fiercely resist 
both our hungers and olir desire: to soothe ourselves, are becoming more and 
more practiced at the "male? virtues of control and self':mastery. ... ... ".The 
anorectic pursues these virtaes:wlth single.minded,·unsMrving dedication. 
"Energy, discipline, my own power will keep me going;"says ex~anorectic 
Aimee Llu, recreating her anoteXic days. "I need .nothing and no: one ·else . 
. . . I will be· master of my own body, if nothing else~ I vow.'" . 

The ideal of slenderness; then;"imd the diet· and exercise regintensthat 
have become inseparable from -it offer the illusion of meeting, through the 
body, the contradictory demands of the contemporary ideology of femininity. 
Popular images. reflect this dual demand. In a single issue of Complete 
Woman magazine, two articles appear, one on "Feminine Intuition,". the 
other asking, "Are You the New Macho Womari?" In Vision Quest, I the young 
male hero falls in love witl1lthe ·heroine; as he says, because "she has all·the 
best things I like hi girls and all the best things I like in guys," that is; she's 
tough and cool, but warm and alluring: In the enormously popular Aliens, 
the heroine's personality has been deliberately constructed, with near-comiC 
book explicitness, to embody traditional nurturant femininity alongside 
breathtaking macho prowess and control; Sigourney Weaver, the actress who 
portrays her, has called''the character "Rambolina."2 " . 

In the pursuit of slenderness and the denial of appetite the traditional 
construction of femininity intersects with the new' requirement· for wohten 
to.embody the "masculine" values of the public arena. The anorectic, as I 
have argued, "embodies this intersection, this double b,ind, in a, patticlilar~y 
painful and Waphic way.3 I mean double bind quite literally here. "Mascu-

9, Aimee Liu, Solilai",· (New York: Harper and 
Row; 1979), p, 123, 
·1, A'J 985 film directed by Harold Bo!cker [editor's 
note],;· 
Z,· Thlft is. a feminine version of the excessively 
masculine hero (played by Sylvester Stallone) of 
the. p6pular Rambo movies: Fin' Blood (1982), 
Rambo: First Blood Part If (1985), and Ra",bo III 
(1988). Aliens (1986), a film directed by James 
Cameron [edltor's note]. 
3. 'Striking, In connection with this, is Catherine 
Steiner-Adalr's 1984 study of high-school women, 
which reveals a dramatic association between 

problems with food and body image and emula
tion of the cool, professionally "together" arid gor
geous superwoman.· On the basis of·a· series of 
Interviews, the high schoole ... were classified Into 
-two groups:· (lne expressed' skepticlsm . over the 
superwoman ideal. the other thoroughly.spired to 
it.· Later administrations of diagnostic tests 
revealed that 94 percent of the 'pro-supo!rwoman 
group fell into the eating-disordered range of thl! 
scale. Of the other groLip. 100 percent fell into the 
noneatlng-disordered' range. Media images"not
withstanding, young women today appear to sense, 
either consciously or through their bodies" the 
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linity" and "femininity," at least since the nineteenth century and arguably 
before, have been constructed through a process of mutual exclusion. One 
cannot simply add the historically feminine virtues "to the historically mas
culine ones to yield a New Woman, a New Man~ ,a new ethics, or a new 
culture. Even on the screen or on television, embodied in created characters 
like the Aliens heroine, the result is a parody. Unfortunately, in this image
bedazzled culture, we find it increasingly difficult to discriminate between 
parodies and possibilities for the self. Explored as a possibility for the self, 
the "androgynous" ideal ultimately exposes its internal contradiction and 
becomes a war that tears the subject in two-a war explicitly thematized, by 
many anorectics, as a battle between male and female sides of the self.4 

PROTEST AND RETREAT IN THE SAME GESTURE 

In hysteria, agoraphobia, and anorexia, then, the woman's body may be 
viewed as a surface on which conventional constructions of femininity are 
exposed starkly to view, through their inscription in ~tre~~ or hyperliteral 
form. They are written, of course, in languages of horrible suffering. It is as 
though these bodies are speaking to us of the pathology ar:td Violence that 
lurks just around the corner, waiting at the horizon of "normal" femininity. 
It is no wonder that a steady motinn the feminist literature on female dis
order is that of pathology as embodied protes~unconscious, inchoate, and 
counterproductive protest without an effective language, voice, or politics, 
but protest nonetheless. 

Amencan and French feminists5 alike have heard the, hysteric speaking a 
language of protest, even or perhaps espe,ciaIly when she was mute. Dianne 
Hunter interprets Anna 0.'S6 aphasia, which manifested itself in an inability 
to speak her native German, as a rebellion against the linguistic and cultural 
rules of the father and a return to the "mother-tongue": the semiotic babble 
of infancy, the language of the body. For Hunter, and for a number of other 
feminists working with Lacanian categories, the return to the semiotic level 
is both regressive and, as Hunter puts it,' an "expr~!I,si~e,", <;ommunkation 
"addressed to patriarchal thought," "a self-repudiating form of feminine dis
course in which the body signifies what soci~l conditions make it impossible 
to s,tate linguistically."; "The hysterics are accusing; theyare pointing,~rites 
Catherine Clement in The Newly Born Woman; they make a "mockery of 
culture."B In the same volume, Helene Cixous speaks of "those wonderful 
hysterics; who subjected Freud to so many voluptuous moments too shame
ful to mention, bombarding his mosaic statute/laW. of Moses with their car
nal, passionate body-words, haunting him with ,their inaudible, thundering 

impossibility of simultaneously meeting the 
demands of two spheres whose values have been 
historically defined in utter opposition to each 
other. 
4. See my "Anorexia Nervosa" in UHbearable 
Weigh,. 
';. That is, feminists whose "pproach is primarily 
sociologics] ("American") and feminists whose ori
entation is more psychoanalytic ("French") {edi
tor's note]. 
6. The pseudonym for the hysteric patient dis
cussed in Freud's first published case history (co
written with Joseph Breucr) {editor'. note]. 

7. Dianne Hunter; "Hysteria, Psychoanalysis and 
Feminism," In Shirley Gamer, Clalre Kahane, 
and Madelon Sprengnether, eels., The (M)Other 
Tongue (lthaca: Cornell University Press, 1986), 
p. 42. {Let'anlsn: derived from the work of the 
French psychoanalyst JACQUES LACAN (1901-
1981). Semiotic level: a mother-oriented use of 
language postulated by the French feminist JULlA 
KRI!ITEVA (b. 1941 )-edltor'. note.) 
8. Catherine Climent and Hil~ne Cixous, The 
Newly Bon. Woman, trans, Betsy, Wing (Minne
apolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986), 
p.42. 
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denunciations." For Cixous, Dora, who so frustrated Freud, is "the core 
example of the protesting force in women."9 . 

The literature of protest includes functional as well as symbolic 
approaches. Robert Seidenberg and Karen DeCrow, for example, describe 
agoraphobia as a "strike" against "the renunciations usually demanded of 
women" and the expectations of housewifely functions such as shopping, 
driving the children to school, accompanying their husband to social events. I 
Carroll Smith-Rosenberg presents a similar analysis of hysteria~ arguing that 
by preventing the woman from functioning in the wifely role of caretaker of 
others, of "ministering angel" to husband and children, hysteria "became one 
way in which: conventional women could express-in· most cases uncon
sciously-dissatisfaction·with one or several aspects of their lives."2 A num
ber of feminist writers, among whom Susie Orbach is the most articulate 
and forceful, have in~~rpreted anorexia as a species of unconscious feminist 
protest. The anoret;t!c is engaged in a "hunger strike," as Orbach calls it, 
stressing that this is a political discourse, in which the action of food refusal 
and dramatic transformation of body size "expresses with [the] body what 
[the anorectic] is unable to tell us with words"-her indictment of a culture 
that disdains and suppresses female hunger, makes ~men ashamed of their 
appetites and needs, and demands that women constantly work on the trans
formation of their body.3 

The anorectic, of course, is unaware that she is making a political state
ment. She may, indeed, be hostile to feminism and any other critical per
spectives that she views as disputing her own autonomy and control or 
questioning the cultural ideals around which her life is organized. Through 
embodied rather than deliberate demonstration she exposes and indicts those 
ideals, precisely by pursuing them to the :point at which their destructive 
potential is revealed for all to see. 

The same gesture that expresses protest, moreover, can also signal retreat; 
this, indeed, may be' part of the symptom's attraction. Kim Chemin, for 
example, argues that the debilitating anorexic fixation, by halting or mitigat
ing personal development, assuages this generation's guilt and separation 

9. CI~ment and Clxous, The Newly Born Woman, 
p.95. [Dora: the pseudonym of the patient dis
cussed In Freud's Dora: An Analysis of A C ..... of 
HysteriA (1904). The case has attracted much fem
Inist attention because Freud discounts what 
seems the fairly obvious sexual abuse of the young 
Dora by several older men In her circle while 
Imputing various deviant sexual desires to Dora 
herself. The French feminist CIXOUS (b. 1937) 
.wrote a play about Dora-editor's note.) 
I. Seidenberg and DeCrow, Women "",0 MArry 
Hou,e" p. 31. 
2. Smith-Rosenberg, Disorderly Conducl, p. 208. 
3. Orbach, Hun,,,r SIr/Ir.e, p. 102. When we look 
into the many autobiographies and case studies of 
hysterics, anorectic., and agoraphobic., we And 
that these are Indeed the sorts of women on~ might 
expect to be frustrated by the con.tralnts of a spec
IAed female role. Sigmund Freud and joseph 
Breuer, In Sludl .. s on Hyslerl .. (New York: Avon, 
1966), and Freud, In the later Do,...: An Analysis of 
A Case of Hysl .. rIa (New York: Macmlllan, 1963), 
constantly remark on the ambitiousness, Indepen
dence. Intellectual ability, and creative strlvlngs of 
their patients. We know, moreover, that many 

women who later became leading social activists 
and feml!,!lsts of the nineteenth century were 
among those who fell ill with hysteria and neuras
thimla. It has become a virtual c1ichl! ·that the typ
Ical anorectic Is a perfectionist. driven to excel in 
all areas of her life. Thouah less prominently, a 
similar theme runs throughout the literature on 
agoraphobia. 

One must keep in mind that In drawing on case 
studies, one Is relying on the perceptions of other 
acculturated Individuals. One suspects, for ex.am
pIe, that the popular portrait of the anorectic 8S a 
relentlelS·~verachlever may be colored by the lin
gering or perhaps resurgent Victorianism of our 
culture's attitudes toward ambitious women. One 
does npt escape this hermeneutlc problem by turn
ing to autobiography. But in autobiography one Is 
at least dealing with social construction. and attl
tude$ that ani mat .. the .ubJect's own psychic real
Ity. In this regard the autobiographical 1.Iterature 
on anoreXl4i drawn on In a variety of .,laces In 
Unbea .... bl.. Weighl, Is strikingly full of anxiety 
about the domestic world and other themes that 
suggest deep rebellion against traditional notions 
of femininity.:· 
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anxiety over the prospect of surpassing our mothers, of living less circum
scdbed, freer lives. 4 Agoraphobia, too, which often develops shortly after 
marriage, clearly functions in many cases as a way to cement dependency 
and attachment in the face of unacceptable stirrings of dissatisfaction and 
restlessness. 

Although we may talk meaningfully of protest, then, I want to emphasize 
the counterproductive, tragically self-defeating (indeed, self-deconstructing) 
nature of that protest. Functionally, the symptoms of these disorders isolate, 
weaken, and undermine the sufferers; at the same time they turn the life of 
the body into an all-absorbing fetish, beside which all other objects of atten
tion pale into unreality. On the symbolic level, too, the protest collapses into 
its opposite and proclaims the utter capitulation of the subject to the con
tracted female world. The muteness of hysterics and their return to the level 
of pure. primary bodily expressivity have been interpreted, as we have seen, 
as rejecting the symbolic order of the patriarchy and recovering a lost world 
of semiotic, maternal value. But at the same time, of course, muteness is the 
condition of the silent, uncomplaining woman-an ideal of patriarchal cul
ture. Protesting the stifling of the female voice through one's own voiceless
ness-that is, employing the language of femininity to protest the conditions 
of the female world-will always involve ambiguities of this sort. Perhaps 
this is why symptoms crystallized from the language of femininity are so 
perfectly suited to express the dilemmas of middle-class and upper-middle
class women living in periods poised on the edge of gender change, women 
who have the social and material resources to carrY the traditional construc
tion of femininity to symbolic excess but who also confront the anxieties of 
new possibilities. The late nineteenth century, the post-World War 11 period, 
and the late twentieth century are all periods in which gender becomes an 
issue to be discussed and in which discourse proliferates about "the Woman 
Question," "the New WOInan.·' "What Women Want," "What Femininity Is." 

COLLUSION, RESISTANCE, AND THE BODY 

The pathologies of female protest function, paradoxically, as if in collusion 
with the cultural conditions that produce them, reproducing rather than 
transforming precisely that which is being protested. In ~his connection.,.,tthe 
fact that hysteria and anorexia have peaked during historical periods of cul
tural backlash against attempts at reorganization and redefinition of male 
and female roles is significant. Female pathology reveals itself here as an 
extremely interesting social formation through which one source of potential 
for resistance and rebellion is pressed into the service of maintaining the 
established order. 

In our attempt to explain this formation, objective accounts of power rela
tions fail us. For whatever the objective social conditions are that create a 
pathology, the symptoms themselves must still be produced (however uncon
sciously or inadvertently) by the subject. That is, the individual must invest 
the body with meanings of various sorts. Only by examining this productive 
process on the part of the subject can we, as l\1ark Poster has put it, "illu
minate the mechanisms of domination in the processes through which me~n-

4. Kim Chernin. TIre Hu .. gry Sell H'omen, Eating. a .. d Identity (New York: Harper and ftow, 1985). esp. 
PI'. 41-93. . . 
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ing is produced in, everyday life"; that is, only. then can we see how the desires 
and dreams of the subject become implicated in the matriX of power rela-
tions.', . 

Here, eXainining the context ill which the anorexic syndrome is produced 
may be illuminating. Anorexia will erupt, typically, in the course ·of what 
begins as a fairly moderate diet regime,; undertaken·because someone, often 
the father, has madE! a casual critical remark. Anorexia begins. inl' ,emerges 
out of; what .is, in our :time, conventional feminine practice . .In; the 'course 
of that practice, for any number' of individuid reasons; the practice is pushed 
a little beyond the parameters of moderate dietirig •. The :young woman dis
covers ·what it feels like to.crave and·want-and needqind, yet, through the 
exercise of her own'will, to triumph over that need. 'In, the· process, a new 
realm of meanings is, discovered" a ra'nge of-values and possibilities that West
ern culture has traditionally coded as "male'.'. and 'rarely made. available to 
women: an ethic and'. aesthe'tic of self~mastery and self~tl'anscendence, 
expertise, and power over others through the example of superior Will and 
control. The -experience is intoxicating, habit-forming .. 

At school the 'anorectic discovers that her steadily.shrinking body, is 
admired, not so :much as an' aesthetic 'or .sexual object;· bl:lt for. the strength 
of will and self-control it ,projects. At home she discovers,· in the in'evitable 
battles her parents fight to ,get hereto eat; that her actions ,have enormous 
power over the lives of those a'roundhet'. As her body· begins .·to lose its 
traditional feminine curVes"its.breasts and hips and rounded stomach .. begins 
to feel alid ·look.more like a spare, lanky, male body, she begins to.feel 
untouchable, out of reach of hurt, "inVulnerable" clean· and. hard as the bones 
etched ihto 'my silhouette', "·as one student. described it', in her journal. She 
despises, iri particular, all those parts:ofher body thatcontinue~tomark'her 
as feinale.: "If only I could eliminate [:my breasts],": says Liu·,.'fcut them off if 
need be.".6Pot her~ as·f~r.many .. anotectics, the brea'sts'represerit,a bovin't!, 
unconscious, vulnerable side of the self. Liu's body sy:mbolism is thoroughly 
continuous with dominant cultural.associations. Brett Silverstein's studies 
on the "Possible Causes of the Thin, Standard of Bodily Attractiveness for 
Women'" testify empirically to what 'is ob'Vibus from every com~dy' routine 
'irivol"iinga dtamatically' shap~ly w6inan: m,iJely, our cultural association of 
c;urVaceousnes~ with incompetence.'rh~ ~ ariorectic is Jlso quite aware~'of 
cour~e, cif' the social and sexual vi.tliierability inv6lved'ih having a femal~ 
body; 'mlmy, in fact, were sextialiy abused as .C:!h,dM~n .. ". " ' 
. Through 'her anor~ia, by contrast, she luts', u:~#ectedly ~iscovereci. an 
entry into the privileged male world, a way to bec~ine what is valued in our 
culture, a way to become safe, to rise above it all~rcir her, they are the sa~e 
~hing. She has discovered this, paradoxically, by purs\li~g conve~:tiot:lal f~lll!. 
inine behavior-in this case, the disCipline of perfecting the bodY·as,.an 
object-to excess. At this point of excess, the conventiona'ly femii'l~ne 

, . deconstructs; we might say,. into its opposite and opens 'onto' those vaiues 
6ur culture has coded' as male. No wonder the anoreXia is 'eXperienced all 
iiheraHng and that she' will fight fainily, friends, and therapists i~ an effort 

. . .' .',. " . 

5, M~~k Poster, Fouc~utt; Marxism, ~Hlstory 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1984), p. 28. 
6. Llu, Solitaire, p. 99. . ' 
7. Brett Si!verstein, "Possible Causes of the Thin 

Standard of Bodily Attractiveness for Women," 
l .. "' ...... tionaljou" .. JI o/Eati .. g Disorden 5 (1986), 
907-16. 
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to hold onto it-fight them to the death, if need be. The anorectic's experi
ence of power is, of course, deeply and dangerously illusory. To reshape one's 
body into a male body i.f11lot to put on male power and privilege. To feel 
autonomous and free while harnessing body and soul to an obsessive body
practice is to serve, not transform, a social order that limits female possibil
ities. And, of course, for the female to become male is only.for her to locate 
herself on the other side of a disfiguring opposition. The new "power look" 
of female body-building, which encourages women to develop the same hulk
like, triangular shape that has been the' norm for. male body-builders, is no 
less determined by a hierarchical, dualistic construction of gender than was 
the conventionally "feminine" norm that tyrannized female body-builders 
such as Bev Francis for years. 

Although the specific cultural practices and meanings are different, similar 
mechanisms, I' suspect, are at work in hysteria and agoraphobia. In these 
cases too, the language of femininity, when pushed to excess-when shouted 
and asserted, when disruptive and demanding~deconstructs into its oppo
site and makes available to the woman. an illusory experience of power 
previously forbidden to her by virtue of her gender. In the case of nineteenth
century femininity, the forbidden experience may have been the bursting of 
fetters-particularly moral and emotional fetters. John Con oily, the asylum 
reformer, recommended institutionalization for women. who "want that 
restraint over the passions without which the female character is·lost."8 Hys
terics often infuriated male doctors by their lack of precisely this quality. 
S. Weir Mitchell described these patients as "the despair of physicians," 
whose "despotic selfishness wrecks the constitution of,nurses and devoted 
relatives, and in unconscious or half-conscious self.indulgence destroys the 
comfort of everyone around them."9 It must have given the Victorian patient 
some illicit pleasure to be viewed as capable of 'such disruption of the staid 
nineteenth-century household. A similar form' of power, I believe, is part of 
the experience of agoraphobia. 

This does not mean that the primary reality of these disorders is not one 
of pain and entrapment. Anorexia, too, clearly contains a dimension of phys
ical addiction to the biochemical effects of starvation. But whatever the phys
iology involved, the ways in which the subject understands and thematizes 
her'experience cannot be reduced to a mechanical process. The anoiEfctic's 
ability to live with minimal food intake allows her to feel powerful and worthy 
of admiration in a "world," as Susie Orbach describes it, "from which at the 
most profound level [she] feels excluded" and unvalued.· The literature on 
both anorexia and hysteria is strewn with battles of will between the sufferer 
and those trying to '!cure" her; the latter, as Orbach points out, very rarely 
understand that the psychic values she is fighting for are often more impor
tant to the woman than life itself. 

TEXTUALlTY, PRAXIS, AND THE BODY 

The "solutions" offered by anorexia, hysteria, and agoraphobia, I have sug
gested, develop out of the practice of femininity itself, the pursuit of which 
is still presented as the chief route to acceptance and success for women in 

8. Showalter. The Female Malad)', p. 48. 
9. Smith·R".enberl!, Di,orderl" Conduct, p. 207. 

I. Orbach, Hunger Strike, p. 103. 
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our culture. Too aggressively pursued, that practice leads to its own undoing, 
in one sense. For if femininity is, as Susan Brownmiller has said, at its core 
a "tradition of imposed limitations,"2 then an unwillingness to limit oneself, 
even in the pursuit of femininity, breaks the rules. But, of course, in another 
sense the rules remain fully in place. The sufferer becomes wedded to an 
obsessive practice, unable to make any effective change in her life. She 
remains, as Toril Moi has put it, "gagged and chained to [the] feminine role," 
a reproducer of the docile body of femininity.3' 

This tension between the psychological meaning of a disorder, which may 
enact fantasies of rebellion and embody a language of protest, and the prac
tical life of the disordered body, which may utterly defeat rebellion and sub
vert protest, may be obscured by too exclusive a focus on the symbolic 
dimension anc~ insufficient attention to praxis. As we have seen in the case 
of some Lacanian feminist readings of hysteria, the result of this can be a 
one-sided interpretation that romanticizes the hysteric's symbolic subversion 
of the phallocentric4 order while confined to her bed. This is not to say that 
confinement in bed has a transparent, univocal meaning-in pow~rIessness, 
debilitation, dependency, and so forth. The "practical" body is nb brute bio
logical or material entity. It, too, is a culturally mediated form; its activities 
are subject to interpretation and description. The shift to" the practical 
dimension is not a turn to biology or nature, but to another "register;" as 
Foucault puts it, of the cultural body, the register of the "useful body"'rather 
than the "intelligible body.'" The distinction can prove useful, 1 believe, to 
feminist discourse. " 

The intelligible body includes our scientific, philosophic, and aesthetic 
representations of the body-our cultural conceptions of the body, norms of 
beauty, models of health, 'and so forth. But th~ same representations may 
also be seen as forming a set of practical rules and regulations through which 
the living body is "trained, shaped, obeys, responds," becoming, in short, a 
socially adapted and "useful body."6 Consider this particularly clear and 
appropriate example: the ni~eteenth-century hourglass figure, e01phasizing 
breasts and hips against a wasp waist, was an intelligible S)'1'Hk!1lic form, 
representing a domestic, sexualized ideal of femininity. The sharp cultural 
contrast between the female and the male form, made possible by the use 
of corsets and bustles, reflected, in symbolic terms, the dualistic division of 
social and economic life into dearly defined male and female sphe~es. At the 
same time, to achieve the specified look, a particular feminine praxis was 
required-straitIacing, minimal eating, reduced mobility-rendeJ:'jng the 
female body unfit to perform activi~ies outside its designated sphere. Th~s, 
in Foucauldian terms, would be ttte "useful body" corresponding to the aes-
thetic norm. ..' 

The intelligible body and the useful body are two arenas of the same dis
course; they often mirror and 'support each other, as in the above iIlus~ration. 
Another example can be founc~ in ~tte seventeenth-century philosoph~c con
ception of the body as a machipe, mirroring an increasingly more automated 

. .~ 

2. Brownmiller, Feminiftity, p. 14. 
3. Toril Mai, "Representations of Patriarchy: Sex 
and Epistemology in Freud's DOnl,1! in Charles 
Bernhelmer and Clalre Kahane. eds .• I .. Do,...'. 
Ca.e: Freud-Hy.,erla-Feml .. ism (New York: 
Columbia University Press. 1985). p. 192. 

4. Patriarchal; specifically. characterized by the 
authority of ~he phallus in the primal family ma<!e 
up of the dominant father and the subordinate 
",other and child [editor's note]. 
5. Foucault. Discipli .. e .. t'" P .... i.h. p. 136. 
6. Foucault. Discipline .... d P .... l5h. p. ~ 36. 
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productive machinery of labot·. But the two bodies may also contradict and 
mock each other. A range of contemporary representations and images, as 
noted earlier, have coded the transcendence of female appetite and its public 
display in the slenderness ideal in terms of power, will, mastery, the possi
bilities of success in the professional arena. These associations are carried 
visually by the slender superwomen of prime-time television and popular 
movies and promoted explicitly in advertisements and articles appearing rou
tinely in women's fashion magazines, diet books, and weight-training 
publications. Yet the thousands of slender girls and women who strive to 
embody these images and who in that service suffer from eating disorders, 
exercise compulsions, and continual self-scrutiny and self-castigation are 
anything but the "mastel's" of their lives. 

Exposure and productive cultural analysis of such contradictory and mys
tifying relations between image and practice are possible only if the analysis 
includes attention to and interpretation of the "useful" or, as I prefer to call 
it, the practical body. Such attention, although often in inchoate and 
theoretically unsophisticated form, was central to the beginnings of the con
temporary feminist movement. In the late 1960s and early 1970s the objec
tification of the female body was a serious political issue. All the cultural 
paraphernalia of femininity, of learning to please visually and sexually 
through the practices of the body-media imagery, beauty pageants, high 
heels, girdles, makeup. simulated orgasm-were seen as crucial in maintain
ing gender domination. 

Disquietingly, for the feminists of the present decade, such focus on the 
politics of feminine pra"is, although still maintained in the work of individual 
feminists, is no longer a centerpiece of feminist cultural critique.7 On the 
popular front, we find 1\-1s. magazine8 presenting issues on fitness and "style." 
the rhetoric reconstructed for the 1980s to pitch "self-expression" and 
"power." Although feminist theory surely has the tools, it has not provided a 
critical discourse to dismantle and demystify this rhetoric. The work of 
French feminists has provided a powerful framework for understanding the 
inscription of phallocentric, dualistic culture on gendered bodies, but it has 
offered very little in the way of concrete analyses of the female body as a 
locus of practical cultural control. Among feminist theorists in this country. 
the study of cultural representations of the female body has f1ourished • ...!Jnd 
it has often been brilliantly illuminating and instrumental to a feminist 
rereading of culture." But the study of cultural representations alone, 
divorced from consideration of their relation to the practical lives of bodies, 
can obscure and mislead. 

Here. Helena Mitchie's significantly titled The Flesh Made Word offers a 
striking example. Examining nineteenth-century representations of women. 

7. A focus on the politic!l of sexualization and 
ohjectification remains centra) to the anti-pornog
raphy Inovelnent (e.g., in the work of Andrea 
Dworkin, Catharlne MacKinnonl. Feminists 
explorinR the politics of appearance include San· 
d,·., Rartky, Su.an Brownmiller, W"ndy Chapki., 
I';;m Chernin, and Susie Orbach. And a developing 
f"minist interest in the work of Michel Foucault 
has hellUIl to produce a poststructuralist feminism 
oriented toward practicei see. for example, Irene 
Djatnond and Lee Quinby, Fem;";!tur. IU'cl Fou .. 

ca"lt: Reftectwns on Resistance (Boston: North· 
eastern University Press, 1988). . 
8. At first a mass·market magazin~ (founded 
1972) that also took a fairly consistent feminist 
approach, Ms . . became more and more like a tra· 
ditional "woman's maga7Jne" before folding in 
1989. It was revived in an advertising·free form 
closer to it. original in 1990 [editor's note]. 
9. See, fol' example, Susan Suleiman, ed., The 
Female Botly in Western Cult ...... (Cambridge: Har· 
vard University Press, 1986). 
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appetite; and eating, Mitchie draws fascinating and astute. metaphorical coni 
nectionsbetween female. eating· and female sexuality. Female hunger; she 
argues, and I agree, "figures. unspeakable. desires; for,:sexuality and;power.!!1 
The Victorian novel's "representational taboo" against depicting Women eat
ing (an activity, apparently; that only "happens offstage;" as Mitchie puts it) 
thiJs functions as a "code" for ,the suppression of female ; sexuality, as ,does 
the general cultural requirement,exhibited in etiquette and sex manuals of 
the day; that the well-bred woman eat'little and delicately. The same coding 
is drawn on, Mitchie argues,; in contemporary feminist "inversions" of Vic
torian values,inversions that celebrate female sexuality and lpower through 
images exulting in female eating and female hunger, depicting:it explicitly, 
lushly, and joyfully. 

Despite the fact. that Mitchie's analysis, centers on issues concerning 
women's hunger, food, and eating practices; she makes no mention of;the 
grave eating disorders that surfacea in the late nineteenth century and that 
are ravaging the lives of young women today. The praCtical arena· of women 
dieting; fasting, straitlacing, and so forth is, to a certain extent~ implicit in 
her examination of. Victorian gender ideology. But when Mitchie turns, at 
the end of her, study, to consider contemporary feminist literature celebrating 
female eating and. female hunger, the absence of· even a passing glance at 
how women are: actually managing their hungers today leaves her analysis 
adrift, lacking any concrete social moqrings. Mitchie~ssole focus,is on the 
inevitable failure of feminist literature to escape "phallic representational 
codes."2 ,But the feminist celebration of the female body did. not· merely 
deconstrud on the written page or .canvas. UU'gelylocated in the, feminist 
counterculture of the 1970s, it has been culturally displaced by a very dif· 
ferent contemporary reality.:.Its celebration of female flesh now presents 
itself in jarring dissonance with the fact that women; .feminists included, are 
starving themselves to' death in our culture', ,." ' 
, . This is not to deny the benefits of·diet, exercise, and other, forms of body 
management .. Rathe1; l view ,our bodies 'as' a site of struggle,; where we must 
work to keep our daily practices in :theservice of.·resistance 'to 'gender,dom
ination, not in the service. of docility and gender normalization. This work 
requires, I believe, a determinedly skeptical attitude toward the'routes of 
seeming liberation and pleasure offered· by our culture. It also demands an 
awareness of ,the often contradictory relations between image and practice, 
between rhetoric and reality. Popular representations, as W'ehsve seen,'may 
forcefully employ the rhetoric and symbolism of empowerment, personal 
freedom, "having it all." Yet female bodies, purSUing these 'ideals, .may find 
themselves as distracted, depressed, and physically ill as female bodies in the 
nineteenth century were made when pursuing a feminine id~al of depend
ency, domesticity, and delicacy. The recognition and analysis of such con
tradictions, and of all the other collusjons, subversions, and ,enticements 
through which culture er'"joins the aid of~ur bodies in the.~eprociuction of 
gender, require that we restore a concern for feniale'praxis to'its'fot~erly 
central place in feminist politics... . . '':;;' ,,' . " :.~, , . ,', : 

" 1989, 199~: 

I. Mltchie. The Flesh Made Word. p. 13. 2. Mitchle. The Flesh Made Word, p. J 49., 
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A prominent figure in postcolonial studies, Homi K. Bhabha has· infused thinking 
about nationality, ethnicity, and politics with poststtucturalist theories of identity and 
indeterminacy. Drawing on a wide range of theorists, particularly the deconstructive 
philosopher JACQUES DERRIDA, Bhabha's essay "TheCommitnient to Theory" (1989) 
revises conventional notions of nationality and the colonial subject, showing how both 
are shifting, hybrid cultural constructions. It also provides a powerful·argument for 
the importance of theory, for the indelible link between thebry and politics, and for 
the use of poststructuralist theory in the tacitly anti-imperialist cause of postcolonial 
studies. 

Bhabha was born two years after India gained national independence from British 
colonial rule. and his life exemplifies some of the· hybrid subject' positions of the 
postcolonial world. He was raised in the Parsi community of Bombay, India, where 
his father was an important constitutional lawyer. After recei:ving a B.A. from Bombay 
University, he traveled to England to earn his M.A., M.Phil., and D.Phil. from Oxford 
University. Beginning in 1978, he taught at Sussex University for sixteen years; he 
also held visiting appointments in the United States at 'Princeton University and the 
University of Pennsylvania during the late 1980s and early i 990s. In 1994 he became 
Chester D. Tripp Professor in the Humanities at the University of Chicago, moving 
in 2001 to Harvard University. 

Postcolonial criticism arose in the wake of the turbulent struggles for national 
independence of many African, Asian, and Latin American countries that were under 
the rule of European colonial empires through the middle of the twentieth century. 
Many early anticolonialist critics promoted· autonomous; nationalistic. literary 
traditions to counteract the cultural as well as material domination of imperialism. 
Later, postcolonial theorists turned to analyze the ideological bases of colonial dom
ination" Perhaps the two most influential figures in this development of contemporary 
postcolonial theory were EDWARD W. SAID and GAYATRJ CHAKRAVOR'IY SPIVAK. In Ori
entalism (1978; see above), a foundational text of post colonial studies, Said diagnosed 
the paths of cultural domination that projected non-Western people as the "Other." 
In "Can the Subaltern Speak?" (1988; see above), Spivak argued that postcolonial 
subjects have no voice under the dominant regime of colonial discourse. 

Extending the work of Said and Spivak, Bhabha starts with a deconstructive critique 
of the dichotomies of the West and the Orient, the center and the periph~ •. the 
empire and the colonized, the oppressor and the oppressed; and the self and the other. 
He borrows but adapts Derrida's analysis of how binary oppositions structure Western 
thought, arguing that such dichotomies are too reductive because they imply that any 
national culture is unitary, homogeneous, and defined by "fixity" or an essential core. 
Instead, Bhabha proposes that nationalities, ethnicities, and identities are dialogic, 
indeterminate, and cha.racterized by "hybridity"-one of his key terms. In "The Com
mitment to Theory," he defines hybridity as what "is new, neither the one nor the 
other," which emerges from a "Third Space." To reinforce this fluid sense of nation
ality and identity; Bhabha employs a vocabulary of process-oriented terms, including 
dialogic, translation, negotiation, in-between, cross-reference, and ambivalence. 

Although "the wit and wisdom of Jacques Derrida" (as he'calls it in another essay) 
is fundamental to his work, Bhabha draws on a wide array of twentieth-century the
orists throughout "The Commitment to Theory." Building on the influential concept 
of nations set forth by Benedict Anderson in Imagined Communities (1983), Bhabha 
stresses how nationality is narratively produced, rather than ariSing from an intrinsic 
essence; From MIKHAIL BAI(HTIN, he takes the concept of dialogiie to 'stress that colo
nialism is not a one-way street but entails an interaction between ctJlbl1izel' and col-
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onized. Regarding identity, he draws on FRANTZ FANON's psychoanalytic model of 
colonialism and JACQUES LACAN's concepts of "mimicry" and the split subject, arguing 
that there is always an "excess" in the cultural imitation that the colonial subject is 
forced to produce. This mimicry in turn both revises colonial discourse and creates 
a new, hybrid identity for the colonial subject. 

The goal of Bhabha's theorizing of hybridity is not simply to modify the terms of 
debate in postcolonial studies but to make a political intervention. In general, Bhabha 
contends that theory is not separate from or opposed to political activism, but works 
hand in hand with it. Employing a deconstructive reversal of the opposition between 
textuality and the world, Bhabha claims that political events-he uses the example 
of a famous British strike-are in fact textual and discursive, often generated .and 
spurred by "oppositional cultural practices." More specifically, the concept of hybrid
ity militates against "restrictive notions of cultural identity" that result in political 
separatism, as seen in nationalistic movements or in identity politics. For Bhabha, 
hybridity fosters the larger goal of ~'socialist community" while acknowledging cultural 
differences. Su~h socialist community arises from the solidarity of different groups 
and movements working in coalition to create a new, progressive hegemony, as 
STUART HALL similarly urges. 

Although preoccupied with postcolonialism, "The Commitment to Theory" also 
addresses another field of critical debate. In its unabashed advocacy of poststructur
alist theory, Bhabha tacitly responds to many critics of the 1980s and 1990s. Their 
attacks came both from within the academy-epitomized by STEVEN KNAPP AND WAL
TER BENN MICHAELS's "Against Theory" (1982; see I;>elow) and BARBARA CHRISTIAN's 
"Race for Theory" (1988; see above)-and from outside, in claims that theory was 
too obscure, detracted from literature, and represented a solipsistic academic pursuit. 
Like PAUL DE MAN'S "Resistance to Theory" (1982), which asserts theory's philosoph
ical inevitability, "The Commitment to Theory" offers a staunch defense; but unlike 
de Man, Bhabha argues for theory's political relevance. 

While rooted in coritemporary debates, "The Commitment to Theory" also takes 
part in the larger tradition of defenses of literary practices, which starts with ARIS
TOTL!"S deftmse of poetry in the Poetics (see above) and extends to nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century defenses of criticism, such as OSCAR WILDE's claims for the artistic 
value of criticism, "The Critic as Artist" (1890; see above), and JOHN CROWE RANSOM's 
argument for the value of professional criticism, "Criticism, Inc." (1938; see above). 
Such works shield literature and criticism against accusations that they lack utility, 
social relevance, and moral good. Bhabha updates the tradition by declaring the politi-
cal efficacy of literary theory. . 

This debate continues to the present day, .and Bhabha has frequently been criticized 
for his embrace of theory at the expense of practice, his derise jargon, and his copi
ously allusive writing style. His sharpest critics have come from the Left, taking to 
task his view of politics as textual. In particular, the Marxist critic Aijaz Ahmad has 
criticized him for detaching politics from specific locations and political situations. 
Ahmad also upbraids him for ignoring class and caste, charging that ·Bhabha's concept 
of hybridity applies more aptly to privileged postcolonial intellectuals who have gained 
success in the Western world, like Bhabha himself, than to those in colonial situa
tions. Other commentators, more concerned with theoretical consistency, have noted 
that the notion of a hybrid identity is too broad and amorphous, applying ultimately 
to all identities. But within the context of debates in postcolonial studies, the concept 
of hybridity has decisively altered static thinking about nations and identities. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Bhabha's reputation primarily rests on his essays, many of wh~ch are collected in his 
book The Location of Culture (1994), which includes "The Commitment to Theory." 
He has also edited an influential anthology on the cultural construction of nationality, 
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:'Vatio" and Narration (1990). In a different register from his academic work, he writes 
011 art and culture as a regular contributor to Art}Orum and to the British public radio 
network. 

Bhabha is the subject of a growing body of criticism. Robert Young's "The Ambiv
alence of Bhabha," in ""'hite M)1thologies: Writing History and the West (1990), is a 
useful discussion of Bhabha's overall project. From the left, Aijaz Ahmad's "The Pol
itics of Literary Postcoloniality," Race and Class 36.3 (I995), sternly criticizes 
Bhabha's philosophical conception bf politics and his elision of the concrete struc
tural relations of class and caste. Bart Moore-Gilbert, in Postcolonial Theory: Contexts, 
Pmctices. Politics (I997). situates Bhabha's work among that of other prominent 
postcolonial theorists and comments on its "babelian" or many-voiced performance. 
Anthony Easthope's "Bhabha, Hybridity, and Identity," Textual Practice 12.2 (1998). 
uncovering its Derridean roots, criticizes the amorphous nature of "hybridity." The 
collection Hybridity and Postcolo"ialis1lt: Twentieth-Century Indian Literature, edited 
by ~onika Fludernik (1998), assesses the varying uses of "hybridity" and includes a 
useful chapter by Fludernik on "The Constitution of Hybridity." 

The Commitment to Theory 

I 

There is a damaging and self-defeating assumption that theory is necessarily 
the elite language of the socially arid cultur~lly privileged. It is said that the 
place of the academic critic is inevitably within the Euroc·entric archives of 
an imperialist or neo-colonial \Vest. The Olympian realms of what is mis
takenly labelled 'pure theory' are assumed to be eternally insulated from the 
historical exigencies and tragedies of the wretched of the earth.· Must we 
always polarize in order to polemicize? Are we trapped in a po~itics of struggle 
where the representation of social antagonisms and historical contradictions 
can take no other form than a binarism of theory vs politics? Can the aim of 
freedom of knowledge be the simple inversion of the relation of oppressor 
and oppressed, centre and periphery, negative image and positive image? Is 
our only way out of such dualism the espousal of an implacable opposition
ality or the invention of an originary counter-myth of radical purity'? Must 
the project of our Iiberationist aesthetics be forever part of a totalizing Uto
pian vision of Being and History that seeks to transcend the contradicm)hs 
and ambivalences that constitute the very structure of human subjectivity 
and its systems of cultural representation? . 

Between what is represented as the 'larceny' arid distortion of European 
'metatheorizing' and the radical, engaged, acti~st experience of Third World 
creativity,l one can see the mirror image (albeit reversed in content and 
intention) of that ahistorical nineteenth-century polarity of Orient and Occi
dent which, in the name of progress. unleashed the excJusionary imperialist 
ideologies of self and other. This time round, the term 'critical theory', often 

1. An allusion to The Wrelc/.edof,lIe Eart', (1961; 
sec above). by the Martinique·born French psy· 
choanalyst and postcolonial theorist FRANTZ 
FA'ION (I92.5-196\), 
2 .. See C. Taylor. "Eurocentrics vs. New Thought 
"t Edinhurgh." Frllmework 34 (19R7), for an lIIus-
• ration of this style of argument. S .... particularly 

footnote 1 (p. 148) for IIn exposition of his use of 
"larceny" ("the judicious distortion of African 
truths to fit western prejudices") IBhabha's note). 
Third World: "underdeveloped" nation., many of 
which were formerly colonies of "First World" 
nations (countries of the Industrialized West) . 



2380 I HOMIK. BHABHA 

untheotized and unargued, is 'definitely the Other, an othernessthat'is insis" 
tentlyidentified with the vagaries ,af the depoliticized Eurocenlric'critic.Is 
the cause of radical art or critique best served, for instance, by a fulm.fnatirig 
profess<* 'of' film 'livha' anhouhces,' at, a fllishpoint in'the ;atgumimt; :We' ~r;e 
no~ atl:ists,we are poliUcal' 'adiVi~ti;'?' ay obscuring the. power ot his owri 
practice in th~ rhetoric of ~ilii:ll'rlcy, he fails to draw attenti60 to the spe<!ific 
value of a: 'l)~litics' ~f ,cultural:' production;' because It' rri~ke~. the' ~'~ifacesof 
cin~inatic' signification the ; grounds of political interv;e~ti~,,;, it' gives depth 
to the language of social criticism and, extends the domain of 'politics' in, a 
direction that will not .be entirely dominated by the forces of economic ·or 
social controL Forms of popular rebellion and mobilization are often most 
subversive and transgressive when they are created through oppositional cul~ 
tural practices. ,,' 

Before I ain accused of bourgeois voluntarism, liberal pra'gmatism, aca
demicist pluralism and all 'the other' -isms' that are freely bandied about by 
those who take the most severe exception to 'Eurocentric' theoreticism (Der
rideanism, Lacanianism,3 poststructUl;alism ... ), I would like to clarify the 
goals of my opening questions. I am convinced that, in the language of politi
cal economy, it is legitimate to represent the relations of exploitation and 
domination in the discursive division between the First and Third World, the 
North and the South. Despite the claims to a spurious rhetoric of ' intern a
ti6rialism'on the part of the 'established inulthiiltionals arid the netwotki;bf 
the neVvc'ominu.nicati9nstechn610~ industries, such circulations of signs 
and 'coDlIriodities as there are,are caught'in the vicious Circuitsb'f surph.lli 
value tha~ link First World' capItal' to Third 'World laboi:tr markets through 
the chains of the' irit~rriatidnal division of labour,' arid national cO'mprado~ 
Classes: Gayati'i SplVak is right to concludEiihat it is 'in the interest bf capital 
to preserVe the compradot- 'theatre in a state of relatively primitive labour 
legisllii:i6if arid enviroriinentahegUlation'. 5 ..:...',' 

I 'ain equally cOr,ivinced, tIilt, , 'iri ' the language, of iptern.~tiohal'diploD;utcy: 
there is a sharp groW'th in anew Ariglo-AmeI'icarinatioitalisItt whiCh iricreas j 

ingly artiCull#esits etonon'liC arid military:power in politieal scts that ekpress 
a neo-imperialistdisregiud foi' the iitdeptmdence and autonoinY-of peoples 
arid places in the Third World. Think of America's 'backyard' policy' towards 
theCatibbean and Ladn AmeriCa, the 'pattioticgorearid patrician lore bf 
Britain's Falklands Campaign or, more recently, the trhirtiphalism of ,the 
American' arid British 'forces '(hiring the Gulf Wat.6 I am fiji-ther c'onvinced 
that such economic and politiCal domination has a profouqd hegemonic 

-influence on the ihformatiOli. 'orders 'of the Western world,' its popular 
media arid its specialized institutidnsahd academiCs. So much is' not in 
doubt. 

3. The influential po.tstructuralist lines of think
Ing Inspired by, ~spectlvely, the, French decon-, 
structlve philosopher JACQUES 'DERRIDA (b. 1930) 
and the French psychoanalyst JACQUES LACAN 
(I 901-1 981). 
4. Native Intermediary employed by a European 
business to supervise, native employees_ 
5. G. C. Splvak, 1",' OeMr Worlds (London: 
Methuen. 1987), pp. 166-67 [Bhabha'. note). 
GAYATRI CHAKRAVORlY SPIVAK (b., J94:l), U.5.
based Indian postcolonlal theorist. 
6. The Intematlnnal conflict (1990-91) tri.ered 

by Iraq's August 1990 InVII$lon' of, oil-rich Kuwait; 
e, U.S.-Jed coalition decislvelydef!,ated the Iraqi 
forces. The Falklands Campaign: a' brief, unde
clared war In 1982 between Great Britain and 
Argentina over control of the Falkland Islands (off 
the coast of Argentina), occupied and administered 
by the British since 1833; the Ignominious defeat 
of the Argentine forces led to a landslide' ,victory 
for Prime Minister Margeret Thatcher's Cons"r
Vlltlve Party In that year's. parliamentary elections 
In Britain (and to the fan of the hillitarylovern
ment In Araentlna the followlnl year)., 
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What does demand further discussion is whether the 'new' languages of 
theoretical critique (semiotic, poststructuralist, deconstructionist and the 
rest) simply reflect those geopolitical divisions and their spheres of influence. 
Are the interests of 'Western' theory necessarily collusive with the hegemonic 
role of the West as a power bloc? Is the language of theory merely another 
power ploy of the culturally privileged Western elite to produce a discourse 
of the Other that reinforces its own power-knowledge equation'? 

A large film festival in the West-even an alternative or counter-cultural 
event such as Edinburgh's 'Third Cinema' Conference?-never fails to reveal 
the disproportionate influence of the West as cultural forum, ,in .all three 
senses of that word: as place of public exhibition and discussion, as place of 
judgement, and as market-place. An Indian film about the plight of Bombay's 
pavement-dwellers wins the Newcastle FestivalB which then opens up dis
tribution facilities in India. The first searing expos~ of the Bhopal disaster is 
made for Channel Four.9 A major debate on the politics and theory of Third 
Cinema first appears in Screen, published by the British Film Institute. An 
archival article on the important history of neo-traditionalism and the 'pop
ular' in Indian cinema sees the light of day in Framework. I Among the major 
contributors to the development of the Third Cinema as precept and practice 
are a number of Third World film-makers and critics who are exiles or.emigres 
in the West and live problematically, often dangerously, on the 'left' margins 
of a Eurocentric, bourgeois liberal culture. I don't think I need to add indi
vidual names or places, or detail the historical reasons why the West carries 
and exploits what Bourdieuz would call its symboliccapitali The condition 
is all too familiar, and it is not my purpose here to make those important 
distinctions between different national situations and. the disparate political 
causes and collective histories of cultural exile. I want to take my stand on 
the shifting margins of cultural displacement-that confounds any profound 
or 'authentic' sense of a 'national' culture or an 'organic'intellectuaP-and 
ask what the function of a committed theoretical perspective might be, once 
the cultural and historical hybridity of the postcolonial world is taken as the 
paradigmatic place of departure. . 

Committed to what? At this stage in the argument, I do not want to identify 
any specific 'object' of political allegiance-the Third World, the working 
class,. the feminist struggle. Although such an objectification of polnfcal 
activity is crucial and must significantly inform political debate, it is not the 
only option for those critics or intellectuals who are committed to progressive 

7. A showcase for films by Latin American, Af.;
can, Middle Eastern, and Asian I1Immakers at the 
Edinburgh International Film Festival; Bhabha is 
referring to the 40th festival (AlIgust 11-13, 
1986). 
8. Arts festival in northeastern England. 
9. A British commercially supported network, cre
ated in 1982 alld intended to increase the repre
sentation of minorities on television; it is known 
for high-quality dramas and doclImenhlrics. "Bho
pnl disaster": the leakage of tons of poisonous gas 
in December 1984 from a pesticide plant in central 
Indin owned by UnIon Carbide, a U.S. multinn
tionul, which was one of the worst industrial dis
.. sters In history; thousand. died Dnd tens (perhap. 
hundreds) of thou.and. were Injured. 
J. Sce T. H. Gabrlel, "Teaching Third World Cin-

ema," and Julianne Rurton, 'The Politics of Aes
thetic DI.tance-Sao Bemando'" both in Screen 
24.2 (1983), and A. Rajadhyaksha, "Neo
traditionalism: Film as Popular Art in India," 
Framework, nos. 32/33 (1986) [Bhabho's note). 
2. PIERRE DOlJRDIEU (b. 1930), French sociolo
gist; one of his key terms is "symJ:.oUc capital," the 
tool. used by individuals and institutions within a 
given environment to gain dominance and thus to 
reproduce themselves over time. 
3. Someone (regardless of profession) who dlrecto 
the ideas and .. splrations of the particular social 
class to which he or she. "organically" belongs, as 
described by the Italian Marxist theorist ANTONIO 
GRAMSCI (1891-1937). "National culture": a term 
a.soclated with Fanon. 
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political change in the direction of a socialist society. It is a sign of political 
maturity to accept that there are many forms of political writing whose dif
ferent effects are obscured when they are divided between the 'theoretical' 
and the 'activist'. It is not as if the leaflet involved in the organization of a 
strike is short on theory, while a speculative article on the theory of ideology 
ought to have more practiciil examples or applications. They are both forms 
of discourse and to that extent they produce rather than reflect their objects 
of reference. The difference between them lies in their operational qualities. 
The leaflet has a specific expository and organizational purpose, temporally 
bound to the event; the theory of ideology makes its contribution to those 
embedded political ideas and principles that inform the right to strike. The 
latter does not justify the former; nor does it necessarily precede it. It exists 
side by side with it-the one as an enabling part of the other-like the recto 
and verso of-la sheet of paper, to use a common semidtic analogy in the 
uncommon context of politics; 

My concern here is with the process of 'intervening ideologically', as Stuart 
Hall describes the role of 'imagining' or representation in the practice of 
politics in his response to the Br:itish election of 1987.4 For Hall, the notion 
of hegemony implies a politics of identification of the imaginary.5 This occu
pies a discursive space which is not exclusively delimited by the history of 
either the right or the left. It exists somehow in-between these political polar
ities, and also between the familiar divisions of theory and political practice. 
This approach, as I read it, inttoduces us to an exciting, neglected moment, 
or movement, in the 'recognition' of the relation of politics to theory; and 
confounds the traditional division between them; Such a movement is ini
tiated if we see that relation as determined by the rule of repeatable rnate
riality, whiCh Foucault describes as the process by which statement!!i from 
one institution can be transcribed in the discourse of another. 6 Despite the 
schemata of use and applicatiohthat constitute a field of stabilization fdr 
the statement, any change in the statement's conditions of use and rein
vestment, any alteration in its field of experience or verification, or indeed 
any difference in the problems to be solved, can lead to the emergence of a 
new statement: the difference of the same. 

In what hybrid forms, then, may a politics of the theoretical statement 
emerge? What tensions and ambivalences rnark this engimatic place from 
which theory speaks? Speaking in the name of some counter-authority or 
horizon of 'the true' (in Foucault's sense of the strategic effects of any appa
ratus or dispositi!7) , the theoretical enterprise has to represent the adversarial 
authority (of power and / or knowledge) which, in a doubly inscribed move, 
it simultaneously seeks to subvert and replace. In this complicated formu
lation I have tried to indicate something of the boundary and location of the 
event of theoretical critique which' does not contain the truth (in polar oppo
sition to totalitarianism, 'bourgeois liberalism' or whatever is supposed to 
repress it). The 'true' is always marked and informed by the ambivalence of 

4. S. Hall. "Blue Election, Election Blues," Marx
Ism Today, July 1987, pp. 30-35 [Bhabha's note]. 
HALL (b. 1932), a leading figure In British cultural 
studies. ' 
5. The notion of hegemony-the manufactured 
consent that legitimates B dominant group and 
unifies a society-derives from Gramlcl. 

6. M. Foucault, The Arci.a"alaBY af Know/e4ge, 
[trans. A. M. Sheridan] (London: Tavlstock, 
1972), pp. 102-5 [Bhabha'. note]. MICHEL FOU
CAULT (1926-1984), French philosopher and his
torian of Ideas. 
7. Apparatus, device (French). 
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the process of emergence itself, the productivity of meanings that construct 
counter-knowledges in medias res,8 in the very act of agonism, within the 
tel-ms of a negotiation (l-ather than a negation) of oppositional and antago
nistic elements, Political positions are not simply identifiable as progressive 
or reactionary, bourgeois or radical, prior to the act of critique engagee,9 or 
outside the terms and conditions of their discursive address, It is in this sense 
that the historical moment of political action must be thought of as part of 
the history of the form of its writing, This is not to state the obvious, that 
there is no knowledge-political or otherwise-outside representation, It is 
to suggest that the dynamics of writing and textuality require us to rethink 
the logics of causality and determinacy through which we recognize the 
'political' as a form of calculation and strategic action dedicated to social 
tl-ansformation, 

'\\That is to be done?" must acknowledge the force of writing, its meta
phoricity and its rhetorical discourse, as a productive matrix which defines 
the 'social' and makes it available as an objective of and for, action. Textuality 
is not simply a second-order ideological expression or a verbal symptom of a 
pre-given political subject. That the political subject-as indeed the subject 
of politics-is a discursive event is nowhere more clearly seen than in a text 
which has been a formative influence on Western democratic and socialist 
discourse-Mill's essay 'On Liberty'.2 His crucial chapter, 'On The Liberty 
of Thought and Discussion', is an attempt to define political judgement as 
the problem of finding a form of public rhetoric able to represent different 
and opposing political 'contents' not as a priori preconstituted principles but 
as a dialogical discursive exchange; a negotiation of terms in the on-going 
present of the enunciation of the political statement. What is unexpected is 
the suggestion that a crisis of identification is initiated in the textual perfor
mance that displays a certain 'difference' within the signification of any sin
gle political system, prior to establishing the substantial differences between 
political beliefs. A knowledge can only become political through an agonistic 
process:dissensus, alterity and otherness are the discursive conditions for 
the circulation and recognition of a politicized subject and a public 'trut~': 

[If] opponents of all important truths do not exist, it is indispensable to 
imagine them. , , [He] must feel the whole force of the difficulty which 
the true view of the subject has to encounter and dispose of; else Il~"ill 
llet-'er really possess himself of the portio,,, of truth which meets and remot'es 
that difficulty. , , , Their conclusion may be true, but it might be false 
for anything they know: they have never thrown themselves into the 
mental position of those who think differently from them ... and con
sequently they do not. in any proper sense of the word, know the doctrine 
tvhic1l they themselves profess. 3 (My emphases) 

It is true that MiII's 'rationality' permits, or requires, such forms of conten
tion and contradiction in order to enhance his vision of the inherently pro-

8. In the middle of things (Latin): usually. in the 
midst of a narrative. 
9. Engaged criticism (French'" a term associated 
\\'i,h the French philosopher. playwright, and 
""lilical activist JEAN-PAUL SARTRE (1905-1980). 
I. Th... title of a famous 1902 pamphlet by the 

Russian Marxist revolutionary V. I. Lenin. 
2. Published in 1859 by the English philosopher 
and socia1"eformer John Stuart Mill (J 806-1873). 
3. J. S. Mill, "On Liberty," in Utilit,uianism, Ub
erty, Represe .. tative Govern .. , .. ,,' (London: Dent 
and Sons, 1972), pp. 93-94 [Bhabha's note). 
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gressive and evolutionary bent of human judgement. (This makes it possible 
for contradictions to be resolved and also generates a sense of the 'whole 
truth' which reflects the natural, organic bent of the human mind.) It is also 
true that Mill always reserves, in society as in his argument, the unreal neu
tral space of the Third Person as the representative of the 'people', who 
witnesses the debate from an 'epistemological distance' and draws a reason
able conclusion. Even so, in his attempt to describe the political as a form 
of debate and dialogue-as the process of public rhetoric-that is crucially 
mediated through this ambivalent and antagonistic faculty of a political 
'imagination', Mill exceeds the usual mimetic sense of the battle of ideas. 
He suggests something much more dialogical: the realization of the political 
idea at the ambivalent point of textual address, its emergence through a form 
of political projection. 

Rereading Mill through the state~es of 'writing' that I have suggested, 
reveals that one cannot passively follow the line of argument running 
through the logic of the opposing ideology. The textual process of political 
antagonism initiates a contradictory process of reading between the lines; 
the agent of the discourse becomes, in the same time of utterance, the 
inverted, projected object of the argument, turned against itself. It is, Mill 
insists, only by effectively assuming the mental position of the antagonist 
and working through the displacing and decentring force of that discursive 
difficulty that the politicized 'portion of truth' is produced. This is a different 
dynamic from the ethic of tolerance in liberal ideology which has to imagine 
opposition in order to contain it and demonstrate its enlightened relativism 
or humanism. Reading Mill, against the grain, suggests that politics can only 
become representative, a truly public discourse, through a splitting in the 
signification of the subject of representation; through an ambivalence at the 
point of the enunciation of a,' politics. 

I have chosen to demonsJrate the importance of the space of writing, and 
the problematic of a,ddressfat the very heart of the liberal tradition because 
it is here that the myth of the 'transparency' of the human agent and the 
reasonableness of political action is most forcefully asserted. Despite the 
more radical political alternatives of the right and the left, the popular, 
common-sense view of the place of the indiVidual in relation to the social is 
still substantially thought and lived in ethical terms moulded by liberal 
beliefs. What the attentiQn to ,rhetoric and writing reveals is the discursive 
ambivalence that makes 'the political' possible. From such a perspective, the 
problematic of political judgement cannot be represented as an epistemo
logical problem of appearance and reality or theory and practice or word and 
thing. Nor can it be represented as a dialectical problem or a symptomatic 
contradiction constitutive of the materiality of the 'real'. On the contrary, 
we are made excruciatingly aware of the ambivalent juxtaposition, the dan
gerous interstitial relation of the factual and the projective, and, beyond that, 
of the crucial function of the textual and the rhetorical. It is those vicissi
tudes of the movement of the signifier,4 in the fixing of the factual and the 
closure of the real, that ensure the efficacy of stategic thinking in the dis
courses of Realpolitik. It is this to-and-fro, this fort I da5 of the symbolic 

4. The symbol or sound that conveys meaning 
(what Is conveyed Is the signified), as described In 
the analysis of signs by the Swiss linguist FER()J· 

NAND DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913). 
5. Gone I here (German). In Beyond the Pleasure 
Principle (1920), S'ClMUND FREUD describes how 
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process of political negotiation, that constitutes a politics of address. Its 
importance goes beyond the unsettling of the essentialism or logocentricism 
of a received political tradition, in the name of an abstract free play of the 
signifier.6 

A critical discourse does not yield a new political object, or aim, or knowl
edge, which is simply a mimetic reflection of an a priori political principle 
or theoretical commitment. We should not demand of it a pure teleology of 
analysis whereby the prior principle is simply augmented, its rationality 
smoothly developed, its identity as socialist or materialist (as opposed to neo
imperialist or humanist) consistently confirmed in each oppositional stage 
of the argument. Such idcntikW political idealism may be the gesture of 
great individual fervour, but it lacks the deeper, if dangerous, sense of what 
is entailed by the pa.~sage of history in theoretical discourse. The language 
of critique is effective not because it keeps forever separate the terms of the 
master and the slave,H the mercantilist and the Marxist, but to the extent to 
which it overcomes the given grounds of opposition and opens up a space of 
translation: a place of hybridity, figuratively speaking, where the construction 
of a political object that is new, neither the one nor the other, properly alien
ates our political expectations, and changes, as it must, the very forms of our 
recognition of the moment of politics. The challenge lies in conceiving of 
the time of political action and understanding as opening up a space that 
can accept and regulate the differential structure of the moment of inter
vention without rushing to produce a unity of the social antagonism or con
tradiction. This is a sign that history is happening-within the pages of 
theory, within the systems and structures we construct to figure the passage 
of the historical. 

When I talk of negotiation rather than negation, it is to convey a tempo
rality that makes it possible to conceive of the articulation of antagonistic or 
contradictory elements: a dialectic without the emergence of a teleological 
or transcendent History,9 and beyond the prescriptive form of symptomatic 
reading where the nervous tics on the surface of ideology reveal the 'real 
materialist contradiction' that History embodies. In such a discursive t.em
porality, the event of theory becomes the negotiation of contradictory and 
antagonistic instances that open up hybrid sites and objectives of struggle, 
and destroy those negative polarities between knowledge and its objects, a.nd 
between theory and practical-political reason. I If I have argued agafifst a 

hi. 18-month-old nephew would throw .. spool tied 
to a piece of yarn, saying "Fort,'· and then pull it 
h.ack in, saying "Da"j Cor Freud this gume wa~ a 
way for the child to work out his anxiety about hi. 
mother's abscnce. In "The Mirror Stugc" (J 949: 
scc tlhove), Locon argues that the game is about 
the child's entry into the Symh()lic (the .tructure 
of hmguuge it • .,IO. 
6. "The free pl .. y of the 5lgniller," like "Iogocen
t.risnl" (the privileging of speech. the assumption 
that knowledge is organized around some central 
Truth), is a concept developed by jac'lue. Derrida 
in Of GrammatoloRY (1967: .cc "bove). 
7. Likeness (Jf 0 person's fllce constructed froln 
descriptions (used by the police to help Identify a 
suspect). 
8. An allusion to the Ma.ter-Slave dialectic devel
oped by the German philo.ophcr GEOIlG 1'Imm
!!ICII WILlIE!.M HEGE!. in Phenomenology of Spirit 

(1807: see above), which describe. two .... f
consclousnes.es that confront each other und fight 
for mutual recognition; each identi6e, him- or her
self through the eyes of the other a. ru ler and 
ruled. 
9. That is, a l>roces. of change through contcst of 
opposites that-unlike in the system. of Hegel ur 
KARI. MARX (1818-1883), .in which the dialeclic 
plays a key role-does not necessarily lead to a pre
determined end. 
I. For a significant elaboration of n similar argu
ment, see E. Laclau and C. Mouffe.lleRemon),and 
Socialist Strateg)', Itrans. W. Moore and P. Cam
mack) (London: Verso, 1985), chap. 3 IBhabhu·. 
note). Emesto Laclau (h. 1935), Argentine politi
cal theorist, and Chantal Mouffe (b. 1943), Co
lombian political theorist, are known for their 
elaboration of "post-Marxi.m." 
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primordial and previsionary division of right or left, progressive or reaction
ary, it has been only to stress the fully historical and discursive differance2 

between them. I would not like my notion of negotiation to be confused with 
some syndicalist sense of reformism because that is not the political level 
that is being explored here. By negotiation I attempt to draw attention to the 
structure of iteration' which informs political movements that attempt to 
articulate antagonistic and oppositional elements without the redemptive 
rationality of sublation or transcendence. 4 

The temporality of negotiation or translation, as I have sketched it, has 
two main advantages. First, it acknowledges the historical connectedness 
between the subject and object of critique so that there can be no simplistic, 
essentialist opposition between ideological miscognition and revolutionary 
truth. The progressive reading is crucially determined by the adversarial or 
agonistic si\uation itself; it is effective because it uses the subversive, messy 
mask of camouflage and does not come like a pure avenging angel speaking 
the truth of a radical historicity and pure oppositionality. If one is aware of 
this heterogeneous emergence (not origin) of radical critique, then-and this 
is my second point-the function of theory within the political process 
becomes double-edged. It makes us aware that our political referents and 
priorities-the people, the community, class struggle, anti-racism, gender 
difference, the assertion of an anti-imperialist, black or third perspective
are not there in some primordial, naturalistic sense. Nor do they reflect a 
unitary or homogeneous political object. They make sense as they come to 
be constructed in the discourse of feminism or Marxism or the Third Cinema 
or whatever, whose objects of priority-class or sexuality or 'the new eth
nicity'-are always in historical and philosophical tension, or cross-reference 
with other objectives .. 

Indeed, the whole history of socialist thought which seeks to 'make it new 
and better' seems to be a different process of articulating priorities whose 
political objects can be recalcitrant and contradictory. Within contemporary 
Marxism, for example, witness the continual tension between the English, 
humanist, labourist faction and the 'theoreticist', structuralist, new left ten
dencies. Within feminism, there is again a marked difference of emphasis 
between the psychoanalytic / semiotic tradition and the Marxist articulation 
of gender and class through a theory of cultural and ideological interpella
tion. 5 I have presented these differences in broad brush-strokes, often using 
the language of polemic to suggest that each position is always a process of 
translation and transference of meaning. Each objective is constructed on 
the trace of that perspective that it puts under erasure; each political object 
is determined in relation to the other, and displaced in that critical act. Too 
often these theoretical issues are peremptorily transposed into organizational 
terms and represented as sectarianism. I am suggesting that such contradic
tions and conflicts, which often thwart political intentions and make the 

2. Derrida's term, drawing on the two senses of 
th~ French verb difftrer, that combines spatial dif
ference and temporal deferral. 
3. Repetition; Derrida applies the term to the rep
etitioll5 structure of signification. 
4. For a philosophical underpinning of some of 
the concepts I am proposing here see R. Gasch~, 
TI.e Tain of the Mirror (Cambridge, Mass.: Har
yard University Press, 1986) [Bhabha's note). 

"Sublation": in Hegel, the negation but partial 
inc<?rporatjon of an element in the dialectic pro
cess. 
5. The term used by the French Marxist philoso
pher LOUIS ALTHUSSER (1918-1990) to refer to 
how Ideology "hails" or creates individuals as sub
jects, In "Ideology and Ideological State Appara
tuses" (1970; see above). 
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question of commitment complex and difficult, are rooted in the process of 
translation and displacement in which the object of politics is inscribed. The 
effect is not stasis or a sapping of the will. It is, on the contrary, the spur of 
the negotiation of socialist democratic politics and policies which demand 
that questions of organization are theorized and socialist theory is 'organized', 
because there is no gi1Jen community or body of the people whose inherent, 
mdical ltistoricity emits the right signs. 

This emphasis on the representation of the political, on the construction 
of discourse, is the radical contribution of the translation of theory. Its con
ceptual vigilance never allows a simple identity between the political objec
tive and its means of representation. This emphasis on the necessity of 
heterogeneity and the double inscription of the political objective is not 
merely the repetition of a general truth about discourse introduced into the 
political field. Denying an essentialist logic and a mimetic referent to political 
representation is a strong, principled argument against political separatism 
of any colour, and cuts through the moralism that usually accompanies such 
claims. There is literally. and figuratively, no space for the unitary or organic 
political objective which would offend against the sense of a socialist com
munity of interest and articulation. 

In Britain, in the 1980s, no political struggle was fought more powerfully. 
and sustained more poignantly, on the values and traditions of a socialist 
community than the miners' strike of 1984-5.6 The battalions of monetarist 
figures and forecasts on the profitability of the pits were starkly ranged 
against the most illustrious standards of the British labour movement, the 
most cohesive cultural communities of the working class. The choice was 
clearly between the dawning world of the new Thatcherite city gent and a 
long history of the working man. or so it seemed to the traditional left and 
the new right. In these class terms the mining women involved in the strike 
were applauded for the heroic supporting role they played, for their endur
ance and initiative. But the revolutionary impulse, it seemed, belonged 
securely to the working-class male. Then, to commemorate the first anni
versary of the strike, Beatrix Camp bell,? in the Guardian, interviewed a group 
of women who had been involved in the strike. It was clear that their eXpe
rience of the historical struggle, their understanding of the historic choice 
to be made, was startlingly different and more complex. Their testimonies 
would not be contained simply or singly within the priorities of the pOIit'ics 
of class or the histories of industrial struggle. Many of the women began to 
question their roles within the family and the community-the two central 
institutions which articulated the meanings and mores of the tradition of the 
labouring classes around which ideological battle was enjoined. Some chal
lenged the symbols and authorities of the culture they fought to defend. 
Others disrupted the homes they had struggled to sustain. For most of them 
there was no return. no going back to the 'good old days'. It would be sim
plistic to suggest either that this considerable social change was a spin-off 
from the class struggle or that it was a repudiation of the politics of class 

6. A yearlong struggle, sometimes violent, 
hetween the U.K.'s Conservath"(' g.overnment and 
the National Union of Mineworkers, which went 
on strike after the governtnent announced that it 
,·."ould close uneconomic coal pits; the union 
defeat capped Margaret Thatcher's efforts. begun 

when she became prime minister in 1979, to 
impose legal restrictions on British unions. 
7. Engli.h journalist, feminist, and socialist (b. 
1947); the G .... rdia .. is a major daily newspaper in 
England. 
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from a socialist-feminist perspective. There is no simple political or social 
truth to be learned, for there is no unitary representation of a political 
agency, no fixed hierarchy of political values and effects. 

My illustration attempts to display the importance of the hybrid moment 
of political change. Here the transformational value of change lies in the 
rearticulation, or translation, of elements that are neither the One (unitary 
working class) nor the Other (the politics of gender) hut something else 
besides, which contests the terms and territories of both. There is a negoti
ation between gender and class, where each formation encounters the dis
placed, differentiated boundaries of its group representation and enunciative 
sites in which the limits and limitations of social power are encountered in 
an agonistic relation. When it is suggested that the British Labour Party 
should seek to produce a socialist alliance among progressive forces that are 
widely dispersed and distributed across a range of class, culture and occu
pational forces-without a unifying sense of the class for itself-the kind of 
hybridity that I have attempted' to identify is being acknowledged as a his
torical necessity. We need a little less pietistic articulation of political prin
ciple (around class and nation); a little more of the principle of political 
negotiation. 

This seems to be the theoretical issue at the heart of Stuart Hall's argu
ments for the constructiorl of a counter-hegemonic power bloc through 
which a socialist party might construct its majority, its constituency; and the 
Labour Party might (in)conceivably improve its image; The unemployed, 
semi-skilled and unskilled, part-time workers, male and female; the low paid, 
black people, underclasses: these signs of the fragmentation. of class and 
cultural consensus represent both the historical experience of contemporary 
social divisions, and a structure of heterogeneity upon which to construct a 
theoretical and political alternative. For Hall, the imperative is to construct 
a new social bloc of ~ifferent constituencies, through the production of a 
form of symbolic idefitification that would result in a collective will. The 
Labour Party, with -its desire to reinstate its traditionalist image-white, 
male, working class, trade union based-is not hegemonic enough, Hall 
writes. He is right; what remains unanswered is whether the rationalism and 
intentionality that propel the collective will are compatible with the language 
of symbolic image and fragmentary identification that represents, for Hall 
and for . 'hegemony' I'counter-hegemony', the fundamental political issue. 
Can there ever be hegemony enough, except in the sense that a two-thirds 
majority will elect us a socialist government? 

It is by intervening in Hall's argument that the necessities of negotiation 
are revealed. The interest of Hall's position lies in his acknowledgement, 
remarkable for the British left, that, though influential, 'material interests 
on their own have no necessary class belongingness.8 This has two significant 
effects. It enables Hall to see the agents of political change as discontinuous, 
divided subjects caught in conflicting interests and identities. Equally, at the 
historical level of a Thatcherite population, he asserts that divisive rather 
than solidary forms of identification are the rule, resulting in undecidabilities 
and aporia' of political judgement. What does a worki1?8 woman put first?; 
Which of her identities is the one that determines her political choices? The, 

8. Hall. "Blue Election." p. 33 [Bhabha's note), 
9. Difficulty, logical Impaue (a term often used in 
deconstructlve criticism to indicate the point in a 

text where Inherent contradictions render inter-, 
pretatlon undecidable). 



THE COMMITMENT TO THEORY I 2389 

answers to such questions are defined, according to Hall, in the ideological 
definition of materialist interests; a process of symbolic identification 
achieved through a political technology of imaging that hegemonically pro
duces a social bloc of the right or the left. Not only is the social bloc hetero
geneous, but, as I see it, the work of hegemony is itself the process of 
iteration and differentiation. It depends on the production of alternative or 
antagonistic images that are always produced side by side and in competition 
with each other. It is this side-by-side nature, this partial presence, ormeton
ymy of antagonism, and its effective significations, that give meaning (quite 
literally) to a politics of struggle as the struggle of identifications and the war 
of positions. It is therefore problematic to think of it as sublated into an 
image of the collective will. 

Hegemony requires iteration and alterity to be effective, to be productive 
of politicized populations: the (non-homogeneous) symbolic-social bloc 
needs to represent itself in a solidary collective will-a modern image of the 
future-if those populations are to produce a progressive government. Both 
may be necessary but they do not easily follow from each other, for in each 
case the mode of representation and its temporality are different. The con
tribution of negotiation is to display the 'in-between' of this crucial argument; 
it is not self-contradictory but significantly performs, in the process of its 
discussion, the problems of judgement and identification that inform the 
political space of its enunciation. 

For the moment, the act of negotiation will only be interrogatory. Can 
such split subjects and differentiated social movements, which display 
ambivalent and divided forms of identification, be represented in a collective 
will. that distinctively echoes Gramsci's enlightenment inheritance and its 
rationalism?! How does the language of the will accommodate the vicissi
tudes of its representation, its construction through a symbolic majority 
where the have-nots identify themselves from the position of the haves? How 
do we construct a politics based on such a displacement of affect or strategic 
elaboration (Foucault), where political positioning is ambivalently grounded 
in an acting-out of political fantasies that require repeated passages across 
the differential boundaries between one symbolic bloc and an other, and the 
positions available to each? If such is the case, then how do we fix the 
counter-image of socialist hegemony to reflect the divided will, the frag
me-nted population? If the policy of hegemony is, quite literally, unsignfjlahle 
without the metonymic representation of its agonistic and ambivalent struc
ture of articulation, then how does the collective will stabilize and unify its 
address as an agency of representation, as representative of a people? How 
do we avoid the mixing or overlap of images, the split screen, the failure to 
synchronize sound and image? Perhaps we need to change the ocular lan
guage of the image in order to talk of the social and political identifications 
or representations of a people. It is worth noting that Laclau and Mouffe 
have turned to the language of textuality and discourse, to di!ferance and 
enunciative modalities, in attempting to understand the structure of hegem
ony.l Paul Gilroy also refers to Bakhtin's theory of narrative when he 
describes the performance of black expressive cultures as an attempt to trans
form the relationship between performer and crowd 'in dialosic rituals so 

1. I owe this point to Martin Thorn lBhabha's 
note]. 

2. Laclau nnd Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist 
Strategy, chap. 3 [Bhabha's notel. 
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that spectators acquire the active role of participants in collective processes 
which are sometimes cathartic and which may symbolize or even create a 
community' (my emphasis).3 

Such negotiations between politics and theory make it impossible to think 
of the place of the theoretical as a metanarrative claiming a more total form 
of generality. Nor is it possible to claim a certain familiar epistemological 
distance between the time and place of the intellectual and the activitist, as 
Fanon suggests when he observes that 'while politicians situate their action 
in actual present-day events, men of culture take their stand in the field of 
history'. 4 It is precisely that popular binarism between theory and politics, 
whose foundational basis is a view of knowledge as totalizing generality and 
everyday life as experience, subjectivity or false consciousness,' that I have 
tried to erase. It is a distinction that even Sartre subscribes to when he 
describes the committed intellectual as the theoretician of practical knowl
edge whose deijning criterion is rationality and whose first project is to 
combat the irrationality of ideology.6 From the perspective of negotiation 
and translation, contra Fanon and Sartre, there can be no final discursive 
closure of theory. It does not foreclose on the political, even though battles 
for power-knowledge? may be won or lost to great effect. The corollary is 
that there is no first or final act of revolutionary social (or socialist) trans
formation. 

I hope it is clear that this erasure of the traditional boundary between 
theory I politics, and my resistance to the en-closure of the theoretical, 
whether it is read negatively as elitism or positively as radical supra
rationality, do not turn on the good or bad faith of the activist. agent or the 
intellectual agent provocateur. I am primarily concerned with the conceptual 
structuring of the terms-the theoretical I the political-that inform a range 
of debates around the place and time of the committed intellectual. I have 
therefore argued for a certain relation to knowledge which I think is crucial 
in structuring our sense of what the object of theory may be in the act of 
determining our spedfic political objectives. 

II 

What is at stake in the naming of critical theory as Western'? It is, obviously, 
a designation of institutional power and ideological Eurocentricity. Critical 
theory often engages with texts within the familiar traditions and conditions 
of colonial anthropology either to universalize their meaning within its own 
cultural and academic discourse, or to sharpen its internal critique of the 
Western logocentric sign, the idealist subject, or indeed the illusions and 
delusions of civil society. This is a familiar manoeuvre of theoretical knowl
edge, where, having opened up the chasm of cultural difference, a mediator 
or metaphor of otherness must be found to contain the effects of difference. 

3. P. Gilroy, There Ain', No Black in ,he Union 
Jack (London: Hutchinson, 1987), p.214 
[Bhabha's note). MIKHAIL M. 8AKHTlN (1895-
1975), Russian literary theorist and philosopher of 
lan8uage, associated with the "dialogic," 
4. F. Fanon, The Wre'ch"d of the Earth (Har
mondsworth: Penguin, 1967). p. 168 [Bhabha's 
note]. 
5. A Marxist term referring to an Individual's ten-

dency to view reality In ways congruent with the 
interests of the dominant orthodoxy rather than in 
ways that reflect his or her own class interest. 
6. J.-P. Sartre, Politics and Lllerature, [trans. J. A. 
Underwood, J. Calder) (London: Calder and 
Boyars, 1973), pp. 16-17 [Bhabha'. note). 
7. An allusion to the work of Foucault, which 
Investigates the Interrelation of political power and 
disciplines of knowledge. 
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I n order to be institutionally effective as a discipline, the knowledge of cul
tural difference must be made to foreclose on the Other; difference and 
otherness thus become the fantasy of a certain cultural space or, indeed, the 
certainty of a form of theoretical knowledge that deconstructs the episte
mological 'edge' of the \Vest. 

More significantly, the site of cultural difference can become the mere 
phantom of a dire disciplinary struggle in which it has no space or power. 
l\·lontesquieu's Turkish Despot, Barthes's Japan, Kristeva's China, Derrida's 
!\'ambikwara Indians, Lyotard's Cashinahua pagans8 are part of this strategy 
of containment where the Other text is forever the exegetical horizon of 
difference, never the active agent of articulation. The Other is cited, quoted, 
framed, illuminated, encased in the shot I reverse-shot strategy of a serial 
enlightenment. Narrative and the cultural politics of difference become the 
closed circle of interpretation. The Other loses its power to signify, to negate, 
to initiate its historic desire. to establish its own institutional and opposi
tional discourse. However impeccably the content of an 'other' culture may 
be known, however anti-ethnocentrically it is represented, it is its location 
as the closure of grand theories, the demand that, in analytic terms, it be 
always the good object of knowledge, the docile body of difference, that 
reproduces a relation of domination and is the most serious indictment of 
the institutional powers of cl'itical theory. 

There is, however, a distinction to be made between the institutional his
tory of critical theory and its conceptual potential for change and innovation. 
Althusser's critique of the temporal structure of the Hegelian-Marxist expres
sive totality, despite its functionalist limitations, opens up the possibilities 
of thinking the relations of production in a time of differential histories. 
Lacan's location of the signifier of desire, on the cusp of language and the 
law, allows the elaboration of a form of social representation that is alive to 
the ambivalent structure of subjectivity and sOciality. Foucault's archaeology 
of the emergence of modern, Western man as a problem of finitude, inex
tricable from its afterbirth, its Other, enables the linear, progressivist claims 
of the social sciences-the major imperializing discourses-to be confronted 
by their own historicist limitations. These arguments and modes of analysis 
can be dismissed as intet'nal squabbles around Hegelian causality, psychic 
I'cpresentation or sociological theory. Alternatively, they can be subjectecf to 
a translation, a transformation of value as part of the questioning of the 
project of modernity in the great, revolutionary tradition of C. L. R. James
contra Trotsky9 or Fanon, contra phenomenology and existentialist psycho
analysis. In 1952, it was Fanon who suggested that an oppositional, differ
ential reading of Lacan's Other might be more relevant for the colonial 
condition than the Marxisant' reading of the master-slave dialectic. 

It may be possible to produce such a translation or transformation if we 

H. Bhabha gives examples of cultural other. used 
hy French cultural critics and philosophers to fur
ther their own arguments: Charles-Louis de 
Sec:ondat, baron de la Br~de et de MOlltesquleu 
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Trinidadian political activist and critic of coloni
alism. 
I. Marxlsm·lnfluenced. Bhabha Is referring to 
Fanon's Black Skin, ""lite Ma./u (1952). 
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understand the tension within critical theory between its institutional con
tainment and its revisionary force. The continual reference to the horizon of 
other cultures. which I have mentioned earlier is ambivalent. It is a site of 
citation, but it is also a sign that such critical theory cannot forever sustain 
its position in the academy as the adversarial cutting edge of Western ide
alism. What is required is to demonstrate another territory of. translation, 
another testjmony of analytical argument, a different engagement in the 
politics of and around cultural domination. What this other site for theory 
might be will become clearer if we first see that many poststructuralist ideas 
are themselves opposed to Enlightenment humanism and aesthetics. They 
constitute no less than a deconstruction of the moment of the .modern, its 
legal values, its literary tastes, its philosophical and political categorical 
imperatives. Secondly, and more importantly, we must tehistoricize the 
moment of 'the emergence of the sign', or 'the question of the subject', or 
the 'discursive construction of social reality' to quote a few popular topics of 
contemporary theory. This can only happen if we relocate the referential and 
institutional demands of such theoretical work in the field of cultural differ~ 
ence-not cultural diversity. 

Such a reorientation may be found in the historical texts of the colonial 
moment in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. For at the 
same time as the question of cultural difference emerged in the colonial text, 
discourses of civility were defining the doubling moment of .the emergence 
of Western modernity. Thus the political and theoretical genealogy of 
modernity lies not only in·the origins of the.idea of civility, but in this history 
of the colonial moment. It ,is to be found in the resistance of the colonized 
populations to the Word of God and Man.,..,.....Christianity and the English 
latlguage. The transmutations and translations of indigenous traditions in 
theit"opposition to colonial authority demonstrate how the desire of the sig
nifier) the indeterminacy of intertextuality, can be deeply engaged in the 
postcolonial struggle against dominant relations of power and knowledge. In 
the following.words of the missionary master we hear, quite distinctly,. the 
oppositional voices of a culture of resistance; but we also hear the uncertain 
and threatening process of cultural transformation. I quote from A. Duffsz 

influential India and India Missions (1839): 

Come to some dcit:trine which you believe to be peculiar to Revelation; 
tell the people that they must be regenerated or born again, else they 
can never 'see God'. Before you are aware, they may go away saying, 'Oh, 
there is nothing new or strange here; our own Shastras3 tell uS the same 
thing; we know and believe that we must be born again; it is our fate to 
be so.' But what do they understand by the expression? It is that they 
are to be born again and again, in some other form, agreeably to their 
own system of transmigration or reiterated births. To avoid the appear
ance of C()Untehancing so absurd and pernicious a doctrine, you vary 
your language, and tell them that there must be a second birth-that 
they must be twice-born. Now it so happens that this, and all similar 
phraseology, is :preoccupied. The sons of a Brahman have to undergo 

2. Alexander Duff.< 1806-1818), Scottish mIssion
ary to India From the Free Chinch of Scotland. 
3. Sulra., or precept. summarizing Vedic teach-

Ings; the Vedn. are the sacred literature of Hln-
~~~ . 
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various purificatory and initiatory ceremonial rites, before they attain to 
full Brahmanhood. The last of these is the investiture with the sacred 
thread; which is followed by the communication of the Gayatri, or most 
sacred verse in the Vedas. This ceremonial constitutes, 'religiously and 
metaphorically, their second birth'; henceforward their distinctive and 
peculiar appellation is that of the twice-born, or regenerated men. Hence 
it is your improved language might only convey the impression that all 
must become perfect Brahmans, ere they can 'see God'.· (My emphasis) 

The grounds of evangelical certitude are opposed not by the simple assertion 
of an antagonistic cultural tradition. The process of translation is the opening 
up of another contentious political and cultural site at the heart of colonial 
representation. Here the word of divine authority is deeply flawed by the 
assertion of the indigenous sign, and in the very practice of domination the 
language of the master becomes hybrid-neither the one thing nor the other. 
The incalculable colonized subject-half acquiescent, half oppositional, 
always untrustworthy-produces an unresolvable problem of cultural differ
ence for the very address of colonial cultural authority. The 'subtile system 
of Hinduism', as the missionaries in the early nineteenth century called it, 
generated tremendous policy implications for the institutions of Christian 
conversion. The written authority of the Bible was challenged and together 
with it a postenlightenment notion of the 'evidence of Christianity' and its 
historical priority, which was central to evangelical colonialism. The Word 
could no longer be trusted to carry the truth when written or spoken in the 
colonial world by the European missionary. Native catechists therefore had 
to be found, who brought with them their own cuitural and political ambiv
alences and contradictions, often under great pressure from their families 
and communities. 

This revision of the history of critical theory rests, I have said, on the 
notion of cultural difference, not cultural diversity. Cultural diversity is an 
epistemological object-culture as an object of empirical knowledge
whereas cultural difference is the process of the enunciation of culture as 
'knowledgeable', authoritative, adequate to the construction of syste'ms of 
cultural identification. If cultural diversity is a category of comparative 
ethics, aesthetics or ethnology, cultural difference is a process of significa
tion through which statements of culture or on culture differentiate, dmcrim
inate and authorize the production of fields of force, reference, applicability 
and capacity. Cultural diversity is the recognition of pre-given cultural con
tents and customs; held in a time-frame of relativism, it gives rise to liberal 
notions of multiculturalism, cultural exchange or the culture of humanity. 
Cultural diversity is· also the representation of a radical rhetoric of the sep
aration of totalized cultures that live unsullied by the intertextuality of their 
historical locations, safe in the Utopianism of a mythic memory of a unique 
collective identity. Cultural diversity may even emerge as a system of the 
articulation and exchange of cultural signs in certain early structuralist 
accounts of anthropology. 

Through the concept of cultural difference I want to draw attention to the 
common ground and lost territory of contemporary critical debates. For they 

4. Hev. A. Duff, India and India Missions: Including Slretche.. of th .. Gigantic System (>/ Hinduism (Edin
burgh: John Johnslune; London: John Hunter, 1839), p. 560 [BhabhB's note]. 
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all recognize that the problem of cultural interaction emerges only at the 
significatory boundaries of cultures, where meanings and values are 
(mis)read or signs are misappropriated. Culture only emerges as a problem, 
or a problematic, at the point at which there is a loss of meaning in the 
contestation and articulation of everyday life, between classes, genders, 
races, nations. Yet the reality of the limit or limit-text of culture is rarely 
theorized outside of well-intentioned moralist polemics against prejudice and 
stereotype, or the blanket assertion of individual or institutional racism
that describe the effect rather than the structure of the problem. The need 
to think the limit of culture as a problem of the enunciation of cultural 
difference is disavowed. 

The concept of cultural difference focuses on the problem of the ambiv
alence of fuJtural authority: the attempt to dominate in the name of a cul
tural supre~acy which is itself produced only in the moment of 
differentiation: And it is the very authority of culture as a knowledge of 
referential truth which is at issue in the concept and moment of enunciation. 
The enunciative process introduces a split in the performative present of 
cultural identification; a split between the traditional culturalist demand for 
a model, a tradition, a community, a stable system of reference, and the 
necessary negation of the certitude in the articulation of miw cultural 
demands, meanings, strategies in the political present, as a practice of dom
ination, or resistance. The struggle is often between the historicist teleolog
ical or mythical time and narrative of traditionalism-of the right or the 
left-and the shifting, strategically displaced time of the articulation of a 
historical politics of negotiation which I suggested above. The time of lib
eration is, as Fanon powerfully evokes, a time of cultural uncertainty, and, 
most crUcially, of significatory or representational undecidability: 

But [native intellectuals] forget that the forms of thought and what 
[they] feed ... on, together with modern techniques of information, lan
guage and dress, 'have dialectically reorganized the people's intelligences 
and the constant principles (of national art) which acted as safeguards 
during the colonial period are now undergoing extremely radical 
changes .... [We] must join the people in that fluctuating 'movement 
which they are just giving a shape to ... which will be the signal for 
everything to be called into question ... it is to the zone of occultinsta-
bility where the people dwell that we must come. 5 (My emphases) 

The enunciation of cultural difference problematizes the binary division' of 
past and present, tradition and modernity, at the level of cultural represen
tation and its authoritative address. It is the problem of how, in signifying 
the present, something comes to be repeated, relocated and translated in the 
name of tradition, in the guise of a pastness that is not necessarily a faithful 
sign of historical memory but a strategy of representing authority in terms 
of the artifice of the archaic. That iteration negates our sense of the origins 
of the struggle. It undermines our sense of the homogenizing effects of cul
tural symbols and icons, by questioning our sense of the authority of cultural 
synthesis in general. 

This demands that we rethink our perspective on the identity of culture. 

5. Fanon, The W ... tckedoftlM Eank, pp. 182-83lBhabha'. note], 
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Here Fanon's passage-somewhat reinterpreted-may be helpful. What is 
implied by his juxtaposition of the constant national principles with his view 
of culture-as-political-struggle, which he so enigmatically and beautifully 
describes as 'the zone of occult instability where the people dwell'? These 
ideas not only help to explain the nature of colonial struggle; they also sug
gest a possible critique of the positive aesthetic and political values we 
ascdbe to the unity or totality of cultures, especially those that have known 
long and tyrannical histories of domination and misrecognition. Cultures are 
never unitary in themselves, nor simply dualistic in the relation of Self to 
Other. This is not because of some humanistic nostrum that beyond individ
L1al cultures we all belong to the human culture of mankind: nor is it because 
of an ethical relativism which suggests that in our cultural capacity to speak 
of and judge others we necessarily 'place ourselves in their position', in a 
kind of relativism of distance of which Bernard WilIiams has written at 
length.6 

The reason a cultural text or system of meaning cannot be sufficient unto 
itself is that the act of cultural enunciation-the place of utterance-is 
crossed by the difjerauce of writing. This has less to do with what anthro
pologists might describe as varying attitudes to symbolic systems within dif
ferent cultures than with the structure of symbolic representation itself
not the content of the symbol or its social function, but the structure of 
symbolization. It is this difference in the process of language that is crucial 
to the production of meaning and ensures, at the same time, that meaning 
is never simply mimetic and transparent. 

The linguistic difference that informs any cultural performance is dram
atized in the common semiotic account of the disjuncture between the sub
ject of a proposition (enonce) and the subject of enunciation, which is not 
l'epresented in the statement but which is the acknowledgement of its dis
cursive embeddedness and address, its cultural positionality, its reference to 
a present time and a specific space. The pact of interpretation is never simply 
an act of communication between the I and the You designated in the state
ment. The production of meaning requires that these two places be mobilized 
in the passage through a Third Space, which represents both the general 
conditions of language and the specific implication of the utterance in a 
performative and institutional strategy of which it cannot 'in itself' be..qon
scious. What this unconscious relation introduces is an ambivalence in the 
ftct of interpretation. The pronominal I of the proposition cannot be made 
to address-in its own words-the subject of enunciation, for this is not 
personable, but remains a spatial relation within the schemata and strategies 
of discourse. The meaning of the utterance is quite literally neither the one 
nor the other. This ambivalence is emphasized when we realize that there 
is no way that the content of the proposition will reveal the structure of 
its positionality: no way that context can be mimetically read off from the 
content. 

The implication of this enunciative split for cultural analysis that I espe
cially want to emphasize is its temporal dimension. The splitting of the sub
ject of enunciation destroys the logics of synchronicity and evolution which 
tmditionally authorize the subject of cultural knowledge. It is often taken for 

,'- O. WilHams, Ethic. mId th,' LimIt, 'if Ph HO<OI,hy (London: Fontana, 1985), chap. 9 {Bhabha's note]. 
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granted in materialist and idealist problematics that the value of culture as 
an object of study, and the value of any analytic activity that is considered 
cultural, lie in a capacity to produce a cross-referential, .generalizable unity 
that signifies a progression or evolution of ideas-in-time, as well as a critical 
self-reflection on their premisses or determinants. It would not be relevant 
to pursue the detail of this argument here except to demonstrate-via Mar
shall Sahlins's Culture and Practical Reason-the validity of my general char
acterization of the Western expectation of culture as a disciplinary practice 
of writing. I quote Sahlins at the point at which he attempts to define the 
difference of Western bourgeois culture: 

We have to do not so much with functional dominance as with struc
tural-with different structures of symbolic integration. And to this gross 
difference in design correspond differences in symbolic performance: 
between an open, expanding code, responsive by continUous permutation 
to events it has itself staged, and an apparently static one that seems to 
know not events, but only its own preconceptions. The gross distinction 
between 'hot' societies 'and 'cold', development and underdevelopment, 
societies with and without history-and so between large societies and 
small, expanding and self-contained, colonizing and colonized.7 (My 
emphases) 

The intervention of the Third Space of enunciation, which makes the struc
ture of meaning and reference an ambivalent process, destroys this mirror 
of representation in which cultural knowledge is cusiomarily revealed as an 
integrated, open, expanding code. Such lm intervention quite properly chal
lenges our sense of the historical identity of culture as a homogenizing, uni
fying force, authenticated by the originary Past, kept alive in the national 
tradition of the People. In other words, the disruptive temporality of enun
ciation displaces the narrative of the Western nation which Benedict Ander
son so perceptively describes as being written in homogeneous, serial time. 8 

It is only when we understand that all cultural statements and systems are 
constructed in this contradictory and ambivalent space of-enunciation, that 
we begin to U'nderstand why hierarchical claims to the inherent originality 
or 'purity' of cultures are untenable, even before we resort to empirical his
torical instances"that demonstrate their hybridity. Fanon's vision of revolu
tionary cultural and political change as a 'fluctuating movement' of occult 
instability could not be articulated as cultural practice without an.acknowl
edgement of this indeterminate space of the subject(s) of enunciation. It is 
that Third Space, though unrepresentable in itself, which constitutes the 
discursive conditions of enunciation that ensure that the meaning and sym
bols of culture have no primordial unity or fixity; that even the same signs 
can be appropriated, translated, rehistoricized and read anew. 

Fanon's moving "metaphor-when reinterpre~ed for a theory of cultural 
signification-enables us to see not only the necessity of theory, but also the 
restrictive notions of cultural identity with which we burden our. visions of 
political change. For Fanon, the liberatory people who initiate the productive 
instability of revolutionary cultural change are themselves the bearers of a 

7. M. SBhlins, Cull .. r .. and Pmctical Re ... .;". (Chi· 
cago: Unlvenltr. of Chicago Press, 1976), p. 211 
IBhabha's note. 

8. H. Anderson, Imagined Communities (London: 
Verso, 1983), chap. ) [BhBbhB'S note). 
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hybrid identity. They are caught in the discontinuous time of translation and 
negotiation, in the sense in which I have been attempting to recast these 
words. In the moment of Iiberatory struggle, the Algerian people destroy the 
continuities and constancies of the nationalist tradition which provided a 
safeguard against colonial cultural imposition. They are now free to negotiate 
and translate their cultural identities in a, discontinuous intertextual tem
porality of cultural difference. The native intellectual who identifies the peo
ple with the true national culture will be disappointed. The people are now 
the very principle of 'dialectical reorganization' and they construct their cul
ture from the national text translated into modern Western forms of infor
mation technology, language, dress. The changed political and historical site 
of enunciation transforms the meanings of the colonial inheritance into the 
liberatory signs of a free people of the future. 

I have been stressing a certain void or misgiving attending every assim
ilation of contraries-I have been stressing this in order to expose what 
seems to me a fantastic mythological congruence of elements .... And 
if indeed therefore any real sense is to be made of material change it 
can only occur with an acceptance of a concurrent void and with a 
willingness to descend into that void wherein, as it were, one may begin 
to come into confrontation with a spectre of invocation whose freedom 
to participate in an alien territory and wilderness has become a necessity 
for oneis reason or salvation.9 ' 

This meditation by the great Guyanese writer Wilson Harris on the void of 
misgiving in the textuality of colonial history reveals the cultural and histor
ical dimension of that Third Space of enunciations which I have made the 
precondition for the articulation of cultural difference. He sees it as accom
panying the 'assimilation of contraries' and creating that occult instability 
which presages powerful cultural changes. It is significant that the produc
tive capacities of this Third Space have a colonial or postcolonial provenance. 
For a willingness to descend into that alien territory-where I have led you
may reveal that the theoretical recognition of the split-space of enunciation 
may open the way to conceptualizing an international culture, base,d not on 
the exoticism of multiculturalism or the diversity of cultures, but on the 
inscription and articulation of culture's hy"ridity. To that end~, should 
remember that it is the 'inter'-the cutting edge of translation and negotia
tion, the in-between space-that carries the burden of the meaning of cul
ture. It makes it possible to begin envisaging national, anti-nationalist 
histories of the 'people'. And by exploring this Third Space, we may elude 
the politics of polarity and emerge as the others of our selves. 

1989 

9. W. Harris, Traditio", the "'riler, and Sociel}, (London: New Beacon, 1973), pp. 60-63 [Bhabha'. notel. 
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LENNARD J. DAVIS 
h. 1949 

A pioneer of disability studies, Lennard Davis broke theoretical ground in 1995 with 
his book Enforcing Normalcy: Disability, Deafness, and the Body, calling attention to 
an aspect of identity that until then had "been relegated to a sideshow, a freak show 
at that, far away from the academic midway of progressive ideas and concerns." The 
son of deaf parents, Davis melded personal experience and contemporary theoretical 
training to cast new light on representations of disability and on the concepts of 
normalcy that buttress those representations. ''Visualizing the Disabled Body: The 
Classical Nude and the Fragmented Torso," a chapter from Enforcing Normalcy, crit
icizes mainstream images of the ideal and the normal body, showing their dependence 
on the fragrltented and monstrous body of early childhood fantasy. 

Davis was born in the Bronx, New York, to immigrant, working-class Jewish parents. 
He attended Columbia University, where he was involved in the student rebellion in 
1968, receiving a B.A. in 1970 and a Ph.D. in 1976. He wrote his doctoral dissertation 
under the supervision of EDWARD W. SAID and also attended courses in the early 1970s 
at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes in Paris, where he studied with ROLAND 
BARTHES. Davis taught at Columbia from 1977 to 1985 and held several visiting posts 
until 1992, when he gained a professorship at Binghamton University of the State 
University of New York. In 2000 he moved to the University of Illinois at Chicago to 
become head of the English department and one of the architects of a new program, 
the first of its kind, in disability studies. Davis published his first two books on the 
history and theory of the novel, but his research interests shifted in the early 1990s 
when he became a member of CODA (Children of Deaf Adults). Thereafter he 
focused on deafness_and disability, co-founding the Modern Language Association's 
Committee on Disability Issues in the Profession and writing on these topics in aca
demic venues as well as more popular ones such as the Nation and the New York 
Times. 

Like the studies of gender, sexuality, race, and ethnicity that have become promi
nent in recent decades, disability studies focuses on identity, the way that identity 
relates to the body, and the social constructions of marginality and normality. It draws 
on a wide array of twentieth-century theoretical sources, including psychoanalysis, 
cultural studies, feminism, and especially body studies. Beginning with the work of 
MICHEL FOUCAULT, who examined the disciplining and medicalization of the body as 
a form of social control, the body has emerged as one of the central theoretical cat
egories of recent years, often replacing the concern with subjectivity that was prom
inent in the 1970s and 19805. In particular, feminist theorists such as H~LtNE CIXOUS 
and SUSAN BORDO have exposed the frequently negative body images enforced on 
women. In a different vein, DONNA HARAWAY's "Manifesto for Cyborgs" (1985; see 
above) has also inAuenced disability studies by promoting a postmodern view of the 
body as a technologically constructed "cyborg." 

Demonstrating how the body is a social construction rather than a universal con
stant, Davis-and disability studies-starts with a critique of "normalcy," which func
tions to stigmatize as abnormal those with different or limited abilities. In Enforcing 
Normalcy, he traces the history of the idea of the normal, which was born in the 
eighteenth century with eugenics and statistics, mandating that people fit within the 
limits of a "normal curve." Before that time, Davis argues, the "ideal" was the primary 
model in Western culture; this concept assumed that all bodies were less than ideal, 
and there was less stigma attached to disability. Some disability theorists trace the 
emphasis on the normal body to industrial capitalism, which required a standardized 
body for factory work and labeled the disabled body as abnormal, relegating it to 
marginal status. In our own era we have seen the rise of the "normal ideal," especially 
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in Hollywood movies. which depict ideal bodies as normal and less-than-ideal bodies 
as abnormal. 

'Visualizing the Disabled Body" analyzes the depiction of disability and normalcy 
in art, literature, and film. Beginning with a striking comparison between a famous 
Greek statue, the Venus de Milo. and a contemporary woman with disabilities, Davis 
questions our aesthetic and social preconceptions that lead us to think an armless 
statue beautiful and a living woman without arms ugly, deformed, and de-eroticized. 
He looks at the ideal body in the classical art form of the nude and considers the 
interplay between the ideal Venus and the monstrous Medusa in Greek mythology . 
. -\fter deconstructing this dichotomy, he investigates the images of disability prevalent 
in a range of works of art and literature, including Mary Shelley's novel FranTumstein 
f 1818), the photography of Diane Arbus (1923-1971) and others, and films such as 
Fmukenstein (1931) and Born o,~ tl1e Fourth of July (1989). Davis finds that the "visual 
arts have done a magnificent job of centralizing normalcy and of marginalizing 
different bodies," and hence excel at their socially coercive role of "enforcing" 
normalcy. 

Turning to psychoanalysis, Davis draws on JACQUES LACAN's notion of the pri
mordial "fragmented body" to understand the persistent creation of disabled bodies. 
The abnormal body suggests that one's coherent identity is actually a dreamlike con
struction that merely conceals the fundamentally fragmentary nature of identity. As 
Davis puts it, "wholeness is in fact a hallucination." In particular, Davis considers 
Frankenstein in terms of the fragmented, grotesque body. In an innovative reading, 
he sees the scientist's creation as representing a person with disabilities. The crea
ture is horrible because he is a composite made from disparate body parts, thereby 
Iiteralizing the notion we hold from early infancy of the primordial, fragmented 
body. 

Disability theorists like Davis aim not only at making a theoretical intervention but 
at changing community views of disability and removing its social stigma. Just as 
feminism, queer studies. and African American studies arose out of political move
ments, so disability studies is connected with a political movement, one that seeks 
greater rights for people with disabilities. Part of its goal is to redefine disabled people 
as a minority group. As Davis passionately argues, "people with disabilities have been 
an oppressed and repressed group. People with disabilities have been isolated, in car
cerated[,] ... institutionalized, and controlled to a degree probably unequal to that 
experienced by any other minority group. As fifteen percent of the population, people 
with disabilities make up the largest physical minodty within the United States." 
Construed as one among many minority groups, disabled people can demand equal 
treatment as a matter of human rights whose denial is a form of unjust discriminalWP, 

One problematic question for disability theorists is that of definition. The central 
critique launched by disability studies aims to break down the dichotomy of ab led / 
disabled and normal/abnormal. offering instead a broad conceptual continuum 
encompassing persons of varying abilities. At the same time, disability is cast as a 
specific identity defined narrowly enough that most people (e.g., the nearsighted) are 
not considered disabled. This second tactic invokes "the disabled" as a category 
designed to convey minority status and legal rights. The tension between wide and 
narrow definitions of disability mirrors a tension in other identity-based studies
whether focusing on race. ethnicity, gender, or sexuality-between deconstructing 
conventional categories that marginalize them and asserting a separate status to rem
edy losses of rights. Perhaps it reflects less a contradiction than a two-pronged strat
egy, at once aiming ideologically to dispel prejudice and pragmatically asserting the 
dghts of those injured by prejudice. In concentrating on these tasks, Davis's work 
and disability studies compellingly reconfigure concepts of identity, the body, and 
normalcy. 
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and." 'Writing Insight': Deafness and Autobiography," American Quarterly 52 (2000) . 

.cio 

Ft·am Enforcing Normal<;y: Disability, Deafness, and the" Body 

From" Visualizing the Disabled Body: The Classical Nude and the 
: . Fragmented Torso 

A human being who is first of all an invalid is all body, therein lies 
his inhumanity and his debasement. In most cases he is little better 
than a carcass~. 

-Thomas Mann, The Magic Mountain' 

... the female is as ~J were a deformed male. 
-Aristotle, Generation of Animals' 

When I begin to wish I Wete crippled-even though I am .,erfectly 
healthy-or rather that I would have been better off crippled, that 
is the first step towards hutoh. 

-Tatsumi Hijikata,' co-founder of the Japanese 
performance art I dance form huloh. 

~he has no arms or hands, altho'ugh the stump of her upper right arm eJ(~~Ilds 
just to her breast. Her left foot has" been severed, and her face is badly 
scarred, with her nose torncat·the tip, and her lower lip gouged out. Fortu
nately, her facial mutilations have been treated and are barely visible, eJ(cept 

I. The 1924 masterpiece, set in a tuberculosis 
sanatorium, by the German novelist Mann (J 875-
1955). 
2. One of the zoological works of the Greek phi
losopher (384-322 D.e.E.; see above), whose works 

set the course of Western science for centuries. 
3. Japanese dancer, teacher, and" choreographer 
(1928-1986); his style featured dancers with dls· 
torted, emaciated bodies, shaved heads, and 
white-plastered faces. 
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for minor scarring visible only up close. The big toe of her right foot has 
been cut off, and her torso is covered with scars, including a particularly 
large one between her shoulder blades, one that covers her shoulder, and 
one covering the tip of her breast where her left nipple was torn out. 

Yet she is considered one of the most beautiful female figures in the world. 
When the romantic poet Heinrich Heine saw her he called her 'Notre-Dame 
de la Beaute.'4 

He was referring to the Venus de Milo:5 

Consider too Pam Herbert, a quadriplegic with muscular dystrophy, writ
ing her memoir by pressing her tongue on a computer keyboard, who 
describes herself at twenty-eight years old: 

I weigh about 130 pounds; I'm about four feet tall. It's pretty hard to get 
an accurate measurement on me because both of my knees are perma
nently bent and my spine is curved, so 4' is an estimate. I wear size two 
tennis shoes and strong glasses; my hair is dishwater blonde and shoul
der length.6 

In this memoir, she describes her wedding night: 

We got to the room and Mark laid me down on the bed because I was 
so tired from sitting all day. Anyway, I hadn't gone to the bathroom all 
day so Mark had to catheterize me. I had been having trouble going to 
the bathroom for many years, so it was nothing new to Mark, he had 
done it lots of times before. 

It was'time for the biggest moment of my life, making love. Of course, 
I was a little nervous and scared.· Mark was very gentle with me. He 
started undressing me and kissing me. We tried making· love in the nor
mal fashion with Mark on top and me on the bottom. Well, that position 
didn't work at all, so then we tried laying on our sides coming in from 
behind. That was a little better. Anyway, we went to sleep that night a 
little discouraged because we didn't have· a very good lovemaking session. 
You would have thought that it would be great, but sometimes tqings 
don't always go the way we want them to. We didn't get the hang of 
making love for about two months. It hurt for a long time.7 

I take the liberty of bringing these two women's bodies together. BotlWtave 
disabilities. The statue is considered the ideal of Western beauty and eroti
cism, although it is armless and disfigured. The living wornan might be con
sidered by many 'normal' people to be physically repulsive, and certainly 
without erotic allure. The question I wish to ask is why does· the impairment 
of the Venus de Mill? in no way prevent 'normal' people from considering 
her beauty, while Pam Herbert's disability becomes the focal point for horror 
~~~' 

In asking this question, I am really raising a complex issue. On a social 
level, the question has to do with how people with disabilities are seen and 

4. Our Lady of Beauty (French). Heine (1797-
) 856), German Romantic poet and journalist. 
i. Famous classical statue of Aphrndite, Greek 
god,less of love (2d c. A.C.r::. copy of" 4th c. orig
inal), found on the island of Melos in 1820; it is 
now displayed in the Louvre, the national art 
museum of France. The Romans called this god-

dess Venus. 
6. In S. E. Rrowne, D. Connors, and N. Stern, 
ed •. , With t"e Power of Each Breath: A D .... bled 
Women's Anthology. (Pittsburgh: Clei. Pre •• , 
1985), p. 147 [Davis', notel. Some "fthe author's 
note. have b .. en edited, and some omitted. 
7. Ihid., p. I i5 [Davis's notel. 
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why, by and large, they are de-eroticized. If, as I mentioned earlier, disability 
is a cultural phenomenon rooted in the senses, one needs to inquire how a 
disability occupies a field of vision, of touch, of hearing; and how that dis
ruption or distress in. the sensory field translates into psycho-dynamic rep
resentations. This is more a question about the nature of the subject than 
about the qualities of the object, more about the observer than the observed. 
The 'problem' of the disabled has been put at the feet of people with disa
bilities for too long. 

Normalcy, rather than being a degree zero of existence, is more accurately 
a location.ofbio-power, as Foucault8 would use the term. The 'normal' person 
(clinging to that title) has a network of traditional ableist assumptions and 
social supports that empowers the gaze9 and interaction. The person with 
disabilities, until fairly recently, had only his or her own individual force or 
will. Classically, the encounter has been, and remains, an uneven one. Anne 
Finger describes it in strikingly visual terms by relating an imagined meeting 
between Rosa Luxemburg and Antonio Gramsci, I each of whom was a person 
with disabilities, although Rosa is given the temporary power of the abled 
gaze: 

We can measure Rosa's startled reaction as she glimpses him the mis
shapen dwarf limping towards her in a second-hand black suit so worn 
that the cuffs are frayed and the fabric is turning green with age, her 
eye immediately drawn to this disruption in the visual field; the uncon
scious flinch; the realization that she is staring at him, and the too-rapid 
turning away of the head. And then, the moment after, the 
consciousness that the quick aversion of the gaze was as much of an 
insult as the stare, so she turns her head back but tries to make her focus 
general, not a sharp gape. Comrade Rosa, would you have felt a slight 
flicker of embarrassment'? shame'? revulsion? dread? of a feeling that can 
have no name?~ 

In this encounter what is suppressed, at least in this moment, is the fact that 
Rosa Luxemburg herself is physically impaired (she walked with a limp for 
her whole life). The emphasis then shifts from the cultural norm to the 
de"iation; Luxemburg, now the gazing subject, places herself in the empow
ered position of the norm, even if that position is not warranted. 

Disability, in this and other encounters, is a disruption in the visual, audi
tory, or perceptual field as it relates to the power of the gaze. As such, the 
disruption, the rebellion of the visual, must be regulated, rationalized, con
tained. Why the modern binary-normal I abnormal-must be maintained is 
a complex question. But we can begin by accounting for the desire to split 
bodies into two immutable categories: whole and incomplete, abled and dis
abled, normal and abnormal, functional and dysfunctional. 

In the most general sense, cultures perform an act of splitting (Spaltung,3 

8. MICHEL FOUCI\ULT (1926-1984). French phI
losopher and historian of Ideas; the study of blo
power (as a political technology for manipulating 
the body) Is a major theme In his work. 
9. A term associated with the psychoanalytic the
ory of JACgUES ..... CAN (190 1-1981) and. more spe
cifically. with Lacan-Influenced film studies (e.g .• 
..... UR/\ MULVEy's 1975 "Visual Pleasure and Nar
rative Cinema," above), 
I. Italian Marxist philosopher (1891-1937; see 
above), Luxemburg (1871-1919). German Marxist 

revolutionary. 
2. Anne Finger, ·Comrade Luxemburg and Com
rade Gramscl Pass Each Other at a Co.ngress of 
the Second International In Switzerland o·n the 
10th of March, 1912," unpublished manuscript. 
1994 IDavis's note). 
3. Crack; splitting. division (German). The term Is 
used by SIOMUND FREUD (1856-1939) in discuss
Ing psychosis and fetishism. especially In ·Spllttlng 
of the Ego In the Process of Defense" (1940) and 
"Fetishism" (1927; see above); more important for 
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to use Freud's term). These violent cleavages of consciousness are as prim
itive as our thought processes can be. The young infant splits the good parent 
from the bad parent-although the parent is the same entity. When the child 
is satisfied by the parent. the parent is the good parent; when the child is 
not satisfied, the parent is bad. As a child grows out of the earliest phases of 
infancy. she learns to combine those split images into a single parent who is 
sometimes good and sometimes not. The residue of Spaltung remains in our 
inner life, personal and collective, to produce monsters and evil stepmothers 
as well as noble princes and fairy godmothers. 

In this same primitive vein. culture tends to split bodies into good and bad 
parts. Some cultural norms are considered good and others bad. Everyone is 
familiar with the 'bad' body: too short or taU, too fat or thin, not masculine 
or feminine enough. not enough or too much hair on the head or other parts 
of the body, penis or breasts too small or (excepting the penis) too big. Fur
thermore, each indhidual assigns good and bad labels to body parts-good: 
hair, face, lips, eyes. hands; bad: sexual organs, excretory organs, underarms. 

The psychological explanation may provide a reason why it is imperative 
for society at large to engage in Spaltung. The divisions whole I incomplete. 
able I disabled neatly cover up the frightening writing on the wan that 
reminds the hallucinated whole being that its wholeness is in fact a hallu
cination, a developmental fiction. Spaltung creates the absolute categories 
of ab led and disabled. with concomitant defenses against the repressed frag
mented body. 

But a psychological explanation alone is finally insufficient. Historical 
specificity makes us understand that disability is a social process with an 
origin. So, why certain disabilities are labeled negatively while others have a 
less negative connotation is a question tied to complex social forces (some 
of which I have tried to layout in earlier chapters). It is fair to say, in general. 
that disabilities would be most dysfunctional in postindustrial countries. 
where the ability to perambulate or manipulate is so concretely tied to pro
ductivity, which in itself is tied to production. The body of the average worker 
as we have seen, becomes the new measure of man and woman. Michael 
Oliver. citing Ryan and Thomas (1980), notes: 

With the rise of the factory ... [during industrialization] many more 
disabled people were excluded from the production process for~he 
speed of factory work. the enforced discipline, the time-keeping and 
production norms-all these were a highly unfavorable change from the 
slower, more self-determined and flexible methods of work into which 
many handicapped people had been integrated.'4 

Both industrial production and the concomitant standardization of the 
human body have had a profound impact on how we split up bodies. 

\Ve tend to group impairments into the categories either of 'disabling' 
(bad) or just 'limiting' (good). For example, wearing a hearing aid is seen as 
much more disabling than wearing glasses, although both serve to amplify a 
deficient sense. But loss of hearing is associated with aging in a way that 

th., point made here, Lacan makes the concept 
fundamental to subjectivity itself. Other psycho
,mal)·.to who developed Freud's notion of Spaltung 
ill the directions suggested by Davis include 
~'I<-lal1ie KJein (the child's splitting of objects) and 
Bruno l3ettelheim (the link het",e .. n the split and 

fairy tales). 
4. J. Ryall and F. Thomas, The PolWcs of Mental 
Handtcap (Harmond.worth: Pen~uln, 1980), ctd. 
in Mlch.d Oliver, The Politics of Disable ..... "t: A 
Sociological Approach (New York: St. Martin's, 
1990). p. 27 [Davis'. note). 
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nearsightedness is not. Breast removal is seen as an impairment of femininity 
and sexuality, whereas the removal of a foreskin is not seen as a diminution 
of masculinity. The coding of body parts and the importance attached to 
their selective function or dysfunction is part of a much larger system of 
signs and meanings in society, and is constructed as such. 

'Splitting' may help us to understand one way in which disability is seen 
as part of a system in which value is attributed to body parts. The disabling 
of the body part or function is then part of a removal of value. The gradations 
of value are socially determined, but what is striking is the way that rather 
than being incremental or graduated, the assignment of the term 'disabled,' 
and the consequent devaluation are total. That is, the ·concept of disabled 
seems to be an absolute rather than a gradient one. One is either disabled 
or not. V~lue is tied to the ability to earn money. If one's body is productive, 
it is not disabled. People with disabilities continue to earn less than 'normal' 
people and, even after the passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act, 
69 percent of Americans with disabilities were unemployed.' Women and 
men with disabilities are seen as less attractive, less able to marry and be 
involved in domestic production. 

The ideology of the assigning of value to the body goes back to preindus
trial times. Myths of beauty and ugliness have laid the foundations for nor
malcy. In particular, the Venus myth is one that is dialectically linked to 
another. This embodiment of beauty and desire is tied to the story of the 
embodiment of ugliness and repulsion. So the appropriate mythological char
acter to compare the armless Venus with is Medusa.6 Medusa was once a 
beautiful sea goddess who, because she had sexual intercourse with Poseidon 
at one of Athene's temples, was turned by Athene into a winged monster 
with glaring eyes, huge teeth, protruding tongue, brazen claws, and writhing 
snakes for hair. Her hideous appearance has the power to turn people into 
stone, and Athene eventually completes her revenge by having Perseus kill 
Medusa. He finds Medl:lsa by stealing the one eye and one tooth shared by 
the Graiae until they agree to help him. Perseus then kills Medusa by decap
itating her while looking into his brightly polished shield, which neutralizes 
the power of her appearance; he then puts her head into a magic wallet that 
shields onlookers from its effects. When Athene receives the booty, she uses 
Medusa's head and skin to fashion her own shield. 

In the Venus tradition, Medusa is a poignant double. She is the necessary 
counter in the dialectic of beauty and ugliness, desire and repulsion, whole
ness and fragmentation. Medusa is the disabled woman to Venus's perfect 
body. The story is a kind of allegory of a 'normal' person's intersection with 
the disabled body. This intersection is marked by the power of the visual. 
The 'normal' person sees the disabled person and is turned to stone, in some 

5. New York Times, October 27, 1994, A22 
[Davls's note]. The Americans with DlsabilitiesAct 
was passed In 1990. 
6. The pairing of beauty with ugliness Is further 
carried out In Venus's marriage to Vulcan, who Is 
himself both ugly and disabled by his lameness. 
Lameness tends also be associated in an ableist 
way with Impotence-as It Is, for example, in W. 
Somerset Maugham's [1915 novel] Of H ....... n 
Bondage [Davis's note]. Davis gives one version of 
the myth. In most accounts, Medusa is one of 

three monstrous sisters, the Gorgons; because she 
is the only mortal among them, the hero Perseus 
(the son ofZeus and Danal!) I. able to kill her, once 
he has· obtained supernatural aids-winged san
dal. and the wallet Into which he could put 
Medusa'. head-with the unwilling help of the 
Graiae, the Gorgons' sisters. Poseldon Is the Greek 
god ofthe sea; Athene (Athena), the Greekgoddes. 
of war, the arts and crafts, and wtsdom. Vulean is 
an Italian fire-god, Identified with the Greek 
Hephaestus, god of fire and especially the forge. 
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sense, by the visual interaction. In this moment, the normal person suddenly 
feels self-conscious, rigid, unable to look but equally drawn to look. The 
visual field becomes problematic. dangerous, treacherous. The disability 
becomes a power derived from its otherness, its monstrosity, in the eyes of 
the 'normal' person. The disability must be decapitated and then contained 
in a variety of magic wallets. Rationality, for which Athene stands, is one of 
the devices for containing. controlling, and reforming the disabled body so 
that it no longer has the powel' to terrorize. And the issue of mutilation comes 
up as well because the disabled body is always the reminder of the whole 
body about to come apart at the seams. It provides a vision of, a caution 
ahout, the body as a construct held together willfully, always threatening to 
hecome its individual parts-cells, organs, limbs, perceptions-like the frag
mented, shared eye and tooth that Perseus ransoms back to the Graiae. 

In order to understand better how normalcy is bred into ways of viewing 
the body, it might be productive to think about the body as it appears in art, 
photography, and the othel' visual media. There has been a powerful tradition 
in \Vestern art of representing the body in a way that serves to solidify, rather 
early on in history, a prefelTed mode of envisioning the body. This tradition, 
identified by Kenneth Clark, has been most clearly articulated in the 'nude.' 
The nude, as Clark makes clear, is not a literal depiction of the human body 
but rather a set of conventions about the body: 'the nude is not the subject 
of art, but a form of art.' Or, as he says, the nude is 'the body re-formed.'7 If 
that is the case, then the nude is really part of the development of a set of 
idealized conventions about the way the body is supposed to look. 

\Vhile some nudes may be male, when people talk about 'the nude' they 
most often mean the female nude. Lynda Nead, in a feminist correction of 
Clark, points out that 'more than any other subject, the female nude con
notes "Art." 'R And in that tradition, the Venus becomes the vortex for think
ing about the female body. The Venus is, rather than a subject, a masculine 
way of fashioning the female body, or of remaking it into a conceptual whole. 

I emphasize the word 'whole,' because the irony of the Venus tradition is 
that virtually no Venuses have been preserved intact from antiquity. Indeed, 
one of the reasons for the popularity of the Venus de Milo was that from the 
time it was discovered in 1820 until 1893 when Furtwangler's9 scholarship 
l'l~vealed otherwise, the statue was, according to Clark, 'believed to bt; an 
ol'iginal of the fifth century and the only free-standing figure of a woman 
that had come down from the great period with the advantage of a head." 

The mutilation of the statues is made more ironic by the fact that their 
headless and armless state is usually overlooked by art historians-barely 
referred to at all by Clm'k, for example, in the entirety of his book. The art 
historian does not see the absence and so fills the absence with a presence. 
This compensation leads us to understand that in the discourse of the nude, 
olle is dealing not simply with art history but with the reception of disability, 
the way that the 'normal' observer compensates or defends against the'pres
ence of difference. This is a 'way of seeing' not often discussed in art criti-

-. I<enneth Clark, The Nllde: '\ Stll'/)- h, [,1<,..,1 
Fur", (New York: Pantheon, 19(,4): pp. 5, 3 
! navis', note1. Clark (190.~-19,.3,. Enllli.h art his-
1(lrii.ln. 
:--. Lyndll Nead~ The FeJt"tle N,hil·: /\rf. ()/1!;('eJ'Iit)" 

0>,,1 Sex .... ,liry (London: Routledge, 1992), p. i 
[Davis's note). 
9. Adolf Furtwllngler (1853-1907), German clas
sical archaeologist. 
I. Cl ark, The Nude, p. 89 [Davi.'. nOle]. 
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cism. Of course, one can consider that art historians are really just making 
the best of a bad situation, but it is possible to make a number of further 
observations. 

First of all, the headlessness and armlessness ofVenuses link them, struc
turally, with the Medusa tradition. Many of these Venuses have in effect 
been decapitated. There seems to be a reciprocal relationship between the 
decapitations of Medusa in myth and of Venus in reality. It seems that the 
Venus is really only made possible in coordination with the Medusa-that 
Aphrodite can romp because Medusa can kill. So it is a fitting dialectic that 
Medusa's beheading is contained within every broken Venus. The speech
lessness of the art historian about the mutilation of his objects of beauty and 
desire is the effect of his metaphoric transformation to stone. This lapsus2 

in speecn is really an avoidance, a wish to avoid the castrating, terrifying 
vision of Medusa-the disabled, the monster, who is also the disabler. In a 
larger sense, as Nead suggests, all visions of the female nude, particularly in 
the Venus tradition, are attempts by male artists and critics to gird them
selves against the irrationality and chaos of the body-particularly the female 
body: 

It begins to speak of a deep-seated fear and disgust of the female body 
and of femininity within patriarchal culture and of a construction of 
masculinity around the related fear of the contamination and dissolution 
of the male ego. 3 

In thinking about disability, one can extend this argument and say that the 
fear of the unwhole body, of the altered body, is kept at bay by depictions of 
whole, systematized bodies-the nudes of Western art. The unwhole body 
is the unholy body. Or as Kaja Silverman points out4 about images of the 
body in film, society creates a 'protective "Shield' that insulates it against the 
possibility of mutilation, fragmentation, castration. 

Indeed, the systematization of the body by artist and critic suggests a 
linearity, a regularity, a completeness that belie the fragmentary, explosive 
way the body is constitutively experienced. Clark exemplifies this systematic 
approach in discussing the Esquiline Venus of the fifth century, the first 
embodiment of these conventions. 

But she is solidly desirable, compact, proportionate; and, in fact, her 
proportions have been calculated on a simple mathematical scale. The 
unit of measurement is her head. She is seven heads tall; there is the 
length of one head between her breasts, one from breast to navel, and 
one from the navel to the division of the legs ... fundamentally this is 
the architecture of the body that will control the observations of classi
cally minded artists till the end of the nineteenth century.' 

The amnesia of art historians to the subject of mutilation and decapitation 
(the Esquiline Venus has no head) is not accidental. The most we get from 

2. A falling, slip (Latin); slips of the tongue are 
discussed by Freud In The Psychopallwlogy of 
Everyday Life (1901). 
3. Nead. The Female Nude, pp. 17-i 8 [Davis's 
note]. 

4. KaJa Silverman, "Historical Trauma and Male 
Subjectivity," In Psychoanalysis and Cinema, ed. E. 
Ann Kaplan (New York: Roudedge, 1990), p. 14 
[Davls's note). . 
5. Clark, The Nude, p. 75 [Davls's note). 
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Clark in his entire book is one wistful mention of a Greco-Roman depiction 
of the three graces as 'a relief in the Louvre, headless, alas.'6 The 'alas' speaks 
volumes. This amnesia, this looking away from incompleteness, an averting 
of the attention, a sigh, is the tip of a defensive mechanism that allows the 
art historian still to see the statue as an object of desire. So the critic's aim 
is to restore the damage, bring back the limbs, through an act of imagina
tion.' This phenomenon is not unlike the experience of 'phantom limb,' the 
paradoxical effect that amputees e:\.perience of sensing their missing limb. 
In the case of the art historian. the statue is seen as complete with phantom 
limbs and head. The art historian does not see the lack, the presence of an 
impairment. but rather mentally reforms the outline of the Venus so that the 
historian can retuI'n the damaged woman in stone to a pristine origin of 
wholeness. His is an act of reformation of the visual field, a sanitizing of the 
disruption in perception. 

This is the same act of imagination, or one might say control, that bans 
from the nude the representation of normal biological processes. For exam
ple, there are no pl-egnant Venuses, there are no paintings of Venuses who 
are menstruating, micturating, defecating-lactating and lacrimating8 being 
the only recognized activities of idealized women. There are no old Venuses 
(with the exception of a Diana by Rembrandt9 ). One might think of a preg
nant Venus as a temporarily disabled woman, and as such banned from the 
reconstruction of the body we call 'the nude.' Clark distingUishes between 
prehistoric fertility goddesses. like the WilIenc::lorf Venus,· images of fertility 
and pregnancy, and the differently ideal Grecian versions which are never 
pregnant. As Nead notes. 'Clark alludes to this image of the female body [the 
\Villendorf Venus} as undisciplined, out of control; it is excluded from the 
proper concerns of art in favor of the smooth, uninterrupted line of the 
Cycladic [Greek] figure." As artists and art historians shun the fluids and 
changes in shape that aloe incompatible with the process of forming the 'reg
ular' body. the evidentiary record of mutilated Venuses must be repressed by 
a similar process. 

A cautionary wOl-d must be said on the decapitated and armless Venuses. 
\Vhile it is true that male statues equally are truncated, the incompleteness 
of the female statues suggests another obvious point that has been repressed 
for so long-violence. Did all these statues lose their arms and heas.l~ by 
sheer accident. were the structurally fragile head and limbs more liGly to 
deteriorate than the torso, were there random acts of vandalism, or was a 
particular kind of symbolic brutality committed on these stone women? Did 

6. Ibid .• p. 91 [Davis's .,()t~l. Th" Grac"s: daugh
te)"s of Zeu5, they personifi.ed b(·"llIty and !trace, and 
Wl""C the constant attcndClllt5 of Aphrodite / 
V("nus. 
-:--. This phenomenon correspunds lo the fUmgoer's 
experience of watching stories of disability. A. 
Martin Norden points out. when disability is 
depicted in film. there Is a strong tendency to era.e 
ur fix the "problem" by the end of th .. mm (Ci>.ema 
of Isolation: A History of P"~'sic"l Di,"bilily in the 
MOl,ie. [New Brunswick. N.}.: Rutgers University 
Press. 1994), pp. 59ff.). For instance, no one 
recalls that Luke Skywalker In St", Wars [71.e 
Empi"e Slrike. Back. 1980] los' his lower arm in a 

battle with hi. father. Darth Vader. At the end of 
the film, 11 techno-inten.lve pro.thesi. is fitted on 
his .tump. and for the sequels he acts as ifhis hand 
had grown back. No short-circuits or balky fingers 
are ever a problem in the sequels [Davls·. note). 
8. Weeping. 
9. Rembrandt van Rijn (1606-1669). Dutch 
pilinter. Diana: a Roman goddess identified with 
the Greek Artemis. goddess of the hunt. 
1. A 4" limestone statue of a woman (CII. 25,000 
B.e.E.). found near the Austrian town of Willen
dorf in 1903. 
2. Need, The Female Nude. p. 19 [Davls's notel. 
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vandals, warriors, and adolescent males amuse themselves by committing 
focused acts of violence, of sexual bravado and mockery on these embodi
ments of desire'? An armless woman is a symbol of sexual allure without the 
ability to resist, a headless nude captures a certain kind of male fantasy of 
submission without the complication of the individuality and the authority 
granted by a face, even an idealized one. We do not know and will probably 
never know what happened to these statues, although the destruction of the 
Parthenon~ figures has been documented as done by occupying soldiers. The 
point is that the violence against the body, the acts of hacking, mutilation 
and so on, have to be put in the context we have been discussing. An act of 
violence against a female statue is constitutively different from that against 
a male statue-and these are acts that can be placed in a range of terrorist 
acts against women during war. Such acts create disabled people, and so, in 
a sense, these yenuses are the disabled women of art. To forget that is again 
to commit acts of omission of a rather damning nature. 

Of course, a statue is not a person. But as representations of women, the 
Venus statues carry a powerful cultural signification. The reaction to such 
statues, both by critics and other viewers, tells much about the way in which 
we consider the body both as a whole and as incomplete. One point to note 
is that the art historian, like Clark, tends to perform a complex double act. 
On the one hand, the critic sees the incomplete statue as whole, imagines 
the phantom limbs in order to defend against incompleteness, castration, 
the chaotic or 'grotesque body,' as Peter Stallybrass and Allon White have, 
using Bakhtinian terminology, called it.4 On the other hand (if indeed our 
standard is two hands), the critic and the artist are constantly faced with the 
fragmentary nature of the body, analyzing parts, facing the gaze of the miss
ing part that must be argued into existence. 

The model for the fragmentary nature of the nude is best illustrated by 
the famous story of Zeuxis, as told by Pliny.5 When Zeuxis painted his version 
of Aphrodite, he co~structed her from the parts of five beautiful young 
women of his town of Kroton. His vision of the wholeness of Aphrodite was 
really an assemblage of unrelated parts. Likewise, the critic in regarding the 
whole nude must always be speaking of parts: 'their torsos have grown so 
long that the distance from the breasts to the division of the legs is three 
units instead of two, the pelvis is wide, the thighs are absurdly short.'6 The 
whole can only be known by the sum of its parts-even when those parts are 
missing. John Barrell has detailed the reactions of eighteenth-century men 
to the Venus dei Medici, and noted how they tended to examine every detail 
of the statue.7 Edward Wright, for example, tells observers to 'strictly examine 
every part' and a typical account read thus: 

3. The chief temple to Athena, built (447-432 
B.t:.E.) on Athens' Acropolis; the Acropolis was 
sei7.ed by the Turks in 1458, and during a Venetian 
bombardment in 1687 the explosion of R powder 
magazine In the templl' destroyed the center of the 
building. Many sculptures decorated the structure. 
4. See Peter Stallybrass and Allon White. The Pol
itics QnJ Poetics afTransgressiun (Chicago: Univer· 
olty of Chicago Press, 1987) [Davi.'. notel. The 
Russian theorist MIKHAIL RAKHTlN (1895"';1975) 
discusses the "carnivalesque" and the "grotesque 
body" in Rabelais and Hi.. World (1965). 

5. Pliny the Elder (23/4-79 e.E.), Roman histo
rian and scientific encyclopedist; he gave this 
account of the Greek painter Zeuxls (active in Ath· 
ens ca. 400 D.e.E.) In his Natural History 35.36. 
6. Clark, The Nude, p. 91 [Davls's notel. 
7. John Barrell," 'The Dangerous Goddess': Mas
culinity, Prestige, and the Aesthetic in Early Eigh· 
teenth-Century Britain," Cullural Crilique 12 
(1989): 101-31 [Davls's notel. Venus de' Medic!: 
a Roman copy (1st c. B.e.E.) of a Greek original 
(4th c. D.e.E.), discovered In Rome In the 16th cen
tury (now In the Uffizl, Florence). 
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One might very well insist on the beauty of the breasts .... They are 
small. distinct, Hnd delicate to the highest degree; with an idea of soft
ness .... And yet with all that softness, they have a firmness too .... 
From her breasts. her shape begins to diminish gradually down to her 
waist; ... Het' legs are neat and slender; the small of them is finely 
rounded; and her feet are little, white, and pretty." 

:\nother carped: 

The head is something too little for the Body, especially for the Hips and 
Thighs; the Fin~en; e:xcessively long and taper, and no match for the 
Knuckles, except for the little Finger of the Right-Hand." 

These analyses perfonn a juggling act between the fragmentation of the body 
and its reunification into an hallucinated erotic whole.' In imagining the 
bJ"Oken statues, tilt:' c.-itic must mentally replace the arms and the head, then 
criticize any other \"(.·storation. as does Clark in attacking the reconstruction 
of the Venus of Aries: 'the sculptor Girardon2 ••• not only added the arms 
and changed the angle of the head, but smoothed down the whole body. 
since the King was offt.·nded by the sight of ribs and muscles.'·~ The point 
here is that the attempt of the critic to keep the body in some systematic 
whole is really based on Cl repression of the fragmentary nature of the body. 

One might also want to recall that for the Greeks these statues, while 
certainly works of art. were also to be venerated, since they were represen
tations of deities. For the Greeks. Aphrodite was not a myth; she was a 
goddess whose domain was desire. It somehow seems appropriate that the 
ritualistic or reverential attitude toward these statues, pointed out by Waltet' 
Benjamin,4 indeed theh' very appearance in stone (which Page duBois sees 
as a cultic representation of the bones of the female spirits'), has been repro
duced in the attitude of that most secular of "",,orshippers, the art critic. For 
the Venus has a douhle function: she is both a physical and a spiritual incar
nation of desire. In that double sense, the critic must emphasize her spiritual 
l':xistence by going beyond her physical incarnation in fallible stone, and her 
mutilations, to the essential body. the body of Desire, the body of the Other. 

\Ve can put this paradox in Lacanian terms. For Lacan, the most primitive, 
the earliest experience of the body is actually of the fragmented body-+c()rps 
IImrcele)." The infant l'''periences his or her body as separate parts or pieces, 
as 'turbulent movements.' For the infant. rather than a whole. the body is 
all assemblage of arms, legs, sUl'faces. These representations / images of frag-

~. CLef. in ibid., p. 127 ll>o\vis'~ l1C1tt'j. 
". Ihid. [Davl" note]. 
J. Tht.! Medici Venus had ht,tOn rc.'con~trl1ctcd, so 
du' J 8th,century men did not ha,'" to f"ct' th .. 
inf.:ol11pletencs!'i of their l'f(Hk idt".d iDavis\ noteJ. 
.. !. Fral1~"is Girardol1 (1618-17 J :; I, ['",nch «'ulp' 
I()I". Vt'nus uf Arlc!ii: a Ruman l'Opy of H. GrcC'k orig
inal ("H. ~t;O-~40 n.c.E.) hy Pn"xj{('les (no\-\' in the 
I,OU\Tl'). 

.~. Clark, TIlt! Ntule. p. Si {D .. 'vi ...... notej . 
.. L Sl'l' HThe W(u'k or A .. t in t hl" '\~l' of MC<.:i1anici;ll 
Heprodllctiontt (] 936) rn,lVis's nUh.-I. flEN,lAMIN 

I ~l)1- J 940), Cerman thl'{lrbt ,1I1d. Clc:·stht:.·ticialli 

for this t.'ssay, see above. 
5. Se" Page duBois. SOW;"R tI,e Bad}·: (>s),<.·/"" 
analysiS crnd Ancient Representatiotr..4i of "'oUlen 
(Chicago: University of ChicRllo Pre«. 1981'<) 
[Davis's notel. 
6. The ll"rm ('orps morcell is u bit 1110rc Vivid than 
IffrOMmentcd body," the now-stnndard tran!'liltitJIl 
nf the t .. rln into English. MtJrceler is defin('d ns "tn 
divide up Into piecE's." It Inore actively cnrric..'s lhl..~ 
concept of chopping. cutting, or hackil1!!. Thus th,' 
corps mm'celi .night more accurately ht.~ c..~.aIlE'd Iltht" 
cut-up body'" However, I will retain the stundnrc..1 
u!I;age, for the ~nkt" of uniforlllit)' [Dnvis's noll'J. 
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mented body parts Lacan calls imagos because they are 'constituted for the 
"instincts" themselves.' 

Among these imagos are some that represent the elective vectors of 
aggressive intentions, which they provide with an efficacity that might 
be called magical. These are the images of castration, mutilation, dis
memberment, dislocation, evisceration, devouring, bursting open of the 
body, in short, the imagos that I have grouped together under the appar
ently structural term of imagos of tIle fragmented hody.7 

The process that builds a self involves the enforced unifying of these frag
ments through the hallucination of a whole body, 'a Gestalt, that is to say, 
in an exteriority,' as Lacan has pointed out. The process 'extends from a 
fragmentep body-image to a form of its totality ... and, lastly, to the assump
tion of the armour of an alienating identity.'8 When the child points to an 
image in the mirror-at that stage Lacan calls 'the mirror phase'-the child 
recognizes (actually misrecognizes) that unified image as his or her self. That 
identification is really the donning of an identity, an 'armor' against the cha
otic or fragmentary body. 

In this sense, the disabled body is a direct imago of the repressed frag
mented body. The disabled body causes a kind of hallucination of the mirror 
phase gone wrong. The subject looks at the disabled body and has a moment 
of cognitive dissonance, or should we say a moment of cognitive resonance 
with the earlier state of fragmentation. Rather than seeing the whole body 
in the mirror, the subject sees the repressed fragmented body; rather than 
seeing the object of desire, as controlled by the Other, the subject sees the 
true self of the fragmented body. For Lacan, because the child first saw its 
body as a 'collection of discrete part-objects, adults can never perceive their 
bodies in a complete fashion in later Iife.'9 This repressed truth of self
perception revolves around a prohibited central, specular moment-of see
ing the disabled body-in which the 'normal' person views the Medusa 
image, in which the' Venus-nude cannot be sustained as a viable armor. In 
Lacanian terms, the moil is threatened with a breaking-up, literally, of its 
structure, is threatened with a reminder of its incompleteness. In a specular, 
face-to-face moment, the ego is involved in what J. B. 'Pontalis calls 'death 
work,' which involves the 'fundamental process of unbinding [of the ego], of 
fragmentation, of breaking up, of separation, of bursting.'2 Thus the specular 
moment between the armored, unified self and its repressed double-the 
fragmented body-is characterized by a kind of death-work, repetition com
pulsion in which the unified self continuously sees itself undone-castrated, 
mutilated, perforated, made partial. In this context, it is worth noting that 
the Venus tradition involves castration at its very origin. Aphrodite is said to 
have been born from the foam of Uranus's genitals which Cronus threw into 
the sea after castrating his father. 3 The dynamic is clear. Male mutilation is 

7. Lacan, liThe Mirror Stage" [see above], in 
Ifcrits: A S"uction. tran.. A1an Sherldan (New 
York: Norton. 1977), pp. 2, 11 [Davis's note). 
8. Lacan, ''The Mirror Stage," pp. 2, 4 [Davis's 
notel. 
9. Ellle Ragland-Sulllvan, J"Ctfues LAcan and eM 
Phi/os.",I.)' of Psyclaoanalysis (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, 1987), p. 21 [Davis's notel. 

1. Me (French), a Lac:anlan term for the self. 
2, Ctd. In Ragland-Sullivan. Jacq .. es LAcan, p. 70 
[Davis's note). PontaUs (b. 1924), French psycho
analyst. 
3. Robert Graves, The G,....,k M)'ths (New York: 
Penguin, 1957), p. 49 [Davis's note]. Uranus (Ut
erally "Sky" In Greek), the first ruler of the world, 
was born from Gaia (Earth); Cronus was the youn-
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mitigated by the creation of the desirable female body. The disabled body is 
corrected by the wholeness of the constructed body of the nude. But, as has 
been noted, the emphasis on wholeness never entirely erases the foundation 
of the Venus tradition in the idea of mutilation, fragmented bodies, decap
itation, amputation. 

If we follow these terms. the disabled Venus serves as an unwanted 
reminder that the 'rear body, the 'normal body,' the observer's body, is in 
fact always ah'eady a 'fragmented body.' The linking together of all the dis
parate bodily sensations and locations is an act of will, a hallucination that 
always threatens to fall apart. The mutilated Venus and the disabled person, 
particularly the disabled person who is missing limbs or body parts, will 
become in fantasy visual echoes of the primal fragmented body-a signifier 
of castration and lack of wholeness. Missing senses, blindness, deafness, 
aphasia, in that sense ... "ill point to missing bodily parts or functions. The 
art historian in essence dons or retains the armor of identity, needs the armor 
as does Perseus who must see 1\1edusa through the polished shield. The art 
historian's defense is that mirror-like shield that conjures wholeness through 
a misrecognition linking the parts into a whole. 

\Vhat this analysis tells us is that the 'disabled body' belongs to no one. 
just as the normal body. or even the 'phallus' belongs to no one. Even a 
pet'son who is missing a limb. or is physically 'different,' still has to put on, 
assume, the disabled body and identify with it.4 The disabled body, far from 
being the body of some small gl'OUp of 'victims.' is an entity from the earliest 
of childhood instincts. a body that is common to all humans, as Lacan would 
have it. The 'normal' body is actually the body we develop later. It is in effect 
a Gestalt-and therefore in the realm of what Lacan calls the Imaginary. 
The realm of the 'Rear in Lacanian terms is where the fragmented body is 
found because it is the body that precedes the ruse of identity and wholeness. 
Artists often paint this vision, and it often appears in dreams 'in the form of 
disjointed limbs. or of those organs represented in exoscopy ... the very 
same that the visionary Hieronymus Bosch has fixed for all time.'5 

In understanding this point, we can perhaps see how the issue of disability 
transcends the rather narrow category to which it has been confined. Just 
>IS. I claim, we readers are all deaf, participating in a deafened moment, 
likewise, we all-first and foremost-have fragmented bodies. It is in tCQCing 
nul' tactical and self-constructing (deluding) journeys away from that origi
nary self that we come to conceive and construct that phantom goddess of 
wholeness, normalcv. and unity-the nude, 

One might even add that the'element of repulsion and fear associated with 
f"agmentation and disability may in fact come from the very act of repressing 

gest of their children (and was himself overthrown 
bv Zeus). 4: Irving Kenneth Zola pointed Ollt that people 
'''ith disabilities are mostly born into unormal"fam
ili" •. Thus they are socialized into an ablelst cul
ture and have to adopt their disabled identity. "We 
think of ounelves in the shAdows of th~ external 
\\'orld. The very vocabulary we use to de~cribe aurA 
selves is borrowed fronl the 5ociety. We are de
runned. dis·eased, dis-abled. dis-ordered • 
•. I'-Ilnnnal, and most tellinJl or all an in-valid" 

("Communication Barriers between 'the Able· 
Bodied' and 'the Handicapped,' " In Psychological 
and Soclall"'p<lct of Physical Disability, ed. Robert 
P. Marlndli and Arthur E. Dell Orto [New York 
Springer, 1984), p. 144) [Davls's note). 
5. Lacan. "The Mirror Stage," p. 4 [Davis's note]. 
"Exoscopy": a view from the outside. Bosch (ca. 
1460-15 J 6), Dutch painter whose best,known 
works feature grotesque figures that sometimes 
combine human, animal, vegetable. and Inanlmat .. 
parts. 
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the primal fragmentariness of the body. As Freud wrote, 'the uncanny is in 
reality nothing new or foreign, but something familiar and old-established in 
the mind that has been estranged only [in] the process of repression.'6 The 
feelings of repulsion associated with the uncanny, das Unheimlich, the unfa
miliar, are not unlike the emotions of the 'normal' when they are visualizing 
the disabled. The key to the idea of the uncanny is in its relation to the 
normal. Heimlich is a word associated with the home, with familiarity-and 
with the comfortable predictability of the home. The disabled body is seen 
as unheimlich because it is the familiar gone wrong. Disability is seen as 
something that does not belong at home, not to be associated with the home. 
Freud notes that the terror or repulsion of the uncanny is ambivalent, is 
found precisely in its relation to and yet deviance from the familiar. That the 
uncanny can,be related to disability is made clear when Freud cites specifi
cally 'dismembered· limbs, a severed head, a hand cut off at the wrist' as 
unheimlich. 7 What is uncanny about dismemberment seems to be the famil
iarity of the body part that is then made unheimlich by its severing. As Freud 
wrote, 'the unheimlich is what was once heimisch, homelike, familiar; the 
prefix "un" is the token of repression.'" 

But in this equation I think Freud is actually missing the earlier repression 
of the inherently fragmentary nature of the original body imago. The homey
ness of the body, its familiarity as whole, complete, contained, is based on a 
dynamic act of repression. Freud is assuming that the whole body is an a 
priori given, as he had done with the concept of the ego. But as Lacan has 
shown more than adequately, the ego is a multifaceted structure to be under
stood in its philosophical complexity. Likewise the ground of the body, its 
materiality given by Freud, needs a re-analysis. The route of disability studies 
allows for this revisioning. In this process, the heimisch body becomes the 
unheimlich body, and the fragment, the disabled parts, can be seen as the 
originary, familiar, body made unfamiliar by repression. Dominant culture 
has an investment ill: seeing the disabled, therefore, as uncanny, as some
thing found outside the home, unfamiliar, while in fact where is the disabled 
body found if not at home'? 

I have been concentrating on the physical body, but it is worth considering 
for a moment the issue of madness. While mental illness is by definition not 
related to the intactness of the body, nevertheless, it shows up as a disruption 
in the visual field. We 'see' that someone is insane by her physical behavior, 
communication, and so on. Yet the fear is that the mind is fragmenting, 
breaking up, falling apart, losing itself-all terms we associate with becoming 
mad. With the considerable information we have about the biological roots 
of mental illness, we begin to see the disease again as a breaking up of 
'normal' body chemistry: amino acid production gone awry, depleted levels 
of certain polypeptide chains or hormones. Language production can 
become fragmentary, broken, in schizophrenic speech production. David 
Rothman9 points out that in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century America, 
insanity was seen as being caused by the fragmented nature of 'modern' life
particularly the pressures brought to bear on people by a society in which 
economic boundaries were disappearing. This fragmenting of society pro-

6. Freud, "The Uncanny" [see abovel, in Studies 
in Parapsychology (New York: Collier, 1963), p. 47 
[Davis's note]. 

7. Ibid., 1" 49 [Davis', notel. 
8. Ibid., p. 51 [Davis's note]. 
9. American historian (b. 1937). 
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duced a fragmentation of the individual person. So the asylums that sprung 
up during this period recommended a cure that involved a removal from the 
urban, alienated, fragmented environment to rural hospitals in which order 
and precision could be restored. 'A precise schedule and regular work 
became the two characteristics of the best private and public institutions . 
. . . The structure of the mental hospital would counteract the debilitating 
influences of the community.' As Rothman notes, 'Precision, certainty, reg
ularity, order' were the words that were seen as embodying the essence of 
cure.' The mind would be restored to 'wholeness' by restoring the body 
through manual labor. However, needless to add, one had to have a whole 
body to have a whole mind. The general metaphor here continues to be a 
notion of wholeness. order, clean boundaries, as opposed to fragmentations. 
disordered bodies, mess\' boundaries. 

If people with disabilities are considered anything, they are or have been 
considered creatures of disorder-monsters, monstrous. Leslie Fiedler has 
taken some pains to show this in his book Freak ... 2 If we look at Mary Shelley's 
Prankenstei1-1.' we find some of the themes we have been discussing emerge 
in novelistic form. Fh'st, we might want to note that we have no name for 
the creation of Dr Frankenstein other than 'monster.' (This linguistic lapsus 
is usually made up for in popular culture by referring to the creature itself 
as 'Frankenstein,' a terminology that confuses the creator with the created.) 
In reading the novel, or speaking about it, we can only call the creature 'the 
monster.' This linguistic limitation is worth noting because it encourages the 
I'cader to consider the creature a monster rather than a person with dis
abilities. 

We do not often think of the monster in Mary Shelley's work as disabled, 
but what else is he? The characteristic of his disability is a difference in 
appearance. He is more than anything a disruption in the visual field. There 
is nothing else different about him-he can see, hear, talk, think, ambulate, 
and so on. It is worth noting that in popular culture, largely through the early 
film versions of the novel. the monster is inarticulate, somewhat mentally 
slow, and walks with a kind of physical impairment. 4 In addition, the HIm 
versions add Ygor, the hunchbacked criminal who echoes the monster's dis
ahility in his own. Even in the recent film version by Kenneth Branagh, the 
creature. walks with a limp and speaks with an impediment. ~ One ~not 
dismiss this filtering of the creature through the lens of multiple disability. 
In order for the audience to fear and loathe the creature, he must be made 
to transcend the pathos of a single disability. Of course, it would be unseemly 
for a village to chase and torment a paraplegic or a person with acromegaly. 
Disabled people arc to he pitied and ostracized: monsters are to be destroyed; 
audiences must not confuse the two. 

1. Dc1vid]. Rothmc:an, '17,t? /);"('·IH,eIJ'(~r"Jt?A~ .. ,./r"U2: 
'iOcill/. Order und Di. ... ()rcleJ" III ,Ill' r.:"dr R(!l,,,,.E,lic 
,Boslon: Uttle Brnwn. 1971... PI'. 144. 145 
[Dads's not,,]. 
2. F"<?uk" Myth. "nd /"'''.11''' (~r ,I,,' Secret Self 
lNew York: Slmon and SCh"slc·r. 1'178); !"it·dler (h. 
I (,J 17) i!ii an American litt-rill')' Hnd <:uhural critic. 
~. The 1818 tnle. of horror hy M .... ) Shdle), (1797-
1 R51). EnRlish novelist ,,,,d wife "I' PEIl('Y JlYSSI·IF, 

..... 'IEI.I.E\". 
... 1. Ac('orcling to Nurc.lt·n. Hob(,!,t Flor('Y, Cl writC'r 
who (."ontrihutcd to th(· original P"{"lk,~m,'e;n 

script. c .. me up with the id"a of haVing Dr. Fr.",k· 
enstein's assistant Frill. break into Cl nledkal sl,hool 
to steal .. brain. He finds the "normal" hrain th .. 
doctor wanted but then drops it .. nd takes onc 
marked "abnormal" instead [Davls', note]. The 
French-horn ",rlter and director Florcy (1900-
1979) worked on the best-known (though not e .. r
liest) film version, directed hy James Wh"le 
(J 931). 
5. Mary Shelley's Franlumstein (1994), which nlso 
starred the Irish director Branallh (b. J 960i as Vi<'
tor Frankenstein. 
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In the novel, it is clear that Dr Frankenstein cannot abide his creationJor 
only one reason~itshideous appearance. Indeed,the creature's only positive 
human contact is with the blind old man De Lacey, who cannot see the 
unsightly features. When De Lacey's family catches a glimpse of the crea
ture, the women faint or run, and the men beat and pursue him. His body 
is a zone of repulsion; the reaction he evokes is fear and loathing. The ques
tion one wants to. ask is why does a physical difference produce such a pro-
found response? . 

The answer, I believe, is twofold. First, what is really hideeus about the 
creature is not so much his physiognomy as what that appearance suggests. 
The corps morcele makes its appearance immediately iri the construction.of 
the monster. Ironically, Dr Frankenstein adapts Zeuxis's notion of taking 
ideal parts from individuals to create the ideal whole· body. As he says; 'I 
collected bones from charnel houses .... The dissecting room .and the 
slaughter-house furnished many of my .materials.'6 From these fragments j 

seen as loathsome and disgusting, Frankenstein assembles what he wishes 
to create-a perfect ·human.1t is instructive in this regard to distinguish the 
Boris Karloff incarnation· of the creature7-with the bolt through his neck..,
or Branagh's grotesquely sewn creature; from the image that Mary.Shelley 
would have us imagine. Dr Frankenstein tells us: 

His limbs were in proportion, and I had selected his features as beautIful. 
Beautiful-Great God! His yellow skin scarcely covered.' the·~6rk of 
muscles and arteries beneath; his hair was of a lustrous· black arid flow
ing; his teeth of a pearly whiteness; but these luxtiri~ric:es'only foriried 
a more horrid contrast with his watery eyes, that seemed almost·:of the 
s·ame colour as the· dun white sockets in which .they were set, his shriv-
elled complexion arid straight black lips.a· , .. , . . .. . .... . 

What then constitutes the horror? If·we add up the details, what we see is a 
well-proportioned l1,lan with long blac;k hair, . ..,early white teeth, whose· ikin 
is somewhat deformed-resulting in jaundice arid perhaps a tightness· ot 
thinness of the skin, a lack of circulation perhaps causing shriveling, ;watery 
eyes and darkened lips. This hardly seems' to .constitute horror rather than; 
say; pathos.9 ..,' 

What is found to, be truly horrifyiIiga~out Frankenstein's:cteature; is its 
composite quality, which is too evocative of the fragmented body. Franken
stein's reaction to this living corps morcelt! is repulsiof'i: 'the beauty of .the 
dream vanished; and breathless horror and disgust filled my heart.'1 Frank~ 
enstein attempted to create a unified nude, an object-of beauty and har· 

6, MRry ShelJey, Franke'tlSleln, or The Mo.urn 
P",...",heus (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1990), pp. 54-55 IDavls's note). Prometheus, the 
Titan punished for giving mortals fire stolen from 
the gods, Is sometimes also credited with creating 
the human race from mud. 
7. In Fra,,/oemIein '(1931), Bride of Franke'tlStein 
(1935), and SO" of Frankemtein (1939); the 
English actor Karloff (born Wllllam .Henry Pralt, 
1887-1969) Is best remembered for his roles In 
these and other horror films. 
8. Shelley, Fra .. ke'tlSleln. p. 57 IDavls's .note). 
9. Indeed, one could argue that this function of 
horror films Is to remove the element of pity In the 

Visual transaction "bttween ""norma]" "viewer and 
disabled object. In the place of pity, pure repulSion 
is made allowable by turning the object :With a dis
ability Into a criminal,· a horror, a monsthJ5ity'. 
While everyone Itlay' 'enjoy·a good .horror .movie 
now and then, there Is}' case to be made that hor
ror films Involving physically dlsabltod characten 
are In fact the equivalent· of raclst;films, The colln' 
terbalanced compassionate films showing. people 
with disabilities triumphing over their dlsablllry Is 
just the other moment of .the. same. dialectic 
IDavls's note). 
I. Shelley, Frankenstein, p. 57 IDavls's note). 
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mony-a Venus, in effect. He ended up with a Medusa"whose existence 
reveals the inhering and enduring nature of the archaic fragmented body, 
endlessly repressed but endlessly reappearing. 

Why does the appearance of the monster produce so powerful an affect'? 
Routinely, one might view a deformed person, even a multiply deformed one, 
without desiring to kill that person. Here we see a man whose skin is strange 
or unnatural being transposed into the category 'monster.' The element of 
skin reminds us that the monster as a disturbance in the visual field is linked 
to the tactile" field. The disruption in the skin's surface immediately translates 
into a threat of touching, of being touched. The 'deaaf touch always initiates 
a dialectic of attraction and repulsion, of fear, hatred, or erotic" attraction. 
Indeed, from a psychoanalytic viewpoint there is not much difference 
between these choices. So, inevitably, the disabled body becomes a site of 
the erotic, as instantly it is perceived in either the Venus or the Medusa 
scenarios.Z In Shelley's novel, after the creation, Or Frankenstein has rather 
a peculiar response-he goes to sleep and has a dream about his fianc~e: 

I thought I saw Elizabeth, in the bloom of health, walking in the streets 
of Ingolstadt. Delighted and surprised, I" embraced "her, but as I 
imprinted the first kiss on her lips, they becain~ livid" With the hue of 
death; her features appeared to change, and I. though~ that I held the 
corpse of my dead mother in my arms; a shroud enveloped her form, and 
I saw the grave-worms crawling in the folds of the flannel. 3 

The rather incredible set of associations made' by Dr Fninkenstein would 
take pages to explore thoroughly, but what we might "want to note here is 
that the immediate flight from the Medusaimage"ofthemonstet's frag
mented body leads immediately to the Venulibody of! Elitabeth, seen as 
frankly ero~ic. However, upon the first sexual contact the Venus tnyth imme
diately deconstructs, and Elizabeth's body iilitially changes to a corpse, then 
to the decomposing corpse of Frankenstein's dead mother. The visual leads 
to the tactile, whiCh then contaminates the normal body. And all these' 
moments lead back to the decomposing, fragmenting body. Later in the 
novel, wh~n the creature demands a spouse, Frankenstein ag~in creates the 
fragmented, now female, body. But at the last minute 'ttemblitlg with pas~ 
sion, [11 tore to pieces the thing on which I wasengaged.'4,Prankenstein's 
explicit reason for failing to give the monster a inate is fear that 8 race of 
deformed creatures would populate the earth and threaten the human race. S 

Thus the risk ofthe erotic touch, of the frankly erotic agenda for the creature, 
is seen as a contaminating danger to 'normal' people. So, the fragmented 
body is hacked up, exploded, into the fragments that make it up. 

The work of Didier Anzieu, a psychoanalyst, might help toaritplify how 
touch and skin contribute to the concept of the disabled body. Frimkenstein's 
creation is driven out largely because of the nature of his skin, his covering, 

2, Women with di,abilities are often the target of 
sexual or physical abuse; children with disabilities 
or Dear l·hildren are often the victim, of child 
abuse. This impulse to touch Is unfortunately seen 
quite dramatically in these situatjons [Davis's 
note). 
3. Shelley. Franhe .... tein. p. 58 [Oavis', note]. 
4. Ibid,.p. 168 [Davis·. note). 
5. Later in the century Alexander Graham Bell 

would raise the same specter In regard to a deaf 
race taklng over should deaf people be allowed to 
marry each other [Oavls's note). Bell (1847-1922). 
the Scottish-born American Inventor best known 
ror producing the fint telephone, was keenly inter
ested in the education of the deaf and in eugenics; 
Davis is referring to his Memoi!'5 upon the 
Po,.....tio .. oJ.a Of/a! Variety oJ. the Human Race 
(J 884). " " " 
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made hideous by its color, texture, and incompleteness. Anzieu postulates 
that skin is in effect an imago of the ego. As such, when the infant halluci
nates the whole body, he or she actually uses the concept and the reality of 
skin as a metaphor for wholeness, completeness, total enveloping of a unitary 
self. The skin is in effect a 'narcissistic envelope.' As Anzieu notes: 

the boundaries of the body image (or the image of the body's boundaries) 
are acquired in the course of the child's detaching itself from its mother 
and they are to some degree analogous to the Ego boundaries which 
Federn has shown as being de-cathected in the process of depersonali
zation. 6 

For Anzieu, the skin is the metaphor and the reality of the intact ego. Any 
perforation or alteration of the skin's entirety signals the deconstruction of 
the concept of unity, of envelopment. 

In my view, the skin that has been torn from' the body, if it is preserved 
whole, represents the protective,Jenvelope, the shield, which one must 
take from the other in phantasy either simply to have it for oneself or to 
duplicate and reinforce one's own skin. 7 

The disabled body presents in both visual and tactile terms the rupture of 
the skin-ego, whether that disruption is lack of limbs or dysfunction of sen
sory organs. Indeed, seeing is related to touching, as Freud has noted, as is 
hearing-each of which connects an observer to an object that may be out 
of range of touch. Anzieu tries to account for a prohibition on touching in 
Western culture, citing biblical injunctions, Christ's noli me tangere,S incest 
and masturbation prohibitions, and even Freud's renunciation of touching 
as a therapeutic technique. The point to be made is that touching involves 
the contact of one's ego, literally in this case, with the ego of the object. In 
the case of the perceptual realms involved in the disability transaction 
between subject and object, the specular moment leads to the tactile 
moment. Thus, touching represents an opening up of the ego, a kind of risk 
that the envelope may fail to contain the subject because of the moment of 
contact. 'The prohibition on touching separates the region of the familiar, a 
protected and protective region, from that of the strange, which is troubling 
and dangerous.'9 Our touch is familiar, but the touch of the Other is unheim
lich; so the disabled touch is seen as both contagious and erotic. 

That this touch is eroticized and connected with the Oedipal moment is 
significant. 

The most primitive form of the tactile prohibition seems to run: do not 
stay clinging to the body of your parents ... [but] the Oedipal prohibi
tion reverses the elements of the prohibition on touching: what is famil
iar, in the first sense of familial, becomes dangerous ... ' 

6. Oidier Anzleu, The SI<I •• Ego, [tran.. Chrl. 
Turner) (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), 
pp. 39, 32 [Oavis's note). "Being de-cathected": 
having suffered the withdrawal of psychic energy 
or investment. 
7. Ibid., p. 50 [Davis's note]. 
S. Do not touch me (Latin), a quotation from the 
Vulgate. These are the words of Jesus to Mary 
Magdalene after his resurrection (John 20.17). 

9. Anzieu, The Skin Ego, p. 146 [Davis's note]. 
I. Ibid., pp. 146-67 [Davls's notel. Oedipal 
moment: the point at which, in Freud's schema. 
the boy internalizes the prohibition against incest 
(fearing castration as the potential punishment); 
the name is borrowed from the Greek myth of Oed
ipus, who, ignorant of their identities, killed his 
fother and married his mother. 
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Around the Oedipal momE'nt swirl the images of castration, mutilation, and 
a general prohibition against 'generalized contact, i.e. on the embracing, 
conjoining and confusing of bodies.' Touch represents a fragmenting of the 
body, a threat of mutilation, and a fear of losing one's boundaries, one's 
bodily integrity. In this sense, touching the creature, touching the disabled 
body, is both an erotic lure and a self-destroying gesture. 

We can return, again, to the Venus, neatly enclosed in its marmoreal skin 
and thus representing an unperforated body, despite the mutilations that 
have disfigured it. Most of the visual arts eschew disability and disabled 
images, except perhaps for the romanticized images around madness. The 
work of Mary Duffy, a contemporary artists without arms, provides one nota
ble exception to this reluctance to think of Venuses without arms as the 
equivalent of Medusa. In the first plate of a photographic series entitled 
CUtt.iJ1g t.he Ties tllat Billci, we see a standing figure draped entirely in white 
cloth against a dal'k background so that the figure beneath the drapery is not 
dsible. In the second plate, the drapery is partially removed so that it covers 
mainly the thighs and legs revealing to us a female body, the artist's, without 
arms. The figure is dead)' meant to reproduce the Venus de Milo in the 
flesh. The third picture in the series shows the figure stepping away from 
the drapery with a triumphant smile. The work serves to show how the female 
disabled body can be reappropriated by the artist herself, Duffy writes: 

By confronting people with my naked body, with its softness, its round
ness and its threat J wanted to take control, redress the balance in which 
media representations of disabled women [are] usually tragic, always 
pathetic. I wanted to hold up a mirror to all those people who had 
stripped me bare pJ'eviously ... the general public with naked stares, 
and more especially the medical profession. 2 

The Medusa gaze is rerouted so that it comes not from the object of horror, 
the monstrous woman, but from the gaze of the normal observer. It is the 
'normal' gaze that is seen as naked, as dangerous. And unlike Perseus slaying 
Medusa by holding lip a mirror, it is now the 'object of horror' who holds the 
mirror up to the 'normal' observer. 

This reappropriation of the normal gaze was further carried out by the 
photographer Jo Spence. Recognizing the inherent and unstated pose af$Jor
malcy imposed by the camera and by the photographic session, Spence revi
sioned her photography to be capable of representing the nude model as a 
person with disabilities. Her work, detailed in many shows and in her book 
Putting Myself in tIle Picttlre: A Political, Personal, and Photographic A1f.to
hiogmphy (1986), paJ,tly focuses on her mastectomy. Spence links this oper
ative and post-operative process to an understanding and participating gaze 
that seeks to touch, not J'ccoH from, bodily changes, In addition to the sirnp)<.' 
[act of the partial mastectomy, Spence includes in her work photographs and 
texts that question assumptions about age and beauty. Her body is middle
aged, irregular, and defies the canons of ideal feminine beauty. Her work is 
involved with 'explaining Illy experience as a patient and the contradictions 
hetween ways in which the medical profession controls women's bodies and 
the "imaginary bodies" we inhabit as women.'3 

2. Ctd. in N.,,,d. TI.e Fe",,,I,, N"d,.. p. 7f1 [Davis', 
1101('). 

:~. Jo Spence. PIJ.ttiu.!t. J\!1.r~L'/J ill Ill" Picture: A 

Political, Personal, and Photographic AlfIObio/lr.,· 
fll.y (London: Camden House, 1986). p. J ~6 
[Davis'. note]. 
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The visual. arts have done'a magnificent job of centralizing normalcy and 
of marginaliiing different bodies. As we have seen, initially the·itnpulse came 
from a move to .idealize the body and make.up the perfect body out of perfect 
sub-units. Then·With the rise of hegemonic normalcy, the ·impulse veered 
from ideal to normalizing representations. Either of these paradigms pushes 
the ordinary body, the abnormal body, out of the picture. Photographer 
Oavid Hevey has written about the paucity of images of the disabled in photo
graphic anthologies. He concludes that 'disabled people are represented-but 
almost exclusively as symbols of "otherness" placed within eq~ations which 
take their non-integration as a natural by-product oftheil('impairment.'4 
When he looked for any images of disabled people, he found either medical 
photographs in which the 'patients' appear 'passive and stiff and "done to", 
the images bear a bizarre resemblance' to colonial pictures· where "the blacks" 
stand frozen and curious, while "whitey" lounges' confident and' sure,'s or 
images like those of Oiane Arbus6 that show the' disabled as 'grotesque.' 
Ungrotesque, routine pictuhis of-disabled people in advertising, 'art' photog
raphy; films and so on are hard io find. With the same regularity that bodies 
of color were kept out of the mainstream (and even the avant-garde) media 
in the years before the civil rights movement, so too are disabled bodies 
disqualified from representing universality .. · 

One of the ways that visual images of the disabled have been appropriated 
into the modernist and p~stmodernist aesthetic is ~.hrough the concept of 
the ,'grotesque.' The woi~was used by Bakhtin to descri~~ the aesihe~ic of 
the Middle Ages, which reveled in preseriting the body in its nonidealized 
form. The grotesque, for Bakhtin, ~as associated with ,the common people, 
with a culture that periodically' turned the' established .order upside down 
through the carnival and the carnivalesque. Gigantic features, scatol~gical 
references, inverse political power were ail' hallmarks of the grotesque-an 
aesthetic that ultimately was displaced by hUmanistic notlbns of order, reg
ularity; and of course power during the Renaissance. 

While the term 'grotesque'has'had a history of being. associated with·this 
counterhegemonic notion of people's aesthetics and the iriherent 'power 'of 
the masses, what the term has failed to liberate is the notion of actual bodies 
as grotesque. There is a thin line· between the grotesque and the disabled. 
Hevey examines, for example; how critics have received Diane Arbus's phb" 
tographs of the disabled. Susan Sontag7 Writes that Arbus's 'w&-k shows peo
ple who are pathetic, pitiable, as well as repulsive, but it doe.s not arouse any 
compassionate feelings.' Later she adds, 'Do they see themselves; the viewer 
wonders, like that'? Do they know how grotesque they are'?'8 The grotesque, 
in this sense,' is seen as a concept without the redeeming sense··of. class 
rebellion in Bakhtin's formulation. Here it is simply the ugly, what makes'us 
wince, look away, feel pity~more allied with its dictionarY'definition of 'hid
eous,' 'monstrous,' 'deformed,"gnarled.' Though artists Ilnd Writers 'mayuse 
the grotesque; they rarely write about that state from the s~bjectposition of 
the disabled. The grotesque,. as with disability in general, is used as a meta-

4. Davld Hevey, The Creat ....... Tt ..... Forgot: PIao
togm,,")! and Disability l.....gery (London: Rout
ledge, 1992), p. 54 [Davls's note). 
5. Ibid., p. 53 [Davls'. note). . 
6. American photographer (1923-1971), whose 

best-known portraits emphasi~ the grotesquen~s's 
or abnormality of their subjects. 
7. American cultural critic and novelist (b. 1933). 
8. Ctd. In Hevey, The Creat .. re. Time Forgot, p. 57 
[Davis'. note). . 



ENFORCING NORMALCY / 2419 

ph or for otherness, solitude, tragedy, bitterness, alterity. The grotesque is 
defined in this sense as a disturbance in the normal visual field, not as a set 
of characteristics through which a fully constituted subject views the world. 
One problem with terms like 'disability' and 'the grotesque' is that they disem
power the object of observation. The body is seen through a set of cultural 
default settings arrived at by the wholesale adoption of ableist cultural values. 

In no area is this set of cultural values related' to the visual more compel
ling than in film. Film is a medium whose main goal, one might say, is the 
construction and reconstruction of the body. The abnormal body plays a 
major role in the defining of the normal body, and so one might assume that 
film would be concerned with the issue of disability. Martin F. Norden has 
recently published the most complete account to date of disability in the film 
industry, The Cinema of Isolation: A History of Physical Disability in the Mov
ies (1994). The remarkable thing about this book is the staggering number 
of films that have been made about the issue of disability. When I first began 
to consider the issue of how the disabled body is depicted in film, I came up 
with my own list of twenty or so films, and I thought that I would mention 
the occasional way in which the disabled were included in a film industry 
that mainly focused on the normal body. In other words, I thought I was 
dealing with a parallel situation to, say, the depiction inicinema of African
Americans-a marginalized group who rarely. appeared' hi Hollywood films 
until recently and, if they did, played mainly minor'characters or·supernu
merary roles. 

But the facts about the depiction of disability are quite the opposite of 
what I had thought. The film industry has ,been obsessed with the depiction 
of the disabled body from the earliest silent' films. The blind, the deaf, the 
physically disabled were singled out from the very beginning of cinema. Nor
den finds movies about disabilitr from as early as 1898, and the earliest one
reeler silent films of the period 1902-1909 include such representative titles 
as Deaf Mute Girl Reciting 'Star Spangled Banner' (1902),. Deaf Mutes' Ball 
(1907), The Invalid's Adventure (1907), The Legless Runner (1907), The One
legged Man (1908), The Hunchback Brings Luck (1908), The Little Cripple 
(1908), A Blind Woman's Story (1908), The Blind Boy (1908), The Cripple's 
Marriage (I909), The Electrified Humpback (I909), to name only a few. 
Later multi-reeler silent films routinely told the stories of the disabled. ~W. 
Griffith made a few disability-related films; culminating his efforts in the 
famous Orphans of the Storm (1921) in which two hapless sisters (Lillian 
and Dorothy Gish)," one of whom is blind, try to survive on the streets of 
Paris. But the noteworthy fact about this film is not merely its disability
related content but tl:!at Griffith's version was the fifth filmic remake of the 
1874 French play Les Deux Orphelines. 1 With film only in its infancy, this 
particular disability story had been told afresh approximately once every four 
years from 1900 through 1921. 

Norden's book lists about six hundred disability-related films in its index, 
a far cry from my twenty or so. And if one stops and thinks about the subject, 
one realizes that films concerning people with disabilities are almost always 

9. The American sisters Lillian (11196-1993) and 
Dorothy Glsh (1898-1969), who h"d long cllreers 
in HIm and on stage, were important actresses in 
enrly motion pictures-especially the .ilent films 

of the pioneering American director Grlffith 
( 1875-1948). 
I. The Two O.."ham, by' Adolphe d'Ennery and 
Eug~ne Cormon. 
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playing at any given time. For example, at the moment I write this sentence 
on 5 January 1995, I can go see movies about the deaf Beethoven in Immortal 
Beloved, the linguistically deprived girl in Jodie Foster's Nell, the emotionally 
impaired monarch in The Madness of King George, and of course the lovable, 
mentally challenged Forrest Gump. In recent years films like My Left Foot, 
Lorenzo's Oil, Rainman, Children of a Lesser God, Elephant Man, Mask, 
Awakenings, Stanley and Iris, to name only a few better-known films, have 
become major hits. In addition to films centrally about disabled people, there 
are hundreds of films in which characters, mainly evil, are depicted as using 
wheelchairs, missing limbs or eyes, walking with a limp, stuttering, and so 
on. 

The point that Norden's book made clear to me is that the cinematic 
experience, far from including disabilities in an ancillary way, is powerfully 
arranged around the management and deployment of disabled and 'normal' 
bodies. Disabled stories, stories of peop.l~'s bodies or minds going wrong, 
make compelling tales. But more than trya·~~ 'as with any obsession, there has 
to be an underlying reason why films are drawn obsessively to the topic of 
disability. In order to understand why film makers routinely incorporate dis
abled bodies into films, it might be relevant to ask what else routinely appears 
in films. The answer is more than obvious: sex and violence. While it is 
fashionable for liberals to decry the violent content of films, and conserva
tives to decry the· sexual, it might be more accurate for them to think of films 
as vehicles for the delivery of images of the body in extreme circumstances. 
The inherent voyeuristic nature of film makes it a commodity that works by 
visualizing for viewers the body in attitudes that it is otherwise difficult to 
see. Few people in quotidian life see couples making love on a regular basis, 
but that is a routine experience to filmgoers. Likewise, most middle-class 
citizens rarely see dead, mutilated, bleeding bodies, but the average viewer 
has no shortage of such images. 

So films, one could say, are a streamlined delivery system that produces 
dramatically these bodily images in exchange for a sum of money (as the 
Coca-Cola industry can be said to be a system for ·delivering caffeine and 
sugar, or as cigarettes are really time-release delivery systems for nicotine 
administration). As novels were seen to be mechanisms for the cultural pro
duction of normativity, so films have to be seen in the same regard, with the 
addition that the phantasm of the body is particularly subject to these nor
mativizing activities. 

Films enforce the normal body, but through a rather strange process. The 
normal body, invented in the nineteenth century as a departure from the 
ideal body, has shifted over to a new concept: the normal ideal. This normal 
ideal body is the one we see on the screen. It is the commodified body of the 
eroticized male or female star. This body is not actually the norm, but it is 
the fantasized, hypostatized body of commodified desire. In order to generate 
this body and proliferate its images, films have constantly to police and to 
regulate the variety of bodily differences. These bodies are the modern equiv
alents of the nude Venuses, and to keep them viable, to think on and obsess 
about them, the Medusa body has constantly to be shown, reshown, placed, 
categorized, itemized, and anatomized. In short, we cannot have Sharon 
Stone without Linda Hunt; we cannot have Tom Cruise without Ron 
Kovic;2 we cannot have the fantasy of the erotic femme fatale's body without 
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having the sickened. disabled. deformed person's story testifying to the uni
versal power of the human spirit to overcome adversity. As Norden points 
out, when films about disabled people are made, more often than not the 
disabled characters get cured by the end of the film. 3 The tension between 
the whole and the fl'agmented body. between the erotic, complete body and 
the uncanny, incomplete body, must be constantly deployed and resolved 
through films. 

.. .. 
Throughout this chapter. I have tried to show that the concept of disability 
is a crucial part of the very way we conceive of and live in our bodies. In art, 
photography, film. and other media in which the body is represented, the 
'normal' body always exists in a dialectical play with the disabled body. 
Indeed, our representations of the body are really investigations of and 
defenses against the notion that the body is anything but a seamless whole, 
Cl complete, unfragmented entity. In addition to the terms of race, class, 
gender, sexual preference and so on-all of which are factors in the social 
construction of the body-the concept of disability adds a background of 
somatic concerns. But disability is more than a background. It is in some 
sense the basis on which the 'normal' body is constructed: disability defines 
the negative space the body must not occupy, it is the Manichean binary4 in 
contention with normality. But this dialectic is one that is enforced by a set 
of social conditions and is not natural in any sense. Only when disability is 
made visible as a compulsory term in a hegemonic process, only when the 
binary is exposed and the continuum acknowledged, only when the body is 
seen apart from its existence as an object of production or consumption
only then will normalcy cease being a term of enforcement in a somatic 
judicial system. 

2. Tht' paraplegic veteran th. I \146) of the Viet· 
lHlIll Wur whose autohiography. Bon,. urt the 
F"url" ol.lu/y (1984), was made into a 1989 film 
;.clir. Oliver Stone) starring Cruise (I>. 1962), one 
flf the hiR8e!fOt box-offi(.·(· draw ... of hi~ ~E'nercltiCJn. 
StOllt' (b. ] 95ft). 5' 8" and thin, is known for sexy 
Il·adillJ.l rol~ •• whil" tht, 4' I (J" I Ill"! (h. 1945) i. a 

1995 

Ucharactt'r" actor. 
3. Nordt·n. The Cinema ol'so/"Iion, p. 5910avis's 
note]. 
4. The converse in a dualistic worldvicw; Mani
ehaeism saw the world as divided bl"tw<'('n ~onJ 
and evil, light and dorknes., spirit and m .. t~I·' 

HENRY LOUIS GATES JR. 
h. 1950 

.-\ prolific and tireless advocate of African American literature and culture, Henry 
Louis Gates Jr. has played a vital part in establishing an African American literary 
canon and in cl"t'ating a di~tinctivc African American literary theory thilt simultant'
ously combines dcconstructive criticism with African literary tradition. One of the 
most protean of contemporary cl-itics, he has also helped build institutional structures 
to study African Aml·.-icnll literature and has disseminated his views of race and 
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culture through mainstream media, writing for such magazines as Newsweek and the 
New Yorker and frequently appearing on television. His diverse roles have made ,him 
one of the best-known academic critics in America. "Talking Black: Critica.i ~igns of 
the Times" (1988) 'sets out his credo for present-day African American,li~erary theory, 
which borrows from but revises mainstream theory with infusions of African' i\medc 
can modes of thought and vernacular discourse. " : 

Gates was born and raised in Keyser, West Virginia. After high school, he attendtid 
Potomac State Community College but was encouraged by an English iri§tructor to 
transfer to Yale University, from which he received his B.A. in 1973. While an under
graduate (1970-71), Gates traveled to Africa on a fellowship, visiting fift,een countries 
and learning about African culture. On his return to the United State'she worked as 
a director of student affairs for the West Virginia gubernatorial campaign of John D. 
Rockefeller IV, later writing his senior honors thesis on the, campaign. He received 
Mellon and Ford Foundation fellowships that enabled him to undertake graduate 
study at Cambridge University, where he earned his M.A. in 1974 and Ph.l;). in,1979. 
At Cambridge he worked with the Nigerian writer Wole Soyinka, who exposed him 
to Yoruba myths and interpretive modes. While in England he also began aJournalistic 
career, working as a London correspondent for Time magazine from 1973 to 1975. 
In 1975 he returned to the United States, attending Yale Law School for a month 
before changing paths to pursue literary studies. He began teaching at Yale in 1976 
as a lecturer in English; by the time he left, lit 1985, he had become a full professor 
and had received several prestigious awards,'including a 1981 MacArthur Fellowship. 
After teaching at Cornell University (1985-90), where he was appointed the Du Bois 
ProfelSor of Literature In 1988, and 'a year at Duke University, In 1991 he moved to 
Harvard University as p~fessorof English and as W. E. B. Du 80ls Profe •• or of the 
Humanities, chair of the department of Afro-American studies, ~nd director of the 
W. E.S. Du 8Qls Institute for Afro,-American Research. The institute, where he has 
gathered 'a remarkable faculty ofhlack schoiars from several disciplines, has provided 
the institutiona'l base for his many projects. . " , , ' '" 

Gates's work shows the influence of the two poles of his educatign: the sophisti
cated reading practices and deconstructive literary theories of the~ critic$ affilttited 
with Yale University in the 1970s, such as PAUL DE MAN, JACQUES DERRIDA, and 
Geoffrey Hartman, and the indigenous African tradition of literature and interpre
tation introduced to him by Soyinka. His early critical writing draws on an array of 
contemporary theory, from sources"as diverse as MIKHAIL M. BAKHnN, NO~'J1iROP 
FRYE, and Derrida, which he applies to readings of African American literature in an 
attempt to re'Value it and to construct a canon. In his innovative book The Signifying 
Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism (19~'8); he rite'lds'the post
structuralist theory of signification rooted in the linguistics of FERDlN",ND DESAUS
SURE with the African vernacular tradition of "signifyin(g)," deriving from Yoruba oral 
literature. The latter tradition is evident in present-day practices such as "the dozens" 
(a game of verbal one-ups mans hip ) and jazz improvisation. Gates stresses that'he uses 
theory provisionally; his intention is "to develop theories of criticism indigenous to 
our literatures" by drawing on "black textual tradition." His deployment of poststruc
turalism enables him to define race as a function of linguistic and cultural differences 
rather than as a natura] or essential property.' In literature, h'; explains in Signifying 
Monkey, "blackness" is not a transcendental property but is "produced in the text 
itself only through a complex process of Signification." 

By blending contemporary Euro-American theory with AfricanYtradition, Gates 
positions himself as an intermediary between dominant Anglo-Ameri~an and minority 
African American Hterary cultures. In advocating theory alongside'the black tradition, 
his work parallels that of the African American critic HOUSTON'A. BAKER JR., a]thoilgh 
Baker primarily draws on African American rather than African sources. Against the 
conservative view that African American literature lacks aesthetic merit and is whl'
able only as a social report, Gates urges us to gauge it on its own aesthetic 'terms, 
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within the vernacular black tradition. Using these criteria, he establishes an African 
American canon. Against radical black separatist arguments for the exclusive study 
of African American literature, or Afrocentrism, Gates argues instead for "cultural 
tolcrance," and he freely makes use of mainstream literary theory as a means to 
specific ends. Between traditionalists and radicals, between assimilationists and sep
aratists, and between antitheorists and theorists, Gates negotiates a middle path. His 
ultimate goal is institutional as well as theoretical. As he puts it in-our selection, he 
aims to forge a place for black writing and criticism in "the broader, larger institution 
of literature." 

"Talking Black" exemplifies Gates's intermediary role, drawing on two competing 
poles in African American cultural politics-assimilationist and separatist-as well 
as asserting the status of black writing in mainstream literary culture. Characteristi
cally, Gates calls for Simultaneously using critical theory and injecting African Amer
ican tradition. He foregrounds the example of the early African American intellectual 
and religious leader Alexander Crummell (1819-1898), who advocated studying clas
sical languages and obtaining a traditional white education. Most African American 
critics view this position as overly accommodating, and Gates distances himself from 
it, stressing that his amalgam of contemporary theoretical approaches and black tra
ditinn transforms the theory it employs. "Talking Black," which originally appeared 
in the New York-based weekly the Village Voice, also exemplifies Gates's efforts to 
bridge the gap between the specialized sphere of academic criticism and the public 
sphere of journalism, efforts that have been remarkably successful. 

This middle-of-the-road position has helped win Gates a high degree of public 
visibility and success, but it has also generated much criticism. Traditionalists believe 
that the effort to create a separate African American canon degrades the Western 
canon, whose value, they argue, has been confirmed over time. Some dedicated the
orists see Gates's mainstream writings as a watering-down of his scholarship. On the 
other hand, sQ..me African American critics consider his use of sophisticated theory 
to be elitist-an argument made by BARBARA CHRISTIAN in "The Race for Theory" 
(1988; see above). At a further extreme, separatist Afrocentrist critics consider it a 
means of accommodating white culture, in effect claiming that Gates has become a 
latter-day Crummell. Other radical critics judge that he focuses too exclusively on 
literature and culture rather than on the material conditions of African Americans. 
Gates unapologetically defines his role as that of a -literary' critic and argues that 
attention to black literary tradition and heritage carries an implicit polities, fostering 
greater cultural recognition for African Americans. Ironically, Gates's intermediary 
position, both intellectual and stylistic, fuels his popular influence -as well as the 
attacks of his most cogent detractors. ~ . 
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Anthology (1990). Gates's first two books of his own, Figures in Black: Words, Signs, 
and the "Racial" Self (I987), a collection of essays, and The Signifying Monkey: A 
Theory of African-American Literary Criticism (1988), which won the 1989 American 
Book Award, innovatively combine poststructuralist literary theory and indigenous 
African literary sources. 
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Gates's writing then shifted to address larger, more mainstream, audiences, as 
exemplified by the essays collected in Loose Canons: Notes on the Culture Wars 
(I992), which includes "Talking Black." In 1994 he published an informative auto
biography focusing on his childhood, Colored People: A Memoir. He next published 
a dialogue with the Mrican American philosopher and critic Cornel West, The Future 
of the Race (1996), which examines the social possibilities for African Americans in 
the late twentieth century. Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Black Man (1997) gathers 
a series of Gates's essays on significant contemporary African American figures, such 
as Harry Belafonte and General Colin Powell. In 1999 he wrote and narrated the six
part television series Wonders of the African World, which was accompanied by a book 
of the same title (1999). 

One of Gates's major goals is to increase the institutional presence of African 
American writers; thus he and Nellie Y. McKay were general editors of The Norton 
Anthology of African American Literature (1997). He is the editor of the Schomburg 
Library of Nineteenth-Century Black Women Writers, the Amistad Critical Studies 
in African American Literature (with K. Anthony Appiah), and the Black Periodical 
Literature Project, and he has edited or co-editti"d,more than twenty volumes of Afri
can American writing and criticism on Mrical;lJAriterican literature and culture. He 
also oversaw the rebirth of the pioneering journal Transition. 

Joyce A. Joyce's .. 'Who the Cap Fit': Unconsciousness and Unconscionableness in 
the Criticism of Houston A. Baker, Jr., and Henry Louis Gates, Jr.," New Literary 
History 18 (1987), charges Gates with elitism; it drew a sharp answer from Gates, 
distinguishing the different voices he uses in academic and public forums and con
tending that Joyce exhibits what de Man labeled "d)e resistance to theory." In "Henry 
Louis Gates, Jr., and Mrican American Literary Discourse," New England Quarterly 
62 (1989), Wahneema Lubiano offers a balanced assessment of Gates's theory, which 
she defines as "precisely a theory of literary hlstQry" and argues against the charge 
that it is apolitical. Kenneth W. Warren's "Delimiting America: The Legacy of Du 
Bois," American Literary History 1 (1989), criticizes Gates's reliance on the Image of 
professionalistic pluralism "to establish some non-political notion of black unity." 
Ronald Judy, in (Dis).forming the American Canon: African-Arabic Slave Narratives 
and the Vernacular (1993), revises Gates's concept of "signifyin(g}," rerouting the 
tradition through Arabic arid other sources. Sandra Adell, in Double-Consciousness I 
Double Bind: Theoretical Issues in Twentieth-Century B lack Literature (1994), rele
vantly compares Gates and Baker. A severe political critique comes from Adolph L. 
Reed, in W. E. B. Du Bois and American Political Thought: Fabianism and the Color 
Line (1997); Reed castigates Gates, especially in his later work, as a center-right 
apologist and a "representative Negro" in the manner of Booker T. Washington. 

Talking Black: Critical Signs of the Times 

For a language acts in diverse ways, upon the spirit of a people; 
even as the spirit of a people acts with a creative and spiritualizing 
force upon a language. 

-ALEXANDER CRUMMELL;1 1860 

A new vISIon began gradually to replace the dream of political 
power-a powerful movement, the rise of another ideal to guide the 
unguided, another pillar of fire by night after a clouded day. It was 
the ideal of "book-learning"; the curiosity, born of compulsory igno
rance, to know and test the power of the cabalistic letters of the 
white man, the longing to know. Here at last seemed to have been 

1. African American Episcopalian minister (1819-1898), who earned a degree from Cambridge University 
(1853) and cultivated scholarship among young blacks. 
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discovered the mountain path to Canaan; longer than the highway 
of Emancipation and law, steep and rugged, but straight, leading to 
heights high cnnull-h to overlook life. 

-VI'. E. B. DU ROIS,> 1903 

The knowledge which would teach the white world was Greek to 
his own flesh and blood ... and he could not articulate the message 
of anothe .. peopl". 

-Wo E. B. DU BOIS, 1903 

Alexander Crummell, a pioneering nineteenth-century Pan-Africanist/ 
statesman, and missionary who spent the bulk of his creative years as an 
Anglican minister in Liberia. was also a pioneering intellectual and philos
opher of language. founding the American Negro Academy in 1897 and 
serving as the intellectual godfather ofW. E. B. Du Bois. For his first annual 
address as president of the academy, delivered on December 28, 1897, 
Crummell selected as his topic "The Attitude of the American Mind Toward 
I he Negro Intellect." Given the occasion of the first annual meeting of the 
great intellectuals of the race, he could not have chosen a more timely or 
appropriate subject. 

Crummell wished to attack, he said, "the denial of intellectuality in the 
~egro; the assertion that he was not a human being, that he did not belong 
to the human race." He argued that the desire "to becloud and stamp out 
the intellect of the Negro" had led to the enactment of "laws and Statutes. 
closing the pages of every book printed to the eyes of Negroes; barring the 
doors of every school-room against them!" This. he concluded, "was the sys
tematized method of the intellect of the South, to stamp out the brains of 
the Negro'''-a program that created an "almost Egyptian darkness' [which] 
fell upon the mind of the race, throughout the whole land." 

Crummell ne.xt shared with his audience a conversation between two Bos
ton lawyers which he had overheard when he was "an errand boy in the Anti
slavery office in New York City" in 1833 or 1834: 

While at the Capitol they happened to dine in the company of the great 
John C. Calhoun," then senator from South Carolina. It was a period of 
great ferment upon the question of Slavery, States' Rights, and Nullifi
cation; and consequently the Negro was the topic of conversation Whe 
table. One of the utterances of Mr. Calhoun was to this effect-"That 
if he could find a 1\:egro who knew the Greek syntax, he would then 
believe that the NegJ"O was a human being and should be treated as a 
n1an." 

"Just think of the crude asininity," Crummell concluded rather generously, 
"of even a great man!" 

The salient sign of the black person's humanity-indeed, the only sign for 

2. African American hi!'torian mul soclolugist 
(I R6R-1963; see above), <·CI·founder of the 
I\:/\I\CP and the foremost "oke of bla<·k protest in 
rhl.' l·arly 20th (:entury. Roth hi5 (,'pigl"aphs ure from 
ch"ptcr 1 of The so,,/, of RI"e/' Fnl/, (1903). 
.~. A believer in the innate unity of all black Afri
cans .lnd their (Jverse .. !iO de~cendilntsj Inure cspe
L:ially, onc active in th€" n1()\'e'lncollt for [he unity and 
indept.'ndence of African ~tati'S (.:lS \.\'a!O Du Bois, 
Ilc.'g,innillg in 1900 with the.' PHn-Af."kan Cungress 
in J .oncinn). 

4. A learned society for Mrican Americans that 
promoted civil rights through scholarly work on 
African American culture and history. 
5. An allusion to one of the plagues said tn have 
been brought by God against the Egyptians who 
were holding the Israelite. in slavery (Exodus 
10.21-23). 
6. Pl'Ominent American political leader (I 7R2-
1850) and the 7th U.S. vice president (I825-32); 
he was a !iOtrong advocate of states' rights and ()f 
slavery. 
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Calhoun-would be the mastering of the very essence of Western civiliza
tion, of the very foundation of the complex fiction upon which white Western 
culture had .been, constructed. It is likely that "Greek syntax;" for John C. 
Calhoun, was merely a hyperbolic figure of speech, a trope of virtual impos
sibility; he felt driven to the hyperbolic mode, perhaps, because of the long 
racist tradition in Western letters of demanding that black people prove their 
full humanity. We know this tradition all too well, dotted as it is with the 
names of the great intellectual Western racialists, such as Francis Bacon, 
David Hume, Immanuel Kant, Thomas Jefferson, and G. W.,.}? HegeV 
Whereas each of these figures demanded that blacks write poetry to prove 
their humanity, Calhoun-writing in a post-Phillis Wheatleyll era..,....,.took.ref-
uge in; yes, Greek syntax.. . 

In typical African-American fashion, a brilliant black inteJle'c'tualaccepted 
Calhoun's challenge. The anecdote Crummell shared with his fellow black 
'academicians turned out to be his shaping scene of instruction. ForCrurn
mell himself jumped. on a boat, sailed to· England, and. matriculated. at 
Queens' College, Cambridge, where he mastered the intricacies of Greek 
syntax. Calhoun, we suspect, was not impressed. 

Crummell never stopped believing that mastering the master's tongue was 
the sole path to .civilization, intellectual freedom, and social equality forthe 
black person. It was·Western "culture," he insisted, that.the.black person 
"must claim as his rightful heritage, as a·rhan..::.....not stinted training" no.t,a 
caste· educ;:ation,· not," he concluded;prophetically, ·"a Negro curpculum." As 
he. argued so passionately in. his speech of.1:8()O, "The English Language in 
Liberia," the acquisition of the English language,. along with Christiilnity, is 
~hewonderful sign of God's providence encoded in the nightmare of Mrican 
enslavement in the racist wilderness of the New World. Engiish; for Crtirn~ 
mell, was "the .. speechof Chaucer and Shakespeare, of Milton; andWoJ;:ds
worth, of Bacoh and Burke, of Franklin and Webster,"9 anq its· po.tential 
mastery was "this one item' of. compensation". that "the: ,Almighty has 
bestowed upon us" in exchange for "the exile of our fathers from their African 
homes to America.'· In the -English larigtiligeare embodied -'~thendblest the
ories of liberty" and "the grandest ideas of htlmanitY." If bla~k people master 
th"~ master's tongue, these great and grand ideas willbecdhi(!Af'rlcan'ideas, 
because "ideas conserve men, and keep aHve the vitality of nation,$:" .. 

1n dark contrast to the splendors of the English language, Cruinmell set 
the African vernacular languages, which, he wrote, have "definite marks of 
inferiority connected with them all, which place them at the widest distances 
from civilized languages." Any effort to render the master's discourse in our 
own black tongue is .. an egregious error, for we cannot translate ,sublime 
utterances "in [to] broken English-a miserable caricature.:of. their noble 

7. Major thinkers who generally (.ave the .Iave
holding JeEferoon) are not thought of as "racialist", 
Bacon (1561,..1626), English philosopher, scien
tist, and statesman; t-iUME (l711-1776), Scottish 
philosopher and historian; KANT (1724-1804), 
German idealist philosopher; Jefferson (1743-
1826), drafter oftht! DeClaration oflndej>endence, 
Founding Father, and 3d pre.ldent.(l801~9) of 
the United States; HEGEL (1770-1830, German 
idealist philosopher.. , 
8, The Rrst black American woman poet in the 
United States (ca. 1753-1784), born probably In 

Senegai and sold as a slave to a Boston family. 
9. Crummell names English and American men 
famed for their skill wjth, words, _ the English poet 
Geoffrey Chaucer (ca. 1343-1400) and the poetl 
dramatist Willlam Shakespeare (15.64-1616); two 
poets, . Johri Milton (16011-'-1674)· and WILUAM 
WORDSWORTH (1770-1850); two. philosopherl 
statesmen, .Bacon- and E.,.~iJ.ND. BURKE (172·7-'-
1797); and two American politicians, the popular 
author, inventor; and ambassador Benjamln 
Franklln (1706- ) 790) nid the great orator ~anlel 
Webster (1782-1852). 
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tongue." We must abandon forever both indigenous African vernacular lan
guages and the neo-African vernacular languages 'that our people have pro
duced in the New World: 

All low, inferior, and barbarous tongues are, doubtles's, but the lees and 
dregs of noble languages, which have gradually, as the soul of a nation 
has died out, sunk down to degradation and ruin. We must not suffer 
this decliY on these shores, in this nation. We have ,been made, provi
dentially, the deposit of a noble trust; and we should be' proud to show 
our appreciation of it. Having come to the heritage of this language we 
must cherish its spirit, as well as retain its letter. We must cultivate it 
among ourselves; we must strive to infuse its spirit among our reclaimed 
and aspiring natives. . 

I cite the examples of John C. Calhoun and Alexander Ctummell as meta
phors for the relation between the critic of black writing and the broader, 
larger institution of literature. Learning the master's tongue, for our gener
ation of critics, has been an act of empowerment, whether that tongue be 
New Criticism, humanism, structuralism, Marxism, poststructuralism, fem
inism, new historicism, I or any other "ism." Each of these critical discourses 
arises from a specific set of texts within the Western tradition. At least for 
the past decade, many of us have busied ourselves with the necessary task 
of learning about ,these movements in criticism, drawing upon their modes 
of reading to explicate the texts in our own tradition. 

This is an exciting time for critics of Afro-American literature, More crit
ical essays and books are being produced than ever before, and there have 
never been more jobs available teaching Afro-American literature in white 
colleges and universities. In a few years, we shall at last have our very own 
Norton anthology,2 a sure sign that the teaching of Afro-American-literature 
is being institutionalized. Our pressing question now becomes this. In what 
languages shall we choose to speak, and write, our own criticisms? What are 
we now to do with the enabling masks of empowerment that we have,donned 
as we have practiCed one mode of formal criticism or another? 

There is a long history of resistance to (white) theory in the (black) tra~ 
dition. Unlike almost every other, the Afro-American literary tradition was 
generated as a response to allegations that its authors did not, and could not' 
create literature, considered the signal measure of a race's innate "human
ity." The African living in Europe or in the New World seems to have felt 
compelled to create a literature not only to demonstrate that blacks did 
indeed possess the intellectual ability to create a written art,' but also to indict 
the several social and ec;onomic institutions that 'delimited the "humanity" 
of all black people in Western cultures. 

So insistent did these racist allegations prove to be, at least from the eigh
teenth to the early twentieth century, that it is fair to describe the subtext 
of the history of black letters in terms of the urge to refute them. Even as 
late as 1911, when J. E. Casely-Hayford3 published Ethiopia Unbound (the 
"first" African novel), he felt it necessary to address this 'matt,er in the first two 

I, Major critical schools of 20th-ccntury U .S. lit
erary sludies. 
2. The Norton Anthology of African American Lil
e,oatul-e (1997), whose general editors were Gates 

and NelIle Y. McKay.' 
3. Ghanaian lawyer, writer, and advocate of Afri
can nationalism (\866-1930). 
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paragraphs of this text. "At the dawn of the twentieth century," the novel 
opens, "men of light and leading both in Europe and in America had not yet 
made up their minds as to what place to assign to the spiritual aspirations of the 
black man." Few literary traditions have begun with such a complex and curi
ous relation to criticism: allegations of an absence led directly to a presence, a 
literature often inextricably bound in a dialogue with its harshest critics. 

Black literature and its criticism, then, have been put to uses that were 
not primarily aesthetic; rather, they have formed part of a larger discourse 
on the nature of the black, and of his or h~r role in the order of things. The 
relation among theory, tradition, and integrity within black culture has not 
been, and perhaps cannot be, a straightforward matter. 

Despite the fact that critics of black literature are often attacked for using 
theory and that some black readers respond to their work by remarking that 
it's all Greek to them, it is probably true that critics of Afro-American liter
ature are more concerned with the compl~,xielation between literature and 
theory than ever before. There are many, reasons for this, not the least of 
which is our increasingly central role in "the profession" precisely when our 
colleagues are engulfed in their own extensive debates about the intellectual 
merit of so much theoriZing. Theory, as a second-order reflection upon a 
primary gesture, has always been viewed with suspicion by scholars who find 
it presumptuous and even decadent when criticism claims the right to stand 
on its own: theoretical texts breed equally "decadent" theoretical responses 
in a creative process that can be very far removed from a poem or a novel. 

For the critic of Afro-American literature, this process is even more per
ilous because most of the contemporary literary theory derives from critics 
of Western European languages and ·literatures. Is the use of theory to write 
about Afro-American literature merely another form of intellectual inden
ture, a mental servitude as pernicious in its intellectual implications as any 
other kind of enslavet;nent'? The key word implied in this panel discussion4 

is integrity. To quote the Oxford English Dictionary's definition of the word, 
does theorizing about a text or a literary tradition "mar," "violate," "impair," 
or "corrupt" the "soundness" of an "original perfect state" of a black text or 
of the black tradition'? To argue that it does is to align oneself with the New 
Critics5-who often seem not to have cared particularly for, or about, the 
writing of Afro-Americans-and with their view that texts are "organic 
wholes" in the first place. This is a critical error. 

The sense of "integrity" as it seems to arise in the Afro-American tradition 
is more akin to the notion of "ringing true," or to Houston Baker's6 concept 
of "sounding." (One of the most frequently used critical judgments in the 
African-American tradition is '!That just don't sound right," or, as Alice Wal
ker puts it in The Calor Purple,7 "Look like to me only a fool would want to 
talk in a way that feel peculiar to your mind.") That is the sense that black 
nationalists8 call on here, without understanding how problematic this can 

4. The panel "Integrity and the Black Tradition," 
where this essay was originally presented at the 
1987 convention of the Modern Languase A"o
elation (the primary North AmerIcan professional 
orllonlzatlon for .chola .. In English and forellln 
languaRes and IIterlltures). 
5. Those literary Interpreters (<..1LEANTH BROOKS, 
WII_LlAM K. WIMSA1T JR., etc.) who emphasize clo.e 
reading of the te"t a< an autonomous ("or
ganic") whole; they dominated Anglo-Amerlcan 

criticism In the mid-20th century. 
6. A leading African American literary theorist (b. 
1943; see above). 
7. A 1982 novel by Walker (h. 1944), African 
American novelist and poet. 
8. ThOle who advocate a aeparatlst black culture 
and political orpnlzatlon, a .tance a .. odated with 
th. black power and Black Aru movement. of the 
19605 through mld-19705. 
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be. Doubleness. alienation, equivocality-since the turn of the century at 
least, these have been re.current tropes for the black tradition. 

To be sure, this matter of criticism and "integrity" has a long and rather 
tortured history in black letters, It was David Hume, after all, who called 
Francis Williams," the Jamaican poet of Latin verse, "a parrot who merely 
speaks a few words plainly." Phillis Wheatley, too, has long suffered from 
the spurious attacks of black and white critics alike for being the rara avis' 
of a school of so-called mockingbird poets, whose use of European and Amer
ican literary conventions has been considered a corruption of a "purer" black 
expression, found in forms such as the blues, signifying, spirituals, and Afro
American dance. Can wc, as critics, escape a "mockingbird" relation to the
ory? And can we escape the racism of so many critical theorists, from Hume 
and Kant through the SOllthern Agrarians and the Frankfurt school?2 

Only recently have some scholars attempted to convince critics of black 
literature that we can, Perhaps predictably, a number of these attempts share 
a concern with that which has been most repressed in the received tradition 
of Afro-American criticism: close readings of the texts themselves. Myadvo
cacy of theory's value for such readings is meant as a prelude to the definition 
of critical principles peculiar to the black litel'Qry traditions, related to con
temporary theory generally and yet, as Robert Farris Thompson~ puts it, 
"indelibly black." I have tried to work through contemporary theories of lit
erature not to "apply" them to black texts, but to transform by translating 
them into a new rhetorical realm-to re-create, through revision, the critical 
theory at hand. As OUJ' familiarity with the black tradition and with literary 
theory expands, we shall invent our own black, text-specific theories, as some 
of LIS have begun to do. \Ve must learn to read a black text within a black 
formal cultural matrix. as well as its "white" matrix, 

This is necessary because the existence of a black canon is a historically 
contingent phenomenon; it is not inherent in the nature of "blackness," not 
vouchsafed by the metaphysics of some racial essence. The black tradition 
exists only insofar as black artists enact it, Only because black writers have 
read and responded to other black writers with a sense of recognition and 
acknowledgment can we speak of a black literary inheritance, with all the 
burdens and ironies that has entailed, Race is a text (an array of discursh'e 
practices), not an essence, It must be read with painstaking care and.$llspi
cion, not imbibed. 

I have tried to employ contemporary theory to defamiliarize4 the texts of 
the black tradition: i1'onically, it is necessary to create distance between 
reader and texts in order to go beyond reflexive responses and achieve critical 
insight into and intim.acy with their formal workings, I have done this to 
respect the "integrity" of these texts, by trying to avoid confusing my expe
rience as an Afro-American with the act of language that defines a black text, 

9. Jamaican poet (J 700-! -70>. 
I. Rare bird (Llltin). 
2. German social and H{'~tht"tic theorists who 
l1-athered lit Frankfurt', Inslltute fOl" Social 
Hes('arch (founded in 192.~); pmminent members 
include 'IHUOJ)OIl AI)OIlN') ,"") MA" HORKHI'IMER. 
Suutiu:rn Agraril:l11S: uis(J kno\\ n u!rt the Fugilives, 
a )\r<lUp of Southern POl'ls ",,,I crltfc. (many, 
inciu(ling JOIIN (:"0\\'1,: 1"\;\.1"-' )1\1. \\'l'rc n~!Ioocinted 
\\'ilh Vlln<lerbilt Univ..,.si\v ill tht' I '120s) ",ha we"e 
politintlly cun§£'rvut ivl' i.lI;d ,·il'\\'\.·'" \' ork.!oo of liter-

ature as autonomous verbal structures; their nlHn
ifesto was 1'/1 Take My Stand: TI,e Soul I, and 'he 
Agrari,,,, Tre«/ilion by Twelve Soulhemer.' (1930). 
3. African American art historian (b. 19~2). 
4. A term from the Russian form.lIist Viklol" 
Shklov.ky (J 893-1984); defamiliarization is the 
process through which an object of art "mal,es 
strange" whot la familiar, 10 our response to It is 
not routine and it can be appreciated not ns hnt
totlve but as an independent work. 
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This is the challenge of the critic of black literature in the 1980s: not to shy 
away from white power-'-that is', literary theory-but to translate it into the 
black idiom,renaming principles of criticisin' where.' appropriate, but espe
cially naming indigenous black-principles of criticism and applying· them to 
our own texts. Any tool that eri:ables the critic to explain the complex work
ings of the language of a text is appropriate here. For it is language, the black 
language of black t~xts, that expresses the 'distinctive qualitY. of olJr'literaty 
tradition. Once it may have seemed that the only critical implements black 
critics needed were the pom-pom and the twirled baton; in facttthere is no 
deeper form of literary disrespect. We will not protect the "integrity" of our 
tradition by remaining afraid of, or naive about, literary theory; rather, we 
will inflict upon it the violation of reflexive, stereotypical readings-or non
reading. We are the keepers of the black literary tradition. No matterwhllt 
theories we embrace, we have more in common with each other than'we do 
with any other critic of any other literature. We write for each other, and for 
our own contemporary'writers; This relation is a criticahriJst~ 

It is also political trust. How can the demonstration that our texts sustain 
ever closer and more sophisticated readings not bepolitiCalilt a time when 
all sorts of so-called canonicalcritics'rriediate their racism -through calls for 
"purity" of the "tradition," demands as implicitly radst as anything the South· 
ern Agrarians said? How Can the deconstruction of the forms. of racism itself 
not ,be political? How can the use' of literary analysis to explicate the· racist 
social text in-which We 'still find ourselves be anything but·political?·Ta>}'e 
political, however, does not meitn that .. have to write at the level of a Marvel 
comic' book. My task, as I see it, is to help guarantee that blackandso--caIled 
t'hirdWotld literatureS, is taught to black and Third'Worl~ and white ·stu· 
dents by black and Third 'World and white professors' in heretofore whit~ 
mainstream departments cif literature, and to train students to think; to read, 
and to write clearly, to expose false' uses of language/fraudulent claims, and 
muddled arguments, propaganda, and viCious Iies-'--ftom all of which 'our 
people have suffered just as surely 'as- we have from· an economic order ·in 
which ·we·were zeros and a .metaphysical order iri .which we were absences', 
These art! the'''values'',which should be ttansmitted through oritical therlry. 

In the'December 1986 issue of the Voice Literary Supplement,' in an essay 
entitled '''Cult-Nats Meet FreakY-Deke," Greg Tate6 argued cogently and 
compellingly that "black aestheticians need to develop a coheren't criticism 
to communicate the complexities of our culture. There's no' periodical on 
black cultural phenbmena equivalent to The Village Voice .or AHforUm, no 
publication' that provides journalism on black visual art; philosophy, politics, 
economit!s,' media, literature, linguistics, -psychology, sexuality, spirituality, 
and pop culturel Though there are certainly black editors, journalistsrand 
academics capable of prodUcing such a journal; the disintegration of the 
black cultural nationalist movement and the brain-drain of black intellec
tuals to white institutions have destroyed the vociferous public. Q.~alogue that 
used to exist between them." While I would argue that Sage, Callaloo,. and 
Black American Literature Forum (BALF) are indeed fulfilling that funct~oli. 
for academic critics, I am afraid· that the truth of Tate's claim is .i~esistible. 

~. Uterature from the "~nderdeveloped" coun~ 
tries, .mSJ:1Y of them former colonie.s, n~~ ~omi
nated by highly Industrialized "first world': (largely 

We.te~n) nations in a global ecori;'iny. " 
<i. 'Mrican American cultural critic and journalist. 
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But his most important contribution to the future of black criticism is to 
be found in his most damning allegation. "What's unfortunate," he writes, 
"is that while black artists have opened up the entire 'text. of blackness' for 
fun and games, not many black critics have produced. writing as fecund, 
eclectic, and freaky-deke as the art, let alone the culture, itself .... Forthose 
who prefer exegesis with a polemical bent, just imagine how critics as fluent 
in black and Western culture as the postliberated artists could strike terror 
into that bastion of white supremacist thinking, the Western art [and literary] 
world[s]." To which I can only say, echoing Shug in Alice Walker's The Color 
Purple, "Amen. Amen." 

Tate's challenge is a serious one because neither ideology. nor criticism 
nor blackness can exist as entities of themselves, outside the forms of their 
texts .. This is the central theme of Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man snd Ishmael 
Reed's Mumbo Jumbo,? for example. But how can we write or·read the text 
of "Black Theory"'? What language(s) do black people use,to represent their 
critical or ideological positions'? In what forms of language do we speak or 
write'? Can we derive a valid, integral "black" text·or criticism or ideology 
from borrowed or appropriate forms? Can a black woman's text emerge 
"authentically" as borrowed, or "liberated," or.revised, from the· patriarchal 
forms of the slave narratives, on the one hand, or;from the. white matriarchal 
forms of the sentimental novel, on the other, as Harriet Jacobsand Harriet 
Wilson attempted to do in Incidents in the Life ,of a ·Slave Girl (1861) .and 
Our Nig (I 859),?R Where lies/the liberation in revision, the ideological integ
rity of defining freedom in the modes and forms of .difference charted so 
cogently by so many poststructural critics of black literature? 

For it is in these spaces of difference that black literature has dwelled. 
And while it is crucial to read these patterns of difference closely, we must 
understand as well that the quest was lost, in a major .sense, before it had 
even begun, simply because the terms of our own self-representation have 
been provided by the master. It is not enough for us, to ~.h.pw. .tp-at refutation, 
negation, and revision exist, and to define them as satisfactory gestures of 
ideological independence. Our next concern mOst be to ,address~he black 
political signified, that is, the cultural vision and .the critical language that 
underpin the search through literature and art for a profound reord~ring and 
humanizing of everyday existence. We must urge our writers and crit~ .to 
undertake the fullest and most ironic exploration of the manner and matter, 
the content and form, the structure and sensibility so familiar and poignant 
to us in our most sublime form of art, black music, where ideology and art 
arc one, whether we listen to Bessie Smith or to postmodern and poststruc
tural John Coltrane.9 

Just as we must urge our writers to meet this challenge, we as critics must 
turn to our own peculiarly black structures of thought and feeling to develop 
our own languages of criticism. We must do so by drawing on the black 
vernacular, the language we use to speak to each other when no outsiders 
arc around. Unless we look to the verriacular:to ground our theories and 

7. The best-known novel (1972) by Reed (b. 
I 93R), African American novelist and poet. Invis
ible Man (1952) is the masterpiece of Ellison 
( 1 914- I 994), Mrican American writer of fiction, 
cssnys, and criticism. 
B. Account. of slave life by Jacobs (1813-1877) 

and Wilson (I 808--ca. (870). Jacob's Writes of hid
ing for nearly 7 years In a small, cramped attic; this 
is the "gatret~ lo which I~ates late.r ~fers. 
9. American j87Z saxophonist and composer 
(1926-1967). Smith (ca. 1 89s...1937), American 
blues linger. 
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modes of reading, we will surely sink in the mire of Nella Larsen's quick
sand, I remain alienated in the isolation of Harriet Jacob's garret, or masked 
in the received stereotype of the Black Other helping Huck to return to the 
raft, singing "China Gate" with Nat King Cole under the Da Nang moon, or 
reflecting our bald heads in the shining flash of Mr. T's2 signifying gold 
chains. 

We must redefine theory itself from within out own black cultures, 
refusing to grant the racist premise that theory is something that white 
people do, so that we are doomed to -imitate our white colleagues; like 
reverse black minstrel critics done up in whiteface. We are all heirs to crit
ical theory, but critics are also_ heir to the black vernacular critical tradi
tion as well. We must not succumb, all. did Alexander Crummell, to the 
tragic lure of white power, the mistake (of) accepting the empowering lan
guage of white critical theory as "universal" or as our only language, the 
mistake of confusing the enabling mask of theory with our own black 
faces. Each of us has, in some -literal or figurative manner, boarded a ship 
and sailed to a metaphorical Cambridge, seeking to master the master's 
tools. (I myself, being quite literal-minded, booked passage some fourteen 
years ago on the QE2. 3 ) Now we must at last don the empowering mask of 
blackness and talk that talk, the language of black difference. While it is 
true that we must, as Du Bois sai8 so long ago, "know and test the power 
of the cabalistic letters of the white man," we must also know and test the 
dark secrets of a black discursive universe that awaits its disclosure 
through the black arts of interpretation. For the future of theory, in the 
remainder of this century, is black inc;leed. 

1. Qulclc.sand (1928) was the first novel by the 
African American writer Larsen (1891-1964). 
2. Lawrence Tureaud (b. 1952). popular African 
American television and film aetor of the 1980 •• 
generally seen In a Mohawk haircut and copious 
gold jewelry. Huck: title character of Mark Twain's 
Adve .. tures of Huc1cleberry FI .... (1884). who Is 
helped by the runaway slave Jim back to the raft 
travellng down the Mississippi River. Cole (1919-
1965), Innovative African American pianist and 
leading popular singer of the 1950s -and 1960s, 

1988 

who had a small role (and sang the title song) In 
the 1957 film China GaM (dir. Samuel Fuller), 
which was set In the last days of the French war In 
Vietnam; Da Nang. In central Vietnam, later 
became a major American military base. 
3. Queen Elizabeth 2, a Cunard liner put Into serv
ice in 1969; though now used primarily for cruises, 
It provides the only regularly scheduled luxury pas
senger service acro •• the Atlantic. Gate. pursued 
hi. graduate studies at Cambridge University. 

EVE KOSOFSKY SEDGWICK 
h. 1950 

In the 1992 preface to the second edition of Between Men: English Literature and 
Male Homosocial Desire (1985), Eve Sedgwick writes about the emergence in the late 
19805 and early 19905 of queer theory, a new paradigm of literary theory that owes 
its productivity to the "gorgeous generativity, the speculative generosity and daring, 
the permeability, and the activism that have long been lodged in the multiple histories 
of queer reading." In the aftermath of the famous Stonewall riots, when gay men and 
lesbians fought back against a police raid on a gay bar in New York City in the summer 
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of \969, and often under the umbrella of feminist and then gender studies, increas
ingly vucal gay and lesbian Iibemtion movements took shape. In the 1970s, the work 
of literary theorists such as ADHlENNE RICH, BONNIE ZIMMERMAN, BARBARA SMITH. 

W.OHlA AN7ALOUA, Louie Crew, and Rictor Norton had begun to define a gay and 
It'sbian studies movement in the academy based on the identity politics that had well 
served both feminists and civil rights activists. The 1980s, however, saw a re
appraisal of political strategies llnd the emergence of a "highly productive queer com
munity whose explicit basis f was1 the criss-crossing of the lines of identification and 
desire among gendel's, races and sexual definitions." By the early 1990s, it was pos
sible to talk about queer theory as a vital new area of literary theory, built on the 
pioneering work of theorists such as MICHEL FOUCAULT, JUDlTH BUTLER, MONIQLIE 

WITI'IG, and Sedgwick het'self; its aim was to expose incoherencies in the supposedly 
slable definitions of malt· and female sexuality, to include not only gay and lesbian 
hUI also transgendered subjects, and to e.xplore topics such as cross-dressing, gender 
Bmbiguity, and transse.xuality. 

Born in Day ton, Ohio. Scdgwick received her B.A. from Cornell University and 
went on to earn an M .Phi!. and in 1975 a Ph.D. from Yale University. She has taught 
at a number of colleges and universities; since 1998. she has been a Distinguished 
Professor of English at the Graduate Center at the City University of New York. She 
has held major fellowships from the Mellon Foundation (1976-78), the Bunting 
Institute at Radcliffe College 11 983-84), the Guggcnheim Foundation (1987-88), 
and the National Humanities Center (1991-92). 

In Between J\ifetl Sedgwick explores the phenomenon of hOIUQsociality, a term she 
applied to the social bonds formed between persons of the same sex. While these 
bonds can be distinguished fwm homosexuality-sexual desire between persons of 
till' same sex-they exist on a continuum with it. The structures of male and 
female homosocial bonds are, Sedgwick argues, quite distinct. The continuum 
betwecn male homosocial and homosexual desire is disrupted by the often intense 
homophobia (fear of homusexuality) that marks rituals of male bonding in our cul
tlll·e. But the opposition between homosocial and homosexual is much less pro
nounced, much less dichotomous, observes Sedgwick, for women than it is for men 
(see, for instance. Adrienne Rich's famous notion of a "lesbian continuum" in 
"Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence," above). Between Men exam
ines how male homosociality gets constructed and reflected in European literary 
texts from 1750 to 1850. In particular, Sedgwick is interested in the ways in which 
hOJ1losocial desire is constituted in Western literature between men whose bonding 
is forged through their rivalry over a woman who mediates their relationship and 
deflects any taint of homoeroticism. A popular example of this phenomenon ;ht 
be the triangle formed between Arthur, Guinevere, and Lancelot in Arthurian 
Iite,·ature. 

In Epistemology of t.lze Clo,~et (1990), Sedgwick points out that the versions of 
modern lesbian andg •• y history recounted by gay liberation movements following 
Stonewall were all based on a metaphor of "the closet," which created what she calls 
the regime of the "op~'n secl'et" and has dominated lesbian and gay life for more than 
a century. She suggests thHt this regime, with its contradictory and constraining rules 
about pJ"ivacy and disclosure, public and private, awareness and ignorance, has shaped 
the way in which many questions of value and epistemology (knowledge) have been 
conceived and addressed not only in gay subculture but in modern Western society 
<IS a whole. In her book's int\"Oduction, which she titles "Axiomatic," Sedgwickexplores 
this problem through seven '"axioms." The second axiom, included in our selection 
below, argues that while sexuality and gender may be implicated in one snothe,', they 
constitute conceptually distinct realms. To treat sexuality as a part of gender perpet
uates heterosexist assumptions about sexuality, foreclosing other as yet unarticulated 
ways of understanding. For Sedgwick, it follows thst while lesbian, gay, and anti
homophobic scholarship havt· much to learn from feminism, one cannot assume that 
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the interests of the various actors coincide. Any alliances among movements to end 
oppression are strategic .and political, not necessarily natural. 

Sedgwick's criticism exhibits the strong influence of .feminist, Fou!=auldlan, and 
deconstructive (see JACQUES DERRIDA) modes of-analysis and, like many.poststruc
turalist critics, she writes hi a philosophical prose that is often challenging, Yet while 
some critics have voiced the familiar complaint about the impenetrability of post
structuralist prose, others have been more concerned with the political stakes involved 
in her argument. Some fear that queer theory seeks to dissolve familiar identity cat
egories such as gay and lesbian, creating im apolitical movement that ignores the real 
material conditions of gay life. Others suspect that queer theory will onct! diore render 
women and lesbians invisible under the guise of a gender-neutral politics. These 
vexing political issues aside, Sedgwick's groundbreaking theoretical work raises impor
tant questions about the limits of identity politics, as it reshapes our Uriderstanding 
of the relationships between literature and sexuality. 
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From Between Men: English Literature and Male 
Homosocial Desire 

From Introduction 

I. HOMOSOCIAL DESIRE . ;. 

The subject of this book is a relatively short, recent, and acces$ible passage 
of English culture, chiefly as embodied in theniid~eighteen~h,:,'tO, initl~ 
nineteenth-century novel. The attraction ,of the period to theorists;of many 
disCiplines is obvious: condensed, self-reflective, and' viliddy "lnfluenthil 
change in economic, ideologicai~ 'and gender arrangements. 1 will b~'arguing 
that concom~tant changes i~ the structure of the continuum of male "homo
social desire" were tightly, often causally .bound up with the other more 
visible changes; that the emerging pattern of male friendship, mentorship, 
entitlement, rivalry, and hetero- and homosexuality was in an intimate and 
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shifting relation to class; and that no element of that pattern can be under
stood outside of its relation to women and the gender system 8S a whole. 

"Male homosocial desire": the phrase in the title of this study is intended 
to mark both discriminations and paradoxes~ "Homosocial desire," to begin 
with, is a kind of oxymoron. "Homosocial" is a word occasionally used in 
history and the social sciences, where it describes social bonds ·between per
sons of the same sex; it is a neologism, obviously formed by analogy with 
"homosexual," and just as obviously meant to be distinguished from "homo
sexual." In fact, it is applied to such activities as "male bonding," which may, 
as in our society, be characterized by intense homophobia,. fear and hatred 
of homosexuality.' To draw the "homosocial" back into the orbit of "desire," 
of the potentially erotic, then, is to hypothesize the potential unbrokenness 
of a continuum between homosocial and homosexual-a continuum whose 
visibility, for men, in our society, is radically disrupted. It will become clear, 
in the course of my argument, that my hypothesis of the unbrokenness of 
this continuum is not a genetic one-I do not mean to discuss genital homo
sexual desire as "at the root of" other forms of male homosociality-but 
rather a strategy for making generalizations about, and marking historical 
differences in, the structure of men's relations with other men. "Male homo
social desire" is the name this book will give to the entire continuum. 

I have chosen the word "desire" rather than "love" to mark the erotic 
emphasis because, in literary critical and related discourse, "love" is. more 
easily used to name a particular emotion, and "desire'! to name a structure; 
in this study, a series of arguments about the structural permutations of 
social impulses fuels the critical dialectic. For the most part, I will be using 
"desire" in a way analogous to the psychoanalytic ·use of ~'libido"Z-not for a 
particular affective state or emotion, but for the affective or social force, the 
glue, even when its manifestation is hostility or hatred or something less 
emotively charged, that shapes an important relationship. How far this force 
is properly sexual (what, historically, it means for something to be "sexual") 
will be an active question. 

The title is specific about male homosocial desire. partly in order.to 
acknowledge from the beginning (and stress the seriousness of) a limitation 
of my subject; but there is a more positive and substantial reason, as well. It 
is one of the main projects of this study to explore the ways· in which..!the 
shapes of sexuality, and what counts as sexuality, both depend on and affect 
historical power relationships.3 A corollary is that in a society where men 

I. The notion of "homophobia" is itself fraught 
wilh dlfllcultles. To begin with. the word is etymo
logically nonsensical. A more serious problem is 
that the linking of fear and hatred in the 
"-phohia" suffix, and in the word's usage, does tend 
to prejudge the question of thc cause of homosex
uul oppression: it is attributed to feor. os opposed 
lo (for example) a desire for power. privilege. or 
nlaterial goods. An alternative term that is more 
suggestive of collective. structurally Inscribed. per
hilJl5 materially bas~d oppression is "heterosex
iSln." Thhi study will, however, continue to use 
"homophobia," for three reasons. First, it win be an 
ilnpnrtant concern here to question, rather than to 
reinforce. the presumptively symmetrical opposi
tion between homo- and heterosexuality, whieh 
seems to be implicit in the term f'heterosexj,l;m." 
Second. the etiology of individual people's atti
ludes toward male homosexuality will not bc a 

focus of discussion. And third. the Ideological and 
thematic treatments of male homosexuality to be 
discussed from the late eighteenth century onward 
do combine fear and hatred in a way that is appro
prlatelycalled phobic. Fot a gOod. summary of 
social science res.!arch on. the coric.ept of homo
phobia, see Stephen M. Morin'atld EII"n M. Gar
finkle. "Male Homophobia." in Gays,,,,,,I,, Gay 
Male ana Lesbian Co .......... icatlon. ed. James W. 
Chesebro (New York: Pilgrim Press. 1981). 
pp. 1 17-29 [except as Indicated, all note. are 
Sedgwick·sJ. 
2. Psychic drive or energy a.soclated with the sex
ual Instinct but also Inherent In other mental 
desires and drives [edltor's note). 
3. For a good survey of the background to this 
assertion. see Jeffrey Weeks. Sex. Politics, ana 
Society: The Regulation of S_lity Since 1800 
(London: Longman. 1981). 1'1'.1-18. 
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and women differ in their access to power, there will be important gender 
differences, as well, in the structure and constitution of sexuality. 

For instance, the diacriticaI4 opposition between the "homosocial" and the 
"homosexual" seems to be much less thorough and dichotomous for women, 
in our society, than for men. At this particular historical moment, an intel
ligible continuum of aims, emotions, and valuations links lesbianism with 
the other forms of women's attention to women: the bond of mother and 
daughter, for instance, the bond of sister and sister, women's friendship, 
"networking," and the active struggles of feminism.' The continuum is criss
crossed with deep discontinuities-with much homophobia, with conflicts 
of race and class-but its intelligibility seems now a matter of simple com
mon sense. However agonistic the poli~ics, however conflicted the feelings, 
it seems at this moment to make an obvious kind of sense to say that women 
in our society who love women, women who teach, study, nurture, suckle, 
write about, march for, vote for, give jobs to, or otherwise promote the inter
ests of other women, are pursuing congruent and closely related activities. 
Thus the adjective "homosocial" as applied to women's bonds (by, for exam
ple, historian Carroll Smith-Rosenberg)6 need not be pointedlydichotomized 
as against "homosexual"; it can intelligibly denominate the entire continuum. 

The apparent simplicity-the unity-of the continuum between "women 
loving women" and "women promoting the interests of women," extending 
over the erotic, social, familial, economic, and political realms, would not be 
so striking if it were not in strong contrast to the arrangement among males. 
When Ronald Reagan and Jesse Helms? get down to serious 10grolIing on 
"family policy," they are men promotjng men's interests. (In fact, they 
embody Heidi Hartmann's definition of patriarchy: "relations between men, 
which have a material base, and which, though hierarchical, establish or 
create interdependence and solidarity among men that enable them to dom
inate women.")8 Is their bond in any way congruent with the bond of a loving 
gay male couple? Reagan and Helms would say no-disgustedly. Most gay 
couples would say no-disgustedly. But why not? Doesn't the continuum 
between "men-loving-men" and "men-promoting-the-interests-of-men" have 
the same intuitive force that it has for women? 

Quite the contrary: much of the most useful recent writing about patri
archal structures suggests that "obligatory heterosexuality" is built into male
dominated kinship systems, or that homophobia is a necessary consequence 
of such patriarchal institutions as heterosexual marriage.9 Clearly, however 
convenient it might be to group together all the bonds that link males to 

4. Distinctive; serving as a distinguishing feature 
[editor's note]. 
5. Adrienne Rich describes these bonds as form
ing a Cllesblan continuum," in her essay "Compul
sory Heterosexuality and Lesbian E>dstence," Sign. 
5 (1980): 631-60. IIlICH (b. 1929), American fem
inist poet and essayist: for this e.say, see above
editor's note.] 
6. "The Female World of Love and Ritual," in A 
Heritage of Her Own: Toward a New Socllll Hi5lory 
of American Women, ed, Noncy F. Gatt and Ell,· 
Rbeth H, Pleck (New York: Slmon and Schuuer, 
1979), pp. 311-42; usage appears on, e,g., 
pp. 316, 317. 
7. Senator (b. 1921) from North Carolina 
(1973-). Reagan (b. 1911), 40th president of the 

United States (1981-89). Both conservative 
Republicans were well known for their vocal sup
port of "family values" during the 1980s [editor's 
note]. 
8. "The Unhappy Marriage of Marxism Bnd Fem
inism: Toward a More Progressive Union," in 
Women and Revolt.llon: A Discussion of the 
Unhappy Marriage of Mar:dsm and Femlnj,m. ed. 
LydlaSargent (Boston: South End Press, 1981), 
pp. J -41; th, quotation Is from p, 14. 
9. See, for eKample, Gayl. Rubin, "The Tram" In 
Women, Note. toward a 'Political Economy' of 
Sell," In Toward an Anthropolo8J' of Women, ed. 
RByna Relter (New York: Monthly Review Press, 
1975), pp. 182-83. 
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males, and by which males enhance the status of males-usefully symmet
rical as it would be, that grouping meets with a prohibitive structural obsta
de. From the vantage point of our own society, at any rate, it has apparently 
been impossible to imagine a form of patriarchy that was not homophobic. 
Gayle Rubin writes, for instance, "The suppression of the homosexual com
ponent of human sexuality. and by corollary, the oppression of homosexuals. 
is ... a product of the same system whose rules and relations oppress 
\vomen."J 

The historical manifestations of this patriarchal oppression of homosex
uals have been savage and nearly endless. Louis Crompton makes a detailed 
case for describing the history as genocidaV Our own society is brutally 
homophobic; and the homophobia directed against both males and females 
is not arbitrary or gratuitous. but tightly knit into the texture of family, gen
der. age, class, and race relations. Our society could not cease to be homo
phobic and have its economic and political structures remain unchanged. 

~evertheless, it has yet to be demonstrated that, because most patriarchies 
structurally include homophobia, therefore patriarchy structurally requires 
homophobia. K. J. Dover's recent study, Greek Homosexuality, seems to give 
a strong counterexample in classical Greece. Male homosexuality, according 
to Dover's evidence, was a widespread, licit, and very influential part of the 
culture. Highly structUl'ed along lines of class, and within the citizen class 
along lines of age. the pursuit of the adolescent boy by the older man was 
described by stereotypes that we associate with romantic heterosexual love 
(conquest, surrender. the "cruel fair," the absence of desire in the love 
object), with the passive part going to the boy. At the same time, however, 
because the boy was destined in turn to grow into manhood, the assignment 
of roles was not permanent." Thus the love relationship, while temporarily 
oppressive to the object. had a strongly educational function; Dover quotes 
Pausanias in Plato's SymposiunI as saying "that it would be right for him [the 
boy] to perform any service for one who improves him in mind and charac
ter. "4 Along with its erotic component, then, this was a bond of mentorship; 
the boys were apprentkes in the ways and virtues of Athenian citizenship. 
whose privileges they inherited. These privileges included the power to com
mand the labor of slaves of both sexes, and of women of any class including 
their own. "Women and slaves belonged and lived together," Hannah Al:(t.ndt 
writes. The system of sharp class and gender subordination was a necessary 
part of what the male culture valued most in itself: "Contempt for laboring 
originally [arose] out of a passionate striving for freedom from necessity and 
a no less passionate impatience with every effort that left no trace, no mon
ument, no great work worthy to remembrance";' so the contemptible labor 
was left to women and slaves. 

The example of the Greeks demonstrates, I think, that while heterosexu-

I. lluhil1, "Traffic." 1'. 1 RO. 
2. Luuj~ Crompton, "Guy Gc..'l\ocidC': rrOln Levit
iCllS to Hitler,lt in 'n" .. Gd) I\c"liremil', l'd. Louic 
C,'l'W (Puhn Sprlnll", Calif.: ETC Publiclltlons, 
1'17Si. 1'1'.67-91; but .'?C' d,apll'l' ~ (of B",w(',,,. 
""'"l for n c1lfit'usslon or thl'limlt"t"",. of "l!lmo· 
dd,·" as an ul1dctl'htndil1J!, (1f tht· fntt.' or hClInosex .. 
lIaI11l(,1l. 

:~. On thj~, ~e(' Jean Baker J\1i1h.'l"t TOll','lrcl (I Nett' 
(J\,t'll()l(J.~)' ()f WOnlel7 (n(H.lOIl: Beat'on Press, 

1976), chap. J. 
4. K. J. Dover, Greelt Homosexuality (N('w York: 
Random Hnuse-VlntRlle, 1980), p. 91. fDo\,er', 
quotation 11 from PlATO, Symposium 184c1-t'di
tor', note.! 
5, Hennah Arendt, The HUn,a" Conllitloll (Chi
cllgo: University of Chicago Pre •• , 19~8), p. 83; 
quoted ill Adrienne Rich, 0 .. Ue., Secre' •• an" 
Silence: Selee/ell Prose, 1966-1978 (New York: 
Norton, 1979), 1'. 206. 
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ality is necessary for the maintenance of any patriarchy, homophobia, against 
males at any rate, is not. In fact, for the Greeks, the 'continuum between 
"men loving men" and "men promoting the interests of men" appears to have 
been quite seamless. It is as if, in our terms, there were no perceived dis~ 
continuity between the male bonds at the Continental Baths and the male 
bonds at the Bohemian Grove6 or in the board room or Senate cloakroom. 

It is clear, then, that there is an asymmetry in our present society lletween, 
on the one hand, the relatively continuous relation of female homosocial and 
homosexual bonds, and, on the other hand, the radically discontinuous rela
tion of male homosocial and homosexual bonds. The example of the Greeks 
(and of other, tribal cultures, such as the New Guinea "Sambia" studied:by 
G. H. Herdt?) shows, in addition, that the structure of homosocial continu
ums is culturally contingent, not an innate feature of either "maleness'" or 
"femaleness." Indeed, closely tied though it obviously is to questions of male 
vs. female power, the explanation will require a more exact mode of historical 
categorization than "patriarchy," as well, since patriarchal power structures 
(in Hartmann's sense) characterize both Athenian and American societies. 
Nevertheless, we may take as an explicit axiom. that the historically differ
ential shapes of male and female homosociality-much as they themselves 
may vary over time-will always be articulations and mechanisms of the 
enduring inequality of power between women and men. 

Why should the different shapes of the homosocial continuum bean ipter
esting question? Why. should it be a literary question? Its importance for the 
practical politics of the gay movement as a minririty rights movement,is 
already obvious from the recent history of strategic and philosophical differ
ences between lesbians and gay men. In addition, it is theoretiaally interest
ing partly as a way of approaching a larger question of "sexual politics": What 
does it mean-what difference does it make-when a social or politicalrelao 

tionship is,sexualized? If the relation of homosociaLto:homosexual bonds is 
so shifty, then what theoretical framework do we have for drawing any linkS 
between sexual and power relationships? 

1985 

';' 

From Epistemology ·of the Closet 

From Introduction: Axiomatic 

AXIOM 2: THE STUDY OF SEXUALITY 'IS NOT COExrENSIVE WITHTI-l"E ' 
STUDY OF GENDER; CORRESPONDINGLY, ANTI HOMOPHOBIC INQUlkY"iS' 
NOT COEXTENSIVE WITH FEMINIST INQUIRY. BUT WE CAN'T KNOW iN'! 

. . . .) . ~ 1 ~ 

ADVANCE HOW THEY WILL BE DIFFERENT. ' • , 

Sex, gender, sexuality: three terms whose usage rei~tions and analyticalr,e,la, 
tions are almost irremediably slippery. The charting of a' space between 

6. On the Bohemian Grove, an all-male summer 
camp for American ruling-c1as. men, s~,G.,WiI
liam Domhoff, The Bohemian G"";'" h-,.a 0,10 .... 
Re,,... .. '-: A Stud,. In R .. ling-CIa.. Cohe.i"eness 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1974); and a more 
vivid, although homophobic, account, John van der 
Zee, The Gream' Men's Parl)' on Earth: inside ,he 
Bohemia .. Grove (New York: Harcourt Brace Jo-

- ',:: ;'!')i 
.' . . ... ~ 

vanovlch, 1974). [The Continental Bath.: a gay 
bathhouse/dub, very popular In', the' 19.70s, 
located on Manhattan's OpperW"st SldHdlior's 
note.] , " ,", ' 
7. American anthropologist (b. 1949), au'thor 'of 
G .... rdlans 0/ ,"" Flute: IdIomS 0/ Milscullnlty 
(1981) [editor's note]. ' .. ' .. . . 
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something called "sex" and something called "gender" has been one of the 
most influential and successful undertakings of feminist thought. For the 
purposes of that undertaking, "sex" has had the meaning of a certain group 
of irreducible, biological differentiations between members of the species 
Homo sapiens who h~ve XX and those who have XY chromosomes. These 
include (or are ordinarily thought to include) more or less marked dimor
phisms of genital formation, hair growth (in populations that have body hair), 
fat distribution, hormonal function, and reproductive capacity. "Sex" in this 
sense-what I'll demarcate as "chromosomal sex"-is seen as the relatively 
minimal raw material on which is then based the social construction of gen
der. Gender, then, is the far more elaborated, more fully and rigidly dichot
omized social production and reproduction of male and female identities and 
behaviors-of male and female persons-in a cultural' system for which 
"male / female" functions as a primary and perhaps model binarism affecting 
the structure and meaning of many, many other binarisms whose apparent 
connection to chromosomal sex will often be exiguous or nonexistent. Com
pared to chromosomal sex, which is seen (by these definitions) as tending to 
he immutable, immanent in the individual, and biologically based, the mean
ing of gender is seen as culturally mutable and variable, highly relational (in 
the sense that each of the binarized genders is defined primarily by its rela
tion to the other), and inextricable from a history of power· differentials 
between genders. This feminist charting of what Gayle Rubin refers to as a 
"sex I gender system,"· th~ system by which 'chromosomal sex is turned into, 
and processed as, cultural gender, has tended to minimize the· attribution of 
people's various behaviors and identities to chromosomal ·sex and to maxi
mize their attribution to socialized gender constructs.-:The purpose of that 
strategy has been to gain analytic and critical leverage on the female
disadvantaging social arrangements that prevail at a given time in a given 
society, by throwing into question their legitimative ideological grounding in 
biologically based narratives of the "natural." 

"Sex" is, however, a term that extends indefinitely beyond chromosomal 
sex. That its history of usage often overlaps with what might, now, more 
properly be called "gender" is only one problem. ("I can only love s'omeone 
of my own sex." Shouldn't "sex" be "gender" in .such a,seritence? "M.,·saw 
that the person who approached was of the opposite sex." Genders-insafiir 
as there are two and they are defined in contradistinction to one another
may be said to be opposite; but in what sense is XX the opposite of XY?) 
Beyond chromosomes, however, the association of "sex," precisely through 
the physical body, with reproduction and with gehital activity and sensation 
keeps offering new chall~nges to the conceptual clarity or even possibility of 
sex / gender differentiation. There is a powerful argument to be made that a 
primary (or the primary) issue in gender differentiation and gender struggle 
is the question of who is to have control of women's (biologically) distinctive 
reproductive capability. Indeed, the intimacy of the association between sev
eral of the most signal forms of gender oppression and "the facts" of women's 
bodies and women's reproductive activity has led some radical feminists to 
question, more or less explicitly, the usefulness of insisting'oh a sex I gender 
distinction. For these reasons, even usages involving the "sex/ gender sys-

I. Gayle Rubin, ''The Traffic in Women: Notes 
lnw~lrd a 'Political Economy' of Se"," in T01vard an 
Anthmpt>logy of Wome", ed. Rayn .. Reil"r (New 

York: Monthly Review Press, J 975),l.p, J 57-'-2 J 0 
[except as indicated, all notes are Se gwlck's). 
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tern" within feminist theory are able to use "sex / gender" only to delineate a 
problematical space rather than a crisp distinction. My own loose usage in 
this book will be to denominate that problematized space of the sex / gender 
system, the whole package of physical and cultural distinctions between 
women and men, more simply under the rubric "gender." I do this in order 
to reduce the likelihood of confusion between "sex" in the sense of "the space 
of differences between male and female" (what I'll be grouping under "gen
der") and "sex" in the sense of sexuality. 

For meanwhile the whole realm of what modern culture refers to as "sex
uality" and also calls "sex"-the array of acts, expectations, narratives, plea
sures, identity-formations, and lqtowledges, in both women and men, that 
tends to cluster most densely around. certain genital sensations but is not 
adequately defined by them-that ie~lm is virtually impossible to situate on 
a map delimited by the feminist-defined sex I gender distinction. To the 
degree that it has a center or starting point in certain physical sites, acts, 
and rhythms associated (however contingently) with procreation or the 
potential for it, "sexuality" in this sense may seem to be of a piece with 
"chromosomal sex": biologically necessary to species survival, tending toward 
the individually immanent, the socially immutable, the given. But to the 
extent that, as Freud argued and Foucault2 assumed, the distinctively sexual 
nature of human sexuality has to do precisely with its excess over or potential 
difference from the bare choreographies of procreation, "sexuality" might be 
the very opposite of what we originally referred to as (chromosomal-based) 
sex: it could occupy, instead, even more than "gender" the polar position of 
the relational, the social/symbolic, the .constructed, the variable, the rep
resentational (see Figure 1). To note that, according to these different find
ings, something legitimately called sex or sexuality is all over the experiential 
and conceptual map is to record a problem less resolvable than a necessary 

Biological 
Essential 
Individually immanent 

Constructivist Feminist Analysis 

Cultural 
Constructed 
Relational 

chromosomal sex ------------------- gender 
gender inequality 

Radical Feminist Analysis 
chromosomal sex 
reproductive relations --------------- reproductive relations 
sexual inequality sexual inequality 

Foucault-influenced Analysis 
chromosomal sex -------- reprodu~tion ---~---- sexuality 

Figure 1. Some Mappings of Sex, Gender, and Sexuality 

2. MICHEL FOUCAULT (1926-1984). French philosopher and historian of Ideas. SIGMUND FREUD (1856-
1939). Austrian founder of psychoanalysis [editor's note). 
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choice of analytic paradigms or a determinate slippage of semantic meaning; 
it is rather, I would say, true to quite a range of contemporary worldviews 
and intuitions to find that sex / sexuality does tend to represent the full spec
U'um of positions between the most intimate and the most social, the most 
predetermined and the most aleatory, the most physically rooted and the 
most symbolically infused. the most innate and the most learned, the most 
autonomous and the most relational traits of being. 

If all this is true of the definitional nexus between sex and sexuality. how 
much less simple, even, must be that between sexuality and gender. It will 
be an assumption of this study that there is always at least the potential for 
an analytic distance between gender and sexuality, even if particular mani
festations or features of particular sexualities are among the things that 
plunge women and men most ineluctably into the discursive, institutional, 
and bodily enmeshments of gender definition, gender relation, and gender 
inequality. This, too, has been posed by Gayle Rubin: 

I want to challenge the assumption that feminism is or should be the 
privileged site of a theory of sexuality. Feminism is the theory of gender 
oppression .... Gender affects the operation of the sexual system, and 
the sexual system has had gender-specific manifestations. But although 
sex and gender are related, they are not the same thing. 3 

This book will hypothesize, with Rubin, that the question of gender and the 
question of sexuality, inextricable from one another though they are in that 
each can be expressed only in the terms of the other, are nonetheless not 
the same question, that in twentieth-century Western culture gender and 
sexuality represent two analytic axes that may productively be imagined 
as being as distinct from one another as, say, gender and class, or class 
and race. Distinct, that is to say, no more than minimally, but nonetheless 
usefully. 

Under this hypothesis, then, just as one has learned to assume that every 
issue of racial meaning must be embodied through the specificity of a par
ticular class position-and every issue of class, for instance, through the 
specificity of a particular gender position-so every issue of gender would 
necessarily be embodied through the specifity of a particular sexuality, and 
vice versa; but nonetheless there could be use in keeping the analyti~",es 
distinct. 

An objection to this analogy might be that gender is definitionally built 
into de terminations of sexuality, in a way that neither of them is definitionally 
intertwined with, for instance, determinations of class or race. It is cel·tainly 
true that without a concept of gender there could be, quite simply, no con
cept of homo- or heterosexuality. But many other dimensions of sexual 
choice (auto- or alloerotic,4 within or between generations, species, etc.) 
have no such distinctive, explicit definition a] connection with gender; 
indeed, some dimensions of sexuality might be tied, not to gender, but instead 
to differences or similarities of race or class. The definitional narrowing
down in this century of sexuality as a whole to a binarized calculus of 1101110-

3. Gayle Rubin, uThinkil1~ Sex: Notes for a Radi· 
<.:,,1 Theury uf the Politics c,f Sexuality," in PleasI,re 
IIml Danger: E. ___ '1,/oring Fenlllle Se."<I",ditYJ ed. 
( ~arolt" S. Vunce (Boston: Houtkdgc;· & K<"~all Paul, 

1984), PI" 307-8. 
4. Based in eroticism focused on the other. "Auto
erotic", b~sed In eroticism focused on the ... If [edi
tor's not .. ]. 
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or heterosexuality is a weighty fact but. an entirely historical one. To use that 
fait accompli as a reason' for analytically conflating sexuality per se with 
gender' would obscure the, degree to which the fact itself requires explana", 
tion. It would also, I think, risk obscuring yet again the"extreme intimacy 
with which all these available analytic axes do after all mutually constitut~ 
one another: to assume the distinctive~ess of the intimacy between sexuality 
and gender might well risk assuming too much about the definitionalsepa-, 
rability of either of them from determiitations of, say, class or race. 

It may be, as well, that a damaging bias toward heterosocial5 or heterosexist 
assumptions inheres unavoidably in the ,very concept of gender. This bias 
would be built into any gender-based analytic perspective to the extent that 
gender definition and gender ,identity are necessarily relational between 
genders-to the extent, that is, thatin any gender system, female identity or 
definition is constructed by analogy, supplem~ntarity, or contrast to male, 
or vice versa. Although many gender-based forms of analysis do involve 
accounts, sometimes fairly rich ones, of intragender behaviors and relations, 
the ultimate definitional appeal in many gender-based analysis must neces
sarily be to the diacritical6 frontiel' between different geriders;'1'his gives 
heterosocial and heterosexual relations a conceptual priVilege 'Of irtcalculable 
consequence. 'Undeniably, residues, markers, tracks, signs 'referring to that 
diacritical frontier between genders are everywhere, as well, intern'al to and 
determinative of the experience of each gender and its intragender relations; 
gender-based analysis can never' be dispensed with in even the most purely 
intragender context. Nevertheless it seems predictable that the analytic bite 
of a purely gender-based account will grow less incisive arid direct as the 
distance of its subject from a social interface between different genders 
increases. It ,is unrealistic to ,expect a close, textured analysis of same-sex 
relations through an optic calibrated in the first place to the coarser stigmata 
of gender difference. 7 The development of an alternative analytic axis:.-call 
it seKUality-might'well be; therefore, a particularly urgent project for gay I 
lesbian and antihomophobic inquiry. 

'It would bea natural corollary to Axiom 2 to hypothesize; then, that gay I 
lesbian and antihomophobic inquiry still has a lot to learn fr,om"&sking ques~ 
tions that feminist inquiry has learned to ask-but only so .long as wedon~t 
demand to receive the same answers in both interlocutions;ln a'comparison 
of feminist and gay theory as they currently stand, the newness and cohse
quent relative underdevelopment of gay theory are seen most clearly in two 
manifestations. First, we are by now very used to asking as feminists'what 
we aren't yet used to asking as antihomophobic readers: how a variety of 
forms of oppression, intertwine, systemically with each other; and especially 
how the person who is disabled through one set of oppressions may'by the 
same positioning be enabled through others. For instance, thli!·understated 
demeanor of educated women in our society tends to mark both their, def-

5, A term used to described soclai b;'nds Jj':'tween 
persons of different genders, by analogy with 
homosoclal, the notion Sedgwlck explores In 
Between Men (1985; see above) [editor's note]. 
6. Distinctive; serving as a distinguishing. feature 
[editor's notel. 
7. For va\uable related discussions, see Katie 
King, "The Situation of Lesbianism as Feminism's 

"Magl~al Sign: Contests for Meani;'g '~nd the US 
Women's Movement, 1968~1972," Co .......... ica
Uon 9 (1986): 65-91, special Issue, "Feminist Cri
tlques of Popular Culture." ed. Paula A. Trelchler 
and Ellen WarteIJa; and Teresa de Lauretis, "Sex
ual Indifference and Lesbian ltepresentatlon;" 
Thea,rejoumal40 (May 1988): 155-77. 
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erence to educated men and their expectation of deference from women and 
men of lower class. Again, a woman's use of a married name makes graphic 
at the same time her subordination as a woman and. her privilege as a pre
sumptive heterosexual. Or, again, the distinctive vulnerability. to rape of 
women of all races has become in this country a powerful tool for the racist 
enforcement by which white people, including women, are .privileg~d at the 
expense of Black people of both genders. That· one is either oppressed or an 
oppressor, or that if one happens to be both, the two are not likely to have 
much to do with each other, still seems to be a common assumption, how
ever, in at any rate male gay writing and activism,S as it hasn't for a long time 
been in careful feminist work. 

Indeed, it was the long, painful realization, not that all oppressions are 
congruent, but that they are differently structured and so much intersect in 
complex embodiments that was the first great heuristic9 breakthrough of 
socialist-feminist thought and of the thought of women of color.1 This real
ization has as its corollary that the comparison of different axes of oppression 
is a crucial task, not for any purpose of ranking oppressions, but to the 
contrary because each oppression is likely to be in a uniquely indicative 
relation to certain distinctive nodes of cultural organization. The special cen: 
trality of homophobic oppression in the twentieth century, I will.be arguing, 
has resulted from its inextricability from the question of knowledge and the 
processes of knowing in modern Western culture at large. 

The second and perhaps even greater heuristic leap of feminism has been 
the recognition that categories of gender and, hence, oppressions of gender 
can have a structuring force for nodes of. thought, for ax~s of cultural dis
crimination, whose thematic subject isn't explicitly gendered at all. Through 
a series of developments structured by the deconstructive understandings 
and procedures sketched above, we have now learned as. feminist readers 
that dichotomies in a given text of culture as opposed to nature, public as 

8. Gay male-centered work that uses more com
plex models to investigate the intersection of dif
ferent oppressions Includes Gay Left Collective, 
eds., Homosexuality: Pawer and PoIWc. (London: 
Allison Br Busby, 1980); Paul Hoch. White Hem 
Black Beast: Racism, Sexism, and the Mask of Mas
culinity (London: Pluto, 1979); Guy Hoc
quenghem, Homosexual Desire. trans. Danlella 
Dangoor (London: AIlison Br Busby, 1978); Mario 
Micli, Homosexuality and Liberation: Eiemenls of 
a Gay Critique, trans. Davld Fernbach (London: 
Gay Men's Press, 1980); D. A. Miller, The Novel 
and the Police (Berkeley: University of California 
Pres., 1988); Mlchael Moon, " 'The Gentle Boy 
from the Dangerous Clnsses': Pederasty, Domes
ticity, and Capitalism In Horailo Alger," Represen
tation.v, no_ 19 (summer 1987): 87-110; Michael 
Moon, Disseminating Whit""m (Cambridge: Har
vard University Press, 1990); ond Jeffrey Weeks, 
Sexuality and Its Discontents: Meanings, Myths, and 
Modern Sexualities (London: Longman, 1980). 
9. Explanatory, serving as an aid to problem solv
ing [editor's note). 
J. The Influential socialist-feminist investigations 
bave included Mich~le Barrett, Women's O"",..,s
<ion Today: Problems in Marxist Feminist Analysis 
(London: Verso, 1980); Zillah Eisenstein, ed., 
Capitalist Patriarchy and the Case for Socialist 
Femini.vm (New York: Monthly Beview Press, 
1979); and Juliet Mltchell, Women's Estate (New 

York: Vintage, 1973). On the IntersectIons of racial 
with gender and sexual oppreislons, see, for exam
ple, Elly Bulldn,' DARBARA' SMITH, and Mlnnle 
Bruce Pratt, Yours in Slruggle: Three Feminist. Per
spectives'onAnli-Semitfsm and Racism (New York: 
Long Haul Press, 1984); BELL HOOKS [Glorl" Wat
kins], Feminist Theory: From .Margin to....!t.."fI1er 
'(Boston: South End Press, 1984); Kat.e King, 
"Audre Lorde's LacquO!ted Layerlngs: The Lesbian 
Bar as a Site of Liter,,", .I'roductlon," Cul'ural 
Studies 2, no. 3 (19811); ~21-42; At.idre Lorde, Sis
ter Oulsit.ler: Essays "nil ,Speeches (Tremansburg, 
N.Y.: Crossing. Press, 1984); Cherrfe Moraga, 
Loving In thl! War Yeaf'S: Lo que nunca ,,4S0 1'or sus 
l"bios (Boston: South End Press, 1938); Cherrio! 
Moraga and Gt.oRIA ANZALOOA, eds., This Bridge 
Called My Back: Writings by' Radical Women of 
Color (Watertown: Persephone, 1981; rpt. ed., 
New York: Kitchen Table, Women of Color Press, 
1983); and Darbara Smith, ed., Home Girl., A 
Black Feminist Anthology (New York: Kitchen 
Table, Women o~ Color Press, 1983). Good over
views of several of these Intersections as they relate 
to women and in particular to lesbians, can be 
found In Ann Snitow, Christine Stansell, arid 
Sharon Thompson, ed~., The PouIeH of Desire: The 
Politics of S""",,,lity (New York: Monthly Review I 
New Feminist Library, 1983); Vance, pr.,a.ure and 
Danger; and de Lauretls, "Sexual Indifference. " 
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opposed to private, mind as opposed to body, activity as opposed to passivity, 
etc. etc., are, under particular pressures of culture and history, likely places 
to look for implicit allegories of the relations of men to women; more, that 
to fail to analyze such nominally ungendered constructs in gender terms can 
itself be a gravely tendentious move in the gender politics of reading. This 
has given us ways to ask the question of gender about texts even where 
the culturally "marked" gender (female) is not present as either author or 
thematic. 

The dichotomy heterosexual/homosexual, as it has emerged through the 
last century of Western discourse, would seem to lend itself peculiarly neatly 
to a set of analytic moves learned from this deconstructive moment in fem
inist theory. In fact, the dichotomy heterosexual/homosexual fits the decon
structive template much more- ibeatly than male / female itself does, and 
hence, importantly differently. The most dramatic difference between gen
der and sexual orientation-that virtually all people are publicly and unal
terably assigned to one or the other gender, and from birth-seems if 
anything to mean that it is, rather, sexual orientation, with its far greater 
potential for rearrangement, ambiguity, and representational doubleness, 
that would offer the apter deconstructive object. An essentialism of sexual 
object-choice is far less easy to maint~in, far more visibly incoherent, more 
visibly stressed and challenged at every point in the culture than anyessen
tialism of gender. This is not an argument for any epistemological or onto
logical privileging of an axis of sexuality over an axis of gender; but it is a 
powerful argument for their potential distinctness one from the other. 

Even given the imperative of constructing an account of sexuality irreduc
ible to gender, however, it should already be clear that there are certain 
distortions necessarily built into the relation of gay / lesbian and antihomo
phobic theory to a larger project of conceiving a th'eory of sexuality as a 
whole. The two can after all scarcely be coextensive. And this is true not 
because "gay / lesbian and antihomophobic theory" would fail to cover het
erosexual as well as same-sex object-chOice (any more than "feminist theory" 
would fail to cover men as well as women), but rather because, as we have 
noted, sexuality extends along so many dimensions that aren't well described 
in terms of the gender of object-choice at all. Some of these dimensions are 
habitually condensed under the rubrics of object-choice, so that certain dis
criminations of (for instance) act or of (for another instance) erotic locali
zation come into play, however implicitly and however incoherently, when 
categories of object-choice are mobilized. One used, for instance, to hear a 
lot about a high developmental stage called «heterosexual genitality," as 
though cross-gender object-choice automatically erased desires attaching to 
mouth, anus, breasts, feet, etc.; a certain anal-erotic salience of male homo
sexuality is if anything increasingly strong under the glare of heterosexist 
AIDS-phobia; and several different historical influences have led to the 
de-genitalization and bodily diffusion of many populi'lr, and indeed many 
lesbian, understandings of lesbian sexuality. Other dimensions of sexuality, 
however, distinguish object-choice quite differently (e.g., human / animal, 
adult / child, singular I plural, autoerotic / alloerotic) or are not even about 
object choice (e.g., orgasmic / nonorgasmic, noncommercial / commercial, 
using bodies only / using manufactured objects, in private / in public, 
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spontaneous / scripted).' Some of these other dimensions of sexuality have 
had high diacritical importance in different historical contexts (e.g., 
human / animal, autoerotic / alloerotic). Others, like adult / child object 
choice, visibly do have such importance today, but without being very fully 
su bsumed under the hetero / homosexual binarism. Still others, including a 
host of them I haven't mentioned or couldn't think of, subsist in this culture 
as nondiacdtical differences, differences that seem to make little difference 
beyond themselves-except that the hyperintensive structuring of sexuality 
in our culture sets several of them, for instance, at the exact border between 
legal and illegal. \Vhat I mean at any rate to emphasize is that the implicit 
condensation of "sexual theory" into "gay / lesbian and antihomophobic the
ory," which corresponds roughly to our by now unquestioned reading of the 
phl"aSe "sexual orientation" to mean "gender of object-choice," is at the very 
least damagingly skewed by the specificity of its historical placement. 

2. This list owes something to Ruhin, "Thinking Sex," esp. pp. 281-82. 

DICK HEBDIGE 
h. 1951 

1990 

Dick Hebdige combines sharp yet sympathetic analysis of youth subcultures with 
lucid articulations of the theoretical and political commitments of cultural studies. 
Cultural studies can sometimes seem to include almost anything; Hebdige's work
along with that of STUART HALL-exemplifies the approach in its British incarnation. 
In his hands, a specific relation to the Marxist tradition, a fundamental grounding in 
semiotics, and an attention to marginalized subcultures combine to generate an anal
ysis that is distinct both from sociological investigations of deviance and from main-
stream literary criticism of printed texts. -?' . 

From a London wOI"king-c1ass family, Hebdige studied at the celebrated University 
of Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies. He taught at Goldsmith's 
College of the University of London from 1984 to 1992 before moving to the United 
">tates to become dean of Critical Studies at the California Institute of the Arts, 

The title of our selection, "From Culture to Hegemony" (1979), summarizes tht' 
historical and theoretical trajectory that created British cultural studies. As Hebdige 
relates. British intellectuals RAYMOND WILLlAMS and Richard Hoggart began in the 
late 1950s to search out redeeming cultural resources to set against what they 
deplored in contemporury society. They built on the idea, which Williams traces back 
lo nineteenth-century social critics such as SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE and MAT
THEW ARNOLD, that culture provides a repository of values and ideals against which 
t he present can be judged. \Villiams especially was eager to expand this cultural repos
itory to include the communal practices, values, and beliefs of ordinary people. As 
\Villiams came to realiz~', an anthropological notion of culture as "a whole way of life" 
and an artistic notion of culture as the WOl"ks that embody the tradition's highest 
achievement coexist in Cl sometimes productive but often confusing tension. 

Realizing that this tension al'ises because both Williams and Hoggart continue to 
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use cultu.r~ as.a standa,rd of excellence, Hebdige st1b~tltutes the semiotic analysis ,o~ 
cuJture. that ~e defiv~. from ROLANDBAR~ES f.or the,h:. moral p.roject.· Thl,ls. ~ulture 
in ~lt~ Arnoldian se~se of identifying the hest PE: ~hehighest.drops ol,l~.of. the picture. 
And because culture. referS primarily t~ the ,semioti.c element"of aUiiu",an activities; 
the 'term Is not hcipelE!ssly vague. ~e basi'c' dairn 'of semiotics is that 'every object, 
practice',' and reiation 'Within human societies is e'nmeshed in a systemai:ie web 'of 
codes and cOl'lventions that constitute' the speCific iterIi's \ialu~ andrri.eahing. Differ.! 
ent sl:kietles vary hdt just in what they' do, bunn how'they'tinderstahCl'iuid 'vuhJe 
what they do. Cultural studies attends to the ~iignifican(:e' attached to various ()bject~ 
and a€tivitiesin! a particular ·society and to the linguistic, and!lymb0lic: processe's 
through which significance is produced in that sooiety.· .: .. , .. 

There are two .other imp.ortant consequences of this· sem~otic turn. ·first, liter!lry 
texts and other art"VQr~ tend nQw, :to. ~e, neither more not less .important. than any 
other cultural artifact or practice. The .e.mphasison bow cultural meanings are pro
duced renders m90t the, que~tiol) o~ ~heif; i~~r.insic interest ora.esthetic. value. ];1tis 
merger of literaturk into the Wider cultural field explains the widespread perception 
that cultural studies poses a threat to literary criticism. Second, the turn connects 
British cultural studies to French poststructuralism, especially in elevating social 
codes to a position of importance over individual speakers. Meanings are assigned 
within language, not by selves but system's, and things come to us already laden with 
meanings. 

Many British cultural studies writers, however, retain a Marxist populism .that 
wants to celebrate the creative and resistant polftical agency of ordinary men and 
women. As a result, Hebdige is less ready than are some French theorists to jettison 
all faith in small-scale action and choice. Hence his focus on "subcultural style," 
which can be defined as the creative variations that come into existence as marginal 
groups put into actual practice the nieanihgs made available by preexisting dominant 
codes. In the terms of FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE',S influential linguistic theory, style is 
parole, the individualized utterances of actual speakers: though they use the words 
and grammatical structures of the already-existing langue (language system), they still 
have considerable latitude in how .they. combine its elem.ents at. a.lly.particular 
moment. . ; ,.' 

The concept of. ideology within the Marxist traditi.on. provides a theoretical account 
of the sociai production ofsignificances. As our selection makes clear, British cultural 
studies retains the· Marxist insistence that, the prevailing ideas, beliefs, artdyalues in 
society are those of the dominant class. But this , definition of ideology .is, now rec.ast 
through the encounter with Frencl:t:theory; Fr9m Roland Barthes, Hebdige takes th~ 
idea that ideology "naturalizes," making dominant I:ieliefs, habits, practices, and social 
structures seem inevitable. From LOUIS. AL'llfUSSF;R, British culturalstudies,take.s the 
notion that. ideology is the "lived relation" of the',subject to social in$titiltions (the 
family, school, law, etc.).' "', .,. 

Depicted as fundamental and unconscious, asa'set of routines. and rituals repro" 
duced by daily life and enforced by social·institutlons, ideology could easily be.seen 
as all-powerful, susceptible to neither contestation rior revision. British cultural ,stud~ 
ies responded to. this tendency with its most significant. theoretical. contributidl)l 
recourse to the concept of hegemony. Hegemony, a term first used in this context.py 
the .Italian Marxist ANTONIO GRAMSCI, introduces contestation, power differentials, 
and collective action into the social and cultural fields traversed by. ideology"Our 
selection provides Hebdige's very influential account of hegelilony, which subseqJ.1ent 
writers have modified .in ·various ways.' .., 

For Gramsci, hegemony is "manufactured consent." Different gtc;>u.ps.t:ompete for 
power, and success in ruling always depends in :part on the assent of l!lrge parts. of 
the population to the dominant group's legitimacy. To win that, asseri.t,; competing 
groups must produce overarching visions of !lociety. that .explain ,their particular 
group's place, the place of other groups, and .the .goals and goods that underwrite 
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their use of power-visions produced much more consciously than either traditional 
or revisionist notions of ideology allow. The exl.stence of competing groups-organ
ized not solely according to class, as traditional Marxism insists, but also according 
to such variables as ethnicity, race, gender, region, and religion-ensures that there 
are always various hegemonic visions in circulation, enjoying different degrees of 
consent among different groups. 

Hebdige highlights three components of hegemony. First, though the theory of 
hegemony underscores that brute power cannot ensure long-lasting dominance, the 
necessary consent from the governed is won by all other means; fair and foul: argu
ments, emotional appeals, images, and symbols. Thus, any analysis of cultural mean
ings must c"cmsider where and how such meanings were prOduced in relation to 
various groups' bids for dominance at a plii-titular tiine. ; 

Second, hegemony is a site of struggle at the level of social language. Hebdige 
combines the Marxist emphasis on conflict with the semiotic focus on the ongoing 
production of meaning to argue that "the struggle between different discourses, dif
ferent definitions and meanings ... is therefore always, at the same time, a struggle 
within signification: a struggle for possession of the sign which extends to even the 
most mundane areas of everyday life." Thus, even a hegemonic vision that has 
acquired relative dominance is always "a moving equilibrium," keeping its balance 
only by shifting continually to meet its various challengers. 

Third and finally-here we find another hallmark of British cultural studies-Heb
dige uses, ~his. conflictual model of hegemony to emphasize the mobility of signs. The 
same obj~ct-a safety pin, for example-can acquire an entirely new meaning when 
it is plac~d through a teenager's earlobe instead of through an infant's diaper. "Com
modities dm be symbolically 'repossessed' in everyday life, and endowed with implic
itly oppositional meanings." Cultural studies scholars see not.passive consumers or 
silent majorities but opposition and resistance in contemporary populations, as they 
focus on the creative "resignification" of received commodities, practices, institutions, 
and values. 

Yet, as Hebdige notes, such symbolic repossessions are not in themselves acts of 
political resistance. Though "implicitly" oppositional, they do not directly challenge 
the powers that be. In particular, the challenges made by youth subcultures, notably 
punks, are "expressed obliquely, in style." (For Hebdige, youth style_ encompasses 
slang, dress, music, and dance.) He suggests that the disencHanted young can become 
effective political agents only if they are given some self-understanding of the larger 
social field. 

More pessimistically, Hebdige hints at one moment that the styles of youth sub
cultures themselves impede political action. "The objections [to the dominant-\?-LI
lure] are lodged, the contradictions displayed (and, as we shall see, 'magically 
resolved') at the profoundly superficial level of appearances: that is, at the level of 
signs." This view of symbolic resolution as foreclosing the desire for "real" action
which derives directly from CLAUDE L~VI-STRAUSS'S theory of myth-is also found 
in FREDRIC JAMESON'S influential book The Political Unconscious (1981), but has 
fallen into disfavor since the 1980s. It seems odd for Hebdige to dismiss resolutions 
on the level of the sign as somehow not real, as not addressing contradictions on a 
level that truly matters, when most of his chapter argues for the importance of signs. 
Moreover, an uneasiness at viewing the activities of consumers as either inchoate 
or misplaced resistance, requiring the intellectual to transform them into something 
truly political, has significantly affected the development of cultural studies, espe
cially in North America. To be sure, simply celebrating a group's creativity and its 
acts of resistance leaves everything as it is within a contemporary scene that hardly 
appears transformed by various acts of "symbolic repossession." Yet we should also 
wonder at this point just how we would be able to detect social transformation at 
all. What yardstick would differentiate "real" or "substantial" from "superficial" 
changes'? Hebdige has no answers to this key question. At issue is the relation of 
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the aesthetic to the political. A concern with style is, after all, a traditional aesthetic 
concern. To what extent is style-or any kind of artistic expression-an articulation 
of a, political position or, more dramatically, a potentially transformative political 
act? 
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From Subculture: The Meaning of Style 

Chapter 1. 
From. Culture ,to Hegem.ony 

CULTURE 

Culture: cultivation, tending, in Christian authors, worship; the 
action or practice of cultivating the soil; tillage, husbandry; the cul
tivation or rea~ing of certain animals (e.g. fish); the artificial devel
opment of microscopic organisms, organisms so produced; the 
cultivating or development (of the mind, faculties,' manners), 
improvement or refinement by education and training; the condi
tion of being trained or refined; the Intellectual side of civilization; 
the prosecution or special attention or study of any subject or pur
suit. (Oxford English Dictionary) 

Culture is a notoriously ambiguous concept as the above definition demon
strates. Refracted through centuries of usage, the word has acquired a num
ber of quite different, often contradictory, meanings. Even as a scientific 
term, it refers both to a process (artificial development of microscopic organ
isms) and a product (organisms so produced). Mote specifically, since the 
end of the eighteenth century, it has been used by English intellectuals and 
literary figures to focus critical attention on a whole range of controversial 
issues. The 'quality of life', the effects in human terms of mechanization, the 
division of labour and the creation of a mass society have all been discussed 
within the larger confines of what Raymond -Williams has called the 'Culture 
and Society' debate. I It was through this tradition of dissent and criticism 
that the dream of the 'organic society'-of society as an integrated, mean
ingful whole-was largely kept alive. The dream had two basic trajectories. 

I. Raymond WilIlams, C .. llure and Society (Penguin, 1961) (Hebdlge's note). WILLIAMS (1921-1988), 
British Marxist literary critic. 
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One led back to the past and to the feudal ideal of a hierarchically ordered 
community. Here, culture assumed an almost sacred function. Its 'harmo
nious perfection' was posited against the Wasteland of contemporary life. 2 

The other trajectory, less heavily supported, led towards the future. to a 
socialist Utopia where the distinction between labour and leisure was to be 
annulled. Two basic definitions of culture emerged from this tradition. 
though these were by no means necessarily congruent with the two trajec
tories outlined above. The first-the one which is probably most familiar to 
the reader-was essentially classical and conservative. It represented culture 
as a standard of aesthetic excellence: 'the best that has been thought and 
said in the world,'3 and it derived from an appreciation of 'classic' aesthetic 
fOt-m (opera, ballet, drama. literature, art). The second, traced back by Wil
liams to Herder and the eighteenth century,4 was rooted in anthropology. 
Here the term 'culture' referred to a 

· .. particular way of life which expresses certain meanings and values 
not only in art and learning. but also in institutions and ordinary behav
iour. The analysis of culture. from such a definition, is the clarification 
of the meanings and values implicit and explicit in' a particular way of 
life, a particular culture.' 

This definition obviously had a much broader range. It encompassed, in T. S. 
Eliot's words, 

· .. all the characteristic activities and interests of a people. Derby Day, 
Henley Regatta. Cowes. the 12th of August, a cup final, the dog races, 
the pin table, the dart-board, Wensleydale cheese, boiled cabbage cut 
into sections, beetroot in vinegar, 19th Century Gothic churches, the 
music of Elgar .... 6 

As WilIiams noted. such a definition could only be supported if a new 
theoretical initiative was taken. The theory of culture now involved the 'study 
of relationships between elements in a whole way of life.'? The emphasis 
shifted from immutable to historical criteria, from fixity to transformation: 

· .. an emphasis [which] from studying particular meanings and values 
seeks not so much to compare these, as a way of establishing a scale. 
but by studying their modes of change to discover certain general ca'itSes 
or 'trends' by which social and cultural developments as a whole can be 
better understood.~ 

\\'iIIiams was, then. proposing an altogether broader formulation of the rela
tionships between culture and society, one which through the analysis of 

2. Matthew Arnold, Cull",'" <111,1 A.llarchy (1868) 
. Ht·bdige's note]. ARNOLI) i 1822-1888), English 
poet and critic. 
~. Ibid. 
4. Baymond Williams, Key .... "'·d. (Font ana Books, 
1976) lHebdige's note]. Johnnn Gottfried von Her
der (1744-1803), Gel"lnan historian and philoso
ph<.·r who was one of the first writers to use the 
lerlll "culture" to designate the distinctive \vsys of 
life of different peoples. 
';' Raymond Williams, The LOIIg lIe,'ol ... I;O" (Pen
guin, 1965) [Hebdige's 110teJ. 
(" T. S. Eliot. Notes toward u Defiuitio" o!Ct.lltt.fre 
'Faher and Faher. 1963) [HdJlligc's note]. ELIOT 

(1888-1965), American'born English poet and lit
erary critic. Derby Day: the day of the Derby 
Stakes. a major horse race in England run every 
May. Henley Regatta: annual amateur rowing 
races held near Oxford. which begin in June. 
Cowes: Cowes Week, annual yacht races held off 
the Isle ofWight in late July, 12th of August: open
ing of grouse-hunting season. "Cup": major soccer 
tournament. "Pin table": pinball machine, Edward 
Elgar (l857-1934), English composer. 
7. Williams, The Long Rem/ .. t;on [Hebdlge's 
note]. 
8. Ibid. [Hebdige's note]. 
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'particular meanings and values' sought to uncover the concealed funda~ 
mentals of history; the 'general causes' and broad social 'trends' which . lie 
behind the manifest appearances of an 'everyday life'. 

In the early years, when it was being established in the Universities, Cul
tural Studies sat rather uncomfortably on the fence between these two con
flicting definitions-culture as a standard of excellence, culture as a 'whole 
way of Hfe'-unable to determine which represented tHe most &uitfulline 
of enquiry: R~chard Hoggart9 and Raymond Williams portrayed working-class 
culture sympathetically in wistful accounts of pre-scholarship boyhood~ 
(Leeds for Hoggart, a Welsh mining village for Williams l ) but their work 
displayed a strong bias towards literature and Iiteracr and an equally strong 
moral tone. Hoggart deplored the way in which the traditional working-class 
community~a community of tried and tested vatues despite the dour land
scape in which it had been set-was being undermined and replaced by: a 
'Candy Floss3 World' of thrills and cheap fiction which was somehow bland 
and sleazy; Wfllianis tentatively endorsed the new mass communications but 
was concerned to establish ·aesthetic and moral criteria for distinguishing the 
worthwhile products &om the 'trash'; the jazz-'a real musicarform'-and 
the football-'a wonderful game'-&om the 'rape nQvel, the·S~nday· strip 
paper and the latest Tin Pan drool.'4 In 1966 Hoggart laid down the basic 
premises upon which Cultural Studies were based: . 

First, without appreciating good literature, no orie will really, understand 
the nature of society, second, literary critical ariiilysis can &e applied to 
certain social phenomena other than 'academically. respectable' litera
ture (for example, the popular arts, mass communications) so as to illu-
minate their meanings for iridividuals and their societies.' . 

The implicit assumption that it still required a literary sensibil~ty to "read' 
society with the requisite subtlety, and that the two ideas of cul,ture coulc:l 
be ultimately recon~i1ed was also, par~doxically, to inform the ,ell~ly work of 
the French writer, Roland Barthes, though here it found vaUdation in .a 
method-semiotics-a way of reading signs.6 

BARTHES:. MYTHS AND SIGNS 

Using models derived from the work of the Swiss Hngui~t Ferdi~andde Saus
sure; Barthes sought to expose the arbiirary nature of cultu~aliphenomena, .. , 
9. English literary critic (b. 19(8) and a founding 
figure of cultural studies at the University of Bir-
mingham In England. . 
1. Richard Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy (Pen
guin. 1958); Raymond Willlami, Border Co .... try 
(Penguin. (960) (Hebdlge's note). 
2. Although Williams had posited a new, broader 
dellnltlon of culture, he intended this to comple
ment rather than contradict earlier formulations: 
"It seems to me that there is value in each of these 
kinds of dellnitlon .... the degree to. which we 
depend, In our knowledge of many past societies 
and past stages of our own, on the body of intel
lectual and imaginative work which has retained 
it. major communicative power, make. the 
description of culture in these terms if not com
plete. then at least reasonable ... there are ele
ment. in the 'ideal' definition which •.. seem to 
me valuable" (The Lo"S Rew>I .. ,Ion) (Hebdige's 
note). 
3. Cotton candy. 

\, '. 

4. WlIIiams, Th.. Long Reval"'"?n (Hebdlge'. 
note). . . :. ... 
5. Richard HogRIlii, ·Uterature and Saclety," 
A_Fie .... Scholar, spring 1?66 (He.hdlge's note). 
6. Terrence Hawkes, S,ruct .. ralism .. nd S ..... lotics 
(Methuen, (977) (Hebdige'. note). BARTHES 
(1915-1980), semiotician and literary critic. 
7. In hi. Co ....... I .. G"...,...I LI"plstics, Saussure 
stressed the arbitrary nature of the linguistic ilg". 
For Saussure, language Is a system of mutually 
related values, In which arbitrary "signillers'! (e.g. 
words) are linked. to equally arbitrary "slgnilled." 
("concepts .... negatively dellned by their relation. 
with. other terms In' the systel1)")' to form· signs. 
These signs together constitute a system. Each ele, 
ment is dellned through it. position within the rel
evant system-its relation 10' other ·element.~ 
through the dialectics of identity and difference. 
Saussure postulated that other systems of .ignill
cance (e.g. fashion, cookery) might be. studied In B 

similar way, and :that eventually Iingu/otics would 
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to uncover the latent meanings of an everyday life which, to all intents and 
purposes, was 'perfectly natural'. Unlike Hoggart, Barthes was not concerned 
with distinguishing the good from the bad in modern mass culture, but rather 
with showing how all the apparently spontaneous forms and rituals of con
temporary bourgeois societies are subject to a systematic distortion, liable at 
any moment to be dehistoricized, 'naturalized', converted into myth: 

The whole of France is steeped in this anonymous ideology: our press, 
our films, our theatre, our pulp literature, out rituals, our Justice, our 
diplomacy, our conversations, our remarks about the weather, a murder 
trial, a touching wedding, the cooking we dream of, the garments we 
wear, everything in everyday life is dependent on the representation 
which the bourgeoisie has and makes us have of the relations between 
men and the world. H 

Like Eliot, Barthes' notion of culture extends beyond the library, the opera
house and the theatre to encompass the whole of everyday life. But this 
everyday life is for Barthes overlaid with a significance which is at once more 
insidious and more systematically organized. Starting from the premise that 
'myth is a type of speech', Barthes set out in Mythologies to examine the 
normally hidden set of rules, codes and conventions through which meanings 
particular to specific social groups (i.e. tholle in power) are tendered univer
sal and 'given' for the whole of society. He fourid in phenomena as disparate 
as a wrestling match, a writer on holiday, a . tourist-guide book, the same 
artificial nature, the same ideological core. Each had beeti exposed to the 
same prevailing rhetoric (the rhetoric of '~ommon sense)"llnd turned into 
mytJi, intd a mere element in a 'second-ordet"semiological system.'9 (Barthes 
uses the example of a photograph in Pans-Match ~f a Negro soldier saluting 
the French flag, which has a first al1d second order' connotation: (I) a gesture 
of loyalty, but also (2) 'Prance is a great en:tpire, a'n~ all her sons, without 
colour discrimination, faithfully serve under her flag'.) 

Barthes' application of a method rooted. in linguistics. to other systems of 
discourse outside language (fashion, film, foo~, etc.) opened up comple~ely 
new possibilities for contemporary. cultural ~tudies. It was hoped that the 
invisible seam between language; experience. and reality could be located 
and prised open through a semiotic analys~s of this kind: that the ...&u..lf 
between the alienated intellectual and the 'real' world could be rendered 
meaningful and, miraculously, at the sam~' time, be made to disappear. 
Moreover, under Barthes' direction, semiotics promised nothing less than 
the reconciliation of the two conflicting definitions of culture upon which 
Cultural Studies was so ambiguously posited-a marriage of moral convic
tion (in this case, Barthes' Marxist beliefs) and poptilar themes: the study of 
a society's total way of life. 

This is not to say that semiotics was easily ·a.ssimilable within the Cultural 
Studies project. Though Barthes shared the literary preoccupations of Hog
gart and Williams, his work introduced a new Marxist 'problematic" which 

fonn tart of a more general science of slgns-a 
scmio ogy [Hebdige's notel. 

SAUSSURE (1857-1913), founder ofstructuralist 
linguistics. His Course was first published in 1916. 
8. Roland Barthe., Mythologies (Paladin, 1972) 
IHebdige's note). 
9. Ibid. [Hebdlge'. notel. 
1. The fashionable status of this word has In 

recent yell .. contributed to Its Indiscriminate use. 
J Intend here the ve'! precise meaning established 
by Louis AIthusser:. 'the problem4tic of a word or 
concept consists of the theoretlc,l or Ideological 
framework within which that word or concept can 
be, used to establish, determine and discuss a par
ticular range of I.sues and a rarticular kind of 
problem" (Louis Althus.er an ~tlenne Balibar, 
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was alien to the British tradition of concerned and largely un theorized 'social 
commentary'. As a result, the old debate seemed suddenly limited. In E. P. 
Thompson's2 words it appeared to reflect the parochial .concerns of a group 
of 'gentlemen amateurs'. Thompsonsought to replace Williams' definitions 
of the theory of culture as 'a theory of relations between elements in a whole 
way of life' with his own· more rigorously Marxist formulation: 'the study of 
relationships in a whole way of conflict'. A more analytical framework was 
required; a new vocabulary had to be learned. As part of this process of 
theorization, the word 'ideology" came to acquire a much wider range of 
meanings than had previously been the case. We have seen how Barthes 
found an 'anonymous ideology' penetrating every possible level of social life, 
inscribed in the most mundane of rituals, framing the most casual social 
encounters. But how can ig,eology be 'anonymous', and how can it assume 
such a broad significance"f'Before we attempt any reading of subcultural 
style, we must first define the term 'ideology' more precisely. 

IDEOLOGY: A LIVED RELATION 

In the German Ideology,3 Marx shows how the basis of the capitalist eco
nomic structure (surplus value, neatly defined by Godelier as 'Profit ... is 
unpaid work'4) is hidden from the.consciousness of the agents of production. 
The failure to see through appearances to the real relations which underlie 
them does not occur as the direct result of some kind of masking operation 
consciously carried out by individuals, social groups or institutions. On the 
contrary, ideology by definition thrives .~eneath consciousness. It is here, at 
the level of 'normal common sense', that ideological frames of reference are 
most firmly sedimented and most effective, because it is here that their ide
ological nature is most effectively concealed. As Stuart Hall puts it: 

It is precisely its 'spontaneous' quality, its transparency, its 'naturalness', 
its refusal to be made to examine the premises on which it is founded, 
its resistance to change or to correction, its' effect of instant recognition, 
and the closed circle in which it moves which makes common sense, at 
one and the same time, 'spontaneous', ideological and unconscious. You 
cannot learn, through common sense, haw things are: you can only dis
cover where they fit into the existing scheme of things. In this way, its 
very taken-for-grantedness is' what establishes it as a medium in which 
its own premises and presuppositions are being rendered invisible by its 
apparent transparency.5 

Since ideology saturates everyday discourse in the form of co~mon sense, 
it cannot be bracketed off from everyday life as a self-contained set of 'politi
cal opinions' or 'biased views'. Neither can it be reduced to the abstract 

Reading Capital [New Left Books, 1968]; see also 
Tony Bennett, Formalism and Marxism [Methuen, 
1979)) [Hebdlge's note). ALTHUSSER (1918-
1990), French Marxist philosopher. 
2. English leftist historian (1924-1993), whose 
emphasis on cultural history and the agency of the 
people In his classic ~. Making of tI.., English 
Workl"r Class (1963) strongly influenced British 
cultura studies. 
3. For KARL MARX and FRIEDRICH ENGELS'S Ger-

man Ideology (written 1845-46; pub. 1932), see 
above. 
4. M. Godeller, "Structure and Contradiction In 
'Capital,''' in M. Lane, ed., ,Structuralism: A 
R"aJ"r Oonathan Cape, 1970) [Hebdige's note). 
5. Stuarl Hall, "Culture, the Media, and the 'Ide
ological Effect.''' In J. Curran et al., edo., Mass 
Commu"lca~io" and Society (Edward Arnold, 
1977) [Hehdlge's note). HALL (b. 1932), leading 
figure In British cultural studies. 
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dimensions of a 'world dew' or used in the crude Marxist sense to designate 
'false consciousness'." Instead, as Louis Althusser has pointed out: 

... ideology has very little to do with 'consciousness' .. " . It is profoundly 
unconscious . ... Ideology is indeed a system of representation, but in 
the majority of cases these representations have nothing to do with 'con
sciousness': they are usually images and occasionally concepts, but it is 
above all as sfl-uctw'es that they impose on the vast majority of men, not 
via their 'consciousness'. They are perceived-accepted-suffered cultural 
objects and they act functionally on men via a process that escapes 
them. 7 

:\!though Althusser is here referring to structures like the family, cultural 
and political institutions, etc., we can illustrate the point quite simply by 
taking as our example a physical structure. Most modern institutions of edu
cation, despite the apparent neutrality of the materials from which they are 
constructed (red brick. white tile, etc.) carry within themselves implicit ide
ological assumptions which are literally structured into the architecture 
itself. The categorization of knowledge into arts and sciences is reproduced 
in the faculty system which houses different disciplines in different build
ings, and most colleges maintain the traditional divisions by devoting a sep
arate floor to each subject. Moreover, the hierarchical relationship between 
teacher and taught is inscribed in the very lay-out of the lecture theatre 
where the seating arrangements-benches rising in tiers before a raised lec
tern-dictate the flow of information and serve to 'naturalize' professorial 
authority. Thus, a whole l'ange of decisions about what is and what is not 
possible within education have been made, however unconsciously, before 
the content of individual courses is even decided. 

These decisions help to set the limits not only on what is taught but on 
llOlI' it is taught. Here the buildings literally reproduce in concrete terms 
prevailing (ideological) notions about what education is and it is through this 
process that the educational structure, which can, of course, be altered, is 
placed beyond question and appears to us as a 'given' (i.e. as immutable). In 
this case, the frames of our thinking have been translated into actual bricks 
and mortar. 

Social relations and processes are then appropriated by individual~nly 
lhl'Ough the forms in which they are represented to those individuals. These 
forms are, as we have seen, by no means transparent. They are shrouded in 
Cl 'common sense' which simultaneously validates and mystifies them. It is 
precisely these 'pel'ceived-accepted-suffered cultural objects' which semiot
ics sets out to 'intel'rogate' and decipher. All aspects of culture possess a 
semiotic value, and the most taken-for-granted phenomena can function as 
signs: as elements in comlnunication systems governed by semantic rules 
and codes which are not themselves directly apprehended in experience. 
These signs are, then, as opaque as the social relations which produce them 
and which they re-present. In other words, thel'e is an ideological dimension 
to every signification: 

(l. A Marxist term referrinJit to an individual's ten~ 
denl'Y to view reality in way!oo <:()I1~rllent with the 
interest!' of the dominant urthodl.),\~· rc.tt},el" than in 

ways that reflect his or her own class interest. 
7. Louis Althusser, For Marx (Vintage, 1970) 
[Hebdige's note). 
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A sign does not simply exist as part of reality-it reflects and refracts 
another reality. Therefore it'may distort that reality or be ,true to' it, or 
may perceive it from a special point of view, and so fort~. Every sign is 
subject to the criteria of ideological evaluation .... The' dom~in of ide
ology coincid.es with the domain of signs. They equate with one another. 
Whenever a sign is present, ideology is present too. Everything ideolog-
ical possesses a semiotic·valu~'.8 ' 

To uncover the ideological dimension of signs we mtist first try to ,disen
tangle the codes through which meaning IS organized. 'Connotative' codes 
are particularly important. As StUl:lrt Hall has argued, they' ... cover the 
face of social life and render it classifiable, intelligible, meaningful.'9 He goes 
on to describe these codes as 'maps of meaning' which are of ftecessity,the 
product of selection. They cut across a range of potential meariings"making 
certain, meanings available and ruling others out of court. We tend to live 
inside these maps as surely as we live in the 'real' world: they 'think' us as 
much as we 'think' them, and this in itself is quite 'natural'. All hu'fnan soci
eties reproduce themselves in this way through a process of 'naturalization'. 
It is through this 'process-a kind of inevitable reflex of all social life-that 
particular sets of sodal relations, particular ways of 'organizing, the world 
appear to us as if they were' universal and timeless. This is what Althusser 
means when he says that .'ideology has no ~i~tory' and that i~eol~gy in this 
general sense will always be an 'essential element of every social formation." 

However, in highly complex societies like ours, which function through a 
finely graded system of divided (i.e. specialized) labour, the crucial question 
has to do with which specific ideologies, representing the interests ,of which 
specific groups and classes will prevail at any given moment, in aflygiven 
situation. To deal wi,th this question, \ye must first consider how, power is 
distributed in our society. That is, ~e mu,st ask which groups and classes 
have how much say in defining, or~ering a~d classifying out the ~Qc~al world: 
For instance, if we pause to refleCt' for a moment, it should be obvious that 
access to the means by which ideas are d.isseminated in()u:l" s~ciety(i~e, 
principally the mass, media} is not the same for all classes. Some gr~~ps have 
more say, more opportunity to make the rules, to organize mea,\irtg, while 
others are less favourably placed, have less power to produce ar,ld impose 
their definitions of the world on the world. ,'( , 

Thus, when we come to look beneath the level of 'ideology-in-g~nei"al' at 
the way in which specific ideologies work, how some gain domin~rice and 

. others remain marginal, we can see that in advanced Westet~ ,d~inocracies 
the ideological field is by no means neutral. To return to the' 'connotative' 
codes to which Stuart Hall refers we can see that these 'mapsof'meaning' 
are charged with a potentially explosive significance because they are traced 
and re-traced along the lines laid down by the dcnninant discourses about 
reality, the dominant ideologies. They thus tend to represent, in however 

. ~; 

8. V. N. Voloslnov, Marxism....a tJas P"ilosophyof 
LAnguage (Seminar Press, 1973) [Hebdlge's noteJ. 
Valentin N. Voloslnov (l895-?), a critic In Len
Ingrad during the 1920. and a colleague of MIK
HAIL RAKHTIN (1895-1975). Scholar. disagree 
about the authorship of Marxism .. ..a eJas Philoso,,"r of La"guage (first published In 1927 under 
Volosinov's name); some argue that the book Is 

really by Bakhtln, others' by Volo.lnov (who Is 
believed to have died In the purges of the 1930.). 
9. Hall, "Culture, the Media, and'the 'Ideological 
Effect'" [Hebdlge's note}. 
I, Louis Althus.er, Leni" a..a Phllosop"y (New 
Left Books, 1971); Althu5ser and Balibar, Reading 
CaplIDl [Hebdlge'. notel. ' 
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obscure and contradictory a fashion, the interests of the dominant groups in 
society. 

To understand this point we should refer to Marx: 

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, i.e. the 
class which is the ruling material force of society is at the same time its 
ruling intellectual force. The class which has the means of material pro
duction at its disposal, has control at the same time over the means of 
mental production, so that generally speaking, the ideas of those who 
lack the means of mental production are subject to it. The ruling ideas 
are nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant material 
relationships grasped as ideas; hence of the relationships which make 
the one class the ruling class, therefore the ideas of its doininance.2 

This is the basis of Antonio Gramsci's3 theory of hegemony which provides 
the most adequate account of how dominance is sustained in advanced cap
italist societies. 

HEGEMONY: THE MOVING EQUiLIBRIUM 

'Society cannot share a common communication system so long as 
it is split into warring classes' (Brecht,· A Short Organ .. m for ehe 
Theaere). . 

The term hegemony refers to a situation in which a provisional alliance of 
certain social groups can exert 'total social authority' over other subordinate 
groups, not simply by coercion or by the direct imposition of ruling ideas, 
but by 'winning and shaping consent so that the power of the dominant 
classes appears both legitimate and natural." Hegemony 'can only be main
tained so long as the dominant classes 'succeed in' framing all competing 
definitions within their range',6 so that subordinate groups' are,,if not con
trolled, then at least contained within an ideological space wh~ch does not 
seem at all 'ideologica!': which appears instead to be permanent and 'natural', 
to lie outside history, to be beyond particular interests." . 

This is how, according to Barthes, 'mythology' perfo~s its vital function 
of naturalization and normalization and it is in his hook Mythologies that 
Barthes demonstrates most forcefully the full extension of these normalizelf' 
forms and meanings. However, Gramsci adds the important proviso that 
hegemonic power, precisely because it requires the consent of the dominated 
majority, can never be permanently exercised by the same alliance of 'class 
fractions'. As has been pointed out, 'Hegemony ... is not universal and 
"given" to the continuing' rule of a particular class. It has to be won, repro
duced, sustained. Hegemony is, as Gramsci said, a "moving equilibrium" 
containing relations of forces favourable or unfavorable to this or that ten
dency.'H 

2. Kart Ma[X and Frledrich Engels, Th" German 
ldeQ/OIO' (Lawrence and Wlshart, J 970) JHebdige's 
note}. 
3. halian Marxist (1891-1937: sce above). 
4. llertolt Brecht (1898-1956), German Marxist 
playwright. "A Short Organum" was published in 
1948. 
5. Hon, "Culture, the Media, and the 'Ideological 
EIl'ecl:" IHebdlge's nolel. 

6. Ibid. [Hebdlge'. note}. 
7. See Socil,z T.......u, no. 6, 1975 [Hebdige's 
note}. 
8. S. Hall et ul., eds., Rerisf<mCe through RitUAls 
(Hutchlnson, ) 976) [Hebdlge's note). This is one 
of many collection. of'essays published by mem
bers of the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary 
Cultural Studies in the 1970. and 1980 •. 
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In the same way, forms cannot be permanently normalized. They can 
always be deconstructed, demystified, by a 'mythologist' like Barthes. More
over, commodities can be symbolically 'repossessed' in everyday life, and 
endowed with implicitly oppositional meanings, by the very groups who orig
inally produced them. The symbiosis in which ideology and social order, 
production and reproduction, are linked is then neither fixed nor guaranteed. 
It can be prised open. The consensus can be fractured, challenged, over
ruled, and resistance to the groups in dominance cannot always be lightly 
dismissed or automatically incorporated. Although, as Lefebvre has written, 
we live in a society where ' ... objects in practice become signs and signs 
objects and a second nature takes the place of the first-the initial layer of 
perceptible reality,' there are, as he goes on to affirm, always 'objections and 
contradictions which hinder the closing of the circuit' between sign and 
object, production and reproduction. 9 

We can now return to the meaning of youth subcultures, for the emer
gence of such groups has signalled in a spectacular fashion the breakdown 
of consensus in the post-war period. In the following chapters we shall see 
that it is precisely objections and contradictions of the ki~d which Lefebvre 
has described that find expression in subculture. HQWever, the challenge to 
hegemony which subcultures represent is not issued-directly by ~hem. Rather 
it is expressed obliquely, in style. The objections are lodged, the contradic
tions displayed (and, as we shall see, 'magically resolved') at the profoundly 
superficial level of appearances: that is" ~t the level-of signs. For the sign
community, the community of myth-consumers, is not a uniform body. As 
Volosinov has written, it is cut through by class: 

, Class does not coincide with the sign commu,nity, i.e. with the totality 
of users of the same set of signs of ideological communication, Thus 
various different classes will use one and the same language. As a result, 
differently oriented accents intersect in, every ideological sign. Sign 
becomes the arena of the class struggle. I 

The struggle between different discourses, different definitions and mean
ings within ideology is therefore always, at the ,same time, a struggle within 
signification: a struggle for possession of the sign which extends to even the 
most mundane areas of everyday life. To turn once more to the examples 
used in the Introduction, to the safety pins and tubes of vaseline,z we can 
see that such commodities are indeed open to a double inflection: to 'ille
gitimate' as well as 'legitimate' uses. These 'humble objects' can be magically 
appropriated; 'stolen' by subordinate groups and made to carry 'secret' mean
ings: meanings which express, in code, a form of resistance to the order 
which guarantees their continued subordination. 

Style in subculture is, then, pregnant with significance. Its transformations 
go 'against nature', interrupting the process of 'normalization'. As such, they 
are gestures, movements towards a speech which offends the 'silent majority', 
which challenges the principle of unity and cohesion"whichcontradicts the 
myth of consensus. Our task becomes, like Barthes', to discern the hidden 

9. Henri Lefebvre, ewryday Lif .. In ,,,," Modern 
World (AlIen Lane, 1971). 
I. Voloslnov, MArxism And Ih" Philosophy of Lan
guage. 

2. Safety pins, as Hebdlge points out In his intro
duction, can be used for body piercing.; and VBse
line can be used during sexual activities. 
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messages inscribed in code on the glossy surfaces of style, to trace them out 
as 'maps of meaning' which obscurely re-present the very contradictions they 
are designed to resolve or conceal. 

Academics who adopt a semiotic approach are not alone in reading signifi
cance into the loaded surfaces of life. The existence of spectacular subcul
tures continually opens up those surfaces to other potentially subversive 
J·eadings. Jean Genet. the archet}pe of the 'unnatural' deviant, again exem
plifies the practice of resistance through style. He is as convinced in his own 
way as is Roland Barthes of the ideological character of cultural signs. He is 
equally oppressed by the seamless web of forms and meanings which 
encloses and yet excludes him. His reading is equally partiaL He makes his 
own list and draws his own conclusions: 

I was astounded by so rigorous an edifice whose details were united 
against me. Nothing in the world is irrelevant: the stars on a general's 
sleeve, the stock-market quotations, the olive harvest, the style of the 
judiciary, the wheat exchange, the flower-beds, ... Nothing. This order 
... had a meaning-my exile. 3 

It is this alienation from the deceptive 'innocence' of appearances which 
gives the teds, the mods, the punks4 and no doubt future groups of as yet 
unimaginable 'deviants' the impetus to move from man's second 'false 
nature" to a genuinely expressive artifice; a truly subterranean style. As a 
symbolic violation of the social order, such a movement attracts and will 
continue to attract attention, to provoke censure and to act, as we shall see, 
as the fundamental beal'er of significance in subculture. 

No subculture has sought with more grim determination than the punks 
to detach itself from the taken-for-granted landscape of normalized forms, 
nor to bring down upon itself such vehement disapproval. We shall begin 
therefore with the moment of punk and we shall return to that moment 
throughout the course of this book. It is perhaps appropriate that the punks, 
who have made such large claims for illiteracy, who have pushed profariity 
to such startling extremes. should be used to test some of the methods for 
'reading' signs evolved in the centuries-old debate on the sanctity of culture. 

:~. JeHn Gcncl, The 11,ie.f's '/0",.,,«11 (Pellp.uin, 
1<,1(7) [Hebdige's noteJ. The Frel1l·h writer ofnov· 
"', and plays (1910-1986) was marked as "devi· 
ant" as a homosexual and a convicted thief. 
-1. Three phases in British youth suhcultures of 
tile" postwar era. The teddy boys "f the middle 
I 9 50s to early 1960. joined an Eh'is Presley-style 
appropriation of black rhythl11'>II"I.hlues with 
hi!!hly artificial. almost Edwardi<1I1. clothes. The 

-'/' . 
1979 

mods of the 1960s were "working.class dandies," 
symbolized by the Carnaby Street look of 1965-
66. The punks of the late 1970. aggressivelyslaged 
their position as alienated outcasts, with rough 
music, deliberately nonglamorous clothes, and 
piercings, hair dyes, and tattoos that assaulted pre· 
vailing notions of bodily beauty. 
5. Barthes, Mythologies [Hebdlge's nOlel. 
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"The whole enterprise of critical theory is misguided and should be abaJidoned," 
declared Steveri Knapp and W~lter Benn Michaels stunningly, in tlteii famous' essay 
"Against Theory" (1982). Whiie the advent of structuralist and poststruci:uraUst the
ory In the late 1960s was attacked by traditionalists who bemoaned the loss of·s proper 
focus on literature, by the 1980s "theory" had become a dominant mode in literary 
studies, spurring a renaissance of critical writing. "Against Theory'tannounced doubts 
within the ranks of a generation of younger critics about the impending establishment 
of theory, asserting a reviSionary attitude that came to be called "neopragmatism." To 
some extent, it represented a struggle within theory between the deconstructive 
approach promoted by the "Yale School" (particularly PAUL DE ,MAN, whom Knapp 
and Michaels discuss at length), arguably the most influential~heoretical approach 
through the late 1970s and early 1980s, and newly developirtg approaches such as 
New Historicism, represented by Knapp and Michaels's then-colleague at Berkeley, 
STEPHEN GREENBLATT. Although it did not put a stop to work in theory, "Against 
Theory" set off one of the most vibrant debates of the 1980s aQd augured the shift 
to critical methods with a more practical focus-notably, New Historicism and cul
tural studies-that became prominent from the late·i 980s onward. 

"Against Theory" appeared early in the academic careers of both its authors. At the 
time of its publication, Knapp was a beginning assistant 'professor of English at the 
University of California at Berkeley, having received his B.!\.. from.Yale University in 
1973 and Ph.D. fromCornell University in 1981. Michaels had.l)~en in the English 
Department at Berkeley only a few years longer; he rece.ived lits B.A.in i 970 arid 
Ph.D. in 1975 from the University of California ai: Santa Barbara. Each subsequently 
published two books and took positions at Johns Hopkins University: Michaels, who 
became an influential practitioner of" New Historicist approaches to' American liter
ature; joined Hopkins's Department of English in 1987, and Knappwas appointed 
dean of·theSchool of Arts and SC!iences in 1994 and provost arid vi~e'president for 
academic affairs in 19'96. '("'., . . 

·Before poststructuralism changed the Anglo-American criti~allandscape, literary 
theory was dominated by New Criticism; perhaps its most programmatic and influ
ential statement was WILLIAM K. WIMSATT JR. AND MONROE C.~EARDSLEy's·"Inten
tional Fallacy" (1946; se.e above). Wimsatt and Beardsley made the,<!ase.that cri~ics 
should not concern themselves with the "intentions" of authors (including their 
beliefs, personal attitudes, and life histories) but should focus on the literary work 
itself. Their polemical goal was to displace the biographical, historical, and impres
sionistic criticism prevalent during the early part of the century. "Aga~nst Theory" is 
similarly intended to articulate a new conception of literary study. Like· ''The tnten
tional Fallacy," it attempts to clear the ground for a better kind of literary 'study hy 
refuting a fallacy that threatens to distract critics from their proper functipn. It argues 
against what might be called "the theoretical fallacy": the assumption that arguments 
about abstract principles and general methods, once resolved, will reliably guide the 
practice of literary criticism. According to Knapp and Michaels, criticism is an activity 
that cannot be governed by transcendent principles; rather, it is a "practice," prior to 
and not deterptined by any guiding theory. 

Knapp and Michaels draw especially on the critique of interpretation developed by 
STANLEY FISH. Although Fish himself is criticized at the end of "Against Theory," his 
perceived error is the failure to be fully consistent with his own argument about the 
inconsequentiality of theory. This position is usually calle<l atitijoutidatioHallsm, and 
it draws on the American philosophical tradition of pragmatism. Pragmatism has 
never been precisely defined, but its adherents generally assert that theoretical con-' 
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cepts (such as meaning and truth) derive their substance or content from actual 
human practices, not logical principles. Fish's and Knapp and Mlchaels's revision of 
pragmatism inspired a movement caned "the new pragmatism" or "neopragmatism." 
"Against Theory," arguing the pointlessness of any theoretical formulation of the 
practical activity of literary interpretation into abstract dichotomies like meaning and 
intention, is one of its key manifestos. 

"Against Th.eory" has two primary targets that Knapp and Michaels take to repre
sent contemporary theory: hermeneutics, exemplified by Eo D. HIRSCH JR., and decon
struction, exemplified by Paul de Man. Knapp and Michaels set them at different 
ends of the same spectrum: Hirsch is seen assdvocating a positive theory of inter
pretation, which holds that discovering authorial intention provides a key to meaning, 
whereas de Man argues for a negative theory of interpretation, which holds that 
intention is never available and thus reliable interpretation can never be obtained. 
For Knapp and Michaels, both- Hirsch and de Man falsely separate intention and 
meaning, concepts embedded in each other and impossible to discuss in isolation. 

A significant feature of "Against Theory" is the forcefulness and clarity of its writing, 
which seemed, to invite a direct response (and impiicitly to reproach the sometiwes 
difficult prose of much poststructuralist theorizing); indeed,counterarguments were 
soon launched, and nine were gathered in AgaiHSt Theory: Literary Studies and the 
New Pragmatism (I985). With some outrage, the American critic Daniel T. O'Hara 
claims tQat Khapp and Michaels jeopllrdized ·the advances literary study had made 
under the auspices of theory, "only to return us to [the world] of our grandfathers, 
the world of tHe New Critics and the gentlemen-scholars of literary history,':. who 
narrowly concern themselves with practical readings. Arguing that theory serves a 
purpose as "a heuristic or regulative ~~eal of critical activity," O'Hara warns of the 
dangerous institutional consequence ·of "Against Theory": "by c1earirig the air of the
ory [it has] also taken away from students .the meaiis necessary to do criticism 
at all." 

In a more sympathetic response, the leading American pragmatist philosopher 
Richard Rorty endorses Knapp and MichaeIs's critique of theory as providing a foun
dation for practice but disagrees with their can to "eUminilte the 'career option' of 
writing and teaching th~ory." Like O'Hara, Rorty believes that such a move would 
harm English departments, and he notes that theory provides "an opportunity to 
discuss philosophy books-as well as novels, poems,: cr,itical essays, and so forth
with literature students." Stanley Fish agrees that "it is:time to admit what everyc;me 
knows: theory has consequerices; not, however, because'it stands apart from and can 
guide practice but beca~se it is itself a form of practiee," with "an the political and 
institutional consequences of other practices." . ~. 

One of the centrlll problems of "Against Theory" ill its use of the word theory. At 
key points Knapp and Michaels carefully define what they mean by the term-any 
attempt to guide or regulate critical practice by genehil principles standing outside 
or above human in~erests, beliefs, and practices. They ()ppose this kind of theory but 
acknowledge the v~lue of certain noninterpretive theoretical approaches, such as the 
technical, formally focu~ed field of narratology. At other moments, however, they 
seem to dismiss "(holesale any versio~ of theory. This rejection is troublesome, since, 
as some critics have noted, it would be difficult to see Knapp and Michaels's essay 
itself as anything other than what is commonly caned theory. 

Whatever the limitations of Knapp and Michael's argument, "Against Theory" cod
ifies some assumptions of its authors' generation. As·''The·Jntentional Fanacy" marked 
a turn from biqgraphical, historical, and impressionistic ':'ppr'oaches to literature, so 
"Against Theory" signals a turn away from dense philosophical considerations toward 
practical, cultural criticism. In its wake, the productiqn:of "theory," as Knapp and 
Michaels narrowly define it, has lessened-the result not of theory's inadequacy but 
(ironically) of its success, as it has become commonplace ~n the discourlle of almost 
all contemporary criticism. While Knapp and Michaels provide a salutary reminder 
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not to overValue theory, the debate over whether they overreacted in dismissing theory 
from critical practice continues. 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Knapp is best known for his "antitheory" argument; his other work includes Person
ification and the Sublime: Milton to Coleridge (1985) and Literary Interest: The Limits 
of Anti-Formalism (I993). Both books are based In practical criticism and readings 
of literary works, but each addresses what might be considered theoretical topics
allegory and the definition of literature, respectively. Michaels, after gaining attention 
with "Against Theory," has become one of the most prominent Amerlcanists of his 
generation, examining the historical context of late-nineteenth-century American lit
erature in The Gold Standard and the Logic of Naturalism: American Literature at the 
Tu", of the Century (1987) and provocatively considering modernism and multicul
turalism in Our America: Nativism, Modernism, and Pluralism (1995). He also edited, 
with Donald E. Pease, the collection The American Renaissance Reconsidered (1985). 

"Against Theory" precipitated a cascade of responses, rejoinders by Knapp and 
Michaels, and follow-ups. It originally appeared in the· leading theory journal Critical 
Inquiry 8.4 (1982). A set of responses, "For and Against Theory," with contributions 
by E. D. Hirsch Jr. and six others, appelIl'ed in Critical Inquiry 9.4 (1983), along with 
"A Reply to Our Critics" by Knapp and)\tichaels. A further symposium, "Pragmatism 
and Literary Theory," appeared in C~c~l Inquiry 11.3 (1985), composed of Stanley 
Fish's "Consequences," Richard Rorty s "Philosophy without Principles," and Knapp 
and Michaels's "Reply to Richard Rortyl. What Is Pragmatism?" All these essays were 
reprinted as a book, Against Theory: Literary Studies and the New Pragmatism, edited 
by W. J. T. Mitchell (1985). Subsequently, Knapp and Mlchaels published a sequel, 
"Against Theory 2: Hermeneutics and Deconstruction," Critical Inquiry 14.1 (1987). 
Notable later responses to Knapp and Michaels are mainly by philosophers: Stanley 
Cavell, "The Division of Talent," Critical Inquiry 11.4 (1985); George M. Wilson, 
"Again, Theory: On Speaker's Meaning, Linguistic Meaning, and the Meaning of a 
Text," Critical Inquiry 19.1 (1992), with Kni\PP and Michaels's "Reply to George 
Wilson"; David Couzen Hoy, "Intentions and.Law: Defending Hermeneutics," with 
a rejoinder by Knapp and Michaels, in Legal Hermeneutics: History, Theory, and Prac
tice (ed. Gregory Leyh, 1992); and John Searle, "Literary Theory and Its Discontents," 
New Literary History 25.3 (1994), with l<J:Japp and Michaels's "Reply to John Searle," 
plus Searle's "Structure and Intention in Language: A Reply to Knapp and Michaels." 

Against Theory 

1 

By "theory" we mean a special project in literary criticism: the attempt to 
govern interpretations of particular texts by appealing to an account of inter
pretation in general. The term is sometimes applied to literary subjects with 
no direct bearing on the interpretation of individual works, such as narra
tology, stylistics, and prosody. I Despite their generality, however, these sub
jects seem to us essentially empirical, and our argument against theory will 
not apply to them. 

Contemporary theory has taken two forms. Some theorists have sought 
to ground the reading of literary texts in methods designed to guarantee the 

1. The specialized study of narrative structure, literary style, and versification, respectively. 
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objectivity and validity of interpretations. Others. impressed by the inability 
of such procedures to produce agreement among interpreters, have trans
lated that failure into an alternative mode of theory that denies the possi
bility of correct interpretation. Our aim here is not to choose between these 
two alternatives but rather to show that both rest on a single mistake, a 
mistake that is central to the notion of theory per se. The object of our 
critique is not a particular way of doing theory but the idea of doing theory 
at all. 

Theory attempts to solve-or to celebrate the impossibility of solving-a 
set of familiar problems: the function of authorial intention, the status 
of literary language, the role of interpretive assumptions, and so on. We 
will not attempt to soh-e these problems, nor will we be concerned with 
tracing their history or surveying the range of arguments they have stimu
lated. In our view, the mistake on which all critical theory rests has been 
to imagine that these problems are real. In fact. we will claim such prob
lems only seem real-and theory itself only seems possible or relevant
when theorists fail to recognize the fundamental inseparability of the ele
ments involved. 

The clearest example of the tendency to generate theoretical problems by 
splitting apart terms that are in fact inseparable is the persistent debate over 
the relation between authorial intention and the meaning of texts. Some 
theorists have claimed that valid interpretations can only be obtained 
through an appeal to authorial intentions. This assumption is shared by the
orists who, denying the possibility of recovering authorial intentions, also 
deny the possibility oh'alid interpretations. But once it is seen that the mean
ing of a text is simply identical to the author's intended meaning, the project 
of grounding meaning in intention becomes incoherent. Since the project 
itself is incoherent, it can neither succeed nor fail; hence both theoretical 
attitudes toward intention are irrelevant. The mistake made by theorists has 
been to imagine the possibility or desirability of moving from one term (the 
author's intended meaning) to a second term (the text's meaning), when 
actually the two terms are the same. One can neither succeed nor fail in 
dcl"i\Oing one term from the other. since to have one is already to have them 
both. -r- -

In the following two sections we will try to show in detail how theoretic;"l 
accounts of intention always go wrong. In the fourth section we will under
take a similar analysis of an influential account of the role interpretive 
assumptions or beliefs play in the practice of literary criticism. The issues of 
belief and intention are. we think, central to the theoretical enterprise; our 
discussion of them is thus directed not only against specific theoretical argu
ments but against theory in general. Our examples are meant to represent 
the central mechanism of all theoretical arguments, and our treatment of 
them is meant to indicate that all such arguments will fail and fail in the 
same way. If we are right, then the whole enterprise of critical theory is 
misguided and should be abandoned. 

2. ]\-leaning and Intenti011. 

The fact that what a text means is what its author intends is clearly stated 
by E. D. Hirsch when he wI'ites that the meaning of a text "is, and can be, 
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nothing other than the author's meaning" and "is determined once and for 
all by the character of the speaker's intention.":l Having defined.m~ailing as 
the author's intended meaning, Hirsch goes on to argue that all literary intert 
pretation "must stress a reconstruction of the author's aims and attitudesiri 
order to evolve gUides and norms for construing the meaning of. his text;'! 
Although these guides and norms cannot guarantee the correctness of: any 
particular reading-nothing can-they nevertheless constitute, he .claims,. a 
"fundamentally sound" and "objective" method of interpretation '(pp. 224, 
240). ' 

What seems odd about Hirsch's formulation' is the transition from defi
nition to method. He. begins by defining textual meaning as th~: author's 
intended meaning and then suggests that the best way to find t~tual mean· 
ing is to look for authorial intention. But if meaning and intended meaning 
are already the same, it's har~fto see ~ow looking for one providE?s an objec" 
tive method-or any sort of method~for looking for the other~ looking for 
one just is looking for the other. Ttte recognition that what a texUDeans and 
what its author -intends it to meali-' are identical should entail the further 
recognition that any appeal from one to the other is useless. And yet, as we 
have already begun to see, Hirsch thinks the opposite; he believes that iden
tifying mea,ning with the expression of ifitention has the supremetheotetical 
usefulness of proViding an objective method of choosing amohg 8Jteina~ive 
• • .f<. mterpretatlOns. 

Hirsch, however; has failed to understand the force of his own formula· 
tion. In one moment he identifies meari~ng and intended .me~ning; in the 
next moment he splits them apart.· This mistake is clearly: visible in. his 
polemic against formal~st critics who deny the importance of intendon alto .. 
gether~ His argument again'st these critic;s ends up invoking th«::ir· accounfof 
meaning at the expense of his own. Formalists, in Hirsch's suritmary,coil
ceive the text as a ': 'piece of language,' "a'''public object.whose character lis 
defined by public norm·s." The prob!em with this accountj,~cording:·to 
Hh'sch, is that "no !Dere sequencebf words can represent an'; ~ftual verbal 
meaning with reference to public norms alone. Referred to the~e alone; the 
text's meaning remains inde~erminate." Hirsch's example,"MY·~,ar:rail olit 
of gas," is, as he notes, susceptible to an indeterminate range of interpreta
tions. There ate nopublic.norms which will help us decide whether,the 
sentence means that my' automobile lack~.·fuel or "my Pullman da'sh[ed] from 
a cloud of Argon." Only by assigning a particular inten~ion to the· words "My 
car ran out of gas" doeS' one 'arrive at a determinate inte.rpretation. 9r, as 
Hirsch himself puts it, "Tpe array of possibilities only begins to become a 
more selective system of probabilities when, instead of confronti,nlJ inerely a 
word sequence, we also pos~~' a !lpea~erwho very likely means' something~' 
(p.225). . . . . . 

This argument seems consistent with Hirsch'. equation of meaning and 
intended meaning, until one realizes th~t Hirsch is ima~ining a moment. of 

2. E. O. Hlrsch Jr., Validity in Inte'1'Tetatlon (New 
Haven, Conn., 1967), pp. 216, 219. Our remark. 
on Hlrsch are In some ways parallel to criticism 
offered by P. O. Juhlln the second I!hapter of his 
Inte'1'Tetatlon: An Bull)' in d ... Philosophy of Lit
e .... ". CrlUclstn (Prlnceton, N.)., 1980). Juhl'. posl· 
tion will be discussed In the next section. All 

further citations to these works will be Included In 
the text [Knapp and Mlchaels's notel. Some of the 
authors' notes haYe been edited, and lome omitted. 
HIRSCH (b. 1928), American literary theorist and 
cultural commentator. Julll (b. 194~, Americ;an 
literary theorist, 
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interpretation before intention is present. This is the moment at' which the 
text's meaning "remains indeterminate," before' such' indeterminacy is 
cleared up by the addition of authorial intention. But, if meaning and inten
tion really are inseparable, then it makes' no sense to think of intention as 
an ingredient that needs to be added; it must: be present from the start. The 
issue of determinacy or indeterminacy is irrelevant. Hirsch thinks it's rele
vant because he thinks, correctly, that the movement from indeterminacy to 
determinacy involves the addition of information; but' he also thinks, incor
rectly, tha't adding information amounts to adding intentiori. Since intention 
is already 'present, the only thing added, iri the moveinentfrom indetermi
nacy to detenninacy, is information about the intention, not the intention 
itself. For ~ sentence like "My car ran out of gas" even to be recognizable as 
a sentence, we must already have posited a speaker and hence an intention. 
Pinning down an interpretation of the sentence wiIJ 'not involve adding a 
speaker but deciding among a range of possible speakers: Knowing that the 
speaker inhabit-s a planet with an atmosphere of inert gase~and on which 
the primary means of transportation is railroad will give one interpretation; 
knowing that the speaker is an earthling who owns a Ford will give another. 
But even if we have none of this information, as soon as we attempt to 
interpret at all we are already comtnitted:to a characterization of the speaker 
as a speaker of language. We know, in other words, that the speaker intends 
to speak; otherWise we wouldn't be interpreting. h{this'latter case, we have 
less information about the speaker than ih the other tWo'(wh~r'e we 'at least 
knew the ~peaker's planetary origin), but the i-elative lack ofhif'ormstion has 
nothing to do with the presence or absence of intenticii1." ," , 

This mistake no doubt accounts for Hirsch's peculiar habit of calling the 
proper objeCt of interpretation' the "author's 'meaning" ~rtd'; frllater writings, 
distinguishing between i't and the i'reader's meaning."3 The choice between 
these two' kinds ,of meaning becomes, fo'[ i-li~ch,' an ethibll imperative as 
well as an "operational" necessity. But if all 'meaning is al~y's the author's 
meaning, then the alternative is an empty o,ne,and there is no choice, ethical 
or operational,to be made. Since theory is designed 'toIleIp us inake snch 
choices; all theoretical arguments on the isstie' of' authorial hitention must 
at some point accept the premises of anti~intentionalist accotultsof meaning. 
In debates about intention, the moment of imaginingi~tentionless meM(ing 
constit~tes the theoretical moment itself. From the: stahdpoint of an argu
ment against critical theory, then, the onlyimpottant 4u~stionaboutinten
tion is whether there can in fact be intentionless 'meanings. If our argument 
against theory is to succeed, the answer to this question must be no, 

The claim that all m~anings are intention's" 'is not, of course, an unfamiliar 
one in contemporary philosophy of language. Jo~n"Searle, for example, 
asserts that "there is no getting away from'{litentionality," and he and others 
have advanced arguments to support this dai~.4 Out purpose here is not to 
add'another such argument but to show how radically counterintuitive the 
alternative would he. We can begin to get a sense Qfthis' simpl}r'by noticing 
how difficult it is to imagine a case of intentionless meaning: ' 

Suppose that you're walking along a beach and YOtl c~in'e tip on a curious 

3, See Hlrsch, The Aims of lnfefTlretation (Chi
cago, 1976), p, 8 [Knapp and Mlchaels's note], 
4, John R. Searle. "Reiterating the Differences: A 

Reply to Derrlda," GI,."h 1 (1977): 202 [Knapp and 
Mlchae1s's note], Searle,(b. 1932), American phi
losopher of mind and of language, 
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sequence of squiggles in the sand. You step back a few paces and notice that 
they spell out the following words: 

A slumber did my spirit seal; 
I had no human fears: 

She seemed a thing that could not feel 
The touch of earthly years.' 

This would seem to be a good case of intentionless meaning: you recognize 
the writing as writing, you understand what the words mean, you may even 
identify them as constituting a rhymed poetic stanza-and all this without 
knowing anything about the author and indeed without needing to connect 
the words to any notion of an author at all. You can do all these things 
without thinking of anyone's 'intention. But now suppose that, as you stand 
gazing at this pattern in the sand, a wave washes up and recedes, leaving in 
its wake (written below what you now realize was only the first stanza) the 
following words: 

No motion has she now, no force; 
She neither he~rs nor sees; 

Rolled round in 'earth's diurnal course, 
With rocks, anCl stones, and trees. 

li' 

One might ask whether the quest~on of intention still seems as irrelevant 
as it did seconds before. You will now, we suspect, feel compelled to explain 
what you have just seen. Are these marks mere accidents, produced by the 
mechanical operation of the waves on the sand (through some subtle and 
unprecedented process of erosion, percolation, etc.)? Or is the sea alive and 
striving to express its pantheistic faith?_ Or has Wordsworth, since his death, 
become a sort of genius6 of the shore who inhabits the waves and periodically 
inscribes on the sand his elegiac sentiments? You might go on extending the 
list of explanations indefinitely, but you' would find, we think, that all the 
explanations fall into two categories. You will ejther be ascribing these marks 
to some agent capable of intentions (the living sea, the haunting Words
worth, etc.), or you will count them as nonintentional effects of mechanical 
processes (erosion, percolation, etc.). But in ,the second case-where the 
marks now seem to be accidents-will they still seem to be words? 

Clearly not. They will merely seem to resemble words. You will be amazed, 
perhaps, that such an astonishing coincidence could occur. Of course, you 
would have been no less amazed had you decided that the sea or the ghost 
of Words worth was responsible. But it's essential to recognize that in the 
two cases your amazement would have two entirely different sources. In one 
case, you would be amazed by the identity of the author-who would have 
thought that the sea can write poetry? In the other case, however, in which 
you accept the hypothesis of natural accident, you're amazed to discover that 
what you thought was poetry turns out not to be poetry at all. It isn't poetry 
because it isn't language; that's what it means to call it an accident. As long 
as you thought the marks were poetry, you were assuming their intentional 
character. You had no idea who the author was, and this may have tricked 
you into thinking that positing an author was irrelevant to your ability to read 

5, "A Slumber Did My Spirit Seal" (1799), by the 
English Romantic poet WILLlAM WORDSWORTIi 
(1770-1850)-8n e"ample used by Hirsch In 

Validity in Interpretation. 
6. Pervading spirit, 
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the stanza. But in fact you had. without realizing it, already posited an author. 
It was only with the mysterious arrival of the second stanza that your tacit 
assumption (e.g., someone writing with a stick) was challenged and you real
in'd that you had made one. Only now, when positing an author seems 
impossible, do you genuinely imagine the marks as authorless. But to deprive 
them of an author is to convert them into accidental likenesses of language. 
They are not, after all, an example of intentionless meaning; as soon as they 
become intention less they become meaningless as well. 

The arrival of the second stanza made clear that what had seemed to be 
an example of intention less language was either not intentionless or not 
language. The question was whether the marks counted as language; what 
determined the answer was a decision as to whether or not they were the 
product of an intentional agent. If our example has seemed farfetched, it is 
only because there is seldom occasion in our culture to wonder whether the 
sea is an intentional agent. But there are cases where the question of inten
tional agency might be an important and difficult one. Can computers speak? 
A,rguments over this question reproduce exactly the terms of our example. 
Since computers are machines, the issue of whether they can speak seems 
to hinge on the possibility of intentionless language. But our example shows 
that there is no such thing as intentionless language; the only real issue is 
whether computers are capable of intentions. However this issue may be 
decided-and our example offers no help in deciding it-the decision will 
not rest on a theory of meaning but on a judgment as to whether computers 
can be intentional agents. This is not to deny that a great deal-morally, 
legally, and politically-might depend on such judgments. But no degree of 
practical importance will give these judgments theoretical force. 

The difference between theoretical principle and practical or empirical 
judgments can be clarified by one last glance at the case of the wave poem. 
Suppose, having seen the second stanza wash up on the beach, you have 
decided that the "poem" is really an accidental effect of erosion, percolation, 
and so on and therefore not language at all. What would it now take to 
change your mind? No theoretical argument will make a difference. 'Sut 
suppose you notice. rising out of the sea some distance from the shore, a 
small submarine, out of which clamber a half dozen figures in white lab coats. 
One of them trains his binoculars on the beach and shouts triumphant:lj; "It 
worked! It worked! Let's go down and try it again." Presumably, you will no,-\.' 
once again change your mind, not because you have a new account of lan
guage, meaning, or intention but because you now have new evidence of an 
'luthor. The question of authorship is and always was an empirical question; 
it has now received a new empirical answer. The theoretical temptation is 
to imagine that sllch empirical questions must, or should, have theoretical 
ans·wers. 

Even a philosopher as committed to the intentional status of language as 
Scarle succumbs to this temptation to think that intention is a theoretical 
issue. After insisting. in the passage cited earlier, on the inescapability of 
intention, he goes on to say that "in serious literal speech the sentences are 
precisely the realizat.ions of the intentions" and that "there need be no gu{f 
at all between the illocutionary intention and its expression."7 The point, 
however, is not that there need be no gulf between intention and the meaning 

St.·ade, "Heite .. atin~." p. 1.02. 11,11:11)), and !\,tidlttels's note}. 
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of its expression but that there can be, no gulf. Not' only in serious literal 
speech but in all speech what is intended and what is rrteant are "identical. 
In separating the two Searle imagines the possibility of expression without 
intention and so, like Hir:sch, misses the point of hiso~I1'claim-that :when 
it comes to language "there is no getting away fromintentionality;",Missing 
this point, and hence imagining the pos,sibility of two different kinds of meat'J.~ 
ing, is more than a theoretical mistake; it is the sort ofmistake·that·mak~s 
theory possible. It makes theory possible because it creates the musion of-a 
choice between alternative methods of interpreting. '. " 

To be a theorist is only to think that there is such a choice. In this respect 
intentionalists and anti-intentionalists 'are the same. They are also the same 
in another respect: neither can really escape intention. Butthis doesn't'mean 
the intentionalists win, since what intentionalists want is a guiCle :to ivaHd 
interpretation;' what they get, however, is simply a description ofwhat:every· 
one always does. In practical terms, then, the stakes in the: -battle, 'over 
intention are extremely low ......... in fact; they don't exist •. Hence it doesn't matter 
who wins. In theoretical terms, however, the stakes are extremely high,' and 
it still doesn't matter·who wins. The stakes are high because they amount to 
the existence of theory itself; it doesn't matter who wins because as long as 
one thinks that a position on intention (either for oragainst~ makes a dif· 
ference in achieVing valid interpretation!;, the ideal of theory itself is sav~d. 
Theory wins. But as soon as we recognize, that· there are no, theoreddd 
choices to be made, then the point of theory vanishes. : Theory loses.··' "I 

3. Language and 'Speech Acts" 'j. 

W,e have argued that wh.at a text ~e:Bns' and 'rh at ,itso>author in,tepds it to 
me.a~ are idtmtical and t.hat their idelltity, .r~bs inten~ion of any ~"'~oret~,~al 
interest. A similar account of the, r~l~tion between meaning and' int,e]:W~n 
has . recently been advanced by P. D. Juhl. According, to Juhl,,"thex:e·is.a· 
logical connection between. statements about the meaning of a,)Jterary vvprk 
aqd state~ents about the;auth()r'sintent~on such that a staterrumtab()1]qh~ 
meaning of a work is a statement about. the author's intention,." Juhl critj,dzes 
Hitsch, as we ,do, for believing that critics "ought to ... try,to ascertain the 
author's intention," when, in fac:t, Juhl a~gues, "theya.I:e necessarily do~ng,so 
already" (Interpretation, p. 12). But,for Juhl, these claims serve in no ,way to 
discredit theory; rather, they themselves constitute a theory that "m~kes, Us 
aware of what we as critics or readers are doing in inte,rpret~ng literature" 
and, more crucially, "provides the basis for a principled,acceptance or r~Jec~ 
tion o~ an interpretation of a literary work" (p. 1 0). Ho~ is it that Juhl,dt;qves 
a theory from arguments which seem to us to make theo'ry impossible? 

What makes this question particularly intriguing is the fact that Juhl's 
strategy for demonstrating the centrality of intention is appareqtly identical 
to ours; it consists "in contrasting statements about the meaning of a IiteraJiY 
work created by a person with statemen~s a:bout,the meani~g of a text.p'r,,
duced by chance, such as a comput.er:poem" (p. 13).8 But Juhl's treatJpen~ 

8, In fact, Juhl employs th~ same poem we do
Wotdsworth's "A Slumber Did My Srlrlt Seal"
in ~is. own treB~ment of Bcci~entB "Ianguage" 
(I .. e..rpretatia .. , pp. 70-82). The device of con
trasting intentional speech acts with marks pro-

duced by chance I. a fa~lII.r on~ In 'spee~h-act 
theory [Knapp and Michaels's note]. ·~Speeeh-.Ct 
theory": that branch of phllQsophy; pioneered by 
the English philosopher J. L. AUSTIN (1911-1960), 
that focuses on the actions performed In linguistic 
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of examples like our wave poem reveals that his sense of the relation between 
language and intention is after all radically different from ours. Like Hirsch, 
but at a further level of abstraction, Juhl ends up imagining the possibility 
of language prior to and independent of intention 'and thus conceiving inten
tion as something that must be added to language to make it work. Like 
Hirsch, and like theorists in general, Juhl thinks that intention is a matter 
of choice. But where Hirsch recommends that we choose intention to adju
dicate among interpretations, Juhl thinks no recommendation is necessary
not because we need never choose intention but only because our concept 
of a literary work is such that to read literature is already to have chosen 
intention. 

Discussing the case of a "poem" produced by chance ("marks on [a] rock" 
or "a computer poem"), Juhl points .out that there is "something odd about 
interpreting [such a] 'text.' " However one might understand this text, one 
could not understand it as a representation of "the meaning of a particular 
utterance." We agree with this-if it implies that the random marks mean 
nothing, are not language, and therefore cannot be interpreted at all. But for 
Juhl the implications are different. He thinks that one can interpret the 
random marks, though only in the somewhat specialized sense "in which we 
might be said to 'interpret' a sentence when we explain its meaning to a 
foreigner, by explaining to him what the individual words mean, how they 
function in the sentence, and thus how the sentence could be used, or what 
it could be used to express or convey" (pp. 84-86). '. 

Our point is that marks produced by chance are not words at all but only 
resemble them. For Juhl, the markS remain words, but words detached ftom 
the intentions that would make them utterances. Thus 'he can: argue that 
when a ~'parrot utters the words Water is pouring down from 'the sky,' " one 
can understand that "the words mean 'It is raining' " but deny that the" 'par
rot said that it is raining' " (p. 109). It is clear thai, for Juhl, the words con
tinue to mean even when devoid of intention. They mean "in abstracto" and 
thus constitute the condition of langtiage·prior to the addition of intention, 
that is, prior to "a speaker's utterance or speech act." hi literarY interpreta
tion, this condition of language is never operative because,juhl claims, "our 
notion of the meaning of a literary work" is "like our notion of the meaning 
of a person's speech act," not "like our notion of the meaning of a wordlin a 
language" (p. 41). 

Implicit in Juh),s whole treatment of meaning and intention is the distinc
tion made here between language and speech acts. This distinction makes 
possible a methodological prescription as strong as Hirsch's, if more general: 
when confronted with a piece of language, read it as a speech ·act. The pre
scriptive force of Juhl's argument is obscured by the fact that he has pushed 
the moment of decision one step back. Whereas Hirsch thinks we have to 
add intentions to literature in order to determine what a text means, Juhl 
thinks that adding intentions to language gives us speech acts (such as lit
erary works) whose meaning is already determinate. Juhl recognizes that as 
soon as we think of a piece of language as literature, we already regard it as 
a speech act and hence the product of intention; his prescription tells us 

exchanges; Austin distinguished the locutionary 
act (saying something meaningful), iIIocutionary 
act (employing this language for some purpose), 

and perlocutlonary act (having an effect on listen
ers or readers). 
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how to get from language in general to a specific utterance, such as a literary 
work. 

But this prescription only makes sense if its two terms (language and 
speech acts) are not already inseparable in the same way that meaning and 
intention are. Juhl is right of course to claim that marks without intention 
are not speech acts, since the essence of a speech act is its intentional char
acter. But we have demonstrated that marks without intention are not lan
guage either. Only by failing to see that linguistic meaning is always identical 
to expressed intention can Juhl imagine language without speech acts. To 
recognize the identity of language and speech acts is to realize that Juhl's 
prescription-when confronted with language, read it as a speech act
can mean nothing more than: when confronted with language, read it as 
language. 

For Hirsch and Juhl, the goal of theory is to provide an objectively valid 
method of literary interpretation. To make method possible, both are forced 
to imagine intention less meanings or, in more general terms, to imagine a 
separation between language and speech acts. The method then consists in 
adding speech acts to language; speech acts bring with them the particular 
intentions that allow interpreters to clear up the ambiguities intrinsic to 
language as such. But this separation of language and speech acts need not 
be used to establish an interpr(~i~e method; it can in fact be used to do just 
the opposite. For a theorist like Paul de Man,9 the priority of language to 
speech acts suggests that all attempts to arrive at determinate meanings by 
adding intentions amount to a violation of the genuine condition of language. 
If theory in its positive or methodological mode rests on the choice of speech 
acts over language, theory in its negative or antimethodological mode tries 
to preserve what it takes to be the purity of language from the distortion of 
speech acts. 

The negative theorist's hostility to me~hod depends on a particular account 
of language, most powerfully articulated in de Man's "The Purloined Rib
bon." The essay concerns what de Man sees as a crucial episode in Rous
seau's Confessions, I in which Rousseau ,attempts to interpret, and thereby to 
justify, a particularly incriminating speech act. While working as a servant, 
he had stolen a ribbon from his employers.<When accused of the theft, he 
blamed it on a fellow servant, Marion. In the passage that interests de Man, 
Rousseau is thus concerned with two crimes, the theft itself and the far more 
heinous act of excusing himself by accusing an innocent girl. This second 
act, the naming of Marion, is the one that especially needs justifying. 

Rousseau offers several excuses, each an explanation of what he meant by 
naming Marion. But the explanation that intrigues de Man is the surprising 
one that Rousseau perhaps meant nothing at all when he said "Marion." He 
was merely uttering the first sound that occurred to him: "Rousseau was 
making whatever noise happened to come into his head; he was saying noth
ing at all."2 Hence, de Man argues, "In the spirit of the text, one should resist 
all temptation to give any significance whatever to the sound 'Marion.' "The 

9. Influenlial Belgian-born American literary 
critic (1919-1983; see above), a theorist of decon
struction. 
1. The 12-book autobiography 0776-70, pub. 
1781-88) by the Swiss-born French philosopher 
and social theorist Jean-Jacques Rou •• eau (1712-

1778). 
2. Paul de Man, ''The Purloined Ribbon," Glyph 
I (1977): 39; all further cltalions to this work will 
be included in the text [Knapp and Michaels'. 
note]. 
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claim that "Marion" was Ineaningless gives Rousseau his best defense: "For 
it is only if ... the utterance of the sound 'Marion' is truly without any con
ceivable motive that the total arbitrariness of the action becomes the most 
effective, the most efficaciously performative excuse of all" (p. 37). Why? 
Because, "if the essential non-signification of the statement had been prop
erly interpreted, if Rousseau's accusers had realized that Marion's name was 
'le premier objet qui s'offrit,'3 they would have understood his lack of guilt 
as well as Marion's innocence" (p. 40). 

But de Man is less interested in the efficacy of the "excuse" than he is in 
what it reveals about the fundamental nature of language, The fact that the 
sound "Marion" can mean nothing reminds us that language consists of 
inherently meaningless sounds to which one adds meanings-in other words, 
that the relation between signifier and signified is arbitrary.4 Why does de 
i\lan think this apparently uncontroversial description of language has any 
theoretical interest? The recognition that the material condition of language 
is inherently meaningless has no theoretical force in itself, But de Man thinks 
that the material condition of language is not simply meaningless but is also 
already "linguistic," that is, sounds are signifiers even before meanings (sig
nifieds) are added to them. As a collection of "pure signifier[s]," in themselves 
"devoid of meaning and function," language is primarily a meaningless struc
ture to which meanings are secondarily (and in de Man's view illegitimately) 
added (p. 32). Thus, according to de Man, Rousseau's accusers mistakenly 
added a meaning to the signifier "Marion"-hearing a speech act where they 
should have heard only language, This separation of language and speech 
act is the precondition for de Man's version of the theoretical choice. 

De Man's separation of language and speech acts rests on a mistake. It is 
of course true that sounds in themselves are meaningless. It is also true that 
sounds become signifiers when they function in language. But it is not true 
that sounds in themselves are signifiers; they become signifiers only when 
they acquire meanings. and when they lose their meanings they stop being 
signifiers. De j\!lan's mistake is to think that the sound "Marion" remains a 
signifier even when emptied of all meaning. The fact is that the meaningl~ss 
noise "1\1arion" only resembles the signifier "Marion," just as accidentaily 
uttering the sound ".Marion" only resembles the speech act of naming Marion. 
De Man recognizes that the accidental emission of the sound "Marion"" is 
not a speech act (indeed, that's the point of the example), but he fails to 
r<"cognize that it's not language either. What reduces the signifier to noise 
and the speech act to an accident is the absence of intention. Conceh'ing 
linguistic activity as the accidental emission of phonemes, de Man arrives at 
a dsion of "the absolute randomness of language, prior to any figuration or 
meaning": "There can be no use of language which is not, within a certain 
perspective thus radically formal, i.e. mechanical, no matter how deeply this 
aspect may be concealed by aesthetic, formalistic delusions" (pp. 44, 41), 

By conceiving language as essentially random and mechanical, de Man 
giycs a new response to the dilemma of the wave poem and suggests a fuller 
account of why that dilemma is central to theory in general. Our earlier 

3. The first object thot presented it.e1f (French). 
4. The sign was divided inlosigHijied (the meaning 
cOl1veyed) and siRn;fier (the symbol 01" sound that 
COIl\'t"ys that IneaninJ.!.) by the Swiss linguist FER-

IJINANO DE SAUSSURE (1857-1913). who ar~ucd 
that in language. the relation between the two is 
arbitrarJ' (to the extent that the signified deter
nlines the signjfird. the sign is motil.:oated). 
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discussion of the. wave poem was intended to show how counteri~tuit.iveiit 
is to separate language and -intention. When the second stanza washediup 
on the beach, even the theorist should have been re'ady:to admit that. the 
poem was not a poem because' the. marks were not language. -But our :sub
sequent discussions of Juhl and de Man have revealed that theory precisely 
depends on not making this admission. For Juhl, the accidental marks remain 
language, but language in abstracto and hence inherently ambiguous . .The 
wave poem thus presents a positive theorist like Juhl with a choice between 
the multiple meanings of intentionless marks and the determinate meaning 
of an intentional speech act. Since the point of positive theory is to ground 
the practice of determining particular meanings, the positive theorist 
chooses to read the marks as an intentional act. But when a negativetheodst 
like de Man encounters the second (accidental) stanza, it presents him with 
a slightly different version of the same choice. For de Man the marks are not 
multiply meaningful but essentially meaningless, and the choice ill not 
between one intentional meaning and many intentionless meanings. but 
between intentional meaning and no meaning at all. Since, in de Man's view, 
all imputations of meaning are equally groundless, the positive theoristrs 
choice of intention seems to him pointless. In apparent hostility to interpre;.. 
tive method, the negative theorist chooses the meaningless marks. But the 
negative theorist's choice in fact provides him with a positive methodology, 
a methodology that grounds the practice of interpretation in thesingle.deci
sive truth about language. The truth about language is its accidental and 
mechanical nature: any text, "properly interpreted," will reveal its "essential 
nonsignificBtion" (p. 40). For both Juhl and de Man, proper interpretation 
depends upon following a methodological prescription. Juhl's prescriptiorl is: 
when confronted with language, read it as a speech act. De Man's prescrip
tion is: when confronted with what seems to be a speech act,readit· as 
language. 

The wave poem, as encountered by a theorist, presents a choice .between 
two kinds of meaning or, what comes to the same thing, -two kinds of lan
guage. The issue in both cases is the presence or absence of intention; the 
positive theorist adds intention, the negative . theorist subtracts it.' In our 
view, however, the relation between meaning and intention or, in slightly 
different terms, between language and speech acts Is such that Intention can 
neither be added nor subtracted. Intention cannot be added to or subtracted 
from meaning because meanings are always intentional; intention cannot be 
added to or subtracted from language because language consists of speech 
acts; which are also always intentional. Since language has intenUon'already 
built into it, no recommendation about what to do with intenfion has any 
bearing on the question of how to interpret any utterance or text. For the 
nontheorist, the only question raised by the wave poem is not how to interpret 
but whether to interpret. Either the marks are a poem and hence a speech 
act; or they are not a poem and just happen to resemble a speech actiBut 
OIlce this empirical question is decided, no further judgments--'and 

5. At l .. a.t this i. tru .. of th .. pr ..... nt g .. n .. ratlon of 
theorists. For earlier theorists such RS W. K. Wim
sstt Bnd Monroe C. Beardsley. the objective mean
ings .ought by positive th .. ory w .. r .. to b .. acqulr .. d 
pr .. cls .. ly by ."be .... cd .. g Intention and relying on 
th .. formal rules and public norms of languag ... 

This. of cour ... , I. th .. view th .. y urge In ''Th .. Int .. n· 
tional Fallacy" [Knapp and Mlcha .. ls's note]. ''The 
Intentional F'allacy" (1946; s .. e abov .. ) Is a pro
grammatic theoretical statement by the American 
New Crltlcs.wlMSAIT (1907-1975) AND HEARD
SLEY (1915-1985). 
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therefore no theoretical judgments-about the status of intention can be 
made. 

4. Theory and Practice 

Our argument so far has concerned what might be called the ontological 
side of theory-its peculiar claims about the nature of its object. We have 
suggested that those claims always take the form of generating a difference 
where none in fact exists, by imagining a mode of language devoid of in ten
tion-devoid, that is, of what makes it language and, distinguishes it from 
accidental or mechanical noises and marks. But we have also tried to show 
that this strange ontological project is ·morethan a spont~~eous anomaly; it 
is always in the service of an epistemological goal. 6 That goal is the goal of 
method, the governance of interpretive practice by 'some larger and more 
principled account. Indeed, theoretical controversy in the Anglo-American 
tradition has more often taken the form of ' arguments about the epistemo
logical situation of the interpreter than about the or:ttological status of the 
text. If the ontological project of theory has been ~o imagine a condition of 
language before intention, its epistemological project has been to imagine a 
condition of knowledge before interpretation. ' , 

The aim of theory's epistemological project is to base interpretation on a 
direct encounter with its object, an encounter undistorted, by the influence 
of the interpreter's particular beliefs. SevefaI'writers have defuonstrated the 
impossibility of escaping beliefs at any stage, ot interpretation and have con
cluded that theory's epistemological goal 'is therefore unattainable. Some 
have gone on to argue that the unattainabiHty.?f an epis~emologicaIly neutral 
stance not only undermines the clairrisof.lDdhod but prevents us from ever 
getting any correct interpretations. For the~~ writers the attack on' method 
thus has important practical consequences for literary criticism, albeit neg-
ative ones.7 ' 

But in discussing theory from the ontologic'al side" we have tri~d to suggest 
that the impossibility of method has no practical consequences; positive'or 
negative. And the same conclusion has been reat:hed fr9m the epistemolog
ical side by the strongest critic of theoretical attempts to escape' belief, Stan
ley Fish.s In his last essay in Is There a Text in This Class?, Fish conffifrlts 
the "final question" raised by his critique of method, namely, "what impli
cations it has for the practice of literary criticism." His answer is, "none 
whatsoever": ' 

That is, it does not follow from what I have been saying that you should 
go out and do literary criticism in a certain way or refrain from doing it 

6. That Is, It Is governed by a particular theory of 
knowledge. 
7, Negative theory rests on the perception of what 
de Man calls "an insurmountable obstacle in the 
way of any reading or understanding" (Allegories of 
Reading [New Haven, Conn" 1979], p.131). 
Some theorists (e.g" Davld Dleich and Norman 
Holland) understand this obstacle as the reader's 
subjectivity. Others (like de Man himself and J. 
HHlis Miller) understand It as the aporia between 
constative and performative language, between 
demonstration and persuasion. In all cases, how-

ever, the negative theorist Is committed to the view 
that Interpretation Is, as Jonathan Culler says, 
"necessary error" (TM P ...... it of Signs [(thaca, 
N.Y" 1981], p, 14 [Knapp' and Mlchaels's note]. 
Dlelch (b. 1940) and Holland (b. 1927) are Amer
ican reader-response critics; Miller (b. 1928) and' 
Culler (b. 1944) are American deconstructlve crit
Ics. "Aporia": difficulty, logical Impasse (a term 
often used in deconstructive 'criticism. to indicate 
the/.ofnt in a text where Inherent contradictions 
ren er interpretatioh undecidable), 
8. American literary theorist (b. 1938; see above). 
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in other ways. The ,reason for this is that the position I have been pre
senting is not one that you (or anyone else) could live by. Its thesis is 
that whatever seems to you to be obvious and inescapable is only so 
within some institutional or conventional structure, and that means that 
you can never operate outside some such structure, even if you are per
suaded by the thesis. As soon as you descend from theoretical reasoning 
about your assumptions, you will once again inhabit them and you will 
inhabit them without any reservations whatsoever; so that when you are 
called on to talk about Milton or Wordsworth or Yeats, you will do so 
from within whatever beliefs you hold about these authors.9 

At the heart of this passage is the familiar distinction between "theoretical 
reasoning" and the "assumptions" or "beliefs" that inform the concrete "prac
tice of literary criticism." Where most theorists affirm the practical impor
tance of their theories, Fish's originality lies in his denial that his theory has 
any practical consequences whatsoever. But once theory gives up all claims 
to affect practice, what is there left for theory to do'? Or, since Fish's point 
is that there is nothing left for theory to do, what is there left for theory to 
be? Understood in these terms, Fish's work displays the theoretical impulse 
in its purest form. Stripped of t~~ methodological project either to ground 
or to undermine practice, theory"continues to imagine a position outside it. 
While this retreat to a position "butside practice looks like theory's last des
perate attempt to save itself, it is· really, as we hope to show, the founding 
gesture of all theoretical argument. 

Fish's attack on method begins with an account of belief that is in our 
view correct. The account's two central features are, first, the recognition 
that beliefs cannot be grounded in some deeper condition of knowledge and, 
second, the further recognition that this impossibility does not in any way 
weaken their claims to be true. "If one believes what one believes," Fish 
writes, "then one beli~ves that what one'believes is true, and conversely, one 
believes that what one doesn't believe is not true" (p. 361). Since one can 
neither escape one's beliefs nor escape the sense that they are true, Fish 
rejects both the claims of method and the claims of skepticism. Methodol
ogists and skeptics maintain that the validity of beliefs depends on their being 
grounded in a condition of knowledge prior to and independent of belief; 
they differ only about whether this is possible. The virtue of Fish's account 
is that it shows why an insistence on the inescapability of belief is in no way 
inimical to the ordinary notions of truth and falsehood implicit in our sense 
of what knowledge is. The character of belief is precisely what gives us those 
notions in the first place; having beliefs just is being committed to the truth 
of what one believes and the falsehood of what one doesn't believe. But to 
say all this is, as Fish asserts, to offer no practical help or hindrance to the 
task of acquiring true beliefs. We can no more get true beliefs by looking for 
knowledge than we can get an author's meaning by looking for his or her 
intention, and for the same reason; knowledge and true belief are the same. 

So far, this argument seems to us flawless. But Fish, as it turns out, fails 

9. Stanley Fish. Is There a T""'t in This Class? nu, 
Authority of Interpretive Com ..... nlti ... (Cambridge, 
Mass .• 1980), p. 370; all further citations to this 
work will be included in the te"t [Knapp and 

Mlchaels's note). John Milton (1608-1674) and 
WiIliam Butler Yeats (1865-1939) are, like Words
worth. canonical writer. of English poetry. 
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to recognize the force of his own discussion of belief, and this failure is what 
makes him a theorist. It commits him, ultimately, to the ideal of knowledge 
implicit in all epistemological versions of theory, and it leads him to affirm, 
after all, the methodological value of his theoretical stance. Fish's departure 
from his account of belief shows up most vividly in his response to chal-ges 
that his arguments lead to historical relativism. The fear of relativism is a 
feal- that the abandonment of method must make all inquiry pointless. But, 
Fish rightly says, inquilT never seems pointless; our present beliefs about an 
object always seem better than any previous beliefs about the same object: 
"In other words, the idea of progress is inevitable, not, however, because 
there is a progress in the sense of a clearer and clearer sight of an indepen
dent object but be<.'ause the feeling of having progressed is an inevitable 
consequence of the firmness with which we hold our beliefs" (pp, 361-62). 

As an account of the inevitable psychology of belief, this is irreproachable. 
But when he later turns fmm the general issue of intellectual progress to the 
particular case of progress in literary criticism, Fish makes clear that he 
thinks our psychological assurance is unfounded. Our present beliefs only 
~eel1t better than em'liel- ones; they never really are. And, indeed, the discovelj' 
of this truth about our heliefs gives us, Fish thinks, a new understanding of 
the history of literary criticism and a new sense of how to go about studying 
it. According to what Fish calls the "old model" for making sense of the 
history of criticism, the work of critics "like Sidney, Dryden, Pope, Coleridge, 
Arnold"J could only be seen as "the record of the rather dismal performances 
of men ... who simply did not understand literature and literary values as 
well as we do." But Fish's new model enables us to "regard those perform
ances not as unsuccessful attempts to approximate our own but as extensions 
of Cl literary culture whose assumptions were not inferior but merely different" 
(pp. 367-68; our emphasis). 

To imagine that \ve can see the beliefs we hold as no better than but 
"merely different" from opposing beliefs held by others is to imagine a posi
tion from which we can see our beliefs without really believing them. To be 
in this position would be to see the truth about beliefs without actually 
having any-to know without believing. In the moment in which he imagines 
this condition of knowledge outside belief, Fish has forgotten the point of 
his own earlier identification of knowledge and true belief. ....... 

Once a theorist has reached this vision of knowledge, there are two epis
temological ways to go: l-calism and idealism.'" A realist thinks that theory 
nllows us to stand outside our beliefs in a neutral encounter with the objects 
of interpretation; an idealist thinks that theory allows us to stand outside our 
beliefs in a neutral encounter with our beliefs themselves. The issue in both 
cases is the relation between objects and beliefs. For the realist, the object 
exists independent of beliefs, and knowledge requires that we shed our 
beliefs in a disinterested quest for the object. For the idealist, who insists 
that we can never shed our beliefs, knowledge means recognizing the role 
heliefs play in cOl1stitHtillg their objects. Fish, with his commitment to the 
primacy of beliefs, chooses idealism: "objects," he thinks, "are made and not 

J. Fish l1ame~ the Inujul" En~lish pot't·critic.-s Lip to 
t Ill' 20th century: SIR 1'!-IILtI' SII)·'IEY (1554-1586), 
.11l1-T1'i I)HYDEN (I631-170U), \I EXANI)EH POPE 
, 16S~-1744). ~A.MUEL 1'''''n (JI~ ("CH. EIHIlGE l1772-

1834), and MA"ITHEW ARNOLD (I822-188f!). 
2. In philosophy, idealism holds that only menial 
entitles "re real; perceptual realism holds that 
material I hings exist independently of us. 
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found"; interpretation "is not the art of construing but the art of construct
ing" (pp. 331, 327). Once he arrives at epistemological idealisin, Fish's meth
odo]ogica] payoff immediately follows. Knowing that "interpreters do not 
decode poems" but. "make them," "we are free to consider the various foI'rits 
the literary institution has taken and to uncover the interpretative. strategies 
by which its canons have been produced and understood" (pp. 327; 368). By 
thinking of the critic as.an idealist instead of a realist, Fish is able to place 
literary criticism at the very center of all literary practice: 

No longer is the critic the humble~ervant of texts .whoseglories exist 
independently of anything he inight do; it is what he does, within, the 
constraints embedd~d in the literary institution, that br:ii1gs. teXts'. into 
being and makes them' available for analysis and appreciation. The prac~ 
tice. of literary criticism is not something one must apologize for; it is 
absolutely essential not only to the maintenance of, but to the very pro
duction of, the' objects of its attention. [po 368] 

We began this section by noting that Fish, like us, thinks that no general 
account of belief can have practical consequences. But; as we have just seen, 
his account turns out to have consequences after all. Why, then, is Fish led 
both to assert that his argument has 'no practical consequences and to pro
claim its importance in providing a new model for critical practice? The 
answer is that, despite his explidt.disclaimers, he·thinks a·true account of 
belief must be. a theory about belief, whereas we think' a true account of 
belief can only 'be a belief about belief.3 The .difference between these two 
senses of what it means to have a true account of something is the difference 
between theory and the kind of pragmatist argument we are presenting··here. 
These two kinds of positions conceive their inconsequentiality in two tittei'ly 
different ways. A belief about the nature of beliefs is inconsequentialbecau!'ie 
it merely tells you what beliefs are,not'whether they are trueor·fals'e· in 
particular or in general. From this point of view, knowing the truth 'about 
belief will no more help you in acquiring true beliefs than· knowing that 
meaning is intentional will help you find correct meanings, This is not;ii1;the 
least to say that you can't have true beliefs, only that you can't get them 'by 
having a good account of what beliefs are. . k<~ 

Fish's theory about beliefs, on the other· hand, strives to achieve inconse
quentiality by standing outside' all theptilctical commitments :that belief 
entails. It is perfectly true that one can achieve inconsequentiali~yby;going 
outside beliefs but only because, as Fish himself insists, to be outside beli~fs 
is to be nowhere at all. But of course ·Fish doesn't think that his theory·about 
beliefs leaves him nowhere at all; he thinks instead that it gives him a way 
of arriving at truth; not by choosing some beliefs'over others but by choosing 
beliefless knowledge over all beliefs. The truth of knowledge; according to 
Fish,is that no beliefs are, in the long run, truer than others; all beliefs; in 
the long run, are equal .. But; as we have noted j it is only from the standpoi~t 
ofa theory about· belief which is n'ot itself a belief that this truth can be~seen~ 
Hence the ·descent from "theoretical reasbning" about our beliefs to ,th~' 
actual practice of believing-from neutrality to commitment-demands that 

,": 
.; .. ". .,I r 

3. Fish call. hi. account a "general or metacritlcal belief" (Is 71oe",a Text ... TlaIsCIass?, p. 359;cf, pp. 368-L-
70) [Knapp and Mlchaels's note). . :.".'.' \ 
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we forget the truth theory has told us. Unlike the ordinary mei:hod~logist, 
Fish wants to repudiate the attempt to derive practice from theory, insisting 
that the world of practice must be founded 'hot on theoretical truth but' on 
the repres~ion of theoretical truth. But the sense that practice can only begin 
with the repression of theory already amounts, to a methodol~gical prescrip: 
tion: when confronted with beliefs, forget tl:t.at they are,not really true. This 
prescription gives Fish everything theory always wants: knowledge of the 
truth-value of beliefs and instructions on what to do with them,4 

We can now see why Fish, in the first passage quoted, says that his position 
is "not one that you (or anyone else) could live by ... even ·if you [were] 
persuaded" by it. Theory, he thinks, can have no practical consequences; it 
cannot be lived because theory and practice~thetruth about belief and 
belief itself-can never in principle be united. In our view, however, the only 
relevant truth about belief is that you 'can't go outside it, and, far from being 
unlivable, this is a truth you can't help but livC!!. It' has no practical conse
quences not because it can never be· united wit~ practice but because it can 
never be separated from practice. .' . . . 

The theoretical impulse, as we have described it, always involves the 
attempt ·to separate things that should not· be: .separated:, on· the ontological 
side, meaning from intention, language ' from speech acts; on theepistemo
logical side, knowledge from true belief .. Our:: point has been -that the sepa
rated terms are in fact inseparable. It is terh~'ting to' end by saying that theory 
and practice too are inseparable. Blit 'this vtro(l~~ be a Riistake. Not because 
theory and prlkctice (unlike the other tepn:s)ffi~lly lire :s~parate but be<:ause 
theory is no~~ing, else but the attemp.t to eSfa~~ :I!l~':~ic~. 'M~i~ning is just 
another nam~ for eJq>ressed intention, knowlecige Ju~tanC?ther name ,for true 
belief, but theory is not just another namef~r.:prfl~t~ce'1ft i~ ,the name for all 
the ways people have tried to stand outside .practice inoh;ler to govern prac
tice from without. Our thesis has been that .no ·one can . reach a position 
outside practice, that theorists should stop trying, and ~hat the theoretical 
enterprise should therefore come to an end. ;-. '. 

1982 

4. In one respect Fish's prescription is unusual: it 
separates the two theoretical goals of grounding 
practice and reaching objective truth. It tell. u. 

what I, true and how to behave-but not how to 
behave In order to find out what I.· true [K/fi$p 
and Mlchaels's notel. . 

BELL HOOKS 
h. Gloria Jean Watkins, 1952 

bell hooks firsteInerged in the I 980s as a trenchant critical voice aInong African 
American intellectuals. Her wide-ranging essays about· American· culture offer cri
tiques on issues ranging from the academy to the environmental crisis, from the media 
to masculinity, froIn racism to sexism, while exploring:the unique problems and per
spectives of black women and the underprivileged. Within feminism, much of her 
writing has been devoted to articulating the intersections of race, class, and gender 
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oppression. In Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center (1984) she writes, "Feminism 
is the struggle to end sexist oppression. Its aim is not to benefit solely any specific 
group of women, any particular race or class of women. It does not privilege women 
over men. It has the power to transform in a meaningful way all our lives." 

Born into a rural black working-class family in Hopkinsville, Kentucky, GloriaJean 
Watkins suffered a turbulent childhood but found inspiration in books and solace in 
imagination. When, as an adult, she took the name "bell hooks," it was to honor her 
outspoken great-grandmother and the legacy of her past. hooks received a B.A. from 
Stanford University in 1973, an M.A. from the University of Wise ohs in in 1976, and, 
in 1983, a Ph.D. from the University of California, Santa Cruz. She taught African 
American studies at Yale University and English and women's studies at Oberlin 
College from 1988 until 1993. Since 1993 she has taught in the English department 
of the City University of New York Graduate Center. 

hooks gained prominence as a social critic with the publication of her first book, 
Ain't I a Woman: Black Women and Feminism (1981), begun when she was only 
nineteen and published while she was still a graduate student. An extremely prolific 
writer, she has published more than a dozen books since then on topics as varied as 
feminist theory, racism, film, art, spirituality, and cultural studies. With the publi
cation of Bone Black: Memories of Girlhood (1996) and Wounds of Passion: A Writing 
Life (1997), she turned to the genre of Ilutobiography to explore more fully her interest 
in capturing "the authority of experience" that she examines in our selection, "Post
modern Blackness." Like Comel West;, with whom she collaborated on Breaking 
Bread: Insurgent Black Intellectual Lifo '(11991), hooks has sought a niche as a public 
intellectual on the Left, attempting to-'reach a wider audience outside of academia 
for her cultural criticism while remainipg connected to her underclass black com
munity. As an essayist, she follows in the rich tradition of twentieth-century black 
intellectuals such as W. E. B. DU B01S, C. L.'R. James and ZORA NEALE HURSTON, 
although doubtless hooks would also include in any list of intellectual forebears earlier 
black women such as Anna Cooper (the nineteenth-century author of A Voice from 
the South by a Black Woman of the South) arid Sojourner Truth. ' 

In "Postmodern Blackness," which appears·"in her Yearning: Race, Gender, and 
Cultural Politics (1990), hooks asks why Africa!, Americans should have any interest 
in "postmodem theory." She applies this label to the philosophic critique of modernity 
that celebrates difference and otherness, that advocates radical liberation and political 
equality, that finds fault with rigid concepts of ,identity, and that criticizes so-called 
master narratives (for example, those about the inevitable progress of human reason, 
the eventual triumph of the proletariat, or the ending of the world on Judgment Day). 
For hooks and other cultural critics, postmodernity also evokes late-twentieth-century 
postindustrial society with its job restructuring, ubiquitous media and popular cul
ture, and new social movements and protest groups. Like BARBARA CHRISTIAN, hooks 
believes that the abstract philosophical discourse of postmodernism-as defined by 
French theorists such as JACQUES DERRIDA, JEAN-FRANQOIS LYOTARD, and JEAN BAUD
R1LLARD-is dominated by white male intellectuals. These academic elites speak to 
one another, oblivious to the concerns of black people. Despite its invocation of 
"difference," she argues, postmodernism is exclusionary: while using the concepts of 
difference and marginality to legitimate itself in the face of accusations of irrelevance, 
it seems unwilling to engage the experiences or writings of the truly marginalized
black women, for example. In its celebration of indeterminacy and free play in lan
guage and in its focus on deconstructing identity, post modernism fails to offer useful 
analyses of the power relations that shape discourse. Without "adequate concrete 
knowledge" of and contact with oppressed and marginalized groups, white theorists 
risk impeding rather than supporting "radical liberation struggle." 

Because she discerns in those silenced by the "master narratives" of Western cul
ture a "yearning"-what she describes as a "longing for critical voice"-hooks, unlike 
Christian and some other minority intellectuals, is not willing to abandon postmod-
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crnism to the intellectual elites. She identifies the intersection of "identity politics" 
and the postmodern cl'itique of human essence as a particularly significant site of 
struggle for African Amel"icans, who. she argues, need to resist outmoded notions of 
essential blackness in much the same way as feminist critics have contested the idea 
of' the essentially female (sec JUDITH BUTLER, MONIQUE WITfIG, and JULIA KBlSTEVA). 
hooks is critical of the concept of essential blackness whether imposed from without 
as racist stereotype 01' from within as prescription for an "authentic black identity," 
an identity that refuses to recognize the multiplicities of black experiences that ground 
"Jiverse cultural productions." At the same time, hooks argues, the postmodern cri
tique of essence ought not to be used to dismiss black and feminist identity politics. 
hooks worries about the potential within postmodernist discourse to deny a critical 
voice to those who have been "subjected to" colonization or domination. She is sus
picious that the postmodern call to dismantle identity comes at a historical moment 
when subjugated people are beginning to assert their own identity and to act collec
tively in its name. hooks's solution is to embrace the postmodern critique of essen
tialism while emphasizing the traditional humanistic "authority of experience." 

The dangers hooks exposes in the discourse of postmodernism are real, though it 
is worth noting that hooks hel'e U'eats "postmodernism" as a single set of monologic 
discourses that mean the same thing to everyone. Postmodern theory is a wide
ranging and diverse set of practices, texts, and discourses no more easily reducible to 
one set of essential meanings than is "blackness." Both terms in hooks's title must be 
seen as equally under interrogation, and much work remains to be done to understand 
the relations between them. Greater precision about the complex meanings within 
postmodern discourse of sllch terms as identity, subjectivity, and experietlce might 
break the impasse she describes between a desire to reclaim a common black history, 
culture, and experience and the need to avoid imposing restrictive and damaging 
stereotypes on diverse experiences. hooks is in agreement with the best "oppositional 
practices" of postmodernism, however, when she suggests that it is in the gaps, rup
tures. and contradictions of \Vestern master narratives that the struggles for liberation 
and for coalition politics will discover effective forms of resistance and new forms of 
community. 
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Essays on Black Women and Black Feminist·Criticism," Revue Fra~aise d'Etudes 
Americaines 24 (1986), as well as in'the Schomhurg Center for Research tnBlack 
Studies' Bibliographic Guide to Black Studies (1995). 

Postmodern Blackness 

Postmodernist discourses are often exclusionary even as they call atteritibll. 
to, appropriate eren, the experience of "difference" and "Otherness"to'pro~ 
vide oppositionalpoliticaI meaning, Iegitiimicy, and immediacy when they 
are accused of lacking concrete relevan~e.Very few A&ican~Arne,rican ini:el~ 
lectuals have talked or written about postmodernism. At a dinner party' I 
talked about trying to grapple with the significance of postmodernism for 
contemporary black experience. It was one of those social gatherings.where 
only one other black person was present. The s~tting quickly became ,3 field 
of contestation. I was told by the other black person that I was wasting my 
time, that "this stuff does not relate in any way to what's happening with 
black people." Speaking in the presence of a group of white onlookers, staring 
at us as though this encounter were staged for their benefit,'we erigaged'in 
a fassfonate discussion abou~black experience. Apparently, t-to one~~pa~ 
thlzed with my insistence that ra~ism is perpetuated when blackness is asso~ 
dated solely with concrete gut level experience conceived as either oppos~ng 
or having no connection to abstract thinking and the production of critical 
theory. The idea that there is no meaningful connection between black expe
rience and critical thinking about aesthetics or culture must be continually 
interrogated. ' , 

My defense of postmodernism and its relevance to black folkll'sounded 
good, but I worried that I lacked conviction,'largely becauseI a'pproac:h'the 
subject cautiously and With suspiCion. .' '" , ,'\' 

Disturbed hot so muc~ by t~e "sense" of postmoderilism but by the con: 
veJ:ltfonal language used when it is written or talked about and by thbse who 
speak it, I Hnd myself on the outside of the discourse looking in; Asa dis,. 
cursive practice it is dominated primarily by the. voices of white J;Ilal.e h~tel
lectuals and/or academicelites,who speak to and aboutone another wlth 
coded familiarity. Reading. and ,studying their writing to understand post~ 
modernism in its multiple manifestations, I' appreciate it but feel little incli· 
nation to ally myself with the academic hierarchy and exclusivity pervasive 
in the movement today. 

Critical of most writing on postmodernism, I perhaps am more conscious 
of the way in which the focus on "Otherness and difference" that is often 
alluded to in these works seems to have little concrete impact as an analysis 
or standpoint that might change the nature and direction of postmodernist 
theory. Since much of this theory has been constructed in reaction to and 
against high modernism, there is seldom any mention of black experience or 
writings by black people in this work, specifically black women· (though in 
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more recent work one may see a reference to Cornel West, the black male 
scholar who has most engaged postmodernist discourse}. Even if an aspect 
of black culture is the subject of postmodern critical writing, the works cited 
will usually be those of black men. A work that comes immediately to mind 
is Andrew Ross's chapter "Hip, and the Long Front of Color" in No Respect: 
Intellectuals and Popular Culture;) while it is an interesting reading, it con
structs black culture as though black women have had no role in black 
cultural product~on. At the end of Meaghan Morris' discussion of postmod
ernism in her collection of essays The Pirate's Fiancee: Feminism, Reading, 
Postmodernism, she provides a bibliography of works by women, identifying 
them as important contributions to a discourse on postmodernism that offer 
new insight as well as challenging male theoretical hegemony;2 Even though 
many of the works do not directly address postmodernism, they address sim
ilar concerns. There are 'no references to works by black women. 

The failure to recognize a cridcal black presence in the culture and in 
most scholarship and writing on postmodernism compels a black reader, 
particularly a black female reader, to interrogate her interest in a subject 
where those who discuss and write about it seem not to know black women 
exist or even to consider the possibility that we might be somewhere writing 
or saying something that should be 'listened to, or prodUcing art that should 
be seen, heard, approached with intellec.tual seriousness. 'This is especially 
the case with works that go on and on a1?out the way in which postmodernist 
discourse has opened up a theoretical tetral~,where "diffe'rence and Other
ness" can be considered legitimate issues I,n the academy. Confronting both 
the absence of recognition of black female pfesence that much postmodern
ist theory re-inscribes and the resistance on :the part: of most black folks to 
hearing about real connection between postmodernism and black experi
ence, I enter a discourse, a practice, where there may be no ready audience 
for my words, no clear listener, uncertain then, that,wyvoice can or will be 
heard. 

During the sixties, the black power movement was influenced by perspec
tives that could easily be labeled modernist; Certainly lnfinyof the ways t)lack 
folks addressed issues of identity conformed to a modernist universaliZing 
agenda. There was little critique of patriarchy asa masl'kr narrative among 
black militants. Despite the fact that black power ideology reflected a1h'od
ernist sensibility, these elements were soon rendered .rrelevant as militant 
proteSt was stifled by a powerful, repressive postmodern state. The period 
directly after the ~lack power movement was a time when ~ajor news mag
azines carried articles with cocky headlines like "Whatever Happened to 
Black America?" This response was an ironic reply to the aggressive, unmet 
demand by decentered, marginalized black subjects who had at least momen
tarily successfully demanded a hearing, who had made it possible for bl~ck 
liberation to be on the national, political agenda. In' the wake of the black 
power movement, after so many re~els were slaughtered and lost, mahy of 
these voices were silenced by a repressive state; others became inarticulate. 
It has become necessary to find new avenues to transmit the messages of 
black liberation struggle, new ways to talk about racism and other politics of 

1. Andrcw Ross, No ResFect: T .. tellect .... ls and 
Popular Cult .. ,... (New York: Routledlle, (989). 
2. Meallhan Morris, TIu! Pimte's Fianelle: Fe .. d-

.. t .... , Readl .. g, Postmotlertt ..... (London: Verso, 
(988). 
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domination. Radical postmodernist practice, most powerfully conceptualized 
as a "politics of difference;" should incorporate the voices of displaced, mar
ginalized, exploited, and oppressed black people. It is sadly ironic that the 
contemporary discourse which talks the most about heterogeneity, the 
.decentered subject, declaring breakthroughs that allow recognition of Oth
erness, still directs its critical voice primarily to a specialized audience that 
shares a common language rooted in the very master narratives it claims to 
challenge; If radical postmodernist thinking is to have a transformative 
impact, then a critical break with the notion of "authority" as "mastery over" 
must not simply be a rhetorical device. It must be reflected in habits of being, 
including styles of writing as well as chosen subject matter. Third world 
nationals, elites, and white critics who passively absorb white supremacist 
thinking, and therefore never notice or look at black people on the streets or 
at their jobs, who render us invisible with their gaze in all areas of daily life, 
are not likely to produce liberatory theory that will challenge racist domi
nation, or promote a breakdown in traditional ways of seeing and thinking 
about reality, ways of constr~cting aesthetic theory and practice. From a 
different standpoint, Robert Storr makes a similar critique in the global issue 
of Art in America when he asser~s: , 

To be su~e, much postmod~~ist critical inquiry has cent~red precis~ly 
onihe issues of "differencJ!.:and "Otherness." On the purely theoretic~l 
plane the exploration of thes~ concepts has produced some important 
results, but in the absence of any sustairied research into what artists of 
calor and others outside the mainstream might be up to, such discus
sions become r09tiess instead of radical. Endless second guessing about 
the latent imperialism of intr!:iding upon other cultures only com
pounded matters, preventing or excusing these theorists from investi
gating· what black, Hispanic,· Asia.~ and Native American artists were 
actually doing.3 . • 

Without adequate concrete knowledge of and contact with the non-white 
"Other," white theorists may move in discursive theoretical directions that 
are threatening and potentially disruptive of that critical practice which 
would support radical liberation struggle. 

The postmodern critique of "identity," though relevant for renewed black 
liberation struggle, is often posed in ways that are problematic. Given a per
vasive politic of white supremacy which seeks to prevent the formation of 
radical black subjectivity, we cannot cavalierly dismiss a concern with iden
tity politics. Any critic exploring the radical potential of postmodernism as it 
relates to racial difference and racial domination would need to consider the 
implications of a critique of identity for oppressed groups. Many of us are 
struggling to find new strategies of resistance. We must engage deooloniza
tion as a critical practice if we are to have meaningful chances of survival 
even as we must simultaneously cope with the loss of political grounding 
which made radical activism more pOSSible. I am thinking here about the 
postmodernist critique of essentialism as it pertains to the construction of 
"identity" as one example. 

3. Robert Storr, "The Global Issue: A Symposium," Art in Amsrc .. 77 (1989): 88. 
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Postmodern theory that is not seeking to simply appropriate the experience 
of "Otherness" to enhance the discourse or to be radically chic should not 
separate the hpolitic!! of difference" from the politics of racism. To take 
racism seriously one must consider the plight of underclass people of color. 
a vast majority of whom are black. For African-Americans our collective 
condition prior to the advent of postmodernism and perhaps more tragically 
expressed under current postmodern conditions has been and is character
ized by continued displacement, profound alienation, and despair. Writing 
about blacks and postmodernism, Cornel V\'est describes our collective 
plight: 

There is increasing class division and differentiation, creating on the 
one hand a significant black middle-class, highly anxiety-ridden, inse
cure, willing to be co-opted and incorporated into the powers that be. 
concerned with racism to the degree that it poses contraints on upward 
social mobility; and, on the other, a vast and growing black underclass, 
an underclass that embodies a kind of walking nihilism of pervasive drug 
addiction, pervasive alcoholism, pervasive homicide, and an exponential 
rise in suicide. Now because of the deindustrialization, we also have a 
devastated black industrial working class. We are talking here about 
tremendous hopelessness. 

This hopelessness creates longing for insight and strategies for change 
that can renew spirits and reconstruct grounds for collective black libera
tion struggle. The overall impact of postmodernism is that many other 
groups now share with black folks a sense of deep alienation, despair, 
uncertainty, loss of a sense of grounding even if it is not informed by 
shared circumstance. Radical postmodemism calls attention to those 
shared sensibilities which cross the boundaries of class, gender, race, etc., 
that could be fertile ground for the construction of empathy-ties that 
would promote recognition of common commitments, and serve as a base 
for solidarity and coalition. 

Yearning is the word that best describes a common psychological state 
shared by many of us, cutting across boundaries of race, class, gender. and 
sexual practice. Specifically, in relation to the post-modernist deconstry,s;t.ion 
of "master" narratives. the yearning that wells in the hearts and minds of 
those whom such narratives have silenced is the longing for critical voice. It 
is no accident that "rap" has usurped the primary position of rhythm and 
blues music among young black folks as the most desired sound or that it 
began as a form of "testimony" for the underclass. It has enabled underclass 
hlack youth to develop a critical voice, as a group of young black men told 
me. a "common literacy. ,. Rap projects a critical voice, explaining. demand
ing, urging. Working ''''ith this insight in his essay "Putting the Pop Back into 
Postmodernism." La\\TenCe Grossberg comments: 

The postmodern senSibility appropriates practices as boasts that an
nounce their own-and consequently our own-existence, like a rap 
song boasting of the imaginary (or real-it makes no difference) accom
plishments of the rapper. They offer forms of empowerment not only in 
the face of nihilism but precisely through the forms of nihilism itself: 
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an empowering nihilism, a moment of positivity through the production 
and structuring of affective relations. 4 

Considering that it is as subject one comes to vqice, then the postmotl
ernist focus on the critique of identity appears at first glance to threaten and 
close down the possibility that this discourse and practice will allow those 
who have suffered the crippling effects of colonization and domination to 
gain or regain a hearing. Even if this sense of threat and the fear it evo~es 
are based on a misunderstanding of the postmodernist political project, they 
nevertheless shape responses. It never surprises me when bhlck folks resporid 
to the critique of essentialism, especially when it denies the validity of iden
tity politics by saying, "Yeah, it's easy to give up identity, when you got one." 
Should we not be suspicious of postmodern critiques of the "subject" when 
they surface at a historical moment when many subjugated people feel them
selves coming to voice for the first time? Though an apt and often times 
appropriate comeback, it does not really intervene in tl)e discourse in a way 
that alters and transforms. . 

Criticisms of directions in postmodern thinking should not obscure 
in sights it may offer that open up our understanding of African-American 
experience. The critique of essentialism. encouraged by postmodernist 
thought is useful for African-Americans concerned with reformulating Qut
moded notions of identity. We have too long had imposed upon us from .both 
the outside and the inside a narrow, constricting hotion'of blackness. Pilst
modern critiques of essentialism which challenge notions of universality and 
static over-determined identity Within mass culture and mass consciousness 
can open up new possibilities for the construction of self arid the assertfdn 
of agency. . , . 

Employing a critique of essentialism allows African-Ame~cans to 
acknowledge 'the way in which class mobility has altered collective' black 
experience so that racism does not necessarily have the same ·imp,.ctori 
bur lives. Such a critique allows us to 'affirm multiple black identities, 'var~ 
ied black experience. It also challen~~s colonial imperialist fara~igms of 
black identity which represent blackriess oqe-di~ensionally 'n ways th~t 
reinforce and sustain white supremacy. This discourse crelltea the idea of 
the "primitive;' and prorqoted the notionbtan1"authentic" e?JPedence; see-' 
ing as "natural" those expressions of black life :which confoqned to- a pre
existing pattern or stereotype. Abandoning essentialist notioRs\Vould be It 
serious challenge to' racism. Contempflfary Afdcan-Americanresistanc~ 
struggle must be rooted in a process of s:tecoloni~tion that continually 
opposes re-inscribing not.~ns of "authenti~" black idehtity. :Ti!is critique 
should not be made synonymous witH' a d'ismissal of the .struggle . of 
oppressed and exploited peoples to make ourselves subjec;ts. Nor should it 
deny that in certain circumstances this experience affords us " privileged 
critical location from which to speak. This is not a re-inscription of mod
ernist master narratives of authority whi~h privilege some voices' by deny
ing voice to others. Part of our struggle for raf;lical black subjectivity is the 
quest to find ways to construct self and'-iden~ity that are' OpPQs~fional and 

4, Lawrence Gros.berg, "Putting the Pop Back 
Into Postmodernlsm," In Universal Ar.anJbn, The 
Politics of POSlmoJernlsnt, ed. Andrew Ra •• (Min· 

" . , .. : 
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988), p. 
181. . 
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Iiberatory. The unwillingness to critique essentialism on the part of many 
African-Americans is rooted in the fear that it will cause folks to lose sight 
of the specific history and experience of Mrican-Americans and the unique 
sensibilities and culture that arise from that experience. An adequate 
response to this concern is to critique 'essentialism while emphasizing the 
significance of "the authority of experience.'" There is a radical difference 
between a repudiation of the idea that there.is a black "essence" and rec
ognition of the way black identity has been specifically constituted in the 
experience of exile and struggle. 

When black folks critique essentialism, we are empowered to recognize 
multiple exPeriences of black identity that are the lived conditions which 
make diverse cultural p'rodudions possible. When this diversity is ignored, 
it is easy to see black folks as falling into two' categories: nationalist or assi
milationist, black-identified or white-identified. Coming to terms with the 
impact of postmodernism for black experience, particularly as it changes our 
sense of identity, means that we l11ust;·and can rearticulate the basis for 
collective bonding. Given the various crises facing African-Americans (eco
nomic, spiritual, escalating racial violence, etc.h'·we are compelled by cir
cumstance to reassess our relations~ip to 'popular culture and resistance 
struggle. Many of us are as reluctant to face this task as many non-black 
postmodern thinkers who focus theoretically on the issue of "difference" are 
to confront the issue of race and racism. 

Music is the cultural product. created by African-Americans. that has most 
attracted postmoclern theorists. It is rarely acknowl~dged .that there is far 
greater censorship and restriction of other fohns·of cultural production by 
black folks-literary, critical writing, etc. Atteinpts on.the part of editors and 
publishing houses to control and manipuhlte th~ repres~ritation of black 
culture, as well as the desire to promote tile creation of products that will 
attract the widest audience, limit in a crippling andstiflfng way the kind of 
work many black folks feel we can dq and still'receive recognition. Using 
myself as an example, that creative writing I do which I consider to be most 
reflective of a postmodern oppositional sensibility, work that i~ abstract, frag
mented, non-linear narrative, is constantly rejected by. editors and publish
ers. It does not conform to the type of writing they think black wbmen should 
be doing or the type of writing they believe will sell. Certainly I do not tlfink 
I am the only black person engaged in forms of cultural production, espe
cially experimental ones, who is constrainec:J by the lack of an audience for 
certain kinds of work. It is important for postmodern thinkers and theorists 
to constitute themselves as an audience for such work. To do this they must 
assert power and privilege within the space of critical writing to open up the 
field so that it will be more inclusive. To change the exclusionary practice of 
postmodern critical discourse is to enact a postmodernism of resistance. Part 
of this intervention entails black inteHectual participation in the discourse. 

In "his essay "Postmodernism and Black America," Cornel West suggests 
that black intellectuals "are margillal-usually langUishing at the interface 
of Black and white cultures or thoroughly ensconced in Euro-American set
tings." He cannot see this group as potential producers of radical postmod-

5. The title of B 1977 collection of essays of feminist criticism, edited by Arlyn Diamond and Lee R. 
Edwnrds. 
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ernist thought. While I generally agree with this assessment, black 
intellectuals must proceed with the understanding that we are not con
demned to the margins. The way we work and what we do can determine 
whether or not what we produce will be meaningful to a wider audience, one 
that includes all classes of black people. West suggests that black intellec
tuals lack "any organic link with most of Black life" and that this "diminishes 
their value to Black resistance." This statement bears traces of-essentialism. 
Perhaps we need to focus more on those black intellectuals, however rare 
our presence, who do not feel this lack and whose work is primarily directed 
towards the enhancement of black critical consciousness and the strength
ening of our collective capacity to engage in meaningful resistance struggle. 
Theoretical ideas and critical thinking need not be transmitted solely in writ
ten work or solely in the academy. While I work in a predominantly white 
institution, I remain intimately and passionately engaged with black com
munity. It's not like I'm going to talk about writing·and thinking about post
modernism with other academics and/or intellectuals and not discuss these 
ideas with underclass non-academic black folks who are family; friends, and 
comrades. Since I have not broken the ties that bind me to underclass poor 
black community, I have seen that knowledge, especially that which 
enhances daily life and strengthens our capacity to survive, can be shared. 
It means that critics, writers, and academics have to give the same critical 
attention to nurturing and cull;iv'liting our ties to black community that we 
give to writing articles, teaching--;'and lecturing. Here again I am really talking 
about cultivating habits of being that reinforce awareness that knowledge 
can be disseminated and shared on'a number offronts. The extent to which 
knowledge is made available, accessible, etc. depends on the nature of one's 
political commitments. 

Postmodern culture with its decentered subject can be the space where 
ties are severed or it can provide the occasion for new and varied forms of 
bonding. To some extent, ruptures, surfaces, contextuality, and a host of 
other happenings create gaps that make' space for oppositional practices 
which no longer require intellectuals to··be confined by narrow separate 
spheres with no meaningful connection to the world of the everyday. Much 
postmodern engagement with culture emerges from the yearning to do intel
lectual work that connects with habits of being, forms of artistic expression, 
and aesthetics that inform the daily life of writers and scholars as a well as 
a mass population. On the terrain of culture, one can participate in critical 
dialogue with the uneducated poor, the black underclass who are thinking 
about aesthetics. One can talk about what we are seeing, thinking, or listen
ing to; a space is there for critical exchange. It's exciting to think, write, talk 
about, and create art that reflects passionate engagement with popular cuI" 
ture, because this may very well be "the" central future location of resistance 
struggle, a meeting place where new and radical happenings can occur. 

1990 
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Judith Butler's Gender Trouble: Femiuism atld the Subversion of Identity (1990), al'gu
ably the most influential theoretical text of the 1990s, is a founding document of 
queer theory and a key statement of "performative" accounts of cultural meaning. 
Butler's work distills forty years of French theory-from pioneer feminist SIMONE DE 
BEAUVOIR to JULlA KRISTEVA, and from JACQUES LACAN and LOUIS ALTHUSSER to 
JACQUES DERRIDA and MICHEL FOUCAULT-to explore how gendered identity is 
socially produced through repetitions of ordinary daily activities. Her goal is to 
uncover the assumptions that "restdct the meaning of gender to received notions of 
masculinity and femininity." In opening up "the field of possibility for gender," Butler 
aims for a feminism that avoids "exclusionary gender norms" in its portrayal of accept
able identities. 

Trained in philosophy, Judith Butler received her undergraduate and graduate 
degl'ees at Yale University. She has taught in interdisciplinary programs, first at Johns 
Hopkins University and then at the University of California at Berkeley. Gender Trou
Me made her something between a celebrity and a cult figure, especially in gay and 
lesbian subcultures, and she has responded by jealously guarding her personal life 
from public scrutiny. 

Key for Butler is the insistence that nothing is natural, not even sexual identity. 
Feminists have sometimes distinguished between "sex" as the anatomical difference 
between male and female bodies and "gender" as the meanings attached to those 
bodily differences in vadous cultures. Butler argues that even anatomical differences 
can be experienced only through the categories and expectations set out by the cul
lure's signifying order. Moreover. anatomical differences are mapped to expectations 
about sexual desire, specifically to society's "compulsory heterosexuality" (a term But
ler borrows from ADRIENl':E RICH), which posits that there are two sexes and that 
desire runs from one sex to the other. Our culture's understanding of sexuality is ill
equipped, therefore. to recognize bodies that confound the strict binary division 
hetween male and female, or desires that cross, combine, or otherwise fail to conform 
to a fairly narrow understanding of sex as genital intercourse between two people, 
one ;'naturally" female, the other "naturally" male. 

FollOWing Foucault's work in The History of Sextudity (1976), Butler stresses that 
modern culture sees sexuality as a fundamental constituent of identity. Our sex and 
our sexual desires and activities are profound indices of who we are. Butler hOP-£s
like many contemporary critical theorists-to reveal that the seemingly "natural" is 
actually socially constructed and, thus. contingent. The established and conventional 
connections between anatomy and desire, and between sexual activities and ascrip
tions of identity, are not inevitable; they have been different in other cultures and in 
other historical eras, and they are open to revision or, to use one of Butler's favorite 
\Vords, "resignification." The meanings and categories by which we understand and 
live our daily existence can be altered. 

Such alteration does not come easily, however. "Those naturalized and reified 
notions of gender that support masculine hegemony and heterosexist power" are writ
ten into our very psyches as well as into the dominant institutions of political and 
social life. Butler follows the accounts of subject formation found in Foucault and 
Lacan, For Foucault. discourse (the articulated categories of thought) orders knowl
edge along lines that pwduce subjects open to power's control. Such power, he 
stresses, works at the level of daily routine. For Lacan, individuals achieve an identity. 
a recognized place in the social order. by passing into the Law (the culture's signifying 
ordel')-at the cost of creating the unconscious and establishing a permanent split, 
an alienation of self from desire. within the subject. 
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To Foucault's account of power's "micro-physics" and Lacan's description of sub
ject formation, Butler adds Derrlda's understanding of "performative speech acts." 
She believes "the performative" offers her a model of action within theories that often 
seem to allow subjects no room for resistance to power. Derrlda develops his notion 
of the performative in an essay on J. L. AUSTIN, the twentieth-century Oxford philos
opher who invented the term, and in a later debate with the American philosopher 
John Searle. Austin comes from an Anglo-American tradition (dating back to John 
Locke) that sees the meaning of language as grounded in the way that words refer to 
already existing objects. I speak of a certain blue chair, and my words are meaningful 
and true insofar as they conform to the facts of the matter. But Austin r~alized that 
some utterances are creative: they make something come into 'existence, rather than 
referring to something that already exists. Anyone who makes a promise, or a judge 
who sentences someone to prison, creates a fact (the promise, the sentence) through 
the act of speaking. Such speech acts are performatives. 

Surprisingly, as Austin pursues this notion he finds it increasingly difficult to dis
tinguish performatives from referential speech acts. Derrlda picks up on this difficulty 
and adds the concepts of "citation" and "repetition" to the analysis. Every speech act, 
Derrlda argues, succeeds in meaning anything at all only by virtue of' its "citing" 
previous uses of the term it llOW employs. In other words, l!lnguage works because 
the speakers of that language have a prior knowledge of its terms:'and its prevailing 
usages (both syntactic and semantic). Every new speech act is a repetition,.lIsing old 
words and structures in this new instance. There are thus fairly strict limits on novelty. 
An utterance that departs too·far from received understandings ~II be incomprehen
sible. But exact repetition does J'lot occur very often either. After all, we are using the 
old words in new contexts. E;ach separate use of a word t'iweaks it in this or that 
direction in relation to a variety Qf pressures: the contexf, 't~.~·aJidlence, conscious or 
unconscious purposes. Thus, eti~h speech act has a perform,ative diinension; instead 
of repeating or referring to preexisting meanings in its "ci~tton" of a previously used 
word, it alters, if always within limits, the meaning of th~t' word. Langua~es are repro
duced, are kept alh,e and functioning, through Innumerable aC~jI of ule; bUt those 
acts also constantly change the language. MOlt changel are l11advertent by-products 
of use, but some may be dOnsclous, luch al contemporary effort. to ab~ndon "man" 
as the generic word refemng to all'human beings. ;. ,; : ... 

Butler proposes that we understand "sex" and "gender" as citatiol1al repetitions. 
Various cultural discourses converge in a prevailing (althoug~' neve~' fully homo
geneous or monolithic) understanding of what "boy" and ".qrl," 'man" and "woman" 
signify. Individual actions then "cite" these meanings, playing off them in·various 
ways. Power functions pervasively through these meanings. The little boy learns that 
his crying Is not masculine; he must grow Into his masculinity by imitatin~ the behav
ior designated as "male" to the point that such behavior becomes "sec9nd nature." 
The little girl learns that some ways of acting make her a tomboy, and she is encour
aged to dress the part of "femininity." In Butler,'!! view, we feel our way into these 
roles, slowly establishing (under the watchful eyes of powerful social forces) the way 
we will occupy them. Given our prevailing categories, we experience this process as 
discovering our identity. Butler believes identity is a trap, a hardening ihto rigid, 
binarized categories of much more fluid and heterogeneous possibilities. She calls for 
actions that will "resigriify" our received meanings-actions that wi,1I lead to a "pro
liferation" of the "constitutive categories" into which all selves are no;w constrained 
to At. 

The costs of identity's straitjacket, Butler believes, are high-'-both for those who 
At the categories comfortably and those who don't. "Deviants" (such as homosexuals, 
bisexuals, hermaphrodites, or other less recognizable rionidentities) are· inevitable, 
according to Butler, although her reasons for this claim are not completely clear. For 
her, discursive power is never fully effective. It cannot create all individuals in·.its 
preferred image, in part because any social field is traversed by various discourses, 
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none of which ever achieves full domination. In any case, compulsory heterosexuality 
cannot erase all nonheterosexual desires or acts. But the price paid by those labeled 
deviant for such desire~ and acts-in internalized guilt and external sanctions-is 
exorbitant. On the $ide of "normality," heterosexual identity can be achieved only 
through the forceful exclusion or "disavowal" of all nonheterosexual desires, in keep
ing with commonplace obsessional notions of identity as consistent in all places and 
at all times. Socially, this disavowal is expressed through homophobia and other dis
courses of "abjection" (Kristeva's famous term) that single out deviants as worthy 
targets of aggression and punishment. 

Butler calls for a loosening of the categories, a relaxation of our fixation on 
identity. Power uses identity to latch onto us, and normative identity calls for a 
homogeneity too difficult to live. A change of this type can be seen as therapeutic
and in keeping with SIGMUND FREUD's goal of moderating the strictures of con
ventional morality and its excessive' internal voice, the superego. But Butler's attack 
on identity also has specifically political dimensions. She believes that feminism 
has been hurt by its attempt to find an identity that would designate some
thing common to everyone in the movement. She calls ·instead for a coalitional 
politics that avoids the fights over purity (of identity, of doctrine, of commitment) 
that often tear apart movements dependent on complete aw.eement among members 
over long periods of time. Thus, while Butler's work grows out of feminism, she is 
against any "identity politics" that sees political groupings and beliefs as grounded 
in a shared identity, whether ethnic, racial, sexual, national, or .economic. All forms 
of identity politics, she believes, are prone to aggressions used to enforce rigid con
sistencies. 

How do we begin to loosen the hold of identity, especially at a time when the 
passions attached to identity and its preservation are fervent and pervasive? An initial 
step, Butler says, is to make evident identity's construction; it is not inevitable (even 
if social power hardly leaves us much freedom to choose our ways of being in the 
world). Identity is not something planted in us~to be discovered, but something that 
is performatlvely produced by acts that "effectively constitute the identity they are 
said to express or reveal." At the end of Gen4sr Trouble, Butler advocates parody in 
general and drag performances in particular because lIuch. "subverlllve" performances 
"destabillze the naturalized categories of Identity and d~lIlre." It Ill, here that queer 
theory makes its appearance. Such theory is interested in'any arid all acts, images, 
and ideas that "trouble," violate, cross, mix, or otherwise confound established bound
aries between male and female, normal and abnormal, self and other. In ,a. limited 
sense, the goal is to create more space for and .recognitionof the various actions 
performed daily in a social landscape blinded and hostile to variety. But the ~~der 
goal is a general troubling, an attempted unfixing, of the links between acts, catego-
ries, representations, desires, and identities. . 

The main objections to Butler's position echo the objections often made to post
structuralist work. Key questions focus on agency, power, and ethics, while a difficult 
style and specialized terminology seem to guarantee a small audience for work that 
aims to have political !;onsequences. To what extent does Butler believe that con
scious, purposive action is possible if she posits an all-encompassing discursive power 
that shapes us at such a deep, unconscious level? How are we to understand "com
pulsory heterosexuality," '''masculine hegemony," "phallogocentrism" (Derrida's term 
for the masculine power at the origin of the Law), and other terms by which she 
designates power? Have there been societies in which these forms of power have not 
been dominant? Is the formation of subjectivity entirely a matter of the self's relation 
to power, or do intersubjective relationships have any important role to play? What 
enables the critical enterprise itself, the ability to describe the processes of subject 
formation? Within ongoing debates over the details, however, a new interest in vio
lations of received categories and the performative reproduction and transformation 
of culture attests to Butler's impact on literary studies. 
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From Gender Ttouble 

From Prejale . 

Contemporary feminist debates over the meanings of gender lead time and 
again to a certain sense of trouble, as if ~he indeterminacy of gender might 
eventually culminate in the failure of feminism. Perhaps trouble need not 
carry such a negative valence. To 'make trouble was, within the reigning 
discourse of my childhood, something one should never do precisely because 
that would get one in trouble. The rebellion and its reprimand seemed to be 
caught up in the same terms, a phenomenon that gave rise to my first critical 
insight into the subtle ruse of power: the prevailing law threatened one with 
trouble, even put one in trouble, all to keep one out of trouble. Hence, I 
concluded that trouble is inevitable and the task, how best to make it, what 
best way to be in it. As time went by, further ambiguities arrived on the 
critical scene. I noted that trouble sometimes euphemized some fundamen
tally mysterious problem usually related to the alleged mystery of all things 
feminine. I read Beauvoir l who explained that to be a woman within the 
terms of a masculinist culture is to be a sourCe of mys~ery and unknowability 
for men, and this seemed confirmed somehow when I read Sartrea for whom 
all desire, problematically presumed as heterosexual and masculine, was 

). SIMONE DE BEAUVOlR (1908-1986), French 
existentialist and feminist writer. 

2. JEAN·PAUL SARTRE (1905-1980), French exis
tentialist philosopher. 
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defined as trouble. For that masculine subject of desire, trouble became a 
scandal with the sudden intrusion, the unanticipated agency, of a female 
"object" who inexplicably returns the glance, reverses the gaze, and contests 
the place and authority of the masculine position. The radical dependency 
of the masculine subject on the female "Other" suddenly exposes his auton
omy as illusory. That particular dialectical reversal of power, however, 
couldn't quite hold my attention-although others surely did. Power seemed 
to be more than an exchange between subjects or a relation of constant 
inversion between a subject and an Other; indeed, power appeared to operate 
in the production of that very binary frame for thinking about gender. I asked, 
what configuration of power constructs the subject and the Other, that 
binary relation between "men" and "women," and the internal stability of 
those terms? What restriction is here at work? Are those terms untroubling 
only to the extent that they conform to a heterosexual matrix for conceptu
aliZing gender and desit'e? What happens to the subject and to the stability 
of gender categories when the epistemic regime of presumptive heterosex
uality is unmasked as that which produces and reifies these ostensible cat
cgodes of ontology? 

But how can an epistemic/ontological regime be brought into question? 
''''hat best way to trouble the gender categories that support gender hierarchy 
and compulsory heterosexuality? Consider the fate of "female trouble," that 
historical configuration of a nameless female indisposition, which thinly 
veiled the notion that being female is a natural indisposition. Sedous as the 
medicalization of women's bodies is, the term is also laughable, and laughter 
in the face of serious categories is indispensable for feminism. Without a 
doubt, feminism continues to require its own forms of serious play. Female 
Tmuble is also the title of the John Waters film that features Divine, the 
hero/heroine of Hairspra}'3 as well, whose impersonation of women implicitly 
suggests that gender is a kind of persistent impersonation that passes as the 
real. Her/his performance destabilizes the very distinctions between the nat
ural and the artificial. depth and surface, inner and outer through which 
discourse about genders almost always operates. Is drag the imitation of 
!l,ender. or does it dramatize the signifying gestures through which gender 
itself is established? Does being female constitute a "natural fact" or a cul
tural performance. or is "naturalness" constituted through discursivel):.,Fon
strained performative acts that produce the body through and within the 
categories of sex? Divine notwithstanding, gender practices within gay and 
lesbian cultures often thematize "the natura]" in parodic contexts that bring 
into relief the performative construction of an original and true sex. What 
other foundational categories of identity-the binary of sex, gender, and the 
body-can be shown as productions that create the effect of the natural, the 
Ol'igina], and the inevitable? 

To expose the foundational categories of sex. gender, and desire as effects 
of a specific formation of power requires a form of critical inquiry that Fou
eau It, reformulating Nietzsche.4 designates as "genealogy." A genealogical 
critique refuses to seare h for the origins of gender, the inner truth of female 

. ~. /-lrr;rspray (1988) and Fe",,,!.' TI'(JUhle (I974). 
f1lons by the independent producer / director John 
\Vuters (b. 1946). Divine (1)01'11 HIII·ri. Glenn MiI· 
.. tl~"td. 1945-] 98S), a 300~pnlllld cross·dresser 

who stan'ed In many of Waters's films . 
4. FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE (1844-1900). Germa" 
philosopher. MICHEL FOUCAULT (1926-1984:'. 
French philosopher and historian of ideas . 
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desire, a genuine or authentic sexual identity that repression has kept from 
view; rather, genealogy investigates the political stakes in designating as an 
origin and cause those identity categories that are in fact the effects ofinsti
tutions, practiCes, discourses with multiple and diffuse points of origin. The 
task of this inquiry is to center on-and decenter-such defining institu
tions: phallogocentrism and compulsory heterosexuality.' 

Precisely because "female" no longer appears to be a stable notion, its 
meaning is as troubled and unfixed as "women," and because both terms gain 
their troubled significations only as relational terms, this inquiry takes as its 
focus gender and the relational analysis it suggests. Further,it is nO longer 
clear. that feminist theory ought to try to settle the questions of primary 
identity in order to get on with the task of politics~ Instead, we ought to ask, 
what political possibilities are the consequence of a radical critique of the 
categories of identity. What new shape of politics emerges when identity as 
a common ground no longer constrains the discourse on feminist politics? 
And to what extent does the effort to locate a common identity as ~he foun
dation for a feminist politics preclude a radical inquiry into the 'political 
construction and regulation of identity itself? 

• • • 

From Chapter 3~ Subversive Bodily Acts 

• • • 

BODILY INSCRIPTIONS, PERFORMATIVE SUBVERSIONS .' 

"Garbo 'got in drag' whenever she took some heavy glamour part, 
whenever she melted in or out of a·man's arms, whenever she simply, . 
let that he!,ve~ly-f1exed neck .. '. bear the weight of her' thrown~ 
back head .... How resplendent seems the art of acting! It is a~l. 
impersonation, whether the sex underneath is true or not." . '. 

. .' -Parker Tyler, "The Garbo Image," 
quoted in Esther Newton, Mother Camp.· 

Categories of true. sex, discr~te gender, and specific sexuality have consti
tuted the stable point of reference. fOJ; a great deal of feminist theory and 
politics. These constructs of identity serve as the points of epistemic depar
ture from which theory emerges and politics itself is shaped. In the case of 
feminism, politics is ostensibly shaped to express the interests, the perspec
tives, of "women." But is there a political shape to "women," as.it were, that 
precedes and prefigures the political elaboration. of their interests and epi" 
stemic point of view? How is that identity shaped, and is it a political shaping 
that takes the very morphology Iind boundary of the sexed body as the,groundj 
surface, or site of cultural inscription? What circumscribe!\.that·site as "the 
female body"? Is "the body" or "the sexed J:»ody" the firm foundati9n on which 

5. A term coined by the American feminist poet 
ADRIENNE RICH (b. 1929) to Indicate society's 
injunction against all homosexual desires and BctS. 
"Phallogocentrlsm", a term coined by the French 
philosopher JACgUES DERRIDA (b. 1930) for the 
patriarchal dominance of sexuality and the legal 

system. 
6. Mother Ca ... ", Female I ... personators in A ... e~
ic .. (Chicago, U!,iverslty of ChlcBgo Press, 1972). 
GretB Garbo (1905-1990), Swedish-born Ameri
can film stBr. 
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gender and systems of compulsory sexuality operate? Or is "the body" itself 
shaped by political forces with strategic· interests in keeping that body 
bounded and constituted by the markers of sex? 

The sex/gender distinction and the category of sex itself appear to presup
pose a generalization of "the body" that preexists the acquisition of its sexed 
significance. This "body" often appears to be a passive medium that is sig
nified by an inscription from a cultural source figured as "external" to that 
body. Any theory of the culturally constructed body, however, ought to ques
tion "the body" as a construct of suspect generality when it is figured as 
passive and prior to discourse. There are Christian and Cartesian precedents7 

to such views which, prior to the emergence of vitalistic biologies in the 
nineteenth century, understand "the body" as so much inert matter, signi
fying nothing or, more specifically, signifying alprofane void, the fallen state: 
deception, sin, the premonitional metaphorics of hell and the eternal 
feminine. There are many occasions in both Sar'tre's and Beauvoir's work 
where "the body" is ligured as a mute facticity, anticipating some meaning 
that can be attributed only by a transcendent consc~ousmess, understood in 
Cartesian terms as radically immaterial. But what ';stablishes this dualism 
for us? What separates off "the body" as indifferent to. signification, and 
signification itself as the act of a radically disembodie~ consciousness or, 
rather, the act that radically disembodies thatconsciousness~'To what extent 
is that Cartesian dualism presupposed in phenomenology" adapted to the 
structuralist frame in which mind/body is redescribed as culture/nature? 
With respect to gender discourse, to what extent do these probleJ1lJltic dual
isms still operate within the very descriptions that are supposed to lead Us 
out of that binarism and its implicit hierarchy? How are the contours of the 
body clearly marked as the taken-for-grartte:d ground or surface upon which 
gender significations are inscribed, a mere facticity devoid of value, prior to 
significance? 

Wittig9 suggests that a culturally specific epistemic a priori establishes the 
naturalness of "sex." But by what enigmatic means has ·"the body" been 
accepted as a prima facie givlm that admits of no genealogy? Even within 
Foucault's essay on the very theme of genealogy, the body is figured as a 
surface and the scene of a cultural inscription: "the body is the inscribed 
surface of events."! The task of genealogy, he claims,: is "to expose a...Qody 
totally imprinted by history." His sentence continues, however, by referring 
to the goal of "history"-here clearly understood on the model of Freud's 
"civilization"-as the "destruction of the body" (148). Forces and impulses 
with multiple directionalities are precisely that which history both destroys 
and preserves throug~ the entstehung (historical event) of inscription. As "a 
volume in perpetual disintegration" (148), the body is always under siege, 
suffering destruction by the very terms of history. And history is the creation 
of values and meanings by a signifying practice that requires the subjection 

7, In the dualistic system of the French philoso
pher Rent! Descartes (J 596-1650), spirit and mat
ter are mutually exclusive. 
8. A philosophical method restricted to analyzlng 
the intellectual processes of which we are intro
spectively aware (while Ignoring external objects, 
the question of whose existence Is "bracketed"). 
9, MONIQUE WllTlG (b. 193';), French feminist 

novelist, 
I. M\chel Foucault, "Nletzsche, Genealogy, His
tory," in l.tilngua.se, Counter-Memory, Practice, ed. 
Donald F. Bouchard, trans. Donald F. Bouchard 
and Sherry Simon (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1977), p. 148 [Butler's notel. Some of the 
author', notes are edited, and some omitted, 
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of the body. This corporeal destruction is necessary to produce the speaking 
subject and its significations. This is a body, described through the language 
of surface and force, weakened through a "single drama" of domination, 
inscription, and creation (150). This is not the modus vivendi of one kind of 
history rather than another, but is, for Foucault, ·"history" (148) in its essen
tial and repressive gesture. 

Although Foucault writes, "Nothing in man [sic]-not even his body-is 
sufficiently stable to serve as the basis for self-recognition or for understand
ing other men [sic]" (153), he nevertheless points to the constancy of cultural 
inscription as a "single drama" that acts on the body. If the creation of values , 
that historical mode of signification, requires the destruction of the body, 
much as the instrument of torture in Kafka's In the Penal Colony2 destroys 
the body on which it writes, then there must be a body prior to that inscrip
tion, stable and self-identical, subject to that sacrificial destruction. In a 
sense, for Foucault, as for Nietzsche, cultural values emerge as the result of 
an inscription on the body, understood as a medium, indeed, a blank page; 
in order for this inscription to signify, however, that medium must itself be 
destroyed-that is, fully transvaluated into a sublimated domain of values. 
Within the metaphorics of this notion of cultural values is the figure of 
history as a relentless writing instrument, and the body as the medium which 
must be destroyed and transfigur~d in order for "culture" to emerge. 

By maintaining a body prior to"its cultural inscription, Foucault appears 
to assume a materiality prior to s~nification and form. Because this distinc
tion operates as essential to the"tBsk of genealogy .as he defines it, the dis
tinction itself is precluded as an object of genealogical investigation. 
Occasionally in his analysis of Herctiline,~ Foucault subscribes to a predis
cursive multiplicity of bodily forces ,that break through the surface of the 
body to disrupt the regulating practices of cultural coherence imposed upon 
that body by a power regime, understood as a vicissitude of "history." If the 
presumption of some. kind of precategortal source of disruption is refused, 
is it still possible to give a genealogical a~count of the demarcation of the 
body as such as a signifying practice? This demarcation is not initiated by a 
reified history or by a subject. This marking is the result of a diffuse and 
active structuring of the social field. This signifying practice effects a social 
space for and of the body within certain regulatory grids of intelligibility. 

Mary Douglas' Purity and Danger' suggests that the very contours of "the 
body" are established through markings that seek to establish specific codes 
of cultural coherence. Any discourse that establishes the boundaries of the 
body serves the purpose of instating and naturalizing certain taboos regarding 
the appropriate limits, postures, and modes of exchange that define what it 
is that constitutes bodies: 

ideas about separating, purifying, demarcating and punishing transgres
sions have as their main function to impose system on an inherently 
untidy experience. It is only by exaggerating the difference between 
within and without, above and below, male and female, with and against, 
that a semblance of order is created.4 

2. A 1919 story by Franz Kafka (I883-1924),Aus· 
Irlan writer who was born and lived most of his life 
In Prague. 
3. Herculine Barbin, a 19th.century French her
maphrodite whose memoirs were published in 

1978 with an IntroductiQn by Foucault (discussed 
by Butler earlier In this chapter). . 
4. Mary Doualas, Purity and Danger (London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1969) p. 4 [Butler's 
note). Douglas (1921 ), Italian-born anthropologist. 
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Although Douglas clearly subscribes to a structuralist distinction between 
an inherently unruly nature and an order imposed by cultural means, the 
"untidiness" to which she refers can be redescribed as a region of cultural 
unruliness and disorder. Assuming the inevitably binary structure of the 
nature/culture distinction. Douglas cannot point toward an alternative con
figuration of culture in which such distinctions become malleable or prolif
el'ate beyond the binary frame. Her analysis, however, provides a possible 
point of departure for understanding the relationship by which social taboos 
institute and maintain the boundaries of the body as such. Her analysis 
suggests that what constitutes the limit of the body is never merely material. 
but that the surface. the skin, is systemically signified by taboos and antici
pated transgressions: indeed. the boundaries of the body become, within her 
analysis, the limits of the. social per se. A poststructuralist appropriation of 
her view might well understand the boundaries of the body as the limits of 
the socially hegemol1ic. In a variety of cultures, she maintains, there are 

pollution powers which inhere in the structure of ideas itself and which 
punish a symbolic breaking of that which should be joined or joining of 
that which should be separate. It follows from this that pollution is a 
type of danger which is not likely to occur except where the lines of 
structure, cosmic or social, are clearly defined. 

A polluting person is always in the wrong. He [sic] has developed some 
wrong condition or simply crossed over some line which should not have 
been crossed and this displacement unleashes danger for someone. 5 

In a sense, Simon \Vatney has identified the contemporary construction 
of "the polluting person" as the person with AIDS in his Polici11g Desire: 
AIDS, Pornograpl1Y, and the Media. 6 Not only is the illness figured as the 
"gay disease," but throughout the media's hysterical and homophobic 
response to the illness there is a tactical construction of a continuity between 
the polluted status of the homosexual by virtue of the boundary-trespass that 
is homosexuality and the disease as a specific modality of homosexual pol
lution. That the disease is transmitted through the exchange of bodily fl~ids 
suggests within the sensationalist graphics of homophobic signifying systems 
the dangers that permeable bodily boundaries present to the social order as 
such. Douglas remarks that "the body is a model that can stand fo.!.,...~ny 
bounded system. Its boundaries can represent any boundaries which are 
threatened or precarious."7 And she asks a question which one might have 
expected to read in Foucault: "Why should bodily margins be thought to be 
specifically invested with power and danger?"8 

Douglas suggests that all social systems are vulnerable at their margins. 
and that all margins are accordingly considered dangerous. If the body is 
synecdochal for the social system per se or a site in which open systems 
converge, then any kind of unregulated permeability constitutes a site of 
pollution and endangerment. Since anal and oral sex among men <:learly 
establishes certain kinds of bodily permeabilities unsanctioned by the heg
emonic order. male homosexuality would, within such a hegemonic point of 
view. constitute a site of danger and pollution, prior to and regardless of the 

~. Ibid., p. 113 {Butl"r's nOI<';. 
(l. Simon Watney, PCJlicin~ Desit"l': AIDS, Pornog
,·""I,y. llnd the Media (1\1inl1eapolis: University of 
i\linnt.·sota Press, 198B) ;Butk·l'\ noteJ. 

7. Douglas, Purit)' and O .... ger. p. 115 [Butl"r', 
note). 
8. Ibid., p. 121 (Butler's note). 
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cultural presence of AIDS. Similarly, the "polluted" status of lesbian~; 
regardless of their low-risk status with respect to AIDS, brings into relief the 
dangers of their bodily.exchanges. Significantly, being "outside" the· hege'" 
monic order does not signify being "in" a state of filthy and untidy nature. 
Paradoxically, homosexuality is almost always conceived within the homo
phobic signifying economy as both unciVilized and unnatural. 

The· construction of stable bodily c~ntours relies upon fixed sites of cor
poreal permeability and impermeability. Those sexual practices in ·both 
homosexual and heterosexual contexts that. open surfaces and orifices ,to 
erotic signification or close down others effectively reinscribe the boundaries 
of the body along new cultural lines. Anal sex among men is an.example,·as 
is the radical re-membering of the body in Wittig's The Lesbian Body.9 Doug
las alludes to "a kind of sex pollution which expresses a desire to keep the 
body (physical and social) intact,'" suggesting that the naturalized notion of 
"the" body is itself a consequence of taboos that render that body discrete 
by virtue of its stable boundaries. Further, the rites of passage that govern 
various bodily orifices presuppose a heterosexual construCtion of g«mdered 
exchange, positions, and erotic possibilities. The deregulation of such 
exchanges accordingly disrupts the 've'it.. ~oundaries that determine what it 
is to be a body at all. Indeed, the critical inquiry that traces thte regulatory 
practices within which bodily contours are constructed .constitutes precisely 
the genealogy of "the body" In its discreteriess that ~ight turther J;'adlcalize 
Foucault's theory. a .i, . ; 

Significantly, Kristeva's discussion of abjection in The Powers of HorrOr 
begins to suggest the uses of this structuralist. notion of a boundary
constituting taboo for the purposes of constructing a discrete subject through 
exclusion.3 The "abject" designates that;which has been expelled from'the 
body, di!!charged as excrement, litera.Ily.rendered "Other." This appears as 
an expulsion of alien elements, but the alien is effectively established 
through this expulsipn. The construction of the '~not-me" as the abject estab~ 
lishes the boundaries of the body which are also the first contpurs of the 
subject. Kristeva writes: 

nausea makes me balk at that milk crea~, separates me from the mother 
and father who proffer it. "I" want mine of that 'element; sig~ of their 
desire; "I" do not want to listen,. "I" do not assimilate it, "I" expel it. But 
since the food is not an "other"for "me," who am only in their desire,. 
expel myself, I spit myself out, I abject '~yself within the same motion 
through which "I" claim to establish mYself. 4 . 

9. Published In 1973. 
J. Douglas. P .. rity And DAng .. r. p. 140 [Butler's 
note). 
2. FOUC8ult'. essay "A Preface to. Transgression" 
(in Lsng""lle. Co .... ter-Memory. P,.,..,tic .. ) does 
provide an Interesting juiltapo.ldon <with Douglas''; 
notion of body boundaries constituted by Incest 
taboos. Originally written In honor of Georges 
BatailIe. this essay e><plores in part the meta
phorical "dirt" of transgressive pleasures and the 
association of the forbidden orifice with the dirt
cDvered tomb. See pp. 46-48 [Butler's note). 
BatailIe (1897-1962). French novelist and philos
opher. 
3. Krlsteva dlscus.es Mary Douglas's work in a 

short section of TIu. Powet'S of Horror: An EsslIJ)' on 
Abj~l;on. trans. Lean Roudlez (New York: Colum
bia University Press. 1982). originally published a. 
po"",,;rs de l'horrn .. r (1980). Assimilating Doug-
1I .. ·s· Inslghts to her own reformulation of Lacan. 
J<risteva writes. "Defilement I. what is jettisclned 
from the tymbolic syste .... It Is what escapes that 
social rationality. that logical order on which a 
SoCial aggregate I. based, which thert becomes dif
rer",ntlated from a temporary agglomeration of 
indiViduals and. in short. I:onstltiltes a classificatio .. 
sys_ or A .truet"",," (p. 65) [Butler's note). JUL.IA 
KRISTEVA (b. 1941). French feminist literary critic 
and psychoanalyst. . 
4. Ibid., p. 63. 
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The boundary of the body as well as the distinction between internal and 
external is established through the ejection and transvaluation of something 
originally part of identity into a defiling otherness. As Iris Young has sug
gested in her use of Kristeva to understand sexism, homophobia, and racism, 
the repudiation of bodies for their sex, sexuality, and/or color is an "expul
sion" followed by a "repulsion" that founds and consolidates culturally heg
emonic identities along sex/race/sexuality· axes of differentiation.' Young's 
appropriation of Kristeva shows how the. operation of repulsion can consol
idate "identities" founded on the instituting of the "Other" or a set of Others 
through exclusion and domination. What <;.onstitutes through division the 
"inner" and "outer" worlds of the subject is a border and boundary tenuously 
maintained for the purposes of social regulation and control. The boundary 
between the inner and outer is confounded by thos~ excremental passages 
in which the inner effectively becomes outer, and this excreting function 
becomes, as it were, the model by which other forms of identity
differentiation are accomplished. In effect, this is the inod~ by which Others 
become shit. For inner and outer worlds to remain utterly distinct, the entire 
surface of the body would have to achieve an Impossible impermeability. 
This sealing of its surfaces would constitute the seamless boundary of the 
subject; but this enclosure would invariably be exploded by precisely that 
excremental filth that it fears. 

Regardless of the compelling metaphors of the spatial. distinctions of inner 
and outer, they remain linguistic terms that facilitate and arti,!ulate a set of 
fantasies, feared and desired. "Inner" and "outer'; make sense only with ref
erence to a mediating boundary that strives for stability,·.f\nd this stability, 
this coherence, is determined in large part by cultural orders that sanction 
the subject and compel its differentiation from, the abject. Hence; "inner" 
and "outer" constitute a binary distinction that·' stabilizes and consolidates 
the coherent subject. When that subject is challenged, the meaning and 
necessity of the terms are subject to displacement. If the "inner world" no 
longer designates a topoS,6 then the internal fixity of the self and, indeed, 
the internal locale of gender identity, become similarly suspect. The critical 
question is not how did that identity become intemalized?·as if internalization 
were a process or a mechanism that might be descriptively reconstructed. 
Rather, the question is: From what strategic position in public discour9S'"and 
for what reasons has the trope of interiority and the disjunctive binary of 
inner/outer taken hold? In what language ·is "inner space" figured? What 
kind of figuration is it, and through what figure of the body is it signified? 
How does a body figure on its surface the very invisibility of its hidden depth? 

Fro·m Interiority to Gender Performatives 

In Discipline and Punish Foucault challenges the language of internali
zation as it operates in the service of the disciplinary regime of the subjection 
and subjectivation of criminals. Although Foucault objected to what he 

5. Iris Marion Young, "Objection and Oppression; 
Unconscious Dynamics of Racism, Sexism, and 
Homophobia," paper presented at the Society of 
Phenomenology and Existential Philosophy Meet
ings, Northwestern University, 1988. The paper is 

included as part of a larger chapter [chapter 5) in 
Jus'lce and d • ., PoIU'c,ro! Dlffer.....,e (1990) [But
ler'. note). 
6. Place (Greek). 
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understood to be the psychoanalytic belief in the "inner" truth of sex in The 
History of Sexuality, he turns to a criticism of the doctrine of internalization 
for separate purposes in the context of his history of criminology. In a sense, 
Discipline and Punish can be read as Foucault's effort to rewrite Nietzsche's 
doctrine of internalization in On the Genealogy of Morals on the model of 
inscription. In the context of prisoners, Foucault writes, the strategy has been 
not to enforce a repression of their desires, but to compel their bodies to 
signify the prohibitive law as their very essence, style, and necessity. That 
law is not literally internalized, but incorporated, with the consequence that 
bodies are produced which signify that law on and through the body; there 
the law is manifest as the essence of their selves, the meaning of their soul, 
their conscience, the law of their desire. In effect, the law is at once fully 
manifest and fully latent, for it never appears as external to the bodies it 
subjects and subjectivates. Foucault writes: 

It would be wrong to say that the soul is an illusion, or an ideological 
effect. On the contrary, it exists, it has a reality, it is produced perma
nently arotmd, on, within, the body by the functioning of a power that 
is exercised on those that are punished [my emphasis].' 

The figure of the interior soul understood as "within" the body is signified 
through its inscription on the body, even though its primary mode of signif
ication is through its very absence'; its potent invisibility. The effect of a 
structuring inner space is produced. through the signification of a body as a 
vital and sacred enclosure. The soul is precisely what the body lacks; hence, 
the body presents itself as a signifying lack. That lack which is the body 
signifies the soul as that which cannot show. In this sense, then, the soul is 
a surface signification that contests and displaces the inner/outerdistinction 
itself, a figure of interior psychic space inscribed on the body as a social 
signification that perpetually renounces itself as such. In Foucault's terms, 
the soul is not imprisoned by or within the bbdy, as some Christian imagery 
would suggest, but "the soul is the prison of the body."s 

The redescription of intrapsychic processes in terms of the surface politics 
of the body implies a corollary redescription of gender as the disciplinary 
production of the figures of fantasy through the play of presence and absence 
on the body's surface, the construction of the gendered body through a series 
of exclusions and denials, signifying absences. But what determines the man
ifest and latent text of the body politic? What is the prohibitive law that 
generates the corporeal stylization of gender, thefantasied and fantastic fig
uration of the body? We have already considered the incest taboo and the 
prior taboo against homosexuality as the generative moments of gender iden
tity,9 the prohibitions that produce identity along the culturally intelligible 
grids of an idealized and compulsory heterosexuality. That disciplinary pro
duction of gender effects a false stabilization of gender in the interests of 
the heterosexual construction and regulation of sexuality within the repro
ductive domain. The construction of coherence conceals the gender discon
tinuities that run rampant within heterosexual, bisexual, and gay and lesbian 

7. Michel Foucault, Discipli.n,., and Punish: The 
Birth of tlte Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New 
York: Vinla~e, 1979), p.29 [Butler's note). Thl! 
Hi'tory of Sexualit)· was published In 1976, On the 

G(!nea/ogy of Morals In 1887. 
8. Ibid,. p. 30 [Butler', note). 
9. In chapter 2 of Gender T,..,..ble. 
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contexts in which gender does not necessarily follow from sex, and desire, 
or sexuality generally, does not seem to follow from gender-indeed, where 
nonc of these dimensions of significant corporeality express or reflect one 
another. When the disorganization and disaggregation of the field of bodies 
disrupt the regulatory fiction of heterosexual coherence, it seems that the 
e,pressive model loses its descriptive force. That regulatory ideal is then 
e,posed as a norm and a fiction that disguises itself as a developmental law 
regulating the sexual field that it purports to describe. 

AccOl'ding to the understanding of identification as an enacted fantasy or 
incorporation, however. it is clear that coherence is desired, wished for, ide
ali7cd, and that this idealization is an effect of a corporeal signification. In 
othel' words, acts, gestures, and desh'e produce the effect of an internal core 
or substance, but product' this atl the surface of the body, through the play 
of signifying absences that suggest, but never reveal, the organizing principle 
or identity as a cause. Such acts, gestures, enactments, generally construed, 
are pe,form.ative in the scnse that the essence or identity that they otherwise 
pUl'port to express arefaln'icntiolls manufactured and sustained through cor
poreal signs and other discursive means. That the gendered body is perfor
mative suggests that it has no ontological status apart from the various acts 
which constitute its reality. This also suggests that if that reality is fabricated 
as an interior essence, that very interiority is an effect and function of a 
decidedly public and social discourse, the public regulation of fantasy 
through the surface politics of the body, the gender border control that dif
fCl'cntiates inner from outer, and so institutes the "integrity" of the subject. 
In other words, acts and gestures, articulated and enacted desires create the 
illusion of an interior and organizing gender core, an illusion discursively 
maintained for the purposes of the regulation of sexuality within the oblig
atory frame of reproductive heterosexuality. If the "cause" of desire, gesture, 
and act can be localized within the "self" of the actor, then the political 
regulations and disciplinary practices which produce that ostensibly coher
ent gender are effectively displaced from view. The displacement of a politi
cal and discursive origin of gender identity onto a psychological "core" 
precludes an analysis of the political constitution of the gendered subject 
and its fabricated notions about the ineffable interiority of its sex or of its 
true identity. -" 

If the inner truth of gender is a fabrication and if a true gender is a fantasy 
iJ1~tituted and inscribed on the surface of bodies, then it seems that genders 
can be neither true nor false, but are only produced as the truth effects of a 
discourse of primary and stable identity. In Mother Camp: Female Imperscm. 
a/ors i11 America, anthropologist Esther Newton suggests that the structure 
of impersonation reveals one of the key fabricating mechanisms through 
which the social constl'uction of gender takes place. I would suggest as well 
that drag fully subverts the distinction between inner and outer psychic space 
rind effectively mocks both the expressive model of gender and the notion of 
n (!'lIe gender identity. Newton writes: 

At its most complex. [drag] is a double inversion that says, "appearance 
is an illusion." Drag says [l\;ewton's curious personification] "my 'outside' 
appearance is feminine. but my essence 'inside' [the body] is masculine." 
At the same time it symholizes the opposite inversion; "my appearance 
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'outside' [my body, my gender] ,is masculine but my essence 'inside' 
[myself] is feminine."1 

Both claims to truth contradict one another and so displace the entire eriad~ 
inent of gender significations from the discourse of tnithand falsity. ' " 

The notion of an original or primary. 'gend~r identity'is 'often parridiEid 
within the cultural practices of drag, 'cros,s-dressing,and the sexualstyliZii
tion of butch/femine identities. Within feminist theory, such parodiC:i iden:': 
tities have been understood to be either degrading to women, in the case 'of 
drag and cross-dressing, or an uncritical appropriation of sex-role stereotyp
ing from within the practice of heterosexuality, especially' in: the' case of 
butch/femme lesbian identities. But the relation between the "imitation" and. 
the "original" is, I think, mote complicated than t;hat critique generally 
allows. Moreover, it gives us a clue to the way in whiCh 'the relationship 
between primary identification-that is, the original meanings accorded to 
gender-and subsequent gender experience might be reframed. The pelf or': 
mance of drag plays upon the distinCtion between the anatomy of the 
perforiner and the gender that is being performed. But we are actually in the 
presence of three contingent dimensions of significant corporeality: anatom" 
ical sex, gender identity, and gender performance. If the anatomy of the 
performer is already distinct from thE! gender of the performer, and both of 
those are distinct from the gender of the performance, then t~e performance 
suggests a dissonance not only between sex' and penormance,' but seX and 
gender, and gender and performance'. As much as drag cr~ates a unified 
picture of "woman" (what its critics often oppose), it also reveals the dis
tinctness of those aspects of gende~ed experience which are falsely natural~ 
ized as a unity thtough the regulatory fiction of heterosexual coherehce~ In 
imitating g~nder, drag im,,~iCitly reveals the imitative 'struc,ture' of' gender 
itself~ well as,its contingency. Indeed; 'part of the pleasure, the giddiness 
tif the penormance is in the; recognition of 'a radical c~iltiii.gency'in the 
relation 'between' sex and geriderin'the face of cultiiral confl~urations:'6f 
causal unities that are regularly assitmed to benattirafarld'necessBry.. In t,he 
place of the law of heterosexual coherence, we see sex' and gender denatu
ralized by ineans of a performance which avows their distinctness arid draniQ'i 
thes the cultural mechanism of thefr'fabricated unity. 

The notion of gender parody defended here does not assume that there is 
ail ori~nal which such parodic identities imitate. Indeed, the parody is of 
tlie very notion of an' original; 'just as the psychoanalytic notion bf gender 
identification is constituted by a fantasy of Et fantasy, the transfiguration of 
an Other' who is always already a "figure" in that double sense, so gender 
parody reveals that the original identity after which gender fashions itself ~s 
an imitation without an origin. To be'more precise, it is a production which, 
in effed-that is, in its effeCt-postures as ail iinitation. This perpetul\ll'dis~ 
placement 'constitutes a fluidity of identities that suggests an' 'bpEml)eSS to 
resignification and recontextuaHzatiori; parodic proliferation deprives hege
monic culture and its critics of the claim to naturalized or ess~ntialist'gender 
identities. Although the gender meanings taken up in these parodic styles 
are clearly part of hegemonic, misogynist culture; they are nevertheless 

I. Newton; Mod ... , Camp, p. 103 [Butler's note]. 
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denaturalized and mobilized through their parodic recontextualization. As 
imitations which effectively displace the meaning of the original, they imitate 
the myth of originality itself. In the place of an original identification which 
serves as a determining cause, gender identity might be reconceived as a 
personal/cultural history of received meanings subject to a set of imitative 
practices which refer laterally to other imitations and which, jointly, con
struct the illusion of a primary and interior gendered self or parody the mech
anism of that construction. 

According to Fredric Jameson's "Postmodernism and Consumer Society," 
the imitation that mocks the notion of an original is characteristic of pastiche 
rather than parody: 

Pastiche is, like parody, the imitation of a peculiar or unique style, the 
wearing ofa stylistic mask, speech in a dead language: but it is a neutral 
practice of mimicry, without parody's ulterior motive, without the satir
ical impulse, without laughter, without that still latent feeling that there 
exists something normal compared to which what is being imitated is 
rather comic. Pastiche is blank parody, parody that has lost its humor.2 

The loss of the sense of "the normal," however, can be its own occ~sion for 
laughter, especially when "the nQrmal," "the original" is revealed to be a copy, 
and an inevitably failed one, an ideal that no one can.embody. In this sense, 
laughter emerges in the realization that all along the original was derived. 

Parody by itself is not subversive, and there must be a way·to understand 
what makes certain kinds of parodic repetitions effectively disruptive, truly 
troubling, and which repetitions become domesticated and recirculated as 
instruments of cultural hegemony.3 A typology of actions wo~ld clearly not 
suffice, for parodic displacement, indeed, parodic laughter, depends· on a 
context and reception in which subversive confusions can be fostered. What 
performance where will invert the inner/outer distinction and compel a rad
ical rethinking of the psychological presuppositions ,of gender identity and 
sexuality? What performance where will compel a reconsideration of the 
place and stability of the masculine and the feminine? And what kind of 
gender performance will enact and reveal the performativity of gender·itself 
in a way that de stabilizes the naturalized categories of identity and desire. 

~ .. 
If the body is not a "being," but a variable boundary; a surface whose per
meability is politically regulated, a signifying practice within a cultural field 
of gender hierarchy and compulsory heterosexuality, then what language is 
left for understanding this corporeal enactment, gender, that constitutes its 
"interior" significati~n on its surface? Sartre would perhaps have called this 
act "a style of being," Foucault, "a stylistics of existence." And in my earlier 
reading of Beauvoir,4 I suggest that gendered bodies are so many "styles of 
the flesh." These styles all never fully self-styled, for styles have a history, 
and those histories condition and limit the possibilities. Consider gender, for 
instance, as a corporeal style, an "act," as it were, which ~s both intentional 

2. Fredric Jameson, tcPostmodernism and Con
sumer Society," in The Anti-Aesthetic: EsStl)'S OH 

Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster (Port Towns
hend, Wash.: Bay Prcss, 19R3), p. 114 [Butler's 
note]. JAMESON (b. 1934), U.S. Marxist literary 
critic. 

3. The manufactured consent that legitimates a 
domiriant group and unifies a .society, as theori~ed 
by the Italian Marxist ANTONIO GRAMSCI (I891-
1937). . 
4. In chapter 1 of Ge"a"r Trouble. 
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and performative, where "performative" suggests a dramatic and contingent 
construction of meaning. 

Wittig understands gender as the workings of "sex," where "sex" is an 
obligatory injunction for the body to become a cultural sign, to materialize 
itself in obedience to a historically delimited possibility, and to do this, not 
once or twice, but as a sustained and repeated corporeal project. The notion 
of a "project," however, suggests the originating force of a radical will, and 
because gender is a project which has cultural survival as its end, the term 
strategy better suggests the situation of duress under which gender perfor
mance always and variously occurs. Hence, as a strategy of survival within 
compulsory systems, gender is a performance with clearly punitive conse
quences. Discrete genders are part of what "humanizes" individuals within 
contemporary culture; indeed, we regularly punish those who fail to do their 
gender right. Because there is neither an "essence" that gender expresses or 
externalizes nor an objective ideal to which gender aspires, and because gen
der is not a fact, the various acts of gender create the idea of gender, and 
without those acts, there would be no gender at all. Gender is, thus, a con
struction that regularly conceals its genesis; the tacit collective agreement 
to perform, produce, and sustain discrete and polar genders as cultural fic
tions is obscured by the credibility of those productions-and the punish
ments that attend not agreeing to believe in them; the construction 
"compels" our belief in its necessity.a':ld naturalness. The historical possi
bilities materialized through various. corporeal styles are nothing other than 
those punitively regulated cultur~:. fictions alternately embodied and 
deflected under duress. ""'r" 

Consider that a sedimentation of gender norms produces the peculiar phe
nomenon of a "natural sex" or a "real woman" or any number of prevalent 
and compelling social fictions, and that this is a sedimentation that over time 
has produced a set of corporeal styles which, in reified form, appear as the 
natural configuration of.bodies into sexes existing in a binary relation to one 
another. If these styles are enacted, and if "they produce the coherent gen
dered subjects who pose as their originators, what kind of performance might 
reveal this ostensible "cause" to be an "effect"'? 

In what senses, then, is gender an act'? As' in other ritual social dramas, 
the action of gender requires a performance that is repeated. This repetition 
is at once a reenactment and reexperiencing of a set of meanings already 
socially established; and it is the mundane and ritualized form of their legit
imation.' Although there are individual bodies that enact these significations 
by becoming stylized into gendered modes, this "action" is a public action. 
There are temporal and collective dimensions to these actions, and their 
public character is not inconsequential; indeed, the performance is effected 
with the strategic aim of maintaining gender within its binary frame-an aim 
that cannot be attributed to a subject, but, rather, must be understood to 
found and consolidate the subject. 

Gender ought not to be construed as a stable identity or locus of agency 
from which various acts follow; rather, gender is an identity tenuously con
stituted in time, instituted in an exterior space through a stylized repetition 

5. See Victor Turner, Dram .... , Fields, and Meta
phors (lthaca: Cornel! Ultiversity Press, 1974). See 
al.a Clifford Geertz, "Blurred Genres: The Refi-

guration of Thought," in Local Knowledge: Further 
Essays i>. Interpretive Anthropology (New York: 
Basic Books, 1983) [Butl"r'. note]. 
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(~r (lcts. The effect of gender is produced through the stylization of the body 
and. hence, must be understood as the mundane way in which bodily ges
tures, movements, and styles of various kinds constitute the illusion of an 
Clhiding gendered self. This formulation moves the conception of gender off 
the ground of a substantial model of identity to one that requires a concep
tion of gender as a constituted social temporality. Significantly, if gender is 
instituted through acts which are internally discontinuous, then the appear
(l1Ice of sltbsta1~ce is precisely that, a constructed identity, a performative 
accomplishment which the mundane social audience, including the actors 
themselves, come to belicye and to perform in the mode of belief. Gender is 
also a norm that can ne\"(~r be fully internalized; ;'the internal" is a surface 
signification, and gender norms are finally phantasmatic, impossible to 
embody. If the ground of gender identity is the stylized repetition of acts 
through time and not a seemingly seamless identity, then the spatial meta
phor of a "ground" will be displaced and revealed as a stylized configuration, 
indeed, a gendered cOl'pOl"ealization of time. The abiding gendered self will 
then be shown to be structured by repeated acts that seek to approximate 
the ideal of a substantial ground of identity, but which, in their occasional 
discontinuity, reveal the temporal and contingent groundlessness of this 
"ground. ,. The possibilities of gender transformation are to be found precisely 
in the arbitrary relation between such acts, in the possibility of a failure to 
repeat, a de-formity, or a parodic repetition that exposes the phantasmatic 
effect of abiding identity as a politically tenuous construction. 

If gender attributes, however, are not expressive but performative, then 
these attributes effectively constitute the identity they are said to express or 
reveal. The distinction between expression and performativeness is crucial. 
If gender attributes and acts, the various ways in which a body shows or 
pl"Oduces its cultural signification, are performative, then there is no pre
existing identity by which an act or attribu'te might be measured; there would 
be no true or false, real 01" distorted acts of gender, and the postulation of a 
tme gender identity would be revealed as a regulatory fiction. That gender 
reality is created through sustained social performances means that the vel'y 
notions of an essential sex and a true or abiding masculinity or femininity 
are also constituted as part of the strategy that conceals gender's performa
tive character and the perfOl"mative possibilities for proliferating gender cQJ;l~ 
figurations outside the restricting frames of masculinist domination and 
(:ompulsory heterosexuality. 

Genders can be neithel" true nor false, neither real nor apparent, neither 
original nor derived. As credible bearers of those attributes, however, genders 
can also be rendered thol"Oughly and radically incredible. 

1990 
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By the late 1990s almost all American college arid university students h~d access ~ci 
the Internet, and many schools requirtid incoming studerit~' to own a personal coitil 
puter. The reliance on this technology represents a vast change lri education tltitl 
particularly in the production and' transmission' of written , texts; Many predict that 
just as the printing press revolutionized writing, thinking, and education, so the spreild 
of electronic media will revolutionize writing, publishing, and our very· perception of 
written texts. Stuart Moulthrop's "You Say You Want a Revolution? .Hypertext and 
the Laws of Media" (1991; rev. 1993) reviews the history and development pf hyp~r" 
text, assesses its possibilities, and sketches some of its links with pos,tmodernist 
theory. .' . , " .. . ..: 

Born in Baltimore, Maryland, Moulthrop received his B.A. from George Washing~ 
ton University in 1979 and his Ph.D. from Yale University in 1986. He has taught' at 
Yale, the University of Texas at Austin, and thti Georgia Institute of Techriology; 'sinc,e 
1994 he has been on the faculty of the School of Communications Design 'of th'e 
University of Baltimore. He co-edited the innovative online humanities journal Pd't
modem Culture from 1995 to 1999, overseeing a pioneering hypertextspeCfaliSllue 
of the journal in 1997. In a series of essays written through the '1990s; Moulthrop 
was amon'g the first analysts of the new electronic media and their relation lo litera
ture and theory, and one of the first practitioners of hypertextual fiction .. 

Hypertexts-a term coined by Theodor Nelson in I 965-are electronic documents 
connected by links that the reader can activate. The reader uses ~software viewer or 
browser that. recognizes links as commands and thus can open the d~cument 
anchored by the link. These documents can be not only writipgs but photographs, 
audio files, drawings, or any other' digitized materials; the readerc~n choose whieh 
links to follow, interacting with and activating the work. Hypertext cha~ges th~ act 
of reading so that each text includes diver!le other teXts, promoting a version of what 
the poststructuralist theorist JULlA KRISTEVA has termed "intertextuality" as a matter 
of course. Unlike books, hypertexts make possible the juxtaposition of other media 
and support a mode ·of connection that does not 'depend on traditional linear, hier
archical models, In perusing hypertexts, one finds multiple pathways of reading.:. 

Hypertext matured in the 1990s with the advent of the World Wide Web, whi.c;h 
expanded the possible links to an incalculable number and held. out the .promise . of 
new kinds of writing, a revisionary aesthetics of pastiche, new disciplinary arrange
ments, and a more democratic politics. Several writers, the novelist .Robert Coover 
and Moulthrop himself among th~m, have explored the possibilities and implications 
of the medium for fiction. Influenced in part by WALTER BENjAMIN (especially "The 
Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction," 1936; see above) and by the 
Canadian media critic Marshall McLuhan (1911-1980), who argue that media ate 
not neutral carriers but influence social thought and organization, many intellectuals 
believe that hypertext heralds a paradigm shift away from the age of the codex or 
printed documents to a more democratic and interactive way of thinking. 

Moulthrop both values the transformative potential of hypertext and criticizes its 
indiscriminate promotion. For him, particular strengths ofhypertext include its ability 
to constructively disrupt traditional thinking practices, its ability to make visible the 
assumptions and practices that structure both reading and social life, and its ability 
to produce more critical readers. Moulthrop's writings invoke the metaphor of a 
"breakdown" or "crash" to express the arresting power of hypertext, a power founded 
on structural instability. Cybertexts-texts in virtual writing space-are "structures 
for breakdown, ways of thinking critically and creatively about all the plausible, decep
tive constructions we find in cyberspace," he writes in one essay. Breakdowns violate 
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reader expectations, change the predicted course of reading, and open up possibilities 
for new paradigm shifts; they promote a radical form of what the Russian formalists 
(such as BORIS EICHENBAUM) termed "defamiliarization." In another essay, Moulthrop 
argues that "the act of reading in hypertext is constituted as .struggle: a chapter of 
chances, a chain of detours, a series of revealing failures," a struggle that yields plea
sure and counters the centralizing power of the system in which electronic writing 
takes part. In his own published hypertexts, the medil.\m serves .to de stabilize the 
reader's complacency. His Victory Garden (I 99 I), focusing on the Gulf War of 1991, 
uses hypertextuallanguage to engage V.S. political culture. In "Hegirascope" (1995), 
another attempt to situate the reader in a "structure for breakdown," timed Iinks
that is, links that appear only for a set period of time-construct a world that changes 
on its own as the reader attempts to control it. 

In "You Say You Want a Revolution," our selection, Moulthrop reviews the early 
history of hypertext and sorts through the disparate views of its possibilities. He does 
not embrace the claim that hypertext by itself will bring about a revolution in culture 
or reading; rather, hypertext provides a way of talking about ambiguous impulses in 
postmodern culture. For Moulthrop, hypertext enhances textuality: it does not dis
place literacy, as some fear, but works to counter "post-literacy" in the age of televi
sion. Surprisingly, it retrieves many elements of typographic culture. Moulthrop notes 
the possible danger of hypertext's being controlled by large corp,?rations, but he sug
gests that emerging technology may shatter such constraints. 

Relying on a broad range of references, Moi.dthrop shows how hypertext is linked 
with contemporary poststructuralist theory, particularly.in its promo~ion ofintertex
tuality and the active engagement of the reader •. This engaged reader resembles the 
one sought by ROLAND RARTHES when he praised the more active "writerly text" over 
the conventional "readerly" work meant to be passively consumed. Moulthrop also 
notes a parallel with deconstructive theory'in hypertext's disruption of language. And 
he explains that hypertext realizes JEAN BAUDRILLARO'S notion of the simulacrum, 
because the writing on a computer monitor is not physically j'tftere" in the same way 
that printed text exists on a page-hypertext is virtual, "always Q'sImulacrum for which 
no physical instantiation exists." Making another poststructuralist connection, 
Moulthrop suggests that hypermedia embodies GILLES DELEUZE AND FtLlX GUATIARI's 
notion of the rhizome, a sprawling network that has no origin, end point, trajectory, 
or hierarchy. 

While some critics celebrate hypertext for its promise of new paradigms, new art, 
and new political practice, others decry it for the same' reasons. So~e. lament the 
loss of print culture and the simple pleasures o( reading a book Neil Postman, an 
American critic of culture and education, argues that intera~tive mecJ.ia stupe~e 
public, displace active writing and thinking, and deny the real. social world outside 
the machine; like most who hold these views, he sees computer-mediated games as 
exemplifying these points. Others, more hopeful about the technological trend, crit
icize today's hypermedia as not going far enough in challenging'traditional aesthetic 
and political paradigms. Though it appears to undermine readerly passivity, its open
ness and interactivity are.1imited to preset choices determined for the reader. Other 
critics worry about corporate and government controls on a medium intended to 
promote free and unlimited exchange. In his self-consciously balanced assess
ment of hypertext, Moulthrop notes that we should be both hopefu.labout its future 
and skeptical-borrowing from postmodern writers, he uses the word "paranoid"
about the ongoing development of hypermedia; as he warns, "it seems equally pos
sible that our engagement with interactive media' will follow the path of reaction, 
not revolution." 
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You Say You Wan(~ Revolution? 
Hypertext and the 'Laws of Media 

When this essay first appeared, all of two 'years ago, I very few people outside 
the information sciences had heard of hyp~rtext, a technology for creating 
electronic documents in which the user's access to information is not con
strained, as in books, by linear or hierarchical arrangements of discourse. 
This obscurity had always seemed strange, sint:e hypertext has been around 
for a long time. Its underlying concept-creating and enacting linkages 
between stored bits of information-originated in 1945 with Vannevar Bush, 
science advisor to President Roosevelt, who wanted to build a machine called 
MemexZ to help researchers organize disparate sources of knowledge. 3 Bush's 
design, based on microfilm, rotating spools, and photoelectric cells, proved 
impractical for the mechanical technologies of the late 1940s. But when 
electronic computers arrived on the academic scene a few years later, Bush's 
projections were quickly realized. In a sense, all distributed computing sys
tems are hypertextual, since they deliver information dynamically in 
response to users' demands. 4 Indeed, artificial intelligence researchers cre-

I. In the onllne humanities Journal Postmodem 
Culture 1.3, in 1991. This revised version appeared 
in print. 
2, From "memory extension," Bush (1890-1974), 
an electrical engineer who designed an "arly cam· 
puter, directed the U.S. Office of ScientiAc 
Research and Development (1941-45) during the 
later years of Franklin Delano Roosevelt'. (1882-
1945) presidency. 
3. See Vannevar Bush, "As We May Think," Adan-

tic Monthl)" July 1945, pp. 101-8; and O"orge 
Landow, HYf'ertext: The Converge,"", of Conlem
porary Critical Theory and Technology (Baltimore: 
John. Hopkins University P...,ss, 1992), pp. 14-15 
[Moulthrop'. notel. 
4. Jay Bolter, Writing Space: The Computer, 
HYf'ertext, and the History of Writing (Fairlawn, 
N.J.: Erlbaum, 1990), pp.9-1O [Moulthrop's 
notel· 
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ated the first hypertextual narrative, the computer game called "Adventure." 
ill ordel- to experiment with interactive computing in the early 1960s. 5 

It was about this time that Theodor Holm Nelson,6 a sometime academic 2 

and a dedicated promoter of technology, coined the term "hypertext_" Nel-
son offered plans for a woddwide network of information, centrally coordi
nated through a linking and retrieval system he called Xanadu. In a trio of 
self-published manifestoes (Computer Lib, Dream Machitt.es, Literary 
;\1ac1til1.es) , Nelson outlined the structure and function of Xanadu, right 
down to the franchise an-angements for "Silverstands," the informational 
equivalent of fast-food outlets where users would go to access the system. 
(This was long before anyone dreamed of personal computers.) Nelson's 
ideas got serious consideration from computer scientists, notably Douglas 
Englebart, one of the pioneers of users interface design_ Englebart and Nel-
son collaborated at Brown University in the early 1970s on a hypertext sys-
tem called FRESS, and a number of academic and industrial experiments 
foIlowed. 7 To a large extent, however, the idea of hypertext-which both 
Bush and Nelson had envisioned as a dynamic, read I write system in which 
users could both manipulate and alter the textual corpus-was neglected in 
favor of more rigidly organized models like distributed databases and elec
tronic libraries, systems that operate mainly in a read-only retrieval mode_ 
To Nelson, hypertext and other forms of interactive computing represented 
a powerful force for social change. "Tomorrow's hypertext systems have 
immense political ramifications," he wrote in Literary Machines. Yet no one 
seemed particularly interested in exploring those ramifications, at least not 
until the mid-1980s, when the personal computer business went ballistic. 

1987: the annus mimbiliss of hypertext_ Many strange and wonderful 
things happened in and around that year_ Nelson's underground classics. 
Computer Lib and DI-eam J\lachines, were published by Microsoft Press; Nel
son himself joined Autodesk, an industry leader in software development. 
which announced plans to support Xanadu as a commercial enterprise; the 
.:\ssociation for Computing !\1achinery sponsored the first of its international 
conferences on hypertext; and most important, Apple Computer began giv
ing away HyperCard. ah object-oriented hypertext system, to anyone who 
owned a Macintosh personal computer. HyperCard is the Model P ofhyper
text: relatively cheap (originally free), simple to operate (being large/,):..,an 
extension of the Macintosh's graphical user interface), quite crude compared 
to more state-of-the-art products. but still enormously powerful. In the late 
) 9805 it seemed plausible that HyperCard and other personal computer 
applications would usher in a new paradigm for textual communication. the 
logical step beyond desktop publishing to all-electronic documents contain
ing multiple pathways of expression_ 

It has now been six years since that great unveiling of hypertext and no 4 

;,lIch "digital revolution" has arrived. At one point, sources in the personal 
computer industry foresaw a burgeoning market for "stackware" and other 
hypertextualIy organized products; nothing of the kind has materialized_ 

"i. Stc\'en Levy, Hackel's: HeroC'.'i (~r fhe COUlI'tlte,' 
Ikl"O/",io>l (New York: Dell. 19k'4.!. pp. 140-41 
1;\loulthrop'. note]. 
b. I\;eloon (b. 1937) published Con'I'"I<'r Lib «nd 
J)rcnIllIWllcl,;lles in 1974 and /'itC!I'on'lH,lcJlil1es in 
I t ~ ~~ I . 

. - S~ .. Jeffrey Conklin. "l-InlC'l'l(,q: :\" Intl'Oduc-

tion and Survey." Computer 20 (1987): \7-41 
[Moulthrop's note). 
8. Year of wonders (Latin). 
9. That Is, like the first mass-produced automo
bile, the l\lodel T Ford Cl 908-27). ContRining 
both data and code (computer instructions). 
HyperCard enablt'd Its objects (data) to interact. 
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Instead, the most commeFcially ambitious application.of HyperCard in cHec
tronic publishing has been the Voyager Company's line of "ExpaIided Books/' 
based exclusively on print titles and carefully designed to duplicate the look 
and function -of traditional books.' True,-the hyPertextconcept has' finally 
received some attention from humanist academics. Jay David Bolter'sWrit
ing Space (1991) outlirtes a historical view·of :hypertext as the successor·to 
print technology-and -with Nelson's Literary Machines is one of the. first 
studies ofhypertextto be presented,in hypel'textualform. George Landow's 
Hypertext (I 992) places developments in electronic writing within the con
text of poststructuralist_ criticism and postmodern culture (and is also due,to 
appear shortly as a hypertext). The spectre ofhypertextual fictibn,has even 
been raised by the novelist Robert _Coover . in the New York Times Book 
Review. 2 But paradoxically (or.as fate-would have it), this recognition comes 
when hypertext is no longer what ,one of my colleagues calls· a: !~bleeding 
edge" technology. Indeed, much of-the cachet seems to have bled·_out·of 
hypertext; which has: been· bumped from the limelight by hazier and: more 
glamorous obsessions: cyberspace, virtual reality, and the Information High" 
way. --

Such changes of fashion seem a- regular hazard of the postmodern terri
tory-taking post modo at its most literal, to mean ','after the now" or the next 

thing. Staring down at our. desktop, laptop,.or palmtop machines-which we 
know will be obsolete long before we have paid for them-those of us. within 
what Fred Pfeil- calls the "baby-boom professional~managerial class" will 
always desire the -neXt thing. 3 Not for nothing have owe updated Star Trek; 
our true space Odyssey, into a "Next Generation."4 We are the generation 
(and generators) of nextness. Or so Steve Jobs5 _once assumed, somewhat to 
his present chagrin. Possibly hypertext, like Jobs's sophisticated NeXTcom" 
puter, represents an idea that hasn't quite come to.the mainstream'of'post;. 
modern culture, a precocious curio destined to be -dug up years from' now 
and:called "strangely ahead of its time."-Unfortunately,.as Ted Nelson can 
testify, hypertext has been through this process once before. A certain cir-
cularity seems to be in play. . 

6 Perhaps the problem lies. not in our technologies or the things we wantt6 
do with them, but in our misunderstanding of technological history. Some 
of us keep saying, as I note in this essay, that we need a revolution,. a para& 
digm shift,' a total uprooting of the old information order: an apocalyptic 
rupture of "blessed break," as Robert Lowell once put it.6 And yet that is not 
what we have received, at least so far. Maybe 'We suffer this disappointment 
because we do not understand what we are asking for. What could- ":revolu~ 
tion" mean in a postmodern context'? We might look for answers in,Baudril
lard, Lyotard, Donna Haraway, or Hakim Bey;7but Hollywood, as usual, has 

I, Domlnlc Stansberry, "Hyperfidlon, Beyond the _ 
Garden of the Forking Paths," New Media, May 
1993, p. 54 [Moulthrop's note]. 
2. See Robert Coover, "The End of Books," New 
York Times Book Review, Ju-ne 21, 1992, 1+ 
[Moulthrop's note]. 
3. Fred Pfeil, Another Tale to Tell (New York, 
Verso, 1990), p. 98 [Moulthrop's note]. _ 
4. Star Trek: Th" Next Ge .... ration (1986-94), a 
television sequel to Star Trek (television series, 
1966-69; films, 1979-91), set about 100 years 
later than the original's 23rd centurY_ "A Spac-e 

Odyssey" was the subtitle of Stanley Kubrlck's"cI~ 
ence fiction film 2001 (1968). . . 
5. Co·founder of Apple Corporation (b-.- :1955), 
who left,Apple In 1985 after a power .tru88!,:,a,,-~ 

. founded NeXT Corporation, producing .- hIghly 
advanced computer that was a commercial failure; 
Jobs returned to Apple In 1996, . _'., _, ,. 
6 .. 11'1 "For the Union Dead" (1959), by tit,!, Ainer; 
Ican lyric poet Lowell (1917-1977), , .. -' :.',,,' 
7. Moulthrop names theorists of_p6stmbd~rrilsm: 
the French philosopher JEAN dAUDR.ILLARD (b, 
1929) argues that In postmodernism, represent.' 
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the best line. J. F. Lawton's screenplay for Under Siege,S last summer's 
Steven Seagal vehicle, includes an enlightening exchange between a CIA spy
master (played by Nick Mancuso) and a rebellious terrorist formerly in his 
employ (Tommy Lee Jones). The spook chides .the terrorist, reminding him 
that the sixties are over, "the Movement is dead." Jones's character replies: 
"Yes! Of course! Hence the name: 'Movement.' It moves a certain distance, 
then it stops. Revolution gets its name by always coming back around-in 
your face. " 

Perhaps hypertext is just another movement. On .one level, it is hard to 
discriminate among hypertext, virtual reality, and neXt year's interactive 
cable systems. All three seem to move in the same general.direction, attempt
ing to increase and enrich our consumption of information. But as Andrew 
Ross has noted, undertakings of this type may have large consequences.9 

Potentially at least, they threaten to upset the stability of language-as
property-a possibility with great political ramifications indeed. It might 
therefore be dangerous to dismiss hypertext as merely a local movement, an 
initiative as dead as the social agendas of the sixties from which it partly 
sprang. Considering the vicissitudes of hypertext's history, we might indeed 
call it a "revolution" -if revolution is something that comes full circle, escap
ing repression to smack us smartly in the face. Such being the case, however, 
is this revolution something our culture genuinely wants? When it comes to 
information technologies, what do we want? Why are we moving in circles? 
What is this figure we are weaving, twice or thrice, I and what enchantment 
or enchantment do we wish to contain? 

The original Xanadu (Samuel Taylor Coleridge's).came billed as "A Vision in 
a Dream," designated doubly unreal. and thus easily· aligned with our era of 
"operational simulation" where, strawberry fields,2 nothing is '''real'' in the 
first place, since no place is really "first."3 But all great .dreams invite: revi
sions, and these days we find ourselves: perpetually on: the re-make. So here 
is a new Xanadu Tal, the unJversal hypertext system . proposed by Thepdor 
Holm Nelson-a vision which, unlike its legendary precursor, cannot be 
integrated into the dream park of the hyperreal. Hyperreality, we are told, is 
a site of collapse or implosion where referential or "grounded" lItteran~e 
becomes indistinguishable from the self-referential and the imaginal'¥t"'We 
construct our representational systems not in serial relation to indisputably 

tion has been replaced by a simulation of reality 
that leads to "hyperreality"; for the French philos
opher JEAN-FRANC;:OIS LYOTARO (1925-1998). 
postmodernity is characterized by the collapse of 
all explanatory master narratives; the American 
feminist HARAWAY (b. 1944) presents a "cyborg" 
vision of culture in her best-known essay, ttA Man
ifesto for Cyborgs" (1985; see above); and Hakim 
Bey (pseudonym of Peter Lumborn Wilson) is a 
philosopher and radical cultural critic whose influ
ential 'zlne publications are collected in T.A.Z.: 
The T ..... pora.,. A .. lonomous Zone. Onlological 
Anarch". Poeeic Terrorism (199 I) and elsewhere. 
8. Directed by Andrew Davis (1992). 
9. Andrew Ross. S'range Wea,her: C .. le .. re. Sci
ence. and Technology In 'he Age of Limits (New 
York: Verso. 1991). p. 88 [Moulthrop's note]. 
I. An echo of the final lines of "Kubla Khan" 
(1797. pub. 1'816). by the English Romantic poet 

SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERlDGE (1772-1834): "Weave 
a circle .round hIm thrice. I And close your eyes 
with holy dread. I. For he on honey-dew hath fed. 
I And drunk the milk of Paradise." The poem. n 

"vision". that Colerldge claimed to have written .in 
an opium dream; i. set In Xanadu. a mythical place. 
2. An allusion to the Beatles' song "Strawberry 
Fields Forever" (pub. 1967; words and music by 
John ).entlon and Paul McC.artney). which tells of 
a place where "NothIng Is real" (the actual Straw
berry Field Is a park In' Lhlerpool. England). The 
title of this essay quotes the beginnlhg of their song 
"Revolution" (1968): "You say you want a revolu
tion I Well. you know I We all want to change 
the world." 
3. Jean Baudrlllard. Si ..... laJlons. tran •. Paul Fa ... 
Paul Patton. and Phillp Beltchman (New York: 
Semlotext(e). 1983). p. 10 [Moulthrop·. note]. 
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"real" phenomena, but rather in recursive and multiple parallel, "mapping 
on to different co-ordinate systems."4 Maps derive not from territories but 
from previous map-making enterprises: all the world's a simulation. 

This reality implosion brings serious ideological consequences, for some 
would say it invalidates the informing "master narratives" of modernity, leav
ing us with a proliferation of incompatible discourses and methods. ~ Such 
unchecked variation, it has been objected, deprives social critique of a clear 
agenda. 6 Hyperreality privileges no discourse as absolute or definitive; cri
tique becomes just another form of paralogy,7 a countermove in the language 
game that is techno-social construction of reality. The game is all
encompassing, and therein lies a problem. As Linda Hutcheon observes, "the 
ideology of postmodernism is paradoxical, for it depends upon and draws its 
power from that which it contests. It is not truly·radical; nor is it truly oppo
sitional."8 

This problem of complicity grows especially acute where media and tech
nologies are concerned. Hyperreality is as much a matter of writing practice 
as it is of textual theory: as Michael Heim points out, "[i]n . magnetic code 
there are no originals."9 Electronic information may be rapidly duplicated, 
transmitted, and assembled into new knowledge structures. From word pro
cessing to interactive multimedia, postmodern communication systems 
accentuate what Ihab Hassan calls "immanence" or "the intertextuality of 
all life. A patina of thought, of signifiers, of 'connections,' now lies on every
thing the mind touches in its gnostic (not» sphere ... ". Faced with this 
infinitely convoluted system of discourse, we risk falling into technological 
abjection, a sense of being hopelessly .~bandoned to simulation, lost in "the 
technico-luminous cinematic space o£ftq,tal spatio-dynamic theatre."2 If all 
the world's a simulation, then we are but simulacral subjects cycling through 
our various iterations, incapable of any "radical" or "oppositional" action that 
would transform the techno-social matrix. Even supposedly resistant atti
tudes like "cyberpunk;" as Andrew Ross has observed, tend to tail off into 
cynical interludes where the rules of the game go unquestioned.3 

Of course, this pessimistic or defeatist outlook is hardly universal. We are 
far more likely to hear technology described as an instrumentality of change 
or a tool for liberation. Bolter, Drexler, McCorduck, and Zuboff all contend4 

that post modern modes of communication (electronic writing, computer 
networks, text-linking systems) can de stabilize social hierarchies and pro
mote broader definitions of authority in the informational workplace. Heim 

4. Thomas Pynchon, Graviey's Rainbow (New 
York: Viking, 1973), p. 159 [Moulthrop's note). 
5. Jean·Fram.ols Lyotard, The Postmodern Con
dition: A Re"ort on Knowledge, trans. Geoff Ben
nington and Brian Massuml (Mlnneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1984), p.26 
[Moulthrop's note). 
6. TERRY EAGLETON [b. 19431, "Capitalism, Mod
ernism, and Postmodernism," New Left Re.,u,w, 
no. 152 (1985): 63 [Moulthrop's note). 
7. An innovative move in a language game, as dis
cussed In Lyotard's Postmodern Condition. 
8. Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: 
History, Theory, Fiction (New York: Routledge, 
1988), p. 120 lMoulthrop's note). 
9. Michael Heim, Electric Language: A Pllilaso"h
ical Study of Word Processing (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1987), p. 162 [Moulthrop's 

notel. 
I. Ihab Has.an, Th" Posemodern T .. rn: Essays in 
Postmodern Theory and Cuh ...... (Columbus: Ohio 
State University Pre •• , 1987), p. 172 [Moulthrop's 
note). 
2. Baudrillard, Simu/alions, p. 139 [Moulthrop's 
note). 
3. Ross, Serange Weather, p. 160 [Moulthrop's 
note). . 
4. In Bolter, Writing Space; K. Eric Drexler, 
Engines of Creation: The Coming of Nanotechnol
ogy (New York: Doubleday, 1987); Pamela Mc
Corduck, The Universal Machine: Confessions of a 
Tech .. ological O"tt ... ist (New York: McGraw-HiII, 
1985); and Sho.hana Zuboff, In ehe Age of ehe 
Smart Machine: The Fue .. re of Work and Power 
(New York: Ba.ic, 1988) [Moulthrop" notel. 
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points out that under the influence of these technologies "psychic life will 
be redefined."5 But if Hutcheon is correct in her observation that postmod
ernism is non-oppositional. then how will such a reconstruction of order and 
authority take place? How and by whom is psychic life-and more important, 
political life-going to be redefined? 

These questions must ultimately be addressed not in theory but in prac- 12 

tice; which is where the significance of Nelson's new Xanadu lies. With 
Xanadu, Nelson invalidates technological abjection, advancing an unabash-
edly millenarian vision of technological renaissance in which the system shall 
set us free.· In its extensive ambitions, Xanadu transcends the hyperreal. It 
is not an opium vision but something stranger still, a business plan for the 
development of what Barthes called the "social space" of writing, 7 a practical 
attempt to reconfigure literate culture. Xanadu is the most ambitious project 
e\'er proposed for hypertext or "non-sequential writing."s Hypertext systems 
exploit the interactive potential of computers to reconstruct text not as a 
fixed series of symbols. but as a variable-access database in which any dis
cursive unit may possess multiple vectors of association. 9 A hypertext is a 
complex network of textual elements. It consists of units or "lexias,"1 which 
may be analogous to pages. paragraphs, sections, or volumes. Lexias are 
connected by "links," which act like dynamic footnotes that automatically 
retrieve the material to' which they refer. Because it is no longer book
bounded, hypertextual discourse may be modified at will as reader / writers 
forge new links within and among documents. Potentially this collectivity 
of linked text, which Nelson calls the "docuverse," can expand without 
limit. 

As Nelson foresees it, Xanadu would embody this textual universe. The 13 

system would provide a central repository and distribution network for all 
writing: it would be the publishing house, communications medium, and 
great hypertextual Library of Babel,2 Yet for all its radical ambitions, Nel-
son's design preserves familiar proprieties. Local Xanadu outlets would be 
Silverstands TO<, retail access and consulting centers modeled after fast-food 
franchises and thus integrated with the present economy of information 
exchange. Xanadu would protect intellectual property through copyright. 
Users would pay per byte accessed and would receive royalties when others 
obtained proprietary material they had published in the system. The pT'Ob-
lems and complexities of this scheme are vast, and at the moment, the ful-
filled Xanadu remains a "2020 Vision," a probe into the relatively near future. 
But it is a future with compelling and important implications for the post
modern present, 

The future, as Disney and Spielberg have taught us, is a place we must 14 

',. J-jeim, Electric L"n/l"Q~e, p. 164 iMoulthrop's 
note]. 
6. See John 8.31-32: lI[f ye cuntinue in 1nl' word, 
l hell are ye my disciples indeed; and ye .hall know 
I h,' truth, and the truth shall make you free." 
"Abjectlon": repulsion. 
-, In "F"om Work to Te"t" (1971; .e" above). by 
""f.A""TJ BARTHES (I915-1980). French struclur
ali!'t and poststructuralist litcl'ary critic. 
~;. Nelson, Drea'nJ Macl1hres, p. 29. illld Literary 
·\jad,ille", 5/2 [Moulthrop's nolej, 
CJ. ~ee Michael jo)'Cf", "Siren Shap~'s: Exploratory 
• 111(1 Constructive H),pertexts!" Ac,uieJllic COf"1I1'l1t-

ing, Novenlber 1988, 11 Cf.i Landow, HyrtJr-textj 
and John Statin, "Reading Hyperte"t: Order and 
Coherence in a New Medium," College En/llish 52 
(1990): 870-83 [Moulthrop'. note]. 
I, Units of meaning. a term borrowed by Gearg" 
Landow from Rolllnd Barthes's S/Z (I970). 
2. That is, the library that contains all possible 
books. as d"seribed in the story "Library of Babel" 
by the Argentine author Jorge Luis Barges (1899-
1986). For Babel as the place where unitary 
human lanl1-uage WBS split by God into many lan· 
guages, see Genesis I 1 . 
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come "back" to.3 The American tomorrow,will be a heyday of,nostalgia,;al1 
intensive pursuit of "lost" or "forgotten" values. Xanadu i~. no 'exception: Ted 
Nelson sees the J:tistory of writing in the 21 st century. ,as a~ epic. pf recovery. 
His ."grand hope" lies in "a return to literacy, ,a cure for television stupor,:a 
new Renaissance of ideas and generalist ,understanding, a grand posterity 
that does not lose the details which are the final substance of ,everything."· 
To a skeptical .observer, this vision of Xanadu might suggest another: domain 
of. the postmodern theme park. Gende readers; welcome to Literilcyland.L.. .. 

5 '. ,But on the bther hand, this vision might add up to more than just a':side~ 
show attraction. Nelson foresees.a renovation of ,culture" a ·OnificEttion.af 
discourse, a reader~and-writer's, paradise where all writing opens itself to I in 
the commerce of ideas. This is the-world in which all "work" becomes "lextj'! 
not substance ,but reference,not cOhtainment, but connection.' The ~agnh 
tu de of the change implied here is enormous. But what about the p~litics of 
that change? What community of 'interpretation-and: beyond that, what 
social order-'-does this intertextual world presume? With the: conviction of 
a true Enlightenment .man, Nelson envisions· "a new populitism that can 
make the deeper understandings of the few, af last available to the many.,",6, 

6 What is l'ol'ulitism?-another of, Nelson's infamous neologisms' (e.g,; 
"hypermedia," "cybercrud,'.' "teledildonics"), in this case a portmanteaucom~ 
bining "populism" with "elite;" The word suggests ,the society-of-text:"en~ 
visioned by theorists like Shoshana Zuboff and Jay David Bolter, ,a Writing 
space in which traces, of authority persist only as local arid contingent effe~ts\ 
the social equivalent' of the deconstructed author~function. 7 "A "populite" 
culture might mark the first step toward realization of Jean-FranvoiS 
Lyotard's "game ,of perfect information~' where all have equal acc,ess \tolthe 
world of data, and where "[g]ivenequal competence (n610nget fnthe'acqui" 
sition of knowledge; .. but-·in. its prodLiction),'what extra :performatiyit¥!de~ 
pends on in the filial analysis is 'imagination;' which 'allows one. ,either ;t,q 
make a new move or· change the rules of:the game."" This is the,utbpiaof 
information-in-process, the ultimate wetware dream of the clerisy:'!',discourse 
converted with 100 percent efficiency into capital, the mechanism of that 
magical process. being nomology or· rule-making"":""'admittedly a rather ,spe~ 
cialized form of, "imagination}' ,:. i,.' :.,' . : ; . .: 

7 At least two troubles lurk in this paradise .. First, the prospect that social I 
textual order will devolve not unto the many but only to a very: few; and more 
important, that those few will ,fail to recognize the terms of their. splendid 
isolation. Consider the ,case of the reluctant computer dick ,Clifford -Stoll; 
whose memoir, The Cuckoo's Egg, nicely illustrates these ,proble~s. Stoll 
excoriates "cyberpunks,"electronic vandals who abuse the openness of sci
entific computing environments. Their unsportsmanlike conduct spoils the 

i As taught by WaIt Disney (I90)~)966), leg
endary, American cartoonist and, film ,producer 
whose theme parks Disneyland and WaIt Disney 
World indude ~lnostal8icn visions of the future, and 
by Steven Splelberg (b.,) 946), producer of the film 
Back to the Future (1985; dlr. Robert Zemeckis), 
4. Theodor Holm Nelson, "Ho- Hypertext 
(Un)does the Canon," paper dellvered,at the Mod
ern Langua8e Association Convention, Chicago, 
December 28, )990, p. 4. IMoulthrop's notel, ' 
5. See Barthes. "From Work to Text"; Lando.w, 
Hypertext; and Zuboff, I .. eh .. Ag .. 0/ ehe s ..... rt 

.. ~ .. '.' {, .~,.,., (" 

MAchi .... [Moulthrop's note]. , " ,. 
6 .. Nelson, "How Hypertext (Un)does·ffiepanon," 
p. 6 [Moulthrop's note)., , .... ,', ." ,.' '" ')':'.' ',,," 
7. A term colned·by·the .. French· phllosoeher and 
historian of Ideas MICHEL FOUCAULT in • 'What-Is 
an Author?" (1971; see above) to destgnate>the,hls
torieal circumstances." and conceptibn' of: author
ship that make us want to Imow·about the.authbr 
of.B poem and not the author of a contract~· ,: : 
8. Lyotard. n...' Postmodeno ConditRm. p ... 52 
[Moulthrop's note], " . , , 
9. Intelligentsia (a term Introduced by Colerldge). 
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information game, necessitating cumbersome restrictions on the free flow of 
data. But Stoll's definition of informational "freedom" appears murky at best. 
He repeatedly refers to the mainframe whose system he monitors as "his" 
computer, likening cybernetic intrusions to burglaries. Digital information, 
as Stoll sees it, stands in strict analogy to material and private property. 

Private in what sense? Stoll professes to believe that scientists must have 18 

easy access to research results, but only within their own communities. He 
is quick to condemn incursions by "unauthorized" outsiders. There is some 
sense in this argument: Stoll repeatedly points out that the intruder in the 
Stanford mainframe might have interfered with a lifesaving medical imaging 
system. But along with this concern comes ail ideological danger. Who 
decides what information "belongs" to whom? Stoll's "popular elite" is 
restricted to academic scientists, a version of "the people" as nomenklatura, I 
those whose need to know is defined by their professional affiliation. More 
disturbingly, Stoll seems unaware of the way this brotherhood is situated 
within larger political hierarchies. Describing a meeting with Pentagon brass, 
he reflects: "How far I'd come. A year ago, I would have viewed these officers 
as war-mongering puppets of the Wall Stteet capitalists. This, after all, was 
what I'd learned in college. Now things didn't seem so black and white. They 
seemed like smart peop~ handling a serious problem;"2 

Here is elite populism at its scariest; Though he protests (too much) his 19 

poli*ical correctness, Stoll's sense of specialist comtnunity shifts to accom
modate the demands of the moment. He observes repeatedly over the 
course of the memoir that he is finally "coming of age" as a working sci
entist. When in Fort Meade,3 Stoll does as the natives· do, recognizing 
agents of Air Force Intelligence, the Natiohal Security Agency, even the 
CIA and FBI as brothers-in-craft. Mter all, they are "sntart" (technologi-
cally adept) and "serious" (professional). Their immediate goal seems legit
imate and laudable. They are just "handling" a problem, tracking down the 
intruder who has violated the electronic privacy of Stoll's community (and, 
not coincidentally, their own). They are the good policemen; the Ones Who 
Are Your Friends, not really "Them" after all but just a quaint, braid. 
shouldered version of "Us." 

Stoil is not troubled that these boon companions live at the heart of the 20 

military-industrial complex. He disregards the fact that they seem aware 0$ . 
domestic communications intercepts-in phone conversations, Stoll's CIA 
contact· refers to the FBI as "the F entity," evidently to thwart a monitoring 
program,4 Stoll does task his agency buddies for sowing disinformation and 
managing dirty wars,5 but this critique never gets much past the stage of 
rhetorical questions. In f~ct Stoll seems increasingly comfortable in the in
telligence· community. If the data spooks turn out to be less interested in 
freedom of scientific speech than in quashing a security leak, Ston has no 
real objection. His own ideals and interests are conveniently served in the 
process. 

What leads to such regrettable blindness, and how might it have been 21 

J. Political elite (Russian). 
2. Clifford Stoll, nu. Cuc/wo', Egg: Tracking a Spy 
t"TOuR" tM Mau of Computer Espio .... ge (New 
York: Doubleday, 1989), p.278 [Moulthrop's 
note]. 

3. U.S. military and Intelligence base In Maryland. 
4. Stoll, The Cuc/wo'. Egg, p. 144. 
5. Govemment campaigns against their own citi
zens. 
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prevented? These may be especially pertinent questions as we consider 
entrusting our literate culture to an automated information system. The 
spooks are not so easily conjured away. It is no longer sufficient to object 
that scientists and humanists form distinct communities, and that Stoll's 
seduction could not happen in our own elect company. The old "Two Cul
tures"6 paradigm has shifted out from under us, largely through catholic 
adoption of technologies like data networks and hypertext. Networks are 
networks, and we can assume that most if not all of them will eventually 
engender closed elites. Fascism, as Deleuze and Guattari instruct, is a matter 
of all-too-human desire.? What can shield humanist networks, or even the 
"generalist" networks Nelson foresees, from the strategy of divide and co
opt? What might insulate Xanadu froITl those ancestral voices prophesying 
war?B 

The answer, as forecasters like Pamela McCorduck, K. Eric Drexler, and 
Andrew Ross point out, may lie in the hypertext concept itself-the oper
ating principle of an open and dynamic ITlediuITl, a consensual canon with a 
minimum of hierarchical impedances and a fundamental instability in those 
hierarchies it ITlaintains. Visionary and problematic as it ITlay seeITl, Nelson's 
idea of "populitisITl" has ITluch to recoITlITlend it-not the least of which is 
its invitation to consider more carefully the likely social iITlpact of advanced 
communication systems. In fact hypertext may well portend social change, 
a fundamental reshaping of text production and reception. The telos of the 
electronic society-of-text is anarchy in its true sense: local autonoITlY based 
on consensus, limited by a relentless disintegration of global authority. Since 
information is now virtually an equivahmt of capital, and since textuality is 
our most powerful way of shaping inforrnaqpn, it follows that Xanadu might 
indeed change the world. But to repeat the crucial question, how will this 
change come about? What actual social ptCicesses can translate the prag
matics of Nelson's business plan into the radicalism of a hypertext mani
festo? 

The complete answers lie with future histQry. In one respect, Ted Nelson's 
insistence that Xanadu become an economically viable enterprise is exem
plary. We will discover the full implications of this technology only as we 
build, manage, and work in hypertextual communities, starting within the 
existing constraints of information capitalism. But while we wait on history, 
we can try a little augury. In trying to theorize a nascent medium, one is 
reduced to playing medium, eking out predictions with the odd message from 
the Other Side. Which brings us to the last work of Marshall McLuhan, a 
particularly iITlportant ancestral voice from whom to hear. At his death, 
McLuhan left behind notes for an enigmatic final project: the fourfold "Laws 
of Media" which form the framework for a semiotics of technology.9 The 
Laws proceed from four basic questions that can be asked about any in
vention: 

6. A phrase coined by the English novelist and 
physicist C. P. Snow (1905-1980), who saw a 
clear difference between how those working in the 
sciences and those working in the humanities 
think. 
7. Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, An!i· 
Oedipus: Capitalism and Schizophrenu., trans. 
Robert Hurley, Mark Seem, and Helen R. Lane 
(New York: Viking, 1977), p. 26 [Moulthrop's 

note]. DELEUZE (1925-1995), French antiration· 
alist philosopher; GUATrARI (1936-1992), French 
psychiatrist and po.tstructurali.t philosopher. 
8. Coleridge, "Kubla Khan," line 40. 
9. H. Marshall McLuhan and Eric McLuhan, The 
Laws of Media: The New Se/ence (Toronto: Unl· 
versity of Toronto Press, 1988) [Moulthrop's note]. 
Marshall McLuhan (1911-1980), Canadian cuI· 
tural historian and influential theorist of media. 
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• What does it enhance or intensify? 
• What does it render obsolete or displace? 
• \Vhat does it retl"ieve that was previously obsolete? 
• \Vhat does it produce or become when taken to its limit? 

As McLuhan demonstrates, these questions are particularly instructive 2 

when applied to pivotal or transforming technologies like printing or broad
casting, They are intended to discover the ways in which information systems 
affect the social text. rearranging sense ratios and rewriting theories of cul
tural value. They reveal the nature of the basic statement, the "uttering or 
'outering' " that underlies mechanical extensions of human faculties. If we 
put Xanadu and hypertext to this series of questions, we may discover more 
about both the potential and the limits of hypertext as an agency of change. 

1. What does hypertext enhance or intensify? 

AccOl-ding to l\1cLuhan's standard analysis, communications media adjust 2' 

the balance or "ratio" of the senses by privileging one channel of perception 
over others. Print promotes sight over hearing, giving us an objectified, per
spectival, symbolized world: "an eye for an ear."· But this approach needs 
modification for our purposes. Hypertext differs from earlier media in that 
it is not a new thing at all but a return or recursion (of which more later) to 
an earlier form of symbolic discourse, namely print. The effect of hypertext 
thus falls not simply upon the sense channels but farther along the cognitive 
chain. As Vannevar Bush pointed out in the very first speculation on infor
mational linking technologies, these mechanisms enhance the fundamental 
capacity of pattern recognition. l 

Hypertext is all about connection, linkage, and affiliation. Formally speak- u 
ing. its universe is the one Thomas Pynchon had in mind when he defined 
"paranoia" as "the realization that e .. /erytlling is c011.nected, everything in the 
Creation-not yet blindingly one, but at least connected .... "3 In hypertext 
systems, this ethos of connection is realized in technics; users do not pas
sively rehearse or receive discourse, they explore and construct links.4 At the 
kernel of the hypertext concept lie ideas of affiliation, correspondence. and 
resonance. In this, as Nelson has argued from the start, hypertext is no1111ng 
more than an extension of what literature has always been (at least since 
'Tradition and the Individual Talent"')-a temporally extended network of 
relations which successive generations of readers and writers perpetually 
make and unmake. 

This redefinition of tcxtuality gives rise to a number of questions. \Vhat 27 

does it mean to enhance our sensitivity to patterns in this shifting matrix, to 
become sensitized to what Pvnchon calls "other orders behind the visible?" 
Does this mean that hrpert~xt will turn us into "paranoids," anxious inter
preters convinced that all structures are mysteriously organized against us? 
\Vhat does interpretive "resistance" mean in a hypertextual context? Can 

I. H. Marshall MeLuhan, UIIt!el'sl,,,,di/18 Media: 
TII" £.'<1.1'15;0/15 of Ma,. (Ne\\" \'''''k: MeGraw·HilI, 
1'164), p. 81 [Moulthl'Op's notej. 
2. Qtd. in Nelson, Litel'(ll~ Machi"es 1150 
[Molllthrop's note). 
.,. PYl1chon, Gravity's Railllm,,·. p.820 [1\-101l1-

thrap'. nale). 
4. Jayee, "Sfren Shapes," p. 12 [Moulthrop's 
note). 
5. Influential 1919 essay (see above) by the Amer
ican-born English poet and critic T. S. ELIOT 
(1888-1965), 
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such a reading strategy be possible after poststructuralism, With the author
function reduced (like Pynchon himself) to a voiceless occasion for decon" 
structive "writing"?6 Perverse though it may seem, hypertext does increase 
the agonistic element in reading. Early experience with hypertext narrative 
suggests that its readers may actually be more concerned with prior authority 
and design than are readers of conventional. writing. The apparent ·"quick
liming of the author" does not dispel the aura of intention in hypertext.7 The 
constantly repeated ritUal of interaction, with its reminder of discursive alter
natives, reveals the text as a made thing, not n'lonologicperhaps but hardly 
indeterminate. The text gestures toward openness--what options can you 
imaginer-but then swiftly forecloses: some options are available but not 
others, and someone clearly did the defining long before you began inter
acting. The author persists, undead presence in the literary machine, the 
inevitable Hand that turns the time. HYIJertextual writing-at least when 
considered as read-only or "exploratory" text8-may thus emphasize anti
thetical modes of reading, leading us to regard the deconstructed system
maker much in the way that Leo Bersani describes the author of Gravity's 
Rainbow: as "the enemy text. "9 

28 So perhaps we need a Psychiatrist General's Warning: Interacting With 
This Hypertext Can Make You Paranoid-indeed it must, since the root 
sense of paranoia, a parallel or parallax gnosis, I happens to bea handy 
way to conceive of the meta-sense of pattern recognition that hyperteXt 
serves to enhance. But would such, a distortion of our cognitive ratios 
necessarily constitute pathology? In dealing with vast and nebulous infor
mation networks-to say nothing of those corporate-sponsored "virtual 
realities" that may lie in our future-a certain,~'creative paranoia" may be
a definite asset. In fact the paragnosticism implicit in hypertext may be 
the best way to keep the information game clean. Surrounded by fila
ments and tendrils of a network, the sojourner in Xanadu or other hyper'; 
text systems will always be reminded of her situation in a;fabric of power 
arrangements. Her ability to build and pursue links shciuld encourage her 
to subject those arrangements to inquiry. Which bringsl,ls to the second 
of McLuhan's key questions: 

2. What does hypertext displace or render obsolete? 

29 Though it may be tempting to respond, the book, stUIf1id, that answer is 
ineligible. The book is already "dead" (or superseded) if by "alive" you 
mean that the institution in question is essential to our 'continued com~, 
merce in idt:!as. True, the cultural indications are ambiguous. Irving Louis 
Horowitz argues that reports of the book's demise are exaggerated. even 

6. Alec McHoul 8~d Oavld Wills, Writing Pyn
ciao .. : S'ralegles I .. Flcelmud A .... lysis (Urbana: Uni
versity of IIIlnolo Press, 1990), p. 9 [Moulthrop's 
notel. " , 
7. Jane Yellowleeo Douglas, 'Wandering through 
the Labyrinth: Encountering Interactive Fiction," 
CO",,,U'''" ami CO"'l'osl'lo.. 6 (I989): 100 
[Moulthrop's notel. , . 
8. See Joyce, "Siren Shapes." IMoulthrop'. notel. 
]oyce distinguishes between "constructive" hyper
text, which 10 Interactive; and "exploratory" hyper-

text, which Invites passi"" reading. 
9. Leo Bersanl, "Pynchon, Paranoia, and Utera· 
ture," R"l'resentations, no. 25 (I989): ,108 

. [Moulthrop's note]. 
1. Knowledge (Greek). Parallax: the apparent dli· 
placement of an obje"t when observed from two 
points of view. The rotlh of "arafIDla are the Greek 
words para (neat) and nous (mind, 'reason). Para· 
§?IOStlcL .... later In ,this paragraph is Moulthrop'. 
coinage to denote deep .keptlclsm. 
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in an age of television and computers, we produce more books each year 
than ever before.2 Indeed, our information ecology seems likely to retain 
'a mix of print and electronic media. for at least the next century. Yet as 
Alvin Kernan recently pointed out, the outlook for books in the long run 
is anything but happy.3 As the economic and ecological implications of 
dwindling forests come home, the cost of paper will rise precipitously. At 
the same time, acidic decay of existing books will enormously increase 
maintenance costs to libraries. Given these factors, some shift to elec
tronic storage seems inevitable (though Kernan, an analog man to the 
last, argues for microfilm). 

Yet this change in the medium of print does not. worry cultural conserva- 3( 

tives like Kernan, Neil Postman, or E. D. Hirsch nearly so much as the 
prospect that the decline of the book may terminate the cultural dominance 
of print. The chief technological culprit in Kernan's "death of literature" is 
not the smart machine but the idiot box. "Such common culture as we still 
have," Kernan laments, "comes largely from television;"4 But the idiot box-
or to be precise, the boxed idiot-is precisely the intellectual problem that 
hypertext seems excellently suited to address. In answer to McLuhan's sec-
orid question-what does hypertext render obsolete?-the best answer is 
not literacy but rather post-literacy. As Nelson foresees, the development of 
hypertext systems implies a revival of typographic culture (albeit in a 
dYnamic, truly paperless environment). That forecast may seem recklessly 
naive or emptily prophetic, but it is quite likely valid. Hypertext means the 
end of the death of literature. 

Here the voice of the skeptic must be heard: a revival of literacy?-read 31 

my lips: not in a million years. Even the most devoted champion of print 
is likely to resist the notion of a Gutenberg renaissance.' In the West, genu-
ine literacy-cultural, multicultural, or simply functional-can be found 
only among a well-defined managerial and professional class. At present that 
class is fairly large, but in the U.S. and U.K., world leaders in laissez-faire 
education, it is contracting noticeably. So· it must seem foolish to imag-
ine, as Ted Nelson does, a mass consumer market for typographic irifor
mation, a growth industry based on the electronic equivalent of the local 
library. 

"Indeed, should Xanadu become a text-only system (which is not intended), 3; 

its prospects would be poor in the long run·. There are however other horizons 
for interactive textuality-not just hypertext but another Nelsonian coinage, 
"hypermedia." Print is not the only means of communication deliverable in 
a polysequential format articulated by software links. In trying to imagine 
the future of hypertext culture, we must also consider interactive multi
media "texts" that incorporate voice; music, animated graphics, and video 
along with alphabetic script." Hypertext is about connection-promiscuous, 
pervasive, and polymorphously perverse connection. It is a writing practice 

2. Irvlng Louis Horowitz, Communicating Ideas: 
The Crisis of Publlshi. in a Post-Industrial Society 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), p. 20 
[Moulthrop's note). 
3. Alvln Kernan, T1te Death of Lite,alu,e (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), pp. 135-43 
(Moulthrop's note). 
4. Ibid., p. 147 [Moulthrop's note). Postman (h. 
193 I), American educational and cultural critic. 

IiIRSCH (b. 1929), American literary critic and the
orist. 
5. That is, a renaissance matching that sparked by 
Johannes Gutenberg (1400--1468), the German 
printer credited with Inventing a printing press 
with movahle type cast In maIds. 
6. Richard Lanham, "The Electronic Word: Lit· 
eracy Study and the DIgital Revolution," New Lil· 
.. .... ry History 20 (1989): 287 (Moulthrop's notel. 
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ideally suited to the irregular, the transgressive, and the carnivalesque. Cul
turally speaking, the promiscuity of hypertext (in the root sense of "a ten
dency to seek relations") knows no bounds of form, format, or cultural level. 
There is no reason to assume that hypertext orhypermedia should not sup
port popular as well as elite culture, or indeed that it might not promote a 
"populite" miscegenation of discourses. 

But what can this mean-talking books in homeboy jive? Street rap mixed 
over Eliotic scholia?' Nintendo with delusions of cinema? Or worse, could 
we be thinking of yet more industrial light and magic,8 the Disneyverse of 
eyephones and datagloves where YOU (insert userName) ARE IN THE FAN

TASY? Perhaps, as one critic of the computer industry recently put it, inter
active multimedia must inevitably decay to its lowest common denominator, 
"hyper-MTV."9 According to this analysis, the linear and objectifying ten
dencies of any print content in a multimedium text would be overwhelmed 
by the subjective, irrational, and emotive influence of audio / video. This 
being the case, hypertext could hardly claim to represent "a cure for tele
vision stupor." 

But Nelson's aspiration should not be so easily set aside as merely a vision 
in a dream. Hypertext does indeed have the power to recover print literacy
though not in quite the way that Nelson supposes; which brings us to the 
third of McLuhan's queries: 

3. What does hypertext retrieve ·that was previously obsolete? 

Xanadu and similar projects could invite large numbers of people to become 
reacquainted with the cultural p(>w~r of typographic literacy. To assert this, 
of course, is to break with McLuhaq's understanding of media history. It is 
hard to dispute the argument of Understanding Media and The Gutenberg 
Galaxy I that the culture of the printing press has entered into dialectic con
tention with a different ethos based on. the "cool" immediacy of broadcasting. 
But though that diagnosis remains tremendously important, McLuhan's cul
tural prognosis for the West holds less value. McLuhan saw clearly the trans
forming impact of "electric" technologie!i, but perhaps because he did not 
live much beyond the onset of the personal computer boom, he failed to 
recognize the next step-the recursion to a new stage of typographic literacy 
through the syncretic medium of hypertext. 

It is crucial to distinguish recursion from return or simple repetition, 
because this difference answers the objection that print literacy will be lost 
or suppressed in multimedia texts. Recursion is self-reference with the pos
sibility of progressive self-modification. 2 Considered for its recursive possi
bilities, "writing" means something radically different in linked interactive 
compositions than it does in a codex book or even a conventional electronic 
document. Literacy in hypertext encompasses two domains: the ordinary 

7. Marginal commentary (Latin), such as the eru
dite footnotes that T. S. Eliot provided for his 
poem "The Waste Land" (1922). 
S. Industrial Light and Magic is a company, 
founded by Steven Splelberg, that creates special 
effects for movies. 
9. Steven Levy, "The End of Literature: Multi
media Is Television's Insidious Offspring," 

Macworld, June 1991, p. 52 [Moulthrop's note). 
I. Marshall McLuhan, The Gule,,"erg Galaxy: 
The Making of Typographic Man (Toronto: Uni
versity of Toronto Press, 1962). 
2. Douglas Hofstadter. GiJde', Escher, Bach: An 
Eternal Golden Braid (New York: Basic, 1979), 
p. 127 [Moulthrop's note). 
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grammatical. rhetorical. and tropological space that we now know as "liter
ature," and also a second prodnce. stricter in its fOl'malisms but much greater 
in its power to shape interactive discourse. This second domain has been 
called "writing space";" a case might be made (with apologies to those who 
insist that virtual reality is strictly a non-print phenomenon) that it also rep
resents the true meaning of cyberspace. 

\Valter Benjamin observed with some regret that by the 1930's, any literate r 
European could become an author, at least to the extent of publishing a 
letter or article in the newspapers. 4 With no regrets at all, Ted Nelson envi-
sions a similar extension of amateur literary production in Xanadu, where all 
readers of the system can potentially become writers, or at least editors and 
commentators. The First Amendment guarantee of free speech. Nelson 
points out, is a personal liberty: anyone may publish, and in Xanadu everyone 
can. Nelson bases his prediction of revived literacy on the promise of a 
broadly popular publishing franchise. 

This vision is limited in one crucial regard. Nelson treats print essentially 31' 

as the cOl~tent of his system. which is taking a rather narrow view. In describ-
ing Xanadu as a more or less transparent medium for the transmission of 
text, Nelson overlooks the fact that alphabetic or alphanumeric representa-
tion also defines the fOl'l1l of Xanadu, and indeed of any hypertext system. 
This neglect is consistent with the generally broad focus of Nelson's vision, 
which has led him to dismiss details of user-interface design as "front-end 
functions" to be worked out by the user. 

Design details, whether anterior or posterior to the system, cannot be 39 

passed over so easily. In fact the structure and specifications of the hypertext 
environment are themselves parts of the docuverse, arguably the most impor-
tant parts. Beneath any hypertext document or system there exists a lower 
layer that we might call the hypote:d. On this level, in the working imple
mentations of its "protocols," Xanadu is a creature of print. The command 
structures that govern linkage. display, editing, accounting, and all the other 
functions of the system exist as digital impulses that may be translated into 
typographic text. They were written out, first in pseudo-English strings, then 
in a high-level programming language, finally as binary code. Therefore Xan-
adu at its most intimate level is governed by all those features of the typo
graphic medium so familiar from i\1cLuhan's analysis: singular sequentialify; 
objectivity, instrumentality, "left-brained" visual bias, and so on. The wonder 
of hypertext and hypermedia lies in their capacity to escape these limitations 
by using the microprocessor to turn linear, monologic typography recursively 
back upon itself-to create linear control structures that militate against 
absolute linear control. 

In recognizing the recursive trick behind hypertextuaI writing, we come 40 

to a broader understanding of electronic literacy. Literacy under hypertext 
must extend not only to the "content" of a composition but to its hypotextual 
"form" as well-e.g .• the way nodes are divided to accommodate data struc-
[llI'es and display strategies. or the types of linkage available and the ways 
they are apparent to the I·eader. Practically speaking, this means that users 
of a hypertext system can be expected to understand print not only as the 

.~. Uolter. \Vrith,g Space, p. 4 [Molllthrop's note]. 
4. :'\'oled in "The Work of Art in the Age of 
1\ 'c("hanical Beproduction" (1936; "et' ahove), by 

nENJAMIN (11)92-1940), German literary critic and 
aesthetician. 
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medium of traditional literary discourse, but also as a ineta-tool, the key to 
power at the level of the system itself.,' 

41 Ong and McLuhan have argued that television and radio introduce 
"secondary orality," a recursion to non-print forms of language and an 
"audile space" of cognition.' By analogy, hypertext and hypermedia seem 
likely to instigate a secondary literacy-"secondary" in that this approach 
to reading and writing includes a self-consciousness about the technolog
ical mediation of those acts; a sensitivity to the way teXts-below-the-text 
constitute another order behind the visible. This secondary literacy 
involves both rhetoric and technics: to read at the hypotextual level is to 
confront (paragnostically) the design of the system; to write at this level 
is to reprogram, revising the work of the first maker. Thus this secondary 
literacy opens for its readers a cyberspace in the truest sense of the word, 
meaning a place of command and control where the written word has the 
power to remake appearances. This space has always been accessible to 
the programming elite, to system operators like Clifford Stoll and shady 
operators like his hacker adversary. But Nelson's 2020 Vision puts a Sil
verstand in every commercial strip right next to McDonald's and Vfdeo
land. Vice President Gore's information "Superhighway"6 would bring 
cyberspace even closer. If Xanadu succeeds in re-awakening'primary lit
eracy as a mass phenomenon, there is reason to believe that it will incul
cate secondary literacy as well. 

42 But like any grand hope, this technopiate dream of a new literacy ulti-
mately has to confront its man from Porlock.7 Secondary literacy might well 
prove culturally disastrous. The idea of a general cyberspace franohise, in 
which all control structures are truly contingent and "consensual," does sum
mon up visions of informatic chaos. "Chaos," however, is a concept we have 
recently begun to understand as something other than simply an absence of 
"order": it is instead a condition of possibility in which new arrangements 
spontaneously assemble themselves.8 

13 Taking this neo-chaotic view, we might inquire into the positive effects 
of secondary literacy in a postmodern political context. In outlining a first 
move beyond our recent "depthless," ahistorical quiescence, Fredric Jame
son calls for an "aesthetic of cognitive ~apping/' a "pedagogical political 
culture" in which we would begin to teach ourselves where we stand in the 
networks of transnational power.9 At this moment, as the West reconsiders 
its New World Order in the aftermath of a war for oil reserves/ we seem 
in especially urgent need of such education. But a cul,tural pedagogy 
clearly needs something more than the evening war news, especially when 

5, Waiter Ong, Orality and Llleracy. Th .. Technol
ogiz/ng of lhe Word (New York. Methuen; 1982), 
p.135; McLuhan,. Laws of Media, p_ 57 
/Moulthrop'. note]. 
6. A. U.S. vice president (1993-2001), A1bert 
Gore Jr. (b. 1948) helped popularize the tenn 
"Information sur.erhlghway"; as a member of Con
gress (1977-93 , he promoted the Internet. 
7. According to Colerldge, hi. vision of Xanadu 
was Interrupted when a man from Porlock, a 
nearby town, knocked on his door; "Kubla Khan" 
Is thus an unfinished poem. 
8. lIya Prlgoglne and IS8belle Stengers, Order ou, 
of Chaos: Man'. New Dlalog .... wld. NAture (New 

York. Bantam, 1984), p. 14 [MoulthrOp's note]. 
9. Fredrlc Jameson, ".Postmodernlsm, or the·Cul
tural Logic of Late Capitalism," New Left Review, . 
no. 146 (1984): 92 [Moulthrop's note]. JAMESQN 
(b. 1934), a leading American Marxist critic. 
I. The Persian Gulf War (1990-91), alsO known 
as "Operation Desert Shield" and "Desert Storm," 
which drove Iraqi forces' out of oil-rich Kuwait. 
"New World Order". ,a phrase coined by George 
Bush (b. 1924; U.S. president, 1989-93) to 
describe what was needed to replace East-West 
cold war rivalries after the collapse of communism 
In Eastem Europe. 
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reporters are confined to informational wading pools. We require not only 
a sensitivity to the complex textuality of power but an ability to intercept 
and manipulate that text-an advanced creative paranoia. This must ulti
mately be a human skill, independent of technological "utterance"; but the 
secondary literacy fostered by hypertext could help us at least to begin the 
enormous task of drawing our own cognitive maps. Here, however, we 
verge on the main question of hypertextual politics, which brings up the 
last question in the TorontoZ catechism: 

4. What does hypertext become when taken to its limit? 

Orthodox McLuhanite doctrine holds that "every form, pushed to the limit 4~ 
of its potential, reverses its characteristics."3 Media evolution, in McLuhan's 
view, proceeds through sharply punctuated equilibriums. "Hot" media like 
print tend to increase their routinization and determinism until they reach 
a limit (say, the prose of the late 19th century). Beyond that point, the over
heated medium turns paradoxical, passing almost instantly from hot to super-
cool, bombarding readers with such a plethora of codings that conventional 
interpretation collapses. Structure and hierarchy, the distinguishing features 
of a hot medium, reduce to indeterminacy. The plurality of codes over
whelms hermeneutic certainty, the "figure" of a univocal text reverses into 
polysemous "ground," and we reach the ultima Thule of Gutenberg culture, 
Finnegans Wake. 4 

But though McLuhan had much to say about the reversal of overheated 45 

media, he left the complementary possibility unexplored. What happens to 
already cool or participatory media when they reach their limits? True to the 
fourth law, their characteristics reverse, but here the effect is reactionary, 
not radical. Radio, for instance, begins in interactive orality (two-way trans
ceiving) but decays into the hegemony of commercial broadcasting, where 
"talk radio" lingers as a reminder of how open the airwaves are not. Television 
too starts by shattering the rigid hierarchies of the Gutenberg nation-state, 
promising to bring anyplace into our living rooms; but its version of Global 
Village turns out to be homogenous and hegemonic, a planetary empire of 
signs (as we say in Atlanta, "Always Coca-Cola").5 ~-

Hypertext and hypermedia are also interactively cool, so following this 46 

analysis we might conclude that they will undergo a similar implosion, 
becoming every bit as institutionalized and conservative as broadcast net
works. Indeed, it doesn't take McLuhanite media theory to arrive at that 
forecast. According to the economic logic of late capitalism, wouldn't the 
Xanadu Operating Company ultimately sell out to Sony, Matsushita, Philips, 
or some other wielder of multinational leverage? 

Such a self-negating "reversal" may not be the only possible outcome, 47 

however. What if the corporate shogunate decide not to venture their capital? 
What if business leaders realize that truly interactive information networks 

2. Beginning in 1963, McLuhan was director of 
the University of Toronto's Centre for Culture and 
Technology. 
3. McCluhan, Laws of Media, p. viii [Moulthrup's 
notel. 
4. The 1939 novel by Irish writer James Joyce, 
arguably the most experimental and difficult long 

work of fiction In Western literature. 
5. Coca-Cola was inVented in Atlanta, Georgia, in 
1886; "Always Coca-.Cola" was an advertising slo
gan. "Global Village'" McLuhan's term for the 
interconnected world that would result from the 
linking of electronic information media. 
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do not make wise investments? This conclusion might be supported by mem
ory of the nastiness Sears and IBM stirred up when they tried to curtail user 
autonomy on their Prodigy videotex system.6 This scenario of corporate rejec
tion is not just speculative fabulation, but the basis for a proposed modifi
cation to McLuhan's fourth law. Media taken to their limits tend to reverse, 
but not all media reverse in the same way. The case of a complex, syncretic, 
and fundamentally interactive medium like hypertext may involve a "rever
sal" that does not bring us back to the same-as-it-ever-was-not a reversal 
in fact but a recursion (deja vu) to a new cultural space. 

48 We have entered into a period of change in reading and writing that Rich-
ard Lanham calls a "digital revolution."? As this revolution proceeds (if it is 
allowed to do so), its consequences will be enormous. The idea of hypertext 
as a figment of the capitalist imagination, an information franchise in both 
Nelson's and Lyotard's senses, could well break down. Though Xanadu may 
in fact open its Silverstands some day, hypertext might not long remain a 
commercial proposition. The type of literacy and the kind of social structure 
this medium supports stand fundamentally against absolute property and 
hierarchy. As we have hinted, hypertext and hypermedia peel back to reveal 
not just an aesthetics of cognitive mapping but nothing less than the simu
lacral map-as-territory itself: the real beginnings of cyberspace in the sense 
of a domain of control. 

49 "Cyberspace. A consensual hallucination experienced daily by billions of 
legitimate operators, in every nation ... A graphic representation of data 
abstracted from the banks of every computer in the human system."s William 
Gibson's concept of a cybernetic workspace, laid out in his dystopian novel 
Neuromancer, represents the ultimate shared vision in the global dream of 
information commerce. For all its advancement beyond the age of nation
state capitalism, Gibson's world remai.fi'~ intensely competitive and hierar
chical (for nation-state-substitute th~., fevived zaibatsu). Neuromancer is 
Nineteen Eighty-Four updated for 1984, the future somewhat gloomily sur-
veyed from Reagan's America.9 ' .• ,'. 

50 There is accordingly no trace of social. "consensus" in Gibson's "consen-
sual" infosphere. In his version of cyberspace, the shape of vision is imposed 
from without. "They" control the horizontal, "They" control the verticaLl Of 
course there must be some e1emerits of chaos, else Gibson would be out of 
business as a paperback writer; so he invents the "cyberspace cowboy," a 
hacker hero who plays the information game by what he likes to call his own 
rules. But though cowboys may attempt to unsettle the system, their incur
sions amount at best to harassment and privateering. These forms of enter
prise are deemed "illegal," though they are really just business by another 

6. See Steven Levy. "In the Realm of the Censor: 
The Online Service Prodigy Tells Its Users to Shut 
Up and Shop," Macworld, January 1991, 69 + 
[Moulthrop's note]. 
7. Lanham, "The Electronic Word," p.268 
[Moulthrop's note]. 
8. William Gibson, Neurom .. ncer (New York: Ace, 
1984), p. SI [Moulthrop's note). This science fic
tion novel is often credited with being the first 
work of "cyberpunk" fiction. 
9. That Is, the conservative America of the presi-

dency (1981,.-89) of Ronald Reagan (b. 1911). Zai
bal$u: family-owned Industrial and fi'nancial cartels 
that became powerful In late-19th-century Japan. 
Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), novel by the English 
writer George Orwell (Eric Arthur Blalr) depicting 
a totalitarian society. 
1. A reference to the television science fiction 
anthology The Ouler Li""1$ (1963-64), whose 
opening voice-over contained the sentences, 'We 
will control the vertical. We will control the hori
zontal." 
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name ("biz." in Gibson's parlance), inventiveness and competitive advantage 
being the only effective principles of operation. 

Gibson's dark dream is one thing-in effect it is a realization of McLuhan's 
prophecy of reversal, an empowering technology turned into a mechanism 
of co-optation and enslavement. But perhaps Ted Nelson's 2020 Vision of 
hypertextualliteracy is something else. If not a utopian alternative, Nelson's 
project may at least provide a heterotopia, an otherplace not zoned in the 
usual ways for property and performativity. Cyberspace as Gibson and others 
define it is a Cartesian' territory where scientists of control define boundaries 
and power lines. The Xanadu model lets us conceive instead a decentered 
space of literacy and empowerment where each subject acts as kubernetes 
or as Timothy Leary says, "reality pilot," steering her way across the inter
textual sea.3 

Nelson's visions of the future differ crucially from Gibson's. In Xanadu we 
find not consensual illusion but genuine, negotiated consensus. The path
ways and connections among texts would be created on demand. According 
to Nelson's plans to date. only the most fundamental "back end" conventions 
would be strictlv determined: users would be free to customize "front end" 
systems to acce~s information more or less as they like. Xanadu thus pos
sesses virtually no "canons" in the sense of a shelf of classics or a book of 
laws; the canons of Xanadu might come closer to the musical meaning of 
the word-congeries of connections and relationships that are recognizably 
orderly yet inexhaustibly various. The shifting networks of consensus and 
textual demand (or desire) in Xanadu would be constructed by users and for 
users. Their very multiplicity and promiscuity, one might argue, would mil
itate powerfully against any slide from populitism back toward hierarchy. 

Nelson's visionary optimism seems vindicated, then. Xanadu as currently 
conceived-even in its status as Nelson's scheme to get rich very slowly
opens the door to a true social revolution with implications beyond the world 
of literature or mass entertainment. Xanadu would remove economic and 
social gatekeeping functions from the current owners of the means of text 
production (editors. publishers. managers of conglomerates). It would trans
fer control of cultural \\'ork to a broadly conceived population of culture 
workers: writers. artists. critics. "independent scholars," autodidacts. 
"generalists." fans. punks. cranks. hacks. hackers, and other non- orquasi
professionals. "Tomorrow's hypertext systems have immense political rami
fications, and there are many struggles to cOlne," Nelson warns.4 This is an 
understatement of cosmic proportions. 

But it would be a mistake to celebrate cybernetic May D ay5 without per
forming a few reality checks. Along with all those visionary forecasts of "post
hierarchical" information exchange,6 some hard facts need to be 

2.. Dualistic; characterized hv the' strict distinction 
hctween mind and body pro'po ... ,1 by th .. French 
philosopher Reil" Descart ... ( 1596-16501. 
3. Timothy Leary, "TI,,· C)'hel-punk: The Individ
lIal as Reality Pilot," in StO,.,,,il1j! t1Je Reality Studio: 
A. Cosebook ofCyberpt.fnk ""d Postmaaenr Fiction, 
"d. Larry McCaffery (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 1992), p. l47 U\-Ioulthmp's note). Leary 
\ 1920-1996), an American psychologist, is best 
known for promoting the mc of hallUcinogens. 

Ku.beNletes: helmsman (Greek). the origin of the 
word "cybernetics" (and hence all subsequent 
cyber- coinages). 
4. Nelson Litsrary Macl'inss 3/19 [Moultrop's 
note]. 
5. That is, a day celebrating A successful revolu
tion (the Second Socialist International in 1889 
designated May Day as a holiday for labor). 
6. Zuboff, In ,,, .. Ageo/tl,e SmartMac"iue.p. 399 
[Moulthrop's note). 
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acknowledged. The era of the garage-born computer messiah has passed. 
Directly or indirectly, most development of hardware and software depends 
on heavily capitalized multinational companies that do a thriving business 
with the defense establishment. This affiliation clearly influences the devel
opment of new media-consider an influential paper on "The. Rhetoric of 
Hypertext" which uses the requirements of a military training system to 
propose general standards of coherence and instrumental effectiv~ness for 
this medium,' "Technological development does not happen in cyberspace, 
but in the more familiar universe of postindustrial capital. Thu's ~o the clear
headed, any suggestion that computer technology might beariyt!ting but an 
instrument of this system rrhist seem quixotic-or just plain stupid. 

55 Before stepping off into cyberspace, we do well to peel off the futurist 
headgear and listen to some voices in the street. No one wants to read ariy
more: "books suck, Nintendo rules." Computers are either imperial business 
machines or head toys for ~ppies. Anyorie still interested in "mass" culture 
needs to check out the yawning gap between the rich and the debtpayers, 
not to mention the incipient splintering of Euro-America into warring eth
nicities and "multicultural" tribes. And while we're at it, we might also do 
some thinking about our most recent global conflict, wargame-as-video-game 
with realistic third-world blood, a campaign in defense of economic imbal~ 
ance and the West's right to determine political 9rder in the Middle East. 
Perhaps we are using the word "revolution" far too.Ioosely. Given the present 
state of political and cultural affairs, any vision of~. "populite'~ fut¥re, or as 
John Perry Barlow has it, an "electT(~nic frontier/re.:needs hard scrutiny. Rev
olution, as Tommy Lee Jones reminds us, is *hatyou find in your face. 

56 Do we really want a revolution? Are academic ~nd corporate intellectuals 
truly prepared to dispense With the current means of text production and the 
advantages they afford in the present infoqnation economy? More -to- the 
point, are 'we capable of overturning these institutions, assuming we have the 
will to do so? Looking back frAm the seventies, Jean Baudrillard criticized the' 
students of Paris '689 for assuming control.of the national broadc~st center 
only to reinstate one-to-many programming and the obscurantist lbcus of the. 
"media event." The pre-revolutionary identity of television swiftly reasserted 
itself in the midst of radical adion. The seizure was a sham, Baudrillard con
cludes: "Only t~tal revolution, theoretical and practical, can restore the sym
bolic in the demise of the sig~ and of value. Even signs must burn. "1 Xanadu 
as Nelson imagines it does p'~omise to immolate certain cultural icons: the 
entrepreneurial publishing h~use, the codex book, the. idea of text as unified, 
self-contained utterance. Taken to its limits, hypertext could reverse I 
recourse into:a general medium of control, a means of ensuring popular fran- . 
chise in the new order of virtual space, Public-access Xanadu might be the 
last hope for consensual democracy in an age of global simulation. . ' 

57 Or it plight not: we do well:to'remember that Ted Nelson's vision comes 
cleverly packaged with assura~ces that copyright and intellectual property 

7. Patrlcia Carlson, 'The Rhetoric of H"p~kext,,, Iprue! of computer· baled technolollel. 
Hyp",."..du. 2 (1990): 1 09-31 [Moulthrop's notel. 9. In May' 1968, studentl and workeroln Pari, and 
8. See Bruce Sterltna, n.. H"eMr Crae/ulown, throulhout France Itlled protenl Ind I lenerll 
Law "M DUo,,"r 0" tka el.et~le F~U.r (New Itrtke that paralyzed the countryl It wal a turidniJ 
York: Santam, 1992) [Moulthrop'1 notel. Sarlow point In French political culture. . . 
(b. 1947) Is a co·founder of the Electronic Frontier 1. Jean Saudrlllard, For" Cri/lq ... of I"" PoUllc,,1 
Foundation, which works to protect the rllhts of Eco"om" of ,k .. SIll", tran •. Charles Levin (St. 
those In cyberspace and to encourage the broader Louis: Tela., 1981), p. 163 [Moulthrop'. note]. 
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shall not perish from the earth. Some signs would seem to be Oame~resistant. 
The vision of Xanadu as cyberspatial New Jersusalem is conceivable and 
perhaps eligible, but by no stretch of the imagination is it inevitable. To live 
in the postmodern condition is to get along without the consolation of prov~ 
idential fictions or theories of historical necessity. This renunciation includes 
the "Laws of Media," whose force in the final ·analysis is theoretical and 
heuristic, not normative. As Linda Hutcheonob~erves, postmodernism 
undermines any attempt at binary distinction. To invoke the possibility of a 
"post~hierarchical" information order, one must assert the fact that all orders 
are contingent, the product of discursive formations and social contracts. 
But this postulate generates a fatally recursive paradox: if all order is con~ 
sensual, then the social consensus' may well express itself against revolution 
and in support of the old order. The term "post-hierarchical" may some day 
turn out to carry the same nasty irony as the words "postmodern" or "postwar" 
in ttte aftermath of Desert Storm: welcome back:~9, the future, same as it 
ever was. 

In the end it is impossible to dismiss Nelson's p~()phecies of cultural ren
ovation in Xanadu; but it is equally hard to pre£!tct their easy fulfillment. 
Xanadu and the hypertext concept in general challenge humanists and infor~ 
mation scientists to reconsider fundamental assumptions about the social 
space of writing. They may in fact open the way to a new textual order and 
a new politics of knowledge and expression. However, changes of this mag~ 
nitude cannot come without major upheiilVals. Responsibility for the evolu~ 
tion of hypertext systems as genuine alternatives to the present information 
economy rests as much with software developers, social scientists, and lit~ 
erary theorists as it does with legislators and capitalists. If anything unites 
these diverse elites, it might be their allegiance to existing institutions of 
intellectual authority-the printed word, the book, the library, the university, 
the publishing house. 

It may be, as Linda Hutcheon asserts, that though.we are incapable of 
direct opposition to our native conditions, we can still criticize and u~der
mine them through such postmodern strategies as deconstrliction, parody, 
and pastiche.2 Secondary literacy might indeed find expression in a perverse 
turn about or within the primary body of literate culture. But it seems ~l!ally 
possible that our engagement with interactive media will follow the path of 
reaction, not revolution. The cultural mood at century's end seems anything 
but radical. Witness President 8ush's attacks on cultural diversity (or as he 
saw it, "political correctness") in higher education. Or consider Camille Pag
lia's memorable "defense" of polyvalent, post~print ways of knowing, capped 
off by a bizarre reversal in which she decrees that children of the Tube must 
be force-fed "the logocentric and Apollonian side of our culture."3 Given 
these signs and symptoms, the prospects for populite renaissance do not 
seem especially rosy. "It is time for the enlightened repression of the chil
dren," Paglia declares. Yet in the face of all this we can still find visionary 

2. HUlcheon, A Poetics of Postmoa..",Ism, 
pp. 120-21 [Moullhrop's note). 
3. Nell Postman and Camille Paglia, "She Wants 
Her MTVI He Wants His Bookl" Harper's, March 
1991, 44ff. [Moulthrop's note). Apollonlan: 
rational, a5 opposed by the German philosopher 

FAIEDAICH NIETZSCHE (1844-1900) 10 the "DID· 
nyalan," or ecltatic. "Logocentrlc": tendIng to priv
Ilege words and universal reason over other forms 
of .ratlonallty; a term associated with the French 
'philosopher JACQUES DERRlDA (b. 1930), who 
applies it to the prlvlleging of speech over writing. 



2524 / STUART MOULTHROP 

souls who say they want a textual, social, cultural, intellectual revolution. In 
the words of Lennon: 

Well, you know . .. 
We all want to change your head." 

The question remains: which heads do the changing, and which get the 
change 

? 
• 

1991, 1993 

4, The Beatles, "Revolution," 
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VI. MODERN AND CONTEMPORARY CRITICAL SCHOOLS AND MOVEMENTS 

Each of the following sixteen entries on modern and contemporary critical schools 
and movements, listed in alphabetical order. follows a set pattern offive paragraphs. 
The first paragraph identifies groundbreaking and influential texts, while the second 
covers informative introductions, overviews, and histories. Paragraph three repre
sents the breadth of the school by listing selected anthologies and readers. Where 
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reference sources such as al'ea-specific bibliographies. handbooks, dictionaries, or 
encyclopedias exist. they are listed in the fourth paragraph. The final paragraph 
highlights well-received crossover texts that mark fruitful intersections between 
schools and movements. Not surprisingly. these five categories of texts overlap. All 
sources are in English. 

African American Criticism and Theory 
Asian American Criticism and Theorv 
Chit-ano/Chicana Studies . 
Cultural Studies 
D"construction and Poststructuralism 
Feminist Criticism and Theory 
Furmalism 
Gay and Lesbian Criticism and Queer Theory 
r\;lar,xism 
Native American Studies 
Ne,,- Historicism 
Phenomenology and Hermeneutks 
Postcolonial Criticism and Theorv 
P,ychoanalytic Theory . 
Reader·Response Criticism 
Structuralism and Semiotics 

A.~"-i.ca.,. A",ericCltl Crif1.cis", and TI.eory 
Significant twentieth-century African American 
criticism and theory begins with the works of the 
Harl"m Renaissance and the related protest tradl· 
tion. including such texts as James 'Neldon John· 
son's preface to TI.e Book of American Negro Poetry 
(1922). one of the earliest discussions of race and 
form; Langston Hughes's "Negro Arti.t and the 
Racial Mountain" (1926): W. E. B. Du Bois's "Cri· 
teria of Negro Art" (I926); and Bichard Wright's 
"Blueprint for Negro Writing" (19371. a seminal 
point of origin for the vernacular theorizing that cul
minated in Stephen Hendcl"SOn'S high1)' influential 
introduction to Vndersl<",ding tloe N.",· Black Poetry 
(1973.1. Another phase of African American theory 
and criticism emerges in the 1960. with the Black 
A.ns ITIOVement" Groundbreaking characterizations 
of lhe Black Aesthetic appear in Amiri Baraka's 
HIJll1e: Social Ess/f)'s (1966". which chronicles 
Bm'aka's personal shift from phenomenology to 
hla('k aesthetics; Hoyt Fuller's "Toward a BlackAes
lhelic" (1968): and Larry Neai's "Black Arts Move
ment" (1968). In the late 1970s and 1980. a 
~ ounger generation of academic inteJlt'clua1s began 
to (","itique the assumptions behind the Black Aes
thC'tic..' and to incorporate strllcturuJist and post .. 
'Oll'll(;turalist insights, as demonstrated in Robert B" 
Slepto, Frnm BelJind tl,e Veil: A Study of Afro
American N«rratit'B (1979); AJ'"th-\mel"i(.'on Litera
ttlre: 7718 Reconstructior1 of Inst'"lIct.ioH (1979). 
(·diled by Dexter Fisher and Bobert B. Stepto; Hous
ICln A. Baker Jr .• Blues. Ideology . • ,,1</ AfJ"O-AmeJ'lcan 
Lif~rat/.Jre: A VeN/acula,' Theo1')' ( 19RoJ I; and Henry 
I nuis Gates Jr .• TI,e Signifyil/g Mm"",): A TI.eoryof 
.V,."·.'\me";ca,, LUera/')' CriticislJI (19R8). The 1970s 
"lid 1980s mark the first appem'al1ce of feminist 
\\,01·1< •• il1dudlng especially nur""r .. ~mith. "Toward 
a Black Feminist Criticism" (l977); Angela Davis. 
\\ '(111/(,11. Race, and Class (l9A 11; I\lkc \'lfalker. In 

Search of DU1" Mother's Garden: Woma'1ist P,"ose 
(1983); ben hooks. Feminist Theory: From Margin 
to Center (1984); Audre Lorde. Sister Outsider: 
Essays and Speeches (1984-); and Barbara Christian. 
Black Fe ... inist Criticism: Perspective. on Black 
Women Write,.. (1985). 

For brief introductions. see two essays by Henry 
Louis Gates Jr.: "African American Criticism." in 
Redrawing the Boundaries: Transformation (!f 

English and Anaerican Literary Studies (1992). 
edited by Step hen Greenblalt and Giles Gunn. and 
., 'Ethnic and Minority' Studies." in Introduction to 
ScJlolarship i .. Modern Lang.oages and Literature 
(1992). edited by Joseph Gibald!. Ajro-A,t/erk.>n 
Literary Study in the 1990s (1989). edited by Hous
ton A. Baker Jr. and Palricia Redmond. provides an 
overview of theoretical issues and problems in the 
field. Joyce A. Joyee's provocative Warriors. Conjur
ers. and Priests: Defining A/rican-Centered LiteTllry 
Criticism (1994) can be read a. an Introduction 10 

the Black Aesthetic and a critique of Eurocentric 
approaches to African American literature, This 
book may be profitably read in conjunction with 
Sandra Aden's Double Co ... cio .... aessIDo .. ble Bind: 
Theoretical Issues in Twentieth-Ce"tury Black Lit
erature (1994), which focuses on the e.~tent to 
which modem and contemporary black literature 
and criticism are already implicated in the Western 
tradition of literature and philosophy. For a survey 
of the pivotal critical writings of the black nation
alist movement In the 1960s. see Sandra Hollin 
Flowers. African Aft,erican Nationalist Literature of 
the I 960s: PeJl, of Fir .. (1996). And for a histO/·y of 
the literary and political debates that have appeared 
in African American journals and little masa.ines 
from 1900 to the early 1970 •• see PropagatJda and 
Aesthetics: TI,e Literary Politics of Afro-Amel'lih" 
Magazines in the Twentieth Century (1979). edited 
by Abby A. John.on and Ronald M. Johnson. 

Two FamoLls early col1ections of various eS!iiays 

that have had an enduring impact on subsequent 
black criticism and theory are The Neti' Negro 
(I 925). edited by Alain Locke. and TI'e Negro Car
avan (1941). edited by SterlingA. Brown, Arthur P. 
Davis. and Ulysses Lee. Anthologies including 
essays of theory and criticism from the perspective 
of the Black Arts movement include Black Fire, An 
Anthology of ,\fro-America" Writing (1968). edited 
by Amlri Baraka and Larry Neal; Blnck E ... pression: 
Essays by and •• bo .. t Black Americans h, the Creation 
of Art (1969), edited by Addlson Gayle Jr.; and most 
notably The lllnck Aesthetic (1971). also edited by 
Gayle. For collections of essays reflecting later 
poststructurallsm-influenced developments. see 
Black Literature aud Literary Theory (1984) and 
"Race." Writiug. and Dijfere.ac6 (1986), both edited 
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by Henry Louis Gates: Jr. Among important early 
collections of feminist essays, are .S'u~y Black 
Bridg .. ., Vision of BIae" W"""'n. I';' Lit...;.ture· 
(1979), edited by Roseann Bell et al.; All ,he Wo ....... 
Ar .. White. All ,10 .. Blacks A~ Men; But SO- of U. 
Are Brave (1981). edited by Gloria Hull. Patricia 
Bell Scott. and Barbara Smith; Home Girls, A BIae" 
F"",inist Anthology (1983). edited by Barbara 
Smith; and Black Women Wri'ers. 19S0-1980: A 
Critical Eval .... tIoti (1984) .. edited by Marl Evens. 
Significant feminist collections that address later 
developments are Changing Our Dum Words: Essays 
on Criticism. Theory. and Writing by Black Wa....... 
(1989). edited by Cheryl A. Wall; Reading Black. 
Reading Feminist: A Critical Anthology (1990). 
edited by Henry Louis Gates Jr.; Words of Fire: An 
Anthology of African America .. Femi .. lst Thought 
(1995). edited by Beverly Guy-Sheftall; the various 
essays In Other SisterhooJs: Literary Theory and V.S. 
Women of Color (1998). edited by Sandra Kuma
mDtD Stanley; and Th" Blac" Feminist Read"r 
(2000). edited by Joy James .and· T. Oenean 
Sharpley. Whiting. For a general anthology with his
torical scope. see Africa .. -American Literary 
Criticism. 1773-2000 (1999), edited by Hazel 
Anneth Emn. Withi .. the Circ"': A .. A .. thology of 
African Am .. ric .... Lit",..,ry Criticism from the Har
""" Renaissance to the Pres .... ' (1994). edited by 
Angelyn Mltchell; represents the spectrum of twen
tleth·century African American literary and cultural 
criticism. while I\frica .. A ..... rica .. Literary Theory: A 
R"ader (2000). edited by Wlnston Napler. provides 
an extensive range of materials from the last half 
of the twentieth century, especially the closing 
decades. 

For an annotated bibliography of major theoreti
cal and critical works ·In AfrIcan American literary 
and cultural .tudles. se'; A. LaVonne Brown Ruoff 
et aI., "African American Literature," In Recl.ejiftiftB 
America .. Llt",..,ry History (1990), edited by Ruoff 
and Jerry. W. Ward Jr. A respected resource for 
information on African American literature. theory. 
and criticism Is The (bifortl. Companion to African 
A ..... rican Literature (1997). edited by WiJliam 
Andrews, Frances Smith Foster, and Trudler Har
ris. 

On the intersection of African American theory 
with Marxism, ·see, for example, Harold eruse's 
famous The Crisis of the N"gro l .. t,,/'''ct .... 1 (1967) 
and R"bellio .. or Revolution? (1968). In Th. Journey 
Bac": I....... in Black Ute,...ture and Criticism 
(1980). Houston A. Baker Jr. combines structural
ism with the concerns of African American literary 
theory. Barbara Christian. Black Women Novelists: 
The Development of a . Traditio... 1892-1976 
(1980); Barbara Smith, The Truth That Never 
Hurts: Writing on Race. Gentler. and Freedom 
(1988); Har.el W. Carby, R .. constructing Woma .. -
hood: Th" Emerg .... c" of the Afro-A ..... rica .. Woman 
Novelist (1987); and Oeborah E. McOowell. "TIut 
Changing Same", Blac" WOttien's Lite,..,tu .... Criti
cism. and Theory.(1995) variously mark the inter
sections between feminism and African American 

theory. Mlchele Wallace's Black. Poyular Cu~ ... 
(1992). edited by Glna Dent. combin"" Afri~M 
Am~rican theory with ct.ilt~ral .tudi;'~" tO~'I~l'er?i 
plary linking. ot African American tl;1eor'y With fem
inisin. psychdaHalysis; and 'rhetorlc~ ;.e.!' ;cf,Jdi. 
Tate. Domestic AI"'gori'es of Poiitical D..nr~·(l992) 
and Psychoanalysis and Black Novels: Desir .. and th .. 
Protocol. of Rac" ( 1998). and Barbara Johnson,·The 
Feminist Differ....,e: Literatti.... Psychoanalysis. 
Race. and Gender (1998)~ For texts of black'Britlsh 
cultural studies that Intersect with the cbncerns of 
African American .studies. ·see Paul OUroy. TIte 
Black Atla .. tic: Matlemity .and 0001"/ .. ·ConsCious\. 
...... (1993); Black British Cultural'Studles: A 
Reader (1996). edited by. Ho':'ston:A. ·Baker Jr:; 
Manthia Oiawara, and R';th H. Undeborg; ·and 
Kobena Mercer. W .. lc...,... to the} .. ng"': New Posi
tions i .. Black C .. lturaIStudie. (1994); iwhlch 
includes lesbian and gay studies, que<!or theory. psy\
choanalysis. and postcolontal studies. On the meetl 
ing points of African American literary· .theorY. 
femlni.m. and postmodern' cultural. studies,· 'see 
Mlchael Awkward, Negotiating'DijJerenc,,:l'RmJiI: 
Gender. and tl... Politics of Positlanality (1995). 
Phillp Brian Harper's.Are ·W. Not Men? M_Ii ... 
Anxiety and the Problem· of Africa .. Amerlca;';Itlmi. 
tity (1996) exprore. Issues of ql'ftr th~ory and gen. 
der studies within the context 'of AfrIcan American 
theory. Fema'" SU"jects In Black "nd """Ite" Racili 
Psychoanalysis, F"",I .. 1sm (1997), edlted'by,Eliza, 
beth Abel. Barbara Christian. and Helene·'Mbillen\ 
makes connections between'black and white femb 
nlsts via psychoanalysiS. 

:l\--: .. 'f 

A ...... ·A ..... rlc ... · Cr'.,.c ..... .. nd .. TJo"ory." :" 
The term ~A.ian·American,.. whlch:came.lnto .. use 
in the 1960s as ~n expression of solidarity land cul~ 
tural . nationalism, 'covers both, ,Asian .hiiinli!ranto 
and North America-born people ,of A.tan.de.c;eht\ 
A.ian American litetature~a broad and conteited 
category-'-encompasses writb;g* .by, Amerieans 
whose 'ancestry is Bangladeshi. Burmese; ·Cambo-· 
dlan;. Chinese, Filipino, Japanese. Koreall. Indlah. 
Indonesian, Laotian, Nepali. Pakistani, Sri Laitlcatl', . 
Thai, and Vietnamese. An Influential .theoretlc'al 
statement on A5ian·American literature Is the IntrO' 
ductlon to AillU ..... I· A ... Anthology' of Asian. 
Am"ric .... Writen (1974). edited by Frank Chln,e! 
al. The groundbreaking full-length critical.study of 
Asian· American . literature as a distinct academic 
field Is Elalne Kim's Asian America .. Uterature: A .. 
I .. troduction to the Writings and Their Soclal.Co .. ! 
texts '(1982), which .trellt~ Chinese, Japanel'!. 
Korean. and Filipino literatures. Influential feminist 
A5lan American' wOrks of theory and .critlci.m 
Include Trinh T. Mlnh-ha's Woman, Naeiv.!i Othert 
Writi"g. Po.tcolo .. lality and F ..... i .. irin· (1989)· and 
Amy Ling's Betweo!n Worlds: Women WriurSofCla/t 
...... Anc .. stry (1990). J 

Sau-Ung Cynthia Wong's R"ad'ng Asiim Ameri· 
can .' Literatur", From N .. cessity· to ~ExtraVagla...,.. 

(1993) can be tised as a sophisticated theoretli:al 
Introduction to current issues and problems In th~ 
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study of Asian American literatures. Also u.eful as 
an introduction to theoretical i.sues is Jeffery Paul 
Chan et al .• "An Introduction to Chinese-American 
and }opanese·American Literatures," in Three 
A ..... rican Literatures: Essays in Chicano. Native 
Am .. rican, and Asian-A ... erican Lit .. ratureforTeach
e", of American Literat .. re (1982). edited by Hous
ton A. Baker Jr. For an excellent .ulVey of the field, 
s~e King-Kok Cheung, "Re-viewing Asian American 
Literary Studie .... in her edited compendium. An 
Interethnlc Companion to Asian American Litera
ture (1997). 

Prominent co]]ections of Asian American theory 
and criticism include Reading the Literatures of 
Asian America (1992), edited by Shlrley Geok-Lln 
Um and Amy Ling; Asian Americans: Collages of 
Identltie. (1992). edited by Lee C. Lee; and Ideas of 
Home: Literat ...... of Asian Migration (1997), edited 
by Ceoffrey Kaln. For feminist anthologies, see This 
Bridge CalLod My Back: Writing. lry Radical Women 
ofColor (1981), edited by Cherrfe Moraga and Glo
ria Anzaldua, which Includes essays by Mltsuye 
Yamada and Nellle Wong; Making Waves: An 
Anthololl)! of Writing lry and abo .. t Asian American 
Women (1989) plus Making More Waves: New 
Writing lry Asia .. American Women (1997), both 
edited by Asian Women United of California; and 
Other Sisterhoods: Literary Theory and U.S. Women 
of Color (1998), edited by Sandra Kumamoto Stan
ley. 

For bibliographies of theory and criticism, see 
King-Kok Cheung and Stan Yogi's Asian America .. 
Literatu .... : An Annotated Bibliography (1988). as 
well as the more recent SUlVey by Cheung In her 
edited Interethnic Companion. 

On cultural studies and Asian American theory, 
see the essays In Rey Chow's Writing Diaspora: Tac
';cs of Inte",.. .. tIo .. I .. Contemporary Cultural Stud
ies (1993). Klng-Kok Cheung'. Articulate Silences: 
,His..".. Yamamolo, MAXine Hong Kingston, andJO)' 
Kogawa (1993) combines Asian American criticism 
with insights from poststructuralism and feminism. 
For a highly esteemed syntheSis of Asian American 
theory with Marxism, feminism, cultural studies, 
poststructuralism, and p05tcolonial theory. see Lisa 
Lowe's Immigrant Acts: On Asian American Cul
,ural Politics (1996), which provides useful frame
works for studying Asian American culture 
UtransnBtionally." The various essays in Q &> A: 
Queer in Asian America (1998), edited by David L. 
Eng and Allce Y. Hom, explore the interconnections 
between Asian American theory and gay, lesbian, 
and queer theory. 

Chic .... o I Chic .... a Studies 
Focused on the literature, history, and culture of 
Mexican Americans, 14Chicano/Chicana" studies is 
a part of "Hispanic American" studies, which con
centrates more broadly on the study of all Spanish
speaking people. who were born in, or have immi
grated to, the United States, including particularly 
Latinos I Latinas, Cubanos/Cubanas. and Puerto
rriqueftos/Puertorrfqueftas. During the specifically 

Chlcano movement of the I 960s, Amj!rico 
Paredes'. seminal study "With His Pistol in His 
Hand": A Border Ballad and Its Hero (1958) 
emerged as a major critical reference, providing a 
model of Chlcano cultural analysl •. An early Influ
ential theoretical reflection on literary and histori
cal methods is Joseph Sommers'. "From the Critical 
Premise to the Product: Critical Modes and Their 
Applications to a Chfcano Literary Tellt" (1977). 
Sommers. along with Tom's Ybarra-Frausto, edited 
a significant group of essays focusing on theory and 
applied analysis, Modern Chicano Writers: A Col
Loction of Critical Essays (1979). Cherrfe Moraga's 
Loving I .. the War Yea",: Lo q ........ nea pas6 par s ... 
lablo. (1983); Beyond Stereo".,....: The Critical 
Anal)lSis of Chlcana Literature (1985), edited by 
Marla Herrera-Sobek; and Clorla Anzaldua's 
Borderlands Il:a Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987) 
are three landmark tens of Chicana feminist theory. 
Highly influential are two works by Josj! Davld Sal
dfvat, DiaLoctics ofo..r A ..... rica: C .. nealoll)!, Culture 
Critique, and Literary History (1991) and Border 
Matte"" Re_pplng American Cubural Studies 
(1998), both of which· unite a Memst
poststructurallst strain of Chlcano I Chlcana studies 
with Issues In cultural studies. 

For an overview of Chlcano and Hispanic studies 
as a whole, Including literary,· histOrical, and cul
tural matters as well as ·research opportunities, see 
the essays In the first volume of R .. covering the U.S. 
Hispanic Literary Heritag .. (1993), edited by Ram6n 
Cutij!rrez ·and Cenaro Padilla, as well as those In 
the· second _Iume, with the same title (1996). 
edited by Erlinda Gonzales-Berry and· Chuck 
Tatllm. Useful as advanced introductions and sur
veys are Three American 'Literatures: Essays in 
Chicano, N .. tive A"",rican, and Asian-American Lit
eratu,... for T .... ch.rs of American Llt.rature (1982). 
edited by Houston A. Baker Jr; Rea...Jinlng American 
Literary History (1990), edited by A. LlVonne 
Brown Ruoff and Jerry W. Ward Jr.; and Chlcano 
C .. ltural R~ ... tatlons: Reframlng Critical Dis
courses, a special Issue of Cultural Studies 4 (1990). 
edited by Angie Chabrain and Rosa Linda"l't~goso. 

For early collections of contemporary Chicano 
criticism, see the Chlcano pieces In Minorll)l Lan
guage and Literatu",,: Retrospectl" .. and Penrpective 
(t 977), edited bY Dellter Fisher; New Directions in 
Chlcano Scholarship . (1978), edited by Rlcardo 
Romo and Raymund Paredes; and The Identifica
tion and Anal)lSis of 'Chicano Literature (t 979), 
edited by Francisco Jlmi!nez. Important !"ollectlons 
of feminist essays Include The Bridge Called My 
Back: Writings lry Radical Women of Color (1981 ). 
edited by Cherrle Moraga and Glorla Anzaldua. 
which contains essays by Norma A1arc6n, Moraga, 
and Anzaldua, among others; Chicana Voices: I .. ter
sections of Class, Race, and Cender (1986), edited 
by Teresa C6rdova et al.; Living Chlcana Theory 
(1998), edited by Carla TruJillo; and the various 
essays In Other Sisterhoods: Literary Theory and U.S. 
Women of Color (1998), edited by Sandra KumB
molo Stonley. Two useful later collections of Chl-
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cano criticism and theory Bre Retrospace: Collected 
Essays on Chicano Literature (1990), edited by Juan 
Bruce-Novoa, and the Influential Criticism in tl.e 
Borderland.: Studies In Chlcano Literature, Culture, 
and Ideology (1991), edited by Hl!ctor Calder6n and 
Jos~ David Saldrvar. 

For bibliographies of theoretical and critical texts, 
see Ernestino N. Eger, A Bibliography of Criticism 
of Contemporary Chicano Literature (1982); Ro
berto G. Trujillo, Literature Chicana: Creative and 
Critical Writings through 1984 (I985); Teresa 
McKenna. "Chicano Literature," in Redefining 
American Literary History (1990); and espeCially the 
Influential texts of 1991 and 1998 by Saldrvar cited 
at the end of the first paragraph of this section and 
Calder6n and Saldfvar's collection, Criticism in the 
Borderlands. 

On Chicano criticism In relationship to Marxism 
and poststructuralism, see Ram6n Saldrvar's of ten
cited Chicano Narrative: TI,., Dialectics of Differ
ence (1990). Josl! E. Lim6n's Mexican Ballads, 
Chicano Poems: History and Influence in Mt!xican~ 
American Social Poetics (1992) links the concerns 
of Chicano IChicana studies with those of New His
toricism. Essays by various writers on queer theory 
and Chicano I Chicana studies can be found In 
Entiendes? Queer Readings, Hispanic Writings 
(1995), edited by Emilie L. Bergmann and Paul Ju
Iian Smith. Alfred Arteaga's Chicano Poetics: 
Heterate",s and Hybridities (1997) examines Inter
sections of literary Bnd social forces from the com
bined perspectives of gender, race, postmodern, and 
postcolonlal studies. The intersections among cul
tural studies, feminism, and Chicano/Chicana 
studies are explored in A1viana E. Quintana's Home 
Girls: Chicana Literary Voices (1996), as well as In 
Chicanalo Latlnalo Cultural Studies: Transnational 
and Transdisclplinary Movement;, a special issue of 
Cultural Studies 13 (1999), edited by Angie Cha
bram Dernersesian. 

Cultural Studies 
Most contemporary cultural studies has its roots 
both In British cultural studies developed during the 
1960. and 1970s and in French structuralism and 
poststructuralism of the same decades. The found
ing texts of the British line are Richard Hoggart, The 
Uses of Literacy (1957); Raymond Wllliams, Culture 
and Society, 1780-1950 (1958), which is a history 
of British cultural criticism from Edmund Burke to 
George Orwell; and E. P. Thompson, The Making 
of the Engli.h Working Class (1963). Also important 
is the University of Birmingham's famous Centre for 
Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS), a ground
breaking research Institute founded by Hoggart in 
1963 and administered by Stuart Hall during the 
1970s that generated such pioneering works as Dick 
Hebdlge, Subculture: TI.e Meaning of Style (1979); 
Stuart Hall et aI., Culture, Media, Language: Work
ing Papers in Cultural Studies, 1972-1979 (1980); 
Paul Gilroy, TI.ere Ain't No Black in the UnionJaclt 
(J 987); and the belated but landmark manifesto by 
Richard Johnson, 'What Is Cultural Studies Any-

way?" Social Text 16 (1986-87). Key French con
tributions Include Roland Barthes, Mythologies 
(1957; trans. 1972); Louis Althusser, For Marx 
(1965; trans. 1969); Mlchel Foucault, DiSCipline 
and Punish (1975; tran •. 1977) and The History of 
Sexuality, vol. I (1976; trans. 1978); Pierre Bour
dleu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment 
of Ta.te (1979; trans. 1984); Jean Baudrillard, Slm
ulations (1983); and Michel de Certeau, The Prac
tice of Everyday Life (1980; trans. 1984). Much of 
contemporary cultural studies, especially the British 
line, is an offshoot of modern Western Marxist the
ory, which provides many of Its founding sources, 
including especially the work of Antonio Gramscl In 
his Prison Notebooks (written 1929-35; selections 
trans. 1971) and the various studies of the Frank
furt School, particularly Max Horkhelmer and 
Theodor W. Adorno'. Dialectic of Enlightenment 
(1944; trans. 1972). (On Marxist theory and criti
cism, see below.) Cultural studies In Australia 
extends the British and French lines In pioneering 
and productive directions, evident in the sampler 
Australian Cultural Studies: A Reader (1993), edited 
by John Frow and Meaghan Morrl •. For a collection 
of texts of U.S. cultural studie., see American Cu.l· 
tural Studies: A Reader (2000), edited by John Hart
ley and Roberta E. Pearson. 

Graeme Turner's British Cultural Studies: An 
Introduction (2d ed., 1996) provides a succinct yet 
comprehensive introduction to contemporary Brit
ish cultural studies, including a .hort history of Its 
development and discussions of its central areas of 
Inquiry. Other wide-ranging Introductory treat
ments Include Patrlck Brantllnger, Crusoe's Foot
prints: Cultural Studies in Britain and America 
(1990); Antony Easthope, Literary into Cultural 
·Stud/e. (1991); Fred Inglls, Cultural Studies 
(1993); Jere Paul Surber, Culture and Critique: An 
Intraduction to the Crie/cal Discourses of Cultural 
Studie. (1998); and Patrlck Fuery and Nick Mans
field, Cultural Studies and Critic .. l Theory (2d ed., 
2000). Martin Barker and Anne Beezer'. Reading 
into Cultural Studies (1992) offers a critical over
view of the most Influential texts In the tradition of 
cultural studies, and Steven Best and Douglas Kell
ner's Postmodern Theory: A Critical Interrogation 
(1991) asse.ses the contributions of the leading 
French poststructuralist cultural theorists. "Forum: 
Thirty-Two Letters on the Relation between Cul
tural Studies and the Literary," published in the 
journal PMLA 112.2 (1997), offers a substantial 
sampltng of North American literature professors' 
views of how cultural studies relates to literary stud
ies. For detailed histories on the development of 
British cultural studies, see loan Davle., Cultural 
Studies and Beyond: Fragments of Empire (1995); 
Dennis Dworkin, Cultural Marxism in Postwar Brit
ain: History, the New Left, and the Origins of Cul
tural Studies (1997); and Tom Steele, The 
Emergence of Cultural Studies, 1945-1965: Cul
tural Politics, Adult Education, and the English 
Question (1997). 

Important Bnthologle. representing the wide-
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rBnging concerns and meth()ds of cultural studies 
include the pioneering C .. lt ..... ,. Ideology. and Sodal 
"meas .• : A Reader (J 98 1\. edited by Tony Bennett 
et a!.; C .. ltuml Studies (1992'" edited by Lawrence 
Gmssberg. Cary Nelson. and Paul .. A. Treichler; 
E',glish Studies/Cultural Sh,die!.: lustit&ltio."diz.ing 
Di .• sent (1994). edited by Isaiah Smithson and 
Nancy Ruff, which explores the intersection of cul
lural studies with rhetoric and cOlnposition; Disci· 
"/i",,,i.ty and Dissent in C .. lt.m,1 Studies (1996), 
eclited by Cary Nelson and Dilip Gaonkar, which 
tl"~u:."ks the various receptions of cultural studies by 
academic disciplines; and TI.e Cult .. ral Studies 
Rc,,,dar (2d ed., 1999), edited by Simon During. 
Two anthologies focusing on altt-m!'ts to define cul
t"",,1 studies are Wl.at Is Cultur..,1 Studies? A Reader 
(1996), edited by John Storey, and St .. d),ing Cul
ture: Atl I1Ifroductory Read .. ,· '.2d ed .. 1997), edited 
by Ann Gray and Jim McGuig,m. On cultural stud
it'!'> and race in Britain, see BlaeT! Britisl1 CI4lt. ... ral 
St .. e/ies: A Reader (1996), edited by Houston A. 
B"ker Jr., Manthia Diawara, and Ruth H. Unde.
horg. Among the many early inAu .. ntial CCCS case
books worth serious consideration are Resistance 
Through Rituals: Yo"th S"b-C"lt"res in Post-War 
Britai ... (1976), Policing tl ... Cd.,i .. : Mugging, tl.e 
St .. te, and LRw R.ad Order (1978), "'o".e •• Take 
hsue (1978), and TIte Emp;,-e S,,~k .. s BRck: RAce 
<H.d Racism iN 70s Britain (1982). 

Bibliographies of limited scope are available in 
the anthologies by During and by Gray and Mc
Guigan mentioned in the preceding paragraph. For 
a more comprehensive bibliography, see Storey's 
anthology. In Keywords: A \'ocablllnry of Culture 
""d Society (rev. ed., 1983). Raymond \ViIIlams pro
vides an influentia1 dictionary. 

Cultural studies has served as an inclusive meet· 
ing ground for many kinds of critical projects. On 
!;pccifically Marxist approaches tn cultural studies, 
~('e R&tymond WilJiams's J\1a,:-.:;!'ttr and Literature 
(1977) and especially the essays by various hands 
in MArxism mad ,I.e In,.erpretnrion ~fCull .. re (1988), 
edited by Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg. 
For pioneering postcolonial work in cultural stud
ies, see Edward W. Said's Odf'nta1isU'I (1978), as 
well as Gayatri Chakra\'ort)" Sl'i\'ak's influential 
!,ostcolonial feminist work in I .. Oll,cr ~Vorlds: 

.F.\stJ.l'S in Cultural Politics (1987). ,,"'riting Culture: 
TI,e Poetic. and Politics CIf Et/molll"R"l.y (J 986), 
edited by James Clifford and GeOl'ge Marcus. devel
OP!; connections betwel·n culturR:1 studies and 
Hnthropology, follOWing the tn.1I hlazed by Clifford 
Geertz in TI.e Interpretalion of Clllt"'-.,,, Selected 
bsa,.. (1973). On cultural studies and feminism, 
se" especially Meaghan Morris, TI.e PirAte's Fian
cee': Feminism, ReaJinll. Postfllodt.!rn;sm (1988); 
Janic£" Radway, Rend;nR the Roma"cc: "'01tfen .. 
Pllt'·;f..lrcJr.y. tlnd Po,,,ular L.;teratuI'e (1991): and 
An ne Balsamo's synoptic uFelllinism and Cultural 
Studies," Jou",al of the Micl .... est ML:\ 24.1 (1991 l. 
FClninist cultural studies fot"using on film in rela~ 
tionship to psychoanalysis-an area of intense 
study-include Laura Mulw}'. \'isu,d ".u/ Oll.er 

Pleasure. (1989); Kaja SlIverman, The Acoustic Mir
ror: TI.e Fe ... ale Voice In Psychoanalysis and Ci"emn 
(1988); and Mary Ann Doane, Femmes Fatnles: 
Feminism, Film TI,eory, Psychoanalysis (1991). 
More general studies of media, including film and 
television, are found In Logics of Television: Essays 
in Cultural Criticism (1990), edited by Patricia 
Mellencaml'. and Technocultur .. (1991), edited by 
Con.tance Penley and Andrew Ro.s. On cultural 
studies approaches to contemporary popular cul
ture, see Andrew Ross, No Respect: Intellectuals Ancl 
Populnr Culture (1989); RsthlnltlNS Populnr Cul
t"re; Conte,t.porary Perspectives in. C'Ultural Studies 
(1991), edited by Chandra Mukerji and Michael 
Schudson; and Lawrence Grossberg, Da,.ci"R in 
Spite of M)se/f: Essays In Popular Culture (J 997). 
For cultural studies and science studies, look to the 
essays ofDonna Haraway, notably those in her Sim
ialls, Cyborgs, at .. d Women: The Re;'l1Jt?ntiotJ of 
NAture (1991), In The Blaclt Adantic: Modernity 
and Double Consciousness (1993), Paul Gilroy links 
cultural studies with Afrocentric concerns broadly 
construed . .lames J. Sosnoski, Modern Slteletons ;,. 
Postmodern Closets: A Cul""al Studies AlternAtive 
(J 995), de\'elops a view of literary theory inspired 
by cultural studies. For cultural studies in relation
ship to feminism, lesbian criticism, and black fem
inist criticism, see the sizable collection of essays in 
Femi.dst Cult .. ral Stuales (2 vols., 1995), edited by 
Terry Lovell. 

Deco"S'TucttOt. a"d PoststrNctura'is'lf' 
Deconstruction and poststructuralism both 
emerged in the 1960s and 1970s as critiques of phe
nomenology and structuralism. Though the terms 
MCo"st1UCf;on, po.ststructurnlism, and sOlnetilnes 
postmode," theory are often used interchangeably, 
they are not synonymous. Whereas deconstruction 
is a philosophical school Initiated by Jacques Der
rida, poststructuralism is a broad movement' that 
concerns itself with all of the arts and human sci
ences, embracing a wide variety of critical projects. 
If deconstruction can be said to have 8 c1ea~gin
ning. it is perhaps best marked by the penultimate 
essay of Derrlda's Wrillng and Difference (1968; 
trans. 1978), "Structure, Sign. and Play in the Dis
course of the Human Sciences," which was origi~ 
nally presented as a paper at a celebrated 1966 
Johns HopkJns Universjty conference on structur~ 
alism_ But more important from the perspective of 
literary theory and criticism are two other works by 
Derrida: Of Grammatology (1967; trans. 1976). 
which mounts a wide-ranging critique of structur
alism and offers an extended analysis of Jcan
Jacques Rousseau, and Dissemination (1972: trans. 
1981), which prOvides exemplary textual analyses of 
Plato, Sto!phane Mallarmo!, and Philippe Sollers. 
The early development of deconstruction in the 
United States occurred in the influential works of 
the Yale School, notably Harold Bloom, TheA11xiet)' 
of Influence (1973); Paul de Man, AlIegm'; .. s of 
Reading: Figural. Lans"age in Ro, .. seall, Nietz,.c/.e, 
Ri/ke, and Pro"st (1979); Geoffrey Hartman. Cri,-
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Ici .... In tM Wlu.. ........ (1980); Barbara Johnson, 
n.. CrltIc .. 1 DI/fere~e (1980); numerous articles of 
the 1970s byJ.HiIIi. Miller, some nwfsedln Fiction 
.. fill Repstition: seVen E.."llsh Novels. (1982); and 
Shoshana Felman, WrltI.." .. fill Mune .. : LI",,...t .. re, 
Philosophy, Psyclwa .... lysIs (1985). The.most Influ· 
entlal texts of the groundbreaking phase of French 
poststructuralism, which often focuses on Marxism 
and psychoanalysis, Include Loul. Althusser, For 
Ma", (1966; trans. 1969); Jacques Lac"n, ·£crlts 
(1966; trans. 1977); and Gtlles Deleuze and Ft!11x 
Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Caflltallsm .. fill Schizophre
nia (1972; trans. 1977). For ~emplary early po.t
structuralist accounts of literature, see Roland 
Barthes; S/Z (1970; trans. 1974), and Julta Krls
teva, R.....,I .. tio .. I .. · Poetic .La~ (1974;· trans. 
1984). Beyond this early phase emerges an Influ
ential line. of poststructurallst feminism that 
Indude. Luce Irlgaray, Spec .. I..... of tM Other 
Woman (1974; trans. 1985), and Ht!I~ne Clxous 
and 'Catherlne Clt!ment,· n.. Newly Born Woman 
(1975; trans. 1986). Finally, one highly· Influential 
strand of French poststructuraUsm foregrOunds cul
tural critique; see Jean Baudrillard; TIur Mirror of 
Production (1973; trans. 1975); Mlchel Foucault, 
Discipline a..J P .... ish (1975; trans. 1977); and 
Jean-Fran~ols Lyotard"n.. Postmotlern Ca..Jitl,,,., 
A Report on Knuw!.Jge (1979; trans. 1984) . 

. For an acces.lble Introduction to deconstructlon, 
see Chrlstopher Norrls, Deconstruction: TJurory and 
Practice (1982). For more sophisticated Introduc
tions, see Jonathan Culler, On Deconstructlon: TIur
Dry a..J Critic ....... fter Structur .. l ..... (1982), and 
Vincent B. Leitch, DeconstnlCtWe Critic ..... : An 
Adva~etl Introd .. ction (1983), Steven Best and 
Douglas Kellner's lucid Postmotlern TJurory: Critical 
Interrog .. tlons (1991) offers a critical Introduction 
to the leading po.tstructurallst theorists, as does 
John Sturrock'. earlier Struct ...... IUtIo .. nd Sine .. , 
From LIv/-St,... .... 10 Derritla (1979); A useful gen
eral Introduction to poststructurallsm Is 'Madan 
Sarup's Introductory GMId. to Po,tlltructM,.,dlsm .. nd 
PtllttltoMrnlsm (2d ed.. 1993). Torll Mol'. cele
brated ScmudlT~1 Politics (1985) crltlc.lly 
comp.rel .nd contra.tl French femlnllt pOltltruc
tur.lllm with Anglo-Amerlc.n humill'llltlc femlnllt 
criticism. providing an Introductory overview In the 
process. For a historical account of events specifi
cally In England. .ee Anthony· Ea.thope. British 
Post-Strucl"' ... I ..... Since 1968 (1988). Eve Tavor 
Bannet's Struct ..... I ..... .... d ·tM Logic of DIss .... t 
(1988) places French poststructurali.m within the 
historical Rnd social context. of the 1960 •• while 
Patrlck Ffrench'. TI ... e of Tlurory: A HIslory of "Tel 
Q .... I" (1960--1983) (1995) offers an extensive hl.
tory of French poststructurall.m focu.lng on mem
bers of the Tel Q .. el group' and their' Influential 
Journal. which early on published the work of Krfs
teve. Barthes. and Derrlda, among many others. See 
also Peter Starr's Logics of.F .. IW R.....,lt: Fre~h 
n..ory .. ft<!r May '68 (1995) for a dlscus.lon of 
major figure •. Art Berman's From tM New Critic ..... 
to Deconstruction: TIur Reception of Structur .. l ..... 

rind Post-Struct .. ,...11sm (1988) presents a hl.torlcal 
overview of the U.S. reception of French poststi-uc" 
turallsm, chronicling the critical Interactions 
between . po.tstructurallsm and· American' literary 
criticl.m. . . , . 

An Important. early collection from the ·Yale 
School I. Harold ·Bloom et al.'i Deconstruction .ma 
Criticism (1979). which gathers essays by ,acque. 
Derrlda and the fOur leading first-generation Amer
Ican members, Bloom. de Man. Hartman, and MIl, 
ler. See alIa A Rec .... t l ..... gi .. l .. g: Intetvlews wllIo 
H .. rold BIoo.... G .. offrey H .. rt ..... n; J. -Rill/s MII!'r. 
P .... I de M .... (1986). edited by'Robert M,oynlhan. 
Deconstruction: A Reader (2000). edited by Martin 
McQulllan. offers ,a collection of essentlal·es.ays 
representing the range and depth of deconstructlon, 
Including nine ·pleces by Jacqiies Derrlu; For'lIen
eral anthologies of. POlt.tructuralist work, see T...," 
_I St ... teglss: PenpectlveS In po.t·StnlCtu ... list 
Critic ..... (1979); edited by JOlU!! Harari; U .. tying 
tM. T exf: A Post-Struct ..... 11st Reader (1 981), edited 
by Robert Young; and On Signs (1985). edited by 
Marshall Blonsky. John P. Muller and Willtam J. 
Rlchardson's casebook. TIur P .. rloined Poe: Lacan. 
Derritla • .. nd PsyclwatitJlytlc R .... dlng (1988). ,col
lect. celebrated e •• ays by Lacdn. Derrlda. and·Bar
bara Johnson on reading Edga.' Allan Poe. ···For 
readers on' Derrlda. see A DemJ. .R""'""': 'B .. tween 
IJ.e BllfIIls (1991). edited by Peggy Kamuf;·oActs·of 
Li", ... wre (1992). edited by Derrick A,ttrlclge\ilnd 
TJas Derritla,Reatlet-: ,WrltI.." Performance. (1998), 
edited by Jullan Wolfreys. lntroductory reader; on 
Individual POltstructurallsts Include· A Bart"'" 
Reader (1982). edited by Susan 'Sontag; ·TIur P'".;, 
c .... lt Reader (1984). edited by Paul Rablnow; n.. 
Kristeva Reader (1986). edited 'by TorU Mol; Jean 
Bautlrlllartl: Se!.c"," Writings (:1'988). edlted:by 
Mark Po.ter; TIur HfllAna Cixo ... R .... der (1994). 
edited by SUlan Sellers; and n... Po_hie Krlsteva 
(1997);. edited by Keny Ollver:. "noe 7 .. 1 :Q .... I .. 
Reader (1998). edited by Patrlck Ffrench ".nd 
Roland-Fran~ol. Lack, pre.ents wlde-r.npng POlt
structuralist •••• ys from varlOUI membera of the r.1 
Quel arolipt 

For early aeneral blblioar • .,hlel of pOltltructUr
all,m, lee ttie H.rarl .nthology noted lrl the pre
ceding par.graph and' Joan M.· MlIIet'. F.......,It 
SIruc"" ... IIsm: A Multldlsclpll .... ry ,'Blbllogmphy 
will. ... ClucTdIst of So .. rces'· for LouIsAllliusser, 
Roland B .. rt""', Jacq ..... Derritla; MicMI Fducau1t, 
Luclen Gold ..... nn, J .. cq ..... Lactin •. and .... U".u.", of 
Worlts on Clautle LIv/-SI ....... (1981). 

The developments of, deconstructlon and post
structuralism Involve a very large number of· off
shoots and hybrids; some of the more Influential 
and Interesting of which are mentioned here. 
Roland Barthe.·s PJ.asure oftM T...,t (1973; trans. 
1975) offers a poststrueturalt.t approach to reader
response theory; while Mlchel Foucault'sHlstorytJf 
S...,....lity, (va!. 1. 1976; trans. 1978) provides an 
early· pioneering poststructuraUst eXploration of 
sexuality and gender. Edward W. Said'. landmark 
Oriental..... (1978) Join', poststructurallsm ,to 
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postcolonlal theory, and Fredrlc Jameson's PolI,;.,,,1 
Unconscious: N .. rr.dive as a Socially S"...bolic Act 
(1981) expounds a Marxlan theory of interpretation 
significantly Informed by poststructurallst Inslghts. 
On the intersection of poststructuralist psycho
analysis and feminism, see the essays by many 
hands collected In Shoshana Felman's Literature 
"nd PsycJuHu.u.Iysis-The Q ..... tion of Reading: Oth
erwise (1982); Jane Gallop's Thinldttg through the 
Body (1988) also articulates connections between 
poststructuralism and feminism, prodUcing an 
especially Influential hybrid. John D. Caputo's Rad
ical Hemsen_tics: Repetition, Deconst,udion, and 
the Hemseneutic Project (1987) innovatlvely recasts 
phenomenologtcal hermeneutlcs in a deconstrue
live mode. Gayalri Chakravorty Spivak's '" Oth .... 
Worlds: Essays in Cult .. ",1 Politics (1987) mixes 
deconslructlon tosether with Marxism, feminism, 
and postcolonlal theory. In The Signifying Monkey: 
A Theory of African-American Lite",ry Criticism 
(1988), Henry Louis Gates Jr. famously combines 
African-American literary studies with Yale-style 
deconstructlon. On the institutional and discipli
nary Implications of deconstructlon In relationship 
to postmodern theory, see Jeft'rey T. Nealon, Dou
ble Reading: Postmode .... ism after Deconstruction 
(1993). For the intersections of deconstruction and 
pragmatism, see the essays collected in Chantal 
Mouft'e's Decmutruction and Pragmatism (1996). 
Judlth Butler's landmark Gender Tro .. ble: Feminism 
and the S .. """rslon of Identity (1990) develops new 
connections among French poststructuralism, fem· 
inlsm, and queer theory; In The Psychic Lifo of 
Power: Theories in S .. bj"ction (1997), she 
negotiates the vexing problem of subject fOi1nation 
in Nletzsche, Foucault, Althusser, and Freud. 
Inside/Out: Lesbian Theories/Gay Theories (1991), 

. edited by Dlana Fuss, oft'ers a wide range of post
structuralist perspectives on sexuality, gender, and 
queer theory. For especially sophisticated applica
tions of poststructuralist procedures to more recent 
postcolonlal theory, see Homl K. Bhabha, TM LOCA
tion ofC"" .. r,, (1994). Dlane Elam'. F.".,ini.m And 
D"conotrMcflon: Ms. ,.,. Ah"...e (1994) memorably 

. highlight. the Intersections of Derrldean philosophy 
and feminist theories, while Chrls Weedon's Fe1fd
nist Pracflce and Poststruct .. ralist Theory (2d ed., 
1996) discusses links among feminism, poststruc
turalism, and cultural studies. 

Femi .. ist Criticism .... d Theory 
For a collection of early modern feminist theory and 
criticism, see Women Critic., 1660-1820: A .. 
Anthology (1995), edited by the Folger Collective on 
Early Women Critics. The beginnings of modern 
feminist theory are variously marked by such Impor
tant texts as VIrginia Woolf, A Room of One', Own 
(I 929); Slmone de Besuvoir, Th" Second 5"" 
(1949; trans. 1953); Betty Friedan, TM Femini .. e 
Mystique (1963); and Kate MilIett, 5""",,1 Politic. 
(1969). Slightly later groundbreaking texts of aca
demic American feminist literary criticism include 
Ellen Moers, Literary Women (J 976); Elslne Sho-

waiter, A Lilerat ...... of ·TMir Own: British Womsn 
Novelistsfrom BronUl to L"'sing (1977); Judith Fet
terley, Th" ReSlsUttg Reader: A Feminist Approach 
to American Fiction (1978); LiIIlan Roblnson, Sex, 
Class, and CUltu ... (1978); and Sandra M. Gilbert 
and Susan Guba.; The Madwoman in the Attic: The 
Woman Writer And th. Ni ... te .... th-Cent .. ry Literary 
Imagituition (1979). Important works In the British 
tradition from this period Include Juliet Mltchell. 
Psychotulalysis And Ftimi.d.m: Freud, Reich, Laing, 
and Women (1974); Mary Jacobus, Wom .... Writing 
and Writing .. bo .. t Women (1979); and Mlch~le 
Barrett, Women's Oppression Today: Problmns In 
Marxist Feminist A_lysis (1980). Influential short 
pieces of contemporary French feminist theory 
from the 1970. appear In the dassic New French 
Feminism: An Anthology (1980), edited by Elalne 
Marks and Isabelle de Courtlvron, and Important 
full-length contemporaneous works Include Luce 
Irlgaray's s"..c .. I ..... of the Other Woman (1974; 
tran •. J 9R5) and Hj!I~ne Clxous and Catherlne CM
ment's Newly Born Woman (1975; trans. 1986). For 
many Indispensable feminist 'contributlons from 
women of color and lesbian authors, see the sec
tions on African American Criticism and Theory, 
Asian American Criticism and Theory, Chlcano/ 
Chlcana Studies, Gay and Lesbian Criticism and 
Queer Theory, Native American Studies, and Post
colonial Criticism and Theory. 

For accessible Introductions to feminist criticism 
and theory, see· K. K.· Ruthven, F ..... i .. ist Llte .... ry 
Studies! An Introducflon (1984); Ma1dng a Diffor
ence: Fe;,tinist Literary Criticism (I985), edited by 
Gayle Greene and Coppj!lia Kahn; and Mary Evans, 
Introducing Contemporary Feminist Thought 
(I 997).' A more advanced introduction Is Chrl. 
Weedon's Feminist Pracflce and Po.tstructurali.t 
Theory (2d ed., 1996). Toril Mol's Sexual/Textual 
Politics: Feminist Literary Theory (1985) and Jane 
Gallop's Aro .. nd 1981: ACAdemic F ..... lnist LIterary 
Theory (1992) offer Informative accounts of the 
early stages of l'oJ\temporary femlnl.t theory's 
development, while Imelda Whelehan'. Mod ..... 
F .... , ..... nso...ltti From tIN SecONd wavI"fd'''Po.t 
F_mfstfl" (J 995) iUrveyI later trends. SUBsn 
Gubar'. CriticAl Condition: F_I"ism at the Tu .... 
of the C .... e..ry (200) casts a akeptlcal and critical 
eye on recent developn"jnt. In feminist theory, 
fOCUSing In particular on the latter's relationship to 
African American, postcolonlal, and po.tstructur
allst theory. 

A widely used comprehensive anthology of femi
nist literary criticism and theory is F" ... inisms: An 
Anthology of Literary·Theo." and Criticis ... (2d ed., 
1997), edited by Robyn R. Warhol and Diane Price 
Hetndl. Wide-ranging retrospective collections 
tracing the history and development of contempo
rary feminist theory Include New Fernini.t Critici .... 
(1985), edited by Elalne Shownlter; ChAnging S .. b
jects: The Maleing of Feminist Lit"",ry Criticism 
(1993), edited by Gayle Green and Coppj!lia Kahn; 
Bnd The Second Wave, A Reader in Fendnlst Theory 
(1997), edited by Linda Nlcholson, which gather. 
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major feminist essays covering a forty-year period. 
On the various waves of feminism, see Generations: 
Academic Feminists in Dialog .... (1998). edited by 
Devoney Looser and E. Ann Kap1an. The reader 
Conflicts in Fenlinism (1990). edited by Marlanne 
Hirsch and Evelyn Fox Keller. offers a clear sense 
of contemporary debates within feminist theory; 
similar readers Include Destabilizing Theories: Con
temporary Feminist Debates (1992). edited by Mi
ch~le Barrett and Anne Philllps; Feminist Literary 
Criticism (2d ed .• 1995). edited by Mary Eagleton; 
and The Feminist Reader: Essays i .. Gender a .. d the 
Politics of Literary Criticism (2d ed .• 1998). edited 
by Catherine Belsey and Jane Moore. For a provoc
ative dialogue on these debates. see the essays by 
Judith Butler. Drucilla Cornell. and others in Fem
inist Content/a ... : A Philosophical Exchange (1995). 
edited by Seyla Benhabib et a!. Essays foreground
ing issues of race and gender can be found In Thl. 
Bridge Called My B"c/e: Writing. by R"dical Wome .. 
of Calor (1981). edited by Cherr!e Moraga and 
Gloria Anzaldua; Making Face. Making Soul
HAcienda Car,,!: Creative and C,;tical Perspectiws 
Iry Femini.ts of Color (1990). edited by Gloria 
Anzaldua; Reading Black. Reading Femini.t (1990). 
edited by Henry Louis Gates Jr.; Other Sisterhood., 
Literary Theory and U.S. Wo ... en of Color (1998). 
edited by Sandra Kumamoto Stanley; and The Black 
Feminist Reader (2000). edited by Joy James and 
T. Denean Sharpley-Whltlng. Important collections 
focusing on the relationship between feminist the
ory and politics are Coming to Temas: Feminism, 
Theory. Politic. (1989). edited by Elizabeth Weed. 
and Feminists Theorize the Political (1992). edited 
by Judith Butler and Joan W. Scott. Explorations of 
the futures of feminist theory are collected in NtnN 
Feminist Discourses: Esslil)'s in Literature, Criticism. 
and Theory (1992). edited by [sobel Armstrong. and 
Listening to Silf!ncBs: Nt!!W ESSAYS in Feminist Criti
cism (1994). edited by Elaine Hedges and Shelley 
Fisher Fishkin. Scattered HeRe",onie., Po.tmodern
ist and Tmnsnational Feminist Practice. (1994). 
edited by [nderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan. 
addresses global concerns of feminism. On femi
nism. environmentalism, and literary analysis, see 
Ecofeminist Literary Criticism: nlf,ory. Interpr","
tion. Peda/lo/lY (1998). edited by Greta Gaard and 
Patrlck D. Murphy. French Feminism Reader 
(:lOOO). edited by Kelly Ollver. collects selection. 
from the French feminist theory most Influentlalln 
the Engllsh-Ipeaklng world. 

Useful reference lource. on feminist terminology 
Include Elizabeth Wrlght. F.mlnbm and PSJlCho
Ilnal".iS: A Crlllcal DIctionary (I 99:l); Maggle 
Humm. The Dictionary of F .. mlnist Theory (2d ed .• 
1995); and Carol G. Gould. K")! COKcept.i" Critical 
Tlleory: Gender (1997). For comprehensive treat
ments of terminology and key figures in feminism. 
followed by relevant bibliographies. lee Elizabeth 
Kowaleskl-Wallace. Encyclopedia of Fe",lnbt Lit
erary Theory ([ 997). Among bibliographic resources 
are Wendy Frost and Michele Valiquette. Fe.ninisl 
Literary Criticism: A Bibllogr .. "hy of lournal Arti-

cles. 1975-1981 (1988); Joan Nordquist. Feminist 
Theory: A Bibliography (1992); and Maggie Humm. 
A .. Annotated Critical Bibliography of Femini.t Crit
icism ([ 987) and A Re"der's Guide to Contemporary 
Feminist Literary Critici.m (1994). 

Feminist criticism and theory has productively 
combined with other schools and movements. In 
The Dau/lhter', Seduction: Feminism .. nd Psycho
a .. alysis (1982). Jane Gallop offers an early U.S. 
feminist exploration of Lacanian psychoanalysis; a 
complementary work also drawing race studies Into 
its orbit is F .. "",I" S .. bjects in Black and White: 
Race. Psycho .. "aly.i •• Feminism (1997). edited by 
Elizabeth Abel. Barbara Christian. and Helene 
Moglen. Linking the concerns of feminism with 
those of queer theory are Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick·. 
Between Men: E"/llish Llt ...... ture "nd Male Homo
social Desire (1985) and the essays in Feminism 
Meets Queer Theory ([997). edited by Elizabeth 
Weed and Naoml Schor. On the intersections of 
deconltructlon and feminism, see BarbaraJohnson, 
A World of Difference (1987). and Diane Elam. 
Feminism and Deconstruct/on: Ms. en Alryme 
(1994). Influential Interdisciplinary works of femi
nist film theory and criticism include R,,"isions: 
Essays In Feminist Film Criticism (1984). edited by 
Mary Ann Doane et al.; Teresa de Lauretls. A[ice 
Doe5n't: Feminism, Semiotics, Cinema (1984)i Fem· 
inism .... d Fil ... Theory ([ 988). edited by Constance 
Penley; Kaja Silverman. The Aco ... tlc Mirror: The 
Female Voice I .. Psychoana[ysi. and Ci ......... ([ 988). 
and Laura Mulvey. Visual and Other Pleas"res 
(1989). Fe."I"ism .nd Foucault ([ 988). edited by 
Irene Diamond and Lee Quinby. establishes fruitful 
connections with one of postltructuralism'lle~ding 
theorists. On the intersection of postmodernism 
Bnd femlnilm, lee Feminism I Postmoderraism 
([ 990). edited by Llnda J. Nicholson. and Fe",i .. ism 
.. nd Po.tmodernism (1994). edited by Margaret Fer
guson and Jennifer Wlcke. Men i.. Fe ... inism 
([ 987). edited by Allce Jardlne and Paul Smith. and 
Engendering Me .. : The Q ..... tion of Male Feminist 
Criticism ([ 990). edited by Joseph A. Boone and 
Michael Cadden. both consider the roles of men in 
feminism. For links between feminism and Marx
ism. see Ritll Felskl. BI!)IOnd Feminist Ae.,hetics: 
F.minl., Lit.ral".... .. .. d Social Cha"/l" ([ 989); 
Wom .. n. Cia ... a .. d lhe F .... I .. Ist lma/ll .... tloll: A 
Soclall.,-F .. ml .. 1s1 R .... d .. r (1990). edited by Karen 
Hansen and lIene Phlllplon; Teresa Ebert. Ludlc 
F .. mlnism and AfWr: Po.,modemlsm. Deslr ... .. nd 
LAbo, in Lat. C.plklll.m (1996); and M .. I.rI.II., 
F.mlnbm: A R ... cIe, In Cl..... DI,ff. ...... ctl. ..nd 
Women's Live. (I997). edited by Rosemary Hen
neuy and Chrys Ingraham. Pioneering feminist 
texts by women of color Include Barbara Christian. 
B/ack Women Novelist. (1980); bell hooks. Ai .. ·t I a 
Wo"",n: Black Wome .. and Feminism ([ 981); Paula 
Gunn AlIen. Th" S .. c, .. d Hoop: Recovering the Fem
ini .. e in American I .. d'an Traditio ... ([ 986); and 
Gloria Anzaldua. Borderla .. d. I La FronteTa: Th .. 
NtnN Me.tiza ([ 987). Theorizin/l Feminism: Parallel 
T,e .. ds i.. the Humanitie. and Social Sciences 
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, 1994). edited by Anne C. Hel'l'mann and Abigail J. 
Stewart. explores a wide range of interdisciplinary 
\vork linking gender studies with race, class, sexu
"lily, and postmodern studies. For influential fem
ini!it studies concerned with the sciences, see 
Snndra Harding, TIle Science Questio,J in Fe171i11isnf 
11986). and Donna J. Haraway, Simiolls. C)borgs, 
""d \·~'o ... en: The Rei""eution of Nature (199 I). On 
the link between feminism and post colonial studies, 
",,: Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. 111 Other \Vorlds: 
Essoys in Cult14ral Politics (1987); Trinh T. Minh
ho:l, \lrem-Unl, Native, OtJ,er: \Vdtiug, Postcoloninlity, 
",rd FellSinis ... (1989); and Julia Emberley. TI"es"
olds of Difference: Femi1"l;st C,-itiq"e, Native 
H'o",e,,'s Writings. Postcoloniaj n.eo,)' (1993). 
\Vorks exploring autobiographical approaches to 
f<,minist theory Include The Primte Se(f: Theor,), and 
Practice of Women's Autobiogr,'plticnl l-Vritings 
I 1988). edited by Sheri Ben,tock: Life i Lines: 71,e
orizing Women's Autobiograp")' (1988). edited by 
Bella Brodzki and Celeste Schenck: Nancy Miller. 
Getti"g Personal: Fen.inist Occtlsiolls and Other 
Autobiographical Acts (199 I I; Lee Gilmore. Auto
biographies: A Feminist TI,eor,. of Self
Representation (1994); and \'\'0",."" ..... utobiograpl.y. 
Tlreory (1998). edited by Sidonie Smith and Julia 
\Vatson. Judith Butler's often-cited Bodies Thm 
M,ltter, 0 .. the Discursit'e Limits of "Sex" (1993) 
creatively merges feminism, psychoanalysis, 
poststructuralism, and queer theory. A1uerican 
Femi"ist Thought at Centur)", E,.d: A Reader 
(1993). edited by Unda Kauffman. marks the influ
ences of feminist theory on other schools and move
Illents. including se.xuality and gender studies, 
ps}"choanalytic criticism. postcolonial studies, and 
cultural studies. 

FO"tHRli'tfJ. 
Th .. major formalist approaches to literature stem 
f!'Om early- and mid-twentIeth-century British. 
American. and Slavic traditions. The Anglo
American tradition of formalism had AS a harbinger 
T. S. Eliot's "Tradition and the Individual Talent" 
f 191 7). which was soon followed by his influential 
furnlalist statements in "Hamlet and His Problems" 
11919) and "The Metaphysical Poets" I 192 I). 
Groundbreaking texts of British formalism include 
l. A. Richards's P,;"cipl"s of Uteral')' Criticism 
11924) and WiIliam Emp • .,n·s Se,'e" T)pesofA",bi
pl/Hy (1930). Landmark te"l> in the American for
",alist tradition include John Cro,,"e Ransom's essay 
"Criticism. Inc." (1937); his subsequent work 11 •• 
1\'ell' Crillcism (1941); al1d Cleanth Brooks's \\1ell 
\\"'ollg"t Um: Studies in ,I.l' Strtfcture of Poetry 
i 1947). Of equal canonical "IIItus for American 
New Criticism is W. K. ''Vimsall JI'. and Monroe C. 
Ileardsley's later 71.e Ver'b,,1 Icr", , Stlldies in the 
;\learri •• gofPoetry (1954\. Apart f!'Om the New Crit
ics. the Chicago School developed a neo
:\ristotelian approach to fOl'malism. which is on 
display in their collection Cr'i/ics ""d Criticism: 
;\rrcit.'rrt ""d Modem (1952). edited b)' R. S. Crane. 
as well as in Wayne C. Buoth's Rlre/oric of Fiction 

(1961). Encompassing the diverse work of the Mos
cow Linguistic Circle. the Leningrad-based Society 
for the Study of Poetic Language (OPOYAZ). and. 
to a certain extent, the Prague Linguistic Circle. the 
Slavic formalist tradition includes such influential 
texts as Viktor Shklovsky's "Art as Technique" 
(1917), V1adimir Propp's Morphologyoftl.e Foll.tale 
(1928; trans. 1958). and early pieces by Roman 
Jakobson collected in his LalIg'Ulge in Literature 
(1987), edited by Krystyna Pomorska and Step hen 
Rudy. Inspired by structural linguistics. the Slavic 
tradition e\'entually turned toward structuralism 
and semiotics, as exemplified in Jan Mukafo\'skfs 
"Note on the Czech Translation of Sklovskij's TI.e
ory of Prose" (1934). The Slavic tradition and the 
Anglo-American tradition meet for the first time in 
Ren~ Wellek and Au.tin Warren's celebrated for
malist handbook for students. Theory of Litera' .. re 
(1949). 

For an introduction to the major figures, issues, 
and problems in Anglo-Amerlcan formalism. see 
Murray Kcieger, The New Apologists for Poetry 
(1956). On the Southern wing of the New Critics. 
see Louise Cowan, 'The Southern Critics: An Intro
duction to the Criticism of John Crowe RallsolU. 
Alien TAte, DO"Ald Davidson, Robert Pem. \'lfarre ... 
Cle .. nth Brooks, andA .. drew Lytle (1971). and Mark 
Jancovlch, The Cultur,,1 Politics of the New Criti
cism (1993). For a succinct statement of the prin
ciples of New Criticism. see Cleanth Brooks. "New 
Criticism," in The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry 
and Poetics (enlarged "d., 1974). Cleanth Brooks 
and Rober! Penn Warren's Understanding Poetry' 
(1938) and Understanding Fictioll (1943). which 
have gone through many printlngs. are Influential 
textbooks that Introduce New Critical methodolo
gies. Chrls Baldick's Soci"l Mission of Eng!;s', Lit
erary Critici..... 1848-1932 (1983) offers a 
historical overview of the British formalists. while 
Grant Webster·. Republic of Letters: A H is/ory of 
Postwar American Literary Opinion (1979) provides 
a detailed history of American formalism. Tony 
Bennett·. Formalism and Mar>Yi .... (1979) giv",s a 
brief Introduction to the Russian formalistS':'lr'or a 
more sophisticated Introduction, see Peter Steiner. 
Rnssian Fon .... lism: A MetApoetics (1984). Victor 
Erlich's Russ/an FonnAlism: History-Doctrh.e (3d 
ed., 1981) Is the definitive history of the Russian 
formalists, while Jurlj Strledter·. Literary Stncc"'re. 
Evolution •• lnd V,,' .... : R .... "'n Formall.m alld Czeclr 
Structurali .... Reconsidered (1989) provides a useful 
survey. For a history of the Prague School. see F. \'V. 
Galan, Historic Stn,ctur.s: The Prague Scllool Proj
ect, 1928-1946 (1985). A suggestive comparison is 
developed by Ewa M. Thompson in Rtfss",n Fo,'
... a/ls ...... ,,1 Anglo-Amerlcan Criticism (197 I). 

71.e New Critici.... and Contemporary Literary 
Theory: Connections and Continuities (1995). 
edited by ''VilIiam J. Spurlin and Michael Fischer. 
assembles a collection of influential essa}'s from 
first-generation New Critics as well as from their 
prominent self-proclaimed critics of the 1970. and 
19805; it includes essays reassessing the value of 
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New Criticism for the J 990s; For representative 
.election. from the· Chicago School""see the 
abridged edition of Crlucs .. nd Criticism: Essays I .. 
Method (1957). edited by R, S: Crane, Anthologies 
of Russian work Include Itussi ..... F.".....liSl CriU
cism: Four' Essays (1965); edited and translated by 
Lee T, Lemon and Mario j, Rels; Rtu.rian Fi>muIl
I .... : A Collscllon of Artlcls. and T&1<b i .. T ....... lallon 
(J 973). edited and translated by Stephen Bann and 
John E. Bowlt; and Forinalism: HistOr)', Comparison; 
Genre (1978). edited and translated. by L~' M. 
O'Toole 'and 'Ann Shukman. A PralltUl .. School 
Retull!r on Estltellcs. Lleerary St""'ttm., .. nd 'Styls 
(1964). edited and translated by PaulL. Garvin,·and 
Th" Prallue School: S"leceed Wriu ..... 1929~1946 
(J 982). edited by ·Peter Stelner and translated by 
various hands. collect definitive works from the 
Prague School. 

Chris Baldlck's Criticism .. nd Literary Theory: 
1890 to tlte Pre.ent (1996) Includes detailed Indi
vidual bibliographies of the major British and Amer
Ican formalists. while Webster's Republic of Leteers 
provide. In-depth bibliographical profiles 'of the 
mo.t influential American formall.t .... ProfessI<1n 82 
(1982), edited ,by ,Richard I. Brod and Phyllis P. 
Franklln. offers a bibliographical .urvey of the Chi
cago School.' For" bibliography of Russian formal· 
Ism. .ee· Erllch's RussI4.. For....illstii\ and for .. 
bibliography of Prague School work consult Galen·. 
HI.toric Structures; 

AB B movement concerned :with the autonomy of 
ait and with 'Intrinslc critlcl.m. formall.m 8enerally 
does not lend It.elf to cro •• over projects .. To .ample 
Ii formalism that eXpands to Interdisciplinary Issue.; 
see Kenneth Burke's work. particularly his Philoso
phy ofLleerar)"Fonn: Studies I .. Symbolic Acefmt 
(194 J). h A. Richard'.' Pnoctlc .. l CrlUcISm (J 929) 
marks' a turning of formalist experiment .to· reader
response theory. whereas Ren/! Wellek and Austin 
Warren'. Theory of Lllerationo (J 949) draws bn both 
the phenomenologtcal tradition and the' history of 
literature. ·For a polemical engagement with post. 
structuralism by a latter-day formalist •• ee· Murray 
Krieger. Poetic PnosllflCe and Illusion: Essays I .. Crlt
Ic .. 1 History .. nd Theory (1979). Wayne Booth's Crit
Ical Understanding: TIte Powers .. nd LI ... ,ts of 
'1', .. ,..., ..... (1979) I. a formalist attempt to lay down 
pragmatic pluralistic principle. by which to negoti
ate a complex world of contending critical method •• 
while Steven Knapp·. Lleertllry I .. ee .... st: ·The LImItS 
of A .. II-F.".....l ..... (1993) Is'a latter-day.defense of 
formalism. 

G",y ", .. d Lesbl .... Crltfcl._· ", .. d Q .. eer 
Theory 
A pioneering text of gay theory, which emerged from 
the gay liberation movement of the 1960s. I. Out of 
the Closets: Voices of Gay Lib .. ratlon (1972). edited 
by Karla jay and AlIen Young. Early gay and lesbian 
criticism. which· often focused on· studyhlg affir
mative Images. Includes such' texts as the special 
Issue oFtheJournal Collslle English 36 (1974) titled 

The HottoO...,...,.ll ..... si_lIon, edited by Loule Cfew 
and Rictor Norton;' Jane. Rule. LeSbian :I ..... get 
(1975); Roger Austen • . Playlnll th,. "G ....... ,.·:·'"'" 
HomO.""' .... 1 Novel: I .. A ..... rlca (1977); 'and. Vlto 
Russo.· The Cell .. loId Closet:. Homosexuallty,I.,.·t"" 
MiwIes (1981). Contemporary gay and lellti\ari 'crit< 
Iclsm and queer theory ·frequently' acknOWledge 
three· formative French Influence.: Guy" Hoc. 
quenghem. H~I Dasire (197il; trans, 1978~; 
Mlchel Foucault. The f[i.story of Sexuality (3 ~Is.; 
1976-84; tran •. 1978-86). and Monlque·Wlttlli. 
Th" StMlllht Mind (1980; tran •. 1992). Also impor' 
tant ate Adrienne Rlch's "Compuls()ry Heterosexu. 
aUty and Lesbian Existene'e" .(1980) .and J)Ilarilyn 
Frye'. Politics of Reality: .Essays InF .... inls'tTltetHt 
(1983). The undlsputedly groundbreaklng text.ep~ 
aratlng early gay-affirmatiVe Image studle.· from .. 
newer. theoretically minded academic 11lOvenient.lt 
the hlghly'regarded BetuiUn Me..:; E .. gllsh Hun.. 
tu .... .. nd M .. ls HomosocltJlDeslno (1985). by'Eve 
Kosof.ky Sedgwick. Subsequertt: Influbntlal' workS 
Include M .... i .. F ..... I .. ISm'(l987). 'edlteil by Allce 
Jardlne· and Paul Smith; AIDS: G .. bural :A .... z,..;s. 
Cultu,...1 Activism (1988); edited by Dougla.~rlmp\ 
Sedgwlckr Epistemology of tlte CloitIt (1990), JUc!lth' 
Butler. Grnuler Tro .. ble:· FeftimlSm' aftd"M' SubWi<. 
sion of Identity (1990); and Queer llIio.y; • apeclal 
I •• ue of the Journal I>I,[fere..cu 3( 1 992)i iedlted,~ 
Tere.a de 'Lauretl.,. which offers·s: .plon~ti"g'col~ 
lectlon devoted to the .peculatlve workof'/!Xplindlng. 
lay and leob'lan .tudles to broader'quee~ .hbi'lzOnsi\ 

Annamarie jagole·" Queer .. n....",.! .Afi·.j,dtotl...,l 
Uon (1996), make ... an 'ac"esolble' 'startlitll' Pblntt' 
while Lee Edelman? Homosraphesl4i: ·E-". in'G!ii' 
U_ ... and TMory·(1994) may·.erv4I' ... ·a·mor~ ... 
advanced Introduction. Terry Ca.t1e·liiA"",*"tiokal 
Lesbian: F.....,.1e Homosexuality .. ~ Modem. CuI" 
' .. no (1993) can be read as a theoretical and hl.tor-· 
Ical Introduction to the· lesl1lan 'In' ,literature.· Fo~'1i 
sunrey 'of the dlverse·lnterests and Issues of gay.and 
lesbian criticism. see Professl~ of'Desirel. LesbltJlt· 
and Gay Studies I .. Lleeratil .... (l995),; edited ,by' 
Gearse E. 'Haggerty and ,Bonnle 'Zltiiinemiail. ''TIiii' 
Gay 90s: Di.sclpll_ry 4nd , .. eertilsclpllm.ry FONfIiJ" 
Uom I .. Queer Studies (1997);'edieed:by'Thoma* 
Foster. Carol Slegel. and EII.,n .E.' Benyr ptoVldei 
an overview of queer .tLidle •. HI.torical treatmentl ' 
Include" the pioneering Gay A ..... rI" .. ;..··Hlsiory' 
(1976), by Jonathart Katz.'Martln Duberman;"arld, 
Martha Vlclnusr their. subsequent· contlliuatlon;" 
Lesbla .... nd GilyAI ......... c (I 983h HidJlmfromHI.Fi 
tory: Reclalmlns ,lteGay .. tUl LIosblrm "_,(1989); 
by Georse Chauncey J"o\. ahd"the '.docLimenta\t' 
anthology We Are E-rywlteno: A HlstoriCal'SourCloL, 

book of' Gay and Lesblrm. PoIIUcs' (1997); 'edited by 
Mark Blasl"s and Shane Phelan. ".", ,., ,' .. ,.,!"". 

.n... USbltJ .... nd G"" Studies Re ..... r.+(993); 
edited by H-enry Abelove. Mlch~leAlna Barele, ana· 
Davld M. Halperin. Is the leading anthology of the 
field, 'collectlng ,the 'most" significant 'Engllsli>l 
language' work up·to Its 'publicatlon 'datei L ... bIrik, 
.. nd Gay Writing: A .. A .. iMIoIlY -Of Critic .. l. Essajs; 

. : i .;~",!. 
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(1990), edited by Mark Lilly, focuses on work by 
gay and lesbian critics on gay /lesbian authors. 
Inside / Oul: Lesbian n...ories, Cay Theories (1991), 
edited by Dlane Fuss, is an influential anthology; 
others are Queering the Renaissance ( 1994), edited 

· by jonathan Goldberg, and Negotiating Le.lnan and 
Gay Subject. (1995), edited by Monica Dorenkamp 
and Richard Henke, which continues the work of 
Fuss's anthology. Important women-identified col
lections Include Lesbi .. n Text. / Contexts: Rculic .. l 
Ilevi.io ... (1990), edited by Karla jay and joanne 
Glasgow; New Lesbian Criticism: Literary .. nd Cul
lu,.,.l Re .. di .. gs (1992), edited by Sally Munt; SexuAl 
Pr .. ctice, Text .... 1 Theory: Le .• bi .... Cultural Criticl .... 
(1993), edited by Susan j. Wolfe and julla Penel
ope; and n... L".Ina .. Pos_odem (1994), edited by 
Laura L. Doan. For two readers on the politics of 
homosexuality and culture, see Fear of a Queer 
Planet: Queer Politics .. nd Social Theory (1993), 
edited by Mlchael Wamer, and the literary and his
torically situated Cultural rolitic.-Queer Readi .. g 
(1994), edited by Alan Sinfield. Activist theoretical 
perspectives are offered by the contributors to Acti
vati .. g Theory: Lesbia .. , Cay, a .. d Blse>CWJ1 Politics 
(1993), edited by joseph Briotow and Angelia R. 
Wllson, and to Playing with Fi ... : Queer PoliticS, 

. Queer TIu!ories (1996), edited by Shane Phelan. for 
critical applications of queer theory to a wide range 
of British, French, and American novels, see NOWII 
:Gazi .. g: Q ........ Readings In Fiction (1997), edited by 
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. 

Bibliographies of gay and lesbian criticism and 
queer theory are available in Fuss's anthology, 
I .. ride/Out; Llnda Garber, Lesbia .. Sources: A Bib

I liography of Periodical Articles, 1970-1990 (1993); 
• Sharon Malinowsld, Gay and Lesbian Literature 
(1995); and loan Nordqulst, Queer Theory: A Bib
liography (1997). Other useful blbliographlc·al 
resources Include Wayne R. Dynes, Homosexuality: 
A Research Guider (1987); Dolores Maggiore, Les
bia .. i .... : An An .. otaled Bibliography and Guide to 

· th.. Literature, 1976-1986 (1988); and Slmon 
Stem, "Lesbian and Gay Studies: A Selective Bib
liography," Yale Journal of Criticis ... 3 (1989) .... 

Gay and lesbian criticism and queer theory, like 
many other contemporary schools and m~vements, 
often draw from and advance other theoretical per
spectives. To sample such combinations, see, for 
personal criticism, Lifo/ Li .... s: Theorizing Wo,..",,'s 
Autobiography (1988), edltec\ by Bella Brodzld and 
Celeste Schenck; for ethnicity and race studies, 
Malting Face/MalU .. g Soul-HAcienda Cams: C ... -
ative and Critleal Perspectives by Feminists of Color 
(1990), edited by Gloria An7.aldua; for feminist the
ory, Angry Wo ..... n (1991), edited by An~rea Juno 
and V. Vale; for postcolonlal criticism, Nationalisms 
a~ SexuAlities (1992), edited by Andrew Parker et 
al.; for psychoanalytic theory, Se>CWJlity and Space 
(1992), edited by Beatriz Colomina and jennlfer 
Bloomer; and for cultural studies, Queer Represen
tations: Reading Lives, Reading Cult .. re. (1997), 
edited by Martin Duberman. . 

Ma,..,b ... 
The history of Marxist criticism Includes distinct, 
sometimes contending, projects and traditions. 
Marx him.elf did not compose a work of literary 
criticism or theory. Important early Russian ground
brealdng te"ts are Georgi Plekhanov'. Art and So
ciety (1912; tran.. 1936) and Leon Trotsky's 
Literature and Revolutio .. (1924; tran.. 1925). 
Influential German contributions to Marxist theory 
and criticism Include the work. of the Frankfurt 
School, especially Mu Horkhelmer and Theodor 
Adorno's DIalectic of Enllghten ....... t (1944; trans. 
1972) and the work of a critic closely associated 
with the school, Waiter Benjamln, particularly ll1u· 
mlnations (1968), a po.thumous collection of 
e.says. The Chinese tradition of Marxist criticism 
ari.es out of the work of Mao Zedong, whose arti
cles, speeche., and reports are collected In On Lit
erature and Art (1958). In n... HistorlCIII Novel 
(1937; trans. 1962), the Hungarian Gytirgy Lululcs 
famously sets out to develop a .oclalist aesthetic 
based on a Hegellan understanding of the European 
tradition. In the essays collected In Brecht on The
atre (1964), Bertolt Brecht opposes the realist 
approach to aesthetics repre.ented by Luk4cs, advo· 
cating Instead avant-garde experimentation. Other 
landmark texts of Marxist criticism Include the Brit
Ish cultural studle. teXts of Raymond WllIlams, 
stich as Cultu ... and Society, 1780-1950 (1958); 
the psychoanalytical· structuralist works of the 
French philosOpher Loul. A1thusler, particularly 
Lenin and Ph.losophy and Other Essays (1971); 
Richard Ohmann'. EN,llsh In America: A Radical 
View of the Profession (1976), which pioneered the 
critique of the university English department as a 
hegemonlc institution; and the synthesizing theo
retical books of the Ainerican Marxist literary critic 
Fredric jameson, most notably n... Political U .. con
sclo ... : Narrative as a Socially Symbol/cAct (1981). 
Much contemporary work In Marxi.t criticism 
draws on parts of n... Prison Not"boolcs (written 
1929-35; selections trans. 1971) of Antonlo Gram
sci and n... Oialogic Imagination (1975; S.f)s. 
1981) of Mlkhail M, Bakhtln, whose Initial impact 
came decades after they were written. 

Terry Eagleton's Mat'Xism and Literary Critici .... 
(1976) proVides a concise Introductory overview of 
key Issues In Marxist criticism. Tony Bennett's For
..... Ii .... and Ma""' .... (1979) Is a brief crltical.urvey 
of Issues In post-Althusserian criticism, offering also 
a short history of how a political understanding of 
aesthetics arises out of the work of the Russian for
malists. More advanced Introduction, to Mar"l.t 
criticism Include Fredric jameson, Ma"";"'" and 
Form (1971); Dave Lalng, Th" Ma""'st Theory of 
Art: A .. Introductory Survey (1978); and Pauline 
John,on, Marxist Aesthetics (1984). Informative his
tories of Marxist literary theory Include Peter 
Demetz's Mane, E .. ,,,ls, and the Poels: Origi ... of 
Marxist Literary Criticism (1967) and Henrl Arvon'. 
Manclst Esth.elics (1970; trans. 1973). Perry Ander
son', Consid/!mtio ... on W ... tern MAncI.sni (1984) Is 
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a brief but rich Intellectual history of the emergence 
of a culturally ori .. nted Marxist tradition. In The 
Dialectical Imagination: A History of the Franlifurt 
Sc"ool (1973). Martin Jay offers an authoritative 
history of the Frankfurt School. while Mark Poster's 
Existential Ma""i.m inPo.lwar France (1975) pro
vides a knowledgeable account of philosophical and 
cultural d .. velopments from Jean-Paul Sartre to 
Louis Althusser. For other useful historical studies. 
see Alan A. Wald. The New York Intellectuals: The 
Rise a,uI Decline of the Anti-Stalini.t Left from the 
1930. to the 1980. (1987). and Ted Benton. The 
Rise and Fall of Structural Marxi.m (1984). 

There are a number of informative anthologies of 
Marxist criticism. Mane and Engel. on Litemture 
and Art (1973). edited by Lee Baxandall and Stefan 
Morawski. gathers many of the most Important pas
sages of literary criticism written by Marx and 
Engels and also provides a theoretical and historical 
introduction. Marxism a .. d Art: Writing. In Ae.thet
ics and Criticism (1972). edited by Berel Lang and 
Forrest WiIIlams. and Marxism and Art: En.."s Clas
sic and CO>ltemporary (1973). edited by Maynard 
Solomon. collect numerous Important essays that 
focus. for the most part. on pre-Althusserlan critical 
issues. Aesthetics and Politic. (1977). edited by the 
New Left Review. contains a selection of essays by 
Theodor Adorno. Waiter Benjamln. Ernst Bloch. 
Bertolt Brecht. and GylSrgy Luk4cs. as well as com
mentary In an afterword by Fredrlc Jameson. Later 
critical developments are addressed in An Anthology 
of We.tern Marxism: From Lukdc. and Gram.ci to 
Soclali.t Feminism (1989). edited by Roger Gott
Iieb; ContemporAry Marxist Criticism (1992). edited 
by Francis Mulhern; Marxist Literary Theory: A 
R .. ader (1996). edited by Terry Eagleton and Drew 
Mllne; and Marxism beyond Maneism (1996). edited 
by Sa..,e Makdisl. Cesare Casarlno. and Rebecca 
Karl. Essays presented at two celebrated fin de sil!
cle conferences on Marxism are assembled in Marx
ism and the Interpretation of Culture (1988). edited 
by Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg. and 
Whither Marxism? (1995). edited by Bernd Magnus 
and Stephen Cullenberg. 

James W. Russell's Ma",,-Engel. Dictionary 
(1980). Jozef Wilczynski's Encyclopedic Dictionary 
of Marxism. Sociall ..... and Communism (1981). 
and especially Tom Bottomore's Dictionary of Marx
I.t 1'I,oug"t (2d ed .• 1991) are useful resources for 
students unfamiliar with Marxist terminology. Lee 
Baxandall's Marxism and Aesthetic. (1973) and 
Chris Bullock and David Peck's Guld .. to Maneist 
Literary Criticism (1980) offer substantial bibliog
raphies. Baxandall is International in scope. while 
Bullock and Peck focus primarily on Britain. the 
United States. and Canada. 

Because Marxist criticism attends to social his
tory. It has proven useful to many contemporary 
critical schools and movements. ranging from fem
Inism and race studies to postcolonlal theory and 
cultural studies. Conversely. Marxist critics often 
synthesize other critical movements. V. N. Voloti
nov's Marxism a,uI the Philosophy of Language 

(1929; trans. 1973). for example. attempts to 
demonstrate the value of Marxist criticism for lin
guistics and language theory. while Herbert Mar
cuse's Eras and Civilization: A PhilosophicalI.."ulry 
into Freud (1955) Is one of several Important Frank
furt School attempts to wed Marxist cultural criti
cism and psychoanalysis. Louis Althusser In For 
Mar.< (1965; trans. 1969) incorporates psycho
analytic and structuralist Inslghts Into the Marxist 
project. as does Predrlc Jameson In The Political 
Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symloolic Act 
(1981). Michael Ryan's Marxism and Decotlstruc
tion: A Critical Articulatian (1982) establishes fruit
ful points of contact between Marx and the 
deconstructlve philosophy of Jacques Derrida. 
Antonio Negrl's Mane Beyond Ma"" (1979; trans. 
1984) and Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe's 
Hegemon" and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical 
Democratic Politics (1985) reflect the advent of 
post-Marxism ,In their transformation of traditional 
Marxist concepts. Nancy Hartsock's Money. Sex. 
and Power: Toward a Femini.t Historical Material
ism (1983) allies feminist and Marxist theory. while 
Gayatrl Chakravorty Splvak's In Other Worlds: 
Essays in Culturnl Politics (1987) combines Marx
ism and feminist studies with deconstructlon. post
colonial theory. and cultural studies. Slavoj :2:itek's 
Sublime Oloject of Ideology (1989) Is an Influential 
text at the Intersection I crossroads of psychoanaly
sis. philosophy. and Marxist cultural and economic 
theories. Alja.: Ahmad's In Theory: Classes. Nations. 
Literatur". (1992) situates postcolonial studies 
within Marxist paradigms. as does Ranajlt Guha's 
Dominanc" without Heg"mony: History and Power 
in Colonial India (1997). 

NaU.,,, A ... "rlcan Stud,,,. 
'Before the advent of the American Indian literary 
renaissance during the 1960s. Native American 
studies was confined largely to anthropological and 
linguistic research on oral literatures; examples 
include Daniel G. Brlnton. Aloorlglnal American 
Authors and Their Productians (1883); Franz Boas. 
Race. Language. and Culture (1910); and Paul 
Radln. The Trickster: A Study In American l.,dian 
Mythology (1956). Occasionally. literary studies of 
oral literatures was combined with ethnographic 
criticism. as in Roy Harvey Pearce's The Savages of 
America: A Study of the Indian a.uI the Idea of Civ
ilization (1953) alld Richard Slotkin's later Regen
eration through Violence: The Mythology of the 
American Frontier. 1600-1860 (19(3); In the late 
1970s a series of groundbreaking book-length stud
ies emerged that treated the writings of the Ameri
can Indian literary renaissance ss "literature"; 
among, them were Charles R. Larson. American 
Indian Fiction (1978); Alan R. Velle. Four American 
Indian Literary Masters: N. Scou Momaday. James 
Welch. Leslle Marmon Sllko. and Gerald Vlunor 
(1982); St.uIIes In Amarican Indian Literature 
(1983). edited by Paula Gunn Alien; and Kenneth 
Lincoln. Native American Renaissance (1983). Pio
neering revisionist ethnographic approaches also 
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appeared at this time. best exempHfied by Dell 
IIYlnes's "In Vain 1 Tried to Tell You": Essays in 
Nntirc Afnerican. Ethnopoetics I 1981l. Yet another 
!-ignificant development was the emergence of a line 
of feminist works; see especially Paula Gunn Alien, 
Tilt! Sacred Hoop: Recol'er;ug tile Felninif're in 
AlIlerican Itadian Traditions (1986). 

For general introductions to the field. see A. 
1~C;lVonne Brown Ruoff, A,ner"icafl. l"diau Litera
fffloes: An In.troduction._ B;blio~n,phic Redew. and 
Selrcled Bil>/iography (19901. 'IS well as the earlier 
Tlu"ec A,nericat' Literatures: Es. .. u,ys in Chiccut.o, 
:'\lCftive America", aud As;nn-Ame,.;call Lite,ontures 
J'('" Tencl1ers of Atnericau Lite."nt.ure (. J 982). edited 
hy Houston A. Baker Jr. For introductions to the 
th<·ory of Indian oral literatures. see Dennls Ted· 
lock. TI,e SpoMn "'lord and ,',e \.\'0"/, of I,,'e'Fre. 
falion (1983); William Clelnents, Natit-eA,nerican 
I'erbn/ Art: Texts and Collle.,'t< ,. 1996); and Karl 
Kl'Oeber, Artistry in Natit'e A ... ,,'-;c .. /I1 Myths (1998). 
Om'id Murray, Forked Tong"e<: St'eech, W·ritlng. 
.."u( Representation itl North American Indian T~.'t(ts 
{ J 991 h Louis Owen. Other Desti"ie .... : U,.,derstR.ul.
;ug tIll' American lndian N(wel i 1992); Robert A. 
""arrior. Tribal Secrets: RecQ1"ering A",.erican 
""IIa .. I .. tellectual Traditions (1995); and Jace 
\Veuver, 'That tI.e People "fig/r.t Li,'e: Nati,'e Amer
ican Literatures and Nath'e Aute";cnn Co,",munity 
,. 1997) can be read as introductions to the theory 
of' Native American written Iih .... ralllJ't"s. An accessi
ble introduction to critical methodology Is Greg 
Sarris's Kf!!eping Slug Woman Alh>e: A Holistic 
A"I,roach to Amerlcnn India" Te.,'/s (1993). Two 
works by Arnold Krupat, TIle Voice in the Margi.,.,: 
N{lth'e America .. Literature (IIId tI.e Canon (1989) 
and Tlte Turn to the Native: Studies;11 Criticism atul. 
Cu/tltre (1996), serve as wide-ranging introductions 
to rhe theoretical debates and issues in the field as 
a whole, while 8 third, EtJrnocriticism: Eth."ogrnphy, 
Hist"ry. Litemture (1991), introduce. an inAuential 
interdisciplinary approach to Nath'e American lit· 
eruture. 

For a collection of critical essays on Native Amer
ic"n texts from 1 630 to 1940. see Ea,'/y Native 
Americ"" Writi"S: New C"itk"l Essays (J 996). 
edited by Helen Jaskosld. Litemtlll'e of ".e A,"e,~ca" 
I"dians: Views and Interprelntious (1975), edited by 
Abraham Chapman. is an important collection of 
essays covering nearly a hundl"cd yf'RI"S of traditional 
(;'t hnographic criticism. For various collections of 
r(.'\·isionist ethnographic criticisIll, see Traditional 
Li'c,·atf..fres a/tile American Indiun: Texts and Inte,"
p"ctations (1981), edited by K"r1 Kmehel'; S,llooth· 
il1R the Ground: Essays on Nuth'" A.n'le";cRn Oral 
Liteml"re (I983). edited by Orian Swann; Renditr8 
IT1(' F;re: Essays in the Tradit;orwl1"di,ln Literntu,'e 
(~,. lire F"r We., (1983). edited by,larold Ramsey; 
Cl'iticnl Essays 0" Nntit'e A.medcau LUeratu,"e 
! 1985). edited by AndrewWig('t; and Rec01'eringtl.e 
\\'or": Essays on Native America" Literatnre (1987), 
cdited by Brian Swann and Arnold K,·upat. Other 
Si<ferhoods: Literary TI,eo.-)' "lid US. \-\'oll/en of 
Col"r (1998), edited by Sandra Kummnoto Stanley, 

presents a number of feminist essays. Collections 
that focus largely on literary concerns include tlte 
theoretically informed Narrative Chnnce: Postmod· 
em Discou,.e on Nallve Amerlcanlndiatr Literat .. res 
(1993), edited by Gerald Viunor; New Voices 
in Native American Litemry Critic i .... (1993), edited 
by Arnold Krupat; Native American Perspecth'e" on 
Literatr,re and History (1995). edited by Alan R. 
Velie; and C,.itical P~rs"ect;ve.s OH Native A",erican 
Fiction (2d ed .• 1997). edited by Richard F. Fleck. 

Informath'e bibliographies oftheory and criticism 
Include A. LaVonne Brown Ruoff's "American 
Indian Uternture," In Redefitting America" Literar}, 
History (1990), edited by Ruoff and Jerry W. Ward 
Jr., and the more extensive contemporaneous bib
liography published in Ruoff's A ..... rican I"dia,'. Lil' 
erah,re. 

For a discussion of Native American studies in 
relationship to gender studies and gay and leshian 
studies, see the essays In Two·S"irit Pi'o!,l,,: 
Native American Ge"der. Identity. Sf/A,,,,lity. a.,,/ 
Spirituality (1997), edited by Sue Ellen Jacobs. 
Wesley Thomas, and Sabine Lang, as well as 
Lang's Men a..~ Women, Wotnen as Men: Changing 
Gender in Native America .. C .. ltr.,.es (I998). Ger· 
aid Vizenor's Fugitive Poses! Natit'e Att,ericatl 
Indian Sc""e.' of Absenc" and Presence (1998) 
articulates R version of Native American studies 
connected with a variety of deconstructive and 
poststructuralist theorists. On Native American 
studies and feminism. see Kathleen M. Donovan, 
Feminist Readings of Native A ... er/can Literature: 
Coming to Voice (1998). For an example of per· 
sonal criticism focused on the concept of identity, 
see Louis Owens, Mbredblood Messages: Literalure. 
Fil .... F .. mily, Place (1998). 

New Hls'orlcism 
The term ftNew Historicism"-B contested phrase 
from its inception in the 1 980s-refers either nar· 
rowly to the historical criticism of early modern cui· 
tures linked with Step hen Greenblatt and some of 
his colleagues or, more broadly, to a diverse ~i~al 
movement concerned (as Greenblatt is) with struc· 
turalist and poststructuralist approaches to literary 
and cultural history inspired by several landmark 
works, namely Pierre Bourdieu, Outline ofn TI,eo')' 
of Practic .. (1972; trans. 1977); Clifford Geer!., TIle 
Interpret .. ti"" of Cultures (1973); Hayden White. 
Metahistory: The Historical Imaginatioll i" 
Nineteenth·C .... tury Europe (1974); and Mich .. 1 
Foucault, Discipline and Punisl" 'The Birtl, of tl,e 
Pr/50" (1975; trans. 1977). Also instrumental in 
prompting a "turn toward history" In the 1980s ore 
Louis Althllsser, Lenin and Philosophy and Olher 
Essays (1971); Raymond Williams, Marxism alld Lit· 
"ralure (1977); Edward W. Said, Orienl"U.m, 
(1978); Frank Lentrlcchia. After the Ne .. ' Critici,,.,, 
(1980); and Fredric Jameson, 'The Political Uncon· 
scious: Nan·"t/ve ns a Socially Symbolic Act (1981). 
The groundbrealdng text of New Historicism. in the 
narrow sense of the term, is Stephen Greenblatt's 
Renaissance Self·Fasltioning: Fro ... Mar'e to SI,,,"e· 
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speare (1980). Two programmatic statements by 
Greenblatt on the New Historicism are his ·Intro
ductlon to an edited collection. n... Power of Forms 
I .. d.e E .. glis" R....a/s$aftCe (1982). and "Toward a 
Poetics of Culture" In his Lea .... ftg to C .. ""': Essays 
In Early Modnn C .. l"' .... (1991). Regularly cited as 
authoritative theoretical account. of New Histori
cist tenets are two essays by Louis A. Montrose: 
"Renals.ance Literary Studies. and the Subject of 
History" (1986). subsequently revised as "Profe .. -
Ing the Renaissance: The Poetic. and Politics of 
Culture" In TIt" New Historic ..... (! 9IJ9). edited by 
H. ArBrri Veeser, and "New Historicism," in Redraw
I .. g t"" Bo .. ...Iarl". (I992). edited by Glles Gunn 
and Stephen Greenblatt. Frequently a .. ociated 
with Greenblatt and Montrose. altqough distin
gUished by a Marxist materialist component In her 
work. I. Catherine Gallagher, whose book n... 
[..aus.rlal Re/ontta.ion of Eftglls" F.c"o,,: Social 
Discourse a..a Narrative Fo"", 1832-1867 (1985) 
explores post-Romantic topics and texts. In the 
broader sense of the term. leading early example. of 
New Hlstoricl.m emerged during ·the 1980. In 
many subdisciplines and fields. In American stud
Ies, for Instance, "New Americanlst" work appeared, 
including Mlchael Paul Rogln. S .. bwnlve Geneal
oIlY: TIt" Politic. a..a Art of H"",,",, MeMlle (1983); 
Sacvan Bercovltch and Myra Jehlen, Ideology .. nd 
CIIISSIc A ..... rlca.. Llte,..ture (1986); ~wrence 
Buell, New Eftglantl Llte,..ry C .. /"' .... frrnn Revol .. -
"0" ,"roug" R ......... ClftCe (1986)H Walt!!!r Benn 
Mlchaela. n... Gold S,..,..,.,nl and'M Lo"c of Nal
.. ,...1 ..... : A_rIc# .. Lit_tu .... a"M T .. ". of'M C ... -
tury (1987); Eric J, Sundqullt. To W'M 'M Na,loftal 

Rac:.'" ,h. MII"'''' ofAtMrlc ... L'''''J# .... (1993), 
and RevUI"""ry r",.1WfI1Iofta "'eo 'M A .... rlc .. " 
Ca .. an (I994), edited by Donald E. Pease. In medi
eval .tuelle •• Influential work. Include Lee Patter
son's N"gotla .... g t"" Past: ~ His,orlcal 
V..a..rstandl .. , of Ml!dleval Llte,.., ...... (1987) and 
Tltl! New M"dl.."..lis ... (1991). edited by Marina S. 
Brownlee. Kevln Brownlee, and Stephen G. Nlch
ols. In Renaissance studies, a radical historicism 
Indebted to Raymond Wllllams's Influential Idea of 
c .. lt .. ,..l ..... terlalism developed mainly In Britain, as 
reflected in the groundbreaking Political Sltake
.,. .. a .... : New Essays I .. C .. b .. ,..l Materialism (1985), 
edited by Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Slnfield. In 
Romanticism, historicism figured prominently in 
Jerome McGann'. Ro ....... "c Ideology: A.. Crltic .. l 
rnvesllgalloft (1983) and Marjorie Levln.on et al.'. 
Rethi .. ki"g Historlcl .... : Critical Rl!adlftg. i" 
Rom .... tic History (1989). 

For a brief introduction, see Paul Hamilton's 
'·New Historicism" In his survey of twentleth
century historical approaches titled Historicism 
(1996). A more extensive introduction is John Bran
nigan's New Historicism and C .. l",,..l M .. terlalism 
(1998). New Historic ..... and R ...... is ... ftC" Drama 
(1992), edited by Richard Wnson and Richard Dut
ton, offers a critical survey of New Historicism in 
relationship to Renaissance studies. while Brook 
Thomas'. New His.torlcl.m .. nd Ot"", Old-Fas"lomd 
Topics (1991) provides a critical account of the gen-

eral trend toward historicism. For an excellent 
survey of New Historical development. in the 
broades~ sense of the term •• e~.the essays colle~ted 
in New HistorIc#l Literary SltidJI: Bssays Oft R.."ro
duel.., T..,.... R.." ............. g History (1993). edited by 
Jeffrey N, COX and Larry J. Reynolds. Also useful as 
a siirvey on New Hi.torici.m 1:1n'iadly conceived II 
Jeremy Hawthorn's C ...... 1ftIl P~i ... New Histor-
Icism, C .. lt .. ,..l M .. terlal...... 1l+r4 Ma ........ 1ft tlte 
C., .. , ..... pomry LII_ry D"b .. te (1996). Catherlne 
Gallagher. and Stepqen GreenblaU'. P,..dHc.Hg New 
Hlsloric ..... (2000)· provides a ml'histlcated. and 
readable reflection on the theory, jit'actic!" anp hl.
torlcal development of New Hi.toriclsm; ".' 

Two .ta"dard anthologies are, TIt. New Hisldrl
cl.... (I989) and TIt" N.w Hbtorlc..... R .. tuler 
(1994), both edited by H. Aram Veeser. Foran ear
lier collection of essays committed to exploring 
socIal I!nd hi.torical dimensions of literary wOrkli, 
~ee I'listorlcal Sludies and L,terary Critic ..... (1985), 
edited by Jerome J. McGann. HII'9rical CrI""iMtt 
.. ';" .. Ite Cltalle..ge ofTlteory (1993); edited by Janet 
Lavarie .s;rtiarr. provides a selection'·of essays that 
demons~te self-reflexive hlstori~al IItenary study. 
while N.w Historic ..... and C .. I",,,,, Materlalism:"A 
Reader (1996), edited by Kleman Rp ... cbllects Var
iou. essays tqat focus on the distinctions between 
the cultu~al Poetlcl of New Hlato~l.m and the 
materiali.t critique. promoted by ·B.-.tish cultural 
materialism. . 

For bibliographic assistance. see the 1994 Veeaer 
antholOflY (n... N_ Historicism .Reader). al _lIal 
the textl.mentloned above by wtllon and Dutton 
(N_ HWorioIlm ..... .R............ DrwmII) 'Ind 
.speclally by ")'In (N_ HIItorIoIIm ..... Ctd, ..... , 
M.,.,.,."ism). 

The practices of New Hlstorlcl~hI lend,·them
selve. ta many diverse critical projects. Prominent 
among the.e are two leries of bObks publlshed.by 
the University of Callfomla Preu under the titles 
Represefltatlons and The New HI~torlclsm: Studies 
in Cult'lral Poetic •• The first reprlftt •. back Issue. 
from the leading New Historicist joumal R.." ......... -
lallons-for example, n... Maklflg of lite Mtule ... 
Body: S"""",lIty and Soc,,,ty ... ,'''' N'fUlte .... tlt 
C"""'ry (1987). edited by Catherine Gallagher .nCl. 
Thomas Laqueur. The second seriea. edited by Ste
phen Greenblatt. Includes a wide-ranging line of 
books. slolFh as Jos' E. Um6n. Med""" Ballads. 
Cltlc .. '"' P~: History and I .. ft-I! I .. Med"",,
A ..... rIc .... Social Poe"cs (1992); Chrlstopher Craft, 
AnolMr Kind of Love: Mal .. HOff<OSeXfMJI Desl .... I .. 
Eftglis" Discourse, 1850-1920 (1994): Catherine 
Gallagher, Nobody's Story: n... V""is"'''g Acts of 
w ......... Writers I" eM M .. rkelplac .. , 1670-1820 
(1994); and Frank Lestringant's work in postcolo-
.nial theory and criticism. C ...... lloals: n... DIscovery 
and .R~ ..... Ia'lon of tlte C ...... ibal frrnn Col ..... "... 
to J .. l..s v ..... " (1994; trans. 1997). 

Ph .. "o ....... oloIlY a .. 1l H .. r-........... Ucs 
The fi~st major works of phenomenologtcal aesthet
Ics were by Roman Ingarden. TIt..- Literary Work of 
Art (1931; trans. 1973) and TIte Cognllion of tlte 
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Literary Work of Art (l937; trans. 1973). Also 
groundbreaking for phen<'lnenological theory is 
Martin Heidel!8er. 'The Origin of the Work of Art" 
(1935), later collected in his important Poetry. Lan
guage, Thought (I971). A less theoretical, applied 
form of phenomenologicalliterary criticism crystal-
1i7.ed in the Geneva School. whose most Influential 
works Include Marcel Raymond's From Baude/aire 
10 Surrealis ... (J933; trans. 1949) and Georges 
Poulet's four-volume Studies in Huttuln Tims 
(I 949-68; 2 vols. trans., 1956-59). U.S. phenom
enological criticism is best represented by J. Hillis 
Miller's Poets of Reality: Six Twentieth-Century 
Writers (1965). Modern philological hermeneuti!"s 
emerged in the United State. with E. D. HirschJr.'s 
landmark Validity in Interpretation (1967) and was 
developed in his AI ..... of Interpretation (1976). 
While hermeneutics and phenomenology combined 
frUitfully in several short seetions of Martin Hei
degger's Being and Time (1927; trans. 1962). the 
linkage culminated in the work of Hans-Georg Gad
amer, In the monumental Truth and Method (1960; 
tran.. 1975. rev. 1989) and subsequent writings. 
Later important combinations of phenomenology 
Ilnd hermeneutlcs can be found in the writing' of 
the German school of reception aesthetics located 
at the University of Constance, especially Hans 
Robert Jauss's Aesthetic Experience and Literary 
Hermeneutlcs (1977; tran •. 1982). 

For a brief Introductory overview of the Geneva 
School. see J. Hillis Miller. "The Geneva School: 
The Criticism Df Marcel Raymond, Albert Bo!guln. 
:Georgel Paulet. Jean Rou.set. Jean-Pierre Richard. 
IInd Jean Staroblnskl" (1966). collected In his na.
m)' Now anti n..n (1991). A full-length account of 
Geneva criticism Is provided by Sarah Lawall's Cnt
ics of Conscio ....... ss: The Existential Structures of 
Literature (1968). GeDrges PDulet's "Phenomenol
Dgy Df Reading." which first appeared In New Lit
erary History: A Journal of Theory and I .. terpretatlon 
1.1 (1969). Is an .influential th.eoretical statement. 
For a more comprehensive introduction to phenom
enolog;cal criticism In general. including Ing"rden 
and Heidegger ftS well ftS the Geneva School. see 
Robert R. Magliola. Phenomenology and Literature: 
A .. Introd .. ctio .. (l977). Richar<1 Palmer's Herme
neutics: InterpreC4Jtion Theory in Sch'eiermachBT, 
Di/they. Heldegger. and Gada",er (1969) offers a 
highly regarded historical introduction to herme
neutics, as does Jean Grondin's Introduction to Phil
""'phical Herme .. eutic., (1991; trans. 1994). Other 
helpful texts Include David COU7.ens Hoy, The Crit
ical Circle: Literat .. re, History. and Philosophical 
Herme .... utics (1978); Roy J. Howard. Three Faces 
of Hermeneu'ics: An Introduction to C .. rrent Theo
rics of Understandl .. g (1982); and William Ray. 
Literary Meani .. g: From Phenomenology to 
Deconstructio .. (1984). For a concise survey of 
moaern hermeneutics, with n concluding focus nn 
Glldomer's significance for literary theory, see Joel 
C. Weinsheim<!r, Philosophical Hermene .. tic< .. nd 
Literary Theory (1991). Kathy Eden's Hermene .. tics 
and the Rhetorical Tradition: Chapters in the 
Ancient Legacy and Its H .. tnanist Perception (1997) 

locates a historical basis for hermeneutlcs In clas
sical theories of rhetoric. Gerald L. Bruns's Her
........... tics: Ancient and Mod ..... (J992) covers a 
broad speel·rum of key figures and topics in the tra
dition of literary and philosophical hermeneutics. 

For a reader In phenomenological criticism. see 
The French New Cnticism: An Introduction and 
Sa",pler (1967), edited by Laurent Le Sage. and 
especially E .. ropean Liee,...ry Theory and Practice: 
Fr.:nn Existential Phenomenology to Structuralism 
(1973). edited by Vernon W. Gras. Useful general 
readers In hermeneutlcs include The Herme ...... tic 
Reader: Te"ts of the Ge........ Tradition from the 
E .. llshten ... ent to the Present (J 985), edited by Kurt 
Mueller-Vollmer; The Hermene .. tic Tradition: Fro", 
Ast to Ricoeu. (1990). edited by Gayle L. Ormiston 
and Alan D. Schrlft; and Rhetoric and Hermeneutlcs 
i .. O .. r TI",e: A Reader (1997). edited by Waiter Jo.t 
and Mlchael J. Hyde. A wide-ranging collection of 
essays by many hands focusing on the implications 
of Heidegger's postmetaphysical thought for llterary 
studies is Martin Heldegser .. nd the Q .... stion of 
Lite,...t .. ",: Toward a Postmodern Literary Herme
neu~lcs (1979). edited by WiIIlam V. Spanos. 
Hetfne .. "utics: Q .... stions .... d Prospects (1984). 
editecl by Gary Shaplro and Alan Slca. covers con
~emporary hermeneutlcs In relationship to philoso
phy. literature. and sDclal science. 

A blbllDgraphy Df phenomenologlcal and herme
~eutlcal criticism may be found in The Cambridge 
History of Llte,...ry Cntic ...... volume 8. From For
";"liSm to Postst".." .. ,...llsm (J 995). edited by 
Ra",an Salden, Al,o u.eful are the earlier blblioll
raphle.· In Palmer·. H_""_,.CI and Grondtn', 
'H'ruduc,"", to Ph'ro.o,hfcal Hennefl/JUt!cs. a. well 
as that In The Exlste ... "" Coortllnates of the H .. ma .. 
Condition: Poetic-Epic-Tragic: The Literary Genre 
( 1984), edited by Anna-Teresa Tymleniecka. 

Gaston Bachelard's works. such as The Poetics of 
Sp .. ce (J 958; trans. 1964). offer a unique combi
nation of phenomenology and psychoanalysis. For 
the intersections of phenomenology and formalism. 
see Ren6 Wellek's e.says on the ontology ofJbeJlt
erary wDrk in Concepts of Crlticls ... (1963). p~rtic
ularly "Concepts of Form and Structure in 
Twentieth-Century Criticism." Phenomenology and 
deconstructlon meet In Joseph N. Riddel, The 
I .. verted Bell: Made ... ism and the Co .. nterpoetics of 
Wllliam Carlos Wlllia ..... (1974). In The Act ofRead-
ins: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (1976; trans. 
1978). Wolfgang Iser articulates a theory of reader 
response indebted to the phenomenologtcal ae.
thetics Df Ingarden. Marlo J. Vald6s's Shadows in 
the Cave: A Phe .. mnenologlcal AJ'I"TOdch to Literary 
Crlticls ... Based on Hlspa .. ic Texts (1982) places 
phenomenology In dialogue with ethnic studies. 
Han. Robert Jauss'. Toward .... Aesthetic of Recep
tion (1982) combines hermeneutlcs with historicist 
reception theDry. For the intersections of herme
neutics, stt"ucturalism, and semiotics, see T. K. 
S"ung. S,",cturalism and H .. rmeneutics (1982) and 
Semiotics and Thematics I .. Hertne ...... tics (1982). 
Paul Ricoeur's Time and Narr .. tive (3 . .,010 .• 1983-
85; trans. 1984-88), particularly volume 2, links 
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hermeneutics and narratology, and John D. 
Caputo's Radical He,....",",,,tics: Repetllion, Decon
struction., and the Hermen""tlc Project (1987) 
crosses hermeneutics with deconstructlon. Richard 
Rorty's Essays on Heldegger and Others (1991) 
explores, among other things, the points of contact 
between pragmatism and Heldeggerian hermeneu
tics. 

Postcolo"'al Criticis ... a .. d Theory 
The late-twentieth-century emergence of postcolo
nlal criticism and theory out of colonial politics and 
experience is manifested In such key early texts as 
Alm~ C~saire, Discourse on Colonialism (l950; 
trans. 1972); Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, ~Ite 
Maslcs (l952; trans. 1967) and The WretchedoJthe 
Earth (1961; trans.1963); and Ngugl wi Thiong'o, 
Homecoming: Essays (1972). The groundbreaking 
texts of postcolonial criticism and theory as an aca
demic field are Edward W. Said's Orientalism 
(1978); Gayatri Chakravorty Splvak's In Other 
Worlds: Essays In Cultural Politics (1987), which 
also makes a significant contribution to feminist 
theory; and Homi K. Bhabha's essays of the 1980s 
collected in The Location oJCulture (1994). Exem
plary works focused on reading literature within 
colonial contexts include Selwyn R. Cudjoe's Resis
tance and Caribbean Literature (1980) and Barbara 
Harlow's R"sistance Literature (1987). During the 
1990s two notable lines of theoretical inquiry 
emerged in postcolonlal studies. The first, focused 
on theories of nationalism, Include. such founding 
texts as Benedict Anderson's Imagined Communi
ties: Reflections on the Origins and Spread oJNation
alism (2d ed., 1991) and Partha Chalterjee's 
Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World: A 
Derivative Discourse (2d ed., 1993). Theorizing 
globalization Is the central concern of the second 
line of Inquiry; among Its most Important texts Is 
Arjun Appadural's Modernity at Large: Cultural 
Dimensions 0/ Globalization (1996). 

For Introductions to postcolonlal theory, see Bill 
Ashcroft, Gareth Grlffiths, and Helen Tiffin, The 
Emp/re Writes Back: 11r-eorifS and Practices in Post
eolon//ll Ut.rat .. ,.. (1989); Leela Gandhi, Postcolo
nlal Th"ory' A Critical lnlrod'«lt/on (l998); Anla 
Loomba, Colonialism I Posteoloniallsm (1998); Rob
ert Young, Postcolonialism, An Historical Introduc
tion (1999); and A Companion to Posleolonial 
Studies (1999), edited by Sangeeta Ray and Henry 
Schwarz. A brief introductory statement Is provided 
In Homl K. Bhabha's "Post colonial Criticism" in 
Redrawing tlte Boundaries (1992), edited by Ste
phen Greenblalt and Giles Gunn. An important 
full-length introduction Is Ella Shohat and Robert 
Stam's Unthinking E .. roce"'ri .... : M .. llieulturallsm 
and tJo.. Media (1994). Robert Young's ~ile 
Mytl.ologies: Writing, History, and the West (1990) 
may be read as an advanced introduction and cri
tique of Western hlstoriography. Bart Moore
Gilbert's Posteolonial Theory: Contexts, Practices, 
Politics (1997) provides a critical overview of the 
three major postcolonial theorists, Said, Splvak, and 

Bhabha. On the pivotal role of Said's and Spivak's 
work in postcolonlal studies, see Bdward Said: A 
Critical Reader (1992), edited by Mlchael Sprinker, 
and The SplVllk Reader: Selected Worlcs oJ Gayatri 
Chakmvorty Splvak (1996), edited by Donna Lan
dry and Gerald MacLean. For historical back
ground, see Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial 
Theory: A Reader (1994), edited by Patrlck WiJliams 
and Laura Chrlsman, which gathers critical and 
theoretical pieces from the 1950s to 1990s that rep
resent the scope of debates in postcolonialstudles. 
More on the history of colonial discourse can be 
found In three additional respected works: Europe 
and Its Others (2 vols., 1985), edited by Francis 
Baker et aI., which contains some of the founding 
essays of postcolonial criticism; Eric Hobsbawm, 
Age oJ Emplr" (1987); and After Colonialism: 
Imperial Histories and Postcolonial DIsplacements 
(1994), edited by Gyan Prakash. 

Influential readers and anthologies of postcolo
nial criticism Include "Race," Writing, and Differ
ence (1985), edited by Henry Louis Gates Jr., a 
collection of some major voices in the field; Nation 
and Narration (1990), edited by Homl K. Bhabha, 
which takes as its touchstone the ambivalence over 
nationhood; The Post-Colonial Studies Reader 
(1994), edited by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, 
and Helen Tlffin; and Colonial Discourse/Post
colonial Theory (1994), edited by Franci. Barker, 
Peter Hulme, and Margaret lversen. The later Con
temporary Postcolonial Theory: A Reader (1996), 
edited by Pad mini Mongia, provides a generous 
selection of key articles that address central Issues 
in the field, while Redtl .. 1ti .. g Po.tcolonialism: A 
Critical Reader (1999), edited by David Theo Gold
herg and Ato Quayson, combines new with seminal 
texts. For readers on the connections between post
colonial theory and practice, see Third World 
Women and the Politics oJ Femln/s,m (1991), edited 
by Chandra Talpade Mohanly, Ann RulSo, and 
Lourdes Torres; The DjlColonizatlo .. o/Imaginatlon: 
Culture, Knowl.d,., and Power (1995). edited by 
Jan Nederveen Pleterae and Bhlkhu Parekh; and 
11U1 Posl-Colonlal Question: Common SI&I.s, 
DMd.d Horizons (1996). edited by lan Chambers 
and Lidia Curtl, which focuses on the key concept 
of hybrldity. 

Definitions of theoretical terms and a useful bib
liography are provided by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Grlf
Rths, and Helen Tlffin's Key Concepts i .. 
Posl-Colo .. ial Studies (1998). For other helpful bib
liographies, see the following read!'r. cited above: 
Williams and Chrlsman, Colonial Discourse and 
Post-Colonial Theory; Ashcroft, Grlffiths, and Tiffin, 
The Post-Colonial Studies Reader; and Mongia, 
Contemporary Postcolonial Theory; see also Gandhi, 
Posteolo.';al Theory. 

As Is the case with other contemporary schools 
and movements, postcolonial theory and criticism 
contain many crossover or Interdisciplinary texts. 
Said's Orientalism and Bhabha'. Location of Cul
ture develop contrasting poststructural approaches 
to postcolonlal Issues, the former employing Fou-
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~l:lllldian theory, the latter a Dt.~l·ridean deconstruc
live methodology. Bhabha's work alsu possesses a 
heavy psychoanalytic component. Spivak's In Other 
\Varlds weaves Marxism and fcnlinisl11 into postco
funial studies in pioneering \.\'a~'s. For nlore on the 
J'e1ationship between Marxisln and postcolonial 
!Oludies. see the essays by diveJ"!Oc hands in J\-1nr.x;st 
TI,eoo'ies of I",peria/ism, A C"itic,,1 SIII'\'e), (1980), 
"clited by Anthony Brewer, us well as Raymond 
\Vi/liams's Politics of Modernism, Against the New 
COII/oronists (I989), which indudes a revealing 
interview with Said. Ashis Nandy's I,,'imate Enemy' 
1-0>5 and Recovery of Se{f ""de,' Colonialis", (1983) 
is iln exemplary text marking the intersection ofpsy
dlOanalysi. and postcolonial stlldies. Sara Suleri's 
Memle« Days (1989) approaches feminist post
colonial studies from the perspective of personal 
criticism, as does Trillh T. :\1inh-ha's lVoman, 
Native .. Other: Writi""R, Pmof,colo"inlity, and Fenli
",i"" (1989). A much-debated, resolutely Marxist 
('ritical aCCOUl1.t of postcolollial theory's intersec~ 
tiOl1!1'; with various contelnpOl'arr schools and Inove

Jllellts appears in Aijaz Ahnlsd's l~r TIleo,.,,: Classes, 
Nations, Literatures (J 992). Anne McClintock's 
''''pe,~al Leather; Race, Gene/er. ""d Sexuality ill the 
Colonial Conquest (1994) connects psychoanalytic, 
felninist, and Mandst discourses. The \rarious essays 
in the interdisciplinary DangeJ'Ou5 Liuisons: Gender, 
Natio.,." cu,d Posccolo"ild PeT!o1't.'ctit'es (1997), edited 
hr Anne McClintock, Amnir Mufti, and Ella Sho
hat, promote the utility of multiple approaches, 
,'specially feminist ones. E. San Juan Jr.'s Beyolld 
Po.tcolonial Theory (1997) tal.. .... issue especially 
with Bhabha Dnd Spivak, arguing for a more poHt
icalJy activist stance, 

PsycllOnnalytic Theory 
Sigmund Freud's work is thl' primary source of psy
choanalytic theory for literary intellectuals, fol
lowed closely by the work of Jacques Lncan and, to 
u le.ser e"tent, Cal'l Gustav Jung. The authoritative 
English translation of Freud', work was done under 
the direction of James Strachey, 11,e Sta"dard 
Fc/WOIt of tIle Complet.. P.'.rc/I(l/olllcal "'''orlts of 
S;gll"md Frelul (24 vol." 1953-74). English 
II'Clnslations of Lacan'~ 111()st influential works 
include tcrits, A Selecli(1/2 ,1977) and TIlt, Fo"r 
FUf'Ularne,,"" Co~,cepts of Ps),cllncuhll,.sis (1978), 
hoth translated by Alan SheridAn: and Feminine 
Sexuality: Jacques LacaH alld Ille ecole freudien",e 
\ 1993), translated by Jacquclinl' Ro.e, who edited 
!Ill' book with Juliet Mitchell. Tlw .tandard English 
,,·an.lation of Jung'. work is b)' R. F. C. Hull, The 
Collected \,york. ofe. G. J""1I (l0 \,ols., 1954-92). 
Thr"" foundational e .. ay. in the psychoanalytic 
understanding of literature cU'(' Freud's "ere-ative 
\" .. iters and Daydreaming" (1901'1), Jung's "On the 
Ilelation of Analytical P.ycholo~\' to Poetry" <: 1922), 
and Lacan's ffSeminal' 011 POt.~'s 'Purloined Letter' " 
; 1(66). 

Rohert N. Mullinger's P~.lc1w"'''(ll)'sjs ,l"d Lite1-a
'Ul"(~: An l,.,trod"ct;off (1961) pl·o'·idt.~s an elemen

larr introduction to psychoanalysis and psy-

choanalytic criticism. For a broad introduction to 
Freud, se" J. N. Isbister, Freud, An IIItroduction 
to His LiJe a"d Work (1985). Malcolm Bowie', 
Lacan (199 I) introduces Lacanian theory in a clear. 
accessible manner, as does Teresa Brennan's His
tory after Lacan (i 993). For advanced introduc
tions, seE' Elizabeth Grosz, Jacque~ Loc"ur: A 
Fe",inist Introd .. ctlon (1990), and Slovoj Lizek. 
Looking Awry: An Introduction to Jacq''''' Laca" 
thro"gh Pop"lnr Culture (199 I). A basic introduc
tion to Jungian criticism is provided by Bettina L. 
Knapp'sJ""gitJn Approach to Literature (1984). For 
a concise overview of Freud and Laesn, see chapter 
4 of Kaja Silverman, The Subject of Se ... iolic.' 
(1983); for a critical overview of Freud, Lacan, and 
Jung, as well as Freud's famous critics GilIes 
Deleuze and Fl!lix Gualtarl, see Elizabeth Wri!!ht. 
Psyclu ... nalytic Criticism: A Reappraisal (re". ecl.. 
1998). Holla.ul's G .. ide to Psychoanalytic Psyclwlogl' 
and Literature-a .. d-PsyclIOIoSY (1990) by Norman 
Holland offers a historical overview of psychoana
lytic criticism from the perspective of clinic:al psy
choanalysis, For a historical account of the rise and 
influence of Lacanian theory, see Elisabeth Roudi
nesco, Jacq .. es Lacan and Co.: A History of P.,d,o
analysis In Fra •• ce, 1925-/985 (1990), and Sherry 
Turkei, Ps.¥choanalytic Politics: Jacques Lac"" ",,,I 
Frtnu/'s French Revolution (2d ed., 1992). An influ
ential critical overview of post-Lacanian French 
psychoanalytic feminists-Julia Kcisteva, Hl!lenc 
CI"ous, and Luce irlgaray-appears in the closin!! 
half of Tori/ Mol's Sexual/Textual Politics; Femi,,;st 
Literary 11.eory (1985). A broad chronicle is avail
able In Reuben Fine's History of Psychoanal)'si. 
(1990). 

For a Freud reader, see Writit.gs on Art m.d Lit
eral"re (1997), edited by NeU Hertz. Literature a .. .1 
Psyc/.oanalysls (1987), edited by Edlth Kurzweil ane! 
Willlam Phlll1ps, collects a broad historical range of 
essays In psychoanalytic criticism, by author~ from 
Freud to )ulia Kclsteva. Other introductory collec
tions Include Introducing Psyclloanalytlc Theorl' 
(1982), edited by Sander L. Gllman; Everyt~.Yo/l 
Wanted to KtJOw about Lac/m (But Were Afraid tf) 
Ask Hitcl"'ock) (J 992), edited by Slavuj ~ii .. k; and 
Psyclwanalytic Literary Criticism (1994), eciited by 
Maud Elhnann. For advanced collections of p.y
choanalytic criticism, see- Psychoa"al)'Sis and t1,~> 
Question of the T",,-r (1978), edited by Geoffrev 
HarEman; the Lacanian Literature and Psychoanal
ysis: The Question of Reading' Otlterwi.,e \ 1981), 
edited by Shoshana Felman; and Ps),c/",,,,,,,I)'tic 
Criticism, . .<\ Reader (1996), edited by Sue Vic· ... The 
Purloined Poe, Lacan, Derrida, and Psychoanal),tic 
Reading (19811), edited by John Muller, brin!ls 
together celebrated essays by Lacan, Jacques Der
rida, and Barbara Johnson on interpreting Edllar 
Allan Poe's "Purloined Letter." For a collet·tion of 
archetypal criticism written near the close of th<
twentieth century, see Jungian Liter",,' C";ticisfJI 
(1992), edited by Richard Sugg. 

Helpful reference sources 011 the terminology of 
psychoanalysis include Jean Laplanche ",,,I ).-B. 
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Pontalls, The UmgUllge of P~ho-afUJ/ysis (1967; 
trans. 1973); John P. Muller and WllIiam J. Rich
ard.on, Lacan and Languag": A Reader's Guide to 
"gcrits" (1982); Elliabeth Wrlght, F ..... inism and 
P~hoanalysis: A Critical Dictionary (1992); and 
Dylan Evan., A .. I .. troductory Dictionary of Lac_
ian Psychoanalysis (1996). Another resource is John 
Brl.tow's S..,.....//ty (1997), which focu.es on th .. 
critical use. and abuse. of that concept. Biblio
graphIc assl.tance I. available In Norman Klell, Psy
choanalysis, P~hololD" a~ Literature: A Bib
liography (2 vol •. , 1982; suppl., 1990); Joseph P. 
Natoli and Frederlk L. Rusch, P~Iooc,./elcism: A .. 
Annotated Bibliography (1984); and Holland's over
view, Holland', Guide. On Freud, see Alexander 
Grln.teln, Slgmund Freud', Writings: A Compr .. -
he ... ive Bibllog .... phy ( 1977). Blhliographles of 
Lacan Include Joan Nordqulst's ]aelf"," Lacan: A 
Bibliography (1987) and Mlcha .. 1 Clark'. ]Aclf ..... 
LAca .. : An A .. notated Bibliography (1988). For a 
bibliography of Jungian criticism, soi .. }os Van 
Meu .. , ] .... glan Literary Criticism, 1920-1980: An 
A .. notated Critical Bibliography 0/ Worlts I .. BKg/lsh 
(with a Selectlo .. of Titles Aft- 1980) (1988). 

PsychoanalytIc theory readily combllle. with 
other critical methods and approaches. Wide
ranging links between psychoanalysis and feminist 
theory are developed In several provocative collec
tions: see, for example, 'TIts (M)OtJuW· TOKgue: 
B..,.". I .. F ..... i .. 1st P~hoanAlytic I .. teryn'etation 
(1985), edited by Shirley Nelson Gamer, Clalre 
Kahane. and Madelon Sprengnether; Feml .. ism and 
Psychoanalysis (1989). edited by Richard Feldstein 
and }udith Roof; and B .. twe.... F ..... I .. ism .. nd 
PsychoanAlysis (1989). edited by Teresa Brennan. 
Harold Bloom's earlier 'TIts A~ty of I .. ft_e: A 
'TIosory 0/ Poetry (1973) joined psychoanalysis and 
Yale School deconstructlon. Significant. wldelyvar
ied Marxist extensions of psychoanalytic theory 
Include Herbert Marcuse. Eros .. nd CMlI:mtlon, A 
Phllosophic .. 1 I .. q .. lry i .. to Freud (1955); Louis 
A1thu.ser. L....i .. and Philosophy and Other Ess,.". 
( 1971); and Fredrlc Jameson. 'TIts Polltic .. 1 Uncon
sclo ... : NArratl"" as A Socially Symbolic Act (1981). 
Myth criticism, whIch occupIed a promInent place 
In the interim between the stagnation of the New 
Criticism and the rise of postformallst theories in 
the 1960., derIved largely from p.ychoanalytic the
nrles, most notably in such different c1anic book. 
as Jo.eph Campbell, The Hero with A Tho ..... nd 
Face. (1949); Northrop Frye, AnAtomy o/Critlcism: 
Fo .. r E •• ,.". (1957); and Le.lie Fiedler. Love and 
Death in the AmeriCA" NOWII (1960). Influential 
early post.tructurali.t readings of psychoanalYSis 
include Jacque. Derrlda. "Freud and the Scene of 
Writing" (1966); GllIe. Deleuze and F~lix Guattari. 
A .. ti-Oedip ... : Capitalism .. nd Schlzophre .. 1a (1972; 
tran •. 1977); Luce Irlgaray. Spec .. lum of the Other 
wo ....... (1974; tran •. 1985) and This Sex Which Is 
Not One (1977; tran •. 1985); and Julla Kristeva. 
Revo/ .. llon In Poetic La .. gUAge (1974; trim •. 1984) 
and Powers 0/ Horror: A .. Essay on Abjectio .. (1980; 
tran.. 1982). For Intersections of psychoanalysis 

and narrato/ollY, see the essays in LacA .. .. nd N .. r
ratl",,: 'TIts PsychoanAlytic Dlffer.mce I.. N .. rratlve 
Theory (1983). edited by Robe" Con Davl •• a. well 
a. Peter Brooks's ~eadl .. g'for the Plot: Design and 
l"tention In NArrative (1984).· .Psychoanalysis from 
a po.tcolonlal perspective is most· famou.1y pre
.ented in Frantz Fanon's W"'!tched of the E .. rth 
(1961; trans. 1963), particularly.lt, concludingca.e 
studies. Intersections of p.ychoanalysls and reader
re.ponse criticism are expl"red In Norman Hol
land'~ I>ook.. most .notably Poems I .. Persons: A .. 
I .. eroductlon to ehe. P~IiOG..,.1ysfi of' Literature 
(1973). Judlth Butle .. •• G....der TriiubZ-: F ..... i .. ism 
.. nd the SubW!rsIon of Identity (1990) critically 
extends psychoanalysis. breaking new ground for 
poststructurallst feminist queer theory. The· broad 
influence of psychoanalysIs on various theoretical 
school. and movements. particularly feminl.m, 
Marxism. and deconstruction, is exhIbited In· the 
e .. ays coll"cted by Richard Feldstein and ·Henry 
Sussman lri PsychoanAlysis And ... {1989). ", 

R" .. d"r-Re.po ... " CrHI.,Is ... 
Among the Influential forerunner.· of the ri ... ,of 
reader-reaponse ."rltlcism In the 1960. and 1970s 
are I. A. Richards·. Pracelcal Criticism: A Study· ... 
L'terary JudgmeNt (1929). Loul.e-Ro.enblatt·. Lit
erature AS Explorwtlon. (1937). and the~"henome
nologlcal work of the .Geneva School from the 
J 930s to the 1950., .ummed up in George.·Poulet·s 
later "Phenomenology of Reading" (1969). ArIsing 
largely In oppo.ition to silch formalist notions as the 
"affective fallacy.· the diverse founding text. ofU.S, 
reader-response criticism Include Stanley E. Fi.h.· 
S .. rprised by Si,.: 'TIts Reade,. I.. P .. radlse . Lost 
(1967); Norman Holland. 'TIts DynAm4cs of Literary 
Response (1968); Davld Blelch. R....p,.rs .. ndoPe.l
Ings: A .. I .. troductlon to Subjective Criticism (1975); 
J onathan Culler. St"..,turalist Poedcs: Struc
turalism, LI .. gulstics, .. nd the Study Of I.Iteratu1'<O 
(1975); Loulse Rosenblatt. 'TIts Reader, the Text, the. 
Poem: 'TIts Tra ..... ctlonal Theory 6J the Literary 
WOrk (1978); and Judlth Fetterley. 'TIts Resisting 
Reader: A Fem ... qe Approach to A .... r/c4I .. Fiction 
(1979). Particularly important· for U.S. reader
respon ... critlcl.m is Fish'. es.ay "Literatur" In the· 
Reader: Affective Stylistic." (1970). Developed In 
Germany during the 1960. and 1970 •• the Con, 
stance School of reception aesthetics gBlned atten
tion through two books by Wolfgang Iser. The 
Implied Reader: P .. tterns o/Comm .... ic .. tlon In Prose 
Flctionfrom B .. ..",... to Bec""t (1972; tran •• 1974) 
and The Act of Readl .. g: A Theory of A ... th .. ,ic 
Response (1976; trans. 1978). as well as through 
Hans Robert Jau •• •• Aesthetic Experience and Lit
e .... ry He ............. tlcs (1977; trans, 1982). Influential 
.tatement. of French po.tstructurali.t reader
respon.e theory appear in ..J~oland . Barthes·. S IZ 
(1970; tran •. 1974) and hii Pu ..... ,.., of the Text 
(1973; tran •. 1975). . 

Steven Mailloux'. I .. terpretlW! ConWlntlons: 'TIts 
R"ader I .. the Study of AmeriCA" Fiction (1982) pro
vide. an IntrOductory critical .urVey of five influ~ 
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ential theories df reader response and develops a 
sociological model of reading. On German reader
oriented criticism, see Robert C. Holub, Reception 
Theory: A Critlc .. 1 Introduction (1984). For more 
general introductions to reader response, see Eliz
abeth Freund, The Return of the Re .. der: Reader
Response Criticism (1987). and Richard Beach. A 
Teacher's Ift.troductiOH to Reader-Re51'0nSe Theories 
(1993). 

Representative collections of works in the tradi
tion of reader-response criticism are available in 
New Perspective. In German Liter .. ry Criticism 
(I979). edited by Richard Armacher and Victor 
l..ange; Re .. der-Response Criticism: From Formalism 
la Post-Structur .. lism (1980), edited by Jane Tomp
kins; and The Readerin the Text: Ess .. ys on Audience 
.. nd Interpretation (1980). edited by Susan Sulei
man and Inge Crosman. 

For bibliographies on reader-response criticism, 
see the anthologies by Tompkins and by Suleiman 
and Cro.man cited In the previous paragraph. as 
well a. Mailloux·. Interpretive Conventions and 
Beach's Teacher's Ineroduceion. 

Reader-response criticism Is a plurali.tic and het-
. erogeneous movement, encompas.d:ng many differ

ent critical projects. For a formalist approach to 
reader-response. see Wayne Booth. Rhetoric of Fic
lion (1961; 2d ed .• 19(3). On the links between 

.psychoanalysls and reader-response criticism. see 
. Norman Holland. Five Readers Re .. ding (1975). 
Culler's Structunllllst Poetics and Michael Rlffa

: terre's Semiotics of Poetry (1978) mark the various 
"\tntersections of reader .. response and structuralism, 
as does Gerald Prince's Narratology: The Form .. nd 
Functioning of NarratiVe (1982). Semiotics and 
reader response also combine in Umberto Eco, The 
Role of the R .. ader: &cplorations in th" Semiotics of 
Texts (1979). Paid de Man's Allegori .. s of Reading: 
Figural Languag .. In Rouss .... u. Nielzsche. Ri/It ... .. nd 
Proust (1979) articulates a theory of reading from 
the point of view of deconstruction. On the rela
tionship of neopragmatism to reader response, see 
Steven Knapp and WaIter Benn Michael •• "Against 
Theory." Critic .. l Inquiry. 8 (1982). Mary Louise 
Prates "Interpretive Strategies/Strategic Interpre
tations: On Anglo-Amerlcan Reader-Re.ponseCrlt
idsm." Boundary 2 11 (1982) presents a critique of 
reader-re.ponse theory from a Marxist perspective. 
while Robert Scholes's Textual Power: Literary The
ory .. nd the Te .. chjng of English (1985) unite. Ide
ological analysiS with reader-re.pon.e and 
structuralist methods. The intersection offeminism 
and reader-response criticl.m Is marked by the 
often-cited Gender and Reading: Essays on Readers. 
Texts ... nd Contexts (1986), edited by Elizabeth A. 
Flynn and Patroclnio P. Schweickart. On the appli
cation of sociological methods of cultural studies to 
reception issue •• see Janice Radway'. celebrated 
Reading the Ro ....... ce: Women. p .. tri .. rchy ..... d Pop
ular Liter .. ture (1984). Robert C. Holub's Crossing 
Borders: Reception Theory, Poststructurc::dis1n, 
Deconstruction (1992) develops connections 
hetwecn post.tructuralist .theory and reader-

respon.e criticism. while Judith Still and Michael 
Worton's Text_/ily .. nd Sexruilily: Reading Theori .. s 
.. nd Practices (1993) explores links among femi
nism. gender studies. and reader-respon.e crltlci.m. 
Steven Mallloux's Rhetoric .. l Power (1989) and his 
Reception Histories: Rhetoric. Pr .. g ..... tism. and 
American Cultural Politics (1998) represent a lat
ter-day reader-response criticism that intersects 
with cultural studies. 

S'ruc'ur"Ii .... anti Se ... loUcs 
In Europe the .emlnal groundbreaklng text of 
structurallsin and semiotics Is Ferdlnand de Saus
sure's po.thumously publi.hed collection of lecture 
notes. Course in Gener .. l Linguistics (1915). which 
present. the first .tructurallst approach to lan
guage. superseding traditional philological and his
torical modes of analysl.. In America the 
philosopher Charles Sanders Pelroe undertook 
similar contemporaneous work, as seen particularly 
In the scattered writings collected in Peirce on 
Signs: Writings on S .. miotic· by Charles Sanders 
P"irc.. (1991). edited by James Hoopes. Early 
applications of structuralist method to the study of 
literature were made by the Russian formalists In 
the 1920. and. more fully. by the Prague School of 
linguistics between the world wars. Important In 
this regard are the various eSlays of Roman Jakob
son collected posthumously In Language In Litera
ture (1987). as well as the articles by Jan 
MukaI'ovsk9 translated Into Engll.h In The Word 
anti V"rbal Art (1977) and Structur... Sign. ..nd 
Function (1978). V.rlbus highly regarded nonliter
ary applications of structuralist method Include 
Claude UvI-Strauss. Structural Anthropology 
(1958; tran •• 1963); Loul. Althus.er. For M .. "" 
(1965; tran.. 1969); and Hayden White. 
Metahlstory: The Hlstoric .. 1 I ..... ginalion in 
Nineteenth-C .... tury Europe (1973). For leading 
examples of literary theory inspired by structural 
linguistics. see Jakobson. "ClOSing Statement: Lln
gul.tlcs and Poetics"· (1960); KIIte Hamburger. 
LogiC of Liter .. ture (2d ed .• 1968; trans. 1973); and 
Mlchael Riffaterre. Semiotics of Poetry (19~ all 
of which can be instructively compared with Nor
throp Frye·. earlier attempt to put literary criticism 
on a scientific footing in A1iatomy of Criticism: 
Four Essays (I957). Important work. in the tradi
tion of narratology. the .tructuralist study of nar
rative. Include Lo!vI-Strau ••• "The Structural Study 
of Myth" (1955); Tzvctan Todorov. Poetics of Prose 
(1971; tran.. 1977); Go!rard Genette. N .. rrative 
Discourse: An Essay on Metlt.otl (1972; tran •. 1980); 
and A. J. Grelma •• Maup" .... nt: The Semiotics of 
the Text (1976; trans. 1988). Roland Barthe.·s 
Mythologies (1957; tran.. 1972) and Bob Hodge 
and Gunther Kre •• •• Sociol Semio!lcs (1988) are 
admired examples of .emlotlc •• the application of 
structural linguistics to the world of cultural phe
nomena. 

Jonathan Culler's F"rdinand de S .. _sur" (rev. ed .• 
1986) provides a lucid and concise introduction to 
the basic principle. of Saussure's structurallingul.-
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tics, while his award-winning Structuralist Poetics: 
Structuralism, Linguistics, and the Study oJ Litera
ture (1975) offers a sophisticated Introduction to 
structuralism and Its applications to literary study. 
A more succinct, basic introduction, Terence 
Hawkes's Structuralism and Semiotics (1977) gives 
an excellent overview of major trends, schools, Bnd 
figures. In The Prison-House oJ Language: A Critical 
Account 0J St.ructuralism and Russian Fo,.",alism 
(1972), Fredrlc jameson e"pounds a Marxist cri
tique of structuralism and formalism, while also 
providing an introduction to their key concepts. 
Structuralism: An Introduction (1973), edited by 
Davld Robey, and Structuralism and Since (1979), 
edited by John Sturrock, provide interdisciplinary 
Introductions to structuralism. Robert Scholes's 
Struch<ralism in Literature: An Int·roduction (1974) 
focuses on the role of structuralism In literary stud
ies, while Wallace Martin's Recent Theories ofNar
rat.;' ... (1986) surveys the field of narratology. A 
well-known advanced Introduction to semiotics is 
Umberto Eco's Theory of Semiotics (1976). For an 
international overview of semiotics, see R. W. Bsi· 
ley, 11", Sign: Semiotics around the World (1978). 
A historical and theoretical account of the Prague 
School Is available in F. W. Galan's Historic Struc
tures: The Prague School Project, 1928-1946 
(1985). Thomas A. Sebeok's brief Semiotics In the 
United States (1991) gives an anecdotal history of 
American semiotics, while Fran~oise Dosse's His
tory oJ Structuralism (2 vols., 1991-92; trans. 1997) 
comprehensively details the history of French struc
turalism, with considerable attention to the many 
disciplines involved. 

Structur,,/ism: A Reader (1970), edited by 
Michael Lane, represents the range and depth of 
structuralist works by providing a collection of 
multidisciplinary essays, as doe~ the compact class
room favorite, The Structuralists: From Ma"" to 
Uvi-Strauss (1972), edited by Richard T. and 
Fernande M. De George. For an influentlalanthol
Dgy that simultaneously Introduced French struc
turalism alld poststructuralism to many Americans, 
see Sciences 0/ Man: The Structuralist Controversy 
(1970), edited by Richard Mack.ey and Eugenlo 
Donato, later reprinted as The Structuralist Contro
versy: The Languages (JJ Critlcis", and the Sciences 
o/Man (1972). On Signs: A Semiotic R"ader(1985), 
edited by Marshall Blon.ky, is a well-organized col
lection of e.says on theoretical and practical semi
otics, illustrating, among other things, the 
wide-ranging cultural uses of semiotics. Semiotics: 
An I"troductory Reader (1986), edited by Robert E. 
Innes, collects classic European and American 
statements on semiotics. D .. finltive work. of the 
Prague School are collected in A Prague School 
Reader on Esthetlcs, Literary Structure, and Style 
(1964), edited by Paul L. Garvln, and The Prague 
School: Selected Writi"gs, 1929-1946 (1982), 
edited by Peter Steiner. For collections of essays 
from the field of narratology, see. Narrative /Theory 
(1996), edited by Davld H. Richter, and Narratolo-

gie.: New Perspecti11fls on Narrative Analysis (1999), 
edited by Davld Herman. 

For scholarly definitions of terminology, consult 
Oswald Ducrot and Tzvetan Todorov, Encyclopedic 
Dictionary oJ the Sciences oJ Language (1972; trans. 
1979); A. j. Greimas and joseph Courtt!s, Semiotics 
and Language: An Analytical Dictionary (1979; 
trans. 1982); and Paul Boui •• ac, Encyc/opedia oJ 
Semiotics (1998). For narratologlcal terminology, 
see Gerald Prince, A Dictionary oJ· Narratology 
(1987), and Mieke Bal, Narratology: Introduction to 
the Theory oJ Narrative (2d ed., 1997). Vincent 
Colapletro's Glossary of Semiotics (1993) Is an ele
mentary source of definitions. Roland Barthes's 
Elements of Se ... iology (J 964; trans. 1968) offers a 
terse technical exposition of semiotic methods for 
advanced students. For a bibliography of selected 
Influential French figures in structuralism, see Joan 
M. Miller, French Structuralism: A Multidiscipll
nary Bibliography with a Checklist oJ Sources for 
Louis Allhus..,r, Roland Barth"s, Jacques D"rrida, 
Michel Foucault, Lucien Goldmann, Jacques Lacan, 
and an Update oJ Works on CI .. ..ae Uvi-Strauss 
(J 981). Josut! Harari's more general bibliography, 
Structuralists and Structuralisms: A Selected Bibli
olP"'phy of French Contemporary Thought (1971), 
charts the Impact of French structuralism on phi
losophy, anthropology, and psychoanalysis, as well 
as on literature. 

The structuralist method has found applications 
In many contemporary critical schools and move
ments. A widely Influential structuralist approach to 
psychoanalysis appears in Jacques Lacan's ·£crits 
( 1966; trans. 1977) and his Four Fundamental Con
cepts oJ Psychoanalysis (1973; trans. 1977). On 
structuralism and Marxism, see Fredrlc Jameson, 
Ths Political Unconscious: Narrative as a SOCMll)! 
Symbolic Act (1981). For the New Historicism, 
Michel Foucault's work, especially Discipline and 
Punish: The Birth of the Prison (I§75; trans. 1977), 
pioneers Important structuralist modes of history 
writing, even though Foucault himself resisted 
being classified as a structuralist. Also important to 
the New Historicism in this regard is Hayden 
White's Tropics of Discourse: Essays In Cultural Crit
icism (1978). Edward W. Said's Orientalism (1978) 
extends Foucault's structuralist methods to post
colonial criticism and theory. Two texts that mark 
the rich Intersections of semiotics, psychoanalysis, 
and literary theory and criticism are JuUa Kristeva's 
Desire In Language: A Semiotic Approach to Liter
ature a"d Art (1980) and Kaja Silverman's ·S .. bject 
oJ Semiotics (J 983). On the relationship between 
semiotics, Marxism, and psychoanalysis, see Ros
alind Coward and John Ellis, Language and Mate
rialism: Develop ..... nts In Semiology and the Theory 
oJ the Subject (1977), and jean-joseph Goux, Sym
bolic Economies: After Marxand Freud (1990). Eliz
abeth A. Mee.e's (SEM)erotics: TheorWng Lesbian 
Writing (1992) links semiotics to lesbian theory and 
criticism. 
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aesthetic ideology, Bourdieu on, 1807 
aestheticism. 499.501; and Brooks on 

poetry, 1367; and cultural elite (Bour
dieu), 1806. 1807; vs. formalism, 1069-
70 

aestheticist literary criticism. vs. Hall, 
1895 

aesthetic joy, Sartre on, 1346-47 
aesthetic judgment: for Bourdieu, 1806; 

Edmund Burkc on, 537; Kant on, 514, 
517, 518, 523. 526. 1878; social con
struction of (Ohmann), 1878; see also 
judgment -r 

aesthetics of reception and influence: and 
Cons tan cc School, 1670;jauss on, 1551, 
1552, 1561, 1562, 1564 

affective fallacy, 19, 88. 1388, 1393-99; 
Fish on, 1671; and personal as off-limits 
(Tompkins).2140 

African American literature and literary the
ory: and Baker. 2223, 2224, 2226. 2227; 
and canon, 1877; and Christian. 2255, 
2257-60, 2262-63, 2264, 2265; in cur
ricula (Ohmann). 1880; and Gates, 2421, 
2422-32; and Hughes, 1312; and Hur
ston. 2317; Smith on black women's writ
ing.2300-230I,2302-15 

Mrican Americans (blacks; Negroes), 26; 
and essentialism (hooks), 2477; and 
Hughes, 1311. 1313-14; Hurston on, 
1146-58, 1159-62; and postmodernism 
(hook.'!), 2478-84 

2565 
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agoraphobia: and Bordo, 2360, 2364-65, 1. 
2366-67,2368,2369,2370-71,2373; 
and Gilbert and Gubar on women writers, 
2030,2033-34 ' 

Agrarian movement, 1106, 1350 
agreeable, the, Kant on, 501, 507, 508-9; 

and the beautiful, 5 10; as taste of sense, 
511 

Ahmad, Aijaz, 2378 
AIDS: Butler on, 2493-94; Hall on, 1907-8 
Akhmatova, Anna, 1010, 1081 
All?e~tus Magnus, 241 

2002; and Saussure, 959; on value of 
class struggle, 1935 

ambiguitY: in Billy Butid Oohnson), 2320, 
'2335, 2336; and Brooks on in criticism, 
1355, 1364; in Greek tragedy (Barthes), 
1469; vs. Indeterminateness (Hlrsch), 
1699; mestiza tolerance for, 2213-19; in 
performative utterances (Austin), 1437-
38; of subject (A1thusser), 1507-8 

ambivalence, in meaning of words (Freud), : 
934 

American Indians, see Native Americans 
amphibolous terms, Malmonides on, 213, 

214 ' 
Alexander the Great, 86, 149, 351, 693 
alexandrine verse-form, 842, 846 
Algerian revolution, and Fanon, 1576 
alienation: and black tradition (Gates), 

~:,. , amplification: Geoffrey of Vlnsauf on, 228, 
231-'-35; Longinus on, 143; by meta
physical poets Oohnson), 482; by 
Shakespeare Oohnson), 475 

2429; Brechtian, 1812; of earlier women 
writers, 2028; Harawayon, 2278; and 
Lukacs, 1030, 1031, 1032; Man on, 15, 
572,761, 765, 766-67, 2019; of Schil
ler's time, 572; structures of Oameson), 
1958; technological Oameson), 1971-'72; 
and women writers, 23 

.lienation effects (Brecht), 1164 

.lIegorical interpretation, 9, 10,611,617-
18; see also allegory 

dlegories of reading, literary texts as (de 
Man), 1511 

IlIegory, 9-10; Aquinas on, 245, 246, 248; 
Coleridge on, 671,673; and Dante, 247, 
248,249, 251; and de Man, 1.510, 1511; 
and Chrlstine de Plum, 263; de Sta!!1 on, 
595; enigmatic (Augustine), 187, 192; 
four levels of interpretation of, 9; Hugh 
of St. Victor on, 202-3; Jameson on, 
1944-45; In Macbeth Oameson), 1934; 
Macrobius on, 196; Qulntlllan on, 9, 
163,166, 187; Romantics on, "12; Vico 
on,403 

Iollen, Paula Gunn, 1975,2106; "Kochin
nenako In Academe ... ," 2108-26; and 
matriarchy, 2013; and Smith, 2301 

lIiteration: In composition of "The Raven," 
747; Elchenbaum on attempts to explain, 
1068; Fish on, 2084 

lIusion: Schleiermacher on, 618; Wlmsatt 
and Beardsley on, 1384-87 

lterity(ies): Bhabha on, 2383, 2389; and 
Spivak, 2193 

Jthusser, Louis, 1476; and Bhabha, 2391; 
and British cultural studies, 2446; and 
Butler, 2485; and Eagleton, 2241; and 
Foucault, 1616; and Frimkfurt School, 
1896, 1933 (see also Frankfurt School); 
and Hall, 190 I; and Hebdige ori ideology, 
2453, 2454; and Ideological State Appa
ratuses, 14, 1477-78, 1489-91, 1492-
96, 1507, 1508-9; "Ideology and Ideolog
ical State Apparatuses '(Notes towards an 
Investigation)," 1483-1509; and Jame
son, 1933,1939,1946,1952,1960; and 
Lacan, 1280; "Letter on Art in Reply to 
Andre Daspre," 1480-83; on problematic, 

anagogicallevel of interpretation, 9; Aqui-' 
nas on, 245; Dante on, 248, 250, 251 

anagrammaticai nature of literature, 959 
anagrams, Saussure's search for, 959 
analogy(ies): Aquinas on, 246; of James, 

853 
ancients vs. modems, 10-11" 2 71; Dryden 

on, 380; Habermas on, 1749; and Vlco, 
399; Pope on, 450; Schiller on, 571, 
575; Young on, 426-27,431-32,434-' 
35 

Andersen, Hans Christian, 896, 948 
Anderson, Beitedlct, 2377, 2396 
androgyny: as ideal (Bordo), 2368-69; 

Woolfon\ 1019, 1025-29 
animism, Freud on, 944, 945, 946, 950 
Annales School, 1710 
"Anon.," as woman (Woolf), 1022-23 ' 
anonymous texts, 1617, 1628, 1629, 1706 
anorexia nervosa: Bordo on, 2360, 2361,' 

2364-65,2366,2367-69,2370-73;and 
Gilbert and Gubar on women writers and, 
2030,2033,2034 

anthropology: and Barthes, 1470; and Bau
drillard, 1731; and Frye, 1444, 1453-54; 
and Levi-Strauss, 1415, 1417; and Said's 
Orientalism, 1989; symbolic, 2228 ' 

anthropomorphism: Hegel on, 642; Nietz-
sche on, 871 " 

antifoundationalism, 2458; and Fish, 2067, 
2069 ,'). 

antimodernism or antimodernity: 'flabermas 
on, 1758, 1759; postmodernity.as, 1749 

antiphrasis, 166; Augustine on, 191 
anti-Semitism:' of Conrad, 1791; in de 

Man's writings; ,1510; and Eliot, 1089; 
and Said on Orientalism, 2012; and, 
Sartre on writing, 1348--49; In Soviet 
Union, r059 , 

anxiety of authorship, 23, 24, 264, 390, 
2022; in The Madwoman in the Attic, 
2023-35 

anxiety of Influence, 16, 17, 23, 1794, 
1795,1797-1805,2028;2035,2068' 

Anzaldua, Glorla, 2021, 2208; Borderlands/ 



La Frontera: The New Mestiza, 2211-23; 
as critic of feminism, 2106, 2338; and 
gay and lesbian studies, 2433; and Har
away, 2267; and Smith, 2301 

aphasia: and Gilbert and Gubar on women 
writers, 2034; Jakobson on, 1265-66, 
1267; Lacan on, 1291 

1\1'0110 and the Apolllne, 884, 885-86, 887-
BH, H91, 892, 894; and Benedict on cul
ture. J 454; and Paglia, 2523 

apophrndcs, Bloom on, 1803-4 
aporiu(s): of cultural modernity (Habermas), 

1 7') '\; and Derrida, 1865;-1869; and Eag
Idon on de Man, 1512; and Jameson, 
1946; of literary judgment (Wellek), 1560 

apostrophe, Geoffrey ofVinsauf on, 233 
Aquinlls, Thomas, 240; and allcgory, 245, 

246, 248; and Augustinian sign theory, 
186; and biblical interpretation, 202: con
cerns of, 226; and Dante, 242, 246; and 
Frye, 1933; and levels of interpretation, 
272,1933; and Maimonides, 211, 213; 
Summa Theologica, 243-46 

archetype and archetypal myths, 16, 1443; 
Fryc on, 1442-43, 1444, 1449-50,1452-
53; and White, 1714; Howe on arche
typal characters, 1541-42; Jung on, 988, 
9H9, 1000-1001;Plotinuson, 176 

architecture: Benjamin on, 1183-84; and 
post modernism Uameson), 1935, 1967-
71; and writing (Levi-Strauss), 1423 

Arcl1(ll, I-Iannah, 2437 
arete, Gorgias on, 30 
Ariosto. Ludovico, 11,271,276,309,489, 

690,708 
I\ristophllnes, 92, 154, 688 
Aristotle, 7, 8, 86; and Aquinas, 241; and 

Bakhtin, 1198; and Behn, 389; and 
Bhabha, 2378; and Boccaccio, 254, 260; 
amI Kcnneth Burke, 1274, 1275; on 
cRtharsis, 88, 95, 136, 1115, 1393, 1397; 
and CorneilIe, 363, 365; and Crane's 
leaching (Ransom), 1110; and Dante, 
247, 2';0: and didascalic literature, 202; 
Dryden on, 380; Eurlpides and Sophocles 
as models for, 1250; on femaleness, 
2030, ;~400; and Giraldl, 271; and Gir
aldi's contemporaries, 271, 275; and Hei
deggN, 1119: on history and poetry, 314: 
and'lorace, 121, 122: on invention in 
poetry, 306: Johnson on, 481; and Kant, 
503; and Lessing, 553; and Longinus, 
136, 149; and Maimonides, 211, 212; 
and l\1arx, 1500; and Maz7.oni, 300, 30 I, 
316--17; and Middle Ages, 1473; and 
Oedipus Rex, 87, 99,100,101,103,104, 
1 13, 117, 915; and plan of Shakespeare's 
plays, 476; and Plato, 33, 86, 87, 88; and 
plot, B, 87-88, 90, 95-106,113,117, 
2091'1; and poetic discourse, 1197; Poet
ics, 90-··117; and poetry, 8,36, H7, 88, 91-
92,93,97-98,104,113-14,121,304. 
306-7,308,331,337,341,362,444, 
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646, 656; and Quintilian, 156: and read
ing of tragedy, 373; and Renaissance or 
neoclassical theory, 10,254; Rhetoric, 
117-21; and Ronsard, 298; and Scaliger, 
325; and Sldncy, 323; on sophistic, 311; 
and Todorov, 2098; and tragedy, 87-88, 
92-106, Ill, 112, 116-17,365,383; 
and unities, 10,97,324,356,366,368, 
370,371,374,376; and Vico, 412, 413 

Arnheim, Rudolf, 1176, 1678 
Arnold, Matthew, 35, 571,802: Bloom on, 

180 I; on criticism and creativity, 808, 
852; and cultural studies, 2445; Culture 
and Anarchy, 825-32: and de Man, 1511; 
and disinterestedness, 50 I, 803, 814, 
824, 1806: on Drydcn, 379; Eagleton on, 
2240,2244-45,2247: "The Function of 
Criticism at the Present Time," 806-25; 
Graff on, 2059-60; on Hebraic ways of 
thinking, 211; and James, 852-53; John
son and, 461; and Pater, 833, 834; on 
personal fallacy, 1373: and "Philistines," 
804, 818, 819, 822, 830-31, 832; as poet
critic, 380, 1088; on poetry, 804-5, 832, 
1399: and poets vs. scientists, 647: and 
pre-Socratics, 871: on race and imperi
alism, 2001; and Said, 1988; on Shelley, 
695-96; and Wilde, 896, 900; and WiJ
Iiams, 1565; Wimsatt and Beardsley on, 
1380 

art(s): Adorno on, 1220, 1239; African, 
1792: Althusser on, 1480-83: and 
anthropology (Uvi-Strauss), 1415; Baker 
on, 2225; Benjamln on ("The Work of Art 
in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction"), 
1164, 1166-86; blaek, 26, 987; bourgeois 
(Habermas), 1757; Colerldge on, 671; vs. 
criticism (Frye). 1445-46: cult vs. exhibi
tion value of (Benjamin), 1172-73: and 
disinterestedness, 1806 (see also disinter
estedness); Emerson on, 737; entertain
ment or "culinary" Uauss), 1556; and 
freedom (Sehiller), 571, 573; Geoffrey of 
Vinsauf on, 230-31; Hegel on (Lectures 
on Fine Art), 627-29,636-44: Heldegger 
on, 1119; high vs. popular, 2225: Horace 
on, 122: Howe on, 1533-34; Hume on, 
494; and ideology (Althusser), 1478; as 
imitation 00hn50n), 464: James on, 857-
58, 863, 868; Jauss on, 1548; Kant on, 
500,503, 531-_U; Lesslngon, 557, 558; 
Lukacs on, 103 I; Lyotard on, 161 1; in 
Marxist view, 14, 15,752,1243-51, 
1253-54, 1483:Maz~.onion, 303-5; 
modernist (Habermas), 1744: and nature 
(Longinus), 153; in Negro religious ser
vice (Hurston), 1149; and Pater, 833, 
834; philosophic interest in as distinct 
sphere, 499; Plato on, 62, 173, 303, 
1455; Plotinus on, 171, 173, 174-75, 
178; Pope on, 4.~9; professionali7.ed 
autonomy of (Habermas), 1754-56, 1759: 
as propaganda (Du Bois), 979, 985-86; 
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art(s) (continued) 
and psychology Oung), 990-92, 994-
]002: purposlveness without purpose in· 
(Kant),17,50I,517:Sartreon, 1334, 
1336-37,1340-41,1344: Schilleron 
cultural mission of, 579, 580-82: Smith 
on, 1910-12, 1917-]8, 1924: and style 
(Adorno and Horkheimer), 1228: tribal 
(Alien), 2123: Trotsky on, 1002, 1004-
11,1014-]7: Wilde on, 898, 899, 900-
901,906-7: and Williams on literature, 
] 571: Wilson on, ] 251-52: see also 
drama: literature: poetry 

"art for art's sake," 501: Achebe's rejection 
of, ] 782: and autonomy of art (Haber
mas), 1755: and Baudelaire, 789: and 
Benjamin, ] 172: and criteria for art, 
1910: and Gautier, 750, 752, 1342: and 
Goethe, 595: and lesbianism, 752, 790: 
and Lessing, 560: Marxist critics on, 752: 
and Pater, 833, 834, 841: Sartre on, 
1342: and Wilde, 896 

artlst(s): in Abram's scheme, 4-5: Baude
laire on, 790, 791: black, 983-87,1312, 
1314-17: as critic (Ransom), 1108; Eliot 
on, 1089: as evaluator (Smith), ] 925; 
Nletzsche on, 871; Plato on, 35; as social 
vanguard (Schiller), 572; Wilde on, 897-
98,899 

arts (sciences): Hugh of St. Victor on, 205: 
Mazzoni on, 303 

Ashbery, John, ] 80 1, 1960 
askesis, Bloom on, 1803 
assemblages, Deleuze and Guattari on, 

]599, ]606-7: books as, 1602 
Auden, W. H., 1449, 1760 
audience: in Abrams's sch~me, 4-5: Jauss 

on, 1550-51; resistance of, 1731: see also 
reader(s) 

Auerbach, Erich, 123; and Jameson, 1939: 
and mimesis, ] 710: and pre-Socratics, 
871: and Said, 1987: and Vico, 399: and 
White, 1710, 1719: and writers' predeces
sors, 2024 

Augustine of Hippo, 185: and Aquinas, 
242, 245, 246: Bakhtin on, 1198: and 
biblical language, 202; and Boccaccio, 
254, 260: and body (Bordo), 2362; and 
Christine de Pizan, 263: and Derrida, 
1815: ethical imperative.of,155; and Fish 
on interpretation, 2086-87: and Heideg
ger, 1119: and history, 1723: and Hugh 
of St. Victor, 20 I; on language, 8: and 
Maimonides, 2] I: on meaning, 202: On 
Christian Doctrine, 188-96: on obscurity, 
261: and Plotinus, 172: and Quintilian, 
155: on rhetoric, 29: and theory of signs, 
156: on Trinity, 187, 195-96: The. 
Trinity, 192-95 

Augustus (emperor of Rome), 121, 122, 
439 

aura of artwork, Benjamin on, 1164, 1169, 
1170-7]: and film, 1176 

Austen, Jane, 852, 869,1022,1024,1534, 
1544-45, 1676; 2033, 2034 

Austin,J. L., 1427, 1517-18; and Kenneth 
Burke, 1271: de Man on, 1517: and.Der

l ". , rida, 2486; and Johnson on Billy Budd, . 
2318: and Ohmann,<1877; "Performative 
Utterances," 1430-42 

authenticity: of art work (Benjamin), .1169, 
1172: Baudrillard on search for, 173]: . 
film as abolishing (Benjamin), 1164: and 
study of native peoples, 1976 

author: Barthes on ("Death of the Author"), 
1457, 1460, 1466-70: Coleridge vs. re
cent theorists on, 67 I: controversy over 
importance of, 1373; death of, 2 I, 844, 
1459,1624; In discourse theory, 6: as 
evaluator (Smith), 1925: Foucault on 
("What Is an Author'?"), 1616-17,1622-
36: implied (Booth), 1671: and inten-· 
tional fallacy, 2209; Johnson on, 458: and 
Longlnus, 136: and Poulet, 1318, 1324: 
Sartre on, 1334, 1347-48: Schlelerma
cher on, 623: subjective stance of 
(Hirsch), 1706-8; and subjectivity, 28: 
see also intention of author or artist; poets; 
writers 

author-function, 1373 
authority: of art work (Benjamin), 1169: of 

experience (hooks), 2476, 2477: and 
Johnson on Billy Budd, 2334: Said on, 
2005 

authority effect, Tompklns on, 2136 
authorship: anxiety of (Gilbert and Gubar), 

23, 24, 264, 390, 2022, 2023-35; Benja
min on spread of, 2517: and reader (Ben
jamln), 1177-78 

author's horizon, 1683 
autobiography: Barthes on, 1460; criticism 

as, 897, 905: by critics, 2]27: and Freud, 
913,914: by hooks, 2476 

autonomasia, Qulntilian on, 163 
autonomous art, Adorno and Horkheimer 

on, 1220, 1221, 1222, 1238 
autonomous complex, creative process as, 

997,999-1000 
autonomous verbal structure, literature as 

(Frye), 1444 
autonomy: of artist (Bourdleu), 18]]: of 

artist (Ransom), 1115: Bourdieu on, 
1806: In capitalism (Lukics), 1036: of 
critic (Said), 1989; Lacan on, 1281: and 
printed text Oameson), ] 948; of women 
(Beauvolr), 1413, 1414: see also freedom 

autoreferentiality: of modem culture Oame
son), 1970; of poetics (Todorov), 2106 

avant"garde literature or art, Adorno and 
Horkheimer on, 1227: Bloch on, 1048; 
in cinema, 218 I, 2 I 83, 2 I 92; Habermas 
on, ] 747, 1750-51;'1752: Lukics on,' 
1034, 1049, 1050, 1056: Lyotard on, 
1614-15; Paz on, 1751: and Russian for
malism, 1058; and transavantgardi5m, 
1613 



m:jology, aesthetic (Smith), 1910, 1918, 
1919 

Bahbitt, Irving, 1088, 1111, 1251, 1273, 
2059 

Bachclard, Gaston, 1525 
Baeon, Francis, 399, 428, 712, 1569,1627, 

2426 
Baker, Houston A., Jr., 2223; Blues, Ideol

ogy, and Afro-America .. l~iterature ... , 
2227-40; and Christian, 225(,; Gates on, 
2428 

B"khtin, Mikhail M., 6, 14, 88, 1186; and 
Bhabha, 2377; "Discourse in the Novel," 
1 190--1220; and Gates, 2422; on "gro
t<,sque," 2418; and Haraway, 2268; and 
I·Icidcgger, 1120; and intertexluality, 
1684; and jameson, 1947; and Kristeva, 
2165, 2166; and narrative, 2389; and 
new cultural history, 1710; and Slavic 
formalism, 1004 

Bal<htin Circle, 1059, 1187 
Baldwin, james, 979, 1145,2262 
Balibar, Etienne, 1476, 1956 
Ba!?ac, Honore, de: and Althu~~er, 1480, 

1481, 1481-82; and audience's horizon 
of cxpectations, 1558; and Barthes, 1457, 
1459,1466,1469,1475; an(1 dehumaniz
ing of individuals, 762; Engels on, 1249; 
and Foucault o'n author, 1627; and Howe 
Oil novel, 1535; and james, 852; and 
jamcson, 1939, 1942, 1945, 1950; and 
I .. llkacs, 1031, 1032, 1039, 1050, 1056; 
Marxian view on, 1048; and Said on liter
ary context, 2000 

Ba'-Aka, Amid Imamu [LeRoi Jones), 979, 
2227,2238,2239,2259,22(,2 

hllrds, 328, 685, 733, 735 
Rarthes, Roland, 1457; and Baudrillard, 

I 730; Bhabha on, 2391; on clothing 
stylcs (Bordo), 2367; on codes, 2456-57; 
and Davis, 2398; "The Death of the 
Author," 1458-59, 1466-70, 1616, 1624, 
1682; and de Man on grammar and rhet
oric, 1516; and formali~m, 1061; "From 
Work to Text," 1470-75; and Frye, 1443; 
and Hehdige on cultural studies, 2446, 
2450-52,2455; vs. Hirsch, 1682; and 
intertextuality, 226, 1684; at Johns Hop
Idns confere.nce, 1319, 1816; and Kris
Icva, 2165; and logic of signification, 
2165; and Mallarme, 844; Mythologies, 
1461-65; and poststructuralism, 2098; 
,,,,cl Saussure, 959; and semiology, 958, 
2127; and Todorov, 2097 

hase/superstructure model, 14,760, 
775, 1243, 1486; and cultural studies, 
1901; Foucault's reversal of, .1669; and 
JatJ~s, 1551; and Ohmann on canon for
mation, 1889; and Said on literary stud
ies,2000 

n.,laillc, Georges, 1279, 1471, 17')8, 1856, 
1985 
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Bate, WaIter Jackson, 459, 483, 1511, 
1528, 1530-31, 1798 

Bateson, F. W., 1385, 1697-99, 1705, 
1706 

Bateson, Gregory, 1605-6 
Baudelaire, Charles, 789; aesthetic 

modernity of, 1750; and art; 1755; and 
Barthes on author, 1466, 1468; and Ben
jamin, 1163, 1164, 1971; and classics, 
293; and Eliot, 1088, 1105; Frye on, 
1454; and Gautier, 751, 790; jakobson 
on, 1256; and james, 852; and johnson, 
2316; 'The Painter of Modem Life," 792-
802; and Poe, 739, 740, 741, 790; and 
Sartre, 1333; and Wilde, 897 

Baudrillard, Jean, 1729; and Baker, 2229; 
jameson un, 1951-53; and Moulthrop, 
2503, 2506, 2522; as postmodemist, 
2476; "The Precession of Slmulacra," 
1732-41; on simulation, 1731, 1732, 
1733-36,1738,1741,1981,1983;and 
Vi7..enor, 1976 

Baumgarten, Alexander Gottlieb, 1394, 
1547-48,1670,1917 

Beardsley, Monroe..C., 86, 88, 1371; 
"The Affective Fallacy," 1387-1403, 
2068; and Brooks, 1351; vs. Hlrsch, 1682; 
and intentional fallacy, 1255, 1671, 
1701,2209 (see also intentional fallacy); 
''The Intentional Fallacy," 1374-87; on 
literary language, 1520; and New Criti
cism, 2458; vs. reader-response criticism, 
167I 

Beaumont, Francis, 381-82, 649 
beauty and the beautiful: Addison on, 424-

25; Baudelaire on, 792-93, 800, 801; and 
Brooks on poetry, 1354-55; Edmund 
Burke on, 537, 538, 550-51,583,1395; 
Du Bois on, 982, 985; in fantasy (Gau
tier), 752; and freedom (Schiller), 574; 
Gautier on, 758; and Hegel on art, 640-
44; Hume on, 484, 488, 490, 492-·93, 
494-95,496; Kanton, 17,500-501,~· 
502,505,506,508,509-10,511,513, 
514-20,521,534-35,1341; Lessing on, 
554, 557-58; Pater on, 834, 835; and 
Poe on poetry, 744, 746; and poet (Emer
son), 725; Plotinus on, 173, 174-76, 
177,180-8I,182,184,185;Popeon, 
446; and Hansom on criticism, 1115; 
Renaissance as origin of (Habermas), 
1754; Santayana on, 1393; Sartre on, 
1341, 1343-44; Schiller on, 571; Wilde 
on, 899, 906-7; and Williams on litera
ture, 1571, 1572 

Beauvoir, Simone de, 1403; and Butler, 
2485,2488; on body, 2491; on gender, 
2499; as e"ceptional woman, 596; and 
Hegel, 626; and Kristeva's Samurai, 2167; 
and Sartre, 1333; The Second Sex, 1406-
14; and Wittig, 1403,2013,2015,2017; 
and woman as other, 1404, 1409, 1411. 
1413,1414 . 
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Beckett, Samuel, 1222, 1537, 1597, 160'1, 
1623 

Beethoven, Ludwig van, 887, 911, 1239, 
2420' 

B~guin, Albert, 1317 
Behmen (Bahme), Jacob, 736 
Behn, Aphra, 36, 388; Epistle to the 

Reader from The Dutch Lover, 391-95; 
Preface to The Lucky Chance, 395-98; 
and Sidney, 323 ' 

Being: vs. becoming (Deleuze and Guattari), 
1595; Heidegger on, 118-19; Plotinus on, 
173,179, ISO', 182, IS4;Sartreon, 1334 

being-for-others, Hegel on, 627 
being-for-self, Hegel on, 627, 631, 632, 

633,634-35 
Beirut, as Oriental city (Said), 1991 
belief: and Knapp and Mlchaelson interpre

tation, 2471-'75: and poetry (Brooks), . 
1359; problem of (Howe), 1541 

belief formation, Smith on, 1912 
believability, see probability; verisimilitude 
Benedict, Ruth, ,1454,210'7 
Benjamin, Waiter, 760', 1163: and Adorno, 

1220-21; and art (Habermas), 1757: and 
Baudelaire, 1163, 1164, 1971; on con~ 

, texts and creativity, 20'0'0': Habermas on, 
1751: and hypertext, 250'2: in realism 
debate, 10'30': on spread of authorship, 
25 J 7: on statues of Greek goddesses, 
240'9: "The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction," 1166-86 

Benn, Gottfried, 10'43, 10'44, 10'45, 10'46, 
1759 ' 

Bennett, WilIiam, 1877 
Bentham, Jeremy, 1390', 1618 
Benveniste, ~mile, 2165 
Bergson, Henri, 10'88, 123 I, 1594, 1750 
Berkeley, George: and basic element, 1464: 

and Hume, 483: Johnson's refutation of, 
458 

Bernardus Sylvestris, 9, 172: and allegory, 
248, 272; and Aquinas, 242\ and biblical 
interpretation, 20'2; as defender of pOetry, 
253; and Geoffrey ofVinsauf, 227: and 
Giraldi, 272 

Besant, Waiter, 852, 853, 855, 858, 859,' 
860',861,863,865,866,867,868 

Bethel, Lorraine, 1779,230'9,2315,2357 
Bettelheim, Charles, 1959 
Bhabha, Homi K., 2377; and Anzaldt1a, 

2210'; and Baker on black vernacular, 
2225; "The Commitment to Theory," 
2379-97: and Fanon, 1577: and Hall, 
190'0'; and self-representation of minority 
and colonized peoples, 1976 

Bible (Scripture), 8, 9;'allegorical interpre
tation of, 9, 617-18: Aquinas on, 242, 
243-46: Augustine on interpretation of, 
186, 187, 192; Coleridge on, 672-73: 
Frye's archetypes from, 1443; glosses of, 
20'3; "higher criticism" of, 80'3: and Hugh 
of St. Victor, 20'1, 20'2, 20'3, 20'7-11; and 

Longinus, 135; Maimonides on, 212-13; 
poets' Inferior paraphrases of (Words
worth), 667; and recastlngs of Gospel 
story, 820-21: Sidn.y ~n poetry in, 331, 
337 " ' 

binary logic, Deleuze and Guauari on; 
160'3 

binary oppositions, 25: Butier on, 2489, 
2492-93, 2495; Christian on, 2259; and 
Cixous, 20'37-38; and Derrida, 22, 1819, 
1853; and gender, 2489,2443-44; and 
identity as distinct vs. on continuum, 
2399; Jakobson on; 1255;]ameson on, 
1947; and logocentrism, 20'37: and malel 
female body building, 2373; normal or 
abled vs. abnormal or disabled, 2399, 
240'2,240'3,2421: and postmodemism, 
2523; as social types (Beauvoir), 140'8;' 
and Spivak on deconstruction, 2193: the
ory vs. politics (Bhabha), 2390'; and 
Western thought (Bhabha), 23.77; see also 
other/Other 

biography: and Brooks on criticism, ,1351, 
1352, 1367: and Crocean system, 1378: 
and intentlonalism, 1381: and Poulet on 
reading, 1324 

bisexuality, Cixous on, 20'47 
black aesthetlcians, 6 
Black Arts Movement, 131); Christian on, 

2255, 2259,2262-63,' 2264 
black feminist movement, and Smith, 

230'0' 
black (Mrican American) intellectuals; and 

postmodernism (hooks), 2478, 2483-84 
black lesbian feminist critics, 2357" 
Blackmur, R. P., 10'91, 1350', 1359-60',' 

1527,2162 
black power movement: and Fanon, 1577: 

bell hooks on, 2479; and 1960's radical-'. 
ism; 1932-33 

black vernacular: and Baker, 2225: and . 
Gates, 2422-23, 2431-32 

black women: and postmodernism (hooks), 
2476,2478: Smith on, 230'2, 2311, 2313-
14 ' 

black women's writing, 230'0': audience 
denied to (hooks), 2483: Gates on,'2431: 
and lesbian literature (Ziminerman), 2348: 
and Smith, 2300-230'1, 230'2-15 

Blake, WilIiam, 583: and Bloom, 1795: and 
Frye, 1443: on genius; 837: and Hirsch, 
1682:·andJakobson, 1256: and Jung;, 988: 
and Stevens, 1798; and Wilde, 897; and 
WolIstonecraft, 583; Yeats on Oakobson), 
1258 ' 

Blanchot, Maurice, 1328, 1329, 1330' 
Bloch; Emst: and Adomo, '1221; and Jame

son, 1948-49, 1956-57; and Luk4cs, 
10'31, 10'35, 1037, 1038, 10'43, 10'45, 
10'49, 10'53: and cultural heritage, 10'54; 
and Marxism, 10'36; and modern art, 
10'34, 10'44, 10'48; and Nietzsche pas
sage, 10'46 



Bloch, Joseph, Engels letter to, 760, 787-
fl8 

Bloom, Allan, 1877 
Bloom, Harold, 1 794; on anxiety of influ

ence, 16, 17,23, 1794, 1800; Gilbert and 
Gubar on, 2022,2025-26,2028,2035; 
vs, "intentional fallacy," 2068; The Anxi
et)' of Influence, 1797-1805; vs. Brooks, 
1352;andcanon,460,1877,2154;on 
Eliot, 1090,1091; on Emerson, 717, 720; 
ancl Jewish approaches to interpretation, 
2 13; literary'hlstory by, 1548; and Mai
monides, 211; and misunderstanding, 
61 1 ; and Pater, 833; and Plotinu., 172; 
vs. public-private distinction, 1372; 

'Tompkins's reading of, 2137-38, 2140; 
and tropes, 401; and Wilde, 897; on 
"vordsworth, 646; as Yale School mem
her, 1509,1795,1816,2'316 

Bloomsbury group, 1019 
bllles, 1155, 1317; Baker on, 2225, 2226, 

2230-40 
Boas, Franz, 1144,2107 
i3occaccio, Glovann!, 253; and Aquinas, 

242; concerns of, 226; Decameron of, 
253-55, '1075,2098,2099,2102-5; and 
Christine de Pizan, 263-64; Dryden as 
translator of, 379; Genealogy of the Gen
tile Gods, 255-62; Hume on, 499; and 
lcvels of interpretation, 272; on obscurity, 
254-55,260-62; Shelley on, 712; and 
Sidney, 323, 324, 327; and vernacular, 
253 

body(ies}, 2398; and Bordo's feminism, 
2360,2361,2398; and Butler on gender, 
2491-92,2496-2501; Cixous on, 2038, 
2045,2049,2050,2398; of cyborg (Har
away), 2298: and Davis on disability, 
2399-2421: Foucault on intelligible vs. 
useful body, 2374; Lacan on, 1281, 
1288: and organic relation of parts (Gir
aldi), 273-74; without organs (DeleU1:e 
and Guattar!), 1602; and text (Rarthes), 
1460 

Bocckh, August, 1682, 1685-86 
Bocthius, 172,202, 204, 247; and philoso

phy vs. poesy, 341; on poetry, 257: prose 
and verse mingled by, 342 

Iloileau, Nicolas, 122, 136,418,420,438, 
157, 1560 

book reviewing, and Ohmann on canon for
mation, 1878, 1883-84, 1885-87, 1889 

books: Arnold on reading of, 809; Deleuze 
and Guattarl on, 1601-2, 1603-4, 1607-
H: Emerson on, 719,721-27,735; and 
hYl'crtext, 2514-16; Poulet on, 1318, 
1320, 1321-25; Sartre on, 1340-41, 
1,~48; unpopularity of (Moulthrop), 2522; 
and WilIiams on literature, 1569-70; see 
nlso novel(s}; text(s} and textuality 

Booth, Wayne, 1671,1719,1963,2057 
BOPI>, Franz, 2004 
1B ... ·do. Susan, 1759, 2360; and body, 
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2360, 2361, 2398; Unbearable Weight: 
Feminism, Western Culture, and the 
Body, 2362-76; and Gilbert and Gubar, 
2022 

Borges, Jorge Luis, 1732 
Bosch, Hieronymus, 1288, 2411 
Boswell, James, 459, 484 
Bourdieu, Pierre, 1806; and Althusser, 

1478-79; and body (Bordo), 2362; and 
disinterestedness, 501; Distinction: A 
Sock" Critique of the Judgement of Taste, 
1809-14; and Ohmann, 1878; and 
Smith, 1910, 1911; and social construc
tionism, 2144; on symbolic capital, 
2381 

bourgeois art, Habermas on, 1757 
bourgeois cultural revolution, Jameson on, 

1955 
bourgeoisie, 13, 769-73, 782; Habermas 

on, 1743; and humanist concept of litera
ture (WiIIlams), 1574; and Helnrich 
Mann's characters, 1048; Thomas 
Mann's depiction of, 1039-40; and mod
ernists, 1312; In postcolonial black Mrica 
(Fanon), 1576-77, 1578-87; and profes
sional-managerial class (Ohmann), 1891; 
and Trotsky on art, 1009 

bourgeois SOciety: Adorno and Horkheimer 
on, 1236, 123-7; and age of repression 
(Foucault), 1648; American literature or 
escape from, 1253; Barthes on, 2451; 
perversion of (Foueault), 1665-66; publie 
sphere in, 1745-46; and taste or sensibil
Ity (WlIllams), 1570 

Brecht, Bertolt: and Aclomo, 1221; and 
alienation effects, 1 164; and art (Haber
mas), 1757; and Barthes, 1457, 1467; 
and Benjamln, 1163, 1165: and estrange
ment, 1478; and Lulc4cs, 1032, 1055-56, 
1058; and Marxism, 760,1030; quoted' 
by Hebdige, 2455 

Breton, Andre, 1181, 1414 
Breuer, Joser, 913 ~ , 
Brik, Osip, 1059, 1068, 1077, 1078, 1085 
British New Left, 1895, 1900 
BronU!, Charlotte, 1779, 2022, 2033, 2034 
Brontl!, Emily, 1022,2033,2035 
Brooks, Cleanth, 1350; and Aristotle, 88; 

and Coleridge, 670; and critic vs. poet, 
35; and Eliot, 1090; and Fish, 2068; "The 
Formalist Critics," '1366-71; and Howe, 
1534; and literature as verbal medium, 
1317; and New Criticism, 1107, 1352, 
1509,1932,2067,2126; and organic 
form, 853; vs. Poulet, 1318; and Quintil
ian, 1 55; and stable object of study, 1671; 
and textual analysis, 3; The Well Wrought 
Urn, 1353-65; vs. Wilson, 1241; and 
Wimsatt and Beardsley, 1372, 1398; and 
wit, 417; Wordsworth poem Interpreted 
by, 1697-99, 1705, 1706; see also New 
Criticism 

Brower;Reuben, 1510, 1511, 1528-29 
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Browning, Robert, 912,1103,1358,1801, 
2004 

Brownmiller, Susan, 1769,2374 
bulimia: and Bordo on bodies, 2360, see 

also anorexia nervosa 
Bunyan, John, in Hume's comparisons, 484, 

485,488 
BUrger, Peter, 1751 
Burke, Edmund, 136, 536, and Addison, 

418; Arnold on, 812-13; on beauty, 537, 
538, 550-51, 583, 1395, and Hegel, 628, 
and James, 853; and Johnson, 459, and 
Kant, 502; A Philosophical Enquiry into 
the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime 
and Beautiful, 539-51; and rise of aes
thetics, 499; and sublime, 536, 537, 538, 
549-50, 583, 1611; on taste, 537, 539-
49, 1807; and Wollotonecraft, 583; and 
Young,426 

Burke, Kenneth, 1269; and Bloom, 1795; 
Brooks on, 1359-60, and de Man on 
rhetoric and grammar, 1518; Frye com
pared with, 1444; and Jameson, 1933, 
"Kinds of Criticism," 1272-78, and liter
ary theory (de Man), 1528; vs. public
private distinction, 1372, In Southern 
Review, 1350, on symbolic act, 1945; and 
White, 171 I 

Burroughs, William, 1604, 1961 
Butler, Judlth, 2485, and Beauvoir, 1.403, 

and Bordo, 2361, and essentialism, 2267, 
2477, feminist assumptions challenged 
by, 2021, Gender Trouble . .. , 2488-
250 I, and performative accounts of 
Bction, 1430, 1731, Bnd queer theory, 
2340,2433, and Rich, 1759, 1761, and 
woman as social construct,,2012 

Byron, Lord (George Gordon), 122; Amold 
on, 809, 810-11, as dandy, 799, and de 
Stai!l, 595; and Orient, 2007-8, Pater on, 
837,andPeacock,682,683,692:and 
verse criticism, 228, and Worosworth, 
646 

Caecilius of Calacte, 136, 138, 140, 148, 
149,150,164 

Caesar, Julius, 429 
caesura (In verse), 842 
Camus, Albert, 1404, 1458 
canon, the, 27, 1877; and Achebe on Heart 

of Darkness, 1781; and Bloom, 1794, 
1795, challenges to, 1808; Christian on, 
2260, and conflicting theories of value, 
1878, culture wars over, 1782, exclusion 
of women from (Woolf), 1019, and femi
nist theory and criticism, 23, 1672, of 
Frye, 1444; and Graff on teaching, 2058, 
and Howe, 1533, imperialism from (Spi-

. vak), 2208; and Jauss, 1549, 1552; John
oon on, 460: Kolodnyon, 2144, 2145, 
2152-54, 2156; and modernism 
Oameson), 1973; of New Criticism, 1107; 
Ngugi, Liyong, and Owuor-Anyumba on 

expansion of; 2091: Ohm ann on ("The 
Shaping of a Canon •.. "), 1878, 1880-
94, and Smith, 1910, 1912, 1918, 1927, 
1932;and Wollstonecraft, 584 . 

canon theory, mutability of, 7 
capitalism, 13: Adorno and Horkheimer on, 

1224, 1226: artists' reaction against, 572: 
and Barthes, 1458; Bell on contradictions 
of, 1751; and consumer society Oame
son), 1962; and culture industry, 122 I; 
Deleuze and Guattarf on, 1594; and 
English studies (Ohmann), 27; Haraway 
on stages of, 2287; Howe on, 1533, Intel
lectuals allied with (Gramscl), 1138; and 
interactive Information networks, 2519-
20; Jameson on, 1953, 1955, 1964; 
Lukacs on, 1030, 1036-37,1040, 1041, 
1053; Marx/Engels (Marxism) on, 13, 
760,761,762,783-86,1167,1901;as 
neo-colonlalism (Fanon), 1580: and nor
mal body, 2398; and Ohmann, 1878, . 
1883, 1889-90; and postmodernism 
Oameson), 1935, and regime of truth 
(Foucault), 1669; and school training 
(Althusser), 1477, and third world (Spi
vak), 2194; as triumphant, 2195; Wil
liams on, 1565, 1571. 

Carby, Hazel, 1895 
careeral systems, Foucault on, 1618, 1636-

47 
Carlyle, Thomas, 572,646,718,804,818, 

834,1379,1380,2001 
carnlvalesque, Bakhtln on, 1187, 1188 
Ca •• lrer, Ernat, 1452, 169.6 
Castelvetro, Ludovico, 10, 300, 412 
castration: Cixous on, 2047, 2048,2054-55; 

Freud on, 915, 917, 938, 940, 945-47, 
953, 954, 955-56, 2037, Lacan on, 
1282, 1302-3; and Mulvey on film,lI80, 
2182,2188,2191,2192, and Venus tra
dition, 2410-11 

catachresis: Augustine on, 191, Geoffrey of 
Vinsauf on, 239; Quintilian on, 163 

catharsis (emotional cleansing), 88, 1397, 
Aristotle on, 88, 95, 136, 1115, and 
Wimsatt and Beardsley, 1393, 1397, and 
definition of literature, I; Ransom on, 
1115 

Catullus, 290, 420, 649, 705 
Cavalcanti, Guido, 247, 1103 
Cave Allegory of Plato, 35, 36, 64-67, 993, 

1967 
celebrity, In culture industry (Adorno and 

Horkheimer), 1233 . 
censorship: Freud on, 916, 925-26, 940, 

1282;.and Gautler, 751; Plato on, 35, 36, 
50-53, 55-56, 61; under Russian Tsar, 
1246-47; of sexual language (Foucault), 
1648, 1650; Trotsky on, 1004 

Cervantes, Miguel de, 1033, 1056, 1072, 
1075, 1201, 1555, Don Quixote, 490-91, 
1033, 1049, 1072, 1075, 1542, 1555 

Cesaire, Aime, 1575-76 



Chaplin, Churlie, 1179, 1229, J 267 
Chapman, George, 734, 1098, 1102 
characters: Aristotle on, 95-96, 102-3, 

J B, 118; Horace on, 126, 127-28; 
James on, 860-62; Johnson on, 464; of 
Shakespeare (Johnson), 470-71, 474; 
structuralists on, 21 

charity, interpretive principle of, 202, 2087 
Chalcllllbriand, vlcomte de, 1203, 1457, 

1471,1558-59,1991,2005 
Chauce!", Geoffrey: and Boccaccio, 253, 

254; and Canterbury Tales, 1403, 1880; 
Colericlge on statements of, 1248; und 
con~ol .. tion of pen, 428; and Dryden, 379; 
and Emerson, 723, 734, 738; and Geaf
rrey of Vinsauf, 226; and historical stud
ie~, I I 14, 1I 15; and Maerobills, 196; and 
Pop", 438; Shclleyon, 710, 7 J 2; Sidney 
on, 327,348,356; study of (nansom), 
I I I (,; and Troilus, 1689 

Ch"JR'Y, Lynne, 1877 
ChicaW' School of nco-Aristotelian criti

cislIl, 1442 
ChoJl1sky, Noam, 1603, 1634, 171 1,1879, 

1998 
Chopin, Kate, 1778, 2152 
clwra (kl1ora): Derrida on, ) 870; Kristeva 

on, 2166,2170-71,2172-73,2178 
Chretien de Troyes, 1403, 1553 
Christ;ian, Barbara, 2255; and Baker, 2224; 

..,ul Bhabha, 2378; and Gates, 2423; on 
postll1odernism, 2255, 2476; "The Hace 
for Tht'ory," 2257-66; and Tompkins, 
2r::!R 

Christianity: of Colerldge, 670-71; and 
Hql;c1 on art, 643-44; idealism as transla
!.ion of (Trolsky), 1017; Marx on, 781-82; 
and Nict>:sehe, 870,871,872; Shelley on, 
707; .~ee also religion 

ChrisUnn Ncoplatonism, 172, 173 
Christian religious ideology, Allhusscr Oil, 

1505··7 
ch"onol"pe, 1187 
church: as ideological state apparatus 

(I\lthusser), 1477; see also Christianity; 
religion 

Ciccro (Marcus Tullius Ciccro, "Tully"): du 
Bdlny on, 287; and Boccaccio, 254; and 
nant.,·, 247; De InventifJne, 227; and 
didasl"alic literature, 202; and "j)ream of 
Sdpi"," 197; and Dryden on tmnslation, 
.'1H7; and heroic poetry, 345; Hume on, 
49';; "nd Macrobius, 196, 197; on poetry 
(B()cl'accio), 259; and Quintilian, 156, 
159, 16 J, 165-66, 170; Sidney on, 336, 
33'1, .'159, 360; as translator (du Belfay), 
7.H6; Hlul Young, 428, 434 

cinema, see film 
dlation, and Derrida, 2486 
civil faculty, Mazzoni on, 300, 315, 316, 

.'117,319,320,322 
civil rights movement, 2210; Smith in, 2300; 

.<et' tll.m student uprisings of I 960s 
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civil society: Gramsci on, 1142, 1995; 
Habermason, 1743,1747, 1748; and 
Marx, 774; and political society (Said), 
1998 

Clxous, H~I~ne, 16-17,2035; and alterna
tive versions of sexuality, 1283; on body, 
2038,2045,2049,2050, 2398; and 
Christian, 2256; and debate on women's 
essence, 2012; and ecri,urejeminine, 16-
17,2037,2108,2268,2339;andFrench 
feminism, 2168; on hysteria, 2369; and 
Lacan, 1280; on language, 21 50; "The 
Laugh of the Medusa," 2039-56; on "the 
other bisexuality," I 020; and psychoana
lytic theory, 2180 

class, 13; and Bourdleu, 1806, 1807, 1878; 
and Eagleton, 2241; Gramsci on, 1136; 
and Hughes on black audience, 131 I; 
and Ideological sign, 2456; vs. Individual
ity (Adorno and Horkheimer), 1237; and 
lesbianism (Zimmerman), 2357; and 
Jameson on Marxism, 1947; and male 
sexuality (Sedgwick), 2435; and Ohmann, 
J 877, 1878, 1889-94; In Plato's ideal 
community, 321, 322; and race (Fanon), 
1576; and taste (Bourdieu), 1813, 1814; 
and West on hlack community, 2481; and 
WiIIlams, 1565, 1569, 1570; for Wittlg, 
2013; and Marx, 2013, 2019; women as, 
2018,2020,2021; see also bourgeoisie; 
class struggle; proletariat 

class consciousness, Wittig on, 2019, 2020 
classical theory find criticism, 7-8; Adorno 

and Horkheimer on, 1228; and baroque, 
364; and Corneille, 363, 365, 366; Hegel 
on, 628, 641-43; and Renaissance or 
neoclassical theory, 10 

classics: Habermas on, 1749-50; Smith on. 
1918,1927,1930 

class struggle or antagonisms: and aesthetic 
value (Ohmann), 1894; Althusser on, 
1497,1508-9, 1939; and Jameson, 1948, 
1950, 1952; Marx/Engels on, 770; post
WWII truce in (Ohmann), 1893 

Claudian, 386, 649, 709 
claustrophobia, IInd Gilbert and Gubar on 

women writers, 2030, 2033-34 
Clement, Catherlne, 1417, 2369 
c1erisy (Colerldge), 670, 2510 
c1inamen, Bloom on, 1802 
close reading, 3,17,27,1270,1350,1350-

51; see al.oo New Criticism 
codes: Baker on, 2224-25; blues as, 2232-

33, 2235; and Hebdige on ideology, 2454; 
see also convention(s) . 

Coleridge, Samuel Taylor, 12, 17,668; 
and Addison, 418; and androgyny 
(Woolf), 1025, 1026; Arnold on, 810; 
Biographia Literaria, 674-82; Bloom on, 
1794, 1801; and Brooks, 1352; and Ken
neth Burke, 1271; and creation of "Kubla 
Khan," 1381-82; and cultural studies, 
2445; and Emerson, 718; and French 
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Coleridge (continued) 
Revolutiori. 537; Frye on. 1449; and 
James. 853; and Barbara Johnson on 
Ancient Mariner. 2318; and Samuel 
Johnson. 459; as Lake Poet. 683; and de 
,Man. 1511. 1527i marginal gloss'!!. of. 
138~; and Mazzonl; 301; and New Criti
cism (Graff). 2060; and organic form,: 
·427.853; and Pater-. 833; and Peacock, 
682. 6~3. 692~93; and philosophical 
oppositions, 612; and Plotinus; 172; as 
poet-critic. 380. 645. 853. 1088; and 
poetry. 272; Poulet on, 1332, and rela- . 
tion of literature to society (Wilson),: 
1248; and SchilIer, 571; The Statesman's 
Manual. 672-74; and'sublime,538; on 
willing suspension of disbelief. 1396; 
Wimsatt and Beardsleyon, 1380, 1393: 
Woolf on, 1027, 1029; and Wordsworth. 
571.645,646,647,648-49.669:675. 
677-79. 1276 

Colette. 1779,2351.2356.2359 
collective unconscious. Jung on. 988-89, . 

1000-1001 rand Frye. 1443 ' . 
Collingwood. R. G .• 1541.1552,1560. 

1714.1716 
Colllns. ·William.69·1. 1103 
colonialism: Bhabha on. 2377-78. 2392; 

evangelical. '2393; Fanon on, 1576; 1579, 
1582-84, 1587-91; Freud in'Spivak~s 
analysis of, 2195; and informatlcs of 
domination (Haraway). 2283; lingering" 
effects of. 2090: in reading of Indian tale 
(Alien), 2107; Spivak on, 2193 .... 96. 2197-
2208; as triumphant, 2195; see also impe
rialism . 

comedy: Aristotle on, 92. 93-94.98; Behn 
on. 393. 395; Dante on, 252; de Stael on, 
598; du Bellayon, 290; Frye on, 1455~56; 
and history. 1717; 1723; Horace on,126; 
Nietzsche on, 872; Plato on. '319; and 
Shakespeare Uohnson), 471~72,473, 
475; and Shelley on periods of decay, 703; 
Sidneyon. 343-44, 356-58; In theater 
vs. on page Uohnson), 478 . 

comic myths, Frye on. 1713 
comic poetry, Mazzoni on. 301. 321~22 
commentary(ies). 197; Deriida on; 1817. 

1825; Frye on. 1446; by medieval writers, 
9.197 

commodification .. 14-15, 762; and cultural 
studies. 27; on global scale Uameson), 
1959 

commodity(ies). 776-77; art as (Adorno and 
Horkheimer). 1221. 1238-40; fetishism 
of. 14-15. 762, 776-83. 917,1030,1911; 
pornography depicting women as; 1768; 
resignification of. 2447; workers as. 764. 
765 

commodity culture. and Baudelaire. 791 
common sense. 1; ideology in (Hebdlge), 

2452. 2453; rhetoric of (Hebdige), 
2451 

common understanding.' Kant's expectation ' 
of, 502,518-19.529-31' ' 

communication: cultural phenomena 85 ' 

(Uvi-Strauss), 1415; gift giving and wife 
trafficking; 1416; and Fish on Interpretive 
strategies. 2088; and'Habermasj'17'J2, 
1756; Jakobson on, I 26(H64;,tn<litera"'" 
ture (Iser),'1676-77;psychiatri(::research, 
on '(Iser), 1674-75; se/! also:language(s) .' 

communicative.actlon, Haberrnas'on, 1743 
communicative reasOn or ration~ty, Haber-' 

mas on, 1742, 1744 .. '1753", '. ',", 
Communism and Commtlnists, 13;',and 

A1thusser, 1476; Benjaminon, 1165,"'" 
1186; and cold war, 1932; criticisms 'Of. 
1003; and Du Bois, 979; and Foucault;" 
1616; and Gramsci. 1 135;' and Lulaics, . 
.1030-31; Lyotard on, 1610; and New 
York Intellectuals. 1532; postmodei:nists 
on, 1609-10; threat. of from denial of . 
immaterial goods (~ampson), 2245; Trot
sky on culture of, 1246; and·Wilson;·,· 
1241; see also Marxism ' 

commutatiori. 187 
comparative Interpretation (Schleierma; 

cher), 611. 625' " ..... :,'. 
comparison: Geoffrey of Vlnsauf on;. '232; .. \ ". 

Ronsard on. 296 
competence: cultural (Bourdietl), 1807.' ,. :'. 

1810; and cultural dominance;{Smithki 
1930; linguistic (Krlsteva); 21 ~!7'J" • ,,"; 

composition: Brooks on. 1358.,t36'7;:Jung 
on. 997:-98; Poe on (''The PhilosophY'0f 
Composition"), 742-50; psychology of " 
(Wimsatt and 'Beardsley), 1380; 'and 'WiI~.; 

. lIams on ·~literature."· 1568, 1569; Yo.uilg 

. on '(Conjectur6$ o~ Original Composiu ' 

tion), 427-37 .;, . 
compulsory heterosexualitY: and BqtIer,:· 

2485,2487,2490; on power,' 24871' Rich 
on, 1759, 1760, 1161,1763, :176'4,'1-76$, 
1768,1771,1773, 1778, 2485, 2487 i . 

computers: and hypertext, 2502, 2503,' 
2504-24; and speech (Knappand ' . 
Mlchaels), 2465 

Comte, Auguste, 1408 
conative function, Jakobson on; 1256. 

1262 
concept(s): and language (Saussure), 963, 

968, 970-71, 973; Nletzsche on, 871";'79, 
882, 894; see also binary oppositions 

concrete poetry, 2084 .;' ... 
condensation;'in Freud!s' analySis, 924-25 
conditions of jlroduction,teproduction df· 

(Althusser), 1483..:...86 ' . 
confessional criticism, 2128 
conjuncture: HalI on, 189~97, 1905; and 

Jameson, 1954, 1958 . 
Conrad, Joseph, 18, 1539; and Achebe on . 

Heart of Dar1t.ness, 1781~2,"1783-94;' 
and Jameson. 1939, 1942; vicarious expe
rience froin (Eagleton), 2246-:47 

consciousness: artistic; 1209; of'black peo-



pie, 1 i45; control of by culture Industry, 
1224; in criticism (Poulet), 1326; dual 
(Anzaldua), 2219; false, 14,762,1477; 
(see alSo false consciousness); feminine, 
2148; and Hegel, 626, 631-36, 639; indi
vidual vs. social (Ohmann), 1891; and 
internationalist intellectual Marxism; 
2203; arid language, 1335, 1683; lesbian, 
235!;; linguistic, 1216-17; Marx/Engels 
on, 760, 768, 775; of men (Wittig), 2016; 
of 1nest~z:a (Anzaldua), 2212, 2214: mod
ernist, 1749; national (Fanon), 1589, 
1593; and Poulet, 1317, 1318, 1321, 
1325; of proletariat (Luklics), 1030-31; 
and Schilleron poets, 571; shift in, 571-
72; and "Symbolic Order," 16 

Cons~ance School, 1547, 1670 
consumer capitalism, jameson on, 1935, 

1938-39; and nostalgic films, 1967 
consumer culture or society: Baudrillard on, 

1730-31; jameson on, 1953, 1962, 1972-
74; see alSo culture industry 

consumption: cultural (Bourdieu), 1814; of 
work of art (Bourdleu), 1810; work as 
object of (Barthes), 1474, 1475 

context: and horizon (Hirsch), 1693; of 
judgment (Kolodny), 2159; and verifica
tion (Hirsch), 1704-5 

contextuality, in Hlrsch's method, 1683-84 
Continental theory: and de Man, 1510, 

1512; and .Yale School, 1509; see alSo 
"French theory": Frankfurt School 

contradictions: in author's texts (Foucault), 
1630; of capitalism (Bell), 1751; jameson 
on, 1946, 1948; and Marxist cultural 
ahalysis, 1945, 1948, ] 954; Maimonides 
on, 213, 223-26; me.~tiza tolerance for, 
2213 

control, social, see social control 
convention(s), 20; and Austin on performa

tives, 1429, 1433; fashion system, 20; 
and james, 852; and means of expression 
(Saussure), 965; in poetic function 
Oakobson), ]256; and structuralism, 5; 
and traditional tribal materials, 2125; see 
alSo codes; decorum; rules; unlty(ies) of 
time, place, and action 

Cooper, lames Fenimore, 1546, 1975, 1980 
copyright rules, and Foucault on author

ship, 1628 
Corneille, Pierre, 10,86,363; and Giraldl, 

271; and Lessing, 55 1; neoclassical 
orthodoxy of, 388; "Of the Three Unities 
of Action, Time, and Place," 367-78; arid 
unities of time and place, 324; and verse 
form, 842 

Cowley, Abraham: Addison on, 420-21; 
Coleridge on, 675, 676; Eliot on, 1099, 
1105; Fledler on, 695; johnson on, 460, 
480: and poetic expectation (Words
worth), 649; and Pope, 438 

Cowper, William, 667-68, 69], 1029, 
1801 
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Crane, Ronald S., 1109, 1110, 1112, 1115, 
1352,1442 

Crassus, Lucius, 167-68,360 
creativity: anxiety about (Gilbert and 

Gubar), 2028; Amold on, 808, 810, 852; 
femBI~ (Gilbert and Gubar), 2032; and 
Hlrsch on criticism, 1685; and jakobson 
on poetry, 1256: jung on, 996-97, 998, 
999-1000, 1001-2; and social change, 
1252: and WiIIlams on literature, 1571 

critical legal studies, and Fish, 2067 
critical monism, 1352 
critical race theory, and Hall, 1896 
critical realists, 1031 
critical theory, 1221: Bhabha on, 2379-80, 

2390-93; Gates on, 2430, 2432: Knapp 
and Mtchaels on ("Against Theory"), 
2458,2461 

critical vocabulary, and Addison, 418 
criticism, 1; and Aristotle, 86; Arnold on, 

802-3,804,805,806-9,814-20,822-
25, 836; and creativity, 808, 852; vs. 
practical considerations, 814-19, 822, 
824; and religiOUS reconstruction, 822; 
Baker on, 2225; and Barthes on author, 
1469; black (Gates), 2428, 2429, 2430, 
2431; black feminist (Smith), 2300-
2301,2302-15; Bloom on, 1795, 1796, 
1801-2,1804-5; Brooks on, 1351, 1358, 
1366-71, 1398; Kenneth Burke on, 1270-
72, 1276-77; Christian on, 2257, 2261-
62, 2265; and commodification, 15; arid 
Comeille on constraints, 378; and cul
tural studies, 2450; and de Man, 1509, 
1512, 1525; Eagletdh on, 2241; Eliot on, 
1090, 1092; Eltlersonon, 725, 732; femi
nist, 2179, 2338, 2339, 2340-41; and 
Fish, 1373,2069,2071,2082,2474; 
Foucault on, 1616, 1617, 1624, 1629; 
Frye on, 1442--43, 1444, 1446-5:1',1454-
57; by Gen.eva School (Miller), 13 J 8; and 
Graff, 2057: Greenblatt on, 2254; Hirsch 
on, 16~3, 1684-86, 1687, 1695, 1702; 
historical, 1083-85: Horace on"'~4; 
Howe on, 1532; ImpreSSionistic, 1065; 
intrinsic and extrinsic, 1270, 1272-74, 
1374, 1515; Iller on, 1674; and johnson, 
460,468, 472; ~napp and Michaels on, 
2458; Kolodnyon, 2144, 2145, 2146-65; 
lesbian feminist, 2301, 2338, 2340, 2340-
59; Lesslng on, 552, 555; vs. literary 
studies Oakobson), 1259; Marxist, 762, 
1932 (see also Marxist criticism); New 
Historicism on, 2250; objective, 1373, 
1388,1398,1399; Pater on, 836-37; 
Peacock on, 6,5; personal, 2126, 2127, 
2128, 2129--43; Plato on, 35; Pope's An 
Essay on Criticism, 438-39, 441-58; and 
popular culture (Luklics), 1057; Poulet 
on, 1319, 1326-33; proper object of, 89; 
with psychoanalytic base, 740; Ransom 
on ("Criticism, Inc." ), 1106-7, 1108-18; 
and reader's role, 1672; and representa-
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criticism (continlU!!d) 
tion vs. reality (Johnson), 477; Said on, 
1989; and scholarship (Eichenbaum), 
1086; Smith on, 1912, 1923, 1926, 1929; 

: ,three questions for (Goethe), 1377; 
Tompkins on, 2127, 2133-34, 2141; 

,Wilde on, 897, 899, 901-12; Williams 
on, 1566, 1570-71, 1572, 1573; and 
Wilson's response to. Marxism, 1242; 
Wimsatt and Beardsleyon, 1376-87, 
1393-99; and Wordsworth, 645, 646, 
663,807,808; see also hermeneutics; 
interpretation; literary theory; poetics 

criticism, approaches to: see cultural studies; 
.,deconstruction; feminism; formalism; . 
~arxism; postcolonial criticism and the
ory; poststructuralism; psychoanalysis; 
queer theory; race and ethnicity studies; 
reader-response criticism and theory; 
receptionist theory; semiotics; structural
ism 

criticism, historical classification of: see 
classical theory and criticism; Enlighten
ment; medieval theory and criticism; 
modernism; neoclassical theory and 
criticism; Renaissance theory and 
criticism; Romantic theory and criticism; 
Victorians 

critique, 2; for Kant, 500. 
Croce, Benedetto, 1140, 1377-78,2060 
Crummell, Alexander, 2423, 2424; 2425-

:27,2432 
cubism, 1183, 1267 
Cullen, Count~e, 983, 984 
Culler, Jonathan, 1,28,960, 1457 
cultural capital, Bourdieu on, 1806, 1807 
cultural competence, Bourdieu on, 1807, 

1810 . 
cultural critique, 7 
cultural difference, Bhabha on, 2393-94 
wltl!ral heritage, LulWcs on, 1054-55 . 
• ultural imperialism, 2091, 2305 
:u\turalliteracy, and Hirsch, 1684· 
:ultural materialism, 6; Williams on, 1566 
:ultural pedagogy (Moulthrop), 2518-19 
:ultural poetics, 2250 . . . 
:ultural politics, 113 7, 2210; and Anzaldua, 

.2211-23; and Hall, 1895 
:ultural production, and Jameson, 1940, 
d 967; and postmodernism, 1973-74 

:ultural relativism, 1417-18 
:ultural studies, 5,6,21,26-27,1895, 

1896,2210,2446; and Adorno, 1222; 
and Althusser, 1478; Anzaldua on, 2210; 
and Barthes, 1458; and Baudrillard, 1731; 
and Benjamin, 1163; and Bloom, 1795; 
British, 1I37; and Kenneth Burke, 1271; 

, and consumers, 2447; and Foucault, .' 
1615, 1616, 1621; gender studies 

: (Bordo), 2360; and Gramsci, 1134, 1896; 
and Hall, 1895, 1896, 1897, 1898-1910; 

;··and Hebdige, 2445, 2447, 2450, 2451-
52; and hegemony, 762; and Howe, 1534; 

at Institute for Social Research, 1221; 
and literary practices, 1879; and literary 
studies (Graff), 2067; and Marxism, .I 5, 
759, 1900-1902; and new cultural. his
tory, 1710; and New Historicism, 2458; 
and structuralism, 2098; and Tompkins, 
2127; and Williams, 1566 

cultural theory: and Althusser, 1477; and 
Uvi-Straus5, 1415; and Mulvey, 2179 

cultural unconscious, 6 
cultural values, and body (B.utler), 2492' 
culture; 26; Arnold on, 805, 825-32; art as 

affecting (Smith), 1912; autoreferentlality 
of modern culture (Jameson), .1970; 
Barthes on (Hebdige), 2451; Baudelaire 
on, 791; and Beauvolr's.critique, 1405;' 
Bhabha on, 2394--97; and Bordo on·bod
ies, 2360; and Bourdieu, 1806, 1809-11; 
and canon, 1877; colonialists' oppression 

. of (Spivak), 21.93; definition. of (way of .' 
life vs. standard of excellence), 2445-46, 
2448-50,2451; Gramsci on, 1995; 
Habermas on, 1747, 1754-56; Rnd Heb
dige, 2446; high vs. mass, 6471 hybrid 
nature of, 25-26; and ideology (Hebdlge), 
2453; Jameson on; 1937, 1948-49;le5-
bian,2358; in Marxist view, 14; merging 
of high and mass culture, 1961; national 
(Fanon)" 1587-93; and nature: (Baudrib." 
lard), 1730; and new social movements,· 
2209.,...10; and perception (Alien), 21.10-
11; and politics (Said), 2000-2002; In 
postcQlonial studies, 2091; pre"evaluation 
of objects by (Smith). 1924; and tradition 
(Trotsky), 1004; tribal (Alien), 2.107, 
2108,·2111, 2117-18, 2125-26; and 
Trotsky,on.cult1,lre above clallses, 1246; 
Vico on development· of, 399; of video 
games (Haraway), 2289; Willia.ms On, 
1565, 1566; see also popular culture. 

culture Industry, Adorno and Horkhelmer 
on, 1220, 1221-22,1731 

culture wars .< 1980s and 19905), and Ach-
ebe on C::pnrad, 1782 

Curtlus,· Ernst. Robert, 1987 
Cuvier,.Georges, 1055, 1622, 1633,2000 
cyberfeminism, 2266 
cyberpunks, 2508, 2510-11 
cyberspace, 2517, 2518, 2520 
cybertexts, 2502 
cyborgs: Haraway on ("A Manifesto for 

Cyborgs"), 2266, 2267, 2268, 2269-99 

Dadaism, U 82-83, 1228, 1750 
daemonization, Bloom on, 1803 
Daly, Mary, 1771,1774 
dance, Nhitzsche on, 888 
dancing: as Negro.expresslon (Hurston), 

1150; in recommendations for Depart
ment of African Literature and 
Languages, 2095 

dandy, Baudelaireon, 791, 798-,800; and 
Madame Bovary, 1558 



Dante Alighieri, 10, 11,246; and Aquinas, 
242. 246; and Augustinian sign them")', 
186: and biblical interpretation, 202: and 
Boccaccio, 254; and Christine de Pizan, 
263; Divine Comedy, 10, 11,246,247, 
248, 300, 1251; Il Convivio, 248, 249-50; 
ancl Eliot. 1088, 1103; Emerson on, 724, 
737; and Howe on passage ,of time, 1540-
41: and "ideological dogma" (Eagleton), 
2246; and Lenin, 1254; "Letter to Can 
Grandc," 246, 248, 251-52; and levels of 
intel"p"etation, 272: Mazzoni's defense of, 
299-.:HlO, 308, 323: and meaning of 
dreams, 196: and praise or censure, 276: 
and Renaissance, 1252; Shelley on, 708, 
7 I 0, 7 J 2: Sidneyon, 327: and vernacu
lar, 253, 271 

Darwin, Charles, 803, 91'3,1012, 1.622, 
2017-18 

Davis, Lcnnard, 2398; Enforcing NONnalcy 
... , 2400-2421: personal explorations 
of, 2127 

death of tlu." author, 21, 844, 1459: Fou-
eau It on, 1624: see also Barthes, Rotund 

death of God, 1730 
death instinct or drive (Freud), 9 I 5, 2 I 73 
Debord, Guy, 1938-39 
decolonizalion, and African-American resis

tance (hooks), 2482 
deconstruction, 5-6, 21-22, 181 5: and 

Benjamin, 1165: and Bloom, 1794-95: 
vs. Bl"Ooks, 1352; Christian on, 2261: and 
cognitive atheism (Hirsch), 1682: and de 
Man, 1510, 1511, 1512, 1523, 1524, 
1525: and Derrida, 1815, 1816, 1817, 
1828, 2036: Eagleton on, 2241: and 
Gates, 2421, 2430: and Graff, 2057: Hall 
on, 1909: and Heidegger, 1819: and 
hypcrlcxl, 2503; Johnson on, 2317; vs. 
Knapp and Michaels, 2459: and Mal
larmc, H44: and New Criticism, 1353; as 
oppositional strategy (Hutcheon), 2523: 
vs. Pllulet, 13 I 9: vs. Said, 1989: and 
Saussul'e, 959: and Sedgwick, 2434: and 
Spivak, 2 I 93, 2196: and sublime, 538: 
Tompkins on, 2140: and Yale School, 
1509,2458 

decll ... ,m, 123; and Behn, 389: and Cor
neille vs. critics, 363, 365: Drydcn on, 
380: and Geoffrey of Vinsauf, 10, 228; 
Giraltli 011, 272, 276: and Horace, 8, I I, 
123; Malhcrbc on, 364: and neoclassic 
wril(,rs. 670: Pope on, 439: tightened 
rules of (l-'oucault), 1648: see also con
vcnlion(s); rules 

dedut'lion: Frye on, 1448; as Plato's 
method, H7 

defamiliari71,tion, 1060, 1070, 1478,2429, 
2 5().~ 

Delcuze, GiBes, 17, 1593: at experimental 
Univc"sity of Paris branch, 2036: on fas
cism, 2'i J 2; Jameson on, 1952; Kafka: 
TCJ1I'Qf'd a Minor Literature, 1598-160 I; 
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on rhizomes or rhizomatic thinking, 1595-
96, 1604-5, 1607-9,2503; and Spivak, 
2199,2201,2203; A Thousand Plateaus: 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia, 1601-9: 
and Tompkins, 2136 

delight: and Aristotle on function, 318: as 
austere (Adorno and Horkheimer), 123 I: 
and Horace, 123,462; and Johnson on 
fiction, 465; and laughter (Sidney), 358; 
in poetry (Mazzoni), 320, 322: in poetry 
(Shelley), 697; and Sldney on poetry, 
325, 331, 332, 333, 347; of tragedy 
Uohnson), 478: see also pleasure 

delinquency, Foucault on, 1641, 1642, 1646 
de Man, Paul, 3, 21, 30, 88, 1509: and 

Benjamin, 1165; and Bhabha, 2378: 
Bloom on, 1801: vs. Brooks, 1352-53; on 
Coleridge, 671; and deconstructlon, 
1510,1511,1512,1524,1525: and 
Knapp and Michaels, 2459: and Nietz
sche, 1523, 1525: on failure of significa
tion, 2068: and Gates, 2422; and Graff, 
2057: and Heidegger, 1120: on historical 
knowledge, 1934: and instability of lin
guistic reference, 156: and Johnson, 
2316,2317: Knapp and Michaels on, 
2458,2470: on language and speech acts, 
2468,...70: on literature and teaching, 
2317: on misunderstanding, 611; and 
Nietzsche, 870; and Pater, 833; and 
poststructuralism, 2255: and Quintiliart, 
155; "The Return to Philology," 1527-
31; and rhetoric, 1271: vs. Said, 1989: 
"Semiology and Rhetoric," 1514--26; and 
Shelley's "Triumph of Life," 697; and Spi
vak, 2193; and sublime, 137,502,538; 
as teacher, 1895; arid tropes, 401; as Yale 
Scpool member, 1509,1794,1816,2316 

Democritus, 131, 760 
Demosthenes: Dryden on, 387; Longinus 

on, 136, 139,142,144,146,147,149, 
151-52, 170; Ma,,~oni on, 312: Sidney 
on, 359; and Young, 434 

denouement, Poe on, 742, 749 
de Pizan, Christlne, 263: and Boccaccio, 

253: The Book of the City of Ladies, 265-
70 

depersonalization, of poet (Eliot), 1094 
Derain, Andre, 1182, 1792 
Derrlda, Jacques, 21, 22, 1815: and Aqui

nas on interpretation, 242; and arch!! as 
origin, 173: and Austin, 1430: and Baker, 
2224, 2230: and Barthes, 1459: Bate on, 
1528: and Baudrillard, 1731: and 
Bhabha, 2377, 2391; and Bourdieu, 1806; 
and Butler,2485, 2486; and Cixous, 
2036; de Man on, 1519, 1530; Dissemi
nation, 1830-76; and figurative nature of 
truth, 196; on figurative,signs, 187; and 
"free play," 805: and Gates, 2422; Of 
Grammatology, 1822-30; vs. Habermas, 
1742, 1758: and Hegel, 626; and Heideg
ger, 1120: on Jew vs. Greek, 211: and 
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Derrida, (continued) 
Jewish d~ptoaches to interpretation, 213; 
at Johns Hdpldns conference, 1280, 
1319,1816; and Lllcan, 1280; and Uvi
Strauss, 1415, 14.17; on literature and 
teaching, 2317; and logic of signification, 
2165; on logbcentrlsm, 1828,2037; and 
Malmonides, 211; and Mallarm.!, 844; 
and new cultural history, 1710; and 
Nietzsche, 870; and performatives, 2486; 
and Plato, 29, 33, 34, 36, 1417; and 
Poe's ''The Purloined Letter," 2317; as 
postmodemlsi:, 2476; and poststructural
Ism, 1459,2098,2255; and Qulntllian, 
155; and representation, 325; and Said, 
1986, 1987, 1985; and Saussure, 959; 
and Sedgwlck, 2434; and Spivak, 2193, 
2203; and sublime, 538; on text, 2137-
38; on validity in interpretation, 1682; 
and Vizenor, 1976; and "voice," 2037; 
and writing, 2036-37; In Yale School, 
1509 

Descartes, Ren.!, 399, 1344; Beauvoir on, 
1411; Lacan on, 1285, BOO, 1301; Pou
let on, 1317 

description: Geoffrey ofVlnsauf on, 233-35; 
Ronsard on, 296 

descriptive fallacy, Austin on, 1431 
desire: and body (Bordo), 2363, 2,364; and 

cultural utiderstanding of sexualitY, 2485; 
in film (Mulvey), 2180; fluidity of, 1761; 
Hegel on, 633-34, 635; and Jameson, 
1940; Lacan on, 1282, 1306-7, 1309; for 
Sartre (Butler), 2488-89; and Venus 
sculpture, 2409 

de Stalll, Germaine Necker, 13, 594; 
"Essay on Fictions,~' 597-604; On Litera
ture Considered in lis ~elationship to 
Social Institutions, 604:"10 

determinate meaning, de Man vs. New Crit
ics on, 1510 

deterrltoriallzation, Deleuze and Guattari 
on, 1598, 1600 

Dewey, John, 717, 1271, 1911 
diachrony, 1259,1416,1562-63,1564, 

1613,1939,1952 
dialect(s): in lii:erary language, 1215; in 

Negro expression (Hurston), 1158; Ron
sard on, 296 

dfalectic(s), 626; Derrida on, 1859; in 
development of art, 1014; Harawayon, 
2292; of Hegel, 626; Hugh of St. Victor 
on, 205, 207; materialist, 1008; Plato on, 
83,1874; Quintilian on, 169, 170; and 
rhetoric vs. hermeneutics, 614; dialectical 
materialism, 761; and art (Wilson), 1243 

dialogic orientation: of discourse, 1204; of 
word, 1202 

dialogic rituals, in black expressive cultures, 
2390 . ; .. , 

dialogism, Bakhtln ori, 1187, 1188; in het
eroglossia, 1200; and Kristeva; 2166; of 
word, 1204-5, 1206-7, 1208 

dialogue: and Bhabha, 2377; Bakhtin on, 
1204 

Dickens, Charles: and James, S52, 855, 869; 
Lukilcs on, 1039; 'lind Marx/Engels, 760; 
and questi~ns on controlling class 
(Amold), 804; on race and imperialism, 
2001 ' 

Dlckinson, EmilyJ ana affective criticism, 
1395; and Emerson; 717; G4lbert and 
Gubaron,201~-24,2028-29,2033, 
2034; and mamiage (Rich), 177>1; and 
Zimmerman on lesbian criticism, 2347, 
2350,2352 

dictatorship of the party, Lenin on, 1136 
diction: Aristotle on, 95, 96, 106-11, H4-

15; Geoffrey of Vlnsauf on, 240; Long!
nus on, 140, 148; Sidney on, 359-60; 

. and Wordsworth, 653-54, 665':"68 
didactic theory of literature, 4, 5; see also 

morality 
Diderot, Denls, 59411322,1555 
diff,§ .... nce, 22, IS1S, 2316, 23S6, 2389, 

2395 
difference, 22; Bhabha on, 2383; cultural 

(Bhabha), 2393'::'94; and Derrlda, IS is; 
la75, 2209; Harawayon, 2267, 2281; vs .. 
Hegel's totallzidg system, 629; and hetero~ 
glossia (Bakhtin)"1213; and bell hooks 
Oil postmodernisttl, 2476, 2478, 2479, 
2483; and identity; 2209; and Barbara 
Jo~nson,2316,2~~3;2335~361Inlan
guage (Saussure), 958-59, 97 r,' 972-7.3, 
1416, 181S., 2037; politics of,'24-25" 
2481; and iloststructuralism, 21, 2209; 
sexual (Lacan), 1255, 1283 " 

dif-ference, Heidegger on, 1120, 1129-30, 
1131-34 

difference feminism, 24, 2194 
digression, Geoffrey of Vlnsauf on, i33 
Dilthey, Wilhelm: and Heidegger, 1118; 

1119; and hermeneutlcs, 154S;,and·' . 
. Hirsch, 1682; and Schlelerma'cher; 612 

Dlogerles Laertes, 1625, 1832 
Dlonysus (god) and Dlohysiac: and Benedict 

on culture, 1454; and Derrlda on Plato, 
1864; and Nletzsche on .tragedy; 872; 
884,886~87,889,S91,892-93,894 

Dionysius of Halicamassus, 135 . 
disability, Davis on, 2401-21; In films; 

2399,2419-21; and the grotesque, 241S-
19; and monsters, 2413-1~; and photog
raphy, 2417:"18; and touching, 2416-17; 
and the uncanny, 2412; and Venus de 
Milo vs. quadriplegic woman, 2401 

disability studies and theory: and Davis, 
2398; and definition of disability, 2399 

discourse, 6; and author's name (Foucault), 
1627-28; Bakhtln on, 1187,...88, 1200, 
1208, 1214; Christian on, 2260; counter
hegemonic (Hall), 1897; cultural and his
torical knowledge as, 1988; and Derrida 
on Plato, 1875; and Foucault on power, 
1619; and hegemonic struggle, 2447; and 



Heidegger, 1120; historical analysis of 
(Foucault), 1635; Hugh of St. Victor on, 
208; Lacan on, 2178; in poetry and in 
novel, 1191, 1201-20; Said on, 1988, 
1992; Schlelermacheron, 614-15, 616, 
61 B, 619; and sex (Foucault), 1648, 
1650,1651-58,1659; society's regime of 
(Foucault), 1668; and structural analysis 
(Todorov), 2100; and syntagmatic vs. 
associative relations (Saussure), 974-75; 
as transgressive (Foucault), 1628; West
ern, 2195; written vs. recited (Plato), 84 

discourse ethics, Habermas on, 1744 
discourse of reason (Habermas), 1742 
discursive practices, initiation of, 1632-35 
disinterestedness: and Arnold, 50 I, 803, 

!i 14, 824, 1806; and Bourdieu, 1806, 
1807; and Kant, 501, 502, 750, 752, 
1806,1812-13,1878; and Smith, 19IO 

Disney al'ld Disneyland: Baudrillard on, 
1731,1740-41 

displacement, in Freud's analysis, 925, 926 
dissemination, 21 
dissociation of sensibility, Eliot on, 1090, 

1103 
dissonance, and Nletzsche on tragedy, 893, 

894' 
divination: Bloom on, 1796; Vico on, 407, 

411,412 
divinatory interpretation (Schleiermacher), 

611, 6J2, 615 
divinatory reconstruction (Schleiermacher), 

611-12,620-21; objective, 611, 621; 
subjective,611-12,621 

division of labor: Marx's and Engels's criti
cism of, 1244; in narrative cinema, 2187; 
sexual. (Spivak), 2203; between State 
apparatuses (Althusser), 1492; and Wittig 
on ~arxlsm, 2019 

Dablin, Alfred, 1057, 1058, 1236 
Dollimore, Jonathan, 2251 
domination or dominance: and Bordo on 

feminism, 2364; cultural (Said), 2009, 
2012; by groups determining endurance 
of art (Smith), 1930-31; Habermas on, 
1742; Harawayon, 2267, 2278, 2281-
86,2290-91,2296; and hegemony, 2447 
(see also hegemony); of heterosexuality, 
1760, IT'll, 2345; and literary categories 
(0hmann), 1880; Smith on, 1911 

Donne, John: Brooks on, 1352, 1354, 1363, 
1363-64; 1365, 1367; Coleridge on, 675; 
Dryden on, 481; and Eliot on meta
physical poets, 1090, 1098, 1099, 1102, 
1103, 1104, 1105; Eliot's allusion to, 
1387; and Fish, 2068; Jakobson on, 1259; 
and Wlmsatt and Beardsley on criticism, 
1383-84; and Wordsworth on expecta
tions, 649 

Dos Passos, John, 1240, 1251, 1370 
Dostoyevsky, Fyodor: and anxiety about cre

ativity (Gilbert and Gubar), 2028; 
Eichenbaum on, 1075, 1084, 1085; 
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Howe on, 1535-36, 1539; and James, 
852; and LukAcs, 1030; and New York 
Intellectuals, 1533; Sartre on, 1339-40, 
1342 

double: Freud on, 940-41; Lacan on, 1287 
double bind, and Bordo on bodies, 2361, 

2367,2368 
double consciousness, 25; of Mrican Ameri-

cans (Du Bols), 978 
Douglas, Mary, 2292, 2362, 2492-93 
Douglass, Frederick, 1145,2239 
drag performances, 25; Butler on, 2487, 

2497-98 
drama:'Aristotle on, 92, 105; and Bakhtin, 

1188; Behn on purpose of, 389; as char
acteristic of Negro expression (Hurston), 
1146; and comparison of script with text, 
1672; division of Into acts (Corneille), 
372; hallucinative power of, 1396; 
la~guage systems In, 1195; and poetry 
(Brooks), 1360; In recommendations for 
Department of Mrican Literature and 
Languages, 2096; Shelleyon, 701-4; and 
WiIIillms on "literature," 1570; see also 
characters; comedy; plot; tragedy; theater 

dramatic art, de Sta!!l on, 598 
dramatiC poetry, 695 
"Dramlilism," Kenneth Burke on, 1271 
dramatists, .Behn's account of, 388 
drellms: and Althusser on Ideology,,1496-

97;'and Freud, 197,914,915,916,919-
29; Jameson on, 1940; Jung on, 994; 
"kettle-logic" In, 1859; Lacan on, 1299; 
and Lyotard, 1613; and literature, 916; 
and Macrobius. 196, 197, 198,916; 
Nietzsche on, 882, 884-86; and psycho
analyti~:technlque, 15-16 

Dreiser, TReodore, 1241, 1 54 1 
Dryden,john, 10,379; and Addlson,416, 

418,420,421-22; and Behn, 389~90; 
and Edmund Burke, 538; contemporary 
poetry, attacked by, 683; and controver
sies of Corneille, 365; on critics,'~J.9; as 
defender of poetry, 253; Eliot on~ 103, 
1105; Emerson on, 723; An Essay of Dra
matic Poesy; 381-83; and Hirsch on 
interpretation, 1694; Johnson preface on, 
460; and metaphysical poets, 480-81; 
and natu.re as real vs. ideal, 325; neoclas
sical orthodoxy of, 388; Peacock on, 691; 
as poet-critic, 646; and poetic expectation 
(Wordsworth), 649; Pope on, 451, 452, 
455; Preface to Syivae, 385-88; Preface 
to TroiZus and Cressida, 383-85; and Sid
ney, 323; and vernacular, 247; on wit, 
417 

D'Souza, Dinesh, 2068 
dualism: of body and consciousness (But

ler), 2491; Haraway on, 2272, 2296, 
2299; see also binary oppositions 

du Bellay,Joachim, 11,279; The Defence 
and Illustration of the French Language, 
281-90; and growth of French language, 
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du Bellay (continued) 
364; Pater on, 838; and PMiade, 279, 
291; and vernacular, 247,2091 

Du Bois, W. E. B., 977; "Criteria of Negro 
Art," 980-87; and Crummell, 2425; 
Gates on, 2425, 2432; and bell hooks, 
2476; Hughes on, 1316; and Marxism, 
763; stereotyping attacked by, 1145 

Ducase, Isldore (comte de Lautr~amont), 
1259,2166 

Ducrot, Oswald, 1 517 
Dumas, Alexandre, 869, 1475 
Dunbar, Paul Laurence, 984, 1315 
Dworkin, Andrea, 2017 

Eagleton, Terry, 1933, 2240; and Althus
ser, 1478; on Arnold, 803; on Benjamin, 
1165; on birth of criticism, 1743; on de 
Man, 1512; and disinterestedness, 501; 
on Prye, 1443-44; on lseI', 1672; and 
lameson, 1935; Litemry Theory: An Intro
duction, 2243-49; and reference, 959; on 
rise of English as discipline, 2089, 2243-
44,2246; on Trotsky, 1004; and Wil
Ilams, 1565 

Eastman, Max, 1394, 1395, 1398, 1400 
Eco, Umberto, 1959, 1981,2232,2234 
economics: and anthropology (Uvi-

Strauss), 1415; and Bourdleu on social 
hierarchization, 1806; of literary and aes
thetic value (Smith), 1915; and Marxist 
base/superstructure relation, 1243 (see 
also base/superstructure model); and sex
uallnjunctions (Poucault), 1659; and.val
ues (Smith), 1913, 1914 

ecphrasls, 553 
4criture, 22, 1625-26, 203~37; see also 

text(s) and textuality' . 
4crituref4minine, 16-17,21,22,24,2035,-

2036,2037,2038,2339; and Alien, 2108; 
and Cixous, 2037, 2108; and Haraway, 
2268 

education: and cultural practices, 1809; 
Greek, 35-36; ideological structure of, 
2453; and intellectuals (Gramsci), 1141-
42; and Pater on aesthetic appreciation, 
836; Plato on, 36,49-64, 72-73, 1477; 
postcolonial studies on, 25; Qulntilian 
on, 156-57, 167; for women, 269-70, 
585, 588, 589, 593,605,606-7; see also 
pedagogy; teaching of literature; univer
sity scholarship 

educational ideological apparatus (AI thus-
ser), 1493-94 

ego, 915,2412, 2416 
ego defenses, Lacan on, 1288-89 
ego psychology, 1279 
Ehrerireich, Barbera, 1890, 203·1 
Eichenbaum, Borls, 18,86, 1058; and 

Bakhtin, 1188; and defamiliarization, 
1060, 1070, 1478, 2503;andlakobson, 
1255; and narrative theory, 1061; and 

Russian formalism, 1059, 1548; and 
Slavic formalism, 1004; 'and Sovie.t intol
erance, 1031; "The Theory .of the 'Pormal 
Method'/' 1062~7; and Todorov, 2097 

Einstein's brain, Barthes on, 1462~64 
Eisenstein, Sergei, 1247, 1267 
Electra complex, 2026 
elegiac poetry, Sidney on, 343 " 
Eliot, George, 717, 834, 852, 867,1537, 

2001,2004,.2005,2034,2351 
Eliot,-T. S., 1088; on audience for litera

ture, 2242; on author's intention, 1373; 
Bloom on, .1796; and canon;· 460; on cul
ture, 2449, 2451; and de Man,·I511; and 
'Eagleton on religion, 2244; ,and Emerson, 
720;' and Hamlet, 1090, 1399, 1934;,· .' 
Hirsch on, 1689, 1695; and lames, 853; 
and Jameson,1961; 1964; literary 'history 
by. 1548; "The Metaphysical Poets,".· 
1098-1105; on.Milton" J.l03, 1105, 
1350; and New York IntellectUahl, 1533; 
ott objective, correlative. 1.090, 1399; on" 
Poe, 1702; as poet-critic, 3.80, 6,46;' 1088, 
1090, on poet's task; .1363; and poets',." 
values, 1447; and Pound, 1088, 1089; 
and questions of political control; .804; oh 
romanticism, 1111; and Schiller, 571;,' 
and Shelley, 695; and Stevenll~ 1798; .. 
"Tradition and the Individual Talent," .' 
1 092~9.8; and Wilson,. 1240; and ,Wim- . 
salt and Beamsley, 1372,:138~7; and 
'wit, 417; and writers' predecessors. 2024 

ellipsis, QuintUian ori, 156 
Ellison, Ralph, 979j .1144, 1145,2224, 

2227,2238,2239,2255.-56,2259,2262, 
. 2431 

Ellmann,·Mary, 390, 2146, 2147, 2305-,.6 
elocution: du Bellay on, 285~6; Ronsam 

on,297-98 
Emenon, Ralph Waldo, 12, 717;!The !.,' 

American Scholar;" 721-24; on art,as': 
expression, 629; and Bloom, 1795, 1801; 
arid lames, 853; and Plotinus, 172; ''The 
Poet," .. 724-39; on poetry as inspiratiori, 
35; on poets, 804; and postmoderns, 833; 
and Schleiermacher, 611; and Shelley,' 
696; and sublime, 538; and Wilde, 897; 
and Wordsworth, 646; and Young, 427 

emotion(s): and ancient artists (Lessing), 
557; Aristotle on, 120; and beauty (Kant), 
515; cognitive grounds of; 1391-93, 
1400-1403; and Eliot on poetry, 1097; 
expression of (Augustine), 188-89; Hor
ace On, 126; Longinus on, 135,,;140; and 
poetry, 78-79, 1398, 1401-3;.and West
erJ:1 epistemology, 2131; writer's arousing 
of (Sartre), 1341-42; see also feelirig(s); 
passion 

emotional cleansing, see catharsis 
"emotion recollected In tranquillity," poetry· 

as (Womsworth), 646, 661, 1379,1380; . 
Eliot on, 1097 . 



emotive (expressive) function, jakobson on, 
12'%,1261 

~'l1loti\'c meaning, 1389-91, 1393, 1400 
empathy, among alienated groups (hooks), 

2481 
Empedocles, 134, 306, 308, 314: and aske

sis (moom), 1803; Emerson on, 724: as 
poet (Sidney), 327 

cmplotment, White on, 1710-11, 1715, 
1722, 1723-24; see abo plot 

empowcrment, Christian on, 2264 
Empson, William, 1106, 1528, 1805,2086 
IEngcls, Friedrich, 572, 759: and Althus-

ser, 1476-77; and Balzac, 1249: The 
Communist Manifesto, 769-73; and con
trol over mental production (Ohmann), 
1889-90; The German Ideology, 767-69; 
Ictt<'r to joseph Bloch, 787-88; and Trot
sky, 1003; Wilson on, 1240, 1242, 1243-
44, 1248, 1249 

English departments, 2089; Eagleton on 
rise of, 2248-49; Graff on, 2056-58, 
2059-67; Ngugi, Llyong, and Owuor
Anyumba on abolition of, 2090, 2092-97; 
see also university scholarship 

English language: Crummell on, 2426; Dry
dcn on, 385: Sidney on, 360-61 

English literature: Arnold on, 824; Eaglcton 
on study of, 2243-49; see also literature 

enigma, Augustine on, 192, 193; Word of 
God as, 194; see also contradictions 

enigmatic dreams, Macrobius on, 197, 199 
Enlightenment: and Baudrillard on Western 

science, 1731; as bourgeois cultural revo
lution (Jameson), 1955; and Foucault, 
1616; and Habermas, 1742; and Hume, 
483; and Uvi-Strauss, 1415; modernist 
consciousness of, 1749; vs. poststructur
alism (Bhabha), 2392; project of (Haber
mas), 1753-54; promise of unfulfilled 
(Adorno and Horkheimer), 1221: and rea
son (Habermas), 1743; and Schleicrma
eher, 612; and de Stai!l, 594; and Vieo, 
399, 400; and Wollstonecraft, 585 

Enlightenment rationalism, Romantics 
against, 174 

Enllills, 125,327,351,705 
epie: and ancients vs. moderns, 10; Aristotle 

on, 94-95, 105, 111-16; and Bakhtin, 
1188; Benjamin on, 1184; and history 
O',-),c), 1717; jauss on, 1559; and Les
sing, '5'53; Marx on, 773, 774: Milton on, 
7_~3: and neoclassical writers, 12; Plato 
Oil, 75; referential function of language in 
(Jakobson), 1264; and rise of national 
consciousness, 708-9, 1589 

epi<- structure, Aristotle on, 106 
cpic- style, and Bakhtin on novel, 1 194 
Epicllrus: Hugh of St. Victor on, 204; Marx 

thesis on, 760; Quintilian on, 170; Vieo 
on, 399; Wilde on, 912 

"pip.;rams, Addison on, 42 J 
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episteme(s): and Derrlda on writing, 1823, 
1867; and Foucault, 1616, 1645 

epistemic violence, 2193; and Foucault, 
2194, 2197; Spivak on, 2197 

epistemology, 2132-33; and emotion, 
2131; feminist, 2360; and Knapp and 
Michaels on theory, 2471, 2475; and 
Sedgwick on "the closet," 2433; and 
Tompkins, 2136 

epithets: of Homer (Lessing), 569; Quintil-
ian on, 163 

equivocation, Aquinas on, 245-46 
Erasrnus, Desiderius, 347, 457, 1654 
essay, and Addison, 416 
essentialism, 2194, 2301; and African 

Americans (hooks), 2477, 2482, 2483; 
and Alien on female style, 2108; Beauvoir 
and critique of, 1403; and Bhabha, 2385; 
and Cixous, 2038; Haraway on, 2267; 
and lesbian feminist criticism, 2340; 
postmodern critique of, 2480, 2482; of 
sexual object-choice vs. of gender (Sedg
wick), 2444; Spivak on, 2194, 2203; and 
West on black intellectuals, 2484 

estrangement effect, and Brecht, 1478 
Eternal Feminine, 1405, 1407, 1408; and 

illness (Gilbert and Gubar), 2031 
ethics: in Instruction on: rhetoric (Quintil

ian), 156, 169-70; and Spinoza, 1595; 
see also morality 

ethnicity studies, 26; and Anzaldua, 2209; 
and identity as distinct vs. on continuum, 
2399 

ethlJOcentrism, in writing (Derrida), 1817, 
1822 ... 

Euripides: Aristotle on, 100-101, 101, 105, 
110, 114, 116, 121, 1250; as Aristotle's 
model (Dryden), 380; and Austin on per
formatives, 1432-33; Corneille on, 371, 
374; johnson on, 469; Longinus on, 154; 
Nietzsche on, 872, 892; in Plato, 41; and 
Sartre on emotionality, 1341; and Schil
ler, 571; Shelley on, 701; and Sidney, ....,.. 
352,357 

Eurocentrism: Allen's critique of, 2106, 
2107; of Marxist theory (Hall), 1901 

evaluation, Smith on, 1911, 1912, 1923-27: 
vs. criticism, 1912 

exchange value, 14, 15,762,777-83; and 
art (Adorno and Horkheimer), 1239; and 
Saussure on signification vs. value, 958; 
Smith on, 1910, 1913 

exegesis, 2; and Augustinian sign theory, 
186; biblical, 240, 246; and Hugh of St. 
Victor, 186,202; Maimonides' methods 
of, 21 1; by medieval writers, 9; see also 
hermeneutics; interpretation 

existentialism: in Beauvoir's writings, 1404-
5; and Nlet:r.sche, 870; Lacan on, 1290; 
of Sartre, 1333 

existential Marxism, of Sartre, 1729 
cxistential negativity, Lacan on, 1289 
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expectation: and interpretation Oauss), 
1547; of reader Oauss), 1548, 1554; and 
metrical language in various periods, 649; 
writers' demolition of (Fish), 2068 

experience: authority of, 2476,2477; Baker 
on, 2225; clariflcation on needed, 2477; 
and Haraway on MacKinnon's feminism, 
2279-80; lesbian, 2356; poem as 
(Brooks), 1365; and reader-response the
ory, 19; in writing of novel Oames), 860-
61 

explication, 2 
exposition: Hugh of St. Victor on, 207, 208; 

Schleiermacher on, 616, 617, 619 
expression: and deflnition of literature, I; 

Eliot on, 1096; Foucault on, 1623; lan
guage as (Heidegger), 1126; Pater on, 
1379; Pope on, 448; and Romanticism, 
12,629,646 

Expressionism: Luk4cs on, 1031, 1032, 
1033, 1035, 1037, 1038-39, 1041, 1043, 
1045,1048,1049,1051-53; and Bloch, 
1043, 1044, 1047-48; and untruth of 
style, 1228 

expressive theory of literature, 4-5; and 
mirroring, 4 

extrinsic criticism: Kenneth Burke.on, 
1270,1272-74; de Man on, 1515 

fables: in Bible, 9; Jauss on, 1559; and 
Johnson on Shakespeare, 469.; Lessing 
on, 553; Macroblus on, 196; and Sldriey 
on poetry, 362; Vico on, 403, 406, 409, 
411,412-13,414,416 

fairy tales: Freud on, 950, 952; in material
Istic conception of art, 1013 

fallacy of premature tel!"ology (Frye), 1448 
false consciousness, 14,762, 1477; on 

compulsory heterosexuality, 1773, 1774; 
and cultural studies vs. Marxism, 1901; 
and definition of woman, 20.7; and Har
away, 2280; and Ideology (Hebdlge), 
2453; and Jameson, 1939 

family(ies): Harawayon forms of, 2287-88; 
and sexuality (Foucault), 1665 

family ideology, Althusser on, 1505 
fancy, and Imagination (Coleridge), 670, 

657,675-77,682 
Fanon, Frantz, 1575; and Bhabha, 2378; 

2390, 2391,2393,2394,2395;onEuro
pean depiction of colonies, 1782; and 
psychoanalysts'views on racism, 1791; 
The Wretched of the Earth, 1578-93 

fantasy: Freud on, 950; in Gautier's novel, 
751-52; and Peacock on Lake Poets, 692 

Fascism: Benjamin on, 1184-85, 1186; and 
defenseless individual (Adorno and 
Horkhelmer), 1236; distant memories of, 
1546-47; and Luk4cs on Brecht, 1058; 
and Moulthrop, 2512; and Sartre on writ
Ing, 1349 

Fascist literature, Woolf on, IO~8 

fashions In words, Horace on, 125 
fashion system, 20; see also convention(s) 
Faulkner, WiIIlam, 1370, 1371, 1533, 

1536,1963 
Famt (Goethe), 996, 1542, 1701; Fau.st 11, 

997 
feeling(s): academic intellectuals against 

(Tompklns), 2143; Hegel on, 1397; and 
Peacock on silver age of poetry, 688; 
structure of (WilIlams), 1891; transmitted 
in reading process (Poulet), 1323; and 
Wor;.dsworth on poetry, 646, 647, 651, 
656, 66., 664, 668; writing about (Tomp
kins), 2130; see also emotion(s); passion 

Felman,Shoshana, 1509,2316,2317 
feminine/female writing; 16 
feminine writing, see flcriture jIl ... i .. ine 
femininity: and Baudelaire, 79.1; Beauvoir 

on, 1407; Bordo on, 2361, 2363--65, 
2366,2369,2371,2373,2375; and Cix
ous, 2042, 2049; and flcriturejll ... ini .. e, 
2037-38; and gender (Butler), 2485; 
Lacan on, 1310; myths about (Beauvolr), 
1405; as performative (Butler), 2501; ; 
repudiation of in childhood (Gilbert and 
Gubar), 2027; and woman writer (Glibert 
and Gubar), 2027 

feminism, 5, 21, 23-25; of action (Rich), 
1777; and Alien, 2106, 2107, 2110, 
21 I I, 2118-20; ahd tribal cultures, 21 08~ 
10; Anglo.American vs. French-oriented, 
2361; and Anzaldt1a, 2209, 2214;2217" 
ahd Baker, 2225; and Beauvoir, 1403, 
1404-5; and Behn, 390; black (Smith), 
2299-2301,2302-15; and Bordo, 2360, 
2361; 2362-76; and British cultural stud
ies, 1904-5; and Butler, 2485, 2487,," 
2488,2489,2490; and canon, .167,2,., 
1877; Christian on, 2256, 2263-64;·and 
Cixous, 2035, 2038; and claims of uni
versality (Zimmermah),.2359; C;.riticisms 
0~2106,2299-2300,2318,2338;and 
critique of uvt-Si:raus~, 1416; and Chi'is
tine de Plun, 264; and Eagleton, 2242; 
and essentialism, 24, 2194, 2301 (see also 
essentialism); French, 16; and Freud', 915; 
and Gautier, 752; and gay theory, 2442-
4.3; and gender bases of oppositions, 
2443-44; of Gilbert and Gubar, 2021, 
2022; and Graff, 2058; and Hall, 1896; 
and Haraway, 2266, 2267, 2269, 2275, 
2277,2278,2279-81,2291~92,2295; 
and bell hooks, 2021, 2106, 2475-76; 
and Howe, 1533; and Jauss, 15491 arid 
Kolodny, 2143, 2144, 2145, 2146-65; 
and Kristeva, 2168; and Lacan, 1283, and 

'Marxism, 1958; and Mulvey, 2179; 2182; 
and 1960s radicalism, 1932-33; political 
origin of, 2399; and poststructuralism; 23; 
psychoanalytic, 2360; and queer theory 
(Rich), 2433; and Rich, 1760-61,1763, 
1764, J 765, 1774, 1779-801 and Sedg-



wick, 2433-34: and sex vs. gender (Sedg
wick), 2439, 2441: "sisterhood," 1760, 
2022: and Splvak, 2193, 2194-95, 2199, 
2203: and structuralism, 2098: tensions 
within (Bhabha), 2386: and Tompkins, 
2127,2128,2129-30,2135,2142;waves 
of (first and second), 2021: and Wittig 
("One Is Not Born a Woman"), 2012, 
2014-21; and Wollstonecraft (A Vindica
tion of the Rights of Woman), 582, 584, 
586-93: and Woolf, 1017,1018-19, 
1019, 

feminist Criticism, 2179, 2338, 2339: and 
lesbian feminist criticism, 2340-41 

feminist epistemology, 2360 
feminist-tribalism, in reading of Native 

American ritual story, 2107, 2 Ill, 2120-
23 

fcminization: of poverty, 1763, 2194-95, 
2287; of work, 2267, 2287, 2288 

fetishism: of commodities, 14-15,762,776-
83, 917, 1030, 1911: Freud on, 952-56; 
and Mulvey on film, 2180, 2188-89: of 
phallus (Lacan), 1310: vitalism as (Trot
sky), 1017 

Fetterley, Judith, 23, 2 150 
Feuerbach, Ludwig, 761,1476,1498,1499 
Fichte, Johann Gottlieb, 1050 
fiction(s), 852; Frye on, 1714: historical 

narratives as (White), 1713, 17i9, 1722, 
1729: hypertextual, 2502, 2506: James on 
("The Art of Fiction"), 852, 85'5-69; 
Johnson on (Rambler No. 4),462-66: 
Kolodnyon, 2145; lesbian, 2339: in 
poetry (Sidney), 337-39, 349: and Poulet 
on books, 1322: and reality (de Man), 
1514: self-image as (Lacan), 1281; de 
Sta!!1 on ("Essay on Fictions"), 595, 597-
604: theatrical and legal, 378: in tragedy 
·(Johnson), 478: values and beliefs . 
reflected in (Kolodny), 2149: and Wil
Iiams on literature, I 571 

Fiedler, Leslie, 695,1886-87,2413 
field-coverage model, 2057, 2062, 2063, 

2065 
Fielding, Henry, 599,1201,1396,1538, 

1545,1671,1679 
figural language, de Man on, 1 509 
figurative signs, 187 
figures or tropes (figurative language): and 

Aquinas, 242, 246; and Augustine, 186-
87,191-92: Baker on, 2236: Dante on, 
248; and de Man, 1520: Geoffrey of Vin
sauf on, 228: Gorgias on, 30: and 
grammar (de Man), 1517: in history 
(White), 1724-25, 1727-28: Hugh of St. 
Victor on, 201: indeterminacy of, 240: 
Kolodnyon, 2157; Longillus on, 140, 146-
47, 148, 150: as poetic device (Jakobson), 
1269: Qulntillan on, 156, 157-58, 158-
60, 160-61, 162-66; of speech vs. 
thought (Qulntilian), 156, 165: VieD on, 
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400--401,414,415: and White on his
tory, 401,1711: Worosworth on, 665: see 
also catachresis: hyperbaton: irony: meta
phor: metonymy: simile: synecdoche 

filiation: and Barthes on work, 1473: and 
Foucault on author, 1627: tree as (De
leuze and Guattari), 1609 

film (cinema, movies): Adorno and Horkhei
mer on, 1226-27, 1229-30, 1233, 1235, 
1238; Benjamin on, 1164, 1168, 1170, 
1173,1174-79,1180-81;andDadaism, 
1182-83; and mass reception, 1183-84, 
1184-85; and Davis on disability, 2419-
21; and Deleuze, 1596: Jakobson on, 
1267: and Mulvey, 2179, 2180-92: 
Native Americans portrayed in, 1979: 
nostalgia genre of (Jameson), 1965-67: 
and radical film-makers, 2192; and West
ern influence (Bhabha), 2381: women in 
(Tompkins),2141 

film studies; 21 
fine art: Coleridge on, 671: Hegel on (Lec

tures on Fine Art), 636-44; see also art(s) 
Fish, Stanley, 2067: and Arnold, 803: and 

belief, 2471-75; vs. Brooks, 1352: on 
criticism, 1373: and Du Bois, 979: and 
Eagletori, 2241: on interpretation, 1549: 
"Interpreting the Variorum," 2071-89: on 
interpretive communities, 1671,2107: on 
Iser, 1672: and Knapp and Michaels, 
2458-59: and Kolodny, 2145: as neoprag
matist, 1911: and rhetoric, 1271, 1672: 
on theory, 2317; and Tompkins, 2068, 
2127 

Fitzgerald, F. Scott: Deleuze and Guattari 
on, 1596: and Wilson, 1240 

fUJneur, Baudelaire on, 791, 796 
flatterers, Horace on, 134 
Flaubert, Gustave: and abstract art, SOl: 

Barthes on, ] 475; and censorship tri'al, 
75]: and Foucault on author, 1624; and 
James, 852, 863-64, 869: and Jameson 
on postmodernlsm, ] 972: and Jau~o!1 
Mtuuune Bovary, 1548, 1558-59; ana 
Ori,mtalism (Said), ] 994, 1996, 1999, 
2001,2008: and Sartre, 1333: Wilde on, 
904 

Fletcher, John, 381-82, 384, 649 
Fliess, Wilhelm, 913 
floating signifier(s), 6, 21 
Foerster, Norman, 1273,2059 
folk art, 2225 
folk belief, about non-Anglo-Saxon stereo

types (Hurston), 1]60-62 
folklore (folktales): endurance of (Smith), 

1931; and materialist conception of art, 
1004, 1013: Negro (Hurston), 1150, 
1151-52; operatic form of, 2094: as pop
ular art, 2225: Propp's study of, 1416, 
2098: tautology In, 168 

folk-relativism, Smith on, 1922, 1923 
forgiven ell , Pope on, 452 
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for itself, Hegel on, 631, 632, 633, 634, 
635,636,639 

form: over content (Smith), 1910; formal
ists' view of, 1071, 1072, 1080,1081-82, 
1083; In historical masterpiece, 1720; 
ideology of (Jameson), 1934, 1935,.1942, 
1957,2228; Baker on, 2228-29; and 
taste, 1807 

formalism, 4,5,6-7,17-18,1060-61; and 
Aristotle's Poetics, 86; and art for art's 
sake, 752; and Bakhtin, 1186; and 
Brooks, 1351, 1366-68, 1370-71; and 
cultural studies, 28; de Man on, 1514, 
1515; Eichenbaum on ("The Theory of 
the 'Formal Method' "), 1059, 1060, 
1062-87; and origins. 1063-65; Fish on, 
2071.2074,2081.2083; of Frye (Eagle
ton), 1443-44; Hirsch against. 1682. 
2462; Howe against, 1534; as intrinsic 
criticism. 1270; and Iser. 1672; and 
jameson. 1940; jauss on. I 550-51; Kazin 
on, 1356; and literary.evolutlon (Jauss). 
1561-62; Marxist variants of (Williams). 
1574; of national culture under
colonialism (Fanon). 1587-90; New Crit
icism as. 4. 17. 1105. 1270 (see alSo New 
Criticism); and Poet 741; vs. Poulet. 
1318; in repression of objectionable 
characteristics (Smith). 1929; vs. role of 
reader. 1670; and Romantics. 12; Russian 

.. formalism, 17. 18, 1058-60. 1061 (see 
also Russian formalism); 'trotsky on. 
1002.1004. 1005-8.1010-11. 1015-17; 
and Wimsatt and Beardsley. 1371-'72 

formalist criticism. Bloom on. 1801-2 
formal properties. beauty in (Kant), 501, 

515,520 
Forster, E. M., 804,1018 
Foucault, Michel, 6, 1615; on Anti

Oedipus, 1594; arid author, 1373; and 
Baudrillard, 1731; and Bhabha; 2382, 
2389, 2391; arid biopolitics, 2270; on bio
power (Davis), 2402; and bddy, 2398; 
and Bordo, 2360, 2361, 2362-64,·2374; 
and Butler,' 2485, 2486; and constraints 
as productive, 2001; de Man on, 1530; 
and Derrida, 1816; Discipline and Punish: 
The Birth of the Prison, 1636-47; and 
discursive formation (Hall), 1899; and 
epistemic violence, 2194, 2197; at experi
mental University of Paris branch, 2036; 
and genealogy, 2489-90, 2491, 2492, 
2494; and gender (Butler), 2499; and Gil
bert and Gubar, 2022: and Habermas, 
1609,1742, 1758; and Hall, 1896; and 
Haraway, 2283; and Hegel, 626; The His
tory of Sexuality, Volume I, An Introduc
tion, 1648-66; jameson on, 195 I-52. 
1953, 1962; on language of internaliza" 
tion, 2495-96; and new cultural history, 
1710; and New Historicism, 2250; and 
Nietzschean method, 873; on power, 

·1617.1618-21,1645.1664-65.1905; 
and queer theory. 2433; and reason. 1 743; 
and Said, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1992,2007, 
2008, 2009; and Sedgwick, 2434, 2440; 
and Spivak, 2197. 2199. 2200 •. 2201;·, 
2203.2205; "Truth and Power.'"1667...,70; 
Tompkins's reading of, 2138-39; and 
Vizenor. 1976; ''What Is an Author?,'" 
1622-36; and White. 1 710; on writing. 
1417 . . 

four levels of interpretation-. the (medieval). 
see allegory 

fragmentation of life: Lukircs on; 1030. 
1032; Schiller on. 575-77. 578~79 

fragmented body. 1288 
France. Anatole, 1054, 1395 
Frank, joseph, 553. 1539. 1540-41 
Frankfurt School (Institute for Social 

Research). 1163-64. 1220. 1221. 1222. 
1574. 1742, 1896. 1933 •. 24:l9 

Frazer, James George, 1268, 1443, 1444. - ., 
1452 

freedom: Beauvoir on, 1405; Foucault on. 
1618; humanist vs.-structuralist thinkers 
on, 1476; James on, 852, 858-59, 863, 
865.869; Kant's-concern with. 5Q3. 531-
32; Sartre on. 1333. 1334. 1340-59; 
Shelley's commitment to; 696 .. , 

free play of the mind: in aesthetic ~eri- .. ,., 
ence (Kant). 501-2,. 512-'13; Arnold on • 
805.813-14.815 

free verse. 842. 843. 847 
Frege, ·Gottlob;· 1521, 1686. ·1688 . . . 
French Academy (Acad~mle Fran~alse) •. 

363; 364.1417 -" 
French dramatic theory, Dryden on, 380, 

see alSo Corneille. Pierre . '.' : . 
French feminism. 2168. 2180, 2361; and' 

Hordo. 2360. 2375; Christian on. 2263-
64 

French language: changes in (early 17th 
century), 364; du Bellay on. 279. 280-
81,282-86; imd Homeric epithets. 569; 
writing by Africans in. 2094 ., 

French poetry: and classical theater. 291; 
and Mallarm~. 842, 846; and Pater on 
Renaissance, 838; Ronsard do ("A Brief 
on the Art of French Poetry"), 293,294"<' 
99 ';',.,' 

French poststructuralism: and British cuI- .; 
tural studies. 2446; see alSo Pos.~struc:tur-
aHsm . .' 

French Revolution, 582, 583; A1thusseron, 
1493; Arnold on, 810-11.812; bourgeois 
literature of, 1246; and Burke, 53~37, 
I 726vand childincarceration·(Fouc:ilult). 
1639; and de Stal!l, 595; emplottingof 
(White), 1715~16, 1720; Habermas 'on' 
cause of, 1743, literature of. 1252; and 
Schiller, 571; and Schlelermacher, 612; 
self-unde'rstanding of. 1751 ; and de Stal!l, 
595; various interpretations of, i 725, 1 



1726; and WolIstonecraft, 582, 584; 
women in (de Stail!), 607; and Words
worth, 537, 583, 645, 647 

French Romanticism, and de Stae), 596 
French st"miology, 1516 
French structuralism, 1060-61,2127; and 

de Mall, 1510 
French theater, and Corn~ille, 363 
"French theory," 1430,2316; and Butler, 

2485; and definition of ideology, 2446; 
and ecriture, 2036; Jameson on, 1962; 
and Rich, 1761; and Spivak, 2193 

Freud, Sigmund, 15, 17,24,913; and 
Althusser, 1478; Bloom on, 1794-96, 
1799,2025; and body (Bordo), 2362; on 
castration, 915, 917, 938, 940, 945-47, 
953,954,955-56,2037,2491; Cixous 
on, 2047; Deleuze and Guattari on, 1594; 
and Dcrrida, 1816; on dreams, 197, 9 J 4, 
915,916,919-29,994,1299,1613, 
1859, J 940; "Fetishism," 952-56; and 
Foucault on authors, 1632, 1634, 1635; 
and Frye's archetypes, 1443; and Hamlet, 
916,922-23,937,950-51,1542;and 
Hegel, 627; and hermeneutics of suspi
cion, 873; historical emplotment by, 1723; 
and hysteria, 2029-30, 2369-70; and 
individuals as subjects (Althusser), 1505; 
The Interpretation of Dreams, 919-29; 
and jakobson on structure of dreams, 
1268; andjung, 987-88, 991, 992-94, 
1000; and Kristeva, 2165-66, 2167, 
2173,2176;andLacan, 1278-79,1281,' 
1282, 1301, 1303, 1305-6, 1310; and 
Maimonides, 2 11, 2 I 3; and misunder
st.mding, 61 1; on moderating of super
ego, 2487; and modernism, 872,1973; 
and Mulvey, 2179, 2180, 2184, 2185-86; 
and New York Intellectuals, 15'13; and 
patriarchy, 1283; on Poe's repetition 
compulsion, 741; on scientific work, 
2106; on seeing and touching, 2416; on 
sexuality, 914, 915, 923, 1653, 2440; and 
Spivak, 2195, 2204-5; on sublimation, 
1799; Trilling on, 1370; "The 'Uncanny'," 
929--52, 2412; on women, 915, 2204, 
2366; and working-through, 1615; see 
also psychoanalysis 

Frelldian criticism, 740 
Freudianism: and Anti-Oedipus, 1594; and 

Dal'thcs, 1470; in Frankfurt School com
bined with Marxism, 1222 

Freudian slip, 1180 
Friedan, Belly, 2367 
Frost, Rob .. rt, 720 
Frye, Northrop, 10,86, 1442; "The Arche

types of Literature," 1445-57; and 
Illoom. 1795; and evaluation, 1912; and 
Gales. 2422; and jameson, 1933, 1940, 
191f.1; and jung, 987; and White, 1709, 
1710, 1711,1713-14,1718,1719; on 
VVild(', B97; on Wordsworth, 645 
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Fugitive poets, 1106, see also Southern 
Agrarian movement 

futurism: and film (Benjamin), 1183; and 
formalism (Eichenbaum), 1064, 1067, 
1077; and "language of poetry," 1210; 
and Russian formalism, 1058-59: Trotsky 
on, 1004, 1005, 1007-8; on war, 1185 

Gadamer, Hans-Georg: and Heidegger, 
1 1 20; and hermeneutic circle, 611; and 
Iser, 1670, 1671; and Jauss, 1547, 1548, 
1560; in phenomenological shift, 612; 
and Smith, 1930 

Galileo Galilei, 399, 1383, 1633, 1634 
Gallop, Jane, 2317 
Garber, Marjorie, 2316 
Gates, Henry Louis, Jr., 2421: and Baker, 

2224; and Johnson, 2316, 2317; personal 
explorations of, 2127; and self-represen
tation of minority or colonized peoples, 
1976; "Talking Black: Critical Signs of 
the Times," 2424-32: and theory, 2256 

Gautier, Thc!ophile, 501, 750: and "art for 
art's sake," .750, 752, '1342; and Baude
laire, 751,790; Preface to Mademoiselle 
de Maupin, 753-59; and Wilde, 897 

Gayle, Addison, 2262 
gay and lesbian studies; and reader, 1672-

73; and Wilde, 897; and Wittig, 2013; 
. Zimmerman on, 2340 

gay liberation movement, 2433: and 
Anzaldua, 2209; and homosocial contin
uum,2438 

gay male literature, 2355 
gay theory, and feminism, 2442-43 
ga7.e: and Davis-on disability, 2402, 2408, 

2417; in film (Mulvey), 2192; and Freud 
on scopophilia, 2184; male (Mulvey), 
2180-81,2186,2187,2191; pure (Bour
dieu), 1811, 1812 

Geertz, Clifford, 1417, 2164 
gender: and Bordo on bodies, 2360, 2376; 

Butler on, 2485, 2490-2501; construction 
of, 25; cyborg (Haraway), 2298-99; and 
female pathology (Bordo), 2365; and power 
(Hall), 1904; vs. sex (Butler), 2485; vs. 
sexuality (Sedgwick), 2433, 2438-45; and 
object-choice, 2444-45; see also sexual
ity(ies) 

gender change, and female pathology 
(Bordo),2371 

gender identity, 22 
gender studies: and identity as distinct vs. 
- on continuum, 2399; and queer theory 

(Rich), 2433; amI Wilde, 897 
genealogy, 873,1616,2489-90,2491, 

2492; of "the body," 2494 
generative grammar (Kristeva), 2175 
Genet,jean, 16; and Barthes on text, 1474; 

and Clxous, 2048-49; Hebdlge on, 2457; 
and Sartre, l333, 1342 

genetic criticism, 1272-73 
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genetic fallacy, Intentlonal-fallacy as, 1388 
Genette, Gl!rard, 1061, 1458, 1516, 1517, 

1518,2036 
Geneva School, '1317,1318 
genius: Arnold on, 808; Baudelalre on, 795; 

Blake on, 837; Bloom and cult of, 1795; 
and du Bellay on Imitation, 280; Emerson 
on, 722, 727, 731; and Geoffrey ofVln
sauf, 228; Hegel on, 637; Hume on, 490, 
494; Johnson on, 468; Kant on, 503, 533-
34; limitations of (Schilling), 579; Longi
nus on, 135, 136, 150-53; Nletzsche on, 
871-72; in poetry, 35; reaction against 
author as, 671, 1466; Romantic theories 
on, 137; and Shelleyon Milton and 
Dante, 709; Tomashevsky on, 1557; 
Young on, 426,427,432-34,435,436; 
see also inspiration 

genotext (Kristeva), 2166-2167, 2176-77 
genres and genre theory, 5, 10, 13; and 

Aristotle, 88; Bakhtin on, 1187, 1211; 
dynamism of, 1085; Frye on, '1449; and 
grammatical mood (Todorov), ;2103-4; 
Hirsch on, 1703; and interpretation, 
1693-94; and Interpreters' expectations, 
1683; and Intrinsic criticism (~nneth 
Burke), 1274; Jameson on, 195.,l;I:"58; 
Mazzoni's theory on, 301; and Sidney, 
324; and social class (Mazzonl), 321-22; 
stylistics of (Bakhtin), 1190; and teaching 
of literature (Graff), 2063 

Gedffrey of Vlnsauf, 10, 35, 226; and An 
Poetica form, 122; Poetria Nova, 229--40; 
and QUintllian, 156 

George, Stefan, 1119 
German expressionism, 1031 
German hermeneutlcs; 612 
German literature: Period of Genius in, 637; 

de Stal!l on, 602 
perman Oriental scholarship, Said on, 

'2005 
German philosophy, Marx on, 768 
German Romanticism, and de Sta!!I, 596 
German Romantic writers, and Schiller, 

571 
German spirit .. Nietzsche on, 894 
German theater: and Lesslng, 551, 552; 

Wordsworth on German tragedies, 652 
Gibbon, Edward, 594, 691, 711-12,857, 

1713, 1727 
gift, Clxous on, 2051-52 
Gilbert, Sandra M., 23,1019,2021; on 

anxiety of authorship, 23, 264, 390; vs. 
Bloom; 1795; and Bordo on bodies, 2360; 
and canon, 1672; and Kolodnyon 
women's writing, 2 I 51, 2156; The Mad
woman in the Attic . .. ,2023-35; vs. 
public-private distinction, 1372; 
Zimmerman on, 2338, 2343-44, 2348 

Gilman, Charlotte Perkins, 2023, 2147, 
2157 

Gilroy, Paul, 1895, 1905,2389-90 

Glraldl, Glambattlsta, I 1,271; and 
romance, 271-72, 299; Discourse on 'he 
Composi'ion of Romances, 273-781 and 
Ronsard,293 

Glsslng, George, 1939, 1942, 1950 
Glaspell. Susan, 2159 
Glaucon, 33, 38 
globalized world: and Foucault's account, 

1621 ; and Jameson on postmodernism, 
1971 

glosses; 9, 203 
God: and Augustine on Trinity, 187; Cole

ridge on, 670-71, 674; for critic (Frye), 
1~5.41 death of, 871, 873,1730;' 
disappearance of (Howe), 1536, 1537; 
Emerson on, 71 7, 7 I 8, 722'; Gautier QIl, 
759; and Hegel on art, 638-39; and ' ' 
Hugh of St. Victor on knowledge,20ii 
Hltme on, 483; and Kant on the sublime, 
527; Lacanon, 1283; and Pater, 834~ and. 
Plato, 51-55,1867, Plotinus on, 181, 
183, 184; and religious subjects (A1thus
ser), 1506; Vico on, 409; Wollstonecraft 
on, 585., 588, 592; and women (Chrl,Ulne 
de Plzan), 266; Word of (Augustine); 194-
95' , ' 

G';dard, Jean-Luc, 1608, 1960 
Godwln, William, 583, 584, 602, 669,,696, 

742 
Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von, 12; oil act

ing vs. thinking, 8 I 9; and adolescent edu
cation, 1655; Arnold on, 808, 809, ~-IO, 
816; Deleuze and Guattarl bn{ 159,6: 
1599, 1608; and de Sta!!l, 595-'-96: Emer
son -study of, 718; and Gautier on Crlen
tallsm, 752; on Hamkt, 922; Jung'on, 
997; and Makarle, ~031, 2032; and.Marx 
and Engels (Wilsort), 1243, 1244r 1245; 
and Orlentallsm (Said), 2005; 2007-8; 
Pater on, 837; and Period of Cenlus, 637; 
and Schiller, 571, 572; and SOWOwsof 
Y!'ung Werther, 604; three questlons'for 
criticism of, 1377; and Wordsworth, 646 

Gogol, Nikolay, 1072, 1076, 1084 
Golden Bough, The (Frazler), 1384, 1454 
Goldmann, Luclen, 1574. 1816;-2165 
Goldsmith, Oliver, 536,691, 1103 
Gombrlch, E. H., 553 - , 
good, In Kant's aesthetics, 507-9, '510 
Gorgias of Leontini, 7, 29, 34rand Aris-

totle', 89; "Encomium of Heleh," 30-33, 
1862; and logos (Derrlda), 1862-63; and 
rhetoric, 29, 155 . , 

Gorky, Maxim, 1018, 1031, 1034, '1048,':' , 
1050,1054,1056,1245,1247,1251 

Goths and "Gothic," 422; and Freud; 917; 
Gothic fiction, 13,27, 538, 1632,2033; 
in parallterature, 1961; Pope on, 456;' 
and Young, 430 

Graef, Ortwln de, 1510 
Graft', Gerald, 2056; "Taking Cover In 

Coverage," 2059-67 ' 



grammar: and Austin on performatives, 
1442; and Barthes's 8IZ,.1459; vs. dia
lectics, 1874; Fish on, 2084; generative, 
1634,2175; Hugh of St. Victor on, 205, 
207; Lacan on, 1295-96; of literary 
structure, 1 510; and literature as category 
(Willliams), 1569; and logic (de Man), 
1517; of narrative (Todorov), 2097, 2103-
4; and rhetoric (de Man), 151 1, 1516-
17, 1518-26; and Sidney on poetry, 360-
61 

grammatical interpretation (Schleierma
cher), 610, 611, 615, 617, 623 

grammatical (objective) reconstruction, 611 
grammatology, Derrida on (Of Grammatol

ogy), 1822-30 
Gramsci, Antonlo, 1135; and Althusser, 

1478, 1490; Bhabha on, 2389; and con
straints as productive, 200 I; and cultural 
studies, 1134, 1896; on culture, 805; and 
Davis on disability, 2402; "The Formation 
of the Intellectuals," 1138-43; and Hall, 
1896, 1902-3; and hegemony, 1135, 
1142-43,1478,2446-47,2455;onide
ology, 762; and Said, 1987, 1995; on 
self-knowledge, 2010; and subaltern, 
2194,2199-2200 

Gray, Thomas, 537, 653-54, 666, 691, 
1101,1103 

Greek art: Marx on, 760, 773, 774; and 
painting (Lessing), 556; reproduction of, 
1167-68 

Greek attitudes: du Bellay on, 282; vs. 
Roman (Horace), 131-32 

Greek clvilization, and Schiller, 572 
Greek culture: and Arnold on human per

fection, 832; corruption of, 704; homo
sexuality in (Sedgwick), 2437; Nietzsche 
on myth, 882 

Greek drama: and Marx/Engels, 760; Shel
ley on, 702-3 

Greek language, du Bellay on, 285 
Greek models: Horace on, 130--31; Schiller 

on, 575, 576,578 . 
Greek poetry, Shelleyon, 701 
Greek religion, and classical art (Hegel), 

643 
Greek tragedy: ambiguous nature of 

(Barthes), 1469; esthetic laws In (WiI
son),'i250j ~nd Freud, 916; Hume on, 
497; Nietzsche on, 870, 872, 884-95; 
women as confidantes in, 1024 

Greenblatt, Stephen, 27, 671, 2250; and 
author, 1373; and history, 1709, 2068; 
and Howe, 15~4; Introduction to The 
Power of Forms in the English Renais
sance, 2251-54; vs. New Criticism, i 351; 
as New Historicist, 1616,2458 

Grcimas, A. J., 1516, 1940, 1946-47 
Grierson, Herbert J. C., 1098, 1 105 
Griffin, Susan, 2p4, 2292 
Griffith, D. W., 1267,2419 
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GrimIre, Angelina Weld, 2315, 2348 
Grimm, Jacob, 1560 
Grlmmelshausen, H. J. Chrlstoffel von, 

1055, 1056, 1201 
Grossberg, Lawrence (Larry), 1895, 2481-

82 
Guattari, F~lix, 17, 1593; on Fascism, 

2512; Ka/ka: Toward a Minor Literature, 
1598-1601; on rhizomes or rhizomatic 
thinking, 1595-96, 1604-5, 1607-8, 
1608-9,2503; A Thousand Plateaus: 
Capitaliun and Schizophrenia, 1601-9; 
Tompkins's reading of, 2136-37, 2139-
40 

Gubar, Su.an, 23, 1019,2021; on anxiety 
of authorship, 23, 264, 390; vs. Bloom, 
i 795; and Bordo on bodies, 2360; and 
canon, 1672; and Kolodny on women's 
writing, 2151, 2156; The Madwoman in 
the Attic . .. ,2023-35; vs. public-private 
distinction, 1372; Zimmerman on, 2338, 
2343-44,2348 

Guha, Ranajit, 2195, 2200--220 I 

Habennas, JtlrgeD, 1741; and Eagleton, 
2241; Jameson on, 1959; on Lyotard, 
1609,1610-11; "Modernity-An Incom
plete Project," 1748-59; The Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere .. . , 
1'745-48 . 

habitus (Bourdieu), 1813 
Han, Radclyffe, 1019, 1020,2342,2343, 
..2348,2349,2351,2352 
Han, Stuart, 762, 1895; and A1thusser, 

1478;BhabhaoD,2382,2388,2389;on 
codes, '2454; "Cultural Studies and :its 
TI)ebretical Legacies," 1898-1910; oil 
culture, 805; and Hebdige, 2445; and 
hegemony, 1137; and Howe, 1534; on 
Ideology, 2452; and Ohmann, 1879; and 
WiIIlams, 1565 

handicrafts, and antlcolonialist con~cious-
ness (Fanon), 1590 ' .. 

Haraway, Donna, 2266; and body, 2398; 
"A Manifesto for Cyborg! •.. ," 2269-99; 
and Moulthrop, 2506; and representa-
tlon,325 . 

Harlem Renaissance, 978, I 144, 13 11 , 
1312,2226,2314-15 

harmony: Longlnus on, 153; Peacock on, 
694 

Hartman, Geoffrey, 1165, 1509, 1724, 
1794,1799-1800,1801,1816,2316, 
2422 

Hartmann, Heidi, 2436, 2438 
Hassan, Ihab, 2508 
Hauff, WiJ!ielm, 946, 947, 952 
Hauptmanl1, Gerhart, 1000, 1042 
Hawthorne, Nathaniel, 852,863,2028, 

2131,2l36 
Hays Office, 1231 
Hazlitt, WiIliam, 459, 571,647 
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Hebdige, Dick, 762, 2445; and A1thusser, 
1478; and Hall, 1895; and hegel11ony, 
1137; Subculture: The Meaning of Style, 
2448-57 

Hegel, Georg Wflhelm Friedrich, 13,626; 
Althusser thesis on, 1476; and Baker, 
2224,2226,2227,2228; and Civil soci
ety, 774; and cultural studies·(Hall), 
1902; and Derrida, 1816, 1822; and 
essentialism, 2203; on feeling, 1397; on 
force; 2232, 2233; and Frye, 1713; Gates 
on, 2426; and historY, ,1723; Jameson on, 
1952; and Lacan, 1279; Lectures on Fine 
Art, 636-44; and logocentrism, 2037; and 
Luk4cs, 1030, 1041; imd Marx, 626, 627, 
774, 1476,2037; and Master-Slave dia
lectic, 626, 627, 630-36, 1279; Phenom
enology of Spirit, 630-36; on real and 
rational, 1047; and sublation, 2048; and 
'''totality'' vs. "social whole," 1486; Trotsky 
on, 1016; and Vico, 399 

hegemony, 762, 1136-37; Bhabha on, 2389; 
canon formation as contest for 
(Ohmann), 1880, 1894; and cultural 
studies; 1896; and Foucault on truth,' 
1670; and Gramsci, 1135, 1142-43, 

'1478,2446-47,2455; and Hall, 1896, 
2382; Hebdlge on, 2446-47,2455-57; 
and Jameson, . 1949; Marxism on, 14, 762; 
Said on, 1995; and Spivak on subaltern, 
2207 

Heidegger, Martin; 89, I I 18; and decon
struction, 1819; and Derrida, 1816, 1822; 
and hermeneutics, 1670; and Hirsch, 

,1683;' and Jameson, 1963; "Language;" 
11 21 ~34; on language and consciousness, 
1335, 1683; and Nietzsche, 870; on 
poetry,400; and pre'-Socratics, 871; and 
Sartre, 1334,1337; and Schleiermacher, 

,610,611,612 
Heine, Heinrich, 1243, 1245,2401 
Helen of Troy, Gorglas's "Encomium," 30-

33 
Hemingway, Ernest; and Brooks on criti-
, cism, 1368, 1370; Howe on, 1534, 1546; 

and Soviet publishers; 1253; and Wilson, 
1240, 1249-50; and women, 1413 

Heraclitus, 343, 724, 893,1914 
Herbert, George, 1098-99, 1101, 1105 
'ierbert of Cherbury, Lord, 1098, 1100, 

1102, 1105 
"Ierder, Johann Gottfried von, 1122, 1248, 

2003,2449 
leresy of paraphrase, 19, 1356-65 
.ermeneutic circle, 61 1 
.ermeneutic interpretation, Althusser on, 

1498 
lermeneutics, 8; Augustinian, 186, 187; 

Christian, 211; and Constance, School" ' 
1547-48, 1670; and Heidegger, 1119; 
and Hirsch, 1682, 1695i and ideal reader, 
1923; and interpretation vs. criticism 

(Hirsch), 1685; and Jameson, 1933; Jew
ish, 211,213; vs. Knapp and Mlchaels, 
2459; and Schleiermacher ("Outline of 
the 1819 Lectures"), 610, 611-12, 613-
25; and studies of narrative, 2098; of sus
picion, 873; and teaching'of literature (de 
Man), 1531; verification in, 1703 ; 

Herodotus;'97, 148,306,314,328,687, 
947,952 

heroic poetry: Mazzoni on, 301, 321-22; 
Sldney on, 345-46; Vico on, 403 

Hesiod, 38-39, 50, 73; Mazzoni on, 310; 
Ronsard on, 294; Sidneyon, 327 

heteroglossia, 14; Bakhtin on, 1188, 1193, 
1194,1198,1199,1200,1201,1204, 
1208,1210,1213,1215,1216,1218-20; 
and Haraway, 2268, 2299; and poststruc
turalism, 21 

heterosexism: Z1mmerman on, 2338,2341-
43 

heterosexuality: compulsory (Rich), 1759, 
1760,1761,1763,1764,1765; 1768, 
1771,1773,1778,2485,2487; obligatory 
(Sedgwlck), 2436; as political Institution, 
2345; Wittig on, 1760; 2013, 2015; see 
also sexuality(ies) 

Hicks, Granville, 1242, 1250, 1251 
Hieroclell of Alexander, 278, 470 
Hippocrates, 1627, 1628-29 
Hinch, E. D., Jr., 19, 1682; and canon. > 

, 1877;' and decline 'of the book (Moul- , 
throp), 2514; and intention of author; 
203,1682, 1684, 1692-'1709,2462-63, 
2466,2467; vs. Knapp and,Mlchaels; 
2459; on meanlngoftext, 1683-86, 1687-
95, 1695-1703;,2461-63; vs. New Crit-, 
ics, 1372; "Objective InterPretation," , 
1684-1709i and Schleiermacher,,610, 
612 

historicism: Eichenbaum cin" 1 083; of 
Hegel, 629; Jameson on, 1951, 

history: and anthropology (Uvi-Straliss), " 
1415; Aristotle on, 88; in Beauvolr's 
study of women, 1404, 1405; biologlzing 
interpretation of, 2015;' an'd Brooks's crit~ 
icism, 1351,1352;Collingwoodon,1552; 
and criticism (Frye), 1444; and Crocean 
system, 1378; and de Man's critics, 1512; 
de Sta@1 on, 595, 599-600; and early' 
feminists (Wlttig), 2018; and eltlotion in 
poetry, 1402-3; and Greenblatt, 2068; 
for Hegel, 626; Howe on' relation of to 
Iiteratlire;' 1533-34, 153'5~7; Hugh of 
St. Victor on, 202; and ideology, 1496, 
1497-98;Jameson oil, '1933,1934,1937, 
1940,1946,1951, 1958-60; 1972~74; 
and Barbara Johnson on Billy BUdd, 2332-
33; and Samuel Johnson on Shakespeare, 
472-73; Luk4cs on, 1055'; and materialist 
conception of, 760, 775, 787-88; and, 
modernist temper, 1750; and moral phi
losophy, 334-35; and nomadism, 1607, 



1608; and New Historicism, 6, 27, 671, 
1107,2250-51; and novel, 856; and 
poetry, 97-98, 314, 328, 331, 339-40, 
1727, 1728; and rhizomatic thinking, 
1595; and Said's Orientalism, 1989; and 
Shcltcy on poetry, 698; and Sidncy on 
unities, 357; and teaching of literature 
(de Man), 1531; technological, 2506; for 
Tolstoy, 1543-44; as tragedy or farce 
(While on Marx), 1715; and Vico on his
to";cal development, 399-400, 401-16; 
'Nhite on, 1709, 171G-I I; Wilde on, 
897,903; see also literary history 

history of literature: by formalists, 1074; 
and history of criticism, I; jallss on, 15'H; 
and Williams, 1565, 1568 

Hjelmslev, LOllis, 1957 
Hobhes, Thomas, 2362 
Hoffman, E. T. A., 916,917,935,938, 

939,941,2043 
Hoggarl, Richard, 1895, 1898,2445,2450 
Htjlderlin, l'riedrich, 626, 1119, 1525 
Hollund, Norman, 2086 
Homer: Agamemnon compared with (Emer

son), 725; Aristotle on, 92, 93, 97,103, 
1 1 1-13, I 14-15; and choice of words 
(Honsa .. d), 298; as classic (Smith), 1918, 
1932; on divination, 407; and dreams 
(Maerobills), 200; Emerson on, 737, 738; 
and Foueault on author, 1627; and Freud 
on uncanny, 951; Giraldi on, 275; Hor
ace on,I23, 125, 132; Hume on, 484, 
486, 487, 489, 497; johnson on, 468; 
Lessing on, 562-64, 566', 567, 568, 569-
70; Longinus on, 136, 140, 141-42, 144, 
150; and Milton (Ko10dny), 2156; amI. 
Orient (Said), 2006; and Peacock on ages 
of pOl,try, 687; Plato on, 35, 36, 38-40, 
4~,45-46,47-48,50, 56, 57,59,60,68, 
71-73,78,79,80,84,311; and Pope, 
439, 444, 445, 451; Quintilian on, 156; 
and romance, 271; Ronsard on, 294; 
Sehll,i .... macher on, 618, 624; and Shake
speare (Dryden), 383; Shelley on, 697, 
699, 700, 704, 709; Sidney on, 327, 351; 
Smith on, 1928; as transdiscursivc allthor 
(Folleillllt), 1632; vivid figures of, 293; 
''''i1de on, 901, 904; and Young, 430, 431-
32,433,435 

homcwo .. k economy (Haraway), 2267, 2286-
90 

homophohia: Butler on, 2487,2493,2495; 
Scdgwick on, 2433, 2435, 2436-38 

homosexuality: Anzaldua on, 22 I 7, 2218; 
and Burthes, 1460; as boundarY-lres
passing (Butler), 2493-94; FoucBult on, 
1619-20, 1660, 1663; and homosociality 
<Scdgwick), 2433; Lacan on, 1310; and 
lesbian existence (Rich), 1775; see also 
gay ".,d lesbian studies; lesbianism; scxu
"lity(ies) 

homosodality, Sedgwick on, 2433, 2434-38 
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hooks, bell (b. Glnria jean Watkins), 2475; 
and Christian, 2255, 2256; feminism 
challenged by, 2021, 2106; "Postmodern 
Blackness," 2478-84 

Hopkins, Gerard Manley, 4, 1256, 1259, 
1801 

Horace, 7, 8, 10, I 1, 121; Ars Poetica, 124-
35; and Behn, 389; and Boccaccio, 254; 
and Edmund Burke on taste, 546-47; 
and Corneille, 363, 376; Dante on, 252; 
as defender of poetry, 253; and Dryden 
on translation, 386; epistles of, 290; ethi
cal imperative of, 155; and Geoffrey of 
Vinsauf, 226, 227, 228; and Giraldi on 
romance, 273; and Giraldi's contemporar
ies, 271, 275; on history, 357; and Longi
nus, 136; and number of acts, 372; 
Peacock on, 688; on poetry, 35, 121, 122-
23,124-26,132,133,316,551; and 
Pope, 439, 455-56; Quintilian on, 156, 
16 I; quoted on joining of profit and 
delight, 462; quoted on knowledge and 
writing, 419; quoted on maxims, 441 ; and 
Ronsard, 292, 297, 298; as satirist, 290; 
and Scaliger, '325; on self-conviction, 
1379; in Shakespeare's education, 1021; 
Shelleyon, 705; and Sidney, 323, 338, 
347-48,351; as source for Pope, 438; 
and translation, 286; and verse criticism, 
228; Vieo on, 4 I 2; and wit (Addison), 
420; on writers' performances, 463 

horizon (Hirsch), 1693 ' 
horizon, historical (Gadamer), 1548 
horizon of expectatioti, jauss on, 1061, 

/1547,1548,1553,1554,1555-56,1558, 
1559, 1564 

Horkheimer, Max, 1220; and Baudrillard, 
1730, 1731; and Benjamin, 1163; Dialec
tic of Enlightenment, 1223-40; and 
Frankfurt School, 1221, 1896 

Horney, Karen, 13()4, 1305, 1770 
Howe,lrving, 1003, 1532; and Graff, 2057; 

"History and the Novel," 1535-47; --r 
reviews of (Ohmann), 1885; and WiI-
liams, 1566 

Hugbes, Langston, 1311; asymmetry in 
verse of, 1149; and Christian, '2255-56; 
and Du Bois, 978, 984; "The Negro Artist 
and the Racial Mountain," 1313-17; ster
eotyping attacked by, 1145 

Hugb of St. Victor, 8, 201; and allegory, 
248; and Aquinas, 242, 246; and Augus
tinian sign theory, 186; and Christine de 
Pizan, 263; The Didascalicon, 204-10; 
and Maimonides, 213; and Qulntilian, 
155 

Hugo, Victor, 293, 750, 751, 752, 841, 
842,845,1299,1992,2007-8 

Hull, Gloria T., 2314, 2348, 2357 
humanism, 253; antihumanism, 20; of 

Arnold, 803; vs. de Man, '1511; Foucault 
on, 1617; Howe on, 1534; as implica-
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humanism (continued) 
tional (Burke), 1273; and literary theory 
(Graff), 2059;. Marxian (Haraway), 2279; 
New Humanism, 1106, 1110-11, 1250; 
and poststructuralism, 21; of Sldney, 324; 
vs. structuralism, 1476; and teaching of 
literature (Gran), 2063-64; In transition 
to bourgeois society (Williams), 1574; 
humankind vs. nature (Nietzsche), 874-
75; human nature or reality as history 
only (Ortega y Gasset), 1538; and John
son on great literature, 460; Sartre on, 
1333, 1334, 1336; and Schiller on 
Greeks, 5751 and Schlelermacher on her
meneutics, 616; Shakespeare on Uohn" 
son),471 

human rights: for disabled people, 2399; 
johnson's analysis of, 2317 

Humboldt, Wilhelm von. 571. 595. 1121. 
1198, 1634 

Hume, David, 483; and Addison, 417-18; 
and Bate on scepticism, 1530-3'1; and 
Edmund Burke, 537; and Deleuze. 1594; 
Gates on, 2426. 2429; and james, 853; 
and Kant, 500, 501; "Of the Standard of 
Taste," 486-99; Peacock on, 691; and 
political doctrine (Said), 2000; and rise of 
aesthetics. 499; Shelley on. 7lt-12; and 
Smith, 1878, 1910, 1919. 1920, 1922; 
on taste, 1807; and Young, 426 

HuntoD, Zora Neale, 978 •. 979; -1144; 
Baker on. 2239; "Characteristicll of. 
Negro Expression;" 1146-58; .and Chris
tian, 2255-56; and bell hooks. 2476; and 
johnson. 2317; research an and recovery 
of. 2300. 2315. 2317; Rich on, 1777; . 
Smith on, 2307; Turner's discussion of, 
2306; "What White Publishers Won't· . 
Print." 1159-62 . 

Husserl, Edmund. 1118, 1119. 1334. 1530. 
1548; Derrida as.translatorof. '816; and 
Hlrsch. 1682. 1686, 1690-91. 1707. 
1708; and Krlsteva. 2166. 2175, 2176 

Hutcheon, Llnda. 2508, 2509. 2523 
Huxley, Aldous, 1396 
hybridity. Bhabha on. 2377. 2378, 2381. 

2388,2393,2397 . 
hyperbaton: Geoffrey of Vlnsauf on. 239; 

Longlnus on. 147-48; Qulntllian on, 163 
hyperbole: Geoffrey of Vlnsauf on; 238; by 

metaphysical poets Oohnlon), 482.; Quln
tlllan on, 163 

hypermedla,2515-16,2517,2519 
hyperreal(ity): BaudrlIlard on, 1730-31, 

1733; Moulthrop on, 2507-8; Vlzenor 
on, 1981 

hyperspace Uameson). 1935, 1967, 1970, 
1971 

hypertext, Moulthrop on ("You Say You Want 
a Revolution ... "). 2502-3. 2504-24 

hysteria: and Bordo on bodies. 2360, 2364-
65, 2365, 2366, 2369; and Cixous. 2045; 

as collusio~ with social order, 2371; and 
feminln.ty, 2373; and phallocentric order, 
2374; as protest and retreat, 2370-71; 
Gilbert and Gtibar on, 2029-30 

Id, 915.1288. 
idealism (philosophical): and animal-human 

distinction (Haraway), 2272; and cultural 
studies (Hall); 1902; vs. French theory; 
2036; Gr/ilmscl an, ~ 139-40; Knapp and 
Michaels on, 2473-74; Luk4cs on. 1030; 
Mallarl1)j! on, 849; Njetzsche on, 880-81; 
of Plotlnus, 173; TrotskYon. 1016.1017; 
Wlttig oh, 2019 " 

Ideal speech situation, Habermas pn, 1'743 
Identification: Harawayon. 2t77; mirror 

stage as (Lacan). 1286 :/'. ., 
identity, for African Americans (hooks), 

2482. 2483; Anzaldl1a on, 221'0; and 
Bhabha, 2378;'Butler on, 2486. 2487, 
2490.2499,2500-21101; Clarification on 
needed. 2477; and ~isabllity, 2398, IZ399; 
and Haravvay, 2267,"2276; and Hegelj '. 
627-28, 2224;;and new social'move-' 
ments. 22()9": 1 0; 'postmodern crltfque of, 
2480, 2482;. an~ representatlonal't!tought 
(Deleuze and d"attari), '1595; and /ritual 
performances ~B~~ler and Sedgwlck), . 
f430 . , ., . 

Identfty-based studies. and Identity as dis
tinct vs. on continuum, 2399 "_' 

identity formation: and cultural studies, 
1896; and Foucault. 1615 . " .>. 

Identity politics, 24; and Anzaldl1a, 2208. 
2211; BordsrlMulslLa Frontertl ... .• , 
2211-23; Butler on. 2.,87; and cyborgs 
(Haraway), 2267; gay and lesbianstqdies 
ftom. 2433; and bell hooks. 2471; and 
Sedgwlck. 2434 . '. 

ideologeme Uameson). 1934, 1942. 1949-
50; 1957 . . 

Ideological State Apparatuses (lSAs). 
. Althusser on. 14, 1477-78, 1489 .... 91. 

1492-96.1507,1508-9 
Ideology, 768; aesthetic (Bourdieu). 1807; 

A1thusser on. 1477. 14·78, 1480-82, 
1485, 1496-1509; Baker on, 2229, bour
geois (Fanon), 1585-86; and cultural, 
studies. 762; and culture industry, '1234; 
end of assumed (Ohmann), 18981feml
nlat (Kolodny), 2.146. 21641 Hebdlge'on, 
2452-551 and hegemony, 24460047; of,·, 
f\eterosexuallty (Rich), 17641 and tllllOty 
(WhIte), 1728; Jameson on, 1933, 1940, 
1944,1946; and Kolodny. 2145; IItera-' 
ture as (Eagleton), 2243, 2245-46; litera
ture and art as reinforcing (Smith), 1912; 
Marx on. 14.762.775. 1136; and Marx
Ism (Luk4cs). 10481 and Marxist treat~ 
ment of literature (Willlams). 1573-74; 
of patriarchy (Beauvoir). ~404; and per
formance, 1430i positivist (Splvak); 2202; 



of uncontrolled male sex desire, 1771; 
and Williams on literature, 1565, 1568 

ideology critique, 27, 762 
ideology of form (Jameson), 1934, 1935, 

1942,1957,2228;Bakeron,2228-29 
images (imagery): Augustine on, 194; and 

Baudrillard, 1735-36; Brooks on, 1356; 
of consumer culture, 1730; and formalist 
view of poetry, 1068, 1069, 1070; Frye 
on, 1451, 1452; and Mulvey on cinema, 
2185; in poetic function (Jakobson), 1256; 
in Ransom's study of poetry, 1107 

Imaginary order, Lacan on, 16,24,1281, 
1478 

imaginary relations, Althusser on, 1477, 
1478 

imagination: Addison on, 418; Edmund 
Burke on, 543, 549; Coleridge on, 670-
71,675-77,681-82; constructive (Col
Iingwood), 1714-15; demise of (Kearney), 
1985; Emerson on, 732, 735; female, 
2148; historical (Howe), 1534-35, 
1546; Kanton, 503, 505, 512, 519, 525, 
526,533; and Romantics, 12,417,646, 
2031; Schiller on, 578; de Stael on, 597; 
stunting of in mass-media consumer 
(Adomo and Horkheimer), 1226; Victori
ans on, 417; and Williams on literature, 
1572 

imitation, 325; and admiration (Coleridge), 
676; Aristotle on, 8: du Bellay on, 280, 
288-89: of genius (Kant), 534: Horace 
on, 8: Johnson on, 464, 478-79; Lessing 
on, 553: and Mezzoni, 301, 318; nature 
of as issue,·325; in Negro expression 
(Hurston), 1152-54; Plato on, 88, 300, 
305, 313; poetry as, 88, 331, 1364-65; 
realistic (icastic) vs. imaginary (phantas
tic), 300, 305; and Sidney on poetry, 341; 
Young on, 429-32; see also mimesis; rep
resentation 

imitative arts, Mazzoni on, 303-5 
imperialism: Anglo-American neo

imperialism (Bhahha), 2380; and capital
ism, 2208: cultural, 2091, 2305; and 
Eagleton on English, 2248; English
teaching as instrument of, 2090: episte
mic violence of (Spivak), 2197; see also 
colonialism 

impressionism: and esthetic criticism (Ken
neth Burke), 1278; Luk4cs on, 1032, 
1043; Wlmsatt and Beardsleyagalnst, 
1373 

I mpressionistic criticism, 1065 
improbability or impossibility: Aristotle on, 

113,115-16; Comeille on, 371: see also 
probability or believability; verisimilitude 

incantatory function, Jakobson on, 1262 
indeterminacy: de Man on, 1510, 1512, 

1524; and reader-response criticism, 
1672; in text-reader relationship (Iser), 
1676 
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individual, and postmodernism (Jameson), 
1964; see also subjectivity 

individuality, culture industry's abolishing 
of, 1233, 1236 

individuation, and Nietzsche on tragedy, 
872,886,889,891,892,893 

indUCtion: as Aristotle's method, 87; by his
torians, 1713; Frye on, 1448 

industrialization (mechanics): and Emerson 
on poetry, 730; and normal body, 2398; 
and Peacock on Romantic poets, 682, 
683; and Shelleyon poetry, 698; Words
worth's concern with, 647: see also 
capitalism; machinery 

infinity, and the sublime (Kant), 522, 524 
influence, poetic: Bloom on, 1797, 1805; 

see also anxiety of influence; tradition 
infrastructure, Althusser on, 1486-87; see 

also base/superstructure model 
Ingarden, Roman, 1671 
inspiration: Baudelaire on, 795, 797-98; 

Hegel on, 628, 637: In poetry, 35, 37, 
87,713,716; Wilde on, 897; see also 
genius 

Internet, 2502; see also hypertext 
Institute for Social Research (Frankfurt 

School), iI63-64, 1220, 1221, 1222, 
1742,·2429 

institutionalization of criticism, 803 
Institutions: heterosexuality as, 1760, 2345; 

popular romances shaped by, 27; social 
control through (Foucault), 1618; subjec
tion to ruling ideology through (Althus
ser), ·1485; and women's roles (de Stael), 
604-10 

intellectuals: black, 2478, 2483-84 ; Bour
dieu's conception of, 1807; and cultural 
studies, 2447, 2451; and discourse on 
postmodemlsm (hooks), 2478: Fanon.on, 
1575, 1577, 1589, 1593; Foucaulton, 
1618-19, 1620, 1667-70: Gramsci on 
("The Formation of the Intellectuals"), 
1136, 1138-43; and organic intelle~als, 
1136, 1903, 1987; Hall on, 1896; and 
Ohmann on canon formation, 1885, 
1886,1887,1888,1889,1890,1893; 
Said on, 1987-88; Spivak on, 
2197 

Intention: Husserl's use of term, 1691; of 
word (Bakhtin), 1203 

Intentional fallacy, 19, 1255, 1388, 2068, 
2140,2209 

intention of author or artist: and Aqulnas, 
240; Augustine bn, 1851 and autonomy 
(Bourdleu), 1811; and Brooks on criti
cism,.1367; and Conrad's narrator in 
Heart of Darkness (Achebe), 1788; and 
fallacy of premature teleology, 1448; and 
Fish on reader, 2080-83; and Hirsch, 
1682, 1684, 1692-1709; and Hugh of St. 
Victor, 203; and interpretation, 1684; 
Knapp and Michaels on, 2459, 2461-68, 
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Intention of author or artist (continued) 
2470; Kolodny on, 2154; and Maimoni
des, 21 I; and Poe on "The Raven," 741; 
Pope on, 446: and theory (Knapp and 
Mlchaels), 2461; Wilde on, 906-7; Wlm
satt and Beardsleyon, 1371, 1372-73, 
1374-87,2458; see also intentional fallacy 

interdiscipllnarlty, Barthes on, 1470 
Interjections: Jakobson on, 1261; Saussure 

on, 966 
International Style, ] 960, 1961, 1969 
International studies, and Said's Oriental

ism, 1989 
Internet, ]459; rhizomatic structure of, 

]596 
interpellation, Althusser on, 1477, 1418, 

1502-5, ]506-7 
Interpretation, 2-3,28; alIegorlcal, 9, 10, 

611,611-18; and Aqulnas, 242; Augus
tine on, 202; and author's intentions, 
1684; of Bible and Augustine, ] 86, ] 87, 
202, 20871 of Bible and Hugh of St. Vic
tor, 202, 207-11; contending Ideas and 
opinions about, 1; and critic (Wllde), 909-
10; de Man on, 2459; of dreams, 924, 
927; and Eliot, 1090: and expectation 
Oauss), 1547. 1549; Fish on, 2069, 2071, 
2079, 2082-89; and formal structure, 
2107; four-level model of, 9, 272; and 
Greek vs. Jewish thought, 211; Greek 
methods of, 21 ] ; and Hinch, 1682, 
1683, 1685-87, ]692-95, 1697-99, 
170~1104, 1709,2459,2462-63:of 
historical phenomena, 1727; and Hugh of 
St. Victor, 203; in interpersonal relations 
(Lalng), 1675; Jameson on, 1937, ]940, 
1945; Knapp and Michaels on, 2460, 
2471; Kolodnyon, 2] 55-56; and 
Maimonides, 2] 1,2]2-]3; Marxist 
Oameson), ] 958; mechanistic vs. herme
neutic (Althusser), 1498; and psychoanal
ysis, 15-16; by reader of novel (Iser), 
,1671; and reader response, 1672; and 
rhetoric (de Man), ] 51 ]; Schleiermacher 
on, 610-]2, 620, 624, 625 (see also 
grammatical interpretation: psychological 
interpretation): and "hermeneutlc circle," 
611; of sign (Pelrce), ] 5] 8; Wilde on, 
898; see also hermeneutlcs; misprision 

Interptetive communities, ] 9j and AlIen, 
2107; Fish on, ]549,167],2067,2069, 
2071,2087-89 

intertextuality, 2]: Barthes on, 1473; and 
Bloom; 1795: and Geoffrey of Vinsauf, 
226; and Hall on cultural studies, ] 906-
7: and HegeJ, 626; and Hirsch, 1684; 
through hypertext, 2502, 2503; and Kris
teva, 2166, 2502; ofltfe, 2508; and Said 
on Orientallsm, 2000 

Intimate critique, 2128; see also persortal 
criticism 

Intrinsic criticism: Kenneth Burk!! on, 1270, 
1274-76; de Mon on, 1514, 1515 

intrinsic value: aesthetic (Baker), 2236; 
Smith on, 1913 

Intuition: Emersc:ln on, 717, 718; NietzSche 
on, 883: of poet (Urban), ]357-58; in 
Schleiertnacher's hermeneutlcs, 61 I , 
612,625; and Schleiermacheron relt- .. 
giori,610 ' 

invention: and Baker on blues, 2225,2235; 
du Bellayon, 285; and Geoffrey of Vin~ 
sauf, 228; and Mazzoni on poetry,306: 
Ronsard on, 296, 297, 299 

Irigary, Luce, 1283,2036,2168,2]80, 
2292,2362 

ironic myths, Frye on, 1713 
irony: Augustine on, 191: in Brooks's criti

cism, 1351, 1352, 1355, 1363, 1364: 
Derrida on, 1832, 1865; and Frye on 
New Criticism, 1442; Harawayon, 2269: 
Hirsch on, 1708: and modem period, 417: 
Quintilian on, 156, 163, 166'-:67; _ 
Socratic (Qufntilian), 166: Vlcoon, 400, 
415, 1724: and White on history, 1711, 
1723 

ISAs, see Ideological State Apparatuses 
Iser, Wolfgana, 1670; as Conatarice, " 

School member, 1547; and Du Bols, 919: 
"Interaction between Text and Reader," 
1673-82: on literary work, 1548; on 
reader response, 2070 

Isocrates, 34, 36, 85, ]860, 1861, 1862 
iteration, Derrida on, 1430 
Ivanov, Vyacheslav, 1064, 12]0 

Jalmbson, Romah, 18, 1254; and definition 
of literature, 1566: and Eichenbaum, 
1060,1087: exile of,' 1031: and French 
semiology, 1516;Jau5s on,-1554, an'd 
Lacan, 1279, 1282: and Uvi-Stra'tiss, 
1255, 1",,16: "Linguistics and Poetics," 
1258-65; on literary science, 1066: and 
Moscow Linguistic Circle, 1059: on 
object of poetics, 2105: and Poe, 7411 
and poetic rhythm, ,1080; artd Qulntllian; 
155: on Romantic vs. Realistic, 1725; and 
Slavic formalism, 1004; and syntagmatic
paradigmatic distinction, 959: Trotsky on, 
1006, 1007: and tmpes, 40]: "Two ' 
Aspects of Language and Two Types of 
Aphasic Disturbances," 1265-69; and 
White, 17] 1 

Jakublnsky, Leo, 1059, 1066, 1067, 1068, 
1080, 1087 . ;".' 

James, C. L. R., 163, 2391, 2476 
James, Henry, 851: "The Art of Fiction," 

855-69,2101: Deleuze and Guattarl on; 
] 596; and Emerson, 719: interests of, 
805; and "moral values," 2247: 
Zlmmerman on, 2350 

James, William, ?17,851, 1271 .. 1911 
Jame.on, Fredrlc,3, 10, 19321 and , 

AlthuBler, 1478: and Baker, 2224, 2228, 
, 2229; Butler on, 2499: and crbll,of, the 
aesthetic, 18081 Eagleton compared With, 



2242; and Haraway on capitalism, 2287; 
on ideology of form, 1934, 1935, 1942, 
1957,2228; and Lukacs, 1030. 1032; vs. 
Lyotard, 1611; and Man/Engels, 760; on 
political culture, 2518; The Political 
Uneo .... ciou.. • ... , 1937-60; and postmod
ernism ("Postmodernism and Consumer 
Society"), 1934-35, 1960-68, 1972-73; 
and sllblime, 137; and symbolic resolu
tion, 2447; and three hurizons of mean
ing, J9; and White, 1710 

jauss, Hans Robert, 1547; and furmalism, 
I06J:andlser, 1670, 1671; and Jamc
son, 1933; "Literary History as a 
Challenge to Literary Theory," 1550-64; 
on "Inodern," 1749 

jazz, 1155, 1312, 1316; and Baker's "hlues 
matrix," 2226; Fanon on, 159 J 

Jeffel"son, Thomas, 1980, 2426 
Jentsch, Ernst, 916, 930, 931,935,937, 

939 
Jerome, St., 186, 1630 
Jewish thought, 21 1; hermeneutics, 21 I, 

213 
Joh, poetry of, 706 
John of Salisbury: and abbey of St. Victor, 

20 I ; and Geoffrey of Vinsauf, 227; and 
poetry, 253; and Quintilian, 155 

Johns Hopkins University, conference at 
("The Languages of Criticism and the 
Sciences of Man"), 1280, 1319, 1816 

johnson, Barbara, 2316; vs. Brooks, 1352; 
"Melville's Fist: The Execution uf Billy 
Budd," 2319-37; as Yale School member, 
1509, 1794 

johnson, Samuel, 458; and Addison, 418; 
and Arnold on criticism, 807; and 
ancients vs. moderns, 271; vs. Berkelcy's 
theory, 458, 1946; and Edmund Burke, 
536; contemporary poetry attacked by, 
6B3; and decorum, 670; and Dryden, 
379, :180; Eliot on, 1100, 1103; on 
"fancy." 670; on fiction (The Rambler No. 
4). 46.~-66, 852; Hi-dory of Rasselas, 
Prince <!f Ahyssinia, 466-67; on ml·tll
physical Jloets, 461, 480-82, 1090. 1099·-
110 I, 1105, 1364; parody by, 663; as 
poel-critic, 380, 1 ()88; on Pope's Essay, 
440; Preface to Shakespeare, 468-80; and 
Sidncy. 323; and unities of timc and 
place, 324; and WiIliams on literature, 
1569; on wit, 417, 439, 440, 481,1105; 
and VVurdsworth, 646 

Jokc~: and differential aspect of language, 
95B; as popular art, 2225 

Jnllcs, I\lHh-c, 2103-4 
JOllson. Ikn, .'lilO, 381, 382; Behn on, 394; 

contl'mporary poetry attacked by, 683; 
EIi,,!, on, J 091l, 1102; and Wilde, 909; 
Wonll' Oil, 1029; Young on, 437 

Jordan, June, 2264,2300 
io .. i.,sun.:e, find Barthes on text, 1475 
)oyt,(', .I:lIll(·S: Delcuze and GUlltlnri on, 
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1601, 1604; and Derrida, 1816; and eeri
ture, 2036; and Eliot, 1089; and feminine 
writing, 16; Frye on, 1454; heteroglot dis
course in, 14; and Howe on novel, 1536; 
and Jameson, 1961, 1973; and Jauss on 
Ulysses, 1547, 1548, 1549; Kristeva on, 
2178; Lukacs on, 1032, 1038, 1039, 
1044, 1046; and New York Intellectuals, 
1 533; as quoting mass texts, 1961; and 
Wilson, 1240; and Zimmerman, 2354 

judgment: contexts of (Kolodny), 2159; and 
James, 853; and Johnson on Billy Budd, 
2333-37; Kanton, 500, 504,519;Locke 
on, 417, 543; and taste (Burke), 537, 547-
48; see also aesthetic judgment; evalua
tion 

Juhl, P. D., 2466-68,2470 
jung, Carl, 16, 914, 987; and Freud, 987-

88,991,992-94,1000; and Frye's arche
types, 1443, 1444, 1452, 1454, 1455; 
and Lacan's symbolic, 2166; "On the 
Relation of Analytical Psychology to 
Poetry," 990-1002 

justice, inquisitoriul vs. examlnative (Fou
cault), 1645 

Juvenal, 379, 688 

Kafka, Fram:: and Adorno, 1222; and Benja-
• min, 1164; and Butler, 2492; Deleuze 

and Guattari on, 1594, 1596, 1598, 
1599,1600,1601,1602,1608; and Fou
cault on author, 1624; and Howe on self, 
1537; and Sartre, 1339 

Kandinsky, Wassily, 1615 
Kant, Immanuel, 17,499; and Addlson, 

417-18; Adomo's reading of, 1220; on 
a priori imagination, 1714-15; on art 
(Sartre), 1341; and Bakhtin, 1187; and 
Bate on scepticism, 1530-31; on beauty, 
500-501,502,505,506,508,509-10, 
511,513,514-19 (see also beauty and 
the beautiful); and Bourdieu, 1806, 1812-
13; and Coleridge, 668, 669, 693; and 
Constance School, 1547-48, 1670; Cri
tique of Judgment, 504-35; and disinter
estedness, 50 I, 502, 750, 752, 1806, 
1812-13,1878; as dominant figure, 499, 
626; and Emerson, 718; French 
assimilation of, 750; Gates on, 2426, 
2429; and Hegel, 628; and Longinus, 136-
37; and Lyotard, 1610; and New 
Criticism (Graff), 2060; and Romantic 
theory, 12; Sartre on, 1335, 1340; and 
Schiller, 571, 574; and Smith, 1910, 
1916,1917,1919,1923; on sublime, 
418,502,515,519-29,538,1611; on 
taste, 500~501, 502, 505-7,508-17,518-
19, 529-31, 535; on thing-in-itself, 877; 
Trotskyon, 1016, 1017 

Kazin, Alfred: on formalists, 1356; on New 
Critics, 1351; as New York Intellectual, 
1532; revlews'of (Ohmann), 1885; on 
Wilson, 1240 
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Keats, John: as androgynous (Woolf), 1029; 
and author psychology (Wimsatt and 
Beardsley), 1394; Bloom on, 1801; 
Brooks on, 1357,1362,1363, 1365; and 
Kenneth Burke, 1271; Eliot on, 1096, 
1103; Frye on, 1449; Jakobson on; 1259, 
1264; and Wllde, 896, 904; and 
Wordsworth, 646 

kenosls, Bloom on, 1803 
Kermode,Frank,1090,2024 
Kernan, Alvin, 2515 
Keynes, John Maynard, 1018, 1912 
lr.hora, see chora 
Kierkegaard, Sf/lren, 1030, 1409, 1627, 

1816 . 
Kipling, Rudyard, 1028, 2194, 2246-47 
K1ein, Melanle, 1305, 1309, 1632, 2 I 65, 

2172 
K1elst, Helnrlch von, 1596, 1602, 1608, 

1609,2043 
Knapp, Steven, 2458; "Against Theory," 

2460-75i and Bhabha, 2378; and Eagle
ton, 2241; and Fish, 2069; and intention, 
1374; asneopragmatist, 1911; and the
ory, 2057,2127-28 

Knight, Wilson, 1450, 1805 
knowledge: and art (A1thusser), 1480-81, 

1482; and belief. (Knapp and Michaels), 
2472-74; Bordo on, 2360; Deleuze and 
Guattari on, 1593-94; and emotion, 
2143; Knapp and Mlchaels on; 2475; and 
Lacan, 1284, 1286; for Marxism (Hall), 
1903; Messer-Davidowon, 2133; and 
poetry (Shelley), 713; poetry as (Words
worth), 657-58; and politics (Said), 2002; 
and power (Foucault), 1620; pure vs. 
political (Said), 19~7-98 

Koj~ve, Alexandre, 626, 1279 
Kolodny, Annette, 1672,2143; and Chris

tian, 2256; "Dancing through the Mine
field ... ," 2146-65; Zimmerman on, 
2342,2355 

Korzybski, Alfred, 1389 
Kostelanetz, Richard, 1883, 1887 
Krafft-Ebing, Richard; 1663,2350,2366 
Krieger, Mtlrray, 2155 
Kristeva, Julia. 2165; on abjectlon, 2167, 

2487,2494; and Bakhtin, 1187; and 
Beauvolr, 1403, 1405; Bhabha on, 2391; 
and Butler, 2485; and Christian, 2256; 
and essentialism, 2477; and Frye, 1443; 
Haraway on, 2281; and Hegel, 626; and 
intertextuality, 2166, 2502; and Lacan, 
1280; and Mallarml!, 844; and poststruc
turalist theory of text, 1459; and 
psychoanalytic theory, 2180; Revolut'on 
.n Poetic Language, 2169-79; and Saus
sure, 95.9; and writing, 2036 

lab or, Haraway on, '2285; and socialist femi
nism, 2278; see also work; working-day 

labor-power, reproduction of (A1thusser), 
1484-86 

Lacan,Jacques, 16,,24, 1278; ~The .. ,. 
Agency of the Letter in. the Uncon" , ., 
sdaus," 1290-1302; arid A1thusser, 1476, 
1478; and Barthes, 1458; and Bhabha, 
2391; and Butler, 2485, 2486; and Cbe
ous, 2036, 2048, 2055; and Davis on . 
disability, 2399; on ego, 2412; on frag
mented body, 2409-10; and French femi
nists (Christian), 2263; and Frye, .1933; 
and Guattari, 1594; and Hegek626; on 
Imaginary order, 16,24,1281; 1478, 
2411; at Johns.Hopkins conference, . 
1280,1319,1816; and'Kristeva, 2165, 
2175,2176; and logic of signification,. 
2165; and Mallarml!, 844; on mimicty, 
2378; on mirror stage, 1285, 1287~88, 
2180,2185,2410; 'The Mirror Stage as 
Formative of the Function of the I.as 
Revealed in Psychoanalytic. Experience;" 
1285-90; and Mulvey, 2179; and phallus 
as signifier, 1306, 1308; and Poe, 739, 
741,2317; and "Real," 1281, 1945" 
1946, 2411; on· "reality"vs • ."real," 1471; 
and Saussure, 959; 'The Signification of . 
the Phallus," 1302-10; on Symbolic.,,! 
order, 16,24, 1281, ·2166; and. tincon-:, : 
sclous struCture, '1281; and U.S. 1Icene, 
2316 .. . 

lack: art historians' failure to see>. 2407; 
body as (Butler), 2496 

Laclau, Ernesto, 2389 . 
Laforgue.Jules, 846,1088, 1I 04; 1413,:= 

1414 r' 

Lalng, R. 0.,1674,...75 '" " 
Lake Poets, 683, 692 ".'" 
Landow, George, 2506 .,', ." .. ' .. 
Lane, Edward Wllliam, 1996,2001,;2004, 

2005,2008 . ,,'.,,' . 
language(s), 5,-6; and African universities 

("On the Abolition of the English Depart
ment"), 2094; attention to .philologiea1.or 
rhetorical devices of (de·Man), 1529_30; 
Augustine OD; 8, 186; 190-91;' Vs • .author 
(Barthes), 1459, 1467; and.Baker, '2224; 
Bakhtln on, 1187-88; i 192-94, '1l95-
99,1197,1200,1201,1-202-8,lill-19, 
1363; and Cixous, 2038; and conscious
ness (Hinch), 1683; of critique, (Bhabha), 
2385; and Derrida, 1815, 1819,2486; du 
Bellayon, 280, 281-82; European study 
of,'956-57; father tongue vs. mother, 
tongue (LeGuin), 2134; figural nature of 
(de Man), 1511; as f.ossil poetry (Emer
son), 731; Heidegger on ("Language"),:.,; 
1119, 1120, 1121-34; and heteroglossia, 
14 (see also heteroglossia); and'HurstoD" 
1144; ideological (A1thusser), 1.482; and 
intention (Knapp and Mlchaels)j 2464-
67; 2469-71;Jakobson on, 1256_57, 
1260, 1261-65; Jameson ort, 1958-59; 
Barbara Johnson on, 2316, 2317, 2322; 
and Kolodny on women-men relations; 
2145; Kristeva on, 2165, 2166, 2168;, 



2172-79; Lacan on, 1282-84, 1292-
1301,1305; logical positivist view of, 
1428; and Longinus, 137; and Mallarmt!, 
842-43,847; "master tongue" 
(Anzaldlla), 2209; of Negroes (Hurston), 
1146-58; and Nietzsche, 871, 873,876-
78,881; ordinary-language view of, 1427, 
1428-29,2087; and parody, 1963; and 
patriarchy (Kolodny), 2150; and philoso
phy, 1817; and Plato's Cratylus, 35, 413; 
and Poe on poetic effect, 74]; and Pou
let, ]319, 1322, 1326-32; pre-evaluation 
by (Smith), 1924; Sartre on, ] 335; Saus
sure on, 957-60,960,961-62,967,969, 
974, ]818; Schlelermacheron, 615, 6]6, 
622; sexually restrictive politics of (Fou
cault), 1648; and structuralism,· 20; and 
unconscious (Lacan), ]290-9]; Vico on, 
399,402-4,413,4]4; and White on his
tory, 1710, ] 7] ], 1724; Wilde on, 903; 
Williamson, 1571, ]574-75;Wittigon, 
2020; see also literary language 

language games, Lyotard on, 1609, 1610 
langue vs. parole (Saussure), 957-58; and 

Hebdige on style, 2446; Hirsch on, 1683, 
1 700; Jameson on, 1948 

Lanham, Richard, 2520 
Latini, Brunetto, 247, ]095 
Latin language: du Bellay on, 280, 284, 

285, 287-88; Dryden on, 387; Vico on, 
403 

Lauretis, Teresa de, 1416 
Lautrt!amont, Comte de {Isidore Ducase}, 

1259,2166 
Lawrence, D. H.: on artist and critic, 1373; 

and cultural trends, 647; Howe on, 1539; 
Jameson on, 1963; and questions of 
political control, 804; on scientists, 1396; 
Zimmerman on, 2358 

laws of nature, Nietzsche on, 880-81 
Leavis, F. R., 417, 1565; and Brower, 1529; 

and canon, 460; on Conrad (Achebe), 
1785; and Eliot, 1090; Graff on, 2060; 
and "moral values," 2247; and Shelley, 
695 

Lefevre, Henri, 2456 
LeGuin, Ursula, 2134 
Leibniz, Gottfried von, 1198, 1394, 1594, 

1822 
Lenin, Vladimir: and African writing, 1577; 

and educational Ideological State Appara
tus, 49 i ; and Gramsci, I 136; and Lenin
grad, 1059; Lukacs on, 1037, 1042, 1051; 
on state, 1487; and Tolstoy, 1245, 1480, 
1482; and Trotsky, 1003; Wilson on, 
1240,1242,1244-45,1247,1248,1252, 
1254; Wittig on, 2019 

Lentricchia, Frank, 1512, 2127, 2128 
Leonardo da Vinci, 833, 1244 
lesbian feminist criticism: and queer theory, 

2340; and Smith, 2301; Zimmerman on 
("What Has Never Been ... "), 2338, 
2340-59 
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lesbian and gay rights, and poststructural
ism, 23 

lesbianism, 24, 2311; and Anzaldlla, 2214, 
2217-18; and Baudelaire's Fleurs du mal, 
790; definitlon(s) of, 2339, 2345-47, 
2356; and feminist literary theory, 1761; 
liberation movements, 2433; and Rich, 
]760,1761,1762-80,2339,2346,2433; 
silence about (Zlmmerman), 2347-48; 
and Smith, 2299-2301, 2302, 2308, 
2312.2313-15; and Wittig ("One Is Not 
Born a Woman"), 2013, 2014-21; and 
Woolf, 1019; and Zimmerman, 2338-39, 
2344 

lesbian pornography, ] 768 
lesbian separatism: ·and "Kochinnenako" rit

ual story, 2120; politics of (Zimmerman), 
2355 

Lessing, Doris, 1764, 2034, 2] 58 
Lessing, G. E., 123,551; and Coleridge, 

669; Laocoiln, 554-69; and sublime, 538; 
and Zimmerman, 2358 

Levin, Harry, 1987 
Levinas, Emmanuel, 1816 
Lt!vi-Strau •• , Claude. 1415,2097; and 

Alien, 2]07; and A1thusser, 1476; and 
Barthes, 1458; as Beauvoir's fellow stu
dent, 1404; and games, 1459; and his
tory; 1720-21; and Jakobson, ]255, 1416; 
Jameson on, 1940, 1942-44; and Kris
teva, 2165; and Lacan, 1279; and myth, 
1416,2447; and Saussure, 959; Trisees 
Tropl'lues; 1419-27; and White, 1711; 
and women, 2168 

Lewes, ·G. H., 852 
Lewls, C. S., 1374, 1388, 1393, 1401 
Lewis, Sin clair, 1162, 1542 
libidinal economy, 2042· . 
liking: James on, 864; in Kant's aesthetics, 

506~7, 508-9, 513,517, 519-20,523, 
525~26; see also taste 

linguistic indeterminacy, de Man on, UtO, 
1512 

linguistics: and African universities ("On 
the Abolition of the English Depart
ment"), 2094; and Bakhtln, ll88, 1200, 
1201,1204, 1205; and Barthes, 1470; 
and dial ogle nature of language, 1200; 
and formalists, ] 066, 1081; and Jakob
son, 1254, 1257, 1258-60; and Krlsteva, 
2168; Lacan on, 1292; and literary theory 
(I 970s and 1980s), 2127; and 19605-
19805 criticism, 1509; Saussure on 
(Course in General Linguistics), 20, 957-
60,960-77,1416,2450-51; and struc
turalists, 2097 

linguistic structures, and aesthetic values, 
1531 

linguistic studies, and Ransom on criticism, 
1116 

linguistic turn; and Hall on cultural studies, 
1906; and Johnson, 2318; in twentleth
century philosophy, 959 
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linguistic utterances, as symbolic actions 
(Burke), 1271 

linguistic value, Saussure on, 966-74 
literacy, 2515; and hypertext, 2503, 2510, 

2515, 2516-17, 2521; secondary literacy, 
2518,2519,2523 

literal level of Interpretation, 9; Aquinas 
'on,'242, 245-46; Dante on, 248, 249, 
250, 251; Hugh of St. Victor on, 202, 
208-9 

literary canon, see canon 
literary conventions, see convention(s) 
literary criticism, see criticism 
literary curriculum, Hugh of St. Victor's 

questions on, 201 
literary education: as cultural colonization, 

25; and virtue (Quintilian), 155 
literary evolution: formalists on, 1060, 

1061,1073-74,1083,1084-87;Jauss 
on, 1548, 1561-62, 1563, 1564 

literary history: Frye on, 1444, 1449, 1450; 
Jameson on, 1939, 1941; Jauss on ("Lit
erary History as a Challenge to Literary 
Theory"), ] 548, ] 549, 1550-64; Kolodny 
on, 2144-45, 2] 53-55; and Romantics, 
13 

literary language: Bakhtin on, 1199, 12] 0, 
1211, 1214, 1215-16; internal vs. exter
nal aspects of (de Man), ] 514; and theory 
(Knapp and Michaels), 2461; see also 
poetic language or discourse 

literary study(ies): Christian on power rela
tions in, 2256; vs. criticism Oakobson), 
1259; and experts vs. common reader, 
2242; and "moral" values (Eagleton), 
2247; and New Historicism, 2250-51; 
and new social Diovements, 2·209; and 
post-WWII diversity of students, 1672; 
shift from text to context in, 2210; social 
functions of (Ohmann), 1877; and struc
turalist critics, 2097; and superstruCture
base relationships (Said), 2000; 
Tompkins on, 2128; turn toward politics 
in, 1335 

literary theory, 4; and African American 
critics, 2256; and Althusser, 1477; and 
Aristotle, 86; and Bakhtin, 1188; Bate on, 
1528; Bhabha on, 2377, 2378, 2379-97; 
Christian on ("The Race for Theory"), 
2255-56,2257-66; as criticism of criti
cism, 1270; and de Man, 1509, ] 511, 
1512,153]; and Freud, 917, 9]8; Gates 
on, 2428, 2429, 2430, 2432; Graff on, 
'2057,2058,2059-61,2064,2065-66; 
historical change in focus of, 5; imper
sonal and technical period of, 2127; 
Jameson on, 1941, 1962; and Johnson, 
2316-17,2318; Knapp and Mlchaels 
'against ("Against Theory"), 2458-59, 
2460-75; I 9705-] 980s boom in, ]269; 
and pedagogy (de Man), 1527; and Plato, 
33; and Spivak, 2193; and theories of 
reading, 6-7; and Tompkins, 2127-28, 

2130, 2136; in verse form, 122; see also 
poetics 

literary theory, approaches to: see cultural 
studies; deconstruction; didactic theory of 
literature; expressive theory of literature; 
feminism; formalism; Marxism; New His
toricism; modernism; phenomenology; 
postcolonial criticism and theory; post- ' 
modernism; poststructurallsm; psychoa
nalysis; queer theory; reader-response 
criticism and theory; receptionist theory; 
semiotics; structuralism 

literary theory, historical classification In: 
see classical theory and criticism; Enlight
enment; medieval theory and criticism; 
modernism; neoclassical theory and 
criticism; Renaissance theory and 
criticism; Romantic theory and criticism; 
Victorians 

literary work, see work, literary . 
literature, 4-7,28; anagrammatical nature 

of, 959; and anthropology (Uvi-Strauss), 
1415, and artistic preoccupations 
Oames), 857; Barthes on, 1458, 1460, in 
Beauvolr's study of women, 1404; black, 
1312-13; Brooks on, 1366, 1369-70, 
1371; Kenneth Burke on, .1270; Christian 
on, 2265, under colonialism (Fanon), 
1588-89; contending ideas and opinions 
about, I; and cultural studies, 2446, 
2450; death of (Kernan), 2515; definition 
of, 28, ] 566; of dominance, 1981; evalu
ation history of (Smith), 1924; formalist 
view of, 1065-66; and Foucault on 
author, 1617; as freeing (Christian), 2263; 
as Freudian evidence, 915, 917, 950; 
Frye on, 1443,1444,1446,1448;1451; 
and history, 1563,1710, 1711; 1720, 
1729; and horizon of expectationsOauss), 
1553; Howe on relation to history ("His
tory and the Novel"), 1533-34, 1535-47; 
and hypertext (Moulthrop), 2513; inter
nal properties vs. external effects of, 86; 
Johnson on, 2317; lesbian (Zimmerman), 
2349-55, 2357-59; and literary hierarchy 
(Christian), 2259; minor (Deleuze and 
Guattari), 1598-1601; minority portray
als in (Hurston), '1161-62; northern vs. 
southern (de Stal!l), 596; and "On the' 
Abolition of the English Department,", 
2091; vs. other discourSes (de Man), . 
15] 1; and Plato on education, 49; and 
poetics (Todorov), 2106; proletarian, 
1252-53; psychoanalysis of (Derrida), 
1827; a8 rhythm (Kristeva), 2174; vs. 
science'(Brooks), 1351; Shelleyon, 697; 
short-range and long-range (Wilson), 
1251-52; as sQCial control (Eagleton), 
2240,2242,2243,2245-47; social exis
tence of Oauss), 1564; as socially sym
bolic act Oameson), 1941-60; Trotsky 
on, 1015; Williams on (Mar:dsm and Lit
erature), 1565-66, 1567-75; women seen 



as appropriate students of (Eaglcton), 
2247-48; see also comedy; drama; epic; 
novel; poetry; popular art; romance gem'c: 
tragedy 

lithography, Bcnjamin on, 1168 
Livy, 161, 3.'18, 689, 705 
Liyon~, Taban 10, 25, 2089; "Oil the Abo

lition of the English Department," 2092-
97 

Locl<e, Alain, 1144, 1311,2304-5 
Locke, John, 537: and Addison, 417, 41 g, 

420, 423; and Austin, 2486; vs. Emerson 
on ta/,u/a rasa, 718; and Hume, 483: and 
political doctrine (Said), 2000: Shcllcy 
on, 711--12; on wit and judgment, 0;43 

Loewcnstein, Rudolph, 1279 
logic: hinary, 1603: Hugh of St. Victor on, 

204--';, 206: in poetry (8rook.~), 1364, 
1366: vs. poetry (Shelley). 715: Vieo on, 
412; see also dialectie(s) 

logical positivism, 1427, 1428, 1429, 1446 
logical relations, representation of in 

dreams, 927, 928-29 
logocentrism: and Bhabha, 2385; Derrida 

on, 1828, 2037; and Paglia, 2523: in 
writing (Derrida), 1815, 1822; Dcleuze 
and GUHttari on, 1608; and Derrida on 
Plato, 1818, 1836, J 840-46, J 861, 
1862-63, 1866, 1868, 1873, 1874, 1875; 
as language (Hcidegger quoting Hmnann), 
1 I 22: and speech, 2036; VieD on,413; 
Western philosophy's search for, 2037 

Longfellow, Henry Wadsworth, 740, 1259, 
230;0 

Longinus, 13, 35, J 35, 536; and Addison, 
-418; and affective theory, 1393: and 
Edmund Rurke, 538; ethical imperativc 
of, 155; and Geoffrey of Vinsauf, 228; 
and Hegcl, 628; on Homer, 563; and 
Kant, 502: and Lyotard on sublimc, 1611: 
Pope on, 456; and Romanticism, 1377; 
On Sublimity, 138-54 ; and Vico, 400; 
and Yonng, 426 

lord-bundsnum (Master-Slave) dialedic 
(Hegcl), 626, 627, 630-36, 1279: 
Bhabh .. Oil, 2385; Fanon on, 2391: Spi
yak on, 2201 

Lord<', Audre, 1775, 2264, 2265-66, 2292, 
2293,2300,2314 

Lowell, Ho!>ert, 1796, 2506 
Lowc" John Livingston, 1381-83 
Lucan, 3~2,387,701,709 
Lucrclill~, 332, 386, 399, 420, 649, 705, 

709,RH4-85, 1594, 1802 
Lukacs, GyOrgy, 88, J 030; and Adorno, 

1221; and Althusser, 1478; and Bcnja
mill, 1 163: and Jameson, 1940; and Mar>:/ 
EngcI" 760: and Marxist humanism, 
, 47(,; Oil novel, 1537; and realism, 1030, 
1031-32,1034, \035,1049,1055-58; 
"R .. "lbm in the Balance," IO.:B-58; Wil
liams Oil, 1574 

Luthcr. Martin, 710 
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Luxemburg, Rosa, 2402 
lying: Hirsch on, 1708; Nietzsche on, 878; 

Plato on, 58-59; in poetry (Sidney), 348-
49 

Lyotard, Jean-Fran~ois, 1609; Bhabha on, 
2391; and crisis of the aesthetic, 1808; 
"Defining the Postmodern," 1612-15; vs. 
"grand narrative," 1610; vs. Habermas, 
1742; on literature and teaching, 2317; 
and Moulthrop, 2506, 2510, 2520; as 
postmodernist, 2476; and sublime, 137, 
502; and totality, 1032 

lyric poetry: Bakhtln on, 1203; and Bloom 
on anxiety of influence, 16; as drama 
(Wimsatt and Beardsley), 1376; Eiehen
baum on, 1078; emotive function of lan
guage in Uakobson), 1264; Milton on, 
733; refrain in (Poe), 745; and Romantic 
era, 12-13; Ronsard on, 298; Sidney on, 
344; Trotsky on, 1008, 1010 

lyric songs, Sidney on, 359 
Lysias, 136, 152 

Maeaulay, Thomas Rabington, 25, 857, 
2001,2090,2198 

Macdonald, Dwight, 1532 
McDowell, Deborsh, 2301 
McGann, Jerome, 2251 
Macherey, Pierre, 1480, 1482 
Machiavelli, Niccolo, 497,704,1244 
machinery: Arnold on overvaluing of, 830-

31, 832; and Haraway on cyborgs, 2298; 
see abo Industriali7.ation 

"machismo," Anzaldua on, 2216-17 
"McIntyre, Vonda, 2292, 2297 

McKay, Claude, 979 
MacKinnon, Catharine A., 1768, 2267, 

2279-80 
McLuhan, Marshall, 2502, 2512-13, 2516, 

2518,2519,2521 
McRobbie, Angela, 1895 
Macrobius,9, 196; and Boccaccio, 254; 

Commentary on tI ... Dream of Scipio, 198-
201; and dreams, 196, 197, 198,916; 
Giraldi on, 278; and Plotinus, 172 

mad poet, Horace Oil, 134-35; see also 
inspiration 

Maimonides, Moses (Rabbi Moses ben 
Maimon), 21 J; Guide of the Perplexed, 
214-26; and obscurity, 254; and Thomas 
Aquinas, 241 

male bonding, Sedgwick on, 2435 
male gaze: Butler on, 2489; Mulvey on, 

2180-81,2186,2187,2191 
male power: Kolodny on, 2148; in movies, 

2187, 2188; Rich on, 1765-68 
male standard of rationality, 2127,2131-32; 

as performative (Butler), 2501; and sex
ual harassment, 1768-69; women mal
treated by (Tompkins), 2141-42; women 
as mystery for (Beauvoir), 2488; see abo 
patriarchy; phallocentrism 

Malherbe, Fran~oisc de, 364, 842 
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MalIarml!, Stl!phane, 841; Barthes on, 
1458, 1475; Benjamin on, 1172; "Crisis 
in Poetry" ("Crise de vers"), 845-51; and 
disappearance' of author, 1626; and Jame
son on postmodernlsm, 1972; Jauss on, 
1562; and Johnsori, 2316; and Kristeva, 
2166,2174,2178;andlanguage 
(Barthes), 1466-671 and Poe, 740, 741, 
842; Poulet's mention of; ·1320; and Sar~ 
tre, 1333, 1335 

Manichaeism, 2421 
Manifest Destiny, 1975,. 1977; Vizenor. on, 

1975-76, 1978~85. 
Mann, Heinrich, 1034, 1040, 1048, 1056, 

1057 
Mann, Thomas: on invalids; 2400; Jameson 

on, 1961, 1972; and Lukiics, 1031, 1032, 
1034, 1038, 1039, 1040, 1054, 1056, 
1057; on movies, 1397 

Mao Zedong, 1603 
Marcuse, Herbert, 122.1., 1933, 1973 
markers, linguistic, 1214 
Marlowe, Christopher, 909, 1101-2, 1801 
Marot, Cll!ment, 280, 290 
Marquez, Gabriel Garcfa, 1544 
Marshall, Paule, 2262, 2265 
Martial, 289, 420, 423, 436 
Marvell, Andrew, 1090; Brooks on, 1352; at 

Cromwell's funeral, 379; Eliot on, as tneta
physical poet, 1098, 1101, 1103, 1105; 
Emerson on, 723; Frye on, 1456; Hlrsch 
on, 1688-89,.1693;jakobsonon. 1259; 
Wimsatt and Beardsley on, 1387 

Man, Karl, 13,759; and alienation, 15, 
572,761,765,766-67; and A1thusser,. 
1476, 1482, 1483; and Aristotle, 1500; 
and Baker, 2224; and Balzac, 1249; and 
Barthes, 1458; Benjamin on, 1167; Capi
ta! (Das Kapita!), 776-86; The Commu-· 
nist Manifesto, 769-73; and control over 
mental production (Ohmann), 1889-90, 
on distortion of 'conditions of existence, 
1499; Economic. and Philosophic .Manu
scripts of 1844,764-67; and 18th 
Brumalre al tragedy.orfarce,.17.l5; and 
fetishism of commodity, .14-15,762,776-
83,917, 19111 and Foucault, 1618, 
16Z2, 1632, 16341 and Frye, 17131 n. 
German Ideology, 767...:.69; Gn.marlsse, 
773-74; and Guha, 2201; and Hall,:I 901-
2; and Hegel, 626, 627, 774, 1476,2037; 
and hermeneutics of suspicion, 873; his-. 
torical emplotment by, .1723; on ideology, 
14,762,775; 1136, 1497,.2452; and 
Jauss, 1548; on literature (Williams), 
1573; LukBcs on, 1041; and mode' of pro
ductlon, 13, 1934; on needs of English 
vs. French workers, 1484; and Orient, 
1992; Preface to A Contribution to the 
CritiqueoJ Political Economy, 774-75; 
quoted on weight of past, 1965; on rl!lce 
and imperialism, 200 I; revolutionary role 
of, 913; and revolution In· Western 
Europe, 1135; on ruling Ideas, 2455; and 

Said on representation, 2007; Spivak on, 
2203; on state, 1487; and, theory-practice 
relation, 1756; and Trotsky, 1003, and· 
use vs. exchange value, 14, 15, 762,.777-
83, 958 (see also exchange :value; USe- .• ! 
value); and Vico, 399, 400; Wilson on,· 

.1240,1242,1243-44,1248,Wittigon; 
2019 . 

Marxian humanism, Haraway on, 2279 
Marxism, 13-15,760---'63, 1566"and 

Althusser, 1476, 1476,....79; and ",Anti-
. Oedipus, 1594; and art, ,14,.752, 1483; 

.' and Baker, 2229; and Bakhtin,\U86, . 
1187; and Barthes, 1470,1473', Baudril
lard on, 1.730; and Beauvoir, 1404; 1405; 
and Benjamln, 1163, 1l64;and classes, . 
1947,2013,2019; and cultural heritage, 
1055; and cultural studies, 1896, 1900-
1902,2451-52,2446; and culture as 
superstructure, 14, 760 (see also base/ 
superstructure model); and Disse~tj 1533; 
and domination (Haraway), 2291; andDil 
Bois, 977; of Eagleton, 1935;'and evolu
tionary theory of literary history, 1061.1". 
and Fanon, 1576, and Foucault ~m intel
lectuals, 1667; and Franld'utt SC;~ool, 
1222, 1163-64; and Gramsci,c,J,l.35.; and 
Habermas, 1741, 1742, 1959; VS"Hall; 
1895, 1896; Haraway on, 2267,·2278;' 
2295; and Hebdige, 2445; and Ho:we, .• 
1533; ·Internationalist (Splvak). 220.2-3;. 
andJameson, 1933, 1935,1938,1939; 
1941,1953,1958, i959; and)au!iIJ",i548; 
and Lukiics, 1030, 1031, 1036, 1048,,' 
.1050; Lyotard.on, 1610, 1614, and.,\')Iew. 
Left, 1900, 1905; of New Yo.rk Intellectu
als, 1532; and Ohmann,.l87.8-7.9;and 
original unity (Klein), 2270; and post" 
sttuctutalism, 23; and Ransom; L'l06; . 

'and "rationality," 1047; and Sl&id, 198.9; 
and Sartre, 1333, 1416, 1.7:29; and Smith, 
1911; and social .. whole, .... 1486; arid Soll
ers on Ifcriture, 2036; and state;,,1487~.91; 
and structurali.rn, 20, 2098; and subject, 
2018-19; tensions within (Bhabha). Zil861 
Todorovon, 21001 al\d Trotlky, .. IOO4l,' 
1003, 1004, 1009, 1010, 1013, .1014 ( ••• 
Abo Trotlky, Leon); Weltem. 113'-36,. . 
1896; and Wllliams on literature, '1573-
74; Wilson on, 1241; for Wittig, 2013; 
2019; and Woolf on freedo.m and 
property, 1019; see also Communism 
and Communists 

Marxist criticism, 762, 1932; consistency 
of, 2160; and Eagleton, 2240,.2242; and 
feminist.crfticism (Kolodny), ,2151; Impli
cational aspect of (Kenneth Burke), 1273; 
and Jameson, 1933.; ·WiIIlams on, 1573-
74; Wilson on, 1250 

Marxist/socialist feminism; Haraway on, 
2279 . , 

masculine hegemony, and Butler on power, 
2487 

masculinity, see men and masculinity 



mass art: Adorno and Horkheimer on, 1220, 
1221; see also popular art 

mass culture: Adorno and Horkheimer on, 
1222, 1229, 1234-35, 1237; and 
Barthes, 1458; high culture merged with, 
1961; Moulthrop on situation of, 2522 

master narratives: bell hooks on, 2476, 
2477,2481,2482; and hyperreality 
(Moulthrop), 2508 

masterpieces or masterworks; Bloom's alle
giance to, 1795: Jauss on, 1557: Wilson 
on conditions for, 1252: see also canon: 
genius 

Master-Slave (lord-bondsman) dialectic 
(Hegel), 626, 627, 630-36,1279: 
Bhabha on, 2385: Fanon on, 2391: Spi
vak on, 2201 

materialism: and animal-human distinction 
(Haraway), 2272: dialectical, 761, 1243: 
and Haraway, 2267,2269: and subjectiv
ity (Wittig), 2020 

materialist conception of ort: Trotsky on, 
1008-10,1012-14,1015 

materialist conception of history, 760, 775, 
787-88 

materialist feminist approach: of Wittig, 
2012,2013,2014,2016,2020 

materialist theory of discourse, 6 
matriarchies, Wittig on, 2013, 2015 
Matthiessen, F. 0., 1384, 1385, 1386 
Mauss, Marcel, 1416 
Maximus of Tyre, 318, 319 
Mayakovsky, V1adlmir V1adimirovich, 1007, 

1053, 1065, 1245, 1253, 1255 
Mazzoni, Giacopo, 11, 299: and Giraldi, 

272: and imitation,. 325: On ,he Defense 
of the Comedy of Dante, 302-23 

meaning(s): Aquinas on, 240--41,242,245: 
and art Oung), 998-99: for Augustine, 
202: of body in female pathology (Bordo), 
2367,2371: and Brooks on poetry, 1352, 
1356-57, 1361, 1363; controversy over 
location of, 1374:'critic as explicator of, 
1399: Dante on, 248: de Man on, 1510, 
1 512; vs. determinants Oung), 994; 
emotive, 1389-91, 1393, 1400; expre •• -
1nl Natatanee (Hebdtle), 24~6; Ft.h on, 
2068, 2074, 2079, 2088-89; Frye on, 
1451: in Hegel's dialectic, 626; and hege
monic struggle, 2447: for Hugh of St. 
Victor, 202: Hussed on verbal meaning, 
1690-92: and Jakobson on poetry, 1256; 
and Knapp and Michaels on language, 
2463-66,2468, 2469-70, 2475: for 
Kolodny, 2145: and language (de Man vs. 
Knapp and Michaels), 2469-70: as lent 
by beholder (Wilde), 906-7: of literary 
work auhl), 2466: logical positivist view 
of, 1429; and Maimonides, 211; medieval 
writers' four levels of, 9, 19; of narrative 
(White), 1726; for New Critics, 3, 19: 
and Poe on poetry, 741, 749: poetic, 18-
19,1397; from social codes, 2446: of text 
(Hirsch), 1683-86, 1687-95, 1695-
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1703, 2461-63; three horizons of (Marx
ist), 19; Wimsatt and Beardsleyon, 1373, 
1375, 1381; see alSo ambiguity; dissemi
nation: paraphrase; polysemy: significa
tion 

Means, Russell, 1982, 1985, 1986 
mechanical reproduction: of art (Benjamin), 

1164, 1166-86; of beauty (Adorno and 
Horkheimer), 1231 

media: and Baudrillard on consumer soci
ety, 1730; for black culture, 2430; histor
ical amnesia from Oameson), 1974; 
hypermedia, 2515-16, 2517, 2519: 
McLuhan on, 2512-13,2519,2523: and 
pop culture, 2225; printing vs. broadcast
ing,2516 

medieval theory and criticism, 8-10: and 
Geoffrey of Vlnsauf, 226; and literary 
study, 201: and Plotinus, 172: poetics 
and rhetoric fused In, 228: and Qulntil
ian,,156, 157 

mediocrity: 'Horace on, 132; Longinus on, 
136,150-53 

Medusa, 2048: Davis on, 2399, 2404, 
2406,2410,2411,2415,2417,2420 

melancholy, in poetry (Poe), 745 
Melville, Herman,and BarbaraJohnson on 

BillyBudd, 2317, 2318, 2319-37 
memory, Plato Oh (Derrlda), 1857, 1860 
Mencken, H; L., '897,1144,1253,1981 
men and masculinity: arrested sexual devel-

opment of (RIc'h), 1772, '1773; and body 
(Bordo), 2363; and anti-colonialist dis
course (Haraway), 2277; and gender 
(Butler), 2485; and homosociality (Sedg
wick), 2433, 2434-38; 

Merezhkovsky, Dmltri, ,1064 
Merleau-Ponty, Maurice, 1404, 1415, 1610 
Messer·Davidow; Ellen; 2127, 2129, 2131, 

2132-33;2135,2140--41 . 
mestiza, la, Anzaldi1a on, 2212-23 
metacommentary, and Jameson, 1933, 

1937, 1938 ~. 
metalepsls, Qulntillan on, 163 
metalingual (g1o.slng) function, Jakobson 

on, 1:l56, l:l63, l:l65 
metaphorl Aqulna. on, 242, 243-44; Art.

totleon, 108-9, 110,111, 115; AUlu.
tine on, 191; and Brooks on poetry, 1359: 
and Edmund Burke on backward nations, 
544; de Man Oil, 1517, 1523, 1524, 1526; 
of Donne, 1364; Eastman on, 1400; and 
emotive quality of objects, 140 I; and Frye 
on New Criticism, 1442; Geoffrey of Vln
sauf on, 236-39: il'lhistorical narrative 
(WhIte), 1711, 1 '721-22" 1726: indeter
minacy of,. 240; Jakobson on, 1254, 1256-
57,' .1266-69: of Jaines,' 853: Kristeva on, 
21'73; for Lacanrl282, 1298-99, 1300, 
1301, 1306: Longinuson, 149-50; of 
Negroes (Hurston), 1146, 1147; Nietz
sche on, 877, 878-79, 880, 881-82; 
Quintilian on, 156, 158-60, 163; in Ran
som's study of poetry, 1107; symbolic and 
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metaphor (continued) 
iconic aspects of, 172 I; Vlco on, 400, 
4 I 4, 4 I 5, 1724 (and White) 

metaphysical poets: and Brooks, 1364; and 
Eliot, 1090, 1099-1 105; Johnson on, 
461,480-82,1090 

metaphysics, 1817; Vlco on, 407, 408, 409, 
412; Western (Derrlda), 1817, 1818, 
1827, 1840, 1849; see also Cave Allegory 
of Plato 

neter (metre): and Brooks on poetry, 1359; 
and Colerldge on poetry, 680-8 I; Emer
son on, 726; and formalists, 1077-79; 
Geoffrey of Vinsauf on, 239-40; Horace 
on, 125-26, 130; In poetic function 
Oakobson), 1256; Pope on, 448; in Ran
som's study of poetry, I 107; Wordsworth 
on,654-55,659-61,666 

nethod (methodology): deductive of Plato 
Vs. inductive of Aristotle, 87; Elchenbaum 
on, 1062; and Fish, 2471-73; Knapp and 
Michaels on, 2468, 247 I; and Nletzsche, 
873; and Said on Orientalism, 2002-10; 
see also criticism; literary theory, 
approaches to 

netonymy: and Barthes on text, 1472; de 
"Man on, 15 I 7, 1523, 1524, 1526; Geof
frey of Vlnsauf on, 237-38; and Jakob
son; 1254, 1256-57, 1266--69; 'Kristeva 
on, 2173; for Lacan, 1282, 1298, 1300, 
1301, 1302, 1306; Qulntillan on, 156, 
161-62,163; Vico on, 400, 413, 414-15, 
I '724; and White on history, 171 I, 1726 

letre, see meter 
fexican Americans, Anzaldlla on, 2210; 
Borderlands/La FronlB,.a ••. ,2211-23 

lichael., Waiter Benn, 2458; "·Agalnst 
'Theory," 2460-75; and Bhabha, 2378; 
arid Eagleton, 2241; and Fish, 2069; and 
Intention, 1374; as neopragmatlst, 1911; 
and theory, 2057, 2127-28 

lichelangelo, 712 
lichelet, Jules, 1458, 1715, 1725, 1726, 
1727 

IIddle Ages, see medieval theory and criti
cism 

1111, John Stuart, 683, 1392, 2001; "On 
Liberty," 2001, 2383-84 

[Iller, J. Hillls, 833, 1318, 1319, 1352; on 
text as Inhabited, 2024-25; as Yale' 
School member, 1509, 1794, 1816,2316 
:tIIer', Jacques-Alaln, 1280 
,Iller, Nancy K., 2067, 2127, 2128 
lIIet; Kate, 1405,2147; 2149 ... 2354 
1111, C. Wrlght, 2241 
flum, John: and Addlson, 417, 420; and 
allegory Oameson), 1944; Bloom on, 
1795,1800,1801,2025; and Colerldge, 
670, 675, 676; and Cromwell, 379; and 
de Man, 1525; Eliot on, 1103, 1I05, 
1350; Emerson on, 737; and Flsh,2068, 
2069,2071,2072-74,2075-80,2081-
82, 2083, 2085, 2086; Fiedler on, 695; 

Frye on, 1444; Grand Style In, 1395; In 
Hume's comparisons, 484, 488;, and "ide
olOgical dogma" (Eagleton), 2246; John
son preface on, 460; "Lycldas," 461; on 
lyric vs. epic poet, 733; as national poet 
(Eagleton), 2248; Peacock on, 690-9 I; 
Ransom on study of, 1 I 16; Shelley on; 
703,708,'709,710,712,713; and Spen
ser, 16; Wilde on, 909; Wimsatt and 
Beardsley on, 1382; and Wollstonecraft 
on worrien, 585, 586, 587; Woolfe on', 
1029; and Wordsworth, 647, 652, 653; 
Young on, 437, 438 

mimesis, 6, 7; and Aristotle, 87-88; In criti
cism (Poulet), 1327; In film (Mulvey), 
2180; in historical narratives (White),: 
1718; Plato on, 33, 1710, 1848, 1866; 
and Manoni, 301; and Sidney, 325, 331; 
and White, 1710; see also imitation; rep-
resentation ' 

mimetic theory, 4; and Bakhtin, ,I 188 
mimicry, and Lacan and Bhabha, 2378; see 

also parody 
minority(ies): disabled people 'as (Davls), ' 

2399; and minor literature (Deleuze and 
Guattarl), 1598; stereotypes of (Hu'rston), 
1160-62 

minority literatures, 26 
mirroring, 4, 5; and A1thusser, 1478 
mirror stage, LacBn on, 1285,' I 287-88, 

2180,2185,2410 
mirror-structure, of ideology (A1thusser), 

1507 
misogynist writing, Christlne de Pizan ori, 
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misogyny, and Idealization of lesbians, ,752 
misprision, 16,22, 1795, 1798.1802 
misunderstanding: and contempOrary crit- . 

Ics, 6 I I; as performative infelicity (Aus· 
tin), 1435; Schleiermacheron, 611, 619-
20 

Mockel, A1bert, 847 
mode of prodUction, Jameson on, 1934, 

1950-51, 1954-56;, coexistence of earlier 
modes', 1958;, and contradiction,· 1954; 
Bnd determinism, 13, 1959 

modern art: Adomo on, 1222; and Lu~c. 
on Bloch, 1034, 1044, 1048; and .oclid 
fragmentation, 1963 

modem culture, Butoreferentiality of, ' 
1970 

modernism: Bnd Adomo, 1220, 1221, 1222; 
and architecture Oameaon), 1967; and 
audience, 1312; and Baud.laire, 789; and 
black power movement, 2479; Bloom on, 
1800; and Bourdleu, 1807; and bourgeoi
sie, 1312; and Eliot, 1088, 1089; 1091; 

,and Emerson, 720; and form over matter, 
. 501; Habermall on, 1749, 175l;'of'HBr-

lem Renaissance (Baker), 2226;'and' 
Howe, 1535; and individual OBmelon), 
1964; and Kant, 499; LuIWcs on, 1030, 
1031, 1032, 1039 (and Mann), 1045 ' 



(and B1och), 1046, 1050, 1054, 1055; 
and New York Intellectuals, 1532; und 
Nietzsche, 870, 871, 873; and Poe, 741; 
and poslmodernism, 1610-12, 1934-35, 
1961, 1964, 1972, 1973, 1974, 2478; 
and Shdley, 695; and social fragmenta
tion, J 963; and Wilson, 1240; and Woolf, 
1017 

modernity: Baudelaire on, 790, 791, 796-
98; Rllabha on, 2392; crisis of (Lukacs), 
1039; and FOllCKult, 1616; and 
Habcrmas, 1741, 1742, 1743-44, 1749; 
and modernism (Lyotard), 1610, 1613; 
and postmodernity, 2476 

modernization: and Baudelaire, 791; and 
class, ] 3 

Modern Language Association, 1369, J 910; 
Committee on Disability Issues in the 
Profession of, 2398; Radical Caucus of, 
1879 

modes of production, 13; Jameson on, 
1933,1956 

Moers, ElIen, 2021, 2148, 2156, 2305, 
2343,2348,2353 

Moi, Toril, 2168, 2374 
molar vs. molecular line (Deleuze and Guat

tari), 1595 
Moliere, Jean-Baptiste, 364, 842, 1263, 

1557 
monologism, of poetry (Bakhtin), 1188 
montage, 1038, 1039, 1045, 1047, 1048 
Montesquieu, Charles de Secondat, 826, 

2391 
Montrose, Louis Adrian, 2251, 2254 
Moraga, Cherri'e, 2294 
moral feeling, and judgment about suhlilT\e 

(Kunt),529 
morality (virtue): and Arnold on modern lit

erature, 803; and Baudelaire on nature, 
ROI; und beauty (Kant), 534-35; and 
Behn's view of theater, 389, 392-93; and 
Brooks on formalism, 1366; and Cor
neille on characters, 365; and criticism 
(Pope), 453; and definition of literature, 
I; and de Sta~l, 602, 603, 606; and Dry
den on tragedy, 383-84; female/lesbian 
superiority in, 2356; Gautier on, 750, 
753-55; Horace on, 8; Hume on, 486, 
487, 4<Jfl; and Johnson on fiction, 460--
61 , 464--66; and Johnson on Shake
speare, 474; and Kant on beauty, 502; 
ancl Lcavis on literature, 1565; and Left
ists (Hansom), 1111; vs. literary analysis 
(H .. llsom), 1107, 1111; of mass culturc 
(Atlorno and Horkheimer), 1235; and 
modernity (Habermas), 1750; and New 
Critidsm, 3; and New Humanists (Ran
som), 1110, 1111; in novel Oames), R67-
68; and Plato, 36-37, 51, 61-62, 67; in 
po('lry, 325; and Pope's Essay, 439; pro
fessionalized detachment of (Hahermas), 
1754, 1759; and Ransom on criticism, 
1 1 16; amI Sartre on writing, 1348; and 
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Shelley's defense of poetry, 699-701; 
shift in meaning of (Eagleton), 2247; and 
study of literature (Quintilian), 155; and 
Wilde, 896, 897, 899, 912; see also ethics 

moral level of Interpretation, 9; Aquinas on, 
245; Dante on, 249-50, 251 

moral philosophy, Sidney on, 334--37 
More, Paul Elmer, 1251 
Moretti, Franco, 2253 
Morris, Meaghan,2479 
Morrison, Toni, 979-80, 2240, 2258, 2260, 

2265, 2300, 2307; and Smith on Sula, 
2301,2305,2308-13,2339,2347 

Moscow Linguistic Circle, 1059, 1254 
Moses: Althusser on, 1506; and Freud, 

2049; poetry of (Shelley), 706; and 
women (WolIstonecraft), 592 

motivation: formalists' conception of, 1074-
76, 1087; Saussure on, 2318 

Moulthrop, StUBrt, 2502; and technology, 
1164; "You Say You Want a Revolution?," 
2504--24 

Mukarovsky, Jan, 1060, 1255 
multiculturalism, 27 
Mulvey, Laura, 2179; "Visual Pleasure and 

Narrative Cinema," 2181-92 
music: by African Americans (hooks), 2483; 

Edmund Burke on, 548; as Dionyslan, 
872; Horace on, 129; and Lenin, 1245; of 
Negroes (Hurston), 1154-57; Nietzsche 
on, 893-94; and poetry, 843, 850; rap, 
2226,2481; and text (Barthes), 1474--75; 
and verbal forms, 2094; Wilde on, 908; 
see also blues; jazz 

mysticism: and Benjamin, 1165; and Emer
son, 736; see also Plotlnus 

myth and mythology: and Barthes on cul
ture, 2451,2455; in Beauvoir's study of 
women, 1404; Conrad as purveyor of 
(Achebe), 1785; of cyborgs (Haraway), 
2299; of Einstein (Barthes), 1463--64; 
emotional responses reflected in, 1403; of 
the Fall (Nletzsehe), 890-91; Frye on, 
1442-43,1444,1452-53,1454--55;and 
Gautler, 752; abd Harawayon cyborgs, 
2267; Horace on, 126-27; vs. history 
(Frye),1713;andJung,989,1001;Uvl
Strauss on, 1416,2447; Marx: on, 773-
74; in mass culture (Barthes), 1458; of 
merit, 1807; Nletzsehe on, 882, 893-94; 
non-Greek (Derrlda), 1875; or origin (Har
away), 2294; Sehlelermacher on, 618; In 
Phaedrus (Derrlda), 1833, 1834; of 
Theuth,81-82, 1818-19, 1837-40, 
1847,1848,1852,1871,1876; of Venus, 
2404,2415: Vieo on, 403, 412-13; and 
Williams on literature, 1571; of woman, 
1405,1406-14,2016,2017,2018,2020; 
of writing (Plato), 81-82, 1417 

narcissism, primary (Lacan), 1289 
narration: in dramatic poetry 00hn50n), 

475; Hugh of St. Victor on, 207 
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narrative(s): Barthes on, 1466; and formal
ism, 1060; Frye on, 14.51; in Freudian 
case histories, 914; Jameson on, 1939, 
] 940; of personal experience, 2209; 
Todorov on analysis of ("Structural Analy
sis of Narrative"), 2097, 2099-2106; 
White on, 1709, 1726, 1728 

narrative cinema, Mulvey on, 2181-92 
narrative structures (Alien): and historical 

context, 2107; and tribal stories, 2121; . 
political implications of, 2123-24 

narratology, 2097, 2098, 2459 
narrator: and Conrad's intention in Heart of 

Dar1uUlss, '1788; and intentional fallacy, 
2209 

Nation, 852; 1533 ' 
National Book Award, 1886 
national consciousness, Fanon on, 1589, 

1593 
national culture, Fan on on, 1587-93' 
nationalism: black, .2255; and Eagleton on 

English, 2242; of Emerson, 719-20, 737; 
and English literature (Eagleton), 2249; 
Fanon on, 1576, 1578, 1591-92, 1593, 
2091 

nationality, Bhabha on, 2377 
national literatures, 11" 1589, 2089, 2091; 

Williams on, 1566, 1570,·1 S72:--73 
Native Americans (American Indians); and 

. Allen ("Kochinnenako in Academe"), 
2106-7,2108-26; Baudrillard On, i739; 
and Christian on gender.languages. 2263; 
and Vizenor (Manifest Manners: Postin
dian Warriors of Survivance), 1975-76, 
1977-86 

native peoples, 1975 
naturalism, and Luluics, 1032, 1034, 1040, 

1042, 1045 
nature: vs. art (Horace), 133-34; art as Imi

tating Qohnson), 464; Baudelaire on, 
791, 800-80 I; Baudrillard on obliteration 
of, 1729; classics Identified with, 11; and 
Coleridge, 677; and culture (Baudrillard), 
1730; definition of-as issue, 325; and 
Derrlda on Rousseau, 1829; and de.Stael 
on novels, 60 I; Emerson on, 717, 719, 
725, 727-28, 729, 732; and feminine' 
model (Witlig), 2015; and 'Haraway on 
postmodernism, 2273; and Hegel onatt, 
638; and women's role (Gilbert and 
Gubar), 2027; vs. human Intellect (Nietz
sche), 874-75; Longihus on, 139,·-153; as 
object of poetry (Sidney),. 330; Plotinus 
on, 173, 175, 176, 178; and poetry Qohn
son), 466-67; and poetry (Peacock), 691-
92; Pope on, 439, 442, 443, 444, 538; 
purposiveness·of (Kent), 504-5; and 
Romantic poets, 646; and Ronsard on 
poetry, 298; and sublime, 520-21, 523, 
524-25, 526-29; vs. taste (Bourdieu), 
1807; Wilde on, 898; and Wordsworth, 
645,657-58,677 

Nazis: and de Man, 1510; and Heidegger, 
1119; and Lyotard.on interventi9n;"~,611; . 
and Nletzsche, 870 ... 

nAgrltude, 1575, 1591 . 
Nelson, Theodor Holm; 2502, 2505, 2506, 

2507,2509,2510,2512,2513,2515, 
2517,2518,2520,2521,2522,2523· 

Nemerov, Howard, 1106 
neo-Aristotellanlsm, 1758.. ' 
neoclassical theory and criticism,. 10-11, 

439; and Aristotle's.Poetics,,86; *nd 
Bakhtin, 1198; and Behn, 388;·and Cor
neille, 363, 365, 366; and Edmund. 
Burke, 538; and cause of poetry, 646; vs. 
Coleridge, 670; and decorum,. 123; and 
Pope, 439, 440; and Shakespeare, 12; vs. 
Wordsworth,647; see also classical theory 
and criticism . 

neo-colonialism, .2090-91 
neoconservalives, and Habermas on 

modernity, 1743, 1752-53; 1758-59 
neo-expressionlsm, 1613 
Neoplatonlsm, 8,171; 173, 197,202; 

Christian, 172, 173; and daemonization 
(Bloom), 1803; and Geoffreyof-Vhisauf, 
228; on literature, 196; and Mazzonl, 300; 
and mimesis, 325; and sonnets.of Ron
sard or Petrarch, 292; a"d;subordinatioh 
of material world, 242; and Transcenden-
talism, 719 .. . '., ,. ,:.,' . 

neopragmatism, 22, 1817, 2458, 24$9t-and 
Fish; 2067; and Smith,.19'l1;·and theory, 
2057 . " .. ~.<' 

Nerval, Go!rardde, 1387, 1555, .1991, i9.96, 
2005,2008 

neurasthenia, Bordo on; 2365,23.66 
new belletrism, 2128 . .'. 
New Criticism, 3,.4,·17, 21,'1106.245'8;45 

anti-personal (Tompkins), 2140,.and.Aris
tode, 86, 88; attacks on, 1107;.135.1-52; 
vs. author's intention, 1371, 1372, ,1671; 
of Brooks, 1350 (see also Brooks~' " .... 
Cleanth); Kenneth Burke's rejec~ion of, 
1270; Christian on, 2261; and C,ol~ridge, 
670; and deconstructlon,.l353; ana de 

. Man,' 1510, 1511, 1514..,.15; and Eliot, 
1090-91; and evaluation, ·1912; and Fish, 
2067,2068; as formalism,·4, ;17",1105, 
1270;.and Frye, 1443-44; Gates on, '. 
2428;andGraff,2057,2060,2063,2065; 
Hirsch against, 1682; vs. Howe; 1534; 
and Intrinsic-extrinsic distinction, 372; 
and Jakobson; 1255; on meanlng,-19; vs. 
New York Intellectuals, 1532; and 
organic form, 853; and pedagogical 
appeal; 1372; and poets vs. scientists; 
647; and post"WWUperiod, 1932; ·vs.· 
Poulet, 1318; and Ransom, 1105-6, 
1107 (see also Ransom, John Crewe); vs. 
reader-response criticism,· 1671; vs:,rhet
oric, 89; vs. role of reader, 1670; vs.': 
Russian formalists, 1060; vs. semiology 



(de Man), 1516: vs. Todorov, 2097-98, 
2100: and Tompkins, 2126; and Trilling 
(Brooks), 1370: and voice, 2209: vs. Wil
son, 1240-41: ofWimsatt and Beardsley, 
1371, 1372, 1373: at Yale, 2067: Yale 
School as challenging, 1509: and Zim
merman on lesbian critics, 2346-47 

new cultural history, 1710 
New England Transcendentalism, and 

Emerson, 717 
New Historicism, 6, 27, 2250-51: and 

"Against Theory," 2458: and Foucault, 
1615,1616,1617,1621: and Greenblatt, 
671,2249,2253-54:andHowe, 1534: 
and Michaels, 2458: and New Criticism, 
1107: and new cultural history, 1710: 
and structuralism, 2098; Tompkins on, 
2140 

New Humanism, 1106, I I 10-11, 1250 
New Left: British, 1895, 1900: and Howe, 

1533: and Marxism, 1905: see also stu
dent uprisings of 19605 

New Left Review, 1895 
New Literary History (journal), 1318,2129, 

2132 
New Masses, 1242 
"New Negro" movement, 978 
new pragmatism, 2459 
New Republic, 1251, 1885, 1886 
New Testament: interpretation of (Schleler

macher), 617, 618-19, 622: see also Bible 
Newton, Isaac: and Foucault on author, 

1633, ·1634; and Vico, 400 
NewYorMr, 1885 
New York Intellectuals, 1531-33, 1566 
New York Review of Books, 1885 
New York Times Book Review, 1883-84, 

1885, 1886, 1889 
Ngugi wA Thiong'o, 25, 1782, 2089; and 

Fanon, 1575, 1577; and Graff, 2058; "On 
the Abolition of the English Department," 
2092-97; and vernacular, 247 

Nietzsche, Friedrich, 30, 870; and Austin 
on performatives, 1429; and Bate on Der
rida, 1528; The Birth of Tragetly, 884-95; 
Bloom on, 1799, 1804; and Cixous on 
women, 2051-52; and cultural values 
(Butler), 2492; on death of God, 871, 
873, 1730; and deconstruction (de Man), 
1523,1525; and Deleuze, 1594, 1604, 
1607: and Emerson, 717: and figurative 
nature of truth, 196; and Foucault, 1624-
25,1670,2489,2496: and Frye, 1713: 
Rnd "genealogy," 873, 1616,2489: Jung 
on, 996, 997: and Luklics, 1030, 1046: 
and misunderstanding, 611: and New 
York Intellectuals, 1533; "On Truth and 
Lying in a Non-Moral Sense," 874-84: 
and rhetorical questions (de Man), 1519: 
and semiology (de Man), 1518: and post
modems, 833: and Wilde, 898: and 
Winckelmann, 553 
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nihilism: of black underclass, 2481: and 
Nietzsche, 871: and rap, 2481-82 

1960s uprisings, see student ul>risings of 
1960s 

nonrepresentational art, and form over mat
ter, 501 

norm, in Iser's analysis of Tom Jones, 1679-
80: see also conventions 

normal ideal, in films (Davis), 2420 
normality (normalcy): Butler on, 2487: and 

Davis on disability, 2398,2399, 2402, 
2405: and Foucault on discipline, 1644-
45 

nostalgia: in America tomorow (Moulthrop), 
2510;jameson on, 1935, 1965-67 

novel(s), 13,852: and Addison, 416: Bakh
tin on ("Discourse In the Novel"), 1187-
88, 1190-1220, 1203: and Behn, 389; 
formalist analysis of, 1075-76: and his
tory, 1728: Howe on ("History and the 
Novel"), 1534, 1535-47: and implied 
reader, 1671; andJames, 852-53, 855-
69,2101: lesbian (Smith), 2308: Luklics 
on, 1030: narrated in first person, 1631: 
as normatlvity producer (Davis), 2420: in 
Ohmann's analySis of canon formation, 
1880-94: popular. aesthetic in (Bour
dieu), 1812: Sartre on, 1347, 1348; de 
Stal!l on, 595, 598-604; stylistlcs of, 
1190-1201: uses of (Gautier), 756-57; 
White on, 1725: and Williams on "litera
ture," 1570:andWoolf, 1018, 1024: and 
Wordsworth's time, 646 

nude, the, Dav:is on, 2399, 2405-6, 2407; 
and Frankenstein's monster, 2414-15: 
nude Venuses, 2405-11, 2420 

objectification: eXpressionist doctrine of, 
1401; labour, 765, 766 . 

objective correlative: Eliot on, 1090, 1399: 
and Richards on synaesthesis, 1397 

objective criticism (Wimsatt and Bea~sley): 
classical objectivity, ·1373, 139g;irid 
emotion, 1399: and example of Brooks's 
criticism, 1398: obstacles to, 1388: see 
also affective fallacy: intentional fallacy 

objective reconstruction (Schleiermacher): 
divinatory, 611-12, 620-21; historical, 
61 ]-12,621 

objective texts (Schleiermacher), 611 
objectivity, Smith' on, 1911, 1921, 1922 
obscenity, and Shelley on periods of decay, 

703 
obSCUrity, Augustine on, 261: Boccaccio on, 

254-55,26()";"62 
oedipal relationship: and touching (Dav:is), 

2416-17: between writers, 24 
Oedipus complex, 17, 914, 916, 921-22, 

1289,1303: and Bloom, 1794, 1795, 
] 795-96, 2022; 2025-26; and Electra 
complex (Gilbert and Gubar), 2026 
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Oedipus myth: Bloom on, 1800; Howe on, 
1542-42; and Ll!vi-Strauss, 1416 

Ogden, Charles K., 1394 
Ogilby, John, 385, 388; in Hume's compari

sons, 484, 488 
Ohmann, Richard, 27,1518,1877; "The 

Shaping of a Canon ... ," 1880-94; and 
shaping of literary judgment, 1549 

O'Neill, EUgene, 1262, 1370 
Ong, Waiter, 2518 
lnOn:iatopoea, 163; Baker on, 2234; and 

Saussure, 958; 965-66 
mtology: and Heidegger, 1118, 1120; and 

Knapp and Mlchaels on theory, 2471, 
2475; as ostensible (Butler), 2489 

:Jpoyaz:, 1059, 1066, 1067, 1069, 1074, 
1077, 1082, 1084, 1087 

>pposition: conceptual, 22; Geoffrey of Vin
sAuf on, 235; see also binary oppositions 

)ppositional criticism, Said on, 1989 
)ral tradition or cultures: in Africa, 2094-

95; African American, 2226; Alien on, 
2110; and rise of national consclousness 

- (Fanon), 1589; writing imposed on, 1818 
)rdinary language philosophy, 1427, 1428, 

2087 
.rganic form (relationships): and Barthes on 

text, 1459; Giraldi on, 273-74; and 
James, 853; and New Critics, 17, 670, 
853 

,rganlclntellectuals, 1136, 1903, 1987 
,rganic metaphors, of Young, 427 
.rganic society, 2448-49 
organic unity: and Brooks on poetry, 1352; 

arid Coleridge, 670; and Glraldi on 
romance, 272; and Greenblatt on recent 
criticism, 2254 

)rientalism, 752; Haraweyon, 2277; Said 
on, 752,1782,1988,1991-2012 

)rigeri, 186 
rigin; Derrida on, 173; stories of (Har
away), 2294, 2297 

riginality: Eliot on, 1093; in genius (Kent), 
534; Johnson on, 460; in Negro expres
sion (Hurston), 1152; Poe on, 742, 747; 
and Young, 426, 429-32; see also anxiety 
of influence 

mament: Geoffrey of Vinsauf on, 236-39; 
Kant on, 515; Pope on, 447 

Irpheus, 1737 
'rtega y Gasset, Jose, 1538, 1812,2105 
~her/Other: "abject" as (Kristeva), 2494; 
black French subjects as, 1575; Cixous 
on desire for, 2054; colonial subject as, 
2197; colonies depicted as, 1782; con
tainment of (Bhabha), 2391; foreign 
races as (Beauvoir), 1412; and Hegel's 
Master-Slave dialectic, 627, 631, 635; 
Lacan on, 1283, 1306, 1307, 1308-9, 
1310; and language (Bakhtln), 1215; les
bian as, 2353; as ourselves (Freud), 917; 
and repulsion (Butler), 2495; and Said, 
1986,1988,2377; Spivakon, 2193-96, 

2199; third world as, 25; tribal cultures 
as, 1980; Western imperial destruction of 
(Baudrillard), 1730; and white theorists 
(hooks), 2480; woman as, 1404, 1409, 
1411, 1413, 1414, 2489; see also binary 
oppositions -

overdetermlnation, A1thusser on, 1477; 
Freud on, 925-26 

Ovld: Addison on, 420; Dante on, 249; Dry
den as translator of, 379; and Dryden on 
translation, 386-87; du Bellayon, 289-
90; Giraldi on, 275; and Pope, 439; in 
Shakespeare's education, 1021; Shelley 
on, 705; Sidney on,-346-47, 355; and wit 
(Addison),420 

over-Interpretation, Freud on, 923 
Owuor-Anyumba, Henry, 2089; "On the 

Abolition of the English Department," 
2092-97 

Paglia, Camille, 2523 
Paine, Thomas, 583, 696, 2334 
painting: Benjamin on, 1164, 1174, 1179-

83; Freud on, 926-27; Longinus on, 147; 
metaphor and metonymy in, 1267; and 
modernity (Baudelaire), 796-98; and 
novel Oames), 856, 859; Plato on, 69-70, 
75-76,82, 313; and poetry, 123, 124, 
132, 551, 552, 553, 554-69;654, 691, 
694, 907-8; Sartre on, 1345-46 

parables: of Christ, 993; Maimonides on, 
215,217,218,- 219,220-22; and _Maz-
zoni on poetry, 308; poems as parables 
about poetry (Brooks), 1365; see also alle
gory; Cave Allegory of Plato 

parabolic sense, Aquinas on, 245, 246 
paradigmatic relations, 959 
paradox: and Brooks's criticism, -1352, 

1355,1363,1364,1365;andmodern 
period,417 

paraliterature, 1961 
parallelism: Jakobson on, 1266,-1267-68, 

1269; of signifier (Lacan), 1297 
paraphrase: of biblical passages, 666--67; 

heresy of, 19, -1356--65; and de Man, 
1510; and New Criticlsm (Todorov), 
2098; and Ransom on criticism; 1116; 
Winters on, 1399 

Parmenides, 314, 327,1872 
Parnasslan poets, 293, 752, 1342 
parody: Butler on, 2487, 2498-99; Jameson 

on, 1962-63, 2499; as oppositional strat
egy (Hutcheon), 2523; theory of, 1084 

parolO!, 958,961, 1193; Hirsch on, 1683, 
1700-1702; Jameson on, 1948; style as 
(Hebdige-), 2446; see also langue vs. parole 

Partisan Review, 1003, 1533, 1885 
Pascal, Blaise, 882, 1392, 1501-2, 1506 
passion: vs. artistic _order of ends (Sartre), 

1344-45; and bold metaphors, 1397; 
Edmund Burke on, 549; and Eliot on 
poetic process, 1095; and Johnson on 
drama, 470; Longinus on, 135; and Pea-



cock un ages of poetry, 688, 694; and 
Plato, J 393; in poets (Wordsworth), 656, 
60;9, 662, 660;; in prose vs. poetry (Pue), 
744; vs. rl,ader's freedom (Sar~re), 1341-
42; de SI"el un love, 599, 603; see also 
emotion(s); feeling(s) 

pastiche: and hypertext, 2502; as opposi
tional strategy (Hutcheon), 2523; in post
modernism, 1962-63, 1965, 1966, 1967, 
1972, 2499; and Vizenor, 1975 

Pater, Waiter, 833; and aestheticism, 50 J, 
833; ul1<l "urt for art's sake," 833, 834, 
841; "burn always with this hard gem-like 
flame," H40; and Iser, 1671; and James, 
853; alld Nietzsehe, 871; Studies in the 
His/or)' (~r the Renai.'lSance, 835-41; on 
truth, J 379; and Wilde, 895, 896, 897, 
906 

patri .... chy: I\lIen on, 2110, 2123; Beauvoir 
on, 14()4, 1405, 1407-8; and black power 
moven,..nt, 2479; Cavin on, 1773; and 
ecrit .. re feminine, 16, 24; feminist 
assumptions about, 2021; and French 
feminists, 2361; Hartmann's dellnition of, 
2436; and homophobia (Sedgwick), 2436-
38: and hysteria (Bordo), 2371; and 
Jameson, 1955-56, 1958; Kristeva on, 
2168; and Lacan, 1283; and language 
(Kolodny), 2150; lesbianism as resistance 
to (Zimmerman), 2346; Mulvey on, 2182-
83; Rich on, 1759, 1761, 1775; Wittig 
on, 2013; and women writers (Gilbert 
and Gubar), 2022, 2024, 2025, 2027, 
202H,2029-34 

Paul, St., 186,209,352,1119,1803 
Peacock, Thomas Love, 13,682; "The 

FOLlr Ages of Poetry," 684-95; and Shel
ley, 6H2, 6H4, 697, 750; and Young's 
Conjectures, 426 

pedagogy: cultural (Moulthrop), 2518-19; 
and Graff, 2057, 2058: and Hirsch on 
curricular reform, 1682-83; and Iser, 
1672: de Man on, 1510; see also teaching 
of literature 

Peirce, Charles Sanders, 1518, 1718 
penance, and sexual act (Foucault), 1649-

50 
perception: artistic, 1069; film as deepening 

(Denjamin), I 180; historical change in 
(Benjamin), 1170-71 

perfectiun, as aim of culture (Arnold), 826, 
H2H,82lJ,831-32 

performance, linguistic (Kristeva), 2177 
performalive(s): Austin on, 1428, 1429, 

1430-42; Barthes on, 1468; Derrida on, 
24fl6; Johnson on, 2324 

performative accounts of cultural meaning 
(Rutler), 2485; gender attributes as, 2501 

Perklcs, :n, 170,810,838 
pci'iudization and period: and Jameson, 

1032, J 9<;7; and teaching of literature 
(Grafl'), 2063 

Peripatetin, 171, 277, 302 
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periphery, Christian on, 2260, 2263 
periphrasis: Geoffrey of Vinsauf on, 232; 

Quintilian on, 163 
personal criticism, 2126, 2128; of Anzaldlla, 

2208-11; of Tompkins, 2126, 2127, 
2129-43 

personal fallacy, 1373 
"personal is political," 2209 
personality, and Eliot on artistic creation, 

1089, 1094, 1095, 1096-97 
personal response, 2 
personification: and de Man, 1510; Vico on, 

413; Wordsworth on, 652-53 
Petrarch: and Boccacclo, 253, 254, 262; du 

Bellay on, 286, 290; and Glraldl, 272, 
276; and Hume on religious principles, 
499; Shelley on, 708, 712; Sidney on, 
327; and sonnet, 292; and vernacular, 
253 

Petronius Arbiter, 456, 684 
phallocentrlsm, 24,2038,2182,; and Cbe

ous, 2040, 2046, 2047, 2056; of Lacan, 
'1283 

phallogocentrism, 2048, 2294, 2295, 2374, 
2487,2490 

phallus, Lacan on, 1283, 1302-10 
phaNIUIIcon, and Derrida on Plato (Phae

dms), 1819, 1835-40, 1846-54, 1858, 
1860, 1862, 1863-65, 1876 

phatic function, Jakobson on, 1256, 1263 
phenomenological criticism, 1319, 1804 
phenomenologlcal theory of art, 1673 
phenomenology (phenomenologlcal philoso-

phy), 22, 1119; in Beauvoir's study of 
women, 1405; and Constance School, 
1547-48; critics of, 1319; and Hlrsch, 
1682; and Jauss, 1548; and Sartre, 1334; 
and Schleiermacher's hermeneutics, 612 

phenotext (Kristeva), 2177-78 
Philistines: Arnold on, 804, 818, 819, 822, 

830-31,832; and Marx on bourgeoisie, 
771; and Wilde, 912 

philology: de Man on ("Return to Philol
ogy"), 1509, 1511, 1527-31; and German 
hermeneutics; 612; and Hirsch, 1682; 
Jauss on, 1551, 1553: and Saussure, 957; 
Schleiermacher on, 614; WWI English 
disdain for (Eagleton), 2249 

philosophical aesthetics, 1910, 1938 
philosophy: Addison on, 416; and aesthetics 

(Deleuze), 1596: Althusser on, 1476, 
1477; and anthropology (Uvi-Strauss), 
1415; "atonal" (Adorno), 1221; 
Baudelaire on, 800; Boccaccio on, 254, 
255,260; Christian on New Philoso
phers, 2257, 2~60; as clearing up mis
takes, 1442; Coleridge on, 679; 
Continental, 1509; and criticism (Frye), 
1444; Deleuze and Guattarl on, 1596; 
and Dennda, 1815, 1819, 1822, 1860; 
Dryden on, 383: and empiricism (Der
rlda), 1828; French (Althusser), 1476; 
German (Marx), 768; and GuUie of the 
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philosophy (continued)· 
Perplexed, 2J3; Hegel on, 626, 628, 629; 
Hugh of St. Victor on, 202; and. Kristeva 
on signification, 2176; L~vi-Strauss on, 
1415; and language; 1817; linguistic turn 
in, 959; and literary theory (1970s and 
1980s), 2127; logical positivism vs. ordi
nary language, ]427-29 (see also ordinary 
language philosophy); and Macrobius, 
197; in Middle Ages, 254; negation of, 
1756; Pater on, 840-41; and St. Paul, 
352; Plato on, 36-37, 79, 84-85, 341, 
352; and poetry in Heidegger; 1119; and 
Quintililln on rhetoric, 155, 157, 168-71; 
Ransom on, 1108, 1117; Schilleron, 573-
74; Schleiermacher on, 614; Schopen
hauer on, 885; and Sidney, 334-37,340, 
2250; and sophistry, 1819; de Stallion, 
597; vs. "theory" Uameson), 1962; and 
Vico, 405, 406; of Western tradition 
(Christian), 2260; and writing, 2037 

Philostratus, 300, 306, 309-10,311-12, 
313 

Phocylides, 327, 332 
photography: and Barthes, 1460; Benjamin 

on, 1164, 1168, 1169, 1171, 1173, 1174, 
1181; and e]ectoral appeal (Barthes), 
1464-65 

Picasso, Pab]o, 1179, 1228, 1615, 1792, 
1964, 1973 

picturesque beauty, 691 
Pindar, 151,345,352,430,433-34,687, 

810, 1129 
Plato, 7, 33-37; and affective theory, 1393; 

and "age of writing," 1817; and Aristotle, 
33, 86, 87, 88; on art; 62, 173, 303, 
1455; and Augustine, 186; and Boccac-

. clo, 254, 260; and body (Bordo), 2362; 
Cave, Allegory ofthe, 35, 36, 64-67; 
993, 1967, and ciao,., 2170 ( ... also 
ciao,.), on c1a.lel In Id •• 1 community, 
321, 322; and Deleuze and Guattarl, 
1595; and Demosthenes, 170; and Der
rida, 29, 33, 34, 36, 1818-19,1844, 
1847,1850-51; 1857, 1860, 1866, 1868, 
1870, 1874, 1875; and dldascalic litera
ture, 202; and Dionysius, '34,352; on 
education,49-64,72-73,1477;and 
Emerson, 718, 724, 734; ethical impera
tive of, 155; and Geoffrey ofVinsauf, 228; 
and Gorgias, 29, 30; and Horace, 121; on 
imitation, 88, 300, 305, 313; Ion, 37-48; 
and Kristeva, 2166; on language, 413; 
and Lessing, 312,553; Longlnus on, 136, 
143-44,149,150,152; on love, 1393; 
and Mazzoni, 300, 301; and mimesis, 33, 
1710,1848,1866; and moral phi]oso
phers (Mazzoni), 320; and New Human
ists (Ransom), 1111; Nietzsche on, 872; 
Peacock on, 684; Phtiearus, 81-85; and 
Plotinus, 172, 173, 178, 181; and poetry, 
7,33-37,38-40,50-62,67-68,71-80, 
84-85,88,136,254,257,292,306-8, 

313-20,324-28,341,345,348,,352-54, 
680-81, 1379,.2255; and reading,-.8;:and 
representational thought .. 33, 67-79;88, 
1595; Republic, 36, 49-'-80; Sch]eiernta
cher's translation of, 610; and SheIleyon, 
697,707; on sophistic art, 310; on soph
ists, 312-13; and sublimation, 1799; and 
subordination of materia] world, 242; on' 
unexamlned life, 28; and Vico;.407, 412; 
on wisdom, 407; and wrltingj 36, 81-85, 
1832, 1833, 1837,..42, 1848~55\ 1856~" 
62,2036 ' 

P]autus, 125, 130, 357 
play (drama), text compared with script.of 

(lser), 1672 . : •. ' .' 
play(ing): and Ptato.(Derrida), 1866-68;. 

and text (Barthes), 1459, 14.74 .', I. 
play impulse, Schiller on, 571 
pleasure: as aim of poetry (for. Coleridge, 

679-80; for. Johnson, 472; for Words
worth, 656, 657, 658, 660, 662, 664, . 
666); from art (Addison), 418;.and 
Barthes, 1457, 14.59, 1475jfr.om culture 
industry, ·1232j and Foucault on sexual
ity, J664, 1665,·1666; Gautier on, 759j 
as goal of poetry (Horace), 8, J 2-3, 132; 
and Kant on aesthetic judgment, 504, 
505, .lU2;· and mass-culture'consumerS, 
1229; and Mulvey on cinema, 2.183-'86; 
Pater on, 834, 836; and Plato on educa
tion, 63; In poetry (Poe), ,744; in. pbetty 
(Shelley), 697, 705; vs. power·of·pain·,· 
(Burke), 549-50; and Sartre orilllm.;bf 
artist, 1346; SheIleyon, 710-11; and'~ 
SheIleyon social corruption, 704;· from "\ 
tragedy and epic (Aristotle),·117;.see "Iso'. 
delight..' 

pleasure principle (Freud), 91+-1:5 .. 
PUny (the Elder), 1629,2408. . 
PUny the Young.,. U5, 313-14,4:18, .; 
plotl ArtltOtl. on, 8i 87-88, 90, 95, 9' ... · 

106, 113, 117,2098; and fonnaUam,. .. 
1060, 1072, 1076; 1087; In history ... 
(White), 1710 (see also emplotment); and 
Johnson on Billy Butltl, 2325; in popular 
films (Adomo and Horkheimer), 1229-30; 
in Shakespeare and Fletcher (Dryden), 
384-85; structuralists on, 21; and Todo-
rov, 2098, 2102-5 ..• 

P]otlnus, 8, 33, 35, 171; on artistic·crea
tlon; 228; and Augustine, 185; and Lon
ginus, 135; "On the Intellectual Beauty," 
174-85; and Plato's criticism of poetry, 
325; and SUbordination of material wOrld, 
.242 . 

-pluralism, feminist (Kolodny), 2145, 2160-
62 

Plutarch, 313, 314, 344, 351,352, 353, 
379,432,724 . 

Poe, Edgar Al]an, 4, 739; and Baudelaire, 
739,740,741 790,; and Dertida on "The 
Purloined Letter," 2317; and Jakobson on 
poetry, 1256; and King, 1100; and Lacan 



on "The Purloined Letter," 1280-81, 
2317; and Mallarm~, 740, 741, 842; "The 
Philosophy of Composition," 742-50; and 
question of bungled text, 1702 

poesy: and "literature" (Williams), 1569; 
Sidneyon, 329, 331-32,354,361-62 

poetic fallacy (Frye), 1713 
poetic function, Jakobson on, 1256, 1260, 

1263-65 
poetic history, Bloom on, 1797 
poetic language or discourse, and Bakhtin 

on novel, 1195, 1197-98, 1210, 1211 
poetic logic, Vico on', 414 
poetics, 4; and Aquinas, 240; and Aristotle, 

86; and Qakhtin, 1198; Kenneth Burke 
on, 127~75; of culture (Greenblatt), 
2254; Dante on, 246; formalists for sci
ence of, :1060; Geoffrey of Vlnsauf on, 
227-28; of history, 1709; and Jakobson, 
1254, 1258-60; Mazzon! on, 301, 309, 
31 6-1 7; medieval tradition of, 227; and 
rhetoric (Frye), 1447; in "Structural Anal
ysis of Narrative," 2097, 2098; and teach
ing of literature (de Man), 1531; Todorov 
on, 2105-6; see also literary theory 

poetics, approaches to, see cultural studies; 
deconstruction; didactic theory of litera
ture; ~pressive theory of literature; 
feminism; formalism; Marxism; 
modernism; New Historicism; 
phenomenology; postcolonial criticism; 
postmodernlsm; poststructuralism; . 
psychoanalysis; queer theo.ry; 
reader-response criticism and theory; 
receptionlsdheory; semiotics; structural
ism 

poetics, historical classification In, see clas
sical theory and criticism; Enlightenment; 
medieval theory and criticism; modernism; 
neoclaa.ical theory and criticism; Renaia
sance theory and crltfcism; Romantic the
ory and criticism; Victorians 

Polftique (journal), 236 
poetry: allusions in (Wimsatt and Beard.

ley), 1384-87; and analytical psychology 
Qung), 990...:.1002; and Aquinas, 242, 244; 
Aristotle on, 8, 36, 87, 88, 91-92, 93, 97-
98, 104, 113-14, 121,304,306-8,331, 
337,341,362,646,656; Arnold on, 804- . 
5,832, 1399; art vs. inspiration In, 35; 
Augustine on, 9; and Austin vs. Derrlda, 
1430; Bakhtln on, 1193-94, 1195, 1201-
20; in Bible, 9; Bloom on, 1802, 1804-5; 
Boccaccio on, 2'54, 255-62; Brooks on, 
1351,1354, 1355-59, 136~ 1364; and 
Edmund Burke on taste, 545, 548; causes 
of, 88, 93, 315, 317, 322, 646; Colerldge 
on, 670, 674-75, 679-82; concrete, 2084; 
deconstructlon of (de Man), 1525; Eliot 
on, 1104; Emerson on, 35, 719, 726; and 
emotion, 1398, 1401-3; formalist view 
of, 1077-82; French (du Bellay), 280, 
288-90; Gautier on, 752; Geoffrey of 
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Vlnsauf on (Poetria Nova), 229-40; Gor
gias on, 31-32; Greek (Schlller), 575; 
Hel4egger on, 1119, 1120,'1124-34; and 
history, 97-98, 314, 328, 337, 339-40, 
1727",'1728; Horace on, 35,121,122-23, 
124-2(), 132, 133,316, 551; of Hughes, 
1311,'1316; and Hume o~ taste, 488-89; 
Jakobson on, 1255-56, 1265; Johnson 
on, 460, 466-67; KrlsteVa on, 2166-67; 
lesbian, 2354; line endings in (Fish), 
2083-84; and "literature" (Williams), 
1569; Lorde on, 2266; majestic simplicity 
In (Addlson), 422; and Mallarm~, 842-
44,845~51;Mazzonion, 300-301,302-
23; meaningless words In (Elchenbaum), 
1067; monologism of (Bakhtln), 1188; 
and mus!~, 843', 850; naive vs. reflective 
or sentimental (Schiller), 571, 995, 1454; 
and New Critics, 17"'-18; and painting, 
123,124,132,551,552; 553, 554-69, 
654, 691, 694, 907-8; Peacock on ("Four 
Ages of Poetry"), 683, 684-95, 697; Plato 
on,,7, 33, 36, 38-40, 50-62, 71-80 (see 
also under Plato); and PUiade, 279, 291; 
Poe on, 741, 743-45; and poet's inner 
development, 71 and p~st-WWI spiritual 
hunger, 2249; and "primitive" society, 13; 
and prose, 416, 653-54, 1725; Ransom 
on criticism of, 1117-18; Richards on, 
1376; Romantics on, 12,272; Ronsard 
on, 292-,3, 296, 298-99; Sartre on, 
1335; Shelley's De,fence of, 697-98, 699-
717; Sidney's defense of (An Apology for 
Poetry), 323, 324-25, 326-62; and sound 
in verse (Eic:henbaum), 1068-69; Trotsky 
on, 1008; Vlco on, 400, 403, 406-7, 409, 
410-12,416; Wllde on, 900-901, 907-8; 
Wim.att and Beardsley on, 1372, 1375, 
1376; Wordsworth on; 87, 646-<47, 648, 
6!10, 6!11, 6!l3-68) Younl on, 433; •• , 
""0 epic) lyric poetry; Bonnets 

poets: and anxiety of Influence (Bloom), 16; 
Bakhtin on, 1209, 1217; Baudelai~n, 
792; Bloom on, 1794, 1795, 1797, 1799, 
1800; 2025; Cixous on, 2043; as critics 
(Ransom), 1108; Dryden on,'379-80; 
Emerson on, 719, 724-28, 730-39; Gir
aldl on, 275-76; Hor-ace on, 131-35; 
intellectual vs. reflective (Eliot), 1102-3; 
Jakobson on, 1255; Marx's and Engels's 
affinity for, 1243-44; Negro (Hughes), 
1313,1316; Peacock on, 683; on process 
of writing poetry (Wimsatt and Beards
ley) , 1379; Ronsard's advice to, 294-99; 
Schiller on, 571 ; Shelleyon, 698, 699, 
714, 715, 717, 1402; test for immortality 
of (Fiedler), 695; theological (Vico), 408, 
410-11,413,416; and tradition (Eliot); 
1093-97; of various nations (Sidney), 
328; Wilde on, 900; Wordsworth on, 647, 
655-56,659,666; see also artist(s) 

point of view: and American Indian stories, 
2124; Todorov on, 2104 
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polemical criticism, Arnold on, 815-17 
political correctness: Fish-D'Souza debates 
, on, 2068: and Graff on, teaching, 2058 

political economy: Baker on, 2229: Marx 
'on, 764, 766, 782: of truth, 1668-69 

political history, and Jamesori, 1933, 1941 
political society (Gramsci), and civil society, 

1998 
polltlcization, and cultural studies, 27 
politics: aestheticization of (Benjamin),' : 

1164""65; 1185: and ahthropology (L6vi
Strauss), 1415: and Arnold, 804, 811-12, 
819: and art, 979: Barthes on electoral 
process; 1464-65: and Bhabha on theory, 
2380;'and black literary tradition (Gates), 
2423, 2430: and <:ritique of identity (But
ler), 2490: and culture, 2091: and dandy-

, ism as new atistocracy (Baudelaire), 799: 
and deconstruction (Johnson), 2317: and 
de Man's critics, I'512:and de Stal!l on 
women writers, 605-6: of difference, 
2481: feminist (Bordo), 2375: and Fou
cault on power, '1620-21: and freedom of 
writing (Sartre), 1349: and Gautler on 
function of art, 750: andGuattari, 1596: 
'of Habermas, '1742: and Harawayon 

, cyborg., 2267, 2295: and Hebdige on 
signs,· 2447-48: and Heidegger's philoso
phy, 1I20: imd Howe, 1535: and hyper
text systems, 2518-19, 2521-23': and 
Intellectuals, 1136: and Johnson ori Billy 
Budd, 2333-37: of lesbian separatism,' 
2355:'and literary studies, 1335: and IIt-

:. erary theory (Luklics), 1053; and 
, ;literature as aesthetic function (de Man), 
"·1530: in Marxist analysis, 767, 768, 770-
"71,772,775, 1004-5: and m1nor litera

ture (Deleuze and Guattari), 1598: and 
narrative structure of tribal stories 
(Alien), 2123-24; and neoconseivatives, 
1759: and New Criticism, 3, 1534: and 

<New York Intellectuals, 1532; and Ngugi 
et al. on writers, 2091: and Nietzsche's 
engagement with Western heritage, 873: 
In 19305, 1241: and Peacock's "Four 
Ages of Poetry," 683: of popular culture, 
1222: of post-WWlI America, 1893: arid 
Russiari literature, 1246-47: and Said, 
1988: and Sedgwick on queer theory, 
2434: and sexual Injunctions (Foucault), 
1659: and Shelley, 696: and Spivak's 
literary theory, 2193: and theory, 1909-
10, 2378,' 2381-90: and Trotsky on art, 
1008-10: In Williams's study of litera" 
ture, 1565, 1566: and Wordsworth; 646, 

, 647: see also French Revolution: identity 
, politics: utility 

politid of difference, 24-25 
~ollution, Douglas on, 2493, 2494 
jolysemy: Dante on, 247, 248, 251: dissem

ination as, 21: and Hugh of St. Victor, 
202: see also allegory 

Pontanus, Juvanius, 290, 332, 463 
Pope, Alexander, 438: and Addison; 418: 

and ancients vs. modems, -I 1,271: and 
An Poetica form, 122: Brooks on, 1355, 
1357, 1363; 1365, 1367: and decorum;":' 
123,670: as defender of poetry, 253: and 
Dryden, 379: ori enduririg classics, 1918: 
An ESSIiy on Criticism, 441-58: and "ideo
logical dogma" (Eagleton), 2246: Johnson 
preface on, 460: on Longinus, 136: on," 
nature, 439, 442"443, 444, 538: Peacock 
on, 691, 697: and I1Oetlcexpectation ' 
(Wordsworth), 649: on poetry, 35: and· 
Quintilian, 155: on Shakespeare; 475: -.' . 
and verse criticism, 228: on wit~ 417,439-
40,443,447--48; 450,451',452,481: 
and Wordsworth, 646, 662, 667 

popular art (Pop Art), 1053, 1960, '2225 
popular culture: bell hooks on engagement 

With, 2484: Hall's interestin,-1895:, " ' 
Jameson on, 1948: and Luklics on Popu
lar Front,1057: popular tomances, 27-

Popular Front, 1053,1056, 1057,' 1058 , 
"populitism" (Nelson), 2510,.2512, 2522, 

2523 ,:--, 
pornography: vs. art, 501, 1910: Rich on;'-

1763,1768 , ', ,'" 
Porphyry, 172; 200 
postcolonial ciitidsm and the'Ory, 5,21; 22, 

2090-91, 2377; and Achebe, 1781; and 
Anzaldda, 2209; 2210; and Baker; 2225: 
and canon,-1877; and Graff; 2058: and 
Jauss, 1549: and ."On the Abolition of the 
English Department," 2092; and reader 
in interpretation, 1672-73: arid Vizenor, 
1975 

postcolonial culture, and Fanon, 1575 :. 
postcolonial studies, 25-26; '1782,2091; 

and Bhabha, 2377-78;,andSaid,1986i 
1988; and Splvak, 2193' ': 

pOltfemlnism, and Krlsteva, 2168';' 
postlndian (Vlzenor), 1976, -1978, 1980, 

1981,1982-85 ' 
post-literacy, 2503 , 
Postmotiem Culture (journal); 2502 ' '. ," 
postmodernlsm, 1609-10: and A1thusset on 

humanism, 1476: and Baudrillard,';J?29: 
and binary distinctions; 2523; Bloombh, 
1800; and Bourdieu, 1807-8: Christian 
on; 2255, 2476; and crisis of the -aes
thetic, 1808; and consumer capitalism, 
1974;ai1d Deleu:ze and Guattari's ',. 
"Rhizome," 1595: and Habermil's, .1744, 
1759: Haraway ori, 2273,-2276; and' .;' 
Hegel, 629: bell hooks on ("Postmodern 
Blackness"),· 2478-84: and hyperrealitY, 
2508,2509: and information technolo
gies, 2506; Jameson on; 1934-35; 1960-
74: arid Lyotard ("Defining the ' 
Postniodem"), 1609, 1610, 1611; 1612-
15, '1898: Moulthrop on,2523: of !'neo
conservatives," 1758: and Nietzsche, 870: 



amI po~l.~tructuralism, 21; and totalizing 
theories, 1032; and Vizenor, 1975, 1976; 
writers important for, 833 

postmodernity: as antimodernity, 1749; bell 
hooks on, 2476-77 

post-New Critical theory, 1270 
post~tructuralism, 5, 6, 21-23; and Althus

ser on humanism, 1476; and Aquinas on 
interpretation, 242; and author-function, 
2514; and Baker, 2225, 2227-28, 2229; 
Bate Oil, 1528; and Baudrillard, 1731; 
and Bhabha, 2377, 2378, 2392; and 
binary oppositions, 2037; and British cul
tural studies, 2446; vs. Brooks, 1352; and 
Christian, 2255; and cognitive atheism 
(Hirsch), 1682, 1683; critical landscape 
changed by, 2458; and criticism vs. evalu
ation, 1912; and "deconstruction of the 
self," 1617; and difference, 2209; difficult 
prose of, 2459; and Fish, 2069; and Fou
eau It, 1615; and "free play of mind," 805; 
and Gates, 2422; and Greek vs. Jewish 
thought, 211; vs. Habermas, 1742, 1743, 
1744; and Hall, 1895,1896,1897, 1906; 
and Hegel, 626; vs. Hirseh, 1682; and 
Hume, 485; and hypertext, 2503; and end 
of individualism, 1964; and intertextual
ity, 226; and Iser, 1672; and Jameson, 
1934; and Jauss, 1549; and Johns 
Hopkins conference, 1280, 1319, 1816; 
and Kristeva, 2165; and Lacan, 1280; and 
New Criticism, 1107: and Nietzsche, 
870, 873; and Plato's Allegory of the 
Cave, 35; and Plotinus, 174; vs. Poulet, 
1319; and Rich, 1761; and Said, 1986, 
1988; and Sartre, 1335; and Saussure, 
959; and structuralism, 1459, 1460,2098,; 
and sublime, 502; and "text," 1459; and 
Tompkins, 2127, 2128, 2135-36; vs. tra
ditionalists, 2458; and Vizenor, ) 975, 
1976; and White, 1711: and "writerly" 
nature of reading, 1670 

posttraumatic stress disorder, In postmod
ernism (Lyotard), 1611 

Potebnya, Aleksandr, 1060, 1064, 1066, 
1068, 1070, 1071, 1082 

Poulel, Georges, 1317: Barthes compared 
with, 1458; at Johns Hopkins conference, 
1319,1816; and Pater, 833: "Phenome
nology of Reading," 1320-33; and reader 
response, 1548: and Sartre, 1334, 1335 

POll nd, Ezra:· Bloom on, 1798, 180 I ; 
Brooks on, 1369: and Eliot, 1088, 1089; 
and Emcrson, 720: and Henry James, 
853; Jamesol1 on, 1961; and New York 
Intellectuals. 1533: political viewpoint of, 
870; and Slevens, 1798 

poverty. fcminization of, 1763, 2194-95. 
22B7 

pow(~r: Hl1d anorexia (Bordo), 2361; and 
l3ordo on feminism, 2364; Butler on, 
2486·-H9; Christian on race for, 2264; 
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Foucaulton, 1617-21,1645,1664-66, 
1905,2250; and Hall, 1896, 1900, 1904, 
1905, 1909; and heterosexuality (Zim
merman), 2345: and ideology (Hebdige), 
2454-55; of males over females; 1765-
68,2148; and New Historicism, 2250; 
sexualized relations of (Rich), 1761; in 
understanding of culture or history 
(Said), 1994; in West-Orient relationship 
(Said), 1999-2000; see also domination 
or dominance 

power I knowledge: and Bhabha, 2390; Fou
cault on, 1620,1645; and Hall, 1896 

practical criticism, 3; see also close reading 
pragmatics: Deleuzc and Guattari on, 1595, 

1609: and Habermas, 1743 
pragmatism, 2458-59: and antifoundation-

alism, 2069; vs .. French theory, 2036 
Prague Linguistic Circle, 1255 
Prague school of structuralism, 1060 
preferences, see ·taste 
pregnant (suggestive) moment, Lesslng on, 

553,566 
premodernism, in German politics (Haber-

mas), 1759 
prescriptive poetics, 10 
presence, and Derrida, 1829, 1861 
pre-Socratics, 871, 872, 1822 
Price, Richard, 583, 812 
Prior, Matthew, 667, 1098 
prison, Foucault on (Discipline and Punish), 

1636-47 
probability or believability: Aristotle on, 

113, 115-16: see also verisimilitude 
problematic, 2002 
Proclus, 8, 300, 318, 319, 320, 321, 322, 

728,734 
professionalism, and Tompkins, 2128 
professionalization of literary analysis, I 107 
professionallzed treatment of cultural tradi-

tion, 1754 
professional-managerial class, and Ohm ann 

on canon formatIon, 1878,1890-91, 
1892-94 

professions, Plato on (Ion), 44-48 
progress: and Uvi-Strauss, 1418: Lyotard 

on, 1610; and postmodernism (Lyotard), 
1612-13 

proletarian literature or culture, 1246, 1252-
53 

proletariat, 13,7,69-73; and Trotsky on art, 
10 10; Wittig on, 2013 

Prometheus legend, 890~91, 1244 
propaganda: art as for Soviets, 1247: from 

culture industry (Adorno'and Horkhei
mer), 1222, 1234; and Foucault on truth, 
1620: and histol"y (White), 1728; treating 
poems as (Brooks), 1358 

Propp, V1adimir, 1059-60, 1061, 1416, 
2098 

prose: Bakhtin on, 1203-4,1208,1218-19; 
contiguity in Oakobson), 1269; Geoffrey 
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prose (conti .... ed) 
of Vinsauf on, 239-40; and poetry, 416, 
653-54, 1725: Sartre on, 1335; unknow
ing use of (Molil!re character), 1263: see 
also novel(s) 

Proust, Marcel: and Barthes, 1457, 1467, 
1474, 1475: and Benjamin, 1164: and de 
Man on Remembrance of Thi .. gs Past, 
1511, 1515, 1522-26: and Eliot, 1089: 
and Foucault on author, 1624: Howe on, 
1538: Jameson on, 1961, 1964: Sartre 
on, 1338: and Soviet publishers, 1253: 
and WHson, 1240, 1249; Wlttlg on,.2016: 
and Woolf, 1024, 1029 

psychoanalysis, 15-17, 913, 918; American 
transplantation of (Lacan), 1304: and 
Barthes, 1461-62, 1470; Baudrillard on, 
1734: in Beauvolr's study of women, 
1404,1405: and Benjamln on film, 1180: 
Clxous on, 2047: in cultural studies 
(Hall), 1904; Deleuze and Guattari on, 
1594, 1603; and feminist theory and crit
icism, 24, 2179; Guattarl vs. Lacan on, 
1594; and Kristeva, 2165, 2167, 2168; 
and Lacan, 1278, 1307; of literature 
(Derrlda), 1827: Mulvey on, 2181-92: 
and 19600-1980s criticism, 1509; and 
original unity (Klein), 2270; and patriar
chal society (Mltchell), 2025: and racism; 
1791; and structuralism, 20; lodol'ov on, 
2100; as uncanny, 946; and White on 
history, 1712-18; "wild," 2205 

psychoanalytic critics, 6; consistency of, 
2160 

psychoanalytic feminism, 2360 
psychological (technical) interpretation 

(Schleiermacher), 610, 611, 615,617, 
623,624; comparative, 611, 625; divina
tory, 611, 612, 625 

psychological (subjective) reconstruction, 
611-12,1708-9 

psychologism, 1319 
psychologizing, of Schleiermacher, 612 
psychology: affective (Wimsatt and Beards-

ley), 1392; of author, 1394: and Barthes 
on advertising, 1461; and Brooks on criti
cism, 1367; of composition (Wimsatt and 
Beardsley), 1380: and Frye on myth, 
1453-54: and Jauss on literary experi
ence, 1553; and Jung on analytical 
psychology and poetry, 990-1002; and 
New Criticism, 3; rise of (Habermas), 
1747; romantic reader, 1373, 1398; as 
supervision of normality (Foucault), 1638; 
Wimsatt and Beardsley on, 1372, 1381 

psychopoetics, 16-17 
public-private dichotomy, Tompkins on, 

2I31 
public sphere: and Eagleton, 2241; ~aber

mas on, 1743; The Struct .. ral Transforma
tion of the P .. blic Sphere ..... ,. 1 745-48 

publishing and publishing houses: and 
Ohmann on canon formation, 1878, 

1883, 1884, 1886, 1889; In Xanadu 
hypertext system, 2517, 2522' '\'.\ 

punishment, Foucault on (Discipli .. e and 
P .. nish) , 1636-47 . 

punks and punk rock, 15, 1960, 1973, 
2457,2521 

pure art: Benjamin on, 1172: Trotsky on, 
1009: see also "art for art's sake" 

purgation, see catharsis ( 
"purple patch," Horace on, 123, l24 
purpose: and Kant on good, 507,.508: and 

Smith 'on aesthetic tradition, 191 1 
purposlveness, Kant on, 17, 501, 504-5, 

513,517,523-24,1341 
Pushkin, Aleksandr, 1004, lOll, '1068, 

1245, 1247, 1256 
Puttenham, George, 11,272: and Ronsard, 

293: and Sidney, 324 
Pynchon, Thomas, 1961, 2513-14 
Pythagoras, 72, 206, 278, 327, 707, 735 
Pythagorean numerology, 172 

quadrivlum, 206 
"Quarrel of the Rose," 263 
queer studies, 2340 _ . 
queer theory, 6,21, 22, 25, 2432-33, 2434, 

2487; and Butler, 2485,·2487: and Fou
cault, 1615, 1619,2433: and Gautier,' 
752: and lesbian theory, 2339; political 
origin of, 2399: and Rich, 1759,1761,' 
2433: and Wlttlg, 2013, 2433. ' 

quest-myth, 1453, 14541(' 
Quiller-Couch, Sir Arthur, 1394,"2248 
Qulntilian, 7,155: on allegory, 9,163, 

166, 187: and Augustine, 186: and Chris
tine de Pium, 263: and didascalic litera
ture, 202: on Horace, 122, 290rJnstltutio 
Oratorla, 157-711 Laclln on; 129.8; Pope 
on, 456: as source for Pope, 438 . 

race: Gates on, 2422, 2429; Haraway tin, 
2280,2283: Wittig on, 2016 

race and ethnicity studies, 26; and identity 
as distinct vs. on continuum, 2399'; and 
reader, 1672-73 .' 

race relations: and class (Fanon), 1576, and 
cultural studies, 1905; and ·Du· Bols, 978, 
982-87: Hurston's views on, .} 144,-45, 
1159-62 ' 

Raclne, Jean, 364, 571,789,842,1024,· 
1105: and Barthes, 1457, 1458 

racism: Achebe on ("An Image of Africa 
' ... "), 1781-82, 1783-94; In Mrica 
(Fanon), 1584_85: and blackness as gut
level experience (hooks), 2478; and black 
literary theory (Gates), 2430, 2432; and 
Butler on body, 2495; ancl'Christian on 
monolithism, 2263: and ~t.tltural·politlcs, 
2210;' Du Bois on, 979;"'BDd essentialist 
notions, 2482; in France {Fanon), 1575-
"6; Hughes on, 1312; al1d Hurston On 
representation of black exp~rience, 1145: 
and informatics of domination (Haraway), 



2283; and lesbianism (Zimmerman), 
2357; in perception of Orient, 2011; and 
politics of difference (hooks), 2481; and 
rape (Sedgwick), 2443; and sex control 
measures (Foucault), 1653 

Radcliffe, Ann, 538, 1632 
Radical Caucus of the Modern Language 

Association, 1879 
Rahv, Philip, 1003, 1351-52, 1532, 1533, 

1540 
Raleigh, Sir Waiter Alexander (professor 

and critic), 1028,2249 
Rank, Otto, 940, 1799· 
Ransom, John Crowe, 1105; "Criticism, 

Inc." 1108-18,2378; and Eliot, 1090; 
and Howe. 1534; and neuro-psycho
logical poetics, 1388; and organic form, 
853; vs. Poulet, 1318; and Shelley, 
695; and Southern Review, 1350; vs. WiI
son, 1240-41; and Wimsatt and Beards
ley, 1372, 1392, 1400; see also New 
Criticism· 

rape: and racist enforcement (Sedgwick), 
2443; Rich on, 1766, 1769, 1772 

Raphael (RaffaeIlo Santi), 568, 712, 738 
rap music: Baker on, 2226; bell hooks on, 

2481 
rationality: communicative (Habermas), 

1753; in culture industry, 1234; male 
standard of (Tompkins), 2127, 2131~'32; 
see also reason 

reader(s): and affective fallacy, 1371 (see 
also affective fallacy); vs. author 
(Barthes), 1467, 1469-70; as author 
(Benjamin), 1177-78; Bloom on,· i 796; 
different experiences of, 1367; Fish on, 
2080-83; and hypertext, 2503; Ideal, 
1367-68,'1923; implied (Iser), 1671; 
increased emphasis on, 1672-73; Iser on 
in relation to text ("Interaction between 
Text and Reader"), i672, 1673-82;jauss 
on,1548,1551;Kolodnyon,2144,2145; 
and Ransom on criticism, 1115; Sartre 
on, 1334; and Tolstoy's internal dialog
ism, 1207 

reader-response criticism and theory, 18-
20, 1373: and Arnold, 803; vs. Brooks, 
1352; and KennethBurke, 1271; and Du 
Bois, 979; and Emerson, 719; and Fish, 
2067,2068-69,2072-85: and Iser, 
1670, 1671,2070; and jauss, 1547; vs. 
New Criticism, 1671; and Poulet, 13HI; 
and Tompkins, 2127, 2128 

reading, 2-3; allegories of (de l\1an), 1511: 
Barthes on, 1459, 1474; and book market 
(Ohmann), 1881-84;·creative (Emerson), 
719, 723: deconstructive conceptions of, 
22; and de Man, 1510; Derrida on, 1825, 
1830; Fish on variety and stability in, 
2085; Hugh of St. Victor on, 8, 201; and 
hypertext, 2514; ideological, 584; Iser on, 
1671; andjohnson on Billy Buda, 2330-
33; Kolodnyon, 2155; Poulet on ("Phe-
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nomenology of Reading"), 1318-19, 1320-
33; rules of, 20; Sartre on, 1334, 1338-
40, 1342, 1344; theories of, 6-7 (see .. lso 
hermeneutics; interpretation; reader
response criticism and theory); as writing 
(Fish), 2069; see .. lso close reading 

Real (Lacan), 1281, 1945, 1946,2411 
Real (as structure), Althusser on, 1478 
realism: and Baudelalre, 789, 790; in depic-

tion of African Americans (Hurston), 
1145i and de Sta~l, 594, 595; formalists 
on, 1076: and jameson, 1032; Lukaics on, 
1030,1031-32,1034,1035,1049,1055-
58; and Mallarmi!, 843; of Mann 
(Lukaics), 1039; and metonymical style 
Oakobson), 1268, 1269; Sartre on, 1345; 
traditional treatment of (Eichenbaum), 
1083; and White on history, 1710; Wilde 
on dislike of, 899 

realism (epistemological), Knapp and 
Michaels on, 2473-74 

rea'l'sm deb .. te, 1030, 1031 
Rea ist trend~ jakobson on, 1267 
reality: as integrated vs. discontinuous, 

1035; literary works as formative of 
(Ja!;lss), 1548: and Lukaics on modern Iit
e~ar'y schools, 1040: In novel Oames), 
860-61; Platoon, 64-65, 69; 
representations of, 325 

reasoD: Arnold on, 81 1; and Christine de 
P,lzan, 264, 267, 269; de Sta!!1 on, 597; 
Freud on, 913; and Gorgias, 30; Nietz
sche on, 878;883; and poetry (Brooks), 
1365; and poststructuralism, 21; 
poststructuraHsts vs. Habermas on, 1742-
43; public use of (Haberrnas), 1746; 
SchiJIer on, 574, 578, 579; and Shelley 
on poelry, 710; Weber on division In, 
1753; and W~lstonecraft, 584, 588 

reception t~ory, 1061: and Benjamjn on 
film, 1184:'and formalist theory, 1061; 
historical, 2, 1559, 1563; and jauss, 
1548,1550-52,1554,1561, 17tn, 1564 

reception aesthetics, 18; see also aesthetics 
of reception 

recliption history, and Tompkins, 2127 
recQgnltlon: aesthetic (Lacan), 1281; and 

Arthusser, 14.7~; Aristotle on ( .. ..agnor
isis), 8~, 98-~!1, 103-4, 105; and HegeI, 
627· . 

re4uctionism: of Bourdieu, 1807; in formal
ism (de Mlln), 1515 

redundancy, In poetry Oakobson), 1256 
Reed, ·Ishmael, 1961, 2263, 2306, 2314, 

2431 "; 
reference (referentlality): Aqulnas on, 240-

41; Boccaccio on, 255; crisis of, 6; de 
Man on, 1 $14; and johnson on Billy 
B ... dd, 2334; and logical positivists, 1429 

referential field, in Iser's analysis of Tom 
Jones, 1678, 1679-81 

referential function, jakobson on, 1256, 
1261 
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referents, 6, 959; see also slgnified(s) 
reification, 15; by culture industry, 1221; 
, Habermas on, 1756; and Jameson, 1032; 

Lukacs on, 1030 
relations of production: and ideology, 

1499-1 500; reproduction of, 1491-96, 
1508 

relativism: affective, 1393; cultural, 1417-
18; emotive, 1388; folk-relativism 
(Smith), 1922, 1923; and Hirsch, 1682, 
1696-97; and method·(Knapp and ' 
Michaels), 2473; of Pater, 833; Wimsatt 

. and Beardsley against,' 1373 
relativity, normative (Baker), 2236 
religion: Mrican rivalries heightened by 

{Fanon), 1583-89; Arnold on, 804, 819, 
821-22,828,829,832; and artworks 

" '(Benjamin), 1171; Baudelaire on, 800; 
Bell on revival of, 1752; black (Geriov
ese), 1949; Christian ideology (Althus- . 
ser), 1505-7; of Coleridge, 670-71; and 
criticism (Frye), 1454; and Eagleton on 
English, 2242, 2243-44, 2246; and. 
Emerson, 718, 719, 736; and Hume, 
483, 484, 498-99; Jung on, 990; Lessing 
,on; 552, 553, 560; and literature 
(Brooks), 1366; and literature as aes
thetic function (de Man), 1530; Man on, 
765,767,777,781-82; of Negroes, 
1149, 1151, 1314; and novel (Howe), 
1536; and philosophy (Coleridge), 673; 
Schleiermacher on, 610-1 1, 61 7, 618-
.I 9, 622; and Shelley, 696; Vlco on, 400; 
of Western missionaries .vs. Hinduism, 

'.2392-93; see also Christianity 
lenaissance: Arnold on, 812; and baroque, 

364; and beauty, 1171, 1754; and 
humors, 1456; Pater on, 834, 837-39 

lenaissance theory and criticism, 10-1 1, 
254; and Aristotle's Poetics, 86; and 
emerging forms of literature, 271; and, 
Giraldi, 271; and ideal of nature, ·325; 

. and Mazzoni, 300; and Plotinus, 173; and 
. Quintilian, 156, 157; and Sainte-Beuve, 
293; and Sidney, 323, 324-25 

~enan, Ernest, 820-21, 1241, 1995, 1996,' 
2001,2008 

epetition: and Derrida, 1859, 1875-76,. 
iZ486; and formalists, 1068, 1072; Freud 
on,915,916,940,941-43,945,1280;of 

'gender (Butler), 2500-2501; Geoffi'ey of 
Vinsaufon, 232; and Lyotard, 1613; and 
Platonism, 1875 

epresentatlon, 4; Aristotle on, 91-93, 95, 
97; cultural, 2210; in cultural discourse 
(Said), 2007; and definition of literature, 
I; Deleuze and Guattari on, 1595; in 
Freud's analysis, 916, 926; ·historical 

:;(White), 1719;Jameson on, '1940;'and 
Johnson on Billy Budd, 2318; and Peirce 
on signs, 1518; Plato on, 33; 67-79, 88, 
1030,1595; in realism debate, 1030; and 
Sidneyon literature vs, philosophy, 2255; 

and Splvak, 2196; of third world coun
tries, ·25 

representational fallacy, 1451 
representational narrative; Jameson on, 1939 
Representations (jourrial), 2250, 2251 
repression, 16; age of(Foucault), 1648; by 

culture.lndustry, 1222, 1230-32; and 
Foucault on power, 1619; Freud on, 921, 
944, 949-50,952, 953, 993; Lacan on, 
1282, 1310; of objectionable features of 
works (Smith), 1929 . 

repression (political): state as machine of 
(Althusser), 1487; Trotsky for, 1004 

repressive state apparatuses (RSAs), Althus
seron, 1477, 1489, 1490, 1492, 1493 

reproduction;·Haraway.on, 2280, 2282-83, 
2289,2299 

reproduction of the conditions of produc
. tion (AlthuSser), 1483-86 

reproduction of the relations of production 
(Althusser), 1491-96 . 

resignification, 1731,2447,2485,2486 
resistance, 22; female (Rich); ,1780 . 
resisting reader, 18, 24;Chrlstine de Plzan 

as, 263-64· . 
response, see reader-response :theory , ,", 
reversal (perlpeteia), ArIstotle on, 88," 98-

99,105 .. , 
reviewing: Kenrieth Burke on, 1275-76;' 

and Ohmanri on canon formation,: 1878, 
1883-84, 1885-87, 1889 

revisionary ratios, Bloom on, 1795, '1799, 
1802-4 . 

revisions; and ltangue-parole distinction': 
(Hirsch), 1701 . 

Reynolds, Joshua, 459,536,664 ,. 
Rezeptionsllsthetlk. 1547, 1670; see also 

aesthetics of reception and influence 
rhetoric, 88; Bakhtin on, 1196-97, 1205; 

Barthes on, 1474; Bhabha ori, 2384; of 
common sense, 2451;' de Man un, 1509, 
1511, 1531; and dialectic, 614; of dreams 
(Freud), 916; and falSity (Mazzoni), 306; 
and Gorgias, 29, 155; and grammar (de 
Man), 1511, 1516-17, 1518-26; and 
hermeneutics (Schleiermacher), 614, 616; 
Hugh of St. Victor on, 205; Geoffreyof 
Vinsauf on, 227-28; Gorgias on, 29; and 
literature as category (Williams), 1569; 
medieval tradition of, 227; and poetics 
(Frye), 1447; Quintlliari on, 155, 156; 
renewed interest in, 7, 1271; and Trotsky, 
1004; in utterances (Austin), 1429; see 
also discourse; figures or tropes; meta-
phor; speech . 

rhetorical ~riticism, 1211, '1804 
rhetorical figures, QUlntilian on, 156 
rhetorical questions, de Man on, 1519, 

1520 
rhetorical turn, 89, ·1672 
rhetorical visualization, Longinus on, 144-

46 
rhetoricity, 21'· 



rhizomes mul rhizomatic thinking (Dcleuze 
and Guattari), 1595-96, 1604-5, 1607-
9,2503 

rhyme: in composition of 'The Raven," 747; 
Malherbc on, 364; Mallarmc! on, 845; in 
poetic function Uakobson}, 1256; Pope 
on, 449, 451; Ronsard on, 299; and Sid
ney on poetry, 333, 347, 361; Words
worth on, 654-55,662 

rhythm: Aristotle on, 93; Bakhtin on, 1218; 
Brooks on, 1356; and formalism, 1077, 
1079-80, 1081, 1082, 1087; Frye on, 
.1451; Horace on, 129; Longinus on, 153; 
Richards on, 1397; see also meter 

Rich, Adrienne, 1759; and Butler, 2485; 
und common language, 2268; "Compul
sory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Exis
teocc," 1762-80; and gay and lesbian 
studies, 2433; and Gilbert and Gubar, 
2027; Hurawayon, 2292; and I<olodny, 
2147, 2 J 50,2157; on lying/discretion, 
2347·-48; on relationships between 
women ("lesbian continuum"), I 761 , 
1774, 1775-76, 1779, 1780, 2313,2339, 
2346,2433; and Wittig on lesbians, 2013; 
and Zimmerman on heterosexism, 2342 

Richard, Jean-Pierre, 1317, 1327, 1328, 
1458 

Richards, I. A.: and Brooks, 1351, 1352, 
1367; and Brower, 1529; and Coleridge's 
Biographia Literaria, 670; and de Man, 
1511, 1527; Frye compared with, 1444; 
Jauss on, 1554; and New Criticism, I 107; 
and poets vs. scientists, 647; and Smith 
on taste, 1919-20; on understam\ing .of 
poetry, 1373; Wimsatt and Beardsley on, 
1376, 1378, 1380,.1388-89, 1390, 1394, 
1397,1398 

Ricl,ardson, Samuel, 426, 599, 602, 1546 
RieOClll', Paul, 612, 873; and White, 1710 
Rilke, Rainer Maria, 292, 1119, 1 182 
Rimhaud, Arthur, 1088, 1323, 1414, 1454, 

1626 
ritual: alld artworks (Benjamin), 1 171, 1172; 

in black expressive cultures, 2390; Frye 
on, 1451-52, 1453; of ideological reeog
nit. ion (Althusser), 1503 

R"hinson, LilJian, 2149 
romance genre: and Dante, 299; and Gh'

aldi, 2.71-72, 273-78; and history, 1717, 
1723; institutional influence on, 27; 
Johnson on, 464; of middle ages (Pea
cock), 690; and novel, 852, 862, 863; in 
paralilcraturc, 1961; Renaissance 
r0111anc(."s, 271 

Romanticism: and Baudelaire, 789; and 
11100111, 1091, 1800; and de Statll, 594; 
and Eliot, I I 1 I; and Emerson, 720; and 
formalism, 17; in France, 596; and Gau
lieI', '151; and Hegel, 628-29, 643-44; 
and James, 853; and Jung, 988; and Kant, 
499, ';()2; and Longinus, 1377; find 
LlIl«,,'s, I 030; and Mallarmc, 843; meta-
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phorlc process in, 1267, 1269; and Pater, 
833; Bnd personal criticism, 2128; and 
Poe, 741; and poetry as inspiration or 
emotive transport, 87; and Schleierma
cher, 610, 612; traditional treatment of 
(Eichenbaum), 1083; Wilde on dislike of, 
899; Wimsatt and Beardsley against, 
1372; and wit vs. imagination, 417 

Romantic poets, 646; Peacock's attack on, 
682,697 

romantic reader psychology, vs. classical 
objectivity (Wimsatt and Beardsley), 
1373, 1398 

Romantic theory and criticism, 11-13; and 
Berlin circle, 610; and Johnson, 460; and 
Longinus, 137; and Mazzoni, 301; and 
Plotinus, 172; and Ronsard, 291; and 
Shakespeare, 459; and Young's Conjec
tures, 426, 247 

Ronsard, Pierre de, 11, 291;·andArs Poe
tica form, 122; "A Brief on the Art of 
French Poetry," 294-99; and classic liter
ary models, 300; and du Bellay, 279; and 
growth of Frenchlanguage, 364 

Rorty, Richard, 196,325,1817,1878, 
1911,2069,2241,2459 

Ross, Andrew, 2479, 2507, 2508, 2512 
Rossetti, Christlna, 1099,2033,2034,2358 
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, 13: de Man on 

('The Purloined Letter"), 2468-69; and 
Derrida, 1817, 1818, 1822, 1824-30, 
1867, 1868; and de Stai!l, 594-95; his
torical emplotmentby, 1723; and Howe, 
1545; and Kant; 506; Patee'on, 841; 
Peacock on, 691; Poulet on, 1329; Sartre 
on, 1338; Shelley on, 708, 711-12; and 
Tolstoy, 1207; and Vieo, 400; WolIstone
craft on, 585, 587, 588,589, 591, 593; 
and writing, 1858-59 

Rubin, Gayle, 1416,2437,2439,2441 
rules: as appearing subsequent ,to works of 

art (Wilson), 1250; of art, 489, 628, 636-
37; Behn on, 394-95; and genius (Kant), 
534; and Johnson, 459-60,472,479;for 
novel, 859-60; Pope on, 439, 444, 447; 
of reading, 20; see also convention(s}; 
decorum; unity(ies) of time, place, and 
action 

Ruskin, John, 804; and alienation, 572; 
Arnold on, 818; Bloom on, 1794; on 
poetry, 1402; on race and imperialism, 
2001; and Romantic tradition, 833; and 
Wilde, 895,897,905 

Russian formalism, 17, 18, 1058-59, 1060, 
1061; and Bakhtin, 1188; and defamiliar
ization, 1478,2503; and Jakobson, 1255; 
and Jauss, 1548; and Propp, 1059-60, 
1061; and Scholes, 2161; and Todorov, 
2098; Trotsky on, 1005 

Rymer, Thomas, 384, 471. 473 

SackvilIe-West, Victoria ("Vita"), 1018, 
2343,2349,2350 
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Sage (journal), 2255, 2430 
Sahlins, Marshall, 2228, 2396 
Said, Edward, 25, 752, 1986, 2377; and 

Achebe, 1782; on culture, 805; and 
Davis, 2398; on deconstruction, 1512; 
,and Fanon, 1577; vs. New Criticism, 
1351; Orientalism, 1991-2012; on study 
of text, 1907; and Vlco, 399; and Vizenor, 
1976; on worldliness of cultural studies, 
1900 

Sainte-Beu\,e, Charles-Augustin, 293, 826, 
836,1516 

Saintsbury, George, 1098, 1377, 1394, 
1395 

Sallust, 394, 437 
Sannazsro, Jacopo, 290, 342, 356 
Santayana, George, 1088, 1393 
Sapir, Edward, 1260 
Sappho, 141,1776,2344,2351 
Sartre, Jean-Paul, 1333; and Barthes, 

1458; and Beau\'oir, 1333, 1403-4, 1405; 
Butler on, 2488-89, 2491, 2499; and 
Fanon, 1575,1576; and Frye, 1713; and 
Hegel, 626; and Heldegger, 1120; and 
Jameson, 1962, 1963; and Marxism, 
1333, 1476, 1729; on theory and politics 
(Bhabha), 2390; "Why Writei''' 1336-49 

satires: du Bellay on, 290; and history, 
1717,1723; Peacock'. "Four Ages of 
Poetry," 682,683; Sldneyon, 343 

Saturday RevllIW of Llteratu"" 1369, 1885 
satyr play., Horace on, 129 
Saullure, Fercllnand de, 20, 956; and 

Augustine, 186; and Bakhtln, 1188, 1193; 
and Barthes, 1457,2450; Course In Gen
eral Linguistics; 960-77; and Derrlda, 
1867; 1868, 1871; and differences, 1818, 
2037; and Foucault on authgr, J633; and 
French semiology, 1516; and'-games, 
1459; and Gates, 2422; and Hirsch on 
langue vs. parole, 1683, 1700-1702; and 
Jakobson, 1255; and Johnson, 2317, 
2318; and Kristeva, 2166; and Lacan, 
1279,1281,1282,1292,1296;onlangue 
and parole, 957-58, 2446; and U\'I
Strauss, 1415; on "motivation," 2318; 
and semiology, 1415, 1518; and structur
alism; 2097; and tree logic, 1595';"Bnd 
writing, 1858-59 

Scaliger, Julius Caesar, 11,325,347,353, 
362,412 

Schelling, Friedrich \'On, 626; and basic ele
ment, 1464; and Coleridge; 668, 669; 
and Hirsch, 1682; "Identitf" philosophy 
of (Kenneth Burke), 1277; ahd 
"uncanny," 933, 934, 944 

Schlller, Frledrlch \'on, 12,35,571; and 
Coleridge, 668, 669; and Constance 
School, 1547-48, 1670; ,and Critique of 
Judgment, I 531; and don Carlos contro
versy; 1054; and Emerson, 735; and free 
play of mind, 50 I; and Jung, 988; 995-
96,997; and LukScs, 1031; and Manoni, 

30 I; on naive vs. reflectl~ poetry, 571, 
995, 1454; On the Aesthetic Education of 
Man, 573-82; and Perio(fof Genius, 637; 
and philosophical oppositions, 612; and 
Plotinus, 172; and promise of art (Haber
ma!), 1755; and "uncanny,'" 934 

Schlegel, August Wilhelm \'On, 594; and 
Coleridge, 668, 669; and Orientalism 
(Said), 2009; and Schlelermacher, 610 

Schlegel, 'frledrich, 668, 669, 2005 
Schlelermacher, Frledrlc:h, 3, 12,610; on 

hermeneutics (Hermeneutics). 613-25, 
1119, 1548, 1670; and Hirsch...1.682; on 
Phaedrus, 1832 ' ", 

scholarship In universities, see pnlversity 
scholarship 

schools: as ideological state apparatus 
(A1thusser), 1477, 1485, 1494; as social 
regulation (Foucault), 1618; see also edu
cation; teaching of literature; unlversl~ 
scholarship ,', 

Schopenhauer,Arthur, 870, 885, 886, 
1031, '1046 

sclence(s): vs. art, 532, 1481; Baudril1ard 
on, 1731, 1737, 1738; snli credibility of 
beliefs (Smith), 1918-19;'crlticism as 
(Frye), 1446; and Derrlda on writing, 
1822; development of (f'rye), 1448; femi
nlit (Haraway), 2292; founding of 
(Foucault), 1635; ariCl fragmentation of 
life (Schiller), 576; ~nd hlltory (White), 
1709, HUlh of St. Victor on, 206, of lit
erature, 2100-2102,2127; VI. literature 
or"poetry (Brooks), 1351, 1363, ,1364; 
Nle~ziche ondJ81; object of (To'dorov), 
2105; 2106; and Peacock on' Romantic 
poets, 682, 683; vs."poetry, 680,,1389; 
and poets (Wordsworth), 647; professlon
alized detachment of (Habermas), .1754, 
1759; vs. religioh (Arnpld), 819; Schiller 
on, 580; and Shelley on poetry, 698; Sid-
ney on, 333 ' 

Sclpio Afrlcanus the Younger, dream of, 
197,199,200 

SCOU, Sir WaIter, 683, 692, 751, 852, 981, 
IQ31, 1239, 1385 ' 

Screen (journal), 2179, 2182; 2381" 
scripts, and performance, 1430 
Scripture, see Bible 
8,crutiny (journ~I), 1565 ' 
sculpture, al')~ poetry (Gauder), 752 
SearIe, John, 1430, 16~6, 2463, 2465-66, 

2486 " 
secrecy, Maimonides on, 213, 216 
secular criticism, Said' on, 1989 . 
Sedgwick, Eve KosofskY; 2432; and Aus-

tin, 1430; Between Men: English Litera
ture and Male HotH9soc~4'"Desir:e .. l434-
38; Epistemologyo}tHe Closet, 2438--45; 
and essentialisrii;226!; and Fish; 2068; 
personal explorations of, 2127; and Rich, 
1759; on Westem narration:i, 2107 

self (selves): body as presentartCln of 



(Bordo), 2366; and de Man on decon
struction, 1524; and female writer stereo
types, 2026; Foucault on, 1617-18,1621; 
gendered (Butler), 2501; and Howe on 
novel, 1537; mirror stage in development 
of (Lacan), 1281, 1285-90; and Said, 
1988; variability of (Smith), 1914; see 
also subject 

self-consciousness: feminine, 2148; for 
Hegel, 626-27, 628, 630-36, 643; 
Tompkins on, 2135; Wilde on, 900 

self-contradiction, and Baudelaire, 789 
self-expression, and Wordsworth, 646 
selfhood: and body (Bordo), 2363; Hegel 

on,627 
semantics: and formalists on verse, 1082; 

Wimsatt and Beardsley on, 1388 
semiology, 958, 961-62, 965; and Barthes, 

1457,1458,1460;anddeMan,1515-16; 
of fashion, 959; and Hebdige on Saus
sure, 2450-51; linguistics as (Saussure), 
1415; study of literature as, 2127; see also 
semiotics 

semiotic dimension of language (Kristeva), 
2166,2167,2169-70,2172,2173,2174, 
2175 

semiotics, 20-21,1515,2446; and Augus
tine, 187; Baker on, 2229; and cultural 
studies, 2451-52; and Hall on cultural 
studies, 1906; and Hebdlge, 2445, 2450, 
2453; Jakobson on, 1258; and Jameson, 
1940,1946,1947; of technology, 2512; 
as theory of literature, 5 

Seneca,252,356,367, 371,428,434, 
1912 

sense perception, see perception 
sentiment, In literary tradition (Tompkins), 

2127 
sentimental age (Eliot), I 103 
sentimental judgments, 1447 
sentimental novels, Tompkins on, 1549 
sex, see sexuality(ies) 
sexism: and Butler on body, 2495; and cul

tural politics, 2210; and Christian on 
monolithism, 2263 

sexual difference, Lacan on, 1283 
sexual identity, Rich on, 1761 
sexuality(ies): and compulsory heterosexual

ity, 1760,1761,1763,1764,1765,1771, 
1773, 1778; of cyborgs (Haraway), 2269, 
2298; for Deleuze and Guattari, 1595; 
and female eating, 2376; Foucault on 
(The History of Sexuality), 1616, 1619-
20,1648-66; Freud on, 914, 915, 923, 
1653,2440; vs. gender (Butler), 2485, 
2490; Vs. gender (Sedgwick), 2433, 2438-
45; and kirls' role (Gilbert and Gubar), 
2027; Haraway on, 2283, 2289; and 
identity (Butler), 2485; and identity as 
distinct vs. on continuum, 2399; Lacan 
on, 1283, 1307-8; and lesbianism (Zim
merman), 2358-59; as performative (But
ler), 2501; and power (Hall), 1904; 
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Sedgwick on, 2435-36; b. 11 con
structed character of, 25; ~ .! 2020' 

d If ls "8 on, , 
an Woo , 1018; see a 0 gay. ~ I bian 
studies; homosexuality; lesbian Is •. es 

sexual politics: and homosocial conth'l.tm 
2438; and racial differences, 2109 ' 

Shakespeare, WiIIlam: Adorno and Horkhe, 
mer on, 1238; Anto,." and Cleopatra, 
379,473,477, 1023; Arnold on, 810, 
825; Behn on; 394; Bloom on, 1795, 
1800-180 I ; borrowed material of 
(Hurston), 1152; and Brooks, 1354, 1364; 
and Coleridge, 670, 671, 675; Corneille 
on, 366; and cultural studies, 27; Dryden 
on, 380, 381,382,383,384,394;in 
18th and 19th centuries, 1367; Eliot on, 
1090,1094,1099,1399; Emerson on, 
738; as excused from decorum, 670; and 
Foucault on author, 1627; and Freud, 
916,922-23,937,950-5I,1542;Frye 
on, 1444, 1450, 1456; and Giraldi, 271; 
Grand Style in, 1395; Hamlet, 473, 911, 
912; and Howe, 1542: as Humanist 
model, 1250-51; Jakobson on, 1256, 
1259; Jameson on, 1934; Johnson on, 
459, 469-80; Johnson's edition of, 458, 
459; as lacking education, 394; and Les
sing, 552: and "literature" (WiIllams), 
1570; Luk4cs on, 1056; and Marx, 773, 
1244, 1245; as national poet (Eagieton), 
2248; neoclassical theorists on, 12; Pea
cock on, 690, 697; and poetic expectation 
(Word.worth), 649; Ransom on study of, 
1116; and Schtller, 571; and sexuality 
(Freud), 923; Shelley on, 708, 712; and 
Sidney, 11; Troilus and Cressida, 380, 
383-85, 1689; and unities (of time, place 
and action), 12,366,459,476-77,479-
80: Wilde on, 897, 901, 904, 909-10, 
912; Woolfon, 1024,1026,1029: and 
Wordsworth, 652, 661; Young on, 433-
34,436-37 

Shelley, Mary, 584,696-97,2033,2034, 
2035,2399,2413,2414 ~. 

Shelley, Percy Bysshe, 12,36,695; Arnold 
on, 809, 810: on art as expression, 629: 
Bloom on, 1801; and cultural trends, 647; 
A Defence of Poetry, 699-717; as 
defender of poetry, 253; Eliot on, 1103; 
and Emersoh, 719; Frye on, 1449; on 
imagination, 670; and James, 853; Jung 
compared with, 988; and Peacock, 682, 
684, 697, 750; and Plotinus, 172; on 
poets, 698, 699, 714, 715, 717,1402; 
and Wilde, 897; and Wollstonecraft, 584; 
Woolt on, 1029; and Wordsworth, 646 

Shklovsky, Victor: Eichenbaum on, 1067, 
1070-72, 1073-76, 1084, 1085; and 
defafniliarizatlon, 1478: as formalist, 
1005,1006,1007,1016,1060,1061, 
1072: as futurist, 1004, 1005: and Jakob
son, 1255; and Todorov, 2097; Trotsky 
on, 1011-14, 1015 
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short story, and stylistics (Bakhtin); I 191 
Shostakovich, Dmitri, 1247 
Showalter, Elaine, 23; and Bordo on bodies, 

2360; 2366; and Gilbert and Gubar, 
2021,2022,2027; Kolodnyon, 2148, 
2156; and patriarchal oppression, 1759; 
Smith on, 2300, 2305; Zirrtmerman on, 
2338,2339,2342,2343,2348 

Sidney, Sir Philip, 11, 36, 323; An Apol
ogy fo,. Poetry, 326-62; and chronology, 
475; as defender of poetry, 253, 254; on 
learning, 804; for moral view of poetry, 
272; neoclassical orthodoxy of, 388; as 
poet-critic, 380; on poetry and 
philosophy, 340, 2255; and Shelley, 697; 
and Wilde, 909 

sign(s): Augustine on, 186, 187, 188-
91; Baudrillard on, 1730, 1736; Hebdige 
on, 2447-48,2453-54,2456;and 
Lacan, 1281-82, 1292; linguistic (Saus
sure), 961, 963-66, 967~68; 1281; 
Peirce on, 1518; social life of (Barthes), 
1458 

significance, 19; and feminist (Kolodny), 
2161; vs. meaning of text (Hirsch), 1683, 
1686 

signification; and allegorical method, 248; 
Aquinas on, 245; and Augustine, 186-87, 
188-90,194; and Barthes on text, 1472; 
and hegemonic struggle, 2447; Krlsteva 
on, 2175, 2176; Lacan on, 1292-93, 
1300; and linguistic rules, 968-71; litera
ture about failure of, 2068; logic of, 2165; 
Saussure on, 958 

slgnified(s), 6: and Barthes, 1459, 1472; 
and deconstruction, 22; Derrlda on, 
1818, 1826, 1860; and jphnson, 2322, 
2324; Knapp and Michaels on, 2469; in 
Lacan's model, 1281-82, 1292-1301, 
1305, 1306, 1308; and Uvi-Strauss on 
philosophy, 1415; and Plato, 1818; and 
Poulet on criticism, 1327; Saus5ure on, 
958,959,965,973, 2037; transcenden
tal, 187 

signifier(s), 6; and Barthes, 1459, 1472; and 
deconstruction, 22; Derrida on, 1818" 
1826, 1860; floating, 6, 21; and johnson, 
2322, 2324; Knapp and Michaels on, 
2469; and Kristeva, 2175; in Lacan's 
model, 1282, 1283, 1292-1301 .. 1305, 
1306, 1308; and Uvi-Strauss on philoso
phy, 1415; linear nature of, 966; and 
Plato, 1818; and Poe's "purloined letter," 
1281; and Poulet on criticism, 1327; 
pure, 1281; Saussure on, '958,959,965, 
973,1281-82,2037; woman as (Mulvey), 
2182 

signifying practices, Kristeva on, 2178-79 
Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and 

Soeiety,2035,2342 
simile: by Negroes (Hutston), 1147; Quin

tilian on, 156, 159 
Simonides, 352, 552 

simulacrum , Baudrillard on, 1730-41; Der
rida on, 1856, 1866; and Moulthrop, 2503 

simulation: Baudrillard on, 1731; 1732, 
1733-36,1738,1741,1981;Vizenoron, 
1976, 1978-79, 1980, 1981-86 

Slavic formalism, 4, 1004 
Smith, Barbara, 2299; feminist assump

tions challenged by, 2021, 2338; and gay 
an~ lesbian,studies, 2433; ''Toward a 
Black Feminist Criticism," 2302-15; 
Zimmerman on, 2339, 2347, 2348,2357 

Smith, Barbara Hertnstein, 1910; and 
canon, 1808; Contingencies of Value, 
1913-32; and disinterestedness, 50 I; and 
Fish, 2068; and Frye, 1443; and social 
constructionism, 1878, 2144 

Smlth-Rosenberg, Carroll, 2370, 2436 
social constructionism, 2144, 2145; and 

bodies, 2360, 2421; and marginality or 
normality, 2398 

social contract theory, 1644 
social control: and female body (Bordo), 

2364; and French feminists on patriar
chy, 2361; by institutions (Foucault), 
1618; see also hegemony; Ideological, 
State Apparatuses 

social democracy, Habei"mas on, 1742 , , 
social hierarchization, Bourdieu ,on, 1806 
social history: and jameson, 1933; In WiI-

Iiams's study of literature, 1565 
socialism. and BenJamln on art, 1171-72; 

and DwlltU, 1533; Habermal:on, 1742; 
and Haraway, 2267, 2269,:2278 

socialism in one country, and Trotsky, 1003 
socialist feminism: and complexity of !," 

oppresslon;'2443; Haraway on,226,6", 
'2278, i281, 2284, 2290, 2291; In! 
women's reactions to British miners'. ' 
strike (Bhabha), 2387-88 

socialist realism, 1031, 1047, 1059, 1250 
social sciences: and Foucault on power, 

1620; Wittig on, 2020 
social stratification, Bakhtln on, 1212 
Society for the Study of Poetic Language, 

1059,1255; see also Opoyaz 
sociological stylistics, and Bakhtin, 1188, 

1219 
Socrates, 7, 34; Addison on, 416; and Cix

ous, 2035; death of, '34,339, 1867, 1872; 
'as ironist (Quintilian) , 166; and Lacan; 
1284; Nietzsche on, 872, 894; aspha,.
make ... (Derrida),-1864--65; on poetic' 
mind, 1379; Sidney on, 3,53; and writing 
vs. speech, 2036 

Sollers, Philippe, 1457, 1471,2036,2165 
sOnnets: du Bellayon, 290; bf Milton, 2072-

78; of Ronsard, 292, 293; and Sidney, 
324, 359 

Sontag,Susan, 1417;2418 
sophistic, 309, 310, 311-13, 319,1857, 

1860 
sophistry, 29, 1819 
sophists, 7,29, 36, 72; and Aristotle, 89;· 



and Derrida on Plato, 1833, 1834, 1842, 
1855-57,1859; and Ma7.-Zoni, 300, 309-
J I. ,~J 2-13; Sidney on, 360; Trotsky on, 
1014 

Sophocles, 87, 92, 94, 106, 114; Antigone, 
102, 1402; as Aristotle's model, 380, 
1250; Arnold on, 810; Corneille on, 369, 
377; as Humanist model, 1250-51; 
Nietzsche on, 888, 890; Oedipus Rex, 87, 
99,I00,IOI,I03,I04,I13,I17,I'H, 
376,702,888-89,890,915-16,920-22, 
938; Peacock on, 687; and Philoctetes, 
5';5, 702; Shelleyon, 704 

sOllnd of verse, 1068, 1071 
Southern Agrarian movement, 1106, 1350, 

2429,2430 
Sout/wrn Review, 1350, 1374 
Soyinka, Wole, 2231, 2422 
Spacks, Putricia Meyer, 2148, 2156, 2300, 

2305,2343 
speech: Augustine on, 193-94; 'lIld comput

ers, 2465; Derrida on, 1818, 1862; emo
tive elements of Oakobson), 1260; 
Gorgias on, 30, 31, 1862-63; Heidegger 
on, 1 123, 1133; performatives (Austin), 
1430-42; Plato on, 84, 1852; Saussure 
on, 960-61; sexually restrictivc politics of 
(Foucault), 1648, 2036 

speech acts and speech act theory: and Aus
tin, 1429, 1441; and Kenneth Burke, 
1271; and de Man, 1517-18; amI Knapp 
Ilnd Michaels on language, 2467-71; and 
Ohmann, 1877; and Spivak, 2196, 2202 

Spellglcr,Oswald, 1370, 1443, 1713, 1952 
Spcnser, Edmund, 11; and Addison, 420; 

and allegory Oameson), 1944; Bloom on, 
180) ; Eliot's allusion to, 1384; Emerson 
on, 728; and Giraldi, 272; and Milton, 16; 
and Pope, 438; Ransom on study of, 
1116; and Renaissance romances, 271; 
ShelIey on, 701, 708; and Sidney, 324; 
and Wordsworth, 647 

Spino7.0. Bcnedict de, 11 03, 148 I, 1594, 
1595, 1960 

spirit: and Emerson, 719; and Hegel, 626, 
638,639,643,643-44 

spirit (character) of the age: and Hegd, 
628, 629; and Jauss, 1559; Schiller on, 
573,575,578 

Spitze,', Leo, 1987 
Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty, 2193; A Cri

tiqt'" (!( Postcolonial Rea..on, 2197-2208, 
2377; Bhabha on, 2380; and feminist 
Ellroccntrism, 2107; and Marxism, 760 

Stalin,Jose!,h, 1003, 1031, 1058,1186, 
1241,1247,1532 

Slllrobinski. Jean, 959, 1317, 1329-30 
state: J)e1ellzc and Guauari on, 1608; Marx

ist vie\\' of (Althusser), 1487-91 
statement: and performatives (Austin), 

1429,1431,1439-41; poem as (Brooks), 
135'5 

Statil", 649, 709 
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Stein, Gertrude, 720, 1240, 1972, 2343, 
2348,2349,2351,2352,2354 

Stendhal, 793,1413,1539,1542-43,1544 
stereotypes: from culture industry ~I\dorno 

and Horkheimer), 1222, 1237-38; of 
female writer (Gilbert and Gubar), 2026; 
of 1950swoman, 2367; of non-Anglo
Saxons (Hurston), 1145, 1160-62; of 
Orient (Said), 2011 

Sterne, Laurence, 1029, 1072, 1075, 1076, 
1201 

Stevens, Wallace, 122,228,1350,1798, 
1801, 1961, 1963, 1994 

Stimpson, Cath ... rine, 2339, 2351, 2352 
Stoics, 171,405,871,884 
strategic essentialism, 2194 
strategic formation, Said on, 2006 
stream of consciousness, 1 547 
structural analysis: Frye on, 1447, 1448; de 

Man on, 1514; Todorov on, 2097-2106 
structural anthropology, and literary theory 

(19705 and 1980s), 2127 
structuralism, 5, 20-21; and AlIen, 2107; 

and Althusser, 1476, 1477; and Barthes, 
1457, 1459, 1460, 1470, 1472; and 
binary oppositions, 2037; and criticism 
vs. evaluation, 1912; imdde Man, 1510; 
displacement of, 2098; and Foucault, 
1617; French, 1060-61; and Hall on cul
tural studies, 1906; vs, humanism, 1476; 
and Jakobson, 1254; and John. Hopkins 
conference, 1280, 1319, 1816; and Krls
teva, 2165; and Lacan, 1279, 1280; and 
language, 1188; and Lt!ivi-Strauss, 1415, 
1416; and Mallarmi!, 844; 19605 flourish
ing of, 2097; and Poulet, 1319, 1331; 
Prague school of, 1060; and Sartre, 1335; 
and Saussure, 956;959; and self (Tomp
kins), 2140; and TodorOv, 2097; vs. tradi
tionalists, 2458; and White, 1711 

Structuralist Controversy, The (conference 
proceedings), 1319 

structuralist criticism, 1804 
structural linguistics, 22: and Bakhtin, 1188; 

and Li!vi-Strauss, 1416; and Trotsky, 
1004 

structure: and Althusser on ideology, 2453; 
and Barthes on author, 1469; identity vs. 
change in (Hirsch), 1688; and Iser on fic
tional text, 1681,-82; of meaning 
(Hirsch), 1699; and Plato (Derrida), 1870; 
of poem (Brooks), 1354, 1355, 1357, 
1359-60, 1362-64,1370;oftext(VVim
satt and Beardsley), 1372 

structure of feeling (Williams), 1891 
student uprisings of 19605: and Davis, 2398; 

German activists and Adorno, 1222; 
Howe's quarrels with, 1533; and Johnson, 
2316; and Kolodny, 2143; and Lul<acs, 
1030; of May 1968 in France, 1280 
(Lacan), 1458-59 (Barthes), 1477 
(Althusser), 1610 (Lyotard), 1616 (Fou
cault), 1729, 2522 (Baudrillard), 1816 
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student upr~'SI f ~960s (continued) 
(Derrida) 6 (C."ous); and Ohlnann, 
1877,1 ' ; and second-wave feminism, 
2021 

style' iSlotle on, 120-21: Bakhtin on, 
7-10.1218: Coleridge on, 674-75; In 

culture Industry, 1227: formalists on, 
1082-83; Geoffrey of Vlnsauf on, 228, 
236: Hebdige on (Subculture: The . 
Meaning of Style), 2446,2447, 2448, 
2448-57: Johnson on, 473-74: narrative 
(White), 1726: of poet (Ransom), 1118; 
and social power (Adorno and Horkhel
mer), 1227-28: understanding of (Schlei
ermacher), 624; Wilde on, 901, 902; and 
Woolf, 1019 

stylistics, 14; Bakhtin on, 1188, 1190, 
1201, 1204, 1219 

subaltern, 25, 2194, 2195, 2196, 2199-
2200,2201-3,2206-8; woman as, 2202, 
2204,2206 

subcultures, Hebdlge on, 2445, 2456-57; 
on subcultural style, 2446, 2447 

subject, 20; A1thusser on, 1478: death of 
Oameson), 1964; Foucaulton, 1617, 
1619-20, 1636; and Ideology, 1502-8; 
"inner" vs. "outer" for (Butler), 2495; and 
Lacan, 1281, 1284, 1303, 1478: and 
Marxism (Wittig), 2018-19; postmodern 

. critiques of (hooks), 2482; and represen-
tational thought (Deleuze and Guatteri), 
1595, 1599, 1601; and subjection, 1507-
8,1617,2018,2020 

subjective reconstruction (Schleiermacher), 
~11~12,620-21 . 

subjective texts, 61.1 
subjectivism: Hlrsch on, 1687, 1696-97: 

Wlmsatt and Beardsley'agalnst, 1373 
subjectivity, 20, 28; and Butler on power, 

2487; clarification on needed, 2477: con
cern with, 23~8; criticism as appre
hension of (Poulet), 1333; Deleuze and 
Guattari on, 1596; Dlonyslac vanishing of 
(Nietzsche), 886-87: and Freud, 916, 
917-18: Kristeva on, 2165, 2166-67: 
Lacan on, 1281: and Luklics, 1032: In· 
reading (Poulet), 1323-24; subject for
mation, 22; Todorov on, 2102; and 
Tompkins, 2128; and Wlttlg on Marxism, 
2013; and women (Beauvoir), 1404, 1411; 
and Wordsworth (Bloom), 646 

sublation (Hegel), 2048 
sublime, 13,418,536,537-38; Addison'bn 

(Spectator No. 412), 418, 423-25: "nd 
bold metaphors, 1397; Edmund Burke 
on, 536, 537, 538, 549-51, 583: and de 
Man, 137; Eliot on, 1096; and Heg~l, I 

628, 641; arid Johnson on metapnysiHll 
poets, 482: Kant on, 4 i 8, 502, 515, 519:-
26; Longinus on (On Sublimity), 135, 
137, 138-54,536: In materialist cultural 
terms; 137: and Peacock on ages of 
poetry, 694: and postmodernlst art 

(Lyotard), 1611; and Saintsbury on 
Grand Style, 1395; and Young's forerun
ners, 426 

superego, 915, 2487 
superstructure: A1thusser on, 1486-87: 

Benjamln on, 1167; culture as (Marx), 
14,760: and Jameson, 1938; WiIIlams 
on, 1566: Wilson on, 1243; see also base! 
superstructure model 

supplement, 1817; Derrida on, 18i 7, 1824-
30, 1858, 18.63, 1875-76 

surrealisrtr;-l-!i; and Barthes on author, 
1467; Bloch on, 1044, 1047, 1048; and 
grotesque ·film (Benjamln), 1180; Haber
mas on', 1750, 1751, 1755,· 1755-56; and 
Lacan, 1279, 1287, 1299; Luklics on, 
1032, 1034, 1038, i039, 1040, 1045; , 
1047, 1049; metaphorical attitude In,. 
1267 . 

survivance (Vizenor), 1976, 1978, 1985 
sweetness and light, Arnold on, 832, 853, 

1565 .. 
Swift, Jonathan, 434, 439, 832, 1944 
symbol(s): and Brnoks· on poetry, .1363. 

Coleridge on, 671, 673; Emersonon, 728-
30, 734, 736: and emotive quality. of 
objects, 1401; In historical narrative . 
(White), 1718; Jung on, 988-89, 993, 
998; and particular situation In novel 
(Howe), 1542: psychoanalytic decoding 
of, 16:· Romantics on, 12: Saussure on, 
965 . 

symbolic act(lon): Kenneth Burke's theory 
of, 1933; literature as Oameson), 1941-
60 

symbolic aspect of language (KrlSteva), 
.2166,2174,2175 

symbolic determination, 'Lacan on, 128 i 
symbolic form of art, Hegel on, 628, 640 .... 

41 
Symbolic order (Lacan), 16,24; 1281, 

1478,2166 
symbolic reduction, Lac.an's method for, 

1288 
symbolic resolution, Hebdlge on, 2447 , 
symbolic texts, and psychoanalytic tech. 

nique, 15-16 
symbolism: and Baudelaire, 789; ·and Elio~, 

1088; vs. formalism (Eichenbaum), 1064-
65, 1068, 1069, 1070, 1077, 1078, 1086; 
and Futurism (Eichenbaum), 1067: and 
"language of poetry," 1210; lesbian, 2358; 
and Luk4cs, 1032;·and Mallarm~, 842: 
metaphoric process in, 1267: and Russian 
formalism, 1958-59; hi Wilson's Axel's 
Castle, 1240 

syn';esthesls, theory of, 1394, 1397 
synchrony, 1259-60, 1295, 1416, 1563; 

1564, 1952, 1955 . 
synecdoche: Geoffrey of Vinsauf on; 238: 

Jakobson on, 1267, 1268; Qulntilian on, 
156, 160-61, 162; 163; Vlc9 on, 400, . 
414-15, 1724; and White on history, 1711 



syntagmatic relations, 959, 974, 975-76, 
1517,2104 

Tacitus, Cornelius, 409, 41~II, 600 
Taine, Hippolyte, 1241, 1248, 1725 
Tasso, Torquato, 272, 300, 387, 701, 708, 

715 
taste: Bourdieu on, 1806, J807, 1809-14, 

1878; Edmund Burke on, 537, 539-49, 
) 807; Hume on ("Of the Standard of 
Taste"), 484-85, 486-99; and James, 
853,864-65;Kanton, 500-501,502, 
505-7,508-J7,5J8-J9,529-3J,535, 
1814; and literary quality (Williams), 
1570, J 57J, 1572; and Ohmann on 
canon selection, 1883; Smith on, J 918-
23; and Wordsworth on poetry, 656, 664 

Tate, Alien, 695, 1106, 1350, 1366, 1378 
"teaching the conflicts" (Graff), 20$7, 2058 
teaching of literature: Bate on, 1528; 

Brower's method of, 1529; de Man on, 
1527-28, 1530, 1531; and English 
departments, 2089; Ngugi, Liyong, and 
Owuor-Anyumba on revision of, 2090, 
2092-97; Graff on, 2056-67; Johnson 
on, 2318-19; and Rorty on "Against The
ory," 2459; see ,also university scholarship 

technical (psychological) interpretation 
(Schleiermacher), 610,611, 612, 615, 
617,623,624,625 

technical perfection, Horace on, 130 
technique: formalists on, J071; Ransom on, 

11 J 7 
technology(ies}: and Benjamin on art, 1164; 

and culture industry, 1224; Harawllyon, 
2266,2267,2287,2289-90,2299; 
hypertext (Moulthrop), 2502-3,2504-24; 
of language (Williams), J 574; and war, 
1185-86 

techno-sciences, Lyotard on, 1614 
television: Adorno and Horkheimer on, 

1226; and Moulthrop on hypertext, 2515; 
and secondary orality (Ong and McLu
han),25J8 

Tel Quel (journal), 1459,2036,2165, 2J67 
Temps Modenaes, Les (journal), 1333, 1334, 

1404 
Tennyson, Alfred, Lord, I J 02, 1 103, 1363, 

1365,1385,1398,1801 
Terence: and Burke, 548; and Corneille on 

unity, 369, 375; Dante on, 252; Hume 
on, 495, 497; on making money (Young), 
433; and poetic expectation (Words
worth), 649; Sidneyon, 353, 357 

Terentlanus, Postumius, 135, 138 
tessera, Bloom on, 1803 
text(s) and textuality, 21; antith~tical 

(Bloom), 1196; and Barthes, 1459, 1468, 
1469,1470-75; Bhabha on, 2383; Chris
tian on, 2257, 2260; and deconstructive 
theory, 6; de Man on, 1509; Derrida on; 
1817, 1830-31, 1849; "disinfected" 
(Said), 1989; and Eagletnn on de Man, 
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1512; endurance of (Sm.,,), 1927-32; 
and female pathology (Bor"", 2365; Fish 
on, 2087-88, 2089; and Hall".~97, 1906; 
and Heidegger, J 120; Hirsch on,1685, 
1687-1703; and Knapp and Micha.Js , 
2461-63; and hypertext (Moulthrop), 
2503,2513; Iser on role of, 1671-82; 
Jameson on, 194 J-42, 1948, 1951 ;Jauss 
vs, Wimsatt on, 1547; and Johnson on 
Billy Budd, 2334; Kolodny on, 2144, 
2155; and Krlsteva, 2168; leadlngques
tlons in, 1671; lesbian (Zlmmerman), 
2349; meaning of (Knapp and Michaels), 
2461-66; priority of, 1373; and Said on 
Orlentallsm, 2000; in Schleiermacher's 
henneneutlcs, 6JJ, 6J2, 6J9; as self
crihsumlng artifact (Fish), 2068, 2069; 
and SoIlers on Ifcriture, 2036; "truthful" 
vs. artistic (Said), 2007; Wimsatt and 
Beardsleyon, J373; see also writing 

textual analysis, 3; Kenneth Burke on, 
J270, 1276 

textual inconsistencies: for New Critics, 3; 
for psychoanalysis; J 5-16 

textual interpretation, Schlelermacher on, 
6JO . . 

textual repertoire (Iser), 1672 
Thackeray, Willlam Makepeace, 794, 855, 

IOJ7,1539 
theater: and Benjamln on mechanical repro

duction, 1176, 1179; classical, 363; pop
ular aesthetic In (Bourdieu), 1812; 
Puritan attack on, 389; representation of 
varied places In 0011050n), 477-78; see 
also coinedy; drama; tragedy; unity(les) of 
time, place, and action 

themes: Frye on, 1714; migration of (Trot
sky), 1013-14 

Theocritus, 150-51,290,3'6,386,705 
theological poets, Vico on, 408, 41 ~ 11, 

413,416 
Theophtastus. 149 
theoretical fallacy, 2458 
theories of reading: and theories of \tt@ra

ture, 6-7.; see also hermerieutics; interpre
tation; reader-response criticism and 
theory . 

theory, I, 28; Baker's use of, 2224; defini
tion of (Knapp and Michaels), 2459, 
2460; about English departments (Graff), 
2063; Hall on, 190J, 1903--4, 1906; vs. 
positivism I essentialism (Spivak), 2203 

theory(ies) of literature, see literary theory; 
poetics 

thetic structure (Krlsteva), 2166, 2175-76 
Theuth, myth of, 81-82, 18J8-19, 1837-

40,1847,1848,1852,1871,1876 
third world: Anglo-Amerlcan neo

imperialism toward (Bhabha), 2380; and 
Deleuze and Guattari on minor literature, 
1600; and Fanon, 1575, 1576 (see also 
Fanon, Frantz); and global capitalism, 
2194; and Said on Orientalism, 2009 
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Third World literature, 2430 
Thompson, E,,·P.,.1478, 1710, 1895,2452 
thought: and language (Saussure), 966-67; 

transmitted in reading process (Poulet), 
1322-24 

Thucydides, 147,428,687, 1727 
Tlilyaro, E. M. W., 1374, 1381 
Todorov, Tzvetan, 86, 1060-61, 2097; on 

Bakhtin, 1186, 1187,2166; and Barthes, 
1458; and de Man on grammar.and rhet
oric, 1516, 1517, 1518; and Frye, 1443; 
at Johns Hopkins conference, 1319; and 
science of literature, 2100-2102, 2127; 
"Structural Analysis of Narrative," 2099-
2106 

Toklas, A1ice B., 2343, 2352. . 
Tolstoy, Leo: and art of implication (WiI

son), 1247; Bakhtin on, 1207, 1213; and 
Eichenbaum on Shklovsky, 1072, 1085; 
Elchenbaum study of, 1059; futurists' 
attack on; 1004; and history (Howe), 
1543-44; and Lenin, 1245, 1480, 1482; 
Lu~cs on, 1039, 1056; and peasants, 
1253; and social realists, 1250; synec
dochic details of, 1267; Wlmsatt.and. 
Beardsleyon, 1393; and Woolf on 
androgyny, 1029 

Tomashevsky, Boris, 1059, 1079 
Tompkins, Jane, 2126; and Fish, 2068, 

2.127; and Graff, 2058; "Me and. 
·My Shadow," 21:29-43; and self
representation. of minority and colonized 

'peoples,..1976; on sentimental novels, '-
1549; on Western films, -1979 

Toomer, Jean, 978, 1312, 1315 
totality: Hegelian, 1486; and Lu~cs, 1031, 

1032, 1036-37; and Nietzsche on literary 
decadence, 1046 . 

totalization:-Harawayon, 2267,2279,2299; 
and Hegel, 629; unity of (Deleuze and 
Guattari), 1604 

total-system view, Jameson on, 1951-~3 , 
tradition: and Bloom, 1795, 1796; and 

Bourdieu on artistic production, 1811; 
and Eliot ("Tradition and the Individual 
Talent"), 1089-90, 1091, 1092-98; as _ 
evolution (Eichenbaum), 1084; and Gil
bert and Gubar, 2022, 2028; James on, 
858; and literature (Williams), 1570, 
1572,1573; and reproduction of art work 
(Benjamln), 1169-70, 1171; see also 
canon 

traditional songs, as popular art, 2225 
tragedy: and ancients vs. moderns, 10; Aris

totle on, 87-88, 92-106, Ill, 112, 116-
17; Behn on, 393; Benjamin on, 1184; 
bourgeois, 551; and Cornellle, 365; in 
culture industry, 1235, 1236; Dante on, 
252; de Stai!1 on, 598; Dryden on, 383-
85; du Bellayon, 290; Frye on, 1455-56; 
and history, 1717, 1723; Horace on, 128-
29; and Lessing, 553; Nietzsche on (The 
Birth of Tragedy), 872, 873; Plato on, 71, 

319; and Shakespeare Oohnson),-471-72, 
473,475; Shelleyon, 702, 703, 711; Sid
neyon, 344, 356-57; in theater vs. on 
page Oohnson), 478-79; and tribal sto
ries (Vizenor), 1984 

tragic mYths, Frye on, 1713 
tragic poetry, Mazzoni on, 301, 321-22 
tragic view, 872 
Transcendentalism: and Emerson, 717: and 

Poe on poetry, 749; and Shelley, 696 
translation: Alien on, 2107,2110, 2123; 

and Baker on blues, 2233; Benjamin on, 
1164; and Derrida, 1815, 1819, 1836; by 
Dryden, 379; Dryden on (Preface to Syl
vas), 385-88; du Bellayon, 280, 285-87; 
and Johnson,2316 

tribal cultures (Allen): on female,Wr'iters, 
2108; in reading of Indian'ritual story,· 
2107,2111,2117-18; vs. western,'2125~ 
26; andwomen,-2125 .' 

tribal-feminism: of Alien, 2108-9; in read
ing of .Indian rituaLstory, 2107, 2111, 
2120-23 

trickster_ hermemiutics, Vizenor on,. 1976; 
1983-84, 1985 

Trilling, Li.onel, 802-3; 804, 1370"-71, : 
1527,1532,1545 

trivium, 201, 206 
Trollope, Anthony, 856-57, 1538, 1539 
tropes, see figures or tropes . 
tropologicallevel of interpretation, 9 
Trotsky, Leon, 1002; and A1thusser, 1478; 

on art, 1004-5, 1008-10, 1014-15rand 
Bakhtin, 1188; Bhabha, 2391. and Eagle
ton, 2241; exile of, 1003;_1031; and for
malism, 1002, 1005-8,'1010---11, .1015-
'17,· 1059, 1061; Literature and Revol .. -
tion, 1005-1 7;· and Shklovsky,: 1011-: 
14,1015; on socialist realism, 1031; : 
and Tolstoy (Howe), 1543; Wilson on, 
1242, 1245-46, 1247, 1248, 1252, 1253, 
1254 

truth: and Austin, 1429-30, 1441; de Man 
on, 1523, 1525; and Derrida, 1822, 
1874, 1875; as extra-linguistic Oakob" 
son), 1258; of-first fables (Vico); .415; 
Foucault on, 1620---21, 1668-70; in .. 
-Hegel's dialectic, 626; Lacait' on, .1281; 
1302; logical positivist view of, 1429; 
Mill on discovery of (Bhabha), 2384; 
Nietzsche on, 870---71; 873, 875; 876-79; 
as object of poetry (WorosWorth)j 656-
57,658; Pater on, 1379; and poetry 
(Brooks), 1359; in prose vs. poetry (Poe), 
744; slanted (Zlmmerman), 2347; for 
Trotsky, 1004; Western philosophy's 
search for, 2037; and Williams on litera
ture, 157.2 

Turgenev, lvan, 852, 863, 1247, 1537 '-' 
Twain, Mark; 942; Huc1eleberry Finn, 1253 
Tynyanov, Yury, -1059, 1081-82, 1084, 

1087 
typicality, of Lu~cs, 1032 



I ypology, Lukl1cs on (Theory of the Novel), 
1030 

uncanny: Freud on, 916-17, 930-52, 2412; 
and Kristeva, 2 I 67 

unconscious, 17; and Freud, 914, 917-] 8, 
1299; and Althusser, 1478; and Hegel on 
nature, 639; and Jameson, 1940; Jung on, 
988, 993, 996; for Lacan, 1280, 128], 
1290, 1299, 1305 

undecidability, 2], 22; Derrida on, 1819 
understanding: Arnold on, 1373; Hirsch 

on, 1685; passive vs. active (Bakhtin), 
1206 

unities, compositional-stylistic, I 192 
unity: of artwork (Frye), 1448; and French 

feminists on patriarchy, 2361; of impres
sion (Poe), 743; organic, 272 (Giraldi), 
670 (Coleridge), 1352 (Brooks), 2254 
(Greenblatt); of poem or text (Brooks), 
1355,1361,1364,1365,1366; and Ploti
nus, 178, 179, 180; and skin (Davis), 
2416 

unity(ies) of time, place, and action: and 
Aristotle, 10,97,324,356, 366, 368, 
370,37],374,376; Behn on, 390, 394-
95; Corneille on ("Of the Three Unities 
of Action, Time, and Place"), 365-66, 
367-78; and critics of Corneille, 363; 
and Dryden's Allfor Love, 379; and Gir
aldi (time), 271; and hallucination (Wim
satt and Beardsley), 1396; Horace on, 
124; Johnson on, 459, 476-80; Longinus 
on, 154; and neoclassicists on Shake
speare, ]2; Pope on, 447; Renaissance 
critics on, 10; Sidney on, 324, 356-57 

universal history, of VieD, 400, 404 
universalist claims, Foucault on, 1619 
universalization, and postmodernism 

(Lyotard), 1612 
university scholarship: and Brooks on study 

of literature, 1366; and Foucault on 
power, 1620; Graffon, 2057; Howe on 
specialization in, 1533; and lesbians 
(Zimmerman), 2359; Ohmann's criticism 
of, 1877; and Orientalism (Said), 1988, 
1992, 1996, 2005, 20 I 0; and post
colonial Africa ("On the Abolition of the 
English Department"), 2091, 2092-97; 
Hansom's criticism of, I1 J 0, 1111-15, 
I 1 16-17; and teaching of literature 
(Graff), 2063 

lIse value, 14, ] 5,762,776,783; and art 
(Adorno and Horkheim.,r), 1239; and 
Suussure on Signification vs. value, 958; 
and Smith, 1910, 1913, 1916; see also 
exchange value 

lItilitarians, 683; Gauticr on, 755-56; and 
Peacock, 683 

utility: in art as commodity (Adorno and 
Horkheimer), 1239; and attacks on the
ory, 2378; Gautier's rejcction of, 750, 
756-58; as goal of poctry (Horuce), 8, 
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123,132; as idol of the age (Schiller), 
573; of literary study, 20 I; and modernity 
(Habermas), ] 750; and Ma7..zonl on 
poetry, 300, 319-20; Shelley on, 710-13; 
and Smith on art, 1916; and Trotsky on 
art, ]008, 1010; Wilde's rejection of, 
897,899 

vagueness, vs. indeterminateness (Hirsch), 
1699 

Valery, Paul, 1167, 1168, 1240, 1256, 
1333, 1335, 1467 

value(s): exchange vs. use, 14, 15 (see also 
exchange value; use value); linguistic 
(Saussure), 966-74; Nietzsche's "revalua
tion" of, 870; and selection of canon 
(Ohmann), 1877, 1878, 1880, 1881, 
1882; and Sedgwick on "the closet," 2433; 
Smith on, 1913-32 

value judgments: vs. criticism (Frye), 1444; 
feminist.s' consideration of (Kolodny), 
2144; see Also evaluation 

Van Gogh, Vincent, 1345, 1466 
vanguard party: Haraway on, 2271; Lenin 

on, 1 ]36 
Varro, Marcus Terentius, 407, 408, 705 
Venus, and Davis on disability, 2399, 2404-

11,2414-15,2417 
verbal icons, Wimsatt on, 1060, 1547 
verbal meaning (Hirsch): Husserl on, 1690-

92; and levels of awareness, 1708; and 
public norms, 1695-96; and text, 1696 

verification, Hirsch on, 1703-9 
verisimilitude, 10-11: and CorneiIle on 

constraints, 378; and critics of Corneille, 
363; and Ma7.7..oni on poetry, 306, 314; 
potential (Howe), 1540; and Wilde on 
criticism, 905 

vernacular languages, 10 .. 11, 247, 2091; 
African (Crummell), 2426-27; in Ameri
can life, 2239; Baker on, 2224-40; and 
du Bellay, 278, 280; in black tradition 
(Gates), 2422-23, 2431-32; and Boccac
cio, 253; and Dante, 247, 253, 271~d 
Giraldi, 27]; and Macaulay on Indian 
education, 2198 

vernacular literatures, and Baker, 2223 
verse, and Sidney on poetry, 333, 347-48, 

361 
verse criticism, 'and Geoffrey of Vinsauf, 

228 
verse-forms: for epic, 112; in French tradi· 

tion, 842; iambic, 93, 94, 112, 130, 403; 
in tragedies (Aristotle), 94 

Vico, Gillmbattista, ] 3, 399; and Bloom, 
1799, 1802; and Jameson, 1952; The 
New Science, 401-16; and relation of Iit
eratun' to society (Wilson), 1248; and 
Said, 1986, 1987, 1993-94,2009; and 
White, 17] 1, 1724 

Victorians: and alienation, 572; moral ear
nestness of, 834; puritanism of, 1651; 
repressions of, 1019; and sexual discourse 
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Victorians (continued) 
(Foucault);- 1619; and wit vs. Imagination, 
417 I 

Vietnam· War, as postmodern (Jam.eson), 
1971; and postwestern movies, 1979; and 
state-sponsored military research, 1998; 
see also student uprisings of 19605 

Vlrgil, 9; 11, 196-97; Addison on, 423; and 
"allegory of the poets," 248; and Bernar
dus, 248; as Edmund Burke ~mple, 537; 
and choice of words (Ronsard), 297; and 
Coleridge, 679; and dreams (Macrobius), 
198-99, 200; and Dryden on translation, 
386,387-88; du Bellayon, 287, 290: and 
Giraldl on romance, 273, 274; and Hor
ace, 122; Hume on, 495; and Jonson 
(Dryden), 383; and Landlno (Giraldi), 
278; and Macrobius's Satu""""" 196-97; 
and Maecenas, 434; and Milton 
(Kolodny), 2156: Peacock on. 688. 689; 
and poetry as game (Mattonl). 316; and 
Pope, 439; Quintllian on; 156. 159. 161, 
166-67; and Renaissance. 1252; and 
romance. 271; in Shakespeare's educa
tion. 1021; Shelley on, 705. 709: and 
Sldney. 332, 336. 338, 347-48. 356. 362: 
and wit (Addi80n). 420 

virtual text. Iser on. 1671. 1672 
virtue; of orators (Qulntllian). 167-68. 171; 

N •• Iso morality 
Vlzenor, Gerald, 1975; and AlIen, 2107; 

Man'".st MAnners . ..• 1977-86 
voice: and Cixous on woman. 2045; de Man 

on, 1526; and Derrida, 2037; and new 
social movements. 2209; personal vs. pro
fessional (Tompkfns), 2130. 2133; see 
also speech , 

Volo§lnov. Valentln, 1186, 1187. 1947, 
2456 

Voltalre, 417. 471. 473. 479. 691.711-12. 
821,841 

Walker, AUte. 1145. 2258. 2259. 2262. 
2265,2300,2304.2307,2317,2428. 
2431 

war: Benjamln on, 1185; futurists on. 1185; 
postmoderri, 197 i 

Warren; Austin, 1116. 1687.2100 
Warren, Robert Penn. 1106, 1350. 1364 
Warton, }oseph, 426, 1394 
Weber, Max, 1030, 1751, 1753, 1902, 

1951,1953.1955 
Wellek, Ren4!: on Kenneth Burke, 1271; on 

criticism, 1388,2100; Hirsch on, 1687, 
1688-89; Jauss on, 1554, 1560-61; on 
poem, 1376; and text-as-Ianguage theory, 
1696; and theory, 2057; on Wordsworth, 
647 

West, Cornel, 2476, 2479. 2481, 2483-84 
Western metaphysics (Dei-rida), 1817, 

1818, 1827, 1840, 1849 
West<,rn thought and science, Baudrillard 

on, 1731 

Wheatley, PhylliS, 2426, 2429 , , 
White, Hayden. 1709; and Baker, 2228: 

and Frye. 1~43; ''The Historical Text as 
Literary Artifact," 1712...,.29; and tropes, 

,,401, 1711 . 
~Itman, Wait, 695 r antihierarchlcal per

spective of, 1595; Bloom on, 1795, . 
1798, 1801; and cultural sbldies. 27; 
and Einersoti; 717; and James. 852; 
quot!!d by Baker, 2227; anl'subUme, 
538 ' ~ . . 

Wilde, Oscar, 895: and aestheticism, . 
501; Bloom dn, 1797-98; "The C::ritlc 
as Artist," 900-912, 2378: and ghosts. 
952; and Gorglas. 29; and Pater, 834; 
Preface to TIu! Picture of Dorian Gray, 
899 .. . 

Willlams, Raymond, 647. 698.1565; and 
changing categories (Ohmann), 1880;· 
and constraints as productive, 200 I; and 
cultural studles,,1566. 1895; 1899.2445, 
!l448-50; and Eagleton. 2240, 2242; and 
Hall. 1898. 1906; on hegemony. 762; and 
Marxism, 763, 1938; M.r.ds~ and Liura
tu"', 1567-75; and new cultural history, 
1710; and Said, 1988-89; and:l~stru~tufe 
of feeling,!! , 1891; on unleaming of domi
nant mode, 20 I2 

Williams"Willlam Garlos, 1270, 1798 . 
WUi~d, !Edmund, i a40; and BenJamln, 

1164; and Mandlmi 763; "Marxllm .nd 
UtC!rature." 1243-51; as model for crit· 
Ics, 1532; on Trotsky, 1005 

Wimsatt, WiIIlam K.,Jr., 86., 88.1371; 
"The Affective Fal\acy." ·13l17-1403 •. 
2068; and Brooks, 1351; vs. Hlrsch, i682; 
and Intentional fal\acy, 1255, 1671. 
1701. 2209; ''The Intentional Fallacy." 
1374-87;-a5 New Critit, 2067. 2126. 
2458; vs. reader-response criticism. 1671; 
and stable object of study. 1671; and 
"vei-ballcon," 1060, 1"547 

Winckelmann, Johann Joachlm. 552-53, 
, 5~5, 556.838-39· , 

WIHlers. Yvor, 1350, 1358. 1399-1401, 
~057 ., 

wl~om: In poetry (Shelley), 697; Vlco on. 
407-8;409,412.416 

wit, 417; Addlson on (Spectator No. ,62), 
417-18.419-23,440; Edmund Burke 
on, 543; Johnson' on, 417, 439,440, 
481,1105; Pope on, 417, 439-40; 443. 
4 .. 7 ..... 8.450,451,452.481; And Schiller 
on Greeks, 575; ofwomeit (de Sta!!I), 606-
8 . 

Wittgenstein, Ludwlg, 1427, i428, 1429, 
1.525,1610,1759,1962 

Wllti", Monique, 2012; and Beauvoir. 
1403, 2013, 2015, 2017j Butler on, . 
2494.2500; and 'essentialism, 2477; Hat
away on, ·2292; on heterosexuality, 1760, 
2013,2015; on naturalness of "sex," 
2491; "One Is Not Born a VVC?man," 2014-



21; and queer theory, 2433; and Zimmer
man,2351,2354,2355 

WolIstonecraft, Mary, 582; daughter of 
(Mary Shelley), 584, 696; and Christine 
de Pizan, 264; A Vindication of the Rights 
of Woman, 586-93; and Zimmerman, 
2350,2356 

women: Beauvoir on situation of (The Sec
ond Sex), 1405, 1406-14; black women 
and postmodernism, 2302, 2311, 2313-
14,2476,2478 (see also black women's 
writing); bodies as concern of (Bordo), 
2363,; and Butler on sex and gender, 
2490; Cixous on (''The Laugh of the 
Medusa"), 2039-56; of color, 2276-77, 
2293, 2294, 2338, 2443; Christine de 
PI:>!an on (The Book of the City of Ladies), 
263-64,265-70; "double life" of, 1780; 
education of, 269-70, 585, 588, 589, 
593, 605-7; English literature as subject 
for, 2247-48; as essential vs. as social 
category, 2012; exceptional, 596, 608-10; 
in film, 2141, 2183, 2186-91, 2192; and 
Freud, 915, 2204, 2366; Haraway on, 
2275, 2278,2290-92, 2295-96; and 
homework economy (Haraway), 2286-90; 
and homosoclal-homosexual opposition 
(Sedgwlck), 2433, 2436, 2438; Kristeva 
on, 2167-68; Lacan on, 1283; in Uvi
Strau8S's account, 1416; literature by 
(Smith), 2303; and male standard of 
rationality (Tompkins), 2132; as marriage 
partners (Wollstonecraft), 593; and Marx-

. ism, 2019; men's treatment of (Tomp
kins), 2141-42; military men compared 
with (Wollstonecraft), 583, 589-90; nar
row view of (Woolf), 1019, 1023-24; and 
the personal, 2140; as playwrights 
(Behn), 394-95, 396, 397-98; in Resto
ration theater, 389; Rousseau on, 591; 
sexualization of, 1768-69; speculations 
of, 2258; In tribal culture (Alien), 2125; 
Wittig on, 2018, 2020-21; and myth of 
woman,2016,2017,2018,2020;and 
Wollstonecraft on Paradise Lost, 585, 587; 
see also femininity; feminism 

women as writers: Alien on, 2108, 2125; 
Cixous on, 2042; de Stallion, 604-610; 
Gilbert and Gubar on, 2021-22,2023-
35; Kolodny on, 2147-49,2150,2158; 
and muse, 2358 

women's literatures, 23, 24-25 
Women's Studies (journal), 2342 
Woolf, Virginia, 1017; and anonymity, 

843; on Austen, 1676; and Beauvoir, 
1404; on Behn, 388; Deleuze and Guat
tari on, 1596; and Christine de Pizan, 
264; and Eliot, 1089; and male reader, 
2157,2158; and Rich on lesbian exis
tence, 1776;ARoomofOne'sOwn, 1021-
29; Wittig on, 2018; on Wollstonecraft, 
584; Zimmerman on, 2343, 2349, 2350, 
2354 
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Wordsworth, William, 12,87,645; Arnold 
on, 807, 809, 810-11; on art as expres
sion, 629; on audience for literature, 
2242; Bloom on, 1799, 1801; Brooks on, 
1357, 1363; 1365, 1366; and Edmund 
Burke, 538; and Coleridge, 571, 645, 
646,647,648-49,669,675,677-79, 
1276; and Emerson, 718; and French 
Revolution, 537, 583,645,647; and 
Hirsch, 1682, 1683, 1697, 1705, 
1706; 'and James, 853; as Lake Poet, 
683; Pater on, 837; and Peacock, 682, 
683,692,693; and personal criticism, 
2128; as poet-critic, 853; on poetry, 35, 
87,253,646-47,648,650,651,653-68; 
Preface to Lyrical Ballads, 648-68; on 
taste (WiIIlams), 1570; Wimsatt and 

i-Beardsley.on,.L380,_1.39.4; Woolf on, 
1029 I 

ork:g~iftil4a~iq!,l/~.<..t;I'lJt'lt"h). _~~6 Z, ~.' 
2287,2288; for Hegel, 635·,~~..:JJO 
or~,'iterary: ~rtisti,,: aq<;t ae$t.i)etic pole i 
(Is.rr~ ~74;'..B'rtt1i4 'bh.'(''Pi4>Jrl'Wgrk 

,..~),_145.Q,.J. 420"",7.$.; F.o!J.!;a..!,I~t.,,,~Q,,. 
16~4-25iJaHsson, 1551-53,1554,1561; 
Nellll'Crttil!ism on, 3 

~ing~day,.Ma.tllum • ..z.f,!~-8~_. ,'.. ' 
world literature, MarxlEngds on, 'r!2 
world trade, Marx/Engels on, 77'l 
World Wide Web, 2502 
Won, Das (lM Word) (literary journal), 

1031,1058 
Wounded Knee, 1985 
Wright, Richard, 979,1144,1145,1241, 

2239,2255-56,2259,2306 
writers: experimental and lesbian (Zimmer

man), 2354; female (women), 604-10, 
2021-22,2023-35,2108,2125,2147-
49, 2150, 2158, 2358; as persona non 
grata (Christian), 2263; see alsolluthor; 
poets 

writing: Bhabha on, 2383, 2384; Deleuze 
and Guattari on, 1602-3, 1607-8; and 
Derrida, 1815, 1817, 1818-19-b822-24, 
1827, 1832, 1833, 1837-42, 1848-55, 
1856-62,1867-68,1872; female (Cix
ous), 2046-47, 2052; Foucault on, 1623; 
and French theory, 2036; Haraway on, 
2268, 2293, 2295; of history, 1729; 
hypertextual, 2514, 2516-17; and L~vi
Strauss, 1417, 1421-24; MaJlarm~'s 
devotion to, 841-42; and Plato, 36, 81-
85, 1832, 1833, 1837-42, 1848-55, 
1856-62,2036; and reading (Barthes), 
1474; Sartre on ("WhyWritei'''), 1336-49; 
Saussure on, 959; sound and sense in 
(Pope), 449; vs. speech, 2036; see also 
/fcriture 

Xanadu system, 2505, 2507, 2509, 2510, 
2514,2516,2517,2519,2521,2522-23 

Xenophon,333,336,338,428 
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Yale School, 213, J509, 1794, 1816,2316, 
2458 . 

Yeats, Willia,ni3utler: "Among School Chil
dren," Islo, 1520-21; Bloom on, 1799; 
and Brooks, 1354; and comic vision, 
1456; }akobson on, 1256; and New York 
Intellectuals, 1533; and Nietzsche, 870; 
and Pater, 833; and Wilson, 1240 . 

Yellow Woman stories, 2107, 2111-23 
Yoruba culture, and Gates, 2422 
Young, Edward, 12,426; advice from, 

1379; and Edmund Burke, 537; Conjec
tures on Original Composition, 427-37 

young conservatives, and Habermas on 
modernity, 1743, 1758 

.:J~.t' .~b 4i~~ 

..r. ) \"io ~4i ~j J c..r-' ) \i 

Young Hegelians, 1756 
youth subcultures, and Hebdige, 2447, 

2456-57 

Zhdanov; A. A., 1031,1938 
Zhirmunsky, Victor Maksimovich, 1006, 

1059, 1078,.1079 
Zlmmerman, Donnle, 2338; and gay and 

lesbian studies, 2433; on heterosexuality 
as institution, 1760; and Smith, 230 I; 
"What Has Never Been: An Overview of 
Lesbian Feminist Criticism," 2340-59 

Zionism, and views on Near East, 2011 
1.o1a, Emile, 852, 864, 869, 1249, 1542 
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